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Introduction'

Malini Ambach, Jonas Buchholz, and Ute Hiisken

For many centuries, Hindu temples and shrines have been of great importance to
South Indian religious, social and political life. Aside from being places of worship,
they are also pilgrimage destinations, centres of learning, political hotspots, and foci
of economic activities. In these temples, not only the human and the divine interact,
but they are also meeting places of different members of the communities, be they
local or coming from afar. It therefore does not come as a surprise that Hindu temples
do not exist in isolation, but stand in multiple relationships to other temples. They
relate to each other in terms of architecture, ritual, or mythology, or on a conceptual
level when particular sites are grouped together. Especially in urban centres, multiple
temples representing different religious traditions may coexist within a shared sacred
space.

Extant scholarship has tended to view temples as stand-alone monuments. The
current volume sets out to pay more attention to the connections that exist between
individual Hindu temples and the affiliated communities, be it within a particular
place or on a trans-local level. We describe these connections as “temple networks,”
a concept which instead of stable hierarchies and structures looks at nodal, multi-
centred, and fluid systems, in which the connections in numerous fields of interaction
are understood as dynamic processes.

Temple Networks

Temple networks can be of different types. A temple network may be constituted by
shrines in different places that are grouped together as a concrete, often numbered,
set—*"“connected places” in Feldhaus’s (2003) terminology. Such temple networks
are imagined or symbolic in so far as they are connected on a purely conceptual level.

1 This volume is an outcome of the project “Temple Networks in Early Modern South India:
Narratives, Rituals, and Material Culture” (Principal Investigators Ute Hiisken and Jonas
Buchholz), which was generously funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG,
German Research Foundation)—project number 428328143. The editors wish to thank Prof.
Dr. Peter Bisschop (Leiden University), who kindly agreed to review the manuscript of this
volume in an open review process, and whose input and criticism helped to improve the diverse
contributions to this volume. We also would like to express our gratitude to Dr. Quoc-Bao Do,
who competently did the copy-editing and formatting of the manuscript. We thank the team
from Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing (HASP) for professionally guiding us through the
publication process.

Published in: Malini Ambach, Jonas Buchholz and Ute Hiisken (eds.): Temples, Texts, and Networks: South
Indian Perspectives. Heidelberg: Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2022.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/hasp.906.c13933



2 Introduction

At the same time, however, their connection is real in the sense that it is meaningful
for the people who visit the temples, or even peregrinate all sites of a group as a
pilgrimage circuit. Well-known examples on a pan-Indian level are the seven “cities
of liberation” (saptamoksapuri), which are thought to grant liberation from the cycle
of rebirth,? or the twelve jyotirlirigas, where Siva is thought to have manifested him-
self as a column of light.> South India also has its share of regional temple networks.
Examples include the five “elemental lirigas” (paficabhiitaliniga), a group of five Siva
temples in Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh,* or the six abodes of the god Murukan
(arupataivitu) that are spread across Tamil Nadu.® Temple networks of this type
may also exist on a local level, as the example of the nine Narasimhas at Ahobilam
shows (see Debicka-Borek, this volume).

At the same time, the concept of temple networks can also be employed to
describe the relations between temples that coexist within a given space, as within a
particular city or town. Especially in urban areas, temples rarely stand alone; rather,
they form part of a sacred topography that is defined by the presence of numerous
temples and shrines, some devoted to the same deity, others belonging to different
religious traditions, as well as sacred water bodies. A prime example is the South
Indian temple town of Kanchipuram, with which several contributions to this volume
(Buchholz, Hiisken, Ambach, Stein) are concerned. Unsurprisingly, competing
notions of hierarchy and different definitions of centre and periphery exist in such a
situation. Particularly the relations between temples belonging to different religious
traditions are often highly dynamic and contested. These relations can be character-
ized by rivalry, as each tradition tries to assert its primacy and contests competing
claims (Hiisken 2017, Schier 2021). Often, however, there is also an element of
cohesion, as different religious traditions share a common repertoire of local myths
(see Hiisken and Ambach, this volume) and as deities pay visits to each other during
temple festivals. Moreover, different traditions that coexist in a religious centre may
also cooperate to assert the position of their place in competition with other religious
centres.® Rivalry constitutes as much a connection as cooperation.

Importantly, the temple networks that are laid out in the texts also authorize
pilgrimage practice: the narratives are walked or otherwise traveled when pilgrims
follow the routes that sages or gods have used before them. In this way, the pilgrims’
movements between particular sites actively participate in the establishment of the

2 The list of these seven cities of liberation most commonly includes Ayodhya, Mathura,
Haridwar, Varanasi, Kanchi, Ujjain, and Dwaraka (see e.g., Garudapurana 2.35.5¢c—6b).

3 See Fleming 2009 and Eck 2012, 189-256.

4 These five temples are in Kanchipuram, Kalahasti, Tiruvanaikkaval, Tiruvannamalai, and
Chidambaram (see Eck 2012, 253-256).

5 See Clothey 1978, 116-131.

6 For example, in a narrative given in the thirty-first chapter of the Vaisnava Kancimahatmya,
the Brahmin Upamanyu travelled to many well-known pilgrimage places, but found moksa
only in Kanchipuram (Hiisken, this volume).
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sacred map (Eck 2012, 5), as they follow the footsteps of mythical travelers imagined
in the texts. Clearly, one chief aim of the texts at the centre of this volume, the sthala-
mahatmyas, was to advertise a site in order to attract devotees: they express the
claims of temple priests and local authorities, who depend on the boost of the
economy through a steady influx of pilgrims.

Finally, temple networks may also be formed by shrines that are related to each
other in terms of ritual or mythology. Temples in different places may share the same
myth of origin or particular ritual traditions. Ritual and mythology are often connect-
ed since the origins of specific ritual practices are often explained through mytholo-
gical narratives.” Moreover, as Branfoot’s contribution in this volume shows, tem-
ple networks may also be (re)created as architecture, for example through replicas
of particular shrines in other places. Such connections are often also expressed
through murals that depict related sites.® At the same time, temples that share
particular architectural features may create new networks of their own. By including
contributions that look at the connections between temples as expressed in different
media, this volume opens up new perspectives on temples as “agents” in close
connection to and interaction with other sacred sites and actors.

Temple Legends

Most contributions to this volume approach temples and temple networks through
textual sources. In this respect, a central resource are the texts that we call “temple
legends,” corresponding to the class of texts known as sthalamahatmya in Sanskrit
and talapuranam (from Skt. sthalapurana) in Tamil. This textual genre is as vast as
it is understudied (see Buchholz, this volume).’ In short, mahatmyas can be charac-
terized as texts that glorify a particular subject, in the case of sthalamahatmyas a
particular sacred site (an area, a temple, a city, or a river). Such texts were composed
both in Sanskrit and in South Indian languages like Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, and
Malayalam throughout the second millennium of the common era. A particularly
large number of such texts exists in Tamil, with the production of Tamil talapura-
nams seeing a major upsurge between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. Temple
legends describe specific shrines, salvific spaces, and deities and narrate etiological
myths accounting for their origins, specifying at the same time local ritual practices.
They reflect specific temple networks, and at the same time link local and transregio-
nal traditions, often by connecting localized narratives to pan-Indian Puranic myths.
Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas also typically associate themselves with the transregional

7 Several of the Visnu temples in Kanchipuram are connected through the story of Brahma’s
horse-sacrifice (asvamedha). This connection is expressed in the Vaisnava Kancimahatmya
(see Porcher 1985), in the common perceptions of these Visnus as “brothers,” and it is also
expressed through the processional routes of the respective deities.

8 See Seastrand 2019; for the Varadaraja temple, see Krishna 2014.

9 See however Shulman’s groundbreaking work Tamil Temple Myths from 1980.
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Puranic tradition by claiming to be part of specific Puranas.'® As such, temple
legends form part of a complex textual network.

A further dimension is added by the fact that such texts do not only exist in
Sanskrit, but also in local South Indian languages. While the Sanskrit texts and those
in local languages are closely intertwined, their relationship is far more complex than
what conventional categories such as “translation” or “adaptation” can express, as
many of the contributions to this volume show (Buchholz, Ganesan, Sarma, Nachi-
muthu, Hiisken). Temple legends therefore provide an opportunity to investigate the
interaction of Sanskrit and regional literary cultures in early modern South India.

At the same time, the narratives contained in the temple legends are transmitted
not only through textual representations, but also through the architecture of the
temples, iconographic details, and through murals painted on temple walls — in short,
through material expressions of the narratives. Moreover, oral versions of the narra-
tives circulate among the temples’ priests, custodians, or local residents, and are
retold when pilgrims visit the sites. They may correspond to particular textual ver-
sions, but often they contain elements that are not found in any of the textual sources
(see Hiisken, this volume). In the case of some temples, mythological narratives are
also ritually enacted (see Sarma, this volume). As Debicka-Borek’s contribution to
this volume shows (see also Schier 2018; Hiisken 2021), especially temple festivals
and other rituals continue to be important means of re-enacting the narratives of the
temple legends, both storing them in collective memory and retrieving them from
collective memory. These performances provide insight into how the rituals relate to
the texts, what meanings are attributed to these practices by different agents, and
allow to analyse the adaptation and transformation of narrative and performative
motifs by diverse sectarian traditions. Similar to the sometimes radically different
interpretations of the basic narratives in the different texts, the ritual performances,
and sculptures also tell stories differently, and are moreover often at odds with the
textual narratives.

Non-textual expressions of the mythologies thus constitute specific versions of
the narrative material, which are also often actively engaged by the contemporary
temple custodians along with the oral narratives in the temple (see Hiisken, this vol-
ume). Thus, while today the Sanskrit and Tamil texts of the temple legends are rarely
consulted by the relevant religious communities, their narratives continue to be
transmitted orally among the custodians of the temples, local residents, in an ever-
increasing amount of “grey” temple literature (summarizing stories pertaining to the
temple), and more recently also on temple websites. These narratives are meaningful

10 Examples for such self-attributions are the Saiva Karictimahatmya claiming to be part of the
Skandapurana, the Vaisnava Kaiicimahatmya, the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya, and the Aho-
bilamahatmya, which all attribute themselves to the Brahmandapurana, and the Kamaksivilasa
linking itself to the Markandeyapurana (see the contributions by Buchholz, Hiisken, Ambach,
Sarma, and Debicka-Borek in this volume).
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to both the narrators and pilgrims, as they establish, negotiate, or solidify a network
of meaning pertaining to each of the many holy sites.

By applying the concept of networks to describe the fluid relationships between
various Hindu temples in a given locality or across different places, and by looking
at these networks’ representations in different media, this volume takes a first step
in opening up new perspectives both on South Indian sacred sites and their religious
and ritual traditions.

On the Genesis of the Volume

This volume is an outcome of the workshop “Networks of Temples and Networks of
Texts in South India”, which was funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft
(DFG, German Research Foundation) and conducted from January 20 to January 26,
2020 at the Ecole Francgaise d’Extréme-Orient (EFEO) in Pondicherry (figure 1). The
workshop concluded with a two-day-long excursion to Kanchipuram, which enabled
the participants to visit and explore a number of temples that had been discussed
during the workshop (figure 2).

Since the underlying research project “Temple Networks in Early Modern South
India: Narratives, Rituals, and Material Culture” focuses on Kanchipuram, special
emphasis during the workshop was placed on this particular temple town, yet
contributions on other South Indian sites were also invited. The presentations were
held in an open format, allowing the presenters to go into detail regarding their
material. Many participants chose to read specific textual passages together with the
audience. While the majority of the presentations dealt with textual materials, others
approached the topic from the perspective of art history. In this way, the participants
of this workshop explored diverse temple networks in South India not only through
their representation in Sanskrit, Tamil, and Malayalam texts, but also through oral,
performative, and material expressions of the textual narratives and through architec-
ture and iconography. This approach is reflected in the diverse contributions to this
volume, while the importance placed on primary material is mirrored by the rich
appendices to many of the contributions.
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Fig. 1: Session of the workshop “Networks of Temples and Networks of Texts in South India” at
the Ecole Francaise d’Extréme-Orient (EFEO) in Pondicherry.

Fig. 2: Visit of the participants at the excursion to Kanchipuram’s Astabhuja temple.
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The Contributions to the Volume

The texts containing temple legends are composed in local languages and in the
transregional language of Sanskrit. Here, the texts in local languages, which are
clearly locally rooted, display close connections to transregional traditions. At the
same time the texts composed in Sanskrit are largely made of locally specific
narratives. In “Sthalamahatmyas and Talapuranams of Kanchipuram: A Network of
Texts” Jonas Buchholz takes a close look at the Sanskrit sthalamahatmya and Tamil
talapuranam text corpora that deal with the South Indian temple town of Kanchi-
puram, its sacred places, and its mythologies. Introducing the range of texts, he
reviews their characteristics and explores the texts’ contextualisation within their
tradition, their relation to Sanskrit and Tamil literary cultures, their religious affili-
ation, dating, and authorship. In particular, Buchholz focuses on the interrelation
between the Sanskrit and Tamil texts, which are closely connected, while promoting
their own agenda, with specific priorities and peculiarities.

K. Nachimuthu’s “A Survey of the Sthalapurana Literature in Tamil” is a com-
prehensive overview and study of Tamil legends pertaining to sacred places. The
first part of this contribution traces the historical development of talapuranam works
and examines various factors shaping the evolution of this literary genre. In the
second part, Nachimuthu develops a classification for the several hundred works
belonging to the genre of Tamil talapuranams and examines details of their form and
style, their structural characteristics, and narrative elements.

The major agenda of T. Ganesan’s contribution “Innovations and Reformulations
in Translation: The Case of Some of the Sthalapuranas in Tamil” is to shed light on
the relation between Tamil talapuranams and Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas. Ganesan
closely looks at those talapuranams and sthalamahdatmyas that deal with the sacred
sites Tiruvannamalai (Tamil Nadu), Kalahasti (Andhra Pradesh), and Chidambaram
(Tamil Nadu), showing how adaptations characterize the Tamil renderings of their
Sanskrit counterparts. On the basis of selected narrative motifs, he explores the influ-
ence of Tamil literary practices and ideas of the Saivasiddhanta tradition in shaping
the Tamil texts in content and style.

The chapter “Glory of the Tiruvanantapuram Padmanabhasvami Temple as De-
scribed in the Mahatmyas” by S.A.S. Sarma deals with the mythology and history of
the Vaisnava temple of Padmanabhasvami in Tiruvanantapuram (Kerala). Sarma re-
views the relevant mahatmya texts to detail mythological narratives of the origin of
this sacred site, its deity, and particularities of its location, such as sacred water
bodies. While doing so, he also points out correspondences between the texts and the
temple’s architectural features (e.g., the structure of the sanctum) and contemporary
ritual practices (e.g., the appointment of priests from a certain region).

Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz & R. Sathyanarayanan explore sacred water
bodies and especially the river Kaveri (Karnataka & Tamil Nadu) in their chapter
“Importance of Water Bodies in the Mahatmyas in the Kaveri Region”. Starting from
the relevant Sanskrit mahatmya texts, they explore the character of the Kaveri as
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depicted in the texts’ mythological narratives, and they point out the influence of
pan-Indian motifs on the local mythology describing the riverine region and its
sacred sites. Moreover, through the study of material aspects of the sites and inscrip-
tions, they discuss the dynamics of the region’s ecological characteristics and the
local cultural and religious practices in relation to the notion of the Kaveri as
sketched in the mahatmyas.

Some contributions focus on specific sectarian versions of the temple legends:
Even if authored in the same language, temple legends pertaining to one and the same
sacred space often are transmitted in several different yet equally valid versions. For,
especially potent religious spaces are populated not by one, but by many powerful
deities and their temples, which are competing for pilgrims’ attention and patronage,
and which therefore tend to present their narratives in specific versions that
emphasize their own superiority over other deities in town.

Ute Hiisken turns to the Vaisnava Varadaraja temple in Kanchipuram and studies
textual, oral, performative, and material aspects of the representation of two lizards
in her contribution “Two Lizards in Kanchipuram’s Varadaraja Temple.” She
closely explores the co-existing but competing mythological narratives on the origin
of these “golden lizards” from two Sanskrit mahatmyas and one Tamil source and
discusses the interrelation of the temple’s physical space and the narratives. Further-
more, Hiisken examines the integration of elements from popular religiosity pertain-
ing to lizards in the sanskritic religious tradition as reflected in textual accounts and
in contemporary ritual practice at the Varadaraja temple.

In her “‘Reading’ a Sacred Place Differently: Sarvatirtha in Kanchipuram’s
Sanskrit Mahatmyas” Malini Ambach looks into the mythologies of one specific
sacred water body, Sarvatirtha, in Kanchipuram. Ambach focuses on the mythologi-
cal narratives from three of Kanchipuram’s Sanskrit mahatmya texts and addresses
questions regarding both, the parallel and the diverging particulars of the stories,
which reflect the sectarian orientation of the respective texts. She furthermore
explores different perspectives on the spatial links of Sarvatirtha within the city’s
sacred geographies that are expounded in these mahatmyas.

Reflecting a diversity of locally rooted sacred topographies (Feldhaus 2003),
temple legends are also closely linked to a diversity of local practices and their
underlying aesthetics—describing and prescribing lived religion. As mentioned,
some narratives that have come down to us in the form of temple legend texts are
also ritually enacted during temple festivals. Such spatial relationships as expressed
in texts and performances constitute the focus of Ewa Degbicka-Borek’s study
“Connected Places, Networks of Shrines: Ahobilam in the Nets of Spatial Relation-
ships.” In her contribution, Debicka-Borek sheds light on networks that link the Vais-
nava centre Ahobilam (Andhra Pradesh) to other sacred places in the area and the
larger region by way of, among others, a cluster of Narasimha shrines and proces-
sional enactments of local narratives. She explores the details of a description of the
place from the Sanskrit text Ahobilamahatmya and examines the interplay between
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the space as presented by the text, the natural landscape of the area, and the patronage
of rulers through the centuries in shaping the notion of Ahobilam.

The narratives found in the texts often can be read also from the iconographic
program, and at times they are also expressed in the temple architecture itself. The
final two contributions to this volume look at South Indian sacred spaces through
architecture and through the lay-out of the town. In “Building Networks: Architec-
ture, Ornament and Place in Early Modern South India”, Crispin Branfoot explores
a choice of architectural and design perspectives on the historical construction of
temple networks in fifteenth- to eighteenth-century in Tamil South India. Detailing
examples of mural painting and relief sculpture, construction of shrine “replicas,”
and material traces of festival processions, Branfoot shows how these specifics can
constitute a reference from one shrine to one or several other, or associate places
with each other, and thus create networks of pilgrimage sites.

The chapter “Grounding the Texts: Kanchi’s Urban Logic and Ambitious Exten-
sions” by Emma Natalya Stein explores the underlying sacred geography of
Kanchipuram, which was formed during the reign of the Chola dynasty and is still
detectable in the architectural outline of the present-day city. In particular, Stein
shows how the orientation of the temples and shrines throughout the city adheres to
a specific pattern in accordance with the sites’ location relative to the central road
leading through Kanchi. Stein further turns to the urban periphery to examine the
influence based on the spatial structures on the build-up of settlements to which the
city expanded.

Taken together, the contributions to this volume look at a variety of media in
which mythological narratives pertaining to South Indian sacred sites are transmitted
and transformed. In this way this volume is able to highlight that these temple leg-
ends constitute a rich cultural resource and a unique form of cultural heritage, which
is material and intangible at the same time. The temple legends represent and give
access to the complex relationship between textual precept and actual practice, be-
tween local (“folk”) and elite religiosity, and between oral, written and performative
transmission. The 2020 workshop and this volume exemplify the benefit of exploring
networks of temples through networks of scholars from different disciplines.
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Sthalamahatmyas and Talapuranams of Kanchipuram:
A Network of Texts

Jonas Buchholz (South Asia Institute, Heidelberg University)'

The religious landscape of South Asia is dotted with innumerable sites that are con-
sidered sacred by the people who visit them (Eck 2012). The stories of these holy
places are laid out in a genre of mythological texts known as sthalamahatmya in
Sanskrit and talapuranam (from Skt. sthalapurana) in Tamil, which may be charac-
terized as “temple legends.” These texts eulogize particular sacred sites and narrate
their etiological myths. They were composed on numerous places across the Indian
subcontinent both in Sanskrit and in local languages. Temple legends are locally
rooted, but at the same time closely connected to the transregional puranas, thus
highlighting the different layers that constitute the pan-Indian Hindu tradition
(Lazzaretti 2016).

The South Indian city of Kanchipuram has received a particularly large number
of sthalamahatmyas and talapuranams. Seven such texts, four in Sanskrit and three
in Tamil, have been printed, and more exist in manuscript form. The large number
of texts on Kanchipuram is partly due to the city’s religious importance. Tradition-
ally counted among the seven cities (saptamoksapuri) that are believed to grant
liberation (Feldhaus 2003, 128), Kanchipuram is a major Hindu pilgrimage site and
has therefore received more attention than many other places. Moreover, Kanchi-
puram’s religious landscape is unusually diverse. Three major traditions of Hin-
duism—Saivism, Vaisnavism, and Saktism, represented through the great Ekam-
ranatha, Varadaraja Perumal, and Kamakst Amman temples—have for centuries co-
existed and competed in the space of this temple town (Hiisken 2017). Each of these
traditions has produced their own texts. Finally, texts were composed in two
languages: Sanskrit and Tamil. As we will see, the Sanskrit and Tamil texts are close-
ly connected, while also having their own priorities and peculiarities.

With its vibrant temple traditions and its large corpus of texts, Kanchipuram is an
excellent point of entry for the study of temple legends. This contribution aims to
facilitate such a study by presenting an overview of the Sanskrit and Tamil

1 The research for this contribution was carried out in the scope of the project “Temple Networks
in Early Modern South India: Narratives, Rituals, and Material Culture,” funded by the
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) — project number
428328143. I would like to thank Peter Bisschop for his valuable feedback during the open
peer review process, Ute Hiisken and Malini Ambach for their useful comments, Vasudha
Narayanan and Shanty Rayapoullé for their help with procuring rare printed materials, and the
Institut Francais de Pondichéry (IFP) for enabling me to access their manuscript collection in
digitized form.

Published in: Malini Ambach, Jonas Buchholz and Ute Hiisken (eds.): Temples, Texts, and Networks: South
Indian Perspectives. Heidelberg: Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2022.
DOIL: https://doi.org/10.11588/hasp.906.c13934
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sthalamahatmyas and talapuranams of Kanchipuram. While its main purpose is to
simply map the field, it will also address issues that are relevant for the genre of the
Hindu temple legend in a more general scope and highlight open research questions.

Sthalamahatmyas and Talapuranams

Before we turn to the temple legends of Kanchipuram, a few more general remarks
about the genre seem in place. Sanskrit texts dealing with sacred places are represen-
tatives of a literary genre known as mahatmya, lit. “greatness.”® Mahatmyas are texts
that were composed in order to glorify a particular subject. While many mahatmyas
deal with other topics, for example deities or ritual practices, mahatmyas that deal
with a particular place, more specifically called sthalamahatmyas (cf. Skt. sthala,
“place”), are the most numerous specimens of the genre. The number of Sanskrit
sthalamahatmyas is difficult to estimate. In a preliminary survey, Linda Wiig has
counted more than 700 mahatmyas, of which, according to her estimate, ninety-five
percent deal with places (Wiig 1981, 16). The actual number of texts is probably
considerably higher.

Sanskrit mahatmyas form part of the vast corpus of Puranic literature. The
puranas are a body of voluminous mythological texts in Sanskrit, traditionally divid-
ed into eighteen major (maha-) and eighteen minor (upa-) puranas.® In their extant
form these works are composite texts that contain rather heterogeneous material.
Many puranas include mahatmyas on specific topics, often sacred places. Thus, the
Skandapurana in its well known form that was first printed in 1910 is essentially a
collection of sthalamahatmyas (see Rocher 1986, 229-34);* it includes, for example,
the Arunacalamahdatmya (on Tiruvannamalai) and the Setumahdatmya (on Rameswa-
ram), to name just two examples from the Tamil-speaking region. More numerous
however, are mahatmyas that claim to form part of a particular purana, but which

2 Literature on Sanskrit mahatmyas in general is scarce and mostly confined to short overviews
in literary histories (e.g. Gonda 1977, 277-283, Rocher 1986, 70-72). Probably the most com-
prehensive general overview of the mahatmya genre is found in an MA thesis by Linda Wiig
(1981). A number of publications exists on mahdatmyas of specific places; see e.g. the contri-
butions in Bakker 1990.

3 For a general introduction to the puranas, see Rocher 1986, Narayana Rao 2004, and Bailey
2018.

4 The situation regarding the Skandapurana is rather complicated. The Skandapurana that was
published by the Venkate$vara Press, Bombay in 1910 (several reprints) has come to be well
known and has often been considered ‘the’ Skandapurana. However, there is no evidence that
this text ever formed a single whole before it was printed. Only relatively recently, a very early
version of the Skandapurana, which has almost nothing in common with the Skandapurana
that was printed in 1910, has been discovered. So far, five volumes of the critical edition of the
early Skandapurana have been published since 1998, with the work still ongoing. See https://
www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research/research-projects/humanities/the-skandapurana-project
(accessed Feburary 4, 2022).


https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research/research-projects/humanities/the-skandapur%C4%81%E1%B9%87a-project
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research/research-projects/humanities/the-skandapur%C4%81%E1%B9%87a-project
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are not actually found in the printed text of the respective purana. Indeed, virtually
all Sanskrit mahatmyas affiliate themselves with a purana. The veracity of such
claims is difficult to assess due to the nature of the purdanas’ transmission. The
puranas have come down to us in numerous vastly divergent recensions, and the
printed versions represent only a fragment of the textual material that exists in
manuscript form (Rocher 1986, 59—67). It can therefore not be ruled out that a
mahatmya that claims to form part of a particular purana was indeed included in a
recension of that purana that is different from the printed version. However, given
the large number of sthalamahatmyas and their largely local relevance, it seems
likely that most of them were transmitted as independent texts. It might be better to
see the sthalamahdatmyas’ claims to belong to specific puranas as a way of affirming
their affiliation with a larger textual tradition.

Mahatmya-like texts were composed not only in Sanskrit, but also in the numer-
ous regional languages of the Indian subcontinent. Perhaps the most substantial body
of such texts exists in Tamil, where these texts are called puranam (from Skt. pura-
na), or more specifically talapuranam (from Skt. sthalapurana) if they deal with holy
places.’ The number of Tamil talapuranams is considerable. Matavan (1995) has
counted almost 400 ralapuranams in verse form (in addition to almost 500 prose
talapuranams).® The earliest surviving Tamil talapuranams are dated to the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries, but the large-scale production of talapuranams
started in the sixteenth century, a period during which the Tamil country saw a major
cultural shift with the beginning of Nayaka rule (Narayana Rao et al. 1992). Talapu-
ranams continued to be one of the most important genres of Tamil literature until the
nineteenth century, before the radical transformation of Tamil literary culture under
the influence of colonialism led to the decline of this genre (Ebeling 2010).

Tamil ralapuranams and Sanskrit sthalamahdatmyas are intimately connected. As
a rule, Tamil falapuranams claim to be based on a Sanskrit source. Given the ubiqui-
ty of such claims, some scholars have been willing to dismiss them as a mere conven-
tion (e.g., Harman 1987, Nachimuthu in this volume). Indeed it is possible that Tamil
poets may have claimed a Sanskrit source even if there was none, but there is also
indication that many Tamil talapuranams were in fact composed on the basis of
Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas. For example, we know from U. Ve. Caminataiyar’s biograph-
ical account that the nineteenth-century poet Ti. Minatcicuntaram Pillai (1815-1876),
author of no less than twenty-two talapuranams, based his works on Sanskrit texts,
which he studied with the assistance of Sanskrit scholars (Ebeling 2010, 57).
Moreover, many Tamil talapuranams can be shown to be based on identifiable

5 For an overview of the Tamil talapuranam genre, see Kirusnacami 1974, Shulman 1980,
Matavan 1995, Ramesh 2020, and Nachimuthu in this volume.

6 Kirusnacami (1974) lists 581 Tamil talapuranams but does not sufficiently distinguish between
versified and prose texts. Zvelebil’s (1975, 248, fn. 68) claim of 2000 talapuranams is
unfounded.
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Sanskrit texts.” As we will see, the corpus of Kanchipuram’s sthalamahatmyas and
talapuranams provides ample evidence for this. As such, the temple legends of Tamil
Nadu are a prime example for the interaction of Sanskrit and Tamil literary cultures
in early modern South India.

Before we move on, a remark on terminology seems in place. Throughout this
contribution, I use the term sthalamahatmya when referring to Sanskrit temple leg-
ends, and the term ralapuranam when referring to their Tamil equivalents. In Indo-
logical literature, the term sthalapurana is often also applied to Sanskrit texts, but
this usage is not backed up by the texts themselves, which consistently refer to them-
selves as (sthala-)mahatmyas, not as sthalapuranas.® Sanskrit mahatmyas may claim
to form part of a particular purana, but they do not normally claim to be a purana.
By contrast, Tamil texts that deal with holy places are regularly termed talapuranam
(from Skt. sthalapurana), or puranam for short.® A telling example are the titles
Kaiicimahatmya and Kaiicippuranam for the Sanskrit and Tamil temple legends of
Kanchipuram, respectively.

In what follows, each of the sthalamahatmyas and talapuranams of Kanchipuram
will be briefly described.

Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram

Four Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram exist in printed form. Two of these
texts bear the title Kaiicimahatmya, but apart from their title, they have nothing in
common. One of them is of Saiva and one of Vaisnava affiliation. Therefore, I will
refer to these texts as Saiva Kaiicimahatmya (KM(S)) and Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya
(KM(V)), respectively. The other texts are the Hastigirimahatmya (HM), also of
Vaisnava orientation, and the Kamaksivilasa (KV), which is usually considered a
Sakta text (although, as we will see, this characterization might be superficial). In
addition, at least two unpublished sthalamahatmyas (possibly related to each other)
exist in manuscript form.

7 The opposite process—Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas being based on Tamil ralapuranams—does
not seem to have been common. However, a rare example may be found in the case of two of
the temple legends of Madurai, the Sanskrit Halasyamahatmya and the Tamil Tiruvilaiyatar-
puranam of Nampi (Wilden 2015).

8 The titles of Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas most commonly follow the pattern X-mahatmya, where
“X” is the name of the place with which the text deals. The element sthala- is usually omitted
in the titles since the place name already implies that the text is concerned with a place.

9 As with Sanskrit sthalamahdtmyas, the element tala- is usually omitted if the title already
includes a place name. That the term puranam is also applied to mahatmya-like texts that deal
with other topics than holy places is demonstrated by titles such as Vinayakapuranam (on the
god Vinayaka or Ganesa) or Civarattiripuranam (on the Sivaratri festival).
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The Kaiicimahatmya (Saiva) (KM(S))

The most voluminous of the Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram is the
KM(S), which contains about 4700 verses divided into fifty chapters. Also known
under the alternative title Kaicisthanamahatmya,'® this text claims to form part of
the Kalikakhanda in the Sanatkumarasambhita (or the Sarkarasamhita) of the Skanda-
purana."" The KM(S) is available through two printed editions, one published in
Karvetinagaram in 1889 and one in Vijayawada in 1967, both in Telugu script.

The KM(S) describes Kanchipuram’s sacred space from a Saiva perspective.
After the frame story and a section that eulogizes Kanchipuram in general terms, the
larger part of the text, from chapter 4 to chapter 45, narrates the myths of various
Siva temples in and around Kanchipuram. There is no room here to describe the
temple network that is outlined in the KM(S) in detail, but it shall suffice to say that
the text deals with more than one hundred Siva temples in Kanchipuram and its
surroundings, most of which can be identified with temples that still exist in Kanchi-
puram’s cityscape. The sequence in which the sites are mentioned in the KM(S) is
roughly geographical, in the main following an east-to-west trajectory, and culmi-
nates with the Ekamranatha temple, which receives more ample space than any of
the other sites (chapters 36 to 45). The main myth of the Ekamranatha temple, which
has been studied by Kerstin Schier (2018), is central for the Saiva traditions of
Kanchipuram and can be summarized as follows: to expiate a sin that she had com-
mitted by covering Siva’s eyes on Mount Kailasa, the goddess Kamaksi (the local
manifestation of Siva’s wife Parvati) goes to Kanchipuram, where she performs
austerities on the banks of the Kampa river and builds a liriga from sand under a
mango tree.'> When Siva sends a flood to test her devotion, Kamaksi embraces the
linga to protect it against the flood. Pleased by Kamaksi’s devotion, Siva agrees to
marry her in Kanchipuram. In the KM(S) this myth is told in great detail over the
course of seven chapters (39 to 45). The following and last five chapters of the

10 The title page of the printed text gives the title as Kaiicimahatmya, but the chapter-ending colo-
phons refer to the text as Karicisthanamahatmya.

11 In slightly more than half of the chapters, the chapter-ending colophon ascribes the text to the
Sanatkumarasamhita of the Skandapurana, but in the others we find Sarkarasamhita instead
of Sanatkumarasamhita. While the Skandapurana as it was printed in 1910 is divided into seven
khandas, a different subdivision into six samhitas, which in turn are divided into fifty khandas,
is known from texts that claim to belong to the Skandapurana (Rocher 1986, 234-237).

12 The myth not only explains the name Ekamranatha, “lord of the single mango tree,” but also
accounts for the origin of the two divine symbols that stand in the focus of worship in the
Ekamranatha temple: the liriga in the main shrine and a sacred mango tree that is situated in a
prakara behind it. The main linga of the Ekamranatha temple is said to be made of sand. As
such, the Ekamranatha temple represents the element of earth among the “five elemental sites”
(paiicabhitasthala), a group of five temples in South India where Siva is thought to manifest
himself in the form of one of the five elements (earth, water, fire, air, and ether). See Schier
2018, 24-27.
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KM(S) (chapters 46 to 50) deal with miscellaneous matters, including rules of con-
duct and the rewards that can be earned through various pious deeds.

The Karicimahatmya (Vaisnava) (KM(V))

The next sthalamahatmya of Kanchipuram is the KM(V), which comprises around
2300 verses in thirty-two chapters and claims to belong to the Brahmandapurana.
The only printed edition of the text was published in Kanchipuram in 1906. While
the title of the text is given as Kaficimahatmya in the printed edition, in the manu-
scripts, the text is designated with the alternative title Karictksetramahatmya.

The KM(V) has a distinctly Vaisnava orientation. Its narrative structure has been
discussed at length by Marie-Claude Porcher (1985). As Porcher has shown, the
narrative of the KM(V) is structured along a temporal and a spatial axis, the former
represented by four successive avataras of Visnu—Varaha, Narasimha, Vamana,
and Krsna—and the latter by a shift from the south-eastern to the north-western part
of Kanchipuram.'® After the frame story (chapter 1), the KM(V) begins with the
Puranic myths of Varaha and Narasimha (chapters 2 and 3). These myths are local-
ized in Kanchipuram by mentioning a cave which Varaha dug out at the foot of the
Hastigiri (or Hastisaila) hill and in which Narasimha later took residence.'* Here the
Hastigiri hill represents the Varadaraja Perumal temple, while the cave stands for the
Narasimha shrine within this temple.'> By introducing the Hastigiri hill, the stage is
set for the foundational myth of the Varadaraja Perumal temple. After an intermezzo
dealing with the praise of Kanchipuram (chapter 4) and the city’s various sacred
waterbodies (tirthas) (chapters 5 to 8), the KM(V) devotes chapters 9 to 17 to this
central myth, which can be summarized as follows: desiring to see Visnu, the god
Brahma performs a horse sacrifice (asvamedha) on the Hastigiri hill in Kanchi-
puram. However, Visnu has to intervene in different forms to fight the demons
(asuras) who try to stop Brahma’s sacrifice and to halt Brahma’s wife Sarasvati,
who, incited by the demons, rushes towards Kanchipuram in the form of a torrential
river. These episodes explain the origin of several other Visnu temples in the south-

13 The south-eastern part of Kanchipuram houses the Varadaraja Perumal temple as well as a
number of other Visnu temples and is therefore today known as Visnu Karici (or Cinna Karici,
“Little Kanchi”). Conversely, the north-western part of the city, which houses the Ekamranatha
and Kamaksi Amman temples, is known as Siva Kaiici (or Periya Kaici, “Big Kanchi”). How-
ever, there are also a number of Visnu temples in Siva Kaiici (and Siva temples in Visnu Kafici),
and the KM(V) makes a point of describing both parts of Kanchipuram as Visnu’s realm.

14 The Narasimha myth also connects Kanchipuram with two other places, Ahobilam and Ghati-
kadri (Sholingur), both of which have important temples for Narasimha. According to the
KM(V), Narasimha killed the demon Hiranyakasipu in Ahobilam and made a stopover in
Ghatikadri on his way back to Kanchipuram. See D¢bicka-Borek 2019.

15 The unusual elevated main shrine of the Varadaraja Perumal temple is conceived as a hill. The
Narasimha shrine is found on the lower level of the main shrine, that is, at the foot of the “hill.”
See Raman 1975, 44-45.
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eastern part of Kanchipuram (Dipraprakasa Perumal, Astabhuja Perumal, and Yatho-
ktakart Perumal), as well as of the river Vegavati, which runs through the city.
Finally, Brahma can complete his sacrifice, prompting Visnu to appear from the
sacrificial fire as Varadaraja Perumal.

The second part of the KM(V) deals with the Visnu temples in the north-western
part of Kanchipuram. In chapters 18 to 22, the KM(V) narrates the myth of Visnu’s
avatara Vamana, localized in Kanchipuram’s Ulakalanta Perumal temple. In this
context, the KM(V) also deals with the presence of Siva and the Goddess in Kanchi-
puram: chapters 23 to 25 contain a version of the Kamaksi—-Ekamranatha myth,
which is given a distinctly Vaisnava outlook by presenting Vamana as the cause of
the events (Schier 2018, 88-90). Closely connected to the Kamaksi—-Ekamranatha
myth is the story of Ganga (told in chapters 26 and 27), who comes to Kanchipuram
after she has been cursed by Kamakst (see Ambach in this volume). The KM(V)
relates that Visnu freed Ganga from her curse and promised to show himself to her
each year at a particular date, thus explaining the existence of the Varadaraja
Perumal temple’s annual temple festival (brahmotsava).'® Chapter 28 further deals
with the brahmotsava as Visnu instructs Brahma how the festival should be carried
out. Chapter 29 then moves to another avatara of Visnu, Krsna, and gives the founda-
tional myth of the Pandavadiita Perumal temple. Chapter 30 relates the story of the
Kailasanatha and Vaikuntha Perumal temples (the former dedicated to Siva, the latter
to Visnu). This is followed by the two final chapters (31 and 32), which, as Ute
Hiisken argues (in this volume), appear like late additions to the text. Chapter 31 tells
the origin legend of the “golden lizards,” a high relief of two lizards in the Varadaraja
Perumal temple, which draws the attention of many temple visitors (Hiisken in this
volume). Chapter 32, finally, deals with the origin of the Palar river and three Siva
temples.

While dealing with the same city and partly sharing the same repertoire of myths,
the KM(S) and KM(V) differ in their sectarian outlook by placing their respective
deity (Siva or Visnu) at the top of the divine hierarchy. Thus, the KM(V) contains a
version of Kanchipuram’s main Saiva myth, the story of Kamaksi and Ekamranatha,
but reinterprets it from a Vaisnava perspective. Similarly, the KM(S) (in its
chapter 7) also includes the story of Brahma’s sacrifice, the central Vaisnava myth
of Kanchipuram, but presents Siva as the superior deity by depicting him as the cause
of the events.!” With their variegated treatment of a common stock of narrative
motifs, the KM(S) and the KM(V) show how mythological texts could be used to
negotiate contested religious hierarchies.

16 On the festival, see Hiisken 2013.

17 The story of Brahma’s sacrifice is included in the foundational myth of the Sivasthanesvara
(today known as Brahmapuri§vara) temple, which is said to have been established by Brahma
before he commenced his sacrifice. In the version of the KM(S), Siva not only enables Brahma
to perform his sacrifice, but also instructs Visnu to protect it against Sarasvati’s assault.
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The Hastigirimahdatmya (HM)

Another Vaisnava sthalamahatmya of Kanchipuram exists in the form of the HM.
This text comprises around 1600 verses in eighteen chapters and is ascribed either
to the Brahmapurana or to the Brahmandapurana.'® The HM is available through
multiple printed editions as well as through a large number of manuscripts. An edi-
tion of the HM in Grantha script, containing a commentary in Manipravalam (San-
skritized Tamil), was published in Kanchipuram in 1898.!° Moreover there is an
undated early edition in Telugu script with a Telugu commentary.?® Another
Grantha edition with Manipravalam commentary was published in Kanchipuram in
1971.?! Finally, an edition in Devanagari script with a summary in Tamil and
English was published in Chennai in 2006. Remarkably, far more manuscripts of the
HM exist than of any other sthalamahatmya of Kanchipuram. So far, I have been
able to identify thirty-six such manuscripts. Several of them contain commentaries
in Tamil and in one case even in Kannada.?

The title of the HM refers to the Varadaraja Perumal temple, which, as we have
seen, is known under the mythological name Hastigiri (“elephant hill”).?* The
largest part of the text (chapters 1 to 10) is devoted to the foundational myth of this
temple. A detailed comparison of the versions of the myth found in the HM and the
KM(V) is beyond the scope of this contribution, but the general outline of the story
seems to be similar. Both texts deal with Brahma’s asvamedha, the demons’ attempt
to stop the sacrifice, Sarasvati’s appearance as a river, and Visnu’s manifestation as
Varadaraja Perumal. However, the HM omits the ramifications of the story that
account for the presence of other forms of Visnu in Kanchipuram. Also elsewhere in
the text, none of the city’s other Visnu temples is mentioned. Rather, the largest part
of the second half of the HM (chapters 11 to 17) tells the stories of various mythical
characters (the elephant Gajendra, the sage Brhaspati, and the snake Ananta) who
are said to have worshipped Varadaraja Perumal during successive yugas, while the
last chapter contains a somewhat disjointed exposition of the astangayoga system.

18 In the printed editions, the HM is attributed to the Brahmapurana, but in a part of the manu-
scripts, it is instead ascribed to the Brahmandapurana.

19 A copy of this edition is held by the Cologne University Library, but so far, I have only been
able to see its title page, which has been digitized as a part of Cologne’s Digital Collection of
Grantha and Telugu prints (http://www.ub.uni-koeln.de/cdm/ref/collection/grantha/id/1030).

20 Since the digital copy at my disposal is lacking the title page, I cannot say where and when this
edition was published.

21 Possibly the commentary is the same as in the 1898 edition of the HM, but I could not verify
this since I have not been able to access that edition.

22 The content of these commentaries remains to be investigated, but at least the commentary in
the manuscript R.1941, held by the Government Oriental Manuscripts Library (GOML) in
Chennai, appears to partly correspond to the Manipravalam commentary in the 1971 edition of
the HM.

23 On the name Hastigiri, see Hiisken in this volume.
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Thus, while both the KM(V) and the HM describe Kanchipuram from a Vaisnava
perspective, the HM is rather exclusively focussed on the Varadaraja Perumal
temple.

Although the HM has received little scholarly attention, it appears to have been
an extremely popular text, as is evidenced by the large number of manuscripts and
editions and the existence of commentaries in multiple languages. At least partly, the
popularity of the HM might have been due to the role that the text plays in the
Varadaraja Perumal temple’s ritual practice. To this day, the HM is recited in front
of the deity during the yearly pallavotsava festival, and its central scene, Varada-
raja’s appearance from the sacrificial fire, is ritually enacted.*

The HM is not to be confused with the Tamil Hastigirimahdatmya, composed by
the famous Srivaisnava author Vedantadesika (ca. 1268—1369), which will be dis-
cussed below. However, as we will see, VedantadeSika quotes the Sanskrit HM in
the auto-commentary on his work. These quotations are significant as they establish
a terminus ante quem for the Sanskrit HM: unless the quotations in the commentary
are later interpolations, they prove that the HM must have been composed before
Vedantadesika’s time, that is, before the fourteenth century.

The Kamaksivilasa (KV)

The fourth Sanskrit sthalamahatmya of Kanchipuram is the KV, which comprises
around 1400 verses in fourteen chapters and claims to belong to the Markandeyapu-
rana.” The first edition of the KV, in Telugu script, was published in Karvetinaga-
ram in 1889 (as was the first edition of the KM(S)). Another edition of the KV in
Devanagari script was published in Bangalore in 1968. Remarkably, I have so far
been able to detect only a single manuscript of the KV.?°

The title Kamaksivilasa suggests that the text is primarily concerned with the
goddess Kamaksi. However, in addition to chapters with a clear Sakta orientation,

24 Personal communication by Ute Hiisken, who has witnessed and documented this festival
several times between 2004 and 2008.

25 As Schier (2018, 85) points out, the fact that the KV ascribes itself to the Markandeyapurana
indicates its Sakta orientation since the Markandeyapurana also includes the Devimahatmya, a
text that is central for the worship of the Goddess.

26 The manuscript in question is the manuscript no. 2519 held by the Oriental Research Institute
in Mysore. I have so far not been able to see this manuscript, but according to the catalogues
(Anonymous 1922, 180; Marulasiddaiah 1981, 300) it is a palm-leaf manuscript in Grantha
script that contains the Kamaksimahatmya (presumably an alternative title of the KV) from the
Markandeyapurana. Apart from this manuscript, the New Catalogus Catalogorum (Raghavan
1967, 361) reports two manuscripts titled Kamaksivilasa, one found in the collection of the
India Office Library (today held by the British Library in London), and one from a private
collection reported by Oppert (1885, 510). However, the former contains a different text,
namely a part of the Lalitopakhyana from the Brahmandapurana (see Eggeling 1899, 941). The
latter is (perhaps wrongly?) classified as a ka@vya in the catalogue. In any case, its whereabouts
are unknown.



20 Jonas Buchholz

the KV also contains ample Saiva and Vaisnava material. The first chapter of the KV
is devoted to a description of Kanchipuram’s sacred area (ksetra) and to the glorifi-
cation of Kamakst. The rest of the text, however, successively deals with three over-
lapping ksetras within Kanchipuram, consecrated to Visnu, Siva, and the Goddess,
respectively: chapters 2 to 5 describe Visnu’s ksetra and the myths of Hastigiri (i.e.,
the Varadardja Perumal temple), chapters 6 to 9 deal with Siva’s ksetra and the
mythology of the Ekamranatha temple, and chapters 10 to 14 describe the Goddess’s
ksetra and myths associated with the Kamaksi temple. In addition to its Sakta core,
the KV thus also has sections with a clear Saiva and Vaisnava focus. As Malini
Ambach (in this volume) points out, these sections present Siva and Visnu respec-
tively as the highest deity, rather than simply retelling Saiva and Vaisnava myths
from a Sakta perspective. The sectarian orientation of the KV is therefore less clear-
cut than that of the other sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram.

It is worth noting that R. Nagaswamy (1982, 207-208) has argued that the KV
must be a very late work, possibly composed at the time of the first printed edition
in 1889, because it refers to very recent structures in the Kamaksi Amman temple.
Unfortunately, Nagaswamy does not tell us which passages of the KV he refers to,
which makes it difficult to assess the strength of his argument. However, the fact that
only a single manuscript of the KV can be found might indeed speak in favour of a
late date of the text. Further research on the KV might provide more insights about
this text’s genesis.

Unpublished Sanskrit Texts

Apart from the printed texts, further sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram exist in
manuscript form. One such text is found in the manuscript RE 30590, a palm-leaf
manuscript in Grantha script held by the Institut Francais de Pondichéry (IFP) in
Pondicherry (henceforth “Pondicherry manuscript”). The text that is contained in
this manuscript is identified in the colophons as the Karicisthanamahatmya from the
Brahmandapurana and comprises twenty chapters with an estimated 1000 verses.?’
Many leaves are broken, but otherwise the manuscript is mostly legible. Based on
my preliminary investigation, the first chapter of the text contains a frame story that
involves a dialogue between Brahma and his son Sanatkumara and a section in which
Brahma expounds the greatness of Kanchipuram to Sanatkumara (fol. 1r—4v). This
is followed by what appears to be an account of the Kamaksi—Ekamranatha myth
(chapters 2 to 12, fol. 4v—35r), a section relating the origin stories of the Palar and
Cheyyar rivers as well as of several Siva temples in and around Kanchipuram
(chapters 13 to 15, fol. 35v—45v), and a mythical account of the kings who ruled over
Kanchipuram (chapters 16 to 20, fol. 45v—66v). This text is different from all printed
sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram and has so far not been published.

27 The manuscript contains sixty-six folios, each of which contains about sixteen verses on
average.
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Another previously unpublished sthalamahatmya of Kanchipuram seems to be
contained in the manuscript Mackenzie II1.21a, a palm-leaf manuscript in Telugu
script that is held by the British Library in London (henceforth “London manu-
script”). I have so far not been able to see this manuscript, but according to the
description in the catalogue (Eggeling 1899, 1040), it contains the “Kaiicisthana-
mahatmya from the Brahmandapuranasamgraha and the Sarvapuranasamgraha”
and breaks off in chapter 98. The beginning of the text, which is given in the cata-
logue, does not correspond to any of the printed sthalamdahdatmyas of Kanchipuram,
nor to the beginning of the text in the Pondicherry manuscript. However, it seems
possible that the same text as in the London manuscript is also contained in the
manuscript no. 4086 held by the Oriental Research Institute (ORI) in Mysore (hence-
forth “Mysore manuscript”). I have not been able to see this manuscript either, but
according to the catalogues (Anonymous 1922, 180, Marulasiddaiah 1981, 406), it
is a palm-leaf manuscript in Grantha script that contains the “Kancimahatmya from
the Puranasamgraha” in ninety-seven chapters. Unfortunately, the catalogues do not
give any excerpts, which makes it difficult to say if the text is the same as in the
London manuscript, but the alleged source and the number of chapters are similar
enough to suspect that we might be dealing with the same text. I hope to be able to
say more after having accessed the manuscripts.

As we will see, these unpublished sthalamahatmyas are noteworthy because of
their relation to the second book of the Tamil Karicippuranam. As I will show below,
it is possible that the second book of the Karicippuranam is based on the Sanskrit text
contained in the London and Mysore manuscripts (assuming that these two manu-
scripts indeed contain the same text), while this text, for its part, seems to have been
compiled from different sources, one of which might have been the text contained in
the Pondicherry manuscript. This would mean that the London and Mysore manu-
scripts contain partly the same textual material as the Pondicherry manuscript. We
will return to this somewhat complicated issue in the section on the second book of
the Kaiicippuranam. Before we turn to the Tamil talapuranams, however, we need
to consider a few more issues concerning the Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas.

Authorship, Dating, and Textual History

A defining feature of Puranic texts in Sanskrit is their dialogical structure. The texts
are invariably framed as dialogues between an interlocutor and a respondent and may
contain several narrative layers nested within each other. This is also true for the
sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram. Both the KM(S) and the KM(V) begin with a
dialogue between Siita, the mythical narrator of the puranas, and the sages who have
assembled in the Naimisa forest.”® Into this frame story, further narrative layers are
embedded: in the KM(V), Stita relates a dialogue between the king Ambarisa and the
sage Narada, which forms the main narrative frame. In the KM(S), Suta first recounts

28 On the Naimisa (or Naimisa) forest, see Hiltebeitel 1998.
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a dialogue between the primordial sage Sanatkumara and Nandi, Siva’s bull and
foremost devotee, which leads up to Nandi relating a dialogue between Siva and
Parvati. After this, we briefly return to the Naimisa forest, where Stita continues by
retelling a dialogue that once took place between the sage KauSika and the Brahmin
residents of Kanchipuram. This dialogue forms the narrative frame for the largest
part of the text. In contrast to the KM(g) and KM(V), the HM and the KV omit the
first level of the frame story and start in medias res, with a dialogue between the
sages Bhrgu and Narada in the case of the HM and a dialogue between the king
Suratha and the sage Markandeya in the case of the KV. Similarly, the unpublished
text that is contained in the Pondicherry manuscript is framed as a dialogue between
Brahma and Sanatkumara. All these narrative frameworks have in common that the
texts are put into the mouths of mythical sages and deities. This renders them as
timeless revelation, but it also means that the texts present us with no information
about their human authors. The highly formulaic diction of Puranic literature further
obliterates any traces of individual authorship. All of this means that mahatmyas are
effectively authorless texts, which are therefore very difficult to date.

As far as the date of the sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram is concerned, Kerstin
Schier (2018, 74-75) believes that these texts “probably were not composed prior to
the sixteenth century,” which she justifies by the fact that the golden age of the
composition of Tamil talapuranams began in said century. However, as her argu-
ment is based on Tamil talapuranams, it does not seem very convincing in the case
of Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas. As for the date of the Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas of
Tamil Nadu in general, all we know is that the genre as such must be “somewhat
older” (Shulman 1980, 32) than its Tamil counterpart, for Tamil talapuranams are
often based on Sanskrit models, but exactly how much older is unclear. At the same
time, one can assume that Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas continued to be composed even
after the large-scale production of Tamil ralapuranams had begun. Therefore, neither
an earlier or a later date for the Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram can be
ruled out. In the case of the HM, as we have seen, the quotations by Vedantadesika
point to a date before the fourteenth century.

Given the scarcity of external information, the only way to date the sthalamahat-
myas of Kanchipuram would seem to be on text-internal grounds, for example if the
texts mention particular, dateable structures. However, this approach also does not
seem to lead very far. Firstly, even if a temple that is mentioned in a particular text
can be dated to a particular century, this does not necessarily mean that the text was
composed after this date, for it is always possible that the present temple was preced-
ed by another structure, of which no traces remain. Secondly, since the texts are
concerned with the mythical, rather than with the worldly realm, they rarely describe
architectural details of the sites with which they are concerned, and if they do, they
do it in a highly idealized way that does not allow any conclusions to dateable
architectural features. For example, the KM(S) describes the Ekamranatha temple as
“surrounded by golden walls that are bedecked with multitudes of various jewels”
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(nanamaniganakirnahemaprakarasamvrtam) (KM(S) 42.19a-b) and as “adorned
with gopuras (gateway towers) that compete [in height] with the Kailasa and Man-
dara mountains” (kailasamandaraspardhigopurair upasobhitam) (KM(S) 42.20c—d).
Perhaps this suggests that the Ekamranatha temple had gopuras at the time of the
text’s composition, but it could also simply mean that whoever composed the text
conceived of an ideal temple as possessing tall gopuras. This means that the text—
or this particular passage of the text—must have been composed at a time when
gopuras had become a prominent feature of Tamil temple architecture, that is
sometime after the twelfth century (Branfoot 2015). This already gives some kind of
indication of the text’s age, but it does not allow to date it with more precision. More
specifically, it does not seem possible to link the passage in question with any partic-
ular, dateable gopura of the Ekamranatha temple, pace Schier (2018, 75, fn. 5), who
claims that the KM(S) “mentions the gopura of the Ekamranatha temple, which has
been built in the sixteenth century or later.”® It remains to be seen if a careful study
of Kanchipuram’s Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas will bring to light more text-internal
clues that could help dating them, but for the time being, the question of the texts’
dates must be left open.

Another problem is posed by the fluid nature of Puranic texts in Sanskrit. Such
texts often exist in multiple widely divergent recensions. This is due to a process that
Hans Bakker (1989) has termed “composition in transmission”: since individual
authorship was not a relevant category in the case of these texts, the people who
transmitted them felt authorized to change, add, or delete text material while they
were copying them. The sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram appear to have been no
exception to this phenomenon. Kerstin Schier (2018, 82) has already noted that the
KM(S) contains a number of narrative inconsistencies, which give the impression
that the text was not composed by a single author. Moreover, as also noted by Schier
(2018, 86), the KM(S) and the KV have some text passages in common. These
findings suggest that the sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram as we have them today
contain different text layers, which may have accrued in the course of time, or which
may have been compiled from different sources. These findings are confirmed
through an investigation of three manuscripts of the KM(S) from the collection of
the Institut Francais de Pondichéry (IFP), which I could access in digitized form.
One of these manuscripts (RE 30565) is rather close to the text that is found in the
printed editions, whereas the two others (RE 30550 and RE 39684) represent a differ-
ent recension, which differs considerably from the printed text. Apart from numerous
variants that concern individual words or phrases, entire sections of the text, dealing
with particular temples, are missing in these manuscripts. Thus, while the printed
editions reduce the sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram to a single version, the

29 The Rajagopura, the tallest of the Ekamranatha temple’s gopuras, was indeed constructed
during the sixteenth century. Unfortunately, Schier does not specify which passage of the
KM(S) she refers to, but I could not find any passage in the text that would seem to refer
specifically to the Rajagopura, rather than to any other gopura.
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manuscripts of the texts appear to transmit various divergent recensions. A more
detailed investigation of the textual history of Kanchipuram’s sthalamahatmyas
therefore seems highly worthwhile in order to understand the dynamics that were at
play in the transmission of these texts.

Tamil Talapuranams of Kanchipuram

Turning to the Tamil talapuranams of Kanchipuram, two such texts, both titled
Kaiicippuranam, exist. The first of them was composed by the two authors Civafiana
Munivar and Kacciyappa Munivar during the second half of the eighteenth century
and the other one, which is also known as the “Old Kaiicippuranam,” by the author
Kaccalaiyar at an unknown date. However, as we will see, the works of Civafiana
Munivar and Kacciyappa Munivar, while framed as two books of the same text, are,
in fact, independent compositions, which could also be considered separate texts. In
what follows, I will refer to Civafiana Munivar’s and Kacciyappa Munivar’s work
simply as Karicippuranam (KP), specifying the book wherever necessary, and to
Kaccalaiyar’s text as “Old Karicippuranam” (KP(O)). In addition to these texts, I will
also revisit the Hastigirimahatmya of Vedantadesika (HM(V)), which as we will see,
is not a talapuranam in the strict sense, but which is closely connected with the Vai-
snava sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram, and a number of prose versions of Kanchi-
puram’s talapuranams.®

The Kaiicippuranam (KP)

The KP comprises two books (kantam), the first composed by Civafiana Munivar
and the second by Kacciyappa Munivar. Unlike with the Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas,
the authors of Tamil falapuranams are usually known by name, and in the case of
the KP, we are in the lucky position to have quite a bit of historical information about
the text’s two authors. Civafiana Munivar (d. 1785), who composed the first book,
was one of the most important Tamil intellectuals of his time and a Saiva monk in
the Tiruvavatuturai Atinam, an influential non-Brahmin monastery (matha) located
in the Kaveri delta region in central Tamil Nadu.>' Born to a Saiva family of the
Veélalar caste, a prominent landowning community, in Vikkiramacinkapuram near
Tirunelveli in southern Tamil Nadu, he joined the Tiruvavatuturai Atinam at a young
age. In Tiruvavatuturai, Civafiana Munivar was trained in Tamil, Sanskrit, and Saiva

30 Apart from the texts discussed here, a rather obscure work with the title Karicippuranakkalittu-
rai also exists. This text, whose author and date are unknown, comprises 212 verses in the
eponymous kalitturai meter and is available through a rare edition published in 1927. Two
further texts are mentioned by Kamil Zvelebil (1995, 322): an “Old Kaiicippuranam” by
Piratapa Mutaliyar and a Karici Makattuvam by Naracimmalu Nayutu. However, I have not
been able to locate these texts.

31 On the Tiruvavatuturai Atinam, see Koppedrayer 1990.



Sthalamahatmyas and Talapuranams of Kanchipuram 25

Siddhanta philosophy and soon became an eminent scholar. He is best known for his
commentaries on Saiva Siddhanta treatises, but as a versatile author, he also
produced grammatical commentaries, translations of Sanskrit religio-philosophical
works, scholarly polemics, as well as poetic texts. In addition to the first book of the
KP (his only falapuranam), Civanana Munivar composed around a dozen shorter
works of devotional poetry.*

Kacciyappa Munivar (d. 1790), the author of the second book of the KP, was
Civaiiana Munivar’s student. He was born to a Saiva Vélalar family in Tiruttani in
northern Tamil Nadu and also became a monk in the Tiruvavatuturai Atinam. Unlike
his teacher, Kacciyappa Munivar seems to have concentrated on poetic compositions
and became a prolific author of talapuranams. In addition to the second book of the
KP, he composed four more talapuranams (Tiruvanaikkappuranam, Piavaliarppura-
nam, Perarppuranam, and Tanikaippuranam), as well as a puranam on the god
Ganesa (Vinayakapuranam) and a number of shorter works.*?

The two books of the KP are self-contained compositions, which, as we will see,
are based on two different Sanskrit sources. The first book, composed by Civafiana
Munivar, comprises sixty-seven chapters with a total of 2742 verses, and the second
book, composed by Kacciyappa Munivar, 2113 verses divided over eight chapters.*
In this respect, it is important to note that the number of verses in the Tamil and
Sanskrit texts cannot be directly compared. The KP, like other Tamil talapuranams,
employs a variety of complex metres, which are much longer than the anustubh
verses found in the Sanskrit mahatmyas. On average, one Tamil verse can be said to
correspond to approximately two Sanskrit verses. With a combined length of 4855
verses, the two books of the KP thus constitute a very voluminous work.

The KP is commonly considered one of the most important Tamil puranams
(Zvelebil 1974, 172). Its popularity is mirrored by the large number of printed
editions: since the editio princeps of 1878, at least nine editions of the KP, some
containing only one of the two books or parts thereof, have been published (see the
bibliography for details). Many of these editions contain elaborate commentaries and
lavish illustrations. Till this day, the KP is considered an authoritative text for the
Saiva traditions of Kanchipuram. The summaries of the myths of Kanchipuram’s
temples that are found in popular pamphlets (e.g., Vijayakumar 2014) or on

32 On Civanana Munivar’s biography and works, see Cuppiramaniya Pillai 1955, Cami Aiya
1989, 11-39, and the biographical sketch that is found in the prefaces of the 1878, 1900, and
1910 editions of the KP.

33 On Kacciyappa Munivar’s biography, see the biographical sketch that his found in the prefaces
of the 1883 edition of the Tanikaippuranam and the 1884 edition of the Periarppuranam. This
biographical sketch seems to be the source for the information found in Zvelebil 1995, 300—
301.

34 The numbering of the chapters may differ depending on whether or not the prefatory section
(payiram) is included in the chapter count. I follow Dessigane et al. 1964 in counting the
payiram as chapter number 1.
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signboards in the temples themselves are based on the narratives found in the KP and
often explicitly refer to the KP as their source. However, it is almost exclusively the
first book of the KP by Civafiana Munivar that is referred to, whereas the second
book by Kacciyappa Munivar appears to be far less well known.

The first book of the KP has been investigated in a Tamil monograph by Cami
Aiya (1989), and its contents have been summarized in French by Dessigane,
Pattabiramin, and Filliozat (1964). As has already been noticed by Dessigane et al.
(1964, vi—vii) the first book of the KP is based on the KM(S). The KP begins with
four chapters that have no equivalent in the KM(S): a prefatory section (payirant)
and two lengthy chapters that contain an ornate description of the region surrounding
Kanchipuram and of the city itself (tirunattuppatalam, “chapter on the country,” and
tirunakarappatalam, “chapter on the city”), followed by a chapter that summarizes
the contents of the text (patikam). These chapters are conventional elements of Tamil
talapuranams, which Civafiana Munivar added following the rules of Tamil poetics.
The rest of the first book of the KP, however, closely follows the KM(S): chapters 5
to 7 contain the Puranic frame story, chapters 8 to 64 deal with the various Siva
temples of Kanchipuram, and chapters 65 to 67 correspond to the miscellaneous
matter found at the end of the KM(S).?5 The temples described in the first book of
the KP are, except for a few omissions, the same as in the KM(S), and they are listed
in exactly the same sequence.’® The narratives, too, closely correspond to those
found in the KM(S). However, while the KP follows the KM(S) very closely on a
narrative level, it differs markedly with regards to its literary outlook. I have
discussed this question in more detail elsewhere (Buchholz forthcoming), but here it
will be enough to maintain that unlike the KM(S), which, like most Sanskrit mahdat-
myas, is a relatively unpolished text, the KP is written in an extremely sophisticated
poetic style, employing a complex poetic diction and intricate figures of speech. Such
a situation is typical for Tamil talapuranams in general, which, as has already been
noted by George L. Hart (1976, 343), are much more akin to Sanskrit ornate poetry
(kavya) than to Puranic literature. The KM(S) and the KP thus provide a prime
example for the way in which Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas and Tamil talapuranams
are intimately connected, while at the same time pursuing entirely different literary
agendas.

35 The number of chapters in the KM(S) and the KP differs because of the different organization
of the texts. While the KM(S) often lumps sections on different temples together in a single
chapter, the KP, as a rule, devotes a separate chapter to each temple.

36 The reason for the omissions remains to be investigated. However, at least partly they can be
explained through the fact that the KP seems to be based on a different recension of the KM(S):
some of the passages that are omitted in the KP are not found in all manuscripts of the KM(S).
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Kacciyappa Munivar’s Second Book of the Kaficippuranam

As I have already pointed out, Kacciyappa Munivar’s second book of the KP stands
in the shadow of Civafiana Munivar’s first book. It is telling that the second book is
not included in the French summary of the KP by Dessigane et al. (1964), and also
otherwise Kacciyappa Munivar’s work has been almost completely ignored by
scholarship. As we have seen, the second book of the KP is, for all practical purposes,
an independent composition. Unlike Zvelebil (1975, 248) claims, Kacciyappa
Munivar did not “finish” Civafiana Munivar’s work, but rather created an entirely
new text. He did, however, choose to frame his composition as the second book of
the work that had been begun by his teacher. The ambivalent status of the second
book of the KP becomes clear from its prefatory section (payiram). Whereas the first
book contains a lengthy payiram of 27 verses, as it was customary for Tamil talapu-
ranams, the second book begins with only four introductory verses: one invocation
verse each to Ganesa, Ekamranatha, and Kamaksi, and a verse in which the author
states his intention to compose the text. In other words, the fact that Kacciyappa
Munivar’s text was a separate composition by a different author called for some kind
of introduction, but its status as the second book of the KP did not allow for the
inclusion of a full-fledged payiram.

The second book of the KP contains rather heterogeneous material. After the
short prefatory section, it includes two lengthy chapters, the tirukkanputaittapatalam
or “chapter on the covering of the sacred eyes” and the kaluvayppatalam or “chapter
on the expiation,” which contain another retelling of the Kamaksi—-Ekamranatha
myth. Chapter 4 (antaruvétippatalam, “chapter on the antarvedi’”’) describes Kanchi-
puram’s sacred space as the area lying between the Palar and Cheyyar rivers (termed
antarvedi).’” Chapter 5 (nakarérruppatalam, “chapter on the founding of the city”)
contains a mythical account on Kanchipuram’s founding. Chapter 6 (tirttavicetappa-
talam, “chapter on the excellence of the firthas”) then deals with the sacred water-
bodies (tirtha) in Kanchipuram, chapter 7 (pannirunamappatalam, “chapter on the
twelve names”) with the city’s mythological names, and chapter 8 (irupattentalippa-
talam, ‘“chapter on the twenty-eight temples”) with what are deemed the most

37 The term antarved, lit. “inside of the sacrificial ground,” normally refers to the area between
the Ganges and Yamuna rivers. Here it is applied to the area between the Palar and the Cheyyar
rivers, which is explicitly said to be superior to the antarvedr between the Ganges and the
Yamuna (KP I1.4.22). Incidentally, the antaruvetippatalam seems to reflect a state of affairs
when the Palar river had a different course than it currently has. Today, Kanchipuram is not
situated between the Palar and the Cheyyar, but both rivers flow to the south of the city.
However, the places that are said to be on the banks of the Palar in the antaruvetippatalam—
Varakapuram (Tamal), Tirumarperu (Tirumalpiir), and Paraciraméccaram (Pallur) (cf. KP
I1.4.6—14)—are all situated to the north of Kanchipuram along what seems to be a former
riverbed of the Palar. On the shifting courses of the Palar river, see Resmi et al. 2016. This
intriguing issue deserves further investigation.
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important temples of Kanchipuram, encompassing twenty Siva temples and eight
Visnu temples.

Like Civafiana Munivar’s first book of the KP, Kacciyappa Munivar’s second
book is also based on a Sanskrit source, albeit a different one. As it is often the case
in Tamil talapuranams, the second book of the KP itself lists its sources, in the last
verse of the prefatory section (KP II.1.4), where the author declares his intention to
compose the work:

viyan canarkumara cankitai teritta ménmaiy int’ araintanam itanmeél

iyampu pal véru puranattum ant’ ant’ ilakiya kaiici manmiyattai

nayant’ etutt’ olunku patat tokutt’ uraippan pukuntu mun navil piramantatt’

ayan canarkumaran relitarat teruttum arputak kataikatt’ uraippam.

We have told here the greatness that has been revealed in the vast Sanatkumara-

samhita. In addition, having gladly set out to select, orderly collect, and tell the

Kaiicimahatmya that shines (or: the Karicimahatmyas that shine) here and there

in the many different famous puranas, we will tell that which is found in the

marvellous stories that Brahma proclaimed to Sanatkumara in the ancient

Brahmandapurana.

The reference to the Sanatkumarasamhita at the beginning of the verse refers to the
first book of the KP (as we have seen, the first book is based on the KM(S), which
claims to belong to the Sanatkumarasamhita of the Skandapurana). The wording of
the rest of the verse is not entirely clear, but it seems that the author claims to retell
different mahatmyas on Kanchipuram that have been compiled from various pura-
nas, beginning with one that is said to have been told by Brahma to Sanatkumara in
the Brahmandapurana. This is matched by a statement in the last verse of the
nakarerruppatalam (KP 11.5.279), where the author tells us: “We have told here the
story that Brahma, who lives on the pericarp of the fragrant lotus flower, revealed to
Sanatkumara in the Brahmandapurana. [Now] we will tell other things” (piramanta
puranan tannin maru malarp pokuttu valkkai vanavan canarkumarark’ aruliya katai
marr’ ink’ araintanam piravuii colvam). In other words, the first four chapters
(discounting the prefatory section) of the second book of the KP seem to be based
on a source that claims to belong to the Brahmandapurana and is framed as a dia-
logue between Brahma and Sanatkumara, whereas the remaining three chapters are
based on a different source, which is not identified.

The source of the first four chapters of the second book appears to be identical
with, or at least closely related to, the unpublished text that is contained in the manu-
script Pondicherry IFP 30590 (see above). As we have seen, this text claims to belong
to the Brahmandapurana and is framed as a dialogue between Brahma and Sanat-
kumara. While the Pondicherry manuscript calls for more detailed investigation, my
preliminary findings suggest that its contents match those of the first five chapters in
the second book of the KP. Chapters 2 to 12 of the Pondicherry manuscript corre-
spond to the tirukkanputaittapatalam and the kaluvayppatalam, chapters 13 to 15 to
the antaruvetippatalam, and chapters 16 to 20 to the nakarerruppatalam. On a more
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concrete level, one may consider for example the mythical account of the origin of
the Palar river found at the beginning of chapter 13 in the Pondicherry manuscript
(fol. 35v, 1. 2 to fol. 36r, 1. 7), which closely matches that found at the beginning of
the antaruvetippatalam (KP 11.4.1-5).

Another piece of information concerning the sources of the second book of the
KP is found in the preface to the 1910 edition of the KP. Here the editor Nakalinka
Mutaliyar claims that the second book of the KP is based on a Sanskrit text called
Satadhyayrt, a text which is said to consist of one hundred chapters and to be “com-
piled from many puranas, such as the Sivapurana and the Brahmandapurana”
(Nakalinka Mutaliyar 1910, 10-11).*® The source of Nakalinka Mutaliyar’s infor-
mation is unknown, but it is possible that he based himself on traditional knowledge
that was current in Kanchipuram during his time. The text to which Nakalinka
Mutaliyar refers may be identical to the one that is contained in the manuscripts
London Mackenzie I11.21a and Mysore ORI 4086 (see above). We may recall that
the London manuscript contains a text that is said to be part of the Brahmandapura-
nasamgraha and the Sarvapuranasamgraha and breaks off in chapter 98, whereas
the text in the Mysore manuscript is said to belong to the Puranasamgraha and
contains ninety-seven chapters. In both cases, the number of chapters (close to one
hundred) and the reference to a “compilation” (samgraha) of puranas seems to match
the information given by Nakalinka Mutaliyar.

How does this relate to what we have seen about the relation between the Pondi-
cherry manuscript and the first four chapters of the second book of the KP? It is
possible that the text contained in the London and Mysore manuscripts (the Sata-
dhyayr of Nakalinka Mutaliyar) is a compilation of different sources, one of which
is the text that is contained in the Pondicherry manuscript. Possibly this compilation
later became the source for Kacciyappa Munivar’s second book of the KP. This
would account for the references to a compilation that are found both in the London
and Mysore manuscripts and in Kacciyappa Munivar’s prefatory verse, as well as
for the parallels between the second book of the KP and the Pondicherry manuscript.
However, since I have so far not been able to investigate the London and Mysore
manuscripts, this conclusion is far from being an established fact. More research on
the unpublished Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram as well as on their
relation to each other and to the second book of the KP is called for.

Kaccalaiyar’s Old Kaiicippuranam (KP(O))

Another Tamil falapuranam of Kanchipuram exists in the form of the KP(O). This
work is also known under the alternative title Kamparpuranam, which betrays its
Saiva orientation (Kampar being an old Tamil name for Ekamranatha). It was
authored by a certain Kaccalaiyar, who is said to have belonged to the Alavantar

38 Cf. also Ramanatha Ayyar 1965, 151-152, whose information is presumably based on Naka-
linka Mutaliyar.



30 Jonas Buchholz

Atinam, apparently a Saiva monastery, about which I, however, could find no further
information. The date of the KP(O) is unknown, but the fact that it is known as the
“Old KP” suggests that it must predate the KP of Civafiana Munivar and Kacciyappa
Munivar. The KP(O) is far less well known than the KP and was edited as late as
1983. So far, it has received no scholarly attention.

The KP(O) comprises 1272 verses divided over twelve chapters of unequal
length. After the prefatory section (payiram), the very long second chapter, titled
civalayac carukkam, “chapter on the Siva temples,” describes various Siva temples
in and around Kanchipuram. It is followed by chapters on the city’s Visnu temples
(aritirumurrac carukkam, “chapter on Hari’s sacred courtyard”), its sacred water-
bodies (tirttac carukkam, “chapter on the tirthas”), and its mythological names (api-
tanac carukkam, “chapter on the names”). The following six chapters (kayilayac
carukkam, “chapter on Mount Kailasa”; umaivaru carukkam, “chapter of Uma’s
arrival”; nakarac carukkam, “chapter on the city”; nakarkan carukkam, “chapter on
the sight of the city”; piicaic carukkam, “chapter on the worship”; tiruvilac carukkam,
“chapter on the festival”) appear to contain a retelling of the Kamaksi—-Ekamranatha
myth. The last chapter (tarmac carukkam, “chapter on dharma”) finally deals with
rules of conduct.

The KP(O) seems to be based on two different Sanskrit sources. The chapter on
the Siva temples in Kanchipuram is clearly based on the KM(S). It describes the
same temples in largely the same sequence. The narratives also mostly appear to
correspond to those found in the KM(S), although the KP(O) follows its Sanskrit
source less closely than Civanana Munivar’s first book of the KP. The last chapter
of the KP(O) might likewise be based on the KM(S), which also includes a section
on rules of conduct. The other chapters, on the other hand, have no basis in the
KM(S). However, their contents seem to correspond to those of Kacciyappa
Munivar’s second book of the KP. Both texts contain sections on Kanchipuram’s
sacred waterbodies, the city’s mythological names, and an account of the Kamaksi—
Ekamranatha myth. Moreover, both texts also deal with Visnu temples in Kanchi-
puram (in a separate chapter in the case of the KP(O) and as a part of the chapter on
the city’s twenty-eight most important temples in the second book of the KP). How
exactly the two texts relate to each other remains to be investigated, but it appears
possible that the other chapters of the KP(O) are based on the same Sanskrit text that
also was the source for Kacciyappa Munivar’s second book of the KP.

What the KP(O) itself says about its sources seems to point towards the same
direction. In the payiram, we find the following verse in which the author names his
sources (KP(O) 1.20):

pota neriy ari citar pukanrat’ ana puratanam akum patinen puranan tannir

coti tikal kaiici nakarp puranan tannai cor payilap parpalavuii collanirkum

catakam am piramantan kantan tannir canarkumara cankitaiyir rarukkar kisrum

pétam elan terint’ ematu kurundtan ran pér arulal ik katai pecuvamal
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Among the eighteen ancient puranas that were narrated by Stta, who knows the
way of wisdom, many eloquently tell the purana of the city of Kaiici, which shines
with light. Knowing all the different versions (péetam) that are elaborately told in
the Sanatkumarasamhita of the Skandapurana and in the accomplished Brahma-
ndapurana, we will tell this story thanks to the great grace of our exalted Guru.

The KP(O) thus identifies as its sources the Sanatkumarasamhita of the Skanda-
purana, to which, as we may recall, the KM(S) claims to belong, and the Brahmanda-
purana. As we have seen, the unpublished sthalamahatmya contained in the
Pondicherry manuscript, whose contents match the first four chapters of the second
book of the KP, ascribes itself to the Brahmandapurana. However, the KP(O) also
contains material that seems to correspond to the latter chapters of the second book
of the KP, suggesting that its other source might have been the same text on which
the second book of the KP appears to be based, namely the more comprehensive text
in one hundred chapters (possibly contained in the London and Mysore manuscripts)
that was presumably compiled from various sources, including the text contained in
the Pondicherry manuscript. In this case, too, more research is needed before we can
reach any definite conclusion.

VedantadeS$ika’s Hastigirimahatmya (HM(V))

While the aforementioned Tamil talapuranams of Kanchipuram are Saiva works,
there is also a Vaisnava text in Tamil, namely the HM(V) (not to be confused with
the Sanskrit HM). The HM(V) is rather different from both the Tamil ralapuranams
and the Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas and might be better considered a work sui generis.
It was authored by Vedantades$ika (ca. 1268—1369), one of the most important
preceptors of the Srivaisnava sect of Hinduism, who was a native of Kanchipuram
and a devotee of Varadaraja Perumal.** VedantadeSika left behind a very sizeable
oeuvre, which comprises both religio-philosophical texts and poetical works in
Sanskrit, Tamil, and Prakrit. The HM(V) is counted among his thirty-two esoteric
works or rahasyagranthas. It is also known as Satyavrataksetramahatmya (satyavra-
taksetra, “the field of true vows,” being a common designation for Kanchipuram’s
sacred area in the Vaisnava texts) or under the Tamil title Meyviratamanmiyam
(meyviratam being the Tamil translation of Skt. satyavrata). The text consists of
twenty-nine verses in Tamil and an autocommentary by VedantadeSika in Manipra-
valam (Sanskritized Tamil). It tells the story of Brahma’s sacrifice (the foundational
myth of the Varadaraja Perumal temple) in a condensed poetic form, while the auto-
commentary interprets the myth from a theological point of view. A translation and
analysis of the HM(V) has been published by Steven Paul Hopkins (2002, 84—113).

Due to its brevity, its poetic form, and the philosophical outlook of Vedantade-
§ika’s autocommentary, the HM(V) is a rather unique text. Lacking most of the usual

39 On VedantadeSika’s life and works, see Singh 1958 and Hopkins 2002.
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features of a Tamil talapuranam, it can hardly be considered to belong to this genre.*’
As a poetic composition by an individual author, it is also very different from the
Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas. Nevertheless, there is a palpable connection between the
HM(V) and the Vaisnava sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram, all of which deal with
the same mythical narrative. Moreover, the HM(V) appears to be directly based on
a Sanskrit source. In his autocommentary on the first verse, Vedantades$ika states his
intention to retell “the greatness of Visnu that has been shown through the Satyavra-
taksetramahatmya in the Brahmandapurana” (brahmandapuranattil satyavratakse-
tramahatmyamukhattale sandarsitamana perarulalan perumaiyai). I suggest that, in
spite of the different title, the text to which VedantadeSika refers is identical to the
Sanskrit HM. We may recall that while the printed editions ascribe the HM to the
Brahmapurana, in some of the manuscripts, the text is ascribed to the Brahmanda-
purana. It is true that the KM(V) also claims to belong to the Brahmandapurana and
even refers to itself as Satyavrataksetramahatmya in one place (KM(V) 32.24).
However, the narrative of the HM(V) seems to be closer to the HM than to the
KM(V). While a detailed narrative comparison of the three texts is outside the scope
of this contribution, we may note that verse 26 of the HM(V) refers to Gajendra,
Brhaspati, and Ananta, who are said to have worshipped Varadaraja Perumal during
successive yugas—a narrative element that is also found in the HM, but not in the
KM(V). Moreover, as we have already seen, Vedantade$ika also quotes from the HM
in his autocommentary.*! All of this seems to suggest that the HM(V) is based on
the Sanskrit HM. However, a more detailed comparison of the different Sanskrit and
Tamil versions of the Varadaraja Perumal temple’s foundational myth remains a
desideratum.

Prose Talapuranams

As a rule, Tamil talapuranams, like most literary texts in premodern India, were
composed in verse form. However, prose versions of Tamil talapuranams also exist.
Although such texts are occasionally found in manuscript form, for the most part
they seem to be a product of modern print culture.*? In parallel with the printing of

40 Hopkins’s claim that the HM(V) incorporates “in one way or another” most of the conventional
elements of a Tamil talapuranam notwithstanding (cf. Hopkins 2002, 276, fn. 80).

41 So far, I have been able to identify the following quotations from the HM in VedantadeS$ika’s
autocommentary: HM 7.62—-63 (ad HM(V) 15), HM 8.8¢-9b, 8.10c—11b (ad HM(V) 20); HM
9.32¢-34b, 9.69¢c-70b (ad HM(V) 23).

42 A prose summary of the KP, titled Karicippuranac curukkam and dated to 1847, is found (along
with summaries of a large number of other Tamil texts) in the paper manuscript Indien 162,
held by the Bibliothéque nationale de France in Paris. However, since the manuscript goes back
to the collection of Edouard Ariel (1818—1854), a colonial administrator in Pondicherry and a
scholar of Tamil, it seems likely that the summaries were in fact commissioned by Ariel. As
such, this prose summary of the KP might be best seen as a product of Orientalist knowledge
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text editions of Tamil talapuranams, prose retellings of these texts, usually termed
vacanam (“‘prose”), also started to appear from the late nineteenth century onwards.
Thus, a prose version of the first book of the KP by a certain Pu. Kanakacapai
Nayakar was published in 1887 under the title Kaiicippurana vacanam. This text
follows the KP rather closely, but rephrases its verses in a simpler prose idiom.
Evidently its purpose is to make the contents of the KP accessible to a broader
audience, as the original text is not easily intelligible because of its complicated
poetic language. As such, the goal of the prose paraphrase is similar to that of a
commentary, but it differs from the latter by disjoining the contents of the text from
the original wording. Jay Ramesh (2020, 177) has argued that such prose
talapuranams can be characterized as “informative” because their main objective is
to simply present the reader information about the places they describe, as opposed
to poetic talapuranams, which are “affective” as they seek to create an emotional
experience for the reader (or rather listener, since these texts were meant to be
publicly recited). Clearly, prose talapuranams follow a very different agenda than
traditional Tamil talapuranams, mirroring the radical change that Tamil literary
culture underwent under the influence of print.

Apart from prose versions of Tamil talapuranams, renderings of Sanskrit sthala-
mahatmyas in Tamil prose also exist. As far as Kanchipuram is concerned, two such
texts were authored by Ka. E. Alalacuntaram Pillai (1852-1922).* The first of them
is the Kamaksi Lila Pirapavam, a Tamil prose rendering of the KV, first published
in 1906 and reprinted in 1939 and 1999. The second is a Tamil prose rendering of
the KM(S), published posthumously in 1941 under the title Kaicimakatmiyam:
vatamolik kaiicip puranam or “Kaiicimahatmya: the Karicippuranam (or: a purana
on Kanchi) in Sanskrit.” As in the case of the prose retellings of Tamil talapuranams,
the purpose of these texts, too, seems to have been to make the contents of the
original accessible to a larger readership (in this case, one that does not read
Sanskrit). The appearance of such texts is meaningful because it attests a shifting
paradigm of “translation.” Unlike traditional Tamil talapuranams, which, as we have
seen, are also often based on Sanskrit sources, but may be better described as poetic
transcreations, these modern texts simply aim at conveying the meaning of the
Sanskrit original in Tamil and thus adopt a novel concept of translation.

Apart from his two Tamil translations of Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas, Alalacunta-
ram Pillai also authored the Kaiici Ksettira Maiicari, a list of Siva temples in
Kanchipuram mostly based on the KM(S). This text was published together with the
Kamaksi Lila Pirapavam in 1906, apparently in a single volume. In 1927, the Karici

production. Whether there are also prose versions of Tamil ralapuranams that originated in the
indigenous manuscript culture remains to be investigated.

43 The same Ka. E. Alalacuntaram Pillai was (together with a certain Cupparaya Cettiyar) also
responsible for the 1900 edition of the KP. His birth and death dates are based on the
information found the online catalogue of the Roja Muthiah Research Library. I have not been
able to find more biographical information on him.
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Ksettira Maiicari and the Kamaksi Lila Pirapavam were published under the com-
mon title Sri Kaiict Mahimai, without, however, crediting the original author Alala-
cuntaram Pillai. This publication seems to have found wide dissemination through
numerous reprints. The most recent edition of Sri Kaiict Mahimai of which I am
aware must have been published after 2018.* An English rendering of the Sri Karici
Mahimai, by a certain P. R. Kannan, is also found on the website of the Kanchi
Kamakoti Peetham.* This example shows that sthalamahatmyas, though they may
be rarely read in the original today, are still influential through the mediation of the
numerous new incarnations that they have undergone.

Conclusion

This survey of Kanchipuram’s sthalamahdatmyas and talapuranams shows that Kan-
chipuram possesses a rich corpus of temple legends, which reflects both the dynamic
relations between the city’s diverse religious traditions and the interaction between
the Sanskrit and Tamil literary cultures. It is worth noting that while the Sanskrit
sthalamahatmyas of Kanchipuram represent different sectarian traditions (Saivism,
Vaisnavism, and Saktism), the city’s Tamil talapuranams are all of Saiva orientation.
The only Vaisnava text in Tamil, the HM(V), as we have seen, is a rather unusual
case and cannot be considered a falapuranam in the strict sense. This situation is
fairly typical for the Tamil falapuranam genre: in contrast to hundreds of Saiva
talapuranams in Tamil, only a handful of Vaisnava texts (and a single Muslim tala-
puranam) are known (Matavan 1995, vol. II, 88-90). Even if one takes into account
that Siva temples are simply more numerous than Visnu temples in Tamil Nadu,
Vaisnava talapuranams are clearly underrepresented. The Tamil talapuranam genre
thus seems, for reasons that remain to be investigated, to be a largely Saiva affair as
even Kanchipuram, one of the major centres of Vaisnavism in Tamil Nadu, did not
receive a Vaisnava talapuranam in Tamil.

Moreover, we have seen that the Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas and Tamil talapura-
nams of Kanchipuram are intimately related. Each of the Tamil texts is based on a
Sanskrit source: the first book of the KP on the KM(S), the second book of the KP
on an unpublished Sanskrit sthalamahatmya, which, however, appears to be avail-
able in manuscript form, and the KP(O) apparently on a combination of the two
aforementioned sources. Furthermore, the HM(V) seems to be based on the Sanskrit
HM. These findings underscore the importance of studying texts in Sanskrit and in
regional languages (in our case, Tamil) in conjunction—an approach that unfortu-
nately has been often neglected in Indological scholarship. A more detailed investi-
gation of the relation between the Sanskrit sthalamahdatmyas and the Tamil

44 The edition is undated, but it refers to Vijayendra Saraswati as the seventieth pontiff of the
Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham. Vijayendra Saraswati assumed this office in February 2018.
45 http://www .kamakoti.org/kamakoti/books/Kanchi-Mahima.html (accessed March 25, 2021).
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talapuranams will advance an understanding of how the Sanskrit and Tamil literary
cultures interacted in early modern South India, but also highlight how the two
traditions differ from each other.

While the purpose of this contribution is to present an overview of Kanchipu-
ram’s sthalamahatmyas and talapuranams, a more substantive discussion of the texts
and of their relation to Kanchipuram’s lived religious traditions must be left to future
publications. In this respect, a study of the temple network that is outlined by the
KM(S) and the first book of the KP (a task that involves correlating the sites that are
mentioned in these texts with temples that exist in Kanchipuram’s cityscape) seems
particularly promising. As we have seen, the KP is today considered an authoritative
source on the Saiva temples of Kanchipuram. An investigation of how this text has
contributed to the shaping of Kanchipuram’s religious landscape may provide
valuable insights into the relation between textual sources and Hindu sacred topo-
graphy in a more general scope.

Apart from these prospective avenues of research that I have just outlined, this
survey of the sthalamahatmyas and talapuranams of Kanchipuram has identified a
number of other future tasks. This begins with the very basic task of making the
unpublished sthalamahatmyas that exist in manuscript form available for further
scholarship by producing text editions. Similarly, the textual history of those texts
that have been printed appears complex enough to award an investigation. Moreover,
while some texts have received scholarly attention, others have gone virtually
unnoticed. This is true, for example for Kacciyappa Munivar’s second book of the
KP, which, as we have seen, has been eclipsed by the renown of Civafiana Munivar’s
first book, but which contains remarkable and largely untapped material. This survey
of the sthalamahatmyas and talapuranams of Kanchipuram has thus shown how
much scope for research there is even in the corpus of the temple legends of a single
city—not to speak of the vast number of such texts that exist on other places all over
India.
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A Survey of the Sthalapurana Literature in Tamil'

K. Nachimuthu (EFEO Pondicherry)

1. Introduction

According to a standard definition, puranas are “a class of Sanskrit books which deal
with ancient and medieval Indian theology, astronomy, cosmogony, genealogy, ac-
counts of kings and rishis, and miscellaneous materials, all illustrated by fables,
songs, legends and tales: literally old or ancient lore. The oldest of the Puranas dates
from some from 600 A.D. and some of them may be as late as the 13" or 16" century.
All of them have undergone revisions and each in its form enumerates the whole
group. They [...] were originally written in verse in the form of a dialog between
two persons into which are woven stories and discourses uttered by other persons.
They are attributed to a rishi or to the gods. The five subjects which are proper to the
Puranas are sarga, pratisarga (dissolution and recreation), manvantara (periods of
the Manus) vamsa (genealogies), and vamsyanucharita (history of the solar and lunar
races mentioned in the vamsa)” (Leach 1949, 910-911). But this definition has to be
adjusted to include puranas in other Indian languages, which also have such
compositions inspired by their Sanskrit counterparts as translations, adaptations,
recreations and original creations in large numbers.

Purana literature is traditionally divided into (1) mahapuranas (2) upapuranas
and (3) sthalapuranas. Among these, sthalapuranas may be considered as a subtype,
derived from both mahapuranas and upapuranas. The following is a survey of the
sthalapurana literature in Tamil.

1 This is a completely revised version of a paper published by the present author as “Sthala-
puranas in Tamil” in the Research Papers (Annual Journal of the Department of Tamil of the
University of Kerala) (Nachimuthu 1984-1985). It is based on a survey and study of printed
sthalapuranas called Tamilil Talapurana Ilakkiyam (Krishnaswamy 1974), which formed part
of the M. A. dissertation submitted by V. Krishnaswamy of the 1972-1974 batch to the Depart-
ment of Tamil at the University of Kerala, Kariavattom under my guidance. Earlier Mu. Aruna-
chalam (2005 [1977]) has covered many of these puranas in his books on the history of Tamil
literature. This is the first complete study of this genre, though limited in some aspects. Since
then a few studies have appeared in Tamil and English. In Tamil a two-volume study of
sthalapurana literature by Ve. Ra. Matavan (1995) and in English studies by David Shulman
(1980), William P. Harman (1989) and recently Jay Ramesh (2020) have come out.

Published in: Malini Ambach, Jonas Buchholz and Ute Hiisken (eds.): Temples, Texts, and Networks: South
Indian Perspectives. Heidelberg: Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2022.
DOIL: https://doi.org/10.11588/hasp.906.c13935
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2. Tamil Puranas

2.1 Classification of the Tamil Puranas

The numerous Tamil works that go under the name purana can be classified accord-
ing to their subject matter as follows (cf. Krishnaswamy 1974, 3—4):

(1) Puranas dealing with the deeds of gods:

Examples: mahapuranas and upapuranas, e.g., Maccapuranam (Visnu, Siva,
Murukan), Kiarmapuranam (Visnu, Siva), Civamakapuranam (Siva), Kanta-
puranam (Murukan), Upatécakantam (Murukan), Piramaottarakantam (Siva),
etc.

(2) Puranas dealing with the lives of great men:

Examples: Tiruttontar puranam or Periyapuranam (legends on the lives of
the sixty three Saiva Nayanmars), Cekkilar puranam (legends on the life of
Cekkilar, the author of the Periyapuranam), Tiruvataviratikal puranam (leg-
ends on the life of the Saivite saint Manikkavacakar), Pulavar puranam
(legends on the lives of seventy-two Tamil poets), Céytrontar puranam (leg-
ends on the lives of seventy-eight Murukan devotees), Sripurdanam (legends
on the lives of twenty-two Jain Tirthankaras and Jain kings), Merumantara
puranam (legends of Meru and Mandara, two great Jain devotees).

(3) Puranas dealing with the legends of places (also called sthalapuranas), which

enumerate the significance of miirti (the deity), sthala (the sacred locale) and
tirtha (sacred water bodies):
Examples: Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam (legends of Siva at Maturai), Koyirpura-
nam (legends of Citamparam), Karicippuranam (legends of Kaficipuram),
Tirunakaikkaronapuranam (legends of Nakaikkaronam or Nakappattinam),
Tanikaippuranam (legends of Tiruttani), etc.

(4) Puranas dealing with tirthas alone:

Examples: Kavirippuranam (or Piramavaivarttam) (legends of the river
Kaveri), Ponniccintu manmiya puranam (legends of the river Tampiraparani),
Pennainatip puranam (legends of the river Pennaiyaru).

(5) Puranas dealing with vratas (religious vows, acts of austerity, holy practices,
such as fasting, continence, etc.):

Examples: Civarattiripuranam (legends of Sivaratri connected with Siva),
Ekatacipuranam (legends of Ekadasi connected with Visnu).

(6) Puranas dealing with castes:

Examples: Cenkuntar puranam (mythological account of the Tamil weaving
and martial community), Vélalar puranam (mythological account of the
farming class).

(7) Puranas dealing with literary history:

(thirteenth—fourteenth century): legends about the discovery and compilation
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of the Saivite Tirumurais of the Tévaram trio, i.e., Appar, Campantar and
Cuntarar, at Citamparam).

(8) Miscellaneous:
Examples: Pitapuranam, Mapuranam (supposed to have been composed
during the Cankam period, i.e., about third century BCE to second century
CE), works which are not extant, etc.

2.2 Sthalapuranas in Tamil

Among the varieties of puranas in Tamil, sthalapuranas (or talapuranam in Tamil)
are most popular and available in large numbers. They are also known as oluku (e.g.,
Kovyiloluku) or mahatmiyam/manmiyam (e.g., Hastikiri mahatmiyam, Atikamalalaya
mahatmiyam, Kurukaimanmiyam, Cittavata manmiyam, etc.). Manmiyakkovai (e.g.,
Civalaya manmiyakkovai), lilai (e.g., Tiyakardcalilai), and vicetam (e.g., Cétuvice-
tam) are some less used synonymes.

Prose versions of sthalapuranas are known under a wide variety of names viz:
urpavam (557), kaipitu (399, 555), talavilakkam (439), tiruppatippirapavam (460),
pirapavacintamani (421), makattuvam (59), mahatmiya caram (194), makimai (23),
manmiyakkovai (173), manmiya cankirakam (244), rakaciyam (159), lilapirapavam
(98), varalaru (53), vilakkam (171), vaipavam (134, 574).2

3. Tamil Sthalapuranas — an Overview

3.1 Origin and History of the Tamil Sthalapuranas

Even though Mapuranam and Pitapuranam from Cankam times (third century BCE
to second century CE), Cantipuranam and Puranacakaram from the tenth century,
and some other purana works which are not extant now are known to us from the
literary history of Tamil, the origin of the first sthalapurana can be traced back to
the twelfth century only. In the twelfth century CE a work called Kannivanapuranam
composed by one Viraittalivan Paracamaiya Kolari is mentioned in the Tiruppatirip-
puliytr inscriptions of Kulottunka Colan I. Even though it is not extant now, one can
infer that it is a sthalapurana on Tiruppatirippuliytr, Kannivanam being the leg-
endary name for it. We do not know the nature of the other two works attributed to
him, viz. Astatacapuranam and Pampuliyir Natakam (Arunachalam 1973, 334-335).

Perumparrappuliyur Nampi’s Tiruvilaiyvatarpuranam or Tiruvalavayutaiyar
Tiruvilaiyatal of the thirteenth century is the earliest of the available sthalapuranas.’

2 The numbers in the brackets refer to the serial numbers in the sthalapurana bibliography in V.
Krishnaswamy’s Tamilil Talapurana llakkiyam (1974, 122-212).

3 Mu. Arunachalam (1970: 237-250) dates this text to the 13" century. S. Vaiyapuri Pillai (1952,
16) thinks that it belongs to the sixteenth century.
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century. After a lapse of a century, we see several mahdpuranas and sthalapuranas
written during and after the sixteenth century. Since puranas along with prabandhas
(texts belonging to various shorter poetic genres) dominated Tamil literary produc-
tion between 1500 and 1850, Prof. S. Vaiyapuri Pillai calls this period the Purana-
Prabandha period (Vaiyapuri Pillai 1957, 36).

The following is a list of some important sthalapuranas (cf. Krishnaswamy 1974,
12-17):

Table 1: Some Important Sthalapuranas

Century Name of work Author

12th Kannivanapuranam Viraittalaivan Paracamaya Kolari
(not extant)

13th Tiruvalavayutaiyar Perumparrappuliytr Nampi
Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam

14th Koyirpuranam Umapati Civacariyar

15th Kacikantam Ativirarama Pantiyan

16th Kamalalayaccirappu Maraifiana Tecikar
(Tiruvariarppuranam,),
Arunakiripuranam

17th Tiruvenkattuppuranam, Caiva Ellappa Navalar
Tiruccenkattuppuranam,
Tirttakirippuranam,
Cevvantippuranam,
Arundcalapuranam,
Tiruvirificaippuranam
Vetaraniyapuranam, Akora Munivar
Kumpakonappuranam
Tirukkitvappuranam Civappirakaca Cuvamikal
Cikalattippuranam Karunaippirakacar, Velaiyar
Tirukkalukkunrappuranam Antakakkavi Virarakava

Mutaliyar

Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam Paraficoti Munivar

18th Tirukkurralappuranam Tiriktitaracappak Kavirayar
Karicippuranam (first book) Civafiana Munivar
Tiruppatirippuliyiirppuranam Citamparnata Munivar
Tiruvanaikkappuranam, Kacciyappa Munivar
Perirppuranam,
Pavaliarppuranam,
Tanikaippuranam,
Kaiicippuranam (second book)

19th Amparppuranam, Minatcicuntaram Pillai

Uraiyiirppuranam,
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Kumpakonappuranam,
Tirukkurukkaippuranam,
Koyilirppuranam,
Curaimanakarppuranam,
Taniyurppuranam,
Tirutturuttippuranam,
Tirunakaikkaronappuranam,
Tirupperunturaippuranam,
Tirumayilaippuranam,
Tiruvarankulattalapuranam,
Tiruvalolipurriarppuranam,

Pattisvarappuranam,

Mannippatikkaraippuranam

Tirunelvelittalapuranam Nellaiyappa Kavirayar
20th Anniyirttalapuranam, Kantacami Cuvamikal

Kavacaippuranam

3.2 A brief survey of the Tamil sthalapuranas*

There are more than four hundred sthalapuranas in Tamil in verse form alone, only
half of which have been published so far. A number of prose versions and adaptations
of these puranas are also available. There is also the collection of local legends by
Col. Mackenzie (1754-1821) in prose form, which is kept by the Government
Oriental Manuscript Library, Cennai. A number of sthalapuranas are still in
manuscript form and yet to be published, and a few published works cannot be traced
any more.

We know of more than fifty sthalapurana poets from the twelfth to the twentieth
centuries. Some of them have written more than one purana of this type: Caiva
Ellappa Navalar (seventeenth century) wrote six puranas, Kacciyappa Munivar
(eighteenth century) five puranas and Minatcicuntaram Pillai (nineteenth century)
twenty-two.

Even though the sthalapuranas are distributed all over Tamilnadu, the Cola
country has particularly many of them because of its numerous temples. Sthalapura-
nas are also available for places like Kas1 or Tirukkonamalai (Sri Lanka) outside of
the Tamil country. Several religious centers have received more than one purana
written by poets in different periods. This includes Maturai (seven), Citamparam
(six), Tiruvannamalai (five) Kumpakonam (four), Kaficipuram (three), Cirkali (two)
and Palani (two).

4 This discussion is based on the bibliography given in Krishnaswamy 1974, 123-212. Apart
from old poetical compositions of sthalapuranas, it includes prose versions and also contains
some repetitions. Therefore the statistics based on this bibliography are only indicative and
need further verification.
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Among the sthalapuranas, roughly three hundred belong to Siva, thirty belong to
Visnu, and twenty belong to Murukan. There are two Jaina sthalapuranas, but these
seem to be prose versions (Pinti Jinalaya tala varalaru, Tirunarunkontai tala vara-
laru). The Nakir Antavar puranam seems to be the only poetical version of this genre
belonging to Islam.

3.3 Development of the Sthalapurana: Motivating Factors

If we look into the origin of the puranas and sthalapuranas in particular, we can
perceive how various religious, political, economic, socio-cultural, literary and
intellectual factors have played important roles in the development of this genre.

3.3.1 Religion

The Bhakti movement and the intense temple building activities of the Colas and
subsequent rulers have created numerous religious centers as places of veneration by
the devotees. The educated clergy together with the laity created Puranic and local
traditional stories and synthesized them to increase the reputation of these temple
centers. These stories later formed the nucleus of the numerous sthalapuranas (Vai-
yapuri Pillai 1957, 311-319). A sthalapurana marked the antiquity and sanctity of a
place, trying to give it a pseudo-history and assert its eminence based on a mythical
formula. Every place vied with each other in having a sthalapurana to satisfy the
pride of its inhabitants and to attract pilgrims.

3.3.2 Politics

After the rule of the Colas, who unified the Tamil country and culture, the country
was fragmented and came under alien rule. In the absence of a unifying leadership,
the people and local leaders could not have a wider political outlook. This kind of
political conditions fostered a form of patriotism that could only be local. Nampi
(thirteenth century) in his Tiruvalavayutaiyar Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam adds an invoca-
tion to the Pantiya country and Maturai, which shows his stirring up of sub-national-
ism and local patriotism during the decline of Pantiya rule (see Readings 2.2). In the
same vein the later poet Paraficoti (seventeenth century) in his Tiruvilaiyatarpu-
ranam displays his fervour of nationalism and his love for his mother tongue Tamil
in times of adversity (Nachimuthu 2009) (see Readings 3 and 5).

3.3.3 Economic Conditions

At the time of the composition of the puranas, famines and pestilence were common
and the general condition was one of adversity. People turned towards religion and
found solace in the Puranic lore, which tried to create a utopia of the past and the
future. These myths tried to provide a basis for social faith and action. Prof. T. P.
Meenakshisundaram (1965, 166—-167) is right when he observes that “in the age of
despair and despondency, hope is stirred in the hearts of men” by these puranas. This
may be illustrated from the rich descriptions of the landscape, country, city and
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temple found at the beginning of the majority of sthalapuranas, a poetical prere-
quisite for a mahakavya composition (see Reading 1).

3.3.4 Socio-Cultural Factors

Puranas of various temples can be seen as collections of folktales. Their value as
such has remained clouded by their religious association. It is because of their being
folk literature that they appeal to the common man (Meenakshisundaram 1965, 166—-167).
The sthalapuranas contain stories about gods, semi-gods, heroic kings, Brahmins,
hunters, low-caste people (Pallars/Paraiyars) and even animals and birds. All of them
became equal in these puranas and they carry the message of God’s love for all, even
to sinners. So the puranas tried to integrate the different social and cultural factions
at least in their fictional world. It is this Puranic lore which has helped to build up
common pan-Indian social and cultural traits at the all-India level. The puranas
themselves state that they are intended to be used by the Stidras and women, who are
less educated, than the other three upper castes, who can directly read the scriptures.’
Here it should be understood that the word puranas refers to the narratives or stories,
which were rendered as literary compositions by poets with many literary
embellishments and might have been read by the elite. Later they were rendered and
delivered to the layman with appropriate discourses like oral, musical, dance or other
fine art forms like scultpture, painting, etc.

Rather than depicting a utopia, some conservative poets attempt a realistic por-
trayal of the times, including the intrusion of foreign powers into the land. Maraifiana
Campantar (sixteenth century) as a traditionalist describes the social structures as
ordained in the works like Manusmrti in his Arunakirippuranam (valampuriccaruk-
kam). In his Kamalalayaccirappu (Tiruvararppuranam), he bemoans the intrusion of
foreigners and the attendant decline of old values (see Reading 5).

5 Tirukkurralattalappuranam, nirpayanuraitta carukkam, verse 2 (p. 201):
2,8 wep HICwTH af®CLG)Duig euis aTbs eurmeri
F19) el GBS BSGLD MURW (5SS (LoewTTSG LoewDF FTTLTGUIGILD
BPuWevr @iy mies Wi #51i5S T DidE wenp BlSLHS 6\ TesTg T
Sewn@uwiLy grewiioeuis Gni® mroOweteyengLi BnI% mrGeom
ati marai niloti vitupéreytuvarka lanta nalar
cati manu ventarukkum vaiciyarukku munarttu maraic carpaleytum
nitiyild vippira mankaiyar caturttar pirarkku marai nikalttonata
lotiyapu ranamavark kuruti nitlenavuraippa ruruti niillor
“The Brahmins will obtain salvation by reciting the ancient Vedas. The ruling kings of higher
caste and the merchant class (VaiSyas) will also obtain salvation by the authority of the Vedas.
For the Brahmin ladies and the people of the fourth order, who have no legal status in the social
order, the Vedas cannot be imparted. So the authors of scriptures will ordain that the puranas
which are recited are the religious texts for them”.
See also such instances in other sthalapuranas, e.g. Kamalalayaccirappu (Tiruvariarppura-
nam), payirac carukkam 30.
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3.3.5 Literary Background

During the epic age (early epic period: 750-1000 CE, late epic period: 1100-1300
CE; cf. Vaiyapuri Pillai 1957, 12), religion and the taste for romantic stories were
the motive spirits behind most of the literary creations (cf. Krishnaswamy 1974, 5).
But during the period of puranas and prabandhas (1500-1850 CE, cf. Vaiyapuri
Pillai 1957, 12), religion appropriated all the literary pursuits and this has gradually
led to the degeneration of the epic spirit and the multiplication of purana literature.
Tamil puranas, unlike the colorless Sanskrit Puranic accounts, which are more
informative than literary, emulate an epic model with mythical content (see Readings
1). However, this exercise can be considered to have failed due to the lack of remark-
able creative genius, sterile imagination, insipid style and imitative qualities.® We
could still extract certain fine portions of literature in these works here and there,
and a few sthalapuranas are as good as any other good epics. As poetic creations,
these works must have been read and enjoyed by the highly literate elite of the upper
social strata of society. They formed a source book for the popular speakers and
experts in literary and religious discourses for making their own versions in speech,
prose and ballad form for the benefit of the semi-literate womenfolk of the higher
social strata and for the other less privileged of the society. Many of the episodes are
enacted as dance and drama and also as rituals on festive occasions (e.g., Tiruvilai-
yatarpuranam). Many prose versions of the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam based on the
poetical versions in the popular idiom are available in the palm-leaf tradition and in
print culture.” It shows how the sthalapuranas are transmitted across time and social
groups. In the learned tradition the poetical versions were learned and commented
upon regulary (e.g., Paraficoti’s Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam, Karicippuranam, Tanikaip-
puranam, etc.).®

6 See for example the description of the semi-arid hillock of Cennimalai in Cennimalaittalapu-
ranam 5.2, which is a mere imitation of the earlier conventions contrary to the realties. This
seems to be the case with earlier works also.

7 Examples of prose versions of the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam are available in unpublished palm-
leaf manuscripts. In the modern period, the prose paraphrase of Paraficoti’s Tiruvilaiyatarpu-
ranam by Arumuka Navalar (1822-1879) of Jaffna, Sri Lanka, is popular (Arumuka Navalar
1957). Another popular version was prepared and edited by Arunacala Mutaliyar and Pavai
Kaliyanacuntara Mutaliyar and published in a large font by the famous Irattina Nayakar &
Sons, Cennai (Kaliyanacuntara Mutaliyar 1971). Similarly, episodes like the valai viciya
tiruvilaiyatal (the game of Siva fishing by casting the net in the sea) from the Tiruvilaiya-
tarpuranam were rendered as villuppattu ballads in Tamil and Malayalam and were performed
in Kanniyakumari district. At least three versions in Tamil (Viv€kanantan 2000, 2006; Selvala-
kshmi 2005; Valaivicupuranam, ed. by Pulavar Vi. Cokkalinkam 2008) and one in Malayalam
(Vivekanantan 2000) are available.

8 For example the writing of modern commentaries to Paraficoti’s Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam (1927)
by Na. Mu. Veénkatacami Nattar and to the Tanikaippuranam (1965) by Kantacamiyar et al.
These texts were part of the syllabi for graduate courses in Tamil in the universities of Tamil
Nadu. See also the modern commentary to the Kaiicippuranam (2012) by Caravana Catacivam.



A Survey of the Sthalapurana Literature in Tamil 49

The Tamil sthalapurana compositions have generally been inspired by Sanskrit
counterparts and so we see the reflection of a common literary milieu in them.’ All
the other Dravidian literatures show the same trend in this period (Matavan 1995).

3.3.6 Linguistic Milieu

The period of the sthalapuranas in Tamil literature may be roughly reckoned as eight
hundred years from the twelfth century onwards. This was a period in which Sanskrit
had gained much importance in education, administration, religion, philosophy and
all the domains of knowledge. So Tamil-Sanskrit bilingualism was prevalent. The
Tamil sthalapuranas always claim a Sanskrit source for their composition. Therefore
one can notice the impact of ideas and the language of Sanskrit on the idiom of Tamil
works, which may have to be worked out comparatively.

A discernible linguistic domain of Tamil-Sanskrit interaction is the interpretation
of the local names or what is called the etymological interpretation of place names.
During this period the Tamil language was languishing due to the decline of native
rule and consequent lack of patronage. It seems that the average education level in
Tamil was very low and the spoken variety in different dialects of Tamil gained
currency, leaving the standard language in the hands of a bilingual elite. Due to this,
the standard forms of place name became corrupted, leading to fanciful etymologies.
While this took place as an internal change the influence and prestige of Sanskrit led
to a fashion of sanskritising Tamil names and translating the Tamil names into
Sanskrit with bizarre etymologies and all such forms became standardized place
names. At times a reverse translation of sanskritized names also took place. For
example, the name Cirrampalam was corrupted to Citamparam due to regular
internal changes in Tamil (r>f dentalisation, r>/ alveolarisation) but later received a
Sanskrit etymology (cit, “consciousness,” “wisdom,” ambaram, “atmosphere,”,
“sky,” “ether”). Cities had multiple names in different epochs. The names of rivers
and other water bodies which are celebrated as tirthas are mentioned in the sthala-
puranas. The origins of all such names are explained with fanciful etymologies in
the sthalapuranas (e.g., the multiple names of Maturai in Nampi’s Tiruvilaiyatarpu-
ranam, verses 9—15). As such, the sthalapuranas provide a wide variety of linguistic
data to know the folklore of place names. All these phenomena have been docu-
mented and studied on the study of place names by different authors (Puthusseri
Ramachandran and Nachimuthu 1987, Nachimuthu 1993).

3.3.7 Other Factors

The mahapuranas and sthalapuranas fulfilled the need of the society for a descrip-
tion of history and geography of the land and also as sources for the religious
cosmogony and cosmology. One can observe these aspects in the Puranic literature
with their own methods of historiography (Ali 1966). In addition to being epics and

9 Contrary to what S. Vaiyapuri Pillai says in his work (1957, 318).
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myths, the sthalapuranas tried to be substitutes for history, geography, philosophy,
ethics, fine arts, grammar and so forth. As such, they represent a premodern form of
historiography. The critique of the puranas by the great social reformer Periyar E.V.
Ramacami Nayakkar (1879-1973) is worth mentioning here (Viramani 2007).

The sthalapuranas served as pilgrims’ travel guides with details of places of
interest to be visited in the holy cities by the devotees.

The sthalapuranas also served as a constant source for the poets, sculptures,
painters, musicians, dancers and other artistic groups for creating their artefacts with
special reference to the places of worship.

4. Sthalapurana — Definition, Structure and Other Characteristics

4.1 Definition of Purana in General

The Tamil poetological literature provides various definitions of the puranas. The
oldest extant Tamil treatise on grammar and poetics, the Tolkappiyam (ca. first—third
century CE) discusses the concept of fonmai (narratives on antiquity), one of the
eight vanappus (forms of beauty),' which may be equated with the puranas:

tonmai tane

uraiyotu punarnta palamai merre. (Tolkappiyam Porulatikaram Ceyyuliyal 237,

Péraciriyar’s commentary)

“That (composition) which is tonmai

is composed of old stories (in poetry) together with prose.”

The commentators give Ramayana, Mahabharata, Takatiir yattirai, and Cilappati-
karam as illustrations. Though some of these works belong to the group of itihasa,
the definition is applied to puranas, too (Subramanian 1978, 325).

The Centan Tivakaram, a Tamil thesaurus (nighantu) of the eighth century,
repeats the Sanskrit definition of the puranas (Vaiyapuri Pillai 1957, 13-15):

staflw alwpens! allifdEnisremev
<, Mwp sllpred GrMG ar_s&)
2 w&lar CoapmupLd sarflul) eflm)Suyd
USFT O\DTEETEID DT TH W (HLH>

10 According to Indra Manuel (private communication), the above portion of the Tolkappiyam
may be summarized as follows: Vanappu is the term used by Tolkappiyanar as per the reading
of Peraciriyar to refer to the final eight organs of poetry enumerated by Tolkappiyanar in the
first sitra of the Ceyyuliyal. These eight deal with the characteristics that are commonly found
in fotarnilaiccceyyul (narrative poem or epic poem), i.e., poems other than single stanzas. These
represent certain forms of elegance in poetry. Ammai — brevity and sereneity; alaku — use of
poetic words; fonmai — ancient story recited in verse mingled with prose; 7ol - exalted theme
and melodious language; viruntu — novelty in composition; iyaipu — the use of the same conso-
nant to close all the sections; pulan and ilaipu — choice of sounds and prosodic feet are the
criteria involved in the definition of these eight.
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Goug praferi 3 CauPwblrmipssepLd

2APESTS &7 CQFuiGuyLst

QIIIGTH BALL_T6) MLy LoTDDELD

g uyd Limgud® syPley augs@argse (Centan Tivakaram, p. 309)

[Variants:! aflensfw Qupems, eferbusig@upeams (afllbueid),? e @Gsme
Ognesstenippnieus Dupamsyd,’ Geug prealler,’ Syrer@upensyd,” yaiaealr,
Blair]

kaviya viyarkai® virikkunkalai

ariyan tamilal neritin atakki

ulakin rorramum iliyin irutiyum

vakaica ronnir raruvatiyarum?

veta navinar? vetiyarolukkamum

atikkalat taracar ceytiyum*

avvalar’ nattal ariyu marralum

atiyum patiyum?® arivu varakkilattal.

[Variants:? vilampiya iyarkai, vilampanattiyarkai (vitampanam),? alakucal tonnii-
rraruvara tiyarkaiyum,’ véta navin,* aracaratiyarkaiyum,’ avvavar,® arivara)

“When the nature of kavyas/vitampanam is described, (it is like this:) it is com-
posed including appropriately in ariyam (Sanskrit) and Tamil the origin of the
world, the endings of epochs, the classification of the ninety-six types of people
and so forth, the conduct of Brahmins who have the Veda on their tongue, the
information relating to the ancient kings, the capacity to understand the
knowledge of the above through their different countries/places/locales and
narrates (these) to enable others to gain knowledge through the acts of dancing
and singing.”
The above verse has several variant readings and seems to define an epic. The phrase
atiyum patiyum poses a difficulty. Prof. S. Vaiyapuri Pillai thinks that it might have
defined a dance/drama variety called vitampanam according to another textual
variant found in the Yapparunkalavirutti (eleventh century) (siitra no. 96) (Vaiyapuri
Pillai 1957, 13—15). However, we can surmise that Puranic subjects might have been
enacted with dance/drama and song. The Piampuliyiir natakam of the twelfth century,
which is no longer extant, might have been such a piece.

Pattiyal works (treatises on literary genre) also use the terms kappiyam (long
narrative poems) and puranam synonymously. The Venpappattiyal (twelfth century)
defines kappiyam and puranam as defective in the four purusarthas (urutipporul,
“objectives worthy of human pursuit”) and states that the puranas in particular
should describe the history of dynasties (kulavaravu, cf. vamsanucarita) in the kari-
kai (kattalaikkalitturai) meter. But no such work is extant now. The Citamparap-
pattiyal (sixteenth century) and the Pirapanta marapiyal (eighteenth century) closely
follow the Venpappattiyal. For the Tonnil vilakkam (eighteenth century), kappiyam
and puranam are the same but the latter should narrate several stories. All of this
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seems to indicate that Puranic materials have been composed in the form of epics
(Subramanian 1978, 453-457; see Readings 1).

4.2 Definition of the Sthalapuranas

There is no specific definition available for sthalapuranas in these grammatical
works, but the definition for puranas in general might have been applied to sthalapu-
ranas, too. It is not clear whether the phrase avvalar (avvavar) nattalariyum arral,
“to understand the knowledge of the above through their different countries/ places
or locale” in the Céntan Tivakaram refers to sthalapuranas.

Sthalapuranas differ from puranas in their selection of content features and also
in quantity. While the puranas conform to the fivefold definition (paiicalaksana)
described above, the sthalapuranas have a restricted scope, i.e., they concentrate on
marti (the presiding deity), sthala (locale) and tirtha (sacred waterbodies) only.
Sthalapuranas focus on a place, its history, geography, legends, traditions, etc., but
many of the sthalapurana materials are taken from puranas and modelled on them.

Urinnicai (a eulogistic poem describing the town of the hero in fifty, seventy or
ninety innicai-venpa verses), irnéricai (a poem incorporating the name of the hero’s
town containing fifty, seventy, or ninty néricai-venpa verses written in eulogy of the
town or place of residence of the hero) and #irvenpa (eulogistic poem describing the
town of the hero, in ten venpa verses), the literary genres connected with hero’s
place, might have developed in the course of time into sthalapuranas. However, the
nature of these genres is not known except that they glorify a place (Subramanian
1978, 453—-457).

4.3 Structure of the Sthalapuranas
4.3.1 Common Structural Features

Tamil sthalapuranas follow a common structure. Generally, all works begin with the
following chapters:

1. Kappu — invocation for safety
. Katavulvalttu — invocation of different deities
. Avaiyatakkam — apologetic preface
. Tirunattuccarukkam — chapter on the country
. Tirunakaraccarukkam — chapter on the city
. Naimicaranyaccarukkam — chapter on the Naimisa forest
. Puranavaralaru/payan — chapter on the history of the narration or the benefits
(gained through reciting the text)
. Tirunaticcarukkam — chapter on the river
9. Talamakimaiccarukkam — chapter on the legendary/mythical significance of
the city
10. Miirtti vicétaccarukkam — chapter on the significance of the presiding deity

NNk W
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Most of the chapters (except 6, 7, 9, and 10) are common to works of the kappiyam
genre, too. The order and the remaining chapters may change from one purana to
another.

4.3.2 Division and Size of the Sthalapuranas

The sthalapuranas are divided into chapters known as carukkam (e.g., Cetuppura-
nam), patalam, manmiyam (e.g., Cennimalaitalapuranam), attiyayam, (e.g., Kolacala
stalapuranam), etc. Some puranas also contain a larger division into kantams (parts),
e.g.:
Paraficoti’s Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam: maturaikkantam / kiitarkantam / alavaykkan-
tam
Kitarpuranam: kirutakantam / tirétakantam / tuvaparakantam / kalikantam
Cuntarapantiyam: urpattiyakantam / tikkuvicayakantam / ukkirakantam / lilakan-
tam.
Nellaiyappa Kavirayar’s Tirunelvelit talapuranam has 120 carukkams. Minatcicun-
taram Pillai’s Tirunakaikkaronappuranam contains sixty-one carukkams and the
Cennimalait talapuranam is divided into six manmiyams. Among the sthalapuranas,
the Tirunelvelippuranam is the largest with 6912 verses and the Kavacaippuranam
the smallest with 193 verses.

4.3.3 Metre

Even though the kattalaikkalitturai metre is mentioned as proper for the puranas by
the Venpappattiyal (see above), no purana composed in this metre is available.
Different types of the viruttappa metre are widely used. Kirttanai (Tirumeyyam
Isvaranperil stalapuranak kirttanai) and kummi songs (Ramesvaram Tirttamiirtti
visésa rattinam) are also rarely used.

4.4 Other Characteristics of Sthalapuranas

Since sthalapuranas are modelled on both epics and puranas, they contain the
elements of an epic that are enumerated by the poetician Tanti and others.

4.4.1 Plot Structure

The story of the sthalapuranas is not a connected and cogent one and so there is no
plot structure worth the name. It is more episodic in nature. This is one of the
distinctive characteristics of sthalapuranas.

4.4.2 Sources of the Sthalapuranas

All the Tamil sthalapuranas claim a source in one of the mahapuranas or
sthalapuranas in Sanskrit:

Table 2: Tamil Sthalapuranas and their sources
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No. Sthalapuranas Source in Sanskrit

1. Nampi’s Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam  Uttaramahapurana, Sarasamuccaya
(not extant)

2. Paraficoti’s Skandapurana, ~Sarkara- (Agastya-)

Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam samhita, Halasyamahatmya

3. Katampavanapuranam Katampavanapurana
(Niparanyamahatmya)

4. Kitarpuranam Brahmandapurana,
Ksetramahatmyakhanda, chapters §2-93

5. Periirppuranam Brahmandapurana, Kaumarasamhita,
Kumarakhanda

6. Tirunakaikkaronappuranam Saivapurana, Sanatkumarasamhita,
Uparipatalam

7. Koldacalastalapuranam Lingapurana, chapters 101-133

8. Tirukkurralappuranam Danavaibhavakhanda, chapter 18

9. Avindcippuranam Skandapurana, ~Sivamahatmyakhanda,
chapter 60

In some cases the purported Sanskrit original is not available. Even in Sanskrit, there
will be many sources for a sthalapurana. Even though all the puranas claim to have
a Sanskrit source, no Sanskrit versions refer to any Tamil original source. It is a fact
that many of the accounts in the sthalapuranas belonged to Tamil oral or written
versions, but because of the perceived religious superiority of Sanskrit, even original
Tamil works felt proud in calling themselves as translations or adaptations. This
should be taken as an expression of authority and should be treated as overdoing a
convention. The claim and extent of Sanskrit borrowing needs a closer study. The
Sivalilarnava, a Maturai sthalapurana in Sanskrit by Nilakantha Diksitar (seven-
teenth century) follows the Tamil works on Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam. There are also
works in Telugu, Kannada (Halasya by Venkatesh of the eighteenth century) and
Malayalam (Halasyamahatmyam by Chathukutty Mannadiyar) that give the stories
of the Halasyamahatmya closely following the Sanskrit text.

4.4.3 History of the Transmission of the Narration of the Sthalapuranas

Most of the sthalapuranas also claim that they have been transmitted from Siva
through several intermediaries like the following:
S’ivgpur&nas Visnupuranas
. Siva Narayana
. Parvatt Brahma
. Murukan
. Nandi
. Narada
. Vyasa
. Valmiki

N O\ R W=
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8. Suta

9. Eccar
10. Agastya
11. The sages in the NaimiS$a forest
12. The sages in Kast

The order through which the story was transmitted may vary slightly as in the case
of the Tirunakaikkaronappuranam (Parvati narrating to Siva) and the Périrppura-
nam (Murukan to Vyasa through Nandi and Narada). Nampi and Paraficoti say that
the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam was finally retold by Agastya. The Kitarpuranam was
told by Narayana through Brahma, Narada, Vyasa and Siita to the sages in the
Naimisa forest. The Kolacalatalapuranam was narrated by Vyasa.

In the introductory part of each sthalapurana, Suta enters the the NaimiS$a forest,
which was created by Brahma with his cakra for the rishis. On the kind request of
the rishis, Stita begins to narrate the story of one of the holy places for the benefit of
the rishis. There are interruptions and questions by the fellow rishis, who are the
audience to the discourse.

The earliest sthalapuranas mostly follow this model. But the later sthalapuranas
vary much in these details. The Cennimalaittalapuranam (eighteenth century) nar-
rates that it was found written on a copper plate in Kaficipuram and was revealed by
Lord Murukan to one Caravanamunivar, who later built a temple and established
acity. It tries to integrate Puranic and traditional accounts and purports to be
historical. The modern Anniyirttalapuranam (twentieth century) straight away
narrates the mythical, legendary and other traditional accounts without the regular
puranic introduction.

4.4.4 Sthalapurana Stories and their Classification

All the puranas purport to give the history of a place through four yugas. The history
is narrated in several stories and these stories are of different kinds. Basically these
local legends are either etiological or etymological. The former type of stories
explains the origin of natural features, customs, etc. and the latter explains the origin
of names. !

11 In the works Motif index of Folk Literature (Thompson 1955-58) and The Oral Tales of India
(Thompson and Balys 1958), these types of stories are listed under the mythological motifs (A
600 — 899 — Cosmogony and Cosmology; 900 — A 999 — Topographical features). The motif
No. A 1617 in these two works, is about the origin of place names. The different Tamil sthala-
purana stories have been subjected to a structural study by scholars of the Department of Tamil,
University of Kerala, Kariavattom under the guidance of K. Nachimuthu (Nachimuthu 1976,
1981; Sankari 1976; Vijayalakshmi 1977; Lalitha 1978).
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Local legends

Etiological Etymological
Explain natural features, Explain names
customs

The stories can be further classified as follows:

Table 3: Sthalapurana stories and their classification

No. Storytype Characters Yuga Example
1. Myths Gods, goddesses (e.g., Kirta, Tatatakai varalaru,
Siva, Parvati, Indra, Treta, Intiran pali tirttal,
Visnu, Vayu) Dvapara  avatara stories, Vayu-
Vasuki rivalry
2. Myths Rsis, Asuras, Vasuki, Dvapara  Pataiijali, Ravana,
celestials, rivers, etc. Kundodara, Ahalya,
Kamalini, Anindita,
Ganga

3. Legends Mythical kings Treta, Malayattuvacan,

(mythical) Dvapara, = Mucukuntan, Cipi,
Kali etc.

4, Legends Kings, saints Kali Ceramanperumal,
and Varakunan, Nakkirar
tradition Periyalvar,
(historical) Manikkavacakar

5. Folktales Sparrow, pig, stork, Kali Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam
(fables, etc.
animal
tales, fairy
tales, etc.)

4.4.5 Two Kinds of Mythological Stories: Constitution of a Sthalapurana
Complex

The mythological stories are of two kinds: (1) common or cosmopolitan and (2)
local. Legendary stories are either mythical or historical. All these stories aim at
religious, philosophical and moral teaching. Some of them are treated as allegorical
(HiranyakaSipu story, Stirapadma story, Tripurantaka story). These stories continu-
ously received accretions over the periods. For example:

+ In the mythological story explaining the name Palani, the story of Avvaiyar
is added in modern times in popular and film versions.
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« The Nakkirar tale from the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam has been amplified with
new motifs in the Cikalattippuranam (seventeenth century) (Nachimuthu
1976).

¢ A new motif of the visit of Cuntararmurtti Nayanar to Tutiyalur (near Coim-
batore) is found in the Tuticaippuranam (nineteenth century), but it is not
found in the Perirppuranam (eighteenth century) or in the Tiruttontar
Puranam (Periyapuranam) (twelfth century).

« A new motif of Siva’s visit in the guise of an untochable is added in the story
of Comaci Maranayanar in the Amparppuranam (Arunachalam 1977), but is
not found the in Tiruttontar Puranam (Periyapuranam).

In these stories, we see mythology and legend intermingling. Generally, we see in
these stories the opposition of good and bad and how they are mediated. Many of the
sthalapurana stories are intimately connected with the stories of the nearby famous
temples (e.g., Palani with Cennimalai in the Kongu Country; Kanniyakumari with
Cucintiram in Naificilnatu; Citamparam with Tiruvarir in the Cola country; Maturai
with Tirupparankunram in the Pantiya country) and they constitute a sthalapurana
complex (or cluster or network) of a particular area (Nachimuthu 1974, 21). This is
a networking device by which later settlements and places tried to partake in the
antiquity of the nearest famous centers. This also helped the less popular and local
temples to link themselves with the major temple centers and to get a regional (or
sub-regional) and sectarian identity. Sometimes the networking may be a reflection
of the political and religious administrative control from above. Apart from this,
common religious practices and festivals in the temples also foster an integration into
the network.

The second kind of local stories reflects a local or native ambience for the
devotees to feel empathy with the religious centers. The story of God becoming a
member of a subaltern community as pallan, “male tiller,” and palli, “female tiller,”
in the Periarppuranam and the distribution of stories among the different castes and
groups in different sthalapuranas aim at a social integration in the context of religion
and people. A story in Nampi’s Tiruvalavayutaiyar Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam about the
rendering of justice in the Pantiya court with an etiology of a proverb is an interesting
example for the absorbtion of folklore into the puranas (Reading 2.1).

4.4.6 Two streams of Folklore: Higher and Lower or Cosmopolitan and Local

As explained earlier these Puranic stories belong to the realm of folklore. Two
streams of folklore join in these puranas. One belongs to the educated or higher
folklore and the other the uneducated or lower (non-literate) folklore. The mytholo-
gical accounts belong to the first variety and the other types to the second. Since the
puranas have been influenced, modified and transformed by the higher folklore, it is
very difficult to separate the one from the other. On the whole the literature is
intended for the folk and so the folk motifs were accepted with due transformation.
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4.4.7 Characterization

Sthalapuranas being collections of short stories and episodes, the epic characteri-
zation is absent and whatever is available is only fragmentary and only in few cases
we can see some examples worthy to remember (e.g., Nakkirar, Tarumi and Vanti
in the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam,).

4.4.8 Hero of the Epic: Place as the Parallel Hero

The presiding deity is generally considered as the hero of the sthalapurana, and the
individual tales are connected through the heroism of the deity. But the adventures
and deeds of the deity alone are not completely described. On the other hand, we see
that the origin, growth, history and other manifold significance of the place are
depicted in the sthalapuranas. Therefore, it would not be inappropriate to call the
place the parallel hero or the hero eulogized in the work (pattutaittalaivan) of the
sthalapurana, the main hero or hero protagonist being the presiding deity. This may
be equated with the concept of pattutaitalaivan (hero eulogized in the work or exter-
nal hero of poetry) and kilavittalaivan (the hero as a protagonist proper of the plot).
In the sthalapuranas, the place or locale (sthala) is equal to the pattututaittalaivan
and the presiding deity is equal to the kilavittalaivan. Paraficoti (seventeenth cen-
tury), in his Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam, explicity declares that the god of Madurai, who
himself is the Pantiya king, is the hero of the epic (nakarappatalam 108). Perum-
parrappuliyiir Nampi (thirteenth or sixteenth century), in his Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam,
adds invocation verses to the Pantiya country and to Maturai. This deification of the
country and the place by the two poets may be due to the nationalistic spirit in the
midst of alien rule during their times. But literally it can be interpreted as denoting
the external hero of the work (see Reading 3).

4.4.9 Other Elements

The other epic elements like four purusarthas, descriptions of the country, city, river,
sun, moon, reasons, etc. are vividly added in the sthalapuranas like in any other epic.
In fact, many poets displayed their skill in imageries, and narration in the sections
dealing with these elements (see Reading 1).

4.4.10 Imagery

The imagery of these poets is marked by mythical or supernatural imagination and
fantasy. Even the natural descriptions are influenced by mythical elements. The
mythical and the real world intermingle and create a world of fantasy. When we
approach them with an open mind and heart, some of them are appealing and initiate
in us an intense feeling of oneness with the gods and celestial beings at least in our
mental word (see Reading 1).
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4.4.11 Style

The style of these works is archaic, imitative and difficult to understand and certainly
it needs an exponent to interpret. Since most of the puranas were intended for oral
discourse (katappiracankam) by an expert with an elaborate commentary and inter-
pretation, they can afford to be like that. The purana itself is narrated by a mythical
story teller, Suta.

The puranas contain many word plays and varieties of collani (figures of speech
based on words). There are also imageries pertaining to grammatical and philoso-
phical concepts (see Reading 6.2). This was due to the fact that the purana poets
were great scholars too. Some of them wrote grammatical works (Vaittiyanata
Tecikar, seventeenth century) and commentaries (Civafiana Munivar, 1753-1785;
Nirampavalakiya T&cikar, sixteenth century). Due to their erudition, these scholar-
poets could not but betray their scholarship through these works (Selvanayakam
1965, 192-193).

5. Sthalapuranas and Other Disciplines

5.1 Sthalapuranas and Classical Literature

In the sthalapurana age, classical literature and religious literature were learned side
by side. The sthalapurana poets tried to give a continuity to the old classical tradi-
tions by incorporating them in the puranas in form of imageries and in the plot
structure (Murugavel 1975). For example, Kacciyappa Munivar introduces the old
akam (love) and puram (war) concepts of Tamil poetics in his Tanikaippuranam
(kalavuppatalam, ciparipiarnanamappatalam) and employs images based on gram-
matical and philosophical concepts (see Reading 6).

5.2 Sthalapuranas and History

All the sthalapuranas pretend to give a history of the place from the religious point
of view, which amounts to a remote knowledge of certain historical occurrences and
personalities, highly influenced by mythical formula, and so they should not be relied
on as such. A few exceptions exist like the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam of Maturai.

5.3 Sthalapuranas and Other Branches of Knowledge

As these puranas were also intended as “applied literature,” other important
branches of knowledge were elaborated in them, which is also a feature of epics (see
Readings 4 and 6). Nampi’s Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam (twenty-eight nari kutiraiyana
tiruvilaiyatal) adds an account of horse breeding, just like the Cilappatikaram (third—
fourth century) (fourteen warkankatai 180-200) adds ratnapariksa (gemmology).
Some puranas explaining the rituals, ethical codes and philosophic ideas for the
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benefit of the common man, e.g., the summary of the Tamil Saiva Siddhanta Agama
text Civatarumottaram (sixteenth century) (see Reading 6) and a brief summary of
Saiva Siddhanta philosophy in the Tanikaippuranam (chapter 8, Nanti Upatécappa-
talam). In addition, many sthalapuranas are constructed as catechisms of tenets and
practices of religion, theology and philosophy (e.g., Tanikaippuranam, Periarppura-
nam, Kancippuranam of Kacciyappa Munivar, Kitarpuranam) (see Readings 4 and
6). It may be pointed out here that the last chapter, called civapunniyappatalam (total
verses 121), in the first canto of the Karicippuranam, composed by Civafiana
Munivar (1753-1785), has sections dealing with the iconography of twenty-one idols
of Siva (7-36), the construction and renovation of Siva temples and the liturgical
details of rituals (37-121). Civainana Munivar’s pupil Kacciyappa Munivar has also
included similar portions in his Perirppuranam (kalavan valipatu patalam, maruta-
varaippatalam and vicéta piicaippatalam). The cultural data from these puranas are
also interesting and help us understand the cultural developments of different groups
of people in different periods.

5.4 Sthalapuranas and Other Artistic Forms

Sthalapuranas have also intimate links with other artistic forms. The architecture,
sculpture, paintings, dance, music and other literary genres are explained in these
puranas and in turn the sthalapurana accounts are illustrated and explained by these
artistic forms (sculptures and icons in the temples).

5.5 Sthalapuranas and Other Contemporary Literary Genres

Sthalapuranas and the prabhanda works (shorter poetic genres) in Tamil literature
were considered two offshoots of epic literature (Vaiyapuri Pillai 1957). A compari-
son of these two reveals something about the literary activities and milieu of those
times.

The sthalapuranas describe miirti, sthala and tirtha with story content; the shorter
prabandha works do the same, but with more literary flavour and with less story
content. The former are more informative and the latter are more entertaining. The
sthalapuranas consider the place as source for all other important things; the praban-
dhas derive the importance of the place from other sources. In the prabandhas,
narration, description of nature, imagery, etc. are in most cases independent of any
other purpose and they are intended for their own sake. But the sthalapuranas utilize
them for teaching religion, morality, philosophy, etc. Sthalapuranas are mainly
intended for recitation, but some of the prabandhas were also enacted as dance drama
(kuravaiici, pallu, etc.).

There are three types of prabandhas viz: (1) prabandhas on kings and other
human beings; (2) on gods and (3) on places. Among these three, the third type of
prabandhas are more numerous than the other two (Subramanian 1978, 1984). For
example, half of the kovai works belong to the the third type (Hepzi Bai 1971,
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1271f.). This may also be the case with other prabandhas. This shows the literary
milieu, which valued this type of literature as well as sthalapuranas.

6. Conclusion

In short, the sthalapurana genre is an experiment in continuing the epic tradition in
literature in combination with religion. It also belongs to folklore. It was a product
of multiple historical factors. It is mythological in content and tries to be literary in
other aspects. Its literary qualities entertained the elite and the story aspect the com-
mon man. It was highly applied in nature and it was educative too. Later, it became
stereotyped and tended to be formulaic and less literary. At the same time, it
gave sustenance and hope in life to the despondent and depressed. As such, it
deserves a thoroughly new and sympathetic treatment in the hands of literary
historians and critics.
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Part II: Readings (Excerpts) from Tamil Sthalapuranas

Introduction

The eight excerpts given below are selected from the poetical compositions of six
famous Tamil sthalapuranas composed during the six hundred years between the
fourteenth and nineteenth centuries to illustrate the descriptions and generalizations
made in the first part of this contribution. The selection covers both Saiva and Vais-
nava texts. Four examples are from the three sthalapuranas of Maturai. The remain-
ing four are from the sthalapuranas of Mayilatuturai, Tiruvarir and Tiruttanikai.

1.

Mayurappuranam by Tiricirapuram Minatcicuntaram Pillai (1815-1876),
tirundattuppatalam, verse 61 (see Part I, 3.3.3, 3.3.5, 4.1). It illustrates the
description of the richness of the locale, one of the topoi of the mahakavyas,
based on which model the Tamil sthalapuranas were composed. It also
shows the romanticization of the past.

Tiruvalavayutaiyar Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam by Perumparrappuliyiir Nampi

(thirteenth century)

2.1 Paliyarficina tiruvilaiyatal (the sacred sport called God’s fear of blame
[or dereliction of duty], verses 6 and 30 (see Part I, 3.3.7). It is an
example to illustrate how the sthalapuranas are valuable collections of
religious legends and local folklore.

2.2 Katavul valttu (eulogy to the gods) (see Part I, 3.3.2). This example and
the other one below (3) show how the authors of sthalapuranas on
Maturai display a sense of patriotism to the Pantiya country and love for
Tamil. They exihibit a form of Tamil linguistic nationalism with the
Pantiya country as a epicenter of a larger Tamil country.

Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam by Paraficoti Munivar (seventeenth—eighteenth

century) (see Part I, 3.3.2), Pantittirunattuppatalam, verses 64, 87 and 88

(see also the note above)

Kitarpuranam (author unknown) (ca. sixteenth century), Meypporul kiirip

porkili perra patalam, verses 24 and 25 (see Part I, 5.3). The excerpts here

illustrate how the sthalapuranas are constructed as catechisms of tenets and
practices of religion, theology and philosophy.

Kamalalayaccirappu or Tiruvarirppuranam by Maraifiana Campantar (six-

teenth century), verses 858 and 889 (see Part I, 3.3.4). The excerpt here

shows how the sthalapurana poets display their ideas of society in addition
to the religious beliefs.

Tanikaippuranam of Kacciyappa Munivar (d. 1790) (see Part I, 5.3)

6.1. Akattiyan arul peru patalam, verse 393

6.2. Kalavup patalam, verse 223

The above two excerpts illustrate how the authors of the sthalapuranas

conceive their work as compendiums of religion and literature in the epic

model.
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1. Mayurappuranam by Tiricirapuram Minatcicuntaram Pillai (1815-1876) (see
Part I, 3.3.3,3.3.5,4.1)

This is a sthalapurana in Tamil describing the legends of modern Mayilatuturai. The
author of the work, Tiricirapuram Minatcicuntaram Pillai, was one of the greatest
Tamil sthalapurana authors of the nineteenth century and the author of many such
sthalapuranas.

The tirunattuppatalam or “chapter on the holy country” describes the different
landscapes of the place as per the the poetical rules of a mahakavya in Tamil poetics.
The following verse describes the riverine landscape. The sthalapurana poets display
their poetical skills in describing such topoi. When they indulge in their flight of
fancy, they always keep the religious or philosophical ambience in mind. In this
piece, the poet combines the mundane and esoteric experiences equally.

Tirunattuppatalam, verse 61

2 LS I L_GGILoaTaT0) gmheufHF0FessewTGev

Wen L Loy $FSSHSLILL L augblasetelL mI&F0Fearm)
v B0o LnpleumuiCsmmybeflew gpg GLimiiLiLy@Loerd GLimp
Yoo wining@CsmmibCumiiLiLy@psa kil eueTerLd.

utaikaraiyataittumallaroruvalicceluttalale
yataimanuttakaikkappattavaravenavatankiccenru
mitaitaruporivaytorumviraintupoyppukumanampor
putaiyamarmatakutorumpoyppukuntatunirvellam.

“Because of the peasant folks blocking the breached banks and channelising the
flood water in a single channel, it flowed with obedience like a snake subdued by
a group of human beings and reached and entered every sluice gates like the mind
which enters quickly into every tormenting sense organ.”

2. Tiruvalavayutaiyar Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam by Perumparrappuliyur Nampi
(thirteenth century)

This is the first extant sthalapurana and also one of the earliest versions of the
sthalapuranas on Maturai. The other well-known sthalapurana on Maturai is the one
by Paraficoti Munivar (sixteenth century), also called Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam.
Major portions in Tamil temple sthalapuranas are comprised of native Tamil
folklore and local traditions in addition to the standard Sanskritic mythical lore. The
different works known as Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam illustrate this phenomenon. The
legends of Maturai narrate the 64 sports of Siva that are connected with the legends,
history and folklore of Maturai. Nampi’s composition is more direct in its narration,
unlike Paraficoti who adds more details and poetic embellishments. All the sthalapu-
ranas of Maturai are valuable collections of religious legends and local folklore. In
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addition, all the authors of sthalapuranas on Maturai display a sense of patriotism to
the Pantiya country and a form of Tamil linguistic nationalism with the Pantiya
country as a epicenter of a larger Tamil country.

2.1 Paliyaiicina tiruvilaiyatal (the sacred sport called God’s fear of blame [or
dereliction of duty]) (see Part I, 3.3.7)

The excerpt given here is from the thirty-third episode, called paliyaiicina tiruvi-
laiyatal (the sacred sport called God’s fear of blame [or dereliction of duty]). It
illustrates a strand of folklore about the facets of judicial investigations and the
administration of justice in the Pantiya court.

Summary of the episode:

Once a Brahmin who was travelling with his wife to his father-in-law’s home town
left her in the middle of his journey under the shade of a banyan tree, in order to
fetch water. While he was away, an arrow which had long hung suspended in the
tree, in consequence of the latter being shaken by the wind, descended and penetrated
the body of his wife, who instantly died. At that time, a hunter appeared in search of
his catch at a distance. The Brahmin, on returning, was astonished to find his wife
dead, looked round and discovered the hunter, charged him with the crime of murder,
and took him along with him and his crying child, together with the body of his wife,
to the court of the Pantiya king. The hunter, on investigation, maintained his inno-
cence. The king ordered him to be put in prison, gave the Brahmin a present, and
asked him go to cremate his wife’s mortal remains. The king was in a dilemma to
decide on the case. The king prayed to the god of Maturai that his doubt might be
cleared. A celestial voice advised him to go in for the routine inspection of the city
in the night so that the truth would be revealed. As per the god’s bidding, the king
went around the city in the night and he noticed two dreadful figures sitting on the
veranda (tinnai) of a house of a bachelor, where his wedding was arranged. The king
watched them in disguise and overheard their conversation about their plans to take
the life of the groom tonight. Having mustered strength, the king came out openly
and approached them requesting them to reveal their identity. He further asked how
they were going to take away the life of the bridegroom when his marriage was being
held. The dreadful two revealed their identity as the messengers of Yama, the god of
death, and that they were on duty to take away the life of the groom on the orders of
Yama. They also told him that they would accomplish this task by letting loose a bull
from the cattle stall. They further narrated that, when it was scared by the sound of
drums, it would enter the marriage hall and gorge to death the groom. On hearing
this, the king went to the Brahmin and brought him to the scene so that the Brahmin
could overhear the conversations of the messengers of Yama. The conversation
between them was about the pretexts by which the messengers of Yama usually take
away the life of people unawares. During their conversation, they mentioned many
such earlier episodes from history including about the previous day killing of the
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wife of the Brahmin by a pretext, i.e., making an arrow struck earlier in a tree shot
by a hunter fall on her chest due to the blowing of wind. On hearing this conversation,
the Brahmin told the king that he would like to witness and confirm the impending
calamity the messengers of Yama planned to inflict on the young bridegroom. And
soon it happened as they had said earlier. Now the Brahmin was convinced. The king
returned to the court and declared the innocence of the hunter and freed him to the
satisfaction of all his ministers. The Brahmin was compensated with a purse to start
a new life. Finally the king was saved from a great blame by the grace of Siva of
Maturai and from then on the God of Maturai was called with the sobriquet
paliyaficina cokkan ‘the god Cokkan who feared the blame [or the derelection of
duty].” From those days onwards, there came into being a proverb that goes thus:
“The begging Brahmin’s complaint has been abandoned/dismissed with the jumping
of the hornless or dehorned cow”.

The excerpt given here describes the dramatic dialogues between the king and
hunter. It illustrates the narrative skill of the poet to make the sthalapurana more as
a literary piece than a mere informative one.

Paliyaiicina tiruvilaiyatal (the sacred sport called God's fear of blame [or
dereliction of duty]), verse 6:

aflenaruym; Gou@ e Blarenes QFTaaFevenev GlouiliLi_ B
QFuIBujee g6 weTeT oL e

S e85 LD 1est Lasietel Car %) GoupGs & men et Ger Bmw iy Guict 6% mep Hedemev
e C\pIud estTgming C)%meirs 6leueTn)euesnsi% uyL_es1(H)BI%H NWTSSIOTLILIS %6wT(H
SO BT FhLoenD CWTET LOTSSFSEIS Sellwing O\LI(hBSIWTb

S FCFTGOa TGIT.

vinaiyuru vétuva ninnaik kolvatillai meyppata ni ceytiyurai yennavetan
kanaikalarran mannavané niti vente karunaiyané nayatiyen konratillai
manuneriyi narayntu kolka venruvanankiyutanatunkiviyartturaippak kantu
tanatulanon tarumaraiyon manattakattut taniyata peruntuyaran taniyaccolvan.

“As the king said thus: ‘O Hunter who is befallen with the sinful deed! I am not
going to kill you. You tell me the fact truthfully.” The hunter, having bowed and
shivering in body and sweating, said: ‘O you king who has a foot/ankle wearing
a clinking anklet (as a mark of bravery)! O you just king! O you full of
compassion! I, being a slave like a dog, never killed (the Brahmin lady). You
investigate it for yourself (and find out) through the law of Manu.’ The king,
having seen (the pathetic condition of the hunter), became pained in his heart and
told the Brahmin the following words so that his unceasing great misery was
reduced.”
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Paliyaiicina tiruvilaiyatal (the sacred sport called God's fear of blame [or
dereliction of duty]), verse 30:

wpLg L umidiunet (wpemm uf®
Qom 6w L LFallesT LimuwiFFGlevm®)Ld
ol L Cumes OgesraletimLd
L g sewgsl aupmiHwuGs 30

muttip parppan muraiyitu
mottaip pacuvin payccalotum
vittup pona tenavinrum
vattat talattu valankiyate.

“Even today it (the following proverb) is in use in and around this place: the
begging Brahmin’s complaint has been abandoned/dismissed with the jumping of
the hornless or dehorned cow”.

2.2 Katavul valttu (eulogy to the gods) (see Part I, 3.3.2)

Katavul valttu, verse 8 (the Pantiya country):

g aflwp Cgaimed Claup L erssF wet o FLoLB O\HeiTLITeD
astTeuevp Soutd CLmpp) Freuevs Sab FevTen T

epeuria L’ slwnest B pSSLOLpd FEIsg O\suieiL
umeuevi fP OIS GLD LimessLy B8t est(® Cumpms).

aviyan tenral verpin akattiyan virumpun tenpal
navalan tivam porri navalan tivan tannun
mitvarkat kariyan nirpa muttamilc cankat teyvap
pavalar virrirukkum pantinan natu porri.

“Hail the Navalan Tivam (Jambudvipa), which possesses the southern part, which
is liked by Agastya who resides in the Potikai from where blows the nice fragrant
southern breeze! Hail the Great Panti Natu, which is in this Navalan Tivam
(Jambudvipa), in which the one who is preeminent among the Three (Rudra,
Brahma and Visnu) (i.e., Siva) rules over and the divine poets of the threefold
Tamil reside majestically!”

Katavul valttu, verse 9 (the city of Maturai)

Cgaflflmp Cgmen L aurensd QFflwii Gevdaflarsis
aferLled Lich qamIS6IL Mo L(BBVES) wmeu(s (Lpuiw
UTETOLI(H BGTLODS G LD Wlwwpd &b OsMwmgmi
wresflgmul eflenerwr(® g bs%i Gumpms).

tenimirun totai vakaic celiyar kulamvilarnka
vinamil pal lukankatoru mirunilatti yavaru muyya
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vanaperu nanmaraikkum yariyayarkun teriyatar

manitardy vilaiyatu mamaturai nakar porri.

“Hail the great city of Maturai, where the one who is unfathomable for the very
great Vedas and for Ari (Visnu) and Ayan (Brahma) and who sports as a human
being so that the dynasty of the Celiyar, who wear the garland of victory,
swarmed by honey bees, prosper and all the people of this great world in many
decadence-free epochs be redeemed!”

3. Tirwvilaiyatarpuranam by Paraficoti Munivar (seventeenth—eighteenth
century) (see Part I, 3.3.2)

Among the sthalapuranas of Maturai, the one by Paraficoti Munivar stands apart due
to its length and also due to its literary embellishments. The author has taken pains
to make it a complete epic. The other aspect of it is its passionate espousal of a
nationalistic outlook.

It conceives the Pantiya land and the Tamil language as beautiful ladies and
mothers. In the prefatory sections of this work, the author gives the description of
the country and the capital city with rich imagery and attendant embellishments. This
deification of the country and land may be due to the nationalistic spirit in the midst
of alien rule during the seventeenth century CE. But literally it can be interpreted as
denoting the external hero of the work (see Part I, 4.4.8).

The excerpts here illustrate his passion for his nation state that is the Pantiya
country and his mother tongue Tamil. It seems the author throws up a subtle political
message in addition to the celebration of the greatness of Saivism. According to him,
the Pantiya country is the stage for the lady Tamil, who was developed as equal to
Sanskrit by Lord Siva. In the Tamil academy at Maturai, Lord Siva himself presided
over it, and such a holy Tamil cannot be downgraded comparing it with the languages
which have no standard grammars. This is an obvious reference to the dominance of
Telugu and Kannada in the Vijayanagara and Nayaka courts at Maturai, where Tamil
had no seat.

Pantittirunattuppatalam, verse 64:

erGlerey epiengLiv 5L QLIGBSLOLD BTL TEI% 660l
saaflen wis Glereiay awap $1Es6d CFLis
Qunateflum seCer Casmullet oL _opL LD BT FTede
@ &rerLp ShSs Fenev Qwesay(bs FMFs SLOLD.

pinneva nuraippa tantap peruntamil natankanni
tannitai yiirka lennu mavayavan tankac ceyta
ponniyar kalané koyin matamarap puranirc calai
innamu taruttu calai yenavurut taritta tamma.

“Then what else to narrate? Oh! That great Tamil country called kanni (i.e., the
Pantiya country as a lady) has taken shape/appeared with its cities and towns as
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its body parts and the temples, mutts, alms houses, feeding places and inns serving
sweet food as the ornaments put on its body.”

Pantittirunattuppatalam, verse 87:

aflew L1 D&SSeI6 Limessiels Hlevssesst GLoetmer
L Qo & @IS STBIGWET LOWLDT (LpessGd
SL_1p piSGwid QomPNE0sP i 9,aH W C\HeT6)Fmes

L 1D &L Bl Q&L aup@ BT LaiCm.

vitaiyu kaittavan paninik kilakkana menal
vatamo likkurait tankiyan malayama munikkut
titamu ruttiyam molikketir akkiya tencon
matama katkaran kenpatu valutind tanro.

“Is it not that the country of Valuti is the dancing forum for the young girl called
Southern Word (i.e., Tamil), who was made an adversary to that language (i.e.,
Sanskrit) by the Lord who rode the ox, taught definitively the grammar of Tamil
to the Sage of the Malaya mountains (Agastya), just like he taught Panini the
grammar of Sanskrit in earlier times?”

Pantittirunattuppatalam, verse 88:

HesTan)l F0OVLI(HEI HL_6) @bl &1pEkGLom L LDipS)
uesigl p&6sMEg uitsall LspsLl) Grpeast
oesrent] o0 L_FR e afevssent augbLlevr O omysGLimeD
cTeTesst! oLl LIl & &1L_pssT Gleuesstenrayd LB GLorm.

kannu tarperun katavulun kalakamo tamarntu
pannu ratterintu ayntavip pacuntami lénai
manni taiccila vilakkana varampila molipol
enni taip patak kitantata vennavum patumao.

“Will this Tamil, which was studied deeply and systemically/musically even by
the great god Siva, who has the third eye on his forehead, sitting in the Tamil
Academy along with other poets, be considered as one among/equal to the other
few languages on the earth, which have no proper grammar of their own?”

4. Kutarpuranam (author unknown) (ca. sixteenth century) (see Part I, 5.3)

This is a Vaisnava sthalapurana of Maturai. Unlike the Saivite Tiruvilaiyatarpura-
nams of Maturai, which are based on the episodes connected with the greatness of
Siva as the main presiding deity of the Alavayutaiyar temple and other Siva devotees,
it speaks the greatness of Visnu as a presiding deity at Kutalalakar temple and the
Visnu devotees. In an effort to imitate the Saivite narratives, this work invents
episodes with motifs of cintacamutti (a skill of composing a stanza guessing the idea
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in mind of the proposer) and Maturai Tamil Carikam, similar to the motifs in the
popular Nakkirar Episode in the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam. In the Kitarpuranam, the
Pantiya king had a doubt about who is the supreme god and he wanted an answer
from the scholars of his country. For that he announced a prize of a purse of gold
coins which was hung in the court to be won by the contestants after giving the
correct answer that the king had in mind. The great Periyalvar or Visnucittan of
Srivillipputtiir was invited to give the correct answer. He came to Maturai and gave
the answer that Visnu is the supreme god. It was accepted by Sarasvati, and the purse
went to him. The following excerpt describes this episode.

Meypporul kirip porkili perra patalam (chapter on winning the golden purse after
giving the correct answer), verse 24:

un&y gemens snew LSFIS O1F B LiLSSTT

L& 0w (DS S TesTa8168T6 T 6T LD LY KT G 6w mem 1

LorEnG GlewtLiLineT GFarpeurQeraili tInm& Guirg g
Gaapplnieybalchamss Hiflssamed Anpss6aTGn.

pdcura mitanait tala pattirat telutipputtior
pllcuranetuttanannalavanampuraniilorai
mdcarat tunippan cenravalenap piranki yotit
tecuraniruvumviiicaik kilittalaic cirantatanre.

“The Brahmin from Puttiir (Periyalvar), having written this verse on a palm leaf,
presented it. That very good document ran shining like a sword that cuts without
error the heretics and stood magnificently on the magical golden purse set up with
splendor.”

Meypporul kiirip porkili perra patalam (chapter on winning the golden purse after
giving the correct answer), verse 25:

SS® WLDABES CHaTTalesTLog 955 6)&TenT(H

O miggeTin® HaF gimispetoun & LpmsisGert® @h
F$ G weunenfl Qweteyd srrsrGsall Gsmerm)

olgs58 Giflenwl L’ L iGapsear ensssallgsTararGn.

attalai yamarnta téevaravanamatu kaik kontu
moyttanarmakilcci tunkamunivarar kularnkalotuii
cattiyavaniyennum caratatevi tonri

vittakak kiliyaip pattarventan kaikkalittalanre.

“The celestials who sat at that spot took up that document in their hands and
gathered with rejoice abound together with the groups of sages. At that juncture,
Saradadevt alias Cattiyavani appeared and handed over the wonderful purse to
the hands of the king of Brahmins (i.e., Periyalvar).”
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5. Kamalalayaccirappu or Tiruvariarppuranam by Maraifiana Campantar
(sixteenth century) (see Part I, 3.3.4)

This is a sthalapurana on Tiruvarur written by Maraifiana Campantar (sixteenth
century). He is a well know theologian and philosopher and author of many works
connected with the Saiva Agamas and the religious practices of Saiva Siddhanta. His
most notable work is the translation of the Sanskrit Sivadharmottara into Tamil,
called Civatarumottaram. He is a good scholar-poet and authored two sthalapuranas,
this one on Tiruvariir and another on Tiruvannamalai, called Arunakiripuranam. As
he was a theologian and philosopher, he included ideas from such domains in his
sthalapuranas. Being orthodox and conservative, he was more concerned with the
maintainance of the social order, which was constructed with the inbuilt ideas of
caste inqualities, pollution and obscure practises. In this excerpt, which is from the
twentieth chapter, called caruvatirttacirayaccarukkam, he narrates an account of life
in the different epochs. In the example here, he refers to the presence of foreign
people and their rule. This could refer to the Muslims or Christians. He bemoans the
fallen values. The high-caste people were stooping low and the lower caste people
were getting arrogant. It shows how the sthalapurana poets display their ideas of
society in addition to the religious motifs.

Verse 858 (the ascendancy of foreigners):

s sImal Besal B8 LGeTTESrapes Gataumi
RUSFVTD ®DF B0 WjewsTioum LS TesT (b B! & 6]
@uLiugt Bps Caad Lyalesi aup OsFiEs CLing
WLPESH) WS ibS LoDaU[hs O\smaflLiLii Lop G)pesr.

palittuvai tikattu niti paiicarattiramufi cérvar
olittalal vaitika ttai yunarvara mirantun kunri
ilappara mirunta técam pulinar van tetirnta potu
valakkari yata vanta maravaruk kolippar marren.

“Blaming the methods of Vaidikam, some people will join the Paficarattiram.
Since they avoided the Vaidika path, they are languished in spirit and good deeds
and loose their country or place where they lived. When the Pulinar or foreigners
confront them, they will hide from those wicked persons, who do not know the
customs. What else can they do?”

Verse 889 (the arrogant behaviour of the lower caste people):

Cau@w gr® Cuimis @ allenpbsOaar Cpeup Ceuwiwimi
SSS B (BLILIT upST cweugly O\GmTLpm(s LoehF LI
ysew Ceupsis srermuiL Lgliut @&GEE oL s
TS ULD LYf6u THS GRTTATITGN T LODGDD WIT(HLD.
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vetiya rati yorkku vilaintucen révar ceyyar
atanat tiruppar vanta lavarati tolaru maricip
pitala ventark kalayp purappar ciittirarum piami
vataiyum puriva ranta nalarai marrai yarum.

“The people of fourth caste (i.e., sitdras) will not do their duties with love to the
Brahmins and so forth of the upper castes. They will take seats equal to them.
When the people of upper castes come, they will not pay obesiance with fear. The
Sidras will become the servants of the ruling kings and administer the land. All
such others will also harass the Brahmins.

6. Tanikaippuranam of Kacciyappa Munivar (d. 1790) (see Part I, 5.3)

Among the authors of hundreds of sthalapuranas, Kacciyappa Munivar (d. 1790)
stands out as one of the most eminent and prolific authors due to his vast erudition
and skill in poetical mastery. Scholars admire him as Kaviraksasa, “a poetic giant.”
Kacciyappa Munivar, as a kavya poet and an erudite scholar in Tamil grammar and
Saiva Siddhanta, made his compositions a repository of knowledge on literature and
religion. They can be called compendiums of religion and literature in the epic
model. He is an author of many works among which the Tanikaippuranam is unique.

In the eight chapter of the Tanikaippuranam, titled nanti yupatecap patalam, a
succinct summary of Saiva Siddhanta tenets is described. In the ninth chapter, titled
akattiyan arul peru patalam, consisting of a total of 513, verses a succint summary
of the Tamil Civatarumottaram composed by Maraifiana Campantar (sixteenth cen-
tury), a translation of the Sivadharmottara, one of the upagamas of the Saiva religion
in Sanskrit, is presented in 366 verses (148—509). In the tenth chapter, titled Cipari-
pirana namap patalam, the valour of Murukan in his war against the asuras is
described in the mould of the puram themes of old Tamil poetics. Similary the mould
of akam themes is used in describing Murukan’s premarital love in the sixteenth
chapter, titled kalavup patalam, and his marital love in the seventeenth chapter, titled
vallinayaki tirumanap patalam.

The first excerpt illustrates the skill of summarising a large treatise in verse, and
the second one his poetical skill as a scholar-poet.

6.1. Akattiyan arul peru patalam, verse 393
R g 6galenBler (Lps6) L TaEled e (Lps @ e
GLrengibr Dev L wmlarallp Hev_wpLiv Heor Guw
Qsmallewmn & erLiLimeder OpraL® D6 rer Cneners
0555 @53 G (LpLILIGISGCET L_TeVWSSH|S (& GHTL_ TG
LoD WT H&0)L_mL_ES O (LpcireT
OB GOTI(Lp 68T G061 @ LD LN L9 119687 6u (Lp BTt
R(BHLISILIGH 65l gesst (B LIG) GTTMILIG) OGS TBS
QorpssLilevnd &g s @ LB HTGer.
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oruvaroru teruvinirin mukatonrilvalukkun
toraimpa titaiyarinvir kitaimuppa titaiyé
teruvilanki nappalin rorupatirron rénait
terukkalukku muppatutan talayattuk kuntal
arumaraiya tikatotanka lutaletukku munna
rantanarmun nalvarkkum pirappirappin valunan
orupatupan nirantupati narupati naintda
molukkamilac cittirarkku muppatirru nale.

“If a person dies [in his house] in a street [of a village], if the ridge of the roof [of
the house of the deceased] is connected, there is defilement up to one [length of]
fifty [bow-lengths]. If a gap intervenes, the defilement is thirty bow-lengths. In
between, if a street intersects, there is no defilement beyond. For other streets, ten
plus one bow-lengths, and for the temple there is [defilement] for thirty fanfu. Do
not start reciting the precious Vedas and so forth before the body has been taken
out. For all the four groups beginning from he Brahmins, defilement resulting
from birth and death is of four types, namely for ten, twelve, sixteen and fifteen
[days], they say, and for the siidras, who do not follow the [agamic] practices, it
is thirty (muppatirru) days.”

This corresponds to the verses 11.6—7 of the source text Civatarumottaram.

6.2. Kalavup patalam, verse 223

The chapter 16, which is a long one with 520 verses, is like the minor literary genre
called kovaikkalitturai with a lot of innovations and embellishments. Kacciyappa
Munivar proves to be a scholar-poet in this chapter. He makes beautiful similies and
metaphors out of the grammatical lore of Tamil.

Qoau@psaon allue G DS
@HNWLITEIS) L@ LDLIHSS 60

iruvaruntanava viyalpirutirattu
maruviyapanki matiyutampatuttal

The lady friend/the confidante of the heroine or of both the hero and heroine
discovers the fact that they will not be separated.

9oosmaugl BOHBSETYW GCxrf) @eialmeur gareowudenest @i I BHILD
@opgsenizg  Camyfl GCapuemLewyeamiw Qeuays@GL Q)FSwaid@Ld
2 QG TD YLD o 1 cOlgewTL Uy (LpeTO6UGHTS Fo DT BDDHGD.

aktavatu natunikanatiya toli ivviruvar tanmaiyinai iruvar mattum orrittunarnta toli
veérpataiyaiyutaiya ivanukkum ittalaivikkum uyironrayum utalirantayu mulavenak
kitra nirral.
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Le., the saying of the maid, who narrates a fictitious accident to make the heroine
tremble for her lover’s safety, seeks an open avowal of her clandestine marriage,
having known closely the love between the hero and heroine that for them there
are two bodies but one soul.

uettest udpLd LG Clestenst gwyL_guiLh LIuNGH TS @ LD
2B5 Oueseaur_ed GouGevmetr pewd @ LoLlpgyudlis @
WPBBIS STGT LPDIQIGT (LML UG GLd
pavtest (pu Q) greimy O owiudyest L% pupssH Cau.

panni ruyirum patinen nutalum payinriyakkum
anni renavatal vélon ranakku mamiltuyirkku
munnirt tarala muruvan muripuru vattivatkum
nanni ruyironru meyyiran taki nayantatuve.

“Like the twelve vowels and eighteen consonants are combined and pronounced
as one syllable (uyirmey), for the hero, who is holding a ferocious spear, and the
heroine, who has teeth like pearls from the ocean and bent eyebrows, the good-
natured soul is one and the bodies are two perfectly.”



Innovations & Reformulations in Translation:
Some Sthalapuranas in Tamil

T. Ganesan (IFP, Pondicherry)

The Puranas constitute one of the oldest and major sources of ancient Indian cultural
heritage. Based on the deep spiritual and widespread religious practices, this large
corpus of texts records almost every aspect of Indian tradition since many centuries.
As part of this corpus, there exists a subgroup of texts known as sthalapurana or
sthalamahdatmya. These texts speak about the innumerable holy places and the holy
rivers on the Indian subcontinent. In fact, we find such descriptions of holy places
even in the great epic Mahabharata mostly in the section Tirthayatraparvan. The
sthalapuranas present the religious background and antiquity of holy places, give an
account of all the holy acts performed by the sages and great men of yore at that site,
treat the various divine acts of blessings that happened there and list the merits
(punya) that accrue to one who makes a pilgrimage to that site and other related facts.
These texts are mainly used to be recited at those holy places in order to instill
devotion in the minds of locals and pilgrims and instruct them to lead a dharmic life.

Many of these sthalapuranas claim to be part of the various mahapuranas,
although many actually enjoy an independent status. These Sanskrit sthalamdahat-
myas were also rendered, sometimes not verbatim, in vernacular languages. We may
cite the examples of the Vrddhacalamahatmya, which is cited as an authority by
Velliyampalavanat Tampiran of the seventeenth century in his voluminous Tamil
commentary Nandavaranavilakkam mapatiyam on his preceptor’s text Nanavarana-
vilakkam. The Brahmottarakhanda, which is originally a part of the Brahmakhanda
of the Skandamahapurana, has been rendered into Tamil verse by a later Pandya
king Varatunkarama Pantiyan (ca. seventeenth century CE). There exist many
sthalapurana texts in Tamil, just as in other Indian vernaculars. Since the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries CE we find many sthalapurana texts in Tamil;' the authors of
many of these texts clearly state that their sources are the earlier Sanskrit texts
forming part of different Puranas and that they are rendering the Sanskrit original
into Tamil so that more people can read and understand them and reap the religious
benefits. The Tamil sthalapurana literature found its culmination in the nineteenth
century with the works of Makavittuvan Minatcicuntaram Pillai, an acclaimed Tamil
scholar and a great poet of his time, who rendered many sthalapuranas in Tamil
poetry, closely conforming to Tamil poetic conventions, yet based on their Sanskrit

1 For a study of Tamil sthalapurana literature, see Shulman 1980.
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originals.? All these Tamil renderings contain verses and even separate sections con-
forming to different Tamil poetic conventions such as the description of the country
(tirunattuc cirappu) in which the holy place is situated, the description of the town
(tirunakarac cirappu), etc. In this way Makavittuvan Minatcicuntaram Pillai elevated
the Tamil sthalapurana literature to a class by itself.

Nigamajfiana I, the author of the Kamalalayac cirappu (the Tamil sthalapurana
pertaining to the Saiva holy place Tiruvariir), presents us with his views on the origin
and the purpose of the sthalapuranas. According to him, the Puranas were first taught
by Siva to Nandike$vara in order to teach the four highest human ends (purusartha)
to human beings. This was then taught in turn to Sanatkumara, who taught it to the
sage Vyasa. He in his turn divided them all into eighteen Puranas and expounded
them to Suta.® The aim of the Puranic lore according to Nigamajfiana I is to convey
the dharma etc., so as to be understandable by women and low-born who reap the
benefits by practicing them. This, implicitly, is also the aim of his adapting
sthalapuranas into Tamil so that those who do not know the Sanskrit language can
also benefit from these texts. In keeping with this objective, Nigamajfiana I describes
the greatness of the Veda and its teaching, the highest benefits gained by following
the Vedic teachings, the good effects of conforming oneself to virtuous life (dharma)
and the bad effects of unrighteous deeds (adharma), performance of good and holy
deeds (punya), observance of vows (vrata), possessing good and virtuous character,
conforming strictly to the rules of conduct according to the class (varna) and one’s
stage in life (@srama), the greatness of religious life and coexisting with the people
of other religions without any rancour. On the whole the fundamental aim of these
compositions is to ameliorate morally and spiritually the common man and instill
devotion for the supreme god Siva in him. Clearly, for Nigamajfiana I the sthala-
purana is not a mere “text of legends.” He makes it to be a text of authority, a sastra,
and a sort of record (descriptive in nature but intended to be prescriptive) pertaining
to human behavior and conduct, based on the Veda and the Saiva lore. Nigamajfiana
I appears to utilize the medium of the sthalapurana to inculcate the importance and
necessity of strictly conforming to Veda-Smrti-Saivagama injunctions in all people.
In what follows, an attempt is made to compare some texts of the sthalapurana genre
in Sanskrit and their Tamil adaptations to highlight the various differences as well

2 Minatcicuntaram Pillai was also the teacher of U. V&. Caminataiyar, popularly called U. Ve.
Ca. For more information on Minatcicuntaram Pillai, see the biography by Caminataiyar
(1933/34).

3 This view is also found in other texts such as the Koyirpuranam (the sthalapurana pertaining
to the holy place Cidambaram) of Umapati (ca. fourteenth century):

natanarulpiriyata nantitaraccanarkumaran

vetaviyatanukkalikka menmaiyellamavanvilarnkic

citamunitanakkutavac copanavakaitokutta

mitarivalavanmolinta puranamavaimivaril (Koyirpuranam 1.24).
For a similar view cf. Arunacalappuranam by Caiva Ellappa Navalar (ca. seventeenth century
CE), introductory verse 21.
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as innovations we find in the latter. The paper will refer to the sthalapuranas per-
taining to the following holy places: Tiruvannamalai, Kalahasti, and Cidambaram.
These texts have been selected because these three holy sites are very ancient and
have been sung by the Nayanmars such as Tirufianacampantar (ca. sixth century).
Moreover, the sthalapuranas of these holy places are available both in Sanskrit and
in Tamil, at least some in the form of manuscripts within our reach.

Arunacalamahatmya and Arunakiripuranam

There exists the Sanskrit text Arundacalamahdatmya (AM) forming part of the Mahe-
$varakhanda which is a part of the Skandapurana.* The text deals with the holy place
Tiruvannamalai and is divided into two parts, pirvardha (AM1) and uttarardha
(AM2).

The Arunakiripuranam (AP) is a sthalapurana in Tamil of this place which was
authored by Nigamajfiana I.> He states in the introductory verse 27 of the AP that
the main source of his composition is the portion that describes the greatness of
Arunakiri which forms part of the Sahasrakotirudrasamhita of the Saivapurana.®
Then he lists various important events and deeds that are described in the AP, which
he undertakes to compose. Although we do not find this portion of the Saivapurana
now, we might compare the various events described in the AP with the AM, even
though the AP does not claim to be based on the AM. For, these two texts share some
narrative tropes, as some of the events and deeds dealt with in the AP are also
delineated in the AM. These variations between the AM and the AP are possibly
because the latter, as said by Nigamajfiana I, is a Tamil rendering of the mahatmya
of the Arunacala as found narrated in the Sahasrakotirudrasambhita (of the Sivapura-
na) while the AM is part of the Mahesvarakhanda of the Skandapurana.

Thus, in the AM Siva appears as a huge column of fire before Brahma and Visnu
who are disputing among themselves as to who is greater/mightier among them.
Visnu takes the form of a wild boar (varaha), digs the ground very deep and even
after many years of continuous digging is unable to find the end of the fire-column.
Brahma in the form of a hamsa bird flies higher and higher but is unable to reach the
head of the fire-column. Finally, both accept their defeat, fully understanding that

4 See Skandamahapuranam of Shrimanmaharshi Krishnadvaipayana Vedavyasa: First Mahesva-
rakhandam. In fact, the Skandapurana contains many such sthalamahatmyas.

5 There is another well-known Tamil Sthalapurana on Tiruvannamalai, namely the Arunacalapu-
ranam authored by Caiva Ellappa Navalar (ca. seventeenth century).

6 Itis very much probable that the Saivapurana is the same as the Sivapurana, one of the eighteen
mahapuranas, which is available in print. There indeed exists a Kotirudrasamhita as part of the
printed text of the Sivapurana; this part deals extensively with the twelve jyotirlingas as well
as the greatness of the §ivalinga in many other places glorified by men. Thus it may not be
implausible that this section contained some chapters dedicated to the holy place Arunagiri (=
Arunacala) and that Nigamajfiana [ was in possession of this text.
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the fire column is Arunacala, the mountain Aruna, and pray to Siva, who grants them
supreme knowledge. They fully realize that Siva removed their pride and arrogance.

In the AP we find the same narrative. But here we find in addition Brahma’s
statement that while he was flying higher and higher, he saw many sages and siddhas
who ridiculed his failure in finding the head of the fire-column. They also told
Brahma that Visnu, who went digging the ground in the form of a boar for many
years, was unable to find the end (foot) of the column and that he had returned
accepting his defeat. They advised Brahma to do the same. Then Brahma realized
his mistake, regained his normal status and came back before the fire-column. Here,
both Visnu and Brahma fully realized that it was Siva, the source of all, who had
appeared as a huge fire-column before them. They realized their own limitations and
coming back to their senses, they sang hymns in praise of Siva.”

In the AM1 Brahma realizes his mistake and misadventure and says to himself:
“It is impossible to realize Siva by learning all the Vedas, or by doing severe penance
or by doing pilgrimages; the sivajiiana dawns on a person only by the grace of Siva.”®

In the AP, the contents of the hymns sung by Brahma and Visnu in praise of Siva
(in the form of a fire column) clearly show the influence of Tévaram and Tiruvaca-
kam hymns. The verses describe the form and attire of Siva, his various deeds such
as destroying the Tripura demons, teaching the four Vedas to the sages seated under
the banyan tree facing south (Daksinamiirti), etc. It is especially noteworthy that Siva
is described as being neither male nor female nor eunuch both in the Tevaram® and
Tiruvacakam hymns as well as in the AP hymns sung by Brahma and Visnu. As
stated at the beginning of this paper the fundamental aim of the sthalapurana
literature is to propagate supreme devotion and instill it in the minds of common
people; to this end both the AM1 and the AP continue their narrative and especially
the AP, through the realisation of Brahma, clearly states that more than the aquisition
of knowledge unflinching devotion to Siva is the highest and the most efficacious
means to realize him.

We can also find very close parallels between the AM and the AP. For instance,
the verses'

“Where all the Vedas, the Sastras, arts and the Agamas abide, in the most interior
part of which mental cave the great sages with matted hair undergo severe
penance ...”

7 AP, arunacalotayaccarukkam, vv. 12-26.
8 na vedardsivijianat tapastirthanisevanat |

samjayate Sivajianam asyaivanugrahdadrte | AM1 1.62cd—63.
9 analar pennum allar atikai virattanare; Tevaram, 4.27.8.

10 sarvasam api vidyanam kalanam sastrasampadam |
agamanam ca vedanam ca yatra satyavyavasthitih \
yadguhdagahvarantahstha munayah Samsitavratah |
Jjatinah samprakasante kotisiryagnitejasah | AM1 2.56-57.
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are very closely rendered into Tamil in AP, arundcalotayaccarukkam, v. 55' as
follows:

“In this [Arunagiri] mountain the four Vedas, the twenty-eight Saivagamas and
the eighteen Puranas will remain forever; those [sages] who have conquered their
senses resort to this mountain and get freed from all the five-impurities.”

We see that both the AM1 and AP drive home the point that the mountain Arunagiri
is the repository of Vedas and all other scriptures and that the sages perform penance
in the caves of this mountain through which they are blessed by the knowledge
contained in these scriptures.

Being a Saivasiddhanta preceptor of great repute and the author of some impor-
tant Saivasiddhanta texts and commentaries, Nigamajfiana I briefly speaks about the
different types of mukti: the highest type of mukti (paramukti) and the lower type
(aparamukti), attaining the world of Siva (salokva) living in the proximity of Siva
(samipya), attaining the same form as that of Siva (sariipya) and attaining union with
Siva (sayujya), as held in the Saivasiddhanta system. In verses AP, arunacalotayac-
carukkam, vv. 57-59 he says that those who meditate on Arunacala as equal to the
effulgence of thousands of suns in their centre of the heart as well as at the centre of
their eyebrows will attain the padamukti and eventually attain the holy feet of
supreme Siva. As these views are not found in the AM, the AP differs in this respect
substantially from the AM. Further in the AP the great services such as offering
delicious food to the devotees and other Saiva mendicants residing in the Arunagiri
are extolled.'> We can observe that the authors of the Tamil sthalapurana texts, as
exemplified by Nigamajiiana I, fully utilize the texts such as the AP to propagate
Sivabhakti along with conveying the Saiva[siddhanta] view points in detail when the
occasion arises.

Overall, the unparalleled greatness and the divinity of the Arunacala mountain
and its surroundings are brought out in the AP, which states that all the words uttered
by the people residing within the space of the Arunacala mountain are verily
mantras; whatever act they perform is the worship of Pasupati (Siva); whatever they
think is nothing but meditation on Siva; and sleeping is, in fact, remaining in deep
meditative state (samadhi)."

11 ilankumikkiriyilenru miruk keluvaya vétan
kalantikal nalel mivarena navi niilka lellam
pulankalai venror nantip poruppati putaiyir ranki
malankalain tinaiyun tirvar manattiniv varaiyai vaitte.
Similarly, AM1 2.59 and 60 are very closely rendered into Tamil in AP, arundcalotayacca-
rukkam, vv. 56 and 57.
12 AP, arunacalotayaccarukkam, vv. 63—64.
13 AP, arundacalotayaccarukkam, v. 65.
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In the second part of Arunacalamahatmya (uttarardha; AM2) we also find quite
a few chapters dealing with the greatness of Arunacala.'* Thus, in AM2 (4.14) we
read:

“This [mountain] should be revered by the great sages more than the Sumeru,
Kailasa and Mandara mountains, since it is verily God Parame§vara.” !>

The superiority of the mountain Arunacala is also expressed in Tamil, with slight
variation, in AP, arundcalotayaccarukkam, v. 80:

“The siddhas, sages and gods leave the Kailasa mountain and settle at the [Aru-
nacala] mountain with great devotion; they fully control their senses and thereby
directly perceive the holy feet of Siva. By the grace of Siva they get their desires
fulfilled.”!®

The Thirty-Two Dharmas

The AP in its second chapter, aruntavaccarukkam, vv. 20-32, describes in detail the
penance, namely, regular worship of Siva in the form of a linga, performed by
Parvati at the holy place of Kaiici in order to regain her lost status and to remain
inseparable from Siva forever. The story narrated at the beginning of this chapter is,
in brief, as follows: once Siva along with Parvati goes to the beautiful garden on the
Kailasa mountain. Suddenly in a playful mood, Parvati closes the eyes of Siva with
her palm; since the sun and the moon, the two eyes of Siva, are obstructed, the entire
universe plunges into darkness and all the gods and the sages get confused. The sages
complain to Siva that they did not know the actual time of the day and eventually
they could not perform their daily obligatory rites. Siva asks Parvati why she, the
supreme mother of all, created such a havoc. As an atonement for this blunder
committed by her, Siva tells Parvati that she has to live on earth, regularly perform
the worship of a sivalirnga under the mango tree on the banks of the river Kampa at
the holy place of Kafici.

The subject of the thirty-two dharmas performed by Parvati during her penance
at Kafici is introduced in the AP as a very important narrative, but is not found in the
AM. There we only find in a single verse alluding to this narrative:

14 Here the subject matter and the narrative are slightly different from the first part of the Aruna-
calamahatmya (pirvardha; AM1).
15 sumeror api kailasadapy asau mandarad api |
mananiyo maharsinam yah svayam paramesvarah | AM2 4.14.
16 cittar munivar tévarkalun tikalun kayilai malaininkip
pattiyutané vantittap parama narunakiri yataintu
cittamorukkic civanatiyait tericittullu mavanarular
ratta mitta palamperuva rimmai taninun tavararavé. AP, arundcalotayaccarukkam v. 80.
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The Goddess (devi) followed the dharma by removing the fatigue of the living
beings through planting trees, donation and by honouring all the guests.'’

The background to this subject, namely, the incident of Parvati closing the eyes of
Siva with her palms and the eventual curse of Siva, because of which she had to do
penance at the holy place of Kafici to regain her lost status, is described in detail in
both the texts'®.

In the AM it is said that Parvati was performing the dharma by growing trees,
making gifts to all human beings, by feeding the guests and by removing various
troubles faced by the living beings. In contrast, in the AP, aruntavaccarukkam, vv.
52-55, we have a detailed list of thirty-two dharmas that Parvati performed during
her penance on the banks of the Kampa river. They are: '

17

18
19

. To provide a home for Vedic teachers,

. To provide food for Vedic teachers,

. To provide food for Vedic students,

. To provide a home for Vedic students,

. To provide a home for Saiva Agama teachers,

. To provide food for Saiva Agama teachers,

. To provide a home for the students of Saiva Agama,
. To provide food for the students of Saiva Agama,

To provide shelter and food for the followers of Vama/tantras],

. To provide shelter and food for the followers of Bhairava(tantras],

. To provide shelter and food for the followers of other types of Tantras,
. To provide shelter and food for the followers of Jaina,

. To provide shelter and food for the followers of Buddha,

. To provide food for those who study and do research on Smrti,

. To provide food for those who study and do research on Itihasa,

. To provide food for those who study and do research on Purana,

. To provide food for those who study and do research on logic (tarka),

. To provide food for those who study and do research on literature,

. To provide food for those who study and do research on astronomy (jyotisa),
. To provide food for those who study and do research on Siddhanta,

. To provide food for those who study and do research on the Ayurveda,
. To provide food for those who study and do research on music,

. To provide food for those who study and do research on grammar,

. To give grass to cows,

. To give water to cows,

vrksapraropanair danair asesatithipitianaih |

Srantim haranti jivanam devi dharmam apalayat AM1 4.14[0].

AM, 3.24-69; AP, aruntavaccarukkam, vv. 20-34.

There is also another list of thirty-two dharmas (slightly different from the one found in the
AP) mentioned in the Arappalicuracatakam, composed by Ampalavanakkavirayar of the
eighteenth century.
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26. To give medicine for sick people,

27. To give milk for sick people,

28. To give oil for sick people,

29. To give milk for infants,

30. To provide dry ginger for pregnant women,

31. To provide castor oil for pregnant women,

32. To provide cow’s milk for women who have delivered babies.

As we can observe, the list of dharmas provided in AP is elaborate and the list of
beneficiaries covers a wide range of students studying different subjects and others
who are in dire need of support such as the pregnant and lactating women. Also, the
devotional hymns sung by Parvati after worshipping the /iriga are highlighted much
more in the AP, where the author devotes four verses to this.?°

In the chapter called aruntavaccarukkam of the AP, Nigamajfiana I describes the
special worship performed by the goddess Parvati at Arunacala in the Tamil months
of Aippaci, Karttikai, etc. He says after installing special linigas at the base of the
Arunacala mountain, Parvatt worshipped them and started the festivals in the month
of Karttikai, which is very famous and well known nowadays.?! This is not found in
either section of the AM. Nigamajfiana I’s source for this motive might have been
the mahatmya from the Sivapurana, which we are not able to access now.

As we can see from the passages analysed above, Nigamajiiana I never fails to
inculcate some of the Saivasiddhanta concepts. In the chapter called valampuric-
carukkam of the AP, while recounting the various fruits that accrue to one who
circumambulates the entire mountain of Arunacala (valampurital in Tamil), he says
that those who circumambulate the Arunacala mountain without any desire to get the
heavenly enjoyments (though they are entitled for them due to their devotion and the
circumambulation) will not remain after death in the world of impure tattvas
(asuddhatattva) and the worlds of pure-cum-impure tattvas (suddhdasuddhatattva),
the enjoyments of which are not eternal. Rather, those persons will get the enjoy-
ments in the worlds of pure rattvas (suddhatattva), which are the highest. This in
which, during the great deluge (mahdapralaya), they attain the final liberation and
abide forever in the lotus feet of Siva.?? Further, the author describes the five faces
of Sadasiva, namely Isana, Tatpurusa, Aghora, Vamadeva and Sadyojata and their
directions in AP vv. 24-25. According to the Agamas of the Suddhasaiva system,
Nigamajfiana I continues, in whichever direction the liriga in a temple faces, the
Dvarapalas should be worshipped as facing the same direction, while the balipitha
and the bull (vrsabha) should face the opposite direction. In other words, they both

20 AP, aruntavaccarukkam, vv. 172—-175.
21 On the festival, see L’Hernault and Reiniche 1999.

may refer to the Tattvaprakasa of Bhoja, v. 10 and its commentary Vrtti by AghoraSiva.
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should always face the liriga.”® The Tatpurusa face is known as the karmasadakhya,
and the offering of food during worship should be done to the Tatpurusa face. The
Aghora face is known as the kartrsadakhya, the Sadyojata face is known as the
miirtasadakhya, the Vamadeva face as the amiirtasadakhya and the Isana face is
known as the Sivasadakhya.** The karmasadakhya is the most all-pervasive among
the five sadakhyas; therefore, Nigamajiana I says that all the other four faces merge
in the karmasadakhya, namely, the Tatpurusa face whereas three, two faces and one
face abide in the other four faces respectively. Consequently, Nigamajiiana I states
that persons well versed in the Saiva Agamas (karror in Tamil) give food and other
offerings in the Tatpurusa face during daily worship.?

In the AP, valampuriccarukkam, Nigamajnana I gives some more details regard-
ing different types of lirigas such as manusa (installed by humans), arsa (installed by
sages), daiva (installed by gods), and those installed by the groups of semi-gods
(ganas). He gives brief instructions to the suddhasaivas (those who are born in the
category of adisaiva and have been initiated according to the Saiva Agamas) pertain-
ing to the procedure of worship and the circumambulation of these types of lingas
fully following the Saiva Agamas.?® He also cautions against the formal worship
done to these lirngas by the other Saivas such as those who follow the Vedas (vaidika
Saivas) and the harm that such an act would bring to the nation and to the people.?’
Nigamajiiana I emphasizes that it is the duty of the king to oversee that this rule of
the Saiva Agamas is fully followed in his kingdom by carrying out which the king
attains to the world of Siva.” Here it would be pertinent to draw attention to some

23 AP, valampuriccarukkam, v. 26.

24 AP, valampuriccarukkam, v. 27.

25 AP, valampuriccarukkam, v. 28. It is interesting to note in this connection that this view,
namely, during worship the food and other offerings should be made in the Tatpurusa face of
Sadasiva, appears to be stressed very much both by Nigamajfiana I and his disciple Nigama-
jiiana II: in the voluminous compendium, Atmarthapiijapaddhati, compiled by Nigamajfiana I
we find a long discussion on this topic. There Nigamajfiana II enters into a detailed discussion
refuting the other view which holds that the food and other offerings should be done to the
Isana face, the upward looking face of Sadasiva; the proponents of this view are Nirmalamani,
the commentator of the Kriyakramadyotika, the well-known Saiva paddhati text authored by
Aghorasiva (twelfth century CE) as well as the anonymous commentator of the Sivapiijastava
of JiianaSambhu (twelfth century CE). Nigamajfiana II firmly establishes by citing many
passages from the Saiva Agama corpus that this view of some of the Saiva acaryas is against
logic as well as against the tradition. What is interesting is that we find both the teacher and his
disciple hold some important views and interpret some of the Saiva concepts in the same way
in many texts authored by them. For more such common views and interpretations of Saiva
concepts of both these Saiva acaryas, the reader can profitably consult Ganesan 2009.

26 AP, valampuriccarukkam, vv. 29-31.

27 AP, valampuriccarukkam, v. 32.

28 It would be relevant to mention here another text, the Civatarumaottaram, which is a Tamil
adaptation in verse, of the original Sivadharmottara by Nigamajiiana I, for which literary
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personal details which Nigamajfiana II (nephew cum disciple of Nigamajfiana I)
gives at the end of Diksadar§a, one of his voluminous compilations. He states that
his teacher (Nigamajfiana I, the author of the AP) had towers (gopura), etc. construct-
ed for many temples when the great king SadaSiva[raya] was ruling the kingdom. He
also says that his teacher established (installed ?) the Saiva Agamas in many holy
places such as Cidambaram (Tillavana), Tiruvannamalai (Arunadri), Vrddhacalam,
Tiruvitaimarutar (Madhyarjuna), Tiruvenkatu (Svetaranya) and Kumpakonam
(Ghatapura) and many other places.? From this we can conclude that the statement
of Nigamajfiana I in the AP “that it is the duty of the king to oversee that this rule of
the Saiva Agamas is fully followed in his kingdom” is alluded by his disciple in his
great compilation: that his teacher with the support of the king (Sadasivaraya) had
established the rule of the Saiva Agamas in some of the very important Siva temples.

In other words, Nigamajiiana I had carried out in his life time what he had said in the
AP. As a corollary we can say that Nigamajfiana I was instrumental in starting vari-
ous temple festivals (utsavas), especially the Dipam festival®® in the Tamil month of
Karttikai in the Tiruvannamalai temple on the authority of the AP referred to above.

Nigamajiiana I concludes the discussion by stating that the initiated Saivas should
regularly worship the sivalinga, follow the instructions found in the carya®, kriya®
and the yogapddas of the Saiva Agamas and then perform the circumambulation of
the mountain of Arunacala, by which acts they will definitely attain to the worlds of
Siva and eventually attain liberation (mukti).*'

We may also note with interest that Nigamajfiana I in the AP (valampuricca-
rukkam), briefly lists out various types of persons who, remaining at different
distances from the temple, worship Siva: he says some remain at the outskirts of the
town and from there worship Siva with devotion; others come inside, still others
come near the temple tower and others come inside the temple and worship him with
due devotion. Only those persons belonging to the suddhasaiva group that directly
worship the liriga follow the Saiva scriptures.’> Nigamajiiana I provides further
information regarding the places (and the distance) from the temple remaining where
persons belonging to various varnas worship Siva; in other words, these persons
have to remain at these specific places and worship Siva.*?

contribution he is very well known. In Civatarumottaram, 1.23-24, Nigamajfiana I clearly
states that the king, instructed by his preceptor, should strictly follow the rules of the siva-
dharma (broader term for all rules and conducts of a Saiva) for the welfare of his kingdom
which includes both personal as well as public rules and observances. Inspired by the king’s
conduct the subjects also would follow the same.

29 See Ganesan 2009, xi, fn. 11.

30 Nigamajiiana I mentions that Siva instructs Parvati at Tiruvannamalai to start this festival. Cf.
AP, aruntavaccarukkam, v. 165.

31 AP, valampuriccarukkam, vv. 36-37.

32 AP, valampuriccarukkam, vv. 44—47.

33 AP, valampuriccarukkam, vv. 48-55.
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Such information is not generally found in the sthalapurana texts, especially in
the Tamil versions. Nigamajfiana I mentions the rule to be followed by persons born
in different varnas who are supposed to stand at different distances from the temple
(inside and outside) and worship Siva.* He also gives practical instructions for
doing the different types of obeisance (namaskara) by men and women such as the
astanga® and the paiicanganamaskara by prostrating on the ground before the God
in the temple. We also find instructions regarding the directions (dik) for doing the
namaskara in the temple depending on the direction that the main liniga faces. Such
instructions are not generally found in other texts.*

To conclude our discussion on the comparison of the AM1 (and the AM2) and
the AP, we can say that the former, as part of a bigger Purana, generally follows its
style and content dealing with the legends related to the holy site in a formal way
and giving the basic facts without much elaboration. The latter, the AP, on the other
hand is more elaborate incorporating the local traditions and customs. This feature
is more striking in the case of Nigamajfiana I, its author, who being a great
Saivasiddhanta teacher, uses the medium of the sthalapurana to inculcate the
importance of many of the basic principles of rituals and customs including some
technical points discussed in the Saiva Agamas in the minds of the devout readers.*

Suvarnamukharimahatmya and Tirukkalattippuranam

There are two Sanskrit sthalamahatmya texts related to the holy place of Kalahasti,
both available in manuscript form; these are the Kalahastisvaramahatmya® and the
Suvarnamukharimahatmya (SMM). For my present study I am only considering the
SMM, since it is the source for the Tamil adapted text, the Kalattipuranam (TKP).*

The SMM is said to be a part of the Tirthakhanda of the Skandapurana and con-
tains twenty-four chapters. These are: arjunatirthagamanam, bharadvajadarsanam,
agastyadaksinadiggamanam,  suvarnamukharijanmakathanam, snanaprasamsa,

34 AP, valampuriccarukkam, vv. 48-55.

35 AP, valampuriccarukkam, vv. 63—66.

36 It would also be very rewarding if a detailed comparative study of the sthalapurana of
Tiruvannamalai, the AP and that of the Tiruvartr, known as Kamalalayaccirappu, also com-
posed by Nigamajiiana I, were undertaken.

37 The Kalahastisvaramahatmya is available in the ms. RE. 26353. It begins with the seventy-
sixth adhyaya:

yatra visnvadayo deva munayasca tapodhanah |
yaksakinnaragandharvasiddhavidyadhara api |
danava manavas capi tapah krtva Sivajiaya |
sarve svalpena kalena babhiivuh praptavaichitah |
The Kalahastisvaramahatmya ms. has the colophon: iti sivarahasyasamgrahe romasabhara-
dvajasamvade Srikalahastisthalamahatmye ...
38 The present study is based on T. 0704, the IFP paper transcript in Devanagari of the SMM.



88 T. Ganesan

margatirthadarsanam, visnumahdatmyakathanam, varahavatarakathanam, Sankha-
gastyavratacaryd, agastyasankhavaralabhah, kalingesvaraprasamsa, parasSurama-
tirthaprasamsa, Sivavaraprasamsa, naradopadesah, parasuramesvaraprasamsa,
brahmavaralabhah, kalahastivaralabhah, Sivamahatmyakathanam, paficaksaritir-
thavratakathanam,  dvipakathanam, jambidvipakathanam, karmaniripanam,
dharmakirtanam and asramadharmakathanam.

The Tirukkalattippuranam (TKP) is a Tamil sthalapurana on Kalahasti, com-
posed by the author Anantakkiittar. It is clearly based on the Sanskrit SMM. The
editor of the TKP states in the footnote on p. 12 that the source (mutaniil) for the
Tamil text is the SMM. The author himself says so under the subsection nitlvara-
laru:¥

“Having taken a few chapters related to the greatness of the river Ponmukali from
the Tirthavaibhavakhanda, which is part of the Skandapurana ...”

He also states that he has added some materials from the Sirasamhita and the Vasi-
sthalaingapuranam.”® This example shows that in adapting the text, Tamil sthala-
puranas make use of different Sanskrit texts. Moreover, Anantakkiittar says that in
the presence (canniti = sannidhi) of Siva at Kalahasti the elders kindly requested him
to sing the glories of the holy city of Kalatti (Kalahasti) in the southern language (=
Tamil).*!

Though Anantakkittar appears to closely follow the Sanskrit text of the SMM,
we can find some variations. In the SMM* it is stated that great sages such as
Saunaka were performing a twelve-year-long satra sacrifice for the sake of the world
in the holy Naimisa forest; there arrived the sage Ugrasravah, the story-teller, son of
Romaharsana and the disciple of the sage Vyasa. In contrast, there seems to be no
reference to the arrival of the sage UgraSravah, son of Romaharsana, in the TKP.
Rather, at the end of this section in the TKP, we find that Suta, beseeched by the

39 kanta nilinut tirttavai pavamenun kantat
teynta ponmuka rikkatai yircila vetuttu. TKP v.1.
40 cita cankitai tannilu miyanravai tokottu
mato taippatak kitttupu vacittalainkat
teta minriya cilaterin tivarrotu miyaitté
yata rittaka lattiman miyamena varainten. (niilvaralaru section) TKP v.2.
41 Cf. the section nuliyarrutarkuk karanam, p. 6, TKP v.1. One can find a parallel in the text of
Kamalalayaccirappu of Nigamajiiana I, v. 28:
arumaraikaloru nanku makamankalelu nanku marnkamarun
teriyava rayntu paramana teyvamenat telintu caivar
poruvariya civanarirp purritankonta rulpurinta pukalamellam
uraiceyumd riyattinatu poruttamila lunarttuka venruraikkac colvam.
42 pavane naimisaranye Saunakadya maharsayah.
cakrire lokaraksartham satram dvadasavarsikam.
tan abhyagacchat kathako vyasasisyo mahamatih.
munir ugrasrava nama romaharsananandanah. SMM p. 1.
Since the verses of the SMM in T. 0704 are not numbered I give the page number as reference.
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sages, started narrating the legend.* In the SMM text we do not find any other
reference to the sage Ugra$ravah; in the Tamil text there is no mention of him at all.

In both texts the story begins with the episode of Arjuna going for pilgrimage
(tirthayatra). The beginning part of this section is almost the same in both the texts.
The Tamil text closely follows the SMM, as can be illustrated with the following
example. Arjuna sets out for a pilgrimage as an expiation. Although Yudhisthira
initially advises him not to do so, Arjuna convinces him and sets out from his palace.
Ordered by Yudhisthira, his minister for treasuries and others followed Arjuna with
sufficient money (gold coins) for his expenses and performing donations/gifts (dana)
during his pilgrimage. This event is well described in the SMM and is closely
rendered into Tamil, too. The SMM states that Arjuna, after crossing the Ganga,
visits the holy city of Prayaga and then reaches the shores of the southern sea.** Then
he visits the Mahanadi, the Purusottamalksetra], viz. [Jagannatha]puri, then comes
to Simhacala and finally reaches the banks of the Godavari. From there Arjuna
comes to Venkatacala after crossing the river Vena. In contrast, the TKP states that
after worshipping Siva at the holy city of Kasi, Arjuna reaches the countries of the
southern ocean. There he visits the Simhacala and directly reaches first the banks of
Godavari and then Srisailam (Paruppatam). Then Arjuna crosses the river Vékavati
and reaches Veénkatam (Venkatacala). Here the mention of the river Vékavati -
instead of Vena, which is mentioned in the SMM - is a little confusing. Curiously the
editor U. V&. Caminataiyar in a footnote states that Vekavati is one of the seven
rivers that flow in the region of Kafici. This would mean that Arjuna visited Kafici
before Vénkatam, which is not possible as Kafici lies far south to Vénkatam.

The SMM describes the natural beauty and serene features of the banks of the
holy river Suvarnamukhart; we find interestingly some descriptions in a poetic way
a not so common feature of many of the sthalamahatmyas:

“The Kaurava king [Arjuna] saw the holy asrama of [sage] Bharadvaja; [it was]
surrounded on all sides by the trees [such as] the plantain, coconut, mango,
campaka, candana, takkola, asoka, palm, ketaki, pomegranate, blackberry,
kadamba, kataka, cutch tree, arjuna and patala. It was full of bees attracted by
the unusual fragrance [of these trees].”*

Anantakkiittar, conforming to the Tamil poetic convention dedicates many verses in
his TKP to describe the natural beauty of the place, where he uses many figures of
speech. He states that all the five tracts of land (aintinai), namely kuriiici, mullai,

43 munibhih prarthitah sitah katham vaktum pracakrame SMM p. 1.

44 asasada samuttalakallolam daksinodadhim | SMM, p. 5.

45 punyam asramam adraksid bharadvajasya kauravah |
kadalimarikelamrakolakolacampakacandanaih |
takkolasokahintalatalaketakadadimaih |
Jjambiitkadambakatakakhadirarjunapatalaih |

apitrvasaurabhakrstabhramaribhih samantatah | SMM, pp. 6-8.[0].
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marutam, neytal and palai, are present on both the banks of the river and describes
each one of them.* Such poetic descriptions are one of the defining characteristics
of the sthalapurana literature in Tamil. As examples we may cite the Kantapuranam,
Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam and all the Tamil sthalapurana compositions of Makavittu-
van Minatcicuntaram Pillai of the nineteenth century.*’

The SMM in its second chapter deals with Arjuna’s arrival at the hermitage of
sage Bharadvaja after describing the scenic beauty of the banks of the Suvarna-
mukhari river, the Kalahasti mountain and his worship of Siva at the temple. The
SMM devotes quite a few verses to the description of Bharadvaja’s asrama and the
sage.*® Here, the Tamil text is more elaborate in its description.*

From the close parallels between these two texts— the SMM and the TKP—it is
very clear that the author of the TKP closely follows the SMM as stated by him at
the beginning of the text. It is also evident that where necessary he also adopts the
Tamil poetic conventions and includes Saiva views, such as those pertaining to the
holy ash (= tiruniru) following his predecessors (such as Nigamajfiana I) and taking
these details from the Sitasamhita and the Vasisthalaingapurana as he himself
says.>”

Cidambaramahatmya and Koyirpuranam

The Cidambaramahatmya (CM) is said to be part of the Skandapurana and speaks
about the greatness of the holy place Cidambaram (well known as Tillai in Tamil).>!
Some of the chapters describe the penance performed by the sages Patafijali and
Vyaghrapada, their meeting at the holy place Cidambaram in order to witness the
great divine dance of Siva (Nataraja), etc. The Tamil text Koyirpuranam (KoP)
dealing with the legends related to Cidambaram (the temple of Nataraja is known as
kayil) is said to have been composed by the well-known Saiva preceptor Umapati
(ca. fourteenth century CE). Though it is not yet certain that the KoP is Tamil
rendering of CM, we do find some similar views and expressions in both of them.

46 TKP, pp. 14-18.

47 For example, Makavittuvan Minatcicuntaram Pillai dedicates ninety-five verses (vv. 26—120)
to describe the five tracts of land (aintinai), namely kuriiici, mullai, marutam, neytal and palai,
in his poetic composition Mayirappuranam (the sthalapurana of the holy place of Mayiiram,
i.e., Mayilatuturai).

48 SMM, pp. 9-10.

49 TKP, pp. 24-27.

50 See footnote no. 40.

51 The present study is based on T. 0404, an IFP paper transcript in Devanagar of the CM. Since
the verses are not numbered in the transcript, I give only the page number as reference.
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Similar views

In KoP 4.6, while describing the beginning of the dance of Siva witnessed by all gods
and sages including Patafijali and Vyaghrapada, we find the following description:

“They saw before them as if a huge mountain with one thousand moons arose, as
if thousands of Vedic recitations, as if Bhanukampa with his thousand faces and
two thousand hands was holding the conchs and reciting the pranavamantra.”>*

Umapati (in the KoP) goes on to say that “it appeared as if Banasura with his
thousand hands beat the drum (kutamula), thereby raising the sound “‘thom.”” A
parallel to this is found in the CM:

“Bhanukampa, well known to be possessing thousand heads and resembling the
king of mountains (Himalaya), started blowing a thousand conchs, resembling the
orbit of the moon (candramandalasannibhan), through all his mouths.”>*

Similarly, we find another parallel between the two texts. The actual witnessing of
the divine dance is described as follows in the KoP:*

“They heard the sound generated by the five types of musical instruments accom-
panied by the sound of Veda mantras as well as the continuous sound coming
from the divine anklets [of Siva Nataraja].”

A close parallel to the above-mentioned description is found in the CM* as follows:

“Both of them heard the sounds of the five types of musical instruments (pafica-
vadya) and the recitation of the Veda; [they also heard] the high pitched (taram)
sound emanating from the anklets [worn] on the lotus feet of Siva (sil7).”

52 ayira matiyutitta varuvarai pola veta
mayiram vakaiyalotu matutakap panu kampa
rayira mukatti ranta yirankarat tala naitta
vayiraii canku momen raraintana talarka vankan. KoP, 4.6.
53 natamuyal virakun tala katiyunal larular perra
vatakuta vanaiya tolka layira mutaiya vanan
cutarvitu katakak kaiyar remmenap panmu katta
kutamula velumu lakkan kuraikatan mulakkan kolla. KoP, 4.7.
54 sahasra [mirdha em. miirta ms.] prakhyato bhanukampo ganesvarah.
sahasrasankho visadasailaraja ivaparah.
Sankhannivesya vaktresu candramandalasannibhan.
gajadandadhvanendasu ... CM, p. 80.
55 aintutun tupiyu maci larumarai yoliyu nitu
kantaru vatta kiitun kanamun kétta rumpar
tantami rirucci lampi naravamun kétta rupmar
cintiya manta rattin celumalar teriyaki kantar. KoP, 4.8.
56 tav ubhau paiicavadyanam vedanam ca dhvanim purah |
taram ca niipuraravam padapadmasya Silinah | CM, p. 81.
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The description of Nataraja’s divine form with various decorations are given in the
KoP?’ as follows:

“They [the sages] saw one foot firmly placed on the ground and another slightly
lifted, decorated with the anklets, [his] brilliant form, the beautiful thighs, the
wrapped tiger skin around the waist, the sash, the waist band and the sacred thread
on the chest.”

We find similar expressions in the CM:®

“[He] has firmly set one foot down; [He] is motionless and is beyond the reach of
words. His left foot is slightly bent sideways and adorned with a ruby-studded
anklet. His body is decorated from head to foot and thus it is shining. The two
thighs are well-shaped and [wrapped] with tiger-skin; the serpent tied as waist-
band is shining with its hood; the hood of the snake shines on the beautiful navel;
the other arm shines with the beautiful sacred thread.”

In this way there are some more and sometimes even verbatim similarities in both
CM and KoP, especially in the detailed description of Nataraja and the goddess
Parvati. These instances of similarities notwithstanding, we cannot firmly conclude
that KoP is based on the CM. We can say at the most that, as we have seen in the
case of the AP, where its author Nigamajfiana I along with introducing various types
of changes in the content of the legend also incorporates some of the Saivasiddhanta
view points, Umapati, the author of KoP, who is one of the reputed Saiva teachers
of his time, also utilizes the medium of the sthalapurana, the KoP in this case, in the
same way to propagate the inner (Saiva yoga) meanings related to the concept of
Nataraja, his dance, the hall where he performs the dance, etc.”

According to Paul Younger, who has discussed the CM and the KoP in his study
of the Nataraja temple, the CM was composed with “the specific concerns of North
Indian pilgrims” in mind (Younger 1995, 184). This view is highly debatable and no
concrete evidence from the text is provided for it (in fact, there is none in the text).
The sthalapuranas are composed for the general devout pilgrims irrespective of their
place of origin. That apart, in Younger’s study there is no one-to-one comparison
between any specific verse(s) of the CM and KoP. As such, it does not add to the

57 tiruvati nilaiyum vicuii ceyya kaluii cilampu
muruvala roliyum vaynta viiruvu mututta tolu
maraitaru purivun kacci nanikalu malaka runti
maruviya vutarapantak koppuniil vayppu marpum. KoP, nataracaccarukkam, 4.11.
58 sthapitaikapadambhojam niscalam vagagocaram |
tiryakkuiicitavamanghrim lasanmanikkaniipuram |
apadamastakam bhiisam punaruktaprabhodayam |
araruddandayugalam calavyaghrajinambaram |
phanaratnaprabhaharikatisiitrasamujjvalam|
pratyuptanavaratnadhyanabhikalyanabhiisanam|
yajiiasitraprabhasobhisilasanabhujantaram | CM, p. 82.
59 See also Younger 1995, 176-184.
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present paper, which is a comparative study fully based on the form and content of
the sthalapurana texts in Sanskrit (as part of bigger Puranas) and their Tamil
adaptations composed by different authors in different periods.

Conclusion

We have made a brief comparison of a few sthalapuranas in Sanskrit and their Tamil
adaptations in order to highlight the various differences as well as innovations found
in the adaptations. We have also shown how the innovations are in keeping with the
Tamil literary conventions as well as the strong influence of the Saivasiddhanta
religio-philosophical system. We have seen that the authors of many of the Tamil
adaptations, who are great Saiva preceptors themselves, appear to be very eager to
utilize the medium of the sthalapurana to incorporate and thereby propagate some
of the basic tenets of the Saivasiddhanta philosophy, rituals and of [Saiva] Yoga in
the minds of the devout readers. With a fair degree of certainty we can conclude that
this is a unique and a defining feature of the sthalapurana literary corpus in Tamil.
A comparative study on a larger scale of the huge corpus of Sanskrit sthalapuranas
and the equally vast Tamil sthalapurana literature—both in form and content—with
the aim to highlight the innovations and reformulations in the Tamil adaptations of
the Sanskrit sthalapuranas will be highly rewarding. The present study is a modest
beginning in that direction, on which the author intends to embark in the near future.
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Glory of the Tiruvanantapuram Padmanabhasvami Temple
as Described in the Mahatmyas

S.A.S. Sarma (EFEO Pondicherry)

Introduction

Among the 108 beloved places of the Srivaisnava Tradition (divyadesas), thirteen
temples belong to Malainatu or Kerala.! Among these, the Padmanabhasvami
Temple, located in Tiruvanantapuram (Trivandrum), the capital city of Kerala, is
well known among Vaisnava devotees. In the year 2011, it became world-famous
because of the unveiling of an invaluable collection of treasures stored in the secret
chambers of the temple;* this discovery pointed to the glorious past of the temple.
The glory of this abode of Lord Visnu may be found referred to in several literary
works and this temple might have already started being known in the ninth century
CE, from the period of Nammalvar, one of the twelve Vaisnavite saints of the Alvar
tradition, who composed a hymn (Tiruvaymoli 10.2) in praise of Lord Padmanabha
of Tiruvanantapuram. Apart from this, several works other than the Puranas® speak
about the glory of the Tiruvanantapuram temple: a mahatyma named Anantasayana-
ksetramahatmya, probably composed before the fourteenth century,* an early Mala-
yalam work known under the title Anantapuravarnana, and other texts such as the

1 The 108 Vaisnava temples are traditionally divided into various geographical regions (natu):
Malainatu or Ceranatu (Kerala) thirteen; Pantiyanatu (south of the Kaveri river) eighteen;
Colanatu (Kaveri delta) fourty; Natunatu (the intermediary region in between Colanatu and
Tontainatu) two; Tontainatu (northern Tamilnadu) twenty-two; Vatanatu (North India) eleven;
others (Heaven) two.

2 For a detailed discussion on the opening of these secret chambers see Gopalakrishnan (2012,
7-12), Narayanan (2011, 5-8) and Sasibhooshan & Raja (2011, 30-31, 211-213). The secret
chambers were opened at the order of the Supreme Court of India in 2011 based on a case filed
by T. P. Sundararaj, a retired Indian Police Service Officer. This Supreme Court order
instructed the Government of Kerala to take over the administration of the temple and to
account for and prepare an inventory of the wealth kept in the secret chambers of the temple.
For a detailed report on this case, see Subramanium 2012 and 2014.

3 For the details of Puranas that refer to Tiruvanantapuram, see Bayi 1995, 350-356.

The dating of this mahatmya is uncertain, since there is no internal evidence to confirm the
date. The Anantapuravarnana (1953, 15) is dated to the fourteenth century and the Ananta-
Sayanaksetramahatmya might be a source for the Malayalam text since we find several
common ideas in the Sanskrit text and in the Malayalam text. If the Sanskrit text was the source
for the Malayalam text, it could be dated to earlier than the fourteenth century CE.

Published in: Malini Ambach, Jonas Buchholz and Ute Hiisken (eds.): Temples, Texts, and Networks: South
Indian Perspectives. Heidelberg: Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2022.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/hasp.906.c13937
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Syanandiirapuranasamuccaya,’ the Padmanabhodaya by Sanku, the Padmanabha-
carita by KrsnaSarman (see Raja 1958, 169-170) and the Padmandabhakirtana (see
Raja 1958, 173) give light on the temple as well as on its glorification. Several works
of Svati-Tirunal, a ruler of Travancore, especially his Syanandirapuravarnanapra-
bandha, which describes the different activities of the temple, including its festivals,
need a special mention. There are also many minor works on the temple, such as the
Padmanabhaparicaka (see Raja 1958, 257), the Padmanabhastuti (see Raja 1958,
242), the Padmandabhavijaya of Subramanya (see Raja 1958, 172), etc. We also find
the mahatmya of the temple mentioned in many literary works, especially in sandesa-
kavyas, such as the Sukasandesa of Laksmidasa and the Hamsasandesa, and in
Sanskrit dramas, such as the Vasumatikalyana and the Pradyumnabhyudaya, etc. We
also find references to it in the hagiological works of the Srivaisnava tradition, name-
ly, the Guruparamparaprabhava, the Divyasiricarita, the Prapannamrta, etc. A
sthalapurana in Tamil, the Tiruvanantai Talavilacam (see Bayi 1995, 364) on the
Tiruvanantapuram temple by Cankara Cuppiramaniya Kavirayar also merits special
attention. Though there exist several works on the Tiruvanantapuram temple, the
Anantasayanaksetramahdatmya seems to be an important work that has so far not
received much scholarly attention.® Therefore this contribution will focus on this
less-known mahatmya.

AnantaSayanaksetramahatmya

Among the above works that spread the glory of the Tiruvanantapuram temple, the
Anantasayanaksetramahatmya, a fully-fledged work similar to other known mahdt-
myas, is taken up here for a detailed discussion. For this, a manuscript belonging to
the Trivandrum Oriental Research Institute and Manuscript Library, bearing the
number T. No. 1845, has been consulted.” There are eleven chapters in this maha-
tmya written in anustubh metre, and the text professes to be a part of the Brahma-
ndapurana.® The text is in the form of a dialogue between Siita and the sages and,
similarly to other mahatmyas, begins with a prologue. The sages perform a thousand
sacrifices (sahasra-satra) and when the morning offerings are over, Saunaka and
other sages gathered there request Siita to narrate the myth and to explain the origin
and importance of Visnu in AnantaSayanalksetra] (the Tiruvanantapuram temple).

5 For a detailed description of this text, see Bayi 1995, 366-372.

6 Bayi in her detailed study on the Tiruvanantapuram temple devotes a chapter on “Search of
Sources” (1995, 349—401) and discusses the different works related to the temple but does not
include the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya in it.

7 The New Catalogus Catalogorum, vol. 1, 183 mentions a number of other manuscripts as well
as a printed edition (in Grantha script, Madras 1906) of this mahatmya. However, I have not
been able to trace this printed edition.

8 E.g.iti Sri brahmandapurane brahmandagolavistarakhyane anantasayanaksetramahatmye eka-
dasoddhyayah.
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In reply to the sages’ question, Siita narrates the myth of origin of the temple,
explaining from where the god Visnu appeared in the Tiruvanantapuram temple, his
glory, the firthas (sacred waterbodies) around Tiruvanantapuram, the benefits one
attains by having the vision of the deity in the Tiruvanantapuram temple, and also
the fruits obtained by reading and listening to the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya.

In the first chapter of the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya (see Appendix I), after
venerating Visnu, Stita explains the importance of the Tiruvanantapuram temple and
begins to tell the sages the story of its origin and the story of a great devotee named
Divakaramuni, who lived, along with other sages, in Dvaraka and worshipped Visnu
there. The second chapter of the maharmya describes sage Agastya’s arrival on the
banks of the Tamraparni’® river to help the devas to restore the balance of the earth,
which had become unbalanced by the great size of the crowd attending the marriage
of Siva and Parvati in the Himalaya mountains. Agastya, who feels that he might not
be able to have the vision of Visnu if he moved to the south, is told by Visnu to
perform penance on the banks of the Tamraparni river; Visnu assures him that he
would appear before him while he is there. The third chapter of the mahatmya gives
additional information about the origin of the temple, while the fourth chapter praises
the glory of Padmanabha, the lord of the Tiruvanantapuram temple, incorporating
words from different Vedic hymns such as the Purusasiikta, the Uttaranarayana, etc.
In the fifth chapter, the penance of Agastya on the banks of the Tamraparni river and
Agastya’s vision of Visnu as Padmanabha are described; the sage praises the glory
of Padmanabha and this is written in the form of a stuti. The sixth chapter of the
mahatyma is also in the form of a stuti to Padmanabha by the mountains Malaya,
Mahendra, etc., and also by the river Tamraparni. In the seventh chapter, Padma-
nabha blesses the sage Agastya and asks him to remain on the Malayacala, one of
the seven main chains of mountains mentioned in the scriptures in the southernmost
part of the Western Ghats, and tells the Malayacala mountain range that Agastya will
henceforth stay there on the mountain. In this chapter, the river Tamraparni is
praised, too, and the story of Agastya’s stay in the surroundings of the river is told.
In the eighth chapter, we see Divakaramuni requesting Visnu to transform his
Anantapadmanabha incarnation into a form in which he can be conveniently wor-
shipped. Visnu agrees to this request and the sage constructs a temple for Padma-
nabha, where he may venerate him daily. The ninth chapter of the mahatmya is
devoted to describing the glory of Narasimha, who has a secondary shrine close to
the main sanctum of Lord Padmanabha. The tenth chapter tells the story of the demon
Kesi and his fight with Visnu, while the eleventh describes seventy-two firthas'

9 Tamraparni is a perennial river that originates from the Agastyakudam peak of the Pothigai
hills in the Western Ghats, above Papanasam in the Ambasamudram taluk. It flows through the
Tirunelveli and Thoothukudi districts of the Tamil Nadu state of southern India into the Gulf
of Mannar. There is also a mahatyma on this river named Tamraparnimahatmya.

10 Though the text gives the number of firthas as seventy-two, I could trace only forty-one tirthas
from the text.
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(dvisaptattha tirthani punyadani Saririnam) around the Padmanabhasvami Temple
and concludes with a stuti on Padmanabha.

The Origin of the Tiruvanantapuram Temple as Explained in the
AnantaSayanaksetramahatmya

Though there are different myths!! on the origin of the Tiruvanantapuram temple,
the story narrated in the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya is quite descriptive and
closely reflects some of the present-day practices of the temple, especially the
appointment of the priests from the Tulu-speaking area of the North Kerala, as the
mahatmya, too, suggests.

In the introductory verses of the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya, the sages ask
Stta to tell them about the origin of the Tiruvanantapuram temple and Stita explains
it in detail. The mahdatmya describes how several sages worshipped Krsna in Dvara-
ka, Krsna’s abode. Among them is a sage named Divakara, a pious and strict devotee
of Krsna. Pleased by his devotion, Visnu appears before him as a radiant young child.
Attracted by the charm of the boy, the sage asks him about his home and parents.
The boy replies that he has no father, no mother and no home and asks the sage to
take care of him; the sage agrees. But the child has a condition: if ever he feels
disrespected, he will not continue to stay with the sage. One day, in an extremely
naughty mood, the little boy puts the sacred salagrama (the small idol used for daily
worship) worshipped by sage Divakara into his mouth. Seeing this, the sage pushes
away the little one with his left hand and the boy runs away from the sage. Leaving
the rituals, the sage runs behind him lamenting, saying that he would not be able to
live without the boy. While running, the sage also repeatedly asks the boy to stop
and says that he would be free to play with and take away the salagramas that were
worshipped by him, but the boy does not stop. The sage follows him and, after
running a long way, they reach a place near the southern sea. The boy, in full view
of the sage, enters into a huge hollow tree. The sage reaches around near the tree,
searching for the boy, but the huge tree falls and spreads over three yojanas. The
frightened sage searches for the boy in the hollow and, not seeing him there, runs to
the seashore, which the spread of the tree has reached. The sage weeps, saying that
it would not be possible for him to live without the boy; he asks himself whether the
boy was Krsna or Lord Padmanabha. The sage repeatedly pleads with the boy to
appear from the hollow where he had disappeared. He meditates there, visualising
Visnu in the form of Anantapadmanabha. Suddenly the huge tree is transformed into
the form of Padmanabha lying on a serpent along with his attributes. His head is
positioned near a tirtha called Matsyatirtha (Tiruvallam area, seven kilometres south
of the Tiruvanantapuram temple), and his shoulders are close to the Cakratirtha and

11 For different version of stories on the origin of the Tiruvanantapuram temple, see Bayi 1995,
18-22.
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Sarkhatirtha.”> The middle part of his body is on the southern side of the Varaha-
tirtha and west of the Padmatirtha (the present location of the Tiruvanantapuram
temple). Both feet are near the Dharmatirtha and Adharmatirtha'® (present Trppada-
puram, twelve kilometres to the north of the Tiruvanantapuram temple). At this
point, the mahatmya describes the glory of this form of Padmanabha at great length
and also the sage Divakara venerating and meditating on the Lord. The mahatmya
moreover includes a long stuti on Padmanabha by sage Divakara and sage Agastya,
and by the mountains of that region and the Tamraparni river, all eagerly waiting to
have the vision of Padmanabha. Pleased with the prayers of Agastya, the mountains
and the Tamraparni river, Lord Padmanabha blesses them all and gives them boons.

Gratified with the devotion of the sage Divakara, Lord Padmanabha addresses
him as a native of tuludesa'* (taulavosau yatindrah) and encourages him to ask for
a boon. The sage Divakara praises the Vamana incarnation of Visnu, who briefly
explains how, from the form of a small boy (Vamana), he took an immense form and
measured the whole universe in three steps. The sage then asks the Lord to transform
his huge form into a more suitable one, which he and other devotees could see and
worship. He prays that the Lord be pleased to limit his form to three times the length
of his bamboo-stick (a danda that the sages carry with them) to accommodate his
limited, mortal vision. Padmanabha agrees to transform his body and shrinks to the
required dimensions. Thus a shrine with a beautiful tower (vimana) having three
doors comes into being. While the first door has the head position of the Lord, the
second door has the middle portion (nabhi) of his body and the third one his feet.
Here the mahatmya provides us with a beautiful description of the form in which the
Lord manifested himself at the request of the sage. In the description, the mahdatmya
also mentions Sridevi and Bhiidevi, the consorts of Lord Padmanabha.

The Lord tells the sage that he will stay in Tiruvanantapuram with Narasimha'’
and that he will be pleased if the sage worships him twelve times daily according to
the methods taught in the Pauskaralsamhita]. The sage is also asked to perform

12 At present there are two small tanks namely Cakratirtha and Sankhatirtha near the Trivandrum
Shangumugham beach, Kerala. The holy bath during the festival of the Tiruvanantapuram
temple takes place close to these two tirthas.

13 It is believed that the head of the Lord touched present day Tiruvallam (seven kilometres from
the Tiruanantapuram temple on its southern side) and the feet extended up to Trppadapuram
(twelve kilometres from the present temple on its northern side).

14 Tuludesa refers to the area of the former South Canara district of the Madras Presidency of
British India, which covered the areas of the present-day districts of Dakshina Kannada and
Udupi of Karnataka and the Kasaragod District of Kerala. The district was one of the most
heterogeneous of Madras Presidency with Tulu, Kannada, Konkani, Malayalam, Urdu and
Beary being the principal languages spoken. It is possible that the Tuludesa mentioned in the
AnantaSayanaksetramahatmya more specifically refers to the present Kasaragod district of
Kerala since the priests of Tiruvanantapuram temple are appointed from the Kasaragod area.

15 At present there is a sanctum of Narasimha close to the main shrine. For a discussion of the myth
related to the Narasimha installed in the Tiruvanantapuram temple, see Bayi 1995, 206-207.
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different rituals for prosperity (santi) prescribed in the Vaikhanasa texts as well as
fortnightly, monthly and yearly festivals. It is further decreed that the descendants of
the sage, who are from the Tulu region, should continue to perform rituals for him
since he is pleased only by the rituals performed by them.'®

We can very easily connect some of the above statements made in the mahatmya
with the present-day practices of the temple: the involvement of a sannyasin (sage)
in the ritual affairs of the Tiruvanantapuram temple and the fact that the priests of
the temple are appointed from the Tulu region. According to the temple practices, a
ritual will be performed every morning by a sage, who is designated as puspaiijali-
svamiyar."” At present, the pontiffs of two mathas (monasteries), namely Natuvil
Matham of Thrissur (Kerala) and Muificira Matham of present Kanyakumari District
(Tamil Nadu), are chosen for this position on a six-months rotation. Four chief priests
(who are known as nambi), as well as twenty-four assistant priests, are appointed
from two villages, namely Kokkada and Pulloor, situated on either side of the
Candragiri river in Kasaragod District of Kerala. While the Kokkada village
brahmins are mostly Malayala brahmins (Nampttiris), the Pulloor village brahmins
are Tulu brahmins. Thus the daily rituals by a sage, mostly not followed in other
temples of Kerala, and the appointment of priests from the Tulu-speaking region
confirm with the statements and descriptions found in the Anantasayanaksetra-
mahatmya.

Other Myths of the Origin of the Temple'®

There is an another version of the origin of the temple, more widely known than the
one discussed above, which relates to a Namputiri brahmin sage by name

16 Bayi (1995, 19) observes that “we see a strong Tulu Brahmin tradition existing in the Sree
Padmanabha Swamy Temple” and adds further that “Divakara is given a period dating to the
month of Idavom, 225 ME corresponding to May/June of 1050 A.D.” However, Bayi does not
give any reference for this dating.

17 For a detailed description of the roles of the pusparijalisvamiyar concerning the temple rituals,
see Bayi 1995, 279-282.

18 Bayi (1995, 20) narrates this story, different from the two myths described above, on the origin
of the temple: “It is said that when a Pulaya woman was working in a field she heard the wail
of an infant. To her surprise, she found a beautiful baby boy who seemed to be abandoned,
close at hand. The aura surrounding the baby was so apparent that she feared to touch him.
However moved by his continuous crying, she washed herself and cradling the baby in her
arms fed him with her breast milk. The baby then fell silent. She placed him gently under the
shelter of an Iluppa [Madhuca longifolia] tree. In a flash a five hooded cobra appeared and
removed the infant to a hole in the tree, sheltering him with its hood like an umbrella. The
pulayi and her husband, overcome by this divine occurrence, would daily go to the spot and
offer husked rice as well as milk in a coconut shell. The King of this [Travancore] land on
hearing of this wondrous happening, went there and immediately had a small temple built at
that place, which later grew to its subsequent impressive proportions.”
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Vilvamangala.' This sage, who lived in North Malabar (Raja 1958, 41; Bayi 1995,
20), used to have visions of a god in the form of a boy during his daily rituals. One
day, during the sage’s daily worship, the boy took away the salagrama. The sage
became angry and the boy vanished. The sage went looking for the boy and finally
located him in a place known as Anantankatu® or “forest of Ananta” in the south of
Kerala, which is today the city of Tiruvanantapuram (Trivandrum). The sage had a
vision of Visnu reclining on the serpent Ananta and, not having anything suitable to
offer, he plucked a few unripe mangoes and placed them in a coconut shell lying
there. We find a reflection of this story when today salted mango is offered in a
coconut shell made of gold during the morning rituals of this temple. As was
discussed earlier, the custom followed for the past several centuries of a Nampitiri
brahmin sannyasin (designated as puspaiijalisvamiyar) being present in the temple
for the performance of the morning offerings further reflects this story.

Link between Two Padmanabhasvami Temples in Kerala

The Anantasayanaksetramahdatmya, while describing the origin of the Tiruvananta-
puram temple, mentions that the sage Divakaramuni worshipped Visnu in Dvaraka
and later reached Tiruvanantapuram, where he had the vision of Lord Padmanabha
and installed the present temple. But the same mahatmya also refers to Divakaramuni
as a Taulava, one who belongs to the Tulu region (South Karnataka/North Kerala).
In another legend, which we saw earlier, the sage Vilvamangala worshipped Visnu
in the present Kasaragod area in North Kerala. In Kasaragod district (Kerala), there
is a Visnu temple, located in Anantapura, and this temple is named “Anantapadma-
nabhasvami Temple.”?! While in the Kasaragod Anantapura temple Padmanabha is
depicted as seated on the serpent, in the Tiruvanantapuram temple the Lord is also
shown on the serpent, but in reclining position. The beautiful Anantapura temple in
Kasaragod is surrounded by a rectangular lake and the temple sanctum is reached by
a small bridge over the lake. It is also believed that it is in this place that the sage had

19 Referring to K. Rama Pisharoti, K. Kunjunni Raja (1958, 41) observes that “there were three
Vilvamangalas: the first was the author of the Krsnakarnamrta and flourished in the ninth
century A.D.; the second Vilvamangala is identified with the grammarian who wrote the
Purusakara commentary on Daiva; and the third was a contemporary of Manadeva, Zamorin
of Calicut, who flourished in the seventeenth century.” Though the stories related to Tiruvanan-
tapuram mention a sannydasin named Vilvamangala, we do not have written documents to relate
this Vilvamangala with the above mentioned three Vilamangalas.

20 It is also said (Bayi 1995, 19) that, though not found in the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya,
when the little boy disappeared from the vision of sage Divakara, he proclaimed that if ever
the Muni desired to see him, he would have to go to Anantankatu (forest of Ananta) and seek
him out there. Thus the sage went on searching for the Anantankatu and finally got the vision
of God in the Anantankatu, the area where we find the Tiruvanantapuram temple at present.

21 For a brief history and features of this temple, see http://ananthapuratemple.com/history (last
accessed on November 18, 2020).
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the vision of Padmanabha as a young boy, whom the sage later found in Tiruvananta-
puram. It is also considered that the Anantapadmanabhasvami temple in Kasaragod
is the miilasthana (original place) of the Tiruvanantapuram temple. As Bayi (1995,
21) says, “the Anantapuram temple in Kasargode is related to both Divakara Muni
and Vilvamangalattu swamiyar. Kasargode, which is today a part of Kerala was once
in Tulu country. As such a trend of thought strongly prevails that these two sages
were in reality one individual.” The Anantasayanaksetramahatmya clearly refers to
the sage Divakara as a Taulava and we also see that priests of the Tiruvanantapuram
temple are currently appointed from the Tulu speaking area of Kerala. Additionally,
a daily ritual is performed by a sage who belongs to a matha of North Kerala. All
this, in one way or another, links the Tiruvanantapuram temple with the Tulu speak-
ing North Kerala region. Due to the lack of historical evidence, we cannot be sure of
the historical development of the connection between the Kasaragod temple and the
Tiruvanantapuram temple; however, there seems to be a strong belief among
devotees in the connection between these two temples.

Other than the Anantapuram temple of North Kerala, two more temples may well
be connected to the Tiruvanantapuram temple, namely the present Tiruvallam Para-
Surama temple (five kilometres from the Tiruvanantapuram temple) and the Trppa-
dapuram Krsna temple (twelve kilometres from the Tiruvanantapuram temple). As
was discussed earlier, when Visnu gave the vision of Anantapadmanabha to the sage
Divakara, the Lord had his head in Tiruvallam and his feet in Trppadapuram. In both
these places, there are temples: while in Tiruvallam it is a Para§urama temple with a
separate sanctum for Visnu, in Trppadapuram there are separate sanctums for Siva
and Visnu. There is also a temple tank in Tiruvallam presently known as Balitirtha
(while the mahatmya refers to it as Matsyatirtha), and two water tanks in Trppa-
dapuram, as mentioned in the mahatmya, namely ASrutirtha and PapanaSinitirtha (in
the mahatmya these tanks are referred to as Dharmatirtha and Adharmatirtha).

Tirthas Mentioned in the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya

A mahatmya usually describes the firthas (sacred waterbodies) in the surroundings
of the centres that figure in that mahatmya. In the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya,
too, we find a list of tirthas around the Tiruvanantapuram temple. Regarding the
incarnation of Visnu as Anantapadmanabha in Tiruvanantapuram, the mahatmya
mentions certain firthas to specify his lying position that are said to correspond to
particular parts of the lying of the god’s body. This includes the head with Matsya-
tirtha, Sankhatirtha and Cakratirtha with his arms, the stomach between Varahatirtha
and Padmatirtha and the two feet with Dharmatirtha and Adharmatirtha.?

22 The tirthas mentioned here could be located at present with different names: Balitirtha at
Tiruvallam (head); Varahatirtha and Padmatirtha (middle part); two tirthas namely Kannu-
nir[asru]tirtha and Papanasinitirtha at Trppadapuram (feet).
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The eleventh chapter of the mahdatmya lists and describes the glory of several
tirthas. Though the mahdatrmya says that there are seventy-two firthas,* it seems to
list only forty-one:

1. Matsyatirtha, 2. Varahatirtha, 3. Padatirtha [TTrthqpﬁda as known nowl],
4. Padmanabhatirtha [Padmatirtha as known now], 5. Sankhatirtha, 6. Caktra-
tirtha, 7. Dharmatirtha, 8. Adharmatirtha, 9. Indratirtha, 10. Agnitirtha, 11. Ya-
matirtha, 12. Nairrtatirtha, 13. Varunatirtha, 14. Vayutirtha, 15. Somatirtha,
16. Isanatirtha, 17. Durgatirtha, 18. Bhavatitirtha, 19. Agastyatirtha, 20. Gada-
tirtha, 21. Venutirtha, 22. Kasyapatirtha, 23. Bharadvajatirtha, 24. Atreyatirtha,
25. Visvamitratirtha, 26. Gautamatirtha, 27. Jamadagnitirtha, 28. Vasisthatirtha,
29. Maricatirtha, 30. Ar’lgirasatirtha, 31. Paulastyatirtha,  32.Pulahatirtha,
33. Kratutirtha, 34. Bhrgutirtha, 35. Kurmatirtha, 36. Narasimhatirtha, 37-41.
Paficapandavatirthas.

Other Important Literary Works that Describe the Glory of the
Tiruvanantapuram Temple

Among the other literary works that speak of the glory of the Tiruvanantapuram
temple, the Anantapuravarnana, a short poem of the fourteenth century CE (see
Anantapuravarnana 1953, 15), one of the early Manipravala (Sanskrit mixed with
Malayalam) texts from Kerala and consisting of less than two hundred verses in the
anustubh metre, deserves special attention. This text describes the glory not only of
the Tiruvanantapuram temple but also of the Tiruvanantapuram city of that period.
The Lilatilaka,* a fourteenth-century Sanskrit treatise on Malayalam grammar and
poetics, quotes the following verse from the Anantapuravarnana, in which the
Anantapuravarnana mentions that a garland is made for the ritual of Visnu (Pundari-
kaksa) with flowers that are Tamil and Sanskrit, as an example of Manipravala:

tamilsamskrtamenrulla

sumanassukal kontoru

indamala totukkinren

pundarikaksapitjayay (verse 8)%

23 dvisaptatiha tirthani punyadani Saririnam, p. 73 of Ms. T. 1845.

24 As Wilden (2014, 347) observes, the Lilatilaka is a “foundational text of the Kerala gramma-
tical tradition. This anonymous text is generally dated to the late fourteenth century. It is a
treatise on grammar in the extended sense, that is, including poetics, and is written in Sanskrit
sitras with a Sanskrit commentary. It provides numerous examples that allow a glimpse of the
variety of Kerala local dialect called Manipravalam. The first chapter (silpa) discusses the
properties of the Manipravalam language (bhasa).”

25 In this verse, the word “Tamil” (tamil) refers to the Malayalam language. This shows that the
word “Tamil” was used in the early Malayalam region to denote Malayalam (cf. Anantapura-
varpana 1953, 8). Though in this verse the word inda (garland) is used as a Malayalam word,
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Though most of the text is written as a glory of Padmanabha, we also find interesting
facts related to the day-to-day activities that take place in the city of Tiruvananta-
puram.?® Apart from describing the main shrine of Padmanabha and his glory
(verses 147-161), the text also looks at some of the secondary shrines inside the
Tiruvanantapuram temple complex, including Ayyappasvami, Krsna, etc. Even
minute descriptions of the temple seem to have been included in the poem. As an
example, we see a description of a cradle (verse 142) in the temple, where young
Krsna sleeps. Even today we may see this cradle placed on the southern side of the
main shrine. The Varaha temple and the Srikanthe§vara temple, two temples that are
located not far from the Tiruvanantapuram temple, are also mentioned in this text.
This poem also mentions certain tirthas in Tiruvanantapuram, including Indratirtha,
Bhrgutirtha, Agnitirtha, Varahatirtha and Daksinaganga, Kanvatirtha, Somatirtha,
Ramatirtha, Anantatirtha and I§anatirtha (verses 15-19). It is noteworthy that this
text mentions Kantalur$ala®’ (verse 107), a place near Tiruvanantapuram where an
ancient Vedic school?® was in operation. The poem concludes with the description
of Visnu’s ten incarnations.

The unpublished Padmanabhodaya® is a short kavya of Sankukavi (eighteenth
century CE), written at the instance of Ramavarma Yuvaraja, a nephew of King
Martanda Varma of Travancore, on the Tiruvanantapuram temple. The work consists
of one hundred and forty-two verses in four sections called paddhatis. It deals with
the glory of the Tiruvanantapuram temple and gives a description of the
magnificence of Lord Padmanabha and the blessings showered by the Lord on sage
Divakara. In this text, too, as we see in the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya, we find
in its first paddhati, the sage Divakara worshipping Visnu in Dvaraka (KuS§asthalt
1.17) and the Lord appearing before him as a boy; the description of the boy is written

we see the usage of inda in Sanskrit Saiva texts too:

vastrendam tu samuddhrtya raktavastrena vestayet

indadibhis sugandhais ca bhiisanair guggulum dahet (Sahasratantra, IFP T. 33, 56:44; see also
Goodall 2021).

26 For example the poem contains a description of a market (present-day Chalai Market in
Trivandrum city).

27 kantiyuiicelvamum mikka
kantaliirccala kanalam |
mitnru koyilumenmunnil
tonrum tatra mathannalum || (Anantapuravarnana 107).

28 A copper plate of 866 CE (Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. I, 1-14) mentions this
ancient Vedic school named Kandaltir§alai, a Vedic institution that all the kings from the time
of Rajendra Cola I (985-1014 CE) claim to have regulated. Though we do not have much
information on this $§ala, it seems this Kandaltr§alai was located in the present Valiyacalai, not
far from the Tiruvanatapuram temple.

29 Manuscript T. 1125 of the Oriental Research Institute and Manuscript Library is used for the
study of this text. There is one more manuscript of this text in Baroda (Ms 6822A). A commen-
tary by Krsna of this text is known to exist at Mysore Oriental Manuscript Library.
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in rather captivating verses (1.22—45). The second paddhati begins by describing how
much the sage enjoyed the presence of the boy and the fondness of the sage for him
(II.1-7). The story moves on as in the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya, but here the
verses that describe the naughtiness of the boy are very ornate (see Appendix I).
When he is pushed by the sage with his left hand while moving away from the sage,
the boy tells the sage that he would see him again in the forest named Ananta (kanane
anantasamyjiie), but we do not find any reference to the Ananta forest in the Ananta-
Sayanaksetramahatmya. At the beginning of the third paddhati we see that the sage,
who has understood that the boy is none other than Visnu, blames himself for his
own foolishness in letting the boy get away from him. His lamenting is described
vividly in this chapter. At the beginning of the fourth chapter, we see a description
of the Ananta forest when sage Divakara reaches Tiruvanantapuram searching for
the boy. The boy appears and the sage follows him; finally, they reach an immense tree.
The boy enters the hollow, the tree falls and Lord Padmanabha appears before the sage.
The veneration of the Lord by the sage is described in several verses (4.19-31) in this
chapter. In this text we do not find the sage asking Lord Padmanabha to reduce his
body. Instead, the Lord himself announces that he will remain there for the welfare
of the vaficindrakula (Cera dynasty) and asks the sage to remain there, too, to
worship him daily. The text concludes with the veneration to Lord Padmanabha and
also praises the Cera dynasty.

Svati-Tirunal and His Works on Lord Padmanabha

Among the rulers of Travancore, Svati-Tirunal (1813—1846) and his works deserve
a special mention. He was a great composer of music and author of literary as well
as devotional works. This includes 311 songs (in Sanskrit, Malayalam, Telugu,
Kannada and Hindi), including the Bhaktimaiijart in thousand verses describing the
different incarnations of Visnu, the Padmanabhasataka praising Lord Padmanabha,
the Syanadiirapuravarnana in ten chapters describing the origin of the Tiruvananta-
puram temple and details about the temple festivals, the Utsavaprabhandha (see
Sharma 1985, 113-114, 1057-1078) describing the procession of Lord Padmanabha
during the bi-annual festivals, etc.

Among these works, the Syanandirapuravarnanaprabandha,® written in the
prabandha (prose and verse) style, deserves special mention since the work is com-
posed similarly to a mahatmya on the Tiruvanantapuram temple. The work is divided
into ten stabakas (chapters). The first chapter, Balakrida, begins by extolling the
glory of Lord Padmanabha and then moves on to the story of Divakaramuni as told
in the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya. But instead of Dvaraka (the capital city of
Anarta), this text mentions Anarta itself as the place where sage Divakara stayed.
While the appearance of the boy and his intentionally mischievous activities are

0

30 See Appendix I for selected verses from this text.
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explained in the first chapter, the second chapter, Pratyaksadarsana, gives an
account of the sage moving towards the Ananta forest searching for the boy, and the
third chapter, Kesadipadastuti, depicts the sage’s veneration of Padmanabha. The
fourth chapter, Ksetravarnana, is named Ksetramahatmya and the glory of Lord
Padmanabha is enumerated in detail. While we do not find many details of the
subsidiary deities in the other mahatmyas that we have discussed, this text of Svati-
Tirunal praises them, too, and this description matches well with the subsidiary
deities that one may see today in the Tiruvanantapuram temple. The same chapter
also highlights the glory of the Tiruvanantapuram or Syanandurapura (syanandiira-
purat param padam aho janami naivaparam) in several verses (4.1-17). The tirthas
are described in the fifth chapter, namely Tirthamahatmya. Eight tirthas are men-
tioned as important and the merits one may attain by having a bath in these firthas
are described in detail (5.1-8). These eight tirthas are Padmatirtha, Varahatirtha,
Matsyatirtha, Saﬁkhaﬁrtha, Cakratirtha, Dharmatirtha, Adharmatirtha and Pada-
tirtha. These tirthas are the same that we discussed while describing the lying
position of the god and these firthas corresponds to particular part of the lying of
Padmanabha. This chapter also gives a detailed sketch of the temple and its compo-
nents, such as the balipitha (pedestal for food offerings) (5.8), various mandapas
(pillared halls) (5.9-10), vimanas (towers on top of the sanctum) (5.10), the single
stone mandapa (5.11), the dhvajastambha (flag-post) (5.12-14), the gopura (towers
at the entrances) (5.14—15), the kulasekharamandapa (5.15), etc. The fifth chapter
concludes with a brief introduction to the annual festival of the temple (5.16-21). In
the sixth chapter, Utsavaprasamsa, there is a detailed account of the annual festival
with all its aspects, which even includes the daily procession and the specifics of the
vahanas (vehicles) that are used to carry the deity: simhavahana (first day), ananta-
vahana (second day), kamalavahana (third day), andolika (fourth and seventh day),
indravahana (sixth day) and garudavahana (eight, ninth and tenth day). The seventh
chapter, Mrgayavarnana,’® gives the sequence of the royal hunt held on the ninth
day of the annual festival. Its description is very close to the way it is celebrated
today:
“[...] A mock forest is fabricated in the middle of the public road nearly a
kilometre from the temple. A tender-coconut is placed in this mock forest. The
deities®* move out for the hunt when the conch is sounded at around 08.30 p.m.
after the routine night procession inside the temple complex is concluded. The
deities go out from the west gate and return through the north gate. On the way,
they halt for the hunting ceremony.
The king, who is ceremoniously attired, carries the sword in his hand, while
all the other members of his family are armed. [...].

31 For a detailed discussion on this topic, see Sarma 2014, 289-314.
32 Padmanabha, Narasimha and Krsna are the three deities who participate in this hunting
procession.
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The temple elephant goes first, the occasional clanking of its chains being
the only sound since, until the hunting begins, total silence is maintained. Then
follow the temple staff carrying the temple flags of varying shapes. While all the
others who accompany the procession walk on either side of the processional
path, the king walks in the middle. Temple musicians follow soundlessly. The
three vehicles carrying Lord Padmanabha in the centre and Lord Narasimha and
Lord Krsna on the right and left, respectively follow the king. The procession
reaches the hunting area and, after performing a short ritual in the mock forest,
the Tantri, or chief priest, gives a bow and arrow to the king. The king who is the
executant of the Lord, prays to Him and shoots an arrow into the coconut. Until
this point the procession moves in total silence since it is supposed to be on a
hunt. The moment the arrow pierces the coconut, the conch is sounded and the
sound of musical instruments erupts into the atmosphere in an explosion of joy.
The procession then wends its way back to the Temple from the north gate”
(Sarma 2016, 251-252).

Chapter eight and nine of the Syanadirapuravarnana are devoted to a detailed
account of the procession held on the tenth day, which progresses towards the
seashore for a holy dip, and the rituals related to the holy dip as we see today are
explained: Similar to the Pallivetta, in the evening, after the routine inner rounds, the
procession moves out through the west gate. The male members of the royal family
are arrayed with swords and shields, to accompany the procession. An elephant
carrying the drum heads the procession and as in the Pallivetta (hunting procession)
others join in. As the vehicles carrying the Lords move out through the western fort
walls, they are greeted with a twenty-one gun salute. Once the procession reaches
the beach, known as Sarikumukham, which is about five kilometres from the temple,
the vehicles are brought to rest in the granite mandapam near the beach. Then the
idols are taken off the vehicles and carried towards the beach and specific rituals
pertaining to the holy bath are performed. After the rituals the priests go under the
waves for the holy dip, keeping the idol close to the chest. The king, too, participates
in the rituals and the holy bath. After the ceremonial bath, the idols are placed on a
specially made raised sandbank and turmeric powder is scattered on them. The king
escorts the deities back to the mandapam and moves to the nearby palace. The
procession along with the king returns and enters the temple through its west gate.

The subject matter of the tenth chapter of the Syanadiirapuravarnana is an
account of the Laksadipam festival of the temple that is celebrated once in six years.
It was introduced in 1750 CE* and is still celebrated today. One lakh lamps are lit
on the festival day, which is also the culmination of the murajapam or recitation of
three Vedas for fifty-six days in seven sessions. Not only in the Syanadirapura-
varnana, but in all the other works of Svati-Tirunal, a great devotee of Pamanabha,
we see prominence given to the glory of the temple.

33 For a detailed discussion on this festival see Bayi 1995, 112.
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Visit of Yamunacarya to Tiruvanantapuram

Yamunacarya (Alavantar) occupies a unique place among the Srivaisnava teachers.
In the hagiological works of the Srivaisnava tradition such as the Divyasiiricarita
(16.92), Guruparamparaprabhava (1975, 119-122), Prapannamrta (114.19-25),
etc. we find a mention of the visit of Yamunacarya to Tiruvanantapuram and also of
the glory of Tiruvanantapuram.

In Srirangam, there is a festival known as Adhyayanotsava or “Festival of Recita-
tions,” during which the Nalayiradivyaprabandham is recited and explained with
oral and performative commentaries over twenty-one days. Once, during this festi-
val, Yamuna was listening to Tiruvaranka Perumal Ariyar sing and dance pdacurams
(hymns) from the Tiruvaymoli (10.2.1) on Tiruvanantapuram. One of the verses
urges everyone to go to Tiruvanantapuram. The Araiyar apparently sang the last line
of this verse over and over again, looking at Yamuna’s face. Moved, Yamuna arose
immediately and undertook the pilgrimage, forgetting everything else. The Guru-
paramparaprabhava (1975, 119-122) narrates the episode of Yamunacarya’s visit
to Tiruvanantapuram and his darsan of the Lord in detail. It is noteworthy that in this
narration the Karamana river, which is less than two kilometres away from the
Tiruvanantapuram temple, is mentioned as the place where Yamunacarya met Daiva-
variyandan, to whom Yamunacarya gave the responsibility of taking care of his
matha during his absence.

A Brief Sketch of the History of the Tiruvanantapuram Temple

Though we find no reference to the association of royal dynasties with the Tiruva-
nantapuram temple in the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya, we see that the Padmana-
bhodaya mentions the Travancore royal family as great devotees of Lord Pamanabha
of Tiruvanantapuram. Historical evidence clearly shows that the temple was patron-
ised by different kingdoms.** It was the Ay dynasty® who were the first to patronise
the Tiruvanantapuram temple. They were followed by the second Cera dynasty. It is
said (cf. Bayi 1995, 56) that Udaya Martanda Varma (who introduced the kollam era)
arranged a meeting in this temple on the fifth day of the first year of the kollam era
(825 CE) and framed certain rules and ordinances. The existence of the temple in the

34 For a detailed history of Tiruanantapuram Temple see T.K. Velupillai (1940) and M. Rajaraja
Varma Raja (1928).

35 According to Sreedhara Menon (1967, 105) the Ay kingdom flourished from “early Sangam
age down to the 10" century AD. ... The Ays were the earliest ruling dynasty in South Kerala.
They had established an extensive kingdom of their own long before the Venad kings set
themselves up as a political power in and around Quilon. In fact, up to the beginning of the 10
century A. D. the Ays were the dominant power in South Kerala and Venad was only a small
principality comprised of the territories lying between Trivandrum and Quilon with its capital
at the latter place.”
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early eighth century is further confirmed by Nammalvar’s* composition of a
hymn*’ in praise of Lord of Tiruvanantapuram.*® Temple records dating to 1050 CE
(Bayi 1995, 56), a copper plate dating to 1168 CE,* inscriptions dating to 1196 CE
(Tiruvambadi),* 1209 CE (orrakkalmandapa)*', 1601 CE (tulabharakkal),”> 1728
CE (orrakkalmandapa), 1730 CE (orrakkalmandapa) and 1732 CE (orrakkalman-
dapa)® constitute further historical evidence on this temple.* The Venad and Tra-
vancore dynasties held the Tiruvanantapuram temple in great esteem and it received
their official patronage. The Venad King Vira Martanda Varma (1335-1384)
gradually established complete authority over the management and administration of
the temple. Among the Travancore rulers, Anilam Tirunal (1729-1758) merits
special mention since it was during his period that the reclining figure of Visnu, made
of wood, which had sustained damage in the great fire of 1686 CE,* was recon-
structed with 12,000 salagrama stones with a special coating known as katu-sSarkara-

36 Hardy (1983, 266-267, 308) dates Nammalvar to the “seventh or early eighth century AD”
while Zvelebil (1974, 107-108) dates Nammalvar to 880-930 AD.

37 Tiruvaymoli 10.2.

38 In the hymns of Nammalvar, the place name is repeatedly mentioned as “anantapura” (viz.
tatamutai vayal anantapuranakar; alar polil anantapuranakar, tan nanantapuram; vayalani
yanantapuram; ceripolil anantapurattu; aticéra anantapurattu; vayalaniyanantapuram;
elilaniyanantapuram; ceripolilanantapuram; pon matilnnantapura nakar; antamil pukala-
nantapura nakar). However, in the inscriptions the place name is given as “tiruvanantapura”
(f. ex. Tiruvambadi inscription, Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. III, Part I, 46-52). For
a detailed discussion on this topic, see Pudussery Ramachandran in his preface to
Gopalakrishnan 2012, xi—xiv.

39 Bayi 1995, 58. Bayi does not give any reference to the copper plate that she mentions.

40 Cf. Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. 111, Part I, 46-52. See also, Bayi 1995, 58. Apart
from the 1196 CE inscription, there are two more inscriptions in the same shrine. For details
of these inscriptions, see Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. 111, Part I, 44-46.

41 See Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. IV, Part I & II, 66—-68. “The object of the
inscription is apparently to register a gift of land to the temple at Tiruvanandapuram by a certain
Pallavaraiyan who was probably an officer of the king.”

42 See Travancore Archaeological Series, (Vol. I & 1II), Vol. 11, Part I to III, 81-84.

43 See Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. 1, 81-84.

44 There are also inscriptions found in the nearby Mitranandapuram temple connected to Tiruva-
nantapuram temple, some of which pertain to matters related to the Pamanabhasvami temple.
The inscriptions that are known to have been written here are: the one written on the back wall
of the Brahma shrine (cf. Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. 111, Part I, 25-26.), on the
south wall of the Brahma shrine (cf. Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. 111, Part I, 26-27),
at the left entrance into the Visnu shrine (1486 CE; cf. Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol.
I, Part I, 27), on the south outer face of yali-stone at the entrance of the Visnu shrine (cf.
Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. 1II, Part I, 28-29 and Travancore Archaeological
Series, Vol. III, Part I, 30), etc. For a topographical list of inscriptions found in Trivandrum,
see 274-282 of Travancore Inscriptions: A topographical list by R. Vasudeva Poduval (1941).

45 Bayi 1995, 104. Sasibhooshan and Raja (2011, 153-154) refer to a Matilakam Rekhakal, leaf
no. 222 dated Kollam 861 (= 1685 CE), which gives a detailed description of this fire.
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yoga; this is recorded in an inscription dated 1733 CE.*® He is also credited with
having introduced the Laksadipam*’ festival.

Conclusion

Among the texts that give us details of the myth and origin of the Tiruvanantapuram
temple as well as its glory, the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya, which is in the form
of a dialogue between Siita and some sages, seems to be the most prominent one. It
was written similarly to other mahatmyas and includes the Puranic stories, a brief
discussion on the creation of the universe, an enumeration of the tirthas surrounding
the temple, etc. Most of the other known texts that explain the myth and give an
account of the merits of this temple do not include the above-mentioned characteris-
tics of mahatmyas. The Anantapuravarnana, an early work in Manipravala, which
we discussed briefly, rather describes the temple as well as Tiruvanantapuram and
the different activities that one might see there.

Though scholars date the Anantasayanaksetramahatmya and the Anantapura-
varnana to the fourteenth century, we do not have much internal evidence to confirm
this date. But is it is possible that this mahatmya was composed before a great fire of
1686 CE that damaged the main icon of the reclining Visnu made of wood, and
before the 1733 reconstruction of the present main icon of the reclining Visnu*® with
12,000 salagrama stones coated with a special composition known as katu-sarkara-
yoga, since we do not find a reference to a figure made of salagrama in either the
AnantaSayanaksetramahdtmya or the Anantapuravarnana.

We do, however, find attestation of certain material and ritual features mentioned
in the AnantaSayanaksetramahatmya in the Tiruvanantapuram temple, such as the
structure of the sanctum as well as certain rules followed in the temple in appointing
priests. The mahatmya mentions a three-door sanctum (having three openings at the
locations of the god’s head (siras), navel (nabhi), and feet (pada)) in the temple and
though this is normally not seen in other temples, it can be seen in the Tiruva-
nantapuram temple. Moreover, in the mahatmya, the sage Divakara is addressed as
a Taula (one who belongs to Tulude$a) by the Lord, who instructs the sage to perform

46 Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. III, Part I, 46-52; Bayi 1995, 106.

47 For a description of this festival see Venkitasubramonia Iyer 1977, 26-27. See also the tenth
chapter Laksadipotsavaslakha in Syanadiirapuravarnanaprabandham of Svati-Tirunal (V.S.
Sharma 1985, 982-992).

48 Cf. Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. 1, 42. Bayi (1995, 106) recalls the event thus: “The
main reclining figure of Sree Padmanabha Swamy was reconstructed with twelve thousand or
stones sacred to Visnu and coated with a special composition known as Katu-Sarkara Yoga.
These stones were brought from the Gandaki river in Nepal on an elephant’s back. This took
place on 3rd of Painkuni 908 ME/1733 A.D. The expert makes of idols Balaranya konideva
and his disciples executed this wondrous image of God. [...] This figure replaced the former
idol made of Iluppa wood (Indian Butter tree) which had sustained some damage in the great
fire of 861 ME/1686 A.D.”
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the daily rituals and also says that he will be especially pleased by the rituals
performed by Taulas. As we discussed earlier, even today we see that a ritual is per-
formed every morning by a sage, known as puspaiijalisvamiyar. We also see that in
this temple, priests are appointed from the Tulu speaking brahmin community. This
further confirms the similarities between the narratives found in the mahatmya and
practices that are still followed in the temple. At present the chief-priests (tantri)*
of this temple are from the Tarananalliir family, who are Nampitiri brahmins of
Kerala. This custom of appointing a Nampttiri brahmin as chief-priest might have
been a later development in the practices of the temple.

We also see in the mahatmya that the Lord directs sage Divakara to perform the
rituals in the Tiruvanantapuram temple based on Pauskara. This might be a reference
to the Pauskarasamhita of the Paficaratra system. But, according to the Tarananallur
family members, who include the present chief-priest (tantri) of this temple, they
follow a text known as Anusthana-grantham, which is different from the Pauskara-
samhita mentioned in the mahatmya. While a ritual manual of fourteenth century CE,
named Tantrasamuccaya™ is being used in most of the temples of Kerala, the
Anusthana-grantham is not known outside the Tarananalltr family. A ritual text of
Kerala named Anusthanapaddhati is known to exist, but further study will be
required to confirm whether this manual is the same as the Anusthana-grantha
known exclusively to the Tarananallur family.

The visit of one of the Vaisnava dacaryas, Yamuna, to Tiruvanantapuram, which
we discussed earlier, also highlights that the glory of the Tiruvanantapuram temple
was already known during this period. Yamuna, while listening to the hymns on
Tiruvanantapuram in Srirangam, suddenly decided to move to Tiruvanantapuram to
have the vision of the Lord and stayed there for several days.

Though the Tiruvanantapuram temple has long been known as one of the
important shrines of Visnu in South India, the opening of some of its secret vaults
and the finding of the invaluable collection of treasures stored in them made the
temple further known to the world. It is worth noting that some of the vaults are yet
to be opened. This discovery not only demonstrated the wealth of this temple but, by
extension, also its rich and glorious past. The following words of Tiruvanantapuram
Bayi (1995, 25), a member of the Travancore Royal family of Tiruvanantapuram,
could be added here as a futher note attesting the glory of the temple:

“Many characteristics of greatness are associated with a Maha Kshetra (great
temple). They read as antiquity, presence of records, historical importance, origin
in a forest, nearness to an ocean, location at an elevation, royal connections,
mention in ancient literature, magnificence of architecture and grandeur of
festivals. Sree Padmanabhaswamy Temple qualifies on all these counts including
its actual construction which is at a modest elevation. The enormous special

49 For a detailed discussion on the Tantris of Tiruanantapuram temple, see Bayi 1995, 282-283.
50 For more details on the Tantrasamuccaya, see Sarma 2009, 332-333.
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sanctity derived from the presence of the twelve thousand Salagramas is unique
in the world itself.”
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Importance of Water Bodies in the Mahatmyas
in the Kaver1 Region'

Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz (Jagiellonian University, Cracow)
R. Sathyanarayanan (EFEO Pondicherry)

Water reservoirs have always challenged the imagination of the inhabitants of India
for obvious reasons, which are also valid in other cultures. Water not only gives life,
ensuring vegetation, but also, through its natural and sometimes unbridled power,
resembles gods or rather goddesses. Therefore, rivers are often personified as
females. The topic of Indian rivers as constituents of both the natural and cultural
landscapes of India has already been treated by scholars, among them Indologists.?
It is also an element of the ongoing project within which we are working on various
South Indian mahatmyas (glorifications). In this contribution we would like to con-
centrate on the particular region irrigated by the South Indian river Kavert and the
mahatmyas that praise various Vaisnava sacred sites along the river and the Kavert
itself.

Working for some time on the mahatmyas of the holy ksetra (area) of the South
Indian temple town Srirangam, we cannot overlook the importance of water and the
river for this place, but also for the whole region. Therefore, in our contribution,
using the example of the ten-chapter version of the Srirarigamahatmya and passages
from some other texts of this genre, we would like to investigate how nature,
especially the river and other water bodies, is present in the process of shaping the
place which, also due to its natural specifics, becomes suitable for the worship of
god. We ask in which way the river and water reservoirs connected with it are present
in the religious literature, and how natural phenomena are used to build the position
and authority of a holy spot.

1 The research is funded by the research grant of the Polish National Centre of Science (the
project entitled Cultural ecosystem of textual traditions from pre-modern South India): decision
number 2018/29/B/HS2/01182.

2 See e.g., Feldhaus 1990, Eck 2013, Krishna 2017.

Published in: Malini Ambach, Jonas Buchholz and Ute Hiisken (eds.): Temples, Texts, and Networks: South
Indian Perspectives. Heidelberg: Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2022.
DOIL: https://doi.org/10.11588/hasp.906.c13938
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Fig. 1: Srirangam on the KaverT from the Rock Fort, Trichy
(photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz).

Srirangam and the Ranganatha Temple

Srirangam as a holy spot can be dated probably to the late sixth and early seventh
century CE, as for example recent work of Eva Wilden shows, presenting some
passages from early Alvars’ poetry in which Arafikam as a sacred spot appears® (Orr
(1995) suggests the sixth century CE). It constitutes one of the biggest Hindu temple
complexes not only in India but also in the world.* The temple, situated on an island
between Kaveri and Kollitam rivers, has seven enclosures (prakaras). Consequently,
it should have 28 temple gates (gopuras; four in every enclosure), but not all of them
have been finished. The largest of them, the rdjagopura, was finished only in 1987.

3 Wilden (2020, 1) writes: “The three old Tiruvantati-s by Poykai-, Pitam- and Péyalvar form,
together with the small oeuvre of Karaikalammaiyar on the Saiva side, the earliest works of
bhakti literature transmitted in Tamil, or in fact, for that matter, in the whole of India.” The
name Tiruvarankam (Srirangam) appears in the texts of these early Alvars six times.

4 Jeannine Auboyer (2006) writes that it covers an area of about 631,000 square meters
(156 acres) with a perimeter of four km.
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Fig. 2: Srirangam temple vimana (photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz).

Visnu is worshipped in the Ranganatha temple in a monumental sculpture repre-
senting the god reclining on the snake Sesa.’ The fame of the temple is such that it
is called simply koyil, “the temple”. It is one of the few places in which both the
particular iconographical form of Visnu and his shrine (vimana) are of the self-mani-
fested type (svayamvyakta/svayambhuva). The vimana is described in the Sriranga-
mahatmya® (3.33cd) as divyam vimanam tam drstva svayamvyaktam maharddhimat
(“having seen that prosperous, divine self-manifested shrine ...”). Out of eight self-
manifested temples, Srirangam is enumerated in the Srirasigamahatmya as the first
one.’

5 The sculpture in the sanctum sanctorum (miilasthana) is seven meters in width.

6 Srirangamahatmya (claiming to be a part of Brahmandapurana). Cited according to the
authors’ ongoing critical edition and translation. This is the text meant when we generally refer
to the Srirangamaharmya hereafter.

7 dadyam svayamvyaktam idam vimanam rangasamjiiikam |
Srimusnam venkatadrim ca salagramam ca naimifam |
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1]

Fig. 3: Srirangam temple gopuras (photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz).

In its long history the Ranganatha temple was in the scope of interest of many
dynasties beginning from the Pallavas up to the Nayakas, who participated in its
development through the building of subsequent enclosures, new shrines and temple
gates.® These kings not only contributed to the architecture of temples, but they also
made numerous land and other endowments for conducting regular worship as well
as temple festivals. The temple also owes much to the famous religious teacher and
philosopher Ramanuja (eleventh—twelfth century CE), the exponent of the visista-
dvaitavedanta and one of the Srivaisnava dcaryas, who re-organized the temple life
and administration, making the temple a powerful center with substantial economic
and political influence.

8 Spencer writes that history of the temple has a political dimension and is a mixture of patronage
and plunder, royal donations and political intervention in its internal deeds, even from the side
of its ostentatious protectors: “Nor were the temple’s political problems all external ones: like
other complex institutions, large temples like the one at Srirar'lgam were prone to internal con-
flicts, reflecting not only the ambitions of individuals, but also jealousies and rivalries among
groups of temple servants over the control of specific duties and perquisites. Such internal
tensions were readily aggravated by external pressures and wider societal crises” (Spencer
1978, 14).
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Fig. 4: Candrapuskarini at the Srirangam temple (photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz).

The history of the temple is attested in one complete volume of the South Indian
Inscriptions (volume XXIV: Inscriptions of the Ranganathasvami temple, Srirangam) in
nearly 640 inscriptions, which form one of the most important sources of our knowledge
about it (Hari Rao 1967, 4-13). The second source, the Koyil Oluku (fourteenth—
eighteenth century according to Orr 1995), a temple chronicle, provides information
concerning the reforms of Ramanuja.’ Introducing the Paficaratrika ritualistic system,
Ramanuja re-arranged the temple administration, and appointed particular duties to
specific groups of temple functionaries.'© However, as Orr observes by consulting
more than 200 inscriptions from the ninth to fourteenth centuries CE, these changes

9 Konduri Sarojini Devi 1990. Already in the tenth century, Nathamuni, who held the position
of temple manager (srikaryam), introduced the hymns of the Alvars to the Srirangam liturgy
(Orr 1995).

10 In the chapter “Religious Institutions: The Temple”, Konduri Sarojini Devi (1990) mentions
the classification attested in the Koyil Oluku. Among these ten groups were sthanikas/ stha-
nattars who issued all temple documents; priests called pigjaris; heads of the temple admin-
istration known as senapatis; durandharas, who, for example, took care of a temple seal mudra
and of sacrificial substances dravyas; there were also parupatyagars controlling the work of
other workers in the temple and many others to whom Ramanuja gave name, duties and
hereditary right to continue the service.
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Fig. 5: Punnaga tree at the Candrapuskarini
(photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz).

are not attested in them (Orr 1995, 121). Nevertheless, tradition has it that the duties
were assigned to members of all four varnas, therefore also Stidras have their role in
temple life. In this way, all the functions were distributed among the members of the
diverse Vaisnava communities and they are until now continued in the particular
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families.!! Ramanuja also dedicated to the temple one of his three religious hymns
in prose form (gadyas), entitled the Srirangagadya.'

Mahatmyas of Srirangam

The next important source of our knowledge about Srirangam are the above-men-
tioned mahatmyas. One is included in chapter 10 (verses 108ff.) of the Paficaratrika
text Paramesvarasamhita. Apart from this, a number of independent texts known as
Srirarigamahatmyas exist. Hari Rao (1967, 1) mentions two mahatmyas: Dasadhyayi
(Ten-chaptered) and Satadhyayr (Hundred-chaptered), though he does not give any
detailed reference to these texts. A text with the name Saradhyayt has been published
in 2012 in Srirangam, bearing the title Sri Garudapuranokta Sriraigamaharmyam
(Satadhyayt). This Sanskrit text is printed in Devanagari. The same text was pub-
lished in Tamil script in the same year under the title Sri Karutapuranokta Sriranka-
mahatmyam. Yet another text, based on a Srirarigamahatmya, entitled Sriranga
mahatmyam (in Tamil), culled from various Puranas was published in 1935."% In
addition, David Shulman (1980) mentions in his bibliography a Srirangamahatmya
published in 1908 in Tiruccirappalli. The mahatmya on which we are working can
possibly be identified with the Dasdadhyayr mentioned by Hari Rao. It is a text in
Sanskrit printed in Telugu script and published in Chennai in 1875.

The story of the temple known from these sources mentions a Cola king whose
name is Dharmavarma, but who is not known from historical records. He is supposed
to have built the temple, which was subsequently covered with sand due to a flood
and was then forgotten. It was yet another Cola king, named Killi, who saw the
temple in his dream, rediscovered and renovated it. His name probably refers to the
fact that it was a parrot (in Tamil ki/i) which helped him to find the forgotten temple.
The mahatmya, and also the Koyil Oluku (chronicle of the Sriraﬁgam temple) evoke
a Cola king as a builder of the temple located on the island between two rivers Kaveri
and Kollitam. According to the above-mentioned sources and the mahatmya itself,
the main shrine (sSrirangavimana) has a svayamvyakta representation of the god
Visnu in the form known as Ranganatha. He appeared from the ocean due to intense
ascetic practice of Brahma, who appointed the sun-god Stirya to accompany him in
the daily worship of Ranganatha. Iksvaku, a descendant of Surya, took the vimana
from the abode of Brahma (brahmaloka) to Ayodhya. The shrine was worshipped
there for a long time before the prince Rama gave it as a gift to Ravana’s brother
Vibhisana, who had come from Lanka. Vibhisana took the vimana on his head, and
on his way back to Lanka he approached the bank of the Kaveri river, where he

11 On this classification and detailed description of the duties of these groups see for example
Jagannathan 1994.

12 The three gadyas are the Sarandgatigadya, the Sriraiigagadya and the Srivaikunthagadya.

13 This is probably a modern English summary.

14 We owe the copy from the British Library to Prof. Ute Hiisken.
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decided to have a rest. When he woke up on the next morning, he realized that the
vimana remained stuck to the ground. In despair, Vibhisana began to cry. Seeing him
like that, the Cdla king Dharmavarma comforted him, explaining that the god obvi-
ously preferred to stay on the KaverT river side. To show his mercy to Vibhisana,
Visnu would rest in the vimana lying with his face directed to the south, towards
Lanka. When Vibhisana returned to Lanka, Dharmavarman built a temple around the
vimana in Srirangam, which is known as “Vaikuntha on Earth” (bhilokavaikuntha).

Among the subjects which are treated by the maharmya, there are some which we
would like to elaborate more and which are connected with water. One is the notion
of the nine ponds (nava tirthas) of Srirar'lgam. The tenth chapter of the maharmya
entitled navatirthaprabhavavarnanam ‘“description of the appearance of the nine
tirthas” refers to this issue. In this text, all nine ponds are associated with a mandapa
and with a specific tree. However, in many places the trees are not to be found today.
In this text, the main Candrapuskarint pond is associated with the punndga tree
(Rottleria tinctoria) and is located in the center of the area. Further tirthas-with-trees
are: Bilva Tirtha (bell-fruit, Aegle marmelos) to the east and in front of Candrapus-
karini, Jambu Tirtha (Eugenia jambolana) in the south-east, A§vattha Tirtha (Ficus
religiosa) in the south, Palasa Tirtha (Butea frondosa) in the south of ASvattha and
in the west (south-west), Punnaga Tirtha (Calophyllum inophyllum) in the west,
Bakula Tirtha (Mimusops elengi) in the north-west, Kadamba Tirtha (Nauclea
cadamba) in the north, and Amra Tirtha (Mangifera indica) in the north-east. '
These nine ponds (firthas) continue to exist mostly unharmed even today, except
Bilva Tirtha.'*

Riverine Region of Kaveri

Since our supposition is that water bodies play an important role in shaping not only
natural but also religious landscape, we would like to concentrate now on the river
Kaverd itself. The river was present in the Srirarigamahdatmya’s story of the begin-
nings of the holy spot, but the same text contains some more passages referring to
the Kaveri. One of them refers to a discussion between Ganga and Kavert concerning

15 During our field research from February 10, 2020 to February 12, 2020 (together with Mr.
Ramaswamy Babu, Ecole Francaise d’Extréme Orient, Pondicherry) we visited all nine tirthas,
checked their actual positions and documented/photographed their present state. The result of
this research will be presented soon.

16 We cannot say anything certain about the dating of the ponds and also of the mahatmya,
although we could take Tirumalicai Alvar’s (around seventh century CE) words from Tiruccan-
taviruttam song 50 (enticaik kanankalum iraiiiciyatu tirtta nir—"‘where ganas (dikpalas?) from
eight directions come to worship and bathe in its purifying waters [from Candrapuskarini?]”)
as alluding to deities being protectors of the eight directions. Nevertheless, even if these eight
deities came to the holy spot, there is no direct statement about the existence of the eight
separate ponds. As for the mahatmya itself, similarly to other texts of this kind, it could have
been created from around sixteenth century CE.
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their superiority, which is described in the ninth chapter, entitled Dharmavarmakr-
tasrirangotsavah (“The festival of grirar'lga executed by Dharmavarma”).!” In
addition to these references in the Srirangamahatmya, the river is present in several
other text passages of Sanskrit and Tamil literature. Being very much in the minds
of the inhabitants of the region, the river is also praised in further texts of the maha-
tmya genre.

The culture-establishing role of the Kavert river cannot be overlooked when
talking about Srirangam and the firthas along this river. It can be seen, for example,
from the fact that the community of inhabitants of this area is sometimes even called
the “Kaveri community”. Before referring to the textual sources describing the role
of the river in the development of regional culture, it is worth mentioning some
ancient material creations connected with the river. The practical usage of its water
and the role in irrigation systems of the region is demonstrated, for example, by the
Kallanai Dam, one of the splendid examples of early Indian technology, known also
as Grand Anicut. It was built in Thogur - Koviladi village (Budalur Taluk in Than-
javur District) by, as tradition has it, the ruler of the Cola dynasty named Karikalan
already in the second century CE. Writing about the dam, G. Deivanayagam and R.
Paranthaman, the authors of the book entitled Kallanai Kaveri (2012), date it even to
second century BCE. They also speak about the novelty of the project and its impact
on the construction of a modern dam on the Godavari river.'® Deivanayagam and
Paranthaman argue that from the mentions in Sangam literature one can deduce that
the region under the Colas was rich in water, testifying not only to the existence of
the dam at that time but also to its effectiveness. We are not in the position to
establish the date of the dam, but it is definitely a very early and very elaborate
example of technical advancement of the region as far as irrigation is concerned.

Yet another author, Aravamuthan,'® in his thesis entitled The Kaveri, The Maukharis
and the Sangam Age, among other things speaks about Karikalan’s project of raising
the Kaveri embankments to prevent floods.”® He writes about an abundance of water
in Cola times which seems to be attested also in the still-used name of the region
which is Punal Natu — “the land well-watered”, though the name, due to floods, is
sometimes understood as “the land of floods” (Aravamuthan 1925, 8). However, one
has to remember that the present-day Kavert is not exactly the same as the one known

17 We include the Sanskrit texts and English translations of the passage in the Appendix of this
chapter.

18 The Godavari dam was constructed in the nineteenth century by general Arthur Cotton, who
designed it after the Grand Anicut. He even made a cross-section of the dam to investigate and
copy details of its construction.

19 The king Karikalan and his construction of the dam was the subject of thesis of T. G. Arava-
muthan (1925).

20 Aravamuthan takes as a starting point the Tamil text Kalingattuparani by Jayangondan. The
text eulogizes the poet’s patron, Kulottunga Cola I (1070-1120 CE), for having conquered
Kalinga, and in the genealogy of the king given in the text Karikalan also appears.
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Fig. 6: The Kaveri near Srirangam (photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz).

from history, and for example the role of its mouth at Kaverippattinam previously
was much more significant. In his quite elaborate argument concerning king
Karikalan, Aravamuthan observes that from the various literary and epigraphic
sources he used, it is difficult to establish the exact date of the king. However, these
sources attribute to Karikalan the construction not only of the river’s embankments,
but also of a dam or a barrage across the river. The author tries to establish the dates
of the dam, though sources are scarce and their dating is often not decisive or simply
unknown. Therefore, ascribing the dam to as early as the second century BCE or to
the seventh century CE seems equally provisional and uncertain.?! Aravamuthan
speaks of the existence of an “Old Kaveri” or even of the existence of two KaverTs,
which might have been distinct from the presently existing one (Aravamuthan 1925,
73). In any case, the river had a significant impact on the inhabitants of the region
for many centuries, and its history still today preoccupies the minds of scholars.

21 See for example the passage “Embankments and dams” (Aravamuthan 1925, 67-71). As in the
case of the previously mentioned authors (Deivanayagam and Paranthaman), Aravamuthan
also is cautious about the dates and identity of Karikalan himself as well as Mukari, Mukharis
and their conquest by this king. Nevertheless, the great irrigation-directed achievements of the
Colas, and probably even the early Cdlas, were noticeable, if not spectacular.
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Fig. 7: Grand Anicut (photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz).

Sanskrit Sources Referring to the Kavert

The Kaverf has been referred to in Saiva scriptures such as the Nisvasamukha (3.4),
Ajitagama (84.7c—8b), Makutagama (4.232), etc., and in Vaisnava scriptures such as
the Paramesvarasamhita (10.276). Apart from these Agamas, also the Mahabharata
(supplementary passages to Adiparvan: 1.2031.01-03) and many Puranas like
Bhagavatapurana (10.79.013—14) mention the river Kaveri. The river has also been
referred to by many Sanskrit literary authors like Dandin (Dasakumaracarita, p.159,
sixth ucchvasa) and Kalidasa (Raghuvamsa 4.45), which shows the significance of
the river Kaveri in Southern India.*

In the introductory notes of his book addressing the text of the Tamil Kaveri
Rahasyam, P. Makateva Ayyar (1962) refers to many literary sources addressing the
Kavert, among them also Sanskrit texts, from which he provides some quotations.
He lists fourteen titles.”

22 For these passages as well as some examples from Tamil literature, see the Appendix at the
end of this chapter.
23 1) Smrtimuktaphalam of Vaidyanatha, 2) Srimadbhagavatam (Bhagavatapurana), 3) (Keralan)
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Among the Sanskrit stotras which Ayyar cites, the Kaveryastaka contains a kind of
eulogy of the river:

marudvrdhe manya [manye? | jalapravahe

kaverakanye namatam saranye |

manye vidher manasaputri saumye

kaveri kaveri mama prasida | 1 |

“O Marudvrddha, Honorable Current of water!

O Daughter of Kavera, O you protecting those who salute you!

O Honorable, and pleasant mind-born daughter of Vidhi [Brahma],
Kaveri, Kaveri, show me your grace!”

Yet another source, namely Brahmakaivartapurana (in Sri Kaveri Mahima and
Stotras, Chennai 2017), explains the name of the river in such a way:

kakarah kalusam hanti, vekaro vaiichitapradah
rikaro moksado ninam kaverity avadharaya |

“[The syllable] ka removes sin, ve bestows what is desired,
rT gives emancipation to people, as such understand [the name] Kaver1.”

In all the texts enumerated by P. Makatéva Ayyar there are portions sometimes of
substantial length dedicated to the Kaveri. Clearly, the mythology developing around
this river was quite elaborate and the interest in it was significant.

Inscriptions

Apart from Puranic literature, which, as we have seen, praises her as the one of the
most important rivers of the subcontinent, Kavert is also mentioned in some South
Indian inscriptions. Here we would like to mention famous old inscriptions, which
are from the Pallava cave in the Tiruccirappalli Rock Fort, very close to Srirangam
itself. They appear on the two pillars on the left and right side of the Siva Gangadhara
relief in the Upper Cave.?* These inscriptions are dated to the times of the Pallava
king Mahendra I (ca. 590-630 CE), who is called Satyasamdha in the inscriptions.
They consist of thirteen and sixteen lines respectively and are written in Sanskrit in
Grantha script. In South Indian Inscriptions Vol. 1, Hultzsch gives the wording and
an English translation for of both of them.? The text and translation of the first one
begins as follows:

Narayaniya, 4) Ramayana, Kiskindhakanda, 5) Brahmapurana, 6) Kaveristotra of Dundiraja-
vyasa, 7) Maharthamafjariparimala of Mahevarananda, 8) Sivalilavarnana of Nilakanthadi-
ksita, 9) Sahyajanavaratnamalika of Raju Sastri (twentieth century?), 10) Brahmakaivarta-
purana, 11) Skandapurana, 12) Agneyapurana, 13) Kaveryastaka, 14) Kaveribhujangastotra.
24 See figures 8 and 9.
25 Hultzsch 1890, 28-31, no 33 and 34.
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Fig. 8: Gangadhara relief, Upper Cave, Trichy (photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz).

kaverinnayanabhiramasalilamaramamaladharam
devoviksya nadipriyah priyagunam apy esa rajyed iti |
sasamka girikanyaka pitrkulam hitveva manye girau
nityan tisthati pallavasya dayitam etam bruvana nadim |

(verse 1) “Being afraid, that the god who is fond of rivers (Siva), having perceived
the Kaviri, whose waters please the eye, who wears a garland of gardens, and who
possesses lovely qualities, might fall in love (with her), the daughter of the
mountain (Pdrvati) has, I think, left her father’s family and resides permanently
on this mountain, calling this river the beloved of the Pallava (king).”

Inscription no 34, on the pillar to the right, reads:

vibhiitis colanam katham aham avekseya vipulam
nadim va kaverim avanibhavanavasthita iti |
harenoktah pritya vibhur adisad abhramliham idam
anuprakhyo rajye garibhavanam asmai gunabharah |

“After Hara (Siva) had graciously asked him: “How could I, standing in a temple
on earth, view the great power of the Cholas or the river Kaveri?” — king
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Gunabhara, who resembled Manu in his manner or ruling, assigned to him this
mountain-temple, which touches the clouds.”?

As we see from this inscriptional material, the river Kaverr’s imagery as an important
element of the cultural landscape was very much in the minds of the early kings of
the region and their poets who were using the Kavert motif in verses praising their
sponsors. For the Pallavas it seemed to be important and meaningful to establish their
own temple, endowed with characteristic elements of their style, in the far southern
parts of their kingdom marked by the holy river Kaveri, to notify their dominance
over the early Colas, whom they defeated.

Religious Dimension

Very often in religious observances all seven sacred rivers are present, and they may
be invoked before ritual practice is commenced:

gange ca yamune caiva godavari sarasvati |
narmade sindhu kaveri jale ’smin sannidhim kuru | [Merutantra 5.68]

“O river Ganga, Yamuna, Godavari, Sarasvati, Narmada, Sindhu and KaverT, be
present in this water!”

Here the religious practitioner invokes the water of all seven sacred rivers in the
water pot that is used to sprinkle all worshipping materials to be used for the rituals.
This ritual act shall purify the worshipping materials.

Perceived as the Ganga of the South, the Kaverl was and is an extremely
important natural element of Tamil culture with many holy places and shrines built
along its stream as well as the spectacular Srirangam temple situated on the island
between the Kaver and its branch Kollitam.?” As we will see, the specific features
of the region influenced the authors of the religious scriptures to create stories about,
for example, the origins of the sacred spots and the river itself. Geographic and
natural specifics of the region of Kaverl delta were in immediate relation to the
developments within religious traditions flourishing there. For the pious Vaisnavas,
the pilgrimage along the Kavert leads them through several holy spots on both sides
of the river, and culminates in the vision of the wonderful island, which even
attracted the god himself, so he, in the mythological past, decided to reside there.
The abundance of water enabled the establishment of not only one, but, as we know,
several firthas in the temple precincts and nearby. The Srirarigamahatmya mentions

26 These inscriptions were also in the scope of interest of Emmanuel Francis who spoke about
them and provided a French translation within the framework of the Archaeology of Bhakti
workshop in Pondicherry (2011). I am grateful to S.A.S. Sarma (Ecole Francaise d’Extréme
Orient, Pondicherry) for drawing my attention to these inscriptions and for providing me with
some information about them (M.C.-D.).

27 One finds some observations about the riverine region of Kaveri, for example, in the book
entitled Eternal Kaveri edited by Michell and Arni (1999).
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Fig. 9: Kavert inscription, Gangadhara relief, Upper Cave, Trich
(photo by Marzenna Czerniak-Drozdzowicz).

not only Candrapuskarini, also equated with the Kavert and through this with the
Ganga, but also eight other holy tanks associated with the Ranganatha temple. The
temple is an especially important pilgrimage center, equated with heaven on earth
(bhitlokavaikuntha), but along the river there are some more rarigas, which are
specific Visnu’s temples. The tradition speaks about five such rangas, calling them
paiicaraiigas.®® These are: 1) Sriranganatha temple in Srirangapatnam (located in

28 See for example Krishna 2017 and Dalal 2011 (in the Ranganatha entry).
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Karnataka), 2) Sriranganatha temple in Srirangam, 3) Appala Ranganatha temple in
Koviladi (near Lalgudi), known also as Sri Appakkutathan Perumal, 4) Sarngapani
temple in Kumbhakonam or Trivikrama temple near Sirkali, and 5) Parimala Ranga-
natha temple in Indaluru (Mayiladuturai).?

We understand rarnga or paiicaranga as temple/five temples or land in between
two rivers as an island, based on the meaning given in the Tamil Lexicon,*® quoting
from the earliest Tamil epic Cilappatikaram, “The Tale of Anklet” by Ilanko Atikal
(fifth or sixth century CE). Thus, Srirangam on the island between Kaveri and
Kollitam, Koviladi between Kaveri and Kollitam, Indalur between Kaveri and
Vennar, Kumbhakonam between Kaveri and Arasalar and Srirangapatnam between
Kaveri and another river, whose name is not known to us.>!

Kaver1 Mahatmyas

As we have mentioned, the role of the Kavert is reflected in the development of
Kaveri-bound mythology as well as in the texts dedicated to or talking about the
river, among them mahatmyas. Recently we were able to consult a Sanskrit text (in
Devanagart script) entitled Tulakaverimahatmya, and (to a limited extent) a Tamil
text entitled Kaveri Rahasyam, but there are certainly many more, and, as in the case
of many other mahatmyas, they often claim to belong to specific Puranas. Thus, the
river has its own sthalapurana, but the story of its appearance as well as the story
establishing her dominant role can also be found in other sources referring to the
region. These texts attracted the attention of the British historian and archeologist
Lewis Rice. We can find some data about the existence of the mahatmyas dedicated
to the Kaver for example in his Mysore and Coorg vol. 111, being a part of Mysore
Gazetteer (Rice 1878, vol. III). Rice writes in the chapter entitled History. Legendary
Period (Rice 1878, 87-93) about a Kavert Purana which he equates with a Kavert
Mahatmya. He adds that this text can be treated as a legendary account of the history
of the Coorg region. This text claims to form chapters 11-14 of the Skandapurana
or Karttikeya Purana. As Rice reports, the mahatmya describes the river from its
source up to the sea, mentioning several holy tirthas and temples along its banks.
Rice suspects that this Brahmanical text was supposed to subjugate the Coorgs to the
Brahmins, but being written in Sanskrit, it did not attract much attention and respect
from this community.*

29 Apart from the nine Srirangam tirthas, these paiicarariga temples are also within our scope of
interest and some results of our research will be presented soon.

30 The Tamil Lexicon mentions: »ygmisib arankam, n. < ranga. Island formed by a river or rivers,
delta: gy wplen_g@Geom. gpniefurssss (Fevriu@sryd 10.156).

31 However, for example, Adalbert J. Gail (2016) understands the term ranga differently,
referring it to the theatre and the stage.

32 He writes: “The numerous passages inculcating the duty of the valiant Coorgs to offer to the
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The beginnings of the Kavert story recalled by Rice are connected with the rsi
Agastya. The story starts out from the known Puranic episode about the Asuras
stealing the amrta, which was produced during the churning of the milk ocean. The
desperate gods asked Visnu for help and Mohini emanated from him, while Laksm1
sent Lopamudra, a form of Parvati. Mohin1 charmed the Asuras, then rescued the
amrta and gave it back to the gods. Then she rested at Brahmagiri, which is the hill
at the source of Kaverl. Mohini was then changed into a cave, while Lopamudra was
brought up by Brahma as his daughter. The story then tells of the sage Kavera, a
devotee of Brahma, who retired to Brahmagiri, where he meditated on Brahma and
asked him for children. Brahma gave him Lopamudra as daughter, and for this reason
she obtained the name Kaverl. Since she wanted to procure grace for her new father,
she decided to become a river, which would pour out blessings on the earth, and the
sage Kavera would acquire all the merits of this act. Thus, she turned into a river and
asked Brahma to give her the power of absolving people who bath in her holy waters
from sins they committed also in their previous lives. Brahma granted her this power.
Then one day Kavert was asked by the rsi Agastya to become his wife. She con-
sented, but on condition that she would have the right to leave him whenever she was
left alone. When one day Agastya was bathing in the river Kanaka, leaving Kaveri
near his own holy tank and guarded by his disciples, Kavert sank into the tank and
flowed forth from it as a river. To hide from Agastya’s disciples, she went under-
ground and appeared again at Bhaganda Ksetra (Bhagamandala), and then flowed on
towards Valampuri/Valamburi. When Agastya realized what had happened, he ran
after Kavert, asked her forgiveness and begged her to return and to stay with him.
Though she was not willing to do so, she did not want Agastya to grieve. Thus she
divided herself, one half flowing off as a river, the other half staying with Agastya.
Agastya explained to his river half which road to take to the eastern sea and he
enumerated all the holy places along the new stream.

Rice also tells other stories referring to the region where the KaverT has its begin-
nings. Herein also the story of Sujyoti—the underground river—appears. Her role is
important since she joins Kavert and Kanaka to form a confluence (samgama). Rice
also explains the region’s three different names which are Brahmaksetra, Matsya-
deSa and Krodade$a. The first name is connected with the story of Brahma’s
meditation on Visnu in the Sahyadri mountain in the Western Ghats, and with
Brahma’s worship of Visnu with water from the river Viraja. For this reason, the
country is known as Brahmaksetra. The name Matsyade$a connects the place with
the holy spring in which Visnu appeared as a fish (matsya) worshipping Siva. The
third name KrodadeSa is connected with the great king and ascetic Candravarman.

Brahmanas the honours and gifts due to them, have met with singularly bad success. The
Coorgs, it would appear, never troubled themselves much about the contents and admonitions
of the Kaveri book, and though the translation of it was designed to make it accessible to them,
it is so highly spiced with Sanskrit and old Canarese expressions, that few even understand it”
(Rice 1878, 86).
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When he was worshipping Parvati, she promised him that she would appear in his
country as Kaveri. Since his offspring, being descendants of a Ksatriya and his Stidra
wife, similarly to Varaha, also called Kroda, had strength and strong nails, their land
was called Krodadesa and they themselves were called Krodas. With time the name
changed into Kodagu/Kodavu, which is the name of the Coorg people. When Parvati
appeared as Kaverl in Valamburi, Coorg people were bathing in its waters. The
strong stream of the river twisted the knots of the women’s clothes around their backs
and till today this fashion is characteristic of the Coorg women. Then Parvati herself
appeared in the water and told the Coorgs to find a proper priest at the source of the
Kaveri. The Coorgs met the priest there and stayed with him for a month during
which he taught them how to perform rites. From that time onwards, they gather
every year and celebrate this event in the month called Tula (October—November).
Thus, the text of the mahatmya also serves as a tool for establishing the Coorgs’
tradition, strengthening their identity.*?

After this relatively early report Mysore and Coorg by Rice, the region of the
Kavert’s source later attracted other scholars, and there is at least one more work on
the Coorgs, also bringing the details concerning Kaveri Mahatmyas, which is worth
mentioning here. This is M. N. Srinivas’s Religion and Society among the Coorgs of
South India (1965). Supplied with a foreword by the distinguished social anthropol-
ogist A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, whom Srinivas consulted while in Oxford, this book
coins the term “Sanskritization”** as a strategy of lower castes’ social upward
mobility. Especially in chapter 7 of his important work, entitled “Hinduism”
(Srinivas 1965, 213-228), Srinivas refers extensively to the role of KaverT in the
local culture of the Coorgs and the river’s role in the Sanskritization process.* He
also draws attention to the detail that the all-Indian worship of Ganga facilitates the

33 However, in Rice’s opinion, the above-mentioned passage was primarily a tool to subjugate
the Kodavas to the Brahmins. One finds in this passage these and some other more elaborate
traditional stories about the connection of the Coorg region with Kaveri. The story of the Kaveri
is also connected with the story of Sujyoti, given by Visnu as a daughter to the Brahmin Suyajfia
and then becoming a wife of Devendra. Since she wanted to become a river, she, with her
husband’s servant Kanaka, became two streams. She promised to come back when Kavert
would appear and to join her on her way towards the sea. The text tells also, in the form of the
account by the rsi Dalbhya to the king Dharmavarman, of the description of the country where
KaverT has its beginnings. Here the three names, Brahmaksetra, Matsyade$a and Krodadesa,
appear together with their explanations. In the explanation of the name KrodadeSa the story of
Parvati appearing in the Kaveri waters as well as the beginnings of its close connection with
the Coorg people is presented.

34 Srinivas prefers “Sanskritization” to “Brahmanization,” because the rites he refers to are not
limited to only Brahmins, but are also applied to the other two higher, twice-born varnas.

35 Among other aspects, Srinivas shows how this process works in practice by taking examples
of Vedic ksatrapala, who became Ketrappa, a popular god of the Coorgs and while the same
time a local cobra-deity was identified with Subrahmanya, a son of Siva (Srinivas 1965, 215).
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absorption of the worship of the local rivers and mentions the Kavert as an example
for this strategy.

The model for the Kaveri myth, as Srinivas calls it, is the Ganga myth. The Ganga
in Allahabad joins two other rivers, namely the Yamuna and the mythologically
added Sarasvati, forming the so-called triveni samgama. In a similar way, the Kaveri
joins the Kanaka and the mythological underground river Sujyoti in Bhagamandala.
Some natural phenomena of the region of Tala Kaveri are also included to develop
local mythology along the all-Indian paths, for example the so-called Bhima’s pebble
which is a big boulder associated with one of the Pandavas.>” According to Srinivas,
this made the Mahabharata story more familiar and connected with the Coorgs and
to other inhabitants of the region. Through identification of the river with the goddess
Parvati, the Kaveri is worshipped by the Coorgs as their patron goddess.*

Though the text in a mixture of Sanskrit and literary Kannada language was not
very popular among the Coorgs, the Kaveri Mahatmya nevertheless became a kind
of a popular folksong in later times, important from the point of view of the Coorgs’

36 The river is worshipped along its stream, and many holy spots were established, especially in
the places in which other rivers join the Kavert, as well as on the islands formed by the river.
Bathing in the river, especially on particular dates, removes sins and brings good, even
emancipation. There is also a belief that there exists an underground passage connecting the
source of the Kavert with the Ganga in Benares. Pilgrims, similarly as those in Benares, take
water from the Tala KaverT to their homes to use it for purification and drinking on particular
days; with this water members of the Coorgs’ okka (patrilineal joint family) are sprinkled.

37 The story connects this boulder with a small pebble which Bhima found in his food and threw
it away: what was small to him is very big for ordinary human beings.

38 This association of the river with the Coorgs is also found in the following story, which has
been referred to above: Parvati as the Kavert appeared for the first time in Coorg, and the pleats
of the saris of the bathing Coorg women were pushed back by the flood of its water, thus it is
the way Coorg women are wearing their clothes. The Kavert myth made the Coorgs, due to the
fact that they were the offspring of a Ksatriya and his Stidra wife, to be Ugras. This fact explains
their mode of life, physical strength and warrior character. While considering this fact, Srinivas
suspects that the Brahmanical authors of the myth could not accept some features of the
Coorgs’ life-style, especially their dietary habits and neglecting Vedic rites on some occasions.
This, Srinivasan thinks, is the reason they were not labelled Ksatriyas but Ugras. In modern
times however especially educated Coorgs claim to be Ksatriyas and also descendants of Indo-
Aryans.
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identity.*® Thus, the role of the river itself, but also its myth expounded in the maha-
tmya is noteworthy, not only from the religious point of view, but also from a socio-
anthropological perspective.*

The mahatmyas connected with the river are also mentioned by Indira Viswana-
than Peterson in the chapter of the above-mentioned work Eternal Kaveri entitled
The Kaveri in Legend and Literature (Peterson 1999, 35-48). She refers to the mahat-
mya of the Tala Kavert in Kodagu region, where the story tells about the sage Kavera
performing a penance to propitiate Brahma. Brahma gave him Lopamudra, Visnu’s
maya (Visnu’s power) incarnated as a daughter by name Visnumaya. Lopamudra
appeared in the form of the Kaveri river who was married to the sage Agastya. The
sage kept her in the pot, but one day a crow tipped over the pot and caused the river
to stream out. When she was passing by Visnu, he manifested as a gooseberry tree
at the site of the Kaveri’s source.

Yet another mahatmya that Petersen mentioned is the Kantapurana, referring to
Sirkali. It tells of Siva who gave the Kaveri to Agastya in order to serve him for
ablutions. Agastya took the river in the pot to the south, where Indra was hiding from
the demon Surapadman in Siva’s garden in Sirkali, taking a form of a bamboo. Since
the garden was afflicted by drought caused by the demon, Indra asked Gane§a to
bring the Kavert to Sirkali. Ganesa took the form of a crow and overturned Agastya’s
pot. The Kaver poured out from it into the Sirkali garden.*!

39 Srinivas 1965, 221. In the appendix entitled “The Kaveri Myth” (1965, 244-247) Srinivas
presents the content of the Myth, and says that: “In 1864, the Kaveri Myth, called Kéveri
Mahatmya or “the greatness of Kaveri,” was translated into Kannada from the original Sanskrit
by one Srinivasa Iyengar at the instance of an influential Coorg official, Nanjappa, of the
Biddanda okka. The Myth has also been translated into Kodagi, presumably from the Kannada
translation of the Sanskrit original.” He also says that the mahatmya can be found in the
Skandapurana.

40 In the concluding passage of the appendix Srinivas writes: “The Kaveri Mahdatmya brings the
River Kaveéri and its worship into the main stream of the puranas which have an all-India
spread. It also makes Sanskritic deities and ideas familiar to the inhabitants of Coorg. A special
and intimate relation is established between Coorg, Coorgs, and the river as a result of it. A
distinctive feature of the dress of Coorg women is associated with the Kaveri. Coorgs regard
the Kaveri as their patron goddess. At least once in ten girls is named Kaveri. The account of
the origin of Coorgs in the Kaveri Mahatmya is an attempt to reconcile certain facts which are
not easy to reconcile. While it is true that Coorgs are a wealthy and powerful group with a
martial outlook, they do not perform certain Vedic rituals which are performed by Kshatriyas
elsewhere in India, and their dietary included domestic pork and liquor. The myth finds a way
out of the difficulties by suggesting that they are Ugras, the descendants of a Kshatriya father
and Shudra mother” (Srinivas 1965, 247).

41 This myth brings together the most important gods of the pan-Indian pantheon, the most impor-
tant South Indian river and the figure of Agastya, who is one of the most important personages
for the Tamil identity, at the same time belonging to pan-Indian and orthodox lore. There are
also Tamilian stories crediting the Cola king as the one who makes the Kavert flow eastward.



Importance of Water Bodies in the Mahatmyas 141

Apart from the above-mentioned texts, there exist some other Kaveri Mahatmyas,
among them Tulakaverimahatmiyam (sic), which is available to us in Sanskrit in
Devanagari script, claiming that it belongs to the Agneyapurana. It is a text in thirty-
one chapters. For our purpose, chapter 14 (tulakaverisnanavidhiprakarah nama
caturdaso ’dhyayah) and especially the chapters from 23 onwards seem to be most
interesting, recalling the story of the beginning of the river and its connection with
Agastya.*?

To Conclude

In our contribution we tried to evaluate the role of water bodies and to trace strategies
of referring to them, and using them in several religious texts. Thereby, we wanted
to present the dynamics between natural phenomena and the life of the inhabitants
of the Kaveri region as seen in the mahatmya genre, which we see as especially
effective, as it is immediately inscribed in the mythological and religious as well as
in the regional and environmental contexts. We are convinced that water was an
important and efficacious motif in establishing the position and authority of
particular places of worship.

The story of the Kaveri, as seen in the above-mentioned sources, puts her in
immediate relation with Brahma, being the representative of the Brahmanical/
orthodox stream of Hindu religions. What is more, she is equated with the ancient
rsiki Lopamudra and Visnu’s maya. As Brahma’s foster daughter, she directly
becomes an integral part of the orthodox setup. Subsequently, she is connected with
one of the most important personages of the south—Agastya. He is a great sage of
Vedic times and becomes an implementer of orthodox thoughts. At the same time,
being a traditional author of important ancient Tamil texts and of the Tamilian
system of medicine, he joined two streams of culture, pan-Indian and South Indian
or rather Tamilian. In the mutual exchange, Kaveri receives the orthodox and pan-
Indian imprimatur and also Agastya enters the realm of the regional culture. This
kind of agency we can observe in the case of mahatmya literature, which was one of
the means and instruments of the processes called localization, Brahmanization,
Sanskritization or acculturation—implementing of the pan-Indian, orthodox ele-
ments into local lore, but also adjusting the pan-Indian to the local culture and also
assimilating/appropriating local elements.*

Petersen mentions also the Kodagu Kaveri myths which we have already referred to. As for
the Tamil region, the river takes name of Ponni — Golden One, since it carries yellow silt
making the earth along its stream very fertile (Petersen 1999, 35—48).

42 Some passages of this text are included in the appendix.

43 For the discussion concerning the notions of locality, Sanskritization, deshification, “spatial
turn” in the context of firthas one can consult, for example, Lazzaretti 2016.
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Moreover, the mahatmya literature in general and the mahdatmyas which are in the
scope of our interest highlight the relationship between culture and natural phenom-
ena. The splendid reservoir of water that the Kaverl constitutes was practically
utilized already by the early rulers of the region eager to create an irrigation system
for their land. It was also an ideal element for a religious system, as it facilitated that
the local river could be perceived as integral part of the overall system of the pan-
Indian religion and as a goddess incarnated, equated with the holy water of the Ganga
and even, as we see from the mahatmyas, exceeding and superior to the Ganga.

The richness of the natural landscape enabled the development of many mytho-
logical stories exploiting particular features of the nature to create stories interwoven
into the rich fabric of Indian mythology. Many holy spots along the river were
included in a kind of religious pilgrimage net and program, encouraging and enabling
devotees to visit not only one, but many holy ksetras along the Kaveri. Such an idea
seems, for example, to lie behind the concept of the paiicarariga Vaisnava shrines.
By using the presence of the natural phenomena of several islands on the river and
tirthas along its stream, the religious reality of the region was enriched by such
concepts. The natural phenomena were closely observed and even the meandering
of the river was utilized to claim the special sacredness of some places. For example,
this is the case of the Sri Ranganatha Perumal temple in Vadarengam/Vata Rangam
near Sirkali, which belongs to the paiicararnga shrines, when the Kaveri branch, the
Kollitam, takes the direction from south to north. This is perceived as especially
sacred. It thus establishes the ideal spot for building a temple there. Therefore, many
natural phenomena create the frame of the cultural production of the region.
Interconnectedness of the natural phenomena, so spectacularly observed on the
example of the river and the places along its stream, is then reproduced in culture,
which addresses and exploits the opportunity of creating a net of culturally
productive places, shrines and temples. This interconnectedness of different
phenomena is then observed in the literary works addressing the issues of connected
places along the connecting river. This concept is crucial for the cultural ecology
approach to culture and literature and becomes a fruitful method of looking into the
culturally productive interactions between humans and nature.
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Appendix

Excerpts from the Srirangamahatmya and the Tulakaverimahatmiyam

The passage from chapter 9 of the Srirangamaharmya* presents the way the text
addresses and describes the question of the superiority of the Kavert referring to the
competition between two holy rivers, Ganga and Kaverl.

Srirarigamahatmya 9.19cd-38:

I AR ST UNTEERIR=RT 11:2R
TSRO qTa- T AR |

3 T ARHATAST gHaHT &l AR 11 R:30 |
TH o GG TS G-I {Sshen: |

w3 gy gl T e 1e:Re |
RIGAHEAS AIAR ™ T&H |

oA AEeRgareE iean: 0 1 :R3 1l
T TS Tl fEgRiT o |
TS Feal araroT e 11R:33 I
Tl ferareydl &A1 o e |

Y YUY o fee 1e:y 1
TS SIET T FOEt: T |

4 Forthcoming critical edition by R. Sathyanarayanan and M. Czerniak-Drozdzowicz.
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A o ¢dl @HE gHAMET 11 :39 |
AN T a3 1 Jarey |
TETATATIEERT AT AR 9 11 :3¢ |l

Translation:

Sribhagavan said:

19cd. This is a charming place surrounded by the daughter of Sahya [=Kaveri].

20. This [pond] Candrapuskarini is holy and removes fatigue as well. This king
Dharmavarman is also always devoted to me.

21. These sinless seers are [also] residing here. [So,] I would like to live here myself.
Go to Lanka, o Vibhisana!

22. O raksasa! You deserve to listen the past history of this place. In olden days, all
great rivers were assembled at the foot of the Vindhya hills.

23. There came, with folded hands, a gandharva known as Vi§vavasu, who lived in
the southern direction.

24. Then there started a discussion among the rivers, o raksasa. “He saluted me”,
“[He saluted] me”—[they quarrel] with each other.

25. Having gone to the southern ocean, the lord of the gandharvas with self-control
woke up Padmanabha in the month of nabhas (sravana?), o lord.

26. When the sun reached the north, he reached the northern land.

The discussion/quarrel of Ganga and Kaveri about their mutual superiority
Again/then the singer (gandharva) saluted the rivers.

27. “Whom are you saluting?”—T[he was] asked. “I have saluted the one who is
superior out of you two”—having said that he went away.

28. There was a great discussion about the superiority among all [rivers]. The rivers
immediately withdrew [saying]: “Certainly I am not”.

29. [But] there was no cessation of [discussion] between the Ganga and the KaverT,
[and their] great discussion was for a mutual [claim] of superiority.

30. Having gone to Brahma’s abode [they both] asked the highest Lord. “There is no
doubt that the Ganga is superior,” said Prajapati.

31 Having heard that, the unhappy Kavert on the Sahya mountain satisfied Brahma
by [her] penance, o lord of raksasas.

32. The best among rivers (Kavert) was desiring the superiority over the Ganga for
a long time. Brahma gave her the boon [which is] the equality with the Ganga, o
great sage.

33-34. He said: “I cannot give [you] superiority.” Having installed my image on the
Kaverd, in the place of sara [Kumbhakonam?], she worshipped [me] for a long
time. Then I gave her a boon. This Kaveri, best of the rivers, having praised me,
bowed to me respectfully, and said:
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Kavert said:

35.“O Lord, due to the attachment to your feet the Ganga excels me. I have obtained
equality with the Ganga, [but] never superiority.”

Rudra said:

36. Lotus-eyed (Kamaleksana) gave the boon to that KaverT there.

éribhagavén said:

“Her greatness is due to the attachment to me, by whom [else] can [such] greatness
be achieved?

37-38. Therefore, by my grace be superior to Ganga. O Devi, for the benefit of my
connection, I will come to my abode called Ranga in the midst of yours and reside
over there always. Due to the eternal connection with me you are superior to the
Ganga again.”

The passage from chapter 10 of the Srirarigamahatmya refers to the nine holy ponds
that establish the net of water reservoirs encircling the Ranganatha temple.

Srirangamahatmya 10.46-54:
REEERCENCRIE tEAC RN
HTehTe! ST FIeTa g =iedq |l 2o:%E |l

IS §hd I TR a1 /Y arfeeh a1 |
TEL: QAR T ek HH A I 11 20:%09 I
ARG IHIST J&€T @I |

AT FIRIRT: Y&t araragTd 1 o:e |
SFTASTHITT AT |

S[Et = T quat SRt UM 1 ok I
THT T JUT HAT Wl 9lied a1 T: |

FHIARIET TAT @ oA Farehiedd: 1l go:ko ||
FATY USRIy I T S |

TR NI ST TRTAHRHAT 1 Qo:4g I
T T Tehle Wefaom |
FTATIUR 9T QAT SR 11 o:UR I
THRICMASE FIeedi |FEE |
TRICTEAT T THEH T T 1l g0:43 |l
Ty fUves e e Qi |
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| STRFHRTEERA:
SATURTITEETS0T HiG=d TUaRl G 11 go: iy I

Translation:

46. Everywhere in the Kavert, especially in Srirangam, at bathing one should recite
the mantra well directed in the Samasakha.

47. Whatever violent bad deeds [I have committed] either bodily, mentaly or orally,
immediately you should purify whatever may be my karma by the nectar [in the
form of] water, o daughter of Kavera.

48. In the branch of Narayana (narayaniyasakhdayam), Brahma himself uttered this,
[and] the praise of the daughter of Sahya (Kaver1) for the removal of the sins of
people.

49-50. [One will be] released from all sins by praising and by hearing [the glory of
Candrapuskarini], after having seen, touched, bathed, or again by sprinkling the
holy beloved of Visnu and the auspicious Candrapuskarini, [which is] endowed
with eight [sacred] waters/ponds [and] adorned with eight [sacred] trees.

51. Even in other places, wherever in the water bodies, having uttered “Candra-
puskarini” [and] having bathed, one will be sharing his merits.

52. These nine tirthas purify up to the tenth generation if someone [visits,] circum-
ambulates and takes a bath on one day and prostrates to the lord of Ranga.

53. Who fasts on ekadast, [and] who undertakes the bath on dvadast, he rescues his
own family members of seven plus seven plus seven [generations].

54. [In all these nine places] the gift of pinda is equal to [performing] sraddha in
Gaya.

The passage of the Tulakaverimahatmyam refers to the mythical origin of Kaverd,
identifies the river with Visnumaya and connects its appearance in the South with
the sage Agastya, known for his specific role in the process of implementing
Brahmanical culture in the South India.

Tulakaverimahatmiyam Chapter 23 (pp. 105-107)
Ry sFdn FadafeRTTg

QU —

T i, T, Sl e, FAIE |
RIS TRETE T U9 Hewq 12 )

B —

WA AN FY FHIH qeHd |
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T STRTOT |IRIRY ol W et g4 |
FHAITRI: T o FAL 3 1l R

Translation:

The story of the birth of the Kaveri [told] by Agastya to HariScandra

Dalbhya:

1. Thus, having heard to the auspicious, holy rules (dharmas) told by the one born in
the kumbha vessel [i.e,. Agastya], HariScandra, being satisfied, again asked with
respect.

HariScandra:

2. O lord, best among yogins, having the kumbha as a womb (Kumbhayoni), o great-
minded, I am contented today due to the service at your lotus feet.

3. Salutation to you, O best of yogins, salutation to you of three forms, salutation to
you, o great seer, salutation to you, kin of miserable ones.

4. All virtues (dharmas) have been heard, which yield the fruits of [worldly]
enjoyments and emancipation. I heard especially about the divine greatness/
appearence of the Kavert.

5. Truly my gracious Lord Mukunda, here my Visnu is praised/saluted by Sanaka
and others, if he is not, he who is claimed by the words of the group of sadhus,
[and he who is] obtained by the recitation and sacrifices, will not be mine.

6. Having heard the greatness of the KaverT, satisfaction is not born in me. Therefore
I am asking you again about her birth/existence, pardon me/excuse me/you
deserve to excuse me.

7. Kaver1 born from Sahya [mountains], how does she become Lopamudra? When
she is celebrated as the Southern Ganga, purifying the world?

8. How did [she who] originated from the Sahya mountain then [obtain] her
superiority over the Ganga? All this tell me elaboratelly, o eminent muni.

9. In this way asked by the king he, the progeny of Astamiirti (Siva), this muni,
smiling slightly, praising the king said.

Agastya:

10. Well done O Great King! You alone are virtous on the earth. Adherence towards
dharma happened again and again to you.

11. O Indra among kings! You are indeed the foremost among good people, you ask
about dharma of people, good people alone are the wealth of good people.

12. Good people alone are the kinsman of good people; good people alone are the
penance for good people; good people alone are the friend of good people; good
people alone are the holy practice of good people.
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13—-14b. Therefore, I am telling about the greatness of the Kavert, which increases
merits. Having praised the great virtues of the Kavert, the one who was born from
the kumbha, the mighty one began to talk to him.

14c—15. When the great KeSava went to Dvaraka, by the great soul Dharmaraja
(Yudhisthira) earlier the great muni named Daumya was asked in this matter.
[He] told the complete [story of the] appearance of the Kaveri to Dharmaputra.

Daumya:

16. O Lord (king of kings)! There was a rsi of royal descent named Kavera, the one
of immeasurable power, an eminent yogin, of pleased self, fluent in all
knowledges.

17-18. [He] of conquered senses and controlled desire for food, free from bondages,
with no property/family, the clever having no interest of all dharmas for some
time, the venerated one desiring emancipation, having executed deeds difficult to
be done, undertook a severe penance on the beautiful mountain Himavat.

19. At the end of thousands of divine years Brahma came and said to the yogin
Kavera, who was practising the highest penance,

Brahma:

20. Choose the boon, o king of kings, I, the giver of boon came [here]. The king
having heard these words, with his folded hands said:

Kavera:

21. If you are favourable to me, if there is a fruit of [my] penance, I desire
emancipation [as a fruit] from you, what [is the point of] other impermanent
fruits?

Brahma:

22. We all gods are not capable of bestowing emancipation. He the supreme truth
and brahman, Acyuta indeed is granting emancipation.

23. O great muni, my daughter, mother of the world, Visnumaya, the goddess,
becomes your offspring [and] will grant emancipation to you.

24. Having said thus, he remembered Maya of Visnu as infatuating living beings.
The large-eyed, adorned with all embellishments appeared [there].

25. She was created as a daughter, consisting of consciousness, praised by gods and
Gandharvas. Having seen her, Pitamaha spoke these words:

26. O beautiful girl! you who bestow emancipation, become a daughter of this yogin,
go and become a river, KaverT, the one leading the way towards emancipation.
27-28. Having [the nature of] all firthas, holy one, you will protect people. Taking
the name Lopamudra even now, with one part, o beautiful, be also the wife of
Agastya, the great one and the best of yogins. Having said thus, Brahma disap-

peared, mounting the goose along with eternal ones.
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29. When Brahma disappeared, this sakti of Lord Visnu, Hari, became the beauti-
fully-shaped daughter of the sage Kavera.

In the following we present some chosen references to the Kavert river from Sanskrit
sources, which speak about its position in Indian culture by introducing the river into
the pan-Indian context.

We also add some passages from Tamil sources exemplifying the role and popularity
of the Kaver1 motif in different kinds of texts throughout the centuries.

Some references to the Kaver in Sanskrit literature:

Ajitagama 84.7c—S8b
FITHIL: I FTHATFERISINEAT: || ¢xzlo ||
HITCTH: FAETH FRICITIET: |
[The rivers] originating in Kasmira, Kausala, Kafci, Kaveri, Konkana, Kalinga,

and Kamartpa are [similar to the river] sprung up/arisen from the country/land
of Kasi.

Makutdagama 4.232
TETE IARE THEE S |
rFTeEea Fe=irdaaay |1 ¥:33% 1l

One should invoke the seven [sacred] waters such as Ganga, Yamuna, Narmada,
Sarasvati, Sindhu, Godavari and Kaverl.

Nisvasamukha 3.4

TEEd FETa Teha i |
FTAL FARTRN =F JaAAT o AT 11 3% |

Godavari, Mahavarta, Sarkaravartam, Arjuni, Kavert, Kausiki, and the third is
Mahanadi.

Mahabharata, supplementary passages to Adiparvan 1.2031.01-03
TMered] ad: Hidl aHEdad JeEd:
] T FHTETE §H AR §
e 9T sty gy =iy 98
After having taken a bath in Godavari, having crossed that, the powerful one

reached this KaverT and, after having taken a bath in the confluence of the ocean,
he worshipped the gods and ancestors along with the rsis.
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Bhagavatapurana 10.79.13-14

TR TP 9 T Aisier Frfemeem

Se=Y HeIuY €8s age uY:

FTHROT I FTH RIAG o TNEIH

ARETE AW I |iATgdl Bi:

After having seen Skanda, Rama went to Srisaila, which is an abode of the Lord
of mountains. The Lord, having seen the virtuous Venkata in the region of

Dravidas, and the city ,of Karfici, and the best of the rivers, Kaveri, and a
prosperous [city] called Srirangam, where Hari is residing...

Raghuvamsa of Kalidasa 4.45 (Arunagirinatha commentary)

g YR ‘IﬂQIﬂ(j‘lf't{"II |
el TRt Ig: AFARTHATRI |l
By reason of her enjoyment by his army, redolent of [marked by] the sweet scent

of elephants’ ichor, he made Kaveri [the river] suspectable [an object of
suspicion], as it were, to the lord of the rivers [the Ocean].

Dasakumaracarita of Dandin: p.159. (sixth ucchvasa)

R — T — fRTRERARIY | 7 - ...

[Once] in the excellent town [which is] on the southern bank of Kavert...

Some Tamil Sources on the river Kaveri®:

Mentioning and praising the river Kaver is very old in the Tamil literary tradition.
The river Kaver1 has been admired starting from the Sangam literature (third century
BCE to third century CE) up to modern Tamil literary novels. These are some
examples:

45

gz er
Lessr Gl BeVGSGT 2 DB I, 5idh e80T
sap Blevew Qupres sralf BEsL (sprerm 6.4—0)

tittan
pinta nellin urantai ankan
kalainilai peraak kaviri nittam (Akananiiru 6.4—6)

We are grateful to Dr. Indira Manuel for providing the examples and translation related to river
Kaverl.
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The flooded Kaviri where the poles used for propelling the boat could not be held
straight in the city Urantai (Uraiytir) belonging to the chieftain Tittan, filled with
heaps of paddy.

Fevm LODBHSH 2 wmp@)F O\FbIGemis@ @@L
<Ld sewr sraflf (yspreaymm 76.11-12)

cirai paraintu craiic cenkunakku olukum
amtan kaviri (Akananiiru 76.11-12)

The beautiful cool Kaviri, which flows straight towards the east crossing all
barriers and eroding them.

smailiflL

e B OL@Ld Glewp ;pOsT®R Lenllgs
apg Gl @ wremer (Gm. 258.2—4)
Kavirip

pala ratu perunturai marutotu pinitta
entukottu yanai (Kurntokai 258.2—4)

This describes the Kaviri, with bathing ghats where many people bathe, by the
side of which is a marutu tree to which an elephant with big tusks is tied.

P& Bl68T 6T
%@ au@pLd @)evretiis rad
o181 @)L L wewallayd LewGeu. (ypprayrm 43.21-23)

cirakka nin ayul
mikkuvarum innirk kaviri
ekkar itta manalinum palave. (Purananiiru 43.21-23)

May your life be long and great as the innumerable sand grains of the sand dunes
gathered on the banks of the overflowing sweet waters of the Kaviri.

LDIT LDGGV (LPLPSFIGHT LOTGHT SHGwsTLD LIGHTLILI

SM6D LOWEIEG S 2 amp HelQwr®h HFps

SHLOL] LD SLpeiiwl B euartd O Limyw

award Qsup APLILNGT 2 LD LT @)F

OomIGents @ @UpGL s edli Blenmd

sraflf gyaidlud Lyaid LeOevrdy

ALOGTDIL_ T Fnlq W Fol_aO ewetenw (LBpmiLingg 50.1-7)
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mamalai mulakkin mankanam panippa

kalmayanku katalurai aliyotu citarik

karumpu amal kalaniya natuvalam poliya

valankelu cirappin ulakam puraiic

cenkunakku olukum kaluli malirniraik

kaviri anriyum piviri punaloru

manrutan katiya kital anaiyai. (Patirruppattu 50.1-7)

You resemble, not only the Kaviri which flows straight to the east, with full,
muddy waters, re-protecting this prosperous word as clouds rumbled in the lofty
mountains making the deer herds tremble and rain poured while hailstones fell
from the skies mixed with winds making fertile the land with fields full of
sugarcane, but also a confluence of three great rivers covered with flowers.






Two Lizards in Kanchipuram’s Varadaraja Temple'

Ute Hiisken (South Asia Institute, Heidelberg University)

The Varadaraja temple is the largest Visnu temple in the South Indian temple town
of Kanchipuram. It is located at the south-eastern part of the city (figure 1). This
temple is visited by hundreds of pilgrims every day, and on special holidays the
number of pilgrims increases into the tens of thousands. However, many pilgrims
visit this temple not only to have the auspicious sight (darsana) of the main deity
Varadaraja, but also to see and touch a high relief of the “golden lizards” on the
ceiling in the north-eastern corner of the corridor (prakara) around the temple’s
sanctum sanctorum (figure 2).> These representations of two house lizards (Hemi-
dactylus frenatus) are so widely known that many pilgrims visit the Varadaraja
temple mainly to see and touch them. The lizards draw such huge crowds that the
temple administration has set up several sign boards in Tamil, Telugu and English,
guiding the pilgrims not only to the main deity, but also to the lizards (figure 3). Even
though hardly any of the pilgrims today would want to miss these lizards, and many
even specifically visit this temple to see and touch them, it is particularly striking
that most publications on the Varadaraja temple and its architecture hardly mention
them at all.?

1 The research for this contribution was funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG)
and carried out as part of the project “Temple Networks in Early Modern South India:
Narratives, Rituals, and Material Culture” (project number 428328143). I wish to thank Malini
Ambach, Jonas Buchholz, R. Sathyanarayanan, Vasudha Narayanan, Dominique Baur, and
Suganya Anandakichenin for their insightful input. I also wish to thank Stuart Lachs for
checking the language.

2 This prakara is known as vaiyamalikai (Raman 1975, 44), meaning “the palace [of god Visnu]
on this earth.”

3 Raman (1975) does not mention the lizards at all, and Varada Tatacarya (1978, 55) only briefly
mentions their existence. Nagaswamy (2011) does not mention them either, yet Rao (2008,
106) remarks: “The golden and silver lizards installed here are considered very auspicious and
no devotee leaves the premises without touching them. The legend has it that Indra after getting
released from the curse of Goddess Sarasvati, got these silver and golden lizards (who were
witnesses to the ordeal) made and consecrated them in the Temple.”

Published in: Malini Ambach, Jonas Buchholz and Ute Hiisken (eds.): Temples, Texts, and Networks: South
Indian Perspectives. Heidelberg: Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2022.
DOIL: https://doi.org/10.11588/hasp.906.c13939
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Fig. 1: Map of Kanchipuram with the Varadaraja temple marked in yellow;
adapted from Porcher 1985.
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Fig. 3: Sign board in the Varadaraja temple guiding pilgrims to the lizards
(photo by Ute Hiisken, 2010)

These two lizards are a ca. fifty to sixty centimeters long brass molding of a lizard,
and a ca. fifteen centimeters long silver plaque* representing a lizard. Both moldings
are—along with copper moldings of the sun and the moon—installed on a ca. five cm
thick wooden plank, which is attached to the ceiling in the north-eastern corner of
the building at the centre of the Varadaraja temple (figure 4). It is not clear what one
would find under this wooden plank, and it is also not known when this plank was
installed. We know, however, that the wooden plank with the lizards along with
moldings of a sun and a moon must have already been at the temple’s ceiling in 1937,
when the Tamil text Tarnkappallikal Mahatmiyam (TPM, see below) was published,
as the current setup is described in the text’s foreword.? It might be that a high relief

4 The silver lizard-plaque resembles the plaques that are at times offered to deities, when one
has experienced the fall of a lizard on one of one’s limbs. Thurston (1912, 162) for example
reports that “the lizard, associated with the name of Shiva, is regarded as sacred. It is never
intentionally killed, and, if accidentally hurt or killed, an image of it in gold or silver is pre-
sented by high caste Hindus to a Shiva temple.”

5 TPM, pp. 4-5: “In the north-eastern side of this corridor (prakara), there is a pavilion called
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of a lizard on the ceiling has been covered by the current installation, possibly to
protect the integrity of a stone lizard underneath, or to highlight this specific lizard,
when it had become an attraction to pilgrims in the first half of the twentieth century
(for details, see below).® Even though only the bigger of the two lizards is made
from brass (and thus could be seen as “golden”), both lizards together are generally
known as “golden lizards,” both in English and in Tamil (tarikappalli).’

Lizards in South Indian Temples

In South India, it is quite common to find high reliefs of lizards or other animals on
temple walls or ceilings. Branfoot (2000, 207) says that high-relief animals — he
mentions birds, monkeys and lizards — on walls and especially on curved eaves of
temples and their pavilions are a “common and distinctively Nayaka-period feature
of Tamil temple architecture.” Lizards, snakes, fish, and sometimes frogs are in fact
often found as high reliefs on South Indian temple ceilings, walls, and above temple

kaccikku vayttan mantapam. In this area, there are two lizard figures to the north-eastern side,
next to the pavilion, made out of gold and mounted on a wooden plank, attached to the ceiling”
(inta prakarattil icanya pakattil kaccikku vayttan mantapam enkira tirumantapam onru iruk-
kiratu. inta mantapattirku atutta vata kilakku pakattil palli uruvankal irantu tankattal ceyyap-
pattu marappalakaiyil cérttu meleé stapanam ceyyappat tirukkinrana). On page 5, the text TPM
adds: “As a sign that this will happen as long as there is sun and moon, the sun and moon are
made of gold and are found on the plank. We can see this with our own eyes” (itu ciirya cantiral
ullavaraiyil navataperum [read: nataiperum] enpatarku attaksiyaka, cirya cantiralaiyum
tankattal ceyyappattu appalakaiyileyeé stapitam ceyyappattirukkiratai, kan kiitakap parkkalam).

6 Close to the wooden plank there is in fact a small lizard in high relief on the stone ceiling, just
to the side of the “silver lizard” (figure 2). Judging from this relief’s poor state of conservation,
it seems not unlikely that the temple authorities (or those who ran the “lizard darsana’) at some
point decided to add the silver lizard to the plank, as the stone relief suffers from the constant
touch of the devotees. Concern over the plank with the lizards’ integrity is addressed in a
newspaper report from November 28, 2006. On that day, the newspaper Daily Thanthi reported
that the golden lizard had been damaged in the area of the eyes, which had created tension
among the devotees. This report refers to the Kamaksivilasa’s version of the lizard narrative
(see below), namely that the god Indra provided the lizards with the power to relieve the
devotees who touch them form all sins and cure them from all illnesses. The bigger lizard was
then replaced by a lizard made of paficaloha (an alloy containing five metals; see Dinamalar,
December 2, 2007). This Dinamalar report also claims that the lizards had been installed “ten
years ago” (here, it remains uncertain what time frame this statement refers to).

7 Anna Seastrand, in her online presentation on July 1, 2021 (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=jvslG-Bywkc) refers to a mural of Varadaraja in the Srivaikuntham temple (one of
the Navatirupatis) in the far South of Tamil Nadu. Here, a lizard is depicted along with the
main deity. At the time of the creation of this mural, the efficacy of the lizard(s) in the
Varadaraja temple must already have been known transregionally.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jvslG-Bywkc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jvslG-Bywkc
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entrances (figures 5-7).% In Hampi,’ one also finds a high relief motif on pillars, in
which a lizard (or a crocodile or iguana?) worships a linnga with a garland (figure 9).
This, however, seems to refer to a specific Puranic story and needs to be
distinguished from other depictions of lizards on walls, ceilings, curved eaves, or on
the beam over the temple entrance.'” In many instances, these high relief sculpted
animals are displayed without any further visual context on the temple walls or the

ceilings.
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Fig. 4: Ground plan of the Varadaraja temple (adapted from Raman 1975).
8 Yet it seems that for example the high relief aquatic animals on the lower part of temple walls

10

in Hampi (figure 7) might refer to the churning of the milk-ocean, similar to those found in the
bas-relief scene of the churning of the milk-ocean at the Southern side of the Angkor Wat
temple (figure 8).

For example, on a pillar of the Kadelakalu Ganesa shrine, and on a pillar in the Viriipaksa
temple in Hampi.

Collins (1976) analyses the motif of a lizard (or an iguana) in high relief, depicted sitting on
the beam of door in Angkor. She identifies these lizards as “visual clues referring to the motive
of ‘witty conceit’”, based on her analysis of the scenes. These might, she argues, refer to the
bhiksayatanana legend, and/or the Ravana-and-Indra legend, and to a narrative motive from
the Jatakas. It would be worthwhile investigating whether such lizards are in fact visual clues
in South Indian temple architecture, referring to certain mythological themes. This, however,
is beyond the scope of my research. It is, however, striking how often one finds these animals
on South Indian temple walls or ceilings. Thus far, I have not come across a conclusive
explanation of their presence, which goes beyond their “decorative” aspects. However, at least
in contemporary South India, house lizards are feared (as poisonous and potential omen), yet
their presence in the house is also auspicious (Frembgen 1996). Do these lizards make the
temple as house of the deity “complete”? Over temple entrances, two snakes together with a
sun or/and a moon represent a solar or lunar eclipse (figure 10). As a crocodile (Skt. graha) is
a “snatcher” just like the planets, it is certainly possible that the depiction of a reptile (lizard,
crocodile, or even a makara) is understood as referring to a solar or lunar eclipse (see Guy
2019, 319), as suggested by Pankaja (2020).
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Fig. 5: High relief of a fish, a lizard and a frog at the ceiling of the Diprakasa
Perumal temple in Kanchipuram (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2018).

Fig. 6: High relief of a fish at the wall near the entrance gate of the Krsna temple

in Hampi (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2018).
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Fig. 7: Diverse aquatic animals on one of Hampi’s temple walls
(photo by Ute Hiisken, 2018).

Fig. 8: Fish, crocodiles and other and aquatic animals in the scene depicting the churning
of the milk-ocean at Angkor Wat (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2020).
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Fig. 9: High relief on a pillar of a lizard (crocodile?) worshipping a liriga
in Hampi (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2018).

The Two Lizards in the Varadaraja Temple

Whatever their significance in other contexts might be, the two lizards in the north-
eastern corner of the vaiyamalikai prakara in the Varadaraja temple have come to
extraordinary fame, thereby also contributing substantially to the local temple
economy. For example, for many visitors to the famous Venkate§vara temple in
Tirumalai (Andhra Pradesh), the pilgrimage is not complete if they did not visit the
golden lizards in Kanchipuram, too. The same holds true for pilgrims from Andhra
Pradesh to the Ayyappan shrine in Sabarimala in Kerala. In general, even if people
do not come specifically to touch the lizards, most people would not miss the chance
to do this once they are in the Varadaraja temple. One important reason for this
practice is that touching these lizards is understood to remove the negative effects of
a house lizard falling from the ceiling or wall and touching the body of a person
(more on this below).
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Fig. 10: High relief of two snakes with the sun on the ceiling of a mandapa of the
Pavalavanna Perumal temple in Kanchipuram (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2018).

Questions Addressed in this Contribution

Even though the two “golden lizards” are hardly ever mentioned in literature on
Kanchipuram or on the Varadaraja temple, two of Kanchipuram’s temple legends
(sthalamahatmyas) in Sanskrit each devote one full chapter to them. Taking the
textual, oral, performative, and material aspects of the “golden lizards” in the
Varadaraja temple as the basis of the following considerations, this contribution
outlines:

* how competing narratives relating to a specific religiously significant place
in the temple exist side by side;

* how this significant place impacts the textual narratives rather than the other
way around, and

* how at the same time so-called “folk religiosity” is integrated into “elite (san-
skritic) religion” in both texts and in actual ritual practice.
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Fig. 11: Pillars in the vaiyamalikai prakara (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2015).

Dating the Lizard Reliefs

The wooden plank with the “golden lizards” is installed on the ceiling of the first
corridor (vaiyamalikai prakara) leading around the sanctum sanctorum in the central
building of the Varadaraja temple. This central building is called “the hill” (Skt. -giri,
-Saila, Tam. malai), as it is two-storey high. According to Raman (1975, 149) it is
likely that this building was constructed during the reign of the Cola king Rajadiraja
I (eleventh century; “middle Chola style”). The vaiyamalikai prakara is the closed
pillared verandah which constitutes the pilgrims’ path for the clockwise circum-
ambulation (pradaksinapatha) of the temple’s central chamber (garbhagrha). This
prakara is mentioned in the list of teacher-student succession (guruparampara) of
Pinpalakiya Perumal Jiyar (thirteenth century).!! Yet a good part of the enclosure
might date from the Vijayanagara time: Raman points out that the pillars of this

11 “Pinpalakiya Perumal Jiyar is traditionally said to be Nampillai's disciple, hence a co-disciple
of Periyavaccan Pillai and Vatakkuttiruviti Pillai (Pillai Lokacarya's father)” writes Suganya
Anandakichenin in an email communication (February 17, 2021). I thank Dr. Suganya Ananda-
kichenin for sharing her knowledge about Pinpalakiya Perumal Jiyar with me.
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prakara are of Vijayanagara type (Raman 1975, 44) (figure 11). Accordingly, the
“golden lizards” (or high reliefs of lizards on this part of the ceiling) might have been
part of the prakara since the Vijayanagara times, likely not earlier.

The Lizards in Kanchipuram’s Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas

The popularity and rituals connected to these two lizards do not seem to be just a
modern phenomenon, as they are dealt with in two of the city’s sectarian sthalama-
hatmyas in Sanskrit.'> These two texts deal with the origin, the location, the attribut-
ed significance, and with the rituals connected to these lizards. However, the two
narratives—each encompassing a full chapter in their respective text—do not have
much in common and it remains uncertain whether the respective “lizard chapters”
have been part of the main texts of these two Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas from the
beginning, or whether they have been added to the main text later.

The Lizard Narrative in the Vaisnava Kaiicimahatmya (KM(V))

As the two lizards are in the Varadaraja temple, it is not surprising that the Karicima-
hatmya of Vaisnava sectarian affiliation (KM(V); Karicimahatmya, 1906) dedicates
an entire chapter to the two lizards. In the second to last of its thirty-two chapters
(chapter 31), the story of the lizards is detailed in fifty-two verses. However, the
preceding chapter 30 ends by saying: “Thus I have narrated to you, o king, the
majesty of the eighteen places of the one who is armed with the bow Sarnga (= Visnu)
in Kafici, in satyavrataksetra. For these eighteen places are indeed mentioned in the
hall of the great Brahma’s horse-sacrifice, o lord of kings.”'* With these two verses
the text refers to and summarizes the major narrative motif of the KM(V): in order
to make Visnu appear before him, god Brahma performs a horse sacrifice (asva-
medha) in Kanchipuram, thereby transforming the area into a sacrificial site. Since
with this statement the major part of this temple legend is concluded, it is not unlikely
that the following chapters, that is, chapters 31 and 32, constitute later additions to
the main text of this sthalamahatmya. The last chapter of the KM(V) (chapter 32) is
very short. It consists of only twenty-five verses and briefly narrates the origin of the
Palar river (kstranadr), in which Siva’s bull Nandi plays a crucial role (KM(V) 32.1-

12 For a detailed overview over Kanchipuram’s sthalamahdatmyas, see Buchholz’s contribution to
this volume. Like other genres of mythological literature, temple legends present themselves
as timeless divine revelation, thus obliterating all traces of their human authors. This “author-
lessness” of the texts makes it difficult, if not impossible, to date them with precision, and also
accounts for the fluid nature of their content: while being handed on, temple legends were
altered and were thus transmitted in numerous vastly divergent recensions.

13 KM(V) 30.73-74: evam astadasasthanamahdatmyam Sarngadhanvanah | kamcyam satyavrata-
ksetre kathitam te maya nrpa | asvamedhasya Salayam brahmanah paramesthinah | sthanany
etani rdjendra proktany astadasaiva hi |.
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10). In addition, ten verses in this chapter refer to three Siva temples: Vrsabhesa
(KM(V) 32.11-14), Punyakotisa (KM(V) 32.15-17ab), and Santesa (KM(V)
32.17¢d-20ab).!* These three temples are then called “Rudra’s places in Kafic1” at
the end of the chapter (KM(V) 32.20cd).'> The entire chapter therefore might also
well have been added to the main text as an afterthought, since chapters 1 to 30 deal
with Vaisnava temples and firthas in Kanchipuram, and mention Saiva temples and
tirthas only in the context of these Vaisnava narratives. Another indication that
points towards a later addition of the “lizard chapter” to the main text of the KM(V)
is the specific narrative framing of this chapter. This chapter differs from the other
chapters in the KM(V), as it is framed similar to the frame story of the entire KM(V):
similar to chapter one, chapter 31 starts with a discussion among Rsis about an
important aspect of universal rights and duties (dharma). No other chapter of the
KM(V) starts with such a frame story. While the Rsis in chapter one discuss which
religious acts done by humans are most significant, as they imply that Visnu grants
them liberation (moksa),'® here in chapter 31 the god Indra asks the Rsis, which of
the four stages of life (@srama) is most important.'” A dispute among the Rsis on
this matter then provides the background to the lizard narrative (see below). As such,
chapter 31 could as well be a stand-alone sthalamahatmya, as its content does not
build on or even relate to the narratives that precede it.

Chapter 31 of the KM(V) (for the printed text, see Appendix 1) begins with Indra
asking the Rsis, which of the four stages of life (a@srama) is most important. While

14 A shrine named Vrsabhe$vara is mentioned in the forty-first chapter of the Saiva Kaicimaha-
tmya (KM(S); 1967) and is located in the fourth prakara of the Ekambare§vara temple. How-
ever, according to the KM(V), Vrsabhesa is located north of Hastisaila (Varadaraja), yet at the
shore of the Palar river (KM(V) 32.12: uttare hastisailasya ksiranadyas tate Subhe | samsthapya
limgam rudrasya pitjayamdsa vai vrsah ||). As the Palar river today flows to the south of the
Varadaraja temple, we might see here a reference to an older riverbed, which we also see in
other passages of the Kaficimahatmyas (for details, see Buchholz in this volume, fn. 37). More-
over, it remains unclear whether the text refers to the Vrsabhesa shrine in the Ekamranatha
temple, or to another Vrsabhesa temple. Punyakoti§vara is described in KM(S) 5.1-70. This
temple is located to the south-west of the Varadaraja temple. Santesa is neither mentioned in
the KM(S) nor could I locate this temple in or near Kanchipuram.

15 These three Saiva places are then said to represent 1008 (v.l.: 108) wish-fulfilling places
(KM(V) 32.21).

16 KM(V) 1.7: keneha karmanda ninam bhaven muktiprado harih | yajiiena tapasa vatha kim va
danena yatraya ||. Tn KM(V) chapter 1, Vasistha argues that any act, if done with devotion to
Visnu, leads to liberation (KM(V) 1.27), and that the concrete act (tapas, yajiia, tirthyatra,
dana) depends on the yuga. In the end, giving to Brahmins turns out to be the right way to attain
moksa. Then the sages ask Vasistha about the right place, time, and person to which gifts should
be given. This provides the occasion for Vasistha to praise Kanchipuram as the best of all
places, starting with chapter 2 of the KM(V).

17 KM(V) 31.6: caturnam asramanam hi gariyan ka udahrtah | tam asramam punyatamam suna-
yah prabruvantu me |.
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the majority of the Rsis agrees that the life stage as a householder (grhasthasrama)
is most important, Brhaspati not only disagrees and insists that the life stage as a
Vedic student (brahmacaryasrama) is the best, but he also calls the other Rsis fools
(mitdha), as they do not consider the meaning of the sastras (KM(V) 31.10-11).
Enraged, the other Rsis curse Brhaspati, who then is immediately born on earth as
the sickly son of a poor gleaner, in a village at the shore of the Narmada river (KM(V)
31.14-16). The following five verses (KM(V) 31.17-22) dwell on the details of the
poor boy’s desperate situation. As he reaches marriageable age, his desperation leads
him to approach Rsi Bharadvaja, who resides at the shore of river Bhagirathi (KM(V)
31.23). The boy tells the Rsi about his fate (KM(V) 31.24-26) and explains that he
wants to do severe ascetic practices (tapas) in order to please Visnu.!® Bharadvaja
recognizes Brhaspati in the poor young man and advises him to go 1000 krosas to
the south, to Satyavrata, which is a place dear to Visnu. There he would find hasti-
Saila (the elephant hill), where Visnu resides as someone who grants wishes (varada)
to everyone. As the auspicious sight (darsana) of this deity has the power to relieve
a person of all sins, irrespective of one’s background, Rsi Bharadvaja advises
Brhaspati-as-poor-young-man to go there and to perform austerities to please Varada
(KM(V) 31.30-34). In order to illustrate his claim of hastigiri’s salvific power,
Bharadvaja then narrates the story of the two lizards. This “lizard narrative” in
KM(V) 31 encompasses fifty-eight verses (KM(V) 31.36-94ab):

Upamanyu is a pious yet poor Brahmin in kuruksetra. He is devoted to Visnu and
is married to the equally virtuous Laksana. The couple has a small son. Although
they are poor, they fulfill their ritual obligations and honor guests as gods (KM(V)
31.36-41). The small family embarks on a pilgrimage and reaches the shore of
the river Godavari. Here, too, Upamanyu earns his living as a gleaner and with
this meager income first performs the rituals and only then feeds his family and
himself. One morning Upamanyu feeds his child with the “left-over” offerings.
However, before he or his wife can eat, a Brahmin arrives and asks for food.
Upamanyu gives this guest all the food they have, so he and his wife go hungry
(KM(V) 31.42-54). When he rinses the bowl from which the Brahmin has eaten
and throws the cleaning water onto the shrubs, this water with the “left-over” food
of a Brahmin touches the heads of a couple of lizards living there (KM(V) 31.55—
57). From this auspicious touch, the lizards’ heads turn golden. They also
remember their previous births and are able to communicate in human voice with
Upamanyu (KM(V) 31.58-61)."
At this point the narrative explains how the couple came to be born as lizards
in their current existence (KM(V) 31.62-69):
The lizards reveal that they had been king Sagara’s son Asamafija and his
wife, seven lives ago. As Asamaifija and his wife cruelly killed children and

18 KM(V) 31.27cd: icchami va tapah kartum paramam visnutustidam.
19 While not explicitly mentioned, it needs to be remembered here that hearing the chirping of
lizards in South Asian traditions is considered an omen (see below).
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also wild animals in the forest, they were reborn as animals, with their

current rebirth as lizards.?
Upamanyu intends to help the lizards and therefore takes them along on his
pilgrimage. However, no matter which holy place they visit,?! the lizards are not
relieved from their current form. Upamanyu then arrives in Prabhasa, where he
encounters Rsi Markandeya, who he asks for help (KM(V) 31.78-80).
Markandeya advises him to go to Kanchipuram, as “it is on this earth the most
meritorious destroyer of dark karma and gives even mukti to men who have done
great sins” (KM(V) 31.81). Markandeya advises Upamanyu to bathe the lizards
in the temple tank Anantasaras, and to have them have darsana of Varadaraja on
the “elephant hill” hastisaila (KM(V) 31.82-83). Upamanyu does as told and
indeed, the two lizards go to heaven, leaving their despised lizard bodies with the
golden heads behind (KM(V) 31.86—87). Upamanyu, together with his family,
happily thanks Visnu as Varada. Varada then asks Upamanyu to install the bodies
of the lizards on top of the “elephant-hill” hastisaila, so that the devotees could
first have darsana of him, and then touch the lizard couple and thus get rid of
illnesses (KM(V) 31.88-92).

Now the text briefly returns to the frame story with Brhaspati, who had been cursed
to be a poor gleaner’s son: Brhaspati swiftly goes to Kanchipuram, performs austeri-
ties at the shore of the temple tank Anantasaras, has darsana and worships Varada
with devotion during the Dvapara Yuga, and then reaches the highest abode (KM(V)
31.94cd-98a).

The Lizard Narrative in the Kamaksivilasa (KV)

The text Kamaksivilasa (KV) is a temple legend of Kanchipuram, which represents
at least in parts the perspective of the goddess Kamaksi.?? The text encompasses
fourteen chapters, and chapter 2 to 5 mainly deal with the area known as “Visnu
Kanchi” in this south-eastern part of the town. In the Kamaksivilasa, the lizards are
first briefly mentioned in chapter 2: “One amsa to the east (of the four-armed
[Visnu]) is the pair of lizards, having a golden and a silver body, who were twice-
born and installed previously [there] by Sakra (= Indra)” (KV 2.27cd-28ab). The

lizards are mentioned just before some crucial details of the physical lay-out of the

20 The story of Sagara and his descendants is narrated, with variations, in the Ramayana, Maha-
bharata, and in several Puranas; see Bock 1984.

21 Explicitly named are Varanasi, Haridvara, Puskara, Prayaga, Naimisa, Vrsabhadri, Ahobala,
Simhadri, Gokarna, Srisaila and Kaurma (KM(V) 31.74-75).

22 On the sectarian orientation of this text, see Ambach, this volume. Thus far, we know of only
one manuscript of the text (see Buchholz, this volume, fn. 26). There exist two printed editions
of the text (Kamaksivilasa: SrT karvetinagarasamsthanadhisvaranam $§ri bommarajamirdha-
bhisiktanam nidesena Srt Markandeyapuranantargatah srikamakotimahimadarsah srt kamaksi-
vilasakhyramthah, 1889, in Telugu script, and Srimdarkandeyapuranantargatah Srikamakoti-
mahimadarsah, 1968, in Devanagari script).
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Varadaraja temple are explained. Most of KV’s chapter 3, entitled “the power of the
‘elephant hill’” (hastisailaprabhavah), is dedicated to the lizard story, which is
narrated by Markandeya to king Suratha (see Appendix 2 for the printed text of KV
3). One major aim of the story is to explain how and why the place came to be in the
shape of an elephant.”* The narrative in chapter 3 of the KV runs as follows:

23

24

Goddess Sarasvati and goddess Laksmi argue who of them can be considered
superior. They ask Indra for his judgement, who picks Laksmi. This angers
Sarasvati and she curses Indra to take the form of an elephant (KV 3.7-15ab).
Laksm tries to help and tells Indra-as-elephant to go to the “dandaka forest at the
highest lion mountain (simhacala)”’. There he would find a boy named Prahla-
daka, the best of Visnu’s devotees (KV 3.17). Prahladaka would give him the
thirty-two-syllabelled mantra. This mantra would facilitate his entry to Visnu’s
holy area (hariksetra), where the lion would relieve him of the curse (KV 3.18—
21). Indra-as-elephant does as told and enters the city of Kanchipuram (KV 3.22—
24). There, “Visnu as Narasimha (the divine man-lion) went into Indra’s heart in
the form of thought, and bound Sakra with his lotus hands, who had taken the
elephant form. He opened the heart of this elephant and out came the king of the
gods” (KV 3.25-26ab). Narasimha makes the elephant into a hill and takes
residence in this elephant mountain as a statue in Yoga posture.?* Indra worships
him (KV 3.26¢cd-28ab). However, when Indra is about to return to his own world,
he sees two beautiful Brahmin boys emerging from the mountain (KV 3.28cd—
29). He asks them who they are and where they come from (KV 3.30-31ab). Here
begins the actual narrative pertaining to the lizards. The boys explain:
“We are two Brahmins, sons of S_rr‘lgiberi, named Hema and Sukla, born in
the Sandilya gotra, belonging to the Vaikhanasasiitra, conversant in the texts
of this line, two boys and brahmacarins. We are students of Gautama on the
Bhadra mountain.” They lived in an asrama in the Konkana area. They had
been cursed by their guru to be lizards, as once, while they were collecting
samidh sticks for the sacrifice, a black lizard had fallen in the pot filled with
water for their guru Gautama’s pija. As lizards they fell by accident on
Indra-the-elephant’s back and were taken by him to Kanchipuram. Once
there, they were freed from the curse by the power of the place. They greeted
Indra, venerated Varada, left their lizard form, and went home (KV 3.31cd—
39).
Indra, after hearing their story, places their lizard bodies on the mountain and
grants the mountain the boon that its sight be as effective as praising Visnu’s

KV 3.4-6: hastisailo mahapunyo vartate parvatottamah | gajabhidheyakas sailo hariksetrasya
bhitsanam || KV 3.4 || punyakotyam nivasena punyakotir iti Srutah | pura mahendrasapena
parvato "bhiid gajottamah | KV 3.5 || tad aham sampravaksyami puravrttam caritrakam | tasya
Sravanamatrena sarvapapaih pramucyate || KV 3.6 ||.

This part of the narrative refers to the miirti of Yoganarasimha which is installed in the Varada-
raja temple at the foot of the “elephant hill” (figure 12).
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name during Ekadasi. Consequently, those who come to Hastigiri seeking moksa,
reach Visnu’s abode just by seeing this mountain (KV 3.40—45ab).

The chapter closes with a short story that exemplifies this claim: a Brahmin named
Ganu lived a bad life as a murderer and robber. However, he nevertheless reached
Visnu’s world after death, because he had seen the elephant mountain (KV 3.45cd-
54). Markandeya, the narrator of the story, adds that just hearing this story brings the
same results as seeing the elephant mountain (KV 3.55-57).

Fig. 12: Utsavamiirti of Yoganarasimha in the Varadaraja temple,
during Narasimhajayanti (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2015).
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Comparison of KM(V) and KV

While the two texts give different accounts of the lizards’ origins, they also bear
commonalities: both stories agree in claiming that the sacred space of satyavra-
taksetra has the power to release from curses, and that the two lizards profited from
this power and escaped their curse along with their animal bodies, which they left
behind.

Yet it stands out that only in the Vaisnava text KM(V) the salvific power of the
god Varada on the hastisaila (elephant hill) in Kanchipuram, in the holy field
satyavrataksetra, is explicitly contrasted with less powerful holy places. Upamanyu
takes the lizard couple to several other Vaisnava and Saiva holy sites (Varanasi,
Haridvara, Puskara, Prayaga, Naimisa, Vrsabhadri, Ahobala, Simhadri, Gokarna,
Srisaila and Kaurma), but only Kanchipuram has the power to release the lizards
from their curse (KM(V) 31.74-75). Kanchipuram is described as giving “mukti even
to men who have done great sins” (KM(V) 31.81). This speaks of an underlying
competition of the Vaisnava places in Kanchipuram with other pilgrimage sites.”
The Sakta text KV shows no signs of such competition.

It is also evident that the efficacy of the rituals performed on or in connection
with hastisaila are represented differently in both texts. In the Vaisnava version
KM(V), the existence of the golden lizards on hastisaila is explained, the rituals
connected to them are prescribed, but their rituals are tied into and dependent on the
auspicious sight (darsana) of Visnu as Varadaraja in the centre of the temple: in the
KM(V) Varada asks Upamanyu to install the bodies of the lizards on top of
hastisaila, so that the devotees could first have darsana of him, and then touch the
lizard couple and thus get rid of illnesses (KM(V) 31.91-92). Consequently, the
lizards’ efficacy adds to the efficacy of Varada, but is not independent of the main
deity in this temple. In contrast, in the KV, not Varadaraja, but the elephant hill is of
crucial importance: seeing the elephant hill (or hearing his story) brings moksa (KV
3.41-45ab, and 3.55-57ab). Even more importantly, the KV’s version narrates that
the god Indra—and not Varadaraja—gave this salvific power to the mountain as a
boon. Indra rather than Visnu is central to the KV story: he is cursed to be an
elephant, which then explains both the name and the form of the building at the centre
of the Varadaraja temple.?® Only the KV’s version uses the lizard story to explain
the name and the form of the (centre of the) temple: Hastigiri, the elephant-hill, is
the elephant form that Indra left behind when he was released from his curse. In the
KM(V), the “hill” is explained as being a hill (valmika) made of the ground dug up
by Varaha (KM(V) 2.51-52, 3.54) and the name ‘“‘elephant hill” is explained as

25 In this context it might be significant that the Saiva versions of Kanchipuram’s temple legends
do not mention the lizards at all—possibly ignoring them on purpose, so as to not give the
Varadaraja temple undue credit.

26 This might have to do with Indra’s mythical white elephant Airavata, although he is not
explicitly mentioned here.
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referring to the many elephants that roamed the woods in this area, and by reference
to the gajendramoksa story (KM(V) 3.55-57)%, which is an important narrative
connected to Kanchipuram’s Astabhuja temple (KM(V) 13.19-23).

However, among the residents of Kanchipuram today, there is no unanimous
opinion about the reason why the hill at the centre of the Varadaraja temple is called
Hastigiri®®, “elephant hill.” A senior member of the Tatacarya families, Srinivasa
Tatacarya (Ambi Ayyangar) in an interview conducted on March 2, 2003, insisted
that Varadaraja was venerated by an elephant here and that the place is called Hasti-
giri for this reason.” His notion was mainly based on Srivaisnava literature, and
especially on the texts composed by Kirattalvar and by VedantadeSika. Thus,
Srinivasa Tatacarya pointed out that this motif is also referred to in Vedantadesika’s
Varadarajapaiicasat (sloka 1) and in Kurattalvar’s Varadarajastava (§loka 1).>° In
these texts, the Puranic story of Gajendramoksa is alluded to, according to which
Visnu saved the elephant Gajendra from the jaws of a crocodile (Srinivasan 2004,
80). It is also debated whether the name of the temple in fact derives from Sanskrit
hasti, “elephant”. While the Tamil term atti could in fact be derived from Skt. hasti,
it might also be that the Sanskrit hasti here is a (mistaken) Sanskrit rendering of
Tamil atti, which refers to the atti tree, which is the material of Varadaraja’s original
mitlamiirti, which is immersed in the temple tank today.*' Further explanations of
Hastigiri are for example that the god Varadaraja is well known for his hand (Skt.
hasta) gesture, the abhayamiidra (the gesture indicating “have no fear”!). Hence his
name is hastin and the place is called Hastigiri. Another explanation is that Varada-
raja first appeared in this place “on the ascendancy of Hasta Naksatram and hence
this place is called Hastigiri” (Srinivasan 2004, 80). Yet another common interpre-
tation is that “In olden days lots of elephants used to be around this hill. Elephant is
hasti, and since the elephants used to be here, it is Hastigiri” (Stma Bhattar,
interview, January 11, 2003; see also Srinivasan 2004, 80). One of the temple priests
in an interview voiced the opinion that Indra, due to a curse, had become an elephant,
and that Varadaraja used to ride on him (Stma Bhattar, interview, January 11, 2003).
Thus, while the name of the hill “elephant hill” clearly warrants an explanation,
many different interpretations exist side by side.

27 In KM(S) 5.62—63 the name Hastigiri is also connected to the gajendramoksa story.

28 Raman (1975, 7) also mentions the designation tyagamandapa, mentioned in the text Hastisai-
lavaibhava, which however seems not to be not used today.

29 Similarly, Varada Tatacharya (1978, 46) claims that the name attiyiir is based on Hastigiri,
which means a place where the astadig-gajas worshipped the god (see also Srinivasan 2004,
80).

30 Raman argues that the occurrence of the names Hastigiri and Karigiri (elephant-hill) in the
Sanskrit work Varadarajastava by Kurattalvar suggests that a nucleus of the legend was
already current during the eleventh century CE (Raman 1975, 9).

31 For details see Raman (1975, 4-6). The designation attiyir for the village surrounding the
Varadaraja-temple and its derivatives are mainly found in found in the hymns of Piitattalvar
and the earlier Cola inscriptions of the temple (Raman 1975, 8).
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As mentioned above, chapter 31 of the KM(V) would work well as a stand-alone
sthalamahdatmya. Its content does not build on or relate to the narratives that precede
it. In contrast, the third chapter of KV is much more neatly embedded in the overall
textual structure of KV: chapter 2 to 5 deal with the “Vaisnava realm” of Kanchi-
puram, e.g., with hariksetra (chapter 2), hastisaila (chapter 3, the lizard story is part
of the narrative that explains why the hill is an “elephant hill”’), Brahma’s asvamedha
sacrifice and Varadaraja’s appearance (chapter 4), and the river Vegavati (chapter 5).
It is not unlikely that the lizard chapter entered the larger body of KM(V)’s narratives
about the greatness of the main Vaisnava sacred spaces of Kanchipuram because the
ritual practice connected to the lizards was both pervasive and efficacious.*

Lizards in the Tankappallikal Mahdtmiyam

The Tankappallikal Mahatmiyam (TPM) is a Tamil text which was published in 1937
(Cuntaravaratacariyar 1937) (see Appendix 3 for the printed version of the TPM).
This text treats the lizard-story as a mahatmya in its own right. Moreover, this text
is the first active “promotion” of the “golden lizards” in the Varadaraja temple that
we know of. The date of its publication indicates that it most likely was authored to
meet the demands of an anticipated increased influx of pilgrims, triggered by the
1937 Atti Varata Vaipavam festival. This festival is celebrated only once in ca. fourty
years. During this event, the old statue of the main image in this temple, which is
made of arti wood and is kept under water in the temple tank Anantasaras, is taken
out of the water and displayed publicly for ca. fourty days. In 1937, this festival was
advertised widely for the first time, with the aim to sell tickets and thus to increase
the income of the temple.>* While Cuntaravaratacariyar, the author of the TPM, does
not mention this rare festival in his preface or foreword to the TPM, he explicitly
says that he compiled this text for the benefit of the pilgrims** and that he hopes to
fund the elementary school he runs through the income generated by selling the
TPM.*

32 This suspicion is supported by the fact that the KM(V) explicitly lists rituals connected to the
lizards and mentions their power to heal from illnesses, which are missing in the KV.

33 Interview with Sundararajan, July 4, 2019.

34 TMP, p. 1: “Pilgrims from many parts of our motherland India come daily to discover the
greatness of the golden lizards, and to quench their thirst for information, I dared to publish it
in this booklet” (nam tay natakiya intiyavin palapakarkaliliruntu, piratitinamum varum yatri-
karkal tankappallikalin mahatmiyattai terintuk kolla, nirampa aval patu vatal, avarkalutaiya
avalait tanikka, atai icciru puttaka vayilaka veliyitat tunintén).

35 TMP, p. 2: “Most of the printing costs of this booklet is borne by the author of the book, who
runs the ‘Sri Krishna Elementary School’, which is established and maintained at Chinna
Kanchipuram Chetty Street. I humbly request that the public should view this book, endorse it,
buy it, and through it also support the running of the school mentioned above” (icciru putta-
kattin kirayattukaiyil accitta cilavukal poka mikutiyai itan daciriyar cinna kaicipuram cettitte-
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His text TPM is a Tamil compilation of both Sanskrit stories summarized above,
though relying more on the KM(V) than on the KV. Yet while the text itself claims
to be a Tamil version of the thirty-first chapter of the KM(V),*® the author in fact
mixes narrative motifs of KM(V) and KV. For example, according to his version,
the Rsi Brhaspati is cursed by the Rsis to be an elephant (cf. KV 3.15, where Indra
is cursed to be an elephant by Sarasvati), not to be born as a son of a poor gleaner,
as the KM(V) (31.16) has it.*” However, while the story of Upamanyu and the two
lizards is narrated in this context (TPM, p. 6-16), the author Cuntaravaratacariyar
does not return to the frame story with Brhaspati-as-elephant. Unlike the KV, the
Tamil text therefore does not identify the Hastigiri with the left-behind form of the
elephant—in fact, the reader does not learn at all what becomes of Brhaspati in the
end. Another motif taken from the KV rather than the KM(V) is narrated in the
author’s preface, which very briefly summarizes the content of the Vaisnava Karici-
mahatmya (TPM, pp. 3-5). Here, Cuntaravaratacariyar cites as the reason for
Brahma’s horse sacrifice Brahma’s desire to receive the srstidanda from Visnu, a
stick that would enable him to create the world.*® This srstidanda is not mentioned
in the KM(V). Rather, there Brahma performs the sacrifice to make Visnu appear
before him. Moreover, the TPM text is much longer than KM(V) by going into detail
regarding the lizards’ bad deeds as descendants of Sagara. In the TPM the sage
Markandeya narrates this myth in great detail over nearly four pages (TPM, pp.
10-15; of overall eleven pages of text). Since this story only superficially relates to
Kanchipuram and the lizards, one cannot but suspect that the author of the TPM used
this story to fill the pages.*

Most importantly, the power attributed to the lizards is highlighted in various
passages of the TPM. In the preface, the TPM (p. 5) explains:

Normally, when house lizards fall on (a person), they cause the faults (dosa)
mentioned in the first attachment (of this booklet). If anyone sees or touches these

ruvil stapittu natattivarum Sri kirusna elimenteri patacalaiyin upayokattirku etuttuk kollappatu-
makaiyal. mahdajanankal ipputtakattaik kannurru, nirampa visvasattutan atarittu, vanki,
mérpati patacalaiyai nataiperac ceyya venumay nirampa panivutan kéttuk kollukiren). T. K.
Cuntaravaratacariyar also was hereditarily in charge of the deity Varadaraja’s jewlery (Murli
Bhattar, interview, March 9, 2017).

36 TMP, p. 6: “The story of Tankappalli Mahatmyam in the thirty-first chapter of the Brahmanda-
purana” (tankappalli mahatmiya varalaru. prammanta purane Srikaiici mahatmiyé 31-vatu
atyaye).

37 TPM, p. 6: “Due to this curse, he was born into this world as an elephant” (anta capa vicesattal
ippi lokattil yanaiyaka vantu).

38 TPM, p. 4: “Visnu appeared under the Punyakotivimana with the srstidanda in front of Brahma
and granted him the srstidanda he had demanded” (sr7 péralalanenrum tirunamamutaiyaray
punyakotivimanamatyankataray srustitantattutan prammavukku caksatkaramaki, avar koriya
cirusti tantattaik kotuttarulinar).

39 Seeing that he was keen to sell the booklet and use the money to run the elementary school he
managed, I cannot but sympathize with him.
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lizards after having had auspicious sight of Sri Varadaraja, he will be relieved
from the stain of sins, illnesses and ailments. Even if, after darsana (of the golden
lizards), lizards should fall on someone, if one thinks for even a second of the
vaiyamalikai lizards, then in that moment the fault will be removed.*

Similarly, the lizard story in the TPM ends with Varadaraja’s advice (TPM, p. 16):

If anyone worships me on the Hastigiri, afterwards does the pradaksina, thinks
of, worships, or touches the embedded golden lizards there while thinking of them
as vaiyamalikai lizards, if lizards fall on him afterwards, the sin, illness and stain
will be dispelled.*!

Of the KM(V) and KV, only the former connects touching the “golden lizards” with the
avoidance or removal of illness (KM(V) 31.88-92), whereas in the KV Indra grants
the elephant hill the boon that its mere sight would grant moksa (KV 3.40—45ab).
The KV thus attributes no specific power to the lizards as they are installed on the
elephant hill. In contrast, the ill effects of lizards falling on a person are a major
concern of the TPM, as after the end of the Tankappallikal Mahatmiyam story, the
text lists in an appendix the “outcome of the fall of lizards” (palli vilutalin palan;
TPM, p. 17), thus explicitly connecting the temple legend with the South Indian
divinatory “folk” science related to house lizards.

Lizards in South India’s Popular Religiosity

As Frembgen (1996) based on his literary review and interview in Pakistan and North
India shows, not only in South India are people afraid of lizards. House lizards are
often considered poisonous, even though in fact they are harmless (see also Thurston
1912, 99). They have a shrill voice which is considered a bad omen in many parts of
South Asia (Frembgen 1996, 136—137; Thurston 1912, 16, 48, 70). In South India, a
science as to interpret the cries of lizards developed, interpreting the direction from
where the sound comes.** Since lizards are thought to be poisonous, contact with
lizards is avoided by all means (Frembgen 1996, 139).** Both events, hearing the
cry of a lizard and the fall of a lizard on one’s limbs, have for long been interpreted

40 TPM, p. 5: sataranamaka vittilirukkum pallikal, melé viluntal 1-vatu anupantattil kantirukkum
tosankal untakinrana. inta palli uruvankalai evanoruvan sri varatardjanai taricittup piraku,
taricittalum allatu sparicittalum, avan papatosa, roka, camanarkalai yataintu caukkiyama-
taivan. ivaikalai taricitta piraku pallikal melé viluntalun kiita. oru ksana néram vaiyamali-
kaippalli enru manatara smarittal anta nimisattil anta tosam nivaranamay vitum.

41 TMP, p. 16: yavanoruvan inta hattikiriyil ennai cévittavanantaram pataksanastilulla ippalli-
kalai vaiyamalikaip palli enru ksanakalam smarittalum sévittalum sparicittalum avanukkup
pallikal meleé viluvataluntakum papa roka tosa camanankal untam enpatu tinnam.

42 Frembgen (1996, 137), referring to Walhouse (1876, 21). See also Ayyar 1992.

43 At the same time, one should never kill a house lizard, as it brings prosperity and is also
connected to fertility (Frembgen 1996, 140). On the connection of lizards and fertility, see also
Guy (2019, 319).
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as omen, and several texts contain prognostications based on the sounds produced
by the house lizard, by its movements and by its fall on the various limbs of a
person.** The text Dharmasindhu gives details regarding the significance of a
lizard’s fall on one’s body parts. Moreover, according to this text, the impact of a
lizard’s fall also depends on whether the lizard falls on a man or a woman. This text
also explains that the impact of a lizard’s fall can removed for example by taking a
bath with clothes on, by drinking paricagavya (a mixture of five cow-products),
looking into clarified butter, or by paying honor to (a golden image of) a lizard (Kane
1977, 792). Today, the prognostication based on a lizard’s fall on one’s body parts
is common in South India, and the author of the TPM was not only aware of it, but
placed his text in this context, as the appendix to the TPM shows: here, he gives a
list of forty body parts and the assumed impact of a lizard’s fall on it (TPM, pp. 17—
18). As lizards are considered to be poisonous, if a lizard falls into or touches food,
this food is considered poisonous, too. Frembgen (1996, 139) reports:
For example, Ashok Mukherji, a Bengali living in Kanpur, told me of an incident
he had heard about in which two boys in Varanasi bought sweets and some yogurt
in a clay pot from a shop. In the pot they found a dead gecko, which they removed
along with some of the yogurt. They then ate the yogurt; they are said to have
died soon after.

One cannot but notice the remarkable overlap of narrative elements between this
story and the K'V’s lizard narrative: two boys with a clay pot, a lizard falling into the
pot and the dire consequences for the two boys.

Popularization of the “Golden Lizards” after 1950

It remains unclear, how successful the TPM’s version of the lizard narrative was,
and it is not known to me whether Cuntaravaratacariyar managed to finance the Sri
Krishna Elementary School with the income generated by the Tankappallikal
Mahatmiyam. It is however clear that the transregional importance of the lizards has
been decidedly promoted roughly twenty years later, since the mid-1950s.

44 Thurston (1912, 70-71). Kane mentions for example Vasantardja-sakuna, Adbhutasagara,
Jyotisattva, Santiratna (or Sdntikamaldkara), and Dharmasindhu and suspects that prognosti-
cation based on the fall of the lizard on a person’s limb developed later than prognostication
based on the sounds of lizards (see also Kane 1977, 792 and fn. 1282b). On prognostications
relating to the house lizard, see the PhD-project by Dominique Baur.
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Fig. 13: Srinivasan’s grandfather, holding Srinivasan
as a toddler (ca. 1970) (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2017).

In two interviews the main temple musician (ital karar) of the Varadaraja temple,
Srinivasan, described to me how his grandfather (figure 13), a musician who enjoyed
transregional repute and who also worked as a pilgrims’ guide in the Varadaraja
temple, advertised the two lizards transregionally (interview, September 7, 2017).
As a guide, he would show the two lizards to the pilgrims. However, as the lizards
are on the ceiling, too high up to actually touch them by hand, the pilgrims would
throw a piece of cloth or a coin at the ceiling, and afterwards touch their eyes and
forehead with the coin or cloth. Even today one can observe such a practice in the
Varadaraja temple. In December and January, when Kanchipuram’s temples are
especially crowded with pilgrims, some of these visitors—either because of lack of
knowledge about the lizards, or because they lack the time to join the long queue for
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Fig. 14: High reliefs of lizards on the ceiling of a mandapa in the Varadaraja temple
(photo by Ute Hiisken, 2022).

the golden lizards—"touch” other high relief lizards (figure 14) they discover in the
temple. They do this by throwing pieces of cloth or coins at these reliefs, with which
they then touch their eyes or forehead, to realize their share in the lizards’ positive
effect. Seeing the attraction and popularity of the lizards, Srinivasan’s grandfather
aimed to make them more widely known, to attract more visitors to the temple. He
had leaflets printed in Telugu, Tamil and Kannada, which contained a short version
of one lizard legend, and then distributed these leaflets when he was called to play
music in other towns in South India. Evidently, this form of advertising contributed
substantially to the lizards’ transregional popularity. Srinivasan’s grandfather soon
managed to draw a contract with the temple administration (annual worth then
25,000-30,000 INR), allowing him to charge pilgrims for access to the lizards. This
contract was renewed annually. Srinivasan’s grandfather retained this contract for
sixteen years. In the beginning, he sold entrance tickets to the lizards for only fifteen
paisa and still earned a lot of money (Srinivasan, interview, March 8, 2004).
However, in 1972, after the Indo-Pakistani war of 1971, when the flow of pilgrims
suddenly had dried up, Srinivasan’s grandfather gave up the contract. Since then, the
temple administration (Devasthanam Board) runs the lizard ticket counter in the
vaiyamalikai prakara (figure 15].
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Fig. 15: The lizard ticket counter run by the Devasthanam in the vaiyamalikai prakara
(photo by Ute Hiisken, 2006).

The Sign Board on the Hill

Even today, pilgrims and tourists visit the Varadaraja temple and touch these lizards
for a small fee, in order to relieve themselves from the evil effect of contact with a
house lizard, which is thought of as dangerous for health and well-being (see above).
Typically, devotees enter the temple through the main gate, the Western gopuram,
proceed into the temple building, pass through a second gateway into the last corridor
(prakara) on the ground level. There they first pay their respects to Yoganarasimha
in the shrine (understood as a “cave”) at the foot of the two-storey-high building that
forms the centre of the temple. From there they walk to the Eastern side of this
building, the Hastigiri or “elephant hill.” There they enter the building and climb up
twenty-four steps to the corridor on the upper floor. This corridor leads them first to
mahamandapa, a hall which allows access to another staircase towards the centre of
the temple, the garbhagrha with the huge stone statue of the main deity Varadaraja.
After darsana of the main deity, devotees take the steps down again back to the
mahamandapa. From there they continue the clockwise circumambulation of the
sanctum sanctorum. Right after they step out of the mahamandapa and into the
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corridor, they are greeted by a sign advertising the “golden and silver lizard,” which
claims that touching them (for a fee of two INR) would relieve one of “all sins and
evils” (figure 16). After paying the fee, they are led by metal dividers to the north-
eastern corner of this corridor, where they enter an area separated from the main
corridor by wooden dividers. In this chamber they climb up a ladder onto a small
platform under the “golden lizards,” high enough to allow them to touch with their
hands the lizards installed on a plank on the ceiling (figure 17). With this, for many
pilgrims their main aim of visiting this temple is fulfilled. They climb down the
ladder and continue the circumambulation of the sanctum sanctorum of the temple,
perhaps admiring the murals of important Vaisnava places painted on the walls of
this corridor. They climb down the stairs and continue their way around the “hill,”
some worship Dhanvantari, the divine healer, on their way out.

Fig. 16: Sign board at the lizard ticket counter (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2006).

While waiting for their turn to enter the lizard area, the pilgrims see and read a short

version of the legend of the lizard couple, which is written on a metal board in Tamil

and Telugu near the entrance to the lizards’ area (figure 18). The text reads:
Legend of the vaiyamalikai lizards

At the time when two sons of the sage Srngibera were with sage Gautama as his
disciples, they brought water for the guru for his pizja. There were two lizards in
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Fig. 17: Pilgrims touching the lizards on the ceiling of the vaiyamalikai prakara
(photo by Ute Hiisken, 2017).

Fig. 18: The lizard legend in Tamil and Telugu on a metal board
in the vaiyamalikai prakara (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2017).
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the water. On seeing the lizards, sage Gautama was angry and cursed [the boys]
to become lizards. When the disciples asked how they could be relieved from the
curse, Gautama said — “If you go and request Varadaraja in Kanchi, the Satyavra-
taksetra, where one gets thousand times the fruit for one action, you will get rid
of your curse”. By doing so the disciples got rid of their curse. The souls went to
Vaikuntha and the (lizard) bodies remained here [in Kanchipuram] as a paiicaloha
statue. God Varadaraja said: “If the devotees who come here to see me also see
you [= the lizards], they will be relieved from all sins and illness and attain
prosperity. The sun and the moon are the witness to this”.*

No elephant is mentioned, but the positive effect of touching the lizards is empha-
sized. It is noteworthy that on this metal board several elements of the version of the
legend given by the KV are referred to, whereas the version of the KM(V) is not
referred to here at all, although this text is considered authoritative in the Varadaraja
temple.*® As the queue often is very long, the pilgrims have ample time to read this
sign board and memorize the story, to retell it when they are back home.

Online Representations of the “Golden Lizards”

Not surprisingly, this version of the lizard narrative also conforms to most online
sources on the “golden lizards,” both in its incompleteness and in its reference to the
KV narrative, rather than to the KM(V)’s narrative.*” Thus, the Wikipedia entry on
the Varadaraja temple gives the following story: “Indra, the king of celestial deities,
after getting released from the curse of Goddess Saraswati, installed the silver and
golden lizards who were the witness of the ordeal.”*® The online temple directory of
the newspaper Dinamalar mentions the story of the lizards in their entry on the
Varadaraja temple as follows: “Devotees also pray to the golden and silver lizards in
the temple for relief from any untoward happening due to the fall of real lizards on
their body. The prayer also brings them mental peace, safety and success in their
endeavours.” One website, for example, names as remedy that one should touch
“the people who visited Kanchipuram and touched the golden Lizard, the silver
lizard along with the sun and moon images [...] or touching the photo frame of

45 I thank R. Sathyanarayanan for helping me with this translation, and for comparing the Tamil
and the Telugu text on the sign board.

46 Ininterviews I conducted on March 9, 2017, two of the temple priests of the Varadaraja temple
retold the story as found in the KV, evidently not aware of or oblivious to the fact, that the
KM(V) contains a different narrative.

47 See, for example, http://gotirupati.com/varadaraja-perumal-temple-kanchipuram/, date of last
access February 16, 2021. However, there are also websites which give summaries of both the
KV’s and the KM(V)’s narratives, see
https://travel727874468.wordpress.com/2018/11/20/what-is-the-uniqueness-of-lizard-temple-
in-kanchipuram/; date of last access: February 16, 2021.

48 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/VaradharajaPerumalTemple Kanchipuram; date of last
access: February 16, 2021.

49 See https://temple.dinamalar.com/en/new_en.php?id=633; date of last access: April 25, 2022.
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Kanchipuram golden Lizard.”> In many online sources, the temple is even labeled
as “golden lizard temple”, thus confirming and reinforcing a notion often found
among the pilgrims, that the lizards, rather than Visnu as Varadaraja, are the most
important feature of this temple.’!

Fig. 19: Lizard plaque sold to tourists (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2018).

The “Golden Lizards” in Popular Culture

The pilgrims might even bring home small plaques with an image of the lizards
(figure 19), which vendors near the temple entrance sell to tourists and pilgrims,
partaking in the “lizard-economy.”? With the increasing popularity of Kanchi-
puram’s “golden lizards,” the lizards also have received a place in the annual festival
routine of Navaratri in South Indian households. During this annual festival, which
is celebrated in September or October, many families in Tamil Nadu choose to “keep

kolu”: they set up in their living rooms elaborate doll displays (kolu) on stages for

50 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6hdxF-QL804; date of last access: April 25, 2022.

51 Itseems that the popularity of these lizards even led other temples to “copy” them. For example,
TV5 News on April 29 (2010) reported: “Now kanchi's golden lizard darshan in Srikalahasthi
temple also!!” (see https://www.dailymotion.com/video/xj8cdy; date of last access February
16, 2021).

52 A share in the income from the “lizard tickets” also forms part of the temple priests’ income
(Stma Bhattar, interview, January 11, 2003).
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the entire duration of the festival. Among these dolls, the goddess is ritually installed
(usually in a kalasa pot filled with water and closed with mango leaves and a
coconut). The kolu arrangements encompass many different sets of dolls, including
mythological scenes and representations of ritual practices from specific temples
(Hiisken 2012; Ilkama 2018). When people visit each other in the evenings to look
at and admire each other’s kolu, often the diverse scenes are pointed out and
explained by the hosts (figure 20). Not surprisingly, I found an image of a “kolu set”
representing the golden lizards at the Varadaraja temple (figure 21), and one can
safely assume that their story, or one of their stories, are retold on that occasion, too.

-

ol AR § oy
Fig. 20: Visit of neighbors during Navaratri, when the hosts explain
the diverse kolu sets (photo by Ute Hiisken, 2008)
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Fig. 21: The ‘golden lizards’ as kolu set.

Conclusion

The comparison of the lizard narratives in the two Sanskrit sthalamahatmyas related
to Kanchipuram, the Vaisnava Kaiicimahatmya and the Kamaksivilasa, clearly shows
how parallel or even competing narratives relating to a specific religiously signifi-
cant place exist side by side. Both narratives are transmitted and accepted, irrespec-
tive of their sectarian background. Significantly, even in the Vaisnava Varadaraja
temple and among the Vaisnavas connected to this temple, the narrative of the
Vaisnava Kaiicimahatmya was and is not as successful as the Kamaksivilasa’s
narrative. For, the Kamaksivilasa’s version is propagated today not only on the metal
board at the entrance of the lizard-section of the Varadaraja temple, but is also
internalized by several of the Vaisnava temple priests, who refer to major elements
from the Kamaksivilasa’s version when retelling the lizards’ story. One might
suspect that the popularity of the Kamaksivilasa version is based on its successful
effort to connect the lizards with the (assumed) elephant form and the corresponding
name of the central building in the Varadaraja temple, Hastigiri, the “elephant hill.”
This is also reflected by the more recent version of the lizard-narrative given in the
Tamil text Tankappallikal Mahatmiyam, which in general follows the Vaisnava



190 Ute Hiisken

narrative, yet inserts the Kamaksivilasa’s elephant. Thus, even though the different
Hindu sects have their own versions of temple legends relating to Kanchipuram, the
success of the one or the other text does not necessarily reflect people’s sectarian
affiliation as strictly as the authors of the texts might have hoped. Rather, the
“success” of one narrative over the other, is connected to many more factors.

One of these factors in our case is certainly the importance of so-called “folk” or
“vernacular” local religiosity. By these terms I refer to those aspects of religious
practice, which are not derived from or integrated in Sanskrit Hinduism.>® As the
investigation of the “lizard story” in Kanchipuram’s sthalamahatmya texts in
Sanskrit shows, the contrast between popular religion, which attaches much
importance to the potentially dangerous touch of house lizards as affecting one’s fate,
(mis)fortune, and state of health, and normative Brahmin-dominated religion is
minimized in these sthalamahdtmya texts. Rather, vernacular religious practice is
integrated into ‘“elite (sanskritic) religion,” and hardly any distinction is made
between the worship of the lizards and the worship of the main deities of the Hindu
pantheon. This is a marked difference between the sthalamdahatmya literature in
Sanskrit and the dgama and samhita literature pertaining to temple worship. While
the latter rather reflects the priestly and normative view on what should happen in a
temple, sthalamahatmya texts rather reflect actual practices in a temple, which not
always conform to Brahmanical norms, but give expression to local understandings
and beliefs.

This neat collaboration between vernacular and Sanskritic religion in the
sthalamahatmyas is, however, not at all acknowledged in the major works on the
Varadaraja temple. For, as mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, in spite of the
importance attached to the lizards by the temple visitors, and in spite of the
importance attached to the “golden lizards” by the temple administration (if only
because of the income generated by the tickets allowing access to them), academic
descriptions of the Varadaraja temple mostly ignore the lizards. Here it is important
to note that both authors of standard works on this temple, K. V. Raman and R.
Varada Tatacharya, are Vaisnava Brahmins, albeit of different sectarian affiliation.
Their personal affiliation to “elite religion” might be the reason why they both did
not acknowledge the importance (or even existence) of the lizards, in spite of their
popularity among temple visitors. This attitude is also prevalent among the male
Brahmin priests of the temple, who unanimously and somewhat dismissively claim
that they do not touch the lizards, as they “have access to Perumal [= the main deity]
himself.”>* Implied here is that for them, touching the lizards is secondary to and
not as efficacious as touching the main deity of the temple, which is the prerogative
of the initiated male members of six priestly families hereditarily affiliated to the

53 “Sanskrit Hinduism” refers to those forms of Hinduism which mainly refer to normative
religious texts in Sanskrit. In the context of South Indian temple Hinduism, these are the agama
or samhita texts, or the handbooks (prayogas and paddhatis) based on these agamas.

54 Murli Bhattar, interview, March 9, 2017.
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Varadaraja temple (Hiisken 2010). In contrast, most wives of these priests use every
opportunity to touch the lizards, as they assured me in several interviews. Their
practice reflects the ritual instructions we find in the KM(V), where the temple
visitors are advised to have darsana of the main deity first, and then touch the lizards
while circumambulating the temple’s garbhagrha (KM(V) 31.88-92). At the same
time, this also attests to the identification of women—and evidently even women
from Brahmin temple priests’ families—with “low,” vernacular, and folk religion,
both in theory and in practice (see also Hiisken 2013).

Yet importantly, the Sanskrit texts do incorporate the lizards’ stories, as evidence
of how the success of a specific and popular religiously significant place is able to
impact the textual narratives, rather than the other way around. There is evidence
that the lizards’ narrative entered the main corpus of the Vaisnava Kariciimahatmya
later, as an “appendix.” In this case, the popularity of the lizards as efficacious
salvific place not only preceded, but even effected the inclusion of its narrative into
the Sanskrit text which therefore constitute unique texts, which give us access to
local lived religion. The sthalamdahatmyas are a uniquely fertile ground for research
on Hinduism, as they give access to the complex relationship between textual precept
and actual practice, between local (“folk™) and elite religiosity, between oral, written
and performative transmission, and consequently, enable us to understand the great
variety of Hindu traditions, past and present.
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Appendix |

Diplomatic transcript of the thirty-first chapter of the Vaisnava Karicimahatmya
(KM(V)), based on the printed edition of 1906 (Karicimahatmyam Brahmandapura-
nantargatam. Ed. by P.B. Anantacarya. Kafcipuram: Sudar§ana Press, 1906),
proofread and corrected by Marija Grujovska and Malini Ambach.
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Appendix II

Diplomatic transcript of the third chapter of the Kamaksivilasa (KV), based on the
printed edition of 1968 (Srikamaksivilasah. Bangaltiru: Bharatalaksmi Mudranala-
yam, 1968), corrected and proofread by Malini Ambach.
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Appendix 111

Diplomatic transcript of a scan of the Tankappallikal mahdatmiyam (TPM), British
Library, shelve mark pTam.B.S931 (transcript by Ramya R.)
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“Reading” a Sacred Place Differently: Sarvatirtha in
Kanchipuram’s Sanskrit Mahatmyas'

Malini Ambach (South Asia Institute, Heidelberg University)

Sarvatirtha is the largest constructed temple tank in the South Indian temple town of
Kanchipuram (Kanchi). It is a firtha, a body of water. Tirthas have been used for
ritual bathing since ancient times and are often credited with both purifying and
redemptive powers. Many temples therefore encompass a tirtha in their precincts for
the devotees to take a ritual bath before visiting the deity. As sacred places, tirthas
are linked to other sacred places as part of a sacred landscape, which connects
mythology with the natural landscape (Eck 2012). The study of mythological stories
about sacred places thus promises to reveal a variety of notions about a local sacred
landscape in which the places are situated.

Mythological stories about the origin and ascribed powers of the sacred place
Sarvatirtha are detailed in Sanskrit texts of praise (mahatmyas) on Kanchi. This con-
tribution will explore the narratives about Sarvatirtha from three mahatmyas both
text-immanently and cross-textually. The focus will be on the spatial positioning of
the place within the texts’ understanding of Kanchi’s sacred landscape and the con-
textualisation of the narratives with regard to the texts’ overall orientation and
structure. Before I turn to study Sarvatirtha from these perspectives, I will first
introduce the usage of the term firtha, the location of Sarvatirtha and Kanchi’s
mahatmyas.

The Term Tirtha

In its narrow sense, “firtha” denotes a sacred place that is a body of water, such as a
temple basin, lake or river. My mahatmya sources use the term in this way and I
adopt it for easier understanding. Hence, the designation Sarvatirtha itself refers to
the defining characteristic of the place as a body of water while at the same time
constituting its proper name.

The broader understanding of the term tirtha encompasses sacred places of
various kinds. Accordingly, they can, for example, be a pond, a hill, a city, a temple,
or a local representation of a particular deity. Often these sacred places are connected

1 The research for this contribution was generously funded by the German Academic Scholar-
ship Foundation (Studienstiftung des deutschen Volkes) within the framework of my PhD
scholarship. I would like to thank Ute Hiisken and Jonas Buchholz for their valuable comments
on my contribution.

Published in: Malini Ambach, Jonas Buchholz and Ute Hiisken (eds.): Temples, Texts, and Networks: South
Indian Perspectives. Heidelberg: Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2022.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/hasp.906.c13940
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with water in some form, such as a temple basin or river. As Knut Jacobsen states,
the association of a sacred place with water agrees with the understanding of the term
tirtha in earlier, pre-Puranic literature. It is based on the literal understanding of the
word tirtha as “ford,” or “crossing.” Places where one could cross water, sites
associated with water and places for ritual bathing were in particular called firtha
(Jacobsen 2013, 22). Later, in the Puranic literature, firtha rather refers to a place of
transition, also on a spiritual level, where the presence of deities is more intense and
rituals are more effective (Eck 2012, 7). Moreover, the aspect of transcendence may
refer to the promised redemptive qualities of tirthas, whereby people are supposed
to not be reborn in the future after a visit there (possibly including performing certain
rituals on site, for example a ritual bath) (Jacobsen 2013, 9). It further points to
sacred sites being places for pilgrimage due to their ascribed ability to grant
liberation.?

Sarvatirtha in Kanchi’s Geography and History

As a sacred place, Sarvatirtha is one of many in Kanchi. Since ancient times, this
city has been a centre of many religious traditions, learning and power. Within its
densely populated ritual space, Buddhist, Jain, Saiva, Vaisnava, and Sakta traditions
have cooperated and disputed each other, thus shaping the religious landscape of this
place (Rao 2008, 18-29). The changing relationships of these traditions and their
representatives are expressed and negotiated in a multitude of mythological stories
on Kanchi, in its historiography, and in the various ritual traditions (Hiisken 2017,
68ft.).

The area (ksetra) of Kanchi is considered to be continuously sacred, sanctified by
the presence of a multitude of deities. Countless monumental temples and small
shrines of different eras mark the city. The older among them date back to Kanchi’s
time as capital of the Pallava dynasty (third—ninth century CE), and many more were
built under the Cholas (tenth—thirteenth century) and the Vijayanagara emperors
(fourteenth—seventeenth century).?® Particularly well known are the city’s three
largest temples, the Ekamranatha temple (Siva), the Varadaraja Perumal temple
(Visnu), and the Kamaksi Amman temple, one of the most important temples for the
Goddess in India. As we will see, the narratives from the mahatmyas link Sarvatirtha
particularly to one of these places and its deity.

2 For a discussion of various designations for “sacred place” as adapted to different characteris-
tics, see Jacobsen 2013, 8-10.

3 See Stein 2017 and in this volume, Minakshi 1954 and Seshadri 2003 on the art history, and
architecture and Srinivasan 1979 for a perspective on the history.
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Fig. 1: Map of Kanchi with the Varadaraja Perumal, Kamakst Amman,
and Ekamranatha temples and Sarvatirtha.

Fig. 2: Sarvatirtha (photo by Malini Ambach 2020).
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Sarvatirtha is the largest water basin in Kanchi with the typical physical appearance
of a temple tank. It is situated at the north-western limit of today’s city and west of
the Ekamranatha temple (see figure 1). The surrounding area is both industrial and
residential. At the time of my visit in January 2020, the large basin was in sound
shape and filled with water. It is enclosed by walls on all sides. These were painted
in bright, not yet worn-off, wide red and white vertical stripes (characteristics that
mark South Indian temples). There is a gate in the middle of the walls on each side
and neat flights of stairs lead down to the water. A pavilion (mandapa) is situated in
the middle of the water (see figure 2).

The ftirtha is closely connected to the Ekamranatha temple and seems to be
maintained by said temple’s administration. On the last festival day of the main
annual festival (mmahotsava; its specific Tamil name is Pankuni Uttiram) at the Ekam-
ranatha temple, the morning procession is extended to Sarvatirtha for a purifying
bathing rite (tirthasnana).* It serves the festival deities, priests and others to remove
any impurities that might have happened during the daily festival processions (Schier
2018, 34, 65; also Seshadri 2003, 144).

The tirtha is also a part of the main annual festival (brahmotsava) of the Varada-
raja temple. The procession on the morning of the fifth day with Varadaraja in his
incarnation as Mohini® travels up to Sarvatirtha, which is the farthest point west any
procession goes (see figure 3).

In an inscription at this very temple, the Varadaraja temple, a reference to the
history of Sarvatirtha can be found. An inscription dated to the saka year 1645 (1723
CE) tells of an underground aqueduct built from Sarvatirtha at the north-western end
of Kanchi to the Anantasaras temple tank within the Varadaraja temple compound at
the other end of the city. The aim was to collect spring water from the nearby river
to supply the many temple tanks in the city with water (Annual Report on Epigraphy
1920, 123). This indicates that Sarvatirtha already existed at that time. A. K. Seshadri
also supports this assessment: he presumes that Sarvatirtha was built during the
Pallava times (third — ninth century), as the steps and enclosing walls were originally
made of sandstone dating from the Pallava period. According to Seshadri. it was only
in more recent times that the sandstone walls had been completely replaced by brick
ones and a fence had been added to prevent misuse of the tank. He further mentions
that the pavilion inside the tank, whose superstructure is embellished with stucco
figures, was added in later times (Seshadri 2003, 181f., 192).

4 From 2008 to 2010, Sarvatirtha was renovated, therefore tirthasnana was performed at Siva-
gangatirtha within the Ekamranatha temple’s precincts (Schier 2018, 66, fn. 62).

5 This is a reference to the narrative about the churning of the milk ocean found in various
Puranas. Visnu manifests in female form as bewitching Mohini in order to retrieve the nectar
of immortality (amrta) from the gods’ enemies, the demons (see f. ex. Bhagavatapurana 8,
chapters 8-9).
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Fig. 3: Map of Varadaraja’s Mohini-avatara procession during brahmotsava
(by Ute Hiisken, adapted from Porcher 1985).

Fig. 4: Tirthe$vara at Sarvatirtha (photo by Malini Ambach 2020).
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Fig. 5: Map with temples around Sarvatlrtha

Relying on this analysis of the architectural history of Sarvatirtha, the tank thus dates
back to a rather early origin. Its use in the centuries following its construction cannot
be deduced from the sources consulted, until an inscription from the eighteenth
century attests to the tank’s inclusion in the water supply system of the city’s temple
tanks. Probably to maintain its usability, Sarvatirtha has been renovated more than
once in the more recent period.

Around the firtha, in-between workshops and houses and partly hidden behind
them, there are several Siva temples. The majority of these temples are compact
walled shrines built around their Saiva icon, the liriga (see figure 4). Some of them
are further enclosed by a wall that runs around a courtyard. A map (in Tamil) of
Saiva and Visnu temples on display various Saiva temples in Kanchi lists ten (nos.
125-134) temples at the shores of the tank and two more (nos. 135-136) close by.°
These are (in Sanskrit) Hanumanti§vara, GangadhareSvara, Yogalinge§vara,

6 Electronic version available here
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zUipQ8aUU02679Y zJswryZk3C-v4nE7o/view (accessed
June 20, 2021). An English rendering can be found here
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B_2wEOwmmsqyQXYOVWFMNzdYLWc/view?resourceke
y=0-5bf10ijLfYPPSMF-cR3rdg (accessed June 20, 2021).



Sarvatirtha in Kanchipuram’s Sanskrit Mahatmyas 221

Laksmanes$vara, Site§vara, Mallikarjune§vara, Ramanathe$vara, TirtheSvara,
Hiranye§vara, Vi§vanathe$§vara, Kames$vara, and Dhavale§vara. Partly with variant
names, these shrines can be localised all around the tirtha with the above sequence
starting in the east and moving around clockwise’ (see figure 5). One of the
mahatmya sources on Kanchi, the Saiva Karicimahatmya, describes six of these
Sivalingas at the shores of the tirtha,® and connects the narrative of Sarvatirtha
specifically to one of them.

Taking into account these aspects that we have gathered about the location,
history, and use of Sarvatirtha, we will now turn to the mahatmya texts that present
their understanding of this place in the form of mythological narratives.

Mahatmya Texts on Kanchi

Descriptions of sacred sites like Sarvatirtha and their ascribed efficacy are found in
works belonging to the genre of Puranic Sanskrit mahatmyas (glorifications, legends,
praise texts). More precisely, a text concerning itself with the creation of a local
sacred landscape, one or more sacred places and their myth(s) of origin can be called
sthalamahatmya (glorification of a place).” However, the sthalamahdatmyas about

7 The findings on site during my visit in January 2020 were supplied with information on these
shrines from secondary literature (Seshadri 2003, 98, 144) and blogs about temples in Kanchi
(Chamundihari 2014. “Aadhav’s Temple Visits Kaancheepuram.” Sadhananda Swamigal.
Created February 19, 2014. Accessed June 20, 2021. https://sadhanandaswamigal.blogspot.
com/2014/02/siva-temple-in-around-kancheepuram.html.; Kanishk, Aadav. 2017. “Sarva
Teertham — Kanchipuram.” Temples of Kanchipuram (blog). June 7, 2017. Accessed June 20,
2021. http://templesofkanchidist.blogspot.com/2017/07/sarva-theertham-dwadhasa-lingams.
html; Sre Kagabujandar Nadi Astrological Research Centre. n.d. “Kanchipuram Temples.” Sre
Kagabujandar Nadi Astrological Research Centre, Kanchipuram, Tamil Nadu. Accessed June
20, 2021. http://www.nadiastrologer.org/english_Kanchipuram_Temples.html). As for the
names, Gangadhare§vara is also known as Gangavare§vara or Varune§vara, Ramanathe§vara
is also known as Rames$vara (or sometimes identified with Site§vara), ViSvanathesvara is also
known as Kasi Vi§vanatha, KameS$vara is also known as Manmathe$vara, and DhavaleSvara is
also known as Lakuli$§vara. Thanks go to Jonas Buchholz for making me aware of the variant
name of Dhavale§vara and Kame$vara from Tamil descriptions (Shaivam.org n.d. ,,Lakulicam
(Tavalesvaram).” shaivam.org. Accessed June 20, 2021. https://shaivam.org/hindu-
hub/temples/place/503/lakulicam-thavalesvarar; Dinamalar. n.d. ,,Kancipuram Civam Koyil.”
(page 40). Dinamalar (blog). Accessed June 20, 2021. https://temple.dinamalar.com/
ListingMore.php?c=3&D=52&Page=40.

8 Hiranyesvara (chapter 21), Kames$vara, Tirthe§vara, Vi§vanathe§vara (all chapter 29), Lakuli-
$vara (chapter 28), and Gangavares§vara (chapter 29).

9 Ingeneral, mahatmyas can describe and praise deities (e.g., Devimahatmya) or various religious
practices like vows (e.g., Ekadastimahatmya). Linda Wiig (1981, 15-18) supposes that ninety-
five percent of the mahatmya texts she reviewed have a local reference in that they either deal
with a sacred place of some kind (city, #irtha, region), a deity, or its representation being present
at a certain place.


https://sadhanandaswamigal.blogspot.com/2014/02/siva-temple-in-around-kancheepuram.html
https://sadhanandaswamigal.blogspot.com/2014/02/siva-temple-in-around-kancheepuram.html
http://templesofkanchidist.blogspot.com/2017/07/sarva-theertham-dwadhasa-lingams.html
http://templesofkanchidist.blogspot.com/2017/07/sarva-theertham-dwadhasa-lingams.html
https://temple.dinamalar.com/ListingMore.php?c=3&D=52&Page=40
https://temple.dinamalar.com/ListingMore.php?c=3&D=52&Page=40
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Kanchi I am dealing with simply use the designation mdahatmya to denote them-
selves'® and for the sake of readability I adopt this usage.

The mahatmyas about places praise the effectiveness of the place(s), one or more
resident deities, or the local firthas. Additionally, they may explain the rituals that
have to be performed in order to benefit from the particular powers ascribed to these
sites. Mahatmyas reflect local and regional traditions and consider each site they
describe as outstanding and most beneficial. This glorifying approach is a character-
istic feature of this genre.

The authors of those texts are usually not historical persons. Instead, the texts are
attributed to divine figures and do not mention the place or time in which they were
written. As Peter Bisschop states, this anonymity is a factor in the authority of the
mahatmya literature. The works are said to originate from an assumed divine telling
and thus make a timeless truth claim (2011, 3). It can be, however, assumed that it
was human authors who wrote these texts with an intention directly referring to their
historical context of time and place (Bisschop 2011, 3f.). In the case of the texts
written in Sanskrit, it were presumably members of the brahmin class, such as
scholars or priests, who composed these mahatmyas. The richness in detail found in
several passages from these texts suggests a precise knowledge of the respective
geographical area on the part of the authors.

The mahdatmyas on Kanchi express particular views on the the city and its sacred
places, they praise local sites, deities, and certain ritual practices. The descriptions
often include characters and narrative motifs known from the pan-Indian Puranic
mythology. Common subjects are thereby localised at the very place the mahatmya
describes and mythological occurrences are said to have happened right there.!! The
localisations are often expounded in a specific type of passage that is called
phalasruti. These passages explain why it is essential to go exactly to the site the text
just describes and nowhere else. They tell of the benefit (phala, “fruit”) of visiting
that place. Sometimes a phalasruti states that simply being present in Kanchi effects
the desired benefit. More often, however, the worship of a certain deity or a bath in
a tirtha is prescribed. In this way, the mahatmyas place Kanchi in a superior position
to all other places and simultaneously relate to the practice of pilgrimage.

10 E.g., Saiva Kaiicimahatmya 4.19ab (proktam vistaratah kaiicya mahatmyam varnayami vah )
or the Vaisnava Karicimahatmya 32.21ab (sarvam etan maya proktam kamcimahatmyam
adbhutam).

11 For example, Rama is said to have created a firtha called grdhra (vulture-) to give water to the
vulture Jatayu, who had been hurt deadly in the fight with Ravana. This is also the site of
Jatayu’s subsequent salvation (moksa) (Vaisnava Karicimahatmya 8.40—45). These characters
and the general story are well known from the epic Ramayana (cf. Ramayana, Aranyakanda,
sarga 63-64). In the mahatmya here, this event is made happen in Kanchi’s area and localised
at the specific tirtha called Grdhra. This sacred water body is located at the Vijayaraghava
Perumal temple in Thiruppukuzhi (Kanchipuram district) and is known as Jatayutirtha.
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The place Sarvatirtha is dealt with in three Sanskrit mahdatmya texts on Kanchi.'?
Each of these texts presents its very own and distinctive design of Kanchi’s sacred
geography based on its sectarian orientation and overall structure. Existing side by
side, the mahatmyas differ in the choice of sacred places they describe and in the
means by which they spatially contextualise them in Kanchi. Additionally, the
narrational style and inclusion of certain narrational elements, such as statements on
the ascribed rewards of a site, vary considerably. How these characteristics come
into play in the stories about Sarvatirtha from the mahdatmyas and to what end will
be studied below. Before, I will shortly introduce the texts that contain descriptions
of this water body.

(a) The first text bears the title Kaiicimahatmya (KM(V); (V) = Vaisnava), consists
of thirty-two chapters and attributes itself to the Brahmandapurana.'® The largest
part of the text is taken up by the core narrative telling of the god Brahma, who
performs an asvamedha (horse sacrifice) in Kanchi to see Visnu (KM(V) chapters
9-17). This is the mythology of Visnu’s manifestation as Varadaraja, who is
represented in the temple of the same name. The KM(V) further devotes a few
chapters to the description of firthas situated within Kanchi and the wider area
around it (KM(V) chapters 5-8) and to shorter narrative cycles on the origin of
further representations of Visnu.!* Connected to one of the Vaisnava narratives are
the myths of Siva Ekamranatha and the goddess Kamaksi, which are told intertwined
with each other (KM(V) chapters 23-25). In these myths, forms of Visnu are
attributed greater importance than the other two mahatmyas on Kanchi display in
their renditions of Ekamranatha’s and Kamaksi’s mythologies. In general, the
Vaisnava focus of this text is apparent throughout: not only is Visnu attributed a
superordinate role but also the large majority of sites are either abodes of Visnu or
tirthas linked to one of Visnu’s manifestations by their narratives.

(b) The second text, also called Kaiicimahatmya (KM(S); (S) = Saiva), is written
from a Saiva perspective and, according to its own statement, belongs to a part of the
Skandapurana."> The text names and describes over one hundred of Siva’s sacred
places all over Kanchi and in the extended surroundings and tells the related
narratives in various lengths. As found in the KM(V), deities, sages, and other
mythological characters well-known from the Puranic mythology serve as protago-
nists, i.e., Siva’s worshippers, in the narratives. A larger portion of the chapters
(KM(S) chapters 39—45) is dedicated to the myth of Ekamranatha, Siva’s manifes-
tation housed in the largest Saiva temple in Kanchi. It tells of Siva’s wife Parvati
who builds and worships a liriga of sand in Kanchi to attain her husband’s presence

12 See Buchholz in this volume for a comprehensive survey of the Sanskrit mahdatmyas on Kanchi.
13 Edition from 1906 by P.B. Anantacarya, Devanagari script.

14 For a study on the underlying general structure, see Porcher 1985.

15 Editions from 1899 and from 1967, both in Telugu script.
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there.'® In the course of the KM(S), Vaisnava places (including Varadaraja) and
their myths of origin are described, albeit rather briefly and with reference to how
Visnu worships Siva to achieve a desired aim. The goddess Kamaksi and her
mythology are also featured in the text, in parts independently and partly embedded
in the Ekamranatha myth (Kamaksi as manifestation of Parvati). Overall, the
understanding of Siva as superior prevails and gives the text a clear Saiva orientation.

(c) The third mahatmya dealt with here is a text titled Kamaksivilasa (KV). It consists
of fourteen chapters and attributes itself to the Markandeyapurana.'” Just over a
third of the chapters (KV chapters 1, 11-14) deal with the mythology of Kamaksi,
the famous representation of the Goddess in Kanchi. These clearly show a Sakta
orientation and display a (local) divine hierarchy in which Kamaksi is placed at the
top. Her origin myth tells the story of the great Goddess (Dev1) staying in Kanchi in
her universal form as Mahatripurasundari. It employs a common narrative motif of
Goddess’ mythology by relating how Devi kills a certain demon to rescue the
world.'® The mythology evolves in an area (ksetra) in the centre of Kanchi (where
the Kamaksi temple is), which is specifically assigned to Kamaksi and characterised
in a separate chapter (KV chapter 10) by listing various sacred places located in this
area. These sites consist of sivalingas, Visnu’s abodes, Goddesses, and tirthas in
almost equal number, thereby showing no clear emphasis in one way or the other.

In a similar manner, the KV describes a ksetra of Varadaraja in the south-east of
Kanchi (where his temple is) and a rendering of his mythology (KV chapters 2-5)
and an area of Ekamranatha in the north-west (around his temple) and his story of
origin (KV chapters 6-9). These narratives present Visnu and Siva in the pre-
eminent position. This contrasting approach to the obvious Sakta orientation of the
Kamaksi chapters is resolved by stating that Visnu (Varadaraja) and Siva (Ekamra-
natha) are but manifestations of the Goddess (KV chapter 1), thus establishing the
underlaying understanding of Dev1 on top of the divine hierarchy.'

As already apparent from this overview, the three mahatmya texts refer to a
common mythological corpus. In spite of their varying sectarian affiliations, the texts
still cover the same core narratives, yet attributing different importance to them and
to individual elements. These myths are all set in the same sacred space of Kanchi,
wherefore the mahatmyas provide insight into the religious traditions’ various under-
standings of the very same place(s). Moreover, they adapt universal and transre-

16 This narrative is explored in detail by Kerstin Schier (2018) in her study of the annual temple
festival at the Ekamranatha temple.

17 Editions from 1889 in Telugu script and from 1968 in Devanagari.

18 The motif of the Goddess slaying a demon who pains the world is frequently incorporated in
Goddess’s mythology. Its most comprehensive narrative is the Devimahatmya of the Markan-
deyapurana. On specifically the version of this narrative from the KV, see Ilkama 2018, 62—
70.

19 Among other aspects, this leads Anne MoBner in her study of the KV to regard the complete
text as written from a Sakta perspective (2008, 7£.).
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gional narrative motifs known from the Puranas to local spatial settings and include
familiar characters in local renderings of mythological stories.

Sarvatirtha in Kanchi’s Mythologies

I will now explore the aspects of differing interpretations of the same place, the
means used to contextualise a sacred place within a larger sacred geography and the
relations of local mythological narratives to pan-Indian Puranic motifs and
characters in more detail based on the example of Sarvatirtha. This study is based on
relevant text passages from the three mahatmyas which relate the story (of origin)
and characteristics of Sarvatirtha.

(a) The (Vaisnava) Kaiicimahatmya mentions Sarvatirtha and its mythology at two
places. The first passage constitutes one episode in a description of several firthas
located within Kanchi (KM(V) chapter 5). It summarises the myth of origin of
Sarvatirtha with barely hinting at the contextualising narrative in which it is
embedded.

[Sage Narada talks to king Ambarisa:] “Another [firtha] again, lord of kings, is
the most significant and best among the firthas. It is called Sarvatirtha and
removes all evil (papa). Once gods, Gandharvas, Siddhas, highest seers and
tirthas in the world, that are lakes, rivers and likewise (male) rivers, all gathered.
Where they stood and praised KeSava (Visnu) to make Ganga pure again after she
had become inauspicious because of Gauri’s (Parvati) curse, there is the best
among tirthas. It is meritorious and endowed with all tirthas” (KM(V) 5.46—
49b).%°
From this condensed version we learn that the tirtha was created where various
heavenly beings and bodies of water unitedly pled with Visnu for the cursed Ganga
to become pure again. The context of the mythological event does not become clear
but an orientation towards Visnu is indicated by the gods seeking help from Visnu,
who is thus given a position of power. Also missing is an information on the location
of the tirtha in Kanchi. Only several verses before in the same chapter, in episodes
on other water bodies, are spatial references given. These state that a firtha called
Indratirtha lies in the north-west of HastiSaila (KM(V) 5.19¢d) and that there are
several more situated in the same direction (KM(V) 5.27¢-29b). This localisation
hence pertains to Sarvatirtha as well. Hastisaila, (“elephant hill”?!), on whose top
Varadaraja resides, lies rather far away across the city from Sarvatirtha (see figure
2) but is a central site in the KM(V) due to its connection to Varadaraja indicating
the overall spatial orientation of the text.

20 All translations are my own. The respective Sanskrit passages are given in the Appendix.

21 This is the specific name of the building at whose first floor the sanctum sanctorum of the
Varadaraja temple is situated. On different derivations of this name, see Raman (1975, 6) and
Srinivasan (1979, 7).
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Both the specific spatial link and the larger mythological narrative involving the
origin of Sarvatirtha are later elaborated in the KM(V) chapters 26 to 27. To allow
an understanding of the episode on Sarvatirtha within the multi-layered storyline, I
will first summarise here the larger narrative that is the rendition of Ekamranatha’s
myth in the KM(V) (KM(V) chapters 23-25): Parvati is cursed by Siva to have black
skin and ugly eyes. She performs penance at Kanchi and Visnu as Vamana relieves
her from the curse. Divinely beautiful again, she receives the name Kamaksi and
stays in Kanchi. Parvati then wishes to be near Siva, and Vamana instructs her to
build a sand /iriga. While Parvati worships the liriga continuously, Siva sends various
disturbances to test her devotion. The last one is Ganga, whose waters Siva releases
from his hair. Parvati is furious about this disturbance and embraces the sand liriga
for protection. She also curses Ganga to become ugly and inauspicious (and therefore
unfit for ritual bathing, for which the Ganga is particularly famed). Siva then
eventually manifests in Kanchi to be with Parvati there.”? Only after this narrative
has come to an end (ends in KM(V) chapter 25), is the storyline centring around
Ganga taken up again (KM(V) chapters 26-27). This extension from the Ekamra-
natha myth is only found in the Vaisnava text and not in the other two mahdatmyas.
Taking up the widely known idea of the Ganga as epitome of a purifying river, it
details Ganga’s quest for liberation from the curse, which causes the gods together
with all tirthas to travel the worlds in search of Visnu. They praise him and ask him
to make Ganga pure again. Eventually, Visnu appears in front of the gods and Ganga
in Kanchi, and the gods and firthas praise him there. They all see him as Varadaraja
and mounted on the bird Garuda as his vehicle. Visnu then fulfils the gods’ and
Ganga’s plea for the latter’s redemption and renewed auspiciousness. He creates
tirthas at the places in Kanchi where the gods (Sarvatirtha) and Ganga (Mangala-
tirtha) stood to praise him. The passage about the origin of Sarvatirtha reads as
follows:

[Varadaraja speaks to Ganga:] “ ‘Also where the gods all stood together unified
to free you from this inauspicious curse and delighted me, there a huge, meritori-
ous and purifying lake shall come into being. They shall all live in this lake on
my command. As all gods indeed continually live in this tirtha, this purifying lake
shall be called Sarvatirtha.’

22 On the different version of Ekamranatha’s myth in the three Sanskrit mahatmyas on Kanchi
and other Sanskrit and Tamil sources, see Schier 2018, 73-96. The element of Parvati cursing
Ganga is only found in the Vaisnava text, to which Kerstin Schier (2018, 90) writes: “Of
particular interest is the episode in which Parvati curses the river Ganga, making it an outcast.
By extension, everybody who comes into contact with the river also becomes an outcast.
Usually, Ganga is regarded as the salvific river par excellence. The curse of Ganga occurs only
in this version of the myth. I can offer no explanation for this singular variation, except the
underlying jealousy of Parvati and Ganga, which is known from pan-Indian myth, and serves
as a theme in the oral tradition of the Ekamranatha temple festival [...]”.
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The man who bathes in there with devotion, performs the act of tonsure and
parvanasraddha (ancestor ritual (sraddha) at the conjunction of sun and moon
(parvana)) shall be known as one who has performed an asvamedha (horse
sacrifice).” (KM(V) 27.22-25)

The Ganga narrative then culminates in the explanation of Garudaseva, Varadaraja’s
procession mounted on the man-eagle Garuda as his vehicle (vahana). Varadaraja
instructs Brahma to take him on Garuda up to Mangalatirtha (where Ganga praised
Visnu) for Ganga to see him there each year during brahmotsava (annual festival).
Ganga will be annually present at Mangalatirtha, too, and will thus become purified
from the sins that people have emitted in her waters when taking a ritual bath. In this
way, the Ganga narrative, evolving from a Saiva mythology, serves as transition to
a Visnu-oriented one, explaining why Varadaraja takes to the western part of Kanchi
during brahmotsava, the largest annual temple festival at the Varadaraja temple.
Interestingly, the Garudaseva procession these days does not pass by Sarvatirtha
(only Mangalatirtha, where Ganga stood; see figure 3), but the procession with
Varadaraja as Mohini on another day during the festival®® (Hiisken 2013, 111, fig.
4). The inclusion of Garudaseva in the narrative further highlights the link between
Sarvatirtha and Varadaraja at the other end of the city, which reflects the localisation
of the firtha analysed in the context of the first passage given above.

The necessity to introduce the rather lengthy narrative in order to fully understand
the inclusion of the passage on Sarvatirtha shows that the focus of the KM(V) is on
mythological narratives: mythology sets the course of the narrative and only after
the story has evolved sufficiently, events from the narrative are localised at specific
places. This procedure is characteristic for most of the KM(V) and is exemplarily
shown by the second passage on Sarvatirtha. Here, too, the narrative is the starting
point and only later the connection of a mythological event (the gods praise Visnu)
to a specific place (Sarvatirtha) is established.

As far as the myth of Sarvatirtha is concerned, the two passages from the KM(V)
agree with each other. The second one is taken out of a larger narrative and needs
context to make sense. It only indicates the creation of the tirtha as such. Conversely,
the first episode is self-contained but needs contextualising as the summary is very
condensed. The naming of Sarvatirtha, however, corresponds in both episodes, with
the first passage being more general. It mentions that Sarvatirtha is endowed
(samanvita) with all [who had gathered to praise Visnu there] while the second
section derives the name more explicitly, as the word sarva in the place’s name is
understood as stemming from all the gods actually residing at this tirtha on Visnu’s
command. Additionally, the efficacy of Sarvatirtha in the context of ancestor rituals
(sraddha) is highlighted in the same passage. This goes beyond the general

23 Garudaseva takes place in the morning of the third day, the procession with Visnu as Mohini
in the morning of the fifth day of brahmotsava (Hiisken 2013, 102, fn. 9). On the festival, see
Hiisken 2013, 101ff.
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attributions of it being the best place of all and destroying all sins mentioned in the
summarising first episode.

Overall, the place Sarvatirtha as such occupies a secondary role in the context of
the larger multi-layered narrative that originally starts out from the myth of
Ekamranatha. Instead, emphasis is given to the mythological events leading to the
creation of the firtha. In this, the description of Sarvatirtha is exemplary for how
many of the myths of sacred places are dealt with in the Vaisnava Karicimahatmya.
Likewise, the spatial orientation with reference to HastiSaila and Varadaraja
underlines their central position in the text’s design of Kanchi’s sacred geography.

(b) The Saiva Kaiicimahatmya has a distinctly different approach to both the place
Sarvatirtha and its mythology. In chapter 29 of the text we find the story on the origin
of the firtha and in chapter 45 the place is mentioned again in the context of
Ekamranatha’s mythology. The first passage on Sarvatirtha is embedded in
descriptions of sivalingas situated on its shores. One of them is Tirthe§vara (see
figure 5), and to fully understand the context, it is necessary to first summarise the
passage on this /iriga. This story immediately precedes the verses on Sarvatirtha and
is linked to them in terms of content. In the story of Tirthe§vara, all the firthas come
to Kanchi for purification. They all install a linga with their name (firtha-) there to
worship Siva. Pleased by the tirthas’ devotion, Siva stays at the firtha’s shores (they
all form one water body) as Tirthe§vara (Tirthesa in the text) and grants them a boon.
Then the part on Sarvatirtha begins, which reads as follows:

[Siva speaks to the tirthas:] “ ‘From now onwards, people who bath in you all,
satiate gods, sages, and ancestors, then give wealth to a Yogi, and see me as
Tirthe$vara, will attain the highest liberation. If a man shaves, takes a bath in the
water of Sarvatirtha and particularly performs the act of sraddha (ceremony for
the dead ancestors), gives some daksina (donation for a priest) to brahmins, too,
and honours me—or if he once offers obeisance to [me]—who [I] stay at the
tirtha, then his ancestors will be satisfied and reach me.’ [...]

[The narrator KauSika continues:] The murder of a brahmin, of a hero, of an
embryo, and of the father perish in the moment [of bathing], and so do the murder
of the mother, and of a cow. By bathing in this Sarvatirtha and by seeing Tirthesa,
the sins of man and others are destroyed. [...]

Just by bathing here, Prahlada was freed from the fault of patricide and
Vibhisana from the great fault of murdering his brother. Likewise, ParaSurama
[was freed] just by bathing in the beautiful Sarvatirtha in front of Tirthesa for the
liberation from [the fault] a murder of a hero, too, and Rama, the enemy of
Ravana, who had come with this brother. After he had killed the teachers headed
by Drona and Krpa, Arjuna similarly became one whose sin was gone after
bathing in Sarvatirtha, the best of all [firthas]. He became a knower of the essence
of Siva and attained to unlimited fame. For the liberation from embryo-murder,
Asvatthaman bathed [in it], too. [...]” (KM(S) 29.14¢-30Db).
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With regard to the aspect of spatial references, this section from the KM(S)
establishes a link between Sarvatirtha and Tirthe§vara, who is situated at the tank’s
shores. The connection is grounded in a unifying narrative and stressed by statements
on the ascribed power of Sarvatirtha. This is said to come to fruition through the
combination of taking a bath in its waters and visual perception (darsana) of
Tirthe§vara. A geographical closeness is thus emphasised by a prescription of ritual
acts. At the same time, the worship of Siva (here in his particular representation as
Tirthe§vara) is integrated into the rituals involving Sarvatirtha. In my view, this order
reflects a mode of worship directed towards the deity (here Siva) and attributes a
supplementary role to a bath in the #irtha and consequently to the site itself. Therefore
the firtha is not considered a standalone place but is instead thought of in connection
to a Sivalinga.

Besides the underlying arrangement that groups Sarvatirtha with TirtheSvara, the
phalasruti stories of this text passage are its most prominent characteristic. Among
the rewards to be given by Sarvatirtha, its power to redeem the fault of murder is
particularly highlighted. This ascription is underlined through examples of various
figures known from the pan-Indian mythology, such as Prahlada, Parasurama, Rama
and Arjuna. They are said to have been freed from the sin of murder after they took
a (ritual) bath in Sarvatirtha. These examples refer to mythological events described
in Puranic and epic narratives (e.g., Rama defeating Ravana in the Ramayana) and
link them to Sarvatirtha in Kanchi. In this way, interpretations of particular story
lines from well-known narratives are created to incorporate the local site, attempting
to place it in a broader context and highlight its efficacy.

In comparison with the narrative about Sarvatirtha presented in the KM(V), a
correspondence can be noted. Here as there, a sacred place is created where the gods
as/and tirthas had gathered to worship the deity whom the respective text considers
the highest. However, this motif from the combined story of Tirthe§vara and
Sarvatirtha in the KM(S) is contextualised in the Vaisnava text in a narrative about
Ganga, which evolves from an event in Ekamranatha’s myth but basically aims at
the explanation of Varadaraja’s procession (see above). As we will see, both the
KM(S) and the KV continue the Saiva narrative differently. Therefore I wonder why
particularly this element has found its way into the KM(V) in a distinctly different
context.

The second passage from the KM(S) is directly woven into the narrative of
Ekamranatha’s myth of origin (KM(S) chapters 39—45). Instructed by Siva, Parvati
builds and worships a liriga of sand in Kanchi to attain her husband’s presence there.
To test her devotion, Siva causes a great destructive flood to arise from the nearby
Kampa river.”* Parvati embraces the sand liriga to protect it from the flood and her
female companion Bhadrakali helps her tame the waters. Siva then appears, pleased

24 The idea of a destructive flood is found in Tamil tradition from early literature onwards
(Shulman 1980, 55ff.).
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with Parvati’s steadfast dedication, and gives instructions on what to do with the
waters collected in Bhadrakali’s skull-bowl. This episode involves Sarvatirtha and
reads as follows:

[Kausika narrates:] “The moon-crowned one (Siva) called Bhadrakalt and said:
‘Well, Bhadra, your entire behaviour is dear to Devi (Parvati). Quickly release
all the water from your skull-like vessel that is in your hand. As you made the
water slow down that resembles water of a destructive flood (pralaya), you are
named Pralayamanda (the one who slows down pralaya). Called [by this name]
you stand in front of me.’

Then all the water was released from the skull-bowl by the one thus spoken
to (Bhadrakali) and the one who was served by [the gods] beginning with Hari
(Visnu) and Brahma (= Siva) arrested this water with his light in his western
direction to [the tirtha] called Sarvatirtha.

This Sarvatirtha in Kafici destroys the sin of assaulting a brahmin etc. By
remembering it, old age and death are removed for men.” (KM(S) 45.109-113)

From this section we learn that the caught-up water from the overflowing Kampa
river was released into Sarvatirtha. I argue, that this is not the tirtha’s myth of origin
but an integration of an already existing place into the extended mythology of
Ekamranatha. In the context of the latter, the site Sarvatirtha only makes an
appearance in passing to tell what happens to the waters of the flood sent by Siva
and thus wraps up this narrative strand. The myth of origin of Sarvatirtha forms the
narrative in KM(S) chapter 29 that is detailed above. Overall, this means that, unlike
in the KM(V) (and in the KV, see below), there is no separate narrative about
Sarvatirtha that evolves from the main mythology on Ekamranatha. Nevertheless,
the tirtha, which is situated at a short distance (see figure 1), is spatially linked to the
site of Ekamranatha through the story told in the second text passage. A reflection
of this notion is found in the present role of Sarvatirtha during the annual temple
festival of the Ekamranatha temple, when the concluding ritual bath is carried out
there.

(c) The Kamaksivilasa takes another approach on Sarvatirtha by dedicating an entire
chapter (KV chapter 9) to its mythology. Following the KV’s version of Ekamra-
natha’s myth (KV chapter 8), it refers back to an event occurring in the latter narra-
tive, similarly to the KM(V) and the second episode from the KM(S). Likewise, the
narrative in the KV about Ekamranatha closely resembles the renderings found in
the other two mahatmyas and includes several of the same aspects. Since this myth
contextualises the chapter on Sarvatirtha, I will introduce the basic story line relevant
for the origin of the firtha: to atone for covering his eyes, Siva instructs Parvati to
venerate him in Kanchi. Accordingly, Parvati builds a liriga out of sand and worships
it. Siva sends Kampa (local name of the Ganga) twice in form of a destructive flood
(pralaya) to disturb Parvati’s efforts. The first time the waters are contained in a
skull-bowl by one of Parvatr’s female companions, subsequently called Pralaya-
bandhini (the one who tames pralaya). When the waters of the Kampa roll in for the
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second time, Parvati embraces the liriga to protect it. Pleased, Siva agrees to stay in
Kanchi as Ekamranatha.

The chapter about Sarvatirtha then starts with the location of the site and a
description of the course of the Kampa river, which flows along bodies of water and
absorbs them on its way to Kanchi (KV 9.3-10b). Then the scene changes to after
the waters of the Kampa are contained in Pralayabandhini’s skull-bowl (as told in
Ekamranatha’s myth). On this basis, the story continues to introduce the origin of
the firtha and at the same time closes the narrative strand about the water of the
Kampa that was previously held up in the vessel.

[The sage Markandeya narrates to king Suratha:] “To affirm [his] love for Siva
(Parvati) and in order to remove her fear, Sankara (Siva) hid Ganga, who
originates in the masses of his twisted hairlocks, when she was on earth as the
destructive [flood] (pralayariipini), in the ground by putting his foot down on the
earth (creating a hole). [...] The skull-like vessel Pralayabandhint laid down to
hinder pralaya when the Kampa came for destruction [of the sand linga], and
which holds together the water of the Kampa as long as the water was inside the
vessel, that skull-like vessel is there [at the hole], releasing the water of this
destructive [flood].

Then Gauri as eight-year-old heard of the glories of this firtha and wished
for the beauty of fresh youth. According to the rules said by Sankara in his words
of grace, Parvati then had Devasilpin (Vi§vakarman, the divine constructor) make
steps, proper walls, etc. for this tirtha. Mahagauri (Parvati) then established the
divine name Sarvatirtha to be known for this tirtha, because it is forever a
combined tirtha of thirty-five million tirthas together with the flowing Kampa,
king. After she took a bath in this tirtha, Gauri, full of fresh youth and endowed
with beauty, attained splendour and auspiciousness. She became visible in refined
golden [form] as Kamaksi, who grants wishes (kama) [...].” (KV 9.12-21b)

Contextualised in terms of characters and narrative from Ekamranatha’s mythology,
this episode offers a rather detailed story about the origin and evolution of Sarva-
tirtha. Up to the point where the water released from the vessel of Parvati’s com-
panion Pralayabandhini flows into Sarvatirtha, the narrative shows a great similarity
with parts of the KM(S). Whereas I interpret the Saiva text to understand the water
from the skull-bowl as water supply for an already existing tirtha, 1 consider the
same narrative motif to form the story of origin of Sarvatirtha in the KV. The reason
is that the KV presents a self-contained story and mentions why (to console Parvati)
and how (creating an indentation) Siva first creates the place where the water from
the vessel can be collected.

The story then continues with Parvati, who has the physical architecture of the
tank built, which makes the KV the only text to mention details about the material
appearance. While still set in a mythological framework, this element refers to a
physically tangible construction of Sarvatirtha resembling a temple tank as we might
picture it and as can be still seen today on site. The description is too general to
ascertain a familiarity with the place on part of the composers of the KV. More likely
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it is a reflection of the understanding of how the outer form of a firtha is imagined
to look like. However, the most notable characteristic is that architectural features
are described. These are only addressed in exceptional cases in the text (just as in
the KM(V) and KM(g)), as the focus lies on the sacredness of the places itself. The
significance of any sacred place is thus understood to be independent of possibly
changing buildings at the site and consequently assigned a continuous claim to
sacredness.

Subsequent to the first text passage from the KV given above, the narrative about
Parvati is brought to a close. It now turns to the efficacy of Sarvatirtha. As the main
character, Parvati is the one to profit from the beneficial character of Sarvatirtha (see
episode above) and afterwards awards Sarvatirtha certain powers.

[The sage Markandeya narrates to king Suratha:] “Mahagaurt then worshipped
the firtha and gave it a boon. ‘By seeing Sarvatirtha, people will receive the
reward of visiting and bathing in all firthas and they attain Siva, too,” is the boon
Gauri granted [...]. From that time onwards the pleasant Sarvatirtha is there.
King, the reward one may receive by bathing in all the firthas situated in Kafict
at the prescribed time, all these rewards one obtains by [taking] a bath once in
Sarvatirtha. Once many [people] desiring moksa (liberation) took a bath in Sarva-
tirtha, were freed from evil, and went to Siva’s world.” (KV 9.32-37)

Besides the more general ascriptions of rewarding qualities, this episode specifically
refers to the name of the firtha in that only the sight of Sarvatirtha will give the same
benefits of visiting and bathing in all (sarva) tirthas. It even establishes a local
reference by stating that just one bath in Sarvatirtha is equal in rewards to taking a
bath in all #irthas in Kanchi. The name Sarvatirtha itself is also derived from the idea
that the place incorporates all bodies of water (sarvatirtham iti khyatam sarvatirtha-
samanvayat, KV 9.4cd), more specifically the river Kampa and a huge amount of
tirthas as given in the first passage from the KV. The beginning of the chapter
(KV 9.3-10b) details the course of Kampa along various bodies of water up to
Kanchi, illustrating the notion that it consists of firthas.

The ascribed efficacy of Sarvatirtha is taken up again in an illustrative phalasruti
story highlighting the efficacy of the place. In agreement with both the KM(V) and
the KM(S), it particularly emphasises the powers of Sarvatirtha with reference to
Sraddha (KV 9.38-45).%

Furthermore, the KV is very clear in locating Sarvatirtha. Due to the text's strict
adherence to locating the sacred places it describes, it states that the tirtha is eight
amsas (parts) south-west of Ekamranatha in Rudrasala (KV 9.3- 4b), reflecting the
spatial relationship on site (see figure 1). Rudrasala is the area in Kanchi’s west

25 A twice-born living at the bank of the Tamraparni (Thamirabarani river, Tirunelveli and Tho-
thukudi districts, Tamil Nadu) fathers a son with a married woman. This fault causes his
ancestors to reach hell and his ancestor rituals to go wrong. Only after he travels to Kanchi and
performs the rituals at Sarvatirtha can his ancestors reach heaven. He himself lives till the end
of his life and then attains Siva’s world.
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assigned to Siva as Ekamranatha. The location of Sarvatirtha thus justifies the con-
nection to Siva, which is reflected by the narrative evolving from Ekamranatha’s
mythology (KV chapter 8) and the notion of Siva’s world as epitome of liberation as
mentioned in the phalasruti passages. I see this as an example of pronounced
reciprocal assignments between the narratives in the KV featuring Visnu, Siva or
Devi as the highest deity and the areas assigned to their local manifestations in
Kanchi, where sacred places and the deities’ mythologies are set (see section on the
mahatmyas above).

As far as the myth of origin and a section on the attributed efficacy are concerned,
the KV includes the longest and most balanced description of Sarvatirtha of all three
mahatmyas. Both the narrative and the mode of locating the place establish a
connection to Ekamranatha and firmly situate the place in his sphere of influence.
Within the KV, Sarvatirtha is one of three bodies of water that are dealt with at length
in a separate chapter. One tirtha each lies in one of the three areas assigned to
Varadaraja (south-east of Kanchi), Kamaksi (centre), and Ekamranatha (west) and is
accordingly contextualised spatially and narratively. As the firtha located in Ekamra-
natha’s space, the significance of Sarvatirtha is thus highlighted and the site attri-
buted a more prominent position than the temple tanks in the compound of the
Ekamranatha temple itself.

Conclusion

This study has explored the mythological narratives of the sacred place Sarvatirtha
in Kanchi from three Sanskrit mahdatmyas both text-immanently and cross-textually.
A particular focus was laid on the interpretation of the site within the texts’ under-
standing of the city’s sacred landscape.

In all three texts, the respective passages on Sarvatirtha are exemplary for the
general structure of the respective text and its notion of tirthas. The Vaisnava
Karictimahatmya first introduces the place in the part of the text entirely devoted to
bodies of water (KM(V) chapters 5-8) and spatially situates it with reference to
Varadaraja’s abode on the other side of the city. This particular alignment and a
general Vaisnava orientation are then found later in the text when the story of the
origin of Sarvatirtha is integrated into a larger narrative. This superordinate narrative
about Ganga has its starting point in the KM(V)’s version of Ekamranatha’s mythol-
ogy. However, it quickly transforms into a Visnu-oriented narrative, aiming at the
explanation of Varadaraja’s procession mounted on Garuda during the annual
brahmotsava festival. In everything, the focus lies on the narrative rather the place
itself. It thus becomes clear that the exposition of Visnu’s superiority takes prece-
dence over the site as firtha, which serves to locate an event that has happened before
in the narrative and to establish a reference to the locality.

The KM(S) also presents an obvious contextualisation. The story about the origin
of Sarvatirtha relies upon the geographical closeness to the liniga Tirthe§vara, which
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is situated at the shores of the tank and is introduced immediately before. The text
continuously uses references to a nearby site to map the sacred places in the city
following a schema that geographically moves from the south-west to the north-east
in Kanchi. The established spatial connection is particularly crucial for firthas, which
are understood as second-order places to sivalingas and their efficacy to take effect
only in combination with the worship of Siva. This orientation turns the focus to Siva
and his decisive agency as also reflected in the second episode on Sarvatirtha, which
is integrated into Ekamranatha’s mythology.

A strong sense of locality and belonging to Ekamranatha’s assigned territory in
Kanchi and his mythology is found in the Kamaksivildasa. The Goddess in the form
of Parvati as Siva’s wife is the main character, but the local goddess Kamakst herself
is only referred to as a side note. This may surprise in a text that bears the name
“Kamakst” in its title, but is less so given that the text geographically and structurally
separates between parts on Visnu, Siva and Devi, in which each deity’s local
manifestation occupies the highest position. Within the chapters oriented towards
Ekamranatha, Sarvatirtha is structurally singled out with a complete chapter devoted
to it and thus attributed the most significance among the tirthas. As a sacred body of
water, it is understood as independent of other sacred sites, with a particular self-
contained story of origin and separate powers attributed to it. The narrative is
supplemented with an additional phalasruti story, as it is found in all chapters of the
text except the first and the last, to illustrate the power of the focal subject (e.g.,
Rudrasala, Ekamranatha, Sarvatirtha, etc.) of the respective chapter.

In spite of differences in the mode of narration, all three texts agree on the general
sacredness of Sarvatirtha. They particularly mention the place’s extraordinary suit-
ability for ancestor rituals. The most basic unanimous element of all the narratives,
however, is an association with Saiva mythology, and often they evolve from
Ekamranatha’s myth. The Saiva connection is very explicit in the case of the KM(S),
which as a text itself unquestionably presents a clear Saiva orientation. Sarvatirtha
is narratively linked to the lirniga Tirthe$vara on the one hand and woven into the
mythology of Ekamranatha on the other. Similarly, a strong Saiva orientation is
found in the Kamaksivilasa. Here the myth of Sarvatirtha evolves from Ekamra-
natha’s mythology and is set in his assigned territory in Kanchi due to the location
of Sarvatirtha within this area. Therefore, the notion of a divine hierarchy with Siva
at the top also permeates the narrative of the firtha. Only an implicit connection to
Saiva mythology is found in the KM(V). The narrative about Ganga, which includes
the story about Sarvatirtha, narratively refers back to Ekamranatha’s mythology but
straight away implements a focus on Visnu as Varadaraja and his superiority.

Altogether, the close resemblances on the narrative level suggest a common pool
of local mythologies from which the narratives on Sarvatirtha in the texts are derived.
This idea could already be supposed following the review of the major narrative
strands of the text attempted in the beginning of this and proves true in the particular
case of Sarvatirtha. While respecting their individual narrative structure, geo-spatial
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outline of Kanchi’s sacred landscape, and sectarian orientation, the texts present
several overlapping details besides the general association with Siva and particularly
Ekamranatha. In the case of the element of the assembled gods as/and water bodies
giving the name to Sarvatirtha, the KM(V) and KM(S) agree on the essence but apply
it in widely different contexts. The Saiva text introduces a self-contained, combined
narrative of Tirthe§vara and Sarvatirtha. In contrast, the Vaisnava text generally
ignores Saiva narratives and places, except of its rendering of the Ekamranatha
mythology. This includes the episode in which Siva sends the Ganga/Kampa to text
Parvati’s devotion to the sand liriga, but not the water that is caught in a vessel. Thus,
the reference is missing for the text to continue like the KM(S) and KV, which follow
up on the contained water of the river Kampa flowing into Sarvatirtha. I hence
interpret the narrative about Ganga in the KM(V) as a means to transit to a Vaisnava
setting from the preceding Saiva material, while contextualising the stories of some
sites not yet mentioned but considered important in Kanchi’s sacred landscape (such
as Sarvatirtha). Assuming that both narratives circulated, the separate element of the
gathered gods was certainly easier to adopt to suit the overall outline of the chapter
in the KM(V) than the motif of the Kampa. While I consider it difficult to evaluate
if one text has borrowed from the other, I tend to suppose a transfer from the KM(S)
to the KM(V) due to the subordinate role of Sarvatirtha and the more complex
narrative it is woven into in the latter text. It would be interesting to explore further
narratives with regard to “borrowed” motifs to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of the texts’ co-existing narratives.

The issue of narrative adoption is clearer regarding the nearly identical stories of
the KM(S) and the KV on Sarvatirtha. In light of the KV’s approach to detail
Ekamranatha’s (and Varadaraja’s) mythology without integrating statements on the
Goddess’s superiority, the close congruences raise the question if and to what extent
the Kamaksivilasa in this case (and more generally, too) bases itself on the Saiva
Karictimahatmya. This aspect can likewise be extended to include a comparison with
the Vaisnava Karicimahatmya to explore agreements in the context of Varadaraja’s
mythology. Given the summarising nature of the KV, it seems less likely that the
other two mahatmyas have borrowed from the KV. Moreover, it would be
worthwhile to examine whether the cross-textual comparative approach can help
with a relative chronology of the mahatmyas on Kanchi and to what extend certain
motifs can be identified as dominant. Likewise, material elements on site in Kanchi
that refer to the narratives of a sacred place (e.g., the narrative/phalasruti written on
signboards or stone slabs, as sculptures in the temple/shrine) and ritual enactments
need further study in the context of the relationship of the co-existing mahatmyas on
Kanchi.
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Appendix?®

Vaisnava Karnicimahatmya

punar anyac ca rajendra tirthanam uttamam param |

sarvatirtham iti khyatam sarvapapapranasanam || KM(V) 5.46 |

pura devas sagandharvah siddhas ca paramarsayah |

tirthani yani lokesu hrada nadyo nadas tatha || KM(V) 5.47 ||

sarve sametya sahitas tustuvur yatra keSavam |

kartum vikalusam gamgam gaurisapad amamgalam || KM(V) 5.48 |
tatra tirthavaram punyam sarvatirthais samanvitam | KM(V) 5.49ab |

ete [’]pi tvam mocayitum §apad asmad amamgalat |

sahitah samghaso yatra sthitva mam tustuvus surah | KM(V) 27.22 ||
tatrapi sumahat punyam saro bhavatu pavanam |

tasmin sarasi te sarve vasantv iha mahajfiaya | KM(V) 27.23 |
yasmat sarve ’pi tirthe *smin nivasanty ani§am surah |

tasmat tat sarvatirthakhyam saro bhavatu pavanam || KM(V) 27.24 ||

26 The transcripts are based on the edition of the KM(V) from 1906, on the Devanagart editions
of the KM(S) from 1967 and of the KV from 1968.
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atra bhaktya naras snatva krtva tu vapanakriyam |

yah kuryat parvana$raddham tam vi§vad asvamedhinam | KM(V) 27.25 ||
Saiva Karicimahatmya

adya prabhrti yusmasu snatva santarpya manavah | KM(S) 29.14cd ||
devan rsin pitfn pascad dattva vittam ca yogine |

drstva tirthe§varam mam ca prapnuyur muktim uttamam || KM(S) 29.15 ||
yo bhaktya vapanam krtva sarvatirthajale narah |

snatva pitfnam sraddhadikarma kuryad visesatah || KM(S) 29.16 ||
brahmanebhyo ‘pi yad kificid vitirya kila daksinam |

mam apy aradhya tirastham sakrd va pranamed yadi || KM(S) 29.17 ||
tasyaiva pitaras trpta mam vrajanti na samsayah |

iti dattva varam $ambhuh pratijiiam akarot punah || KM(S) 29.18 |
sarvatirthe sakrt snanam sakrd ekamradar§anam |

sambhaved yadi sarvesam samsaro na bhavet punah | KM(S) 29.19 ||
bhuktis ca tesam mukti§ ca purusarthacatustayam |

bhiiyan mama krpa tesu pariptirnastu nityasah | KM(S) 29.20 ||
brahmahatya virahatya bhriinahatya ca tatksanat |

pitrhatya ca nasyet tu matrhatya ca goghnata | KM(S) 29.21 ||

snanac ca sarvatirthe ‘smin tirthe§asya ca dar$anat |

narasya yasya kasyapi nasyeyuh patakani ca || KM(S) 29.22 ||
pratijfiam 1dr§tm krtva ksanad antarhitas Sivah |

tada prabhrti tirthe ‘smin hatyadosavasam gatah || KM(S) 29.23 ||
vimukta bahavas snatva drstva devam ca $ankaram |

prahladah pitrhatyaya mukto ‘tra snanamatratah || KM(S) 29.24 |
vibhisana$ ca vai bhatrhatyadosan mahattarat |

tatha parasuramo ‘pi virahatyavimuktaye | KM(S) 29.25 ||
snanamatrat sarvatirthe tirtheasyagratas subhe |

mukto ‘bhiid ravanari$ ca ramo bhratrasahagatah | KM(S) 29.26 ||
hatva dronakrpacaryapramukhan arjunas tatha |

snatva sarvottame sarvatirthe vigatakalmasah || KM(S) 29.27 ||
babhiiva §ivatattvajfiah kirtim avyahatam yayau |

a§vatthamna ca vai snatam bhriinahatya vimuktaye || KM(S) 29.28 |
ye canye manuja loke pitrbhratrvadhaisinah |

adyapi sarvatirthe ‘smin snatva tirthe§varam gatah || KM(S) 29.29 |
hatyadosad vimucyas te striyo martyas ca bhirisah | KM(S) 29.30ab |

bhadrakalim samahiiya praha §itams§usekharah |

ayi bhadre priyam devyas samyagacaritam tvaya | KM(S) 45.109 |
muficakhilam jalam §ighram karasthat svakapalatah |

yasman mandikrtam toyam pralayambusamam tvaya | KM(S) 45.110 ||
tasmat pralayamandakhya khyata tistha mamagratah |

ity uktaya tatha sarvam jalam muktam kapalatah | KM(S) 45.111 |
svasya pa$cimadigbhage haribrahmadisevitah |
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tajjalam sarvatirthakhyam stambhayamasa tejasa | KM(S) 45.112 ||
brahmapatyadipapaghnam tat kaficyam sarvatirthakam |
tasyaiva smaranan nfnam jaramarananasanam || KM(S) 45.113 ||
Kamaksivilasa

§ivayai pritim asthaya tasya bhitiviktaye |

svajathabharajam gangam bhiimau pralayariipinim || KV 9.12 ||
dharaguptam tatah krtva bhiimau padena $ankarah |
umakalyanam asritya babhau kalyanavesatah || KV 9.13 ||

tatah pralayabandhinya kampayah pralayagame |

plirvam pralayanasaya niksiptam yatkapalakam || KV 9.14 |
kampambhasa samayuktam yavat patrantavarina |

tatkapalam babhau tatra vimuktapralayodakam || KV 9.15 ||

atha tattirthamahatmyam §rutva gaury astavarsika |
navayauvanasaundaryam kamksanti Sankarena ca | KV 9.16 ||
anugrahitavakyoktavidhina sa ca parvati |

tasya tirthasya sopanasamyagavaranadikan || KV 9.17 ||
karayitva mahagaurf tatas sa devasilpina |
sardhatrikotitirthaikyam gataya kampaya saha || KV 9.18 ||

sada militatirthatvat sarvatirtham iti Srutam

divyabhidham pratisthapya tasya tirthasya bhiipate | KV 9.19 ||
tasmin tirthe []tha sa snatva navayauvana$alini |
saundaryayukta sa gauri gatva $obham sumangalam || KV 9.20 ||
taptakamcanasamkasam kamaksim kamadayinim | KV 9.21ab |

namaskrtyatha tirthaya mahagauri varam dadau |

yatraya sarvatirthesu snanato yat phalam nrnam || KV 9.32 ||
dar§anat sarvatirthasya tat phalam casnute §ivam |

iti datva varam gauri punar nathantikam muda || KV 9.33 ||
samagatya pranamye$am tasya vamasanam muda \

gatva sa nityakalyani babhau §rigaravesatah || KV 9.34 ||
tadadi vartate tatra sarvatirtham manoramam

tasyam kaficyam yatra yatra santi tirthani bhiipate || KV 9.35 |
tatra tatroktakalesu snanato yat phalam labhet |

sarvatirthe sakrt snanat tatsarvaphalam asnute | KV 9.36 ||
pura tasmin sarvatirthe bahavo moksakamksinah |

snatva vimuktah papais ca gatas te $ambhavam padam || KV 9.37 ||
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Connected Places, Networks of Shrines:
Ahobilam in the Nets of Spatial Relationships'

Ewa Debicka-Borek (Jagiellonian University, Cracow)

Diverse networks of groups of shrines constitute an integral element of Hindu reli-
gious landscapes, in which, to quote Eck, “nothing stands isolated” (Eck 2012, 35).
The tools to explore such spatial relationships are for example provided by methods
of literary cartography, in view of which what maps the space is a narrative (Tally
2014, 1-3). Recently, a growing interest in issues related to spatiality and place, and
their cultural constructions throughout history and regions, can also be noticed in the
field of South Asian studies (e.g., Feldhaus 2003, Selby and Peterson 2008, Eck
2012, Young 2014, Nowicka 2019a, Nowicka 2019b, Galewicz 2019). In this
particular context, the equal carriers of the temples’ bonds are narratives, rituals and
festivals (Preston 1980). The idea of movement between particular sites is in fact
executed by pilgrims who take an imagined or real journey from one sacred place to
another, thus actively participating in the establishment of the sacred map of India
(Eck 2012, 5). Moreover, the footsteps of imagined or real travelers, be they either
mythical, divine or historical figures, or common devotees, but also the paths
sketched by objects or ideas (Galewicz 2020, 27-30), frame territories of various
range and meaning, which are always important for their inhabitants. Taking a
beloved god as the destination of peregrinations, the narratives involving the notion
of moving along a reiterated route are usually emotionally charged. However, the
sets of places perceived as demarcating a conceptually coherent region might also be
produced without the help of a story encompassing various locations, but, simply,
through counting or listing the sites, sometimes under a joint name (Feldhaus 2003,
127). The places might be also grouped by means of replication, stating that they are
replicas of, physically connected to, transplanted from or containing elements from
other sites situated in other parts of India (Feldhaus 2003, 158; see also Branfoot’s
contribution to this volume). Last but not least, the sites might be thought together
due to the lay of the land and/or the prospect of a safe journey between them. This
might be the case if they are situated along the same river or a hardly accessible
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range, by the seashore or amongst a dense forest. Then it pays to visit them in a row
in the company of others, even though not all the temples on the trail are equally
important for individuals taking part in the journey. Localized myths inscribed into
natural surroundings of certain sites are usually the topic of mahdatmya texts. These
texts outline sacred areas with the major aim of drawing devotees. As literary maps,
mahatmyas are also often the products of the particular political and economic
conditions of a given temple. It is assumed that the clustering of sacred spaces in
mahatmya narratives gives an individual site, even if it is in fact less frequented than
others, significant recognition (Eck 2012, 34).

In this essay, I shall outline the patterns of such spatial relationships by tracing
historically and contextually variable modes of constructing a meaningful space of
Ahobilam (Kurnool district of Andhra Pradesh). As a center of the Narasimha cult
with a Pafcaratra form of worship, currently the site attracts a limited number of
pilgrims all the year round, particularly on the occasion of the “great festival”
(mahotsava), which takes place in March/April. Due to its location on the slopes of
the Nallamalla Hills, this Vaisnava center has been until now associated with
undisturbed forests inhabited by tigers and the indigenous population of the Chenchu
hunter-gatherers. The remoteness of this area has significantly affected the inflow of
pilgrims but has also empowered the development of a distinct form of Narasimha
cult, deeply ingrained in local beliefs. The number of visitors, hailing predominantly
from the region, cannot be compared to the masses reaching many other big and
more easily accessible Vaisnava temples of Andhra Pradesh, for instance Tirupati,
yet it has been substantially increasing since the 1970s, when the village was
connected to the town of Allagadda by a concrete road. As I will argue, the signifi-
cance of this particular case study lies in the fact that it concerns a place which, on
the one hand, due to its peripheral location, may somehow evoke the Turnerian
“place out of there”, the sacredness of which arises from its remoteness (Turner
1973), or, as Preston put it, a place of particular magnetism emerging from the risk
inherent in the journey to it (Preston 1992, 35-38). However, on the other hand, as
the place is difficult to reach, it has become involved in a number of territorial
interrelations discernible on various scales and in various contexts. I shall focus on
the system of space given in the Sanskrit text that glorifies Ahobilam, the Ahobila-
mahatmya (henceforth AM), which takes the natural environment as a frame of
reference, mainly understood as being shaped by the Nallamalla range. The concept
of a cluster of sites situated along the range (Srisailam, Ahobilam, Tirupati, Kala-
hasti) that I am going to discuss is by no means confined exclusively to the Ahobilam
tradition. Between the fifteenth and the seventeenth centuries, these religious centers
received particularly rich endowments from the Vijayanagara rulers (Parabrahma
Sastri 2014, 381). Throughout the region of Andhra, the set of these particular sites
has been imagined collectively as a set situated along the body of the reclining snake
Sesa, who assumed the form of the mountain range —Srisailam lying on its tail,
Ahobilam on its back, Tirupati on its hood, and Kalahasti at its mouth. These sites
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together constitute a pilgrimage circuit stretching from north to south (Eck 2012,
251-252, 317). Remarkably, however, the AM seems to highlight especially
Ahobilam’s connection to Srisailam. In addition, it substitutes the southern Kalahasti
with Mahanandi (Nandyasrama) situated to the north of Ahobilam. This preference
of the north over the south, or, more precisely, of the Saiva realm over the Vaisnava?
when defining a territory meaningful for Ahobilam tradition, raises a number of
questions, which I am going to discuss below. Can the literary cartography of the
AM be translated into the contemporary religious landscape of Nallamalla Hills?
What were the factors which affected imagining Ahobilam as involved in this
particular network? Were the religious affiliations of any importance in regard to
pilgrimage circulation of this area in medieval times?

Central Points and Meaningful Peripheries: Ahobilam in the Nets
of Spatial Connections

Before discussing the AM’s concept of organizing the “greater” territory of
Ahobilam in reference to other sites set along the same mountain range, I shall briefly
sketch other patterns which locate Ahobilam either in the center of territorial
relationships, mention it as an element of cross-regional socio-spatial schemes or as
belonging to other temples’ networks. The pattern, which involves Ahobilam in
terms of the nodal point of a certain territory, concerns two local groupings: (a) the
unique cluster of nine Narasimha temples, which also has given the site an alternative
joint name, navanarasimhaksetra (the area of the nine Narasimhas), and (b) the space
marked by the hunting procession/festival called Paruveta. The patterns which
present Ahobilam either as participating in cross-regional groupings or in the
networks of other temples, at least from a current point of view, involve crossing
linguistic barriers. These are (c) the widely recognized set of Vaisnava holy places
extolled by the Tamil Alvars (seventh to ninth centuries) and later on codified into
108 holy places (divyadesas; ca thirteenth century; Young 2014), and (d) the network
of three sites — Kanchipuram, Sholingur (Ghatikadri), Ahobilam— outlined in the
third chapter of the Sanskrit Vaisnava Kaiictimahatmya. Although produced in
different spatio-temporal contexts, these two latter concepts agree not only in the use
of the notions associated with movement to produce the space to which Ahobilam
belongs, but also in mapping Ahobilam on its fringes. As their purpose was not to
praise Ahobilam as a single spot worthy of attention and visiting, it is not surprising
that the narratives promoting these particular sets of dispersed sites do not treat
Ahobilam as central in the net of interrelations forming the sacred landscape they
envisage. However, this is a very peripheral location, which in light of literary

2 Ahobilam and Tirupati are Vaisnava centers of worship; Srisailam, Kalahasti and Mahanandi
are Saiva ones.
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cartography, proves the site’s special meaning for a mapping plot (Piatti and Hurni
2011, 218).

a) Nine Shrines of Narasimha

The belief that Ahobilam is the unique site of nine Narasimhas has been fostering its
popularity for centuries. However, the sacred space nowadays traversed by pilgrims
actually covers a territory marked by ten shrines, each devoted to a different, locally
conceived aspect of the deity: i.e., Ahobilanarasimha, Bhargavanarasimha,
Jvalanarasimha, Yoganandanarasimha, Chatravatanarasimha, Karafijjanarasimha,
Pavananarasimha, Malolanarasimha, Varahanarasimha, Prahladavaradanarasimha.
The temples are dispersed between the so-called Lower Ahobilam and Upper Aho-
bilam. The former more or less complies with the territory of the village and hosts
the Prahladavarada temple, which is dedicated to the mild (saumya) aspect of the god
and is excluded from the pattern of nine. The latter chiefly refers to a forested area
dotted with the rest of the shrines, which spreads up to the hill, where the earliest
temple at the site, dedicated to Narasimha in his ferocious (ugra) aspect (Ahobila-
narasimhasvami), is located, probably at the spot which had been sacred for the
indigenous hunter-gathering tribe of the Chenchus (Sontheimer 1985, 145-146).
Although most of the shrines in Ahobilam predate the Vijayanagara period, the
center reached its peak under the rule of the Vijayanagara kings, from the times of
the Saluva dynasty onwards. The founder of the latter, Saluva Nararasimha (reigned
1485-1491), was portrayed by poets as born out of grace of Narasimha of Ahobilam,
his family deity (Dgbicka-Borek 2014). Extending their patronage over the site was
particularly important for the next Vijayanagara dynasty of the Tuluvas, whose
rulers successively expanded their territory into the Rayalaseema region of Andhra,
where Ahobilam lies. A Telugu inscription at the site refers to a visit paid by Krsna-
deva Raya (reigned 1509-1529), who not only donated riches to the deity, but also,
as some scholars believe (e.g., Rajagopalan 2005, Raman 1975, 80—81), might have
played a key role in organizing the activities of the Ahobila matha.® Till the end of

3 The past of this monastic religious institution, which to date governs local temples and has a
number of branches throughout South India, is unclear. According to traditional accounts
promulgated by the matha itself, it was established in the fourteenth century. Its first pontiff
(jivar), Van Sathakopa Jiyar, is believed to have come to Ahobilam from Kanchipuram due to
Narasimha’s call. However, as Appadurai claims (below), the establishment of the matha
should be rather linked with a form of rivalry between the Srivaisnava Sanskrit and Tamil
schools in Tirupati in the early sixteenth century, which made some groups of leaders
associated with the Van Sathakopa matha in Tirupati to shift to the Kurnool district of Andhra
to look for new opportunities and areas of religious activities. Thanks to its association with
the Vijayanagara rulers, in the span of several decades the matha became a leading center of
Srivaisnavism in Andhra (Appadurai 1977, 69-70). According to Sastry, the matha might have
been established earlier, during the reign of Saluva Narasimha, or Malikarjuna (reigned 1446—
1465) at the earliest, that is in the second half of the fifteenth century (Sastry 1998, 214-215).
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the sixteenth century, and with the support of the Vijayanagara kings, for whom
association with religious institutions was essential for the policy of extending power
into bordering zones, the monastery became crucial for increasing the influences of
Vatakalai Srivaisnavism in the region of Andhra (Appadurai 1977, 69-71). On a
local level, the proselytizing activities of the first heads of the monastic institution
(jivars) are nonetheless associated to a significant degree with attempts at drawing
indigenous groups of the Chenchu into the temple order (Vasantha 2001, 48). This
combination of a Brahmanic tradition with local beliefs in fact led to the mutual
permeation of certain ideas fed off of Narasimha’s predatory features, which are till
today particularly maintained on a folk level, but also discernible in the Ahobilam
temple culture (Sontheimer 1985, 146-149).

Noteworthy in this context is the pattern of the nine shrines, which organizes the
topography of the site, especially in terms of perceiving it as being worth visiting
due to its salvific power (Jacobsen 2016, 354). This pattern also appears to be the
most powerful in the process of transforming the area of Ahobilam into a meaningful
space, as it reflects the long-lasting tensions at the site. By the use of the idea of
Visnu’s capability to manifest himself in multiple forms in many places, the pattern
allows to accommodate, under locally rooted forms of Narasimha (e.g., AM 4.8-54),
the already remodelled traditions which predated the Brahmanic culture at the spot.
Additionally, it gives Ahobilam a sense of coherence, clearly expressed in its
collective name navanarasimhaksetra. Considering our rather poor knowledge
concerning the development of Ahobilam prior to the sixteenth century,* it is
difficult to estimate how old the custom of denoting Ahobilam through reference to
the set of nine is. What we may presume is that it precedes the erection of the last
and the tenth temple at the site, i.e., the Prahladavarada temple of Lower Ahobilam,
the construction of which possibly started during the reign of Saluva Narasimha
(fifteenth/sixteenth century; Vasantha 2001, 86). The pattern inscribes the complex
of Ahobilam into the trend observed in the region of Andhra in many other places,
e.g., the “greater” territory of Srisailam (srisailaksetra) with its eight gateways, the
nine Nandi shrines in Nandyal, the nine Brahma (dedicated to Siva) temples in
Alampur, the nine Janardana temples in East Godavari district, the nine Siva shrines
in Bhairavakona/-konda (Prakasam district), etc. As evident in the case of Srisailam,
the scheme may connote a variously conceptualized perfect space marked by eight
directions and the center within them (Reddy 2014, 62-65). What is interesting in
regard to Ahobilam is that the extension of the already fixed grouping of nine into
ten appears not to spoil its imagined boundaries claimed by its Brahmanic spiritual
masters. Contrarily, it might be interpreted as enhancing its consistence and anchor-
ing the distinctive form of worship in the mainstream Vaisnava traditions through
aligning the native forms of Narasimha with the ten incarnations of Visnu.

4 From the sixteenth century onwards the production of inscriptions at the site significantly
increased as a result of the patronage of Vijayanagara rulers.
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JWALANARASHIMHA AHOBILA MILOLI KRODI KAR!INJ’A

BHARGAVA YOGANANDA CHATRAVATA PAVANA

HILLS' UGRASTAMBAM BHAVANASHINI PRAHAI.LIDHIERUHA
PRAHALLADHATEMPLE SRILAKSHMI NARF\SHIMHA SWAMY

Fig. 1: A map of Navanarasimhaksetra currently on display in Ahobilam (photo by the author).

b) Sites Joined by the Paruveta Procession

Given that the concept of connecting the sites can be also rendered by a festival/ritual
storyline, we may assume such a function in regard to the Ahobilam-bounded
narrative on Narasimha’s marriage to a Chenchu girl, or, as a matter of fact, one of
its local variants, which, commonly in popular imagination, serves as a scenario
behind the hunting festival/procession known as Paruveta. Devised most likely after
establishing the patronage of Vijayanagara kings over the site, the festival is
celebrated annually for forty days, starting from the day after makarasamkranti (mid-
January). The procession, which carries Narasimha, visits over thirty sites located
around Ahobilam.’ The most important among them is the Lower Ahobilam with its
Prahladavarada temple, from which the procession departs and to which it returns
when the festival ends. In line with the oral tradition, which perceives Narasimha as
a god but also a human, the trek re-enacts his trip to the woods, during which he

5 These are (in order of visiting): Lower Ahobilam, Bacheppali, Kondampalli, Krishnapur,
Kotakandukur, Marripalli, Yadawada, Alamur, Thimmannapalli, Narasapuram, Muttaluru,
Nallavagupalli, Bachapuram, Nagireddypalli, Padakandla, Allagada, S. Lingamdinne, Sara-
vaypalli, M.V. Nagar (Allagada), Chinthakunta, Devarayapuram, Gubagundam, Jambuladinne,
Mandalur, Nakkaladinne, Chandalur, Chilakalur, Thippareddypalli, T. Lingamdinne, Nagula-
varam, Tuvvapalle, Rudravaram, Lower Ahobilam (I received the list in 2018; see also
Vasantha 2001. For an account of Paruveta celebration at the beginning of the twentieth century
see Ramaswamy Ayyangar 1916, 112-114).



Ahobilam in the Nets of Spatial Relationships 247

personally extends the invitation to the wedding with a Chenchu girl to his local kith
and kin. However, from the temple’s point of view, the celebrations retain a royal
aspect characteristic of a ritual hunt described in Sanskrit narratives and hinted by
prescriptions of the late Paficaratra sambhitas (De¢bicka-Borek 2021). This is
expressed, for instance, by providing the deity’s icon with a ruler’s knife and turban,
and by the presence of Chenchu archers in his retinue. In addition, the deity is taken
to “social units” far from the temple, so that he may symbolically demarcate his
territory and establish relations with its inhabitants (Orr 2004, 441-442, 456). From
this angle, the space framed by the Paruveta procession differs from the space
marked by the cluster of Narasimha temples, not only in regard to its range, but also
in regard to its meaning: whilst the group of shrines makes the site appropriate for
Brahmanic norms and gives it recognition, the territory enclosed by the procession
denotes the orb of Narasimha’s influence, mirroring at the same time the political
agenda of the Vijayanagara kings, who dealt with the newly annexed areas with the
help of religious institutions.

c) 108 Divyadesas

Ahobilam owes its appearance on the list of the divyadesas to Tirumankai Alvar
(ninth century), who extolled it, under its Tamil name Cinkav€lkunram, in the
Periyatirumoli (1.7.1-10). Noteworthy in this case, despite its physical bearings on
the border of Tamil and Telugu speaking regions physically demarcated by the
mountains dividing the ancient Tamil kingdoms from the central plateau, the list of
the divyadesas projects Ahobilam as belonging to an imagined land essentially
appealing to Tamils (Young 2014, 345). The geographical borders of this land,
stretching from modern Tirupati to Kanyakumari, where Tamil language is in use,
were already outlined in the initial verses of the Tolkappiyam (Selby and Peterson
2008, 4). However, in Young’s view, the poems of the Alvars refer neither to an
actual map of holy sites nor to pilgrimage networks already established, but their aim
is to highlight particular places where Visnu dwells to consolidate his devotees, who
are dispersed across the area, and to attract more devotees to the community in the
making (Young 2014, 345-360). If so, an outlying location of Ahobilam seems to
play a crucial role in extending the northern borders of the Vaisnava realm. This
strategy is crystallized in another spatial system, which as time went on, got
interlocked with that promoted by the Alvars. After the number of divyadesas as 108
had been established as a normative framework of pilgrimage for Srivaisnavas, the
sites sung by the Alvars were also grouped into smaller geographical regions (Tam.
natu). In accordance with this pattern, Ahobilam together with ten further sites,
namely Tirupati (Venkata), Ayodhya, Badrinath, Mathura, Dvaraka, etc., was
ascribed to the region to the north of the land of the Tamils denoted by the name
Vatanatu (“northern country”). Scholars agree that this concept uses the sites
perceived as “northern”, yet important for Tamils, as a device to symbolically shift
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the influence of Srivaisnavism to a pan-Indian scale, providing the community with
a wider area of movement (Dutta 2010, 19; Young 2014, 344).

d) The Route: Kanchipuram — Ahobilam — Sholingur (Ghatikacala) —
Kanchipuram

The network of temples advertised by the third chapter of the Kaiicimahatmya, refers
to the three shrines of Narasimha counted among the 108 divyadesas: the Narasimha
shrine within the premises of the Varadaraja temple of Kanchipuram, the Narasimha
shrine in Ghatikacala/Ghatikadri (modern Sholingur, Ranipet district of Tamil Nadu)
and the collective of Narasimha shrines of Ahobilam. In contrast to the above-
mentioned patterns, it shows Ahobilam as participating in the territory significant for
a particular, more recognizable temple, that is the Varadaraja temple in Kanchi-
puram. The narrative delineates an imagined route traversed by Narasimha, who in
pursuit of demons leaves his shrine in the Varadaraja structure and proceeds to
Ahobilam, with a stop in Ghatikacala on his way back again to Kanchi. The
glorification of Kanchipuram might be seen as referring to a circuit partially implied
by the legends maintained till today by the Ahobila matha. According to this
narrative the matha’s first jiyar, after completing his education in Kanchi, set off to
Ahobilam (Raman 1975, 80). On the other hand, if we refer to the assumptions of
literary cartography, a frontier location of Ahobilam on the map sketched by the
Kaiictimahatmya author/s triggers questions about its specific meaning for this partic-
ular narrative. Considering that as if to avoid bloodshed in Kanchi, the text sends
Narasimha off to Ahobilam to slaughter the demon, Ahobilam’s outlying location
appears to overlap with its long-lasting perception as imbued with a unique ambi-
ence. This ambience has been associated with the fact of hosting an ugra aspect of
Narasimha and an event of killing HiranyakaSipu there, with which Ahobilam is
attributed by local traditions. This particular episode uses yet another technique of
connecting places. To destroy the demon, Narasimha creates a multitude of replicas
of himself, thus giving the impression of being present in various places within the
borders of Ahobilam (D¢bicka-Borek 2019b). Noteworthy, the network of shrines
promoted by the Kanicimahatmya—most likely to draw routes to be followed by
pilgrims and to legitimize the Varadaraja temple’s connections with the Ahobila
matha, again under the favorable politics of Vijayanagara kings—is not only
imaginary, but is reflected in the physical features of the sacred landscape. The strip
of land stretching between Kanchipuram and Ahobilam is exceptionally rich in
Narasimha temples. This fact corroborates Hardy’s idea of outlining a religiously
cohesive area by means of a plot implying the deity’s accessibility to all on the
account of his journey (Hardy 1993, 166). Moreover, inscriptions commemorating
jivars of Ahobilam, a mural depicting the nine Narasimhas found on the walls of the
Varadaraja temple, as well as the existence to date of the branch of Ahobila matha
at the site, confirm the circulation of people and ideas between these two places since
the sixteenth century. In addition, this indicates a growing role of the jiyars of
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Ahobilam in the process of formation of the Srivaisnava community. As this
exchange goes beyond the land of the Tamils (see above), Hardy refers to the area
produced by Narasimha’s itinerary as a “supraregion” (Hardy 1993, 166).

To sum up, the instances of various modes of relations concerning Ahobilam I
have outlined so far involved various scales and contexts of producing meaningful
groupings and networks. The most localized pattern of the nine Narasimha temples
at the site has organized the sacred space of Ahobilam and, most likely, opened the
ways to accommodate the already transformed local cults into the Brahmanic main-
stream. The widely known trans-regional scheme of the holy sites extolled by the
Alvars, later on codified in the group of 108 and divided into smaller geographical
units of the imagined Tamil land, reflects the importance of Ahobilam in strategies
aimed at extension of influences of South Indian Vaisnavism. In turn the route
sketched by the Karicimahatmya, where Narasimha goes from Kanchipuram to Aho-
bilam and back, with a short stop in Sholingur, points to Ahobilam’s participation in
other temples’ networks, including those belonging to other regions.

Now, let us turn to the scheme found in the first chapter of the AM, which empha-
sizes the sites that are dispersed, yet located along the same mountain range and in
the same Telugu-speaking region.

Along the Nallamalla Range: Srisailam, Mahanandi, Ahobilam,
Tirupati

There is an inner logic to the way the AM author/s mapped Ahobilam, with the de-
scription of its territory roughly shifting from the macro- to micro-scale. Whilst the
first chapter of the AM appears to focus on presenting Ahobilam against the back-
drop of its natural surroundings,® the fourth chapter deals with the features of the
nine Narasimhas whose abodes constitute the sacred space (narasimhaksetra) and
who are confined to what today roughly conforms the Upper Ahobilam complex.
The two patterns do not interfere: neither does the former passage allude to the nine
Narasimhas as a collective, nor does the latter emphasize the role of the range in the
organization of their territory, focusing rather on the immediate locality. As already
mentioned, the initial chapter of the AM links Ahobilam with the other three sites
located along the same range, which are Mahanandi (Nadyasrama) and Srisailam to
the north, and Tirupati (Venkata) to the south. Enumerating Nandyasrama instead of
Kalahasti makes this concept different from its popular version known throughout
Andhra Pradesh till date.

In brief, the first chapter of the Ahobilamahatmya (AM 1.40-77; see the appendix
below), defines the sacred area (ksetra) of Ahobilam as measuring three by three

6 This happens mainly in reference to the so called Garudacala/Garudadri/Garudasaila, which,
depending on the context, refers either to the ksetra itself or to the mountain situated within its
boundaries (Garudacala/Garudadri), or to the slopes of Nallamalla Hills (Garudasaila).
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yojanas (40). It is dotted with high peaks that are compared to “bridges over the
ocean of misery” (41). One of the peaks resembles the Meru mountain (42). It used
to be the pillar of Hiranyakasipu’s palace (43). This is also where Narasimha
destroyed the demon and and till date resides in his blazing form (jvala) (44-45).
After the murder, as the text continues, Narasimha washed his blood-stained hands
in a pool called Raktakunda (“red pool”/ “vessel of blood”), which is situated nearby
(46—48ab). To pacify the angry god, the gods sent down the river BhavanasSini
(“remover of births”) (48cd—50). Next, the plot moves to the north of Ahobilam to
briefly mention Nandyasrama, another site which lies along the Garudacala range.
This is where Nandikesvara once performed austerities to please Siva. As a result,
Siva manifested himself at the spot and shared this land among his attendants,
ascribing proper names to certain local ponds (52—54). Still further to the north along
the range, there is the famous Srisaila (Srisailam), the abode of the self-manifested
(svayambhii) Siva, who left the Kailasa mountain to live there (55-56). The territory
in question stretches up to the river Krsna, beyond which another range of mountains
raises (57). All the natural elements and beings who belong to the range are worth of
worship due to Narasimha’s greatness (58—59ab). The next section of the account
opens with a question posed by the sages to Narada about the precise location of
Narasimha’s holy place and the source of its power (59cdef). Narada begins his
answer with sketching the mythical map of the earth, on which Jambudvipa is
located. Then he zooms in on its southern hemisphere and continues with a short
description of Ahobilam and the Garuda mountain (Garudacala) situated within the
boundaries of its sacred area. As he explains, the term Garudacala serves as an appel-
lation of both the ksetra and the mountain (60-65). He depicts the ksetra as full of
various species of fauna and flora (66-73). Although “barbarians” (mleccha)
equipped with bows and arrows live there, it is splendid due to the presence of sages,
Brahmins and celestial beings (74—76ab). The account ends with a short reference to
Venkatacala, which is situated ten yojanas to the South (77cd-79).

The above passage outlines the framework of a local version of the pan-Indian
Narasimha myth—expanded upon further in consecutive chapters. Its episodes are
localized, as they are imposed on elements of the landscape dominated by hills. This
approach seems to transpire already from the fact that in contrast to other passages,
Ahobilam here is often denoted with the term Garudadri/Garudacala, “The Mountain
of Garuda,” alluding to one of the local narratives, in which Garuda performed
austerities there (AM 1.64—65). The account of the sacred geography of Ahobilam
begins, however, quite conventionally for a text of the mahatmya genre, with empha-
sizing the site’s powers, attractive for potential visitors. The site grants salvation as
is implied by the mention of peaks resembling a bridge (setu), which is a common
metaphor pointing to a holy site (tirtha) as joining the earth with heaven, the so-
called “crossing” (Eck 1981, 325). A mention of a particular peak, whose immovable
shadow navigates the released devotees, seems to serve the same aim (AM 1.41-42).
Comparing it to the Meru mountain, which is the archetypical cosmic mountain
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deemed in Hindu traditions as the axis mundi connecting the earth with heavens and
netherworlds, and encircled by other mountains (Eck 2012, 122-124), equates
Ahobilam with the center of the world. A further remark on Narasimha who in his
blazing from (jvalakara) resides in the area which used to be the ruins of
Hiranyakasipu’s palace, evokes Jvalanarasimha, one of the nine Narasimhas, who is
associated with a sensation of fiery anger, which he experienced after killing the
demon. In terms of physical realities, the verses refer to the mountain called
Acalacchayameru, at the base of which the shrine of Jvalanarasimha is located. A
nearby pond known as Raktakunda, to date visited by devotees, is shown as
possessing miraculous powers preventing reincarnation, as Narasimha washed off
his demon-blood-stained claws after the slaughter there.” The power of removing
sins is attributed as well to the Bhavanasini river, which runs through Ahobilam.
Equalled with the Ganga in terms of salvific power, she is said to have flown down
there in order to tame Narasimha who, after destroying the demon, threatened the
world (Debicka-Borek 2019a).

The spatial perspective of the AM is enlarged as the narrative switches to the
myths pertaining to other sites, namely Nandyasrama and Sriaila. Although in each
of the three sites, Ahobilam, Nandyasrama and SriSaila, the appropriate god
manifested himself, they fall into a shared space of the length of one hundred yojanas
(AM 1.51), spreading along the “great GarudaSaila,” sanctified by the presence of
sages on its right side. The northern boundaries of this shared territory are articulated
by the set of topoi characteristic for the Puranic cosmology which define the realm
of Bharatavarsa, dealt also in brief in AM 1.60—63. These are a mountain range (the
Himalayas) and a river (Ganges) (Ali 2008, 123—-126). This scheme is transferred
onto the regional scale via the motif of the mighty Krsna river, which meanders near
Srisaila, where the mountains that form the natural border of the area end (AM 1.57).

The AM clearly states that the connection between the sites along the mountain
range is attributed to Narasimha, whose greatness impacts both the elements of its
landscape and living beings who inhabit the range (AM 1.57). Therefore, Ahobilam,
which is perceived as the epicenter of the deity’s power, is a central spot of the area
(AM 1.59). This does not mean, however, that Ahobilam is shown as an unques-
tionably serene site. Its disturbing ambience—which after all contributed to the site’s
recognition throughout the region—is hinted at by a remark on hunting tribals
(mlecchas) who live in the surrounding forests (AM 1.74). In line with the conven-
tions of the literary genre, this remark is balanced by the assurance that also sages,
Brahmins and mythical celestial ladies reside there (AM 1.75-76ab).

How shall we interpret the AM’s treatment of Ahobilam’s spatial connections?
What does it say about the socio-religious history of the region in the medieval

7 The Payosnimahatmya locates the motif of Narasimha washing his claws stained with blood on
the banks of the Purna River (Feldhaus 1995, 176-177).
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period? Why does the cluster of sites promoted by the AM include Nandyasrama, a
site which does not seem to play any role in other narratives related to Ahobilam?

Trying to tackle these questions, I shall start with some observations concerning
the centers highlighted in the spatial construct advertised by the AM in reference to
their objective connections. The toponym Nandyas$rama denotes the present
Mahanandi, the site of “Great Nandi,” situated forty kilometers north of Ahobilam
on the fringes of the Nallamalla Hills. This temple was among the famous pilgrimage
centers of the Vijayanagara empire, as it is mentioned in a copper-plate inscription
of Krsnadeva Raya dated to 1508, which records his visit there (Chattopadhyaya
1998, 105). A “Mahanandi-tirtha” appears also in the earlier inscription of Siva-
nanda, dating to the eleventh century. Ramesan remarks that the name of the temple
possibly derives from a huge sculpture of Siva’s bull, Nandi, which rests in front of
the temple (Ramesan 2000, 51-53). AM 1.52 seems to suggest another possibility,
connecting it with Nandike$vara, a figure not necessarily representing the bull, but a
human, sometimes imagined with a bull’s head, who attends Siva (Orelskaya 1997).

The temple lies within an eighteen-kilometer radius of eight further temples
dedicated to Nandi, all together creating the complex known as Navanandi. Current-
ly, the fame of the Mahanandi shrine also arises from its natural scenery: it is located
in a natural gorge against the background of the mountains. The site is rich in springs
and water bodies. This feature is perhaps hinted at in AM 1.54, which mentions Siva
assigning names to various pools. It seems that Mahanandi’s political connections
with Ahobilam go back to the patronage of the Nandyala chiefs, the feudatories of
Vijayanagara kings since the times of Sadasiva Raya of the Tuluva dynasty, whose
preceptor was probably the fifth jiyar of Ahobila matha. They were Vaisnavas, yet
supported Saivism as well. Their family name was taken from the area called “the
abode of Nandi” (Skt. Nandyala = Nandi+alaya, contemporary Nandyal), which they
patronized (Soma Sekha Rao and Bose Babu 2014, 135). However, both Ahobilam
and Mahanandi are eulogized in the consecutive chapters of the Srisailakhanda, the
Sanskrit text praising Srisailam, which is dated by Reddy to the thirteenth century.
The inclusion of Ahobilam’s and Mahanandi’s glorification into the body of the
Srisailam-related textual tradition most likely suggests that pilgrims’ routes
connecting these three sites were already established (Reddy 2014, 109), and both
sites played a significant role in the orb of Srisailam’s influence. Nowadays, it is
quite common that the pilgrims approach Mahanandi after a visit in Srisailam
(Ramesan 2000, 53).

Undoubtedly, however, Srisailam with its Mallikarjuna shrine constitutes the
most recognizable site in the set that the AM describes (Srisailam, Mahanandi,
Ahobilam, Tirupati). Located towards the north of the Nallamalla Hills, alternatively
known as the Sacred Mountain (St Parvata), and already alluded to in the Mahabha-
rata, it features several clusters ranging from regional to pan-Indian level. Srisailam
is one of the twelve sites where Siva manifested himself in the form of jyotirlinga
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(linga of light),® one of the fifty-one Saktipithas of Sati, and one of five Virasaiva
mathas/pithas. By the mid of the seventh century, the site had become known as a
center of Tantric worship, fostering development of various Saiva traditions
associated with extreme practices dedicated to Siva in his Bhairava form along with
his consort. After the Kapalikas, circa in the eleventh century, the power over the
place was seized by the Kalamukhas, and then, by the fourteenth century, by the
Viradaivas/Lingayatas (Lorenzen 1991, 50-55). By this time, the temple, along with
associated sites perceived as its gateways situated towards eight directions, which all
together constitute a pilgrimage circuit, was the most important in inland Andhra
Pradesh (Talbot 2001, 107). According to Reddy, this concept developed over
centuries, with the four outermost gateways, i.e., Tripurantaka (east), Brahmeshvara
(west), Umamaheshvara (north) and Siddhavata (south) introduced by the tenth
century, and the four minor ones, i.e., Eleshvara (northeast), Sangameshvara (south-
east), Pushpagiri (southwest) and Somashila (northeast) added by the thirteenth
century.

As far as relations between Ahobilam and Srisailam are concerned, both sites,
along with Tripurantaka, constituted the famous centers of worship belonging to the
Reddi kingdom (circa 1325-1448 CE). Hence the routes connecting them must have
been established earlier (Somasekhara Sarma 1948, 390). The subsequent copper
plate grants of the Reddis commemorate the construction of steps to facilitate the
pilgrims’ ascent to the temples of Srisailam and Upper Ahobilam by the founder of
the Reddi kingdom, Prolaya Vema.’ The king is remembered as supporting temples
of various sectarian affiliations despite his personal allegiance to Saivism (Soma-
sekhara Sarma 1948, 84; Vasantha 2001, 69—70). Tripurantaka, the eastern gateway
of Srisailam, was frequented by pilgrims already during the rule of the Kakatiyas
(1163-1323) (Talbot 2001, 107). This may point to the existence of the circuits
already then. Yet, in the case of Srisailam and Ahobilam, the inscriptional evidence
corroborates only Srisailam’s presence on the Kakatiyas’ pilgrimage agenda, as it
records visits of the last Kakatiya king, Prataparudra (reigned 1289-1323). In regard
to Ahobilam, we find a mention of Prataparudra stopping nearby, remarkably on his
way from Srisailam, exclusively in oral legends and kaifivats, i.e., village accounts
collected between the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries under the supervision
of a British official and antiquarian Colin Mackenzie (Wagoner 2003). Although
there is no historical data that could prove that Prataparudra visited Ahobilam, Talbot
claims that some details contained in the kaifiyat of the village of Mutyalapadu make

8 On the jyotirlinga sites, see Eck 2012, 189-256.

9 The custom of visiting Srisailam and Ahobilam one after the other, is more often attested by
inscriptions starting from Vijayanagara onwards. For instance, one record on two slabs
opposite the Bhairave§varasvami temple at Porumamilla in the Cuddappah district refers to
both Srisailam and Ahobilam (1367 AD), and an inscription dating to 1394 AD states that the
Vijayanagara king Hari Hara II constructed some mandapas at Ahobilam after returning from
Srisailam (Ramaswamy Ayyangar 1916, 31-32).



254 Ewa Debicka-Borek

this plausible (Talbot 2001, 203-204). The kaifiyats employ the motif of important
Saiva individuals travelling between Srisailam and Ahobilam quite often: besides
Prataparudra these are Sankara (ca. eighth—ninth century)'® and the Maratha king
Sivaji (1627-1680)"" (Ramaswamy Ayyangar 1916, 26-28, 46-47). The stories
pertaining to Prataparudra, however, seem the most prolific, as they connect the
Kakatiya king either with establishing local temples or the matha, which, at least in
the latter case, appears to antedate the real events. Remarks on the king concern his
habit to cast an image of Siva, which turns into Narasimha when he stops in nearby
Ahobilam. In addition, the kaifiyats which refer to Ahobilam appear to make a certain
effort to establish its particular link with Srisailam through the motif, most likely
reproduced from local mahatmyas, of both sites being mapped on the extreme points
within the shared religious landscape. The Ahobilam Kaifiyat says:

(...) to the south of the area of mount Meru and near the southern Varanasi —
Srisailam, a part of Karnataka Country — is to be found the Nallamala hill range.
On one of these mountains, eight amadas from Srisaila Kshetra, Garuda
commenced silent penance to obtain a vision of Lord Narasimha, who destroyed
Hiranyakasipa (Sitapati 1982, 4).

The Srisailam Kaifiyat states:

Ahobilam with its famous diamond peak (vajra sringa) is at distance of 10 amadas
from Srisailam. Lord Vishnu manifested himself as the Narasimha incarnation
emerging out of the Steel Pillar here (Ukkusthamba) and killed the demon
Hiranyakasipa, protecting the Parama bhagavatha Uttama Prahlada. This place is
known as Ahobila Narasimha Swamy sthala (Sitapati 1981, 5).

Besides narratives which pertain to spatiality and movement between the sites, to the
long-lasting tradition of pilgrimage circulation between some centers, including
those of various religious allegations, may also point to the festival calendar. As
Biardeau observes, especially the date of the annual great festival (brahmotsava/
mahotsava), held in many Vaisnava temples in the first half of the month Phalguna
(February/March), might be determined by the celebrations of the “Night of Siva”

10 Traditional hagiographies of Sankara, the so-called vijayas (conquests), depict him as the
teacher of world (jagadguru) who circumambulates India to restore Vedic values. The
Ahobilam tradition locates an event of dismembering a Kapalika, who at Srisailam approaches
Sankara to cut off the master’s head, in front of the Malolanarasimha temple, which enshrines
Narasimha in his peaceful aspect (saumya) along with his consort, Laksmi. The Kapalika is
killed by Sankara’s pupil Padmapada manifesting as Narasimha (Biardeau 1975, 54).
According to Bader, Sankara’s visit to Ahobilam is mentioned only in one account of Sankara’s
journey, i.e., in Anantanandagiri’s Sarikaravijaya, not composed prior to the fourteenth century
(Bader 1991, 19). In its view, Sarkara reached Ahobilam from Sringeri and then set off to
Tirupati. However, references to his visit in Ahobilam come after an episode which points to a
disruption in the journey’s course, suddenly interrupted in Srisailam (Bader 1991, 100).

11 Sivaji visited Srisailam in 1674.
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(Sivaratri),'* which take place more or less on the turn of February and March. The
intention in such cases was most probably to take advantage of the inflow of pilgrims
to important Saiva temples situated nearby. Biardeau perceives this pattern
particularly effective in regard to Ahobilam and Srisailam, chiefly due to the physical
bearings of the two sites (Biardeau 1975, 49). Their relative proximity (currently a
distance of circa 160 kilometers by road; sixty-four kilometers in a direct line,
possible to be covered in three days on foot) and location on the same mountain range
could have affected the decisions of pilgrims, who because of the fear of encounter-
ing tribes, predators or thieves, and the scarcity of walkable tracks, were most likely
open to changing their itinerary for security reasons. An additional reason to visit
both sites in a row could have been the specific concept of the presiding deities: both,
Siva in his Mallikarjuna form in Srisailam and Visnu in Narasimha form in
Ahobilam, respectively, are married to a local girl born in the same Chenchu tribe,
which, in a way, foregrounded that the two abodes constitute elements of the same
natural ecosystem. Moreover, as several scholars have stated, in both cases a male
deity of a tribal origin is worshipped as a Puranic god inhabiting the shrine situated
on the hill: Mailar/Malanna as Malikarjuna-Siva in Srisailam and a jungle deity of
the feline order as Visnu-Narasimha in Ahobilam (e.g., Biardeau 1975, Shulman
1980, Pachner 1985, Sontheimer 1985).

Taking into account the rank and popularity of Srisailam among the devotees
hailing from various parts of India, it seems feasible that the exchange of pilgrims
between the two sites was of much bigger importance for Ahobilam priests. They
had a hard time drawing substantive crowds, not only because of the remoteness, but
also because of Ahobilam’s relatively late development. According to Biardeau, such
a tendency is particularly mirrored in certain narratives which, despite concerning
Ahobilam and Srisailam, are known only in Ahobilam. This is for instance the case
with an oral story, according to which the two sites are joined by an underground
tunnel with entrances in the Ahobilanarasimha temple in Upper Ahobilam and in the
mandapa in front of the Mallikarjuna shrine in Srisailam (Biardeau 1975, 54). Inter-
estingly, a similar concept occurs in AM 9.61-62ab, which speaks about a mountain
cave, spreading from Ahobilam to Srisailam, where Narasimha resides.'® The same
verses close an account of the deeds of the Bhavanasini river (AM 9.1-60), which,
quite surprisingly in the context of the Srivaisnava tradition, disinclined towards im-
purity and blood, focuses on the event of taming her fury by Bhairava, alternatively

12 Or the mahasivaratri (“The Great Night of Siva”): the most important Saiva festival, which
involves a vigil at night. The festival has a rich symbolism, with celebration of overcoming the
darkness as a dominant motif.

13 AM 9.61-62ab: bhairavasyottare bhage guha vai parvatabhidhd | astayojanavistirna srisai-
lantikam agata || 61 || tatra devah samadhyaste nrsimho gahvaradhipah | — “In the region to the
north of Bhairava [’s deed] there is an eight yojanas long cave praised as a mountain, which
extends up to Srisailam (61). The god Narasimha, the lord of the cavern, inhabits it”. All
translations are mine.
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Fig. 2: Space marked by sacred centers along the Nallamalla range and
the eight gateways of Srisailam (Google Maps).

called Kapalin. He self-decapitates and throws his head into her current in order to
tame the river’s rage. This motif, obviously alluding to extreme practices associated
with Saiva Tantric traditions linked in the region of Ahobilam with Srisailam,
appears to complement the strategy of establishing connections with the site by
means of a bhakti-oriented metaphor of the highest devotion to a deity, in this case
articulated through the self-offering of Bhairava to Narasimha, whose immanent

potency (Sakti) is Bhavanasini (Degbicka-Borek 2019a).
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Conclusions

The instances showcased above show Saiva places of worship, chiefly Srisailam but
also Mahanandi, as symbolically joined with Ahobilam — either due to their shared
location along the mountain range or through leading routes between them. This
strategy obviously is part of the multi-layered process aimed at creating the site’s
authority. Through connection to the great and ancient temple of Srisailam,
Ahobilam could have aspired to be equally important to Srivaisnavas and Saivas;
potential pilgrims were inspired to trace the steps of recognized individuals, and the
appearance of Ahobilam on the pilgrimage map of the region was antedated. Does it
mean that the occurrence of the less notable Mahanandi on the map sketched by AM
1 results exclusively from practical reasons, that is its location on the way to great
Srisailam? I would posit that the answer to this question might be suggested by the
way the Srisailam tradition imagined its holy territory. The physical map of the
region shows that the circle (mandala) formed by the eight shrines surrounding
Srisailam naturally incorporates Mahanandi, but also Ahobilam. The bearings of the
latter fall between the mandala’s center, i.e., the Mallikarjuna shrine, and the south-
oriented gateways. As mentioned before, both Ahobilam and Mahanandi are glori-
fied in the consecutive chapters of the Srisailakhanda, which indicates their role on
the pilgrimage map promoted by Srisailam circles already in the thirteenth century,
thus a couple of centuries before Ahobilam became an important Vaisnava center. It
is noteworthy in this context that a record of Vikramaditya VI of the Western
Calukya dynasty, dated 1124 AD, mentions Ahobilam as Daksinadvaram (southern
gate) to Sri Parvata (Anuradha 2002, 162). This statement not only implies the
possibility of pilgrims’ circulation between Ahobilam and Srisailam as early as the
twelfth century, but also may indicate attempts to include Ahobilam into the pattern
of Srisailam’s sacred territory, possibly as an auxiliary point of departure for the
pilgrims heading to Srisailam from the south or south-west. The AM’s concept of
the holy space extending between Ahobilam and Srisailam, and thus incorporating
Mahanandi, might allude to the same, already established model of mythological
cartography. According to this model, Ahobilam was already implicitly integrated
into the space of the greater Srisailam and hence participated in a network which
included Mahanandi, too. This hypothesis might explain the brevity of the references
in the Ahobilamahatmya to the Vaisnava site of Tirupati: despite having been sung
about by the Alvars and praised in hagiographies of Srivaisnava teachers, Tirupati
actually rose to prominence only in the fourteenth century and developed as an im-
portant site of the pilgrimage network quite late, mostly due to the patronage of the
Saluva dynasty, local chiefs and merchants, that is roughly at the same time and in
similar circumstances as Ahobilam (Dutta 2010, 33). In addition, perhaps the most
important connections between Ahobilam and Tirupati-Tirumala are the jiyars of the
Ahobila matha, who, if Appadurai is right, moved to Ahobilam from Tirumala in the
mid-sixteenth century, most likely in order to avoid tensions concerning the growing
influence of Tenkalai Srivaisnavism there (Appadurai 1977, 69-71). To conclude,
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the geographical imaginary of the AM seems to mirror the model of a pilgrimage
network propagated in the orb of the Srisailam temple prior to the Vijayanagara
empire, when a dominant religion in the region was Saivism, although, starting with
the rule of the Reddi dynasty, the kings extended their patronage to the Vaisnava
temples as well (Sambaiah 2014, 388). As Orr observes with reference to medieval
Tamil Nadu, for the ordinary devotees and pilgrims who celebrated festivals or
retraced pilgrimage tracts, the adherence to one religious fold in this period was
hardly significant and rather fluid (Orr 2005, 10-12).
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Appendix: Ahobilamahatmya 1.40-79

AM 1.40-79:

yojanatrayavistirnam yojanatrayayatam |

viraksetram iti khyatam nrsimhasyabhimanatah || 1.40 ||
ucchritaih $riganicayaih caladbhaskaracandramah |
diirad alaksyate §rngair duhkhasagarasetubhih |[1.41||
meruvat prakatakaram kascic chrigas tu laksyate |
tacchayacalanam nasti muktanam padavi yatha || 1.42 ||
hiranyakasipoh piirvam asuranam mahiyasah |

grhasya stambhabhiito "yam kalad acalatam gatah || 1.43 |
adyapi drSyate tatra madhyades$e harih svayam |

jvala *’karo nrsimho "yam ayutarkasamaprabhah | 1.44||
hiranyaka$ipos tatra vaksah pitham vyadarayat |

nakhair dambholisamkasair nakipritikaraih Subhaih ||1.45 ||
tatra devah ksalitavan karaparnikeruhadvayam |
raktakundam iti khyatam madhyadege virajitam [[1.46 ||
na vayuna natapena katicit ksiyate jalam |

ye tu tajjalam alokya nrsimham samsmaranti vai ||1.47 ||
te raktamiSritam yonim na yanti hi kadacana |

asya cograsya devasya §antyartham devataganah Il 1.48 |l
gangam tripathagan niya snapayamasa sadaram |

sa paScimabhimukhatah pravahanty atibhisana Il 1.49 |l
bhavasantapaharanat tannama bhavanasin |

rsayo niScayam cakruh nirmalam ca prabhavatah Il 1.50 Il
asya garudaSailasya $atayojanasammite |

munayo daksabhage tu ye viS§esa mahiyasah Il 1.51 |l
bhiidharasyottare bhage yojanadvayasammite |
nandyasramam mahapunyam yatra vai nandike§varah Il 1.52 |l
§ivam uddr$ya bhagavan tapas tepe sudarunam |

tatah prasanno bhagavan §ivas trailokyapujitah Il 1.53 |l
pramathanam adhipatyam datva tannama tatsarah |
bhiimim vibhajya harsena §ivah sannidhyam atanot Il 1.54 |l
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tasya cottarabhage tu §risaila iti visrutah |

garudacalabhago ’yam gahano devadanavaih Il 1.55 |l
yatra pritim hara$ cakre hitva rajatabhiidharam |
svayambhs tatra devo ’yam varado ’dyapi dr§yate Il 1.56 |l
tatra krsna pravahati lokakantakalopini (corr.; lokakanthakalopini) |
savadhih parvatasyasya tatah pratyantaparvatah Il 1.57 |l
ye ke catra sthitah punya nadyo bhiidharakandarah |
siddhasramah suravasa yaksa gandharvakinnarah Il 1.58 |l
vaibhavan narasimsya sarve pilijyatama bhuvi |

rsayah:

kutredam pavanam ksetram yatra vai garudacalah |
vistirnasyasya Sailasya katham ekatra vaibhavah Il 1.59 Il
S§rinaradah:

paficasatkotivistirna dharani harivallabha |

dvipaih samudraih sahita saptabhiSca §iloccayaih Il 1.60 Il
tasyam prthivyam dvipesu jambiidvipam anuttamam |
karmabhiimir yato loke sadhakatvan mahattama Il 1.61 |l
tasmin dvipe mahabhage khande bharatasamjfiike (corr.; bharatasamjfike) |
meror daksinabhage tu krsnavenyas ca daksine Il 1.62 Il
saptayojanamatre tu pirvambhodhes tu pascime |

ahobilam tu vikhyatam bhage vai saptayojane Il 1.63 |l
tasminn ahobilaksetre garudadrir iti Srutah |

yatha bhagavato vyaktih pariptirnasya sarvatah Il 1.64 Il
ekatra drdyate tadvat garudacalasamjfitah |

evam ksetrasya namedam parvatasyasya visrutam |l 1.65 |l
nanadrumalatakirnam nanapaksinisevitam |

tarubhi§ campakais talais tamalair hemabhuruhaih I 1.66 |
El a]nurbénadharair mlecchaih striyuktair ugradar$anaih |
Sobhitah sarvajantiinam raksanopayadaksakah Il 1.74 Il
munindraih sevito nityam sadanusthanatatparaih |
bhiisurair bhasitalapaih gurupiijaparayanaih Il 1.75 |l
kridadbhir apsarobhi$ ca sevitah sarvakamadah |
mahasailasya mahatmyam vaktum varsaS$atair api |l 1.76 |l
na $akyam brahmana vapi kim punar madrsair janaih |
Sailasya daksine bhage dasayojanasammite Il 1.77 Il
venkatakhyo mahasailo yatraste bhagavan harih |

sevito nityamuktai§ ca rsibhi§ ca mahatmabhih Il 1.78Il
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evam amalayac chailo vistrto garudabhidhah |
etad vah sarvam akhyatam yatha santvam subhasitam Il 1.79 |l

“[Ahobilam is] three yojanas wide and three yojanas long. It is called viraksetra [=
the site of heroes] due to the affection of Narasimha[’s devotees] (40). The shining
moon disturbed by multitude of high peaks is seen from afar along with the peaks
[which resemble] bridges over the ocean of misery (41). A certain peak looks like
the Meru mountain; however, having a manifested appearance, it casts an immovable
shadow, like a path for liberated souls (42). Once a pillar of the house of Hiranya-
kaSipu, the mightiest among the demons, with time it turned into the rock (43). Even
now, in the middle of this area Hari Nrsimha himself is seen in his blazing form with
splendor equal to a myriad of suns (44). There he ripped apart HiranyakaSipu’s chest
with his auspicious nails which resemble Indra’s thunderbolts [and] bring heavenly
joy (45). There the god washed his lotus hands. In the middle of this area there is a
splendid pool called Raktakunda, (46) the water [of which] perishes neither because
of wind, nor because of heat. But those who, having looked at its water, truly
recollect Narasimha (47), will never enter the womb of mixed blood. In order to
pacify this ferocious god, the group of deities (48) respectfully performed ablutions,
having brought Ganga, who flows through three worlds. Very terrific, she flows from
the western direction (49). Her name is Bhavana$ini since she removes pains of
births (bhavasantapa)—the sages have ascertained that she is sinless due to her
power (50). The sages who live on the right side of this great Garudasaila, which is
of one hundred yojanas, are of the greatest peculiarities (51). Within the distance of
two yojanas towards north there is the extremely auspicious Nandyasrama where
Nandike$vara [abides] (52). Having seen Siva, the venerable one (bhagavan) per-
formed a terrible penance [there]; hence the venerable Siva, worshipped in three
worlds, was pleased (53). Having granted the supremacy to his attendants, Siva
shared this land: “this name to this tank” (tatnama tatsarah), [and] with joy extended
[his] presence there (54). But towards its north there is also famous Srisaila—it is a
part of the Garuda range which is impenetrable to gods and demons (55). The self-
existing (svayambhit) god, the benefactor, is seen even now there, for, having
abandoned the silver mountain (Kailasa), [he] the seizer (Hara) fell in love with [this
place] (56). The Krsna river, which diminishes impediments of the world, flows
there, up to this mountain, beyond which adjacent mountains rise (57). Whatever
auspicious rivers, mountains, caves, abodes of Siddhas, temples, yaksas, gandharvas
and kinnaras are here (58), they all are the most honorable on earth due to the
greatness of Narasimha.

Sages: Where is this holy place [of Narasimha]? How [it happened that] only in
one place within this large mountain, exactly where Garudacala is, [such a] power
[appeared]? (59).

Honorable Narada: The earth, beloved by Hari, spreads for five hundred million
[yojanas], covered with islands, oceans and seven mountains (60). On this earth, the
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best among islands is Jambudvipa, where the land of religious activities (karma-
bhiami) is—the greatest in the world due to [its] suitability for sadhakas (sadhakatva)
(61). But on this highly fortunate island, which is the continent known as Bharata,
on the hemisphere to the south of the Meru mountain and to the south of the
Krsnaveni, (62) seven yojanas to the west from the eastern ocean, there is famous
Ahobilam, which covers the space of seven yojanas (63). At this Ahobilaksetra there
is the famous Garudadri (Garuda mountain), where the venerable one manifested
completely everywhere in the same manner (64). In one and the same place it is also
known as Garudacala: thus, the famous name of this mountain is [the name] of this
place (65). This [ksetra] is full of various trees and creepers, [it is] inhabited by
various birds, [it is full] of campaka trees, palmyra trees, bamboo trees and golden
trees (66) [...] This [great mountain] is [inhabited by] ferociously looking mlecchas
who carry bows and arrows in the company of women, [yet] it is splendid, providing
the means of safety to all living beings (74). It is inhabited by the best sages who are
constantly engaged in religious practice, by Brahmins of illuminated words, whose
goal is to worship gurus (75). It is also inhabited by celestial ladies (apsaras) and
grants all desires (76ab). Brahma would not be able to tell the greatness of this great
[Garuda] range even for hundred years. How, then, [would] people like me? (76cd—
77ab). At the distance of ten yojanas to the south of the mountain there is a great
mountain called Venkata, where the venerable Hari resides. It is inhabited by those
who are liberated forever and by noble poets (77cd—78). In this manner, the mountain
called Garuda stretches up to the Malaya mountain. I told you all this gently and
eloquently (79)”.



Building Networks: Architecture, Ornament and Place
in Early Modern South India'

Crispin Branfoot (SOAS University of London)

In a wall painting within one of the upper interior levels of the outermost temple
tower (gopuram) of the Narumpuinatha (Siva) temple at Tiruppudaimarudur in the
far south of India, two pilgrims are depicted approaching a Siva shrine surrounded
by trees, a priest holding a water-pot greeting them at the threshold (figure 1). But
this is not simply a generic Siva temple, but the shrine dedicated to Siva as
Sundare$vara (Cokkanatha) in Madurai as the distinctive standing elephants
emerging from the temple walls make clear to the viewer, familiar with the
iconography of the deities and sacred landscape of Tamil South India. Several other
important Siva temples are also depicted in the wall paintings within the gopuram at
Tiruppudaimarudur, emphasising the role of ornament in evoking the charisma of
distant pilgrimage sites and the devotional networks that connect the sacred
landscape of the Tamil region. This chapter seeks to examine a range of architectural
and design perspectives on the historical construction of temple networks in early
modern (fifteenth—eighteenth century) Tamil South India, from mural paintings and
relief sculpture, through to the construction of shrine “replicas” and the material
traces of festival processions.

Site Replication and Architectural Iconography

Reference to iconography in South Asian art normally invites consideration of the
signs and symbols—the postures, hand gestures and attributes—that identify Bud-
dhist, Jain, Vaisnava and Saiva images. But a consideration of the iconography and
meanings of architecture may also offer insights into the construction and mainte-
nance of temple networks in early modern South India. Through his study of reli-
gious architecture in medieval Europe, the much-cited Richard Krautheimer (1942)
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R

Fig. 1: Sundare$vara (Cokkanatha) shrine in Madurai. Wall painting in gopuram of
Narumpiinatha (Siva) temple at Tiruppudaimarudur, seventeenth century (photo by the author).

established the importance of the “‘content” or iconography of architecture. As Paul
Crossley has noted, Krautheimer observed that certain ancient, venerable structures,
such as the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, were frequently copied in
early medieval architecture, not accurately in order to produce an exact reproduction,
but approximately with enough of the essential features of the prototype—the
number of piers or the inclusion of an ambulatory—to evoke its meaning and
enabling the viewer to experience, at a distance, the essential qualities of the original.
“The associative power of architectural forms could thus be used by patrons to
promote devotion, evoke holy sites, or [...] make political propaganda” (Crossley
1988, 116).

Krautheimer’s article was published in the 1940s, contemporary with Stella
Kramrisch’s exploration of the meaning and symbolism of temples rather than their
form alone (1946). “To Kramrisch, the need was to place the temple within a
tradition that could give back to the temple its significance, then to show how that
significance was given form.” (Meister 1980, 181). Historic temples were under-
stood to be microcosms, models of the cosmos and to visually embody the process
of cosmic creation; such an interpretation has been hugely influential since. In this
understanding of sacred space, temples and cities recreate cosmic structure in the
importance of the sacred centre with layers of ordered peripheral space around. The



Architecture, Ornament and Place in Early Modern South India 267

challenge has been to relate such an overarching Sanskritic text-based interpretation
to the historically situated devotional experience of pilgrims in specific temples, such
as those built in South India from the seventh century to the present. Phyllis Granoff
(1997) has questioned the validity of this cosmological model of the Hindu temple,
proposing an alternative, complementary model drawing upon later puranas and
contemporary inscriptions that in their descriptions of the abodes of deities suggest
a more concrete and less abstract notion of the temple and all the gods and goddesses
present. Temples are understood as the city and palace of the god, as heaven on earth.
While she notes that the descriptions of heavens vary, just like temples, there are a
number of recurrent features: “[...] heaven is always a vast metropolis, with
numerous concentric areas all crammed with buildings and peopled by gods and
other creatures who have come to serve the main deity. The city is watered by a river,
more often by two rivers. The descriptions all proceed from the outermost precincts
of this city inward. The city is surrounded by a series of walls with gateways that are
carefully guarded” (Granoff 1997, 177). Such Puranic descriptions of heaven could
equally describe a South Indian temple with a series of concentric enclosure
(prakara) walls, multiple shrines and attendant deities around the main god at the
centre. In Tamil Srivaisnava understanding some temples are considered to be
Visnu’s heaven Vaikuntha on earth (bhitloka vaikuntha). The vast Ranganatha
temple at Srirangam, surrounded by rivers, is evocative of the mythical portrayal of
Vaikuntha circled by the Viraja river that forms a clear boundary separating earth
from heaven. This understanding of Srirangam as Bhitloka Vaikuntha is evident from
literature, such as the fourteenth century Guruparampara prabhavam, and indeed in
festival ritual. During the annual festival recitation of the entire érivaisnava canon
(adhyayanotsavam), that has been celebrated from the eleventh century in Sri-
rangam, the understanding of the temple as “heaven on earth” becomes more explicit.
Indeed, every temple in which this festival is celebrated is considered to be at least
temporarily Bhitloka Vaikuntha (Narayanan 1994, 115-116, Venkatesan 2019).>
Madurai is similarly famed as “the world of Siva on earth”, a title also attributed to
other Saiva shrines (Shulman 1980, 21).

Temples may serve to replicate an otherworldly structure, whether the cosmos or
an image of heaven, but many more were understood to be part of the imagined,
mythic and sacred landscape traversed by pilgrims. As Diana Eck has emphasised,
India has no single pre-eminent sacred site, instead imagining the linking and
multiplication of places to constitute the entire world. “Those things that are deeply
important are to be widely repeated. The repetition of places, the creation of clusters
and circles of sacred places, the articulation of groups of four, five, seven, or twelve
sites — all this constitutes a vivid symbolic landscape characterized not by exclusivity
and uniqueness, but by polycentricity, pluralism, and duplication” (Eck 2012, 5). In

2 The earliest inscription describing the major Srivaisnava temple at Melukote as Bhiiloka
Vaikuntha dates to 1582 (Vasantha 1991, 2).
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the Tamil region, networks of pilgrimage sites linked the south with shrines all over
India — Kanchipuram as one of the seven moksaddyaka, the cities that ensure
liberation (moksa); Rameshvaram is the site of one of the twelve jyotirlingas (lingas
of light), for example. But other networks of sites wholly within the South created
an imagined Tamil landscape—"the good world where Tamil is spoken [from]
northern Venkatam to Kumari in the south” in the Tolkappiyam—that from the
eighth-ninth centuries became a built landscape of stone temples.?

Building the Tamil Landscape

Sacred sites and the temples built upon them in the Tamil region were increasingly
seen as part of such an imagined landscape. Temples might replicate or evoke a
connection with another sacred site by name or by dedication alone. Some sites in
southern India are identified as a “southern Kashi”, Siva’s sacred city of Benares or
Varanasi on the river Ganges in North India. Kumbakonam on the banks of the
Kaveri river is sometimes understood to be a “southern Kashi”, for example, an
association evident from around the seventeenth century; Kanchipuram has also been
interpreted in a similar manner. Up until the eleventh century the most important
temple in Varanasi was the AvimukteSvara, but devotional pre-eminence shifted
from the twelfth century and later to the temple dedicated to Siva as Kasi Visvanatha
(or Visvesvara) (Bakker 1996; Eck 1983, 129—136; Desai 2017, 17-29). Kumbako-
nam’s connection with Varanasi is evident from the Kast Vi§vanatha temple built in
the eighteenth—nineteenth centuries alongside the Makamakam tank. But a more
longstanding connection with Kashi is evident from the Makamakam festival held
every twelve years in this tank that was renovated and the present series of sixteen
pavilions (mandapas) built around its irregular perimeter in the early seventeenth
century under Tanjavur Nayaka patronage. For it is here in Kumbakonam that the
seven river goddesses of India, including the Ganga, coalesce in order to cleanse
themselves of the accumulated sins washed off by bathing pilgrims. The southern
replication of Siva’s sacred city on the Ganges and its most important Vi§vanatha
temple is more explicit in the construction of the fifteenth-century Kasi Vi§vanatha
temple in Tenkasi by the Pandya king Arikésari Parakrama (reigned 1422—1463)
(Sethuraman 1985; Branfoot 2007, 19-21). Before setting out on pilgrimage to
northern India, he dreamt that Siva of Kashi had asked the king to build the god a
new home for, ever since the Turuskas had come to his city, Siva had been homeless.
Destroyed in 1194 by Qutb al-Din Aibak, a reconstructed Vi$vanatha temple in
Kashi was again demolished in the late fourteenth or fifteenth century. The new
Tamil temple was built for this deity, hence the town’s name: “southern” (ten) Kashi.

3 This definition of the Tamil land in the Sangam-era Tolkappiyam (early centuries CE) is
repeated in many later texts. On Tamil cultural geography see Peterson and Selby 2007, 4-6
and Stein 1977.
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Though there is little architecturally or topographically that replicates the prototype,
the evocation of the sacred charisma of the Vi§vanatha temple in far-away Benares
is evident in name alone. Vi§vanatha shrines have been built within the enclosures
of other temples from the fifteenth century and later, such as that within the Minaksi-
Sundares§vara temple in Madurai’s 1000-column mandapa built in the 1560s. In
Kanchipuram, there are two Kasi Vi§vanatha/Visve$vara temples, one in the outer-
most prakara of the Kamakst Amman temple, and another on the west bank of the
Sarvatirtha tank just to the west of the Ekambare§vara temple.

The Tamil region has a strong sense of the divine power of place: medieval
inscriptions often refer to a deity as the “Lord of such-and-such a place” rather than
indicate whether it is Siva or Visnu (or a Tirthankara or Buddha) (Orr 2005, 29). The
wandering Saiva and Vaisnava poet-saints of the sixth to ninth centuries similarly
sang in praise of the deities of the Tamil landscape, “a fundamentally locative world-
view in which villages, fords, seacoasts, rivers, and hills are identified with the
particular deity.” (Eck 2012, 81). As temples began to be built in brick and later
stone, so they came to be connected through the movement of pilgrims into larger
networks. The Srivaisnava tradition recognises a network of 108 sacred sites, the
Divya DeSas (divine abodes) that were sung into sacrality by the twelve alvar poets
between the sixth and ninth centuries. Of the 108 sites, two are other-worldly—the
supreme heaven (Vaikuntha) and the cosmic Ocean of Milk (Tirupparkatal)—but the
remaining 106 are terrestrial and the majority are in the Tamil country. While these
sites were clearly important to the alvars, it was not until the late twelfth century, a
particularly dynamic period in the history of Srivaisnavism, that the Divine Abodes
came to be systemised as a pilgrimage network through hagiography and poetry. The
four most important are considered to be those to which the most alvars sang and to
which the most poems were addressed: in order, Srirangam, Venkatam (Tirupati/
Tirumalai), Kanchipuram and Tirumaliruncholai (Alagarkoyil). As acaryas began to
narrate the wonders of these sacred places and the unique character of each deity of
place in order to forge the geography of an emerging Srivaisnava community, so
from the fourteenth century on did patrons expand and embellish the architecture of
the temples at these sites (Dutta 2010; Young 2014). Detailed architectural histories
of some of the major Vaisnava temples suggest that, though founded earlier between
the tenth to twelfth centuries, the main period for their expansion into the temple-
cities frequented today was the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries.

A further pattern is the reproduction of the charisma of particular Divya Desas
by building shrines to the most important forms of Visnu further afield. Of the four
most celebrated sites—Srirangam, Venkatam (Tirumalai), Kanchipuram and Tiru-
maliruncholai (Alagarkoyil)—it is the construction of temples dedicated to Venka-
teSvara, far away from the prototype at Tirumalai, that are the most widespread.
Venkate$vara at Tirupati is among the most important Tamil gﬁvaisnava pilgrimage
sites, and though established by the tenth century, the temple gained the pre-
eminence it maintains to this day only from the late fifteenth century. In the early
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sixteenth century under the patronage of the Vijayanagara emperors of the Tuluva
dynasty Krsnadeva and Acyutadeva, both great devotees of Tamil Srivaisnavism,
Venkate$vara became a South Indian rather than more narrowly Tamil deity as
further devotees from the Kannada- and Telugu-speaking parts of the Deccan
travelled to the temple. The Srivaisnava turn and the increasing popularity of Tamil
forms of Visnu, such as Venkate§vara, across South India is evident from the eight
temples dedicated to the deity—known there as Tiruvengalanatha—built from the
mid-fifteenth century on at the Vijayanagara imperial capital. Ranganatha of Sri-
rangam and Varadaraja of Kanchipuram were also important Srivaisnava forms of
Visnu, whose presence at the capital is evident from material remains (relief sculp-
ture and fewer, more modest temples), though neither were as important as
Venkate§vara. New temples to Venkate§vara were also built in the far south in the
sixteenth century, such as that built by the Madurai Nayaka Krsnappa in the 1560s
at Krishnapuram east of Tirunelveli (Branfoot 2008). A wider survey of the historical
development and dates of dedication of Venkatesvara temples might suggest the
chronology and geography of the dissemination of the deity across southern India.
In addition to the Divya Desas, other smaller networks of temples are identified
by Srivaisnavas. Though not as widespread as temples dedicated to Venkate$vara, a
network of five temples dedicated to Ranganatha, the paiicarangaksetras, follow the
course of the Kaveri down river from Srirangapatnam near Mysore, to Srirangam,
then the Appakkitattan Perumal temple at Koviladi, the Parimala Ranganatha temple
at Tiruindalur near Mayiladuturai, and the Ranganatha Perumal in Vadarengam.*
Neither the Varadaraja at Kanchipuram nor the Alakar temple at Alagarkoyil are
replicated to the same degree as the Venkate§vara temple upon Venkatam hill above
Tirupati.> One explanation for a limited number of subsidiary shrines to site-specific
deities in another far-off temple may be explained by the historic circumstances
following the disruption in the Tamil region from the late thirteenth century. A series
of incursions into the Tamil country by the Hoysalas of southern Karnataka and
others were followed by raids by the Khaljti and Tughluq sultanate from Delhi in
1310-1311, 1318, and 1323. Within a brief period of time, many of the old polities
of southern India disappeared. In this disruptive period, hiding or removing images
elsewhere to safer temples became an important means of preservation (Davis 1997,
127-142). Such flights from perceived danger inspired literature of exile and return,
enhancing the status of the mobile deity and that of its protectors through miraculous
stories of adventure, heroism and sacrifice (Davis 1997, 129). Shrines may then have
been constructed for the mobile deity fleeing to a distant temple, material legacies of
past migration at times of threat. At Tirumala, for example, shrines were built in the

4 The Sérflgapéni temple in Kumbakonam, also dedicated to Visnu in his reclining form, is
sometimes considered one of the Paficaranga Ksetras in place of Vadarengam, especially as
this temple has fallen into disrepair as a result of the changing course of the river. The antiquity
of this group remains uncertain at present.

5 On some “replicas” of Alagarkoyil, see Orr 2018.
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early fourteenth century for Varadaraja, Ranganatha and Narasimha within the first
two prakaras when the Venkate§vara temple “served as a sort of refugee camp for
Vaishnavite idols of antiquity” (Viraraghavacharya 1977, vol. 1, 65). Ranganatha
did indeed reside at Tirumala for several decades before being restored to his home
in Srirangam in the 1370s by the victorious Vijayanagara armies, as inscriptions at
the latter temple record (Davis 1997, 131).°

Other Srivaisnava temple networks within the larger group of Divya Desas may
relate to the hagiography of individual alvars. One such group is the network of nine
Vaisnava temples—the Navatirupati—situated on both banks of the river Tamra-
parani in the far south of the Tamil region. These are all connected to Nammalvar,
from his birthplace at Alvar Tirunagari and the eight other sites nearby to which he
sang in praise. Today pilgrims begin their journey at either Srivaikuntam on the
northern bank or at Alvar Tirunagari located on the southern bank, almost directly
opposite, travelling via the other seven less distinguished temples. Furthermore,
contemporary festival performance connects them all: deities from all temples con-
gregate at Alvar Tirunagari in Vaikaci (May-June) during the Garudasévai festival.
But the construction of the temples was not uniform: Alvar Tirunagari and Srivai-
kuntam are of individual distinction and the earliest evidence for their construction
is in the thirteenth century, and there is no clear uniformity of design or layout among
all Navatirupati temples. Yet by the sixteenth—seventeenth century, perhaps under
the patronage of the Tenkasi Pandyas and Madurai Nayakas, these nine closely
related temples came to be considered a connected pilgrimage network. The Vijaya-
nagara emperor Krsnadevaraya (reigned 1509-1530) is reported to have visited the
Navatirupatis on his imperial pilgrimage through the far south, according to the
Telugu Rayavacakamu (“Tidings of the King”), an account of his reign composed at
the Madurai Nayaka court ca. 1600 (Wagoner 1993, 158).” Further evidence for the
network’s identification and wider recognition comes from a mural dated to the
1830s in the citramandapa (painted hall) of the Venkataramanasvami temple just
north of the Jaganmohan Palace in Mysore. The murals depict many of the sacred
sites that the Madhva brahmin Subbarayadasa visited during an immense pilgrimage
sponsored by Mysore’s Krsnaraja Wodeyar III (reigned 1799—-1868) not only to the
most important sacred sites in the Mysore kingdom, but also to those in greater South
India and some in North India. As Simmons argues, the paintings display Mysore as
the centre of pan-Indian sacred devotion with local, regional and pan-Indian sacred
geography reconfigured as sovereign territory under the watchful gaze of the ideal
king-devotee and his lineage (Simmons 2020, 212-226). Among the paintings of
sites that he visited are several Divya Desas, including Melukote, Kanchipuram,
Kumbakonam and the group of nine temples of the Navatirupati, identified as such
in a Kannada label.

6 Varadaraja did not flee his temple at times of danger in the fourteenth century but he did in the
1680s (Hiisken 2017).
7 I am grateful to Archana Venkatesan for drawing my attention to this.
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Tamil Saivas also developed a network of sacred sites though, in comparison with
the systemization of the Srivaisnavas’ 108 pilgrimage sites by the twelfth century,
the generation of a comprehensive list of 276 Saiva sacred sites was relatively recent
and the identification of a Tevaram place may be contested or debated, or may even
shift (Orr 2014).% These are the “places that have received a hymn” (patal perra
talankal), the sites that were celebrated by Appar, Cuntarar and Campantar and
compiled together in the Tevaram. Cekkilar’s twelfth century Periyapuranam draws
upon the Tévaram telling the stories of the poet-saints as narratives of journeys to
shrines sacred to Siva in which the poems are represented as spontaneous outpour-
ings of praise and devotion to the particular manifestation of Siva at that site. Around
seventy percent of the 276 sacred places are in Cholanadu, the central region of
Tamilnadu that includes the Kaveri delta (Spencer 1970; Peterson 1982). It may have
been the printing and circulation from the 1860s of the Tevaram and Periyapuranam
that enhanced the Tamil Saiva sense of community embedded in the network of
temples that collectively created a Saiva sacred landscape even if not an actual
programme of pilgrimage. Prior to this, smaller networks of Saiva temples were
considered of greater regional significance, some of which were constituted around
the legendary lives of individual poet-saints rather than their hymns.

Among the many Saiva pilgrimage sites in Tamilnadu, Rameshvaram is of pan-
Indian significance not only because it is the southernmost of the four dhams (“holy
abodes”) and one of the twelve lirigas of light (jyotirlingas) that map Siva’s presence
across the country, but also for its prominence in the Ramdayana. Another important
group of Siva temples is located within the Tamil country, the five “elemental”
temples (paficabhiitasthala) dedicated to the lingas of air, earth, fire, water and ether
(akasa), a network that can be traced as early as the tenth-century Sita Samhita
(Smith 1996, 14). These are located respectively at the Kalahasti§vara at Srikalahasti,
the Ekambare$vara in Kanchipuram, the Arunacale§vara at Tiruvannamalai, the
Jambukes$vara at Tiruvannaikka on Srirangam island and the Nataraja at Chidamba-
ram. Without elaborating detailed building histories for each, all these temples can
be traced to the seventh to ninth centuries, were substantially expanded to reach their
present scale in the twelfth to sixteenth centuries and were all substantially renovated
around 1900. Chidambaram is also included among a further group of five temples
where Siva performed his cosmic dance (paficanrtyasabha); the others are Tiruva-
langadu, Madurai, Tirunelveli and Kuttralam. Such networks of five deities and
temples has its counterpart in the paiicakrtya, the five cosmic functions of Siva, his
five faces and the five syllable Saiva mantra (paiicaksara) (Eck 2012, 253). Net-
works of four temples also mark territory with the suggestion of directionality to
north, south, east and west and — with the addition of a fifth to suggest the centre —
of completeness. The network of six sites sacred to Murukan, the Tamil deity par

8 The number also varies, two additional sites having been added to the earlier list of 274
following the discovery of an additional poem by Campantar inscribed on a temple wall and
an additional poem by Cuntarar in a manuscript.
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excellence, that define the extent of his domain take this concept further, the four
cardinal directions together with the zenith and the nadir representing the three-
dimensional cosmos in its totality (Eck 2012, 33; Clothey 1978, 116-131).°

Another pattern, more often associated with Saiva temples than Vaisnava, is the
replication of site-specific shrines clustered around the temple’s main deity at the
site. Establishing a clear periodisation for this practice is difficult given that few
small sub-shrines have dated inscriptions, but stylistic evidence suggests this devel-
opment is contemporary with the growth of site-specific mythic literature (fala-
puranam, Sanskrit sthalapurana) in Tamil in the sixteenth-nineteenth centuries. At
some temples, only a single shrine to a site-specific form of Siva may be included.
At Tenkasi, for example, a small shrine to Minaksi and Sundare$vara of Madurai
was built in the late 1550s'® on the north side of the second prakara alongside the
main shrine to Kasi Vi§vanatha and in an adjacent shrine his consort Lokanayaki (or
Ulaku) Amman. This modest shrine—and others like it elsewhere—was constructed
precisely when the Minaksi-Sundare§vara temple in Madurai was beginning a long
period of renovation and expansion under the Nayaka rulers of the city, and when
the myths in Madurai’s best-known site-history, the Tiruvilaiyatal Puranam, were
circulating more widely.'! Parker has suggested that this location both spatially and
ideologically subordinated Minaksi of Madurai to the “Mother of the World”
(Ulakamman); the iconography of both goddesses is similar, standing and holding a
green parrot (Parker 2007, 163).!> At other sites there may be multiple such site-
specific deities installed in subsidiary shrines.

9 Temples were built at the five undisputed Murukan sites by the ninth-tenth centuries; the sixth
is every other Murukan temple, emphasising his pervasive presence in the Tamil region. During
the Tamil NeoSaiva revival from the late nineteenth century, the Murukan temples at Palani,
Tiruchendur, Tiruttani and Swamimalai were all extensively renovated and expanded.

10 An inscription on the Kasi Vi§vanatha temple’s mahamandapa mentions the shrine’s
construction in 1558/1559 (Annual Report on Epigraphy [hereafter ARE], Madras: Government
Press no. 530 of 1917); another inscription on the shrine itself is dated 1560/1 (ARE no. 579 of
1917).

11 Branfoot 2007, 27-30 and Fisher 2017, 143—149. An earlier instance of the migration of Sunda-
re§vara of Madurai is evident from an inscription dated 1258 at Chidambaram recording the
gift of land for offerings to the image of Tiruvalavayutaiyar Alakiya Cokkanar for the welfare
of the Pandya king (ARE no. 153 of 1961-1962). I am grateful to Leslie Orr for bringing this
to my attention.

12 For the mythic connections made between Minakst of Madurai and Antal of Srivilliputtur, an-
other goddess identified by the parrot in her hand, see Venkatesan and Branfoot 2015, 34-36.
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Fig. 2: Ground plan of the Bhaktavatsala (Siva) temple, Tirukkalukkundram
(plan by the author).

Just below the summit of Vedagiri, the hill at Tirukkalukundram between Kanchi-
puram and Mamallapuram, is one of the earliest Pallava cave-temples known. The
hill is also known as Paksitirtham (“place of the birds”), for two eagles sent from
north and south come to feed here each day. The much larger Bhaktavatsala (Siva)
temple at the foot of the hill with huge gopurams on the four sides of three large
prakaras largely dates to the sixteenth century, although there are fragmentary
remains of shrines dating to the seventh-eighth and on into the twelfth centuries
(figure 2). The apsidal main shrine to Bhaktavatsala stands within the dark, enclosed
innermost enclosure, but a much wider range of Saiva deities are installed in ten
additional shrines in the open second prakara. The most substantial is the shrine for
Bhaktavatsala’s consort Tripurasundari (B) and, as is common practice, there are
additional shrines for Siva’s children—Vantuvana Pillaiyar (Vinayakar, Ganesa) (F)
and Arumukam (“six-faced”, Skanda) (D)—and another in the standard northeast
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corner facing south for Nataraja (/). A comparatively large shrine directly south of
the main Siva shrine in the first prakara contains Somaskanda (G), the utsavamurti
of Védagiri§vara, the “Lord of Vedagiri” rather than Bhaktavatsala, for the two
nearby temples are ritually connected. But in addition to these shrines, further site-
specific forms of Siva are present: Ekambare§vara (H), Arunacale§vara (C),
Jambuke$vara (E) and, in place of another of the “elemental” lirigas, the anticipated
Kalahasti$vara, there is a shrine to Atmanatha (/), Siva at Avudaiyarkoyil (figure 3).
Manikkavacakar received initiation from Siva here and appropriately enough there
is a shrine to the Saiva poet-saint facing Atmanatha west of the kitchen; an
inscription on its south wall may suggest its presence by 1135."* None of the other
subsidiary shrines have inscriptions to offer reliable clues as to their construction,
nor were they built in the same period, but their gradual construction took place
between the thirteenth and seventeenth centuries. The spatial distribution of shrines
within the temple at Tirukkalukundram does not replicate any geographical logic—
Ekambaresvara of Kanchipuram is not the most northerly, for example—though at
other temples, such as the Kurralanatha temple at Kuttralam such a concept does
seem to have been practiced.

Fig. 3: Subsidiary shrines, Bhaktavatsala (Siva) temple, Tirukkalukkundram
(photo by Emma Natalya Stein).

13 Gopalakrishnan 2005, 86 citing ARE no. 186 of 1932-1933.
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Kuttralam at the foot of the Western Ghats near Tenkasi is the site of the Citrasabha,
one of the five places where Siva danced. In the western prakara at the Kurralanatha
temple at the site, a row of six shrines house selected gods and goddesses not of the
whole Tamil region but more narrowly of Pandyanadu in the far south. The northern-
most of the shrines are the two adjacent ones that house Sundare§vara and Minaksi
of Madurai. Attached to these is the shrine for Palvannanatha of Karivalamvanda-
nallur together with his consort, then next is Sankaranarayana of Sankaranayinarko-
yil, and finally in this line of attached shrines is Narumptinatha of Tiruppudaima-
rudur. Further to the south are two stand-alone shrines for Nellaiyappar and his
consort, of Tirunelveli, and for the god and goddess of Papanasam (in the hills to the
west of Tirunelveli). According to Leslie Orr, the inscriptions at Kuttralam do not
indicate when these deities arrived here, or who was responsible for installing them,
or what was the logic of their inclusion and arrangement (Orr 2015). The
architectural design offers few clues to the date either, given their unelaborated
appearance, though probably no earlier than the fifteenth century and perhaps even
as late as the nineteenth. Of note here at Kuttralam is the spatial arrangement of the
shrines: the distribution of the six shrines from north to south corresponds with their
geographic distribution. Furthermore, in seeking to explain why these various forms
of Siva were chosen to be installed alongside Kurralanatha, it is worth noting that
the Tamil-wide distribution of five “elemental” Sivas mentioned above has its own
replication within Pandyanadu: Palvannanatha of Karivalamvandanallur is a local
version of the fire-liniga at Tiruvannamalai, and Sankaranarayana of Sankaranayi-
narkoyil an earth-liriga, as at Kanchipuram.'* The examination of these subsidiary
shrines within the growing temple complexes of the Tamil region after the twelfth
century thus demonstrates the need to consider not only which deities are replicated
and when their shrines were built, but also their spatial arrangement in relation to
each other and the temple’s “centre.”

Ornament, Temple Networks and Temple Design

Temples and shrines may also be replicated in architectural ornament — in relief
sculpture and later in wall and ceiling paintings — visualising connections in the
language of design between temples in the immediate neighbourhood or much
farther afield. Representations of sacred sites or temples may be reduced to the
distinctive iconography of the main deity. Linigas can be hard to distinguish, so the
related goddess, site-tree (sthalavrksa) and water-source, or another site-specific
feature may indicate the precise deity and thus location if inscriptions or labels are
absent (Seastrand 2013, 79). The sthalavrksa of many temples is often a distinct tree

14 The remaining “elemental” lirigas of Pandyanadu are located within fifteen miles north and
west of Sankaranayinarkoyil including the northernmost Naccatai Tavirttaruliyanatha temple
at Devadanam (ether) on the Rajapalaiyam to Sivagiri road, and the Madhyasthanatha temple
at Darugapuram (water) and Tripuranatha temple at Tenmalai (air) between.
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Fig. 4: Relief sculpture of shrine, Citra gopuram. Nampirayar Perumal temple,
Tirukkurunkudi, seventeenth century (photo by the author).

species and an explanation may be mentioned in the temple’s site-history (sthalapu-
rana). Artists were clearly conscious of such distinctions and thus the type of tree
can be a visual shorthand for Tamil sacred geography: bamboo for Nellaiyappar in
Tirunelveli, for example, or three mango trees for Vanamamalai Perumal at Nangu-
neri. The paintings within the Tiruppudaimarudur gopuram mentioned at the outset
include nine distant sites with no immediate or obvious connection to the temple.
The Citra gopuram of the Nampirayar Perumal temple at Tirukkurunkudi is notable
for the many unusually large and detailed sculpted reliefs on the wall surfaces and
within the horseshoe-arches (nasi, kudu) of the curved kapota (cornice) at the top of
the stone base. Some of the scenes of small vimanas (Dravida shrine) in the kudus
initially seem to be generic images of small temples. However, upon closer inspec-
tion, the peacock or mouse making offerings to the Siva-linga together with the
different site-tree (sthalavrksa) above the nandimandapa suggest that a specific
shrine is depicted that was connected with the Nampirayar Perumal temple at the
time of the gopuram’s construction in the seventeenth century (figure 4).
Explanations for why specific deities or shrines are represented on a different temple
in small-scale reliefs or paintings, often at a considerable distance away, is a largely
untapped mode of enquiry, that requires closer analysis of the relevant site-myths,
festival practice and networks of patronage.
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Fig. 5: Wall paintings of the 108 Divya DeS§as. Kallapiran (Perumal) temple, Srivaikuntam,
eighteenth century (photo by the author).

Sculptures of individual or small numbers of related sites seem to be the norm in the
fifteenth—seventeenth centuries. It is only from the later seventeenth, or more likely
eighteenth, century that much larger networks of temples start to be depicted,
especially in wall and ceiling paintings. Although the systemization of the 108 Divya
Desas had occurred by the thirteenth century in Srivaisnava literature, among the
earliest extant visualisations of the complete series of standing, seated and reclining
images of Visnu at each sacred site is painted on the walls within the dark first
prakara corridor surrounding the Kallapiran temple at Srivaikuntam, probably
dating to the later eighteenth century (Seastrand 2019) (figure 5). As mentioned
above, the comparable systemization of the Saiva sacred sites did not take place until
much later, perhaps not until the increasing circulation of printed texts in the
nineteenth century.

However, perhaps the earliest clear evidence for the conception of a network of
Saiva sacred sites is their depiction in ceiling paintings at the Atmanatha temple at
Avudaiyarkoyil (Seastrand 2013, 164—-167, 214-224). The mandapa in which the
paintings are shown was completed by 1739 thus establishing the earliest date for
the paintings. Four larger panels of Kanchipuram, Mount Kailasa, Madurai (labelled
Vaigai after the river) (figure 6) and Chidambaram have the remaining sites depicted
on a smaller scale and arranged geographically following the talamurai order of the
Tévaram: east to west along the north bank of the river Kaveri, then west to east,
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then south before the northern sites.!> As Seastrand has convincingly demonstrated,
the order relates both to their geography in the Tévaram and to the movement of the
pilgrim-viewer looking up. Each site is indicated by a Siva and goddess shrine, a
water tank and sometimes the sthalavrksa, though not all can readily be identified
individually. As is increasingly common from the eighteenth century, identifying
labels are included which aids the identification of similarly depicted sites, essential
in the seriality of representation in which the specific place only has meaning within
the context of other places (Seastrand 2013, 217).

The likeness or “copy” of a site-specific deity of pilgrimage fame elsewhere is a
common practice in the far south of India, as discussed above, yet this rarely
extended to the conscious replication of a temple’s design, layout or topography until
around the past century. The Ranganatha temple at Srirangam and the Atmanatha at
Avudaiyarkoyil both, for example, unusually face south rather than the more
common temple alignment of east or west, yet shrine “copies” to these deities else-
where do not necessarily face south in conscious evocation of their prototype.
Shrines dedicated to Nataraja are positioned either within a small shrine in the
interior of the mahamandapa (*“great hall”, outer of the series of enclosed halls before
a temple’s garbhagrha or sanctum sanctorum) or later, from the twelfth—thirteenth
centuries, as a larger structure in the northeast corner of one of the outer prakaras of
Siva temples, but in both cases they normally face south (Orr 2021). Such an
alignment and the later southward extensions to such shrines may have evoked the
pre-eminent Nataraja temple at Chidambaram, where the main image of dancing
Siva is unusually aligned in that direction. Any similarities of temple layout may
then be indicative of shared ritual functions or other factors, some of which may be
evident in agamic literature, rather than the conscious architectural emulation of a
specific temple. But some temple layouts are sufficiently unusual to suggest explana-
tions based upon shared religious affiliation, patronage or specific groups of mobile
architects (sthapati).

15 The poetic hymns to Siva in the Tevaram are arranged in two ways: according to musical modes
(pan) in panmurai editions and according to places and regions (talam) in talamurai editions.
See “The talamurai arrangement of Tévaram” in Jean-Luc Chevillard & S.A.S. Sarma (eds.),
Digital Tevaram. https://www.ifpindia.org/digitaldb/site/digital_tevaram/.
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Fig. 6: Ceiling paintings of the 275 Saiva sacred sites. Atmanatha (Siva) temple, Avudaiyarkoyil,
early eighteenth century (photo by the author).
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Fig. 7: Kutal Alakar temple, Madurai, mid-sixteenth century (photo by the author).
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Tamil temples tend to be arranged on a single level, and the interior of vimanas are
hollow above the enclosed garbhagrha. Here it is important to emphasise that the
external design of a Dravida vimana divided into multiple storeys or falas, charac-
terised by rows of miniature buildings, does not necessarily correspond with a
functional interior layout: only a few tritala vimanas have three vertically arranged
garbhagrhas. But some Tamil temples do have multi-storey interiors, especially a
small group of Vaisnava temples with three vertical shrines, one above the other,
containing the three forms of Visnu within: one standing, one seated and one reclin-
ing (sthanaka, asana, sayana). The earliest surviving temple of this type may also be
the best known: the later eighth-century Vaikuntha Perumal at Kanchipuram. Others
include the ninth-century Sundaravarada at Uttaramerur in northern Tamilnadu,
which may have been in conscious emulation of the former, and many more in
Pandyanadu further south, including the Rajagopala temple at Mannarkudi near
Ambasamudram, the Saumyanarayana at Tirukkoshtiyur and the Kital Alakar in
Madurai, all rebuilt in the sixteenth-seventeenth centuries on earlier foundations
(figure 7). Some currently single-storey temples may have been originally three-
storeyed prior to later renovations. Dennis Hudson has sought to demonstrate that
the Vaikuntha Perumal temple at Kanchipuram and its sculpted programme was
designed according to a single yet complex religious vision consistent with the
Bhagavadgita, the Bhagavata Purana, the Paiicaratra Agama and the poems of the
alvars, and was considered a three-dimensional mandala through which devotees
would move through (Hudson 2008, 11). Whether this architectural and religious
vision was shared with other three-storey temples, even those with differing orienta-
tion or vertical arrangements for the three forms of Visnu, and whether the concep-
tion stemmed from Kanchipuram and was disseminated south to create an unfolding
network of related temples across the Tamil South remains as yet unclear.

A curious, unique layout for a temple may be found in the two-storey Vatapatra-
§ay1 temple in Srivilliputtur, with seated Narasimha and his consort in a small lower
shrine (rarely visited) with reclining Visnu above. Was this intended to have three
rather than two storeys, with seated and standing Visnus above and below the reclin-
ing image in its upper shrine? It may be possible that the seated image of Narasimha
with his Sakti in the lower shrine is a later replacement, but there is little in the
temple’s design to suggest a change of conception. The Vaisnava poet-saints Peri-
yalvar and Antal make no mention of the three postures of Visnu in their praise for
the lord of Srivilliputtur, unlike their visualization of Perumal in the three-storey
Kiutal Alakar temple at Madurai. In the earliest inscriptions no mention is made of
Narasimha or multiple forms of Visnu; the Lord’s temple is named Vataperunkoyil,
“the great temple of the banyan leaf”’. This unusual temple at Srivilliputtur may be
compared with another important Tamil Vaisnava temple, the Varadaraja in
Kanchipuram far to the north that reached its greatest extent with four enclosure
walls and multiple large gopurams in the seventeenth century. Here, Varadaraja
stands upon an artificial mound named Hastigiri in a shrine similarly capped by a
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rectangular sala roof, a design normally reserved for wide garbhagrhas containing
reclining images or numerous adjacent deities. Beneath Varadaraja is a small shrine
within the hill containing Narasimha, as at Srivilliputtur, but here seated in yogasana
and without his consort. Antal is also present, together with the local consort Malai-
yala Nacciyar, in east-facing shrines on the same level as Narasimha and below
Visnu as Varadaraja. The connection between Tenkalai Srivilliputtur and predomi-
nantly Vatakalai Kanchipuram may seem striking given the historic tension between
the “southern” and “northern” sects of Srivaisnavism. But the polarity between the
two may have been over-stressed in theological terms, the conflicts are largely recent
and only from the nineteenth century, and there was certainly a greater degree of
ritual overlap in the past between the two worshipping communities. In Srivilliputtur,
the great Vatakalai acarya Vedanta DeSika is highly regarded; Kanchipuram was his
hometown and Varadaraja the focus of his devotion.

Fig. 8: ‘Vijayanagara symbols’ on third prakara wall. Periyanayaki Amman temple,
Devikapuram, early sixteenth century (photo by the author)

Patrons, Artists and Temple Networks

Another way in which we might consider the formation and maintenance of temple
networks from an architectural perspective is by considering clusters defined by
patronage or dynasty. It is common-place to describe Tamil temples as being built in
a “Chola style”, as if the temples built by the dynasty could be distinguished in terms
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of form or aspects of design from other contemporary temples built in the Tamil
Dravida tradition by other patrons. Given the paucity of evidence for the royal
patronage of temples, apart from some well-known exceptions, and the negligible
direct evidence that named individual patrons had any impact on temple design, any
sense of connections between temples in terms of design may better be understood
regionally rather than stemming from shared patronage. Some regional distinctions
and preferences may be discerned: the very shallow niches with no space for sculpted
images of deities in tenth-twelfth century temples in Pandyanadu, for example, in
contrast to temples of a similar date built in Cholanadu or the central Kaveri delta
region (Kaimal 1996; Orr 2007). But this is a symptom of artistic practice not the
agency of patrons and we know precious little about medieval and early modern
Tamil sthapatis (architect, master builder, stone-mason)—their names, birthplaces,
relationship with patrons, rates of pay, working methods, education, mobility—until
around 1900.

But sometimes artistic evidence—a particular design, motif or sculptural arrange-
ment—may suggest connections between temples that can then be explored through
other evidence, such as literature or inscriptions. For example, a striking and
suggestively imperial motif disseminated across the Vijayanagara Empire was the
“Vijayanagara symbol”: the boar in profile alongside an erect sword and often with
an adjacent sun and moon. '® The striking proliferation of this motif on the
monumental gopuram at Srikalahasti built by Krishnadeva (reigned 1509-1530)—
there were fifty such symbols, each ca. thirty by forty centimetres—and on other
monuments from the same period in the Tamil country suggested that this might have
been a visual marker of Krsnadeva’s or perhaps the Tuluva dynasty’s patronage (ca.
1490-1570).'7 High up on the outer walls of the Periyanayaki temple at Devika-
puram, largely dating to Krsnadeva’s reign and later, a band of the Vijayanagara
emblem spreads all around between a row of horses and elephants (figure 8); a
similar proliferation of the symbol runs all around the outermost wall of the
Vataranyé$vara temple at Tiruvalangadu. A wider survey of this emblem’s
deployment on temple architecture indicates that it cannot be so defined
chronologically to the Tuluva dynasty alone for it appears on a few monuments
before the 1490s at Vijayanagara and further south. But it remains a suggestive
indicator of Vijayanagara periodisation—though not reliably of patronage—for a
structure dating from the late fifteenth through the mid-sixteenth century but not later
in the Tamil region.

Imperial patronage of temples, including the VenkateS§vara at Tirupati, and other
religious institutions by Krsnadeva and his successors served to integrate conquered

16 The boar or Varaha avatara as a royal symbol was used by a number of dynasties in the Deccan
and South India from the seventh century, but not in combination with the sword, which was
new in the Vijayanagara context. The sun and moon are included with inscriptions to indicate
their perpetuity (Saletore 1982, 183-184).

17 The huge gopuram at Srikalahasti collapsed in May 2010 and a new one was built by 2017.
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areas and link them culturally to the state at the height of the trans-regional
Vijayanagara empire (Stoker 2016, 132-133). Krsnadeva travelled widely on
pilgrimage across southern India, visiting many of the most important Vaisnava and
Saiva temples including Tirupati and nearby Srikalahasti and further south to
Tiruvannamalai, Chidambaram, Srirangam and Rameshvaram. At some sites he
made donations of jewels for the deity or villages and land to support temple rituals
for their honour; at others he sponsored the construction of new festival mandapas
for the display of deities and monumental gopurams, as at Srikalahasti and Tiru-
vannamalai. The widespread epigraphic evidence for his pious donations is joined
by a few examples of donor portrait-images, such as the near life-size copper alloy
images of Krsnadeva and his two wives set up at Tirupati and a small stone image
identified as the king in a niche within the gateway of the north gopuram of the
Nataraja temple at Chidambaram that was completed following his visit in 1516. The
location of life-size portrait sculptures of the Madurai ruler Tirumalai Nayaka
(reigned 1623—1659) at several temples in the far south of Tamilnadu are similarly
suggestive of the institutional links between these sacred sites that he may have
sustained. Among the best-known Tamil portrait sculptures are the genealogical
series of Tirumalai Nayaka and his nine predecessors within the “New Hall”
(putumantapam) built around 1630 adjacent to the Minaksi-SundareSvara temple in
Madurai. Further images identified as Tirumalai Nayaka and his brother Muttu
Virappa are located in both Saiva and Vaisnava temples across southern Tamilnadu,
including Alagarkoyil, Tirupparankundram and Tiruppuvanam around Madurai and
to the north in the Ranganatha temple at Srirangam and to the south at Srivilliputtur
and Padmanabhapuram. Collectively they testify to the spread of the king’s
patronage of temples across the territory ruled by the Madurai Nayakas in the early
seventeenth century (Branfoot 2012, 2018).

Temple Urbanism, Pilgrimage Networks and Festival Ritual

Temple networks may be ritually performed by pilgrims moving from one shrine to
another, such as between the Navatirupatis mentioned above. Pilgrims to Rame-
shvaram on the setuyatra, the pilgrimage to the Setu or “causeway” to Lanka, for
example, may also visit other nearby sites and temples associated with events in the
Ramayana: these may include the Adi Jagannatha Perumal temple at Tiruppullani on
the mainland where Rama lay on the grass in penance (darbhasayana) to propitiate
the ocean before building the bridge to Lanka; around the island upon which
Rameshvaram is located, such as to Danushkodi where Rama broke the bridge to
Lanka with the tip of his bow after defeating Ravana; as well as a series of firthas
(sacred water pools) within the temple itself, as they retrace Rama’s route (Vanama-
malai Pillai 1929). Such pilgrimage practices have an architectural and spatial
dimension in the historical development of temples, mandapas, water-filled tanks
and other seemingly insignificant structures built at and between a connected group
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of sacred sites. Networks of temples may also be performed in the festival movement
of deities in and around cities, to related temples nearby and further afield,
occasionally as much as twenty-thirty miles away. Contemporary ethnography of
festival practice can reveal the occasions when deities are on the move and the routes
taken, as well as the occasions when different temples’ festivals collaborate, intersect
or overlap. Some festivals can be historicised from the increasing volume of
inscriptions naming and dating them. But few temples have such extensive, site-
specific evidence for the antiquity or provision of festivals and processions.
Inscriptions referring to festivals do not routinely mention processions, instead more
commonly referring to food offerings for the deity and devotees, the bathing and
adorning of the god’s image, and other arrangements such as the provision of lamps,
garlands and the singing of hymns (Orr 2004). Furthermore, inscriptions only
occasionally mention the spaces and buildings of processions, or the objects carried
and thus how processions may be understood spatially remains difficult to reco-
nstruct for the past. The historical development of buildings specifically designed
for festival use, such as festival pavilions (utsavamandapas) and temple tanks for the
floating festival (teppakulams), may also reveal the impact of ritual change both on
an individual temple and its subsidiary structures, and its connections with other
temples nearby (Branfoot 2020).

Further fruitful collaborative research might develop more detailed building
histories of temples and their related festival structures within the urban fabric of
cities, in order to establish what was built and when. This may provide additional
evidence to reconstruct such festival routes and connections alongside the dynamic
evidence of modern temple practice and the study of site-specific mahatmyas and
sthalapuranas to our exploration of the construction of temple networks in early
modern (fifteenth-eighteenth century) Tamil South India. In Srivilliputtur, for
example, the Antal and Vatapatra$ayi temples at the centre of the town are animated
by the movement of devotees inward and around the various shrines, and by the
processions of the deities themselves within each of the respective the temple’s walls
and out and around town. The processions of major festivals, including those with
the goddess Antal and Rengamannar (Visnu) on a variety of “vehicles” (vahanas)
and for the annual “chariot” (tér) procession proceed around the wider outer streets.
Less important festival processions, such as those for the male alvars’ birthday
processions move around the inner streets. The ritual network of these two adjacent
temples spreads into the surrounding town and further afield to several other temples
up to twenty miles away, whose deities periodically travel to Srivilliputtur for festi-
val occasions (Venkatesan and Branfoot 2014, 85-96). A comparable examination
of the ritual landscape of Kanchipuram in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
has identified the respective routes taken by Varadaraja (Visnu), EkambareS§vara
(Siva) and the goddess Kamaksi, mapping and spatializing the intersecting and
competing networks of festival processions within the city (Hiisken 2017).



Architecture, Ornament and Place in Early Modern South India 287

Conclusion

What then can the study of temple architecture—their locations within urban fabrics,
their spatial layouts and details of design or ornament—offer to the interpretation of
the making, sustenance and meanings of temple networks in early modern Tamil
South India? The creation of links and connections between temples and their
construction and visualisation in design and ornament was only a gradual process
from the fourteenth-fifteenth century, even if the roots can be traced earlier,
especially for the Srivaisnava tradition. It is only from the fifteenth—seventeenth
centuries that the expansion of such temple networks began to be consolidated by
artists and builders, as the artistic record suggests. This is evident in the increasing
numbers of subsidiary shrines dedicated to distant site-specific deities, shared
aspects of design or layout, or the depiction of particular sites in sculpted reliefs or
painted murals. Religious specialists, sectarian institutions and leaders may have
used their authority to create links among temples and such connections may be
evident in contemporary literature or inscriptions; indeed, the major period for the
composition of sthalapuranas in Tamil is between 1500 and 1900. But networks
between temples are also performed by deities carried in procession and by pilgrims
traversing the landscape between sacred places, and for these we need to look
carefully for their material traces.
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Grounding the Texts: Kanchi’s Urban Logic
and Ambitious Extensions'

Emma Natalya Stein (Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.)

Introduction

Railway Road marks the unofficial eastern border of Kanchipuram’s urban core but
not the end of the city’s expanse. A lofty gateway, modeled after a traditional torana
(archway leading to a temple), announces that crossing Railway Road will soon lead
to the neighborhood of Mamallan Nagar (figure 1). Here some of the roads are
unpaved but the houses are made of poured concrete, brightly painted in flat planes
of primary colors (figure 2). A four-storey home boasts three lotiform balconies
accentuated with pink and white flourishes. This grid-like, suburban sprawl follows
the railway tracks east for a spell, then gives way to eventual paddy fields and the
flood plain of Nathapettai Lake.

Mamallan Nagar’s name is drawn from Mahamalla, an epithet of the Pallava
dynasty that ruled much of northern Tamil Nadu using Kanchi as their royal capital
from the third through the ninth century, and from Mamallapuram, the Pallava’s
seaside town. The neighborhood’s central street is named after the great Pallava king,
Mahendravarman I (ca. 580-630 CE), who is credited with commissioning the first
temples in the region to be made of stone. Although such titles suggest a desire to
connect the neighborhood with historical Kanchi, Mamallan Nagar is a new devel-
opment advertising ready-to-occupy, budget homes. It bears little resemblance to the
historical city.

However, the formation and development of this neighborhood represent much
more ancient processes of urbanization that have been at work in Kanchi for millen-
nia. Mamallan Nagar’s expanding footprint once belonged to the rural hinterland that

1 This paper is developed alongside aspects of my book project, Constructing Kanchi: City of
Infinite Temples (Stein 2021). Printed with permission. Field research was generously
supported by Yale’s South Asian Studies Council and History of Art department (2013-2014),
the American Institute of Indian Studies (2014-2015), and the National Museum of Asian Art,
Smithsonian (2020). My sincere thanks go to Ute Hiisken, Jonas Buchholz, and Malini Ambach
for giving me the opportunity to return to South India in early 2020, and to A. Valavan and
Annadurai (Kanchi), and Babu Ramaswamy (Ecole Francaise d’Extréme-Orient Pondichérry)
for their valuable insights over the years and their generous sharing of information that can
only be gleaned through local knowledge.

Published in: Malini Ambach, Jonas Buchholz and Ute Hiisken (eds.): Temples, Texts, and Networks: South
Indian Perspectives. Heidelberg: Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2022.
DOIL: https://doi.org/10.11588/hasp.906.c13943
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still surrounds much of the city. Now, as in the past, the natural landscape is being
incrementally converted into settled, civic construction. Flows of water are being
diverted, soft surfaces transformed into hard ones. Temporary structures are being
replaced with buildings made of more durable and more fashionable materials.
Schools and temples are being built, and new populations or sectors of society are
arriving.

Fig.1: Gateway to Mamallan Nagar, Kanchi.

Mamallan Nagar is the newest neighborhood in this eastern part of Kanchi. If we
were to turn east off Railway Road a half-kilometer farther south, we would instead
encounter a very different type of settlement (figure 5). Here the streets are circuitous
as opposed to gridded. This enclave is a more ancient place that was transformed
over time from a rural area into a part of the city. It is known variously as Tirukkali-
meétu and Veéppankulam. Although many of the people here work inside the urban
center, the area retains a sense of autonomy. Residents have lived here for many
generations and the local knowledge about the area and about Kanchi runs deep.
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Fig. 5: Tirukkalimetu village, Kanchi.
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Fig. 6: Tirukkalimétu village.
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Each name for the enclave is derived from an aspect of the local topography or
perhaps the society who lived there in the past. The name Véppankulam [neem tree
+ pond] refers to a neem tree-surrounded pond that provides water for the village.
Today, there is not one but two ponds known as Vepparkulam (figure 6). Cinna
(little) Veppankulam is a circular pond enclosed on all sides by the backs of wooden
houses that are built in Kanchi’s local domestic architectural style (figure 7). Periya
(big) Vepparikulam is a larger, oval-shaped pond that is also known by its Puranic
name, Indra Tirtham. It is difficult to know which pond is the eponymous
Vepparikulam, if indeed it is not both.

—r

Fig. 8: Tirukkali§vara temple, Tirukkalim&tu.

As for Tirukkalimétu, the suffix -mérfu has a dual etymology. Literally defined as
“eminence, little hill, hillock, ridge, or rising ground” (Tamil Lexicon), -métu can be
used to mean a physically high expanse of land, but it can also refer to the place
where the higher echelons of society dwell. For example, while pallu teru (low street)
is where workers and lower caste members live, méru teru (high street) is reserved
for higher castes, such as brahmins and ruling elites.> That -metu here likely refers
to the social rather than the physical landscape can be seen through a topographical
map. At only eighty meters above sea level, Tirukkalimétu has one of the lowest
elevations in the city.’

2 My thanks to A. Valavan for alerting me to this dual meaning, and for providing the example.
3 https://en-ca.topographic-map.com/maps/87a/Kanchipuram/ (accessed July 2020).
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According to senior residents, Tirukkalim&€tu and Veéppankulam are not exactly
the same village, but the borders are ambiguous and the names are used interchange-
ably. Two names for an area can comfortably coexist. Since Tirukkalim&tu is the
name more frequently used today, I will refer to the area as Tirukkalimétu.*

Besides the lay of the streets and a connection with the natural landscape in the
local nomenclature, a characteristic of this older type of settlement is the presence of
a prominent temple that functions both as a place of worship and as a community
center for residents and occasional visitors to gather. In Tirukkalimétu and many
similar villages in northern Tamil Nadu, the temple is made of granite stone and was
built during the Chola era (ca. 850-1275 CE). Often the Chola-period temple is a
reconstruction from an even earlier shrine that had been made of less permanent
materials, such as brick and wood. The Chola construction could then be renovated
and expanded or added to in subsequent centuries. Constructional activity facilitated
the life of the temple, as it continues to do today.
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I am grateful to A. Valavan for providing the local knowledge about nomenclature, and for
being an invaluable fountain of local histories.
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In Tirukkalim&tu, the main temple is situated directly between the two neem tree
ponds, on the south side of Tirukkalimétu Street, the main point of access from
Railway Road into the enclave (figure 8). It is a stately stone structure with a shrine
(vimana) and vestibule (ardhamandapa) that date to the late tenth or early eleventh
century, and surrounding enclosures (prakara) and a gated entryway (gopura) that
were added in the sixteenth century.’ Like the village and its ponds, the temple has
several names. Locals and Kanchi residents refer to the temple as Tirukkali§vara (for
the Lord who dwells at Tirukkalim&tu). The signboard at the temple’s entry an-
nounces the god as Satyanathasvami. Devout elders call the temple Kacci Neri
Karaikkatu, a variant of which also appears below Satyanathasvami on the signboard
and is the name used in the Tévaram hymn by Campantar. And in the temple’s
inscriptions, the name is Tirukkaraikkatu, similar to Kacci Neri Karaikkatu, and the
god is Tirukkaraikkatu-Mahadévar or Tirukkaraikkatu-utaiyar. For the purposes of
this essay, I will refer to the temple with the most common local name, Tiruk-
kali§vara.

Kanchipuram grew into a city in an agglomerative manner, which means that
autonomous villages like Tirukkalimétu were gradually incorporated into the urban
area. A widely known example is the part of town now called Little-Kanchi. This
was originally the independent village of Attiytir, which became part of Kanchi in
the thirteenth century. Up until that time, inscriptions refer to Attiyur as distinct from
Kanchi, but a record reportedly on the north wall of the second prakara at the Vara-
daraja Perumal temple mentions kaficipurattu-tiruvattiyiir, meaning “Attiyur, a part
of Kanchi” (SII IV no. 859-860). The inscription documents the conjoining of two
parts of the city that would always remain uneasily separated. In the sixteenth
century, former Attiytir accrued the epithet Visnu-Kanchi due to the predominance
of the Varadaraja Perumal and other Visnu temples in the area (Mahalingam 1991,
Tp.-1460, 322-323).

It was precisely through the building of temples that Kanchi became the compact
city that it is today, and that its scope expanded in the proverbial four directions.
Kanchi was a major political, commercial, and sacred epicenter during the era of
stone temple construction under the Pallava and Chola dynasties, especially during
the eighth through thirteenth centuries (figure 9). In this essay I focus primarily on
the Chola-era city, which I refer to as “Chola-Kanchi,” meaning not only the royal
precincts but the entire political and cultural milieu of Kanchi during the era. The
Chola’s city established and entrenched a sacred geography that still undergirds the
city. This geography was unique, not described in any text, and deeply rooted in a
local sense of spatiality expressed through the placement of temples. Overlaying the
local urban structure, the circulation of a cosmopolitan population and ritual culture
widened the scope of the city.

5 The earliest noticed inscription on the temple dates to ca. 1018 CE, and the vimana and
ardhamandapa conform to the architectural style of that period. My thanks to Crispin Branfoot
for confirming on-site a sixteenth-century date for the expansions.



298 Emma Natalya Stein

The essay first sketches the basic footprint of the Chola city as it compares with
the urban area we encounter today. I consider a plausible location for a royal palace,
and a main road that served multiple functions as a point of passage and of orientation
for the city and its temples. I then return us to the village of Tirukkalimé&tu and its
temple as a case study of an area that retains a sense of independence despite its
connection with the city. By correlating the physical and mythological histories of
the temple with features of the natural landscape and records contained in
inscriptions, we can see on the micro level processes at work on a larger scale and
with greater complexity throughout historical Kanchi. Through the establishment of
temples and the laying of roads that led to them, Kanchi became a great city.

Fig. 10: Laksita cave-temple, Mantakappattu.

Chola-Kanchi

In art historical and political histories of South India, Kanchi is best known as a
Pallava city. Famed for their sponsorship of literature and temple architecture, the
Pallavas fixed their seat in Kanchi from the third through the ninth centuries and
were among the great South Indian dynasties. Technologies of building for sacred
edifices radically transformed under their reign. Previously reserved for funerary
architecture, stone became the preferred material for building elite temples. King
Mahendravarman I (ca. 580—-630 CE) sponsored the very first cave-temple in the
Tamil speaking region, situated in the village of Mantakappattu, and he had its facade
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inscribed with a famous verse that lay claim to this new technique. Vicitracitta
(brilliant minded), he had fashioned a home for Brahma, Siva, and Visnu without the
use of brick, timber, metal, or mortar (figure 10) (EI XVII, no. 5).

Fig. 11: Kailasanatha temple, Kanchi.

Once construction of temples in stone was established, the practice steadily increased
in complexity and sophistication. Temples made fully or partially of brick continued
to be built—even at the elite level—for centuries, but stone became a significant and
widely favored choice.

The Pallavas’ artistic legacy is best materialized in their monumental Kailasa-
natha temple at Kanchi (figure 11). Built under royal patronage by King Rajasimha
in the first quarter of the eighth century, the Kailasanatha was among the largest
freestanding temples in the entire Indian subcontinent at the time of its construction.
Its scale, as well as its aesthetic and formal virtuosity, were unprecedented. The
compound included a large central shrine and freestanding entry hall, surrounded by
an enclosure wall of crenelated, single-occupancy shrines. Each space in the temple
was conducive to different classifications of ritual activity (figure 12). Although the
Kailasanatha is not presently a central focus of devotion in Kanchi, it continues to
draw attention, primarily from foreign travelers who visit the temple for its finely
carved and painted figures of deities, its intricate ornamental motifs, and its florid
inscriptions, all of which cover nearly every surface of the walls.
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Fig. 12: Kailasanatha temple, Kanchi.

The Kailasanatha and some of the other Pallava temples, most notably the Vaikuntha
Perumal, have dominated scholarly research on Kanchi (Gillet 2010; Hudson 2008;
Kaimal 2021). These studies help us understand much about the development of
courtly culture, streams of religious praxis such as Saiva Siddhanta, the evolution of
architectural knowledge and techniques in South India, as well as colonial-era
reception and afterlives of temples, including the formation of the Archaeological
Survey of India. However, the tight focus on one or even several Pallava temples
cannot accommodate a broader view of the city. Consequently, the myriad other
temples in Kanchi have been overlooked, even those that stand just meters away
from the Pallava edifices.

If we move away from the Pallava temples and take a bird’s eye view of the city,
we begin to see that Kanchi is a structured urban landscape that is peppered with
manifold temples (see fig. 9). Many of the old temples can still be found—or at least
bits and pieces of them. Sometimes entire shrines survive. More often, however,
fragments are built into later walls or transformed almost beyond recognition
through centuries of renovations and expansions. In addition to the more than thirty
full temples that survive from the eighth through thirteenth centuries, dozens of
shrines and fragments can still give us a picture of a city packed with temples.

At least twenty-five stone temples in Kanchi date to the Chola period, and
disengaged sculptures attest to the former presence of a far greater number. Six
temples bear inscriptions and have an architectural style that corresponds with other
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dated tenth-century temples. A dozen extant temples can be dated to the eleventh
century through similar means. Construction continued in the twelfth century, most
notably with the Jvarahare§vara temple, an ornate construction with no parallel in
northern Tamil Nadu. Well into the thirteenth century, temples continued to be built,
renovated, realigned, and expanded. It was also in this period that the bulk of village
areas within and around Kanchi was subsumed by or integrated into the city. In
subsequent centuries, under the auspices of the Vijayanagara rulers, many temple
complexes were expanded or redesigned significantly, and roads were widened to
facilitate access to them. Villages like Tirukkalimétu and temples like Tirukkali§vara
increasingly became integrated with the city.

LE j i

_________

Nearly all of the temples dedicated to Siva that have physical components from
the Pallava or Chola period find their way into the Karicippuranam, one of Kanchi’s
legendary histories (see the contribution by Buchholz in this volume). Jonas
Buchholz has undertaken correlating the temples mentioned in this text with existing
shrines in Kanchi. The only temples with ancient components that are not mentioned
are the RutrakotiSvara temple and the Pallava-era MukteSvara temple. Rutrakoti-
§vara is a small temple that houses a Pallava-era fragment of a lion-based pillar on
the premises. The temple’s main structure is quite recent and would not have been
built at the time the text was composed. The presence of a Pallava-era fragment
generally indicates that the temple site is ancient, but it is possible that this particular



302 Emma Natalya Stein

pillar base was moved to a newly established site because it is the only early
component in the entire complex.

The Kaiicippuranam does not give any special priority to the older temples.
Instead, it seems to aim at a comprehensive cataloguing of sacred places in the city
dedicated to the deity of choice. In this way, Kanchi’s history is homogenized for
religious purposes, yet living local knowledge both acknowledges and preserves the
city’s layered history. In addition to Ekambaranatha, Kamaksi Amman, and
Varadaraja Perumal, less widely known temples including Kayarohane§vara,
Karukkinil Amarntaval, Tirumé&rralinatha, Tirukkali§vara, and Brahmapuri§vara (in
Tenampakkam, a Kanchi outpost similar to Tirukkalimétu) are known to Kanchi’s
elder generations as important sites specifically because they are ancient. Some of
the priests are familiar with the inscriptions and the temples’ physical as well as
religious histories. For these members of society, multiple truths can comfortably
coexist in the space of a single temple—each temple in Kanchi can simultaneously
be “one thousand years old” and have a very specific date of construction in the
Pallava, Chola, Vijayanagara, or more recent era. Historical and mythological time
are not mutually exclusive.

Royal Palace

The Chola city lay the basic footprint of the urban area we encounter today.® While
temples provide tangible pinpoints, certain absences in the built environment
indicate other civic structures that have not survived, such as a royal palace.

Made of perishable materials as it would have been, the remains of a palace can
no longer be detected. However, inscriptions affirm that there was a Chola palace in
Kanchi by at least the tenth century, and that it was recognized as a legitimate admin-
istrative headquarters throughout the Chola’s domain. Dated to ca. 998 CE, an
important copper plate charter records an order that the king made while he was
seated in the citramandapa (painted hall) of his golden palace at Kanchi.” This order
concerned the expenditures and income of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple, over
which he apparently held jurisdiction. On the royally sponsored Brhadi§vara temple
at Gangaikondacholapuram, an inscription dated ca. 1068 records another order
regarding temple expenditures that was given by the Chola king Virarajendra while
sitting in his palace in Kanchi (ARE 1892, no. 82; SII IV, no. 529; Mahalingam 1991,
322-323).}

6 My field surveys of temples correlate well with epigraphic studies by James Heitzman, who
arrives at the same conclusion about the footprint of the city (Heitzman and Rajagopal 2004).

7 For discussion of this charter (Uttama Cdla, 986 CE), see Nagaswamy 2011, 19-24.

8 The record is on the northwest corner of the monument and is dated in the king’s fifth regnal
year (ca. 1068 CE). See also Ali 2012.
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Fig. 15: Topographical map of Kanchi, courtesy https://en-ca.topographic-
map.com/maps/87a/Kanchipuram/

An area that is devoid of historical remains at the very center of Kanchi suggests the
site where the royal palace likely stood. The palace’s former presence is indicated
first by four broad streets arranged in a square around a noticeably elevated region,
spanning half a kilometer on each side (figure 14). At ninety-three meters above sea
level according to topographical studies of Kanchi, this is one of the highest points
in the otherwise relatively uniform city (figure 15).° The four streets are called the
Raja Vitis, meaning king’s streets. There is an East, West, North, and South Raja
Viti.

At the square’s four corners, as well as at the place where the southern Raja Viti
is met by a large north-south running road (to which we will return), the remains of
stone and mixed-media pavilions (mandapas) can be detected through layers of
urban development (figure 16-17). Some of these mandapas have become shelters
for makeshift restaurants or repair shops, while others have accrued street-side
shrines as well as monumental billboards built up against their walls. Difficult to see
as the original structure is, these vestiges of the ancient city are easily overlooked.
Even local residents pass by them daily without taking notice. However, their
combination of granite, sandstone, and brick construction is matched only by the
ancient parts of temples in the city (figure 19). While the pillars and architectural
elements in the mandapas’ street-facing sections appear to date to the Vijayanagara
period—probably the sixteenth century when ample construction was taking place
in the city—other parts of the structure may well be older.

9 Elevations range from approximately 83—-93 meters above sea level. https://en-ca.topographic-
map.com/maps/87a/Kanchipuram/ (accessed July 2020).
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Fig. 17: Mandapa on east side of main road in central Kanchi.
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Fig. 19: Mandapas in central Kanchi, seen from above.
Rather than having a building at the center, the Raja Viti streets enclose a dense
buildup of shops and domestic structures. Also within the square is the tenth-century
shrine of Cokke§vara and the larger temple complexes of Kamaksi Amman and
Ulakalanta Perumal, which both have portions that date to the Chola era. The main
body of Ulakalanta Perumal was built in the eleventh century, and Kamaksi Amman
was a cluster of earlier shrines that became unified into a large complex not before
the fourteenth century.'” Although we cannot determine the precise expanse of the
palace itself, Sanskrit architectural treatises, such as the Mayamata (ca. tenth
century), specify that royal precincts include shrines of varying sizes (see Dagens
2007). Unlike the temples and the mandapas, the palace itself would have been made
of perishable materials, such as brick and timber—the same materials employed for
domestic architecture. This is why little physical evidence of palaces survives from
anywhere in premodern India. A rare example of palace ruins in South India can be
seen at Gangaikondacholapuram, where the brick foundation structure was exposed
through excavation.!' Visiting the site makes an informative counterpoint to the
grandeur of the all-stone temple.

Literary descriptions provide us with an idealized picture of palatial complexes.
Texts across a range of genres, such as the Cilappatikaram, the Dasakumaracarita,

10 For an excellent study of this temple’s development, see Venkataraman 1973.
11 The excavation is reported in IAR 1955-1956, 27.
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the Mayamata, and the Periyapuranam, describe royal complexes as vast, sprawling
compounds with fortified gates (see Ramachandra Dikshitar 1978; Onians 2005;
Dagens 2007; McGlashan 2006). According to the poems of the Pattuppattu,
specifically the Perumpandarruppatai and the Maturaikkariici, the surrounding gates
and walls were made either of stone or of brick (see Krishna 1992, 2 and Rajarath-
nam 2000, 169). In the Sanskrit travel novel, the Dasakumaracarita (circa eighth
century), the hero has an arduous journey to reach his beloved in the palace’s inner
quarters (DasSakumaracarita, chapter 8). He first has to cross a moat and skillfully
scale a rampart, then climb up “a flight of steps built from piled baked bricks [that]
led to the upper floor of the principal gate.” Upon descending, he turns down avenues
of tree-lined garden paths, while “feeling the bulging wall of the enormous palace”
(see Onians 2005, 301-303).

In the twelfth-century hagiography of the Tamil saint Appar, petitioners assemble
at Kanchi’s palace gate and must explain their purpose to the guard, who serves as
an intermediary (Periyvapuranam 1350, see McGlashan 2006, 131). The epic
Cilappatikaram [Tale of the Anklet] (variously dated between the second and ninth
centuries CE) includes an episode in which the anklet’s thief encounters watchmen
at the gates to Madurai’s palace (see Ramachandra Dikshitar 1978, 224-225). "
Across genre and period of composition, texts place the palace in a centrally located
position in the northern part of the city, just like the Raja Viti area in Kanchi.'?

Royal Road

If the Cholas found an ideal place for a palace in Kanchi’s naturally elevated urban
core, they also managed to construct the more than proverbial r@jamarga of Sanskrit
literature, the King’s Road or alternately the “king among roads.”'* Piercing the
center of Kanchi is a wide avenue today known as Kamarajar Salai, which gave
access to the palace precincts and branched off into a network of streets that led to
the city’s growing number of temples. As a major corridor through the city, by the
year 1000 CE this road had stolen the city’s focus. It was deemed so important that
it is specifically mentioned in inscriptions on a number of Kanchi’s Chola-period
temples, and it endures as the city’s main artery even today. '’

12 The walled and gated palace formation seems even to have been emulated in temporary
architecture associated with military travel. Elsewhere in the text, the Chera king on a military
campaign resides in a portable palace encircled by textiles supported by wooden stakes and
guarded by gatekeepers (see Ramachandra Dikshitar 1978, 363).

13 The Cilappatikaram provides a long description of the port-city of Pukar (Canto V). Mapping
out the different quarters enables one to see that the palace is situtated in the northern quarter
of the city (see Ramachandra Dikshitar 1978, 322).

14 Kasdorf (2013, 69-70) reminds us that “king among roads” is a more accurate translation for
rajamarga or rajavidhi than “royal road.”

15 The inscriptions are mentioned in Heitzman 2001, 127 and no. 10.
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Fig. 21: Temple orientations in Kanchi.

Uniquely within Kanchi, a local convention of coordinating temples with the main
road developed. The orientation (east or west) of any given temple in Kanchi was
determined by the temple’s spatial position in relation to the central avenue, no
matter when the temple was built. To put it plainly, if the temple is situated anywhere
to the west of the road its main entrance faces east, and if it is situated anywhere to
the east of the road its main entrance faces west (figure 21).

This convention became fully standardized during the Chola period, and it has
continued to be followed till this day. With only a few exceptions (each with its own
explanation), it holds true that regardless of dedication, material, or period of
construction, temples in Kanchi all orient towards the city’s main road. To give just
a few examples, situated immediately to the east of the main road, the Ulakalanta
Perumal and Mukte§vara temples face west. Just a few blocks west of the road, the
Kacchape$vara and Amaredvara temples face east. The difference in orientation is
determined entirely by placement, not deity of dedication or another factor. Whereas
the Manikanthe$vara temple (dedicated to Siva) faces west, the Pandavadiita
Perumal temple (dedicated to Visnu) faces east.

Where exceptions arise, the explanations can have to do with the dedication to a
deity that is not Siva or Visnu, the temple’s recent date, or its location in an area that
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was not originally part of Kanchi. For example, the goddess temple of Bhadrakali
Amman and two temples for Karukkinil Amarntaval face directly north, the direction
traditionally associated with the goddess. The east-facing Siva temples of Cantali-
§vara and Punyakoti§vara can be explained by their location in the southern part of
former Attiylir, which did not become part of Kanchi until after they were
established.

It is significant that before my research the pattern of orientation towards the road
had never been noticed in scholarship. In the dense tangle of Kanchi’s urban
landscape, it is not possible to see it from the ground. Nevertheless, certain clues
alerted me that orientation in Kanchi might be worth paying close attention to, be-
yond my usual process of documenting temples. Some of the older priests remarked
that in Kanchi, temples were connected, or that the gods saw eye to eye. As [ walked
through the city, it seemed as though the temples were somehow responding to each
other, that the gods were looking out across space at other gods, or at something in
between. I found that when I approached a temple for the first time, I could predict
which direction it would face. However, the pattern only became clear when I placed
the temples on a map.

By the close of the Chola period, temples lay at every juncture. They demarcated
the city’s centers and peripheries. They pointed to avenues, hydraulic features, and
royal establishments. They also fostered vibrant circuits of mobility and exchange.

Ambitious Extensions

Kanchi’s Chola-era main road did not end at the city limits. Instead, it connected
Kanchi with a network of suburban temple-sites both north and south of the city. The
placement of these temples—or “emplacement,” to use Leslie Orr’s apt term—marks
out pilgrimage routes that wove otherwise discrete villages together.'® As devotees
traveled along this and other pathways, they made donations to the gods in each place
they visited. These gifts are recorded in inscriptions on the temple walls. The pious
donations and their remembrance enabled temple life to continue and ritual culture
to thrive across the region.

It is likely that many pilgrimage routes and sacred grounds are more ancient than
the structures of temples, just like the ideas, narratives, legends, and histories
contained in a manuscript are often older than the physical book. The presence of a
temple or a text marks a point in time when the ideas and practices it contains were
coalesced into a unified form. That form was not singular or static, but subject to
continuous transformation, renovation, or interpolation over time. The question of
how old a temple is, or when—precisely—a temple was established, can be as
difficult to answer as asking the same questions of a text. However, architectural and

16 Leslie Orr persuasively employed this term during fieldwork in The Archaeology of Bhakti
workshop, 2014.
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Fig. 22: Sites along the main road’s extension.

sculptural style, material, and techniques of carving, as well as dated inscriptions,
help us establish a relative chronology for at least portions of a single temple, a
complex, or across a broader sacred landscape.

Zooming out from Kanchi city to that larger landscape, we find a series of sites
situated directly along the extension of the main road (figure 22). Each of the sites
marked on the map is a village that contains at least one large-scale temple that was
built during the Chola era, between the ninth and thirteenth centuries. Inscriptions
and architectural style make the dating of these particular temples relatively precise.
At each site, travelers found communities that maintained the suburban temples and
that were also responsible for cultivating the surrounding paddy and agricultural
lands. For a royal procession from the city, each stop gave opportunities not only for
rest and ritual, but also for diplomatic relations with these areas (Orr 2004, 437-470).
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While processional pathways are subject to change over time, some have endured
for centuries. Records of these pathways come to us through scattered mentions in

inscriptions.

Fig. 23: Inscriptions on Ulakalanta Perumal temple, Kanchi.
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In Tamil Nadu, inscriptions are typically carved along the walls of stone temples or
onto stone slabs, or else they are incised into copper plates. They serve primarily to
document legal determinations concerning temple property, and they record pious
donations, such as supplies and lamps, as well as divine bronze sculptures, which
were offered to the temple’s gods (figure 23).

Through the epigraphic record and continued lived practice, the relationship
between Kanchi and Tirupati in Andhra Pradesh, at the northern extent of the road,
emerges as a particularly ancient connection. Processions and pilgrims still regularly
traverse the one hundred-kilometer distance between the two places. In her useful
study of the multi-temple town of Tiruttani, about half way between Kanchi and
Tirupati, Valérie Gillet mentions two eleventh-century inscriptions on the Virattane-
§vara temple that record funding for feeding pilgrims coming from and going to
Tirupati, precisely along the Kanchi extension road (Gillet 2016). These two records
indicate that the Tirupati road was already a significant pilgrimage route by the
eleventh century, when the inscriptions were commissioned.

Fig. 25: Village deity procession in Kanchi.

The Chola’s road through Kanchi to Tirupati was perhaps the most bustling avenue
around the year 1000, but it was not the only way to access Kanchi. The numerous
temple-sites that surround the city plot out roads that extend in all four directions.
Many of these places are little more than minor villages today. However, the
presence of large-scale stone temples covered in donor inscriptions indicates that the
villages were once prosperous places with enough resources to support the regular
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comings and goings of travelers. Processions brought the urban gods to the villages,
and the village gods also came to see the city (figure 25).

Just like the places along the road to Tirupati, the temple-sites elsewhere in the
hinterland served as rest stops for travelers and political nodes for rulers (figure 26).
Some sites stand out as especially important. For example, a temple on the road from
Kanchi to the eastern seacoast stands in the now tiny village of Tirumukkutal. This
temple sits dramatically on the southern banks of a confluence of three rivers, which
are now dry (figure 27). I have argued elsewhere that the drying of the rivers contri-
buted to the gradual decline of places around Kanchi that thrived in earlier periods
(Stein forthcoming). Little-Kanchi and Tirumukkiital retain a strong connection
through Vaisnava devotional circuits today, with an annual procession that brings
the bronze icon of Varadaraja Perumal to Tirumukkatal for pija.'”’

T e 3

JKanchipuram
o b

raiffalainagar
Wallajaliba Kelambakka

. T Tiruvitantai
Tirumukkital
nengaipatty
Vallam “Cirutavir
JOrakatam “Caluvagkuppam
s KMumaravati &
. i PV Kalattar magpur
o
......
Masavasamudram
o alpakkam
» Vayalar

Natam-Paramésvaramafikalam Temple Periods
= Pallava-Period Temples, ca. 7th - 9ih centunes CE, sandstone
# ChoiarPericd Temples, Ga. 8ih - 13th ceriures CE, granile

® FallavaiChola Penad Tamplas

& DpenStreeibap and| coninbatoes, GG 854

Fig. 26: Temple sites east of Kanchi.

Integration

Kanchi’s central road holds a prize of place within the city. It functions as a point of
orientation for all temples in the city, it directs visitors into and out of the city, and
in the past, it led directly to what was a palace complex. The road remains a constant
bustle of traffic and shopping, as well as a great artery of travel. This road and the
four Raja Vitis preserve a sense of grandeur, the r@jamargas so eloquently described
in literature (figure 29).

17 In January 2020, Ute Hiisken participated in this annual festival.
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Fig. 29: West Raja Viti, Kanchi from south looking towards Kumarakkottam temple,
Sankaracharya matha, and Ekambaranatha temple.
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Fig. 30: Ekambaranatha Sannadhi Street, Kanchi.

Elsewhere in the city, other roads have very different characters. On the Ekamba-
ranatha temple’s Sannadhi Street, individual devotees and groups of pilgrims arrive
in chartered tour busses, cars, or other motor vehicles (figure 30). Others arrive on
foot after long journeys. They stretch and gaze awestruck at the towering southern
gopura. Soon they walk up the street, past the sari shops and sweet sellers, to enter
through the towering exterior gates and into the sprawling campus that today makes
up the temple (figure 31). Once inside Ekambaranatha and the other complexes that
pepper the urban landscape, they crowd through constricted aisles and strain to catch
a glimpse of the city’s many gods.

At the large temples in the center of town, there is often devotional music, the
buzz of the resident priests chanting mantras and ringing bells, the sounds of water
and other sacred substances splashing to the floor, the scrape of whisk brooms quick
to the chase. In Kanchi, ritual can be colorful and constant (figure 32). In the evening,
temples large and small become places for communities including city residents and
visitors to gather. Interspersed with gardens and sheltered seating areas, the larger
complexes provide the only open spaces in the city center, and people take full
advantage of them (figure 33).
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Fig. 31: Ekambaranatha temple, Kanchi.

Fig. 32: Festival at Kamaksi Amman temple, Kanchi.
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Fig. 33: Evening at Kamaksi Amman temple, Kanchi.

Fig. 34: Tirukkali§vara temple, Tirukkalimetu.



Grounding the Texts 317

Back on Railway Road on the eastern side of the city, at six o’clock in the morning
Kanchi is not a temple town but a market town. Lorries piled high with produce rattle
in from the agrarian areas. The vehicles also carry day workers wearing mint-green
vestis and hauling hemp bags overflowing with all the staples of South Indian
cooking—coriander, carrots, onions, and a wide assortment of gourds. We can
imagine a similar, unmotorized scene playing out in the year 1000, though the bags
would not have contained tomatoes, which came to India with the Portuguese in the
sixteenth century. Railway Road is its own distinct kind of enclave. The market at
the road’s southern end whirls throughout the morning and then slows in the midday
heat. At the northern end is the railway station, and about midway up the road is
Kanchi’s hospital.

Shortly before six each morning, a contingent of young children and assorted
other people turns east off Railway Road opposite the hospital—just south of the
gateway to Mamallan Nagar—and slaloms their way down a buffalo-dung smattered
path. Nicely paved, this road leads not to a temple but to a sportsground with an
Olympic sized swimming pool. While the swimmers practice, other Kanchi residents
walk briskly around the vast racetrack as the sun begins to show its face. These are
local people. They typically do their daily worship at the smaller temples near to
their homes or on their way from place to place. For the most part, they enter
Kanchi’s destination temple complexes, such as Kamaksi Amman or Varadaraja
Perumal, only on major festivals. Different temples in the city are important to differ-
ent people for their own individual reasons. While one person may select a temple
for worship because of proximity to home or office, another may specifically seek
that same temple out from afar because their family has been devoted to its deity for
many generations. Other people may visit a temple on occasion because its deity is
propitious for a particular life event, such as childbirth. Still others may make a tour
of all the Visnu temples in the city, or all those associated with the devotional hymns
compiled in the divyaprabandham (Vaisnava) or Tevaram (Saiva) anthologies.

For residents of the village of Tirukkalimé&tu, on the outskirts of Kanchi where
we began this essay, the Siva temple of Tirukkali§vara is just their locally zoned
shrine. Like many ancient monuments in the area of the Kaveri river, it functions as
a place for both individual worship and communal gathering. The temple is loosely
surrounded by paddy and cattle, and approached by a dirt road. Particularly in the
evenings and especially on the festival of pradosa, Tirukkali§vara becomes a com-
munity center where people arrive not only to have auspicious sight (darsana) of the
gods but also to converse with, and seek advice from, the single priest who diligently
maintains the temple. Pradosa is a bi-monthly lunar festival, during which it is
considered particularly auspicious to worship Siva during the hours just before and
after sundown. On these days, Kanchi is ablaze with rituals.
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Fig. 35: Tirukkali§vara temple, Tirukkalimé&tu.

On one such evening, just as many visitors were preparing to leave from Tirukka-
Ii§vara, heavy rains began to pour. Not wanting to walk through the dark and muddy
streets back home or into the city, we all remained together to wait out the rain. We
sat in the appended western mandapa that sheltered devotees in earlier centuries,
gossiping and watching the children run through the pillared hall.

At the same time as it is a local place of worship, Tirukkali§vara is part of a more
widespread temple network. In addition to its association with the Tévaram, it shares
certain patterns in its architecture, relief carvings, and sculptural program with
temples both in Kanchi and northern Tamil Nadu, as well as in the southern Chola
heartland of the Kaveri region. Despite its relatively remote location well outside
Kanchi’s urban core, visitors to the city sometimes include Tirukkali§vara in their
pilgrimage circuit because it was sanctified by Campantar (hymn 3.65), and because
it contains a linga believed to be svayambhii (self-born).

The temple itself is a west-facing monument built fully of stone. The structure
retains its original devakostha (niche) icons, and the top of its bulbous stone Sikhara
(roof) is just visible from outside the outer prakara (enclosure) that subsumes the
structure. The Tirukkali§vara, Site§vara, and Panamuti§vara temples in Kanchi all
have the same type of sikhara. Aside from this enclosure and one more prakara to
mark the boundary of the sacred space, the Tirukkali§vara temple has had few further
additions or expansions, leaving the original form nicely preserved (figure 34).
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In Sanskrit architectural terminology, the vimana (main shrine) and ardhamanda-
pa (vestibule) stand on a stately padabandha-adhisthana (series of basal mouldings)
over an exposed upapitha (platform), with a particularly lovely Nandi gazing into
the sanctum in perpetual adoration (figure 35). The devakosthas (niches) feature a

standard Chola-era program of Durga and Brahma (north), Lingodbhavamiirti (east),
and Daksinamurti and Ganes$a (south).

B

Fig. 36: Daksinamdirti shrine supported by pillar fragments, Tirukkali§vara temple.
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At Tirukkali$vara, the format of the walls can be compared with the Umamahe-
§vara temple at Konerirajapuram in the Kaveri region. Kanchi’s Karukkinil
Amarntaval temple also uses the same pilaster forms, but its wall pattern, projections,
and basement mouldings beneath the devakosthas are instead closer to the Siddha-
natha temple at Tirunaraiytr in the Kaveri area. The tenth-century date of all these
sites re-confirms the similar dating for Tirukkali§vara and connects it with an even
wider temple network that was forged through a shared architectural language.

Throughout Tamil Nadu, urbanization took place principally through the recogni-
tion of villages loosely grouped together as single administrative units (Heitzman
1987, 817). The recognition was often officially marked by the construction of a
stone temple (or, more often, the conversion of part or all of the local shrine from
brick to stone) and the appointment of a lineage of brahmins responsible for its
maintenance (Heitzman 1987; Veluthat 2009). By the date of the first noticed
inscription (ca. 1018 CE), the temple of Tirukkaraikkatu-Mahadévar (Tirukkali§va-
ra) was already part of Kaccipp&tu (Kanchipuram) but the temple’s construction pre-
dates the inscription by some number of years (Mahalingam 1989, 300, Cg.-1185).

The mention of a matha (monastery) in one of the temple’s inscriptions indicates
that Tirukkalimétu was a place of higher learning, with a population that included a
significant number of brahmins (Mahalingam 1989, 301, Cg.-1186). There would
have been no shortage of support for the construction and maintenance of the temple.
What resulted was an impressive monument that could mark the occasion of Tirukka-
limétu village being incorporated into Kanchi municipality, though the recorded
inscriptions do not mention this specifically.

This temple and the village in which it is situated also holds a special place in
Kanchi’s lived local history. Recall that the suffix -metu refers to high society. There
is a tradition that the Cholas had a palace in Tirukkalimétu. In the absence of further
evidence, it is only possible to speculate that some portion of the royal family may
have had a residence there, where the people were fewer, the soil was fertile, and the
air was fresh. Nevertheless, inscriptions help us flesh out a picture of the area, and
the resident society emerges as elite. The mention of a matha (monastery) in the
village, called Tirukaraikkattumatam, is contained within an eight-line inscription
that wraps around the walls of the main shrine, dated to the sixteenth regnal year of
Rajendra Chola (ca. 1028 CE) (Mahalingam 1989, 301, Cg.-1186). The inscription
records that the sabhds (defined as brahmin councils, assemblies of learned men,
village leaders) of five settlements entered into an agreement with the head of the
matha, in which their villages would supply paddy to the temple instead of paying
interest on a sum of gold that the temple had granted to them. The consortium of
sabhas also agreed to certain other responsibilities, such as supplying meals to the
workers who had to come to their respective villages in order to collect the paddy
and transport it back to Tirukkalimétu—we might think here of the workers in green
vestis who come to man Kanchi’s markets, bringing supplies of food for the city. The
inscription also records that another settlement (iir) agreed to similar terms. Twenty
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years later, another inscription tells us that an officer communicated a royal Chola
order assigning certain Sivabrahmanas (temple priests) the responsibility of main-
taining the paddy supplied by those same five sabhas, which shows that the agree-
ment was sustained. The royal nature of the order indicates that Tirukkalimétu was
within the Chola’s dominion, as was the rest of Kanchi by this point in time. '8

Other inscriptions on the Tirukkali§vara temple reveal that Tirukkalimétu was a
powerful place, responsible for alliances and tax agreements with numerous
surrounding settlements, and that it was the overseer of water distribution for
irrigating the all-important paddy fields. Like many temples, it was also in possession
of jewels and other valuables. An inscription of indeterminate date records that some
of the temple’s jewels and property was stolen and later recovered (Mahalingam
1989, 303, Cg.-1190). It specifies that the theft took place on the occasion of the
stone temple’s construction, when a certain Ganapatidevan (Kakattya Ganapati) was
visiting. Since this king postdates the earliest inscriptions on the temple, as well as
the architectural style, the inscription in question must refer to a repair or renovation
to the temple rather than its initial construction.’ The record in fact goes on to
mention repairs that were made possible by the funds from the recovered valuables—
the shrines for Gane$a (Ilayapillaiyar) and the saint KampavaniS§vara in the
circumambulatory pathway (tirunatai-malikai) were fixed up.

These records further reveal that Tirukkali$vara has been a Saiva temple since its
inception, despite another local tradition that a Buddhist center existed in Tirukkali-
meétu. Kanchi has a long and important Buddhist history that is well documented in
literary works ranging from the acclaimed travel memoirs of the Chinese pilgrim
Xuanzang (seventh century), to the Tamil epic Manimekalai (probably sixth
century), to the Sanskrit Mattavilasa Prahasana, a farcical drama by the Pallava king
Mahendravarman I (ca. 580-630 CE) (Monius 2001; Bhatt and Lockwood 1981).
There is much physical evidence to support the texts—Ilarge-scale stone sculptures
of the Buddha that date variously to the sixth through twelfth century can be
discovered throughout the city and in a constellation of nearby villages. While
Tirukkalimétu certainly could have been home to Buddhists and even a vihara
(Buddhist monastery), I believe the tradition that it was a Buddhist place derives
from two sixteenth-century pillar fragments carved with Buddha images that are now
in the TirukkaliSvara temple’s inner prakara. These fragments presently support the
extended shrine for the form of Siva as teacher, Daksinamiirti, but they originally
would have been part of the enclosure that subsumes the temple (figure 36). Most
likely, these Buddhas are not in fact Buddhas but avatars of Visnu. Such Vaisnava

18 Inscriptions in Kanchi starting in ca. 922 CE are dated in the regnal years of the ruling Chola
king, and Kanchi is described as the center of Jayankonda-chola-mandalam, the Chola’s
northern precincts that had Kanchi as its capital. The earliest recorded inscriptions with Chola
dates are on pillars in the mandapa of the Kailasanatha temple, followed by an inscription on
the YathoktakarT temple (Mahalingam 1989, 120, 153).

19 Kakattya Ganapati was active ca. 1199-1262.
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images can be found at the (Saiva) Kacchape§vara temple, still in their original
positions. At Kacchape$vara, each pillar holds a different avatar carved multiple
times. At Tirukkali§vara, the Vaisnava affiliation is made all the more explicit by the
presence of Visnu on the adjacent pillar face at the same level as the Buddha (figure
38).

Fig. 38: Pillar fragment in Tirukkali§vara temple, Tirukkalimetu.
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Fig. 40: Linga worship, Tirukkali§vara temple, Tirukkalim&tu.
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On the main body of the temple, several of Tirukkali§vara’s decorative panels con-
tain tiny scenes that show ascetics in yogic postures or devotees worshipping /irigas.
These images are positioned along the basement and superstructure mouldings, as
well as above the niches (figure 39-40). Similar images of lirnga worship similarly
appear in the sculptural programs of the Tirumérralinatha and Punyakoti§vara
temples in Kanchi, as well as in a number of temples in the Kaveri area. While they
could have been included merely for decoration, it is more likely that their presence
has to do with the site’s association with local bhakti.?® Like Tirukkali§vara, Tiru-
meérralinatha is a Tévaram site, sung by Appar and Cuntarar (4.43 and 7.21 respec-
tively). It may be these two saints who are depicted on the east wall of the eleventh-
century ardhamandapa, just flanking the entrance to the inner sanctum (figure 44).
At Tirumerralinatha, as if to reinforce the temple’s association with the Tamil saints,
a small shrine for Campantar has been built at the opposite end of the street, facing
west towards the temple. The structure (of unknown date) was completely disman-
tled and rebuilt during 2014—16, which shows that the site continues to be a focus of
devotion.

Campantar’s long hymn to the Lord who dwells in Tirukkalimétu (here called
Nerikkaraikkatu) is worth quoting in full for its beauty and its repeated trope
describing Kanchi as a “city full of bustle.”

In Kacci which has sound that is produced at the end of the world and has
beautiful storeys near which the clouds come close.

Civan in nerikkaraikkatu which has natural tanks full of water in which there are
flowers,

having on one half a young lady on whose breasts the bodice adheres,

holding in the opalm a battle-axe fixed for warfare,

will adorn himself with white sacred ash.

In the great and fertile city of Kacci in whose streets cars move slowly.

Civan in nerikkaraikkatu which has natural tanks having flowers, in which water
spreads,

has a beautiful neck which is like the sable cloud,

dwells in the scorched cremation ground

holding a broken skull,

wanders from village to village, to receive alms,

dresses in a skin flayed from a spotted deer.

The Lord in nerikkaraikkatu in Kacci of great bustle

had Umai who has a waist like the creeper, as one half,

wore on the cool jatai a crescent with a river,

became eminent by adorning himself with dancing cobras,

adorned his flag with the form of a bull,

wore bones and sacred ash

20 Kaimal (1995) explores the implications of similar figures.
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Fig. 44: Saints? Tirume@rralinatha Temple, Kanchi.

as ornaments on his chest which is like the mountain.

The jatai on which the crescent stays to hang on the nape,

dancing along with the putankal which sings vétam,

holding a battle-axe,

Civan in nerikkaraikkatu situated in Kacci of bustle which fills the city,

the swarms of bees get disgusted with the honey in the flowers and lay hold of
the honey dripping from the sweet fruits.

The god who is full of grace and gave moral instruction long ago,
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sitting under a banyan tree,

fixing the bow-string of a killing cobra in a bow which does not decrease in its
cruelty.

The Lord who remained being unmoved at the sight of all the three cities of the
enemies who were destroyed by being burnt,

is the Lord in nerikkaraikkatu in Kacci of great bustle.

The celestials make obeisance by bowing to the feet of many flowers,

the spotless god who destroyed by discharging an arrow in an instant which is the
time measure of the finger, all the three cities of the strong avunar who had no
good nature

is in nerikkaraikkatu in Kacci of great bustle.

The Lord who has a bull and a jatai which bears a cruel cobra that lives in the
anthill, beautifying konrai flowers, datura flowers, water which is moving and
never ceases from dashing, and a crescent,

has on one half a lady,

has one eye on the forehead.

Civan has a nature of fixing his small toe in the beautiful mountain on the King
of beautiful ilankai surrounded by the surging ocean,

His punishment was also good to the arakkan.

He is the god in nerikkaraikkatu in Kacci of great bustle and long beautiful streets
surrounded by a wall of fortification, surrounding fields and a deep moat.

To Civan the food is the poison which rose in the roaring sea,

will receive alms in the broken skull,

will adorn as ornament the bones of dead persons,

the god who wore as ornament a beautiful shell of a tortoise along with a cobra
with lines on it,

and who shot up high as a rising column of fire, so that the two,

Mal and Ayan could not know him.

The words spoken by camanar who are low in character, and by buddhists who
wander doing mischief and covering their bodies with an upper cloth,

do not contain any truth.

The Lord who placed on one half of his body which is like a mountain a lady on
whose tresses of hair bees hum loudly,

Singing songs of benediction at the feet of the Lord who has on his holy body a
lady and who dwells in nerikkaraikkatu of Kacci of great bustle is pleasing to the
eye.

Those who are able to recite the Tamil verses combined with melody-types
composed by fianacampantan well-versed in Tamil who is a native of Kali which
has cool gardens, will remain in the superior world of Civalokam.

In Kacci which has sound that is produced at the end of the world and has
beautiful storeys near which the clouds come close.?!

21 Translation by V.M. Subramanya Ayyar (see Chevillard and Sarma 2007).
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Fig. 46: Chain motif on central moulding, Kailasanatha temple, Kanchi.
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Fig. 47: Chain motif on pilaster, An€katankavati§vara temple, Kanchi.
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Tirukkali§vara’s association with the Tevaram makes it possible to speculate that the
temple was established or more likely converted from brick to stone through local
rather than royal sponsorship, perhaps through collective donations.?” In a similar
enclave on the western border of the city, another temple likely had a trajectory of
development that parallels that of Tirukkali§vara. Overlooking a picturesque pond
just meters away from the Pallava’s great Kailasanatha temple, An€katankavati§vara
is a shrine that has undergone multiple reincarnations (figure 45). It was originally a
humble shrine sung by Saint Cuntarar (hymn 7.10), yet it gained attention during the
Chola period. The temple was rebuilt in stone in the late eleventh century, and its
walls were inscribed with two records concerning royal allocations of land and
property (Mahalingam 1989, 156-57, Cg.-640 and 157, Cg.-641).

Fig. 48: Temple pond, Anékatankavati§vara temple, Kanchi.

While the Kailasanatha temple gradually faded from prominence, Anékatankava-
tiévara may have become the preferred destination in western Kanchi for local
devotees. Nevertheless, a relationship between the two temples was established and
literally set in stone. Even if Kailasanatha was already little used at the time of its
neighbor’s construction, the Pallava temple seems to have provided a roster of local
motifs that the later shrine incorporated. As one of several examples, a motif of
interlocking chains that encircles the entire base of the Kailasanatha is employed for
decoration on Anékatankavati§vara (figure 46-47). I have not seen this motif on any

22 For exploration of this topic, see the essays in Schmid and Francis 2016.
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other Chola-period temples, in northern or southern Tamil Nadu, in person or in
print. Similarly, Anékatankavati§vara harkens back to other Pallava monuments
outside of Kanchi city. The motif depicting the foaming cosmic ocean of bliss along
the pilasters, complete with tiny figures emerging, recalls the offering pedestals at
Mamallapuram’s Shore Temple (ca. 700-725 CE), as well as the abundant ornamen-
tal carvings on the beautiful Sundaravarada Perumal temple at Uttiramérur (ninth
century). Perhaps these motifs are used at An€katankavati§vara as a kind of act of
reverence to the Pallava monuments.

Fig. 49: Devotion at Anékatankavati§vara temple, Kanchi.
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This temple is in a quiet part of town, much quieter than Tirukkalimétu, and it has
not been studied by scholars. However, Anékatankavati§vara continues to hold
importance for at least some members of Kanchi’s society. After a period of total
disrepair, in 2015 the temple was completely renovated. Paint was peeled from the
walls, the superstructure was repaired and repainted in dayglow multicolor, and the
pond was cleaned and widened (figure 48-49). Birds and other wildlife returned to
the water, and the structure of the temple again shone through. With the elements
exposed, so too shone the temple’s participation in a wider network of art and
devotion inside—and beyond—the city of Kanchi.

Kanchi’s temples and urban structure have developed cyclically, with some
shrines falling out of devotion while others come to the fore. In the center of the city,
a structured urban landscape emerged that coordinated temples with a central main
road, the more-than proverbial ra@jamarga of Sanskrit literature. With few excep-
tions, temples in Kanchi positioned their main entrances—and thus their main
deities—to face towards this road. The road itself connected Kanchi with a wider
network of commercial and devotional exchange that extended beyond the city.
Temple sites were established not only north and south of Kanchi, but also to its east
and west. Connected through patterns of inscriptions, architectural forms, and
legendary histories, these temples broadened the scope of the city. At the same time,
temples in village areas that were incorporated into Kanchi maintained a level of
autonomy that still can be felt today. In their own quiet way, temples like Tirukka-
I1§vara in the village of Tirukkalimétu have continuously contributed to Kanchi’s
vibrant urban life.

Abbreviations

ARE  Annual Reports on Epigraphy
El Epigraphia Indica

TIAR  Indian Archaeology: A Review
S1I South Indian Inscriptions
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For many centuries, Hindu temples and shrines have been of great
importance to South Indian religious, social and political life. Aside from
being places of worship, they are also pilgrimage destinations, centres of
learning, political hotspots, and foci of economic activities. In these tem-
ples, not only the human and the divine interact, but they are also meeting
places of different members of the communities, be they local or coming
from afar. Hindu temples do not exist in isolation, but stand in multiple re-
lationships to other temples and sacred sites. They relate to each other in
terms of architecture, ritual, or mythology, or on a conceptual level when
particular sites are grouped together. Especially in urban centres, multiple
temples representing different religious traditions may coexist within a
shared sacred space. The current volume pays close attention to the con-
nections between individual Hindu temples and the affiliated communities,
be it within a particular place or on a trans-ocal level. These connections
are described as “temple networks,” a concept which instead of stable
hierarchies and structures looks at nodal, multi-centred, and fluid systems,
in which the connections in numerous fields of interaction are understood
as dynamic processes.
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