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HOUGH religious traditions in Tamil Nadu may be traced back to the

shadowy world of prehistory, little is known about temple building in the

region prior to the seventh and eighth centuries AD. At this time
Kanchipuram was the capital of the Pallavas, rulers of the northern part of the
Tamil country; many of the temples that still stand in the town, including the
Kailasanatha and Vaikuntha Perumal, are royal foundations bearing the names of
the Pallava kings. ;

Under the Cholas, the most influential monarchs of the Tamil zone in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, a number of sites in the Kaveri delta were built up
as dynastic shrines. One of the most important of these, the Nataraja sanctuary at
Chidambaram, was set within a great square compound, entered through
gateways with pyramidal towers, known as gopuras, in the middle of each side.
The invention of this particular feature, which came to dominate all subsequent
temple architecture, is credited to the Cholas.

The Pandyas, who were governors of the southernmost part of the Tamil
country, were contemporaries of the Cholas. Their principal place of worship was
the double sanctuary of Minakshi-Sundareshvara at the core of their capital city,
Madurai; it, too, was contained within four great walls, each with a soaring gopura.

Patronage of religious architecture came to an abrupt end with the invasion of
South India by the army of the Delhi sultans at the beginning of the fourteenth
century. Within just a few years the conquerors established themselves at Madurai,
which became the capital of an independent line of sultans. But this proved to be
only an interregnum. The foundation of the Vijayanagara kingdom, with its capital
on the bank of the Tungabhadra River in the Kannada zone, some six hundred and
fifty kilometres to the north, signalled the resurgence of indigenous power; by the
end of the fourteenth century the Madurai sultanate had been abolished and
virtually all of South India was incorporated into the new state. Despite the martial
nature of Vijayanagara, which soon assumed the proportions of an empire, its
rulers embarked upon a systematic programme of temple repairs. Kumara
Kampana, son of the king Bukka, was commander of the Vijayanagara forces in
the Tamil country; in 1371 he ordered the re-installation of images in the
Ranganatha shrine on Srirangam Island, so that ceremonies could once again take
place there.

The consolidation of the Vijayanagara empire in the fifteenth and early sixteenth
centuries brought about an unprecedented period of stability and prosperity. The
viceroys of the Tamil provinces were tireless sponsors of religious foundations,
renovating and extending almost all of the monuments in the region. The
emperors, too, were a presence in the Tamil zone, through which they regularly
made tours, pausing to pay homage to important deities. Among the sanctuaries
visited by Krishnadeva Raya on his campaign in 1516-1517 were those at
Kanchipuram, Tiruvannamalai, and Chidambaram; major constructions at these
sites testify to his generous benefactions. The monumental scale of this emperor’s
additions may be judged from the soaring gopura that serves as the principal
entrance to the Tiruvannamalai complex, and which bears his name. But
Krishnadeva was not merely content with funding buildings and leaving inscribed
records; he had a portrait sculpture of himself as a royal donor placed inside



Kanchipuram, distant view of town, fields, and the Kailasanatha temple.










the north gopura at Chidambaram.

Throughout the course of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Telugu speaking
warrior chiefs from the Eastern Ghats were appointed by the Vijayanagara
emperors as governors, or Nayakas, of the Tamil country. Temple architecture
benefited greatly from the patronage of the Nayakas who were anxious to
ingratiate themselves with their subjects by sponsoring the cults of local divinities.
Nor were the Nayakas adversely affected by the catastrophic events of 1565, when
the Vijayanagara forces were defeated by the combined armies of the Deccan
sultans; to the contrary, their power steadily increased. By the end of the sixteenth
century the Nayakas had declared their independence from the later Vijayanagara
emperors who were established at Chandragiri, in the southern part of the Telugu
zone. By this time the Tamil country was divided into separate kingdoms, each
with an autonomous line of Nayakas ruling from Gingee, Thanjavur, and Madurai;
other towns such as Vellore and Tiruchirapalli served as subsidiary centres.

Without the overriding presence of the Vijayanagara rulers, the Nayakas often
came into conflict with one another; even so, much of the country enjoyed periods
of peace and fortune, especially in the first half of the seventeenth century.
Temples were expanded on an unprecedented scale due to the sustained
sponsorship of royal patrons, their family members, commanders and ministers.
Tirumala Nayaka was one of the outstanding personalities of the era. His ambitious
remodelling of the Minakshi-Sundareshvara shrine at Madurai, as well his
additions to other temples in the vicinity, are unmatched in elaboration and
splendour. Typical features of Nayaka architecture, as can be seen in many of
the monuments illustrated here, are the spacious columned halls aligned with
temple sanctuaries, often with donor sculptures of courtly figures sculptured
onto the central piers. Massive gopuras of ever-increasing heights, some too
grandiose to be completed, served as entrances to sacred precincts. Nor were such
ambitious constructions necessarily confined to shrines at the Nayaka capitals:
self-supporting religious institutions with their own revenues, as at Kanchipuram
and Srirangam, also sponsored major building works. It is during this period that
the Ranganatha complex at the latter site was substantially enlarged, its gopuras
marking the entrances to a sequence of seven enclosures.

The efflorescence of temple patronage in the Tamil country was interrupted by
a series of invasions towards the end of the seventeenth century, at first by
Maratha warriors, then by the Mughal army. The results were drastic: the Gingee
citadel was lost, and Thanjavur became the capital of the breakaway Maratha
kingdom. Royal patronage was reduced to a minimum, though temple centres like
Kanchipuram were able to continue their building programmes. The Madurai
kingdom was comparatively less influenced by these dislocations, probably
because of its extreme southerly location; even so, by the beginning of the
eighteenth century it had fragmented into smaller principalities. Rulers at
Pudukkottai, Ramanathapuram, and Tirunelveli, originally feudatories of Madurai,
were able to support constructions on the grand scale of their predecessors, as the
renovations of the Ramanatha shrine on Rameswaram Island testify. The course
of the eighteenth century witnessed an overall decline in temple building, with the
wealth of the region passing increasingly into the hands of the British. Some



institutions however, managed to retain their income and continued to sponsor
major works down to the present day, as is demonstrated by the lofty gopura,
marking the southernmost entrance to the Srirangam complex, completed only in
1987.

URBAN CONTEXT

It is difficult to separate the growth of religious architecture in the Tamil country
from that of the towns; both developed in parallel formation. Traditional South
Indian texts on architecture state that towns, especially dynastic capitals, required
a major shrine to house the protective god or goddess of the ruler and his subjects;
this divinity was directly responsible for the welfare of the town and its population.
That such temples were actually erected is evident in towns throughout the region.
In most instances, shrines to tutelary deities formed the core of the urban fabric,
with crowded streets and markets clustering around the outer walls; the layout of
these urban elements was often influenced by the geometry of the sacred complex
itself. Madurai is a typical example: the almost square compound of the
Minakshi-Sundareshvara complex regulates the overall pattern of the city, with
streets running parallel to the walls on four sides, and leading directly towards the
gateways that soar above the houses. Other temple towns, such as Mylapore
(Madras), Tirukkalikundram, Tiruvannamalai, Chidambaram, and Tirunelveli, are
variations of this basic model. Srirangam is perhaps the most perfectly realized
scheme of all, with seven concentric enclosures encompassing an area of more
than sixty hectares, thereby incorporating most of the urban population.

But not all temple towns in the Tamil country conform to such highly regular
configurations, with street layouts dominated by single, focal sanctuaries.
Kanchipuram and Kumbakonam, for instance, are quite different: their overall
urban patterning reflects the simultaneous development of a number of separate
cult centres, each serving as the nucleus of a distinct, sub-urban quarter. These
multiple places of worship accommodate deities who give identity to a particular
locality and its population. Roads are generally functional links between the
different neighbourhoods rather than components in a strictly geometrical plan.

Many towns and cities in Tamil Nadu came into existence as complements to
the construction of temples at well-established holy spots. River sites were of
particular significance in this regard, as is demonstrated by towns that grew along
the Kaveri and its tributaries in the heart of the Tamil country. Dominated by the
rock fort of the Pandyas, Tiruchirapalli is located immediately to the south of
Srirangam Island with its two great complexes, one dedicated to Ranganatha,
already mentioned, the other to Jambukeshvara. Riverside temple sites, such as
Kalahasti on the Svarnamukhi, in the adjacent Telugu zone, and Srivaikuntham on
the Tambarapani, in the extreme south of the Tamil zone, were population centres
of some significance, though never towns in their own right.

Cults associated with sacred mountains also determined urban locations.
Tirupati was founded as an adjunct to the Venkateshvara temple at Tirumala in the
wooded hills of the Eastern Ghats immediately north of the Tamil country. This



Kanchipuram, south axial street leading
to Ekamranatha temple.

Kanchipuram, the tank of Ekamranatha temple and view of the town.
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Tiruvannamalai, south axial street leading to Arunachaleshvara temple.

Chidambaram, view of streets and houses from east gopura of Nataraja temple.
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Chidambaram, Nataraja temple, commercial street leading to east entrance.




shrine was developed by the later Vijayanagara Rayas into a major dynastic centre;
indeed, the citadel at Chandragiri, already mentioned as the residence of the later
emperors, was barely ten kilometres away. Rocky outcrops in the hinterland of
Madurai, particularly Alagarkoil and Tirupparankundram, became places of major
structural activities under the Nayakas. Little remains of any settlement at
Alagarkoil other than the expanding walls and gateways of the sacred precinct;
Tirupparankundram is still a flourishing town. Tiruvannamalai owes its existence
to the steep rocky hill that rises to the west of the town. Arunachaleshvara, or Red
Lord, the aspect of Shiva worshipped in the temple at the foot of the hill, is named
after the spectacular bonfire lit each year on its summit.

The most important temple towns in Tamil Nadu have always had a commercial
identity: religious centres were, and still are, market towns with festivals coinciding
with great fairs. The simultaneous growth of pilgrimage and trade is an
outstanding feature of urban life in the region. Kanchipuram provides an excellent
example of a significant religious-commercial centre dealing in locally woven
textiles and other goods. Festivals in temple towns are generally sensational events
that also benefit business. Processions take place in the streets, in full view of
crowds of visitors who pay homage to gods and goddesses before proceeding to
the business of buying and selling. Structures located on axis with temple
gateways are often reserved for commercial activities. Each of the larger religious
complexes at Kumbakonam, for instance, is approached by a long colonnade that
functions as a market, thronged with merchants and customers. The main street
in front of the eastern gopura at Tiruvannamalai has a free-standing, lofty hall
sheltering a variety of stores. The broad thoroughfares approaching the principal
gateways of the Kanchipuram temples are lined with shops and stalls. Markets
sometimes even invade the sacred precinct; the columned halls of the outer
enclosures of the Madurai complex, for instance, are almost entirely inhabited by
shopkeepers and their wares.

'SACRED SPACE AND URBAN SPACE

The main purpose of religious festivals in Tamil Nadu is to extend rites and
ceremonies beyond temple walls so as to permit an interaction between sacred
space and urban space. The highly ordered movement of people and deities
through the streets, which is the basis of most public ceremonies, forges links
between the focal monument that stands in the middle of the town and the lesser
shrines of the sub-urban quarters, and sometimes even the sacred spots in the
countryside beyond. Patterns of movement are only partly governed by the
physical layout of the town itself; a conceptual dimension is always present that
is dictated by an abstract spatial model. The most important spatial model for
temple towns, as has already been shown, is the diagram composed of concentric
arrangements of squares. This serves as a mandala, expressing in geometric form
the essential structure of the universe. The layout of sacred complexes on mandala
plans, as is usual in most of the temples considered here, is a means of investing
sacred space with cosmic meaning. The continuation of this patterning into the
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Madurai, Minakshi-Sundareshvara temple, tailors in Pudu Mandapa.
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urban fabric, with the streets and open spaces imitating the geometry of temple
compounds, creates an urban mandala that provides a spatial and conceptual link
between temple and town.

Religious rites also charge urban space with meaning. The clockwise
circumambulation, or pradakshina, of a deity is ubiquitous. Worshippers within
the temple precinct pay homage to the principal god or goddess by making an
auspicious pradakshina of the central shrine: similarly, they honour different deities
by making complicated clockwise itineraries through labyrinthine halls and
corridors. Devotees of Ekamranatha (Ekambareshvara) at Kanchipuram make an
auspicious round of the earth-linga representing the principal deity; they also
circumambulate the mango-tree that grows in a rear court of the complex, thereby
enacting one of the fundamental myths of the temple — the adoration of the
earth-linga beneath the mango-tree by the goddess Kamakshi. In double temples,
such as the Minakshi-Sundareshvara, visitors are compelled to make two
pradakshinas in order to pay respect to both the god and goddess. Nor is this
movement confined to worshippers; images of gods and goddesses are carried in
palanquins from one part of the religious complex to the other, always in
conformity to a prescribed round. Sundareshvara spends every evening with
Minakshi, but first is ceremonially transported in a pradakshina around his own
shrine before arriving at that of his consort.

Pradakshina ceremonies outside the walls of the sacred compound replicate
those inside. Public progressions along the streets circumambulate the main
shrine, expressing the radiating influence of the temple deity, thereby confirming
in ritual terms the unity of sacred space and urban space. This is achieved in
different ways in different urban settlements. In towns with regular configurations,
such as those mentioned earlier, the focal monument is surrounded by regularly
spaced, broad thoroughfares that serve as settings for spectacular parades of
sacred images. In towns with irregular layouts, public processions create
quasi-circular routes that establish a pradakshina around the core shrine.
Similarly, the passage of gods and peoples through the towns, no matter how
haphazard the actual street plan, helps to create a mental image of the town that
conforms to a regular mandala scheme. This interplay between formal movement
and conceptual urban models is a constant feature of religious life.

Circumambulatory paths in Tamil Nadu’s towns are by no means confined to the
streets immediately beyond the temple walls. Since the populated zone and even
the surrounding countryside are considered extensions of sacred territory, various
holy sites, or tirthas, throughout the landscape are also incorporated into the
domain of the deity. These sites vary from small structures enshrining local
divinities to bathing spots at nearby rivers and ponds. Rounds of tirthas are made
by worshippers on particular occasions, generally in a clockwise sequence,
thereby creating pradakshinalike routes. Some twenty-seven holy spots encircle
the main hill at Tiruvannamalai, each with a shrine and a small tank. Pilgrims make
a prescribed circumambulation of the hill by pausing at each of the sites, starting
and ending with the worship of Arunachaleshvara in the main temple of the town.
Nine ablution sites on the banks of the Kaveri are regularly visited by devotees to
Srirangam Island, starting at the Ranganatha sanctuary in the middle, and moving
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ancient scholarly and religious heritage that once ranked it among India’s

seven most sacred cities, the only one south of the Vindhyas. Once the seat
of an empire that reached far into South-East Asia, that cultural and religious
heritage is sustained today not by palaces of the imperial king of kings but by
palaces of the sovereign divine "King of the king of kings". The town is surrounded
with fields on a flat plain and flanked on the south by the Vagavati River before
it joins the Palar River flowing eastward into the Bay of Bengal. A relaxed
mercantile busyness on the town’s broad and long streets lined with closely built
houses and stores suggests the prosperous streets of the imperial past.

Kanchi has been occupied continuously since at least the second century BC.
Remains of a Megalithic culture are notable at its centre, an elevated portion of
which supports ancient temples still in worship; and there is also evidence of trade
with ancient Rome. A Tamil poem of probably the late second century AD
describes the generosity of the enthroned king of Kanchi in his walled capital,
and explicitly refers to two deities still housed in temples at the centre, the
Kamakottam of the goddess (later Kamakshi) and the Urakam of Vishnu
(Trivikrama, conqueror of the world) where massive brick remains of probably
Buddhist buildings have been found. The poem also suggests the shrines of
Skanda near the Kamakottam and of Vishnu (Krishna) in the Patakam temple west
of the central elevation, and explicitly refers to Vishnu reclining in the Vehka
temple south-east of the walls along the route to Kanchi’s flourishing ocean
harbour. These components of Kanchi’s centre are still in existence and
worshipped, although the Buddhist and Jaina structures have disappeared.

The poem views Kanchi’s dynasty as distinct from the Cholas, Pandyas, and
Cheras to the south and west. By the fourth century AD, however, Kanchipuram
was the Pallava capital until the end of the dynasty five hundred years later.
Positioned at the crossroads of land and sea trade, the Pallavas mediated culturally
and religiously between North and South India, transmitting Indian civilization into
Thailand, Cambodia, Java, and Vietnam. Their court was famous throughout India
for its patronage of Sanskrit literature and of Buddhist, Jaina, Vaishnava, and
Shaiva scholarship, rituals, and temples.

The Pallavas used the wealth generated by mercantile expansion to develop
their sacred and busy harbour at Mamallapuram (Mahabalipuram), to expand the
wall of the capital and its moat outward from the sacred centre, and to build
new temples. When the dynasty ended, Kanchipuram.continued as a vibrant
sub-capital of the Chola and Vijayanagara empires. Between the tenth and
seventeenth centuries (except for one raid by the Bahmani sultanate in 1481),
temples continued to be patronized, expanded or newly built, though not without
interruptions and periods of decay due to varying political fortunes. Along
with the Kamakottam housing the goddess, two old temples received lavish
patronage; in particular, the Ekamra shrine for Shiva north-west of the centre, and
the Varadaraja shrine for Vishnu south-east of the centre. As the Vijayanagara
rule declined and the British ascended to power, Kanchi’s temples suffered,
notably from the battles between Haidar Ali and the British in the late
eighteenth century.

KANCHIPURAM (or merely Kanchi) sustains an unbroken continuity with the
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Kailasanatha temple, main shrine built by Rajasimha, the Pallava King.

Kailasanatha temple, Dakshinamurti, south-facing form of Shiva.




Vaikuntha Perumal temple, historical reliefs of Pallava rulers.

Vaikuntha Perumal temple, a priest decorating pillars with coloured garments.







Ekamranatha temple, with the recently painted south gopura.




Pallava temple reveals itself. All along the inside of the enclosing wall the
sub-shrines repeat with variations, those on the south and north walls opening
toward the east. Originally they were painted inside, probably with Somaskanda
panels on the west walls, yet were also empty. Along the walls at the base of those
cells over three hundred of Rajasimha’s titles run clockwise, engraved in four
different scripts.

The sides of the cells facing the main vimana depict stories of gods in a
clockwise order corresponding to demarcated spatial directions. The linga inside
the vimana signifies the Primordial Light, and the sculptures on the outside of the
vimana depict the forms that Light takes as it transforms itself into the dark
universe through self-imposed misperception. Sub-shrines on the vimana mark its
cardinal and intermediate directions, the eastern direction replaced by the
doorway into the inner sanctum. The sculptures facing each other across the
courtyard at the cardinal directions were made especially noteworthy. Shiva as the
south-facing teacher (Dakshinamurti) on the vimana appears to be instructing the
four-faced Brahma gazing at him from the enclosing wall opposite and flanked by
Durga. In the corresponding positions on the north, Shiva as the lord of yogis
(Yogishvara) looking north is gazed upon by Vishnu with Shridevi and Bhudevi
(goddesses embodying two attributes of Vishnu — wealth and the earth) flanked
by Trivikrama. Expressing the subordination of Brahma and Vishnu to Shiva, those
pairings encode theological, liturgical, and social issues in Pallava Kanchi.

Entrance to the sanctum by way of the mandapa and vimana doorway is a
journey into darkness. Appropriate to deluded perception in the Kali Yuga (age
of destruction), Light is seen as darkness and no light shines inside the sanctum
except that of oil lamps used by a priest to show the faceted black glistening linga
and the Somaskanda panel behind it. Flickering lamplight also reveals the
liveliness of shadowed sculptures in adjacent shrines. Support for the enormous
tower above created a double wall around the inner sanctum, which has left an
unpainted hallway, now interpreted as an esoteric circumambulatory path.

The second imperial temple, the slightly later Vaikuntha Perumal, presents a
smaller and more compact architectural experience. It is a sandstone mandala
once brilliantly painted. Its focus is the towering, mountain-like vimana shooting
up like the Flaming Light whose western wall extends to create an enclosed hall.
When plugged up, a drainage "moat" surrounding the vimana and hall symbolizes
the Ocean of Milk encompassing the blazing White Island where the god dwells.
Surrounding that "moat" a covered circumambulatory path runs along the
enclosing wall, its pillars carved with lions facing inward. A two-tiered sculpted
history of the Pallava dynasty, from its origins in Vishnu down through
Nandivarman 1II Pallavamalla who built the temple, runs clockwise along the
circumambulatory wall. While circumambulating the vimana, Kanchi’s history
appears on the left; on the right is the vimana whose sculpted panels signify
cosmography and Vishnu'’s acts as related in books one to six and eleven to twelve
of the Bhagavata Purana.

That part of the temple is exoteric; the esoteric dimension begins with the
sanctum. Filling it is the huge four-armed icon of Vishnu carved of black stone,
seated as transcendent king (Vaikuntha Perumal) facing west. On the outer walls



of the sanctum at the cardinal directions are three seated sculptures surrounded
by an enclosed hallway. Clockwise they depict the emanations (vyuba) from
Vasudeva (Vishnu) seated in the sanctum: the snake-hooded Samkarsana on the
north followed by Pradyumna on the east and by Aniruddha on the south. The
esoteric dimension then extends upward to a second sanctum directly above
where the black stone icon depicts Aniruddha asleep on the snake Samkarsana in
the primordial waters of consciousness, permeated by Pradyumna who generates
the desire for forms. The forms he dreams are sculpted on the outside of the
sanctum as viewed by an outdoor circumambulatory path. The panels on the four
sides signify patterns of time and significant rituals corresponding to the functions
of the emanations and depicts stories drawn from books seven to ten of the
Bhagavata Purana. Above this sanctum is a third without a circumambulatory
path, no longer accessible. It once housed a standing icon, presumably of black
stone, identified by an Alvar (saint) as Krishna the victorious lover.

The temple mandala may be understood in two ways. Exoterically, it moves
from the centre outward as the seated Vasudeva of Light shines across the Ocean
of Milk into dark human history on its border. Esoterically, the three vertical
sanctums reverse that mandala. The progression upward signifies a move inward
to the centre; it replicates Vasudeva’s emanation of forms “inside” his own
luminous being, ending with our dark world at his centre, where he appears as
Krishna.

Compared with these Pallava temples, those developed by Chola and
Vijayanagara patrons are now like architectural museums arranged by the fortunes
of history yet according to a liturgical plan. The Varadaraja temple illustrates this
vividly. The Cholas first rebuilt and expanded an older temple, creating three
walled enclosures around a mandala. The mandala is an artificial hill nearly eight
metres high and thirty metres square that appears to signify the high altar for a fire
sacrifice. On top, a square that includes two walled entry porches and a
circumambulatory path (now closed) signifies the altar of fire; the square sanctum
signifies the square clay fire-pan in the altar’s middle. The sanctum is the “womb”
of the fire that is believed to hold the manifest universe within which the standing
Vishnu appeared (just as he does on the top floor of the Vaikuntha Perumal
mandala). A two-storey oblong tower of the waggon-vault type rises over the
sanctum, renovated and replastered in the 1930s.

In 1053 the Cholas built (or rebuilt) the base of the “hill” on the east-west axis
a low masonry sanctum fronted with a hall to signify a cave in the “hill”, within
which the icon of the man-lion (Narasimha) sits as yogi facing west. They encircled
the “hill” with a double-storeyed cloistered verandah with colonnades of uniform
pillars, creating an open courtyard with a Chola-style gateway on the west, broad,
squat, and smaller than the central vimana. They then enclosed that entire area
with a wall to create another gated courtyard in which they built a kitchen in circa
1100 and other buildings. Expressing growing dependence on Shakti (goddess of
strength) in those centuries, they built a separate shrine for Shri Lakshmi
(Perundevi Tayar) on the south-west facing her elevated husband (rebuilt circa
1487), and a hall for the unction rites of movable icons on the west along the
central axis. By the early fourteenth century they had created an even larger open
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Ekamranatha temple, sacred mango-tree under which Kamakshi worshipped the earth linga.




courtyard with an encircling wall to enclose the bathing tank and gardens, and
topped its west gateway with a seven-storey tower in the late Chola or Pandya
style in circa 1374. Counting the open area around the outer wall, the temple now
possesses five courtyards encompassing the sanctum and entered from the west.

Vijayanagara rulers developed that area and in continuing devotion to Shakti
built structures with minute carvings and extravagant embellishment, mostly in the
early sixteenth century. They enclosed the first courtyard on top of the “hill” with
a pillared verandah for circumambulation; in the courtyard below they built a
shrine for the Malayala goddess and one for Andal, the poet-incarnation of
Bhudevi; near the goddess in the next courtyard they built a large hall for the
Navaratri festival and an intricately chiselled swing pavilion, and added shrines for
the Alvars and Acharyas (teachers); and in the fourth courtyard they built an
elaborately sculpted wedding hall or kalyana mandapa, of five hundred and
seventy-five square metres on a two-metre high carved plinth. Among that hall’s
ninety-six monolithic pillars, those of the interior display geometric designs and
those on the exterior bear yalis (mythical leonine creatures) and rampant
horsemen that depict Shakti’s manifestation as Vijayanagara’s military vigour
(including European soldiers portrayed with firearms). Finally, even though the
east entrance had little use, they gave it a slender fifty-metre gateway of nine
storeys topped with eleven vase-finials.

RITUALS AND CEREMONIES

The guide of the liturgy of royal service is the Agama, revealed service of God in
iconic form (archa) that subsumes the fire cult of the Veda. Vaishnava temples use
either the Pancharatra or the Vaikhanasa, each with its own canon of ritual texts.
Shiva and Skanda temples follow Shaiva Agama and its Shaiva Siddbhanta
dominates their temples and mathas (monasteries). Worship of the goddess in the
Kamakottam sanctum follows the Saubhagya Chintamani system of Shakta Agama
as revealed by the sage Durvasa. Of all the temples, the Kamakottam is the most
unusual ritually. The rites in its sanctum are addressed to the Shri Chakra yantra
(mystical diagram) in front of the goddess image (not to the image) and confer the
worldly welfare for which Kamakshi is popular. Yet that yantra is believed to have
been installed by Shankara who renounced the world, as the knowledge (vidya)
that pierces through to the absolute being expounded in Advaita Vedanta. The
Kanchi Kamakoti Pitha Adipati headquartered in Kumbakonam has been the
trustee of the temple since 1842.

The history of the Kamakottam, which may date from the earhest period, reflects
increasing interest in Shakti in Kanchi. According to K. R. Venkataraman, the
earliest Kamakottam still exists near the Skanda temple where a seated black
goddess with matted hair holds a noose, goad, skull, and shows the gesture of
fearlessness. On her plinth three crowned heads in low relief face a stone bowl
inscribed with a yantra, now defaced. That image dates at least from the ninth
century AD and its yantra may have been installed by the first Shankara when its
. bloody Kalamukha rites were performed. The new Kamakottam was built in the
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Kamakshi temple, main courtyard with kalyana mandapa on the left.

Priests browsing at stall outside the Kamakshi temple.




eleventh century amidst Jaina and Buddhist temples, some of whose images it
incorporated, and its present disorienting layout began in the fourteenth century:
standing in a pillared hall, the goddess faces east, yet must gaze at the main
gateway through a small window in the enclosing wall; worshippers entering
through the east gateway see the flag-pole and altar in front of the window, but
must enter at the north. The present Shri Chakra yantra was installed in the
sixteenth century and is represented by a pacified image: the enthroned
four-armed Lalita Kamakshi holds a noose, goad, sugar-cane bow, and flower
arrows.

The temples of Ekamra, Kamakshi, and Skanda are popularly thought of as
forming a “Somaskanda” cluster, though they are independent temples with their
own liturgies. Nevertheless, popular perception informs devotion, and stories in
Kanchi tie all its temples together as the houses of gods belonging to a single
extended family. According to one story, whose major events are depicted at
Ekamra, the gods came there for specific liturgical reasons. Parvati once playfully
closed Shiva’s eyes and threatened the universe, and was born on earth to perform
ascetic fapas (penance) at Kanchi, where she made a linga of earth, under a
four-branched mango-tree, which she served. In play, Shiva threatened to dissolve
the linga by sending a flood from the Ganges in his hair, but Kamakshi’s
companion, Kali, caught it in her skull bowl. When Shiva caused it to overflow
from the skull bowl, Parvati’s brother Vishnu, who had appeared from the fire of
Brahma’s sacrifice, appeared in his huge all-encompassing form to stem the flood.
When he realized it was Shiva’s jest, Vishnu asked Shiva finally to bestow the fruit
of her tapas on his sister. Kamakshi then embraced the earth linga to protect it
from the flood and, inflamed by her touch, Shiva appeared to her as the lord of
the mango (Ekamreshvara) and they married. That Shaiva-Shakta story neatly ties
together the icon of Varadaraja, the huge stucco icons of Trivikrama and Krishna,
the fierce and peaceful icons of Kamakshi, and Ekamra’s ancient mango-tree and
earth linga.

The birth of Skanda the prince at the Kumarakottam is explained by a story in
the Lalita Mahatmya appended to the Brabmanda Purana in which erotic desire
(kama) is the issue. Kamakshi is Vishnu’s bewitching Shakti (Maya) who had
emerged from a human sacrifice conducted by gods to defeat the destructive anger
arising from the ashes of erotic desire that Shiva had burned up with his central
eye of insight. After she, with eyes desiring Shiva (Kamakshi), married Shiva the
destroyer of desire (Kameshvara), she destroyed Shiva’s anger arising from the ash
of desire (Bhanda) and then re-embodied desire (Kama) so that he would
stimulate the birth of Skanda to defeat Bhanda’s friend, Taraka.

The story apparently encodes tantric discipline. The yogi first divinizes his body
and mind and enables insight to burn up his own ego-centred erotic desire. He
then undergoes a ritual “death” through which Shakti emerges in his body. Using
disciplined rites he then allows her to restore his own erotic desire and to use it
to facilitate the conquest of obstacles to true perception within himself. Kamakshi
signifies the potency of ritual action (kriya-shakti) to transform the yogi’s problem
into its solution. Faith in Vishnu’s Shakti manifested through rites continues today,
as the consecration of a new discus (chakra) shrine at Patakam in June 1992 attests.
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Kamakshi temple, flag-pole on axis with main shrine.




Varadaraja. temple, east gopura, used as a subsidiary entrance.




Like the yantraat the Kamakottam, Vishnu’s discus (chakra) embodies kriya-shakti.

Liturgies at Kanchi today are attenuated versions of extravagant Vijayanagara
elaborations based on the principle of reciprocity: the more wealth the resident
Lord possesses, the more service he may receive; the more powerful he will be,
the more he will bestow in return. Ideal devotion, however, serves for God’s own
pleasure and without thought of reward, and he has graciously appeared in iconic
form for the sake of others. Many temples are not wealthy any more, but daily and
periodical rites continue in all of these (and in more), each with characteristic
variations of shared patterns. In each temple, the immovable icon in the inner
sanctum may receive the services directly, or by means of small movable icons that
extend the deity’s presence elsewhere in the temple and outside on the streets.
The movable icons bear their own titles and stories so that Vishnu or Shiva or the
goddess in one temple may have various personae, as they do in the town,
expressing liturgically the “monotheistic polytheism” of the Agamas. Variations in
liturgical detail encode those stories. Since the linga in the Ekamra temple, for
example, signifies an earth linga threatened by a flood, yet Shiva loves baths, the
linga is covered with silver and is anointed with civet-cat oil, while the altar from
which it emerges is bathed.

The most elaborate daily ceremonies, also shared at the huge Ekamra temple,
are seen in the wealthy Varadaraja temple. Serving priests (archaka) approach
Varadaraja five times a day: when he awakes in the early morning, at noon, at six
o'clock, at eight o’clock, and at nine o’clock in the evening, after which he goes
to sleep and the temple closes. All services are abridged portions of the early
morning ceremony, which begins by invoking Vishnu’s presence into the icon
through mantras. The king is then bathed: a small silver icon is anointed daily, the
immovable icon and the queen on Fridays, and the festival icons on six days of
the month and on festival days. Dressed royally in clothes and jewels, he is fed
and entertained with offerings of basil and mantras. Portions of the offered food
are taken to the shrines of the Alvars and Acharyas (each with their own priests),
but the man-lion and the queen receive separate offerings. Leftover food and water
go as modes of divine grace to the priests and devotees present. At night the
sequence closes when the king is put to bed. At the morning and evening
ceremonies singers recite portions of Alvar hymns, fifty verses each day so that all
four thousand of them are completed several times a year. (In Shaiva temples the
hymns of the Nayanmars, Shaiva saints, are sung.)

During these ceremonies, devotees initiated into a sadhana (discipline) of
worship will visit the temple and follow their doctrinal discipline (samaya),
usually around sunset. Initiates into the Shaiva Siddhanta Samaya, for example,
ideally will know that the palace symbolizes the body of a yogi on his back and
corresponds to their own body. When they enter the gateway, they symbolically
enter through the lowest part of the visible physical body, the feet. Inside the outer
wall, they are in the invisible physical body at the base of the spine where the
yogi halts normal consciousness by controlling breathing, a place signified by the
flag-pole. The adjacent altar of sacrifice represents the binding matter (pasha)
defiled by ignorance that the yogi’s individual consciousness (pashu) will now go
beyond in a journey up the spine to the head. The pacified bull Nandi (‘“happy”)
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Varadaraja temple, tank in outermost enclosure.




gazing on Shiva represents that consciousness and the various walls and
courtyards enclosing the sanctum signify the material layers within the invisible
body that it passes through. The inner sanctum corresponds to the centre of the
yogi's forehead between the eyes where the visible and invisible material bodies
link. The linga within is the Lord (pati) whom the yogi perceives standing there
beyond both bodies, which means everywhere.

Behaviour appropriate to such a walk “inward” is governed by the etiquette of
an imperial palace adjusted to gender and ability. Having bathed and dressed
properly (women covered from the shoulders down, men from the waist down)
and carrying a plate of offerings above the waist, ideal worshippers venerate
Ekamra’s south gateway. After entering they place both hands over the head, move
to the altar of sacrifice, and prostrate at its south-east corner. Worshippers then
circumambulate Shiva’s sanctum at least three times through the courtyards,
thinking steadily of him and watching carefully lest they step on an insect. The
direction of circumambulation depends on the intent of the visit, most commonly
clockwise, the direction signifying emanation of the world and enjoyment of it.
Unmarried devotees should walk clockwise; householders and retired meditators
should walk both clockwise and counter-clockwise, the direction of the world’s
devolution and emancipation from it; renunciant ascetics should walk only
counter-clockwise.

Once prepared to pass to the sanctum, worshippers venerate the door guardians
with joined hands and ask Nandi permission to enter so that they may receive the
fruits of having seen the Lord. Without walking between Nandi and Shiva, they go
to Ganesha (son of Shiva and Parvati), remover of obstacles, gaze at him and
visualize him while (in apparent self-abasement) they knock their fists to their
foreheads three times, pull each ear down three times with the opposite hand, and
praise him. Placing both hands on their heads they then go to the sanctum where
Shiva resides as the earth linga and as Somaskanda on the back wall. While they
gaze at Shiva through the doorway (as he gazes upon them), the ideal worshippers
will visualize him while their mind dissolves, their body hair stands on end, and
joy wells up and overflows within them as they sing a Tamil hymn of praise. They
then present their offerings through the priest standing inside the sanctum (bael
leaf, fruit, burning camphor, and so forth), concluding with a ritual gift to the priest
that transfers the fruits of his acts on their behalf to them.

Having worshipped the Primordial Light, they now worship its emanations in
the sanctum area — Dakshinamurti, Somaskanda, Chandrashekara (Shiva as Lord
of the moon), Subrahmanya (Skanda), and others — and the Acharyas who
transmitted the Shaiva Agama. Next they approach the sanctum of Parvati and
perform appropriate rites for her with offerings. They conclude their
worship-through-vision (darshana) by applying Shiva’s sacred ash to their bodies
and approaching the shrine of Chandeshvara, the keeper of accounts. With three
claps of the hand they ask him to give them the fruits of darshana. Returning to
Nandi they venerate him, prostrate at the altar of sacrifice, and sit down facing
north to visualize Shiva while uttering his five-syllable mantra (Namah Shivaya)
repeatedly. Free to go home, they take care not to have their backs facing either
Shiva or Nandi. According to the Agamas, such visual worship with true devotion
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at daybreak removes the sins of the night; at midday, sins committed from the day
of birth; at evening, sins committed during seven births. Worshippers may remove
unintended ritual mistakes by reciting the Rudra or Aghora mantras.

FESTIVALS

Added to such daily liturgies are festivals conducted throughout a deeply symbolic
year. The year is divided according to the solstices and equinoxes (in Tamil Nadu
these periods are observed about three weeks after the celestial events), each of
which is thought of as a day in the life of the gods: the winter solstice is sunrise
and the summer solstice is sunset; the month before the winter solstice is
“Brahma’s hour” at the end of night when gods (like humans) arise to prepare for
their own worship of the king. During the “day” the major events in the life of the
resident royalty and leading saints and teachers occur, as do rites of the life-cycle,
personal vows, and celebrations of life of resident subjects.

Each temple at Kanchi celebrates one festival grandly as an identifying “Brahma
festival” or brabmotsava, the interesting events for most people being morning
and evening processions of the king and queen in gorgeous attire, carried in
ornate vehicles illustrating their stories. The sequence remains the same year after
year, yet some temples print broadsides to publicize the processions and the
townsmen who sponsor them.

The “sunrise” of the winter solstice is celebrated at home with the two-day.
Pongal festival beginning on the first day of Tai (usually January 14), a time to
venerate the sun and cattle and to renew social ties. The brabmotsavas of Kanchi
then begin, all but one during the “day” time of the year (winter solstice to summer
solstice). The theme of the early morning bath is found in the “sunrise” month of
Tai, in the brabmotsava of the Urakam where Vishnu bathes in a tank. In the
following month of Masi (February-March) the Kamakottam conducts its
brabmotsava, and the Ekamra conducts its own in the next month of Panguni
(March-April). On the tenth day of the festival coinciding with the constellation
Phalguna Uttara, Shiva of the earth linga marries Parvati who embraced it under
the mango-tree. Customarily, many couples belonging to various castes marry at
the same time in the wedding hall of the temple, as subjects imitating their divine
rulers.

Brabhmotsavas skip Chittirai (April-May), the first month of the Tamil year, and
then three occur in Vaigasi (May-June) in the “afternoon” of the gods’ day: the
brabmotsavas of Varadaraja, Vaikuntha Perumal, and Skanda in the
Kumarakottam. Interestingly, Krishna’s brahmotsava at Patakam accentuates the
meaning of his name, “dark”, though it is of course brilliantly colourful, since
it takes place in the “darkness” after the “sunset” of Adi (July-August) as a
ten-day festival which begins with that dark king's birthday in “dark” Avani
(August-September).

Other important festivals also fall in the “night” of the year to re-enact events
crucial to the “dark age” of history, the Kali Yuga. Beginning with the new moon
in Purattasi (September-October) when domestic rites for the dead are enjoined,
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Varadaraja temple, kalyana mandapa, with fine examples of late Vijayanagara sculptures.

Varadaraja temple, musicians circumambulating central shrine.




Varadaraja temple, kalyana mandapa, gods and warriors, the swing pavilion at the rear.




























Arunachaleshvara temple, tank in outermost enclosure.

Arunachaleshvara temple, steps leading down to the tank.
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Nataraja temple, roof tops revealing hut-like forms of the central shrine.
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Nataraja temple, Shivaganga Tank and north gopura beyond.
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principal structures of the innermost enclosure, or prakara. In the second
prakara on the axis of the Chit Sabha is the Nritta Sabha (dance hall). North
of the Chit Sabha in the second prakara is the Mulasthana (where the deity is
consecrated). The original linga shrine faces east as normal; this linga is said to
have been worshipped by Vyaghrapada and Patanjali prior to Shiva dancing in
the Chit Sabha. To the east is the Deva Sabha (hall of the gods). In the third
enclosure are found the Shivaganga Tank, the Shivakamasundari (Parvati)
shrine, the hundred-pillared hall, the thousand-pillared hall, the Pandya Nayaka
Subrahmanya shrine, and a Vinayaka (Ganesha) temple. These are the principal
structures of the temple, other than the gopuras. In the fourth enclosure,
beyond the gopuras, are coconut groves and flower gardens.

The four gopuras are each forty-two metres high, with bases of granite, and
the superstructures of brick and mortar. Of the four, only the southern gopura
has an exact and obvious alignment, being directly in line with Nataraja in the
Chit Sabha—not with the centre of the Chit Sabha, but with Nataraja, who is
about one metre to the east of the centre. The priority of the southern gopura
is signalled by the two saffron flags flying from it; these are changed twice a
year at the two main festivals. This southern alignment is a feature also of the
hundred-pillared hall, the thousand-pillared hall, and the Deva Sabha; and yet
the southern gopura, and the large Nandi (Shiva’s bulD) and two bali pithas
(sacrificial pits) onto which it opens are confronted with the closed wall of the
second enclosure! Such puzzling anomalies are a result of the great age of the
site and its varied development.

The west and east gopuras were completed around 1250. The south gopura
was entirely built at some time between 1248 and 1272, though some decorative
detail and bas-relief figures have been left unfinished. The north gopura was
probably begun around the same time as the south—Umapati Shivacharya
around 1300 mentions the temple’'s four gopuras—but was completed (or
repaired) in the first half of the sixteenth century by Krishnadeva Raya, whose
effigy it contains. :

The first tier of all the gopuras is crowded with divinities other than Shiva,
the second tier rises up grandly and spaciously, and is devoted to forms of
Shiva. It is noteworthy that the dominant niche on each side of the long facades
contains one of four images, Somaskanda, Kalyanasundara, Bhikshatana, or
Kankala. The four images form two pairs. Bhikshatana, the mendicant, differs
very little from Kankala; the former is naked, the latter is clothed.
Kalyanasundara represents the marriage of Shiva and Parvati; Somaskanda
shows the married couple seated side by side, with their son Skanda at their
feet. The contrast between the pairs is stark: the lonely wandering ascetic as
opposed to the married man and his family. In the case of the east and west
gopuras, both inner and outer tiers have one married and one ascetic image.
In the south and north, both tiers do not have the opposition: two ascetics, or
two married forms. In both south and north the ascetic forms face south, and
the married forms face north. The immediate origin of the Dance of Bliss, the
Ananda Tandava, is Shiva’s victory as Bhikshatana over the married ascetics in
the Daruka Forest; within the temple he enjoys domestic bliss with Parvati. The
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Nataraja temple, passageway of the east gopura depicting dance poses according to the Natya Shastra.







Nataraja temple, distant view of the west gopura.

Nataraja temple, pillared entrance to the Shivakamasundari shrine.
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Nataraja temple, Shivakamasundari shrine, painted ceiling panel, depicting the story of Bhikshatana.
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Nataraja temple, Shivakamasundari shrine, recent paintings illustrating Kamasundari’s story.




Nataraja temple, worshippers revering image on the gopura.










1. General view of Angkor Vat.

APPROACH IN PRESENT CONSERVATION
The main idea behind conservation plans is to
prolong the life of this monument with the least
intervention. This includes prevention of
deterioration, preservation of the existing state,
consolidation of the fabric and restoration
according to the original.

The conservation undertaken till now includes
the following:

STRUCTURAL REPAIRS

Phases I and II (1986-1987 and 1987-1988)
These include work such as dismantling and
resetting of the vaulted roof, brackets, and
pillars, grouting of cracks, resetting of the
dislodged plinth and walls, providing necessary
drainage, and so forth. Stone masonry steps
leading to the moat on the left of the main
causeway of the temple (northern embankment)
have been removed and reset. Further repairs to
the western gateway of the temple have also
been attended to by way of grouting, pointing
and water-tightening of roots and towers.

The libraries on the north and south situated
between the third and fourth enclosures were
also taken up for conservation work. With a
view to conserving the libraries, the plinth of the
porches was dismantled and reset.

New stones were provided at missing places.
The stones of the sunken floors of the porches
were reset and the top dressed up. The roofs
and walls. were restored by putting the stones
in their original positions including pointing
and so forth. In the northern library, pillars
in the porches which had gone out of plumb
were removed and reset in their correct
positions.

The impressive esplanade which is a broad
platform and cruciform in plan is guarded by
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lions, lined with a Naga balustrade and
supported by round flued pillars from the
ground level. This esplanade was perhaps used
for music and dance performances in the past.
Due to the widening of joints, stones were
dislodged, floors had sunk, and pillars gone out
of plumb. This caused the seepage of rain water
into the body of the entire structure. Thus, the
dismantling and resetting of the affected portions
was attempted. New stones were provided at
missing places after filling the gaps by grouting
with suitable mortar. One corner pillar which
was missing was re-erected, other broken ones
mended and new stone beams provided.
Dislodged portions of walls were dismantled and
reset. The two-tier plinth portion was also reset.
Relaying of depressed flooring was attended to
as well.

The Samudra Manthan Scene Gallery and the
pavilion on either side were dismantled by the
Angkor Conservancy during 1969-1970 and a
plinth of the same kind reconstructed after
providing a suitable foundation and drains. The
dismantled architectural members of the gallery,
lying scattered on the ground nearby for more
than eighteen years, have been taken up for
reconstruction of both the pavilions and the
gallery. The rebuilding of the south-east pavilion
was one up to a height of five metres from all
sides up to the lintel levels. In this respect the
earlier photographs were of great value.

PHASE IIT (1988-1989)
In the third phase the conservation of the
southern library between the third and fourth
enclosures began.

Stones were reset on the northern gallery and
the porches and steps on the western gallery of
the third enclosure were also dismantled and



2. Apsara in the second enclosure before treatment.

3. Apsara in the second enclosure after treatment.

78

reset. In the same enclosure repairs to the roof
and filling of cracks was taken up along with the
water-tightening. Reconstruction of the missing
roof of the southern half of the fourth enclosure
was carried out. A concrete apron was provided
around the northern and southern library
situated between the third and fourth enclosures.
In the Samudra Manthan Gallery on the east, the
semi-vaulted roof of the gallery was relaid with
original stones.

PHASE TV (1989-1990)

During this phase further conservation work on
the embankment of the moat on the eastern side
was done.

The six porches on the northern, eastern, and
southern galleries of the third enclosure were
conserved scientifically. Loose stones were reset,
thie broken RCC beams were replaced with new
ones.

In the Samudra Manthan Gallery on the
eastern side of the third enclosure, the
semi-vaulted roof which was dismantled earlier
by the French was relaid. The old pillars which
were totally weathered could not be re-used and
have been replaced with pillars cast in RCC and
suitably tinted to match the original pillars. Due
to the weathering of structural members lying
exposed to the sun and rain over a long period
the re-erection of the semi-vaulted roof posed
several difficulties. The stone joints of the
vaulted roofs have been pointed in mortar
suitably tinted to match the original. The work of
the semi-vaulted roof in the Samudra Manthan
Gallery is yet to be completed.

PERIOD: 1990-1991

i) Reconstruction of Samudra Manthan Gallery.

ii) Reconstruction of entrance north of Samudra
Manthan Gallery.

iii) Reconstruction of porch of the main
entrance to the east.

iv) Reconstruction of dismantled railing of the
third enclosure.

v) Reconstruction of stepped embankment of
the moat on the west.

PHASE V (1990-1991)
This included work on the following:
i) Entire first enclosure including five towers
and exterior and interior walls.
i) Samudra Manthan Gallery including exterior
and interior of the structure.



S. Samudra Manthan Gallery after conservation.
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6. Gateway in second enclosure before treatment.

iii) Recleaning and preserving western wall of
third enclosure.

iv) Entrance south of Samudra Manthan Gallery.

v) Applying preservative coat to an area of
80,000 square metres.

PHASE VI (1991-1992)

The following repairs were executed during this

phase:

i) Eastern embankment and steps of moat
north of main causeway.

ii) Completion of the work of resetting and
pointing of the northern and southern
libraries.

iii) Grouting and water-tightening of the towers
and galleries of the second enclosure.

PHASE VII' (1992-1993)

Now for this phase the team is already there to
complete the remaining work according to
schedule.

CHEMICAL PRESERVATION

The principal agency of decay was rain water.
The second potent cause of deterioration is the
extensive micro-growth vegetation, such as
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7. Gateway in second enclosure after treatment.

moss, lichen, and algae, all over the surface of
the monument.

In view of the size of the monument the work
has been taken up in a phased manner.

During the first two phases the chemical
preservation work was confined to the western
gateway and the northern and southern libraries
between the third and fourth enclosures, the
western corridor of the enclosure, and the
esplanade.

During the third phase chemical preservation
was confined to the exterior and interior of the
northern corridor of the third enclosure. The
work was also carried out on the northern-
southern wing of the western corridor.

The fourth phase of chemical preservation was
carried out on the vaulted roofs and walls of the
eastern gallery of the third enclosure. Similarly,
the vaulted roof and other structural members in
the southern gallery were also treated by
chemical preservation.

During the fifth phase chemical preservation
of the galleries and towers of the second
enclosure was undertaken.

It has been a privilege for India to have been
responsible for carrying out conservation and
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