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Remarks on Transliteration and
Translation

Transliteration

Sanskrit words are transliterated according to the International Alphabet
of Sanskrit Transliterations (IAST) and comply with standard academic con-
ventions. Words in Tamil are transliterated following the Tamil Lexicon (TL;
1924-1936). For a precise reading of the transliterated words, the following
table indicates instances in which the same diacritic mark signifies differ-
ent consonants in the Tamil and in the Sanskrit—Devanagari and Telugu
scripts—transliteration conventions:

Sanskrit in Devanagari ~ Sanskrit in Telugu Tamil
script
1 vocalic consonant & retroflex lateral retroflex lateral
approximant ¢ approximant efr
1  retroflex lateral retroflex approximant p

approximant &

Names of deities are written in scholarly transcription (Visnu, Yathokta-
kari). Forlanguages, scripts, historical persons, and dynasties, as well as top-
onyms (cities, states, rivers, mountains) the modern names in non-scholarly
transcription are used (Kanchipuram, Ramanuja).

The Sanskrit primary sources mention various sacred places. Many of
these sites may be identified with historical places, often still in existence.!
For immediate distinction and reading ease, the very spelling of the top-
onym signals whether the particular name refers to a place mentioned in the
source text or to an actual historical, that is, historically documented, place.
Hence, the names of places found in the texts are reproduced the way they
appear in the primary sources, that is, in transcription from Sanskrit (or
rarely Tamil) with diacritic marks (Pandavaduta, Kafici). For the nowadays

1 Thephrasing historical is borrowed from Melanie Conroy’s distinction of literary
places (2021, 6). She uses the term “historical” for those places from the literary
sources whose existence can also be proven in historical documents, while those
for which this is not possible are “nonhistorical.” For details, see subsection 1.3.2.

xiii
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Xiv Remarks on Transliteration and Translation

existing sites, the modern Tamil names are given in scholarly transcription,
corresponding to the spelling in Tamil script as found on temple signboards
(Pantavatita Perumal, Kaccapésvarar; see the appendix and the index of
this book).

Use of the terms Sthalamahatmya and Mahatmya

The glorifying texts on Kanchipuram dealt with in this book belong to
the broader genre of Mahatmyas (glorifications), an integral part of the
Puranic literature. More specifically, they belong to the subcategory of
Sthalamahatmyas, glorification (mahatmya) of a place (sthala). The texts on
Kanchipuram are less specific and call themselves only Mahdatmya and not
Sthalamahatmya. For better readability and in recognition of the texts’ own
terminology, I follow a two-part use of the two terms. In the general chapters
1, 2, parts of chapters 3 (up to and including section 3.2), and chapter 7, I use
the designation Sthalamahatmya | Sthalamahatmyas to denote texts from
the subcategory of Sthalamahatmyas; in those chapters and sections that
specifically and exclusively deal with the glorifying texts on Kanchipuram,
chapters 3 (from section 3.3), 4, 5, and 6, I use Mahatmya /| Mahatmyas as
designation for the (Sthalamahatmya) texts.

Translation

Unless otherwise stated, translations from the primary sources are my own.
Narratives summarised from these texts are in a synoptic present tense.



1 Introduction

When walking through the streets of Kanchipuram, every few metres one
almostinevitably comes across a shrine, a temple, or a temple tank. With the
exterior walls of these sites often painted in red-and-white vertical stripes,
asistypicalin South India, they constitute physical representations of places
that are accorded particular significance in Hindu India. In Kanchipuram,
or Kanchi, a temple city in the northern part of the Indian state of Tamil
Nadu, one may thus find many Hindu religious sites: over four hundred
smaller and larger temples and shrines as well as several dozen temple
tanks, all of which, when taken together, form a particularly pluralistic reli-
gious landscape. Such a dense and extensive arrangement of the temples
is not merely a characteristic of Kanchi but is indeed considered unique
among other South Indian temple cities (Stein 2021, 106). The local temples
and shrines are places of worship and several of them constitute pilgrimage
sites of pan-regional renown.

Notions about Kanchipuram and its sacred sites are presented in the glori-
fying Sanskrit texts called Sthalamahatmyas, meaning glorification (mahat-
mya) of a place (sthala). These texts are important sources for the under-
standing of historical developments and the formation of the Hindu tra-
ditions (Bakker 1990b, 2-3), and there are several such glorifying texts on
Kanchi. They recount etiological myths about the origin of specific places in
the city, places that are considered sacred, they justify their sacredness, and
praise the powers attributed to them. Myths have served and continue to
serve as a means of relating to and understanding the world, in particular
as the interpretations, explanations and the creation of meaning of relation-
ships that cannot be grasped entirely by conceptual abstraction or predict-
ability (Jamme and Matuschek 2014, 13). In the Sthalamahatmyas, myths
provide the local places and their particularities with a history, meaning,
and significance (Hiisken 2017, 68).

When pertaining to sites of religious significance, a world where mythol-
ogy and geography meet may be termed “sacred geography” (Eck 1998). As
Diana Eck states in her work on the Hindu landscape constituted of pilgrim-
age places, “[bloth mythology and topography provide for people and cul-
tures the ‘maps’ of the world” (1998, 186). In these maps, the physically
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tangible world is given a sacred meaning. The Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi
provide such an orientation to the city by describing its sacred geography.
The texts clearly refer to the historical city and its religious sites, temples
and sacred water bodies, and interpret the religious landscape. Their built
structures, such as temples, are, though, of subordinate relevance in the
Sthalamahatmyas; the places are acknowledged because of a significance
thatis considered to be inherent to the places themselves. By mapping selec-
ted places to which the text attaches particular significance, the perspective
of a certain religious tradition unfolds.

From the larger corpus of Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi, three are
discussed in this book (see subsection 1.3.1). The three texts are exemplars
of the three major Hindu traditions—Saiva, Sakta, and Vaisnava. These are
represented by the three temples in the city that have emerged through the
centuries as the largest and the most prominent in the city (Hudson 1993,
20). The largest Saiva temple is the Ekamparanatar temple and the Saiva
Kaficimahatmya highlights the significance of Ekamranatha, the principal
deity of this temple. The Kamaksi Amman temple is the largest Sakta temple
and the Sakta-framed Kamaksivilasa pays most attention to the goddess
Kamaksi, the main deity residing in that temple. In the Vaisnava Varataraja
Perumal temple, Varadaraja is the main deity and the Vaisnava Kaficimahat-
mya focuses on him. The coexistening traditions of Saivas, Saktas, and
Vaisnavas have shaped and negotiated Kanchi’s religious landscape over
centuries (Husken 2017; Srinivasan 1979, 231-279; Seshadri 2003, 29-39).
Each of them is characterised by a rich yet distinct tradition of textual trans-
mission. The Sthalamahatmyas are thus a textual reflection of the city’s reli-
giously pluralistic environment, constituting moreover “important sources
for the diverse sectarian interpretations of Kaficipuram as sacred space”
(Hiisken 2017, 68).

Each Sthalamahatmya presents a unique perspective on Kanchi, which
results in the presence of three parallel interpretations drawn from the
three texts. Discussing them side by side allows to explore the shared and
the divergent notions of the same sacred space. This approach can be seen
in the light of glorifying texts being “highlighted as means to implement and
adapt previous material and knowledge about sacred places in new social,
political and historical contexts” (Lazzaretti 2016, 122, in reference to Smith
2007, 2 and Pinkney and Acri 2014). Studying Sthalamahatmyas thus en-
ables an in-depth analysis of the dynamic dimensions and the composite
character of the local sacred space Kanchi.

Sthalamahatmyas as a genre may be categorised as an integral part of the
Puranic literature. They are local texts that reflect a local perspective on a
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particular sacred place or places, and local ritual practices. At the same
time, they maintain a trans-local reference by presenting localised rendi-
tions of the well-known Puranic mythological motifs and referring to a lar-
ger sacred geography, with preference for the local over the supra-regional
(Husken 2017, 67-68). Like the Puranas in general, the Sthalamahatmyas
reflect a religiosity that differs from the earlier one—Vedic, orthodox, Brah-
minical. The Vedic tradition “involved worship of gods without places and
was a religion of placelessness,” while the Puranic Hindu traditions consti-
tute a “religion of sacred places, places associated with particular manifesta-
tions of divine power” (Jacobsen 2013, 70). In the Puranic Hindu traditions,
the deities were thought to permanently reside at particular sites and be
accessible there for worship in visible form (Jacobsen 2013, 57). Building
on this idea, pilgrimage (tirthaydatra) had become equal to a sacrifice as a
meritorious religious practice and a means to salvation (Ensink 1979, 106).2
Some Sthalamahatmyas seem to be commenting on this development, as
can be seen in the texts on Kanchi. The frame-stories in the Vaisnava Karici-
mahatmya and the Saiva Kaficimahatmya tell how the sages discuss which
means are best suited to attain liberation by seeing Visnu respectively Siva,
and the conclusion is to visit sacred places dear to Visnu or Siva. With pil-
grimage, salvation was no longer considered the privilege of the brahmins
but was in principle attainable to everyone, regardless of gender and class,
by visiting sacred places (Jacobsen 2013, 23). At these sites, the link to the di-
vine was (and still is) thought to be stronger (Eck 2012, 7). Sthalamahatmyas
emerged as an expression of these transformed circumstances and

their importance lies in the fact that they represent the more ac-
cessible level of textual material for devotees and sacred special-
ists, who can easily use them as they select, filter and retell mytho-
logical narrations to convey new meanings. (Lazzaretti 2016, 122)

The myths were important means to transfer the notion about the effica-
cious powers of the sacred places, which are said to be affected by reli-
gious practices such as taking a ritual bath—or hearing about the great-
ness (mahatmya) of the site (Nath 2009, 171, 174). By emphasising the
religious significance of a particular site and extolling it through various

2 Attested by passages on pilgrimage found in the Mahabharata, the practice of
pilgrimage was adopted in Brahminical, orthodox traditions from the first cen-
turies CE (Ensink 1976, 72 and 1979, 110-111). The Puranas date a little later,
from the early fourth to the early sixth century, with modifications being made
until the early medieval times (Flood 1997, 110).
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myths, Sthalamahatmyas generally aim to attract pilgrims and patronage
that would also result in economic profits for the (temple) priests and func-
tionaries at the site in question (Dutta 2010, 31-32, 36; Ambach et al. 2022b,
3). Each text is thus a representative of a particular site, be it a single place
such as a temple, or a larger area, such as a city housing several sites. In
their local anchoring, Sthalamahatmyas are prime representatives of the
religion of place of the Puranic Hindu traditions.

The Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi as a whole may be dated to the pre-
modern times. A historical categorisation of Sthalamahatmyas remains in
most cases an unresolved issue as the Puranic texts are usually de-tempo-
ralised. They make a timeless claim to truth (Bisschop 2011, 3), with the
authorship being attributed to divine characters and the stories about the
origin of sacred places set in a mythic past. In the case of the Sthalamahat-
myas on Kanchi, Ute Hiisken’s assessment “that most were composed after
the fourteenth century” (2017, 67) offers an initial orientation, with recent
research by Jonas Buchholz (2022, 2025) as well as this book discussing de-
tails that substantiate this.

While dealing with the past, the Sthalamahatmyas are still of relevance
today. There is continuity in several aspects, in particular in reference to
geography and mythology. The temples in contemporary Kanchi are often
still known under the names given to the places in the texts and are found
at the same location as indicated by the Sthalamahatmyas. Additionally, the
stories about the origin of a temple told by the priests when visiting the sanc-
tum sanctorum and/or the place myth found on stone slabs in the temple
today often seem to draw on the myth(s) of origin of the particular site found
in one or even several Sthalamahatmya texts. Similarly, conceptions about
the relationships between the local deities are expressed and mediated in
the texts and events from the mythological stories are re-enacted and inter-
preted in the contemporary ritual practice (Hisken 2017, 69; Schier 2018).
Sthalamahatmyas thus enable a very specific approach to different nuances
of preserving and transmitting collective memory over long periods of time.
They represent and also shape the local religious landscape of Kanchi.

The core of the glorifying texts constitutes the interpretative exposition of
the local sacred geography. For a study of sacred geography, Kanchipuram
is particularly useful for a variety of reasons: with a continuous settlement
since ca. 300 BCE, the city has one of the longest uninterrupted histories of
any city in South India (Raman 1987, 67-68; Heitzman and Rajagopal 2004,
239) during which a multifocal religious space emerged simultaneously with
the growth of the city; the city’s temples are set in a unique urban layout,
with the three largest dominating the scene (Stein 2021, 106-108). Moreover,
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Kanchi houses a decidedly pluralistic religious landscape, a vibrant ritual
and festival scene with over four hundred temples and other places of wor-
ship shaped by the Hindu traditions of Saivas, Vaisnavas, and Saktas, as
well as Jains and, in early times, Buddhists (Hiisken 2017; Srinivasan 1979,
231-279; Seshadri 2003, 29-39; Schier 2018, 10). Together, these elements
make Kanchipuram “probably the most complex of Tamil temple towns”
(Schier 2018, 10). As reflection of the rich religious landscape, there is not
only one but several Sthalamahatmya texts that describe, interpret, and
shape the sacred space of the city. Approaching the three of them in a com-
parative manner allows for comprehensive, multi-perspective insights into
this multifarious universe.

1.1 State of Research

For a long time, the study of the Puranas—and with it, of the Sthalamahat-
myas—has received limited attention in scholarship, although the corpus of
the relevant texts is extensive. Main reasons for this state of affairs could
be the almost exclusively local distribution and the prevailing view among
Sanskrit philologists that the texts of the entire genre of the Mahatmyas
are of a supposedly little literary merit (Wiig 1981, 1-2; Rocher 1986, 5-13).
The most detailed study of the Mahatmyas has been undertaken by Linda
Wiig (1981); a few sections on the Mahatmyas, providing a general over-
view, can be further found in publications on Indian literature (Gonda 1977,
277-283; Rocher 1986, 70-72); in addition, selected Sthalamahatmya texts
have been studied individually, mostly dealing with places in North and
East India (Bakker 1990a, 1996; Bisschop 2016, 2021; Jacques 1962; Lochte-
feld 2010; Malik 1993; Smith 2007; Littunen 2022). Sthalamahatmyas about
South Indian sites, however, have received even less attention so far (Kulke
1969, 1970; Czerniak-Drozdzowicz and Sathyanarayanan 2022; Debicka-
Borek 2019, 2022, 2023), which leaves much potential for future research.
Moreover, texts in the style of Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas also exist in
other (South) Indian languages. The largest number constitute a body of
texts composed in Tamil and called Talapuranams (stories of places).® The

3 Talapuranams are often intimately connected to Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas,
claiming to have a Sanskrit Sthalamahatmya as their source (Buchholz 2022,
13). However, as Jonas Buchholz notes (2023a, 388), this close connection
between Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas and their Tamil counterparts, is—with few
exceptions—often not taken into account in scholarly studies. This means that
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glorifying texts on Kanchipuram exist both in Sanskrit and Tamil. With
seven texts available in printed editions and even more in the manuscript
form, their number is comparatively large, considering that they all deal
with a single place (Buchholz 2022, 11). This textual situation is exceptional
and therefore offers a particularly promising starting point for comparat-
ive research. It is precisely this approach that is taken in this book when
comparing the concepts of KaficT’s sacred geography in the three Sanskrit
Sthalamahatmyas.

In recent years, the Sanskrit and Tamil glorifying texts have increasingly
become the focus of scholarship on Kanchipuram. For a long time, research
on the city addressed itself to its history as the capital of the Pallava kings
and an important centre during the following dynasties ruling in the re-
gion (Foulkes 1889; Gopalan 1928; Mahalingam 1969; Srinivasan 1979), and
the city’s temples in the light of their art history and architecture (Minakshi
1954; contributions in Krishna 1992; Seshadri 2003; Nagaswamy 2011). In-
dividual temples, in particular those with an exceptional architecture and
iconography and/or of major religious significance (Venkataraman 1973;
Raman 1975; Varadatatacharya 1978; Wilke 1996; Hudson 2008a, 2008b;
Kaimal 2005, 2020; Krishna 2014; Rajarajan 2015-2016), as well as arche-
ological studies and inscriptions (Rao 1915; Jouveau-Debreuil 1919; Raman
1987; Pisipaty 2011) were the topic of several publications. Of particular rel-
evance for the analysis of Kafcr’s sacred geography from the Sthalamahat-
myas are the available publications on the development of the cityscape and
urban geography (Hudson 1993; Heitzman 2001; Heitzman and Rajagopal
2004; Stein 2015, 2021, 2022), since the texts refer to the spatiality of the city.

In the last two decades, there has been increased research on the ritual
and festival traditions of Kanchipuram and their performative aspects (Hiis-
ken 2007, 2013, 2017, 2018, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c, 2022, 2023, 2025; Ilkama
2018, 2021, 2022, 2023; Schier 2013, 2018, 2021, 2022).* Besides, some mo-
tifs and narratives from the texts have been dealt with in individual studies

there is a considerable scope for further research in the combined consideration
of texts in Sanskrit and local languages.

4 Research carried out within the framework of the subproject “Initiation,
Priesterweihe, Tempelfest—Ritualtraditionen in der siidindischen Tempelstadt
Kancipuram” (Initiation, Ordination to Priesthood, Temple Festivals—Ritual Tra-
ditions in the South Indian Temple City of Kancipuram) of the Collaborative Re-
search Project (Sonderforschungsbereich) “Ritual Dynamics” at Heidelberg Uni-
versity, funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) from 2002 to 2013
and headed by Ute Hiisken, marked the beginning.
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(Porcher 1985; Mofiner 2008; Schier 2018; Debicka-Borek 2019; lkama 2012,
2023).°

Research on Kanchipuram’s glorifying texts under multifaceted perspec-
tives was further intensified with the launch of the project Temple Networks
in Early Modern South India: Narratives, Rituals, and Material Culture at
Heidelberg University® and is continued in the ongoing long-term research
unit Hindu Temple Legends in South India at the Heidelberg Academy of
Sciences and Humanities (since 2022; headed by Ute Hiisken). Among re-
cent publications resulting from research conducted within these frame-
works is an edited volume on South Indian sacred sites in their capacity
as connected places (Ambach et al. 2022a), an examination of the particular
links of the Tamil Kaficippuranam to its source, the Sanskrit Saiva Kafci-
mahatmya, in context of the general relationship of Tamil Talapuranams
to Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas (Buchholz 2023a), and a study of the Ati Atti
Varatar Vaipavam festival, which is celebrated once every forty years at the
Varataraja Perumal temple in Kanchipuram (Hiisken 2023). As prelimin-
ary work on my doctoral dissertation, I looked into the mythological stories
about the sacred water body Sarvatirtha / Carvatirttam in Kanchi from three
Sthalamahatmyas to explore their spatial layout of Kafici (Ambach 2022).

1.2 Research Questions

Although there are individual publications on selected aspects—mainly
myths—that are dealt with in the Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchipuram, there
has not yet been any significant research into the sacred geographies laid
out in the texts, be it for a single text or for several texts in a comparative
perspective. The present study addresses this gap and undertakes an in-
depth analysis of the sacred geography of Kafici on the basis of three glor-
ifying Sanskrit texts about the city. As a comparative perspective, such as
the one adopted in this book, highlights, they all refer to the same spatially

5 Moreover, some publications have looked at selected motifs from the local nar-
ratives based on the Tamil texts (Dessigane et al. 1964; Shulman 1980; Eichinger
Ferro-Luzzi 1987).

6 This project was funded by the German Research Foundation, 2019-2022. The
principal investigators were Ute Hiisken and Jonas Buchholz.
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delimited area and the same conceptual construct, Kanchi, but show consid-
erable differences depending on sectarian orientation, context and focus.’

Fundamentally, this book explores the relationship between the Sthala-
mahatmyas on Kanchi and the religious landscape of the South Indian
temple city. Looking at each of the three texts individually, I examine: i) how
the sacred landscape of Kaficl is imagined and constructed, which places
are named and given significance, and what structural and characteristic
elements define its spatial concept; ii) how and to what extent the physical
geography, spatial particularities of the religious landscape and the urban
space, and related spatial conceptions of the historical city are integrated
into the perspectives on Kaficl; and, iii) expanding on the previous aspect,
how the depiction of Kaficl from the Sthalamahatmya reflects its sectarian
orientation and a possible spatial agenda, and how it engages with the plur-
alistic religious landscape of the city, particularly sites associated with other
religious traditions. Furthermore, a comparative perspective on the designs
of Kaficl’s sacred landscape in all three Sthalamahatmyas is introduced to
contextualise them within the local religious landscape, history, and geo-
graphy.

Discussing the above-mentioned aspects gives first of all insights into the
rich Kanchipuram Sthalamahatmyas tradition. By approaching the texts
from the angle of spatiality—a perspective that is often still neglected in
studies of literature (Piatti 2008, 21)—the book sheds light on the concept
of Kanchi as sacred space through the lens of three Sthalamahatmya texts.
While set in mythical, ahistorical times, Sthalamahatmyas are assumed to
be shaped by the geo-temporal context to which their composers referred
(Dutta 2010, 32; Gonda 1977, 278). The texts on Kanchi thus allude not only
to the historical city Kanchi in general but also to specific historical settings
and developments. With their compositions presumably dating to different
centuries, they relate to different phases in the life of the historical place
and thus attest to historical developments within the city’s diverse religious
landscape. As I show in chapters 4, 5, and 6, the Sthalamahatmyas thus
present parallel but not necessarily temporally concurrent conceptions and
interpretations of the city and its unique religious landscape, referring to
and representing the diachronic aspect of the historical place and space.
Furthermore, each text stands for one of the different religious traditions

7 Throughout this book, I use sectarian (traditions) to refer to the various Hindu
religious traditions, in the most general sense to the major strands of Saivism,
Vaisnavism, and Saktisim, as part of “a synthesis of originally discrete religions
that gradually came to be situated under the umbrella of a unified Hindu religion
in the early second millennium” (Fisher 2017, 31).
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that share Kanchipuram’s space, as well for its own distinct tradition of tex-
tual transmission. Looking at their Saiva, Sakta, or Vaisnava perspectives
as testimonies of Kanchi’s pluralistic religious landscape and viewing them
in parallel allows for a comprehensive exploration of the conception, con-
struction, and consolidation of Kanchi as the multifarious sacred place it
became and still is.

1.3 Methodology and Textual Sources

This book is primarily a textual study of the Sanskrit Sthalam&hatmya texts
on Kanchipuram. It discusses the sacred geography of Kaficl expressed
in these texts through both inner-textual and comparative approaches. A
cross-textual perspective is enabled by the existence of more than one
Sthalamahatmya on Kanchipuram, three of which are analysed here. Their
portrayals construct literary geographies of the city with its numerous sac-
red places. Accordingly, the analysis of the places and spatial concepts men-
tioned in the texts is the core element. To this end, extracting the geography-
related data from the Sthalamahatmyas, mapping and visualising it, and
lastly interpreting the cartographic representations are the required steps,
as Barbara Piatti has pointed out in reference to the discussion of liter-
ary geographies (2008, 52, in reference to Moretti 1999, 25). The resulting
literary-geographical maps allow not only to illustrate what is described in
the texts and discern patterns of the geographies emerging from them, but
also to explore what is left out (Moretti 1999, 31). Their aim is to add value to
the textual analysis (Piatti 2008, 50), and cartographic representations are
included in this book for this purpose (for details on the maps, see subsec-
tion 1.3.3). For comprehensive reference, the appendix gives details about
the places mentioned in the three Sthalamahatmyas and the historical sites
with which they can be identified (for details, see subsection 1.3.2).

In light of the Sthalamahatmyas evidently referring to the regional geo-
graphy and the urban and religious landscape of Kanchi, I attempt to ex-
amine allusions to historical developments. This contextualisation builds
on extant scholarly work in the form of secondary literature, with the first-
hand consideration of historical (primary) sources such as inscriptions be-
ing beyond the scope of this work. Two excursions with subsequent shorter
field-visits to Kanchipuram in January 2020 and March 2023 round off my



10 1 Introduction

text-based approach.? These on-site stays allowed me to familiarise myself
with Kanchipuram and develop a sense for its spatiality, to visit temples and
shrines, and search for sites that I could not locate with the help of maps,
secondary sources, and online research.

1.3.1 Primary Sources and Translations

There exist several glorifying Sanskrit texts on Kanchipuram in Sanskrit.’
Three larger Sthalamahatmya texts form the basis for my work (see below
and chapter 3). They all deal with Kanchi’s sacred geography in a broader
perspective and are available in printed editions. A fourth and rather pop-
ular Sanskrit Sthalamahatmya, available in many manuscripts and editions
(Buchholz 2022, 18-19) and called Hastigirimahdatmya, has a more limited
focus on the myth of Visnu as Varadaraja (Varataraja Perumal) in Kanchi
and is therefore not considered.'® Likewise, two texts entitled Kaficisthana-
mahdtmya, which are available only in manuscript form, are not taken into
account.'

The three Sthalamahatmyas dealt with in this study are: i) a Saiva text
titled Kafictimahatmya (KM(S)), in fifty chapters containing a total of 4700
verses, that attributes itself to the Skandapurana; ii) a text with the title
Kamakstvilasa (KV) with 1400 verses in fourteen chapters, which reflects a
Sakta point of view and states to be a part of the Markandeyapurana; iii) and
a Vaisnava text also titled Kafictmahatmya (KM(V)) that claims to belong

8 The excursions were part of the workshop “Networks of Temples and Networks
of Texts in South India,” organised by the project Temple Networks in Early Mod-
ern South India: Narratives, Rituals, and Material Culture (German Research
Foundation) in January 2020, in Pondicherry and Kanchipuram, India, and the
workshop “Narratives on the Yathoktakarl Perumal Temple” in February/March
2023, conducted by the Hindu Temple Legends in South India research unit
(Heidelberg Academy of Sciences) in Pondicherry and Kanchipuram.

9 For an overview of the available editions and manuscripts of the Sthalamahat-
myas on Kanchi as well as the Tamil Talapuranams, see Buchholz 2022.

10 In his brief analysis of the Hastigirimahdatmya, Jonas Buchholz notes that this
Mahatmya is of a Vaisnava nature and largely corresponds to the other Vaisnava
Sthalamahatmya on Kanchi, the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya, in its telling of
Varadaraja’s myth of origin; it is a very popular text with many available prin-
ted editions and manuscripts in different scripts and commentaries in different
languages (2022, 18-19).

11 On the Karficisthanamahatmyas, see Buchholz 2022, 20-21 and Buchholz and
Raghavan (forthcoming).
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to the Brahmandapurana and contains 2300 verses arranged in thirty-two
chapters.

For the Saiva Kaficimahdatmya, the printed edition from 1889 in Telugu
script has been the main source, with additional consultation of the edition
from 1867 in Telugu script when needed; for the Kamaksivilasa, the Devana-
gari edition from 1968 was the basis, with consideration of the edition from
1889 in Telugu script for variants; and for the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya,
the printed edition from 1907 in Devanagari script has been used, consid-
ering a handwritten paper manuscript for variant readings.> During my
research, the texts became gradually available also in preliminary digital
versions and thus in searchable Roman transcriptions.!® The possibility to
search the texts digitally proved to be an important tool, allowing me to look
for specific place names, terms and place references in order to analyse and,
importantly, compare the occurrence and structural use of these elements
in the texts.!*

The basis for my analysis of Kaficl’s sacred geography are translations
of several chapters of the primary sources and the reading of several more
passages whenever I came across an aspect that I wanted to explore in more
detail. Generally, I have focused on the chapters and passages that present
the designs of Kaficr’s sacred space. Overall,  have translated ten out of four-
teen chapters of the Kamaksivilasa, fifteen out of thirty-two of the Vaisnava

12 The manuscript is titled Kafictksetramahatmya and is held by the French Insti-
tute of Pondicherry (transcript T. no. 1083). It is a copy of the manuscript D.
15705 of the Government Oriental Manuscripts Library in Chennai.

13 The passages in Roman transcription from these three texts reproduced in this
publication are based on a transcript of the 1889 edition of the Saiva Kaficimahat-
mya, produced by Meera Shridhar, Jonas Buchholz, and myself; a transcript of
the 1907 edition of the Vaisnava text, prepared by Marija Grujovska and my-
self; and a transcript of the 1968 Devanagari edition of the Kamaksivilasa, done
by myself. No editorial intervention (such as normalisations of and notes on
spelling, reading suggestions, corrections of errors) was carried out in the tran-
scriptions of the Sanskrit prints, apart from the insertion of avagrahas wherever
these were missing. When citing text passages in the present book, I have added
text abbreviations for clarity (for example, KV for the Kamaksivilasa; see list of
abbreviations on p. xi).

14 As of 2025, digital facsimiles of the three Saiva Kaficimahatmya, the Kamaksi-
vilasa, and the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya have been produced by the Hindu
Temple Legends in South India research unit (Heidelberg Academy of Sciences).
They can be found at https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.72555 (Saiva Kaficimahat-
mya, 1889 edition), https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.72557 (Kamaksivilasa, 1889
edition), and https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.72556 (Vaisnava Kafictmahatmya,
1907 edition).
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Kaficimahatmya, individual passages of the Saiva Kaficimahatmya. Besides,
I could rely on summaries of several chapters of the latter text prepared by
Jonas Buchholz. Regardless of whether there was another translation avail-
able which I could consult in the initial stages of my work, all translations
from these texts given in this book are my own.

1.3.2 Identification of Sacred Places

AsIdemonstrate in this book, the sacred geographies from the Sthalamahat-
myas on Kanchi are grounded in the real-world city, its layout and religious
landscape at a certain point of time in history. Terminologically, I differenti-
ate between the notion of the sacred places from the Sthalamahatmyas and
the existing sites. Following Melanie Conroy’s distinction of literary places
in her study of literary geographies in the works of Honoré de Balzac and
Marcel Proust, the existing sites are termed “historical” as their existence is
attested in historical documents (2021, 6). Most of the sacred places men-
tioned in the three Sthalamahatmyas can be identified with historical sites,
temples, shrines, and temple tanks. The majority of these sites still exist in
contemporary Kanchi. Establishing correlations is fundamental to find out
how the descriptions from the texts refer to the spatiality of the real-world
geography and which places of the more than four hundred sites found in
the city are taken into account in the texts.

The localising of sacred places from the texts and their identification with
historical sites is a core aspect in the discussion of KaficT’s sacred geograph-
ies (see above). It has been done using a range of sources: I consulted maps
available online (primarily GoogleMaps and GoogleEarth) and secondary
sources about the sites in Kanchipuram, searched the internet for comments
and even maps created by people writing online about their visits to these
sites, and expanded my knowledge through discussions with scholars work-
ing on the same subject, especially Ute Hiisken and Jonas Buchholz. While I
had to start from scratch regarding the identification of most places for the
Vaisnava Kafictmahatmya and Kamaksivilasa, I was able to draw on a list
compiled by Jonas Buchholz (2025) for the Saiva Kafictmahatmya where the
sacred places from the text have been located and identified with contem-
porary sites.

In many cases, the names from the texts are similar to the Sanskrit, Tamil,
or Tamilised contemporary names, thus allowing a comparatively straight-
forward identification. For example, the goddess Kamaksi is still known un-
der this Sanskrit name, alternatively under the similar Tamil name Kamatc,
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or Kamakshi in anglicised spelling. The identification of the site of Kamaks1
mentioned in the Sthalamahatmyas with the Kamaksi Amman temple can
therefore easily be made by the name alone. In other cases, a translation of
the Sanskrit name from the Sthalamahatmya into Tamil provides the hint.
For example, the name of Syamavisnu indicates that this Visnu is (called)
green-coloured (syama), which is reflected in his Tamil name Paccaivanna
Perumal, the green-coloured one (paccai means green in Tamil, vannam col-
our; TL s.v. paccai, vannam). However, when the Tamil and contemporary
anglicised name of the shrine, temple, or water body bear little likeness to
the name mentioned in the text, the identification depends to a great extent
on the location given in the Sthalamahatmyas and the mythological story of
origin linked to the site.'®

1.3.3 Spatial Dimensions and Visualisations on Maps

Understanding the pre-modern units of measurement given in the Sthala-
mahatmyas is essential for the analysis of the location details. The texts on
Kanchi use the units yojana, gavyiti, and krosa, which are all ancient In-
dian temporal length units. This means that they initially denote a distance
covered in a certain time span; the individual distance actually covered
can thus vary depending on the course of the route and the specific topo-
graphical conditions (curvy/straight, hilly/flat). A yojana, for example, is un-
derstood as a distance travelled without unharnessing the draught animal
(PW, s.v. yojana). A distance in such a temporal length unit can therefore
not be converted into a constant distance in contemporary standard length
units like kilometres or miles, and a wide range of conversion values have
been proposed over time (Danino 2015, 134). This ambiguity therefore re-
quires estimates when searching for places according to the distances men-
tioned in the Sthalamahatmya texts and further contextualising details like
the name and the mythological story linked to the place in the text.®

15 In some instances places from the texts could not (yet) be identified with histor-
ical places. This may be because the information from the texts is not conclusive
enough or the historical place no longer exists in the area indicated by the text.
Further research is needed in these cases, possibly on site, to explore the city on
the ground and learn about the oral narratives and compare those to the myth-
ological stories linked to the places in the texts.

16 For a purely text-internal spatial understanding, it is sufficient to consider the
temporal distance units in relation to each other. The unit yojana is the longest;
1 krosa is 1/4 of a yojana or half of a gavyiiti (PW, s.v. krosa); 1 gavyiiti is 2 krosas
(PW, s.v. gavyuti). Besides these, the Kamakstvilasa uses the unit amsa (lit. share
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Yet, for the purpose of spatial visualisations on a geographical map em-
ploying contemporary units of length—as included in this book—a conver-
sion value is required. To facilitate this, such a value for the yojana, the
longest measurement unit used in the texts, will be derived below using two
calculations. The first follows Michel Danino’s (2015) survey of several of
ancient Indian length units based on different Sanskrit texts, according to
which a yojana would corresponds to around 14.6 kilometres.!” The second
calculation is based on Otto Bohtlingk’s Sanskrit-Worterbuch, which states
that a yojana corresponds 4 krosas, where each krosa corresponds to 2 geo-
graphical miles (PW s.v. yojana; s.v. krosa). The distance of a geographical
mile is derived from the circumference of the earth at the equator and is
commonly defined as around 6080 feet, or around 1.8 kilometres (National
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency 2024, 357). Accordingly, a yojana would cor-
respond to 14.4 kilometres.!® While both conversions provide concrete fig-
ures, they nonetheless leave a degree of imprecision in translating the dis-
tance of a yojana into contemporary units of measurement. Consequently,
any value can only be regarded as approximate. For the sake of consistency
in visualising spatial dimensions derived from the Sthalamahatmyas in geo-
graphical maps, this study adopts the conversion value of 1 yojana as equal
to 14.5 kilometres, averaged from the two calculations discussed above for
the sake of simplicity.

The numerous maps included in this book serve to illustrate and bet-
ter understand the spatial concepts and their internal structures that are
found in the Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchipuram (see section 1.3). In all
maps that represent places from the Sthalamahatmyas, sites that could not
yet be clearly identified with historical places are evidently missing. The
maps included in this book are created with the free online map creator
uMap in accordance with its terms of use (FOSSGIS eV. n.d.). uMap allows

or part; PW, s.v. amsa). As it is not a common unit, the Kamaksivilasa defines its
own usage: 1 yojana is 160 amsas, hence 1 amsa is a 1/160 of a yojana (yojanam
panditaih proktam sastyuttarasatamsakam | | KV 1.51cd).

17 The calculation based on Michel Danino’s study (2015, 125-134) is as follows: 1
yojana equals 8000 dandas, where each danda is equivalent to 96 angulas. Using
the commonly accepted value of 19 millimetres per angula that he identifies,
1 danda measures 96 x 19 millimetres, or 1.824 metres. Accordingly, 1 yojana
equals 8000 x 1.824 metres, resulting in a total length of approximately 14.59
kilometres

18 1 yojana equals 4 krosas. Given that 1 krosa corresponds to 2 geographical
miles—approximately 1.8 kilometres—each krosa measures around 3.6 kilo-
metres. Consequently, 1 yojana equates to 4 x 3.6 kilometres, yielding a total
of approximately 14.4 kilometres.
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creating maps with the map layers by OpenStreetMap (OSM), a free, open
map database, licensed under an Open Data Commons Open Database Li-
cense (ODbL). This means OSM data can be copied, shared, and modified
freely—as long as OSM and its contributors are credited; if one builds on
OSM data or adapts it, the result can only be distributed under the same li-
cense (OpenStreetMap Foundation n.d.). Accordingly, all maps created by
me are licensed under the ODbL license. This applies to i) the maps in-
cluded in this book, which have been created adding markers and forms
to OSM map layers, some of which are further annotated using third-party
software as permitted by the license of OSM; and ii) an online map created
with uMap that shows the places mapped in the three Sthalamahatmyas. It
can be viewed at https://lumap.openstreetmap.de/de/map/ma-2024_68868.

1.4 Approaching Sacred Geography

As they occur in works of literature, the descriptions of Kaficl in the Sthala-
mahatmyas are first of all and generally speaking literary landscapes. A lit-
erary account of places, or a literary geography can take different forms; one
of its fundamental aspects is the extent to which the place(s) described, the
imagined place(s), refer to the real-world geography (Piatti 2008, 23-32).1°
In any case, the subsequent discussion of the landscape is subject to the fun-
damental premise in the consideration of literary geography that Barbara
Piatti (2008, 25) points out in her work on the geography of literature: “Es
gibt Beriihrungspunkte zwischen fiktionaler und realer Geographie” (there
are points of contact between the fictional and the real geography).

19 The term literary geography is used ambiguously. As a discipline and situated
at the junction of human geography and literary studies, an interdisciplinary
subject area, the conceptual understanding of “literary geography” is controver-
sially discussed and there have been different uses of this phrase over time (Al-
exander 2015). Sheila Hones (2018) argues for a distinction in the humanities
between literary geography as an academic subdiscipline using approaches of
geography and social sciences in literature, and the study of geography in liter-
ature. Robert Tally (2020, 2021), in turn, sees less clear-cut lines in the studies of
space and literary geography “as the terrain examined through various types of
spatially oriented critical practices” (2020, 3). In that, it is similar to literary car-
tography, imaginative geography, or geohumanities (Alexander 2015, 5). I use it
in the sense of a literary account of geography in literary works and treat it as a
topic (Piatti 2008) rather than adressing theoretical issues.
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When the fictional world largely overlaps with the geographical, Melanie
Conroy speaks of a “realist geography” (2021, 8). In her study of the liter-
ary geographies in the works of Honoré de Balzac and Marcel Proust, she
explains such a geography as “a fictional world in which most locations
correspond roughly to historical locations with the same names and other
shared characteristics such as country, language, population, topography, or
landmarks” (2021, 8). Following this framing, all three of the Sthalamahat-
myas on Kanchi do present such a realist geography of the city, with two of
the three texts, namely the Saiva Karnictmahatmya and the Kamakstvilasa, in
particular following a geography-based approach.

To make use of Edward Soja’s (1996) terminology, the places referred to in
the Sthalamahatmyas can further be characterised as “real-and-imagined”
places: conceptually, such places or spaces are a blending of physically tan-
gible sites and mental conceptions about them (Soja 1996). While their ma-
terial aspect is secondary, the Sthalamahatmyas provide notions about their
origin, meaning, and significance that is attached to divine presence and/or
mythical events that are said to have happened there (for details, see pp.
18-20).

When adopting a text-immanent perspective, the Sthalamahatmyas can
be considered to depict a sacred geography of Kanchi.?® The texts describe
spaces and places to which particular significance is attributed and tell
about their origin and rewarding powers. These places are either associ-
ated with a resident deities or are bodies of water. The plots of the stories,
through which a geography of Kaficl is laid out in the Sthalamahatmyas,
evolve in an imagined landscape, in a fictional, mythical world.?* As Robert

20 Forreasons of simplicity, I use sacred geography to denote the literarylandscapes
| geographies presented in the Sthalamahatmya texts. Furthermore, I use sac-
red geography, sacred landscape, and sacred space with only slight differences
in meaning; sacred geography tends to be more general and spatially encom-
passing, for example the region of Kanchipuram or the Indian subcontinent in
its entirety, while sacred landscape underlines the composite structure to con-
tain individual places in an area, and sacred space would refer to a spatially
more confined area and emphasises the dimensional aspect, such as the city of
Kanchi or even parts of it.

21 I use the term imagined landscape in a sense narrower than Diana Eck does in
her article on the patterns of a Hindu sacred geography (1998), in which she
uses the term as an equivalent of “sacred landscape”. In her later work on the
same topic (2012), Diana Eck speaks of “sacred landscape”, with “imagined” as
a qualifier. When using imagined or mythical landscape, I intend to stress the
notions (of Kaficl) on the narrative level in the myths, which are, of course, part
of the more encompassing concept of sacred landscape. Furthermore, I would
like to emphasise that while I refer to this nuance of the literary landscape(s) as
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Tally states in the introduction to an edited volume on spatiality and nar-
ratives, “narratives are in some ways devices or methods used to map the
real-and-imagined spaces of human experience” (2014, 3). The Sthalamahat-
myas on Kanchi use myths as the central means for various purposes: they
inform about the origin of sacred places in the (mythological) stories by
providing local(-ised) versions of the well-known Puranic motifs and plots.
They thus create alocal grounding. Their arrangement into a sequence con-
veys a particular interpretation of Kanchi’s spatiality, more so as they ex-
press the sectarian orientation of the individual text, reflected in the selec-
tion of places and the interpretative perspective of the stories. Moreover,
the texts contain prescriptions about rituals to be performed at the places,
thus uniting descriptive (myths) and prescriptive (specifications for rituals)
elements.

The descriptions of Kaficl are based on the geo-spatiality and religious
landscape of the historically grown city Kanchi. The latter is tangible and
part of the real-world geography, the physical geography or space—that we
can still see and experience on site. The Sthalamahatmyas refer to the reli-
gious landscape of the city at a certain point of time in history. Assumptions
about the period to which the texts might refer can only be based on inform-
ation internal to the text or clear references, such as citations, found in other;
datable, texts, since we lack information about the historical compilers (for
details, see chapter 3). As the urban spatial layout, the cityscape, and the
existence of religious sites evolve(d) through time, the referenced religious
landscape may overlap with today’s, but can also differ from it. At the same
time, the Sthalamahatmyas attest to the diachronic aspect of Kanchi and its
religious landscape.

Geography and mythology are woven together in a sacred geography. In
the view of Diana Eck, India’s sacred geography is a “living, storied, and
intricately connected landscape” consisting of “a great network of pilgrim-
age places—referential, inter-referential, ancient and modern, complex and
ever-changing” (2012, 2).?> Typical for Puranic literature, in the Sthala-

mythical and imagined, this wording does not and should not deny the perceived
reality of these conceptions for many practising Hindu devotees. The distinction
is chosen in order to refer to its occurrence in mythological narratives and to
differentiate this layer of sacred landscape terminologically from the physically
tangible one of the historically grown city of Kanchi.

22 For Diana Eck (1998, 2012), the contemporary angle, the multiplication of sites
as reflection of relations in a polycentric landscape, and the aspect of pilgrims
bringing to life this geography by travelling the land to visit places of extraordin-
ary (sacred) nature are integral parts of the concept.
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mahatmyas on Kanchipuram as well, the aspect of pilgrimage as movement
through the landscape is non-determining, although the texts conceptually
refer to the (physical) goals of pilgrimage, the sacred places (Jacobsen 2013,
22, 89).

The individual sacred place, often considered a pilgrimage place, is in
Sanskrit denoted by the term tirtha. Its nature is aptly described by Knut
Jacobsen (2013, 22) who states that a “[t]irtha in the geographical sense is a
place of divine or extraordinary power that is believed to have a particular
ability to fulfil wishes and grant salvation, which is a goal for pilgrimage
travel (tirthayatra).” In a broader sense, sacred places of various kinds can
be labelled as tirtha—a hill, a forest, a pond, a city, or a temple (Jacobsen
2013, 22).

In a narrow sense, tirtha denotes sacred places connected with water.
This understanding reflects the early meaning of the word as it is found in
the pre-Puranic literature. Literally meaning ford or crossing, it was used
for ritual bathing and in the sense of threshold for a transition between this
world and another (Eck 1981, 326-329). In the Puranic literature, the word
tirtha retains its meaning of a crossing and comes to mean a place of spir-
itual transition, where rituals are more potent and the presence of deities
can be felt more intensely than elsewhere (Eck 2012, 7). Also, in the Puranas,
there is a significant expansion of the concept of tirtha and the form that a
tirtha could now take: from places sanctified by sages and gods or where
a venerable person lived, to water, the human body or time whereby the
number of tirthas increased immensely (Nath 2009, 168).

Notably, there is a different use of the word tirtha in the north and the
south of India. As Diana Eck writes, “[s]o closely associated is the tirtha with
pure, running river waters that in South India the word tirtha has come to
mean sacred waters” (1981, 335). In precisely this way the word tirtha is
used in the Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi. Accordingly, I use tirtha to denote
a (sacred) water body with sacred properties, which is associated with the
divine and attributed salvific powers.

Characteristics of Sacred Places
The Hindu sacred landscape of India is vast and densely dotted by the in-

dividual, often connected, places.”® These are so numerous that Diana Eck
wonders whether “the whole notion of ‘sacred space’ as somehow set apart

23 On the interconnectivity of places, see Eck 1998 and 2012.
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from the profane is cast into question,” since “sacred space is so vastly multi-
plied that there is little left untouched by the presence of the sacred” (2012,
76). This accumulation, the “richness of pilgrimage places in Hinduism is
due not least to the richness of the divine world—that is, the number of gods
and goddesses and sacred narratives are mirrored in the sacred geography”
(Jacobsen 2013, 7).

A conceptual opposition between the sacred and the profane is a part of
many theoretical approaches to “the sacred.” Knut Jacobsen (2013, 8) pro-
poses an interpretative translation of tirtha as “sacred space,” thus emphas-
ising the spatial property of a tirtha that sets it apart from its (profane) sur-
roundings, for example expressed through ritual processions or a certain
behaviour required therein.?* Such a notion of a sacred place that addresses
the physicality of a built environment of, for example, a temple at that loca-
tion is not expressed in the Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi. Accordingly, the
extent of individual sacred sites is not assessed, as the physical appearance
of a place is of secondary importance. Only the city Kafict and the region
are spatially demarcated by indicating their extents in all the three texts.
Similar to sacred places, these spaces are considered sacred (punya) and of
particular significance. However, they seem to be treated as specific forma-
tions, which is reflected in the relevance of their spatial aspect and in their
usual general designation as ksetra (area; for details, see pp. 21-22).

The concept of “sacred place” in the Sthalamahatmyas instead emphas-
ises two other qualities: the divine presence at a sacred place and its
ascribed powers; Knut Jacobsen terms these as “divine space” and “salvific
space” in his book on the conceptual development of Hindu pilgrimage
(2013, 7-8). In the Puranic context—and accordingly in the Sthalamahat-
myas on Kanchi—the salvific power of a sacred place is thought to res-
ult from the deity or mythological character who once sanctified the place
(Jacobsen 2013, 4-8).2° These aspects are addressed in the myths from the
Sthalamahatmyas; they explain how a place originated, became sacred, and

24 My use of sacred space as equivalent to sacred geography differs from Knut Jacob-
sen’s (2013) use of “sacred space” by which he points to the quality of a place as
sacred as opposed to profane (cf. n. 20). His term of “salvific space”, which em-
phasises the capacity of places/spaces to confer beneficial powers, corresponds
most closely to the conception of significant places in the Sthalamahatmyas on
Kanchi and which I call sacred places.

25 Nevertheless, it is the natural surroundings that are more likely to be considered
sacred: water, mountains, caves, or trees (Gupta 2011, 4-5). For details on the
notion of sacred sites in the Puranic literature, see Eck 1981, Jacobsen 2013, and
Nath 2009.
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justify its sacredness and salvific power. An important element to the lat-
ter are “the declaration and quantification of merit that can be attained by
either visiting these places [...] or by performing specific rituals—mainly
ritual baths [...][and] worship of the resident deities” (Gengnagel 2011, 23).
These statements usually occur in specific sections and are denoted as phala-
sruti (that which has been heard about the rewards) of a site.

The affiliation with the divine and the rewarding powers ascribed to a
place are thought to be inherent in a place and thus independent of the built
environment of the historical site, shrine, temple or water body in the phys-
ical landscape with which it can be identified. The background to this is
that the sacredness is considered to be everlasting whereas the tangible ap-
pearance is subject to change. These parallel but separable features are the
fundamental aspects of sacred places, as Diana Eck elaborates in her book
on India’s sacred geography:

Among the most important developments over the thousand
years during which the mahatmyas of the tirthas [sacred places]
came to prominence was the emergence of the constructed tir-
tha—the temple, built with the durability of stone. In most tirthas,
the temple itself is not what is important; it is the place, the power,
the manifestation of the divine. The great tirthas were there long
before elaborate temples were constructed [...]. A tirtha does not
need to have a temple, and when temples are destroyed or fall
into ruin, the tirtha remains. (2012, 76-77)

The permanence built on an attributed origin in mythical times is a core
characteristic of sacred places. Their physical appearance is usually not
taken into account in most Sthalamahatmyas. The texts on Kanchi include
only a few references to physical features of sacred sites. Their origin myths
instead focus on the emerging divine presence at a place. In essence it is
said that after a deity has manifested itself it remains at a place in its par-
ticular local form with its local name. The outward form of the residing
deity may be described; for example, an anthropomorphic form in the case
of Visnu, the establishing of an aniconic sivalinga in the case of Saiva sacred
sites. Similarly, the water of a sacred body of water can be mentioned as an
elemental characteristic of such a place. None of these features, however,
indicate a built structure as we might imagine it when we think of a sacred
site as temple tank or temple.
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Terminology

In the Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi different types of sacred places are ter-
minologically differentiated. There are areas, bodies of water, and all other
sacred places. An area is commonly denoted by the term ksetra, which can
be understood as (sacred) region, landed property, or pilgrimage place / area
(MW, s.v. ksetra). As a sacred territory, a ksetra can generally house sev-
eral individual sacred places and further sacred spaces. The definition of
a ksetra creates boundaries and a sense of property in the Sthalamahat-
myas. For example, the Saiva Kafictmahatmya delineates an extended re-
gion around Kaficl and calls it Kaficiksetra, the area of Kaficl. It thus refers
to the spatial dimension of what is considered to belong to Kafici, which in
turn is associated with a certain idea of Karfcl. At the same time, the texts
also construct spaces as arenas for events of particular plots. For example,
the Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya defines sacrificial halls as venue for the myths
set in Kaficl. These illustrate the spatiality of the mythical landscape.

Bodies of water are generally denoted by the term tirtha, reflecting the
narrow understanding of the word in the usage of the term in South India
(Eck 1981, 335; see section 1.4). Most often, the word tirtha is an integral part
of the specific name of a water body, for example Sarvatirtha. As for denot-
ing a sacred place that is not a tirtha, the texts employ varying strategies.
For the most part, only the specific name of the resident deity of a place is
mentioned, such as Anekapesvara (Siva), Yathoktakari (Visnu), or Pralaya-
bandhini (Dev1). The place name is thus identical with that of the resident
deity.

Besides, the Saiva Kaficimahatmya frequently and consistently uses the
general designation sthana (place) for sacred places of Siva (sivalingas) and
Visnu. This wording emphasises the relevance of the location of the places
and reveals a retrospective understanding of them as conceptually already
existing—at a spatially stable location—when referring to them.?® In the
Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya, in turn, the emergence of sacred places in Kaficl
only comes about in the context of the myths that describe their origin, and
they are conceptually not considered to exist before (see section 6.3). This
prospective approach reduces the relevance of a place and its specific loca-
tion in terms of spatial orientation and thus also the need for a linguistic la-

26 A typical first line of an episode about a Sivalifnga in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya
would read as follows: athanyad api vaksyami sthanam sambhor mahattaram |
KM($) 31.1ab. In this case, the narrator Kausika begins the story on the linga
Virattahasesvara.
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belling. A general term for place is not employed in the Vaisnava text. Only
once, in a summarising and retrospective statement at the end of the text’s
main part (KM(V) 30.73cd), sthana is used in context of Visnu’s places.?” In-
stead, these are—if at all—termed ayatana (seat, abode), with Varadaraja’s
abode once described with the similar term alaya (dwelling [place]). Accord-
ingly, this Sthalamahatmya lays less emphasis than the Saiva Kaficimahat-
mya on a place as such and rather stresses its nature as abode of the deity
residing at the very place.

Similarly, the Kamaksivilasa does not use a general term for a sacred
place. The main exception is the seat (pitha) of the goddess Kamaksi and
by extension from it the area of Kaficl. KamaksT’s site is repeatedly referred
to as nabhisthana (place at the navel of the earth; KV 1.56cd, 11.6ab, 1.29¢c-
32,13.73, 13.77). This might refer to the name Kafici, which is homonymous
with the word for girdle. In addition, KamaksI’s place is also the only one
that is referred to by another general term. In a passage describing certain
built structures of the site, that is the temple (KV 12.52-73), dyatana is used.
The Kamakstvilasa thus shows a strong sense of place in relation to the site
to which the greatest significance is attached. This cursory analysis of the
terminology of spatial concepts in the Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchiindicates
that the use of labels is apparently adapted to and supports the conceived
designs of Kaficl’s sacred geography in the texts to produce a coherent over-
all concept.

1.5 Outline of the Book

The first two chapters following this Introduction (Chapter 1) provide the
framing for the study of Kaficr’s sacred geographies by introducing the place
Kanchi and its Sthalamahatmya texts. Chapter 2 approaches Kanchipuram
by looking at the key elements characterising Kanchi’s urban and religious
history; it focuses on the spatial structures to give insights into the histor-
ical city which is the local setting that the Sthalamahatmyas refer to and
interpret. Chapter 3 introduces the genre of Sthalamahatmyas, common

characteristics of these texts, and the understanding of sacred places that is

27 [...] astadasasthanamahatmyam sarngadhanvanah | KM(V) 30.73cd.
Apart from that, sthana is occasionally used in the context of Kamakostha, the

cave situated in KaficT’s centre, where the myth centring around Visnu’s mani-
festation Vamana is spatially set in the text (see section 6.3).
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expressed in them. It discusses the three Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi, their
structure and core myths, and considers their Saiva, Sakta, or Vaisnava out-
look as consistently determining element.

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 deal with the concepts of Kaficl’s sacred geography
from the Saiva Kaficimahatmya, the Kamaksivilasa, and the Vaisnava Kafct-
mahatmya. For each text separately, they explore the spatial designs that
situate Kafici in a broader sacred geography and present its sacred space.
They discuss the elements that structure the presentations of the city’s sac-
red geography, such as the selection and arrangement of the sacred places.
Furthermore, references to the multifocal layout, the religiously pluralistic
landscape, and physical geography of the historical city as locally grounding
and interpretative features that shape the spatial conceptions of Kaficl are
examined.

The concluding Chapter 7 reverses the perspective and starts out from
the historical city to link the main conclusions, drawn from the study of the
Sthalamahatmyas and presented in the previous three chapters, with the
geo-spatiality, urban history, and religious landscape of the historical city.
In this setting, comparative reflections are undertaken to explore common
grounds and significant differences between sacred geographies presented
in the three Sthalamahatmyas.

The Appendix lists the sacred places mentioned in the Saiva Kaficimahat-
mya, the Kamakstvilasa, and the Vaisnava Kafictmahdatmya. This directory
contains the modern Tamil name of the historical site with which the place
from the text is identified as well as its coordinates and the name of the
place as it appears in the respective text. For the Saiva Kaficimahatmya, the
details are based on a list prepared by Jonas Buchholz (2025), for the other
two Sthalamahatmyas I gathered the details in the course of my research.
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Kanchipuram, in short Kanchi, is a South Indian city28 situated some 70 kilo-
metres southwest of Tamil Nadu’s state capital Chennai. Its popular epithets
City of a Thousand Temples and Silk City highlight two main hallmarks of
the place. While the latter epithet refers to the city’s trademark, the local
silk weaving industry that produces the famous Kanchipuram saris, the first
plays on the city’s significance as a pilgrimage centre with more than four
hundred larger and smaller temples, shrines, and dozens of temple tanks
dotting the city. The many temples densely spread over the entire city are a
unique characteristic of Kanchi (Stein 2021, 106).

In contrast to many other temple towns and cities in the south of the In-
dian subcontinent, Kanchipuram’s urban layout is not arranged around one
predominant temple acting as a single religious, ritual, and social centre.
While examples of Tamil Nadu’s temple cities and towns characterised by
a monocentric spatial arrangement around one temple include, among oth-
ers, cities such as Srirangam with the Vaisnava Arankanata Cuvami temple;
Chidambaram with the Saiva Nataracar temple; Madurai with the Minatci
Cuntarécuvarar temple dedicated to the Goddess and Siva,?® Kanchi does
not fall in their category. Instead, there are three large temples in Kanchi-
puram: the Saiva Ekamparanatar, the Sakta Kamaksi Amman, and the
Vaisnava Varataraja Perumal temples (see figures 2.5, 2.6, and 2.4). These
three most renowned religious sites bear witness to Kanchi’s particularly
pluralistic religious landscape and determine the interpretation of urban
spatiality. The cityscape of Kanchi further reflects a cluster-like develop-
ment of the city in which villages and urban settlements, each with resid-
ential areas around one or more centrally placed temples, gradually grew
together over the centuries (Raman 1987, 67; Srivatsan 1992, 103; Stein 2022,
297). Flourishing side by side, the Hindu traditions of Saivism, Saktism, and
Vaisnavism shaped the city over the past two millennia, only to be joined by
Buddhism and Jainism in the early centuries CE (Srinivasan 1979, 231-279).

28 According to the most recently available Indian Census (2011), Kanchipuram has
around 164 000 inhabitants with an estimated population of around 237 000 in
2025 (Census Organization of India, 2025).

29 On these cities, see contributions in Michell 1993.
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Among the population today, there is a Hindu majority of over ninety per-
cent.>?

The glorifying Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas dealing with Kanchi allude to
the historical changes in spatial and religious conditions. In their interpreta-
tions of Kaficr’s sacred landscape, they blend an imagined, mythical concept
of Kaficl with the historical and physical place. It is, therefore, essential to
first take a look at the geographical, historical, and spatial setting of the city

to understand references made to these aspects in the texts.

2.1 Geography

Kanchi is situated in an open, largely flat terrain with fertile soils (Seshadri
2003, 7; Raman 1975, 2-3), with two rivers, the Palar and the Vegavathi,
marking the area (see figure 2.1). The larger Palar, one of the major east-
wards flowing rivers that spring from the Eastern Ghats (Resmi et al. 2021,
360), originates in the Nandi Hills (Karnataka) and makes its way through
the lowlands of Tamil Nadu towards the Bay of Bengal. On its east- / south-
eastwards course, the Palar runs past Kanchi a few kilometres south of the
city.3! As a northern sidearm of the Palar, the Vegavathi traverses Kanchi in
its southern part, around 2 to 3 kilometres north of the Palar. The Vegavathi
is a seasonal river which tends to be largely dry even in the rainy season;
only a small stream forms in parts of the riverbed, as observed in the first
decade of the twenty-first century by Ute Hiisken (pers. comm., November
2021).%

30 The latest data is available from the Indian Census 2011 (Census Organization of
India, 2025).

31 The Palar is essentially a seasonal river. In the first decade of the twenty-first
century, the river was completely dry most of the year. During heavy monsoon
rains it could, however, turn into a torrential river (Ute Hiisken, pers. comm.,
October 2021). A colonial source from the last quarter of nineteenth century
indicates a similarly contrasting nature of the Palar. In some years, the river is
described as having no water at all, while in other years it flows continuously
for several months, with a strong current at that (Crole 1879, 1-2).

32 According to Ute Hiisken, however, people in Kanchi recount memories passed
on from earlier generations regarding floods of the Vegavathi (pers. comm.,
November 2021). In fact, the Vegavathi is a larger paleo-channel of the Palar
river, meaning that the Palar once flowed in the riverbed of the present
Vegavathi and then changed its course to the present—in comparison more
southern—in the Holocene (Resmi et al. 2017). In more recent times, water
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2.2 A Centre of Religious Diversity and Learning

Situated in the historical region known as Tondaimandalam,** Kanchi-
puram has one of the longest uninterrupted histories of any city in South
India, with a continuous settlement since ca. 300 BCE (Raman 1987, 67-68;
Heitzman and Rajagopal 2004, 239).3* As early as the first century CE, Kanchi
is documented as an urban economic centre with mercantile activities; over
the following centuries, it developed into an important supra-regional com-
mercial centre with (maritime) trade links to Southeast Asia (Shanmugan
1992, 77; Champakalakshmi 1996, 390). By the first half of the seventh cen-
tury, it had become a vibrant religious centre and a place of learning, as
described by the Chinese Buddhist monk Hsuan Tsang in the account of his
travels in India (Hsuan Tsang 1884, 228-230). Hsuan Tsang writes of the
learnedness of Kanchi’s inhabitants, of a few hundred Buddhist communit-
ies and several thousand monks, a large Buddhist monastery in the southern
part where the most learned scholars met, and a stiipa (a Buddhist monu-
ment commemorating Buddha) erected by the Mauryan emperor Ashoka
(third/second cent. BCE). He also mentions a great number of Jain monks
living in the city, and around eighty deva temples.*

Thus, besides harbouring Buddhist activities described by Hsuan Tsang,
Kanchi had developed into an educational hub of Jainism as well and was
considered one of four vidyasthanas (centres of learning) by the Digambara
Jains (Ekambaranathan 1992, 36). Several renowned Jain scholars visited
the city in the first six centuries CE and the early Pallava rulers of Kanchi-
puram were followers of Jainism (Srinivasan 1979, 239-242). The sub-
sequent period, however, saw a decline in the importance of both Buddhism
and Jainism in the city due to dwindling or complete withdrawal of royal
patronage (Minakshi 1954, 5-6; Srinivasan 1979, 240). In contemporary
Kanchi there are only a few Buddhist remains in the form of statues and

works and sand mining further impacted the riverbed of the Vegavathi (Pisipaty
2011, 45).

33 Tondaimandalam is the Tamil name for the country ruled by the Pallava kings
and comprised the northeastern districts of the modern state of Tamil Nadu and
the southern-eastern edge of Andhra Pradesh (Mahalingam 1969, 2-3; Schier
2018, 25, n. 20). For a visualisation, see figure 7.1.

34 For comprehensive historical studies, see Srinivasan 1979 and Mahalingam
1969. On excavations carried out in the area of Kanchi, see Pisipaty 2011 and
Raman 1987.

35 According to Kerstin Schier (2018, 15), the term deva temples refers to the Saiva,
Vaisnava, and presumably also the Jain temples.
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relief carvings. Jainism, however; is still a living tradition: its base has been
and still is the suburb of Tirupparuttikkunram located south of the Vega-
vathi river, now popularly called Jina-Kanchi (see figure 2.2).3¢ In addition,
Kanchi was the location of a Brahminical educational institution (ghatika),
as evidenced by inscriptions from the fourth century CE (Champakalakshmi
1996, 391).%7

The kings of the Pallava dynasty, who ruled the area between the third
and the ninth century CE, shaped Kanchi’s political fate.®® They made the
city their capital, expanded it and changed its urban outline (see details
in section 2.3). From the seventh and eighth centuries onwards, the royal
patrons were increasingly influenced by Tamil poets, the Saiva Nayanmar
and the Vaisnava Alvars, exponents of the Bhakti movement of the Hindu
traditions. The poets composed devotional poems about Siva and Visnu
said to reside at a particular place, propagating worship of these two gods
through devotion and thereby opposing the asceticism-based teachings of
the Buddhists and the Jains. In the wake of the new movement, the build-
ing of temples dedicated to Siva or Visnu through the agency of the rul-
ing kings increased, also in Kanchi. One of the most monumental physical
testimonies of the Pallava temple architecture in Kanchi is the Kailacanatar
temple, dedicated to Siva and commissioned by the Pallava King Narasimha-
varman II (reigned 690-728), which event “marks a turning-point away
from what was earlier a religious centre dominated by Buddhists” (Thapar
2003, 331).%

36 On Buddhism in Kanchi, see Srinivasan 1979, 231-238 and Seshadri 2003,
163-164; on the Jain tradition, see Srinivasan 1979, 239-242 and Ekambara-
nathan 1992; on the Buddhist and the Jain relics and temples in the city, see
Minakshi 1954, 26-30 and Stein 2021, 182-193. Noteworthy is the discovery of
Buddhist architectural relics and Buddha statues at the site and in the vicinity
of the Kamaksi Amman temple, suggesting that there was once a Buddhist (and
Jain) site at this location, which was gradually transformed (Rao 1915; Venkata-
raman 1973, 19-20).

37 Its members were also politically involved, for example in the selection of the
Pallava ruler Nandivarman II in the eighth century (Srinivasan 1979, 25, 55).

38 On the Pallavas, see Mahalingam 1969, Srinivasan 1979, 15-68, Seshadri 2003,
13-21, and Gopalan 1928.

39 For an overview on the Bhakti movement, see Narayanan 2018; for the Tamil
Saiva and Vaisnava traditions, see Prentiss 1999, Champakalakshmi 2004, Mc-
Glashan 2006, Peterson 1982, and Jagannathan 2015.

40 Another example is the Vaisnava Vaikunta Perumal temple built in the eighth
century. See Hudson 2008a for a detailed study of the Vaikunta Perumal, and
Kaimal 2005 and 2020 on the Kailacanatar temple. On the Pallava temples in
Kanchi, see Minakshi 1954, 11-18 and Stein 2021, 43-102.
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As the ruling dynasty of Kanchipuram, the Pallavas were eventually su-
perseded by the Chola kings (tenth-thirteenth century). Kanchi became
the regional seat of the northern part of their empire and the cityscape
again underwent a structural reorientation: considering economic, polit-
ical, and socio-religious aspects, the Cholas established a new south-north
thoroughfare which connected Kanchi to important places in the region
and key sites within the city itself. The new road served also as the focal
line for the orientation of shrines and temples within the city (Stein 2021,
103-152). During the time of the Cholas, the existing temples were ren-
ovated and expanded, and the new ones built, increasingly sponsored and
maintained by local communities rather than the royal patrons (Stein 2021,
143-144)*1 With the rise of the Vijayanagara empire which covered most
of South India (fourteenth-seventeenth century), Kanchi came under the
rule of its sovereigns (Srinivasan 1979, 197-213). The most famous Vijaya-
nagara king, Krishnadevaraya, gifted villages and other financial resources
to the Ekamparanatar temple in Kanchi and gilded the tower superstructure
(vimana) above the sanctum sanctorum of the Varataraja Perumal temple
(Srinivasan 1979, 200-201).

In the politically turbulent times that followed the collapse of the Vijaya-
nagara empire, Kanchi became, in turn, a part of various Muslim empires
and lost its political importance (seventeenth—eighteenth century; Raman
1975, 36-38). In the eighteenth century, following the Carnatic wars, the
British East India Company assumed control in the region (Raman 1975,
38-39); a century later the British Crown took over from The Company
whose former territories became part of the British Raj and remained so
until India’s independence in 1947 (Kulke and Rothermund 1998, 315-319,
391).

During the rule of various dynasties over the centuries, Kanchi was not
only a supra-regional political centre, but also attracted well-known philo-
sophical and religious scholars of pan-Indian significance. Most notable
were Shankara, Ramanuja, and Venkatanatha. Shankara, an eighth-century
Advaitavedanta scholar, is traditionally considered by the monastic insti-
tution Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham to be its founder (Wilke 1996, 135). Ac-
cording to the available sources, the Peetham has been associated with the

41 On the political-economic structure in Kanchi during the Cholas, see Heitzman
2001 and Srinivasan 1979, 94-121; see Shanmughan 1992 for a perspective on
the economy with a broader historical timeframe.

42 Ontheimpact of the aftereffects of the Mughal invasion on the religious practices
of the Kamaksi Amman, Ekamparanatar, and Varataraja Perumal temples, see
Raman 1975, 37-38, Hiisken 2017, and Schier 2018, 138-149.
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Kamaksi Amman temple since the fourteenth century and direct manage-
ment of the temple since 1842 (Venkataraman 1992, 70; Schier 2018, 125, n.
27).#* The head of the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham is one of the most influ-
ential religious leaders not only in Tamil Nadu but also the whole of India,
with close ties to the political and business elites (Hiisken 2021a, 518-520).

For Ramanuja (eleventh/twelfth century), founder of the Visistadvaita
philosophy and one of the most prominent Srivaisnava teachers, Kanchi
and particularly the Varataraja Perumal temple was a central place of his
activities. Ramanuja’s association with the temple significantly increased
its standing (Raman 1975, 62-66).** Venkatanatha (thirteenth/fourteenth
century) was a native of the Kanchi region and principal preceptor in the
Srivaisnava tradition. Better known as Vedanta Desika, he was one of the
eminent spiritual teachers (acaryas) at the Varataraja Perumal temple. His
most significant works emphasise the orthodox Sanskrit perspective on the
Srivaisnava and Visistadvaita teachings, reflecting the Sanskrit-oriented,
traditional settings in the scholastic and religious communities of the cosmo-
politan and religiously pluralistic city of Kanchi during his lifetime (Hopkins
2002, 35-37).%°

43 However, there is no clear epigraphic evidence to support the claim that Shan-
kara himself founded the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham (Wilke 1996, 135). The (per-
ceived) link to the Kamaksi Amman temple, though, is close. In the first enclos-
ure there is a shrine dedicated to Shankara, and several other images of him can
be found inside the temple as well. Moreover, Shankara is said to have defeated
Buddhists in Kanchi and might have transformed a former Buddhist shrine into
the temple for the goddess Kamaksl located at the same site (Minakshi 1954,
25). Alocal legend further narrates how he tamed the previously ferocious god-
dess Kamaksi into a gentle goddess firmly rooted in the Sakta Srividya tradition
(Wilke 1996).

44 Kanchi’s development into a major site of South Indian Vaisnavism already
began before Ramanuja’s time (Srinivasan 1979, 257), but it was particularly the
Varataraja Perumal temple that gained importance through his influence. In the
fourth enclosure of the temple there is a shrine dedicated to him.

45 Asa polymath and a cosmopolitan, Venkatanatha linked transregional and local
identities and values, Sanskrit and Tamil literary traditions. He was also an au-
thor of devotional poetry and among others composed the Meyviratamanmiyam,
a Talapuranam-style Tamil work that narrates the origin of Visnu as Varadaraja
and is part of Venkatanatha’s prose Attikirimahatmyam in Manipravalam about
Varadaraja, and the Varadarajapaficasat, a devotional praise of Varadaraja in
Sanskrit that is read to the god on selected occasions at the Varataraja Perumal
temple (Hopkins 2002, 79-114, 169-198; Raman 1975, 70-72, 99-100; Buchholz
2022, 31-32). There is a shrine dedicated to Vedanta Desika in the gardens (fourth
enclosure) of the Varataraja Perumal temple.
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The religious landscape of the city still bears witness to the influence of
these three scholars. The Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham is one of Kanchi’s most
influential religious institutions with close links to the Kamaksi Amman
temple and actively contributes to religious, social, and educational activ-
ities of the city, while the Varataraja Perumal temple is an important centre
of the Srivaisnava tradition from approximately the eleventh century on-
wards (Venkataraman 1992, 73-75; Raman 1975, 88).

The cityscape thus testifies to Kanchi’s eventful history, most visibly in
the form of temples which reflect different architectural styles developed
under the rule of various dynasties.*® Less obvious at first glance is how
the spatial layout of the city also maps the eras of its political history, re-
flecting the manifestation of policymaking over the centuries, including the
development of religious landscapes.

2.3 Spatial Cityscape

Contemporary Kanchi displays a conceptual division into three spatial
zones, of which two are clearly predominant: Vishnu-Kanchi and Shiva-
Kanchi (see figure 2.2). These are not just names of certain local neighbour-
hoods but rather prevalent bynames denoting two divisions of the city. One
covers the southeastern part around the Vaisnava Varataraja Perumal as
the centre point and the other covers the northwestern part with the Saiva
Ekamparanatar and the Sakta Kamaksi Amman temples as the most monu-
mental sites.

Slightly less prominent—probably due to its more remote location on the
outskirts of the city—is Jina-Kanchi. The name seems to indicate a religious
affiliation, in this case to Jainism and its sacred places and followers. Jina-
Kanchi comprises the suburb of Tirupparuttikkunram in the southwestern
part of Kanchi, south of the river Vegavathi. The two major Jain temples
of the city are located here and this area is historically associated with Jain
activities (see section 2.2).

According to K. V. Raman (1975, 3), “[t]he name Vishnu-Kafichi is today ap-
plied to the immediate vicinity of this [(the Varataraja Perumal)] temple and
upto the Théradi, where the temple car [of said temple] is stationed.” This
huge temple chariot (ratha; Tamil tér) of the Varataraja Perumal temple is

46 On the architectural history and Kanchi’s temples, see Ayyar 1993, Minakshi
1954, Stein 2021, and Seshadri 2003.
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kept on Gandhi Road, the main street leading to the southeast of Kanchi
(see marker in figure 2.2).*’ It stands next to two fragmentary pillars from
the sixteenth century that “likely once supported an arched gateway that
marked the passage between the two city zones” (Stein 2021, 133), that is,
Vishnu-Kanchi and Shiva-Kanchi. The location of this crossing is probably
a testimony to urban development: until the thirteenth century, the area
around the Varataraja Perumal temple was an independent village called
Attiyur, which gradually expanded to also include other Visnu temples fur-
ther west (Raman 1975, 3; Stein 2021, 67; 2022, 297), while the urban core of
Kanchi found around the Vaisnava Ulakalanta Perumal further northwest
gradually expanded towards the east, towards Attiyur (Raman 1987, 66-67;
Stein 2021, 63-68).

On the Map of Conjeeveram by John Gould (see figure 2.3), an early map of
Kanchi from 1816, a gap in the urban development is visible in the area of
Theradi, where the Yatoktakari and Astapuja Perumal temples are located
in the immediate vicinity, visually separating the southeastern part from the
rest of the city. Based on this representation, it appears that at the beginning
of the nineteenth century, the spatial boundaries of the former Attiyur and
Kanchi were still evident. As we shall see, one of the Sthalamahatmyas on
Kanchi, the Kamakstvilasa, seems to take this “boundary” into account and
situates a territory assigned to Visnu east of it (see subsection 5.3.1).

The origin of the designations Vishnu- and Shiva-Kanchi (and Jina-
Kanchi) is unclear. K. V. Raman (1975, 3) suggests that the notion of Vishnu-
Kanchi might have come about in the sixteenth century when the Vijaya-
nagara King Krishnadevaraya is documented to have established proces-
sional routes to be taken by the temple chariots of the Ekamparanatar
and the Varataraja Perumal temples, whose routings had led to a dispute
between the officials of both temples before. Emma Stein (2021, 36-37), how-
ever, proposes that the names became current only in the second half of the
nineteenth century. As the major Visnu temples are more or less evenly dis-
tributed throughout the city, it is not far-fetched to conclude that the desig-
nation Vishnu-Kanchi takes into account the position of the Varataraja Peru-
mal temple as a centre of the religious landscape. Based on this, such a des-
ignation would not have arisen before the eleventh century, as the temple’s
importance only increased from the eleventh century onwards, following its

47 What is not clear from this spatial marker mentioned by K. V. Raman, however,
is where the boundaries of Vishnu-Kanchi are drawn in the wider geography
of the city. A practical and precise spatial delimitation probably does not exist,
even though the inhabitants of Kanchi seem to have a distinct idea of whereto
Vishnu-Kanchi extents.
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expansion under the rule of the Chola King Kulottunga I, its association with
Ramanuja (eleventh/twelfth century), and a shift of attention to the temple
in the local Vaisnava community in the fourteenth century (Raman 1975, 60,
88; Nagaswamy 2011, 5-6, 34).

While these designations, Vishnu- and Shiva-Kanchi, seem to indicate a
sectarian affiliation of each area, their Tamil monikers Cinna-(Little) and
Periya-(Big) Kanchi point merely to their unequal size. The smaller Cinna-
Kanchi in the southeast, though, is as important in the religious landscape
as Periya-Kanchi. Besides, the name Cinna-Kanchi may also contain a refer-
ence to the history of urban development: the area around the Varataraja
Perumal temple—the former Attiyur—, now in Cinna-Kanchi, may have
been classified as an important but proportionally smaller addition to the
older and then bigger urban core further northwest—hence Little Kanchi.*®

The Varataraja Perumal, an important centre for the Srivaisnavas in
South India (Raman 1975, 60), is the best known, monumental site in Vishnu-
Kanchi and the largest Vaisnava temple in Kanchi (see figure 2.4). While
Vishnu-Kanchi includes some other major Vaisnava sites, the Yatoktakari,
Astapuja, Vilakkoli, and Alakiya Cinka Perumal temples, just as many of
the city’s Visnu temples are found in Shiva-Kanchi, such as the Pantavatita,
Ulakalanta, and Vaikunta Perumal temples (see figure 2.7).*° One of better
known Siva temples in Vishnu-Kanchi is the Punniyakottisvarar, situated
near the Varataraja Perumal temple.

Shiva-Kanchi, in turn, is marked by the Ekamparanatar temple, the
largest and predominant Kanchi temple dedicated to Siva (see figure 2.5).
Besides the Sakta Kamaksi Amman, which is located nearby, it is the most
important temple in the northwestern part of the city. In Kanchi, Kamaksi
signifies Devi and her temple is by far the largest Devi temple in the city and

48 It is, however, not documented when and how the names Cinna- and Periya-
Kanchi originated. By the mid-nineteenth century, both names where in use
and the Ekamparanatar and Kamaksi Amman temples spatially associated with
Big Kanchi and the Varataraja Perumal temple with Little Kanchi (Graul 1856,
183-190). Even earlier colonial sources from around the year 1800 specifically
mention Little Kanchi as a separate division and the Varataraja Perumal temple
to be located there but they do not associate the area with a particular sectarian
terminology (Clive 2009, 109-110). In his Map of Conjeeveram from 1816 (see fig-
ure 2.3), John Gould uses the label “Great Conjeveram” for the northwestern part
of the city and “Little Conjeveram” for the southeastern part.

49 In addition, there are several more shrines dedicated to Visnu that are located
within larger temples, such as Nilattinkaltunta Perumal, situated at the Saiva
Ekamparanatar temple, and Kalva Perumal and Putanikraha Perumal at the
Sakta Kamaksi Amman temple.
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Fig. 2.4 Varataraja Perumal temple, the western gateway tower, viewed from
within the fourth enclosure, 2023 (© Malini Ambach).

of pan-regional significance as the centre for the worship of the Goddess in
Tamil Nadu (see figure 2.6). Apart from these, there are several other larger
temples of a distinct renown in Shiva-Kanchi, such as the Kumarakottam
temple dedicated to the god Skanda;>® the Saiva Kaccapésvarar, located at
the spatially exposed southwestern corner of the streets enclosing the elev-
ated area around the Kamaksi Amman temple; and the Vaisnava Ulakalanta
Perumal and Pantavatita Perumal temples. Slightly closer to the eastern
and western peripheries of Periya-Kanchi are the Pallava-era Kailacanatar
and Vaikunta Perumal temples (see figure 2.7).

Besides the major temples, there are many smaller temples, shrines, and
sacred sites, with several being less well accessible and visible as such. Some
are hidden by residential buildings or located in open-field areas. All in all,
there are at least four hundred shrines and temples spread over the city.
Among them, the Citrakupta Cuvami temple is of some rarity, as there are

50 As Dennis Hudson (1993, 30) points out, the Ekamparanatar, Kamaksi Amman,
and Kumarakottam temples (see figure 2.7), though independent, “are popularly
thought of as forming a ‘Somaskanda’ cluster,” that represents the pan-Indian
Saiva divine family consisting of Siva, Parvati—where Kamaksl is understood to
stand-in for Siva’s consort—and Skanda, their son.
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Fig. 2.5 Ekamparanatar temple, the Rajjagopura, the main and the largest gateway
tower, viewed from the Ekambaranathar Sannathi Street leading to the
temple, 2020 (© Malini Ambach).

only a few temples in the whole of India, and only this one in the South,
dedicated to Citragupta, an assistant of the God of Death, Yama (Seshadri
2003, 159).>

The urban character of Kanchi has been acknowledged since the first
centuries CE, as indicated by the Tamil poem Perumpandrruppatai, which
praises the then ruler of Kanchi (ca. second to fourth century; Zvelebil 1974,
23; Wilden 2014, 8). In the Tamil epic Manimeékalai (ca. 500 CE; Zvelebil 1995,
409), Kanchi is likewise described as a city (nagara), indicating its status
as an urban settlement with a corresponding administration and commer-
cial activities (Shanmugan 1992, 77). As city, it underwent several stages of

51 Inaddition, there are in Kanchi a few Jain temples (in Jina-Kanchi), churches and
mosques, as well as monastic institutions, mathas. The most influential among
the latter is the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham, which has close ties to the Kamaksi
Amman temple (see section 2.2).
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Fig. 2.6 Kamaksi Amman temple, tank and central building with the sanctum
sanctorum inside, viewed from within the outer enclosure, 2020 (© Malini
Ambach).

urban development that was also linked to the development of the agrarian
hinterland (Champakalakshmi 1996, 389-395). The earliest core probably
consisted of the area around the Ulakalanta Perumal temple, which is a
little elevated and now lies in the northwestern part of the city (Raman
1987, 66). The area, called Kacci or Kaccipetu in inscriptions (Nagaswamy
2011, 2-3), forms roughly a square, framed by the four Rajavithis, the king’s
streets. Along these lead the processional routes of all three major temples—
including the Varataraja Perumal, which lies on the other side of the city
(Hiisken 2017, 69; see figure 2.8).52 This urban core was then connected to
the surrounding independent settlements (Heitzman 2001, 128).

In the further urban development of Kanchi, temples became important
spatial markers, reflecting the new centres of religious activities brought
about by the Bhakti movement (Srivatsan 1992, 103; Veluthat 1979). The
kings of the Pallava dynasty (third—ninth century) expanded the city to
the west (Kailacanatar temple) and later to the east (Vaikunta Perumal
temple), as evidenced by the construction and expansion of temples in the

52 Additionally, Emma Stein (2021, 112-113; 2022, 302-306) suggests that this was
the place where the royal palace of the Cholas stood.
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area (Raman 1987, 66; Stein 2021, 63-68).>% The pattern of streets in the
newly developed urban space follows the orthogonal system with an east-
west orientation—as also found in the area around the Varataraja Perumal
temple (Srivatsan 1992, 102-103; Raman 1987, 67). For the northwestern
part of today’s city and the former urban core, the Pallava period was form-
ative regarding the spatial layout as seen even today (Raman 1987, 68).

The next radical change in the urban configuration occurred during the
Chola period (tenth-thirteenth century): a new major road—today called
Kamarajar Salai—was constructed as the central pilgrimage and proces-
sional route aligned in the north-south direction so as to connect Kanchi-
puram with significant sites in the region (Stein 2021, 103-109, 122, fig. 39,
120-126).>* As Emma Stein elaborates, Kamarajar Salai serves as the cen-
tral line of orientation to which the sanctum sanctorums, with the main
image of every temple, open: “[t]his centralized orientation is consistent
in all temples built within the boundaries of the city during the last twelve
hundred years, regardless of religious dedication, builder, date, or material”
(2021, 103). Throughout the city, the temples west of the road face east, those
east of the road open to the west.>

At the same time, Kanchipuram grew (mainly to the east), gradually in-
corporating within the city individual surrounding settlements that centred
around individual temples or other religious institutions (Raman 1987, 67;

53 Emma Stein (2021, 101) elaborates: “in the beginning of the eighth century, the
construction or expansion of the Kailasanatha, Ekambaranatha, Airavate$vara,
and Kacchapes$vara temples established the borders of the city. Less than a cen-
tury later;, the east-west extent of the city had nearly doubled. By the end of
the eighth century, Kanchi stretched from the hilltop Candraprabha Jinalaya to
the Vaikuntha Perumal temple, which towered on the city’s new eastern fron-
tier. The fragments in the two Karukkinil Amarntaval Amman temples and the
Rudrakoti$vara temple, as well as at Cevilimétu farther south, show that Kanchi
also extended significantly in the direction of the Palar River. As more temples
were established in the urban landscape, the city continued to grow.” For a visu-
alisation of that area developed by the Pallavas, see Stein 2021, 121, fig. 38.

54 To the north, the road leads to Tirupati (Andhra Pradesh). The Venkate$vara
Swami temple located there is one of the most popular Vaisnava pilgrimage site
in South India. The road supports processional ties between Kanchi and Tirupati
even today (Stein 2021, 126-133). To the south, the road leads to Uthiramerur, a
former Brahmin settlement of particular relevance in the power transition from
the Pallavas to the Cholas (Stein 2021, 92-126).

55 There are only few exceptions to this pattern, for example the Kamaksi Amman
temple, which is located in the diagonally arranged street network and whose
sanctum sanctorum opens to the southeast. For details on this and other excep-
tions to the east-west arrangement, see Stein 2021, 107-108.
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Stein 2022, 297, 301). The extended urban space of Kanchi, though, was
not completely covered by built-up areas, but had a built-up urban nucleus
and open fields and gardens scattered between the clustered settlements
as typical for urban settlements in the Chola area between the ninth and
thirteenth century (Heitzman 2001, 126-128).5® One of the most significant
change to urban geography to date was the incorporation of the formerly
independent villages such as Attiyur in Chola times (Raman 1987, 67; Stein
2022, 301).>’

The urban history, which is defined by the merging of the formerly sep-
arate temple-centred settlements, still characterises the cityscape today, al-
though open and green spaces have largely given way to denser develop-
ment. Building on this, Kanchi displays two unique features of a temple city,
“a dense and wide distribution of temples [that] defines the urban space,
which is organized around the city’s central avenue” (Stein 2021, 106) along
with a multifocal arrangement of the religious landscape. A testimony to the
first aspect are the more than four hundred temples and shrines spread over
the city. The polycentric spatial arrangement is most visible in the location
of the three largest temples in contemporary Kanchi, the Varataraja Peru-
ma] temple at the southeastern end of the city away from the other two ma-
jor temples, Ekamparanatar and Kamaksi Amman. Their prominence is not
a coincidence as these temples in particular received generous patronage
throughout the tenth to seventeenth century (Hudson 1993, 20). They are
the most distinct markers of the city’s polycentric structure, which is also
referred to in the common names of the spatial subdivisions of Vishnu- and
Shiva-Kanchi (see figure 2.2).

2.4 Kanchi as Part of Religious Networks

The sacred sites of Kanchi’s diverse religious landscape—physically repres-
ented in the form of temples—do not exist in isolation but are linked with
each other. This is reflected by shared ritual traditions, shared mythology,

56 James Heitzman (2001, 128) further elaborates: “ [a] relatively small urban core
was in close contact, through commercial, administrative and ritual ties, with a
series of satellite settlements grouped around temples or monasteries in a thick
network of discrete nodes. It was the density of these nodes and the pattern of
interactions among them and with the urban core that created a capital city.”

57 On the impacts of Kanchi’s urbanisation on the region and the ties of the city
with its hinterlands, see Heitzman 2001 and Stein 2021, 147-172.
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and connecting elements in architecture and iconography. It lies outside
the scope of this book to examine the aspect of networks within the reli-
gious landscape of the city beyond the context of the glorifying texts about
Kanchi which will be discussed in chapters 4, 5, and 6.8 Just as sites in
Kanchi can be linked with each other in the sacred landscape of the city, in-
dividual local sites and their deities are also part of regional or pan-Indian
devotional landscapes and conceptualised networks. A cursory considera-
tion of this aspect allows us to situate the city within the context of broader
religious networks that serve to shape the perception of the city as a sacred
place and pilgrimage destination.

Two prime examples of such networks are the two devotional land-
scapes that span the Tamil-speaking region in South India. They are formed
through the poems of the Tamil Saiva Nayanmar and the Vaisnava Alvars
who composed songs in praise of Siva or Visnu said to reside at some par-
ticular places. The Saiva sites extolled by the first three and most influen-
tial Nayanmar Sambandar and Appar (both seventh century), and Sundarar
(eighth century; Ayyar 1993, 85-86) are listed in the Tevaram, a part of the
Tamil Saiva literary canon. By the tenth century the sites are collectively
referred to as Patal Perra Stalams and together represent a devotional land-
scape relevant to the Tamil Saiva tradition (Ramesh 2020, 34-47; Peterson
1982 and 1989; Spencer 1970).° Of the Vaisnava sites praised by the Alvars
poets—contemporaries of the Saiva Nayanmar—108 were collected in the
Divya Prabandham; they form the Vaisnava devotional landscape and are
of particular significance to parts of the Tamil Srivaisnava tradition (Young
2014; Dutta 2010; Rajarajan 2013).

Five sites in Kanchipuram are counted among the Patal Perra Stalams
and are thus representations of the larger Saiva devotional landscape laid
out in the Tevaram.®® As for the Vaisnava counterpart, all of the major
Visnu temples in the city are thought to have been praised by the Alvars and

58 On relations between sites within Kanchi, expressed in the ritual context, see
Schier 2018, 2021, 2022, and Hiisken 2025.

59 The Patal Perra Stalams number 274 or 276 depending on the count. For details,
see Chevillard and Sarma 2007.

60 These are Kacci Ekambam (Ekamparanatar; praised by Sambandar, Appar, and
Sundarar), Onakantan Tali (Onakantalisvarar; Sundarar), Kacci Mérrali (Tiru-
mérralisvarar; Appar, Sundarar), Kacci Anékatankavatam (Anékatankavatés-
varar; Sundarar), and Kaccinerik Karaikkatu (Satyanatasvami; Sambandar). For
details, see Buchholz (forthcoming-b); for indications of the individual poems of
the three Nayanmar, see Chevillard and Sarma 2007.
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counted among the Divyadesams.®! The classification as Patal Perra Stalam
or Divyadesam is still of importance for the local temples and in the lived
religiosity: for example, the addition divyadesam is explicitly included on
the name plate of one of the subsidiary shrines of the Ulakalanta Perumal
temple to make this affiliation clear and there are privately produced maps
which indicate the positions of the Patal Perra Stalams.5?

Another conceptualised network of sacred sites which includes Kanchi is
that of the Five-Element Lingas (Paficabhatalingas). These five Saiva sites
in South India are thought to represent five elements (earth, water, fire, air,
and ether) and the Ekamranatha linga in Kanchi is identified as the linga of
the earth (prthivi). The Paficabhutalingas nowadays form a popular series
of pilgrimage sites, while the concept is already mentioned in the Kufici-
tanghristava by the fourteenth-century author Umapati Shivacharya (Kulke
1970, 140, 140, n. 354; Buchholz 2025, 109, n. 26).

In abroader geo-religious context, the Kamaksi Amman temple is counted
among the Saktipithas, the seats of the Goddess. These sites are considered
powerful places of the great Goddess (Mahadevi) and her worship on the
Indian subcontinent is believed to have been sanctified through parts of the
goddess Sati which are said to have fallen on earth while Siva carried his

61 The identification of a Vaisnava site in Kanchi as Divyade$am is ambiguous,
different sources list between fourteen (Rajarajan 2018, 17-21; Young 2014,
356), fifteen (Ramesh 2000, 33-114) to eighteen (Seshadri 2003, 46-48) Divya-
dedams in Kanchi. The list in Rajarajan 2018 mentions alphabetically the
places of Attikiri (also Attiyar; Varataraja Perumal), Attapuyakaram (Astapuja
Perumal), Kalvanur (Kalva Perumal; first enclosure of the Kamaksi Amman
temple), Karakam (Karakattu Perumal; outer enclosure of the Ulakalanta Peru-
mal temple), Karvanam (Karvana Perumal; outer enclosure of the Ulakalanta
Perumal temple), Nilattinkaltuntam (Nilattinkaltunta Perumal; first enclosure
of the Ekamparanatar temple), Nirakam (Nirakkatu Perumal; outer enclosure of
the Ulakalanta Perumal temple), Paraméccuravinnakaram (Vaikunta Perumal),
Patakam (Pantavatata Perumal), Pavalavannam (Pavalavanna Perumal), Tanka
(Vilakkoli Perumal), Perakam (Ulakalanta Perumal; in the sanctum sanctorum
of the temple), Vekka (Yatoktakari Perumal), and Velukkai (Alakiya Cinka Peru-
mal). On the historical evolution of the Divyadesams, see Rajarajan 2013; on the
process of the canonisation, see Young 2014.

62 See, for example, the map by Kamesh Kumar (2020). At the times of the Alvars,
however, the places mentioned in their songs did probably not (yet) form a fixed
network of sites that was travelled by pilgrims (Young 2014, 345-346). It was
only with the advent of modern means of transport and printing that the Divya-
deSams became an interconnected structure that can be travelled, albeit mostly
in sections and without a set order based on the poems of the Alvars (Young 2014,
361).

63 Onthe concept of the Paficabhutalingas, see Eck 2012, 253-256 and Fleming 2009.
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wife’s dead body around. Lists of these sites in varying numbers, of diver-
gent names and localisations are found in Puranic and particularly tantric
texts.%* While Kanchi is mentioned in some older texts among the seats of
the Goddess, Kerstin Schier (2018, 134-137) notes that the linking of Kanchi
with the concept of the Saktipithas is a more recent development and not
very strong, with the identification of KamaksI as the goddess of the pitha
found only in publications from the second half of the twentieth century.®
Regardless of when and how the connection of Kamaks1 with the network of
the seats of the Goddess was established, it can be assumed that this helped
to increase the significance of the local temple as a part of a larger sacred
geography.%® The Kamaksi Amman temple has trans-regional renown as
one of the most significant places for the worship of Devi in South India,
reflecting the great popularity that the Saktipithas enjoy in the contempor-
ary Hindu religiosity in general.

In its entirety, Kanchi is further counted among the seven sacred cities
that bestow liberation (Saptapuris / Saptamoksapuris).’’ Kanchi is the only

64 The number of the Saktipithas varies across the source texts, it is commonly
either fifty-one, sixty-four, or 108. See Eck 2012, 267-270, 289-299 and Sircar
1973 for an analysis of the concept, its understanding as a sacred geography of
the earth as goddess, and the evolution of the myth. Basically, the existence of
these places in mythology is generally linked to a narrative about Daksa’s sacri-
fice. Daksa is the father of Sati, who is understood as Siva’s wife. Daksa insults
Siva by not inviting him to his great sacrifice and Sati kills herself, not able to en-
dure the humiliation. In his grief, Siva wanders the world with Sat’s dead body.
This action disturbs the order of the world, wherefore Visnu uses his discus to cut
Satl’s corpse and wherever a part of Dev’s body falls to earth, a pitha is created
and becomes a sacred site of the Goddess (for example Devibhagavatapurana,
Skandha VII, chapter 30).

65 Kerstin Schier links the attempt to establish the Kamaksi Amman temple within
the pan-Indian concept of the Saktipithas to the increasing renown of Kamaks,
propagated by the late Chandrasekharendra Saraswati (d. 1994), the former
head of the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham. She further observes that neither the
ritual practice at the KAmaksi Amman temple nor at any other Goddess temple
in Kanchi emphasises the worship of body parts of the Goddess (2018, 134-137).

66 In examining how local elements relate to the overarching framework, Diana
Eck (2012, 294) states: “the myth of Shakti’s dismemberment becomes what I
have called a ‘subscription myth,” a story to which local devt shrines have sub-
scribed as a way of articulating the particular sanctity of their own place and
connecting it with the larger systemic reality. Our place is distinctive, they seem
to say, yet our place is also related to the great, cosmic events displaying the
power and presence of the Goddess.”

67 The seven cities are Ayodhya (Uttar Pradesh), Mathura (Uttar Pradesh), Harid-
war (Uttarakhand), Varanasi (Uttar Pradesh), Kanchipuram, Ujjain (Madhya Pra-
desh), and Dwarka (Gujarat). A particular verse commonly introduces them in
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one of the seven cities located in the south of the Indian subcontinent. The
earliest datable historical record that I know of which mentions the concept
of Saptapuris dates from the end of the sixteenth century. Completed in
1598, the A’'tn-i-Akbart, an encyclopaedic account of the affairs of the Mughal
Empire authored by the court scholar Abu ’I-Fazl for the emperor Akbar,
briefly describes the seven locations and notes that they constitute the seven
sacred Hindu cities (Abu-’1-Fazl 1894, 305-306).

Just as the other examples mentioned above, the idea of the Saptapuris
serves to situate Kanchi within the sacred geographies of the Indian sub-
continent and documents a specific significance that was and still is, attrib-
uted to it. In particular the association of individual sites in the city into
regional and pan-Indian networks shapes the supra-regional perception of
Kanchi and thus also its significance as a place of pilgrimage. The city is
considered to be an important site for the worship of Siva, Visnu, and Devi,
reflecting a cluster-combination of similarly important religious traditions
existing side-by-side at one place. Kanchi’s pluralistic and polycentric reli-
gious landscape thus allows the city to be contextualised through a diverse
spectrum of regional and pan-Indian networks.

As I discuss in more detail in chapters 4, 5, and 6, the glorifying texts on
Kanchi also address the diverse religious landscape of the city. They cre-
ate links to other places in the region and beyond to emphasise the import-
ance and significance of Kanchi. The above-mentioned devotional networks
partly find their way into the Sthalamahatmya texts, while these addition-
ally construct their own sets of contextualising places in accordance with
the particular conception of Kanchi they present.

the Puranas. One version of this verse reads: ayodhya mathura maya kast karict
avantika | | purt dvaravati jiieya saptaita moksadayikah | [Ayodhya, Mathura,
Maya, Kasi, Kafici, Avantika, and the city Dvaravati are known as the seven [cit-
ies] bestowing liberation] Garudapurana, Pretakanda 38.5c-6b (cf. also Narada-
purana, Parvabhaga 27.35). The Vaisnava Kaficitmahatmya includes the same
verse (KM(V) 1.59; see n. 214), as does the Hastigirimahatmya (1.7¢-1.8b), a
Vaisnava Sthalamahatmya glorifying Varadaraja.
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3 Textual Fundamentals: Kanchipuram'’s
Glorifying Texts

Elements of geography, history, religion, and sometimes architecture merge
in descriptions of sacred places found in Sanskrit Sthalamahatmya texts.
The local and generally glorifying character with a view to praise the local
object(s) of interest unites works of this genre, while the design and em-
phasis of individual Sthalamahatmyas vary greatly. This chapter first dis-
cusses specifics of Sthalamahatmyas as a genre and then presents the three
Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas that deal with Kanchi. The analysis at this point
focuses on their structure of the content, the myths and writing style of
the texts while the following chapters 4, 5, and 6 examine their designs of
KaficT’s sacred landscape.

3.1 Mahatmyas as Genre

Sthalamahatmyas form a subcategory of the genre of Mahatmyas, which in
turn is considered part of the Puranic literary corpus. The works counted as
Puranas are not a homogenous group: displaying an encyclopaedic charac-
ter, they cover a wide range of topics, from secular subjects such as architec-
ture, geography, or astronomy to philosophy, rules of conduct, religious con-
cepts such as pilgrimage, festivals, rites of passage, and related matters such
as cosmogony.%® Puranas may generally be described as theistic literature,
in that one or another deity is understood as the personified representation
of the supreme. Moreover, they are sectarian in that they favour one deity
of the Hindu pantheon over others and their mythological narratives may
focus on one deity. However, as Ludo Rocher (1986, 23) states, “even though
the puranas contain sectarian materials [...] their sectarianism should not
be interpreted as exclusivism in favor of one god to the detriment of all oth-
ers.” Rather, the texts tend to show a comprehensive approach and one and

68 On the nature, content, transmission history, and dates of the Puranas, see the
studies by Ludo Rocher (1986) and Rajendra Hazra (1940 and 1958-1963).
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the same text may contain glorifications of Visnu, Siva, and Brahma or the
Goddess (Devi) in different passages.

Many of the extant Puranic compilation contain one or more Mahatmyas.
In addition, there are Mahatmyas that exist as separate texts and claim affil-
iation with a particular Purana, in particular with one of the Mahapuranas,
the major Puranic works.®® However, the printed editions of these texts usu-
ally do not contain the Mahatmyas that associate themselves with the work.
This discrepancy arises from the various recensions and composite charac-
ter of the Puranas as well as their transmission; the texts that are available
to us today represent only parts of what constituted a work with the same
title in the course of its compilation (Rocher 1986, 59-67). Moreover, as Jonas
Buchholz points outs,

it can therefore not be ruled out that a mahatmya that claims to
form part of a particular purana was indeed included in a re-
cension of that purdna that is different from the printed version.
However, given the large number of sthalamahatmyas and their
largely local relevance, it seems likely that most of them were
transmitted as independent texts. (2022, 13)

In some cases, though, a similarity in content can be found between the
Mahatmya and the Purana of which the Mahatmya claims to be a part. The
Kamaksivilasa, for example, presents KaficT’s sacred geography from an ini-
tially Sakta perspective and states to belong to the Markandeyapurana. The
latter work contains the Devimdahatmya, one of the central texts for the wor-
ship of the Goddess. There is thus a noteworthy consistency in terms of the
sectarian orientation of both texts, which is reflected in the self-acclamation
to the Mahapurana by the Mahatmya (Ilkama 2023, 45). At the same time,
the statements claiming that a Mahatmya is part of a Purana could be un-
derstood as an attempt to reinforce the affiliation with the larger pan-Indian
textual tradition (Dutta 2010, 32). Moreover, the self-affirmation of a Mahat-
mya derived from its connection to the larger textual tradition becomes par-
ticularly important when there are several texts from the same or different
sectarian traditions about the same sacred place. In such a comparative and

69 More than half of the 712 Mahatmya texts discussed by Linda Wiig in her ana-
lysis of the Mahatmya genre based on Theodor Aufrecht’s Catalogus Catalogorum
affiliate themselves with a Purana or other text (1981, 8). As Linda Wiig ac-
knowledges in this context, the percentage of Mahatmyas claiming affiliation to
a Purana could be even higher, as Aufrecht’s catalogue may simply have omitted
the relevant information.
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possibly competitive local setting, the association with a particular Purana
can strengthen the interpretative authority of a particular text.

As with works of Puranic literature in general, Mahatmyas claim to be a
product of a divine revelation. Within the text itself, a Mahatmya is most
often attributed to divine characters who are said to have narrated the con-
tent of a text in a distant, mythical past. From them, the Mahatmya is said to
have been passed on through a succession of mythological characters such
as sages. The aspect of transfer is even extended to the textual structure, in
which often several sets of conversation are nested and the listener of the
first frame-narrative is the narrator of the embedded story. In their refer-
ence to an origin in mythical times, Mahatmyas make a timeless claim of
truth and their distance regarding human authors contributes to their au-
thority (Bisschop 2011, 3). The historical authors or compilers of Mahatmyas
are therefore usually not identifiable; the texts typically contain no inform-
ation that allows us to determine the place or time of compilation or writing
with certainty.

In the case of the glorifying texts written in Sanskrit, the compilers can
presumably be found among members of the brahmin class and temple
priests and functionaries in particular; their own geographic and contem-
porary context is reflected in elements such as the promotion of the wor-
ship of a particular deity at a specific place (Dutta 2010, 32; Bisschop 2011,
3-4; Gonda 1977, 278). The intentions of the compilers seem to be clear:
they hoped to attract attention and patronage and thus also make economic
profits from the visiting pilgrims (Dutta 2010, 26, 31-32; Ambach et al.
2022bh, 3). Even more so, the subjective agenda of the compilers, focusing
on the local micro-level, could also be integrated to use the Mahatmya as
an argumentative medium in a rival environment competing for temple re-
sources, as Jan Gonda reflects:”°

There are sound reasons for assuming that mahatmyas often
served to formulate the aims or to establish the claims of the
temple priests and to refute their opponents, among them not
only exponents of other religions but also rival priestly groups

70 Hermann Kulke (1970, 224-225), in his study of the Cidambaramahatmya,
reaches a similar conclusion when he writes: “[tlhe Mahatmya may be said to be
the ‘official’ medium by means of which the tensions between the priests of the
various temples were fought out. The Mahatmya is of extreme importance be-
cause the text which finally was incorporated into it sooner or later became part
of the official dogma of the temple tradition, so long as no internal contraction
arose.”
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of their own temple city—the presence of various cults did not
fail to evoke tensions—and the political powers of their region. In
course of time their views and claims, once they were included in
the “official” mahatmya of their temple, could easily acquire the
reputation of authority. (1977, 278)

Testimonies of such negotiating processes are found in the Mahatmya texts
themselves. Using the example of the Saiva Cidambaramahatmya, a text
on the South Indian city of Chidambaram, Hermann Kulke (1970) analyses
how—to offer an example—the older concept of worshipping Siva through
worship of the Sivalinga is gradually superimposed in layered myths by that
of worship of the anthropomorphic Nataraja, the dancing Siva, and how the
Saiva relation to the role of the Goddess and Sakta worship changes.”* Re-
workings of the texts, textual layering, interpolations, and additions thus
attest to socio-cultural and religious developments and their evolving inter-
pretations. As Ranjeeta Dutta (2010, 32) further notes, after the decline of the
Vijayanagara Empire (first half of the seventeenth century), groups other
than the (royal) rulers became part of the power structure, also including
those in the temples; hence, the content composition of the Sthalamahat-
myas became oriented towards more local material—for example, about the
Alvars and Srivaisnava preceptors in the case of the Vaisnava texts—in or-
der to better address the local communities.

Mahatmyas, as Puranas in general, represent in the Hindu traditions a
religion of place (Jacobsen 2013, 57). While in the earlier Vedic tradition
the deities were without permanent places, in the Puranic Hindu traditions
sacred places took centre stage where manifestations of deities are perman-
ently present (Jacobsen 2013, 70). With this transition, pilgrimage (tirtha-
yatra) achieved status on par with (Vedic) sacrifice (yajfia) as a means of
attaining merit and even salvation (moksa; Ensink 1979, 106).”> The merit
(phala) of visiting a particular sacred place—the religious journey often

71 Elaine Fisher (2017, 100) points out that in an approach she calls “public philo-
logy”, the Puranas as sectarian texts sacred to Saivas or Vaisnavas were sources
of textual criticism for the purpose of public theology. It stands for one tool in
the process of sectarianisation from the seventeenth century onwards in South
India, when Saiva and Vaisnava sectarian groups and their theologians resorted
to various means to expand and consolidate their influence in the temples and
among the devotees.

72 As for chronology, it is assumed that the Puranas date from the Gupta period
(early fourth to early sixth century), although changes were made up to the me-
dieval time (Flood 1997, 110).
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combined with performing a certain ritual there—came to be equated to
the merit of performing a sacrifice and possibly estimated even higher than
that (Ensink 1976, 59).”® Pilgrimage was accessible to a broad audience of
people; it was not only the brahmins anymore who were allowed to take
part in religious activity. The religious concepts presented in Puranic texts
were (more) inclusive and accompanied a broadening of the recognised
religious praxis to include a variety of local vernacular, non-Brahminical
customs and lore, reflected by the scope and diversity of Puranic mytho-
logies; the change in ideas was coupled with an agricultural expansion, as
formerly peripheral civilisational zones were increasingly developed (Nath
2009, 41-68, 168-201). Sthalamahatmyas in particular address these new
developments as they deal with the geographical goals of pilgrimages and
provide descriptions of sacred sites and their merits, glorifying individual
locations with the intention of attracting pilgrims and patronage (Dutta
2010, 31-32).

Despite a broad positioning, detailed historical contextualisations of
Puranic texts remain difficult. According to Hans Bakker, the attribution of a
Puranic text to divine revelation led the transmitters of a text to feel entitled
to “change, delete, or add to given text-material without conceiving of this as
a personal contribution, distortion, or fraud” and they made a great effort in
“minimalizing the effect of empirical, historical and personal circumstances
on the texts” (2019, 177) when copying them. This strategy of recomposi-
tion has been followed in a process that Hans Bakker terms “composition-in-
transmission” in which changes to a Puranic text were made through writ-
ten transmission (2019, 176-177).74 Comparing different versions of a text,
with additions, omissions or paraphrases clearly present, reveals this prac-
tice. In the case of the Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi, textual history can best
be examined by looking at the Saiva Kaficimahatmya. There are several ma-
nuscripts of this text available today, each with different lines of transmis-
sion: in two of the manuscripts, entire passages on individual sites seem to
be missing; those passages are, in turn, found in another manuscript and in
the printed editions (Buchholz 2022, 23-24). Even if one were to consider
only the version(s) of the printed editions, there are several inconsistencies

73 Vijay Nath (2009, 170-171) further notes that this idea “appears to mark the cul-
mination of the process by which the Vedic tradition with its narrow caste base
and appeal was subsumed by the Puranic tradition that was geared to appeal to
the masses with its thrust on a strong folk-orientation.”

74 Hans Bakker (2019, 176-178) contrasts the process he calls “composition-in-
transmission” with “composition-in-performance” where changes occurred dur-
ing live performance of the texts in oral form.
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in the central narrative that indicate a multilayered composition of the text
(Schier 2018, 82).

Due to their changing form, dating Puranic texts and thus also the Mahat-
myas is an issue that often can be answered only unsatisfactorily. Passages
that seem to allude to historical persons, events or datable physical struc-
tures are mostly scarce and of limited value. Descriptions of temples, for
example, often convey an idealised view that reflects how it was envisioned
at the time the text was composed, and not necessarily what the historical
temple would have looked like then. Nevertheless, it is possible that such
passages actually point to structures of the historical temple to which they
refer; the mention of certain architectural features may then allow the date
of composition to be narrowed down to a time after these elements had be-
come part of the local temple architecture.”

Even if the texts might allude to historical places or events, the temporal
setting of the stories remains a mystical past. Conceptually, Mahatmyas and
other works of Puranic literature deal with stories about the past. Not in the
sense of chronicling history but as a form of selective, subjective interpreta-
tion of past events with a contemporary reference. Jay Ramesh (2020, 12-13)
argues that Puranas—and by extension, the Mahatmyas—can most aptly be
conceptualised as collective memory instead of history in their relation to
the past, since the (mythical) past is used with the intention to impact the
lives of devotees in the present. To this end, mythological narratives serve
merely as a means of presentation. They are usually set in a mythical past
and feature divine and mythological characters. The matters of the world
and of life are explained and filled with meaning through mythologies. They
thus also refer to rituals and customs. Thus, the myths in the Sthalamahat-
myas are adapted to a local setting to imbue specific features of their spatial
and temporal frame of reference with history, meaning and significance.

3.2 Sthalamahatmyas

The objects of glorification in the Mahatmyas vary greatly. In her study
of Mahatmya works, Linda Wiig (1981, 16-18) distinguishes between texts
dealing with geographical or fictional places, worship of a particular deity
(that is, sectarian affiliation), human and mythological characters, vows,

75 For examples from the Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi, see pp. 85-89 and Buchholz
2022, 22-23.
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time periods, or glorification of names (of epic or Puranic texts). Across all
those categories, there is a clear emphasis on locality. According to Linda
Wiig (1981, 15-16), circa ninety-five percent of the Mahatmyas she has ana-
lysed are local in that they are concerned with a place as such, a deity at a
particular place, or a ritual practice to be performed at a certain time at a
specific location.

More specifically, Sthalamahatmyas deal with a single local sacred site
or a larger sacred landscape encompassing many places. These sites are
characterised by a deity said to reside there or a water body (tirtha). Myth-
ological narratives are the means to explain the origin of the sacred place
and justify its sacredness. To this end, the texts blend local and pan-Indian
elements to construct their own stories. As Ina Ilkama aptly summarises
(2023, 44), the “mahatmyas share the common Hindu pantheon with the ma-
jor puranas and often copy their themes and stories, but elaborate on them
and provide them with a local character, so that local myths and motifs are
blended in.” This blending forms a link to the pan-Indian Puranic mytho-
logy, making the local myths recognisable and familiar to people who come
to know the place through its mythological story. At the same time, the local
sacred landscape extolled through the myths in the Sthalamahatmyas is as-
sociated with the pan-Indian sacred geography.

In addition, the sectarian affiliation of a Sthalamahatmya influences the
shaping of the myths. The partiality is usually reflected in the preference
given to one deity over the others. For example, a Saiva Sthalamahatmya as-
signs Siva a decisive role and would probably present Visnu as worshipping
Siva. When more than one Sthalamahatmya exists about the same place,
such as in the case of Kanchi, the sectarian predisposition of each text can
lead to parallel versions of a story about the origin of the same sacred site(s),
while often drawing on a common pool of myths.

The stories in the Sthalamahatmyas are foundation myths of sacred
places. This way of describing sites represents a new feature compared to
the approach taken in earlier works of the Vaisnava Alvars—and the Saiva
Nayanmar—(seventh-ninth century) which also deal with sacred places in
their songs (Young 2014, 339). The Sthalamahatmyas provide a story of ori-
gin and attribute significance and salvific power to the places. The sacred
and salvific nature is conceptually inherent in a place. It is therefore a site it-
self thatis crucial and attributed a salvific power, and not any physical mani-
festation of, for example, a temple (Eck 2012, 76-77).”% The salvific power is

76 For details on the notion of sacred places, see section 1.4, in particular pp. 18-20,
as well as Eck 1981, Jacobsen 2013, and Nath 2009.
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thought to result from the deity or mythological figure that once sanctified
the site (Jacobsen 2013, 4-8). The physical appearance of sacred sites is of-
ten not mentioned and if it is, it seems to conform to an idealised idea of—in
most cases—a temple.”” With the focus on the permanently ascribed sacred
nature of the sacred places, the texts’ de-temporalised approach is emphas-
ised, which is also reflected in the self-attribution to non-human authors
(see section 3.1). By acknowledging the physicality of a place the imagined
sacred landscape is linked with the geographical, physical one.

It is evident that Sthalamahatmyas refer to historical and mostly still ex-
isting sites of a religious and geographical landscape. The mention of a sac-
red place in a Sthalamahatmya is fundamentally grounded in its existence
in the real-world in, for example, Kanchi. At the same time, the texts link an
event in a mythical past to the origin of the sacred place, whose character
and significance are then derived from mythology. In their blending of an
imagined mythical world with a physically tangible, the texts use the former
to give meaning to the latter. By drawing on the characteristics of the real-
world geography to describe a sacred landscape, natural sites such as rivers
and other water bodies can also appear as part of an imagined landscape
in a Sthalamahatmya. These sites are provided with a significance, sense,
and a story of origin as well. In the case of Kanchi’s Sthalamahatmyas, the
strategies used by the texts to deal with the parallel concepts of mythology
and physical geography differ as does the extent to which they apply myth-
ological concepts to interpret the physical landscape (see chapters 4, 5, and
6). The Saiva Kaficimahatmya, for example, takes the location of the sac-
red places in the space of Kaficl as a starting point for the order in which
the places are described, whereas references to the physical landscape are
much rarer in the Vaisnava Kafictmahatmya.

In their core, Sthalamahatmyas seek to explain why the place they deal
with are the most significant one and why it is important to specifically
go there and not somewhere else. They thus refer to the practice of pil-
grimage and aim to promote the local place—in the interests of the people
who represent these sites, and who often are linked to the milieu of local
temples (Dutta 2010, 31-32; Hiisken 2017, 68). To this end, a central ele-
ment is the exposition of the sacredness attributed to the site in question,
which is achieved by indicating its meritorious powers that one can benefit

77 The Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi contain only a few passages with specific de-
tails that may indicate a temple structure (see pp. 101-106, subsections 5.3.1 and
5.3.3, and pp. 189-190). On the issue of architectural descriptions from the text
with regard to their dating, see pp. 85-89 and Buchholz 2022, 22-23.
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from when carrying out rituals there or simply visiting the place (Gengnagel
2011, 23). These glorifying statements are denoted as phalasruti, which can
be translated as that which has been heard about the rewards of a place.
They possibly serve two purposes; they inform visiting pilgrims about the
exculpatory profits to be attained at a site which in turn is expressed by
those intending to promote the place.

Such sections are a characteristic feature of the Mahatmya genre. In this
setting, each sacred place described in a Sthalamahatmya is conceptually
considered to be the most beneficial. If several places are extolled as the
most significant in the same text, such claims may initially appear contra-
dictory. However, general ascriptions in the superlative are to be under-
stood as a stylistic element to illustrate the efficacy ascribed to the individual
site rather than as indicators of a universal hierarchy of sites (Jacobsen 2013,
26, 123-126).”® Claims of superiority that explicitly name another sacred
site in comparison, though, serve to establish a hierarchy: thus contextual-
ising a site in a local or trans-regional sacred geography, the promotion and
ascribed exceptional importance of the locality in focus is reinforced (Jacob-
sen 2013, 26). Sravani Kanamarlapudi terms this relational sacredness of a
site, which results from the comparison with the attributed powers of other
sacred sites, as intersacrality (2025, 12-13).

Although they may refer to other places in a regional or pan-Indian sac-
red landscape, Sthalamahatmyas are usually less concerned with extolling
pilgrimage as a journey from afar; rather, they focus on a place as the des-
tination of a pilgrimage. Throughout the Puranic literature we find this ap-
proach to sacred places as the most dominant (Jacobsen 2013, 22, 89).” In
keeping with their primarily local character, Sthalamahatmya texts appeal
to worshippers and also indicate ritual practices at the local place. So,

[w]hat does the pilgrim need to know? Above all, he is concerned
with the specific powers and individual features that have given
the site its sacred character. The [glorifying] purana composed at

78 In this context, Knut Jacobsen points to “an element of henotheism in the
presentation of the Hindu sacred places in the Purdnas and the Mahatmyas,”
whereby “each site which is in focus is treated as the foremost site, while also
accepting the existence of salvific power at the other sites” (2013, 126).

79 Yet, as Sravani Kanamarlapudi in her study of two vernacular Sthalapuranas
on Srikalahasti (Andhra Pradesh) shows, journey motifs, which describe how a
mythological character visits several sacred places before arriving at the place
that the text extols, are found in glorification texts and serve various purposes:
they transport a character to the sacred place in question, emphasise its sacred-
ness and enable pilgrims to retrace this mythological journey (2025, 21-22).
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this spot will therefore provide him with the traditional history
of the shrine, including its (usually miraculous) discovery and the
adventures of those important exemplars (such as gods, demons,
serpents, and men) who were freed from sorrow of one kind or
another by worshiping there. Basic elements of the sacred topo-
graphy will be identified, and subsidiary shrines may be brought
into relation with the main deity of the site. Any local idiosyn-
crasies in ritual or in the structure of the cult (for example, [...]
the exact plan of festivals in many shrines) will be explained by
a myth. The purana will also offer lists of the ritual benefits to be
gained from worship at the shrine. (Shulman 1980, 17)

These features and functions identified by David Shulman for Tamil Tala-
puranams, the counterparts of Sthalamahatmyas, also apply to the Sanskrit
texts. The latter unite descriptive and prescriptive elements, a story of
origin, and the rituals that are to be performed in order to benefit from the
salvific powers of a site. Their authority in both matters rests on their claim
to be a product of a divine revelation that is passed on through a series of
divine and/or mythic interlocutors (Ramesh 2020, 111-156). Sthalamahat-
myas are essentially manuals for pilgrims, as Travis LaMar Smith notes;
they “contain details of specific places—shrines, bathing tanks, and so on—
and frequently even provide geographical data so that one might navigate
the sacred complex more easily” (2017, 2). While the aforementioned fea-
tures are characteristics common to Sthalamahatmya texts and largely de-
termined by the genre, the individual perspective of a text on a specific
sacred place is still unique; it depends on the local sacred geography, the
geo-temporal context referred to by the composers, and the local religious
landscape that is commonly shaped by several religious traditions.

80 There are undeniable differences between Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas and Tamil
Talapuranams, first of all in the literary style. Apart from that, Jay Ramesh (2020)
shows that Talapuranams follow Tamil devotional (bhakti) poetry in their ap-
proach to religious experience and space, and are thus affective and more emo-
tional in their dealing with the mythical past as collective memory compared
to the more prescriptive Sthalamahatmyas. For details on differences between
Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas and Tamil Talapuranam, see Ramesh 2020, Shulman
1980, and Buchholz 2023a.
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3.3 Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi

There are several Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas that deal with Kanchi and ex-
hibit different approaches to the sacred geography of the city. This study
focuses on those three texts that deal with Kafic’s sacred geography in a
broader perspective, and are available in printed editions. These are a Saiva
Karfictimahatmya, a Sakta text titled Kamakstvilasa, and a Vaisnava Karcl-
mahdatmya. The Hastigirimahatmya, a Vaisnava text with a more limited
focus on Varadaraja, as well as to texts titled Kaficisthanamahatmya, which
are only available in manuscript form, are therefore not included (see sub-
section 1.3.1). Based on myths, the two Kaficimahatmyas and the Kamaksi-
vilasa texts present their interpretations of Kafic’s sacred space and ac-
counts about the origin of the many different sacred sites in the city and
their rewarding qualities. The unique perspective of each text is expressed
through the text’s sectarian framework, structural layout, and spatial con-
ception. Across the Mahatmyas® on Kanchi, the stories associated with the
same individual sacred place are often similar. This indicates a shared local
corpus of mythological stories related to the sacred places of the city. Some-
times, two of the texts closely correspond in the content of a narrative and
in some rare cases, text passages from two texts even agree with each other
in wording (see subsection 3.3.4). Both correspondences and differences
between the texts and the individual framing of the mythological narrat-
ives about a sacred place reflect a dynamic process of negotiation between
the religious traditions in Kanchi that relate to the interpretation of the local
religious landscape and sacred space.

Among the many sacred sites they name and myth they tell, the texts de-
vote the most attention to Siva as Ekamranatha, Visnu as Varadaraja, and
Devi as Kamaksl. The three largest temples in Kanchi are dedicated to these
three deities. It can thus be assumed that the texts originated in the spheres
of the Ekamparanatar, Varataraja Perumal, and Kamaksi Amman temples.
Each of the three Mahatmyas places its emphasis around their main deities:
the Saiva text highlights Ekamranatha, the Vaisnava Mahatmya Varadaraja,
and the Sakta text deals with Ekamranatha, Varadaraja, and Kamaksl in
equal parts, but adds a structural setting that accentuates the goddess. In

81 The texts on Kanchi discussed in the following call themselves only Mahatmya
and not Sthalamahatmya. In recognition of the texts’ own terminology and for
better readability, I use the designations Mahatmya /| Mahatmyas for these texts
from here on and until the end of chapter 6 (see also remark on p. xiv).
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these arrangements, the texts reflect the heightened significance that came
to be attached to the sites of these three deities in the cityscape and in the
religious landscape of Kanchi, which crystallised into a polycentric layout
(see section 2.2).

While Varadaraja’s myth of origin does not involve the other two deit-
ies in any of the three texts, the myths of Ekamranatha and Kamaksi are
partly interwoven with each other. Only the Sakta Mahatmya presents an
additional, distinctly disentangled myth about Kamaksr’s origin. Given their
centrality among all the narratives in the Mahatmyas, the renditions of
Ekamranatha’s, Varadaraja’s, and Kamaksr’s myths will briefly be summar-
ised in this chapter. The sites associated with these deities are also central
to the texts’ spatial design of Kafici, as will be discussed from a geo-spatial
perspective in the following chapters.

3.3.1 The Saiva KaAcimahatmya

The text titled Kaficimahdatmya, available in editions from 1899 and 1967
in Telugu script, is the most comprehensive text (4700 verses) of the three
Mahatmyas on Kanchi. It claims to belong to the Skandapurana but is not
found in the printed version of the latter text. This Mahatmya has a Saiva
perspective on Kaficl and is therefore labelled as the Saiva Kaficimahatmya
(KM($)) to distinguish it from the other text also called Kaficimahatmya.
Structurally, the Saiva Kaficimahatmya can be divided into three parts: an
introduction containing the frame story and a general glorification of Kafici
(KM(S) 1.1-4.34); a main part locating around one hundred Sivalingas and
further sacred places in Kaficl and narrating their origins in mythological
stories (KM(S) 4.35-45.end); and a section mainly dedicated to rewards that
may be obtained by performing various religious deeds in Kafict (KM(S) chs.
46-50). The narrator of the Mahatmya is the sage Suta, the narrator of the
Puranas, and his audience are the sages assembled in the Naimisaranya,
the forest that is often mentioned in Puranic stories as a place where sages
gather. The sages discuss which of the means is best suited to attain the
vision of Siva and on their request Suta first retells a narrative referring to
a dialogue between Siva and Parvati that praises Kafici as Siva’s city on the
one hand (introductory part) and then a Mahatmya of Kaficl that the sage
Kausika once told the brahmins of Kaficl on the other hand (main part).
The introductory section sets the Saiva framework that permeates the en-
tire text by glorifying Siva as the highest deity, his splendour, and Kafici
as the dearest place of Siva. It is mainly Siva’s presence as Ekamranatha
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(Ekamparanatar) under the single mango tree that is said to bestow its mag-
nificence on the city. The main part of the Mahatmya about KaficI’s sacred
landscape comprises separate myths of varying lengths that tell of the ori-
gin of the sacred sites and usually include statements on the efficacy of the
place. The narratives focus on the origins of the sacred sites of Siva, which
are considered the most important. The origin of other sacred places—of
Visnu, the Goddess, or sacred water bodies—is a sub-element of the stories
detailing the origin of the Sivalingas.

All the narratives have the same basic structure and the descriptions are
partly formulaic: a mythological character, such as a sage or deity, installs
a linga in Kaficl to worship Siva. The god manifests himself there, grants
rewards to the worshipper or relieves him of afflictions. Afterwards, Siva
remains in the linga as the lord (iSvara) of that place, endowed with the
powers he has shown his worshipper there. The liniga is either called after
the worshipping character, a prominent element of the narrative, or the spe-
cific power ascribed to the linga. For example, the Sivalinga Istasiddhi$vara
(Istasittisvarar, within the compound of the Kaccapésvarar temple; KM(S)
13.103c-148b) is said to grant fulfilment of what is desired (istasiddhi) and
Matsyesvara (Maccéca; KM(S) 32.62c-71) is worshipped by Visnu in his in-
carnation as fish (matsya). In this basic pattern, the Saiva Kaficimahatmya
reflects both the approach to the power of sacred places common to Mahat-
myas and the structures of displaying the sectarian bias of Saiva texts; a
place is sanctified because a deity was worshipped there and showed its
grace there in favour of its worshipper(s) (Wiig 1981, 29).

The narratives in the KM(S) are usually versions of pan-Indian myths
and/or include motifs and characters from the epics and the Puranas. In
order to establish a local reference in the stories, the spatial frame is set
in Kaficl where the plot evolves. As it includes a large number of separate
stories about a large number of individual places, the KM(S) refers to many
characters and narrative motifs from the Puranas. In the inclusion of gen-
eral Puranic material, it is thus more extensive than the other two Mahat-
myas. Moreover, the text corresponds to the general display of sectarian
affiliation characteristic for Saiva Mahatmyas (not only Sthalamahatmyas
in particular) as Linda Wiig expounds:

In the case of Saiva motifs, the focus is on Siva’s ability to remove
sins and confer benefits when he is supplicated by a devotee. The
event of his doing so is often marked by the installation of a linga
(called “1$vara’) on the site. (1981, 27)
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Exactly these very elements shape the narratives in the Saiva Kaficimahat-
mya as well.

As indicated above, the KM(S) constructs Siva as the decisive agency and
the divine hierarchy is clearly oriented towards him. Other deities are also
part of the Saiva narratives. Several manifestations of Visnu and different
goddesses appear among the characters installing a linga in Kaficl. By styl-
ing them as Siva’s worshipers, the supreme position of Siva is firmly estab-
lished, but without creating an opposition between the deities (cf. the ap-
proach in the Vaisnava Karficimahatmya, see subsection 3.3.3). The bias to-
wards Saiva myths and sites is also the apparent interpretative element for
the comprehensive description of Kafic’s sacred geography in the KM(S).

The emphasis of the narratives and the Mahatmya’s spatial concept is
Ekamranatha (Ekamparanatar). His myth—interspersed with shorter stor-
ies on Sivalingas and other sacred places located in the surroundings—is
elaborately told in a larger portion of the text, covering chapters 39-45 of
the KM(S). As Jay Ramesh states, Mahatmyas often place the site they con-
sider most important at the end of a pilgrimage route that is constructed by
their arrangement of the sacred sites they deal with (2020, 7, 118). This pat-
tern is also adopted in the Saiva Kafictmahatmya, which narrates the myth of
Ekamranatha’s at the end of the main section, while the introductory section
of the Mahatmya has already established the significance of Ekamranatha.
However, contrary to Jay Ramesh’s general interpretation, I do not under-
stand the arrangement of the sacred sites in the KM(S) as an actual route
map meant to be followed (for details, see section 4.3). If the same were to
be constructed as a template for a pilgrimage route, one would expect a co-
hesive narrative that creates a pilgrimage circuit based on the sites, as well
as some more specific details regarding the distance of one site from another
or the travel timeframe. Nor am I aware of a predetermined or recommen-
ded pilgrimage itinerary to visit Kanchi’s sacred sites according to the order
suggested in the KM(S). The conceptual structuring towards Ekamranatha,
though, is apparent and reflects the observation made by Jay Ramesh.

Ekamranatha's Myth

The central myth of the Saiva Mahatmya, the narrative of Ekamranatha’s
origin, can be summarised as follows (KM(S) ch. 39-45): it happens that
the goddess Parvati, Siva’s wife, once playfully covers Siva’s eyes and this
plunges the universe into darkness. To atone for her fault, Siva first sends
her to Kasi (Varanasi) and afterwards to Kaficl. Parvatl circumambulates



3.3 Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi 63

the city, installs various goddesses, and worships all of Siva’s places. Even-
tually she reaches the dwelling place of Siva who is residing at the foot of
the single mango tree on the banks of the river Kampa, where she sees Siva
in the form of a Jyotirlinga, a linga of light. The goddess wishes to worship
it but is unsure about how to do it and therefore decides to build a linga
out of sand on top of the light rays. Parvatl performs austerities next to
the single mango tree until Siva manifests himself to give her permission
to construct the linga. The goddess follows his instructions, builds the linga
and worships it. In an attempt to test Parvat’s devotion, Siva causes the
primordial flood of destruction (pralaya) to arise in the river Kampa. The
approaching flood lets Parvati embrace the sand-linga to protect it, which
from then on bears the imprints of her breasts and bangles. The waters of
the flood are contained in a skull-bowl by one of Parvatr’s female compan-
ions and later on released to form the sacred water body Sarvatirtha. The
Jyotirlinga is transformed into a lirga of sand and Siva manifests himself
out of it. He grants Parvatl her wish, which is that he should with her in
Kaficl and their wedding is celebrated.®? The single mango tree, the specific
tree of the site (sthalavrksa), the divine symbol and object of worship at the
Ekamparanatar temple, and the Kampa river as site of Parvat’s worship are
provided with separate stories (KM(S) 36.9-88, in particular 36.77c-88 and
37.1-21h).

The understanding of the goddess as Siva’s consort in the KM(S) is worth
a note. For the most part of Ekamranatha’s myth, she referred to by one of
the widely attested names Parvati, Devl, or Gaurl. The story mentions that
the goddess stays together with Ekamranatha in Kafici, but no specific loca-
tion is assigned to her in this context. Accordingly, she is not given a specific
local name, as would be customary for the local deities of the sacred places
mentioned in the text (for example Ekamranatha, for this local form of Siva).
This non-placement may be due to the fact that, as in other Saiva temples
in Kanchi, there is no separate shrine with a malamarti, a central, station-
ary image, of the god’s consort in the Ekamparanatar temple. Consequently,
there is no historical site of the goddess in the temple with which Siva’s con-
sort from the text could be associated. At the same time, however, Parvati is
said to stay in Kaficl alongside Ekamranatha, suggesting a site where the res-
ident goddess is identified as Ekamranatha’s consort. Yet the text remains

82 For a comparative analysis of different versions of Ekamranatha’s myth in both
Sanskrit and Tamil sources, see Schier 2018, 73-96, 199.
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rather vague in that respect, as it only indirectly identifies Parvati with the
local goddess Kamaks1.

The connection of Kamaksi with Parvati as local form of Ekamranatha’s
consort reflects the primary notion of the goddess KamaksI in the KM(S).
However, Kamaksl is specifically and separately dealt with in the text and
located at the cave called Kamakoti (or Kamakostha; KM(S) 31.69-104b; see
also pp. 137-140).3* This location points to the Kamaksi Amman temple,
which is situated around 1 kilometre away from the Ekamparanatar temple
(see figure 2.2).%5 The text passage does not provide a separate myth about
the origin of the goddess there and instead characterises the cave where
Kamaksl is said to reside. It is composed in a praising style similar to the
passages about other significant features related to Ekamranatha’s myth,
such as the single mango tree or the Kampa river, thus structurally linking
Kamaksi as the goddess of Kamakoti to Ekdmranatha. Kamakoti is said to
consist of the highest ether; it it the designation of the power of the seat of
the Goddess (pithasakti) existing there, which refers to the Sakta concept of
the pithas, the seats of the Goddess. The goddess abides at the cave, she is
identified with the supreme power present in the cave and is known in her
form as Kamaks1.®¢ This characterisation suggests that Kamaksl is conceived
as stand-alone and separate from Ekamranatha; she is closely connected to
her own site Kamakoti, thus emphasising a distance to Ekamranatha on the
spatial level. The close link of Kamaksl to the locale Kamakoti is a central

83 In Ekamranatha’s myth, Parvati is sporadically also called Kamaksi (KM(S)
42.15cd and a few times in the description of the wedding ceremony of Ekam-
ranatha and Parvati / Kamaksi starting from verse 45.169).

84 Kamakostha, or Kamakottam in Tamil, is the designation for the separate shrine
for the Goddess as Siva’s consort within Saiva temples; such a shrine gradually
became a fixed element in the South Indian temple architecture from the early
Chola period (eleventh century) and was prominent from the thirteenth century
onwards (Srinivasan 1951). K. R. Srinivasan suggests that the designation Kama-
kostha is derived from Kamaksl as the famous goddess at Kanchipuram (1951;
1960, 32-35). For a hypothesis of the religious-historical developments that led
to the inclusion of separate Goddess’s shrines in Siva temples in South India, see
Stein 1973. On the topic of Kamakottam as designation for the goddess Kamaks,
see Schier 2018, 122-123 and Wilke 1996, 160.

85 Onsite, the cave is considered to be below the Gayatrimandapa housing the sanc-
tum sanctorum of the Kamaksi Amman temple (see n. 206); thanks go to Ute
Hisken for pointing out this understanding. For details on KamaksI’s (spatial)
position in the Saiva Mahatmya, see pp. 137-140. On the concept of the cave as
part of KamaksT’s character and site, see Annette Wilke’s study (1996).

86 In full, the Sanskrit(-ised) name of the Kamaksi Amman temple is Kamakoti
Kamaksi Amman, combining the name of the goddess with the site.
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aspect in this context and found as well in the Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya
and the Kamakstvilasa. Yet while Kamaksi is introduced separately in the
text passage on Kamakoti, she is repeatedly called Ekamranatha’s consort
(ekamranayika; for example, KM($) 31.97) in this context and throughout
the text, just as Ekamranatha is labelled as Kamaksr’s lord.

The association of Kamaksl with Ekamranatha is also prevalent in the
contemporary ritual re-enactment of Ekdmranatha’s wedding during the
annual Pankuni Uttiram festival at the Ekamparanatar temple. While the
announcements refer to Ekamranatha and KamaksI as divine couple, the
goddess Elavarkulali actually nowadays represent the bride—but is identi-
fied with Kamaksi,—with Kamaks1’s festival statue (utsavamirti) taking part
in the festivities as the bride’s female friend (Schier 2018, 119-152, 175-190,
192-193).8” The goddess Elavarkulali takes the role of Ekamranatha’s con-
sort in this context, but she does not seem to be permanently placed in this
role at the Ekamparanatar temple. The shrine of the goddess Elavarkulali in
the second enclosure (prakara) of the temple houses only her festival image;
a stationary image (mulamurti), which one might expect to find, is missing.®8
This setup is in line with the overall popular understanding that there is
no separate shrine—with a mulamiirti—of the Goddess as the god’s consort
found in the Saiva temples in Kanchi.®

The reason for the lack of a separate myth of KamaksI in the KM(S) is,
in my view, grounded in her connection with Ekdmranatha. Even if only
subliminally conveyed, her role and origin is sufficiently disclosed through
Ekamranatha’s myth. The multilayered characterisation of Kamaksi can be
seen as an expression of a balancing act in which the ideas of Kamaksi as in-
dependent, stand-alone goddess in her own place or as married to Siva are
acknowledged in parallel. The separate description of KamaksT’s site may
well be grounded in the geo-spatial arrangement of the sacred sites and their
stories in the text that is based on the location—or rather the proximity—
of the places introduced one after another (see subsection 4.3.3). The myth

87 Until the end of the seventeenth century, it seems, the festival image of Kamaks1
of the Kamaksi Amman temple, Bangaru Kamaksi, served as Ekamranatha’s
bride during Pankuni Uttiram (Schier 2018, 138-152). As Kerstin Schier (2018)
shows, the question whether Kamaksi is to be considered Ekamranatha’s consort
or is an independent goddess is a debated topic in the different religious tradi-
tions in Kanchi as well as in the myths found in Mahatmyas, oral traditions, and
ritual practice.

88 Thanks go to N. Subramaniam for clarifying the question of Elavarkulali’s images
at the Ekamparanatar temple.

89 A myth in the Kamakstvilasa (ch. 14) explains why there are no separate shrines
for the Goddess as Siva’s consort in the city’s Saiva places.
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of Ekamranatha integrates Kamaksi to indicate the text’s primary under-
standing of her as Ekamranatha’s consort and local form of Parvati while
the text passage separately dealing with Kamakoti reflects the spatial dis-
tance between the Kamaksi Amman and Ekamparanatar temples.

The idea of Varadaraja (Varataraja Perumal), in turn, is straightforward
in the Saiva text. As with all of Visnu’s sites, the myth of origin of this
manifestation of Visnu is interwoven into the story about the one of the
Sivalingas located close by. Varadaraja’s narrative is linked to Punyakotis-
vara (Punniyakottisvarar; KM(S) 5.1-70). Varadaraja’s myth in the Saiva text
differs from the versions found in the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya and the
Kamaksivilasa, with the latter apparently corresponding to the plot from
the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya (cf. subsection 3.3.3).”° The focus in the story
from the KM(S) is the origin of the linga Punyakoti$vara—in accordance
with the structural outline of the text. As mentioned above, the interpreta-
tion of Visnu and Vaisnava sites in the KM(S) is undisputed: Visnu is presen-
ted as worshiping Siva and the narratives on Visnu’s manifestations in Kafic
are add-ons to the stories about the lingas. This setting attributes to Siva a
superordinated position over Visnu and, consequently, clearly settles the re-
lation between the associated traditions in the interpretation of the KM(S).

As is typical for Mahatmyas, the element of glorification in the KM(S) is
expressed mainly in the form of statements about the special power of a
place. These phalasruti phrases are found at the end of almost all stories in
the Mahatmya and detail the efficacy of the Sivalingas. In the case of sacred
water bodies, their power is thought to be linked to a worship of a linga with
Siva eventually effecting the desired rewards. In addition to the praising
remarks found at the end of the stories about the sacred sites, the KM(S)
includes longer praise sections on the single mango tree, the Kampa river,
and the cave Kamakoti where Kamaksi resides. It further repeatedly and
extensively glorifies Siva’s particular representation of Ekamranatha, both
in the chapters covering his myth and throughout the text.

90 The story in the KM($) tells about Visnu who wants to create the world alongside
Brahma and is advised by Siva to worship him in Kafici, which he does with the
help of the king of elephants, Gajendra. Linking to the latter character, the story
features the known Puranic Vaisnava motif of Gajendra being attacked by a sea
monster and seeking refuge with Visnu for help (cf. Bhagavatapurana, Skandha
VIII, 2-4; see also footnote 221). Siva eventually manifests himself and grants
Visnu the boon to create the world. Because Visnu calls $iva varada (granter of
wishes), he himself receives the name Varadaraja. Visnu further requests that
the mountain on which he resides as Varadaraja be called Hastigiri (Elephant-
Hill) after the elephant that helped him worship Siva.
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Building on a general Saiva orientation, the link of Kafici with Siva as
Ekamranatha is one of the prominent features of the Saiva Kaficimahatmya.
Ekamranatha is clearly the focus of the text, which leads to the assumption
that the text originated in the context of the Ekamparanatar temple. The
emphasis on Ekamranatha is also reflected in the spatial design of Kafic1’s
sacred landscape in the text, which constructs this local manifestation of
Siva at the centre of the city (see chapter 4).

3.3.2 The Kamaksivilasa

The Kamaksivilasa (KV) is the shortest text among the three Mahatmyas on
Kanchi (1400 verses). It is available in two printed editions, one from 1889
in Telugu script and the other from 1968 in Devanagari. The text attributes
itself to the Markandeyapurana but is not found in the latter’s standard prin-
ted editions. However, as Ina Ilkama (2023, 45; also Schier 2018, 85) points
out, this self-acclamation to a Mahapurana is noteworthy and consistent in
terms of sectarian orientation. The Markandeyapurana contains one of the
central texts for the worship of the Goddess, the Devimahatmya. In its myth
about the goddess Kamaksi, the KV presents a localised rendition of the cen-
tral Goddess myth from the Devimahatmya.

Judging by its title, it would be assumed that the Kamakstvilasa deals with
KamaksI and her myth. The Sakta orientation holds true for the overall
framing: in the introduction (KV ch. 1), Kaficl is presented as a Saktipitha,
a seat of the Goddess, and KamakslI as a local form of the great Goddess
(Mahadevy). This identification indicates the text’s affiliation with the pan-
Indian tantric Sakta Srividya tradition, which centres around the Goddess
as Lalita Mahatripurasundari and further reflects the tradition followed in
the Kamaksi Amman temple in Kanchi.®* The local anchoring is unmistak-
able and the KV itself variously mentions the identification of Kamaksi with
Mahatripurasundari (KV 1.78, 11.26, ch. 12).

The Sakta framing is most evident in the introductory (and the conclud-
ing) chapter. The divine power of the Goddess (sakti) of illusion (maha-
maya), the primordial nature, is presented as the original cause that brings
about the goddess Kamaksi (Kamaksi Amman) in Kaficl and also, through

91 On the Srividya tradition, see Gavin Flood’s introduction (1997, 187-189) and the
study by Douglas Brooks (1992) for details of the South Indian Srividya form. On
the local Srividya form of worship followed in the Kamaksi Amman temple, see
Ina Ilkama’s study (2023, 25-34).
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her, Ekamranatha (Ekamparanatar) and Varadaraja (Varataraja Perumal).
As she fights off an angry Brahma, the goddess creates Siva and Visnu in
an imperceptible form as her emanations, from which Ekamranatha and
Varadaraja later manifest themselves (KV 1.94-125b).2 The divine Sakta
principle is accordingly manifest threefold in Kaficl as Devi (Kamaksi),
Visnu (Varadaraja), and Siva (Ekamranatha). Kaficl is therefore said to
be Visnu’s realm, to grant closeness to Siva, and to be endowed with the
power of Devi because of her predominance. Twice the divine power of
the Goddess (sakti) is visible in the saguna (with qualities) form, namely
as Kamaksi and Varadaraja, and once, as Ekamranatha, it exists in the nir-
guna (without qualities) form (KV 1.50c-68b).”®> The classification refers
to the deities’ physical representation in the sanctum sanctorum of their
temples: Varadaraja and Kamaksl are depicted in anthropomorphic form,
Ekamranatha as aniconic Sivalinga.

Within this fundamental Sakta framing, the local deities Kamaksi,
Varadaraja, and Ekamranatha are placed seemingly on an equal level.
Accordingly, the Kamaksivilasa presents itself as a Mahatmya on Kanchi
with a broader perspective.”* Framed as a conversation between the sage
Markandeya as narrator and a king named Suratha® listening to him,
it demonstrates an inclusive approach with an distinctly schematic and

92 This narrative processes one of the central Sakta myths, in which the Goddess
kills the demons Madhu and Kaitabha (cf. for example Devibhagavatapurana,
Skandha 1, 6-9).

93 Inreference to the myth told in the first chapter of the KV, the understanding of
Kamaksi, Ekamranatha, and Varadaraja as emanations of the Goddess’s nature
is taken up again in the last chapter of the text. Here, Kamaksl is said to be
sixfold present in Kafici, thrice as goddess, twice as $iva and once as Visnu, all
through divine play. The six forms are the golden KamaksI (the festival image
of the Kamaksi Amman temple; see n. 101), the cave (considered to be the space
below the sanctum sanctorum of the Kamaksi Amman temple but physically im-
perceptible), Kamaksl in the sanctum sanctorum, the single mango tree (at the
Ekamparanatar temple), Ekamranatha, and Varadaraja (KV 14.123-132b). This
list expands the arrangement found in the first chapter of the Mahatmya. On the
concept of saguna and nirguna in divine manifestations, see Agrawal 2018.

94 At the end of chapter 1, the KV itself states to be a Kaficimahatmya: kamaksyas
tu vilaso ['lyam kafictmahatmyam uttamam | | KV 1.127; for mahatmyam (1968
edition) read mahatmyam (1889 edition).

95 Several kings with this name appear in the epics and the Puranas (Mani 1975,
768-769) and that is why the identification of this character is ambiguous. In his
English compilation of the KV, V. D. N. Rao (n.d.), however, apparently identifies
king Suratha with a particular character from the Devibhagavatapurana, where
Suratha loses his kingdom after being defeated by his enemies, goes to the her-
mitage of the sage Sumedha where he is taught a Sakta mantra (sacred formula),
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uniform structure. The result is a rough tripartite division in a Vaisnava
(KV chs. 2-5), a Saiva (chs. 6-9), and a Sakta part (chs. 10-13), centring
around Varadaraja, Ekdmranatha, and Kamaksi. Each part is structured
identically: i) the first chapter outlines the territory (ksetra) assigned to the
main deity in Kaficl and introduces a selection of sacred sites located in that
area (see section 5.3). Visnus, Sivalingas, goddesses, and tirthas in almost
equal number each are located and their myths of origin are hinted at. The
thus defined area forms the spatial frame for the subsequent mythological
narratives; ii) the next chapter of each part tells the story of one divine
symbol that is strongly associated with both the myth of the main deity and
its worship or abode. For Varadaraja this is the hill Hasti$aila, on which he
manifests himself and stays, for Ekamranatha it is the single mango tree,
under which the goddess Parvati builds a linga of sand to worship Siva,
and for Kamaksl it is a manifestation of ether as a cave, where the goddess
resides. Following the narrative about the symbol, the central myth of
the main deity is introduced; and, iii) the respective third chapter of each
part continues the core narrative aiming at the manifestation of the deity
in Kaficy; iv) the conclusion of each part is formed by an episode about a
sacred water body that plays an important role in the main myth and is
located in the deity’s ksetra.

Through the consistent structure of the Vaisnava, Saiva and Sakta parts,
the Kamaksivilasa presents local Vaisnava, Saiva and Sakta mythologies
each in their own right and as existing in parallel. It is noteworthy that
the Vaisnava and Saiva parts do not show any Sakta influence anywhere.
Instead, the rendition of Varadaraja’s narrative seems to correspond to the
version from the Vaisnava Mahatmya on Kanchi. Likewise, the rendition
of Ekamranatha’s myth largely agrees with the version from the Saiva text.
The myths in the KV are, however, much condensed and deviations in de-
tail do occur.®® Compared to the other two Mahatmyas, the narrative rendi-
tions from the KV appear to be told as if in a fast-forward. Although this

and eventually regains his kingdom. Since the KV itself does not provide any
details on the character of Suratha, I cannot verify this particular identification.

96 For example, the version of Ekamranatha’s myth in the KV includes the motif
of Visnu (understood as Parvatr’s brother) helping Parvati in protecting her and
the sand-linga when Siva attempts to test the goddess’s devotion. This element
is also found in the version of the narrative from the Vaisnava Kaficitmahatmya,
which generally assigns Visnu the superordinate position and powers. However,
Visnu’s involvement is not included in Ekamranatha’s myth in the Saiva text,
while the story lines in the Saiva part of the KV are otherwise congruent with
the versions found in the KM(S).
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stylistic approach leads to a comprehensible and logical presentation of the
plot with an explanation of the central motifs, it seems simplistic in com-
parison. In addition, structurally recurring sections, for example, the intro-
ductory verses of the chapters, the introductions to the longer narratives,
the passages describing the manifestation of Varadaraja, Ekamranatha, and
Kamaksi, as well as verse sections praising the realms of the three gods, are
similar in their structure and even almost identical in the wording in each
of the three parts of the KV.%7 Thus, the KV is decidedly uniform, but also
monotonous from a linguistic-stylistic perspective.

Instead of elaborate myths, core elements are glorifying and often extens-
ive phalasruti passages. These are frequently added at the end of the stories
about the sacred places and in itself may be specific illustrative stories that
exemplify the power of the sites. The phalasruti passages directly appeal to
the listeners—or readers—of the Mahatmya and underline the impression
of the entire text as a pilgrim-friendly synoptic introduction to Kanchi.

In the Kamakstvilasa, we find the only case in Kanchi’s Mahatmyas in
which the myth of Kamaksl is untangled from Ekamranatha’s. In the Sakta
part of the text, the goddess is provided with a separate myth on her ori-
gin and considered an independent goddess, a form of Lalitd Mahatripura-
sundarl, with her own Sakta tradition.®® In this regard, the KV does live up
to its title as account of the Goddess manifested as Kamaksi. At the same
time, the rendering of Ekdmranatha’s myth in the KV understands the god-
dess with the name Kamaksi to be a form of Siva’s wife Parvatl. Kamaksi
is thought to be married to Ekamranatha, as is also found in the narrat-
ive of the Saiva text and the version of Ekamranatha’s and KamaksI’'s myth
in the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya. There are thus two different, but paral-
lel interpretations of Kamaksi expressed in the KV: the goddess appears as
Ekamranatha’s consort in the Saiva part, while Kamaksl is presented as a
stand-alone goddess in the Sakta part. This incongruence results from the
structural division within the text, in which each part stands on its own in
terms of content.

97 Compare, for example, yah pathec chrnuyan nityam imam adhyayam adarat |
hariksetranivasena yatphalam tatphalam labhet | | KV 2.73 to yah pathec chrnu-
yan nityam imam adhyayam adarat | rudrasalanivasena yatphalam tatphalam
labhet | | KV 6.72 and to etad adhyayamatram va yah pathec chrunuyan narah |
kamakosthanivasena yatphalam tatphalam labhet | | KV 10.79.

98 According to Douglas Brooks (1992, 71), Kamaksr’s iconography stresses her
stand-alone status.



3.3 Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi 71

KamaksT's Myth

Kamaksr’s Sakta myth of origin from the Kamaksivilasa reflects the core
storyline of Puranic Goddess mythology. It can be summarised as follows
(KV 11.19-25, 12.16-114):*° A demon called Bandhaka torments the world
and its beings, including deities and sages. Frightened, the gods enter
Kafici through the cave (bila) Kimakostha and see Mahatripurasundari who
resides there. In the form of parrots, they stay outside the cave and contem-
plate on the Goddess. She manifests herself and in the form of fire burns the
world which is thus destroyed. Out of the void space, the Goddess creates
Brahma, Visnu, and Siva (the Trimarti) who then carry out their tasks of cre-
ation, preservation and destruction. The new world, however, still includes
Bandhaka. The Goddess again fights and eventually kills him and all other
demons. In the form of a five-year-old girl, she drags the dead Bandhaka to
Kamakostha in Kafici. The gods—still present as parrots—recognise the girl
as the Goddess, assume their own forms and praise her. As instructed by
the girl, the gods bury Bandhaka, build a temple (called Gayatrimandapa)
for her at the cave, and worship her all night. The next morning, Maha-
tripurasundari shows them her own divine form and declares that she will
reside at Kamakostha as Kamaksi from now on.'®

Like an appendix to the Sakta part, the last chapter of the KV (ch.
14)—with 247 verses, it is the longest of all chapters—presents miscel-
laneous topics and narratives related to Kamaksi. One myth, for example,
explains why there are no separate shrines for the Goddess in Siva’s places
in Kafici as well as the origin of the golden Kamaks1.1®! Furthermore, philo-

99 For a more detailed summary and comparison of the local Goddess myth with
the archetypal Sakta mythology about the goddess fighting and killing a demon,
see Ilkama 2023, 41-61. In her study of the Navaratri festival in Kanchi, Ina
Ilkama analyses the myths from different sources—among them the KV.

100 The description of how Kamaksi is celebrated by the gods recounts how Siva ap-
pears in the form of the sage Durvasas, who presents the Cintamanitantra con-
taining the rules for the worship of Kamaksl. According to Anne Mofner, this
passage probably refers to the Saubhdagyacintamant, the normative ritual hand-
book used as the manual for worship in the KAmaksi Amman temple (2008, 77,
n. 371).

101 The golden Kamaksl is known as Bangaru Kamaksi (bangaru means gold in
Telugu) and is the former festival image of the Kamaksi Amman temple. In
the seventeenth century, the statue left Kanchi to be hidden in politically un-
stable times and has been eventually installed in a temple in Thanjavur where
it still is found (Hiisken 2017). For the role of Kamaksi in the contemporary cel-
ebration of the annual Pankuni Uttiram temple festival at the Ekamparanatar
temple and the legendary accounts about Bangaru Kamaksi from Kanchi and
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sophical expositions are given on the nature of the various forms of the God-
dess present at the Kamaksi Amman temple, as well as instructions on the
worship of the Sricakra, the representation of the Goddess in form of a yan-
tra (a mythical diagram) in the Srividya tradition, and a brief account of a
Chola king who once worshipped Kamaks1.!®? The various episodes in the
last chapter of the KV express the local anchoring and the Mahatmya’s em-
bedding in the religious tradition of the Kamaksi Amman temple.

On the one hand, the decidedly uniform and schematic structure of the
KV links the Vaisnava, Saiva, and Sakta partsinto a coherent concept. On the
other hand, the framing of the Mahatmya is less consistently discernible due
to the equal inclusion of Vaisnava, Saiva, and S$akta material. The general
outlook in form of the introductory and concluding chapters is clearly Sakta.
The idea of Kaficl as a place of the Goddess is emphasised, Dev1 is placed on
top of the divine hierarchy, Visnu and Siva presented as manifestations of
the power of the Goddess principle, and elements of the ritual traditions of
the Kamaksi Amman temple are featured. At the same time, the forms of
divine (Sakta) power locally present in Kafici as Kamaksi, Varadaraja and
Ekamranatha, seem to be regarded as on a par with each other. Nearly half
of the chapters, the Vaisnava and the Saiva part, present either Visnu or Siva
as supreme deity and focus on one of the two gods. In these sections of the
text, there is no suggestion of a deeply ingrained Sakta angle. The crucial
element that brings together the Sakta framing with the Vaisnava and Saiva
material into a unified whole is the myth in the introductory chapter (KV
1.94-125b), which presents Visnu and Siva alongside the Goddess as eman-
ations from the Goddess principle. Still, if the text were to present a Sakta
perspective on Kanchi and/or a praise of Kamaksl alone, the myths of the
Vaisnava and the Saiva part could have been omitted or re-interpreted to
include the Goddess in a prominent position.

In view of the tripartite division of the KV and an equally tripartite spa-
tial layout of Kanchi (see section 5.3 and figure 5.11), I therefore consider
the KV more likely an attempt to claim territory for Kamaksl in Kanchi’s
religious landscape and to promote the city as an important place of the
Goddess worship, with the local Sakta tradition as equal to the Vaisnava
and Saiva traditions. In contrast to both the Vaisnava and the Saiva Karict-
mahatmya with their one-sided orientation, however, an inclusive approach

Thanjavur, see Schier 2018, 138-152. On the iconography of the golden Kamaks1
compared to Buddhist goddesses, see Venkataraman 1973, 45-47.

102 On the ritual tradition of the Kamaksi Amman temple, KamaksT’s worship, and
the role of the Sricakra, see Ilkama 2023, 25-34. For an assumption on the his-
torical identity of the king, see Mofiner 2008, 97, n. 407.
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has been chosen. This acknowledges the other religious traditions and their
narratives rather than juxtaposing them with Sakta interpretations of the
same sacred places. Importantly, though, it establishes an autonomous nar-
rative of Kamaksl as an independent goddess, framed in the South Indian
Srividya religious tradition that is followed in the Kamaksi Amman temple.
Particularly noteworthy are the various references to details in the ritual
practices observed in the temple that unmistakably link the Kamaksivilasa
to the local Sakta tradition of Kamaksi in Kanchi. In this respect, the KVis an
explicitly locally grounded text whose probable origin or commissioning is
therefore to be surmised in the communities associated with the temple,
be they hereditary priests or members of the monastic institution of the
Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham, whose former head Chandrasekharendra Saras-
wati (1894-1994) very actively propagated the renown of Kamaksi and her
temple (Wilke 1996, 149).

3.3.3 The Vaisnava Kancimahatmya

The second text titled Kafictmahatmya has a distinctly Vaisnava orientation
and is therefore referred to as the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya (KM(V)). It is
available in an edition from 1907 in Devanagari script and claims to be-
long to the Brahmandapurana. In terms of length (2300 verses), the KM(V)
is about half the size of the KM(S) and twice the size of the KV.

Like the Saiva Mahatmya, the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya is framed as a
narration presented by the Puranic narrator Suta to the sages gathered in
the Naimisaranya. The sages first discuss what act one needs to perform for
Visnu to grant them liberation (moksa). They eventually single out Kaficl as
the place on earth where Visnu bestows liberation. Upon his arrival at the
assembly of the sages, Sita agrees to tell the Mahatmya on Kanchi which he
has once heard the sage Narada narrate to the king Ambarisa. This introduc-
tion (KM(V) 1.1-2.14) sets the Vaisnava framework for the entire text, which
further contains various self-contained narrative cycles (chs. 2-3, 9-30), a
chapter more generally glorifying Kaficl (ch. 4), and a part introducing sev-
eral sacred water bodies in Kafici and the surrounding area (chs. 5-8). The
last two chapters give the origin of a pair of lizards, a popular object of wor-
ship at the Varatardja Perumal temple (Tankapalli; ch. 31), and introduce
three Sivalingas (ch. 32). Both seem to be additions to the text, since the
Mahatmya is structurally concluded in the third last chapter (ch. 30) of the
Mahatmya text (Hiisken 2022, 167-168).
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The main structural elements of the KM(V) are narrative cycles, which
each aim at the manifestation of a particular form of Visnu in Kafici. Fur-
ther manifestations of Visnu may additionally appear in the course of these
myths and one in an additional narrative. In her in-depth analysis of
the Vaisnava Kaficitmahatmya, Marie-Claude Porcher (1985) points out the
arrangement of four narrative cycles along a spatial and temporal axis.
The spatial shift is reflected by a change of venue from the southeast to
the northwest in Kanchi in the transition from one narrative cycle to the
next. The temporal axis is based on successive manifestations of Visnu
(avataras), which preside over the larger narratives with one exception.
Varaha, Visnu’s manifestation as boar, is leading in the first narrative cycle,
(KM(V) ch. 2); the man-lion, Narasimha, in the second (KM(V) chs. 3, 9-17),
Visnu as dwarf Vamana presides over the third cycle (KM(V) chs. 18-28); and
Krsna over the fourth (KM(V) ch. 29). The assignment of the avataras with
their temporal allocation reflects a progressive structure of the KM(V). In ac-
cordance with the manifestations of the avataras linked to successive world
ages (yugas), the narrative cycles are set in consecutive yugas.!® The first
three evolve in the Krta- or Satyayuga and the fourth in the later Dvapara-
yuga. Outside the framework of a narrative cycle, the last narrative detail-
ing the origin of a local form of Visnu (KM(V) ch. 30) is set in the Kaliyuga,
the present world age, without the assignment of an avatara.

Overall, the narratives in the KM(V) are distinctly confined to the sphere
of mythical conceptions. The Mahatmya is first and foremost concerned
with telling mythological stories about Visnu that illustrate his supreme
power and glory. These often process known Puranic motifs or present
localised renditions of Puranic Vaisnava narratives. The narratives follow
a structural outline typical for Vaisnava Mahatmyas, which Linda Wiig in-
dentifies as follows: “[iln the Vaisnava context, Visnu manifests and displays

103 The sequence of the avataras in the KM(V) reflects the arrangement found in
dasavatara-lists of the ten principal incarnations of Visnu. Such lists of Visnus’
manifestations, which are believed to appear for the welfare of the world in a
certain order in successive world ages, are found in various Puranas. Varaha is
usually listed as the third incarnation, Narasimha as the fourth, Vamana as the
fifth, and Krsna is either on position eight or nine. The sequence and inclusion
of particular incarnations vary in the epic, Puranic and other textual sources.
Varaha and Narasimha are said to manifest in the Krtayuga (also called Satya-
yuga), the first and best world age in a cycle of four. Vamana is considered to
have appeared in the Tretayuga (second era) and Krsna at the end of the third
yuga, the Dvaparayuga (Couture 2018). In the KM(V) we find a slight deviation
from this allocation of the avatara to an era, with the myths led by Vamana set
in the Krtayuga and not in the Tretayuga.
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his power on behalf of a devotee and then agrees to reside permanently (in
iconic form) at a place” (1981, 27). It is precisely these elements that struc-
ture the myths in the Vaisnava Mahatmya as well: Visnu is asked for help
by a devotee, the god appears in a local form, and ultimately stays in a par-
ticular place in Kaficl

The selection of sacred sites presented in the text is largely limited to
manifestations of Visnu and tirthas in Kanchi (see section 6.4). The number
of individual stories is less extensive compared to the other two Mahatmyas,
as it mentions fewer sacred places. In turn, the structure in the narrative
cycles allows for extensive narrations, partly interspersed with further epis-
odes that introduce a new motif or character. The first narrative cycle is a
local version about Varaha, Visnu’s manifestation as boar that rescues the
earth (the goddess Bhi) by lifting her up with his tusks (KM(V) ch. 2; cf.
Bhagavatapurana, Skandha 111 and Matsyapurana, 247-248).1* The second
cycle, divided into two self-contained myths, presents a local interpretation
of the Hiranyakasipu myth, in which Visnu incarnates as a man-lion to fight
the demon Hiranyakasipu (KM(V) ch. 3; cf. Bhagavatapurana, Skandha VII)
while larger portion forms Varadaraja’s myth (chs. 9-17).

In the third cycle, the frame-story tells of the sage Bhrgu who, in search
of the highest truth, disturbs Visnu and is cursed by Visnu’s wife Laksmi1
(KM(V) chs. 18, 21-22; cf. Bhagavatapurana, Skandha X). Embedded into that
narrative is a local version of the story about Bali’s sacrifice which forms the
core myth of the Vamana avatara (KM(V) chs. 19-20; cf. Bhagavatapurana,
Skandha VIII, 15-22). The same cycle contains the Mahatmya’s rendition of
Ekamranatha’s and KamaksT’s myths of origin (chs. 23-25). The fourth and
last narrative cycle refers to the universe of the epic Mahabharata with king
Janamejaya, the great-grandson of the Pandava brother Arjuna, as the main
character and Visnu’s incarnation Krsna (ch. 29).

Varadaraja’s Myth

The core narrative of the Vaisnava Mahatmya aims to explain the origin
of Visnu as Varadaraja (Varataraja Perumal) and is detailed at great length
(KM(V) chs. 9-17). It can be summarised as follows: The god Brahma wishes
to see Visnu and is told to perform thousand horse sacrifices (asvamedha)
to this end. As he is unable to carry out that many sacrifices, Brahma even-

104 For a detailed summary and analysis of the myths in the Vaisnava Mahatmya,
see Porcher 1985.
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tually arrives in Kaficl where only one asvamedha yields the results of a
thousand sacrifices elsewhere.!®> Brahma finds Visnu as Narasimha dwell-
ing at the foot of the hill Hastisaila (lit. Elephant-Hill; Hastigiri) in Kaficl
and instructs the divine constructor Visvakarman to build the city Kafici,
the sacrificial arena, and altars around the hill. Divine beings, heavenly be-
ings, and sages are invited to attend the sacrifice. Only Brahma’s first wife
Sarasvatl who is angry with Brahma due to a previous incident, refuses to
come. Demons, too, learn about the asvamedha and decide to hinder its suc-
cessful completion. In total, they carry out three attacks: first, they intend
to burn the city and second, they have Siva create the eight-legged half-lion
half-bird Sarabha to fight Narasimha who is watching the sacrifice. After
both these attempts fail, the demons eventually entice Brahma’s wife Saras-
vati to flood the site in the form of a destructive river. In all these episodes,
Brahma pleads with Visnu to protect the sacrifice whereupon Visnu mani-
fests himselfin various forms at different places in Kafici. When the demons
are eventually defeated by Visnu’s manifestations, the asvamedha continues
with Sarasvati on Brahma’s side. It is successfully brought to an end with
Visnu manifesting himself out of the sacrificial fire. Brahma is thus granted
his wish and Visnu agrees to permanently stay at Hastisaila as Varadaraja.
The narrative cycle oriented towards Varadaraja is clearly the central
part of the text and Varadaraja at his abode Hastisaila is considered the over-
all focal reference point in the Mahatmya’s design of KaficI’s sacred space.
Moreover, not only the venue where Varadaraja’s myth evolves refers to
Varadaraja, but also the other narratives set in different spaces in Kafici (see
section 6.3). This emphasis reflects a strong position of Varadaraja in rela-
tion to other Vaisnava sites in Kanchi, which the Varataraja Perumal temple
obtained from the eleventh century onwards (Raman 1975, 88; Nagaswamy
2011, 5-6). Before, in the time of the Alvars, Varadaraja was one among
others, with the Ulakalanta Perumal, Yatoktakari, and Pantavatita Perumal
temples being more prominent (Nagaswamy 2011, 8-11). This shift within
thelocal Vaisnava religious landscape seems to be addressed in the Vaisnava
Kafictmahatmya by the spatial conception of Kaficl (see sections 6.3 and 6.5).
In the Vaisnava text, Visnw’s and Siva’s relation is generally illustrated
as an active opposition. The KM(V) introduces only few manifestations of
Siva in Kafici and each of the related episodes has a unique setting. In most
cases the relation between Visnu and Siva is portrayed as antagonistic. The

105 The motif of a deity performing a sacrifice at a particular sacred site is com-
monly found in the myths of Puranas and Mahatmyas, with which pilgrimage
is correlated with (Vedic) sacrifices (Ensink 1979, 109-110).
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opposition can either be indirect by associating Visnu’s opponents with Siva,
or Siva himself is manifested in some form as an obstruction. For example,
in Varadaraja’s myth, the demons worship Siva to enlist his help to obstruct
Brahma’s sacrifice and he both advises them to plunge Kaficl into darkness
and himself manifests as Sarabha (KM(V) chs. 12-13). Both settings ulti-
mately lead to Visnu defeating Siva and claiming victory over the influence
emanating from him. A clear representation of a Visnu-oriented hierarchy
is reflected in this approach as well as a concept that considers Saiva-actions
as opposition to be fought against.

In a slightly attenuated form of opposition, the Mahatmya’s version of
Ekamranatha’s myth clearly acknowledges Ekamranatha as a part of Kaficr’s
sacred geography. Embedded in the narrative cycle presided over by Visnu’s
avatara Vamana, Ekamranatha’s myth is closely intertwined with the story
of Kamaksr’s origin (KM(V) chs. 23-25). The Vaisnava text attributes greater
importance to forms of Visnu in the course of the story than the other two
Mahatmyas display in their versions of the deities’ myths. It is Visnu who is
indispensable to bring about both Kamaksr’s and Ekamranatha’s presence
in Kaficl. Nevertheless, the version of Ekamranatha’s myth of origin in the
KM(V) is told rather extensively and includes the goddess Parvati who is
later called Kamaksl in her local form. The Goddess does not have a separ-
ate myth in the Vaisnava text. Ekamranatha’s myth starts with Siva’s wife
Parvati, who is cursed by an offended Siva to have a dark-coloured body. To
atone for it, she is advised by her husband to go to Kafici and worship Visnu
as Vamana, who is understood as her brother.!%® Visnu eventually releases
her from her curse and the dark skin, and names her Kamaksi. The goddess
then desires the presence of her husband Siva in Kafici and Vamana tells her
to build a linga of sand and worship it. Repeatedly worshipped by Parvati to
this end, Visnu also rescues her from various effects of natural forces (heat,
flood) emanating from Siva, who tries to break Parvatr’s worship of the linga.
Siva’s final test comes in the form of the waters of the Ganga. Parvati curses
the other goddess to become ugly before embracing the sand-linga to pro-
tect it. Delighted, Siva appears and takes his abode as Ekamranatha in the
linga of sand under the single mango tree.

The narrative element of Ganga, who is cursed by Parvati, is uniquely
found in the Vaisnava text and forms the starting point for another nar-
rative. This story serves to illustrate Varadaraja’s greatness in general
and explains the god’s procession mounted on his vehicle (vahana) Garuda

106 The idea that Visnu is the brother of Siva’s wife is widespread in Tamil Nadu
(Fuller 2004, 43).
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during the Brahmotsava festival celebrations in particular (KM(V) chs.
26-27).1%7 It is again a distinctly Vaisnava narrative and serves as a trans-
ition from the preceding Vaisnava-framed but essentially Saiva narrative
about Ekamranatha—and Kamaksi—back to a pure focus on Visnu. Con-
tinuing with the ritual aspects, the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya further nar-
rates (ch. 28) how Brahma has built the dwelling place (alaya) of Varadaraja
and three images (pratimas) of the god with different characteristics for dif-
ferent purposes, and how the celebrations during Brahmotsava are to be
carried out. These descriptions correspond to the architectural and icon-
ographic particularities found at the Varataraja Perumal temple and the
ritual practices followed still today. It would be worthwhile to further evalu-
ate to what extent the details about the festival given in the Mahatmya refer
to and agree with the specific ritual tradition adhered to in the Varataraja
Perumal temple which is based on two particular Paficaratragama texts as
normative ritual handbook.1%®

The Vaisnava perspective in the KM(V) is very pronounced. Primarily, it is
expressed in a focus on Visnu-centric myths. Illustrating Visnu’s greatness
is the clear purpose of the mythological stories, the central aand structur-
ing elements of the text. Short glorifying phalasruti statements are found
throughout the text and refer to the power of Visnu’s manifestations and sac-
red water bodies that are introduced in the Mahatmya. In particular, the text
highlights Visnu as Varadaraja among the manifestations of the god loca-
ted in Kaficl. His mythology takes up most space and further episodes deal
with elements of Varadaraja’s ritual practices. The Vaisnava Kaficimahat-
mya thereby establishes an explicit reference to the most prominent local
Vaisnava temple in Kanchi and its ritual tradition. Although referring to
Kanchi and Visnu’s various manifestations found across the city, the KM(V)
generally moves in an imagined mythical landscape. The latter appears like
a parallel layer with only few intersections with the geographical elements
of Kanchi’s religious landscape. As chapter 6 will show, the KM(V) is less fo-
cused on Kanchi’s geographical specificities than the KM(S) and the KV, but
instead refers to spatial and religious aspects of the city’s historical urban
transformation in order to establish a local anchoring.

107 Garudaseva, the procession of Varadaraja on his mount Garuda described in
this narrative, takes place in the morning of the third day of Brahmotsava, the
largest annual festival at the Varadaraja temple. See Raman 1975, 102-104 and
Hiisken 2013 on the Brahmotsava celebrations, and Ambach 2022 on the Ganga
motif in the KM(V).

108 On the normative texts of the Varataraja Perumal temple, see Hiisken 2013,
104-105 and Raman 1975, 95.
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3.3.4 Comparative Reflections

Episodes from different texts about one and the same sacred place are
a suitable starting point for a comparative perspective on the relations
between the texts. While the Saiva Kafictmahatmya, the Kamakstvilasa, and
the Vaisnava Karicimahatmya all places their focus around Ekamranatha,
Kamaksi, and Varadaraja, there are several other sacred places whose nar-
ratives are recounted in the three Mahatmyas. The inclusion and appro-
priation of deities belonging to a religious tradition other than one’s own
and their sites is a common feature of the Mahatmya texts. The difference
then lies in the interpretative framing. As indicated above through the sum-
maries of the myths of Ekamranatha, Kamaksi, and Varadaraja, the versions
from the three texts resemble each other in the basic storyline and motifs.
At the same time, the significance attributed to one and the same sacred
place varies between the texts, as does the length and level of detail of the
narratives about its origin, resulting from both the style and the sectarian
orientation of each Mahatmya. The same holds true for episodes about sev-
eral other sacred places whose myths are recounted in the texts. One Mahat-
mya may thus devote an entire chapter with more than forty or fifty verses
to one place while there is only a single verse indicating the myth of origin
regarding the same place in the other text. Nevertheless, there is a certain
correspondence between the three Mahatmya on Kanchi in terms of both
the choice of sacred sites and the myths associated with them.

Most of these stories are local versions of the well-known Puranic narrat-
ives or narrative strands. An attributed character trait or the name of the
resident deity at the local place in Kaficl is often taken as a connecting ele-
ment to such a narrative venture. The similarities between the Mahatmyas
on Kanchi point to a common local corpus of mythological narratives linked
to the sacred places in the city. On this common body of narratives, the texts
seem to build their respective stories about the emergence of a sacred place.
Each of the three Mahatmyas on Kanchi presents a customised form that re-
flects the agenda and general concept of the text. As a result, the core of
a narrative is often similar in all three Mahatmyas but their contextualisa-
tion differs. Usually, the same narrative motif is associated with the same
place in the KM(V), the KM(S), and the KV. There are, however, exceptions
in which one text may attach its adaptations of a particular narrative to an-
other site than the other two Mahatmyas. The shaping of myths in the texts
is thus both a means of conveying one’s own perspective on a sacred place
and, building on this, the intention to gain interpretive sovereignty over the
same. In this respect, the three Mahatmyas also reflect a dynamic process
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of negotiation between the religious traditions that exist side by side in the
city: even more than similarities in the texts, competing differences in the
narratives about one and the same site as well as its precise contextualisa-
tion reveal both direct and indirect negotiations in respect to interpretive
and spatial supremacy.

The different ways in which the same narrative (motif) is processed in the
texts on Kanchi will be illustrated by the following example. The myth about
Visnu’s half-lion-half-man avatdra Narasimha killing the demon Hiranya-
kasipu'® isreferred to in all three Mahatmyas. In the Vaisnava Kaficimahat-
mya, a locally adapted version is linked to Narasimha residing in the cave
below the hill Hasti$aila (Yoka Naracimma Perumal; second enclosure of
the Varataraja Perumal temple). It covers one entire chapter of ninety-one
verses (KM(V) ch. 3), thus giving ample space to this elementary Vaisnava
myth in the text. The avatara Narasimha further presides over Varadaraja’s
myth in that text (KM(V) chs. 9-17) and his local form (Yoka Naracimma
Perumal) is one of the key characters in the same myth. However, though
the KV also connects the story to Yoka Naracimma Perumal, it devotes only
one verse to him (KV 2.19¢c-20b). This verse is kept rather general with only
a hint to the Hiranyakasipu motif and without local contextualisation apart
from the name Guha(nara)simha.'’® The KM(S) (12.19-22), in turn, frames
the narrative in a story about a linga called Narasimhe$vara (identification
uncertain), which Narasimha worships to atone for killing Hiranyakasipu.
The local form of Narasimha—simply called Narasimha—refers to another
site of Narasimha in Kanchi, namely Alakiya Cinka Perumal.

Thus, in all three Mahatmya texts, the well-known Vaisnava narrative can
be found in clearly differing forms. The differences can mostly be attributed
to the sectarian orientation of the individual texts and their general struc-
ture such as the condensed style of the KV. Beyond that, however, there is a
variation of the spatial localisation: the KM(S) connects the same narrative
motif with Alakiya Cinka Perumal and not with Yoka Naracimma Perumal

109 Cf. Bhagavatapurana, Skandha VIIL. On the different version of the Narasimha
myth from the Puranas, see Soifer 1991.

110 The only brief notes pointing at a story line in the KV make the recognition of
popular narratives rather difficult and require an extended background know-
ledge to understand which narrative and which of its variants are being re-
ferred to. In some cases, the reference it still clear and points to more general
features of a known myth. When the link is less clear, comparing a condensed
description or cryptic detail with the text passage about the same place from
one of the other two Mahatmyas may contribute to understanding, provided
the second source presents the same narrative version.
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as found in the KM(V) and KV; moreover, it does not mention the site of Yoka
Naracimma Peruma] at all. Perhaps it is precisely because of this disregard
for Yoka Naracimma Perumal that the Saiva text links its story to another
sacred site of Narasimha in Kanchi. The reference to Visnu’s avatara seems
intentional here and consistent with the KM(S) overall programme which
relates all manifestations of Visnu to Saiva places in Kanchi—as if to further
emphasise Siva’s supremacy by framing all of them individually as worship-
pers of local forms of Siva.

The most notable exception to the presumed common corpus of local
narratives across the three Mahatmya texts is the Goddess myth about
Kamaksi in the Kamaksivilasa. Only in this text the goddess is not associated
with Ekamranatha and framed as his consort. Instead, the text’s Sakta part
describes her as an independent deity with a separate myth of origin. In fact,
Kamaks1’s myth is a localised version of the central Puranic Goddess myth
(see subsection 3.3.2). Besides, goddesses are mentioned more often in the
KV than in the two Kaficilmahatmyas. The Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya largely
disregards female deities and even Visnu’s consorts Bhii and Laksmi resid-
ing at Varadaraja’s side are only mentioned as site notes. The KM(V) seems
to reflect the elite, pan-Indian, Sanskritic, Brahminical-orthodox forms of
the Hindu traditions, in which in which deities associated with vernacu-
lar traditions—Ilike most of the independent goddesses of Kanchi—are left
out.!™ Asrepresentative of the Sanskritic, Brahminical-orthodox traditions,
Kamaksi is accordingly mentioned in the text. The KM(V) does not refer to
her own Sakta tradition,’*? but this contextualisation of KamaksT’s nature
certainly facilitates the inclusion of the goddess within the theological fram-
ing of the Vaisnava text. Kamaksl is presented as an embodiment of Siva’s
wife and Ekamranatha’s consort, which agrees with the notion found in
the myth of Ekamranatha from the Saiva text. In the KM(S), only a few
goddesses are mentioned, each of whom has a unique character (see pp.
137-140). Among them, of course, is Kamaksi. The text refers ambiguously

111 For an overview of the nature of the Brahminical and the local, vernacular tra-
ditions, their deities and their understanding of the latter, see Flood 1997, 16-19,
103-197.

112 It is evident that the ritual tradition followed in the Kamaksi Amman temple
today is a form of the South Indian $akta Srividya tradition which is Sanskritic,
has originated in Brahminical circles and still is kept by orthodox, Vedic brah-
min communities (smarta brahmins; Brooks 1992). Moreover, the normative
ritual text for Kamaksr’s worship is a Sanskrit text called Saubhagyacintamant
and the hereditary priests responsible for the rituals at the temple belong to
the caste of brahmins (Illkama 2023, 32).
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to her in that the goddess is portrayed primarily as a form of Parvati and
Ekamranatha’s consort, but also as inextricably linked to her locality in the
form of the cave Kamakostha (see pp. 63-66). The latter setting undoubtedly
evokes the notion of Kamaksl as a stand-alone goddess and the Sakta tra-
dition to which she belongs. Other goddesses mentioned in the KM(S) are
local forms of Kali. Representing the ferocious and malevolent qualities of
the Goddess, Kali stands in opposition to the married and benevolent type
of goddesses, which appear as consorts of a god. In the orthodox pan-Indian
Saiva conception, it is typically Parvati who takes on this role, with a local
representation of her associated with a local manifestations of Siva.

Cross-textual similarities or even literal correspondences may indicate a
deeper relationship between the three Mahatmyas on Kanchi. They do not,
though, lend themselves easily to establishing a relative chronology of the
texts in their entirety. In their written form, the Mahatmyas have presum-
ably undergone additions and revisions during transmission and as multi-
layered works they often contain passages that were inserted over time.!3
This being so, there may have been a reciprocal influence of the texts on
each other as well as from yet another source through contemporary de-
bates and historical developments over time.

It is, nevertheless, worth taking a closer look at possible textual similarit-
ies between the three texts on Kanchi. Even a cursory analysis allowed me
to find isolated word-for-word correspondences. These are asymmetrically
distributed and exist between the Saiva Karictmahatmya and Kamakstvilasa,
but not between the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya and any of the other two
Mahatmyas. Interestingly, the corresponding passages all seem to deal with
basically one topic: Kamaks1’s role or characterisations of her site, some-
times linked to Ekamranatha.''* Since I have not conducted a comprehens-
ive analysis with regard to other literal correspondences as of now, I cannot

113 Narrative inconsistencies within one text bear witness to this process, leading
Kerstin Schier (2018, 82) to assume that more than one author contributed to
writing the KM($). Moreover, editions and manuscripts of the same text may
present different recensions with variant readings and omission or additions
of entire passages, depending on which edition/manuscript of the work is taken
as source for comparison. For example, the comparison of the two printed edi-
tions of the KM(S) (which differ only insignificantly) with the available three
manuscripts of the text shows that one manuscript is rather close to the printed
versions while the two other manuscripts seem to contain a variant recension
(Buchholz 2022, 23).

114 KM(S) 45.166-213a on Ekamranatha’s and Kamaksr’s wedding corresponds to
KV 8.92b-137b (Schier 2018, 86), KM(S) 31.69¢c-70 on the cave below where
Kamaksi resides matches KV 11.5¢-6, and KM(S) 31.72cd on Kamaksi being the
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determine whether the thematic similarity of these passages is coincidental
or whether these examples are a reflection of an endeavour to propagate a
particular view about the goddess. The understanding of KamaksI’s role as
Ekamranatha’s consort or independent goddess is indeed a contested topic.
The conceptual tension becomes apparent from the study of the deities’
myths from the Mahatmya texts (see pp. 63-66 and subsection 3.3.2) and
also in the oral traditions and contemporary ritual practices (Schier 2018).
Besides, the longer literal correspondences, in particular indicate that the
passages either have a common source and were added to both the KM(S)
and KV at one point or were copied from one text into the other. However,
since we have little evidence for the exact date of the texts and their textual
history so far, the questions of which text may have served as the source
and whether the corresponding sections are later insertions into the KM(S)
and/or KV must remain open at this point.

The structural layout of the Mahatmya narratives in their entirety also
reflects a particular consideration of the sacred space shared by different
religious traditions in Kanchi. In this context, the plot of a narrative can
be considered the illustrative wrapping and the sacred place whose origins
it describes is the relevant core. By looking at the selection and sequence
of places mentioned in the texts, the possible connections and hierarchies
between them, the conception of Kaficl as a space, and the possible focal
points constructed within it, we can identify fundamentally different inter-
pretations of KaficT’s sacred space (see chapters 4, 5, and 6). Each text shapes
and creates a particular notion of Karficl as a sacred place with elements
overlapping and/or competing with the conceptions of the other Mahat-
myas, thus presenting varied ideas of the city.

The incorporation of praising statements (phalasruti) into the Mahatmyas
is yet another important element. These verses or sections most generally
praise the efficacy ascribed to a site as a result of performing a particular
ritual there, by visually perceiving (darsana) the residing deity, or simply
visiting the site. Typical for Puranic literature on sacred places, the phala-
sruti linked to a site specifically reports that place to be the best and most
rewarding of all and its redemptive powers to be the most powerful (Jacob-
sen 2013, 126). However, the attributed qualities can also be more specific
such as, for example, wiping the slate clean after a murder.!!®> Statements

original form of the goddess agrees with KV 13.72ab. A more comprehensive
search might reveal more instances.

115 For example, a bath in the waters of the tirtha Sarvatirtha in Kaficl and the
visual perception of Siva as Tirthesa on its shores is said to bring redemption
for a murder (KM($) 29.21-30b).



84 3 Textual Fundamentals: Kanchipuram's Glorifying Texts

of praise thus aim to impart knowledge about specific benefits of the sacred
site which is both relevant for individuals—presumably priests—intending
to promote the place and those visiting the site for exculpatory profits to be
gained there. In that, the Mahatmyas are connected to the practice of pil-
grimage and directly appeal to those listening to a recital (of a part) of the
text or reading statements about the benefits of the sacred site. Compared to
the descriptive myths about a sacred site, phalasruti statements constitute
the prescriptive part of a Mahatmya. Still, the tendency of each and every
phalasruti to view the sacred site in focus as the foremost in efficaciousness
needs be considered merely as a subjective and not universal statement (Jac-
obsen 2013, 126).

The Kamakstvilasa includes the most and most extensive phalasruti pas-
sages, in particular about tirthas. The praising statements are an important
feature of the text and suggest that the KV is conceptualised as a text for wor-
shippers and pilgrims. The text’s style of presenting quintessential details
of selected sacred places and its spatial layout (see chapter 5) support the
perception of the KV as a pilgrims’ guidebook. The Vaisnava Kaficimahat-
mya, in turn, contains fewer phalasruti verses. Instead, eulogies directed to
Visnu are woven into the myths, some of which are structurally set apart by
a change of metre. The Saiva Kaficimahatmya adds phalasruti statements
at the end of most of its narratives and generally attributes the superordin-
ate beneficial powers to the Sivalingas. Each Mahatmya thus uses literary
means by way of praising statements to underline its sectarian and spatial
approach to Karficr’s sacred space.

Moreover, the element of phalasruti contributes to the local character of
the Mahatmyas and the presentation of such passages reflects the individual
hierarchy of deities, their sites and the spatial understanding of the text.
Praising statements linked to a specific site serve to situate it among other
sites of the local sacred space as constructed in the respective text. In placing
the ascribed benefits of the local sacred site above those of another, distant,
often famous site, these passages create a hierarchy of sacred sites in which
the local site is favoured over a distant one. The praising statements are
therefore an elementary feature of the Mahatmyas as local texts, providing
specific information about salvific power of the sacred places they extol and
thus endowing them with significance.
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Dating of the Texts and Renditions in Tamil

While correspondences between the three Mahatmyas on Kanchi on the
level of content and narratives suggest a common ground, their historical
dating, even a relative chronology, is more challenging. The nature of the
Sanskrit Mahatmyas with the mythical past as time reference for the stories
and the absence of information about historical authors or compilers leaves
only few possible leads. One option are text-immanent indications such as
the mention of datable temple structures at sacred sites. In the conception
of the Mahatmyas, however, the sacredness and salvific power of a sacred
place is inherent in the site itself wherefore any physical structures are less
relevant (see pp. 18-20 and section 3.2). There are only few passages de-
scribing the architecture of a sacred place.

Furthermore, the attempt to date the Mahatmyas through descriptions of
architectural elements is strongly limited, as Jonas Buchholz notes:

Firstly, even if a temple that is mentioned in a particular text can
be dated to a particular century, this does not necessarily mean
that the text was composed after this date, for it is always pos-
sible that the present temple was preceded by another structure,
of which no traces remain. Secondly, since the texts are concerned
with the mythical, rather than with the worldly realm, they rarely
describe architectural details of the sites with which they are con-
cerned, and if they do, they do it in a highly idealized way that
does not allow any conclusions to dateable architectural features.
(2022, 22)

A description of the physical features of a sacred place from the Mahat-
myas may thus not be indicative of the architecture at a specific site—
at a particular point in time—but it may nevertheless refer to a particu-
lar temple style. The most detailed description of architectural features
from the three Mahatmyas on Kanchi—to which Jonas Buchholz (2022,
22-23) refers—is a passage about Ekamranatha’s abode in the Saiva Karici-
mahatmya (42.19-27b; see also pp. 101-106). As another example, a sim-
ilar passage is found in the Vaisnava Kanicimahatmya describing the abode
of Varadaraja (KM(V) 28.1-8). Leaving aside the glorifying attributes, the
Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya names three walled enclosures (prakara), en-
trances with gateway towers (gopuras), tower superstructures above the
shrines (vimanas) and pavilions (mandapas) as characteristics. These ar-
chitectural components became part of South Indian temple architecture
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in the twelfth/thirteenth century (Branfoot 2017, 195). Consequently, this
section of the KM(V) must have been composed sometime after that, even
if a more precise dating cannot be derived from this contextualisation. As
Jonas Buchholz (2022, 23) states with regard to the Saiva Kaficimahatmya
and its passage on Ekamranatha’s abode, the mention of certain architec-
tural features such as gopuras (gateway towers) does not mean that the ap-
pearance of the historical temple included them when corresponding pas-
sage of the text was composed. The same conclusion applies to the passage
on Varadaraja’s abode from the Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya, which equally
mentions gopuras. Rather, such passages seem to convey the idea of how a
temple was imagined at the time of the compilers and their conception of a
temple was presumably based on the common architecture of their time.

In a broader perspective, the existence of renditions of Sanskrit Mahat-
myas in local languages may provide some indications for dating the
Sanskrit texts as well as citations of the Mahatmyas in other textual sources.
In the case of the texts on Kanchi, the local language is Tamil and the equi-
valent to Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas are texts called Talapuranams, which
form a part of Tamil Puranic literature.!'® They are often based on a Sanskrit
source, which they also name, while their style in dealing with the (same)
myths differs decisively.!'” Importantly, the names of the authors of many
Tamil Talapuranams are known and if information on the author of the
Tamil text can be found, it gives a terminus ante quem for the composition
of its Sanskrit source. Of course, this relative chronology can only give a
rough idea and has no predictive value with regard to a more exact or earli-
est possible date of composition of the Sanskrit work.

The Tamil Talapuranam based on the KM(S) is the first book of the work
titled Kaficippuranam. In one of the first chapters, the author Civanana
Munivar states that the KM(S) is the source for his work (Dessigane et al.
1964, vii in reference to Karicippuranam 5.26). The Tamil work closely fol-
lows its Sanskrit source content-wise, while its style conforms to the Tamil
poetic conventions (Buchholz 2023a).!® Civanana Munivar composed his

116 The production of Talapuranams started flourishing in the sixteenth century
and continued until the end of the nineteenth century, when Tamil literary
culture underwent fundamental changes in the wake of colonialism (Shulman
1980, 32; Ebeling 2010).

117 On Tamil Puranic literature and Talapuranams in particular, see Shulman 1980,
Ramesh 2020, and Nachimuthu 2022.

118 Itis a rather popular text, of which several editions have been published since
the first printed edition of 1878 and which it is considered as the authoritative
work by the Saiva traditions in Kanchi (Buchholz 2022, 24-25). For details on
the Kaficippuranam and the relation of Saiva Tamil Talapuranams on Kanchi to
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work in the eighteenth century (d. 1785; Zvelebil 1975, 248), consequently
the date of composition of the KM(S) has to be prior to that. If they were
the only available pointers, the dates of Civanana Munivar would provide
a timeframe for the latest possible origin of the KM(S)—as the Tamil author
had it at his disposal. However, on the basis of a quotation from the text
in a roughly datable work, allows to place the composition of the text “be-
fore the first half of the sixteenth century” (Goodall, cited in Buchholz 2025,
95). As this example shows, such references through quotations can provide
valuable contextualisations and are worth looking out for with regard to the
dating of the other Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi.

The Tamil rendering of the Kamaksivilasa is titled Kamaksi Lila Pira-
pavam. This latter text has been first published in 1907 and several times
since, both on its own and as part of a book called Sri Karict Mahimai, first
published in 1927 (Buchholz 2022, 33-34). In this case, the first printed edi-
tion of the Sanskrit Kamaksivilasa from 1889 is older wherefore the Tamil
adaptations cannot provide further information on the date of the Kamakst-
vilasa. In secondary literature, there are different views on the date of this
text. David Shulman (1980, 392, n. 28) and Annette Wilke (1996, 157) con-
sider the KV to be of an uncertain date. Anne Mofdner (2008, 7) cautiously
places its latest possible date of origin at the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury, when the former festival image of Kamaksi, Bangaru Kamaksi—which
is dealt with in the last chapter of the text—was brought to Thanjavur to
hide it from the troops of the Moghul emperor Aurangzeb.'® The mention
of the golden Kamaksi, however, also offers little definite orientation: the
text may have been composed when the goddess was still in her shrine in
Kanchi or referring retrospectively to her presence at a time when the god-
dess was already in Thanjavur. Today, Bangaru Kamaksl is still worshipped
in the Kamaksi Amman temple in her original shrine which, though, does
not house an image anymore (Schier 2018, 138).

R. Nagaswamy (1982, 207-208) suggests that the Kamakstvilasa was pos-
sibly composed at the date of the first printed edition since it mentions more
recent structures of the Kamaksi Amman temple in Kanchi. However, as
he neither indicates the relevant text passages nor which architectural ele-
ments he is referring to, it is difficult to evaluate the strength of his argu-
mentation. As will be discussed in chapter 5 (see particularly section 5.4),

their Sanskrit sources, see Dessigane et al. 1964, Buchholz 2022, 24-31, 2023a,
2023Db, and the literature cited in the last two contributions.

119 On the removal of the festival images of Kamaksi, Ekamranatha, and Varada-
raja in the seventeenth century, their return, and the reviewing of these events
in narratives and ritual performances, see Hiisken 2017.



88 3 Textual Fundamentals: Kanchipuram's Glorifying Texts

there are nevertheless elements of the sacred geography laid out in the text
which could speak in favour of a composition of the Kamdaksivilasa in the
nineteenth century.!?

The Vaisnava Kaficitmahatmya has not been adapted in the local language
in any form, which means that an indirect chronological placement is not
possible.?! Text-internal elements, however, may offer some orientation.
The Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya seems to address developments in Kanchi’s
urban and religious history from the sixth to fourteenth century (see sec-
tion 6.5) and it can be assumed that the text postdates these events. This
estimation could be supported by a reference to Porramarai Kulam, the
eastern temple tank at the Varataraja Perumal temple (KM(V) 5.11c-12, ch.
22; called Hemambhojatirtha). Its construction around the year 1500 can
be deduced from inscriptions (Raman 1975, 52). According to my cursory
analysis of the physical features of places from the KM(V), it would be the
most recent architectural element to be described in the text, assuming that
the place Hemambhojatirtha from the text is actually supposed to describe
Porramarai Kulam and, moreover, no other structures with this name exis-
ted there before. This would at least limit the earliest date of composition
of these passages of the Vaisnava text to after the year 1500.

The dating proves to be one of the more challenging elements when deal-
ing with the anonymous Mahatmyas in general. A temporal reference frame
to mythical times, a focus on the non-architectural character of the sacred
places as well as a layered structure and possibly different recensions make
a temporal-historical placing—even a relative chronology—difficult. The
three texts on Kanchi are no exception to the general nature of the Mahat-
mya genre. Neither text-internal nor contextualising elements provide suf-
ficient information for establishing a precise date of origin. On the basis of

120 Moreover, only one manuscript of the KV has been found so far (Buchholz 2022,
19). The lack of a more expanded manuscript corpus of the text may indicate
that the time span between the origin of the only “original” manuscript and the
first printed edition from 1889 was not too long, wherefore manuscript cop-
ies were not made. This circumstance may thus give an additional argument in
support of a late origin of the text (Buchholz 2022, 20). Furthermore, it would be
worthwhile to explore whether the—presumable—mention of the Saubhagya-
cintamani, the ritual handbook used as the manual for worship in the Kamaksi
Amman temple, in the KV (ch. 14) as well as the study of the text passages de-
scribing architectural details in reference to the temple’s architectural history
could provide further indications as to the dating of the Mahatmya.

121 As arule, Vaisnava Sanskrit Mahatmyas do not seem to be rendered in a local
language (Matavan 1995, 88-90) and we can see this confirmed in the example
of Kanchi’s Mahatmyas.
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the above, I would place the texts roughly between the early sixteenth cen-
tury and the time of their first printed editions, that is, the late nineteenth
(KM(S) and KV editions from 1889) and early twentieth (KM(V) edition from
1907) centuries. This assessment is broadly in line with that of Ute Hiisken
(2017, 67), who estimates that most of Kanchi’s Sthalamahatmyas were pro-
duced after the fourteenth century.

In view of dating the texts, the textual history of the Mahatmyas is also of
relevance. While the topic demands fuller treatment elsewhere, a brief ex-
cursus on the first printed editions of the texts should nonetheless be made
here. The first editions of the Saiva Kafictmahatmya and the Kamakstvilasa,
on the one hand, were both printed in Karvetinagaram (Andhra Pradesh)
in 1889 in Telugu script. The Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya, on the other, was
printed in 1907 in Kanchipuram in Devanagari script. While the use of the
regional Telugu seems plausible, as many people in South India would have
been able to read it, one might wonder why a Mahatmya on Kanchi and
printed in Kanchi was edited in Devanagari. The decisive factor for this
may have been the editor himself, P. B. Ananthacharya (1874-1936); he had
set himself the task of publishing Sanskrit texts previously written in Telugu
or Grantha script in Devanagari (Shree Balaji Mandir, n.d.).}*? Accordingly,
as Ute Hiisken (forthcoming) notes, sponsorship seems to have been a key
factor in the transition of the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya to a printed text. It
can be assumed that this assessment holds true for the other two Mahatmya
on Kanchi as well. Further research on the entirety of the Sthalamahatmyas
(and Talapuranams) on Kanchi is required and may provide new insights.

Kanchi's Mahatmyas in the Contemporary Religious Landscape

In contrast to the context and date of composition of the three Mahatmyas on
Kanchi, the question on their representation in the contemporary religious
landscape and cityscape is easier to approach. Like other aspects regarding
the Mahatmyas, the visibility of the texts need further research to gain a
better understanding of their significance up to the present day. An in-depth
analysis lies beyond the current scope, so I would like to give a few examples
that show how differently the Saiva Kafictmahatmya, the Kamakstvilasa, and
the Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya are represented in contemporary Kanchi.

122 Besides the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya, many of P. B. Ananthacharya’s other
works were also published by the Sudarshana Press in Kanchi (Freschi 2014).
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As Jonas Buchholz (2025) shows, the Saiva Kafictmahatmya itself does not
seem to be commonly used, but one repeatedly encounters its Tamil render-
ing, the first book of the Kaficippuranam. In many of the Saiva temples in the
city, there are stone slabs presenting the myth about the origin of the Siva-
linga found in the temple. The Kaficippuranam is usually indicated as the
source of these stories. Through this change to the local language, the Saiva
textis thus visually present in Kanchi. The use of the Tamil text suggests that
the version has attained authoritative status, resulting in a significant role
of the Kaficippuranam in shaping Kanchi’s Saiva religious landscape (Buch-
holz 2025).

For the Kamakstvilasa, the link to the Kamaksi Amman temple and with
it to the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham seems to be of essential relevance. The
printed Devanagari edition of the text from 1968 prominently includes a
reverent dedication to Chandrasekharendra Saraswati, the contemporary
head and spiritual preceptor (dcarya) of the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham, and
his designated successor Jayendra Saraswati (1935-2018). Chandrasekha-
rendra Saraswati actively promoted the goddess KamakslI and the temple as
Saktipitha, a seat of the Goddess (Wilke 1996, 149). Apparently, the Peetham
also took and still takes interest in promulgating the Kamakstvilasa: a re-
print of the Sri Kafict Mahimai, which contains the Kamakst Lila Pirapavam,
the Tamil rendering of the KV, refers to Vijayendra Saraswati as the head of
the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham (in office since 2018; Buchholz 2022, 34, 34, n.
44). The website maintained by the Peetham further presents a condensed
English rendering of the Kamakstvilasa (Rao n.d.) and an English adaptation
of the Sri Kafict Mahimai (Kannan n.d.).

Additionally, narratives sourced from the KV are found in other literary
works, on signboards at the temples, and in oral narratives. A noteworthy
case is the representation of two lizards, called Tankapalli in Tamil, at the
Vaisnava Varataraja Perumal temple. The “golden lizards” are prominently
advertised at the temple and are a popular object of worship. A myth about
their origin is found both in the Kamakstvilasa (ch. 3) and in the Vaisnava
Karictmahatmya (ch. 31). As Ute Huisken (2022, 185-186) demonstrates, the
signboard, in Tamil and Telugu, with the story about the lizards features
elements from the version of the myth from the KV rather than the KM(V).
She further notes that, when asked in an interview, priests of the Varataraja
Perumal temple retold the narrative as known from the KV, even though it is
the Vaisnava Kaficitmahatmya that is considered authoritative in the temple
(2022, 186, n. 46). Similarly, narrative elements from both Mahatmyas are
presented in lizards’ myth in the Tankapallikal Mahatmiyam. This Tamil
work published in 1937 is a glorification of the lizards and claims to be based
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solely on the KM(V) (Husken 2022, 177-179). As this example illustrates,
the rendition of Sanskrit myths into Tamil seems to influence the promin-
ence of a particular version of the narrative. Although there are pamphlets
summarising the Vaisnava Kafictmahatmya in Tamil, the text has not been
rendered in full in the local language. The Tamil adaptations derived from
the KV, however, seem to have become popular and found their way onto
the temple signboards and into the oral history.

The Vaisnava Mahatmya is not an active part of the ritual practices of
the Varataraja Perumal temple with its orthodox Vaisnava tradition either.
During the annual Pallavotsava festival, it is the Hastigirimahatmya that
is recited in front of the god’s festival image (Hiisken, forthcoming). The
Vaisnava Hastigirimahdatmya is also written in Sanskrit and deals with the
myth of Varadaraja, which largely corresponds to the narrative found in the
Vaisnava Kafictmahatmya. In view of the popularity of this text in contrast to
the KM(V), a decisive factor seems to be the reading of a summary in Mani-
pravalam alongside the recitation of the Hastigirimahatmya in Sanskrit;
Manipravalam is apparently understood fairly well by the Vaisnava audi-
ence, even without a Sanskrit background (Hiisken, forthcoming; Ute Hiis-
ken, pers. comm., December 2024). In addition, there exist a variety of ma-
nuscripts as well as several printed editions in different South Indian scripts
of the Hastigirimahatmya, which may also result from the relevance of the
text in the performance of the Pallavotsava festival (Buchholz 2022, 19).

Altogether, the availability of an adaptation in Tamil seems to be a cru-
cial factor for the visibility and use of all three Sanskrit Mahatmyas on
Kanchi in the city’s religious landscape. Through the rendition in the local
language, the Saiva Kafictmahatmya and Kamaksivilasa became more ac-
cessible and popular with a broader audience which does not understand
Sanskrit, whereas the Vaisnava Kaficicmahatmya on its own did not achieve
the same reach.






4 §iva',s Places Introduce the City:
the Saiva Kancimahatmya

The Saiva Kaficimahatmya (KM(S)) is by far the longest of the three Mahat-
myas on Kanchi and also introduces the largest number of sacred places.
With regard to the concept of sacred geography, its Saiva orientation mani-
fests itself in the understanding of Saiva sacred places, the sivalingas, as the
main sites of worship. Moreover, Kaficl and its surroundings are referred
to as belonging to Siva from the very beginning. In particular, it is Siva’s
presence as Ekamranatha (Ekamparanatar) in the centre of Kafici under the
mango tree that is said to give Kaficl its splendour. The layout of Kafic’s sac-
red landscape in the KM(S) presents a very consistent and coherent concept.
Its most salient characteristics are the geo-spatiality-based approach, which
translates into an arrangement of places according to the spatial distribu-
tion of the historical sites they can be identified with and a consistent pat-
tern of locating them. Besides, the origins of the places are recounted in
shorter and longer mythological narratives.

4.1 Situating Kanci

In its introductory part (KM(S) 1.1-4.34), the Saiva Kaficimahatmya intro-
duces Kaficl through a pan-Indian classification of places associated with
Siva. This broader contextualisation serves to explain why this particular
Mahatmya deals with Kanchi. The relevant passage is included in a longer
conversation between Siva and Parvati and starts with a question by the lat-
ter about the most outstanding and rewarding among the ksetras (lit. field;
here rather area or place) linked to Siva.!?® In response, Siva names an ar-
ray of twenty-six sites, of which twenty-five are located on earth and one
in the mythical world. The list is ordered geographically, starting with Setu
(Rameswaram) on the southern edge of the Indian subcontinent. It then

123 [Parvatl asks Siva:] kani te ksetravaryani devadeva jagatpate | yesu va mama
devesa satksatkaras sada prabho | | KM(S) 3.55.
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moves northwards and ends with Mount Kailasa, known as the abode of
Siva (KM(S) 3.56-62b).}2* The common characteristic of all places is clearly
their association with Siva as already suggested by Parvat’s introductory in-
quiry. The inclusion of Kafici thus unequivocally reflects the understanding
of the city as a significant Saiva site.

A closer look reveals that among the twenty-six places, the five sites of
the Paficabhutalingas, or the Five-Element Lingas of South India, as well
as seven sites of traditional twelve with Jyotirlingas (lingas of light) are in-
cluded.'?® Furthermore, the first fifteen of the Saiva places in the list are
situated in the historical Tamilakam region (Tamil culture region, modern
Tamil Nadu and southern Andhra Pradesh; Stein 1977) which shows a clear
preference for this area. Finally, in partial agreement with this geograph-
ical emphasis is the categorisation of these places in terms of the Patal Perra
Stalams, the Saiva sites lauded by the three most prominent Tamil Saiva
Nayanmar poets. As most of the Patal Perra Stalams are situated in the
Tamil region, it is not surprising that out of the list’s fifteen sites situated
in this area, thirteen at least are Patal Perra Stalam sites. Altogether; sixteen
of the twenty-six places listed in the KM(S) have at least one Patal Perra
Stalam each.!?® Considered as a whole, the cluster of Saiva places given

124 [Siva explains:] setur halasyam aparam trisiro mahitam punah | gajaranyam
paficanadam madhyarjunam anuttamam || KM(S) 3.56 tatas cidambarasabha
yatranrttami samtatam | vrddhacalakhyam aparam vedadhyapakam adbhutam
| | KM(S) 3.57 arunadrir atah pascad virificipuram adbhutam | kafici punyatma
loke kamakstvratapalita || KM(S) 3.58 vataranyam api $rimatkalahastimaha-
purl | $riparvatam siddhavatam viriipaksesvaralayam | | KM(S) 3.59 gokarnam
trijagatpunyam triyambakam anuttamam | ujjayinyam mahakalam kast keda-
ram adbhutam | | KM(S) 3.60 prabhasaksetram amalam himalayamahacalam |
mandarah paramas sailas srimatkailasaparvatah | | KM(S) 3.61 evam adini pun-
yani sthanani subahtini me | KM(S) 3.62ab.

125 The sites of the Paficabhutalingas are Trisira (Tiruchirappalli), Cidambara
(Chidambaram), Arunadri (Tiruvannamalai), Kaficl (Kanchipuram) and Kala-
hasti (Srikalahasti). The selection of the Jyotirlinga places in the KM($) includes
Setu (Rameswaram), Sriparvata (Srisailam), Triyambaka (Trimbak), Mahakala
in Ujjain1 (Ujjain), Kasl (Varanasi), Kedara (Kedarnath) and Prabhasa (Som-
nath). On the Paficabhutalingas, see Eck 2012, 253-256 and Fleming 2009; on
the Jyotirlingas, see Eck 2012, 189-256. Thanks go to Jonas Buchholz for sharing
with me his mapping of the sacred places in this list from his work on the Saiva
Kafictmahatmya.

126 Since the KM(S) in this context indicates place names and not the names of spe-
cific representations of Siva in specific places—as is also the case in the poems of
Nayanmar (Peterson 1982, 72)—one or more Patal Perra Stalams may be found
in a place that is mentioned in the Saiva Mahatmya. On the Patal Perra Stalams
at these places, see Chevillard and Sarma 2007.
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here includes many sites that form a part of one or more conceptualised
sets of Saiva sacred places. A single, overall convincing pattern, however,
cannot be discerned. A preference for South Indian places and even more
so towards those situated in the Tamil region is the most evident emphasis,
which suggests a strong geographical sense of the region.

Among this selection of Saiva places, Kaficl is characterised as the most
meritorious place on earth and protected by KamaksT’s vow, supposedly
hinting at the myth of Ekamranatha’s origin. In that narrative, the goddess
Parvati—later identified with the local goddess Kamaksi—steadfastly pro-
tects the linga of sand from floodwaters send by Siva to test her devotion
(KM(S) ch. 45; see pp. 62-63).127 A few verses later, Siva—again on the re-
quest of Parvati—names Kaficl as the best of all his sites, where he happily
lives together with Parvati (KM(S) 3.62c-65). This preference is exemplified
by an explicit comparison with the North Indian site Avimukta / Kas1 (Vara-
nasi) that lets Siva state his preference for Kafici, the site where he manifes-
ted himself as Ekamranatha under the single mango tree (KM(S) 3.66-69).

A similar classification is found at the beginning of Ekamranatha’s myth:
Parvatlinquires as how to atone for her misdeed of playfully covering Siva’s
eyes, which plunged the entire universe into darkness. Here, Kaficl is situ-
ated among Siva’s places in the land Bharata within a broader outline of the
mythical world.!?® Among the countless sites, sixty-four excel, and among
these, Kasi and Kafici are dearest to Siva. In the end, however, Kaficl is Siva’s
most beloved site (KM(S) 40.35-38). In the continuation of Ekamranatha’s
myth, Parvati is further instructed by Siva to first go to Kasi (where Siva
resides as Vis§vesvara), before continuing to Kaficl (KM(S) 41.44-68). Kariicl
is thus constructed as the final destination, where the goddess is ultimately
granted redemption for her earlier misbehaviour.

Statements regarding the hierarchy of sacred places are found through-
out the Puranic literature and pertain to a wide range of sites considered
most significant (Bhardwaj 1973). Especially in Mahatmyas, these asser-
tions are a common feature as these texts tend to exhibit partiality towards
the site they glorify and consequently elevate the place in focus over oth-
ers. Hence, the variety of these comparisons and hierarchisations does not
construct a uniform and widely valid hierarchy of all sacred sites of the In-
dian subcontinent (Bhardwaj 1973; Jacobsen 2013, 122-145). The selection

127 [Siva notes:] kaficl punyatama loke kamaksivratapalita | | KM(S) 3.58cd.

128 The mythical Bharata, one of the lands of the lotus-shaped island Jambudvipa
at the centre of the universe, is described as Karmabhtimi, the land of action,
where the beings can influence their fate through their actions. See Eck 2012,
107-129 on the cosmology in epic and Puranic literature.



9 4 Siva's Places Introduce the City: the Saiva Kaficimahatmya

of places chosen for a comparison reflects rather the (self-)perception of
the central site of a particular Mahatmya in relation to others. In the two
examples given above, the KM($) initially contextualises Kanchi in a Saiva
framework to eventually compare it only to Varanasi as the next best place
and the second dearest to Siva. This last comparison is repeatedly presented
in the main body of the text; no other site is used to single out Kaficl from
the only two shortlisted places.'?°

As Knut Jacobsen shows (2013, 127, 130-134), both the Puranic literat-
ure and the encyclopaedic works of the Dharmanibandhas include lengthy
passages promoting Varanasi as the most sacred place, a meritorious pil-
grimage destination, and an important Saiva site.!*® Those claims do not
mean that Varanasi was considered to be the most sacred place in all of
the multidimensional Hindu traditions and the site of Siva, but Knut Jac-
obsen argues for several factors that facilitated Varanasi to be perceived as
such (2013, 129-138). Giving credit to the pan-Indian renown of Varanasi,
the comparison of Kafici to the well-known North Indian Saiva site in the
Saiva Kaficimahatmya can therefore be interpreted as an attempt to high-
light KaficT’s ascribed exceptional importance and effective powers, as “sac-
redness of one place is used to elevate the value of another place” (Jacobsen

2013, 26).1%! The place chosen in the KM(S) to assert Kaficl’s superiority thus

129 See KM(S) 3.66-69, 11.17-18, 17.61c-68, 34.30-31b, 37.19¢c-21, 40.35-38, and
43.27-43. Furthermore, the notion of Kaficl’s superiority over Kadl is also re-
flected in different settings in the mythological stories (KM(S) ch. 10, 12.23-47,
29.34-38D).

130 Among others, the Kasikhandha of the Skandapurana (around the fourteenth
century CE; Adriaensen et al. 1998) as the longest Mahatmya on Varanasi,
the Tirthavivecanakanda by Lakshmidhara (early twelfth century) and the Tri-
sthalisetu of Narayana Bhatta (mid-sixteenth century), the last two both writ-
ten by residents of Varanasi, highlight Varanasi’s exceptional position (Jacobsen
2013, 127, 130-134; Salomon 1985, xiii, xvii; Eck 1982, 82-85).

131 InKerstin Schier’s interpretation, the specific element of Parvati’s intermediate
stop at Kasl as narrated in Ekamranatha’s myth in the KM(S) serves a particular
aim in this comparative context. She writes (2018, 82-83): “[f]irst, a connection
to the pan-Indian tradition is established and acknowledged by, for example,
honoring a renowned pilgrimage site such as Kasl. As the story progresses,
the local site is, in comparison to the renowned site, depicted as superior. In
this case, however, Kanchipuram is itself a renowned pilgrimage site on a pan-
Indian level. Thus, it is likely that the goddess’s stopover in Kasl is meant to
establish a connection between the North and South Indian tradition.” As Ker-
stin Schier points out, the motif of Parvati’s intermediate stop in Varanasi is not
found in all versions of Ekamranatha’s myth from different Tamil and Sanskrit
sources (2018, 73-96, 199).
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seems to be carefully selected. The tendency to compare the place in focus
of the text to sites in North India in comparative statements in Mahatmya
texts about sacred sites not located in the north is also observed by Anne
Feldhaus (2003, chap. 5). She analyses various rhetoric means found, for
example, in Mahatmyas that link sacred places and rivers in Maharashtra
and in the Deccan especially to those in North India.!3> With its repeated
references to Kasi, the KM(S) is thus an exemplary of this concept. At the
same time, the text-internal consistency in naming the city is noteworthy.
No other sacred site is referred to as much in comparative settings through-
out the text and even the introductory part takes up this particular reference
that is narratively processed in Ekamranatha’s myth.

4.2 The Ksetra and the City

After the extraordinary significance of Kafici among other Saiva sites is es-
tablished, the KM(S) turns to characterising the place in greater detail. The
first aspect is the spatial definition. With only two clearly marked spaces,
the KM(S) has a considerably less complex spatial structure compared to
the other two Mahatmyas. A passage in the text’s introductory part (KM(S)
4.6-9a) outlines the two spaces that are distinguished terminologically and
spatially: Kaficiksetra, the larger area, and Kafici, the city (purt). The ksetra
is said to extend five yojanas to the east, west, north and south, thus covering
an extended regional area.!®® The city is situated in the centre of Kaficiksetra
and stretches one and a half yojanas in all directions.'®* A fixed centre point
is neither set for the ksetra nor for Kafici, but from the overall context of the
text it can be inferred that Ekdmranatha is the centre. The dimensions of
Kaficiksetra do by no means seem arbitrary; across the three Mahatmya on
Kanchi, the region of Kaficl is given similar dimensions and further corres-

132 The categories differentiated by Anne Feldhaus are claims of similarity, com-
parison, containing other places, and other references (2003, 158-178) and can
also be applied to the analysis of Mahatmya texts on other places.

133 On the conversion of the temporal length units into contemporary length units,
see subsection 1.3.3.

134 [Parvatlasks:] kafictksetrapramanam ca tatra sthanani te prabho | | KM(S) 4.6cd
kati visnumukhadinam sthanam briihi dayanidhe | KM(S) 4.7ab [...]

[Siva says:] pracyam praticyam codicyam daksine capi sundari | paficayojana-
matrena pramanena pariskrta || KM(S) 4.8 tatrottamottama karict sardhayo-
janamatratah | KM(S) 4.9ab.
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ponds to the spatial reach of the historical region of Tondaimandalam, the
region ruled by the Pallava kings (see sections 5.2 and 6.2, chapter 7 and fig-
ure 7.1). Although no explicit reference to the historical region is included
in the KM(S), the spatial modelling of Kaficiksetra reiterates a close link of
Kanchi with Tondaimandalam, which seems to have be thus alluded to in
the text (see chapter 7 and figure 7.1).

The ksetra is the overall frame of reference and represents the spatial ex-
tent of the region associated with Kaficl. Besides a general association with
Siva, this area is not further characterised. The spatial focus instead lies on
the inner space, the city of Kaficl. This is described in greater detail and it is
the city’s space that constitutes the spatial framework for the sacred places
and their myths of origin described in the text. On a geographical level, the
city is said to be surrounded by seven rivers (KM(S) 3.78c-80b). These are
listed according to their location from north to south; as far as an identifica-
tion is possible, the Mahatmya situates Kafici roughly between the a Pampa
river (identification uncertain; presumably north of Kanchi; see n. 135) in
the north and the Palar in the south.!®> Among the seven rivers, the Vega-
vati (Vegavathi; KM(S) 7.1-78), Nisa (Manjalneer Kalvai; KM(S) 13.34c-39b)
and Kampa (Kampa; KM(S) chs. 36/39-45, especially 45.66-92 and praised in
37.1-21b), a now dried-up river, nowadays represented by Kampaitirttam at
the Ekamparanatar temple as a remainder (Schier 2018, 106), feature again
in the text’s myths. When assuming that a more detailed consideration of

135 [Siva elaborates on the city Kafici:] kampaya kampaya punyajalaya nisayavrta

| | KM(S) 3.78cd vegavatya visesena punyakotisamanyaya | ksiranadya mahatya
ca skandanadya ca samyuta | | KM(S) 3.79 malabhir abhita svacchasumabhir iva
manint | KM(S) 3.80ab.
The number of the rivers is not explicitly mentioned, but seems to be seven:
there is one Kampa (probably supposed to read pampa, see below; identi-
fication uncertain), another Kampa (Kampa, a now dried-up river; see pp.
240-241), Punyajala (identification uncertain), Nisa (Manjalneer Kalvai), Vega-
vatl (Vegavathi, a northern sidearm of the Palar), Ksiranadi (Palar), and Skanda-
nadi (Cheyyar, a southern sidearm of the Palar) (Buchholz 2023a, 393-395).
In view of the geographical arrangement from north to south, the first three
rivers are or were located north of the Manjalneer Kalvai. With regard to the
two Kampa rivers, Jonas Buchholz (2023a, 393-395) shows that the text’s Tamil
counterpart, the Kaficippuranam, helps with the understanding of the Sanskrit
Mahatmya. The respective verse in the Kaficippuranam notes a Pampa (identi-
fication uncertain) first and then a Kampa, and it furthermore specifically men-
tions the rivers to be seven. Similarly, the Hastigirimahatmya (4.64c-65b) indi-
cates seven rivers in Kafict and mentions both a Kampa and a Pampa. This ex-
ample indicates the value of parallel reading of several Sthalamahatmyas and
Talapuranams on Kanchi for understanding possible obscure passages.
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a place indicates a greater attributed significance, it is these three water
bodies that are emphasised in the text’s layout of Kaficl. The reasons for
this seem to be evident with regards to the Mahatmya’s outlook on Kafict’s
space; the Kampa is an integral element of the Ekamranatha myth and thus
intimately linked to the central site and its myth in the KM(S). The Vegavathi
and the Manjalneer Kalvali, in turn, flow straight through Kanchi, from west
towards the east and almost in parallel, the Manjalneer Kalvai to the north
of the Vegavathi. They characterise the geographical landscape of the city
and are visible markers structuring its space.

Kaficl is both understood as an urban space (pur?) and as an existing city.
The Saiva Kafictmahatmya does not include a myth of origin for the city but
still presents an imagined notion of Kaficl. These descriptions are set in a
mythical context and paint an idealised picture of the city. In the introduct-
ory part of the Mahatmya, the city is described in poetic words: it is a beau-
tiful place, adorned with finely ornamented houses, pavilions, gardens and
ponds, resounding with auspicious sounds and inhabited by various birds
and other animals and people carrying out their duties. In the centre of
the city is the abode of Ekamranatha (Ekamparanatar), where Siva resides
in the form of a linga of light (Jyotirlinga; KM(S) 3.64-110, 42.19-27b). As
will become apparent below (see section 4.3), the position of Ekamranatha
within the space of the city has to be understood here in a figurative sense,
as his temple is actually located in the northwestern part of the historic-
ally expanding city. The positioning of the Ekamranatha representation
thus intends to symbolise its central significance in the perception of Kaficl
whereas the Mahatmya later on specifies its position when dealing with
Ekamranatha’s myth (cf. KM(S) 42.27ab).

The city of Kaficl is known as Brahma’s city (KM(S) 3.103ab, 43.40), an as-
sociation that can also be found in the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya (KM(V)).!3¢
The justification of the name Karicl is derived from Brahma’s designation ka
and Karict is interpreted as the city revered (aficita) by Brahma—another
parallel to the KM(V) (4.33cd-34ab). In the Saiva Mahatmya, however,
this is only one of several—partly philosophical and partly mysterious—
interpretations of the name Kaficl and the link to Brahma is also attributed
to the notion of Kaficl as possessing the nature of Brahma’s world (brahma-
loka; KM(S) 36.55-77b). While Kafici is fundamentally understood as Saiva,
the KM(S) nevertheless broadens its characterisation at times. In individual
passages, Kaficl is additionally characterised as pitha, a seat of the Goddess,

136 The Saiva text explicitly considers the abode of Ekamranatha to be constructed
by the divine constructor Vi§vakarman on the order of Siva (KM(S) 42.19cd).
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and Visnu’s city (KM(S) 37.23, 38.27'%7). These ascriptions are not further
specified—for example, in terms of space—but emphasise KaficT’s distinct
significance. Moreover, these notes pay tribute to the city’s diverse religious
landscape, which is characterised by the presence of Vaisnava and Sakta
sites and traditions alongside the Saiva.

The Mahatmya not only connects a mythical past with historical sites, but
alsoreflects idealised notions of the city and temples in the mythical context.
This applies primarily to the descriptions of the character of the city, the few
passages about the cityscape and the structures of temples. The descriptions
of urban infrastructures like streets, houses and palaces, walls enclosing the
city and gardens refer to the idealised ideas of a city that need not corres-
ponded to a historical reality at any point of time in the past. Nonetheless,
it is worth investigating the correspondences between the idealised char-
acterisations derived from the texts and the phases of historical urban de-
velopment or architectural history in case of temples. The notions of city
and temple in the Mahatmyas must inevitably be based on ideas which the
authors or compilers of the texts were acquainted with from their own ob-
servation or which they considered typical or ideal. Insights from such a
consideration could contribute to the interpretation of the texts. It would
be a stretch at this point to attempt such an analysis for the more general
conceptions of the cityscape found in the KM(S)—and other texts on Kanchi-
puram.’®® Instead, the description of Ekamranatha’s abode from the Saiva
text is given below as a specific example of how conceptions of architecture
are processed in the Mahatmya.

The Dwelling Place of Ekamranatha

The idea of Kaficl as an illustrious city is echoed in the central myth of the
text regarding Ekdmranatha. In the relevant text passage, it is mentioned
that Parvati circumambulates (pradaksina) Kaficl after being sent there to
atone for covering, to a disastrous end, Siva’s eyes earlier. The city is said
to be decorated with banners, its gateways adorned with gems and the air

137 [KauSika tells:] jagatsaro brahmapurt visnupis sivapur api | kanyaraksetividita
pithanamni priya mama | | KM(S) 37.23.

138 Similarly, it would the worthwhile to analyse the descriptions of Kanchi’s his-
torically grown cityscape in terms of the specifications proposed within works
of Vastusastra, the science of architecture, and éilpaééstra, the ancient Indian
science of crafts and arts, and relate these to the notions of the city found in the
Mahatmya texts.
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reverberating with the sound of drums and flutes (KM($) 42.9-15b). With
regard to the imaginary view of Kaficr’s urban space, we are already famil-
iar with similarly designed ideas. Beyond that, the narrative contains one
of the few passages in all three Mahatmyas on Kanchi that mentions a built
environment at a sacred place is mentioned. After Parvati has circumambu-
lated the city clockwise, she goes on to install various goddesses. She wor-
ships all of Siva’s places and eventually reaches the dwelling place of Siva
residing at the foot of the single mango tree in the centre of the city (KM(S)
42.15c-18).1% Among others, the Mahatmya mentions five enclosures (pra-
karas) with pavilions (mandapas) of thousand columns and gems, towered
gateways (gopuras) competing (in eminence) with the mountains Kailasa
and Mandara, and the deities Strya, Kalarudra, Brahma, Visnu, Ganesa, a
female companion of the goddess, Skanda, and five Brahmangas in differ-
ent enclosures, and Siva himself abiding at the foot the single mango tree
(KM(S) 42.19-27b0). The ornate descriptive element of the verses needs
certainly to be considered in the light of an idealised imaginative view of
Kafici, while details on the location of the deities and architecture point to
particular physical features of a temple and are thus worth comparing with
the characteristics of the Ekamparanatar temple.

Like many other in Tamil Nadu, the Ekamparanatar temple was extens-
ively remodelled around 1900 under the patronage of the Chettiyars; this

139 This wording refers to Siva in the form of a linga of light, since Parvati only af-
terwards installs a liniga of sand on top of the linga of light (cf. KM(S) 45.11-65).
However, the idea of Ekamranatha in the KM($) is connected to both these forms
and most precisely points to Siva residing at the foot of the single mango tree,
where both lingas are said to be located. Interestingly, the text does not employ
the designation sthana, the otherwise used term for place, but nilaya (abode or
dwelling place), to designate this site of Siva.

140 [Kausika describes Ekamranatha’s dwelling place to the brahmins of Kafici:]
nanamaniganakirnahemaprakarasamvrtam | nirmitam manasa sambhor ajfia-
ya visvakarmana || KM(S) 42.19 devipriyacikirsos tadbhavasya paramesthi-
nah | kailasamandaraspardhigopurair upasobhitam | | KM(S) 42.20 manistam-
bhasahasradhyamantapais sarvato vrtam | paficamavarane sarvaprapaficabha-
vanojjvalam || KM(S) 42.21 diptam hetigrhanikais turiye pravrte subhaih |
dinesakalarudrabjabhavavisnvalayair api | | KM(S) 42.22 trtiye ganapasrestha-
devisakhijandlayaih | divyasmanikaraklptair diptam drstivimohanaih | | KM(S)
42.23 dvittye vighnapaskandapaficabrahmangasankulam | prathame pundart-
kabham daharam vesma nirmitam | | KM(S) 42.24 Sivenaiva svam avasam ekam-
radrumamiulagam | vipapam puramadhyastham yad upasyam vimuktaye | |
KM(S) 42.25 dahre [lsminn antarakasas tasmin yajjyotir antara | tad eva khalu
yogindrair anvestavyam vimuktaye || KM(S) 42.26 tadbrahmapuramadhya-
stham alayam prapa sa tada | KM(S) 42.27ab.
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resulted in changes to the architecture, even if the new structures often
simply replaced earlier ones on the same spot (Branfoot 2022b). Given that
the first printed edition of the Saiva Kaficimahatmya from 1889 contains
the relevant text passage—with the text’s composition presumably dating
significantly earlier (see pp. 85-89)—, it can be assumed that the Mahatmya
describes a layout of the temple predating the mentioned reconstruction.
A comparison of the textual description with the present-day temple there-
fore remains flawed but is nevertheless the best possible approximation.
The text passage on Ekamranatha’s abode mentions several architectural
components that correspond to common forms of South Indian temple ar-
chitecture of a certain period. Relevant elements are the arrangement of
the space in concentric, most often walled enclosures with several subsi-
diary shrines and pavilions and entrances towered with gateway towers.
These features became part of the temple architecture in the twelfth/thir-
teenth century (Branfoot 2017, 195).14! So while the historical temple in
Kanchi may have never looked as glorious as the KM(S) describes it, the text
still seems to refer to a typical post-twelfth/-thirteenth century South Indian
temple. In addition to the architectural basics, the KM(S) specifies further
characteristics of the enclosures, gateways and pavilions. The prakaras are
said to be five in number, the gopuras huge and the mandapas to be set out
with gems and have thousand columns. In comparison, today’s Ekampara-
natar temple indeed has five enclosures (the third and the second not sep-
arated by a wall but through an elevation of the latter), a nine-storied Raja-
gopura as the tallest in Kanchi and a pavilion called Thousand-Pillar Hall in
the fifth and outermost prakara as suggested by the text.!*? These are surely
not exclusive features, for there is, for example, also a Thousand-Pillar Hall
at the Minatci Cuntarécuvarar temple in Madurai or at the Arankanata Cu-
vami temple in Srirangam, but they aptly describe individual architectural
specifics of the Ekamparanatar temple.

Additionally, the KM(S) mentions several deities to be present there, some
of which can clearly be linked to images of the deities found at the temple.
One of them is Visnu, which the Mahatmya locates in the fourth enclosure in

141 Accordingly, the corresponding passage of the KM($) must be composed some-
time after that—a more precise dating, though, cannot be inferred from this
deduction (Buchholz 2022, 22-23; see also pp. 85-89).

142 For the outline of the Ekamparanatar temple and a summary of its history, I
rely on Schier 2018, 17-24, 17, fig. 1.2, 29-38, Seshadri 2003, 121-124, a map
with legend in Boulanger 1992, 96-98, an unpublished hand-drawn map by N.
Subramaniam, and my own notes taken on site during field-visits in January
2020 and March 2023 as further references.
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this text passage.*> On site today, there is no Visnu in the fourth but Visnu
called Nilattinkaltunta Perumal in the first prakara. In the fourth enclosure
there is instead the linga Visnuvécvarar. Called Visnvi$vara in the KM(S),
the separate story of its origins narrates that Visnu has installed this linga
and explicitly mentions this site to be both south of Ekamranatha and in the
fourth enclosure (KM(S) 42.29-67). The linga Visnvisvara / Visnuvécvarar
is thus linked to Visnu but an image of Visnu is not found at that spot on
site. Since the enumeration of the deities found in the prakaras as given in
the Mahatmya is rather condensed, it is difficult to ascertain whether the
text refers to Nilattinkaltunta Perumal or to the linga Visnu is said to have
installed. Furthermore, it could be that the shrine of Nilattinkaltunta Peru-
mal was not always in the first enclosure where it is now but in the fourth
where the Mahatmya locates it. However, I have not yet been able to find
information regarding this.

The case of the female companion of the goddess, who the Saiva text
mention to be present at the abode of Ekamranatha, is largely similar. The
reference here seems to point clearly to the goddess Pralayamanda (Pira-
layakali Amman), Parvatr’s helper with a crucial role in the Ekamranatha
myth."** According to Kerstin Schier’s information (2018, 21, n. 15), the
former shrines of Piralayakali Amman was situated in the garden area open-
ing from the third enclosure to the north, and in the third prakara is where
the Mahatmya locates the goddess. Her present shrine, though, is found in
the second prakara.

The Mahatmya further states that Ganesa is to be found both in the third
and second enclosures. On site, there is Aincamuka Vinayakar in the third
prakara, Tampattai Vinayakar and Vikatacakkara Vinayakar in the fourth,
as well as several images of Ganes$a in the first enclosure. In the second
prakara, there does not seem to be another Ganesa, but a shrine of Skanda
(Mavati Kantar) is found there, just as indicated by the text.!*> The identi-
fication of the other deities (Strya, Kalarudra, Brahma, five Brahmangas)

143 In the KM(S) and the KM(V) this Visnu is called Candrakhanda and in the KV
Candrakantha (see subsection 6.4.1). On the names, see Shulman 1980, 172-173.

144 The goddess called Bhadrakali/Pralayamanda is asked by Ekamranatha to stay
in front of him in the Ekdmranatha myth (KM(S) ch. 45). In the KV, she is called
Pralayabandhini and mentioned as a goddess residing in Ekamranatha’s terri-
tory in Kaficl (KV 6.11c-12b). She further appears in the Mahatmya’s version
of Ekamranatha’s myth of origin, in which she contains in her skull-bowl the
waters threatening to drown Parvatr’s sand-linga (KV 8.67-74).

145 In Ekamranatha’s myth, a Ganesa and Skanda are also mentioned to be in the
second enclosure of Ekamranatha’s abode (KM(S) 45.30c-31b).
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mentioned in the passage on Ekamranatha’s abode with historical sites is
less clear. Overall, this explanatory analysis shows that some of the deit-
ies mentioned in the Mahatmya’s description of Ekamranatha’s abode are
indeed still found in the Ekamparanatar temple where the KM(S) locates
them, while for others the text seems to indicate an earlier location or an
earlier architectural shape of the temple. To deepen the exploration and
further compare the individual locations given in the KM(S) with the layout
of the historical sites in situ while also considering the architectural history
of the temple would certainly be worthwhile but is beyond the scope of this
section.

An important role for the myth of Ekdmranatha is played by the single
mango tree (Ekamravrksa) which is further provided with its own myth of
origin (KM(S) 36.9-88, in particular 36.77c-88). The linga of light is said to be
situated at the foot of the tree, consequently the linga moulded out of sand
by Parvati on top of it is also positioned there.!*® Not without reason, the
long-established designation of Ekamranatha for Siva at the historical site
is closely connected to the single mango tree (ekamral-vrksal) from the myth
(Schier 2018, 27-29). Situated in an inner courtyard opening from the third
prakara, the single mango tree is the sthalavrksa, the site-specific tree. Ad-
ditionally, it is the next most important place of worship after the sand-linga
of the Ekamparanatar temple and, as divine symbol, it exceeds in signific-
ance a common sthalavrksa (Schier 2018, 21). Signboards within the temple
both indicate the way to the tree and explain its story in different languages.

The KM(S) identifies two forms as Ekamranatha: the linga of sand con-
structed by Parvati and the linga of light emerging from it. Both seem to
be situated at the same location and Ekamranatha is often characterised
as staying at the foot of the single mango tree. The description of Ekam-
ranatha’s abode additionally mentions that Siva under the tree is situated
in the first prakara. In the present temple, Ekamranatha as sand-linga is
found in the sanctum sanctorum, while the mango tree is located in an open
courtyard that is adjacent to the first enclosure but not accessible from the
latter.'*’ The Mahatmya does not reflect this spatial arrangement, neither

146 See KM(S) 36.26, 38.3, 38.84cd on the Jyotirlinga and 45.21, 45.34c-37b on the
sand-linga. In KM(S) 36.25-26, it is further stated that the goddess in her uni-
versal form as Lalitaparamesvari stays with Siva, in a form of a lifga, at the
foot of the single mango tree.

147 Under the sthalavrksa, there is a shrine with a depiction of Siva in anthropo-
morphic form with Parvati and Skanda at his side (Somaskanda iconography),
reflecting the Mahatmya’s idea that the goddess abides with Siva under the tree
(see n. 146).
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the distinction between the sanctum sanctorum and the first enclosure nor
the separation of the first prakara from the inner courtyard.

The conception in the Mahatmya could well relate to the minor and ma-
jor demolitions and subsequent reconstructions and renovations that the
Ekamparanatar temple underwent since the Pallava times, with the latest
large renovation at the end of the nineteenth century creating the shape
of the present-day temple with—among others—the architecturally distinct
enclosures (Schier 2018, 29-38). With the Saiva Mahatmya referring to the
layout predating the remodelling around 1900, it might reflect a more open
structure of the temple wherefore no (spatial) separation between the cen-
tral linga and the tree was perceived.!*® Besides, the focus on Ekamranatha’s
close conceptual (and spatial) connection to the single mango tree and the
perception of Ekamranatha as the central site of its layout of EkAmranatha’s
abode—and the entire sacred landscape—is much more pronounced than
any accurate description of a built temple environment.

The above discussion shows that the Saiva Mahatmya has a clear idea of
both the architecture of Ekamranatha’s abode and the spatial arrangement
of the places occupied by individual deities within it. The description in the
text apparently depicts a temple with architectural elements that became an
integral part of temple architecture in South India in the twelfth/thirteenth
century. Even if most certainly it adds glorifying attributes to any form of
temple that existed when the text was composed, it is still rather precise with
regard to the specific characteristics of the site—as they were at a particular
point in time and as many of them are still found there today.

4.3 Mapping the Sacred Places

The area of the city of Kaficl is the primary spatial frame in the Saiva Karict-
mahdtmya to name and describe its sacred places. The choice of sites in-
cluded in the Mahatmya is mentioned in the introductory part of the text.
There, the sages in the Naimisaranya (a forest often mentioned in Puranic
stories as a place for sages to gather) ask the bard Sata how many places of

148 In this context, an oral narrative is worth mentioning, which recounts that the
linga of sand has been moved to its present location in the sanctum sanctorum
and away from its original spot under the single mango tree (Boulanger 1992,
95). It is, indeed, possible that it had been situated under the tree at a certain
point of time, but either the linga or the tree have been since relocated.
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$iva and Visnu, Vinayaka (Ganes$a), Visakha (Skanda) and others there are in
Kafict.'* In response, Suta introduces the Mahatmya of Siva’s capital, that
is Kaficy, as he had once heard the sage Kausika narrate it to the brahmins
of Kaficl (KM(S) 4.5-19b). Before he starts the retelling of the Mahatmya,
which forms the main part of the KM(S) (ch. 4.21-45.end), the sages remind
him that they especially want to hear about the numerous sacred places and
tirthas.*>® This clear indication of what is to follow in the text could not be
more accurate. The KM(S) describes and locates around hundred Sivalingas,
around a dozen Vaisnava sites, sacred water bodies, one site each of Ganesa
and Skanda and a few of the Goddess in various forms.!>! As I show in the
detailed analysis below, the places are spread all over Kaficl. Taking into ac-
count the slight imprecision regarding the exact placement of the city’s area
due to the missing indication of its centre point (see section 4.2), figure 4.2
suggests that the places described in the text are located within the space
that the KM(S) understands as the city’s space. Or the other way around,
the extension of the area seems to be defined in such a way that (almost) all
places lie within it. This clearly shows an intentional conception to spatially
correlate the extent of the city’s space and the placement of sacred places
described in the Mahatmya, emphasising the focus on Kaficl and not the
ksetra.

Simply judging by the numerical distribution of sacred places in the
KM(S), the focus on Saiva places becomes apparent. The preference con-
fers with the overall Saiva character of the Mahatmya, which considers Siva
as the superior deity (see subsection 3.3.1 on the myths). A prioritising of
Saiva sites is further reflected in the arrangement of the entirety of sites
and their stories of origin. The numerous Sivalingas are evidently under-
stood as the main sites and narrating the origin of a linga is typically the key
objective of a story. The latter can then present the narrational frame for

149 [The sages ask:] kiyat pramanam ksetram syat karictipurya mahamate | kati sam-
bhoh sthalany atra kati visnoh sthalani ca | | KM(S) 4.3 vinayakavisakhadistha-
nam anyac cayac ca tat | 4.4ab.

150 [The sages ask:] katham tena samakhyatam kaficimahatmyam uttamam | |
KM(S) 4.19cd sthanani tatra tirthani punyani sumahanti ca | santi tad vistarat
sarvam siita vaktum iharhasi | | KM(S) 4.20.

151 The counting is not entirely clear, since the lingas are not always structurally
separated from each other and the text itself does not specify their number. In
his recent study of Kanchi’s Saiva landscape, Jonas Buchholz (2025) lists 106
Sivalingas in the order in which they are mentioned in the Saiva Kafictimahat-
mya. For the clusters of Sivalingas that I have identified personally (see subsec-
tion 4.3.1), the numbers are based on this list. See the appendix for the sites
mentioned in the KM(S).
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myths about tirthas and places of the Goddess or Visnu that are linked to the
respective linga. Furthermore, it is mainly the sivalingas that serve as refer-
ence points for locating further sacred sites. Only the sites of Ganesa Daksi-
navartavinayaka (Valampuri Vinayakar; second prakara of the Varataraja
Perumal temple; KM(S) ch. 6) and Skanda Kumarakostha (Kumarakottam;
KM(S) 33.23-83) escape from this structural template in that their narratives
merely establish a loose link to a sivalinga and instead focus on the origin
of this Ganesa and this Skanda.

Despite the sectarian partiality of the text in the interpretation of Kaficl
and the myths, the outline of the sacred landscape essentially reflects
the historically grown religious landscape and its geo-spatial conditions.
There are indeed many more Siva sites to be presented, for the number of
Saiva temples and shrines (around hundred and sixty) far exceeds that of
Vaisnava sites (around thirty-five) and those dedicated to other deities in
Kanchi. Of course, the KM(S) is neither complete in its representation of the
temples that constitute Kanchi’s religious landscape as some sites are not
mentioned; also, some of these are located directly next to one that is in-
cluded.’®? The focus on Sivalingas defines the interpretive approach of the
text, which at the same time reflects the actual proportions of all the existing
sacred sites in the city.

The view on KaficT’s sacred places is reflected in the hierarchical arrange-
ment of the narratives. The nesting of the stories about places of Visnu and
the Goddess as well as tirthas under a superordinate narrative about a linga
emphasises the understanding of a superior position of Siva on a structural
level. For example, the longer narrative in KM(S) 9.69-116 centres on the
origin of Phanamanisvara (Panamanisvarar). This sivalinga is located in
reference (northwest) to Manikanthesvara (Manikantisvarar), whose story
precedes that of Phanamanis$vara in the KM(S). Phanamanisvara’s myth fur-
ther introduces a tirtha called Anantasaras (Anantatirttam; east of Pana-
manisvarar) and a site of the Goddess as Kali called Bhinnodari (Makaliy-
amman; adjacent to Panamanisvarar in the north). Both sites are clearly
elements of the superordinate story on Phanamani$vara. The narrative ar-
rangement is also reflected with regard to the meritorious powers ascribed

152 Itis not within the scope of this study to individually assess whether these sac-
red places came into being in more recent times, that is after the composition of
the Mahatmya, but this might be a reason why some shrines found in contem-
porary Kanchi are omitted in the Mahatmya. However, a more recent origin
cannot always be the reason, since, for example, the Vaisnava Vaikunta Peru-
mal temple, a monumental heritage from the Pallava era (eighth century), is
not mentioned either.
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to the sites, as the efficacy of the tirtha is linked to worshipping the linga
(see subsection 4.3.2), whereas Phanamanisvara itself is ascribed separate
and independent powers (KM(S) 9.113-116).

4.3.1 Arrangement of the Sivalirgas

Besides the emphasis on Saiva places, some further structural elements
mark the design of the sacred landscape in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya: the
sequential arrangement of the Sivalingas, the pattern that indicates the loca-
tion of a site, and the understanding of the sites as existing before the myths
speak about their origin. These features reflect an orientation towards the
geo-spatiality and a precise knowledge of the position of the historical sites.
The result is a descriptive map of Kaficl and the area that catalogues the
sacred sites it deems relevant.

First, the description of Kaficl’s sacred space in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya
clearly acknowledges the spatiality of the historically grown cityscape and
takes it as its starting point. As a rule, the name and location of a site are in-
dicated at the very beginning of the text passage that will tell the story of ori-
gin of the place. This approach reflects a conceptional understanding of the
sacred sites as existing in the temporal setting of the text’s frame story. This
retrospective perspective is based on the existing historical places to which
the myths about the individual places set in a mythical past are subsequently
attached. All the stories are thus located in the same, stable, and coherent
sacred geography consisting of all the places mentioned in the text, even if
their story of origin has not yet been told. Thus, places that have not yet
been dealt with can be referred to right from the beginning. For example,
in the story about Viraraghesvara (Virarakavésvarar) found in chapter 17 of
the KM(S) (17.1-52), it is said how the main character Rama comes to Kafici,
takes a bath in the water of Sivagangatirtha (Civakankaitirttam) and wor-
ships Ekamranatha, although the myth about the origin of Ekdmranatha is
narrated only towards the end of the Mahatmya (KM(S) chs. 39-45).

The second structuring element in the Mahatmya is the sequence of the
Saiva sites. Based on indications of the locations of the Sivalirgas in the
KM(S) and the apparent consideration of spatial characteristics of the his-
torically grown city in the text, I identify clusters of Sivalingas that are situ-
ated close to each other in different parts of Kanchi and are described one
after another. The Mahatmya first describes the lingas in the southeast, then
in the centre and west, in the northwestern part, and finally those found
within the compound of the Ekamparanatar temple (see figures 4.3 and 4.4).
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4.3 Mapping the Sacred Places 113

This arrangement illustrates a shift of the spatial focus from the southeast
to the northwest in the course of the text. Within each of the clusters, the
lingas—and consequently their stories of origin—are arranged in consider-
ation of their proximity to each other or rather from a previous one to the
next in the sequence.

Connected to the sequence of the sivalingas is the third characteristic of
the design of the sacred landscape in the KM($). This is an often continuous,
standardised referencing pattern that indicates the location of the sacred
sites mentioned in the text. It is a distinct marker because each narrative
about a Sivalinga usually starts with an indication of its position in refer-
ence to the linga whose story immediately precedes in the text. The preced-
ing site is usually situated in the proximity. For example, the three lingas
Abhiramesvara (Apiramisvarar), Airavate$vara (Airavatisvarar), and Ista-
siddhi$vara (Istasittisvarar; within the Kaccapésvarar temple compound)
are situated close to each other and their stories follow one another (KM(S)
13.92-96, 13.97-103b, 13.103c-147). Conforming to the standard pattern,
Airavates$vara is located relative and west to Abhiramesvara and the loca-
tion of Istasiddhi$vara is indicated to be south of Airavate$vara (see fig-
ure 4.5).1% The place that is described immediately before thus serves at the
reference site for indicating the location of the next described place. This is
the standard followed in the text, though exceptions do exist. The directions
of all the sites in the KM(S) are consistently precise in comparison with their
position in the historically grown city, as far as the location of the temples
can be determined so far. Indications of distances are the exception rather
than the rule and are mentioned only when the distance to the reference
site is of a considerable length.

For the most part, the KM(S) follows the referencing pattern indicated
above, thus creating a clearly recognisable uniform structure based on the
spatiality of Kanchi. Within the clusters of Saiva sites, the continuous string
of referring to a site near a linga may be interrupted from time to time
because the sequence reaches a dead end on the geo-spatial level. This,
for example, occurs when the edge of a cluster is reached in one direc-
tion and/or a closer situated site would offer a better orientation. In such
case, the next Sivalinga is not located with reference to the previous site
(that is farther away) but in relation to a more centrally, or closer, situated

153 [Kausika tells:] anyac ca sthanam abhramvah kamitraradhitam mahat | airava-
tesvarakhyam tad abhiramesapascime | | KM(S) 13.97 [...] asya daksinadigbhage
sthanam anyat susobhanam | | KM(S) 13.103cd istasiddhisvarakhyam tadista-
siddhipradam nrnam | KM(S) 13.104ab.
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linga—or tirtha—that has already been mentioned before in the text or is
positioned at a distinct location.!>* For example, the linga Manikanthe$vara
(Manikantisvarar; KM(S) 8.1-9.69b) is said to be situated west of Punyakotis-
vara (Punniyakottisvarar), which is introduced a few chapters before in the
text (KM(S) 5.1-70). Both lingas lie around 900 metres away from each other
in Kanchi’s southeast. The preceding linga in the sequence from the Saiva
text, though, is Jivatpakesvara. Its exact location could not be identified yet,
but is south of the Palar river as can be inferred from its own directional
self-reference that mentions Jivatpakesvara to be south of Talivanesa (Tala-
purisvarar) and Krpanatha (Kirupanata Svami) which are found around 7
kilometres to the southwest of Kanchi at Thiruppanangadu (Kanchipuram
district), south of the Palar river. For actually finding Manikantisvarar on
the ground, the spatial contextualisation in reference to Punyakoti$vara in
the text is more helpful than a reference to the more distant Jivatpakes$vara.
It seems that the option chosen is the one that offers better orientation to
navigate Kanchi’s sacred sites on the ground. The consideration of distances
thus overrules the basic structure of the referencing pattern in individual
cases.’> It seems to indicate that the reachability of the sivalingas accord-
ing to the location information given in the text could be a factor for their
arrangement. However, I could not find out if there was or is indeed a pil-
grimage practice that traces Kanchi’s sacred places as per the KM(S).
Cluster 1 is formed essentially by sites located in the eastern and south-
eastern area of Kanchi. The limit to the west is Kamarajar Salai and Valla
Pacchaiyappan Street (southern part), the major north-south throughfare
since the Chola times that leads to Tirupati in the north and Uthiramerur
to the south (Stein 2021, 92-126, 122, fig. 39; see section 2.3), with the lin-
gas directly adjacent to the road in the west also included in this cluster
(see figure 4.6).1% In addition, the group includes some sites further away
to the south (see figure 4.7). The first linga described in this group and the

154 Besides, no historical site is presented more than once with its own myth (with
the exception of Apiramisvarar). Since there are several sites that have the
same name in the KM(S), this may seem otherwise at first glance.

155 Apart from that, if the directions to individual places as indicated in the Mahat-
mya were traced, this would result in a back-and-forth movement within the
clusters. This pattern evidently does not conform with the overall spatial shift
from the southeast to the northwest that can be detected in the transition from
one set of sivalingas to the next.

156 The number of sivalingas in the clusters that I give corresponds to the number
mentioned in the KM($) and can be higher than the number of sites marked in
the figures in this chapter because not all places from the text could be identi-
fied with historical places so far (see also subsections 1.3.2 and 1.3.3).
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4.3 Mapping the Sacred Places 119

Mahatmya in general is Satyavratesvara (Satyanatasvami). The locations
references are not entirely continuous since after a first part (four lingas;
KM(S) 4.35-7.78), some places further south of Kanchi and south of the river
Palar are described (three lingas; KM(S) 7.79-95; see figure 4.7). Following
this detour in terms of spatial proximity, the focus returns to the southeast-
ern area of Kanchi (further seventeen sites; KM(S) 8.1-12.83).

The demarcation of cluster 1 to 2 results from the shift of the geo-spatial
focus to the centre of Kanchi. Most of the places in this group are located
in the area that lies west of the aforementioned Kamarajar Salai and is
roughly bounded in the north by the Annai Indira Gandhi Salai, the West
Raja Street and its extension to the northeast. The Annai Indira Gandhi Salai
demarcates the oldest urban core to the south, the West Raja Street to the
west (see figure 4.8). Cluster 2 (twenty-six lingas; KM(S) 13.1-20.127) be-
gins with Kayarohanes$vara (Kayarokanesvarar) and an interruption in the
referencing pattern. The linga is simply located in Karct (kaficyam; KM(S)
13.1). Similarly, the standard references are missing for Pascimasthana
(Tirumeérralisvarar), Anekapes$vara (Anékatankavatésvarar), Kailasanatha
(Kailacanatar), and Kacchapes$vara (Kaccapésvarar). It is my impression
with regard to this cluster that places with a distinctive renown or a more
exposed spatial position are exempted from the referencing pattern as their
location is considered to be known. Tirumérralisvarar and Anékatankava-
tésvarar are counted among the Patal Perra Stalams; Kailacanatar is a mo-
numental Pallava temple built in the eighth-century at the major trans-
regional route through Kanchi at this time (Stein 2021, 120-126); Kaccapés-
varar is one of the larger temples in Kanchi, located rather centrally at the
southwestern corner of the Rajavithis (streets framing the area around the
Kamaksi Amman temple) and in the eighth century it marked the border of
the city (Stein 2021, 101; Seshadri 2003, 135-137); and Kayarokanesvarar,
one of the more well-known temples in the city, is associated with the Saiva
Pasupata ascetics and might have been a place of worship from the ninth
century onwards (Stein 2021, 57-58).7

The sites of cluster 3 map the northwestern part of Kanchi—with the ex-
ception of the places within the Ekamparanatar temple—and include some
lingas further away to the northwest of the city (see figures 4.9 and 4.10).
Again, a greater spatial distance from the last location of the previous group

157 For an overview of the Patal Perra Stalams, see Chevillard and Sarma 2007. For
details about the Kailacanatar temple, see Kaimal 2005, 2020, and Rajarajan
2015-2016. Kayarokanesvarar is closely related to the Kaccapésvarar temple
and both temples are considered among the nine places in Kanchi where Visnu
worshipped Siva (Ute Hiisken, pers. comm., February 2021).


https://8.1�12.83
https://4.35�7.78
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Fig. 4.9 Locations of the Sivalingas in cluster 3 in the KM($), section on Kanchi.
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and a break in the reference pattern marks the transition to this set. It starts
with Tripurari$vara (Muppurarisvarar; at Sirukaveripakkam village, a few
kilometres west of Kanchi), which is said to be located west of the tank called
Sarvatirtha (Carvatirttam). This sacred water body in the northwestern out-
skirts of Kanchi forms the central point of orientation and is repeatedly used
to situate Sivalingas in this group. Deviating from the text’s standard, it is
not a linga that assumes this function, but a tirtha. Carvatirttam is one of
the largest water bodies in Kanchi, it is part of the festival rituals of the
Ekamparanatar temple (Schier 2018, 55) and an element of Ekamranatha
in Kanchi’s Mahatmyas (Ambach 2022). In the third group of lingas in the
Saiva text (forty-one lingas; KM(S) 21.1-35.44b), the referencing pattern is
often interrupted and starts anew to include all sites. They are spread over
a large area and several of them are located at comparatively greater dis-
tances (up to circa 15 kilometres) from Kanchi to the west and northwest
(see figure 4.10).

The fourth and last cluster of lingas essentially covers the sites within the
compound of the Ekamparanatar temple (see figure 4.11). Their location
in Ekamranatha’s immediate surroundings is their common characteristic.
The first linga in this set is Smasane$vara (Kaccimayanam), which was pre-
sumably once a shrine separate from the building of the Ekamparanatar
temple, but is now part of the latter (Stein 2021, 52-53; Schier 2018, 31).
While the linga in question is not specifically located, it clearly starts the se-
quence of the lingas found inside the temple compound. The extent of the
latter represents the spatial demarcation of cluster 4 to the other clusters.
For the lingas in this set, the referencing pattern is systematically adjusted to
construct the central place—Ekamranatha—as the reference point. A total
of ten lingas are located around Ekamranatha, making this area the most
densely mapped part of all of Kaficl in the Saiva text (KM(S) 35.44c-44.56;
plus further descriptions of Ekamranatha in ch. 45). In addition, the text
mentions two linga nearby but outside the compound of the Ekamparanatar
temple (KM(S) 42.1-4) and another three Sivalingas further south of Kanchi
(KM(S) 37.54-62). The latter places are linked to Ekamranatha by a story and
thus fit into cluster 4 (see figure 4.12).1%8

158 These three lingas are situated at the banks of the Cheyyar river (called Skanda
in the text), which runs south of Kanchi at a distance of around 15 to 20 kilo-
metres. A story about the Kampa links them to the other lingas in cluster 4. The
reference place for the first linga in this group of three is Punyakotisvara (Pun-
niyakottisvarar; KM(S) 37.54-55; cluster 1), situated in Kanchi’s southeast and
thus closer to the three sites further south. Punyakoti$vara is possibly chosen
as reference because it is a larger temple located not far from the major road


https://35.44c�44.56
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Fig. 4.11 Locations of the Sivalingas in cluster 4 in the KM(S), section on Kanchi.
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4.3 Mapping the Sacred Places 125

The site of Ekamranatha is the undisputed focal point in the Mahatmya’s
design of Kaficl’s sacred geography and its centrality is reflected on several
levels. As analysed above (see section 4.2), the text’s spatial outline con-
structs its site as the central focus and Kaficl is primarily characterised by
Ekamranatha’s presence there. Moreover, as one of the few cases in all three
Mahatmyas, architectural aspects of Ekamranatha’s place are described in
the Saiva text (see pp. 101-106). Structurally, the particular importance of
Ekamranatha’s site among KaficT’s sacred places is reflected in the elabor-
ateness of its narrative. Similarly, the position of Ekdmranatha’s myth at
the end of the Mahatmya is worth a note. As Jay Ramesh (2020, 7, 118)
analyses using the example of the Sanskrit Kumbakonamahatmya, Sthala-
mahatmyas often position the site they consider most important at the end
of a pilgrimage—a route that can be traced by following the sequence of the
sites in a sacred landscape described in a Mahatmya.

The assessment by Jay Ramesh that the last place is the most important
could also be applied to Ekamranatha in the KM(S). However, I do not see
the arrangement of sacred sites in the Saiva Mahatmya as an outline of a
pilgrimage route that is actually to be followed and I am unaware of such
a practice.’® Compared to the other two Mahatmyas on Kanchi and their
arrangement of the sacred sites, though, the spatial outlay of Kafici gleaned
from the Saiva Kaficimahatmya does correspond much more to an outline
of a pilgrimage route than those of the other two texts: the description starts
out from the spatial structures of the historically grown city and groups to-
gether places that are close to each other and usually indicates the direc-
tions from one site to the next. It could well be read as a descriptive map of
Kanchipuram’s religious landscape—with a focus on sivalingas. All in all, it
appears as if the arrangement constructs a geo-spatially most convenient—
namely, shortest—route without any doubling back. At the same time, it
remains clearly aware of all salient orientation points in the vicinity, that
is, places already discussed, which serve as location references (see subsec-
tion 4.3.1). Beyond that and like any pilgrimage, the text’s basic layout has
a focus, a goal that is to be reached at the end—Ekamranatha.

Nevertheless, several features are missing in the text to view it as an in-
terpretation of a pilgrimage route. First of all, the text itself does not indi-
cate such a notion, neither terminologically nor conceptually. Second, the

leading south out of the city (a continuation of Kamarajar Salai) and to the first
of the lingas at the Cheyyar.

159 Asa genre, Sthalamahatmyas exhibit characteristics suggesting that these texts
were composed with pilgrims in mind (see section 3.1).
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narrational style of the Mahatmya does not overtly describe or construct
a pilgrimage route and there is no overarching narrative that would con-
nect the sacred sites in such a perspective. The episodes telling the myths
of the Sivalingas are self-contained and present separate stories, introduced
within one and the same myth. Ultimately, the KM(S) presents a rather com-
prehensive outline of the city’s religious landscape. This is aligned with the
spatially structuring elements of the urban layout or distinctive locations in
the city, such as the major north-south road dating to the Chola times (cluster
1 and 2), the large water body of Carvatirttam (cluster 3), or the compound
of the Ekamparanatar temple (cluster 4).

4.3.2 Sacred Water Bodies

While the Sivalingas are clearly understood as the main sites in the KM(S)
and Ekamranatha’s as the most significant among them, other sacred places
are less relevant to the spatial layout. After Saiva places, tirthas are the most
frequently mentioned sites (around twenty, compared to around hundred
lingas). They are mostly linked to a sivalinga, both spatially and narratively.
According to my analysis, the selection of the tirthas mentioned in the text
does not follow an explicit pattern (see figure 4.13).

Among the sacred water bodies, Sarvatirtha (Carvatirttam; KM(S)
29.19-30b), at the northwestern end of Kanchi, the Kampa river (a now
dried-up river, see pp. 240-241; KM(S) 37.1-25b), and Sivagangatirtha
(Civakankaitirttam; KM(S) 35.87-97), the main tirtha at the Ekamparanatar
temple, are highlighted. All three tirthas are part of the Ekamranatha myth
and particularly glorified. It is probably this connection with Ekdmranatha
that engenders the particular attention given to them.!%°

In accordance with the geography-oriented sequence of places in the
Mahatmya, sacred water bodies are mentioned according to their location
in Kanchi. In general, they are arranged within the cluster-design indicated
above and their stories are presented right before or after the narrative of
a linga to which they are narratively linked. The narratives of the linnga and
the associated tirtha are often interwoven in as far as the same plot contin-
ues further or the same characters are involved if the tirtha is provided with

160 Furthermore, Sivagangatirtha is repeatedly mentioned in narratives of other
lingas in the KM(S) when characters from outside come to Kaficl. These charac-
ters are described to take a bath (snana) in it before they worship Ekamranatha
and then install their own liiga (for example KM(S) 10.69 on Siddhesvara or
KM($) 17.5 on Viraraghavesvara).
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Fig. 4.13 Tirthas in Kanchi as mapped in the KM(S).
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a separate myth. For example, a story about Brahma (KM($) 7.1-78) narrates
both the origin of the linga Sivasthanesvara (Pirammapurisvarar) and the
tirtha Brahmatirtha (Pirammatirttam). The tirtha belongs to the Piramma-
purisvarar temple and is adjacent to it on site. The connection of a tirtha to
a linga is thus generally based on the spatial proximity and a linking story
in the Saiva Mahatmya.

In principle, sacred water bodies are said to have a power of their own,
which is realised either by bathing, visually perceiving or touching their
waters. Each tirtha is said to have an individual effect, with purifying
properties—especially regarding offences or lapses—and the granting of lib-
eration being described as inherent in each of these places. Aritual act at the
sacred water body, however, is not regarded as sufficient for the attainment
of benefits or the fulfilment of desires, but considered only as a component
of a series of acts in which the worship of a linga brings about the desired
aim. Accordingly, tirthas are separate places in the Mahatmya’s interpreta-
tion of Kaficr’s sacred landscape but are subordinate to and dependent on a
Sivalinga and thus Siva’s power in their own efficacy.

In the mapping of the Sivalingas, tirthas sometimes also assume the func-
tion of reference points in the localisation statements which, as described
above, otherwise falls to lingas. Among the few examples of this setting,
Sarvatirtha (Carvatirttam) stands out. It is constructed like a central point
in order to locate Sivalingas in cluster 3 (see section 4.3) and especially those
located on its shores, Kames$vara (Kameésvarar), Tirthe$vara (Tirttisvarar),
Gangavare$vara (Kankavarésvarar) and Visvanathesvara (Kaci Visvanatar;
KM(S) 29.1-38b).

However, such a focus on a sacred water body in the spatial arrangement
is the exception. As a category, tirthas are basically subordinated to Saiva
places in the text-internal hierarchy of sacred sites. Structurally, this is re-
flected in their stories of origin usually being part of a narrative about a
linga to which they are consequently linked and occupying a less significant
role. On the level of efficacy, their subordinated status translates into their
attributed powers to be understood as a sub-element in a series of rituals
that ends with worshipping Siva as the decisive component for the attain-
ment of benefits.

4.3.3 Sites of Siva's Sons, Visnu, and the Goddess

In addition to tirthas, a few other non-Saiva sacred sites are mentioned in
the text, albeit in smaller numbers. The Saiva Mahatmya itself indicates
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in its introductory part which places are meant to be foregrounded when
the sages ask the bard Stita how many places are there of Siva and Visnu,
which places are devoted to Vinayaka (Ganes$a), Visakha (Skanda / Muru-
kan), and which other are there in Kafici. Accordingly, the KM(S) introduces
several sites of Visnu and a few of Ganes$a, the Goddess in different forms,
and Skanda. Just as in the case of tirthas, these sites are associated with a
Sivalinga both on the narrative and spatial level. As a rule, the story about
a sivalinga presents the deity worshipping or installing a particular linga in
Kafici, whereupon the deity also takes its abode in the vicinity of this Siva.
Accordingly, these associated places are also included in the sequence of
sites in the Mahatmya and can be mapped within the clusters of lingas.

Structurally, the stories about places of non-Saiva deities correspond to
the usual narrative layout in the KM(S) according to which divine beings,
deities or sages worship a certain linga in Kafici, whose origin and name
(-1svara) is thus explained (see subsection 3.3.1). They differ, however, in
that the worshipping deity is also assigned a place near that linga where
it has been present in Kafici ever since. The site of that deity is thus also
considered to be part of the sacred landscape.

Ganesa and Skanda

Greater attention is paid in the KM(S) to Daksinavartavighnesa, Ganesa
with the right-wound trunk (Valampuri Vinayakar; second prakara of the
Varataraja Perumal temple; KM(S) ch. 6) and Kumarakostha, the place
of Skanda (Kumarakottam; KM(S) 33.23-83). In contrast to all other non-
Saiva sites mentioned in the Saiva Mahatmya, Daksinavartavighnesa and
Kumarakostha are structurally less closely connected to a Sivalinga and
its story. Said to be situated at Hastisaila (Hastigiri), Varadaraja’s abode,
Daksinavartavighnesa is associated with the linga Punyakoti$vara (Pun-
niyakottisvarar), which is located nearby and to which the Mahatmya also
connects its version of Varadaraja’s story of origin. While reflecting this spa-
tial link, Daksinavartavighnesa is introduced in a separate narrative about
Visnu installing him there to get back his right-wound conch on Siva’s ad-
vice.’8! Similarly, the myth of Kumarakostha concentrates on the origin

161 More incidentally, the KM(S) mentions four more Ganesas: one at Siva Aneka-
pesvara (Vinayakar; outer enclosure of the Anékatankavatésvarar temple;
KM(S) 16.1-18), Satyavagvighnaraj, said to be west of Kacchapesvara (Poyya-
moli Vinayakar; outer prakara of the Kaccapésvarar temple; KM(S) 14.26a), and
two more at Ekamranatha’s abode (see pp. 101-106).
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of Skanda, while the associated linga Devasenadipati§vara (Tevacenapatic-
varar; first prakara of the Kumarakottam temple), which is worshipped by
Skanda, is of secondary importance.'®2 While Kumarakottam is the largest
temple dedicated to Skanda in Kanchi, which makes its mention in the KM(S)
easy to comprehend, the situation with Valampuri Vinayakar is less clear. I
can only surmise that its location within a Vaisnava temple sets it apart from
other Ganesas and provides a way to connect this site with Siva through a
myth that tells of Visnu worshipping both Ganesa and Siva.

The rare mention of Ganesa’s places in the Mahatmya is out of proportion
to the around seventy shrines dedicated to this deity in Kanchi’s religious
landscape. In addition, there are subsidiary shrines to Ganesa usually found
in the compounds of Saiva temples. Besides, the myths of both Daksinavar-
tavighnesa and Kumarakostha are less specifically local and distinctly pan-
Indian, largely including episodes that are not set in Kafici. Such a framing
gives the impression that both have been primarily chosen to include Siva’s
two sons in the Mahatmya, thus fully depicting the divine nuclear family
consisting of Siva, Parvati, and their offspring. By the structural framing of
the stories about Siva’s two sons, their places are set apart from other non-
Saiva sites in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya. Instead of being rather distinctly
constructed as secondary in the story about a linga they are associated with,
the origin of Skanda or Ganesa is the main objective in their myths.

Visnus

The KM(S) further introduces several manifestations of Visnu in Kaficl.
In line with the text’s Saiva outlook, the textual structure considers the
Vaisnava sites as secondary and links a Visnu to a Sivalinga. The as-
sociation is primarily based on spatial closeness and each mention of a
Visnu is therefore generally also subject to the overarching arrangement
of the lingas based on geo-spatial aspects. Secondarily, but ultimately de-
cisively, the plot of the story decides on the respective association, since
the origins of both places are to be narratively interwoven. For example,
Varadaraja (Varataraja Perumal) islinked to Punyakoti$vara (Punniyakottis-
varar), which is the closest of the lingas around, whereas Candrakhanda
(Nilattinkaltunta Perumal), situated in the first prakara of the Ekampara-
natar temple, is connected to Krsnes$vara (Kannésvarar) that lies around 800

162 Besides Kumarakostha, further places of Skanda are only mentioned in passing
in Ekamranatha’s myth and the description of his abode (see pp. 101-106).
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metres away, with around forty Sivalingas also mentioned in the text located
closer to that form of Visnu. In the latter case, the storyline eventually jus-
tifies the association: Visnu, who has become black (krsna) from the poison
that originated from the churning of the milk ocean,'®® comes to Kafici to
worship Siva, and is told to stay in front of Ekamranatha (KM(S) 33.1-14b),
precisely where he is found on site. Common to all stories is the portrayal
of Visnu in his respective manifestation as a worshipper of Siva, thus illus-
trating the hierarchy aligned with Siva. In contrast to the Vaisnava Kafci-
mahatmya, however, the relation of the two deities is not per se marked by
an opposition in the myths.

With the exception of Vaikunta Perumal temple, all major Vaisnava places
in Kanchi, that is, where Visnu is the main deity of the temple, are men-
tioned in the KM($).1* Furthermore, the text introduces several Visnus that
are found in temples where the main deity is not Visnu. In these cases, the
Visnus are located in a subsidiary shrine of the temples.

Following the text’s geo-spatiality-based structure, the KM(S) describes
five sites of Visnu that are linked to lingas from cluster 1 and located in
the southeastern part of Kanchi (see figure 4.14). Visnu as Varadaraja
(Varataraja Perumal; KM(S) 5.1-70) is linked to Punyakoti$vara (Punniya-
kottisvarar), the linga that lies the closest. In addition, there is reference
within names since Varadaraja’s heavenly chariot (vimdna), which is con-
sidered to be represented by the tower superstructure above the garbhagrha
(sanctum sanctorum) at the Varataraja Perumal temple, is called Punyakoti-
vimana. Yathoktakarl (Yatoktakari Perumal) and Dipaprakasa (Vilakkoli
Perumal) appear in the story about Sivasthane$vara (Pirammapurisvarar;
KM(S) 7.1-78), in which Brahma installs the linga named after him. The
god further carries out a sacrifice in order to see Visnu and in the process
Yathoktakari and Dipaprakasa appear. Sivasthane$vara is situated at some

163 On the known Puranic episode on the churning of the milk ocean, cf. Visnu-
purana, Amsa I, chapter 9. Besides, the reference to krsna in the KM(S) might
also refer to Visnu’s avatara of homonymous name.

164 In terms of spatiality, there is no reason why Vaikunta Perumal should not be
included in the KM($). Aneesh Raghavan (pers. comm., October 2025) suspects
that its character as royal Pallava monument with secular origins—it was com-
missioned by King Narasimhavarman II—plays a role in its omission. He refers
to the apparently contrived story of origin in the case of the other royal monu-
ment in Kanchi, the Kailacanatar temple, and argues that a link to a myth of ori-
gin may not be readily apparent for both sites. While the Kailacanatar temple,
as Saiva site, was certainly essential to include in the Saiva Mahatmya, the com-
pilers might not have deemed the Vaisnava Vaikunta Perumal to be equally rel-
evant and thus did not prioritise the inclusion a myth about its origin.



132 4 Siva's Places Introduce the City: the Saiva Kaficimahatmya

g
e
B
H
E
=
=
|
=
~
o
g
g
g
£
3
5
8
o
z
a
]
=
2
g
5
=
5
€
S
S
a
£
g
e
51
a
o
2z
o
el
]
]
a
g
=

"'ﬂ’mml» s 3
= by

Y/ ll“f ”'” ! \ﬁ
L

Fig. 4.14 Visnus (yellow) in Kanchi’s southeast in the KM(S), in relation to the Sivalingas (red)

with which their stories are connected.
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Fig. 4.15 Visnus (yellow) around KamaksT’s site (green) in the KM($), in relation to the linga Virattahasesvara (purple)

with which their stories are connected.
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Fig. 4.16 Visnus (yellow) in KaficI's northwest in the KM(S), in relation to the sivalingas (pink/purple/green)

with which their stories are connected.
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distance to these two Visnus but the link in terms of content—Brahma as the
main character—is essential in this case.!®> A similar structural connection
by a combination of spatial proximity and name reference also seems to ap-
ply in the case of Astabhuja (Astapuja Perumal; KM(S) 12.1-7b), linked to
the linga Astabhujesvara (identification uncertain), Dipaprakasa (Vilakkoli
Perumal; KM(S) 12.7c-18), which is introduced once more and connected to
Adipitesvara (Atipatisvarar), and Narasimha (Alakiya Cinka Perumal; KM(S)
12.19-22, 22.1-20b), which is said to be located at the site of Narasimhesvara
(identification uncertain).

Shifting to the cluster 2 and to the west of Kanchi, there is Visnu Pandava-
data (Pantavatita Perumal; KM(S) 15.16-19b), connected to the linga
Pandavadute$vara (identification uncertain), said to be west of Pandava-
data. Again, there is a connection embedded in the name and supposedly
also in spatial closeness between the Vaisnava site and the linga as its refer-
ence place. In cluster 3, further six Visnus are introduced in a multilayered
narrative starting from the story of origin of Virattahasesvara (Virattanés-
varar; KM(S) ch. 31). Chapter 31, still embedded in a story about the linga
and containing the expected element of Visnu’s worship of Siva, has a differ-
ent character due to the foregrounding of Vaisnava sites and the prominent
role of the multiple forms of Visnu in the myths. It further characterises the
site of Kamaksi and it is the goddess instead of Siva that instructs the other
characters on how to attain their desired aim (see pp. 137-140).1%¢ All of
the six Visnus whose origin is told in the continuous narrative are located
in the surroundings of KamaksT’s site, Kamakoti (see figure 4.15). They
are Syamavisnu (Paccaivanna Perumal) and Pravalavisnu (Pavalavanna

165 In the KV and the KM(V), the motif of Brahma’s sacrifice is mainly linked to an-
other site, namely Varadaraja. Both Yathoktakari and Dipaprakasa are part of
his myth of origin in both these texts, whereas the KM(S) seems to separate their
origin from the Varadaraja myth (Buchholz, forthcoming-a). Furthermore, the
episode in the KM(S) briefly hints at two more Visnus in passing that are also
part of the myth about Varadaraja from the KV and particularly the KM(V) (see
subsection 6.4.3). These are the Visnus at the Rankanata Svami temple in Thiru-
parkadal and the Uttira Rankanata Cuvami temple in Pallikonda.

166 Also noteworthy, KM(S) chapter 31 ends with a Vaisnava phalasruti section
promising union with Visnu after hearing or telling this story about Visnu
(KM(S) 31.130c-f). As if to avoid a discrepancy with the rest of the Saiva text
praising Siva, there follows a last verse in which the story of Visnu is framed in
the opening story on the linga Virattahases$vara. It would be certainly worth-
while to have a closer look at this chapter from a text-historical angle and com-
pare both the existing manuscripts of the KM(S) and its Tamil rendering, the
Kaficippuranam, as Kamaksl’s site is also described in the same chapter.
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Perumal; KM(S) 31.18-60), Corasthitavisnu (Kalva Perumal; first prakara
of the Kamaksi Amman temple) as well as Nisanna-, éayana-, and Asura-
druhavisnu (collectively referred to as Putanikraha Perumal; outer prakara
of the Kamaksi Amman temple; KM(S) 31.61-131).167 Virattanesvarar is
not the closest linga, but again the myth forms the link. In the first of the
interwoven stories of the chapter, Visnu worships the linga and the other
episodes continue with the focus on Visnu without revisiting the connection
to Virattahases$vara.

Located not far away from Kamaksr’s site but linked to other lingas
of cluster 3 there are further Vaisnava sites which are mentioned in the
KM(S) (see figure 4.16). These are Trivikrama (Ulakalanta Perumal; KM(S)
32.72-83), associated with the nearby lirnga Abhiramesvara (Apiramisvarar),
Dravaccittavisnu (Urukumulla Perumal; KM(S) 34.1-52), connected to the
linga DevasenadipatiSvara (Tevacenapaticvarar) that is located merely a
few metres away in the same—the first—enclosure of the Kumarakottam
temple, and Candrakhanda (Nilattinkaltunta Perumal; first prakara of the
Ekamparanatar temple; KM(S) 33.1-14b), whose story tells of Visnu who is
black (krsna) and worships a sivalinga in Kaficl that is accordingly called
Krsnes$vara (Kannésvarar).'® The KM(S) does not hierarchise the Vaisnava
sites among themselves but subordinates them as a category to the places of
Siva. Based on spatial proximity between a Vaisnava site and its Saiva ref-
erence site, the narrative ultimately determines to which sivalinga the story
about a particular Visnu is attached.

167 Stories about the origin of Putanikraha Perumal are found in the KV (13.1-58)
and KM($) (31.106-131) but not in the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya. In the myths,
Visnu defeats one (KM(S)) or two (KV) spirits (bhiitas) on the orders of the god-
dess Kamaksl. As he defeated the spirit(s) in a standing, sitting and lying posi-
tion, he is said to abide there in three forms. Accordingly, Patanikraha Perumal
is depicted in three forms in three shrines, arranged one above the other on site.
The episode in the KM($), though, starts with detailing the presence of Kalva
Perumal there. Visnu is said to eavesdropped on a conversation between his
wife Laksmi and Kamaksi, hiding like a thief before he was discovered by the
goddesses. Hence, the Saiva text refers to him as Corasthita (the one who stood
like a thief). This association is reflected in the Tamil designation of the place
(not the deity) as Kalvanir, for kalvan in Tamil means thief (TL, s.v. kalvan).

168 The last Vaisnava site, Viraraghava (identification uncertain; KM(S) 17.1-52), is
linked to the linga Viraraghesvara (Virarakavésvarar; cluster 3).
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Goddesses

Apart from places of Visnu, sites of Devi (the Goddess) are mentioned in the
KM(S) as another category of non-Saiva sacred places. Several goddesses
appear as characters in the narratives about the Sivalingas, but only very
few are specifically located in Kaficl by the Saiva text. The characters and
framing of these goddesses are very different and so far I have not been
able to identify a consistent pattern—neither spatial nor textual—that ex-
plains why one goddess is located and another is not. In the KM(S), two
goddesses represent the ferocious character of Devi, two the gentle form.
As a fierce local form, Bhinnodari (Makaliyamman) appears in the story
about the linga Phanamanis$vara (Panamanisvarar; KM(S) 9.113-116). Both
shrines are adjacent to each other on site—Makaliyamman to the north of
Panamanisvarar—reflecting the text’s usual pattern of linking a subordin-
ate site to a linga nearby in one story. Bhinnodari represents an independ-
ent, that is, unmarried, form of the goddess Kali, who often functions as
regional or village goddess.'®® Smaller shrines of the Goddess in her fierce
form are found in various places in Kanchi, often in less exposed locations
in residential areas and around larger temples where they are considered
as guardian goddesses. Most probably, greater significance was attached to
Makaliyamman either because of her attributed powers, the history of the
site, or her location in the urban evolution of Kanchi, which, however, are
not clear in the Mahatmya.'”? The second form of the ferocious Kali appears
in Ekamranatha’s myth. The goddess Bhadrakali / Pralayamanda (Piralaya-
kali Amman; second prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple) is a companion
of Parvati when the latter worships Siva as sand-liniga in Kafici and is asked
by Ekamranatha to stay in front of him (KM(S) 45.108-113).1"* Her ferocious

169 For a case study with a focus on Kanchipuram, see Ilkama 2012 on the goddess
Renuka-Mariyamman, a regional goddess commonly known to cure pox and
very popular in Tamil Nadu.

170 Jonas Buchholz (pers. comm., January 2022) suspects an early origin of this
place of Goddess worship since the street leading up to the temples of Makali-
yamman and Panamanisvarar is named after the goddess—not the Siva—and
called Mahaliamman Koil Street. Naming the street after the temple is fre-
quently found in Kanchi and Emma Stein observes that this system usually ap-
plies to ancient sites in the city (2021, 60-61).

171 Bhadrakali holds up the waters sent by Siva to test Parvatl’s devotion to the
sand-linga. From her bowl, the waters are eventually released to form Sarva-
tirtha (Carvatirttam). The connection of this tirtha at the western end of Kan-
chi with Ekamranatha implied by this motif is still reflected today in the ritual
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nature, though, is not specifically emphasised, it is rather her name that in-
dicates her character.

As for the gentle type of goddesses who often appear as consorts of a
god, there is, on the one hand, Visnu’s wife Laksmi (Saundaryalakshmi;
in the Gayatrimandapa of the Kamaksi Amman temple!’?), who is said to
stay south of the door of the cave Kamakoti (KamaksT’s site), left of the
goddess there (= Kamaksl) and together with Visnu (Kalva Perumal; KM(S)
31.69-130). On the other hand and with a far more central significance,
there is Kamaksl (Kamaksi Amman) herself. In a multilayered narrative
that also introduces six of Visnu’s manifestations in Kaficl in the same area
(see pp. 130-136), Kamaksi is characterised through a description of her
abode Kamakoti (KM(S) 31.61-104b). While Kamakoti is clearly understood
as a sacred place in the KM(S), this text passage does not contain a separ-
ate myth about the origin of the goddess residing at that place (see also pp.
63-66). This approach stands in contrast to the other episodes on sacred
sites of deities in the Mahatmya. Moreover, the description of Kamakoti is
composed in a praising style similar to the passages about other significant
features related to Ekamranatha’s myth, such as the single mango tree or the
Kampa river. Thus, Kamaksi is conceptualised differently from other places
and additionally closely linked to Ekamranatha.

The KM(S) seems rather vaguely to identify the goddess Parvati as the
central character in Ekamranatha’s myth with Kamaksi (KM(S) chs. 39-45).
In this context, however, she is not assigned a separate site in Kaficl nor
given a specific local name.'”® The fact that Parvati is not explicitly located,
could reflect the lack of a separate shrine with a miilamirti, a stationary

tradition of the Ekamparanatar temple when the concluding bath of the annual
temple festival is carried out there (Schier 2018, 34, 65; also Seshadri 2003, 144).

172 The Gayatrimandapa is the specific designation of the sanctum sanctorum of
the Kamaksi Amman temple (see n. 206). Among Kamaksr’s accompanying
deities therein are two forms of Laksmi. One is Arupalakshmi (represented by
a mirror; Ute Hiisken, pers. comm., August 2023) and the other is Saundarya-
laksmi. The latter is found next to Visnu called Kalva Perumal (also known as
Adivaraha) at a right angle and considered his consort. It is thus clear that the
Mahatmya refers to the goddess Saundaryalaksmi.

173 In fact, presenting a local deity as a representation or manifestation of a pan-
Indian deity at a specific place is essentially the basic motif in the Mahatmyas
when telling of the origin of a specific deity with a particular local name found
at a local place. For example, Ekamranatha in Kanchi is a local form of Siva,
who reflects certain notions of pan-Indian Hindu mythologies and religious
concepts.
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image, for Ekamranatha’s consort at the Ekamparanatar temple.!’* How-
ever, the Mahatmya mentions that Parvati stays in Kaficl after marrying
Ekamranatha, which indicates a place where the residing goddess is un-
derstood to be Ekamranatha’s consort (see also pp. 63-66), Given the des-
ignation as Ekamranatha’s consort is repeatedly used for Kamaksi through-
out the Mahatmya, it is this goddess that appears to be the identified with
Parvatl in her role as Ekamranatha’s wife. Following this understanding,
Kamaks1’s origin could be considered to be adequately described within
Ekamranatha’s myth as a local representation of Parvati so that there is no
need to revisit the topic in the characterisation of Kamakoti.

Within the spatial layout of the KM(S), the arrangement of the sacred
sites likely accounts for the separate framing of Kamaksr’s site in relation to
Ekamranatha’s. Since the Kamaksi Amman temple is situated around 1 kilo-
metre away from the Ekamparanatar temple, the sections on Kamaksi and
Ekamranatha are separate from each other and not intertwined either. The
spatial separation can again be seen as an allusion to KamaksT’s independent
character, which is not explicitly questioned in the text despite her subor-
dinate connection to Ekamranatha. In my view, the seemingly intentional
indistinct and unique presentation of Kamaksi is again an attempt to follow
the general spatial concept of the Saiva Kaficimahatmya: on the one hand, it
acknowledges the famous local goddess of Kanchi and the importance of her
place independent of Ekdmranatha; on the other, the goddess is integrated
into the text’s underlying Saiva-centric approach, interpreted as a part of the
Saiva tradition in general and linked to Ekamranatha in particular. Such ap-
propriation of deities is a common element in the often sectarian Mahatmya
literature, which serves to accentuate one’s own perspective, presumably
aiming at interpretive sovereignty.!’>

Altogether, the KM($) includes a limited but diverse selection of sites of
the Goddess, although no recognisable pattern is evident. KamaksI and her
place seem to be treated from an ambiguous perspective, both reflecting the

174 At times, the goddess Elavarkulali is presented as Ekamranatha’s consort. She
has a shrine with only a festival image in the second enclosure of the Ekam-
paranatar temple (see pp. 63-66). In the ritual re-enactment of Ekamranatha’s
divine marriage during the Pankuni Uttiram festival at the Ekamparanatar
temple—according to textual sources, with Kamaksi—the goddess Elavarkulali
represents Ekamranatha’s bride and is associated with Kamaksi in different
ways (Schier 2018, 175-190, 187). She is then regarded as Ekamranatha’s con-
sort (Schier 2018, 138-152).

175 Further analysis of the different perspectives on Kamaksi would be desirable,
since the majority of the overlapping passages from the KM(S) and the KV also
revolve around KamaksT’s role (see subsection 3.3.4).
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significance of Kamaksi with her own Sakta tradition and her identification
with Ekamranatha’s consort. Just like Visnus, sites of other non-$aiva deit-
ies, and tirthas, places of the Goddess are linked to Sivalingas within their
sequential arrangement according to the locations of the historical sites in
Kanchi’s religious landscape. In addition to the relevance of spatial proxim-
ity of the non-Saiva site to the reference site, the linking narrative about the
origin of both places determines to which linga in the close surroundings
the story about the non-Saiva is connected.

4.4 In a Nutshell

In its outline of the sacred geography of Kafici, the Saiva Kaficimahatmya
starts from the geo-spatial aspect of the city and its surroundings. It builds
on the layout of the religious landscape in the historically grown city with
its many temples and refrains from adding a detailed interpretative layer
to the geo-religious space of Kanchi. The understanding of Kaficl as a city
of Siva and Ekamranatha’s site as its centre reflects its basic interpretative
perspective. The space defined as the city Kaficl is the primary frame of
reference and nearly all sites mentioned in the text are found within it, in-
dicating an intentional alignment of the dimensions of Kafici with the loca-
tions of the sites referenced in the Mahatmya (see figure 4.2). The Sivalingas
are considered the main sites and this concept is expressed on the structural
and narrative level. On the whole, all such components represent the par-
tiality of the Mahatmya towards Siva rather than merely a simple choice of
sacred places introduced in the text. The concept of the Patal Perra Stalams,
though, does not seem to be a factor in the selection of sites in the KM(S),
although the Mahatmya mentions all five places in Kanchi lauded by the
Nayanmar (see their names in n. 60). Besides, many places from the text
that are located in the larger region with a view to contextualise Kaficl are
counted among those canonised in the Tevaram.

Places of Siva are used as reference sites to locate other sacred sites in
the text in an arrangement that appears to be constructed (almost) as a
continuous route through Kanchi where non-$aiva places are considered
as secondary. Due to its orientation towards the geo-spatial conditions of
Kanchipuram, the Mahatmya arranges the sites along these aspects and
forms clusters of sivalingas through which the spatial focus is gradually shif-
ted from the southeast to the northwest in Kanchi. The result is a coherent,
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consistent descriptive account of Kaficl that catalogues sacred places while
prioritising the geographical dimension over the mythical.

In fact, the Saiva Kaficimahatmya could well be used as a guide to the
shrines and temples of contemporary Kanchi. Most of the sacred sites men-
tioned in the Mahatmya may be identified with historical sites that still exist;
they may be found on contemporary maps and on sites where the Mahat-
mya locates them. One reason for the high degree of correspondence of the
sacred sites from the text with the existence of historical sites and the geo-
spatiality of the historically grown cityscape may be grounded in the nar-
rative perspective of the text. The KM(S) understands the places—as well
as the city of Kafici—as already in existence and tells of their origin in ret-
rospect. Thus, it is clearly references the city’s religious landscape at a par-
ticular point in history, and places the stories in a mythical past in order to
establish the origin of the places in that very past.






5 A Territory for the Goddess:
the Kamaksivilasa

The Kamakstvilasa (KV) presents the most uniform and balanced approach
to KaficT’s sacred geography as far as the three Mahatmyas in focus are con-
cerned. In its description of Kafici, the KV precisely reflects the geo-spatial
dimensions of Kanchi and at the same time interprets them to define vari-
ous spaces around and within the city and to introduce selected sacred sites.
The aspect of spatiality is central to the text and provides a conceptual rep-
resentation of the sacred landscape that prioritises structure over style and
narrative. Inscribed within a Sakta framework, the textual structure and
the design of the sacred geography in the KV equally consider the Sakta,
Saiva, and Vaisnava traditions and their sites. In particular, the three deit-
ies Varadaraja, Ekamranatha, and Kamaksl and the locations of their sites
in Kanchi are structuring elements. The text itself can indeed be considered
a literary account of Kanchi, one that selectively describes the sacred geo-
graphy of Kanchi, highlighting Ekamranatha, Varadaraja and Kamaksi. A
further characteristic element are glorifying phalasruti statements that tell
about the benefits of the sacred places—especially the tirthas. In that, the
Kamaksivilasa appears to be a text addressed to pilgrims visiting the sites,
who are thus informed about salvific powers of the same.

5.1 Situating Kanct

The spatial design of Kaficr’s sacred geography in the Kamakstvilasa is char-
acterised by a clear-cut approach and an apparently carefully considered
construction. It is downright schematic, supported by a uniform text struc-
ture, and an often simplistic-recurring wording. After an opening chapter
in which Kaficl is introduced and located (KV ch. 1), the text is divided into
three parts: a Vaisnava part focusing on Varadaraja (chs. 2-5), a Saiva part
on Ekamranatha (chs. 6-9), and a Sakta part on Kamaksi (chs. 10-13). Each
of these parts is equally structured in four chapters: the first chapter con-
tains an outline of a territory in Kafici assigned to one of the three deities
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mentioned above and introduces the sacred places within that area; the
second chapter gives the myth of the divine symbol that is conceived as the
characteristic element of the site respectively associated with Varadaraja,
Ekamranatha, or Kamaksl; the myth of the main deity is dealt with in the
third chapter; and the origin of a sacred body of water important to the
myth and space of the deity is recounted in the fourth chapter (see subsec-
tion 3.3.2 for details). Of particular interest for the analysis of the sacred geo-
graphy are the introduction (KV ch. 1), which characterises Kafici as place
of the Goddess, and the respective first chapter of each part (KV chs. 2, 6 and
10), which I collectively call “geography-chapters”. In these three chapters,
sacred places in the spaces of Ekdmranatha, Varadaraja and Kamaksi are
mapped; the other chapters mention only a few of these sacred places, ac-
cording to their mention in the myths. The geography-chapters present the
text’s concept of Kaficl and display an orientation towards geo-spatial as-
pects rather than mythological interpretations. The sites of Ekamranatha,
Varadaraja, and Kamaksl are considered the most significant and as such
are not introduced in the geography-chapters. Their location is specified in
the description of Kaficiksetra in the first chapter of the Kamaksivilasa (see
pp- 150-151) and their myths are detailed in separate chapters (KV chs. 4,
8, and 13).

The Kamakstvilasa begins with the introduction of KaficI’s character and
place, establishing the perspective on the city and the geo-spatial frame-
work (KV 1.1-93). First and foremost, Kaficiis characterised with the help of
the concept of (Sakti-)pithas (seats), the sacred places of the Goddess. Lists
of such sites in varying numbers and in diverse localisations are found in
Puranic and particularly tantric texts but are not canonised.'’® The KV,
while suggesting several sets of pithas in certain numerical configurations,
explicitly names three sites as the most important on earth (KV 1.6c-9).
These are Kamaraja, Jalandhra in the Jvalamukhi region, and Odyana in
the Kamariapa region. The three so named sites may be identified with
Kanchipuram, Jawalamukhi (Himachal Pradesh), and supposedly a site in
the former Kamarupa region (modern Assam).!”” The triad of pithas named
in the KV is reminiscent of a tradition of a set of four Goddess sites corres-

176 For details in the context of Kanchi, see Schier 2018, 134-137 and section 2.4.
See Eck 2012, 267-270, 289-299 for an introduction to the concept of the pithas,
and the study by D. C. Sircar (1973) for a detailed analysis.

177 As the texts on the pithas themselves differ in the naming and identifications
of the site and the residing goddess, the above correspondence indicates a
very likely interpretation in this context (for a discussion on this topic, see Sir-
car 1973, 11-17). T. V. R. Chari (1987, 61) offers an alternative interpretation
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ponding roughly to the four cardinal regions of India, which is found in dif-
ferent constellations of sites in tantric text sections about the pithas (Sircar
1973, 11-17).

In these sets of traditionally four pithas, Kamaraja is frequently named
as one site, although it is usually identified not with Kanchi but with the
former region of Kamarupa in the present Northeast India (Sircar 1973, 13,
13 n. 1). Kerstin Schier (2018, 134-137) notes that while some tantric texts
also mention Kanchi as pitha, the association of Kanchipuram with the Sakti-
pithasis more recent and the identification of Kamaksl as pitha begins to ap-
pear in publications only from the second half of the twentieth century. The
reason for this may partly be the growing renown of the goddess Kamaksi
as propagated by the late Chandrasekharendra Saraswati (d. 1994), former
head of the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham, the monastic institution managing
the temple since 1842 (Venkataraman 1992, 70; Schier 2018, 125, n. 27). As
Kerstin Schier further states, the conceptual link of Kanchi with the Sakti-
pithas seems to be stronger than the religious practices at the Kamaksi Am-
man or any other Goddess temple in Kanchi would suggest. The mention of
the pithas in the KV may well be a reflection of the primarily literary pro-
mulgation of Kanchi as pitha. The KV as a text is older than the publications
mentioning Kamaksl as a pitha to which Kerstin Schier refers, the earliest
available edition was published in 1889. However, there are indications that
the Mahatmya is not much older than its first print edition (Buchholz 2022,
20; see also pp. 85-89). It therefore stands to reason to see the contextual-
isation of Kanchi as pitha in the Mahatmya in light of a process shaping the
notion of Kanchi as sacred site and of Kimaksi as seat of the Goddess (Devi),
which seem to have intensified in the second half of the last century.

According to the KV, Kamaraja is located in Kaficiksetra (the region of
Kanchi; KV 1.10ab) with the name indicating a link to Kamaksi. While the
introduction of the KV only implies this specification, later chapters clearly
express that it is KamaksI who resides at the pitha in Kanchi.!”® Through the
concept of the seats of the Goddess, the Mahatmya thus firmly constructs the

and identifies Odyana with Jagannatha, that is, the Jagannatha temple in Puri,
Odisha.

178 [introductory verses] jagatkamakalakaram nabhisthanam bhuvah param |

padapadmasya kamaksya mahapitham upasmahe || KV 10.1 iti stutva namas-
krtya pttham tat kamanamakam | KV 10.2ab.
[Markandeya tells:] atha tatra nrpasrestha kamakosthadharatale | gayatriman-
tape tatra bilapithasane subhe | | KV 12.3 gayatryomkarakone sa kamakst var-
tate sada | adisaktis svayam vyakta sarvavisvasya karanam || KV 12.4 pad-
masane nisanna sa kamapithanivasint | KV 12.5ab.
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idea of the city as a place of Devi and Kamaksi as the goddess of the pitha.
This sets the underlying Sakta framework for the rest of the text.

5.2 The City in the Region

Apart from the classification of Kaficl in the context of the seats of the God-
dess, the Kamakstvildsa situates Kaficl in a broader geographical context. In
contrast to the other two Mahatmyas, the broader localisation does not take
place within the framework of an initial mythical conception of the world
(cf. sections 4.1 and 6.2), but solely on the geographical level. Besides, the
focus is placed on the regional context, for which three spaces are outlined.
The pan-Indian localisation islimited to the Ganga (Ganges) as reference site
for Parvasindhu (Bay of Bengal)—two hundred yojanas to the south of the
former—with which the geographical contextualisation of Kaficl begins in
the text (KV 1.11). In the first geographical reference, the Kamakstvildasa cor-
responds to the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya (KM(V)), which similarly locates
Kafic1 two hundred yojanas south of the Ganga (see section 6.2). Since there
is no regional site mentioned yet in the Mahatmya to indicate the location
of the ocean, a North Indian sacred river is used as a geographical reference
site. The mention of the Ganga as the only non-regional site in this context
could be understood as an expression of an all-India sacred geography in
which the river is an essential element. After all, the Ganga is one of the
most revered rivers in Hindu traditions and a popular pilgrimage destina-
tion. The geographical aspect in relation to Kafici, though, seems to be just
as relevant: The Ganges flows into the Bay of Bengal in the present Indian
state of West Bengal and in Bangladesh, which already marks a location of
the ocean. Starting from there, the conceptualised position of Purvasindhu,
the first regional site, can be more precisely recorded and better utilised for
the following regional contextualisation.

To this end, three spaces are outlined. They all surround Kaficl and are
of different dimensions, each marked by four border sites. These places are
roughly positioned in the four cardinal directions and located clockwise one
after another, usually starting in the east. In a centripetal movement, the
description begins with the largest space and continues with the next smal-
ler one, with each space seemingly constructed to fit into the next larger
one (see figure 5.1). All spaces outlined in the KV appear to be deliberately
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designed in orientation towards the geographical dimensions and the posi-
tions of the sites in Kanchi and the surrounding area.

The largest area enclosing Kaficl is called Tundiramandala, named after
the king Tundira, who is said to have once ruled this region (KV 1.11-32). The
limits of this area are marked by four sites: Parvasindhu, the Eastern Ocean
(Bay of Bengal) in the east; Daksinapinakini (Southern Pennar, Then Pennai
in Tamil) in the south; Silahrda (Kallar river, Kallaru in Tamil; a tributary
of the Southern Pennar), in the west; and Svamipuskarini (Svami Puskarini
temple tank; at the Venkatesvara Swami temple in Tirupati) in the north
(see figure 5.1).17° In keeping with the well thought-out concept that charac-
terises Sakta Mahatmya, these four sites share a common feature: they are
all bodies of water. As such, they are also part of the natural geographical
landscape, the features of which often serve to delineate an area.

The name Tundiramandala is the Sanskrit equivalent of Tondaiman-
dalam, the Tamil name of the historical region around Kanchi that was ruled
by the Pallava kings (Mahalingam 1969, 2-4; Srinivasan 1979, 7). The spa-
tial reach given by the KV for Tundiramandala seems to agree with that of
Tondaimandalam. For this historical region, T. V. Mahalingam (1963, 2-3)
lists the Bay of Bengal (east), the Pennar river (south), the range of the East-
ern Ghats (west), and the Suvarnamukhi river (north) as the regional bor-
ders. A comparison with the border sites of Tundiramandala shows close
correspondences, with the Kamaksivilasa opting for uniformity—a recur-
rent element throughout the text—and detailing four water bodies. The KV
as well as T. V. Mahalingam mention the Bay of Bengal as the eastern limit
and the Then Pennai river as the southern.!® Moving to the west, there is
agreement on the same area, with the Kallar river indicated by the Mahat-
mya originating near the Kalvarayan Hills, a range of the Eastern Ghats. The
northern border is a similar case: the Suvarnamukhi (Swarnamukhi) river
mentioned by T. V. Mahalingam flows through the Tirupati hills, again point-
ing to the same area—Tirupati—as the KV. While similar dimensions for
the region of Kaficl are given in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya (KM(S)) and the

179 Purvasindhu / the Bay of Bengal, Daksinapinakini / the Southern Pennar river,
and Silahrda / the Kallar river are larger bodies of water. Their markers in
figure 5.1 are therefore placed somewhere within their course (river) or areal
(ocean). Furthermore, I wish to thank R. Satyanarayanan for his help in identi-
fying the site Silahrda.

180 Inferred from the indicated direction south of Kanchi, the Pennar river men-
tioned by T. V. Mahalingam must be the Then Pennai / Southern Pennar river
flowing through Tamil Nadu—the same one referred to by the Mahatmya—and
not the Northern Pennar River flowing in Andhra Pradesh.
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Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya, there is no indication of an explicit orientation
towards a historical space in these texts (cf. sections 4.2 and 6.2). Such a dis-
tinct geographical alignment is singular to the outline of Tundiramandala
in the KV and echoes the relevance of this regional demarcation in the per-
ception of Kanchi (see chapter 7 and figure 7.1 for details).

Tundiramandala is further linked to the goddess Kamaksiand her myth in
the KV, although not explicitly in the first chapter of the KV.!¥! An expression
of this particular link may also be found on site: in the first prakara (enclos-
ure) of the Kamaksi Amman temple there is a shrine of Tundira Maharaja,
king Tundiira, but I am not aware of a specific myth linked to him.

The other two ksetras sketched out as surrounding Kaficl are more clearly
associated with a myth told in the Mahatmya. Situated within Tundiraman-
dala lies the second most extended space, Tapovana (forest of asceticism).
Its name refers to the origin myth of Ekamranatha as narrated in the KV,
in which Parvati performs ascetic practices in the forest at Kaficl to attain
Siva’s presence there.'® The sites marking the extent of Tapovana are all cit-
ies: Mahabalipura (Mamallapuram) in the east; Devakipura (Devikapuram)
in the south; Virificipura (Virinchipuram) in the west; and Nagahalapura
(Nagalapuram) in the north (KV 1.33-41; see figure 5.1). In accordance
with the Saiva notion indicated by the name Tapovana and the reference
to Ekdmranatha’s myth, the myths about the four sites places all refer to
manifestations of Siva there.!®¥ A deliberate similarity of these sites could
therefore be their common affiliation to Siva.

Within Tapovana lies Brahmasala, the smallest of the three enclosing
spaces. Its name alludes to the myth of Varadaraja’s origin, in which Brahma

181 The connection of Tundiramandala with KamakslI is not explicit in the first
chapter of the KV. It can initially only be deduced from the association of the
other two spaces surrounding Kafict with Ekdmranatha and Varadaraja. Yet,
it is later on confirmed by the concluding phalasruti section of the Sakta part,
in which Tundiramandala and its delimiting sites are explicitly mentioned to
indicate Kamaksi’s location (KV 13.70-71).

182 Including a list of its border sites, Tapovana is mentioned in the concluding
phalasruti section of the Saiva part to spatially contextualise Ekamranatha (KV
9.50c-52b). This link of Tapovana with Ekamranatha mirrors the characterisa-
tion of the space given in the first chapter of the KV and is another example of
the consistent spatial concept of the text.

183 An attribution of the stories to particular (Saiva) temples at these locations is
beyond the aims of this study. A closer look into the relevant local Sthalamahat-
myas would possibly shed light on this matter.
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builds a sacrificial hall for his sacrifice to Visnu in Kafici.'®* The limits of this
space are marked by the following cities: Trivenisanganagari (Thirumuk-
kudal), Vyaghravana (Thirupulivanam), Ksirabdhinagar1 (Thiruparkadal),
and Nandigangapurl (Thakkolam) are named to mark the limits of this space
(KV 1.42-50b; see figure 5.1).8% Two places are associated with Siva and
two with Visnu in the short stories about their myths. Even from the short
accounts, the Vaisnava sites can be identified with certain temples in the
region of Kanchi. In Thirumukkudal there is the Appan Venkaéca Peru-
mal and in Thiruparkadal there is the Rankanata Svami temple, where the
image in the sanctum sanctorum is in reclining form, just like the Mahat-
mya describes Visnu there. Both temples are located on the banks of the
Palar, which—as Sarasvatl’s aquatic form, the Vegavati (Vegavathi / Palar
river)—is a crucial element in the myth of Varadaraja. This detail reflects
how the locations and the myths attached to the border sites are carefully
considered to create a compelling concept.'8¢

KaficT as City

Similarly, the space of Kafici, Kaficiksetra, is carefully designed. Its name
corresponds to the designation used in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya to label
KaficT’s territory and the non-specific name given to KaficT’s area in the
Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya (cf. sections 4.2 and 6.2). Despite the conformity
regarding the city’s name, the texts differ considerably in their understand-
ing of both the space’s extent and character. In the Kamakstvilasa, the area

184 Referring to the same myth, the Vaisnava Mahatmya also defines the dimen-
sions of Brahma’s hall (called yajfiasala in that text) but of different size (cf.
section 6.3).

185 The identification of the first three sites is based on correspondences in name;
that of Nandigangapuri with Thakkolam is derived from the myth about the
place about Siva’s mount Nand.

186 Even more so, the KV conceives uniform spaces with sides of equal length. For
each of the three spaces in the regional localisation of Kafic], the distance from
one border site to the next in the sequence is said to be the same. For example,
the sites delimiting the space Tapovana are each detailed to be at a distance of
five yojanas to the preceding one (KV 1.34c—40). When visualised on a map, the
dimensions of each space are not as symmetrical as indicated by the text (see
figure 5.1). However, the units indicating the distance between the locations
are temporal length units, so the travel time from one location to the next could
actually been the same (for details, see subsection 1.3.3). Therefore, the same
distances may not only have been chosen for the sake of uniformity but may
have actually corresponded to the conditions of travel.
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limited by the border places of Kaficiksetra roughly encloses the historical
city of Kanchi and only the city. The Kamaksivilasa understands Kaficl as a
city—an existing city to be precise. The aspect of KaficT’s evolution remains
unmentioned in the text, no story about its creation is included. Rather, the
idea of Kaficl as a city seems to be taken for granted.

Continuing the movement from the periphery inwards, Kaficiksetra lies
within Brahmagala. Its extent is said to be marked by Durga Paficalika in
the east, Siva Kanyakesa in the south, Visnu called Svetavarna in the west,
and Durga Ksetrangi in the north (KV 1.50c-68b). These sites are again used
to sketch the spaces within Kafici, which reflects a well thought-out spatial
design of the Mahatmya (see section 5.3). While the localisation of any of
the border sites of Kaficiksetra has been so far unsuccessful,’®’ it can never-
theless be assumed that Kaficiksetra is meant to encompass approximately
the extent of the historical city, considering the pronounced orientation to-
wards the geo-spatial dimensions shown in the text. In fact, the dimensions
of Kaficl seem to largely correspond to the outline of the city as given on
the Map of Conjeeveram by John Gould from 1816, one of the first old maps
of Kanchi (Stein 2021, 240; see figure 2.3). Drawing this comparison is in-
deed well founded: it can be assumed that the conception of Kaficl in the
Kamaksivilasa refers to the city at the time of its composition and there are
arguments speaking in favour of the origin of the text in the nineteenth cen-
tury (see section 5.4 and pp. 85-89).

While the three enclosing spaces are outlined to locate Kafici geograph-
ically, Kaficiksetra is the locale for the overarching $Sakta myth of the KV.
It is said to be first and foremost characterised by the presence of power
((maha-)sakti) of the illusory nature (mahamaya) that is linked to the God-
dess principle (Devi). This power is primarily manifest as the goddess
Kamaksi, but also as Varadaraja and Ekdmranatha. A narrative explains
Ekamranatha’s and Varadaraja’s emergence from the imperceptible forms
of Siva and Visnu, which have emanated earlier from the goddess (see
subsection 3.3.2). Ekamranatha and Varadaraja are thus identified with
Kamaksi and the male gods are located in relation to the goddess’s own and
original form (KV 1.94-125b).

In the text-internal understanding, the location of the goddess’s abode

(Kamaksi Amman) seems too obvious to specify it beyond locating her in

187 Svetavarna can probably be identified with a former Visnu shrine near Paruti
Kulam in the northwest of Kanchi, which is the location indicated by the text
(KV 1.53cd). Thanks go to M. Ramesh for identifying this detail. The KM(V)
also mentions a white-coloured Visnu (Sudhakara), but the details given in the
Mahatmya are insufficient to identify this place (see subsection 6.4.1).
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; see pp. 150-151)

Fig. 5.2 Ekamranatha, Kamaksi, and Varadaraja as spatial identifiers of Kaficl’s area (estimate

in the KV.
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Karictksetra (kafictksetre (KV 1.94-102)). Visnu (Varataraja Perumal) is to the
southeast of her abode and Siva (Ekamparanatar) to her northwest, just as
the deities’ temples are positioned in Kanchi (see figure 5.2). Accordingly,
Karficiksetra is conceived as the realm of all three deities (KV 1.57c¢c-58c).
This characterisation and the myth about Kamaksi, Varadaraja, and Ekam-
ranatha give a preview of the design of the space within Kaficiksetra, where
a separate area is set aside for each of the three deities (see section 5.3).

The above consideration of the three spaces outlined for the geographical
contextualisation of Kafici shows how the relevance of location and charac-
ter of the sacred sites—as a Vaisnava, a Saiva, a Sakta, or a tirtha—seem
to balance each other in the selection of places included in the Mahatmya.
Furthermore, precise knowledge of the geographical spatiality becomes ap-
parent and is a key component for the spatial outline of Kafici and the region
presented in the KV.

5.3 Sacred Spaces and Places Within Kanct

Within Kaficiksetra, the spatial segmentation that characterises the design
of Kaficr’s sacred geography in the Kamakstvilasa continues. The geography-
chapters (KV chs. 2, 6, and 10) outline three ksetras that are styled as the ter-
ritories of Varadaraja, Ekdmranatha, and Kamaks1 and are clearly based on
the spatial positions of the three largest temples in the city. Hariksetra cov-
ers the southeast where the Varataraja Perumal temple is located, Rudrasala
is to the west where the Ekamparanatar temple is found in the northwest-
ern part, and Kamakostha lies between the two in the central area where
the Kamaksi Amman temple is situated. The spaces represent separate and
evenly matched Vaisnava, Saiva, and Sakta domains in Karfici, with equal
significance given to the three religious traditions. The different sizes of the
spaces, though, do not seem to be of relevance.

Hariksetra, Rudrasala, and Kamakostha are positioned side by side and
neatly divide the space of Kaficl. With this layout, and in particular Kama-
kostha, the Kamakstvildsa is the only Mahatmya that explicitly assigns Devi
a territory in Kaficl. At the same time, a structural balance is maintained
by also assigning Siva and Visnu their own areas in the space of the city.
Within each of the three spaces within Kafici, there is again a centripetal
movement and increasing fragmentation of space. Its depiction in the re-
spective geography-chapter first outlines the outer boundaries of the deity’s
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realm in a clockwise sequence, then selected sacred sites are mapped, be-
fore the spatial focus turns to the immediate surroundings of the deity (the
area of its temple) where the deity’s myth of origin is primarily set.

The attempted equality is not only reflected in the spatial design but also
in the structural layout down to individual phrases. The Vaisnava, Saiva,
and Sakta parts are equally constructed, their geography-chapters include
the same textual modules: a set of border sites, groups of different kinds of
sacred places in similar numbers, a statement on the number of places, and
a phalasruti passage in similar wording.'®® The unified mode of presenta-
tion appears to be a carefully conceived account that favours an equal con-
sideration of the Vaisnava, Saiva and $akta sites and their traditions over a
more individually adapted and lively design.

The text’s schematic approach is also expressed in a consistent pattern
for indicating the locations of the sacred sites mapped in the geography-
chapters. Each place is located by a directional statement that indicates
both direction and distance in reference to the site that is introduced im-
mediately before in the text. For example, Visnu as Vaikuntha (Vaikunta
Perumal) is located twenty-one amsas'®® (parts) north of Visnu called Dipa-
dhara (Vilakkoli Perumal), who again is said to be seven amsas north of the
preceding site, that is Visnu as Simha (Alakiya Cinka Perumal; KV 2.22c-
25Db; see figure 5.3). There are only a few exceptions to this pattern, when
the place reference is not to the last place mentioned, but to another, already
presented, closer place.

The directional referencing pattern is a characteristic feature of the
text and similar to the one found in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya, while the
Kamaksivilasa additionally specifies the distance to the reference site. As
in the KM(S), the section about a sacred place usually begins by indicating
its location. This framing indicates a retrospective perspective that is ad-
opted in the text and understands the places as already existing. Such an
approach conceptually refers to a stable and consistent sacred landscape,

188 The descriptions of Hariksetra, Rudrasala and Kamakostha are each followed
by alonger phalasrutistory illustrating the power of the respective space. These
end the respective chapters. They are again very uniform in character as they
each tell of a wicked twice-born from a place around India, who at death is res-
cued respectively by Visnw’s (Hariksetra), Siva’s (Rudrasala), or DevT’s (Kama-
kostha) troops from Yama’s grip as he once did a good deed to a resident of the
respective areas in Kaficl. Then the respective deity explains why this person
is taken to his/her abode despite the deplorable lifestyle he had led in his life.
These stories serve to underline the outstanding power ascribed to the respec-
tive ksetra.

189 On the length unit amsa, see n. 16.
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Fig. 5.3 Directional referencing pattern that locates the sacred sites in the KV, example.
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5.3 Sacred Spaces and Places Within Kafcr 157

which consists of all the places mentioned in the text. It further displays an
orientation towards the spatiality of the historically grown cityscape and
precise knowledge of the position of the historical sites. In the geography-
chapters, the description of an individual site is very condensed, as a rule
two half-verses are dedicated to a place. This allows for only a brief remark
on the myth of the place or the deity residing there. The alluded stories refer
to known narratives from the Puranic and epic literatures and are linked to
a specific local site in the Mahatmya. In contrast, the myths of Varadaraja,
Ekamranatha, and Kamaksi, as well as the description of the characteristic
features of the deities’ sites, and the sacred water bodies linked to them are
more detailed (KV chs. 3-5, 7-9, 11-13).

With its interpretative arrangement, the KV catalogues selected sacred
sites existing in Kanchi (see figure 5.4).1% In the geography-chapters, sites of
the same deity—Visnu, Siva, Devi—, sacred water bodies, and places called
mudras (see below) within one space are given in groups. Each group com-
prises approximately the same number of places. Thus, there is a balance
in terms of religious affiliation or characteristic of a site within the spaces
Hariksetra, Rudrasala, and Kamakostha.!°? The only noteworthy difference
is a slight numerical emphasis on the Vaisnava sites in Hariksetra, on the
Sivalingas in Rudrasala, and on the goddesses in Kamakostha. Apart from
these, individual places of Skanda and Ganes$a are mentioned. All sacred
places are framed in terms of spatial belonging to one of the three realms.
The individual place seems to be chosen both because of its location within
one of the spaces and the religious affiliation of its residing deity or its clas-
sification as tirtha or mudra.

A number of sites belong to a specific group and are explicitly desig-
nated as mudras. In its primary sense, the term mudra means seal (MW,
s.v. mudra). Derived from this, it can also mean sign or mark and in this
sense mudra is used in the KV. The group of mudras subsumes deities, phys-
ical elements, or conceptual entities that are characteristic of the myth or
place of Varadaraja, Ekamranatha, and Kamaksi, and/or are part of the re-
ligious practice at their temples. Their location in the immediate vicinity of
Varadaraja, Ekamranatha and Kamaksi, that is, within the precincts of their
temples, is the common feature of the mudras. Among others, they include
the Tattvasopana (Tattvasopana), the staircase leading up to the first enclos-
ure (prakara) within the central building at the Varataraja Perumal temple;

190 See the appendix for the sites mentioned in the Kamaksivilasa.
191 The four border sites of each space are not part of this arrangement and evid-
ently chosen as limiting markers because of their geo-spatial position.



158 5 ATerritory for the Goddess: the Kamaksivildasa

the Sivalinga Dhavalaikdmranayaka (Vellakkampar) in the first prakara of
the Ekamparanatar temple; and the Santanastambha (Santanastambha), a
silver pillar and an object of worship situated in the inner prakara of the
Kamaksi Amman temple. Conceptually, the mudras seem to be understood
as elementary characteristics of the respective territories of Varadaraja,
Ekamranatha, and Kamaksi.

In this ascribed quality, the mudras resemble the elements that are said
to mark Kaficiksetra. Three of these are mentioned in the description of the
ksetra in the KV: the cave (bila), identified on site as the space below the
sanctum sanctorum at the Kamaksi Amman temple, the (single mango) tree
([Ekamra-]Jvrksa), the site-tree and an important object of worship at the
Ekamparanatar temple, and the [Punyakoti-Jvimana, represented on site as
the tower superstructure above the sanctum sanctorum at the Varataraja
Perumal temple.!9?

The geography-chapters reflect the general centripetal spatial movement
that characterises the design of the sacred geography in the KV. This ar-
rangement eventually closes in on the abodes of Varadaraja, Ekdmranatha,
and Kamaksi. Furthermore, considering the order of the descriptions of the
three spaces within Kaficl (first Visnu’s, then Siva’s, and finally DevT’s) and
assuming that the most important subject in a Mahatmya is described at the
end (Ramesh 2020, 7, 118), an ultimate focus on Kamaksi may emerge: the
Sakta part and with it the geography-chapter describing KamaksT’s territory
come last (KV chs. 10-13).

5.3.1 Visnu in the East

The realm of Varadaraja is called Hariksetra (the area of Hari (Visnu)). It is
comprehensively described in the first chapter of the Mahatmya’s Vaisnava
part (KV ch. 2). In this space, the myths that revolve around Varadaraja
unfold (KV chs. 3-5). Hariksetra is variously referred to by this particular
name to locate events taking place within the mythological stories of the
Vaisnava part. Itis further glorified in a specific phalasruti section as Visnu’s
territory in Kafict (KV 5.38-53).

In line with the schematic approach of the text, four locations are given as
markers of the boundaries of Hariksetra (KV 2.3-5a). These are Siva Pauran-
dares$a (Satyanatasvami), the goddess Paficalini (identification uncertain),

192 [Markandeya tells:] bilavrksavimanankaih ksetram taijasam ucyate || KV
1.59cd.
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Visnu at Simhalaya (Alakiya Cinka Perumal), and the goddess Ksetrangika
(identification uncertain). The space in-between the four sites covers the
(south-)eastern part of Kanchi where the temple of Varadaraja is also found
(see figure 5.5). The location of Varadaraja’s abode and thus the temple is
the essential factor for the positioning of Hariksetra. It is not located in the
spatial centre of the space but is perceived as the conceptual focal point.

After the border sites are defined, the KV maps twenty-six sacred places
in Hariksetra (KV 2.9-44; see figure 5.5). The four sites designated as bor-
der sites (see above) are listed again in this description and are among the
twenty-six. In addition, two of the border sites, Paficalini and Ksetrangika,
of Hariksetra are also two of the border places of Kaficiksetra, showing how
consciously the three spaces in Kaficiksetra are fitted into the latter.

At the end of the listing, the Mahatmya itself specifies how many and
which kind of sacred places it describes in Hariksetra (KV 2.43-44):

In this sequence there abide in Hariksetra one Ganesa and like-
wise one Skanda, four Durgas (goddesses), three Sivas, eight
Visnus, five mudras, and four tirthas respectively to this day on
Visnw’s command, in this ground. (KV 2.43-44)!%

In exactly this order the KV presents the sacred places, first some individual
ones, then in groups of goddesses, Sivalingas, and so on. There is a slight
emphasis on the sites of Visnu in Hariksetra, of which altogether eight are
named. Thisis a subtle reflection of the association of Hariksetra with Visnu.

Places of the Goddess as mentioned in the Kamakstvilasa have proved
difficult to identify with sites in Kanchi. This does not only apply to the
sites in Hariksetra, but generally to sites of Devi mentioned in the Mahat-
mya. The contemporary temples seem to be consistently known under their
Tamil(-ised) names, which means that the names from the Mahatmya offer
less orientation. It is noteworthy that the differences between the names
mentioned in the Mahatmyas and the contemporary names occur in partic-
ular with places of the Goddess and only very rarely with the Saiva or the
Vaisnava sites. I attribute this to the fact that goddesses tend to be much
more connected to the local, non-Sanskrit, non-Brahminical traditions to
which many originally belonged. Accordingly, their Sanskrit names are less

193 [Markandeya narrates to king Suratha:] evam kramad dhariksetra eko vigh-
nesvaras tatha | skandas tatra caturdurgas trayo rudra janardanah || KV 2.43
astau mudras tu tatpafica catustirthany anukramat | adyapi sasanad visnor var-
tante taddharatale | | KV 2.44.
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common.'® Besides, Kanchi’s cityscape is rather densely dotted with Devi
shrines. They are often located only tens or hundreds metres away from
each other. On such a micro-scale, the location information of a place of
the Goddess from the KV is too general. It is therefore often not possible to
clearly identify a place from the text with a particular temple of the God-
dess. Yet, since the KV is the only text that mentions more than just a few
places of the Goddess, these call for more detailed exploration elsewhere
that also includes a comparison of their condensed myths of origin from the
KV with narratives from other sources, in particular oral myths narrated in
the temples of Kanchi.

With the exception of those of the Goddess, almost all of the other sites
mentioned in the description of Visnu’s realm in Kafici can be identified with
historical sites corresponding to locations indicated by the text. The design
of the sacred geography of Hariksetra thus shows a close correspondence to
the religious landscape in Kanchi’s (south-)eastern part. Yet, the Kamakst-
vilasa only catalogues selected sites in order to maintain a balance between
the Vaisnava, Saiva and Sakta traditions.

Varadaraja is not included in the list of sacred sites in Hariksetra. His
presence in Kanchi has previously been mentioned in the introductory
chapter of the Mahatmya, where he is located in KaficT’s southeast (see pp.
150-151). Nonetheless, Varadaraja forms the implicit focal point of the area.
Several other sacred sites in Hariksetra are located in his immediate vicinity,
that is, within the area corresponding to the complex of the Varataraja Peru-
mal temple. This sub-area is thus the best mapped part of Varadaraja’s terri-
tory in the KV (see figure 5.6'%). It illustrates the prominence of Varadaraja
in the spatial design. Primarily the mudras, the characteristic elements con-
nected with Varadaraja, are situated at Varadaraja’s abode, the hill Hasti-
$aila (Hastigiri), which is identified with the central two-storey building
at the Varataraja Perumal temple that houses the sanctum sanctorum on
its first floor. These are: Varadaraja’s two consorts Bhal (Bh{; no separate
shrine, as festival image in the sanctum sanctorum) and Mahadevi (Tayar;
third enclosure); the Palliyugma (Tankapalli, a pair of lizards; on the ceiling
at the northeastern corner of the first prakara); the Tattvasopana (Tattva-
sopana; the staircase leading up to the first floor of Hastigiri); and the Punya-
kotivimana (Punyakotivimana; the tower superstructure above the sanctum

194 On the type of local goddesses, see Flood 1997, 193-196.
195 The identification of the sites found within the Varataraja Perumal temple is
based on a map by K. V. Raman (1975, fig. 39) and explanations by Ute Hisken.
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sanctorum; KV 2.26¢c-31b).1% Of these, the pair of lizards is dealt with in
more detail later in the KV (3.29-45b) and their origin is told as example of
the redemptive powers of Hariksetra.

In addition to the mudras named above, Ganes$a called Daksinavarta-
vinayaka (Valampuri Vinayakar; second prakara), Guhasimha (Yoka Nara-
cimma Perumal; ground floor of Hastigiri), and the tirtha Anantasaras
(Anantacaras; fourth prakara) are also situated within the compound of the
Varataraja Perumal temple.'” The condensed summaries about the origins
of all these sites emphasise the closeness to Varadaraja by referring to the
main myth of the Vaisnava part. For example, Daksinavartavinayaka is said
to have been worshipped by Brahma for an undisturbed completion of his
horse sacrifice (asvamedha; KV 2.9-10b). This episode clearly refers to the
myth of Varadaraja’s origin, in which Brahma carries out an asvamedha to
see Visnu in Kafici (KV chs. 3-4).

Just as carefully as the KV describes the spatial details of Hariksetra, it
also highlights its nature as Visnu’s area. Among other attributive names,
the space is designated as bhiilokavaikuntha (Vaikuntha on earth). Those
beings living there are said to be inhabitants of Visnu’s heavenly abode
Vaikuntha itself and attain Visnu world at the end of life (KV 2.45-49b).
Designating a place of Visnu as Vaikuntha on earth is not a unique occur-
rence: in the Tamil Srivaisnava tradition, extraordinary places of Visnu and
especially the Arankanata Cuvami temple in Srirangam are considered as
bhiuilokavaikuntha to stress their unique standing in resemblance to Visnu’s
own heavenly abode (Branfoot 2022a, 267). The Kamaksivilasa does not
connect this designation to a specific place of Visnu in Kafici—not even to
Varadaraja—but to Hariksetra as a whole. The notion of this entire area as
sacred is thus emphasised.'® References to the conception of Hariksetra

196 The pair of lizards attracts many visitors and is actively promoted. Interest-
ingly, the signboards set up in the Varataraja Perumal temple to inform about
the story of the lizards retell the narrative of the KV and not the KM(V) as might
have been expected of a Vaisnava temple. For a detailed study of the Tankapalli,
see Hiisken 2022. The Tattvasopana staircase leading up to the first enclosure
where the sanctum sanctorum is has twenty-five steps, as many as there are
tattvas (principles of reality) according to the Sankhya philosophy.

197 Besides, the Mahatmya also locates Kumara (Skanda; KV 2.10c-11b) within the
precincts. According to Ute Hiisken (pers. comm., February 2021), a local oral
tradition remembers a shrine for Skanda at the Varataraja Perumal temple. The
shrine is still there but the image of the deity has been shifted to a separate
temple in the west of Kanchi.

198 The Vaisnava nature attributed to the (south-)eastern part of Kaficl is further
illustrated by an extended phalasruti narrative (KV 2.49¢-73).
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as Vaisnava are also found in the remaining chapters of the Mahatmya’s
Vaisnava part. Therein, Hariksetra is used as the fixed designation for the
area covering Kafict’s (south-)east.

The geography-chapter of the Mahatmya’s Vaisnava part is the main
source for details on sacred sites in Hariksetra. The further chapters of the
Vaisnava part (KV chs. 3-5) primarily cover Varadaraja’s myth, interspersed
with episodes on the origin of Hasti$aila and the Palliyugma (ch. 3). With
the exception of HastiSaila and the river Vegavatl (Vegavathi; ch. 5), they
refer in passing to several of the sacred places already mentioned in the
geography-chapter but do not introduce new ones. The Vegavati appears as
a central element in Varadaraja’s myth and is furnished a separate myth of
origin. It thus becomes clear that the description of Hariksetra is also con-
ceived with a view to setting the scene for the Vaisnava narratives in the KV
before they unfold right there in the further chapters.

5.3.2 Siva in the West

In the same way that Visnu’s territory in Kaficl is described in the Kamakst-
vilasa, the area assigned to Siva is also laid out and called Rudrasala, the hall
of Rudra (Siva; KV ch. 6). The extent of the ksetra is determined by the three
Sivas Kayadhirohanesvara (Kayarokanesvarar), Kanyakesvara (identifica-
tion uncertain), and Kailasanayaka (Kailacanatar) and Visnu called Sveta-
varna (identification uncertain; see n. 187; KV 6.3-5). Accordingly, the area
within these limits covers Kaficl’s west and northwest, with Ekamranatha
(Ekamparanatar) as central site (see figure 5.7). Rudrasala shares two bor-
der sites, namely Kanyakes$vara and Svetavarna, with Kaficiksetra. It thus
extends to an outer (western) boundary of the larger area, reflecting the
careful spatial design observed in the KV.

After the border sites are defined, a selection of sacred sites is mapped
(KV 6.9-43b). An overview of the places mentioned is given by the KV itself:

In this sequence there abide in Rudrasala one Vighnesa and like-
wise one Skanda, four Durgas, eight Sambhus (Sivas) and three
Visnus, five mudras, and four tirthas to this day on Sambhu’s com-
mand, in this ground Rudrasala. (KV 6.41cd—43ab)!°

199 [Markandeya narrates to Suratha:] evam tadrudrasalayam eko vighnesvaras
tatha || KV 6.41cd skandas tatra caturdurgas sambhavo [’]stau janardanah |
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In addition to the places named in this summary statement, the single
mango tree (called rasala) is also mentioned as a sacred place. A closer look
further reveals that the border sites of Siva’s realm in Kaficl—except Kanya-
ke$vara??®—are counted among the places indicated in the listing. Reflect-
ing the Saiva affiliation of Rudra$ala, Sivalingas number most among the
sacred sites mapped in this space (see figure 5.7). Twelve Saiva sites are
mentioned in Rudrasala, which is almost half of the twenty-eight sites cata-
logued in total in the Saiva geography-chapter.

As in the case of Hariksetra, the section of Rudrasala that is most pre-
cisely outlined concerns the immediate surroundings of the deity in focus
of the area, which here is Ekamranatha (see figure 5.8). Located within
the precincts of the Ekamparanatar temple, there are first the five mudras
as characteristics of Ekamranatha and his abode (KV 6.26c-31b).2°! These
are Siva Corekamrapati (Kallakkampar), Markandeya (Markantésvarar),
Dhavalaikamranayaka (Vellakkampar; all first prakara of the Ekampara-
natar temple), the goddess Gangacailaka (Elavarkulali; second prakara),
and Virabhairava (identification uncertain). Furthermore, Ganesa as Vika-
tacakravinayaka (Vikatacakkara Vinayakar; fourth prakara), Rasala (Ekam-
ravrksa, the single mango tree; in the courtyard opening from the third
prakara), Skanda called Sanmukha (Mavati Kantar; second prakara), the
goddess Pralayabandhini (Piralayakall Amman; second prakara), Siva as
Smasanesvara (Kaccimayanam; fourth prakara), Visnu called Candragriva,
(Nilattinkaltunta Perumal; first prakara), and Gangatirtha (Civakankai-
tirttam; fourth prakara) are also located within the Ekamparanatar temple
complex. Among all sacred places located in Rudrasala, the single mango
tree occupies a special position. Itis the characteristic associated with Ekam-
ranatha whose story of origin is separately elaborated in the KV (7.1-49b),
with a phalasruti story illustrating its powers. The significance of the tree is
also reflected on site at the Ekamparanatar temple: it is not only the site-tree

trayo mudras tu tatpamca catustirthany anukramat | | KV 6.42 adyapi sasanac
chambhor vartate taddharatale | 6.43ab.

200 Kanyakes$vara is mentioned as border site of Kaficiksetra and Rudrasala, but
both the description of Kaficiksetra (KV ch. 1) and the Saiva geography-chapter
(ch. 6) only determine its location without referring to its story of origin. As far
as I can see, it is the only place in the passages on sacred geography in the KV
for which no myth is presented. I have not yet been able to explain this.

201 For the identification of the sites found within the Ekamparanatar temple, I rely
on a map by Kerstin Schier (2018, 17, fig. 1.2), a description in Seshadri (2003,
121-124), a map with legend from Boulanger (1992, 96-98), a hand-drawn plan
of the temple’s first enclosure by N. Subramaniam (unpublished), and my own
notes taken during field-visits in January 2020 and March 2023.
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(sthalavrksa), but also the second most important place of worship after the
linga located in the sanctum sanctorum (see pp. 101-106).

While Ekamranatha himself is not mentioned in the geography-chapter
of the text’s Saiva section, the spatial design of Rudrasala places his site as
the central point. Its position is known from the framing $akta narrative
set in Kaficiksetra (KV ch. 1; see pp. 150-151) and Ekamranatha is firmly
situated in Rudrasala in the further chapters of the Saiva part (KV chs. 7-9).
Analogous to Hariksetra and Varadaraja’s myth in the KV, Siva’s territory in
Kaficl is the backdrop for the Ekamranatha myth in the text. The Saiva char-
acter of this ksetra and its ascribed powers are highlighted by comparing it
with Siva’s heavenly abode, Kailasa. In reference to the latter, Rudrasala
is designated as bhuikailasa, Kailasa on earth. Beings inhabiting this area
are considered inhabitants of Kailasa itself; additionally, living in Rudra-
$ala even for a moment is said to free one of all sins, grant vision of Siva in
human form and attainment of Siva’s world after death (KV 6.43c-47). Here
again a space in Kafici is linked to a god’s heavenly abode by referencing to
its name the same way it is done by styling Hariksetra as bhiilokavaikuntha.

To illustrate the powers ascribed to Rudrasala in the Kamakstvilasa, there
is a phalasruti story about an evil brahmin whose faults are redeemed by
offering a brahmin from Rudrasala something to drink (KV 6.48-72). While
explicit glorification of places described in a Mahatmya is a stylistic feature
of this text genre, the length and scope of such passages vary across the
texts. In the KV, phalasruti statements and passages illustrating the bene-
ficial powers of a site are rather prominent and extended. This approach
suggests an intentional style of the text to promote Kanchi to worshippers
and pilgrims. The KV as a Sanskrit text does not seem to have achieved
a wider circulation, but the Tamil prose rendering, the Kamakst Lila Pira-
pavam, has. The latter was published in several editions during the twenti-
eth century and is still available to a broader audience as part of collected
volumes (Buchholz 2022, 33-34; see also pp. 85-89).

The details on the sacred sites in Rudrasala are primarily found in the
geography-chapter of the Saiva part. Its last chapter (KV ch. 9) introduces
the sacred water body that Sarvatirtha (Carvatirttam), which is not men-
tioned in the description of Rudrasala before. It is located west of Ekamra-
natha’s abode and its story of origin evolves from a narrative motif found
in Ekamranatha’s myth (KV chs. 7-8). The link indicated in the story is
mirrored in the festival practice of the Ekamparanatar temple, which in-
cludes a concluding bath at the tank at the end of the temple’s Mahotsava
festival (Schier 2018, 55).
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5.3.3 Devi1 at the Centre

With Hariksetra in the east and Rudrasala in the west of Kafici, the space
at the centre is the last to be discussed in the context of being assigned to
a deity. Bordering the two aforementioned areas, this space is said to be
Kamaks1’s realm. It is called Kamakostha (treasury of love) and considered
as Sakta because of its link to the Goddess.?’? Its four border places are Visnu
at Simhalaya (Alakiya Cinka Perumal), Kayadhirohanatirtha (Tayar Kulam),
Svetavarna (identification uncertain; see n. 187), and Durga Ksetrangi (iden-
tification uncertain; KV 10.3-4b). These four sites are also specified as lim-
iting markers of Kaficiksetra as a whole as well as the areas of Visnu and
Siva within Kaficiksetra.?”®> Kamakostha is thus positioned between Hari-
ksetra and Rudrasala and stretches across Kanchi’s centre (see figure 5.9).
By using the same border sites as the spaces adjacent to the east and west,
Kamakostha is clearly conceptualised to fit in between them. Or rather, the
three spaces in Kaficiksetra are clearly positioned so that they are adjacent
but do not overlap (see figure 5.11).

In the geography-chapter of the Mahatmya’s Sakta part, twenty-six sacred
sites within Kamakostha are mapped (KV 10.9-51; see figure 5.9). In the text,
the selection of places is phrased as follows:

King, in this sequence there abide in Kamakostha one Vighnesa
and likewise one Skanda, six Durgas and four Visnus, five Rudras
(Sivas), and four tirthas respectively to this day on Devl’s com-
mand, in this ground Kamakostha. (KV 10.50-51)2%

The mudras are omitted in the summarising statement, but five sites are
introduced in this category. Three of them reference goddesses, making a
total of eight goddesses located in Kamakostha. The numerical emphasis on

202 On the designation Kamakostha, see n. 84.

203 For Rudrasala, though, the site in the adjacent corner is Kayarohanesvara
(Kayarokanesvarar) and not Kayadhirohanatirtha (Tayar Kulam). As can
already be seen from the similarity in name, the tirtha is linked to the Saiva site;
Tayar Kulam is in fact the tirtha of the Kayarokanesvarar temple. Both places
are situated close together, only around 180 metres away. The small difference
does not affect the overall concept of the KV, both Rudrasala and Kamakostha
are clearly designed to have their common corner near these locations.

204 [Markandeya narrates to king Suratha:] evam kramat kamakosthe eko vighnes-
varas tatha | skandas tatra tu saddurga caturvisnus ca bhiipate || KV 10.50
paficarudras ca vartante catustirthany anukramat | adyapi sasanad devyah
kamakosthatale subhe | | KV 10.51.
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goddesses reflects the idea of Kdmakostha as a space characterised by the
presence of Devl.

Within the precincts of the Kamaksi Amman temple are the five mudras
that are characteristics of Kamaksl’s abode and her myth (see figure 5.10).2%
These are Mahagaurl Kamaksl (Tapaskamakst; in the Gayatrimandapa2°®),
Siva Annapurnesvari (Annapoorna), $asta (Dharmasasta (Ayyappan); both
inner prakara), Mahalaksmi Afijjanacchayakamaksi (Saundaryalaksmi;
Gayatrimandapa), and the Santanastambha (Santanastambha; inner pra-
kara; KV 10.29-35b). The silver Santanastambha pillar is the only mudra
in Kamakostha that is given its separate phalasruti phrase alongside the
summarising story of its origin (KV 10.35-38b). A particular significance is
thus given to this object of worship.

Not mentioned in the geography-chapter but also located within the
Kamaksi Amman temple is Visnu called Bhitabandhaka (Patanikraha Peru-
mal; outer prakara). His story of origin is essentially the myth about Pafica-
tirtha (Paficakankaitirttam; outer prakara; KV 13.1-58; see n. 167 for a sum-
mary). While Paficatirtha is one of the tirthas introduced in the description
of Kamakostha, it is also the sacred water body that is highlighted in Kama-
kostha—analogous to the Vegavatl in the Vaisnava and Sarvatirtha in the
Saiva part. Unlike the latter two tirthas and their connection to Varadaraja
and Ekamranatha respectively, Paficatirtha is not only linked by myth to
the central deity of the area in which it is located but is also spatially close
to Kamaksi. Apart from the five mudras, it is the only site mentioned in the
description of Kamakostha that is also located in KamaksI’s vicinity.

The immediate surroundings of Kamaks1 are thus not as densely dotted
with sites as those of Varadardja and Ekamranatha. The major difference
is in the deities Skanda / Murukan and Ganesa / Vinayakar. In the case of
Hariksetra and Rudrasala, the places of the deities mentioned in the text
are located within the compounds of the Varataraja Perumal and Ekampara-
natar temples. For Kamakostha, though, the Ganesas and Skandaslocated in

205 My knowledge on the locations of the sacred sites within the Kamaksi Amman
temple is based on a hand-drawn map (unpublished) by Ute Hiisken, with some
notes taken during my field-visits in January 2020 and March 2023.

206 The innermost part with the sanctum sanctorum of the Kamaksi Amman
temple is a 24-pillared hall called Gayatrimandapa. In addition to KamaksT’s
main image, the malamarti, it houses Kamaks1’s attendant goddesses and the
$ricakra yantra, a mystical diagram representing the transcendent form of Devi
in the pan-Indian Srividya $akta tradition (for details, see Ilkama 2023, 26-32).
The Gayatrimandapa is enclosed by the inner prakara of the temple, where
there are shrines of many other deities. The hall and the enclosure together
form the main building of the temple with an outer prakara surrounding it.
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the Kamaksi Amman temple are not considered. Instead, Skanda Kumara-
kostha (Kumarakottam) and Ganes$a Sankupani (Cankupani Vinayakar; at
Sangupani Vinayagar Koil Street) are named. Both sites are still found com-
paratively close by, outside the compound of the Kamaksi Amman temple
but within the Rajavithis, the streets that frame the area around the Kamaksi
Amman, Ulakalanta Perumal, and Kumarakottam temples (see figures 5.9
and 2.8). The Kumarakdottam is one of the major temples in Kanchi, the
largest temple dedicated to Skanda in the city, and conceptually linked to the
Ekamparanatar and Kamaksi Amman temples (see n. 50), while the Canku-
pani Vinayakar is one of the more popular—and probably older—Vinayakar
temples in the city.2?” A particular ascribed relevance thus seems to be the
reason why the two sites have been given preference over a Ganesa and
Skanda located in the Kamaksi Amman temple.

In reference to Sripura, the heavenly abode of Devi, the Kamaksivildasa
declares Kamakostha to be Sripura on earth (bhiimau tac chripuram). The
inhabitants of this part of Kafic are said to live in Sripura itself; by the power
of the area one is released from all sins and granted vision of the goddess
in human form and entry into Dev’s world after death (KV 10.52-56b). This
equation is also intended to underline the extraordinary power of this space,
for there cannot be a more desirable place than that in which the Goddess
herself resides. The Sakta affiliation of Kamakostha is further illustrated
in a phalasruti story (KV 10.56¢-79) and repeatedly alluded to in the other
chapters of the Mahatmya’s Sakta part.

Similar to Ekamranatha and Varadaraja, Kamaksi herself is not men-
tioned in the chapter describing Kamakostha but forms the conceived
centre. While the goddess is initially presented in the introductory chapter
of the Mahatmya, her location is not specified beyond being in Kafictksetra
(kafictksetre; KV 1.94-95). The myth of her origin—prefaced by a narrat-
ive about the bila, the cave, as characteristic of her abode—specifically un-
folds in Kamakostha and eventually describes her manifestation within that
area (KV chs. 11-13). Uniquely for the text, the myth contains a passage
referring to the construction and architecture of Kamaksr’s dwelling place
(KV 12.52-73). It narrates how the gods are commanded to build an abode
(ayatana) for the goddess to manifest herself and reside in. Itislocated at the
bila as representation of the highest ether in Kamakostha, is situated next

207 The street leading to the Cankupani Vinayakar temple is called Sangupani
Vinayagar Koil Street. That the street is named after the temple at its end is
not uncommon in Kanchi and Emma Stein notes that this pattern usually indi-
cates an ancient site (2021, 60-61).
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to a Jayastambha (pillar of victory), has the form of a mandapa, a pillared
hall, which is as large as the cave, has a door and is called Gayatrimandapa.
Comparing this description with the layout of the Kamaksi Amman temple
reflects a focus on the characteristic elements, particularly the Gayatriman-
dapa, the hall in the central building housing Kamaksl’s main image. The
architectural features listed in the Kamaksivilasa can be identified with: the
cave commonly considered to be located below the Gayatrimandapa and not
physically perceivable on site (see n. 85), the Jayastambha pillar found in
the entry hall to the Gayatrimandapa, and the Gayatrimandapa itself, with
the hall forming the sanctum sanctorum (see n. 206). All these elements
are characteristic features of the temple as it stands today.2® Compared to
the description of Ekamranatha’s abode found in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya
(see pp. 101-106), the text passage on Kamaks1’s abode from the KV is less
detailed. Nevertheless, it mentions specific particularities that are repres-
ented on site, thus embedding the mythical setting into a historical-physical
one that can still be seen today.

As the above exploration shows, the same systematic structure is evident
in all three geography-chapters of the KV. First, the boundaries of Visnu’s,
Siva’s, or DevT’s realm in Kafic are set out, followed by a main section with
brief descriptions of the places mapped in that area, and finally there is a
phalasruti section praising the salvific powers of the territory. The sum-
marising phrase reviewing the number of places mentioned in Hariksetra,
Rudrasala, or Kamakostha reinforces the impression of a deliberate concep-
tion of the text.

Uniformity and balance unmistakably characterise the spatial design in
the Sakta text and create a coherent overall concept. Varadaraja, Ekamra-
natha, and Kamaksl are each given their own sphere in Kafici, with their
abodes conceptually constructed as the centres. These three spaces are
neatly arranged side by side without one being given more prominence than
the others. Additionally, they seem to be deliberately constructed to fit into
Kaficiksetra, the space of the city, sharing their outer border places with the
latter (see visualisation in figure 5.11). The dimensions of Hariksetra, Rudra-
§ala, or Kamakostha result from the alignment to the urban structures of the
historically grown city (see pp. 150-151).

208 According to David Shulman, the link of Kamaks1 with the pillar that is an act-
ively used object of worship is reminiscent of the Orissan cult of pillar deities.
Similarly, several lingas at the Ekamparanatar temple and even an interpret-
ation of Ekamranatha’s Tamil designation used in the Téevaram poems of the
Nayanmar recall the idea of deities represented as pillars (Shulman 1979, 29,
29, n. 34).
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Moreover, Vaisnava, Saiva, and Sakta places, and also tirthas are equally
considered, reflecting a deliberate selection of the sites to be mapped in
each space to keep an approximately balanced distribution and perspect-
ive on the Vaisnava, Saiva, and Sakta traditions. The only differentiation is
an increased attention to places in the close proximity to the main deity of a
space. This element is part of the general centripetal movement of the spa-
tial design in the Kamaksivilasa, which begins with the outline of the larger
region of Kafici, moves on to construct successively smaller spatial units, to
ultimately zoom in on the abodes of Varadaraja, Ekamranatha, and Kamaks1
as the central sites.

5.3.4 Sacred Water Bodies

The category of tirthas has been largely excluded from the analysis of the
KV so far though special attention is given to this type of sacred places in
the text. Like all sites, sacred waters are integrated into the overall spa-
tial concept in a pronounced structured and balanced way. For Hariksetra,
Rudrasala, and Kamakostha, four tirthas each are mentioned, and their loca-
tion provided in the geography-chapters. Their description therein is about
twice as extensive as that of the other sacred places but equally schematic
in style. In addition to the positioning in relation to the place mentioned
before and a condensed summary of its myth of origin, an attribution of the
specific effective power of a tirtha is given. For example, the description
of Mangalatirtha (Mankalatirttam; next to Mankalésvarar), one of the four
tirthas in Rudrasala, reads as follows:

In its [Ganga-tirtha’s] southeastern direction is the tirtha named
Mangala-[tirtha]. Once it liberated the son of the earth (planet
Mars) from being in the form of a fire. “Who takes a bath in it
on a Tuesday may receive the reward [similar to that of] a bath
in the [river] Bharati,” this best of boons Mars once gave to the
tirtha. (KV 6.34cd-36ab)*%

209 [Markandeya narrates to king Suratha:] tasya tirthasya cagneye tirtham man-
galanamakam || KV 6.34cd pura tad bhumiputrasya vahniriapavimocakam |
bhaumavare tu yas snayad bharatisnanajam phalam || KV 6.35 pura tirthaya
bhaumo [’1pi dadau varam anuttamam | KV 6.36ab.
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The passage is exemplary of the episodes on tirthas in the KV. The specific
context is less relevant here than the recognisable structure and style.20
Characteristic is the attribution of a power that is independent of the wor-
ship of a deity, as well as the naming of specific qualities. The benefits at-
tributed to the place are presented as the boon of a mythological character
who is said to have once benefited from the power of this place. While the
story of origin of the tirtha is not explicitly indicated, the phalasruti element
is emphasised. The latter is very specific about the efficacy of the tirtha,
mentioning both a specific point in time and the properties attributed to
Mangalatirtha, which are compared to those of the river Bharati (identific-
ation uncertain). The comparison of the powers of the local sacred water
body in Kaficl with those of a distant site reflects a general element of the
sections on tirthas in the KV. In the case of Mangalatirtha, the statement
aims to stress the importance of the local place by suggesting that one might
as well take a bath at Mangalatirtha on Tuesdays as make a pilgrimage to the
distant Bharati.?!! The reference implicitly classifies the place of reference
as sacred, but strongly highlights the efficacy of the local tirtha.

Besides the four tirthas mentioned in each of the geography-chapters,
each of the last chapters of the Vaisnava, Saiva, and Sakta parts presents
a narrative about a sacred water body. These sites are understood as signi-
ficant characteristics of Varadaraja’s, Ekamranatha’s, or KamaksT’s territory
and feature in the myth of each main deity. The river Vegavati (Vegavathi;
KV ch. 5%?) is highlighted in the Vaisnava part, Sarvatirtha (Carvatirttam;
ch. 9) in the Saiva part, and Paficatirtha (Paficakankaitirttam; ch. 13) in the
Sakta part. The structural emphasis of these three tirthas is an expression
of the significance they are attributed in the text’s versions of the myths of
Varadaraja, Ekdmranatha, and Kamaksi. Accordingly, they are considered
as sites of particular importance in Hariksetra, Rudrasala, and Kamakostha.

The myths about the tree tirthas present individual story lines—in the
case of the Vegavatl and Sarvatirtha directly continuing from the myths

210 In different settings, Mangalatirtha is also mentioned in the KM(V) (5.40c-42
and chs. 27 and 28) and the KM(S) (35.1-11).

211 Withregard to sacred places in Maharashtra and in the Deccan, Anne Feldhaus
(2003, especially ch. 5) extensively analyses the rhetorical means found, for ex-
ample, in Mahatmyas to connect a local place with a distant one. Statements
about tirthas from the Mahatmyas on Kanchi can also be placed in the categor-
ies that Anne Feldhaus distinguishes in her study. For a more detailed look of
such a hierarchising example from the KM(S), see the analysis on pp. 95-97.

212 Commonly, the tirthas mentioned in Kanchi’s Mahatmyas are stable water
bodies—natural or constructed. However, the Vegavatl as a river is also clas-
sified as such in the KV.
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about the origin of Varadaraja and Ekamranatha (KV chs. 3-4, 7-8)—that
detail how the tirthas came into being precisely in Hariksetra, Rudrasala,
and Kamakostha, while the phalasruti passages illustrate their powers (KV
5.1-37h, 9.1-46b, 13.1-65b). By underlining their belonging to and location
in the territories of the three deities, the beneficial qualities of the Vegavati,
Sarvatirtha, and Paficatirtha are intimately linked with those attributed to
Hariksetra, Rudrasala, and Kamakostha. Overall, sacred water bodies are
attributed greater significance compared to many of the other sacred sites
in this Mahatmya and their power is individually specified and glorified.

5.4 Kanct and Kanchi

As the analysis above reveals, the spatial layout of Kaficl in the Kamakst-
vilasa is clearly derived from the spatiality of the urban and religious land-
scapes of Kanchi. It shows a high conformity with the actual geo-spatiality
of the city and takes characteristic spatial properties into account. The out-
lines of Hariksetra, Rudrasala, and Kamakostha are oriented to the positions
of the Varataraja Perumal, Ekamparanatar, and Kamaksi Amman temples
in Kanchi and seem to trace main roads of the city as boundaries (see fig-
ure 5.11). The Varataraja Perumal temple is in the southeast, the Ekam-
paranatar temple in the northwest, and the Kdmaksi Amman is towards the
centre of Kanchi, though closer to the Ekamparanatar temple. Accordingly,
the areas that are assigned to the three deities are constructed as separate
Vaisnava, Saiva, and Sakta domains in Kafici. Moreover, among the Mahat-
myas on Kanchi, the layout of Kaficl displayed in the KV best reflects the
polycentric structure of city’s religious landscape.

The tripartite division within Kaficl as well as the overall design of the
areas in the Kamaksivilasa indicate a conscious concept. The allocation of
different areas for the three deities is reminiscent of the division of the city
in Shiva-, Vishnu-, and Jina-Kanchi (see figure 2.2). Shiva-Kanchi covers the
western and northwestern part of the city with the Ekamparanatar, Kamaksi
Amman, and Kumarakottam temples; Vishnu-Kanchi centres around the
Varataraja Perumal temple in the southeast; and Jina-Kanchi spreads in the
suburb Tirupparuttikkunram in the southern part of the city, south of the
river Vegavathi. These bynames for different parts of the city are in com-
mon use in the present-day Kanchi (see section 2.3). It is not entirely certain,
though, when these designations were established. Indeed, there is an early
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inscription from the Varataraja Perumal temple dating to 1514 which states
that the Vijayanagara King Krishnadevaraya mediated a dispute between
the Ekamparanatar and Varataraja Peruma] temple officials regarding the
routes of their respective temple chariots during processions through the
city by settling the processional routes (Raman 1975, 3; Srinivasan 1979,
200). In this context, K. V. Raman (1975, 3) raises the questions whether this
incident might have provided the conceptual distinction into a Shiva- and
Vishnu-Kanchi. However, according to Emma Stein, the two designations
together with that of Jina-Kanchi came into use only in the second half of
the nineteenth century (2021, 36-37).

The arrangement of the Ekamparanatar, Kimaksi Amman, and Kumara-
kottam temples in Shiva-Kanchi is said to represent Siva’s divine family, or
a Somaskanda layout, with KamaksI understood as his wife and Skanda as
his son (Hudson 1993, 30). In light of this notion and the general division
of Kanchi, Kerstin Schier aptly notes that Kamaksi or her $akta tradition
are not separately considered (2018, 17, n 6). Hence, one is inclined to won-
der whether the spatial concept found in the Kamakstvilasa responds to this
disregard for the strong independent Sakta tradition in the allocation of de-
votional zones of the different religious traditions in the city. In the text’s
tripartite division, the Goddess is assigned her own specific space of her-
self, while the idea of a Vaisnava area in the southeast and a Saiva part in
the northwest is kept. It thus adds to a Saiva or Vaisnava notion of the city
rather than contradicting one or the other.

Furthermore, the Kamakstvilasa promotes Kanchi as an important place
of Goddess worship as it is today and establishes an autonomous narrat-
ive of Kamaksl as an independent goddess. All this is embedded in the
religious South Indian Srividya tradition that is followed in the Kamaksi
Amman temple. The Mahatmya, however, equally incorporates Vaisnava,
Saiva, and Sakta material and even appears to keep a balance in the number
of sacred places of Devs, Siva, and Visnu mapped in Hariksetra, Rudrasala,
and Kamakostha. The approach, then, does not seem to draft a purely Sakta
Mahatmya on Kanchi, with praise of Kamaks1 and/or focus on sites of the
Goddess in Kanchi alone. Instead, the tripartite division into a Vaisnava,
Saiva, and Sakta part—within a Sakta framework—creates an impression
of deliberate balance. The spatial design is therefore, in my view, concep-
tualised to claim a territory for the Goddess and especially for Kamaksl in
Kanchi. It seems quite possible that the spatial outline described in the KV
is a response to the conceptualised division of Kanchi into a Saiva and a
Vaisnava devotional zone. In fact, if we follow Emma Stein (2021, 36-37) in
dating the introduction of the designations Shiva- and Vishnu-Kanchi to the
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second half of nineteenth century and R. Nagaswamy’s (1982, 207-208) argu-
ments for a comparatively late composition of the KV sometime around the
time of its first printed edition in 1889, the Mahatmya and its spatial design
could well be placed as addressing the historical establishment of termino-
logically distinguishing devotional zones in Kanchi in that period.?3

5.5 In a Nutshell

The Kamakstvilasa presents a uniform, consciously constructed design of
Kaficr’s sacred space. My discussion of the text above shows that the spatial
arrangement of Kanchi’s religious landscape of shrines, temples and sac-
red water bodies as a starting point and presents and interprets them in a
selective but distinctly balanced manner. The KV displays pronounced at-
tention to the spatial belonging, frequently and explicitly localising sacred
sites within either Hariksetra, Rudrasala, or Kamakostha. Additionally, and
similar to the Saiva Kaficimahatmya, the geography-chapters of the text map
conceptually existing places. In its layout of Kaficl’s sacred geography, the
text thus clearly relies on the conditions of the historically grown city with
the sacred places existing at a certain point in time.

The overall mythical framing reflects a $Sakta view on Kafici, but similarly
establishes a local setting in which the three deities Kamaksi, Varadaraja,
and Ekamranatha are equally important and exist in their own right. An
overriding Sakta notion is not reflected in the three equally structured text
parts. Here, the Kamaksivilasa follows an inclusive approach that struc-
turally and spatially represents the Vaisnava, Saiva, and Sakta traditions in
Kafici side by side without hierarchising them among each other. Each is
given the same local value, with Varadaraja, Ekamranatha, and Kamaksi
each assigned a separate territory and myths disentangled from each other.
Each part remains a self-contained unit in itself, exclusively highlighting the
supremacy of one deity. This design understands Kaficl to be a sphere of in-
fluence of Visnu, Siva, and Devi at the same time, represented by their local

213 R. Nagaswamy, in his study of the Kamaksi Amman temple, argues for a late
origin of the KV as the text supposedly describes more recent structures in the
Kamaksi Amman temple. As Jonas Buchholz (2022, 20) states, it is difficult to
evaluate R. Nagaswamy’s arguments as the latter unfortunately does not detail
the relevant passages. Jonas Buchholz, though, acknowledges that “the fact that
only a single manuscript of the KV can be found might indeed speak in favour
of a late date of the text” (2022, 20). For further details, see pp. 85-89.
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forms as Varadaraja, Ekamranatha, and Kamaksi. The Sakta Mahatmya may
thus be seen as balanced and non-confrontational on the local level with re-
gard to the different religious traditions, while the general framing of the
entire text and Kaficl is Sakta. The contextualisation of Kanchi in the pan-
Indian concept of the seats of the Goddess and Kamaksi as the goddess of the
Saktipitha is echoed in the same interpretation of Kamaksi that was increas-
ingly propagated by the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham, the monastic institution
administering the Kamaksi Amman temple since the 1840s, as evidenced
from publications from the second half of the twentieth century (Venkata-
raman 1992, 70; Schier 2018, 125, n. 27, 134-137). In particular the former
head of the Peetham, Chandrasekharendra Saraswati (1894-1994), sought to
actively reinforce the renown of Kamaksi and her temple (Wilke 1996, 149).

As a result of the balanced approach, the consideration of sites of Visnu,
Siva, and Devl is equitable and focuses on equal numbers of each deity’s
sites. This portrayal of KaficT’s sacred places does not represent the numer-
ical distribution of sites in the city, but it best reflects its diverse and multi-
focal religious landscape. In its general layout, the Kamakstvilasa can easily
be considered a pilgrims’ guidebook to Kanchi, presenting the quintessen-
tial details of selected sacred places and containing extensive phalasruti pas-
sages. However, the separate presentation of each ksetra and the sequence
of the sacred places as a result of their grouping by category make the de-
scriptions in the KV less suitable as a guide for a pilgrimage through the
whole of Kanchi or even one of the deities’ realms. Moving from one site to
the next in the indicated order would result in a route with a zigzag course
within each area, which would not be practical on the ground in Kanchi. In
this context, the preference for a conceptualised structure detracts from the
suitability of the KV as a literary map of Kanchi’s religious landscape, which
is otherwise provided by the text’s generally inclusive presentation of the
Vaisnava, Saiva, and Sakta traditions, its concise style, and pronounced at-
tention to the locations of the sites of religious significance in Kanchi. The
balanced, yet selective elements that are used to interpret the sacred geo-
graphy, added by the linking narrative about Kamaksi, and Varadaraja and
Ekamranatha as created by the Goddess power, are thus best to be under-
stood to refer to a Vaisnava-Saiva bipartition of Kanchi and the subsequent
intention to claim territory for the Goddess in the city. The Kamaksivilasa
does not counter a Saiva and/or a Vaisnava interpretation; it incorporates
them when sketching a carefully constructed concept of Kaficl as an import-
ant place of the Goddess with a distinct narrative of Kamaksi as an independ-
ent goddess and her very own spatial domain.






6 Through Vaisnava Lens: the Vaisnava
Kancimahatmya

The Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya (KM(V)) again offers a unique approach to
KaficT’s sacred geography. It displays a Vaisnava outlook on Kafict and the
myths primarily speak about the appearance of Visnu’s manifestations in
the city. The focus of the narratives and the spatial design is on Visnu as
Varadaraja (Varataraja Perumal). Apart from that, the KM(V) is highly se-
lective in its inclusion of sacred places and covers almost only abodes of
Visnu and sacred water bodies associated with a Vaisnava narrative. In a
mythology-based approach, the KM(V) follows a prospective temporal un-
derstanding, in which a place does not exist until the events that led to its
creation or the appearance of the deity residing there have been narrated in
the text. Additionally, the historical development of the city and its religious
landscape seems to play a role in the structure and the spatial design of the
Vaisnava text with a view of consolidating a Varadaraja-centric interpreta-

tion of KaficT’s sacred landscape.
6.1 Situating Kanci

The general orientation of the Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya towards Vaisnava
mythologies and consequently Vaisnava sacred places is pronounced and
stated at the very beginning of the Mahatmya. In the text’s first-layer frame-
story (KM(V) ch. 1), the sages in the Naimisa forest (naimisaranya) wonder
what means is best suited to attain Visnu. The sage Vasistha then lists a num-
ber of places (here: ksetra) on earth, which are dear to Visnu. Among them,
Kafici is said to be the foremost. At this site, Visnu is present in the cave
of the elephant-mountain (KM(V) 1.56-61). The list of Vaisnava sites that
serve to contextualise Kaficl in this text passage includes fourteen places
from all over the Indian subcontinent given in no particular order.?* The

214 [Vasistha speaks to the sages:] puskaram naimisaranyam siddhasramam aho-
bilam | govardhanas citrakutah kuruksetram atho gaya | | KM(V) 1.56 prayagah
paficavatyakhyah padmanabhah prakirtitah | kaurmam ksetram narasimham
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selection of sites does not have a geographical focus, their common feature
is an association with one of Visnu’s avataras (manifestations) in the local
myths. Among them is Govardhana (Govardhan hill near Mathura), where
the myths about a young Krsna are set; Ahobila (Ahobilam), famous as site
of Visnu as Narasimha; and Sriranga (Srirangam), which is known for its
Arankanata Cuvami temple. At many of these sites there is a temple that is
counted among the Divyadesams, places about which the Vaisnava Alvars
composed verses of praise.?!> The classification of a place as Divyadesam,
though, is neither mentioned in the Mahatmya itself nor does is seem to be
the underlying criterion for the selection of the fourteen Vaisnava sites. Sim-
ilar to the Saiva Kaficimahatmya (see section 4.1), the initial classification of
Kafici through a selection of sites serves to establish the overall framing of
the city. In the KM(V), the contextualisation emphasises Kaficr’s Vaisnava
character.

Apart from the classification as a Vaisnava site, the KM(V) introduces
Kaficl as one of the seven cities of liberation by quoting a rather well-known
Puranic verse (KM(V) 1.59; see nn. 67 and 214). These sites are together
termed as the Saptamoksapuris (or Saptapuris) and are popular pilgrimage
sites (see n. 67). Apart from Kaficl, the other six sites are located in the
northern part of India. They include both sites associated with Siva such as
Avantika (Ujjain) with its renowned Saiva Mahakalesvara temple, as well as
with Visnu such as Dvaraka (Dwarka), where Krsna is said to have lived for
a long time. This reference stresses Kaficl’s pan-regional significance.

The Vaisnava classification of Kaficl forms the overall framework on
which the description of sacred geography in the Mahatmya is based. Em-
bedded in this, the KM(V) explicitly frames the sacred places of Kaficl as its
primary focus right at the beginning. It claims to cover the power of Kaficr’s
ksetra and its names, and to detail how many places of Visnu and Siva,
tirthas, rivers, and lakes there are (KM(V) 2.12-14b).?'® Furthermore, the

janardanam ajamilam || KM(V) 1.57 srimusnam kumbhaghonakhyam sriram-
gamvrsabhacalah | patalah pandurangakhyo jagannathas tathaiva ca | | KM(V)
1.58 ayodhya madhura maya kast karict hy avantika | purlt dvaravati caiva sap-
taita bhuktimuktidah | | KM(V) 1.59 etany anyani punyani ksetrani vasudhatale
| tesu punyatama karict kalikalmasanasint | | KM(V) 1.60 smaranan muktida
nfnam kim u tatra nivasinam | tatra sannihito visnur guhayam hastibhtibhrtah
| | KM(V) 1.61; for dvaravatt read dvaravatt in 1.59c.

215 On the Divyade$ams, see section 2.4 and the literature referenced therein.

216 [The sages inquire:] idanim srotum icchamah kafictksetrasya vaibhavam | yat
tu satyavratam nama bhaskarakhyam ca muktidam | | KM(V) 2.12 kati sthanani
vai visnoh kati rudrasya canagha | KM(V) 2.13ab [...] tirthani kati va santi hrada
nadyas ca punyadah | KM(V) 2.14ab.
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text indicates a parallel textual structure in the second-layer frame-story:
king Ambarisa asks the sage Narada about how Brahma worshipped Visnu
with his horse sacrifice, how the city Kaficl came into being, why it was
called Kafici, and how Varadaraja appeared at the hill Hastisaila (KM(V)
5.1-4; see pp. 75-76 for a summary of the myth). This request points to the
text’s focus on Varadaraja’s myth, which is recounted in detail and accounts
for about one third of the chapters in the text (KM(V) chs. 9-17). Moreover,
Ambarisa is curious to know about the sacred water bodies (tirthas) and the
abodes of Visnu within the area called Satyavrataksetra and their names
(KM(V) 5.5-7b).2'7 As a response, Narada agrees to tell the Mahatmya of
Satyavrataksetra, the area associated with Kaficl.

The myth of Varadaraja, together with the narratives about the origin of
further manifestations of Visnu in Kafici, forms the core of the Vaisnava
Mahatmya (KM(V) chs. 2-3, 9-30; see subsection 3.3.3). These twenty-
four chapters share a common and continuous temporal and spatial setting.
They introduce eighteen of Visnu’s abodes as the text itself states (KM(V)
30.73; see n. 238). The spatial design in the Vaisnava Mahatmya is dis-
played in these chapters. Structurally set apart, the text further contains one
chapter glorifying Kaficl in more general terms (KM(V) ch. 4), as well as four
chapters with self-contained myths of varying length about different sacred
water bodies (KM(V) chs. 5-8). These four “tirtha-chapters” introduce eight-
een tirthas in Satyavrataksetra. Many of the narratives about their origin
refer to elements from the myths about Visnu’s manifestations in Kafici and
are set in the same spatial and temporal setting (see subsection 6.4.2). The
number eighteen for both categories of sacred places appears to be delib-
erately chosen and the number of tirthas matches the number of Visnus.
However, the numerical equality does not result in an equal attribution of
significance: the focus in the KM(V) is clearly on Visnu’s manifestations that
take their abode in Kafici with tirthas considered to be an integral element in
Kaficr’s sacred landscape. The primary consideration of Visnus and tirthas
is consistent with the introductory framing in the second-layer frame-story
in which king Ambarisa explicitly asks to learn about the abodes of Visnu
and tirthas in Satyavrataksetra.

217 [Ambarisa asks:] tatra tirthani punyani visnor ayatanani ca | anyani kati pun-
yani santi satyavrate subhe | | KM(V) 5.5 sresthani kati tirthani tathaivayatanani
ca | kani namani tirthanam rapanam va madhudvisah | | KM(V) 5.6 rapair va
kidrsair visnus tatraste kais ca pajitah | KM(V) 5.7ab.
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6.2 The Ksetra and the City

Like the Saiva Kafictmahatmya (KM(S)), the Vaisnava text draws on a myth-
ical outline of the world to initially situate Kaficl spatially. Kaficr’s ksetra
(area) is located on Jambudvipa, in the land Bharata, two hundred yojanas
south of the Ganga (Ganges). In this first geographical positioning, the
Vaisnava Mahatmya agrees with the Kamaksivilasa (KV), which similarly
locates the eastern boundary of Kaficl’s region, the Eastern Ocean (Bay of
Bengal), at the same distance to the Ganga (see section 5.2). The region of
Kafici is said to stretch 10 yojanas east-west, beginning from the Eastern
Ocean.?'® Its extent from north to south measures the same and its centre
is Hastisaila (Hastigiri), the Elephant-Hill and abode of Visnu as Varadaraja
(KM(V) 2.37-41b, 4.10c-11b, 10.5; see figure 6.1). The KM(V) thus reiterates
the mythical concept of cosmology often described in Puranic literature,
which is also referred to in the Saiva Mahatmya (see section 4.1). Moreover,
the Saiva and the Vaisnava text agree on the exact dimension of the region
of Kaficl: both texts indicate an area of 10 yojanas in diameter or five in
radius and set the eastern border at the Bay of Bengal (see section 4.2). Ad-
ditionally, the area of Satyavrataksetra corresponds to the historical region
of Tondaimandalam, the region ruled by the Pallavas, in extent and position
(see chapter 7 and figure 7.1 for details). A reference to the historical region
is not mentioned in the text itself, only an intentional comparison shows
the correspondence. The idea of Kanchi as linked with the historical region
thus immersed into the mythical outlook of the text is one of the instances
reflecting the allusions to local history that occur throughout the Vaisnava
Mahatmya (see section 6.5).

The larger regional area is the most significant spatial frame of reference
in the KM(V). It is primarily designated as Satyavrataksetra. This designa-
tion serves as the specific name for Kaficiksetra, the area of Kaficy, in the
KM(V). The name Satyavrataksetra is explained as pointing to Visnu being
true to his vows at this place: in his boar-manifestation, Varaha, he keeps his
promise to the earth (as goddess, Bhi1) by rescuing her from the clutches of
the lord of demons in hell. The place where Visnu afterwards remains with
Bhu is called Satyavrataksetra (KM(V) 2.43-82).21% This designation has thus

218 On the conversion of the temporal length units into contemporary length units,
see subsection 1.3.3.

219 Satyavrataksetra is also designated as Bhaskara[-ksetra] ([the area] belonging
to the sun), Varaha[-ksetra] ([the area] belonging to Varaha) and Narasimha-
[-ksetra] ([the area] belonging to Narasimha) (KM(V) 2.42), which all allude
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a distinct Vaisnava framing and is almost exclusively used in the KM(V).?2°
HNlustrative passages in the Mahatmya describe the area as inhabited by di-
vine beings, who worship Visnu; it is dotted with meritorious tirthas, moun-
tains, lakes, beautiful gardens, different kinds of trees, with various animals
living there, and is utterly purifying and gives plenty of rewards for good
deeds done there (KM(V) 3.80-83, 4.7-13).

The centre site of Satyavrataksetra the hill Hastisaila. In the Mahatmya it
is understood to be an actual hill, said to have been formed from a heap of
earth next to the place where Varaha digs himself out of hell and comes out
to the surface of the earth after fighting the demon that tormented the earth
(KM(V) ch. 2). This elevated surface resembling an anthill has the shape of a
hill (KM(V) 2.50-52b). No name is given to it yet in the Varaha myth; this ele-
ment isintroduced in a different narrative and explained to be derived from
flocks of elephants (hasti) and Gajendra (the king of elephants) living in the
locality (KM(V) 3.54c-57b).?*! Narasimha takes his abode in a cave at the foot
of the hill (KM(V) ch. 3) and Varadaraja is said to reside there on the Punya-
kotivimana (KM(V) 17.79).22? Hastidaila is the standard reference point for

to myths recounted in the course of the KM(V). Satyavrataksetra is called
Bhaskara[-ksetra] because it grants highest liberation. For this interpretation,
Marie-Claude Porcher refers to notions from the Upanisads (1985, 30, 50, n. 8).
The name Varaha[-ksetra] is derived from the boar residing in Satyavrataksetra
together with the earth as goddess in Kafici (KM(V) ch. 2). The designation Nara-
simha[-ksetra] points to Visnu as Narasimha residing in Kafici (KM(V) ch. 3).

220 The KV mentions this designation for Kaficiksetra once when it characterises
the area as $akta, Saiva and Vaisnava. The name is derived from the area be-
ing free from decay (vinasarahitam ksetram tasmat satyavratahvayam || KV
1.58cd). In the KM(S), the term appears once (KM(S) 4.45) in the context of
Satyavratatirtha (Intiratirttam) and the nearby located Sivalinga Satyavratesa
(Satyanatasvami; KM(S) 4.35-153), where the term Satyavrataksetra is inter-
preted within a Saiva context and the area seems to be conceptually confined
to the surroundings of the tirtha and the linga in the eastern part of Kaficl.

221 The elephant Gajendra is known from the Gajendramoksa-story in which Visnu
manifests himself to save the elephant from the grip of the sea monster Makara
and enables him to attain liberation (cf. Bhagavatapurana, Skandha VIII, 2-4).
In KM(V) 13.29-33, this story is summarised and set at the site of Astabhuja
(Astapuja Perumal) in Kanchi. The Saiva Mahatmya also associates the name
of Hastigiri with the Gajendramoksa story (KM($) 5.1-70; cf. subsection 3.3.1).

222 The pair of lizards (Tankapalli) is also located at Hastigiri. Their story of origin
is told in chapter 31 of the KM(V). Like the Mahatmya’s last chapter 32, it has
the character of an appendix to the main part of the text (KM(V) chs. 1-30).
Located in the first enclosure of the Varataraja Perumal temple, the Tankapalli
is one of the most popular sites for pilgrims visiting the temple. See Hiisken
2022 for a study of the lizards.
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Fig. 6.1 Satyavrataksetra and the city Kaficl (both approximations, see subsection 1.3.3) according to the KM(V),

with Hasti$aila as centre.
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localising sacred sites in the Vaisnava Mahatmya and consequently the spa-
tial focal point in the overall design of Kaficl’s sacred geography. In partic-
ular, the Narasimha narrative cycle detailing Varadaraja’s origin (KM(V) ch.
3, 9-17) is spatially constructed with the hill as its focal point.

Varadaraja’'s Abode

Hastisaila physically represents Varadaraja’s abode, and in this context it
is worth exploring the details from the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya in com-
parison with the historical site with which Varadaraja’s abode can be iden-
tified, the Varataraja Perumal temple. At the temple, the innermost build-
ing with the garbhagrha (sanctum sanctorum) housing Varadaraja is called
Hastigiri and is actually perceived as a hill (Raman 1975, 44-45, 158-159).
The sanctum sanctorum of the temple is elevated and found on the first
floor. Below it, there is the shrine of Yoka Naracimma Perumal at the ground
floor level, said to be in the cave at the foot of the Elephant-Hill (Hastigiri).
The Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya details how Narasimha takes residence in the
cave at the foot of the hill, guarding the entrance to the netherworld that
Visnu as boar had dug before (KM(V) 3.86-89b). On top of Hastigiri is the
Punyakotivimana, which is identified with the tower superstructure above
the sanctum sanctorum of the temple. It is Varadaraja’s chariot on which
the god appears on HastiSaila and where he agrees to stay (KM(V) 4.15ab,
17.44-45Db). Next to the hill, there is said to be the tirtha called Anantasaras
(Anantacaras;; the main temple tank; fourth enclosure). Chapter 28 of the
Vaisnava text briefly describes how Brahma has Varadaraja’s abode built by
the divine constructor Visvakarman according to the commands of Visnu
(KM(V) 28.1-8). Among others, the abode (alaya) of Varadaraja is described
to encompass three enclosures (prakaras) around Hastisaila, various bril-
liant images, gateway towers (gopuras), crystalline stairs, pavilions (manda-
pas) adorned with gems and hundred columns, and the Punyakotivimana
of an unparalleled splendour on top of Hastisaila. This is the only passage
in the KM(V), which refers to any particularities of temple architecture.
Compared to the depiction of Ekamranatha’s abode from the Saiva Kafici-
mahdtmya (see pp. 101-106), the passage from the Vaisnava text about
Varadaraja’s abode is less detailed. Like the KM(S), the Vaisnava Mahatmya
considers only the architecture of the site regarded as most relevant to its
design of KaficT’s sacred landscape. This approach reinforces its connection
to precisely this location, to Varadaraja’s abode and the Varataraja Perumal
temple. Again, like the Saiva text, the KM(V) illustrates an idealised notion of
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a temple while mentioning several architectural elements that correspond
to common forms of South Indian temple architecture from the twelfth/thir-
teenth century onwards, such as the prakaras and the gopuras (Branfoot
2017, 195).

At the same time, the text refers to some specific features of the Varataraja
Perumal temple. Just as suggested by the text, there is a particular staircase
called Tattvasopana (Tattvasopana) leading up to the first floor within Hasti-
giri.??® In addition, three prakaras are mentioned in the text, while we find
four on site. The number of enclosures has grown over time, the second and
third were added to the core complex in the second half of the eleventh cen-
tury and in the first decade of the twelfth century (Raman 1975, 56). Accord-
ingly, if we were to assume that the Mahatmya actually refers to the layout of
the temple at a certain point in time—which seems probable—and that the
word prakara explicitly means a courtyard enclosed by a wall, we could de-
rive here a reference to the layout of the Varataraja Perumal temple between
the beginning of the twelfth century and the first half of the fourteenth cen-
tury when the fourth prakara came to be enclosed by a wall (Raman 1975,
56). During this period, the temple was considerably expanded, especially
during the reign of the Chola King Kulottunga I (eleventh century), and it
attained greater prominence by its association with the Srivaisnava teacher
Ramanuja (eleventh/twelfth century; Raman 1975, 60, 88; Nagaswamy 2011,
5-6, 34, 137). A date for the text passage about Varadaraja’s abode cannot
be derived from this one example, but it can give an impression as to what
stage of development of the temple the authors or compilers of the Mahat-
mya may have had in mind. As we shall see in the analysis of the spatial
concept laid out in the Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya (see section 6.5), the text
indeed seems to trace a number of elements that can be associated with
stages in the development of the city Kanchi and its religious landscape.??*

While Satyavrataksetra is the primary space and serves as the overall
frame of reference, there is also a distinct idea of Kaficl as a city. It is said

223 For details on the interpretation and history of the architecture of the Varata-
raja Perumal temple, see Raman 1975, 43-57, 147-161, and Nagaswamy 2011,
137-222.

224 The further narrative in chapter 28 (KM(V) 28.9-end) describes the process of
making and consecrating three images (pratimas) of Varadaraja and gives de-
tails about the annual temple festival in the month of Vaisakha (April/May) in-
cluding which vehicle (vahana) to use for Varadaraja’s procession and at what
times during the festival. It would be worthwhile to analyse any congruences
between the details from the Mahatmya and the ritual practices—and the ar-
chitectural history—of the Varataraja Perumal temple elsewhere in more detail
to follow up these aspects of the local anchoring of the KM(V).
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to extend 7 yojanas (in diameter) around Hastisaila (KM(V) 10.12c-10.13b;
visualised in figure 6.1). Its origin is detailed in Varadaraja’s myth of ori-
gin (KM(V) chs. 10-11), when Brahma prepares for an asvamedha, the Vedic
royal horse sacrifice, that he commissions in order to see Visnu. Brahma
instructs the divine constructor Visvakarman to build the city.2? Itis called
Karict, which is understood as revered by Brahma (ka), as Brahma worships
Visnu here.??6 In the Saiva Kaficimahatmya, we find the same derivation
of the city’s name from Brahma (KM(S) 3.95¢-96), which agrees with the
etymological explanation of the name Karici that persists in the local oral
traditions (Ute Hiisken, pers. comm., February 2021).

Moreover, the Vaisnava text elaborates on the beauty and glory of Kaficlin
details similar to those found in the KM(S). Both depictions are setin a myth-
ical context and illustrate an idealised notion of the city. In the KM(V), an
entire chapter (ch. 4) is dedicated to the glorification of Kafici. Understood
as city, it is described in ornate words as utterly beautiful, with gardens
full of different trees, prettified roads, houses with delicate architecture,
abodes of deities (devayatanas) with gateway towers (gopuras), full of anim-
als and people of learning and good conduct and brimming with the sound
of drums, and the recitation of the Vedas (KM(V) 4.20c-28). While the Saiva
Mahatmya conceptually considers Kaficl an existing city, leaving out any
idea about its origin (cf. section 4.2), the Vaisnava Mahatmya, in contrast,
stresses the building of the city. As Marie-Claude Porcher (1985, 34) notes,
the narrative about Brahma’s sacrifice that ends with Visnu’s manifestation
as Varadaraja (KM(V) chs. 9-17) forms the foundation myth of Kafici as the
city and develops in parallel with the evolution of the sacrifice.??’ As will

225 [Brahma directs Visvakarman:] visvakarman kuru ksipram purim atra maha-

vane | | KM(V) 10.12cd saptayojanavistaram samantad asya bhubhrtah | KM(V)
10.13ab.
A summary of the storyline from KM(V) chs. 10 and 11 is found in an earlier
text segment on Kaficr’s character (KM(V) 4.19-42b), which also refers to the
construction of the city: [Narada tells:] tatra kamciti vikhyata purt punyavivar-
dhant | vidhatur asvamedharthe nirmita visvakarmana || KM(V) 4.19 sapta-
yojanavistirna saptayojanam ayata | KM(V) 4.20ab.

226 [Narada tells:] ka iti brahmano nama tena tatramcito harih || KM(V) 4.33cd
hayamedhena rajendra tasmat kamctti visruta | KM(V) 4.34ab.

227 1In the very last verse of the Varadaraja myth (KM(V) 17.86ab), the Vaisnava
Karfictmahatmya itself comments on this parallelism and summarises that “best
of kings, in this way, the city Kaficl was built by (the divine constructor)
Visvakarman and in this way the god (= Varadaraja) indeed manifested himself
there in the middle of Vidhatr’s (Brahma’s) northern altar (uttaravedi)” (evam
purl tatra nrpendra kafict vinirmitabhiit kila visvakarmana | vidhatryajfiottara-
vaidimadhyad devo [’1pi tatravir abhut kilaivam | | KM(V) 17.86).
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be analysed in more details below in section 6.3, the attention to the evolu-
tionary aspect in the interpretation of Kaficl is exemplary of an underlying
constructional characteristic in the Vaisnava Kafictmahatmya.

Besides, there is also a note on the geographical features of Kanchi. In
the passage illustrating the glory of the city, seven rivers are listed that are
said to flow through Kafici (KM(V) 4.29-31b): the Asva (identification uncer-
tain), Mafijula (identification uncertain), Kampa (Kampa; a now dried-up
river; see pp. 240-241), Haridra (Manjalneer Kalvai), Viraja (identification
uncertain), Ksira (Palar), and Vegavatl (Vegavathi, a northern sidearm of
the Palar river).2?® A similar spatial localisation is found in the Saiva Kafci-
mahatmya, which equally lists seven rivers traversing through Kafic’s area
(cf. section 4.2). In both texts, the rivers as a set seem to be used to frame
Kafic spatially, but little attention is paid to them in the course of the text.
The Vaisnava Mahatmya even explicitly indicates rivers among the sacred
sites to be included in the description of Satyavrataksetra (KM(V) 2.12-14b;
see above) and yet only narrates the origin of a few. Among the seven above-
listed rivers, the Vegavati, characterised as aquatic form of Brahma’s wife
Sarasvatl (KM(V) chs. 14-15), is certainly the most prominent.?? Its story of
origin, linked to the origin of Visnu as Yathoktakari, forms an integral part
in the evolution of Varadaraja’s myth. Overall, it seems that rivers are part
of the spatial conception of Kaficl and are therefore considered in a certain
number. The Vegavati, the river that crosses the city in its centre, is the only
one to which a specific role and a myth is attributed.

228 [Narada says:] nadyah prasanna vimalas svacchodas subhravalukah | sukhava-

gahas subhagas supunyas surasevitah | | KM(V) 4.29 vahanti tatra rajendra maj-
janan muktidayakah | asva ca vamjula kampa haridraviraja tatha | | KM(V) 4.30
ksira vegavatity etas sapta nadyo [ltipunyadah | KM(V) 4.31ab.
The printed edition from 1907 reads vamjula in 4.30c, whereas the paper ma-
nuscript from the French Institute of Pondicherry reads mafijula. The latter
reading agrees with the spelling of presumably the same water body found in
KM(V) ch. 30 in the 1907 edition (see n. 229) and is therefore adopted here.

229 Apart from the Vegavati, the following rivers are featured in the myths of the
Mahatmya: the Kampa as part of Ekamranatha’s myth (KM(V) ch. 25); the
Mafijula, linked to Siva Kailasanayaka, and the Viraja, connected to Visnu as
Vaikunthanayaka (both KM(V) ch. 30); as well as the Ksira, introduced in the
episode on Siva Vrsabhesa (KM(V) ch. 32).
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As mentioned above, the unfolding of myths sets the course of the text. The
Mahatmya is mainly arranged in four narrative cycles, presided over by
Visnu’s manifestations (avataras) Varaha (KM(V) ch. 2), Narasimha (chs. 3,
9-17), Vamana (chs. 18-28), and Krsna (ch. 29) respectively. In the transition
between these larger narratives, there is both a spatial shift of the venues
in Kaficl and a temporal one. The arrangement of the narrative cycles re-
flects a chronological sequence: the first three larger mythologies are set in
the Krtayuga (chs. 2, 3, 9-17, 18-28), the first world age according to Hindu
cosmology; the last and fourth circle is set in the later Dvaparayuga (ch. 29);
the last story about one of Visnu’s manifestations in Kaficl is set in the even
later Kaliyuga (KM(V) ch. 30).2%¢

Since the place Kaficiis the central topic of the text, we can observe its de-
velopment also in the temporal sphere. In the myths preceding Varadaraja’s
myth, that is, in the myths of Varaha and Narasimha (KM(V) chs. 2 and 3),
Kafic1 does not yet exist as a city. Instead, a forest of 10 yojanas extends
around Hastisaila in Satyavrataksetra (KM(V) 3.57c-58b) on the spot where
the city will later be built, during the preparations for Brahma’s sacrifice.
All the sacred places introduced before the KM(V) details the building of the
city, are hence first conceived to be part of a non-urban landscape. Simil-
arly, the third narrative cycle refers to the existing city (KM(V) 19.57), which
is structurally and conceptually set after the preceding narrative cycle in
which Kaficl was built. In the same way, the area has again turned into a
forest populated by animals and full of trees at the beginning of the fourth
narrative cycle, which is set in a later era than the previous ones. This nar-
rative tells of the king Janamejaya, who restores the city and abodes of the
gods before he performs a sacrifice there (KM(V) 29.1c-5).

Similarly, the nature of Hastisaila changes over the course of the text:
its transformation to Varadaraja’s abode begins with Visnu as boar Varaha
who lifts up the ground there to form a hill (KM(V) ch. 2). Later on, Visnu
as man-lion pursues the demons from the army of Hiranyakasipu up to the
hill where they disappear into the netherworlds (KM(V) ch. 3). In a local
Narasimha form, Visnu therefore resides in a cave at the foot of Hastisaila
to guard that entry to hell (KM(V) chs. 10 and 12). Eventually, Varadaraja
manifests himself at the top of the hill and agrees to permanently stay there

230 For details on the structure of the narratives in the KM(V), see subsection 3.3.3
and Porcher 1985.
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(KM(V) ch. 16). Drawing on this example, we can detect an inseparable
relationship between the mythical events of the narratives and the way the
text perceives the nature of the sacred space and the sacred places. This is
a relation which is not found to the same extent in the other two Mahat-
myas. In the Vaisnava text, sacred space seems to be conceived through and
for the narratives rather than based on the geo-spatial dimensions of the
sacred landscape of the city, as is the case in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya and
the Kamakstvilasa.

Furthermore, the emphasis on the unfolding of narratives reflects a pro-
spective approach in the description of the sacred places in the KM(V). The
myths—in particular the narrative cycles—follow along a spatial and tem-
poral axis, in which first the events leading to the origin of a sacred site, the
appearance of the resident deity, are told before the place is located. Ac-
cordingly, the sacred place does not exist conceptually before the story of
its origin is laid out in the text and therefore its location cannot be indicated
right at the beginning of the narrative.?3! For example, the origin of Visnu as
Dipaprakasa (Vilakkoli Perumal) is detailed in the second half of chapter 12
(12.40/61-84) in the KM(V). His appearance is stated in KM(V) 12.79, while
his name and location—west of HastiSaila—are only stated in the last verses
of the chapter (KM(V) 12.83-84) to describe where Dipaprakasa takes his
abode in Kafic1. Accordingly, the story can only be attached to a place at the
very end of the narrative describing its origin because it is conceptually not
considered to exist before, that is, at the beginning of the story. With this
approach, in which places are brought into existence through mythology,
the KM(V) contrasts the retrospective perspective found in both the Saiva
Mahatmya and the Kamaksivilasa and reflects the significance of the myth-
ology for the layout of space in the text.

For the four main narrative cycles, which follow the myths of the four
avataras of Visnu, areas within Kaficl are defined as spatial frames for
the events taking place in the narratives. They are conceived as sacrifi-
cial arenas (yajfiasalas) for three Vedic sacrifices.?®? In the course of the
text, the spatial focus shifts from one area to the next, from the southeast

231 The chapters describing sacred water bodies in Kaficl (KM(V) chs. 5-8) are dif-
ferently structured and first introduce the location of a site before presenting
the narrative of its origin. This retrospective approach agrees with the one fol-
lowed in the KM($) and KV and presupposes existing places whose location can
therefore be specified before the story of its origin is told.

232 In her analysis, Marie-Claude Porcher interprets the settings in the KM(V) in
their entirety as an interplay of cosmological divisions, space, and ritual cor-
respondences (1985, 41-49).
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to the northwest. Each of these spaces has a focal point that serves as refer-
ence point to locate the sacred places that are mapped in the corresponding
area. In this spatial aspect, the mythology-oriented approach to space in
the Vaisnava text appears to be combined with reflections of the urban de-
velopment of Kanchi in history (see section 6.5). Moreover, the particular
arrangement of the outlined areas around focal points reflects the histor-
ically conditioned polycentric religious landscape of Kanchi—in this case
focusing on the Vaisnava sites.

Three spaces are laid out in the space of Kaficl in the Vaisnava Mahat-
mya. The first one serves as spatial frame for Varadaraja’s myth (KM(V)
chs. 9-17). Its focal point is Hastisaila. The hill with a cave (bila) at its
foot orients Varadaraja’s myth towards the southeastern part of Kanchi and
the Varataraja Perumal temple in particular. This area is known today as
Vishnu-Kanchi (see section 2.3 and figure 2.2 for details). The sacred places
that are introduced in the first two narrative cycles of the Mahatmya are
all located in reference to HastiSaila. These are predominantly Vaisnava
sites—and tirthas—and are located in the surroundings of Varadaraja (see
figure 6.3).2%3

With the Mahatmya’s narrative cycle linked to Visnu’s avatdara Vamana
(KM(V) chs. 18-28), the geo-spatial setting shifts within Satyavrataksetra
to the northwest, to the central and northwestern part of Kanchi (KM(V)
23.27-29). Like the space around Hastisaila, there is a cave where the focal
point is placed. It is located close to Trivikrama (Ulakalanta Perumal). Va-
mana in the form of a snake is said to have opened it up as a passage from
the netherworlds and since abides at its door (KM(V) 20.5, 96cd). The cave’s
entrance (dvara) and the entire area are referred to as Kamakostha (KM(V)
20.97cd, 23.29ab) and thus bears the same designation that the Kamakst-
vilasa assigns to the area in the centre of Kanchi that is under the reign of
Kamaksi (see subsection 5.3.3; on the name, see n. 84). Given its position
in the central and northwestern part of the city, which also includes Ekam-
ranatha’s abode, the space defined as Kamakostha in the Vaisnava Kafct-
mahatmya certainly overlaps spatially to some extent with Kamakst’s ter-
ritory from the KV, but also with the realm of Ekamranatha in the latter
text (cf. figure 5.11). The KM(V) incidentally also mentions Kamakostha as
the place where Kamaksi comes to live. Primarily, though, the close con-
nection is drawn to other Vaisnava myths presided over by Vamana. The

233 Only a few sacred places mentioned in the myth lie further away (see subsec-
tion 6.4.3). Their comparative remoteness is reflected in the text by an indica-
tion of their distance from Hastisaila.
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places mapped in the Vamana narrative cycle are primarily Visnu’s abodes
(and tirthas) and are located in the surroundings of Trivikrama (Ulakalanta
Perumal), that is, in the northwestern part of Kanchi.

Additionally, the Mahatmya’s Vaisnava version of the intertwined myth of
Siva as Ekamranatha (Ekamparanatar) and the goddess Kamaksi (Kamaksi
Amman) also evolves in Kamakostha (KM(V) chs. 23-25). Interestingly, the
chapter of the KM(V) that ends the introduction of Visnu’s manifestations in
the Mahatmya characterises Kamakostha as a space where both Visnu and
Siva are worshipped in Kafici (KM(V) 30.17-19).2** Considering the aspect
of mythology, this statement and the Vaisnava-infused inclusion of Ekam-
ranatha’s and KamaksI’s myths acknowledge the relevance of both deities in
the corpus of local mythologies on Kanchi. Moreover, it can be read as a spa-
tial reflection of the Saiva and Sakta traditions represented by the promin-
ent Ekamparanatar and Kamaksi Amman temples in the religious landscape
of Kanchi. These sites are located in the very area defined as Kamakostha
in the KM(V). Besides, the association of this area in Kanchi’s northwest
with Siva discloses is similar to the notion of the Saiva domain in the city
expressed by the contemporary designation Shiva-Kanchi.?*®

Still within Kafici but further west of Kamakostha, the KM(V) identifies
another sacrificial arena. It is designed for the myth presided over by
Visnu’s manifestation Krsna and is centred around Pandavadata (Pantava-
tata Perumal; KM(V) ch. 29). This third and most western positioned space
completes the spatial shift in the Vaisnava Mahatmya from the southeast to
the (north-)west.

There seems to be a gradation in terms of the size of the three spaces
conceived as sacrificial arenas. This results from the inner-textual signific-
ance attached to the corresponding myths set in them. The sacrificial arena
for Brahma’s asvamedha (horse sacrifice) is the largest (KM(V) 10.48c-49b)
given the text’s focus on Varadaraja; Kamakostha is smaller (KM(V) 20.2).
For the arena in which Pandavaduita appears further west no extent is spe-
cified (KM(V) 29.49). It would be likely, though, given the lack of attention
paid to this space, that it is conceptually conceived of as being smaller than
Kamakostha. Moreover, the dimensions of the spaces seem to be intended
to emphasise the grandeur of the events described in the narratives rather

234 [Narada tells:] ito [‘]sti daksine bhage pamcasadyojane subhe | kamciti sam-
yag vikhyata purt punyavivardhani || KM(V) 30.17 tatrasti paramam stha-
nam punyadam papanasanam | kamakostham iti khyatam sarvabhistapradam
nrnam || KM(V) 30.18 visnum va tatra rudram va sampujya vidhivan narah |
prapnuvanti hi sarvarthan ksipram eva na samsayah | | KM(V) 30.19.

235 On Shiva- and Vishnu-Kanchi, see sections 2.3 and 5.4.
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than to reflect a geography-based interpretation. Brahma’s yajfiasalda, as
mapped in the KM(V), would cover an area extending circa 18 kilometres (5
krosa) from east to west and circa 7 kilometres (1 gavyiti; KM(V) 10.48cd) in
the north-south direction. This neither marks the area in which the sacred
sites mentioned in Varadaraja’s myth are located—Kanchi’s southeast, plus
some sites located up to circa 90 kilometres to the west (cf. figures 6.3 and
6.7)—nor does seem to reflect another deliberate modelling of the scaling.

A more precise geography-oriented dimensionality thus appears to be less
important in the design of the spaces within Kaficl. One reason for this de-
tachment from geographical conditions may lie in the imagined transience,
which is connected with the aspect of evolution. Within the temporal set-
ting of the Vaisnava Mahatmya, the spaces conceived as sacrificial arenas
are temporarily constructed for a specific purpose in the narratives hap-
pening in mythical times and do not seem to be of lasting nature. Accord-
ingly, the previously installed sites—and even the city of Kafici—are to be
rediscovered when king Janamejaya comes to Kaficl in the following era.
In this regard, the understanding of the spaces within Kafici in the KM(V) is
quite different from that of the other two texts. In those—particularly in the
Kamakstvilasa—the defined spaces are interpreted as persistent and con-
structed as detached from the temporality of the narratives. In the Vaisnava
Mahatmya only Satyavrataksetra is considered to be permanent. This un-
derstanding may be grounded in the area’s modelling on the historical re-
gion Tondaimandalam, the area of the Pallava kings ruling from Kanchi (see
section 6.2). Itis, thus, not an imagined, mythical space, but an allusion to an
historical spatial concept. This characteristic may explain the significance
assigned to Satyavrataksetra in the Mahatmya and strengthens the notion
of a lasting and general Vaisnava nature of Kaficl and its region expressed
in the text.

Both structurally and geo-spatially, the narrative cycles in the KM(V) dis-
play a design that is oriented towards the focal point of the space they are
set in. They have an ascending development in terms of dramaturgy and
each builds towards a particular manifestation of Visnu in Kafici. As the fi-
nale, Varaha, Varadaraja, Trivikrama, or Pandavaduta manifest themselves
and stay in Kafici where the orientation point of “their” narrative cycle is
located. The first two abide at Hasti$aila and Trivikrama near the cave at
Kamakostha. Pandavaduta is the central (and only) manifestation in the
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fourth cycle.?*® The latter seem to follow the same basic structural pattern
as the previous narrative cycles but in a greatly simplified version so that
no separate focal point is defined. With Varadha conceptually attached to
Varadaraja’s myth, it is the three other Visnus who are structurally attrib-
uted greater significance in the text’s concept of evolving importance within
each narrative cycle. The other manifestations of Visnu are unmistakably
linked to the three main ones through the myths. They are conceptualised as
their harbingers and of subordinate relevance. Accordingly, the large-scale
structuring into narrative cycles focused on Varadaraja, Trivikrama, and
Pandavaduta, with interspersed episodes about the other Visnus, creates
a hierarchy of Visnu’s manifestations in Kaficl, the most important among
them all being Varadaraja.

In terms of spatiality, the inherent evolution in the narratives and the
gradation of significance translates into a concentric arrangement with re-
gard to the Visnus that are introduced in one narrative cycle. While the
most significant form is at the centre, all other manifestations of Visnu that
appear in the course of the same larger narrative are located around the
respective focal point and the highlighted form of Visnu in the same space.
Similar to the Kamaksivilasa and its descriptions of Varadaraja’s, Ekamra-
natha’s, and KamaksT’s territories, first the sacred places in the surround-
ings are mapped before the spatial focus and plot shift to the centre site of
the space and the deity residing there. Unlike the KV, though, the Vaisnava
Mahatmya stresses the concentric concept through statements on the loca-
tion of the Visnus, the sacred water bodies, and many of the other sacred
sites mentioned in one narrative cycle. While the location references in the
KM(V) remain general throughout and only indicate the direction, but not
the distance to the reference site, they refer to the focal point of the space
to which the site belongs in terms of space and narrative. For example, the
sacred places mentioned in the myth that aims at Varadaraja’s origin are
located with the reference to HastiSaila. When a site is not associated with a
specific space, a focal point of another space is used to indicate its location.
For example, Visnu called Vaikunthanayaka (KM(V) ch. 30), for whose nar-
rative no space is outlined, is located in relation to Hastisaila as well. Over-
all, the spatial conception in the KM(V) is to a high degree determined by the
narrative structure, delineating concentric arrangements of Visnu’s abodes
and selectively highlighting forms of Visnu which are attributed a greater

236 For Varaha’s myth (KM(V) ch. 2), no spatial setting is outlined, but Hasti-
Saila—physically existing as a hill but not yet named—is constructed as an ori-
entation reference.
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significance and found at the constructed focal points. These elements struc-
ture the relations of Visnu’s manifestations in the Vaisnava Mahatmya and
connect mythology to space.

6.4 Sacred Places and Spatial Syntax

In interaction with the shift of the spatial focus, another element determ-
ines the mapping of the sacred places in the Vaisnava Mahatmya. This is
a set of eighteen sacred water bodies and eighteen abodes of Visnu located
in Kafci.?*” The text initially separates the two groups structurally by de-
scribing the origin of the tirthas separately in self-contained stories in the
tirtha-chapters (KM(V) chs. 5-8; see subsection 6.4.2). The abodes of Visnu
are introduced both before in the initial chapters and after in the main part
of the text (KM(V) chs. 2-3, 9-30). However, many of the tirthas are also
mentioned in the myths about Visnu’s manifestations, since they are part of
their story lines. Additionally, the tirtha-chapters locate both sacred water
bodies and abodes of Visnu further away from Kanchi, but still situated in
the space defined as Satyavrataksetra. These do not seem to count among
the eighteen tirthas nor among Visnu’s eighteen dwelling places, although
some of them are revisited in the narrative cycles. These will be dealt with
below separately from the sets of eighteen Visnus and tirthas (see subsec-
tion 6.4.3).

The sacred places in each group of eighteen are linked to each other
by their common character. Visnu’s abodes and sacred water bodies are
presented as the primary characteristics of Kaficl’s sacred landscape (see
figure 6.2). In a summarising statement at the end of the main part, the
KM(V) itself states to have described eighteen sites of Visnu in Kafici (KM(V)
30.73%3%), Similarly, eighteen tirthas in Kaficl are noted to have been intro-
duced in the tirtha-chapters (KM(V) 8.392%%). As sets of sites, they define
what the text considers to constitute Kaficl. More precisely, it is above all
the group of Visnus that is decisive. In the words of Anne Feldhaus, a set
of places that are connected to each other form a region that is thought of

237 See the appendix for the sites mentioned in the Vaisnava Kafictmahdatmya.

238 [Narada states:] evam astadasasthanamahatmyam sarngadhanvanah | kam-
cyam satyavrataksetre kathitam te maya nrpa | | KM(V) 30.73.

239 [Narada tells:] evam etani tirthani kamcyam uktani mukhyatah | sresthani tatra
tirthanam etany astadasaiva hi | | KM(V) 8.39.
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as a coherent territory and given significance and identity (2003, 5). Ap-
plied to the Vaisnava Karicimahatmya, such a region can be discovered in
the explicit, even numerically determined, group of Visnus. The Mahatmya
considers Kafici through them, and their existence consequently defines the
text’s conception of Kaficl as Vaisnava. In this more overarching context, I
consider the identification of Kaficl as a place of Visnu as primary and its
spatial aspect as subordinate. Conceptually as space, Satyavrataksetra is
more relevant and transfers the perceived Vaisnava nature of the region
belonging to Kaficl into the spatial dimension.

In parallel to the focus on Visnu’s places and tirthas, and the origin of
Varadaraja (previewed in KM(V) 5.1-7b), the Mahatmya indicates another,
less pronounced approach to Kaficr’s sacred geography. It is stated in the
first-layer frame-story when the sages gathered in the Naimisaranya, re-
questing to hear about the power of Satyavrataksetra and the sacred places
located therein, namely Vaisnava and Saiva places, tirthas, lakes, and rivers
(KM(V) 2.12-14b; see n. 216). This broader concept supplements the Visnu-
oriented focus to present a more comprehensive perspective on Kafict’s sac-
red geography. Nevertheless, the KM(V) largely disregards places of Siva,
Devi, or Ganesa. It is thus more restricted in its consideration of different

categories of sacred places than the other two Mahatmyas.

6.4.1 Eighteen Visnus

Among the eighteen abodes of Visnu in Satyavrataksetra, some can be
grouped together based on the narrative structure and thus their location
one of the areas outlined in Kaficl. There is one set located in Kanchi’s
southeast, another one in the centre and northwest of the city, and two
Visnus that appear independently. In addition, a few Vaisnava sites are
structurally highlighted. These are Varadaraja and Varaha, Trivikrama, and
Pandavadata as the manifestations towards whose appearance the narrat-
ive cycles are oriented. They are the same ones associated with the spatial
focal points of the different spaces laid out in Kaficl (see section 6.3).

In a passage in the third narrative cycle (KM(V) ch. 29), sixteen of Visnu’s
sites in Kafici are listed. The story speaks of king Janamejaya, who wishes to
see Krsna and is advised to go to Kaficl to perform a sacrifice there. This nar-
rative is set in a later era (Dvaparayuga) than the preceding narrative cycles
and can therefore look back at sites and events that happened in earlier
times, that is, to what is narrated in preceding chapters of the text. Thus,

we are presented with a nearly complete list of the Visnus that the Vaisnava



202

6 Through Vaisnava Lens: the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya

Mahatmya situates in Kaficl. At the point of time when the narrative is set,
the city of Kaficl has turned into a forest again and the “old” places need to
be rediscovered and restored. The corresponding passage reads:

[Narada narrates to king Ambarisa about king Janamejaya enter-
ing Kaficl:]

There he saw the city of Kafici, which increases merit, which is
crowded with various groups of game, filled with different trees,
resounding with various birds, endowed with different tirthas,
the divine city that has turned into a forest, covered with withered
abodes of the gods.

He saw Hari, the lord of gods, there at Hastigiri (= Varadaraja),
Narasimha in the cave, and Varaha at the Sesa-pond and bowed
[to them]. Seeing the divine places of Sarngin (= Visnu) here
and there, he went [to them] together with the sages led by
VaiSampayana. The king saw the god Yathoktakari, and Hari
[as] Astabhuja, Dipakara, Nrsimha, and also Hari as Sarnga-
dhara; at Kamakostha, [he saw] Vamana, who grants all desires
at the entrance of the cave, Sesakara, Sudhakara, Meghakara,
and Trivikrama, Pravalavarna, Hemabha, Candrakhanda, and
Hara?* (Siva) residing at the foot of the single mango tree (=
Ekamranatha) together with Kamaksi, bowed [to them] all with
devotion, and became pleased in his mind. (KM(V) 29.38-45b)?*!

240

241

The 1907 printed edition of the KM(V) reads harim, indicating Visnu (see n. 241),
whereas the paper manuscript from the French Institute of Pondicherry reads
instead haram, that is, Siva. The latter variant seems to be more plausible in
this context, since the half-verse 29.44cd refers to Siva as Ekamranatha (lit. the
lord of the single mango tree). Therefore I have translated it according to the
reading of the paper manuscript.

[Narada narrates to king Ambarisa:] tatra kamcipurim drstva purim punya-
vivardhanim | nanamrgaganakirnam nanavrksasamakulam || KM(V) 29.38
nanasakunisamghustam nanatirthasamanvitam | vanibhiatam purim divyam
jirnair devalayair yutam || KM(V) 29.39 nanamda drstva devesam tatra hasti-
girau harim | guhayam narasihmafi ca varaham sesapalvale || KM(V) 29.40
pasyan sthanani divyani tatra tatra ca sarnginah | cacara sahito viprair vai-
sampayanapturvakaih | | KM(V) 29.41 yathoktakarinam devam tathaivastabhu-
jam harim | dipakaram nrsihmam ca tatha sarngadharam harim || KM(V)
29.42 kamakoste biladvare vamanam sarvakamadam | sesakaram sudhakaram
meghakaram trivikramam | | KM(V) 29.43 pravalavarnam hemabham candra-
khandam ca parthivah | drstva caikamramiilastham kamaksya sahitam harim
| | KM(V) 29.44 pranamya bhaktya tan sarvan babhtiva pritimanasah | KM(V)
29.45ab.
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The passage mentions the sacred sites that are conceptually considered to
characterise Kaficl’s sacred space. Owing to the Vaisnava perspective of the
KM(V), Visnus are clearly in focus. Altogether sixteen of them are said to be
present in Kafici, as well as Siva as Ekamranatha, together with Kamaksi.
With the exception of Varadaraja, who is named first in the list as the most
important site, the deities are arranged in the sequence of their appearance
in the text. Accordingly, the arrangement reflects the spatial settings that
go hand in hand with the structural outline of the text. Even more so, the
sequence follows the chronology of the successive narrative cycles. The list
therefore leaves out those manifestations of Visnu that are still to appear in
the remaining course of the main part, that is, in KM(V) chapters 29 and 30.

The first seven of Visnu’s manifestations given in the list are introduced
in the first two narrative cycles (presiding deities: Varaha and Narasimha).
These are—in the order of appearance in the text—Varaha (Varakar Peru-
mal; fourth prakara of the Varataraja Perumal temple); Narasimha (Yoka
Naracimma Perumal; second prakara); Sarngapani (identification uncer-
tain); Nrsimha (Alakiya Cinka Perumal); Dipaprakasa (Vilakkoli Perumal);
Astabhuja (Astapuja Perumal); Yathoktakari (Yatoktakari Perumal); and
Varada (Varataraja Perumal).??

The identification of the Visnus in this subgroup with historical sites in
Kanchi is largely unambiguous. The names from the KM(V) correspond to
the modern—Sanskrit(-ised)—designations of the deities in the temples.?*3
Additionally, the directions given in the Mahatmya in relation to Hasti-
Saila are specific enough to identify the sites among the around thirty-five
Vaisnava sites in Kanchi. The Visnus are linked to each other by their
location in the southeastern part of Kanchi. This corresponds to the focal

The spelling of narasihmari in 29.40c and nrsihmam in 29.42c is a result of a
particular orthography followed in the printed edition of the KM(V). In the
translation, I have adapted the normalised spelling Narasimha and Nrsimha.

242 The designations of Visnu’s manifestations are given as they are most fre-
quently used throughout the Mahatmya and may thus differ insignificantly
from the names mentioned in the passage quoted above (cf. n. 241).

243 The only one that I have not been able to identify so far is Visnu as Sarngapani
(the one [holding] the bow in the hand). Whereas Dipaprakasa (Vilakkoli Peru-
mal, its contemporary Sanskrit(-ised) name is Dipaprakasa), Astabhuja, and
Yathoktakari bear designations that point to specific local forms of Visnu, the
name Sarngapani is rather general. In iconography, the bow is at times dis-
played as one of Visnu’s attributes. In particular, the avatara Rama is often
depicted with a bow (Basham 1959, 303). However, this connection does not
provide further hints, as there are no Visnu temples in the direction indicated
by the text (southwest of Hastigiri) in Kanchi that could be linked to Sarngapani.
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Fig. 6.4 Visnus (yellow) in Kanchi’s centre and northwest in the KM(V), with the bila (cave; grey) at Kamakoti as

their reference point.
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area of the space defined by the KM(V) as the sacrificial hall for Brahma’s
asvamedha and hence Varadaraja’s myth (see figure 6.3.) This also applies
to Varaha (KM(V) ch. 2) and Narasimha (KM(V) ch. 3), although their
abodes are introduced independently of the Varadaraja myth. Both Varaha
(Varakar Perumal) and Narasimha (Yoka Naracimma Perumal) are linked to
Hastisaila and Narasimha has a supporting role in that myth once his pres-
ence is discovered in the cave at Hastisaila (from KM(V) 12.12 onwards).

Since they are a part of the larger narrative that aims at Varadaraja’s
manifestation, Visnu’s forms of Sarngapani, Dipaprakasa, Nrsimha, Asta-
bhuja, Yathoktakari, and Varadaraja are in particular linked to each other.?4*
The first five Visnus are the harbingers of Varadaraja as they pave the
way for the latter. As culmination of the larger narrative, Varadaraja is
central among them. The text structurally highlights this arrangement by
locating the five Visnus in relation to Hastisaila and thus Varadaraja. In
the oral tradition, Vilakkoli Perumal, Astapuja Perumal, and Yatoktakari
Perumal are considered as the older brothers of Varataraja Perumal and
their relationship is ritually negotiated during processions of these temples
(Husken 2025). This notion not only indicates their special connection
with Varadaraja but also reflects the chronology of the KM(V), in which
Varadaraja appears last.

Similar to Visnu’s manifestations linked to Varadaraja and Hastisaila,
the above-cited passage on sacred places in Kaficl indicates another sub-
set of eight Visnus. These are located in the space called Kamakostha in
the KM(V) and introduced in the narrative cycle presided over by Visnu’s
avatara Vamana. In the order of their appearance, these are Vamana in a

244 Apart from Varadaraja, each of these manifestations appears in order to re-
move a particular obstacle that threatens the successful completion of Brahma’s
sacrifice. They have their own stories of origin, which are, though, part of
the larger narrative. Sarngapani supports the gods in their fight against the
demons, who intent to disturb Brahma’s sacrifice (KM(V) ch. 11); Nrsimha
chases the demons out of Kaficl in the meantime (KM(V) ch. 12); Dipapra-
kasa appears to light up Kafici, which has been plunged into darkness (KM(V)
ch. 12); Astabhuja subdues Siva’s manifestation as Sarabhesa (KM(V) ch. 13);
and Yathoktakari stops Brahma’s wife Sarasvatl in aquatic form, who arrives
to drown her husband’s sacrifice (KM(V) chs. 14-15). Nrsimha (Alakiya Cinka
Perumal) is said to emerge from Narasimha (Yoka Naracimma Perumal), who
took his abode in the cave at Hasti$aila in the local version of the Puranic story
on Narasimha fighting the demon Hiranyakasipu (KM(V) ch. 3; cf. Soifer 1991
for different versions of the narrative). Narasimha comes out the cave when
the demons attempt to reach hell through it and chases them around before he
then settles as Nrsimha in Kaficl.
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local form (identification uncertain?®*); Sesakrti (Visnu depicted as a snake;
in the porch (ardhamandapa) of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple); Meghakrti
(Karakattu Perumal; outer prakara, south of the main shrine); Trivikrama
(Ulakalanta Perumal; in the sanctum sanctorum); Sudhakara (identification
uncertain); Pravalavarna (Pavalavanna Perumal); Hemabha (identification
uncertain); and Candrakhanda (Nilattinkaltunta Perumal; first prakara of
the Ekamparanatar temple).

The abodes of these Visnus are all found in the northwestern and central
part of Kanchi, identified as Kamakostha in the KM(V) (see figure 6.4). In
this area, some forms of Visnu are further grouped together by the partly
nested narratives. Vamana, Sesakrti, and Meghakrti appear in the narrat-
ive about the demon Bali, who carries out an asvamedha in order to see
Visnu in Kafici. They help to ensure the successful completion of the sacri-
fice, with Trivikrama emerging at the culmination of that sacrifice.?*® The
narrative motif of Bali is known from the Puranic literature as the standard
myth about Visnu’s dwarf-incarnation Vamana, who disguises himself as
a dwarf-sized Brahmin to later grow into a giant form named Trivikrama
and measure the universe in three steps (cf. Bhagavatapurana, Skandha
VIII, 15-22). The close relationship of the four forms of Visnu on the nar-
rative level is reflected in their spatial closeness. Trivikrama, Sesakrti, and
Meghakrti—and presumably also Vamana (see n. 245)—are all located in
the same complex of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple. As one of the few ref-
erences to specific features of temples in the KM(V), Trivikrama is explicitly
described as facing west (KM(V) 20.71c-73), just as the image of the deity in
the garbhagrha is oriented on site in the temple.

245 Maybe this is the dwarf found at the foot of the mulamirti, the main image in
the sanctum sanctorum of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple. One might conflate
Vamana with Trivikrama, for Visnu first takes on the dwarf-form before turn-
ing into the giant form of Trivikrama in the known Puranic narrative about
Visnu tricking the demon king Bali (cf. Bhagavatapurana, Skandha VIII, 15-23).
This transformation is also reflected in the localised version of the Vamana
myth found in the KM(V). Conceptually, though, Vamana is different from Trivi-
krama. In the list of Visnus in Kaficl from the KM(V) quoted above, they are
named separately (see n. 241) and Trivikrama’s location is indicated separately
in the passage describing his appearance in Kafici (KM(V) 20.71¢-73, 20.93¢c-94).
Although spatially close to each other, Vamana is more closely connected with
the cave Kamakostha (KM(V) 19.77, 21.2, 23.29-30b, 24.1c-2b).

246 Vamana acts as custodian of both Bali’s endeavours and the cave around which
Kamakostha extends (from KM(V) ch. 18 onwards), Sesakrti (Visnu as a snake)
guides Bali from the netherworlds to Kaficl (KM(V) ch. 20) and Meghakrti (Visnu
as clouds) brings rain when the gods dry up the area in an attempt to disturb
Bali’s sacrifice (KM(V) ch. 20).
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The frame story in the narrative cycle set in KAmakostha introduces three
further manifestations of Visnu (KM(V) chs. 18, 21-22). It deals with the
sage Bhrgu, who desires to know about the concept of sattvaguna (the qual-
ity of purity of the primordial matter prakrti) and is promised this when
he sees Visnu as dwarf on earth. Keeping his word, Visnu shows Bhrgu
his universal form, representing his threefold nature. This is expressed,
among others things, by the fact that Visnu becomes visible in three eras,
in three colours, in three postures, and at three abodes (KM(V) 21.20-31b).
In the first world age called Krtayuga Visnu appears white, in the next era,
Tretayuga, he is red-coloured, and yellow in the following Dvaparayuga; ac-
cordingly, he is said to sit in lotus posture on the island of the blessed in
the Krtayuga, reclining on his snake Sesa as a bed in the milk ocean in the
Tretayuga, and standing in his heaven Vaikuntha in the Dvaparayuga.??’ As
more tangible representations, Visnu manifests himself as Sudhakara (Krta-
yuga; white), Pravalavarna (Tretayuga; coral) and Hemabha (Dvaparayuga;
yellow/golden; all KM(V) ch. 21) in Kafict in Kamakostha. These three are
clearly connected as an expression of Visnu’s three-dimensionality.

In accordance with the referencing pattern in the KM(V), these Visnus
are located in relation to the cave at Khmakostha. Pravalavarna is said to
be east of the cave whereas Sudhakara is said to be very close to the cave
to the south, and Hemabha north of it (KM(V) 21.65-66). The identification
of Pravalavarna with the Pavalavanna Perumal temple is straightforward,
given the correspondence in names. His contemporary Tamil designation
also indicates his coral colour (Tamil pavalam means red coral, vannam col-
our (TL, sv. pavalam, vannam)). The temple is located northeast of the
Kamaksi Amman, similar to the direction indicated in the KM(V).?48

The other two non-dark coloured Visnus and their abodes, though, can
less clearly be identified with sites in Kanchi. The only other Vaisnava
temple in Kanchi that may be linked to a coloured appearance of Visnu

247 The idea of associating Visnu’s appearance with different eras—partly expan-
ded by a fourth and dark coloured appearance in the Kaliyuga—is found, for
example, in the Varahapurana (3.18) and Bhagavatapurana (Skandha X, 8.13,
Skandha X, 26.16, and Skandha XI, 5.20-29). On the concept of the yugas in con-
nection to Visnu, see Couture 2018.

248 T.V.R.Chari (1987, 79) notes that the temple of Pavalavanna Perumal was once
situated 2 kilometres away from where it is found now in an area called Bana-
pattarai. He is the only author of the secondary literature available to me who
mentions this and unfortunately, I was not able to find out more about a pos-
sible shift of location of this temple. Maybe, though, the possible former loca-
tion was indeed situated east and not northeast of the Kamaksi Amman temple,
where the KM(V) understands the cave at Kaimakostha to be.
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is Paccaivanna Perumal, who is of an emerald, green colour (Tamil pac-
cai means green/emerald (TL, s.v. paccai)) and is said to represent Visnu
manifesting himself in this colour in the Dvaparayuga (Chari 1987, 77). The
temple is situated north of the Kamaksi Amman temple, corresponding to
the location of Hemabha north of the cave at Kamakostha in the KM(V).
However, the colour is not even remotely similar—Hemabha is said to have
a golden appearance—so that the identification of Hemabha remains uncer-
tain. Similarly, Visnu’s white-coloured manifestation Sudhakara could not
be clearly associated with a historical site in Kanchi. The Mahatmya points
to a location south of the Kamaksi Amman temple. There does not seem to
exist a temple in that area of Kanchi associated with such a form of Visnu.
However, there once existed a temple dedicated to a white-coloured Visnu
further north near Paruti Kulam, northwest of the Ekamparanatar temple
(M. Ramesh, pers. comm., June 2024).24° It is not unlikely but remains un-
clear whether the Vaisnava text might refer to this site after all, despite the
reference in the text pointing to a different location further south.

Furthermore, Visnu as Candrakhanda (the one with a part of the moon;
Nilattinkaltunta Perumal) is said to abide in Kamakostha (KM(V) ch. 24). He
appears in the Mahatmya’s version of Ekamranatha’s and Kamaks1’s inter-
twined myth, which is set in KAmakostha and features Visnu as the decisive
character. The name Candrakhanda strongly reminds of Siva, who is known
under this name, as he wears a crescent moon on his head. As David Shul-
man (1980, 172) analyses, Visnu adopts properties of Siva in this narrative
and is also situated spatially close to Siva as Ekamranatha in Kanchi, which
reflects their likeness.?*® Nilattinkaltunta Perumal is found in the first en-
closure of the Ekamparanatar temple. The KM(V) attempts to find meaning
in this close proximity by interpreting the narrative about Ekamranatha and
Kamaksi in a Vaisnava framing (see subsection 6.4.4).

Besides the sixteen Visnus in Kaficl discussed above, two still remain to
complete the set of eighteen listed in the Vaisnava Mahatmya. These are
Pandavaduta (Pantavatita Perumal) and Vaikunthanayaka (Vaikunta Peru-
mal). In the fourth narrative cycle, Pandavadiita is the only manifestation

249 The Kamaksivilasa seems to mention this site of a white-coloured Visnu at the
shores of Paruti Kulam in the northern area of Kanchi and calls the deity Sveta-
varna (KV 6.5cd, 6.25c-36Db). In contemporary Kanchi, there are remains of a
temple known under this name at this site (see n. 187).

250 David Shulman further compares the version of Ekamranatha’s myth from the
KV (8.13-133), which knows this form of Visnu as Candrakantha (the one with a
moon on his throat). On the effects of this transformation on the interpretation
of the narrative, see Shulman 1980, 172-174.
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Fig. 6.5 The Visnus Pandavaduta and Vaikunthanayaka (yellow) in the KM(V), with Hasti$aila (grey) as their reference point.
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of Visnu to appear in this narrational setting. He is located in a sacrifi-
cial hall west of the cave at Kamakostha (KM(V) 29.49; see section 6.3). For
the last narrative about a local form of Visnu (ch. 30), no space is created.
Vaikunthanayaka is located with reference to Hastisaila, thus referring to
the central orientation point in the spatial outline of the KM(V). Still, a per-
formance of an asvamedha is a central element in the narrative, mirroring
the other narrative cycles.??

Of Kanchi’s around thirty-five Vaisnava temples, most of the major sites
and several of those found in subsidiary shrines of temples are included
in the KM(V) though not all. Notably, the Vaisnava sites found in subsidi-
ary shrines within the Kamaksi Amman temple, Patanikraha Perumal and
Kalva Perumal, are not mentioned, while both the Saiva Karictmahatmya
and Kamakstvilasa do include these places (see n. 167). Besides, the Visnu
located within the Kumarakottam temple, Urukumulla Perumal, is also not
mentioned in the KM(V). Accordingly, even the distinctly Vaisnava Mahat-
mya appears to select among the Vaisnava places in Kanchi.

Since not just one but several Vaisnava places are mentioned in the text
and Kanchi is home to several Divyadesams, a comparison between both
is readily apparent. The classification as Divyadesam does not seem to be
of relevance for the selection of Vaisnava sites mapped in the KM(V). Still,
there is a high degree of correspondence between the Visnus named in the
text and the deities of the Vaisnava sites that are counted among the Divya-
desams in Kanchi. This results from the fact that nearly all Vaisnava places
in the city are part of the larger-scale Srivaisnava devotional geography
based on the poems of the Alvars.?>? The selection of the sites included in

251 Chapter 30 is not part of any narrative cycle, and neither presided over by one
of Visnu’s avataras. It equally focuses on Siva as Kailasanayaka (Kailacanatar;
KM(V) 30.1-46) and Visnu as Vaikunthanayaka (KM(V) 30.47-76). The part
on the Saiva site is set southwest of Kamakostha, whereas the appearance of
Vaikunthanayaka is situated northwest of Hastisaila (KM(V) 30.70ab; see fig-
ure 6.5). In the absence of spaces of their own in this context, reference points
that are already known are used.

252 Different publications list different numbers of Divyadesams in Kanchi. Out
of the fourteen Vaisnava places sung by the Alvars in Kanchi listed by R. K. K.
Rajarajan (2018, 17-21; see n. 61), eleven are included in the Vaisnava Mahat-
mya. Compared to this list, Kalva Perumal / Kalvanir in the first prakara of the
Kamaksi Amman temple, Karvana Perumal / Karvanam in the outer prakara
of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple, and Nirakkatu Perumal / Nirakam, also in
the outer prakara of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple, are missing in the KM(V).
Conversely, only Varaha, Narasimha at Hasti$aila, Sarﬁgapam, Hemakrti, and
Sudhakrti are mapped in the KM(V) but not identified with a Divyade$am.
The last three, incidentally, are those Visnus from the text, which cannot yet
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the KM(V) instead aligns to the inner-textual aspects that are guided by the
mythological narratives (for example the three non-dark-coloured Visnus
grouped together). As will be discussed below (see section 6.5), these trace
developments of the local religious Vaisnava landscape throughout history
in order to document and consolidate a perspective in which Varadaraja
emerges as the most important Vaisnava place in Kanchi.

6.4.2 Eighteen Sacred Water Bodies

Similar to the set of eighteen abodes of Visnu, the KM(V) mentions a set
of sacred bodies of water. As the text itself states (KM(V) 8.39), there are
eighteen tirthas situated within the space of Kaficl. All these sites are intro-
duced one after another in a text section of their own, the tirtha-chapters
(KM(V) chs. 5-8). To a large extent the structure of these passages and the
presentation of the places differ significantly from most parts of the Mahat-
mya. Whereas Visnu’s abodes are mostly located as part of larger narrative
cycles and at the end of longer episodes, the tirtha-chapters present the ori-
gin of the tirthas in shorter stories. The site is located first, then the story of
origin is summarised, sometimes barely hinting at the story motif. The dir-
ections statements usually refer to the previous water body or to Hasti$aila
as central reference point. With regard to their outline, the tirtha-chapters
resemble the chapters detailing the territories of the three deities in Kaficiin
the Kamaksivilasa and most of the Saiva Kaficimahatmya. In common with
the KV and in contrast to the KM(S), the KM(V) ascribes separate powers
to the sacred water bodies, most often redemptive or liberating qualities.
Hence, the ascribed efficacy of this class of sacred places is conceptually un-
derstood as independent of the power of other sites, for example Visnu’s.
In this regard, the Vaisnava Mahatmya places tirthas outside of a Vaisnava
hierarchy, albeit most episodes detailing the origins of the sacred water bod-
ies establish a link to Visnu.

The arrangement of the tirthas mirrors the sequence of the narrative
cycles and thus follows the same spatial shift from the southwest to the
centre and northwest in Kanchi. Additionally, almost half of the tirthas
mapped in the tirtha-chapters are again featured in the narratives about

be located in Kanchi. Varaha and Narasimha, in turn, are found within the
Varataraja Perumal temple complex, where Varadaraja takes centre stage and
is considered a Divyade$am (Attikiri). For details on the Divyade$ams, see n. 61
and the sources referenced therein.
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Visnu’s manifestations (KM(V) chs. 2-3, 9-30) and their stories are linked to
individual elements from these myths. Those sacred water bodies that are
solely mentioned in the tirtha-chapters are placed in the sequence accord-
ing to their location in the arrangement following the spatial shift from the
southeast to the northwest in Kanchi.

In the southeast of Kanchi, in the area defined as Brahma’s sacrificial
arena, five sacred water bodies are linked to the myth of Brahma’s horse
sacrifice (see figure 6.6). The most prominent one is Anantasaras, also called
Varahatirtha in the Mahatmya (Anantacaras; KM(V) 5.10c-11b, ch. 2). It can
be identified with the main temple tank at the Varataraja Perumal temple
and is a significant characteristic of Kaficl in the Vaisnava text. Apart from
this tirtha, further ones are said to be created within Brahma’s sacrificial
hall for different purposes, similar to Visnu’s manifestations that appear
to remove obstacles during Brahma’s sacrifice. For example, Agnitirtha
(Agnitirtha; in Nethaji Nagar area) serves as a pit for the sacrificial fire
(KM(V) 5.13c-15), while the goddess Sarasvati, intend on drowning the sacri-
fice, emerges in aquatic form from Kundatirtha (Rannkacami Kulam; KM(V)
5.17¢-19b, ch. 15).3

At Kamakostha, in the centre of Kanchi, the KM(S) maps further sacred
water bodies (see figure 6.6). Their stories of origin link them to the myths
set in that space. Vamanatirtha (Cittitirttam; old tirtha of the Ulakalanta
Perumal temple, to its east;?5* KM(V) 5.28¢-29, ch. 20) is central among them,
reflecting the position of Anantasaras in Brahma’s sacrificial hall further

253 Furthermore, the KM(V) mentions Brahmatirtha, which can probably be iden-
tified with the Brahma-well within the Varataraja Perumal temple (and is thus
different from the Brahmatirtha mentioned in the KM(S); cf. KM(V) 5.13ab) and
Kudatirtha (identification uncertain; KM(V) 5.16-17b) in the space of Brahma’s
sacrificial hall. The story of origin of Kusatirtha refers to Brahma’s sacrifice
in Kaficl but is not integrated into the myth of Varadaraja’s origin (KM(V) chs.
9-17).

254 The tirtha Nakatirttam nowadays belonging to the Ulakalanta Perumal temple
is located west of the temple. The KM(V), however, locates Trivikrama (Ulaka-
lanta Perumal) on the western shore of Vamanatirtha (KM(V) 20.71c-72b). The
Mahatmya accordingly refers to another tirtha east of the temple and not to the
one that is presently associated with the temple in Kanchi. Directly adjacent to
the east of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple is a fallow area around which, but
not on it, buildings have been built. According to the locals, this is the site where
the old tirtha of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple, Cittitirttam, was situated (Ute
Hiisken, pers. comm., March 2023). The Vaisnava Mahatmya thus clearly refers
to the old tirtha. As of now, I have not been able to find out more details about
the transition from the old to the new temple tank.
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east. In the space west of Kimakostha, Pandavatirtha (Matsyatirttam; at the
Pantavatuta Perumal temple; KM(V) 5.49¢-50b, 29.50), takes this role.

The sacred water bodies Mangalatirtha (Mankalatirttam; next to Man-
kalesvarar; KM(V) 5.40c-42, chs. 27-28), Candrasaras / Sivagaﬁgétirtha
(Civakankaitirttam; fourth prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple; KM(V)
5.43-45, chs. 24, 27), and Sarvatirtha (Carvatirttam; KM(V) 5.46-49b, ch. 27)
in Kamakostha are more closely connected to each other by an episode from
the myth revolving around Ekamranatha and Kamaks1.?>> These three lat-
ter tirthas are featured in a story about the goddess Ganga, who seeks puri-
fication after she has been cursed by Parvati for attempting to flood—on
Siva’s command—the locale of Parvatr’s worship in Kaficl (KM(V) ch. 27).
Essentially, though, this episode aims to explain the origin of the Garuda-
seva procession of Varadaraja during the annual festival of the Varataraja
Perumal temple and thereby forms a transition from the Saiva narratives
back to a purely Visnu- / Varadaraja-oriented setting.’® At the same time,
the story about Garudaseva also illustrates a connection of the sites in Kama-
kostha to HastiSaila and Varadaraja. It begins as a story of the origin of the
three tirthas in Kamakostha, to then expand the spatial venue from Kama-
kostha east to Hastisaila. A similar, though spatially inverted, setting is re-
flected in the story of Hemambhojatirtha (Porramarai Kulam; second and
eastern temple tank at the Varataraja Perumal temple; KM(V) 5.11c-12; ch.
22). Laksmi, who appears as the daughter of the sage Bhrgu at Kamakostha,
worships Varadaraja and becomes his wife. The story is part of the narrative
cycle set in Kamakostha, while the site itself is situated next to Hastisaila fur-
ther east. Both stories show a spatial permeability between the constructed
spaces to accommodate the events from the narratives, reflecting the em-
phasis on mythology throughout the text. Moreover, the link to Varadaraja
in both cases stresses an overall spatial orientation towards Hastisaila and
the overriding significance of Varadaraja.

The stories of all further sacred water bodies introduced in the chapters
on tirthas and counted among the set of eighteen are not part of the nar-
rative cycles. These self-contained stories of origin are of different length

255 Besides, the KM(V) mentions Paficatirtha (Paficakankaitirttam; outer prakara
of the Kamaksi Amman temple; KM(V) 5.34-40c and ch. 22) in Kamakostha.
Despite its spatial proximity to Kamaksr’s site, the Mahatmya introduces this
tirtha not within the context of the myth about the goddess, but in a previous
chapter of the same narrative cycle presided over by the avatara Vamana.

256 On the processions during the annual temple festival (Brahmotsava) of the
Varataraja Perumal temple, see Hiisken 2013; on episodes about the tirthas, es-
pecially Sarvatirtha, from the KM(V), the KV, and the KM(S), see Ambach 2022.
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and usually feature characters and narrative motifs known from the epic
and Puranic mythologies. For example, the story about Paurandaratirtha
(Intiratirttam; associated with Satyanatasvami, to its west; KM(V) 5.19c-
28ab) refers to the motif of the god Indra, who is cursed to lose his testicles
after seducing Ahalya, the wife of the sage Gautama (cf. Ramayana, Bala-
kanda 47.14-48.11 and Skandapurana, Nagarakhanda 207.5-51). The inten-
tion is clearly to glorify the power of the sacred water bodies and elevate
their standing by referring to pan-Indian mythologies. With the exception
of Gajatirtha (Kajentira Puskarini; KM(V) 8.38), which is adjacent to the
north of the Astapuja Perumal temple, these tirthas are not located at or
close to a Vaisnava site but in the proximity of a Sivalinga. Besides Pau-
randaratirtha, this setting applies to Jvaraharatirtha (Uppéri Kulam; KM(V)
5.50c-51b), linked to the Curakarésvarar temple, to its south; Garudatirtha
(presumably Okkappirantan Kulam; KM(V) 5.51c¢-52b, ch. 6), found in the
western part of Kanchi, with the Saiva site Vannicar at its shore and a
few more sivalingas located nearby; Siddhatirtha (Ittacittitirttam; KM(V)
5.52¢-62, 6.67-74b), the tirtha of the Kaccapésvarar temple; and Kayaro-
hanatirtha (Tayar Kulam; KM(V) 7.1-8.37), connected to Kayarokanesvarar
and situated across the Vegavathi river to the south of the temple.?>” Simil-
arly, the previously mentioned Sivagangatirtha (within the Ekamparanatar
temple compound), Mangalatirtha (next to Mankalésvarar), and Sarvatirtha
(several lingas on its banks) are also spatially closer to a Sivalinga than a
Vaisnava site and are associated with the myth of Ekdmranatha.

The criteria for selecting the tirthas said to be located in Kaficl are not ap-
parent. An expected Vaisnava framework is found in most episodes about
the origins of these sites in the KM(V), but the selection of the eighteen is
rather broad, both in terms of the attention given to the sites and their spa-
tial location in Kanchi. Some tirthas are integral parts of a Vaisnava nar-
rative cycle, others are barely given a story; some are located at Vaisnava
sites, others are closest to places of Siva. Leaving aside the tirthas that
either feature in the narratives about Visnu’s manifestations or are close

257 The story about Siddhatirtha narrates how a thunderbolt is made from the
bones of the sage Dadhici for Indra to kill the demon Vrtra (cf. Mahabharata,
Vanaparvan 100); the one about Garudatirtha details a narrative about Visnu’s
mount Garuda carrying enemy brothers in form of an elephant and a turtle (cf.
Mahabharata, Adiparvan 29-30); Kayarohanatirtha is linked to a story about
the desire of king Tri§anku to attain heaven in his bodily form (cf. Ramayana
1.57-59); and the story about Gajatirtha refers to the legend of the elephant Ga-
jendra worshipping Visnu (cf. Bhagavatapurana, Skandha VIII, 2-4), which is
also hinted at in KM(V) ch. 13 (see also n. 221).
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to Visnu’s abodes in Kanchi (such as Anantasaras or Sivagangatirtha), the
rest seems to include tirthas to which some significance is attached regard-
less of a Vaisnava association. In the Mahatmya’s perception of Kafici, these
tirthas seem to differ in some way from the other ponds and temple tanks
located in Kanchi that are not mentioned. For some sacred water bodies, an
association with a place of spatial importance in the urban fabric or a place
with a long history and religious significance can be noted, which could
be a reason for their incorporation in the text. For example, Siddhatirtha
(Ittacittitirttam) is found at the Kaccapésvarar temple. The temple is loc-
ated at the southwestern corner of the Rajavithis, the four streets enclosing
the oldest urban core, once situated at the borders of the Pallava city (Stein
2021, 101) and halfway between the Pallava temples Vaikunta Perumal and
Kailacanatar. Moreover, the story of the three linigas nearby is also given in
the KM(V) (see subsection 6.4.4). Similarly, Kayarohanatirtha (Tayar Kulam)
is connected to Kayarokanesvarar, a place whose history dates back to the
ninth century (Stein 2021, 57-58). Overall, both a Vaisnava association in
their myths and their location in the urban space seem to be the primary
elements shaping the selection of tirthas in the KM(V).

6.4.3 Visnus and Sacred Water Bodies in the Region

Apart from the eighteen Vaisnava abodes and eighteen tirthas, the KM(V)
introduces five further manifestations of Visnu and six sacred water bodies
in Satyavrataksetra at various distances from Kanchi (see figure 6.7). These
sites are first introduced briefly in one of the tirtha-chapters (KM(V) ch. 8).
The stories of five of these tirthas also introduce a Vaisnava place located
nearby and serve to situate these manifestations of Visnu. Narrative motifs
and the renown of the Vaisnava sites as DivyadeSam seem to play a role in
the selection of these sites. Two of the tirthas and two Vaisnava sites are
associated with the myth on Varadaraja’s origin, more specifically with the
episode on Yathoktakari therein (KM(V) ch. 15). One set containing one
Visnu and one tirtha is formed by Sayanesa (Uttira Rankanata Cuvami; Palli-
konda) and Sarasvatatirtha (Yakatirttam; to the east of the temple; KM(V)
8.48-52). The second set comprises of Visnu as Pralayarodhaka (Rankanata
Svami; Thiruparkadal) and the tirtha Papanasanatirtha (probably called
Rankanatatirttam; to the north to the temple; KM(V) 8.46-47). All these four
sites are found at the shores of the Palar river (called Vegavati in the text).
A river narrative motif, taken together with the course of the Palar and its
tributary Vegavathi, links those two Visnus near the Palar with Yathoktakari
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(Yatoktakari Perumal) in Kanchi, which is said to lie on the shores of the
same river.2>® The network made up of the three places emphasises the spa-
tial construction in the KM(V): with Visnu as Sayanesa, which is said to be
situated west of Hasti$aila at the border of Satyavrataksetra (KM(V) 8.48-51,
15.34-36), the Vaisnava text moves to the periphery of its conceptualised re-
gional space. The spatial notion of Satyavrataksetra and its connection with
Kanchi is thus strengthened. Additionally, Visnu is depicted in a reclining
form in the sanctum sanctorum of the temples at all three sites. This specific
iconographic feature further illustrates the connectedness of these places.
It is also alluded to in the Mahatmya when Visnu is described to lie down
three times to stop Brahma’s wife, Sarasvati, who is approaching Kafici in
aquatic form.

Three more sets consisting of a Visnu-tirtha paring are introduced in
Satyavrataksetra. Their self-contained stories link two pairs of sites to
Visnuw’s avatara Rama when he was living in the Dandaka-forest?>° and one
to Visnu as Narasimha. One set comprises of Vijayaraghava (Vijayarakava
Perumal; Thiruppukuzhi) and the associated tirtha Grdhratirtha (Catayu-
tirttam; to the east of the temple; KM(V) 8.40c-45); the second is formed
by Viraraghava (Vira Rakava Perumal; Thiruvallur) with its tirtha Hrttapa-
nasanatirtha (Hruttapanacinitirttam; to the south of the temple; KM(V)
8.56-60); Nrkesari residing on the hill Ghatikadri (Yokanaracimma Cuvami;
Sholingur) and the two sacred water bodies Brahmatirtha (Takkan Kulam;
at Sholingur) and Vasisthatirtha (identification uncertain; another of the
five tirthas at Sholingur; KM(V) 8.53-55) constitute the third set. Their loca-
tion is given in reference to Hasti$aila, suggesting the idea of their belonging
to Kaficl in the text. Apart from this spatial layer, an explicit link to Kafici
is not established in their stories. The mention of the three Visnus instead
seems to be based on their renown as Divyadesams.?®® It emphasises the
conception of a Vaisnava area surrounding Kafici, which itself is filled with
the presence of many manifestations of Visnu and Varadaraja on Hastisaila
as the most significant.

258 For the Yathoktakari myth in the Sanskrit and Tamil texts glorifying Kanchi, see
the contributions in Hiisken and Buchholz (forthcoming). Some versions of this
story also refer to the Visnus in Pallikonda and Thiruparkadal.

259 Cf. Ramayana, Aranyakanda for the Rama narrative motifs.

260 All three, the Vijayarakava Perumal / Putkuli, Vira Rakava Perumal / Evvulir,
and Yokanaracimma Cuvami/Katikai temples are rather well-known and coun-
ted among the 108 Vaisnava Divyadesams. However, other significant Vaisnava
sites in the region like the Divyade$sam of Paktavatcala Perumal / Ninravur in
Thirunindravur (a suburb of Chennai) are not mentioned.
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6.4.4 Saiva and Other Sacred Places

Although they are not particularly accentuated, places of Siva—and rivers—
are explicitly mentioned in the Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya as elements of
KaficT’s sacred geography (KM(V) 2.12-14b; see n. 216). This broader concept
supplements the Visnu-oriented focus to present a more comprehensive
perspective on Kaficl. The KM(V) includes some Saiva sites and some god-
desses, but is nevertheless more restricted in its consideration of different
categories of sacred places than the other two Mahatmyas. Not considering
sacred sites of other deities such as the Goddess in larger numbers reflects
this approach.

Goddesses as figures in the myths and even less so sites of Devi are a rare
find in the KM(V). Similar to the Saiva Mahatmya, the most prominent ex-
ception is Kamaksi, understood as a local form of Parvati. In the KM(V), she
is said to abide near to Visnu as Vamana at the door of the cave at Kama-
kostha (Kamaksi Amman; KM(V) 24.8-13). The goddess has a structuring
role in the text’s rendition of Ekdmranatha’s myth. This setting acknow-
ledges KamaksI’s renown in Kanchi but fails to provide her with a myth in-
dependent from Ekdmranatha. Nevertheless, she is spatially set apart from
Ekamranatha, who is positioned even further northwest of Vamana under
the single mango tree (KM(V) 24.19¢-20, 24.22-24b; see figure 6.8). Incident-
ally, the same narrative mentions the goddess to be joined by eight mother
goddesses (matrkas) and her sons Skanda and Ganesa when she worships
Vamana but does not mention them taking an abode there (KM(V) 24.5-6).26!

Similarly, Varadaraja’s consorts Bha and Sri (Laksmi; Tayar in Tamil) are
not specifically located in the Mahatmya. The goddess of the earth is in-
cluded in the myth about Visnu as Varaha, which ends with a statement
about the boar abiding in Satyavrataksetra together with Bha (KM(V) 2.82).
Apart from that note, the Varadaraja myth tells that the god appears to-
gether with Bha and Laksmi on the Punyakotivimana from the sacrificial
fire on top of Hastisaila but refrains from assigning the goddesses a per-
manent place (KM(V) 16.49c-58b). The two goddesses are clearly append-

261 If one were to identify Skanda and Ganesa mentioned in this context with his-
torical sites in Kanchi, the former could be the known Kumarakottam temple
right west of the Kamaksi Amman temple. The latter could be the Cankupani
Vinayakar temple at Sangupani Vinayagar Koil Street, two blocks to the east
from the goddess’s temple. Alternatively, the KM(V) could refer to the pres-
ence of Parvatr’s sons as part of the divine family in the immediate proximity
of Kamaksi, that is within the precincts of the Kamaksi Amman temple, where
several forms of Skanda and Ganesa may be found.
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ages to Varadaraja, albeit indispensable ones, in this episode and hence
simply considered to be there with him. Still, their mention clearly refers
to Varadaraja’s consorts Bhui and Peruntévi Tayar at the Varataraja Perumal
temple (see figure 6.8).26

Another episode from the Varadaraja myth also mentions a Ganesa at
Hastisaila, who is worshipped by the divine constructor Vi§vakarman be-
fore preparing the grounds for Brahma’s sacrifice (KM(V) 10.47ab). No fur-
ther attention is paid to him,?®® reflecting the text’s streamlined emphasis
on Visnu’s manifestations, their abodes and myths, with all other deities be-
ing mostly supplementary. Kamaksi thus remains the only goddess to be
specifically allocated a place in the text.

Saiva sites are mapped in a small number in the Vaisnava Mahatmya
(see figure 6.8). Each of the episodes referring to Siva in the KM(V) has
a unique setting but often exemplifies a general constructed antagonistic
relation between Visnu and Siva. This is partly expressed through a con-
frontation of specific manifestations of the two deities. In particular, the
Narasimha and Sarabha motif that is part of the Narasimha narrative cycle
illustrates a Vaisnava-Saiva opposition. While the Saiva Kaficimahatmya
links a Vaisnava site to a sivalinga nearby, the KM(V), less consistently but
in a conceptually similar way, seems to narratively link a form of Siva to a
manifestation of Visnu in its vicinity. Most distinctly, this connection can be
seen with regard to Visnu as Candrakhanda (Nilattinkaltunta Perumal) and
Ekamranatha (Ekamparanatar), whose sites are found next to each other
at the Ekamparanatar temple (see below). Like Visnu’s abodes, the Saiva
places are located in reference to the focal point of the narrative cycle of

262 Thelocal forms of the wives of the main deity Varadaraja, Bhii and Laksmi, are
thought of as one in the temple (Ute Husken, pers. comm., February 2021). The
goddess Bhu does not have a separate shrine with a mulamurti, a stationary
image, at the temple, only a festival image (utsavamurti) at the sanctum sanc-
torum. Laksmi/ Tayar, in turn, has both a shrine in the third prakara (Peruntévi
Tayar) and a festival image in the sanctum sanctorum.

263 There is, though, a particular Ganesa found in the Varataraja Perumal temple.
He is depicted with his trunk turned rightwards and accordingly called Daksi-
navartavinayaka (Vinayaka (Ganesa) [with his trunk] wound rightwards) in
Sanskrit. His shrine (Valampuri Vinayakar) is found in the second prakara.
In the Saiva Mahatmya, the story of Daksinavartavinayaka is told at some
length (KM(S) ch. 6; see pp. 129-130) and he is also mentioned among the sites
in the space Hariksetra in the KV (2.9-10b) where the linked myth refers to
Brahma worshipping him for an unobstructed asvamedha—just as indicated in
the KM(V). When considering the details about Daksinavartavinayaka from the
KV, it is likely that the Vaisnava text refers to the same mythical event without
mentioning the specific name of Ganesa.
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Fig. 6.8 Non-Vaisnava sacred places in Kanchi in the KM(V). Sivalingas are marked orange, Goddesses—green.
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which their story is part. This centralised location pattern applies to the
rather incidentally mentioned sivalingas, which appear in the narrative
cycle presided over by Narasimha, such as Sarabhes$a (identification un-
certain; KM(V) 13.15-16b), residing northwest of Hastisaila and introduced
as counterpart of Visnu as Astabhuja,?®* and Satyanatha (Satyanatasvami;
KM(V) 3.68-71b), located northwest of Hasti$aila.?%®> Also in the Narasimha
narrative cycle, another linga in the region is mentioned. This is said to
be located next to a tirtha called Anantasaras, at a distance of 2 yojanas in
the area northeast of Hasti$aila. This linga can be identified with the Puta-
purisvarar temple at Sriperumbudur (KM(V) 10.41-45b).2¢ It illustrates the
spatial extent of the area considered to belong to Kafici in the Mahatmya.
A more balanced idea of the Visnu-Siva relation is found with regard
to Siva as Kailasanayaka (Kailacanatar), said to be located southwest of
Kamakostha. A narrative about king Virocana and his sons links him to
Visnu as Vaikunthanayaka (Vaikunta Perumal), said to be situated north-
west of Hastisaila (KM(V) ch. 30).2%7 In this case, the connection between
the deities is not established spatially but through their names. Both names
bear the designation of the respective deity’s heavenly abode—Kailasa for
Siva, Vaikuntha for Visnu. Thus, this last chapter of the Mahatmya’s main
part does not emphasise an explicit Vaisnava outlook. Siva and Visnu are

264 Inshort, the demons visit Siva staying at Srisaila to enlist him to kill Narasimha,
who is watching Brahma’s sacrifice. Siva creates the half-lion half-bird creature
Sarabha to counter Narasimha. As one counteraction, Visnu manifests as the
eight-armed Astabhuja to fight Sarabha himself, who then surrenders as soon
as he sees Visnu (KM(V) 12.50-13.16). In Saiva mythologies from the Puranas,
Sarabha is created to fight Visnu’s avatara Narasimha (S’ivapurdna, Satarudra-
samhita 10-12). This specific opposition is also reflected in the KM(V) but in the
Vaisnava interpretation.

265 The demons worship Siva as Satyanatha to acquire his help in fighting Nara-
simha; this, however, is unsuccessful. Satyanatasvami is one of five sites in
Kanchi sung by the Saiva Nayanmar, a Patal Perra Stalam. In the Saiva Mahat-
mya, the site is intimately linked to its surroundings in the southeast of Kanchi,
which are called Satyavrataksetra—the strong Visnu-oriented designation used
in the Vaisnava text to denote the larger area around Kaficl.

266 The Putapurisvarar temple islocated close to the Atikécavar Perumal temple at
SriPerumbudur, whose temple tank is called Anantacaras.

267 The first part involves the king Virocana and his wife, who turn to worship-
ping Siva in order to have their wish for sons fulfilled. As they are not able to
go to Siva’s abode at Mount Kailasa, they come to Kaficl. This explains the ap-
pearance of Siva under the name Kailasanayaka (KM(V) 30.1-65b). The second
part deals with the king’s and queen’s sons, who go to Kaficl to offer an asva-
medha to Visnu. The god shows them his heaven Vaikuntha and stays in Kafici
as Vaikunthanayaka (KM(V) 30.65b-76).
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presented in a parallel as the highest object of worship without hierarch-
ising their relationship. The balanced notion is explicitly stated and Kafici—
or rather Kamakostha—is described as a place where people worship both
Siva and Visnu (KM(V) 30.17c-19; see section 6.3 for details). Furthermore,
the Kailacanatar and Vaikunta Perumal temples share a common history as
historical monuments marking the periphery of the expanding Pallava city
(Raman 1987, 66), which might be reflected in the spatial design in the KM(V)
(see section 6.5) and in the narrative that equally considers the Vaisnava and
Saiva sites.

In addition, the Vaisnava Mahatmya maps a few more Sivalingas in less
elaborate episodes. A set of three is found in one of the tirtha-chapters.
Starting from a myth partly set at Siddhatirtha (Ittacittitirttam; at the Kacca-
pésvarar temple), Siddhes§vara (Istasittisvarar), within the Kaccapésvarar
temple compound, Kacchapes$vara (Kaccapésvarar), and Gajesvara (Airava-
tisvarar) are introduced and said to be north, south and northeast of Siddha-
tirtha (KM(V) 6.71-76b). They seem to form a self-contained set of places
linked by their spatial closeness around Ittacittitirttam, which is founded
in the myth. Neither the tirthas nor the Sivalingas are mentioned again in
any other section in the KM(V). As has been highlighted above (see subsec-
tion 6.4.2), Siddhatirtha and the three lingas introduced in its story of ori-
gin, may present another reflection of the Mahatmya’s consideration of the
urban space in history, in this case of the Kaccapésvarar temple in a central
position within the larger urban layout.2®®

As the only form of Siva in the Vaisnava text, Ekamranatha is acknow-
ledged as an inseparable characteristic of KaficT’s sacred geography. His
place, where he is said to reside together with Kamaksi, is explicitly men-
tioned in the list among Visnu’s abodes that were rediscovered in the later
era (KM(V) ch. 29; see n. 241). This recognition clearly separates Ekamra-
natha from other Saiva sites in Kaficl. Ekamranatha’s myth is spatially set
in Kamakostha and told rather extensively and closely intertwined with

268 Another three lingas are mentioned in the very last chapter of the text, which
forms a sort of appendix. These sites are framed as places of Siva in Kaficy,
which are said to be eighteen (KM(V) 32.20c-21b). The number is supposedly
intended to mirror the sets of the eighteen abodes of Visnu and the eight-
een tirthas introduced in the main part of the text. However, only Vrsabhesa
(identification uncertain) at the banks of the Palar river, Punyakotisa (Punniya-
kottisvarar), and Santisa (identification uncertain) are mentioned. Why spe-
cifically these sites are included is not clear and the entire chapter has a dis-
tinctly different character than the rest of the text. It refers to the Punyakoti-
vimana—Varadaraja’s heavenly chariot—but is otherwise free of Vaisnava ref-
erences.
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the narrative about Kamaksi, who is understood as Ekamranatha’s consort
(KM(V) ch. 23-25). It features Visnu in a decisive role and includes the
narrative element about Visnu manifesting as Candrakhanda (Nilattinkal-
tunta Perumal).?®® In terms of both content and space, Vamana residing
at the cave in Kamakostha is the reference point, Kamaksi takes her abode
not far from him and then builds a linga of sand in his northwestern direc-
tion. Where Parvati worships the linga, there the single mango-tree, Candra-
khanda, the moon-crested Visnu, and Ekamranatha appear (KM(V) ch. 24).
While Ekamranatha is particularly connected to Candrakhanda through
their spatial proximity—Ekamparanatar in the sanctum sanctorum of the
temple, Nilattinkaltunta Perumal in the first prakara—, the overall spatial
alignment still points to the cave at Kimakostha and thus to Vamana as the
presiding deity of the relevant larger narrative cycle.

As the discussion above demonstrates, the approach of the KM(V) to non-
Vaisnava sites is largely one of selective ignorance. Overall, few of these
sacred places are mentioned (see figure 6.8), but those that are included are
explicitly pinpointed, as are the abodes of Visnu and the tirthas. For several
of these sites, the reason for their consideration seems apparent, even if the
places are merely a side note. One aspect may be the inclusion of the asso-
ciated characters in the well-known Puranic narratives, which are locally
adapted to unfold in Kafici and reflect its sacred landscape. For example,
the mention of the Sivalingas in the Narasimha narrative cycle constructs
an active antagonism between Visnu and Siva, and the characters associ-
ated with them. In particular, the stories featuring Narasimha express this
relation that is inherent to the Puranic Narasimha motif in general.

With Ekamranatha’s and Kamaksr’s intertwined myth, a second element
comes into play. The Vaisnava Kafictmahatmya contains a version of these
local Saiva and Sakta mythologies and details it at some length in three
chapters. The elements of Visnu countering Siva and Visnu as decisive
agency still find a reflection, but the framing clearly points to the object-
ive of telling Ekamranatha’s and Kamaksr’s myth of origin. At the end of
the shared myth, there is even a phalasruti statement on the benefit of see-
ing and being seen (darsana) by Ekamranatha and Kamaksi (KM(V) 25.44c-
45). Notes on the power of deities or efficacy of sites other than tirthas are
not a common element in the KM(V), wherefore this Saiva-Sakta praise is

269 For a comparative analysis of the different versions of the Ekamranatha myth
from the three Sanskrit Mahatmyas and other Sanskrit and Tamil texts, see
Schier 2018, 73-96. For a summary of Ekamranatha’s story from the KM(V),
see subsection 3.3.3, for details on Visnu’s manifestations as Candrakhanda, see
subsection 6.4.1.
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worth a note. Still, the following and concluding verse again emphasises the
agency of Visnu as Vamana (KM(V) 25.46) as if to remind of the actual acting
power. The Vaisnava text thus unequivocally acknowledges the existence
and myths of both Ekamranatha and Kamaksl. This can be read as consid-
eration of the significance of Kanchi’s most prominent Saiva and Sakta sites.
With the Vaisnava interpretation of their myths, the KM(V) then attempts to
establish a Vaisnava-infused interpretative sovereignty, which exists in par-
allel to the renditions from the other Mahatmyas.

Moreover, in my view, the different approaches towards the non-Vaisnava
deities in the KM(V) represent a recognition of the spatial relations in the
urban and religious layout in Kanchi, and a negotiation of space. With re-
gard to the southeast of Kanchi, where the Narasimha narrative cycle and
especially Varadaraja’s myth are spatially oriented, there seems to be an
increased attention to documenting a Vaisnava affiliation. In this part of
Kafici, Varadaraja, who occupies a highlighted position in the text, resides
at HastiSaila. Consequently, his surroundings are given a strong Vaisnava
connotation. This notion corresponds to the historical layout of the city,
including the former settlement of Attiyur, which was centred around the
Varataraja Perumal temple there (Raman 1975, 3). To this day, the southeast-
ern part of Kanchi is particularly associated with the Vaisnava tradition and
called Vishnu-Kanchi (for details, see section 2.3 and figure 2.2). Moreover,
the tendency in the stories towards a confrontational attitude to the Saiva
tradition and its sites in that area could be interpreted as a reflection of
the distinct Vaisnava association of the southeast of Kanchi. With regard to
the central / northwestern part of Kanchi, in turn, the context differs. The
Vaisnava tradition, as represented through the KM(V), has marked its spe-
cific territory across the city around the Varataraja Perumal temple, where-
fore it might be less incisive to make an interpretative concession with re-
gard to the area around Kamaks1 and Ekamranatha. The interpretation as
a shared space is suggested by the KM(V) itself, which characterises Kama-
kostha, corresponding to the centre and northwest of Kanchi, as a space
where both Visnu and Siva are worshipped in Kafici.?’ Importantly, how-
ever, the fundamental assignment of Kaficl as Visnu’s domain is not called
into question in this context but is supplemented for the central / northwest-
ern part of the city where Ekamranatha—and Kamaksi—reside.

270 Since Kamaksiis considered as Ekamranatha’s consort and not as an independ-
ent goddess in the KM(V), she is apparently not taken into account in the spatial
assignment.
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6.5 A Reflection of Urban and Religious History

While the scaling and interpretation of the spaces in the Vaisnava Karict-
mahatmya is largely based on mythology-based aspects—the dimension of
Satyavrataksetra as the main exception—their positioning and the arrange-
ment of the places within the narrative cycles seem to trace historical devel-
opments of Kanchi’s urban and religious landscape. It is particularly worth-
while to compare the temporality of the texts with local history when look-
ing at the Vaisnava Mahatmya. Here, temporality is a structuring aspect,
whereas in the other two Mahatmyas on Kanchi the stories about the sacred
places are organised according to geographical factors. The Vaisnava text
evidently addresses central stages of the urban development in its outline
and spatial design of Kafict’s sacred landscape. Evidently, the text post-dates
the historical developments alluded to in the myths and offers an interpret-
ation of them to document a particular perspective on Kanchi’s religious
landscape. The text’s ahistorical framing contributes to an impression of au-
thority in relation to the interpretation of Kaficl and its sacred sites, which
consolidates the perspective of the Mahatmya.

Varadaraja takes centre stage in the Vaisnava text. This perspective
relates to Kanchi’s religious landscape in which the Varataraja Perumal
temple has become the most important Vaisnava site in Kanchi today. From
the eleventh century onwards the temple gained prominence through its
first substantial expansion and its connection with the principal preceptors
of the Srivaisnavas such as Ramanuja (Raman 1975, 56, 88). The shift of at-
tention within the local Vaisnava community in favour of this temple took
then place in the fourteenth century, when the significance of the Varataraja
Perumal temple began to exceed that of the Ulakalanta Perumal, Yatdkta-
kari Perumal, and Pantavatita Perumal temples (Nagaswamy 2011, 5-6, 34,
43-44; Raman 1975, 60).%"*

All four of these sites rank among the oldest Vaisnava temples in Kanchi-
puram (Raman 1992, 43) and are featured prominently in the Vaisnava
Karicimahatmya. The three highlighted Visnus in the text are Varadaraja,
Trivikrama, and Pandavaduta, which are located at the three spaces within
Kafic1 where the focal points are positioned. They reflect the multifocal
spatial arrangement not only of the KM(V) but also of Kanchi’s religious

271 The shift of focus in favour of the Varataraja Perumal temple is evidenced by
the distribution of inscriptions dating from Vijayanagara times (Nagaswamy
2011, 6, 34).
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Fig. 6.9 Central Vaisnava temples in formerly individual settlements in Kanchi that correspond to focal points in the KM(V).
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landscape. These three sites correspond to three temples that were central
(Vaisnava) places in individual settlements that emerged around temples
as centres of religious activities—and spatial markers—with the rise of the
Bhakti movement and coalesced during the Chola period (Srivatsan 1992,
103; Veluthat 1979; Raman 1987, 67; Stein 2022, 301; see section 2.3): the
Varataraja Perumal temple in the southeast of today’s city is located in the
former village of Attiyur, which was independent of Kanchi until the thir-
teenth century (Raman 1975, 3; Stein 2022, 297); the Ulakalanta Perumal
temple is located in the oldest urban core, which later became the north-
western part of the city; and the Pantavatita Perumal temple further west
is situated in the former settlement of Padagam (Raman 1987, 67; see fig-
ure 6.9).272

The Yatoktakari Perumal temple was also the centre of a formerly indi-
vidual settlement, Tiruvehka (Raman 1987, 67). In the times of the Alvars
(sixth-ninth century), Yatoktakari Perumal (called Vekka) appears to have
been more prominent than Varataraja Perumal (Raman 1975, 59). Based on
Kanchi’s history, one could thus assume that the site of Yathoktakari is also
constructed as a focal point of its own space in the text, or even instead of
Varadaraja. However, this would not be compatible with the general outline
of the KM(V), which conceives Varadaraja at the centre and subordinates
the other Vaisnava places in Kanchi to him. Yathoktakari is instead given
a more prominent position in Varadaraja’s narrative, which sets him apart
from the other of Visnu’s manifestations in that myth.

Moreover, YathoktakarT’s spatial position seems to be of relevance in the
interpretation of KaficT’s sacred landscape in the KM(V). He is included in
Varadaraja’s myth and said to be situated in the space designed for the myth,
Brahma’s sacrificial hall. Accordingly, his affiliation with Varadaraja is
strong. When one considers the urban development of Kanchi, the Yatokta-
kari Perumal temple formed the eastern boundary of the oldest urban core
in its southern parts (Nagaswamy 2011, 5-6). It thus belonged to another
settlement unit before Attiyur became a part of Kanchi. Yathoktakar?’s as-
sociation in the Mahatmya can thus be read as a connecting element to tie

Varadaraja to Kaficiin its entirety or, conversely, Kaficl to Varadaraja in view

272 The Yatoktakari, Ulakalanta, and Pantavatiita Perumal temples further share
an iconographic similarity, as the image of the main deity in the sanctum sanc-
torum is huge and made of stucco (Raman 1992, 43-44). Visnu is depicted re-
clining as Yatoktakari Perumal, standing as Ulakalanta Perumal, and sitting as
Pantavatata Perumal (Nagaswamy 2011, 7). They reflect three of the four stand-
ard forms of Visnu in the Srivaisnava iconography, namely reclining, sitting,
standing, striding (Narayanan 1985, 56).
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of the spatial arrangement of the sacred sites.?’> The interpretation of the
spatial aspects goes hand in hand with the hierarchisation of the Vaisnava
sites in the KM(V) to consolidate a process—traced through the evolution of
the narratives and the references to historical developments—from which
Varadaraja has emerged as the most significant of all sites in Kaficl. Convey-
ing precisely this perspective on Kanchi’s religious landscape is the essence
of the Vaisnava Mahatmya. The dissemination of such a perspective was
certainly also in the interest of people in the milieu of the Varataraja Peru-
mal temple, the presumed compilers of the KM(V).

Aspects oflocal history also seem to be reflected in the sequence of Visnus
appearing in the KM(V). In the text, Narasimha appears first (KM(V) ch. 3)
and Varadaraja much later (KM(V) ch. 17). Similarly, Visnu as Yathoktakar1
(KM(V) ch. 15) appears before Varadaraja. On the site of the Varataraja Peru-
mal temple, the shrine of Narasimha (Yoka Naracimma Perumal) was more
prominent in earlier times, while Varadaraja gained popularity from the
eleventh century onwards (Nagaswamy 2011, 137). The same applies to the
Yatoktakari Perumal temple (see above), whose significance is thus woven
into the temporal framework of the Mahatmya.

Another setup considering historical spatial developments may be found
in the narrative about Vaikunthanayaka (Vaikunta Perumal) and Siva as
Kailasanayaka (Kailacanatar; KM(V) ch. 30). It seems to capture the urban
layout of Kanchi established in the Pallava era (sixth-ninth century). The
Pallavas changed the spatial outline of their capital by expanding the pre-
vious urban core—the area around the Ulakalanta Perumal temple framed
by the four Rajavithis—first to the west (Kailacanatar) and later to the east
(Vaikunta Perumal) while adhering to a specific pattern (Srivatsan 1992,
103; Stein 2021, 63-68, 121, fig. 38). Both built in the eighth century, the
Kailacanatar came to be the western limit and the Vaikunta Perumal temple
the eastern limit of the Pallava city (Raman 1987, 66).274

273 Other examples of these linking elements are the story about Hemambhoja-
tirtha (Porramarai Kulam; second and eastern temple tank at the Varataraja
Perumal temple; KM(V) 5.11c-12, ch. 22) and the passage describing Garuda-
seva (KM(V) ch. 27), the Varadaraja procession through Kanchi during the an-
nual festival of the Varataraja Perumal temple. Both are initially set in the space
of Kamakostha, corresponding to the central part of Kanchi, but then expand to
the site of Varadaraja in the southeast as if to strengthen the bond of the latter
to Kaficl (see subsection 6.4.2).

274 On the architecture and history of the two temples, see n. 40 and the sources
cited therein.
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Their location in the historical urban layout could explain why the Saiva
site is included alongside Visnu’s abode in the KM(V) in the same story,
which gives equal attention to both sites without overtly hierarchising them.
Vaikunthanayaka and Kailasanayaka appear to be used as bounding spa-
tial markers to locate an area in Kafici where Siva is considered equivalent
to Visnu. In the KM(V), this area corresponds to Kamakostha. It is char-
acterised as a place where both Visnu and Siva are worshipped—in pre-
cisely the myth about Vaikunthanayaka and Kailasanayaka (KM(V) 30.17c-
19)—and forms the space where the myth of Ekamranatha is set (see sub-
section 6.4.4). Consequently, the presence of the Saiva tradition and its
sites in Kaficl is recognised but, importantly, conceptually fixed to one area
bound by Vaikunthanayaka and Kailasanayaka. It thus does not call into
question the fundamental Vaisnava interpretation of Kaficl. When consid-
ering today’s city, the Vaikunta Perumal and Kailacanatar temples still frame
Shiva-Kanchi, the northwestern part of Kanchi (see figure 6.10).

The allusions to Kanchi’s urban space and religious landscape through
history are a particular feature of the Vaisnava Mahatmya. These allu-
sions strengthen the local anchoring and a Varadaraja-centric perspective
on the religious (Vaisnava) landscape of Kanchi. While both the Saiva Karici-
mahatmya and the Kamakstvilasa orient their layout towards the geography
of Kanchi’s religious landscape, the KM(V) instead aligns its spatial layout
primarily with the mythological stories, which in turn underpin a particular
interpretation of local spatial history. Referring to local particularities, the
KM(V), though, does not trace the selected historical developments in terms
of a chronicle; the timeframe is the mythical past and the mythological nar-
ratives are the conceptual framework. This Mahatmya-typical temporality
projects a certain authority concerning the described design of KaficT’s sac-
red landscape that presents Kaficl as a place of Visnu and Varadaraja as the
most important among the Vaisnava sites. Expressed through the emphasis
on the evolutionary aspect in the myths, the interpretation of Kaficr’s sacred
landscape in the KM(V) emphasises a changeability and dynamism. Both
elements characterise the history of the religious landscape of the city, and
the KM(V) seems to address selected developments to underpin a perspect-
ive that documents the superior position of the Varataraja Perumal temple
among all other (Vaisnava) places in Kanchi.
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6.6 In a Nutshell

The design of KaficT’s sacred geography in the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya is
predominantely guided by Vaisnava myths. The dimensionality and inter-
pretation of the spaces, the arrangement and selection of sacred sites, and
the idea of Kafici are all based on the evolution of the myths. With its focus
on the unfolding of the narratives—in particular those framed in the four
narrative cycles—a prospective approach is expressed. This means that sac-
red places are conceptually considered non-existent before their story of
origin is told and their location is determined at the end. As a result, the
Vaisnava text remains largely at a level of mythology and only makes con-
nections to geography in isolated instances, when it locates sacred sites at
the end of the myths. In this approach, the KM(V) differs from both the Saiva
Kafictimahatmya and Kamakstvilasa with their geography-based layouts. In
the Vaisnava Mahatmya, the link to the local settings is instead established
by way of references to the spatial and thus also religious aspects of the
urban history. Through the arrangement of the narratives and the spatial
design, allusions to most fundamental stages of urban evolution are made.
By referencing to the extent of the Pallava-era city and tracing the growth of
the city when individual temple-centred settlements grew to join the urban
nucleus in Chola times, the text most fundamentally aims to consolidate an
arrangement with Varadaraja—and thus the Varataraja Perumal temple-as
the central Vaisnava site in the city. Since the selection of places considered
in the KM(V) is largely limited to Vaisnava places, the text seems to be in-
tended for the Vaisnava community rather than for the representatives and
followers of other Hindu traditions. This only emphasises the assumption
that the KM(V) originated in the milieu of the Varataraja Perumal temple,
whose administrative and priestly exponents as well as affiliated institu-
tions would have had the greatest interest in documenting and promoting
such a design of KaficT’s sacred landscape.

Spatially embedded into Satyavrataksetra, the area that carries Kaficr’s
assigned Vaisnava character into the region, the KM(V) focuses on Vaisnava
sites—or rather on the different forms of Visnu that take their abode in
Kaficl in the course of the text. As the Mahatmya itself states, eighteen
Visnus in Kaficl are presented, mirrored by a set of eighteen sacred water
bodies. With the selection of the eighteen, the KM(V) covers most of the ma-
jor Vaisnava sites in Kanchi. The eighteen Visnus are arranged in concen-
trically constructed spaces in Kaficl with a focal point and a spatial focus
that shifts from the southeast of Kanchi to the northwest in the course of
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the text. Three orientation points—most prominently HastiSaila—serve to
locate other sacred sites located in the same area or are conceptually con-
nected to it through myths. In addition, the form of Visnu that is considered
the most significant in a narrative cycle and the related area is at the centre,
at the focal point, of the space to which it spatially belongs. There are three
of these sites, Varadaraja, Trivikrama, and Pandavaduta, They can be iden-
tified with the Varataraja Perumal, Ulakalanta Perumal, and Pantavatita
Perumal temples, which were centres of individual settlements before the
formerly different parts of Kanchi grew together in an agglomerative man-
ner (Raman 1987, 67; Stein 2022, 297, 301). In spite of its focus on Vaisnava
sites, the conceptual design with several centres reflects the polycentric sac-
red and religious landscape of Kanchi that is grounded in the history of the
city.

The overall focus in the Vaisnava text is on Varadaraja. This orientation is
reflected structurally by the extensiveness of his myth, references to him in
narratives set in other spaces within Kafici, and a chapter with a story about
his abode and the annual festival with its different processions celebrating
Varadaraja. Deities other than Visnu are rather a side note in the KM(V). The
exceptions are Ekamranatha and Kamaksi—both located at the other end of
Kanchi away from Varadaraja—and Kailasanayaka, presumably given the
position of the Kailacanatar temple as spatial marker in an urbanising city
in Pallava times. With Ekamranatha, the Vaisnava text acknowledges the
significance of the Saiva traditions in Kanchi and even terms Kamakostha,
corresponding to the central / northwestern part of the city, as a place ofboth
Visnu and Siva. In essence, however, the Vaisnava Kafictmahatmya repres-
ents a selective-interpretative Vaisnava design of the sacred space of Kanchi,
reflecting the multifocal arrangement of the Vaisnava religious landscape
and consolidating an interpretation in which Varadaraja outshines them all.



7 Comparative and Concluding
Reflections

With around a dozen Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas and Tamil Talapuranams,
Kanchipuram has received a particularly large number of glorifying texts,
reflecting the importance of the city (Buchholz 2022, 11). The range of texts
also testifies to Kanchi’s pluralistic religious landscape. As the analysisin the
earlier chapters has shown, the three of the Sanskrit texts discussed in this
book, the Saiva Kaficimahatmya (KM(S)), the Kamaksivilasa (KV), and the
Vaisnava Karictmahatmya (KM(V)), offer parallel but not temporally concur-
rent perspectives; on that account it may be said that they refer to and rep-
resent the diachronic aspect of the historical place of Kanchipuram and its
space. Taking a broader perspective of Kaficl’s sacred geography, the Sthala-
mahatmyas reflect a Saiva, a Vaisnava, and a Sakta outlook. They thus rep-
resent the three predominant religious traditions co-existing in and shaping
the city since centuries (Husken 2017; Srinivasan 1979, 231-279; Seshadri
2003, 29-39).

While the sectarian angle is the dominant factor with regard to the fram-
ing of Kaficl as Saiva, Sakta, or Vaisnava as well as the selection of places in-
cluded in them, the texts vary significantly in their interpretation of Kaficr’s
sacred space and the extent and manner they relate to the local geography,
religious landscape, and history. Yet, as the comparative discussion demon-
strates, certain similarities get highlighted as well. Firstly, they concern the
origin stories about individual places: across the three texts, one and the
same narrative or motif is often linked to one and the same place irrespec-
tive of the sectarian affiliation of the text.”’”*> Secondly, there are common-
alities in the area of spatial interpretation, as the following two sections on
the region and the city underscore. Finally, the detailed analysis of the three
texts demonstrates their firm grounding in the historical city. The locations
of the existing—both natural and man-made—sites such as rivers, cities,
temples, shrines, and sacred water bodies (tirthas), clearly form common

275 For specific examples, see 3.3.4 and also the summaries of the myths of origin
of the deities Ekamranatha, Kamaksi, and Varadaraja and their role and inter-
pretation across the texts in sections 3.3.1, 3.3.2, and 3.3.3.
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reference points and provide structuring elements to the individual layouts
of Kaficl showcased in the Sthalamahatmyas.

The diversity of the Sthalamahatmya texts allows for a cross-textual ap-
proach to the varied notions of Kaficr’s sacred geography. While the earlier
chapters (4, 5, and 6) have explored, independently of each other, the three
different concepts of Kafici found in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya, the Kamaksi-
vilasa, and the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya, this chapter will interconnect the
findings by looking into some select features of Kanchi and the region. Re-
versing the approach used in the earlier chapters, where each sectarian iter-
ation of Kanchi was investigated separately, the present analysis starts from
the historical city and region, the history, the (regional) physical geography,
and the city’s religious landscape, and then draws on the ideas found in the
texts to present a concise and interlocking reflection.

The depictions of Kafici from the Sthalamahatmyas take into account as-
pects of geography, urban history, spatiality, and the religious landscape of
Kanchi. While the texts present myths about the origin of these sacred sites
set in a mythical past, they refer to existing temples, shrines and water bod-
ies and seem to interpret the religious landscape of the city as it might have
looked in times before the texts were composed. As may be seen across the
texts, most of the places mentioned in the Sthalamahatmyas may be identi-
fied with extant historical sites and may still to be found in the present-day
modern city.?’® The parallel literary landscapes of Kaficl laid out in the texts
thus closely correspond to the geography and religious landscape existing
in the physically tangible world. They may be viewed as examples of what
Melanie Conroy calls a realist geography, a fictional or imagined landscape
that largely overlaps with the geographical one, with places mentioned in
the text(s) corresponding to historical sites of the same name and at the same
locations (2021, 8). In the words of Edward Soja (1996), such places are real-
and-imagined; they are conceptually a blending of the physically tangible
sites and mental conceptions about them. In Kanchi’s Sthalamahatmyas,
the physical local and regional geography and structures of the religious
landscape clearly serve as a basis for the interpretation of Kafici as sacred
space.

276 There are different reasons why a place mentioned in the text cannot be iden-
tified with a historical site, see subsection 1.3.2 for a discussion on this issue.
For comprehensive lists of the places from the three Sthalamahatmyas and in-
formation on the historical sites they can be identified with, see the appendix;
for such a list of only the Sivalingas from the KM(S), see Buchholz 2025.
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Regional Contextualisation

For many centuries, Kanchi was a seat of power connected to several king-
doms. The clearest association of the city with a specific region as its own
sphere of influence may be found during the rule of the Pallava dynasty
(sixth-ninth century CE) when its kings ruled from Kanchi. In that period
Kanchi was the capital of the kingdom and not one centre of power among
many as under the Chola (tenth-thirteenth century) and the Vijayanagara
sovereignty (fourteenth-seventeenth century; Mahalingam 1969). The area
ruled by the Pallavas may be identified as Tondaimandalam. This region
stretched between the Bay of Bengal in the east, the Then Pennai river in the
south, the Kallar river in the west, and the Swarnamukhi river in the north
(Mahalingam 1969, 2—4; Srinivasan 1979, 7; see visualisation in figure 7.1).
The cross-textual analysis then yields the following interesting findings: all
three of Kanchi’s Sthalamahatmyas attest to the association of Kaficl with a
region of this spread and all three notions of KaficT’s region roughly corres-
pond to the spatial reach of Tondaimandalam as visualised in figure 7.1.

To start with the larger framing, the element common to the spatial con-
cepts from the KM(S), the KV, and the KM(V) is the initial geographical con-
textualisation of Kafici with a surrounding region as its sphere of influence.
While the KV outlines a multilayered design of several areas of decreasing
size surrounding Kafici, there is only one space each in the KM(S) and the
KM(V) to delineate the area (ksetra) surrounding Kafici. The characterisa-
tion of the regional space differs between the three Sthalamahatmyas in line
with their sectarian outlook: the KM(S) associates it with Siva, the KV links it
with Kamaksi, and the KM(V) understands it as systematised by the Vaisnava
worldview (see sections 4.2, 5.2, and 6.2). Yet all three texts agree on the
spread and position of the area they identify as belonging to Kafici (see fig-
ure 7.1277). Furthermore, across the texts, Kaficl is defined as the centre of
the regional space(s), partly explicitly, partly implicitly; the Vaisnava text
even indicates a specific location in Kaficl, namely Hastisaila, the abode of
Visnu as Varadaraja, as the centre point of the regional space (KM(S) 4.6-9a;
KM(V) 2.37-41Db, 4.10c-11b, 10.5).

The modelling on the historical Tondaimandalam is quite clear in the
KV, which defines an area called Tundiramandala—a Sanskrit equivalent

277 The visualisations of spaces described in the texts on a map can only ever be
an approximation as temporal, that is, non-fixed, length units are used in the
Sthalamahatmyas (see subsection 1.3.3).
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to Tondaimandalam—of similar dimensions (see section 5.2 and figure 7.1).
In the KM(S) and the KM(V), in contrast, there is no direct allusion to the his-
torical region. The dimensionality of the regional space—called Satyavrata-
ksetra—in the Vaisnava text might still be implicitly referring to Tondaiman-
dalam. This Sthalamahatmya structurally seems to address local historical
developments, such as the evolution of Kanchi’s urban space and the shift
of attention in the local Vaisnava communities in favour of the Varataraja
Perumal temple (Nagaswamy 2011, 5-6, 34, 43-44; see section 6.5). It is
therefore plausible that Satyavrataksetra is modelled on the historical re-
gion Tondaimandalam. Besides, another noteworthy detail becomes ap-
parent when comparing the conception of Kaficl’s regional space from the
KM(V) and the KM(S). With a diameter of ten yojanas, the extent of Satya-
vrataksetra corresponds to the dimension of the regional space, Kaficl-
ksetra, in the Saiva text, which is five yojanas in radius (KM(V) 2.37-41b,
4.10c-11b, 10.5; 4.6-9a; KM(S) 4.8).

The tracing of Tondaimandalam in all three Sthalamahatmyas and the
shared details point to a prevailing notion of the regional space as associ-
ated with Kanchi and the city with this surrounding area. By referring to
the historical region, which probably most aptly stands for the political and
historical significance of Kanchi as a centre of power, the texts tie in with
a conception of Kanchi as the sole dominant place in the region. Concep-
tually, this centred layout is particularly well framed in the KM(S) and the
KM(V) in which the region seems to be conceived as a circle with Kaficl at
its centre. As the Pallava times were formative centuries with regard to the
urban outline of the city (Raman 1987, 66-68; Stein 2021, 63-68) and in view
of Kanchi’s central position in the region in this period, the city’s connec-
tion with this particular regional concept seems to be especially strong and
expresses particularly well Kanchi’s significance in history.

Another noteworthy element that becomes apparent by the comparative
perspective is how rivers and hills function as spatial landmarks across the
Sthalamahatmyas. Both are natural markers of the landscape; rivers serve
as easily recognisable linear spatial demarcations and elevations are par-
ticularly prominent in largely flat terrain such as that surrounding Kanchi.
The most distinct example of a hill to which significance is attached in the
texts is HastiSaila (Hastigiri). It is conceived as centre point of the regional
space in the Vaisnava text (KM(V) 2.37-41b, 4.10c-11b, 10.5) and stands for
the abode of Varadaraja, the most significant among Visnu’s manifestations
in Kafcl in the KM(V). The Kamakstvilasa similarly acknowledged the im-
portance of HastiSaila as Varadaraja’s abode and includes a separate myth
detailing its origin (KV ch. 3). With a view to today’s perception, the idea of
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Varadaraja residing on the hill is upheld at the Varataraja Perumal temple,
as the central two-storey building housing the sanctum sanctorum on its
first floor is understood as a hill (Raman 1975, 44-45).

As for the rivers, several traverse Kanchi. In the contemporary city, the
most prominent ones are the channel Manjalneer Kalvai, the Vegavathi, a
northern sidearm of the Palar, and the Palar itself. While being seasonal
watercourses, the Vegavathi and Palar rivers in particular are distinct to-
pographical markers of Kanchi’s space (see section 2.1 and figure 2.1). The
geographical localisation and spatial demarcation by way of rivers is a com-
mon feature of the three Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi. The KV indicates four
rivers to delineate the largest regional space, Tundiramandala (KV 1.11-32;
see section 5.2), while both the Saiva and the Vaisnava text list seven rivers
each that characterise the space they define as the city Kafici (KM(S) 3.78c-
80b; KM(V) 4.29-31b; see sections 4.2 and 6.2). In the two latter texts, it has
not yet been possible to identify some of the rivers, therefore their function
as spatial markers of the spatial extent of Kaficl cannot be fully assessed.
Corresponding to the contemporary topography, most attention among the
identified rivers from the KM(S) and the KM(V) is paid to the Manjalneer
Kalvai, the Vegavathi, and the Palar. These watercourses are not only lis-
ted as topographical features of Kaficl’s area but are also highlighted in the
texts’ myths.

Another river, called Kampa, deserves a separate discussion, as its de-
scriptions in the three texts seem to reveal details about the relative chrono-
logy of the Sthalamahatmyas. The Kampa is named in the KM(S) and KM(V)
among the rivers that characterise Kaficl (KM(S) 3.78¢c-80b; KM(V) 4.29-31D).
In the contemporary city, there prevails the perception that the river can be
identified with Kampaitirttam, the southern temple tank at the Ekampara-
natar temple; this tank is said to form the visible portion of the Kampa river
flowing underground (Schier 2018, 106). The Saiva and the Vaisnava text
agree on the nature of the Kampa and undoubtedly classify it as a river. In
contrast, the KV mentions it to be an invisible, dried-up watercourse (KV
9.7-9). Based on this difference, Kerstin Schier considers the Sakta Sthala-
mahatmya to refer to a changed geography; she assumes that one of the two
now dried-up rivers in Kanchi’s area was the Kampa and that the KV re-
cords its altered state (2018, 88, 88, n. 47).’® The fact that the Kampa was

278 Kerstin Schier bases her assessment on the analysis of the Ekamranatha myth
from different Sthalamahatmya texts. While the Kampa is an integral element
of the myth in the KM($) and the KM(V), appearing as a river intending to flood
the sand-linga Parvati has built to worship Siva, the river is not included in the
version from the Kamaksivilasa (Schier 2018, 80-90, 88).
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once a river—and presumably a significant one in the area—is also implied
in the KV, in which the explicit mention of its dried-up state serves as a re-
minder of its former role. I was not able to find any details yet on when
the Kampa river might have dried up. Still, the characterisation of the river
as a dried up watercourse in the KV and its absence in the text’s version of
Ekamranatha’s myth may indicate a later composition date of the text com-
pared to the other two Kaficimahatmyas, which describe it as a river (nadi)
and feature it as the locale of their versions of Ekamranatha’s myth (Schier
2018, 80-90, 88; see also section 4.2). This assessment is in line with other
arguments that suggest a late date of the Kamaksivilasa (see pp. 85-89 and
section 5.4). The description of local topographical features in the Sthala-
mahatmyas could therefore prove to be a relevant focus for future research
in order to correlate them with historical sources and thus attempt a relative
chronology, albeit not an exact dating, of the texts.?”’

Kanchi as an Urban Space

From the early centuries CE, Kanchi is documented as an urban settlement
with the Tamil poems Perumpandarruppatai (ca. second to fourth century
CE; Zvelebil 1974, 23; Wilden 2014, 8) and Manimeékalai (ca. 500 CE; Zvelebil
1995, 409) describing it as such. In the Pallava times, the city consisted of
the area around the Ulakalanta Perumal temple, which is marked by four
roads, the Rajavithis, and also includes the Kdmaksi Amman temple in the
present-day city (see the space framed in figure 2.8; Nagaswamy 2011, 2-3;
Raman 1987, 66; Stein 2021, 63-68; Srivatsan 1992, 102). Following this
stage, the city gradually expanded and merged with the surrounding set-
tlements that also centred around temples (Raman 1987, 67; Srivatsan 1992,

279 Kerstin Schier further notes that the Kampa river might have been one of the
rivers that caused floods in Kanchi (2018, 88, n. 47). In Ekamranatha’s myth
from the KM($) and KM(V), it is described how Siva sends a flood to arise in
the Kampa and the KM(V) also includes this motif (KM(S) 45.66-92; KM(V) ch.
25; see pp. 62-63 on Ekamranatha’s myth in the KM(S)). Besides, the river
Kampa (kampanadi) is praised in a separate phalasruti section in the Saiva text
(KM(S) 37.1.-21b). The flood motif is similarly found in the myth of Visnu as
Yathoktakar1 (for example KM(V) 14.1-16.22b) in which the Vegavatl appears
as a destructive flood that threatens to drown Kanchi. As David Shulman (1980,
55-77) shows, the mythological processing of the motif of a (destructive) flood
is widespread in Tamil mythologies and we see examples of this also in the
Talapuranams on Kanchi.
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103; Stein 2022, 297, 301). The agglomerative growth led to a polycentric
layout of the city and thus also of its religious landscape. The most distinct
marker of this arrangement is found in the distribution of Kanchi’s three
largest temples, the Varataraja Perumal temple at the southeastern end of
the city away from the other two major temples, the Ekamparanatar and
Kamaksi Amman (see figure 2.8). The area around the Varataraja Perumal
temple was once the independent village called Attiyur, which merged with
Kanchi in the thirteenth century (Stein 2022, 297). The Varataraja Perumal
temple subsequently rose to be the most important Vaisnava temple in the
entire city during the fourteenth century, surpassing in importance other
major Vaisnava sites such as the Ulakalanta Perumal, Yatoktakari Perumal,
and Pantavatiaita Perumal temples (Nagaswamy 2011, 5-6, 34, 43-44; Raman
1975, 60).

The idea of Kanchi as a city is also taken up in the Sthalamahatmya texts.
In detail, the manner in which the city is characterised is revealing. Most
space devoted to the description of the city is given in the Vaisnava text, in
which the myth of Varadaraja (KM(V) chs. 9-17) has the additional func-
tion of being the foundation myth of the city Kafict (Porcher 1985, 34; see
n. 227). In line with the overall temporal approach in the Vaisnava Sthala-
mahatmya, the text conceptually begins plotting Kaficl’s origin story at a
point when the city is considered to have not yet come into existence; there
isnothing there but a forest (KM(V) 10.12¢-10.13b) which serves as the myth-
ical setting for the city’s origin. My close analysis has revealed that develop-
ments in Kanchi’s religious landscape are addressed by the structural lay-
out of the KM(V). The transformations within the religious sphere accom-
panied changes in the urban layout, which are thus implied in the text as
well. One such example is the stories of Visnu Vaikunthanayaka (Vaikunta
Perumal) and Siva Kailasanayaka (Kailacanatar; KM(V) ch. 30), which are
linked with each other in the text. A look at the history of these two sites re-
veals a common feature; the Vaikunta Perumal and the Kailacanatar temple
are the most monumental sites from the Pallava era and marked the limits
of the royal capital at that time (Raman 1987, 66; 1992, 40-41, 44-45). The
Pallava era was formative for Kanchi’s urban development (Raman 1987,
66-68; Stein 2021, 63-68) and the KM(V) records both circumstances in its
stories. Another, and more defining example is the allusion to the multifocal
layout of the local Vaisnava religious landscape. The spatial configuration
is processed in the arrangement of the narrative cycles in which the text
is structured. The sites that form the focal points in these narrative cycles
correspond to central Vaisnava sites, the Varataraja Perumal, Ulakalanta
Perumal, and Pantavatita Perumal temples. These were central temples
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of the formerly independent settlements that gradually grew together after
the Pallava era to form an expanded city (Raman 1987, 66-68; Stein 2022,
297). This cluster-like arrangement is traced in the KM(V) through the ar-
rangement of the narratives, with the oldest and central Vaisnava sites in
each zone highlighted as focal sites in the text (see section 6.5).

The Vaisnava text further includes a chapter-length glorifying descrip-
tion of the city Kaficl (KM(V) ch. 4). Similar glorifying passages are found in
the KM(S), which evoke an ideal picture of a beautiful place with decorated
houses, gardens, pavilions, and ponds (KM(S) 42.9-15b; see section 4.2 and
pp. 101-106). Additionally, the Saiva text explicitly mentions Kaficl being a
city and—true to its sectarian outlook—characterises it as Siva’s. It concep-
tually starts out from Kaficl being an already existing city, thus adopting a
retrospective perspective and referring to a stable, coherent, and systematic
conception of the city and its sacred places at a certain point in time.

Such a retrospective approach is also taken by the Kamaksivilasa. The
simple idea of Kafici being a city seems to be taken for granted in this text.
The KV, however, glorifies in several passages and characterises in more de-
tail the idea of the city which belongs equally to the Goddess, to Siva, and to
Visnu, all of whom are conceived as forms of the Goddess power (Sakti; KV
1.56-68ab). This conveys an underlying Sakta orientation, with the city also
being associated with the concept of the Saktipithas, the seats of the Goddess,
and even more closely with the goddess KamaksI (see section 5.1). Notably,
as the only text among the three Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi, the Kamakst-
vilasa subdivides the space of Kaficl. In an apparently carefully considered
spatial layout, the KV constructs three zones that are aligned with the loca-
tions of the Saiva Ekamparanatar (in the (north-)west), the Sakta Kamaksi
Amman (centre), and Vaisnava Varataraja Perumal ((south-)east) temples
and linked to the resident deities Ekamranatha, Kamaksi, and Varadaraja
(see section 5.3 and figure 5.11). The allocation of separate areas for the
three deities is reminiscent of the contemporary division of the city into the
devotional zones Shiva- and Vishnu-Kanchi (see section 2.3 and figure 2.2
for details).?® Apparently acknowledging the association of Kanchi’s south-
east with Visnu (Vishnu-Kanchi) and the city’s northwestern part with Siva
(Shiva-Kanchi), the KV adds a space in-between—with the Kamaksi Amman
temple as focal point—and assigns it to the Goddess.

280 There is also a third zone, Jina-Kanchi. It corresponds to the suburb Tiruppa-
ruttikkunram in Kanchi’s southwest around the city’s major Jain temples does
not seem to be of relevance in the texts; Jain sites are neither considered in the
KV nor in the two Kaficimahatmyas. Jina-Kanchi is therefore excluded from the
following analysis.
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Considering the Sakta outlook of the KV and its presumed late date of ori-
gin, the tripartite interpretation of Kaficr’s space can be read as addressing
the clear disregard of the city’s strong Sakta tradition centring around the
Kamaksi Amman temple in the conceptual division of Kanchi into a Saiva
and a Vaisnava zone alone (for details, see section 5.4). According to Emma
Stein, the designations—Shiva-, Vishnu-, and Jina-Kanchi—were established
in the second half of the nineteenth century (2021, 36-37) and they are prob-
ably an expression of a consolidated local conception of space from the
period. Since there is reason to assume that the KV is a rather late text,
possibly written only shortly before its first printed edition of 1889 (see pp.
85-89 and the literature referenced there), it is likely that the KV actually
addresses and seeks to expand on this historical conception.

Taking a step back again and considering the city in its entirety, it is simil-
arly worthwhile to explore how the ideas of Kafici from the texts relate to the
administrative or political unit Kanchi in terms of spatial reach. Identifying
the limits of the city through historical evidence as found in secondary liter-
ature is based on assumptions as sources such as maps are sparse. As Emma
Stein (2021, 240) notes, the first map of Kanchi is the Map of Conjeeveram by
John Gould which dates to 1816 (see figure 2.3). Consequently, potentially
relevant references have to be mainly derived from the city’s history. One
major change in the spatial extent of the city was the merging of the oldest
urban core with the previously independent settlements in its surroundings
occurring mainly during the thirteenth century (Raman 1987, 67; Stein 2022,
297, 301). In particular, the inclusion of the former village Attiyur signific-
antly added to the city in the southeast.

The encompassing study of the sacred places mapped in the three Sthala-
mahatmyas on Kanchi yields a revealing insight. All of the texts clearly refer
to a post-thirteenth century city. By that time the now southeastern part, the
former Attiyur, was included in the city (see Raman 1987, 67; Stein 2022, 297,
301) and the city Kafici from the Sthalamahatmyas is evidently considered to
include Varadaraja’s abode in the southeast as well as several other places in
the same area. Apart from that, the spatial extent of Kaficl is rather broadly
conceptualised in the two Kaficimahatmyas, outlining spaces that far exceed
the expansion of the city at any point in history.?®! These layouts seem to sig-
nify the wide-spread importance and influence of Kafici, but cannot be used

281 In the Saiva Kaficimahatmya, a space of 1 1/2 yojanas—corresponding to
around 22 kilometres—in radius spreading in all directions is indicated as the
city’s (KM($) 4.6-9a). The Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya mentions Kaficl to stretch
7 yojanas—around 102 kilometres—each east-west and north-south (KM(V)
4.19-20). On the conversion values, see subsection 1.3.3
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to draw more precise correlations with the spatial extent of the historical
city.

As the only one of the three Sthalamahatmyas, the Kamakstvilasa offers
a more tailored design that actually seems to match with the dimensions of
the historical city.?®? Interestingly, this idea largely corresponds to the out-
line of Kanchi as given in John Gould’s Map of Conjeeveram (1816; see fig-
ure 2.3). Precisely this comparison is not far-fetched as several arguments
point to a nineteenth-century origin of the Kamaksivilasa (see section 5.4
and pp. 85-89 and the literature referenced there). In this case, the city’s
conceptualisation in the text seems to overlap with the outline of the real-
world city. It further reflects the fundamental orientation of the sacred geo-
graphy in the KV towards the geo-spatiality of Kanchi. Altogether it can be
concluded that Kanchi’s urban character is addressed in all three texts, with
the KV showing a clear modelling of the spatiality of the historical city (in
the nineteenth century) and the KM(V) tracing urban developments in its
spatial design.

Religious Landscape

In the space defined as Kafici, each of the three Sthalamahatmyas maps
an array of sacred sites in the city. Importantly, the places mentioned in
the texts can generally be identified with historical sites, that is, temples,
shrines, and temple tanks. Given the close correspondence, a comparison
between the texts’ designs of KaficI’s sacred geography and the city’s reli-
gious landscape is particularly productive. Kanchipuram is characterised
by a particularly pluralistic religious landscape and a multitude of temples,
shrines, and sacred water bodies densely dotting the entire city (Stein 2021,
106). A historically developed multifocal arrangement is another specific
characteristic of the city. In this regard, Kanchi stands out among the usually

282 The exact outline of Kaficl as per the text can only be estimated as I was not able
to identify any of the places that are given as boundary markers in the text (KV
1.50c-57h). Nevertheless, the dimensions of Kaficl indicated by the KV provide
sufficient pointers to assume a modelling on the historical city in line with the
text’s clear orientation towards the geo-spatiality of the latter (see pp. 150-151
and figure 5.2).
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monocentric layouts around a single temple found in other major temple
cities in Tamil Nadu, such as Madurai or Srirangam (Michell 1993).283

There are more than four hundred larger and smaller temples, shrines,
and dozens of temple tanks in Kanchi today.?* Many if not most of them
would also have existed when the Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi were com-
posed, with the large-scale construction of Kanchi’s temples beginning with
the Pallavas (sixth-ninth century; Stein 2021). The three largest and most
prominent temples in Kanchi today, the Saiva Ekamparanatar, the Sakta
Kamaksi Amman, and the Vaisnava Varataraja Perumal temple, primar-
ily structure the ritual and spatial aspects of the cityscape and the reli-
gious landscape (Seshadri 2003; Hiisken 2017). Their central significance
and size owe much to the fact that these particular temples have received
abundant patronage through the tenth to seventeenth century (Hudson
1993, 20). Their prominence is also reflected in the Sthalamahatmyas; each
of the three texts on Kanchi places its structural emphasis on the myths
about Ekamranatha, Kamaksi, and/or Varadaraja and concentrates its spa-
tial design of Kafici around these deities. The KM(S) focuses on Ekamranatha
and conceives him as the centre of its spatial design; the KV ultimately pro-
motes Kamaksi, but achieves a balance by dedicating equally structured
parts to Varadaraja, Ekamranatha, and Kamaksi and by presenting a tripart-
ite division of KaficT’s space by assigning separate areas to each of the three
deities; and the KM(V) includes an elaborate myth of Varadaraja and high-
lights him among several spatial focal points (see chapters 4, 5, and 6).

The three Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi show close ties to the city’s three
largest temples and their ritual traditions. The texts may have even ori-
ginated in the milieu of the Ekamparanatar (KM($)), Kamaksi Amman (KV),
and Varataraja Perumal (KM(V)) temples and/or affiliated institutions. A
publication by P. K. Nambiar and N. Krishnamurthy on the Indian census
from 1961 seems to comment on the links between these temples and the
glorifying texts, although the details remain fairly vague. The connection is

283 For details on the spatial layouts of these cities including Kanchi, see contribu-
tions in Michell 1993.

284 All numbers concerning religious sites in Kanchi are reasoned estimates; the
vast majority of the existing sites have been found and mapped somewhere,
but not all of them. The Hindu Temple Legends in South India research unit
(Heidelberg Academy of Sciences; since 2022), has taken on the task to prepare
a database of the sites and the figures in this section are based on the current
(October 2025) status of this work. Similarly, the numbers of sacred places are
slightly imprecise as not all of them could be identified with historical places
and might contain doublets.
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most specifically stated in the case of the KAmaksi Amman temple, which is
said to have a place legend that was published “by the Karvettinagar Sama-
sthanam in the name of Kamakshi Vilasam” (Nambiar and Krishnamurthy
1965, 102). This note clearly refers to the first edition of the KV which was
published in Karvetinagaram (Andhra Pradesh) in Telugu script in 1889.28
P. K. Nambiar and N. Krishnamurthy (1965, 102) further refer to the glor-
ifying text (“Sthala Puranam”) of the Ekamparanatar temple, although no
details are given. Their phrasing “Sthala Puranam” does not seem to be in-
tentionally employed for disambiguation to point to a Tamil Talapuranam as
opposed to a Sanskrit Sthalamahatmya. Moreover, the word Sthalapurana
is often used quite loosely and does not have to refer exclusively to a text of
one of these genres, but can also include modern temple brochures or the
story of origin of a temple in general. Considering the contents of the avail-
able Sthalamahatmyas and Talapuranams, the comment might well refer to
the first book of the Tamil Kaficippuranam, which is a rather popular text
that appears to be of crucial importance in sculpting Kanchi’s Saiva land-
scape and highlights Ekamranatha (Buchholz 2022, 24-26; 2025). As this
work is based on the KM(S), the Sanskrit text, too, would have been associ-
ated with the Ekamparanatar temple via the Tamil Talapuranam. Regard-
ing the Varataraja Perumal temple, P. K. Nambiar and N. Krishnamurthy
mention that the temple had released “a Sthala Puranam with photographs”
(1965, 105). It is unlikely that the remark refers to the Vaisnava Kaficimahat-
mya; the KM(V) does not seem to be widely known, and there are no im-
ages included in the available edition from 1907. When considering other
Sanskrit Sthalamahatmya texts—there are no Tamil Talapuranams centring
on Varadaraja—, the Hastigirimahdatmya, a Sthalamahatmya focusing on the
myth of Varadaraja, and thus the Varataraja Perumal temple, is a possible
candidate. It is a popular text, which is available in various formats with
commentaries in different languages and plays a central role during the
Pallavotsava festival of the Varataraja Perumal (Buchholz 2022, 18-19). Ac-
cordingly, it is possible that the Hastigirimahdatmya is considered to form the
temple’s myth of origin—which the text indeed contains. As this excursus
shows, certain temples seem to affiliate themselves with particular glorify-
ing texts. These might not be the KM(S), the KM(V), or the KV but yet other
texts that are more significant to the lived religious traditions (see also pp.
89-91).

285 The second edition of the KV from 1968 in Devanagari script was obviously not
yet published when the book by P. K. Nambiar and N. Krishnamurthy came out
in 1965.



248 7 Comparative and Concluding Reflections

When looking into the content of the Sthalamahatmyas, their affiliations
to the three largest temples are illustrated in various ways. The Kamakst-
vilasa is firmly grounded in the local religious tradition of the Kamaksi
Amman temple. Its longest and last chapter (KV ch. 14) contains miscel-
laneous topics related to the forms of worship in the Sakta Srividya tradi-
tion which is followed in the temple as well as philosophical expositions
on the nature of the representations of the Goddess that are present there
(see subsection 3.3.2).286 Besides, the KV contains references to festival cel-
ebrations related to Varadaraja, Ekamranatha, and Kamaksi (KV 4.54-84b,
8.85-15, 12.74-119) and notes architectural features of their abodes (see sec-
tion 5.3). The parallel acknowledgement of all three deities is grounded
in the threefold structure of the text with a similarly structured Vaisnava,
Saiva, and Sakta part centring on Varadaraja, Ekamranatha, and Kamaksi.
In addition, the description of Ekamranatha’s wedding, which is a core ele-
ment of the origin myth of the god in the KV, can be cited as an example
of the connections of the Sthalamahatmyas to the lived religious practice.
The emphasis on the wedding is in keeping with the central position that
the re-enactment of the wedding takes during the largest annual festival at
the Ekamparanatar temple (Schier 2018).

Owing to their quite one-sided perspectives, the references to festivals
and temple structures in the KM($) and KM(V) are limited to the place that is
central in the respective text. The Saiva Mahatmya with its focus on Ekamra-
natha includes a passage describing his abode (KM(S) 42.9-27b) and several
chapters are devoted to the benefits one may obtain when performing vari-
ous religious acts related to Ekamranatha (KM(S) chs. 46-50).287 There is
also a passage describing the main festival (Brahmotsava) at Ekamranatha’s
place, including the sequence of the vehicles on which the god is taken dur-
ing the festival (KM(S) 49.95-124). From my initial analysis correlating the
details from the text with the sequence of the vehicles as observed by Ker-
stin Schier (2018, 197-198) during the Brahmotsava of the Ekamparanatar
temple in 2010, a broad agreement of the latter with the former may be

286 Furthermore, the design of the 1968 Devanagari edition of the KV emphasises
the association with the Kamaksi Amman temple, including several illustra-
tions of its deities’ images and architectural features.

287 AsIhave shown (see pp. 101-106), the layout of Ekamranatha’s dwelling place
described in the KM(S) largely corresponds to the design of the present-day
temple. It is important to note, however, that the temple underwent several re-
constructions through the centuries. The most recent took place around 1900,
following the publication of the first printed edition of the KM($) in 1889, which
also contains the relevant passage (Schier 2018, 29-38).
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noted. Very generally, this correspondence might suggest a certain continu-
ity of the festival up to the present day.

The Vaisnava Sthalamahatmya underscores Varadaraja’s central position
with stories providing an account about the building of the god’s abode,
the fashioning of three of his images (pratimas), and the celebrations of
Brahmotsava, which is described as an annual festival marking Varadaraja’s
appearance (KM(V) ch. 28).2%8 The mention of just Brahmotsava coincides
with the living festival tradition of the Varataraja Perumal temple in which
this festival stands out as the most significant among the around two hun-
dred festivals celebrated annually (Hiisken 2013, 101). Such inner-textual
elements—often woven into mythological stories—thus illustrate the texts’
connection to one of Kanchi’s three largest temples.

Beside these, there exist many other temples, shrines, and subsidiary
shrines, both large and small, within the compounds of the larger sites in
Kanchi. The Saiva sites number the most in Kanchi, probably hundred and
sixty of them are spread across the city, marked by larger complexes like
the Kaccapésvarar temple to smaller and simpler, one-room structures like
the shrine of Kameésvarar (at Carvatirttam). There also exist around thirty-
five Vaisnava sites in the city, both as—mostly larger—temples with Visnu
as the main deity, such as the Yatoktakari Perumal or the Vaikunta Peru-
mal temples, as well as in the form of subsidiary shrines at other—also the
non-Vaisnava—temples, such as Mattéca Peruma located in the Saiva Mac-
céca temple. Moreover, there are around seventy temples and shrines of
the Goddess. The vast majority of them represent unmarried, more fierce
forms oflocally rooted traditions, such as the regional/local goddess Renuka.
While also considered an independent goddess, Kamaksl is today firmly tied
to the pan-Indian, orthodox-Sanskritic Srividya tradition and is understood
as santa (gentle) goddess, distinguishing her from the goddesses of local
character.?®® As common in South India, there are additionally subsidiary
shrines of the Goddess also found in other temples, mainly as the consorts of
male gods such as Visnu. Furthermore, there are a dozen Hanuman temples
in Kanchi, around seventy shrines dedicated to Ganesa / Vinayakar, and a
few housing Skanda / Murukan, with the largest, Kumarakottam, being the

288 Different from the text, Varadaraja’s appearance today is not commemorated
and re-enacted during Brahmotsava, but during two other festivals, namely
Pallavotsava and Avatarotsava (Ute Hiisken, pers. comm., August 2024).

289 On the character of Hindu goddesses, see Flood 1997, 174-198.
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most prominent one.?*® Additionally, there are a smaller number of shrines
dedicated to other deities such as Ayyappan or Citragupta. In other words,
temple buildings, best identified by the gateway towers and the white and
red-striped outer walls, dominate the cityscape.

As the present study shows, several important insights can be gained
from closely analysing the selection of places whose myths are recounted
in the three Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi. As far as the numerical ratio
of Saiva and Vaisnava sites is concerned, the KM(S) reproduces the situ-
ation in today’s Kanchi the best. It introduces around one hundred Siva-
lingas, mainly in Kanchi, but also some in the surrounding area, further-
more around fifteen Vaisnava sites, individual goddesses and other deities.
To compare, the contemporary city houses around hundred and sixty Saiva
sites, around thirty-five Vaisnava temples, around seventy sites of the God-
dess, seventy of Ganesa, and some of other deities. It is clear, though, that
the text refers to the city at a period in the past; the extent to which the
Saiva Sthalamahatmya represents the conditions of Kanchi at a given time
cannot be satisfactorily assessed without going into the details of temple
construction in the city through history, which is beyond the scope of the
present study. Temples have been continuously built and rebuilt since
temple construction first started in South India from the sixth century on-
wards (Sahai 2010, 7; Stein 2021, 46-50), so that the landscape of temples
constantly changed and still changes. Accordingly, the emphasis on the
Saiva sites in the KM(S) surely represents the sectarian outlook speaking
from the text but might well reflect a historical arrangement in which Saiva
temples (already) outnumbered other Hindu religious sites in the city. The
acknowledgement of all major Vaisnava sites as well as the clear orientation
on the geo-spatiality of the religious landscape in its arrangement of the sac-
red sites (see section 4.3) suggest the very assessment that the KM(S) has a
certain accuracy in its reference to the historical city.

A different approach is taken in the Vaisnava Sthalamahatmya. Strongly
characterised by a sectarian perspective, the KM(V) mentions almost exclus-
ively the Vaisnava sites. Eighteen Visnus are mapped in Kanchi, with a few
more located in the region. The comparison to today’s religious landscape
clearly shows that the KM(V) covers most of the Visnu temples in the city.
Other deities’ places (individual), Sivalingas (around five) and goddesses
(very few), are clearly outnumbered in the text. This selection of places is

290 Not included in these numbers of the Ganesa and Skanda temples are most of
those found within the compound of Siva temples, which almost always also
include a subsidiary shrine each for Ganesa and Skanda.
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not representative of the ratio of temples in Kanchi today and presumably
never was, considering the many Saiva sites which would also have exis-
ted in the city and are mapped in the KM(S). The Vaisnava outlook instead
attests to a high degree of interpretation. Looking through the Vaisnava
lens, the KM(V) still clearly refers to the historical city. This is expressed
by tracing far-reaching spatial changes in the urban development, which
also affected the layout of the religious landscape (Nagaswamy 2011; see
section 6.5 and the section on the city above). Accordingly, the locations of
the central Vaisnava sites in the city serve as spatially structuring points in
the KM(V). The selection of the few non-Vaisnava sites—most of which are
Saiva—points to the acknowledgement of temples that are located in spa-
tially crucial spots or are of other significance. These sites include, among
selected others, the Airavatisvarar and Kaccapésvarar, once marking the
limit of the old Pallava city, and the Ekamparanatar and Kamaksi Amman
temples.?®! Importantly, the allusion to historical processes as a structural
element in the arrangement of KaficT’s space is a feature singular to the
KM(V) and does not seem to be expressed in a similar way in the other
two of Kanchi’s Sthalamahatmyas. These texts instead take a pronounced
geography-based approach and structure their description of Kafici mainly
in accordance with the location of the historical sites in the space of the city.

The Kamaksivilasa again offers a more balanced selection of sacred sites.
It is notable that it best reflects the plurality and multifocality of Kanchi’s
religious landscape that is characteristic of the city today. The KV mentions
around twenty-five goddesses, twenty Sivalingas and twenty Visnus, and
around ten other deities (Ganesas, Skandas). Of the first three kinds, roughly
around the similar number is mapped in the three spaces, the territories of
Ekamranatha, Varadaraja and Kamaksi, into which Kafici is divided in the
text (see figure 5.4). This arrangement displays the inner-textual attempt at
balance but does not take into account the frequency of a particular type
of place, for example Saiva, in a particular area, for example the centre, in
Kanchi. On the one hand, this perspective is highly selective and does not re-
flect the numerical distribution of temples of Siva, Visnu, the Goddess, and
other deities, found onsite. On the other hand, with the relatively frequent
mention of goddesses, the KV is the only text of the three Sthalamahatmyas
that attests to the existence of the many (around seventy) temples of the God-
dess in the city. The (equal) inclusion of these sites can certainly be seen as
an expression of the text’s Sakta outlook. Given the presumably late date of
the KV compared to the two Kafictmahdatmyas, it could also reflect possible

291 On the temples in the urban layout, see Stein 2021, 66, 68, 86-87.



252 7 Comparative and Concluding Reflections

changes in the religious landscape, which may have increasingly included
more stand-alone Goddess temples.?%2

Reviewing the Sthalamahatmyas together, I am able to ascertain that of all
those mentioned in the texts, only a limited number of sites is included in all
three texts. In fact, many are introduced in two of the three Sthalamahat-
myas. For example, the twenty Sivalingas mapped in the KV are (almost)
all included also in the KM(S), which comprehensively refers to Kanchi’s
many Saiva sites. According to my findings, the reason why the texts do not
overlap more in regard to the sacred places they map is found in the KM(V).
The Vaisnava text focuses on Visnus and includes only selected Sivalingas
and goddesses. Vaisnava sites, however, are only found in a small number
(around twenty-five) in Kanchi and Sivalingas and sites of the Goddess and
Ganes$a number significantly more. Notably, by mostly excluding the most
numerous types of sites, the Saiva, the Vaisnava text thus refers to only a
select portion of the city’s temples, of which the KM(S), in turn, includes a
large number. The vast majority of the Sivalingas is only named in the Saiva
text. With regard to categories of places the above-mentioned constellation
of sites mapped across the texts leads to another important insight: if one
were to look at different classes of sites, the closest overlap between the texts
is at the sites of Visnu. Most of the city’s Vaisnava temples are referred to in
all three Sthalamahatmyas.

As far as sacred water bodies are concerned, around forty are found in
Kanchi. While often given less attention, sacred water bodies are integral
elements of a religious landscape, often even spatially integrated into the
design of a temple. These comprise sites with built structures like temple
tanks on the one hand and water bodies largely left in their natural state,
such as ponds, on the other?®® The analysis of the three texts shows that

292 In this context, it would be worthwhile to explore, whether and how the num-
ber of temples dedicated to the Goddess has increased over the centuries. The
construction of separate temples for the Goddess began to be common later
(with the tenth/eleventh century) than of sites dedicated to Siva or Visnu (from
the seventh century; Veluthat 2009, 62-63; Stein 2021, 29, n. 5). This historical
development, however, would not concern the relevant period, as the Sthala-
mahatmyas on Kanchi all seem to refer to a (post-)Chola Kanchi; they thus point
to a larger city in which the formerly independent settlements surrounding
the oldest urban core have been already incorporated, a process that mainly
happened in the thirteenth century (Raman 1987, 67; Stein 2022, 297, 301).

293 The texts throughout refer to sacred water bodies as tirtha, with some in-
dividual proper names also containing the word saras (lake), as in Ananta-
saras. In the contemporary names, both the Sanskrit term tirtha—Tamilised as
tirttam—, and the Tamil term kulam, (tank or pond; TL, s.v. kulam) are found.
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mainly those attached to older, larger, and significant temples, such as the
Kaccapésvarar, Khmaksi Amman, or Kayardokanesvarar, are referred to in
the Sthalamahatmyas.?®* Across the three Sthalamahatmyas, thirty tirthas
are mentioned; eight of these are named in all the Sthalamahatmyas, with
each text including a different selection but similar numbers (KV: fifteen;
KM(V): eighteen; KM(S): around twenty).2%

Taking an overall view, my cross-textual study of the Saiva Kaficimahat-
mya, the Kamakstvilasa, and the Vaisnava Kanicimahatmya provides several
interesting insights when comparing the places mentioned in the texts to
the historical sites found in Kanchi’s contemporary religious landscape as a
whole. Firstly, places of the Goddess, of Ganesa, and of Skanda are most
underrepresented in the Sthalamahatmyas. Secondly, the proportions of
the places of Siva and of Visnu, in turn, appear to be adequately repres-
ented.?® Both aspects are related and are probably due to the fact that Siva
and Visnu are firmly grounded in the Sanskritic, Brahminical traditions and
were therefore of greater relevance to the authors of the Sanskrit Sthala-
mahatmyas, while the local goddesses and Ganesas belong more to every-
day and local religiosity. Thirdly, the focus on Varadaraja, Ekamranatha,
and Kamaksl corresponds to the prominence of their temples in the city.
Lastly, the distinctly pluralistic character of Kanchi’s religious landscape

The appellations appear to mark differences in the appearance and function of
the water bodies. Tirtha tends to be used for temple tanks primarily used for
ritual bathing, whereas kulam suggests a water reservoir that may have been—
or still is—part of a local irrigation system.

294 The Kaccapésvarar temple marked the border of Kanchi in the eight century
(Stein 2021, 101; Seshadri 2003, 135-137), the Kamaksi Amman is the central
Sakta site in the city, and the Kayarokanesvarar was associated with the Saiva
Pasupata ascetics (Stein 2021, 57-58).

295 The eight tirthas mentioned in all three of Kanchi’s Sthalamahatmya texts are
Intiratirttam (linked to the Satyanatasvami temple), Tayar Kulam (linked to the
Kayarokanesvarar temple), Ittacittitirttam (within the Kaccapésvarar temple
compound), Uppéri Kulam (linked to the Curakarésvarar temple), Paficakankai-
tirttam (within the Kamaksi Amman temple compound), Mankalatirttam (next
to Mankalésvarar), Civakankaitirttam (within the Ekamparanatar temple com-
pound), and Carvatirttam in Kanchi’s northwest.

296 In light of Murukan’s popularity in contemporary Tamil religious traditions,
one might wonder why places of Skanda are rarely mentioned in Kanchi’s
Sthalamahatmyas. However, a distinct Murukan tradition in the Tamil speak-
ing area is a development that started in the nineteenth century, supported by
the rise of print culture (Peres 2025). Besides, Kanchi’s largest Skanda / Muru-
kan temple, Kumarakottam, is mentioned in the Kamaksivilasa and featured
more prominently in the Saiva Kaficimahatmya.
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is recognised—in varying degrees—in all three Sthalamahatmyas, despite
their respective Saiva, Vaisnava, or Sakta orientation. Such comparisons
certainly lack some accuracy considering that the texts capture and inter-
pret the religious landscape at a particular point in the past; at the same
time, they indicate a continuity in the existence, arrangement and percep-
tion of the sites and the cities religious landscape.

The understanding of the Saiva Kaficimahatmya, the Kamaksivilasa, and
the Vaisnava Kaficimahatmya to present literary maps of Kanchi is another
noteworthy conclusion. With descriptions replacing the graphic element of
a geographical-religious map, the texts introduce the sacred sites in the city
through mythological stories. The included direction statements indicating
the location of the places—in varying accuracy—express a marked attention
to the spatial aspect. The evident consideration of the spatiality and history
of Kanchi and its religious sites anchors the texts firmly in the local space.
Just as the anchoring of their stories in mythical time expresses a claim to
timelessness, so are the designs of Kafici and the stories from the Sthala-
mahatmyas still relevant today. Tamil prose accounts on Kafict’s sacred sites
based on the Sanskrit texts—the KM(S) and the KV—emerged in the course
of the twentieth century, and some still appear in reprints (Buchholz 2022,
33-34). Similarly, stone slabs, signboards, and oral narratives telling about
the origin stories of the temples refer to the popularly more accessible Tamil
Talapuranams or retellings—in most cases the first book of the Saiva Karicip-
puranam—which draw on the Sanskrit texts (Buchholz 2022, 2025; Hiisken
2022, 185-186). The Sthalamahatmyas thus allow nuanced perspectives on
the processes of preserving and transmitting collective memory over cen-
turies. Besides, with some effort, it would even be possible to explore the
temples in present-day Kanchi by following the Sthalamahatmyas through
their literary geographies of Kafici, thereby weaving together the mythical
with the physical, the past with the present in one perpetually sacred space.

Outlook

This study has taken a broad approach to explore Kanchipuram’s sacred
geography from three Sthalamahatmyas. As it focuses on the Sanskrit texts,
it can be seen as a starting point for further research on the city’s sacred geo-
graphy that also takes into account the closely related Tamil Talapuranams
on Kanchi. The combined consideration of texts in Sanskrit and the local
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language Tamil is a key area that needs to be explored further to gain in-
sights into these two closely related literary traditions.?%’

Focusing on the comparative aspect engendered by the existence of sev-
eral Sthalamahatmyas and Talapuranams dealing with the same space, the
same place, in-depth studies on individual sacred places could fruitfully
deepen the knowledge on the relations between the different source texts
and transformations of narratives. Further expanding of the sources to in-
clude both historical and contemporary ones, such as modern leaflets, oral
narratives, performative and pictorial representation that tell the story of
the same site, could also provide extensive insights into the past and lived
religious traditions in Kanchi that deeply imprint the city’s cultural fabric.

Similarly, the methodical expansion of the sources to include temple in-
scriptions could prove to be an important area for future research into glor-
ifying texts. Looking into the history of temples as drawn from inscriptions
could help to further narrow down which period of the urban and religious
landscape of the historical city of Kanchi each particular Sthalamahatmya
refers to, linking the date of temples with their mention in the texts. In
particular with regard to the Vaisnava Kaficitmahatmya with its tracing of
historical developments in the urban and religious landscape, inscriptions
might also shed further light on the spatial dimensions of both these ele-
ments through the centuries.

With regard to the aspect of mythology, it would be interesting to sys-
tematically look into the relationship of Kanchi’s Sthalamahatmyas to the
Puranas. Many of the mythological stories told in the Sthalamahatmyas pro-
cessregional and pan-Indian narrative motifs known from the epics and the
Puranas, and they attribute themselves to specific Puranas. Both these ele-
ments are not unique to the texts on Kanchi, therefore such research would
give relevant insights into the study of both text genres. When limiting the
scope to the three Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi, exploring the textual cor-
respondences between the texts, in particular of the Kamakstvilasa as a pre-
sumably text later than the two Kafictmahdatmyas, would expand the know-
ledge on the relation between the texts and their textual history.

Moreover, future studies could look into the references to and descrip-
tions of rituals and festivals included in the Sthalamahatmyas in a more
specific context framed by the lived religiosity of the past and the present to
explore reciprocal links. This angle also entails a spatial component, since,

297 This and several of the research topics further mentioned in this section are
being addressed by the Hindu Temple Legends in South India research unit at
the Heidelberg Academy of Sciences and Humanities (since 2022).
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for example, processions move within the city and interpret its sacred space
(Husken 2021b, 169). Similarly, looking at the relationships between several
sites or groups of sites linked by myths in the texts, religious practices or or-
ganisational structures would lead to a better understanding of the function-
ing of the religious landscape in the city, including the actors that represent
and shape it.

Lastly, studies of literary geography such as the present one would surely
profit from the broader application of tools that the field of Digital Human-
ities offers, making literary space more accessible and inter-connectable
to the finds of related research with a more meaningful visualisation that
could be actually used as a guide to Kanchi’s sacred geography.



Appendix

The appendix lists the sacred places in Kanchipuram which are mapped in the Saiva
Kaficimahatmya (KM(S)), the Kamaksivilasa (KV), and the Vaisnava Kaficimahdatmya
(KM(V)) and details of the historical sites with which they can be identified. It is di-
vided into two categories: temples/shrines and bodies of water (tirthas). The entries
in each section are arranged in alphabetical order based on the modern Tamil (in
some cases Sanskrit) names of the historical sites, using the English alphabet and dis-
regarding diacritical marks. The entry on each place gives the modern Tamil name
and the coordinates of the historical place in the first line; if the modern Sanskrit
name is the common form, then this is listed (mainly concerns deities in the Kamatci
Amman temple). Notes (if any) follow in the second line and the name(s) used in
the Sthalamahatmya(s) and the verse(s) which indicates the name(s) are given in the
last line. Places from the texts which could not yet be identified with a historical
site are listed separately, only giving the name(s) and verse(s) from the Sthalamahat-
mya(s). Cities and places mentioned only in passing are not included. The details on
the places from the Kaficimahatmya (Saiva) are based on the work of Jonas Buchholz
(2025).298

For a visual overview, I have created an online map based on this appendix, which
shows the places mapped the three Sthalamahatmyas. The map is accessible at https:
/[umap.openstreetmap.de/de/map/ma-2024_68868 or alternatively through the
following QR code:
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298 The KANCHI database of the Hindu Temple Legends in South India research
unit at the Heidelberg Academy of Sciences and Humanities provides a com-
prehensive list of the places mentioned in the Sthalamahatmyas and Tala-
puranams on Kanchi, as well as the religious sites situated in Kanchipuram.
It is accessible at https://htl.hadw-bw.de/htl_web/index.
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Temples and Shrines

Airavatisvarar, 12.8388, 79.7018
Airavatesvara (KM(S) 13.97cd), Gajesvara (KM(V) 6.75ab)

Akattisvarar, 12.8472, 79.6995
first prakara (enclosure) of the Ekamparanatar temple
Agastyesvara (KM(S) 43.2ab)

Alakiya Cinka Perumal, 12.8222, 79.7066
Narasimha (KM(S) 12.19¢cd), Simha (KV 2.22cd), Nrsimha (KM(V) 12.32ab)

Amareésvarar / Tiripurantakésvarar, 12.8399, 79.7004
Tridasesvara (KM(S) 15.19cd)

Anantapatmanapa Isvarar, 12.8448, 79.6986
Anantapadmanabhes$vara (KM(S) 35.28ab)

Anékatankavatésvarar, 12.8407, 79.6912
Anekapesvara (KM(S) 16.2ab, KV 6.17cd)

Ankirécvarar, 12.8185, 79.7132
Angirasi$vara (KM(S) 11.24ab)

Annapurna (Sanskrit name), 12.8407, 79.7031
inner prakara of the Kamaksi Amman temple
$iva Annaparnesvari (KV 10.30ab)

Antakeécuvarar, 12.8705, 79.6210
in Thiruppukuzhi
Andhakesvara (KM(S) 22.45¢cd)

Apiramisvarar, 12.8384, 79.7045
Abhiramesvara (KM($) 13.93cd)

Aracukatta Amman, 12.8433, 79.6996
Sampatkarisvari (KV 6.12cd)

Aricapapayam Tirttisvarar, 12.8371, 79.7033
Harisapabhayapahesvara (KM(S) 13.84cd)

Astapuja Perumal, 12.8225, 79.7107
Astabhuja (KM(S) 12.7ab, KV 2.20cd, KM(V) 13.16cd)

Ati Kamatci, 12.8418, 79.7026
Kalika Pithavarti (KV 10.16cd)
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Atipatisvarar, 12.8246, 79.7035
Adipite$vara (KM(S) 12.14ab)

Attirisvarar, 12.8202, 79.7136
Atrisvara (KM(S) 11.22cd)

Bangaru Kamaksi (Sanskrit / Telugu name), 12.8406, 79.7030
empty shrine, inner prakara of the Kamaksi Amman temple (see subsection 3.3.2)
Hemangi Kamaksi (KV 14.3cd)

Bhii (Sanskrit name; Visnu’s consort), 12.8189, 79.7253

festival image (utsavamurti) in the sanctum sanctorum of the Varataraja Perumal
temple, no separate shrine with a stationary image (mualamurti)

Bhu (KV 2.27ab)

Calantarésvarar, 12.8502, 79.6942
adjacent to the Onakantalisvarar temple compound
Jalandhare$vara (KM(S) 23.112cd)

Cankupani Vinayakar. 12.8382, 79.7047
Ganadhyaksa Sankupani (KV 10.9cd)

Cantaveli Amman, 12.8441, 79.6950
Renukambujavallika (KV 6.13cd)

Cantirésvarar, 12.8442, 79.6944
Candresvara (KM(S) 29.60ab)

Caunakésvarar, 12.8388, 79.6977
Saunakesvara (KM(S) 14.45cd)

Cevvantisvarar, 12.8509, 79.6989
Javanti$vara (KM(S) 29.43cd)

Cippisvarar (name not entirely certain), 12.8219, 79.7039
originally located in the open area east of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple
Svayambhulinga (KM(S) 32.37ab)

Cittisvarar, 12.8315, 79.7032
Siddhesvara (KM(S) 13.39ab)

CokKkisvarar, 12.8407, 79.7041
Tvakkausike$vara (KM(S) 33.14cd)

Colisvarar / Vayiravésvarar, 12.8354, 79.6856
Bhairavesvara (KM(S) 18.1ab)
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Curakarésvarar, 12.8421, 79.6985
Jvarahare$vara (KM(S) 14.77cd, KV 6.16cd)

Dharmasasta (Sanskrit name; Ayyappan), 12.8407, 79.7031
inner prakara of the Kamaksi Amman temple
$asta (KV 10.33ab)

Ekamparanatar, 12.8473, 79.6996
Ekamranatha (KM(S) 36.39cd, KV 8.4ab, KM(V) 24.44ab)

Elavarkulali, 12.8475, 79.6993
second prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Gangacailalaka (KV 6.28ab)

Hayakriva Perumal 12.8244, 79.7048
Vidyakunda (KV 2.21cd)

Hiranyésvarar, 12.8466, 79.6938
Hiranyes$vara (KM(S) 21.63cd/64cd)

Iramanatésvarar, 12.8442, 79.6999
Rames$vara (KM(S) 35.12ab)

Iravattanésvara / Mrutyufijayésvarar, 12.8453, 79.7048
Mrtyufijayesa (KM($) 30.1cd)

Istasittisvarar, 12.8386, 79.7012
outer prakara of the Kaccapésvarar temple
Istasiddhisvara (KM(S) 13.104ab), (Ista-)siddhes$vara (KM(V) 6.72cd)

Itapécuvarar, 12.8473, 79.7002
fourth prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Vrsabhesvara (KM(S) 41.3ab/42cd)

Kaccapésvarar, 12.8380, 79.7009
Kacchapesvara (KM(S) 14.1cd, KM(V) 6.75cd), Kafici§vara (KV 10.26ab)

Kaccimayanam, 12.8469, 79.7004
fourth prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Smasanesvara (KM(S) 35.44cd), Smasanesa (KV 6.22cd)

Kacipésvarar, 12.8210, 79.7131
within the Arrankarai Mariyamman temple compound
Kasyapes$vara (KM(S) 11.24ab)

Kaci Visvanatar, 12.8468, 79.6938
Vis$vanatheévara (KM(S) 29.34cd), Visvesvara (KV 6.20cd)
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Kailacanatar, 12.8422, 79.6895
Kailasanatha (KM(S) 16.60cd), Kailasanayaka (KV 6.5ab, KM(V) 30.40cd)

Kallakkampar, 12.8473, 79.6997
first prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Coraikamres$vara (KM(S) 38.10ab), Corekamrapati (KV 6.26cd)

Kalva Perumal, 12.8407, 79.7031
inner prakara of the Kamaksi Amman temple compound
Corasthitavisnu (KM(S) 31.126cd)

Kamaksi Amman, 12.8406, 79.7032
KamaksI (KM(S) 31.96cd, KV 1.99cd, KM(V) 24.16ab)

Kameésvarar, 12.8467, 79.6938
Kamesvara (KM(S) 29.1cd)

Kankanésvarar, 12.8436, 79.7038
Raksabandhesvara (KM(S) 42.2)

Kankavarésvarar, 12.8463, 79.6953
Gangavaresvara (KM(S) 29.33ab)

Kanneésvarar, 12.8418, 79.7041
Krsne$vara (KM($) 33.5cd)

Karakattu Perumal, 12.8389, 79.7051
outer prakara of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple
Meghakrti (KM(V) 20.44)

Karkisvarar, 12.8372, 79.6946
Kalki$vara (KM(S) 17.53cd)

Katakeésvarar, 12.8435, 79.7042
Katakes$vara (KM($) 42.4ab)

Katampanatasvami, 12.7050, 79.7474
in Kadambar Koil
Kadambesvara (KM(S) 37.56ab)

Kautameésvarar, 12.8175, 79.7046
Gautamesvara (KM(S) 11.23cd)

Kayarokanesvarar, 12.8281, 79.6957
Kayarohanesvara (KM(S) 13.13ab), Kayadhirohane$vara (KV 6.15cd)

Kuccésvarar, 12.8202, 79.7135
Kutsesvara (KM(S) 11.23ab)
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Kumarakottam, 12.8414, 79.7018
Kumarakostha (KM(S) 33.23cd, KV 10.10cd)

Macattanralisvarar, 12.8399, 79.7011
Mahasastresvara (KM(S) 34.53ab)

Macceéca, 12.8382, 79.7065
Matsye$vara (KM(S) 32.71cd)

Makalesvarar, 12.8416, 79.7026

Mahakale$vara (KM(S) 33.21ab), Mahakala (KV 10.21cd)

Makalinkésvarar, 12.8448, 79.7068
Mahalinga (KM($) 30.73cd)

Makaliyamman, 12.8244, 79.7143
Bhinnodari (KM(S) 9.108ab)

Manikantisvarar, 12.8216, 79.7161
Manikanthesvara (KM(S) 8.1cd, KV 2.16cd)

Manikantisvarar, 12.9374, 79.6405
in Thirumalpur
Pravale$vara (KM(S) 25.14ab)

Mankalésvarar, 12.8438, 79.7009
Mangalesvara (KM(S) 35.5ab)

Mantukannisvarar, 12.8367, 79.6979
Mandukarnisvara (KM(S) 14.29ab)

Markantésvarar, 12.8473, 79.6996
first prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Markandeya (KV 6.27cd)

Matalisvarar, 12.8454, 79.7030
Matalisvara (KM(S) 35.24cd)

Matankisvarar, 12.8356, 79.7083
Matangesvara (KM($) 13.91ab)

Mattalamatésvarar, 12.8473, 79.6996
first prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Mardalamadhavesvara (KM(S) 44.14ab)

Mavati Kantar. 12.8475, 79.6993
second prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Sanmukha (KV 6.10cd)
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Muppurarisvarar, 12.8515, 79.6670
Tripurari$vara (KM($) 21.21cd)

Muttisvarar, 12.8282, 79.7077
Mukti$vara (KM(S) 12.70cd)

Nallakampar, 12.8473, 79.6998
first prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Bhadraikamre$vara (KM(S) 38.11ab)

Naracinkésvarar, 12.8901, 79.5927
in Damal
Narasimhesvara (KM(S) 22.14ab)

Nilattinkaltunta Perumal, 12.8473, 79.6997

first prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple

Candrakhanda (KM(S) 33.11cd, KM(V) 24.56ab), Candragriva (KV 6.24cd), Candra-
kantha (KV 8.77ab)

Onakantalisvarar, 12.8504, 79.6943
the two lingas Onésvarar and Kantésvarar are thought of together
Aunakante$vara (KM(S) 23.112ab, KV 6.21cd)

Paccaivanna Perumal, 12.8444, 79.7045
Syamavisnu (KM(S) 31.53cd), Darvavarna (KV 10.17cd)

Pakkisvarar, 12.8167, 79.7066
Bhargavesvara (KM(S) 11.22cd)

Palapattirarameésvarar, 12.8358, 79.6926
Balabhadre$vara (KM(S) 17.58cd)

Panamanisvarar, 12.8240, 79.7143
Phanamani$vara (KM(S) 9.70ab)

Panamutisvarar, 12.8221, 79.7035
Phanadhares$vara (KM(S) 12.75cd), Phanadhara (KV 10.23cd)

Pantavatiita Perumal, 12.8427, 79.6968
Pandava (KV 6.23cd), Pandavadita (KM(S) 15.17ab, KM(V) 29.60ab)

Paracarésvarar, 12.8295, 79.7047
within the Valakkaruttisvarar temple compound
Parasaresvara (KM(S) 11.37ab)

Paracurameésvarar, 12.9572, 79.6693
in Pallur
Parasuramesvara (KM(S) 26.95cd)
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Paruttisvarar, 12.8543, 79.6983
Stryalinga (KM(S) 29.50ab/53ab)

Pavalavanna Perumal, 12.8435, 79.7079
Pravalavisnu (KM(S) 31.58ab), Vidrumabha (KV 2.25cd), Pravalavarna
(KM(V) 21.66ab)

Peruntévi Tayar (Visnu’s consort Laksmi), 12.8188, 79.7247
third prakara of the Varataraja Perumal temple
Mahadevi (KV 2.29cd)

Piralayakali Amman, 12.8471, 79.6998

second prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple

Bhadrakali (KM(S) 20.67cd), Pralayamanda (KM(S) 45.111ab), Pralayabandhini (KV
6.11cd)

Pirammapurisvarar, 12.82909, 79.71770
Sivasthane$vara (KM(S) 7.63ab)

Piravatisvarar, 12.8454, 79.7062
Apunarbhaves$a (KM($) 29.65cd)

Punniyakottisvarar, 12.8172, 79.7203
Punyakoti§vara (KM(S) 5.2cd, KV 2.15cd), Punyakotisa (KM(V) 32.17ab)

Patanikraha Perumal, 12.8408, 79.7032

outer prakara of the Kamaksi Amman temple

Nisannavisnu, Sayanavisnu, Asurarudhavisnu (KM(S) 33.126cd),
Bhutabandhaka (KV 13.4ab)

Rankanata Svami, 12.8859, 79.4456
in Thiruparkadal
Pralayarodhaka (KM(V) 8.47cd), (without name in KM(S) 7.31)

Rénukésvarar, 12.9568, 79.6689
in Pallur
Renukesvara (KM(S) 27.1cd)

Satyanatasvami, 12.8290, 79.7177
Satyavrate$vara (KM(S) 4.35cd), Paurandaresvara (KV 2.4ab), Satyanathes$vara (KV
2.17cd), Satyanatha (KM(V) 3.69cd)

Saundaryalaksmi (Sanskrit name), 12.8407, 79.7032
Gayatrimandapa (see n. 206) of the Kamaksi Amman temple
Laksmi (KM(S) 32.85ab/106), Mahalaksmi AfijanacchayakamaksI
(KV 10.34ab)
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Takkésvarar. 12.8351, 79.6882
Daksesvara (KM($) 20.1ab)

Talapurisvarar & Kirupanata Svami, 12.8009, 79.6133
in Thiruppanangadu
Talivanesa & Krpanatha (KM(S) 7.88cd)

Tantonrisvarar, 12.8408, 79.6985
Svayambhuvalinga (KM(S) 15.1cd)

Tapaskamaksi (Sanskrit name), 12.8407, 79.7032
Gayatrimandapa of the Kamaksi Amman temple
Mahagauri Kamaksi (KV 10.29cd)

Tatcinamiurtti, 12.9452, 79.6665
in Govindavadi
Daksinamarti (KM(S) 28.2cd)

Tavalésvarar, 12.8471, 79.6946
Lakuli$vara (KM(S) 28.43c)

Tevacenapaticvarar, 12.8415, 79.7018
first prakara of the Kumarakottam temple
Devasenadipati$vara (KM(S) 33.79ab)

Tirikalananécar, 12.8357, 79.7051
Trikalajfianesvara (KM(S) 13.88cd)

Tirttisvarar, 12.8466, 79.6939
Tirthe$vara (KM(S) 29.12cd)

Tirumeérralisvarar, 12.8351, 79.6912

Pascimasthana (KM(S) 15.49ab), Pascimesvara (KV 6.19cd)

Ulakalanta Perumal, 12.8390, 79.7052
Trivikrama (KM(S) 32.72ab, KV 10.18cd, KM(V) 20.71cd)

Urukumulla Perumal, 12.8415, 79.7019
first prakara of the Kumarakottam temple
Dravaccittavisnu (KM(S) 34.1cd)

Uttira Rankanata Cuvami, 12.9122, 78.9363
in Pallikonda
Sayanesa (KM(V) 8.51ab)

Vacistésvarar, 12.8179, 79.7135
Vasisthesvara (KM(S) 11.23cd)
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Vaikunta Perumal, 12.8370, 79.7101
Vaikunthanilaya (KV 2.24cd), Vaikunthanayaka (KM(V) 30.70ab)

Valampuri Vinayakar, 12.8404, 79.7435
second prakara of the Varataraja Perumal temple
Daksinavartavighnesa (KM(S) 6.3ab), Daksinavartavinayaka (KV 2.9cd)

Valicuvarar, 12.8468, 79.7007
second prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Valilinga (KM(S) 38.36ab)

Valisvarar, 12.7671, 79.6909
in Kuranganilmuttam
Kuranginigostha (KM(S) 7.80)

Vanmikanatar, 12.8385, 79.6874
Valmikanatha (KM($) 17.78cd)

Vannicar, 12.8373, 79.6975
Vahni$vara (KM(S) 14.42ab)

Vannisvarar, 12.8546, 79.6911
Banesévara (KM(S) 23.16cd)

Varakar Perumal, 12.8202, 79.7239
fourth prakara of the Varataraja Perumal temple
Varaha (KM(V) 2.81)

Varakisvarar, 12.8895, 79.5933
in Damal
Varahes$vara (KM(S) 22.20cd)

Varataraja Perumal, 12.8189, 79.7253
Varadaraja (KM(S) 7.26ab, KV 5.3cd), Varada (KV 1.124cd, KM(V) 16.54ab)

Vellakkampar, 12.8472, 79.6995
first prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Svacchaikamresvara (KM(S) 38.8cd), Dhavalaikamranayaka (KV 6.29ab)

Vetapurisvarar, 12.6486, 79.5397
in Cheyyar
Adhyapakesvara (KM($) 37.60cd)

Vijayarakava Perumal, 12.8724, 79.6186
in Thiruppukuzhi
Vijayaraghava (KM(V) 8.44ab)
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Vikatacakkara Vinayakar, 12.8468, 79.6990
fifth prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Vikatacakravinayaka (KV 6.9cd)

Vilakkoli Perumal, 12.8244, 79.7057
Dipaprakasa (KM(S) 12.17ab, KM(V) 12.83cd), Dipadhara (KV 2.23cd)

Vira Rakava Perumal, 13.1433, 79.9071
in Thiruvallur
Viraraghava (KM(V) 8.60ab)

Virarakaveésvarar, 12.8390, 79.6962
Viraraghavesvara (KM(S) 17.52ab)

Virattanésvarar, 12.8460, 79.7085
Virattahase$vara (KM(S) 31.11cd)

Visnu Turkai, 12.8383, 79.7017
outer prakara of the Kaccapésvarar temple
Durga Paficasandhika (KV 10.13cd)

Visnuvécvarar, 12.8471, 79.6991
within the Ekamparanatar temple compound
Visnvisvara (KM(S) 42.30ab)

Visnu depicted as snake (name uncertain), 12.8391, 79.7051
in the porch (ardhamandapa) of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple
Sesakrti (KM(V) 19.77cd)

Vituvaccanisvarar, 12.8354, 79.6856
within the Colisvarar / Vayiravésvarar temple compound
Visvaksenes$vara (KM(S) 19.1ab)

Viyaca Cantalisvarar, 12.8183, 79.7128
Vyasasrantasrayesvara (KM(S) 10.2cd)

Yatoktakari Perumal, 12.8240, 79.7124
Yathoktakari (KM(S) 7.35cd, KM(V) 15.92cd), Digambara (KV 2.18cd)

Yokanaracimma Cuvami, 13.0887, 79.4182
in Sholingur
Nrkesari (KM(V) 8.54cd)

Yoka Naracimma Perumal. 12.8190, 79.7252
second prakara of the Varataraja Perumal temple
Guhasimha (KV 2.19cd), Narasimha (KM(V) 3.78ab)
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Unidentified Sacred Places
Astabhuje$vara (KM(S) 12.7cd)
Bhattarakes$vara (KV 10.22cd)
Candika Kambhudharini (KV 2.13cd)
Candika Tirthamalini (KV 10.14cd)
Candika Ugravasini (KV 10.11cd)
Durga Hemasana (KV 10.15cd)
Durga Ksetrangika (KV 2.12cd)
Durga Paficalika (KV 2.11cd)

Durga Tandonika (KV 10.12cd)
Hemabha (KM(V) 21.66cd)
Jaigisivye$vara (KM(S) 12.46cd)
Jatayulinga (KM(S) 22.39ab)
Jivatpakesvara (KM(S) 7.92ab)
Kailasanatha (KM(S) 32.16cd)
Kalanga (KV 10.20cd)

Kanyake$vara (KV 6.4cd)
Krire$vara (KM(S) 26.1ab)

Kumara (KV 2.10cd)
seen. 197

Madhu (KV 10.19cd)
Mukti$vara (KM(S) 29.74ab)

Narasimhesvara (KM(S) 12.22ab)

Pandavadite$vara (KM(S) 15.17ab/18ab)

Pandavesvara (KM(S) 32.8ab-9cd)
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Phanisa (KV10.25ab)

Santisa (KM(V) 32.20ab)

Sarngapani (KM(V) 11.85a)
Sparsavedhisilalinga (KM(S) 29.57ab)
Sudhakara (KM(V) 21.65cd)

Svetavarna (KV 6.25cd)
seen. 187

Vamana (KM(V) 18.77cd)
see n. 245

vanambika (KV 2.15ab)
Vedanupuresvara (KM(S) 37.44ab)

Virabhairava (KV 6.30cd)
within the Ekamparanatar temple compound

Viravares$varil (KV 6.14cd)

Vrsabhesa (KM(V) 32.13cd)

Sacred Water Bodies

Agnitirtha (Sanskrit name), 12.8145, 79.7270
Agnitirtha (KM(V) 5.13cd)

Anantacaras, 12.8198, 79.7243
fourth prakara of the Varataraja Perumal temple
Anantasaras (KV 2.31cd, KM(V) 5.10cd), Varahatirtha (KM(V) 2.56)

Anantatirttam, 12.8239, 79.7147
linked to the Panamanisvarar temple, to its east
Anantasaras (KM(S) 9.71cd)

Brahma-well (Tamil name uncertain), 12.8188, 79.7242
fourth prakara of the Varataraja Perumal temple
Brahmatirtha (KM(V) 5.13ab)
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Cakkaratirttam, 12.8436, 79.7072
linked to the Pavalavanna Perumal temple
Cakratirtha (KM(S) 31.51ab, KV 10.47ab)

Cakkaratirttam, 12.8172, 79.7209
linked to the Punniyakottisvarar temple
Cakratirtha (KM(S) 5.65cd)

Carvatirttam, 12.8466, 79.6945
Sarvatirtha (KM(S) 29.19ab, KV 9.4cd, KM(V) 5.46¢d)

Catakankatirttam, 12.8016, 79.6147
linked to the Kirupanata Svami temple in Thiruppanangadu
Jatagangatirtha (KM(S) 7.94ab)

Catayutirttam, 12.8722, 79.6191
linked to the Vijayarakava Perumal temple in Thiruppukuzhi, to its southwest
Grdhratirtha (KM(V) 8.44cd)

Cittatirttam, 12.8313, 79.7031
within the Cittisvarar temple compound
Siddhatirtha (KM(S) 13.39cd)

Cittitirttam, 12.8387, 79.7058
old, now dilapidated tank of the Ulakalanta Perumal temple, to its east
Vamanatirtha (KM(V) 5.28cd)

Civakankaitirttam, 12.8473, 79.7006

fourth prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple

Sivagangatirtha (KM($) 35.94cd, KM(V) 5.45cd), Gangatirtha (KV 6.31cd),
Candrasaras (KM(V) 5.44ab), Candratirtha (KM(V) 24.52ab)

Hruttapanacinitirttam, 13.1423, 79.9063
linked to the Vira Rakava Perumal temple in Thiruvallur, to its south
Hrttapanasanatirtha (KM(V) 8.56cd)

Intiratirttam, 12.8301, 79.7163

linked to the Satyanatasvami temple, to its west
Satyavratatirtha (KM(S) 4.110cd), Paurandaratirtha (KV 2.37cd,
KM(V) 5.19¢cd)

Ittacittitirttam, 12.8383, 79.7012
outer prakara of the Kaccapésvarar temple
Siddhatirtha (KV 10.44ab, KM(V) 5.52cd), Istasiddhatirtha (KM(S) 13.115)

Kajentira Puskarini, 12.8229, 79.7106
linked to the Astapuja Perumal temple, to its north
Gajatirtha (KM(V) 8.38)



Appendix 271

Kakkai Kulam, 12.7674, 79.6911
Dharmatirtha (KM(S) 7.85ab)

Kampaitirttam, 12.8462, 79.6997
fifth prakara of the Ekamparanatar temple
Kampa (KV 9.7cd)

Mankalatirttam, 12.8441, 79.7011
next to Mankalésvarar
Mangalatirtha (KM(S) 35.9¢d, KV 6.34cd, KM(V) 5.40cd)

Matsyatirttam, 12.8428, 79.6972
outer prakara of the Pantavatiita Perumal temple
Pandavatirtha (KV 6.38cd, KM(V) 5.49cd)

Nakatirttam / Césatirttam, 12.8390, 79.7045
linked to the Ulakalanta Perumal temple, to its west
Vamanakunda (KM($) 32.81ab)

Okkappirantan Kulam, 12.8380, 79.6973
Paficapsarassaras (KM(§) 14.35cd), Garudatirtha (KM(V) 5.51cd; identification not en-
tirely certain)

Paiicakankaitirttam, 12.8410, 79.7030
outer prakara of the Kamaksi Amman temple
Paficatirtha (KM($) 31.120ab, KV 10.38cd, KM(V) 5.31ab)

Paruti Kulam, 12.8552, 79.6976
Paridhikunda (KM(S) 29.52ab)

Pirammatirttam, 12.8096, 79.7301
linked to the Pirammapurisvarar temple, to its south
Brahmatirtha (KM(S) 7.15cd)

Porramarai Kulam. 12.8193, 79.7269

fourth prakara of the Varataraja Perumal temple

Hemabjakatirtha (KM(V) 22.43cd), Hemambhojatirtha (KM(V) 5.11cd),
Laksmitirtha (KM(V) 5.12cd)

Rankacami Kulam, 12.8248, 79.7123
former temple tank of the Yatoktakari Perumal temple, to its south
Kundatirtha (KM(V) 5.19ab)

Rankanatatirttam (name not entirely certain), 12.8864, 79.4461
linked to the Rankanata Svami temple in Thiruparkadal, to its northeast
Papanasanatirtha (KM(V) 8.46cd)
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Takkan Kulam, 13.1035, 79.4262
in Sholingur
Brahmatirtha (KM(V) 8.54ab)

Tayar Kulam, 12.8262, 79.6958

linked to the Kayardkanesvarar temple, to its south
Kayadhirohanatirtha (KV 10.41cd), Kayarohanatirtha (KM(V) 7.1cd)
Uppeéri Kulam, 12.8414, 79.6982

linked to the Curakarésvarar temple

Jvaraharatirtha (KM(S) 14.73ab, KV 6.36cd, KM(V) 5.50cd)
Yakatirttam, 12.9128, 78.9372

linked to the Uttira Rankanata Cuvami temple in Pallikonda, to its east
Sarasvatatirtha (KM(V) 8.51cd)

Unidentified Sacred Water Bodies
Bhaktodayatirtha (KV 2.34cd)

Kusatirtha (KM(V) 5.17ab)

Paficalikatirtha (KV 2.40cd)

Sahodaratirtha (KM(S) 14.38cd)
linked to Mandukarni$vara

Suktikatirtha (KM(S) 32.19cd)
linked to Kailasanatha

Sulatirtha (KM(S) 29.43ab)
linked to Javanti$vara

Vasisthatirtha (KM(V) 8.54ab)
in Sholingur
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The index contains relevant sites and spatial formations from the study of Sthala-
mahatmyas on Kanchipuram. According to the style used in this book (see notes on
transliteration on p. xiii), the spelling of the toponym indicates whether the partic-
ular name refers to a place mentioned in the source texts (Sanskrit name) or to an
actually existing, historical site (modern Tamil name). As a rule, the name of the
historical site is taken as keyword in this index, the name(s) of the place mentioned
in the primary sources follow and are given in slanted style for further distinction.
If there are variant names across the texts for the same place, they are ordered by
frequency of occurrence. A comprehensive listing of the places mentioned in the
Sthalamahatmyas on Kanchi can be found in the appendix of this book.
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SACRED SITES OF SOUTH ASIA SERIES

Multifarious Sacred Geographies takes an in-depth
look at the sacred geography of the South Indian
temple city Kanchipuram. Kanchipuram’s par-
ticularly diverse religious landscape, with over
four hundred temples, is attested to in numerous
Sanskrit and Tamil texts that glorify the city.
Malini Ambach investigates for the first time three
of these glorifying Sanskrit Sthalamahatmyas in
detail and comparatively with regard to their liter-
ary geographies of Kanchipuram. These texts link
mythology with the local physical landscape and
each coloured by a sectarian perspective, they
describe the same sacred space, Kanchipuram,
by constructing shared and contradictory notions
of the temple city.
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