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Abstract

This study investigates the intersection of sacred geography, iconographic postures, and holistic well-
being within the tradition of the 108 Divya Desams—temples dedicated to Lord Perumal (Vishnu)
revered by the Alvar poet-saints. Beyond their architectural and liturgical significance, the nomen-
clature, geographical settings, and distinct deity postures (thirukkolam) across these shrines encode
profound physiological and contemplative principles. Specifically, the sacred stances of Vishnu—
standing (Nindra), sitting (Irundha), and reclining (Kidandha)—mirror foundational asanas in classical
yoga traditions, such as Tadasana, Padmasana, and Savasana. Through a comparative textual and phe-
nomenological analysis of temple iconography alongside classical yogic frameworks, this paper
examines how temple pilgrimage and visual contemplation (darshan) facilitate multi-dimensional health
benefits. The findings suggest that engaging with these sacred postures yields tangible physical
alignment, psychological stress reduction, and existential stillness, thereby harmonizing the body, mind,
and soul. Ultimately, this research bridges Indological heritage and integrative wellness, demonstrating
how traditional Vaishnava temple spaces function as holistic environments for somatic and spiritual
transformation.

Keywords: 108 Divya Desams; Perumal; sacred postures (Thirukkolam); yoga asanas; holistic health;
mind-body-soul integration

1 Introduction

The 108 Divya Desams represent a network of sacred shrines dedicated to Lord Vishnu (Perumal),
celebrated in the Nalayira Divya Prabandham, the Tamil canonical hymns composed by the twelve
Alvar saints between the 6th and 9th centuries CE. Distributed primarily across Southern India, with
select shrines in Northern India, Nepal, and two transcendent realms (Paramapadam and Thiruppar-
kadal), these temples are distinguished by the unique etymology of their names, their ecological
landscapes, and the specific postures (thirukkolam) in which the presiding deity is enshrined.

In Vaishnava iconography, Perumal manifests in three primary postures: standing (Nindra Kolam),
sitting (Irundha Kolam), and reclining (Kidandha Kolam), alongside dynamic forms such as walking
(Nadandha Kolam). While theological scholarship has extensively analyzed the devotional (bhakti)
and mythological dimensions of these sites, comparatively little attention has been directed toward
the somatic and therapeutic parallels between these temple postures and classical Hatha Yoga. As
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modern healthcare increasingly recognizes the interconnectedness of physical posture, cognitive
regulation, and spiritual fulfillment, revisiting ancient temple traditions through the lens of yogic
science offers valuable insights. This paper explores how the spatial environment, nomenclature, and
iconic postures of the 108 Divya Desams correspond to yogic asanas, fostering integrated physical,
psychological, and spiritual well-being.

2 Methods

This research employs a qualitative, interdisciplinary methodology combining comparative textual
analysis, iconographic mapping, and phenomenological interpretation:

1. Iconographic and Etymological Classification: Primary data regarding the names,
geographical locations, and deity postures of the terrestrial Divya Desams were cataloged using
traditional Vaishnava temple treatises (Sthala Puranas) and the Nalayira Divya Prabandham.
Particular attention was given to the etymological meanings of temple names (e.g., Thirukkadigai,
Thiruvallikeni, Srirangam) and how they reflect natural topography and spiritual states.

2. Comparative Yogic Mapping: The three primary temple postures (Nindra, Irundha, and
Kidandha) were systematically cross-referenced with classical yogic postures described in
foundational texts such as the Hatha Yoga Pradipika and Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras. Biomechanical and
energetic alignments were compared to establish structural correspondence.

3. Holistic Benefit Synthesis: The physiological, psychological, and spiritual outcomes associated
with both temple pilgrimage (tirtha-yatra) and yogic practice were synthesized using a triadic
wellness framework (body, mind, and soul) to evaluate how sacred architecture and visual
contemplation (darshan) influence human health.

3 Discussion

3.1 Significance of nomenclature, geography and sacred postures

In the Divya Desam tradition, the name and location of each temple are deeply symbolic. Many
shrines are situated near rivers, hills, forests, or coastal ecosystems, utilizing natural environments to
induce sensory withdrawal (pratyahara) and mental calm. The etymology of a shrine often encapsu-
lates the transformative benefit bestowed upon the devotee—for instance, Thirukkadigai (Shol-
inghur) signifies a place where liberation is attained within a kadigai (24 minutes) of focused
contemplation, where Yoga Narasimha sits in a meditative yogic posture (utkatasana / yogapatta).

The posture of the deity serves as a visual anchor for the practitioner:

e Standing Posture (Nindra Kolam): Seen in shrines like Tirupati (Thiruvengadam) and
Kanchipuram (Thirukkachchi), this posture corresponds to Tadasana (Mountain Pose). It
embodies stability, spinal alignment, alertness, and groundedness.

« Sitting Posture (Irundha Kolam): Exemplified in shrines like Sholinghur and Thiruvallikeni
(Yoga Narasimha), this aligns with seated meditative asanas such as Padmasana (Lotus Pose) and
Siddhasana. It signifies inward focus, breath regulation (pranayama), and cognitive equilibrium.

« Reclining Posture (Kidandha Kolam): Prominently featured at Srirangam (Thiruvarangam) and
Thiruvananthapuram (Thiruvananthapuram), this mirrors Savasana (Corpse Pose) and
Anantasayana. It represents total somatic surrender, parasympathetic nervous system activation,

and ego dissolution.
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3.2 Triadic benefits: Body, mind and soul

1. Physical Benefits (Body): Traditional temple architecture requires pilgrims to walk barefoot
across stone courtyards, circumambulate concentric enclosures (pradakshina), and climb hill
shrines. This physical exertion stimulates acupressure points on the soles, improves cardiovascular
endurance, and enhances joint mobility. Visually mirroring the deity’s balanced posture during
darshan encourages somatic awareness and postural correction.

2. Psychological Benefits (Mind): The multisensory temple environment—comprising rhythmic
chanting, natural fragrances, dim sanctum lighting, and focused visual fixation (trataka) on the
deity’s serene expression—downregulates the sympathetic stress response. Contemplating the
reclining or seated forms of Perumal fosters emotional resilience, reduces anxiety, and cultivates
mindfulness.

3. Spiritual Benefits (Soul): Beyond physical and mental health, the ultimate objective of the
Divya Desam experience is atmic (soul-level) awakening. The transition from standing (active
engagement) to sitting (meditative stillness) to reclining (complete surrender) mirrors the spiritual
journey of the individual soul (jivatma) uniting with the Supreme Consciousness (Paramatma),
leading to inner peace (shanti) and liberation (moksha).

The correspondences between the three sacred postures and classical yoga asanas are summarised in
Table 1.

Table 1. Correspondence between sacred postures, representative Divya Desams, yoga asanas and holistic benefits.

Sacred Posture Representative Divya Corresponding Yoga Primary Holistic Benefit (Body, Mind,

(Thirukkolam) Desam Asana Soul)

Nindra (Standing) Thiruvengadam Tadasana (Mountain Grounding, spinal stability, and active
(Tirupati) Pose) readiness

Irundha (Sitting) Thirukkadigai Padmasana / Breath regulation, mental focus, and
(Sholinghur) Yogapatta meditative stillness

Kidandha (Reclining) Thiruvarangam Savasana / Deep relaxation, stress release, and
(Srirangam) Anantasayana spiritual surrender

4 Conclusion

The 108 Divya Desams represent far more than historical monuments of devotion; they embody a
sophisticated synthesis of sacred geography, symbolic nomenclature, and somatic wisdom. By
aligning the iconic postures of Lord Perumal with classical yogic asanas, this study highlights how
traditional temple worship naturally integrates physical movement, psychological regulation, and
spiritual contemplation. Engaging with the physical spaces and visual iconography of these shrines
nurtures the body through mindful pilgrimage, calms the mind through meditative focus, and elevates
the soul toward transcendent stillness. Future empirical research in neurotheology and integrative
medicine could further quantify the physiological and psychological impacts of sacred temple
environments on contemporary well-being.
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