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Abstract

Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple, popularly known as the Mustache Venkanna Swamy Temple, located
in Yanam—a former French colonial enclave on the Coromandel Coast—occupied a distinctive position
in the religious and social life of the region during the colonial period. Alongside its spiritual importance,
the temple became historically associated with the practice of child marriages, reflecting entrenched socio-
religious customs of early twentieth-century Telugu society. This paper examines the historical evolution
of the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple, its function as a venue for temple-based marriages, and the
transformative impact of the Child Marriage Restraint Act of 1929 (Sharada Act). Drawing upon municipal
civil marriage records (1900—1954), architectural analysis, and qualitative oral testimonies, the study
analyses the varied impact of the Act in British India and French India, particularly Yanam. The paper
further highlights the unique iconographic identity of the mustached Venkateswara deity and explains how
this temple differs from other major Venkateswara Swamy temples. The study demonstrates how colonial
law, religious authority, and post-independence legal reforms collectively reshaped marriage practices and
contributed to the decline of temple-centered child marriage traditions in Yanam.
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1. Introduction

Yanam, a former French colonial enclave situated on the northeastern coast of India, occupies a unique
position in the socio-cultural history of South India. Although geographically enclosed by the Godavari
districts of present-day Andhra Pradesh, Yanam remained under French administrative control for nearly
three centuries, resulting in a distinctive blending of French civil law and Telugu Hindu social traditions
[4]. Within this plural legal and cultural setting, religious institutions exercised strong influence over
community life. Among them, the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple—popularly known as the Mustache
Venkanna Temple—emerged as one of the most prominent ritual and social centers of the region [1], [2],
[31].

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the temple became historically associated with
the solemnization of child marriages, a practice that was socially accepted across much of colonial India.
The coexistence of French legal autonomy, Hindu customary personal law, and regional marriage
traditions enabled Yanam to function as a space where families from both Yanam and neighboring British
territories continued under-age marriages with minimal legal intervention [4], [9]. The continuation of
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such practices was further enabled by the delayed application of Indian social legislation in French-
administered territories.

Child marriage in India was historically rooted in religious customs, caste norms, gender hierarchies, and
economic considerations. Nineteenth-century social reform movements gradually challenged these
practices, leading to legal measures such as the Age of Consent Act of 1891 [15] and, more decisively, the
Child Marriage Restraint Act of 1929 (Sharada Act) [5], [7], [8]. The 1929 Act marked the first nationwide
legislative attempt to regulate child marriage by prescribing minimum ages and introducing penalties for
guardians and priests who facilitated such unions [6], [11], [12].

While the Sharada Act produced gradual reform in British India, its impact in French India—especially
Yanam—remained limited until the mid-twentieth century due to the non-adoption of Indian legal statutes.
This legal duality allowed the continuation of temple-based child marriages at sites such as the Meesala
Venkanna Swamy Temple well into the 1930s and 1940s [1], [4]. Understanding the historical role of this
temple therefore requires examining not only its religious importance but also the colonial legal
environment and evolving reformist pressures. This study situates the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple
within the broader frameworks of ritual authority, colonial legal pluralism, and social reform movements
in South India.

2. Architectural Style Analysis to Identify the Temple Period

Although the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple lacks inscriptions, its visible architectural features
strongly resemble the late-medieval and early-modern Dravidian style found in the Godavari delta.
Key architectural features observed:

e Simple Garbhagriha (sanctum) without heavy ornamentation

e Short, non-monumental gopuram (tower), characteristic of non-royal temples

e Local granite and limestone construction

e Carved mustache on the deity, indicating a regional folk-Vaishnava tradition

e A modest mandapa with wooden or simple stone pillars

Historical interpretation:

These features align with temple structures built between:

17th century — early 19th century CE

(Qutb Shahi — Mughal — Nizam — French transition period)

This timeframe matches:

e Community-funded temples

e Rural Vaishnavite shrines

e Merchant-guild patronage

Thus, the architecture supports the conclusion that:

The temple was not built by a large dynasty, but by local patrons during the late medieval period.

3. Temple Origin and Patronage

The exact origin of the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple is difficult to ascertain due to the absence of
foundation inscriptions, copper-plate grants, or royal epigraphs typically found in major South Indian
temples. Nevertheless, analysis of its architectural style, ritual tradition, and regional historical context
provides valuable clues regarding its likely period of construction.
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Architecturally, the temple reflects a late-medieval Dravidian style, characterized by a compact sanctum,
a modest tower, and minimal iconographic ornamentation. This type of construction is commonly
associated with village-level Vaishnavite temples built between the seventeenth and nineteenth
centuries. The presence of the uniquely carved mustache on the deity indicates a localized folk adaptation
of Venkateswara worship, further suggesting non-royal, community-centered origins.

Historically, Yanam and the surrounding Godavari region were successively under the Qutb Shahi
Sultans (1518-1687), the Mughal Empire (1687-1724), and the Nizam’s administration, before being
ceded to the French by 1731. During these periods, Hindu temple building was commonly funded not by
imperial rulers but by local zamindars, wealthy merchants, and community guilds. These groups held
significant autonomy in social and religious matters and often constructed temples to serve local
populations.

Accordingly, the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple was most likely established or expanded by local
Telugu patrons—possibly village headmen, merchant families, or small zamindari estates—between
the seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries, rather than by a major ruling dynasty. This conclusion
aligns with the temple’s scale, architectural form, and the nature of worship practiced there.

4. ASI-Style Research Note for Future Archaeological Excavation

Research Note for Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) — Preliminary Assessment
Site: Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple, Yanam

Region: Former French India Enclave, presently Puducherry UT

Objective: Dating the temple, identifying original patrons, and tracing ritual history
Current Observations:

No visible inscriptions on walls, pillars, or plinths

e Construction style resembles late medieval Dravidian rural temples

e Use of local granite and lime mortar suggests pre-20th century origin
e Folk-Vaishnavite iconography suggests regional cultural adaptation
Recommended ASI Activities:

1. Epigraphic Survey

o Search for buried or secondary inscriptions around the mandapa and prakara
Examine any loose slabs or re-used stones

Architectural Stratigraphy

Identify phases of construction (original sanctum vs later extensions)
Material Analysis

Mortar carbon dating

Stone provenance

Historical Cross-Verification

o Compare with nearby temples known from Qutb Shahi/Nizam periods
o Consult French archival town-plans for temple markings

Expected Outcome:

o o

~ 0 O W oo

These investigations may narrow the construction date to a specific 50—80 year window and identify the
community or lineage responsible for building the temple.

IJFMR260165663 Volume 8, Issue 1, January-February 2026 3



http://www.ijfmr.com/

~ Y International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

ILJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijffmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

5. Probability-Based Dynasty Attribution (Historically Correct)
Dynasties in control of Yanam Region:

Period Ruling Power Probability of Patronage
15th—16th century Vijayanagara Empire Low

16th—17th century Qutb Shahi Sultans (Golconda) Moderate

17th—18th century Mughals (Southern Subahs) Low

18th century Nizam of Hyderabad Moderate

After 1731 French Colonial Administration Very Low

6. Methodology: Economic Aspects of Temple-based Marriages

To investigate the financial dimension of marriage ceremonies conducted at the Meesala Venkanna Swamy
Temple, a mixed-method research approach was adopted combining archival research, oral history, and
field-based qualitative methods.

First, temple-related financial practices were examined by reviewing available temple ledgers, donation
registers, and French-period civil marriage records preserved at the Yanam Municipal Civil
Registration Section. Particular attention was given to identifying terms such as "kalyanam kanuka",
"dakshina", "marriage donation", and references to ritual-related payments.

Second, qualitative data was collected through semi-structured interviews with elder residents, former
temple staff families, and priest households using a standardized questionnaire. The objective was to
document whether marriage ceremonies—especially those involving minors—were accompanied by
mandatory or voluntary financial contributions. The interviews also sought information about customary
payment forms, such as monetary offerings, in-kind gifts (rice, coconuts), or priestly remuneration.
Third, the economic aspects were contextualized within broader South Indian temple traditions by
reviewing ethnographic and socio-religious literature on ritual payments. Data collected through fieldwork
was cross-verified with archival findings to avoid exaggeration or unsubstantiated claims. No unverified
allegations were recorded without supporting testimony.

Finally, all financial details were anonymized to protect individual identities. The methodology strictly
adheres to ethical guidelines concerning sensitive historical topics such as child marriage.

7. Historical Background of Child Marriage in Colonial South India

Child marriage was a deeply entrenched institution in pre-colonial and early colonial Indian society. It was

supported by:

e Religious interpretations of Hindu marriage rites

e Concerns about caste purity

e Patriarchal control over female sexuality

¢ Economic and social security considerations

e By the late nineteenth century, social reformers such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra
Vidyasagar, and later Muthulakshmi Reddy strongly opposed such practices. Despite reformist
agitation, child marriages continued widely, particularly in rural and temple-centered regions.
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In Yanam, where French civil law coexisted with Hindu customary practices, religious institutions like
Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple served as socially legitimate sites for conducting early marriages.

8. History of Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple, Yanam

The origins of the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple date back to the late medieval period, when
Vaishnavism spread widely across the Godavari delta. Local traditions identify the presiding deity as a
distinct form of Lord Venkateswara, characterized by a prominently carved mustache (meesalu), which
gave the temple its unique name.

Venkanna Babu Temple, Yanam
8.1 Religious and Cultural Importance

e The temple functioned as a community temple rather than a royal or imperial shrine.

e Annual Brahmotsavam, Vaikunta Ekadasi, and local jatara festivals attracted devotees from both
Yanam and neighboring Andhra districts.

e The deity was believed to be a protector of families and marital harmony, making the temple a
preferred venue for weddings.

a0 J0BN,
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8.2 Temple as a Centre for Child Marriages

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries:
e Families conducted mass child marriages at the temple during auspicious festival days.
e Temple priests sanctioned such marriages through Vedic rituals, reinforcing their social legitimacy.

e The geographical isolation of Yanam as a French enclave allowed families from British territories to
bypass emerging legal scrutiny.

9. The Child Marriage Restraint Act of 1929 (Sharada Act)

ACT No. XIX or 1929,
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9.1 Background of the Act

The Child Marriage Restraint Act was passed by the Central Legislative Assembly in 1929 due to sustained
pressure from Indian social reformers and nationalist legislators. The Act is named after Har Bilas Sarda,
the chief sponsor of the legislation.

9.2 Main Features of the Sharada Act

Minor marriage entries were identified through systematic verification of bride and groom age columns
in the Marriage Registers maintained at the Yanam Municipal Civil Registration Section (1900—1954).
Entries in which the bride was below 14 years or the groom below 18 years were classified as minor
marriages. Special attention was given to the ‘place of marriage’ column to identify temple-based
ceremonies.

Year | Bride Age | Groom Age | Minor (Yes/No) | Place of Marriage | Temple Name
1916 | 11 16 YES Temple Meesala Venkanna
1917 | 13 19 YES Temple Meesala Venkanna
1918 | 15 17 YES House —

1919 | 12 14 YES Temple Meesala Venkanna

e Minimum marriage age fixed at:

o 14 years for girls and 18 years for boys
Punishment for:

Parents or guardians arranging child marriages
Priests who solemnized such marriages

o O e

Marriage itself was not declared void, but penal action served as deterrence
e The Act marked the first pan-Indian legislative attack on child marriage

10. Impact of the Sharada Act in British India and French India (Yanam)
10.1 Impact in British India
In British-administered territories:

The Act received gradual enforcement through district magistrates and police

Social reform organizations assisted in awareness generation

Orthodox resistance remained strong in rural regions

e Over time, prosecutions increased, reducing open child marriage ceremonies

10.2 Impact in French India and Yanam

Yanam presented a unique situation:

e French civil administration did not immediately adopt the Indian Sharada Act

e Hindu personal laws continued to regulate marriage practices

e This legal gap allowed families from British India to conduct child marriages in Yanam temples,
including Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple

e By the late 1930s and 1940s, under diplomatic pressure and social reform movements, French

administrators began discouraging such practices
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After the de facto merger of Yanam with India in 1954, Indian social legislation—including child
marriage prevention laws—was fully enforced.

11. Main Features of Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple (Mustache Venkanna Swamy)

= ) e T Y .
The temple possesses several distinct ritual and iconographic features:
e The deity bears a prominent mustache, symbolizing:
Kshatriya valor
Protective masculinity

o O O

Local warrior traditions

The idol is in a standing posture, blessing devotees with raised hand

Unlike grand Vaishnava temples, this shrine retains a folk-religious character

Marriage rituals here historically emphasized:
Speed
Collectivism

o O O

Social validation over individual consent

12. How Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple is Different from Other Venkateswara Swamy Temples

Aspect Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple | Tirupati & Other Venkateswara Temples
Iconography Mustached deity Clean-shaven icon

Social Function | Marriage-centered rituals Pilgrimage, vows, donations

Historical Role | Linked with child marriages Not associated with child marriage
Administration | Local community control Institutionalized Devasthanams

Cultural Identity | Telugu folk traditions Pan-Indian Vaishnavism
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This contrast highlights the localization of Venkateswara worship in Yanam, shaped by regional
customs rather than pan-Indian temple systems.

13. Religion, Law, and Social Transformation

The case of the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple provides valuable insight into how religion, customary
practices, and colonial legal interventions intersected in South India. The temple’s association with
child marriage ceremonies during the colonial period reveals a complex interplay between ritual
authority, community norms, and shifting legal frameworks.

13.1. Religion as a Social Regulatory Institution

Religion in traditional Telugu society was not confined to spiritual or devotional realms. Temples such as
the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple served as centers of social validation, where rituals carried legal,
cultural, and moral authority. Marriage, being a sacred sacrament (samskara), was often legitimized
through religious rites rather than civil documentation.

Thus, the temple functioned as:

e A public venue for marriage solemnization

e A symbolic authority that confirmed caste and community expectations

¢ A mechanism of social conformity, reinforcing early marriage as a norm

This sacred sanction made child marriage socially acceptable and resistant to early reformist efforts.
13.2. Colonial Law Challenging Customary Religious Practices

British India and French India followed different legal systems, yet both gradually adopted reformist
policies toward harmful customary practices. The British colonial government, influenced by Indian
reformers, increasingly sought to regulate marriages through legislation such as:

e The Age of Consent Act (1891)

e The Child Marriage Restraint Act (1929)

By imposing age limits and penalties, colonial law directly challenged:

e The authority of temple priests to conduct under-age marriages

e The community’s reliance on religious sanction

e The belief that tradition superseded civil law

In Yanam, under French rule, customary Hindu marriages continued largely unaffected due to the absence
of immediate legislative adoption, allowing religious authority to remain dominant for a longer period.
13.3. The Sharada Act and Moral Transformation

The Sharada Act of 1929 marked a significant turning point in India’s social and legal history. Though
initially limited in enforcement, the Act:

Introduced the first uniform legal framework against child marriage
e Represented the shift from custom-based morality to constitutional morality

Challenged the idea that community norms could override individual rights

e Recognized the role of the state in protecting minors from harmful traditions

In British India, the Act gradually weakened the legitimacy of temple-based child marriages. In French
India, including Yanam, its influence was delayed but eventually felt through reformist movements, social
awareness campaigns, and post-merger legal integration.

13.4. Post-Independence Reforms and the Decline of Temple-Based Child Marriage

After India's independence and the de facto merger of Yanam in 1954, the Indian legal system definitively
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replaced French civil rule. This transformation brought:

Uniform enforcement of child marriage prevention laws

The establishment of civil registration systems that superseded temple records

The introduction of women’s rights, educational reforms, and welfare policies

e Increased public awareness through government and NGO campaigns

Over time, these reforms:

e Severed the historical link between religious institutions and child marriage

e Reduced the role of temples in marriage solemnization

e Shifted marriage from a purely religious rite to a legally regulated institution

The decline of child marriage at Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple reflects the broader social transition
from tradition-centered authority to state-centered legal governance.

14. Conclusion

The Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple of Yanam represents a significant historical site where religion,
social custom, and colonial law intersected in shaping marriage practices during the early twentieth
century. While the temple once functioned as a socially accepted venue for child marriages, this practice
must be understood within the broader framework of pre-reform societal norms, colonial legal pluralism,
and religious authority.

The introduction of the Child Marriage Restraint Act of 1929 marked a decisive legislative intervention
into these customary practices. However, the delayed implementation of this law in French Yanam
demonstrates the limitations of colonial reform in plural legal territories. It was only after the de facto
merger of Yanam with India in 1954 that uniform legal enforcement, civil registration systems, and
welfare-oriented reforms effectively brought an end to temple-based child marriages.

Today, the Meesala Venkanna Swamy Temple survives as a cultural and religious heritage institution,
dissociated from its former social role in early marriage practices. The study of this temple thus provides
important historical insight into the gradual transition from custom-based authority to law-based social
governance in colonial and post-colonial South India.
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