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Introduction
This book began as a walk through neighborhoods where devotion and daily life flow
together: temple streets that double as marketplaces, church courtyards that host
clinics, mosque verandas that become classrooms by afternoon. Sacred
Madras—today’s Chennai—cannot be understood only through its monuments; it is a
city where bells, azaan, and nadaswaram set a shared rhythm, where feast days
reroute buses and redraw the practical map of movement. The argument of this study
is simple yet far-reaching: sacred spaces have been central agents in shaping the
city’s zoning, festivals, and social relations across centuries, and they continue to do
so in ways both familiar and surprising. Rather than treating religion as an overlay on
an otherwise secular urban plan, we show how faith, form, and function were co-
constitutive in the making of the metropolis.

Our approach integrates architectural analysis with community histories. We read
gopurams, domes, spires, and mandapams not only as stylistic statements but as
instruments that organize attention, anchor commerce, and claim jurisdiction over
streets and schedules. Oral histories, parish ledgers, waqf records, endowment
inscriptions, and municipal plans illuminate how lay committees, caste sabhas, clergy,
trustees, and neighborhood associations have negotiated the uses of space. By
placing building typologies alongside stories of procession routes, water tanks, and
seasonal fairs, we trace how sacred infrastructures—both material and
social—produced durable patterns of proximity, segregation, and encounter.

Madras was never a single grid uniformly imposed from above. The fort, Black Town,
and expanding suburbs grew by absorbing older villages and shrine-centered hamlets,
each with its ritual calendar and property regimes. Car streets demanded generous
turning radii for chariots; church compounds introduced new alignments along the
coast; mosques and dargahs seeded commercial corridors and evening economies.
These layers generated a distinctive processional urbanism in which movement during
festivals temporarily reordered hierarchies, granting front-stage visibility to groups
otherwise at the margins. Moments of friction—over noise, encroachment, or right of
way—were frequent, but so were practices of accommodation: staggered timings,
shared thresholds, and informal pacts that kept the city livable.

Pluralism in this book is not an abstract ideal; it is a practice learned in crowded lanes,
refined in committee rooms, and revised after each monsoon. Women’s ritual labor,
vendors’ itineraries, artisans’ contracts, and the quiet diplomacy of caretakers reveal
how intercommunal life is sustained. Soundscapes and waterscapes matter here: the
timing of calls to prayer relative to school hours, the maintenance of temple tanks as
neighborhood reservoirs, the choreography of fireworks and processional music, and
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the legal regimes that govern them. Together they show religion operating as
everyday urban governance—sometimes formalized in statute, often negotiated on
the fly.

The modern city brought new pressures and possibilities. Slum clearance, housing
boards, and traffic engineering reconfigured access to long-established shrines;
industrial estates and the IT corridor pulled congregations outward, giving rise to
prefabricated prayer halls and later to ambitious new campuses. Conservationists
sought to preserve “heritage,” even as communities needed active, adaptable spaces
rather than frozen monuments. Disasters—floods and cyclones—exposed
vulnerabilities but also mobilized faith-based relief, revealing latent networks and the
city’s capacity for collective care.

Across the chapters that follow, we move from mapping the sacred geography of
Madras/Chennai to examining how specific institutions wielded property, law, and
ritual to organize city life. We consider artisans and aesthetics, gendered participation,
minority mercantile worlds, and the politics of sound. We track how calendars make
and unmake urban time, and how processions write seasonal annotations onto streets.
Each chapter pairs a close look at architecture with the textures of everyday
negotiation, showing how built form and social form coevolve.

Ultimately, this is a book about urban intelligence—the knowledge encoded in shrines,
routes, courtyards, and committees that helps a vast city accommodate difference. By
attending to both stone and story, plan and procession, we offer a pluralistic account
of faith in the city. Sacred Madras is not only a record of the past; it is a toolkit for
thinking about equitable futures in which sacred places continue to serve as engines
of belonging, access, and care.
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CHAPTER ONE: A City of Shrines Mapping Madras
Chennai’s Sacred Geography
Chennai, a city now synonymous with bustling IT corridors and vibrant film culture,
carries within its modern sprawl a deeply layered sacred geography. Before it became
Madras, and long before it was officially renamed Chennai, this coastal stretch of
Tondaimandalam province was a collection of villages, each with its own spiritual
anchors: ancient temples, nascent churches, and revered mosques. The city’s identity
is inextricably linked to these sacred spaces, which have not merely existed within its
boundaries but have actively shaped its physical layout, its social fabric, and the
rhythms of daily life across millennia.

To truly understand Madras, one must look beyond the colonial grid and delve into the
historical roots that predate the British East India Company’s arrival. The region was a
hub for various traditions, including Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism, facilitated by its
position along the Coromandel Coast. Archaeological findings, such as Paleolithic
stone tools in Pallavaram, attest to human habitation dating back thousands of years,
suggesting a continuous, albeit evolving, spiritual connection to this land. These early
settlements, often centered around a significant shrine or natural feature, laid the
groundwork for what would become a complex tapestry of faith.

Hinduism forms the spiritual backbone of Chennai, with roots stretching back to the
Pallava and Chola dynasties. Iconic temples, some dating back to the 7th and 8th
centuries CE, served not only as places of devotion but as centers of community life,
governance, and learning. The Kapaleeshwarar Temple in Mylapore, dedicated to Lord
Shiva, is a prime example. While the current structure was rebuilt in the 16th century
after being damaged by Portuguese invaders, its origins trace back to the 7th century
Pallava era. Its towering gopuram, adorned with intricate carvings, is a beacon of
Dravidian architecture and a testament to enduring faith. Mylapore itself, mentioned in
the writings of the Greek geographer Ptolemy in the second century CE, was an
ancient village whose sacred significance long predates the modern city.

Similarly, the Parthasarathy Temple in Triplicane, an 8th-century Vishnu shrine,
highlights the city’s ancient bhakti traditions. These temples were not isolated
structures; they were the nuclei around which villages grew, fostering a sense of
community and dictating the flow of life. Early Tamil literature and hymns vividly
describe the vibrant life around these ancient temples, detailing rich vegetation, lively
festivals, and food offerings that still resonate in contemporary celebrations. The
physical presence of these ancient temples continues to anchor neighborhoods and
provide a tangible link to Chennai's deep historical past.
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The arrival of Christianity in the region is equally ancient, with traditions stating that
St. Thomas the Apostle arrived in South India in the 1st century CE. The San Thome
Basilica in Mylapore stands over his purported tomb, a significant pilgrimage site. The
Portuguese, arriving in the early 16th century, reconstructed the basilica in 1523,
solidifying a Catholic presence in the area. Another early Christian landmark is the
Church of Our Lady of Light, commonly known as Luz Church, built by Portuguese
missionaries in 1516. These churches, with their distinct European architectural styles,
introduced new sacred forms into the existing landscape, creating a fascinating
juxtaposition of spiritual traditions.

Islam also has a long and established history in Chennai, with a recorded presence
dating from the 9th century CE. Early mosques in areas like Pulicat and Kovalam were
built in the 10th century. The Triplicane Big Mosque, also known as the Wallajah
Mosque, completed in 1795 by the family of Muhammad Ali Khan Wallajah, the Nawab
of Arcot, is a significant Islamic landmark. Constructed in the Mughal style, it is one of
the largest mosques in the city and a vibrant center of worship. The Jumma Mosque on
Kutchery Road in Mylapore, another ancient and revered site, symbolizes the enduring
presence of Islam and interfaith coexistence in the area. These mosques, with their
distinctive domes and minarets, became focal points for Muslim communities,
contributing to the city’s diverse spiritual soundscape.

Beyond these major faiths, Chennai’s sacred geography also includes sites of Jainism
and Buddhism, both introduced in the pre-Christian era. While less numerous today,
their historical presence further underscores the ancient and pluralistic nature of the
region’s spiritual landscape. The Adheeshwar Jain temple in Puzhal, for instance, is
believed to date back to the 1st century BCE. These diverse religious sites were not
merely scattered across the land; they formed interconnected nodes in a vibrant,
living network that influenced everything from trade routes to social groupings.

The colonial era, beginning with the establishment of Fort St. George by the British
East India Company in 1639, brought further transformations to this sacred
geography. While the British initially focused on building their fort and associated
settlements, they gradually incorporated existing villages, many of which were
centered around ancient shrines. This process of absorption meant that the new
colonial city grew around and alongside these older sacred spaces, rather than
entirely replacing them. The establishment of St. Mary's Church within Fort St. George
in 1680, as the first Anglican church in India, marked another significant addition to
the city's religious architecture, reflecting the shifting power dynamics and the
introduction of new spiritual practices.

Mapping Madras, therefore, is not a simple exercise of drawing lines on a modern plan.
It involves tracing the echoes of ancient hymns in bustling temple streets, recognizing
the silhouette of a gopuram against a contemporary skyline, and understanding how
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the call to prayer continues to resonate through historically diverse neighborhoods.
The city's sacred geography is a palimpsest, with layers of devotion built upon and
intertwined with one another, each contributing to the unique character of
Madras/Chennai. This intricate layering of faiths and their architectural expressions
speaks volumes about the city's capacity for accommodation and its long history of
intercommunal life, a theme we will explore further in the chapters to come.
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