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When Tradition Meets Archaeological Reality:
The Site of Tiruccenttr

Valérie GILLET

INTRODUCTION: THE ABODES OF GOD MURUKAN

The Tamil tradition holds that a sacred geography of Lord Murukan was
established in the Tirumurukarruppatai, one of the first poems of Tamil
Bhakti literature dated to the 6™ or 7* century of the common era: six sacred
locations—the drupataivitus, literally “the six abodes of the army”—are
hailed as the dwellings of the god. The “names” of the six places appear
in this literary work as follows: kunru (1. 77), alaivay (1. 125), avinankuti
(1. 176), érakam (1. 189), kunrutoratal (1. 217) and palamutircolai (1. 317).
However, scholars struggle to make these places match with the actual
sacred geography of Murukan.

We do not know when the construction of sanctuaries dedicated to
this somewhat wild deity of Tamil literature, who presides over affairs of the
heart in spite of his fearful aura, and is mostly adored by tribal inhabitants
of the mountains, the Kuravars, began. One poem of the Purananiuru, an
early anthology of war poems, mentions a sanctuary, which reveals that
the practice of building a temple or at least a shelter (kotzam) for Murukan
was in existence even during the early period:
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290 | THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF BHAKTI I

neymmiti yaruntiya koycuva leruttir

rannatai mannar tarutaip puravi

anarnkutai murukan kottattuk

kalantota makaliri nikantunin ravvé (Purananiiru 299.4-7)

The horses of the rulers of riverine cities,

though they eat paddy mashed with ghee and are close curried

and garlanded,

stand frozen in fear, like women in their time of the month,

when they must not even touch dishes, who have entered the temple
[kottam] of avenging Murukan! (Hart & Heifetz transl., p. 174)

Another reference to the word kéttam used in connection with Murukan
is found in the Cilappatikaram 14.10: kélic ceval kotiyon kottamum, “the temple
of he who has a cock-banner.” Other words with similar meaning and related
to other gods are found in the lines above (kayil, 1. 7; niyamam, 1. 8; nakaram,
1. 9; palli, 1. 11). An early epigraphical appearance of the word kattam, prob-
ably referring to a temple or a shelter, is found in a 6®-century inscription in
Palankuricci (E. Cupparayalu & M.R. Rakavavariyar 1991; Y. Subbarayalu
2001). This record mentions three temples, now disappeared, and one of them
is a kattam dedicated to a god called Vaci, in a hermitage of ascetics believed to
be Jains (tapatappalliyul, 1. 5 of the 2™ inscription). F. Clothey (1978: 116-117)
assumes that the word kotzam referred first to an open space, which became,
over time, a covered enclosure, “and may have been a forerunner of the Tamil
temple,” although I have difficulty in tracing such an evolution for this word
with any confidence since it is not described. K.V. Zvelebil (1991: 85) also adds
another reference from Cilappatikaram 5.170 which mentions a temple (koyil)
for Cevvél with six heads (arumukac cevvel anitikal koyilum) again included in
a series of temples dedicated to other gods. However, we do not, as far as I am
aware, recognize a pattern of a sacred geography in these early texts.

I shall summarise now the significant position of just a few scholars
concerning the six abodes mentioned in the Tirumurukarruppatai.

R. Champakalakshmi (2011) supposes that the cultic geography of

Murukan in the Tamil-speaking South appears in the Tirumurukarruppatai,'

' Champakalakshmi (2011: 198-199) writes: “The work, therefore, may be taken as the
first clear marker of the synthesis between the local Tamil tradition and the Sanskritic
tradition, which changed a deity of the Kurifici eco-zone into a universalised Tamil
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and she does not question the association of these ancient names with the
present locations, although she briefly mentions the presence of the earliest
archaeological remains in each site. Therefore, she gives the following cor-
respondences for the six places in the order of their presentation in the text:

1 kunru Tirupparankunram

2 alaivay Tiruccentar

3 avinankuti Palani

4 erakam Cuvamimalai (Swamimalai)
5 kunrutoratal Tiruttani

6 palamutircolai Alakarmalai

Francoise L’Hernault (1978: 185-189), who follows the same cor-
respondence, proposes a totally different view: underlining the problem
of the identification of a few of these sites (érakam, kunrutoratal and
palamutircolai), and the absence of archaeological evidence of an ancient
Murukan cult in the identified sites, she prefers to consider that these six
names in the Tirumurukarruppatai are given simply to match the number
six: Murukan has six heads, there are six parts in this work, and therefore
there should be six sites. She adds that the idea of six places had probably
been maintained, and the temples of growing fame chosen as arupataivitus
at a later point of time.

On the other hand, Fred Clothey (1972: 81-82 and 1978: 118-131)
mentions five sites whose authenticity he considers certain: Palani,
Tiruccentur, Tiruttani, Tirupparankunram, Cuvamimalai. He does not give
the corresponding names in the Tirumurukarruppatai, but I think that he
assumes kunrutordatal to designate “every place, and particularly every hill.”
Clothey nevertheless adds (1972: 85 and note 30) that these modern sites
may not be the same as the ones presented in the Tirumurukarruppatai, but
that medieval remains in Tiruccentar, Tirupparankunram and Palani suggest
that the cult of Murukan was practised during the Pandya period.

Scholars, such as M. Shanmugam Pillai (2009: 29 and 31), think that
kunrutoratal and palamutircolai do not refer to any site in particular, but simply
to the mountains and the fruit-groves in general as their names suggest.

deity within the larger Puranic tradition, which also took him out of a strictly local
context to a regional context and provided a cultic geography.”
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The various possibilities of interpretation thus show that these six
sacred places were not so well defined in the Tirumurukarruppatai, and may
very well not have been established at that time. I would personally tend to
agree with F. L’'Hernault who did not believe in the establishment of six
sacred centres by this long poem, a tradition which seems to have crystal-
lized much later; she rather considers the division of the text based on the
number six as a “numerical identity.” However, in order to examine this
theory, I began the exploration of each of these six actual pilgrim centres
which the tradition relates to the six sites of the Tirumurukarruppatai, and I
am attempting to confront the literary and archaeological data. After the site
of Tirupparankunram (V. Gillet, in press), I shall now consider Tiruccentur,
the second sacred centre that appears in the Tirumurukarruppatai.

TIRUCCENTUR, CENTIL AND ALAIVAY: A DOUBTFUL ASSOCIATION?

The present town of Tiruccentar lies on the east coast, 55 kilometres from
Tirunelveli, in the Tattukkuti district. Its very impressive temple, presiding
over the seashore, is dedicated to Subrahmanya/Murukan, in accordance
with the belief that Tiruccentar is the second of the six sacred abodes of
Lord Murukan. Before coming to the temple itself, I shall first analyse the
appearances of names traditionally considered to refer, in literature, to the
present Tiruccentir.

The association between Tiruccentir and two other names found in
ancient Tamil literature, Centil and Alaivay, is widely accepted. The first
name, Centil, is difficult to understand—but one should keep in mind that
it is often impossible to make sense of toponyms. The Tamil Lexicon seems
to trace its origin to the Sanskrit word jayanti, “victorious” or “flag [of vic-
tory].” This interpretation leads Somasundaram Pillai (1948: 5), for example,
to understand the toponym Tiruccentar as “The sacred and prosperous town
of Victory.” Nevertheless, the correspondence between Centil and jayanti is
not very clear and appears, in my view, a little far-fetched.

Another way to understand Centil would be to divide the word into
two components: centu + il. In the Tamil Lexicon, centu is said to come
from the Sanskrit jantu, “living being, creature.” We could therefore
interpret it as “The house (i) of the creature/living being” or “The death
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(il: non-existence) of the creature.” Furthermore, as Eva Wilden pointed
out to me, although this is not attested in Cankam literature, centu could
morphologically mean “that which is red,” and centil may therefore mean
« . . »

The house which is red.

The place-name Centil appears, probably for the first time, in
Purananiru 55. It is already connected with Murukan, called here Netuve]
(“He with a long spear”):

ninitu valiya netuntakai talnir

ventalaip punari yalaikkufi centil

netuve nilaiiya kamar viyanruraik

katuvali tokuppa vintiya

vatuva lekkar manalinum palave (Purananiru 55.17-21)

O Great man of quality! May you live as many years as the grains of the
dunes of black sand which have gathered, assembled by the wild winds,
on the large beautiful seashore where Netuvél stays, Centil where the
white crest of the deep water of the ocean dashes.

According to the conventional but very uncertain chronology of
ancient Tamil literature, the next occurrence of this place called Centil is
encountered in chapter 24 of the Cilappatikaram. The text does not give
any indication of its location. It is simply included in a list of four places
related to Murukan:

cirkelu centilui cenkotum venkunrum

erakamu ninka viraivankai vélanre

parirum pauvatti nulpukkup pantorunal

citrma tatinta cutarilaiya velvele (Cilappatikaram 24.8)

Is it not the spear in the hand of the deity who does not depart from
Centil full of fame, Cenkotu, Venkunru and Erakam? The bright spear
resembling a burning leaf which has cut off the fearful beast/mango
tree, one ancient day, having entered inside the dark expanse of the
ocean?

2 We have to bear in mind that this poem may be a later addition. In that respect, E.

Wilden (forthcoming) is of the opinion that the next poem in the anthology (56)
dates back to the 7* century, although this anthology is usually considered to belong
to the first centuries CE. We understand from this passage that Centil is located on the
seashore, with the waves of the ocean dashing against it.
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This passage once again associates this “famous” (cir kelu) Centil with
Murukan. However, Centil is not the only place where he dwells, and
Cenkotu, Venkunru and Erakam are mentioned as well. This is particularly
interesting for our purpose, since it shows that, although the concept of six
abodes was not explicitly in use in that text dated between the 3™ and the
7™ century, some centres were related to Murukan, probably through the
establishment of religious monuments. May we assume that the mention
of these places is the reflection of a kind of cultic map of the period during
which this text was written; that there were famous temples dedicated to the
god holding a spear in Centil, Erakam, Cenkotu and Venkunru, wherever
these used to be located?

Erakam, which is nowadays associated with Cuvamimalai although
evidence of an ancient centre is entirely absent, is also found among the
sites of the Tirumurukarruppatai. However, the anonymous medieval
commentary on difficult words (arumpatavurai) of the Cilappatikaram
mentions that Cuvamimalai is Venkunru (see below). Unfortunately, the
passage where Erakam is discussed is lost (see p. 512 of the edition of
U. Vé. Caminataiyar). F. L'Hernault (1978: 187) mentions a village close
to Cuvamimalai called Erakam, and supposes that it may be the “original
one.” She also remarks that since Naccinarkkiniyar, in his commentary to
the Tirumurukarruppatai, placed Erakam in the mountain-country (see
p. 94 of the commentary: érakam — malainattakat toru tiruppati), it has
been often considered to be located in Kerala.

Cenkotu, the Red Mountain, is traditionally identified with
Tiruccenkotu, situated between Erode (Ir6tu) and Namakkal, a town whose
principal temple today is dedicated to Ardhanari$vara. There is, however,
no absolute certainty that the Cenkotu of the Cilappatikdram is the same
place as the modern Tiruccenkotu. If it is the same place, it means that the
cult of Murukan which was popular at the time of the redaction of this
chapter of the Tamil Epic was supplanted by the Saiva cult over the centuries.
F. L’Hernault (1978: 122-123) suspects that the present Ardhanariévara
temple was in fact formerly dedicated to Subrahmanya, since this deity is
not in his usual position as attendant of Siva facing the same direction,
but faces the opposite direction. This argument is nevertheless very frag-
ile, based on an abnormality of position between the two gods, and only
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a thorough archaeological and epigraphical investigation of the site would
perhaps reveal a former tangible Murukan cult.

Venkunru, the White Mountain, has not been identified with certainty
so far. The few identifications proposed are as follows: the anonymous com-
mentary on difficult words (arumpatavurai) of the Cilappatikaram says that
Venkunru is equivalent to Cuvamimalai (cuvamimalai, p. 512 of the edition
of V. Caminataiyar), but it does not comment upon this association (we do
not even know if the Cuvamimalai he refers to is the same as the modern
one); K.V. Zvelebil (1991: 88) notes that Venkunru is unidentified, although
he mentions the possibility of it being Cuvamimalai; V.M. Subrahmanya
Ayyar (quoted in F. L’'Hernault 1978: 188) thinks Venkunru corresponds
to Velliyankiri, in Coimbatore (Koyamputtir) taluk and district, since
velli means silver and that a silver mountain would be white; B. Dagens,
again quoted by F. L'Hernault (1978: 188), considers Venkunru as a Tamil
equivalent of Svetagiri, the White Mountain, on which Skanda was born
(Mababbarata 3.214), referring thus to a mythical, rather than tangible,
place in the Tamil-speaking country. The white mountain may therefore
recall the Sanskrit imagery of the Himalaya, re-located on South Indian
soil: Venkunru is a generic name which could be applied to any hill, and
does not necessarily refer to a mountain which is white in reality.? It could,
moreover, refer to the purity of the mountain, purified by having received
the embryo of the young god.

However, after enquiring of N. Ramaswamy Babu (assistant of the
Pondicherry Centre of the EFEO), I was told that Venkunram is also the
name of a hill near the town of Vantavaci (Tiruvannamalai district), where a
temple dedicated to a deity named Dhavalagiriévara, the Lord of the White
Mountain, is found (fig. 8.1). This deity is now Siva, and a liriga occupies
the main shrine, facing east, built on top of a rock (fig. 8.2). Four other
sanctuaries, built in granite and brick, have been added, and are dedicated
to the goddess, to Candesa, to Ganesa, and to Subrahmanya. All these
shrines, even the main one, are of small dimensions, and the temple, access

> The process of a northern mythical symbol “transferred” to the Tamil-speaking South
is also observed in the correspondence between the river Ganga and the river Kaveri,
considered as the southern Ganga. See, for example, S. Brocquet (1997: 129-131) and
E. Francis (2009: 416, note 508), who gives a list of works on this subject.
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e P B — Fig. 8.3. Tamil inscription dated from the sixth year of the reign of the Pallava king
Fig. 8.1. The hill of Venkunram, Vantavaci taluk, Tiruvannamalai district Nandivarman III, rock under the Dhavalagiri$vara temple in Venkunram, 9 century

(photo by the author, 2012). (photo by the author, 2012).

3

-

Fig. 8.2. Dhavalagiri$vara temple, at the top of the hill of Venkunram Fig. 8.4. Tank on the northern side at the foot of the Venkunram hill
(photo by the author, 2012). (photo by the author, 2012).
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to which is nowadays difficult, does not attract pilgrims and remains largely
unknown. Interestingly, on the north side of the rock where the main
shrine is built, there is a Tamil inscription dated from the 6™ year of the
reign of the Pallava king Nandivarman III, in the 9* century (fig. 8.3). The
epigraph gives the name of Venkunru, which is located in a geographical
division called Venkunrukkottam, and mentions the presence of Patarar
(Sanskrit bhattara).* Patarar simply refers to a noble person or deity, but
this title is sometimes found associated with the name Subrahmanya.® May
we then surmise that this temple on top of the hill was originally dedicated
to Subrahmanya, the Lord of the White Mountain himself, and that this
hill of Venkunram precisely is the one referred to in the Cilappatikaram,
which would still have been famous in the 9™ century? The presence of a
very large tank on the northern side at the foot of the hill, now covered
with vegetation (fig. 8.4), testifies that this temple was once a highly fre-
quented place. Nevertheless, the scarcity of inscriptions on this site is a
major obstacle to determining its history with any accuracy.

Returning to Centil, we find another occurrence of this name, once
again related to Murukan, in Tevaram 6.23.4cd:

nam centil meya |
vallimanalarkut tataikantay — maraikkattu uraiyum mandlantane

Behold the father of the bridegroom of Valli who dwells in our Centil!
The bridegroom resides in Maraikkatu.

The god is mentioned here simply as the son of Siva. This particular
poem is attributed to Appar, supposed to be the oldest of the three authors
of the Tevaram (a corpus usually dated to the 7*-9* centuries), and is

4 ARE 1900, No. 73, p. 53; SII 7, No. 80, p. 34; T.V. Mahalingam (1988: 370-371). The
first syllable of the word patarar is not very clear: Dr. G. Vilayavenugopal proposes an
alternative reading of pitarar, which would have a similar meaning. There is a two-
line inscription under this one, engraved much later, which records a renovation by a
Brahmin woman. The name of the god is not given, and the name of the sovereign (that
T.V. Mahalingam reads as Rajendra) is not clear at all. I could not locate the inscription
published in SII 7, No. 81, p. 35, which may have disappeared under the cement. The
name of the god in this one seems to be Nakkamaracuramutaiyar, but I am unable to
identify him.

See the Tiruccenttr inscription of the 9% century, infra p. 304, and the inscriptions
found on the site of Caluvan Kuppam in S. Rajavelu 2008.
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attached to a site called Maraikkatu (modern name: Vétaranyam), a coastal
town in Nakapattinam district. No information about the place is given.
However, the reference to Centil may have been chosen here because it was
on the seashore, as Maraikkatu is.

The place-name Centil has traditionally been associated to Alaivay,
which, in its turn, is considered as a specific place-name for the second
abode of god Murukan mentioned in Tirumurukarruppatai 124-125:

yulakam pukalnta vorkuyar vilucci
ralaivay ceralu nilaiiya panpe ...

The prosperous beautiful Alaivay of increasing renown,
[with] a permanent nature even when passing, is praised by the world.

The word alaivay appears once prior to the Tirumurukarruppatai, in
Akananiru 266.17-21, and is already connected with Murukan, called Céy
(“the Red One”):

kalani yulavar kaliciran tetutta

karankicai veriip paranta tokai

yanankutai varaippakam poliyavan tirukkun
tirumani vilakki nalaivayc

cerumiku céeyo turra culé

This is the oath [you have] taken in front of Céy who excels in battle
in Alaivay [which possesses the] lustre of brilliant gems where the
peacocks who flew, scared by the sounding noise raised by the eminent
strength of the farmers in the fields, tarried; they have come inside this
boundary which possesses spirits, so that it prospers.

Alaivay is found once more, but probably later, in an anonymous poem
included in Nakkiran’s commentary (11" century?) on the poetological
treatise Iraiyanar Kalaviyal (p. 86):

koner elvalai telirppa ninpol

yanum atik kanko toli !

varaivayiru kilitta nilaltikal netuvel

tikalpiun murukan timpunal alaivayk
kamalpim puravil karperruk kalitta
onpori mafifiai polvator

kankavar karikai perutalun tenine
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Friend, I shall bathe too,

like you, and let

my conch bracelets jingle,

to see if I can gain

your eye-snatching beauty,
like a brightly spotted peacock
that thrills to see black
thunderheads come

to the woodlands

fragrant with flowers

near Alaivay with its sweet
waters, that place

of Lord Murukan

whose jewels glisten,

and whose gleaming lance
ripped the inside out

of a mountain! (Buck & Paramasivan transl., pp. 92-93)

The term Alaivay is composed of two words, alai, “waves,” and vay,
“mouth,” which can also be simply a locative; in both cases, alai-vay would
refer to the seashore. It may be taken as a specific place-name, but could
also be interpreted as a generic name, and accordingly refer to any location
on the seashore. We notice, moreover, that in these early texts, Centil and
Alaivay are never found juxtaposed. As we will see below, the association
between the two, first attested in the poems of Arunakirinatar (14"-15®
century), has seemingly been made on the basis that both these places
have been connected to Murukan for a long time, and that both seem to
be located on the seashore.

Although I cannot firmly reject the identification of Centil
with Alaivay, I would like to raise some arguments which show that
it may be questioned. First of all, the earliest commentator of the
Tirumurukarruppatai, Naccinarkkiniyar (who may have lived in the 14®
century), identifies Alaivay with a place unknown today, and does not men-
tion Centil: namanuralaivayennum tiruppatiyera eluntarulutalum avarku
nilai perra kunam (p. 52), “The permanent quality of he who has graciously
raised to climb (éra) the sacred place (¢tiruppati) called namaniralaivay
(i.e. Alaivay the village of Naman?).” The anonymous commentator
Uraiyaciriyar identifies Alaivay with Tiruccentil (p. 57), but also mentions
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namaniralaivay. Parimélalakar and Pariti called it Tiruccentar in their
respective commentaries (p. 63 and p. 67). As for Kavipperumal, yet
another commentator, he does not give another name to this place (p. 67).
We thus see that the association between Centil and Alaivay does not
appear as undeniable as the tradition asserts. Furthermore, the temple
dedicated to Subrahmanya in the 9* century recently found on the seashore
in Caluvan Kuppam (five kilometres north of Mahabalipuram) shows that
seashore sites were considered appropriate places for the installation of a
cult to this deity.® Based on these remarks, may we not consider the pos-
sibility that the Alaivay of the Tirumurukarruppatai was not necessarily
equivalent to Centil nor to the modern Tiruccentar? That it could refer
to the seashore in general, as has often been supposed for other names
in the same text, such as Kunrutorital (“the dance on all the mountains”)
and Palamutircolai (“the grove with ripen fruits”)? Beyond the traditional
landscape of the mountain (kurifici) associated with Murukan, we would
then see this deity related to other types of landscape, the fertile plains
and the seashore.

FroM ALAIVAY AND CENTIL TO TIRUCCENTUR

Although some of the identifications of the sites in the Tirumurukarruppatai
are still in dispute, the identification between Alaivay, Centil and
Tiruccentur is usually not questioned. In fact, it is between the end of
the 14™ and the first half of the 15" century that the Tiruppukal, com-
posed by the poet Arunakirinatar, associates for the first time—at least
in the documents which have reached us—these three names always
mentioned separately in the older literature.” In most of the poems of the
Tiruppukal dedicated to Tiruccentur (songs 21 to 103), this site is called

¢ During the workshop, our group went to Caluvan Kuppam to visit the excavations, and

Dr. T. Satyamurthy gave a presentation of the site for the conference which followed.
See S. Rajavelu (2008) for a preliminary study on this temple discovered in 2006.

I would like to draw attention to the fact that, except for one poem (song 47) where
Centil and Alaivay are quoted next to each other (see my note 8), only one of the
three names is mentioned in each poem on Tiruccentar. Whether the author himself
is responsible for the compilation of the poems under the “banner” of Tiruccentur or
other later compilers is unknown to me.
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Centil. But we also find the following names: Tiruccentil (songs 64, 79),
Tiruvalarcentur (songs 26, 67), Tiruccentur (songs 29, 35, 73), Centur
(songs 80, 89, 90), Alaivay (songs 72, 93, 98, 99, 101),® Ciralaivay (song
36, 82), Ciralaivay nakar (song 69). The place is described as standing
on the seashore (karaiyil urai, song 28; alaiye karai poruta centil nakaril,
song 68; alaivay karaiyil, song 72), united with waves (alai poruta centil,
song 32), similar to the mount Kailasa (kayilai malai anaiya centil, song
31). The god is said to have come to the temple/city of Centil after hav-
ing fought the demons and having married on the hill (cenra cirar aiica
venru kunr’ itai manam punarntu | centil nakar vant’ amarnta perumdle,
song 39, lines 15-16).°

From the middle of the 15™ century, a few inscriptions—which I will
detail later—called this place Tiruccentil or Tiruccentilar.'® This place may
then already have been associated with the Centil of the old Tamil literature,
and Tiruccentilar may appear as an intermediary form which would later
lead to the modern name Tiruccentar.

Therefore, it is perhaps in the work of Arunakirinatar that the link
between the Alaivay of the Tirumurukarruppatai and the 14™-century
Tiruccentur, famous for its temple dedicated to Murukan, is made for
the first time in literature. Did Arunakirinatar simply put into words a
belief already established—we see that in the middle of the 15™ century,
this place was already called Tiruccentil in epigraphy, another toponym
related to Murukan in the ancient literature—or did he deliberately link
the ancient text dedicated to his beloved deity with a modern site where a
famous temple was established, thereby anchoring the roots of the cult in
the ancient and glorious past?

In the last 2 lines of song 47, alaivay precedes centil, and could be an attribute of it:
teruvileyum nittilam eri alaivayc | centil kantap perumale, “O lord Kantan, in Centil
where the waves (alaivay) cast pearls (nittilam) in all the streets” or “O lord Kantan, in
Centil Alaivay where pearls (nittilam) are cast in all the streets.”

The last stanza of song 66, mentions Tiruttani where the god also resides: vayal purattup
puvikkul nil | tiruttanikkut cirappil val | vayatta nittar tuvattané centil méevukukane.

10 See ARE 1903, No. 156, published in SII 8, No. 444, pp. 234-235, in the Sivakoluntivara
temple, but this epigraph has disappeared after the polishing of the walls during the
latest renovation; ARE 1912, No. 28, p. 44; ARE 197576, Nos. 264-265, p. 89, on
the wall of the eastern gopura of the Subrahmanya temple.
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THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL REALITY:
Was THE ORIGINAL CAVE TEMPLE OF TIRUCCENTOR
A VAISNAVA MONUMENT?

As mentioned above, the modern Tiruccentar is believed to be equivalent
to the ancient abodes of Murukan named Alaivay and Centil. According
to local mythology, this site is the theatre of the victory of Murukan over
the demon Car."! We shall now turn towards archaeological evidence, and
examine the various data which may help us in understanding a part of the
religious history of this nowadays famous temple.

Before coming to the temple itself, I intend to consider first a lengthy
Tamil inscription of 210 lines, engraved in Vatteluttu on both sides of
two slabs, now set up in the south-east corner of the second prakara of
the temple.'? It records series of loans to various villages and brabmade-
yas from a temple most probably dedicated to Subrahmanya Bhattarar,"

"' The talapuranam of Tiruccentir, written in the 17* century by Venrimalai Iyer, assigns
the foundation of the temple to a mythical Pandya king called Ukkiraperuvaluti,
after his daughter, who was born with a horse-face, bathed in Tiruccentar worship-
ping Subrahmanya and was released from that curse. For the summary of the whole
talapuranam, see K.V. Zvelebil (1991: 38—40). This part of the story is also related in
a 20™-inscription on a slab facing the sea.

This inscription, as well as the others which I will describe later, is found in a corner
where old and broken items of the temple are stored. Therefore, it was extremely dif-
ficult to access them and even more so to stand and read them. Since I was not allowed
to take pictures, I cannot publish any in this article.

The name Subrahmanya/Cuppiramaniyan (“good or dear to Brahmins”) is the name
given to this deity in the epigraphical sources of the Tamil-speaking South whenever
a temple is dedicated solely to him. The same god is designated in the inscriptions of
the Pallavas under different names such as Guha, Kumara, Skanda, Subrahmanya, but
is always referred to as the son of Siva—or the prince, heir of the king—and never
independently. Subrahmanya appears in the following sites, assigned to the 9™ cen-
tury: Mallam in Andhra Pradesh (see T.V. Mahalingam 1960); Caluvan Kuppam
near Mahibalipuram (see S. Rajavelu 2008); the present inscription in Tiruccentir.
Furthermore, in some of the representations in cave temples we know from the same
period (Tirupparankunram, Anaimalai, Tirumalai), this god is accompanied by a ram
or by both a ram and an elephant, recalling his link with Agni (he is, in the first place,
the son of Agni) and Indra (after his birth, he becomes the leader of the army of the
god, assuming Indra’s role as described in the Mababharata 3.213-216). His relationship
with Agni who presides over the sacrifice and is therefore dear to Brahmins, is marked
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in the 13" year (opposite a year which is lost), equal to 5001 days of the
reign of King Varaguna Marayan. I am giving here the first eight lines as
they appear in the inscription:"*

(1) [...] $r1 k[o*Jvaraku[na]maraya[r[ku yantu (2) [...] [ta]n etir
patinminru [1¥] ivvantu tiru (3) [...] cuppiramanniya patarar
upasaiya[XJ(4) [X]n" [tiru/milattanattup patararkku mutal ketamaip
polli uttal(5)ka [ko[ntu ce[lufttuvataka [1*] utaiyar atiyar afifna
varakuna marayar p[o*[(6)ttara [1*] iruppaikkuti kilavanum cattam
perumanum alarri[r*] [na](7)ttukk[0* [num aiy diratt’ onru nalar
kontu vanta nirai kuraiyap palarnkacu airattu nafniru/ [11*]

In the 13™ year opposite to the [...]’s year of the king Varaguna Marayan.
In this year, without destroying the capital for Bhattarar in the main
sanctum, he who has become a devotee of Subrahmanya Bhattarar
(cuppiramanniya patarar upasaiyafyinaln), having taken (konzu) [a
loan?], has to pay (celuttuvatika), so that it feeds the interests (poli
ittaka). When Varaguna Marayar who has become (afi/na) a devotee
(atiyar) of the Lord (utaiyar) was going (pottara) (to/away from the
temple?), Iruppaikkuti Kilavan, Cattam Peruman and Alarrt[r*][na]
ttukkon (the chief of the Alarrir country), in the five thousand and
one (aiy giratt’ onru) days (nalar) [of the reign of the king], came

in the iconography of the Pandya country. Could this connection be the reason for
the choice of his name, Subrahmanya? This brahmanical deity for whom temples were
excavated and built in the Tamil-speaking South in the 9™ century seems to have little
in common with the Murukan of the Cankam and early Tamil Bhakti literature (in
which, nevertheless, a lot of his features are obviously already sanskritized), whose cult is
tainted with frenzy and blood from animal sacrifices, and who is adored by the Kuravars.
Regarding the word Bhattaraka which often accompanies the name of Subrahmanya
in these 9™ century inscriptions, it seems that it can be used for important persons
(for example Bappabhattaraka in the Vélurpalaiyam copper plates, in T.V. Mahalingam
1988: 372-379, v. 22) as well as for a deity.

Vatteluttu characters are italicised. Roman characters stand for Grantha characters.
This inscription has been noticed in ARE 1903, No. 155, p. 19 and later in ARE 1912,
No. 26, p. 43. It has been published in SII 14, No. 16-A, pp. 12-17 and in EI 21, No. 17,
pp- 101-116 with a facsimile by K.V. Subrahmanya Aiyar in 1931-32. K.G. Krishnan
(2002: 54-62) also published the inscription accompanied by a translation of the first
19 lines. The information of the remaining part is given in the form of a table.
There is a possibility that the two scarcely legible syllables are yina, giving the meaning
ayina, “having become,” to this word. The unusual word upasai may be derived from
the Sanskrit updsaka, “a servant, a worshipper.”
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bringing (kontu vanta) 1400 (@irattu naniru) palarikacu (i.e. old gold
coins) which do not diminish (nirai kuraiya).

1400 palankacu are given by three chieftains to the temple, and the king
does not have a part in the donation itself: as a devotee of Subrahmanya he
went (portara), neither his point of departure nor his destination being stated.
The king may therefore appear in this inscription to mark the date (regnal
year and number of days reigned), but also to increase the prestige and valid-
ity of the donation, although he does not seem to have any role in it. Out of
these 1400 palarikdcu, a certain amount is lent to 16 villages and brabmadeyas
which therefore have to pay interest to the temple. The 202 following lines
present the name of the villages and brabmadeyas, the geographical division
in which they are located, the amount lent, the amount of monthly interest
they have to pay, and how the temple should use this interest.®

¢ T give here only the example of the first amount lent (the others are described follow-
ing exactly the same structure). This inscription is very long indeed and presenting a
complete translation of it would go beyond the scope of this paper.
ikkacir kuganattuk korkai arar kai in mutal ketamaip poli nittuk kontu celuttuvatika vaitta
nirai kuraiyap palankacu tonnirraru ponnettu [|* lines 8-10]
Out of these [1400] kacu (ikkacil), 96 (tonnirraru) palarikacu of undiminished (kuraiya)
weight (nirai) and eight gold coins (pon) have been put (vaitta) in the hands of those from
the village of Korkai in Kutanatu; having taken (kontu), having fed with the interests
without destroying the capital (mutal ketamaip poli ittu), they have to pay (celuttuvatika);
ikkacal oru kacukku antuvarai poli niraimati narayareal iru kala nellaka vanta nellu nirrut
tonniirru mukkalan[e*[y onpatin kuruni [|* lines 10-12]
With this money, for one kdcu, at the rate of 2 (iru) full (niraimati narayattal) kalam
of paddy for the interests (poli) up to one year (antuvarai), the paddy accrued (vanta
nellu) is 193 kalam (nirrut topniirru mukkalaney) and 9 (onpatin) kuruni.
innellal niyatippati iva[r*[kal kontu vantu celuttakkatavana [|* lines 12—13]
with this paddy, having brought and come, they have to pay (celuttakkatavana) invari-
ably (niyati) according to the order (pati):
nali aricikku munnali nellakat tiruvamitinukku arici cennerr[v*[ttal oru p[o*[taikku
nanaliyaka nanku p[o* [taikku arici cennerr[v*[ttal patinarunali [|* lines 13-16]
one nali (a measure) of rice (arici) equals 3 nali of paddy; for one time (oru potaikku)
[one needs] 4 nalis of perfect rice (cennerrittal) for the holy food (tiruvamitinukku);
for 4 times (nanku potaikku) [one needs] 16 nalis of perfect rice (cennerrittal);
markalittiruvatirai u macimakamum vaiyydaciviyakamum pati iratti celuttuvatu [
16-17]
for [the festival of | Markalittiruvatirai, for [the one of | Macimakam and for [the one
of ] Vaiyyaciviyakam, twice (iratti) the order (pati) has to be paid (celuttuvatu);

[* line

21/01/14 09:57



306 | THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF BHAKTI I

This unusual inscription calls for a few comments.

Firstly, the dynasty of the king is not mentioned here. We infer, from
his name, on the one hand, and from the name of Iruppaikkuti Kilavan
which appears in another three inscriptions of the 9™ century,"” on the
other, that kd-varakuna-mardayan of this inscription is the Pandya king
Varaguna II. As K.V. Subrahmanya Aiyar (EI 21, p. 106) indicates, this king
is considered to have begun his reign in 862 cg, which would enable us to
situate his 13® regnal year around 875 ce. However, the beginning of the
reign of Pandya Varaguna II is fixed by an inscription in Ayyampalaiyam
(Palani taluk, Dindigul [Tintukkal] district), found above the natural cave
temple on the hill called Aivarmalai, dated to Saka year 792."% A close
study of the estampage published in 19571958 reveals however that the
beginning of this inscription is slightly damaged and therefore that the
mention of a Saka year is not very clear. Furthermore, it would be the only
inscription of the Early Pandya dynasty discovered so far to be dated with a
Saka year. One should thus bear in mind that, although it is considered as
a well-established dating of the Pandya dynasty, this benchmark of Pandya
history remains doubtful.

Secondly, the name of the place where the temple is located is not
mentioned. It is unfortunate that such an otherwise detailed epigraph lacks
the toponym of this place associated with Subrahmanya in the 9% century
and does not shed the light we would have expected. However, the names

ipparicu celuttatu kuttukkarpatil itt[e* Jvarkk[e* ]y irupattaificu kacu tantamum pattuc
celuttatu vitta mutal irattiyun kutuppatu [|* lines 17-19]
in this manner (ipparicu), if one has a pierced leg (kuttukkarpatil) and does not pay
(celuttatu), the fine (tantamum) which occurs (pattu) is 25 (irupattaificu) kacu for
this god (ittevarkkey), and the double of the capital (mutal irattiyuni) has to be given
(kutuppatu).
See: 1) an inscription from Cattar (Cattur taluk, Virutunakar district, found in the
village of Cinnak Kollappatti), now kept in the Tirumal Nayak Palace in Madurai with
its last two lines now covered with cement (ARE 1978, No. 254; Virudhunagar District
Inscriptions, vol. I, No. 278 of 2005); 2-3) two inscriptions from Erukkankuti (Cattar
taluk, Virutunakar district) noticed in ARE 1929-30, Nos. 334-335, and published in
SII 14, Nos. 43—44, pp. 33—-34. A paragraph which analyses the activities of Iruppaikkuti
Kilavan, minister of the Pandya court, is found in ARE 1929-30, part II, p. 73.
8 See EI 32, No. 41, pp. 337-338, with facsimile, edited by S. Sankaranarayanan in
1957-58. 1 could not find this inscription during my visit to the site in 2009.
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of the villages and brabmadeyas to whom the loans are given, along with
the geographical divisions they belong to, are listed, as follows:

village (ir) of Korkai in Kutanatu,

village of Nallur in Kutanatu,

village of Caliyam in Kutanatu,

brabmadeya Varagunamangalam in Valutivalanatu,

devadana Tiyampakamankalam and brabmadeya Ira[na]valimankalam
in Valutivalanatu,

village of Alampattam, which falls (patum) in Kenkaimankalam in
Valutivalanatu,

merchant settlement (nakaram) Manavirappattinam in
Valutivalanatu,

brahmadeya Kattaraimankalam in Srivallabhavalanatu,

Tinni, south-west of the brabmadeya Paraicumankalam, in
Parantakavalanatu,

brabmadeya Maramangalam, in Parantakavalanatu,

[...]llar, in the brabmadeya of Tenrakkul...], in Parantakavalanatu,
brabmadeya Avanipacekaramangalam, in Amitagunavalanatu,
brabmadeya Puliitai, in Kutanatu,

brabmadeya Kiranur, in Kutanatu,

brabmadeya Catankavikuricci, in Kutanatu,

brabmadeya Katunkomangalam, in Kutanatu.

Almost half these places are located in the country ruled by the
Pandyas: the geographical divisions bear the names or titles of Pandya
kings, such as Valuti, Srivallabha, Parantaka; one brabmadeya is called
after the famous, almost mythical, Pandya king Katunkon, referred to
in the Velvikuti copper plates as the one who restored the power of the
dynasty (EI 17, No. 16, pp. 291-309). The other half of the villages or
brabmadeyas are located in Kutanatu (“the western country”), which is
the geographical division where Tiruccentur is located according to two
Nayaka inscriptions on the eastern gopura (ARE 1975-76, Nos. 264-265,
p. 89).” K.V. Subrahmanya Aiyar (EI 21, pp. 107-108) identifies several

1 The fact that the region where Tiruccentar is located is called “the western country” is
surprising since it is on the eastern coast and to the west only of the sea! More logically,
Kutanatu is generally identified with Kerala, which is situated in the western part of
the peninsula. However, I have rejected the identification of this Kutanatu with Kerala
because the names of villages, according to Pr. K. Veluthat (personal communication),
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other villages in the same area, and locates all these geographical divisions
in the Tirunelveli district.

Thirdly, the god Subrahmanya resides in the main sanctum (tiru-
milattanam) of this temple. The term miilattanam is not very common in
the pre-10*-century inscriptions of the Tamil-speaking South. It appears
first in a Pallava inscription of King Narasimhavarman I (middle of the 7
century) in the cave temple of Tirukkalukkunram (Kaficipuram district).
According to K.R. Srinivasan (1964: 106—107) who has edited this epigraph,
the mitlattanam would refer to a structural temple on top of the hill, which
preceded the one built in stone probably at the end of the 7* century, and
not to a part of the cave temple itself. The presence of this term milattanam
may imply that, although Subrahmanya is said to be the main deity in the
9t century, there were other deities or sanctuaries in this site of Tiruccentur.

The temple of Tiruccentar, although of vast dimensions, is curiously
almost devoid of inscriptions. Only two are engraved on the walls them-
selves: on the southern and northern walls of the eastern gopura, there are
two Nayaka inscriptions (ARE 1975-76, Nos. 264-265, p. 89), dated in
Kollam year 739 and 757, respectively 1564 ck and 1582 cE approximately.
They record donations to the treasury of the temple of the deity called
Ilaiyaperumal (No. 264) and Ilaiyanayanar (No. 265) in Tiruccentilar alias
Tribhuvanamahadevicaturvedimangalam in Kutanatu.”® The other inscrip-
tions found on the walls of this temple are not earlier than the middle of
the 20* century.

Next to the slabs where the 9™-century inscription is engraved, in
the south-east corner of the second enclosure, three other slabs are set in
cement, engraved with inscriptions recording donations and sale deeds of

do not reflect a Malayali origin—except perhaps the town of Caliyam, nowadays about
15 km south of Calicut. Beyond the obstacle of identifying these villages in Kerala,
another practical difficulty prevents me from believing that this Kutanatu is the modern
Kerala: why would villages from Kerala borrow money with interests from a temple so
far from them, on the other coast? A connection with Kerala is nevertheless established,
through means that I was not able to identify: the priesthood of the modern Tiruccentar
temple is composed, for a good part, by Malayali priests. See http://tiruchendur.org.
I was not able to read these inscriptions in situ since their location on the walls of the
always crowded gopura did not permit me to stand long enough. Furthermore, I was
not allowed to take pictures.

20
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land. On one slab—or perhaps a pillar or piece of architecture—we find two
inscriptions. The first one (ARE 1912, No. 27, p. 43), dated to two that
are opposite to 11 years of the reign of a late Pandya king Maravarman alias
Tribhuvanacakravartin Konérinmaikontan Vikramapandyadeva, registers
a gift of land at Mankalakkuricci in Tiruvalutivalanatu to a Brahmin of
Parakramapandyacaturvedimangalam in Karukuntinatu. The second inscrip-
tion (ARE 1912, No. 28, p. 44), dated to the year Kollam 621, equivalent
to 1446 cE, records, according to the report, a sale of land to Narkiradeva
Nayinar in the temple of Subrahmanya Pillaiyar at Tiruccentil. This land,
which was at Mangalakkuricci alias Perunkarunaicaturvedimangalam, was
originally granted to the Brahmin Attigirinatha-Bhattar and to two others
of Parakramapandyacaturvedimangalam by Ranarangarama Perumal alias
Vikramapandyadeva. The last two inscriptions are of a later date. One (ARE
1975-76, No. 267, p. 90) records, according to the report, a visit to the place
by Visvanatha Nayakkarayyan Tirumalai Nayakkar to protect Vatamalai[ya]
ppapillai. It is dated from the Saka year 1575, the Kollam year 829, equal
to 1654. The other, dated to 1845 cE, documents the repair works in the
kitchen of the temple.

These inscriptions do not provide much information useful for our
understanding of the evolution of the temple. No epigraphical records have
been found from between the 10® and the 14" centuries. The place was
called Tiruccentilar in the 15®* century, and I notice that the first line of
the year 1845 inscription gives the name Centar. The main deity remains
Subrahmanya, called Subrahmanya Pillaiyar or simply the young god

(Ilaiyaperumal or Ilaiyanayanar).

The actual temple is the result of many changes and additions and, as
is common for a majority of temples in Tamil Nadu, its original shape can
no longer be distinguished (figs. 8.5-6). At this point, we shall examine the
oldest part of the temple itself, most of which is regrettably hidden under
new constructions. No epigraph recording the foundation of this temple
has so far been discovered, and the long inscription from the time of Pandya
Varaguna II seems to suggest that this temple was already an important
centre in the second half of the 9 century. We may then surmise that the
core of the temple was constituted by earlier cave temples, some of which
can still be seen today.

21/01/14 09:57



310 |

AoB_Final.indd 310-311

THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF BHAKTI I

Fig. 8.5. Subrahmanya temple in Tiruccentur, seashore side

(photo by the author, 2012).

> T 8\ “‘ ~ a
Fig. 8.6. Subrahmanya temple in Tiruccentar, south entrance

(photo by the author, 2012).
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The main sanctuary where Subrahmanya resides was, according to
H.R. Pate in the Madras District Gazetteers, Tirunelveli of 1917, quoted
by H. Sarkar (1970: 77), and later followed by D. Dayalan (forthcoming),
originally rock-cut although it is not discernible anymore. Subrahmanya,
accompanied by his two wives, bears the feature of a post 15*/16™-century
sculpture. Some sculptures with similar late features (a Subrahmanya on his
peacock fighting Cur and a Ganesa) seem to have been sculpted out of small
boulders, engulfed by constructions. Slightly behind the main sanctuary,
reached by a narrow corridor, is found a small size paficalinga (not higher
than 50 cm), the lingas being placed in a row. This uncommon figure in
stone, to which it is absolutely impossible to assign a date, is surrounded
by the natural rock. But the priests informed me that the lirigas were not
rock-cut. As a matter of fact, the priests assured me that, except the Visnu
and the Gajalaksmi to which we shall now turn, none of the figures found
in this temple were excavated out of the natural rock.

A beautiful reclining Visnu and a Gajalaksmi are carved next to each
other in the rock which is still visible (similar in texture and colour to the
one in which the “Valli cave” is excavated, a little to the north, see fig. 8.7),%"
facing south-east. The niche of Visnu is approximately 2.50 m wide, and
1.80 m high, while the niche of Gajalaksmi is approximately 2.70 m wide,
and 1.70 m high.”

Visnu, head towards the west, lies on the three-fold coils of the snake
whose hoods spread above his head. His open right hand is stretched out,
almost coming out of the niche. His left hand holds a flower whose stem
bends gracefully. A lotus springs from his navel, with Brahma sitting on
it. He is surrounded by female and male figures: three unidentified women
stand on the back wall, one small goddess is seated at his feet and two men
resembling sages are standing near his feet. Gajalaksmi sits, on the west,

21 The cave temple locally called the Valli cave temple is an excavation dated between the

7% and the 9 century. See H. Sarkar (1970: fig. 2) who also publishes a plan of the
monument. There is no image which can be dated back to this period, and the small
bas-relief of 2 woman, identified as Valli, found in the little cella at the back of the cave,
is not earlier than the 15" century as far as can be seen.
22 T unfortunately cannot provide any picture of these reliefs since I was not allowed to
take photos. However, a picture will be published by D. Dayalan in his forthcoming

book on the cave temples of the Pandya country.

21/01/14 09:57



312 | THE ArcHAEOLOGY OF BHAKTI I When Tradition Meets Archaeological Reality | 313

bathed by the water poured from the jars held by the elephant on either
side. She holds two lotuses in her two upper hands, while her lower hands
are in abbayamudra on the right and varadamudra on the left. Although
the reliefs are covered with a thin layer of stucco, the grace of these carv-
ings is still perceptible, and I would tentatively assign them to the 8* or 9
century, on stylistic grounds, but also on the basis of the arguments that
I am going to present now.

There are no cave temples dedicated to a brahmanical deity older than

the 6™ century in the Tamil-speaking South. The earliest caves are mostly
located in the north of this region, scooped out during the reign of the
Pallava king Mahendravarman I. The ones found in what is called the Pandya
country seem to be slightly later, during the late 7 or the 8" century.?
During this period, in both Pallava and Pandya territories, we encounter a
few depictions of reclining Visnu. The oldest seems to be the one in the
Shore temple at Mahabalipuram, a four-armed deity who was facing the
sea in an open setting as was probably the Visnu in Tiruccentar. Between . :
the 7* and the 9* century, a few other cave temples enshrine a reclining Fig. 8.7. Valli cave temple, north of Subrahmanya temple in Tiruccentir
Visnu: the Mahisasuramardini cave temple, almost at the top of the hill in (photo by the author, 2012).
Mahabalipuram, and the caves in Cinkavaram, located on the hill of Cefici
(Senji/Gingee, in the Viluppuram district), in Tirumeyyam (Putukkottai
district) and in Malaiyatippatti (Manapparai taluk, Trichy district). We also
find two representations in the Pallava structural temples of Kafcipuram,
in the Kailasanatha (a small panel above a niche on the northern fagade of
the main sanctuary) and in the Vaikunthaperumal (on the southern fagade
of the first floor). As C. Schmid pointed out to me, the four arms of the
oldest reclining Visnu in the Shore temple have been characteristically
reduced to two arms in the later representations.

Besides a strong stylistic resemblance between the reclining Visnu of
Tiruccenttr and the other representations from this area excavated during

2 Only a few cave temples of the Pandya country have foundation inscriptions which
enable us to assign a date with certainty. The older excavated monument of this region
seems to be the one in Malaiyatikkuricci (Cankaranayinarkoyil taluk, Tirunelvéli dis-
trict), founded under a king called Maran Céntan, who may have reigned during the :
6 or the 7 century. For the foundation inscription engraved in this temple, see ARE Fig. 8.8. Reclining Visnu in the Mahisasuramardini cave temple, Mahabalipuram,
1959-60, No. 358, p. 24 and p. 82, and K.G. Krishnan (2002: 1). 8™ century (photo by courtesy of EFEQO, photographer G. Ravindran, 2007).
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the 7%"-9 centuries, we notice some similarities in the general composi-
tion of the panels: his two arms are positioned in exactly the same way as
in all the other depictions, one extended above his head, the other folded,
at the level of his chest; the hoods of the snake form a canopy around
the head of the god, and its coils, the bed (see Mahabalipuram, fig. 8.8;
Cinkavaram, figs. 8.9-10; Tirumeyyam, Malaiyatippatti); Brahma sits on
a lotus which rises from the navel of Visnu (see Cinkavaram, Tirumeyyam,

Malaiyatippatti); there are some male and female figures of large size Fig. 8.9.

Reclining Visnu
in the Pallava cave
temple of Cinkavaram

surrounding the deity, as in the other depictions, but the two demons,
Madhu and Kaitabha, usually at the feet of the god, seem to be replaced

in Tiruccentar by two sage-like males whom I was not able to identify. All (Senji), upper part of

these parallels appear to me as a forceful argument to place this image of a the deity, 8" century
reclining Visnu between the 7 and the 9" centuries. (photo by courtesy
of Institut frangais

Gajalaksmi, sculpted next to him, bears the same stylistic features, and de Pondichéry/Ecole

francaise d’Extréme-
Orient, photographer
S. Natarajan, Negative
No. 11516-1).

is therefore most probably contemporaneous. Large size representations of
this Goddess associated with Visnu during the same period are encountered
in the Varaha and Adivariha cave temples in Mahabalipuram as well as in
Tirupparankunram.

Moreover, it is also possible to imagine the presence of other deities
in this site, perhaps a liiga—or a paficaliniga—, and even Subrahmanya,
since some traces of cave temples have been noticed by H.R. Pate (see supra
p- 311) and that the multi-deities-temple is a formula known in some of
the excavated monuments of the Pallava and Pandya territories: the group of
the five rathas in Mahabalipuram, which contains in the same site a shrine
dedicated to Siva, one unfinished probably intended for a reclining Visnu,
one perhaps intended for Subrahmanya or for Indra, one for the Goddess,
and one unidentified; the cave temple in Tirupparankunram, near Madurai,
where there are depictions of different forms of Siva, different forms of

Visnu, Subrahmanya, Ganesa, the Goddess on the buffalo’s head, Gajalaksmi,

Fig. 8.10.

Reclining Visnu

in the Pallava cave
temple of Cinkavaram
(Senji), 8" century

seven mothers, an unidentified goddess alf)ng with her retinue, Jyestha ; the (photo by courtesy
lower cave in Trichy, a little simpler, with Siva, Visnu, Ganesa, Subrahmanya, of Institut frangais
Brahma, Strya and the Goddess with devotees; the temples of Tirumeyyam | de Pondichéry/Ecole

frangaise d’Extréme-
Orient, photographer
S. Natarajan, Negative
No. 11516-9).

and Malaiyatippatti which had two sanctuaries next to each other, one con-
taining a reclining Visnu, the other a lifiga, but which have now become the
main shrines of two separate temples with separate entrances.
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To sum up, the oldest elements of the temple in Tiruccentar as it
is observable today are these two niches of Visnu and Gajalaksmi which,
before the many constructions which have transformed the original setting
of the temple, were facing the sea. The position, as well as the dimensions
of these two niches, seems to suggest that their cult was prominent, if
not central.

CONCLUSION

If we accept that the long epigraph engraved on slabs under the reign of
the Pandya king Varaguna II belonged to this temple, it seems that the
main deity was already Subrahmanya in the middle of the 9 century. This
fact does not necessarily imply that the temple was originally conceived as
a Subrahmanya temple: the presence of a large size reclining Visnu and
Gajalaksmi—as well as perhaps a paricalinga and possibly others which may
have disappeared under successive renovations—Ileads me to suspect that
this temple was first dedicated either to Visnu or to multiple deities, perhaps
including Subrahmanya. The large dimensions of Visnu and Gajalaksmi as
well as their position facing the sea tend to confirm this hypothesis: these
images could have been the earliest main deities, excavated and still preserved
as they were; other cults may have been added, in parallel or successively. As
C. Schmid pointed out to me, a reclining Visnu near the sea reminds us of
a similar setting during Pallava times in the Mahisasuramardini and in the
Shore temple at Mahabalipuram. These Pallava parallels provide grounds
to argue that the Tiruccentar temple may have been originally dedicated
to Visnu as the main deity.

The reason for the dominance of Subrahmanya over the other gods in
Tiruccentar is unknown to us. Did Varaguna II become a devotee of this
god, as the inscription seemingly implies? Was he therefore responsible for
bringing to the fore the cult of Subrahmanya, over the cult of the other
deities present in this temple? May the growing tradition of worshipping
Subrahmanya in the Tamil-speaking South have influenced the ascend-
ency of this cult over the others in Tiruccentar?** What we see is that

% The number of temples dedicated to Subrahmanya in the 9™ century seems to grow,
and we know, belonging approximately to this period or even before, the following
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when Arunakirinatar composed his Tiruppukal in the 14™"-15" century,
he anchored firmly the concept of the six abodes of Murukan in the Tamil
tradition. Moreover, he associated the Alaivay of the Tirumurukarruppatai
with the Tiruccentir of his time which had been a famous centre for
Subrahmanya, since the 9™ century at least.

However, there is no archaeological or epigraphical evidence discov-
ered so far to confirm such antiquity for the association between Alaivay,
Centil and Tiruccentar. Alaivay is not necessarily a specific place-name and
could also designate any site located on the seashore. Its identification with
Centil and Tiruccentur is, as we have seen, attested only from the 14™ or
15™ century. There is no firm evidence that the nowadays famous centre of
Tiruccentar was a temple dedicated to Subrahmanya prior to the second half
of the 9™ century nor that it corresponds to the alaivdy mentioned in the
Akananiry and the Tirumurukarruppatai. In fact, archaeological evidence
suggests that it may not have been originally dedicated to Subrahmanya
alone but to other deities too.

temples: the structural temples in Mallam, Andhra Pradesh (T.V. Mahalingam 1960);
Caluvan Kuppam, near Mahabalipuram (S. Rajavelu 2008); Kannanir, near Putukkottai
(S.R. Balasubrahmanyam 1966: 86—89); Tiruttani, in the Tiruvallur district (Vélaficéri
copper plates, see R. Nagaswamy 1979); the cave temples in Tirumalai, Civakanka
taluk and district (PZ. Pattabiramin 1975: 43); probably Piranmalai, Tiruppattar
taluk and Putukkéttai district (R.K.K Rajarajan 1992); Anaimalai, near Madurai
(PZ. Pattabiramin 1975: 51); the lower cave at Kalukumalai, Kovilpatti taluk, Tirunelvéli
district (P.Z. Pattabiramin 1975: 59).
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