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Toponymy of Konarak 

‘Kona’ the prefix 
 
The place name Konarak is considered to be a combination of two words 
Kona and Arka denoting corner and sun respectively. According to 
M.M.Ganguly, “The term corner or Kona has been used with reference to 
the position of the Padma Kshetra or Puri being situated at the northeast 
corner of the latter.”1 Debala Mitra presumes the prefix Kona to be “in 
relation to Trikona, in the corner direction of which the temple was erected” 
and identifies Trikona with Tikona on the bank of Kushabhadra.2 Sarala Das 
in his Oriya Mahabharata holds the view that as demon Arka was killed by 
the sun god in the Agnikona (southeast corner) of the earth, the place became 
famous as Konarka.3 The Brahmanda Purana locates Konarka in the 
southeast corner of earth.4 On the basis of the above viewpoints K.S.Behera 
holds, “ Either the Kona or corner was used in relation to some other place 
or it denoted one corner of the earth, probably the south-eastern corner.”5 
 
 
‘Kona’ as place name material: 
 
‘Kona’ as a place name prefix has been used extensively in different parts of 
India. A search for ‘Kona’ as a place name prefix by this author reveals as 
many as 249 occurrences.6 Out of this, ‘Kona’ as a mono word place name 
has been used at least in 13 places (four in Andhra Pradesh, three in Uttar 
Pradesh, two in Madhya Pradesh; one each in Orissa,Bihar, Haryana, and 
Maharastra)7. Besides, ‘Kona’ occurs in the company of a variety of suffixes 
in many parts of the country. Focusing on Orissa, we come across place 
names such as Konakuda, Konabira in Kalahandi district; Kona, Konadi, 
Konadora, Konabai, Konaguda in Koraput district; Konapal in Mayurbhanj 
district and of course Konarak in Puri district. A study of occurrence of 
‘Kona’ pre fixed place names in India will throw up an interesting pattern 
from an ethno-linguistic viewpoint. ‘ Kona’ pre fixed place names occur 
mostly in tribal areas and in geographical terms, more in peninsular India. In 
Orissa, except in case of Konark, which is located in the coastal district of 
Puri, all other ‘Kona’ pre fixed place names are obtained from the tribal 
areas only. Even when we search for the use of ‘Kona’ as a suffix we obtain 
a similar pattern. Out of 315 such occurrences, Madhya Pradesh alone 
accounts for 78 and most of them occur in the tribal areas (now part of 
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Chhattisgarh) and a place name called Konkona in Bilaspur district deserves 
attention for Konakona is considered to be the ancient name of Konarak8. In 
Orissa, it would be relevant here to mention that out of 60  ‘Kona’ suffixed 
place names 41 place names occur in the undivided Koraput district, which 
is dominated by tribal population. 
 
The significance of this feature cannot be totally lost sight of, for the 
underlying concepts behind sun worship in Konarak seem to be showing a 
remarkable oneness with the beliefs and faiths of primitive societies as much 
its affinity to the established temple-based sun worship traditions found 
within and outside the country.  
 
Against this background we may critically evaluate the validity of the 
prevailing interpretations and look for other possibilities, if any. 

Usage of kon 
 
It is surprising to note that the term kona is used in an identical sense in 
almost all the languages spoken in India, transcending the boundaries of 
linguistic families.  
  
In Sanskrit, kona means ‘a corner’, ‘an angle’. It also means, ‘an 
intermediate point of the compass’, ‘the sharp edge of a sword’. The 
compound word Konakoshtha means ‘a corner field’ and the expression 
kona-koni means ‘from angle to angle’, ‘from one corner to the other’, 
‘corner wise’ and ‘diagonally’. Kona vritta means a vertical circle extending 
from northeast to southwest and from northwest to southeast. Konasanku 
means ‘the sinus of the height of the sun’. In Pali, kona denotes ‘corner’ and 
‘angle’ and in Prakrit, kona or konaga means ‘corner’. In Hindi, kon means 
‘a corner’, ‘an angle’ ‘the intermediate point’ and ‘a radian’. In Oriya, kona 
denotes ‘a corner’, ‘an angle’. In Santali as well as in Munda, kon denotes 
‘corner’, ‘angle’. 
 
InTamil, kon means ‘angle’, ‘crossness of disposition’, and ‘crookedness’; 
konam means ‘curve’, ‘curvature’, ‘corner’ and ‘angle’. In Cankam literature 
in Tamil, the term konam is used to denote ‘the iron hook with which 
elephants are controlled by its drive’. The terms konu or koni means ‘to be 
bent’, ‘curved’, ‘be crooked’, and  ‘deviate’; konal means ‘obliquity’, 
‘hump’. In Malayalam, kon means ‘corner’, ‘angle’ and konam means 
‘corner’. In Kannadam, kon, kone, kon.a mean ‘angle’, ‘corner’. In Tulu, 
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kona, kone denote the same meaning. In Telugu, konamu denotes ‘angle’, 
‘corner’; kona means ‘corner’. In Kodagu, kon is aspirated and pronounced 
as gon and denotes ‘corner of a room’. Kane in Gadaba means ‘corner’. In 
Konda, kona means ‘corner’. In Kui spoken by Khondhs of Phulbani, Kuna 
denotes ‘corner’ or ‘angle’. 

Kona, the corner 
Let us handle the interpretation of Kona to mean ‘corner’ and its relevance 
in the context of sun worship in general and Konarak in particular. 
 
In Hindu cosmology, the earth is represented as four cornered (Caturbhrsti) 
with reference to the horizon’s relationship with sunrise and sunset, the 
north and south direction.9 It is believed that Vaastu (architecture) of a 
structure has a significant bearing on the health and prosperity. The concept 
of vaastu was followed rigidly when it comes to the design and construction 
of temples. Of the eight directions, uttar-poorv also known as eeshanya 
(North-East), uttar-paschim or vaayayya (North-West), dakshin-poorv or 
aagneya (South-East) and dakshin-paschim or nairhitya (South-West) are 
known as Konas meaning ‘corners’. 
 
Which one of the corners does Kona mean in the context of Konarak? There 
are divergent views alternating between northeast and southeast. Let us have 
a look at the site plan of the Konarak temple.10 It shows complete 
compliance to the basic principles of vaastu. As per vaastu sastra the 
kitchen should be located in the southeast corner and in the sun temple 
complex we find the kitchen (7) being located in the southeastern side and 
there is a well (7a) on the northeastern side of the kitchen, which is in 
conformity to the vaastu principle. Again, to the north of the Jaganmohana 
we see a plinth of a small mandapa, which is considered to have served as 
the snanamandapa (4) for the ceremonial bath of the presiding deity. And 
again, to the east-northeast of the mandapa (to the north-east of Deula and 
Jaganmohana), we find a well. This again is in agreement with the 
prescriptions of vaastu. 
 
In order to identify the kona in the context of Konarak we need to 
understand the tradition behind sun temples in ancient and medieval India. 
Legends weave a thread of nexus between the popular sun temples. 
Bhavishya-Purana associates the ancient sun temple at Mulastan (now 
known as Multan in Pakistan) with Samba, the son of Krishna and his 
leprosy-cure through sun worship. The same legend is embodied in Kapila-
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Samhita, Madala-Panji and Prachi-Mahatmya as a tradition behind the 
origin of sun temple in Konarak. Besides, we find the hydronym- the name 
of the river- Chandrabhaga to be common to both the places. A similar 
legend that shows the nexus between leprosy and sun worship is associated 
with another popular sun temple at Suryanar Koil in Tamilnadu. In this case, 
the nine planetary gods are shown as victims of leprosy- curse and 
beneficiaries of subsequent cure.  
The popular sun temple that figured in the observation of Abul Faraj (988 
A.D) an Arab geographer mentions about a popular sun temple that the sick 
and lepers and those who suffer from skin disease, palsy and other grave 
illness came and stayed there praying for cure. It is held that the temple 
described here is Konarak sun temple.11 
 
 Of the four corners, the eeshanya kon (northeast) is considered to be the 
most sacred in the context of worship as well as medicine. With regard to 
construction of dwelling houses, northeast portion is considered ideal for 
installing the holy idol and locating puja room. It is also suggested to plant 
sacred plants such as tulsi, tumbe and other healing herbs in the northeastern 
side of the homestead. It is considered desirable to keep the medicine chests 
in the northeastern part of the house in order to increase the healing property 
of the medicines. The northeastern corner is considered to be corresponding 
to the head of the vaastu purusha, hence kept open and clean. Eeshanya 
(northeast) means Divine, and the divine energy is believed to be flowing 
from this direction. The northeast is also considered to be the appropriate 
direction for locating a well or other sources of water. 
 
The significance of northeast in the specific context of leprosy-cure-related 
sun temple can be understood with the help of legends associated with sun 
temple in Suryanar Koil in Tamilnadu. According to legends, sage, Agastiya 
when approached by the planetary gods who had been cursed with leprosy, 
advised them to do their meditation aiming at the cure for leprosy at the 
northeast corner of erukku vanam (forest of Calotropis gigantea) when sun 
rises. 
 
The existence of a Sun-temple at Konarak prior to the construction of the 
present one is a fact sufficiently endorsed by literary works and accepted by 
scholars such as H.T.Colebrooke, Bishan Swarup, Krupasindhu Misra, 
Jagabandhu Sinha and K.S.Behera. Madala Panji attributes the construction 
of an earlier sun temple to King Purandara Kesari of the Kesari dynasty. 
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 Within the temple complex, there is an old temple (2) to the west-southwest 
of the main temple (3). There is a view that this old temple was meant 
originally for Surya. The sculptures of this temple are stylistically different 
from those on the main temple and are believed to be of an earlier date. 
Further west of this old temple, in the southwest corner of the complex, there 
is an ancient brick temple (1). These two temples, no doubt are ancient to the 
big temple. If we take these two temples as points of reference, which is 
logical, the new Sun-temple is clearly located to the northeast. This would 
clearly show the choice of direction, in clear endorsement of tradition, 
shown by the builders of the present monument. 
 
The ancient practice of sun worship associated with northeast direction 
appears to be a universal phenomenon. It is certainly not confined to Konark 
of Orissa and Suryanarkoil of Tamilnadu. It was a part of universal wisdom 
among ancient civilizations. The megalithic monuments of Stonehenge in 
Salisbury plains of northern Europe bear evidence to this. In this sanctuary 
dedicated to sun worship, it has been scientifically studied and proved that 
the line from the middle of the so-called ‘Altar Stone’, lying at its center, to 
the ‘Heel Stone’ at the entrance, is directed to the point in the northeast 
where the sun rose on mid summer day. It is pertinent to note that the 
Stonehenge has its main entrance facing the northeast. The stones at 
Stonehenge are arranged in such a way that on midsummer day a man 
standing at the center of the monument and looking at the opening between 
two of the outer circle of standing stones can see the rising sun pass directly 
over the upright Hele-stone outside the monument. 
 
We have reason enough to believe that the prefix kon in the place name 
Konarak means north east corner or direction. This has been corroborated by 
circumstantial evidences. 

Kona the angle 
We have already dwelt upon the meaning of the term kona in various Indian 
languages. That the term refers to ‘angle’ has already been touched upon. 
 
In the context of place name Konarak what does kon in the sense of ‘angle’ 
or ‘curve’ could probably mean? Has it any thing to do with the nature of 
topography of Konarak? It is pertinent to note that Konarak forms part of an 
eastward angularity that the coastland develops from the northeastern edge 
of Chilika Lake, which encompasses Puri and goes up to the mouth of 
Mahanadi at Astaranga. If not, had kon derived its inspiration from the 
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ancient topography of Konarak, prior to the receding of sea at Konarak, 
altering the shape of coastline there? 
 
The significance of the angle of sun rays and its declination while falling on 
a particular point of earth and at a particular point of time can be established 
from evidences from the civilizations known for sun worship, all over. 
  
In Egypt, in the southern region of Nubia, there is a massive sun temple 
located at Abu Simbel on the west bank of the Nile. This temple measures 
100 feet in height, 119 feet in width and 185 feet in depth and is carved into 
a mountain. Pharaoh Ramses II constructed this ancient temple. The temple 
faces east at such a precise angle that just twice a year in the early morning 
the sun rays slowly creep185 feet into the cavernous temple through its large 
chambers and narrow halls and illuminate the inner sanctum. 
The illumination occurs on February 22 and October 22 coinciding the 
birthday and coronation day respectively, of Ramses II. On those two days, 
for only a few hours, sunrays mystically lighting up two statues of sun gods 
Amon-Re and Re-Horakhte and a third one of Ramses illuminate the back 
wall of the innermost shrine. On all other days the statues remain in 
darkness. 
 
The case of Salisbury Stonehenge cited earlier also highlights the 
significance of ‘angle’ of sunrays in conceptual design and practical 
establishment of the sun worship related monuments. 
 
The recent claim of archeologists in Germany that they have discovered the 
remains of a huge prehistoric sun temple at Kyhna in the east German state 
of Saxony, built around 5000 B.C., is relevant in this context. It is reported 
that as in the case of Stonehenge of Salisbury the stones of the Kyhna site 
were laid out in precise alignment with the rays of sun at the summer 
solstice. 

Significance of Magha Saptami 
In Orissa, the Samba Dasami, which falls on 10th day of the bright half of 
Pausa (about the middle of the month of January) is a popular festival 
associated with sun worship. Around this time Makara-Sankranti (the 
junction of the Capricon) that broadly coincides with the time when the 
perceived movement of the sun towards the northern hemisphere of the earth 
commences and when the sun enters the tenth house of the Zodiac. It is not 
out of place to mention that Makara is the most important festival of the 
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Santal tribe of Orissa, who worship the sun god Singbhonga  as the 
‘Supreme Being’. Again, in the context of Konarak,  Magha Saptami (the 
seventh day of the bright half of the month of Magha that falls in January-
February) is the most important day of the year. The ancient tradition of 
taking a ritual bath on this day in the sea or in the river Chandrabhaga, 
recorded in Brahma Purana, Krtya Kaumudi, Oriya Mahabharata, continues 
even now. The Magha Saptami, is also called as Rathasaptami, and is 
supposed to be the day on which the northward movement (uttarayana) of 
the sun takes definite effect. In Indian tradition, this day is regarded as the 
day when the chariot of the sun is diverted to the north by his charioteer, 
Aruna. 
 
The tradition of sun worship and a holy dip on Magha Saptami day at 
Konarak seems to be more ancient than the temple itself. The festival, as has 
been documented, continued even after the ruin of the temple and gradual 
silting up of the Chandrabhaga. Thousands of devotees including a large 
number of tribals from Nayagarh, Ganjam areas participate in this festival. 
In this context, the observation of Alice Boner on Konarak that “ the place 
was and is still venerated, regardless of the condition of the temple, whether 
whole or in ruins, would prove that it is more the ground on which the 
temple stands than the temple itself that is hollowed…”12 is very much valid. 
 
 
If we review this tradition in the context of leprosy- related Samba myth and 
sun- cure therein the importance of northeast in the context of Konarak 
could be appreciated. After all, northeast is the divine corner and associated 
with the concept of medicine and cure. As per vaastu sastra the element 
associated with northeast is water. An early morning dip associated with 
sun- cure when sun changes its course northward can augur well only with 
northeast. 
 
 If that is the case, do we have scope to presume--considering the importance 
seems to have been given to the aspects of ‘sacred geometry’ in the 
construction of Konarak temple-- that the builders of this monumental 
temple had the positioning of the sanctum in alignment with the sunrays on a 
particular day or days of the year, probably on the day of Magha Saptami in 
their mind?  
 
We face a problem in coming out with a definite answer to this. The 
entrance of the Jagamohana remains closed. The dimension of the image 
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that was in sanctum is not clear. Hence, physical validation through 
scientific means is not a reality now. However, simulating a mathematical 
model could be a possibility, which this researcher is currently working on.   
 
Even in the absence of such empirical data, considering the fact that a holy 
dip at sunrise on the Magha Saptami day (when northward movement of sun 
takes definite effect) has been pivotal to the importance of Konarak, we can 
safely presume that the corner or angle, whichever way we understand the 
term, designated by kon in the context of Konarak is northeast.   

Post script: Konarak in Iran 
 
Kon seems to be a universal term. The primitive tribes of Austro-Asiatic and 
Dravidian origin use the term as much as the speakers of Indo-Aryan do. 
Even the English terms such as ‘cone’, ‘conical’ based on Latin conus 
(derived from Greek konus show definite affinity with the term. Depending 
on the context, Vedic people used a number of terms to denote ‘angle’ and 
most common of them is Karna. The term Karna means ‘sun’, ‘the son of 
Pritha (or Kunti) by Surya’ and hence the sun nexus of the term would be 
obvious. Karna denoting ‘ray’ or ‘beam of light’ is considered to be the 
basis for the Greek term Karneios, which means ‘radiant’. This establishes 
the nexus between angle and ray. The Peruvian prefix Kon means ‘sun’ and 
the mythical sun- king who claimed direct descent from sun is called Kon-
Tiki. The ‘Grandfather the Sun’ of Osage Indian myth is called Wah-Kon-
Tah.  
 
Being encouraged by such wide prevalence and antiquity of the term this 
author would like to draw the attention of readers to a finding made by him 
regarding the occurrence of Konarak as a place name in Iran as many as four 
times. In Iran, on the Gulf of Oman, just about 3 k.m away from the main 
coastline and only 500 meters away from a brackish water lake, we come 
across a village called Konarak (25*26’N\59*04’E). At 25*21’N\60*23’E, 
there is a coastal village called Konarak, located barely 500 meters away 
from the coast of Arabian Sea on the Gulf of Oman. About 6.5 k.m away 
from Persian Gulf there is yet another village called Konarak 
(29*52’N\86*06’E). Again, in the Plateau of Iran, Konarak 
(29*45’N\59*50’) as a place name occurs. Can these occurrences be mere 
coincidence? Not likely, for Konarak as a place name in Iran does not occur 
in isolation. Chilika is a place name as well as the name of a famous 
brackish water lake near Konarak in Orissa. We come across Chilika 
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sar(36*49’N\49*37’60’E) in Iran. In Orissa, Narkan is a tiny village near 
Konarak on the way to Gop; there is also a village called Narkan 
(35*40’N\53*28’E) in Iran. Sarda is a village located between Konarak and 
Gop in Orissa and Sardha (37*50’N\47*26’E) is a village in Iran as well. 
Marad is a village near Belpokhari in Konarak area in Orissa and Marad is a 
village (30*30’N\48*18’E) in Iran. In Orissa Golara is a protected forest and 
Golara garh is a village in the vicinity of Konarak; both Gollar 
(38*17’N\45*54’E), Golhar (33*53’N\50*59’E) are place names in Iran. We 
come across a village called Ansara to the north of Konarak in Orissa 
whereas Ansar is a village (33*14’N\50*19’E) in Iran. Bam is an oft 
repeated place name in Iran (29*06’N\58*20’E, 36*53’N\57*55’E) and Bam 
is a place name that occurs near Konarak in Orissa. Aruhan is a place near 
Konarak in Orissa, where ancient monuments are found whereas we come 
across Arhan (36*17’N\48*53’E) in Iran. Kanas is a place located about 17 
k.m away from Sakigopal and about 50 k.m away from Konarak in Orissa. 
Kanas (30*26’N\52*32’E) is a place name in Iran as well. Above all, Puri- 
the name of the place where the world-famous Jagannath Temple is located- 
occurs in Iran (26*21’N\61*16’E) as well. These identical name clusters 
occurring in both the regions cannot be treated as accidental. 
 
The influence of Iranian Maga priests on sun worship in India is a well-
documented fact. The Mahabharata appears to have been familiar with the 
fire-sun worshipping priests from Sakadvipa. It is generally held that the 
first wave of the Magas may have entered India in the wake of Achaemenid 
invasion in the 5th century B.C. 13 In many later puranas, there are direct 
references to the coming of the Magas from Sakadvipa to India with a view 
to accepting priesthood in sun temples.14 Samba, the builder of the sun 
temple at Multan has been credited with bringing Maga priests on the advice 
of Narada. It is said that Sakadvipa must have been situated in Iran, most 
probably in eastern Iran.15 The sun images in India including the images at 
Konarak in their northern dress, girdle round the waist and high boots 
covering the feet bear indelible marks of Iranian influence. It is pertinent to 
note that one of the chief features of Magi-cult was their worship of sun- god 
and fire-god under the name of Mithra with eastward position, which is the 
case with Konarak in Orissa as well. 
 
On the basis of above, this author proposes that a proper understanding of 
the genesis of sun worship in Konarak calls for a detailed probe beyond the 
confines of recorded history, epigraphy, medieval and later literature. 
Probably we need to follow the lead given by the place names, consult the 
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faiths of sun worshipping tribes, for whom the sun is the supreme god, and 
pick up clues from their collective memories and reconstruct the migratory 
routes of ancient societies. After all, place names are considered to be 
providing a ‘fossil representation’ of an immemorial past.   
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