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The Sapta Sthala Along The Kaveri: Among the Earliest 
Chola Temples Epigraphy as a Tool
Vidya Dehejia*
Department of Art History and Archaeology, Columbia University, New York, NY, USA

In 1985, Rick Asher and G.S. Gai, jointly edited a volume published by the American Institute for Indian Studies that 
was titled Indian Epigraphy. Its Bearing on the History of Art. The volume carried 50 papers, short, succinct, but truly 
important for art historians – the result of a conference held at Varanasi in 1979. My review for the Journal of Asian 
Studies ended with the comment that this was a book that would find itself on the shelf of any library interested in South 
Asia. My paper today is a tribute to Rick and his unerring sense of areas of significance in the field in which we have all 
involved ourselves over the years.
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* * *                                

Considering the fame and prominence of the Chola mon
archs of south India, and the distinguished reputation of the 
stone temples, sculpted images, and sacred bronzes created 
during their rule, it is surprising that the origin and early 
development of the Chola temple remains shrouded in 
ambiguity. The picture is so hazy that it has been possible 
for scholars to propose that temple building became 
a Chola royal priority only after Rajaraja Chola came to 
the throne in 985, well over a hundred years after the start 
of the dynasty; as a corollary, it is suggested that the 9th 

century monarch Aditya Chola I may not have built 
a single temple.1 One of the main reasons for this uncer
tainty rests in the fact that during the period of Chola 
hegemony, it was the exception rather than the rule for an 
individual or a group of individuals to lay claim to the 
construction of a temple. Even Rajaraja Chola did not 
leave a foundation inscription as such; rather an inscription 
on the walls of the sanctum of his Thanjavur temple issues 
a directive to the effect that gifts made by himself, his elder 
sister, his queens, and by others to the temple he has erected 
[nam edupitta] should be recorded on the stone walls of the 
temple itself. In this inscription he does not claim glory for 
the temple he erected; rather, it is in passing only that he 
mentions his role in building the temple. We may note that 
his son Rajendra, who built a grand temple at 
Gangaikondacholapuram, also did not leave a foundation 
inscription; in fact, it is by way of Rajendra’s Esalam 
copper-plates that we know he built that temple. There is 
certainly no shortage of inscriptions on any Chola temple; 
for instance, each of the temples of the Sacred Seven, that 
will be our focus here, carry somewhere between fifty to 

one hundred epigraphs. But every one of these inscriptions 
speaks of gifts to an already functioning temple – of 
perpetual lamps, of sheep and goats to supply ghee for 
burning in those lamps, of endowments for food offerings 
to the deity, of land or gold to enable the celebration of 
festivals at the temple, of gardens to supply flowers to 
adorn the deity, or jewels to adorn temple bronzes.

The lack of foundation inscriptions makes itself 
equally evident if we approach the issue from 
a slightly different angle, and consider all the temples 
constructed in any one district throughout the four cen
turies of Chola rule. Using T.V. Mahalingam’s eight 
volumes of the inscriptions of Tamil Nadu as the basis, 
we find that the old district of Thanjavur (today split 
into the two districts of Thanjavur and Nagapattinam), 
housed a total of 220 richly inscribed temples.2 At 
twenty-five of these temples – and a more comprehen
sive search will possibly reveal some further examples – 
one finds 25 individual donors who claim construction. 
These donors include two araiyan/araiyar chieftains, 
a Vel chief, a chieftain from Tondai, officers, a pandita, 
a merchant, merchant guilds, and no less than four 
different individuals who call themselves karrali pich
chans [stone temple fanatics]. In addition to such donors, 
fourteen temples were built by royalty: ten by queen 
Sembiyan Mahadevi, one by Rajaraja’s queen 
Dantisakti, while three are the monumental royal tem
ples at Thanjavur, Darasuram, and Tribhuvanam, built 
respectively by Rajaraja I, Rajaraja II, and Kulottunga 
III.3 Setting aside this group of 39 temples whose con
struction is accounted for, we are left with 181 temples 
of unknown origin. Why did no one claim credit for 
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their construction, and why do the earliest records at all 
these sites commence with gifts to an already function
ing temple?

The notable exceptions to this silence regarding tem
ple-building comes from families of araiyars, a term that 
might be translated as “little kings” or chieftains. By 
pointing out that certain early temples described as 
“Chola,” such as those at Melai-paluvur and Kilai-palu
vur, were in fact constructed by a Paluvettaraiyar chief
tain, Padma Kaimal has issued a necessary corrective to 
the over-emphasis on Chola royalty as the prime source 
of early Chola temple construction.4 Records of the ara
iyar chieftains of Paluvur, the Paluvettaraiyars, speak of 
their direct role in temple construction in two temples in 
and around their center of Paluvur. Kaimal has also high
lighted the donative inscription of the Vel chieftain of 
Kodumbalur, Bhuti Vikrama Kesari who, together with 
his two wives, built the Muvar Koil at Kodumbalur, and 
also the record of Nangai Bhuti, a Vel chieftain’s daugh
ter, who married a Chola prince and constructed a temple 
at Tiruchendurai where she left an inscription of her 
temple building acitivity.5 Two points should be made in 
this context. The first is that Paluvettaraiyar chieftain 
Kandan Maravan dated his temple inscriptions, not in 
his own regnal years, but in those of the Chola monarchs, 
thereby clearly accepting the overlordship of the Cholas 
who permitted him to retain direct hold of his small 
principality. The second point is that temples built by 
chieftains during early Chola rule number six, or four, 
depending on how one counts Kodumbalur’s triple tem
ples, known as Muvar Koil.

It is useful to start by recognizing the dynamics 
of the first hundred years of Chola rule, between ca 
855–956, when three kings, Vijayalaya, Aditya, and 
Parantaka, were constantly engaged in battle to 
retain hold over their newly established kingdom. 
The dynastic founder, Vijayalaya Chola, appears to 
have been an upstart chieftain who wielded little 
power, but took the name Chola that belonged to 
a renowned dynasty that had faded from the scene 
some centuries earlier. The few inscriptions dated in 
his reign are to be found on “hero-stones” rather 
than on temples and appear to point to his un-illus
trious background that perhaps led him to assume 
a dynastic name that would give him respectability.6 

His successor Aditya Chola threw off Pallava over
lordship around the year 882, and assumed the title 
“King-Lion [Rajakesari] who captured Tondai-nadu,” 
a reference to Pallava territory. The third Chola ruler, 
Aditya’s son Parantaka, ascended the throne in 905, 
and his lengthy reign of fifty years was filled with 
repeated battles. To the south he fought with the 
Pandyas of Madurai and the rulers of Sri Lanka; to 
the north he battled against the powerful 

Rashtrakutas who dealt Parantaka a crushing blow 
in the year 949 when they killed his son Rajaditya, 
the crown prince and his chosen successor. A unique 
feature of Chola royalty is their foresight in making 
it customary for father and son to rule jointly for 
a few years, a policy that resulted in a routine over
lapping of reign dates. In addition, at their corona
tion, successive rulers assumed the alternating titles 
of either Raja-kesari [King-Lion] or Parakesari 
[Supreme Lion].

Royal copper-plate charters of later Chola mon
archs glorify the first two rulers of the dynasty. The 
Tiruvalankadu copper-plates of Rajendra Chola dated 
to 1018 speak of the ease of Vijayalaya’s capture of 
Tanjavur, “just as he would seize by the hand his own 
wife . . . in order to sport with her”.7 The Anbil 
copper-plates of Sundara Chola dated to 960 praise 
Aditya by whom “a row of large temples of Siva, as 
it were banners of his own victories, lofty and unac
quainted with defeat (collapse), was built with stone 
on the two banks of the (river) Kaveri from the 
Sahya mountains . . . even to the ocean.”8 While the 
immediate purpose of a royal copper-plate charter 
was to record a substantial gift by Chola monarchs, 
usually of villages or a parcel of land to a temple or 
to a group of Brahmins, the introductory portion was 
routinely used to proclaim the glory of Chola descent 
from divine sources and to commemorate the 
achievements of each historic ruler. The claim of 
the eulogy writer of a later Chola monarch to the 
effect that Aditya was a builder of many temples is 
likely to contain a degree of hyperbole in its desire 
to create distinction for an ancestor; that was 
a necessary role for a court poet employed to write 
glowing panegyrics. Aditya Chola may not have built 
dozens of temples along the river Kaveri from the 
mountains down to the ocean. On the other hand, 
I find it difficult to accept the proposition that 
Aditya may not have built a single temple.9

This essay will suggest that an intimate connec
tion existed from the very start of the Chola rule 
between royalty and sacred sites, temple construc
tion, and temple maintenance, and that the ritual 
function of temples played an important role, from 
the very start, in the dynamics of early Chola king
ship. In order to question the proposal of 
a “regressive form of kingship” during the early 
Chola period – one that did not consider temple- 
building an integral and vital part of kingly duties 
and ritual – I focus here on the largely overlooked 
temples of the sapta sthala. The epigraphic evidence 
they provide, that has escaped attention, points to 
a considerable degree of royal involvement with the 
administration of these temples.
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Seven finely proportioned stone temples of modest 
size, all dedicated to Shiva, stand along the banks of the 
river Kaveri and its tributaries, between seven and 
thirteen kilometers north of Tanjavur (map). 
These temples are at the junction of two routes, one 
east-west along the Kaveri river and four of its tribu
taries, and the other running northward from 
Thanjavur, the newly established Chola capital, to 
Paluvur, center of the Paluvettaraiyar chieftains, and 
beyond. The northernmost of these seven temples is 
at Aiyaru or Five rivers and is known as the Pancha- 
nadishvara or “Lord of the Five Rivers,” a reference to 
the Kaveri itself and the four tributaries of the Arisalar, 
Vennar, Vettar, and Kudumurutti. The Sacred Seven is 
celebrated even today as a tightly related group in 
which the Aiyaru temple’s bronze processional image 
of Shiva as Chandrasekhara (the Lord with the moon in 
his locks), accompanied by his consort, is carried in 
procession to the other six temples. Today this proces
sion takes place on the second day after the full moon 
of the month of Chittirai (April-May), and follows an 
elliptical route visiting, in topographical sequence, the 
temples at Palanam, Chottruturai, Vedikudi, Kandiyur, 
Poonturutti, and Neyttanam before returning to home- 
base at Aiyaru (Figure 1–8). Inscriptions in two of 
these temples suggest that this custom dates back 
a thousand years. At Palanam, a record on the north 
wall of the central shrine reads:

In the 13th year of king Parakesarivarman, when the 
king was at Palaiyaru, Pudi Kuttan of Pullamangalam 
reclaimed land at Palanam in Nalur-nadu, and [made] 
an endowment for . . . food offerings and . . . to the lord 
of the temples of Palanam, Aiyaru, Neyttanam, 
[damaged], [damaged], Vedikudi, and Arrukunram 
[Poonturutti].10 

The inscription speaks of an endowment of land, most 
likely in the year 983, for offerings in the temples of 
Palanam, Aiyaru, Neyttanam, Vedikudi, Attrutali 
(Poonturutti), and at two other sites whose names (pre
sumably Chottruturai and Kandiyur) are damaged. The 
grant was made by an individual named Pudi Kuttan 
from the nearby town of Pullamangai, with the sanction 
of the king (almost certainly Uttama Chola) who was 
camping at Palaiyaru. A second inscription, this time of 
the year 1000 from the Chottruturai temple, speaks of 
an endowment for sacred food given by an officer with 
the title Vagaiyili Muvendavelan, to be prepared on 
the day of Vishakam in the month of Vaikashi (May- 
June) when the deity of Aiyaru came to their village.11 

None of these seven temples carry a foundation 
inscription to tell us which chieftain, royal prince, 
queen, official, merchant, or other individual or group 
might have been responsible for their construction. 
This reticence on the part of patrons was, as we have 

Figure 1. The Sacred Seven along the banks of the Kaveri river and four tributaries.
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noted, the norm with temples erected within the terri
tory of the Cholas.

Setting aside, for the moment, the issue of the actual 
builder/s of the temples of the Sacred Seven, a scrutiny of 
the inscriptions that cover their walls reveals the close 
involvement of the Chola royal family with the mainte
nance and administrative running of the temples. Before 
we examine examples of such involvement, it is impor
tant to emphasize that the sites of these seven temples 
were already celebrated in the songs of the nayanmar 
who composed their hymns roughly between 650 and 
800. These were sacred sites whose glory was sung by 
the Tamil saints (padal petra sthalam), and where struc
tures of brick and wood, occasionally with doorjambs 
made of stone, existed. The saints occasionally link three 
or four of these seven sites together in their verses. 
Appar for instance asks lord Shiva the name of his 
original home town: “What town do you really come 
from? Is it Turutti, or Palanam, or Neyttanam?”12 Or 
again, he praises Shiva as:

Our light in Corrutturai, pure gem in Turutti, King of 
Palanam on the river, our rare gem in Alavay [not part 
of the septad], Sliver of moon in Neyttanam . . . 13 

The Tevaram corpus of hymns of the Muvar or Revered 
Three, the saints Sambandar, Appar, and Sundarar, 
devotes six hymns to Shiva at Neyttanam, six to 
Shiva at Palanam, six to the lord of Corrutturai, and 
as many as 18 hymns to the lord of Aiyaru.14

Sometime in the latter half of the 9th century, 
perhaps soon after Aditya felt that Thanjavur and 
its immediate vicinity was securely under his con
trol, but apparently prior to the 885 battle of 
Sripurambiyam at which he likely declared himself 
independent of Pallava overlordship, these temples 
began to be converted into the stone structures that 
exist today as small well-balanced temples of the 
ekatala or single-storey order.15 Despite the numer
ous inscriptions on the walls of the sapta sthala 
temples – approximately 63 at Neyttanam, 101 at 
Chottruturai, 51 at Vedikudi, and in that range at 

Figure 2. The Aiyaru temple (enclosed within later addi
tions), Thanjavur district, late 9th century.

Figure 3. Palanam temple, Thanjavur district, late ninth 
century.
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the other four sites – none proclaim the identity of 
their founders. The inscriptions only record the many 
donations to an already existing and already func
tioning temple.

Perhaps it is the very fact of their conversion from 
brick to stone, as opposed to a totally new construction, 
that explains why none has a foundation inscription. 
Could it be that no one claimed their construction 
because, after all, a temple already existed at the site, 
albeit in brick and wood, occasionally with stone jambs 
to frame the shrine doorway?16 Perhaps the stone ver
sion of a temple at such a site was thought of more in 
terms of a renovation than a new foundation. Might it 
be appropriate then to suggest that foundation inscrip
tions are missing in temples of the early Chola period 
because these temples were brick-to-stone renovations 
rather than new constructions? However, there is the 
issue of the Paluvettaraiyar chieftain, Kandan Maravan, 
who claimed to have constructed a stone temple at 
Kilai-paluvur despite the fact that it was the site of 

the ancient Alandurai mahadevar, sung of by saint 
Appar, where a shrine of brick and wood surely stood.

The importance of building in stone is sharply 
emphasized in the inscriptions at Vedikudi, one of the 
temples of the Sacred Seven, where no less than five 
inscriptions repeatedly emphasize that the record is cut 
into the stone (kal) of a stone temple (kattrali). The 
market town associated with Vedikudi is named 
Parakesaripuram and its merchants appear to have 
played a significant role in donations to the temple. 
Possibly the Parakesari to whom the town refers is 
Parantaka Chola. Inscription 7 speaks of the merchants 
of Parakesaripuram as having decided that the record 
should be cut into the stone of the stone temple [kat
traliyil kalmel vettu enraruli cheyya parakesaripurattu 
nagarattar . . .]. No 11 similarly informs us that the 
officer of the stone temple of Shiva mahadeva [tiru- 
kattrali-mahadevar] of Parakesaripuram, as well as the 
town residents, ordered that the gift of queen 
Vanavanmahadevi should be cut into the stone [kalmel 
vettu enru]. Nos. 10 and 11 refer to gifts to the maha
deva of the stone temple [tiru kattrali] of 
Parakesaripuram. No 14, badly damaged, is intriguing 
in that it speaks of the nagarattar or trading community 
of Parakesaripuram as having installed the mukattodu 
or crowning-stone of this stone temple 
[ikkattrali mukattodu yitta nagarattar].17 The repeated 
emphasis in these inscriptions on Vedikudi being 
a stone temple points to the importance, during the 
early phase of the Chola period, of converting into 
stone structures the many pre-existing brick temples 
at a variety of sacred spots (padal petra sthalams).

The evidence that leads me to emphasize royal 
involvement in the temples of the Sacred Seven is 
inscriptional in nature, commencing with two impor
tant inscriptions at the Neyttanam temple that belong to 
the reign of Aditya I. The first records the gift of 
a perpetual lamp to Shiva at Neyttanam from Madevi 
Kadambadevi, wife of general Vikki Annan, in order to 
commemorate a range of honors bestowed on her hus
band by Aditya Chola (tondainadu pavina cholan 
palayanai kokandan ayina Rajakesari) jointly with the 
Chera king Sthanu Ravi (Cheraman Ko thanu 
Eravialum).

Svasti sri. The Chola who captured Tondainadu, the 
Rajakesari [king-lion] who defeated [those with] 
many elephants, together with the Chera king Sthanu 
Ravi, honored Vikki Annan with the family title of 
“Sembiyan Tamil-Vel”, and bestowed on him 
a throne, flywhisk, palanquin, drums, bugles, elephants, 
mansion, royal allowance. His wife, Kadamba-madevi 
gave to the Shiva of the Neyttanam temple 
a perpetually burning lamp and 100 sheep; these in 
the protection of the temple’s Shiva Brahmins [pan 
maheshvara rakshai]. 

Figure 4. Chottruturai temple, Thanjavur district, late ninth 
century.
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South wall of ardha-mandapa, Neyttanam temple18. 

The year in which the gift was made is not specified but 
the inscription, placed on the southern wall of the 
ardha-mandapa at Neyttanam, remains clearly readable 
today. Setting aside the issue of whether or not Aditya 
was responsible for the construction of this temple, we 
can state with certainty that the sanctum and ardha- 
mandapa of the temple were complete during his reign, 
enabling this important inscription to be cut into the 
stone of the ardha-mandapa’s south wall. A second 
inscription on the Neyttanam temple, inscribed on the 
south wall of the shrine itself, belongs to Aditya’s son 
Kannaradeva (who died early and never ruled the king
dom), who records his gift of gold to the temple to 
ensure a nonda vilakku, a perpetually burning lamp, to 
illuminate the temple premises. Clearly the temple was 
ready for worship when this inscription was added to 
the shrine wall. Dated in the year 8 of the reign of 
a Rajakesari (that corresponds with the year 878–79 
assuming the Rajakesari in question is Aditya), it 
speaks of a gift from Adittan Kannaradeva, son of the 
ruling Chola king (“Adittan Kannaradeva 

Cholaperumanadigal makanar”). The prefix Adittan to 
the name Kannaradeva is the standard Tamil formula 
for stating any individual’s father’s name; here it clari
fies that Kannaradeva is Aditya’s son, and it also states 
that he is the son [makanar] of the ruling Chola king 
[chola-peruman-adigal].19 It is evident that the stone 
shrine of Neyttanam, that carries this inscription, had 
been constructed prior to the year 879. A third inscrip
tion, this time in the adjoining temple of Aiyaru, adds 
an interesting additional piece of information pertain
ing to the prince. A woman named Kadamba-vitari, 
who identifies herself as foster-mother (tati) of the 
prince Kannaradevar, gifted gold for a perpetually 
burning lamp at the Aiyaru temple, a little more than 
2 miles north of Neyttanam, in the year 20 of 
Rajakesari (891 for Aditya).20 Despite the absence of 
a dedicatory inscription on the Neyttanam temple, 
these three inscriptions – the first of Kadamba 
Madevi mentioning Aditya who captured Tondainadu, 
the second a gift of Aditya’s son prince Kannaradeva, 
and the third a gift of Kannaradeva’s tati – are strong 
pointers to the probability that the Neyttanam temple 
was built with the blessings of Aditya Chola, if not by 

Figure 5. Vedikudi temple, Thanjavur district, tenth century.
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him. Adding to the possibility of Aditya’s involvement 
is the fact that Adittapuram is the name of the market 
town mentioned in the Neyttanam inscriptions; one 
such speaks of a gift of gold for lamps from the trading 
community (nagarattaar) of Adittapuram,21 while 
another speaks of a similar gift of gold from 
a merchant belonging to the Manigramam, described 
as a major trading guild of Adittapuram.22 One final 
point is the location of Neyttanam and the Sacred 
Seven in general. It makes perfect sense that temples 
erected during the early phase of attempted consolida
tion of an incipient monarchy would be located close to 
their newly established capital of Thanjavur.

The continuing participation of Chola princes in 
this group of seven temples after the time of Aditya is 
a further pointer to royal association with the Sacred 
Seven. Inscriptions reveal gifts of gold for perpetual 
lamps from three sons of Aditya’s successor 
Parantaka – prince Arikulakesari, prince Uttamasili 
who never ascended the throne, and Arinjaya who 

appears to have ruled jointly with his brother 
Gandaraditya and, upon his brother’s abdication, jointly 
with his own son, Sundara Chola. At the Neyttanam 
temple, in the 24th year of Parantaka (930) who is 
referred to by his known moniker as King Parakesari 
who captured Madurai [Madiraikonda Koparakesari], 
prince Arikulakesari (Cholaperumanadigal Sri- 
Parakesari-vanmar makanar Parantaka 
Arikulakesariyar) gifted gold, specified to be Ilakasu 
(Sri Lankan money), that was entrusted to the town 
council to be used for a perpetual lamp, as well as for 
ghee to keep the lamp burning.23 A second son of 
Parantaka, pillaiyar Uttamasili, gifted gold and land 
for a perpetually burning lamp to the temple at 
Kandiyur, an endowment that was seemingly renego
tiated in the year 932.24 Prince Arinjaya (Parantaka 
Arinjikai) also gifted gold for a lamp to the temple at 
Poonthurutti as well as ghee to keep it burning.25 

A final gift of interest here comes from Pandan Kali, 
foster mother to Parantaka himself; her gift to the 

Figure 6. Kandiyur temple, Thanjavur district, late ninth 
century.

Figure 7. Poonturutti temple, Thanjavur district, late ninth 
century.
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temple at Palanam, made in Parantaka’s 13th regnal year 
of 918, was to be used to feed ten Brahmins daily and 
also to pay the expenses of the temple cooks, potters, 
and other servants.26 These four gifts to four temples of 
the septet, three by three different royal princes during 
the reign of their father Parantaka, and one by 
Parantaka’s own foster-mother, further suggest 
a “royal” relationship with a “family” temple.

What about the role of royal women in this early 
septad? A case has been made to the effect that during 
the first hundred years of the dynasty, the contribution 
of “Chola” queens should be considered in terms of 
their natal families, generally of chieftain status, rather 
than of the Chola line into which they married.27 The 
argument is strong and convincing in the cases cited, of 
which there are a limited number, but its applicability 
may have been over-stated. Inscriptions from this 
group of seven temples suggest that the princesses 
who entered into these marital alliances, as also their 
mothers, sought to display a specific connection with 

Chola religious institutions. Vayiriakkan 
Tribhuvanamahadevi, queen of a Rajakesari, made 
a gift of gold to the temple of Poonturutti;28 her mother, 
Kadupattigal Tamaramettiyar, made gifts to the temples 
at Palanam29 and Chottruturai.30 The gift to Palanam 
was made in the year 23 of Rajakesari, leaving us with 
only Aditya and Rajaraja as Rajakesaris who ruled that 
long. By the year 23 of Rajaraja, his inscriptional pre
amble (meykirti) was well established; its omission in 
this record may be read as a pointer to Vayiriakkan 
being a queen of Rajakesari Aditya. Queen Tennavan 
Mahadeviyar, perhaps also an Aditya queen, made 
a gift in the year 17 of a Rajakesari to the temples at 
Neyttanam31 and Palanam.32 She displayed a continued 
interest in the Palanam temple, making two further 
gifts in the years 8 and 10 of a Parakesari, with these 
inscriptions specifying that Tennavan was the queen of 
Ko Rajakesari.33 I read Tennavan’s gifts as having been 
made initially in the reign of Aditya, a Rajakesari; she 
continued gifting to the temple in the reign of Aditya’s 
successor Parantaka, a Parakesari, at which time it 
became necessary for the inscription to clarify that 
the donor was the queen of the previous king, 
a Rajakesari. Mullai Nangaiyar, mother of a Parantaka 
queen named Cholamahadevi, gave gifts to four of the 
temples of the Sacred Seven – to Neyttanam, 
Chottruturai, Palanam, and Poonthuruti – all in 
the year 909.34 A second Parantaka queen 
Cholasikhamaniyar, daughter of Nanguri Nangaiyar of 
Mayilapil, made a gift at Aiyaru, while her mother 
made a gift in her daughter’s name at Chottruturai.35 

These multiple gifts to the temples of this early Chola 
cluster from various early queens and their mothers 
suggest that, apart from links that must indeed have 
existed between the queens and their natal families, 
there was also a strong desire to establish an associa
tion of influence with the family they entered through 
a marital alliance.

Another set of inscriptions that may or may not be 
pertinent to an investigation of possible royal involve
ment in this Kaveri river septad of temples involves the 
bhogiyar or concubine of a Chola king. The temples at 
Poonturutti and Neyttanam carry inscriptions, one dated 
in the year 11 and the second in the year 14 of 
a Rajakesari, that speak of gifts of gold by Nangai 
Chattapeymanar, bhogiyar of the ruling Chola king 
(Cholaperumanadigal), to be used for a perpetual lamp 
in each temple. At Poonthurutti the conditions of her gift 
were fulfilled.36 At Neytanam, however, the temple 
authorities diverted her funds to build a namana mandapa 
or bathing hall (for the bronze processional images). The 
inscription tells us that the king himself intervened and 
donated land purchased from the assembly of the town of 
Perumpuliyur in order to fulfill his bhogiyar’s original 

Figure 8. Neyttanam temple, Thanjavur district, late ninth 
century.
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intention that her gift be used for a perpetual lamp.37 

Another ruling king’s bhogiyar, Nakkan Aiyaradigal of 
Rajamarttandapuram, a suburb of Niyamam, donated 
gold for a perpetual lamp at the Aiyaru temple in the 
17th year of a Rajakesari. Her inscription informs us 
that the nagaram or market-town of Shivapuri which 
received the money agreed to supply the necessary quan
tity of ghee for burning in the lamp.38 It is a debatable 
issue as to whether we should interpret temple gifts from 
a ruling king’s bhogiyar as signifying the involvement, in 
one way or another, of their royal “lords.”

A third significant group of stakeholders in this 
septad of temples are the srikaryam officers who were 
in charge of overseeing temple administration, and 
whose role included checking the accounts of the tem
ple, and levying fines for offences when deemed appro
priate. From the phraseology used in the inscriptions, it 
appears that on occasion these officers received sanc
tion to implement their decisions by the king or chief
tain in question. In the year 931, a srikaryam officer, 
Bavataya, scrutinized the accounts of the Neyttanam 
temple with the direct sanction (srimukham) of the king 
Parantaka and levied fines accordingly.39 In the year 11 
of a Rajakesari, Ayyan Kamakkodanar investigated the 
affairs of the temple (devadana) of Neyttanam and 
collected fines from three members of its administra
tion, using the gold collected as fines to make gold 
diadems for the deity.40 A srikaryam officer with the 
elevated title of Minavan Vilattur-nattuk-kon appears 
repeatedly in inscriptions at the Sacred Seven. In 
the year 10 of a Parakesari, an inscription at 
Neyttanam speaks of his investigation of the village, 
the merchants, and the temple.41 We encounter him 
again at Vedikudi where, in the year 990, during the 
reign of Rajaraja, he made arrangements for the night- 
time sribali service.42 We meet Minavan Villatur nat
tukon a third time at Chottruturai in the year 991 as the 
officer who, with the blessings of Rajaraja, investigated 
the lamp service; in the following year, he investigated 
the food offerings at the same temple and levied fines 
on those found wanting in their execution of the task.43 

These various official investigations appear to suggest 
a direct interest and involvement by the king in the 
affairs of this group of temples.

What about inscriptions of the chieftains? We have 
spoken of Paluvettaraiyar chieftain Kandan Maravanar 
(there are also inscriptions of Maravan Kandanar) 
whose inscription states that he built the temple at 
Chiru-palavur or Little Palavur, and that he also gave 
several gifts to the temple. In total, the temples of the 
Sacred Seven contain twenty inscriptions of chieftains, 
either with the suffix Vel or araiyar (as in Palavett- 
araiyars and Mutt-araiyars), that record donations of 
gold or land for perpetual lamps; these, it should be 

noted, comprise 2% of the total of about 400 records in 
the seven temples of this sacred septad.44

Viewed together as a discrete group, these various 
inscriptional records from the Sacred Seven lead me to 
propose that this cluster of seven temples began to be 
rebuilt in stone during the reign of Aditya I, and that 
several owe their current appearance (when the origi
nal survives) to work done towards the end of the third 
quarter of the 9th century. Not one single inscription 
contains information about the builders of these tem
ples. The inscriptions of Aditya’s own son, 
Kannaradeva, and of three sons of his successor 
Parantaka, princes Arikulakesari, Uttamasili, and 
Arinjikai, indicate a close connection, and continued 
interest, of members of the “royal family” in these 
seven temples. So too do the inscriptions of the 
kings’ “bhogiyars,” and their many queens and 
mothers-in law. The fact that these temples carry 
inscriptions from the king’s Srikaryam officers, who 
were authorized to levy fines on individual members 
of the temple administrative officers including the 
accountant, together with a reference in one such 
inscription to the srimukham or sacred face of the 
king, further emphasizes a degree of royal interest in 
this group of temples.

It is relevant to mention that Vedikudi inscription 
No. 15, and a few others, give the impression of being 
a consolidated copy of earlier gifts. A cluster of inscrip
tions along the lowest section of the base moldings 
[jagati] at Vedikudi start with the words svasti sri, record 
a gift, and end with a dash-like stop mark; they then 
continue once again with svasti sri, and list another gift, 
once again ending with a stop-mark, and continue in like 
manner. What is missing in such inscriptions is the stan
dard formulaic introduction at the start of each gift, which 
contains the name of the king, his regnal year, the exact 
topographical location of the temple, the gift that was 
made, as well as the name of the god of the temple.45 

The implication of the absence of such formulae seems to 
be that when the brick temple at Vedikudi was converted 
into a stone structure, some of its earlier inscriptions were 
re-engraved on stone as a consolidated cluster, omitting 
the repetitive formulaic introduction to each gift. Do we 
have evidence from other sites of such re-engraving? We 
know that the 10th century queen Sembiyan Mahadevi 
frequently informs us in her inscriptions that she con
verted an earlier temple into a stone structure, and that 
she ordered the earlier inscriptions to be re-engraved on 
the stone temple.46 An inscription of her grand-nephew, 
emperor Rajaraja, recounts a similar conversion, and the 
re-engraving of inscriptions at the site of Tirumalavadi.47 

An even later instance of rebuilding is recorded in 
the year 1110 during the reign of emperor Kulottunga 
when a Bana chieftain received permission from the king 
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to remove an old and dilapidated brick structure and 
rebuild the central shrine and its mandapa in stone.48 

But in the case of the Sacred Seven, no specific records 
speak of either rebuilding or of re-engraving inscriptions.

In conclusion I turn to the important question of 
whether these seven temples have architectural features 
in common that tie them together as a group. In view of 
the fact that we are speaking of a point in time that 
involved the establishment of a new dynastic line (the 
Vijayalaya Cholas), and one that coincided with the 
large-scale conversion of earlier brick temples into 
stone structures, it should not surprise us to find several 
details of architectural and sculptural decoration in 
a state of flux. Features typical of a more established 
phase in the development of the Chola idiom, such as 
a band of mythical lion-like yalis along the upper level 
of the base moldings, or the presence or absence of 
angular versus curved base moldings, or the occurrence 
of lotus petals or their lack thereof along base mold
ings, is neither uniformly present nor uniformly absent 
in temples of this septad. However, it is significant to 
note that two important features that are routinely seen 
in temples built during the time of Parantaka (905– 
955), and seen for instance on the temples at 
Pullamangai, Tirunamanallur, and the Nageshvara at 
Kumbakonam, are uniformly absent in all seven tem
ples. None of the Sacred Seven carry decorative 
bracket figures of dancers, with tongue-in-groove joints 
above and below to enable them to be slotted in so as 
rest their feet on the palagai or flat platform above the 
raised pilaster running up the walls, with their upper 
segment fitted into the overhanging eave. A second 
feature that appears in Parantaka period temples but 
absent in this septad are a series of boxed scenes from 
the Ramayana and from sacred myth that are featured 
along two levels of the base moldings. The upper level 
is seen along the recessed band between the topmost 
pattigai molding and the niches on temple walls that 
carry figures of deities; the second set is lower down 
between the pattigai and the curved or sloping kumu
dam moldings. The only temple among the Sacred 
Seven that carries boxed panels is Vedikudi, but these 
are without narrative content and feature either vegetal 
scrolls or dancing figures. Vedikudi is also the only 
temple of the Sacred Seven that introduces images 
into the side niches on the sanctum walls that flank 
the central niche featuring a deity; the remaining tem
ples of the septad have either plain stone walls, or plain 
narrow niches flanking the central deity niche. 
Vedikudi appears to be the last of the Sacred Seven to 
be converted into stone and it introduces, somewhat 
tentatively, elements that were soon to become standard 
Chola architectural and sculptural features. We should 
point out that temples of the Aditya era Paluvettaraiyar 

chieftains at Kilai-paluvur and Melai-paluvur, as also 
those of the Vel chieftain at Kodumbalur and of his 
daughter at Tiruchendurai, similarly lack these two 
characteristics; they feature neither bracket figures 
nor boxed scenes from epic and myth.49

Two quick points are necessary to clarify my posi
tion regarding these temples. The first is my use of the 
term “Chola temples” as a convenient moniker to des
ignate temples built by a wide range of patrons during 
the four-and-a-half centuries of Chola hegemony. My 
intention is not to suggest that the Chola monarchs 
were the driving force behind “Chola art.” A term like 
“Kaveri delta temples” would indeed be a possible expe
dient substitute that would avoid the implication that the 
temples were built by Chola royalty. The second clarifi
cation relates to the sapta sthala temples where I do not 
intend to suggest that Aditya Chola set out to create 
a unified temple-building project. As we have seen, the 
last of the Sacred Seven, Vedikudi, appears to have been 
converted into stone an entire century after Neyttanam, 
the first of the seven temples. Yet, the temple inscrip
tions cited earlier suggest that the grouping may have 
deep roots dating perhaps to the time they were con
verted from brick to stone.

Finally, it seems appropriate to conclude by returning 
to the Anbil copper-plates of Sundara Chola and reas
sess its statement about Aditya’s temple-building. Royal 
copper-plate charters are intended to glorify its mon
archs; they are meykirtis, panegyrics, poems of praise. 
Since they are likely to contain a degree of hyperbole, 
they should indeed be interpreted with care. My question 
here is whether it is proper to totally discard some of 
their statements as downright fabrications? The Anbil 
inscription speaks of Aditya “by whom a row of large 
temples of Siva, as it were banners of his own victories, 
lofty and unacquainted with defeat (collapse), was built 
with stone on the two banks of the river Kaveri [and 
here comes the hyperbole] from the Sahya mountains 
inhabited by the lordly elephants whose cheeks dripped 
with their temple juice incessantly flowing, even to the 
ocean with the moon playing on the folds of its big 
restless waves.”50 Might we not consider the rebuilding 
in solid stone of a cluster of seven earlier brick and 
wood temples along the Kaveri as the basis for the 
inflated statement about Aditya’s temple-building? 
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