
Subversive space: representations of space as
articulations of sovereignty in colonial Mysore

Item Type Article

Authors Simmons, Caleb

Citation Simmons, C. (2020). Subversive space: representations of space
as articulations of sovereignty in colonial Mysore. Religion, 1-23.

DOI 10.1080/0048721x.2020.1713516

Publisher Informa UK Limited

Journal RELIGION

Rights © 2020 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.

Download date 24/05/2023 21:17:40

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Version Final accepted manuscript

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/636952

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0048721x.2020.1713516
http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/636952


 1 

Subversive Space: Representations of Space as Articulations of Sovereignty in 

Colonial Mysore 

Caleb Simmons 

Department of Religious Studies and Classics, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA 

calebsimmons@email.arizona.edu 

 

Caleb Simmons (Ph.D. in Religion, University of Florida) is an Assistant Professor of 
Religious Studies. He specializes in religion in South Asia, especially Hinduism. His research 
specialties span religion and state-formation in medieval and colonial India to 
contemporary transnational aspects of Hinduism. His is the author or Devotional 
Sovereignty: Kingship and Religion in India (Oxford University Press, 2020), and he edited 
(with Moumita Sen and Hillary Rodrigues) and contributed to Nine Nights of the Goddess: 
The Navarātri Festival in South Asia (SUNY Press 2018) a collected volume that focuses on 
various aspects of the important festival of Navaratri. He also has publications and 
continuing research interests related to a broad range of contemporary topics, including 
ecological issues and sacred geography in India; South Asian diaspora communities; and 
material and popular cultures that arise as a result of globalization—especially South Asian 
religions as portrayed in comic books and graphic novels.  

mailto:calebsimmons@email.arizona.edu


 2 

Subversive Space: Representations of Space as Articulations of Sovereignty in 
Colonial Mysore 

 
 

This article is an inquiry into the relationship between representations of space and 
religion, power, and territory. It argues that the manner that space is represented is 
intimately tied to the colonial project as the tool through which European nations could 
represent the world they wanted, promulgating a specific religious perspective and 
articulating colonizers’ desired spatial, religious, and political order. This is contrasted 
with a set of murals that visualize an alternative perspective of space and territory found 
in the citramaṇṭapa of the Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple in Mysore. These murals that 
depict space differently contested the colonial hegemony of space by articulating an 
indigenous spatial order constructed upon an alternate cosmological and religious model, 
thereby subtly subverting colonialism by articulating India as a sacred and sovereign 
domain.  
 
Keywords: Mysore, Space, VOC, East India Company, South Asia 

 

 In the Vatican just before the Sistine Chapel, visitors enter a long hallway known as the 

Galleria delle Carte Geografiche or the Gallery of Maps.1 The Gallery of Maps is decorated 

with an amazing collection of wall murals that depict the Italian peninsula. The peninsula is 

divided into different mural by regions that depict its landscape dotted with a variety of symbols 

and with the regions’ largest city painted in detail in the corner. If the visitor tunes into the 

audio-guide for the room, they are informed that the murals were commissioned by Pope 

Gregory XIII (r. 1572-1585) and were painted between 1580 and 1585 by Ignacio Danti, a 

famous cartographer in his day. More curiously, however, the guide mentions that the maps not 

only depict the landscape of the various Italian regions, but they record the Roman Church’s land 

and real estate holdings, all of which are marked within the paintings. Overhead, ceiling murals 

depict the history of Rome and the Church, featuring scenes such as the baptism of Constantine 

and the battles against the Ottomans in Malta and Lepanto. Immediately after this beautiful 

display of cartography, there is a small foyer through which visitors enter the Sistine Chapel, 

presumably following the same path that powerful religious and political leaders would have 
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walked before performing religious ceremonies and meeting with important visitors and heads-

of-state in front of Michelangelo’s epic painting of the Last Judgment. As one exits the chapel, 

they can either enter St. Peter’s Basilica or go through the larger doorway into the Vatican 

Library, where they are once again confronted with maps, only this time a series of globes from 

the sixteenth-eighteenth centuries. To the careful observer, it becomes clear that maps were an 

important feature of Vatican aesthetics and, like many of the other works of art housed in its 

museum, serve to tell us about the Church’s relationship with power.2  

 I begin this paper essay with the Gallery of Maps in the Vatican because in many ways 

my encounter with this space was the catalyst for this article and my inquiry into the relationship 

between representations of space and religion, power, and territory. These maps also serve as the 

rhetorical starting point in which I explore the ways in which representations of space function as 

a ‘vehicle(s) for elaborate nongeographical ideas’ (Schulz 1987, 122). As European colonialism 

grew and spread throughout the world, elite (religio-)political leaders used maps, including mural 

paintings like those from the Vatican Gallery of Maps discussed above, for their ability to 

represent space and territory. Through these representations of space, the elite who 

commissioned the work connected themselves with a lineage of European rulers and explicitly 

articulated their position of sovereignty. As Mark Rosen explains:  

The idea of painting maps of distant lands was not a development of the sixteenth 

century, nor of the fifteenth. As Early Modern patrons and viewers recognized, the 

practice stretched back to antiquity, and usually appeared in a courtly environment or a 

governmental context in which a moral or allegorical reading was intended. The effect of 

the maps created for these physical spaces depended in part upon their encircling the 

viewer and placing that viewer in a position of all-seeing mastery from within: the world 
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shrunk down to a human scale to be studied, understood, and potentially controlled. Maps 

zeroing in on local territories could have an even more explicit element of control. (2014, 

4–5) 

As Rosen describes, by commissioning images of territories and potential territories colonizers 

and rulers positioned themselves as masters over the space, looking over their domain and the 

world with a God’s-eye-view. Indeed, the patrons and the artists did not view these images 

simply as representations of physical spaces but as an articulation of the elite’s homology with 

the divine. Juergen Schulz suggests in the context of the Danti’s map cycles in the Terza Loggia 

in the Vatican’s papal residence:  

[W]e see the life forces that govern the globe, and the heavenly glory of which creation is 

only a weak reflection…[W]e see, first, an endless prospect of lands and seas presented 

as a reflection of an immanent and omnipotent God…,which rules in heaven and on 

earth…Clearly within this context the geographical maps are meant to show the vastness 

and universality of God’s creation. (1987, 107) 

This paronomasia of the universality between the vision of both God and ruler was not confined 

to the ‘religious’ spaces of the Vatican. Indeed, before Danti was commissioned with the 

Vatican’s Gallery of Maps (Terza Loggia), he painted a similar mural cycle of the world for 

Cosimo I de’ Medici (r. 1537-1584), the powerful Grand Duke of Tuscany; indeed, these murals 

were called the Cosmografia nella Guardaroba or the Cosmography in the Wardrobe. This 

mural, which was in the ‘wardrobe’ or treasury that contained the vast riches of the Medicis’ 

Palazzo Vecchio, was not just a geography but a cosmography that placed the (recently elevated) 

Grand Duke on par with the ‘immanent and omnipotent God’—or at least suggested that his 

sovereignty mirrored that of the divine overlord. 
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Within the Cosmografia nella Guardaroba, there is a depiction of India titled Indostan 

fuori il Gange or India beyond the Gaṅgā, and through these maps we can see how India fits into 

this vision of European dominion and sovereignty. Rosen informs us that for his map cycle Danti 

worked from several printed maps, nautical charts, and travelogues to represent a land which the 

Italian cartographer had never seen (2014, 1). Danti’s Indostan was based on a map by Venetian 

cartographer Giacomo Gastaldi that depicted all of Asia, especially featuring elements of Marco 

Polo’s travels to sites like the mythical Caindu. Danti, like Gastaldi, incorporates the narratives 

of Marco Polo, perhaps even taking it a step further by adding a textual description of India 

based on the traveler’s account. The mythic, the cosmic, and the natural were all mapped 

together and subjugated to measures of European control. Again I quote Rosen, ‘Indostan’s 

border contains a checkerboard design measuring latitudinal and longitudinal degrees, indicating 

that this previously little-known land was now subject to the same manner of quantifiable 

measurements as territories closer to home’ (2014, 2). The connection to the colonial project is 

clear: now these distant lands, too, can be sources of vast wealth and objects of conquest. 

Representations of space were intimately tied to the colonial project as tools through which 

European nations could represent the world they wanted, promulgating a specific religious 

perspective and articulating colonizers’ desired spatial, religious, and political order.  

There, however, existed alternative representations of space and territory from the 

perspective of the colonized, like the murals of Indian sacred landscape found in the 

citramaṇṭapa of the Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple in Mysore that is the focus of this essay. In this 

article, I argue that these murals subtly subverted the colonial perspective by inherently 

challenging the religio-spatial order produced by European representations of Indian space. 

These paintings contested the colonial hegemony of space and territory by articulating an 
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indigenous spatial order constructed upon an alternate cosmological and religious model. This 

re-visioning and re-mapping of space in the court of Mysore created a domain over which their 

king Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III could claim sovereignty, thus contesting the colonial power and its 

claims to territory through an indigenous form of viewing the world. 

 

Representing religion through space and landscape 

Our contemporary reliance on maps and their increasing sophistication through 

technological advances, such as GPS and accessible high-quality satellite imagery, often causes 

us to overlook the ontological reality of maps as semiotic representations of the world around us. 

For many of us who study religion, the last time we reflected on the nature of maps was the 

closing line of JZ Smith’s Map is not Territory (1993, 309) in which he paraphrases the famous 

words of Alfred Korzybski ‘map is not the territory’ (1958, 58) only adding ‘but maps are all we 

possess.’ However, when we reflect once again on these words from both Korzybski and Smith, 

we can see maps for what they are: a semiotic system used to make sense of the world through 

its spatial representation.3  

It is easy to assume the neutrality of cartography as objective representation of space. 

Pauline Moffitt Watts, however, has argued that while the style of medieval maps changed to 

incorporate greater mathematical accuracy with the ‘rediscovery’ of Ptolemy’s Geography, the 

content of both the ancient Greek map and its later European counterparts are part of a continued 

tradition that consisted primarily of ‘historiated or descriptive narratives—that is, 

chorographies—not mathematically plotted locations of geographical features and human 

settlements’ (Watts 2007, 382). Watts argues that these chorographs were promoting 

authoritative narratives of the earth and its inhabitants by suggesting that everything represented 
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within these representations of space were objective, scientific, and true while collapsing Biblical 

myth into human history, time, and space. The history of early modern, colonial, and modern 

cartography spans hundreds of years with distinct and disparate audiences, technologies, and 

particular roles within colonial expansion, but it is helpful to briefly consider a few examples of 

ways that Europeans, who were in some capacity associated with the colonialism, used 

representations of space to construct narratives about colonized lands and peoples. European 

representations of space were used as sites through which colonizers could imagine colonized 

people, their history, the physical landscape that they occupied, and their religions as inferior to 

their counterparts in Europe and how that vision was propagated as objective truth. 

[FIGURE 1: Nuremburg Chronicle ‘Secunda etas mundi’ ABOUT HERE] 

The use of representations of space to promote the European Christian theological 

perspective to dominate politically has a long history, going back to the writings of the English 

scholastic and Franciscan monk Roger Bacon (1219-1292) in the fourth book ‘Mathematics in 

Service of Theology’ of his Latin Opus Majus or ‘Greater Work’ that had been commissioned by 

Pope Clement IV (r. 1265-1268). Bacon argues that Biblical passages are inexorably linked to 

geographical details, and in order to understand the truth contained within the scripture the 

reader ought to understand geography: ‘if [the reader] knows latitudes and longitudes, their 

heights and depths, and the effects of their mixtures of these four…if, I say, he knows all these, 

he will be able to grasp and delight in the pure and literal sense of the Scriptures, and be able to 

advance with pride and confidence to their spiritual meaning’ (quoted in Watts 2007, 383). As 

Watts puts it, for Bacon (and his predecessors and successors) the world and the Bible were 

‘symbiotic books’ and geography the key to Biblical hermeneutics (Watts 2007, 384). While 

Watts stops her analysis here, it is important, however, how Bacon relates this perspective to 
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more political matters for his papal audience. Bacon suggests that geography not only opens the 

world of Biblical truth, but it also provides knowledge essential for both spiritual and political 

governance and dominion (Bacon and Bridges 1897, 301–4). Bacon links knowledge of 

geography with the knowledge of the future apocalyptic battles against the Antichrist, which he 

compares to the campaigns of Alexandra the Great. Bacon suggests that knowledge of space is a 

strategic necessity, not just for understanding God’s providence in creation but for political 

control—indeed, for Bacon these are not at all mutually exclusive—by providing both 

knowledge of peoples and their homelands and justifying conquest because of the indigenous 

peoples’ supposed inferiority.  

One early example of the creation of an image that collapses space and narrative while 

creating an inferior position of the non-European other is found in the Nuremburg Chronicle, one 

of the first ever mass-produced publications that included maps (approx. 2,100-2,500 copies 

printed in Latin and German) (Fig. 1: Nuremburg Chronicle ‘Secunda etas mundi’). The 

Nuremburg Chronicle is a history of the world that sought to comprehensively detail human 

history from the Biblical creation of Adam and Eve to its contemporaneous time (1490s) and to 

relate the future Apocalypse as detailed in the Book of Revelations. In this folio, the world 

(“mundi”), which was based on the recently rediscovered ‘scientific’ map of Ptolemy, is 

represented in its “second age” (“secunda etas”) after the Flood. The image of the earth’s 

landscape is upheld by figures representing the three sons of Noah—Cam (Ham), Sem (Shem), 

and Japhet (Japheth). This image, however, is not simple representing an image of the world, but 

its placement underscores its function in affirming Europe’s place in a global hierarchy and 

justification of the nascent European colonial age. Europeans theologians—within the text and 

broader European Biblical hermeneutics of the time—argued that Europeans were the 
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descendants of Japheth, Asians the descendants of Shem, and Africans the descendants of Ham. 

These figures and the narrative associated with them, especially the ‘Curse of Ham,’ were 

intertwined with rhetoric of European racial superiority rooted in an exegesis of the Biblical 

promise of Genesis 9:27 ‘May God make space for Japheth, and let him live in the tents of 

Shem; and let Canaan [son of Ham] be his slave’ (New Revised Standard Version; see Anlezark 

2002, 14–17; and Kidd 2006). In this ‘scientific’ representation of space, the creator was not just 

trying to accurately represent the world; instead, it is articulating a Eurocentric Christian vision 

of history and humanity that inherently justified the European expansionist agenda. As this 

illustrates, even within the early years of European colonization, representations of space were 

canvases upon which a comprehensive vision of reality that incorporated a European Christian 

cosmology as basis for domination could be articulated.  

Representations of space and the other grew along with the ‘Age of Discovery,’ greatly 

influencing Christopher Columbus, the famous explorer—and theologian in his own right.4 

Columbus was inspired by the apocalyptic prophecies of the Bible, which created his urgency to 

find the efficacious route to the ‘Indies’ in order to proselytize to and convert as many non-

Christians as possible before the end of the world, which he had calculated would come during 

the mid-seventeenth century (Watts 1985). For Columbus, geography and its representations 

were not simply ways to access truth, but they could serve as a tool through which God’s work 

could be carried out and, thus, were fundamental in humanity’s role in the unfolding of prophetic 

history. Additionally, Columbus believed that he had been specially chosen to fulfill his 

prophetic name as the ‘Christ-bearer.’ This vision of maps as the tools for carrying the Christian 

message to the world that collapsed chorographic presentations of space and time into one 

unified vision was incorporated in some of the earliest world maps that included the Americas. 
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Perhaps the best example of this is Juan de la Cosa’s map of the world (c. 1500-1505; Fig. 2a: 

Juan de la Cosa’s Map of the World) that depicts a Ptolemiac map crowned with an image of 

Columbus carrying the child Christ (Fig. 2b, detail: Columbus carrying the Christ child).5  

[FIGURE 2a: Juan de la Cosa’s Map of the World ABOUT HERE] 

[FIGURE 2b, DETAIL: Reproduction of image of Columbus carrying the Christ child 

depicted on de la Casa’s map] 

Many colonial maps of India took similar approaches to transmitting images of European 

superiority that accompanied maps and representations of space. The work of the Dutch 

cartographer Johannes van Keulen (1654-1715) is representative of this trend. Van Keulen 

achieved renown for his nautical atlas (Zee Atlas), and one of his most influential works from his 

collection was his ‘new’ map of East India (Nieuwe Pascaert van Oost Indien) (Fig. 3: van 

Keulen’s Oost Indien). This map follows many of the conventions established in the cartographic 

tradition to this point, including nautical routes and names of port cities, but it also includes Latin 

names for large regions (e.g. Asiae Pars, Tartariae Pars, etc.). Additionally, van Keulen returns 

to the tradition of illuminating nautical maps and includes Dutch fluyts in the waters. The most 

vibrant and vivid illuminations, however, are in the title piece and the patents piece, which 

portray the peoples of ‘East India’ and the Dutch in every different styles. In the image around 

the title, the artist depicts the indigenous peoples of the ‘East Indies.’ They are shown in full 

exoticized form, displaying both the hedonism and barbarity with which ‘Orientals’ were 

stereotyped. On the one hand, the ‘natives’ are shown draped in richly colored robes with large 

turbans with feathers and plumbs adorning their crests. On the other hand, barbarity and violence 

take the forefront, as a shirtless man with dark skin is shown beheading a light-skinned man. The 

image heightens the barbarous effect as the man being beheaded, presumably a prisoner, was 
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bound and posed no immediate threat to his killer. The cruel violence of the natives in this 

illumination is contrasted with the image of the Dutch, presumably the cartographers themselves. 

In the patent’s piece, the Dutch are shown in the Dutch fashion of the day, but instead of swords 

they hold the tools of science, a compass and a nautical ruler. As they do their scientific work, a 

shirtless native is allowed to watch, free from harm. This contrast between the civilized Dutch 

and the barbarous Indian was a hallmark of the van Keulen cartography firm and was continued 

in the illuminations of the maps produced by his son Gerard van Keulen (e.g. Indiae Orientalis, 

c. 1710s Nationaal Archief: not shown). 

[Fig. 3: van Keulen’s Oost Indien ABOUT HERE] 

 Representations of Indian space, however, was not always so overt with their visual 

rhetoric, but many mapmakers also had more subtle approaches through which they implicitly 

made claims about India, its space, and the role of European colonialism. Throughout the early 

colonial period, cartography was central in both the conquest [both attempted and successful] of 

the subcontinent and in European claims to sovereignty over the region. Maps served a variety of 

practical and functional purposes to enhance the European presence. They also, however, were 

articulations of commercial and national claims to the land that intentionally erased the 

indigenous presence in those spaces.  

In Portugal, King Juan II created the position of cosmógrafo-mor (‘chief cosmographer’) 

and appointed Pedro Nunes in 1529. The duties of the cosmógrafo-mores were only formally 

detailed later in 1592 in the O Regimento do Cosmógrafo-Mor (‘Regiment of the Chief 

Cosmographer’) by King Philip I, who saw ‘the great importance of the post for the navigation 

of [the] realm’s crown seas and its effects on landholding, conquest, and commerce’ (‘O 

Regimento Do Cosmógrafo-Mor’ 2017). This text specified that the cosmógrafo-mor was to 
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oversee the creation of charts, globes, and nautical instruments, settle disputes over newly 

discovered lands, train officers of the court who would serve alongside deployed Portuguese 

armies that would carry out this mission of landholding/acquisition, conquest, and commerce 

(basically the colonial project in a nutshell).  

 In 1631, António de Maris Carneiro was appointed cosmógrafo-mor by Philip III.6 

Carneiro was one of the most important and influential cosmógrafo-mores, who implemented 

many novel approaches to the position including adding printed maps into the nautical charts 

(roteiros de navegação) (Matos 2002; Carneiro 1990; Vasconcelos 1956).7 Amongst his works 

as the cosmógrafo-mor, in 1639 Carneiro produced a manuscript titled Discripçao da Fortaza de 

Sofalla e das Mais da India com Huma Rellaçam das Religiões Todas Q[ue] Há No Mesmo 

Estado (or Description of the Fort of Sofalla and Most of India with a List of All Religions that 

are in that Same State), which is maintained at the Biblioteca Nacional de Portugal in Lisbon.8 

This work contains forty-eight watercolor folios that depict Portuguese forts in Africa and Asia 

with descriptions of each port and its ‘religious houses’ (Fig. 4: Carneiro ‘Cananore’).9 The 

perspective of these port maps is an interesting combination of bird’s-eye-view and point-of-

view perspective that simultaneously give the viewer an overview of the sites’ geography yet 

allows them to see the fronts and sides of buildings and walls that they will encounter from a 

natural perspective. Thus, while they might seem askew to our modern cartographic sensibilities, 

these maps achieve, what Google would call, ‘satellite’ and ‘street’ view simultaneously.  

[Figure 4: Caneira’s ‘Cananore’ ABOUT HERE] 

 As the title page in Carneira’s manuscript implies and the introductory summary makes 

explicit, the maps contained in his atlas are not only intended to show travelers the forts in these 

various ports but they are also meant to serve to list the religions in each city. At first glance 
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what Carneira means when he writes ‘religions’ (religiões), however, is not altogether clear. But, 

as we delve deeper into the text we can see that Carneira’s vision of ‘religion’ is not what many 

of us would assume today. In the section of his introduction titled ‘Relacão das Religiões que ha 

no Estado da India’ or ‘A Listing of the Religions in the State[s] of India,’ he describes the 

Christian monastic orders, including the Franciscan, Augustinian, Dominicans, and the Society 

of Jesus (Companhia de Ihesus) orders that had been established in ‘India.’ He describes the 

Franciscans’ large convent in Goa, other smaller colleges and collectives of Franciscan friars 

throughout the subcontinent, and their efforts at converting the local peoples to Christianity.10 

Regarding the Dominicans and the Society of Jesus, Caneira includes similar information about 

their numbers but also includes information about their hospitals and the martyrdom and 

persecution of Christians in the ‘Kingdom of Japan.’11  

In his discussion of the Augustinian Order in the ‘India,’ which here clearly includes 

African, South, Southeast, and East Asia sites, the author discusses a variety of convents, 

colleges, and missions and notes the persecution of Portuguese Christians in the south Sri 

Lankan kingdom of Kandy (which precipitates the failed Portuguese siege of Galle in 1640). 

Additionally, however, he remarks about their gains in proselytizing and their role in the 

Portuguese stronghold of Goa, calling their Goan convent ‘headmost of all of great houses built 

for the religious’ (cabessa de todos os mais que por si he hua das grandiozas cazas que se fes 

para relligiozos). Indeed, the numbers of the Augustinian Order are much higher than the 

Franciscans in Goa, but the importance of this section is in its clarification of the terminology. 

Clearly, Carneira’s list of religions is not interested in the full spectrum of what we would now 

consider ‘religious,’ but reflects a specific timeline that relates to the history of ‘religion’ as a 
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comparative category—a time when anything outside of Christianity was not considered a 

religion.  

As several scholars have pointed out the term ‘religion’ has developed from a Christian 

context. As JZ Smith has shown, the concept of religion grew as a comparative framework 

through which explorers and missionaries worked to reconcile the practices of indigenous 

peoples that they observed in their travels (2004). Interestingly Smith’s study (and others like it) 

skip from the sixteenth century encounters of non-English-speaking Europeans (primarily 

Spanish ‘New World’ sources), who compare their Christian religion (and others with Biblical 

origins, namely Judaism and Islam) with the apparent lack of ‘religion’—as opposed to magic or 

superstition, traditions of a lesser sort—of the indigenous peoples, and jump to English sources 

in the eighteenth century. Carneira’s seventeenth-century Portuguese understanding of religion, 

however, maps well into the genealogy of the term and its relation to indigenous peoples in the 

context of Dutch, English, French, German, and Portuguese descriptions of the Khoikhoi of 

southern African from the same period in the early seventeenth century that is discussed by 

David Chidester (1996, 35–38). Chidester demonstrates how the failure to recognize the rituals 

and beliefs of the Khoikhoi as ‘religion’ served the colonial project as an implicit argument that 

diminished (and/or rejected) the humanity of the indigenous people, making mass slaughter and 

seizure of property and lands a justifiable and morally neutral position. Carneira’s maps do 

similar work throughout the pages of his atlas. It strips the land bare of all of its religious and 

ethnic diversity; instead, it paints a portrait of India in which Portuguese identity and claims to 

the land dominate.  

Within this framework, it is clear that Carneira was also producing chorographs, albeit 

more subtly, that worked to recast the mapped cities as sites of the Portuguese and Christian 
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domination. Within each image, Christian churches and crosses dot the landscape and are 

surrounded by walled cities and a sprawling expanse of white-washed buildings with tile roofs. 

When another religion is depicted its structures are in very small scale and off in the distance 

amongst very few small thatch-roof huts.12 In his map of Mangalore, the artist has centered the 

fort and its church, as Christian architecture dominate the landscape. In the upper left portion of 

the map there is a small mosque, the minaret of which passes over into the border. While there is 

this small reference to Islam, the inclusion of Hinduism within the map is only through allusion. 

In the upper right of the map there is a traditional Indian water tank (Kannada: kalyāṇi; Sanskrit: 

kalyāṇī) that would normally be associated with a temple in some way. Near this tank there is a 

tree that has a wall built around it. A similar tree appears on a small island at the lower right of 

the map just outside of an Indian village, identifiable as such from the darker mud walls of the 

homes.13 These walled trees might be made to represent small tree shrines, but even that is 

unclear. We see similar representational techniques in Carneira’s map of Cananore (see Fig. 4 

above). In this map, the only religion that is represented is Christianity as churches and crosses 

cover the landscape, which is predominantly filled with white row housing inside the Portuguese 

fort. There are four rectangles that appear to be tanks amongst the few modest Indian mud huts 

outside its massive red walls; however, there are no steps to demarcate them as kalyāṇīs. In the 

world created by Carneira, Cananore is a Portuguese and a Christian landscape. 

Carneira’s focus on the Portuguese and Christian domination of Cananore becomes 

clearer when compared to a map of Cananore produced roughly twenty years earlier by João 

Teixeira I Albernaz (the Elder), another Portuguese cartographer (Fig. 5 Albernaz’s ‘Traçado 

Baçar de Cananor’).14 This map displays the ‘Plan of Cananore’s Bazaar’ (‘Traçado Baçar de 

Cananor’). In this image of Cananore, the smaller Portuguese fort and munitions building (‘caza 
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da monição;’ read: casa da munição) is dwarfed by the enormity of the city that features several 

bazaars with figs (‘figos’), blacksmiths (‘ferreiros’), and groceries (‘mantimdo;’ read: 

mantimentos) and neighborhoods of Muslims (‘pousação dos Mouros’) and streets of weavers 

(‘rua dos Tesseloẽs;’ read: tecelões). The Traçado Baçar also includes images of two large 

mosques (‘mesquita’) at the upper center and left of the city and two prominent trees that grow 

out of the otherwise barren landscape which one can only presume are meant to represent local 

sacred trees given the level of importance given within the composition. Thus, in ‘Traçado Baçar 

de Cananor,’ Albernaz represents Cananore as a city full of indigenous inhabitants with their 

own religious traditions. When we compare these maps of Cananore, it is clear that they are 

telling different stories about the city and the place of the Portuguese and Christianity within it. 

‘Traçado Baçar de Cananor,’ however, did not make a major impact in the world of cartography, 

unlike the map by Carneira that focus on the fort and the Christian sites, which were used 

extensively by both the Portuguese and by the Dutch East India Company (i.e., Vereenigde Oost-

Indische Compagnie) and had a long-lasting impact on the colonial cartographic program in 

southern India that portrayed the region as a blank space ready for commerce and conquest.  

[Figure 5: Albernaz’s ‘Traçado Baçar de Cananor’ ABOUT HERE] 

Mapping space continued to be an important project for the British colonial project, as 

they actively created maps to aid them with military expeditions and to demarcate boundaries of 

kingdoms and landholdings of their vassals and their rivals. One of the largest and most thorough 

mapping projects was the Mysore Survey (1799-1810) that was conducted by Colin Mackenzie, 

who eventually became the Surveyor General of India in 1815. Mackenzie’s first duty in Mysore 

was as the geographical advisor for the Commission on Mysore for which he drew maps of the 

possible divisions of Mysore that would be influential in determining the territorial boundaries of 
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the British Presidency in Madras, the Nizam’s kingdom in Hyderabad, and Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar 

III’s Mysore kingdom. Richard Wellesley, Governor-General of Bengal, was so impressed with 

Mackenzie’s work with the commission, he appointed Mackenzie as the superintendent of the 

Mysore Survey at the end of 1799. The survey was to produce scientific maps of the kingdom of 

Mysore that accurately depicted its geography and topography. Under the guise of scientific 

inquiry, internal documents make clear that the survey was intended to ‘serve military purposes’ 

aimed at ‘settlement of [the British] frontier’, i.e. incorporating the Mysore kingdom fully as a 

British vassal (Wolffhardt 2018, 119). This aim was accomplished shortly before a series of 

important murals were commissioned that represented space quite differently in Mysore’s 

Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple. 

 

Representing India’s sacred space 

 Emerging from this context in which European mapping traditions had been used to 

create an imagined landscape that was devoid of previous meaning and primed for exploitation, 

the court of the Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III in the South Indian kingdom of Mysore provided an 

alternative that re-mapped the Indian landscape. This re-mapped Indian landscape was displayed 

in a series of mural paintings in the Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple in Mysore city. I use ‘re-

mapped’ here tongue-in-cheek because on one hand I see these maps as directly responding to 

the European emphasis on map-making and the large-scale surveying projects that the British 

were undertaking in his territory. On the other hand, however, the types of maps that were 

painted in this temple were not created out of thin air but draw on previous traditions of 

depicting sacred space in Indian contexts. As Anna L. Dallapiccola (2018) has shown, the 

depiction of South Indian sacred sites had emerged as a major trend in painting during the 
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Nayaka period, the period in which the nayakas (subsidiary rulers) established their own 

independent kingdoms after the fall of the Vijayanagara Empire, their former suzerain, in 1646. 

The Nayaka Period context of these maps of sacred sites also seems to suggest that there were 

political functions, as it would prove advantageous to represent sites of sacred power located 

within one’s own realm while you simultaneously sought to re-center political hierarchy within 

that space. In this way, maps of sacred sites in South India did similar work as genealogies and 

foundational stories in establishing kings as divinely elected rulers (see Simmons 2020 & 2017; 

Rao, et al 1992).  

I, however, insist on framing the murals of Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi as a subversive re-

mapping because of how and why they were deployed by the king and his court in his context. As 

other scholars have demonstrated, the agentive re-representation of space to make particular 

claims about indigenous identity was part of the dialectic of the colonial encounter during the 

nineteenth centuries (Ku 2014; Basu 2009) that ultimately resulted in the apotheosis of the map 

of India (Ramaswamy 2010). Similar to these studies, I try to understand the 

Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi murals through the context described in the previous section in order to 

show how they worked to articulate a different vision of sovereignty and its relationship to the 

land that worked to directly undermine or subvert the colonial vision of territory and their 

attempts to subjugate the land, its peoples, and their resources. Ultimately, through this active re-

mapping of the Indian landscape, I argue, Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III and his court were subverting 

any and all British claims to sovereignty in the region and in India. 

Mapping Mysore: Power, loss, and the reign of Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III  

After the death of the Mysore Sultān Ṭipū Sultān (r. 1782-1799) in the final defeat of 

Mysore in 1799 that marked the end of the Anglo-Mysore Wars, the British victors deposed his 
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lineage from the throne and crowned four-year old Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III as the new king of 

Mysore. The installation of the young king was hailed as the restoration of Hindu monarchy in 

the region. This ‘restored’ the Woḍeyar dynasty that had been rulers in name only for most of the 

eighteenth century, first under their Kalale ministers (daḷavāyi) and then under Haidar Ali and 

his son Ṭipū Sultān. Following his coronation, Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III and his court, under the 

terms of their agreement with the British, were closely shepherded by the British Resident in the 

Mysore court. During the early years of the king’s rule, however, the administration of the 

kingdom was delegated to his prime minister (divan) Pūrṇayya (1746-1812, in office 1799-

1811). During Pūrṇayya’s control the kingdom, for the most part, was run efficiently and 

continued to have favor from the British Governor-General. In 1803, however, controversy arose 

as a direct result of British surveying and mapping led by Mackenzie in which the divan issued 

an injunction on Mackenzie and his team forbidding their work except for issues pertaining to 

historical questions (Edney 1997, 328). Mackenzie, however, informed his workers to continue 

their collection of data ‘for the object of the geometrical survey, or measurement, of the districts, 

which are few and limited chiefly to the boundaries of the purgunnahs, the roads, [the] list of the 

villages and waterworks’ (quoted in Edney 1997, 328). Despite the objections of the Mysore 

court, Mackenzie continued his project, and his survey was a major addition to British and 

European knowledge about all of South India (see Wolffhardt 2018). Clearly both sides were 

well aware of the value of cartographic information, though they certainly differed regarding 

who had the power to possess it. 

As Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III grew older, he desired more control over the government. 

Eventually, he removed Pūrṇayya from office and the kingdom started to run afoul of the British 

gradually losing the favor of the Resident and the Governor-General. Shortly after Kṛṣṇarāja 
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Woḍeyar III attained his full rights of kingship at age eighteen, the British began accusing him of 

mismanaging his kingdom. At this point, there are signs that the young ruler was already weary 

of British intervention in his court. One such sign comes from the Prasanna Kṛṣṇasvāmi temple 

that Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III commissioned in 1825 and was completed in 1829 just outside of his 

palace. In this temple, a series of murals depict the deeds of Kṛṣṇa from the Bhāgavata Purāṇa 

and allude to the British as a force of evil.15 In one scene, the evil demon king Kaṃsa, who had 

usurped the deity Kṛṣṇa’s throne, is shown seated in a palace that resembles the old Mysore 

Palace of Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III. Kaṃsa’s palace, however, is guarded by soldiers who are 

represented wearing British uniforms, from which one might infer that Kaṃsa is indeed a veiled 

reference to the British Resident in the Mysore Palace. In the next mural though, Kṛṣṇa, with 

whom the king Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III shares a name, is shown defeating and killing the usurper 

and retaking his rightful place as the ruler of the kingdom. Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III seems to have 

been enacting his desired emancipation from the Resident through this visual retelling of the 

narrative of Kṛṣṇa.  

The British accusations against the young king, however, only grew and reached their 

apex with the events of the Nagara Revolt in 1830-1831. As a result of these events, the British 

accused Mysore of being so poorly administered that it both hurt the British interest in the region 

and had caused Mysore to be behind in payments per the 1799 Treaty of Seringapatam (see Stein 

1985). The Governor-General used this opportunity to claim that Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III and the 

Mysore court had violated the treaty and gave full administration of the kingdom to the British 

Resident. It is against this backdrop that Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III commissioned a new series of 

murals in the Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple that once again re-imagined the kingdom in relation 

to the deities. 
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Mapping Sacred Sites: Devotion and true sovereignty in India 

The Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple was commissioned by Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III for his 

friend, courtier, and Mādhva priest Subbarāyadāsa in 1836 after the brahmin completed a 

pilgrimage of India that had been patronized by the king. This pilgrimage, which is memorialized 

in the temple’s foundational inscription, was also an important articulation of Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar 

III’s claims to sovereignty, but in this essay my focus is on the rhetoric and function of the maps 

themselves as they provide an important counterpoint to the British emphasis on mapping 

territory as a means of power (for more on this piligrimage see Simmons 2020). The maps of the 

Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple are located in its citramaṇṭapa or ‘painted hall’ that was built on 

the temple’s flat roof. Indeed, the placement of this hall is somewhat atypical, but it had clearly 

been designed from the beginning as a spiral staircase was built into the temple’s mahāmaṇṭapa 

(‘main hall’) that gives access to the roof and the painted hall. Despite this easy access, the 

citramaṇṭapa and its murals were not open for public access, but it was restricted to the king and 

a small group of courtiers, including Subbarāyadāsa, who joined in the hall to lounge and play a 

variety of board games, many of which were created by the king.  

 Despite the limited audience, the murals of the citramaṇṭapa made bold articulations 

about the king, his dynasty, and their relationship to the sacred landscape of India. As one enters, 

the small hall the viewer’s eye is met with four distinct mural layers that progress as one moves 

farther into the hall. In the first layer, the viewer is introduced to Vaiṣṇava iconography and 

pilgrimage. On the viewer’s left, there is a panel that depicts several images of Viṣṇu that are 

popular in Karnataka iconography. Three of the top four sections of this mural show Kṛṣṇa as a 

mischievous child tied to a tree (Dāmōdara), stealing the clothes from the bathing cowherd 

women (gōpis), and in court with his consorts Rukmiṇi and Satyabhāme (Sanskrit: Rukmiṇī and 
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Satyabhāmā). The last quadrant, however, is filled with Viṣṇu in his Kalkin avatāra, who is 

prophesied as the future manifestation of the deity who will usher in another period of dharmic 

rule. Below these four is a large image of cosmic Viṣṇu. Around this image of Viṣṇu is a frame 

of smaller Vaiṣnava iconography. Directly above the cosmic Viṣṇu is Bāla (child) Kṛṣṇa floating 

on the milk-ocena atop a leaf at the moment of creation. This image is flanked on the viewer’s 

left by fierce (ugra) Narasiṃha ripping the entrails from the demon Hiraṇyakaśipu and to the 

right by Lakṣmīnarasiṃha, an image of the man-lion manifestation with his consort Lakṣmi 

(Sanskrit: Lakṣmī). On the next level down are images of Rāma at his coronation (paṭṭābhiśēka) 

and Viṣṇu attending the wedding of Śiva and Pārvati. The last level with Vaiṣṇava iconography, 

there are paintings of Viṣṇu riding an elephant that is a composite of nine women and Lakṣmi 

riding a horse that is a composite of five women, both common images in the region that is 

alluded to in the poetry of the Mādhva Haridāsa saints (e.g. Jagannāthadāsa 1995, 45). On the 

wall that faces the Vaiṣṇava iconography, the viewer sees a map of Tirupati, the famous 

Śrīvaiṣṇava and Mādhva pilgrimage site (see Stoker 2016). The map depicts the pilgrim’s 

journey from the base of the sacred hill, through the various temples and obstacles (e.g. tigers 

and snakes) that they encounter along the way, and eventually to the main temple (Fig. 6). The 

temple, and others like it throughout the Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi maps and the early Portuguese 

maps discussed above, is depicted by blending point-of-view perspective and bird’s-eye-view. 

This allows the viewer to see both the overall layout of the temple and look directly at the deity, 

engaging in the ritual of darśana while seeing the entire temple complex. The pilgrimage to 

Tirupati might reflect one of Subbarāyadāsa’s early pilgrimages, which is alluded to in the 

temple’s foundational inscription.  

[Figure 6: Tirupati Pilgrimage Map ABOUT HERE] 
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 As one continues into the citramaṇṭapa, the viewer encounters the next series of panels: 

royal portraits that show various rulers of the Woḍeyar dynasty. Unlike any of the other 

paintings, these murals are framed in wood, which verily highlight their importance within the 

overall composition. The images of the kings are in no discernable order but depict many of the 

major rulers from the dynasty’s history. On the viewer’s right are images of Rāja Woḍeyar II, 

Beṭṭada Cāmarāja, Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar I, and Cāmarāja Woḍeyar.16 On the left are 

Cikkadēvarāja, Kaṇṭhīrava Narasarāja Woḍeyar II, and Khāsa Cāmarāja (Fig. 7). The series of 

Woḍeyar kings is continued on the back wall of the hall where Kaṇṭhīrava Narasarāja Woḍeyar I, 

Rāja Woḍeyar I, Nañjarāja Woḍeyar, and Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar II are represented. In the middle of 

this (northern) wall, there is a wood-carving that has Viṣṇu (presumably in the form of 

Vyāsadeva Svāmi to whom Madhva was devoted) along with another mendicant (probably 

Madhvācarya himself), Bhīma, Hanumān, and Garuda, who all join their hands in añjaḷi mudre 

worshipping the main deity. Below the deity, Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III worships the deity, his 

friend Subbarāyadāsa plays the vine (Sanskrti: vīnā), and Subbarāyadāsa’s brother Sinappadāsa 

plays the cymbols, and an unidentified minister watches with his arms folded. On both sides of 

this scene the standard set of ten avatāras of Viṣṇu are represented. At the top of the carving, 

Viṣṇu is shown with his consorts in three forms: Cosmic Viṣṇu with Śrī and Bhū, Kṛṣṇa with the 

gōpis, and Rāma with Sīte (Sanskrit: Sītā). At the bottom of the carving, there is an odd scene 

that shows a courtier opens a box while five others fan him with whisks.  

[Figure 7: Woḍeyar kings in the Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple ABOUT HERE] 

 Between each panel of royal portraiture, we find a series of maps that depict various 

temple cities from southern Karnataka and Tamilnadu. As with the map of Tirupati, all of these 

sites are shown in mixed perspective in which the viewer sees the overall layout of the temple 
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and its surrounding landscape but can simultaneously see the temple deity. In each case, the 

temples’ deities are not shown as static stone images (mūrti), but they appear alive and in action 

as they look back at the viewer in the ritual exchange of darśana. On the viewer’s right, there are 

seven sites mapped. On the top level, there are two Tamil locations: Kuṃbhakōṇa (including 

Viśvanātha, Nagēśvara, Citrapāṇi, and Kuṃbhēśvara temples) and Kāñcipuram (Varadarāja, 

Ēkaṃbarēśvara, Kāmākṣi temples). The next level down consists of the regional sites 

Cannapaṭṭaṇa (Parthasārathi and its tank) and Cāmuṇḍi Hill (Cāmuṇḍēśvari, Viṣṇu, Śiva, and 

Nandi). The map just below these is another regional site, Nañjaṅguḍu, which is given the entire 

level and depicts the Nañjuṇḍēśvara temple along with several of its adjancent halls (maṇṭapa) 

and five of the deities’ chariots (ratha). The level at the bottom once again moves further away 

and shows the cities of Belūru (Cennakēśvara temple) and Śiva-Gaṅge (Viṣṇu, Śiva, Nandi, 

Hanumān, and Gaṇēśa).  

[Figure 18: Śrīraṅgapaṭṭaṇa Map ABOUT HERE] 

On the western wall to the viewer’s left there are only five sites mapped. The upper half 

is divided into quadrants depicting Hampi (Virupakṣa and Vyāsarāya), Navartirupati (nine 

temples and Nammaḻvar’s tree), Mēlukōṭe (Celuvanārāyaṇa and Yōganarasiṃha), and 

Rāmēśvaram (Rāmēśvara and Añjanēya). On the bottom half of the wall and by far the largest 

map in the sequence, Śrīraṅgapaṭṭaṇa is shown as both a sacred and royal site (Fig. 8). The 

island-city is shown surrounded by water with one road leading into town. The road runs past 

both the memorial (gumbaz or guṃbamu) to Haidar Āli and Ṭipū Sultān’s Summer Palace the 

Dariya Daulat, both seemingly odd additions given the popular and pseudo-historical narrative 

that Haidar Āli and his son Ṭipū Sultān were Muslim usurper of the Hindu Mysore throne. 

Beyond these lie the fortified city of Śrīraṅgapaṭṭaṇa in which the Raṅganāthasvāmi and 
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Narasiṃhasvāmi temple are shown. Interestingly, the Narasiṃha temple is the only temple in 

these two large panels of sacred sites that depicts pūje (Sanskrit: pūjā; ‘worship’) being 

performed. This, however, is no small addition. The Narasiṃha temple was commissioned by 

Kaṇthīrava Narasarāja Woḍeyar I, whose name means the ‘virile Narasiṃha,’ in 1647. The 

construction of this royal temple, along with minting coins that also featured Narasiṃha, was one 

of the ways that the Woḍeyar king demonstrated his independence from Mysore’s imperial 

Vijayanagara overlords. Additionally, outside the temple, there stands the old Śrīraṅgapaṭṭaṇa 

Woḍeyar palace, which had been destroyed in the last Anglo-Mysore War (1799) prior to 

Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III’s coronation. Unfortunately, the portion of the mural in which the viewer 

sees the palace interior is too damaged to make out what is inside; however, it is clear that on the 

second level a British soldier stands on-watch peering down at the Narasiṃha temple.  

This depiction of Śrīraṅgapaṭṭaṇa is different than other extant paintings of the site. In 

one painting from the end Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III’s reign that is in the collection of Kuldip Singh, 

Raṅganāthasvāmi is the focus of the image and within the walls of the temple is superimposed an 

image of the Woḍeyar foundation story, particularly the scene in which the progenitors of the 

lineage Yadurāya and Kṛṣṇarāya form a devotional alliance with a wandering Jangama ascetic 

(Dallapiccola 2017: 98). In this later map of the site, Narasiṃha temple is relegated to the outer 

border of the map. The old Woḍeyar palace is absent; instead, the meager bungalow where 

Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III was born is represented. I have argued elsewhere that the narrative of 

Yadurāya and Kṛṣṇarāya was part of an adjustment to Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III’s approach to 

British rule toward the end of his reign in which he largely accepted British political and military 

suzerainty but moved to promote himself as a saint-king who could claim spiritual and 

devotional sovereignty (Simmons 2020).  
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The map of Śrīraṅgapaṭṭaṇa from the Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple provides an important 

precursor for the later programs of Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III and his court in its visual rhetoric, 

connecting the reigns of Kaṇṭhīrava Narasarāja Woḍeyar I and Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III (e.g. both 

constructed temples for their namesake deities just outside the palace). Perhaps it is also 

evidence that Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III wanted to follow his medieval predecessor in casting off the 

yoke of his imperial overlord. Indeed, when this image is read in light of the Kaṃsa image from 

the Prasanna Kṛṣṇasvāmi temple—both images portray incarnations of Viṣṇu who kill evil 

usurper kings—this interpretation seems highly likely. Further, the maps work to construct the 

entire religious landscape of the region around the Mysore symbols of sovereignty found in 

Śrīraṅgapaṭṭaṇa. Much like the European maps that inserted European identity into and onto the 

subcontinent by reducing the landscape to European and Christian settlements and by claiming 

sovereignty over it, these maps condense the Indian landscape into important centers of (Hindu) 

religious life that are watched over by the kings of the Woḍeyar dynastic line and are governed 

by the its royal house in Śrīraṅgapaṭṭaṇa. However subtle it might be, these maps were openly 

contesting British claims to sovereignty in the region.  

This re-mapping of the Indian landscape is further extended in two ceiling mural maps 

that show various sites from northern India. Like the sites from the southern temple cities, these 

maps show a landscape, including major religious sites like Haridvāra, Mathura, Vṛndāvana, and 

Kāśī, in which the deities are alive and active. Along with similar depictions of deities in 

temples, however, these murals also show scenes from Hindu myth, primarily related to the 

Mahābhārata, Rāmāyaṇa, and Bhāgavata Purāṇa, including Kṛṣṇa killing Kaṃsa. These maps, 

therefore, show that the Indian landscape was not a ‘free space,’ in the juridical sense, into which 

the European powers could enter without restraint, but the Indian landscape had been the site of 
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divine theatre into which deities had manifested as sovereigns such as Kṛṣṇa, the Pāṇḍavas, and 

Rāma. Additionally, the landscape continued to be populated by the divine as they took up their 

abode throughout the subcontinent in the temples that are scattered along its topography. 

Sovereign power, however, was not just manifested in these sites, but human actors had been 

authorized to watch over and protect these important religious centers. Indeed, this responsibility 

had fallen to the Woḍeyars, whose likenesses were skillfully placed throughout the map-cycle., 

The room’s centerpiece implicitly records his claim to sovereign authority Instead of a 

declaration of the right of conquest, however, Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III joins his hands in devotion 

connecting his sovereignty through his patronage and worship of the deities that also inhabit the 

space. Therefore, in this re-mapped articulation of Indian territory, landscape and territory is 

defined through divine presence, and sovereignty is defined through a devotional relationship 

with those deities. 

Conclusion 

 The emergence of modern cartography was completely intertwined with cosmological, 

religious, commercial, and sovereign claims. From its earliest examples in medieval and early 

modern Europe, maps were seen as an integral part of the project of understanding and spreading 

Christian doctrine and expanding European territorial control. Maps produced during the ‘Age of 

Exploration’ increased the functionality and practical uses of maps through nautical charts and 

port-city schematics; however, they, too, continued the trends of their predecessors by implicitly 

(and often explicitly) white-washing foreign lands, imprinting European and Christian identity, 

and erasing indigenous populations to construct an imagined ‘free space’ over which they could 

claim dominion. Finally, as people in Europe became more familiar with the indigenous peoples 

and the political and military struggles that accompanied the colonial project, maps turned into 
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histories of superiority upon which victories could be recorded and claims to sovereignty 

articulated.  

 It is against this backdrop that Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III commissioned his map-cycle in the 

Vēṅkaṭaramanasvāmi temple in Mysore. In these murals, Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III did what he 

could not do militarily (because he did not have an army) or financially (because the Resident 

controlled revenues); that is, he challenged British claims to sovereignty within the region. Given 

his position of relative powerlessness vis-à-vis the British colonial apparatus, his approach was 

subtle. But, it was also a powerful statement about how sovereignty is constituted and the power 

of devotion and religion within in that equation. By re-imagining India as sacred landscape, 

Kṛṣṇarāja Woḍeyar III and his courtiers constructed a subversive cartography that challenged 

British claims to sovereignty by creating territory in relation to Hindu devotionalism.  
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1 I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their helpful feedback on an earlier draft of 
this article.  
2 One example of this from the Gallery of Maps is Mark Rosen’s discussion of the Romagna 
region map: ‘A frescoed map of the Romagna region of Italy painted for the Gallery of Maps in 
the Vatican (1580–81) conspicuously places the dragon symbol of Pope Gregory XIII on lands 
that had recently been reclaimed by papal forces – the map as tactical chessboard marking the 
latest military progress. The same view of the Romagna further contains narrative events from 
the region’s history, such as Julius Caesar ’ s troops crossing the Rubicon. The purpose of the 
Romagna map is not pure geographic description but to define the region as a locus for political, 
military, and spiritual action in the past, present, and future, with the papacy’s latest gains in the 
territory marking its inheritance of ancient imperial authority’ (Rosen 2014, 5). 
3 As such, these representations of space only hold meaning for those embedded in their semiotic 
context. Indeed, this incongruence can be seen when someone encounters a modern ‘scientific 
and mathematical’ map for the first time. Like reading another language, it takes the person a 
while to make sense of this new way in which the world around them is being expressed. This 
can also lead to exciting adventures when traveling in the global South as smartphones are 
increasingly used by taxi services and ride-sharing apps even though their drivers are unfamiliar 
with this way of seeing the world.  
4 Columbus was influenced by the theology of Pope Pius II and Pierre d’Ailly. 
5 Shortly after the ‘discovery’ of the ‘New World’—which itself is a reference made by 
Columbus to Revelations 21:1 in the Christian Bible—the innovations in reproduction 
technologies and the Protestant Reformation gave rise to a growth in cartography’s scope, 
function, and accessibility. Since the advent and instant impact of the printing press in the 
fifteenth century, geographical texts (travelogues, textbooks, etc.) and maps were some of the 
most popular mass-produced works (Rosen 2014, 5–6). This was especially true of stories and 
maps from the lands outside of Europe as people were eager to learn about distant and exotic 
parts of the world. During the Protestant Reformation in the early sixteenth century the tradition 
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of Biblical hermeneutics in which knowledge of geography was an integral part of understanding 
Biblical myth was perpetuated through methods of mass reproduction, and Bibles printed in 
Protestant countries began to be produced with accompanying maps. These maps served the dual 
purpose of depicting the worlds of the Biblical narratives and enhancing them with additional 
details, especially those related to apostolic journeys with the aims of proselytizing (Delano-
Smith and Ingram 1991, xxv). 
6 Carneiro was from a noble family and had studied at Universidade de Osuna and Universidade 
de Coimbra before being appointed as a Palace Judge (desembargador do paço) by Philip III. 
After his marriage in 1626, Carneiro was initiated into the Military Order of Christ (Ordem 
Militar de Cristo), the Knights Templar’s successors in Portugal and a quasi-monastic order that 
amassed great power and wealth during the fifteenth-eighteenth centuries until they were 
secularized by Queen Maria in 1789. 
7 Dias notes that Carneira traveled to India at some point in his life, but he speculates that it 
might have been from 1647-1651 when he had taken a leave-of-absence from his duties as 
cosmógrafo-mor (in Carneiro 1990, 9). 
8 In the newly edited version of the text, the title has been updated to reflect changes in 
Portugese: Descrição da Fortaleza de Sofala e das mais da Índia (Carneiro 1990). 
9 I have picked Cananore to be my representative example throughout this essay. I have selected 
Cananore particularly because it is representational of the overall program, not because it is 
exceptional. Many details are contained within the paintings themselves as the artist shows the 
coast, its inlets, fortified walls, and religious buildings. The map-maker was keenly aware of the 
practical usages of the maps and included paths of currents and marked water depth with 
corresponding numbers or by differentiating shade, as can be seen in his map of Cananore. 
Additionally—and perhaps most important to those using them to navigate the ports—the maps 
show the fort canons and the directions that they aim. 
10 The Franciscan order is the only subsections within the broader section on ‘religions’ that is 
further broken down by sites, including Cananore. In the Franciscan portion on Cananore, 
Caneira mentions that between Cananore, Mangalore, and Cambolim, there are three convents 
with a total of ten friars. 
11 Regarding the Dominican friars: ‘In China, there is a convent with twelve friars, where they 
also stretch out to Japan and many are offered in martyrdom’ (Na China tem hu convento com 
doze frades donde tambem se repartão para o Japam E se offerecem muitos ao martirio). In 
reference to the Society of Jesus: ‘By the Kingdom of Japan, aiding persecuted Christianity, 
where many times they have suffered martyrdom’ (Pelo Reyno do Japão, ajudando aquella 
persseguida christandade, onde suçedem muitas Vezes reçeberem martirio). 
12 The major exception to this is his map of ‘Negapatão’ or Nagapattinam in modern-day Tamil 
Nadu. The eastern portion of this map is dominated by four Hindu temples (and possibly a 
smaller fifth), one with a ratha or chariot in front of it and another with Śiva’s vehicle/attendant 
Nandi facing its entrance. The temples are still surrounded by small huts, but the temple 
architecture dominates the cityscape and the map. 
13 This image is also exceptional because of the way that Caneira has depicted the Indian village 
in mud homes, not the thatched huts in his other maps. 
14 Carneira was not working in a vacuum and his atlas was part of the larger Portuguese colonial 
project of the time. Carneira’s map seems to have been inspired by the famous Portuguese 
cartographer João Teixeira I Albernaz (the Elder). Albernaz had previously created an important 
atlas Taboas Geraes de Toda a Navegação (‘General Tables for all Navigation’; c. 1630). 
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https://www.loc.gov/resource/g3200m.gct00052/?st=gallery. Albernaz’s work focuses on the 
bay, fort walls, and canons, with the addition of text that demarcated a few important sites, such 
as wells (‘posso;’ read: poço) and a pillory (pelourinho; no doubt a reference to the punishments 
of the Goan Inquisition 1560-1812), but it also laid the groundwork for Carneira’s work by 
placing notes about the port’s religious sites. In this representation, we see a trace outline of the 
Our Lady of Victory (‘N:S: da Vitoria’ or Nossa Senhora da Vitória) Church, an annotation 
about the location of the Franciscan mission (‘S:Frco’), the ‘See of Cananor,’ and the misericord 
(‘misericord’), where mendicants could escape and relax their vows for a while. Albernaz’s 
small map of Cananor was enlarged as ‘Fortaleza de Cananor’ from his collection Plantas das 
Cidades e fortalezas da conquista da India oriental (Plans of the Cities and Forts of the 
Conquest of East India; c. 1648) with few changes. https://bildsuche.digitale-
sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&lv=1&bandnummer=bsb00005286&pimage=00005286&
suchbegriff=&l=en.  
15 Indeed, the construction of the Prasanna Kṛṣṇasvāmi temple in Mysore coincided with a 
mapping project that the British were undertaking in the Mysore state that had been 
commissioned for the use of the Resident that had been stalled by ‘natives’ between 1826-1829 
(British Library India Office Records IOR.E.4.936). 
16 I have not included regnal dates for these kings as the dates are much debated in scholarship 
on the Mysore Woḍeyar genealogy. 
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