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Historical sequence of the Vaisnava Divyadesas.
Sacred venues of Vispuism
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Abstract

Forty years ago Prof. George W. Spender wrote an article on the Saiva
tiruttalams (called divyadesa in Vaisnava tradition) and suggested a
complimenting work could be undertaken on the sacred venues of
Visnuism. The present article fulfills the longfelt need of scholars in
Indian religious and more relevantly art historical studies. Based on
the first-hand materials derived from the Vaisnava canon,
Nalayirativviyapirapantam, it presents the historical sequence of the
evolution of the 108 divyadesas. The earliest of these had their origin
by about the 4™-5" century CE and reached maturation by about the
early half of the 9™ century CE. The stages of evolution are ear-
marked. However, what the Vaisnava mystics, the Alvars, saw during
the centuries down to the 9™ are not the ksetras (sacred space of the
temple) or sthalas (sacred venues) that we find today. The temples
had undergone spectacular changes through the centuries as could be
proved with case studies of either Vénkatam or Allikkéni. A handful
of the sthalas were purely imaginary on part of the mystics. The text
is duly illustrated with modern photographic evidences and a map.
The parochial views of some American scholars are discussed to point
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out their inability to deal with the original sources in Tamil and
consequently their views on Visnuism or Srivisnuism happens to be
biased.

Keywords: Vaisnava-divyadesas, Visnuism, Alvars, Srivaisnavism,
Bhakti, Nalayira- divya-prabandham.

Tradition would record the Vaisnava divyadesas or divyasthalas are
108. The divyadesa is a base of the cult of Visnu in Visnuism
tradition." The list of 108 seems to have reached maturation by about
the early 9" century CE as all the desas are extolled in the hymns of
the twelve Alvars. Among these the earliest venues are Maliruficolai
(modern Alakarkoyil), Arankam (Sanskrit Srirangam), Vénkatam
(modern Tirupati/Tirumala) and Atakamatam (modern Anantapuram,
Anglicized Trivandrum).? The 108 are brought under six or seven
topographical segments of the Indian subcontinent under Malainatu or
Ceranatu (Hill Country, Kerala, cf. Keralaput[r]a in Asoka’s Edicts;
3" century BCE), Pandinatu (Tamil Lexicon method: Pantinatu, south
of the River Kaviri), Colanatu (the Kaviri delta), Natunatu
(intermediary region that falls in between Colanatu and Tontainatu),
Tontainatu (northern Tamilnatu), Vatanatu (northern country,
meaning North India) and those in the heaven (Map 1). Very little
work has been done on the divyadesas based on the primary sources
of the Alvars (cf. Ramanujam 1973, Hardy 1983; Kalidos 1993-95,
1996: 1 303-308, 11 289-94; Meeneshwari 1993-93; Jeyapriya 2003:
612-15; Rajarajan 2012a; Dutta 2007: 22—43) and so the choice of the
theme has a justification. George W. Spencer 1970 and Burton Stein

"I follow Jan Gonda 1970 in deploying the religious denomination, Visnuism. Ksetra
means “soil”, “region”, “repository”, “a sacred spot”, “an enclosed spot of ground”
and so on. Its equal sthala means “soil”, “ground”, “a heap of artificially raised earth”
(cf. terriyampalam, the core temple that stands on an elevated basement, e.g. Kutal
Alakar in Maturai), “mound”, “tableland” and so on. Desa means “region” and
“country”. Raju Kalidos (2006: 293n) says sthala is the venue, city or village, where
the sacred abode of the resident God is situated. Ksetra is the space occupied by the
sacred temple. The ksetra falls within the space of the sthala.

2 The Sanskritic equivalent is given within parentheses. Of the temples in
Tirupati/Tirumala one on the hill-top is likely to have been the earliest. Down the hill
at Tirupati a number of temples for Visnu and Devi-Mangamma are there. These are
likely to have been later emergences.
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1977 has done a similar work in respect of the Saiva venues of
worship as gleaned from the Nayanmar works, especially the
Tevaram. The present article compliments the work of G.W. Spencer
and B. Stein from the Vaisnava point of view. However, | may note
the learned professor Spencer has not presented a list of the 280 Saiva
tiruttalams in a chronological order, which is very difficult to compile
since all these are dated during the 5"-8" centuries CE
(Karaikkalammaiyar to Cuntarar).® Early in 1940, S. Krishnasvamy
Aiyangar, followed by B.V. Ramanujam, both deeprooted Vaisnava
scholars, wrote much about the divyadesas, which is now outdated but
Aiyangar’s work is chewed and digested by devoted Vaisnava
scholars. Friedhelm Hardy’s 1983 work is a dedicated piece on Tamil
Visnuism but has very little to say on the subject under study. A fresh
look is felt essential in the light of recent research on Vaisnavism in
general; and Srivaisnavism in particular with A.K. Ramanujam 1981
leading a team of scholars in the United States who attach more
importance to the works of the Acaryapurusas, which is a parochial
approach in my view. We must cautiously differentiate between
Visnuism/Vaispavism (Visnu as the foremost of the gods) and
Srivaisnavism (Visnu looked through his grace, Sri). Note the
following two important works:

B.V. Ramanujam 1973:
History of Vaisnavism in South India upto Ramanuja

N. Jagsdeegan 1977:
History of Sri Vaispavism in the Tamil Country (post-Ramanuja)

Visnuism takes its root in Vedic lore and reaches a saturation level in
the hymns of the Alvars. Here Visnu is the focal point of attention.
Srivaisnavism/Srivisnuism developed as a codified system of
philosophy after the time of Ramanuja in the 12" century. Here the
focal point is Visnu through the mediator Sri. Visnuism is a religion
and Srivaisnavism a philosophical way of approach to Visnuism as
one may on a comparative line find the differences between Roman
Catholicism, Lutheranism and Eastern Orthodox, all coming under the

® But Professor Stein (1977: fn. 27) pin-points that Spencer’s map is not the final as
much work remains undone. While Spencer 1970 hints 280 tiruttalams, Stein 1977
notes 537 tiruttalams of that 274 of them have versified by the Nayanmars.
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common banner Christianity. In all these three systems, Jesus the
Christ is the foremost to a follower and not the colour of the bread or
wine whether you consider it the blood and flesh of Jesus based on
transubstantiation or treat it merely a bread from a bakery or wine
from an ale house. We are not debating the Christian philosophy to
say the bread consists only of the flour of wheat or barley and the
wine not the blood of a divine person or godman. For all three
Christ/Christianity is important though the Catholic will not tread the
path of a Lutheran or Anglican in matters ritual and iconographic
setting in churches. The tussle between them is so acute in India that a
Catholic institution may prefer to appoint a Hindu for a job
requirement and definitely not a Protestant. However, this is not the
prime theme of our discussion. Let us come to Vispuism and
Srivisnuism.

G.W. Spencer called the venues of Saiva worship, tiruttalam
“sacred geography” and Eric Isaac 1960 “the landscape of myth”
(cited from Spencer 1970: 233); B. Stein as “historical geography”
and David E. Sopher 1968 “circulatory flows to define pilgrimage
regions in India”. The learned professor has spent his time on Saiva
centers of worship and suggests “a study of Vaisnavite sacred
geography...is obviously feasible” (Spencer 1970: 233). Nobody
thought of it during the past forty years. It may note the Saivite
centers of worship around the 9" century were 281 (Kalidos 2006: I,
292) and at the same time those of the Vaisnavas 108. Whether these
are the “landscape of myth” (Isaac 1960, cf. Hopkins 2004: 29-55) or
“landscape of history” (Gaddis 2002) is a good question (cf. Spencer
1970: Map — Sacred Places in Taiicavir; and Stein 1977: Map —
Tevaram Sites of the Kaveri Basin), which the present article answers.
I have not seen the article of Issac and may take liberty of presuming
by “landscape of myth” the scholar mean the “geography” of classical
authors (such as Megasthenes, Ptolemy [the Alvars and Nayanmar]).
This need not be so because many of the unidentifiable places in
Pliny, Strabo and Ptolemy have been identified (e.g. Muziris, Comari
and Kolchi with Muciri, Kanyakumari and Kocci on the Pandyan and
Malabar sea coast [Kalidos 1976: 67] and later Kadaram with the
Malaya peninsula) and there is no such problem in case of the “sacred
geography” of the Alvars and the divyadesas listed by them.

Before taking up the problem for an examination it may state at
the outset that the twelve Alvars are brought under three groups. The
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Alvar is a divinity, one immersed or lost in his love for the Lord Visnu
(al “immerse”, alvar “one immersed [in Visnu-bhakti]”, cf. Spencer
1970: 234 alvars “divers”). The Alvars are believed to have visited
the venues where the temple of the Lord was, composed hymns in
praise of those sacred centers, the Mdrti, the tirtha, the flora and
fauna, the pijas and festivals, and spread the cult. Though scho-lars
find the rudiments of bhakti in the Paripatal, it is in the hymns of the
Alvars that we really find the blossoming of the bhdagavata/bhakti
tradition that germinated in the north during the early centuries of the
Christian era. Few Tamil scholars find the rudiments of bhakti in
Cankam lore (infra Zvelebil’s view of Paripatal) and not the pre-
Christian Sanskrit literature (cf. cf. Bhandarkar 1995: 4-11). | do not
agree with this view. The Bhdagavata-based bhakti is an import from
the north and R.G. Bhandarkar may find the roots of bhakti in the
Upanisadic concept of wupdsana (means “serving” or “worship”
Monier-Williams 2005: 215).

The traditional sequence of the Alvars and the hymns composed by
them fall as under:

Early Alvars:”
Poykai Tiruvantati |
Piitam Tiruvantati 1l
Pey Tiruvantati 111
Middle Alvars:
N Tiruvaciriyam, Tiruviruttam, Periya Tiruvantati and
am . _ .
Tiruvaymoli
Maturakavi KanninunCiruttampu
Kulacekarar Perumal Tirumoli
Tiruppan Amalanatipiran
Tontaratippoti Tirumalai and Tiruppa/lielucci
Tirumalicai Tiruccantaviruttam and Nanmukan Tiruvantati

* The Alvars are considered to be the amsas (manifestation) of Vaisnava marks of
identification; e.g. Poykai — paficajanya (a demon turned sarkha), Patam — gada
“mace”, P&y — nandaka (khadga of Visnu), Malicai — cakra, Maturakavi — Vainateya
(Garuda, son of Vinatd), Nam - Sesa, Kulacekarar — kaustubha (celebrated necklace
of Visnu), Periyalvar - Garuda, Antal - Bhiidevi, Tontaratippoti — vanamala (garland
of holy basil), Pan - srivatsa and Mankai - sarnga (bow of Visnu). According to
another concept Nam and Piitam were the tiara of the Lord, Poykai and P&y the eyes,
Periyalvar the face, Malicai the neck, Kulacekarar and Pan the hands, Tontaratippoti
the chest, Mankai (literally means “maid”) the umbilicus and Maturakavi the sacred
feet of the Lord (Devanathan 1971: Annexure p. 85).
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Later Alvars:
Periyalvar Tiruppallanu and Tirumoli
Antal Tiruppavai and Nacciyar Tirumoli
Periya Tirumoli, Tirukuruntantakam, Tirunesun-tantakam,
Tirumankai Tiruvelukarrirukkai, Ciriyatirumaral and Periyatirumayal
(Kalidos 1999: 223-24).

The chronology of the Alvars is a vexed question. The Mutal Alvars
(early trio) are dated in the 6™-7" century CE. The Middle Group
(totally six) is dated in the 7"-8" century CE. The Later Group (totally
three) is dated in the 8"-9™ century (cf. Kalidos 1999: 223-24).
Tirumalicai in his Napmukan Tiruvantati (v. 93) notes a king called
Kunaparan: Akkai kotuttaruliva koné kupaparapé “Gunabhara, (the
King?), who gave me this mortal coil and blessed (me)”. This
Kunaparan (Gunabhara) is identified with Mahéndravarman | (c. 610-
30 CE)® and so he is assigned to the early 7" century (Pillai 1985:
186). With due reference to an astronomical clue in the Tiruppavai of
Antal (cf. Hudson 1980: 539-66), she is dated in the early half of the
8" century CE.° Periyalvar and Tirumankai refer to a Pandya king
(Tamil Lexicon method: Pantiyan) and Pallava in their hymns’. These
two have been aptly identified with Srimara Srivallabha (815-62 CE)
and Nandivarman Il Pallavamalla (690-729 CE). Kulacékarar
(Ceraman Perumal) is considered to be a contemporary of the Saiva

® The title, Gunabhara, appears in the inscription of the upper Pallava cave at
Tiruccirappalli (Srinivasan 1964: 54).

® The reference is: Velliyeluntu viyalamurasnkirru (the rise of Ve/lli/-Venus and the fall
of Viyalan/Jupiter that astronomically gives the date CE 731 (Kalidos 1976: 104).

" Periyalvar notes kayal poritta pantiyar kulapati (Tirumo/i 5.4.7) “The Lord of the
family of Pandyas (who bears the banner) of the Fish”. Antal calls Periyalvar the king
of Putuvai (Villiputtdr): Putuvaiyarkon Vigucittan “Visnusiddha, the King of
Putuvai” (Nacciyar Tirumoli 12.10). Periyalvar is supposed to have been a minister to
Srimara Srivallabha and so called a king. Tirumankai acknowledges the gifts of the
Pallava king to the Cittirakiitam (temple of Visnu) at Citamparam: Pallavar kon
paginta/cempor manimatankal cilnta tillait/tiruccitirakiatam (Periya Tirumoli 3.2.3)
“The Cittirakutam of Tallai that is fitted with towered gem-like edifices, which the
Pallava king worshipped”. Another decad (Periya Tirumo/i 2.9.1-10) in all its ten
verses notes the Paraméccuravinnakaram (Vaikuntha Perumal temple) at Kanci that
was worshipped by the Pallava king. The Pallava is called Villavan (an expert in
archery) and Mallaiyarkon (King of wrestlers) whose feet was worshipped by several
kings”. The Pallava noted in these hymns is Nandivarman Pallavamalla. To quotes:
Pallavan  villavanenrulakil  palarayppapalavéntar  vapankukalal / Pallavan
mallaiyarkon panintara para/méccuravipnakaramatuvé (Periya Tirumoli 2.9.1).
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saint Cuntarar and may be dated in the early 8" century (Zvelebil
1974: 106). The Later Group could be conveniently dated during the
8"-9™ century CE. The sequence on the basis of historical evidences
will have to be Tirumalicai, Kulacekarar, Tirumankai, Periyalvar and
Antal. There is no clue either epigraphical or literary to date the other
Alvars.

It is traditionally believed that the saga of Vaisnava lyrical
composition began with the Early Group and Lord Visnu himself is
said to have given them the first phrase of the Tiruvantatis composed
by them for the first hymn.? Therefore, they are assigned to the 6™-7"
century CE or even the 5™ century. The other six are supposed to fall
in between the two dates 6™ century and early 9™ century. In any case
all the twelve Alvars have crossed the historical meridian by about the
middle of the 9" century CE (Rajarajan 2012a). Saint Nathamuni is
said to have compiled the Nalayiram into the divya-prabandham
(divya “divine” or “heavenly”, pra- “excessively” or “great”,
bandham “tie” or “chain”), Tamil tivya(should be tivviya)-pira-
pantam. He is assigned to the 10" century CE (Zvelebil 1974: 91).
Nathamuni’s birth-place is considered to be Kattumanargudi, near
Citamparam. A spurious inscription in that temple assigns his date of
birth to Kaliyuga 3,624 (522 CE),? which could not have been the case
because at that time the Middle and Later Alvars did not exist and
maybe the First Group was busy composing the Tiruvantatis (cf.
Aiyangar 1940: 260, Jagadeesan 1977: 10-11).

Zvelebil’s (1974: 91-107) date for the Early Alvars is 650-700
CE, which is unfair (cf. Rajarajan 2012a). The other Alvars are dated
as follows: Tontaratippoti (first quarter of the ot century),
Kulacgkarar (c. 800 CE), Periyalvar and Antal (9" century CE),
Tirumankai (c. 800-870 CE) and Nammalvar (c. 880-930 CE - the
time of Parantaka I). That means Tontaratippoti, Kulacékarar,
Periyalvar, Antal, Tirumankai and Nammalvar are supposed to have
lived in the 9™-10" century CE, which was a troublesome period in the
history of Tamilnadu since the Pallavas and Pandyas were engaged in
a deadly conflict for survival. The Imperial Colas and Rastrakiitas as
renascent powers were peeping into the historical arena around 850

8 The first phrase in Tiruvantatis is Vaiyamtaka/iva (the world is the wick),
Anpétakaliya (love is the wick) and Tirukkansen (1 have seen to Auspicious-Sii).
® South Indian Temple Inscriptions, Vol. I11, Pt. II, no. 1291.
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CE. This was also a period of political tribulation, turbulence and
transition because the Pallavas and Early Pandyas exit from the
historical scene and the Colas, Rastrakiitas and Calukyas of Kalyani
come to the forefront with the former commanding an upper hand.
Under such chaotic conditions, so many of the Alvars could not have
worked peacefully composing their hymns and visiting centers of
Visnuism. The Alvars refer to the Pandya and Pallava in their hymns
and not the Cola of the Imperial House that begins with Vijayalaya
around 850 CE.™ That means by about the time of the emergence of
the Cdlas under Vijayalaya (c. 850-70 CE) the Alvars have gone
behind the historical curtain. Therefore, the dates suggested by Raju
Kalidos 1999 seem to be workable to further proceed with the history
of the divyadesas (cf. Rajarajan 2012a).

Coming to the main theme of our investigation, the distribution
pattern of the divyadesas in the subcontinent may be listed as
follows:™

10| fact Tirumankai refers to a Cola. He was a king of the post-Caitkam period that
does not belong to the lineage of Vijayalaya (850-70 CE), the founder of the Imperial
Cola house. There was a family of the Colas during the Cankam Age (down to 250
CE) that ceased to rule the Kaviri delta around 250 CE with the advent of the
Kalabhras. It seems their successors continued to survive as minor chiefs (Sastri 1984:
104-107). One of these kings was Koccenkanan whose date is uncertain (may be the
6" century CE). He was also known as Kdcedlan (Periya Tirumofi 6.6.9). He is said
to have built 70 temples (manimatakkoyil “towered gem-like temple”) for I$vara
(tirumolivay Icarku elilmatam elupatu ceytu ulakam anta [ibid. 6.6.8] “He built
seventy beautifully towered temples for I§vara, He whose mouth utters the sacred
words” - tirumoli or tiruvaymoli is the title of several of the poems composed by the
Alvars). Some scholars suggest these were temples for Siva (Nalayiram, Mullai
Nilayam ed., Vol. Il, p. 236). | am of the opinion all the 70 need not have been for
Siva because I$vara is an epithet of the common genre that Siva and Visnu share. The
Visnusahasranama (epithet nos. 36, 74) calls Visnu I§vara and what is more important
he is called Sivah (ibid. epithets 27, 600). Therefore, the 70 temples assigned to
K&ccolan by tradition must have been for both Siva and Visnu. One among them was
Naraiytr (Nacciyarkoyil) in Cdlanadu, which divyadesa Tirumankai extols. These
temples are likely to have built of brick and mortar as it was the tradition then and the
age of karrali (stone temple) had not yet begun, which was invigorated during and
after the time of Vijayalaya. In fact the early Colas seem to have dedicated themselves
to convert all brick temples into stone during 850-986 CE (cf. Dehejia 1990).

" The list is as it appears in the Naldyirativviyappirapantam (shortly Nalayiram), the
Little Flower Company, Chennai 2008.
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Malainatu (Hill Country) — totally 13: Navay, Vittuvakkotu (Vicciko-
tu or Vificikkotu), Katkarai (or Trikkakkara), Milikkalam, Vallaval
(or Valla, Srivallabha-ksetra - see Clooney 1991: 260-76), Katittanam,
Cenkunriir (Cirraru), Puliyiir (Kuttanatu), Varanvilai (Arammula),
Vanvantir (Vamuntir), Anantapuram, Vattaru and Vanparicaram
(Tiruppaticaram).

Pandinatu (the Pandya country) - 18: Kurunkuti (Vamana-ksetra),
Civaramankai (Vanamamalai, Nankunéri or Totadri-ksetra), (Nava-
tiruppatis 1-9, see Rajarajan 2012) 1. Vaikuntam, 2. Varakunamankai,
3. Pulinkuti, 4-5. Tolaivillimankalam (lrattaitiruppati — Twin
Temples), 6. Kulantai (Perunkulam), 7. Kolir, 8. Tentiruppérai (or
Porai), 9. Kurukir (Alvar Tirunakari), Villiputtir (Srivilliputtiir),
Tankal (Tankaldr), Katal/Maturai, Maliruficolai, Mokir, Kottiyir
(Kostiyar or Kosti-ksetra), Pullani (Darbhasayana) and Meyyam.

Colanatu (the Cola country) - 40: Arankam (Srirangam), Kol
(Uraiyar, Nikalapuri or Urantai), Karampanir (Uttamarkoyil,
Kadamba-ksetra), Vellarai (Vedagiri or Svetagiri), Anpil, Pérnakar
(Koyilati or Appakkutattan), Kantiyar (Trimarti-ksetra), Kitalar
(Atuturai, Sangama-ksetra), Kavittalam (Kapi-sthala, Krsnaranya-
ksetra), Pullampittankuti, Atanir, Kutantai (Sarngapani temple,
Bhaskara-ksetra), Vinnakar (Oppiliyappankoyil, Markandeya-ksetra),
Naraiyar, Cérai (Paficasara-ksetra), Kannamankai (Krsnamangala-
ksetra), Kannapuram (Krsnaranya-ksetra, Paficakrsna-ksetra and
Saptapunya-ksetra),  Kannankuti  (Krsnaranya-ksetra), = Nakai
(Nakapattinam), Taficaimamanikkoyil/Taficaviir (Dhanavadi 2005),
Nantipuravinnakaram (Natankoyil, Daksinajagannatham and Srivasa-
sthalam),  Velliyankuti,  Aluntir  (T&raluntir),  Cirupuliytr,
Talaiccankananmatiyam (Talaiccankatu), Intalir (Mayilatuturai,
Vilantar), Kavalampati (Nankir), Kalicciramavinnakaram (Cirkali),
Ariméyavinnakaram  (Nankiir),  Vappurutottamam  (Nankdr),
Cemponceykdyil (Nankdir), Manimatakkdyil (Nankdir),
Vaikuntavinnakaram (Nankdr), Ali/Nakari, Tevanartokai
(Kilaiccalai), Terriyampalam (Nankir), Vellakkulam (Annankoyil),
Parttanpalli (Nankur) and Cittirakaitam (Tillai-Citamparam).

Natunatu (Intermediary country) - 2: Ayintai (Vayintipuram/ Vahin-
drapuram) and Kovaldr.
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Tontainatu (northern Tamilnadu) - 22: Kacci-Attikiri (Attiytr,
Kaficipuram, Satyavrada-ksetra), Attapuyakkaram (Astbhujahasta -
Kafici), Tanka (Tappul - Kaiici), Velukkai (Kafici), Nirakam (Kafici),
Patakam (Kafici), Nilattinkaltuntam (Kafici), Urakam (Kafici), Vehka
(Kaiici), Karakam (Kafci), Karvanam (Kafici), Kalvanir (Kaiici),
Pavalavannam (Kafici), Paraméccuravinnakaram (Vaikuntha Perumal
temple, Kanci), Putkuli, Ninravir (Tinpandr), Evvul (Tiruvallar,
Punyavarttaviksaranya-ksetra), Allikkeéni (Brdaranya-ksetra),
Nirmalai  (Toyadri-ksetra), Itaventai (Vatantai), Katalmallai
(Mamallapuram, Mahabalipura-ksetra, Ardhasetu) and Katikai
(Colinkar, Colinkapuram or Colacinkapuram).*?

Vatanatu (northern country) - 11: Ayotti (Ayodhya), Naimicaranyam,
Piruti (Jyosimatha, Nandaprayaga), Kantamenunkatinakar
(Devaprayaga), Vatariyacciramam (Bhadrinatha), Calakkiramam
(Salagrama, Muktinatha in Nepal), Vatamaturai (Mathura,
Brndavanam, Govardhana), Ayppati (Gokula), Tuvarai or Tuvarakai
(Dvaraka), Cinkavélkunram (Ahobilam) and Vénkatam (Tiruppati-
Tirumala, Adivaraha-ksetra).

Though the traditional list brings Vénkatam under Vatanatu, it was
part of the Tamil country of those times and should be listed under
Tontainatu; cf. the literary expression (Tolkappiyam, Payiram;
Subrahmanian 1990: 787): Varavénkatam tepkumari ayitait
Tamilkiarum nallulakam (“the good world where Tamil is spoken
extends from Vénkatam in the north to Kumari [the Cape, Comari of
classical authors supra] in the south”).

Heavens - 2: Parkatal “Ocean of Milk” and Paramapadam or
Vaikuntam (Vaikuntha).

The total of sthalas is 108 of which most are concentrated in the
Kaviri delta (totally 40). Next in the order of numerical priority are
Tontainatu 22, Pandinatu 18, Malainatu 13, Vatanatu 11, and
Natanatu and the Heavens each 2. Those that are said to be unearthly

12 yvenkatam and Cinkavélkunram during the time of the composition of the
Nalayiram fell within bounds of ancient Tamilnadu. These two were ceded to Andhra
Pradesh at the time of the formation of linguistic states after independence. This
applies as well to Gudimallam.
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are purely mythical and fictitious. Twenty-two of these are
concentrated in two particular sthalas, i.e. Kafici fourteen and Nankir
eight. Totally 22 temples are in two sthalas though each is counted as
a divyadesa. Actually speaking, the sthalas are 88 (cf. the meaning of
sthala in n. 1).®

Among these the earliest is Maliruficolai (Grove where Mal/
Visnu resides) that appears in the Pariparal (5" century AD — Zvelebil
1974: 31). This collection of poems in its 15" long poem talks of the
cult of Visnu and notes the sthala, Netunkunram (Tall Hill), also
called Irunkunram (Resident Hill) or Malirunkunram (Resident Hill of
Mal/Visnu Paripatal v. 15, Il. 4, 14, 17, 23). The same work refers to
two other sthalas that are Iruntaiyir and Kulavay' (Pariparal-tiruassu
v. 1). These two places are likely to have been close to Maturai but
defy identification (infra). It may note the Pariparal is a poetic
compilation in praise of Kutal/Maturai, its River Vaikai and the Gods
Cevvél/Murukan and Mal/Visnu. Zvelebil 1974: 49 adds: “on the
banks of the Vaikai, that bhakti was born”. Maliruficolai is noted in
the Cilappatikaram (5™ century AD) in its Katukankatai (Il. 77-116)
and presents a lengthy description of its ecology, tirthas and cult
details. Besides the Cilappatikaram do present a graphic description
of Veénkatam in the Karukankatai (Il. 41-51). The same work notes
Arankam. It is interesting Anantapuram is called Atakamatam
(“Terrace/Theater for Dancing”?) in the commentary to the
Cilappatikaram (XXVI. 62:  Atakamatattarituyil amarnton “One
reclining in the elevated temple at Atakamatam”, XXX. 51:
Atakamatattaravanaikkitanton “He who reclines on the snake in the
elevated temple at Atakamatam™)'. Some raise the question why
Atakamatam could not be Arankam (Subrahmanian 1990: 76). We

1% Attapuyakkaram and Vehka fall in close proximity at a place called Aticanpettai in
Kaficipuram. Vehka is considered to be the birth-place of Poykai Alvar and
considered a divyades$a. Kalvanir falls within the Kamaksi Amman temple complex
to the right of the garbhagrha of Devi. These are very small temples when compared
with Varadaraja Perumal in Kafici, the vatakalai base.

It is not clear whether this is Kulantai extolled by Nammalvar.

% R. Parthasarathy’s (1993: 229, 269-70) translation of the two passages goes as
follows: “Visnu who sleeps in a trance at Atakamatam (and blessed
him/Cenkuttuvan)”. “Arattan Cetti...Employed in the service of the Lord resting/On
the divine serpent in the golden temple”. Kizattal could not be strictly brought under
“resting”. Visnu just reclines that is a deceitful slumber or yoganidra. For resting one
need not recline and may even sit and rest (Kalidos 2006: 1, 17-18).
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presume it is a reference to Anantapuram (cf. Dhanavathy 2003: 37)
because the place is noted in the third Canto of the work, called
Varicikkantam, in connection with the Céran king Cenkuttuvan on the
eve of his expedition to the north to bring a stone for sculpting an
image of Kannaki (for details of the Kannaki cult see Rajarajan 2000).

Therefore, in the pre-bhakti and post-Cankam literature the
Vaispava sthalas noted are Maliruncolai, Iruntaiyur, Kulavay,
Arankam, Vénkatam and Atakamatam/Anantapuram. Iruntaiytr and
Kulavay could not be identified. The other 104 places are notified in
the hymns of the Alvars. These may be chronologically charted in the
order of the Alvars, noted above. Of the six Maliruficolai, Arankam,
Venkatam and Anantapuram (not Atakamatam) find a place in the
lists of the Alvars. Iruntaiyiir and Kulavay are missing. In any case
during the pre-Alvar Vaisnava tradition at least four sthalas were
known. These four cover the regions of Malainatu (Anantapuram),
Pandinatu (Maliruficolai), Colanatu (Arankam) and Tontainatu
(Venkatam). Down to the 5™-6" century CE no place from the north is
listed though the Paripatal and the Cilappatikaram have enough to
say on the cult of the Vrsni heroes Vasudeva, Krsna and Baladeva,
including the femine Subhadra, sister of Krsna and not the spouse
(ideintified with ST in Srivaisnavism; SiT here is not Sridevi but the
lord’s “grace”). Visnu (Mal/Tirumal), Krsna and Baladeva are subject
of exaltation in the hymns of the Alvars. The Alvars in their hymns
extol the praise of the desas where the Lord willingly resides. These
may be listed and discussed regarding their historical sequence. The
desas by each of the Alvars are the following.

Early Group (6™-7" century CE)

Poykai: Arankam,'® Kovalir, Vehka, Vénkatam, Parkatal and Para-
mapatam (Total 5).

Patam: Arankam, Kutantai (for a case study see Meeneshwari 1993-
95), Taficaimamanikkdyil, Kovalir, ' Kacci-Attikiri, Patakam,

18 Arankam appears in the hymns of ten Alvars, excepting Maturakavi and Antal. It is
indeed very odd that the she-mystic who is said to have taken the hand of Lord
Ranganatha at Arankam according to the guruparampara (cf. Arayirappati) tradition
has not even a word to tell about this ksetra. For a case study on this desa see Kalidos
1993-95.
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Nirmalai, Katalmallai, Vénkatam, Tankal, Maliruficolai, Kottiyar and
Parkatal (Toal 13).

Pey: Arankam, Kutantai, Vinnakar, Kacci-Attikiri, Attapuyakkaram,
Velukkai, Patakam, Vehka, Allikkéni, Katikai, Venkatam, Malirufi-
colai, Kottiyur, Parkatal and Paramapatam (Total 15). Grand total 33.

Middle Group (7"-8" century CE)

Nam: Arankam, Pérnakar, Kutantai, Vinnakar, Kannapuram,
Taficaimamanikkoyil, Vehka, Ayotti, Vatamaturai, Vénkatam, Navay,
Katkarai,  Milikkalam, Vallaval, Katittanam, Cenkunrdr,
Puliytr/Kuttanatu, Varanvilai, Vanvantiir, Anantapuram, Vattaru,
Vanparicaram, Kurunkuti, Civaramankai, Varakunamankai, Pulinkuti,
Tolaivillimankalam/Irattaitiruppati, Kulantai, Kolar, Tentiruppgrai,
Kurukir, Maliruficolai, Mokiir and Paramapatam (Total 35).

Maturakavi: Vaikuntam/Vaikuntha (Paramapatam). He was an ardent
follower of Nammalvar (also called Catakopan or Kurukir Nampi)
and extols his praise in his Kanpinunciruttampu. He refers to no
sthala and says those who trust in Kurukiir Nampi shall reach
Vaikuntam/Vaikuntha. Normally this reference to Vaikuntha is not
considered to be Vaikuntam, the listed desa in Pandinatu.

Kulaceékarar (alias Céraman Perumal): Arankam, Kaoliydr,
Kannapuram,  Ali/Nakari, Cittirakiitam,  Ayotti,  Venkatam,
Vittuvakkotu and Parkatal (Total 9).8

Tiruppan: Arankam, Vénkatam, Parkatal and Paramapatam (Total 4).

Tontaratippoti: Arankam, Ayotti, Vatamaturai and Parkatal(Total 4).

7 Arankam appears in the hymns of ten Alvars, excepting Maturakavi and Antal. It is
indeed very odd that the she-mystic who is said to have taken the hand of Lord
Ranganatha at Arankam according to the guruparampara (cf. Arayirappati) tradition
has not even a word to tell about this ksetra. For a case study on this desa see Kalidos
1993-95.

'8 Hailing from the Hill Country, he refers to few divyadesas in Malainatu (i.e.
Tiruvattaru and Vittuvakkotu)) while Nammalvar has listed twelve.
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Tirumalicai: Arankam, Anpil, Pérnakar, Kavittalam, Kutantai,
Patakam, Urakam, Vehka, Evvul, Allikkéni, Venkatam, Kurunkuti,
Kiutal, Kottiytr, Parkatal and Paramapatam (16). Grand total 68.

Later Group (8", early 9" century CE)

Periyalvar: Arankam, Vellarai, Pérnakar, Kutantai, Kannapuram,
Ayotti, Kantamennunkatinakar, Vatariyacciramam, Calakkiramam,
Vatamaturai, Ayppati, Vénkatam, Kurunkuti, Villiputtir, Malirufi-
colai, Kottiyur, Parkatal and Paramapatam (18).

Antal: Kutantai, Kannapuram, Vatamaturai, Ayppati, Tuvarakai
(Dvaraka), Veénkatam, Villiputtir, Maliruficolai, Parkatal and
Paramapatam (10).

Tirumankai: Arankam, Arim&yavinnakaram, Koliytr, Karampanir,
Vellarai, Pérnakar, Kantiytr, Kitaltr, Pullamppiittankuti, Atandir,
Kutantai, Vinnakar, Naraiyar, Cg&rai, Kalvanar, Kannamankali,

Kannapuram, Kannankuti, Nakai, Taficaimamanikkayil,
Nantipuravinnakaram, Velliyankuti, Aluntdr, Cirupuliyir,
Talaiccankananmatiyam, Intaldr, Kavalampati,

Kalicciramavinnakaram, Vanpuru-tottamam, Cemponceykoyil,
Manimatakkoyil, Vaikuntavinnakaram, Ali/Nakari, T&vanartokai,
Terriyampalam, Manikkatam, Cittirakaitam, Ayintai, Kovalar, Kacci-
Attikiri, Attapuyakkaram, Tankal, Ve&lukkai, Nirakam, Patakam,
Nilattinkaltuntam,  Urakam, Vehka, Karakam, Karvanam,
Pavalavannam, Paraméccuravinnakaram, Putkuli, Ninravur, Evvul,
Allikkéni, Nirmalai, Katalmallai, Katikai, Ayotti, Naimicaranyam,
Piruti, Vatariyacciramam, Calakkiramam, Vatamaturai, Ayppati,
Cinkaveélkunram, Venkatam, Mulikkalam, Vallaval,
Puliytr/Kuttanatu, Kurunkuti, Vaikuntam, Tankal, Kital, Malirufi-
colai, Mokdr, Kottiytr, Pullani, Meyyam, Parkatal and Paramapatam
(82). Grand total 1009.

All the twelve Alvars refer to 210 that means many of the
sthalas are redundant 102 times. Tirumankai tops the list having
extolled 81 sthalas. Nammalvar comes next with 35. Others in the
order of numerical priority are Periyalvar 18, Tirumalicai 16, Pey 15,
Piitam 13, Antal 10, Kulacekarar 9, Poykai 6 and Tontaratippoti and
Tiru-ppan each 4. If one wants to fix the divyadesas in an evolutionary
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process, it could be done as follows, giving due credit to the number
of sthala/ksetra extolled by them: Tiruppan (4), Tontaratippoti (4),
Poykai (6), Kulacekarar (9), Antal (10), Patam (13), Pey (15),
Tirumalicai (16), Periyalvar (18), Nammalvar (35) and Tirumankai
(81). Maturakavi finds no place in this sequence. These will totally
upset the sequence of historical development because according to the
original scheme Poykai, Piitam and P&y were the earliest among the
Alvars and not Tiruppan and Tontaratippoti. Antal was a junior who
predeceased her foster father, Periyalvar, the veteran, goes earlier in
point of time. Therefore, this could not be the yardstick to fix the dates
of the Alvars.

It is a point for consideration why the Alvar prefers to talk of a
sthala and not all that existed in his time. For example, Kovalir,
Tancaimamanikkoyil, Kacci-Attikiri, Patakam, Nirmalai, Katalmallai,
Tankal, Kottiyar, Vinnakar, Attapuyakkaram and Ve€lukkai existed
during the time of Nammalvar and he has no hymn on these sthalas.
Even though his concentration is on those in Pandinatu and Malainatu,
he has nothing to say on Tankal and Kattiytr that were important in
the Pandan zone. Similarly, all the 108 must have existed by about the
time of Tirumankai, last among the Alvars. He has chosen to consider
82 and concentrates more on the sthalas in Colanatu and Tontainatu.
The reason for omitting 26 is an enigma and it is not clear that a
particular Alvar chose to talk of a venue that he personally visited and
not talk of others that he did not visit. Tirumalicai is supposed to have
been born at a place of the same name, near Chennai (taluka
Sriperumputiir [this was the place where Rajiv Gandhi was
assassinated]), but his nativity is not one among the 108. Now, there is
a temple for Visnu in that place called Jagannatha. Antal’s primary
concern is not Arankam, which place she is said to have visited with
Periyalvar, her foster father, took the hand of the Lord and merged
with eternity according to guruparampara (drayirappati pp. 45-50)
mythologies. *® We must keep in mind that the guruparampara
mythologies are of a later date and were not known at the time of
Antal and so these are likely to have been fabrications of those
Acaryas that composed them. Therefore, one will have to be very

1% Raju Kalidos (1989: 261-73) has listed 64 Visnu temples for his study of the temple
cars of which 18 appear in the Alvar list and one in the Sritattvanidhi. That means 45
were not canonized.
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careful while dealing with the data of the Acaryas as sources of
Vaisnava/Srivaisnava history, especially the hagiological details and
dates assigned to the Alvars are spurious on part of compilers of the
guruparampara annals. It is precisely at this point that Indian,
expecially those from Tamilnadu, Vaisnava scholars differ from the
Indian-American Vaisnava scholars (the school led by A.K.
Ramanujam) who seem to be deep-rooted in their sectarian affiliation
to the vadakala-Srivaisnavism (brahmana-dominated and propagators
of the Sanskritic lore), a vicious group that is practically castrated in
the scholarly circle in Tamilnadu today (infra).

Consolidated List of the sthalas (alphabetically arranged):

Abbreviations: Poykai (Po), Patam (Pu), P&y (P), Nam (N),
Maturakavi (Ma), Kulacékarar (Ku), Tiruppan (PA), Tontaratippoti
(TTP), Tirumalicai (TM), Periyalvar (Per), Antal (A) and Tirumankai
(Man).

Allikkéni (P, TM & Man), Ali/Nakari (Ku & Man), Aluntiir (Mar),
Anantapuram (N), Anpil (TM), Arankam (10, excepting Ma & A),
Ariméyavinnakaram (Man)®, Atanir (Man), Attapuyakkaram (P &
Man),” Ayétti (N, Ku, TTP, Per & Man), Ayppati (Per, A & Man),
Calakkiramam (Per & Man), Cenkunrir (N), Cérai  (Man),
Cemponceykoyil (Man), Cinkavélkunram (Man), Cirupuliyar (Man),
Cittirakatam (Ku & Man), Civaramankai (N), Evvul (TM & Man),
Kacci-Attikiri (Pu, P & Man), Kalicciramavinnakaram (Man),
Kalvanir (Man), Kannamankai (Man), Kannankuti (Man),
Kannapuram (Ku, N, Per, A & Man), Kantamennumkatinakar (Per),
Kantiytr (Man), Kapittalam (TM), Karakam (Man), Karampanir
(Man), Karvanam (Man), Kavittalam (N), Katkarai (N), Katalmallai
(Pu & Man), Katikai (P & Man), Kavalampati (Man), Koliyar (Ku &
Man), Kolur (N), Kottiyiir (Pu, P, TM, Per & Man), Kovaltr (Poy, P
& Man), Kutantai (N), Kuruktir (N), Kurunkuti (TM, N, Per & Man),

2 This and the following nine ksetras are within the city of Nankiir: Cemponceykayil,
Kavalampati, Manikkatam, Manimatakkoyil, Parttanpalli, Terriyampalam, T&vanar-
tokai, Vaikuntavinnakaram and Vanpurutottamam.

2 This and the following thirteen ksetras are within the city of Kaficipuram: Kacci-
Attikiri, Tanka, V&lukkai, Nirakam, Patakam, Nilattinkaltuntam, Urakam, Vehka,
Karakam, Karvanam, Kalvaniir, Pavalavannam and Paraméccuravinnakaram.
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Kital (TM & Man), Kitaliir (Man), Kulantai (Pu, P, N, TM, Per, A &
Man), Maliruficolai (Pu, N, Per, A & Man), Manikkiitam (Man),
Manimatakkoyil (Man), Meyyam (Man), Mokar (N & Man),
Milikkalam (N & Man), Naimicaranyam (Man), Nakai (Man),
Nantipuravinnakaram (Man), Naraiyar (Man), Navay (N & Man),
Nilattinkaltuntam (Man), Ninraviir (Man), Nirakam (Man), Nirmalai
(Pu & Man), Paramapatam (Po, P, N, Ma?, TM, PA, Per, A & Man),
Paraméccuravinnakaram (Man), Parkatal (all excepting Ma & N),
Parttanpalli  (Man), Patakam (Pu, P, TM, N & Man),
Pavalavannam/Kafci (Man), Pérunakar (N, TM, Per, Man),
(Tentiru)Péreyil or Pérai (N), Piruti (Man), Pulinkuti (N),
Puliytr/Kuttanatu (N & Man), Pullampdttankuti (Man), Pullani
(Man), Putkuli (Man), Talaiccankananmatiyam (Man),
Tancaimamanikkoyil (Pu & Man), Tanka (Pu & Man), Tankal (Pu &
Man), Terriyampalam (Man), Teévanartokai (Man),
Tolaivillimankalam (N), Tuvarakai (TM, N, Per, A & Man), Urakam
(TM & Man), Vaikuntam (N), Vaikuntavinnakaram (Man), Vallaval
(N & Man), Vanparicaram (N), Vanpurutottamam (Man), Vanvantir
(N), Varakunamankai (N), Varanvilai (N), Vatamaturai (TTP, N, Per,
A & Man), Vatariyacciramam (Per & Man), Vattaru (N),
Vayintipuram (Man), Vehka (Po, P, N, TM & Man), Vellakkulam
(Man), Vellarai (Per & Man), Velliyankuti (Man), Velukkai (P &
Man), Venkatam (10 excepting Ma & TTP), Villiputtiir (Per & A),
Vinnz-zlgar (Man), Vintalar (Man), Vitavéntai (Man) and Vittuvakkota
(Ku).

Ksetras of the pre-Alvar time are Maliruficolai, Arankam,
Venkatam and Anantapuram. The total is four.

The list of desas notified by the Early Alvars (6™-7" century) is:
Allikkeni, Attapuyakkaram, Kacci-Attikiri, Katalmallai, Katikai,
Kottiyir, Kovalir, Kulantai, Nirmalai, Vehka, Parkatal, Paramapatam,
Patakam, Taficaimamanikkoyil, Tankal, Vélukkai and Vinnakar.” The
total is seventeen (4 + 17 = 21). Most desas are concentrated in
Tontainatu.

The desas that come to prominence during the period of the
Middle Alvars (7"-8" century) are: Anantapuram, Anpil, Ayotti,

22 Cf. the list prepared by Raju Kalidos 2006: 304-305.
2 Maliruficolai, Arankam and Vénkatam appearing in earlier literature (e.g. Paripatal
and Cilappatikaram) are not included.
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Cenkunrir, Cittirakiitam, Civaramankai, Evvul, Tolaivillimankalam,
Kannapuram, Katittanam, Katkarai, Kavittalam, Koliyur, Kolur,
Kutantai, Kurukiir, Kurunkuti, Kital, Manimatakkoyil, Meyyam,
Mokiar, Mulikkalam, Naimicaranyam, Navay, Ninravir, Pérnakar,
Pulinkuti, Puliytr/Kuttanatu, Pullani, Putkuli, Tentiruppérai,
Ali/Nakari, Vallaval, Vanparicaram, Vanvantiir, Varakunamarnkai,
Varanvilai, Vatamaturai, Vattaru, Vittuvakkotu and Urakam. The total
is forty-one (4 + 17 + 40 = 61).

The desas that entered the scene in the last round of the Later
Alvars  (8"-9"  century) are the following:  Aluntir,
Ariméyavinnakaram, Ataniir, Ayppati, Calakkiramam,
Cemponceykdyil, Cgrai, Cinkavélkunram, Cirupuliytr, Intaldr,
Kalicciramavinnakaram, Kalvanir, Kannamankai, Kannankuti,
Kantamenunkatinakar, Kantiytr, Karakam, Karampantr, Karvanam,
Kavalampati, Katalar, Manikkiitam, Nakai, Nantipuravinnakaram,
Naraiytr, Nilattinkal-tuntam, Nirakam, Pavalavannam,
Param@ccuravinnakaram, Parttanpalli, Piruti, Pullampattankuti,
Talaiccankananmatiyam, Tanka, Terriyampalam, T&vanartokai,
Vaikuntam, Vaikuntavinnakaram, Vanpurutottamam,
Vatariyacciramam, Vayintipuram, Vehka, Vellakulam, Vellarai,
Velliyankuti, Villiputtar and Vitaventai (4 + 17 + 40 + 47 = 108).

This is the traditional list of 108 divyadesas that ardent
Vaisnavas would like to visit. However, the Sritattvanidhi, a
compilation of dhyanasiokas from various sources, compiled by
Krsnardja Utaiyar (19™ century), gives a list of 117 (Kalidos 2006: I,
307), citing the Brahmanda Purana (c. 350-950 CE, O’Flaherty 1994:
17) as the source of its authority. For classification it follows the
traditional order in the ensuing pattern: Heavens (total number of
desas 2), North India (11), Tontainatu (22), Natunatu (4), Colanatu
(43), Pandinatu (19), Malainatu (13) and Karnataka (3). In the original
list of 108 none from Karnataka is counted. The Sritattvanidhi adds
Janardana, Mahisastirasthan (modern Mysore) and
Melukotevadinamrayanapuram (Mgélkote). The other newly added
places are Yadottakari, Sriperumputiir,* Srimusnam, Taficaiyalimani,
Renunatai and  Mannarkuti/Campakaranyam. The  Sanskritic
intonation of the names appears odd: e.g. Attapuyakkaram/Asta-

2 This is the birth place of Acarya Ramanuja. The temple on the site goes after the
name Adi Ke$ava Perumal.
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bhujar, Paraméccuravinnakaram/Pamames$varavannahantr, Tiruvali-
Tirunakari/Tirnalatirnagari, Pullani/Pullaranyam, Pulinkuti/Kunigudi
and so on.

To a modern tourist with all the sophisticated travel facilities by
air, road or rail it might appear the Alvars could not have visited all
the sthalas listed by them, especially those in the distant north (e.g.
Salagrama in Nepal), but why not by walk is the question? It was their
avowed ambition to visit all the ksetras because they considered the
ksetra the Lord Visnu himself, cf. the Visnusahasranama epithet:
Ksetrajiiah (no. 16) that considers the Lord himself the sacred
temple. ® Paramapatam (the Vaisnava heaven, Vaikuntha) and
Parkatal (Ocean of Milk) are purely mythical (vide, Attachment). No
mortal could hope to visit these places.”® Those who have faith in
Visnu may hope to visit these places only after demise. Again it is a
moot point that only a few sthalas alone existed during a particular
point of time that was canonized by the Alvars. More could have been
there that were not canonized. When attain popularity, they could have
been canonized. For example, one may ask whether Srimusnam or
Mannarkuti existed only at the time of the Brahmanda Purana (say
10™ century CE). There could have been a small temple there during
the pre-10" century that came to be canonized later when popularity
increases. Epigraphical sources in the temple date since the Middle
and later Cola period (10™-11" century - Rajarajan 2006: I, 64). More
pronounced evidences come during the period of the Nayakas of
Taficavir in the 16™-17" century (cf. Rajarajan 2006: I, 64-65). In any
case it could not be definitely stated that this sthala existed during the
Alvar period.

Several temples (ksetras) existed in one sthala, e.g. Kanci (14)
and Nankdr (8). In both the cases the sthala is Kafci or Nankar and
what the Alvars considered was the temple, the ksetra. In such a case
total number of sthalas could not have been more than 88. The Hindu

5 Cf. the beautiful Tamil expression, tirutta/ivan “Lord Sacred Temple” (Tévaram
6.290.3), Osnkuyarkéyiluraivar (ibid. 1.26.3) “He is frozen in the form of the Temple”
or “he who resides in the tall-rising temple”. These references pertain to a sacred
Saiva venue in Pandinatu at Puttiir (Place of the Anthill) on the way from Maturai to
Karaikkuti via Mélur.

% The Tiruvilaiyatar Purapam records a myth of Varaguna Pandya (CE 862-80)
visiting the Sivaloka (Jeyapriya 2013: Chap. II) and presents a description of how it
was.
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faith is that each temple is situated on the Meru, the Axis mundi, and
that the temple was the Lord himself transformed in the form of an
architectural edifice (supra. cf. n. 26). If such a lofty imaginary vision
of a sthala is considered, then we may have faith in 108 in which case
the temple may fall within a radius of 5-7 kms in case of Kafici or
Nankdr.

Another important point is that what the Alvars saw during the
6"-9" century were not the temples that we find today. A good case of
phenomenal growth is the Tirumala/Tirupati (Vénkatam) temple.
There are several temples for Visnu at the base of the seven hills,
Saptagiri,?’ named after Srinivasa, Govindardja (supposed to have
been built by Ramanujacarya; Aiyangar 1940: 262), Godanda-Rama,
Alamelu-Mangamma (Tiruccaniir) and so on and it is not clear which
temple the Alvars note. It is a point for serious consideration whether
it is the temple on the hill top (Aiyangar 1940: 4) because
Ramanujacarya is said to have rolled his body on the hill to reach the
temple. He did so because the hill was an abstraction of AdiSesa
himself (cf. n. 22) and that he should not set his foot on him, the hill,
Sesasaila. The Alvars consider Maliruficolai the Tirupparkatal and
Venkatam the Vaikuntha (Tiruvaymoli 10.7.8). Nammalvar
beautifully says Tirumaliruficolai is the Parkatal that is his head. The
Vaikuntha of Tirumal is Tiruvén-katam that is his body:

Tirumaliruiicolaimalaiye Tirupparkatalé yenralaiye
Tirumal Vaikuntame tantiruvérnkatamé yenatutalé
(Tiruvaymoli 10.7.8).

The temple that the Alvars did see during the 6"-9" centuries has
undergone spectacular changes today (Figs. 16-18). The inner part of
the temple, i.e. what lay inside the tirumatil as it was 100 years ago,
has not undergone any drastic change. What all done is to cover the
pillars and vimana with golden plates. The original structures such as
the garbhagrha, Garuda shrine, chapels for Yoga-Nrsimha,
Varadaraja, Ramanuja, Ainamahal, kalyapna-mandapa, tirumafjana-

%" The seven hills are extolled in a hymn of the Venkatesvarasuprabhatam v. 15:
Srisesasaila garuddcala venkatadri nardayandadri vrsabhadri vrsadrimukhyam /
Akhyan dvadiyavasateranisar vadanti Srivernkatdcalapate dava suprabhatam. This
hymn gives the names of the hills Srisaila, Sesasaila, Garudacala, Venkatadri,
Narayanadri, Vrsabhadri and Vrsadri.
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mandapa, Tirumalanayaka-mandapa, Ranganayaka-mandapa and so
on remain intact (Sitapati 1972: Plan). Forty years back, a devotee had
to wait outside the prime gopura till 4-5 PM (having been closed after
midday services) for reopening of the Gateway to get into the
temple.?® A crowd of some 200-300 pilgrims was waiting for darsana.
Today several thousands wait for hours if one pays money and days
for a free darsana (cf. the mega-queue that waits at the Gate of the St.
Peters Church in Rome, the bustle of tourists in the Pompeii Pago
Martittimo or Herculaneum in Naples and the crowd in Sistine chapel
or Vatican Museum). The difference is that the bustle comes down
within a few hours in Rome and Naples whereas it lasts for days
together in Tirumala/Tirupati. The additions to the Tirumala temple
outside the wall are beyond imagination. How many free-feeding
boarding houses both at the foothills and atop the hill; how many paid
lodging cottages; what a scenic addition to the temple structures;
jewels worth how many billions of dollars to the Lord and the
vahanas that one saw in 1940 may not be the ones that he sees today
(Figs. 1-7). What was once a simple brass-plated Sesavahana is
today in molten gold (cf. Figs. 6-7). I am sure no temple on earth
would have seen such a tremendous growth within a period of 50

%8 Interview with Raju Kalidos, who visited the temple in 1966 when a student of
bachelor’s study. See photos (Figs. 1-2, 6-7) that were shot in the later 1930s (source
Aiyangar 1940). See in photo 6 the priest seated to the left of the vahana may have
been 20 and the same person in photo 7 is more than 80 years old. We will have to
verify whether both are the same.

2 While working on this part of the article, | happened to note a fantastic, rather
“shocking”, newspaper report (contributor’s name not given) in a popular Tamil daily,
called Tipamalar (dated 2™ October 2010), on the splendors of the Lord of the
Tirumalai temple (Figs. 4-5) that may be summarized as follows (facts subject to
verification): 1) The golden pitambara of the Lord is six kg in weight. Any one could
offer such a vastra to the Lord by paying Rs. 12,500 (US $ 250) and will have to wait
in reservation for three years on paying the money. This is called mélcattuvastram
(upper garment). 2) The u/cattuvastram (inner garment) is worth Rs. 20,000 ($ 400)
and after paying the due one will have to wait for 10 years. 3) The cosmetics for the
Lord are brought from Amsterdam (roses), Spain (kumkum), Nepal (kasturi), China
(punuku) and Paris (aromatic scents). 4) The jewels are worth several billions of
dollars. The salagrama golden shoulder hang is twelve kg in weight and three priests
are required to lift it and place on the Lord’s image. They say there is no time to put
on all these ornaments on the sacred image of the Lord in a recurring process during
yearly days. The latest news (February 2011) is that they a Museum of Jewels is to be
set in the temple. Cf. the Exhibits in the Vatican, Rome. 5) A blue gem alone is worth
20 million dollars (?).
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years (cf. Parker 1992: 121n). If Tirumankai Alvar were alive today
and visit the temple, he would not believe his own eyes and say it was
the same Vénkatam that he saw in the 9" century. Tirupati/Tirumala is
the only venue of a temple on earth that shows stages of development
at a bullet-train-speed within a time bracket of 50 years.

Maliruncolai and Mokiir fall within a distance of 15 kms in the
north-south direction. In both the cases the present temples are of
Vijayanagara-Nayaka period as the style of architecture and
iconography would prove (Rajarajan 2006: |, 44-47; 11, Plan I1). In
between these two another center of early medieval art, Anaimalai, is
found that houses an image of Ugra-Nrsirha in the cella of a rock-cut
cave (Kalidos 2006: I, 224-25). Again the north-facing group of caves
in Tirupparankunram consists of a rock-cut cella for Visnu-
Vaikuntha-marti (Rajarajan 1991: figs. 1-2), which is not a
divyadesa.*®* We may recall here that the Pariparal has references to
Iruntaiytir and Kulavay. It is not clear these two refer to the
Parankunram and Anaimalai. In any case the Meyyam or Maliruficolai
of the Alvar time are not those that we find today. Through the
historic periods, these temples have undergone drastic changes and
added with several mandapas, shrines for Avaranamiirtis, gopuras,
tirukku/ams, vahanas and so on (Plan 1). These could not be those of
the time that the Alvars composed their hymns. ** Shrines for
Avaranamiirtis peep into the temple arena only after the time of
Kulottunga | (AD 1070-1120). Early medieval temples, cave or
structural, do not accommodate separate chapels for Laksmi or

% |t was a seat of the Murukan cult as told in the Tirumurukarrupparai (250 CE,
Zvelebil 1974: 50). It has been proved with authentic evidence that the present group
of northern caves at Parankunram accommodates no house for Murukan (Rajarajan
2001). In two instances temples for Visnu and Murukan are said to have coexisted.
They are Parankunram, Malirufic6lai, called Palamutircolai in Kaumara tradition.
Venkatam was also considered a temple for Siva (Aiyangar 1940: 266). The tug-of-
war between the Vaisnavas and Kaumaras was so intense that they went to the court
of law claiming the present Saunraraja Perumal temple at Alakarkoyil was their
original Murukan temple. The same fight existed in case of Tirupati-Tirumala also
(Aiyangar 1940, Vol. I).

31 Tirumankai talks of tanks, pools, forts, towered edifices and pavilions: poZilum
vaviyum matilum matamalikaiyum mapfapamum (Periya Tirumoli 2.3.10). These
might have been some early edifices built of brick and not the pillared halls that we
find during the Cola or Vijayanagara-Nayaka time. All structures of the present
temple, the holy of holies, mandapas, gopura, tirumatil, tirukku/am and vahanas
(including zer) are of Vijayanagara-Nayaka time.
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Bhiidevi.*? These come to the scene only during the Vijayanagara-
Nayaka period (Rajarajan 2006: II, Plans I & II). The Anaimalai early
medieval rock-cut cave temple for Nrsimha (Fig. 8) is added with a
mahamandapa, shrine for Garuda and Laksmi that are structural and
Vijayanagara-Nayaka additions (Figs. 9-11). Similarly the present day
temple complex of either Maliruficolai or Meyyam (Rajarajan 2006:
II, Plan VIII of Meyyam) did not exist during the Alvar times.* The
temple tank in the plan of Rajarajan was built du-ring the
Vijayanagara time whereas the Alvars sing the natural water
reservoirs (Fig. 12). The rock-cut miilabera in Meyyam is of the Alvar
time and not the balibera (Fig. 13).

In any case all that is told by the Alvar is not imaginary or
idealized vision of a temple that he saw in his mental eye. His aim was
to extol the Murti as he found him in sayana, sthanaka, asana or
dancing mode (cf. Kalidos 1999: 223—50)34, the sthala, the ksetra, the
vrksa (flora and fauna), the tirtha, the utsavas (cf. Younger 1982) and
so on. There may be an iota of poetic imagination of what the Alvar
say (e.g. references to towered edifices and golden forts in small
villages) but the divyadesa is a reality because we find all the 108
today. One may locate the nine and fourteen temples of the Alvars’
time in the cities of Nankir and Kaiici of the 9" century in separate

32 yvasudha Narayanan (1998: 88) says separate chapels for Sridevi appear in Visnu
temples since the 71" century CE. It is not so. In none of the Pallava structural temple
(e.g. Vaikuntha Perumal) or rock-cut caves (e.g. Varahamandapa and Adivaraha-
Visnu-grha) do we find a chapel for Devi. The same is the case with that of the
Western Calukyas of Badami (e.g. Caves III & II), early Pandyas, Rastrakatas and
Eastern Calukyas. If in case one finds a chapel for Devi (e.g. Anaimalai Fig. 10) itis a
later addition. The Malaiyatippatti early medieval cave finds some ruined structural
additions for Devi, Garuda and the Acaryas. These are of the Nayaka period (Kalidos
1988: 57-69). The Kont-gudi complex in Aihole is a cluster of temples for gods and
none for Devi (see a recent book, Soundararajan 2009).

3 For example the present day Allikkéni temple is a macro-complex with the
following falling within a tirumatil (sacred wall): Five garbhagrhas for pasicaviras
(infra Attachment), chapels for Varadardja, Ranganatha, Nrsimha and $rT Rama,
shrines for Devis, an enclave for Alvars, ardhamandapa, mukhamazndpa,
mahamandapa,  32-pillared  mandapa,  anjalmandapa  (swing  pavilion),
vasantamandapa (pavilion for the spring festival), kalyanamandapa (marriage
pavilion), a pavilion that falls outside the wall in the east, two gopuras, balipitha,
dvajastambha, Garudapitha, teppakku/am and so on (Radhakrishnan 2006: Chap II).
3 Especially the Lord in the divyadesas of Pandinatu region is viewed mostly in
dancing form (Rajarajan 2010).
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zones but today these are found within the congested city and streets
of contemporary time within a range of walkable distance. Overall, we
are thankful to the mystics of the 6™-9" centuries for presenting us an
overview of the Vaisnava temples and venues that existed in their
times. To get back to the question posed at the commencement of the
essay, “landscape of myth” or “landscape of history”, it may be
affimed the Alvars deal with the landscape of history and not myth.
To say simply why it is “history”, I may add all the 108 exist today
and these have evolved over a long period of time during the 6" -
early 9™ century CE down to the contemporary time. What | mean is
Allikkeni of today (Figs. 14-15) is totally different (Figs. 14-15) from
what Peyalvar saw in the 6™ century CE but the desa is a reality, its
topographical setting and ecology (vide, Attachment). A sthala could
not be imagined and described. The aim of the Alvar was to visit the
sthala and describe the Miirti, the ksetra, tirtha, vrksa and above all its
sacred geography with its flourishing flora and fauna as they found it
(for a graphic description of these details see Rajarajan 2012a).
Parkatal and Vaikuntha are exceptions (vide, for case studies see
Attachment). More sthalas seem to have been added during the
subsequent periods (e.g. the Sritattvanidhi version) down to the 19"
century CE and several of these are not brought under divyadesas (e.g.
Adi Kesava at Sriperumputiir, Varadaraja at Kaficipuram, a stronghold
of varakalai Srivaisnavism),® Kodanda Rama at Madhuantakam and
so on see Kalidos 1989: 261-73).

Argument

This part of the article is added to reply certain questions that rose
during discussion when presented in an elite audience. 1 am to
emphasize that most Indian-American and American (I mean the US)
scho-lars working in American Universities writing on Srivaisnavism
are prejudiced of the fundamentals of its basic philosophy and that of
Visnuism (supra). I want to emphasize Srivaisnavism is a philophical
approach to Visnuism and Visnuism/Vaisnavism is a major religion in
India, counted one among the sapmatas (Tamil aruvakaiccamayam).

* For a case study on Tenkalai Srivaisnavism in South India, see Lester (1994: 39-53)
and Mumme (1987: 257-266).
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| should emphasise Srivaisnavism in which St (the Lord’s
“grace” supra) is given greater importance than Visnu is not the main
focus of attention here. Some American scholars employ unhistorical
phrases such as “Srivaisnava poems”, “Srivaisnava divyadesas” and
so on. The Alvars’ works are not poems.

They composed hymns that generate sanctity, which when recited
arises from the depth of the bosom of a devotee, melts his tissues:
katalakik kacintu kapnir malki “I am in love [My Lord Siva], I melt
and shed tears” Téevaram 3.307.1; daninai urukki u//o/i perukki “melt
the tissues and arouse the inner light” Tiruvacakam: Pitittapattu v. 9;
anpakik kacinturukum “[1] liquefy due to love of you” Tiruvacakam:
Civapuranam 1. 57; he/she being in a state of frenzy. It is not
something like a movie song or pop music.

The sublime in the Tamil hymnists is so unfathomable that John
Bunyan (vide, Pilgrim’s Progress 17" century CE) is a bacca before
Nanacampantar, the child prodigy, and Manikkavacakar (7"-8"
century CE), a veteran.*® The divyadesas were not Srivaisnava at
about the early 9" century CE and no true Vaisnava brings them under
this category.

Srivaisnavism as a codified system of thought/philosophy developed
after the time of Sri Ramanujacarya (e.g. his Sribhasya)® in the 12"

% This is merely a point in comparison of poetic excellence and need be viewed in
terms of Christianity vs. Hinduism. As an ardent student of British English literature, |
consider Bunyan a great poet. See his words: “The gentleman’s name was Mr Wordly
Wise-Man”. “My great grandfather was but a waterman, looking one way, and rowing
another”. We may also look into the hymns of Cardinal Newman (1801-1890): “Lead,
Kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom/Lead Thou me on”. These citations have
been given for comparison with those of the Alvars (cf. Ramanujam 1981, Ganeshram
2011); if the poems of Bunyan and Newman are hymns why not those of the Alvars’?
S. Ganeshram is a novice in the field. Guided by Raju Kalidos he has presented the
summary of all the hymns bearing on the divyadesas of Malainatu in his article,
presented in an international conference, organized by the Universita di Roma and
ISIAO in Rome 2011.

% Basically the Sribhdsya is a commentary to the Brahmasiitra in which the ideas of
the Vedas, Upanisads and above all the Tiruvaymoli of Nammalvar were employed in
the process of explication. Therefore, the rudiments of Srivaisnavism may be found in
it. It is not explicitly a work on Srivaisnava doctrines that developed after the time of
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century CE whereas all the twelve Alvars are dated during the 6" —
early 9" century CE. A ray of Srivaisnava ideology may be found the
hymns of Antal et al who emphasize the importance of the Feminine
Principle (sr7 “grace” transformed) as one may find in Tiruppavai.

The subject-matter in the hymns of the Alvars is Visnu, the
foremost of the millions of gods: muppattumiivar amarar: Tiruppavai
v. 20. The Alvars consider Sri, Bha and Nappinnai, Visnu’s three
consorts as secondary or tertiary principles: utanamar katal makalir
tirumaka/ mapmakalayar/matamakal enrivar mivar “the three
consorts are Sridevi, Bhiidevi and the ayar/gopi/-girl, Nappinnai”
Tiruvaymoli 1.9.4; vide, Kalidos 2011. Antal in another place
categorically declares it is her aim to sing the praise of the Lord
Visnu: “As on today and the seven more births to come I am for you
and for you only I shall offer my obeisance”: erraikkum élél
piravikkum uprannotu Urromé avomunakké namaiceyvom (Tiruppavai
v. 29). She also advices her fellow maidens to sing the praise of the
Lord Narayana, also called KeSava: Nayakap penpillay
Narayanamirtti Kecavanai patavum ni (Tiruppavai v. 7). “He is the
god of gods”, Antal says, “let us go and worship him, He will shower
his blessings scrutinising our demands™: Tévati tévanic Cenrunam
cévittal/avavenraraytarulelor-empavay (Tiruppavai v. 8). In the
Nacciyar Tirumoli 1.1 she declares: Upnaiyu mumpiyaiyum toluten “I
worship you and your brother (Bala-deva)”, a hint at the Vrsni hero-
worship.

The Srivaisnava concept > Visnu without §/7 is a naught® <
developed due to some religious upheavels in the 12" century CE.*

Ramanuja. Srivaisnavism is an interpretative philosophy on part of the Acaryas.
These interpretators are not the end-point in Vaisnavism.

% In the Srirangam temple one visits Tayar (Mother Sr) first and then goes to the
main sanctum of Lord Ranganatha. It is due to the popular belief the Lord may not
shower his mercy unless the devotee has obtained the blessings of the Goddess. This
idea should have come to the ritual picture only after the Vijayanagara time when the
shrine for Tayar was erected.

® Tele-interview with a Srivaisnava scholar, Prof. J. Rangaswami of the Tamil
University of Thanjavur (this scholar has translated the Srivacanabhusapam and
Acaryahydaya of Pillai Lokacarya in English) who on 17-2-2011 told me: > It is sheer
idiosyncrasy to talk of Srivaisnavism before the time of Nathamuni (10" century CE)
who codified the Nalayiram into a canon. For the Tamil Vaisnavas the Nalayiram is
the Veda and not the commentaries of the Acaryas who came after Ramanuja.
Srivaisnavism as a cultivated system developed during and after the time of
Ramanuja, popularized by his disciples <
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Srirangam (Ranganatha temple — divyadesa) and Kafcipuram
(Varadaraja temple) at that point of time were the bases of Srivaisnava
mode of approach after the time of Ramanuja, the former emphasizing
the Paricaratra- and latter Vaikhanasa- agamas respectively for the
tenkalai (Tamil/Nalayiram dominated) and varakalai (Sanskrit/Vedas
dominated) schisms (Rangasvami 1993-95: 107-22). Therefore, the
usage of phrases such as “Srivaispava poems (meaning the
Nalayiram)” and “Srivaisnava divyadesas (of the Alvars)” is mere
fallacy. | may also add here in the early medieval temples (c. 550-850
CE, contemporaneous with the Alvars), rock-cut or structural, Visnu
rarely appears with Devis, Sri and Bhii,* and never with Nappinnai
(cf. Kalidos 2011 cites K.R. Srinivasan 1972: 51 who finds Nappinnai
in the Govardhanadhari relief of Mamallapuram). Good examples are
Trimarti-magdapa in Mamallapuram, Kilmavilankai cave temple,
Tiruccirappalli Pandya (lower) cave (west-facing cella) and so on
(Kalidos 2006: pls. LXI. 1, LXXXII. 1). Though not approved
divyadesas by the Alvars, these are archacological evidences to show
the not-so-well-known concept of Srivaisnavism during a time
contemporaneous with the Alvars as reflected in the temple arts.”!

I have cited a newspaper report only to show how tremendously
the assets of the Tirumala have increased during the past 50 years. It
may be “anonymous” (see n. 28) to very serious to an American or
American-Indian and they may look “spuriously” in understanding the
ideas behind the interpretation of photo nos. 6 & 7. Coming to the

017 and Bhii may or may not be present with the Lord SesasayT; e.g. Undavalli in
Andhradesa (without Devis), ruined image in the middle cella of the Shore temple at
Mamallapuram  (without Devis), Cinkavaram, Namakkal, Malaiyatippatti,
Tirumeyyam and Tankal (divyadesa)). In the mandapa of the Malaiyatippatti rock-cut
cave for Ranganatha Sri and Bhii appear with seated and standing Visnu but these two
are not cult images (Kalidos 1988: PI. la). The garbhagrha in the Tirupparankunram
(west facing cella) north group of caves accommodates seated Visnu with Devis
(Rajarajan 1991: figs. 1-2). It is an example of a Srivaisnava image in the early art of
Tamilnadu that is placed in the garbhagrha. The image of Bhuvarahamdrti in the
Adivaraha-Visnu-grha is with Bhiidevi (Champakalakshmi 2001: fig. p. 80), placed
in a cella-like apartment on the backwall of the cave. Sthanaka-Visnu appears alone in
the Trimarti-mandapa of Mamallapuram, Kilmavilankai cave and Tiruccirapplli
lower cave (west facing cella). In my view the presence of Devi/s is not the only
criteria for Srivaisnava status.

* |f any one wants to dispute these arguments, he/she is most welcome to India to any
one of the research centers, particularly the Tamil University of Thanjavur or the
Adyar Research Centre, where we shall meet and debate.
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anonymous newspaper report, | may add now there is a school that
gives importance to “contemporary history” (cf. a Department of
Contemporary History in the School of Historical Studies, Jawaharlal
Nehru University, Delhi) and “oral history” in Europe. Scholars on
contemporary history depend mainly on Newspaper reports (Diehl
1978: 123-27, Rajaraman 1988: 314-15) and personally biased
interviews.”? Anita Diehl’s work is a doctoral thesis of the University
of Lund.”® Are we to treat these “anonymous” theses? Several
American scholars produce calendar posters for illustration in their
scholarly publications on religion and Hinduism (Hawley 1988: fig. 1,
Narayanan 1988: figs. 10-11,* McDermott 1988: figs. 28, 30-31). Are

“2 If you write a thesis on a contemporary politician in Tamilnadu who had been in the
field for the past 60 years, the investigator invariably depends on newspapers and
personal interviews that belong to his party cadre. Do you think such a person will
open his mind regarding number of wives/concubines of their leader, their children
(how many and to whom born?), and personal assets in 1950 and 2010? Under such
circumstances, methodology could not be uniform in all historical investigations. We
find historians of religion, historians of art and those deals with both. Could any one
bring them into a compartment or fence their thoughts by talking of methodology?
There is an Indian saying: for Valmiki (and Shakespeare) there is no grammar; what
they write is grammar. [ am neither Valmiki nor Shakespeare but their student. I very
well remember Shakespeare’s advice to a scholar of my standing, a Humboldtian if
not a Harvardian: “Give every man thine ear, but few thy voice; Take each man’s
censure, but reserve thy judgement” (Hamlet Act I, Scene 3). | also keep in mind
Shakespeare’s words: “T have immortal longings in me” (Antony and Cleopatra, Act
V, Scene 2). These citations are irrelevant to the problem under study but may serve
to answer the precarious questions that arise in course of dicussion. | want to point out
here that in a Harvard publication (Parker 1992: 110-123) the data presented could be
found in any contemporary newspaper in Tamil or English. Scho-lars interested may
refer to newspapers during 1979-1987.

3 These scholars cite third-rate newspapers such as Tipattanti (popular among the
unlettered mass) and Virutalai (that fanatics of DK political lineage read) that no
decent man, not to speak of the educated, reads in Tamilnadu. The news agency that |
have cited is on a better level read by the elite. | do not say it does not talk nonsense.
It does. This standard as well applies to news media all over the world, whether the
Times of India or New York. | am giving this an example and it has not relevance to
the main discussion on divyadesas. When | cite a newspaper report on the subject, it
was questioned by an American. It is my counter-question how they permit scholars
in contemporary history quoting newspapers. Do not scholars from Harvard work on
contemporary Indian or American history? If these scholars take a double-stand in
historical research Harvard will be hollow-vard.

* If you want historical images Sri/Laksmi go to Ellora Cave XVI, the Nandi-
mandapa part of its monolithic section or the dark hole-like pathway that leads to the
Lankesvara in the same group of cave temples (Kalidos 2006: III, pl. XVI. 1). You do
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they historical or what authority do they command in the sphere of
Indian art? Are not these “anonymous”? The pinnacle of these cheap
illustrations is by Jacobson (2004: 237-64, figs. 1-8) who offers a
justification for this type of unhistorical idioms in art. The most
fantastic visuvalization is that child-Siva is found sleeping in fig. 8 of
Jacobson 2004.* To my knowledge there is no iconographic form of
Siva in the canons or myth that view Siva in reclining mode whether
as a child, lad or grown up man (see the virutta-kumara-palan
[Sanskrit vrddha-kumara-bala] in Tiruvilaiatar Puranam). It is typical
of the Buddha (chronologically earlier) and Visnu-Sesasayi. The
calendar posters are wild imaginations and fantasies on the part
uneducated street painters/printers. Going to the other extreme, an art
historian may justify he is investigating the sociological setting of
these new entrants in the realm of Hindu iconography, which
traditional scholars view with apathy (cf. Dallapiccola ed. 1989) and
in my view such illustrations are unscrupulously art historical.*® These

find her in the Varahamandapa of Mamallapuram (ibid. 111, pl. XLVIII. 1). Why do
some illustrate calendar posters?

“® His justification is fascinating on the negative side. He says Raja Ravivarma did it
and so all calendar posters are of that standard. Ravivarma imitated the classical
traditions and chalked out a path for himself. He did it for money because he was in
dire need of it. It is foolish to equate a calendar poster with Ravivarma. What do most
contemporary, the so-called modern art[ists] do? Do they work for name or money?
The painting-artists of Ajanta and the Kangra are anonymous and do not even have
their names written below each painting. What do the modern artists down to M.F.
Hussain do? Most of them are after millions of dollars and Husssain went to such a
low level that he found Sarasvati nude, leading to his (scholarly ?) excommunication
from India (cf. Kalidos 2010: 43-48). I do not find any difference between Hussain’s
Sarasvati and the calendar posters. This article was published by Brill. What will Brill
do if the article is recommended by an American referee? Some talk of Harvard and
all that. A genuine Harvard should come forward to recognize the erudition of a
scholar. For an egalitarian professor Cambridge and Heidelberg, Lund, Harvard and
Tribhuvan are universities, no more any less.

%6 At this juncture, 1 would like to point out a blunder caused on Indian Art by some
foreign scholars. See Indrof 2004: fig. 17, the figure caption says it is Chola, 1010
CE. But in reality it is a pure Vijayanagara-Nayaka (16"-17"" Century) master piece
work Subramanya temple, with in Brhadesvara temple complex of Taficavir. Using
the modern clander art to study the Hindu iconographic forms, knowingly or
unknowlingly dating a monument, having sectarian notions and dating Indian
literatures. White (pp. 127-129) “a classical Tamil poem, the circa 100-300 C.E.
Netunalvarai, depicts the relationship between warrior king and warrior goddess by
describing the royal bedroom situated at the symbolic heart of the Pandya kingdom. In
this bedroom is a round bed, symbolizing the round Vedic fire altar and the earth, and
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scholars construe their own methodology of art history vis-a-vis
religion that is against the injunctions of the sastras as told in
Dallapiccola ed. 1989.

Coming to my illustrations Figs. 6-7, carefully examine the
legends for these figures in which it is clearly stated photo 6 was shot
in the 1930s and photo 7 in Septembeer 2010. Therefore, my
proposition that the priest in photo 6 (maybe aged 20) is the same in
photo 7 (aged above 80). | have prudently added the motifs are subject
to verification. In endnote 27 | have only said Prof. Raju Kalidos
visited the Tirumala temple in 1966. Our entire family was on the hills
in 2000 on the occasion of my marriage. The hill-temple at Tirumala
was entirely different in 2010 when compared with 2000 and 1966.

It may be shocking to some who read endnote 28. Let me give a
small statistics of the budget of the Tirumala temple as reported in
scholarly journals. In 1978-79 the Budget estimate of the temple was
Rs. 1,755.26 lakhs (Venugopal 1978: 571-72). Within a period of
three years during 1982-83 it rose to several millions, the fixed depo-
sit alone being 45.97 crores (more than a million American dollars) of
Indian rupees (Reddy 1983: 953-56). This is what statistics says. Who
knows what the actual figure was if you do not depend on newspaper
reports? And who knows how many lakhs of rupees were swindled?*’
If you ask for today’s budget estimate of the Devasthdanam nobody
will give you the genuine figures and even if told they may be fake. If
one wants to know the truth behind the citations given in endnote 28
no one may come forward to divulge the secret. There may or may not

this bed is the queen, who lies naked, awaiting the oblation of soma-semen from her
husband. Known as “The Clan-founding Goddess” (kula-mutaltevi), she embodies the
Mother goddess to whom her maidservant prays for victory, as well as the apasiku (a
Tamil term whose semantic field corresponds to that $akti in Sanskrit) that pervades
the royal capital-fortress. That ararsiku, transmitted by her to the king each time they
have sexual intercourse (kizal), is carried inside of him as the energy that wins him
victory in battle. Nearly all of the elements of the later kuladevi cults appear to be
present in this early Tamil poem.

47 Sir, this is India, home of black-money and politico-religious public robbery (keep
in mind 2G-Spectrum hot-news and a Central Indian minister and his paramour jail
days. Some time back there was a hubbub regarding the missing jewels in the
Tirumala temple. Where there is wealth, there is ample opportunity for banditry. |
hope the Vatican is free from these malices. But when we visited the Church one of
my friends found 2,000 euro pickpocketed. From time immemorial the region around
Tirupati was the home of ka/lans (literally “robbers™). Today these original ka/lans
have disappeared, giving place for the modern politician/ka/lan.
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be any reality if one says a blue gem is worth 20 million US dollars
(cf. endnote 28). See Fig. 17 and find out the jewels that could not be
valued in terms of millions of euros and dollars.
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Attachment

Allikeni and Parkatal in the Alvar hymns

Allikéni and Parkatal are the two earthly and unearthly celestial
abodes of Visnu. It may be of some value to see how the Alvars view
these two desas in their hymns (for case studies of Arankam and
Kumbhakonam see Kalidos 1993-95: 136-52, Meeneshwari 1993-95:
95-106). A. Karkuzhali 2005 has presented the summary of the
hymns on temple studied by her, e.g. Nacciyarkoyil and Naraiytr. M.
Kannan 2006 has presented a summary of the Alvar hymns in his
doctoral thesis on Visnu temples of the Kaviri delta around Tiruvardr,
e.g. Kannapuram. Similarly, several other scholars working on Saiva
tiruttalams (e.g. Astavirattanams and Sapatavirariga-sthalas) have
presented the summaries of the Tevaram hymns on the temples related
to their studies.

Allikkeni

(Tiru)Alikkéni appears in the hymns of P&y (Tiruvantati 11, v. 16),
Malicai (Nanmukazn Tiruvantati v. 35) and Mankai (Periya Tirumoli
2.3. 1-10). The total number of hymns is 12. Tirumankai in his Ciriya
Tirumgal 1l. 137-152 (Little Epistle) and Periya Tirumazal Il. 225-266
(Long Epistle) presents a collective list of select divyadesas but
Allikkéni does not figure in these accounts.

Peyalvar finds the waves of the ocean dashing against the wall
of the temple at Allikkéni (modern Triplicane), vantutaitta vepriraika/
(Tirvantati W1, v. 16). Today it is not the case. The Bay lay at a
considerable distance say about a km from the temple. It is likely it
was the case at the time of P&y in the 6™ century CE. Malicai views
Mayilai (modern Mylapore) and Allikkéni in close quarters:
Mamayilai mavallikkéniyan “He of the great Mayilai and the great
Allikkéni” (Nanmukan Tiruvantati v. 35). It seems in that time both
the venues were viewed as one and the same. Today there is a temple
for Kapali$vara at Mayilai or Mayilapiir. Nobody views it a Vaisnava
divyadesa. On the other the Nayanmar view Mayilai a talam of the
Saivas (Tévaram Tirumurai 2, Patikam 183).

Mankai talks of the festivals that take place in the temple,
virperuvila (big festival Periya Tirumo/i 2.3.1). He also views Mayilai
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and Allikkéni as one and the same (ibid. v. 2). Today the name of the
temple is Parthasarathi, the Lord Krsna who drove the chariot for
Arjuna at the time of the Great Bharata War. The Periya Tirumoli
(2.3.1) notes the Lord as driver of a chariot. He is said to have visited
the Gaurava court on the eve of the war as dita on behalf of the
Pandavas (ibid. 2.3. 5). The clear notation of a charioteer appears in
another hymn (ibid. 2.3.6):

Intiran ciruvan térmun nNinranait tiruvallikkeni kanténe

“I found him (Krsna) by the side of a chariot with the little one (son)
of Indra (Arjuna) at Tiruvallikkeéni”.

The Tiruvaymoli (7.8.3) designates Krsna the driver of a carved
chariot, cittirattervalava.

The venue was in an enchanting grove where the cuckoo and peacocks
do fly. The Mayilaittiruvallikkéni was full of towering edifices and
pools with fishes and groves (with plants) dripping honey (ibid. 2.3.7).
Besides the ponds and pools, there was a fort (tirumatil?), towered
palaces and pavilions (cf. n. 22). The Lord is sthanaka (standing
mode) in the temple at Mayilaittirivallikkéni that was built by the
southern King Tontaiyan (ibid. 2.3.10). The Tontaiyan (cf. Aiyangar
1940: Chap. I) noted here is the Pallava king, Nandivarman 1l whom
Tirumankai converted to Vaisnavism. It was he who built the
Vaikuntha Perumal (desa Paraméccuravinnakaram) temple at Kafici
(Periya Tirumoli 2.9.1-10).

To say crisply Mayilai and Allikkéni went together as one desa.
The waves of the Bay of Bengal dashed against the walls of the
temple (cf. Rabe 2001: pl. 2 of the Shore temple at Mamallapuram,
photo taken in 1797). The venue was full of towered edifices and a
wall (called fort) surrounded the temple. The temple was fitted with
pillared halls. It was a grove with water reservoirs where peacocks and
cuckoo generated a rhythm of sweet voice. Above all the Lord, the
mitlabera Was in sthanaka mode.

K.V. Soundararajan (1993-95: 26) has the following to say on
the organization of the present temple: It is an example of the
Paficavira concept. “It was in the suburb of Mayilai. What we see in
the sanctum is a group of images, all standing (supra, Periya Tirumo/i
2.3.10) except for one, and which represent the Paficavira cult group
of hero gods of the Vrsni clan to which Krsna belonged and shows the
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images of Vasudeva or Krsna (called Parthasarathi in local tradition),
Aniruddha, Pradyumna, Subhadra (called Rukmini in local tradition),
Satyaki and Balarama (or Sarnkarsana) seated at the southern end
facing north. Such temple of the Bhagavata Vaisnavism reached
Tamilnadu in the 7" century AD”.

R. Radhakrishnan 2006 finds the following shrines today:
Parthasarathi (east facing), Gopalakrsna (east facing), Varadaraja (east
facing), Nrsirhha (west facing) and Antal (east facing) as named by
the temple administration. Though the vyitha and pasicavira concepts
were familiar to the Alvars, they do not link these with the Allikkeni
temple, which means the organization of five milaberas in separate
garbhagrhas in the temple is of later imposition. This is to confirm
not only the original format of the sthala but also its organization had
undergone radical changes since the 6" to the 16" century CE. The
Agramanda of the temple and the rayagopura (Figs. 14-15) did not
exist during the Alvar period and Alvars had no known idea of these.

Parkatal

Of all the desas those that the Alvars view close to the sea are
Katalmallai (Mallai of the Sea) and Allikkéni. Parkatal (Ksirabdhi
“Ocean of Milk”) is in the heavens. What all the Alvars have to say on
this fictitious desa is purely imaginary. Ten of the twelve Alvars,
excepting Maturakavi and Pan, have found the Lord in this mythical
desa. The sea or ocean is called Parkatal (Perumal Tirumoli 4.4, Tiru-
ppavai 2, Nacciyar Tirumoli 5.7, Periyalvar Tirumoli 4.10.5, Periya
Tirumoli 1.6.6, Tiruvaymoli 2.5.7 and so on). It is also called Katal
“ocean” (Periumal Tirumoli 2.8, Ndacciyar Tirumoli 2.3, Periya
Tirumoli 5.6.1, Periya Tiruvantati v. 77). It is also called Panikkaral
“misty (icy) ocean” (Periyalvar Tirumol/i 5.4.9) and Nezurikaral “long
(extensive or deep) ocean” (Periya Tirumo/i 1.6.9). The Lord is
supposed to be in the reclining mode in the Ocean of Milk:

Karalkirantavan “one lying on the ocean” (Perumal Tirumoli 2.8)

Parkagalu/ paiyattuyinra “reclining on the Ocean of Milk”
(Tiruppavai 2)

Ponkiya parkaral pallikolvan “reclining on the erupting Ocean of
Milk” (Nacciyar Tirumoli 5.7)
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Kararkiranta karumani “the black gem that lies on the ocean” (Periya
Tirumoli 5.6.1)

Karkatalu] kifantu “reclining on the gloomy ocean” (ibid. 9.9.1)

Parkatal cérnta paraman “the Eternal that reached the Ocean of
Milk” (Tiruvaymoli 3.7.1).

By reclining it is meant he closes the eyes and sleeps or pretends to
sleep, parkaralu/ kantuyilum (Perumal Tirumoli 4.4).

The Lord pretends to recline on the gushing Ocean of Milk
upon a bed provided by the white snake:

Vellai ve/lattin méloru pampai mettaiyaka virittu atan melé kalla
nittirai (Periyalvar Tirumoli 5.1.7).

The snake is called Anantan (Ananta “the Eternal” Periya Tirumoli
7.8.1) or aravam (ibid. 8.10.7), pampu (Tiruvaymoli 2.5.7) and nakam
(ibid. 8.1.8).

Periyalvar says it is a deceitful slumber, ka//a nittirai. Nammalvar
says it is a yogic slumber, yoka nittirai (Tiruvaymoli 2.6.5).

It is said in another context the Parkatal is Arankam as the
venue is surrounded by the waters of the Rivers Kaviri and Kollitam
(Kalidos 1993-95: 136-52), pallivavatu parkatalarankam (Periya
Tirumoli 1.8.2, cf. Tiruvaymoli 10.7.8 supra). Talking of Velliyankuti,
a divyadesa, it is said the Parkatal is the venue where the Lord is
pleased to sleep and that it is a temple: Parkatal tuyinra paramanar
pa/liko/ koyil (Periya Tirumoli 4.10.4). The she-mystic, Antal, views
the reclining Lord with an erotic eye and wants to cohabit with him
(Kalidos 1997: 117-38):

Parkagal palliko/vanip punparvatoracaiyinal “It is my desire I shall
cohabit the reclining Lord” (Nacciyar Tirumoli 5.7).

Antal may be okay in imagining the venue of sleep is the
bedroom for her sexual freeplay, which symbolically means milk is
the sustaining element as is Lord Visnu where as Sri offers wealth and
progeny to her devotees. This fundamentally speaking is the
symbolism of Visnuism (sustenance) and Srivisnuism (that assures

plenty).
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Aerial view of the Tirumala temple (photo 1930s)

Aerial view of the Tirumala temple (photo 2000 © AUTHOR)
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base of the image) in garbhagrha of the Tirumala temple
(photo 1930s)

Balibera of Vénkatésvara (1930s)

The balibera on Sesavahana with attending priests (1930s)
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Plan 1 Satyamirti temple, Meyyam (after Rajarajan 2006: Plan VIII).
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Map: Broad view of the location of Divyadesas.
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Figure 2. Aerial view of the Tirumala temple (photo 1930s).
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Figure 4. Lord Vénkate§varaji- Tirumalai (written in devanagari at the base of the
image) in garbhag!ha of the Tirumala temple (photo 1930s).
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Figure 6. The balibera on Sesavahana with atte

Y N\
é : N

nding ‘priests (19305).
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Figure 8. Rock-cut shrine, Anaimalai.
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Figure 10. Chapel for Laksmi, Anaimalai.



Historical sequence of the Vaisnava Divyadesas

A3 " T \‘.’ ;‘»
ank (Vi

Figure 12. Temple t jayanagara period), Tirumeyyam.

87



88

R.K.K. Rajarajan

'

k-cut mulabera (early Pandya), Tirumeyyam rock-cut temple f
Visnu.
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Figure 16. The present golden vimana, called Anandanilayam, and gopura of the
temple, Tirumala.
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Figure 17. The gem-decorated balibera of Venkate$vara, Tirumala (how may billions
worth?).
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Figure 18. Rathotsava (Car Festival) and the temple is the background (2010),
Tirumala.



