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How did Parasurama Come to
Raise Kerala?

CHRISTOPHE VIELLE

how the figure of the Bhargava Brahmin-and-warrior Rama of the Axe

became, in the course of time, intimately associated with the legendary
origins of the historical kingdoms constituting Kerala, and when Kerala as the
realm of the Brahmins began to be identified with the sacred territory that
Parasurama once made rise from the sea.

Starting with the assumption of M.G.S. Narayanan and Kesavan Veluthat
(1983: 257), the tradition of the creation of a new piece of land by the Bhargava,
after his repeated violent extermination of all the ksatriyas and his gift of the
whole earth to Kasyapa and his descendants, ‘has nothing to do with Kerala’,
at least according to the places and the geography originally referred to in
the legend. The geographical exploit of Rama Jamadagnya was indeed located
further north on the west coast of India, in the Stirparaka area, as is told in the
Mahabharata (MBh 12.49.56-59):

THIS ESSAY AIMS to clarify, on the basis of the available textual evidence,

tatah Siirparakam desam sagaras tasya nirmame |
samtrasaj jamadagnyasya so ‘parantam mahitalam || 12.49.59

Then due to fear of Jamadagnya, the Ocean created for him the land of Siirparaka, a
territory on the western shore.

*Iwish to thank here Emmanuel Francis for kindly sharing with me his expertise of south
Indian epigraphy, as well as Eva Wilden and Rich Freeman for providing me with, and allowing
me to use, their unpublished materials on early Tamil (Francis and Wilden) or Malayalam
(Freeman) texts. Thanks also to Dominic Goodall for his help in checking the Raghuvamsa
commentaries, Brian Collins and Nicolas Dejenne for some bibliographical hints, Asko Parpola
for a few emendations and Dylan Esler for correcting my English.
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Compare MBh 3.83.4, where the tirtha Siirparaka’ is declared jamadagnya-
nisevita; 3.86.9, and 118.8-10, for the sacrifical altars (vedi) of Jamadagni located
there, and Bk 7, App. I no. 8 11. 864-5 (= 7.70.22 Bombay edn.), where the ocean is
forced to retire because of the arrow(s) of the muni:

sa kasyapasya vacanat protsarya saritam patim |
isupdte yudham sresthah kurvan brahmanasasanam ||

Following Ka$yapa’s words, he made the Ocean retire by throwing his arrow(s), he
the best of the warriors so respecting the order of the Brahmin.

The same is alluded to in the Harivamsa, in the episode concerning the
meeting of Krsna with the Bhargava (HV, App. I no. 18, placed after adh. 82 in all
the N [except $,] and S mss.):

tvaya sayakavegena ksipto bhargava sagarah | 1.316

isupdtena nagaram krtam Siirparakam tvaya || 1.317

[dhanuhparicasatayamam isuparicasatodyatam **33 ins. K N V B D T,.4 G; M,]
sahyasya ca nikufijesu sphito janapado mahan | 1.318

atikramyodadher velam [vegam M, ;] aparante nivesitah || 1.319

0 Bhargava, through the violence of your shafts you agitated the Ocean, and through
the throwing of your arrow(s) you created Stirparaka. You have laid out a great country
in the groves of the Sahya mountain, situated on the western shore (aparanta), after
having stepped over the boundary of the Ocean.

Siirparaka (Suppara in Pali sources) is modern Sopara in Thane District,
Maharashtra (north of Mumbai), the coastal territory originally referred to, at
the foot of the (northern) Sahya range, thus clearly points to the (North) Konkan
region.? This is confirmed by the allusions in Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa, provided
that the text as transmitted by its earliest commentator Vallabhadeva is used.?
For, in the digvijaya of Raghu described in Chapter 4, it is after his conquest of
the south (daksina, the country of Agastya), including the regions of Kerala* and
the Pandyas [vv. 46-54 crit. ed. = 44-5 + 54 + 46-51 (synthetic) ed. Scharpé], when
crossing the Sahya range and conquering the country and kings of the western
shore (aparanta) at the foot of the Sahya (vv. 55-60 = 52-8 ed. Scharpé), that the
episode of Parasurama is mentioned: there, ‘put back by the arrows of Rama’
(ramestitsaritah, v. 56), ‘the Ocean gave space at the request of Rama’ (avakasam
kilodanvan ramayabhyarthito dadau, v. 60; cf. also the Bhargava alluding to his own
deed in 11.86). These verses, at least in their original place, can no longer be
invoked in relation to Kerala (contra, e.g. Kunjan Pillai 1970: 145 fn. 1; Kunjunni
Raja 1983:301; Unni 1987: 2-3, 2012: 158-9, 239, 393-4). Kalidasa here follows the
itihdsa tradition, and Vallabhadeva in commenting upon v. 56 rightly understands
aparanta as the Konkan (korikananam abhibhavartham).> Also, Rajasekhara in his
Balaramayana (11, v. 15: ahrta vasataye korikanan abdhitah) explicitly says that it is the
Konkan region that Rama seized from the ocean for settlement, and Soddhala’s
Udayasundarikatha (eleventh century) adds interesting testimony about the
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temple-presence of Parasurama in the Konkan near Siirparaka (cf. Warder 1992;
205-6, 221).

However, as observed by Narayanan and Veluthat (1983: 257), Brahmins
migrating and settling on the west coast further south ‘seem to have carried
the Parasurama legend with them’. The site of Cellar, also known as Perificelltr
(in modern Talipparamba, Kannur District, north Kerala), is already described
in the Cankam anthology of Akanantiru as a place marked by the Vedic sacrificial
pillar and undying fire (which cannot be approached by everyone) that
commemorate the sacrifice of the Great One with the battle-axe.® Here is the
extract of Akananiiru 220, 1l. 3-10 (metrical text ed. U. Vé. Ra. Irakavaiyankar
with, facing it, the split text, followed by a word-by-word translation established
after consulting E. Wilden, who is preparing the critical edition of the collection,
and E. Francis):

ketaat tiyi nurukelu cellark ketaa ttyin uru kelu cellar

kataa yanaik kuliuccaman tataiya kataa yanai kuliu camam tataiya
manmarun karutta maluvd netiyon man marunk’ arutta malu val netiyon
munmuyan raritanin mutitta velvik mun muyanr’ aritanin mutitta velvi
kayirarai yatta kantaku vanappi kayir’ arai yatta kan taku vanappin
narunikati netuntan pola yavarun arum kati netum tin pola yavarum
kana laka maneli laka kanal aka man el[i]l akam
mullutorum panikku neficinai niyé ullu-torum panikkum neficinai niyé

0 you, you with a heart which trembles whenever remembering

[her] beautiful and lovely bosom not to be seen

by everyone, like the heavily protected (litt. ‘of difficult protection’) tall pillar
(tin),

of a beauty fit to be seen, to the middle part of which a rope is tied,

of the sacrifice (velvi) that formerly completed with difficulty, having made efforts,

the Great One (netiyon) [with] an axe as a weapon (malu-val), who rooted out the race
(marunku) of kings/warriors (man),

when the battle was densely packed with crowds of rutting elephants,

in the beautiful (or ‘awful, uru kelu) Cellar with unextinguishable (ketaa) fire (tiyin).

The date of this old Tamil poem, viz., between the third and the sixth
centuries AD, makes Celltir the earliest attested Brahmin settlement in Kerala.
Correspondingly, Perificelliir is considered as one of the four main leading ones,
among the 64 original gramams in the later Nambudiri legendary tradition
exposed in the (seventeenth century?) Malayalam Kéralolpatti (ch. 1; cf. Logan
1887: 222-3; Veluthat 1978: 12-20, 2009: 235; Narayanan Nambiidiri 1992: 243-5);
the highest status of the Celltr Brahmins is enhanced in a northern recension
of the ulpatti entitling itself Jambudvipélpatti,” and in other local traditions
(Govindan Namboodiri 2002: 98-9, 210-11); the place is also celebrated in the
(fifteenth century or later) Keralamahatmya (under the name Laksmi$apura) and
as the sampad-grama in Uddanda Sastri’s Kokilasamdesa (1, vv. 50-61; second half
of the fifteenth century); within its prominent shrine dedicated to Rajaraje$vara



18 Christophe Vielle

Siva, a peculiar worship is still dedicated to Parasurama (Narayanan Nambidiri
1992: 118), whereas, the temple-deity (Celllir-natha or -ia; see Unni 1980: 96, 162,
174-6, for the literary references) is given a special place in the rituals of the
Nambudiri household throughout Kerala (Narayanan 2003: 89). Alongside such
medieval developments of temple-centred worship, Cellir remained among the
few purest Vaidika gramas of Kerala, viz., the ones having the right to perform
Srautaydgas (cf. Logan 1887: 120; Raghava Varier 1983: 289, 296, discussed by
Narayanan Nambidiri 1992: 147-8; Govindan Namboodiri 2002: 57-9, 157), and
one of the chief-centres for Vedic learning (Unithiri 2004: 145).

If it is, therefore, correct to assume that in the Akandniiru poem there is still
‘nothing to suggest [such a precise] legend to the effect that the land of Kerala
was itself created by Paragurama’ (Narayanan and Veluthat 1983: 257), it can
nevertheless be argued that the growing influence of settled groups of Brahmins
(including the early Cellar settlement, here contra 1d.: 258) with Bhargava
Brahmin-and-warrior as their mythical ancestor upon the local indigenous
dynasties, must have had some effect on the latter’s origin myths. This is not
the place to try to determine precise chronological landmarks in the complex
process of ‘cultural symbiosis’ between northern Brahmins and indigenous rulers,
especially in the rather symbolic matter that is mythology. The fact is that from
the eleventh century onwards, the legendary traditions of the Masika kings, who
appear to continue the line (cf. Narayanan 1977: 63, 91) of the ancient rulers of
Elilmalai (‘Elil hill’), the hill chiefdom (cf. Rajan Gurukal 2010: 124, 226) of the
Canikam age (with a Sanskritization of the name of the hill understood as related
to eli ‘rat’) in the area of Celliir, connect them intimately with the Bhargava. Thus,
the Musikavamsa, a historical kavya which can be dated from the beginning of the
twelfth century (cf. Unni 1980: 229-37), presents the Misika kings as belonging
to the Hehaya line through a widowed queen from Mahismati who had escaped
from the fury of Rama Jamadagnya and fled to the Eli mountain, where (after
she had delivered the adri-r@ja from the curse that had transformed him into a
giant rat) she gave birth to a male child (sarga 1). Later on, the Bhargava came
to the same mountain where he started to perform sacrifices, among which one
particular ritual required the help of a ksatriya boy. The divine mountain took this
opportunity to propose the queen’s son, who after his participation in the ritual,
was consecrated by Rama as the king of the country under the name Ramaghata
Mdsika (sarga 2, cf. esp. vv. 35-6). That this name was also the hereditary title of
the Misika kings (cf. MV 14.18) is proven by Céla (SII 3.28, cf. Subrahmanya Aiyer
1922:163; 167, Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 222) and local inscriptions from the eleventh
century (cf. Narayanan 1977: 60-3; Unni 1980: 93-4, 156), in which the Tamil
corresponding title is iramakuta mivar, to be read as ‘Ramaghata Senior (Prince
of the Misikas). There are various hypotheses regarding the original meaning of
the hereditary title itself. It is enough to not dismiss (as did Unni 1980: 94, 156)
the mythological eponymous explanation by the MV author, according to which
the first Masika king got his title Ramaghata as a result of the royal abhiseka he
received through a potful (ghata) of sanctified water from Parasurama, thereby
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testifying to the complete Brahmanization of the dynastic traditions of this
northern Kerala kingdom.

It is in the same eleventh century that one finds epigraphical mention of
Parasurama giving his special protection to the kingdom of the Céras or Kéralas
of Mahodayapuram in central Kerala. In the context of a sort of ritual sovereignty
created and maintained by a Brahmin oligarchy that was, according to Narayanan
(2013), the Perumal overlordship, it can be expected that the figure of the
Bhargava had also acquired there a significant role in the myth(s) of origin of
the ruling dynasty (cf. Narayanan 2013: 116-21, 285 fn. 14) .

In the Tiruvalankatu copperplates (SII 3.205), the Cdla king Rajendra I
(1012-44) declares that his father, Rajaraja, had conquered Kerala, which he
presents as:

sarvaksatravadhavratapranayind ramena yan nirmitam
rdstram Sistajanabhiramam atulam durgam mahidhararnavaih | 83ab

the kingdom which had been established (or ‘created, nirmita) by Rama, whose
beloved vow was to annihilate the whole of the ksatra, and which was adorned with
pious people, matchless and inaccessible on account of the mountains and the ocean.
(cf. transl. E. Hultzsch, and Veluthat 2009: 299)

In his own prasasti which follows, the King declares that he himself was
‘desirous of conquering the country connected with (or “given to”, or “established
by”, upahita; not “called after”, contra Hultzsch) the Bhargava’ (tad-upahitam
Jjagatimjigisuh, v. 94), the ‘territory which is protected by the glory of the forehead
ornament of the Bhrgu-race, and which since then has not been injured by
enemies’ (bhrgu-kula-tilaka-prabhava-guptam anupahatam aribhis tadadi prthvim),
and that only the Supreme Lord (i.e. the King as paramesvara) is able to humiliate
(as Siva was the only one able to humiliate the Bhargava, v. 95); and that after
having crossed the Sahya (v. 96), he ‘conquered the Kerala king and destroyed
the country protected by the austerities of the chief of the Bhrgus’ (jitva kerala-
bhiipatim bhrgu-pates chitva tapo-raksitam prthvim, v. 97).

In the prasasti of the same King preserved in the Karantai copperplates (MASI
79), it is similarly said that he conquered ‘the land protected by the austerities of
the Bhargava whose vow was to kill all the kings’ (bhargavasya tapasabhiraksitam
visvardjavadha-diksitasya . . . ksmam, v. 63), and the Kanyakumari inscription
(EI 18.4, TAS 3.34, with a reading of the passage according to the parallel text of
the Carala copperplate, EI 25.25) adds that ‘he violently seized the crown of the
son of Jamadagni, the ksatriya-killer’ (aharata sa kiritam ksatriyanam nihantuh/
prasabham . . . jamadagnyasya, v. 69). This mention of the seizing of the crown of
Jamadagnya has to be connected, in reference to the conquest of (the) Kerala(s),
with ‘the crown of red gold worthy of Sri (Tiru)’ once deposited by Parasurama
on an island, which is alluded to in the meykkirtti (‘true glory, eulogy in Tamil) of
the same Rajendra Cdla I (many exemplars on stone and several copperplates, e.g.
S112.20,2.82,3.18,3.207; EC 3: Tn.34, Nj.134; EC 9: Cp. 82-3,NL.7; EC 10: K1.44, Kl.106a).
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The King, in enumerating his conquests, declares to have conquered, after the
western Calukyas (Il. 4-7) and Larnka (Il. 8-12), and before the Calukyas again
(IL. 21-4), numerous treasuries, among which (Il. 13-20, ed. P. Cuppiramaniyam,
transl. E. Francis; cf. transl. Hultzsch, SIT 2, p. 120, and B.L. Rice, EC 3 trans.
pp. 74, 109, EC 10 trans. pp. 11, 32):

eripataik keralar muraimaiyir citum
kulatanam akiya palarpukal mutiyum
cenkatir malaiyun cankatir velait
tolperun kaval palpalan tivum

ceruvil cinavi irupattu orukal
araicukalai katta paracu raman
mévarum cantimat tivaran karuti
iruttiya cempon tiruttaku mutiyum

. . . the crown praised by many that the Kérala-kings, whose armies shoot [arrows]
(or ‘are shining’), in succession wore as family-treasure, and the necklace of
ruddy rays, and the many ancient islands, the natural great guard of which is the
ocean resounding with its conches; and the crown of red gold worthy of Tiru, that
Parasurama, having considered the fortifications of Cantimat island difficult to
access, had deposited (there), he who in anger extirpated the kings twenty-one
times in battle.

The second crown (muti) referred to in the passage, deposited in the
unidentified island of Santimat (Cantimat-tivu; tadbhava)® and corresponding to
the ‘crown (kirita) of the son of Jamadagni’ referred to in the Sanskrit prasasti,
appears to be connected with the Kérala-kings (cf. Gopinatha Rao TAS 2, 1920: 32;
Sewell 1932: 62; Janaki 1966: 72; Donaldson 1995: 172; Narayanan 2013: 121) and
could thus allude to the special role of Parasurama as possible ‘protector of the
crown’ in some lost royal legendary tradition of the Céras of Mahodayapuram.

It is noteworthy that from the eleventh century onwards, the Bhargava is
said not only to be symbolically linked with the Céra or the Miisika lineages, but,
according to the Cdla inscriptions, the Kerala territory itself, as a single entity,
would have been ‘given to’ or ‘established by’ (upahita) or even ‘created by’
(nirmita) the sage (Veluthat 2009: 194, 299). This appears at least consistent with
other textual testimonies of about the same time declaring the whole western
coast of India to be the land of (viz., created by) Para§urama. The expansion of the
area of Rama’s creation has been made theoretically possible by extending the
meaning of the term ‘Seven Konkans’ (sapta-korikana), which originally designated
only the ‘Greater’ Konkan with its subdivisions, to include larger portion(s) of
the west coast. At times, the more expanded geographical area covered by the
term does not go beyond the south of present Karnataka (cf. Saletore 1936: 30-8).
However, the whole west coast of India, from Cape Comorin (Kanyakumari) in
the south to Stirparaka (and even Broach/Bharuch, which can be understood as
bhrgu-kaccha) in the north, viewed as Parasurama’s creation, is found designated
by the expression sapta-konkana in several inscriptions and works from the
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eleventh century onwards. A good example is the encyclopaedic work entitled
Prapaficahrdaya (PH). This anonymous Vaisnava-oriented compendium of
knowledge, which has been dated roughly to the eleventh century (cf. Parpola
1981: 153-5; Kanazawa 1986; Bronkhorst 2007: 292 fn. 30, 297 fn. 44), but which
could be slightly later (twelfth or even thirteenth centuries, cf. below) begins
with a cosmography which gives the following list of ‘Seven Konkans’ forming
the west-coastal ‘land of Paraurama, ‘at the foot of the Sahya’ range:

sahyapade parasuramabhamih [ sa saptakorikanakhya kipaka-kerala-miisika+aluva-pasu-korikana-
parakorikana-bhedena daksinottardayamena ca vyavasthita | tatra+anantapura-vilvadri-gokarna-
saptakotisvara-bhedena ksetracatustayam api bhuktimuktiphalapradam [°

Kiipaka, the southernmost one, is Tamil/Malayalam Vénatu, located south of
(central) Kerala stricto sensu, itself southern with respect to the Masika country.
This threefold geopolitical division constituting Kerala (lato sensu, as a single
cultural entity) is particularly relevant during the eleventh-thirteenth centuries
(see Vielle 2011-12: 366 fn. 2).1° To the north of it, there is at first Aluva, which
has to be identified with Tuluva, the Tulu country in south Kanara (Saletore
1936: 29; Narayanan and Veluthat 1983: 258; Narayanan 2003: 87); then Pasu,
which I would propose to understand as the Go-rastra referred to above (fn. 9),
viz., north Kanara and Goa, at the junction of the Malabar and Konkan coasts,
and finally the south and north Konkans stricto sensu. It is noteworthy that the
four great ksetras mentioned by the PH on this sacred territory do not go beyond
Goa: Anantapura is Sri Anantapuram/Tiruvananthapuram in south Kerala
(cf. below); Vilvadri is Tiruvilvamala on the river Nila/Bharatapuzha in north-
central Kerala (Thrissur District);'* Gokarna shrine (cf. below) is on the north
Kanara coast, and Saptakoti$vara is in old Goa.'

That the author of the PH is from south India, and probably from Kerala
(where the manuscripts of the text are preserved, cf. NCC s.v.), is obvious. In
comparison with the early Puranic accounts of cosmography, in which the
Bharata-khanda or -varsa = karma-bhami, corresponding to the ‘Greater India’
(9000 yojanas in breadth), is itself divided into nine parts, among which the
Bharata-dvipa (1000 yojanas from the source of the Ganga in the north to Kumari
in the south) as the (central) ninth surrounded by the ocean (sagara) corresponds
to the Indian peninsula,'® the PH author prefers to call the Indian peninsula the
‘KumarT-khanda or -dvipa, given as the first of the nine portions of the greater
Bharata-khanda, with the same length of 1,000 yojanas (from north to south). He
further describes it with a personal stress on south Indian places. For instance,
after enumerating the seven mountain ranges and the seven upadvipas belonging
to Kumari, among both of which the name malaya appears, he explains that
the prasiddhatara city of Lanka is located on a peak belonging to the Malaya
range which is in the middle of the Malaya (upa-)dvipa. After his listing of the
Seven Konkans in the land of Parasurama at the foot of the Sahya range, with
its four important ksetras, including Anantapuram and Tiruvilvamala in Kerala,
he adds that in (or on) the Sahya mountain there is the amalaka-ksetra, viz., the



22 Christophe Vielle

shrine of Thirunelli (cf. Kokilasamdesa 1, v. 41, Muraleedharan 2012: 187-8) on
the slopes of the Brahmagiri (Wayanad District, Kerala). There follows a list of
additional ksetras starting from the south: Sriranga and Rame$vara (Tamil Nadu),
Vrsabhadri-Sriverkatagiri and Mallikarjunasvami (Andhra Pradesh), Harihara
(Karnataka),' and Mahalaksmi (Kolhapur, Maharashtra), and only then the usual
northern ones (Purusottama, Salagrama [sic], Gaya, Ayodhya, Kasi, Kuruksetra).
Similarly, the list of important rivers is concluded by the Ghrtamala, which in
the Syanandirapuranasamuccaya (adh. 1 and 6; on which, see below) is the name
of the river forming the southern limit of the Anantapura-ksetra and which
corresponds to the Neyyar river (Mal. neyyii = ‘ghee; cf. Muraleedharan 2012:
41); and then the Nila, which is the Bharatapuzha river (on the border of which
is Tiruvilvamala) in Kerala. Nothing more is said of the (greater) Bharata-khanda,
except the listing of the names of its remaining portions and a reminder of its
general character as karma-bhimi.

Another south Indian text, entitled Brhaspati[-niti-]sitra, which has been
dated to the twelfth century, also has an interesting cosmographic account,
with the Bharata-khanda = karma-bhiimi (3.67-68, 72-5, 134) having 1,000 yojanas
in length from Badarika (at the source of the Ganga) in the north, to Setu
(=Ramesvara) in the south (3.79); nearly the same list of seven mountain ranges
(3.81), great rivers (kula-nadi) concluded by the Ghrtamala (3.82), and eight
Vaisnava ksetras including (besides Badarika, Salagrama, Purusottama and
Dvaraka) Vilvacala (= Vilvadri, i.e. Tiruvilvamala), Ananta(puram), Simhacala (in
Visakhapatnam, Andhra Pradesh) and Sriranga in the south (3.119-20). However,
here, in the detailed list of countries (visaya) the saptakorikanas are presented as
amere upa-visaya of 104 yojanas (in length), without any reference to Parasurama
(3.107). The name of the Keralas does not even appear among the visayas, whereas,
the ones of the C6las and the Pandyas are found together (3.104). But at the
beginning of the passage listing the visayas, what is called the ‘creation of Rama’
(ramasrsti, 3.86), presented as consisting of 140 yojanas (in length) from south to
north (daksinottare) and 12 yojanas (in breadth) ‘as far as the Sahya’ (asahyam),
corresponds in fact to Kerala. This could fit with the twelfth-thirteenth centuries
dating of the text (based on the mention of the visaya of the Yadavas, 3.105,
‘perhaps those of Devagiri’, F.W. Thomas ad loc.), after the end of the kingdom of
the Céras of Mahodayapuram (but not of the Brahmin ksatra ruling the country).
As in the case of the Prapaficahrdaya, most of the few available manuscripts of the
Brhaspati[-niti-]sitra are from Kerala (cf. NCC s.v.), where the text seems to have
been composed.

One of the practical solutions to avoid the reference to Konkan and to make
Kerala the exclusive creation of Parasurama was to have another Sirparaka/
Stirpakara (cf. fn. 2 for the Malayalam-script variant of the name, derived in both
cases from the word $iirpa, ‘a winnow, a winnowing basket’, Charpentier 1927:
112) somewhere in Kerala as the sacred place connected with the sage. Such
a place can be found in south Kerala, and it is even precisely described in the
Syananditrapuranasamuccaya, the sthala-purdna of the ksetra of Sri Anantapuram
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(Thiruvanantapuram, present famous temple of Sri-Padmanabhasvami)'¢
composed in AD 1167-8 (kali era 4269) for the Kiipaka/Vénatu kings (vela-visayesa)
by an author being himself of Tulu origin (according to the long final colophon by
the same). In the description of the various tirthas of the ksetra, SPS adh. 7 comes
to a sacred place on the southern bank of the river Maleya (flowing from the
Malaya), where Bhargava Rama would have bathed (sndna) and done tapas after
his killing of all the ksatriyas. This tirtha corresponds to the place of the present
Parasurama temple in Tiruvallam (a few kilometres south of Trivandrum), along
the Karamana river. It is said to lie just beside another tirtha called Siirpakara,
located on the top of the adjacent hill:

nadyds tu daksine tire parvatasya tathottare |
asti Siirpakaram nama sthanam mama sudurlabham ||

On the southern bank of the river, on the top of the hill, there is my abode difficult
to reach, which has the name Siirpakara.

The speaker is here is God Visnu (addressing the Earth); he adds that from
there, facing the north, he is able to contemplate his own sacred territory (viz., the
whole ksetra). The existence of this ‘daksina Siirpakara’ (cf. Vielle 2010) within the
Anantapura ksetra, topographically connected with Paraurama, is an important
step in the history of the Kerala appropriation of the Para§urama’s legend, as
will be seen below, even if that work (composed by a Tulu Brahmin) does not
allude to the creation of the territory from the sea.

This is unlike the Tirunilalmala (‘Garland of the Sacred Shade/Grace’), an
early Malayalam pattii concerned with tribal-tantric bali-rites in the Aranmula
shrine (south-central Kerala, Pathanamthitta District). The poem, which can
be dated to the thirteenth century, contains, as Rich Freeman has noticed,
the earliest instance in a Kerala dialect ‘of the myth of Parasurama founding
Malanatu’ (Freeman 2003: 459). Here is the passage (1.7.55-60, p. 35), with the
translation (and word-splitting) of Freeman (who is currently preparing a
translation of the whole work):

i-m-malanattin celvama-p-pati-y-ennumétam
y-en-manamadrinta vannam eluppamayurappanennu
mureneluntavam polinta muniver-kon parecuramen
varunendt-irannu-kontu mani-murametutt-erintu
parave-y-a-t-tarani-y-akki-p-patattanen pinne-y-anné
aru-mareyaverkelkk-akki-y-alittanan puvenan-tanne

The matter of how bountiful this Malanatu is,

I will briefly relate, to the extent my wit provides.

That king of munis, Para§urama, had garnered fierce tapas,

And by beseeching Varuna, took up and hurled a lustrous winnowing basket.
After thereby fashioning land from the sea,

He made that very land over in grant to fine Brahmans.!’
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The passage alludes not only to the specific role of Varuna in the episode of
Paradurama’s appropriation of the land from the ocean, but also to the popular
version of the throwing by the latter of a ‘winnowing basket’ (muram). The
Malayalam word corresponds to the Sanskrit Sirpa, and therefore could refer
to some folklore connecting Paragurama’s ‘launching of the sarpa’ with daksina
Stirpakara (such a Malabar version involving a $iirpa was collected about AD 1600
by Jacobo Fenicio, S.J., cf. Charpentier 1927: 114-15).

We can now turn to the first really ‘epic’ consecration of the exploit of
Parasurama. I dare indeed assert that the Jaiminiyasambhitd of the Brahmandapurana,
probably composed around AD 1300 at the court of the Kerala king Ravivarman
Kulasekhara (AD 1266/67-1317), is in fact the first work to describe in length
the geographical feat of Parasurama, with the raising from the sea of a piece of
land corresponding to Kerala (not named as such) and extending to Gokarna.
The very first question introducing this well-structured narrative text is a
cosmographical one: why the Bharata-khanda has been reduced by 400 yojanas
because of the sons of Sagara and how much land was recovered (punahsrsta,
1.12) from the ocean by Rama Jamadagnya. After several thousand verses
detailing the respective stories (intermixed with numerous sub-stories) of
Sagara, Kartaviryarjuna, and Parasurama (see Vielle 2007, and 2011-12: 380-2,
for a summary of the contents), the answer is given at the very end!® through
the successive stories of Sagara’s sons (who dig up 1,000 yojanas of the coast,
falling into the ocean; JaiSa 90.14, 93.3, 95.39-40 ~ BdP 2,3,53.14, 56.3, 58.34-35),
the descent of the Ganga causing the submersion of the tirtha Gokarna, the
coming of Rama (from his eastern hermitage on the Mahendra, at the request
of the Gokarna sages) to the south-western shore of the ocean at the foot of the
Sahya, his subduing of Varuna by way of an arrow shot from his Saiva bow, and
the resulting recovery of 600 yojanas (in length) of coastal territory (JaiSa 95.37,
40~BdP 2,3,58.32,35). However, in the JaiSa’s last chapter entitled Gokarnoddharana,
the sacrificial ladle (sruva)®® then thrown by Rama into the ocean in order
to determine the limit of his territory proper (viz., the one bestowed on him
personally by the Ocean), goes only 200 yojanas from south to north (daksinottare),
and then falls down ‘after having included’ (antarikrtya) Stirpakara. One of the
key-verses of the passage has to be read:

yatrabhiid ramasrstaya bhuvo ‘nyasyas ca parthiva |
tirtham siirpakaram tat tu sima lokaparisrutah || (JaiSa 95.20, cf. BdP 2,3,58.19cd-20ab)

Where (the boundary) was between the territory created by Rama and the other
(territory), there was the tirtha Stirparaka, very famous boundary in the worlds.

Stirpakara here apparently designates the so-named southern tirtha, whereas,
Gokarna is supposed to constitute the upper (northern) boundary of Rama’s own
territory which is then committed to the care of the sages.?°

Remarkable in the JaiSa account is what could be called the puranic
regionalisation of the itihdsa tradition. The territory ‘re-created’ (punahsrsta) by



How did Parasurama Come to Raise Kerala? 25

Rama (JaiSa 1.12, and 95.37, 40 = BdP 2,3,58.32, 35) on the west shore is stated to
be 600 yojanas in length, from south to north, and therefore corresponds to the
saptakorikanas (or the whole west coast of India), but the country consecrated
by his sacrificial ladle and really belonging to him is limited to 200 yojanas,
corresponding to the ‘Greater Kerala’, viz., the territory later usually said to
extend from Gokarna?! to Cape Comorin.? Following closely the JaiSa, the first
local kdvya allusion to Paragurama’s feat as such, is found in the Sukasamdesa
of Laksmidasa (first part of the fourteenth century), which explicitly refers to
the Keraloddhara (I, v. 34; cf. Kokilasamdesa 1, vv. 39, 41); in this case, the $uka-
messenger coming from the south of the Pandya country, after crossing the
Sahya (v. 30), enters Kerala through the shrine of [Kanya-]Kumari (v. 35), the
place which will eclipse daksina Stirpakara as the traditional southernmost
reference point. Among the later Sanskrit or vernacular accounts of the raising
of Kerala by Paradurama, which also appear to be inspired by the JaiSa epic
version, the most striking example is probably the Narayaniya of Narayana
Bhattatiri. In his dasaka 36, the famous poet chooses to closely follow the
JaiSa (Brahmandapurana) telling of the parasuramavatara story rather than the
Bhdagavatapurana narrative (see especially v. 11, on the creation of Kerala) as he
is supposed to do (cf. Vielle 2010: 244). The Parasurama creation episode thus
acquired the status of a ‘regional’ foundation myth, and was commonly alluded
to in the literature of Kerala for illustrating or explaining the idea that the
country is the Brahmanical land par excellence. Already in the second part of the
fourteenth century, when the author of the Lilatilakam, commenting eruditely
in manipravalam on his own Sanskrit grammatical siitras, states from a historico-
linguistic perspective that Karnataka country came into existence earlier than
Kerala (cf. Freeman 1998: 56 fn. 24), he specifies that the latter arose later ‘due
to (its) creation by Parasurama’ (puraiva siddhah karnnatadésah, keraladésah
parasuramasadhitatvat pascatyah, com. ad 2.3), a privilege that the former does
not enjoy.??

To conclude this survey, we can go back to the digvijaya of Raghu in
Chapter 4 of Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa, and see how Kerala’s exclusive claim for
itself of the myth of Paraurama’s creation was, from the fourteenth century
onwards, reinforced through commentarial literature. Commentators from Kerala
have indeed tried to impose their own ‘patriotic’ interpretation of the two verses
alluding to Paraurama’s feat. According to them, there could be no doubt that
the passage mentioning Rama’s deed on the western shore at the foot of
the Sahya was referring to Kerala (though, as we have seen, it originally did
not). The first to have commented in this way seems to be the imaginative
scholar Daksinavartanatha (fourteenth century), whose dipika (referred to by
Arunagirinatha and Mallinatha in the early fifteenth century) still awaits an
edition. The insistence in the commentary on the two verses on Parasurama’s
feat that they obviously refer to keraladesa (cf. Arunagirinatha and Narayana
Pandita ad loc.) was strengthened through the adoption within the same passage
of the variant reading muraci (cf. fn. 6 above) explicitly presented as the name
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of a river also located in keraladesa (cf. Arunagirinatha, Narayana Pandita,
Sarvajfiavanamuni; Unni 1987: 35-6, Goodall and Isaacson 2003: 355). Moreover,
the verse in which the ‘Kerala women’ are described was, logically, shifted
from its original place and inserted within the Sahya passage, between the first
allusion to Paragurama and the Muraci river, leading to the sequence Malaya
(Durdura) and Sahya mounts, Rama, Kerala women, Muraci river and Rama
again (cf. Sarvajiiavanamuni).?* The displacement of the verse with the Kerala
women is probably what makes the whole passage ‘problematic’, ‘confusing’
(Goodall 2001: 104) and even ‘obscure’ (Veluthat 2009: 223), but it was adopted by
reputed non-Keralite commentators like Mallinatha and Hemadri (even if they do
not adopt the variant reading muraci and do not refer to Kerala in commenting
on the allusions to Para§urama), and consequently such a version of Kalidasa’s
poem, widely diffused all over India, has contributed to the confirmation of the
myth of Para§urama’s creation as Kerala’s own myth of creation.

NOTES

1. Itcanalready be noted here that the Malayalam manuscripts usually present the variant
reading $iirpakara instead of Siirpdraka (see the variant readings at MBh 2.28.43a, 3.83.40a,
86.9a, 118.8d/14d, 12.49.59a, 13.26.47b; cf. also BhgP 10.76.20b).

2. See Charpentier 1927; Gail 1977: 26-8; Parpola 1984: 25, 36; Warder 1992: 28; Donaldson
1995: 172; Fitzgerald 2002: 102-3.

3. See Goodall and Isaacson (2003: 349 for the useful table); cf. already Ravi Varma 1998: 20,
who had rightly read the concerned passage in the light of Nandargikar’s critical notes,
and below for the intentional changes in the order of the verses which were made by
later south Indian commentators.

4. What corresponds to Kerala (the description of which comes just after the mention of the
‘Kerala women’, v. 48 crit. ed. = 54 ed. Scharpé, including vv. 49-51 = 46-8) is interestingly
referred to by Kalidasa not as a coastal area, but, from the point of view of a north-eastern
invader coming through the Palghat gap, as an inner hilly upland, with spicy (pepper,
v. 49, and cardamom, v. 50) and sandal-snaky (v. 51) slopes at the foot of the Malaya
mountains, that appears after the crossing of the (Middle) Kaveri river (and Kongu region;
rather than the Upper Kaveri and Coorg region, contra Goodall 2001: 104-5, Goodall and
Isaacson 2003: xxxv-xxxvi); the Anaimalai Hills, with the Anamudi Peak, and the Nilgiri
Mountains, with the Mukurthi Peak, could correspond to the Malaya and the Durdura
mountains respectively, viewed by Kalidasa, on the way from south to (north-)west, as
a pair of prominent breasts (v. 54 crit. ed. = 51 ed. Scharpé). Rajan Gurukkal (2010: 126,
227) reminds us that in the Cankam poems, the Céra kings are mainly referred to as ‘chief
of the forested land’ or ‘chief of the hill(s)’ (malai), even if they are also said to have
coastal tracts.

5. Vallabhadeva misinterprets the second Rama (in v. 60) as Dasarathi. It is already to be
noted (see below) that in v. 57 of the text provided by Vallabhadeva (= v. 55 ed. Scharpé)
there is no mention of a river named Murala or Muraci (cf. Goodall and Isaacson 2003:
355), which, anyway, would have to be searched for in the Konkan region and not in Kerala
(contra Unni 2012: 244-7; these variant readings could themselves be based on similar
rare place or river names occurring in Rm 4.41.10, cf. Levefer’s note ad loc., for the first
one, or in Bhavabhiiti’s Uttararamacarita for the second; a version with the name Murula
appears to have been known to Soddhala according to Udayasundarikatha v. 171).
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See Hart 1975: 59 (who notes another reference to ‘Celltr of the god of hard strength’ in
Akananiiru 90; Atan Elini is given as the name of the ruler of the Celliir area in Akananiiru
216, cf. Kunjan Pillai 1970: 47); Veluthat 1978: 12-20; Narayanan and Veluthat 1983: 256-7;
Raghava Varier 1983: 279, 296 fn. 5; Kunjunni Raja 1983: 301; Parpola 1984: 35, 2011: 344;
Narayanan 2003: 89.

For this local version of the Kéralolpatti, I rely on the works of Veluthat (2009: 306, referring
himself to the edition by Raghava Varier 1984) and Govindan Namboodiri (2002: 98, 103,
with a reference to an article in Malayalam by N.V.P. Unithiri published in 1984).
Santimat island could be a fortified and sacred island located somewhere in central Kerala,
e.g. on the Periyar river near the old Céra capital of Tiruvaficikkulam/Mahodayapuram,
as I am inclined to think (cf. also ML s.v. canti-p-puram ‘land assigned to priests in lieu
of their temple services’ (from TAS inscription) following Narayanan (2013: 139 fn. 49),
rather than an island of the Arabian Sea (Nilakanta Sastri 1955: 201-2, Tamil Lexicon s.v.)
in the contemporary Maldives (‘garland-islands’? mala-dvipa) or Indian Laccadives/
Lakshadweep (laksa-dvipa, a generic name formerly including the Maldives too, which
seems to be already referred to in the meykkirtti at line 16: palpalan tivu, the ‘many ancient
islands’). On the other hand, Saletore (1936: 16-17) proposes to identify it ‘with the island
Santi mentioned in the Tulu Gramapaddhati as having formed one of the 77 islands which
belonged to the Ghorastra’ (viz., the Go-rastra-desa, the region of Goa, skt Go-paka[-puri],
and Go-karna, which means the region just north of the Tulu country): there are several
little islands there along the coast, and a few others in the mouths of the rivers, but this
list of 77 islands including ‘Santi’ appears secondary and is not found in the available
versions of the Gramapaddhati (cf. Rao 2005, and Saletore 1936: 17 fn.). Rice (1909: 87-8,
cf. EC 3, 1894: 10-11, EC 10, 1905: xxv-xxvi), Janaki (1966: 72) and Narayanan Nambidiri
(1992: 116) do not try to locate the island.

TSS, pp. 3-4 (pp. 2-3 in the retyped edn, but the text is corrupted); cf. Janaki 1966: 62
fn. 14 with the misreading: -masikakaluva-, and Saletore (1936: 29) who wrongly
understands aluva-pasukorikana-parakorikana, for a final number of six only.

On the other hand, the Sayadrikhanda of the Skandapurana and the various versions of the
Gramapaddhati, both much later, count Kerala as a single whole forming the southernmost
portion of the Seven Konkans created by Parasurama (cf. Saletore 1936: 26-9; Janaki 1966:
69; Gail 1977: 201-3; Rao 2005: 53, 153, 175), as is also found in an unpublished manuscript
compilation entitled Mayuravarmacarita, possibly from Vijayanagara, in which Kerala as
the seventh portion is given under the name Mala(ya) (Warder 1992: 31). Concerning
inscriptions from Karnataka from the middle of the eleventh century onwards that refer
to the Seven Konkans or to the creation of these by Parasurama, see Saletore 1936: 31-8
(e.g. EC 7: Sk 99, trans. p. 165).

There is a still unpublished Sanskrit Bilvadrimahatmya (see NCC s.v. for the mss. of Kerala
origin), and a Malayalam kilippattii version of the same. For samdesa-kavya referring to
this shrine, see Muraleedharan 2012: 57, 190.

The Saptakoteshwar temple is said to have been constructed around AD 1155 by the wife
of one of the Kings of the Kadamba dynasty of Goa for their family deity.

See for example BdP 1,2,16.10-11 and ViP 2,3.7 (cf. Kirfel 1954: 110;_, 175).

The present temple of Harihareshwara dates from AD 1223-4.

One Krtamala is already mentioned in the list of rivers originating from the Malaya
mountain in the early Puranic accounts (cf. Kirfel 1954: 18,,, 114,, cf. BdP 1,2,16.36).
It is noteworthy that for this word in the ViP (2,3.13) and MkP (52.26) critical texts, the
Malayalam manuscripts present the variant reading ghrtamala.

The name Syanandira is secondary, being a re-Sanskritization of the Malayalam name
Tirendra (cf. Kunhan Raja apud Vielle 2011-12: 366 fn. 4), here explained as coming from
ananda (SPS adh. 1).
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The text very interestingly continues with the origin of the first ‘Kérala’ king (‘To protect
it [i.e. the land] at the outset, from splendid Ayodhya, / From a kingly lineage descendent
on the earth, / Five maidens who had garnered rare tapas / Came, were entered into unions,
and growing in felicity, produced progeny. / First-born in that lineage was the excellent
King Kérala, / And given that great land, he protected it. / Thus the name fixed for it
was simply ‘Kérala’s Land, / Which became the very resort of Laksmi’. Transl. Freeman,
cf. 2003: 444 fn. 13). Provided one accepts (as I do) the genealogical continuity between
the (last) Perumal and the Perumpatappu svariipam, this account would confirm both
the alleged solar origin of the Céras of Mahodayapuram (with the mythical first King
Kérala as eponymous ancestor, as it is found in an inscription of AD 1225, E14.41) and (with
the five royal maidens from Ayodhya as mythical ‘genetic’ ancestors, corresponding to the
five branches of the svaripam alluded in the Malayalam [manipravalam] Unniyaticaritam,
Kunjunni Raja 1980: 153) their suspected matrilineal system of succession (cf. Vielle
2011-12: 369 fn. 10, 374 fn. 24, 377 fn. 27).

I cannot go here into the details of the JaiSa text. On the slight corruptions, or intentional
changes, which occurred when this final portion of the JaiSa was included in what became
the standard edition of the Brahmandapuranam (JaiSa adh. 59 to 68.55 and the end of 81 to
95=BdP 2,3, adh. 21 to 30.55 and 44.32 to 58), see Vielle 2010: 238 fn. 3, 241-3, and 2011-12:
381: fn. 32. They could in part explain some of the misunderstandings found in Donaldson
1995: 172-3 (who bases himself on the corrupt BdP text).

The sruva is also used in the early fifteenth century Malayalam prose (gadyam) version
of the JaiSa (Brahmandapuranam). The less Brahmanical tool $irpa occurs back in the
sixteenth century kilippattii version, enabling its author to give the origin of the Stirpakara
place-name.

This is one way of reading the JaiSa text (cf. Vielle 2010: 241-3), viz., the ‘Kerala’ one,
confirmed by later indigenous readings (cf. both the vernacular renderings of the JaiSa;
Laksmidasa and Narayana Bhatta’s allusions below, as well as the ‘Karnataka’ reading
given below fn. 23). It does not exclude the possibility to read the text differently and
to understand, more conventionally, that the sacred territory of 200 yojanas goes from
Gokarna (in the south) up to Stirpakara in the north, viz., up to the ‘Konkan’ (original)
Stirparaka (cf. Tagare transl. of BdP, Donaldson 1995: 170-1, and my previous reading
referred to by Parpola 2011: 345), for it is cleverly not specified in the text from which
place of the south-western shore Rama throws his ladle, allowing a double meaning which
could have been intentional.

The historical reasons for the rather late symbolic importance of the Saiva ksetra of
Gokarna as the northernmost (sacred) boundary of an ideal Kerala, which thereby includes
the Tulu country, remain to be investigated. Gokarna does not seem to be attested in
this function before the JaiSa (a more political reason for its mention could be found in
the fact that it was physically reached by Ravivarman Kulasekhara, who declares in his
prasasti v. 4 to have pushed his enemy up to the korikana, Vielle 2011-12: 367). Thereafter,
as far as I know, except in the early prose vernacular rendering of the JaiSa (cf. above
fn. 20) dated around AD 1400, it no longer appears as the ‘Kerala’ northern limit in the
regional literary sources (the place is ignored by travelogues such as Laksmidasa’s
Sukasamdesa or Uddanda’s Kokilasamdesa) until the sixteenth century at the earliest (with
the kilippattii version of the JaiSa, the Keralamahatmya, the Keralolpatti, Narayana Bhatta’s
Nardyaniya 36.11, the lost Udayavarmacarita, cf. Unni 1980: 18-20, the Keralaksitiratnamald,
cf. Unni 2012: 394, or the eighteenth century Ramapanivada’s Visnuvilasa 4.2 and 6.60,
cf. TSS 165).

The 200 yojanas as the standard distance between these two boundaries, or as the length
of Greater Kerala, is also explicitly given by later works, such as the ones found among the
(Madras and London) Mackenzie manuscripts and obviously based on the JaiSa version of
the episode: a short Sagarakatha from Kerala (cf. Janaki 1966: 68), in which the extent of
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the reclaimed land is 200 yojanas from Gokarna to the south; and the Mayuravarmacarita
from Karnataka (Warder 1992: 31, cf. fn. 19 and 21 above), a passage of which declares
that Rama first travelled 200 yojanas south from Gokarna up to Kanyakumari, and then
created (here the Seven Konkans) from the latter place to the north (whereas in another
textual portion of the same compilation, Rama is said, differently, to have created the
Seven Konkans ‘from Gokarna’, in this case in both directions).

23. To be compared with the text from the Mayuravarmacarita compilation stating that
‘Vanavasi (capital of the legendary Kadamba king Mayuravarman) itself, being East of the
Sahya, was not created by Rama of the Axe (here given as creator of the Seven Konkans,
cf. above fn. 11 and 23) but was in the old Karnataka created by the gods’ (Warder 1992: 31,
emphasis ours). Two poetic references from neighbouring regions of Kerala in the middle
of the fourteenth century, viz., the Dasavatarastotra of the Tamil author Venkatanatha/
Vedantadesika (v. 7, cf. Vielle 2010: 245) and a Vijayanagara kavya-inscription of
AD 1368 (EC 7: Sk.281, V. 5, trans. p. 146, cf. Saletore 1936: 19), show that the Kerala version
or location of the legend was not so authoritative outside Kerala, and that the story of
Rama’s pushing out of the ocean and his subsequent gift of the earth to the Brahmins
could be understood in a broader sense, without precise geographical specification.

24. Yet Arunagirinatha (and, following him, Narayana Pandita) did not change the place
of this verse, preferring to transform the ‘Kerala’ women into ‘Colaka’ ones (a variant
which in itself, just after the mention of the Kaveri river, could be justified; cf. Goodall
2001: 105, Goodall and Isaacson 2003: xxxv-xxxvi), and the shift he made then was to
put just after this verse the two verses mentioning the Pandya and the Tamraparni
river, for a result even better in terms of logical sequence: after the Kaveri with the Cola
women (two verses), and the Tamraparni with the Pandyas (two verses), Kerala is there
referred to both by the Malaya mounts, described in four verses (cf. fn. 5 above), and by
the Sahya-Parasurama passage in five verses. It is to be observed that Sarvajfiavanamuni
(like Hemadri), in addition to changing the place of the Kerala women, makes the same
shift as Arunagirinatha concerning the Pandyas and the Tamraparni, and hence obtains
approximately the same result.
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