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.”
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Indian Perspectives. Heidelberg: Heidelberg Asian Studies Publishing, 2022.
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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
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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
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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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