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Abstract

On Rameshvaram island in the south-east corner of India lies one of Hinduism’s most important tem-
ples—the Rāmanāthasvāmi, one of the four dhams (‘holy abodes’) and the site of two Śiva-liṅgas said to
have been consecrated by Rāma himself. A temple has existed here since at least the eleventh century,
although most of the present temple dates to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries when the island
was protected by the Setupati rulers of nearby Ramnad. In several of the long corridors and halls for
which this temple is famous are brightly painted life-sized standing images of over 100 male figures
attached to columns. Though such images are characteristic of many south Indian temples from the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there are far more at Rameshvaram than at any other south
Indian temple. This article examines the number, location, and significance of these numerous
standing images within this temple. By exploring the significance of the temple as a long-standing
site for the royal performance of devotion, this article seeks to address whether the great number
and identity of the life-sized donor images can be explained by both Purāṇic ideas of kingship and
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Dutch observations of the pan-Indian status of the temple.
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Introduction

On the island of Rameshvaram in the far south-east corner of India is one of Hinduism’s
most important sites of pilgrimage. A temple has existed on the site since at least the
eleventh century CE, although most of the present temple dates to the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries when the island was under the protection of the Setupati rulers
of nearby Ramnad. Many early European visitors came to Rameshvaram island in the
nineteenth century, remarking upon the monumental scale of the very long corridors
built in the eighteenth century around the sacred heart of the temple. In several of
these long corridors and halls are brightly painted, life-sized standing male images
with their hands placed palms together in greeting (añjalimudrā) attached to the
columns—a sculptural tradition characteristic of many south Indian temples built in
this period. There are around 100 such images throughout the temple—more than in
any other south Indian temple—that are located at important axes and routes through
this monumental site of pilgrimage, appearing to greet passing devotees as they enter.
Previous scholarship has only briefly mentioned the existence of these images, suggesting
that they represent the Setupatis, their ministers, and family members. This article aims
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to re-examine the number, distribution, and potential identities of the numerous standing
male images within this great temple. By exploring the significance of the temple as a
long-standing site for the royal performance of devotion, this article seeks to address
whether the great number and the identity of the life-sized male images in this important
temple can be explained by both Purāṇic ideas of kingship and seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century Dutch observations of the pan-Indian status of the temple.
Following an outline of the temple, its numerous images, and its significance to many
south Indian rulers over the centuries, we consider what early modern Dutch sources sug-
gest about the status of Rameshvaram across India and traditional ideas about India’s con-
stellation of kings. Finally, bringing all these sections together, we propose a preliminary
conclusion for the identity of the numerous statues of devotees in Rameshvaram.

Worshipping Śiva at Rameshvaram

The Tamil region of south India is dense with sites of pilgrimage but only some of these,
including Rameshvaram, have attained pan-Indian significance. Together with Badrinath,
Dwarka, and Puri, it is one of the four directional dhams—the southernmost of the major pil-
grimage sites that mark the sacred boundaries of India (see Figure 1). But Rameshvaram is
best known for its significance in the Rāmāyaṇa as the site from which Rāma, Lakṣmaṇa,
Hanumān, and their army built a bridge (Sētu) to cross to Lanka, defeat Rāvaṇa, and rescue
Rāma’s wife, Sītā. The Rāmanāthasvāmi (also Rāmaliṅgasvāmi or Rāmaliṅgēśvara) temple
dedicated to Śiva in Rameshvaram town on the north-east side of the island is built around
the two liṅgas said to have been consecrated by Rāma himself: the Rāmēśvara liṅga initially
made of sand and the Viśvanātha liṅga brought by Hanumān from the Himalayas. From at
least the twelfth century, the former has been considered to be one of Śiva’s 12 liṅgas of
light ( jyotirliṅgas) that map Śiva’s presence across the country.1 Within the temple are a ser-
ies of 22 wells or tanks (tīrthas) whose water is auspicious and that are visited in sequence by
pilgrims prior to their encounter with Śiva and his consort.2 Across the island are further
tīrthas, such as the Agni tīrtha on the seashore directly in front of the temple, and other
sites identified with events in the Rāmāyaṇa that are all visited by pilgrims.3

In common with many important pilgrimage sites in southern India, the temple at
Rameshvaram has been built, expanded, modified, and renovated over an extensive
period. The temple was not built all at once on a clearly defined layout and phases of
expansion were followed by infilling. The temple visited today has three concentric walled
enclosures ( prākāras), the outermost two each with long corridors around the darker,
enclosed inner area of the first prākāra containing the most important shrines to Śiva
in his various forms, his consort, and other deities (see Figure 2). The outermost wall
of the third prākāra measures circa 263 metres by 200 metres with pyramidal gateways
(gopuras) on the north, south, and west sides. The earliest surviving archaeological evi-
dence for the antiquity of this long-established pilgrimage destination is the group of
five small stone shrines on the west side of the third prākāra that date to the tenth to

1 Benjamin J. Fleming, ‘Mapping sacred geography in medieval India: the case of the twelve “Jyotirliṅgas”’,
International Journal of Hindu Studies 13.1 (2009), pp. 51–81.

2 A tīrtha is a ‘ford’ or ‘crossing place’, in terms of both the passage over a river and also a crossing point to the
realm of the sacred. As such, it is the term for a place of pilgrimage and for any auspicious watering or bathing place.
See Diana L. Eck, ‘India’s tirthas: “crossings” in sacred geography’, History of Religions 20.4 (1981), pp. 323–44.

3 Though not mentioned in the Mahābhārata as an important pilgrimage site (tīrtha), Rameshvaram is celebrated
as a sacred site in several of the later Purāṇas (including the Śiva, Kurma, and Skanda Purāṇa) and the poems of the
Tamil Śaiva poet-saints Appar and Campantar. Traditions vary as to whether the two liṅgas were established before
or after Rāma’s victory over Rāvaṇa. On the various myths explaining Śiva’s presence and events in the Rāmāyaṇa
at Rameshvaram and nearby, see N. Vanamamalai Pillai, Temples of the Setu and Rameswaram (Rameswaram, 1929),
pp. 153–79; Diana L. Eck, India: A Sacred Geography (New York, 2012), pp. 233–36, 424–27.
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eleventh centuries, in addition to a number of fragmentary inscriptions with Pandya
regnal dates of the eleventh to thirteenth centuries.4 The outermost enclosure wall and
the three gateways were built in the fifteenth century, defining the greatest extent of

Figure 1. Map of south India. Source: Crispin Branfoot.

4 G. Sethuraman, The Saiva Temple of India: A Study on Ramesvaram Temple (Delhi, 2013), pp. 79–95. For the earli-
est inscriptions, see T. V. Mahalingam, A Topographical List of Inscriptions in the Tamil Nadu and Kerala States, 9 vols
(New Delhi, 1985), vol. 6, pp. 236–37.
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the temple before 1900.5 A further gopura on the east side of the second prākāra wall built
in the 1650s—though the superstructure was not completed until 1904—is aligned with

Figure 2. Plan of Rāmanāthasvāmi temple, Rameshvaram. Source: Adapted from James Fergusson, History of Indian
and Eastern Architecture, (rev. and ed. with additions) James Burgess and R. Phené Spiers (London, 1910), p. 381.

5 Only the stone bases of the fifteenth-century north and south gopuras were finished; these were both demol-
ished in 2016 and replaced with wholly new gateways.
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the ritual and spatial centre of the whole temple: the Rāmanātha shrine (see Figure 2: A). A
smaller adjacent gopura is aligned with the shrine to Rāmanātha’s consort, Pārvatavarttiṉi
Ammaṉ (see Figure 2: B). From an architectural perspective, the most celebrated parts of this
temple are the monumental corridors of the third prākāra constructed between 1740 and
the 1770s at the height of Setupati power.6 On the west side of the vast outer enclosure,
the Cokkattam corridor, which is circa 100 metres long, was built between the west gopura
and a small entrance through the second prākāra wall.7 This corridor intersects with a simi-
lar north–south corridor at its halfway point that continues all around the temple, with the
longest east–west corridors on the north and south sides. It is along these corridors and at
important axes or entrances that the great mass of figural column sculptures is located.

Upon entering the temple at Rameshvaram from either the east or the west into the
long stone corridors with their high ceilings and wide aisles, pilgrims walk past row
upon row of life-sized sculpted male figures (see Figure 3). Often raised above eye level,
peering between recently assembled make-shift shops selling temple souvenirs or
above signs with details of the current temple festival, these likenesses stare straight
ahead with their hands placed together in greeting. Some are brightly painted—garishly
to some eyes—as if to suggest their continual presence; a few are periodically honoured
with garlands as if to recognise their singular status. Within this one temple, there are just
over 100 of these life-sized sculpted male images, some of which are placed alongside fur-
ther large architectural sculptures of mythical animals and deities (see Figure 2; red dots
indicate their location, with largest groups numbered in blue). Previous visitors and scho-
lars have made some reference to their presence but have not examined the number, dis-
tribution, or identities of the numerous life-sized sculpted male figures lining many of the
corridors of the temple.

In January 1796, Colin Mackenzie—the future Surveyor-General of India—visited the
temple and, though not able to enter the innermost prākāras, commented upon the sta-
tues of ‘chiefs (Pulitaver)’ with their ministers and attendants in the ‘vestibule or building
on the east front of the pagoda [temple]’ and ‘a number of statues, of another chief and
his followers, placed on a raised stone terrace, on either side of the covered passage lead-
ing to the inner gate’ on the western side.8 In 1842, the naval officer W. Christopher not
only produced the earliest known plan of the temple, but also described the ‘statues of
men the size of life stand in front of some of the primary rank of columns, all in the
same attitude, with the head erect and the open hands joined palm and palm over the
breast’. He was impressed by this ‘effort in statuary of a superior kind’ given the huge
monoliths from which the sculpted columns were created and, though not enumerating
or identifying any of the images, he remarked that ‘from what we heard, a statue in
Ramiseram is desired by the ambitious of Ramnaad equally as much as a monument
in a niche of St Paul [’s Cathedral] is by our countrymen’.9 During his visit to
Rameshvaram in 1868, the photographer Edmund David Lyon was informed that the 12
images in the western Cokkattam corridor that he photographed were of the Rajas of
Ramnad on the right (south) and their secretaries opposite.10 These earlier visits were

6 James Burgess and S. M. Natesa Sastri, Tamil and Sanskrit Inscriptions with Some Notes on Village Antiquities in the
South of the Madras Presidency. Archaeological Survey of Southern India, vol. 4 (Madras, 1886), p. 57.

7 The corridor is named after the popular board game of cokkattam ( pacīsī, caupar) that uses a cross-shaped
playing grid.

8 Colin McKenzie [Mackenzie], ‘Remarks on some antiquities on the west and south coasts of Ceylon: written in
the year 1796’, Asiatic Researches 6 (1801), pp. 427–28.

9 W. Christopher, ‘Accounts of Adam’s Bridge, and Ramiseram Temple, with a map of the said temple, from
actual measurement by some of the surveying officers of the Indian Navy’, Transactions of the Bombay Geographical
Society 7 (1846), p. 135.

10 James Fergusson and Edmund Lyon, Notes to Accompany a Series of Photographs Designed to Illustrate the Ancient
Architecture of Southern India (London, 1870), p. 39.
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followed by the most detailed examination of the temple, its inscriptions, and its rituals,
including these standing male images, in early 1883—around a century after they had
been created—by James Burgess (1832–1916), then head of the Archaeological Survey
of Western and Southern India, and his talented Tamil brahmin assistant, S. M. Natesa
Sastri (1859–1906).11 One of their chief informants was ‘Satāvadhānam Muttusvami
Ayyangar, an able Paṇḍit and poet’, from whom they obtained the identifications for
some of the numerous statues that have been reiterated since, as outlined below.12 Yet
few scholars have gone further than to state that the images at Rameshvaram—that is,
those that are most accessible in the east and west corridors—represent the

Figure 3. Images on the east side of the third prākāra corridor. Source: Crispin Branfoot.

11 Burgess and Natesa Sastri, Tamil and Sanskrit Inscriptions, p. 56, states the months of their visit to be January–
February. S. M. Natesa Sastri (1859–1906) initially worked for the Archaeological Survey and was later famous as
a prolific author in English, Sanskrit, and Tamil, and noted for his pioneering contribution to the study of south
Indian folklore until his untimely death in 1906 at the age of 47; see Leela Prasad, ‘Naṭēśa Sāstri, Pandit Sangēndi
Mahālinga’, in South Asian Folklore: An Encyclopaedia, (eds.) Margaret A. Mills, Peter J. Claus, and Sarah Diamond
(London and New York, 2003), pp. 436–38.

12 Catavatānam Muttucāmi Aiyaṅkār (died 1894) was the great-grandson (not grandson, as Burgess indicated)
of Kṛṣṇa Aiyaṅkār, one of the Setupati’s ministers in the mid-eighteenth century whose portrait is in the
Cokkattam corridor. He was indeed a distinguished poet at the Ramnad court. Furthermore, his only son was
Tamil scholar Mū. Rākava Aiyaṅkār (1878–1960), famous today as a key figure in the Madurai Tamil Sangam
(Caṅkam), founded in 1901, and as editor of the Sangam’s journal, Centamil. We are very grateful to Sasha
Ebeling for this information (and more). On the Setupati’s patronage of literature, see Sascha Ebeling,
Colonizing the Realm of Words: The Transformation of Tamil Literature in Nineteenth-Century South India (Albany,
2010), pp. 122–27.
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Setupatis.13 Some may be images of the Setupati rulers of the nearby capital
Ramanathapuram but, given the enormous number, can they all be identified as rulers
or ministers of the dynasty? Or can the great sacred status of the temple across the
south and all of India account for the many images?

Rameshvaram, the Setupatis, and the performance of kingship

The island upon which Rameshvaram is situated lies at the narrowest point in the Palk
Straits between India and Sri Lanka. The distance from Dhanushkodi, the site from
which some consider Rāma’s bridge to have been built, on the long sandy spit of land
that stretches east to south-east and across the shallow stretch of sea to Talaimannar
on the island of Mannar just off the coast of Sri Lanka is only around 20 miles. For pil-
grims, traders, and armies, this is the route between the mainland and Sri Lanka (former
Ceylon). Furthermore, seaborne trade around the south coast between the Indian Ocean
and the Bay of Bengal would also pass through the straits. The islands off the south-east
coast, stretching west from Rameshvaram, have also been important for their pearl
fisheries.

Given its religious significance, many of the major rulers and dynasties of south India
before 1600 left records recording their devotion to Śiva in the temple, and also their con-
quest of Rameshvaram or their performance of royal ceremonies at the site. Indeed, for a
‘world-conquering monarch’ (cakravārtin), the Sētu was sometimes cited in Gupta-period
literature and inscriptions of the fifth century CE and later as the southern limit of the
whole world of Bhāratavarṣa.14 In around 930, the expansionist Chola King Parāntaka
(r. 907–55) performed the tulābhāra ceremony three times, weighing himself against
gold for distribution to priests and brahmins. As a declaration of his claim to be an inde-
pendent sovereign lord with imperial aspirations, Parāntaka performed this ritual not
only at ‘beautiful Rāmatīrtha, where the ablest monkey flocks built the bridge’, but
also at Kanyakumari at the southernmost tip of India and at Srirangam at the centre of
the Tamil country.15 The tulābhāra or tulāpuruṣa ritual—the weighing of a person against
gold or other precious items such as pearls that were then given away as gifts—was one of
the most important of the mahādānas (‘great gifts’) of Purāṇic kingship in medieval India,
especially in the Deccan and farther south.16 The ritual may have been performed as a
declaration by kings of their claims to independent imperial status at the outset of expan-
sionist conquests or immediately afterwards following victory in battle. For example, the
Chola King Arunmolivarman (or Rājarāja, r. 985–1014) is stated to have performed the
tulābhāra ceremony directly before the start of his conquest of the four quarters (digvijaya)
in the eleventh-century Tiruvalangadu copperplates.17

13 George Michell, Architecture and Art of Southern India: Vijayanagara and the Successor States (Cambridge, 1995),
pp. 116–18, 184; Sethuraman, Śaiva Temple of India, pp. 143–44. Both suggest identifications for some of these
images but neither enumerates or consistently locates them in the various parts of the temple.

14 D. C. Sircar, Studies in the Geography of Ancient and Medieval India (New Delhi, 1960), pp. 4–13.
15 R. Nagaswamy, Thiruttani and Velanjeri Copper Plates (Madras, 1979), p. 2 and trans. v. 14 (no pagination).
16 See P. V. Kane, History of Dharmasastra, vol. 2.2 (Poona, 1941), pp. 869–77; S. J. Mangalam, ‘Tulāpurusha

Mahādāna’, Bulletin of the Deccan College Research Institute 36.1/4 (1976), pp. 89–96; Ronald Inden, ‘The ceremony
of the great gift: structure and historical context in Indian ritual and society’, in Text and Practice: Essays on South
Asian History, Ronald Inden (New Delhi, 2006; first published 1978), pp. 89–101; Daud Ali, ‘Royal eulogy as world
history: rethinking copper-plate inscriptions in Cola India’, in Querying the Medieval: Texts and the History of
Practices in South Asia, (eds.) Ronald Inden, Jonathan Walters, and Daud Ali (Oxford, 2000), pp. 190, 197;
Annette Schmiedchen, ‘The ceremony of Tulāpuruṣa: the puranic concept and the epigraphical evidence’, in
Script and Image: Papers on Art and Epigraphy, (eds.) A. J. Gail, G. J. R. Mevissen, and R. Salomon (New Delhi, 2006).

17 H. Krishna Sastri, ‘The Tiruvalangadu copper-plates of the sixth year of Rajendra-Chola I’, in South Indian
Inscriptions, vol. 3, parts 3, 4 (Madras, 1920), no. 205, pp. 383–439, v. 75 on p. 421.
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Shortly after Parāntaka’s ritual performance, the Rastrakuta King Kṛṣṇa III (r. 939–66)
claimed in copperplates dated circa 959 to have erected a pillar of victory ( jayastambha) at
Rameshvaram following his brief conquest of Chola territory and subordination of the
Cheras, Pandyas, and Sinhalas across the far south.18 In subsequent centuries, the
Pandyas and Hoysalas, in addition to the kings of both Jaffna and Polonnaruwa in Sri
Lanka, demonstrated claims over Rameshvaram, whether by making gifts of land or
lamps to the temple or by performing royal and imperial rituals.19 As part of his consoli-
dation of power across Sri Lanka and the establishment of alliances with southern Indian
kings, the Sinhala Buddhist ruler Niśśaṅkamalla (r. 1187–96) of Polonnaruwa performed
the tulābhāra ritual, set up several jayastambhas and built a temple at Rameshvaram dedi-
cated to Niśśaṅkesvara (Śiva).20 On several occasions between the 1220s and 1340s,
Hoysala kings from the southern Deccan marked their territorial claims over the far
south by erecting pillars of victory at the Sētu.21

Following the incorporation of the Tamil country into the Vijayanagara empire in the
1370s, Rameshvaram was again the site of royal performance. Virūpākṣa, son of Harihara
II (r. 1377–1404) and governor of the Tamil country, performed the tulābhāra ceremony
before Rāmanātha according to two sets of similar copperplates dated 1387 and 1390.22

In this period, Rameshvaram received the patronage of the Hindu Arya Chakravarti
kings of Jaffna in northern Sri Lanka—the location of several important Śaiva temples
including the Tirukketīśvara (Śiva) near Mannar and others on Jaffna Island. In 1414,
Pararājaśekhara of Jaffna led the renovation of the temple at Rameshvaram with stone
brought from Trincomalee (Trikonamalai) on the north-east coast.23 Rameshvaram was
thus an important site for the performance of kingship by many southern kings from
at least the tenth century, especially at moments of the expansion or consolidation of
authority in new frontier territories.

In the early seventeenth century, the temple at Rameshvaram took on greater political
significance with the rise of a local dynasty of kings called the ‘Guardians of the Sētu’ or
the Setupatis, whose emergence to power in the region is connected with wider political
changes across southern India. First, a new level of Vijayanagara imperial engagement
with the Tamil country developed in the early sixteenth century, when Kṛṣṇarāya and
Acyutarāya visited many of the great Vaiṣṇava and Śaiva temples from Tirupati and
Srikalahasti through to Tiruvannamalai, Chidambaram, Srirangam, and Rameshvaram,
making lavish donations to the deities at each place.24 During the same period, the
Nayakas of Gingee (Senji), Tanjavur, and Madurai were established as regional governors

18 R. G. Bhandarkar, ‘Karhad plates of Krishna III, Saka-Samvat 880’, in Epigraphia Indica, (ed.) E. Hultzsch, vol. 4
(Calcutta, 1896–97), pp. 278–90, v. 35. For the role of columns and their accompanying inscriptions to mark mili-
tary conquests and territorial expansion from the Gupta period and later, see Elizabeth A. Cecil and Peter
C. Bisschop, ‘Columns in context: venerable monuments and landscapes of memory in early India’, History of
Religions 58.4 (2019), pp. 355–403.

19 For Pandya inscriptions recording gifts of land and lamps in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, see
Mahalingam, Topographical List of Inscriptions, vol. 6, pp. 236–37.

20 Don Martino de Zilva Wickremasinghe, ‘No. 17 Polonnaruva: “Galpota” slab-inscription’, in Epigraphia
Zeylanica: 1912–1927, (ed.) Don Martino de Zilva Wickremasinghe, vol. 2 (London, 1928), p. 120.

21 Sethuraman, Śaiva Temple of India, p. 32.
22 T. A. Gopinatha Rao, ‘Ariyur plates of Virupaksha, Saka Samvat 1312’, Indian Antiquary 38 (1909), pp. 12–16;

T. A. Gopinatha Rao, ‘Soraikkavur plates of Virupaksha, Saka-Samvat 1308’, in Epigraphia Indica, (ed.) E. Hultzsch,
vol. 8 (Calcutta, 1905–06), pp. 298–306.

23 Burgess and Natesa Sastri, Tamil and Sanskrit Inscriptions, p. 57.
24 E. Hultzsch, ‘Hampe inscription of Kṛishṇarāya, dated Śaka 1430’, in Epigraphia Indica, vol. 1 (Calcutta, 1892),

pp. 361–71. In this inscription from the outset of his reign, Rameshvaram is mentioned as the first place at which
Kṛṣṇadeva performed the 16 great gifts following his military conquests. His donations during his pilgrimage to
‘Setu’ including the tulābhāra are also described in the Rāyavācakamu—a Telugu account of his reign that may
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of the northern, central, and southern parts of the Tamil country. At a time when their
subservience to their nominal Vijayanagara overlord was weak in the early seventeenth
century, the regionally powerful Madurai Nayakas established the Setupatis as chiefs of
Ramnad, the south-eastern coastal area surrounding Rameshvaram. As warriors of the
local Maṟavar caste, their duties included the protection of the pilgrimage route to the
Rāmanāthasvāmi temple. The first of these chiefs, Śaḍaika Tēvar, was installed by
Madurai’s Muttu Kṛṣṇappa Nāyaka in around 1605. Assuming the regal name Uḍaiyān
Sētupati, Śaḍaika founded the Setupati Dynasty reigning over Ramnad, which, by the
eighteenth century, had grown practically independent from Madurai.25

There is little historical evidence that, prior to Śaḍaika’s appointment, his family
already held an exalted status or otherwise commanded much power. Yet, the
Setupatis claimed high antiquity as custodians of the Sētu, including Rameshvaram.
Indeed, some of Ramnad’s foundation stories declare that, on his way to Lanka, Rāma him-
self installed the very first member of the Setupati line: either the oarsman Guha who had
rowed Rāma across the Ganga River or a local relative of Rāma’s commander of the Ganga.
Upon his return, Rāma would have mandated the Setupatis to guard the newly established
Rāmanāthasvāmi temple and other sanctuaries in the Sētu.

On later occasions before the seventeenth century, according to various traditions,
these early Setupatis protected, defeated, or reigned over the Pandya or Chola kings—
or the regions identified with these dynasties—as suggested by their Tamil titles, such
as ‘establisher of the Pandya realm’ ( pāṇṭimaṇṭala tāpaṉācāriyaṉ) and of the ‘Chola
realm’ (cōḷamaṇṭala). As some stories have it, the Setupatis even employed the Pandyas
as their ministers and generals for 12 generations while they ruled over much of the
Tamil-speaking lands for 608 years. At one point, however, this old Setupati line sup-
posedly lost its position, as its last ruler, Jayatuṅga Tēvar, was imprisoned to die by an
envious Pandya king or because the dynasty was deceitfully overpowered by the
Vijayanagara empire. The aforementioned Śaḍaika Tēvar, appointed by Madurai in the
seventeenth century, was said to be related to these earlier, ‘mythical’ Setupatis, with
chronicles variously stating that he descended from them or was himself the formerly
jailed Jayatuṅga.26 In sum, the later, historical Setupati house fashioned itself as a continu-
ation of an ancient line of legitimate and powerful rulers going back to the age of the
Rāmāyaṇa.

From the early seventeenth century, the Setupatis began issuing inscriptions of their
own and, throughout the seventeenth century, established a greater degree of regional
autonomy, as their Madurai overlords’ power declined and the Nayakas’ attention turned

have been composed at the Madurai Nayaka court circa 1600: Phillip B. Wagoner (ed.), Tidings of the King:
A Translation and Ethnohistorical Analysis of the Rāyavācakamu (Honolulu, 1993), pp. 158–59.

25 Lennart Bes, The Heirs of Vijayanagara: Court Politics in Early Modern South India (Leiden, 2022; Delhi, 2023),
pp. 81–87, 452–54; K. Seshadri, ‘The Sētupatis of Ramnad’ (unpublished PhD dissertation, University of
Madurai, 1976), chapter 3; Markus P. M. Vink, Encounters on the Opposite Coast: The Dutch East India Company and
the Nayaka State of Madurai in the Seventeenth Century (Leiden and Boston, 2016).

26 Seshadri, ‘Sētupatis of Ramnad’, chapter 2; K. Seshadri, ‘The origin and restoration of the Setupatis’, in The
Saga of Rameshvaram Temple: Kumbabishekam Souvenir, (ed.) Somalay (Rameshvaram, 1975); Bes, Heirs of
Vijayanagara, pp. 81–87; Burgess and Natesa Sastri, Tamil and Sanskrit Inscriptions, pp. 62, 64, 81–83, 85, 90–92,
94, 98–100, 102–4; British Library, Asian & African Studies department (hereafter BL/AAS), Mackenzie General
collection (hereafter MG), no. 1, part 7C: ‘History of the Satoo-Putty of the Maravun Vumshum’; no. 4, part 8:
‘A general history of the Kings of Rāma Naad or the Satoo-Putty Samastanum’; Mackenzie Miscellaneous collec-
tion (hereafter MM), no. 109, part 44: ‘Historical memoir of the Satoo-Samstaan’; Mackenzie Translations (here-
after MT), class III, no. 25: ‘History of the former Gentoo Rajahs who ruled over the Pandyan Mandalom’; no. 77:
‘Regarding the Zemindars of Ramnad’; Orme Collection, O.V. series, no. 33, part 11 (2): extract consultations, Fort
St. George, 1771, ‘concerning the origin and state of the Maravars …’; William Taylor (ed.), Oriental Historical
Manuscripts in the Tamil Language, Translated with Annotations (Madras, 1835), vol. II, p. 49 (2nd numeration).
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northward.27 The changing political fortunes of the Setupatis from the 1670s are evident
not only in the shift of their capital from the early coronation site at Pokalur to the elab-
orately fortified site at Ramanathapuram 10 miles east, but also their performance of
royal mahādānas, the increasing patronage of the great temple at Rameshvaram, and
the celebration of Navarātri (‘Nine Nights’).28 Navarātri, or the Mahānavami festival,
was the most important public royal ritual in the Vijayanagara empire and its successor
states—a devotional festival that was focussed on the reigning king and the annual revi-
talisation of his kingship and his realm within a broader cosmological hierarchy.29 The
Setupatis’ sovereignty was based upon their devotional relationship with their lineage’s
local tutelary goddess Rājarājeśvari, from whom they now received the ‘sceptre of author-
ity’ (cēṅkōl), with Rāma and with Śiva in the form of the liṅga installed within the
Rāmanāthasvāmi temple on Rameshvaram island, in addition to their status as ‘protectors
of the Sētu’ (Sētupati).30 Emerging from beneath the shadow of subservience to the
Madurai Nayakas, the expansion and rebuilding of the temple at Rameshvaram in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, together with the inclusion of numerous life-sized
male images lining the long corridors, may be seen as one way in which the Setupatis’
new royal status was declared.

Image, donor, portrait

Sculpted images of donors and devotees have a long history in South Asian religious art.
Some have been understood to be representations of specific individuals, identified in an
adjacent inscription and differentiated by their body language or attire. In south India,
small-scale reliefs of standing or seated donor figures appear alongside identifying
inscriptions on some ninth- and tenth-century temples and a few examples of free-
standing copper-alloy or stone images of specific individuals, usually less than half life-
size, are known from later centuries.31 But, from the early sixteenth century in south
India, a tradition developed of placing in temples large, often near life-sized, images of
male figures, depicted standing with their hands in añjalimudrā—a gesture of greeting
or devotion. From the later sixteenth century, such images became widespread in

27 Four copperplates from this period (dated Śaka era 1526, 1530, 1530, and 1531 = circa 1604/05–1610) are
translated in Burgess and Natesa Sastri, Tamil and Sanskrit Inscriptions, pp. 62–70.

28 On Ramnad in the early modern period, see, for instance, S. Kadhirvel, History of the Maravas, 1700–1802
(Madurai, 1977); Jennifer Howes, The Courts of Precolonial India: Material Culture and Kingship (London and
New York, 2003); Bes, Heirs of Vijayanagara; Seshadri, ‘Sētupatis of Ramnad’.

29 On this festival at Vijayanagara and its successor states, see Burton Stein, ‘Mahanavami: mediaeval and
modern kingly ritual in south India’, in Essays in Gupta Culture, (ed.) Bardwell L. Smith (Delhi, 1983), p. 78;
Nicholas B. Dirks, The Hollow Crown: Ethnohistory of an Indian Kingdom, 2nd edn (Ann Arbor, 1993), pp. 38–43;
Caleb Simmons, Devotional Sovereignty: Kingship and Religion in India (Oxford and New York, 2020), pp. 189–90.

30 Within the Rāmaliṅgavilāsam, the Setupatis’ audience hall in Ramanathapuram that was built around 1700
are mural paintings dating to the 1720s of the Setupati receiving the cēṅkōl from Rājarājeśvari and depictions of
the Rāmāyaṇa. As Seastrand has argued, the culminating image of Rāma Enthroned (Paṭṭābhirāma) on the west
wall framed the physical body of the king seated on the throne in front, emphasising the king’s identification
with the ideal king and god, Rāma: Anna L. Seastrand, ‘The space of narrative and performance: contextualizing
the temple hall’, in A Temple Within a Temple: The South Indian Mandapam in the Philadelphia Museum of Art, (ed.)
Darielle Mason (New Haven and London, 2022), pp. 148–61.

31 On portraiture in early India, see Vidya Dehejia, ‘The very idea of a portrait’, Ars Orientalis 28 (1998),
pp. 41–50; Padma Kaimal, ‘Passionate bodies: constructions of the self in south Indian portraits’, Archives of
Asian Art 48 (1995), pp. 6–16; Padma Kaimal, ‘The problem of portraiture in south India circa 870–970 A.D.’,
Artibus Asiae 59 (1999), pp. 59–133; Padma Kaimal, ‘The problem of portraiture in south India circa 970–1000
A.D.’, Artibus Asiae 60 (2000), pp. 133–79; Vincent Lefèvre, Portraiture in Early India: Between Transience and
Eternity (Leiden, 2011); Jinah Kim, ‘Reading time: the Sarnath Buddha and the historical significance of donor
portraits in early medieval South Asia’, South Asian Studies 36.2 (2020), pp. 190–215.
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many temples, especially in the far south of the Tamil region—one element in the
increasing prevalence of portraiture across South Asia in this period.32

The degree to which such images may be regarded as portraits of specific named indi-
viduals varies, for, in common with portraiture in general, these south Indian images
engage with both the likeness of the individual and the typical, conventional, or ideal.
Inscriptions that identify the subject adjacent to such stone images from the late six-
teenth through to the nineteenth century are rare. For many such images, it is the details
of dress, additional jewellery, ornament, or other items as well as their posture that may
suggest their identity as not just a ruler, but an identifiable one. While further scholarship
continues to identify images and better understand both patterns of patronage and the dat-
ing of images, paintings, and buildings, the function that these portraits served within the
construction of sovereignty needs to be emphasised.33 The essentially social and political
purpose of these images of rulers from noble lineages qualifies describing them as ‘state
portraits’ for which the primary purpose is not the portrayal of an individual as such,
but the evocation through his image of those abstract principles for which he stands.34

They embody the ideals of south Indian kings as the gods’ paramount devotees, in a prom-
inent display of devotion important to the maintenance of dharma and social well-being in a
dynamic political era. As Caleb Simmons has eloquently demonstrated in his Devotional
Sovereignty—a study of kingship and religion at the courts of Mysore under Tipu Sultan
(r. 1782–99) and Krishnaraja Wodeyar III (r. 1799–1868)—devotional portraiture (stone
and metal images, as well as paintings) served alongside genealogies in both literature
and epigraphy as a primary means of king fashioning in early modern South Asia.35

In south Indian temples, portrait images such as these are located alone or in pairs pri-
marily in corridors, in the gateways of gopuras, and in festival maṇḍapas (detached
columned hall). The common theme is that these are all processional routes or places
where deities are normally absent but at certain times present, principally during the
regular festivals that increased in both number and scale from the thirteenth century.
The devotional portraits greet deities when they are moving or temporarily enthroned
during festivals; they are to be seen taking darśana of the deity. But this is a three-
cornered relationship between deity, king, and devotee. Not only do the god and king
greet each other, but the priests, devotees, or worshippers see both the king and the
deity greeting each other when the two are assembled for a festival. The king, a frequently
inaccessible figure in his palace, is given permanent presence in the temple in a life-sized
representation and in locations there that are widely accessible and visible. At festival per-
iods, the ruler’s public display of devotion to the deities of the temple was seen by wor-
shippers. Individual kings often appear with one or more of their queens on a smaller
scale attached to the same stone column.

Though such likenesses more often appear alone or in pairs on either side of a corridor
or within a festival maṇḍapa, in some temples, a long row of such figures may be found,
sometimes facing one another. The multiplicity of such figures may create genealogical

32 Crispin Branfoot, ‘Introduction: portraiture in South Asia’, in Portraiture in South Asia since the Mughals: Art,
Representation, History, (ed.) Crispin Branfoot (London, 2018), p. 5.

33 On south Indian portraiture in the sixteenth century and later, see Crispin Branfoot, ‘Heroic rulers and
devoted servants: performing kingship in the Tamil Temple’, in Portraiture in South Asia since the Mughals, (ed.)
Branfoot, pp. 165–97; Crispin Branfoot, Gods on the Move: Architecture and Ritual in the South Indian Temple
(London, 2007), pp. 208–42; Crispin Branfoot, ‘Royal portrait sculpture in the south Indian temple’, South
Asian Studies 16 (2000), pp. 11–36; Anna Lise Seastrand, ‘Text, image, and portrait in early modern south
Indian murals’, Artibus Asiae 78.1 (2018), pp. 29–60; Anna Lise Seastrand, ‘History, myth, and maṭam in southeast
Indian portraits’, Cracow Indological Studies 24.1 (2022), pp. 159–84; Simmons, Devotional Sovereignty, pp. 133–67.

34 Marianna Jenkins, The State Portrait: Its Origins and Evolution (New York, 1947), p. 1.
35 Simmons, Devotional Sovereignty, p. 4.
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galleries of rulers, the present ruler being joined by his historic predecessors—a visual
counterpart to the genealogies in royal inscriptions that traced a ruler’s descent from
the Sun or Moon, the Surya- or Candra-vamśa, respectively, and the gods themselves.36

The best-known of such portrait galleries is the series of Madurai Nayakas, including
Tirumala (r. 1623–59) and his predecessors, in the ‘New Hall’ ( puṭumaṇṭapam) built by
him in Madurai in the 1630s but other genealogical groups of sculpted images can be iden-
tified from the 1560s–80s and later (see Figure 4). In sixteenth- to eighteenth-century South
Asia—a period when political relationships were fluid and dynastic succession never
assured—both pictorial and sculpted portraiture was an additional means to assert current
legitimacy and age-old authority; it constituted a performance of devotional sovereignty.

Before considering the potential identities for some of the images at Rameshvaram, an
outline of their overall number throughout the temple would be helpful. There are cur-
rently 108 across the whole temple—a number of rich numerological significance within
South Asian religions. Tempting though it may be to ascribe significance to this, the
images identified are not evenly distributed nor do they necessarily date to the same per-
iod; they are not indicative of a single wholly inclusive conception. The 108th, for
example, which is a standing image of Bāskara Sētupati (r. 1889–1903) (see Figure 5),
was only added to a new extension on the east side of the temple in around 1970 prior
to the kumbhabhiṣekha (reconsecration) in 1975. Even if some images of Setupatis were
reportedly damaged in the nineteenth century, as discussed below, the varied locations
suggest alternative, less coherent interpretations. No other south Indian temple has
so many life-sized male portrait images as at Rameshvaram. The closest contender is
the similarly dated seventeenth- to eighteenth-century Ātmanāthasvāmi temple at
Avudaiyarkoyil (Tirupperunturai), 80 kilometres north of Ramanathapuram. The identities
of the images at Avudaiyarkoyil are similarly difficult to determine but include the
eighteenth-century Tondaiman rulers of nearby Arantangi as well as some of the
Setupatis from Ramnad.37

Though the great number is extraordinary, the pattern of their distribution is shared
with many other temples in the far south, primarily being located along corridors, in the
gateways of gopuras, and in festival maṇḍapas. At Rameshvaram, only nine are located
within the innermost first and second prākāras. Two very large two-metre-high brightly
painted figures, each bare-chested to the waist, wearing a long patterned veṣṭi around
their legs and with tall conical cloth hats (kuḷḷāyi) on their heads, stand either side of
the large image of Śiva’s bull-mount Nandi before the entrance to the innermost enclos-
ure leading to the Rāmanātha shrine. This style of tall cloth hat, sometimes with detailed
embroidered patterns, was adopted by Vijayanagara kings and courtiers from the late fif-
teenth century and was worn with some variations in form (straight or pointing forward)
by both their successors and by the many Nayakas into the first two decades of the seven-
teenth century. In this period, a tighter-fitting cloth hat that fell to one side was worn in
its place by many Madurai Nayakas including the many figures identified as Tirumala
Nāyaka (r. 1623–59).38 These two figures in Rameshvaram were identified by Burgess in

36 Crispin Branfoot, ‘Dynastic genealogies, portraiture, and the place of the past in early modern South India’,
Artibus Asiae 72 (2012), pp. 323–76.

37 The Tondaimans of Arantangi are not to be confused with the similarly named dynasty at nearby
Pudukkottai. Some of the Setupati images at Avudaiyarkoyil were reportedly demolished during a renovation
in the 1880–90s and replaced with new images of the Chettiar renovator and a contemporary priest (tēcikar);
see ‘Temple at Rameshvaram’ (Government of Madras, Public Department, Government Order [G.O.] 359, 9
May 1906).

38 On the adoption of the kuḷḷāyi, see Phillip B. Wagoner, ‘“Sultan among Hindu kings”: dress, titles, and the
Islamicization of Hindu culture at Vijayanagara’, Journal of Asian Studies 55.4 (1996), pp. 851–80. On the changing
headwear of the Madurai Nayakas in this period, see Branfoot, ‘Dynastic genealogies’.
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1883 as the first two Madurai Nayakas, Viśvanātha (r. circa 1530–63) and Kṛṣṇappa (r. circa
1563–72); he reports that an inscription on the nearby entrance to the first prākāra iden-
tifying the two had been destroyed shortly before his visit.39 This identification is sup-
ported by their formal similarity to images identified as of the same rulers
in Madurai’s ‘New Hall’ ( puṭumaṇṭapam) though the pair in Rameshvaram are taller.40

A further two portraits before the Ammaṉ shrine located alongside 14 images of smaller
goddesses, including the Aṣṭalakṣmis (Eight Goddesses), in the Śukravāra (Friday) Maṇḍapa
are identified as Setupatis on the basis of their formal appearance.41 Burgess was
informed that these are the early eighteenth-century Hiraṇyagarbhayājī Ravikula Vijaya
Raghunātha Sētupati (r. 1710–25) and his brother Kadamba Tēvar.42 Within the second
prākāra corridor in the east gopura, there are three images in the south-east corner (see
Figure 6) and a further two at the north end just before the Yāgaśālā (sacrificial hall).
Two of these were understood to be Tirumalai Sētupati (r. circa 1645–73) and his son
Raghunātha, the patrons of the second prākāra corridor in which they are situated.43

Figure 4. Portrait gallery, Nellaiyappar temple, Tirunelveli. Source: Crispin Branfoot.

39 James Burgess, ‘The ritual of Rameshvaram’, Indian Antiquary 12 (1883), pp. 315–26, reprinted as James
Burgess, The Ritual of the Temple of Râmêśvaram in Southern India (Bombay, 1884) (page numbers from this publi-
cation), p. 6.

40 Branfoot, ‘Dynastic genealogies’.
41 Every Friday evening, Parvatavarttiṉi Ammaṉ is taken on procession around the third prākāra corridors

before returning to the Śukravāra Maṇḍapa with Rāmanātha (Śiva).
42 Burgess, Ritual of the Temple of Râmêśvaram, p. 7. He also mentions that Vijaya Raghunātha Sētupati’s image

‘appears in two other places with his mantrī, Toḷḷakādu Muttiruḷapipapiḷḷai opposite, together with others of his
friends; but about 1835 a Paṇḍāram [senior priest] had some of them chiselled into ascetics, affixing beards of
lime, &’. Tamil inscriptions in this mandapa support this attribution: Burgess and Natesa Sastri, Tamil and
Sanskrit Inscriptions, p. 60.

43 Burgess, Ritual of the Temple of Râmêśvaram, p. 6.
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The remaining 98 standing male images in añjalimudrā attached to columns are all in
the outermost areas of the temple: a group of 12 in the Cokkattam corridor near the
west gopura and the remaining 86 located on the east side of the temple around the
main entrances. As indicated on the plan (see Figure 2), these 86 images are located in
five places: outside the eastern prākāra wall, there is a group of 22 in the kalyāṇa (wedding)
maṇḍapa (see Figure 2: C) and a further group of 10 in the adjacent corridor on axis with the
Rāmanātha shrine. The remaining 54 are clustered on columns along the north–south cor-
ridor of the third prākāra, around the entrance leading towards the Amman shrine (20) and
Rāmanātha shrine (28), and six more facing each other across the aisle further north along
the same corridor towards the south-facing Sabhāpati (Naṭarāja) shrine. As discussed below,
the latter four groups, with a total of 64 approximately life-sized standing male images (10
+20+28+6), are the most problematic to explain simply with reference to the patronage of
the local Setupati Dynasty. But first, we shall consider each group in turn.

Figure 5. Image of Bāskara Sētupati (r. 1889–1903) added circa 1970, Rāmanāthasvāmi temple, Rameshvaram.

Source: Crispin Branfoot.
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The Cokkattam corridor leads from the western gopura directly to a door into the
second prākāra, though this is usually closed. In the first section before the axial junction
are 12 such standing male images either side of the aisle (see Figure 7). Beyond these, both
before and after this corridor meets the perpendicular one beyond, are further large
sculpted images of various deities, folk figures, ascetics, and yāḷis (mythical rearing lion-
like animals). All but one of the 12 near life-sized male figures stand alone and with their
hands placed together in greeting. They wear turbans on their heads, as is more common
from the late seventeenth century; are bare-chested in standard Hindu manner, with a
veṣṭi around their legs; and wear elaborate jewellery and punch-daggers (katār) at their
hips, all suggesting their elite status.

The most prominent and elaborately sculpted figure at the centre of the south side of
the aisle, and the only one with two smaller wives alongside him, is identified as Muttu
Rāmaliṅga Sētupati in Burgess’s account (see Figure 8).44 He reigned from 1763 to 1795,
though temporarily deposed from power from 1772 to 1781, and it was in the 1770s–80s
that the third prākāra corridor was completed. Like many of the eighteenth-century figures
at Rameshvaram, he wears a turban rather than the rounded cloth cap falling to one side
favoured by the Madurai Nayakas from the early seventeenth century. Such sartorial
change is indicative of the increasing Persianisation or Mughalisation of court dress across
southern India in the eighteenth century, evident in the wall paintings in the Rāmaliṅga
Vilāsam in Ramnad palace dated to circa 1715–25 and in contemporary Dutch accounts.45

All but one of the 12 images have the three horizontal lines of ash (vibhūti) denoting a
Śaiva devotee on their foreheads, appropriate for this great temple to Śiva; however, the
one facing Muttu Rāmaliṅga has the u-shaped Vaiṣṇava nāmam on his forehead. Burgess
was informed in 1883 that the statues in this corridor are of Muttu Rāmaliṅga and of his
two mantrīs (ministers): Muttiruḷappa Piḷḷai, son of Saundara Pāṇḍiyan Pillai; and Kṛṣṇa
Aiyaṅkār, with members of his family—a more detailed identification than any previous

Figure 6. Three images, south-east corner of second prākāra. Source: R. K. K. Rajarajan.

44 Ibid., p. 7.
45 Lennart Bes, ‘Sultan among Dutchmen? Royal dress at court audiences in south India, as portrayed in local

works of art and Dutch Embassy reports, seventeenth–eighteenth centuries’, Modern Asian Studies 50.6 (2016),
pp. 1792–845; R. Nagaswamy, ‘Mughal cultural influence in the Setupati murals in the Ramalinga Vilasam at
Ramnad’, in Facets of Indian Art, (eds.) Robert Skelton et al. (London, 1986), pp. 203–10.
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scholar had suggested.46 Given his name, the latter may be identified as the figure with
the Vaiṣṇava forehead mark. Though a Śaiva temple, a shrine for Paḷḷikoṇḍa Perumāḷ
(Viṣṇu) is present in the north-west corner of the first prākāra of the Parvatavarttiṉi
Ammaṉ temple.

While many of these images are relatively generic in appearance, sartorial details and
the sculptors’ depiction of more life-like postures, with the weight shifted from one leg to
the other, suggest some intention to depict the presence of a series of historic individuals.
Unlike the majority of others within this temple, these stone sculptures are not plastered
and painted to the same degree. Though it is not possible to identify the remaining nine
images with named historical Setupati predecessors, the seeming omission of several of
the very short-lived rulers who reigned for less than a year in the many disputes over
dynastic succession between 1605 and the start of Muttu Rāmaliṅga Sētupati’s reign in
the 1760s suggests that this images of this corridor were one element in the Muttu
Rāmaliṅga Sētupati’s demonstration of his dynastic genealogical claims.47

Burgess and Natesa Sastri were able to obtain identifications for some of the nine
donor images of Setupatis within the first and second prākāras in the 1880s, in addition

Figure 7. Cokkattam corridor between west gopura and second prākāra. Source: Nicholas and Co., circa 1884. ©

British Library Board, Photo 1003/(2347).

46 Burgess, Ritual of the Temple of Râmêśvaram, p. 7.
47 On the succession disputes and chronology of the 16 rulers of Ramnad between Śaḍaika Tēvar alias Uḍaiyān

Sētupati (r. circa 1605–22) and Muttu Rāmaliṅga Sētupati (r. 1763–72, 1781–95), see Bes, Heirs of Vijayanagara,
pp. 174–91.
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to those in the western Cokkattam corridor. But this still leaves the identities of the great-
est concentrations of these figures, over 80 in number, on the east side of the temple
uncertain. These include the many situated along the main entrance corridors leading
toward the two east gopuras and the inner enclosures of the Rāmanātha and Ammaṉ
shrines. Visibility may have been a factor in their distribution, for only the third
prākāra was accessible to all castes (including Europeans); before the twentieth century,
untouchables were not even allowed that far within.48 They are all attached to columns
looking down upon pilgrims entering the temple from the east side: a short distance
away is the sea where pilgrims bathe. The images may be placed above the heads of pil-
grims, but they are on a similar level as the deities when they emerge from their dark,
central shrines and are carried in procession on palanquins or other vāhanas (vehicles,
often in the form of a mythical animal) upon the shoulders of groups of men, not only
all around the long corridors, but also to the streets outside the temple.49

Figure 8. Muttu Rāmaliṅga Sētupati

(r. 1763–95), south side of Cokkattam

corridor. Source: Crispin Branfoot.

48 Burgess, Ritual of the Temple of Râmêśvaram, p. 4.
49 Processions take place around the third prākāra each Friday evening by the goddess and fortnightly on

Pradosham days by Rāmeśvara. See Pillai, Temples of the Setu and Rameswaram, p. 181. For processions around
the second prākāra, see Burgess, Ritual of the Temple of Râmêśvaram, p. 6.
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With the exception of one group, none of these life-sized images has clear identifying
adjacent inscriptions or painted labels, but the majority may be dated to around the
1740s–80s when the third prākāra corridor was under construction. The majority are
very similar to one another, standing bare-chested wearing a knee-length or longer
cloth veṣṭi with hands pressed together before the chest, and with little to distinguish
one from another. Some have one or more smaller subsidiary male figures alongside.
Elsewhere in the temples of the Tamil region, smaller adjacent women are more com-
monly placed alongside portrait images. An unusual feature of this temple is the degree
to which the interior stonework of columns, sculptures, platforms, and ceilings is both
plastered and brightly painted. In part, this is to obscure the rough appearance of the
sandstone used to build the third prākāra corridors, for harder granite is routinely
used for temples built on the mainland in the similar period where it is more readily
available. The selective use of granite at Rameshvaram for the series of 12 images of
the Setupatis in the western corridor suggests a deliberate decision to make these images,
among all of those in the third prākāra corridors, of finer quality and individuated though
now unpainted. However the great number of standing male images in the temple
are explained, the minimal sculptural distinction and formal sameness among many
(especially those on the east side of the temple) enhances the appearance of collective
cohesion—that they should be perceived as a group and not primarily as individual
likenesses.50

Inscriptions that identify the subjects of stone Tamil Temple portrait images are rare
between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. The only clearly visible labels alongside
the many portrait images in this great temple are those in the kalyāṇa (wedding) maṇḍapa
(see Figure 2: C) built beyond the outermost enclosure wall on the east side and axially
aligned with the Ammaṉ shrine.51 Described by Colin Mackenzie in 1796 and just visible
in Henry Salt’s 1804 drawing of the east side of Rameshvaram, one of the earliest
European depictions of the temple, this maṇḍapa was probably completed shortly before
in the late eighteenth century.52 Inside are 22 images with painted labels above each that
create a visual genealogy of the Setupatis from Śaḍaika Tēvar alias Uḍaiyān Sētupati
(r. circa 1605–22) through to Ṣaṇmuka Rājeśvara born in 1909 and installed as Setupati
in 1929 (see Figure 9). The inclusion of five Setupatis who ruled in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries long after the maṇḍapa was completed in the late eighteenth
century suggests subsequent modification: the identifying painted labels—rather than
incised inscriptions—have been added later and the images of the most recent
Setupatis may then have been remodelled in contemporary dress. For example, the
image of Bāskara Sētupati (r. 1889–1903) in this maṇḍapa wears a long knee-length jacket
covering his upper body, unlike the majority of images of earlier rulers—or indeed the
image of this same Setupati added in the early 1970s—who are bare-chested and wear
a veṣṭi. After a century of disputes over the management of the temple, the Setupatis
were assured a hereditary position on the five-member executive committee of the tem-
ple in 1911. Hence, this remodelled maṇḍapa with the inclusion of a full and labelled
genealogy of the Setupatis would seem to be a visual reassertion of their hereditary rights
to temple honours in the 1920s–30s after over a century of conflict.

50 As Aitken has remarked, the formal sameness evident in the paintings produced and amassed in collections
and albums at the Rajput courts of Rajasthan in the same period in the eighteenth century generated both an
appearance of cohesion within dynasties and courts, and also a visible distinction between them. See Molly
Emma Aitken, The Intelligence of Tradition in Rajput Court Painting (London and New Haven, 2010), p. 143.

51 The image of Bāskara Sētupati added in the 1970s has an adjacent Tamil inscription identifying him.
52 McKenzie, ‘Remarks on some antiquities’, p. 427. Henry Salt’s original pen-and-ink and wash drawing pro-

duced in January 1804 (British Library, WD1302) was published as Plate 9 in Henry Salt, Twenty-Four Views, in
St. Helena, the Cape, India, Ceylon, the Red Sea, Abyssinia, and Egypt (London, 1809).
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Temples are built, added to, modified, and even completely rebuilt so care is needed in
evaluating the historic architectural fabric dating to before 1800 on the assumption that
little has subsequently changed. This is not the place to develop a detailed building his-
tory of this vast temple, but any evaluation needs to take into account the significant
renovations that took place from the late 1890s through to the 1920s. The only published
detailed surveyed plan of the temple was produced in 1883 before these transformations.53

As mentioned above, the superstructure of the east gopura—ruined, or at least incomplete
in Salt’s 1804 view—was only completed between 1897 and 1904. But the most significant
modifications to the nineteenth-century temple in the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury were concentrated on the shrines and corridors of the first and second prākāras (see
Figure 10). As indicated in the photo produced in 1905 for the Archaeological Survey at
the time of the renovation programme, the sacred heart of the temple was previously
open to the sky while today it is completely roofed over like the many other Śaiva temples
built or substantially renovated in this period.54 A significant aspect of this change was to
replace the weathered, friable locally sourced sandstone of the earlier temple with finer-

Figure 9. Three Setupati images on south side of kalyāṇa maṇḍapa. Source: Crispin Branfoot.

53 James Fergusson, History of Indian and Eastern Architecture, (rev. and ed. with additions) James Burgess and
R. Phené Spiers (London, 1910), p. 381, in which it is dated ‘before 1905’. The original surveyed plan has not been
located, but five drawings of architectural details of individual columns and a door produced in 1883 have sur-
vived (British Library, WD1572–1576). In earlier editions, including the 1891 edition of History of Indian and Eastern
Architecture, a less accurate plan from Christopher’s survey in 1842 was reproduced: Christopher, ‘Accounts of
Adam’s Bridge, and Ramiseram Temple’.

54 On the renovations of many major Śaiva temples from the 1890s to 1920s, see Crispin Branfoot, ‘Remaking
the past: Tamil sacred landscape and temple renovations’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental & African Studies 76
(2013), pp. 21–47; Crispin Branfoot, ‘Temple renovation and Chettiar patronage in colonial Madras presidency’,
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quality, harder granite columns that were brought ready-carved from inland quarries near
Ambasamudram.55 Halfway along the south side of the second prākāra corridor, the
incomplete renovation is demonstrated at the juncture between the new and higher gra-
nite columns and the shorter, rougher old sandstone columns that in 2011 had yet to be
replaced.

Why does this early twentieth-century renovation project matter? Because these sub-
stantial—and at the time deeply controversial—renovations may have resulted in the
removal of images of the Setupati donors created in the eighteenth century or the modi-
fication of their appearance to suggest an alternative identity. Even though the most sub-
stantial changes to the temple took place in the inner two prākāras, which, as discussed
above, have the fewest number of portrait images, there are documented occasions on
which the Setupati images in this temple were deliberately targeted by their rivals for
control of the temple. In a long-running dispute with its origins in the disruption to tem-
ple affairs of the 1770s and later played out in the colonial law courts between the 1830s
and the 1880s, the Setupatis’ control of the administration of the Rameshvaram temple
and of its rich endowments was challenged by a series of priests. The conversion of sev-
eral Setupati images into ascetics by adding beards, together with the disappearance of
some copperplate Setupati inscriptions and the forging of ones that claimed to be ancient

Figure 10. Main shrine to Rāmaliṅgēśvara under renovation in 1905. Source: ASI © British Library Board, Photo

1008/8 (2019).

in The Contemporary Hindu Temple: Fragments for a History, (eds.) Annapurna Garimella, Shriya Sridharan, and
A. Srivathsan (Mumbai, 2019), pp. 22–35.

55 H. R. Pate, Madras District Gazetteers: Tinnevelly (Madras, 1917), p. 358.
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with no mention of the Setupatis patronage or rights, were all used to successfully argue
that the Setupatis did not have ancestral privileges. It was claimed instead that a great
sage (muni) named Rāmanātha had built maṇḍapas and renovated the temple in the
early 1600s and not the Setupatis, at precisely the time at which the Setupati lineage
had been established by the Madurai Nayakas.56 A Setupati portrait in the second
prākāra was reported to have been broken in the late 1870s and the pieces thrown away.57

Until the early 1890s, it was the priests and the paṇḍāram (a senior priest in control of
temple resources) rather than the Setupatis who were in control of the temple at
Rameshvaram. After a brief period of greater authority in the early years of Bāskara
Sētupati’s reign (b. 1868, r. 1889–1903), a wealthy family from the Nakarattar
(Nattukkottai Chettiar) caste from nearby Devakkottai led by Al. Ar. Ramasamy Chettiar
was able to take control of the management of the temple in 1900 and initiated the con-
troversial renovation. The details need not detain us here, but it is worth noting that
Bāskara himself was concerned in 1901 that, if the renovations went ahead, more of
the Setupati images in the temple would be moved, altered, or removed. He was worried
that the temple at Rameshvaram may meet a similar fate to that at Avudaiyarkoyil, where
recent renovations under Chettiar patronage had led to statues of the Setupatis being
demolished and replaced with those of the Chettiar and the paṇḍāram who had led the
renovation being put in their place.58 These events demonstrate the continued role of por-
trait images of past donors and inscriptions on the walls and copperplates in the posses-
sion of the temple in demonstrating temple rights and privileges.

With this cautionary note that the present number of standing male donor images in
the temple at Rameshvaram may not necessarily correspond to the number erected in the
eighteenth century, how the remaining 60 or more images—especially those on the east
side of the third prākāra corridor (the groups of 20, 28, 6, and 10; see Figure 2)—may be
identified remains to be addressed. One possible explanation for this large number is that
the statues represent the long sequence of the early ‘mythical’ Setupatis, who preceded
the clearly historical line established in around 1605. In this scenario, the unidentified
images portray over 60 Setupatis, stretching from Rāma’s original appointee up to—
and perhaps including—Ramnad’s contemporary kings. Although their historical exist-
ence is unknown, depicting these many alleged ancient ancestors in rows along the cor-
ridors of the Rāmanāthasvāmi temple could have served to convey the image of an
age-old, more or less continuous and divinely sanctioned role as guardians of
Rameshvaram and the Sētu.

But, while this may be one solution to identifying these statues, there seems to be no
other evidence as yet to support it, particularly with regard to the number of over 60
kings. Depending on whether these images do or do not include the clearly historical
Setupatis—about 15 men in the 1780s—we are left with between circa 49 and 64 uniden-
tified rulers. There are no written sources that can somehow be linked to these specific
numbers. Inscriptions, chronicles, or other texts listing all the names of the Setupatis’

56 On this dispute, see ‘Rajah Muttu Ramalinga Setupati, Zemindar of Ramnad, vs. Periyanayagum Pillai’ in The
Law Reports. Indian Appeals: being cases in the Privy Council on appeal from the East Indies, vol. 1 1873–74 (London,
1874), pp. 209–41; Burgess and Natesa Sastri, Tamil and Sanskrit Inscriptions, pp. 58–59; Burgess, Ritual of the
Temple of Râmêśvaram; Carol Appadurai Breckenridge, ‘From protector to litigant—changing relations between
Hindu temples and the raja of Ramnad’, The Indian Economic & Social History Review 14.1 (1977), pp. 75–106;
Pamela G. Price, Kingship and Political Practice in Colonial India (Cambridge, 1996), pp. 116–27.

57 Alexander Rea in ‘Temple at Rameshvaram’ (Government of Madras, Public, G.O. 643, 1 August 1904).
58

‘Temple at Rameshvaram’ (Madras, Public, G.O. 359, 9 May 1906). The paṇḍāram in this instance was prob-
ably the 17th head of the Tiruvāvaṭuturai ātīnam, Ampalvāṇatēcikar (1888–1920). His image is placed alongside
that of the Chettiar involved, Mu. Pe. Muttaiyā, both with identifying Tamil inscriptions above, in the temple at
Avudaiyarkoyil; see Seastrand, ‘History, myth, and maṭam in southeast Indian portraits’, pp. 164–65.
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mythic ancestors or otherwise detailing their ancient genealogy have not been identified.
As mentioned above, all that is available for this early period are data such as a few named
individuals, a dozen anonymous generations, and an undated span of six centuries. Those
figures can hardly account for this particular number of statues. However, it is of course
still possible that the mythical Setupatis are actually portrayed here, in which case the
host of rulers may symbolise more generally the notion of an unquantified multitude
or completeness, further promoting the claimed antiquity of the dynasty and uninter-
rupted protection of the temple.

Another possibility, rooted in the political structures of the south-east corner of the
Tamil country, is to identify these figures with the pāḷaiyakkārars (‘poligars’).59 In the
foundation histories of the Madurai Nayakas, Viśvanātha (r. circa 1530–63) was understood
to have divided his country into 72 regions ( pāḷaiyams), each ruled by local chief.60 Each
pāḷaiyakkārar was designated to defend one of the same number of bastions around the
fortifications of Madurai, thus emphasising the hierarchical protective role of this
group. According to some traditions, within this group of 72, the rulers of Pudukkottai,
Shivagangai, and Ramnad were considered to be of higher status than the others.61

Therefore, by depicting the pāḷaiyakkārars in the Rāmanāthasvāmi temple, the Setupatis
may have wished to demonstrate their superiority over these chiefs. Once again, this fig-
ure is close to the maximum number of 64 unidentified figures discussed above—closer
still if three or more are excluded as being members of the elevated inner circle of
pāḷaiyakkārars.

But, given the pan-Indian status of this temple that transcends its regional significance
to the Setupatis alone, it might be more logical that these are images of other Indian kings
or their representatives rather than local chiefs. Besides, various versions of a Tamil text
on the Setupatis’ Maṟavar caste, called Maṛavar jāti kaifīyat or closely related titles, state
that, while some pāḷaiyakkārars were indeed subordinated to the Setupatis to various
degrees (having to stand or prostrate themselves before them), others actually held an
equal status (being invited to sit with them).62 So one may wonder why the Setupatis
would depict this diverse group as a collective in this temple. Perhaps examining
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Dutch sources on the Rāmanāthasvāmi temple—
rarely considered by many scholars for the interpretation of temples—may offer further
clues to the puzzle of the massed images.

Rameshvaram and the Dutch

By the time the sculptures in the third prākāra of the temple were created, the Dutch East
India Company, also known under its Dutch acronym VOC (Verenigde Oostindische
Compagnie), had been the main European power in the waters around Rameshvaram for
about a century.63 The Dutch set up their first trading station in Nayaka-ruled Madurai
in 1645, at the port of Kayalpatnam. In 1658, the VOC concluded its first treaty with

59 We thank Anna Seastrand for this suggestion.
60 Dirks, Hollow Crown, pp. 46–54.
61 Ibid., p. 50, citing William Taylor (trans.), Oriental Historical Manuscripts in the Tamil Language, 2 vols (Madras,

1835), vol. 2, pp. 161–67.
62 T. V. Mahalingam (ed.), Mackenzie Manuscripts: Summaries of the Historical Manuscripts in the Mackenzie

Collection, vol. I (Madras, 1972), p. 238; William Taylor (ed.), ‘Marava-Jathi-Vernanam’, Madras Journal of
Literature and Science IV (1836), p. 357.

63 For literature on the Dutch East India Company in the Tamil region, see, for example, Bes, Heirs of
Vijayanagara; Vink, Encounters on the Opposite Coast; Sanjay Subrahmanyam, The Political Economy of Commerce:
Southern India 1500–1650 (Cambridge, 1990); Tapan Raychaudhuri, Jan Company in Coromandel 1605–1690: A Study in
the Interrelations of European Commerce and Traditional Economies (The Hague, 1962); Sinnappah Arasaratnam,
Merchants, Companies and Commerce on the Coromandel Coast 1650–1740 (Delhi, 1986).
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the Setupatis, after which it established trading stations in Ramnad’s ports at
Adirampatnam in 1674 (functioning for a few years) and at Kilakkarai in 1690 (lasting
until 1825).

The Company settled down on Ramnad’s shores not merely for mercantile reasons.
This kingdom was also of strategic relevance because it controlled the Pamban Channel
—one of only two places where vessels of a certain size could pass the string of sand-
banks, reefs, and islets stretching between India and Sri Lanka (see Figure 11).64 Called
Adam’s Bridge by European visitors, to Hindu devotees this string was of course the
sacred Sētu, and the Pamban Channel lay right between Rameshvaram island and
India’s mainland. This passage was thus located at the junction of two important routes:
one of high religious significance as it led to a major pilgrim destination and the other of
great commercial value for being a vital link in the Indian Ocean trade.65 The twofold
nature of the channel made it a delicate spot and a potential source of conflict, as the
relationship between Ramnad and the Dutch demonstrates. Even though treaties between
the two parties declared that only the VOC was permitted to use the Pamban Channel, in
practice, the Setupati court regularly let other traders, Asian and European, sail through
it. This resulted in frequent disputes between Ramnad and the VOC, and even a few mili-
tary confrontations, the latter in particular providing us with valuable Dutch observations
of Rameshvaram island and its Rāmanāthasvāmi temple.

Early modern Dutch writings—such as VOC records, travel accounts, and treatises by
Christian ministers—generally contain very little information about the Rāmanāthasvāmi
temple itself. If anything, most texts briefly mention the pan-Indian significance of the
temple or its fabled riches. For instance, in 1663, VOC Governor Rijckloff van Goens of
Ceylon (Sri Lanka) wrote that this ‘very old pagoda’ was visited by ‘people from the
whole of Hindustan, Orixa [Orissa] and Bengale’. The seventeenth-century pastor
Philippus Baldaeus spoke of ‘a beautiful pagoda, very rich with cattle’, adding that ‘people
say that infinite treasures are kept here’.66

By contrast, numerous VOC documents deal with the Pamban Channel together with
the adjacent Rameshvaram island as a whole, calling the latter ‘Pambe’, ‘Pembenaer’,
and the like, or—somewhat inaccurately—variations on ‘Ramanacoil’, a corruption of
Rāmanāta kōyil (Tamil for ‘Rāmanāta temple’). Because of the strategic value of the site,
these records usually concern the VOC’s continuous fear that other traders would use the
channel and the Company’s desire to take possession of the passage and the island. In
fact, this became something of an obsession for the Dutch. In 1671, for instance, the VOC sug-
gested to Madurai’s governor in the Tirunelveli province, Kumāra Svāmi Mudaliyār, that they
should attack Ramnad together, after which the Company would gain control of

64 Lennart Bes, ‘Friendship as Long as the Sun and Moon Shine: Ramnad and Its Perception of the Dutch East
India Company, 1725–1750’ (unpublished MA thesis, Leiden University, 1997); S. Arasaratnam, ‘Commercial pol-
icies of the Sethupathis of Ramanathapuram 1660–1690’, in Proceedings of the Second International Conference
Seminar of Tamil Studies, vol. 2, (ed.) R. E. Asher (Madras, 1968); David Shulman and Sanjay Subrahmanyam,
‘Prince of poets and ports: Cītakkāti, the Maraikkāyars and Ramnad, ca. 1690–1710’, in Islam and Indian
Regions, (eds.) Anna Libera Dallapiccola and Stephanie Zingel-Avé Lallement, vol. 1 (Stuttgart, 1993).

65 Jean Deloche, ‘Le Chenal de Pāmpan et la Route de Pèlerinage de Rāmēśvaram: Un Example
d’Aménagement Ancien’, Bulletin de l’École Française d’Extrême-Orient LXXIV (1985), revised as Jean Deloche,
‘The sacred road: a contribution to the history of Rameshvaram pilgrimages’, Indian Journal of History of
Science 54.3 (2019), pp. 361–68. For the name ‘Adam’s Bridge’, see Lodewijk Wagenaar, ‘De Adamsbrug tussen
India en Sri Lanka: Een zoektocht naar de herkomst van deze naam’, Caert Thresoor 40.2 (2021).

66 Rijckloff van Goens, Memoirs of Ryckloff van Goens, Governor of Ceylon, Delivered to His Successors Jacob Hustaart on
December 26, 1663, and Ryckloff van Goens the Younger on April 12, 1675, (ed.) E. Reimers (Colombo, 1932), pp. 5, 59;
Philippus Baldaeus, Naauwkeurige beschryvinge van Malabar en Choromandel, der zelver aangrenzende ryken, en het
machtige eyland Ceylon: Nevens een omstandige en grondigh doorzochte ontdekking en wederlegginge van de afgoderye
der Oost-Indische heydenen … (Amsterdam, 1672), p. 153.
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Rameshvaram island. This was strongly rejected, with the Tirunelveli governor stating that
even listening to this proposal was a great sin. As a second example, two Dutch letters
from 1674 discussing another possible occupation of Rameshvaram were written in a secret
code, hiding their content in case they would be intercepted by competitors. This was a most
exceptional measure, of which very few other cases remain in the VOC archives.
Demonstrating the crucial importance of the island to the Dutch, the letters even include
a special symbol for ‘Ramanacoil’, as the key to the code reveals (see Figure 12).67

Yet another instance of the fixation of the VOC on controlling this location was an
expedition in 1690 to construct a permanent watch post on one of the Sētu’s sandbanks.
Calling it ‘Kinkhoest’ (whooping cough), the Dutch intended to place poles and plants on
the sandbank and raise its level. While this proved too dangerous because of unpredict-
able sea currents, during the same exploration, the VOC stationed a few guards on an
islet close to Rameshvaram island, from where the Rāmanāthasvāmi temple and the
nearby Pamban fort were visible. As the report from the expedition makes clear, the
sacred status of the area was well known to the Dutch. They wrote that the ‘river’ separ-
ating the islet from Rameshvaram island (probably the small channel east of

Figure 11. Detail of a Dutch map of south India and Sri Lanka showing VOC settlements in Madurai, Ramnad, and

north-west Sri Lanka, probably an eighteenth-century copperplate print. Source: Nationaal Archief, The Hague,

collection of foreign maps: supplement (access no. 4.VELH), no. 114. Courtesy: Nationaal Archief.

67 Vink, Encounters on the Opposite Coast, pp. 46, 123–24 (n. 250), 439–49, 474; Bes, ‘Friendship as Long as the Sun
and Moon Shine’; Nationaal Archief, The Hague (hereafter NA), archives of the Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie
(Dutch East India Company, access no. 1.04.02, hereafter VOC), no. 1292, ff. 544–64: letters from Colombo to
Amsterdam and Batavia, January 1674. We thank Guido van Meersbergen for the deciphered version of the let-
ters. For a discussion of the secret code used here, see Jörgen Dinnissen and Nils Kopal, ‘Island Ramanacoil a
bridge too far: a Dutch ciphertext from 1674’, in Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on Cryptology
HistoCrypt 2021, (ed.) Carola Dahlke (Linköping, 2022), pp. 48–57.
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Dhanushkodi) was visited by ‘heathens’ to bathe in, thereby ‘honouring the brave and
strong Rama… for killing the ten-headed Rawanna’.68

Despite this awareness, later in 1690, their decades-old frustration finally got the better
of the Dutch and in August they attacked Rameshvaram island.69 The direct causes of this
campaign were the forced removal by Ramnad of the VOC guards from the abovemen-
tioned islet and an incident in the Pamban Channel in which VOC vessels had halted
due to wind currents. As the Dutch claimed, Ramnad troops then fired at them and killed
one or two men. The subsequent invasion of Rameshvaram island by the Company pro-
ceeded smoothly. The VOC easily took the small Pamban fort next to the Pamban Channel,
while most of Ramnad’s forces fled to the Rāmanāthasvāmi temple, described by the
Dutch as ‘a heavy building of suitable blue stones and high walls’. Reluctant to assault
the temple itself and foreseeing problems with the many pilgrims arriving ‘daily from
all quarters of the Indian [Indische] world’, the VOC quickly negotiated a new treaty
with the Setupati, Kiḻavan Tēvar (r. 1673–1710), and withdrew from the island in
September.70 All in all, the attack had been successful: one of the clauses of the treaty

Figure 12. Detail of a VOC letter from Colombo to Amsterdam in secret code, with key, January 1674. Source:

Nationaal Archief, The Hague, archives of the Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC, Dutch East India Company,

access no. 1.04.02), no. 1292, f. 544. Courtesy: Nationaal Archief.

68 NA, VOC, no. 1479, ff. 379–83: report of visit to Adam’s Bridge, March 1690.
69 In 1685, the Dutch appear to have attacked Ramnad’s troops on Rameshvaram island as part of a large-scale,

very violent campaign against Ramnad, but they do not seem to have occupied the island or approached the
Rāmanāthasvāmi temple during this expedition. See NA, VOC, no. 1414, ff. 426–32: letters between various
VOC settlements, January–February 1685; Vink, Encounters on the Opposite Coast, p. 81.

70 NA, VOC, no. 1478, ff. 536–43, 713–27, 731–34; no. 1479, ff. 384–87v, 395, 399: letters from Commissioner Van
Rheede to Batavia and Colombo, from the VOC to Ramnad, from Tanjavur to Babba Prabhu, instructions for the
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stated that Ramnad now permitted the Dutch to erect a small dwelling next to the
Pamban fort on the island and place a few men there to monitor the traffic using the
Pamban Channel (see Figure 13).71

Still, the following decades continued to see much discord between Ramnad and the
VOC, often caused by disagreements about who was entitled to pass through the
Pamban Channel.72 In May 1746, these tensions escalated into another Dutch attempt
to conquer Rameshvaram island, bolstered by the Company’s fear that Indian powers
invading the region in this period—such as Arcot and the Marathas—might capture
the allegedly wealthy Rāmanāthasvāmi temple and next cross the Sētu to attack
Dutch-controlled Sri Lanka.73

But this time, the campaign of the VOC turned out to be a failure. Although the Dutch
quickly occupied the Pamban fort, they were confronted by several insurmountable com-
plications. The VOC was incapable of dealing with Ramnad’s unexpected, often nocturnal,
guerrilla-like raids on the fort from the surrounding bushes, after which the assaulters hid
in the various temples on the island. Further, many Company soldiers were smitten with
hot and cold fever, tightness of the chest, and dropsy—a regularly fatal condition that
they labelled ‘the Pambe disease’ and was perhaps malaria. Disciplinary and logistic pro-
blems arose as well, lowering the morale of the forces even more. Meanwhile, as the Dutch
had blocked entry onto the island, pilgrims were stuck on the mainland across the Pamban
Channel, numbering 4,000 by mid-July. Eventually, in January 1747, the VOC had no choice
but to withdraw the few troops that were left, without gaining anything from the
expedition.74

But there was an additional factor compelling the Dutch to vacate Rameshvaram
island, which provides an alternative clue to the many unidentified statues in the
Rāmanāthasvāmi temple. For, as the VOC found out during its two invasions, Ramnad’s
Setupatis were apparently not the only kings holding a mandate to guard this sanctuary.
During the campaign of 1690, while the Dutch contemplated the wisdom of attacking the
temple, the Indian merchant Babba Prabhu (‘Babba Porboe’ in VOC documents) informed
them about the special relationship between the temple and a large number of Indian
rulers. Babba Prabhu’s explanation was included in a report of the expedition in 1746,
from which a section is translated below:

He [Babba Prabhu] told us [the Dutch on Rameshvaram island in 1690] that nowadays
the entire sanctuary [Rāmanāthasvāmi temple] fell under the number of 56 kings and
monarchs [koningen en vorsten], who each—the one more, the other less—were used
from the olden times onward to keep together a number of people in that pagoda,
who were sent there as protection men [schuts mannen] for them and represented

expedition to Rameshvaram, August–October, December 1690; Vink, Encounters on the Opposite Coast, pp. 85–86,
595–602.

71 J. E. Heeres and F. W. Stapel (eds), Corpus diplomaticum Neerlando-Indicum: Verzameling van politieke contracten
en verdere verdragen door de Nederlanders in het oosten gesloten, van privilegebrieven aan hen verleend, enz., vol. 3 (The
Hague, 1934), p. 533.

72 Vink, Encounters on the Opposite Coast, pp. 46–47; Lennart Bes, ‘The Setupatis, the Dutch, and other bandits in
eighteenth-century Ramnad (south India)’, Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 44.4 (2001).

73 See, for example, NA, VOC, no. 2457, ff. 1017–32; no. 2473, ff. 44–62: Colombo proceedings (resolutien) con-
cerning activities of the ‘Moors’ (Muslims) against Ramnad and Dutch measurements to protect ‘Pembe’ island
(Rameshvaram), July, September 1739; J. van Goor (ed.), Generale Missiven van Gouverneurs-Generaal en Raden aan
Heren XVII der VOC, vol. X (The Hague, 2004), pp. 428, 887–88.

74 NA, VOC, no. 2666, ff. 2053–406; no. 2690, f. 27: papers concerning the expedition to Rameshvaram, July–
December 1746, letter from Colombo to Batavia, February 1747. For an extensive summary of these events,
see Bes, ‘Friendship as Long as the Sun and Moon Shine’, pp. 73–81.
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them over there; that even now at this hour there were still such persons who had
been sent on behalf of the old kings of Carnatika [Vijayanagara] or their descendants.
Regardless of the fact that that empire was overpowered so long ago, first by the king
of Golconda and later by the Mogol [Mughal], however, this devotion [divosie] was
still observed and followed.

Over all these protection men, the Theuver [Tēvar, the Setupati] was the chief pro-
tection lord [opperste schuts heer], without being allowed in the least to meddle in the
government of the pagoda, as it belonged here to this island, while each [protection
man] belonging to the pagoda did not have to recognise anyone but the king
by whom he was sent, which kings in their countries have endowed the pagoda
with—the one these, the other those—lands and revenues, through which their
representatives are fed two, three and more times, and all offerings [are] settled,
and the Braminees [Brahmins], depending on this, [are] maintained. But the militia
of the Theuver is never being fed and only twice a day provided from the other side
[of the Pamban Channel] with nelij [nelly, rice in the husk], betel [-leaf], tobacco,
vegetables, oil and so on, wherefore one might believe that these [the Setupati’s
militia] could be starved out in a short time.

Figure 13. Details of a Dutch map of south India and Sri Lanka (north on the right) showing Ramnad, the Sētu, and
north-west Sri Lanka, and inset of Rameshvaram island indicating the Rāmanāthasvāmi temple and the Pamban fort,

from a manuscript by J. C. Toorzee, circa 1690–1700. Source: Nationaal Archief, The Hague, collection of foreign

maps (access no. 4.VEL), no. 923. Courtesy: Nationaal Archief.
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The duty of the mentioned protection men was that they should stay at the pagoda
during their entire life and in case of a siege or war had to defend [it], without being
able to yield or flee, but being obliged to give their life for that [temple], in which
case the king has to avenge their death and has to wage war against the one who
has shot dead and taken the life of his people for the pagoda, whoever that is, where-
fore the protection men are like sworn and sacrificed [verswooren en opg’offert] to the
pagoda. Everything being like that, it was a very dangerous and delicate matter for
the Honourable Company [VOC] to proceed and enter that pagoda.75

Added to this passage, first recorded in 1690, was a remark that this situation had not
changed by 1746. Additionally, after the Dutch had taken Rameshvaram island in 1690,
merchant Babba Prabhu sent a letter on behalf of the VOC to ‘all Tannataars
[thānadārs, chiefs] or overseers of the Ramanacoijl pagoda and inhabitants of the village
around it, as well as envoys of all heathen kings, foreigners and saints arrived there to
do service [worship]’. While this letter was an attempt to justify the Company’s occupa-
tion, it also suggests that the story of the connections of the temple with multiple king-
doms was well known among local parties:

[Y]our Honourables know that the Ramanacoijl pagoda and Cassie [Kashi, Benares or
Varanasi] are highly estimated places of all heathen kings and [are] common [gemeen]
to all peoples of 56 countries but not to one [country], therefore the Honourable
Company will take care of the same.76

Judging from Babba Prabhu’s explanations, it appears that a whole range of Indian kings
—56 of them to be exact—were responsible for the protection of the Rāmanāthasvāmi
temple and endowed it regularly. Among those rulers, Ramnad’s Setupatis allegedly
had a somewhat special position but not an exclusive mandate, unlike what was claimed
in their temple inscriptions and foundation stories. They were not supposed to interfere
in the management of the temple or exercise control over representatives of other kings.
This arrangement apparently existed in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries but
was said to date from the period of the Vijayanagara empire (circa 1340s to 1640s), so it
was perhaps several centuries older—in which case the Setupatis were probably only
added to the group of protecting rulers in the early seventeenth century.

The merchant mentioned here as the source of this information was most likely the
celebrated Babba Prabhu—a Sārasvat brahmin with Konkani origins operating from the
Malabar (Kerala) coast. He was one of the most prominent south Indian trading partners
of the VOC from the 1660s to the 1690s, and also conducted activities in the Madurai
region. In the years surrounding the first Dutch attack on Rameshvaram island, he main-
tained a warm personal relationship with the VOC commissioner, Hendrik Adriaan van
Rheede, who played a central role in this campaign. Besides, Babba Prabhu occasionally
served as an official envoy of the Dutch, was granted special privileges by them, and
had provided them with local knowledge before.77 Considering his background, his
close ties with the VOC and his aforementioned letter to Rameshvaram’s people, it
seems his description of the special status of the Rāmanāthasvāmi temple was largely reli-
able. As one Dutch document states, there was no doubt that ‘merchant Babba will offer his

75 NA, VOC, no. 2666, ff. 2373v-75v: report of a visit to Rameshvaram, August 1746 (translation ours).
76 NA, VOC, no. 1479, ff. 393–93v: letter by Babba Prabhu, August 1690 (translation ours). See also Vink,

Encounters on the Opposite Coast, p. 598.
77 Hugo K. s’Jacob, ‘Babba Prabhu: the Dutch and a Konkani merchant in Kerala’, in All of One Company: The VOC

in Biographical Perspective, (eds.) Robert Ross and George D. Winius (Utrecht, 1986).
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old diligence, assistance and help regarding this for the benefit of the Honourable
Company’.78

Babba Prabhu’s story proved accurate indeed. Almost as soon as the VOC had set foot
on Rameshvaram island—during both the 1690 and 1746 expeditions—it started receiving
letters from various south Indian kings, urging the Dutch to withdraw immediately
because of the sacred status of the spot. In 1690, within two weeks after the first conquest,
Madurai’s King Muttu Vīrappa Nāyaka III (r. 1682–91) and his governor Venkaṭādri
Nāyaka in Tirunelveli wrote to Babba Prabhu in his capacity as a VOC representative.
They warned him that an army had been raised to assist Ramnad in regaining
Rameshvaram island. They further threatened to destroy all Company settlements in
Madurai territory so that ‘the name of the Hollanders was heard no more’ in the king-
dom. Sometime later, a prominent courtier of the Tanjavur kingdom, Bābojī Paṇḍidar,
informed Babba Prabhu that the conquest by the VOC was shocking since
Rameshvaram was a sanctified place, unlike any other, and was located ‘in the middle
of the world’. If the Dutch harmed this ‘holy washing site’, the Tanjavur king could
not possibly live in peace with them.79

In 1746, about a week after the second invasion of the island, the ruler of Shivagangai
wrote to the Dutch, saying that they could occupy Ramnad all they wanted but should
leave Rameshvaram island. Failing to do so would lead to ‘numerous enemies from the
region Casie [Kashi, Varanasi] down to Caab Commorijn [Cape Comorin, Kanyakumari]’,
as pilgrims from these lands were not going to accept the presence of the VOC at
Rameshvaram.80 Soon after, the Dutch received a letter from King Pratāpasimha
Bhonsle of Tanjavur (r. 1739–63) that recalls Babba Prabhu’s explanation of 1690:

[T]he security and safety on Pambe [Rameshvaram island] is a point to which the
religion [geloof] obligates most kings and monarchs of these Indian regions, with
all their servants. Pambe, my lord, is a miraculous place, widely famous for the innu-
merable wonders that have been performed there since many centuries by our God
Ramanade.81

Tanjavur’s king further stated that, because of its attack, the VOC had made ‘uncountable
enemies’, just like Shivagangai’s ruler had declared. About a month later, King
Pratāpasimha wrote to the Company again, repeating that the sacredness of Rameshvaram
was ‘known in the world’ and many people had ‘an interest [belang] in it’. He warned the
Dutch that their actions had left him no choice but to ally with Shivagangai and Ramnad
itself, after these kingdoms—because of the occupation of Rameshvaram—had already
been forced by him to end a war. And this coalition was only the beginning because (as
the Dutch translation of the letter goes) ‘through the similarity of religion, all heathen
kings of these eastern sea regions, as well as their servants, have come with us, standing
ready to defend together the safety of Pambe against all attackers’.82

After another month, the Dutch received news that the mother of ‘Nimaliger, a king of
the Moratten’ (perhaps the Maratha Chief Jānojī Nimbāḷkar of Phaltan in western India)
had gone on a pilgrimage to Rameshvaram, but was now stuck in mainland Ramnad

78 NA, VOC, no. 1479, f. 390v: instructions to Commander Pijl at his departure from Rameshvaram, September
1690.

79 NA, VOC, no. 1479, ff. 395v-97, 398–99: letters from the king of Madurai, his governor in Tirunelveli and the
Tanjavur court to Babba Prabhu, August, November (?) 1690. See also Vink, Encounters on the Opposite Coast,
pp. 599–600.

80 NA, VOC, no. 2666, ff. 2320–24v: letter from the king of Shivagangai to the VOC, June 1746.
81 NA, VOC, no. 2665, ff. 1987–90: letter from the king of Tanjavur to the VOC, July 1746 (translation ours).
82 NA, VOC, no. 2665, ff. 1991–92: letter from the king of Tanjavur to the VOC, September 1746.
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because of the invasion by the VOC. Her son had allegedly assembled 60,000 troops to
expel the Dutch if they would not retreat soon and ‘certainly all the other heathen
kings would put on the harness against the honourable Company’. Rumour had it that
the Maratha army had advanced as close as a four-day journey from the island and con-
sulted with Ramnad, Shivagangai, Tanjavur, and Madurai about further steps.83 It was also
said that Tanjavur’s king had received letters from rulers all over India asking him to
attack the VOC at the earliest or else wait for the arrival of their armies. These rulers
may have included the kings of Travancore and other Malabar states, given the repeated
efforts by the Dutch to convince them that the Rāmanāthasvāmi temple would not be
harmed.84

One more indication in the VOC archives of the close connections between
Rameshvaram and various Indian kings is found in the report of the conclusion of the
treaty between Ramnad and the Dutch after their invasion in 1690. Taking place under
a tamarind tree near the capital Ramanathapuram, the signing of the agreement was
attended by ambassadors of several Indian kingdoms. Following an extensive discussion
about the permission given by Ramnad for the Company to station a few men on the
island, the Setupati, Kiḻavan Tēvar, requested the VOC envoys to read aloud all clauses
in the Dutch version of the treaty. An interpreter then had to explain everything to
the Setupati, who compared this with the Tamil version of the treaty. Next, Kiḻavan
Tēvar asked the various Indian ambassadors whether they agreed with all of the clauses.
Upon their approval, he signed the two versions of the treaty, showed his signatures to the
Indian ambassadors, and had the VOC envoys sign as well.85 Clearly, the Setupati needed
or desired the consent of other rulers before he would allow any Dutch presence on
Rameshvaram island.

This close involvement of several kingdoms rather than a single one when a temple
came under attack does not seem to have been a common phenomenon. In February
1649, during a conflict with Madurai, VOC forces landed on the shore of Madurai at the
town of Tiruchendur—the site of one of the most significant temples dedicated to
Murukaṉ (or Subrahmaṇya) in the Tamil country and an important pilgrimage destin-
ation. Not only did the Dutch occupy, burn, and heavily damage this temple and let
their flag fly from it, but they even took some of the deity images from the temple
with them to Sri Lanka, reportedly including the stone image of the main god
‘Perimal’ (Perumāḷ), as the Dutch called him. The VOC later returned the images to the
temple, where, in early 1653, elaborate reconsecration ceremonies were conducted so
that worship could resume.86

83 NA, VOC, no. 2665, ff. 2003–5v, 2009–12: report of a meeting with an envoy from Tanjavur, report by a VOC
envoy to Tanjavur and Ramnad, September–October 1746.

84 NA, VOC, no. 2662, ff. 325–25v; no. 2666, ff. 2062–64, 2251–57: letters from Colombo to Batavia, from
Tuticorin to Colombo and from the king of Shivagangai to the VOC, June, October, December 1746.

85 NA, VOC, no. 1479, ff. 400–4v: treaty with Ramnad and report of an embassy to Ramnad, September 1690.
See also Vink, Encounters on the Opposite Coast, p. 603.

86 Vink, Encounters on the Opposite Coast, pp. 334–47; W. Ph. Coolhaas (ed.), Generale Missiven van
Gouverneurs-Generaal en Raden aan Heren XVII der VOC, vol. II (The Hague, 1964), pp. 380–81, 406, 503–5; N. Mac
Leod, De Oost-Indische Compagnie als zeemogendheid in Azië, vol. 2 (Rijswijk, 1927), pp. 376–83; Heeres, Corpus diplo-
maticum Neerlando-Indicum, vol. 1 (The Hague, 1907), pp. 508–10; NA, VOC, no. 1187, ff. 511–12: diary extract of the
expedition to Tuticorin, January–March 1649. In the tradition of the temple, the image was thrown into the sea
by the Dutch and recovered by the local ruler following a dream in which Subrahmaṇya guided him to the right
spot. While the Dutch sources name the deity ‘Perimal’ or Perumāḷ, a Tamil name for Viṣṇu, the temple is dedi-
cated to Śiva’s son Subrahmaṇya (Tamil Murukan). It is probable that it was the portable copper-alloy images
(utsavamurti) of this deity in his form as Ṣaṇmukam (‘Six-faced’) and perhaps another of Naṭarāja that were cap-
tured by the Dutch. Local tradition relates the tale of their recovery from the sea at the spot where the Dutch had
thrown them overboard during a storm and their reinstallation. See J. M. Somasundaram Pillai, Tiruchendur: The
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This campaign had an enormous impact on the temple in Tiruchendur, damaging its
building, desecrating its images, and disrupting its activities for several years. In contrast,
during the two Dutch invasions of Rameshvaram island, no VOC troops ever entered the
Rāmanāthasvāmi temple and its access for pilgrims was interrupted for only a few
months. Yet no VOC documents suggest that, after the expedition to Tiruchendur, any
Indian kingdom apart from Madurai itself urged the VOC to withdraw from the temple
or to return the statues, let alone threatened to attack the Dutch. It therefore seems
that Rameshvaram really enjoyed some pan-Indian status among kings, as demonstrated
by the exceptional engagement of several Indian rulers when they felt that the
Rāmanāthasvāmi temple was put in jeopardy by the VOC.

Given the close connections between Rameshvaram and a range of kings, the question
arises as to whether these multiple rulers may have been connected to the unidentified
statues in the Rāmanāthasvāmi temple. Do the circa 60 images along the eastern corridors
perhaps represent the 56 kings mentioned by merchant Babba Prabhu as the protectors of
the temple from all over India?

The 56 kings of Bhāratavarṣa

As we have seen, VOC records describing the repercussions of the Company’s two
invasions of Rameshvaram make it clear that several south Indian rulers indeed felt a
responsibility to safeguard the sanctuaries of the island. But Babba Prabhu’s statement
that there was a formal and permanent protective relationship between the
Rāmanāthasvāmi temple and 56 kings does not appear to be supported by other sources,
either Indian or European. At the very least, no earlier research on Rameshvaram
points to anything resembling this arrangement.87 For instance, various studies have con-
sidered the aforementioned eighteenth- to nineteenth-century dispute between the
Setupati Dynasty and the paṇḍārams (senior priests) over the management of the
Rāmanāthasvāmi temple.88 There is nothing to suggest, however, that this conflict some-
how stemmed from the alleged limited role of the Setupatis in the affairs of the temple, as
related by Babba Prabhu.

It is thus worthwhile exploring what Babba Prabhu’s explanation—recorded but per-
haps not entirely understood by the Dutch—could actually have meant. To begin with, the
number 56 may not have literally referred to 56 specific rulers alive at that time. This
number had long been used throughout India in various settings and was perhaps consid-
ered significant for being the product of seven times eight. It seems that the number
seven often denoted the highest desirable quantity or a sense of completeness. One
may think of notions of the seven constituents of the body, the seven limbs or elements
of the kingdom, the king’s seven duties, and the seven worthy gifts, to mention some
examples among many others in contemporary Indian texts.89 In Purāṇic cosmology,
seven seas and seven continents (dvīpa) surround Mount Meru toward the eight directions
of space, and so the multiplication of the two indicates the expansive spread of the world.
Furthermore, it has been proposed that the number eight, resulting from adding one to

Sea-Shore Temple of Subramanyam (Madras, 1948), pp. 19, 46–47, citing K. A. Nilakanta Sastri in Kalaimagal, vol. 16
(Madras, 1939), p. 412. For modern paintings on display at the temple, see http://tiruchendur.org/history/dutch-
pirates/ (accessed 25 February 2023).

87 See, for example, Pillai, Temples of the Setu and Rameswaram; G. Sethuraman, Rameshvaram Temple (History, Art
and Architecture) (Madurai, 1998); Burgess and Natesa Sastri, Tamil and Sanskrit Inscriptions.

88 See sources in note 56.
89 Anna Libera Dallapiccola (ed.) and C. T. M. Kotraiah (trans.), King, Court and Capital: An Anthology of Kannada

Literary Sources from the Vijayanagara Period (New Delhi, 2003), p. 165; Wagoner, Tidings of the King, p. 90.
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seven, implied a number beyond completeness: infinity.90 Somewhat speculatively and
paradoxically, multiplying these two numbers may thus have indicated a form of endless
totality—encompassing all, but always leaving room for more, as it were.

At any rate, the number 56 has been playing a role in various contexts. In the religious
sphere, it is indeed often the product of a multiplication, again suggesting a notion of
wholeness. In Kashi (Benares, Varanasi), Purāṇic cosmology is mapped onto the topog-
raphy of the sacred city and pilgrimage destination (tīrtha) with seven concentric circles
of protective Gaṇeśas or Vināyakas arranged in the eight directions of space, all centred
near the Viśvanātha temple at the heart of the city.91 In Puṣṭimārga temples for Kṛṣṇa in
the Vallabha sampradāya (tradition), for example, there are eight services per day over the
seven days of the week and there are seven svarūpas or principal images to which these
eight daily services are made. In temples at Vrindavan, Mathura, and elsewhere in the
Vraja region (or Braj, south of Delhi)—but also at other places throughout India—
Kṛṣṇa receives 56 food items (chappan bhog) all at once during the Kṛṣṇa Janmāṣṭamī fes-
tival that marks the birthday of the deity. One interpretation of this event points to
Kṛṣṇa’s eight daily dishes multiplied by the seven days he lifted the Govardhan mountain
to protect his people from Indra’s massive rains and had to forgo his meals. Another
explanation for this offering refers to the 14 worlds of the cosmos multiplied by the
four basic food substances (chewed, non-chewed, and licked foods, and beverages).92 In
Puri (Orissa), a lunch of 56 courses is even served every day to the deity of the
Jagannātha Temple, also a manifestation of Kṛṣṇa.93

In a more political and geographical context, the idea of 56 kings is already evident in
the Mahābhārata, for this number of kingdoms of Bhāratavarṣa participated in the
Kurukshetra war; this number of kings is also cited in some later Purāṇic sources.
Another early reference is found in the Candragarbhasūtra, dating from the sixth century
or earlier, which mentions 56 countries connected to manifestations of the Buddha. Late
medieval and early modern works listing 56 kingdoms include the Sanskrit
Ṣaṭpañcāśaddeśavibhāga, part of the Śaktisaṅgama Tantra (circa seventeenth century), aiming
to guide pilgrims to holy sites around India.94 Several south Indian texts from that period
refer to the number 56 as well. For instance, the late fourteenth-century Kannada
Padmarāja Purāṇa relates how the Hoysala King Nārasiṁha Ballāḷa receives envoys with
gifts from 56 tributary countries all over India.95 In the later Rāmarāja Bakhair
(post-1565), available in various Marathi and Kannada versions, three sultans (including
those of Ahmadnagar and Golkonda) also sit amidst representatives of 56 kingdoms.96

Other early modern texts, in Telugu and Tamil, claim that the emperors of
Vijayanagara reign over ‘the 56 kingdoms or provinces’ and their rulers, and that the
‘Dravida’ land (here probably the Tamil-speaking region) is one of India’s 56 original

90 Herman Tieken, ‘Some literary embellishments in the Gupta inscriptions’, Archiv Orientální 74.4 (2006),
pp. 454–55.

91 Diana L. Eck, Banaras: City of Light (London, 1983), pp. 187–89.
92 Paul M. Toomey, Food from the Mouth of Krishna: Feasts and Festivities in a North Indian Pilgrimage Centre (Delhi,

1994), pp. 56–57, 82–86, 90; www.cntraveller.in/story/krishna-janmasthami-story-behind-legendary-chappan-
bhog (accessed 3 April 2023); Charlotte Vaudeville, ‘Multiple approaches to a living Hindu myth: the lord of
the Govardhan Hill’, in Hinduism Reconsidered, (eds.) Günther-Dietz Sontheimer and Hermann Kulke
(New Delhi, 1997), pp. 204–6.

93 Ishita Banerjee Dube, Divine Affairs: Religion, Pilgrimage, and the State in Colonial and Postcolonial India (Shimla,
2001), pp. 99, 102, 110.

94 Sircar, Studies in the Geography of Ancient and Medieval India, pp. 75–114.
95 Dallapiccola and Kotraiah, King, Court and Capital, pp. 41, 138.
96 K. A. Nilakanta Sastri and N. Venkataramanayya (eds), Further Sources of Vijayanagara History, vol. III (Madras,

1946), p. 210; BL/AAS, MG, no. 3, part 5: ‘Ram-Rajah Cheritra’, ff. 167–68.
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realms.97 In sum, there was a long-standing and widespread notion of 56 ‘traditional
countries’, apparently signifying a totality or at least a multitude of kingdoms and dyn-
asties that spanned the whole of India’s space and time, commonly stretching from
Kashmir to Kerala, and including ancient states long vanished by the early modern period,
such as Magadha, Anga, or Kamboja.98

Considering all this, merchant Babba Prabhu’s mentioning of 56 rulers must have denoted
the traditional number of kingdoms that together constituted India. Thereby, he made it
clear to the Dutch that many kings, from all over India, maintained ties with
Rameshvaram. As said, it is uncertain whether these links were as institutionalised as the
Dutch rendering of Babba Prabhu’s explanation suggests, given the apparent lack of other
sources referring to such connections. What is certain, however, is that, over the centuries,
Rameshvaram saw many visitors from all over India. These included not only pilgrims and
devotees, but also kings harbouring more political aspirations, as outlined at the outset.

To return to the question posed above: Do the circa 60 images along the eastern corri-
dors perhaps represent the 56 kings mentioned by merchant Babba Prabhu as the protec-
tors of the temple from all over India? If a correlation between the ‘56 kings’ and the
proliferation of standing, life-sized male images within the temple corridors at
Rameshvaram is sought, then the 48 on the east side of the third prākāra corridor around
the axial entrances leading inward towards the Rāmanātha and Pārvatavarttiṉi Ammaṉ
shrines may be considered possible candidates. The addition of the six nearer the
Sabhāpati shrine to the north results in 54 in this long corridor, which is tantalisingly
close to the traditional mythical ‘56 kings’. The recollection that renovations—sometimes
stemming from contestation over temple rights and privileges—are known to have
resulted in the deliberate replacement or modification of life-sized portrait images at
both Avudaiyarkoyil and here at Rameshvaram itself in the later nineteenth century
may explain any potentially ‘missing’ images. This still leaves the ten in the entrance cor-
ridor on an axis with the Rāmanātha shrine to the north of the kalyāṇa maṇḍapa, placed—
in a similar manner to the Setupati lineage in the western Cokkattam corridor—alongside
sculpted and painted column images of ‘folk’ subjects including men and women carrying
one another on their shoulders, often identified as members of the Kuravar community. If
these may also be identified as Setupatis on the basis of this formal similarity, then pil-
grims to the temple entering from either the west or the east through the corridors built
in the middle of the eighteenth century would first pass images of the Setupatis—‘the
protectors of the Sētu’—and then a protective group of the ‘56 kings’ standing in eternal
devotion before passing through a monumental gopura toward the heart of one of
Hinduism’s most sacred shrines. By constructing these monumental corridors with row
upon row of these images in the eighteenth century, the Setupatis wished all pilgrims
to see not only their eternal protective presence with the deities of the temple, but
also their position among the great classical kings of India.

Conclusion

So, what may we conclude from this exploration of the temple at Rameshvaram? Famous
as a pre-eminent site of Hindu pilgrimage given its significance within the Rāmāyaṇa, the

97 BL/AAS, MM, no. 109, part 42: ‘The account of Vezea Nagarum’, f. 1; MT, class VII, no. 23: ‘Chronological
account of Bijayanagar’, f. 134 (see also: BL/AAS, MG, no. 4, part 6a; no. 25, part 17; MM, no. 109, part 43; MT,
class III, no. 25).

98 Dallapiccola and Kotraiah, King, Court and Capital, p. 166; BL/AAS, MG, no. 3, part 5: ‘Ram-Rajah Cheritra’, ff.
167–68; Sircar, Studies in the Geography of Ancient and Medieval India, pp. 80–114. All give (slightly different) lists of
56 specific kingdoms.
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temple and the Sētu may also be understood as an important site for the performance
from at least the tenth century of royal rituals such as the erection of a jayastambha (vic-
tory column) or the tulābhāra ritual, by rulers seeking to expand, augment, or define their
authority. Though the present temple has been closely associated with the Setupati
Dynasty, this wider political base for the patronage of the temple may then offer an
insight into understanding of the proliferation of life-sized images of kings and devotees
added to many temple halls and corridors in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Previous studies have mentioned these images and simply stated that they are of the
Setupatis, their family members, or ministers, but not sought to enumerate them all,
nor be precise about their locations, scale, or purpose.

This article has not only mapped the location of the 108 life-sized images currently
seen in the temple, but also suggested more precise identities than previously considered.
These include images that can indeed be considered to be Setupatis, in small groups or
larger historical genealogies, even without the additional evidence of an adjacent inscrip-
tion or painted label. Two groups of images may persuasively be identified as genealogies
of Setupatis: the 12 images in the western Cokkattam corridor (though two may be their
ministers), one of the main entrances to the temple for many pilgrims, and a second
group within the kalyāṇa maṇḍapa used for the annual ‘wedding’ festival on the east
side of the temple. Both series of standing images date to the later eighteenth century,
though, as argued above, the inclusion of early twentieth-century Setupatis and identify-
ing labels in the kalyāṇa maṇḍapa suggest later modifications. But the great number of
remaining images attached to columns along some of the long corridors within the tem-
ple suggest that they too are Setupatis or other royal donors, given the similar size, pos-
ture, depiction, and dress. Yet, as argued here, though such extensive visual dynastic
genealogies are known in other south Indian temples, the great number of these life-sized
images preclude any convincing identification with the Setupatis’ claims to a mythic
genealogy stretching back to Rāma himself.

Another perspective on the identities of the circa 60 life-sized images on the east side
of the temple that—together with the long corridors—are such a striking feature of this
temple is suggested by contemporary Dutch sources stemming from the VOC’s occupation
of Rameshvaram island in 1690 and 1746. For the Dutch were informed that the temple
was said to be protected by not only the Setupatis of nearby Ramnad, but also ‘56
kings’ of all India. Rather than a reference to contemporary kings, this is a reference
to long-standing Purāṇic tradition that can be traced to the Mahābhārata that is cited
in contemporary Deccani and other south Indian sources. But there is no mention in
any of these Indian sources of the traditional ‘56 kings’ having a protective role over
the temple at Rameshvaram—a connection evident from the Dutch archives. It is this
observation that may offer clues to the presence of the rows of male images standing
in devotion along the temple corridors.

By exploring the long-standing significance of Rameshvaram and the Sētu-tīrtha as
locations for the performance of kingship by many medieval rulers and not only the
Setupatis in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, this article has suggested that a
significant number of the remaining anonymous images may be considered to be not sim-
ply ‘donors’, but specifically other kings of India or their representatives. Inscriptions on
stone and copperplates, architectural sculpture in the temple, the VOC archives, and
Purāṇic texts all combine to reveal further insights into the religious, political, and cul-
tural significance of one of the largest and most sacred temples in India.
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