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1. Introduction

In this paper, 1 discuss the Sanskrit literary motif of a god who promises
a successor to a childless royal couple in terms of a medium which serves not
only to glorify the ruler but also to poetically recount his exploits. The narrative
I investigate is intertwined within the little known historical mahakavya titled
Saluvabhyudaya (SA). Authored by an eminent poet, Rajanatha Dindima, ca.
1480 (KrisuNaswaMI A1YANGAR 2003: 30; SHASTRI 1996: 350; LIENHARD
1984: 22), the poem praises Saluva Narasimha (r. 1485-1491). At the time of
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its composition, Saluva Narasimha was a general under the Sangama emperors
with the title of the Governor of Candragiri. After seizing the throne in 1485,
he started a dynasty which turned out to be the shortest lived and to date the
least explored in the history of the Vijayanagara Empire.

My approach to the SA as purposefully imbued with historical facts chiefly
draws on hints at a deliberate use of recognised motifs to deal with the eye
witness accounts dropped by Phyllis Granoff in the context of modes of
employing the avatara theme in historical kavyas (GRANOFF 1984). The issue
of ‘translating literature into memory’ also became an essential part of Lidia
Sudyka’s inquiries in her book on a Vijayanagara poetess, Gangadev1, and the
ways she depicted the victories of her husband, Kampana (Supyka 2013). In
ayet larger context of Sanskrit narratives of the Muslim past, the use of poetical
modes of expression to tell history has been recently investigated by Audrey
TrRuUSCHKE 2021. As the narrative I scrutinise belongs to the genealogical
material, besides the concepts presented by the three above authors, in my
research I refer as well to theories concerning the ways of reading royal
genealogies as an ideological tool, particularly when enriched with a narrative
(SHARMA 2011; StMmMoONs 2018).

Although composed in Sanskrit, the SA belongs to the era of South
Indian literary production, which, as Sheldon Pollock remarks, opted more
and more often for vernacular languages. Designed to conventionally narrate
the ‘success’ or ‘exaltation’ (abhyudaya) of Saluva Narasimha, the poem fits
the aesthetic of, in Pollock’s quite radical opinion, ‘exhausted’ Vijayanagara
Sanskrit literary culture, which, contrary to the growing body of literature in
regional languages, was soon reduced to the ‘historicist-political” dimension
aimed at serving the Empire through recounting royal campaigns. In Pollock’s
view, the Vijayanagara poets’ tendency to stay within the context of the
kingdom led to a decrease in the range of their works’ circulation, disinterest
of commentators in their contents, and so on (Pollock 2003: 94-95). As he
remarks, the Sanskrit works produced in this milieu raise the question as to
how they survived at all (Pollock 2003: 94). The SA did survive, but indeed
hardly noticed either by contemporaries or recent scholarship. The poem
remains still in manuscript form, extant to the best of my knowledge in only
acouple of copies. The copy I refer to here (SA), is preserved at the Government
Oriental Manuscripts Library (GOML), Chennai.! As I shall demonstrate,

' I would like to thank Lidia Sudyka for sharing the photos of the manuscript (manuscript DC

Nos. 11818 and 11819, on paper, in Devanagari script). Some excerpts from the text are given
in KRISHNASWAMI AIYANGAR 2003: 30-31, 92-102, who remarks that the GOML copy is most
likely the only one extant. However, the New Catalogus Catalogorum, vol. XXXIX, pp. 15-16,
instead of this copy mentions manuscripts preserved in Mysore, which I could not consult so far.
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despite its conventionality in terms of composition, selection of themes and
modes of poetic expression, the SA offers valuable material to study the past
of the Saluva dynasty, mostly in regard to its engagement with temples and
religious institutions, the cooperation aimed at extending power.?

The SA consists of thirteen cantos. In brief, the issue which prevails in
the cantos 3—13 is Narasimha’s conquest aspirations (CHATTOPADHYAYA 1998:
45-46). They are conventionally described through the digvijaya motif
(i.e. conquest of the world) and thus reach far to the North, that is include
territories that have never actually been in the orb of Vijayanagara influences.
In the following, I focus on the narrative which constitutes the second canto
of the poem, and in which Rajanatha Dindima equates his patron with
Ahobilanarasimha (Narasimha of Ahobilam), namely a rather locally known
form of god Visnu presiding over Ahobilam (currently in the Kurnool district
of Andhra Pradesh). Conforming to a pattern known to Sanskrit literary
production, the poet depicts the deity’s appearance in a dream of Saluva
Narasimha’s father, Gunda, after he and his wife undertook austerities in
Ahobilam to procure a son. In the subsequent sections I discuss this narrative
as the means consciously applied by Rajanatha Dindima to fashion Saluva
Narasimha’s identity as a victorious leader who deserves the throne, but also as
the expression of how the poet perceived and understood his patron’s activities
against the backdrop of the changes in the political-cum-religious milieu of the
Vijayanagara Empire towards the end of the 15th century.

2. The SA and the ways of narrating genealogy

According to Sudyka, the SA was modelled on the genealogy passages of the
Saluva family, which are appended to the first canto of the Ramabhyudaya
(RA), another historical mahakavya eulogising Saluva Narasimha and his
deeds. The authorship of the latter is still disputed. Although it has been usually
attributed to Saluva Narasimha himself, recently scholars pointed rather to
another poet of the Dindima family, that is Rajanatha’s father, Arunagirinatha
Dindima, who was the court poet of Devaraya II of the Sangama Dynasty
(r. 1424-1446) (PoLLOCK 2003: 94; SuDYKA 2013: 127—133). Perhaps, Sudyka
argues, the final touch to the RA, originally written in the first half of the
15th century, was given by the author’s son, Rajanatha, who was supposed to
urgently praise his patron to surround him with ‘an aura of kingship’ before
he actually usurped the throne from the Sangama dynasty. The quickest way
to fulfill this wish might have been to reuse Arunagirinatha’s retelling of the

2 On the beginnings of Saluvas’ cooperation with temples and religious institutions, see

APPADURAI 1977.
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Ramayana. Barring several interpolations, which display the true author’s
identity, its core was left intact. The Rama’s story itself opened possibilities to
play with the concept of a ruler named Narasimha as Visnu’s incarnation, and
his reign as equal to that of Rama.® What required a serious reworking was just
its opening canto, to which pieces of information on Saluva Narasimha and
his ancestors were added, and the subsequent colophons. Sudyka posits that
only later, with more time at his disposal, did Rajanatha compose the SA from
scratch, having included, however, the threads that make up the genealogy of
Saluvas presented in the RA (Subyka 2013: 128-132).

In both poems, the way of presenting Saluvas’ previous generations adheres
to a typical paradigm of royal genealogy. The family’s origin is traced to the
lunar dynasty, and after enumerating several mythical figures, the chain of
successors focuses upon ‘recent’ chiefs. Their line begins with Saluva Mangi.
Saluva Narasimha’s direct line of descendance comprises one of Mangi’s
sons called Gautama, whose son’s name is Gunda/Gundaya. The name of
Gunda’s wife is Mallambika. In both poems, next is a narrative in light of
which, after unsuccessful attempts at producing a successor, the couple
decides to undertake penance in Ahobilam. Soon, Mallambika becomes
pregnant and delivers a son whom, out of gratitude to the god who presides
over this site, they call Narasimha. Thus, Sudyka’s hypothesis that SA’s content
is based on the genealogy passages, which were earlier integrated into the RA
appears to be further corroborated by the way of intertwining the narrative on
Saluva Narasimha’s miraculous conception into its framework. In the case of
the RA, the narrative is embedded in its first canto and covers just a couple
of stanzas (RA 1.43-51) (DEBICKA-BOREK 2015). They are inserted between
the chain of Saluva Narasimha’s predecessors and praise for the perfect ruler
he had become. In the SA, the narrative gains a fuller treatment as it becomes
the main topic of the second canto. Its occurrence after the presentation of
Saluva Narasimha’s ancestors praised in the initial canto, and before the
consecutive cantos, where various aspects of the ruler’s career are depicted,
makes the episode structurally in line with the pattern known from the RA.
In the SA Rajanatha Dindima poetically develops most of the RA’s narrative
threads. In addition, he enriches it with episodes absent in RA, such as the
description of Ahobilam. Moreover, unlike in the RA passage, he enhances
the genealogical character of the narrative by closing it with a decision

3 A connection to the Ramayana tradition was important for Vijayanagara rulers from the very

beginning. Local beliefs have linked the territory of Vijayanagara with Kiskindha, the kingdom
of epic monkey-kings, where Rama allied himself with Hanuman and Sugriva. Although
during the reign of the first Vijayanagara dynasty the site became a centre of VirGpaksa cult,
in the early 15th century the Ramacandra temple was built in the royal zone, as if to highlight
a ruler’s homology with Rama. See VERGHESE 2004: 421-424.
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of Saluva Narasimha’s father to retire to the forest and pass the power to his
son (see below).

Situating the motif from the outset within the framework of genealogical
material entails its interpretation in terms of crafting the ruler’s identity.
Contemporary scholarship offers several views on how to read royal
genealogies, regarding royal inscriptions and narratives, produced either for
large imperial powers or small kingdoms (see, e.g., ALI 2000; SHARMA 2011;
Smmmons 2018). Despite their variegated setup, all these approaches agree
that the primary aim of genealogies was to create the image of a king and to
provide an ideological sanction for his rule. This was achieved by a number
of strategies often related to situating a king in his times. Basically, the origin
of kings was traced to Brahma’s cosmic creation. Kings were linked to gods
and heroes through association with either the solar line of Iksvaku related to
Rama or the lunar line of Yadu related to Krsna. Involved in this way in a cyclic
time, rulers were portrayed as born to restore dharma in the times of their reign
depicted as Kaliyuga. On the other hand, showing a given king as the last in
a line of successors underscored his role from a chronological perspective, as
he embodied the culmination of all of virtues of his predecessors (SIMMONS
2018: 602—-604).

According to Caleb Simmons, the range of strategies employed in South
India to fashion a ruler with the help of genealogy material broadened with
the emergence of new kingdoms, which replaced the major early medieval
dynasties (SIMMONS 2018: 604). A similar trend in reference to North India is
observed by Mahesh Sharma in his article on the western Himalayan kingdom
of Chamba (SHARMA 2011). Both scholars point in this context to a growing
role of additional narratives, which were inserted within the genealogies,
usually between the list of Puranic and legendary or quasi-historical ancestors.
Their aim was to explain how a certain lineage, and often also a site, became
powerful in the region (StMMONSs 2018: 604). What seems especially helpful
for interpretation of the genealogy that belongs to the RA and SA, in Sharma’s
opinion such integrated narratives were a tool which was exceptionally
useful at the early stages of establishing a new dynasty for with their help
one king could be differentiated from another. Sharma considers genealogies
‘a part of the process that not only forged links with the hegemonic political
and socio-cultural cosmos, but also contrived a specific sacred-cultural
space by establishing cultic affiliations’ (SHARMA 2011: 407). In addition, he
considers geographical peripheries of a given territory as a special target of
‘manipulations’ to confirm a new king’s rule (SHARMA 2011: 406). Remarkably
in this context, in the time of Saluva Narasimha’s service for the Vijayanagara



10 Ewa DEBICKA-BOREK

army, Ahobilam was indeed situated on its ‘perennially contested northern
border’ (STOKER 2016: 97). If we add that a poet who aptly linked his patron
with his ancestors and mythical lore presented the patron’s glorious past, but
also, in order to spread his fame among contemporary and future generations,
he wrote about what he witnessed (Supyka 2013: 14), this could mean that
by mentions of distant Ahobilam, the narrative about Saluva Narasimha as the
incarnation of its presiding deity aims as well at establishing his influences
over the disputed area, an issue I come back to below.

An ideologically influenced character of Saluvas’ genealogy has been
already treated by Sudyka in reference to the mode of presenting Saluva
Narasimha’s great-grandfather, Saluva Mangi, in the Gangadev1’s historical
mahakavya, the Madhuravijaya. The poetess composed it in the second half of
the 14th cent. to describe, as expressed in the title, ‘the conquest of Madhura’
(Madurai) by Kampana (Kamparaya, the son of Bukka I). As one of the queens
of Kampana, Gangadevi must have been an eye-witness to the events she dealt
with in the poem. Serving as a general in Kampana’s campaign against the
Madurai Sultanate, Saluva Mangi was an important historical figure that joined
the dynasties of Sangamas and Saluvas. However, as Sudyka demonstrates,
the way of introducing him into the royal lineage of Saluvas departs from the
events as preserved in other sources and is apparently more faithfully described
by Gangadevl. In brief, the genealogy of Saluvas ascribes the triumphs of
Kampana and his commander-in-chief, Gopanna, to the ancestor of Saluva
Narasimha. Both RA and SA show Saluva Mangi as a close friend of the prince
Kampana, whom he accompanied on his campaign to the South. Moreover,
in their light it is Saluva Mangi who overcomes the Sultan in the decisive
battle. Mangi erects a pillar of victory over the sultanate forces on the banks of
Tamrapani river, visits Srirangam temple and donates riches to the god.

From inscriptional evidence of Tirumala-Tirupati Devasthanams (TTD
2) it follows that the Saluvas were indeed a powerful family that comprised
of several branches. Their rise to power began in the times of Mallikarjuna
(r. 1447-1465) and eventually led to Saluva Narasimha’s ascension to the throne
after usurping it from Virtpaksa (r. 1465-1485). The branch to which Saluva
Narasimha belonged included his elder brother Saluva Timmaraja Udaiyar,
and their father, Saluva Gundaraja Udaiyar — alternatively called Gundayadeva
Mabharaja — who most likely headed the clan at that time. Another member of
the family was a son of Gundaraja’s brother, Saluva Parvataraja, namely the
first cousin of Saluva Narasimha. The second cousin of Saluva Narasimha was
Tripurantaka, a grand-son of Tippa, another brother of Gundaraja. Tripuranta-
ka’s father, Gopa/Goppa, was married to a daughter of Devaraya Il (SASTRY



On Poetic Modes of Glorifving a Ruler and Telling His Past: ... 11

1998: 138). The name of their ancestor, Mangideva Maharaja, occurs in the
record of his services in the Venkate$vara temple in 1359 ce. Most probably,
his headquarters were in Candragiri, that is the fort in which later Saluva
chiefs, including Saluva Narasimha, also stationed their army. According to
Burton Stein, the governorship of Candragiri was given to Mangi as a reward
for conquering the chiefdoms of Yadavarayas and Sambhuvarayas. Due to his
commitment during the military operations against the latter, under Savanna,
the cousin of Kampana who supervised military operations, Mangi, was also
given the title of the founder of Sambhuvarayas (sambhuvarayasthapandcarya).
Soon, the general and his descendants extended the newly constituted territory
around Candragiri he obtained, both northward, towards southern Andhra,
and to the south, in the latter case using the matrimonial connections with
Devaraya II, into whose family the descendants of Mangi’s were married
(STeEIN 1989: 55). The title Saluva [a hawk], under which his descendants
were known, is mentioned in two inscriptions of a slightly later production,
found in Kanchi (1361) and Dalavanur (South Arcot district) (1363). As Sastry
suggests, assuming this title might be connected to respect for Saluva Mangi’s
determination in his fight against sultanates and other, Hindu, rivals (SASTRY
1998: 130—-131). Inscriptions corroborate that Mangi served as general in the
campaign against the Madurai Sultanate. However, there is no inscriptional
evidence which would confirm Mangi’s decisive role in overcoming sultanate
powers, killing the Sultan and reestablishing the Hindu practice in the
Srirangam temple. According to Sudyka, it seems that the poet/s serving under
Saluva Narasimha appropriated the accomplishments of Kampana (and the
poets who praised him) to their own needs. This strategy, focused on peripheral
treatment of Sangama’s achievements, proved successful in producing the
legend of the Saluva dynasty. The praise of Mangi was soon repeated in other
compositions and contributed to the creation of Saluva Narasimha’s image
as seizing the throne in the name of continuing the old lineage of victors.*
Not without meaning in this context would have been also Saluvas’ claims of
descending from the same lineage as the Sangama dynasty, that is the lunar
race of the Yadava line (RAMANAYYA 1933: 78).

Rajanatha’s account of the circumstances of his patron’s conception,
however, even if embedded in a mythical framework, does not seem to fulfil
the function of taking the reader into the distant, quasi-mythical past of the
Saluva family solely to explain its claims to power. This aim appears to have
been already accomplished through the legend of Saluva Mangi. Instead,

4 The praise is included in the Jaimini Bharatamu, another work dedicated to Saluva Narasimha,

by a Telugu poet Pinavirabhadra who served at his court (see KRISHNASWAMI AIYANGAR 2003:
29-30, 85-87; cf. Supyka 2013: 134-139).
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having been composed by a poet who most likely was a close observer of
his patron’s career, the account should be approached as a means by which it
triggers the telling of the historical present.

Looking for reasons why, despite the growing support of Vijayanagara rulers
for vernacular languages, Gangadevi chose Sanskrit to write about Kampana’s
victory over the Sultanate, Truschke points not so much to the cosmopolitan
character of the language as to its expressive potential by way of referring to
motifs and metaphors rooted in this particular literary tradition. This applies
to Gangadevi’s own sensitivity and feelings but also to the literary ways she
found most congenial to grasping the ruler’s exploits according to her best
judgment and interpretation (TRUSCHKE 2021). As Granoff has shown, framing
the birth of a ruler within a mythical plot which includes the intervention
of a god was exactly one such mode used by Sanskrit poets to convey their
perception and understanding of contemporary events (GRANOFF 1984: 295).
The narrative about Saluva Narasimha’s miraculous conception by the grace of
Ahobilanarasimha follows a complex Sanskrit literary theme, which according
to Granoff has been operating for centuries by using, among other things, the
doctrine of divine avataras.’ This strategy relied on the assumption that the
task of avataras is to defend order/righteousness and fight transgression. The
descent of a god to assure the royal couple that as the result of performing
tapas they will be given an offspring means in fact that the god promises to
be reborn as their son. As if to enhance the notion of the sameness between
the two, in such narratives a god, who often acts as the tutelary deity of the
family, shares his name with the child. Sanskrit poets used this trope to project
a king’s identity as divine, but also, in line with puranic and epic literature,
to metaphorically equate the purpose of their rule with freeing the earth from
demons. Accordingly, this paradigm employs demonisation of the concerned
enemies, be they his rival Hindu kings or foreigners, most often Muslims
(GRANOFF 1984: 292-295). Drawing a parallel between the victories of a king
and successes of any incarnation of Visnu over a demon was facilitated by the
fact that conventionally the only accepted ending for a historical mahakavya
was the hero’s victory (Sunpyka 2013: 13). Placing narration in a literary theme
allowed a skillful poet to both glorify his patron and describe the events that he
most likely had witnessed himself in a specific time and place

If, as scholars seem to agree, Rajanatha Dindima wrote the SA ca. 1480, the
time of its composition clearly coincides with Saluva Narasimha’s successes

> See GRANOFF 1984: 292-295 for a brief overview of the use of the motif in the Ramacarita

of Sandhyakaranandin (12th cent.), Raghunathabhyudaya of Ramabhadramba (17th cent.),
Sahendravilasa by Sridhara Venkatesa (18th cent.?), Vikramankabhyudaya by Someévara
(12th cent.), Vikramankadevacarita by Bilhana (12th cent.).
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in the war he fought in 1478-1481, still as a generalissimo in Sangama’s
army, against the joint forces of Hamir, an Oriya nobleman, and the Bahamant
sultan Muhammad III, who invaded the territory of Orissan King Purusottama
Gajapati. However, defeating the sultanate troops was not the only significant
victory Saluva Narasimha won on behalf of the Vijayanagara Empire before he
himself became its ruler. According to Sastry, his martial career took off during
the reign of Mallikarjuna. Already in this period he and his kin were mighty
provincial governors who enjoyed considerable independence.

Saluva Narasimha’s wars with the Bahamant Sultanate were preceded by
seizing Udayagiri, the fort often held by Kalinga’s rulers Gajapatis with whom
Vijayanagara had had a long military conflict and shared a border (1470),
suppressing rebellion in Tamil districts and capturing eastern districts of the
Empire (before 1477). Saluva Narasimha was in fact the first to establish the
Vijayanagara command over the Tamil plain, up to Rameshvaram (STEIN
1989: 55). The geographical location of his inherited fort in Candragiri, from
which he could control northern and southern territories, was for sure helpful
in this context. The importance, in turn, of conquering Udayagiri, is shown
by the fact that records of Krsnadevaraya of the Tuluva dynasty dated 1514,
that is 23 years after the death of Saluva Narasimha, mention that recapturing
it was one of the former’s greatest military successes (STOKER 2016: 29).
Remarkably, the military victories of Saluva Narasimha came when the sons of
Devaraya II, Mallikarjuna and Virtipaksa II, quarreled (STeiN 1989: 71). Such
circumstances, as Stein suggests, allowed Narasimha to take over even more
power as the trusted commander and defender of the country (STEIN 1989:
29). Soon, after Mallikarjuna’s death, supported by his general I$vara Nayaka
from the Tuluva family, Saluva Narasimha headed the group that eventually
prevented the central government from a total fall caused by the incompetent
rule of Mallikarjuna’s successor, Virtipaksa II. The wars Saluva Narasimha
waged and decisions he took before the final versions of the RA and SA were
finished, might have indeed been considered by many as acts of rescuing
the kingdom from a collapse in a way any divine incarnation does. As Stein
aptly remarks, ‘Narasimha commanded a large royal army for service against
Muslim and Hindu enemies; and like the others, the army was Narasimha’s
instrument for gaining ever greater power within the kingdom’ (STEIN
1989: 55).

An inscription dated 1446 (reign of Devaraya II) mentions one other member of the Saluva
clan, Saluva Peri-Mallayadeva Maharaja, who was perhaps a descendant of one of five brothers
of Saluva Mangideva Maharaja and a cousin of Saluva Narasimha. Most probably he was in
charge of Candragiri then (SASTRY 1998: 135).
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Let us now look at Rajanatha’s usage of the theme of king as a divine
incarnation for the background of Saluva Narasimha path to the throne as
recorded in ‘professional’ historical sources.

3. Historicising the narrative on Saluva Narasimha as Ahobila-
narasimha’s incarnation

The narrative which constitutes the second canto of SA involves all the
elements regarded by Granoff as essential for the motif of a king as a divine
incarnation when applied to recounting his triumphs over the enemies: a royal
childless couple, their austerities to produce a son, the descent of a god who
announces that their son will be born, and, eventually, the birth of an heir.
As I demonstrate below, Rajanatha additionally enriches the well-known
paradigm with a number of other themes typical for Sanskrit literature, such
as a description of an ideal city, or abdication of a leader in favour of his son.
The poet proves his artistry by embellishing them with the help of well-known
tropes, multi-layered comparisons engaging double-entendres (slesa), etc.

Rajanatha Dindima begins the narrative about Saluva Narasimha’s
miraculous conception as the incarnated god with short characteristics of his
parents, Gunda and Mallambika.” He equates Mallambika with the earth, which
should be honoured as the abode of the king’s wife (mahisipadamananiyam
ksonim iva) and Gunda with the earth-guardian (gundyabhimipalah) (SA
2.2).8 Alluding to the metaphor widely known from the ninth chapter of the
Manusmyrti, which envisages woman as the soil and man as a farmer, the poet
from the outset refers to the concept of fertility as closely connected with the
kingship and the kings’ utmost duty as ‘growing a seed’. By means of this
analogy, he also conveys Mallambika’s submission to her husband and his
responsibility to protect her; a relationship relevant to that of a king and his
land. Not limited to the Ramayana as the frame of reference as was the case
with the RA, in the following stanza the poet additionally reaches for elements

7 In the RA, the poet compares Mallambika to Kausalya and Gunda to Dasaratha, which makes

the narration fit the overall intention of the poem, which is equating the deeds of the praised
ruler, implicitly identified with Rama, with the deeds of the Ramayana’s hero:

mallambika mahabhaga tasyasit sahacarint |

devi dasarathasyeva kausalya kulabhiisanam ||RA 1.42]|

His wife was eminent Mallambika, a queen,

who like Dasaratha’s Kausalya was the jewel of the family (RA 1.42).
All translations from the RA are reproduced from DEBICKA-BOREK 2015, at times slightly
modified.
Since the manuscript contains many lacunas, I provide complete translation only of those
stanzas which are preserved. If not otherwise stated, all translations are mine.
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of a figure of speech called double-entendre (slesa) to communicate, by means
of another possible reading, an imagery of Siva’s and Parvati’s romance and
their intense relationship (SA 2.3):

bhiitbhrtkulavataranam bhuvanaisamatrabhavocitam
privatamardhasarirabhiitam |

sadhvim sivam iva haras sa bhajann api drak ksonim patir na bhajati
sma samam kumaram ||SA 2.3||

Although he, like Hara, was cultivating the earth —

his gracious faithful wife (Siva) forming part of her husband’s body,
whose appearance suits all wishes of a man,

who brings continuity to the royal family —

the Lord did not get any son quickly.

The most obvious and productive usage of slesa concerns the term kumara;
whereas, as I propose in the translation, it may be simply rendered as ‘son’,
‘prince’, ‘heir’ etc., the word kumara serves also as another name of Skanda,
the son of Siva and Parvati. What seems crucial in the context of praising a ruler,
is Kumara/Skanda being basically the god of war. For an experienced reader,
playing with this term brings in fact a number of essential connotations: Sanskrit
poets (e.g., Kalidasa in his Kumarasambhava) happen to present Kumara as
conceived on gods’ request to destroy demon Taraka, who had threatened the
world. In this way, already before the motif of Ahobilanarasimha as the divine
counterpart of Saluva Narasimha is introduced, Rajanatha Dindima alludes to
his patron’s birth as determined by the gods’ decision to eradicate demonic
enemies. In addition, various shades of meaning of the term kumara appear to
metaphorically grasp the kinship between Narasimha, Saluva’s namesake, and
the terrifying aspects of Siva; they both share fierce nature and can mediate
between different domains. These traits, owed to the common tribal origin of
both deities,’ perfectly convey characteristics considered ideal for a king.

The context of Kumara’s conception, poetically described in various
myths involving the episode of Siva and Parvafi passionately making love
on Himalaya mountain, allows as well an alternative interpretation of the
participle bhajan. Instead of lit. ‘cultivating’, the term might be translated
as ‘enjoying’, especially ‘enjoying carnally’. Consequently, the term ksoni,
might be taken not as the earth in the sense of soil as a metaphor for a woman,
but as ‘the goddess of Earth associated with Uma-Parvati’. On this level of
meaning, Parvati’s associations with the mother, namely the goddess of Earth

°  On parallels between Siva and Narasimha in reference to their tribal substratum, iconography,

mythology and cults see, for instance, SONTHEIMER 1987.



16 Ewa DEBICKA-BOREK

and fertility, additionally intensify the notion of the couple’s — Gundaya’s
and Mallambika’s — endeavors at begetting a successor. As shown by Daniel
Ingalls, in Kalidasa’s depiction of Uma’s ascetic practice she undertook to win
Siva, she is indeed an embodiment of the Earth, with steam evaporating from
her skin as it evaporates from the perched soil with the advent of the monsoon,
etc. (INGALLS 1965: 27-29). However, the parallel between Mallambika and
Parvatl may still convey something more than just the queen’s ability to
deliver a divine heir. Contrary to the brief portrayal of Mallambika in the RA,
where, in line with the popular assumptions of a kavya genre, only her beauty
and marital status are indicated, the stanza appears to additionally portray
her role in the following events. Relevant in this context seem to be Gary
Tubb’s remarks that in the version of the Siva and Parvati story known from
the Kumarasambhava, Parvati’s decision to undertake severe mortifications
to win Siva’s love might be seen as expressing her unusual activity, which
finally leads to the union with god (TuBB 1984: 233). Rajanatha hints at
these features of Parvatl by means of a double entendre in which he praises
Mallambika-the soil, as privatamardhasarivabhitd (forming part of her
husband’s body).

In the next stanza, the poet turns to Gunda’s anxiety caused by the so
far unfulfilled duty of paying off his final debt (antima rna) to ancestors by
producing a son.'” In the simile which expresses Gunda’s fear of being the
cause of interrupting the lunar lineage he belongs to, Rajanatha skillfully
plays with the meanings rendered by the term indu (the Moon). The burden of
not having an heir makes Gunda’s soul fade like the Moon in the deep dark:
‘He thinks that his soul bound by the final debt is like the Moon shrouded
by deep darkness’ (@sankate sutamaseva grhitam indum atmanam antima
rnena'! pinaddham esah, SA 2.5). According to Vedic concepts, the lack of
a son prevents one from obtaining immortality: it is the son in whom the family
persists, as the father survives in him even after his own death (OLIVELLE 1993:
43-45). In Rajanatha’s imagination, Gunda ‘loses his innate patience because
of not raising a child’ (dhairyam sutanudayatas sahajam sa muiican, SA 2.5)
and ‘having felt the burden of the duties of governing and having put everything
aside, he completely lost himself in thoughts, indifferent to people’ (sarvan
nidhaya samavapya ca rajyabharam cintam agahata bhrsam jananirvisesam,

10" The Vedic triad of inborn debts pertaining to the twice-born men involves the debt of studying

to be repaid to the sages (rsi), the debt of a sacrifice to the gods, and the debt of procreation to
the ancestors (pitr). To pay off the last debt one has to be married. Although Vedic sources are
not clear whether it is only the first-born son who can perform the paying off of this debt, the
later authors emphasise the role of the oldest son in this respect. See OLIVELLE 1993: 46-53.

I assume that in this context antima (‘final”) qualifies rna (‘debt’), therefore I treat the phrase
as an incorrectly written compound (antimarnena).
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SA 2.5). The poet gives voice to Gunda to intimate his growing concerns,
imbuing the following verses with a great load of emotions. Gunda despairs:
‘the lineage of uninterrupted generations starting with the Moon will end with
me’ (arabhya candramasam askhalitaprasitih vamso ’yam esyati mayaiva
sahavasanam, SA 2.5) and looks for the cause of misery in his own deeds:
‘certainly a reason of discontinuance in the birth of sons lays in a wretched
practice’ (abhdgyayogan nissamsayan tanayajanmanisedhahetuh, SA 2.5).
Rajanatha continues the depiction of Gunda’s longing for a son — when all other
methods, including offerings, have failed — by means of a vivid description
of a child he imagines raising'? (SA 2.6-8):

asirvacamsi mahatam aphalani tasmad anyadrsany
abhimatarpanakalpavallyah |

santosita na khalu kin dharanisuras te mrstasanena niyatam
bahudaksinena ||SA 2.6||

Blessings of great men were fruitless,

therefore [the methods] of another kind [are needed]:

fabulous creepers granting desires procure what is wished for.
Why these gods on earth (i.e. Brahmins)

are by no means satisfied with the constantly offered lavish dainty
food?

vadva lalatatatalolalalantikasmabalatapadyutimanojiiamukha-
ravindah |

atmivabimbaharanatvaritah kada me drsyeta ratnabhuvi janucarah
kumarah ||SA 2.7||

Or else, when shall I see a boy of a charming lotus face
shining with the brightness of the morning sun,
with a stony pendant dangling on the forehead,

12" Comp. the RA’s version of this episode:
tatah kadacid ekante sa gundayamahipatih |
cintam anantam atanot santanaptivilambanat |RA 1.43||
atarpitagni savanam alaksitapatam nabhah |
anudgatendum ambhodhim aputram mam pracaksate ||RA 1.44||
anyad [antyad?] rnad vimukto 'yam (ham) yadi rajyasukhaya me |
sukhodarkam idam kartum suprasanno harih prabhuh |RA 1.45||
Then, once, in a secluded place, King Gundaya displayed an endless anxiety
caused by delay in having an heir (1.43):
‘They consider me, sonless, as an offering with unsatisfied Agni,
as a cloud, which dispersed unnoticed, as an ocean, which did not bring out the moon
(1.44).
If I am to pay off the last debt for the happiness of my kingdom,
this is the gracious God Hari [who may] bring happiness as a consequence’ (1.45).
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who quickly steals my own image (i.c. takes after me)
and crawls on all fours on the jewel-earth?

avyajasuskaruditantaritatmamandahasai janair asakrd arpitam
ankam ankat |

pasyanty aho sukrtinah paritas svabimbam avyaktavarnamadhuram
sutam alapantam ||SA 2.8||

Ah, happy are those who see around a son

who speaks sweet indistinct syllables to his own reflection,
is often handed from lap to lap by people,

genuinely weeps without tears while inside laughing gently.

Although Rajanatha builds his narrative on the theme of Gunda and
Mallambika’s childlessness, inscriptional evidence proves that Gunda had
actually two sons, of whom Narasimha was the younger. The name of the
older, as already mentioned, was Timma. Timma’s payment for excavating
a canal to provide water to a temple village so that daily offerings at the
Venkatanatha/Venkatesvara temple in Tirumala-Tirupati would be appropriate
is commemorated in a record dated 1463."* He is also referred to in the Telugu
Varahapuranamu.'* Moreover, under the name Ramaraja, Saluva Narasimha’s
elder brother is mentioned in the chronicle of the Srirangam temple, the Koyil/
Oluku. The chronicle identifies him with Kantatai Ramanuja Aiyengar, an agent
of Saluva Narasimha, who for many years administrated the Venkatanatha
temple (I come back to this issue later).!* Shall we assume then that the poet
passed over in silence Saluva Timma’s existence for the sake of adjusting the
reality into the known literary paradigm? Rather, as often happened regarding
various members of royal families, there was no need to mention him, for
as far as the actual exercise of royal power was concerned, he apparently
lived in his brother’s shadow. Another plausible explanation would be that
Gunda’s sons were of different mothers, therefore, while focusing on the praise
of his patron, Rajanatha limited the narrative to Saluva’s closest relatives,

3 TTD 2, no. 17, cf. SASTRY 1998: 142.

14 Annotation in HARI Ra0 (trans.) 1961: 170.

15" According to the Srirangam chronicle, after his pilgrimage to Ayodhya, Ramaraja obtained
from his brother the privilege of desantari mudra at 108 divyadesas, that is a seal of visitor’s
authority. Next, he received the title of the overseer (Srikaryakarty) of the Sriranganatha
temple. ‘As he was the elder brother of the Raya, he was honoured with the cap and to suit
his ascetism, the sacred cloth was tied round his head. The same honours are being done to
those who succeed to the mutt’ (HARI RAO, trans. 1961: 165—170, cf. LESTER 1994: 44). In the
opinion of Lester this account was most probably ‘made up’ to clarify a Srirangam inscription
dated 1489, which, as the only one there, refers to Kantatai Ramanuja’s activity at the temple.
In addition, no other sources corroborate that Timma was a renouncer (LESTER 1994: 45).
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which, in turn, led to the exclusion of the half-brother, even though he was
the older.

The content of next verses switches to Gunda’s decision to resort to
Ahobilanarasimha (in his peaceful aspect coupled with Laksmi) for the sake of
securing a successor'® (SA 2.10-11):

tad duskaram viracayami tapo murarer avasamandiram ahobalam
abhyupetah |

sadyo mamestaphalado bhavita sa eva namnabhayarpanaparo
narasimhamiirtih ||SA 2.10]|

Thus, after reaching Ahobalam,

the temple which is a seat of Murari,

I will perform arduous fapas.

At once, he, indeed, Narasimha’s manifestation called
Abhayarpanapara [the best procurer of peace],

will fulfill my desires.

tasya prasadamahimd yadi tena sakyam utkillapaitrkarnarnavam
uttaritum|

naivanyad asti Saranam narasimharipal laksmipater
bhuvanaraksanajagarikat ||SA 2.11||

His grace is great, if thanks to him

one is able to cross the ocean of overflowing paternal debts.
There is no other shelter than the incarnation of Narasimha,
the Lord of Laksmi, intent on protecting the world.

The poet depicts Ahobilam in terms of a beautiful and bustling religious centre.
For instance, he sketches a mass of smoke produced during fire-offerings,
which incessantly hovers over the site as if causing an eclipse of the Sun and the
Moon (sada yajanadhiumatatis samudyan rahubhraman dinakarasya vidhos
ca date, SA 2.14). He also delineates Ahobilam’s landscape as dominated by
the inner gopura of immaculate beauty, which reaches the sky with its peak
and shimmers with the reflected world (abhramlihdagram atinirmalasobham
antaryad gopuram lasati bimbitalokalaksyat, SA 2.15). Although the choice
of typical imagery to evoke the site’s beauty and glory'” lays grounds for

16" Comp. the RA’s version of this episode:
iti cintaparo dhyatva nrharim kuladaivatam |
sa taya sahacarinyd tapo ‘kuruta duscaram ||[RA 1.46||
Lost in thought, having meditated upon Nrhari, the family deity,
he, together with his wife, performed severe penances (1.46).
17" See, e.g., PONTILLO 2010 on description of a city in epics and Kalidasa’s works.
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questioning the factual character of its description, it is very likely that
Ahobilam drew a number of the pilgrims long before the end of the 15th cent.
Neither can one rule out the possibility that the story of Narasimha’s parents
visiting Ahobilam has some grain of plausibility. Ahobilam had been known
in the south of India since the times of Tirumangai Alvar, who praised it in
his Periya Tirumoli (ca. 9th cent.). The site’s existence on the pilgrimage map
of the region, for instance, is suggested by the mention of Ahobilanarasimha
in the Vihagendrasamhita of Pancaratra (14th cent.) (GoNpa 1977: 106) and
the copper plate inscription issued by Anavema Reddy in 1378 near Guntur,
which states that he constructed steps leading to both Srisailam and Ahobilam
for the benefit of pilgrimaging devotees. Even earlier, legends related to the
site and its presiding deity might have been circulated in the region by means
of texts such as the Sanskrit Srisailakhanda (12/13th cent?), which contains
several chapters on Ahobilam,"” or the Telugu Narasimha Puranamu by
Errapragada (14th cent.), which glorifies Ahobilam. Although the two Sanskrit
glorifications, i.e., the Ahobilamahatmya," which praises the site, and the
Vaishnava Karicimahatmya, namely the glorification of the Varadaraja temple
in Kanchi, which includes one chapter that mentions Ahobilam (DEBICKA-
Borek 2019), so far remain undated, one cannot exclude that they, too, were
composed before the 16th cent.

Basically, the uniqueness of Ahobilam arises from its hosting different
aspects of Narasimha. These aspects are traditionally encapsulated in the
pattern of nine, reflected in the nine temples built within the Ahobilam sacred
complex, most likely in the pre-Vijayanagara era.”” The nine temples are
scattered between the so called Upper and Lower Ahobilam and governed
by Ahobilanarasimha in his ferocious (ugra) aspect. In view of local myths,
Ahobilam is the exact spot where Narasimha killed the demon Hiranyakasipu.
Excluded from the traditional group of nine is the temple, which is dedicated
to the mild (saumya) aspect of Narasimha, called Prahladavarada (‘the one
who grants boons to Prahlada’), coupled with his consort Laksmi. Noteworthy,
R. Vasantha suggests that some of its structures might have been built during
the times of Saluva Narasimha (VAsaNTHA 2001: 86), hence later than the other

% On dating its manuscripts, see REDDY 2014: 16; on mentions of Ahobilam, see REDDY 2014:
109.

The Ahobilamahatmya claims to be a part of the Brahmandapurana. Sucharita Adluri
notices that this (uncorraborated) association between the two texts goes back at least to the
14th cent. For instance, Erragada states that his Telugu Narasimhapurana is based on the
Brahmandapurana version (ApLURI 2019: 178, fn. 74).

These are: Ahobilanarasimha, Varahanarasimha, Malolanarasimha, Yoganandanarasimha,
Pavananarasimha, Karafijanarasimha, Chatravatanarasimha, Bhargavanarasimha, Jvala-
narasimha (see Ahobilamahatmya 4.8-54).
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shrines at the site. Unlike the abundance of inscriptions left by Saluva Narasimha
and his family in Tirupati-Tirumala, there is however no epigraphical evidence
that would point to Saluvas’ influence in Ahobilam. The earliest Vijayanagara
record at the site is dated 1515 and was issued by Krsnaraya Tuluva. This
poses a question as to whether Rajanatha — when praising the peaceful form
of Narasimha to whom Gunda resorts to secure an heir — refers to a particular,
localised aspect of the deity worshipped at Ahobilam. Given that Vasantha is
right in dating the Prahladavarada temple, does it mean that the poet, between
words, legitimises his patron’s architectural project aimed at paying homage
to the benevolent Narasimha to whom he owes his life? Or perhaps Rajanatha
hints at the earlier Malolanarasimha shrine, one of the nine? Both indeed
host the god making the gesture of peace (abhaya) with his right hand and
LaksmT seated on his lap. Another possibility is that, on the contrary, Rajanatha
has in mind the rather standard image of Narasimha, who, as often happens
in regard to the terrifying gods, in order to become auspicious and accessible
to his devotees has to be tamed by his consort. Due to the lack of sources,
I leave this question open.

Most importantly for the development of the narrative, Rajanatha portrays
Ahobilam as associated with power to heal diseases (SA 2.17-18):

jatyandhakanabadhiradijanasya bhityo 'py angani yatra vitarann
anupadhibandhuh |

visvambharo vikalakarmakrto vidhatur atmodbhavasya kim apakurute
‘pavadam ||[SA 2.17||

Will Visnu, after all a friend,

in the site, where he applies a remedy

to the body of people blind from birth, one-eyed, deaf, and others,
remove the denial of a son to a father

who has committed imperfect deeds?

snatvatha tirthasalile dayitasakho yam datva samastam api vittajam
dvijebhyah |

natva ca tatra narasimham ahoba(bi)lesam putradrto sya purato
nyavasat triratram ||SA 2.18||

In the company of his wife, he bathed in tirtha’s water,
offered the whole wealth to Brahmins,

bowed in front of Narasimha, the Lord of Ahobilam.
Zealous of a son,

he stayed there for three nights in his presence.
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In the following stanzas the poet evokes another literary motif common in
Sanskrit narratives and vernacular tales, namely the theme of the miraculous
conception, which involves an application of a concrete method to overcome
infertility. Based on the yoga practice, the procedure chosen by Gunda and
his wife seems to fall into the category of means called by Sudyka ‘psycho-
physical’,?! and covers ascetic practices, fasts and other mortifications.
Rajanatha depicts Gunda meditating on his subtle body consisting of cakras,
which leads to the abandonment of body nourishment and a common state of
awakening until evening (SA 2.18). When the peerless dissolution occurred
(laye nirupame janite, SA 2.19), Gunda releases the mind focused on bhakti
and stiffens like a branch of a tree (vitapavaj jadatam prapannah, SA 2.20).
Eventually, when he enters into the meditation-sleep denoted as the state of
samadhi, Narasimha appears in his dream and instructs him on the succession
(SA 2.21-22):

ante asatsahacarigamitaprabodham aspandagatram
atimatrasamdadhinistham |

amilitaksam anubhavitayoganidram avirbhavan naraharir nrpam ity
abhanit ||SA 2.21||

Narahari appeared and said to the king,

whose consciousness was sent to a wife sitting nearby,

whose limbs were not moving,

who was in the state of exceeding samadhi,

as he was experiencing the meditation-sleep having eyes closed.

bhaktyaiva nispratibhayd prthivipate te prito smi
vogadrdhabhavanayopahiitah |

aikyan tayatmani gato smayi sambhavami tvayyeva
purnayanrpanvayasiksanaya ||SA 2.22||

‘Oh! King of the earth!

Summoned by demonstration of firmed yoga

I am pleased with your devotion devoid of splendor.

Thanks to it (bhakti), I reached oneness [with you] in the soul.
I smile at you to teach you

on the succession of kings-managers of citadels.’

Actually, on this occasion Rajanatha puts into Ahobilanarasimha’s mouth an
explanation of the reasons for his descent to earth in an extraordinary two-fold
body (vikrtadviripa): ‘from the column which was the mouth of a blazing

2l The other two being ‘ritualistic means (sacrifices, special rituals) engendering a male issue’
and ‘animal and vegetal remedies: special food and concoctions’. Sometimes the methods can
overlap, or instead of them a son can be adopted, see SUDYKA 2016: 19.
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fire, laughing at a quivering demon (atra), Man-Lion appeared for the sake of
saying to the disgraced one (ayasas), “Be afraid!”’ (vikrtadvirapah | trasya tra
satrasahasajvaladagnivaktrastambhad abhiin nrharir ity ayasah prabhastum,
SA 2.23). The allusion to Narasimha’s act of killing the demon Hiranyakasipu
is followed by other motifs associated with any avatara’s manifestation —
restoring Krtayuga and Vedic teaching — and culminates with god’s duty to
protect the king, his kingdom and its inhabitants. This strategy allows the poet
to aptly blur the boundaries between the ruler’s and the god’s identity and their
obligations towards their subjects (SA 2.24):

netum kalim krtayugam nijanitimargan nirvighnam aracayitun
nigamopadesam |
sadvipabhubharanatatparacakravartisamrajyayogyam avituii ca
dhanena hinan ||SA 2.24||

‘For the sake of leading Kali[yuga] towards Krtayuga,

For the sake of arranging Vedic teaching as independent from a native
conduct,

For the sake of protecting a man capable of ruling as an emperor,
whose highest aim is to maintain the earth and islands,

and the abandoned ones with the help of wealth.’

Before his disappearance, Narasimha requests Gunda inform his chaste,
afflicted by fast, wife (sadhvim imam sahacarim upavasadinam, SA 2.25) that
their wish will be fulfilled.?? Again, he emphasises his satisfaction with the
quality of the king’s devotion (baddho smi bhaktigunatas tava, SA 2.25).* The

22 In the RA this episode goes as follows:
tapasda tena santustas tasya svapne puro "bhavat |
ahobalanysimhas tam abravid adbhutam vacah |RA 1.47]|
Sauryagambhiryasaundaryadhairyaudaryadibhiisanah |
tavastu tanayo vatsa! sarvorvicakranayakah ||RA 1.48)|
ityudirya vaco bhaktya harsitasyasya bhupateh |
ahobalanysimho 'vam adhitantar dayanidhih |RA 1.49||
Satisfied with the penances, Ahobalanrsimha appeared before him
in his dream and said marvelous words (1.47):
‘My dear child, yours will be a son adorned with heroism, dignity, beauty, intelligence
and generosity,
the leader of troops of the entire earth’ (1.48).
Having said these words to the king, [whose hair] were bristling with devotion
Ahobalanrsimha, treasure of mercy, disappeared (1.49).
23 In the RA this episode goes as follows:
atha svapnavasane sav anandamrtatundilah?|
hariprasadam dacasta devya darsitakautukah ||[RA 1.50||
Moreover, when his dream came to the end, he, who experienced the wonder,
informed the queen about the grace of god, talking with happiness (1.50).
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couple bows to Narasimha referred to as ‘easily accessible due to devotion’
(bhaktisulabha) and returns to their capital city (nijarajadhant) (SA 2.29).

Keeping to the norms of the k@vya genre, in consecutive stanzas Rajanatha
Dindima describes auspicious omens that foreshadow Mallambika’s pregnancy.
She beholds a certain phantom consisting of a previously unseen scattered
light, clothed in yellow, with a beautiful golden complexion and the emblems
of Sankha and cakra on its arms, which enters her (kanakabhiramavarnam
pisangavasanam pravibhaktariipam | sa pasyati sma karadharitasankhacakram
antarvisat kim api rocir adrstapirvam, SA 2.30). The lustre evokes the
child’s royal fame, which is associated with the colour white (ALt 2000).
The Vaishnava emblems hint at a baby’s divinity. And indeed, two stanzas
further, Rajanatha applies a multi-layered comparison to convey that the fetus
has been implanted in Mallambika’s womb by Visnu himself** (SA 2.32):

tatra pravistavati sarngini garbhasayyam tannirgamam bahir iva
pratipalayantim |

laksmin tadivavirahad iva panduripam anyadysim sriyam alabdha
narendrapatnt ||SA 2.32||

‘When Vishnu entered the womb,

the king’s wife obtained a lustre (S1) of another kind,
in the form of a pale appearance, reminding Laksmi,
[pale-skinned] due to separation from him,

as if waiting for the one who left.

By juxtaposing the pallor of Mallambika and Laksmi — in the former case,
physical, as caused by pregnancy ailments, in the latter brought on by longing —
Rajanatha again seems to play with the concept of royal fame traditionally
expressed by brightness. On another level, when paired with Laksmi the
goddess, the term s77, which he uses to describe Mallambika’s condition
after conception, connotes her status as Visnu’s second consort. Yet another
layer of associations concerns Laksmi as prositabhartrika or virahotkanthika,
namely two types of heroines (n@yika) characterised by theoreticians of Indian
literature as languishing in love because separated from a beloved; the former
suffering for her beloved is far away on a business trip, the latter cannot meet
her for some other reasons (Supyka 2007: 132—133).

24 In the RA the episode concerning conception goes as follows:
tatha gundayabhiibhartuh tanayo "bhit tatah phalat |
nanagunaganas tasyam narasimha iti Srutah ||RA 1.51]|
Thus, as a result, the son of King Gundaya, possessing various qualities,
known as Narasimha, was [conceived] in her (1.51).
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When the poet eventually switches to the auspicious moment of the heir’s
delivery, he conventionally depicts this event as accompanied by fortunate
prayers/blessings of the well-disposed people of all asramas, austerities
of the inhabitants of the three worlds, and a feast (asirbhir asumanasam
akhilasramanam bhagyais trilokatapasa ca pacelimena, SA 2.56). The
delivery takes place at the right moment distinguished by five planets in high
ascent (paricagrahoccagatisalini sanmuhiirte, SA 2.56). The boy, denoted
as the ruler of the earth (ksitisa), is named after Narasimha (namarbhakasya
narasimha iti ksitisah, SA 2.67).

The canto ends with Gunda’s departure to the forest after realising that his
son has reached adulthood and acquired knowledge appropriate to rule (SA
2.86-87):

vidyaparam avapi tad gurujanair nitam puro viksya tam
sastangapranatam sutam savinayam sasneham utthapayan |
alingyotpulakam punahpunar asav aghraya mirdhny adarat
antarlina ivatmanatmani sukhad amilitakso "bhavat ||SA 2.86||

The ocean of knowledge has been achieved by the elders.
Having seen him brought to it,

modestly prostrating with eight limbs in front of him,

he, with affection, lifted his son.

Having embraced the one whose hair were bristling,
with care he kissed him over and over on the head.

He closed his eyes with happiness in his soul

as if he had dissolved within himself.

sakalam upadisya dharmanitim nijasamrajyadhuran nidhdaya tasmin |
agamad vanam atmavamsarityd saha mallambikaya sa gundyendrah
[[SA 2.87||

Having instructed him about the entire policy of dharma,
and having passed the burden of kingship to him,

Gundaya accompanied by Mallambika departed to the forest
in accordance with the custom of his lineage.?

The final episode of the narrative seems to reflect one more popular motif, in
light of which a ruler abdicates in favour of his son and chooses asceticism.
However, as Sharma remarks (SHARMA 2011: 401), when uncorroborated

25 The same motif closes the first canto, where it is Gauta, the father of Gunda, who departs to the
forest having passed the responsibilities to his son; see an excerpt in KRISHNASWAMI AIYANGAR
2003: 92.
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it often serves as a strategy aimed at showing an uninterrupted chain of
successors if there is some uncertainty regarding the details of handing over
power, or, even, to euphemistically refer to a murder caused by succession
fights. Although the poem was composed before Saluva Narasimha’s actual
powerful overtaking of the throne from Sangamas, this is most likely how the
poet understood Narasimha’s right to rule, not because of blood bonds with
the Sangamas, but due to merits, mostly martial achievements, of his and his
predecessors.

The last issue I discuss refers to possible reasons behind Rajanatha
Dindima’s decision to equate his patron with Ahobilanarasimha.

4. Why Ahobilanarasimha?

According to Jan Gonda, what gave a basis to the concept of divine kingship was
the emphasising of Visnu’s attributes connected to protecting all and defending
the dharma. In epics and puranas, Visnu is paralleled with a model divine
ruler and the god’s certain portions are absorbed by sovereigns. Through his
links to the powers of nature, Visnu is also responsible for fertility, which is an
issue essential for a king (GoNDA 1969: 164-167). The simplest answer to the
question why the poet (or his patron) chose Visnu’s incarnation as Narasimha
for Saluva Narasimha’s divine counterpart would be hence the Man-Lion’s
ferocious character that made him the most dangerous avatara of the god.
Over centuries, the attributes of Visnu-Narasimha were especially appealing to
kings, for whom the deity embodied all the traits required of a ruler: bravery
and commitment to restore dharma. In puranic and epic literature the myth of
Narasimha was presented and retold in terms of his victory over the demon
Hiranyakasipu conceptualised within the ‘neither-nor’ scheme. Narasimha,
himself a hybrid entity, defeats the king of demons regardless of his boon to
remain invincible both during the day, and at night; and being beyond defeat
by either man or animal, etc. Only with the passing of time does the focus
of the myth shift to the issue of Hiranyakasipu’s son, Prahlada, and the role
of Narasimha in saving him from his father through his arduous devotion to
Visnu (SoIrFer 1991).

As essential to a narrative on a ruler’s miraculous conception, Saluva
Narasimha shares the name with Visnu’s incarnation, which perfectly fits the
old pattern of depicting a king through referring to the concept of avatara. But
why does the poet identify Saluva Narasimha with a particular, local form of
Narasimha, namely, Ahobilanarasimha? Does this prove Saluvas’ connection
to Ahobilam? In what sense can the narrative on Saluva Narasimha as the
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Ahobilanarasimha incarnate be seen as reflecting true events? How did it help
him to become a king?

I propose to discuss the purpose of inserting the narrative into the SA from
two, yet overlapping, perspectives. One, focused on the toponymical nature of
the name of the deity Saluva Narasimha, is likened with attempts at confirming
the chief’s influences over a certain area that was crucial for underscoring
his military successes and thus useful in terms of showing him as worthy of
being the emperor. The other, more general, concerns employing the motif
of avatara to express Saluva Narasimha’s identity as a brave ruler and his
martial successes in a way comprehensible for the audience.

In light of the already mentioned remarks of StiMmons 2018 and SHARMA
2011, narratives play an important role when integrated into genealogies of
rulers of rising kingdoms to praise a new dynasty and to explained how it
became powerful in a particular historical and geographical milieu. References
to certain sites in genealogies, often by means of narratives, may point to
attempts at establishing political and religious relations, and to claims of power
over disputed areas. These are often the areas situated on the borders.

Accordingly, the political situation of the areas on the northern frontier
of Vijayanagara on the turn of the 15th and 16th cent. suggests that the most
telling feature of the narrative on the Ahobilanarasimha incarnate is locating
it in Ahobilam. Although no inscriptional records seem to mention Saluva
Narasimha’s political connection to Ahobilam, it seems very likely that pivotal
for the poet’s concept is the strategic value of the site. Ahobilam is situated
slightly to the north of Tirupati (ca. 250 km), which, in turn is ca 16 km from
Candragiri, that is the fort which had served Saluvas as a military base since
the times of Mangi, Narasimha’s heroic predecessor. Building alliances in this
particular region of southern Andhra was essential to control the Empire’s
northern territories in a Tamil area. It also provided a chance to remain far
from the contested area of Kalinga (STOKER 2016: 88). As Stoker observes,

That Saluva Narasimha, a general in Emperor Virtipaksaraya’s army,
who had been made governor of this region, was able to usurp the
authority of the last king of the Sangama dynasty and establish the
short-lived ‘Saluva’ one attests to how much military power had been
placed in his hands. This, in turn, attests to the strategic significance of
the Tirupati region to the empire (STOKER 2016: 88).

Given that Saluva Narasimha — considered the first to use the help of religious
institutions to consolidate the power to a significant extent (APPADURAI 1977:
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47) — had been successfully establishing control over the Tirupati region
through patronising Tirumala-Tirupati temples already while in the service
of Sangamas, it seems plausible that his (or the poet’s) ambitions reached
further, towards Ahobilam, that is another religious centre situated close to
the Candragiri fort in the zone of interests. Mentions of strategically important
Ahobilam could thus enhance his image as proper emperor through emphasising
his skill at conquering and protecting the land and his will to support temples.

Unlike the suggestion of RA 1.46 that the tutelary deity (kuladaivata) of the
Saluvas was Narasimha — apparently serving the poet to inscribe the narrative
into the popular motif of king as a divine incarnate — officially the dynasty
maintained Virtipaksa in this role.”® However, inscriptions issued by Saluva
Narasimha show that from 1456 onwards, that is long before he seized the
throne, his favourite god was Visnu in the form of Venkatanatha/Venkate$vara
associated with Tirumala-Tirupati, which neighboured his fort in Candragiri.
In this respect, Saluva Narasimha shared his religious preferences with his
great ancestor, Saluva Mangi, who according to the 1359 inscription in the
Venkatesvara temple fixed a gold kalasa over a vimana of the shrine. Other
Saluva chiefs left their records in Tirumala in the second half of the 15th
cent. That the connections with the temple were equally essential for creating
the image of the proper ruler as connecting him to a strategically important
place is proved by a verse from the ninth canto of SA, in which Rajanatha
Dindima states that Saluva Narasimha dwelt in his ancestral residence in
Candragiri to worship the god (aradhandyaiva harer nivasam aicchan
nrpas candrasironagaryam, SA 9.21) and passes in silence other advantages
of the fort.

Due to Saluva Narasimha’s support, the temple developed into a religious
complex that absorbed the territory at the Tirumala’s foot, Tirupati, and
gained a cross-regional fame. Since transactions commissioned by him dealt
with distribution of material resources and ‘honours’, they were instrumental
in consolidating his power and extending control over new areas and new
communities (APPADURAI 1977: 47).7” Saluva Narasimha did it with a successful
mediation of the already mentioned Kantatai Ramanuja Aiyengar (ca. 1430—

26 Before eventual replacement of tutelary deities, that is starting from the reign of Krsnadevaraya
onwards, the name of Vitthala was added to inscriptions as a witness of recorded events and
transactions. See VERGHESE 2004: 422; STOKER 2016: 76.

Over the years Saluva Narasimha supported the Tirumala shrine with rich donations. He granted
villages to the temple to procure daily offerings (1456; TTD 2 no. 4, 1467; TTD 2 no. 30, 1468;
TTD 2 no. 34). Thanks to him, for instance, the vasantamandapa on the svamipuskarini was
built (1468; TTD 2 no. 31) and the Swing Festival was arranged for the deity (1473; TTD 2
no. 50).

27
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1496), a disciple of Alakiyamanavala Jiyar, who was a renunciate traditionally
linked with Manavalamamuni (1370-1445). This cooperation chiefly focused
on constructing and managing the feeding houses for pilgrims built to honour
Ramanuja (ramanujakiitam) and administrated by Aiyengar’s disciples or the
non-Brahmin Srivaisnava devotees, the so-called Sattada Ekaki Srivaisnavas
(LESTER 1994: 47).

Saluva Narasimha’s close links with Tirumala-Tirupati, so important
for building his image as a king, are also emphasised in the SA. The theme
of his visit to the Tirumala temple occupies the SA’s entire ninth canto. In
its first stanza, Rajanatha depicts Saluva Narasimha as visiting the Venkata
mountain while attended by the defeated rulers.?® Overtly, such a picture seems
to express the seeking of divine authorisation for the freshly acquired power.
However, throughout the canto, Rajanatha Dindima frequently addresses his
patron as Varaha/Mahivaraha, which refers to Visnu’s incarnation as Boar.
In this way the poet amplifies the avatara-like nature of Saluva Narasimha,
but also, by means of allusion to the insignia of the Sangamas, shows him
as a proper Vijayanagara ruler.”’ In addition, in Tirumala-Tirupati, the Varaha
incarnation of Visnu connotes the deity which was worshipped in Tirumala
as the first.*® Noteworthy, in the third verse of the same canto of SA, the poet
identifies the god to whom Saluva Narasimha, denoted as Mahivaraha (the
Boar with the Earth), made obeisance after reaching the Venkata mountain,
with Narasimha.?!

23 atha ksitisair vijitair asesair asevyamano dharanivarahah

vilanghya margam bahubhih pravanaih visnoh priyam venkatasailam agat ||SA 9.1]|

Then, attended by all defeated rulers,

the Dharanivaraha traversed the path with many steep slopes,

and approached the mountain of Venkata

which is dear to Visnu.
(I read pravanaih as pravanaih).
The boar was probably taken over from the Kakatlyas and maintained as the symbol of royal
power (RaMANAYYA 1933: 102-103; cf. Subyka 2013: 122)
An episode of Varaha’s and Visnu’s encounter in Tirupati occurs in the local Sanskrit purands,
according to which Visnu rented a room on the Venkata hill from Varaha while his was
searching for Laksmi. The contract between the two forms of Visnu is to date commemorated
by pilgrims who before a visit to the Venkate$vara shrine are supposed to visit the shrine of
Varaha (SHULMAN and Rao 2005: 119-120).
The stanza is incomplete:

mahivaraho ‘tha varahamiirtir jayasriyapto dayitam ramayah

sa pranamat pranamayam pumamsam nysimharipam narasim... |[SA 9.3||

In the form of Varaha,

moreover, as Varaha along with Mahi (Earth),

who was approached by the Goddess of victory,

he made obeisance to a husband of Rama,

a living man in the form of Nrsimha...
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A separate shrine of Narasimha was built within the premises of the Tirumala
complex as early as the first half of the 14th century. Viraraghavacharya suggests
that it was constructed with the never fulfilled purpose of storing the idol
either of Sholinghur or Ahobilam in case of a raid by sultanate forces. Besides,
Narasimha along with Varaha, were especially popular among local arcakas
(VIRARAGHAVACHARYA 1953: 231-232). However, because of the rule followed
in the Tirumala temple according to which no other miirti except Venkatanatha
could receive piija and food offerings, they did not gain individual recognition
even though both had separate shrines (VIRARAGHAVACHARYA 1953: 215-216).
First endowments for food offerings to Narasimha, practically offered only
in his honour to Venkatesvara, were not made until 1469, by the already
mentioned Kantatai Ramanuja Iyengar, who was a close associate of Saluva
Narasimha (VIRARAGHAVACHARYA 1953: 231-232). It is hard not to notice that
this period coincides with Saluva Narasimha’s patronage over the temple. In
addition, in 1485 Saluva Narasimha consecrated the temple of Sri Narasimha
in Alipiri, that is at the foot of the Tirumala hill, on the path leading to Tirumala
(TTD 2 no. 82). The time of its construction suggests that its purpose was to
commemorate his assuming of the title of sarvabhauma, the emperor. Situated
outside Tirumala, its presiding deity could be worshipped on its own and thus
receive respect proper to the emperor’s namesake.

Even if in accordance with the rules of Tirumala temple the Narasimha deity
could not be treated on the same terms as Venkate$vara, the content of the ninth
chapter reveals both the poet’s endeavors to homologise Saluva Narasimha
with his divine namesake and account for his growing interest towards the
Narasimha cult,* already then, as we can presume, associated in this particular
region with the religious centre in Ahobilam.

If AppADURAI 1977: 69-70 is right, activities of Saluva Narasimha in
Tirupati indirectly led to establishment of the Ahobila matha, the monastery
institution which became an important partner of the successive Vijayanagara
dynasties and fostered the development of Srivaisnavism in the region
of Andhra. As he claims, as a result of Kantatai support, the importance
of the Tamil Srivaisnava school in Tirupati grew significantly towards the
end of the 15th cent. Just after 1500 cE, the jivars of Tirupati Van Satakopan

32 As in the case of other gods associated with attributes of warriors and protectors, who were
usually drawn from the marginal inland societies of hunters and pastoralists, Narasimha’s
cult happened to play an important role in the military and political structure of the empire;
more so, as it allowed for the integration of such communities into the state (SiNopoL1 2000:
376). It seems, however, that the cult of Narasimha was the earliest Vaisnava cult in the city
of Vijayanagara. The worship of the Man-Lion reached its peak at the turn of the 15th and
16th century as suggested by a huge sculpture of Narasimha with Laksmi commissioned by
Krsnadevaraya in 1528 and found in the capital city (VERGHESE 2004: 424).
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matha, who preferred the Sanskrit tradition, left the place to look for new
opportunities in Tamil and Telugu speaking zones. They moved their
headquarters to Ahobilam and within several decades gained control over local
Narasimha temples as well as involved themselves in various transactions
controlled by the Vijayanagara kings.

The importance of communicating a ruler’s ability to control and expand
the empire by showcasing the extension of influences over Ahobilam is
implied by the site’s treatment by Krsnadevaraya, the great king of the Tuluva
dynasty, whose reign started in 1509, that is just eighteen years after Saluva
Narasimha’s demise. As shown by Stoker, in contrast to the sites in the region
of Karnataka, which were under Krsnadevaraya’s stable patronage, Ahobilam
and other sites located along the Empire’s northern border, both in Andhra
and Tamil countries, regularly appear in the prasasti (panegyric) portions of
his inscriptions (STOKER 2016: 158, fn. 94). Given that inscriptions provide
not only historical data but also, being a literary genre, through the usage of
conventions they reveal inspirations for how a ruler wanted to self-represent
(STOKER 2016: 32), what transpires from these prasastis is, as Stoker observes,
Krsnadevaraya’s ‘double-sided stewardship as being rooted in both military
might and constructive donations to religious institutions’ (STOKER 2016:
33). Listing temples and religious donations in inscriptions was a strategy
to voice the king’s engagements both in conquests and supporting religious
institutions — namely the true character of royal activities — and publicise his
control over freshly annexed or rebellious areas. Particularly useful for this
purpose were royal donations to sectarian leaders to support a matha or to
establish it where a temple was already built (STOKER 2016: 34). Contrary
to Saluva Narasimha, however, inscriptions corroborate that Krsnadevaraya
visited Ahobilam in 1515, which in turn confirms the site’s importance for
the state. Perhaps it was even him who contributed to the establishment of the
Ahobila matha: whereas traditional claims date this event 14th cent., according
to RATAGOPALAN 2005 its first pontiff was appointed by Krsnadevaraya, which
in turn seems to be supported by Raman 1975: 80-81. Surely, Krsnadevaraya
continued Saluva Narasimha’s policy of patronising the area of Tirumala-
Tirupati, including Ahobilam, for this area was important to him as well to
monitor local communities and indocile nayakas (STOKER 2016: 39).

5. Conclusions

The poem/s of Rajanatha Dindima is/are most likely the earliest Vijayanagara
Sanskrit composition/s which refer to Ahobilam. However, it seems justified
to assume that the myths associated with the site had been known to the poet’s
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contemporaries to such an extent that he had no doubts as to his eulogies’
proper, intended, reception. At the root of these myths lay old beliefs in view of
which Visnu in his wrathful (ugra) aspect of Narasimha was incarnated exactly
there to kill Hiranyakasipu. Another set of local myths — with time passing re-
purposed from the tribal oral traditions as Vasantikaparinaya, a Sanskrit drama
attributed to Sathakopa Yatindra Mahadesika, the 7th superior of the matha in
Ahobilam (ca. 16th cent.) — focuses upon marriage of Narasimha, both the
deity and the king of Ahobilam, to a girl from a local hunter-gatherer Chenchu
tribe, and thus figuratively reveals reconciliation of both traditions at the site
(DEBICKA-BOREK 2016). Given how powerful a literary tool the avatara myths
were in their ‘classic’ variants in terms of metaphorically expressing ruler’s
victorious deeds, identifying Saluva Narasimha with the deity believed to
have descended to the exact spot situated on the borders of the Vijayanagara
to defeat the demon certainly contributed to highlighting his kingly merits for
the framing of the Empire.

In a short period of time, the narrative crafted by Rajanatha Dindima
with the aim of identifying Saluva Narasimha with Ahobilanarasimha
became part of Saluvas’ dynastic legends. These were also preserved in
a couple of Sanskrit inscriptions issued by Immadi Narasimha (r. 1491-
1505), Saluva Narasimha’s son, shortly after the Emperor’s death. However,
it seems plausible that as political conditions rapidly changed, both the poet
responsible for integrating the motif into the genealogical list commissioned
by Saluva Narasimha’s successor, and the readers, might have interpreted it as
rendering something else, or rather something more, than Rajanatha originally
intended. After the murder of VirGipaksa by his eldest son in 1485, which was
followed by the coronation of his younger son, Praudharaya (r. 1485), Saluva
Narasimha commanded Tuluva I$vara’s son Narasa Nayaka, to take the city
of Vijayanagara. As Praudharaya appeared to be disinterested in the affairs of
the state, Saluva Narasimha usurped the throne. Clearly, he might have been
seen as saving the Vijayanagara from disruption (SHASTRI 1996: 272-275) in
the manner gods were believed to save the earth. The way he was depicted by
Rajanatha Dindima must have been helpful in the public reassessment of the
coup Saluva Narasimha led and his status as a usurper. As the divine incarnate
connected to Ahobilam, the site of a religious but, most of all, strategic value
on the northern border of the Empire, for many he must have appeared a better
choice to rule than the true yet incapable and feud successors of Devaraya II,
Mallikarjuna and Viraipaksa II. With the already earned position of the trusted
and powerful generalissimo whose military forces protect the border zones and
successively expand the territory, it was not difficult to present and perceive
him as Narasimha the god.
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Two records of donations commissioned by Immadi Narasimha, when
his father was already gone and he himself was controlled by the Tuluvas
who now laid claims to the throne they earlier helped Saluva Narasimha to
obtain, include long genealogical passages. In both cases, the list of Saluva
Narasimha’s titles and deeds is preceded by an allusion to Ahobilanarasimha’s
role in his conception.

The Chakenahalli (Demasamudra) copper-plate Sasana dated to 1492
literally calls the son of Gunda ‘the eleventh incarnation’ of Hari, who
descended to earth to fight enemies:

tatah kalat bahos taptva tapamsi sa mahipatih
narasimhamaharayam lebhe naraharer varam |
chapakotisamutkhatasakalaratibhiibhrta |

nita dasam avisamam prthund yena med[corr.medi]ni |
samahartum iha nissesam kantakan sa haris svayam |
yaj janmacchadmana saksad iyesaikadasam januh |
ahobalasrinrsimhad avirbhutat tapobalat |
narasimhamaharayam putram lebhe sa bhipatih |

After a long period of performing austerities,

the king [Gunda] obtained the boon from Narasimha — the great king
Narasimha.

This great king, all of whose adversaries’ tips of the bows were
destroyed/drawn,

brought the Earth to convenient conditions.

In order to entirely annihilate enemies on this world, Hari himself
strived for an eleventh descent in a bodily form in as much as under
the pretext of birth.

Due to powerful austerities, the king obtained from manifested
Ahobalasrinrsimha

a son, the great king Narasimha.

The Devulapalli copper-plate, dated 1505, that is the year of Immadi
Narasimha’s murder, concisely refers to Saluva Narasimha’s birth using
wording similar to that of the previous inscription. Remarkably, however, it
praises Saluva Narasimha as the one who became the emperor after fighting,
and hence most likely alludes to an event of capturing the throne by him:

3 See Annual Report of the Mysore Archeological Department for 1924, pp. 96-102; plate 11 a,
lines 48-55. I adjusted the transcript to the IAST norms.
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gunambudher gundavibhos tato "bhin mallambikayam mahaniyakirtih |
nrsihvarayo yam ahovalasrinysihvadevasya varaprasadaft] |

misaragamdakatharisaluvadharanivarahabirudarmkah |
yah khadgasahdyah sarvan nirjitya sarvabhaumo "bhiit |**

Thus, as the result of god Ahobalasrinrsimha’s gracious boon,
Mallambika conceived by Mighty Gunda, the Ocean of Virtues,
the king Nrsimha of illustrious fame,

given the title of Misaragamda-kathari-saluva-dharanivaraha,
who, after defeating everyone with a sword, became the Emperor.

Although, on the one hand, the rapid changes that took place in Saluva
Narasimha’s turbulent life meant that the same motif of a king as a divine
incarnation might have been used to underwrite various events, on the other,
its focal point, that is confirmation of power, seems to remain the same. As
I hoped to demonstrate, in the poems which were composed ca. 1480, that
is before the eventual seizing of throne by Saluva Narasimha, the narrative
primarily rendered his military might and projected the expanding range of
his influences by means of referring to a religious center in the border zone he
was already able to control from the fort in Candragiri. Through equating him
with Narasimha of that place, Ahobilanarasimha, the same narrative justified
his decision to forcefully overtake the throne when it eventually happened,
the deed hinted at in inscriptions issued by his (threatened) successor, for, if
seen from such a perspective, this is what must have been done to protect
the subjects.
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