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ABSTRACT 

 The aim of this article is to highlight the history and architecture of Sri Jeganatha Perumal 

temple at Shenbagaramanallur village of Nanguneri taluk in Tirunelveli District of Tamil Nadu. 

Shenbagaramanallur is a hamlet, but both Siva and Vishnu temples situated there. This article focused 

the history and architecture of Sri Jeganatha Perumal temple at   Shenbagaramanallur. During the 

Nayak period, this temple was well maintained. The people of this village says, this temple is equaling 

to Puri Jaganathar temple.  There are several inscriptions inside the temple that date back to the 

14th   century. Dated in Kollam era 703 (A.D.1527) in the reign of Vira Martandavarman. Hence, this 

article reveals the historical significance of Sri Jeganatha Perumal temple at Shenbagaramanallur 

village of Nanguneri taluk in Tirunelveli District of Tamil Nadu. 
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Introduction 

From early days, Shenbagaramanallur has been one of the ancient village of Tirunelveli region 

and the rulers who had jurisdiction over Tirunelveli region and the rulers who had jurisdiction over 
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Tirunelveli region or Tenpandi region wielded the some magnititude of rule over Shenbagaramanallur.  

In other words Shenbagaramanallur was ruled by the same rulers of Tirunelveli region.  In the age of 

Sangam, the Tirunelveli region had been considered as a country and has a part of the Pandya 

kingdom1.  It is worthy that the Pandya kingdom was vast and spacious.  It had its boundary upto 

Kanyakumari in the South Vaigai river in the north western ghats in the west and Bay of Bengal in the 

east.   

 The Ancient Pandya rulers ruled the Tirunelveli Seemai by dividing it in the many sub-

divisions. They were Kallakadu, Karunguvalanadu, Kannipurathayanadu, Keelavembunadu, Ten 

Aryanadu, Manadu, Meelavembunadu, Mullainedu, Vellanadu, Valudhivalanadu, Vananadu, 

Vaikuntavalanadu and Nanjilnadu2.  Sangam works clearly mention that the foundation of Pandya 

Kingdom at Madurai was laid down by Kulasekarapandya.   

Shenbagaramanallur 

 Shenbagaramanallur a small village is about five miles east of Nanguneri contains two large 

temples one dedicated to Siva, the other to Vishnu and a large stone built tank.  The Siva Temple 

contain inscription dated Kollamandu 765 (1590 A.D.).  The high ground called Maliatattu, half a mile 

away from the village on the northern side, is traditionally supposed to have contained a fortified 

residence of a local ruler, substational foundations of buildings are to be found a few feet below the 

surface3.   

Mythology 

The story goes that Chera King Udaya Marthanda Varma’s descendent (Shenbaga) Rama 

Varma built this temple. Having visited Lord Jagannathan at Puri, he was on his way back. With flash 

floods striking this region, he halted here for the night at this village. 

It is believed that Puri Lord Jagannathan appeared in his dreams and directed him to build a 

similar temple here at this place. An invisible voice the next morning showed him the exact spot for 

building the Garuda Sannidhi and installed the East Facing idol of Jagannathan with Sri and Bhoo 

Devi with Dwarapalakas at the entrance.  

 

A separate sannidhi for Shenbagavalli Nachiyar was also built South of Jagannatha Perumal 

Sannidhi. In recognition of his contribution to the temple, one finds an idol of Shenbaga Rama Varma 

at the entrance.4 
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Inscriptions 

There are several inscriptions inside the temple that date back to the 14th   century. Dated in 

Kollam 703 (A.D.1527) in the reign of Vira Martandavarman Chiraivay – Muttavar, the epigraph 

engraved in Tamil characters records the approval of the deity Jegannatha Perumal for the order of the 

king regarding the assignment of shares of food offerings to Ariyan Ulagudaiya Perumal 

Iramachandradevan in respect of his duties as Sri Bhandarak kanakku and Ariyatturam.5  

The Madurai  Nayak’s Contributions  

       The two-hundred and odd rule of the Nayaks of Madurai witnessed the last phase of the Dravidian 

architecture which received royal patronage.  Fine arts of the Madurai Nayaks such as painting and 

sculpture followed the Vijayanagar tradition.  There renovation and extensions of many temples 

enriched the art and architecture. On this way, Madurai Nayak rulers constructed a mandapa at Sri 

Jeganatha Perumal temple at Shenbagaramanallur. The mandapa called “Kangeyan Mandapa”. 

Sculptures 

      The Madurai Nayaks were keen in extending the temple complex with additional mandapas and 

prakaras with numerous pillars.  The pillars are adorned with beautiful sculptures. A.V.T.Iyer says,  

‘The poetic conception of pillars shooting forth rampant yalis, lions and horsemen, and depicting 

hunting and battle scenes are some of the gems of  Dravidian masculine art found in Madurai, 

Chidambaram and other places,’.  The characteristic feature of the sculptures of the period is that they 

are all life – size scultptures attached to the front shaft of the pillars.  The sculptures of deities, royal 

family members and common people are all adorned with different types of jewellery.  The anatomical 

details of the sculptures are noteworthy.6 

Sculptures of Deities on the Pillars 

       The pillars in the prakara and mandapas are adorned  with life – size sculptures of deities and 

Puranic figures.  Sri Jeganatha Perumal Temple have beautiful sculptures.  In the front Kangeyan 

Mandapa, there are sculptural deptiction of Manmathan and Rathi.  As in the Nayak tradition, the 

head-dress of the ladies is shown on the side.  The figures are richly decorated and the bodily  features 

of the male and female figures  are curved in detail and in good proportion.7 

      The front Kangeyan Mandapa, of Sri Jeganatha Perumal Temple contains life-size sculptures of 

Manmatha and Rathi, Nayak rulers and their wife’s.  The ornaments, vehicles and structures of the 

sculptures are sculpted in minute detail.  They are fully decorated with various ornaments.  Puranic 

pantheon sculptures adorn the pillars in the Krishnapuram, Tirukurugudi, Tirunelveli and 

Srivaikundam temples as well. 
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Sculptures  

       A unique feature of the Nayak period is the carving of figures of common people and folk 

heroes on the temple pillars.  Mainly in almost all the Nayak temples, the scene of a Kurava carrying a 

princess on his shoulder and being chased by the king’s men or that of a gypsy woman carrying a 

prince is depicted sculpturally.  In the former scene depicted one pillar in the Temple, the princess is 

shown using her sari to protect herself from the scorching sun.  The drapery is shown with the wind 

blowing heavily on it.  A fascinatin sculpture of a woman holding a basket in her left hand,  a child on 

her left houlder and another child in her right hand is found in the Tirukurungudi temple as well as Sri 

Jeganatha Perumal temple.   

Other Interesting Sculptures 

The Nayaks  pillars are mostly adorned with yalis, a monster – typed mythological animal 

which is a combination of a lion, an elephant, a horse and a bird.  About the yali sculpture Ferrguson 

remarks, ‘They are unrivalled, so far as I know, by anything found elsewhere’.  Vincent Smith says, 

‘…the southern sculpture remarkable… for its enormous quantity, fantastic character, often 

degenerating into grotesque, and marvelous elaborating rarely, if ever, exhibits the higher qualities of 

art’.  The sculpture of a yali with a rolling stone-ball in its mouth in Shenbagaramanallur is 

fascinating.8 

Musical Pillar Sculptures 

      The monolithic musical pillars found in the Sri Jeganatha perumal temple in Shenbagaramanallur. 

The cluster of small pillars varies from one to another.  In the Jeganatha perumal temple, the cluster of 

pillar consists Thirty two pillars. When they are tapped they produce seven svaras(seven musical 

notations).  There are four musical pillars in the temples in Tirunelveli and Sucindram and two in 

Alwartirunagari. The small pillars in the Shenbagaramanallur Temple near Nanguneri in Tirunelveli 

district emit the sound of a conch.9   

 

Choultries (Chatrams) 

      The Madurai Nayaks constructed many choultries enroute to pilgrim centres and important trade 

centres.  As many noted temples were in the nayakdom, pilgrims from far off places came there and 

for their convenience many chatrams were constructed.  Even today one can see the chatrams on the 

way to Nanguneri to Shenbagaramanallur.  Queen Mangammal was much interested in establishing 

chatrams.  The villages in which the chatrams were situated had the suffix chatram, Moolaikaraipatti 

and Nanguneri are a few of them.  They provided shelter and served  as resting places.  A well located 

near the chatram with a tula for drawing water from it provided water for the pilgrims. 
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      The chatram was of simple structure with a rectangular and pillared hall.  The pillars are of stone 

and the ceiling is made of bricks and mortar.  The thick ceiling which remains intact even today after 

about five hundred years withstanding the ravages of time brings much credit to the builders.  On 

some of the pillars sculptural figures representing the donors can be found.  In Shenbagaramanallur, 

local people called “Rani Mangammal Salai “ (road).10  

 

Exquisite Sculpture 

At the main Eastern entrance are artistic sculptures of Rathi and Manmatha, similar to the ones 

found at Krishnapuram temple, 13kms east of Tirunelveli It is believed that lot of grants were given to 

the temple in centuries gone by with over 130acres of land still in its possession. 

In the inner prakara is a Lakshmi Narayana Sannidhi. Belief is that lighting a ghee lamp on a 

lemon on Tuesday/Friday will fulfill one’s wishes. Thirumanjanam and Kalyana Utsavam is 

performed on special days at the special Mandapam erected on the Eastern side. Currently, two time 

pooja takes place at the temple every day. The gopuram at the Eastern Entrance remains a Mottai 

Gopuram with the Chera King not being able to complete the Raja Gopuram. 
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