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Introduction
This paper attempts to throw new light on certain peculiar and lesser-known aspects of religious and 
artistic expression under the Nāyaka kingdoms, in the wake of the fall of the Vijayanagar empire (1565 CE), 
particularly in what is Tamil Nadu today.1  

As is well-known, the Nāyakas, originally governors on behalf of the Vijayanagar kings,2 became 
autonomous rulers and patrons of the arts and letters after the dissolution of the empire. From this point 
onwards, their artistic production (whether architectural, sculptural, or pictorial), which had previously 
drawn upon trends both of the Vijayanagar school and influences prevalent in the localities where they ruled, 
begins to show original and innovative models. However, the long-standing inspiration from Vijayanagar 
never entirely disappears.

These new tendencies were caused, in part, by the complex historical background of the period, under 
the pressure of the Islamic sultanates and the increasing presence of European merchants and missionaries. 
However, by and large, these trends were part of a major programme of religious and cultural innovations, 
deliberately promoted and perpetuated by the Nāyakas, who, driven by the necessity to unify and reinforce 
their autonomous rule, made use of religio-artistic motifs to further their political objectives.

It is a particularly complex and interesting subject which awaits in-depth study. Indeed, although, after 
a long eclipse, the art of the Nāyaka kingdoms has recently been rediscovered,3 its importance as an aspect 
of statecraft has received only limited attention.4 This paper will identify a number of architectural and 
iconographic elements, and variations thereof, as well as ritualistic innovations employed by the Nāyakas 
of Tamil Nadu as instruments to advance their political agenda.

Iconographic Themes under Nāyaka Rule in Tamil Nadu as a Political Device

The iconographic production of the Tamil Nāyaka kingdoms, apart from the Vijayanagara influences and 
the heritage of the earlier dynasties who ruled in the area (e.g. the Pāṇḍyas and the Cōḷas), as well as to 
remoter traditions, both cultured and popular, seems to reflect peculiar trends, which we also find in the 
architecture: original and a very rich production,5 monumentality and theatrical effects in the sculptures 
– for instance, the enormous monolithic statue of Nandin in front of the Bṛhadīśvara Temple in Tañjāvūr – 
and  the conspicuous use of painting, much more than before. Indeed, a number of Nāyaka temples were 
entirely covered in frescoes and polychrome stuccos were added within and without all sanctuaries. All this 
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magnificence was probably intended to show that the Nāyakas were no longer governors on behalf of the 
once glorious Vijayanagar, but, had become kings and sovereigns in their own right. This paper will focus 
on a number of unusual iconographic themes and innovative models that the Nāyakas developed with the 
intent to assert their right to rule.  

We will begin with the iconographic themes sculpted on the long line of imposing columns – typical 
of Nāyaka temples – that flanked the maṇḍapas and the main processional areas, marking the ritual path 
of the god and the faithful. These reliefs, often emerging from the front or sides of columns almost fully 
rounded, appear to be conceived so as to allow all elements, whether architectonic or iconographic, to 
repeat themselves in order to create a scenario which is not only religio-symbolical – as it is in the Hindu 
temple – but also of great political importance. The motifs, which are many and varied, should be seen in 
light of the relationships between their symbolic meanings. These motifs include mythical personages and 
animals, gods, fauna, flora and, above all, dynastic portraits of the king and of the royal family. 

It is not the first time in the history of Indian art that kings were depicted on temples and the political 
importance of these portraits as a celebration of kingship, the power of which is often equated through 
subtle allusions to the divine power that protects the people, is well known.6 However, as for the Nāyaka 
dynastic portraits, we may discover iconographic innovations, multiple layers of meaning in the imagery 
and the significance in their positioning in the temple, especially if we consider together coherent groups 
of sculptures. 

Nāyaka Royal Portraits in the Larger Context of the Temple Sculptures

Nāyaka royal images in fresco, stone, metal, painted murals or textiles, appear with a frequency not to be 
found in earlier Indian art. They represent the climax of regal portraiture by Hindu kingdoms, a long tradition 
that started in the Kuṣāṇa period. Many of these consolidated artistic conventions can also be perceived 
in the Nāyaka kingly portraits. What interests us, however, are the traits that make them unique. Although 
the subject has been explored in brief by a number of scholars, most of these analyses have formed part of 
broader studies.7 Here we shall restrict ourselves to throwing light on new evidence and selected aspects 
that served the Nāyakas as political devices.

It has already been underlined that the Nāyaka 
kingly portraits are often life-size and sculpted 
virtually in the round, thus creating an almost tangible 
kinship between the figures and the devotees.8 The 
king himself has to (and does) come across as the 
quintessential devotee. Indeed, he is shown in the 
traditional añjali mudrā attitude (gesture of greeting 
and devotion), common to most Indian royal images. 
However, to emphasise his devotion, the Nāyaka 
sovereign enhances the añjali mudrā by resorting 
to a gesture that is otherwise quite unusual and 
innovative in Hindu kingly iconography: prostration 
in front of the god (Fig. 1).

Such unique traits that bespeak a new 
iconographic model, representing (in the opinion of 

Figure 1: King Vijayarāghava and his wife, prostrated in 
front of the garbhagṛha of the Rājagopālaswāmy Temple 
in Maṉṉarkuḍi (Tañjāvūr). Photo by the author.
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some scholars) a distinctive character of kingship unprecedented in the Tamil south,9 are especially clear 
if we compare the Nāyaka portraits with those of their nearest predecessors, the Cōḷa and the Vijayanagara 
kings. It has been noted10 that the Cōḷa rulers are represented as lissom, delicate and fairly idealised, while 
Vijayanagara portraits from the early sixteenth century tend to be stern, with elongated limbs, typical of the 
Andhra tradition. In contrast, the Nāyaka kings appear as imposing, heavy, and endowed with naturalistic 
traits suggestive of a certain individuality. Beyond these differences, however, one of the most peculiar and 
innovative iconographic traits of the Nāyaka portraits, from a political point of view, is the depiction, next to 
the king, not only of the royal family, but of the entire dynastic lineage as well, for instance, in the Mīnākṣī 
Sundareśvara Temple at Madurai. This unusual artistic device, showing the whole panoply of figures, 
tends to give the onlooker the impression of the stability and longevity of the kingdom.11 Often, in order 
to reinforce connections with the previous dynasties, the Nāyakas, particularly those of Madurai, tended 
also to appropriate the cultural traditions of the territories they ruled, especially those that eulogised the 
ancient local rulers, as though the Nāyakas were the descendants of the latter. It is the case, for instance, of 
the widely known Tiruviḷaiyāṭaṟpurāṇa, the sthala12 of the Great Temple at Madurai, whose glorification of 
the Pāṇḍya sovereigns was elaborated upon in the Nāyaka period.

The cumulative impact of these aspects is further 
intensified by the composition and placement of 
the royal images, which is also in the nature of a 
political propaganda. Two fundamental strategies 
are employed:

1. Proximity to the patron deity. 
2. Vicinity to the divine images. 

As for proximity to the godhead, it has already 
been underlined that the royal portraits are mostly 
placed along the main processional areas (e.g. 
corridors, festival maṇḍapas), so that they are 
able to greet the deity as s/he is passing them in a 
palanquin.13 However, in certain cases, the closeness 
acquires an additional meaning, a prime example of 
which may be seen in the Rājagopālaswāmy Temple 
in Maṉṉarkuḍi, near Tañjāvūr. Here, the image of 
King Vijayarāghava, also known as Mannārudāsa 
(1634-1673 CE), along with those of his wife and 
grandfather, King Acyuthappa, are sculpted on a 
pillar just outside the god’s chamber of repose (Fig. 
2). Therefore, when the image of the deity was 
borne out of the room in procession, the royal group 
appeared immediately next to the god, evoking 
not only salutations but also a certain rapport and 
analogy between the king and the god. Indeed, it 
was a hallowed tradition for the god in procession 
to stop before the royal imagery, at which point the 

Figure 2: King Vijayarāghava along with his wife and 
grandfather, the king Acyuthappa, Rājagopālaswāmy 
Temple in Maṉṉarkuḍi (Tañjāvūr). Photo by the author.
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priest would invoke the joint names of the Nāyaka’ 
kings, ‘Acyutha vijayarāghava mannārudāsa’ as rulers 
enjoying world dominion.14 

With regard to the ruler’s vicinity to divine 
images, Nāyaka rulers are often depicted beside the 
gods, celestial beings and mythological figures, as if 
they had been participants in the legendary events. 
They also tend to equal the gods in size, contrary to 
the sculptural tradition that usually represented the 
royals as smaller than the deities. The purpose of this 
might have been to highlight a certain reciprocity 
between the royal and the divine/mythic dimension, 
also creating, by means of a sophisticated analogy, a 
superimposition between the king, his exploits and 
the mythological context.

These concepts are evident in the Rāmaswamy 
temple at Kumbakonam (Tañjāvūr Dt.), built during 
the reign of King Ragunātha (1612-1634 CE), the third 
ruler of the Nāyaka lineage of Tañjāvūr. Here the king 
is repeatedly depicted among many images of Rāma, 
to whom the temple is dedicated, thus evoking the 
idea that the king shares the same attributes as 
Rāma.15 Particularly interesting are a couple of panels 
sculpted on two spatially superimposed sections of 
a column belonging to one of the two maṇḍapas 
of this temple. The base contains the portrait of 
King Raghunātha with his wife and daughter, while 
the marriage scene of Rāma and Sītā, flanked by 
Lakṣmaṇa, Bharata and Hanumān, is sculpted in the 
upper section (Fig. 3). The larger size of the royal 
family and the affinity of the subject matter (marriage 
and family) create an immediate reciprocity and 
dialogue between the two scenes.

This same temple has a high-quality bas-relief 
representing Viṣṇu Trivikrama, surrounded by many 
personages (Fig. 4). This is an icon previously chosen both by the Pallava and Cāḷukya sovereigns, and thus 
also demands our attention. Apart from the long-standing allusion contained in this famous myth, meant to 
celebrate the grandeur and the victories of the ruling king, another detail is worth mentioning: the presence, 
on the right-hand side of King Bali, of his wife and a figure of undefined gender, perhaps their daughter or, 
according to some, the royal chaplain (purohita),16 whose task it is to propitiate the king’s victories. The 
composition seems to allude to Raghunātha’s royal entourage, thus transposing the socio-historical setting 
into the mythological narrative.

It might also be noted that these reliefs, as well as other royal portraits, are mostly located in the so called 
‘outer’ maṇḍapa, that is the hall which, in a number of Nāyaka temples, precedes the core of the sacred 

Figure 3: King Raghunātha with his wife and daughter, 
Rāmaswamy Temple (Kumbakonam). Photo by the author.
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building complex.17 Such a location was part of a 
political strategy because this space was the first to be 
crossed by the devotees upon entering the precincts 
of the temple and, therefore, the king’s images were 
immediately beheld.18 It is certainly not by accident 
that we find the same device used in many Nāyaka 
sanctuaries, for instance, in the above mentioned 
Mīnākṣī Sundareśvara Temple at Madurai, where 
the royal portraits are placed mostly in the ‘outer’ 
maṇḍapa or puḍu maṇḍapa. It is one of the best-
known monuments of the Nāyakas, although, certain 
aspects and meanings of the sculptures to be found 
there need further research. Rectangular in shape, 
this maṇḍapa comprises four rows of columns. 
The outermost row houses various mūrti of Śiva, 
Viṣṇu and other deities, while it is within the inner 
colonnade, on the very shafts of the columns, that 
King Tirumala (1623-1659 CE), who built this hall, 
is represented. He is portrayed alongside his nine 
predecessors, together with rearing leogryphs or 
yāḷis, which are also repeatedly sculpted in strategic 
positions, namely, at the entrance, beside equestrian 
warriors, and at each corner of the maṇḍapa (Fig. 5).

This association of the king and the leogryph 
also deserves to be evaluated as an instrument of 
statecraft. The leogryph is a composite lion-faced 
mythical animal, quite recurrent in Indian medieval 
art, especially in the Vijayanagara period, and found 
even more frequently in Nāyaka art, enriched with symbolic values and iconographic details. Two geometric 
axes may be recognised in the exposition of the motif. When the leogryph is sculpted on the vertical section 
of the column’s shaft it is rampant, as usual, but provided with a quasi-anthropomorphic phallus in the erect 
position (Fig. 6); while, when the leogryph is placed horizontally squatting on the corbel of the columnar 
capital, the beast, although couched, seems to hover over the onlooker. Both postures are designed to make 
the leogryph look ever more aggressive, with the jaws wide open, frozen on the very verge of making its 
predatory leap.

Due to its very many symbolic characteristics, including its resemblance to the lion, the proverbial king 
of the jungle, the yāḷi has always been regarded as a regal emblem and, since the fundamental function 
of the king is to guarantee protection and social order, the leogryph also alludes to the sovereign’s power 
of defense and aggression. It can thus be seen to have a certain connection to the equestrian warriors, 
which, in turn, are typical of temple iconography in Southern India, especially from the thirteenth century 
onwards, and particularly in the Vijayanagara tradition. But there is also a subtler meaning: the ruling 
authority of many medieval Hindu dynasties was often epitomised by the leogryph, even though they 
might have had their individual emblems (like the boar in the Nākaya and Viyjayanagara tradition). Indeed, 
not only did many ancient Hindu kings and philosophers bear the name Narasiṃha (man-lion), they were 

Figure 4: Viṣṇu Trivikrama, Rāmaswamy Temple 
(Kumbakonam). Photo by the author.
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Figure 5: Layout of the Mīnākṣī Sundareśvara temple (Madurai). Re-elaboration after R.K.K. Rajarajan, Art and 
Vijanagara-Nayakas: Architecture & Iconography, Pl. IV, Delhi: Sharada Publishing House 2016.
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also associated with the leonine roar of Brahmanical 
learning, as exemplified by the case of the eighth-
century Mīmāṃsā scholar Kumārila Bhaṭṭa.19 This 
was a likely appropriation of the leonine roar voicing 
and expounding the Buddhavacana (‘the Word of the 
Buddha’) from atop the Aśokan pillars.20 

Such identification gains a further meaning in the 
light of the fact that in the records of medieval India, 
as explored in-depth by Giovanni Verardi, the non-
Hindu religions (e.g. Buddhism) were often identified 
with the elephant.21 A case in point is the famous 
dream of Queen Māyā, the mother of the future 
Buddha, where she is impregnated by an elephant 
which becomes a symbol of the Buddha himself, 
despite the fact that the elephant has always been 
an auspicious image in Hindu traditions. Therefore, 
on a second socio-historical reading, the leogryph 
would seem to become a Hindu cultural symbol 
opposing its natural enemy, the Buddhist elephant. 
No wonder the Śaṅkara Digvijaya, the most popular 
account of Śaṅkara’s life, reads: ‘When the elephants 
of Jaina and Buddhist heretics disappeared because 
of the roaming lion of Kumārila, the tree of Vedic 
wisdom began to spread everywhere with luxuriant 
foliage’ (Śaṅkara Digvijaya I: 95-98).22 And again in 
the Pallava Tālagirīśvara Temple in Tamil Nadu, the Pallava sovereign Rājasiṃha (700-728 CE) describes 
himself as the ‘vanquisher of elephants’, alluding to the Buddhists.23 

In medieval Indian iconography, the leogryph/elephant counter-position is a recurrent motif. Since the 
artistic works, manifold in meanings as well as in symbolism, also reflect historical and social features, 
it is likely that – as I had occasion to observe in my previous paper24 – the symbolic dyad represents the 
antagonism between the two religious paths. In other words, the Hindu/Buddhist contrast and, in particular, 
the surrender of the Buddhists to Hindu religious dominance, given the dominant position of the leogryph. 
On this subject, let us cite a few examples.

1. The rearing leogryphs placed on elephants’ backs at the eleventh century Rājarāṇī Temple in 
Bhubaneśwar, Orissa, where the opposition between Hindu thought and Buddhism was particularly 
violent.

2. The leogryph/elephant relief at the Archaeological Museum of Khajuraho where a Buddhist settlement 
was supplanted by a Hindu and Jain temple town.25 

3. Finally, the ubiquitous Gajāsuramūrtis, that would suggest the victory of the Hindus over the Buddhists, 
as R. L. Mitra recognised.26 

On the other hand, even where it is not in contrast with Buddhism, the leogryph continues to be identified 
with Hindu power. In this regard, a very explicit relief is to be found on the Sun Temple at Koṇārak, Orissa, 
where the ruler of the Eastern Gaṅga Kingdom, Narasiṃhadeva I (1238–1264 CE), is represented as a human-

Figure 6: Nāyaka rampant leogryph, Mīnākṣī 
Sundareśvara Temple (Madurai). Photo by the author. 
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leogryph crushing the enemy, in this case, probably 
a Muslim, since we know that the temple was built 
to commemorate his victory over the Islamic forces 
from Bengal, of Turkic and Afghan origin (Fig. 7).

To come back to the leogryph images in 
the Nāyaka period in Tamil Nadu, although the 
iconography of the rampant yālis is varied, two 
principal motifs stand out for the frequency of 
use: firstly, the classic leogryph-on-elephant, and 
secondly, two superimposed leogryphs, the smaller 
carrying the bigger.

The elephant crushed by the leogryph can no  
longer be identified in the Nāyaka period with 
Buddhism, since the latter had already disappeared 
from India. The first motif may, therefore, be  
explained with the persistence of a piece of ancient 
iconography, implying, in any case, a generic 
supremacy over non-Hindu enemies. As for the 
second motif, it is most likely that the double-
leogryph, aside from its ever-present allusion to 
the king’s power of defense and aggression, also 
indicates the ascendance of the Hindu kingdom 
that caused the sculpture to be made, over other 
regional Hindu kingdoms, represented by the 
smaller and surmounted leogryph. Indeed, we know 
of internecine struggles for supremacy, many of the 
parties having been different Nāyaka kingdoms, 
some even had separatist tendencies and fought the 
ailing Vijayanagara empire 

Taken in their historical context, characterised 
by the threat from Islamic sultanates, the contemporaneous struggles amongst regional Hindu kingdoms, 
and the advent of the first colonial powers, these multiple meanings seem to show that the Nāyaka rampant 
leogryph, often winged and/or with riders and endowed with an unusual attribute, that of the erect male 
member, alludes to the vigour and ascendency of the Nāyaka dynasties, while reinforcing their Hindu 
identity and placing them in the same continuum that carries all Hindu kingship back to the remote 
antiquity of India. 

The Sudarśanayantra: A Pivotal Device of Statecraft for the Nāyaka of Tañjāvūr

A number of interesting sculptures which were used as political devices are found in two temples, both 
named Rājagopālaswāmy ‘the Royal Cowherd’. One is a small seventeenth century sanctuary built in the old 
city by the last kings of the Nāyaka dynasty of Tañjāvūr. Not far from here, the Maṉṉarkuḍi village27 boasts 
of a more famous shrine. Construction started on this edifice in the Cōḷa period and was then enlarged by 
the Nāyakas with imposing structures including a walled compound.28 

Figure 7: King Narasiṃhadeva as a human-leogryph 
crushing the enemy, Sun Temple at Koṇārak (Orissa).  
Photo by the author.
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Here, a few words on the history and the relation between the two sanctuaries are called for, since they not 
only bear the same name, but their patrimony of sculptures/paintings are also strictly connected, implying 
important political functions. It can be observed that the sacred area of the main Rājagopālaswāmy Temple 
in Maṉṉarkuḍi, rose into great political prominence between the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries, 
under Nāyaka rule,29 particularly, under the kings Raghunātha and his son Vijayarāghava. Indeed, in this 
age Rājagopāla became the family deity (kuladevatā) of the Nāyaka lineage of Tañjāvūr. The kings revered 
the god Kṛṣṇa (identified here with Rājagopāla) under his dual-aspect of a child and a youthful handsome 
hero devoted to amorous dalliance with the gopis. Undoubtedly, the Kṛṣṇa cult was inherited from the 
Vijayanagar kings, but, in the opinion of a few scholars, the Nāyakas were also looking for such an imagery, 
one that suited their sensual and romantic ethos30 based on ‘a new sensibility most powerfully marked in 
relation to the human body and its sensory resources’.31 

They contributed to the crystallisation of a complete Kṛṣṇa cult, drawing on a fully formed image of 
the god, the child and the lover, so that the very temple dedicated to this deity in Maṉṉarkuḍi became 
the primary ritual centre for the Nāyakas of Tañjāvūr. They not only extended it lavishly, but also built all 
around their capital homonymous replicas of minor temples (as was the custom of the period),32 one of 
them being within the Royal Palace of Tañjāvūr33 and also the minor temple of Rājagopālaswāmy in older 
parts of Tañjāvūr city. Hence, it may be supposed that all these Rājagopālaswāmy Temples, as well as their 
sculptures, became important centres of the Nāyaka cultic as well as political life. 

Indeed, in these temples brahmins performed ceremonies whose main purpose was to legitimise the 
sovereignty of the Nāyaka kings through a series of associations and devices. We have already discussed the 
strategy of composition, repetition and placement of the royal images, but they also used other sophisticated 
and lesser-known iconographic devices.  

This unique aspect can be observed in the unusual sculptures housed in both the homonymous temples. 
All of them seem to represent the god Viṣṇu wearing a tall kirīṭa-mukuṭa tapering in a pinnacle, flanked by 
tongues of flames. These same figures are endowed with an unusual mixture of attributes, some of which 
are typical of diverse divinities also of popular origin. For instance, in one of these images, representing a 
four-armed deity (Fig. 8), the top right and left hands respectively, hold the cakra and the conch (saṅkha), 
while the lower right and left hands bear a lotus bud (which suggests associations with Śakta cults) and a 
knife. The latter article is peculiar to certain gods like Munīśvara and was derived from the deities that have 
always been a feature of grassroots Tamil culture.

This unusual syncretism of the attributes usually belonging to different deities might reveal an 
amalgamation of diverse influences (cultic and popular), thus demonstrating an attempt by the Nāyakas 
at forging a possible connection or a ‘dialogue’ between the various religious paths, also of popular origin, 
running through their territory. 

An iconographic aspect of paramount importance is that all of these images are sculpted within a six-
point star yantra, formed by two intersecting triangles which, in turn, are circumscribed by a stone cakra 
having a smooth surface and an ornamental border. The composition as a unit, would seem to allude to the 
personification of Viṣṇu’s cakra, also known as Sudarśanacakra (or Cakrattāḻvār in the Tamil sources) – an 
image frequently sculpted in the Nāyaka period34 – although the attributes typical of this weapon-deity 
largely differ from those held by the images in question.35 

Quite apart from the god’s identity and attributes, however, the yantra in the form of a hexagram – 
bearing, at its centre Sudarśanacakra, or the representation of another chosen divinity, or only inscribed 
mantras –is typical of the sudarśanayantra. In the smaller Rājagopālaswāmy Temple, this image typology 
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(nine in all, with minor variations36) is to be found, 
precisely, at the rear of the temple, in a rectangular 
hall called Śivendra. In the main Rājagopālaswāmy 
Temple in Maṉṉarkuḍi, the same hexagram yantra 
motif, whether centred on Sudarśanacakra or on 
another god (often Rājagopāla), or on a mantra, 
assumes different artistic expressions, sculpted on the 
inner vimāna (Fig. 9); painted along the innermost of 
the six circumambulatory paths, and inscribed on 
columns (Fig. 10).

Besides the overall importance of yantras in 
the ritual practices of the Indian traditions, it is to 
be kept in mind that a given yantra may itself be 
worshipped for a particular purpose. According 
to the classification proposed by some scholars, 
there are yantras that function as supports to 
ritual implements during acts of worship; yantras 
employed in the worship of particular deities; and 
yantras used to obtain personal graces, for instance, 
for protection or for deliverance from diseases.37 

We know that the sudarśana yantra, as attested in 
the Ahirbudhnya-Saṃhitā text and in the Pārameśvara 
Saṃhitā, is used mostly for a very specific objective, 
namely to attain and secure kingship. No wonder that 
the Ahirbudhnya-Saṃhitā tells us that this yantra is 
worshipped especially in temples by kings and those 
who seek to attain kingship or those who have been 
deprived of it. To quote the Ahirbudhnya-Saṃhitā 
(26.82-83): ‘[…] He who desires kingship, he who has 
been deprived of kingship, or he who is overpowered 
by [other] kings, having realised that the most 
distinguished teacher who bestows the yantra of 
Sudarśana exceeds all, should worship this [teacher] 
with great wealth […]’.38 Therefore, it is more than 
likely that the Nāyakas had installed and worshipped 
the sudarśana yantra in order to secure and reinforce 
their autonomous rule which, as we know, was not 
sufficiently stable and, more importantly, nor could 
they claim the right to rule from any royal descent.

A few previous examples belonging to the 
late Vijayanagara period, can be found in the 
Yantroddharaka Āñjanēya Temple where the 
sudarśana yantra carved on rock, bears at its centre 
the deity Āñjanēya (Hanuman) surrounded by a 

Figure 8: Sudarśanayantra centred on a four-armed 
deity (Sudarśanacakra?), Rājagopālaswāmy Temple 
(Tañjāvūr). Photo by the author.

Figure 9: Sudarśana yantra bearing at its centre the god 
Rājagopāla, Rājagopālaswāmy Temple in Maṉṉarkuḍi. 
Photo by the author.
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mantra which is said to give not only power, but also the faculty to remove obstacles.39 It is only during the 
Nāyaka period, however, that we came across a great proliferation and popularity of the sudarśana yantra 
images which were even installed by the Nāyakas of Tañjāvūr in their primary ritual centres. Therefore, it 
may be assumed that this peculiar sacred diagram represents a pivotal device of statecraft under Nāyaka 
rule.40  

Conclusion
In conclusion, it may be said that the Nāyaka artistic production, had for the most part, an undeniably 
political function. Indeed, its highly distinctive characteristics, as evinced in the vast iconographic 
scheme, in the choice of peculiar themes and in the interrelationships of symbolic meanings of the temple 
sculptures, reveal an organic plan, aimed at the legitimisation of their claim to rule. Therefore, art becomes 
the principal means to enable a new interaction between the political and the religious forces, necessary to 
establish the Nāyakas as a dynastic power. In this context, the spread of the sudarśana yantra image appears 
to be of paramount importance and deserves to be the subject of further studies which could lead to the 
re-evaluation of Nāyaka art.

Figure 10: Sudarśana yantra bearing at its centre inscribed mantras, Rājagopālaswāmy temple in Maṉṉarkuḍi. Photo by 
the author.
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