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ABSTRACT  
Madurai and Kanchipuram, historic capitals of the Pandya and Pallava dynasƟes respecƟvely, represent two disƟnct yet 
deeply influenƟal models of sacred urbanism in South India. While Madurai evolved as a centripetal temple city organized 
around the Meenakshi Amman Temple, Kanchipuram developed as a poly-nodal sacred landscape comprising Shaiva, 
Vaishnava, Jain, and Buddhist religious nodes. This paper examines how these contrasƟng urban morphologies negoƟate 
contemporary urban pressures—traffic, trade, changing spaƟal hierarchies, and shiŌing public engagement with 
temples—while sustaining conƟnuity of ritual, pilgrimage, and heritage pracƟces. Through historic analysis, mapping 
and drawings, on-site observaƟons, and public interacƟons, the study argues that temple streets in Tamil Nadu are not 
staƟc heritage remnants but negoƟated spaces where pilgrimage and urbanism co-exist. These sacred cores demonstrate 
adapƟve urbanism and offer criƟcal lessons for contemporary Indian ciƟes grappling with heritage, mobility, and 
everyday urban life. 
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INTRODUCTION  
Temple ciƟes of Tamil Nadu represent one of the most 
enduring urban tradiƟons in the Indian subconƟnent, 
where religion, governance, economy, and social life have 
historically converged. Unlike modern zoning-based 
planning models, these ciƟes evolved through layered 
negoƟaƟons between sacred insƟtuƟons, royal 
patronage, mercanƟle acƟviƟes, and everyday life. 
Madurai and Kanchipuram stand out as exemplary yet 
contrasƟng cases: one structured around a single 
dominant sacred core, and the other shaped through 
mulƟple sacred nodes distributed across the urban fabric. 
In contemporary Ɵmes, these ciƟes face intense pressures 
arising from populaƟon growth, vehicular traffic, 
commercializaƟon, tourism, and changing religious 
pracƟces. Temples, once the unquesƟoned nucleus of 
public life, now coexist with markets, transport 
infrastructure, real estate interests, and administraƟve 
funcƟons. This paper seeks to understand how the 
inherited urban structures of Madurai and Kanchipuram 
negoƟate these pressures and conƟnue to funcƟon as 
living heritage landscapes. The central research quesƟon 
guiding this study is: Are temple streets in Tamil Nadu 
evolving as negoƟated spaces between pilgrimage and 
urbanism? By comparing centripetal and poly-nodal urban 
systems, the paper explores how sacred cores adapt, 
transform, and someƟmes diminish in public significance, 
while sƟll shaping urban idenƟty. 
 
BACKGROUND  
In historic temple ciƟes such as Madurai and 
Kanchipuram, urban space is not a fixed container but a 
conƟnuously produced socio-spaƟal condiƟon shaped 
through everyday pracƟces, ritual performances, and 
regulatory intervenƟons. Temple streets, in this context, 
operate as negoƟated spaces, where sacred and secular 

claims overlap and are constantly reworked over Ɵme. 
Drawing from the idea that urban space is produced 
through social relaƟons rather than merely planned form, 
this study understands negoƟaƟon not as a singular event 
but as an ongoing process involving pilgrims, residents, 
traders, religious insƟtuƟons, and civic authoriƟes. The 
centripetal and poly-nodal sacred structures of Madurai 
and Kanchipuram reveal how ritual temporality—fesƟvals, 
processions, and sacred calendars—periodically reasserts 
religious dominance over streets otherwise governed by 
traffic, commerce, and everyday mobility. These temporal 
shiŌs expose temple streets as adapƟve urban spaces 
where heritage conƟnuity is sustained not through 
preservaƟon alone, but through everyday negoƟaƟon 
between pilgrimage pracƟces and contemporary urban 
life. 
 
AIM  
The aim of this paper is to comparaƟvely examine the 
sacred urban structures of Madurai and Kanchipuram—
represenƟng centripetal and poly-nodal models of temple 
urbanism—in order to understand how temple streets 
funcƟon today as negoƟated spaces between pilgrimage 
pracƟces and contemporary urban life, and how these 
sacred cores demonstrate adapƟve urbanism within 
historic South Indian ciƟes. 
 
OBJECTIVE 
 To trace the historic evoluƟon of Madurai and 

Kanchipuram as temple-centred ciƟes, highlighƟng the 
formaƟon of centripetal and poly-nodal sacred urban 
structures under Pandya and Pallava patronage. 

 To analyze the spaƟal morphology and hierarchy of 
temple streets, processional routes, and surrounding 
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seƩlements in both ciƟes through drawings, mapping, 
and on-site observaƟons. 

 To examine the role of temple streets in sustaining 
heritage pracƟces, including rituals, fesƟvals, trade, 
and everyday social interacƟons, within contemporary 
urban condiƟons. 

 To assess the impact of modern urban pressures—
such as traffic, commercializaƟon, densificaƟon, and 
tourism—on the funcƟoning and significance of sacred 
cores in both urban models. 

 To compare the adapƟve capaciƟes of a centripetal 
temple city (Madurai) and a poly-nodal sacred city 
(Kanchipuram) in negoƟaƟng conƟnuity and change. 

 To quesƟon whether temple streets in Tamil Nadu are 
evolving as negoƟated spaces between pilgrimage and 
urbanism rather than as staƟc heritage environments. 

 To derive insights and lessons from these sacred urban 
systems that can inform heritage-sensiƟve planning 
and adapƟve urban design approaches for 
contemporary Indian ciƟes. 

 
SCOPE OF THE STUDY 
The study is limited to two historic temple ciƟes of Tamil 
Nadu—Madurai and Kanchipuram—selected for their 
contrasƟng sacred urban structures represenƟng 
centripetal and poly-nodal models of temple urbanism. 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The study adopts a qualitaƟve and spaƟal-analyƟcal 
approach combining: 
 Historic analysis: Study of inscripƟons, historical maps, 
temple chronicles, and secondary literature to trace urban 
evoluƟon. 
 SpaƟal documentaƟon: PreparaƟon and analysis of 
figure-ground maps, street hierarchy diagrams, and node-
network relaƟonships. 
 On-site observaƟon: DocumentaƟon of ritual cycles, 
pedestrian and vehicular movement, commercial 
acƟviƟes, and temporal transformaƟons of temple 
streets. 
 The comparaƟve framework enables an 
understanding of how different sacred urban structures 
respond to similar contemporary challenges. 
 
 Madurai: the centripetal temple city 
Historic evoluƟon 
Madurai, one of the oldest conƟnuously inhabited ciƟes 
in India, flourished as the capital of the Pandya dynasty. 
The Meenakshi Amman Temple emerged as the spiritual, 
poliƟcal, and economic nucleus of the city. Classical texts 
like Sangam Literature speak about the evoluƟon of the 
temple and the town through poems and later Nayaka-
period intervenƟons reinforced a concentric urban order, 
where streets radiated outward from the temple in a 
hierarchical sequence. 
The temple’s expansion during the Nayaka period 
formalized the prakarams (enclosures) and the orthogonal 
street grid aligned with ritual processions, in the form of 
open lotus flower. Each concentric street served a specific 

social, economic, and ceremonial funcƟon, embedding 
cosmological order into everyday urban life. 
Figure 1: city plan of Madurai, with its road networks 
radiaƟng from the Temple 
 
Urban Structure and SpaƟal Hierarchy 

Madurai’s urban structure is disƟnctly centripetal, with 
the Meenakshi Amman Temple funcƟoning as the singular 
sacred and spaƟal anchor around which the city has 
historically evolved. Unlike poly-nodal temple towns, 
Madurai’s sacred, commercial, and social life converges 
upon a single monumental core, producing a highly 
ordered yet intensely concentrated urban form. The 
temple’s symbolic and ritual centrality has shaped not 
only the city’s spaƟal hierarchy but also its paƩerns of 
movement, trade, and everyday occupaƟon. The city is 
organized through a series of concentric temple streets—
Chithirai, Aadi, Masi, and Avani Moola streets—each 
marking a calibrated ritual distance from the sacred core. 
These streets are not merely circulaƟon corridors but 
funcƟon as ritual thresholds, expanding outward in scale 
to accommodate progressively larger processions 
associated with the temple calendar. Their widths, 
alignments, and enclosures are directly informed by the 
movement of temple chariots, deiƟes, and accompanying 
crowds, embedding ritual performance into the city’s 
physical fabric. As a result, urban scale in Madurai is 
measured not by planning regulaƟons but by the spaƟal 
requirements of sacred movement. Processional routes 
further define building typologies and street edges along 
these concentric corridors. ConƟnuous street frontages, 
Thinnai and adaptable ground-floor spaces historically 
facilitated both ritual visibility and commercial acƟvity. 
Building heights, plot divisions, and façade rhythms 
respond to the need for processional viewing, temporary 
occupaƟon, and crowd accommodaƟon, reinforcing the 
temple’s visual and symbolic dominance across the urban 
landscape. Historically, markets and craŌ acƟviƟes were 
strategically organized along these ritual streets, aligning 
economic life with sacred circulaƟon. ArƟsans, traders, 
flower sellers, metalworkers, and texƟle merchants 
posiƟoned themselves along processional routes to serve 
both pilgrims and daily urban users, producing an 
economy deeply embedded within ritual geographies. 
This spaƟal alignment ensured that commerce did not 
merely coexist with sacred pracƟce but acƟvely sustained 
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it, transforming temple streets into mulƟfuncƟonal spaces 
of worship, trade, and social interacƟon. Together, these 
elements reveal Madurai’s centripetal urbanism as a 
ritually structured city, where sacred centrality governs 
movement, scale, economic organizaƟon, and spaƟal 
hierarchy. While contemporary pressures—traffic 
congesƟon, tourism, and commercial intensificaƟon—
have strained this system, the underlying centripetal logic 
conƟnues to shape how urban space is occupied, 
contested, and negoƟated. Madurai thus exemplifies a 
form of sacred urbanism where the city is not planned 
around the temple as an object but produced through the 
conƟnuous performance of ritual and everyday life 
around a singular sacred core. This structure created a 
clear spaƟal hierarchy, where proximity to the temple 
indicated religious, economic, and social value. 
 
 Contemporary NegoƟaƟons 
Contemporary Pressures on Temple Streets 
Heavy vehicular traffic intersecƟng processional routes 
The introducƟon and intensificaƟon of vehicular traffic 
along historic temple streets has fundamentally altered 
their spaƟal and funcƟonal character. Streets originally 
dimensioned for ritual processions, pedestrian 
movement, and informal congregaƟon now 
accommodate conƟnuous vehicular flows, creaƟng points 
of conflict during both everyday use and fesƟval periods. 
Temporary traffic diversions during major rituals highlight 
the underlying incompaƟbility between modern mobility 
demands and sacred movement, revealing the extent to 
which temple streets funcƟon as contested spaces rather 
than exclusive ritual corridors. 
CommercializaƟon of temple streets catering to tourism 
Temple streets have increasingly transformed into 
commercially driven environments shaped by tourism-
oriented retail, accommodaƟon, and service acƟviƟes. 
While commerce has historically been integral to temple 
economies, contemporary commercializaƟon prioriƟzes 
short-term tourist consumpƟon over local everyday 
needs. This shiŌ alters street character, introduces visual 
cluƩer, and reorients spaƟal use toward transacƟonal 
interacƟons, oŌen marginalizing tradiƟonal vendors and 
long-standing community-based pracƟces that once 
sustained ritual life. Encroachment and densificaƟon 
reducing ritual flexibility. Incremental encroachments, 
verƟcal addiƟons, and plot densificaƟon along temple 
streets have progressively reduced the spaƟal flexibility 
necessary for ritual acƟviƟes. Temporary structures, 
permanent extensions, and intensified land use constrain 
processional movement, limit congregaƟon space, and 
reduce the capacity of streets to accommodate large ritual 
gatherings. These physical transformaƟons diminish the 
adaptability of temple streets, making ritual 
performances increasingly dependent on regulatory 
intervenƟon rather than spaƟal affordance. Declining 
everyday engagement of local residents with temple 
spaces outside fesƟval Ɵmes. Beyond major fesƟvals and 
ritual events, everyday engagement of local residents with 
temple streets and precincts has notably declined. As 
temple environments become more commercialized and 

tourist-oriented, they risk 
losing their role as 

neighborhood spaces for informal social interacƟon, 
rouƟne worship, and daily passage. This shiŌ contributes 
to a temporal fragmentaƟon of sacred space, where 
  
 
temples dominate urban life only during fesƟval 
moments, raising criƟcal quesƟons about the long-term 
sustainability of temple streets as living public spaces 
embedded in everyday urban experience. Despite these 
challenges, major fesƟvals such as Chithirai Thiruvizha 
temporarily reclaim the streets, reasserƟng the temple’s 
centripetal authority. The city thus oscillates between 
sacred dominance during ritual Ɵme and urban 
pragmaƟsm during ordinary Ɵme. 
 
 Kanchipuram: the poly-nodal sacred city 
Historic EvoluƟon 
Kanchipuram, the Pallava capital, evolved as a 
cosmopolitan center of religion and learning. Unlike 
Madurai, it developed through mulƟple sacred 
tradiƟons—Shaiva, Vaishnava, Jain, and Buddhist—each 
establishing disƟnct precincts over Ɵme. This resulted in 
Siva Kanchi, Vaishnava Kanchi, Jina Kanchi, and Bhuddha 
Kanchi, interconnected yet spaƟally differenƟated. Royal 
patronage across dynasƟes reinforced this pluralisƟc 
sacred geography, allowing mulƟple temple complexes to 
funcƟon as independent yet related urban nodes. 
Figure 3: Kanchipuram with important siva, Vaishnava, 
jain temples. 

 

Figure 2: Image: Change                                                            
in the traffic flow during                                                            
the FesƟval Period 

Figure 2: Primary Streets 
radiaƟng from the temple 
and connecƟng people to 
other parts of the city 



NegoƟated Sacred Urbanism: Temple Streets as AdapƟve Heritage Landscapes in Madurai and Kanchipuram 

6TH INTERNATIONAL DESIGN RESEARCH CONFERENCE 2026 
23 

 

Poly-nodal urbanism 
Kanchipuram evolved as a poly-nodal sacred city, 
structured around mulƟple major temple complexes 
rather than a singular central shrine. Prominent temples 
such as the Kailasanathar, Ekambareswarar, Vaikunda 
Perumal, and Varadaraja Perumal funcƟon as disƟnct 
sacred anchors, each shaping its immediate urban 
environment. These temples represent diverse religious 
tradiƟons and historical periods, collecƟvely contribuƟng 
to a layered sacred geography that unfolds across the city 
rather than concentraƟng at a single point. Each sacred 
node is supported by a localized street network organized 
to accommodate ritual movement, daily worship, and 
neighborhood acƟviƟes. Streets surrounding individual 
temple complexes vary in scale, width, and spaƟal 
character, responding to the specific ritual requirements 
and historical development of each precinct. This 
decentralized structure enables temple streets to operate 
as semi-autonomous urban units, reducing pressure on 
any single corridor while sustaining localized sacred 
acƟvity. The sacred geography of Kanchipuram is further 
reinforced through interconnected processional paths 
that link individual temple precincts, forming an extensive 
sacred landscape rather than a singular ceremonial core. 
Processions move across neighborhoods, water bodies, 
and open spaces, embedding ritual movement into the 
broader urban fabric. This networked system allows 
sacred pracƟces to traverse mulƟple urban territories, 
distribuƟng ritual intensity and enabling the city to absorb 
large gatherings through spaƟal diffusion. ResidenƟal 
neighborhoods and craŌ-based seƩlements historically 
aligned with specific temple economies form an integral 
component of this poly-nodal structure. ArƟsans, 
weavers, ritual specialists, and service communiƟes 
seƩled in proximity to parƟcular temples, reinforcing 
localized socio-economic ecosystems. These seƩlements 
sustained temple funcƟons while anchoring everyday life 
within sacred geographies, ensuring that ritual acƟvity 
remained embedded within residenƟal paƩerns rather 
than isolated within monumental precincts. Together, 
these elements reveal Kanchipuram as a distributed 
sacred urban system, where religious plurality, spaƟal 
decentralizaƟon, and interconnected ritual movement 
generate a resilient form of urbanism. This poly-nodal 
structure enables greater adaptability in negoƟaƟng 
contemporary pressures, offering insights into how sacred 
landscapes can coexist with evolving urban demands 
without collapsing into a single overburdened core 
 
 Contemporary negoƟaƟons 
Figure 4: Kanchipuram with its main temples, creaƟng 
traffic congesƟon 
 
Contemporary NegoƟaƟons within Kanchipuram’s Poly-
Nodal Sacred System: 
Uneven impact of traffic and urban growth across sacred 
nodes  
In Kanchipuram’s poly-nodal structure, the effects of 
traffic congesƟon, infrastructure expansion, and urban 
growth are distributed unevenly across different temple 

precincts. Certain nodes—parƟcularly those located along 

major arterial roads or near expanding commercial 
zones—experience heightened mobility pressures and 
spaƟal congesƟon. Other temples, embedded within 
residenƟal neighborhoods, retain relaƟvely calmer 
environments. This uneven exposure allows the city as a 
whole to absorb urban pressures without overwhelming a 
single sacred core, demonstraƟng the adapƟve capacity of 
a distributed sacred system. 
Divergence between ritual centrality and monument-
centric transformaƟon 
While some temples in Kanchipuram conƟnue to funcƟon 
as acƟve centers of ritual life with sustained community 
engagement, others increasingly assume a monument-
centric role shaped by heritage tourism and conservaƟon 
agendas. This divergence reflects shiŌing paƩerns of use, 
where ritual intensity, insƟtuƟonal support, and 
community aƩachment vary across nodes. The 
coexistence of living ritual centers alongside more 
monumentalized precincts highlights the plural 
trajectories of sacred spaces within a single urban system. 
Persistence and unevenness of temple-linked local 
economies 
Temple-associated local economies—such as silk weaving, 
flower markets, ritual paraphernalia, and pilgrimage 
services—conƟnue to operate within Kanchipuram, 
reinforcing the economic relevance of sacred nodes. 
However, these economies are unevenly sustained, with 
certain temple precincts supporƟng vibrant craŌ and 
trade networks, while others face decline due to changing 
consumpƟon paƩerns, mechanizaƟon, or tourism-
oriented retail. This uneven persistence underscores the 
differenƟated economic vitality of sacred nodes within 
the poly-nodal framework. 
Seamless integraƟon of daily life with sacred spaces 
Despite contemporary pressures, everyday urban life in 
Kanchipuram remains closely interwoven with sacred 
spaces, without dependence on a single dominant center. 
Residents rouƟnely traverse temple streets for daily 
acƟviƟes, informal social interacƟons, and rouƟne 
worship, allowing sacred spaces to funcƟon as integral 
components of neighborhood life. This dispersed 
integraƟon fosters a resilient urban rhythm in which 
sacred and secular acƟviƟes coexist fluidly across mulƟple 
precincts, reinforcing the city’s character as a lived sacred 
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landscape rather than a hierarchically centralized temple 
city. Kanchipuram’s dispersed sacred structure enables 
adapƟve resilience, allowing the city to absorb change 
without overwhelming any single node.  
During the fesƟval season, the town has faced more than 
1 million people per day (from local newspaper resources) 
which was huge in number for the city to handle. The 
streets got congested and the bus depots were relocated; 
dependency was more on private transport like auto and 
cabs which again increased the traffic regulaƟon 
problems. The secondary roads were filled with vehicles 
parked on the streets disturbing the day-to-day acƟviƟes. 
Field observaƟons and secondary reports indicate a 
substanƟal increase in traffic volumes during fesƟval 
periods. This forces the regulaƟng bodies to suggest one-
ways, relocaƟon of parking faciliƟes and restricted local 
vehicles into the core. This disturbs the daily acƟviƟes of 
the general public of the region. 
FINDINGS 
ComparaƟve Analysis: Centripetal vs Poly-Nodal Sacred 
Urbanism 

Aspect  Madurai     Kanchipuram 

Sacred  
Structure 

 Single  
dominant core 

    MulƟple  
    sacred nodes 

Urban  
Order 

 Concentric,       
 hierarchical 

    Networked,         
    distributed 

Ritual 
Control 

 Centralized     Decentralized 

Response 
to Traffic 

 High conflict  
 at  core 

    Diffused impact 

Heritage 
Experience 

 Monument-
centric 

    Landscape-  
    centric 

Madurai’s model reinforces symbolic clarity but struggles 
with congesƟon and over-dependence on a single core. 
Kanchipuram’s model offers spaƟal flexibility but risks 
diluƟon of collecƟve sacred idenƟty. 

ANALYSIS 
Temple Streets as Temporally NegoƟated Urban Spaces 
This study establishes that temple streets in Madurai and 
Kanchipuram funcƟon not as permanently sacred or 
purely civic spaces, but as temporally negoƟated urban 
environments. Ritual calendars, fesƟvals, and 
processional cycles periodically transform streets from 
traffic-dominated corridors into pedestrianized sacred 
spaces. This temporal oscillaƟon reveals that sacred 
centrality is not spaƟally fixed but ritually acƟvated, 
challenging convenƟonal heritage approaches that treat 
temple precincts as staƟc zones. 
Centripetal and Poly-Nodal Sacred Structures Shape 
Urban Conflict Differently 
The comparaƟve analysis demonstrates that urban 
conflict and congesƟon are not merely outcomes of 
populaƟon growth or tourism, but are deeply shaped by 
inherited sacred urban structures. Madurai’s centripetal 
model concentrates ritual, commerce, and mobility 
pressures into a single sacred core, intensifying conflicts 
during peak ritual periods. In contrast, Kanchipuram’s 

poly-nodal structure distributes sacred acƟvity across 
mulƟple precincts, enabling spaƟal diffusion of urban 
pressures while sustaining ritual conƟnuity. 
AdapƟve Urbanism Operates Through Informal and 
Incremental PracƟces 
The study reveals that adapƟve urbanism in historic 
temple ciƟes is sustained less through formal planning 
intervenƟons and more through informal, incremental 
adjustments—temporary traffic diversions, flexible 
commercial spillovers, negoƟated encroachments, and 
fesƟval-specific reprogramming of streets. These 
everyday negoƟaƟons allow sacred pracƟces to conƟnue 
despite modern urban pressures, highlighƟng adaptaƟon 
as a lived, negoƟated process rather than a top-down 
design strategy. 
Sacred Cores as Living Heritage Landscapes, Not 
Monumental Enclaves 
The findings argue that the sacred cores of Madurai and 
Kanchipuram operate as living heritage landscapes, where 
heritage value is produced through use, ritual, and 
everyday engagement rather than architectural 
conservaƟon alone. While certain temples risk 
monument-centric treatment, especially under tourism 
pressures, the conƟnued negoƟaƟon of temple streets 
sustains their relevance in public life. This reposiƟons 
heritage from a conservaƟon object to an acƟve urban 
process. 

INFERENCE 
The study infers that sacred urbanism in historic South 
Indian temple ciƟes operates through conƟnuous socio-
spaƟal negoƟaƟon rather than fixed spaƟal order. 
Madurai and Kanchipuram demonstrate that temple 
streets funcƟon as adapƟve urban spaces where sacred 
authority, everyday mobility, commerce, and governance 
are periodically rebalanced through ritual temporality. 
The contrast between Madurai’s centripetal structure and 
Kanchipuram’s poly-nodal configuraƟon reveals that 
inherited sacred morphology significantly shapes how 
urban pressures are absorbed, concentrated, or diffused. 
Rather than indicaƟng decline, the shiŌing role of temple 
streets reflects an adapƟve urban logic in which heritage 
conƟnuity is sustained through everyday pracƟces and 
negoƟated use. This suggests that temple ciƟes of Tamil 
Nadu should be understood not as staƟc heritage enclaves 
but as living urban systems offering criƟcal insights for 
heritage-sensiƟve and temporally informed urban 
planning in contemporary Indian ciƟes. 

CONCLUSION 
Madurai and Kanchipuram exemplify two enduring 
models of sacred urbanism—centripetal and poly-nodal—
each negoƟaƟng conƟnuity and change in disƟnct ways. 
Their temple streets emerge as negoƟated spaces where 
pilgrimage and urban life intersect dynamically. 
Recognizing these sacred cores as adapƟve urban systems 
challenges convenƟonal heritage conservaƟon 
approaches and offers vital insights for shaping culturally 
grounded, resilient ciƟes in India. Together, these findings 
demonstrate that temple streets in South Indian ciƟes 
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funcƟon as adapƟve, negoƟated urban spaces where 
sacred pracƟces and contemporary urban life are 
conƟnually rebalanced rather than resolved. 
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