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"....,shall I attempt to describe Zaira. city of high bastions. 
I could tell you hou many steps make up the streets rising 
likc stairways. and the clcgrec ofthe arcades' curws. and 
what kind of ~ i n e  scales c o t w  rhc roc?is; but I alread? 
knou, this wodd be the same as telling you nothing. The 
city does not consist of this. but oi'rclationships between 
rhc measurements of its space and the events of i ~ s  
past ..... ihe fes:oons that decvratc thccourscof t l iey~~ee~~~s 
nuptial procession .... As this wave from meniorics flows 
in. ihe city soaks it up iikc a spongi. and cxpaniis. A 
dcscripticin oi'Zairaas i t  istoday shouidcontain al1Z~tira.s 
past. Thc city. howeverl does i>:ii tell its past. hiit contains 
i t  likc the lines of a hand ...." 

There arc Inany wnys of' undcsstanciing huili form. this paper 
examines i t  li-om Ihc diz~;cnsion dtcn-iporal evenis iikc proces- 
sional rituals. AII riiuals convey certain meanings that relaic to 
the signiiicance of'tiiepliice wherein they arc staged. The) serve 
as a mediator of' meaning underlying a irirger configuration. 
Rituals, kseivi:ies and celebrations havc been studied cxten- 
sively by anihropologisis and sociologists. hut anfa-trinaiely 
given Icss importance hy architects and urban iiesigr~eri.' Sonlc 
arcl~itectural tkccristh such as Rossi havc touched upoiz [he 
rclaiionsl~ip betnee:: monumc1lts and ritual, both being the 
"permanent conserving element oi'myth."' and bnth thus being 
iinked to the idea cifretritving the memory ol'thc past - one in 
the static a i d  permailenr dimension. rind the o i lw in thc dy- 
nniriic a d  tempomry dirnci.isii,ii. i3esidzs this. stme h a ~ e  :dso 
exyhasixd rile undcrst:miiii.ig iifritilal iii riblation to il;c city as 
:,nc oi'thc mode.; ol'expr-ession of ihc collective inemor) hcing 
:ii'oxarzrnc importance in understanding ibc impiications of the 
iou:;ciing of the city and ol'tranmission of idcia in rile urhw 
ccintcxl. 

Today these rituals hccurnc spccia!lq. i~nportniri if we look at 
them as an imaginative n-ieans of urban renew:al. Today, many 
pfiiplc yearn !b~- I-enewal ~ , i t h  a 1x)lisiic perspctive, I t  is 
t i ~ ~ r ~ l h . ~  impcatant lo undcr~tand what renews! Iceant in the 

p s t .  Then, one ofthc M zys in which the renem a1 ol'a city n.as 
enco:mtered was. telms (:fan cnaotional and menial :rattsfi)rn:a- 
tion expcrienceti tkough rituals of Istivitj.  This idea is re- 
flected in the an~hropi)logical studies wherein. "'the primary anti 
most gencrai function of' the li'stival is LO renounce aid then 
anno~mce culti~rc. to re13ex periodicitllj thc life stream of' a 
commiinity hy creating nev4 cnergy. and to give sanctkm to its 
instiiutions. the syrnhoiic means to achieve it is to ~cpl-eserit ihe 
primorciial chaos before crea~ion. or a historical ilisoriler before 
the cstablishmcnt ofthe culture. society. or regime where the 
festival happens to  take place."' 
Befhre exaixining the relationship between rituals. f;i'siivals. 
celebrations arid the fbrtn <if sektiemcnts. let us consider the 
meaning of these terms. which ha1.e ofier! been used inter- 
changeably. 



pcopic who pariicipate in it out of gear and go against its very 
meaning and essence. I t  is by ihis very act thai a sense 04' 
continuity is achieved and which in turr~ assures a sense of 
security. 

Celebration is a combination oi'piay and ritual. There is not 
a suhjcci and object in the celebration. i t  is an entire totality and 
onoc;lnnot detach the participant from the event the! participate 
in. The rnanifestatjor? of~hese  festive rituals is in their cclebra- 
tion wherein the spaiial context is cquallg important as the 
tempomi nature of the ksrive ritual; this s i ~ ~ , s  the ~iiaiyue 
relationship o f  the rt-tcmorq; ofthe place and the event. The fact 
that the act o f  celehra~ion is I-ecun-inp. collecii\~e. p~iblicl> 
exhibited. that it uses the p~iblic environment to he enacted, :lnci 
reiniijrces tile collecti\z C ~ I I S ~ ~ ~ U S I I C S S  of the placc a i~d the 
yopie. makes it an irnporiani asprct of the udfecti\e memory 
innil the built ibrm. Ceiebations could be referred to as con- 
I* L L ~ G ~  "*' ih%h predictable culturailt; shared c\.ents. such as lik 
experiences. \torh seasons. ~etigious bciiclk, etc.!'B:tt there isan 
important distinc~ion between rites of passage and scason:ili 
caientirical i'esti\.als, "since life-crisis riauals emerge i n  situa- 
iionsofaireaily hciglitcncdezni:iion andcncrgy. ine !ask oi'rituaf 
is to 'provide an organizing set oi'principlcs. tradiiionai tvays or' 
hindi~:g!i)rrI~c monrentti?e opposing Ibiucs within rhc: cornma- 
:.lily and tying ac!pc.thrr the past with the prwmt.' Fcstive 
celebrations haw. on ihc conirary, tei pencrate thzir awn encr- 
gies. Tl:ej often begin. lireraIjy. "with abang' usingpyi-otcchi~ic 

3. -  aid percussive Iwans. 
in  this studj. ~ h c  cities of Madurai, Srirarrgar-i? & Suchiniiratra 

arc seiccicd as exempiihinp typical South Indian ternpic cities. 
'The urban featuresand rituals in all thc thrcccascsaseesscntiall~ 
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The ccnicr kvas thought to be the iitcus oi'crcarivc force where 
hx.- earth. he;i'rtm aid the commtii~icatitsn arxiilg the three p- 

4 h  1 i. . uw , i  d LI , -; NOTBJ- mosi wsily ac!mie\d. Thih  as ti-ir nnek- 
1A-q simi pe'int thniugh which tlx ;axis oi'ihe world passed. This 
iyfinhdisiii mark ilic Ccilic!' the mosi \acrzci f?oini. thus. i t  was 
p.> - 1 'i,ic h t  the temple was silualeci. Ti?< power ge:ii.raied hcn: 
i!i,\?.ed (iiii dmiu_uh the cardinal points i t ,  the , ~ o p i ~ ~ ~ t ~ ~ ~ ' ; \ ~ e ~ .  
they tliereihi-c pssessed heighier?cd s! rnhiilic n:ca:iii~p that was 

cxpresscii h j  the ~ X C C S S ~ C ~ ,  iiiasG\!c c~nstruc~ior~ ~vkosr s i x  far 
rxccedeti the xxessrirj. Certain oihcr kaiui-cs oi' tEic k m p k  
aowns arc alsc explained i n  symbolic rcli:tion ti: this center. such 
;is k i ~ i i i ~ ? ~ . ~  (water bodies oi- ianks). The ritual cmiering of' thc 
univcrse within the c o n h e s  of the shrine creates an ideal 
opposed to the disorder!) world sf nalure. At the heart of I!?? 

shrine fits n concentration of sacred pouei-: hut this pouer is 
resrricted. channeled. loreed iiito an inhcriied pallern of sym- 
bolic relations. Chaos is represented through symbols that 
reflect its sutjugatiim: the primcvai u-aicroflhe flood. the lvatrr 
 hat thrcaicns to destroy ihe created universe and out of uimich 
L ~ c  bini~crse has emerged. exist:, within the shrinc or in its 
vicinity in f o m ~  of a tcrnple tank. a river, or the sea." This 
sp"ho1ism generates ~ h c  essential clc~ncnts that are integral lo 

a South Indian 'Temple Cit! - nanieiy the central temple. the 
g i y i i t " a m  gates in the cardinal ciirections, the walled ternpie 
enclosures, and k i i i ~ ; i . ~ .  

Tnese towns have Rcen laid out on whia.t can even he called 
'iiawarddj~xted geomct~-!/ation'. T ic  ~cn~~rwhich i sa l l  ia~:;m- 
tan! and sacred gives rise toall rit~tal and kstive activity like the 
proces4onal circ~~irrainhula~io~l. Circutnarr~hulation in  this case 
always refers to  the center and so does other ritual movclncnr. 
These can he analyzed into lour types: 



1. ?lrc movc!ncnt towards !or into, through and across). For 
inctancc. thecast-~cs~ce~-en~onial  axis in Suchindnlrn. ori'ot- 
that matter in any ofthc ternplc cities the movemeni a1 :he 
end oi' the processioi? or the ~crniination is back to tho 
beginning, which is towards the center in the temple. 

2. Movement around i!. This is essentially a circu~natl~bulalim 
which in spatial tcrnls is ~naniksted i n  the concentric proces- 
sional streets s~inouncling the four sides of the temple and 
forming a se~ics of enclosures 2s in the case of Madurai. 

3. Movement away from (or o u ~  of). This could be thought of in  
terms of the cardinal streets leading out from the central 
temple and the beginning of any prtxossional ritual in which 
the deity is taken o u t  of the temple compiex. 

3. Moverncnt hcsidc n spatial entily. which is arnund the t ank  
and water bodies. These movements show how closely the 
circulation I-oute is linked to the presence of the center. and 
other foi-ma1 elcn~cnts and processionai rituals. are basically 
thc &-mation oi'thcse fourcielnentary fiwms of rno\~emcnt. 

TIAL LAYOUT AND FORhlA 

sit-aiphi exactly north-south oriented ceremonial way. 
In  general, the spatial layout of these towns could bc consid- 

ered at rhrec kvel.;. The first is the reportoire of basic urban 
elcnicn~s: the temple. the water bodies, the goprimiiis. walled 
enclosures. as i z  ell as thc residential areas. and the rr~arketpiacc. 
all ofwhich forin the fabric ofthecity. The second is themanner 
in wlrich these elements arc arranged to obtain a particular 
spatial configuraritrn. Here a spccific iierarchy is iidlowd: the 
tcrnple occupying t l~c  center ol'thc town, the eight \vatel- bodies 
in the cardinal and interme~iii~te directions. the ppiri-orris in thc 
cardinal directions and the fabric of the city i~sell'following the 
t~imidd(i ~ ~ L ~ O L I I .  The third is the elaboration and refinement of 
this spatial conl'ig~~ration by a system of spatial mediation. This 
can hc achieved by means of specific placement of the streets 
that accoinn~odate the kstive rituals. the diminishing height ot' 
tire gop i -OI I?  :ewers as onc goes towards the center and such 
like. This spatial structure ofthe city has often been describccl as 
a rct?ncd geometrical balance oi'the laws of two superimposed 
syn~nrctiical systems. the whoic being an elaboration of tile bi- 
poiarities: "axiai synrnctr), 01' rhc walls. gates and /ones -. - 

diagonal symrnetr! of the ring road pattern; concenti-ic system 
Conskler Srii-anpin. which may serve as a representative of 

oi' sacred zones - diacenrric sysrein of'caste distribution."" the uilaracteristic S n ~ ~ t h  Indian temple mvn. It is ccxnposeii of 
seven concentric walled enclo.cures. of which the inner four 
consiiiutc the ternpie proper. nhilc the outer three :~rcresiiientiai 
quarters. The entire corxpic-x is organized ari1ut3il two axial 
streets. crossing at ripht angles. This is discerr~ibie ii? its layout 
a d  in its spatial structure. The or-ganiration is evident in ihc 
seqiiencc of ihr- gcpi i z rn!  p i e s  at every enclosux that arc 
ciisrinctiy pcrceivcci 1'r:m i.1 cry part of ihc im.n showing the 
spaiiai nodes of thc Irtyout. An i~nporiant f atwe in ihc. spatial 
r,rganiration arc tbc hater boilics. Therc are eighl m h s  SLK- 
rounding ihe t o w  in the cardinal and intel-nwiiak directions for 
ritual purposes. In addition. diie i:) ihe location o i ' k  town on the 
Kaveri river ( o n  the end ishid which gives i t  s;?ccial signifi- 
cance). the gI'I~(!tssieps Icaiiing to the river) arc linked by a 

Water is an essentia! part of the basic i-epei-toire c ) i '  urban 
eicmcrtts in s conventional South Indian tcxple ciiy. These 
tanks oot only laave a religious significance aird are reiatcii 1:; 
Innumci-nhlc m) 1h5. but are itnportant in thc "lxm thc town taici  
:is iveli 2s its jarxi use ptrrtcin. sincc h c i  arwnci tilit tanks is 
norinally given to religious institutiwrs. In the iimn c?f X-idiulr~ 

itanks), dong ij%h xhr.incs m d  smaller rcrnplcs. i t  is ail impor- 
t:in: hr-ma1 clment in the procesciomi rituals. In man!. cases 
thcsc X1ii~i~11.s  form thc bi)undary olthc setiielnent. These ki>i!ri/i:.s 
ciem:ii-cate the sacred boundary and can bc coinpared 10 eit? 
wall.; mil gates ii)und in other repiom Gencraliy. rherc arc ar 



least eight tanks surrounding the city in the cardinal and 
intermediate directions. In addition to thesc. there is one in the 
center within the temple complex. They play an important role 
in the ritual bathing which is a significant ctmponenr of mosi 
festivals. In many cities. riiuallj once ayeartbe deity travels on 
water in a special festive ceremony, and therefore ihcsc towns 
have at least one large water tank tr~17/m.l.ttlrrm reserved for this 
~ L L I - ~ O S C .  This tank. uhich is square in plan. is norinally located 
at one end ofthe main axis Icading to the tempie gates and has 
a ccniral pavilion also uscd Ibr special ceremonies during the 
Sesti\ds. 

Srirangam has tanks sun-ounding the town in ihc carciinai 
direciions purely for ritiial purposes. Piigrims !:?kc their ritual 
haih in them in  a plescribcd sccluence. The one insidc the tenlple 
complex is nornmaliy the first in the sequence and circuina~nbu- 
lation of' the ~ O U I I  kegins u"81h this. ' i ? ~  organization of the 
spaiiirl patiern is such ~l lc  cerernctnial route has :hc temple 
at one end and yliilr .~ on the Kaaeri river oil tile otlw cnd. The 
spaaid linking od'thc ~irui+s on ihe Kaveri river to the cerarncmial 
ilortit-soilah :%xis ~vhic!~ C O I I T I ~ C ~ ~  h e  river to the tcmpic is 
iiuportant, since in the \;erj, i'irst month of the year the i'esri~ai 
ofttle godcLess Kavci-i is cziehratcd wherein a ritual procession 
iakcs the dowry ji.0i11 !hi: god in tho temple which is inrraerscd 
in ihc waters ofthe Kavcri river. 

Suchindram is siiphtiy dii'i'crent lion) temple cities like 
Sriranglun. Hcrc. insicad c:f'eight tanks stin.ounding (hi. town 

there is only one largc Lank. I n  Suchindram. as i n  other %ernpic 
cities. there is a festival involvingccircu~namhiilation in relation 
t o  the large tank - this is the floating kstival. The tank is 
analogous to the temple. Just iikc the charioicir-cumambularin::imbulating 
the temple. the lioat moves ciockwise around the pavilion at rhc 
center ofthe tank. Like the t ~ , o  diagonal corners ofthe car stnlct 
which arc specially designcd to take into consideration the 
dance cerenmnies and tltc firctvorks i n  tho south-west ~ ( ~ m t f r o n  
the night ofthe fi Ah day, so alsoduring the floating fcsiivrd dlerc 
arc special ceremonies performed in the south-cast corner ot'the 
tank associated io the instaiiatio!l of the idol. and after rtlc third 
round on water fir-e~w-ks are s1ageCI in the north-west. This 
mirrors the diagonai sy mnxti-y ol' rhe chariot ii.sti\ al. This 
partlicuIar aspect oi'Suchindr:um. is porrraycct hq scholars :.is thc 
juxtaposition ofthe ternpic and tank. Symbolically. the soliciand 
void; the malc 'upper- town' around tlw Shl\a tcrr?ple i i ~  thc 
center facing the cast. and a female 'Iower town. and the tank 
with the i h ' i  (gtddesa) aelnple. facing riorti~." The floating 
* _ .  ;Lsri\ a1 isconcluded h l  a hathingprocessic>n v;n,.ith ihcritual walk 

Ironi the temple to the tank and hack. 
Ibn analyzing the role of Xuli;r;?r svitllir~ the spatial iaganiza- 

lion. .Pi is & \ J ~ Q U S  that they did not just happen to he :here l'or 
otHw t'uncaionui reasons anti accomrnvtiatetl ihe rituals. but 
\%;we spcuialiy coi~saructcd ihr llxse rirnais. 



The ' ~ i t ~ i ~ i i i ~ i ~ i '  pians in ancient manuai\ofarchiiececrre shosn, 
'processicmaf ways' that run conainiioeislj around the wiik- 
went. This is i n  keeping with the ancient Aryan tradi~ion. during 

. . ihc sacrificial rite the I e'dii. altar was venerated by being ia-rrcC 
c l : i~k~ , i sz  in prc~cession." In the Soulit Indian temple ~ i t i e s .  ii3i.i 

takcs the iima oi'cilxiot processiams. 
Spuliatiy. thepmxssl:ii.ial rituals indicating tile wavela crl'hc 

dei~q. capture the s i ib~k cssence of the cosn~ic ciiqr~~rnm - thc 
t ~ e i i ! l c k k ; .  A closer ?oak reveals d m  every spalial gesiurs is in 
some way linked to the manner in which thcsc rituals arc 
ce:lch.aic.d:  ti^ cemmmial axis, the positicning of ihr tanks. the 
cur streets. CWII the smaI1 alleys around their axner, t l x  
c~idening of tlic diagonal corners. could be a11 atirihiiced to 
rituais. Ewn apparentlj, ordinary spailai featrtres such as namw 
dead alleys at the simar-p corners ofthc strcct on which t i~c cha-;riot 
circtirnainbuiates arc s ipnikmt ,  since when the chsri<)t reaches 
a corner, wedges are piaced under the whze7s and ii is pushcd 
into the blind alley aoallon; it toturn. These blind alleys pri:viiic 
the necessary spaces and arc therrfore vital. This ininctrdeiail is 
very interesting since it pr-mcs Ihat Lhc enlirc town was meticu- 
lously arid consciousiy laid out with the festive processions in 
rnirid. In {he toNrn ofSuchindrain, i t  is irrierosiingtonotc howihc 
car streeis ;kt the north-east and south-west corirers are widened 
iiw a particular ritual in the circunma!nhulaiions: tiurinp tlrc 
festive rituals when the izithos (chariots) reach these corners the 
carriers I i i i  and lower thi' vehicles while dancing in a spiral lixm 
covering the entire mideninp of the square 

The crmcept ol'circun?ai?i'nu1a1ie)17 in these towns is di-amaiic. 
irnprcssive. elahcx-ate and so intrinsically choreographed ihai it 
becomes a central feature of public Me. The abundant numhcr 
of these processions in itscli'exhibits this: in Suchindram alone 

during the three major festival> ihcrc arc 72 grand 
circuma;nbi~l;tiions. and 736 cfurirq file lesser cwnks. The 
chariot fcstivais play a significaix loic in exhibiting the spalid 
organixaiion ol' the b~iih mvironmci'ii. Thc gods r w  faken nut 
in their whicles or ciral-iois ihrri ;ire spectacular. Theso arc not 
just chariots, hut ira fact i i  kind oi'nlobik tennplc architecture. 

The role c:i"Timc' and -3,lci;m-j ' is c-tkkni atewry stngc a>i'  
thc icstiw ritual. This is cyseciali). apparent iit :hi. spatial 
mmii'esiation if onc corrsidcrs the streets where fcs~ive proces- 
sims arc held. in these temple cities. the streets surrcmadinp the 
rcmpic complex arc named acci>lding tothe nwnth o n  u hich the 
each is usccl kir the festive processions. In Maciurai. the (i's~ive 
prt~cessions that are celch-'>ied evcry month contribute creation 
and completion of a cornpicre j;iriilddii by the end of the 
calends- year. Here. the names of the concczltric streets - Adhi. 
C!:i?rnii.etc.- are the names crftke Tanil months associnied with 
the!?- respective festivals. l J  

Ln Stirangam. the ritual sequence and circurriair~buiacion 
i'dlowed in hathing at particular tanks during specific fi-41-e 
rituals S ~ O M ' S  the significance of one's place in space and tirnc. 
Moveoscr. it 2 1 ~ 0  remintls ~ f '  his location within a larger 
context :>f the cil!- ibrn?. This dcmrmrnatcs thc spatial marking 
of time i n  relation tu thc fesiiw events. The spatia! gesture 
validates a conirollcd space cl.ithin the larger unikersal realm 
and also marks its extent in the tbur cardinals and thur intennc- 
diate dircctions. Simiku-iy, ihc temporal gesture controls thc 
see!r-nin$> random fli>v\ i:i' time by structuring and mzikinp it  
through the festive ekenis, arid in turn. establishing the yeai-iy 
cycle 
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In Suchindram the system ofrecalling the primordial memo- 
ries is especially interesting. Here the memory of the foundation 
of thc town is embedded in the installation of'the idol. The east- 
west orientation of the idol shows a shift of I5 degrees liom the 
geographical east. This is supposed to be due to the tradition that 
the orientation towards the cardinal points is fixed by the 
direction of the idol. Moreover. the direction is determined by 
the sunrise on the day of the foundation o i  the temple and the 
installation ceremony. This adds anotherdimension to the urban 
layout. 'time'. since there is a basic reference to the rhythm of 
sunrise and sunset and the seasonal cycle. The importance of 
urban folm then. is not just that of its relation with the cardinal 
points. but that of the primordial, archaic expressions of the 
foundation of the town in relation to it. This feature is also scen 
in other temple cities of South India. 

The concept of time and memory is all important. hcre the 
cycle of the year is not simply a general scheme that can be 
repeated anywhere. but is infused with the local condition. the 
history of the city in time and is related to the origins of the city. 

CONTINUITY AND CHANGE 

In the South Indian temple cities. there is not much difference 
in the rituals celebrated today to those during the 17th and 18th 
century. This could be attributed to political conditions in this 
region. Modern-day changes. such as the corning ofthe railway 
during the British times. the breaking down of the boundary 
walls. uncontrolled ~ r o w t h  of the city, make the spatial layout 
of the some cities quite indiscernible. Nevertheless, these rituals 
of festivity bring to light its spatial subtleties. 

All the issues discussed in this study regarding the spatial 
organization and the rituals of festivity bring us to the funda- 
mental question; were the rituals accommodated within a par- 
ticular spatial organization or did they influence or generate the 
city form? As far as these South Indian temple cities are 
concerned. it seems that the rituals and the spatial organization 
were and still are to a great extent in perfect harmony. It is 
evident that the static and permanent configuration of these 
temple cities is totally dependent upon the dynamic and tenipo- 
rary activities they were built to accommodate. The festive 
rituals in that sense are a conceptual prerequisite. These cities 
have been described as examples of the "nested-city" model in 
which "ritual and form are inseparable."" 

There is a view today that ritual is something that belonged 
to the past and rooted in the age of superstition. Many people 
question the significance and intluence of ritual in the modern 
world. But. wearestill affectedby ritual toalargeextent. Power 
is still cherished. expressed and augmented by rituals. and the 
latter demand spatial settings. bc they represented through 
monuniental vistas in capital cities. special parade routes. sip- 
nificant landmarks. or by other means. We might reject the 
rituals associated with power and the means to portray them. but 
we still have to accept that they play an important psychological 
rolc and relate to the deeper emotions and instincts within 
humans by reinforcing the sense of stability and continuity with 
thc past. 
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