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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
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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

Sthalamahdatmyas and Talapuranams of Kanchipuram 13

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.
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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.
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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.
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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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