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Introduction

The sacred space of Ahobilam, currently situated in Kurnool district
of Andhra Pradesh and popularly known as the navanarasimhakset-
ra (the territory of the nine Narasimhas), consists of the so-called
Lower and Upper Ahobilam. The former corresponds to the village
and its closest surroundings located at the foot of the nearby hills;
the latter stretches uphill, up to the temple of the ferocious (ugra)
Ahobilanarasimha, the Lord of Ahobilam, and other shrines situated
on the higher levels of the slopes. The hills in question belong to the
range known as the Nallamalla Hills. The Ahobilanarasimha of the
Upper Ahobilam is perceived as presiding over Ahobilam, and the
temple located there as the earliest at the site. Apart from this tem-
ple, nowadays connected with the Lower Ahobilam by an asphalt
road, the group of nine comprises of eight other temples that host
various aspects of the god, i.e., Jvala, Laksmi/Malola, Varaha/Kroda,
Karafija, Bhargava, Yogananda, Chatravata, and Pavana, the first
three scattered along the trail which runs across upper reaches of
peaks known as Garudacala, Vedacala and Acchayacalameru.
Although the Vijayanagara style dominates the temple structures, in
some of them certain architectural elements may be dated to the
Kakatiya times, i.e. 12"-14" cent. (Sitapati 1982: 13-14). Besides
the nine shrines, there is one more temple, which—most likely be-
cause of its later construction ca. 15"/16™ cent.—does not belong to
the traditional cluster. Dedicated to Narasimha in his peaceful aspect
called Prahladavarada, and accompanied by Laksmi, the tenth tem-
ple is situated in the heart of the Ahobilam village. Today, due to its
easy accessibility, this is the very temple that attracts most pilgrims
throughout the year.

Textually sanctioned by the Sanskrit glorification of the site
(Ahobilamahdtmya, henceforth AM),? and materially mirrored in

2 5o far | was able to identify only one inscription at the site, no 57 of 1915,

which mentions the term ‘grouping of nine Narasimhas’; it is engraved in the Prah-
ladavarada temple of the Lower Ahobilam and records construction of the
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the nine temples—yet strongly rooted in local lore and natural sur-
roundings—the cluster of the nine Narasimhas offers a valuable
insight into the trajectories of mutual begetting and transforming of
various processes that led to a composite character of Hindu tradi-
tions in general, * and the Ahobilam Vaisnava tradition in particu-
lar. Considering the socio-religious past of Ahobilam, characterized
by a long-term, dynamic intermingling of the local beliefs of the
once hunter-gatherer Chenchu tribe, the Vaisnavism of Tamil
Alvars, and the Sanskritic traditions of the Brahmanic and royal
circles, I examine the selected hill-related narratives encapsulated in
the AM in the wider perspective of cultural ecology of literature.
Even if not originally meant to be used in the context of the old tex-
tual traditions of India, Hubert Zapf’s concept of “a reintegrative
interdiscourse” in line with which:

literature brings together the civilizational system and its exclusions
in new, both conflictive and transformative ways. [...] the alternative
worlds of fiction derive their special cognitive, affective and commu-
nicative intensity from the interaction of what is kept apart by con-
vention and cultural practice—the different spheres of a society char-
acterized by institutional and economic specialization and differentia-
tion, public and private life, social roles and personal self, mind and
body, the conscious and unconscious, and, pervading them all, the
basic ecological dimensions of culture and nature [.] (Zapf 2016: 114)

matches the presiding intentions of the Sanskrit mahatmya texts, i.e.,
the glorifications of sites, as a genre which, with its primary function
to advertise a religious center, rejoins various traditions that have
intermingled there over centuries (Shulman 1980: 3-11). As I also

ksirabdhi-navanarasimhamantapa for the god Ahobale$vara (Rangacharya 1919:
969).
®  Wendy Doniger calls such a process “cross-fertilization” (Doniger 2009:
5-7), that is a fusion of the so-called Sanskritization process, conceived as a way of
how Brahmanic values and practices are assimilated by local popular traditions, and
a simultaneous, albeit opposite, movement of absorbing and transforming the same

local traditions by the Sanskritic circles.
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suggest, the “reintegrative” narratives, additionally ‘read’ and
‘reenacted’ by devotees through the act of walking among the
shrines,® contribute to constructing and expressing the sanctity of
the place, but may also influence and channel some shifts in per-
ceiving the natural setting.

A hostile or a welcoming place?

If you wish to behold and enjoy a bewitching natural scenery, move
about in the vast forests of Ahobilam, rich in green foliage with tall
trees on the lofty hills and the Bhavanasini river gliding on by your
side in a fine valley. Natural scenery we may find elsewhere also, but
not of this kind which produces a supernatural effect on our minds.
The whole region is pregnant, as it were, with the presence of Lord
Narasimha who instills in our minds an inexplicable divine joy and
makes us feel that we are in a super-human world.

Serving as a blurb printed on the back cover of The Glory of
Ahobilam Shrines—a booklet (altogether 53 pages) by S. Ranga-
char, published in English in the early 1990s in Mysore, current
Karnataka—the above quotation grasps the spirit of the mahatmya, a
Sanskrit genre aimed at eulogizing holy sites and their natural sur-
roundings. The promotional piece, excerpted from the main body of
the text (Rangachar 1993: 9), promises content that glorifies a
place—note here the appropriation of the Sanskrit term mahatmya as
English “glory” in the title—where communing with nature equals
communing with Narasimha, the god who, as explained in the
booklet, in his unique nine forms is believed to preside over
Ahobilam and reside there. Likewise, in another contemporary book,
namely Ramaswamy Ayyangar’s Descriptive History of the Forgot-
ten Shrines of Ahobilam (In the Kurnool District), published in
Walajabad, current Tamil Nadu (Ramaswamy Ayyangar 1916)—

*  The expression “to read the landscape through walking” | borrowed from

Haberman who speaks about a “storied landscape that is read by parikrama” (Ha-
berman 2020: 27).
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book aimed at promoting Ahobilam through, as aptly articulated by
Andrea Pinkney in reference to modern mahatmyas of Uttarakhand,
“exploit[ing] the conventions of the classical Sanskrit genre in dis-
tinctively modern ways” (Pinkney 2013: 234)—the choice of Eng-
lish as a medium of communication suggests that the booklet’s tar-
get were reader-devotees from beyond the Telugu speaking area to
which Ahobilam belongs else Telugu speaking devotees who only
read English. Another important group of recipients appears to be
the urban better-off class for whom emphasis on a link between the
sacredness of a place and its natural surroundings might be particu-
larly alluring when it comes to a decision which holy spot should
they visit when time allows. Ramaswamy Ayyengar puts it quite
explicitly: “If you think that an enjoyment of the above scenery is a
well earned bliss after the bustle and toils of the money making and
bread making world, then please take the earliest opportunity to
catch a small holiday to go to Ahobilam” (Ramaswamy Ayyengar
1916: 11).

The advertising piece of Rangachar’s booklet built on setting
forth the scenery’s supernatural impact on people’s minds due to
Narasimha’s presence there indicates that for the authors and/or
publishers of these two contemporary guides to Ahobilam its scenic
beauty must have been a particularly attractive tool to draw potential
visitors to the site (and to purchase the promotional product into the
bargain). The concept of a god’s omnipresence in all the living and
non-living beings is of course not a contemporarily invented mer-
cantile product. It is one of the features of the maharmya literature,
and, actually, Rangachar’s words seem to echo certain lines from the
Sanskrit mahdatmya of the place, the AM. In the text’s fourth chapter
a statement—that there has never been and will never be a sacred
site devoid of Narasimha, for the god pervades everything: earth,
living beings, wind, speech, fire, ambrosia, sky, body, gold, shadow,
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sacrifice, forest, wilderness (vanata)—immediately precedes verses
eulogizing the god’s nine aspects.’

However, contrary to modern glorifications of Ahobilam which
tempt pilgrims by promising, besides spiritual experiences, a perfect
place to relax in the open outdoors, the earliest literary depictions of
the Ahobilam landscape present it as rather rough, arid and chal-
lenging. Sucharita Adluri notes that while extolling Ahobilam (un-
der the Tamil name Singavel Kunram, “The Mountain of a Youth
Lion™) in his Periya Tirumoli (1.7.1-10), Tirumangai Alvar (ca 9"
cent.) identifies it as a place that is hard to reach due to scarcity of
water, difficult terrain and threat of wild animals, robbers and hunt-
ers. She further observes that in nearly half of the verses the poet
uses terms denoting mountains/hills (kunru) or rocks (kal), describ-
ing the site as rugged mountains, where rocks which, along with
sweltering heat, make the journey demanding, are overgrown and
split by roots and creepers, and punctuated by clumps of bamboo
(Adluri 2019: 174). Clearly, ferocity of Narasimha who is believed
to have manifested himself there to kill the demon Hiranya-
kasipu—a concept brought out also by Tirumangai Alvar in his po-
em—resonates with the starkness of Ahobilam’s landscape. For

> AM 4.16-18: nssimharahitam ksetram na bhitam na bhavisyati |

nrsimhanayako visvam vyaptavan purusottamah ||16|| bhimau nrsimho bhuvane
nrsimho vayau nrsimho vacane nysimhak | agnau nysimho ‘py amrte nySimho ‘py
akasadese ‘py akhile nrsimhah ||17|| kayo nrsimhah kanakam nySimhas chaya
nrsimhah savanam nysimhalh | vanam nysimho vanata nysimho yad asti yan nasti ca
tan narasimhal ||18||; comp. “Significantly, every stone, every plant, every tree,
why, the very atmosphere there is pregnant with the presence of Narasimha”
(Rangachar 1993: 12).

All passages from the AM | quote from its recently published edition in De-
vanagari script, supplemented with English translation (2015). However, as at
places I find the translation more descriptive than accurate, unless otherwise stated,
all translations from Sanskrit are mine. According to the book’s Introduction (p.
vii-viii), this edition is based on the text in Telugu script provided by Sri Paravastu
Srinivasachariar of Hyderabad from his own archives and consulted with the Gran-
tha version, published in 1912 (Srimatahopila Mahatmyam). The latter was recently
digitalized under the framework of Endangered Archives Programme of the British
Library (see: https://eap.bl.uk/archive-file/EAP918-10-273).
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Tirumangai, a place that is hostile and scorching with heat, parallels
the ferocious, blazing aspect of God.

Even if currently, due to the development of infrastructure and
roads, it is much easier to reach the village and the water sources it
depends on are more abundant than in the past, the circumambula-
tion of all Narasimha shrines which belong to Ahobilam complex
remains an onerous task: the routes which run along the slopes have
to be negotiated on foot, they are often steep, hang high over rocky
cliffs, and are exposed to the blazing sun. Of course, the shrines
which are situated in the Lower Ahobilam, and are today close to the
asphalt road, can be visited in a car. This also applies to the temple
of Pavananarasimha: although located far from the village, in the
heart of the jungle, it can be approached in a vehicle. Nonetheless, to
cover all the temples, one day is not enough; this requires rather two
or three days, especially if one chooses to walk the routes. The effort
of climbing uphill in the open sun and traversing secluded areas
once in Ahobilam, seems to accrue merit. Even more so, if one were
to add that encounters with wild animals are not uncommon as the
forests around the village are a part of protected forest (Ahobilam
Reserve forest) and close to the tiger reserve (Nagarjun-
sagar-Srisailam Tiger Reserve). What has however changed over the
centuries, is the threat of robbers and hunters, by whom Tirumangai
most likely meant the Chenchu hunter-gatherers. Currently, they
have largely merged with the local Vaisnava community enriching
the temple traditions with certain non-Brahmanic elements.

The dissonance between the image of Ahobilam as given by
Tirumangai Alvar and the modern authors—Ilikely the same place
then and now, with the same hills and similar natural conditions
regardless of passage of time®—may arise from the literary conven-
tions they adopted. In the case of modern authors there is surely a
concern for rationalizing a visit to the place, the more so that a fea-

®  However, as shown, e.g., by Charlotte Schmid (2014) in reference to the

Tamil Saiva corpus of Tévaram and Periyapuranam, and the archeological data, the
links between a given god and a hymn attached to his shrine may change with time
passing.
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ture of inaccessibility and wildness persists in Ahobilam’s environ-
ment even today. On the other hand, a fair amount of realism in
Tirumangai Alvar’s account of the place, even if drawing on the
trope of landscape (tinai) perceived as drylands (palai),” may sug-
gest that in his case it is not only a purely literary elaboration, but
that his hymn contains the already widely spread knowledge about
the features inherent in Ahobilam’s surroundings.

My current investigation aims at showing that whereas the AM
follows the old popular tradition of accentuating the circumstances
of slaying Hiranyakasipu in the hills surrounding Ahobilam, contra-
ry to the depictions of Tirumangai its narratives which mediate the
local variant of the Narasimha myth do not seem to evoke a feeling
of fear in the air. Rather, most likely in order to encourage prospec-
tive pilgrims, the AM narratives actively contribute to enhancing the
sanctity of Ahobilam by carefully extenuating the notion of the
site’s disconcerting ambience. As I argue, it is achieved through
crediting Ahobilam’s environment with special powers as the result
of particular association with the mountains and, further, through
diversification of the Narasimha entity into the locally envisaged
nine discrete aspects that show his nature as rising above his fierce
(ugra) aspect linked to Killing the demon. However, Tirumangai’s
legacy might have survived (hypothetically) in the pattern of nine
forms of Narasimha himself: in his poem on Singavel Kunram,
Tirumangai praises Narasimha in nine stanzas, which perhaps might
have influenced the popular perception of the hill/s as the abode of
the Narasimhas.’

7
8

On the Tamil concept of tirai see Buchholz in the present volume.
Realistic features of the Tirumangai’s hymn go hand in hand with the view
that the intention of the Alvars was not to establish any foundation myths of the given
temples (which is a motif common for a later genre of sthalapurana/mahatmya), but
they sang about the places /temples/temple towns which were already in existence,
see Young 2014: 336.

® | thank one of the reviewers for this thought. It certainly deserves further
investigation. See English translation of Periva Tirumoli (1.7.1-10) by Kausalya
Hart at: https://www.projectmadurai.org/pm_etexts/utf8/pmuni0622_eng.html.
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The AM 1 analyze in the following sections remains undated,
although it certainly has been composed several centuries after
Tirumangai’s work. It consists of ten chapters, their length spanning
from 67 to 144 slokas. The usage of Sanskrit in a Dravidian land
may hint at a relatively early phase of its composition: it seems the
Sanskrit mahatmyas predate the counterpart genre in local languages
of South India. For instance, in the case of Tamil eulogies, the
golden age of their production is said to be the 16" cent.’” There-
fore, the Sanskrit Vaisnava Karicimahatmya, which mentions tradi-
tional etymology of the toponym Ahobilam, might have been com-
posed slightly earlier, and, in turn, the AM from which this notion is
likely to have been borrowed, even before that. Perhaps a lack of
references in the AM to the tenth, later temple, the Prahladavarada,
can be treated as another point of reference suggesting that the AM
was composed prior to its construction (15/16" cent.)."* Further-
more, as has often happened in the case of the mahatmyas in gen-
eral, the text might have undergone some reworking. So far, it is
impossible to say anything conclusive in terms of the date of its
composition.

While discussing the issue of creating the sacredness of the
Ahobilam landscape in the AM, I also refer to relations between
nature and culture as understood by Chiara Letizia, according to
whom “sacredness” is “a mediating concept between nature and
culture, i.e. a way—a western culture’s way—of emphasizing the
intersection between natural and cultural space” (Letizia 2018: 348).
Although | focus here on the narratives, to some extent | draw also
on the idea according to which what makes a given site sacred is
also the various ritual activities, for example, pilgrimages to the
place or certain elements of worship undertaken there (Letizia 2018:
348, cf. Michaels 1990: 136, Sax 2003: 193; both referred to in

10 see Buchholz 2022: 22 for overview of opinions on this subject.

™ In this connection it may be worth noticing that the AM does not refer to
a motif of the second, local wife of Narasimha, which became particularly im-
portant for the 3™ dynasty Vijayanagara kings (16" cent.) who patronized the site,
and on which the plot of the play Vasantikaparinayam was built (see below).
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Letizia 2018). Like at other sites where the sacred area is organized
according to the distribution pattern of a multiplied god, it is the
unique grouping of the nine shrines that has given Ahobilam its
regional recognition. Nowadays, the term navanarasimhaksetra has
become a sort of Ahobilam’s label, widely used, among others, by
travel agencies advertising pilgrimage tours to the site, even though,
as we may presume, not all pilgrims are in fact aware of the myths
related to individual aspects of the god they seek to visit. They ra-
ther learn about the relevant details while walking from one sacred
spot to another and being exposed to certain narratively charged
elements of the landscape, thus actively engaging in making
Ahobilam sacred.

A brief overview of the historical and textual past of Ahobilam

The forested hills against the backdrop of which Ahobilam is situ-
ated belong to a range called the Nallamala Hills that stretch from
Tirupati in the south to Srigailam in the north. The range marks an
old pilgrimage route established when Vijayanagara rulers extended
their patronage to the temples in the region. It is often said that for
the pilgrims making the trip, the hills along which the tract runs
personify serpent Sesa, his body stretching out from north to south:
his tail rests in Sridailam, the belly in Ahobilam and the head in
Tirupati.

We do not know much about the early history of Ahobilam;
although there are some hints which allow us to assume that it was
patronized by the Kakatiya'® and Reddi kings—for instance, a cop-
per plate grant of Anavema Reddi, dated to 1378 records that for the
benefit of pilgrims he constructed steps there (Vasantha 2001: 69—
70)—most inscriptions preserved at the place, chiefly on the prem-

2" In a couple of kaifiyats, Andhra village histories collected by Colin Mac-
kenzie, the Kakatiya ruler, Prataparudra (1289-1323) is said to have visited
Ahobilam. However, no other historical evidence of this event exists (Talbot 2001:
203).
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ises of the latest, Prahladavarada temple of the Lower Ahobilam,
come from the 16™ cent.®® This proves that the site flourished under
the rule of the Vijayanagara kings of the Tuluva dynasty.

Mentions of Ahobilam in literary sources, e.g., the Sanskrit
Ramabhyudaya by Arunagirinatha Dindima and the Saluvabhyudaya
by Rajanatha Dindima (15" cent.), suggest however that it was the
Vijayanagara dynasty of the Saluvas that was first interested in ex-
tending supremacy over this place. Strategical importance of
Ahobilam resulted from its location on the northern border of the
empire; it was close to Tirupati and, particularly, to the headquarters
of the Saluva generals in Candragiri (Stoker 2016: 79; Dgbic-
ka-Borek 2022c). Crucial for increasing the popularity of Ahobilam
was surely the establishment of a marha (15/16" cent.?), a monastic
institution which, besides being instrumental in the dynamic con-
tacts with the local community of Chenchu hunter-gatherers and in
spreading the Srivaisnava faith in the Telugu region, was also im-
portant for the Vijayanagara polity (Appadurai 1977).

Likewise, the textual history of Ahobilam has not been re-
searched thoroughly so far. As far as | am aware, apart from the
already mentioned Tamil hymn of Tirumangai (9" cent), the earliest
works that refer to the site are two Sanskrit texts. One is the un-
published Srisailakhanda, a text connected to a Saiva centre in
Srisailam (12/13" cent.; Prabhavaty Reddy 2014: 16), which is
linked with Ahobilam through the common ecosystem of the
Nallamalla Hills and the narratives about a Chenchu girl who be-
came the second wife of the presiding god. The other is a printed
Vihagendrasamhita (4.11cd) of Pafcaratra, dated by Gonda to the
14™ cent. (Gonda 1977: 106). The latter may suggest that already in
that period the sect of Paficaratras, who nowadays control the temple
order in Ahobilam, were present at the site.

The Telugu Narasimha Puranamu by Errapragada which is
said to glorify Ahobilam and mentions the Lord of Ahobilam and
the hills he resides on may, too, be dated to the 14™ cent. Between

13 See Adluri 2019 for translations and interpretations of some of them.
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the 15" and 16™ cent. there appear other literary works of various
genres that mention the site, usually by means of venerating a local-
ized, fierce aspect of Narasimha, i.e., Ahobilanarasimha, as the pre-
siding deity. In its nine forms the deity is, in turn, praised in the
literary output of Tallapaka Annamacarya/Annamayya (1408-1503),
an eminent Telugu poet associated with the Tirupati temple (Nara-
simhachary and Ramesh 2008: 252-253). The nine Narasimhas are
also venerated in some Sanskrit stotras which are believed to have
been composed at the turn of the 16™ cent., such as the Navandara-
simhamarngalasasana ascribed to the fourth pontiff (jiyar) of the
Ahobila mazha.*

An important, and perhaps so far, the best known text as re-
gards Ahobilam is the Sanskrit drama titled Vasantikaparinayam. It
is usually ascribed to the 7" jivar of the Ahobila marha (16" cent.)
and reproduces the old narrative about Narasimha marrying a
Chenchu girl. The motif is further retold in several Telugu yaksa-
ganas. Ahobilanarasimha is also referred to in the two 16™-cent.
‘pilgrimage accounts’ composed in Sanskrit, Yatraprabandha of
Samarapungava Diksita and Tirthaprabandha of Vadirajatirtha, both
recording their authors’ travels to sacred locations spread all over
India. The already mentioned undated Sanskrit Vaisnava Karici-
mahatmya, i.e., the glorification of the Varadaraja temple in Kanchi,
briefly mentions Ahobilam, too (Debicka-Borek 2019).

What happened there? Ahobalam/Ahobilam, Garudadri, Vedadri

India is not an exception when it comes to perceiving mountains,
hills or hillocks as holy. Since they rise above the ground and thus
visually interrupt the scenery, Haberman summarizes (2020: 75-79)
that all around the world mountains are perceived as intersecting the
landscape® to join earth, heaven, and different geographical direc-

¥ http://www.prapatti.com/slokas/english/navanaarasimhamangalaashaasan
am.pdf.
5 On confluences as intersecting landscape see Letizia 2018.
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tions. From this perspective a mountain is the center of the world.
The physical feature of standing out from the surrounding landscape
most likely lies behind concepts that associate mountains with the-
ophany and with the abode of gods. Mountains can be also treated in
terms of divinity, meaning they are perceived as a god itself and not
just as his sacred dwelling place.

As shown below, the Sanskrit glorification of Ahobilam abounds
in narratives that predominantly link the hills around Ahobilam with
Narasimha’s residence. Yet, already in its first chapter, the AM em-
ploys a metaphor of a bridge (setu) to credit local peaks with a pow-
er of salvation (AM 1.41-42):

The shining moon disturbed by multitude of high peaks is seen from
afar along with the peaks [which resemble] bridges over the ocean of
misery (41). A certain peak looks like the Meru Mountain; however,
having a manifested appearance, it casts an immovable shadow, like a
path for liberated souls (42) (trans. Debicka-Borek 2022a).

Given that a convention of using the image of a bridge (like-
wise of sopana, a ladder) while speaking about liberation at a pil-
grimage site is much less developed than it is in the case of an image
of reaching another shore in a ‘watery’ tirtha, the above passage
points to the impact of rocky scenery on the Ahobilam tradition,
including the choice of the “language of the crossing” (Eck 1981:
325). Already from the outset, an image of a bridge figuratively
implies that traversing local peaks enables a devotee to cross over
the ocean of samsara and reach heaven. In other words, the meta-
phor frames the concept of Ahobilam as a holy site deriving its
power from the hills. From the practical point of view, ascribing
soteriological power to the hills must have been an important factor
when it came to persuading potential pilgrims to make an effort of
going uphill in a demanding terrain to a place difficult to reach.

Nonetheless, the structure and plot of the AM do not diverge
from the glorification of other sites which usually also focus on de-
fining their sanctity in terms of their physical features, i.e., natural
phenomena. Some of the mahatmyas, as Granoff states, seem to
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even use such a strategy to marginalize the importance of temple
buildings and rituals carried therein, the reason for which she sees in
the initial opposition of some orthodox priests towards the temple
cult (Granoff 1998: 1-2). From a narrative perspective, what makes
the space sacred is, however, first of all what happened there and
who resided there. Therefore, an indispensable motif of the
mahatmya literature is essentially the God’s embodied appearance at
a given site.

As mentioned earlier, according to a widespread belief
Ahobilam is the exact spot where Narasimha manifested himself to
kill the demon Hiranyakasipu. The AM 1 briefly sketches this local-
ized plot, treated in detail in following chapters, highlighting within
the geographical territory in focus topographical features that are
crucial for its development.’® As we learn, certain peak, which re-
sembles the Meru Mountain, was once a pillar in the palace of
Hiranyakasipu (AM 1.43); Narasimha in his blazing form killed the
demon on that very peak (AM 1.44-45)."" In the water of the near-
by pond, known as Raktakunda (‘vessel of blood’), Narasimha
washed off demon’s blood from his hands (AM 1.46-47ab). The
river Bhavanasini, a local manifestation of Ganga, which flows
across the ksetra, was sent down by gods to placate Narasimha’s
anger after Hiranyaka$ipu’s slaughter (AM 1.49-50). After several
lines, which situate Ahobilam in a particular part of the mythical
Jambudvipa (AM 1.60-63), the introductory passage returns to the
topic of the sanctity of the hills which shape the sacred landscape of
Ahobilam: one of them is called Garudadri / Garudacala (Mountain
of Garuda) (AM 1.64). Another, not mentioned in the 1* chapter but
eulogized in the AM 4, is Vedadri (= Vedacala, Mountain of Ve-
das). Apart from being extolled through narratives that elucidate
circumstances of charging them with certain toponyms, these two
hills serve as a point of spatial reference for another set of narra-
tives, which eulogize the sites and powers of the nine Narasimhas.

16 More on this passage see Debicka-Borek 2022a.
7" This is where the Jvalanarasimha temple stands today.
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With an attempt to explore how the AM narratives mediate the
concept of sacredness while engaging with the spheres of nature and
culture, and the local and the Brahmanic, in what follows | first dis-
cuss passages that explain the origin of the toponyms Ahobilam/
Ahobalam, Garudacala and Vedacala. Thereafter, I move to the de-
scription of the nine Narasimhas and their abodes.

e Ahobilam/Ahobalam

The circumstances of the battle between Narasimha and the
demon, which lead to the act of slaughtering the latter are narrated in
the AM 7. On this account the text provides a popular etymology of
toponyms Ahobalam/Ahobilam. Both variants of the place name are
derived from the exclamations with which the gods praise Nara-
simha after his victory over Hiranyakasipu. This is what Narasimha
says to Prahlada just after killing his evil father (AM 7.78-83):

This site (ksetra) is of a great merit due to my appearance. From to-
day, the world should proclaim it as ‘Ahobalam’. Having known my
incomparable strength (balam), gods proclaimed thus: “Oh, what a
valour, oh, what a heroism, oh, what a power in Narasimha’s arms,
the highest deity, oh, what a cave! (aho bilam), oh, what a strength!
(aho balam).” Therefore, this site (ksetra) indeed will be Ahobalam. |
will dwell on this very spot, nearby the Gajakunda, and you, right in
front of me on the bank of Bhavanasini. Living here, you shall gov-
ern a whole kingdom successfully. Here indeed sages, ancestors, gods
[shall] praise me.” Having said so, the Highest Soul kept the Nara-
simha’s body. With sharp claws he tore asunder the king of Daityas,
an enemy of all living beings. The Foe of Mura appointed his off-
spring to [rule] the great extensive kingdom. Dwelling at the side of
the mountain called Garuda, on the bank of Bhavanas$ini, praised by
all chief earth-gods (Brahmans), the victorious [god] remains in the
form of Narasimha.*®

8 AM 7.78-83: idam ksetram mahapunyam mamavirbhavakaranat | adya
prabhrti loko ‘yam ahobalam itirayet |[78|| mamatulam balam jiatva daivatair
evam tritam | aho virvam aho Sauryam aho bahuparakramah || narasimhah param
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According to the above passage, stating right at the beginning
that the site is sacred for Narasimha dwells there, one variant of the
toponym—aho balam (‘oh, what strength!’)—refers to Narasimha’s
physical prowess demonstrated by killing Hiranyakasipu at the spot,
an event narrated in the very same chapter. Alternative form of the
place name, today seemingly more popular—aho bilam (‘oh, what a
cave!”)—derives from the exclamation which extolls a cave. Alt-
hough the etymological passage does not clarify the cave’s role in
the narrative, for a devotee it must have been clear that this was the
exact place within the sacred space of Ahobilam where Narasimha
manifested himself. The toponym’s origin clearly hints at the
Ahobilanarasimha temple of the Upper Ahobilam, which hosts the
ferocious (ugra) Lord of Ahobilam. The Ahobilanarasimha temple is
inserted between the northern slopes of Garudacala and the southern
slopes of another mountain, Vedacala (Vasantha 2001: 18). The
ugramurti Kept in its sanctum sanctorum (garbhagrha) is believed
to be self-existent, svayambhi. 1t shows Narasimha in a sitting
posture, with the right leg folded under and the left dangling. With
his two hands Narasimha disembowels Hiranyakasipu, who is laying
down on his lap. The god has a srivatsa-mark on his chest. In the
niche opposite the statue there is a stone image of Prahlada (Vasan-
tha 2001: 100), whose presence exemplifies a strategy aimed at pac-
ifying Narasimha’s fury (Sumant 2010: 61), and of Ceficulaksmi,
who is considered the god’s wife. The garbhagrha is a natural cave
whose western wall is originally formed by a part of the Garudacala
mountain.

daivam aho bilam aho balam ||79|| tasmad ahobalam Ksetram idam tavad bhavisyati
| nivasamy aham atraiva gajakundasamipatah ||80|| tire tu bhavanasinyas tvam ca
tisthagrato mama | atraiva tvam vasan sarvam bhusiksva rajyam samrddhimat ||81]|
rsayah pitaro deva mam atraiva stuvanti hi ||82|| iti kila paramatma dharayan
narasimham vapur akhilajananam Kantakam daityarajam | nisitanakharajalair
darayams tasya sinum mahati vipulardjye hy abhyasifican murarih ||83||
garudabhidhabhiidharasya bhage nivasan vai bhavandsini tate | vinutas sakalair
mahisurendrair vijayr tisthati narasimharipi || 84|
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Real features of the temple appear to comply with a passage
embedded in the treatment of the twelve sacred water bodies (¢irtha)
of Ahobilam, which mentions a cave situated near the Gajakunda
tirtha, where Narasimha dwells (AM 3.133-134):

The tenth is Gajakunda, difficult to bath in, where kings of elephants
are overpowered and go astray on the surface of the earth. To the
north of Garudacala, amidst the slopes of the mountain, Nrkesari re-
sides in a cave like an umbrella (chatrikrtaguha). In front of him there
is a deep tirtha which purifies the world.

Despite the succinct form, the etymologies of respective names
by which the site is known are significant in making and perceiving
it sacred. They can be read not only as narratively overlapping, i.e.,
connecting Narasimha in his fierce aspect (aho bala) with the cir-
cumstances of his self-manifestation in a cave (aho bila), which,
again, strengthens the local character of the narrative, but also as
disclosing processes of mutual penetration of various traditions
which over centuries developed in the area of Ahobilam and taken
together contributed to its appreciation as sacred.

As remarked by Diana L. Eck, the term svayambhi connotes a
deity which has self-manifested, without any human intervention, in
a natural environment, or, more precisely, it is often a natural em-
bodiment of a god, such as a stone, a rock, or even a mountain or a
river. Believed to spontaneously appear in a certain place, such a
deity has its own agency. Contrary to other images, it also does not
need a ceremony of imparting the breath (pranapratistha), as it is
said to be vested with breath already. All these features make the
svayambhii deities particularly appealing to pilgrims (Eck 1998:
183-184).

¥ AM 3.133-135: dasamam gajakundam syad avagahitum aksamam | yas-
min gajendrah Krsyante vicaranti mahitale ||133|| garudasyottare bhage bhiidhar-
asya tatantare | chatrikrtaguhdayam tu samadhyaste nrkesart || tasyedam puratas
tirtham gambhiram lokapavanam ||134]|
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On the other hand, the beginning of the process that resulted in
regarding the natural location of the svayambhii in case of Ahobila-
narasimha and its sacredness, reaches most likely to the times when
the hill on which it is hosted now was a site important to the indige-
nous Chenchu hunter-gatherers, that is long before the Vaisnavas
had consolidated their claims over the place and the temple was built
there. The Chenchus’ ancient connection to the place may be, for
instance, inferred from the fact that, as Sitapati mentions, even not
so long ago once a week they used to offer animal sacrifices to
Ahobilanarasimha (Sitapati 1982: 12).%°

Although the old concept of the site’s power has been with the
passing of time redefined along the Vaisnava lines, some traits of a
deity which was originally worshipped by hunter-gatherers seem to
have been maintained, even if modified. In Sontheimer’s opinion,
Narasimha, the Man-Lion, owes a lot to a tribal theriomorphic deity,
which originated in a forest, on a hill, in a cave or a ravine. This
dangerous deity was first imagined not as an anthropomorphic im-
age, but as an animal of the feline order which preys around (Son-
theimer 1985: 145). Traces of these beliefs have certainly survived
in the hunting aspects of the ferocious Ahobilanarasimha which are
still emphasized both in the local and the Sanskrit narratives, most
specifically in their ritual reenactments during temple festivals at the
Upper and Lower Ahobilam (De¢bicka-Borek 2022b). As it happened
in many other Hindu holy sites where the notion of their inherent
sacredness is much older than the temples built there later, more so
as being derived from other, often indigenous beliefs that particu-
larly emphasize connection to nature, it could be that the AM con-
cept of a cave as the site of Narasimha’s self-manifestation is a
product of a cultural and religious appropriation. Once a natural,
secluded spot associated by the Chenchus with a feline-like forest
deity, the place might have evolved into a site perceived as related to
the Man-Lion’s self-appearance, with the site’s primordial power

2 Nowadays one can see this tradition, for example, during the last days of
the Brahmotsava (Great Festival) on the premises of the Pavananarasimha temple,
which, perhaps not by coincidence, is also the furthest from the village.
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transformed, or rather retained, in the environmentally informed
idea of svayambhi.

e Garudacala

The next narrative to be examined concerns the Mountain of Garuda
(Garudacala), one of the hills, in the vicinity of Ahobilam, that make
up the Nallamalla range. On the textual level, this particular hill
serves as a point of reference for a number of other AM narratives
that rZTIap the place and contribute to the process of rendering it sa-
cred.

According to the Hindu mythology, Garuda is a bird-like crea-
ture which serves as Visnu’s mount (vahana). The circumstances of
how this came about are given, for instance, in the Mahabharata
narrative (ddiparvan,1.14-30), according to which Kasyapa had two
wives: Kadrii and Vinata. Whereas, as result of a boon, Kadra be-
came the mother of one thousand snakes (nagas), Vinata had two
sons, Aruna and Garuda, who were to surpass the nagas. Born
prematurely and, therefore, deformed Aruna curses his mother so
that she becomes a slave of Kadrti. To release her from the curse,
Garuda agrees to steal amyta from heaven. On his way back, he
meets Visnu, who, impressed by Garuda’s selflessness—he did not
taste amrta while carrying it from heaven—offers him immortality,
a place on his banner and requests him to serve as his mount.?

The AM narrative of Garuda reuses the motif of him being the
son of Kasyapa but particularizes the episode of Visnu’s (implicitly
Narasimha’s) agreement to make Garuda’s his vakana by localizing
it in Ahobilam. Crucial in achieving this is the act of naming certain
hill after Garuda. Yet, what seems particularly significant in the

2L In addition, some verses of the AM use the term Garudacala/Garudadri to

denote Ahobilanarasimha’s sacred territory, which makes the literary map of the
site sometimes confusing. For instance, in the phalasruti of the AM 4 the Ahobila-
narasimhaksetra is called Paksindraksetra (Paksindra=Garuda).

22 On the literary motif of the theft of soma by an eagle / amsta by Garuda
see Feller 2004: 159-206.
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context of engendering the sanctity of Ahobilam is that despite the
narrative’s overriding goal of explaining the origin of the Garudaca-
la’s name, its focal figure appears as much Garuda as Visnu-Nara-
simha.

Introduced by the sage Narada, the narrative related to Garuda-
cala is embedded in a dialogue between Garuda and his father
Kasyapa. Following the popular motif of obtaining boons from
gods as the result of practicing austerities, it begins with an episode
of Garuda who, mindful of mortifications, wants to learn how to
attain what he desires (AM 2.2-7):

Honourable Narada: All sages! Listen with attention to this speech!
Formerly, in the auspicious krtayuga, Garuda, the son of Vinata, with
intention of performing austerities, said to his father: “O Venerable
one! What is the method of achieving all what is desired? Or, who in
the world fulfils hundreds of wishes? You are my father, and, actual-
ly, preceptor and teacher. Tell me the truth which is established. | do
not know another path. Please, save me, who is helpless, miserable,
confused, sunk in the ocean of worldly existence (samsara), by giving
an instruction”. Kasyapa: “Those who are immersed in the ocean of
worldly existence, whose minds are agitated by uncertainty, they all
on the earth should worship Visnu. Only he, no one else, is their re-
deemer, o son of Vinata, therefore you should worship the Lord of
world, Visnu, 0 you, who observes religious vows!”?

Having instructed his son that the only way to realize his wish-
es is to worship Visnu, Kasyapa further recommends him to proceed

B AM 2.2-7: $rinaradah: $rnudhvam munayah sarve savadhanam idam
vacah | pura krtayuge punye garudo vinatasutah |2|| tapas cartum manah kurvan
pitaram vakyam abravit | kenopayena bhagavan sarvesam istasambhavah ||3|| ko va
pirayita loke manorathasatasya tu | tvam hi no janakah saksad gurur dcarya eva
ca ||4|| yaddhitam brihi me tattvam nanyam pasyamy aham gatim | anatham Krpa-
nam midham magnam samsarasagare | upadesapradanena samuddhartum iharhasi
|I5]| kasyapah: ye bhavarnavasammagnah Visayakrantasetasah | aradhaniyas taih
sarvair Vispur eva mahitale ||6|| sa eva tesam uddharta nanyo ‘sti vinatasuta | tas-
maj jagatpatim Vispum tam aradhaya suvrata |[7||
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to Ahobilam and undertake austerities there, on a great hill called
Narayana (AM 2.32-47):

“With mind occupied by Garudacala, you are resolved to perform
austerities. There is a great Ahobilaksetra, which destroys all sins,
governed with affection by Hari himself, who maintains the world.
There is a great mountain with hundreds of caves. This elevated
mountain peak is called Narayana but due to the greatness of your
austerities, it will become the mountain of Garuda.” Then, having said
so, Kasyapa embraced the son Garuda, he blessed the satisfied child
with the intention of austerities. Garuda, the Lord of Birds, having
gone to the great mountain became silent, meditating (lit. thinking
about nothing). “This is the mountain at the full width. Where am I to
perform austerities? How shall I recognize the place of powers? What
is the means to decide?” When he was thinking so, a voice came forth
in front of him. “Oh boy adored as Lord Garuda! What are you think-
ing about? This site is known as Narasimha’s Ahobilam. But here, it
is the Lord of Mountains, inhabited by gods and gandharvas. [...]
Therefore you, too, with purified soul, fasting, with senses withdrawn,
shall meditate on the God of worlds; he will grant you wellbeing.”
Having said so, the next moment the great voice became silent.
Garuda, with a purified soul, was astonished. [...] “Is it the power of
my fortune or is it the power of Hari himself? Is it the place’s [power]
or the mountain’s, the God of God’s or the guru’s?” Contended, he
thought “Let it be satisfied!”” He felt inclined to perform austerities on
the slope of the mountain. On the bank of Bhavanasini, nearby
Gajakunda, he propitiated the Lord of World (Jagannatha), the End-
less (Ananta), the Best of Men (Purusottama). He recited the supreme
mantra, the highest twelve-syllabled one, having taken recurse to
complete silence, living on air, with senses withdrawn.?*

2 AM 2.32-47: (kasyapa) garudacalacetas tvam tapase krtaniscayah |
ahobilamahaksetram sarvapapavinasanam |[32|| saksad adhisthitam pritya harina
lokadharina | tatra sailo mahan aste guhdasata samanvitah ||33|| sa tu narayana-
khyas tu Sailasrngah samucchritak | tapasas tava mahatmyat garudadrir bhavisyati
34| (srinaradah) ity uktva putram alingya kasyapo garudam tatha | presayamdsa
tapase hy asirbhih piarayan sutam ||35| so ‘pi gatva mahasailam garudah pata-
gesvarah | tuspim babhiiva manasa na kificid api cintayan ||36|| parvato ‘yam suvi-
stirnam tapah kutra carami vai | siddhiksetram katham jiasye kim va nirnaya-
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As the worlds are threatened by the power of Garuda’s asceti-
cism, the gods send Urvasi, a beautiful nymph, to distract him. Her
efforts prove futile. Urvasi justifies her failure by the fact that
Garuda’s austerities are driven purely by devotion to Visnu. At that
moment, in response to Garuda’s devotion, the God manifests him-
self on the hill. The AM provides long description of the God’s ap-
pearance, the benevolence of which is stressed by the fact he is ac-
companied by the goddess S1T (AM 2.91-97):

Thus, gracious Venerable one, holding a conch (sarkha), a disc (cak-
ra) and a club (gada), with four arms and four faces, served by Indra,
similar to autumnal lotus, with lotus-like eyes, splendid due to a
crown of lustre of thousand suns, with a beautiful nose, curly dark
hair, a delicate shining low lip resembling beautiful blossom, a
shell-neck, various parts of the body decorated with a pair of brace-
lets, with a breast adorned by a Kaustubha jewel and Srivatsa mark,
wearing garland of pearls and necklace, with Sri, with arms glittering
due to armlets, with bents decorated with various girdles, with fingers
adorned with rings, resembling a dark-blue cloud shining with a yel-
low cloth, attended by all stars as if the Moon, the Best of Men
(Purusottama), stood in the middle of a Golden Mountain (Kanakaca-
la), superior as if the King of the Mountain, served by shining groups
of deities starting with serpents.”®

karanam ||37|| ity evam cintayan asya purato vakyam utthitam | Kim cintayasi vai
bala garudamarapiijita ||38|| idam ksetram nySimhasya ahobilam iti Srutam | atra-
yam bhiidharendras tu suragandharvasevitah ||39|| [...] tasmat tvam api suddhatma
Jitaharo jitendriyah | dhyayasva jagatam isam sa te Sreyo vidhasyati ||41|| ity uktva
tu mahavani virarama ksanantare | garudo ‘pi visuddhatma param vismayam aga-
tah ||42|| tam artham cintayamasa idam vakyam punah punah | katham etad idam
vaakyam akaranasamudbhavam ||43|| mama bhagyaprabhavo va prabhavo va
hares svayam | Ksetrasya vatha sailasya devadevasya va guroh ||44|| evam vai
cintayan astu santustah purnamanasah | tapas cartum manas cakre bhiidharasya
tatantare ||45| tire tu bhavanasinyah gQajakundasamipatah | aradhayan jagan-
ndtham anantam purusottamam ||46|| jajapa ca param brahma dvadasaksaram
uttamam | kevalam maunam dsthaya vayubhakso jitendriyan ||47||

3 AM 2.91-97: tatah prasanno bhagavan Sankhacakragadadharah | ca-
turbhujas caturvaktrah purandaranisevita ||91|| saradambhojasadysah pundarikani-
bheksanah | sahasrasiaryadyuting kiritena virajitah ||92|| sundasaya samayuktah
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Visnu-Narasimha, gratified with Garuda’s penance, asks him
about what he wishes for. Garuda first praises the God with devo-
tional hymns, and then requests two boons: the first is to become
Visnu’s vehicle and the second, to name the hill where he performed
austerities after his own name (AM 2.133-138):

“If you are pleased, O Venerable one, listen to my words. If you are
pleased, O Lord of Gods, victory over earth and victory over three
worlds is certain for those [who ask], O Madhava! Since today, O
Lord of Gods, make me your vehicle. Sitting on my shoulder you will
give me pleasure, O Lord (Prabhu)! Being a vehicle of the Receptacle
of All is a great benefit. Who is able to gain [this state] besides the
son of Vinata? The servants of Hari do not seek immortality, or being
Indra, or being Brahma or Siva. But [they seek] fruition in gladdening
[you].” Then, the wise one asked for another excellent gift:

“O Lord of Gods! This mountain for a long time has been occu-
pied [by me]. O, God of Gods! You shall declare it designated with
my name!”

nilakuficitamirdhajah | carupallavasamkasah mpnalajvalitadharah (93| kambu-
grivo vicitrangah kundaladvayamanditah | kaustubhalarkrtoraskah srivatsena
samasritah ||94|| hari harayutah sriman keyiravilasadbhujah | vicitravalayanamra
angulivarabhusitah ||95|| nilameghapratikdaso bhatah pitena vasasa | taramandala-
samyuktah Sasiva purusottamah ||96|| kanakacalamadhyasthah adriraja ivaparah |
anantadyaih suragapair amalair upasevitas ||97||

| read vicitravalayanamra angulivarabhiisitah as vicitravalayanamro 'niguli-
varabhisitah.

% AM 2.133-138: yadi tusfo ‘si bhagavann avadhdraya madvacah | prthi-
vyam vijayo vapi trailokyavijayo ‘pi va ||133|| dhruvo va yadi devesa yesam tusto ‘si
madhava | adya prabhrti devesa tava mam kuru vahanam ||134| skandhe mama
vasannn eva matpritir diyatam prabho | sarvadharasya devesa vahanatvam mahat
phalam || kena va Sakyate praptum rte ca vinatasutam ||135|| namaratvam suren-
dratvam na brahmatvam umesatam | nandananubhavam vapi varnchanti harikinka-
rah ||136|| bhiyah papraccha matiman varamanyamanuttamam ||137| devesa ba-
hukalo ‘yam parvatah samupasritah | mannamavyavaharam tu devadevasya kal-
paya [|138]|
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After expressing astonishment regarding Garuda’s maturity,
Visnu agrees to grant him both boons and disappears (AM 2.142—
146):

“Let it be, the two boons mentioned by you, both being my vehicle
and mountain’s fame under your name. People on earth will call you
Garuda, Foe of Serpents, Soul of Veda, Lord of Birds, Chariot of
Narayana. As long the sun acts, as long as the moon shines that long
this mountain will be [known] in the world as of Garuda.” Having
said so the god disappeared from there. In this way, to the south of
Bhavanasini’s bank the Mountain of Garuda shines as another abode
of gods. May the Mountain of Garuda (Garudadri) always gleam on
the earth, glittering entirely due to violent austerities of Garuda,
abounding in fruits, grass, drinking water, frequented by streams of
ascetics, the southern protector of the entire world, the all-giver.?’

Here the narrative ends. With the recurring remarks on the need
of worshipping Visnu-Narasimha, its culminating episode becomes
in a way the description of circumstances of the God’s appearance
on the mountain, which, if so, not by a coincidence had been previ-
ously known as of Narayana(=Visnu). Essentially, what makes the
hill sacred is not the fact that Garuda performed his penance there,
but that Visnu-Narasimha appeared there to reward him.

2T AM 2.142-146: varadvayam tvayd proktam vahanatvam madiyakam |

tvannama girivikhyatir ubhayam syat tathaiva tu ||142| garudah pannagaratir
vedatma vihagesvarah | narayanarathas ceti tvam vaksyati jana bhuvi ||143|| yavac
carati vai bhanur yavac carati candramah | tavad bhavati loke ‘yam garudah
prthividharah || ity evam uktva devo ‘yam tatraivantaradhiyata ||144| ity evam
bhavandsinyas tiram daksinam asritah | garudo rajate sailah suralaya ivaparah
||[145|| khagapatitapasoccaik sarvato bhasamanah  phalatrnajalapanah sevitas
tapasaubhaih | sakalabhuvanaraksadaksinah sarvadayt vilasatu bhuvi nityam par-
vato garudadrih ||146||
| read tapasaubhaih as tapasaughaih.
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e Vedacala

The next narrative to be discussed centres on the meaning behind the
name Mountain of Vedas (Vedacala/Vedadri). The narrative is
found within the framework of the chapter on the nine Narasimhas,
their locations and the powers of their ksetras, understood as the
individual sites they preside over. The sages ask about the origin of
the Vedacala name on the account of extolling the aspect called
Varahanarasimha (Boar-Narasimha). Such a context allows to
smoothly integrate the narrative into the chapter for it draws on the
Puranic myth regarding the Vedas stolen from Brahma. This myth is
usually related to the Vaisnava tradition, and some of its classical
versions involve Visnu’s Varaha (Boar) incarnation (or Matsya,
Fish) who recovers the texts hidden by thieves in the ocean. The
savior can be also Hayagriva. The robbers are usually demons
Madhu and Kaitabha or demon Hayagriva/Hayasiras. Besides, there
are several localized versions of this myth, and in some of them, for
instance, from Tamilnadu, the thief is demon Somaka (Doniger
O’Flaherty 1988: 99-102, Shulman 1984: 21-25). This is also the
case of the AM narrative, where, moreover, the VVedas are retrieved
by Visnu-Narasimha, after which, dissatisfied with Brahma’s atti-
tude, they approach the Lord of Ahobilam. The narrative proceeds
as follows (AM 4.28-44):

[The mountain] by name Garuda is the best among mountains. The
mountain known as Veda is its part. Before, in krtayuga, a cruel de-
mon called Somaka stole Vedas from Brahma born from a lotus.
Therefore, the perplexed creator, three worlds, everything moving and
not moving, the recitation of Vedas and the syllable saz, rituals of ob-
lations, conduct according to varpa and dsrama could not proceed.
Having seen this all, Lord Purusottama killed demon Somaka and
took back the three Vedas. Thus, when the god was giving [them]
back to afflicted Brahma, all Vedas thought together: “This Brahma is
incapable of granting any boon in any way. Therefore, we will per-
form austerities, we will become victorious over everyone. We will
exert ourselves, no doubt, so that we are not insulted by demons,
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gods, or people of unsubdued spirit, sacred texts, other puranas, smrti
along with historical texts.” They walked from forest to forest. Hav-
ing climbed the mountain, all performed arduous austerities which
cause the hair to bristle in front of the Lord of Kamala, Nrsimha.
Thus, the gracious Venerable one said to these ascetics: “For what
reason austerities are performed [by you] violently as if [you were]
deprived of knowledge of the self?” Having been addressed so the
Vedas spoke to Narayana: “All people perform austerities which
cause hair bristle for your sake. O Lord of the World, being omnisci-
ent, you do not discern advantage and disadvantage. Prabhu! For what
reasons do you perplex [us], O God, as if [we were] common peo-
ple?”. “I know your entire story, thus let it be in this way, there is no
doubt. I gave you the boon and now there will never be any insult by
any demons or gods accompanied by Indra, O Vedas! Those who
despise the three-fold path, are all heretics. Those various texts which
are hostile towards you, puranas, histories, smytis in thousands, they,
no doubt, are corrupted, like Ganga’s water [is corrupted] by liquor.
From today this world will call this mountain by your name, verily.”
Having said so, Hari disappeared. From this day on the name of the
mountain has been known as Veda.?

B AM 4.28-44: garudacalanama tu bhidharanam tu pungavah | ta-
syavayavabhiito ‘yam bhiidharo vedasamjiiitah ||28|| pura krtayuge krirah somakah
nama durmatih | vedapaharanam cakre abjayoneh pitamahat ||29|| tatak samksob-
hito dhata trailokyam sacardacaram | na svadhyayasatkarau nagnihotrakriyas tada ||
na varndasramadharmanam acaras tu pravartate ||30|| etat sarvam samalokya bha-
gavan purusottamah | jaghana somakam raksam ajahara ca vai trayim ||31|| tatas tu
dattavan devah Socate vedhase punah | vedas tu sarve sambhilya parasparam
acintayan ||32|| brahmayam varadane na samarthah katharicana | tapasyamo vayam
ntinam yasyamah sarvajisnutam |33|| asurair va surair vapi narair va hy
ajitatmabhih | sastrair anyair puranair smytibhih setihdsakaih 34| sathasmakam
paribhavo na jayate tatha vayam | yatisyamo na sandeha iti yata vanad vanam ||35||
aruhya parvatam sarve hy agratah kamalapateh | nySimhasya tapas cakrur daru-
nam romaharsapam ||36|| tatak prasanno bhagavams tan uvaca jatadharan | kim
artham tapyate ghoram atmavijianahinavat ||37|| yusmadartham janah sarveh
tapyante romaharsanam | ity evam uktdas te veda narayanam athabruvan ||38||
sarvajiias tvam jagannatha na janasi hitahitam | kim artham mohayasyesa prthag-
janam iva prabho 39| (sribhagavan): jane yusmatkatham sarvam tattathaivastv
asamsayah | datto varo maya cadya sendrair api surasuraih ||40|| sarvaik pari-
bhavo vedah na kadacid bhavisyati | ye nindanti trayimargam sarve pasandinas
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The AM version of the myth intermingles classical motifs about
the stolen Vedas with locally invented concepts. Besides common
threads concerning the decline of the world caused by the impossi-
bility of performing sacrifices due to the loss of the Vedas, not only
does the AM personify the Vedas, but additionally endows them
with agency. Impure and insulted because of having come into con-
tact with the demon, they express their critique of Brahma’s ability
to grant them their power back. Hence, they decide to perform aus-
terities—note the same motif of undertaking mortifications as in the
case of Garudacala narrative—and, most importantly, in terms of
creating the site’s sanctity, choose Ahobilam as their destination.
Like in the Garudacala narrative, the motif of austerities on a hill
entails the motif of the God’s appearance. Having climbed a moun-
tain amongst the forests, the Vedas approach Narasimha who is ac-
companied by the Goddess and who in reward for their austerities
restores their authority. Before he names after them the hill where
the Vedas had practiced austerities, he declares all the texts that
contradict them heretic. Once again, the site’s sacredness stems from
the presence of Narasimha, the god manifested on a hill, rather than
the eponymous protagonists of the narrative.

e The Nine Narasimhas

As the last instance of narratives that contribute to making the space
of Ahobilam sacred, | discuss the narrative sequence which maps the
spatial distribution of the abodes (sthana) of nine aspects of Nara-
simha, briefly refers to myths behind their names (nama), and the
powers of their sites (ksetra), which all together constitute the na-
vanarasimhaksetra. The nine-fold sequence starts and ends with the
ugra aspects as if to underscore their special position: these are
Ahobilanarasimha (1), Bhargavanarasimha (8) and Jvalanarasimha

tatha ||41|| yani yusmad viruddhani Sastrani vividhani ca | purananitihasas ca
SMrtayas ca sahasrasah || dasitani na sandeho gangambhah suraya yatha ||42||
adya prabhrti loko ‘yam yusmannamna tu parvatam | vadisyati na sandeha ity
uktvantardadhe harih ||43|| tatah prabhrti sailasya namasit vedasamjiiitam ||44||
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(9). In some cases, the narrative segments allude to yet other narra-
tives connected to various other topics, e.g., Vedacala, thus creating
a dense net of textual and mythical connections.

Structurally, the description of the nine Narasimhas is divided
into two sections, with the first one (AM 4.9-53) focused on the
names of the consecutive aspects of the god and the physical loca-
tion of their abodes (ravanam narasimhanam namani ca prthak
prthak | sthanani brithi..., AM 4.8). The second section (AM 4.54—
109), deals with the power (prabhava) of each of them,? that is, as
follows from subsequent verses, with the advantages of visiting their
sites understood as sacred (ksetra).

Ahobilanarasimha

The series of Narasimha’s manifestations begins with the descrip-
tion of an ugra aspect of Narasimha who slaughters the demon. The
passage counterbalances fierce traits of the god with his concern for
the worshippers; this is exemplified by the presence of Prahlada on
his side:

The shore of the Gajatirtha is the most fortunate of all locations.
Narasimha who tears asunder enemies appears there. He sits on the
disc-seat (cakrasana) [and is] endowed with a disc (cakra) and other
weapons. With his jaw he brings destruction to those who wander
about. With a mane, dispelling the groups of demons, with jaws full
of terrible fangs, he is fearsome even to the Fear. With his nails sharp
as white thunderbolts he makes demons shaken, with the cruel fire
produced out of the eye on a forehead, he, of immeasurable form, ap-
pears to burn the three worlds. With his compassion to devotees, con-
stantly, he is looking at [those] focused on gods. Extremely delighted,
he dwells welcoming with affection Prahlada full of love, sitting in

2 AM 4.53cd-54: ete navavidhah prokta nrsimha navadha smrtah |53||
ekaikasya prabhavas tu vaktum sakyam na vedhasa | tathapyuddesato vaksye kificid
eva prthakprthak ||54]|
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front with folded hands, a true devotee. This is the first location
(sthana) honoured by Brahma and others.®

Although the passage does not explicitly name the god, the de-
scription refers to Ahobilanarasimha, the Lord of Ahobilam. This is
clear not only due to emphasis on his role in killing the demon (note
that the other two ugra aspects hosted in Ahobilam are visually
credited with this act too), but, furthermore, due to a topographical
hint at the shore of Gajatirtha which is mentioned at the very begin-
ning of the passage. The same spatial reference is given in the al-
ready discussed passages AM 3.133-134, which points to Ahobila-
narasimha who dwells in a cave on the slopes to the north of
Garudacala (cf. fn 19), and AM. 7.78-83, which deals with the ety-
mology of toponyms Ahobalam/Ahobilam (cf. fn 18). In terms of
iconography, there sems to be an inconsistency concerning the
weapons, for the main deity of the Upper Ahobilam, the svayambhii,
does not have any. However, in the cave adjacent to the main one,
there is one more image of the ugra Narasimha which has four
hands: while with the lower ones the deity mutilates the demon’s
belly, in the upper ones he holds sarikha and cakra. The mention of
cakrasana in which the deity seats poses some problems too. If we
ignore yogic associations of the term (a wheel pose/ backbend) and
take it as denoting “the seat/dwelling of sudarsana”, the latter being
a deified disc (cakra) of Visnu, then the textual reference may point
to a custom of representing Narasimha as seated on the reverse site
of the Sudars$ana icon, an embodiment of the disk, or with a disc in

%0 AM 4.9-15ab: sthananam eva sarvesam gajatirthatatam subham | vida-
rayan ripums tatra narasimhah prakasate |9| cakrasane samasinas cakradya-
yudhasevitah | camkramakramitanam tu vaktrasayavinasanah ||10|| satacchatasa-
mayukto vidhitasuramandalah | damstrakaralavadano bhayasyapi bhayarkarah
11| sitadambholiparusair nakhair vilulitasurah | phaleksanasamudbhiitavahning
darunatmand | aprameyakrtakaras trilokam nirdahann iva ||12|| bhaktanukampaya
nityam bhavitamrtaviksnah ||13|| agre pranjalim asinam prahladam priyapiritam |
prempanugrhpan sadbhaktam samadhyadste ‘tiharsitah ||14] idam tu prathamam
sthanam brahmadibhir upasitam |
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his hand.®' Although there is no such a representation in the
Ahobilanarasimha temple, Vasantha remarks that the sudarsa-
nayantra is installed in a small side-shrine situated to the west of
Ahobilanarasimha’s cave (Vasantha 2001: 79).

Varahanarasimha

The next aspect, the peaceful Boar Narasimha, i.e., Varaha, along
with Vasundhara, the Earth, resides on the back of Vedadri (AM
4.22):

Assuming the form of Varaha,
the eternal god supports his wife Vasundhara,
having remained at the hinder part of Vedadri.*

An allusion to the Puranic myth of Visnu, who in his manifes-
tation of Varaha rescues the Earth from the ocean by lifting her up
from waters with his tusk is also recalled in the section on the merits
acruing from visiting this ksetra. Besides promising to grant an ac-
complishment to people who keep vows and chant the best Vaisnava
mantra in front of the god, the text associates the varahaksetra with
the power to fulfil a desire of having land (bhikama) and kingdom
(rajyakama) (AM 4.57cd). This is granted if a person recites for a
certain period a stotra, which is quoted in the following verses, and
with which the Earth (Bhii) praises her savior, the Boar Narasimha
(AM 4.59-71).

In terms of iconography, the brief description of Varaha-
narasimha (locally often called Krodanarasimha) conforms with one
of the statues installed in the shrine. According to Vasantha’s ac-
count (Vasantha 2001: 8-9), the cave temple dedicated to Varaha-
narasimha hosts nowadays two images, of Laksminarasimha and of

31 An icon of Narasimha with Sudaréana on his back is found, for instance,
in the Varadaraja temple in Kanchipuram.

%2 AM 4.22: varaham ripamasthaya dhatte jayam vasundharam | vedadreh
prsthabhdge tu sthitva devah sanatanah ||22||
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Sthanakanarasimha with Bhiidevi. The latter shows the Earth-goddess
embracing the god’s snout® as if being lifted from waters. The god
has two hands, the head of a boar and the tail of a lion attached to a
human torso.

The cave is situated near the Bhavanasini river, circa one km to
the north-east from the Ahobilanarasimha temple, between Vedadri
and Garudadri, yet attached to the former.

Narasimha with Laksmi (Laksminarasimha)/Malolanarasimha

The next manifestation, again peaceful, is of Narasimha with
Laksmi (AM 4.23-25):

On the highest, lofty peak of this eminent mountain [Vedacala], ven-
erable Narasimha manifests [himself] facing towards the south. On
his side an eminent great river called Kanaka (Golden) always flows
carrying water with its streams. There, Hari once bestowed Devi with
supremacy. From this time people have proclaimed the place as of
Laksm1.*

[...]

This eminent mountain always glows due to glances thrown by
Laksmi, [and is] covered on all sides with fruits, flowers and
creepers.®

Accordingly, the AM 4.74-76 explicitly states that the ksetra of
this particular aspect is situated on the top of Vedadri, and the god
resides there with Laksmi. A visit to this ksetra is recommended for
those who desire distinction or glory (srikama), success (sampad) or

% According to Rangachar, the goddess clings to Varahanarasimha’s left

shoulder (Rangachar 1993: 30).

3 AM 4.23-25: tasya bhiidharavaryasya unnate mastakottame | daksina-
bhimukhah sriman narasimhah prakasate ||23|| tasya bhage mahabhaga ka-
nakakhya mahanadr | sada dravati dharabhir udvahantt sada udam |]24| pradha-
nyam tatra devyds tu harih kalpitavan pura | tatah prabhyti lokds tu laksmyas pa-
dam avadayan |25|| [...]

% AM 4.45; laksmikataksaviksepat sadayam parvatottamas | phalapuspala-
takirnah sarvatah samprakasate ||45||
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seek to become like a lord of gods (suresata). For this sake they
should chant Laksminrsimhamantra along with Astaksaramantra.

The chapter’s phalasruti links this ksetra only with Laksmi: it
calls it jalanidhitanayasamyjiiita, the ksetra “called the Daughter of
the Ocean” (=Laksm).

The saumya icon of Narasimha accompanied by Laksmi is in-
stalled in the shrine locally known as Malolanarasimha. The god is
seated in sukhasana, with left leg folded and right one dangling. The
goddess sits on his left thigh and embraces him with her right arm.
The feet of the goddess rest on padma which sprouts from the earth.
Lord’s two upper hands hold cakra and sasikha. With the lower right
hand Narasimha displays abhaya gesture and with the lower left
hand he embraces his consort.

The shrine is situated circa 2 kms up of the upper Ahobilam
temple, on a level of the Vedadri’s peak. A small rivulet called Ka-
naka flows nearby (Vasantha 2001: 9).

There are also several local myths not attested in the AM which
explain Narasimha’s and Laksmi’s appearance in this particular
place. This event happens to be connected with the act of Laksmi
appeasing Narasimha’s anger after he killed Hiranyakasipu at an-
other local ksetra, a site associated with Jvalanarasimha. Having
approached Narasimha on the request of threatened gods, Laksmi
moved along with him there to bless the devotees (Rangachar 1993:
10-11). Other narratives attribute more agency to the goddess: for
instance, she is believed to have moved there after being offended
by Narasimha who invited a Chenchu huntress to their abode. This
belief partly finds its visual counterpart in the cave shrine of
Ahobilanarasimha, where the statue of Cefictilaksmi considered to
be a wife of Ahobilanarasimha is kept besides the main mirti
(Ayyengar 1916: 82).

Yoganandanarasimha

The next manifestation treated in the passage is Yoganandanara-
simha (AM 4.46-48):
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To the west of Vedadri, near the place of Laksmi, there is the god
Yogananda Nrsimha who faces south. He was teaching yoga to the
noble Prahlada. From this time people call him “Yogananda.” To the
northwest from there Lord Narasimha glows in the cave in his own
form of Yogananda®

A passage concerning the ksetra does not provide any spatial
details, focusing rather on mythical figures and gods, including
Brahma, who attained peace of mind here (AM 4.77-79).

The verses pertain to the form of Narasimha who is icono-
graphically shown in a yogic posture with legs crossed and tied with
a cloth used for yogic practices (yogapaga). Thus, although this
aspect is presented without Laksmi, its yogic traits make him
peaceful. He has four hands: the upper right holds cakra and the
upper left holds sasikha. The other two rest on his knees (Vasantha
2001: 8). The actual cave shrine of Yoganandanarasimha is situated
to the south-west from Laksminarasimha/Malolanarasimha shrine,
high on the slopes of Vedadri (cf. Rangachar 1993: 32-33). The
passage AM 4.46—48 seems to allude to two different sites (“To the
west of Vedadri...”, “To the northwest from there...”). Perhaps the
first mention refers to a place where, in view of local tradition,
Narasimha is believed to have, after killing the demon, taught yoga
to Prahlada—that would be a plain rocky surface in front of
Yoganandanarasimha shrine. The second mention could be then to
the shrine itself. Alternatively, this form of Narasimha is called
Y oganandaprahladanarasimha.

Pavananarasimha

The next form of Narasimha is called Pavana (purifying/pure) (AM
4.49):

% AM 4.46-48: vedadreh pascime bhage laksmisthanat samipatah | daksi-
nabhimukho devo yoganando nrkesart ||46|| yogabhyasam tu Krtavan prahladasya
mahatmanah | tada prabhrti lokas tu yogananda iti bruvan ||47| tasya vayavya-
bhage tu bhagavan narakesart | yoganandasvaripena guhayam samprakasate ||48||
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To the south of Garudadri there is a tirtha called Pavana. Lord Visnu
in his form of Narasimha is there, the bestower of desired objects to
living beings who resorted to him.*’

The passage concerning the ksetra calls it a jewel among others
and associates it with the power of removing various transgressions,
including, for instance, losing caste (jatibhramsa) or killing a Brah-
min, the latter illustrated by the case of sage Bharadvaja who once
got rid of his wrong deed here (AM 4.80-82).

In accordance with the text, the shrine of Pavananarasimha is
situated to the south of the Garudadri. It is the most remote shrine at
the site, built in a faraway place in a forested area on the bank of
Pavani river near a Chenchu hamlet, several km to the south from
the Upper Ahobilam temple. The garudastambha which is in front
indicates that in the bygone times the shrine must have enjoyed
popularity. In a nearby cave situated on the slope, slightly above the
shrine, there is a small sanctuary of Cefictilaksmi. As already men-
tioned, during Mahotsava/Brahmotsava the site is visited by local
communities who sacrifice animals to Narasimha.

The enshrined image shows peaceful Narasimha with Laksmi.
He has four hands: the upper two carry sarikha and cakra, the lower
right hand displays abhaya gesture and the lower left hand embraces
Laksmi seated on the god’s left tight. Narasimha rests in sukhasana
on the snake Adisesa, his left leg is folded, and his right leg bent.
Laksmi embraces the god with her right hand. Over them the sev-
en-hooded snake spreads like an umbrella (Vasantha 2001: 11).
Locally, the deity is known as Pamuletinarasimha (Tel. pamu = ser-
pent). Besides Pavananarasimha, the garbhagrha holds also the
statues of Gopalakrsna, Navanitakrsna, Varadardja, Anjaneya and
another Pamuletinarasimha (cf. Rangachar 1993: 36).

31 AM 4.49: garudadrer daksinatah pavanam nama tirthakam | tatraste bha-
gavan vispur nySimhasya svariapadhyt || samsritanam tu jantinam abhistarthapra-
dayakah ||49||
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Karaiijanarasimha

The next form of Narasimha is the Karanjanarasimha (AM 4.50,
4.83)

Behind/to the west of the Garudadri, nearby, there is a great tree Ka-
rafijaka, Narakesari is at its feet.*®

At the feet of Karaiija,
where the Venerable one holding cakra and a bow resides,
there is a ksetra described as Karaiija, adjacent to Bhavanasini (4.83)*

The ksetra’s power is explained as related to the appearance of
Narasimha when the sage Gobhila, cursed by Durvasas, recited the
King of the Mantras (mantraraja) there (AM 4.85-89).

The shrine which hosts this form of Narasimha is till day situ-
ated under a Karafija tree (Karafija tree = Pongamia Glabra), on the
way up to the Upper Ahobilam, currently alongside a motorable
concrete road, to the west from Garudadri. River Bhavana$ini flows
on the left. The image is seated in meditation, with hooded cobra
over the head. Narasimha holds in his hands cakra, sarikha, and a
bow. With a lower right hand he shows an abhaya gesture (Vasantha
2001: 9). It is a peaceful form of the god.

Although here devotion is not directly focused on a tree, still,
the importance of Karaiija in the worship of this form of Narasimha
may suggest that the place might have been originally significant for
local communities. As Jacobsen remarks, significance of natural
phenomena, i.e., trees, at the Hindu pilgrimage centers has been
often inherited from older traditions which were overlayed in the
process of mutual merging and redefining (Jacobsen 2013: 49-50).

The same applies to the next Narasimha aspect.

% AM 4.50; garudadreh pascimatah hy avidire karanijakah | mahan vrksas
tatra caste tanmiile narakesart ||50||

¥ AM 4.83: karaiijamile bhagavan yatraste $arngacakradhyt | karafijam
ksetram uddistam asritam bhavanasinim ||83||
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Chatravatanarasimha

In this case the passage on Narasimha’s name and location proceeds
as follows (AM 4.51)

In the place to the south-west from this site,
nearby, within half of krosa,
Narasimha dwells in the shadow of a Banyan tree like an umbrella*

The other passage links the chasravaraksetra with a site of
Narasimha who is entertained by various mythical entities with mu-
sic and songs. Here, two gandharvas, called Huhu and Haha, who
came from Meru to Ahobilam, were granted a boon of being the best
musicians. Narasimha did it in recognition of their talent and famili-
arity with musical notes. Therefore, the ksetra is dedicated to artists
who study sacred texts depending on the Bharatasastra here, for it
grants fame (AM 4.90-96).

The shrine, built to the south-west of the Garudadri, under the
shade of an umbrella-like banyan tree (chat[t]ravarsa), is situated ca.
four km from the Lower Ahobilam, on a motorable road to the
Yoganandanarasimha shrine. The deity’s image is carved in a
black basaltic stone. Facing east, Narasimha is seated in the
padmasana pose on a low padmapitha. He holds cakra and sarnkha
in his upper hands. The lower right hand shows the abhaya gesture,
the lower left hand, placed on the waist and the left thigh, the
karihasta gesture (Vasantha 2001: 8).

Bhargavanarasimha

The geographical orientation of the physical location of this aspect
is also given in reference to Garudadri (AM 4.52):

0 AM 4.51: tatsthanan nairrte bhage krosardhe hy avidiratah | aste chatra-
vatacchayam asrito narakesart ||51|
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To the north from there, in a place hidden between the mountains,
Narakesarf sits in the prominent bhargavatirtha.**

In opposition to the previous aspects, Bhargavanarasimha is
fierce (ugra). According to a passage on its ksetra (AM 4.97-105),
this site promises heaven and emancipation. Nearby there is a pond
(tirtha) called aksaya (‘undecying’), and the surroundings are for-
ested. Having taken a bath there, one should worship the god as
Adhoksaja. The name Bhargava comes from sage Bhargava who
performed fierce austerities there.

The shrine is situated circa 2 km from the Lower Ahobilam, on
a hill near bhargavatirtha. Steps which lead to the shrine start near
aksayatirtha, currently a small pond surrounded by greenery.

The image of the deity is placed on a low pedestal. It has four
hands, of which the upper hands hold cakra and sarikha, and the two
lower ones tear out intestines of Hiranyakasipu. The demon has a
sword in his hand. A statue of Prahlada who displays a7ijali gesture
is situated on the right. There is also a statue of Mahavisnu in the
peaceful aspect (Rangachar 1993: 21). The shrine is mentioned in an
inscription dated 1564 AD, put up by Sri Parankusa Srivansatagopa
Jiyar. It registers a grant of land in a village called Lingamdinne to
Ahobalesvara for offerings during the garden festival (vanamahot-
sava) near the tank on the way to the Bhargava shrine, the road and
steps to which were constructed by the same jiyar (Vasantha 2001:
7-8).

Jvalanarasimha

Location of the last aspect, the fiery (jvala) Narasimha, is described
very briefly (AM 4.53ab)

In the middle of the Acalacchayameru there is Jvalanrkesari*

% AM 4.52: tasya cottarabhdage tu parvatantarite sthale | bhargave tirtha-
varye tu samaste narakesart ||52||
42 AM 4.53ab: acalacchayameros tu madhye jvalanrkesarf |
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The passage on the advantages of visiting the site (ksetra) of
Jvalanrkesari credits it with removing all wrongdoings. It recom-
mends offering light and clarified butter or sesamum oil to
Jvalanarasimha there, for light should bring a devotee to the state of
communing with god (sayujya). Last verses extol the incorporeal
Narasimha who is joined with the dead body of Hiranyakasipu
(sambhinnam bhinnadaityesvaratanum atanum narasimham bha-
jamah, AM 4.109) in a way which highlights his fiery features
clearly in association with his fierceness.

Accordingly, the cave shrine of Jvalanarasimha is built high
above the Laksminarasimha temple, on a hill called Accalachaya-
meru. According to Vasantha, in view of local tradition it is situated
at the place where the anger of Narasimha reached its peak when he
tore into Hiranyakasipu. The spot where Jvalanarasimha is sitting
with the demon spread on his lap is believed to be the threshold of
the entrance to Hiranyakasipu’s palace. This motif, along with the
already mentioned motif of a nearby small pond whose water is of
reddish colour because Narasimha washed his hands off the demon’s
blood there, is woven into the mahatmya.

According to Vasantha, there are actually three images in the
shrine. The main deity is eight-armed and seated on garudapitha.
One hand of the first pair catches Hiranya’s crown, the other catches
Hiranya’s hand in which he carries a sword. The second pair of
Narasimha’s hands tears open the entrails of the demon who lies on
the folded right leg of the god. The third hand holds saskha and
cakra. The fourth pair keeps the garland of demon’s intestines. In
front of Narasimha there is a statue of Prahlada. Another statue
shows a rare form of Narasimha in a standing posture while coming
out of the pillar (stambhotsavamiirti). It has four arms: the two up-
per hands hold cakra and sasikha and the two lower are positioned
as if to claw the demon who is absent. To the right there is seated
Laksmi and to the left there is an image of Prahlada. Yet another
image of Narasimha hosted in the shrine displays the scene of the
fight: Narasimha approaches the demon from the right; Hiranya-
kasipu keeps a sword in his hand willing to strike Narasimha
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(Vasantha 2001: 9-10). Rangachar, who calls the Jvalanarasimha
“the first of the nine holy shrines of Ahobilam” (Rangachar 1993:
10) additionally mentions the ten-armed image of Narasimha, which
stands to the right of the main image (Rangachar 1993: 34).

Conclusions: Reading, watching, walking Ahobilam landscape

As one can see, the order of AM narratives which deal with local
hills is logical and well planned. Before the text extolls the nine
Narasimhas and their sites, the meaning behind the names of the two
hills, i.e., Garudacala and Vedacala, which serve as spatial reference
for other plots, is explained. Close reading reveals, however, that in
the context of creating the sacredness of Ahobilam, the role of
eponymous figures of these two narratives—Garuda and Vedas re-
spectively—is limited. Given that in Hindu and other traditions
mountains are perceived sacred because they are believed to be a
place of gods’ theophany and residence, the AM narratives seem to
convey that both hills are holy not due to the presence of Garuda and
the Vedas there, but rather because of Visnu-Narasimha, who de-
scended upon them to grant boons. His benevolent aspect, empha-
sized by the presence of Laksmi at his side, proves from the outset
that he has many aspects, and the ferocious one is just one of many.
By establishing that Garudacala and Vedacala are the hills, where
Narasimha manifests himself and dwells, the narratives set the stage
for the story of the nine Narasimhas or his various local aspects. In
the light of this, the pattern of nine does not actually seem to serve
as yet another means of creating sanctity of the site because the hills
where the god manifests himself are already said to be holy. The
pattern’s function is rather to extend the god’s nature beyond his
fierce features which Ahobilam is popularly aligned with and most
likely already was in the times of Tirumangai Alvar.

Secondly, although at the beginning of this paper | stated that |
find it convincing that an empirical/performative aspect of making a
site sacred might be even much more decisive than non-empirical,
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i.e., shaped by the narrative, it must be noted how the hills-related
narratives of the AM transform the landscape of a real place, basi-
cally in comparison to that depicted by Tirumangai. In the light of
the AM, it is no longer a dry, difficult and haunted terrain which
matches the nature of the ferocious Narasimha. Along with variega-
tion of the god’s nature into nine aspects, predominantly peaceful,
the literary image of the site’s ambience becomes more welcoming.

Thirdly, the pattern of nine (again, most likely owed to a narra-
tive, if we consider the already mentioned option of being inspired
by Tirumangai’s nine stanzas in which he described the ferocious
god) allows to encapsulate under the umbrella of Narasimha’s figure
the indigenous beliefs that predated his Vaisnava cult there. Their
traces, as mentioned above, are likely to be seen in reverence to-
wards the Lord of Ahobilam believed to be self-born in a cave, or in
his aspects linked to particular trees. They are also realized during
temple festivals; for instance, every year Ahobilanarasimha is taken
for a 40-day-long ritual hunt around Ahobilam (Tel. paruvéra /
Sanskr. mygayotsava) in which the Chenchu community still plays
an important role. A text which integrates various domains—nature
and culture, and the local and the Brahmanic—is the festival’s
screenplay.

Of course, the most efficient empirical aspect of transforming
the site into holy is a pilgrimage understood both as approaching it
and walking amongst the nine individual ksetras that lie within its
sacred territory. The scenery of Ahobilam, actually unchangeably
harsh, visually conveys the episodes of the Narasimha myth in-
scribed by the AM into certain local natural phenomena; besides
mountains it is also Bhavanasini river,”® and 12 firthas. While
walking, pilgrims envision and confront various events encapsulated
in the locally shaped Narasimha myth. Emotions brought out by the
interplay of nature and narratives get stronger the more often they
hear reports that wild felines, cheetahs or tigers, have been seen in
the area. The setting of the Upper Ahobilam, chiefly a vertical rock

* For an analysis of the AM myth of Bhavanasini see Debicka-Borek 2019.
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with a natural cleft called Ugrastambha, which is said to be the pillar
of Hiranyakasipu’s palace from which Narasimha appeared, is likely
to enhance belief that this is the site of the demon’s brutal death at
the hands (or rather claws) of Narasimha. This seems to happen no
matter how the mahatmya’s narrations and visual representations
differentiate the nature of the god.

Drawing on her field studies in Ahobilam, Biardeau perceives
the route among the Narasimha shrines of the Upper Ahobilam—still
to be covered on foot—as a sort of circuit around the mountain, with
Ugrastambha at its center. As she states, from this perspective, the
mountain is the god (Biardeau 1975: 59). Even if in view of the AM
the sacred territory of Ahobilam includes other temples located on
the lower altitude / at the foot of the mountain, it does not impact
Biardeau’s conclusions. Currently the order of visiting them depends
on practical issues, whether one wishes to visit them on foot or by
car, the duration of the stay, etc. The lack of predetermined, obliga-
tory sequence of touring the nine shrines seems to indicate that there
is no linear plot which brings together the nine incarnations of Nara-
simha. It is not clear whether the order of nine Narasimhas is in-
tended to evoke a linear myth, as, for instance, the chapter’s
phalasruti does not point to it.* In this context, what joins them is
indeed the mountain/s they reside on, and the routes traversed by
pilgrims.

The narratives preserved in the AM can be seen as a product of
interconnectedness of nature and culture. What triggered their com-
position were, on the one hand, the earlier stories, on the other, the
local hills. As we may presume, these hills were first frequented and

4 AM 4.13: paksindram potrasamjiiam jalanidhitanayasamjiiitam yoga-
samjiiam | karanjam ksetravaryam phalitaphalacayam chatrapirvam vatam ca |
jvalakhyam bhargavakhyam bhagavadabhimatam bhavitam yogivaryaih | pupyam
tat pavanakhyam hrdi kalayatam kalpate satphalaya ||113|—“[The site called]
Garuda, [the site] called ‘Boar’, [the site] called ‘The daughter of the Ocean’, [the
site] called ‘Yoga’, the eminent site of Karaiija, and the Banyan tree [called after]
the parasol bearing abundance of fruit, the site known as Jvala, the site known as
Bhargava, dear to Bhagavan promoted by eminent yogis, [and] the auspicious site
known as Pavana. One should carry it in heart, [then] one partakes of good fruits.”
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then spoken about by the indigenous communities: wild and seclud-
ed, the hills provided them with prey and food and hosted ferocious
divinities of the forest. With the advent of the Vaisnavas and the
necessity to share the space, the production of narratives took an-
other turn. Whereas at first they reflected the ferociousness of the
god who resides in such a hostile site as Tirumangai sang about,
several centuries later, basically for the sake of the royals, they re-
flected a peaceful encounter of royal/Brahmanic and local spheres as
embodied by the god Narasimha and the Ceiici huntress who fell in
love (Dgbicka-Borek 2016). In turn, a place-oriented Sanskrit maha-
tmya, perhaps composed in the in-between period (?), but surely
with the aim of drawing pilgrims, attempted at making a naturally
harsh and demanding landscape of Ahobilam to be perceived as
friendly. Because the god is there, the hills of Ahobilam grant salva-
tion. Crucial in refashioning the perception of terrain is, however, an
attempt of presenting the hilly landscape as accommodating the god,
whose nature displays several aspects. Whereas for the Alvars, the
Narasimha of Ahobilam was equally ferocious and blazing as the
natural surroundings, the mahatmya seems to convey the idea that
along with his other, mild aspects, the nature was harnessed too.
And the pilgrims’ purposeful visits and their experiencing of narra-
tives by using all their senses and immersing themselves in the real
environment perpetually recreate the site’s sacredness.
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