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GLOSSARY 

I. Tamil Terms 

akam: the inner part; in poetics, the poetry of love 
patikam: a poem often or eleven stanzas, usually in praise of a deity 
payiram: introduction, preface 
puram: the outer part (opposed to akam); in poetics, the poetry of 

heroism and war 
talapuratfam: the traditions of a sacred site; see sthalapurana 
velaja: a non-Brahmin agricultural caste in Tamilnatu 

II. Sanskrit Terms 

adharma: disorder; unrighteousness 
amfta: the nectar of the gods; the drink of immortality 
apsaras: a celestial maiden 
ardhanart: the androgyne 
asrama: a retreat, the dwelling place of a sage in the wilderness; also, 

one of the four conventional stages in the life of a Brahmin 
(student, householder, forest-dweller, renouncer) 

asura: a demon; an enemy of the gods 
a'svamedha: the horse-sacrifice 
avatara: an incarnation (literally "descent") of God on earth 
bhakti: devotion; love 
bhiita: a ghost or spirit 
brahmacarin: a celibate; a student (in the first of the four asramas) 
brahmarakfasa: a high class of demons; a Brahmin rak$asa 
Brahmin: a priest; a member of the first of the four social classes 
deva: a god 
dharma: order (the proper order of the universe); also, the proper 

conduct demanded of the individual as a member of a social 
category; righteousness 

dtkfita: one who has been consecrated in preparation for ritual per
formance (e.g., a sacrifice) 

gandharva: a celestial musician 
gopura: the gateway into a shrine; often a tall tower set over the en

trance 
kapalika: Siva as the bearer of a skull (kapala); a worshiper of Siva 

who carries a skull 
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X f i  Glossary 

karma: action; by extension, the law by which one's actions deter
mine one's fate 

lihga: the phallus; the symbol of Siva 
mati4apa: a porch or pavilion 
mantra: a sacred utterance 
may a: the divine power to create; magic; deception, fraud; illusion, 

especially the illusory appearance of the phenomenal world 
mHlasthana: the original or primary shrine in a temple 
muni: a sage; an ascetic 
pancakfara: the "five syllables"; the mantra sacred to worshipers of 

Siva, i.e., namaf} sivaya, "homage to Siva" 
pasupata: a worshiper of Siva in his form as Pasupati, "lord of 

beasts" 
prakara: the wall surrounding a shrine or temple complex 
pralaya: the dissolution of the universe; the cosmic flood 
pratitfha: stability; the firm basis of creation 
puraria: literally "old, ancient story"; a text in which myths and 

other traditions are preserved 
purohita: a domestic priest 
rak$asa: an evil demon; a goblin 
Saiva: pertaining to Siva or the worship of Siva; a devotee of Siva 
sakti: power; the goddess as a source of power 
samadhi: a state attained through deep meditation 
Soma: the elixir of immortality 
sraddha : a ceremony in honor of the dead 
svadharma: conduct prescribed for the individual as a member of so

ciety 
svayaipvara: a bridegroom test; a ceremony at which a young 

woman chooses her husband 
sthalapuratia: the traditions of a sacred site; the purat}a of a shrine 
tapas: literally "heat"; austerities; penance 
tirtha: a sacred site or shrine; originally, a ford or bathing place 
tulasi: holy basil, sacred to Vijnu 
vahana: a divine vehicle 
Vaijnava: pertaining to Vijnu or to the worship of Vijnu; a devotee 

of Vijiju 
vimana: an aerial chariot; a temple structure 
yak$a (fem. yaksl, yakfint): a class of semidivine beings; a nature 

spirit 
yogi (fem. yogini): a practitioner of yoga 
yoni: the vulva or the womb 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

On this earth circled by the sea, 
is there another land ruled by 
the three great gods? 
The heaven of the gods is here.1 

1. TAMIL MYTHOLOGY AND THE INDLAN TRADITION 

From earliest times, India has given form to many of its most vital 
ideas through the medium of myth. The labyrinthine world of 
Hindu mythology has always been known to us principally from 
classical texts in Sanskrit—the Vedas, the Brahmaoas, the two 
epics, and the major puranas. It is in the works of this last category, 
the puranas (the name means "old," "ancient story"), that Hindu 
myths have crystallized in their classical forms. Yet within this vast 
world there exist, and no doubt have for long existed, individual 
traditions of mythology proper to the various historic centers of 
Indian civilization. One of the most extensive of such traditions is 
that of the Tamil region (Tamilnatu) in southern India. This area is 
the home of an ancient culture revealed to us by a large corpus of 
Tamil literary texts dating back to the first centuries of this era; 
these poetic texts—known as "Caiikam" literature, since they are 
said by legend to have been submitted to an "academy," Caiikam, 
of poets in the city of Maturai—were clearly produced by a 
flourishing south Indian civilization with its own distinctive charac
ter and world view.2 Tamilnatu is also the birthplace of two power
ful devotional movements, connected with the worship of the gods 
Siva and Vijnu, which, from approximately the seventh century 
onwards, left an enduring imprint on Hindu culture generally. The 
Tamils have thus made a major contribution to Indian civilization; 
yet many aspects of this contribution are still largely unknown. 
This study is intended to fill an important gap in our knowledge of 
south India—for Tamilnatu has recorded a local tradition of 
mythology extraordinary in its variety and imaginative range, and 
differing in many respects from the classical northern tradition. 
These Tamil myths provide us with a regional variant of Hindu 
mythology of peculiar interest and importance, not least because of 
the long tradition of continuous cultural activity in this region. De-
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4 Mythology and Tradition 

spite the enormous extent and the intrinsic importance of this 
Tamil literature of myth, it has so far been virtually ignored by 
Western scholars. 

The following pages are an attempt to explore some major 
themes of this literature. One outstanding feature must be men
tioned at once: the Tamil myths were written down in texts at
tached to individual shrines in the Tamil land. Tamilnatu is graced 
by hundreds of such shrines, some of them very old, most of them 
popular sites of pilgrimage. Nearly all such shrines have produced 
one or more works in which their traditions have been given poetic 
form. These works are known in Sanskrit as mahatmyas ("majesty," 
"greatness") or sthalapuratfas ("ancient stories of a sacred site"); in 
Tamil they are generally referred to as talapuratfam .3 Every work of 
this class records the traditions that have grown up around a shrine 
and its locale, and that are used to explain and to sustain the shrine's 
claim to sanctity. Taken together, these texts, whether composed 
in Sanskrit, Tamil, or in rare cases Telugu, embody a rich tradition 
of mythology unique to the Tamil area. 

The Tamil myths are, nevertheless, a part of the wider world of 
Hindu mythology; however different their orientation, however 
local their concerns, they are by no means independent of the clas
sical Sanskritic tradition. On the contrary, they have taken many of 
the most famous northern myths (and at least as many of the 
lesser-known stories as well) and adapted them to their own pur
poses, often transforming them considerably in the process. The 
Tamil myths share a common pantheon with the classical Sanskrit 
puranas and with other regional literatures—although purely local, 
Tamil figures, such as VaJJi, the beloved second wife of Murukan, 
do exist. Clearly, the Tamil tradition is complex and multilayered. 
Northern and indigenous elements have merged in the tradition of 
every major Tamil shrine. The deity of each shrine will have both a 
local name and mythological history, and an entire complex of 
names, attributes, and myths derived from the northern, classical 
deity with whom he is identified. For example, Siva at Maturai is 
known as Sundaresvara, "the beautiful lord" (Tamil Cokkalinkam 
or Cokkecar); his bride there is Mlnakji, "the fish-eyed" (Tamil 
Minatciyamman). The myths told about Sundaresvara and MinakjI 
are replete with local elements, some of which no doubt have pre
historic roots; the stories all take place in Maturai and the surround
ing region. Yet Sundaresvara is clearly identified with Siva, and 
Minakji with Parvati, Siva's consort in the classical puraijas; both 
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Mythology and Tradition 5 

deities are often described in terms directly borrowed from the 
northern tradition. This situation is typical of the shrines we will 
study; the tradition of each sacred spot has developed through the 
fusion of local and imported elements. This is, in fact, an ancient 
process in this area. Already in the "Caiikam" anthologies of bardic 
poetry, Eftuttokai and Pattuppaffu, the assimilation of northern, 
Sanskritic elements by the Tamil tradition is readily apparent; it is 
yet more pronounced in the early Tamil epic, the Cilappatikaram 
(fifth-sixth centuries A.D.?), and by the time of the devotional 
movements, it has come to provide the very structure within which 
the mainstream of local myth and legend is subsumed. The Tamil 
local puranas are thus a subcategory of the puranic literature gen
erally, as incorporated in the Sanskrit "great" puranas (the so-called 
mahdpurarfas),4 and a seemingly endless series of related works; our 
task is to delineate the characteristic features of this distinct, fairly 
homogeneous south Indian variant of Hindu myth. 

The boundaries of the regional tradition with which we are con
cerned may be defined as the area of Tamil speech. Tamilnatu is the 
home of the oldest articulate culture in south India, and the degree 
of cultural continuity in this region is one of south India's most out
standing features. No other Dravidian language can claim so long 
and uninterrupted a tradition. Nevertheless, medieval Tamil cul
ture shares much with neighboring cultures expressed in other 
Dravidian languages. We must, therefore, distinguish between the 
specifically Tamil and the generally south Indian. For example, the 
goddess MInakji is firmly rooted in the Tamil tradition of Maturai, 
while the Vaijnava saint AntaJ (Goda) is common to both Tamil 
and Telugu sources.5 Often a pattern will be general throughout 
south India, while its individual expressions will be specifically lo
cated: thus the idea that a deity must have a second, local bride is 
very widespread in the south; but the Tamil myths of ValJi, the 
second wife of Murukan mentioned above, are fully intelligible 
only against the background of early Tamil literary conventions. 
On the level of village religion, there is an impressive similarity of 
practice and concepts over a wide area of south India;6 as we shall 
see, village cults often seem to preserve features known from the 
oldest layer of Tamil civilization. 

The basic texts for this study have thus been recorded within the 
present boundaries of Tamil speech, although other south Indian 
myths have sometimes been cited in support of an argument or for 
purposes of comparison, and classical northern mythology is al-
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6 Mythology and Tradition 

ways present as a factor in our discussion. The Tamil myths them
selves often emphasize the importance of the Tamil language, and 
in this connection they mention the Vedic sage Agastya, who is be
lieved to have come from the north to reside on the Potiyil Moun
tain near the southern tip of the subcontinent.7 The Agastya legend 
is in essence an origin myth explaining the beginnings of Tamil cul
ture: according to a widespread tradition first found in the com
mentary ascribed to Nakkirar on an early work of rhetoric, the 
Iraiyanar akapporul, Agastya was the author of the first Tamil 
grammar.8 This assertion is made in the context of the Cankam 
legend mentioned earlier, which describes the composition of the 
earliest Tamil poetry; this legend is firmly attached to Maturai, one 
of the historic centers of Tamil culture, and has a prominent place 
in the Maturai puranas. We will return to the Cankam story in con
nection with the Tamil flood myths, for the "academy" of poets 
situated in ancient times in present-day Maturai is said to have been 
the last of a series of three; the first two "academies" were located 
in cities swallowed up by the sea. Agastya is connected by the 
legend with the first two Cankam. The gods Siva, Murukan, and 
Kubera are said to have been members of the first Cankam, and 
Siva and Murukan appear again in popular myths about the third 
Caiikam, in Maturai.9 The entire cycle, with its depiction of the 
gods as Tamil poets, may be seen as an expression of love for Tamil 
and belief in its divine nature.10 But it is difficult to estimate the age 
of the legend, or even of that part of it connected with Agastya's 
southward migration; the Sanskrit epics are already familiar with 
the sage's journey to the south, including his exploits of stunting 
the growth of the Vindhya Mountains and destroying the demon 
Vatapi (eponymous with the town of Vatapi/Badami in the western 
Deccan).11 For our purposes, it is essential to realize that in its myth 
of cultural origins the Tamil tradition has fastened on a Vedic seer 
explicitly said to have come from the north. In other words, the 
tradition clearly sees itself as derived in the first instance from a 
northern source. This orientation toward the north as a source of 
inspiration and prestige is quite characteristic of Tamil culture in its 
development after the "Cankam" period, that is, after the process 
of fusing local and imported elements had reached an advanced 
stage and a rich, composite tradition had emerged. The myths of 
Agastya offer us a vantage point from which to consider this proc
ess; they also demonstrate the understanding the Tamils had of 
their own cultural history. Let us look, for example, at one later 
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Mythology and Tradition 7 

Tamil myth that explores Agastya's association with both Tamil 
and Sanskrit: 

Narada asked the sages who were gathered to the southwest of 
Sivagiri: "Who among you is best? Who has performed aus
terities in the Vedic Saiva path? Who has attained the truth and 
gained the grace of Siva? Such a one is equal to the godhead 
(civam), and him I praise. Now let me have freedom from re
birth." So saying, he disappeared and reached heaven. The 
sages agreed that Agastya fitted the description and merited 
the blessing of Narada, but at this Vyasa became angry: "What 
have you said? You must be speaking only out of politeness 
(mukaman urai). Your praises should go to Sarasvati 
(kalaivatfiyannai); she will grant release (vl[u)." Said Agastya: 
"Did not Siva (and not Sarasvati) collect the Vedas and other 
arts (kalai)?" Vyasa retorted, "You too once acquired a good 
knowledge of those Sanskrit works (vafa MM/) sung by me. Is 
there anything else (of which you can be proud)?" At this 
Agastya fell silent and left the sages, who were now greatly 
perplexed as to which of the two was greater—Agastya, who 
was a form of Siva, or Vyasa, a form of Vigiju. 

Agastya worshiped Siva until the god appeared and taught 
him a sacred mantra, saying, "This is sweet Tamil. Murukan 
will teach it all to you without leaving anything out. First wor
ship for one year in the asramas of Adikesava and Parasara, and 
then return to Sivagiri." Agastya followed this command; 
Murukan instructed him in the Tamil syllabary and the other 
parts of grammar, then disappeared into his shrine. 

When Agastya returned to the sages, he was welcomed by 
Vyasa and the rest: "You have brought mountains here so that 
the south will flourish,12 and you have enabled all to taste the 
divine drink of Tamil." Agastya put Tamil grammar in the 
form of aphorisms for the benefit of the land between Vata-
venkatam and Tenkumari, and he expounded his book to his 
twelve disciples.13 

The boundaries mentioned are the traditional northern and southern 
borders of the Tamil land: Vatavenkatam is Tirupati, the site of a 
major shrine to Vijnu-Venkates vara, whose myths are studied be
low; Tenkumari is invariably glossed by the commentators as re
ferring to a river, apparently far to the south of the present Kan-
niyakumari (Cape Comorin) at the limit of a territory that was later 
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8 Mythology and Tradition 

swallowed up by the sea.14 Agastya, the champion of Tamil, is 
honored by the sages, and even his rival, Vyasa, acknowledges his 
superiority in the end; but it should be noted that the sage learns 
Tamil only after being sent to the asrama of Parasara, Vyasa's 
father. Vyasa, the master of Sanskrit learning, insists on the 
preeminence of the goddess of learning, SarasvatI; but Vyasa is 
himself seen as an incarnation of Vijiju,15 and the Saiva author of 
our text must therefore see him defeated by Agastya, here regarded 
as a form of Siva. Other Tamil myths also make Agastya a hero of 
militant Saivism as well as the author of Tamil grammar.16 Yet the 
image of Agastya in the above myth is a complex one. Agastya's 
greatness appears to lie in his command ο (both traditions: he is well 
trained in the Sanskrit works of Vyasa, and he learns the science of 
Tamil from the god who is master and examiner of Tamil, Muru-
k aii.17 Agastya is thus a symbol of Tamil learning, not as independ
ent from or opposed to Sanskrit, but rather in harmony and con
junction with it. This cultural merger represented by the Vedic sage 
who teaches Tamil is perfectly apparent in the Tamil puraiiic litera
ture, in which Sanskrit myths, motifs, and deities are the carriers of 
a local, south Indian tradition with its own characteristic ideas and 
concerns. 

How was a unified tradition created out of these different ele
ments? The process was undoubtedly lengthy and complex. On the 
one hand, the classical culture of the "Caiikam" period certainly 
did not disappear without trace; many ancient cultural traits have 
survived, notably in village rituals, folk poetry, popular tales, and 
so on. I will return to this point below. On the other hand, a major 
contribution to the formation of Tamil culture was undoubtedly 
made by the Brahmins, who became the custodians, and in some 
cases the creators, of the traditions of Tamil shrines. Many Tamil 
puranas describe the migration of a group of Brahmin priests from 
some site in the north to the Tamil shrine, and it is certain that such 
migrations were an important historical force extending over many 
centuries. Brahmins were often settled on lands by royal grants, for 
the king could gain a much-needed form of legitimization by such a 
gift to the Brahmins.18 Those Brahmins who became attached to 
local holy places brought with them their own traditions, which 
were part of the wider Brahminical culture; but they were also in
fluenced by local factors, the most powerful of which could be
come central to the cult in its final, Brahminized form. In those 
literary sources that were either written by Brahmins or composed 
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under significant Brahmin influence—and all Tamil sthalapuratfas 

fall into this category—a standard, all-Indian framework could be 
made to absorb local themes. Here, as in other areas, we glimpse 
the unifying, synthesizing, fertilizing force that Brahminism has 
represented in the history of Tamilnatu. It is largely this force that 
allows us to speak of a single, distinctive system of Tamil mythol
ogy incorporated in literary texts composed over a period of some 
one thousand years.19 

Let us take a closer look at this phenomenon. It is by no means 
enough to divide the composite tradition with which we are deal
ing into northern and southern branches that have merged in the 
course of the crystallization of the cult. We must also notice the ex
istence of internal processes of change accompanying the process of 
assimilation. Change has occurred both within individual elements 
of the tradition and within the mature tradition as a whole. One of 
the major themes of this study illustrates the complexity of the 
problems that confront us in this area: it appears that an early ideol
ogy of sacrifice, which strongly recalls and was perhaps assimilated 
to the Vedic sacrificial cult, lies at the basis of the tradition of many 
shrines. In Chapter III we will explore the symbols that convey this 
idea, especially in relation to the main god, whose blood first re
veals the shrine. Perhaps from very ancient times the idea of sac
rifice was associated with the worship of the goddess, who is 
closely identified with the sacrifice as the source both of death and 
of new life, and who embodies basic south Indian concepts of 
woman and sacred power. The marriage myths we find in nearly 
every shrine clearly demonstrate this connection between sacrifice 
and love; they are discussed at length in Chapter IV. But the mar
riage myths also show us a second stage in the elaboration of the 
cult, a stage in which the myth of sacrifice has been radically re
worked so as to exclude the participation of the main god, the con
sort of the goddess. In the concluding chapter we will study the 
implications of this development for the orientation of Tamil 
Saivism in its most recent form. The evolution I will seek to estab
lish is in the direction of a deity ever more removed from the realm 
of death and rebirth, specifically from the violent death and restora
tion of the sacrifice: the god becomes nirmala, without taint. In 
order to do so, however, he must first transcend his own mythol
ogy; for, as we shall see, the symbols that recur in the myths leave 
little doubt that the god himself enacts the sacrifice. 

We will be concerned in the following chapters with the me-
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chanics and the meaning of this evolution. For the moment let us 
note two relevant explanations of the trend away from violence. 
The process of Brahmin accommodation to ancient Tamil religion 
has been described by George Hart in the following terms: 

"It must be remembered that, to the ancient Tamils, sacred 
forces were dangerous accretions of power that could be 
controlled only by those of low status. When the Brahmins ar
rived in Tamilnad, it was natural for them to dissociate them
selves from these indigenous forces and to characterize them
selves as 'pure,' that is, isolated to the greatest possible extent 
from polluting sacred forces; indeed, if they were to gain the 
people's respect, they had very little choice. It was also natural 
for the Brahmins to characterize the gods they introduced as 
pure and unsullied by pollution. . . . It follows that the 
Brahmins had to adopt from the high-caste non-Brahmins 
many of the customs whose purpose was to isolate a person 
from dangerous sacred power."20 

The idea that the sacred is dangerous and potentially polluting is 
undoubtedly ancient in the Tamil area, and there is every reason to 
believe that the Brahmins who settled there came to terms with this 
idea in a manner that guaranteed their own claim to purity. But it is 
noteworthy that within the Vedic sacrificial cult itself we find an 
evolution away from contact with the dangerous forces of violence 
and death that are at work in the sacrifice. This development has 
been described by Heesterman21 in terms of the emergence of the 
pratfagnihotra, the "sacrifice of the breaths," as a substitute for the 
original blood-sacrifice: by a studied system of symbolic equiva
lences, the arena of the sacrifice is transferred from the sacrificial pit 
to the mind of the Brahmin "who knows thus," and who offers up 
his own breaths (pratfa) in place of the original victim. The entire 
ritual is internalized, with the result that the actual slaughter of a 
victim is eliminated. Death and destruction are relegated to the 
chaotic world outside the individual performer of the ritual (just as 
they are made to rest beyond the confines of the sacred shrine in the 
Tamil myths). In other words, within the Brahmin tradition itself 
there was a powerful impetus toward freedom from the burden of 
death, which was an unavoidable part of the sacrificial ritual in its 
early form. It is this transformed tradition that was imported into 
south India, and that both crystallized and ultimately reinterpreted 
a local myth of violent sacrifice. Yet we shall see in the following 
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pages how vital and enduring the underlying myth has always 
been, and how quickly the religious ideology superimposed upon it 
crumbles before the inherent force of the ancient symbols. 

Note on Method 

In view of the complex nature of the tradition being studied, I have 
adopted a somewhat complex approach to my sources. I have, to 
begin with, attempted to understand the myths as they are today, 
or as they might be understood by the millions who regard them as 
living truths about their god. This is, in itself, a difficult task. But a 
comparison of the myths of many shrines revealed a number of re
current patterns and symbols, which seemed to express ideas at 
variance with the declared themes of the authors. I have brought 
these patterns together and interpreted them with the help of all the 
sources available to me. Myth is by nature a conservative medium; 
symbolic images survive in late versions, where they may be given 
a completely new role or left incongruously opposed to the new 
context.22 How, then, is one to know which elements are more ar
chaic than others? In our case there is, first of all, the aid offered by 
classical sources in Tamil (such as the bardic anthologies and the 
two epics, the Cilappatikaram and Mat}imekalai), which tell us a 
good deal about the ancient religion of the Tamils. As I have stated, 
some features of the classical culture seem to have survived in vil
lage cults in the Tamil area; the villages often seem to have pre
served a direct link to the ancient past, and village myths often shed 
light on the underlying themes of Tamil puraijic myths. We will see 
a number of examples of this phenomenon. To name but a few in 
advance of their discussion: there is the village cult of blood-
sacrifice, which explains many persistent features of the puranic 
myths of Mahigasura (the idea of the transfer of power, the role of 
the buffalo, and so on); the transvestite worship of the goddess, 
which helps us to understand the puranic myths of sex reversal; the 
village cults of demon-worship, which are akin in some ways to the 
puranic myths of the demon-devotee; the identification in folk 
myths of Mlnakji, the goddess of Maturai, with Kannaki, the 
heroine of the Cilappatikaram, and of the god of Maturai with the 
serpent. These and other examples of the link between folk tradi
tion and Brahminized myths will be studied at length below. There 
exist a number of useful descriptions of south Indian village reli
gion;23 in addition, much of the folk mythology of the Tamil re-
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gion was written down in the form of folk epics or ballads during 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Almost all of these compo
sitions are clearly oral in origin, like the oral epic recorded by 
Brenda Beck in the Coimbatore region;24 other such oral narratives 
are still in circulation. The rich mythology of the Tamil folk epic 
deserves a separate study; I have cited the sources that exist today in 
print when they are relevant to our discussion. I have also included 
a number of oral myths collected during a period of research in 
Tamilnafu; like the folk epics, these oral traditions often appear to 
have preserved archaic features with more fidelity than the 
Brahminized literary texts. 

In order to avoid the dangers of tautology and circular reasoning, 
the village myths must, of course, be used with some care. Not all 
elements of the folk tradition are necessarily "archaic." Although 
the oral transmission of south Indian mythology was basically a 
conservative process, the folk tradition was by no means independ
ent of puranic sources or of the processes of change within the 
Tamil Saiva tradition generally. One prominent example of 
puranic influence on folk mythology—in the Maturai myths of 
MInakgI and the Pantiya king—is discussed below. Clearly, the vil
lage traditions are most helpful when they support a conclusion al
ready postulated on the basis of the internal evidence of the 
puranas—in other words, when an underlying theme related to a 
folk theme emerges from the literary texts despite obvious attempts 
to obscure it. The folk sources cited in the following pages do, in 
fact, support the existence of an underlying layer of Tamil myth 
that has been hidden under later attempts to isolate the deity from 
impurity. 

We may also seek help from literary sources produced after the 
"Cankam" period—both the medieval "epi-puranic" literature of 
poems sung in praise of local deities and their shrines, a literature 
more or less contemporaneous with the Tamil puraiias them
selves;25 and, more important, the earlier classics of the Saiva tradi
tion, especially the Tevaram hymns. The Tevaram constitutes the 
first seven books of the Tamil Saiva canon; it consists of poems 
sung, according to the tradition, by the three early saints of Siva, 
Tirunanacampantar, Appar (both probably of the seventh century), 
and Cuntaramurtti (ninth century?). Like the Tamil myths, the 
Tevaram poems are associated with individual shrines.26 As the 
Saiva tradition itself recognized,27 the textual tradition of the 
hymns is not always reliable; nevertheless, the Tevaram poems of 
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any given shrine usually reveal the local cult in a mature form, with 
the names and in many cases the major myths of the local deities 
already established. The poets often allude to prominent features of 
the local cult, and in this way they sometimes offer clues to the 
original basis of the local myths. 

Many elements of Tamil mythology have close analogues in the 
Tamil hagiographic tradition. The lives of the sixty-three Saiva 
saints (nayanmar) were codified in the twelfth century by Cekkilar 
in the TiruUotffarpuratfam, usually known as the Periyapuratfam (the 
twelfth book of the Saiva canon). At many points these hagiog-
raphies are important aids to our understanding of Tamil myths: an 
outstanding example is the story of Karaikkalammaiyar, which is 
in effect a hagiographic variant of the myth of Nili, the ancient 
goddess of Tiruvalaiikatu.28 

I must also mention here one of the best-loved of all Tamil liter
ary works, Kampan's Tamil adaptation of the Ramayatfa, the 
Iramavataram.29 The Tamil cultural achievement, and the decisive 
themes and problems of Tamil devotional religion, receive perhaps 
their finest expression in Kampan's verses. I have referred often to 
Kampan in the course of this study, and in Chapter V an attempt is 
made to interpret in some detail Kampan's version of an important 
myth of a demon-devotee. 

In the end, however, all the above are no more than auxiliary 
sources, and one must rely above all upon the internal evidence of 
the puranic texts. The principles that have guided my analysis may 
be simply stated. When the evident force of a symbol appears to 
conflict with the interpretation offered by our source, we may sus
pect that a historical change has taken place. For example, the con
stantly recurring theme of the wounding of the deity30 is never, to 
my knowledge, explicitly related by the Tamil puranas to the god's 
death in sacrifice; it is, in fact, never really explained at all, except as 
a common sign of the divine presence in a site. Nevertheless, when 
seen together with its related motifs, this theme can hardly be sepa
rated from the ancient concept of sacrifice. The myth most closely 
linked with the theme of wounding the deity is that of Siva's mar
riage to the local goddess; as I will attempt to demonstrate, this 
union is characterized by the god's violent death and rebirth. Yet 
such is not the standard understanding of the divine marriage in the 
puranic texts, which usually describe Siva's marriage in very differ
ent terms, as a harmonious union with a meek, submissive bride. 
The violent aspects of the marriage have been projected on to the 
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battle between the goddess and her demon enemies. This conclu
sion is not simply a case of imaginative interpretation: it must be 
stressed that the texts themselves preserve traces of the identification 
of Siva with the demon-victim. I have operated on the working 
assumption that even late texts retain evidence of earlier stages in 
the development of the tradition, and that such earlier stages, even 
when obscured by a later ideology, proclaim their existence 
through apparent anomalies in the narration. It is, on the whole, 
better to assume that all elements in the myths are meaningful and 
can sustain interpretation than to believe that chance alone has pro
duced such anomalies—let us at least assume that our texts have 
meaning! In studying these myths, I have thus tried to isolate those 
symbols that stubbornly persist despite their apparent incongruity 
or inconsistency with the general tenor of the myths; I have then 
attempted to discover whether these symbols are related to one 
another in a coherent manner, and whether they point to the exist
ence of an earlier level of meaning than that suggested by the 
explicit statements of the texts. As will become clear, the Tamil au
thors are, in fact, particularly fond of rationalizing older, inherited 
patterns whose original force is still quite evident from the mythic 
images used by the narrative. 

Another element in the analysis is important here. I have already 
noted that many Tamil myths are reworkings of classical Sanskrit 
myths. For example, the marriage myths that are so prominent in 
the Tamil tradition are directly related, in their present format, to 
the Sanskrit myths of Siva's marriages (to Parvat! and SatI I Uma). 
But the import of the Tamil myths is, in general, very different 
from that of the Sanskrit models. Here local south Indian ideas have 
been absorbed within the framework of Sanskritic myths of the di
vine marriage. Clearly, it is necessary to define the changes made 
by the Tamil versions in their inheritance, especially since such 
changes often coincide with the anomalies and inconsistencies men
tioned above. Thus when the Tamil myths declare Mahi^asura to 
be a devotee of Siva who offers a lihga to the goddess,31 we must 
note (a) the discrepancy between this description and the standard 
Sanskrit accounts of Mahijasura, and (b) the unusual relation
ship—a symbolic marriage—between the demon and the goddess, 
who subsequently marries Siva at a local shrine. Both of these ele
ments are part of a basic, hidden pattern of myth. 

Such a pattern becomes readily apparent from a comparison of 
the myths of many shrines. No single shrine offers a complete pic-
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ture of the major elements and concerns of Tamil mythology; it is 
only by comparing the many variants of a myth that we can arrive 
at an understanding of the true importance of the motifs and the 
underlying conceptions that they convey. When we find the same 
elements recurring consistently, albeit in varying forms, in the tra
ditions of many shrines, we approach a definition of the basic com
ponents of Tamil mythology. I have therefore surveyed a fairly 
wide sample of the literature and have avoided concentrating too 
heavily on the traditions of any one spot. 

Although I have always tried to find a "primary" literary source 
for each myth—that is, a narration of the myth in verse, in either 
Sanskrit or Tamil—I have not hesitated to rely on other sources as 
well, such as prose retellings, commentaries, popular devotional 
hymns, and folk sources. In fact, the distinction between "pri
mary" and "secondary" is in this case largely irrelevant, since even 
the verse originals of the Tamil puranas are nearly always deriva
tive: the myths antedate the written versions, often by many cen
turies. As I have already hinted, the literary sources of Tamil 
mythology have always existed alongside, and indeed been 
nourished by, an unbroken oral tradition. Local traditions handed 
down by word of mouth have been recorded in different periods in 
various forms. Today, for example, the poetic texts of the puranas 
are no longer available in most shrines; their place has been taken 
by a popular literature (in prose) of pilgrims' handbooks, in which 
the main myths and rituals attached to the shrine are summarized. 
These works, which are usually produced by the temple authorities 
(the devasthanam) in limited editions run off local printing presses, 
embody an essentially oral tradition, although in some cases they 
have merely summarized or abridged the sthalapurdrfa. I have used 
these pamphlets to supplement the information of the puranas; in a 
few cases, when I was unable to obtain a copy of the original 
purana, I have cited these prose versions instead. I have also re
corded a number of oral myths from Tamil shrines. The fact that 
many of the myths cited below were written down only in the 
fairly recent past says little about the date of their origins. 
Moreover, many would argue today that any version of a myth, 
however late, deserves consideration as evidence of the living 
power of the myth and its meaning for the narrator. 

In the interests of economy, I have for the most part summarized 
myths instead of translating them. Extensive translations would 
have meant a work several times the length of the present study.32 

 
������������������������� 



Mythology and Tradition 

For the same reason, versions extracted from modern, secondary 
sources have been summarized, and have been printed as extracts. 
Direct quotations from secondary sources will be in quotation 
marks. In reducing the prolix narratives of the puraijas to more 
manageable size, I have at times had to omit whole episodes as well 
as material extraneous to the plot (such as hymns of praise, allegor
ical interpretations, lists of ritual rewards to be gained from wor
ship at a shrine, and so on); but I have always striven to record the 
essential elements of each myth as accurately as possible. I have, 
however, introduced one major change for the benefit of the non-
Tamilist: I have replaced the Tamil names for the gods with their 
standardized Sanskrit equivalents (for example, Siva for Civan, 
Vijnu for Tirumal, and so on) in the case of figures drawn from the 
common stock of Hindu myth. Names that are unique to Tamil 
mythology, and place names generally, have been retained in their 
Tamil form.33 

In referring to the Sanskrit epics and the mahapuratfas, I have used 
the recent "critical" editions, relying not only on the text in its "re
constituted" form, but on the possibilities made available by the 
apparatus. Thus in citing these texts, I often refer to lines or verses 
deleted by the editors. For the Mahabharata, however, I have usu
ally studied the text of the Southern Recension before referring to 
the Poona edition, and in some cases Southern Recension is cited in 
addition to the Poona text. The major exception to the practice out
lined above is my use of a more traditional text of the Harivattfsa; 

here, one feels, the "critical" edition has gone too far in excising 
essential material from the text. No truly critical editions exist of 
any of the Tamil puranas or of the related folk sources mentioned 
earlier.34 

Throughout this study I have concentrated on explaining the 
myths in their Indian context. Many parallels to these myths exist 
in the mythologies of other peoples, but I have felt that it is impor
tant first to understand the tradition within its own terms. Those 
who might wish to explore structural or thematic comparisons 
with the myths of other cultures, or who bring to the study of 
myth the particular biases of their own disciplines, will, it is hoped, 
be able to make use of the summaries of the Tamil sources. But I 
must confess to having followed my own interests and instincts in 
exploring the uncharted world of the Tamil puranas. I have not 
hesitated to pursue those themes that appeared to me to be of cru
cial importance for understanding Tamil culture. For the following 

 
������������������������� 



Ritual of Pilgrimage 17 

chapters are an attempt not only to describe but also to interpret the 
Tamil myths in the light of what appears to be their major con
cerns; and no doubt in the study of myth, as in the writing of his
tory, the very act of selection implies the existence of a personal 
interpretation. 

2. THE RITUAL OF PILGRIMAGE 

Since the major sources of Tamil mythology are so closely tied to 
local shrines, the Tamil myths are naturally associated with temple 
worship and, in particular, with the ritual of pilgrimage (tirtha-
yatra). It may, therefore, be helpful to take a preliminary look at 
this phenomenon in its classic south Indian form before turning to 
the myths themselves. The Tamil land is crowded with sacred sites, 
which are regularly visited by thousands of devotees; each Tamil 
talapuratfam seeks to justify pilgrimage to the particular shrine to 
which it is attached. This is a pilgrim's literature, produced for the 
benefit of worshipers in living centers of pilgrimage, often by 
pilgrim-poets.1 The first extensive examples of this kind of litera
ture are found in the ttrthayatraparvan of the Mahabharata, where 
localized myths are cited to glorify individual shrines.2 By the time 
of the Tamil talapuranam, we find a standard literary form in which 
the pilgrim is offered essential information about the shrine to 
which he has come. 

What does the pilgrim need to know? Above all, he is concerned 
with the specific powers and individual features that have given the 
site its sacred character. The purana composed at this spot will 
therefore provide him with the traditional history of the shrine, 
including its (usually miraculous) discovery and the adventures of 
those important exemplars (such as gods, demons, serpents, and 
men) who were freed from sorrow of one kind or another by wor
shiping there. Basic elements of the sacred topography will be iden
tified, and subsidiary shrines may be brought into relation with the 
main deity of the site. Any local idiosyncrasies in ritual or in the 
structure of the cult (for example, the Monday fast at Maturai, the 
forty-day women's vow at Cucintiram, the exact plan of festivals 
in many shrines) will be explained by a myth. The purana will also 
offer lists of the ritual benefits to be gained from worship at the 
shrine. In most cases these are fairly standard: the site frees one 
from evil of various sorts, from ignorance, disease, the conse
quences of one's misdeeds, and so on. Occasionally a shrine will 
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establish a reputation as "specializing" in the treatment of a particu
lar sort of evil: thus Vaitticuvarankoyil, for example, is renowned 
as the site where Vaidyanatha-Siva, "the lord who is a physician," 
cures his devotees of all diseases. 

Nearly always the "home" shrine, the subject of the puraija, is 
glorified at the expense of all others; each shrine claims to be the site 
of creation, the center of the universe, and the one spot where sal
vation is most readily obtainable. Many stories illustrate these 
claims of superiority: for example, we are often told that the 
Ganges itself is forced to worship in a south Indian shrine in order 
to become free of the sins deposited by evildoers who bathe in the 
river at KasI (Benares).3 A man who was bringing the bones of his 
father to Benares for cremation stopped at Tiruvaiyaru for the 
night; in the morning he discovered that the bones had grown to
gether into the shape of a linga. When he set off again for Benares, 
they were separated again—and thus he realized the greater sanc
tity of Tiruvaiyaru.4 The shrines of the Tamil land define them
selves in contrast to (or in imitation of) famous shrines of the north: 
thus we have a Tenkaci, a Daksinaprayaga (Tirukktitalaiyarrur), a 
Dakginadvaraka (Mannarkup), a Dakginamanasa (at Vetaraniyam), 
several Dakginakailasas, etc. These claims are typical of a pilgrim's 
literature.5 They might also be seen as the pilgrim's equivalent of 
what has been termed "henotheism," that is, the worship, in the 
context of a plurality of acknowledged gods, of each god in turn as 
supreme.6 The denigration of other gods/shrines is the simple 
corollary of praising the momentary favorite; the same principle 
operates in relation to the praise (prasasti) offered to kings, patrons, 
and gurus. 

What is the pilgrim's experience in this land of temples? There 
is often, to begin with, the long, uncomfortable journey to the 
shrine, which may be defined as a form of asceticism, tapas.7 The 
journey is, however, only the prelude to a deeper sense of self-
sacrifice. Once the pilgrim arrives at the shrine, he sees before him 
the towering gopuras or gates set in the walls that enclose the sacred 
area. He leaves his shoes outside the gate; he will also usually 
undergo an initial purification by bathing, which prepares him for 
contact with the powerful forces inside.8 Once the pilgrim is 
through the gopura, the real journey begins. This is a journey into 
the self, and backwards in time. The tall gopuras of the south Indian 
temple create a sense of dynamism, of movement away from the 
gate and toward the center, which is locked inside the stone heart of 
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the main shrine. There lies the sacred force contained within the 
walls, rendered accessible only through the strong ties that bound 
it, and through the ritual ordering of the universe within. The wor
shiper first circles around the temple compound, offering obeisance 
at minor shrines, always keeping the main sanctuary on his right; 
he circumscribes the center in an individual act of demarcation, just 
as the stone walls forever mark its limits. At length he will pene-· 
trate into the recesses of the main shrine and come to rest before the 
garbhagfha, where the image of the deity is located. Here he has ar
rived at the farthest reach of his wandering; hidden away in stone 
and darkness, as in a cave in the bowels of the earth, lies the symbol 
of the god, which is imbued with the divine power whose deeds are 
narrated in our myths. Knowledge, or truth, is, in the eyes of the 
Hindus, by nature esoteric; it is buried, lost, to be recovered from 
the depths of the sea or from the darkness of the earth.9 The temple 
expresses in its very structure this search for hidden wisdom: the 
gopuras point us inward, to the cave. But the garbhagfha is, literally, 
a "house of the womb"; at this spot the pilgrim is conceived afresh, 
to be reborn without taint, with all the powers latent in the new
born child.10 He is not, indeed, alone in this experience; as we shall 
see, the very deity whom he worships also suffers in this site a new 
birth preceded by violent conception. Life enters the womb in 
darkness, out of the disintegration into chaos and death of an earlier 
existence. 

This interpretation is applicable to the structure of the south In
dian temple in its most mature form, which it attained only in the 
late stages of Co]a temple architecture. Earlier, the gopuras are not 
as high as the central vimana, which houses the inner sanctum; in 
the Bjrhadisvara temple at Tancavur, for example, the central 
vimana rises to a height of over two hundred feet—several times the 
height of the gates. In cases such as this, the pilgrim's passage 
through the gopuras toward the central shrine is a form of ascent— 
as, of course, it is in the many shrines built upon hills or mountains. 
Yet even here the garbhagfha remains remote, in the chamber of 
stone, and the worshiper seems to enter and reemerge from a 
womb. 

What are the pilgrim's goals? Usually there is a practical aim to 
be furthered by the pilgrimage; the worshiper comes in contact 
with a power that aids him in his mundane existence. How is this 
accomplished? On one level, we seem to find an archaic concept of 
exchange: the pilgrim gives something of himself to the god or 
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goddess, and the deity returns this offering in a renewed form. We 
will explore this concept further in the context of the myths of mar
riage. More generally, the pilgrim seeks the help of the god in re
sponse to his devotion, bhakti. The act of pilgrimage is itself an ex
pression of bhakti for the god in his specific, located home. IfI have 
stressed the pragmatic orientation of the worshiper, it is, of course, 
through no wish to doubt the intensity of his encounter with his 
lord; rather, my intention is to clarify an important issue. Again 
and again we are told that a shrine provides the devotee with both 
material reward (bhukti) and release (mukti). The former is a clear 
enough goal, while the latter would, on the surface, appear to coin
cide with the ideal of renunciation as proclaimed in the Upanijads 
and later texts. This is not, however, the case; it is important to 
realize that no one in Tamilnatu goes on pilgrimage to attain re
lease. What has happened in the Tamil tradition is that the world-
renouncing goal of the ascetic has been redefined as equivalent to 
bhakti. Pilgrimage comes to substitute for sannyasa.11 To illustrate 
this development, we may turn to a Tamil variant of a well-known 
theme—the problem of overcrowding in the muktipada, the zone of 
release: 

The gods complained to Siva that evil people without merit 
were going to Viruttacalam and reaching Siva's feet. "What is 
the use of the preeminence you have given us?" they asked. 
"No one worships us, we receive no sacrificial portions, no 
one offers anything to the sun or to Yama, hell is deserted and 
the positions reached by tapas are ruined. Help us!" Siva an
swered: "You yourselves reached your present status by per
forming tapas at Mutukunram. Would it be right (ntti) to stop 
others from worshiping there? You too should worship at 
Mutukunram and reach the muktipada." The gods went to the 
shrine, bathed in the Maiiimutta River, which is the river of 
the liberated (muttanati), and meditated on Siva, who granted 
them a vision of his dance of knowledge.12 

Siva shows himself to be quite indifferent to the gods' distress. In 
fact, his suggestion to them implies that everyone should attain 
mukti—a direct reversal of the basic assumption of the Sanskrit 
myths about the muktipada.13 This reversal causes a theoretical 
problem: if everyone goes to the zone of release, a dangerous im
balance results, with heaven overflowing and hell empty.14 Yet 
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these considerations, so basic to Sanskrit myths, are largely disre
garded by the Tamil text: the power of the shrine has become an 
absolute. The shrine must offer salvation to all, whatever the con
sequences. But let us take a closer look at the meaning of this story. 
The gods descend from heaven to earth, to the shrine, where they 
are granted a vision of Siva's dance of knowledge. It is this vision 
that, by implication, is equated with salvation; and there is no rea
son why all cannot possess it, without threatening the gods in their 
celestial bastions. In other words, the myth directs us not to heaven 
but to earth, which has become the locus of mukti: even before wit
nessing the dance, the gods bathe in the River of the Liberated, 
which flows through the sacred site. Mukti is present for the de
votee within the conditions of his life on earth. This is a develop
ment of particular importance. Tamil devotional religion can dis
pense with heaven altogether, for the shrine is superior to any 
world of the gods. When King Varakunapaotiyan asks to see the 
world of Siva, the god brings his world to earth (aw ulakai ivv ulak' 
ifai varuvittu);15 afterwards the king is said to have ruled the city of 
Maturai, which was wealthier than Ponnakar, the golden city of the 
gods, and which was famed as "the world of Siva on earth" 
(puvulakir civalokam ennav icaippafa) .16 The same title (piiloka-
civalokam) is attributed to Tiruvorriyur, Tiruvitaimarutur, and 
other shrines.17 

One might go still further and maintain that bhakti movements in 
general, and certainly the mainstream devotional movements of 
southern India, are oriented toward life in this world, with its con
ventional social categories; far from being revolutionary in a social 
sense, bhakti religion—except in its most extreme manifestations— 
tends toward the preservation of the social order through the 
sanctification of the present.18 Having inherited the goal of world-
renunciation from an earlier stage of Indian religion, bhakti stands it 
on its head and directs man back to life on earth. The bhakta is 
commanded to live not in some future heaven but here, in the pres
ent moment, through a recognition of the divine within him and 
within the world in which he lives. Already in the Bhagavadgita, 
bhakti provides in effect a practical answer to the fascination of re
nunciation; Kpsna reveals himself to Arjuna, and thus convinces 
him to return to the battle, to his socially prescribed role. In Tamil 
mythology, the world—and in particular the Tamil land—is clearly 
consecrated as the realm of the divine. The myths never tire of de-
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scribing the god's participation in our lives; Siva's "amusements" 
(tiruvi{aiydfal) at Maturai often take the form of a sudden revelation, 
in which men are made to confront the divine presence that per
vades their universe. The bhakta poets cannot help celebrating the 
world. See, for example, how Kampan describes a sunrise: 

The sun whose death the day before 
recalled the death of all who suffer endless rebirths, 
that sun which is without birth 
was born again 
and thus made one forget heaven and all other pure worlds.19 

Why did the sunrise make those who beheld it forget heaven? Ac
cording to the commentators on this verse, the point is that the sun, 
which is not born and never dies, provides a contrast to the lives of 
creatures who suffer endless rebirths and recurring death; the use of 
the verbs ira, "to die," andpira, "to be born," to describe the pre
vious day's sunset and the present sunrise, respectively, is therefore 
pointed and ironic, intended to drive home the contrast. The clue 
to this notion lies in the epithet pirava, "the unborn," to describe 
the sun; the sun thus makes us think of tnokfa, of a state beyond 
birth and death, and forget heaven and other worlds which, how
ever superior to life on earth, would still implicate us in the process 
of creation. "Everyone must seek mukti, in which there is no 
birth."20 But is this really the point? The verse is a celebration of 
sunrise as seen on earth; and this spectacle that the poet praises in
volves, in his words, a kind of birth for the sun. We forget heaven 
not because we are reminded of the transience of pleasures and wish 
to renounce them, but because life on earth is beautiful. And the 
essence of this joy in mundane existence is explained by the follow
ing verse, in which Rama—the god Vi$i?u incarnate, to whom the 
poet turns in worship—is (as often in Kampan) compared to the 
sun (he is the black sun brighter than the sun itself). The presence 
of Rama in the world makes life in this world full of wonder and 
happiness. 

At this point a problem arises. If the god is present everywhere, 
within the recognized conditions of our life, what purpose is served 
by the shrine? Why need the devotee take the trouble to go on pil
grimage? The boundaries between the shrine and its surroundings 
disappear in the light of the consciousness of god. Iconoclastic 
poets stress this point: 
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To the utterly at-one with Siva 

there's no dawn, 
no new moon, 
no noonday, 
nor equinoxes, 
nor sunsets, 
nor full moons; 

his front yard 
is the true Benares, 
O Ramanatha.21 

Nevertheless, the Tamil puraiiic myths insist that there is a differ
ence between the shrine and the outside world. The shrine is consis
tently idealized as a place outside of and opposed to the sway of 
time and the corruption that time brings about. Yama, the god of 
death, has no power over men who reside in the sacred area.22 Nor 
does the Kali Age, the degenerate period of time in which we live: 

The sage Sarva was worshiping Siva on the bank of the Sara-
svatl River when the Kali Age began. "Adharma now appears 
to me as dharma," he said; "where can I escape the power of 
Kali?" A voice from heaven directed him to Tiruvanciyam. 
Kali, seeing him heading in that direction, pursued him, call
ing, "Stop! You are in my power!" The sage began to run, and 
Siva sent the Kgetrapala (the guardian of the sacred site of 
Tiruvanciyam) to arrest Kali. Kali begged to be allowed to 
dwell near the shrine and to come one night a year to expiate 
his faults. He dwells there still, and the Kgetrapala is now 
known as Kalinigraha ("he who restrains Kali").23 

The shrine is beyond the power of Kali, the personification of the 
age with all its faults. Kali's task, his svadharma, involves him in 
evil, and the shrine, which is opposed to his nature, offers him a 
means of absolution. Note that Kali remains on the edges of the 
shrine near the Kjetrapala, and thus becomes, together with the lat
ter, a kind of guardian figure on the border of the sacred zone. Kali 
at Tiruvanciyam is thus one of a remarkable series of gatekeepers, 
whose presence at the border of the shrine seems to serve several 
purposes: the gatekeeper marks the transition from this world, a 
realm of sorrow, to the other-worldly shrine. Sometimes his pres-
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ence is said to be intended to deter undesired visitors from entering: 
thus Yama is stationed by Siva at the entrance to this same shrine, 
Tiruvaficiyam, to keep evil men away.24 Sinners who die at the 
shrine attain an undeserved salvation; hence Yama is made to 
punish them not with death—as he usually does—but with life, 
outside the shrine. Still, the implication of this myth is that if a 
man, be he righteous or evil, can succeed in getting past the 
gatekeeper, he is assured of salvation. The gatekeeper thus comes 
to represent a trial of inner strength; the devotee must overcome his 
fears, his doubts, his human weakness, in order to accomplish his 
pilgrimage. The following myth from Tiruvarur makes this idea 
clear: 

Indra saw that all evil men were going to heaven and reaching 
mok$a by worshiping at Acalesvara (at Tiruvariir). He there
fore called Anger, Lust, Covetousness, Hatred, Fear, Sexual 
Pleasure, Delusion, Addiction, Jealousy, and Desire and said: 
"You must prevent any man or woman who is going to the 
shrine from reaching it." They went and destroyed its reputa
tion on earth.25 

The vices employed by Indra are exactly analogous to the gate
keepers ordered to keep men away from a shrine. The gods have a 
clear enough interest in such a goal; as we have seen, the shrine 
supersedes the rituals upon which the gods depend, and offers a 
short cut to heaven. Although Indra's initial concern is with the 
dangerous and unjustified salvation of the wicked, he acts against 
man in general: no man or woman must be allowed to reach the 
shrine. The security of the gods depends upon the corruption of 
men.26 Nevertheless, we must not forget that this is a myth that 
extolls the power of a shrine; the lesson that the readers or listeners 
were no doubt intended to draw was that if they could only master 
the vices sent by Indra, and concentrate on the importance and 
power of the shrine, they could achieve final happiness by going 
there. The myth thus offers both an explanation of the fact that 
people are no longer flocking to Acalesvara—because they have 
been corrupted by Indra's messengers—and an implicit recommen
dation to the listener not to succumb to evil, or at any rate not to 
the evils commissioned by Indra to keep men away from the 
shrine. 

In some cases the test represented by the gatekeeper has a violent 

 
������������������������� 



Ritual of Pilgrimage 25 

conclusion: the devotee slays the guardian in order to unite with the 
god. Thus Siva as Bhairava impales Vigvaksena, the gatekeeper of 
Vi$pu, on his trident.27 Or, the terrifying guardian may be ap
peased by the prior worship of the devotee: Sani, malevolent planet 
of suicides, is worshiped in a shrine at TirunaUaru before one enters 
the inner sanctum of Siva;28 and the fierce image of Brahminicide 
that stands on the eastgopura at Tiruvitaimarutur receives offerings 
of salt and spices.29 Let us look for a moment at the myth told in 
connection with the latter figure, for it serves to illustrate the 
idealized nature of the universe within the gates: 

Varakunapantiyan was returning from the hunt when his 
horse inadvertently stepped on and killed a sleeping Brahmin. 
The king was afflicted by Brahminicide, and nothing he did by 
way of expiation was effective. Siva answered his prayers with 
a voice from heaven: "King, do not fear. The Cola king is 
planning to go to war against you. You will defeat him and 
pursue him, and in this way you will reach the shrine of 
Tiruvitaimarutur, where your sin will be healed." It came to 
pass as Siva had said. When the king reached Tiruvitaim
arutur, he entered the temple through the eastern gate, and his 
sin stayed outside. Siva said to him, "That shade (piramacayai) 

is still outside the eastern gate; return to Maturai through the 
western gate." The king came out through the westerngopura, 

which he called by his name.30 

The king's brahmahatyd still stands, waiting for him, at the eastern 
gate. Evil cannot penetrate the sanctuary, which represents, 
through opposition to the evil and suffering lurking outside, a zone 
of safety and freedom. Many myths describe the shedding of evil 
beyond the limits of a shrine; to cite only one more example: Rama 
is freed of the ghost of Kumbhakarpa when he approaches 
Tiruvanaikka; from the sages there Rama learns that no demon, 
Brahmarakpasa, or disease can enter the sacred bounds; but in order 
to be rid of the shadow upon leaving the shrine, Rama must atone 
for his acts of slaughter by setting up a linga there.31 The devotional 
rite cuts the bonds between Rama and the ghost forever, but we are 
never told that the ghost ceases to exist. Indeed, in the closed Hindu 
cosmos evil cannot cease to exist; it can only be distributed among 
other vehicles (as Indra distributes his crime of Brahminicide32) or 
transmuted into something else.33 The shrine exists as an island 
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surrounded by the chaos of the unredeemed; outside it, evil, death, 
and the Kali Age persist unchanged. The cost of maintaining a ref
uge from the world is isolation. 

How does the pilgrim bridge this gap? What does he derive from 
his brief sojourn in the shrine? And how, indeed, are we to under
stand the shrine's peculiar freedom from taint? Let us recall the 
ritual nature of pilgrimage; like ritual generally, the shrine pos
sesses a conventional, formal structure. It is, above all, ordered. 
Fences have been erected around the sacred, which in this way be
comes manageable and accessible. The ritual ordering of the uni
verse within the confines of the shrine creates an ideal opposed to 
the disorderly world of nature. At the heart of the shrine lies a con
centration of sacred power; but this power is restricted, channeled, 
forced into an inherited pattern of symbolic relations. Chaos is rep
resented through symbols that reflect its subjugation: the primeval 
water of the flood, the water that threatens to destroy the created 
universe and out of which the universe has emerged, exists within 
the shrine or in its vicinity in the form of a temple tank, a river, or 
the sea; similarly, the ancient forest, the dwelling of chaos that op
poses the ordered life of society, is represented in the shrine by the 
sacred tree.34 The shrine is a microcosm of the whole of creation, 
but it differs from the surrounding world by the strict ordering of 
its component elements. The pilgrim who enters this world is 
transformed in the direction of harmony. For a moment, he has left 
his world and entered an idealized cosmos, in which violent forces 
act within the limits imposed upon them; he touches these forces 
and is strengthened by them and is then redirected to the chaotic 
world outside. Through his contact with the bounded power of the 
shrine, the pilgrim brings to the sphere of his usual activity a new 
sense of borders and control. From the substratum of violent en
ergy that gives life to the universe and that inheres in limited form 
in the shrine, the worshiper derives a new vitality—and with it an 
ideal of order that he retains in the disorderly but still divinely ap
pointed realm beyond the temple bounds. 

Order and limitation are not, however, the only clues to the role 
of the shrine. Another principle, no less important than the idea of 
limitation, is at work here, in a way that brings the Tamil puranic 
myths into the mainstream of Hindu tradition. This is the principle 
of separation, the logical consequence of the concern with the con
tamination of power, and especially the power tied up with the sac
rifice. Separation may be regarded as the Brahminical ideal par ex-
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cellence, the very basis of the Brahmin preeminence: the Brahmin 
who performs the pratfagnihotra, the "sacrifice of the breaths," de
taches himself from his surroundings (and, of course, from the 
burden of evil produced by the performance of actual blood sac
rifices) and becomes an independent island of purity in the midst of 
a world corrupted by the exercise of power and the dependence 
upon power. From this point, the road to world renunciation is not 
far, and the religious ideal becomes one of absolute transcendence 
and purity, or of mokfa—release from life in this world with its in
herent evils, its unending cycles of death and rebirth, its inevitable 
pollution through contact with the violent forces that motivate 
these cycles.35 I shall refer to this ideal of freedom as "Upanigadic," 
since it reaches its first mature expression in the Upanijads. Hart 
has described a parallel process in the south Indian tradition, with 
the same goal of separation from the inherently dangerous and pol
luting centers of sacred power.36 This quest for purity finds an ex
pression in the idealization of the shrine. Of course, the pure prin
ciple of the Upanigads—the brahman that is the hidden essence of all 
things—differs from the ideal of the shrine in refusing limitation of 
any sort; its universality would seem to contrast with the limited 
manifestation of the shrine. Nevertheless, as we shall see, the Tamil 
puranic myths do proclaim a universal ideal of absolute purity, and 
the Tamil shrines often appear as individual foci of this freedom— 
as tangible symbols of an other-worldly goal of total independence. 
This is very different from the notion of control and ordered 
power; the idealization of the shrine, when taken to its farthest 
reaches, severs the link between power and pollution, thus remov
ing the shrine totally from the unclean world of death and rebirth, 
of evil, of dynamic change. The shrine comes to symbolize an un
limited, unchanging absolute. This ideal need not be described in 
this case as a final negation or transcendence of power, for a sense 
of the power that inheres in the sacred spot is never really lost, not 
even in the context of the search for utter purity; nevertheless, this 
power, if completely isolated, could in theory become independent 
of the general processes of creation out of violence and destruction. 
The shrine is depicted to the pilgrim as a self-contained entity unaf
fected by the violent forces of chaos at work outside its borders. 
Separation is the key to this ideal state, as it is in the case of 
Upani^adic idealism; the shrine shares with the Brahminical tradi
tion the desire for purity based on the exclusion of evil and on 
complete independence of the contamination of power. 
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A basic ambivalence thus seems to be attached to the Tamil 
shrine, which is both a locus of power—albeit power controlled 
and contained—and a symbol of freedom and other-worldly de
tachment. The ambivalence is all the more striking in view of the 
"this-worldly" orientation of Tamil devotional religion and the re
jection of mokfa as a primary goal.37 Despite this turning away 
from the Upanijadic ideal, the latter has left its mark on the Tamil 
puraijic tradition, both in the concept of the deity and in the depic
tion of the shrine where he is worshiped. We will return to this 
problem at a later stage, but it should already be apparent that 
Tamil bhakti religion does not lack the tension between the goals of 
power and purity—we might even say between the real and the 
ideal—that seems to be characteristic of Hinduism generally.38 In 
the classical Hindu tradition, there is little doubt of the theoretical 
superiority of the ideal of purity, which, as has been noted, under
lies the Brahmin claim to prestige. The Tamil puraijiic texts often 
appear to follow this pattern as well; we shall see how consistently 
they strive to purify the image of the deity by detaching him from 
the symbolism of power (death and rebirth). Yet if one looks at the 
Tamil tradition as a whole, one cannot but notice how the ideal of 
purity is constantly compromised by the demand for power. The 
world always encroaches on the islands of independence. The 
Tamil tradition is, in fact, cognizant of this fact: we shall see that 
one of the most important motifs in the goddess myths is that of 
the intrusion into the sealed shrine, in which the powerful virgin 
has been isolated and contained; in the myths of most Tamil 
shrines, the separation of the goddess is fatally damaged and a di
vine power unleashed upon the intruder (usually her bridegroom 
Siva). Moreover, this intrusion is, ultimately, necessary. Despite 
the persistent search for order and limitation, the myths suggest 
that it is in disorder and chaos that one meets the divine. God is 
reached precisely at the point where his isolation is breached and 
the ideal brought back to earth, or where the creative forces of 
chaos break through their bounds.39 This immediate, perhaps ex
plosive encounter takes place at the shrine, the dwelling place of a 
sacred power. This power can never be finally contained or tran
scended so long as one accepts life and yearns for the god who gives 
life. Vitality is tied up with death, with the chaos of the nether 
world (just as rta, the cosmic order, is said in the Vedas to be hid
den in the nether world40); this connection raises a problem that is 
never fully resolved, as the tradition struggles to free itself, and its 
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god, from death and from evil; but in a religion that ultimately as
serts the divine nature of terrestrial existence, power—however 
dark or mysterious its workings, however terrible its effects— 
never loses its sacred character. 

3. THE TAMIL PURANAS: TYPES AND PROTOTYPES 

If we are to believe the Tamil literary tradition, the composition of 
puranas in Tamil goes back to the very earliest period of literary 
activity: the commentary ascribed to Nakkirar on Iraiyanar 

akapporul—where we find the first complete account of the Cari-
kam myth of cultural origins—mentions a Mapuratfam and a 
Putapuratiam, both allegedly composed during the period of the 
"middle Cankam."1 Both works are lost except for stray verses 
quoted in medieval commentaries.2 Although nothing more is 
known of these books, it is not improbable that puranas were com
posed in Tamil at an early period. Several of the mahapuratfas in 
Sanskrit were probably extant by the end of the fifth century A.D. 
(the Brahmatf4a, Markatfdeya, Vayu, and Viftfu puranas).3 Tamil 
adaptations of a number of these works were made in the late medi
eval period, but it is likely that the idea of composing a pur ana, 
perhaps on the basis of earlier Sanskrit models, would have been 
carried to the Tamil area at the same time other literary forms (such 
as the kavya) were borrowed. Here, as in other areas of Tamil litera
ture, the Jains may have made an early contribution, for we hear of 
a Cantipuratfam and a Puratfacakaram, both Jain works no longer ex
tant, apparently belonging to the tenth century.4 Other early Tamil 
puranas that have been lost include a Kannivanapuratfam and 
(atacapuratfam, twelfth-century works known from inscriptions.5 

The first would appear to have been a talapuratfam. 

The puranic literature in Tamil is usually divided into three 
categories: 1) adaptations of the Sanskrit mahapuratfas; 2) hagio-
graphic puranas; and 3) talapuratfam.6 The first extant Tamil purana 
would then be the Periya puratfam of Cekkijar.7 This division is, in 
fact, rather unsatisfactory. The Periya puratfam and similar works, 
such as Katavunmamunivar's Tiruvatavuratikalpuratfam on the life 
of Manikkavacakar, share very little with the classical puraijic liter
ature; they are put in this class only by virtue of their name, which 
in this case is a misnomer. Hagiographic material is common 
enough in both the Sanskrit mahapuratfas and the mahatmya-

sthalapurana literature; the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam from Maturai, for 
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example, includes many stories of the lives of the devotees of Siva, 
but these stories appear in a work essentially devoted to myths of 
the god and his consort. The Periya puratfam, on the other hand, is 
almost solely taken up with "biographies." Adaptations of the 
mahapuratfas include such works as Cevvaiccutuvar's much-loved 
Pakavatam (a work of the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century),8 

the Tamil Kacikanfam, Ktirmapuraifam, and Ilihkapuranam of 
AtivlraramapaQtiyan (sixteenth century),9 his cousin Varatunka-
raman's Piramottarakkartfam, and the Maccapuratfam of Iracai Vata-
malaiyappapiHaiyan (1706-1707).10 Although these works are based 
directly on Sanskrit prototypes, they differ greatly from the 
Sanskrit originals both in style and in their perspective on the 
mythological materials; unlike the Sanskrit puraQas, the Tamil 
adaptations are polished and compressed, and thus belong, in ef
fect, to the kavya genre.111 have not included them in this study, as 
they are almost entirely lacking in material which is peculiarly 
southern (or have merely taken over such material from their 
source, as may be the case with the Pakavatam—since the 
Bhagavatapurarfa is often thought to have been composed in the 
south). In two cases, however, I have used texts conventionally as
signed to this category. Kacciyappamunivar's Tamil version of the 
Vinayakapurarfam was clearly based on a northern Sanskrit origi
nal,12 but has assimilated local material. And the Kantapurarfam of 
Kacciyappacivacariyar is one of the basic texts of this study. 

TheKantapurarfam is, in fact, wrongly assigned to the category of 
adaptations of the mahapuratfas. It bears no relation to the Skanda-
puratfa in its printed form, while its affinities are clearly with the 
class of talapumtfam: it celebrates Kancipuram, and in particular the 
god of the Kumarakottam shrine there (where Kacciyappa-
civacariyar is said to have composed the work), and it gives us in 
effect the myths of Murukan in the form current in the Tontai re
gion.13 The complete localization of the mythic action in the major 
shrines of the Murukan cult in Tamilnatu is apparent throughout 
the work. The Kantapurarfam claims, however, to belong to the 
Skandapuratfa.14 The Sanskrit text on which it was based is known 
from manuscripts and one recent printed edition; it too appears to 
have been composed in Kancipuram.15 This text has never been 
studied critically, and the possibility that the Tamil Kantapurarfam 
was earlier has been raised.16 Nevertheless, the evidence of the two 
texts indicates that the Sanskrit SRKh was indeed the prototype for 
Kacciyappar's composition; the latter bears all the signs of a unitary 
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work written by a single author, while the SRKh seems to be a 

composite text.17 Kacciyappar has clearly taken liberties with his 

model: for example, the myth of Murukan's second marriage (to 
VaiJi, Sanskrit Lavall, his local south Indian bride) has been re
moved from its natural context in the fifth kat}4a of the SRKh and 
used to provide a powerful, climactic ending to the Kantapurarfam 
as a whole.18 This is but one example of a skilled artist's sense of 
fitness and order; in many ways Kacciyappar's work is much richer 
and more interesting than the Sanskrit original. The Tamil text 
gives us a far more complete account of the Murukan myths of the 
south, and is particularly faithful to the ancient sources of the tradi
tion.19 The Murukan myths themselves are, of course, older than 
either of these texts. The SRKh offers a standard medieval version 
of the myths, but it was probably the great popularity of the Tamil 
Kantapuranam which was responsible for the extreme regularity and 
lack of variation in the Murukan myths recorded in the Tamil 
talapurdtfam literature as a whole. This standardization distinguishes 
the Murukan corpus from all other areas of Tamil mythology. 

The date of Kacciyappar has been the subject of much discussion, 
with estimates ranging from the eighth to the eighteenth centuries. 
Mu. Arupacalam has ably presented the evidence.20 He concludes 
that Kacciyappar belongs to the end of the fourteenth century. 
Zvelebil21 follows his argument, but then admits that it is weak and 
that 1625, the date put forward by Nilakanta Sastri, is "almost 
equally acceptable."22 As with so many cases in Tamil literature, 
the dating of Kacciyappar depends upon imprecise allusions and 
circumstantial evidence. Two things are clear to any student of the 
purapa: Kacciyappar took Kampan's Iramavataram as his model,23 

and he was familiar with the terminology and concepts of Saiva 
Siddhanta. It would appear likely that he lived after the great 
scholar Umapaticivacariyar (first half of the fourteenth century), 
whose works helped crystallize the language of the Siddhantin 
theologians. 

Any attempt to narrow down the date of Kacciyappar may hinge 
on the dating of his pupil Nanavarotayar, who praises Kacciyappar 
in the thirteenth invocatory stanza of the Upatecakatitam (the sequel 
to the Kantapurarfam). To some, this reference (Ieaiici ν alar kaeeiyappa 
kkarpaka ttaru) suggests that Kacciyappar was still alive at the time 

of writing.24 The phrase should not, however, be forced to bear the 
full weight of such an argument. Still, there is a strong tradition 

that Nanavarotayar was a direct pupil of Kacciyappar. Nana-
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varotayar has been dated in the first quarter of the fifteenth century 
on the basis of rather slender evidence.25 Another pupil of Kae-
ciyappar, according to the tradition, was Koneriyappar, who wrote 
another Tamil version of the Upatecakarttam. Unfortunately, we 
have no means of determining his date.26 It does appear likely, 
however, as later sources suggest,27 that Koneriyappar's version of 
the Upatecakatftam is later than that of Nanavarotayar. Certainly 
Nanavarotayar adheres much more closely to the Sanskrit original, 
including the adhyaya divisions. 

Kacciyappar is mentioned in the works of three poets of the 
seventeenth century.28 We therefore have a safe terminus ad quern. If 
the later literary tradition is correct, we would be able to push his 
date back approximately two centuries from this limit. In the pres
ent state of our knowledge, further precision is impossible. 

The golden age of puraijic composition in Tamil begins in the 
sixteenth century. There are earlier puranas extant, such as the 
Koyirpuranam of Umapaticivacariyar (early fourteenth century), a 
close adaptation of the Cidambaramahatmya, and the "old" 
Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam (on the Maturai shrine) by Perumparrap-
puliyurnampi.29 Other early puranas have been lost, as we have 
seen. But it was only in the sixteenth century that puranas began to 
be composed on a wide scale—a process that has continued right up 
to the present day.30 Our main sources for the study of Tamil 
mythology are thus very late, although much of the related mahat-
mya literature in Sanskrit is somewhat older;31 and in any case the 
myths themselves, as distinct from the form in which they were 
finally recorded, are often very ancient, as I hope to show. The six
teenth century also witnessed the establishment of two of the most 
prominent surviving Saiva mutts (Tamil mafam, Sanskrit ma(ha) in 
TamiJnatu, at Tarumapuram and Tiruvavatuturai; this fact is 
closely related to the vogue in purapas noticeable from this period, 
for a majority of these works were composed by scholars associated 
with these institutions of religious learning.32 

The character of the versions of the Tamil myths now available 
to us is scholastic, erudite, saturated with allegory, and ornate in 
language and style. The format of the works is conventionalized: 
beginning with invocations to the deities of the shrine, the author 
proceeds to pay obeisance to Na(araja-Siva, the sixty-three Saiva 
saints (nayanmar) as a group (perhaps with a special verse on one of 
them connected with the shrine, such as Karaikkalammaiyar at 
Tiruvalanka(u), and the servants of Siva generally; Cantecuranaya-
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nar, who cut off the legs of his own father when the latter commit
ted an offense against Siva, is often singled out for special praise.33 

In the avaiyafakkam, a brief resume of the contents of the purana, 
the number of cantos, and so on, is presented. The author 
apologizes for his presumption in composing the work, usually re
fers in a general way to his source (more often than not, the 
Skandapuratfa),34 and may name a patron who commissioned or 
supported the work. Devout authors from the mutts will also 
praise their guru and the founder of the line of teachers (guruparam-
para). Inevitably, there will then be one or more cantos singing 
highly conventionalized descriptions of the beauties of the town or 
village in which the shrine is located (tirunakaraccarukkam), the river 
that flows through it or the sacred tank within the walls of the 
shrine (tirttavice(am), the region as a whole (tirunaftuccarukkam), and 
perhaps a central image worshiped in the temple (murttivicetam).35 

The actual myths are often introduced by the story of the creation 
of the Naimigaranya, where the sages are performing tapas,36 or 
simply by an account of the arrival there of the narrator, Siita, and 
the request made of him by the sages to hear the stories of a holy 
place (usually the most sacred place in the universe). The Suta then 
proceeds to narrate the purapa. Sometimes another narrator is in
terposed: in the Tiruvilai., for example, the Suta recites the purana 
as narrated by the sage Agastya, who learned it from Murukan.37 

Although the Tamil puranas are repetitive- in structure and 
learned in style, they are not necessarily dry or devoid of poetry. 
One often feels that the authors were deeply moved by the myths, 
and this sense of the underlying poetic power of the stories does 
break through the long, sometimes monotonous chain of viruttam 
verses. Such is the case, for example, in Kacciyappar's account of 
the myth of VaJJi and Murukan;38 and Parancoti's Tiruvilai is justly 
cherished for its lyrical, captivating language as well as for the 
stories it relates. The fact that leading scholars and theologians were 
responsible for the production of many of the Tamil puranas is an 
indication of the seriousness with which the endeavor was re
garded.39 The stories were no doubt always beloved in their own 
right, as they are today, for their wealth of imagination and inven
tion, for their humor, and for the expression they gave to the love 
of a people for its land; but they were also regarded as carrying a 
message of the highest importance. In its mythology, Tamil civili
zation has given us a powerful expression of some of its most basic 
and enduring ideas. 
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Many of the Tamil puraijas, like the SaAskrit mahatmyas, are of 
unknown authorship; many have never been printed. Indeed, the 
full extent of this literature is not yet known. Kirugnacami, who 
has prepared much the best bibliography of these works available, 
lists 581 items;40 but his list is far from complete. Zvelebil has esti
mated that there may be nearly 2,000 Tamil puranas.41 Only a few 
have achieved popularity outside the shrines they celebrate. A list 
of the better-known authors and their dates is given in Appendix I. 
I have not, however, limited my study to these titles, but have tried 
rather to sample as many Tamil puranas as possible. Some of the 
most fascinating myths are, in fact, buried in obscure, anonymous 
works from small, out-of-the-way shrines. 

In order to convey something of the atmosphere surrounding the 
composition of a Tamil puraija, I wish to cite two examples, one a 
fairly typical literary "hagiography" of the premodern period, and 
the second a documented historical instance. We begin with the 
story of the Tiruccenturttalapurat}am as preserved in the local tradi
tion of this shrine. The Tamil puratia dealing with Tirucccntur, an 
elegant composition of 899 verses, is ascribed to Venrimalaik-
kavirayar, who lived in the seventeenth century. When the Tiruc-
centCir temple authorities published an edition of the Tamil purana 
in 1963, they included a brief history of the author in prose, based 
on the inherited traditions about him (venrimalaikkavirayar varalaru, 

pp. 9-15). Here is a resume of this "biography": 

One of the two thousand Brahmins of Tiruccentur, who are 
known as the Tiricutantirar,42 was blessed with a son. When 
the child was five years old, his parents tried to have him edu
cated, but the boy was unable to master anything except the 
ways of worshiping Lord Murukan: he learned to circumam
bulate the shrine, to fix the image of the lord in his heart, to 
say "Murukan is my helper," to prostrate himself before the 
god. He retained nothing else of his instruction, and, as he 
grew older, he was found fit only to serve in the temple 
kitchen, where the offerings of food to the god were prepared. 
As he worked in the kitchen, he used to lose himself in medita
tion on the lord. 

One day while he was thus sunk in worship, he forgot that 
the moment of offering was near. The image of the god had 
already been adorned, and the Brahmin priests were angry: 
"Where is the offering? The auspicious moment must not be 
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missed!" They dragged the cook from the kitchen, beat him 
severely and dismissed him from his post. 

The unhappy devotee, unable to bear the distress caused by 
faltering in his duty to the lord, resolved to kill himself. At 
night he approached the sea and called out to Murukan: "Lord, 
I have failed in your service. This body, the site of my failure, 
must be destroyed." As he was about to throw himself into the 
sea, a voice called out, "Stop! Stop! (nil nil)." He did not look 
back to see who was trying to save him, for he truly wished to 
die. He entered the water, and the waves covered his body. 

But a great wave threw him back on to the shore. With an 
effort he stood up. His body shivering, he wept as he called 
out, "O bridegroom of VaJli!43 I have failed you; have I not 
even the freedom to die [irakka Iekufava cutantiram illai, a pun 
on the name of the Brahmins of Tiruccentur, the Tiricutanti-
rar]?" A voice replied, "Those who love the lord must live 
until their appointed time, to aid all who live in this world. 
Sing the puraiia of Tiruccentur in Tamil. Go and see Kirugna 
Castiri of Cevalur." 

He looked about him—and there stood Murukan, with his 
six faces and twelve arms. "My lord," cried the man, "I am 
without learning. How can you command me to compose this 
work?" At this, the image of the lord disappeared. 

At dawn, the devotee bathed and went to Cevalur. There he 
found Kirujna Castiri. "Swami," he said, "do you know the 
mahatmya of Tiruccentur?" "Oh, so you are the one," replied 
the learned Brahmin in joy; "in a dream I was ordered to trans
late the Sanskrit puraija44 for a devotee who would come at 
dawn. Now you have arrived, and I have found a reason to 
live." He seated the man before him and, taking a copy of the 
mahatmya, explained its meaning to him. The devotee was 
overcome by a flood of poetry, as if a sluice gate had burst 
open; thus each Sanskrit verse took shape in Tamil poetry, 
until some nine hundred verses had appeared. Amazed, the 
learned Brahmin gave him the name Venrimalaikkavirayar 
("king of poets having a garland of victory"). 

The poet took leave of Kirujija Castiri and returned to 
Tiruccentur, where he wished to recite the purana (arahkera) in 
the presence of the lord. He went to the authorities of the tem
ple, and they laughed at him: "This man, who was not fit even 
to be a cook, now says he has composed a purana!" They did 
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not bother to look at his work. The poet took the manuscript 
to the sea-shore and cast the palm leaves into the sea. Then he 
went away and lost himself in meditation. A voice called to 
him: "Your service has been accomplished. Come!" The soul 
of the poet merged in the shadow of the grace of God. 

Like the leaves of the poem that Tiruiianacampantar cast 
into the Vaikai River,45 the palm leaves floated on the waves 
until they reached a place on the coast of Ceylon; that place is 
still known as Panaimuri ("point of the palm [leaves]"). There 
a devotee of Lord Murukan found them and read them with 
joy; he took them home and recited them daily. One day a 
hurricane devastated that town—except for the street where 
the manuscript was kept. Learning of this in a dream, men 
rushed to the site and discovered the puraija. They made many 
copies of it and recited it there, and the hurricane departed. 
The Tiruccenturppuraiiam melted the hearts of the Otuvar 
(the professional reciters of the Saiva Tevaram-hymns), and thus 
its fame spread to all the (Tamil) country. 

This legend has absorbed a number of well-known motifs, includ
ing that of the simpleton who composes a learned work (the puraija 
itself, it should be remarked, is replete with the usual ornate rhetor
ical devices of medieval Tamil literature). The ignorant, the 
childlike, the simple-minded become great: this motif appears 
in slightly different form in the story of the great poet 
Kumarakuruparar, who is said to have been born a mute and to 
have received the gift of inspired speech when, at the age of five, he 
was brought before Murukan at this same shrine, Tiruccentur.46 

The story of Venrimalaikkavirayar gives us a conventional demon
stration of the superiority of bhakti over ritual conventions: the 
cook's "fault" in missing the proper time for the offering is clearly 
not serious in the eyes of the god, who grants him grace after sav
ing his life. The Brahmins of Tiruccentiir are portrayed as lacking 
in true understanding and compassion," just as the Brahmin priest at 
Kalatti has to be taught the greatness of the crude but devoted wor
ship of Kaijnappar.47 Note again the "this-worldly" orientation of 
bhakti as revealed by the legend's explicit rejection of suicide. This 
episode may, in fact, be derived from the popular story of the poet 
Arunakirinatar, who became disgusted with his dissolute life and 
tried to commit suicide by leaping from the tall gopura of the temple 
at Tiruvannamalai; Murukan caught him in his arms and, as in the 
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Tiruccentur story, commanded him to sing his praises.48 The palm 
leaves carried by the waves, which the story associates with the in
cident of Tirunanacampantar's contest with the Jains at Maturai, 
recalls the very widespread theme of hidden knowledge recovered 
from the depths.49 The greatness of Tiruccentiir, and the true stat
ure of the despised cook who becomes the vessel for divine inspira
tion, are revealed by the text that is carried miraculously across the 
sea to the devotee who is capable of responding with joy. Yet even 
at this stage the sacred text remains hidden from sight, locked in the 
house of the single devotee, until a further miracle leads to a more 
general revelation. 

Such is the picture that, in the absence of reliable historical 
sources, a shrine retains of the composition of its purana. Some
what more prosaic is the story of a nineteenth-century author's ac
tual activity. We are fortunate in having a fine biography—indeed, 
the first true representative of this genre in Tamil—of the great 
poet-scholar Tiricirapuram Mlnatcicuntaram PiJJai. This biography 
was composed by Minatcicuntaram PiJlai's outstanding pupil, U. 
Ve. Caminataiyar, who was himself one of the great figures of 
modern Tamil scholarship. Caminataiyar's rather dry style hardly 
disguises the intense devotion he brought to this memorial to his 
teacher at the Tiruvavatuturai mutt. In the fascinating pages of this 
work we have many precious details about the veritable "purana 
industry" that Minatcicuntaram PiJlai ran—for throughout his life 
this gifted scholar was engaged in producing to order Tamil 
puranas and similar works in praise of the gods of various shrines. 
We learn of the way a Tamil purana would be commissioned by a 
wealthy patron; the subsequent search for manuscripts containing 
Sanskrit versions of the myths of the selected shrine; the prepara
tion of Tamil prose renderings of the myths; the author's visits to 
the shrine in order to see the site with his own eyes and gather the 
traditions of the older residents there; the actual composition of the 
verses and the first formal recitation of the work (ararikerram). 
Minatcicuntaram PiJlai composed no fewer than twenty-two 
puranas in this way.50 As an example of the process of composi
tion, we may look at the history of the Tirukkutantaippuratfam on 
Kumpakonam as described by Caminataiyar: 

"At that time CivakurunatapiUai, who was the tafcildar in 
Kumpakortam, and other Saiva dignitaries thought, 'Let us ask 
this master poet to compose the purana of Kumpakoijam in 
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Tamil verse.' At their request he [Tiricirapuram Mlnatcicun-
taram PiJJai] came to Kumpakoiiam from Tiruvavatuturai in 
1865 and took up residence with his retinue in the building of 
the Tiruvavatuturai mutt in Pettai Street. He first had the 
Kumpakonam puraija translated from Sanskrit into Tamil 
prose; in this he was aided by MaiJtapam Narayana CastirikaJ 
Mutaliyar, a scholar of the Cankaracariyar Mutt. Afterwards 
he began to compose the purana in verse form. He would 
compose the verses orally, and from time to time one of his 
pupils, Tirumankalakkuti Cejaiyankar, would write them 
down. Short parts of the purana used to be prepared each day 
in the morning and given their first formal recitation in the af
ternoon in the matfdapa in front of the shrine of Adikumbhes-
vara (Siva at Kumpakonam). Many came to take pleasure in 
the recitation. . . .51 One day the verses were not composed, 
because some of his friends came in the morning and spent a 
long time in conversation with him. Then, because he was 
very tired after the midday meal, he went to sleep. His stu
dents and others were afraid: 'The verses for this evening's re
citation are not ready; when he wakes, he will be angry at 
Cejaiyankar for not having reminded him.' When he awoke, 
he refreshed himself and spoke unconcernedly with several 
people who had come there. Cesaiyankar came and stood 
there. 'What is the matter?' he asked. 'The verses for this eve
ning's recitation have not been composed; it was impossible to 
remind you earlier; there was no opportunity to remind you 
this morning,' he said with some anxiety. 'Bring the palm 
leaf,' he [Minatcicuntaram PiJJai] said without worry. 
Cesaiyankar brought the manuscript of the purana; he had him 
read out the last verses composed, picked up the thread of the 
story, thought a while, and then recited fifty verses so quickly 
that his (Cejaiyankar's) hand had no time to rest from writing. 
People used to speak of this amazing feat in that city and the 
surrounding villages. 

When the arahkerram of the Kumpakonam purana was com
pleted, the dignitaries of that city gave him a shawl, a silk 
upper garment, [other] garments and gifts, and two thousand 
rupees collected from the public. They had the manuscript of 
the purana mounted upon an elephant and taken around the 
town in state. Then several of the dignitaries purchased and 
donated a covered palanquin, made PiJJai sit in it, and carried it 
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themselves for some distance. Thus they demonstrated the 
love they felt for the Tamil language and the custom of olden 
times."52 

Clearly, not all authors of puranas had to suffer in the manner of 
Venrimalaikkavirayar of Tiruccentur. In the late nineteenth cen
tury, the composition of a puraiia was still a rewarding occupation, 
and not only in spiritual terms. Minatcicuntaram PiJJai was very 
much the traditional Tamil scholar, a man of immense learning to 
whom verse composition was a natural and easy activity. As one 
can see from this passage, in Tamilnatu, as in many other tradi
tional cultures, skill in rapid extempore composition was highly 
regarded. Kampan, according to one tradition, composed the 
whole of his Iramavataram, a work of some ten thousand verses, in 
two weeks. We may be sure the latter story is untrue; but by the 
time of Minatcicuntaram PiJJai, the creation of a long narrative 
poem such as a purana was clearly a highly conventionalized en
deavor, and originality in expression was hardly valued per se so 
much as the mastery of versification and a normative use of the 
conventions.53 The response of the poet's audience reveals the rev
erence felt by the people for the myths told about their local shrine, 
and for the work of the poet who retold them in their language; this 
basic, enduring attitude was undoubtedly a decisive factor in the 
creation of the vast puranic literature in Tamil during the last five 
centuries. 
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CHAPTER II 

The Phenomenqn 
of Localization 

Every inch of ground on earth . . . has a divine associa
tion. Mother Earth has been there since the beginning of 
creation, being one of the five primeval elements. She 
has seen countless pairs of feet running about on 
thousands of aims and pursuits, both evil and good, and 
will continue until Time ("Kala") swallows and digests 
everything. Even after the participants have vanished, 
every inch of earth still retains the impress of all that has 
gone before. We attain a full understanding only when 
we are aware of the divine and other associations of 
every piece of ground we tread on. Otherwise it would 
be like the passage of a blind man through illuminated 
halls and gardens.1 

1. THE SHRINE AS CENTER 

The feature that most conspicuously distinguishes the Tamil myths 
from the classical corpus of Sanskrit myths is the persistent localiza
tion of the mythic action. Sthalapuratfas, as collections of stories 
that have clustered around individual shrines and their environs, are 
by definition repositories of localized myths and legends; yet this 
definition by itself tells us nothing of the religious conceptions that 
underlie the phenomenon of localization. This chapter attempts to 
analyze these conceptions as they appear in a set of recurring sym
bols and in a number of stories, in which the tension between the 
limitation implicit in the localization of the deity and the univer-
salism proclaimed by the god's devotees is made clear. We begin 
with a survey of cosmological motifs attached to the Tamil shrines. 

These motifs are not, in fact, unique to Tamil Hinduism. On the 
contrary, they are for the most part simply the south Indian var
iants of very widespread types. Most basic of them all is the iden
tification of the sacred site with the center or navel of the universe, 
the spot through which passes the axis mundi connecting heaven 
and earth and the subterranean world of Patala. Let us look, for 
example, at Siva's description of Citamparam to his disciple, the 
cosmic serpent Adiseja: 
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That day I danced in the forest while Vigiju looked on,2 I saw 
that the spot could not support me.3 . . . But there is a site 
(manru) which can sustain the dance. . . . The world is analo
gous to the body (alaint'ifum pirffam at}(am camam). The left 
channel (of the "subtle" body—ifai nafi) goes straight to 
Lanka, and the right channel (pmkalai nafi) pierces the 
Himalaya. The central channel (Mfuvitifti) goes directly 
through great Tillai . . . the site of the original linga (mulak-

Ieuri).* 

Tillai is the ancient Tamil name for Citamparam, the site of Siva's 
dance of joy (anandatandava)·, so powerful is this dance, which rep
resents the entire cosmic process of creation and dissolution, that it 
can be performed only at the very center of the cosmos. The im
agery used by the text is shared with the physiology of Hatfiayoga, 
which defines the su^umrpa (culumunai, natuvinfti) as the central 
"conduit" of the "subtle" (sdk^ma) body—the invisible body that is 
hidden within our gross (sthiila) material body.5 This axis pierces 
the center of the universe, which, if the body symbolism is re
tained, may be described as the miiladhara ("root," base of the 
spine)6 or as the hxdayakamala ("heart-lotus")7 of the cosmic man, 
and which is equated with the shrine. The image of the human 
body thus provides a microcosmic model of the universe; and just 
as in the Upanigadic speculative tradition the heart of man is the site 
of the unfathomable space (akasa) mystically identified as the 
dwelling-place of brahman,8 so Citamparam, which sees itself as the 
heart of the universe, locates an invisible Akasaliiiga in its inner
most sanctum, the Citsabha ("room of consciousness").9 The 
shrine thus proclaims its identity as the center which, like the hid
den source of life within man, is directly linked to the infinite. 

The situation of the center on the axis mundi is frequently ex
pressed by dynamic images of the link between the shrine and the 
worlds above and below: thus the suk$maliriga at Tancavur went on 
growing in the palm of the founding king;10 similarly, the stone 
image of the bull Nandin at this shrine continued to grow until a 
nail was driven into its back.11 The image that grows forever, or 
until some way can be found to stunt its growth, is a common 
motif: Nellainatar (Siva at Tirunelveli) in the form of a linga out
grew twenty-one pedestals (pifha) until a king, fearing that worship 
would soon become impossible, threatened suicide unless the god 
stopped.12 The goddess Kali at the edge of the temple compound in 
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Tiruvorriyur is covered with earth up to her breasts, but she is be
lieved to be slowly emerging from the ground and growing from 
year to year; the Akasalniga at the same site is thought to be grow
ing still, despite a nail that was driven into it to stop it. The nail is 
still pointed out.13 The Akasalinga here recalls the invisible lifiga in 
the Citsabha at Citamparam; at Tiruvorriyiir, however, the liriga is 
visible and immediately adjoins the shrine of Anoamalaiyar, the 
god as a pillar of fire. This, too, is a famous instance of the localiza
tion of the axis mundi: 

Brahma and Vijou quarreled over who was superior. Siva ap
peared to them in a liriga of fire. Vigpu tried to find its base by 
digging in the form of a boar, while Brahma became a goose 
and flew toward the top. Neither could find any limit to the 
liriga. They recognized it as a form of Siva, who made the fiery 
liitga into the mountain Tiruvaijnamalai.14 

The liriga of fire is petrified in the form of the cosmic mountain 
reaching from the shrine to heaven. This mountain may be present 
under different names: the mountains at Tiruccenkotu and Tiruk-
konamalai are identified with Mount Meru (or fragments of 
Meru);15 at Tiruvitaimarutur, Siva's mountain Kailasa became the 
marutam tree, a representative of the cosmic tree joining heaven to 
earth and the nether world;16 both Meru and Kailasa follow DevI 
when she leaves with her two sons and other gods to join Siva at 
KaJatti.17 Agastya, making his way southward, saw a mountain 
and a tree melting from the beauty of the hymns sung to the lord of 
Citamparam by Narada and other heavenly musicians; he took a 
piece (pafika ttur}(am) of the mountain and set it up as the pedestal 
(ptfha) in the shrine of Comacuntarar in Maturai.18 Crystal 
(sphafika) lirigas elsewhere (Tiruvannamalai, Catikaranarayana-
camikoyil)19 may be associated with the world axis through the 
thunderbolt (vajra).20 The Iiriga at Tiruppunavayil touches 
heaven.21 

The connection of the shrine with the nether world is no less im
portant than its link to heaven. Patala, the dark region under the 
earth, is a zone of terror and death, the abode of the serpent, a realm 
of chaos. Yet in Hindu thought creation is possible only against the 
background of chaos and death; life is born out of darkness; Death 
himself is the creator.22 The universe is created, or created anew, 
out of the waters of the pralay a, the cosmic flood into which all ear
lier worlds have dissolved. Chaos gives way to order, and to a new 
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birth; but this new life needs still to be nourished by the violent 
forces from which it was born. Hence Patala, no less than the celes
tial worlds of the gods, comes to be regarded as a transcendent 
source of vitality; and most shrines see themselves as the biladvara, 
the door to the nether world. The water of the sacred tank or river 
is commonly thought to well up from this region; the Patalagatiga, 
the Ganges of Patala, flows at SrIsaila,23 at Tiruvarur,24 at 
Tiruvalankatu,25 and many other shrines.26 Tiruvenkatu, which is 
situated in a plain (the flat landscape common throughout the 
Kaviri delta), claims to lie astride a subterranean mountain—the 
Patalakailasa;27 and Adisesa/Patanjali, Siva's serpent-devotee, can 
reach Citamparam only by way of the nether world (Nagaloka), at 
the center of which he discovers a mountain limitless in either di
rection.28 Again, this is the axis mundi, which the myth firmly lo
cates in Patala under the shrine; another myth, from Tiruvarur, 
stresses the passage along this axis from the nether world to the 
world of the gods: 

Many people worshiped Siva at the entrance to the nether 
world (the Nagabila) and in this way reached heaven. Alarmed 
at the imbalance produced by this influx of men into heaven, 
Indra stopped up the entrance with a mountain. The demon 
Taraka conquered Indra, destroyed his city and plundered its 
wealth; he drove him and the other gods away and, taking 
possession of their world, ruled from Mount Krauiica. The 
gods sought the help of Siva, who dispatched his son Murukan 
to fight the demon. Murukan threw his spear (vel) at the 
mountain home of the demon and reduced it to dust, killing 
Taraka; but from the noise that was produced all the moun
tains of the earth began to sway and tremble, including the one 
over the Nagabila. The sages there pleaded with Murukan for 
protection, so he placed his spear and four saktis on top of the 
mountain to steady it and to guard the town.29 

The devotees at first proceed directly from Patala, or the entrance 
to Patala, to heaven; their route is symbolized by the mountain that 
Indra uses to cover the entrance. Indra's concern in this myth stems 
from the conventional fear on the part of the gods of overcrowding 
in heaven—a theme which we noted earlier with reference to the 
shrine of Viruttacalam.30 The gods seek to destroy overly powerful 
shrines, just as they corrupt men who threaten them by an excess of 
virtue, asceticism, or piety;31 the myths are ostensibly concerned 
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with the question of balance in the universe, for the shrine, like the 
anomalous ascetic who becomes more powerful than the gods, up
sets the established hierarchy of forces and allows a dangerous im
balance to be created. Yet here, as in other myths about overcrowd
ing in heaven, the attempt to hide the shrine is ultimately futile, for 
the mountain that rests upon the Nagabila becomes in itself a sacred 
site. This development is associated with two important themes— 
the attack upon the mountain, and the idea of holding down the 
shrine. Murukan's war against the mountain belongs to an entire 
series of myths, in which a symbol of the axis mundi—a mountain 
or tree—is destroyed by a god; a major example is the ancient 
Tamil myth of Murukan's attack upon the mango-demon Cur.32 In 
these myths the mountain or tree becomes a menacing force filling 
and blocking the space necessary for creation, and the god acts to 
restore the universal order; the destruction of the demon who in
habits the tree or mountain may thus take on the aspect of a sac
rifice needed in order that creation can take place. These ideas ap
pear already in the Vedic myth of Vjrtra, the serpent coiled around 
the mountain who is slain by Indra.33 Indra is also associated with 
another act of violence against the mountains: by cutting off the 
mountains' wings, he made them stick fast to the earth.34 In the 
latter instance we see the second theme found in the myth from 
Tiruvarur—the idea of holding the mountain in place. Murukan 
places four saktis on top of the mountain to keep it from trembling; 
they cover the four cardinal points while Murukan's spear steadies 
the center. The four saktis were certainly worshiped as goddesses 
by the time our myth was recorded; the Skandapurana, in a variant 
of this myth, gives their names as Ambavpddha, Amra, Mahittha, 
and Camatkari.35 But the saktis may originally have been spears 
(another meaning of the word sakti);36 a stake or spear is in any case 
a common symbol of the village deity (gramadevata).31 The god, in 
effect, thus nails the mountain in place; this image is derived from 
the archaic motif of holding the earth down after creation.38 

The importance of the shrine's connection to the nether world 
should now be clear. Patala and heaven are two ends of a single 
spectrum, in the center of which sits the shrine. It is in the subterra
nean zone of death—and of the fertility derived from death—that 
the tree (sthalavfca) present in each shrine has its roots. The tree, of 
course, also represents the axis mundi. Around its base are scattered 
the nakakkal, the serpent-stones depicting the Naga deities who in
habit the nether world; pilgrims pray for fertility before these im-
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ages of the serpent, in the shade of the tree that is itself a symbol of 
the fertility they seek. The temple tree thus serves as a focus for 
several related ideas: as in the myths of the ever-growing linga, the 
tree is a dynamic symbol of the connection between heaven and the 
worlds below; the tree reaches down to the realm of primordial 
chaos and also, as we have seen,39 recalls the chaos of the wilder
ness in its opposition to order and culture; and, most significantly, 
the tree epitomizes the process of growth from a seed embedded in 
the substratum of darkness and death. This final element links the 
tree to classical images of the birth of the divine seed, as the follow
ing myth from Tiruvanaikka (Jambukesvaram) makes clear: 

In a grove of wood-apple (naval) trees near Tiruvanaikka, an 
ascetic was performing tapas in order to obtain release. One 
day a fruit fell in front of him. Thinking himself unfit to eat so 
beautiful a fruit, he took it to Mount Kailasa and offered it to 
Siva. The god ate the fruit and spit out the seed. The ascetic 
quickly swallowed the seed which, watered by the saliva of 
Siva, immediately grew into a tree which split open his head, 
giving shade to the entire world of the gods. The ascetic 
begged Siva to stay forever in the shade of the tree; the god 
agreed but ordered him to return to the spot where the fruit 
had fallen. As he walked there, stopping to worship at holy 
sites along the way, people could not believe their eyes. 
"Look, a walking tree!" they cried. "Is this some amusement 
of Siva?" 

At last he arrived back at Tiruvanaikka, where he resumed 
his tapas, living on roots, dried leaves, and the wind. When the 
goddess created the linga of water at that spot, she positioned 
the sage of the naval tree nearby to give it shade.40 

Siva keeps his promise to the sage: the goddess fashions his symbol 
from the water of the shrine, at the center of the universe, the spot 
where the Tree of Life must be forever located. This myth recalls in 
several ways the story of the infant Skanda's birth from the seed of 
Siva: in the post-epic versions of that myth, Siva delivers his seed to 
the fire-god Agni; because Agni is the mouth of the gods (the fire 
that brings them the sacrificial offerings), they are impregnated by 
the seed; but the seed is itself fiery and uncontrolled, and the gods 
cannot bear it—it splits open their stomachs and pours out to form 
a lake.41 In other versions the same motif applies to the Kpttikas, 
the six wives of the sages who become the foster-mothers of 
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Skanda: the seed enters them through their buttocks and is torn 
from their stomachs.42 Skanda is sometimes said to have burst 
from Parvatl's womb after she drank the golden water of the lake 
formed from Siva's seed.43 Siva himself swallows and then emits as 
seed from his penis the guru of the demons, Kavya Usanas, who is 
called for this reason Sukra ("seed"); Sukra causes the god pain by 
performing tapas in his (Siva's) stomach, just as Siva's seed burns 
the stomachs of the gods, and because Sukra emerges from Siva's 
body, he too is made a son of the god through the intercession of 
Parvati.44 As in these myths of Skanda and Sukra, the goddess at 
Tiruvanaikka does not give birth to the divine child, the sacred tree 
that replaces Skanda in this myth; rather, she adopts the tree and 
connects it with the lifiga of water which she has created. The di
vine seed bursts not from the stomach of the sage but from his 
head. Note the suggestion of self-sacrifice implicit in this tale: the 
sage appears to lose his human identity and form when the seed rips 
through his head and flowers into a tree. It is as a walking tree that 
he returns to the shrine, and it is as the sthalavfkfa that he resides at 
Tiruvanaikka today. The idea of self-sacrifice is connected here 
with a reversal of the usual norms of purity and pollution; nothing 
in India is more impure than food that has been touched by another 
person's saliva, but here the sage swallows without hesitation the 
seed spit out by the god. The context of worship requires this re
versal. The same notion is found in the practice of giving prasada— 

the gift to the devotee of the god's leavings, the food or other items 
left over from the offerings and regarded as a sign of the god's grace 
to his worshipers. In our myth, the left-over seed transforms the 
devotee into a tree that shelters the entire world of the gods, just as 
Skanda, the child-turned-warrior, protects the gods with his mili
tary might. The substitution of a tree for the infant Skanda is not 
unique to this myth: ParvatI nourishes the sprout of an asoka tree as 
a substitute for a child, and when she is questioned about this she 
says, "A tree is equivalent to ten sons."45 Skanda I Murukan be
comes a tree in the myth of the wooing of VaUi,46 and Siva is also at 
times described as a tree.47 All of these stories owe much to the 
Vedic image of the golden seed of creation (or the golden embryo, 
Hiranyagarbha).48 We will return to this image and to the myths of 
the seed born in violence. The confusion of seed and fruit is com
mon: the wind brought the Lady Anjana a fruit each day; one day 
he infused the fruit with his seed, and she ate it and gave birth to a 
child (Haniimat) who mistook the rising sun for a red fruit and 
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tried to catch it.49 A barren woman was given a mango by Siva; she 
swallowed the pit and gave birth to a son.50 The Tiruvanaikka 
myth may also have borrowed from the folk theme of the yogi 
who grows a tree from a seed within seconds, a theme that may go 
back to the story in the MBh of the sage Kasyapa's sudden revival 
of a banyan tree burned by the bite of the serpent Takjaka.51 

Thus the tree, like the stone image of the deity, or its analogue, 
the mountain found in some shrines, represents the vital link be
tween the shrine and the transcendent worlds above and below; but 
the symbolism of the tree is more complex because of the tree's im
plicit association with primeval chaos and the notion of a violent 
birth and growth. In this association there is a close tie between the 
tree and the sacred waters, which reach the shrine from the dark 
world of Patala and which, like the tree, are confined and thus con
trolled by the ordered universe of the shrine. Together, all these 
elements constitute a regulated microcosm, or an "ideal landscape" 
of water, rock, and tree.52 What has to be stressed in this arrange
ment is the absolute localization of all the symbols. The importance 
of this phenomenon may be seen by the striking contrast it pro
vides with an earlier phase of Indian religion, that is, the sacrificial 
cult of the Vedic age. In Vedic religion the site of the sacrifice 
marked the center of the universe, through which passes the axis 
mundi (symbolized by the γύρα, the sacrificial stake); but, in con
trast to the Tamil myths, the Vedic sacrificial system was not tied 
to specific localities. The mobility of the sacrifice has been noted by 
Renou: 

"It must be remembered that there were no temples at the 
Vedic period: 'the sacrifice takes place within the officiants 
themselves,' says one of the Brahmatfas. The term ayatana, 
which later came to mean 'sanctuary,' merely designates the 
ordinary domestic hearth in Vedic times. The temple cult of 
the classical period must have grown out of the domestic cult. 
Sacrifices took place on a specially prepared piece of ground, 
but the same spot was not necessarily used again for subse
quent ceremonies. There was no building other than tempo
rary huts."53 

There seems little reason to assume that the localized worship of 
Tamil devotional religion was an outgrowth of the "domestic 
cult"; already in the Tamil epics we have clear instances of localized 
cults,54 and the notion of a divinity inhering in a particular place or 
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object seems to belong to the very oldest stratum of Tamil civiliza
tion.ss In any case, there is a decisive distinction between the Vedic 
concept of a movable ritual applying a set of standard symbols to 
any newly chosen site, and the Tamil belief in a rooted, totally lo
calized godhead. 

This belief attains a particularly graphic expression in a series of 
Tamil myths, which describe attempts to remove the deity from its 
proper spot. The god is essentially immovable—even when he has 
been "imported" into the shrine from somewhere else (often the 
prestigious north). A common ritual of consecration causes the di
vine presence to reside in an image or a shrine;56 in the myths, 
however, this action merely reflects a preexistent relationship be
tween the god and the site. A divine power is felt to be present nat
urally on the spot. The texts are therefore concerned with the man
ner in which this presence is revealed and with the definition of its 
specific attributes. Often the divinity is revealed by a self-manifest 
image, usually a svayambhulmga·,57 when this is not the case, the sa
cred force that seems to radiate from the very soil may make itself 
felt by attracting and holding on to a predestined, proper form. A 
myth from Palani associates this idea with the origin of the 
shoulder-pole (kava(i) that devotees of Murukan carry up the 
mountain there: 

Agastya was given two hills, Sivagiri and Saktigiri, as sites of 
worship, with permission to take them south. One day he met 
the demon Itumpan, who had survived the slaughter by 
Murukan of the hosts of Cur. Since all the other demons had 
reached heaven by virtue of having been killed by Murukan, 
Itumpan spent his time performing their sraddha rites. Seeing 
he was of good nature, Agastya sent him to bring the hills. 

When Ifumpan arrived at the hills, a kavafi appeared, and the 
eight serpents which support the world took the form of ropes 
so he could tie the hills to the support. In this way he lifted the 
mountains and carried them southwards until he reached Av-
inankuti (Palani). Suddenly he felt faint; he put the hills down 
and rested, but when he tried to lift them again he could not 
move them. 

Puzzled and sorrowful, he climbed one of the hills, and there 
he noticed a child under a kura tree. "Go away," he said to the 
child, and added that he was a murderous demon. "This is my 
home," said the child; "pick it up, if you can!" "You may be 
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small in size, but you tell big lies," cried Itumpan as he leaped 
at the boy. But the child was Murukan, playing his games; he 
killed Itumpan at a stroke. When I^umpan's wife Itumpi heard 
of her husband's death, she prayed to Murukan, who revived 
him. Agastya came to worship Murukan at that spot, and he 
ordered the demon to serve Murukan there for his salvation.58 

The child-god under the tree recalls a well-known myth about the 
sage Markandeya: Vigpu, who holds the entire universe within 
him, let Markandeya slip out of his mouth into the waters of the 
cosmic flood; later Vigpu revealed himself to the sage in the form of 
a child asleep under an asvattha tree on an island in the midst of the 
ocean.59 In this way Markandeya learns that the perceived world is 
in fact illusory, completely contained within the god; but in the 
myth from Palani, Murukan demonstrates rather the uncom
promising reality of his dwelling at a specific site, the shrine to 
which the two hills belong and from which they cannot be up
rooted. Similarly, the white image of Ganesa (Svetavinayaka) that 
Indra brings with him on his pilgrimage to atone for his adultery 
with Ahalya refuses to budge when Indra wishes to return from 
Tiruvalaiiculi to heaven.60 The motif recurs in the origin myth of 
Sriraiikam: 

The shrine of Vijpu-Ranganatha (the Srlraiigavimana) 
emerged from the ocean of milk and was kept by Brahma. 
Ik$vaku performed tap as to bring it down to earth, and Vijiju 
ordered Brahma to part with it, much against his will. Ikgvaku 
brought it to Ayodhya, where it remained until the time of 
Rama Dasarathin. Rama entrusted it to Ravana's pious brother 
Vibhigana, who wished to take it to Laiika. On his way he set 
it down at the CandrapujkariijI ttrtha on the Kaveri River and 
celebrated a festival together with the Cola king. When he 
tried to pick it up, he could not move it. Raiiganatha appeared 
and informed him that the KaverI River had performed tapas to 
keep the shrine in her bounds, and that he intended to stay 
there for the good of men, not of Rakjasas!61 

This story gives us the important theme of the demon who wins 
but then loses a shrine: at SrIrankam this is Vibhisana, the virtuous 
Rakgasa-king of Laiika, but the motif is often associated with Vi-
bhl$apa's brother Ravana, who must be tricked into setting down 
the atmalmga given him by Siva.62 The lihga is locked in place, and 
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the demon king goes off empty handed. The demons, however pi
ous, cannot be allowed to retain possession of an important shrine; 
the myth from Srirankam states explicitly the god's preference for 
men over demons, just as in other myths men take precedence over 
the gods, and the shrine on earth supersedes the heavenly worlds of 
the gods in power and magnificence.63 

The deity is located, rooted to the spot. One shrine at Tiruvarur 
is named Acalesvara, "the immovable lord," because Siva prom
ised never to abandon it: 

King Camatkara performed tapas and, when Siva appeared to 
him, begged him to be present forever in the holy site. The 
god said he would remain, immovable, in that place (acalo 'hart} 
bhavifyami sthane 'tra). The king set up a Iinga, and a voice from 
heaven announced: "I will dwell eternally in this linga \ even its 
shadow will never move." So it happened: the shadow of the 
Acalesvara-/is ever stationary. Only he who is to die 
within six months is unable to perceive this marvel.64 

Even the shadow of the god is frozen in place, while the miracle is 
made secure by terror—he who doubts it will die! The futility of 
attempting to move the deity or his image is illustrated by several 
explicit examples: 

Rama was advised by sages to set up a lihga in an auspicious 
moment in order to rid himself of the sin of killing Ravaoa and 
other demons. He sent Hantimat to Mount Kailasa to bring a 
linga from there. Hanumat went there but could not see Siva in 
the form of a linga, so he performed tapas to win the god's 
grace. When the monkey failed to return, the sages, afraid that 
the auspicious moment would pass, advised Rama to install a 
linga of sand made by his wife Sita. Rama accepted this sug
gestion. But no sooner had this linga been consecrated than 
Hanumat arrived with a liriga given him by Siva. Seeing Rama 
worshiping the linga of sand, he became dejected: his effort had 
been in vain. He threatened to kill himself because of the dis
honor shown him by Rama. Rama instructed him in the virtue 
of detachment; then he told the monkey that he could remove 
the linga fashioned by Sita and install in its place the one he had 
brought. 

Hanumat took hold of the sa.nd-lmga with his hands and 
tried to move it; it would not budge. Then he wrapped his tail 
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around it, touched the earth with his hands and jumped high 
into the heavens. The earth with its mountains and islands 
shook, and the monkey fell senseless near the Iihga, his mouth, 
eyes, nostrils, ears, and anus streaming blood. Slta wept over 
the fallen monkey; Rama picked up his body and stroked it as 
he wept, covering Hanumat with his tears. Hanumat awoke 
from his faint and, seeing Rama in this state, sang his praises 
and those of Slta. Rama said: "This act of violence was com
mitted by you in ignorance. None of the gods could move this 
linga \ you fell because you offended against Siva. This place 
where you fell will be known by your name; the Ganga, 
Yamuna, and SarasvatI will unite there, and whoever bathes 
there will be free of evil." 

At Rama's command Hanumat set up the liiiga he had 
brought. The other likga still bears the marks of the monkey's 
tail.65 

The scars on the linga bear witness to the doomed attempt to move 
the image; the linga of sand cannot be shaken. It is important to 
note that the sznd-lmga is fashioned by a woman, Sita (who is the 
goddess Sri incarnate). We have here a decisive link with the liriga 

of sand (or earth)66 created by the goddess Kamak?! at Kaiici-
puram.67 There Kamakgi protects the linga from the waters of the 
flood that could sweep it away. In both cases a goddess creates the 
image of the god out of the earth, and this image is rooted to the 
spot from which it is made. We may regard both stories as in
stances of the important theme of the chthonic goddess who at
tracts the god to the shrine and locates him there forever.68 This 
observation allows us to bring our initial perspective into sharper 
focus: it is the goddess, who is identified with the earth and with all 
that is indigenous and unique in the site of the shrine, who is re
sponsible for effecting the link between the deity and his local 
home. In this sense the goddess is associated with the ancient con
cept ofpratitfha, the firm ground of stability that makes life possible 
in the midst of chaos;69 the goddess provides the god with ρταύφά 

in the one spot that is not subject to change or destruction, the cen
ter of the universe, the shrine. We will return to this theme in dis
cussing the myths of marriage. Another part of the sand-imga myth 
from Irameccuram quoted above is mirrored in the traditions of 
Kaiicipuram: the monkey Valin tried to uproot the Vayulinga there 
by wrapping his tail around it and pulling with all his strength; the 
linga could not be moved, and the monkey's tail broke in two.70 
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The goddess is assigned a major part in another myth belonging 
to this series: 

The demons came to make war on Indra in the world of the 
gods. Afraid, Indra fled without their knowledge to Veijkafu 
(on earth); after worshiping the god there, he bathed in the 
spot where the Kavirijoins the sea at Pumpukar. "This place is 
more glorious than heaven," he thought, and he commanded 
Maya to build a shrine for the worship of the atmalinga to the 
west of PallavanIccuram. 

While Indra was worshiping there, the demons were search
ing for him everywhere. Narada informed them of his hiding 
place; the demons hastened to earth to fight, but were van
quished and slaughtered by Indra through the grace of Siva. 

Indra then wished to return to his kingdom, but when he 
tried to pick up the linga to take it back with him, he was un
able to move it. He harnessed his horses to the shrine; they 
pulled, but it would not budge. When his elephant Airavata 
tried to dislodge it, the goddess, afraid, cried out (kuvinal). 

Siva heard the sound kit and said, "Do not fear." With his toe 
he pressed down on the earth so that the golden shrine would 
not move. The elephant then tried to dig up the shrine with his 
tusks, which scraped the nether world, and the reflection 
(cayai) of the jewels in the hoods of the serpent Adisesa (who 
holds the earth on his heads) fell on to the earth by way of that 
hole. Seeing this, the gods named that spot Cayavanam. Fi
nally, Airavata wrapped his trunk around the shrine and pulled 
with all his might; still there was no movement, and the 
elephant grew tired. Indra realized that this was an act of Siva. 
He bowed to the god and complained, "Is this right?" Siva ap
peared, and Indra begged to be allowed to take the linga to 
heaven. Said Siva: "This site is eight times greater than the 
world of Siva. We wished to reside in this litiga to give knowl
edge and liberation to our devotees. Hence we refused to allow 
it to be shaken." At the command of the god, Indra celebrated 
a festival at that site.71 

Siva holds the shrine in place with his toe, just as he presses down 
with his toe on Mount Kailasa when the demon Ravana—who is 
also connected with an atmalinga—tries to uproot the mountain.72 

In the end the shrine remains on earth, and Indra returns empty 
handed to his world after celebrating his festival.73 The image of 
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Indra's horses straining to move the shrine has an important iconic 
parallel in the carvings of horses pulling wheeled stone chariots 
(rathas) in several shrines.74 There, however, the intention may be 
opposite to that of the above myth; it is difficult to avoid the feeling 
that the rathas are an attempt to free the god from his frozen posi
tion and endow him with the faculty of movement. Several folk 
myths deal with the related theme of moving the processional 
chariot of the god: when the chariot was arrested at Kaiici in the 
course of a procession, the sacrifice of a woman pregnant with her 
first child induced the goddess KamakgI to make the chariot move 
again.75 In the shrine of TillaikkaJi at Citamparam, one finds the 
images of Virapperumal and seven of his followers, all holding 
swords; when a ratha became stuck during a procession, Virap-
perumaj was on the point of cutting off his own head, but Mahakali 
intervened and stopped the sacrifice.76 In these stories sacrifice or 
the threat of suicide is necessary to move the god (with the help of 
the goddess!), just as in other cases a sacrifice stabilizes the shrine in 
one spot.77 The ponderous wooden rathas used in many places to 
take the god in procession around the shrine are, of course, apt to 
become stuck in the course of the procession.78 Note that the ratha 
allows the deity to circumnavigate his shrine: this, it may be sug
gested, is the extent of the god's freedom. The local lord is allowed 
to complete an orbit around the center to which he is still felt to be 
irrevocably tied. 

In the myth from Cayavanam (Tiruccaykkatu), the goddess cries 
out when Airavata attempts to move the shrine—hence her name at 
this site, Kuv enra kotaiyar, "the Lady who said feu." It is not clear 
why she cries: is it simply from fear of the elephant, as in the myth 
of Siva's slaying of the elephant demon, when the god dresses him
self in the flayed skin of the elephant in order to give Devi a 
fright?79 Or is it because Devi fears that the shrine will be uprooted 
and wishes to prevent this result, just as Kamakji embraces the littga 

to keep it from being swept away in the flood? Airavata wraps his 
trunk around the shrine, just as Hanumat winds his tail around the 
sand-/i%a at Irameccuram. The elephant's failure to move the 
image reverses the pattern of another myth, in which the sages of 
the Pine Forest, unable to move the dangerous fallen linga of Siva, 
call upon Siva to help, and the god takes the form of an elephant 
and transfers the linga to a shrine.80 In the myth from Cayavanam, 
Indra flees to the world of men out of cowardice; but why does he 
choose the area of Tiruvei^katu in the first place? An oral variant of 
the myth offers a different explanation of Indra's exile from heaven: 
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The inhabitants of the world of Indra had no way of reaching 
mokfa there. Indra's mother used to worship the Ratna-
chayavanesvaralmga (at Tiruccaykka(u) each day, because only 
it could grant mok$a. Indra was in the habit of circumambulat
ing his mother and prostrating before her each morning. One 
day she was late because of her worship on earth. Indra found 
out why, and decided to bring the lifiga she worshiped to his 
world (Indraloka) to save all the trouble of going and coming. 

When Indra tried to pick up the linga to put it in his chariot, 
the entire universe rocked, and the jewels in the head of 
Adiseja were scattered. Devi called out "Kuhu!"—hence she is 
named KosampaJ (from Sanskrit ghosa, "noise," "cry") or 
Kuyilin inmoliyammai ("the lady whose speech is sweeter 
than that of the hawk-cuckoo"). At her call, the god righted 
the universe. A voice from heaven said: "Indra, worship the 
god within yourself (atmastha). We shall stay here on earth for 
the sake of others (parartha) ."81 

As in the myths of the muktipada cited earlier,82 men are more for
tunate than the gods, for mukti—in the sense of the salvation at
tained by, or indeed equivalent to, the worship of Siva—is readily 
within the grasp of the inhabitants of the earth. The shrine offers 
immediate redemption. Note again the essential role of the woman: 
the call of the goddess brings about the intervention of Siva, while 
another woman, the mother of Indra, inadvertently brings Indra to 
the shrine and prompts his attempt to uproot it. In the related 
myths of Ravana and the atmaliriga, it is sometimes the pious 
mother of the demon who forces Ravana to bring the linga from 
Kailasa to earth.83 At Tiruccaykkatu theatmalmga mentioned in the 
written version of the myth is replaced in the oral variant by the 
god within oneself (atmastha) as the final object of Indra's devotion. 
Indra is left with the hidden god who must be sought by knowl
edge of the Self; men have an easier path to release in the worship of 
the god manifest in his shrine. The attempt to remove this shrine 
shakes the earth to its foundation; Siva restores balance and chooses 
to remain in the sacred site in the interests of others—specifically of 
men rather than of gods, just as Vijnu stays at Sriraiikam to benefit 
men rather than Rakjasas. Siva's concern for others, as illustrated 
by his readiness to dwell forever in the shrine, is no doubt meant to 
contrast with Indra's more selfish goal of an individual salvation. 
Indra's search for the lord of the Self may even reflect the old goal 
of mok$a, in the classic sense of liberating the atman from its state of 
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bondage on earth and identifying it with brahman; in this case the 
myth would be stating the characteristic attitude of Tamil devo
tional religion, which, as we have seen, regards this notion of liber
ation as definitely inferior to the worship of God in this life. 

Finally, we may note one more iconographic parallel. According 
to a well-known story, the lihga at TiruppanantaJ was leaning to 
one side; a Cola king wished to straighten it, so he tied men, 
horses, and elephants with ropes to the linga and ordered them to 
pull. They were unable to straighten it. Kunkuliyakkalayanayanar 
tied his neck to the linga and made it stand properly with only a 
slight tug.84 Depictions of this scene show a figure pulling the linga, 

as in the myths quoted above—but here the devotee is fixing the 
image in place by the power of his devotion.85 

All the above myths illustrate the prime importance of place. 

Each shrine sees itself as the only center of the universe, the one 
spot that is directly linked to heaven and the nether world; the deity 
of the shrine can hardly be moved from a spot endowed with this 
characteristic. Moreover, just as the shrine can never be detached 
from its place, so it can never be destroyed. As we have seen, the 
gods have good reason to wish to destroy a powerful shrine: all 
who worship at the shrine go directly to heaven, and the gods are 
crowded out of their own homes.86 Hence the common motif of 
the gods' war against a shrine. Yet the gods' attempts to hide or 
destroy a shrine usually fail: at Pugpagiri ("Flower-Hill") a drop of 
amrta fell from Garuda's pot into the temple tank, whose waters 
then granted everyone immortality. Brahma was alarmed, and 
Narada told Hantimat to drop a hill on the tank, but the hill simply 
floated on the water like a flower (hence the name of the shrine).87 

The shrine survives not only individual attempts to destroy it, but 
even the universal destruction of the cosmic flood, the pralaya. In
deed, the Tamil myths of the flood are the most important exam
ples of the theme of the shrine's indestructibility. These myths also 
clarify another major element in the symbolism of the center—the 
link between the center and the creation of the world. We must 
now turn to these myths of the flood and of creation from the 
primeval waters. 

2. SURVIVING THE FLOOD 

Tamil tradition has long been famous for an origin myth based on 
the idea of a destructive flood. The story first appears in the com
mentary attributed to Nakklrar on the Iraiyanar akapporu}.1 There 
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we learn that the ancient Pantiya kings established three kinds 
(imiivakaippatta-) of Cankam or literary "academies" to judge the 
compositions of the early Tamil poets. The first Caiikam, in which 
the gods Siva and Murukan were included, sat for 4,440 years in 
"the Maturai which was flooded by the sea" (kafal kol\a ppa((a 

maturai). The second (ifaiccarikam) sat for 3,700 years in 
Kapatapuram, and "it seems that at that time the sea flooded the 
Paniiya land" (akkalattu ppolum patffiyanciffai kkafal korf(atu). The 
third Cankam studied Tamil for 1,850 years in Upper Maturai (ut-
tara maturai). This tradition is repeated with some elaboration in the 
commentary by Atiyarkkunallar on Cil. 8.1-2. Atiyarkkunallar in
forms us that the sea swallowed up forty-nine provinces (nafu) of 
the old Panfiya land from the PahruJi River to the north bank of the 
Kumari River. In other words, the medieval tradition of the com
mentators regards the ancient, antediluvian Tamil land as stretch
ing far to the south of the present southern border at Cape Com-
orin.2 The story of the three Cankam as it appears in our sources is 
suspect on many counts,3 and there is no geological evidence of any 
deluge affecting the area in historical times.4 Nevertheless, the 
Cankam legend is by no means the only instance of the flood motif 
in Tamil literature: the epic Marfimekalai describes the destruction 
of the ancient Cola port city Pukar (Kavirippumpattinam) by a 
flood5—although Pukar exists today as a village by the seashore, 
near the spot where the Kaviri pours into the Bay of Bengal. And, 
as we shall see, nearly every Tamil shrine claims to have survived 
the pralaya, the cosmic flood that puts an end to the created uni
verse. 

All of these flood myths may well go back to a single archetype. 
Already in the story of the three Caiikam we may detect the confla
tion of two basic elements—the idea of a complete destruction (of 
the ancient cities of Maturai and Kapatapuram), out of which a new 
creation emerges; and the belief that something (here the Cankam, 
the institution that symbolizes the beginning of Tamil culture) sur
vives the deluge. These ideas are, of course, somewhat similar, for 
even the notion of rebirth out of a total destruction implies a degree 
of continuity. I will argue below that it is this concept—the re
newed creation that follows upon the deluge—that underlies both 
the Caiikam legend and the corpus of flood myths attached to the 
shrines. Tamil mythology depicts the creation of the world as a re
current moment in the cosmic cycle, a moment that arrives after 
the universal deluge, and is always linked to the shrine as the center 
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of the cosmos, hence the proper site from which to create; the con
nection between this conception and the Catikam story emerges in 
the local tradition of Maturai, the probable source of the Caiikam 
legend, and the home of the third, possibly historical Caiikam.6 

Before we turn to the Maturai flood myths, let us survey the two 
broad categories of Tamil flood myths, which correspond to the 
two basic ideas isolated above—myths of creation and myths of 
survival. We begin with the latter category, which seems at first 
glance to be more prevalent in Tamil. Most Tamil puranas contain 
a myth describing the shrine's survival of the cosmic flood. The 
idea of surviving the deluge may go back to the earliest flood myth 
in India, in which Manu, the progenitor of the human race, is saved 
from the flood by a fish: 

A fish warned Manu of an impending flood. Manu built a ship 
and, when the waters began to rise, tied it with a rope to the 
horn of the fish. The fish carried him over the northern moun
tain and instructed him to bind the ship to a tree. The waters 
gradually abated. Manu offered ghee, sour milk, whey, and 
curds into the water, and, in a year, a woman was born. She 
came to Manu and told him to use her in a sacrifice, and by her 
he had offspring.7 

This myth has been much discussed, often in the light of the well-
known Middle Eastern parallels; the possibility of borrowing can
not be ruled out.8 Eventually this myth becomes the background to 
Vigou's fish-avatar.9 It is interesting to note that two puranas place 
the beginning of the story in south India: the Matsyapuraria begins 
with Manu practicing tbpas on Mount Malaya,10 and the Bhagavata 
gives the role of Manu to Satyavrata, lord of Dravida.11 Perhaps 
these identifications reflect an awareness of the hypertrophy of the 
motif in south Indian mythology; or they may indicate no more 
than the provenance of these particular versions. In the version 
quoted above, as well as in later purariic texts, Manu's survival is a 
key element, for the flood is the reason for a repetition of the crea
tion story, a second creation similar to the first (note the appearance 
here of the incest theme), and also to some extent dependent upon 
it. The same pattern appears in many tribal flood myths in India: no 
sooner is creation accomplished than it is threatened with dis
aster.12 Note the idea of sacrifice in the text quoted above: the post
diluvian creation is connected with a sacrificial rite; the horn of the 
fish that saves Manu may be a multiform of the γύρα, the sacrificial 
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post.13 A deep level of meaning may be hinted at here: the universe 
is created anew out of the havoc of the deluge, just as new life is 
attained through the violent act of sacrifice.14 

Other Sanskrit accounts of the flood include among the survivors 
the Seven Sages with the seeds of creatures,15 Brahma, the sage 
Markantfeya, the Narmada River, Bhava (Rudra), the fish-Vijnu, 
and the Vedas, puranas, and sciences.16 The Matsyapuratfa mentions 
a "boat of the Vedas" in which the survivors escape; this motif is 
developed in an important Tamil flood myth, in which the survival 
of Manu and the others is replaced by two related elements—the 
escape of Siva and Uma in a boat fashioned from the praqava (the 
syllable Om), and the continued existence of the shrine: 

All creatures except Siva, who is the First Principle, perished 
in the deluge that covered the universe. In order to create the 
worlds anew by the power of his grace {ami valiyan), Siva, 
clothed only in the sixty-four arts, without his serpent orna
ments, his crescent moon, his garland (of konrai flowers), or 
his tiger skin, made the pratiava which is the sound of the 
Vedas into a boat [totfi). With the name Periyanayakan ("the 
great lord"), together with Uma he entered the boat and sailed 
through the waters. They found a shrine standing firm as 
dharma, undestroyed by the flood. "This shrine is the 'root' of 
the universe (miilitarakettiram = Skt. muladharak^etra),'' cried 
Siva in joy, and he remained there in the boat. The guardians 
of the quarters found him there and said, "He has dried up the 
waters with his third eye!" Varuna, the lord of the sea, came 
there and worshiped the god who saves those without egoism 
from the sea (of rebirth).17 

This story provides the explanation for one of the names of 
Cikali—"Tonipuram," city of the boat. The shrine is not destroyed 
by the flood because it is the center of the world, the "root" or base 
of the spine of the cosmic man whose body symbolizes the created 
universe.18 Siva arrives at this spot with his bride, without his usual 
attributes, in a boat made from the sound of the Vedas; the inde
structible shrine becomes the god's refuge from the flood, and the 
spot from which he can begin the work of creation once more. The 
sound of the Vedas will guide the god in this work, for sound 
(sabda) is traditionally an important instrument of creation.19 The 
first step in this process is taken when Siva burns up the waters 
with the fire of his third eye. Water must give way to land, so that 
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I. Siva and Parvati escape the deluge in a boat. 

creation can take place; elsewhere, however, Siva's third eye creates 
not land but the flood—in the form of ten rivers—from the sweat of 
Parvatl's hands when the goddess covers his eyes.20 

The myth from Clkali clearly reveals the link between the 
shrine's survival and its role as the site of the new creation. The 
progression is not, however, always so clear; many texts content 
themselves with the first notion, and say nothing of the cos
mogony. The shrine is eternal and has never been destroyed (hence 
the use of such common epithets as mannum Hr,21 miitHr22 

palaiyapati,23 nirantarapuri,24 and so on, all indicative of the shrine's 
antiquity and indestructibility). All the holy places near Maturai 
disappeared during the deluge except that worshiped by Kubera at 
Uttaravalavay.25 Gaoesa at Tiruppurampayam is known as 
PiraJayam katta vinayakar because he saved the world from the 
flood.26 A folk etymology explains the name of a shrine mentioned 
in the Tevaram, ParavaiyunmantaJi, as the temple (matf(ali) that 
swallowed (uti) the sea (paravai) sent by Varuna.27 The Nagagiri at 
Tiruccenkotu is never destroyed during the deluge,28 and the in
habitants of Tiruvanciyam need not fear the end of the world—for 
all the worlds come to Tiruvanciyam and enter into the goddess 
there.29 Similarly, the Vedas and other holy scriptures enter into 
the liriga at Vetaraniyam at the time of the universal destruction, for 
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that lihga is never destroyed.30 Siva surrounded Tirutteiikur with a 
great rampart so that the waters of the flood could not overwhelm 
it.31 The motif is known in other literatures, as well: Palestine is 
higher than other lands and was therefore not submerged by the 
flood.32 

An unusual development of the motif of surviving the flood is 
found in the story of the sznd-lihga at Kancipuram, which is one of 
the most popular of all Tamil myths: 

The goddess Uma came to earth to expiate the sin of hiding 
the eyes of her husband Siva. She worshiped the god of Kanci 
in the form of a linga, and he, in order to test her, gathered all 
the waters of the world into the river Kampai, which flooded 
the town of Kanci. Uma embraced the lihga to save it from the 
flood, and the lihga grew soft in her embrace. Siva arrested the 
flood, and ever since the lihga at Kanci bears the marks of 
Uma's breasts and the bracelets she wore on her arms.33 

Here the flood motif is put to the service of the myth of Siva's mar
riage to the goddess at Kancipuram. Other versions state that the 
lihga was fashioned by Parvati from sand on the bank of the river,34 

and this idea brings us even closer to one of the possible sources of 
the myth, the mention in the Cilappatikaram of a woman who em
braced a sand image of her husband on the bank of the Kaviri to 
protect it from the flood.35 V. R. Ramachandra Dikshitar notes in 
this connection that "even today it is a custom among some classes 
for the chaste wife to go to the river bank, make an image of her 
husband in sand and after making offerings to it, to cast off the 
clothes she was wearing and to put on new ones."36 The Periya 
purinam expressly states that the image embraced by the goddess 
became the wedding form of the god (matfavala nar kolam), al
though ParvatI leaves the imprint of her breasts and bracelets not 
upon sand but upon stone, which is melted by her love.37 

In one variant of this myth, DevI at Kancipuram is aided by 
Durga, who wins the name Pralayabandhinl, "she who holds back 
the pralaya," by forcing the flooding river into a skull (kapala).38 

The goddess is associated with the flood in other sites as well: 

The gods praised the goddess KanyakumarI after her defeat of 
Banasura; they asked her to remain forever at the site of the 
battle, on the shore of the sea. They wanted fresh water, not 
salt water, to pour over her image, so the goddess split the 
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earth with her spear, and a great flood welled up from the 
seven Patalas and covered the earth. Alarmed, the gods prayed 
for help, and the goddess made the water remain in the cleft 
of the earth: that is the Mulaganga at the shrine of 
Kanyakumari.39 

DevI first creates and then controls the flood. Note that the 
Mfllagaiiga at this shrine emerges from the nether world, the zone 
of chaos. The raging river is then contained within the borders of 
the shrine by the goddess, just as Durga swallows up the flood at 
Kanci. The goddess creates order from the materials of chaos, 
through the imposition of limits; at Kanci she herself braves the 
flood in order to save the image of the god. In these myths we see 
again the importance of Devi as a source of pratitfha, the firm 
ground in which the deity and the shrine built around him are an
chored. 

The idea that the shrine must survive the flood found its way into 
the post-epic versions of the story of Dvaraka, the city carved out 
of the sea by Kfjija. According to the Harivattf sa, Kpjna—who is 
known in another context as an enemy of the sea40—requested the 
sea to recede in order to make room for the building of Dvaraka 
("the Gate"—to the nether world?).41 After the Bharata war and 
the deaths of Balarama and Kp^ija, Dvaraka was submerged by the 
sea.42 But the Viftfupuratfa explicitly excepts the shrine (grha) of 
Kfjija from the destruction: "On the day Hari (K^na) left the 
earth, strong black-bodied Kali came down (avatirtfo 'yam kalakayo 

ball kalih). The ocean covered the whole of Dvaraka except for the 
temple of Vasudeva. The sea has not been able to violate (atikran-

tum) it; Kesava (Vijnu) dwells there always."43 The Bhagavata re
peats this statement: "The sea submerged in a moment Dvaraka, 
which was abandoned by Hari, except for the temple (alayam) of 
the lord; Madhusudana (Vijnu) is always present there."44 Krjna's 
death is thus the prelude to the destruction of his city and to the 
beginning of the Kali Age, the corrupt, unhappy period that is our 
present moment in time; but the god remains even now in his 
shrine, which no doubt offers its pilgrims an immediate salvation. 
Dvaraka, of course, is said to exist still today in Gujarat.45 

There seems little reason to believe that the idea of the shrine's 
survival belongs to the earliest layer of the Dvaraka story; more 
probably, it was simply introduced by the puranas into the older 
legend. In the MBh, the destruction of Dvaraka is complete; in-
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deed, this episode in the epic seems to revolve around the idea of a 
total devastation—it follows immediately the story of the Yadavas' 
fratricidal massacre—and raises the question of the god's responsi
bility for the existence of death.46 This version of the story has a 
parallel in Tamil tradition in the myth of the flooding of Pukar: 

King NetumutikkiUi fell in love with a girl he saw one day in a 
garden. She lived with him for a month and then disappeared. 
The king learned from a messenger that the girl was Pilivalai, 
daughter of the Naga king Valaivapan, and that she was to 
bear a son to a king of the solar dynasty. When Pilivalai had 
given birth, she sent her son to his father on a merchant's ship, 
but the ship foundered and the baby was lost. In his grief the 
king forgot to celebrate the festival of Indra, and as a result the 
goddess Manimekalai destroyed the city by a flood.47 

As in the MBh version of the Dvaraka story, the destruction of the 
city is complete, although Pukar, like Dvaraka, is still pointed out 
today. In this myth the flood is attached to the important theme of 
the king's marriage to a Naga princess; ultimately it is the king's 
love for the NaginI that brings ruin to the city. Union with the 
Naga serpent deities, who represent the indigenous possessors of 
the earth, may legitimize a dynasty, but it is very often a source of 
danger as well: a Kashmiri legend tells of a king who burns a Na-
ginl in an oven in order to free himself from her magic control.48 

The basic pattern of the Pukar myth survives in a number of popu
lar variants from northern Tamilnatu, especially the Tontai region: 
for example, the puranic tradition of Mahabalipuram near Madras 
describes the destruction of the site through a flood sent by Indra, 
who becomes jealous of the splendor of this city of men.49 In the 
Mahabalipuram tradition, the role of the serpent temptress is given 
to a celestial apsaras—the usual accomplice of the gods in their at
tempts to corrupt powerful mortals.50 Another variant from this 
region retains the Nagini and reverses the whole force of the myth: 
the Tootai ruler Tiraiyan is said to have been born from the union 
of a Co]a king with a serpent maiden, who tied a tortfai creeper to 
her son as a sign of his lineage and sent him on the waves (tirai) to 
receive his kingdom.51 This attempt to explain the name Ilan-
tiraiyan retains the Co]a hero of the Pukar myth, and thus hints at 
the provenance of the story; but here the infant prince is carried 
safely by the water, and there is no violent deluge. Other variants 
support the positive role of the water, which now brings a ruler 
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instead of destruction.52 The king rises from the ocean like the 
goddess Sri from the ocean of milk,S3 and like the daughter of 
Manu after the flood recedes; the appearance of the dynasty may 
replace the motif of the city won from the sea. Order, in the person 
of the king, replaces the inchoate powers of the ocean, and the flood 
provides the background to the dynastic foundation—or, in other 
words, to a renewed creation. Again we are led back to the theme 
of creation from the water. We must now examine in more detail 
the Tamil cosmogonic myths, which begin at the moment of the 
universal deluge. 

The Creative Flood: 
The Kaviri and the Lord of the Pot 

For a typical example of a shrine's picture of creation, we may turn 
to the tradition of Tiruvorriyiir: 

Brahma was born on a lotus growing from the navel of Vigiju 
during the universal flood. The lotus swayed under his weight, 
and he fell into the water. He prayed to Siva and Devi, and the 
goddess interceded on his behalf with Siva. The lord agreed to 
his request not to be reborn, and then disappeared with the 
goddess. 

Left alone, full of sadness,,Brahma performed yoga to burn 
his body with his inner fire (miilattin kanal). This fire burnt the 
world and dried up the flood, and by the grace of Siva the wa
ters gathered in a heap. To grant Brahma release, Siva ap
peared as a square painted plank (caturaccirpam akiya palakam) in 
the midst of the fire, and he dwells in that form to this day at 
that spot, which is known as Atipuri, since the lord came there 
at the beginning (atiyil). The waters of the deluge became a 
deep lake to the northeast of the liriga.54 

The beginning (adi, Tam. ati) celebrated in this myth is the start of 
creation, the reemergence of the world after the flood is burned 
away. This is a process that must involve the shrine: Brahma dries 
up the waters with his internal fire, thus causing the shrine, the site 
of creation, to be revealed through the appearance of the lingal 
plank. Ironically, Brahma, who traditionally performs the actual 
work of creation, here initiates the creative process while seeking 
release from existence and from the sorrows of having a body! 
Brahma is, in fact, said to have gained his wish: Siva appears to 
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grant him release. In this case, however, release seems to be iden
tified with the divine epiphany itself; once again, it is not the old 
goal of mukti that is praised, but the "release" that comes from 
worshiping the god in his local home, in this very real world. 
Brahma thus attains his desire without ceasing to exist, in his pres
ent incarnation; the salvation he achieves in the shrine on earth pre
sumably obviates any future births, so that Siva can promise that he 
will not be reborn. The same immediate salvation is, of course, of
fered to all who come to worship at Tiruvorriyur. In the eyes of the 
Tamil author, creation is thus a positive, beneficent process leading 
to the possibility of happiness in the circumstances of our life on 
earth.55 The waters of the flood out of which the world is created 
persist in a controlled, circumscribed form near the central image of 
the shrine—an eternal reminder of the creative act that has taken 
place at this spot. 

Somewhat more complex is the cosmogonic myth at Kumpa-
konam, where Siva is Adikumbhesvara, "lord of the pot": 

When the time of the universal deluge drew near, Brahma 
came to Siva and said, "Once the world has been destroyed, 
how will I be able to create it anew?" Siva instructed him to 
mix earth with amfta, fashion a golden pot (kumpam, Skt. 
kumbha), and put the Vedas and other scriptures into the pot 
along with the Seed of Creation (ciruftipijam). Brahma made 
the pot and decorated it with leaves, and, when the flood 
began to rise, he put the pot in a net bag (uri) and sent it off on 
the waters. Pushed by the wind and the waves, the pot floated 
southwards; the leaves fell off and became holy shrines, and 
the pot came to rest at a spot proclaimed sacred by a heavenly 
voice. Lord Aiyanar tried to break the pot with an arrow, but 
his arrow missed. Siva took the form of a hunter and shot an 
arrow, which hit the pot and let loose a flood of amfta. When 
the waters of the deluge receded, Brahma fashioned a linga 

from earth mixed with amfta, and Siva merged into the linga in 
the presence of the gods.56 

Once again Siva's appearance at a shrine after the cosmic flood 
marks the start of a renewed creation. The god frees the seed from 
its container and thus allows the world to be formed afresh. Note 
that Siva's action is a violent one: the hunter god shatters Brahma's 
pot with his arrow. The basic images of this myth—in particular, 
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that of the creative seed carried in a pot—are drawn from well-
known Sanskrit myths. In one version of Prajapati's creation, 
Dawn appears before the gods in the form of an apsaras; they shed 
their seed at the sight of her, and Prajapati fashions a sacrificial ves
sel out of gold in which he places the seed, from which Rudra is 
born.57 In one of the classic myths of the creative sacrifice, 
Prajapati, who is identified with the sacrificial victim, lusts for his 
daughter; to punish him, the gods create Rudra from their most 
fearful forms, and Rudra pierces Prajapati with an arrow. The seed 
of Prajapati pours out and becomes a lake.58 In later versions 
Brahma spills his seed "like water from a broken pot."59 Rudra, the 
archer and sacrificial butcher, has become the hunter Siva at 
Kumpakoijam; the pot that holds the seed is, in the Tamil myth as 
well as in the Sanskrit sources, a symbol of the womb.60 This con
junction of seed and the pot/womb is implicit in the kumbhabhifeka 

ritual of consecration, in which a shrine is bathed in water from a 
pot. Kumpakonam, of course, derives its name from the pot 
(kumbha). Siva is also known as Kumbhesvara in Nepal, where he is 
said to have been established by Agastya, the sage whom we have 
seen to be prominent in traditions about the origin of Tamil cul
ture;61 Agastya is himself called Kumbhayoni, "born from a pot," 
because of the following myth: Mitra and Varui^a saw UrvasI at a 
sacrificial session; they spilled their seed, and it fell into ajar con
taining water that stood overnight. Agastya was born from the 
seed in the jar.62 As we shall see in a moment, Tamil tradition con
nects Agastya with another pot, and one Tamil myth explains his 
title Kumbhayoni not by the above story but by the "survival" 
motif: Agastya was given this epithet because he escaped from a pot 
during the universal flood.63 

In the myth from Kumpakoijam, the seed that Brahma places in 
the pot may be understood in two ways—either as the actual seed 
of the creator (and thus a multiform of the amxta that is used in fash
ioning the pot), or as the creative sound (the "seed-mantra") that 
helps give form to the universe, like the pratfava in the myth from 
Cikali cited above. The sound of the Vedas becomes the boat that 
carries Siva and Uma to Cikali; in the myth from Kumpakonam, 
the Vedas and other scriptures are carried with the seed in the pot. 
When the pot is broken, a stream of amxta pours forth, so that we 
have in effect a second, creative flood that contrasts with the de-
stiuctive pralaya covering the earth. This motif is developed further 
in a popular myth about the origin of the Kaviri River: 
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When Siva sent Agastya to the south, he gave him at his re
quest the river Ponni so that he could have water for his ablu
tions. The river protested that it was not right for her, a 
woman, to follow a man, but Siva assured her that the sage 
was in complete control of his senses. Agastya put the river in 
his water pot (kutffikai) and headed south. 

Indra, who was hiding from the demon Surapadma and his 
brothers, had taken the form of a bamboo in a pleasure-garden 
he had created for the worship of Siva at Clkali. Siirapadma's 
spies were unable to find him, so the demon king sent a 
drought to devastate the world. The garden at CikaH shriv
elled up in the blazing heat of the sun. Indra, distressed at the 
loss of flowers for worship, was advised by Narada to worship 
Vinayaka, who would bring the waters of the Ponni to Clkali. 

Indra worshiped the elephant-headed god, and Vinayaka 
took the form of a crow and perched on Agastya's water pot. 
The sage raised his arm to drive the bird away, and the crow 
upset the pot. The Ponni poured on to the earth with tremen
dous force, shaking the worlds. 

Vinayaka took the form of a Brahmin lad and fled from the 
enraged sage, but at length he revealed to him his true form. 
The sage asked forgiveness, but complained that he was now 
without water for his worship. The god took some water in 
his trunk and poured it into the pot, which immediately over
flowed again. Agastya thanked Vinayaka and proceeded 
southwards, and the Ponni flowed toward Clkali, where it re
vived Indra's garden.64 

This story bears a superficial resemblance to that of the descent of 
the Ganges from heaven to earth; Indra's worship of Vinayaka-
Ganesa ultimately brings the river to earth to revive his garden, as 
Bhagiratha's worship of Brahma and Siva brings the Ganges to 
cover the ashes of the sons of Sagara and gain them entrance to 
heaven.65 A further connection is the episode of the sage Jahnu 
who, seeing the Ganges sweep over his sacrificial site, drank up the 
water of the river, just as Agastya, the central figure of the Tamil 
myth, is said to have drunk the waters of the ocean.66 There is, 
however, an important difference between the stories of the two 
rivers: Bhagiratha must persuade Siva to sustain the Ganges in its 
descent, since the earth could not bear its violent force; but al
though the Kaviri descends violently, shaking the worlds, the sa-
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cred ground of the Tamil land can bear it. The text makes this point 
by recalling the flood at Kancipuram, which we discussed above: 
"The Ponni fell to earth in a flood like the Kampai, which our lord 
called to Kanci to demonstrate the love of the Lady who gave birth 
to the world";67 by implication, the earth can survive, as did 
Kancipuram. 

The Kaviri myth has, however, borrowed more significantly 
from other sources. Its basic image is once again that of the creative 
seed I flood carried in a pot. Agastya's appearance in the myth is nat
ural for at least two reasons: first, Agastya is himself born from a 
pot (Kumbhayoni); and second, this sage is the major figure in the 
Tamil myth of cultural origins, and thus belongs by right in other 
myths of creation—especially creation from a flood. Both the Caii-
kam and Kaviri myths seem to belong to this category, as we shall 
see. Agastya figures already in a much older version of the Kaviri 
myth: at the request of Kantaman the Colan, Agastya tipped over 
his pot (karakam), and Lady Kaviri flowed eastwards to the sea; she 
joined the sea at the spot where the ancient goddess Campapati was 
performing tapas, and the goddess declared that the city would be 
known thereafter by the name of the river (Kavirippumpa(ti-
iiam).68 Here the Saiva veneer of the Kantapuranam is lacking, and 
Indra's catalytic role is fulfilled by the Cola king; yet both Agastya 
and the origin of the river in the water pot are mentioned. They 
might be said to be the primary constituents of the story, and to 
suggest in themselves the identification of the river with the divine 
seed. This identification is strengthened in the Kantapuraijam by the 
addition of several elements drawn from the myth of Skanda's 
birth. There, too, the seed (of Siva or Agni) is often put into a pot 
(or pit);69 or it is placed in the Ganges,70 or in a golden lake,71 or in 
a clump of reeds.72 In the Tamil myth the clump of reeds appears as 
the bamboo in which Indra hides73 until Cikali is flooded by the 
river. The bamboo and other trees of Indra's garden are burned— 
not by the fiery seed of Siva, which burns any vehicle or receptacle 
in which it is placed, but by the sun, which consumes them "as the 
Triple City was once burned by Siva."74 Indra instigates the de
scent of the river, just as he interferes with Siva's tapas to seek the 
birth of Siva's child. The very name of the river that appears most 
often in this account—Ponni, the Golden, "the Kauvery river, as 
having golden sands"75—recalls the constant recurrence of gold in 
the Skanda birth myth: the seed itself is golden76 (an inheritance 
from the Vedic Hiranyagarbha), as are the pot,77 the mountain on 
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which it is placed,78 the reed forest or lake (with trees or lotuses),79 

the twins born by Agni's wife Svaha,80 the cup with which ParvatI 
nurses the infant Skanda,81 and all that the brilliant seed illuminates 
(grass, creepers, shrubs, mountains, and forests).82 Moreover, the 
Ponni is compared to "amxta drunk by starving men";83 amrta or 
Soma is a common equivalent for seed in Saiva symbolism,84 and 
let us recall that the Seed of Creation flows from the broken pot at 
Kumpakonam as a river of amxta. 

Ganesa's appearance in the myth, first as a crow and then as a 
Brahmin boy, also has important precedents. The first image goes 
back to the ancient concept of the fire-bird carrying ambrosia;85 the 
conjunction of birds and seed is common in Hindu mythology.86 

Birds are usually present in the Skanda myth: Agni takes the form 
of a parrot,87 turtle-dove (paravata),86 or goose89 to interrupt Siva 
and Parvati in their love making; Kama comes in the form of a cak-

ravaka to wound Siva;90 and Svaha as a Garudi bird carries the fiery 
seed to the mountain peak.91 In the Kaviri myth, the crow-Gapesa 
liberates the seed/river from the pot. Ganesa then takes the form of 
a young Brahmin and flees from Agastya; this element in the myth 
may be related to the following, somewhat unusual account of 
Gaijesa's birth: 

Vijiju in the form of a Brahmin ascetic, tortured by thirst, in
terrupted Siva and ParvatI when they were making love. Siva 
spilled his seed on the bed. Siva and ParvatI offered the 
Brahmin food and drink, but he took the form of a child and 
went to the bed, where he became mingled with Siva's seed. 
Seeing a baby lying on the bed and looking up at the roof, Par-
vatl nursed him as her son (and he was named Ganesa).92 

The interruption of Siva and Parvatl's love making, which is basic 
to the Skanda birth myth, here produces their other child, Ganesa. 
Ganesa, instead of taking the form of a young Brahmin, is here 
born from the Brahmin, whose thirst is quenched not by water but 
by Siva's seed, just as the river/seed restores the parched plants of 
Indra's garden in the Tamil myth. 

The creative force of the Kaviri flood becomes clear at the con
clusion of the myth: C IkaJi, which has been desiccated by the 
drought sent by Indra's demon adversaries, is revived by the river. 
We have here, in effect, a reversal of the other flood myth from 
Clkali, in which Siva, who has escaped to this shrine in a boat, be
gins creating the world at this spot by first drying up the waters of 
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the flood. Both myths, however, contain the same basic idea of a 
new creation proceeding from a flood. In the Kaviri myth, the 
flood is itself an equivalent of the divine seed carried in a pot; in the 
more conventional cosmogonies, such as the myth from Tiruvor-
riyflr, the creation follows the great flood and opposes it as land is 
opposed to water, order to chaos. Nevertheless, the destruction of 
the deluge is the necessary prelude to the rebirth of the world; the 
violent flood holds within it the seed of a new creation. This idea is 
clearly conveyed by the Kumpakopam story, in which the creative 
seed is carried over the waters in a pot, just as the sound of the 
Vedas, Siva's guide to creation, brings the creator god to Cikali. It 
now remains for us to study the relevance of these symbols for an 
understanding of the myths of Maturai and the Tamil Cankam. 

The Maturai Flood Myths 
and the Carikam Story 

Of all Tamil shrines, Maturai can claim the greatest number of 
flood myths. There are two major myths of a flood in the Maturai 
puranas;93 in addition, we have a story about the rediscovery of the 
boundaries of the city after the pralaya;94 a related story in which 
the Vedas, newly emerged from the praqava after a universal de
struction, are expounded to the sages of the Naimiga Forest in 
Maturai;95 the arrival of the seven seas in Maturai for Kancanai's 
ablutions;96 the myth of the Kubera-/which never perishes in 
the flood;97 the flooding of the Vaikai River;98 and three examples 
of the closely related theme of surviving not a flood but its oppo
site, a drought.99 The flood myths relating to the first two Caiikam 
also belong here, as we shall see. Let us begin with the first of the 
flood myths in Perumparrappuliyurnampi's Tiruvdlavayufaiyar 
tiruvila iyatarp uranam: 

Varuna, the lord of the sea, wished to test the greatness of 
Siva, so he ordered the ocean to flood the world. The gods, 
men, Nagas, and others took refuge with the lord of Alavay 
(Maturai), to whom the panic-stricken lndra called for help. 
Siva sent the doomsday clouds (Pujkalavarta and three others) 
to drink up the waters of the ocean. Varuija was incensed at 
this action, so he sent his own clouds to destroy the city with 
their rain. Siva made the doomsday clouds into buildings and 
sent them to protect Maturai from the rain. They towered 
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over the city until Varupa's clouds dried up, and they then re
mained in Maturai as four buildings (rndfam). Hence Maturai is 
known as Nanmatakkutal ("the junction of four build
ings").100 

This story is in explanation of one of the old names of the city, 
Nanmatakkutal, which probably derives from four ancient temples 
(to Kanni, Kariyamal, Kali, and Alavay) in the town. The name 
appears in the classical sources,101 and the identifications of the four 
temples given by Naccinarkkiniyar (on Kalittokai 92.65) survive in 
the names of the protecting divinities cited in the introduction to 
Perumparrappuliyurnampi's text.102 This, then, is an origin myth: 
the four great temples of Maturai were the doomsday clouds sent 
by Siva to defend the city from the flood. The doomsday clouds, 
which are said to have been born from the seed shed by Brahma at 
the wedding of Siva and Sati,103 connect this story with that of the 
Pantiyan, who imprisoned the four doomsday clouds in response 
to a drought caused by Indra.104 In our myth, the flood is checked 
by the doomsday clouds, which then protect the city from the flood 
of rain sent by the angry Varupa; here the clouds are analogous to 
the mountain (Govardhana) that Krgna holds up to protect Gokula 
from the torrential rains of Indra.105 In the slightly expanded ver
sion of the flood myth in the Tiruvi\ai. of Parancoti, Indra is also 
the instigator of the flood at Maturai: 

Once when Indra came to worship in the temple at Maturai, he 
found Apitekapantiyan engaged in worship there. Indra had to 
wait to offer his devotion. When he returned to heaven, Var-
una came to visit and found him feeling sad because his prayers 
had been delayed. When Varuna saw how devoted Indra was 
to Cokkaliiikam (Siva at Maturai), he asked if the god of 
Maturai could cure the pain in his stomach. "Try him and see 
for yourself," said Indra, so Varupa sent the sea to destroy 
Maturai. The Pantiyan sought the help of Siva, and Siva sent 
four clouds from his matted locks to dry up the sea. Furious at 
this check and unable to understand the amusement of the lord 
of Maturai, Varupa sent seven clouds to destroy the city with 
rain. Rain fell in streams like crystal pillars, and the inhabitants 
of Maturai thought the end of the world had come. To remove 
their distress Siva commanded the four clouds to cover the 
four corners of the ancient city in the form of four buildings. 
The clouds of Varupa exhausted their rain on these buildings, 
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and Varuija became ashamed. He worshiped the lord of 
Maturai, and the pain in his stomach disappeared.106 

Here it is specifically Maturai rather than the world as a whole 
(nalam) that the sea attacks. Note that the stock idea of the rivalry 
between Indra and a virtuous mortal (king or sage) is transferred to 
a competition in devotion to Siva: Indra must wait until the king 
finishes his prayer. Moreover, as in the earlier version, the idea of 
testing the devotee is reversed, and Varuna tests the god. Indra's 
inspiration of the test might be seen as an interesting extension of 
his role in opposing Siva in other myths, for example by sending 
Kama to disturb the god's meditation—an action that, like Varu-
pa's trial by water, is ultimately benevolent in intent. There is also 
an echo of the myth of churning the ocean, which in any case shares 
several motifs with the cosmogonic flood (such as the emergence of 
amfla, a multiform of the divine seed, from the waters): there Siva 
neutralizes the poison that rises from the depths of the sea, as at 
Maturai he heals the pain in the sea-god's stomach.107 The idea that 
bhakti can cure stomach pains is a common motif in Saiva hagiog-
raphies.108 

The second flood story is a multiform of the first: 

Once the sea rose against the ancient city of Maturai. The gods 
were alarmed and, seeing this, Siva appeared to Ukkirapan-
tiyan in a dream and told him to throw the lance which he (as 
his father, Cuntarapantiyan) had given him against the fear
some sea (nam a\itta velaiy ara nam a\itta velaiy eri). The Pan-
tiyan awoke and, after being urged again by the god, threw his 
spear at the sea, which became calm and lapped at his feet. 
Tamilccokkan (Siva) appeared, erected a matfdapa, and said, 
"This will be the site of the first and second Caiikam; the third 
will be on the bank of the Ganges."109 

Aravamuthan has shown that the notion of the sea lapping the feet 
of the king became a cliche of the commentators.110 The bank of 
the Ganges is taken to be a reference to the Porramarai Tank at 
Maturai.111 The Tiruvilai. adds a pretext for the flood: Indra be
came jealous of the Pantiyan, who was ruling virtuously and had 
performed ninety-six horse sacrifices, so he told the lord of the sea 
to flood Maturai as if it were the time of the universal deluge.112 

Instead of the god's building a mandapa for the Caiikam, the 
Tiruvilai. has the king consecrate to Siva all the area of fields and 
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villages between the walled ancient city of Maturai and the retreat
ing sea (verse 20). 

It is this last element, the consecration of the land relinquished by 
the sea, which, one might suggest, is the focal point of the myth. 
Not only does the city survive the flood; it is in part (fields and vil
lages or, in Tiruval., the site of the Cankam) created from the flood 
by the casting of the spear. The same motif occurs in a number of 
other myths. Aravamuthan has suggested that the idea of throwing 
a spear at the sea goes back to Agastya's drinking the ocean113 or, 
more convincingly, to Kartavirya's showering arrows at the 
ocean114 and Skanda's hurling his lance at Mount Kraunca.115 

There is also the story of Bhijma, who dries up the Ganges by 
shooting arrows at it.116 But the idea of a creative attack upon the 
ocean is perhaps most clear in another well-known origin myth in 
south India: Parasurama created the land from Gokarnam to 
KanyakumarI by throwing his axe at the ocean.117 The prototype 
of this tradition appears in the MBh: 

Parasurama cleared the earth of Kjatriyas and gave it to 
Kasyapa as a sacrificial fee. Kasyapa said to him, "Go to the 
shore of the southern ocean, you must not dwell in my terri
tory." The sea measured out for Parasurama a country called 
SCrparaka. Kasyapa made the earth an abode of Brahmins and 
entered the forest.118 

The Koiiku and TuJuva regions have a similar myth of origins.119 

We may recall here Kf^na's war against the ocean and his building 
of Dvaraka on land relinquished by the sea.120 

Another variation on this theme is the myth of the bridge at 
Irameccuram: Rama asked the sea to help him cross to Lanka; when 
the ocean did not appear in answer to his appeal and three days had 
passed, Rama began to shoot arrows at the sea. The sea came up 
from Patala and sought refuge with Rama, begged not to be forced 
to transgress the laws of creation by drying up its waters, and sug
gested that instead the monkey Nala build a causeway.121 Like 
Parasurama, Ramacandra attacks the sea; and, although the sea does 
not recede, it provides the means of crossing over it by land. 

Perhaps the most important parallel is found in the Tamil myths 
of Murukan. Ukkirapantiyan, who casts his spear against the sea in 
the Maturai flood myth, is himself an incarnation of Skanda I 
Murukan, for he is* the son of Siva I Cuntarapaniiyan and Parvati I 
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MinaksI.122 In Tamil mythology, Murukan casts his spear 
twice—once against Mount Kraunca, as in the Sanskrit sources, 
and once more against the demon Cflr (Surapadma), who has taken 
the form of a huge mango tree in the midst of the sea. It is this latter 
episode that is particularly celebrated in Tamil literature: "We 
praise the wielder of the spear that killed the mango (demon) in the 
ocean."123 Moreover, Murukan's war against Cflr may be part of 
an ancient myth of creation: the spear dries up the waters of the 
ocean as it flies toward the mango, and the destruction of the 
mango creates space for the world and liberates the sun from the 
darkness of chaos.124 In casting his spear in the ocean, the god thus 
overcomes the forces of disorder and uncontrolled violence, just as 
the king of Maturai subdues the threatening sea with his spear. 

There is another set of references in ancient Tamil literature to 
throwing back the sea. The hero of the fifth decade of Patirruppattu 

is Cenkuttuvan "who drove back the sea" (kafal pirakk' offiya ceri-

kuffuvan). He too is said to have lifted his spear (vel) against the 
sea,125 but the old commentary takes this to mean he fought against 
people whose stronghold was the sea (tannu} valyarkku ararf dkiya 

kafal). Probably the verses refer to pirates, although this is not 
stated explicitly.126 There remains a strong possibility that the 
epithet kafal pirakk' offiya- contributed to the later flood myths from 
Maturai. 

Let us return to the Maturai myths. We have seen that both 
Tiruvilai. end the second flood myth with an act of creation after 
the deluge, and TiruuaL (the earlier of the two) connects this with 
the story of the Cankam. Aravamuthan has argued that the last 
verse of Tiruval. 21, which tells us that the site established by the 
god served as the home of the first two Caiikam, is spurious.127 

Certainly the verse presents difficulties if one is to attempt to put 
together a chronology based on the Tiruval.; this, in effect, is what 
Parancoti (or rather his probable source, the Sanskrit Halasya-

mahatmya) has done,128 and it is perhaps significant that he speaks 
throughout of only one Caiikam. However, the Halasyamahatmya 

follows the earlier tradition in this case, and mentions three 
"academies," the first two in the city saved from the flood, and the 
third on the bank of the Ganges.129 Evidently Paraiicoti has re
placed this tradition with a more consistent scheme, based on the 
existence of a single Cankam. Perhaps he was closer to the original 
Caiikam legend than he knew. 

The first complete account of the three Carikam and the two de-
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struaive floods appears, as we saw earlier, in the commentary as
cribed to Nakklrar on Iraiyanar akapporu}. But there are still older 
allusions to an ancient flood in the Paptiya land. Kalittokai 104 tells 
us that when the sea rose and took his land, the Paptiya king (tenna
van) carved new lands for himself from the territories of his 
enemies, removing the (Cola) tiger and the (Cera) bow, and sub
stituting the (Pamiya) emblem of the fish.130 Does this not confront 
us again with the familiar motif of land created in opposition to wa
ter? Perhaps not. The Cilappatikaram, which also knows the flood 
legend in relation to the Paotiyas, reverses the usual order: "May 
the tennavan prosper who ruled the South and took the Ganges and 
the Himalaya of the North when once the sea, refusing to bear the 
prowess he demonstrated to other kings by throwing against it his 
sharp spear, swallowed the Kumarikkotu together with the PahruJi 
River and several nearby mountains."131 According to the old, 
anonymous commentary (Arumpatavurai), Kumarikkofu refers to 
the bank of the Kumari River, while Afiyarkkunallar takes it to 
mean a mountain peak. This text is unique in explaining the flood 
as revenge for the casting of the spear rather than its occasion, al
though it also implies that the PaotiyaQ conquered new lands be
cause of the flood. Atiyarkkunallar supports this: the tennavan ruled 
Mutturkkurram in the Colanatu and Kunturkkiirram in the 
Ceramanatu in exchange for the lands he had lost in the flood.132 

What, then, is one to conclude about the legend of the three 
Caiikam and the lost lands of the Pantiyas? We have seen that the 
Tiruval. connects the origin of the Cankam with the flood, while 
the references in Cilappatikaram and Kalittokai suggest that the flood 
is used, as in much later purariic myths, to explain the origin of the 
present boundaries of the Pantiya land. The commentators' infor
mation on the lands that were allegedly lost in the deluge hardly 
inspires confidence, and early references in the literature133 know 
only one Cankam, that which is said to have been situated in 
present-day Maturai. Given the prevalence of the flood motif in 
south Indian mythology, its particular prominence in Maturai, its 
association with the idea of creation, and the absence of any geo
logical evidence of a real flood, it would seem that the story of the 
first two Caiikam is an expansion of an early origin myth centered in 
Maturai.134 Like other Tamil shrines, Maturai sees itself as the in
destructible center of the universe, the site of creation, the survivor 
of the pralaya·, to these notions Maturai has added its claim to be the 
ancient home of Tamil poetry and the site of the "academy" linked 
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by a persistent tradition to the first flowering of Tamil culture. 
Literary origins have been described in terms borrowed from the 
cosmogonic myth; the flood that precedes the creation of the world 
has been used as the background to the establishment of the Caii-
kam, as well. But creation in India is not a unique event at the be
ginning of time, but an ever-recurring moment, a repetition of 
something already known; and thus the academy of poets in histor
ical Maturai is not, in the view of the tradition, the first of its kind, 
but rather a rebirth of an earlier model after a cataclysmic flood. 

To summarize: the Tamil flood myths are essentially myths of 
creation. At the end of each cycle of time, a flood destroys the 
world—except for the shrine situated at the world's center and 
linked directly to the transcendent worlds above and below. At this 
spot God creates the universe once more by throwing back the 
waters of the flood, or by substituting for them a creative flood of 
seed or amxta. The cosmogony implies the institution of order in 
the face of primeval chaos; hence the close connection between the 
Tamil flood myths and the legend of the birth of Tamil poetry and 
culture. Civilization and order oppose the forces of chaos out of 
which they emerge. Yet these forces are never wholly conquered; 
the violent flood will one day return to destroy the world, and it 
may survive inside the shrine in a limited, bounded form as part of 
the idealized, ordered microcosm at the center of the universe. 

The Walls of the Shrine 

The idea of imposing limits on a violent power is often attached to 
the common motif of erecting ramparts or embankments. Every 
important shrine is surrounded by a wall, which defines the bound
ary of the sacred zone; the wall serves to isolate the shrine from the 
surrounding realm of chaos and evil, and also to restrict the opera
tion of the powerful forces situated within. The idealized universe 
of the shrine can exist only through a rigid ordering and limitation, 
and by the exclusion of external disorder. Hence the importance of 
the divider: the wall safeguards the shrine; the waters of the flood 
are often said to lap against the wall, which prevents them from 
overpowering the sacred site.135 Historically, it is the Kaviri River 
that has attracted the largest number of stories about the building of 
embankments; many of these stories involve the Cola'king Kari-
kalan.136 But it is frequently the god himself who helps build a wall 
to protect his shrine: 
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Koccerikanar and other kings came to build the walls of the 
temple at Tiruvanaikka. A voice from heaven said, "Make ev
erything ready but do not build the walls." Siva took the form 
of an ascetic and put carpenters and other craftsmen to work 
on the wall. He paid them in ashes that turned to gold. They 
worked diligently, but whenever the wall began to grow high, 
the ascetic put his foot on it and pressed it into the ground. 
After doing this (several times), he raised the wall to heaven as 
a great rampart for the benefit of his devotees.137 

Siva, the deity worshiped at Tiruvanaikka, first emulates and then 
reverses the act of his disciple Agastya, who presses the Vindhya 
mountains into the earth.138 This myth belongs to a wider category 
of depictions of the god as a laborer;139 as in many of these myths, 
the god who comes to earth to perform manual labor is also a 
prankster who refuses to work in a normal fashion, and yet ac
complishes more than all his fellows. The god's apparent opposi
tion to our notions of propriety and order is illustrated by the 
wages of ash paid to his workmen; yet Siva's ashes turn to gold. 
Another myth from Maturai connects this pattern with the flood, 
which comes this time not from the ocean or the ocean's lord, but 
from the Vaikai River: 

Because of the sufferings inflicted on his devotee Vatavurar, 
Siva caused the Vaikai to flood. The king ordered the inhabit
ants of Maturai to build dykes to hold back the raging river. 
An old woman named Vanti sought a workman to do her por
tion of the work for her; in her weakness and distress, she cried 
to Siva. A worker appeared, carrying a basket on his head and 
a spade on his shoulder, and agreed to work for her in ex
change for the rice cakes (piffu) she sold for a living. He ate all 
her cakes and went off to work, but he labored at the dyke in a 
most erratic manner: he would fill his basket with earth and 
put it on his head, then he would cry, "It is too heavy!" and 
pour it out again; he would dance, sing, laugh, kick up a 
shower of sand as he ran about; then he would sigh as if he had 
been laboring long and go back to Vanti with a demand: "I am 
hungry. Make some more cakes quickly!" He would stuff 
himself in a second and return to the dyke with new energy, 
but soon he would be tripping the other workers, or jumping 
into the river for a swim, or lying down for a nap. The over
seers noticed that the work was progressing in all parts except 
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that assigned to Vanti, and they reported this to the king. He 
flew into a rage and struck the mad laborer—and the entire 
universe reeled from the blow. When the workmen raised 
their eyes, they saw that Vanti's laborer had disappeared and 
the dyke had risen up to heaven.140 

Here Siva himself sends the flood as a pretext for another of his 
amusements which, as throughout the Vatavurar cycle, contrasts 
the duties of life in the world with the overriding imperative of love 
for the god. The myth ends with the dyke complete, the flood con
tained, the city saved; as in other Tamil myths, the city-shrine sur
vives the deluge. The dyke that touches heaven completes the isola
tion of the holy site, situated on the axis mundi and opposed to the 
surrounding realm of disorder. Such isolation is not, however, 
achieved without cost. We must now investigate the religious im
plications of a concept of the deity as localized, endowed with 
specific, limited forms and attributes, and in some sense opposed to 
the world outside his shrine. 

3. THE SPECIALIZATION OF THE DIVINE: 

DIVODASA AND THE DANCE OF SIVA 

The localization of the divine presence is not a simple matter. Even 
if each shrine sees itself as the center of the world and the natural 
site of creation, the tenacity with which it claims a specific, un
changing form of the deity raises difficult questions for the authors 
of our myths. Why must the god be so closely bound to the shrine? 
Is he limited by its limitations? How does he transcend his individ
ual incarnations? These problems come to light in the myth of Di-
vodasa, the king who competes with Siva for possession of Kasi 
(Benares). Divodasa appears in the R V in association with Indra's 
destruction of a hundred cities of stone.1 In the epic he is said to 
have fortified the city of Varaijas'i (Benares),2 and to have taken 
away the sacrificial fires of his enemies.3 In the Sanskrit pur anas, 
Divodasa's attachment to KasI brings him into conflict with Siva, 
who is himself fond of the city and wishes to dwell there with his 
wife: 

After his marriage to Parvati, Siva lived with his bride in the 
home of his in-laws. His mother-in-law, Mena, expressed dis
taste for the habits of Siva and his fearsome attendants, so Par
vati asked that he find them another home. Siva looked 
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through the world and decided upon Kasi, but the city was in
habited by Divodasa. Siva sent Nikumbha (Gaoesa) to evict 
Divodasa by subtle means. Nikumbha appeared in a dream to 
a Brahmin in the city and instructed him to erect a shrine con
taining his image. When the shrine was established, many 
people worshiped Gaoesa and received sons and gold and other 
boons. Suyasa, the wife of the king, asked the god for a son; 
when, after a long time, she still had not had her wish fulfilled, 
Divodasa destroyed the shrine in anger. For this Gaoesa cursed 
him, and the city became empty. Siva came there with Devi 
and declared that he would never again depart from KasI.4 

Clearly, there is no room for both god and man in Kasi; the king 
must be driven out along with the other inhabitants before Siva can 
take up residence there. Our texts add that Siva dwells in KasI in 
the first three yugas, and in the fourth (the Kali Age) that city goes 
into hiding while the city (of men) exists again.5 Here the motif of 
hiding the shrine explains the existence of the historical Kasi, the 
city of men, which—in contrast with the usual pattern of the south 
Indian myths—is considered problematic. The KasI inhabited by 
men can exist only if Siva's KasI is hidden. This idea is closely 
linked to the motif of destroying (rather than hiding) a shrine—the 
act that is used here as the pretext for Divodasa's removal from 
Kasi. Gaoesa, who is worshiped in order to avoid obstacles, here 
creates an obstacle to Divodasa's rule; the king falls victim to Gaoe-
sa's plot, and Siva is thus given a chance to take the city for himself. 

The dilemma posed by the incompatibility of a divine and a 
human presence in KasI is intensified in other versions of the myth, 
which stress the righteous nature of the king: 

For six years the world suffered a terrible drought. Brahma 
asked the ascetic prince Ripunjaya, who was performing tapas 
in Kasi, to become king in order to bring relief to the world. 
Ripunjaya agreed, on condition that the gods depart from 
earth, leaving him the sole provider of happiness for men. 
Brahma persuaded Siva to leave his beloved Kasi, and Ripun
jaya took the name of Divodasa and ruled as a righteous 
(dharmi$fha) king in Kasi. 

After eight thousand years the gods complained to Bphas-
pati: "Divodasa is ruling his kingdom flawlessly. We gods will 
suffer if he alone reaps the fruit of his righteous ways." Mean
while, Siva was homesick for KasI and complained about his 
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absence from the city to ParvatL He sent seductive yoginis to 
make the king fall from his svadharma, but they were happy in 
Kasi, and refused to return to heaven. Surya then took many 
forms and preached heresy to the citizens of Kasi, but he failed 
to find a chink (chidra) in the city's righteousness. Brahma, 
too, was sent and failed. Gaijesa took the form of an astrologer 
and deluded people in their sleep; but when Divodasa called 
him to the palace, he merely praised the king's righteousness 
and promised him that in eighteen days an old Brahmin would 
come to tell him what to do. 

Vi$iju took the form of a teacher named Vinayaklrti, while 
LakjmI became the bhik$ut}t Vijnanakaumudl. They corrupted 
the inhabitants of Kasi with Buddhist ideas. Divodasa sent for 
the teacher and said, "I am weary of ruling and wish to with
draw from the world. What shall I do? My only offense has 
been to regard the gods as mere blades of grass, and even that 
was for the good of my subjects, never for my own benefit. I 
have ruled righteously, and my subjects are devoted to dharma 

and truth, but I know many (of the righteous) have been de
stroyed through the enmity of the gods. The heroes of the 
Triple City were supreme in their devotion to Siva, yet Siva 
reduced them to ashes as an amusement (Itlaya). Bali, most ex
cellent of sacrificers, was deceived and sent to Patala by Vijnu; 
Dadhici was slain by the gods in order to make a weapon from 
his bones; Hari cut off the thousand arms of the virtuous 
Bapa—through what fault of Baiia's? I do not wish to struggle 
against the gods, but I am not afraid of them; they reached 
their position through sacrifices, but I am superior to them in 
sacrificing, charity, and tapas." Visnu said, "The gods are 
pleased with your virtue. Your one flaw (do fa) appears to be in 
your heart: you have kept the lord of KasI far away. You can 
redeem yourself by setting up a lihga." Divodasa installed his 
son as his successor, built a Siva temple and worshiped the 
lihga. After acquiring the appearance of Siva himself, he was 
taken up to heaven in a divine chariot.6 

The rivalry between the king and the god is more complex in this 
version; in addition to the competition between Siva and Divodasa 
for control of Kasi, we have the gods' fear of overly righteous mor
tals, a fear that belies their ostensible support for righteousness on 
earth. Divodasa is able to realize his somewhat arrogant wish to be 
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the sole source of happiness for men; thus the gods, and the wor
ship of the gods, are rendered redundant, and Siva is kept in exile 
from his city. Hence the need to corrupt the human exemplar of 
virtue. The attempts to corrupt Divodasa belong to two main 
types: Siva's yogitiis replace the usual troops of divine temptresses 
sent by Indra; and preachers of heresy are dispatched to destroy the 
right beliefs of the city's populace. Divodasa himself is incorrupti
ble, but he appears to be weakened by a moral sensitivity; he knows 
that devotion to dharma is no guarantee of safety, and he even cites 
as proof the destruction by Siva of the pious tripura demons along 
with other examples of unmerited punishment by the gods. In the 
end he is reluctantly rewarded by being promoted to heaven at the 
cost of surrendering his claim to Kasi, and his defeat is rationalized 
by reference to his lack of devotion to Siva—a charge meant to 
obscure the root cause of the problem, Siva's uncompromising 
desire for Kasi. 

The devotional aspect of the myth is further developed in Kac-
ciyappar's Virtayakapurattam, which has a version of the Divodasa 
myth largely dependent on that of the Skandapuratfa. There is no 
significant divergence until after the failure of the yogitiis to corrupt 
the king, when Siva sends Gapesa to Kasi: 

Vinayaka took the form of an astrologer with a book under his 
arm. He gave the town's citizens bad dreams, and then ap
peared and interpreted the dreams and the position of the stars 
as auguring the impending ruin of the city. The people fled, 
forgetting to perform their rites. The king learned of the as
trologer's activities from his wives; he invited him to the 
palace and told him he was tired of ruling. The astrologer told 
him that a Brahmin would come to tell him what to do. 

Vigpu and LakjmI came and corrupted the people with 
Buddhist ideas. The king summoned the Brahmin teacher of 
heresy and said, "I know you are really Vijpu, and I know you 
have corrupted my people. This is a plot of the gods against 
me. I also know it was Vinayaka who came earlier to dispel 
my ignorance (anndnam). Forgive me for driving away the 
gods." 

Vijpu took his old form, since he saw that Divodasa de
served to hear the truth. He told him to restore Kasi to Siva. 
Divodasa turned the city over to his son, built a temple to 
Siva, and worshiped the liriga, and Siva caused him to merge 
into the liriga.7 
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This version adds to the righteousness of Divodasa the attribute of 

superhuman wisdom: he sees through the disguises of Gapesa and 

Vijnu. Divodasa boldly proclaims the rivalry between himself and 

the gods and even speaks of a plot (ciikci) against him. Yet this ele
ment is largely subordinated to a moralizing note that suggests the 
late character of this version: Divodasa recognizes in the plot of the 
gods a purpose that transcends questions of rank and competition. 
Vinayaka has come down to Kasi to enlighten the king rather than 
simply to corrupt him, and Vigpu puts off his disguise when he sees 
the king's sincerity—for Divodasa seeks forgiveness instead of con
tinued confrontation. In the end, instead of being translated to 
heaven with the aspect of Siva, Divodasa merges with the lihga in 
Siva's temple; and it is in this form as the linga, in the shrine built 
for him by his mortal rival, that the god succeeds in coming home 
to his city on earth. 

Let us return for a moment to the version of the Divodasa myth 
in the Skandapurarfa, where an important problem is formulated. 
Siva has been lamenting his forced exile from Kasi, and Parvati 
demands an explanation of his homesickness: "You who are all-
pervading (sarvaga), everything is in your hand. How can you be 
affected by junction or separation (yoga-viyoga eva kas te)? Your 
power creates, destroys, and sustains creatures; if you look away 
for but an instant, the worlds are annihilated. . . ."8 To this Siva 
answers cryptically: "The eight-fold form (of god: atfamiirti) is 
called Kasi; the world arose in an eight-fold form."9 Is the sacred 
city thus equated with the created universe? If so, why is the god 
said to suffer exile from this one specific spot? Although Siva ap
pears to evade the issue, his reply is interesting in the light of the 
Tamil tradition of eight major shrines (the α{{ανπα(βηαηι) sacred to 

Siva. The affamiirti is a well-known symbolic set that appears al
ready in the Brihmat}as, and that expresses the god's presence in 
(and perhaps identity with) the world.10 As such, it frequently ap
pears in the Tamil hymns of the Tevaram. But the Tevaram poets 
were also familiar with at least some of the identifications that make 
up the derivative set of the viraffanam, a popular classification of 
eight major events in the mythology of Siva in terms of their lo
calization in the Tamil land. An anonymous verse lists the identifi
cations as follows: 1) the decapitation of Brahma (took place at) 
Kantiyur; 2) the impaling of Andhaka—at Kovalur; 3) the burning 
of the Triple City—at Atikai; 4) Dakja's sacrifice—at Pariyalur; 
5) the war with Jalandhara—at Virku(i; 6) the skinning of the 
elephant—at Valuvur; 7) the burning of Kama—at Kurukkai; and 
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8) the killing of Yama—at Katavur.11 The Tamil puranas provide 
the mythology to support these identifications, some of which ap
parently go back at least to the seventh century A.D.; all in all, they 
represent an unusual popular reinterpretation of classical cosmolog-
ical notions. Similarly, the five constituent elements—earth, air (or 
wind), fire, water, and "ether" (akasa)—have been distributed over 
a set of five shrines, each of them distinguished by a liriga associated 
with one of the elements (Kanci, Kalatti, Tiruvaijpamalai, 
Tiruvanaikka, and Citamparam, respectively).12 The very elements 
of the universe are thus, like the deity, localized in individual 
shrines in the Tamil land. 

Still, we are without a satisfying answer to Parvati's question: 
how can the god, who is affirmed to be omnipresent, suffer exile? 
Even if KasI is considered to be somehow equivalent to the a${a-
miirti, and hence to the world, Siva still cannot go there without 
removing Divodasa. All of Siva's actions after he convinces Parvati 
of Kasfs unique greatness indicate that for the purposes of the 
myth, the idea of divine omnipresence is completely subordinated 
to the idea of the god's special yearning for a particular place. 

The same wavering between notions of universality and a 
specific presence is evident in the tradition that Saiikara, the advaitin 
philosopher, sought forgiveness on his deathbed for having spent 
much of his life in pilgrimages to shrines, since worshiping at holy 
places might imply that god is not everywhere.13 This story reflects 
the tension between advaita-vedanta and bhakti religion, which 
claims Sankara as the author of many popular texts,14 and as a 
prominent figure in the history of several shrines.15 But the ques
tion can be put in more general terms: what does it mean to say that 
the god has a particular form, name, mythological history, and 
mode of worship in any given place? Hart has outlined an historical 
aspect of the problem: the basic orientation of Tamil religion since 
earliest times has been toward deities that inhere in a place, or that 
are, in Hart's terms, "immanent" rather than "transcendent"; the 
Upanijadic Absolute (or the brahman of the advaitins) is, on the 
other hand, an unlimited, underlying reality existing equally 
everywhere.16 What must be stressed here is that the god of the 
Tamil puranas stands at the end of a long period of development, in 
the course of which the contrasting ideals of earlier stages of Indian 
religion have merged. The god has thus absorbed the nature of the 
Upanisadic Absolute as well as of the fearsome ancient Tamil 
deities; he also focuses in his person the symbolism of the Brahmin-
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ical sacrificial cult.17 The Tamil Siva is a complex, composite 
figure, and there is no reason to believe that the currents that 
mingle in his worship have resolved their contradictions. On the 
contrary, their incompatibility is evident in the synthetic image of 
the god that emerges from their union. As the inheritor of 
Upanigadic idealism, Siva becomes a symbol of mokfa, and thus 
embodies the universality, the freedom, the purity of release—and 
this despite the fact that mokfa as a practical goal is virtually elimi
nated, or rather redefined to coincide with devotion to the god. 
Renunciation is rejected, while life on earth and within society is 
sanctified through bhakti, as we have seen. One wonders if this de
velopment was facilitated by the idealization of the shrine, the site 
of the divine revelation; it is almost as if the tension between the 
absolute freedom and purity sought by the renouncer and the real
ity of the world of relations that he rejects persists in Tamil devo
tional religion in the isolation of the other-worldly, idealized shrine 
from the surrounding realm of conflict and evil. In other words, the 
sanctification of man's life on earth takes place through the preser
vation on earth of an other-worldly refuge characterized by har
mony and freedom from evil. 

Such a view would help explain the constant preference of the 
myths for the particular rather than the universal aspect of the de
ity: it is precisely in his specific, located form inside the shrine that 
the god is most isolated and hence most pure. The particular is the 
only sure path to a universal ideal of freedom. But this is only part 
of the picture. It is important to remember that the god in his shrine 
is still a source of power—indeed, of dangerous, violent power— 
and, as we shall see, an exemplar of the sacrifice. This is the other 
side of the Tamil Siva—a god of chaos and caprice, of darkness and 
of violent birth, both victim and master of the sacrifice. As such he 
is totally located, possessed of distinct and seemingly independent 
incarnations in each sacred spot. The shrines in which he is revealed 
thus become the scenes of a more intense reality, or of a more ex
treme expression of chaos, than the surrounding, everyday world; 
only in the shrines the revelation of power is controlled by the 
ritual order, and made accessible through the boundaries imposed 
upon it. The shrine thus becomes preeminent both as a transforma
tion of the ideal of isolation and purity and as an epitome of terres
trial existence and power.18 

It now becomes clear why the Tamil myths, even when they 
wish to avoid compromising the universality of the god, invariably 
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proclaim the decisive importance of his local incarnations. One text 
puts it in terms of a familiar image: "Even if a cow's entire body 
were filled with milk, it could secrete it only through the teat; in the 
same way the Supreme Lord (paraman), who pervades the uni
verse, manifested himself in the Picturc-liriga for the salvation of 
those who dwell in the world."19 The comparison of a shrine with 
milk is not fortuitous, as we shall see; milk is a multiform of the 
divine seed of creation. Elsewhere, entire myths deal with the prob
lem of the particular revelation and its relation to a universal pres
ence. Observe, for example, how the Tamils transform the well-
known story of Skanda's competition with his brother, Ganesa: 

When Gapesa and Karttikeya reached manhood, their parents 
decided to find them brides. The brothers quarreled over this, 
so Siva and Parvati devised a test: whoever went around the 
world first would be married. The valiant Karttikeya immedi
ately started off, but the clever, obese Gaoesa thought to him
self: "I will never succeed in circling the earth; I doubt if I can 
go farther than a single krosal" He asked his parents to sit down 
and walked around them seven times; then he asked them to 
find him a bride. "First try to go around the world," they said. 
"Look, Skanda has already left." Gapesa replied, "By going 
around you I have gone around the world. Parents are the 
world of a devoted son." Siva and Parvatl were impressed 
with their son's wisdom, and they married him to Siddhi and 
Buddhi, the daughters of Prajapati. 

When Karttikeya returned he found his brother already 
married. He left in anger for Mount Kraunca, where he has 
dwelled as a bachelor ever since.20 

This myth has an older form based on the importance of the sac
rifice: Indra and Rusama had a contest to see who could first go 
round the world; Indra ran round the earth, Rusama ran round 
Kurukjetra (the archetypal site of the sacrifice). Both claimed to 
have won, but the gods said: Kuruk^etra is as great as the altar of 
Prajapati. So neither of them won.21 The puranic myth plays on the 
image of the ponderous, obese Gaiiesa who must live by his wits, 
especially in his confrontations with his more vigorous brother and 
threatening father. Parents constitute the world of their child; other 
versions state the lesson slightly differently: since Siva with his 
Sakti constitutes the world, to circumambulate the god is to go 
round the world.22 But the Tamil version qualifies this conclusion: 
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Narada won a pomegranate (matulam) from Brahma by play
ing music. He gave it to Siva, who promised it to whichever of 
his sons could go round the world in a moment. Murukan left 
Kailasa on his peacock for the world of men, but Vinayaka 
went around the mother of all life and the lord who pervades 
the universe, and Siva gave him the fruit. 

When Murukan returned, he saw the fruit in the hand of his 
brother and, understanding what had happened, left for the 
south. He chose to dwell as the great lord (makecan) who is 
formless and yet with form23 at Tiruvavinankufi. Soon Siva 
became lonesome for his son, so he went there with Uma. She 
said to Murukan, "Come back to us, dear son, and drink the 
milk from my breasts," and Siva said, "You who are eternally 
a child and yet a man, is a pomegranate a fruit? You are the 
fruit (pala'nt)\" Murukan bowed to his father, and Siva agreed 
to his wish that they dwell together at that place, which has 
ever since been known as Pajani.24 

Although the premise of the first myth is nowhere denied, it is 
overshadowed by an obvious preference for the local incarnation. 
The very prize of the contest—the pomegranate here replacing the 
bride of the Sanskrit version—is superseded by the identification of 
Murukan in his shrine at Palani as the ultimate reward: the god is 
the fruit (of his servants' devotion). In view of this conclusion, the 
contest for a mere pomegranate pales in significance. Although the 
text states that Siva pervades the universe, this statement remains 
on a rather theoretical, formal plane; in emotional terms—and 
Tamil Saiva myths are, above all, characterized by their emotional 
nature and concerns25—even Siva is dependent on the shrine. The 
Sanskrit version, too, has a sequel in which ParvatI longs for her 
son and takes Siva to meet him at Mount Kraunca, but there is no 
reconciliation—the still indignant Karttikeya moves away.26 

Another attempt to confront the problem of universality as op
posed to the local, limited form of the deity focuses on the most 
famous of Siva's dances—the Hnandatandava, the dance of bliss, 
which tradition places in Citamparam.27 As in the Citamparam 
stories, this dance is here associated with two important devotees, 
the tiger-footed Vyaghrapada and the sage Patanjali, who is an in
carnation of the cosmic serpent Adiseja: 

After his wedding with ParvatI, Siva took his bride to Veda-
giri. Patanjali and Vyaghrapada came to pay their respects to 
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the bride and groom, but they soon excused themselves in 
order to return to Citamparam, for already they longed for the 
sight of the lord's dance. Siva laughed at them and said, "You 
are speaking like fools lacking discrimination. Do you not 
know that Siva is all-powerful, ever-present, the eternal spirit? 
I will show you the dance right here." 

Patanjali apologized for his ignorance and went back to his 
asrama, but Vyaghrapada insisted on leaving at once for 
Citamparam, since he had taken a vow always to behold the 
dance there. Siva gave him leave to go, and then instructed 
Varupa to prepare a storm to block his way. Vyaghrapada was 
trapped by the storm not far from Tirukkalukkunram. Soon 
he was hungry, thirsty, and above all full of longing for the 
dance of the lord. Siva appeared to him in the form he takes in 
the Cirrampalam (at Citamparam), and performed the dance 
of bliss. In memory of this event, Vyaghrapada asked that that 
spot be known as Vyaghrapadapura; until this day Siva dances 
there in his form in the Cirrampalam.28 

The myth poses the question in all its severity: why does the dev
otee need to go to Citamparam to see his god? Is Siva not present 
everywhere? How can one part from him in one place in order to 
seek him in another? Once again, however, the resolution is in
complete. Siva affirms his omnipresence, but instead of accepting 
this at face value the myth proceeds to set up a new shrine, en
dowed with specific local characteristics, devoted to a god who is 
given a particular name and a single form and, of course, a mytho
logical history in this spot. Vyaghrapadapura (also known as 
Pulipparkoyil, five miles west of Tirukka]ukkunram) is not the 
place where the god demonstrated that he is (or can be) every
where; it is the place where he proved that he could assume a par
ticular form, namely the one for which he is famous at Citam
param, at any other specific, located spot. Instead of transcending 
the limitation inherent in the shrine (and admitted by Siva's initial 
statement), the myth engenders a second shrine no less circum
scribed and individual than the first. Of course, in a sense we are 
looking at the problem backwards: it is the shrine that has engen
dered the myth, and not vice versa. Worship at Vyaghrapadapura 
was influenced by, perhaps even initiated because of, the diffusion 
of the Nataraja cult of Citamparam—perhaps during the period of 
the Colas, whose family deity (kuladeva) was Nataraja;29 the myth 
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strives to explain this connection with Citamparam. Nevertheless, 
we have regarded the problem from the point of view of the myth 
itself. The question it raises is a serious one, and the answer sug
gested by the myth testifies to the power of an enduring and widely 
shared conception. It may be noted that the anandatatf4ava is not the 
only dance of Siva's to be grounded in a single shrine; there is a 
series of six important dances, each of them tied to a specific locali
ty, indeed to a particular hall (sabhd) in their respective shrines.30 

Like the five elements and the eight forms (atfamiirti) of the god, the 
dances of Siva have thus been separated and distributed among 
prominent shrines in the Tamil land. 

Yet while the shrine seems always to triumph in these myths, 
one could take the notion of localization too far, as an anecdote 
from the time of the great commentator and author of the Kaneip-
puratfam, Civananayoki, reveals: 

At the first recitation (arankerram) of the Kaneippuratyam, those 
who were jealous of Civananayoki tried to embarrass him. 
Acting under their instructions, an otuvar (one trained in recit
ing the Tamil hymns of the Tevaram) raised an objection to the 
third invocatory verse, which was addressed to Nataraja. "A 
purapa about Kancipuram should begin with an invocation to 
Ekamparanatar (Siva at Kancipuram), not the god of Citam
param," he said with scorn. Kacciyappar, a pupil of 
Civananayoki, asked the otuvar to recite the Tevaram hymns 
proper to Kancipuram. The otuvar readily agreed. Solemnly he 
began to recite; but no sooner had he intoned the customary 
opening formula, ' Hirueeirrampalam ,"31 than Kacciyappar 
stopped him. "Should you not say 'pirutiviyampalam'32 if you 
are reciting the Tevaram of Kand?" he asked. "It is the custom 
to say 'tiruceirrampalam' before the hymns of all sacred 
shrines," said theotuvar. "Yes," replied Kacciyappar, "and it is 
likewise the custom to invoke Nataraja at the beginning of all 
Saiva compositions, as you would have known had you read 
any!"33 

Here the border between convention and the concern of the myths 
is clearly drawn. For the authors of our texts, any attempt to re
strict too drastically the revelation of a particular form of the deity 
would have been unacceptable; Nataraja and Ekamparanatar are, 
after all, forms of the same god, even if each of them has his own, 
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separate shrine. One must remember that the assertions of the 
myths need not always have coincided with the beliefs of the 
authors of the Tamil puraijas, who were for the most part not the 
originators of these myths, but poet-scholars who gave them a 
literary form, usually on the basis of much older materials. 
Civaiianayoki and his pupil Kacciyappar were both Saiva Siddhan-
tin scholars, and the Siva of the Siddhantins is a limitless, universal 
god whose myths the theologians often interpret allegorically.34 

Yet the myths' obsession with the local history and attributes of the 
deity usually shines through the works even of those who believed 
that "God does not occupy space and is in no way limited by it. "3S 

A corollary to the belief in the localization of the divine presence 
is a fear of the god's absence from a shrine: Ceraman PerumaJ used 
to hear the jingling of the lord's anklet each day at the conclusion of 
his daily worship; one day he nearly cut off his head when the 
sound was delayed—because the lord was listening to Cuntarar's 
songs at Citamparam.36 When the Paniiyan slighted the poet Uaik-
ka(an, Siva and Uma left Maturai for another shrine to the north, 
thus depriving the city of all its glory.37 When a king ordered 
Tirumahcaiyalvar to leave his city, the saint asked the god (Vijnu) 
reclining in his shrine to roll up his mat and come with him; the 
god followed his devotee out of the town.38 The idea that a deity 
may abandon his dwelling place is found already in ancient Tamil 
poetry;39 the belief that a sacred power inheres in, and may depart 
from, a specific object or place thus goes back to the earliest period 
of Tamil civilization. In Brahminical temples today, it is feared that 
any ritual mistake or polluting influence may cause the immediate 
departure of the god.40 

To summarize: the myths of the Tamil puranas are imbued with 
the belief that a sacred presence is revealed in individual, localized 
manifestations. The history and nature of these manifestations 
form the subject matter of the Tamil myths. While conscious of the 
theological issues implicit in this belief, the myths insist upon the 
overriding importance of the shrine. Gods and men alike need and 
long for the holy site, the sanctity of which both anticipates and 
results from their love. This concept is ancient and pervasive. The 
power residing in the shrine is isolated and thereby controlled; this 
isolation ultimately links the shrine to the Brahminical ideals of in
dependence and freedom from evil, but the idealized shrine never
theless serves the devotee in his everyday, mundane existence. Al-
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though the deity has absorbed the universalism implicit in the 
Upanijadic goal of brahman, the myths are concerned with the 
specific rather than the universal, with the present rather than the 
apocalypse (thepralaya, which has no power over the shrine), and 
with life on earth as opposed to release or to life in heaven. 
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CHAPTER III 

The Creative Sacrifice 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The cosmological motifs studied in the previous 
chapter derive their particular character in Tamil 

mythology from their association with a fundamental conception, 
which appears in the tradition of most Tamil shrines. We may call 
this conception the "creative sacrifice." As we have seen in the 
myths of the cosmic flood, the world is bom, or reborn, out of the 
violent destruction of a former creation; the deluge holds within it 
the vital seed of new life. The flood myths reveal on the level of 
cosmic processes the basic Indian notion of sacrifice: life is born out 
of death, out of chaos and darkness. This notion is found both in 
the classical Brahminical system of sacrifices and in the village cults 
of southern India; we will be concerned in this chapter with its 
meaning and history in the tradition of the Tamil puraijas. 

Let us begin by summarizing the Brahminical concept of sacrifice 
as it appears from classical Sanskrit texts. Man and other creatures 
live by devouring other forms of life; the dead make the earth fertile 
and, by dying, create space for the living. In the BAU it is Death 
himself who creates, and who consumes his creation in order to 
produce more life.1 The sacrifice is, in essence, an attempt to force 
the process of creation: one kills, and in killing creates a vacuum 
that must attract more life. That this act of violence may have seri
ous consequences for all the participants is a given; yet the ritual 
proceeds logically from the assumption that life is won from death. 
The Hindu universe is a closed circuit: nothing new can be pro
duced except by destroying or transforming something else. To 
attain more life—such as a son, or the "rebirth" of the sacrificial 
patron himself—the life of the victim must be extinguished. Life 
and death are two facets of a single, never-ending cycle: thus a son 
may be born to a childless king on condition that this same son will 
in turn be sacrificed.2 

The symbol of the new life produced from the sacrifice is the 
fiery seed, which is equated to the remainder (vastu), that part of the 
sacrifice which is left after all the oblations have been made.3 The 
remainder contains the germ of a new birth. Like leavings generally 
in Hinduism, the remnant of the sacrifice is impure and polluting; 
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at the same time, it is a fertilizing, life-giving substance. Hence the 
remnant is praised in A V 11.7 as the foundation of the universe; 
later this idea is attached to the cosmic serpent (Adi-)Sega, the 
Remnant (seju) upon which the universe rests.4 The remainder of 
the sacrifice belongs by right to Rudra, the sacrificial butcher; the 
vastu is thus symbolically identified with the prasitra portion, the 
impure first cut offered to Rudra.5 The god who performs the vio
lent act of sacrifice wins the vastu, the residue as seed, and the titles 
Vastavya and Vastojpati; ultimately, however, Rudra-Vastojpati 
becomes the Vastupuruja, the sacrificial victim whose figure is 
traced on the site of each new shrine. The temple is erected upon 
the foundation of this symbolic sacrifice; just as Adiseja supports 
the universe, the Vastupuruja sustains the shrine. Here the vastu 

epitomizes the entire process of sacrifice: the slain victim is the 
remainder/seed from which the sacred edifice is produced.6 Today, 
of course, no sacrifice is actually performed in the course of build
ing a temple; instead, the form of the Vastupuruja is simply 
mapped out over the consecrated area. In the Vedic sacrificial cult, 
however, real sacrifices were needed to build the altar,7 and the 
Tamil folk tradition offers numerous examples of the theme of the 
blood-sacrifice needed in order to build a shrine or accomplish 
some other difficult task.8 

The Tamil puranic tradition has, in fact, combined the in
heritance of Brahminical sacrificial concepts with ancient Tamil no
tions. The Tamils of the Caiikam period regarded blood as the 
source of life. Life (uyir) resides in the blood, and escapes with the 
blood poured out from a wound.9 As Hart has shown, the Caiikam 
poems frequently compare the shedding of blood in war to the har
vest of grain, that is, to the production of food from the soil;10 the 
war sacrifice thus comes to epitomize the process of creation from 
the chaos of death and destruction.11 Sacrifice offers a ritual expres
sion of the identification of life and blood. In ancient times blood 
sacrifices were offered to Murukan, to the king's drum, and (to
gether with toddy and paddy) to the memorial stone (nafukal) 

erected in honor of a dead hero.12 Blood sacrifices are still common 
in village rituals in south India; here the blood of the victim is often 
drunk by one or more of the participants, or poured into the mouth 
of the image of the goddess.13 In this way the power and life-force 
of the victim are transferred to the goddess or to the participants in 
the ritual. We will return to the goddess's part in this scheme in 
Chapter IV. For the moment, it is important to note that the blood 
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sacrifice in the villages includes an implicit notion of the exchange 
or transfer of power. 

This notion of exchange survives in various forms in the Tamil 
puraiiic myths, as well. In essence, the myths suggest that the dev
otee brings to the arena of sacrifice an offering that is returned to 
him, in a new form, through the ritual. As we shall see, the donor 
is ultimately identified with his gift; in other words, the devotee 
sacrifices himself or a part of himself in order to win the reward of 
the sacrifice—more life, renewed strength, rebirth. The deity re
ceives the offering and then restores it to the donor. But the role of 
the god is not limited to this side of the cycle. In the myths the god 
serves as a model for the pilgrim's part in the ritual: the deity offers 
up his own life in order to be reborn from the sacrifice. The devotee 
sees before him a divine exemplar. This is the underlying theme 
that we will trace in the Tamil myths. 

This theme is not, however, explicitly stated in our texts. On the 
contrary, it has been submerged by a later ideology, which wishes 
to exonerate the deity from the burden of death. I have mentioned 
that the sacrificial act is considered to have serious consequences; 
those who bear responsibility for the slaughter are loaded down 
with evil, however beneficial or necessary the sacrifice may appear 
in the long run. Killing implicates the killer in evil; blood, like 
other excretions of the body, is impure and defiling.14 In the 
Brahminical sacrificial cult, the Brahmins come to represent the 
force that sustains the burden of slaughter; they alone are regarded 
as innately prepared to accept this charge, and thus they alone per
mit the sacrifice to go on. The Brahmins of the Vedic cult thus 
share, by their collective association with violence and death, some
thing of the collective burden borne by the outcastes—the low 
groups such as the Paraiyans who already in ancient times seem to 
have performed duties connected with death or related manifesta
tions of contaminating power.15 In the myths, this aspect of the 
sacrifice appears in relation to the theme of expiation; as we shall 
see, each act of killing requires a ritual expiation, usually by wor
shiping in a shrine. But there is a further development to be ob
served in this context: just as within the Brahminic tradition itself 
one finds an attempt to break out of the cycle of violence rooted in 
the sacrifice, in order to arrive at a state of purity and freedom in
dependent of the processes of death and rebirth,16 so the Tamil 
puranic tradition seeks to purify the deity by denying his participa
tion in the sacrifice. The god is isolated and without evil, never 
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slain or reborn, neither victim nor butcher at the gruesome rites of 
his devotees. An attempt is made at detaching the deity from the 
polluting locus of power. Yet the sacrifice itself persists as long as 
life—or the will to live—survives: for in a culture in which the 
source of vitality is so closely bound up with chaos and death, the 
god who gives life to his servants can never completely sever his tie 
to the sacrifice. 

2. MILK, BLOOD, AND SEED 

It is with these ideas in mind that we turn now to the origin myths 
of the shrines. Here we find a striking, recurrent combination: the 
Tamil myths insist on the presence of both blood and milk at the 
moment when the sacred site is discovered. Let us take a represent
ative example, in this case a folk tradition about the temple at 
CucIntiram (Sucindram): 

A shepherdess used to cross the Jnanaranya ("the forest of 
knowledge") each day to sell milk and curds. Each time she 
passed a clump of bamboo, her feet would become entangled, 
and she would spill the milk and curds. After this had gone on 
for some time, she told her husband, and he rushed to the spot 
with his friends and cut down the bamboos. To their amaze
ment, blood flowed from the cut bamboos. Impressed with 
the sanctity of the spot, they erected a shrine, which became 
the nucleus of the Cucintiram temple.1 

The spilling of milk first marks the sacred site, but the actual revela
tion depends on the flow of blood. Why does this conjunction oc
cur? On the simplest, most immediate level, the myth asserts the 
tangible reality of the god, whose blood reveals the site of a living 
incarnation. But there is much more to the imagery than this. 
Blood and milk are frequently associated in south Indian symbolic 
schemes. One dramatic example appears in a Lingayat folk version 
of the Cilappatikaram story. Here the heroine (the Kannaki of 
IJaiiko, known in this version as Chandra) first learns of her hus
band's death when milk turns to blood: 

"Early the very morning this happened, the old milk-seller (at 
whose house, which was a little out of the town, Chandra had 
been sleeping), took her guest a bowl full of milk to drink; but 
no sooner had Chandra tasted it than she began to cry, saying, 
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'Good mother, what have you done? My mouth is full of 
blood!' 'No, no, my daughter,' answered the old woman; 
'You must have been dreaming some bad dream. See, this is 
pure, fresh, warm, milk I have brought you; drink again.' But 
when Chandra tasted it for the second time, she answered, 'Oh 
no! Oh no! it is not milk that I taste, but blood. All last night I 
had a dreadful dream, and this morning when I woke I found 
that my marriage necklace had snapped in two; and now this 
milk tastes to me as blood. Let me go! let me go! for I know 
my husband is dead.' "2 

A few more examples of this association may be cited: a Kond 
tribal myth states that in former times the hills and mountains lived 
on a diet of blood and milk in the Upper World; they came down to 
earth when Mahaprabhu promised them blood, but the British 
stopped the practice of giving them blood (sacrifices), so now the 
hills are angry and give men fever.3 In non-Brahmin wedding rites 
in Mysore, a twig of the nerale tree, which yields a red sap when 
cut, is "married" to a twig of the fee///, the "milk-post," which 
exudes a milk-like substance.4 In a myth from Kerala, a woman 
gave birth to a boy, and her attendant asked a neighbor for milk for 
him; she was refused, and the neighbor's cow then gave forth wa
ter, milk, charcoal, and blood.5 These examples, drawn from all 
over south India, could easily be multiplied. 

The alternation of blood and milk is not entirely unknown to 
Sanskrit mythology: in his journey through a symbolic landscape, 
Bhfgu comes to a river of blood guarded by a naked man with a 
club, and flowing beside a river of ghee, from which golden men 
draw up all desires with golden cups.6 One may also recall the 
combination of white Soma with red sura (liquor) in the SautramaoI 
ritual; it has been suggested that they are assimilated there to the 
Soma mingled with the blood of the demon Namuci.7 Neverthe
less, this combination is rare in the northern Sanskritic tradition. 
Red and white often appear together in Tamil rituals, as Brenda 
Beck has noted;8 in general, the "cool" white is needed to surround 
and contain the "hot" red. This idea recurs in Tamil medicine— 
"cool" foods, such as milk, must be taken along with "hot" medi
cines, such as Western drugs9—and many other instances of the 
red/white, hot/cold pattern exist. Even if we restrict ourselves to 
the field of temple ritual, we have the red and white stripes that al
most inevitably cover the walls of shrines; and the white ash 
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(vibhiiti) given zsprasada, "grace," by the god to the pilgrim, along
side the red kunkuma powder more often given by the goddess. 

In this context, milk may be seen as the cooling antidote to 
blood, which is considered extremely hot. The myths offer many 
examples of the cooling effect of milk, as in the following Badaga 
story: 

A man found on the river bank a stone shaped like an ox. He 
took it home as a present for his children, but forgot to give it 
to them; when he next went to the river for worship, he found 
it in his pocket and put it on the ground. When he returned, 
the stone was gone. The next morning he discovered that it 
had turned into a live ox that attacked another ox in a nearby 
village and was killed by its owner—but this man was sud
denly paralyzed upside down. 

When the man who had first found the stone returned 
home, there was the stone ox again, with one horn broken and 
a spear wound on its left side. The villagers offered the stone 
ox milk each day. One day they forgot, and the ox became 
alive and attacked them, refusing to allow them to come into 
its shed. They made a hole in the roof and poured milk on it 
from above, and it turned back to stone.10 

The ox, which becomes a deity worshiped by the Badaga, is 
known as Basavanna (from Sanskrit vftabha). His transition from 
stone to flesh and back again recalls the common motif of Siva's 
emergence from and absorption into the stone linga; indeed, as we 
shall see, the wounded ox whose power is somehow contained 
within stone is an exact analogue of the wounded deity residing in 
the lifiga. The major element in keeping the god's power contained 
is clearly the libation of milk poured over the stone; it is this offer
ing that keeps the dangerous animal—which, when alive, attacks 
and suffers wounds, and stands its slayer on his head—pacified and 
paralyzed. Milk holds the violence in check. The pacifying influ
ence of milk is a prominent theme in the mythology of the goddess, 
whose bloodthirsty nature can be transformed by the presence of 
her child: thus Siva becomes an infant and delivers her from anger 
by sucking the milk from her breast.11 The oral tradition of 
Srivaisoavikoyil (near Tirumullaivayil) states that an image of 
Ganesa was stationed within sight of the goddess there, to keep the 
feeling of maternal love (symbolized by the flow of milk from her 
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breasts) ever dominant in her; otherwise, evil people of strong con
centration could use the goddess to gain power (sakti) for their own 
violent ends.12 

This background of color symbolism with its related ideas of 
heat and power does not, however, suffice to explain the promi
nence of the milk-blood motif in the origin myths of the shrines. 
The appearance of milk and blood in the myths provides another 
instance of the conjunctions we are exploring, but they alone fail to 
define the basic meaning of the motif. Even if we assume that the 
shrine constitutes a concentration of potentially violent power that 
must be held in check by the cooling libation of milk, just as it must 
be circumscribed by high walls and ritually ordered, still we are left 
with unanswered questions. If the milk is essentially a cooling anti
dote, why does it usually appear before the revelation of blood? If 
this is an attempt to prepare the ground, as it were, for the violent 
manifestation of the deity, or to create a safe "boundary" of white
ness and coolness—as one finds in the structure of Tamil life-cycle 
rituals, or indeed in the ideal pattern of any auspicious event13— 
why do the puranic texts never relate to it in these terms? Why, in 
particular, must the god himself be wounded, so that it is his blood 
that soaks the shrine? A deeper level of symbolism is suggested in 
the myths. Moreover, one must note the persistent link between 
the wounding of the god and the source from which issues the milk 
offered to him. In this connection there appears one of the stock 
figures of the origin myths—the Kamadhenu, the wishing-cow of 
the gods and sages: 

The sage Vasistha wished to worship Visvanatha-Siva at KasI. 
In order to obtain milk for bathing the linga, he asked Indra for 
the Kamadhenu. One day while he was worshiping at KasI, 
the cow wandered outside the city and reached the slopes of 
Kailasa, where she stayed for the night. This meant that the 
sage was without milk for worship for one day, so when the 
cow returned the next day, he cursed her to become wild. 

The cow wandered from place to place until she reached 
Tiruvanmiyur. As soon as she entered the bounds of that site, 
her former (peaceful) nature returned. Feeling that there was 
something special about the place, the cow searched among 
the bushes and discovered a liriga. From that day she bathed the 
linga with her milk, and the liriga became white. 

A king came to hunt animals that were destroying his 
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people's crops. During the hunt, a lion was frightened off and 
fled to the thicket where the Kamadhenu was lying. The cow 
jumped on it and tore it to pieces with her horns. When the 
king heard of this, he wished to catch the cow. He sent soldiers 
to cut down the thicket; the cow sprang at them, and in so 
doing her hoof struck the linga and left a deep scar. After slay
ing the soldiers, the cow returned to find the lihga marked with 
gaping wounds. "Alas, what evil have I done!" she cried. But 
the voice of Siva spoke to her, saying, "Beloved! Be not sor
rowful. You need not fear anything. We disregard evil com
mitted in ignorance by our devotees. To us your hoof has 
become like the golden foot of our Skanda. From the milk you 
poured over us, we have become the color of milk 
(palvatwar)—and this linga will be called by this name. Your 
curse is now over; return to heaven." 

The king heard all this, abandoned his kingdom to his son, 
and worshiped the god of this shrine.14 

Although the linga itself is not said to have bled, the god must still 
be wounded—this time by the cow, which has first killed a lion and 
subsequently slays the king's men. The wounding of the god is, in 
fact, the redemptive act: entry into the sacred bounds of the shrine 
is said to cause the wild cow to become tame again, but the cow 
remains fierce enough to kill lions and men; her curse ends only 
when Siva comforts her for her grief at striking the linga. Vasigtha's 
curse takes a different form in another myth: when he missed the 
Kamadhenu at a sacrifice, he cursed her to become a goat; by wor
shiping at the shrine, she regained her old form; but Vasijfha was 
also required to worship there in order to expiate his fault in depriv
ing the gods of their sustenance (the milk of the Kamadhenu).15 

That the Kamadhenu is capable of shedding blood is clear from the 
tale of Visvamitra's attempt to seize by force Vasigtha's wishing-
cow Nandini (or Sabala): the cow created from its body armies of 
barbarians who drove off Visvamitra's soldiers.16 The myth from 
Tiruvanmiyur goes further by making the cow itself a killer. This is 
instructive: the myth combines rather than opposes the two fluids, 
blood and milk, in the figure of the wild cow. The combination 
recalls an ancient image of great importance in the Tamil tradi
tion—the breast that is both life-giving and lethal.17 Kaonaki casts 
off her breast in order to burn the city of Maturai.18 I shall have 
more to say of this story. 
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The myth from Tiruvanmiyur is instructive in yet another way; 
it hints of the unspoken equivalent of blood and milk, the seed of 
Siva that produces Skanda. The cow that both waters and wounds 
the linga is equated by the god with his golden-footed child. 

There are many permutations of this story; in view of the impor
tance of the Kamadhenu for an understanding of Tamil symbolism, 
we may briefly review several of the more important Tamil var
iants. The combination of milk and blood in the wishing-cow is 
even more striking at Cikkal, where the Kamadhenu herself be
comes a tiger.19 Usually, however, the cow opposes a tiger, as in a 
myth from Tiruvarur that eliminates the blood altogether in favor 
of a lesson in nonviolence (ahimsa): 

King Kulican (Skt. Kalasa, "pot")20 mixed meat with food he 
gave to Durvasas, and the sage therefore cursed him to become 
a tiger. He roamed the forest devouring creatures until he 
came to Tiruvarur, where NandinI the Kamadhenu was wor
shiping a linga with her milk. The tiger was about to pounce 
on the cow, but she pleaded with him to let her first feed her 
calf and worship the god. "What, you wish me to let you go 
while I stand waiting to see if you return?" asked the tiger in
credulously. "Even those who seek release (vtfu) tremble when 
the hour of death approaches—will a cow give up its life for a 
tiger?" The cow swore she would return, and at length the 
tiger let her go. She fed and comforted her calf and worshiped 
the linga; then she returned to the tiger. Seeing her, the tiger's 
ignorance was suddenly dispelled. "I have shed the blood of 
many animals, evil creature that I am, but you have brought 
me enlightenment," he said. The cow showed him the linga, 

and he regained his proper form.21 

Violence is averted by the cow's readiness to sacrifice herself.22 A 
similar story is told at another shrine: the Kamadhenu, caught by a 
tiger, asks to be excused to feed her calf. When the cow returns, the 
tiger falls upon her but suddenly faints; when it awakes after five 
hours, it understands the truth (of nonviolence).23 Both stories 
show a progression from the pattern of violent confrontation—the 
murderous tiger opposing the milk-giving cow—to a nonviolent 
resolution based on the principle of self-sacrifice (the Kamadhenu 
prepares to give up her life). As we shall see, this progression has a 
more general scope in the history of the Tamil puraijic tradition, 
which seeks ultimately to substitute for the original violence of the 
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blood sacrifice an internal act of self-sacrifice on the part of the 
devotee. 

The Padmapuratia has a version of the above myth in which the 
king is turned into a tiger for a different reason: he shoots a doe 
nursing her fawn, and the dying doe curses him to become a 
tiger.24 This episode also turns up in the myths of Tiruvarur, but 
there it has been elaborated into a separate story: 

King Camatkara came upon a deer nursing her child in the 
forest. He shot an arrow that pierced her in a vital spot. She 
saw the king and said, "What you have done is not right (ayuk-
tam). I do not grieve at my death, but I feel sorry for this poor 
fawn hungry for milk. Because you have committed this cruel 
deed, you will become a leper (kusthavyadhisamayukta) from 
today." 

The king said, "The destruction of animals is the svadharma 
of kings. You should not curse me, for I was only performing 
my suadharma.y' Replied the deer: "True—animals were 
created by Svayambhu in order to be killed by warriors. But 
evil attaches to a man who kills an animal that is sleeping, unit
ing with its mate, nursing, or drinking. Therefore I have 
cursed you." Then she died, and the king became a leper. He 
called his advisers and said, "I will perform tapas and worship 
Siva to rid myself of the disease. Men may gain anything they 
desire through tapas." He wandered over the earth on pilgrim
age to sacred sites until he reached the SankhatIrtha ("tank of 
the conch") at Hatakesvara (= Tiruvarur). After bathing there, 
he was at once freed of his disease.25 

The transformation of the hunter-king into a bloodthirsty tiger— 
an example of a curse that heightens or perpetuates the effect of its 
cause—is replaced in this myth by the curse of leprosy, the white of 
the disease corresponding to the white milk of the slain doe.26 The 
use of color is consistent to the end: the king loses his diseased 
white skin by bathing in a tank named after the white conch. Three 
white substances are thus juxtaposed with the red blood of the deer. 
The victim is again stoic in the face of death: the deer admits that a 
king's duty is to kill, but insists that this duty is limited by specific 
conditions.27 Thus the king is forced to expiate his transgression; 
note that here, as in other myths we have seen, pilgrimage is de
fined as tapas, but in effect takes the place of more traditional aus
terities. The child hungry for the milk of his mother is a focal con-
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cern of both versions of the myth: the king as hunter deprives the 
child of the mother's breast, while as tiger he merely allows the 
cow to feed its calf a final time before returning to face death. In the 
latter episode, however, the sacrifice is averted; the tiger learns a 
higher ethic, and the myth achieves a happier resolution. Similarly, 
in a myth from Maturai a hunter kills a doe that has come to drink 
at a tank; Siva, who is mother of all, makes a tiger give milk to the 
motherless fawn.28 The pacified, milk-giving tiger is the reversal of 
the murderous Kamadhenu of Cikkal and Tiruvanmiyur (and 
many other sites): in both images we see the combination of vio
lence and sustenance, or of blood and milk. 

There is another way of averting the loss of the mother: by sac
rificing the tiger instead. This is the solution of a Bengali variant of 
this myth: 

Brahma shed his seed at the sight of the little finger of Caodi-
The seed entered her body, but she cast the embryo out into 
the river. The cow Kapila drank from the river and gave birth 
to a calf. One day while on her way to feed the calf she was 
stopped by two tigers, who were persuaded to let her go until 
she had nursed her child. When the calf heard of its mother's 
promise to return, it became furious and defeated the tigers.29 

The battle with the tigers is set against the image of the calf sucking 
the milk of its mother, but here the violent calf replaces the mur
derous cow of other myths. Similarly, in a myth from Tirupperur 
it is the calf of the Kamadhenu rather than the wishing-cow herself 
who wounds the linga and causes the flow of blood.30 Nevertheless, 
the image of the violent mother—the wild cow of Tiruvanmiyur 
and Cikkal—survives in the Bengali variant in the "original" bearer 
of the seed, the fierce goddess Candi- A tribal myth reverses the 
outcome of the Bengali version: incited by Siva, Nanga Baiga 
killed a tiger created by ParvatI; as Nanga Baiga was burying the 
tiger under a tree, he cut a root, and the tiger drank milk from the 
root and was revived.31 As in the south Indian rituals connected 
with a "milk-post,"32 a latexiferous plant here provides milk, 
whiteness, and, in this case, new life. 

Tiruvarur is again the site of another, better known myth based 
on the same elements as the above examples. Here the king is again 
a source of violence, as in the case of the hunter turned tiger; but 
here, too, the sacrifice is ultimately superseded: 
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The son of King ManunItik antaco Ian inadvertently ran over a 
calf with his chariot. The calf was killed, and its grief-stricken 
mother rang the bell of justice by the palace of the king. To 
give justice, the king ordered that his son be run over by 
the same chariot. When his minister committed suicide so as 
not to have to carry out the order, the king himself drove 
his chariot over his son. Vltivitankapperuman (Siva at 
Tiruvarur),33 unable to endure this sight, appeared and re
stored the calf, the king's son, and the minister to life.34 

Unlike the myths cited earlier, this myth makes the calf (child) the 
direct rather than the indirect victim. The king's son is slain in ex
piation of the death of the calf.35 In the corresponding story from 
the Sanskrit dynastic lists, Pj-jadhra, the son of Manu, kills a cow 
by mistake and is cursed to become a Sudra.36 The Tamil king-lists 
have the more dramatic Tiruvarur myth in this slot of the geneal
ogy.37 A closely related story is that of Dillpa, who offers his life to 
the lion Kumbhodara in exchange for that of Nandinl, the daughter 
of the wishing-cow Surabhi.38 In the Tiruvarur myth, the interven
tion of Siva after justice has been satisfied nullifies the effects of vio
lence; the sacrifice is performed and then reversed. The god be
comes manifest in response to the acts of slaughter, which in this 
case he cannot allow to go unanswered; the role of the righteous 
man here requires an initial sacrifice, or self-sacrifice (the father of
fering up his own son), but leads to a subsequent restoration and 
victory over death.39 

In all these stories, the image of the milk-giving mother com
bines and contrasts with elements of blood and violence, threatened 
or real. The Kamadhenu may be taken as a form of the goddess, 
who, as we shall see, is a source both of death and of rebirth for her 
devotees—and for her husband Siva as well. The cow's association 
with blood reflects the lethal side of her nature; her milk symbolizes 
her power to give and sustain life. But this is not all. Both blood 
and milk have further associations that help explain their constant 
union in the Tamil origin myths. In Hindu mythology generally, 
both blood and milk are creative media linked with a number of 
other substances. Milk appears in a series of positive transforma
tions: the gods and demons churned the ocean of milk to produce 
amxta, the drink of immortality; at the same time they brought 
forth poison (the opposite of amxta), the sun, the moon (the re-
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II. A cow grieves for its calf, slain by the son of Manumtikaotacolan. 
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pository of Soma), the goddess Sri, liquor (sura), the horse Uccaib-
sravas, the physician Dhanvantari, and the Kaustubha jewel. Pfthu 
milked the earth and thereby revived the plants that support life.40 

Milk is equated to amxta: 

Dakja created the divine cow Surabhi from amxta, and Surabhi 
gave birth to cows whose udders poured forth milk. Some 
froth (phetia) fell from the mouths of the suckling calves onto 
the head of Siva, who burned them with his third eye. Dakga 
pacified him with the argument that what partook of the na
ture of amxta could not become impure. Siva made the cows 
the support of all life.41 

Milk is also seed: "Father of calves, lord of the inviolable (kine), 
also father of great gulfs; calf, afterbirth, fresh milk, beestings, 
curd, ghee—that (is) his seed."42 Manu offered ghee, sour milk, 
whey, and curds into the water, and in a year a woman was pro
duced.43 Brahma offered his seed into the fire as if it were conse
crated butter (ajya).44 Milk is Soma,45 and the light of the moon, 
the storehouse of Soma.46 Milk is knowledge, that is, immortality: 
Tirunanacampantar drank the milk of divine wisdom (or the man-
tic wisdom of the poet47) from the breasts of the goddess ParvatI.48 

Gapesa and Skanda remain young (kumarau) because they drink the 
milk of Parvatl's breasts, and have never known women.49 Of all 
these correspondences (milk, butter, seed, mead, Soma, amxta), it is 
perhaps seed that is most closely associated with images of milk in 
south Indian shrines: at Cikkal the litiga itself was formed from 
the cream floating on the tlrtha, which was the milk of the 
Kamadhenu.50 Hence the god is known as NavanItesvara, "lord of 
fresh butter." At Tiruvanmiyur, too, the liitga is white as milk, and 
the god is therefore Palvannanatar, "lord with the color of milk."51 

At Tirukkuvam the linga becomes white when there is an abun
dance of rain, red when war breaks out; the red obviously indicates 
blood, while the rain will be another form of seed.52 

Blood, too, is seed: from each drop of the blood of Raktablja, 
whose name means "seed of blood" or "having blood as seed," 
demons were born.53 The same motif recurs in the stories of An-
dhaka54 and Daruka.55 A warrior is created from the blood of 
Vigiju's left arm, which pours into the skull in Siva's hand.56 

Elsewhere Siva creates the world from a drop of blood.57 The crea
tive drop of blood from the finger of God is referred to as amxta (an 

 
������������������������� 



104 Milk, Blood, and Seed 

allotrope of Soma and seed) in one folk source.58 The creative po
tential of blood is highly developed in tribal myths: a girl (or god
dess) is born when the shadow of a hawk falls on the menstrual 
blood of sixty-four yogims,59 and trees grow from the blood that 
drips from the heads of ascetics hanging upside down.60 In south 
Indian village myths, creation from blood is an alternative to sexual 
procreation.61 

It should be noted that both breast milk and blood are, like other 
bodily excretions, polluting. In ancient Tamil poetry, the hero is 
sometimes said to avoid contact with his wife's breasts during the 
period when she is nursing;62 he fears contamination from her 
milk.63 More generally, however, milk is associated with white
ness and purity, even if it is capable of being transmuted into its 
opposite—poison.64 Blood, according to both Sanskrit and Tamil 
sources, is dangerous and polluting: in the Brahminical sacrificial 
ritual, the victim was slain by strangulation so as to avoid pollution 
by blood.65 Many myths illustrate this view: Brahminicide pursues 
Indra in the form of an old outcaste woman with garments covered 
with blood.66 Visvamitra curses the Sarasvati River to be mixed 
with blood because it has carried his rival Vasigtha beyond his 
grasp.67 At this point, however, an important difference must be 
noticed—for while milk has a basically positive value in both the 
classical Sanskritic and Tamil traditions, the Tamil attitude toward 
blood is more complex than that found in northern sources. In the 
latter, blood is clearly an inferior substance. Forty drops of blood 
are said to be needed to form one drop of semen.68 A folk tradition 
holds that from the wounds of a brahmacarin flows semen rather 
than blood;69 the blood of the Jain Tlrthaiikara is white as milk.70 

Blood is transformed within the body into more powerful sub
stances—in the man it becomes seed, in the woman it turns to milk 
(and, according to some, to the red "seed" of the woman that is 
mingled with the male semen to create a child).71 This preference 
for other fluids is perhaps most clearly expressed in the myth of 
Mankanak a: 

The sage Maiikaoaka cut his finger on a blade of grass, and 
vegetable sap (sakarasa) flowed from the cut. Full of pride at 
this event, he began to dance, and his dance shook the uni
verse. Siva came and asked him why he was dancing, but 
when Mankaoaka explained, he merely said, "That does not 
surprise me at all;" he pressed his thumb with the tip of his 
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finger, and ashes white as snow (himasatinibha) flowed from the 
wound. The sage begged forgiveness for his pride.72 

A modern commentator on this myth identifies the sap with Soma 
and the ashes with Agni.73 The ash could also be regarded as Siva's 
seed (which is fire in the myths of the birth of Siva's child Skanda); 
ashes are the substratum of death from which new life arises; Siva 
covers his body with the ashes of Kama, which acquire an erotic 
force in the context of Siva's marriage.74 The ash (uibhiiti) given as 
prasada by the god in his temples may thus represent his seed; it is 
also assimilated to Soma I amrta, and eaten by the recipient. For our 
purposes, the point is that none of these substances is blood, which 
obviously belongs to a lower, nonmiraculous order. Plant sap or 
Soma is clearly superior to blood, and ashes better still! It is as if 
blood existed only to be transmuted into something more 
desirable—the sap of plants,75 ashes, milk, Soma, amrta, or seed. 

The Tamil myths appear to have reversed this tendency. Blood 
remains dangerous and polluting, but it is also a sacred fluid. Blood 
is the source of life, a substance inbued with power, a dynamic, 
creative medium; hence, like other dynamic elements linked with 
chaos and death, it is potentially dangerous and must be con
trolled.76 But, like the tree rooted in Patala or the tlrtha welling up 
from the nether world, it is also a locus of sacred forces. Moreover, 
as we have seen, blood is the very instrument of revelation in the 
origin myths of the shrines. The contrast with the Sanskritic tradi
tion becomes especially clear in two myths from Tiruppatirip-
puliyur, the first of which is a Tamil version of the Maiikapaka 
story: 

The devoted sage Mankapar (= Maiikana, Matikanaka) went 
to pick flowers for worship, and in the process received 
scratches on his hands and legs. To his surprise no blood 
flowed, only green fragrant sap of plants. "Who is my equal?" 
he thought with pride, and started to dance. He danced for a 
month; then he jumped high over the forest, and his foot hit 
the head of Tumappar, who was performing tapas there. 
Tumappar cursed him to become a hare, and directed him to 
Tiruppatirippuliyur, where after one hundred years he was 
granted mukti by Siva.77 

Although there are several minor alterations in the story—here the 
protagonist begins as a devotee of Siva, while in the Sanskrit ver-
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sions he becomes a devotee because of the events of the story—the 
basic attitude toward blood is unchanged from the Sanskrit pro
totype, at least as far as Marikaijaka is concerned. The flow of veg
etable sap instead of blood intoxicates the sage, and sparks off his 
ecstatic dance. The second transformation—of blood to ashes in the 
veins of Siva—is, however, missing, and the sage is enlightened 
only after suffering the effects of a curse. His transformation into a 
hare is duplicated in the second myth, which is an obvious mul
tiform of the first: 

Vyaghrapada's son Upamanyu was worshiping Ambika when 
by chance he struck her (or, according to the commentator, 
the pedestal of her image) with his foot. She cursed him to be
come a hare to expiate this offense, but promised him that he 
would regain his true form at the touch of a branch of the 
Patiri tree. One day Adirajendra was hunting in the forest; he 
wounded the hare with an arrow. The hare, bleeding from his 
wound, touched the Patiri tree, and at that instant he regained 
his old form and won release (vifu).78 

DevI (Ambika) replaces the sage Tumappar of the former myth as 
the author of the curse; she also takes the blow usually reserved for 
the linga. We thus have a reversal of the pattern discussed earlier, in 
which Devi as the Kamadhenu is the cause of the god's wound. The 
wounded Upamanyu takes the role of Mankanaka in the Tamil ver
sion of his story, but here real blood, not the sap of plants, pours 
from his body. The cult site is covered with blood (that of the 
transformed devotee),79 as in earlier examples; in this case the 
devotee is wounded instead of the god. That there is a trace of the 
original combination of milk and blood is less obvious but none
theless certain, for Upamanyu is famous precisely for his connec
tion with milk: he was brought up on the milk of the Kamadhenu 
at the asrama of Arundhatl; when he returned to his parents, he re
fused to touch the food prepared for him, and Siva brought him the 
ocean of milk (pal alaiyuri kafal).80 

The tradition of Tiruppatirippuliyur has probably borrowed 
Upamanyu and his father Vyaghrapada from Citamparam, where 
they appear in connection with the discovery of the miilasthana, the 
earliest shrine to Siva at that site;81 the "tiger-footed" Vyaghrapada 
and his son nourished by the ocean of milk may provide the neces
sary conjunction of blood and milk in the Citamparam myths. At 
Tiruppatirippuliyxir, this conjunction is found within the single 
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figure of Upamanyu, whose blood soaks the base of the Patiri tree. 
In both cases the Tamil myths assert the necessary and sanctifying 
role of blood, in marked contrast with the Sanskrit myths of Maii-
kanaka. 

Blood, then, comes to be a conventional symbol of sanctity in 
the Tamil origin myths. It appears because of an act of violence, 
usually an attack upon the deity himself. The god is in some way 
wounded, and this fact acquires a decisive significance in defining 
his local character and the manner of his revelation. To cite another 
few examples simply to drive home this point: the main god of the 
Vaisnava shrine of Tiruvallikkepi (Madras) is Parthasarathi, Kj-jija 
as the charioteer of Arjuna; while serving in this capacity, Kfgna is 
said to have been badly wounded in the face by arrows shot (at Ar
juna) by Bhijma. Kpjna's face was covered with blood; the scars are 
still visible on the image in the shrine.82 As has been noted by U. 
Ve. Caminataiyar, the neighboring shrine of Tiruvetticuvaran has a 
Saiva parallel to this theme: when Arjuna was performing tapas to 
gain possession of the great Pasupata weapon, Siva appeared to him 
in the form of a hunter; they fought, and Siva was struck by Ar
juna. The entire universe reeled from this blow.83 The Imga at 
Tiruvetticuvaran bears the mark of the wound to the head of the 
god.84 Both these myths make the god suffer on account of Arjuna; 
both explain the presence of a blood-stained image as the central 
object of worship in the shrine. The sanctifying character of blood 
is nowhere more clear than in these two sites;85 the self-sacrificing 
role of the deity recurs in many other myths. In the origin myth of 
Tirupati, a shepherd tries to prevent a cow from pouring her milk 
on an anthill in which the god is hiding; the cow is struck, the god 
takes the blow and bleeds, and the shepherd dies.86 Here the deity 
serves as a surrogate for the cow, whose milk he drinks in his ant
hill home; the blood of the deity mingles with milk from the cow. 
The god is revealed to his worshipers through violence: at Tiru-
mullaivayil, King Tontaiman cut at a mullai creeper in which his 
elephant's foot was caught; the sword struck a hidden linga, which 
poured forth blood.87 The mullai plants88 covering the linga are 
jasmine, with its white flowers; thus we have the conventional 
red/white combination at this site, too, the white of the jasmine 
substituting for the white milk of the wishing-cow.89 

We may now attempt to make the meaning of this combination 
explicit. We have uncovered several layers of symbolism that may 
be linked by an underlying ideology of sacrifice. The god is pierced 
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by an arrow, cut by a sword, or scarred by the hoof of the 
Kamadhenu; his blood gushes out to mix with the milk I seed which 
bathes the site. Blood is itself a form of seed; life is born out of the 
disintegration of an earlier existence. The blood sacrifice produces 
the creative seed. In many myths this entire process depends on the 
Kamadhenu: the cow/goddess initiates the sacrifice by a violent at
tack on the god or his symbol, but the cow is also the source of the 
life (white milk, the divine seed) poured out at the site of the sac
rifice. Note that in the Tamil origin myths both blood and milk 
serve as allotropes of the seed won from death; this convergence of 
symbols takes place against the background of violent action, and 
relates directly to the Tamil view of blood as powerful and sacred. 
The deity of the Tamil shrine is nearly always revealed—we might 
say born90—in violence. The persistent theme of aggression against 
the deity as it appears in the Tamil origin myths becomes immedi
ately intelligible in the light of sacrificial concepts. At times the 
wounding of the god is juxtaposed with symbols of seed familiar 
from classical Brahminical sources; let us look at one more, rather 
dramatic example: 

King Aryaraja ruled righteously over the Arya land (ariyanafu). 

One day his crown of jewels was found to be missing. The 
king retired to his room and said to Siva: "Is this fair? I have 
served you righteously, yet my priceless crown has disap
peared. If it is not returned to me, I will abandon the king
dom." When he opened the door, Siva in the form of a 
Brahmin was there. The Brahmin told the king he had seen the 
crown at Tiruvafpokki. The king went there and heard the 
local purana recited; thus he learned that the mountain was the 
body of the god. A voice from heaven directed the king to 
climb the mountain, despite his reluctance to tread on the 
deity. 

He went up and entered the shrine there, and Siva took the 
form of a Brahmin, and appeared from behind the liriga. "Oh 
king," he said, "the god told me in a dream to give you the 
crown kept in his treasure room if you can fill this golden ves
sel (kopparai) with water from the Kaviri." The king took a pot 
(kufam) and carried water from the river up the mountain 
many times, but the golden vessel was never full—it seemed 
that the water kept flowing out of it. "How can you ask me to 
fill a vessel with a hole in it?" asked the king. "Try once 
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more," said the Brahmin. The king took the heavy pot and 
filled it with water, carried it up the mountain and poured it 
into the vessel, but still it was not full. "I am sorry," said the 
Brahmin, "I cannot give you the crown." At this the king be
came very angry and, taking his sword, lunged at the 
Brahmin, who hid in the Imga. A spurt of blood came forth 
from the Iinga's crest. The king cried out, embraced the linga, 

wiped the blood with his garment—but the flow did not stop. 
He ran over the mountain gathering fresh leaves, then 
squeezed their sap out over the liriga, but still the blood gushed 
higher and higher. In despair he determined to kill himself: "I 
cannot bear to behold the apple of my eye (katftnatti) bleeding," 
he cried as he dashed his head against a rock. Siva came out of 
the liriga and restrained him with his hands. 

The god granted the requests of the king—that the liriga be 
worshiped with Kaviri water, that those who offered golden 
pots to the god be rewarded, that the mountain be named 
Manivarai, that the Iihga be called Tirumutittalumpan ("hav
ing a scar on its crest"), and that the king receive mukti after a 
period of rule. The god then took his crown off his head and 
put it on the head of the king.91 

The central image of the king's test, as of later worship at this 
shrine, is the seed carried in the (golden) pot. As in the myth of the 
Kaviri's descent,92 the sacred water of the river is symbolically 
equated with seed. But seed alone is not enough: the king's perse
verance is unrewarded, and another sign of the divine presence is 
needed; Siva seems deliberately to goad the king into striking out 
with his sword, so that a river of blood can join the golden river of 
seed. The wounding of the god drives the king to suicide and pre
cipitates the revelation. Note that blood is again more powerful 
than vegetable sap: once again, a Tamil myth reverses the import of 
the Maiikapaka story. Only the threat of another sacrifice can check 
the flow of blood. As in the story of Kanijappar, who tears out his 
eye to stanch the bleeding from the eyes on a Imga,93 the wounded 
liriga at Tiruvatpokki is associated with the eye, and this identifica
tion gives the mountain its name. The king who at first blackmails 
the god with the threat of renunciation—he will abandon his king
dom if his crown is not restored!—in the end goes back to his duties 
with the god's crown and the promise of ultimate release, the re
wards of devotion after his inadvertent attack upon Siva. Pilgrims 
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to this shrine still offer golden pots filled with Kaviri water, which 
is poured out over the liriga with its eternal scar: the symbolism of 
the sacrifice is reenacted in local ritual. 

3. SERPENTS AND ANTHILLS 

Having isolated within the Tamil origin myths a set of symbols 
suggestive of a latent concept of sacrifice, we may now turn to a 
myth that deals explicitly with a sacrifice. This is the myth of the 
miilasthana at the famous shrine of Tiruvarur, where Siva is Val-
mikanatha, "lord of the anthill": 

Once the gods, Vigiju, Indra, and the rest, performed a sac
rifice at Kurukjetra, having determined that he who would 
complete the sacrifice without hindrance would be foremost 
among them. After a thousand years, the gods grew weak. 
Then Vigiju completed the sacrifice and became proud (akan-
taiy ura). By the command of Siva, the sacrificial fire spurted 
up toward heaven, and a bow appeared in it; VijQU proclaimed 
himself first among the gods and, taking the bow in hand, 
showered the gods with arrows. The gods fled to Saktipura, as 
once before they had fled from the poison produced from the 
churning of the ocean. Vignu followed them there, but on en
tering that site he lost all his strength and fell asleep, resting his 
neck on the end of the bow. 

The son of Brhaspati said to the gods, "It is improper for 
anyone to come here full of conceit; therefore Vigpu fell asleep 
through the power of Parasakti. Hatakalingamiirti (= Siva) 
dwells beneath this spot,·sacred to the goddess; this bow is the 
bow of Siva {nanavican ruyavar cilai) and has the form of sun, 
moon, and fire, and it will cut off the head of him who made 
an obstacle to your sacrifice and who was disrespectful to this 
place. Dig an anthill (purru), take the form of white ants (cellu), 

and gnaw through the bowstring." 
The gods did as he suggested, and when the bowstring 

snapped, the bow cut off the head of Vigpu; by the command 
of Siva, the head fell into the vicinity of the sacrificial pit at 
Kurukgetra. Portents of the end of the world appeared, and 
Mount Meru itself was shaken. Suddenly a great light arose in 
the form of a lirtga from out of the anthill. The portents ceased, 
and the gods worshiped the lirtga. Siva appeared with Uma in 
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that liriga and said to the gods, "Because Vigpu had no respect 
for this site of our Parasakti, he has lost his head. Ifhis head is 
placed on the body again, he will come to life (eluvan)." Siva 
gave the bow to Indra, and if Indra places it near a cloud, rain 
comes. The gods returned to Kurukgetra and completed the 
sacrifice. By the command of Siva, the body of Vigpu ap
peared there, and the Asvins (maruttuvar) replaced the head on 
the body. Vignu came back to life. He returned to Saktipura to 
worship there.1 

As the myth suggests, the lifiga in the mulasthana at Tiruvarur rises 
up from an anthill.2 The source of this myth is a series of ancient 
myths that describe the removal and subsequent restoration of the 
"head of the sacrifice."3 The Satapathabrahmana tells the story as 
follows: 

The gods, Agni, Indra, Soma, Makha, Vigpu, the Visvedevas, 
and others except for the Asvins, were present at a sacrifice at 
Kurukgetra. (They thought:) "Let us attain excellence (in), 
glory (yasas), and food." They said, "Whoever comes first to 
the end of the sacrifice (yajnasyodrc) by effort, tap as, faith, sac
rifice, and oblations, shall be the most excellent among us." 
Vigpu attained the end first and became the most excellent of 
the gods. (Vigpu is the sacrifice; the sacrifice is the sun). Taking 
his bow, he rested his head on the end of it. The gods, unable 
to overcome him, sat down around him. The ants (vamryah), 

being promised food and the ability to find water even in the 
desert, gnawed the bowstring, and the ends of the bow sprang 
apart and cut off Vigpu's head. The head fell and became the 
sun. Indra reached him first as the gods rushed toward him; 
Indra embraced him and became glory (yasas); therefore Indra 
became Makhavat, but they call him Maghavat, for the gods 
love secrets.4 

Other versions replace Vignu with Makhas (Makha Vaignava)6 or 
Rudra.7 The identification is less crucial than the fact that the myth 
connects the most excellent (sretfha) of the gods with the end of the 
sacrifice, and then with the sacrifice itself. 

At first glance the myth from Tiruvarur follows the earlier 
myths quite closely. The sacrifice takes place at Kurukgetra (the ar
chetypal sacrificial site); Vigpu completes the sacrifice first, grows 
proud, and is beheaded. The ants are the gods themselves, but this 
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idea, too, goes back to the older myths, where Indra in the form of 
an ant cuts the bowstring of Rudra.8 The restoration of the head by 
the Asvins is carried out in exchange for a part of the oblations9— 
indeed, a major part, for the texts addressed to the Asvins then be
come of primary importance in the pravargya ritual associated with 
this myth. The presence of the Asvins who restore the head of the 
sacrifice is also clearly linked with the myth of Dadhyaiic, the im
mediate sequel to the sacrificial myth in the Satapathabrahmarfa: 
Dadhyaiic knew the secret of the sacrifice, the madhu, the comple
tion of the sacrifice by restoring the head. Indra threatened to cut 
off his head if he taught the secret to anyone else. The Asvins be
came his pupils; they cut off his head and replaced it with a horse's 
head with which he taught them the secret; Indra cut off the 
horse's head, and the Asvins then restored his own head.10 The 
horse's head remains in Lake Saryanavat, at Kurukjetra, the site of 
the gods' sacrifice.11 As we shall see in a moment, Dadhyanc is also 
present at Tiruvariir. Note that the horse-headed Dadhyaiic is anal
ogous to Vijnu's horse-headed form (Hayagriva), and one rela
tively late text actually combines our myth with the Hayagriva 
story: 

After fighting demons for ten thousand years, Vijpu grew 
tired; he seated himself in the lotus position, leaned his head on 
his strung bow, and fell asleep. The gods were unhappy, for 
they wished to perform a sacrifice. Brahma created an ant to 
eat the end of the bow; it agreed to do this on condition that 
the part of the oblation which fell outside the sacrificial pit 
would belong to the ant. The string gave way and the bow 
snapped, decapitating Vijiju. Now the gods were even more 
distressed. They worshiped Devi, and she explained that this 
had happened because of a curse uttered in jealousy by LakpmI 
when Vijnu once laughed in her presence. She also explained 
that a demon named HayagrIva had won a boon to the effect 
that he could be killed only by someone with a horse's head. 
Visvakarman cut off the head of a horse and fixed it on Vijnu's 
head, and Vijnu as HayagrIva killed the demon.12 

Here the horse-headed god13 confronts a horse-headed demon; the 
Bhagavatapumrfa knows HayagrIva as a demon who stole the Vedas 
from Brahma and hid them in the sea, whence they were recovered 
by Vijnu in his fish avatar.14 The episode of the ant leads again to 
the decapitation of Vignu, but here this result appears to be an 
accident—until DevI reveals its higher purpose. 
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The role of the goddess is also central to the Tiruvarur myth. 
The decapitation of Vigpu is explained in terms of his disrespect for 
the goddess, who deprives him of strength the moment he enters 
her sacred site. The city itself is called Saktipura—city of sakti, the 
"power" usually identified with the goddess—in the first and sub
sequent references in the text. Yet the goddess here drains Vigrju of 
power! In this idea, and in other ways, the anthill myth is closely 
linked to the well-known myth of Dakga, Siva's antagonistic 
father-in-law who excludes Siva from his sacrifice: 

Siva married Uma (Satl), the daughter of the Prajapati Dakga; 
but Dakga did not like his son-in-law, and refused to honor 
him. Dakga performed a great sacrifice, but he did not invite 
Siva or reserve a portion for him. The sage Dadhica tried in 
vain to convince Dakga to invite Siva. Uma, hearing of the 
sacrifice, begged to be allowed to go there, and Siva gave her 
permission. She upbraided her father for not inviting her hus
band; then, in great anger, she entered the fire and died. Siva 
came as Virabhadra (in some versions, together with Bhadra-
kali) to destroy the sacrifice; he uprooted the sacrificial stakes, 
plucked out the eyes of Bhaga, knocked out the teeth of Pugan, 
and cut off Dakga's head with the sacrificial knife. When the 
wrath of Virabhadra was appeased, and Dakga had acknowl
edged the greatness of Siva, Siva restored the sacrifice and put 
a ram's head on Dakga.15 Then Siva took up the corpse of Sati 
and danced with it over the face of the earth. Vigpu, fearing 
that the wild dance would destroy the world, cut Sati's body 
into pieces. Wherever a part of the corpse fell, a shrine was 
consecrated.16 

This complex myth is largely derived from one of the classic myths 
of sacrifice—the piercing of Prajapati by the sacrificial butcher 
Rudra. There, Rudra wins his unique portion—the remainder 
(vastu), that part of the sacrifice left after all the oblations have been 
made—in return for punishing the incestuous lust of the creator for 
his daughter.17 The original sexual sin survives in the Dakga myth 
in the form of Dakga's jealous desire for his daughter Sati; and the 
rivalry between Siva and Dakga for the favors of this goddess 
comes to a head at the moment of sacrifice.18 Note that Siva is de
prived of his sakti—the "power" residing in his wife—when Sati 
leaves to attend Dakga's sacrifice, where she burns herself to death. 
In one Tamil version of the myth, Devi actually stalks out of the 
androgyne in a fury, leaving Siva with half his body aching.19 Let 
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us recall, too, that Sati is the prototype of the pious Hindu widow 
who burns herself with the body of her husband, even though she 
dies before her husband, according to the myth. 

There are other connections between the anthill sacrifice and the 
Dakga myth. Dakga's head is first cut off, then replaced by another, 
like Vigiju's in the sacrifice. Dadhyanc confirms this connection, 
for he appears (under the name of DadhIca or Dadhici) at the start 
of Dakga's sacrifice to warn him of his impending doom. The pres
ence of Dadhlca, a sacrificial figure par excellence, adumbrates the 
fate in store for Dakga; and we have just seen the close tie between 
Dadhyaiic and the anthill sacrifice. Dadhyaiic turns up in Tiruvarur 
in the sequel to the anthill myth in which Vptra is slain by Indra 
with a weapon made from the backbone of the sage Dadhici.20 

This, too, is an ancient element drawn from the Rg Veda.21 The 
bow that appears from out of the sacrificial fire in the Tiruvarur 
myth—clearly identified with the rainbow popularly believed to 
originate in the anthill—is prominent in some versions of the Dakga 
myth: here too Vigou, exhausted, rests his head on the bow and is 
decapitated.22 One Epic version of the Dakga myth makes the sac
rifice the prelude to the destruction of the tripura, the Triple City of 
the demons; Siva's first act following the dispersal of the sacrifice is 
to make the divine bow and arrows with which he shoots and de
stroys the tripura.23 Even more striking in the context of the parallel 
we are pursuing is a version of the Dakga myth from the Saup-
tikaparvan of the MBh: 

The gods made a sacrifice but gave no portion to Sthanu (= 
Siva); he therefore made a bow composed of forms of the sac
rifice and, angry and with his bow drawn, approached the 
sacrificial site of the gods; he pierced their sacrifice, which fled 
as a deer into the sky, pursued by Rudra. With the end of the 
bow, Tryambaka then blinded Bhaga, cut off the arms of 
Savitf, and broke the teeth of Pugan; then the dark-throated 
god (sitikanfha) rested on the end of the bow (avatfabhya 
dhanu$ko(im). A cry uttered by the gods (vag amarair ukta) cut 
through the bowstring, and the bow sprang apart. The gods 
took refuge with the most excellent of the gods (devasretfha), 
now without his bow, and he cast his anger into the water, 
where it burns and dessicates all. He restored the missing limbs 
of the gods, and they offered him all the oblations.24 

This version has clearly borrowed from the anthill sacrifice, even to 
the extent of echoing entire phrases from the texts of that myth.2S 
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Only the culmination of the myth in the decapitation of the "most 
excellent of the gods" (Siva here replacing Vi$gu, Makha, Rudra) 
seems to be missing. Still, the god leaning on the bow is Sitikaitfha, 
"the dark-throated"; this epithet is explained by another myth, but, 
as I will attempt to show later, the use of the name in this context is 
no accident. Sitikaptha belongs in the series of sacrificial victims 
whose heads are removed and subsequently restored. S ay ana, 
commenting on the version in which Rudra is beheaded by Indra as 
an ant, has Rudra rest the end of the bow on his neck (rudrasya galam 

avatfabhya).26 The bow is snapped when the word of the gods cuts 
the string: here we may recall that Dadhyanc is identified with 
Vac27 (the word that reveals the secret of the sacrifice, how the head 
is restored, and so on), while in place of the horse head under the 
waters of Saryapavat (which may be assimilated to the fire-
breathing submarine mare)28 we now have the anger of the god-
victim. This substitution survives in later texts, where the sub
marine fire comes from the eye of Siva-Kamantaka, the destroyer 
of Kama;29 the fire is also the symbolic coordinate of the divine 
seed that engenders Skanda, carried by the Ganges. Here we may 
have reached the heart of the sacrificial myth, the element that 
binds together apparently disparate and conflated accounts. The 
sacrifice is itself, or produces by its performance, the fiery, danger
ous, creative seed. It is the brilliant seed, or its analogue, the por
tion given to Rudra, which blinds Bhaga, knocks out the teeth of 
Pugan, and so on, in early versions—precisely the actions attributed 
to Siva in the Epic and subsequent versions; their parallel in the 
anthill myth is the showering of the gods with arrows from the di
vine bow by Vigou. Sometimes the seed is specifically stated to 
have produced Rudra, just as later it produces Skanda.30 Rudra's 
portion is equivalent to the seed and to the remnant, the vastu, the 
end of the sacrifice (in the anthill myth: udfc).31 It is this concept of 
the primary importance of the remainder that underlies the state
ment in the Epic myth that the gods gave to Siva "all the oblations" 
as his portion.32 What is important for our purposes is that this 
point can only be reached after the sacrifice is in some sense per
formed. Although the text fails to state this clearly, we must as
sume that the god resting on the end of the bow is, like his counter
part in the anthill myth, identified with the sacrifice. 

The rivalry between Siva and Dakja thus takes on a new dimen
sion: they vie not only for the goddess but also for the position of 
sacrificial victim! Dakja is not mentioned in the myth in MBh 

10.18; the sacrifice flees as a deer after being pierced by the de-
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stroyer, just as Prajapati takes the form of a stag to pursue his 
daughter (fleeing as a deer).33 But the destroyer is himself sac
rificed, if our analysis is correct. The myth has hidden this element. 
In the chapter that directly precedes this myth, however, Dakga and 
Siva confront each other as Prajapati and Sthapu; seeing Dakja's 
creation, Sthanu castrates himself.34 The two myths are surely part 
of a single sequence. 

Why does the myth suppress the sacrifice of Siva? This is only 
one example of a very widespread tendency, which I have already 
hinted at more than once. The myth strives to break out of the cy
cles of death and rebirth implicit in the sacrificial scheme. Specifi
cally, it wishes to spare the divine victim the need to die. The 
creator does not suffer death and need not be reborn—indeed, he 
must not die. His role as victim must be obliterated. Hence he de
stroys the sacrifice which is his death, just as Siva-Kalantaka may 
be said to evade his own destruction by killing Yama, the lord of 
death.35 The victim has good reason to want to disperse the sac
rifice; this is precisely the reasoning of the serpents who, faced with 
the prospect of being slaughtered en masse at Janamejaya's sacrifice, 
discuss ways to prevent its taking place: they could bite and kill the 
officiating priests, extinguish the sacrificial fires by becoming 
clouds and raining on the site, steal the offering ladles, bite all the 
people attending the rite, befoul the prepared food with excre
ment—or become priests themselves and stop the sacrifice by de
manding their fees!36 

There are other elements in Siva's attempt to subvert the sacrifi
cial ritual; we will return to this theme. But we are concerned here 
with the underlying, older level of the myth, and it is my conten
tion that this level is preserved, albeit in a new form, in the myth 
from Tiruvariir. There Vipnu is the sacrificial victim, and Siva is the 
destroyer—through the agency of the gods and on behalf of Devi. 
In other words, Siva sacrifices Vip^u to the goddess. But we may 
go further than this. Siva rises from the anthill in Tiruvariir. Why is 
the anthill the dwelling of the god? No doubt there is an important 
element here of chthonic claims on the deity. The anthill is closely 
connected with ideas of the earth and fertility; the god is localized in 
his uniquely local, earth-bound home.37 Yet it is the subterranean 
associations of the anthill that seem most profound: the anthill is 
the entrance to the nether world, the abode of snakes and de
mons,38 the realm of the dead.39 This is the world with which Siva 
is linked by the anthill. But the anthill is also the depository of 
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remnants of the sacrifice;40 the anthill is associated with Prajapati or 

the ear of Prajapati (the earth);41 an anthill with seven holes replaces 
the head of the human victim.42 The anthill is clearly the locus of 
the vastu, the end of the sacrifice, the divine seed.43 

It is beginning to look as if Vijnu is not, after all, the only, or 
even the most important, victim of the sacrifice at Tiruvarur. It is 
Siva who is identified with the anthill and thus, by implication, 
with the whole set of sacrificial concepts—and particularly with his 
peculiar portion, the vastu. One wonders if Vijnu has entered the 
Tiruvarur myth as a scapegoat, just as in other myths he takes upon 
himself the unwanted burden of corrupting the tripura demons, 
thus allowing Siva to escape blame in killing them.44 Vijgu's role in 
the anthill myth can, of course, draw on impeccable sources, but 
we have already seen the concern of other myths to remove the 
status of sacrificial victim from Siva. The same process may have 
operated here. (Note, too, that the Tiruvarur myth, by identifying 
the gods as the ants, is closest to the earlier myths that refer the 
story to Rudra rather than Vijiju.) 

Further support for this view can be drawn from another set of 
images. The linga implanted in the anthill may represent the Iinga in 
the womb. In the old Tamil love-poems, the plundering of an ant
hill by a bear suggests the rape of the virgin.45 We have seen that 
the castration of Sthaiju I Siva directly precedes the complex Dakja 
myth in MBh 10.18. It is therefore of interest that the castration 
theme appears in an apparently earlier origin myth for the Tiru
varur shrine: 

Siva, grieving at his separation from Sati, wandered naked and 
with a skull in his hands into the asrama of the sages (of the 
Pine Forest). Having never seen such a sight, the wives of the 
sages fell in love with him. He begged for alms as he went 
down the street, and the women followed, gaping at the beg
gar. The sages, their husbands, saw this and cursed him for 
desecrating the asrama·, at their curse, his linga fell and, cleav
ing the earth, entered Patala. Ashamed, Siva entered a deep 
cave (garta) and fell asleep. 

But the worlds were troubled and the seas burst their 
bounds, and the gods, fearing the end of the world had come, 
sought the aid of Brahma. He thought hard and realized what 
had happened: "This is because the linga of Siva has been made 
to fall; we must get him to take it back." The gods went to the 
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cave and found Siva asleep; they begged him to take back his 
liriga. "The real reason it fell," said Siva, "is the absence of 
Sati; the sages' curse was only a pretext. What would I do with 
a liriga now?" They said, "Sati has entered the womb of 
Menaka. Soon you will have a wife once more; take back your 
liriga and give us security." Siva agreed on condition the linga 
be worshiped. The gods hastened to Patala and worshiped it 
there; they asked for another liriga for their devotion, and the 
god showed them the shrine (of Hatakesvara = Tiruvarur); 
Brahma installed there a golden liriga.46 

The myth of the anthill sacrifice with which we began refers to the 
Hafakesvara shrine as older than the anthill;47 today Hatakesvara is 
a subsidiary shrine inside the Tiruvarur temple complex, but the 
local priests still refer to it as the biladvara, the door to the nether 
world. The Hatakesvara Imga remains in Patala underneath this 
shrine; the cleft it opens in the earth in descending to the nether 
world allows the Ganges to emerge on to the surface of the earth 
from Patala,48 but the original passage, the Nagabila, is hidden by 
Indra—until, after a long time, an anthill appears, and the serpents 
can come forth on to the earth.49 Hafakesvara is thus linked by an 
anthill to the realm of chaos and vitality under the earth; since 
Hatakesvara may well be the older site, one wonders if its myths 
were at some point transferred to the present miilasthana of Val-
mikanatha, the lord of the anthill. The castration of Siva takes the 
place of the sacrifice in this text. Siva echoes the words of Sthaiju in 
the Epic Dakja myth: Sati is absent, so he does not need his linga. 
(In the Epic: prajal·} sxtfah pareti'emah kim Iearifyamy anena vai).so But 
the castration is ultimately creative: Siva takes back his linga in 
order to marry Parvati (and beget the divine child Skanda), and the 
shrine, in which Siva will be worshiped in the form of a liriga, has 
been created and provided with the sacred, life-giving waters be
cause of the castration. The basic pattern of the sacrifice is present 
here: Siva is castrated in order to be fertile, just as the sacrificial vic
tim dies in order to be reborn. 

Our results so far coincide remarkably with an extensive series of 
myths in which an anthill, the site of the divinity, is pierced or 
stepped upon, and the god or goddess dwelling in it wounded. 
Thus the goddess Matangi is said to have been discovered when a 
king pierced her anthill home with his lance; Matangi rose from the 
anthill bleeding, with the heavens in her left hand and the cosmic 
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serpent Adisesa in her right.51 The shrine at Ceyur has a similar 
story: the Co]a king was hunting in a forest when he came across 
another hunter; he pursued the man until he disappeared behind an 
anthill. The king shot an arrow at the anthill, and blood gushed 
forth; the king's men excavated the anthill and found a lihga hidden 
inside.52 Most of the Tamil anthill myths involve just such a violent 
sequence. Blood spurts from the anthill, thus revealing the divine 
presence. If I am right in suggesting that the anthill represents the 
sacrifice, and is in particular the locus of the seed/remnant produced 
by the sacrifice, then the Tamil myths would appear to have accen
tuated the element of violence necessary for the birth of the divine 
seed (the rebirth of the god in his son). The violent birth is an inte
gral part of the Brahmatfa myths of sacrifice, as we have seen; but it 
is less apparent in classical versions of Skanda's birth from the 
union of Siva and Parvati. There the notion of the creative sacrifice 
is almost totally submerged.53 In the south Indian mythological 
tradition, however, blood is itself a form of seed, and seed is pro
duced by piercing or wounding the god. 

There is another major symbol related to the anthill myths. The 
liitga rising from the anthill may be compared to the classic inhabit
ant of this site, the serpent. A five-headed serpent—Siva as 
Sambasivamurti—rises from the anthill to drink the milk of the 
Kamadhenu in the origin myth of the shrine at Velur.54 Let us look 
for a moment at the cult of Tiruvorriyur, which forms a close paral
lel to that of Tiruvarur, the home of the anthill myth with which 
we began.55 At Tiruvorriyur, too, the god of the anthill is the cen
tral object of worship, and here we find two myths of the snake: 
Vasuki, the king of the Nagas, is said to have worshiped at this 
shrine and to have been grasped by the god, Palakainatar ("lord of 
the plank") and made to rest at his feet; hence Siva at Tiruvorriyur 
is also known as Pafampakkar or Pa^ampakkanatar, "having the 
hood (of the cobra) at his side."56 Adiseja and Candra (the moon) 
are also said to have fought and to have been reconciled at this 
site.57 Both of these myths are late attempts to deal with a fact 
explicitly recognized by the living folk tradition of Tiruvorriyur 
—that the god of the anthill is, as one might expect, a serpent. The 
priests of the shrine claim to have seen the serpent-god, who is be
lieved to dwell in an underground passage connecting the anthill in 
the shrine to an atti tree outside.58 If we pursue the analogy between 
the two shrines, the serpent of Tiruvorriyur would correspond to 
the linga implanted in the anthill at Tiruvarur. Serpents are, in fact, 
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said to emerge from the Hafakesvara anthill there, as we have seen. 
There is, however, still a deeper association to be explored. 

The origin of the anthill at Tiruvarur is connected, as we saw at 
the beginning of our discussion, to the great sacrifice at Kurukgetra. 
At this point we must raise the question of the serpent's symbolic 
role generally; indeed, it may be suggested that the sacrificial con
tent of our myth is directly related to this very figure. For it is 
surely no accident that a serpent has come, as Adiseja, to embody 
the idea of the remainder. The serpent is a natural symbol of the 
goal of the sacrifice as rebirth: the serpent emerges from his own 
aged skin; he is the remainder of himself, an equivalent of the 
dangerous, fiery, yet fertile and productive seed. The serpent is the 
vastu; it is, therefore, not surprising that the Vastupuruga becomes a 
Vastunaga,59 or that the architectural handbooks prescribe the in
stallation of a golden serpent—like the golden seed of creation—in 
connection with vastu rites.60 The serpent symbolizes the sacrifice 
and the result of the sacrifice. The earth is fixed on the remnant, the 
eternally reborn—Ananta-Adisega, the serpent who has no end, no 
death, since he is reborn out of the very act of aging, as the sacrifice 
is slain and reborn as seed. Therefore the serpent knows the secret 
of the sacrifice, the means of conquering death, the way to restore 
the head of the sacrifice. Men and gods can but imitate the serpent: 
"Through this [rite] the serpents overcame death. Those who per
form it overcome death. They crawl out of their old skin, for they 
have conquered death."61 

This passage concludes the description of a snake-sacrifice 
which, if we may judge by the names of the participants, was the 
prototype for Janamejaya's famous sacrifice in the first book of the 
MBh. The story of Janamejaya's sacrifice frames the Mahabharata 
story proper: Parikjit, Janamejaya's father, was slain by the serpent 
Takgaka; hence Janamejaya swore to destroy all the serpents in a 
sacrifice. Janamejaya is therefore known as sarpasattrin, the 
"serpent-sacrificer"; but his rite was interrupted when the snake-
sage Astika was granted a boon, and asked that the sacrifice remain 
incomplete.62 In the Brahmaqa text quoted above, however, the 
sacrifice is performed by the snakes; Janamejaya himself is men
tioned as a snake, as are a Dhftara^ra and others known to us from 
the Epic. By the time of the composition of the Adiparvan, the sac
rifice had been transformed into a human rite directed against ser
pents, although the archaic book of Pau$ya still records that the 
purohita of Janamejaya was the son of a snake-woman.63 In the 

 
������������������������� 



Serpents and Anthills m 

course of this transformation of the rite from a sacrifice by and for 
the snakes to a sacrifice to slaughter the snakes, the symbolism of 
the ritual has been lost. Or nearly so—for we may suggest that the 
setting of the Bharata narration in the intervals of Janamejaya's ser
pent sacrifice is not, after all, a meaningless, inexplicable accident in 
the history of Indian tradition. Rather, it is the result of the innate 
power of the symbol, and a survival of the substratum of myth in 
the Epic. The story of the great battle-sacrifice of men—or are they 
gods, as the Epic itself insists, or indeed serpents, as so many of 
their names, attributes, and actions suggest64—is the story of the 
birth through violence of the rightful heir, the remnant, the dynas
tic father Parikjit (killed in the womb by Asvatthaman, the snake-
man incarnation of Rudra; revived at birth by Kfjna; finally slain as 
king by the bite of the serpent Takgaka).65 The recitation of the 
MBh story in the course of the serpent sacrifice offers us a clue to 
the meaning of the myth hidden in the background. The great sac
rifice is framed by the rite that, in its original form, epitomizes the 
ancient symbolism of the sacrifice. 

Notwithstanding the distortion that the Epic account of 
Janamejaya's sacrifice causes to this earlier conception, another relic 
of the old serpent sacrifice can still be seen. Why does the Adiparvan 
go to such lengths to describe the reasons for the interruption of the 
sacrifice? After all, the whole of the long book of Astika, which di
rectly precedes the introductory genealogies, is devoted to explain
ing the background to the sacrifice and the birth of the snake-man 
Astika, who stops it. Moreover, there is in Hindu mythology a 
wider pattern of "interrupted sacrifices"; the Dakja myth, for 
example, exemplifies this theme. Or we may put the question 
differently: Why does Janamejaya rejoice when his sacrifice is 
stopped and the serpent-king Takjaka saved from destruction?66 Is 
the rite stopped or completed? The verb used is sam-άρ and can have 
either meaning, although its basic sense is that of achieving, con
cluding, reaching the end. We are even told that the sacrifice was 
"concluded according to rite" (samapite tatas satre vidhivad).67 Has 
the notion of the remnant produced by the sacrifice survived in the 
motif of interrupting the rite? The serpents survive the sacrifice 
aimed at their destruction, although their activities are limited: they 
must not touch those who recite the story of the sacrifice (dharma-
khyana),68 just as Yama is allowed only limited scope for slaughter 
after being revived by Siva-Kalantaka,69 and the Raksasas survive 
the war with Rama, but are reformed under the rule of the right-
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eous king Vibhlgaija. These may be seen as examples of the trans
formation of the idea of the vastu, the remnant/germ that the old 
sacrifice aims at producing. The threatening aspects of the "seed" 
are eliminated through the act of sacrifice, and one is left with a vio
lent force channeled into creative, necessary roles. In order to 
achieve this end, the ritual must be interrupted before the victim is 
totally destroyed. 

So powerful is this theme in its relation to the serpent as sacrifi
cial symbol that it appears twice more in the Adiparvan: even before 
the serpent-sacrifice is begun and interrupted, Adisesa removes 
himself from the other snakes in order to survive, as Dharmadeva, 
bearing the earth on his head;70 and at the end of the Adiparvan we 
learn of the burning of the Khandava forest by Agni with the assist
ance of Arjuna and Kj-gna.71 The two heroes brutally exterminate 
the creatures of the forest, foremost among them clearly the Nagas. 
But here again a remnant survives: four Sanigaka birds,72 the 
demon Maya, and two serpents—Takjaka, the same serpent-king 
who was saved at the last moment by Astika from death in the sac
rifice ofjanamejaya, and Takjaka's son Asvasena. Takjaka survives 
because he is not in the forest at the time of the disaster; he is, in 
fact, at Kuruk^etra,73 the archetypal site of the sacrifice! Asvasena is 
swallowed by his mother and, when she is beheaded by Arjuna, 
Asvasena crawls out of her and escapes.74 The sacrificial nature of 
the burning of the forest is intimated by the story of Svetaki, which 
is added by some manuscripts by way of explanation: Svetaki, a 
king obsessed with sacrificing, persuaded Rudra (in his partial in
carnation as Durvasas) to serve as priest at a twelve-year sacrificial 
session; when the session ended, Agni, who was glutted with the 
offerings, lost his luster and appetite; to restore him to his normal 
state (as the receiver of offerings), Brahma directed him to devour 
the Khandava forest.75 But there is an even firmer link with the 
serpent sacrifice. According to Baudhayanasrautasiitra (17.18), the 
serpent sacrifice that we know from the Tarfdyamahabrahmatfa,76 

and that was ultimately made into the frame-story of the MBh, was 
performed by the kings and princes of the serpents in human 
form—in Khandavaprastha. The Adiparvan thus begins and ends 
with a development of the idea of the serpent as the sacrifice. 

If the interpretation I am suggesting is valid, then the presence of 
Adisega in Tamil shrines becomes intelligible in the same terms. 
Adisega comes up from the nether world to witness Siva's dance at 
Citamparam, where the serpent is incarnate as Patanjali—this is 
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perhaps the best-known example of Adisega's association with a 
shrine.77 But Adisega is also the NaganadI at Tiruppunavayil,78 and 
he is the tamarind tree under which Nammalvar sits in medita
tion;79 Adisega and the other Nagas worship the linga at Srinagesa-
kgetra (TiruppataJlccaram) to atone for Vasuki's coughing up of 
poison that had to be swallowed by Siva.80 Undertones of the sac
rifice are retained in the very widespread motif of Adisega's contest 
with Vayu, the wind: Vayu attempts to dislodge Adisega from 
Mount Meru, which the serpent is covering with his thousand 
hoods; Adisega's head is blown off by the wind, and his blood 
drenches the shrine where a piece of the mountain falls.81 The 
mountain peak that reaches the Tamil shrine in this way is thus a 
part of Meru, the cosmic mountain touching heaven; the blood of 
the serpent substitutes in these myths for the blood drawn from the 
deity or from his symbol, the lifiga. The serpent coiled around the 
mountain becomes the serpent encompassing the shrine; the ser
pent retraces the boundaries of Maturai after the universal flood.82 

Why does the serpent know the ancient boundaries? Is it not be
cause serpent and shrine are one, the remnant of the sacrifice—the 
serpent surviving his own death, the shrine surviving the universal 
destruction of the pralaya?83 Adisega wishes to escape mortality; 
therefore he worships at Nellai (Tirunelveli), since that site is never 
destroyed; the shrine is his refuge during the destruction of the 
world.84 

Let us go a step farther. Because the serpent retraces the bound
aries at Maturai, that shrine is named Alavay, Sanskrit Halasya, 
"poison-mouth." But the tradition of Maturai undoubtedly re
gards Alavay as one of the gods of the city, worshiped in one of the 
four ancient temples (mafam) that give the city its name Nanmatak-
kutal.85 Alavay naturally becomes Siva, who holds poison in his 
throat; as Nilavaymaijicerkaptan, "he whose neck is blue as sap
phire," he is the god "who made Nanmatakkutal into Alavay," 
according to the verse introducing the boundary story in the 
Tiruvilai.86 We will turn to the circumstances that led to Siva's blue 
throat in a moment. It would appear, however, that Alavay was 
originally a serpent, as the name itself suggests, and the local 
puranic account of the boundary myth confirms. An important de
velopment must therefore have taken place at Maturai: Siva was at 
some point identified with the original serpent-deity there in a 
process activated by the coincidence in attributes—perhaps, in par
ticular, through the relation to the sacrifice. That the serpent-god is 
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III. The serpent retraces the boundary of Maturai / Alavay after the flood. 

ancient in Maturai may be deduced from other fragments of the 
tradition: Paripafal, in a hymn to Tirumal in the Maturai area, refers 
to the "city/shrine of the Naga who bears the world on his head" 
(ρϋ mu(i ttakar nakar).87 And the folk epic develops this theme with 
respect to Arjuna—who is here a representative of the god of 
Maturai, while the Amazon Queen Alli is a form of Mlnakji, the 
goddess of this shrine: 

Arjuna took the form of an old wrinkled ascetic (atffi) and 
forced his way into the palace of Alli on the pretext of seeking 
alms. Once inside, he spread his tiger skin and sat down, hav
ing placed before him a picture of Alli and her maidservant; he 
called out for Alli in love and in the pain of separation. When 
Alli heard his calls, she was furious: "No one speaks to me in 
this impertinent manner. Cut him to pieces!" Alli's servant 
persuaded her that it was dangerous to kill a Saiva ascetic with 
her own hand. So they sought snakes to kill him; the wives of 
the snake charmers coaxed snakes from their anthills in the 
forest and brought them in boxes to Alii. Alli fed the snakes 
milk, fruit, and opium (apinimaruntuka}) until their eyes grew 
red. Then she sent them to kill the mendicant, whose words 
had made her body melt in rage. 
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The snakes hissed and crept toward the man; but seeing the 
mark of the fish on his back and other signs, they recognized 
him as the husband of the snake-woman UlupI (ndkakanni-

manava\an), the younger brother of Yudhigthira and BhIma, 
who had disguised himself as an ascetic in order to wed Alii. 
"Did Alli give us medicine in order to kill her husband?" they 
cried. Alli was enraged by these words: "This is the work of 
that Serpent Maiden (UliipI)!" And, as a five-headed serpent 
wound itself around Arjuna's shoulders, she said, "That evil 
man has bewitched the snakes with medicine, but he has no 
potion with which to bewilder me!" She called to her servants 
to beat the snakes with a whip; the snakes disappeared, calling 
as they went, "At the hour of your wedding to this man, we 
will come to make you a swing." 

Alli then tried to have the ascetic killed by a wild elephant, 
but this attempt also failed. Finally the old man made his re
quest; he wanted a piece of the queen's old petticoat in order to 
mend his bag, which had worn badly in his wanderings from 
Mallikarjuna to Maturai. Reluctantly, the queen gave him 
what he wanted, in order to be rid of him; as she put the cloth 
in his hand, he touched her hand with ash and revealed his 
shining teeth. Alli fell in a faint, and Arjuna departed like the 
wind. 

Kj-jna took the form of an aged snake charmer and, trans
forming Arjuna into a snake, took him in a box to the court. 
The snake drank all the milk brought in tribute to Alli by four 
thousand cowherdesses; the girls ran to Alli weeping, but 
when the queen heard them tell of a snake radiant as the sun 
and the moon, she summoned the charmer and asked to see it. 
Said Kj-gna, "That snake was brought up by my younger sis
ter. I will not take it from its box, for at the sight of a woman it 
becomes full of love." The queen begged for a sight of the 
snake. Kf^na let it out, and the snake crawled up on Alli's lap, 
embraced her breasts and shoulders, kissed her face, and rolled 
betel leaf for the queen. "Enough, let us go," said Kpgna, but 
Alli said, "Hear a friendly word. Let this snake remain here 
tonight, and tomorrow you can take it and go." "It is used to 
sleeping in my sister's soft bed," said the snake charmer. Alli 
promised to make good his loss in gold if any harm came to 
the snake, and Kpgna departed, after the serpent-Arjuna had 
signaled to him to stay away for at least eight days. 
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When night fell, Alli's servants put her to bed. She locked 
and bolted the door and, putting the snake beside her, fell 
asleep. Arjuna prayed to Lord Rama—now was the time to 
satisfy his desire. Kfgpa made Mutevi (the goddess of ill for
tune) keep AUi soundly asleep for one watch of the night, and 
Arjuna put off his serpent form, took his own body again and 
embraced the queen. When dawn came, he became a serpent 
once more. 

Alli awoke from a troubled sleep. Her servants found her in 
complete disarray, her hair and garments disordered. "The 
serpent has sported quite a bit; it is truly used to intercourse 
with people (manitarufan Ieitfiye maruuina ρ amp' itu tan)," she 
said. She put the serpent back in the box, and Kj-gija came and 
took it away.88 

The Saiva mendicant confronted by the serpents himself takes the 
form of a serpent to unite with his beloved. We need hardly com
ment on the universal phallic aspect of the serpent; what is more to 
the point here is the congruence between Arjuna's serpent form and 
the ophidian nature of Alavay-Siva. Arjuna's disguise as a Saiva 
ascetic complete with ash and tiger skin suits perfectly his mythic 
correspondence to Siva himself; this identification, like that of Alli 
with Minakji, becomes clear when we compare the folk narratives 
to the puranic myths from Maturai. This problem will be taken up 
again later, along with many of the motifs that appear in the above 
story. For the moment, let us only say that Alli's attacks upon the 
ascetic belong to an entire series of attempted murders of the bride
groom, and that ultimately they derive from the slaying of Siva by 
MlnakjL Note that Alli also loves the suitor whom she wishes 
dead; she faints at the sight of his radiant teeth, and sends her maid
servants to seek him, and she seems unconsciously to identify him 
and wish for his embrace when she learns of the radiant serpent. 
Eventually, Arjuna weds the queen, who is captured in a tiger's 
cage and thus subdued.89 The episode described above thus consti
tutes, in effect, a survival of the ancient Tamil motif of kajavu, the 
premarital union of lovers;90 only here the serpent-suitor embraces 
his bride after surviving several attempts on her part to kill him. 
Arjuna is not, in fact, the only object of Alli's murderous attention; 
earlier in the epic she kills the usurper Ninmukan, "Blue-Face"— 
who is perhaps a multiform of Kj-jpa.91 Like Arjuna, Ninmukan is 
also related to the ancient god of Maturai; the blue-faced Nin-

 
������������������������� 



Serpents and Anthills 12 7 

mukan may be directly linked to "Poison-Mouth"/Alavay, and by 
another stage to Siva as the dark-throated Nilakaijtha. Thus the 
series is complete. The folk tradition seems to have separated and 
elaborated upon the major elements of a single mythic event, in 
which the god as serpent is slain as he unites with the goddess. 

Arjuna is saved from death by snakebite in this myth because the 
serpents recognize him as the husband of Ulupi, the daughter of the 
serpents; but it is Ulupl's son by Arjuna, Iravat (Tam. Aravan), 
who personifies the old serpent sacrifice in the Tamil epic tradition: 

Kfsna learned that the Kauravas were going to sacrifice Aravan 
(to the goddess), and he hastened to Yudhigthira to recom
mend that he sacrifice first. "Sacrifice me," said Kjrgna, but the 
five Pandava brothers said, "Better to die ourselves—we have 
no need of victory." Then Aravan, the son of the serpent 
(aravamaintan.), volunteered to be offered up in place of Kj-ji^a, 
and Kfjoa agreed, for Aravan was his only equal on earth; and 
he granted Aravan's request to live on after the sacrifice to see 
the defeat of his foes. So that night Aravan cut off all the limbs 
of his body and offered them to Kali, and the Paodavas offered 
an elephant and other sacrifices according to the Sakta rite 
{yama\attin pa(i).92 

Elephant and serpent are confused in the story of Iravat; Iravat, the 
son of the Naginl, is offered together with an elephant—or, in other 
accounts, in order to counteract the Kauravas' sacrifice of a white 
elephant.93 Airavata is a patronymic of the serpent Dhptarajtra, but 
it is also, of course, the name of Indra's white elephant, who is 
sometimes said to have bestowed Ulupi on Arjuna.94 Airavata is 
also the rainbow, which rises, as we have seen, from the anthill, 
home of serpents.95 The confusion of serpents and elephants is nat
ural enough, in view of the resemblance of the serpent and the 
elephant's trunk; both serpents and elephants are referred to as 
Naga; the Dinnagas, the elephants of the quarters, support the 
world, as does the serpent Adiseja. Both groups are thought to 
dwell in the nether world; at Viruttacalam we find a shrine to the 
elephant-headed AlattuppiJJaiyar, "Ganesa of the depths," sunk 
deep below the ground. Iravat, however, is clearly a snake-man; in 
the MBh he simply dies in battle,96 but in the Tamil tradition he is 
the sacrificed serpent. The agonistic rivalry for the sacrifice—an 
important feature of the early Vedic cult, reflected in the many 
myths of the struggle between gods and demons for the offer-
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ing97—here takes a new form: both groups intend to sacrifice Ara-
van to the goddess, and the trick is to sacrifice first. In effect, Kfjna 
steals the sacrifice from Duryodhana, just as Srl is won by the gods 
from the demons.98 The goddess is here the recipient of the sac
rifice; she will favor whichever side offers to her. Similarly, in the 
Mayiliravariankatai, a folk expansion of Rama myths, the demon 
Mayiliravaiian99 steals Rama and Lakjmaija and brings them in a 
box to Patalalanka to offer them to Bhadrakali; Hanumat steals 
them back from out of the goddess's shrine; and when Mayilirav-
anan discovers that his intended victims have vanished, his im
mediate concern is to see if the goddess has gone with them. The 
image of the goddess in the shrine gives him a dejected, sour look 
(pattirakali akam nani mukam korfi vicanam afaintu), and he knows 
that she has departed with Hanumat.100 Here, too, we have a ser
pent sacrifice: the Rakjasas prepare a nine-cornered sacrificial pit 
and sprinkle it with the blood from the leg of a buffalo, poured in a 
skull; Mayiliravanan cuts up a serpent, dips the pieces in ghee, and 
offers them as oblations; from the fire that blazes up a huge Bhuta is 
born and sent to kill Hanumat; Hanumat fights with him, drags 
him back down to Patala, and destroys the sacrifice.101 The Rakjasa 
sacrifice is no doubt meant as a parody of the system, but the 
serpent-victim links the rite with the Aravan myth; in both, the 
serpent is simply slain at the sacrifice, as in the Adiparvan of the 
MBh, yet the serpent still epitomizes the sacrificial ideal—it is not 
by chance that Duryodhana chooses the snake-man Iravat as the 
most suitable victim, and Aravan lives as a folk-hero in Tami]natu 
today because he embodies the ideal of self-sacrifice.102 

One oral variant of the myth offers a different explanation of the 
need for the sacrifice: 

Aravan (sic), the son of BhImasena and a serpent-princess, was 
very strong, indeed so strong that he could have slain all the 
Duryodhanas at once. This would have prevented the 
Bharata war from taking place! And since the war was 
necessary, Kfgria decreed that a human sacrifice was needed be
fore the fighting started, and picked Aravan as the sacrificial 
victim. When they commenced the sacrifice, Aravan asked 
that his head remain alive to witness the entire Bharata war; 
this wish was granted. Hence he is still worshiped in the form 
of a head during the annual recitation of Villiputturar's Paratam 
in the village shrine.103 
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Aravan's serpent origin is here derived from the story of 
Duryodhana's attempt to poison Bhlmasena, the strongest of the 
Pandava brothers, who was rescued by the Nagas from Duryodha
na's plot.104 Aravan is sacrificed by Kfjna so that the greater sac
rifice of the war can take place; like the devasura struggle, the war 
between Pandavas and Kauravas is clearly recognized as necessary 
by the folk source. One wonders if this oral version retains an an
cient strand of myth: the violence of the struggle is necessary not to 
restore the Papdavas to their kingdom—for could not Aravan have 
destroyed their enemies single-handed?—but for some deeper pur
pose to be fulfilled. Perhaps the Epic notion of the war as sacrifice, 
from which the king and heir is born, has left a trace on the village 
tradition. Aravan himself dies only in part; his head (the head of the 
sacrifice, the remainder, the seed) survives as a witness, like the 
head of the serpent Rahu (cut off by Vijnu after the churning of the 
ocean), the elephant's head of Ganesa, and the horse-head of 
Dadhyanc.105 

There is yet another myth of a serpent-sacrifice at Maturai/ 
Alavay: 

The Jains wished to kill the devout Saiva king of Maturai. 
They held a sacrifice, and the demon that emerged from the 
fire advanced in the form of a serpent against the city. The 
king slew the serpent with an arrow with a tip shaped like the 
crescent moon, but in dying the serpent vomited forth poison 
that entered the city in a flood, like the flood of poison pro
duced at the churning of the ocean. Siva sprinkled a few drops 
of amxta from the moon on his crest; the amxta mixed with the 
poison as buttermilk is mingled with milk, and the city was 
rendered pure. (Hence it is known as Maturai, from madhura, 

"sweet".)106 

The serpent is born from a sacrifice; its death produces first poison 
and then, by a transformation effected by the god, the opposite, 
amxta. The myth itself refers to the churning of the ocean, and may 
be seen as a partial multiform of that myth, in which Siva drinks 
poison as if it were amxta or transforms poison to amxta.107 The 
poison colors his throat and makes him NUakantha (or Sitikantha, 
Srikantha).108 Such, in any case, is the usual explanation; but we 
also hear that Rudra is Sitikaijtha because Narayana seized him by 
the throat at Dakja's sacrifice,109 or that he is Nllakantha because 
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(Kavya) Usanas tore a matted lock of hair from his head and threw 
it at the god (or into the fire)110—and from it serpents originated 
which bit the throat of the god.111 Kavya Usanas is Sukra, who is 
elsewhere known as the creator of Vasto^pati, the microcosmic 
exemplar of the sacrifice upon whose body the temple is erected.112 

The fragment of myth preserved here seems, in fact, to point to an 
original sacrificial basis for the Nllakaijtha image. The dark neck of 
Siva divides his head from his body; the sacrifice supposedly severs 
and restores the head of the victim; the secret that Dadhyaiic knows 
and can only teach after his own head has been replaced by that of a 
horse is how the head of the sacrifice is put back on. Siva's throat 
becomes dark from the bites of serpents, born from the sacrifice, 
symbolizing the sacrifice. But, as we have seen, the god is himself 
the serpent; he marries a serpent-maiden;113 like the serpent, he dies 
and is reborn. Through self-sacrifice he wins life, conquering his 
own death; his head is restored and—marked only by the scar that 
forever recalls the shattering of the original unity and its subsequent 
reintegration, the dark neck that bears witness to the necessary 
sacrifice—he lives on, as the horse head of Dadhyanc survives 
forever in the waters of Saryanavat, and as the serpent head of Rahu 
eternally chases the sun and the moon. NHakantha thus becomes a 
symbol of the god triumphing over his own destruction. 

This triumph is, it must be stressed, the effect of the sacrifice. 
Here the analogy that has been suggested between Nllakaniha-Siva 
and the peacock114 offers a new perspective. The peacock is itself 
tied to the nether world: the dark-necked sitikantha feeds upon the 
dead;lls the demon Cur is divided at his death into peacock and 
cock;116 Rama's enemy is Mayiliravanan, Peacock Ravana, who 
dwells in Patala under the earth.117 Sikhandini, the man-woman 
who causes Bhljma's death in the MBh, is associated by her name 
with this series.118 Siva himself becomes a peacock to dance for the 
goddess (as peahen) at Mayuram,119 or to drink the poison pro
duced by the churning of the ocean.120 In the latter case, the poison 
remains in the throat of Siva as the peacock, and thus the link 
between Nllakantha and the peacock becomes explicit. But the 
peacock is the enemy of the serpent;121 as peacock, Siva destroys 
himself and the symbol of his sacrifice. 

To summarize: The anthill myth of Tiruvariir seems to describe 
the sacrifice and rebirth of Siva, whose appearance in the anthill is 
connected to the birth of seed through violence. The anthill is the 
locus of the vastu, the remnant of the sacrifice that produces new 
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life. As Valmlkanatha, Siva submits to death in order to gain more 
life, while as Hatakesvara he is castrated in order to become fertile 
again. The Imga in the anthill may also be a transformation of the 
serpent, who embodies the symbolism of the sacrifice as rebirth 
from death. The serpent dwelling in the anthill is the fiery seed of 
creation. Yet this level of symbolism is blurred in our myths. The 
serpent is devoured by the god as peacock; Alavay loses his ophid
ian attributes in the purapic myths of Maturai, although the folk 
tradition recalls his original nature; most significantly of all, Vigpu 
replaces Siva as the divine victim at Tiruvarur. This pattern raises 
what we may call the problem of the surrogate, which will concern 
us in the following pages. 

4. THE SURROGATE: ENEMIES AND DEVOTEES 

If, as I have suggested, the Tamil purapic myths reveal a consistent 
effort to remove the deity from the arena of sacrifice without relin
quishing the fundamental symbolism of the sacrifice, the need to 
search for a surrogate victim becomes clear. The power rooted in 
violence and symbolized by the blood of the offering is by nature 
polluting; yet the Tamil puraijas describe their god as nirmala, 

without taint. We may regard this idealized image of God as result
ing from the attempt to dissociate oneself, and one's deity, from the 
contamination of power;1 and we have seen here a coalescence with 
the Upanijadic ideals of purity and freedom from the chain of death 
and rebirth. Yet for the great majority of Tamil pilgrims, freedom 
and release are remote goals of little immediate interest or rele
vance; what the worshiper seeks is more life and a solution to press
ing mundane concerns. And since vitality depends ultimately on a 
substratum of chaos that is expressed and to some extent manipu
lated in the ritual of sacrifice, the god's role in this scheme must 
devolve upon some other figure. The surrogate defuses—signifi
cantly, but never completely, as we shall see—the tension between 
the ideal of purity (nirmalatva) and the necessity of the sacrifice. The 
god is relieved of the burden of death and rebirth. Still, as in the 
case of Vispu at Tiruvarur, the relationship of the substitute victim 
and the original victim, the local deity, is never wholly obscured; if 
we but scratch the surface of the tradition, the identity of the god 
and the sacrifice becomes apparent. Moreover, I will attempt to 
show in the following chapters that the very figure of the surrogate 
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often retains the basic ambivalence that we have discovered in the 
god. 

Probably the most striking instance of the role given to the sur
rogate appears in the context of the myths of Siva's marriage. Be
fore turning to those myths, however, we may briefly note three 
types of substitution, which occur without reference to marriage, 
in myths such as those discussed in the preceding sections. In these 
myths the god is replaced as the object of violence by 1) his bull, 
Nandin; 2) his devotee; or 3) an enemy, human or demonic. In the 
first case the substitution is quite straightforward, like that of Vijou 
in the anthill myth from Tiruvarur: a divine being other than Siva 
suffers in place of the god, who functions on a higher plane—either 
as the transcendent source of violence done to others, or as a being 
entirely absent from the scene of the sacrifice. The other two types 
are the two major facets of the evolution we are pursuing. 

We begin with Nandin, Siva's theriomorphic vehicle. The motif 
of the wounded bull was discussed earlier in connection with the 
soothing properties of milk: Basavanna, the bull-deity of the 
Badagas, both inflicts and suffers violence while animate; he must 
therefore be literally petrified by a libation of milk.2 An analogous 
case is found at Tirupuvanam, where the bull Nandin is continually 
soaked in water. The wounded bull turns up in a considerable 
number of shrines: at Tancavur the huge image of Nandin kept ex
panding until a nail was driven into his back.3 The same motif of 
dangerous growth is applied to the Bfhadisvara-/in^d at Tancavur; 
here the correspondence of the deity, Siva, and his bull-vehicle is 
complete. At Tirupperur Siva himself is said to have wounded the 
bull: 

Siva and Uma took the forms of a PalJan and PaUi (members of 
a low peasant caste) and, accompanied by the gods in similar 
form, were working in the fields of Tirupperur. When the 
poet Cuntaramurtti arrived there, he went into the temple and 
found the god missing. He asked Nandin where Siva had 
gone; the bull, who had been forbidden to reveal the secret, 
indicated the direction with his eyes. Cuntaramurtti went and 
found the lord in the fields, and together they bathed in the 
river. When the lord came back to the shrine, he cut the bull 
with his spade. Nandin trembled and asked for forgiveness, 
and Siva told him to dig a tirtha with his horns and set up a 
liiiga.4 
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The god goes into hiding from his devotee: this universal theme 
may be seen as the reversal of the idea of god's pursuit of the soul, 
which the Tamil Saiva tradition dramatizes in the myth of Muru-
kan's wooing of VaJJi.5 Still, Siva disguised as the PaJJan seems to 
welcome his discovery by Cuntarar; he bathes with him in the river 
and then returns to his shrine. The true devotee must penetrate the 
masks of his lord, including his incarnation in lowly or despised 
forms. To such persistence the god, unveiled, responds—yet Nan-
din, who has connived at the revelation, must still be punished. 
Note the symbolic importance of eyes: Nandin's glance points the 
way to the god, thus enabling the saint to see his beloved. Motifs of 
blindness and vision are particularly prominent in the myths of 
Cuntaramurtti: Siva blinds him for deserting his second wife Caii-
kiliyar, incurs the reproaches of his sightless devotee for inflicting 
this punishment, and ultimately restores his vision upon his return 
to the home of his first wife in Tiruvarur.6 

We find another wounded Nandin at Tiruvenka(u: 

Marutvasura was born when Sukra churned the body of Jalan-
dhara. He performed tapas and won from Brahma the boon of 
ruling the universe. Marutva conquered the gods, who were 
driven from heaven to earth, where they grew weak and 
emaciated from a lack of sacrifices. Siva granted them refuge at 
Svetaranya (Tiruvenkatu), and there Marutva sought them out 
to kill them. Nandin defeated Marutva in battle, and the 
demon then worshiped Siva and won from him his spear. He 
rushed back to Svetarapya and cast the spear at Nandin, 
wounding him in his horns, ears, tail, and hooves. With Nan
din thus unable to fight, the demon molested the sages en
gaged in worshiping Siva. From Siva's eye Aghoramurti took 
form; when Marutva saw Aghoramurti, he collapsed and died. 
From his body a great light emerged and joined with the form 
of Aghoramurti.7 

This summary is taken from the Svetaratfyamahatmya, one of the 
oldest Sanskrit mahatmyas attached to a Tamil shrine. In the Tamil 
version of this myth, Nandin passively accepts the wounds inflicted 
on him, since he knows the spear was given to the demon by Siva. 
Here Nandin is the archetypal devotee who offers his body, and in 
effect his life, to the god or to the instruments of his will. But 
Marutvasura is also a devotee of Siva; by attacking the gods and 
sages who worship Siva, he forces the god to kill him, but in his 
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death he attains union with the object of his devotion. The enemy 
who merges into the deity is a well-known motif (compare, for 
example, the case of Sisupala);8 its appearance here may be partially 
explained by Marutva's prehistory as a village god in this area.9 

Nevertheless, the demonic devotee belongs to a much wider pat
tern of crucial importance to an understanding of the Tamil tradi
tion. The bhakta incorporates elements of the god's identity; but, 
unlike the god of the Tamil puraijas, the demon—even a devoted 
demon—can be slain without serious cost. How this becomes pos
sible will be discussed below; one rationalizing argument is cited by 
the Tamil version of our myth, which stresses that Marutva be
came arrogant after incapacitating Nandin. Arrogance, indeed any 
kind of egoism (ahankara), inevitably calls down punishment in the 
Tamil myths. In any case, both Marutva and Nandin may be seen 
as surrogates for Siva at Tiruvegkatu. Nandin, as always, survives 
the act of violence, although his image at this shrine still shows the 
wounds he received from Marutva.10 Marutva is killed and his life 
force fuses with Aghoramiirti—the fearful emanation of Siva en
shrined at Tiruve^katu—but this sequence, too, becomes an ac
ceptable model for the aspirations of Siva's human devotees. 

The myth from Tiruveoka(u combines all our categories. We 
have the wounded Nandin, who is also a devotee; and Nandin con
fronts a dcmon-bhakta who is slain by the god. Other myths sepa
rate more clearly the enemy from the devotee, as in the following 
hagiography: 

A Brahmin boy guarded the cows of the Brahmins of 
Ceynaliir; he used their milk to worship a linga on the bank of 
the river. When his father heard of this, he kicked over the 
pails of milk. The boy was maddened by this impiety and 
struck his father with his staff, which became the axe of Siva 
and cut off the father's legs. Siva appeared, revived the father, 
and took him with his son to heaven.11 

This immensely popular story contains the standard conjunction of 
blood and milk, but here the blood comes not from the god but 
from his clear-cut enemy. Inevitably, this myth has been read as an 
expression of the Oedipal conflict. Note, however, that the aggres
sion against the father is not allowed to stand alone; just as Siva in
tervenes to nullify the sacrifice of ManunItikaptaco]an's son, here 
he reverses the effect of the violence carried out by his devotee.12 
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Bhakti acquires the force of an absolute value, which may override 
traditional loyalties and cancel out other norms; yet the violent sac
rifices that bhakti elicits in the Saiva hagiographies are usually re
stored or translated to another plane of meaning in the end. 

A final example, also drawn from the hagiographies, makes the 
substitution of the devotee for his god most explicit: 

Nakan, a king of the Pottappinatu, worshiped Murukan to
gether with his wife Tattai, and the god granted them a son, 
whom they named TiiHmn. Like his father, Tiijijan became a 
hunter, and, after sacrificing to the gods of the forest (vana-

teyvafikal), hunted in the hills with his followers. One day after 
chasing a wild boar, Tinnan came upon a lifiga on the hill of 
Kajatti. The moment he saw the Imga he was filled with love 
for the god. He embraced the lifiga and kissed it; then he 
hunted animals, cooked and chewed the meat, and, after spit
ting out whatever was without flavor, offered the rest to the 
god in a container of leaves. Tinnan remained at KaJatti to 
provide food and drink for the god and to protect him from 
the wild animals of the forest, while his men, believing him to 
be possessed by the forest deity, returned home in despair. 

A Brahmin named Civakocan used to serve the lifiga in the 
forest according to proper rite. He was horrified when one day 
he found it polluted with meat and blood; he purified it and 
consecrated it anew, but each day he returned to find it once 
more rendered impure. For five days the Brahmin and the 
hunter worshiped the god by turns, each in his own manner, 
until the priest could bear it no more and cried to Siva. Siva 
appeared to him in a dream and said, "After the meat chewed 
and offered by Tinnan, the amfta of the gods drunk in golden 
cups is like poison together with the bitter fruit of the neem." 
To prove the hunter's devotion, Siva devised a test. While the 
Brahmin hid and watched, Tinman arrived to find the image of 
the god bleeding from the right eye. To stop the flow of 
blood, the hunter tore out his own eye and placed it on the 
lifiga. But then the left eye of the god began to bleed. The 
hunter placed his foot on the bleeding eye so that he would be 
able to find the spot; then he began to scoop out his remaining 
eye as a gift to the god. Siva stretched out his hand from the 
lifiga and stopped the devotee, who was ever after famous as 
Kaniiappar (from kan, "eye").13 
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Both the god and his bhakta bleed, and blood is clearly included in 
the series of sacred fluids, with a rank seemingly higher than that of 
amfta. The devotee seeks to suffer in place of his god. The story in 
its present form demonstrates a theme common to many devo
tional movements—the superiority of crude but sincere worship 
over more conventional, "orthodox" forms.14 Bhakti makes ac
ceptable even the anathema of offering food and water that has 
come into contact with saliva (eccil). Kannappar's offering is the re
versal of the idea ofprasada as the gift of the deity:15 the god grants 
the remainder of the offering, which in this context is sacred rather 
than impure, and which expresses a relationship of servant and lord 
between the worshiper (the recipient of prasada) and the deity who 
grants it. In the Kannappar story, it is the simple devotee who of
fers impure food to the god, but the polluted is accepted and even 
preferred because it is offered in love. 

The god's wound serves to elicit from Kannappar the sacrifice of 
an eye, which is made symbolically in the worship of Mariy-
amman,16 and which appears in many related myths. Recall the 
symbolism of eyes in the myth of the wounded Nandin at Tirup-
perur cited above.17 Thematically, the Kappappar story is related to 
the myth of Andhaka, born blind when ParvatI hid the eyes of Siva; 
Siva purifies the blind Andhaka by burning him with his third eye, 
while Kappappar heals the blind god with the gift of his own vi
sion.18 As we shall see, the act of blinding the god is frequently the 
cause of Devi's exile from heaven in the Tamil myths. The god's 
blindness is the reversal—and sometimes the cause of the emer
gence—of his supernatural vision, which is symbolized in Saiva 
mythology by Siva's third eye. Vaignava myths also sometimes as
sociate the god with eyes, as in the following instance, which prob
ably depends on a pun on Kj-jpa's name in Tamil (Kannan): Kj-gna 
and Garuda were playing hide-and-seek; Kjgpa hid himself in the 
eyes (kart) of the bird, and to this day Garuda is searching for the 
god, crying "Kpsna! Kfgna!"19 

The stories cited above may serve to outline the dynamics of sub
stitution in the Tamil myths. Tamil Saivism in particular is marked 
by themes of violence and passion, but the Tamil puranas assert the 
purity and unconditional freedom of the god. Siva therefore gives 
up his place as victim to a surrogate—at times, a symbol close to 
him, such as his bull Nandin; very often, his devotee; most strik
ingly, his enemy. Both enemy and devotee are intimately related to 
the god. The demon Marutva merges into Siva-Aghoramurti; the 
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rude devotee Kannappar offers his eyes to save the lord's. In one 
case, beatitude is attained through opposition, in the demon's war 
against the god or his servants. In the other, self-sacrifice is the 
dominant theme. In the remainder of this study, we will observe 
the convergence of these patterns in the figure of the demon-
exemplar who takes the place of Siva as husband and victim of the 
goddess. 
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CHAPTER IV 

The Divine Marriage 

More than the man wants to 
marry a woman, the woman 
wants to wed.1 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The central structural element of the Tamil talapurarfam is, in a 
majority of instances, the myth of Devi's marriage to the god. The 
marriage of the god and the goddess is one of the year's major ritu
als in the temples;2 the myth provides the background to this cele
bration by explaining how the main gods worshiped in the shrine 
came to be present there. In a sense, the marriage myth is thus a 
kind of origin myth, and we shall see that the myths of marriage are 
linked in many ways to the complex of symbols and motifs 
analyzed earlier with reference to the myths of origin. But the mar
riage myths are also more than origin myths, for they describe in 
addition to the revelation of the god and goddess the essential na
ture of their relations to one another, to their worshipers, and to the 
sacred site. In these myths the most basic concepts of the cult are 
made clear. Here, too, myth may be closest to the society which 
produced it: the divine marriage is regarded as a paradigm for 
human marriage; the necessity for Siva's marriage is, in fact, ex
plained in terms of the need for the god to serve as a model for 
man. Underlying social attitudes and assumptions are expressed, 
often in extreme form, in the myths. 

It is, in particular, the goddess who draws our attention in this 
corpus of myths. The Tamil shrine is often conceived of as the 
home of the goddess: thus Minakgi is born in Maturai and rules 
there, while her husband Sundaresvara-Siva has to be imported 
from the north. Even myths that assert that a sacred spot was 
marked from time immemorial by a svayambhuliiiga or other sign 
insist that Devi arrives there before Siva can be induced to come for 
the wedding. In these myths Devi goes to worship at the shrine to 
expiate some fault, and her worship causes Siva to appear and to 
agree to a second, terrestrial wedding (after their earlier wedding in 
heaven). This explanation would appear to be a late rationalization 
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of the myth. Nevertheless, the sequence it describes is probably ac
curate. The god joins the goddess for the wedding at the shrine. 

We saw earlier that the goddess is sometimes said to locate the 
god physically in the shrine: a major instance is that of Kamakjl, 
who holds the sand-lmga in place at Kancipuram. The goddess thus 
provides the very foundation of worship, and in this way she is as
sociated with the concept ofpratitfha, the firm support upon which 
life rests, surrounded by disorder and chaos.3 Life is rooted in the 
goddess as a repository of power and a focus of stability. Moreover, 
the goddess is earthbound, identified with the soil from which she 
creates the divine image. Her intimate connection with the soil is 
perhaps demonstrated by the frequent alliteration of place names 
with names of the local goddess: thus we have MInakgI at Maturai, 
KamaksI at Kancipuram, NllayataksI at Nakapaftinam, Akhilan-
desvarl at (Tiruv-) Anaikka, ApItakuca at (Tiruv-) Annamalai, and 
so on.4 Often the main shrine of a town will be called simply by the 
name of the goddess, although it houses her consort as well: the 
great shrine of Maturai is the "Mlnakgl" Temple. The god may be 
drawn to the site by the goddess and be rooted there by marriage to 
her. In the same way, man, the devotee, seeks a secure foundation 
to his existence by imitating ritually the god's role in this marriage. 

In her identification with the soil, the Tamil goddess is linked to 
concepts of both fertility and death. The dark soil is, in a manner 
attested from early times in Tamilnatu, as in many agricultural 
societies, the locus of the sacrifice of life. Death and decay, and in
deed the violence that must accompany ploughing and reaping, are 
the substratum out of which new life is grown: recall the important 
analogy of war and the harvest in Cankam poetry.5 The dark god
desses of India—Kali, DraupadI I Krjna, and others—are all forms of 
the dark chthonic goddess;6 and although light and dark female im
ages are found already in the Vedic literature,7 the hypertrophy of 
goddess myths in medieval south India clearly reflects the deep-
rooted contact with the soil of a settled agricultural society. The 
earth as an incarnate goddess, Bhumi or BhiidevI, is in classical 
puranic mythology linked specifically with Visou;8 but the local 
goddesses of south India may claim with equal justice to represent 
the earth in its character of the universal womb from which life 
issues, and to which life returns, in violence. To unite with the 
goddess is thus to merge for a moment with the dark and life-
giving soil.9 
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Yet this is but one aspect of the Tamil goddess. DevI epitomizes, 
in the variety of her local incarnations, the characteristics ascribed 
to woman. From earliest times the Tamils have seen in woman a 
concentration of dangerous power. As Hart observes: 

"From the moment she reaches puberty, a woman is thought 
to be filled with a force which, if controlled, can produce aus
picious results, but which if not controlled is extremely 
dangerous. It is especially menacing when a woman is 
menstruous, when she has just given birth, and when she is a 
widow. During those periods, a woman must observe strong 
ascetic practices."10 

The woman's violent power—sometimes called ananku, and often 
thought to be concentrated in her breasts11—is erotic in character; 
sexual desire (kama) belongs, together with other dynamic elements 
(music, the dance, evil in its diversity of forms), in the creative 
realm of chaos and death.12 Hence, like other manifestations of 
power,13 the woman must be circumscribed and controlled. The 
major form of control is chastity (karpu), one of the central values 
of south Indian culture. The chaste woman safeguards the life and 
prosperity of the male relatives to whom she is attached, and chas
tity itself comes to be thought of as imbued with a divine power.14 

It is important to realize that the power residing in the woman is 
considered vital to the safety of the men surrounding her, for this 
helps explain the attempt to preserve this power in its strongest, 
most pristine state—that is, in the woman's virginity. As we shall 
see, the myths express a strong preference for the virgin goddess, 
who, as the epitome of violent power, must be contained by the 
strongest bonds; this idea gives us the popular image of the goddess 
locked in a box. Young women in Tamilnatu are not, however, 
locked forever in boxes in order to preserve their virginity; they are 
given in marriage (often to their cross-cousins),15 and the state of 
marriage becomes in itself a form of control and limitation. The 
chastity of a married woman expresses itself in total devotion to her 
husband, whose life is felt literally to depend upon the sacred 
power vested in his wife. 

The view of marriage offered by the Tamil myths is, however, 
more complex than this. Myth takes our assumptions to their logi
cal conclusion. Thus the image of the woman as a source of violent 
and menacing power is given full expression in the myths, while at 
the same time the insistence on virginity is in no way compro-
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mised—even in the context of Siva's marriage. The virgin goddess 
is a focus of violent eroticism; she is, indeed, at her most powerful 
as long as her virginity is intact, so that in marrying her the god 
exposes himself to an intense, even lethal danger. Moreover, it is 
essential, for the good of her devotees, that the goddess remain 
powerful—or, in other words, that she remain a virgin. Faced with 
this demand, wedded to an incarnation of violent power, the god 
inevitably succumbs and dies in her embrace. The lustful virgin is a 
voracious killer. Such, in any case, is the predominant resolution at 
one level of the Tamil myths. But we also have myths that corre
spond more closely to the human ideal of marriage: here the ideas 
of subjugation and control are dominant. The power of the wife is 
channeled and limited by her divine husband. To accommodate 
both these images, the goddess is sometimes literally split in two, 
into dark and golden halves, or into male and female halves that are 
united in the androgyne. 

This bifurcation in the goddess myths corresponds, it may be 
noted, to the two levels we have isolated in the myths of sacrifice. 
On one level, the god undergoes the sacrifice himself; on the other, 
the violence does not affect him, and a surrogate may be brought in 
to take his place. Given the lethal nature of the encounter with the 
virgin goddess, it is not surprising that a surrogate is sought for 
these myths, as well. And, just as the sacrificial symbolism is shat
tered against the uncompromising ideals of purity and detach
ment—just as the shrine, the site of the sacrifice, becomes an ideal
ized refuge from the world of power and violence—so the marriage 
of Siva comes to be idealized as nonviolent and even nonsexual.16 

Siva simply marries the golden, submissive goddess, and takes up 
residence in her shrine. Nevertheless, it would seem that the poets' 
basic attitude was that Siva's marriage—and marriage generally—is 
opposed to the ideal of release.17 Marriage is the central element in 
the wholly terrestrial ideal of fertility and rebirth; and fertility, as 
we have seen, is inextricably tied up with power and pollution. It is 
this goal of vitality in the real world that the worshiper pursues, 
and, because life proceeds from dark and dangerous sources, it is 
the figure of the dark goddess who provides the basic focus of the 
marriage myths. Even when Siva is safely married to the golden 
Gauri, the violent Durga or KalI lurks in the corners of the myth, 
just as the dark virgin is usually given her own, separate shrine in
side the temple complex. More often, in fact, the dangerous virgin 
has the central role in the myths of marriage. 
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The comparison with the myths of sacrifice is not, of course, for
tuitous. The underlying reality of the marriage myths is one of vio
lence and, indeed, of sacrifice; the ideology of sacrifice imparts 
meaning to the divine marriage. In view of the conception of the 
goddess as a locus of power homologized to the dark womb of the 
earth, the assimilation of marriage to the sacrifice is quite natural. 
Stated schematically, the myth describes the god's death at the 
hands of his wife and his subsequent rebirth from her womb. If our 
texts do not state this sequence explicitly, the reason lies in the ex
istence of the two levels mentioned above. Nevertheless, the basic 
thrust of the myth is clear from a variety of recurrent images. The 
comparison of marriage to sacrifice is found in classical Sanskrit 
sources; the BAU includes sexual union in a series of sacrificial 
metaphors: 

"Woman, verily, is a sacrificial fire, O Gautama. The sexual 
organ, in truth, is its fuel; the hairs, the smoke; the vulva, the 
flame; when one inserts, the coals; the feelings of pleasure, the 
sparks. In this oblation the gods offer semen. From this obla
tion a person (puru$a) arises."18 

The same metaphor is implied when, in the context of the 
Sunahsepa story, we are told: "The husband enters as an embryo 
his wife, [who becomes] his mother."19 The husband is identified 
with the seed that he gives to his wife; the womb of the wife is then 
analogous to the sacrifice out of which the sacrificer is reborn. The 
Tamil myths work this concept out in all its richness, and, as we 
might expect from the discussion in the previous chapter, they con
centrate in particular on the violence attendant on the sacrifice. The 
god seeks and attains a death-in-love in order to gain greater power 
in another birth. 

The stages of this pattern and its associated motifs will be 
explored in the following pages. One recurrent element may be 
mentioned now. The local marriage is usually described as a "re
marriage": Siva and Devi repeat in the shrine an event already cele
brated on Kailasa. To explain the need for this second celebration, 
the myths often resort to the story of Agastya's exile to the south; 
forced to miss the ceremony on Kailasa, the dwarf-sage demands a 
repeat performance closer to his new home.20 Let us look at one 
characteristic example of this motif: 

All the gods and sages came to witness the wedding of Siva 
and Uma on Kailasa; hence the world became unbalanced, the 
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northeast being weighted down with all the guests, and the 
south rising up. Siva singled out Agastya, the first of the seven 
sages, who were ready to perform the ceremonies. "Go 
south," he said. Agastya could not understand: "Am I, who 
am no bigger than a thumb, to balance the world? Lord, you 
can accomplish anything simply by thinking in your heart. 
Why must I miss the wedding?" 

Siva said, "You do not grasp your own greatness. You can 
balance the entire world when I, Uma, and all the rest are on 
the other side. You, the best disciple of KumarakkatavuJ 
(= Skanda I Murukan)—who granted me instruction and is the 
best of devotees21—will be granted a special sight of the wed
ding, alone." So Agastya headed south, going backwards so as 
not to show his back to Siva. He worshiped at all Siva's shrines 
along the way until he reached the Tamaratta Forest. There he 
felt peace such as he had never known before. He wished to set 
up a litiga, in the hope of achieving the vision of the wedding at 
that spot. A voice spoke to him: "Reveal us who dwell beneath 
the Tamaratta tree and worship us with its flowers; if you then 
go south, we will grant you your vision." 

Agastya immediately dug up a liriga at the base of a great 
tree; he found water with which to purify the site. Siva ap
peared from out of the lihga and promised that the place would 
be called by the name of the sage, and that those who wor
shiped there would achieve their desires. Agastya still could 
not bear to leave; at last, at AkattiyanpalJi a little to the south, 
he was granted a sight of ParvatI in her wedding apparel.22 

Agastya's exile from Kailasa leads to the discovery of the lihga be
neath the Tamaratta tree and its consecration as a pilgrimage site. 
The Tamaratta (or Tamarattai, Averrhoea carambola)23 has "blood 
red" flowers,24 which the sage uses in worship; here the symbol of 
redness/blood/vitality is paired not with milk, but with purifying 
water. The discovery of the lihga is followed by the vision that the 
sage seeks in compensation for his exile. It is perhaps significant 
that it is the goddess whom Agastya ultimately sees in her wedding 
costume; although the sage is promised a glimpse of the original 
ceremony on Kailasa, what he sees is the local marriage, in which 
the goddess is at the center. Siva's marriage to a local goddess has a 
multiform in Agastya's own marriage to the Kaviri,25 and one 
Tamil purana has Siva send Agastya south with the explanation, 
"He [Agastya] is like us, and [his wife] Lopamudra is like Par-
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vati."26 Agastya thus enacts the second marriage himself. The 
myth from Palayankuti makes the most of the irony of the dwarf 
who alone can balance all the other gods and sages. But there is 
another aspect to Agastya's appearance in this context: the sage 
who combines in his person the learning of Tamil and Sanskrit, and 
whose migration from the north is seen as the starting point of 
Tamil culture, is a fitting witness to the rite that unites the chthonic 
goddess to the god whom she attracts or creates, thus crystallizing 
the identities of the divine couple, and establishing the basis for 
their worship by men. 

2. THE RELUCTANT BRIDE 

In classical Saiva mythology, the goddess ParvatI uses tapas as a 
means to win Siva for her husband. The gods send Kama to wound 
Siva with arrows of passion, but the desire engendered by Kama 
must find its proper object: the lord of yogis must be won by a 
woman whose powers of tapas match his own. Essentially, how
ever, Parvatl's tapas is but a method of seduction, and she remains 
in the myths closer to theapsaras than to the ascetic.1 Her seductive 
tapas is celebrated during the Navaratri festival.2 Many of the Tamil 
marriage myths adhere to this pattern, merely requiring the god
dess to perform her tapas in a particular shrine instead of the 
Himalaya, her usual spot. And while the goddess is frequently sent 
to earth to perform tapas in order to expiate some fault, with the 
promise of marriage (or remarriage) no more than an additional in
centive to exile, in some cases the erotic intent stands alone. At 
Tirupperur, for example, where the marriage myth is doubled (to 
include ParvatI and Siva, Teyvayanai and Murukan—the two ver
sions obvious multiforms), the brides reach the shrine because of 
Narada's advice: tapas there will produce results much more 
quickly than in the Himalaya.3 The argument is utilitarian, and the 
marriages take place at Tirupperur for reasons of convenience. 

There are other myths, however, that suggest that a local god
dess was reluctant to take the fatal step. One village goddess boldly 
announces, "I am a happy woman without a husband."4 Occasion
ally the goddess succeeds in avoiding marriage altogether: Parasakti 
performs tapas throughout the ages in Tiruvarur so that all crea
tures may rejoice.5 Sometimes the tension between erotic and an-
tierotic goals splits the goddess in two: Siva informs Devi, who is 
performing tapas at Tiruppatirippuliyur, that a part (kalai) of her 
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will remain there as Aruntavanayaki, a maiden (kantiikai) practicing 
austerities and granting boons; the rest of her will safeguard dharma 
as Periyanayaki I Uma (Siva's wife).6 Elsewhere the scheme of the 
yugas is used to postpone the wedding: DevI performs tapas as a 
virgin at Kanniyakumari until the end of the Kaliyuga when, 
during the cosmic flood, she is to be married to the lord of 
Nanarapiyam (CucIntiram).7 It is clear in the latter case that the 
authors of the myth wished to avoid the terrestrial marriage 
altogether, for it can take place only at a time of universal 
destruction—a solution that also builds upon the association of 
eroticism and death. The whole point of Devi's appearance at the 
shrine of Kanniyakumari is that she is a virgin: 

Banasura performed tapas, and Brahma granted his wish that 
he could not be killed except by a woman. He conquered the 
worlds and caused the gods distress. When he heard that the 
sage Markaodeya was still sacrificing to the gods, he de
manded a share, and Markapdeya cursed him to be killed by a 
woman. Alarmed, Bana sought the counsel of his guru, Sukra, 
who advised him, "Virgins are rare on the earth. Go and per
form tapas again and ask that the boon be changed so that only 
a virgin can kill you." Bapa was puzzled: "Why do you say that 
virgins are rare?" To this Sukra replied, "Siva and Sakti consti
tute the world; just as neither can exist without the other, so 
woman cannot exist without man. Virgins are only an abstrac
tion. Do you know what a virgin is? A virgin is a woman who 
is always wondering what handsome man will come to give 
her bliss!" 

Bana got his boon emended as Sukra had suggested. Siva 
sent ParvatI to deliver the gods from their troubles, and she 
took the form of a virgin and killed Baiia on the shore of the 
southern sea. There she dwells even now, awaiting thepralaya, 
when Siva will appear and make her his bride.8 

Sukra's cynicism is, as usual, short-sighted; if virginity is a sham, it 
is all the easier for the goddess to pretend to it, and she does so in 
other myths as well: in an Assamese version of the Manasa cycle, 
for example, Durga magically restores her virginity in order to 
dupe her father after several days of love-making with Siva in a 
garden.9 Madhavl, the daughter of Yayati, has the useful gift of re
storing her virginity after childbirth; she is thus able to wed four 
husbands in succession, appearing in each case as a virgin bride.10 A 
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myth from Kerala supports Sukra's suspicions: a girl who became a 
goddess was excommunicated by her caste for maintaining, while 
still a virgin, that sex was the highest pleasure.11 The love of the 
virgin goddess for the god is described in another version of Devi's 
arrival in Kanniyakumari: 

Once ParvatI (Tam. Imayamatu) took the form of a virgin 
named Puspahasa (Tam. Putpakacai) and worshiped Siva. The 
god appeared and asked what she desired, and she said, "I wish 
to be with you without cease." He said, "One day of Brahma 
is made up of a thousand cycles of the four yugas; when ten 
Brahmas die, that constitutes one hour in the life of Vijnu; 
when twelve Vijijus die, that is a single instant (ttimi(am) in my 
life. When such an instant passes, I will take the name of Rudra 
and marry you. Until then you must perform tapas by the 
shore of the sea, and I will be a brahmacarin in the Puranacapai 
(at Cucintiram)." 

The goddess bowed and went at once to the spot mentioned 
by the god; hence the place is known as Kannikakettiram (the 
site of the maiden).12 

Although the goddess goes to Kanniyakumari to achieve union 
with Siva, once again the myth strives to delay this result, this time 
by establishing the relativity of time, a perspective sometimes used 
to put a presumptuous lndra in his place.13 The goddess pining for 
Siva is faced with a rather severe test of her emotion: now Siva 
promises to marry her at the end not of one cosmic cycle but of 
millions, and until then he, too, is to remain chaste. Other shrines 
share the wish to keep the male deity chaste; Skanda is sometimes 
said to be an eternal brahmacarin, and as such he resides without his 
consorts in several shrines (Cuvamimalai, Antaraiikam, Mallikar-
juna).14 

In the myth just cited, Siva volunteers to remain alone at Cucin-
tiram until the wedding, but he can hardly be said to suffer on this 
account—after all, in the dimension of time that Siva describes as 
his own, the millions of earthly years that must pass will seem but a 
second. In other versions from Kanniyakumari, however, Siva de
sires to marry the goddess without delay, and the gods conspire to 
prevent the wedding from taking place: 

The lord of Cuclntiram informed the gods that he wished to 
marry the virgin goddess Kanniyakumari. The gods were 
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alarmed, for they wished the goddess to remain a virgin in 
order to retain her power to fight demons. Narada requested 
Siva to bring as presents on the day of the wedding coconuts 
without eyes, mangoes without seeds, betels without veins, 
and the like; somehow the god gathered all these gifts, and 
midnight was fixed as the auspicious time for the wedding. 

Siva left CucIntiram in a grand procession. Narada took the 
form of a cock and announced the dawn prematurely, and the 
god, believing the auspicious hour had passed, turned back in 
disappointment. Kanniyakumari waited until dawn in her 
bridal clothes; when the sun rose and her lord had not come, 
she cursed the items assembled for the feast to turn into sea-
shells and sand.15 

In another version of this myth, the goddess loses patience and goes 
in search of her bridegroom, but she fails to find him before sun
rise, and is therefore doomed to remain unwed.16 The seductive 
virgin in her bridal clothes reigns, alone, today as the goddess of 
Kanniyakumari in her shrine at the edge of the sea. The test that 
Siva must pass17 consists of assembling a series of objects that seem 
to symbolize barrenness, and this symbolism is in line with the 
general reversal of the myth of Siva's marriage to ParvatI: there the 
gods induce Siva to marry in order to create a son who will fight 
the demon Taraka, while in the Tamil myth the gods seek to keep 
the goddess a virgin so that she can fight their enemies. It is pre
cisely the goal to which ParvatI aspires that is rejected by the Tamil 
myths. Yet Kanniyakumari no less than ParvatI yearns for union 
with Siva—hence her rage when the marriage is thwarted.18 The 
myth acknowledges the seductive qualities of the virgin goddess, 
but seeks nevertheless to prevent the union from taking place. The 
Kanniyakumarittalapuranam completes the picture of frustration by 
extending the idea of the suitor's test to Banasura, who, like 
Mahigasura and other demons,19 lusts for the goddess who is soon 
to destroy him: the goddess asks him to bring her the flowers of the 
atti tree and the banyan, as well as other proverbially rare items.20 

Baoa creates by the power of may a all that she asks for, but the 
goddess then makes the objects disappear by her own power. The 
demon-suitor, like the god, must be stopped from attaining his 
bride. 

The point of this insistence on virginity is the power ascribed to 
the virgin. The gods oppose Devi's marriage because they need the 
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powerful virgin to combat their demon-foes. The function of the 
virgin has been described by Dumezil as follows: 

"To be a virgin, to remain a virgin, is not simply to be chaste. 
Chastity is of the order of purity; virginity is something 
higher, of the order of plenitude. A woman who remains a 
virgin conserves in herself, unutilized but not destroyed, in
tact, and as if reinforced by her will, the creative power that is 
hers by nature."21 

Here we may detect an intimation of paradox. Only the virgin has 
the power to create; but the act of sexual creation destroys the basis 
of that potential. As we shall see, some Tamil myths attempt to 
solve this problem by resorting to the concept of the virgin as 
mother. It is not, however, only the creative potential of the virgin 
that interests the authors of the Tamil myths—it is more a question 
of the virgin's power in general. Virginity is a kind of tapas, its loss 
equivalent to the squandering of accumulated energy. The virgin is 
invested with innate power (atiariku) which, if properly controlled, 
can be used to great effect; thus in a number of Tamil folk stories a 
woman's brothers make efforts to keep her unmarried in order to 
benefit from her sacred power.22 For the same reasons, the myths 
of Kanniyakumari elect to prevent the union of the goddess with 
her lord. This image of the goddess at Kanniyakumari must be very 
old; early sources attest the association of this site with the virgin 
goddess,23 and there is no doubt a connection with the virgin as 
praised in the Tai. Ar., theMBh, and the Cilappatikdram.2* 

The myths of Kanniyakumari explicitly sanctify the virgin, and 
rule out the possibility of her marriage on earth. In most Tamil 
shrines, however, the situation is much less clear-cut. Almost every 
shrine has a place for both the god and the goddess, who constitute 
a divine couple; their marriage is described in the local purapa; each 
night the image of the god is brought to the bedchamber (palli-

yarai) of the goddess. In these circumstances it clearly becomes dif
ficult to insist on the virginity of Siva's wife! The goddess of the 
shrine still embodies the ideal of karpu, "chastity," but karpu now 
seems to refer not to virginity but to a wife's devotion and faithful
ness to her husband. Nevertheless, the myth does not give up its 
cherished notions so easily. In many cases the latter ideal (chastity 
as devotion to one's husband) has been modified in the temple 
myths in the direction of the former (chastity as virginity).2S To 
illustrate this development—which I believe to be indicative of a 
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general trend in the Tamil myths of marriage—I will discuss the 
myths of Cucintiram, the nearest major shrine to Kanniyakumari, 
and the home of the virgin bride's chaste and disappointed bride
groom. 

The major myth of the Cucintiram tradition centers on the figure 
of Anasuya, the wife of the sage Atri. Anasuya appears in a number 
of Tamil purarias as an exemplar of the chaste wife;26 in this role she 
recalls the conventional paragon of womanly devotion to a hus
band, ArundhatI (Vasijtha's wife who, alone among the wives of 
the seven sages, is protected by her virtue from sexual implication 
in the birth of Skanda).27 Arundhati and Anasuya are, in fact, 
closely associated in Sanskrit mythology.28 Anasuya is also closely 
linked to the Trimurti (Brahma, Vigpu, and Siva); one widespread 
myth relates how Anasuya gave birth to these three gods after win
ning a boon by the power of her chastity: 

A Brahmin was being carried by his devoted wife to a prosti
tute's house when he brushed against Mapdavya, an innocent 
man impaled on a stake. Mandavya cursed him to die at sun
rise. The Brahmin's wife then prevented the sun from rising, 
by the power of her chastity, and the gods were distressed. 
They appealed to Anasuya, and she persuaded the lady to 
allow the sun to rise by promising to revive her husband. In 
gratitude the gods granted the wish of Anasuya that Brahma, 
Vijpu, and Siva be born as her sons. 

Atri enjoyed Anasuya mentally, and a wind impregnated 
her with Soma, the radiant form of Brahma. Visnu fathered in 
her Dattatreya, who, as Vijnu incarnate, sucked at her breast. 
A portion of Siva was born from her as Durvasas, whose iras
cible nature was the result of his resentment at being kept so 
long in a womb; he wandered the earth, devoted above all to 
his parents.29 

Anasuya is granted the privilege of giving birth to the divine chil
dren because she is famous for her chastity, in the sense of devotion 
to her husband; hence the gods have recourse to her to overcome a 
problem caused by another woman's similar devotion. The wife 
who, out of obedience to her husband, carries him to the house of a 
prostitute is a striking enough symbol of what is demanded of the 
ideal woman; the wife who is faithful to this ideal derives from her 
conduct a power great enough to stop the sun in its course. 
Anasuya's power, which flows from the same source, enables her 
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to revive the dead; elsewhere she is credited with causing the 
Ganges to flow after a drought, once again through the power of 
her chastity.30 Note that in the myth just summarized Anasuya 
conceives without being touched physically by her husband; Atri 
simply enjoys her mentally (manasa bheje), and this ethereal contact, 
together with the gods' readiness to be born from a woman, is 
enough to make Anasuya pregnant. This element in the myth is a 
step in the direction of the virginal Anasuya of the Tamil myths. 
Another Sanskrit puraija offers a much more dramatic instance of 
Anasuya's avoidance of a sexual connection: 

One day Brahma, Vijpu, and Siva came to Atri, who was 
sunk in meditation, and offered him a boon. He made no re
ply, and the gods went to his wife Anasuya. Siva had his linga 

in his hand, Vijiju was full of desire, and Brahma said to her, 
"Give me pleasure or I will die." Anasuya was silent, and the 
gods, deluded by may a, prepared to rape her. Then Anasuya 
cursed them to become her sons, and she cursed Siva to be 
worshiped as the linga, Brahma to be worshiped in the form of 
a head, and Vignu to be worshiped in the form of feet. The 
gods were stricken with terror and bowed to her, and she 
promised them contentment when they would become her 
sons. Brahma was born as Candramas, Hari as Dattatreya, and 
Siva as Durvasas.31 

Here Anasuya narrowly escapes rape. Atri's presence is of little 
consequence—he is busy with his meditation; but the Trimurti 
have explicit sexual designs on his wife. Anasuya saves her chastity 
by transforming the gods into children. Sexual tension is often de
fused in the myths through this device of making one of the parties 
a child: thus Siva takes the form of a baby when he is surprised by 
Vaisnava parents-in-law in the house of a young bride,32 and 
Lakjml, jealously pursuing her husband Vignu after his marriage to 
a second wife, turns into an infant upon arriving at Vijiju's local 
home.33 Note that Anasuya's curse on the gods to be worshiped in 
various humiliating forms34 preserves the spatial relationship of the 
lirigodbhava myth, where Brahma flies as a goose to the top of the 
fire-linga, and Vijnu as a boar digs down toward its base.35 

Another attempted rape of Anasuya is described in a Tamil text: 
this time the perpetrators are not gods but demons who see her 
worshiping a linga; she burns them by the power of her chastity and 
her tap as, accumulated by worshiping Siva.36 
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Let us turn now to the myth of Anasuya at Cucintiram, where 
once again we find her pitted against the Trimiirti: 

Atri left the Nanarapiyam (Cucintiram) for the world of 
Brahma, who was conducting a sacrifice; he left his love and 
water from his feet (patacalam) with his wife Anasuya. 
Brahma, Vignu, and Siva wished to test her chastity, so they 
sent down a drought, but she created water and sustained the 
sages as if she were Annapurna, mother of all. The three gods 
then went there in the form of three emaciated old men, beg
ging for food; she prepared food for them, but they demanded 
that she serve it to them while she was naked—otherwise they 
would refuse to eat and would die on the spot. Perceiving that 
this was a test (cotanai), she said, "Let it be as you desire"; then 
she thought of her husband and wished that they might be
come infants (cirar), and when she sprinkled them with water, 
they did. 

She mixed ghee with milk and fed it to them, washed them, 
put ash on their foreheads, and sang lullabies to the three gods 
who are father and mother of all. Meanwhile, the three wives 
of the gods, learning from Narada where their husbands had 
gone, became maidens (kanniyar) and came to the asrama to beg 
Anasuya to restore their lords. Anasuya refused to help until 
her husband's return, so the goddesses (tevimar) went off to do 
tapas at the Nanatirttam. 

Narada informed Atri that there were babies in his asrama, 
and the sage hastened back to confront Anasuya. She told him 
what had happened and, at his command, sprinkled the infants 
with water, whereupon they stood up with their old forms. 
They said, "There are no householders who can equal you, 
and there is no loosening the bond of your love. Choose a 
boon." Atri said he was satisfied with the vision granted him, 
but Anasuya asked that her love for her husband might always 
grow, that the three gods be born as her children, and that the 
penance of the goddesses bear fruit. The gods agreed to be 
born to her as the moon (Nanmati = Candramas), Dattatreya, 
and Durvasas, and to be present there always in a Iinga and an 
asvattha tree.37 

The sexual encounter between Anasuya and the Trimurti is masked 
in two ways in this myth: first, by explaining the entire situation as 
a trial (the gods wish to test the chastity of Anasuya, just as Siva is 
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often said—particularly in later texts—to come to the Pine Forest in 
order to test the sages and their wives);38 and the request for food 
served by the naked Anasuya replaces the attempted rape of the 
Bhavisyapuratia.39 Anasuya again manages to remain pure by con
verting the gods into infants; while they are in this form, she is able 
to feed them without exposing her nakedness to their view.40 

Anasuya's invulnerability is clearly meant to contrast with the 
erotic susceptibilities of the gods' own wives; the penance per
formed by the three goddesses at Cucintiram is directed toward 
marriage. Eventually, after being restored to their true forms, the 
gods appear at sunrise in their wedding apparel (manakkolam) and 
marry the goddesses. Note that the three wives of the gods come to 
Cucintiram as maidens (kanniyar),41 and their penance is the proto
type for the vow observed by young women at Cucintiram today: 
the three goddesses exemplify the young virgin desirous of mar
riage. In another Tamil version of our myth, the virginal goddesses 
appear as the famous Seven Maidens (kannimar), but here the 
Maidens play a very different role from that of the three goddesses 
at Cucintiram: 

Parvati wished to see a demonstration of the importance of 
chastity. Siva, Vijnu, and Brahma came down to earth as 
naked beggars. They danced upon the Kancimalai, which 
cracked and started rolling toward the Toni River, where the 
seven Kannimar were bathing. The latter heaped up the saffron 
they had brought for their bathing, and their little mounds of 
saffron stopped the mountain. The Kannimar worshiped the 
gods. 

The three gods then went to the asrama of Atri. Anasuya, 
seeing them, was ashamed and asked them to wait outside 
until her husband's return from bathing. They said, "We are 
yogis who have awakened from samadhi, and we are fam
ished," and they made gestures to show their hunger. Anasuya 
was silent, and now they cried, "If we are not fed soon, we 
will die!" Still perplexed but unable to send a guest away hun
gry, Anasuya prayed that if her chastity were true they become 
babies upon whom she could look without shame. So it hap
pened, and she took them in her arms, caressed them, sang 
them lullabies, and fed them with the milk which spontane
ously filled her breasts. 

Atri came home and was astonished at this sight. By concen-
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trating his mind he perceived the true identity of the infants, 
and he fell to the ground to beg forgiveness for his wife's ac
tion. He bathed the gods' feet with the water of the Toiji and 
with his tears. The three consorts of the gods came to reclaim 
their husbands. They persuaded Anasuya to pray that they re
sume their old forms; reluctantly she did this, and the gods left 
with their wives for home.42 

Here the trial takes a different form—instead of demanding that 
Anasuya reveal her nakedness, the gods compromise her by reveal
ing theirs (just as Siva dances naked and ithyphallic in the Pine 
Forest). Again, Anasuya transforms the situation, trapping the 
gods in infants' bodies. This in itself is a bold and interesting resolu
tion that raises the problem of the dynamics guiding the divine av
atar; the gods are trapped on earth in human form, and can be freed 
only by the intervention of the chaste Anasuya. The gods who 
come to earth in order to test their devotees end up chained in 
bodies, and utterly dependent on a human will. In any case, 
Anasuya manages to preserve her chastity; moreover, she is clearly 
intended to remain chaste even after the trial. Unlike the myth of 
Siva's temptation of ParvatI, for example, the Tamil myths of 
Anasuya preclude an erotic ending of any kind, on either the divine 
or the human level. In these myths, chastity is its own reward. 

In marked contrast with the three kanniyar consorts of the 
Trimurti at Cuclntiram, the Kannimar in the second myth (from 
Tirimurttimalai) reinforce Anasuya's character; while the three 
goddesses oppose their erotic penance to her chaste behavior, the 
Seven Maidens prefigure her restraining, antierotic role. The 
Maidens succeed in stopping the mountain impelled toward them 
by the ecstatic, uncontrolled dancing of the naked gods. In other 
words, the Seven Maidens counter the gods' wild sexuality with 
their own power, just as Anasuya overcomes the improper sexual 
demands made by the gods. The entire episode of the Kannimar in 
this text seems intended to foreshadow the confrontation of 
Anasuya and the Trimurti; Anasuya is implicitly compared to the 
Kannimar. The comparison is apt: although, like Anasuya, the 
Seven Maidens are married,43 they are also the embodiment of 
chastity and, at least in Tamil folk religion, symbolize virginity.44 

They are also mothers (matrkas)—again like Anasuya, virgin 
mothers. For this seems to be the underlying basis of the Tamil 
Anasuya cycle: Anasuya is the mother of the Trimurti, but she does 
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not conceive them sexually; she transforms them miraculously, 
through the power of her chastity, into her babies; and, in the myth 
from Cucintiram, she is promised that they will once again become 
her children to fulfil the wish that she has made. Nowhere in these 
texts is Atri said to be their father—except in the Sanskrit myths 
cited earlier, where he impregnates Anasuya through mental effort. 
Anasuya's feat of giving birth without the intervention of her hus
band is known already in the MBh, where Atri's wife (who is not 
named) leaves the sage in anger and takes refuge with Mahadeva, 
and the latter promises her a son (without her husband, vina bhartra, 
according to the Vulgate).45 Atri thus becomes totally redundant, 
and the next step—taken by a popular south Indian version of the 
myth—is to ignore him altogether: 

"There was a certain virgin, named Anusooya, who was as 
much renowned for her inviolable chastity as for her devotion 
to the gods and for her tender compassion for the unfortunate. 
The divinities of the Trimurti, having heard of her, became so 
greatly enamoured that they resolved upon robbing her of her 
virginity, which she had till then treasured with so much care. 
To attain their object, the three seducers disguised themselves 
as religious mendicants, and under this guise went to ask alms 
of her. The virgin came to them, and with her wonted kind
ness showered gifts upon them. The sham beggars, after being 
loaded with her gifts, told her that they expected from her 
another favour, which was to strip herself naked before them 
and to satisfy their impure desires. Surprised and frightened by 
this shameful proposal, she repulsed them by pronouncing 
against them certain mantrams. These, together with some holy 
water which she poured upon them, had the effect of convert
ing them into a calf. After they had been thus transformed, 
Anusooya took upon herself to bring up this calf by feeding it 
with her own milk. The Trimurti remained in this humiliating 
position till all the female deities combined together and, fear
ing lest some great misfortune might befall them in the ab
sence of their three principal gods, after consulting one 
another, went in a body to Anusooya and begged her most 
humbly to give up the Trimurti and to restore them to their 
former state. It was with great difficulty that Anusooya was 
persuaded to yield to their prayers, and even then she imposed 
a condition that they should first of all be ravished (by whom 
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the fable does not say). The female deities, convinced that they 
could not otherwise rescue the Trimurti, consented to undergo 
the penalty required of them, choosing rather to lose their 
honour than their gods. The conditions being fulfilled, 
Anusooya restored the Trimurti to their former state, and they 
returned to the place whence they came."46 

Abbe Dubois, who records this myth, cites no source, but the story 
corresponds in its essentials to the purapic versions from Cucin-
tiram and Tirimurttimalai. Like other oral variants of puraijic 
myths, however, it makes explicit those elements that are veiled in 
the literary texts. Thus the designs of the Trimurti are openly ac
knowledged; the lust of the goddesses is violently gratified (al
though here the goddesses are reluctant to be ravished, while in the 
puranas they long for union with their lords); most important of 
all, AnasQya is explicitly said to be a virgin, and the myth says 
nothing of any husband. The attempt to rape the virgin fails, and 
the Trimurti lose their independent power; here they become not 
infants but a calf, which Anasuya nurses with milk from her 
breast.47 Anasiiya appears here as the virgin mother without a hus
band. The idea of the chaste wife utterly devoted to her husband 
has given way to the image of the invulnerable virgin.48 

The folk myth suggests an explanation of the Cucintiram tradi
tion. The Cucintiram purana lacks a conventional myth of Siva's 
marriage to the goddess; instead, it begins with, and gives great 
prominence to, the story of Anasuya. In this story Anasuya dem
onstrates her inviolable chastity in a confrontation with the 
Trimurti, and in contrast with their three consorts. Anasuya's 
relationship with her husband, Atri, is relatively unimportant; and 
related myths suggest that she is, in fact, a virgin. Apparently, an 
earlier myth about the virgin goddess—like Kanniyakumari at her 
nearby shrine—has been transposed at Cucintiram into the 
Anasuya cycle. Anasuya represents the virgin who is never deflow
ered. A final consideration lends support to this conclusion. The 
myth of Anasiiya and the Trimurti may well be late at Cucintiram. 
Although the god of Cucintiram is known today as Tanu-
malaiyan—that is, the Trimurti, composed of Tapu (Sthaiiu = 
Siva), Mal (Vijnu), and Aiyan (Brahma)—the earliest reference to 
the Trimurti at this site seems to date from 1471;49 earlier names of 
the god as found in inscriptions (mahadeva, paramasvamin, parames-
vara, civlntiranufaiya emperuman) make no suggestion of a triple na-
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ture. Modern popular tradition seems to have conserved the earlier 
position, for the god is still frequently referred to as Sthanunatha-
svamin or Sthapumurti—a reference to the antierotic form of Siva, 
and a fitting counterpart to the virgin goddess. Sthaounatha may 
have become Taoumalaiyan through pressure from the Vaijijava 
cult centered on the Tekketam shrine inside the Cuclntiram temple; 
Visou has, together with Brahma, merged with the god of the 
Saiva sanctum (Vatakketam), so that Sthaijunatha turns into the 
Trimurti. This process of combination is attested at other shrines, 
as well.50 Siva's absorption of Vijou and Brahma (the latter god 
being little more than an accomplice to this transformation) results 
in the need for a myth of the Trimurti; and the Sanskrit tale of the 
Trimurti's encounter with Anasuya is therefore brought into the 
CucIntiram tradition, and adapted to the local cult of the virgin 
goddess. Anasiiya, the chaste bride and mother of the gods, fits the 
requirements of the revised Cucintiram tradition admirably. We 
have here an excellent example of how a Sanskrit myth can be used 
in a Tamil purana to express—and at the same time to conceal in 
part—the underlying reality of the indigenous cult. Local ritual re
veals a similar ambivalence while preserving, in essence, the origi
nal scheme. Thus Sthanunatha's marriage is celebrated each year at 
Cucintiram, but the myth told in explanation of it has no relation to 
that of Anasiiya: a young girl who came to worship Sthanunatha 
together with her mother merged into the god.51 As we shall see in 
a moment, this is an example of the hagiographic variant of the Re
luctant Bride; the god remains chaste and antierotic. The bride, 
Aramvalarttamman ("the lady who madedharma increase"), is con
sidered to be an avatar of Kanniyakumari. 

In short, the tradition of Cucintiram suggests that the god 
(Sthaijunatha) and the goddess (who has come to be represented by 
Anasiiya) never actually wed. Both nevertheless endure at this 
shrine in separate, chaste forms: the goddess in the major myth of 
the local puraoa, and the god in the tradition of the bachelor 
(brahmacarin) waiting to marry the virgin Kanniyakumari. The two 
deities long for each other—the goddess performs tapas in her bridal 
costume in order to win her husband, and the male god of Cucin-
tiram attempts, as the Trimurti, to rape Anasuya (the virgin 
bride)—but the myths show that the divine union must be pre
vented at all costs. 

So far we have seen two ideals of chastity at work, on the most 
literal level, in the myths of marriage: there is the virgin whose 
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marriage is postponed in order to preserve her power, and there is 
the wife whose devotion to her husband is put to the test. The first 
ideal seems to lurk beneath the surface of the second in the myths 
from CucIntiram. There are other examples of this tendency, 
which reflects the central importance of the virgin goddess in our 
myths. To cite but one more example: in popular versions of the 
Cilappatikaram, Kaijnaki's special powers derive from the fact that 
she was never touched by her husband.52 This is what enables her 
to burn the city of Maturai. The Cilappatikaram itself, of course, 
knows nothing of this: Kovalan and Kannaki, like Kama and his 
wife, embrace like serpents intertwined.53 In the epic, Kannaki 
exemplifies the chaste wife devoted to her husband; the folk ver
sions, which identify her with the goddess, require her to remain a 
virgin.54 

But there is a third kind of chastity encountered in Tamil Saiva 
mythology, a kind that crops up frequently in local marriage 
myths—chastity as bhakti, as devotion to the god or to the principle 
of surrendering to him.55 In these myths human eroticism is usu
ally rejected in favor of union with the divine; the woman remains 
chaste with reference to her earthly, normative existence, while 
being ravished by the god. The woman here may represent the soul 
longing for God1 and forced to seek him outside the bounds of 
convention and social life. Although, as I have stated earlier, Tamil 
devotional religion is oriented basically toward life in the world, 
the encounter with the deity is often expressed in metaphors of 
transgression and chaos. Just as in the ancient Tamil love poems the 
illicit, premarital love of the heroine for a stranger is seen as the su
preme, most fulfilling state of love,56 so the total love of man and 
god is enacted in a dimension of disorder, in which conventional 
limits are shattered or transcended.57 The temple builds fences 
around a concentration of sacred power, which thus—through 
limitation—becomes accessible to man; but the experience of divine 
love contemns confinement and convention. Shame must be aban
doned, worldly pride and possessiveness destroyed: the soul bares 
itself completely before the naked power of the divine. The mo
ment of union is therefore one of danger and excess, and may re
quire the loss of one's conditioned, socially defined identity. Many 
stories express this seemingly antinomian search for disorder; we 
need not regard them as prescriptive of normative behavior, but as 
idealized metaphors that give voice to the longing of man in soci
ety. The ideal is immediate surrender to God. Here again, as in the 
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myths of Anasuya at Cucintiram, we find the motif of the guest 
(the deity) who comes to test his host (Man) with an outrageous 
demand: 

Iyarpakaiyar, a merchant of Pukar, was an enemy of the ways 
of the world and a devoted servant of Siva. He gave without 
stint to the devotees of the god. One day Siva took the form of 
a Brahmin whose body was covered with ash and came to the 
merchant's house. "What have I done to merit this visit?" 
asked the merchant, bowing at his feet. "I have come for noth
ing specific," said the guest. "Whatever is mine I will give 
you," said Iyarpakaiyar. "I have come for your wife," said the 
guest. 

The merchant was not at all shocked. He hastened to inform 
his wife that he was giving her to the stranger. Although she 
was distressed, she did not dissent. The Brahmin then asked 
that the merchant accompany them until they had passed the 
limits of the city; so, taking his sword and shield, Iyarpakaiyar 
followed them. Soon he was surrounded by a crowd of hostile 
relatives. "Whoever heard of giving one's wife freely to a 
lecher? The whole land will blame us. Our enemies will laugh 
at us," they cried. The Brahmin, seeing them armed and 
menacing, pretended to be alarmed, but the wife reassured 
him: "Fear not. My husband will conquer." 

Iyarpakaiyar became angry and attacked the crowd, killing 
them all. He then accompanied the stranger and his wife for 
some distance, until the stranger told him to go back. He 
thanked the Brahmin, bowed to him and left. When he had 
gone a short distance, he suddenly heard the stranger calling 
loudly for help. When he raced in his direction, he beheld Siva 
and Uma on the bull in the sky. The god took Iyarpakaiyar 
and his wife and all the dead relatives to heaven.58 

The stark nature of the stranger's demand becomes clear when we 
recall the ideal of chastity discussed at the start of this chapter. A 
wife's chastity is surety for her husband's survival; a husband who 
willingly makes a gift of his wife to a stranger undoubtedly merits 
the name Iyarpakaiyar ("the enemy of nature"). The story seems 
suited to an allegorical interpretation: the wife is the soul, reluctant 
to part from the ego; the limits of the city—the site of violence— 
may be the limits of the body;59 the relatives who protest the gift 
and must be slain may represent the desires and conventional con-
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cerns of the conditioned, ego-ridden Self. Salvation is attained after 
the self-sacrifice is complete. I will return to this ideal of self-
sacrifice in the final chapter. Here it is essential to observe that 
human eroticism—the love of a man and his wife—is superseded by 
Siva's demand. The god takes for himself the wife of his devotee. 
Iyarpakaiyar passes this test without protest; he is a model of the 
bhakta who is totally committed to his god, and thus he contrasts 
markedly with the sages of the Pine Forest who attack Siva for 
seducing their wives.60 The sages of the Pine Forest must learn the 
lesson of self-abnegation and subservience to God. To teach them 
this ideal, Brahma tells them a story that may be seen as a mul
tiform of the Tamil hagiography: 

The householder Sudarsana vowed to conquer Death. He in
structed his wife, "All guests are Siva; you must always serve a 
guest, even by giving yourself to him." To test their devotion, 
Dharma took the form of a Brahmin and came to their house. 
The lady welcomed him, and the guest said, "I do not want 
food. Give yourself to me!" The lady hesitated, ashamed, but, 
remembering her husband's words, she complied with the 
request. Sudarsana came to the door and called for his wife. 
Dharma called to him, "I am making love to your wife." 
Replied Sudarsana, "Enjoy her as you please." Dharma, de
lighted, revealed himself and said, "I have not made love to 
this lady even in thought; I came here to test your devotion. 
By this act o£tapas, you have conquered Death." 

Then Dharma went away. All guests should be worshiped 
in this way.61 

Like the wife of Iyarpakaiyar, Sudarsana's wife hesitates, but then 
obeys her husband's strange command. All guests are a form of 
Siva; in offering his wife to the god, the husband attains salvation 
(here, victory over death). Brahma advises the sages to follow 
Sudarsana's example and treat all guests in this manner; perhaps the 
sages may take comfort in the assurance that the test is, in the end, 
illusory, and that Dharma never really touches the householder's 
wife. 

The motif of the trial is basic to the two myths just cited; the god 
tests his devotee by demanding his wife. In the story of Karaik-
kalammaiyar ("the lady of Karaikkal"), this motif is missing, and 
the husband gives up his wife not out of self-sacrifice but from 
terror: 
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One day the merchant Paramatattan was given two mangoes 
as a gift. He handed them over to his wife Punitavatiyar, and 
she gave one of them to a devotee of Siva who begged for 
food. She served the other to her husband during his meal, and 
he so liked the taste that he asked for the other. In desperation 
the wife appealed to Siva, and another mango appeared in her 
hand. When she served this to her husband, he immediately 
detected the divine flavor and asked his wife where she had ob
tained the fruit. She told him the truth. "If that is how it hap
pened, bring me yet another fruit," he said. She went away 
and prayed to the god, "If you do not give me another, my 
word will appear false," and immediately another mango 
appeared. She gave this to her husband, and as he took it, it 
vanished. In terror at this demonstration of sacred power, 
Paramatattan fled across the seas to another land. 

Eventually he returned to dwell in the Pantiya land. He took 
another wife and fathered a daughter, whom he named after 
his first wife. However, when relatives of his learned of his 
presence there, they brought Punitavatiyar to him in a litter. 
He fell at her feet and worshiped her. At this the relatives were 
shocked and ashamed. "Is it right for you to worship your 
own wife?" they cried. "She is not a woman but a goddess," 
answered the merchant. "As soon as I discovered this, I left 
her; now I have married a real woman and called my daughter 
by the name of my former wife, our family deity." 

Hearing these words, Punitavatiyar prayed to Siva, "Until 
now I have carried this bag of flesh for the sake of my husband. 
If this is how he feels, I no longer need it; give me the form of a 
demon (pey vafivu) who worships your feet." Siva dried up 
her flesh, and she became a demoness roaming the forest of 
Alankatu.62 

The mango, which at Kaiicipuram is associated with the wedding 
of Siva and Parvati, here serves as the instrument for the transition 
from human to divine consort—for Punitavatiyar becomes a form 
of Devi and is worshiped as such by her former husband. The 
power of the woman—which is enough to frighten her husband 
into leaving her—apparently derives in this case from her simple 
faith and from her act of piety in giving the first mango to a beggar; 
as we have just seen, the beggar or guest is thought to be the god 
incarnate, but here the guest's demand is only the indirect cause of 
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the separation of husband and wife. In the final apotheosis, the de
voted wife sacrifices her body; the lady must die to the world in 
order to enter the hosts of Siva's servants. As the demoness of 
Tiruvalaiikatu, Karaikkalammaiyar is a form of Nili, the ancient 
goddess there whose marriage to Siva forms the subject of an im
portant myth.63 Thus once again the god acquires a human bride at 
the expense of her original husband. 

The above examples of our third category—chastity as bhakti— 

all describe the loss of a wife to the god, or the replacement of 
human sexuality by self-sacrifice aimed at union with the divine. 
Several stories reveal a more extreme tendency still, in which the 
opposition of human to divine love is complete. Just as the ideal of 
the chaste wife may conceal an underlying preference for virginity, 
so the motif of stealing the devotee's wife must be compared to 
the motif of the god's virginal, human bride. Thus we have the 
Vaijpava saint AijtaJ, who chooses the god Vijnu over any earthly 
husband: 

AntaJ, who was discovered by Periyalvar while he was dig
ging in his tulast garden, used to wear the garlands intended for 
Vigpu; secretly she would put them on and observe her image 
in the water of a well, to see if she was a suitable bride for the 
god. One day her foster father discovered her doing this and 
chided her; he could not offer the defiled garland to the god 
that day. But the god appeared to him in a dream and in
formed him that henceforth he wanted only garlands that had 
first been worn by AntaJ. 

When the girl reached puberty, Periyajvar wished her to 
marry. She refused even to consider a human husband; in
stead, she asked her foster father to relate to her the deeds of 
Visou in his 108 sacred shrines. Listening to this recital, she fell 
in love with Ranganatha (Vijnu at Srlrankam) and determined 
to marry him. The god announced his consent in a dream, and 
AnfaJ was taken to Sriraiikam where, at the age of fourteen, 
she merged with the god.64 

Note that Aijtal, while rejecting human sexuality, uses a traditional 
erotic symbol—the garlanding of the chosen consort.65 An(al is 
worshiped in Srlvaigijava shrines as a bride (nacciyar) of the god.66 

This pattern of choosing the lord for one's lover is very common in 
the myths. We saw earlier how the young girl Aramvalarttamman 
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merged into the lihga at Cucintiram; this virgin bride is a form of 
Kanniyakumari.67 A merchant's daughter who refuses human hus
bands weds Siva-Konkaijesa at a shrine near Taiicavur.68 The Vira-
saiva saint Mahadeviyakka sings songs of love to the lord Cenna-
mallikaguna as she wanders naked through the world; here we 
have a reversal of the myth of Anasuya, who hides her nakedness 
from the Trimurti and thus saves her chastity.69 Yet, like Anasuya, 
Mahadeviyakka is chaste—divine love in these marriages is an an
tithesis to sexuality, even if it is couched in erotic terms. Siva's vir
gin brides are, and remain, virgins. In one unusual variation on this 
theme, a king forces his reluctant, virginal bride upon an equally 
reluctant god: 

When the Cola king came to fight the Paotiyan at Kalipuram, 
Bhadrakali, at Siva's command, reduced his fort of swords to 
dust; hence she is known as "the Lady who walked on 
swords" (val mel nafanta ammai). The Pamiyan imprisoned the 
Co]a king. After some time the Colan sent a messenger to his 
captor to say that he had come not to fight, but to behold the 
beauty of Kajipuram; moreover, he would happily bestow all 
his wealth and his daughter on the Paptiyan. Varakuijapaptiyan 
freed him from prison and asked him to send for his daugh
ter. When he saw her beauty, he agreed to wed her. 

After the ceremony, in the bridal chamber, the king looked 
carefully at his bride and said, "You are as beautiful as Parvati; 
you seem to be no mortal woman but a goddess. Because of 
the natural fragrance of your hair, you are named Sugandha-
kesl.70 Therefore not I but Siva is your husband: live hap
pily with him." The bride said, "Surely you are jesting in 
order to test me. Is it right to speak like this to a bride? You are 
my husband, and I can think of no one else." Said the king, 
"Transfer the desire you feel for me to Siva." "No," said the 
girl, "be he king of kings or god of gods, I will pay no atten
tion to him. You are my lord." 

The king then took his bride to the temple. The priests had 
already performed the night service and locked the five doors 
of the shrine. By his powers of devotion and truthful speech, 
the Pan^iyan made the doors open one by one and took Su-
gandhakesi into the inner shrine. Pointing to the god, he said 
to her, "Behold your husband. Unite with him in bliss." She 
refused, saying, "You are my husband." At this the king grew 
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angry and took his sword in his hand. The god appeared, smil
ing, and asked, "Why have you brought me this woman you 
have wed?" "I married her thinking of you," answered the 
king. "You took her hand in love; now take her home," said 
Siva. "You must take her," demanded the king; "otherwise I 
will take my life." He laid his sword on his neck. Siva quickly 
stretched forth his hands and embraced Sugandhakesi, taking 
her into the linga. Her bracelets and anklets remained on the 
left side of the linga, and the natural fragrance of her hair still 
fills the nearby wood.71 

Here the human bride, instead of forswearing human love, seeks it, 
and her husband must reject her in order to thrust her into the un
willing arms of the god. Siva is blackmailed into using force against 
her, and even he does not escape unscathed: the marks of the 
bracelets and anklets on the left half of the linga correspond to the 
scars of Kamak$i's breasts and bracelets on the samd-likga at Kan-
cipuram.72 Sugandhakesi pathetically insists on her devotion to her 
husband, but, unlike the wives of Sudarsana and Iyarpakaiyar, she 
will not obey him by offering herself to the god; chastity, for this 
woman, clearly does not mean the negation of human eroticism. So 
striking is the reversal of the usual pattern of the myths that one is 
tempted to regard this story as expressing a hidden hostility to the 
very idea of the woman who rejects the world in order to marry a 
god. Yet in another version of the myth, from Tiruvi(aimarutur, 
the bride offers no resistance to her husband's plan to transfer her to 
Siva. Here the emphasis is entirely on the self-abnegation of the 
husband, who reminds us of Iyarpakaiyar and other devotees who 
cheerfully offer their wives to the guest or the god. In the version 
from Tiruvitaimarutur, the bride is absorbed into the linga except 
for her right hand, and at this the king is perplexed: 

"Did you reject this hand because it was the one part of her 
body touched by your poor servant?" asked the king in sor
row. Replied Siva, "We will accept this hand tomorrow, so 
that those who live in the world will know your love." The 
king left the shrine, and the doors closed behind him. The 
members of the royal household searched for the king and his 
bride; when they discovered the king alone, they asked, 
"Where is the Queen (teviyar)?" "She is with Mahalingamurti 
(= Siva at Tiruvitaimarutur)," he answered. Amazed, they 
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went with the priests into the shrine, and there they beheld the 
hand resting on the crest of the lifiga. As they watched, Siva 
took the hand inside. At this, the king rejoiced, the others felt 
fear and wonder, and the gods showered down flowers.73 

The king has taken the hand of his bride in the marriage ceremony, 
but this act is then repeated by the god in a symbolic demonstration 
of the rejection of human marriage in favor of union with the deity. 
The woman's hand emerging from the liriga has an iconic analogue 
in the sati stone, the stone erected in honor of a wife who dies with 
her husband. Sometimes these stones show an arm bedecked with 
bangles emerging from a pillar;74 the bangles suggest a woman 
whose husband is still alive (a widow breaks and removes her or
naments).75 The folk tradition values highly the woman who dies 
before her husband,76 and even Kampan makes Dasaratha exclaim, 
when his wife KaikeyI demands that he banish Rama, that a 
woman's glory is to die before her husband.77 Usually, of course, 
the sati stone indicates that both husband and wife are dead, while 
in the myth under discussion the woman, in fact, has a living hus
band, or rather two, one human, one divine. 

In effect, the myth from KaJaiyarkoyil (Kanapper) combines two 
contrasting themes—the goddess who must not marry the god, and 
the woman who will marry only the god. The resulting hybrid 
perplexes even the sages of the Naimisa Forest, who demand 
further explanation from the narrator. He says: 

Once Parvati asked Siva to repeat a lesson in yoga which he 
was giving to sages. Since she had already heard the lesson 
once, by virtue of being inseparable from her lord, Siva be
came angry and cursed her to be born as a woman. She became 
the daughter of the Cola king. When she came of age, he ar
ranged a svayarpvara for her, but she simply remained silent in 
the presence of her suitors. At last she announced that she 
would marry anyone who could defeat her father in battle. 
When the Colan was defeated at Kalipuram, she agreed to 
marry the Pantiyan who had overcome him; but the latter, 
ascribing his victory to the grace of Siva, insisted that she be
come the bride of the lord.78 

This explanation, which reflects the invariable apotheosis of the 
local (human) bride of the god, is not altogether satisfactory. Par-
vati's reluctance to reunite with her husband remains unexplained, 
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while the Paniiya victory as described in the myth depended more 
on the aid of the goddess ("the Lady who walked on swords") than 
of her spouse. The marriage myth itself makes the Paijfiya bride
groom the only real partisan of the divine marriage; both Siva and 
his destined bride object. In the end, bhakti triumphs over conven
tional ideas of marriage, though not without a struggle. The 
human avatar of ParvatI is forcibly returned to her lord.79 

Vaijijava myths make the most consistent use of the theme of the 
human consort of the god. We have already referred to Antal, Vij-
nu's local bride. Vijnu's consort at TiruvulJur is Kanakavalli, origi
nally Vasumati, the daughter of the king Dharmasena; when the 
god came to the shrine as an anonymous wayfarer, the maiden fell 
in love with him, and the king agreed to the wedding (according to 
some accounts, after the bridegroom promised to remain at that 
spot).80 At Kumpakonam Vignu weds the daughter of the sage 
Markandeya; the girl is an incarnation of BhudevL81 Other ver
sions say the foster father is Bhfgu, and the daughter a form of SrI 
(Komalavalll82 or Hemambujavalli83). The local marriage of Veii-
kafesvara will be discussed in another context. In these instances, 
when the bride is a form of one of Vijriu's divine consorts, the god 
himself is hardly concerned to preserve his wife's virginity; it is 
only on the human level, in the eyes of the devotees, that the 
woman's marriage to the god acquires an ideal force as a contrast to 
earthly love. But at Tiruvafantai (south of Madras) the marriage 
myth combines the motif of the eternal brahmacariti with the theme 
of the god's union with a local girl: 

The sage Galava had 360 daughters, each of whom lived in 
a separate street in the village. Vigiju took the form of a 
brahmacariti and sought the hand of the eldest daughter. After 
the marriage, the couple visited the local temple to pay hom
age to the god and receive his blessings; once inside the shrine, 
they vanished. The next day another brahmacariti appeared and 
married the second daughter; they too went to the temple and 
disappeared inside. This went on for 360 days, until the last of 
the daughters had married and disappeared. When all his 
daughters were gone, Galava entered the temple to ask the 
help of the god, and Vignu appeared before him as the boar, 
with all 360 daughters on his lap. The boar embraced all the 
daughters with his left hand, pressing their souls into the single 
soul of LaksmL Because the marriage of the god lasted 360 
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days, he is known as Nityakalyaijasvamin ("the lord of the 
perpetual marriage").84 

The marriage is frozert in the cycle of the year, and the god and his 
brides remain chaste.8' A similar artifice allows Minakgi to remain 
a virgin bride: according to one source, each year during Mlnakjl's 
marriage to SundareSvara-Siva someone sneezes before the cere
mony is completed; at this inauspicious sign, the marriage is post
poned until the following year.86 Thus, ritual can accomplish the 
elusive synthesis of conflicting ideals; for while the goddess must 
have her consort, her powers can be preserved only by maintaining 
her virginity. 

3. THE LUSTFUL BRIDE 

Although the myths of many Tamil shrines show a persistent at
tempt to prevent the nuptials of the local goddess, the erotic com
ponent of Devi's nature is still stressed. The virgin goddess is the 
epitome of the seductive, desired bride. Kanniyakumari lusts for 
her husband, and flies into a rage when he fails to turn up for the 
wedding, just as Parvati longs for Siva and performs tapas to seduce 
him. The lust of the virgin goddess, and the corresponding desire 
of her chosen bridegroom, the god, constitute one of the major 
thrusts of the myths; but this force runs aground on the need to 
preserve Devi's virginity, which holds the key to her power. The 
resulting tension sets the myths in motion between two poles, just 
as the myths of Siva move from images of the ascetic yogi to those 
of the divine lover; but, as we shall see in the next section, the 
Tamil myths have their own way out of this impasse. For the mo
ment we must concentrate on the eroticism that pervades the myths 
of marriage. In particular, we will explore the association of the 
goddess with Kama, the god of desire. 

Devi's link with Kama is apparent in several local names for the 
goddess: Kamaksi at Kaiicipuram; Civakamiyammai at Tiruk-
kuvam, Citamparam, and Tiruppattur; Kamakhya in Assam. Some 
forms of the goddess are iconographically connected with Kama: 
like him, she carries a bow of sugar cane and arrows of flowers.1 In 
her seductive form (as Lalita or Tripurasundarl) DevI is celebrated 
throughout the most popular Sakta text of south India, the Saun-
daryalahari ascribed to Satikara; here Kama is said to conquer by 
Devi's grace.2 One Sanskrit puraga makes the identification still 
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more definite: after Kama was burned by Siva, his essence entered 
into the limbs of the goddess.3 The goddess thus embodies the con
cept of desire. In a folk myth from the coastal area north of Madras, 
the goddess fulfils Kama's classic role: 

"Ammavaru then related how she herself had desired marriage 
and gone to Vishiju, who sent her to Brahma, who passed her 
on to Siva. She danced before Siva, who promised to grant her 
wish, if she would give him the three valuable things she 
possessed—a rug, some betel leaves and a third eye. She gave 
them all to Siva, who at once opened the third eye and reduced 
her to ashes. Then, filled with regret at the rash act, which in
volved the destruction of all womankind, he collected the 
ashes and made them into the form of three women, who be
came the wives of Siva, Vishiju and Brahma."4 

Siva burns the goddess as he burns Kama, in order to escape mar
riage, but in the end the burning of the goddess brings about the 
very result he originally opposed—-just as Kama's reduction to 
ashes is the first step toward the marriage of Siva and Parvatl. Like 
Kama's ashes, which are used by the goddess to create the demon 
Bhandasura,5 the ashes of Ammavaru are a creative medium; Siva 
fashions wives for the Trimurti (including his own wife Parvatl) 
out of the ashes of the goddess. Siva's third eye, with which he usu
ally burns Kama, is here a gift of the goddess.6 This is an important 
motif: the third eye is a source of supernatural power (not only ex
traordinary vision), and may be related to the linga; in a variant of 
this same myth, a menacing goddess loses all her strength upon re
linquishing her third eye to Siva.7 The loss of the eye thus symbol
izes the taming of the goddess, who needs to be transformed into a 
more gentle, subdued creature. The three-eyed goddess who 
dances before Siva is imbued with aggressive, dangerous sexuality; 
she must be robbed of the eye, burned to death, and then revived 
before she becomes an acceptable wife for the god. We will return 
to this pattern in the context of the dance myths. It is the goddess as 
the source of the third eye and the eroticism it symbolizes who in
terests us now. The erotic nature of the third eye is clear from many 
stories: when Parvatl, naked and ashamed, hides Siva's eyes on 
their wedding night, to her consternation the god's third eye gazes 
steadfastly at her.8 Eyes in general have an erotic force in Indian 
symbolism. Like the lifiga, the eye can impregnate: ValU is born 
from a deer made pregnant by the glance of the sage Sivamuni.9 
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The god Murukan1 VaUi's husband, is born from sparks from the 
eyes of Siva.10 The mountain VaJJimalai is full of eyes to watch the 
union of Murukan and VaJJi.11 Indra produces extra eyes to witness 
the dance of the apsaras Tilottama;12 in some versions of the Ahalya 
story, in which Indra commits adultery with the wife of the sage 
Gautama, the thousand yonis that cover Indra's body as a result of 
Gautama's curse are transformed (in one text by DevI I Indrakjl) into 
eyes.13 Indra's thousand eyes are associated with the eyes on the 
peacock's tail: once when Ravapa invaded heaven and the gods fled, 
Indra hid under the wings of a peacock; in gratitude for this protec
tion, the god with a thousand eyes (sahasrak§a) blessed the peacock 
to have a thousand eyes on its tail.14 The peacock's "eyes" undoubt
edly contribute to the bird's erotic associations in both Sanskrit and 
Tamil literature: Kama rides the peacock;15 the dance of the 
peacocks during the rains suggests the union of lovers; the peacock 
is a distinctive attribute (karu) of the kurinci region associated with 
lovers' union.16 Murukan, the god of the kurinci region, rides the 
peacock; Kj-jpa, another young and handsome lover of women, is 
adorned with peacock feathers.17 The tail of the peacock is an 
emblem of the goddess,18 and several Tamil shrines make the god
dess incarnate in the peahen: 

When Siva was expounding the meaning of sacred ash and the 
pancaksara to Uma on Kailasa, she lost attention because of a 
beautiful peahen which happened to be there. "Please tell me 
again; I am so tired," she said. Siva was angry and cursed her 
to be born as a peahen with beautiful eyes in its tail. He prom
ised the curse would end if she worshiped in Kapalinakaram 
(Mayilai = Mylapore). The goddess went there and made all 
the waters of the world enter the Kapalitlrtha; she bathed there 
and worshiped the god. Siva appeared on the bull and gave her 
back her divine form.19 

The appearance of the goddess as a peahen at this shrine may 
foreshadow the birth there of her son Murukan, the peacock rider, 
who resides at Mayilai (< mayil, "peacock") as Ciiikaravelan, "the 
handsome holder of the spear."20 But the peahen incarnation of 
DevI seems, in the light of the above discussion, to be a deliberate 
attempt to underline the erotic nature of her tapas; one may note, 
too, the constant reference to the peacock's "eyes" in the Mayilai 
myth.21 At the same time, we must recall the lethal nature of the 
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peacock and its close link with the nether world;22 Devi's incarna
tion in this form thus reveals once again the conjunction of eroti
cism and death. 

The seductive attitude of the goddess is particularly prominent in 
the myths and cult of Kancipuram, where she is known as 
Kamakji, "having eyes of desire"—note again the importance of 
eyes in this context. One important myth of KamakgI has already 
been discussed: KamakgI saves the sznd4inga from the waters of the 
flood and is subsequently married to Siva at this spot.23 Several 
myths discuss the association of this goddess and Kama; according 
to the Brahmayfdapurarfa, the goddess of Kaiici (here referred to as 
Lalita) revived Kama after he had been burned by Siva: 

After the death of the demon BhaiicJa, who was born from the 
ashes of Kama, the gods said to Lalita, "Ever since the death of 
SatI, Siva has been performing tap as in the Sthanvasrama. We 
sent Kama to arouse his love for ParvatI, but Siva reduced him 
to ashes. We need a leader of the army against Taraka. Please 
help us by reviving Kama!" Rati, Kama's widow, came before 
Lalita, and, seeing her haggard, grief-stricken appearance, 
DevI felt compassion. By her grace, Kama was reborn. Lalita 
said to him, "You will be invisible, and Siva will never again 
be able to burn you." Kama went to the asrama and wounded 
the meditating Siva; the god abandoned his austerities and 
thought only of ParvatI. When he was satisfied with her tapas, 
he married her and created Kumara (to lead the gods against 
Taraka).24 

In several puranas ParvatI intercedes with Siva to secure the revival 
of Kama,25 but here the goddess revives him herself and bestows 
invisibility upon him. This boon is meant to protect Kama from 
Siva, against whom DevI herself wishes him to proceed. Siva is oc
cupied with tapas in the asrama named after Sthapu—the antierotic 
form of Siva familiar to us from the myths of Cuclntiram. But, as 
often in these myths, the invisible, resuscitated Kama is more suc
cessful than before, and Siva succumbs to his second assault. The 
result is the god's marriage to ParvatI, which has a parallel in the 
restoration of Kama, now invisible, to the widowed Rati.26 

Another, possibly later myth from Kancipuram takes up the 
themes of Kama's multiple attacks on Siva, and Devi's collusion 
with the god of desire: 
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After being burned by Siva, Manmatha (= Kama) worshiped 
Kamakji at the Kamakojtha.27 She restored his body and 
agreed to help him against Siva. Once again he shot his 
flower-arrows at the god, and Siva tried to burn him with his 
glance, but this time the fire had no effect. No more successful 
were the trident and the Pasupata weapon, which became or
naments of Kama. Defeated, Siva got up from his seat and 
went into the women's quarters, closing the doors behind 
him. Kamaksi, the goddess of Kaficipuram, gathered all her 
forms together in herself, removing them from Kailasa and all 
other shrines, in order to fulfill her boon to Manmatha and 
give him victory. 

Siva sought her everywhere and at last reached K and, where 
he found her in a bewitchingly beautiful form, performing 
tapas. "Who are you?" she asked. "What are you saying, 
dear?" said Siva, eager for the play of love; "where is my wife, 
who delivers me from desire? Why have you left all my (favor
ite) places and come here? Tell me this, and then satisfy my 
desire!" "I am not Gaurl," replied the goddess; "you may at
tain Gauri through tapas and ask her (your questions); other
wise, take refuge with Kama!" Hearing this, Siva thought, 
"She delights in offending me in order to help Manmatha"; his 
anger blazed forth, and he decided to take her by force. The 
goddess created a crore of Kamas and sent them to fight Siva; 
he in turn created a crore of Rudras, who reduced the Kamas 
to ashes. Devi revived them, and the battle continued until the 
forces of Siva were defeated. Seeing Siva alone, his army de
stroyed, Kama again shot his arrows at the god. Then he put a 
begging bowl into his hand and led him to Devi, saying "Ask 
for alms." Seeing him thus humiliated, the goddess said, "To
day you have been conquered by Kama. Now take refuge with 
my Manmathas and meditate on me always. I am happy with 
you; your wife is born and will satisfy your desire." She took 
the radiant form of Kamakgi, and Siva bowed to her and went 
round the Kamakofi. By Devi's command, Kama became a 
star; he performs tapas in the sky.28 

Usually it is Siva who comes to impart lessons to others, undermin
ing their pretensions and revealing hidden aspects of their nature; 
but here the god himself must be taught a lesson. It is not merely a 
question of the attempt by the goddess to seduce the ascetic god, in 
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accordance with the classic pattern of these myths of Kama and 
Siva. Siva must be forced to acknowledge his own erotic vulnera
bility. His temptress mocks him by advising him to perform tapas 
to win GaurI—the reverse of the standard situation in which the 
goddess performs tapas to seduce the god! The point of the ironic 
reversal is then driven home by the additional suggestion that Siva 
take refuge with Kama. The traditional confrontation between Siva 
and Kama is magnified many times, so that a crore of Rudras burn 
a crore of Kamas; Devi, Kama's ally, revives and sustains his army, 
and in the end Kama's victory over the god is complete. Like Siva 
in the Pine Forest,29 Kama even turns the weapons of his adversary 
into personal ornaments. The Pine Forest myth provides a useful 
backdrop to this myth: Kama seems to play on the image of the 
naked Siva pretending to seek alms in the forest, when Kama gives 
the god a begging bowl and leads him to the goddess.30 Here, too, 
there is a measure of irony: the standard Tamil versions of the Pine 
Forest myth insist that Siva comes not to seduce the wives of the 
sages but to teach a lesson; the women are infatuated by the sight of 
the naked beggar, and their husbands lose their self-control in the 
presence of Mohinl, or when they realize how they have been 
tricked by Siva.31 In the myth from Kancipuram, on the other 
hand, it is Siva's pride that must be shattered, and Siva is truly re
duced to the point of seeking alms from the goddess, who will 
permit him to satisfy his desire only after he acknowledges defeat. 
The conquest of the god is commemorated by a new name for the 
city, "Sivajitkjetra" ("the site where Siva was overcome"),32 and 
in a final reversal the conqueror of Siva, Kama, is sent to perform 
perpetual tapas in the heavens. 

The Kancipuram tradition thus makes the inherited figure of 
Siva-Kamantaka, the destroyer of Kama, into Kama's servant. The 
god is ruled by passion as he meditates on the goddess; he devotes 
himself entirely to desire; he embodies desire. Thus it is not surpris
ing that Siva is known at Kanci as Kamesvara, "lord of desire/ 
Kama."33 Kama himself appears in a different form in yet another 
myth from Kanci, this time from a Vaijnava text: 

Siva and DevI quarreled after a game of dice, and Siva cursed 
DevI to be black, to have a terrifying form, and to have mis
shapen eyes (or three eyes: viriipanayana bhava). She worshiped 
her brother Vamana (Vijnu the Dwarf) at Kanci, and he made 
her eyes beautiful and gave her the name KamakjI. He also ad-
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vised her to build a Imga of sand and worship it, in order that 
Siva might come to marry her. 

While she was worshiping, Siva came down to see her. He 
burned her with the fierce heat of the sun, and she called to 
Vamana to help. Vamana created a mango tree to shade her, 
but Siva burned it and the goddess as well with his glance. 
Vamana hastened to cool DevI with rays of nectar (sudha) from 
his moon form (purrfacandrakrti). He created a lake full of nec
tar and made her bathe in it to cool herself. The mango, al
though burned, grew and bore fruit because of that lake, and 
Devi created the sand-Iihga at its base and worshiped San-
kara.34 

The mango tree is the tree of Kama burned by Siva,35 who also 
burns the goddess herself, as in the folk myth of Ammavaru cited 
above. Here the tension between Siva and Kama is restored, al
though eventually Siva marries the goddess at this site, after testing 
her tapas and devotion still further. Trial by fire precedes trial by 
water in this text, for the sequel to this myth is the well-known 
flood myth from Kanci in which the goddess embraces the liriga in 
order to save it from the raging waters (in this case, of the Ganges 
rather than the local river Kampai).36 Vamana-Vi^nu has adopted 
attributes of Siva: he has the Soma-glance that revives Kama (the 
burned mango)37 and the name Candrakhanda, "having a part of 
the moon"—here explained as "destroying (ΙιΙιαηάαγαίί) [heat] by 
the moon." The epithet is, of course, better suited to Siva, who 
wears the crescent moon. Candrakhanda-Visnu, Tam. Nilattun^a-
pperumal, has a small shrine within the temple of Ekamranatha-
Siva at Kanci, to the northeast of the main sanctum and immedi
ately adjoining the linga known as Kallakkampan.38 The two gods 
thus share a physical proximity. The confusion between them per
sists and is even made explicit in another version of the Kanci flood 
myth: 

Once the hosts ofsaktis (the female servants of ParvatI) came to 
Siva and demanded to be allowed to sit on his seat, like Devi. 
"You are but parts of Devi," he said. "She is part of us," they 
replied. As an amusement, Siva made their clothes fall from 
their bodies, to teach them humility. DevI covered his eyes 
with her hands to stop him from looking at them; immediately 
the world was plunged into the pralaya. Because she had 
caused this premature destruction, Devi's body grew black. 
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To overcome this fault, she was born as a child in Badarikas-
rama and was adopted by the sage Katy ay ana. He gave her 
some sand from the bank of the Ganges, water from the river, 
and other items, and sent her south; at the spot where the sand 
became a liitga and the Ganges water turned to milk, she 
stopped to perform tapas. Narada taught her the mantra of the 
five arrows (of Kama), and she repeated it for six months, until 
the fire it engendered heated Kailasa. Siva tried to cool the heat 
of desire by embracing troops of yoginls, but this was no help; 
he bathed in the Ganges, but this also failed to cool him. He 
sent the Ganges to stop Devi from repeating the mantra, and 
the river came down as a mighty flood. The goddess screamed 
for help. One of her companions39 held out a skull (kapala) in 
her hand, and the river disappeared inside. Kamesvara (Siva) 
liberated the flood from the skull; again Devi cried for help, 
and her brother Vijpu took a form reaching up to heaven and 
blocked the river's advance. Seeing the moon on his throat, 
Devi took her brother for her husband, but Vijnu corrected 
her: "This flood is the form of your lord. Embrace the sand-
linga, and you will be saved from his test." DevI embraced the 
liriga, leaving on it scars from her breasts and bracelets. Siva 
took her on to his seat, and her skin became golden. Now that 
she had a new form, she wished to be married again, and 
Vijpu performed the ceremony at Siva's order.40 

Although the myth informs us that Siva merely wanted to teach the 
sakti hosts a lesson, Parvati's jealousy appears to be well-founded, 
for Siva embraces yoginis and the Ganges (his second wife) before 
appearing in K and. Yet Siva's adultery is balanced by. the implicit 
incestuous connection between the goddess and her brother, who 
stands in the path of the river, just as in a multiform of this myth he 
lies naked at the boundary of Kanci to block the advance of the 
flooding Sarasvati.41 Parvati mistakes Vijnu for Siva because of the 
moon, here said to be placed on his throat; Candrakhapda has be
come Candrakaotha ("having the moon on his throat") through the 
mediation of Tam. Cantirakaptan. The misunderstanding is of less 
consequence than the fact that the two gods are confused, so that 
the goddess of Kanci comes close to incest.42 The sacred power of 
the site transforms water into milk and gives sand the shape of the 
Iinga-, at these signs the goddess chooses this spot to perform tapas, 
with the effect of torturing Siva-Kamesvara with desire. This is the 
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second act of aggression by the goddess against Siva; the first is the 
covering of his eyes, the impulse that causes her skin to become 
black. We will return to this motif. Two further clashes follow: 
Devi swallows the river that is identified with Siva,43 and she 
wounds the linga with her breasts and bracelets. The first motif ap
pears in the myths of Vigvaksena (Vijiju's doorkeeper), where 
Bhairava catches a river of blood in the skull he holds in his hand.44 

The second belongs in the category of myths in which the god or 
his image is wounded or scarred. 

Although the myth ends with Devi's marriage in a golden form, 
the images suggest the underlying theme of a dangerous eroticism, 
which is embodied in the person of the dark goddess Kali. The dark 
goddess is exiled to earth, where she strives to unite again with her 
husband; KalI is thus the central female figure of the marriage 
myths—including the myths of Kanci, where the goddess is most 
closely identified with Kama, with desire. In other words, the dark 
and frightening KalI is the lustful and enticing virgin around whom 
the marriage myths revolve. DevI becomes dark by hiding her hus
band's eyes, or, in the first version, because of Siva's curse after the 
dice game; the latter curse also includes the anomalous, threatening 
eye, which we have also discovered in the seductive and menacing 
folk-goddess. The dark goddess may be born in other ways; some
times DevI splits away from her darker nature, which is described 
as a sheath (kosa, hence the name KausikI).45 In these cases the light 
or golden goddess who remains may happily remarry her husband 
Siva. But in still another marriage myth from Kanci, even the dark 
portion of the goddess ("Aijatiku, who emerged from a part of 
Gaurl") demands and is granted the right to be married to Siva-
Ekamparar.46 Siva stations his dark bride, Arianku I Durga, at 
Kanci, where she remains a virgin (feanni), and as such gives her 
name to the city. It is this second, terrifying bride, whose very title 
expresses her identification with violent power (arfariku), who most 
truly represents all that is implied by the name KamakjI. Lust be
longs with the dynamic forces of chaos. Sexuality is a dangerous, 
violent force, and woman an insatiable temptress who drains the 
male of vitality.47 Ultimately, in bearing children, woman creates 
new life; but this life is produced from the violence of sexual union, 
which clearly is felt to wreak destruction upon the male. Siva can
not lightly escape the consequences of his marriage to the dark 
goddess, even if she retains her virginity—for in wedding her, he 
brings himself within range of her dangerous power. Let us look at 
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one more myth from Kaficipuram, which crystallizes many of 
these themes, and which offers an instructive portrait of the god
dess KamakjI / Lalita. This myth is told as the prelude to the revival 
of Kama by KamakjI:48 

Once Siva smiled when Ganga was referred to as his wife. 
Seeing this, DevI was furious and went away, saying, "Once I 
performed terrible tapas for Siva on the Himalaya. Then Kama 
(Tam. Maran) fought to save me from loneliness and was 
burned to ashes by Siva because of it. I suffered that in silence, 
but this is too much to bear." From the ashes of Kama she 
created the demon Bhandasura. 

The demon worshiped Siva for ten crores of years, and Siva 
at last granted him his wish—to enter the bodies of his 
enemies, the gods, and drink their seed and blood (cukkila 

curonitafika/). The gods, Tryambaka and the rest, thus became 
impotent and had no taste for their wives. "Why is this?" they 
wondered, and worshiped Siva to find out. Siva said to them, 
"The demon has entered you and is feasting on your seed and 
your blood. He has the power to do this because he was 
created by Sakti. I can help you only if you are prepared to 
die—otherwise you cannot overcome this sorrow." Because of 
their grief, they agreed to do as he recommended. 

Siva made a great sacrifice and (as a dik$ita at his sacrifice) 
offered up all that moves and is still. He created Saktis for each 
of the gods; the demon, afraid of the fire, went out (from the 
bodies of the gods). When all had been sacrificed, Tripura ap
peared in the flame holding a bow of sugar cane, arrows made 
of flowers, and an elephant goad. "Why have you summoned 
me?" she asked. Siva told her of the suffering caused to crea
tures by the demon, and told her to kill him. She slew him 
with a single arrow. Siva told her to create Hara and the other 
gods, to unite them with their wives, and to give them their 
proper work. She created the gods of the Trimurti, each moti
vated by his own egoism (aharikara), and Siva taught them that 
there was no difference between himself and Rudra. Then Siva 
created everything by means of Sakti. The demon joined the 
hosts of Siva, for he had been slain by the goddess.49 

We recognize at once the goddess armed with the sugar-cane bow 
and arrows of flowers—this is the seductive Kamakjl, who has as
sumed the attributes of Kama. But here the erotic goddess is a vio-
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lent destroyer who, through an act of violence, restores vitality to 
the gods. There is no mistaking the association of eroticism and 
death, even if a goal beyond death is proclaimed. The sacrificial 
concepts buried in the cult of the Tamil goddess are transparently 
clear in this myth. The goddess, the source of life and power, is 
born from the sacrifice; in their death the gods achieve life. Siva is 
unable to refuse the request of the demon devotee, even though it 
costs him his life—for Siva and Rudra I Hara I Tryambaka (the de
structive member of the Trimurti) are one, as Siva himself takes 
pains to teach the gods. Thus while Siva ostensibly remains outside 
the sacrifice and can command the goddess at her birth, in reality he 
dies as well, and the boon he grants the demon is an extreme exam
ple of the god's self-abnegating generosity to his devotees. But the 
distinction between god and demon is misleading here; in fact, the 
two are one. The demon is fashioned from the ashes of Kama; Siva, 
as we know, is Kamesvara at this site.50 Both god and demon die 
for the ravishing goddess. The god perishes with the other gods in 
the sacrifice in order to create Sakti; the demon is slain by her ar
row, but survives as a member of the hosts of Siva. The coinci
dence of god and demon is explored in a closely related myth from 
the same shrine: there the demon is slain while asleep on Siva's 
mountain Kailasa by the virgin goddess; Siva emerges from the 
nether world through the cave of Kama.51 The cave is the womb of 
the goddess, the Kamakkottam—the shrine of Kamakji at Kanci; 
this site is closely linked with the Kaccimayanam, the graveyard 
(smasana) that appears to be one of the oldest cult centers at this 
spot. The smasana is the site of the sacrifice.52 Devl gives birth to 
the gods at the sacrifice, as she restores Kama to life at this shrine 
after he has been burned by Siva; love is reborn from death, but 
will no doubt seek death again, for desire—or the yearning for 
desire!—impels the gods toward the sacrifice; the burning ground is 
one with the womb. 

4. THE MURDEROUS BRIDE 

The two main aspects of the goddess that we have been explor
ing—the goddess as a virgin barred from union, and as a temptress 
hungry for union—meet in the dangerous KalI or Durga who 
comes to earth in order to find her husband, and who eventually 
succeeds in this quest. Siva appears in the Tamil shrine and weds 
the local goddess, who, as we have seen, is closely connected to the 
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black and fertile earth. We must now attempt to understand the 
logic that lies behind the combination of seemingly antithetical 
ideals in the person of the goddess. Virginity and sexual longing are 
not, of course, in themselves contradictory; as we saw in the myths 
of Kanniyakumari, the virgin goddess epitomizes the seductive 
ideal. The virgin holds within her a latent sexuality and, corre
sponding to this potential, a concentration of power. A problem 
arises only when the worshiper wishes to preserve the basis of this 
power without renouncing the ideal of union with the goddess as 
acted out by the divine exemplar, Siva—in other words, when the 
virginity of the goddess must somehow be retained in the circum
stances of her marriage.1 Of course, one could always opt for 
paradox and proclaim the goddess simultaneously chaste and vo
luptuous, even after her marriage, just as Siva in the classical 
Sanskrit tradition is both ascetic and libertine. Before we succumb 
to the mystery, however, there is a further possibility to be 
explored. The violent nature of the virgin temptress Kali may hold 
the key to the resolution of conflicting ideals. 

The violence embodied in the dark goddess most often finds its 
object in a demon enemy of the gods. The need for Devi to kill a 
demon is often used alongside other factors (her wish to expiate 
some fault, such as hiding Siva's eyes; her jealousy of Siva's 
paramours or of his second wife, the Ganges; her pique at being 
teased or insulted by her husband)2 to explain the arrival of the 
goddess on earth. Thus Kanniyakumari comes to earth to slay 
Baija, and Lalita overcomes Bhanc^a.3 The most important of all 
such confrontations—and the myth that has had the most profound 
influence on the Tamil myths of divine marriage—is the story of 
Devi's war against the buffalo-demon Mahijasura. This myth is, in 
fact, the archetypal myth of the goddess in India. It has been popu
lar in the Tamil area since at least Pallava times, if one may judge by 
the frequency and scale of its iconographic representations. There 
is, for example, the magnificent frieze at Mahabalipuram of the 
combat between the buffalo-demon and the goddess. Other depic
tions from the same site show the goddess standing on the severed 
head of the buffalo.4 Even before turning to the myths, we may 
note that the closest iconographic analogues of these and similar 
images are the much later Tantric icons of DevI dancing on the 
corpse of her husband Siva.5 Is this analogy merely fortuitous, or is 
there some deeper correspondence to be discovered between the 
demon victim and the divine husband of the goddess? We saw in 
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IV. Mahijasuramardinl: Durga slays the buffalo demon. 

the concluding myth of the previous section that Siva at Kanci-
puram shares the fate of Bhandasura, the demon slain by the god
dess Kamakgi. D. D. Kosambi has shown that the buffalo god 
Mhasoba (Mhatoba) appears in some villages in Maharajtra as the 
victim of the goddess, while in others he is her consort.6 Parallels to 
this pattern, Kosambi felt, should exist in other parts of India.7 I 
will argue below that the Tamil myths of divine marriage offer, in 
fact, such a parallel. 

We begin with the Mahi^asura myth as it appears in its locus clas-

sicus, the Devimahdtmya incorporated into the Markandeyapurar^a: 

When Mahijasura the buffalo demon was lord of the demons 
and Indra lord of the gods, the gods were cast out from heaven 
by the demon host. From the energy (sakti) born from the 
anger of the gods, DevI became incarnate. The gods bestowed 
their divine weapons upon her and sent her to do battle with 
Mahijasura. Riding on a lion, she fought with the demon, and 
finally placed her foot on his neck and pierced him with a 
spear; he half came forth from his own mouth, and the god
dess cut off his head and killed him.8 

In many of the Sanskrit accounts, the war is preceded by an episode 
in which Mahija lusts for the goddess and tries to seduce her; she 
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encourages his desire as a means of weakening him—a classic ploy 
in Hindu myths.9 Sometimes the battle is described by Devi as a 
suitor's test: "Hear, O Daitya, the bride-price (sulka) in our family. 
. . . Whoever conquers a daughter of our family in battle becomes 
her husband."10 As we shall see, trial by battle does indeed precede 
the marriage of Siva and DevI in the myths of several Tamil 
shrines; but in the case of the classical Sanskrit accounts of the Mah-
i$a myth, DevI uses the idea of a suitor's test simply to lure the 
demon to his doom. 

Tamil mythology, however, carries further these hints of an 
erotic link between DevI and her victim: 

Siva and DevI quarreled, made up, then started a game of dice. 
Suddenly DevI covered the two eyes of her husband with her 
hands, and the universe was plunged into darkness. Siva 
opened his third eye and drenched the worlds with light. 

Because she had brought untimely disaster on the universe 
and interrupted the rites of sages and ascetics, the goddess was 
afflicted by evil. To expiate her fault she was sent to Kafici-
puram. There she made a linga of sand and worshiped it. To 
test her, Siva sent a flood, and she embraced the liriga to keep it 
from being washed away. 

Siva, pleased with the goddess, directed her to Arunacalam, 
where she continued her tapas in a hut in the forest. The gods 
found her there, and complained to her of the mischief caused 
by the demon Mahija: "He takes hold of Adisesa by the head 
and tail and flings the sleeping Vijpu like a rock from a sling; 
he has stolen Agni's ram; he rides around on Airavata. ..." 
The goddess angrily instructed Durga (Tam. Vintai) to kill 
Mahi^a in battle. The war raged around the hut of the goddess 
at Arunacalam; Durga, aided by Arunanayakl, and four saktis, 
the eight Bhairavas (Tam. Va(ukar), and the Seven Mothers, 
defeated the demon armies and cut off the head of Mahija. To 
her horror and amazement, upon the severed head of Mahiga 
she discovered a bright (or, according to the commentary, 
crystal) liriga. 

Durga brought this liriga back to the goddess, but when 
DevI took it it stuck to her hand. To expiate the evil of killing a 
devotee of Siva, the goddess commanded Durga to strike the 
mountain with her sword. Water gushed forth, and DevI 
bathed in it for a month. Finally the linga dropped from her 
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hand. The goddess then circumambulated the holy mountain, 
and Siva appeared and granted her request to become the left 
half of his body.11 

This version makes several radical changes in the myth, transform
ing the characters of Mahiya and the goddess, and imparting new 
values to the mythic action. The killing of Mahiya has become a sin, 
indeed a sin of a particularly heinous kind. In one version, Devi is 
taught by the sage Gautama that it is wrong to harm any living 
being (jlvahitfisa na kartauya)12—an injunction that seems rather ex
otic in the context of a myth wholly devoted to the violent en
counter between the goddess and the demon. The introduction of 
this strain into the Arupacalam myth recalls the Buddhist and Jain 
ethic of nonviolence (ahitfisa); but we may be closer to the basis of 
this phenomenon if we recall the concern of the sacrificial system 
with the evil and dangerous consequences of slaughter.13 A similar 
concern appears in the ancient Tamil sources, which indicate that 
any contact with violent power, and specifically with death, was 
polluting;14 hence, as we have seen, the attempt to dissociate the 
deity from the center of violence. In the Arunacalam myth, the 
god—Siva—is not, in fact, implicated in the destruction of the de
mon, at least not on the level of the text's literal meaning. It is the 
goddess who must rid herself of the evil produced by shedding 
blood. Yet Siva is linked to the victim in a way that makes Devi's 
crime far more serious than even this antipathy to violence would 
indicate: the terrible nature of her action stems from the transfor
mation of Mahiya into a devotee of Siva, as shown by the Imga on 
his neck. 

At first glance, our version of the myth would seem to fall into 
the category of myths of dve$abhakti, the "bhakti of hate"—the ex
tension of the bhakti idea to include any violent emotion toward the 
god.15 Thus Sisupala, because he so hated Kjryna that he could 
never keep him from his thoughts whether walking, sitting, eating, 
or sleeping, wins salvation when killed by the god.16 Similarly, the 
ogress Putana, who attempts to poison the infant Kpyna, attains 
heaven after Kj-$na drains her of life;17 and a host of other demons 
or enemies of the gods—Gajasura, Taraka, Ravana, Andhaka, 
Hiranyakasipu, Paundraka, Sankhacuda, and so on—are saved and 
blessed in their death. The Tamil myths are very fond of this pat
tern: recall Marutvasura, who merges into Siva-Aghoramurti at 
Tiruvenkatu.18 Both hatred and love establish an intimate relation
ship with their object; when the latter is a god, the intimacy carries 
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its own reward. Another Tamil purapa makes it clear that Mahija 
benefits from his defeat and death: DevI stood on his head, which 
she had cut off with her sword; if one is touched by the feet of the 
Maiden (kattni), the Mother of the three worlds, can there be any 
doubt that may a will be destroyed? If one but thinks of her feet in 
his heart, all impurity departs and the sorrow of everlasting rebirth 
comes to an end.19 Mahigasura thus achieves in death the goal to 
which all devotees aspire; like Marutvasura, Mahijasura may be a 
model for man. Elsewhere, the salvation of the demon remains 
implicit: 

The gods were winning in their war with the demons, so Diti 
sent her daughter to the forest to give birth to a champion of 
the demons. The girl took the form of a buffalo and seduced 
the sage Suparsva, and from their union a son with a buffalo's 
head was born. He conquered the worlds. Siva, hearing of the 
distress of the gods, fashioned from the fire of his anger and 
the anger of the other gods a woman of terrifying splendor. 
They gave her weapons and a lion to ride, and sent her to fight 
Mahija, the buffalo-headed demon, in the palai forest. After a 
long battle, the goddess jumped on to the demon's head. At 
this the demon screamed and ran south as fast as he could, with 
DevI in hot pursuit on her lion. Seeing he could not escape, 
Mahiga hid in the CakratIrtha at Irameccuram (Ramesvaram). 

DevI could not find the demon, try as she might; she was 
looking back over the path she had taken, facing north, when a 
voice said, "He is hiding in the tank." Immediately she 
jumped in with her lion, leaving Mahija no room to hide. She 
put one foot on his body and one on his head, and then she cut 
off his head. With a cry the demon died. Her hosts feasted on 
his blood, and because her lion had dried up the tank, the god
dess caused it to be filled with nectar (cutai).20 

The sanctity of the tank is marked by both blood (of the demon) 
and the nectar (sudha) of the gods; we recognize the symbolic pair 
from the origin myths. The drying up of the water recalls Agas-
tya's drinking the ocean in order to deny the demons a refuge;21 

this part of the myth also recalls a ritual devoted to Mariyamman in 
the Coimbatore region, at the end of which the goddess, repre
sented by a small camphor flame, pursues her demon lover into a 
well.22 Mahisasura dies when the goddess discovers him in the 
tank; yet simply by entering this tank, Mahija may be presumed to 
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have gained what anyone who bathes there is promised—release 
from evil, the satisfaction of desires, freedom from the cycle of re
birth.23 Seduction by a buffalo cow explains the birth of Mahiga in 
Sanskrit puranas, as well,24 but other Tamil versions agree on a 
different explanation: Varamuni was cursed by other sages, angered 
by his lack of courtesy, to become a buffalo and to be freed by 
dying at the hands of the goddess. While wandering in the forest in 
the form of a buffalo, he once swallowed a sage who carried a linga 
in his hand; that linga remained attached to his neck.25 

Death at the hands of his enemy is thus the condition for Mah-
iga's liberation. Yet this myth does not belong to the classic type of 
dve$abhakti myths, for Mahiga is freed not because he obsessively 
hates the god or goddess, as in the cases of Putana and Sisupala, but 
simply by virtue of being killed by Devi. If anything, Mahiga ap
pears to feel devotion for Siva, and the horror felt by Durga/Vintai 
at the discovery of the linga stems from the sense of having killed 
not an enemy but an ally. In fact, this idea goes considerably 
deeper. Mahiga as bearer of the linga is said to partake of Siva's own 
form (iraiyuruvam·,26annon meyyum accivan ran rupam27), and it is the 
murder of Siva himself that is implicitly attributed to Devi. This is 
perhaps the most suggestive strand of myth in the Tamil versions, 
and the one most closely linked with the religious prehistory of the 
area. Truly ancient material has been preserved in a more modern 
guise: the buffalo god has become a demon, while his essential iden
tity with the male consort of the goddess is affirmed. Another 
Tamil purana transfers Devi's attack on her husband to a later stage: 

Mahiga was granted a boon by Brahma to the effect that no 
god could kill him. He destroyed the sacrifices of the sages, 
injured temples and tanks, and committed other misdeeds. 
King Curiyavanni pleaded with Siva to help, so Siva looked at 
DevI and said: "Take the form of Durga (Tam. Turkkai) and 
go down to earth with the Seven Maidens in order to destroy 
Mahiga." 

DevI went to Arupacalam and challenged the demon to a 
fight. He at first refused to fight a woman. "If you are a man, 
come and show your mettle," she said. After a long battle, she 
stood on his head and cut it off with her sword. 

After the death of the demon, the goddess was followed by 
Brahminicide. She worshiped Siva at Ratnagiri (Tiruvat-
pokki), and Siva gave her a sword with which to rid herself of 
the evil, but she did not know how to use it. "Split the moun-
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tain in two," said Siva. She struck the mountain with the 
sword; it split in two, and her sin departed. The goddess lives 
there still as Khadga (Tarn. Katkai, "The Sword").28 

Although Mahiga is portrayed as wholly evil, he cannot be killed 
with impunity. Any act of slaughter requires an act of atonement; 
in this version, the need for expiation is particularly severe, because 
the victim is a Brahmin. A similar problem besets Indra after the 
killing of Vptra.29 The water that washes away evil is missing in the 
myth from Tiruvatpokki, but the redemptive act remains the same 
as at Aruijacalam—cleaving the mountain with a sword. Here the 
full force of this image is made clear: splitting the mountain unites 
the divine couple, for Devi is the sword (kha4gd), and the moun
tain, as we are told throughout this purana, is the body of Siva.30 

DevI unites with the god through the act of killing him. Note the 
reversal of roles: usually it is Devi who must split in two before 
marriage, casting offher dark "sheath" (Kausikl or Kali) in order to 
emerge as the golden GaurI;31 here the god is divided, while the 
goddess rather than Siva has the form of the phallic sword. 

The split goddess is evident in the first version we have studied, 
from Tiruvaijnamalai/Aruijacalam, where DevI sends Durga along 
with other forms of herself to perform the killing—although DevI 
must still pay the price of expiation herself. Devi's impure state 
and need for atonement are symbolized by the lifiga sticking to 
her hand, an image obviously derived from the story of Siva's 
Brahminicide: Siva cut off one of Brahma's heads; the skull (kapala) 
stuck to his hand as he wandered over the earth pursued by 
Brahminicide, until he reached the Kapalamocana shrine in Be
nares.32 At Tiruvaijijamalai DevI is released from the lihga in order 
to marry Siva, thus creating the androgyne; the conjunction of 
episodes is not accidental, for the goddess in fact marries twice— 
first, symbolically, the dead demon and then, officially, the living 
god. The myth has distributed aspects of a single event between 
two male protagonists. The underlying tendency is to suppress the 
murderous aspect of Devi's marriage; and in yet another version, 
the dark goddess remains chaste so that the golden goddess can 
wed: 

The goddess killed Durga33 and was followed by evil. Siva 
said to her: "It seems you do not realize that you have acquired 
a new form by killing the wicked demon. Go, Nlli, and per
form tapas." PainnIli went to Vimalarapiyam and worshiped 
Siva in her fierce, dark form. 

 
������������������������� 



184 Murderous Bride 

Suddenly the river there rose like the sea and surged toward 
the mountain where Siva dwells. The goddess blocked its 
path. She pressed her foot against the earth, and at her com
mand the river entered the nether world at that spot. The gods 
and sages then complained that there was no river at this 
shrine. The goddess stood to the north of the golden shrine of 
Uma and shot an arrow; the arrow pierced the mountain, and 
a river, the Nilivananadi, poured forth. The goddess created 
the town of Tiruppainiiili with its ramparts and palaces, and 
with a shrine where Siva and Uma could happily dwell.34 

Like most other shrines in Tamilna(u, TiruppainnIli claims to have 
survived a flood; this time it is the dark goddess Painnlli who holds 
back the water. Again we see the association of the goddess with 
pratisfha.35 But the security that PainnIli provides has its price. No 
sooner has the goddess saved the god by diverting the flood than 
she wounds him by piercing his mountain with an arrow, just as 
she cleaves the body of the god at Tiruvatpokki.36 The sacred water 
of the river substitutes for the blood of the slain god, which other 
myths retain as the sanctifying blood of the demon. The tapas of 
PainnIli creates a home for Siva and Uma; the killing of Mahisa is 
thus the prerequisite for the local marriage of the peaceful aspect of 
the goddess. 

That Siva's marriage to the golden goddess is the only form of 
union explicitly allowed by our texts should not surprise us. We 
have here the same tensions we witnessed in the myths of sacrifice. 
The Tamil myths of Mahijasura clearly describe a violent confron
tation between the dark goddess and her husband, in the course of 
which the male is slain. But Siva must not die or even become 
soiled by contact with violence; his claim to purity precludes his 
active participation in the drama of death and rebirth that is acted 
out in the arena of a fatal union. Therefore the texts supply a surro
gate victim, and, when this useful figure is violently disposed of, 
Siva is safely married to a less alarming maiden. Nevertheless, the 
dark goddess creates and renders secure the earthly home of the di
vine couple, and it is not unreasonable to assert that this security on 
earth depends upon an act of sacrifice—the death of Mahisasura— 
just as the Vastupurusa is slain in order to sustain the temple. A sac
rifice is a common, dependable source ofpratiffha .37 Moreover, the 
basic aggression against the god breaks through all attempts to 
mask it. On the one hand, the goddess—identified as the phallic 
sword, and thus apparently regarded as in some sense bisexual— 
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cleaves the mountain that is the body of the god. The violent god
dess is then absorbed in the androgyne, her double nature thus per
sisting in a new form. On the other hand, Mahiga's real identity is 
never really in doubt. 

The identification of Siva and Mahiga is at its most explicit in a 
myth from the Kalikapurana (from the region of Assam): 

Ugracaij^a killed Mahigasura in one of his births, and Bhadra-
kali killed him in a second. In his third birth as a buffalo, he 
had a dream in which he saw the goddess drinking his blood 
after cleaving his head with her sword. When he woke, he 
worshiped the goddess and told her of his dream, and he also 
told her that he had been cursed by Katyayana to be killed by a 
woman, because he had distracted a pupil of that sage with a 
beautiful image of a woman. Mahiga asked the goddess for 
two boons: a share of the sacrifice, and the joy of never depart
ing from her feet. She said, "The sacrifice has already been di
vided among the gods, and there is no portion left; but I grant 
you your second wish." Then she struck him and cut off his 
head. When he beheld his own buffalo-body pierced by the 
trident and spurting forth blood, he was very frightened, and 
he cried to her, "If the portions of the sacrifice have already 
been assigned, let me be killed at another time, and may I 
never quarrel with the gods." She replied, "I granted your 
former wish, and now you must be killed. You will not quar
rel with the gods, and since you have touched my feet, your 
body will not be shattered, and you will have a share of the 
sacrifice."38 

The exclusion from the sacrifice and the struggle to obtain a share 
are classic Saiva themes, the underlying basis of the Vastospati and 
Dakga myths (with the associated theme of punishment of incest). 
Mahi$a seeks, and in death achieves, a portion of the sacrifice, just 
as Sthapu is granted his unique share in the epic Dakga myth,39 and 
Vigpu, decapitated by the ants, wins the "end of the sacrifice."40 

But the Kalikapurat}a then proceeds to make the implicit corre
spondence of Siva and Mahigasura explicit, for the listener (Sagara) 
asks: Many demons have been killed by the goddess Maya without 
receiving boons; why did this demon receive a boon? The narrator 
(Aurva) replies: 

Mahiga was granted his wish because he was Siva. The demon 
Rambha propitiated Siva, and the god promised that he would 
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become his son in three births. Rambha saw a buffalo cow 
(mahifi) and made love to it; that buffalo cow was Siva, who 
gave birth to himself as Mahiga. This happened in three sepa
rate births. Therefore the goddess accepted Mahiga, who was 
Mahadeva himself.41 

Siva as the buffalo is also said to have become the vahana of the 
goddess, for Vi^ju as a lion was incapable of carrying her.42 Van 
Kooij rightly notes that the point of this statement is to stress the 
fierce character of the goddess, for the buffalo is usually the vehicle 
of Yama, who rules the dead.43 For the same reason, the myth of 
Devi's killing of Mahija has been interpreted as a Sakta parallel to 
Siva's destruction of Death (Siva as Mjtyunjaya, Kalantaka).44 This 
interpretation finds no real support in the texts, except in the sense 
that Mahija, through dying, attains a higher, more permanent, or 
more powerful existence. 

Such a notion would, of course, be suited to an exegesis of the 
myth in terms of sacrifice. I have already suggested that a sacrificial 
scheme is implicit in the Tamil myths of Siva's marriage to the dark 
goddess; since Mahisa carries the burden of Siva's role in many of 
the versions, we must now investigate the connection between the 
buffalo and the sacrifice. The ritual of buffalo sacrifice is undoubt
edly an underlying force in the Mahija myth; in south Indian vil
lages, the buffalo is still a favored sacrificial victim. In the village 
sacrifices, a special role is reserved for the buffalo's head, which 
may be offered to the goddess, carried in procession, or used in 
connection with boundary rites;45 in the Tamil myths, DevI stands 
on the demon's head as she decapitates him, and she discovers the 
crystal Imga on his neck. Let us recall that in the Devlmahatmya the 
demon is said to have been killed while half-emerging from his 
own mouth.46 Both texts and rituals thus seem to affirm the crucial 
importance of the "head of the sacrifice,"47 which we may connect 
to the "end of the sacrifice," the remainder (vastu), the seed.48 In 
this symbolic range, the crystal linga on Mahija's neck has a natural 
place as a symbol of his seed and vital force, just as it suggests his 
true identity; similarly, in a myth from Andhra, Skanda is able to 
overcome Taraka only by smashing the lifiga the demon wears 
upon his throat.49 By taking the linga, Devi thus draws to herself 
the concentrated power and vitality of the buffalo. This transfer of 
power entails an interesting reversal in the traditional role of the 
goddess: we are accustomed to think of the goddess as providing 
the god with power (sakti); but, if our reading is correct, in the buf-
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falo myth she drains the male of his strength. Surely this is the sig
nificance of the closely related (though later) icons that show Kali 
treading on the corpse of Siva, her tongue thrust out to receive his 
blood.*0 In the village rituals of the south, the blood of the sacrifi
cial victim—often a buffalo—is drunk precisely in order to transfer 
its strength to the participants. 

Why is the buffalo chosen for the sacrifice? In the earliest Tamil 
sources, the buffalo is clearly a symbol of power. Attached to the 
poetry of war we find the theme oferumaimaram, Buffalo's Valor, 
exemplified by the hero who takes a bold stand in battle against a 
flood of enemies and weapons that threatens to overwhelm him.51 

The same sense of the buffalo's power underlies the sacred status of 
the buffalo in Toda myth and ritual,52 and it is hard to escape the 
feeling that the Todas have preserved in this, as in other instances, 
an archaic feature of south Indian culture. As the very epitome of 
power, the buffalo thus fits admirably into a myth describing the 
transfer of power from the male to the goddess. 

The Tamil myths of Mahijasura and the related village iituals 
may thus retain the ancient image of the buffalo, which Brahmin-
ism has demoted in favor of the present focus on the cow and the 
bull. The male god in the villages of south India is still often a Buf
falo King (Potu Raja in the Telugu areas and parts of Tamilnatu). 
Sometimes he is the husband of the goddess.53 In the sacrificial 
rituals a buffalo is married to the goddess, and after the sacrifice the 
wedding ceremony is repeated with a new buffalo, lest she be left a 
widow.54 The sacrifice of the consort of the goddess then has to be 
explained by a myth: 

A Paraiyan passed himself off as a Brahmin in a foreign village 
and was given the daughter of a blind karrtam (accountant) as 
his wife. The Brahmin wife discovered by chance that her 
husband was an outcaste, so she burned herself alive by setting 
fire to her house. After her death she appeared as a goddess to 
the villagers and instructed them to behead her husband, put 
one of his legs in his mouth, the fat of his stomach on his head, 
and a lighted lamp on top. After being sacrificed in this way, 
the husband was reborn as a buffalo, and therefore a buffalo is 
sacrificed to the village goddess at ceremonies in which the de
scendants of the couple play a part.55 

Unlike the puranic accounts, this myth attaches sin not to the 
goddess—who burns herself to death, just as SatI enters the fire of 
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her father's sacrifice—but to her husband-victim, whose murder is 
thereby rationalized. Note again the association of Brahmins and 
outcastes, the two groups that specialize—from different perspec
tives!—in the manipulation of sacred power;56 both Brahmins and 
Paraiyans are here linked to the buffalo sacrifice. The blindness 
which causes Devi's descent to earth in the first place in the Tamil 
Mahiga myths is here ascribed not to her husband but to her father. 

This plot motif is the final element of the Mahiga myths that calls 
for comment in this context. It is by no means limited to these 
myths: in fact, the blinding of the deity is seemingly the most fre
quently encountered cause for Devi's descent to earth in Tamil 
texts.57 There are several variations on this theme: Devi steals up 
behind Siva and covers his eyes with her hands in sport (sometimes 
in retaliation for a similar prank played on her by her husband);58 

Devi hides the god's eyes to prevent him from seeing the nakedsak-

tiss9 or Tilottama;60 she blinds him in order to test the truth of his 
claim to support the world by the light of his eyes;61 on her wed
ding night, Parvati is ashamed and puts her hands over Siva's eyes, 
but to her chagrin his third eye gazes at her.62 The blinded god 
gives birth to the blind demon Andhaka, who is burned by Siva's 
third eye because of his lust for Parvati; reduced to a skeleton, An
dhaka receives the form of Siva and joins his hosts.63 Andhaka is 
punished for an excess of lust, while his other form, Bhrngin, suf
fers the same fate for the opposite reason: Bhjmgin refused to wor
ship Devi, so she withered his body, but Siva gave him a third leg 
to support his weight.64 The third leg, like Siva's third eye (which 
Andhaka also comes to possess), has obvious erotic associations, 
and the Bhpngin story is told to explain the origin of the an
drogyne.65 

In the Andhaka myth, blindness is a metaphor for lust,66 but it 
more often has an antierotic force in the myths. Given the phallic 
symbolism of eyes in Saivism—especially of the third eye, which, 
as we shall see, is linked with the south Indian motif of the third 
breast—blindness may be regarded as substituting for castration in 
some of these stories.67 The myth of Cyavana and Sukanya lends 
support to this suggestion: Cyavana was performing tapas in an 
anthill; Sukanya, the daughter of King Saryati, saw his eyes glow
ing from within the anthill and pierced them with a thorn. Cyavana 
cursed the soldiers of Saryati to be unable to urinate or defecate, 
and the king gave him Sukanya as his wife; the Asvins tried to 
make her leave her old, blind husband for one of them, but when 
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V. Ardhanarisvara: a three-headed androgyne. 
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she stood fast by her husband they took him into the water, and he 
emerged young, his sight and his virility simultaneously restored.68 

Elsewhere blindness is linked with death: devotees of Bhagavati 
walk to her temple in Kallil with their eyes shut tight, for they die if 
they see anything before they see the goddess.69 More common is 
the reverse: all who beheld the carving of the goddess in the Kolli 
hills were certain to die.70 It is death to see the Seven Maidens in 
their procession with horses and torches.71 Another myth from 
Assam applies this motif to the head-sacrifice, which we have seen 
to be a characteristic feature of Devi myths:72 

At the time of the evening prayer, the goddess danced within 
the closed doors of her temple. A king desired to see her dance 
and asked the chief priest to help him. The priest made a hole 
in the wall, and the king peeped through. His eyes caught the 
eyes of the goddess, and she became furious and tore off the 
head of the priest. Ever since the king and his descendants 
never look even at the hill of the goddess; if they must pass by 
it, they cover themselves with umbrellas.73 

The penalty is transferred from the king to the priest, but it retains 
its force as a threat to the king's offspring. The punishment of death 
is incurred by the king's attempt to overcome a form of blindness— 
his inability to see the goddess—and to achieve this he must destroy 
the wholeness of the goddess's protective enclosure. 

Why does seeing the goddess entail punishment? The motif may 
be linked to the prohibition on witnessing the sexual act, a theme 
of considerable importance in Hindu mythology.74 Thus IJa 
(Sudyumna) is transformed from a man into a woman—that is, 
castrated—for stepping into a grove in which Siva had been making 
love to Parvati; the real cause of this transformation is put back in 
time and transferred to a group of sages: Sanaka and other sages 
came upon Siva and Parvati while they were making love in that 
grove; Parvati was ashamed and hastily covered her nakedness, and 
Siva promised that from then on any man who entered the grove 
would become a woman.75 There are many variations on this 
theme. Siva and Parvati die of shame when the gods and sages sur
prise them in the act of intercourse.76 Arjuna leaves for pilgrimage 
when he violates the pact of the Papdava brothers and sees Yudhig-
thira with Draupadi.77 Closely allied to the Ila myth just mentioned 
is the myth of IJa's son Pururavas, who is deserted by Urvasi when 
she sees his nakedness.78 In folk variants, the hero steals the clothes 
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of Indra's daughter; she calls him to look back, and when he turns 
to see the naked goddess he is paralyzed.79 Kubera is blinded in his 
left eye when he sees the goddess together with Siva and asks who 
she is (or, in other versions, wonders what she has done to merit 
being united with the god).80 The same pattern obtains in a late 
temple legend from Andhra: 

The treasurer of King K [-^nadevaraya used the king's funds to 
construct a temple at Lepakgi. While he was supervising the 
completion of the kalyarfamar}4apa (where the divine marriage 
is performed), the king returned and found his treasury empty. 
The king ordered that the treasurer be blinded in punishment, 
and, being a loyal servant, the man dashed out his eyes on the 
spot. The stains from his eyes are still evident on the wall near 
the unfinished kalyarfamarffapa; hence the village is known as 
Lepakgi ("eye of the staining").81 

The appropriation of a king's treasures by a devotee of the god who 
uses them for a pious purpose is a common motif.82 Yet it is hardly 
by chance that the treasurer is blinded while constructing the 
kalyawmari4apa, the site of the wedding of the god and his consort. 
The union of the divine couple is not to be witnessed even by their 
devotees.83 

But what of those instances where the goddess is alone? Here the 
forbidden vision itself may be tantamount to union. Let us take a 
popular example that elucidates this motif. While a sculptor was 
polishing an image of a queen of Tirumalai Nayakkar in the 
Putumantapam at Maturai, a splinter of stone fell from the thigh of 
the image. Nilakapthadlkjitar, the minister of the king, suggested 
that the loss of the splinter was due to divine intervention aimed at 
reproducing a defect actually found on the queen's body; the king 
angrily ordered his minister blinded for this remark.84 The image 
has become more than a symbol; it appears to be invested with life, 
and in this way to be wholly identified with the person or deity it 
represents.85 To see the image is thus to behold the naked queen; 
and to behold the queen is to defile her. For the same reason it is for
bidden to see the Seven Maidens in their nocturnal procession—the 
human vision will destroy their virginity, and union with the vir
gin goddess means death. The myth from Assam may be under
stood in the light of this interpretation: here the seductive goddess 
dances alone, without a consort, within the confines of her shrine; 
and, although our version of the myth fails to state this plainly, we 
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may deduce that here, as at Kanniyakumari, the source of the god
dess's attraction and power is her virginity, which must not be 
shattered even by sight. One way to safeguard her virginity and at 
the same time to circumscribe the terrible energy she derives from 
it is to lock her in an invulnerable enclosure. The bolted doors of 
the sanctuary may themselves symbolize virginity, as in the earliest 
Tamil love poetry, where the lover must break down the locked 
door of his beloved.86 For it is the virgin goddess who is the true 
siren, seductive, powerful, and dangerous. The god who desires 
her must face the threat of death at her hands; in the end, either he 
dies—as in the myth of Mahija and in several of the folk variants 
from other shrines—or he tames his fearful bride.87 

The choice of the motif of blinding as the introduction to the 
Mahipa myth now seems more intelligible. There is no reason to 
believe its use here was an accident; in effect, the Tamil versions 
have prefixed a weakened multiform of the myth to a rendering 
characterized by the survival of archaic elements. Siva's blindness 
adumbrates Mahiga's violent death. Blindness suggests the castra
tion or immolation consequent upon union with the dark virgin. It 
remains for us now to outline the permutations of the components 
of the myth as isolated in our analysis. In particular, we will be 
concerned with the theme of the locked sanctuary of the goddess, 
which the folk tradition knows as the sealed shrine of the dangerous 
KalL This image provides an important clue to understanding the 
myths of the main goddess of Maturai, Minakji, who, as we shall 
see, may be directly linked with the murderess of Mahija from 
Tiruvannamalai. 

5. THE SEALED SHRINE: MINAKJI OF MATURAI 

The motif of the locked shrine brings us back to the basic idea of 
limits imposed on a concentration of power. We have seen this idea 
expressed in the structure of the south Indian temple: at the center 
of the temple lies a focus of violent power, which may be associated 
with the sacrifice at which death is traded for life; this power is cir
cumscribed by the temple walls and located within a ritually or
dered universe. The inner sanctum—the garbhagfha, the "womb" 
where the deity is conceived anew—is not alone as a symbol of 
bounded power in the shrine; the tree with its roots sunk in the 
nether world, and the temple tank, which draws its water from the 
realm of primordial chaos, are part of the same pattern of chaos 
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subdued by order. The strict limits applied to the sacred force de
tach the shrine from the surrounding, less ordered sphere, which is 
saturated with impurity and evil—in contrast with the pure, har
monious realm within the temple walls. Death exists on the out
side, but has no power within the shrine. The idea of limitation is 
joined to the guiding principle of separation in this scheme; the sa
cred power is controlled, and in this way made auspicious and ac
cessible to the pilgrim, while its separation from the outside world 
creates a zone of purity. The essential ambivalence of the shrine 
emerges clearly at this point: the shrine is power preserved intact 
and made useful through limitation; and the shrine is also the point 
at which power is finally deprived of its link with pollution, with 
evil, with death and rebirth, and at which an other-worldly, abso
lute ideal of purity is achieved.1 The south Indian temple is thus 
both an intensified but bounded expression of the violent power 
manifest in the world as a whole, and a symbol of total independ
ence and detachment, of eternity as opposed to degenerative time; 
again we are reminded of Turner's description of the pilgrimage 
site as a place and moment both "in and out of time."2 If this am
bivalence is never completely resolved in favor of one of the two 
poles—-just as the tension between the goals of purity and power 
reflects a fundamental problem of the Hindu tradition generally3— 
it nevertheless behooves us to recall the overwhelmingly practical, 
this-worldly orientation of the south Indian pilgrims. For them, the 
sacred power at the heart of the shrine is the primary goal. The 
point which I wish to stress here is that the temple wall that de
limits the boundaries of the sacred site serves both facets of the 
temple's nature: the wall is a symbol of limitation and control, and 
it is also the means of enforcing the separation that leads to purity.4 

This fundamental importance of the enclosing wall was seen ear
lier in the myths of ramparts and the flood. It appears in an equally 
striking manner in the motif of the locked or sealed shrine. The 
locked doors of the shrine symbolize the integrity of the enclosure 
and the complete detachment of the bounded microcosm inside. 
There are many stories of locked temples, in addition to those asso
ciated with the goddess. For example, the poet-saint Appar is said 
to have opened the bolted doors of the shrine at Vetarapiyam 
(Tirumaraikka(u, "Forest of the Vedas") by singing a Tamil hymn 
to Siva.5 In this story the opening of the shrine suggests an opening 
up of divine knowledge; the Vedas are assimilated to the locked 
doors,6 and the bhakti hymn thus makes the hitherto remote and 
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esoteric wisdom the subject of an immediate revelation.7 This re
sult is in line with the bhakti poets' demand for an immediate, un
qualified salvation in this life;8 hence the reversal of the classical 
view of knowledge as something hidden away, like the deity hid
den in the dark center of the shrine. At Vetarapiyam the isolation of 
the sacred site is impaired; but following Appar's success in open
ing the doors, Tirunanacampantar is said to have made the doors 
close again by singing another hymn. Ever since then, the doors of 
the shrine there have opened and closed like those of other tem
ples.9 Mqst south Indian temples are locked up at certain times dur
ing the day (usually mid-day, and again at night);10 anyone who 
has traveled to pilgrimage sites in this area knows the experience of 
arriving at a locked shrine and waiting for the local priests to arrive 
to open it. Village shrines are sometimes left locked for long peri
ods because of rivalries between opposing factions, or in connec
tion with legal disputes and the search for justice;11 we shall see a 
famous example of this theme in a moment. 

The motif of the sealed shrine is, however, most prominent in 
the mythology of the goddess. The locked doors of Devi's shrine 
represent her virginity, that is, the state in which her sacred power 
is intact and therefore strongest. The following discussion will deal 
primarily with two major themes connected to this motif—the ter
rible consequences of breaking into the locked sanctuary of the 
goddess; and (a theme that will be developed further in our next 
section) the possibility of excluding the violent goddess from her 
own shrine. 

The image of the locked shrine may be traced back in Tamil to 
the classical epic, the Cilappatikaram: a Brahmin was unjustly 
thrown into prison in the Panfiya land, so the goddess Aiyai would 
not open the doors of her temple. The king investigated the matter 
and made amends, and the heavy doors of the shrine opened with a 
noise heard throughout the streets of ancient Kutal (Maturai).12 As 
we shall see, the locked shrine is particularly important in the 
Maturai tradition. The closing of a shrine is also associated with a 
miscarriage of justice in the story of one of the most violent of all 
Tamil goddesses: 

A Brahmin squandered his wealth on a dancing girl in Kanci, 
neglecting his wife. When he ran out of funds, he coveted the 
ornaments belonging to his wife; he coaxed her to come with 
him from her parents' home to Kanci, and on the way he killed 
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her and the child in her womb by pushing her into a well. On 
his way to hide the jewels he had taken from her, a serpent bit 
him and he died. 

The Brahmin was reborn as a merchant with a magic sword 
to protect him from all evil. ParvatI took the form of Nili, a 
demoness roaming the forest of Alaiikatu, in order to take re
venge for the murder of his wife. Although advised never to 
go north, the merchant went to Palaiyanur to buy jewelry, 
leaving his wife in the forest when she grew tired on the way. 
Nlli made his wife reveal the name of her husband and, armed 
with this information, appeared before a court of seventy VeJ-
alas in Pajaiyanur to lay claim to the man as her husband. She 
convinced them of her identity by uttering his name, but the 
merchant knew her for a demoness determined to take his life. 
"No wife of mine would thus utter my name," he cried in de
spair to the VeJaJas; and, since the sun was setting and no deci
sion had yet been reached, they locked the couple up in the 
temple of KalI for the night, having first made the merchant 
relinquish his magic sword to Nili, and having signed a docu
ment giving their own lives as surety for his. 

Nili killed the merchant and escaped by way of the gopura. 
When the VeJalas came to the temple in the morning, they 
were unable to open the door. They prayed to Kali; suddenly 
the door opened, and inside they found the disembowelled 
body of the merchant. Nili took the form of an old woman 
claiming to be the merchant's mother; the VeJaJas were forced 
to produce the document they had signed, and, true to their 
word, all seventy entered the fire.13 

Nili (< ntla, "dark blue"), a dark goddess like Painiiili of the 
Mahisasura myth, is locked in her temple by the community rather 
than locking herself in, although the VeJaJas are unable to open the 
door in the morning without the aid of the goddess (Kali / Nili). The 
stimulus is an act of injustice, and the closing of the doors brings 
revenge, at the distance of a generation from the crime. The re
venge, in fact, leads to a still more gruesome sacrifice when the 
goddess, apparently unsatisfied with her primary victim, forces the 
seventy truthful VeJaJas into the fire. There is a link with the ap
pearance of this theme—the locked shrine and the miscarriage of 
justice—in the Cilappatikaram, for mention there of the closing of 
the temple of Aiyai is immediately followed by the story of Nili's 
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curse: Nili, the wife of a man unjustly killed in the presence of the 
king of Kalinga, cursed the perpetrator of the deed to suffer the 
same fate in a future birth.14 Hence, according to this passage, the 
events narrated in the Tamil epic: 

Kovalan was married to the beautiful Kawaki, but he spent all 
his wealth on the dancing-girl Matavi. After a quarrel with 
Matavi, Kovalan returned penniless to his wife. Together they 
set out for Maturai, where Kovalan hoped to sell Kaijijaki's 
anklet (cilampu). A goldsmith who had stolen a similar anklet 
belonging to the Panfiya queen accused Kovalan of the theft; 
the Panpya king believed his false testimony and ordered 
Kovalan's execution. Kannaki, learning of his death, came to 
the court of the king and proved his innocence. The king died 
of grief at the injustice he had committed. Then the furious 
Kawaki tore off her left breast and hurled it at the ancient city 
of Maturai, and the city was destroyed by fire.15 

Kovalan is identified by the epic with the murderer of Caiikaman, 
the husband of Nili, by whose curse he was forced to undergo the 
same punishment. There are other close similarities between the 
story of the epic and the myth of Palaiyanur Nili: both share the 
motif of a husband's impoverishment by a prostitute; in both the 
husband dies as he is disposing of his wife's jewelry, and false ac
cusations are believed with fatal consequences.16 There is also a Jain 
story about yet another Nili, again in a south Indian source: here 
Nili is a chaste wife falsely accused by her (Buddhist) husband; she 
proves her chastity with the help of a friendly deity, who closes the 
gates of the city and informs the king in a dream that only a chaste 
woman will be able to cause them to open; Nili, alone among the 
women of the city, is able to pass through the gates.17 The locking 
of the temple of the goddess is replaced in the Jain story by the seal
ing of the city gates. 

Nili, or Nilakeci, was the ancient goddess of Palaiyanur near 
Tiruvalankatu.18 Her name was apparently so closely linked with 
violence that the Jain author of the tenth-century work Nilakeci 

chose her to represent an extreme example of successful conver
sion: when a Jain sage persuaded people to stop offering blood sac
rifices to Kali, that goddess called upon Nilakeci of the south to act 
against him—but Nilakeci was herself converted to nonviolence!19 

The Jain polemical poet clearly wanted to present as striking a suc
cess story as possible. For our purposes here it is important to note 
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that it is as the wife of the protagonist that Nili claims his life in the 
final form of the major myth from Palaiyanur. The merchant dies 
at the hands of the goddess upon being forced to enter her shrine; 
once again the goddess is the aggressive bearer of the sword, which 
in this case she acquires from her victim. To enter Kali's temple is 
to die. In other myths from this site, the conflict is between Nili 
and Siva, who overcomes the dangerous, destructive goddess in a 
dance contest.20 The fierce goddess of Pa]aiyaniir must be tamed by 
her husband.21 In a hagiographic variant of this myth, the ancient 
demoness (pey) of this region is identified with Karaikkalammaiyar 
who, as a withered, skeletal devotee of Siva, is the eternal witness 
to his dance.22 The woman devotee, or the tame wife, represent the 
second stage adopted by the Tamil myths, the stage in which the 
god's participation in violence is ruled out and the divine marriage 
takes a new, harmonious form. Entering the sanctuary—that is, 
union with the dark virgin—means castration or death for the male; 
if this result is to be avoided, the violent goddess must be brought 
under control. 

The closing of Kali's shrine is, of course, in itself a symbol of 
control and limitation. We have here a basic type of myth, in which 
the dangerous goddess or woman is shut into a container. Thus the 
goddess Kulumayiyamman committed such atrocities that her 
worshipers put her in a box and dropped her in the Kaviri.23 Sari-
kara is said to have thrown the goddess of Tiruvorriyur into a 
well.24 Durga was set adrift on the river in an iron box that 
miraculously did not sink.25 A Brahmin caused a Paraiya girl he 
was fated to marry to be shut in a box and floated down the river 
after having a nail driven into her head.26 Alii, the Amazon queen 
of Maturai, was caught in a tiger's cage by Sahadeva during her war 
against the Pandavas; thus trapped, she was forced to become Ar-
juna's bride.27 According to a Telugu folk version of the Ramayatia, 
Sita was born in a lotus pond in Laiika and discovered by Ray ana; 
the astrologers predicted that the city would be destroyed if Sita 
remained there, so the child goddess was locked in a box and 
pushed into the sea.28 A parallel use of the motif, this time with 
reference to male deities, occurs in the MayUiravartankatai: here the 
demon Mayiliravanan locks up Rama and Lakgmaija in a box and 
carries them off to Patalalaiika.29 There is also the Tortoise Prince 
of Tamil folklore, who is hidden by his mother in a box;30 and the 
sage Saptavadhri, whose enemies placed him in a box at night to 
keep him from his wife, and who was rescued by the Asvins and 
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united with his wife until, at dawn, he chose to return to the box.31 

Arjuna, a representative of the serpent-deity ofMaturai, is brought 
by Kjrjpa in a box to the court of Alli.32 

In all these myths, the box motif expresses an underlying concept 
of control. Power, especially the power located in the goddess or 
woman, is contained within strict, tangible limits, just as the sacred 
forces residing in the shrine are bounded by the walls. In the case of 
Alii, the queen of Maturai, incarceration in a tiger's cage makes her 
into an acceptable, passive bride33—here the idea of control is obvi
ous. It may be significant that it is Sahadeva who traps Alli in the 
cage, for Sahadeva is, in the Sanskrit epic, a symbol of the Hindu 
home and family;34 the confined queen may be implicitly compared 
to the chaste wife in her domestic, carefully limited state. As 
Brenda Beck and George Hart have noticed, Tamil sources often 
homologize woman to culture, while man is homologized to na
ture;35 a woman, that is, must be removed from her natural state, 
in which she is dangerous, and bound to her domestic, cultured 
roles. The box or cage are adequate symbols of the control so des
perately sought. But the goddess in the box is also a symbol of 
virginity and of violence preserved intact. Disaster befalls the man 
who dares to open the box. 

Shutting the goddess in a container is thus an attempt to solve the 
problem of her dangerous energy. On the one hand, the goddess in 
the box is a classic image of one of the predominant concerns of 
Tamil culture, indeed of Hindu culture generally—the channeling 
and control of potentially dangerous forces. On the other hand, the 
limitation of power does not eradicate its basic nature, and the clas
sical Hindu tradition proclaims the ideal of transcending power al
together in order to rid oneself of the contamination inevitably con
sequent upon the use of power. Insofar as the sacred site becomes a 
concrete symbol of the desired state of total purity and transcend
ence, its relationship with the goddess, the embodiment of power, 
must be transformed. Some Tamil myths therefore attempt to re
move the goddess from her own home. Kali's exile—not, this time, 
from heaven, but from her native, terrestrial zone of power— 
sometimes accompanies Siva's marriage to the golden, passive 
Gauri. We will return to this theme. Here we may observe the 
motif of Kali's exclusion from her own shrine in a folktale from 
Ramnad District, which makes use of the marriage motifs studied 
earlier, but which reverses the image of the sealed shrine: 
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The king of Tevai had a son named Subuddhi, and his minister 
had a son named Durbuddhi. The two boys were close friends, 
although the prince believed that "Virtue alone conquers," 
while the minister's son's motto was "Evil alone conquers." 
While they were still boys, Durbuddhi exacted a promise from 
his friend that if he ever married, Durbuddhi would have the 
right to spend a night with his wife. One day the lads followed 
a deer deep into the forest. There, by the side of a tank, Dur
buddhi tore out his friend's eyes, filled the sockets with sand, 
and ran away. 

Subuddhi crawled to the far side of the tank, where he dis
covered by touch the entrance to a temple of Kali. He entered 
the shrine and locked the door behind him. When KalI re
turned to find herself locked out of her own temple, she 
threatened to kill the usurper. Subuddhi refused to allow her 
entrance until she restored his sight; having no choice, she 
finally agreed. 

After some months Kali sent the prince to the kingdom of 
the Kaviri, whose princess she had stricken with smallpox and 
blinded because the king had lapsed in his devotion to the god
dess. With Kali's aid Subuddhi cured the princess and married 
her. Years later Durbuddhi happened to come to the Kaviri 
kingdom; the prince forgave him and made him his minister, 
but Durbuddhi once again plotted against him, slandering him 
to the old king. The king believed Durbuddhi and ordered the 
execution of his son-in-law and his daughter. Learning of this, 
Durbuddhi hastened to claim his right to spend a night with 
his friend's wife, before the opportunity passed forever; but 
the princess substituted her foster sister for herself, and by mis
take the king's executioners killed Durbuddhi and the surro
gate bride.36 

Kali is locked out of, rather than into, her shrine, but the opening 
of the doors still leads to the restoration of vision and the consum
mation of a marriage, as we would expect from our analysis of 
the box motif. Only the hero's direct encounter with violence is al
tered: if breaking into the shrine is equivalent to the forbidden vi
sion of the virgin, and hence to a fatal union, here it is not the 
prince but his evil alter ego who experiences the Liebestod. Dur
buddhi dies through satisfying his lust. Note the doubling of the 
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blinding/restoration sequence, which applies to both Subuddhi and 
his bride. Smallpox and blindness are both associated with an ex
cess of heat or violent power emanating from the dark goddess;37 

they are reversed here through the exclusion of Kali from her 
shrine, that is, by establishing new limits for the exercise of her 
power. This new demarcation does not persist in the folktale—KalI 
is allowed back into her shrine in exchange for her help; but in sev
eral myths she is relegated permanently to the periphery.38 Kali's 
power must be regulated and bound to its proper place. In another 
tale, a prince wins the Pomegranate Maiden by the same device 
used by Subuddhi: he enters Kali's shrine by night, while the god
dess is out wandering in the forests, and locks the door; when she 
returns at sunrise, she has to promise to help him before he will let 
her in.39 The dark, virgin goddess is forced to provide her devotee 
with a bride. 

In one crucial point, the folktale deviates from the myth—by fail
ing to identify the dark goddess herself as the bride. This suggests 
an important distinction with reference to the structure of the tradi
tion. The folktale abstracts elements of myth and uses them for its 
own purposes; the puranas, in giving local myths their final, 
"Sanskritized" forms, distort ancient images and blunt their force. 
Where, then, do the archaic strands of myth survive? Sometimes 
the hints retained in the puramc versions can be elucidated with the 
help of the remarkably conservative substratum of popular var
iants, the living folk versions of the myths. Let us look, for exam
ple, at one such version of the goddess myth from Maturai: 

Once the wicked, arrogant Pantiya king closed the temple of 
Mina(ciyamman, the local goddess. Enraged, the goddess 
took the form of a child wearing a bracelet exactly like one that 
belonged to the queen. The king found the child in the palace 
and wished to adopt her, but the astrologers warned that evil 
would result, so she was put in a basket and cast into the river. 
She was fished out by a merchant, who named her Kapnaki 
and brought her up. Siva became incarnate as a merchant from 
Kavirippumpattinam; hearing of the girl's mysterious origin, 
he married her. He became poor and, ignoring his wife's pleas, 
went to Maturai to sell her bracelet; some days before this, the 
queen had lost her bracelet, and the merchant was therefore ac
cused of stealing it, brought before the king and executed. 
Kaiinaki learned of his fate and came to Maturai to take re-
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venge; assuming the form of Durga, she killed the king. 
"Since then she has been worshipped by the people. The 
slaughter of the Pandian created in her a desire for bloodshed, 
and she is now a deity whom it is thought prudent to pro
pitiate."40 

The locked enclosure of the goddess appears twice, first as the 
closed temple of Minakgi, then as the basket in which the infant is 
sent down the river; other versions substitute a golden box for the 
basket, possibly through the influence of the important motif of the 
golden seed in a pot.41 The locking of the shrine has become a prel
ude to a truncated version of the Cilappatikaram story, and Mlnakjl, 
the goddess of Maturai, is equated with the epic heroine Kannaki, 
who takes the form of Durga.42 The first victim of MInakjI/ 
Kaooaki's plan of revenge is none other than Siva, who has become 
Kannaki's earthly husband (Kovalan). So, indirectly, the goddess 
kills her consort—but let us go a step at a time. The slaying of 
Kovalan I Siva is doubled in other folk versions: in addition to his 
execution for allegedly stealing the anklet (bracelet), there is a simi
lar episode that serves to introduce the story: 

An oil merchant vowed to light a lamp for Kali with a pot of 
oil if he managed to sell nine hundred ninety-nine pots of oil. 
He succeeded in selling the required number, but he discov
ered the KalI temple locked by the king because his wife had 
been childless for twelve years. The doors were not to be 
opened, on pain of death. Because of his vow, the merchant 
went in anyway to light the lamp; consequently, both he and 
his wife were beheaded before the goddess by royal command. 
The king's wife then became pregnant; Kali herself placed the 
seed in her womb. The oil merchant was reborn as Kovalan, 
and his wife was born as Matavi.43 

Once again death (by beheading!) is the penalty for opening the 
shrine of the goddess and for lighting the lamp, that is, for over
coming blindness I darkness. The slain oil merchant is identified 
with Kovalan, the next victim, whom these versions also associate 
with Siva.44 This episode, built around the pattern of the intrusion 
into the inviolable sanctuary, thus strengthens our suspicions that 
an older level of myth is involved. But this is not all. The king 
locks the goddess out for a reason other than simple pride or 
jealousy (which explains his action in Whitehead's account): Kali 
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has refused him offspring from his wife.45 Although the king's act 
is ostensibly hostile to the goddess, in effect he overcomes the curse 
of barrenness by sacrificing the oil merchant to Kali. There is a 
precedent for his action in the uraiperukaffurai, which was prefixed 
to the Cilappatikaram by an anonymous editor. There, sacrifice to 
Kaonaki releases not seed but rain: the Papfiya kingdom was 
stricken by drought, famine, fever, and plague; King Verriver-
celiyan pacified (canti ceyya) the Lady (narikai, that is, Kanijaki) with 
the sacrifice of a thousand goldsmiths, and rain came.46 

The Paotiya king is clearly a pivotal figure in the folk versions of 
the Maturai myth; it is by his orders that the oil merchant and 
Kovalan are killed, while he himself remains the final and principal 
victim of the goddess's revenge. It is in this light that we must note 
the myth of Minak$fs marriage as recorded in the "official" puranic 
accounts from Maturai: 

The king of Maturai had no children. He performed ninety-
nine horse-sacrifices, and Indra, alarmed lest he be driven from 
heaven, advised the king to perform a sacrifice to obtain a son. 
The sacrifice was carefully executed according to the rules, but 
to the amazement of all a girl with three breasts appeared in
stead of the longed-for son. "What have I done wrong?" cried 
the king; "all my enemies will laugh when they hear of the 
third breast on this girl." A voice from heaven reassured him: 
"Perform all the ceremonies as if she were a son. Her breast 
will disappear when she finds her husband." 

The girl was brought up as if she were a boy and, when her 
father died, she ascended the throne, to the delight of the fierce 
goddess whose spear seeks the flesh of enemies. She set out to 
conquer the world. Having overcome several armies, she came 
with her troops to Kailasa. The army of Siva fought with her 
and began to lose. Siva himself took the field of battle. As soon 
as she caught sight of him, her third breast disappeared, and, 
overcome with modesty, innocence, and shyness, she began to 
scrape the ground shyly with her toe. One of the attendants 
who remembered the voice from heaven that had spoken at 
her birth approached her and said, "Lady, this man is your 
bridegroom." The princess took Siva to Maturai and married 
him there, and the god reigned as Cuntarapantiyan.47 

The goddess is emphatically said to have preceded the god in 
Maturai; indeed, she attracts him to the site, which is her home and 
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kingdom. Here, as in the traditions of other Tamil shrines, the 
chthonic, ancient character of the goddess is proclaimed. It is sig
nificant that MInakjI, the three-breasted goddess, discovers her 
husband in battle. By marriage she is transformed from a violent 
multiform of Korravai, the goddess of war, into a gentle wife, just 
as Nlli of Tiruvalankatu is tamed by the dance.48 And it is as the 
Parftiya king that Siva is the husband of the goddess of Maturai. 

Here, then, is the missing link with the folk versions of the 
myth, which have conflated Siva's role as Paijtiyan with his iden
tification with Kovalan, the slain protagonist of the epic. Siva as 
PaiJtiyan dies for locking the sanctuary, while as oil merchant he 
dies for entering it. Again the male is split and his role distributed, 
as in the buffalo myth from Tiruvaotjamalai, but here all suffer the 
same fate. Still we may ask why the folk variants never explicitly 
identify the king with Siva, since, after all, the Pantiyan remains the 
direct object of Kali's wrath. Two partial answers may be sug
gested. In the first place, the purapic reworking of the myth may 
itself have affected the folk versions. The puranic myths of MInakjI 
and Siva-Cuntarapantiyan, which supply Siva's role as king of 
Maturai, always end with the defeat of the goddess by her divine 
spouse. In other words, the puraijic accounts adopt the theme of 
"taming" the violent bride. There is little doubt that the folk ver
sions prefer the older idea of slaying the god, as in the Mahija cycle; 
but, in light of the standard presentation of the myth in the Maturai 
pur anas, the identity of Siva and the slain king must remain im
plicit. In addition, the popular accounts have drawn from the 
recorded tradition that MInakjI was the anomalous daughter of the 
Paiitiya king. However we may interpret the insertion of a local 
goddess into the royal lineage of Maturai, the result in the folk tra
dition is that MInaksI murders her father, not her husband.49 

One offshoot of the MlnaksI myth in fact describes the anoma
lous princess as threatening both father and husband: 

In Madhupura on the northern trade route, there was born to a 
king a daughter with three breasts. The Brahmins warned the 
king never to look at the child, lest he die an early death. The 
king avoided the sight of his daughter, and he offered one 
hundred thousand gold coins to anyone who would marry her 
and take her out of the country. A blind man and his friend, a 
hunchback, decided to take up the offer; the king married his 
daughter to the blind man on the river bank and sent the 
couple together with the hunchback down the river in a boat. 
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The three set up house together in a foreign land, and after 
some time the princess began to deceive her husband with the 
hunchback. She asked her lover to find a means of poisoning 
her husband. One day the hunchback brought a dead black 
snake to the princess to cook and feed to the blind man. She 
cut it up, put it in a pot to cook, and asked her husband to stir 
it, telling him it was his favorite fish dish. As he was stirring it, 
the poisonous vapor caused the film over his eyes to peel 
away, and he regained his vision. Seeing a snake cooking in the 
pot, he became suspicious and hid his recovery from his wife. 
Soon the hunchback came and embraced the princess. At this, 
the husband took hold of the hunchback and threw him at the 
princess. From the force of the collision, the hunchback's body 
became straight, and the lady's third breast was forced in.50 

The blindness of the husband is duplicated by the self-imposed 
blindness of the father, who knows death will follow a vision of the 
three-breasted princess. The bride coolly premeditates the murder 
of her husband, but her poison is transformed into medicine, and 
her restored husband restores his murderous wife to normalcy by 
an act of violence. Similarly, in the MlnakgI myth the goddess is 
subdued and her third breast made to vanish in the course of a war. 
The container that carries the dangerous goddess down the river in 
several of the folk versions has here become a ship (yanapatra) that 
takes the princess to exile with her sightless husband. Although the 
text places the story in the north (uttarapathe), there can be little 
doubt that we have here a development of the MinaksI myth from 
Maturai. The softened dental of the Tamil name is preserved in the 
name Madhupura, and we should recall the folk etymology that 
explains the name "Maturai" as deriving from madhura, "sweet" 
—because serpent's poison was converted there to nectar, as it is, in 
a sense, in the Pancatantra story.51 

The correspondence of the Pancatantra story with the myth of 
MlnakgI was first noticed by Theodore Benfey, who also suggested 
that the appearance of the hunchback in the story may be connected 
with the hunchbacked Kunpantiyan known from another part of 
the Tiruvilai.52 Benfey also mentioned as belonging in this series a 
well-known Ceylonese story, in which instead of a princess with 
two lovers we find a hero with two wives. This is the story of the 
"first king" Vijaya53 who, upon arriving in Ceylon, unites with the 
fierce yakfiql KuvenI (Pali Kuvanna); like Mlnakjl, KuvepI has 
three breasts, one of which is destined to disappear when she first 
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sees her husband. The sight of Vijaya makes the third breast vanish. 
But Vijaya seeks a wife better suited for a king; when he marries a 
princess from Maturai (!), the jealous KuvepI takes the form of a 
tiger with a crystal tongue, darts through seven doors into the nup
tial chamber, and is about to pierce the hearts of the royal couple 
when one of the king's attendants cuts off her crystal tongue. The 
tongue is hidden under a lamp; when the king discovers it next 
morning, the tiger attacks again, and is slain.54 The connections be
tween this story and the Maturai traditions are striking. The 
three-breasted yakfitft is a dangerous, local bride who eventually 
tries to kill her husband; the safe, acceptable wife is here imported 
from Maturai. The motifs of the locked nuptial chamber and the 
lamp that hides the tiger's crystal tongue are familiar from the 
Tamil myths; the tongue of crystal recalls Painfiili's arrow, or the 
sword of Durga at Tiruvatpokki—all weapons used by a violent, 
murderous wife against her lord. As we shall see, the crystal tongue 
may also be related to the dangerous yak$inVs original third breast. 

The three-breasted goddess also appears in the myths of 
Nakapattam: 

Adiseja, king of the serpents, desired a child. He was advised 
by Vasisiha to worship the lihga to attain his wish; he wor
shiped Siva at four shrines,55 and the god granted his request. 
When a daughter was born to him from his wife, the serpent 
king was overjoyed, but his joy became a sea of sorrow when 
he saw that the child had three breasts. A voice from heaven 
spoke: "If the girl worships Karuntatankaijiji ('the lady of the 
long dark eyes' = NllayatakjI at Nakapaftinam), one breast 
will disappear when she sees the king who is to wed her." 

The child grew to maturity, and one day her father told her 
the tale of her birth, and sent her to worship the goddess at 
Karonam (Nakapattinam). One day as she was walkiiig beside 
a tank, the girl (atianku) saw King Calicukan, who was born in 
the midst of the sea, enter the sacred site and worship the god. 
As soon as she saw him, one breast disappeared and she fell in 
love. Seeing this, her companions said in amazement, "She is 
like Tafatakai (= Minakgl). We knew nothing of this state; this 
is the fruit of worshiping the goddess." 

The king, too, was overcome by love. Observing that the 
girl's garlands did not fade and that she did not blink or sweat, 
he concluded that she was not of the earth (taraimaka/ alla\). As 
he was thinking this, she disappeared. The king of the sea was 
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grief-stricken; at dawn he entered the shrine of Karogam and 
stood before the god who is joined to Karuntatankawi. The 
god spoke to him: "Grieve not. Go to CavuntararacapperumaJ 
(Saundaryaraja, Vijnu at Nakapattinam)." The king went and 
worshiped Vi^u, who appeared and told him of a passage to 
Nagaloka not far from his shrine. Following his command, the 
king entered the passage and arrived in the nether world. Since 
the girl had told her father of the loss of her breast at the sight 
of the king, CalIcukan was greeted on arrival, quickly pro
claimed bridegroom, and married to his beloved. 

Adiseja handed over the kingdom to his son-in-law and left 
the nether world for the home of Siva. He worshiped the god, 
and Siva granted his request that the shrine be known by his 
name (Nakai, Nakapattinam < naga).56 

This myth, an obvious multiform of the purapic myth of Minaksfs 
birth and marriage, lacks the violent encounter between bride and 
groom; instead, the hero must follow his bride to the nether world, 
the realm of death and the serpent. The serpent maiden is explicitly 
compared to Tatatakai-Minakgi; the god of beauty (Saundaryaraja) 
is here Vignu rather than Siva (Sundaresvara, Cuntarapaijtiyan).57 

The worship of Vijpu-Saundaryaraja is basic to other versions of 
the myth: a princess with three breasts saw Nagaraja performing 
tapas near the shrine of Saundaryaraja; as soon as she saw him, her 
third breast disappeared, and she asked him to marry her; Nagaraja 
replied that he was engaged in worshiping the god of the shrine, so 
she joined him in worship. In these versions, the bridegroom rather 
than the bride is a serpent—like Alavay, the serpent-god of 
Maturai.58 But why does the first, the Saiva myth from Nakapat-
tinam declare that the husband of the three-breasted maiden is born 
from the sea? One thinks at once of Varupa, the lord of the sea in 
the classical pantheon, and a figure closely tied to serpents and the 
nether world.59 But we may have here another strand common to 
both Maturai and Nakapattinam. Many explanations have been of
fered for the name "Mlnakji" ("having the eyes of a fish"): the 
name is said to mean nothing more than "having beautiful eyes," 
since the eyes of a woman are often compared to a fish, even in the 
earliest Tamil poetry, in the sense of being shiny, quickly moving, 
and large.60 There is also the convention of painting fish-shaped 
eyes.61 Norman Brown suggested a metaphysical explanation of 
the epithet: neither fish nor gods blink (hence the term animi$a can 
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refer to either); but Devi's eyes are the support of the worlds—were 
she to blink, the universe would be plunged into darkness.62 This is 
ingenious but late. A conventional philosophical exegesis is based 
on the belief that the fish hatches its eggs by a glance; in the same 
way, MinaksI releases her devotees from the state of bondage (pasa) 
by her sight.63 Jouveau-Dubreuil offers a "pretty story told and 
known but to a few. . . . As the mother fish swims in the river with 
her little ones who follow behind crying in their distress, she is not 
able to do anything for them. She turns her head and looks at them 
and they are comforted."64 Divine helplessness is not an end to 
mercy. 

No doubt all these explanations are genuine in the sense of being 
meaningful to worshipers of Minaksi today, or in the past; yet if we 
wish to seek the origin of the name, it would appear to be wrong to 
ignore the ancient complex of sea and fish symbols associated with 
the Paotiya kingdom. The carp (kayal) was the Paotiya emblem, 
and the Pantiya king is known as mlnavan, "he of the fish (sym
bol)." The economic life of the ancient Pafltiya kingdom was per
meated by the life of the sea—international trade, pearl-diving, fish
ing.65 Minakgi is still worshiped as a village goddess by fishermen 
castes, and a second marriage myth preserved in the Tiruvilai. and 
relating the birth of Aiikayarkaijnammaiyar ("the lady of the beau
tiful carp-eyes" = Minakji) in a village on the seashore still lives in 
a variant form among the Paravan fishermen of the southeast coast 
of Tamijnatu.66 Note, too, that the goddess is sometimes called not 
Minakgi but Minampikai, "Fish-Maiden." Sometimes even late 
works preserve a sense of her watery associations: Minampikai is 
the sister of "Mayan the fish" (mitt ana may an, Vignu in his fish av
atar); her worshipers, drowning in a sea of sorrow, plead, "When 
fierce Death (kalan) casts his net, do not give me over to him, O 
golden Minampikai."67 The image of death as a fisherman is con
ventional; but in the kanalvari of the epic, it is the eyes of the be
loved, the daughter of the fishermen, which are the net of death.68 

Maturai and Nakapattinam thus share a common tradition; a 
major myth at both sites describes a princess with three breasts69 

who loses one breast at the sight of her husband. The motif of the 
lost breast is shared with the story of Kannaki, who destroys 
Maturai with her wrenched-off left breast; the single-breasted 
Bhagavati of KotunkoJiir on the west coast is also identified with 
Kaiinaki.70 The oldest examples of the motif, in fact, say nothing of 
a third breast: in Purananum 278, a mother threatens to cut off her 
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breasts if her son has shown cowardice in battle. Narritfai 216.9 re
fers to tirumavutftfi, who cut off one breast; this is probably a refer
ence to Kanpaki—or to her ancient prototype—since similar terms 
(orumamatfi, tirumamatfi, and tirumapattini) are attached to her in the 
Cilappatikaram, usually in connection with the casting-off of her 
breast.71 And these names bring us back to our first myth of the 
Murderous Bride—for the phrase tirumamatfi ("the great jewel") 
appears in the first verse of Tirunanacampantar's first patikam on 
Tiruvannamalai, the home of the Tamil buffalo myth, in which the 
fierce goddess is joined to Siva in the androgyne after killing the 
demon. This verse begins with a reference to the androgyne, but 
then seems to stray from the usual image: "This is the mountain of 
the great lord, the One who, joined with Uma whose breasts have 
not been sucked, became wholly woman; the mountain where the 
GreatJewel (of chastity—tirumamatfi) is resplendent ..." (utftfa-

mulaiy umaiyafifum ufan akiya oruvanl petftfakiya peruman malai 

tirumamatfi tikala . . .).72 Unnamulaiyammai (Sanskrit Apitakuca), 
"the lady whose breasts have not been sucked," is the name of the 
goddess at Tiruvannamalai, the female half of the androgyne.73 

The commentator struggles vainly to explain how the androgyne 
can become "wholly woman." It seems clear that the one-breasted 
goddess—tirumamatfi, the aggressive woman who casts her breast, 
the seat of her sacred power,74 at her enemy (her husband?)—has 
been assimilated to the ardhanari form of Siva together with his 
wife. 

Of course, the text of Tirunanacampantar's poem could be cor
rupt, and the appearance there of tirumamatfi a coincidence. There 
would still appear to be ample reason to infer that the androgyne at 
Tiruvannamalai is another example of "iconotrophy"—the mis
reading of ancient pictures75—or of the "Sanskritization" of a 
purely local motif. The murderous goddess has been neutralized 
through the myth of the androgyne. The image of the destructive, 
single-breasted goddess survives at Tiruvannamalai in a more ac
ceptable iconic form as the single-breasted androgyne; the major 
myth of this shrine, having already substituted Mahi^asura for the 
original divine victim of the goddess, provides the background for 
the new icon by describing the androgynous marriage of Siva and 
Devi at this spot. The god is removed from the arena of death; the 
dark and threatening goddess hides in the left half of his body. A 
myth of violent confrontation culminating in the death of the god 
has been replaced by Devi's war against a demon (who, neverthe-

 
������������������������� 



Sealed Shrine 209 

less, retains elements of his original identity), and by the local mar
riage of the god and his purified, submissive bride. The key to this 
evolution lies in the use of the androgyne to absorb the violent 
goddess with one breast. 

But how did the myths of Maturai and Nakapa^inam arrive at 
the idea of a third breast, which the goddess loses at the sight of her 
husband? Precisely, I would suggest, through the same process, 
and because of the same wish to suppress the stark image of the 
Murderous Bride. First, one must note the relation of the third 
breast to the third eye. Eyes and breasts are often associated in 
myths: a crow drew blood from the breast of Sita and was half-
blinded by Rama in punishment.76 Vigou worshiped Siva with a 
thousand lotuses each day; when one was missing, he offered one of 
his eyes instead, and was given the discus Sudarsana as a reward (a 
pun on the name Sudarsana, "having beautiful vision," may be in
tended);77 the same story is told of Lakgmi, who offers not an eye 
but her breast, which becomes the bilua (wood-apple tree, Aegle 

marmelos).76 The nipple is called mulaikkan ("breast-eye") in 
Tamil.79 The Minaksi myth may even represent a development of 
part of the Sisupala story: Sisupala was born with three eyes and 
four arms; a voice announced that the third eye and two of the arms 
would vanish when he beheld the man who was destined to slay 
him; when K^na took the child Sisupala on his lap, the extra eye 
and arms disappeared.80 Mlnakgi loses her violent nature when she 
loses her breast at the sight of her spouse, just as the village goddess 
is drained of menacing energy when deprived of her third eye by 
Siva.81 Note that it is seeing her husband that causes Minakgi's 
breast to disappear φαη(αν ellaiyil oru mulai maraintatu).82 

Both the third eye and the third breast, however, may be related 
to the phallus.83 We have seen that breast milk and the seed of the 
phallus are equated in many origin myths, and the myths fre
quently associate the liriga with the breast (of the goddess or the 
Kamadhenu). The Minakgi myth has been interpreted in this light: 
the loss of the breast is said to represent castration, that is, the trans
formation from a man into a woman.84 The same motif leads to a 
reversal of sex in a story from the Divyavadana: Rupavati cut off her 
breasts in order to feed a woman reduced by starvation to the point 
of eating her own child; Riipavati's breasts were restored, and Indra 
came to test her; "if it is true," she declared, "that I abandoned my 
breasts for the sake of the child, not to attain sovereignty, heaven, 
or pleasure or to become Indra, then let my female nature disappear 
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and let me become a man"—and at once she became Prince 
Rupavata! The prince is eventually reborn as a child who lets a bird 
pluck out his eyes.85 RupavatI loses two breasts and becomes a 
man; Minakji loses the anomalous third breast and becomes a 
woman.86 But the Minakji myth is more complex: Minakji begins 
not as a man but as a male-female hybrid, as we may also learn 
from the popular ballads on Arjuna's marriage to the queen of 
Maturai. The Southern Recension of the MBh tells us that Arjuna 
married Citrangada, the daughter of the king of "Mapaluru" in the 
south; there is no mention of a third breast, but the girl is regarded 
by her father as a son (putro mameyam iti me bhavana), and it is 
through her that the dynasty must be perpetuated.87 In the folk bal
lads from Maturai, Citraiigada has become Alii, the Amazon 
queen: 

Cokkecar (Siva at Maturai) withheld offspring from the Pan-
tiyas for twelve years. Ninmukan, the son of a slave girl, was 
crowned king; the Panfiyas paid him six thousand pots of milk 
in tribute each year. They did tapas to overcome the curse of 
barrenness, and the goddess had mercy on them; she tore a 
piece of flesh from her shoulder and threw it on to the leaf of a 
water-lily (alii) in a tank and then called to the Pantiyas: 
"There is a son on the leaf of the water-lily; it is a male and a 
female." They found a child in the tank and took it home, cry
ing "The Paoiiyas have given birth." The child grew into a 
girl, whom they named Alii. When she was seven, she noticed 
the pots of milk collected for Ninmukan; she spilled the milk 
and had snakes put in the pots, which were then delivered to 
the king. Ninmukan came with an army against her, but she 
fought with him and killed him, thus assuming the crown of 
Nili and the throne of Maturai.88 

The slaying of Ninmukan, whose name ("Blue-Face") and history 
suggest that like Kovalan (< Gopala) he may be an allotrope of 
Kj-gna, is but the start of Alli's career. The rest of the story is de
voted to Arjuna's wooing of the queen, who tries several times to 
kill her suitor—by having him rolled in burning sand, hanged from 
a tree, sacrificed to Kali, and so on. In the end she is captured in a 
tiger's cage and subdued.89 Alli is regarded as an incarnation of 
Minakgi, and her story expands much that is compressed in the 
Minaksi cycle. In particular, the ballads of Alli dwell on the theme 
of the goddess's war with her consort. The link with Nili, which is 
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stated explicitly and frequently throughout these works, is signifi
cant: although Alli is sometimes said to be light except for her black 
hair, she is a multiform of Kaiwaki I KalI and ofMlnakjI, who today 
is usually painted green. From birth Alli is an Amazon, physically 
female but masculine in instinct and action; her double nature is 
clearly stated by ParvatI at her birth. Here, then, is direct confirma
tion of Mlnaksfs bisexual nature as symbolized by her three 
breasts. In the case of Alii, even marriage fails to suppress the mas
culine component of the androgyne: in the sequel to the Alliy-

aracarfimdlai, after her marriage to Arjuna, we again find her setting 
out to slay her spouse.90 

Thus the puraijic myths of TiruvaiKiamalai and Maturai repre
sent nearly identical solutions to the problem of the Murderous 
Bride. Only the sequence is reversed: in Tiruvannamalai the god
dess joins the androgyne after slaying Mahisa I Siva; at Maturai she 
begins as the androgyne and is made a woman in the course of the 
battle. The terrifying, one-breasted goddess is in one shrine assimi
lated to the single-breasted ardhanart icon; in the other she goes 
down in defeat, and her husband survives. Let us note in conclusion 
the irony of this resolution; for it must be emphasized that the god, 
far from fleeing the deadly encounter, seeks a Death-in-Love at the 
hands of his bride.91 Siva knows the price of entering the sanctuary 
of the dark virgin; if the lover's sacrifice is averted, it is because the 
god's devotees refuse to allow him to die. Paradoxically, only as 
demon can the god achieve union and self-effacement. Small won
der, then, that later poets sing to the goddess of Siva's jealousy: 
"Feet that Siva longs for, these in your fear you have given to 
Mahisasura."92 

6. EXCURSUS: MARRIAGE AND THE DANCE 

We are now in a position to attack the problem posed at the begin
ning of section 4. Marriage to the virgin goddess need not destroy 
the power guaranteed by her virginity. This power is preserved in
tact; the inviolable state of the goddess is symbolized by the box in 
which she is hidden or the sealed shrine in which she reigns. The 
god's attempt to unite with his bride—the intrusion into the locked 
sanctuary, or the extraordinary vision of the virgin—ends in blind
ness, castration, or death. The dark bride equipped with a sword or 
a bow, a crystal tongue, even a third breast, is a focus of violence 
and aggression; as such she clashes with the ideal image of the con-

 
������������������������� 



212 Marriage and the Dance 

trolled, submissive woman, and must be regarded as part male, a 
menacing androgyne (as opposed to the gentle androgyne into 
which she is absorbed at Tiruvanijamalai). For all that, she is also 
seductive, the very symbol of erotic fascination; she entices her 
husband to a violent, self-sacrificing death. This is not, of course, 
the end of the myth—we will study its conclusion in the next 
section—but it is quite enough to embarrass the devotees of a god 
who is believed to be pure and without birth or death. Siva, as the 
nirmala deity of the mature tradition, is not allowed to die. But 
neither can he do without the goddess, the source of life and power 
for the devotees. Therefore, the nature of the divine marriage must 
be transformed. The lethal union with the dark goddess is now rel
egated to a demon. Then the goddess may be split into dark and 
golden parts, and Siva marries the golden, nonviolent bride. When 
this pattern is not adopted, the violent goddess herself has to be 
transformed. If the god is to survive his marriage to the goddess, 
his bride must be subdued. Thus we have the many myths of "tam
ing," in which the Amazon is reduced to a docile spouse. 

These myths thus reflect the collision of two opposed paradigms. 
The underlying pattern, which comes to the surface in various 
ways—for example, in the sacrificial rituals to which the myths are 
attached—is that of the self-sacrifice of the god to his bride. In wor
shiping the goddess, men imitate the divine exemplar by offering 
their strength, or their very life,1 to Devi. We will return to this 
pattern once more in discussing ritual castration and the myths of 
sex reversal. But once the slaying of the god became unacceptable, 
the marriage of Siva and Devi was made to conform to the conven
tional ethic of south Indian society. The divine marriage is no 
longer a mythic model of the symbolism of sacrifice, but an 
epitome of the human institution of marriage: Siva must marry in 
order to set an example for men; without this example, men would 
become yogis and reach heaven, and the order of life proclaimed by 
the sacred books would perish.2 For this paradigm to be meaning
ful, the symbolism of the murderous marriage had to be buried. 
The wild and terrifying virgin had to be domesticated, controlled, 
and locked in her normative, socially acceptable role. 

The myth of Devi's transformation bridges the two levels of the 
tradition. The goddess begins as the dark, destructive virgin, and 
ends up as a gentle, submissive wife. Of the varying types of the 
myth, the most widespread and significant is that of the dance con
test between Siva and the goddess. Siva overcomes the violent 
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goddess in the course of a dance, and DevI remains as the indispen
sable witness to her husband's dance in all shrines that glorify the 
dancing Siva.3 In this role she is entirely devoted to her husband, 
and longs for union with him; hence she is known as 
Civakamiyammai, "the lady who desires (or is desired by) Siva,"4· 
but here the envisaged union is in no way violent or threatening. 
There is, however, another possible outcome of the contest—the 
exclusion of the violent goddess. As we shall see, this resolution has 
its own advantages. As mediating between these two patterns we 
have the complex image of the androgynous marriage.5 

We will trace these patterns in the myths of several shrines. At 
the outset it may be noted that the choice of the dance contest to 
explain the domination of the goddess by Siva is no accident. Dur
ing the Cola period, which witnessed the formalization of so many 
elements of south Indian Hinduism, the shrine of Nataraja at 
Citamparam achieved a primacy it has never lost since. Citam-
param may not be the oldest center of the dance cult,6 but it has 
become the most important: worship of the dancing deity, which 
has roots in ancient levels of religious life in the south (such as the 
dance of Korravai and her hosts on the battlefield,7 and the ecstatic 
dance associated with Murukan8), has rightly been seen as the most 
dynamic element in Citamparam in the period in which the puranic 
traditions of this shrine were recorded.9 Nafaraja is a fitting symbol 
for the classical resolution of Tamil mythology, which has buried 
the sacrificial symbolism of an earlier level under a theology assert
ing the supremacy and eternal life of the god. Nataraja, the lord of 
the dance, is Siva as unique creator and destroyer, never himself de
stroyed.10 Citamparam, his home, is for Tamil Saivas simply 
koyil—the temple. We may regard the cult of Nataraja as the culmi
nation of a process by which the divine Dancer became preeminent, 
and Citamparam became recognized as his outstanding shrine.11 

The story of the dance contest, however, seems rooted at "another 
spot, Tiruvalaiikatu, where it forms the central episode of the local 
purana. Although in its present form the Tiruvalanka((uppurdt)atn 

clearly reveals the influence of the Citamparam tradition, it is pos
sible that the myth of the contest originated at Tiruvalaiikatu, 
whence it was borrowed by the folk tradition of Citamparam, and 
then ultimately borrowed back in a secondary form by the redac
tors of the Tiruvalaiikatu traditions. Already in Appar's Tevaram 

there is a reference to Devi's witnessing the dance at Tiruvalaiikatu 
((cifinar kali kana).12 It is noteworthy that it is Kali, the goddess in 
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her fierce form, who witnesses the dance. In view of the uncer
tainty of the textual tradition, I will not suggest a date for this 
verse; the point is that the Tevaram hymn, which usually represents 
a crystallization of the local tradition, retains the link with Kali (or 
Nlli, as the other myths of this shrine call the dark goddess).13 

Moreover, the fact that we have a hagiographic variant of the dance 
myth from Tiruvalaiikatu—Karaikkalammaiyar, identified with 
the demoness (pey) of this site, is the eternal witness of Siva's 
dance14—is an additional argument for the antiquity of this theme 
at Tiruvalaiikatu. 

The Tiruvalarikattuppurciriam tells the story thus: 

Nimpan and Cumpan15 destroyed the worlds, and the gods 
wandered in distress from their thrones. To help the gods, 
Devi took woman's form and destroyed the demons with the 
aid of the Seven Mothers and Camundi- Raktabija ("having 
blood as seed"), the son of the younger sister of Nimpan and 
Cumpan, was attacked by the Seven Mothers;16 from his 
blood more demons were born. The Mothers prayed to Uma, 
and from her wrath appeared the black-faced Kali. She drank 
the demon's blood in her skull without allowing a drop to 
touch the earth. Thus the demon's army was destroyed, the 
gods were restored to heaven, and Kali rejoiced at the feast of 
blood and flesh. 

Parvati called her and promised her all the power possessed 
by men and women in the triple world. "If Siva comes to Vat-
araiiya (= Tiruvalaiikatu) to perform his dance, live in joy by 
his side," she said and disappeared, like lightning in a cloud. 
Intoxicated by these boons and the blood of the demons, Kali 
came to the forest and insatiably devoured living creatures. 

Narada came to worship Siva at Tiruvalaiikatu. The serpent 
sage Karkotan told him of the suffering of the inhabitants of 
the forest because of the depredations of Kali. Narada com
forted him: "Surely it will be difficult for her to harm anyone 
in this beautiful spot where Siva dwells." But when he left to 
see Sunandamuni, Kali caught sight of him and wished to de
vour him; perceiving her intention, the sage hastened away to 
Vaikuntha to seek the help of Vijnu. Vijnu told him that only 
Siva could overcome the egoism (akantai) of Kali. Narada then 
complained to Siva: "Lord, you guard the world with mercy 
(karunai),17 so what can be lacking? Still, I have something to 
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tell you. If you do not remove the pride of Kali, who is in the 
banyan forest, she will murder the world. No one but you can 
oppose her." 

"Good," said Siva and departed for the forest surrounded by 
his demon hosts and voracious dogs, his ankles circled by bells, 
his hands grasping the skull and trident. The demon hosts of 
the angry KalI came to oppose the intruder; blood flowed, 
mountains and trees were uprooted, the earth quaked and 
split—but at the sight of Cattan18 on his elephant, the hosts of 
KalI fled. KalI herself came to kill this handsome youth, and 
Cattan ran to inform Siva. Siva came to fight. Kali, remember
ing the words of Devi, abandoned thoughts of overcoming 
him in battle; instead, she thought of finding some other 
means to defeat him. So she said, "Who are you, madman, 
who have come here? It appears you have not heard the name 
of Kali, for even Kalarudra would not dare to enter this forest 
where the fierce goddess (curaiya/) resides. Say what brought 
you here. Abandon silence, or you are as good as dead." So 
spoke the goddess, and Siva smiled and suppressed his anger. 
In a deep, soft voice he said, "Lady, who are you? Why do you 
live here? You have destroyed this forest where my devotees 
reside. Go to some other forest together with these fierce crea
tures (kofiyor)." Answered Korravai:19 "If you wish to live, 
leave at once! Otherwise, fight me, if you have the strength." 

Siva accepted the challenge, and the goddess proposed a 
dance contest. "I agree to whatever you suggest," said the 
god, and mentioned as a possible site of the contest a place near 
the Muktitlrtha. The two sages of the forest (Karkotan and 
Sunanda) were made spectators, and the gods became arbiters 
of the contest. As Brahma kept time and the heavenly musi
cians sang, Siva danced according to the rules in the ancient 
book (palamaraiparatanQl).20 KalI imitated this dance. Noticing 
that Siva grew tired, she was filled with glee. When the god 
suggested they try the fierce dance called panfarankam, she will
ingly agreed, confident of victory. Siva pressed one foot on the 
ground and lifted the other straight into the heavens. As he 
danced thus, the worlds shook, the constellations fell from 
place like scattered pearls, the elephants, serpents, and moun
tains that support the earth grew weak, and KalI fell to the 
earth in a faint. Grasping the earth with her long arms, she re
gained her power (pifu) and her breath (Hvi). She watched as 
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Siva whirled around, his body embracing the worlds. So that 
the universe might not perish, he moved his foot and danced 
on. 

Kali acknowledged defeat; shyly (natfin mevi) she worshiped 
the lord; she stood helplessly like a puppet, confused. The 
gods sought Uma's help in putting an end to the violent dance 
of the god. Then they worshiped Siva. He said to Kali, "Only 
I could compare with you in the performance of the dance. 
Live here by my side as Bhadrakali, worshiped by all." Kali 
sought the lord's forgiveness for her acts committed in igno
rance, and Siva reassured her by declaring that he had per
formed the dance not on her account, but to grant a vision to 
the sages in the forest.21 

The two sages, one of them a serpent, clearly recall Patanjali and 
Vyaghrapada from Citamparam; moreover, this entire story is said 
to have been recounted by Vijnu to Adiseja, like the story of the 
anandatandava in the Cidambaramahatmya and the Koyirpuranam. Just 
as the anandatandava, Siva's dance at Citamparam, is linked with the 
Pine Forest myth,22 here it is Siva as Bhairava-Karikalamiirti, the 
form he takes in the Pine Forest, who dances in the banyan forest. 
The late, derivative nature of this version is also revealed by the ra
tionalization of the myth: Siva comes to Tiruvalankatu in order to 
remove the ahankara—the egoism and pride—of the goddess. The 
dance is, on the one hand, a means of instruction (Kali goes from 
ignorance and pride to knowledge of the truth), on the other sim
ply a boon to the sages, who have been absorbed in tapas in the 
hope of achieving a vision of the dance. The underlying myth 
must, however, be much older than the version that has survived in 
this text. One wonders if Kali's intoxication at Parvati's promise of 
life together with Siva does not reflect the basic thrust of the myth; 
the dark goddess seeks a violent union with the god. The chthonic 
character of the goddess is affirmed: Kali regains her power from 
contact with the earth. Let us note, too, that it is the violent Kali 
who is restored by the touch of the earth, not the remote and 
wholly benign Uma. The goddess is first split into dark and be
nevolent forms; then the dark goddess, who yearns for union, is 
subdued by her lord. 

Once again we have an ironic reversal of the goddess's usual role 
as the source of power for her husband. Kali seeks to defeat Siva by 
a trick, for she recognizes that she cannot win by a trial of strength. 
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She therefore plots to exhaust the god in the dance. Similarly, DevI 
drains Vigpu of his strength in the anthill myth from Tiruvarur,23 

and Durga draws to herself all the power of her buffalo lover.24 At 
Tiruvalaiikatu the point of this reversal is to demonstrate the god's 
superiority; Kali's stratagem fails, Siva dances without pause, and 
the goddess is forced to admit defeat. The divine power at work in 
this episode in fact goes beyond all the usual bounds, in a manner 
often associated with Siva:25 the god's dance evokes images of the 
pralaya, the destruction of the world—stars fall from place, the 
supports of the earth give way, and only Siva's mercy prevents a 
complete cataclysm. The violence of the dance replaces the violence 
of Mahija's encounter with the goddess, only here its source is the 
god who triumphs over Kali. And, just as Vignu intervenes to stop 
Siva's wild and destructive dance with the corpse of SatI,26 here the 
gods—with the help ofUma, the peaceful, "proper" wife—bring 
the fierce parpfarankam dance to an end. Vijnu cuts Satl's body into 
pieces, which fall to earth and become shrines; at Tiruvaiaiikaiu the 
dark goddess is restrained and then enshrined in her permanent 
place. We may summarize this development as the creation of a 
new order—the ritual order of the shrine—out of a violent upheaval 
caused by the dance; and, since everything hinges on the role of the 
goddess, DevI is again connected with the notion o{prati${ha. The 
new, secure order established after the dance depends upon the 
proper channeling and limitation of power. Analogous to the ritual 
order, in which the goddess is held to her designated place, is the 
traditional concept of marriage, in which the woman—the shy, 
meek creature into which KalI is transformed—is fixed in unchang
ing roles, her native power carefully restricted to prescribed, useful 
courses. 

Siva thus seems deliberately to unleash a tempestuous force in 
order to arrive at a clear resolution based on his total domination of 
the goddess. Nevertheless, he undoubtedly recognizes the power 
vested in his rival—indeed, he wishes to use this power—and thus 
in other versions it is Siva rather than KalI who makes use of a 
trick. Siva thrusts his foot into the air while he dances—and the 
goddess is too modest to imitate this position.27 In the Tiruvalan-
kaftuppuranam, KalI attains modesty only in the wake of her defeat. 
In both cases, the authors of the myths were eager to portray Kali's 
transformation into a bride graced by the prescribed attributes of 
woman, foremost of which is nan, shyness. Mlnakjl, too, is over
come by nan at the sight of her future husband, Siva;28 this is the 
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moment when the Amazon becomes a woman. One version of the 
dance myth gives an ironic twist to Kali's challenge: she proudly 
informs Siva that the dance is proper only to women, not men.29 

Siva then vanquishes her in the dance; Kali must learn the true 
proprieties. 

Yet it is important to note that the myth of the dance contest at 
Tiruvalankatu does not end in the marriage of Siva and Kali. 
Rather, the fierce goddess is subdued and given a place of her own 
inside Siva's shrine. Today this shrine of the goddess stands imme
diately before the entrance into the main shrine: here she is Bhadra-
kali, worshiped before entering the realm of Vafaranyesvara ("the 
lord of the banyan forest") and his consort, Bhramaralakambika 
(Tam. Vaotarkulali, "she in whose tresses hum the bees"). Like 
Sani at TirunaJJaru,30 the ancient deity of the shrine has been allo
cated the position of doorkeeper; as such, Bhadrakali still retains 
her claim to the first offerings of the worshipers. Marriage is, how
ever, the concomitant of the dance in the Ratnasabha, the supposed 
site of the dance contest in the Tiruvalaiikatu shrine. Here the danc
ing Siva with one leg thrust into the sky (the position of the 
Hrdhvtarf4<tva) is flanked by Civakamiyammai and Karaikkal-
ammaiyar; the first is the divine consort of Nataraja at Citam-
param, the second a multiform of the defeated Kali from 
Tiruvalankatu. 

There is yet another shrine to Kali at Tiruvalaiikatu, outside the 
main shrine, at the edge of the Muktitirtha (which, we may recall, 
is the venue of the dance contest according to the puraija). Here 
Kali is worshiped alone.31 The priests of the Siva temple still refer 
to this shrine as the miilasthana of Tiruvalaiikatu, the oldest cult cen
ter on this site. This, presumably, is the scene of the Nili story with 
its theme of the slain husband and locked doors.32 Here Kali reigns 
unsubdued, powerful—her power not dissipated through a conven
tional marriage—still a fearsome goddess whose primacy is recalled 
in the tradition of the Siva temple that has grown up beside her 
shrine. Beside her, not in her place: the goddess has been excluded 
through the creation of a new shrine, which in the course of time 
has become the main temple at Tiruvalaiikatu. 

The Citamparam tradition describes a different process. Here the 
goddess was excluded from her own shrine by a triumphant Siva: 

Before the creation of the shrine of Nafaraja, there was a shrine 
to Kali in the Tillai forest. Siva, moved by the worship of 
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Vyaghrapada and Patanjali, wished to show them his atianda-

tarfdava, the dance of bliss. Then Kali was filled with pride 
(cerukurru) and challenged the lord to a dance contest. Siva 
wished to suppress her pride, so he laid down the following 
terms of the contest: whoever won would become lord of Til-
lai; whoever lost must leave the bounds of that site. While the 
gods and sages watched, KalI and Siva began to dance. KalI 
saw Siva perform the Hrdhvatatiiava (with one foot thrust into 
the sky) and, ashamed that she could not perform that dance, 
bowed her head and acknowledged defeat. Therefore she was 
forced to leave her shrine in the heart of the Tillai forest and go 
to the boundary of the town.33 Kali, in order to remove her 
fault in challenging Siva to a contest, bathed in the Sivapriya 
tank and worshiped the god. Her fierce form departed and 
she received a tranquil form (canta uruvam) as Tillaivanam-
u(aiyaparamecuvari ("the great goddess who possesses the Til-
Iai forest"). She dwells now in her shrine as CamupdSvari and 
grants boons to those who worship her.34 

The original shrine to KalI in the heart of the Tillai forest is iden
tified by at least one author with the present Npttasabha inside the 
SrI Nataraja shrine.35 The Npttasabha is held to be the site of the 
dance contest, and it holds an eight-armed image of Siva perform
ing the urdhvatatjfava·, KalI is placed below the god on the right. 
The Nfttasabha, the scene of the Hrdhvatartdava, is to be distin
guished from the Kanakasabha, where Siva performs the ananda-

tatfdava in the presence of his wife.36 The vanquished KalI is exiled 
to the boundary, where siie is worshiped in both benign and fear
some forms. The eight-armed TillaikkaJi, facing east, armed with 
the trident and covered with kunkuma paste, is situated opposite the 
central image of the shrine, the pacified BrahmacamuijdIsvarI. The 
goddess is cooled by worshiping the lord and bathing in the tank 
(which is named "the beloved of Siva," a fitting name for the non
violent bride), but even in her pacified state she remains apart. In 
contrast with Tiruvalaiikafu, where the original shrine of the god
dess remains in her control, while the cult of Siva grows up in con
tiguity, the Citamparam tradition asserts that DevI was banished to 
the edge of the city and her own shrine taken over. The Tiruvalaii-
katu myth first splits the goddess into benevolent and violent 
forms, then describes the subjugation of the violent Kali; but KalI 
survives in her own shrine as a unitary, dark figure. At Citam-
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param, the goddess is split into fierce and benign forms even inside 
her shrine on the outskirts, and the benign goddess has become the 
central figure of the cult. The process of reinterpretation has thus 
been taken a step further in Citamparam.37 

The oral tradition of Citamparam gives us a slightly different 
version of the myth: 

Once DevI covered Siva's eyes in sport on Kailasa. Because of 
this, the worlds became still. Seeing this demonstration of Si
va's power, the goddess felt jealousy (kalppunarcci). Therefore 
Siva cursed her to remain black as Kali. 

To win release from this curse, KalI was sent to Tiruvalaii-
ka(u. In her fierce form, she destroyed everything there and all 
that was in her path as she proceeded southward toward 
Citamparam. There Siva appeared in order to cool her. He 
suggested a dance contest; whoever lost was to leave the tem
ple and go outside the city. The competition took place in the 
Nj-ttasabha, and Siva won by dancing with his leg thrust high 
into the air. 

Furious at having lost by a trick, KalI left for the Putakkepi 
("pond of the spirits") in the burning ground to the north of 
the shrine. While she was sitting there in her anger, Brahma 
came to cool her by reciting the Vedas. As he recited, each of 
the four Vedas became in turn one face of the goddess, who is 
known as Brahmacamuodisvari. Pacified, DevI began to per
form penance in order to be reunited with Siva.38 

The oral version may, once again, be more conservative than writ
ten accounts. Note the admission of the link with Tiruvalankafu, 
and the adherence to the classic pattern of the marriage myths be
ginning with the blinding (castration/slaying) of Siva by his wife. 
The curse to become Kali is a good example of a curse that 
heightens the effect of its cause: Kali's jealousy is perpetuated and 
ultimately brought to a pitch in the dance contest.39 Unlike the 
written version, which ignores the question of Devi's union with 
Siva, the oral account acknowledges that Devi's penance subse
quent to her pacification is aimed at marriage with the god. The 
dance contest fails to cool the goddess or to effect a change of her 
heart, as it does in the written account; here Brahma's recitation of 
the Vedas works the change. The four-faced goddess shares an at
tribute of Brahma; one text, in fact, refers to her as a part of him 
(pitamakan pirivay vaikum piramacamunfi).40 The four Vedas are 
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brought in to account for the four faces.41 In any case, this episode 
marks a departure from the myths of the murderous bride; DevI is 
subdued and excluded, first defeated by the dancing Siva, then 
pacified by the sound of the Vedic chant. Her husband survives 
after usurping her shrine. Here the myth ends—but is the marriage 
consummated? Does the seductive tapas bear fruit? To this my in
formant would only say: "We have no clue." We may deduce that 
KalI remains chaste, outside, longing for union but prevented from 
attaining it. 

Inside the shrine, things are different. Here marriage is the rule, 
without any lethal consequences. As Civakamiyammai, or as the 
left side of the androgyne,42 the goddess realizes her desire. 
Civakami is the spectator of the anandatarf4ava: here the dance sym
bolizes subordination and union. There is, however, another di
mension to this resolution. Civakami also has her own shrine 
within the third prakara (enclosing wall), but beyond the confines 
of the two innermost prakaras. The Kamakkoftam, as such shrines 
to the goddess are called (after the famous shrine of Kamak^I at 
Kancipuram), appears to have developed in south Indian temple ar
chitecture in late Cola times.43 It has been regarded as "a significant 
universalization of folk ritual."44 It may, however, be suggested 
that the devotion of a separate shrine to the goddess, usually to the 
north of the main shrine, has a logic of its own to which the myth 
contains a key. At Tiruvarur, for example, the shrine of Kamalam-
pikai (the "lotus-lady") lies outside the two inner prakaras, in the 
northwest corner of the third prakara—a situation very similar to 
that of Civakami at Citamparam. The present structure of the 
Kamalampikai shrine is very late (sixteenth century?),45 but local 
tradition, supported by the ancient names for Tiruvarur preserved 
in the purapas,46 would suggest that a shrine to Kamalampikai was 
the oldest cult center on this site. In the myths of Tiruvarur, 
Kamalampikai practices tapas as a virgin throughout the ages.47 In

side the main compound, Devi shrines have multiplied: there are 
shrines to Somalakambika (Tam. Alliyaiikotaiyammai, "the lady 
of tresses adorned by the lily"), the consort of ValmIkanatha; to 
NilotpalampaJ ("lady of the blue lotus"), adjoining the Val-
mlkanatha shrine; to Durga as Ericinakkorravai ("Korravai of 
burning anger"), who grants husbands to women who worship her 
during rahukala on Fridays.48 At Tiruvorriyur, which provides a 
close parallel to Tiruvarur in structure and myth, the virgin god
dess Vativutaiyamman ("the lady of beautiful form") remains as a 
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primary focus of the cult in her shrine outside the main compound. 
Inside we find the consort of the god and the shrine to DurgaI 
Kaijijaki, Vattaparainacciyar ("the bride of the large round 
stone").49 

What is the significance of this division? The goddess is on the 
one hand excluded, apparently in the interest of preserving her vir
ginity and, hence, her power; on the other hand, she gains ground 
inside the shrine through a process of bifurcation and multiplica
tion. Outside, her shrine retains its primacy. In a situation in 
which, historically, the final crystallization of the cult takes the 
form of divine marriage along conventional lines, only the separa
tion of the goddess can satisfy the requirements of the devotees. If 
one seeks strength from the goddess, then her strength must be 
guarded and preserved. Only outside the shrine, removed from her 
husband, can DevI remain virginal, powerful, and supreme. Note 
in addition that the cult has transferred to the goddess qualities orig
inally associated with Rudra-Siva, particularly those of marginality 
and violence.50 The sacrificial butcher—and, as we have seen, Kali 
undoubtedly merits this title—is a necessary but nevertheless hor
rifying figure, polluted and polluting by virtue of the violence he 
performs; hence the constant attempts to exclude him once he has 
accomplished his unpleasant task.51 Kali, who shares this identifica
tion with polluting power and violence, is similarly pushed to the 
edges of the sacred arena—either excluded from her own shrine, as 
at Citamparam and in the folktale from Ramnad District,52 or 
made marginal by the consecration of a new shrine, a new center, at 
a spot not far removed from her own enclosure. In the course of a 
process by which the god is located, stabilized in the center, 
purified of evil, allotted his consort and given his share of the offer
ings, the chthonic goddess remains virginal, imbued with sacred 
power, and confined to the geographical periphery. 

Thus we observe again a division of space corresponding to the 
fundamental split in the tradition. The center of the shrine—in its 
essence and origin a place of violent, contaminating power, espe
cially the power at work in the destruction and reintegration of the 
blood-sacrifice—becomes pure, isolated, idealized as a realm of 
harmony and peace. Unlimited power, evil, death, rebirth, 
desire—all are relegated to the impure zone beyond the borders of 
the shrine. This zone belongs to the violent goddess, the epitome of 
power. Yet both realms are sacred, even if the puranic texts, true to 
the Upanisadic legacy and the Brahminical ideal of purity, assert 
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the superiority of the isolated, other-worldly shrine. Power, or the 
goddess, can never be dispensed with completely, unless life itself is 
finally negated. Tamil bhakti religion will not take this step; it is too 
much in love with life, and with the world in which God is re
vealed. Both goals—purity and power—persist in the bhakti tradi
tion; the ordering of the shrine, with the virgin goddess separate 
and the god with his "tame" wife located in the center, reflects the 
continuing conflict between the two vital religious ideals. 

The story of the dance is used to explain both aspects of this 
situation—the conclusion of a conventional marriage, and the 
manner in which marriage is precluded. Inside the shrine, Devi is 
now the witness to her husband's cosmic dance.53 The dance is a 
form of marriage, the male-dominating marriage which Siva must 
accept in his role of exemplar to his devotees. But outside sits the 
dread Kali, perhaps yearning for a union of violence and sacrifice, 
perhaps content forever to perform tapas alone, her powers assured 
by her freedom and her exclusion. Here, too, the dance explains her 
situation; because of Siva's victory in the contest, she survives in 
solitude at the edges of the sacred ground, or at the doorstep of Si
va's temple. Like other doorkeepers, she is, in the development of 
the myth, absorbed and ostensibly subdued; but like them she re
tains by the nature of her position and by virtue of the power be
lieved to reside in her, first hold on the minds of the worshipers. 
Here the devotees, who wish to benefit from her power in their 
own lives, seek her out with their offerings. Through mastery of 
the dance, the god transforms his bride and claims the center as his 
own; but the life that he, and his devotees, desire remains outside, 
with the goddess, in the twilight region of the boundary. 

7. REBIRTH: THE BRIDE AS MOTHER 

Is motherhood then a mere word of the lips? Bringing 
forth does not make a mother, unless she can 
understand the griefs of her child.1 

As the source of life and of life-sustaining milk, the goddess wor
shiped in Tamil shrines has attributes of the mother.2 So far we 
have concentrated on the role of the goddess as the bride of the 
deity—especially as the destructive, virginal bride who slays her 
husband as he attempts to unite with her. We have seen the efforts 
made to extricate the god from this violent confrontation: the dark 
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virgin is offered a demon in place of the god, or else she is subdued 
by her husband, or divided into two parts (the benign, golden 
bride, and the aggressive, dark killer). These attempts are all char
acteristic of a second level in the myths, a level in which the under
lying, motivating conception of the god's violent death has been 
overruled in favor of the belief in his total purity and freedom. We 
must now return to the sacrifice, which supplies meaning to the 
underlying conception of Siva's death at the hands of his bride. I 
have argued that the divine marriage partakes of the symbolism of 
sacrifice;3 the god's death is not, then, an end in itself but only a 
stage—admittedly, the most dramatic stage in the myths of mar
riage—on the road to rebirth. Out of the disintegration and chaos 
of the sacrifice, new life emerges; similarly, the god's death is but 
the means to his more secure, more powerful existence. What dis
tinguishes the Tamil tradition from the religion of the Brahmanas is 
the clear identification of the goddess with the whole complex of 
sacrificial ideas. The Tamil goddess is the focal point of violence to 
the victim, and she is also the source of the new life he is promised. 
The god, who exemplifies the process of death and rebirth through 
the sacrifice, offers himself to his bride and is then reborn from her 
womb. The symbolism of the sacrificial ritual is acted out from be
ginning to end in the relations of Siva and his local consort. 

That this symbolism comes through to us in a fractured, frag
mented manner must be attributed to our authors' desire to escape 
from this pattern entirely. The sacrifice is inseparable from power, 
and power pollutes and destroys; the deity, far from undergoing a 
symbolic Liebestod in order to acquire greater power from the 
source hidden in the goddess, must be isolated from any contact 
with the rituals of death and rebirth. Nevertheless, many myths 
still reveal the complete sequence we are studying. Recall, for 
example, the myth of the Kamakkottam at Kancipuram:4 there all 
the gods, including the male protagonist in his two forms (Siva, the 
consort of Devi, and his impersonator Bhandasura), offer them
selves in a great sacrifice, and are then created anew by the seduc
tive, murderous goddess Lalita. Siva emerges from the cave that 
opens up in Devi's shrine; in this new birth—the god himself com
pares his journey to rebirth from the womb of a golden cow5—his 
manhood, which he had lost through the curse of the Pine Forest 
sages, is restored.6 We may interpret this as meaning that Siva is 
reborn with renewed power (sakti) out of the womb of the goddess 
Kamak^I. Yet Siva dwells in this shrine as KamaksI's husband. In 
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another version from this site, Kamakgi gives birth to Siva from her 
right side, and to a form of herself from her forehead-eye, and the 
two are married by the gods.7 Evidently, the marriage myth thus 
requires a kind of incest: the male is sacrificed, or sacrifices himself, 
in violent marriage to his virgin bride, and is rewarded with rebirth 
from her womb; the strength that the goddess has drawn from him 
in his death will be restored to him in his new form, while the god
dess remains virgin, bride, and mother. In the second myth from 
Kaiicijust cited, the sexual relationship is still more complicated, 
since Kamakgi appears as mother, consort, and also sister of the 
god. 

The Tamil myths in their present form offer us all the elements 
and episodes of the sacrificial sequence, but usually fail to connect 
them in their natural order. Rather, they tend to appear as discrete 
mythic images—and even as such, cut off from any unifying con
text or interpretation, their true force is often blunted or distorted, 
as we have seen. Nevertheless, such a context, which binds to
gether these disjecta membra of an old and deeply rooted mythology 
and gives meaning to an otherwise bewildering mass of images, 
does exist. If the interpretation suggested here is correct, we could 
expect to find the following elements in the Tamil myths: first, an 
ambivalent portrayal of the goddess as mother—since this is a 
mother who has just destroyed her victim before giving birth to 
him once more; second, a myth of incestuous marriage (not the 
father-daughter incest of the Vedic creation myth,8 but a union of a 
son and his mother, or in some cases of a brother and sister); 
finally, an insistence upon the virginity of the mother, who has 
slain her husband/child in order to maintain her virtue. All of these 
elements do appear in the Tamil pur anas, and will be discussed be
low. 

At this point another problem must be touched upon. The role of 
the mother in our sources is clearly, in light of the above, complex 
and multifaceted. Not only do we find distinct episodes of the 
myth that have merged in the retelling, but we must also deal with 
the tendency to break away from the sacrificial symbolism al
together. The importance of the idea of the split goddess becomes 
clear from this situation. Dichotomy becomes a major technique 
for handling ambivalence and contradiction. Myth, we are some
times told, responds to oppositions and conflict through the elab
oration of multivalent symbols; the tension that generates the myth 
endures in the opposing strands of mythological images, and the 
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myth, by absorbing and fusing the extremes, becomes a creature of 
paradox.9 Many Hindu myths, however, prefer a different ap
proach; instead of resting content with the paradox, they divide the 
symbol into parts among which opposing forces can be distributed. 
This pattern is particularly prominent in Tamil mythology in its 
present form, for the Tamil authors delight in breaking down the 
basic symbols of the myths and in rationalizing their import. 
Moreover, this tendency to rationalize and explain goes along with 
the persistent attempt to do away with violence, at least in relation 
to the god. The technique of bifurcation is very useful here: we 
have seen how the dark goddess is made to shed her violent aspect 
(Kali, Kausikl) in order to unite, as the golden Gauri, with Siva. 
But the dark goddess may also be wedded to the god, sometimes 
peacefully,10 at other times in a lethal manner. Siva thus acquires 
two wives, one dark and virginal, the second golden and submis
sive. We will return to this pattern in our next section. In connec
tion with Devi's maternal aspect, we observe a similar approach to 
the inherent ambiguities involved. The different components of the 
divine mother may be combined in a single figure—usually the 
life-giving but also murderous cow—or they may be separated and 
assigned to distinct carriers. The complex, unitary figure probably 
represents the more original conception, in which both aspects of 
the sacrifice—the violent death and the rebirth—are present and ap
pear in association with the goddess. The split image and the ac
companying separation of opposing strands reflect the attempt to 
accommodate a less violent ideology; just as the splitting away of 
Kali allows the god to marry the more conventional Gauri, the 
separation of the terrifying aspect of the mother allows a more 
idealized image of the goddess as mother to become dominant. 

Why is the goddess so susceptible to this sort of surgery, while 
the god, instead of being cut in two, is usually removed altogether 
from the scene of violence, or provided with a surrogate to play his 
part? The answer seems to lie in the close identification of the god
dess (or the woman) with power. If the god can finally govern 
power so that he comes to represent a state of utmost purity and 
separation, the goddess can never wholly abandon her native state. 
A part of her at least will always be tied to the earth—the dark soil 
that absorbs life into itself in order to give forth new life—and to 
the realm of violent power and creative chaos generally. And since 
Tamil bhakti religion can never completely dispense with power in 
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any case, and tends rather to regard it as a manifestation of the sa
cred, the goddess, the natural source of power, can only be 
"purified" up to a point. She is needed, as the dark and potent vir
gin, to answer the prayers of the devotees. Insofar as our texts wish 
to draw harmonious portraits of the deities, male and female, the 
best they can do is to divide the goddess into benign and threaten
ing parts, and then exclude the latter—as in the case of Kali exiled 
through the dance.11 The myths of the violent mother offer re
peated examples of this solution. 

One should not, however, regard the idea of split or multiple 
mothers as a recent, south Indian invention. The exigencies of the 
Tamil myths make this pattern very frequent in the Tamil puranas; 
but we find similar notions in the Vedic literature and in the classi
cal Sanskrit puranas. Already in the RV Agni is described as 
dvimata, "having two mothers":12 the commentators explain the 
two mothers as the fire-sticks, or earth and heaven, or night and 
day.13 Night and day seek Agni as their calf14—note the image of 
the cow as mother and the doubling, one dark mother and one light 
one. Agni may also have three15 or seven16 mothers; Soma, too, 
has more than one,17 sometimes also seven (who are sisters)— 
perhaps the seven rivers.18 The much later tradition of the Seven 
Mothers, who in the folk tradition are sometimes said to be sisters, 
is thus adumbrated by the most ancient literary sources. We will 
discuss these seven goddesses below. The opposition between the 
good and evil aspects of the mother may be expressed in Vedic 
myth in the contrast between Aditi (or Anumati) and Nirfti;19 simi
larly, the common representation of this opposition in terms of a 
good natural mother and an evil stepmother—a universal folklore 
motif20—can be discovered in the RV.21 But perhaps the most fa
mous Vedic myth of multiple mothers has been lost. The lexicons 
and Sanskrit puraijas explain Rudra's epithet "Tryambaka" as 
"having three eyes," although the Epic refers it to Siva's worship of 
the three goddesses of the sky, earth, and water.22 Sayaija reverses 
the archaic image: Tryambaka is mother and father of the 
Trimurti.23 Only the XnteKalikapuratia follows the natural meaning 
("having three mothers"): Siva was born to the three queens of 
King Paugya in three sections that united to form a single child; 
hence he is known as Tryambaka.24 This myth probably represents 
an unconscious reversion influenced by the examples of Jantu, born 
to one hundred mothers,25 and Jarasandha, born in two pieces to 
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the wives of a king and united by the ambivalent Rak^asi Jara.26 

Skanda, too, is born in pieces in some accounts; in others the six-
headed single child splits and reunites.27 Although the motif of the 
"birth in pieces" is thus fairly widespread, its source seems to be 
the concept of the multiple mothers attached to a single child.28 

A plurality of mothers is not an easy notion to accept. One text 
resorts to the theory of adoption to explain the title "Dvaimatura," 
"having two mothers," which is here applied to Ganesa: when 
Gaijesa was born on earth, his parents were horrified at his 
elephant's head with its long trunk, his weapons carried in his four 
arms, and his fat belly; they abandoned the child near a pool, where 
he was found and adopted by a sage and his wife.29 This myth re
verses the usual values by making the natural mother abandon her 
child, while the foster mother—usually a more negative figure— 
nourishes him; attempting to explain the existence of two mothers, 
the myth gratuitously provides two fathers as well!30 A further 
development dispenses with the natural mother altogether: 
Cutalaimatacuvami (a folk deity popular in the Tirunelveli region) 
is given two foster mothers by Siva when he is banished from 
Kailasa; Peycci, who stands on his left in representations, eats in
fants and corpses, and BrahmarakjasI, who stands on his right, 
"has similar tastes."31 Although neither mother seems truly be
nign, a division in terms of rank may be intended: a Brahmarak^asI 
may be presumed to be of higher status than an ordinary demoness, 
and she stands on the auspicious right. In India as in the West, the 
sinister is the left; Kaijijaki casts her left breast at the city of 
Maturai.32 Other myths of Cutalaimatacuvami regard his natural 
mother ParvatI as a symbol of the less positive aspects of the 
mother: the god himself is said to have taken to eating corpses be
cause he was unsatisfied by his mother's milk.33 Perhaps the ulti
mate step in the direction of the two mothers is taken by a myth 
about the birth of Bhaglratha: the two widowed queens of King Di-
Hpa asked Vasistha how the royal line could be continued; Vasistha 
performed a sacrifice and gave one of the queens an oblation (cam) 
to eat; he advised them to unite sexually, the second queen taking 
the part of the male (anya puru$abhavena maithundya pravartatam). In 
this manner, without seed, the elder queen gave birth to a boneless 
mass of flesh, which was named Bhaglratha (from bhaga, the female 
organ). Bhaglratha was eventually transformed into a man as 
radiant as Kama by the intervention of the sage Ajtavakra.34 Here 
the father is eliminated altogether, but the unnatural birth without 

 
������������������������� 



Bride as Mother 229 

seed results in a boneless child—and a male sage has to be provided 
to restore Bhagiratha to normal human shape. 

In essence, the conception of a plurality of mothers aims at ex
pressing the ambivalence or multivalence of the mother figure, and 
it is at this point that our discussion of the Tamil puranic myths of 
the mother must begin. In particular, our concern is with the 
darker side of the mother. The wicked mother or stepmother is, of 
course, a universal figure; the Indian representatives of this type 
have been discussed at length by O'Flaherty with reference to the 
problem of evil generally, and in the light of modern psychological 
theories.35 Here we will deal with the evil mother in the context of 
the divine marriage, and the sacrificial symbolism that permeates 
this myth. The goddess gives birth to her consort after murdering 
him or castrating him, and it is in this sense—as the source of life 
won from violence—that DevI acquires a maternal character in the 
Tamil shrines. As we have seen, some myths (notably those of 
Kancipuram) directly attribute the birth of the god to the local 
goddess. More often, the violent mother appears in the Tamil 
puranic myths as the ambivalent wishing-cow, the Kamadhenu. In 
surveying the symbolism of blood and milk in the Tamil shrines, 
we discovered a tendency to associate both fluids with the 
Kamadhenu; the cow both wounds the god, thus causing the flow 
of blood, and nourishes him with her milk. As the source of both 
life and dangerous violence, the cow recalls the role of the breast in 
Tamil symbolism generally.36 Throughout India the cow serves as 
a natural symbol for motherhood. Aditi37 and PrthivI38 are iden
tified with the cow in the R V; Rudra is the father of the Maruts 
through the cow Ppsni.39 Early Tamil literature contains a famous 
example of the cow as mother: Aputtiran, abandoned at birth by 
his mother, was nursed for seven days by a cow before being found 
and adopted by a Brahmin. When he had become a boy, he once 
saved a cow from being sacrificed in the village; the Brahmins 
found him with the cow and beat him for freeing it, and the cow 
then attacked the sacrificer and wounded him. Aputtiran was 
reborn as the son of the same cow that had nursed him, itself re
born as a cow with golden horns and hoofs and plentiful milk.40 

The cow's wounding of the sacrificer shows us again the associa
tion of blood and milk; but here the cow is essentially positive and 
life-giving, and in this way contrasts with Aputtiran's natural 
mother, who abandons him. 

The depiction of the cow as violent and even murderous is com-
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mon throughout the Tamil puraijic corpus. One striking example 
appears in another myth about DadhIci (Dadhyafii), whom we 
have met in connection with the anthill sacrifice:41 

Indra shot arrows at the Rak$asas with his bow. In anger, the 
Rakgasas seized the bow, broke it, and swallowed the arrows. 
Indra fled in fear. The seven sages advised turning to Vigiju for 
help, and Vijiju suggested they take the adamantine bones of 
DadhIci as a weapon. Indra asked the Kamadhenu to bring the 
bones of this sage, who was performing tapas, vowed to 
silence. The cow hesitated, faced with the same dilemma as 
Kama when asked to disturb the meditation of Siva;42 at 
length, under pressure from the gods and sages, the cow 
agreed. 

She approached the sage, who was lost in meditation.43 First 
she sniffed his body, then she licked him with her tongue. The 
sage felt this and thought, "The divine cow is freeing me from 
evil." Then she caught hold of his spine with her teeth and 
pulled. The sage remained silent, thinking, "The cow is very 
hungry. It will be good if she eats." Those who have attained 
knowledge of Siva do not reckon their body to have any real
ity. 

As the cow bit and pulled out his backbone, the sage did not 
budge. But when she began to walk away with his spine, he 
cried, "Return! Why have you come here?" She explained to 
him the cause of her action, and he cursed her to be troubled 
by Brahminicide because she had listened to the gods; he also 
cursed Visoii to lose an arm in his incarnation as Vyasa,44 the 
sages to lose the fruit of their sacrifice, Indra to lose his 
strength and become confused, and the weapon made from his 
backbone to lose its luster. Sadly, the cow went to the gods 
and gave them the bones. They had Maya forge the weapon, 
and Indra worshiped it. DadhIci succeeded in making his body 
grow back by meditation; a proficient sage can recreate the en
tire universe in a straw! But because of his curse, the divine 
weapon lost its splendor, until Indra worshiped the god of 
Pamfilli. 

The cow, afflicted by Brahminicide, devoured creatures and 
blood like a famished tiger, but her hunger was never as
suaged. After afflicting the inhabitants of heaven, she began to 
prey on the world of men. But when she arrived at Painnili, 
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she returned to her former state; she watered the lihga there 
with urine and milk, and in cleaning it with her tongue and her 
tail she bruised it with her feet. The god, marked by her hoofs, 
melted in happiness; he granted her release from the curse and 
from the evil of killing creatures in hunger.45 

This version of Dadhici's self-sacrifice differs from most others, 
and from the MBh account from which they appear to have been 
drawn, by regarding the removal of Dadhici's spine as evil, a form 
of murder.46 In some texts Pippalada, Dadhici's son, wishes to take 
revenge on the gods for their murder of his father;47 usually, how
ever, DadhIcijoyfully offers to fulfil the gods' request for his spine. 
That this act of self-sacrifice should have terrible consequences in 
the Tamil version accords well with the complex attitude toward 
the cow, whose actions undoubtedly entangle her in evil. In the 
Tamil text, DadhIci feels no sympathy for the gods, but appears to 
derive a masochistic joy from being devoured by the cow/mother. 
Thejoy of surrender recalls the longing of Siva (or Mahija) for an
nihilation at the hands of the goddess; indeed, the analogy with the 
marriage myths is borne out by the sequel, when Dadhici's role as 
victim is transferred to the Iinga—the symbol of Siva, the consort of 
the goddess in her various local forms (including her maternal as
pect as the Kamadhenu). Dadhici's surrender to the mother is re
peated with respect to the lihga, which is scarred by the cow's 
hoofs, yet melts (ufal kulaintar) in joy at this wound—just as the 
sind-lmga at Kancipuram melts in the embrace of the goddess and 
is marked by her breasts. The same verb—meni kulaintu—is used in 
the Kanci myth, which is perhaps the most famous Tamil example 
of the mother who wounds the god.48 The watering of the linga at 
PainnIli with cow's urine (gojala) is, of course, regarded positively 
by the text, gojala being one of the five sacred products of the cow; 
this, and the milk which is poured over the lihga, represent the 
wholly munificent aspect of the mother. The Kamadhenu at first 
reluctantly acts as a murderess; then, because of her victim's curse, 
she becomes "like a famished tiger" (again we see a curse that ag
gravates its cause); finally, while ostensibly transformed back to her 
pacific state, she manages to inflict several wounds on the god. A 
possible antecedent for this description of the Kamadhenu is the 
statement in the Padmapurarfa that the wishing-cow Surabhi licked 
Dadhici's corpse clean of flesh so that the gods could take the bones 
for their weapon.49 In any case, the violent, destructive side of the 
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cow is no less clear than the positive, sustaining side of her charac
ter; again we are reminded of the cow-turned-tiger at Cikkal, and 
of the aggressive Kamadhenu of Tiruvanmiyur.50 

Another murderous cow is known from the Tiruvilaiyafar-
puraqam: the Jains produced a demon (tana ν an) in the form of a cow 

from a sacrificial pit and sent it to destroy Maturai, believing no 
one would resist because of the shame of harming a cow. Siva sent 

his bull Nandin to stop it; Nandin caught the cow on his horns and 

threw it on to its back, and then he revealed all his beauty (ariya 

vifai tan matffav alakinai kkaffa) without causing the cow harm. The 

cow was overcome with desire and, losing its life and its strength, 

turned into a mountain.51 Lust is fatal to the demon-cow, which is 

here pitted against its natural consort, the bull; paralysis and turn
ing upside down recur in association with the violent bull.52 Milk is 
attached here to the bull rather than the cow: Nandin approaches 
the cow like a moving silver mountain, his horn—like a milk-white 
sliver of the moon—splitting open the pregnant abdomen of the 
cloud.53 If the bull can thus claim the symbolism of milk and seduc
tive beauty, the cow appears as the violent aggressor; we are not far 
here from the pattern of sex reversal that is discussed at the end of 
this chapter. A masculine nature is imputed to the dangerous god
dess, who may appear either as wholly male or as a male-female 
hybrid, the androgyne.54 Color symbolism is useful here as a 
means of expressing the ambivalent nature of the mother; in the 
myth just cited, Nandin's horn is white as milk, and the demonic 
cow is also usually depicted as white;55 frequently, however, a vio
lent cow is said to be black, or both black and white. In a myth 
from the Sivapuratpa, a white cow, angered when a Brahmin strikes 
her calf, kills the Brahmin's son with her horn; she immediately be
comes black, but regains her white color and expiates her crime by 
bathing in a tirtha.56 A myth from Andhra relates that a black cow 
trampled by mistake an anthill in which the child K J-^na was dwell
ing, and over which she had previously poured her milk; the hoof 
was imprinted in the moist clay, and Siva ordered that the anthill 
cool down and become a linga .57 The black color of the cow is here 
shared by the Iihga that replaces the wounded deity residing in the 
anthill. At Velur, another anthill shrine, the cow who nourishes the 
serpent-deity has an even more striking appearance: 

A cow (karampacu) with black body, mouth white as the 
conch, and coral-red horns, ears, hoofs, and tail, with five 
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dugs as if made of sugar cane, gave birth to a calf to which it 
gave no milk. The calf did not cling to its mother and was 
never hungry, weary, or thirsty. One day the master noticed 
that when the cow came home in the evening from the fields, 
its udders were empty. He followed the cow one day as it went 
toward the forest, crossed over to an island, and stood over an 
anthill there. A five-headed serpent emerged from the anthill 
to suck the milk from each of the five udders of the cow. 

The cow's master was overcome with joy. He slept there 
that night, and the lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, "I 
am Sambasivamurtti. I created the black cow, and I drink her 
milk and am content." The devotee built the god a shrine at 
that spot.58 

The five-faced god (Pancavaktra-Siva) in the form of a serpent 
drinks the milk of the multicolored cow. According to the dic
tionaries, the karampacu is a black cow with black tongue and ud
der, but it is also a form of the Kamadhenu: the karampacu lives in 
the world of Indra and has the face of a woman and the wings of a 
bird.59 Yet the combination of black and white in the Velur cow 
suggests an essentially ambivalent nature. Note that the cow's pref
erence for the god means that she deprives her own child of milk, 
although the calf is expressly said not to suffer on this account in 
this text. More to the point is another myth from this shrine, which 
makes the aggression against the child explicit: 

"There was a Raja named Dharma Raja. He had a son who 
was noted for his unrivalled beauty. He had a step-mother 
who became hopelessly fond of him. She once called him to 
her and tried by every means to make him make love to her. 
Sarangadram hereupon left his stepmother in great disdain. 
With a view now to ruin him, she told her husband Dharma 
Raja that his son had attempted to take improper liberties with 
her. The Raja was consequently so much enraged against him 
that he instantly ordered his hands and feet to be cut off, and 
his maimed body to be cast on the hill [from which the rocks 
used in building a shrine were later taken]. . . . Sarangadram 
did not take this undeserved cruelty to heart, but spent all his 
solitary hours in devotion to the god. Consequently his hands 
and feet were replaced, and the hill was also benefited by his 
meritorious sufferings, in that any extent of stones extracted 
from it was in no time replaced."60 

 
������������������������� 



234 Bride as Mother 

The hill on which the stepson is thrown provides the rocks for the 
shrine of the five-headed serpent in the anthill, as described in the 
previous text. The virtuous son, slandered by his stepmother for 
rejecting her advances as Hippolytus is slandered by Phaedra, suf
fers unjustly at the hands of his father; the injustice is made still 
more bitter by the king's name, "king ofdharma." The pattern of 
paternal aggression against a son is very pronounced in Tamil 
sources, so much so that A. K. Ramanujan has suggested that the 
Western Oedipal theme is inverted in India, so that violence is di
rected from father to son rather than vice versa;61 there are, how
ever, many instances of the "classical" Oedipal theme of the son's 
attack upon the father as well.62 Our concern for the moment is 
with the aggressive mother or stepmother: in the above myth, 
nothing is said of the boy's true mother, while the stepmother has 
become the locus of violence directed against the son. The evil 
stepmother is, as I have mentioned, a universal figure well repre
sented in Indian literature: one thinks of Chaya, the sun's shadowy 
second wife, who curses her stepson Yama to lose a leg;63 or 
Suruci, whose behavior drives her rival's son Dhruva to perform 
austerities in order to achieve a station higher than that of his 
stepbrothers—until ultimately he becomes the Pole Star.64 But the 
evil stepmother is frequently no more than a representative of the 
dark component of the real mother. This seems to be the case at 
Velur—not only is "Sarangadram's" natural mother completely 
absent, but the myth of the lustful stepmother fills the lacuna of the 
first myth from this shrine and explains the portrayal of the cow as 
partially black. The multicolored cow expresses the contrasting as
pects of the goddess as mother. 

The Velur tradition, with its sexually aggressive but frustrated 
stepmother, thus brings us to our second theme—the question of 
incest. If the violent goddess does, in fact, give birth to her consort, 
an incestuous relationship is inevitable—even if, as we by now ex
pect, the union is never completely consummated. We shall study 
several Tamil examples of this theme, which is also associated with 
the cow-incarnation of the goddess. First, let us note that the theme 
of mother-son incest is at least as ancient as the father-daughter in
cest that serves as the metaphor for creation. Pugan is the wooer of 
his mother and the lover of his sister.65 Nirukta 10.46 suggests that 
Pururavas unites with his mother (Vac).66 A later myth that plays 
on the same theme is the story of Rati, who brings up Pradyumna 
as a son, then falls in love with him and marries him.67 In the classi-
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cal Saiva puranas, however, incestuous desire for the mother is 
either restricted to the demons, as in the outstanding instance of 
Andhaka (who, however, becomes a form of Siva), or allowed to 
surface—often only by implication—in myths about the children of 
Siva and ParvatI, especially Gapesa. Vighnesvara (Gapesa) wants a 
woman as beautiful as his mother, "and such a one he has not 
found, though he has every opportunity of beholding the damsels 
of the country, seeing that he stands at the most conspicuous places 
in the towns and villages, and at the threshold of innumerable tem
ples."68 We are also told that during his battle with Surapadma, 
each time Gapesa overcame a demon his (Gapesa's) mother gave 
birth to another; he therefore closed her yoni with his trunk to pre
vent her from giving birth.69 This ingenious explanation of the 
popular Vallabhagapapati icon, an obvious sexual image, identifies 
the partner of the god as his mother. The Gapesa myths bring out 
clearly the rivalry between the son and the husband for the 
mother's love; Siva beheads the young Gapesa (or breaks off one of 
his tusks in a symbolic act of castration) out of jealousy at Parvati's 
love for this child.70 Hart notes that the competition between hus
band and son for the sacred power embodied in the mother under
lies the separation of the father from his wife during and immedi
ately after childbirth; in this period the father constitutes a danger 
for the child, and the child for the father, for both look to the same 
source of power for sustenance.71 In the myths of Gapesa, this 
rivalry remains constant. Skanda (Murukan), the younger son of 
Siva and ParvatI, never to my knowledge competes with Siva in 
this manner; in the Tamil tradition, Murukan's eroticism is focused 
almost entirely on VaJli, his local bride,72 while in the northern tra
dition Skanda—although married to Devasena, the Army of the 
Gods, as befits a divine warrior—is often a symbol of chastity, an 
eternal brahmacarin, who presents no threat, sexual or otherwise, to 
his father.73 In one myth Skanda is cured of lust when his mother 
ParvatI takes the form of whatever woman he is about to seduce;74 

here we have no incestuous desires but simply a conventional an-
tierotic argument. Only rarely does one encounter Siva himself as a 
child of the goddess in northern sources: in the MBh he is said to 
have appeared on Parvati's lap as a child; Indra tried to strike the 
child with his thunderbolt, but the infant paralyzed Indra's arm.75 

In the Lmgapuraqa, Siva takes the form of a baby to suck the anger 
from the breasts of the goddess after she has slain the demon 
Daruka.76 
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The Tamil myths, however, offer many examples of the theme 
of incestuous love between Siva and the goddess of a shrine. The 
context of this love, which never attains its object, is the local mar
riage of the divine couple. We turn first to Tiruvavatuturai, where 
the marriage to the cow-goddess takes two forms: 

"Sometime before this, the goddess had cherished a desire that 
all souls in the world should obtain deliverance and that the 
celestial women (deparambaiyar) should have their desires 
satisfied. To achieve this object, she told the god that she did 
not have all the rituals in her marriage, which took place when 
she was only a child in the Himalaya mountains, and that she 
would like their marriage to be celebrated once again with all 
its attendant ceremonies. Siva said that she could have her wish 
satisfied in due time; and meanwhile asked her to play dice 
with him. They played dice having Vigiju as the umpire. In the 
course of the play, the goddess, it is said, spoke disobediently 
to her lord, and the god cursed her to be born as apasu (cow) 
and said, 'you shall worship me at Nandimanagar and get rid 
of this curse when we shall accept you again and marry you as 
you desired.' The god then sent his spouse to work out her 
curse along with Gapapati and others, and asked Vijnu to be 
the cowherd when the goddess would take birth as a cow. But 
the pang of separation was much even for Siva to bear; he 
transformed the Bijakjara of the goddess into seven seeds and 
sowed them in seven places beginning with Tiruvalangadu. 
When the goddess had passed through the ordeal, she made a 
plunge in the Gomukti tirtha and was accepted again by the 
god under the name of Oppilamulai ['(the lady of) the incom
parable breast']. Then their marriage was celebrated."77 

The identification of Devi and the cow is here explicit. The exile of 
the goddess leads to the appearance on earth of the divine seed, the 
bijakfara; as in the flood myth from Cikali,78 the reference is to a 
"seed-mantra," or to sound as a creative medium. The mantra of the 
goddess, which no doubt leads to the deliverance of those who 
know it (in accordance with Devi's wish before her descent to 
earth), is produced in connection with Devi's terrestrial marriage 
and distributed by Siva among seven shrines. Siva separates the di
vine seed, as in several versions of the birth of Skanda79 and as in 
the myth of the Maruts, divided into seven while still in the womb 
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of Diti by Indra;80 the latter myth may even have contributed to the 
Tamil myth, and we should remember that the Maruts were earlier 
known as the children of a cow (gomatarah) .81 Two marriages are 
recognized by the Tamil text, the first, unsatisfactory one with the 
child-bride in the Himalayas, the second in the shrine; the latter 
event is, of course, the primary concern of the Tamil myth. Yet 
there is an implicit doubling even of this second, localized mar
riage. The central figure of the shrine of Tiruvava(uturai, the set
ting of this myth, is the bull Nandin;82 Siva himself refers to this 
site as Nandimanagar, "the great city of Nandin," when he sends 
the goddess off to work out her curse. The cow thus joins Nandin, 
her proper consort, in his shrine; only later is she remarried to Siva, 
this time in her maternal form ("the lady of the incomparable 
breast," an epithet derived from the image of the cow and its milk). 
Another version of the myth makes this duplication clearer: 

Once, on Kailasa, DevI asked Siva to tell her a story. He told 
her of her birth as the daughter of Dakja, her suicide at her 
father's sacrifice, her rebirth as Parvati and her marriage to 
him. Uma bowed and said, "It has been such a long time since 
our wedding; it is like a dream seen by a mute. Marry me 
again." Siva agreed to marry her once more in the coming era 
(brahmakalpa). Because he refused to marry her immediately, 
the goddess was sad and called to her companions to go out 
with her to the garden. Thus she was disrespectful to her hus
band in her mind, and Siva cursed her to become a cow (pacu) 
on earth. DevI wept in grief and sought forgiveness. Siva com
forted her: to match her cow's form, he would become a bull 
and appear before her. 

The goddess went to earth in the form of a cow; the gods 
accompanied her as cowherds, while the goddesses became 
cows. Siva followed her as a bull. The cow found a linga in a 
forest ofaracu trees. She poured milk over it and won the name 
OppilamulaiyaJ. She also watered a littga in a nearby banyan 
forest. When three years had passed thus, Siva disappeared. 
The cow was stricken with sorrow at the separation. The god 
called to her from heaven, "We have rejoiced in your milk. 
Now bathe in the holy tank." 

The cow did so and gained back her divine form; hence that 
tank is known as GomuktitIrtha ("the tank of the cow's re
lease"). Siva came to embrace the goddess; therefore he is 
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named Apainteluntar ("he who rose to embrace"). He sent the 
gods back to heaven, promising to call them back for his 
wedding to Oppilamulaiyammai, and he remained in Tiru-
vavatuturai, holding the goddess in his embrace.83 

Devi's exile is made easy to bear because her husband follows her in 
a form matching hers. The bull accompanies DevI to earth; its dis
appearance is the catalyst to the "human" marriage of Siva and the 
goddess. Note that although the cow finds the lifigas indicative of a 
divine presence in the shrine, she attracts the bull—the major deity 
of this site—to the spot, and then causes Siva to remain there as 
Anainteluntar; in other words, the local goddess attracts and estab
lishes the male divinity in the shrine. Release from the form of a 
cow (pasu) may refer to the concept of Siva's grace in releasing 
souls (pasu) from bonds (pasa);84 the goddess would thus 
exemplify, in her exile and restoration, the process of deliverance 
that she is said to desire for all souls (according to the first version 
of the Tiruvavatuturai myth). The god's grace is often personified 
by the goddess (arufcatti), but if the myth under discussion is in fact 
a Saiva Siddhantin allegory, the goddess would be in this case the 
object of the longed-for grace; like other souls, she achieves salva
tion by devotion on earth. One Sanskrit puraija suggests a some
what similar idea: the gods became pasus in order to overcome the 
demons of the Triple City; they performed the pasupata rite to rid 
themselves of this .state.85 Yet this kind of allegory is surely later 
than the basic myth of Siva's marriage at Tiruvavatuturai; a Sid-
dhantin exegesis cannot dispose of the essential images of the myth. 
In her appearance at the shrine as a cow, and in watering the linga 

with her milk, the goddess is seen as a mother. Siva marries the 
cow-goddess after she is freed from this form, but his bride's name, 
Oppilamulaiyammai, continues to evoke the incest theme. If such, 
indeed, is the underlying force of the second marriage, it is 
obscured by the presence of the bull, the proper mate for the cow-
goddess. In other words, the maternal aspect of the goddess is sepa
rated from her erotic role, as it is in the myths of Skanda's birth 
examined below. Moreover, it is important to note that neither of 
the two marriages at Tiruvavatuturai is actually celebrated in the 
myth; the first, between cow and bull, is entirely implicit, the sec
ond promised but seemingly postponed, although Siva embraces 
Oppilamulaiyammai even without a ritual celebration. 

The tradition of Tiruvavatuturai thus reveals two major 
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strands—Siva marries the goddess as mother, but the incestuous 
union is not fUlly achieved. The maternal consort remains a virgin. 
Such a conclusion accords well with the most basic elements of the 
marriage myths as defined in our discussion so far; the myths of 
Oppilamulaiyammai are unusual only in their boldness and clarity. 
Only in tribal myths is the incest motif more explicit.86 In other 
Tamil shrines, the incestuous marriage is largely veiled, but Siva 
retains a claim on the offspring of the cow-goddess: 

One day a bull forced himself on the cows of Indra's heaven, 
including the Kamadhenu, and the sweat from their union 
poured like a waterfall on to the linga at Tiruvarancai. The 
sages there were angered by this defilement, and the cows 
grew lean and discolored and sick. Indra was alarmed, and 
Brahma came to tell him that the cause was the anger of Siva. 
Brahma advised the cows, "Even though Siva will not regard 
evil committed unintentionally as a fault, still it will be difficult 
for you to rid yourselves of the disease, no matter how long 
you perform tapas or how many magical powers (siddhis) you 
attain. Only worship of Siva with your milk together with 
pure water, ghee, and flowers will bring you purity of body." 
The cows hastened to Tiruvarancai and bathed the linga in 
their milk (ituyyav amutakka(al) and created, by ploughing the 
earth with their faces, a river of pure water—the GomukhI 
("cow's face"). After one hundred years Siva appeared on the 
bull and forgave them. They asked that their sons, born in joy, 
become the vahana of the god, and that these sons flourish like 
Murukan and Gaijapati. Because they were granted their wish 
(varam), that shrine is known as Varancai, where Pasupad-Siva 
rejoiced upon the bull.87 

An unintentional offense causes sickness and emaciation, just as In
dra's necessary killing of Vptra causes him to become weak and Ius-
terless;88 and just as Indra restores his strength by drinking milk or 
Soma,89 so the cows are healed by the gift of their milkIamtfa. The 
offense is positive in effect, producing sons born in joy and a holy 
river to offset the waterfall of defiling sweat; moreover, the sons are 
promised the status of the children of the goddess ParvatI when 
Siva (as Pasupati, lord of beasts—or cows!) reveals himself riding 
upon their father, the bull. Thus Siva is both polluted by the sin and 
rewarded (with adopted children and a vahana) by its atonement 
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through the milk of the goddess. The association of the children of 
the cows with Murukan and Ganesa would seem to implicate the 
god himself—through his vehicle, the bull—in the rape that ini
tiates the mythic action; this splitting of the god's symbols com
pletely masks the motif of union with the cow-mother, just as the 
appearance of the bull at Tiruvavatuturai obscures the incestuous 
relationship between Siva and the goddess. 

In a similar myth from the Kalikapurarfa, Siva's mount is not his 
son but his grandson: Vetala, the son of Siva, desired the 
Kamadhenu, and she, following the dharma of animals,90 came to 
him of her own accord. From their union was born a bull named 
Spiga; he worshiped Siva, and Siva made him his vahana.91 

Elsewhere, the vahana of Siva is not the offspring but the husband 
of the cow: 

The Kamadhenu, wife of Marttanda the bull, came to 
Nagesaksetra and worshiped the god, who stretched forth his 
tongue and drank the milk of her four teats. After four years 
the god said, "Enough! I am satisfied and can no longer drink 
your milk." He showed her his five faces, and she saw that her 
teats had left an impression on each of them. Siva then ap
peared to her and granted her request for offspring, saying, 
"You will have three kinds of children—goats, cows, and buf
faloes, all of which will have a part in the sacrifice. Your four 
daughters Nandini, Kapila, Rohini, and Surabhi will reside in 
the four quarters together with their guardians, and your hus
band will serve as my vahana."92 

Again, worship of the god produces offspring; here the aggression 
is not in the rape of the cow-goddess but in the mother's wounding 
the faces of the god. The cow scars the god's image even as she 
nourishes him, just as KamaksI wounds the lihga during the Kaiici 
flood. Marttaijda (sic), who appears as a stallion in a famous myth 
of two mothers (Samjna and her surrogate Chaya),93 is here the 
bull, husband of the cow; in Vedic mythology he is the eighth son 
of Aditi, rejected by his mother so that he dies and is born again—a 
classic expression of the murderous mother.94 In the puraijas Aditi, 
impregnated by a ray of the sun, performs terrible austerities until 
her husband Kasyapa accuses her of killing the embryo; angered, 
Aditi gives birth on the spot to a son called Marttanda, after Kasya-
pa's fears that the egg had been destroyed (maritam arfdam).95 The 
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cow-mother at Nagesakjetra is thus married to the epitome of the 
murdered child; her wounding of the god preserves this relation
ship in a different form, although nothing is said of any marriage 
between Siva and the cow. 

All the myths just discussed—from Tiruvavatuturai, Tiruvarafi-
cai, and Nagesaksetra—show a common tendency to soften the 
impact of the incest motif, and even to do away with it entirely. 
This struggle to break away from an underlying pattern is, as we 
have seen, characteristic of the Tamil puranic tradition as a whole. 
South Indian village myths are less concerned with the proprieties; 
here the idea of incestuous lust is stated in plain terms. Neverthe
less, the village myths share with the puranic tradition the refusal to 
allow the incestuous act to take place. Let us look at one striking 
example of a popular myth of the goddess as mother: 

"Ellamma is the Adisakti, without father or mother or hus
band, born out of the earth, a virgin. Before her was Adijam-
buvu, a great muni, who was born six months before the 
Kaliyugam. . . . He by his mantras caused Ellamma to be born 
out of the earth. Nine hours after she was born, she attained to 
maturity and was like a twelve years' old girl. [She put on 
grand clothes and went to greet the sage; she tried to seduce 
him, but he refused her and gave her instead a root to plant in 
the ground. From this root a cock sprang up; the goddess be
came a hen and laid three eggs, one of which fell to the world 
of the Nagas and gave birth to Adiseja, while the second went 
bad and produced the BrahmaraksasI in the city of Bali, and 
the third was hatched by the goddess. From it Brahma, Vi$i>u, 
and Siva were born, and after their birth the goddess became a 
woman again. She asked them to satisfy her desire, but they 
replied:] 'Mother we came from your womb, how can we do 
this?' She answered, Ί am not your mother, but only your 
grandmother, as you were born from an egg, so you need not 
hesitate.' They fled from her in fear from place to place, and at 
length rushed into the presence of Adijambuvu to tell him, 
who they were, and why they had fled from the Adisakti. He 
turned to Siva and said, 'It is you she seeks and not the others. 
When she presses you to comply with her wishes promise to 
do so on the condition that she gives you her third eye. She 
will agree to give you her eye, and with it I shall take away her 
strength, so that her robe will become a burden to her.' Siva 
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did according to these directions, and the Adisakti's strength 
and vigour disappeared. He asked if she still wished him to 
comply with her request, and she replied that her robe had 
become a burden to her. The Trimurtulu left her, and after 
receiving instruction from Adijambuvu, she returned to 
Matangagiri hill. Nine hours later the Kaliyuga began and the 
people came in multitudes to worship her."96 

In a variant of this myth, Mariyamman hatches the Trimurti from 
the black speck of an egg; after rearing them until the age of twelve, 
she gives each of them a chariot and a trident and tries to seduce 
them. Brahma and Siva refuse on the grounds that she is their 
mother; Vigiju procrastinates, but when she returns the next day he 
takes from her the fairest of her thousand eggs, a weapon, and a 
forehead ornament; she loses her strength and her desire, becoming 
like a woman one hundred years old.97 

This myth recalls at once the pattern of taming or transforming a 
dangerous goddess. Ellamma is the virgin mother, born from the 
earth, who lusts for her sons and must be restrained. Unlike the 
myths of the dance contest, however, the outcome of the village 
myth is not a conventional marriage but the final separation of the 
tamed virgin. The process of overcoming the menacing goddess is 
symbolized here first by the theft of the third eye, and then by the 
bizarre motif of the cumbersome robe. The third eye and its mul
tiform, the forehead ornament, may be related to the third breast of 
Minakgi—hence also to the weapon, probably the phallic trident, 
that Vi$nu must steal in the second myth. First the goddess must be 
made a woman by the birth of her sons;98 then, since she is still far 
from the conventional ideal of a woman, her lust and excessive 
vigor must be drained before she becomes fit for worship, and real 
time can begin—for in the village myths, the Kaliyuga is the one, 
primeval age. Mariyamman is formed from light in the midst of the 
waters, light that takes the form of a woman in order to bring forth 
the Kaliyuga.99 

The loss of power described here seems, at first glance, to clash 
with the recurring idea of preserving the power of the virgin goddess 
intact—as when Kali is exiled to the boundary of the shrine in order 
to avoid the dissipation of energy consequent upon marriage. On 
closer inspection, however, the village myth is no exception to 
this pattern. Ellamma remains a virgin set apart in her shrine, and 
the transformation she undergoes simply reflects the necessary Iimi-
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tation of her native powers. Specifically, it is her dangerous lust for 
her children that must be neutralized. The village myth's total re
jection of incest is most striking, and contrasts starkly with Sanskrit 
creation myths in which incest is the necessary first step. The 
Sanskrit pattern of the father pursuing his daughter is inverted in 
the village myth, and the daughter is made to attempt to seduce her 
creator, the sage Adijambu(vu). She fails, and her failure adum
brates her rejection by her sons, especially Siva, who profits from 
the advice of the sage. The father is at no time a threatening figure 
in this myth; the aggression toward the child takes the form of the 
mother's violent lust. The sons flee from their passionate, devour
ing mother, whose incestuous desires must be frustrated in order to 
preserve her chastity and power, and thus give meaning to her 
worship. In the village, the goddess remains both a virgin and a 
mother. If the androgynous Minaksi becomes a woman in order to 
marry, the village goddess loses her unnatural powers—the third 
eye, the symbol of her aggression against the gods—in order to 
block the fulfilment of her desire. No union can take place between 
the gods and the dark virgin;100 the virgin mother reigns alone in 
her shrine on the hill. 

Sixes and Sevens: The Mothers of Skanda 

The three main themes we have been exploring—the dark or 
threatening mother, the incestuous relationship between husband 
and bride, and the mother as a virgin—all appear in one of the most 
important myths of multiple mothers, the Skanda birth myth with 
its many folk variants. In this myth—perhaps we should regard it 
as a many-colored spectrum of related myths—the technique of di
vision is used to striking effect. We find here benign and malevolent 
mothers, seductive but infertile foster mothers, antierotic but fertile 
virgins, mothers who murder their beloved children, and a host of 
similarly anomalous heroines. The south Indian folk tradition is 
linked (perhaps indirectly) to the Skanda myth through the popular 
series of the Seven Mothers {saptamatxkas) or Seven Maidens 
(kannimar). We will survey here a rather narrow selection of these 
myths, concentrating on the south Indian variants that shed light 
on the major themes of this chapter.101 We begin with classical ver
sions of the Skanda myth, in Sanskrit and in Tamil, where the dis
tribution of contrasting roles is already clear: 
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Agni desired the wives of the Seven Sages but, ashamed of his 
desire, he entered the household fire in order to see them and 
touch them; then he went into the forest. Svaha, the daughter 
of Dakja, was full of desire for Agni; she took the form of each 
of the sages' wives, and made love six times with Agni in the 
forest—only she was unable to take the form of Arundhatl, the 
seventh, because of the latter's chastity. Six times Svaha took 
the form of a GaruJi bird and deposited the seed of Agni in a 
golden pot on a white mountain covered with reeds. From that 
seed Skanda was born, with six heads and one body. 

When the Seven Sages heard of the birth of the boy, they 
abandoned their wives, except for Arundhatl. Some time later 
the six wives came to Skanda and said, "We have been aban
doned without just cause by our husbands on the grounds that 
you are our son; be, then, our son, and may we be (a constella
tion) in heaven." Skanda granted their request.102 The gods 
advised Indra to kill Skanda at once, lest he usurp his position. 
Indra, believing he could not kill the boy, sent the mothers of 
the world (lokasya mataraf}) to do so. But when the mothers 
approached him and saw his might, they lost heart and took 
refuge with him, saying, "You are our son; we support the 
world. Our breasts are flowing with milk." Skanda worshiped 
them, for he wished to drink the milk of their breasts, and he 
worshiped Agni, his father, who remained in the midst of the 
mothers. Skanda's wet-nurse (dhatri) was the Mother born in 
anger, daughter of the ocean of blood, a drinker of blood. 

Indra cast his thunderbolt at Skanda, splitting open his side; 
a man, Visakha, came forth from the open side. Indra then 
took refuge with Skanda. From the blow of the thunderbolt 
were also produced young men and maidens, who snatch 
away children.103 

In this version—perhaps the earliest complete narrative of Skanda's 
birth—Agni rather than Siva is the father of the child; Agni's wife, 
Svaha, wins the divine seed by impersonating six of the Kjrttikas, 
the wives of the Seven Sages. The Kfttikas become mothers by 
proxy of the newborn god; they have no actual erotic connection 
with Agni, who lusts for them, but only the seventh—Arun
dhatl—is possessed of sufficient virtue to be saved from implication 
in the birth of the child. We will return to the anomalous seventh 
goddess in a moment. The maternal role ascribed to the six Kjrttikas 
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is characterized by the basic ambivalence that we have observed in 
the Tamil myths of the mother. Although the Kfttikas are not 
explicitly identified with the mothers who come to kill Skanda, 
their identity may be inferred: Svaha refers to the wives of the sages 
as "the mothers"; Agni takes up his place in the midst of the 
mothers who come to murder his son, just as earlier he unites with 
Svaha masquerading as the wives of the sages; the sages and 
mothers are mentioned together in the assembly that comes to wel
come Skanda; and the mothers fulfil the essential role ascribed to 
the Kpttikas in later versions of the myth, that of nursing Skanda 
with their milk.104 That Skanda's wet-nurse is the bloodthirsty KalI 
is particularly significant; as we shall see, the Seven Mothers are 
often associated with blood and killing in both puranic and village 
sources. In the myths of the slaying of Raktablja, Sumbha-
Nisumbha, Mahi$a, and Andhaka,105 the Mothers—now paired 
with the various male gods, although the lists vary106—participate 
in the battle, their main function being to drink the demon's blood. 
In some versions, the blood intoxicates them, and they have to be 
subdued by another set of Mothers sent by Vijpu—an obvious sec
tarian element introduced into the Saiva-Sakta myth.107 The Epic, 
in a postscript to the Skanda birth story, describes the troops of 
Mothers linked with Skanda: they ask to be given control over 
creatures now allotted to another set of Mothers;108 Skanda hesi
tates, preferring them to protect creatures instead of devouring 
them, but in the end he gives them his own terrifying (raudra) form 
and the right to afflict creatures to the age of sixteen.109 The matfkas 

are therefore considered demons that seize children and make them 
ill;110 sometimes they are invoked to protect little children as if they 
were their real mothers.111 

The anomalous seventh goddess plays a pivotal role in the Epic 
and most subsequent versions of the Skanda myth. The role is pre
sumably occasioned here, as in Greek mythology, by the faintness 
of the seventh star in the constellation of the Pleiades.112 ArundhatI 
is thus usually excluded from the episode of Skanda's birth, her 
chastity being yet more pure than that of the other six Kj-ttikas. In 
puranic versions of the myth, the Krttikas as a group oppose Par-
vati, Siva's wife, as antierotic yet fertile mothers who contrast with 
the barren but seductive wife of the yogi Siva; a yogi, having re
nounced the world, is a most improper father of new children, and 
thus ParvatI is forced to adopt the son she cannot carry in her 
womb.113 In these myths, the complete purity of ArundhatI simply 
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exaggerates a quality common to the Kyttikas as a whole; the 
anomalous seventh represents an extreme expression of a general 
feature of the group. In other cases, however, the seventh goddess 
is in opposition to her six companions. The seven sages are said to 
have loved a single woman,114 and in one late purapa Skanda is 
adopted by a single Kfttika.115 Arundhati, the exemplar of devo
tion to the husband, became a star that is barely visible and not very 
beautiful because she distrusted her husband Vasistha.116 Some
times, in folk or tribal myths, Arundhati's role is completely re
versed: instead of being a paragon of chastity who has no connec
tion with the child's birth, the seventh (or eighth) woman is fertile 
and gives birth to a son, while her six cowives (or sisters) remain 
barren and jealous.117 Another pattern of opposition involves the 
relegation of the violent or murderous aspect of the mother to the 
extra goddess, who is separated from the benign, gentle mothers. 
Already in the Cilappatikaram we find a passage suggestive of this 
pattern: the watchman of the Paptiyan, announcing Karjnaki's ar
rival at the gate of the palace, includes among the fierce goddesses 
with whom she might be compared "the youngest woman of the 
seven" (aruvarkk' ifaiya nankai), who may be identical with the 
woman who made Siva dance (or witnessed his dance—iraivanai 
atal kant' arujiya anahku), Kali who loves the terrible forest, the kill
er of Daruka, and so on.118 All are forms of the violent goddess. 
We will observe other instances of this distribution in the folk 
myths of the Seven Mothers. 

Arundhati is altogether missing from the standard Tamil version 
of the Skanda myth, which also drastically reduces the entire theme 
of aggression toward the divine infant: 

The gods sent Vayu to find out what was happening in Siva's 
abode, for they desperately needed a son from the god to save 
them from Siirapadma. Vayu was stopped by Nandin from 
entering. Then all the gods came to see Siva, whom they 
found seated on his throne with Uma. They asked him for a 
son. Siva sprouted six heads, and from the eye in the forehead 
of each of them a spark flew out; from their heat the worlds 
and the sea dried up, and Uma fled in terror, smashing her 
anklets in the process. Siva told Agni and Vayu to take the 
sparks and deliver them to the Ganges; Vayu handed them to 
Agni, who threw them into the river. Dessicated by the fierce 
heat, the Ganges carried them on her head to Caravaoam. 
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From that pond Murukan arose with one body, six heads, and 
twelve arms, floating on a lotus, in the form of an infant. The 
gods called the Kfttikas (karttikaitterivaimar) to nurse the child 
and, as they entered the water, they beheld six children instead 
of one; each took one to nurse. 

Siva and Uma went to the pond; at Siva's command, Uma 
embraced the six infants at the edge of the water, and they 
merged into one child with six heads and twelve arms. Milk 
flowed from the breasts of the goddess, and she collected it in a 
golden cup and fed it to her son. The milk from Umas breasts 
flowed into the pond and transformed the six sons of Parasara 
into men instead of fish, a form they had taken because of a 
curse.119 

This version is much closer to the puranic accounts than to the Epic 
myth just summarized; the mothers of Skanda by now include Par-
vatl (Uma), who nurses the restored single child by the side of the 
Carava^am pond,120 and the Ganges, who carries the divine seed I 
sparks. Nevertheless, the Tamil version softens the force of the 
Sanskrit myths in several ways: sparks of light substitute for the di
vine seed; Siva and Uma are simply sitting on their throne when 
the gods enter, not making love; there is no apparent tension be
tween ParvatI and the Kfttikas (or between eroticism and fer
tility)—Skanda's birth is wholly unnatural, asexual, and diffuse. 
The wind, Vayu—a form sometimes taken by Kama to enter Siva's 
presence121—here fails to get past the gatekeeper; but his function 
as the carrier of the intoxicating, aphrodisiac odors of spring is in 
any case superfluous, for Siva no longer needs to be seduced in 
order to produce a son. Skanda is born as an act of grace by Siva, 
who responds at once to the prayers of his supplicants, the gods. 
None of the mothers of Skanda threaten him in this version. Repre
sentatives of the violent goddess are, however, present in this text 
as well: as Uma flees the burning sparks of light, she breaks her 
anklets; from her reflections in the shattered jewels of her anklets, 
nine saktis are born. They bow to Siva and become pregnant at the 
mere sight of him, "like the wives of the sages" (of the Pine For
est).122 Just as sparks from Siva's eyes engender the divine infant, 
the sight of the god is enough to impregnate the nine saktis.123 In ad
dition to cursing the wives of the gods to be barren, the jealous Uma 
then curses the pregnant saktis to endure a long pregnancy—thus 
transferring the motif of violence from the infant to the embryo 
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in the womb, who must suffer as do Durvasas and Koccenkaij.124 

The fierce children who are born join the hosts ofMurukan. 
In the version just quoted, the six sons of the sage Parasara 

replace the husbands of the Kj-ttikas; their form as fish in the 
Caravanam pond recalls one account of the birth of the Maruts: 

Seven sons of a king were performing tapas to attain Indra's 
position. Indra, alarmed, sent the apsaras Piitana to disturb 
them. As soon as they saw her bathing in a river, they shed 
their seed; their tapas being ruined, they then returned home. 
The seed was drunk by a female water-demon swimming in 
the river; after some time she was caught by a fisherman. The 
seven sons of the king brought her to the palace, and there she 
gave birth to seven sons, the Maruts, and died. The infants 
cried for milk, and Brahma came and comforted them.125 

This myth belongs to a series of seven that relate the births of the 
Maruts and are closely tied to the myth of Skanda. The apsaras sent 
by Indra is Putana, who appears in the troops of Mothers in the 
Skanda birth myth,126 but who is best known as the demoness who 
tried to kill the infant Kfgna with a poison breast.127 Putana is thus 
another classical symbol of the evil mother. Here Putana releases 
the seed, but neither she nor the demon mother nurses the infants 
who cry for milk. 

The better-known myth of the Maruts' birth—after Indra cuts 
the embryo in the womb of Aditi into seven pieces—may have 
influenced the oldest complete Tamil version of Skanda's birth 
(which, as Frangois Gros has noticed,128 is also one of the oldest 
versions altogether): 

"When the green-eyed god who had devoured his share in the 
sacrifice of the immortal gods joined Uma in unbearable union 
on the day of their nuptials, the lord of the celestials' sacrifice 
begged a boon from him of the unblinking forehead-eye— 
'Desist!'129 Still he [Siva] did not retract that [promise] he had 
given to him who is adorned with shining gems [Indra], on 
the grounds that it was difficult [to accomplish], for he is the 
Truthful One. He took a hatchet blazing with fire and changed 
his [that is, the child's] form to confuse the seven worlds. 
Those who received the embryo, the Seven Sages in their 
rare wisdom, clearly recognized the expelled body of Ce 
[= Murukan]. They said, 'If the wives of the sages rich in tapas 
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cook [and eat] the pieces of flesh, they will lose their virtue. 
Let the fire bear them.' They cast them into the fire together 
with the offering, and the three-fold fire in its pit cherished 
them. Aside from the divine star Calini, six of the seven 
women who shine in the north ate what was left [of the em
bryo from the fire]. Without straying from virtue, the wives 
of the sages of flawless chastity became pregnant from it. It is 
said that they gave birth to you, O great Murukan, on a bed of 
lotuses in a spring with blue lotuses in the towering 
Himalayas. On the day you were born, the lord of the immor
tals whose glory it is difficult to attain took his fiery thunder
bolt and angrily came and hurled it [at you]; the six separate 
pieces united into One—praise to you, Victorious Cey!"130 

The Kpttikas conceive not by bathing in water that carries the seed 
or by warming themselves before the fire, but by swallowing the 
ashes of the body of the embryonic Skanda, burned by Agni; the 
remnant of the offering is, as we have seen, an equivalent of the 
divine seed born from the sacrifice. Agni's role here is close to his 
disguise in the first Epic account, when he hides in the household 
fire in order to be near the Kpttikas; in the Tamil text, the fire is 
interposed between the mutilated child and the Kpttikas, who eat 
the ashes of Murukan rather than his cooked flesh. The Seven Sages 
play a more active part than in most Sanskrit accounts of the birth; 
they receive the embryo and, aware of the threat to their wives' vir
tue, decide to cast it into the fire. This device is successful: the text 
takes pains to stress that the wives suffer no loss of virtue, although 
ArundhatI (Calini)131 still excels. As in those versions where the di
vine seed enters and pours out from the bodies of the Kpttikas,132 

the six wives here actually give birth to the child (instead of simply 
adopting and nursing him, as in the account of the Kantapurariam 
cited above); in this case Murukan is born (in six pieces) on a bed of 
lotuses in a spring of water instead of in the forest of reeds. It is 
Indra's attempt to kill the child rather than Parvati's maternal affec
tion that unites the separate pieces. According to the commentator 
Naccinarkkiniyar, who cites an unknown puraija (purdrfam kiirirru) 
before referring to the Paripafal account, Indra himself receives the 
undivided embryo from Siva, and the sages take it from him and cast 
it into the fire; but Indra is later said to have forgotten this episode 
when he hurls his thunderbolt and causes the six forms to unite.133 

Indra's aggression against the child follows upon the violence done 
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to the embryo by the sages, who cast it into the fire, and their 
wives, who consume its ashes; and all these actions conform to the 
precedent set by Siva, who chops up the embryo with a hatchet— 
seemingly while it is still in the womb. This element, which is 
perhaps the most striking feature of the Paripafal version, may owe 
something to the myth of Indra's attack upon the Maruts while 
they lay in the womb of Aditi. Although Siva's action is said to be 
"for the confusion of the seven worlds," and Siva will still not 
change his promise (to grant a leader of the army of the gods, or, 
according to Gros, simply to desist from intercourse),134 the 
episode appears to be an extreme instance of the father's violence to 
his son. It is also noteworthy that Siva is first described here as hav
ing devoured his share of the sacrifice; not only does this text 
explicitly connect the birth of the divine seed to the violence of the 
sacrifice, but the Tamil myth may also retain the sense of Siva's 
primary role in this rite—in contrast with that strand of the Dakga 
myth that concentrates on the exclusion of the god.135 

In the texts of the Skanda myth discussed so far, the Kfttikas ap
pear as chaste mothers, their chastity sometimes contrasting with 
the voluptuous nature of Svaha or ParvatL One Tamil myth defines 
the relationship between the Kfttikas and the goddess more care
fully: the Kfttikas are said to have won Skanda as their son by wor
shiping Aruntavanayaki at Patirippuliyur.136 Aruntavanayaki is the 
chaste, ascetic form of the goddess who is split from the erotic con
sort of the god (Periyanayaki). The Tamil folk tradition goes a step 
further, and insists that the seven wives of the sages are virgins. 
Sometimes these folk goddesses have no individual consorts at all, 
although they are still depicted with a child in their arms.137 Often 
their presence is symbolized by a pot (kumbha, karakam)—another 
indication of their maternal character.138 The pot is the womb that 
carries the sacred seed. The Seven Mothers are fertile virgins 
(kannimar) untouched by any husband; unmarried virgins are com
pared to the seven kannimar and, if they die before marriage, are 
thought to merge with them.139 

For all this, the antierotic role attached to the Kfttikas in the 
Skanda myth is not necessarily suited to the folk virgin goddesses. 
As we have seen, virginity need not imply the negation of eroti
cism. The virgin is the epitome of the seductive woman, whose po
tential for intense eroticism is at its peak. This potential may, in
deed, have a disastrous effect upon any male who comes within its 
range. The seductive virgin may kill the man who unleashes her 
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native power. Hence, as we have noted, it is forbidden even to be
hold the Seven Virgins in their nocturnal procession around the vil
lage. The seven goddesses represent a dangerous, possibly lethal 
eroticism, the hunger and power of the virgin, a menacing sexual
ity waiting to break out of its bounds. The aggressive love of the 
Seven Virgins may be turned against their child (or children), un
naturally conceived and born—as in the case of Skanda's murder
ous mothers. Or their power may be brought under control by the 
male—as when Siva turns the six Kpttikas (iyakkamatar, that is, 
yak$is) into rocks because they failed to worship Uma.140 The 
Seven Mothers are, in fact, worshiped in the form of stones in most 
Tamil villages.141 One Tamil purapa, perhaps translating the vil
lage cult into an acceptable myth for a Brahminical shrine, portrays 
the seven goddesses as seductive nymphs: 

Karikarcolan while hunting shot an arrow at a pig that had 
come to drink water from a pool. The pig turned out to be a 
Brahmin who had taken this form in order to get away from 
his wife and relatives who were following him into the forest. 
He told the king he would not leave him alone, and Karikal 
was therefore haunted by a ghost. He went on pilgrimage to 
Tiruvanaikka, where he met seven girls born on earth because 
of a curse by Uma: they had been late in bringing flowers for 
her worship because they were making love with a Gandharva 
in the forest. The king and the seven girls went to Tirupperur 
and were released from the consequences of evil; they sac
rificed and set up a liiiga.142 

Here all seven women (eluvar matar, v. 45) are lustful and suffer 
punishment, while murder attaches to the single man instead of to 
the Mothers or to Indra. The king has acquired the role of the single 
male who appears in association with the seven women in most 
local versions, sometimes as the son (Skanda), sometimes as hus
band or brother, or both, of one or of all seven maidens. The eroti
cism ascribed to the seven women here reverses the character of the 
Kj-ttikas in most purariic versions of the Skanda myth, although 
some classical sources lend support for this reversal by associating 
the Kjrttikas with sexuality in other contexts: in one purana they lead 
Rati, the wife of Kama, to Siva,143 and sometimes they are im
plicitly identified with the wives of the sages tested by Siva in the 
Pine Forest.144 On the whole, we may say that Sanskrit versions of 
the Skanda myth tend to exclude any erotic role for the seven god-
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desses, who appear as chaste, antierotic mothers; but in the Tamil 
popular tradition, the seven goddesses are virgin mothers, and as 
such are possessed of the latent eroticism and dangerous power of 
the virgin. Thus when Rati is said to worship at the tank of the 
Seven Maidens at Tirucceiikotu in order to recreate the body of her 
husband Kama, she is appealing to the virgin goddesses as symbols 
of sexual power, and as partaking of the dynamic but dangerous 
character of Kama himself.145 

Unlike Rati, the Seven Maidens are often unmarried, their link 
with the Kfttikas thus being obscured through the emphasis on 
their virginity. When the seven goddesses are given a husband in 
village myths, he is frequently their brother (and they themselves 
are said to be sisters): 

In the land of the West, on the bank of the Ponni River, lived 
Castirivarma and his wife Vijayavati. They performed tapas 
together, and Siva granted them a son and seven daughters. 
When they were grown, the parents entrusted the girls to the 
care of their elder brother and went away to KasI. 

One day the girls wanted to play in the forest; not wishing 
them to be alone, the brother came and played with them. As 
they were preparing to return, a snake bit him and he died. 
The girls cried to the Trimurti in grief, and Narada came and 
taught them a vow that brought the brother back to life. They 
then asked Vijiju for a place to live as householders. He sent 
them to the kafampa forest near Nakapattanam (sic), where he 
had earlier stationed Durga (Turkkai) to guard a pot of amfta 
that had fallen there during the churning of the ocean. There 
they dwell to this day together with their brother.146 

The seven sisters are known collectively as Pattiniyamman (from 
pattini, Skt. patm, a wife, especially the chaste or even virginal 
wife).147 The seven are connected to a shrine near Nakapattinam 
where, we must assume, they are represented together with their 
brother—the single male—and with Durga. The association of 
seven goddesses with Durga is widespread in south India; some
times they are said to be the daughters of Mariyamman, who is 
often equated with Durga.148 Elsewhere Mariyamman holds her
self aloof from the seven sisters; they are kind and indulgent, while 
she is vindictive, evil-tempered, and more powerful than they.149 

In either case, Durga-Mariyamman is the anomalous extra goddess 
who serves to oppose or contrast with the rest, an allotrope of 
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ArundhatI in the Skanda birth story. Thus Mariyamman either at
tracts the violent aspects of the mother goddess to herself, leaving 
the sisters benign and gentle—another example of the splitting of 
functions; or she epitomizes and exaggerates a characteristic shared 
by them all, just as Arundhati's inviolability may symbolize the 
basic purity of all the Kfttikas. 

In the myth of Pattiniyamman from Nakapaftinam, Durga's 
presence serves an additional purpose. This is a myth about 
brothers and sisters, and about incest, and the incest theme is 
strengthened by the appearance of Durga—who in the south Indian 
tradition is the sister of Vijou. Vignu usually gains his wife, 
Lak$mi, from the churning of the ocean; here he sends his sister to 
guard the amfta produced from the same event. The incestuous love 
between the elder brother and his seven sisters is thinly veiled by 
the motif of playing in the forest. In addition, one has his death by 
the bite of the phallic serpent and his resuscitation by his sisters/ 
wives—an echo of the well-known tale of Tiruiianacampantar's re
vival of a bridegroom killed by a snake after eloping with his 
cross-cousin, the seventh of seven daughters who were promised 
him in turn by their father, but never given to him in fulfilment of 
the promise.150 Moreover, the seven sisters in the folk myth from 
Nakapattinam are granted a place to dwell as householders with their 
brother, although they collectively embody the ideal of chastity. 
The kummi folk song that accompanies this myth, clearly troubled 
by the implications of the story, admits that all is not well with the 
communal marriage: the seven women (catta matar) have to go to 
Kasi to rid themselves of the evil of living as householders with 
their brother.151 Still, we may doubt that the Pattiniyamman sisters 
ever really lose their chastity. If the pattern observed in the myths 
of Siva's incestuous marriage to the cow I mother could be applied 
to this situation as well—and there is no "reason to assume 
otherwise—we may deduce that the incestuous union of brother 
and sisters is never consummated. The evil that Pattiniyamman 
must expiate in Kasi derives from the juxtaposition of the unmar
ried sisters and their brother in the house, in a manner that allows 
the latent sexuality of the women to be expressed entirely in inces
tuous desires for the brother. One may recall the important folk 
motif of the brothers who keep their sister or sisters unmarried in 
order to profit from the power vested in the virgin.152 This power 
is rooted in the erotic potential of the woman, in her threatening 
and enticing sexuality. The incest motif, especially in its appearance 
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in folk myths in connection with the love of brothers and sisters, 
expresses clearly the idea of a dangerous eroticism, of sexuality 
gone awry, of the power that lurks in the virgin and that seeks an 
outlet in violent, potentially destructive and even forbidden behav
ior. The appearance of Durga, the dark and terrifying virgin, sister 
of Vigiju, seductive bride of the Mahigasura myths, serves to under
line the attributes of power, virginity, and latent eroticism em
bodied in the seven sisters at Nakapattinam. 

Although the names vary, the pattern recurs. The buffalo king 
Poturaja is often the husband of the seven goddesses of the village; 
he is also their brother.153 In Mysore "all the seven sisters are re
garded vaguely as wives or sisters of Siva"154—or, more probably, 
as both. It is important to remember that the seven sisters/virgins 
are also Seven Mothers; the virgin, incestuously tied to her brother 
(later to her son), possesses the power to create new life. Brother-
sister incest is often the impetus to creation in tribal myths,155 and 
Bengali folk tradition ascribes the creation of living beings to the 
impregnation of a female bird by her brother's seed.156 The pri
mordial act of procreation is seen as incestuous by many cultures; 
the single creator gives birth to a daughter, with whom he unites, 
or divides himself into male and female halves (brother and sister 
united in an androgynous embrace). The androgynous creator ap
pears in some Tamil myths as the "male" goddess, that is, the vir
gin who creates alone, possessed of male and female components 
within her own nature; we will return to this figure in section 9. 
However, it should be stressed that in contrast to the incestuous 
creation as described in many traditions, the Tamil myths of 
brothers and sisters tend to preclude the act of incest itself. Creation 
here is a function of the virgin's latent powers, the fearful, disturb
ing aspect of which is displayed in her association with her brother 
and/or husband. The incestuous union remains a latent, dangerous 
desire. The same unsatisfying conclusion is found, we should re
member, in the most famous Vedic example of the incestuous love 
between a brother and a sister—Yaml's pathetic, ultimately frus
trated solicitation of her brother Yama.157 

It should be noted that in the folk myths the incestuous relation
ship is multiple: a single male confronts the seven goddesses Pat-
tiniyamman. To understand the symbolism involved, we would do 
well to look at a Vedic parallel: the son of the waters, αράη% ndpat, is 
surrounded by the female waters; he drinks the milk of the god
desses, he enters them and engenders an embryo in them.158 Dhatr 
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also enters the goddesses who surround him.159 These images ex
press a form of number symbolism that is widespread throughout 
India: the single male united to the goddesses is the extra, additional 
element that both embraces the totality of the series to which it is 
attached and, as the leftover remnant, is the seed of the new birth 
from that series.160 We have observed the importance of the rem
nant in the ideology of sacrifice, and, bearing in mind the sacrificial 
background of many Tamil myths, the identification of the lone 
god with the seed/remnant produced through the agency of the 
seven goddesses is entirely natural. The child of the goddesses is the 
divine seed won through violence—the violence that flows from 
these murderous mothers. Because of the tendency to split the am
bivalent mother and redistribute her roles, the village myths often 
include more than a single "extra" figure; the male contrasts with 
seven or more goddesses, and often the seventh (or eighth, or 
ninth) goddess opposes the rest, as ArundhatI stands apart from the 
other wives of the sages in the myth of Skanda's birth. The male is 
thus juxtaposed not with a single, composite figure or with a 
homogeneous series, but with a complex, internally divided group 
of goddesses. 

Sometimes there are seven brothers alongside the seven wives. In 
some versions of the Gond Lingo cycle, Lingo is the youngest of 
seven brothers; he withstands the temptations of his brothers' 
wives and the attacks of his brothers; eventually he marries his 
cross-cousin and, when she is carried away by a demon and deliv
ered of a child, he kills her and marries seven wives.161 In other ac
counts he marries seven wives, drives away six of them, kills the 
seventh (who was stolen by another warrior) and cuts her body 
into seven pieces.162 Lingo's brothers try to kill him when they 
suspect his involvement with their wives; they fail, but Lingo him
self successfully murders his bride—the anomalous seventh thus 
epitomizing the nature of the other six. The reversal is more com
plete in those south Indian village shrines in which a single goddess 
(often Kanniyamman, the Maiden) is connected with seven 
brothers, of whom the youngest is dominant.163 The female thus 
joins seven males, including one who is anomalous or "extra." At 
Tirumullaivayil the goddess Paccaimalaiyamman, who performed 
tapas to become the left half of the androgyne, faces the lone figure 
of the sage Gautama; to her right sit six more sages164 in a group; a 
little beyond this group one finds the huge, separate image of 
Municuvaran I Valumuni. Siva as Mannaticuvarar has a small shrine 
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near the goddess's shrine; inside there is an image of Siva, with PiJ-
Jaiyar (Ganesa) on his right, and the goddess and Nataraja on his 
left; behind him there is a painting of MaturaivIran with a single 
bride.165 The goddess here is thus associated with nine males, of 
whom three—Gautama, Munlcuvaran, and Siva—are separated 
from the rest. 

Often the lone goddess is a form of the fierce Kali, the dark and 
threatening virgin. The Amazon Queen Alii, whom we have seen 
to be a representative of the violent, dark goddess, plots with seven 
carpenters to build a magic ladder to take revenge on Duryodhana; 
when the eldest carpenter mounts the ladder as a trial and is 
wounded, Alli heals him and grants him wealth.166 In another 
popular folk ballad, the violent goddess appears together with 
seven children and with an evil sister-in-law: 

Ramaliiigaraja did tapas in the forest, and Siva, at the urging of 
Parvati, granted him two children, a boy and a girl. They went 
to school together, studied Tamil and Telugu, archery, 
horsemanship, and other subjects. When he came of age, the 
boy was married to MuJi ("Defective"), daughter of the king 
of the Kundala land. Soon after the wedding, the queen and 
king died. The boy, Nallatampi ("good younger brother") 
gave his sister NallataiikaJ ("good younger sister") to the king 
of Kasi, together with a handsome dowry. When the wedding 
celebration was over, Nallatampi said to his sister, "Enter this 
palankeen, dear sister (to go to your husband's house)." At 
this she became enraged, wept and tore off her ornaments; he 
soothed her and she went off with her husband to Maturai. 

In seven years NallatankaJ bore seven children. Then a 
drought afflicted the city of Maturai; after selling all her valu
ables for food, NallatankaJ determined to go and seek help 
from her brother, against her husband's wishes. She lost her 
way in the forest and sat down to weep with her children 
under a tree, and there she was found by Nallatampi while out 
hunting. He told her to proceed ahead of him to his home. She 
was reluctant: "If Mother were alive, she would herself have 
invited me; but would your wife invite me? I will not go with
out you." He convinced her to go, saying, "Is not your 
brother your foster mother?" 

When her sister-in-law saw her coming, she quickly hid all 
her valuables and bolted the doors to her house. When Nalla-
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taiikaj arrived, MflJi pretended to be asleep and would not 
even answer her cries. At last NallataiikaJ opened the doors by 
the power of her chastity. She went straight to the kitchen, but 
all the food was hidden away; in her sister-in-law's room her 
children found unripe fruit, but MflJi tore even these fruits 
from their hands and cooked for them instead a niggardly 
broth. "We could do better begging," cried NallatankaJ1 and 
left with her children for the forest. 

Learning from some shepherds of an abandoned well, Nalla-
taiikaj went there and tore off her wedding-chain (tali) and an 
ornament given her by her brother (pa(tai)·, by her power they 
became a tall rock. She climbed the rock and threw six of her 
children, five boys and one girl, into the well. The eldest son 
fled, pleading for his life: "Let us two live; those who have 
gone are gone." "They will laugh at us as motherless chil
dren," said NallataiikaJ. She called to the shepherds to catch 
him; they returned the boy to her, and she threw him into the 
well and jumped in after him. 

When Nallatampi returned home, his wife lied to him, 
claiming to have met his sister with great hospitality. Hearing 
the truth from the neighbors, Nallatampi hastened in the path 
of his sister. He found the bodies in the well and burned them; 
the fire caught hold when he promised to avenge their deaths. 
He went home and made arrangements for his son's wedding. 
At the ceremony he denounced his wife to their son as a mur
deress (attaiyai kkonraval tan arum pavi ut} tdyar), and then en
gineered her death and that of her relatives. When the husband 
of NallataiikaJ arrived the next day, seeking his wife, the king 
told him the story, and both committed suicide. 

Siva and ParvatI revived the dead brother and sister as well 
as her husband and seven children. NallataiikaJ asked that the 
image of her sister-in-law be carved in stone for travelers to 
deride. She had a temple and tank constructed for her in KasI. 
Her children became vanni trees, while the brothers-in-law, 
happy at seeing her revived, went to Kailasa.167 

Here there are seven children—six boys and a girl—instead of seven 
mothers; the single goddess, NallataiikaJ, is the mother of these 
children, but she is also linked to her brother, her husband, and her 
brother's wife, the latter figure serving as a foil for the complex 
character of the heroine. The sister-in-law appears wholly villain-
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ous; NallatankaJ shows us the conflicting strands of the mother im
age, an amalgam of sustenance, virtue, and violence. Nallataiikal is 
both a chaste wife (pattini, like Karjijaki and Pattiniyamman) and a 
virgin (kanui, kumari, kannikaliya pet}).168 Again we find traces of an 
incestuous love between sister and brother; this relationship is most 
clearly suggested by the scene at the wedding of Nallatankal, when 
she refuses to go to her husband's home and even tears off her or
naments in grief. The mutual jealousy of the sisters-in-law thus is 
rooted in rivalry for the love of Nallatampi. Nallatampi himself is 
hardly indifferent to his sister; although he arranges her wedding, 
and later refers to himself as a "foster-mother" for his sister, his 
true attitude is revealed by his actions subsequent to her death. 
Nallatampi embraces his sister's corpse as Siva embraces the body 
of SatI; he then plots the death of his wife and kills himself in 
mourning for his sister and her children. Another version states the 
connection between the brother and sister in terms of a trans
parently sexual metaphor: "Nallannan and his sister Nallatankal 
worked together while they were young and unmarried. They 
raised crops and planted trees."169 Later, when Nallatankal is in
sulted by MuJi, she leaves because she realizes that all her labor over 
the years was for nothing—her sister-in-law's children would in
herit the family wealth!170 But the incest theme is here closely 
linked to the figure of the murderous mother. There are, in fact, 
two murderous mothers: Nallatankal, who throws her children 
into a well (just as the Ganges, another mother of Skanda, drowns 
her first seven children by Santanu),171 and MuJi, who bears the ul
timate responsibility for the disaster and who is revealed as a mur
deress at the wedding of her son. The latter incident, which is 
otherwise superfluous, seems to have been added precisely because 
of the influence of this theme. The two mothers then become two 
violent goddesses, one represented by a stone image, the other in a 
shrine. The wicked sister-in-law has attracted the motif of the vio
lent goddess locked in a house/box/shrine (while NallatarikaJ, like 
KalI in the folk myth, is locked out of the shrine); moreover, Muji's 
house (koyil) is said to be guarded by a black cow—as we have seen, 
a classic symbol of the dark or evil mother. Barren black cows are 
offered to Nirfti, the goddess of bad luck,172 and throughout the 
Nallatankal katai the evil sister-in-law is equated to Mutevi-Jyejtha, 
who brings ill fortune (the formula that recurs in the poem is 
miiliyalankdri miitevi ώηβΐί, the latter epithet indicating that she is 
also a demoness or of low caste). Like Skanda, then, who as §asthl-
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priya is married to the goddess of bad luck (identified with Deva-
sena),173 Nallatampi is the husband of a dangerous, wicked god
dess; but unlike Skanda, whose second wife ValJi is gentle and 
benign, Nallatampi is erotically tied to a second woman, his sister, 
who, although virtuous, is no less violent and destructive. There is 
thus a degree of irony in Nallataiikal's repeated nostalgia for her 
mother, while for her eldest son the threat of being laughed at as 
"motherless" seems considerably less menacing than the fate re
served for him by his own grim mother. 

Although the text states that the children of Nallatankal become 
vanni trees,174 they are worshiped along with their mother as stones 
(one big stone and seven small ones) in Ramnad District.175 The 
representation is, of course, identical with that of the Seven 
Mothers, and the large stone fittingly represents the anomalous 
"extra" goddess, in this case the destroyer of seven children. In the 
narrative this figure of the devouring mother confronts another, no 
less appalling figure, so that the septad is joined by two "extra" 
goddesses as well as by the two males—the brother, who is essen
tial to the plot, and the rather shadowy husband of Nallatankal. We 
find a similar arrangement in another Tamil folktale, but here the 
distribution of attributes is more complete, and the component 
strands of the mother image more strictly separated: 

Prince Kantarupan married Princess Kantarupi, and the young 
couple lived happily in a seven-storied palace built for them by 
Kentesvaran, the father of the bride, to keep them from the 
evil eye (kaqtirutfi). They used to sleep on a terrace (upparikai). 
One night when the moon was full, the Seven Maidens (kan-
nikaikal) were coming from the world of the gods when they 
saw the terrace and the young lovers. They were so enamored 
of the beauty of the prince that they took him away to the 
world of the gods. 

Kantarupi awoke to find her husband missing. In alarm she 
sent for her father; he was grieved, but so that she would not 
stray from the law of devotion to a husband, he had her kept 
under guard in that terrace, with the servants and companions 
she had enjoyed before. So Kantarupi continued to live in the 
palace, while the Seven Maidens took turns amusing them
selves with the prince. One day the Maidens thought, "That 
wife of the prince is a woman like us. She is greatly devoted to 
her husband; because of the pain she is suffering, great evil will 
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befall us." So they decided to bring her husband to her every 
eighth day, first bewitching her senses so that she knew noth
ing; then, after the prince had been with her, they would take 
him back to heaven. 

After some time the princess became pregnant. Her servants 
were startled to discover this, but, though they tried to see if 
she had a secret lover, they could find no evidence of any fault. 
When at last they informed her father, he consulted his minis
ters and, according to their advice based on the rules of Manu, 
had his daughter taken out at night and abandoned in a forest. 

The delicate princess had never before set foot outside, and 
she suffered greatly from thorns, although the wild beasts of 
the forest fled from her in fear, knowing her to be a woman 
true to her husband (makapativiratai). Suddenly she saw a light: 
it came from a fire in which a prostitute (taci) was burning the 
body of her daughter, who had died giving birth to a still-born 
child. The princess determined to end her life by entering the 
flames, but the old lady caught her hand; she asked her to take 
the place of the daughter she had just lost. Kantarupi went 
with her to her house. 

When her time came near, the prostitute, Cauntaravalli, 
called a midwife and said, "If it is a boy, kill him; if a girl, let 
her live." The midwife bound the eyes of the princess with 
cloth. She gave birth to a boy as radiant as the sun. Caun
taravalli took a wooden doll and showed it to Kantarupi, say
ing, "See what you brought forth." Kantarupi was silent. 

The midwife, instructed to slay the child, instead took it to 
the forest and left it by the side of an anthill where lived a 
five-headed snake, near a shrine to the goddess (ammankoyil). 

The serpent lifted the child on its hoods and deposited him in 
front of Kali's shrine. Kentesvaran, the father of the princess, 
came there to worship and heard the child crying; oveijoyed at 
the gift of a child from the goddess, he took him home, raised 
him, and had him educated. One day, when the boy was out 
riding through the town in his chariot, he passed through the 
street of the prostitutes and saw Kantarupi at the door of one 
of the houses. He fell in love with the beautiful woman and 
sent a messenger to arrange a meeting. Cauntaravalli accepted 
the gold the messenger brought and sent word that the prince 
should come that night. 

When the prince arrived after dark, by mistake he stepped 
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over a calf asleep by its mother's side in the courtyard. The calf 
cried out, "Amma! Did you see him step over me?" The 
mother replied, "Hush! What can you expect of someone who 
is going to embrace his own mother?" Now the prince under
stood the language of animals; greatly perplexed and despond
ent at these words, he entered the house. Cauntaravalli had 
him sit in the bedroom while she went to harangue 
Kantarupi—who had so far preserved her purity—to go to the 
prince. Finally she took the girl by the hand and brought her to 
the room. Kantarupi clutched the leg of the bed. The prince 
looked at her face—and since he had never tasted the amjta of 
his mother, all that amxta gathered together and burst from her 
breasts on to his face. He hastened away, determined to find 
out from his father the truth of his birth. 

Confronted by the prince, the king confessed that he had 
found him in the shrine of the goddess. He summoned Caun-
taravalli and Kantarupi; the first told of how she had found the 
princess in the forest and taken her home, and how she had 
ordered the midwife to kill the male child. The midwife was 
brought to the court and revealed that she had left the child on 
the anthill. But was the abandoned infant the same one found 
by the king? They went to the shrine of KalI and sought her 
help, and Kali appeared and informed them that the child was 
indeed the son of the chaste Kantarupi, whose husband had 
been stolen by the Seven Maidens. At the advice of Kali, 
Kantarupi fasted, performed tapas on the terrace where she had 
lived with her husband, and worshiped the Seven Maidens, 
and the Seven Maidens had compassion on her and restored 
Kantartipan to his wife and son.176 

The major elements of the myths that portray the divine mother— 
chastity, fertility, eroticism, violence, sustenance—have been par
celed out among the female characters of this story. The Seven 
Maidens are erotic but barren—the exact reversal of the role of the 
Kj-ttikas in the myth of Skanda's birth. The fertile wife is first de
prived of her husband,177 then blinded (!) and robbed of her child 
by the prostitute Cauntaravalli, who here acquires the part of the 
violent "extra" member of the series of seven or eight. Two 
women thus contrast with the septad, Kantarupi by her fertility, 
Cauntaravalli by her murderous nature. But the prostitute shares 
with the Maidens the attribute of eroticism without fruit; her pro-
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fessional hostility to fertility is illustrated not only by her attempt 
to murder the new-born infant of the princess, but also by the death 
in childbirth of her own daughter, whose infant dies in the womb. 
As a symbol of barren eroticism, Cauntaravalli thus epitomizes the 
major characteristic of the septad (the anomalous goddess giving an 
extreme expression to a feature shared by all members of the 
group); moreover, the prostitute's infertility leads directly to her 
depiction as murderous, for the barren woman is regarded by the 
folk tradition as the most terrible and terrifying female form, a de
stroyer rather than the creator of new life.178 If the Seven Maidens 
and Cauntaravalli thus embody the elements of eroticism and vio
lence to the child, the notions of fertility, chastity, and sustenance 
are exemplified by the two remaining female figures. The fertile 
princess remains chaste; she conceives without even being aware of 
the embraces of her endlessly accommodating husband, and her 
purity is symbolized by the conventional motif of the locked and 
guarded palace (its seven stories replacing the seven pots that often 
represent the Seven Mothers). The chastity of the princess is then 
threatened by the schemes of her murderous stepmother-prostitute 
(here the contrast between the virtuous Kantarupi and the rep
resentatives of a barren eroticism is most marked) and saved by the 
sight of her son—for the revelation of maternity is the classical 
antidote to lust in these stories, as when Skanda is cured of desire 
when every woman appears to him as his mother. Unconscious 
incest is the danger here, underlined by the presence of the cow, the 
prime symbol of maternity; the prince's offense against the calf and 
the consequent remark by the mother-cow provide the first in
timation of the real identity of the princess. The son's lust for his 
mother leads ultimately to the restoration of the father, 
Kantarupan—another case of the reversed Oedipal pattern. This 
denouement is rendered possible by the role of the foster mother, 
who in the version of the Matanakdmarajankatai is none other than 
the fierce Kali: when the midwife deposits the child near the shrine 
of the goddess, Kali takes the form of a serpent to shade him from 
the sun and feeds him with honey from a honeycomb (tenkuttfu) on 
a shrub she creates nearby.179 In the Vikkiramatittankatai, Kali is fos
ter mother only indirectly: the king takes the child from her 
shrine—adjacent to the anthill, which, as we have seen, is the locus 
of the divine seed—and regards it as a gift from the goddess. In any 
case, the image of the dark KalI as a benevolent foster mother, 
which we recognize from the appearance of Kali in the Epic Skanda 

 
������������������������� 



Bride as Mother 263 

myth, contrasts with that of the evil stepmother Cauntaravalli. 
Kali, the dark yet sustaining virgin, thus joins the series as yet 
another anomalous, "extra" goddess, just as Durga I Mariyamman 
is linked to the Seven Mothers in village shrines; but here Kali is 
gentle and benign, while the Seven Maidens have isolated the latent 
eroticism of the Mothers from their creative potential. The creative 
virgin is represented by Kantarupi, supported by the virgin Kali: 
only the chaste goddess can have a son, and only the chaste and vio
lent mother can sustain him. 

The folktale, with its clear-cut division of roles, thus offers the 
following pattern: the septad is juxtaposed with three additional 
female figures, one of whom (Cauntaravalli) exaggerates a basic at
tribute of the seven, while the other two (Kantarupi and Kali) con
trast with them; this entire series confronts three male characters— 
the father, husband, and son of Kantarupi—like the three "extra" 
male gods at Tirumullaivayil. Many of the outstanding themes and 
motifs of the Skanda myth, and of the related sacrificial scheme in 
which the divine seed is produced through violence, appear in the 
Tamil folktale; note in particular the transformed but still obvious 
motif of the birth in darkness or blindness (Kantarupi blindfolded 
by the prostitute). The importance of blindness in the myth of the 
god's death and rebirth at the hands of his bride has been studied 
above. We may look at one last variant of the Skanda myth, this 
time from Bengal (with another version from the Punjab), in which 
the motif of the blind mother is combined in a striking manner 
with the theme of the barren and violent "extra" goddess: 

A king had seven wives, all of whom were barren. At the ad
vice of a mendicant, the king gave each of them a mango to 
eat, and they all conceived. One day while hunting the king 
encountered a beautiful Rakgasi, whom he married and took 
home. As proof of his love she demanded that he blind and kill 
the seven queens. The king had their eyes plucked from their 
sockets and handed them to the executioner, but he hid them 
in a cave. Eventually, the eldest gave birth to a child; she killed 
him and gave her companions a part of the body to eat. Six ate 
their portion, but the youngest queen kept her share instead of 
eating it. So it happened when the other queens gave birth: 
they killed the child and shared its flesh. But the seventh was 
determined to nurse her child rather than kill it, and when she 
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gave birth she gave her companions the portions of flesh she 
had saved from their children. Noticing they were dry, they 
questioned her, but when she told them of her resolve to nurse 
the child, they were glad and helped her to nurse him. Thus he 
was suckled by seven mothers, and he became the hardiest and 
strongest boy that ever lived. 

Meanwhile, the Rakgasi was eating up the members of the 
royal household to satisfy her hunger. The boy came to the 
court and volunteered to protect the king. The Rakgasi-queen 
sent him across the ocean to her mother with a letter asking her 
to devour him, but the boy tore up the letter before departing. 
He won the heart of the old RakgasI who, believing he was her 
grandson, revealed to him that the queen's life was hidden in a 
bird in a cage. The boy stole the bird and returned to the king
dom. There he revealed the wicked nature of the queen and 
killed her by dismembering the bird. The seven mothers were 
reinstated and their eyesight restored.180 

Only one of the seven queens is wholly good; the eighth, the Rakg-
asi, is entirely evil, and the other six are ambivalent—devourers of 
their children who yet nurse the seventh son. The double nature of 
the Mothers/Kfttikas in the Skanda myth is thus explicitly com
bined in the role of the six queens, while the seventh and eighth 
each acquire a distinct part of this role—the seventh, fertility, and 
the eighth, aggression. The goddess exists in integrated and split 
forms in the same story. The evil RakgasI also exemplifies the idea 
of a dangerous, destructive eroticism; out of love for her the king 
commands the blinding and execution of his seven wives. The 
single fertile goddess who protects her child reverses the role of 
ArundhatI in the Skanda myth; as in that myth, the single child is 
here nursed by many mothers. This son survives the dangers sur
rounding his birth as well as the machinations of his evil step
mother, the Rakgasl, whom he eventually manages to kill. 

The son's attack upon his stepmother in this story brings to mind 
the most famous south Indian myth of split mothers, which must at 
least be mentioned here. This is the myth of Parasurama's mat
ricide, which appears in the MBh (3.116.1-18), but which is known 
throughout south India in the following variant form: 

Mariyamman, the mother of Parasurama and the wife of the 
sage Jamadagni, was so chaste that she could carry water in a 
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ball without any container. One day she admired the reflection 
of a Gandharva (a celestial musician) as he flew over the water 
she was carrying; because of this lapse in her virtue, she lost 
her power and the water flowed away. Jamadagni1 seeing her 
wet and without the ball of water, made her confess to her 
fault; then he ordered Parasurama to cut off her head. 
Parasurama took his mother into the wilderness; there she met 
a Paraiya woman and, longing for sympathy, embraced her. 
Parasurama cut off both their heads together and returned to 
his father. In return for his obedience, his father promised to 
fulfil any wish, and Para§urama asked that his mother be re
vived. The father sent Parasurama to accomplish this by 
sprinkling water on his mother and striking her with a cane. In 
his haste he put his mother's head on the body of the Pataiya 
woman and vice versa, and brought them both back to life. The 
woman with the Brahmin head and Paraiya body was wor
shiped as Mariyamman, while the woman with Paraiya head 
and Brahmin body became the goddess Ellamman ("Yel-
lamma"). "To Yellamma buffaloes are sacrificed; but to 
Mariyamma goats and cocks, but not buffaloes."181 

Parasurama, the obedient son who executes his mother, acquires a 
new mother with a double nature. The transposed heads, a well-
known motif,182 serves to explain the hierarchy of goddesses; in the 
process the buffalo-sacrifice is provided with some legitimacy. 
Both Mariyamman and Ellamman are familiar to us from other 
myths, the former in her association with the Seven Mothers, El-
lamman as the lustful virgin pursuing her sons. Both appear here as 
composite figures uniting Brahmin and outcaste elements.183 The 
mother is split and reunited, slain and revived; as in the case of 
other sacrificial figures, the head of the sacrifice has a crucial impor
tance. The confusion of the heads of the goddesses allows the ex
pression of a complex view of the deity. Mariyamman is given a 
double nature by her son, who by mistake forces her to absorb a 
lower element; the benign mother—an exemplar of chastity, whose 
moral lapse is surely no greater than that of the six Kfttikas impli
cated in the birth of Skanda—is made ambivalent by the violence of 
her son. It has been shown that the idea of aggression against the 
mother is relatively undeveloped and unimportant in the Epic ver
sion and in the Sanskrit tradition generally; what matters is the 
son's total subservience to his father's wish.184 In the folk myth, 
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too, no sin attaches to the matricide—in striking contrast to the fear 
of killing a woman (strtvadha) that troubles Vijnu185 and Rama.186 

Parasurama is the instrument of a necessary division of the goddess. 
The splitting of the goddess into "higher" and "lower" forms re
curs in many myths of the double bride of the god; this pattern will 
be taken up again in our next section. 

Let us summarize the conception of the goddess as mother. The 
mother is by nature ambiguous, benign and threatening, nourish
ing and destructive. In the context of the marriage myths, she is 
both erotically tied to her son, yet precluded from sexual contact 
with him; the goddess as mother remains virginal and powerful, 
her power being used in both creative and destructive ways. Her 
innate eroticism is carefully limited by isolation—or, in other cases, 
by dividing her into parts and splitting away her erotic and menac
ing components. Tamil folk myths bring into sharp focus the am
bivalence and oppositions already implicit in classical versions of 
the Skanda birth myth: there ParvatI, whose role is generally posi
tive, cannot nurse her son;187 the Ganges drowns seven of her sons 
but allows the eighth to live; the Kpttikas combine maternal love 
with aggression toward the child. Skanda's wet-nurse is the grue
some Kali, who nourishes the infant yet remains a source of vio
lence and death for the man, as the dark earth sustains and yet re
claims our life, and as the Murderous Bride destroys and also 
restores life to her consort. The folk myths of the saptamatrkds! 

kannimar maintain both aspects of the mother, sometimes distribut
ing them among the goddesses. The seventh goddess is cast in vary
ing roles, sometimes fertile and benign and in this way opposed to 
the other six, sometimes the focus of aggression and destruction. 
As a group, the seven goddesses relate to the single male as multiple 
mothers—or, in some cases, as sisters incestuously tied to their 
brother; in both cases they retain the power and creative potential 
of the virgin. The virgin mother is aggressive, seductive, per
meated by strong incestuous desires that are inevitably frustrated. 
In the perspective offered by the accompanying sacrificial concepts, 
the ambivalence of the mother reflects successive stages in the 
ritual; the goddess, who is identified with the sacrifice as the source 
of death and new life, gives birth to her consort after slaying him as 
the dark virgin. Devi thus becomes a murderous mother married to 
her victim/son in chaste embrace. Her symbol in the myths of 
many shrines is the black and white cow, the violent Kamadhenu 
who gives milk to the deity and yet draws forth his blood. The god 
offers up his life to the devouring goddess in the expectation of 
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winning through this sacrifice a new existence, an existence made 
secure by association with his powerful bride; the seed transferred 
in violence issues from the womb of the chaste goddess, the mater
nal, fertile consort in her terrestrial home. 

8. THE DOUBLE BRIDE 

It is not only the maternal aspect of the goddess that is split into 
contrasting elements. As we have seen, Siva's bride is often divided 
into two—a dark, destructive "sheath" (Kausikl, Kali) and a gold
en, gentle wife (Uma, Gauri). Siva's union with the dark KalI lies at 
the heart of the Tamil myths of marriage; but the god's wedding to 
the benign goddess is most frequently celebrated in temple rituals 
today. Some myths, such as those of the dance contest, describe the 
transformation of the violent goddess into an acceptable, submis
sive wife who is allowed to take her place beside her lord in the 
central shrine; other myths relegate the violent virgin to the periph
ery, while the golden goddess is joined in harmonious union with 
the god. But at Kancipuram, Siva weds both the pacified golden 
consort and the dark Ananku I Durga, who "emerged from a part of 
Gauri."1 The god thus acquires two brides, both completely tied to 
the local shrine. As the husband of two wives, the deity of the 
shrine offers a local, south Indian example of a very widespread pat
tern: the conflict between gods and demons, basic to Hindu myth 
generally, is a war between the descendants of the two wives of 
Kasyapa (Diti, mother of the demons, and Aditi, mother of the 
gods). Indeed, in one Tamil text the gods and demons are said to 
fight in imitation of their mothers who, though sisters and wives of 
the same man, were always at odds.2 This text states plainly the 
fundamental tension between the two wives—a recurring theme in 
the myths that will concern us here. In classical Sanskrit puranas, 
Siva's household is pervaded by this very tension, for the god is 
married to two wives—ParvatI (Uma) and the Ganges.3 The two 
relate to one another as jealous rivals: ParvatI is aided by her son 
Ganesa in removing Gaiiga from Siva's presence,4 and for her part, 
Gaiiga attempts to drown ParvatI.5 Siva's love for Gaiiga is an ex
cuse for ParvatI to desert her husband and a constant reproach in 
their quarrels.6 ParvatI is usually considered the most important of 
Siva's brides, the mother of his children; but in Bengal Gaiiga has 
pride of place.7 

The two wives in the Tamil shrines thus recall the classical Saiva 
pattern. Still, it is the local brides who interest us here. The shrine is 
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the site of a double marriage: either the bride is split in two and 
both fragments are connected to the god; or the deity may take a 
local, Tamil bride in addition to his usual consort in the classical 
Hindu pantheon. Moreover, let us recall that the local marriage is 
in any case considered to be a second marriage, a repeat perform
ance of Siva's wedding in the Himalayas: thus DevI becomes 
Oppilamulaiyammai at Tiruvava(uturai because she wishes to 
reenact her first wedding, which she can no longer remember;8 and 
the marriage ceremony in the shrine is often said to be a repetition 
for the benefit of Agastya, who was forced to miss the original 
ceremony in the Himalayas.9 The idea of the second marriage thus 
occurs throughout the Tamil puraijic corpus, both as a means of 
explaining the relation between the local marriage and the classical, 
Sanskritic system, and as an expression of the complexities rooted 
in the nature of the goddess. 

In one Tamil myth, from Kanapper (KaJaiyarkoyil), the complex 
nature of Siva's bride is revealed by a series of bifurcations: 

While Siva was wandering in the Cotivanam, Uma asked him 
about his forms and functions, and he said, "When my eyes are 
open, the worlds appear; when they are shut, the worlds are 
destroyed." Uma wished to test this proposition, so, just like a 
woman, she crept up behind him and covered his eyes with her 
hands. The worlds were plunged into darkness, and Siva was 
angered. He cursed her to have a fierce, dark form as Kali be
cause of the sin she had committed in causing confusion to the 
rites of the Brahmins and in putting the workings of karma in 
doubt. The goddess begged for forgiveness, and Siva said, 
"When you have destroyed the demons who plunder the 
world, you will be released from the curse." He disappeared, 
and she began to perform tapas in the Marutavanam nearby. 

The gods were troubled by the demon Caoda, and Siva sent 
them to ask BhadrakalI for help. She fought with the demon 
and killed him by destroying the five serpents that were his 
life. Then she stood facing the Seven Mothers, who were 
drunk on the blood of demons, and provided them with 
delicious curries; hence she is known as Annapurna (Tam. 
Annapiirani, "she who is full of food"). 

KalI returned to the Cotivanam and prayed that the undi
vided god (akatf(am) become manifest in two lirigas, a sthiila-

linga and a sukfmalinga. The lingas appeared. She worshiped 
them and became golden, so the gods named her SuvarpavallI 
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("golden creeper"), and they named the suk^malihga Kalisa 
("lord of Kali"). The goddess still reigns outside the shrine as 
Bhadrakali. Inside, however, she split into two: Uma, who, 
by the grace of Siva, merged with the sthiilalmga (which was 
renamed Somesvara);10 and Gauri, who demanded that Siva 
marry her so that they might never be parted again. Siva took 
half of the golden Gauri into the siik$malmga; hence that liriga is 
black on the right side and golden on the left. The other half of 
Suvarnavalli-Gauri entered the virasaktiptfha to the north of 
that linga.11 

The goddess who, by hiding Siva's eyes, brings premature disaster 
to the universe and thus imperils the operation of the usual laws of 
cause and effect is redeemed by saving the universe twice—first, 
from the demon Caiida, and then from the Mothers who have be
come wild from his blood. The bloodthirsty nature of the Mothers 
is familiar to us from the myths of the previous section; here Kali 
provides them with food in order to keep them from devouring 
others, just as Prajapati is said to have given Svaha to Agni so as not 
to be devoured himself by the fire.12 Although the goddess is said 
to have become wholly golden by worshiping the two lingas (one 
"gross," sthiila, and the other "subtle," sukfma), she leaves her black 
aspect outside the shrine, where the dark Bhadrakali continues to 
dwell. This is the first split, a conventional one, and the black god
dess remains chaste, unmarried, and excluded. Then, however, 
two further splits occur within the golden goddess. We might rep
resent the divisions as follows: 

Uma 

I 
Kali 

Bhacfrakali SuvaroavallI 

Uma (merges with 
the sthiilalmga) 

Gauri 

Viralakti Golden half 
of the 

sukfmalmga 
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The myth makes an important distinction between merging with the 
god and marrying the god: Uma merges into the sthHlaliriga and loses 
her identity, except for a late etymological explanation of the name 
of the lifiga, Somesvara; GaurI insists on marriage, which implies 
the preservation of separate identity—hence the golden left half of 
the siik$malmga, which imitates the androgyne. The distinction may 
hold good in historical terms: compare, for example, the assimila
tion of animal cults (the god as bull, lion, elephant, monkey, and so 
on) by means oftheriomorphic representations of the deity, with the 
compromise solution of divine marriage, with all its tensions. Al
though the androgyne might be seen as a merger, the myth care
fully distinguishes it from Uma's absorption by the linga; Gauri's 
demand to be married to Siva "so that they might never be parted 
again" implies their continued distinct identity, for only that which 
is already differentiated or divided can be truly separated. As we 
have seen, other shrines also regard the androgyne as simply a form 
of marriage,13 despite—or because of?—the unsatisfying nature of 
a union that makes conventional sexual activity impossible.14 The 
androgynous marriage absorbs and perpetuates the underlying 
conflicts between the partners; note that the "subtle" (sukfma) sym
bol, which incorporates the god and his bride in the two contrast
ing halves, is also the more complex. Yet even here only half of the 
golden Gauri unites with the god, and the other half, the power-
giving sakti, must be kept chaste. There are thus two chaste forms 
of the goddess at KaJaiyarkoyil, one black and one golden, and two 
distinct patterns in which the golden goddess joins the god. 

The idea of Siva's union with a fissiparous goddess is sometimes 
used to explain his double marriage to ParvatI and the Ganges. 
Devi divides herself into water (the Ganges) and woman (Par-
vatl).15 The combination is repeated in the Tamil myths of the 
Kaviri River, which is regarded as a personified divinity, just as the 
Ganges is seen as Siva's wife. In the kanalvari of the Cilappatikaram, 
the Kaviri (Kaveri, with fish-eyes, kayarkat}t}dy)16 is described 
metaphorically as the first bride in a double (or triple) marriage; 
she is advised not to quarrel with her "husband," the Cola king, if 
he unites with the Ganges, or with the Virgin (kanni = Kan-
niyakumari), that is, if he conquers the territories of the north and 
the far south.17 In the myths, however, Kaviri herself is divided 
into two parts, both of which are connected to the sage Agastya, 
just as DevI marries Siva in her two forms as ParvatI and the 
Ganges: Kaviri performed tapas in order to win a learned brahma-
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carin for her husband. Agastya persuaded her to marry him, al
though he was her brother; half of her then entered the water-pot of 
the sage and overflowed on to the earth as a river, and her other half 
became his wife Lopamudra.18 Agastya's marriage to the Kaviri in 
her two forms is described as the incestuous union of a brother and 
a sister, but this theme is neither stressed nor developed further in 
this myth. Other versions, not content with so simple a division of 
the bride, describe multiple marriages for both the river and the 
sage: 

King Kavera performed tapas for a thousand years in the 
Himalaya. Brahma appeared and promised him that his daugh
ter, Vigijumaya, would be born as Kavera's daughter. A 
daughter was born to the king; when she came of age, she 
began to practise tapas in order to become a river that would 
purify evil. Vignu promised her that she would have her wish, 
that she would be greater than the Ganges, and that she would 
flow from Vijnu's lap. 

Visnu appeared to Agastya in the south and told him he 
should take a wife. "Why should I fall into the hell of family 
cares?" asked the sage; but Vijpu overcame his objections and 
sent him to the Himalaya, where he found Kaviri at her tapas. 

She divided her nature, half of her entering his pot and the 
other half marrying the sage in a wedding as splendid as that of 
Parvatl. The couple went south after the wedding. When they 
reached the mountain of Brahma, Agastya left the pot and 
went to bathe in the SuvarnamukhI River. When after some 
time he failed to return, Kaviri wished to leave the pot; 
Brahma came and bathed a tree, which was a form of Vijpu, 
with water from the pot, and Kaviri then left the pot of 
Brahma and flowed over the feet of Vijnu. Agastya returned 
and found the pot overturned. He pursued the fleeing Kaviri, 
but she cried to him that she had left in accordance with his 
will. Agastya was appeased. Brahma appeared and gave his 
daughter in marriage to Samudra (the ocean) at Svetavana (= 
Tiruvenka(u, Svetaranya).19 

The courtship of Kaviri and Agastya imitates the prelude to the 
myth of Skanda's birth, the courtship of Siva and Parvatl; here too 
the result is the release of a golden seed (the river carried in the 
pot).20 Kaviri performs tapas, as does Parvatl, and Agastya attracts 
the antierotic role and arguments usually given to Siva. Their wed-
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ding is actually compared to that of Siva and Parvatl. Kaviri divides 
herself into river and woman, but this double bride is not enough 
for her husband; Agastya, who in the KP takes the Kaviri south 
with him in order to have water for his ritual ablutions, here aban
dons her for yet another golden river, the SuvarnamukhI ("gold-
faced"). As a result, Kaviri herself acquires two more husbands 
through Brahma's intervention (a return to the motif of Prajapati's 
seed in a golden pot): first she is united with Vij^u in the form of a 
tree, as is appropriate for an incarnation of Vijriumaya, the cosmic 
"illusion" associated with Vijpu; and finally, she is married at 
Tiruvenkatu to the ocean, the conventional husband of the rivers. 

The marriage to the ocean appears in another important myth of 
multiple marriages, this time concerning Brahma and his wife 
SarasvatI: 

SarasvatI and LakjmI quarreled over the question of which of 
them was superior. They took their case to Indra, who pro
nounced in favor of LakjmI, Mother of the worlds, the source 
of prosperity for creatures. SarasvatI cursed him to become 
an elephant. At the urging of Lakjml, Indra learned from 
Prahlada the mantra of the Man-Lion (Narasinjha)21 and, recit
ing it, entered Kancipuram. Emerging from out of his heart, 
the Man-Lion split open the elephant form. (The elephant 
became the hill Hastigiri, while the heart from which the 
Man-Lion emerged became a cave in which Vijpu dwells as 
Narasirrjha.) 

SarasvatI and LakjmI then took their quarrel to Brahma; he 
too decided in favor of LakjmI. In anger SarasvatI robbed him 
of his staffofcreation (sr$[idati4a), which had been given to him 
by Vijpu. 

In order to regain his powers of creation, Brahma was ad
vised by Vijpu to start an asvamedha sacrifice at Kanci. Saras
vatI was enraged at not being invited. She sent fire, demons, 
and the skull-weapon (kapalastra) to destroy the sacrifice, but 
Vijpu took the fire in his hand, drank the blood of the demons 
and, now red as coral, took the form of the Man-Lion to de
stroy the skull-weapon. SarasvatI sent KalI to fight, but Vijpu 
threw her to the ground and sat on her head. Then SarasvatI 
became a flood raging toward the sacrificial pit. Vijiju lay 
naked in her path to destroy her pride (manabhangaya). 

Dishonored thus by Vijiju, SarasvatI became very sad and, 
without looking in his face, went to hide in a cave. Brahma 
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then completed the sacrifice and was rewarded with his staff. 
SarasvatI in her shame meditated on Vijpu. "I have lost my 
chastity and offended against my husband by seeing your 
liriga," she said; "please restore my honor and make my hus
band fond of me again." Vi$ou told her she could regain her 
purity by joining the Payo$i>I River in its flow to the sea. She 
did this, and when Brahma beheld her union with the sea he 
rejoiced and took her back to his world.22 

A popular myth of double marriages has been superimposed on an 
origin myth based on the flood motif, as a variant in the Kancip-
puranam makes clear: there the flooding Sarasvati-VegavatI is 
stopped not by Vi§nu but by his serpent Adise$a, who circles the 
sacrificial site with his body and thus delineates the boundaries of 
the shrine.23 The story is an obvious analogue to the Halasya I 
Alavay myth, in which a serpent, this time belonging* to Siva, re
traces the boundaries of the city of Maturai after the cosmic flood.24 

The symbolism of serpents and boundaries has been discussed 
above, but one may note again the association of the serpent with 
the flood and, hence, with a new creation and demarcation of the 
limits of the shrine. Sarasvati's attempt to destroy the sacrificial fire 
by a flood is also a multiform of the best-known myth from Kafici-
puram, that of the sand-lmga, which ParvatI preserves from the 
flooding river (the Ganges or the Kampai); in both cases the ancient 
flood motif has attached itself to a marriage myth. As in the Vaij-
nava accounts of the sand-lmga,2S Vijiju here appears to have sub
stituted for Siva: it is Siva who slays an elephant, holds fire in his 
palm, and is red as coral; Siva in the Pine Forest makes his enemies' 
weapons into ornaments; and it is far more likely that Siva would 
fight with KalI than that Vijiju would—indeed, we have seen that 
this struggle is a major theme of the marriage myths. Probably an 
old layer of Saiva myth has been attached to Vijiju in the versions 
before us. Note, too, that the exclusion of Sarasvati from Brahma's 
sacrifice at Kanci arouses resonances of the Dakja myth, in which 
Siva is not invited to a sacrifice; but unlike Siva, SarasvatI fails to 
destroy the sacrificial rite. 

That SarasvatI should take the form of a river is, of course, most 
fitting, for this is her most ancient form. Yet the myth as it stands 
describes a curious chain of events: Brahma's loss of the sxtfidatifa 
because of his wife's curse may be a metaphor for castration; Saras-
vatl then loses her chastity by the implicit adultery with Vijiju 
(note again the equation of the forbidden vision of the naked deity 
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with sexual union), but she purifies herself and regains her husband 
by a second marriage—with the sea! The final image is a reversal of 
the river's fate in a story from the MBh: Varuria stole Bhadra, the 
daugher of Soma, from Utathya, and Utathya in anger drank up 
the waters of the ocean and of six hundred thousand lakes, causing 
a wasteland (iritja) to appear where water had been, so that the 
Sarasvati River lost herself in a desert (maru) and could not reach the 
sea.26 In this story rape leads to the dessication of the ocean and the 
river; at Kanci1 Sarasvatl's sexual offense is expiated by union with 
the purifying waters of the sea. Water as a medium of purification 
is, of course, found in every shrine (in the form of a tank, a pool, a 
river, or the sea). We may understand the theme of marrying the 
ocean in this light, that is, as a ritual purification rather than an ac
tual second marriage; and it therefore becomes clear why Brahma is 
prepared to accept Sarasvati as his wife once more. In addition, the 
myth from Kancipuram has conflated two popular and contextu-
ally related stories: Sarasvatl's carrying the doomsday fire (va4-
avanala) to the sea,27 and Brahma's famous sacrifice at Pujkara.28 

The former has supplied major elements to the southern myths: 
Sarasvati receives the golden (satakaumbhastha) fire from Vijnu, 
who has taken the form of a tree, just as the golden Kaviri flows 
from Brahma's pot over the roots of Vijiju standing as a tree; and 
before reaching the sea Sarasvati inundates the sacrificial pits at 
Pujkara.29 Moreover, the myth from Puskara divides Brahma's 
consort in a classic instance of the double marriage: 

Brahma went with the gods and sages to Puskara to perform a 
sacrifice. The adhvaryu priest went to summon Savitri, but, 
just like a woman, she was unprepared: "I still have to wash 
the vessels at home and put on my ornaments; and besides, 
none of the other goddesses has yet arrived!" Brahma was 
angry and ordered Indra to bring him some other woman, 
paying no heed to her social class (vartja), in order that the sac
rifice could be held before the proper moment passed. Indra 
abducted a beautiful cowherdess, Gayatri, and Brahma mar
ried her in thegandharva rite.30 Savitri arrived to find her hus
band in the wedding booth with Gayatri; she cursed her 
husband and the other gods, but at length she was appeased 
and became reconciled to the idea of having a cowife.31 

Sometimes Gayatri is said to have been purified before the wedding 
by being passed through the stomach of the Kamadhenu.32 In the 
myth from Kaficipuram, the jealousy of Savitri over the choice of 
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another wife has been transformed into a quarrel between Lakymi 
and Sarasvati. In other versions there are three distinct wives: 
Brahma wanted to perform a Soma sacrifice at Kanci; Sarasvati, 
being late, hid in the trees (and hence is said to be present in musical 
instruments made from wood); Brahma started the rite with only 
GayatrI and SavitrI present, and this so infuriated Sarasvati that she 
tried to destroy the sacrifice by a flood.33 After celebrating ten 
asvamedhas, Brahma went to bathe in KasI with his three wives; 
Sarasvati, charmed by the singing of one of the women of heaven, 
tarried; when she saw that Brahma had already bathed with GayatrI 
and Savitrl, she was angry, and for her temper Brahma cursed her 
to be born in part as the poets of the Caiikam.34 At Irameccuram, 
Sarasvati and GayatrI perform tapas to revive Brahma, slain by Siva 
for pursuing Vac.3S 

In its account of the marriage at Pujkara, the Padmapurarpa 
lavishes attention on the figure of Gayatrl, the gopakanya with her 
load of fresh butter, thick soured milk, and buttermilk to sell, who 
suddenly finds herself elevated to the status of wife of the Creator. 
Unlike Savitrl, the senior wife, GayatrI is thoroughly located in the 
site; her kinsmen come to seek their stolen child, and in an ex
change of much humor and beauty she tries to explain to them her 
joy at being married to the elegant stranger.36 The whole force of 
the passage suggests that GayatrI is rather more important and pos
sesses greater prestige than her prim, orthodox rival, despite the 
humble origins of the parvenue. Here bhakti, with its preference for 
the unconventional, the socially inferior, the inversion of values, 
intrudes upon the scheme of the double marriage. 

Precisely the same pattern obtains in the most important of all 
Tamil myths of the second marriage, the story of Murukan's court
ship and union with the daughter of the hunters, ValJi. In the 
Sanskrit tradition, Skanda is either an eternal brahmacarin or the 
husband of the Army of the Gods, Devasena.37 But in Tamil the 
earliest reference to a bride of Murukan is to VaJli,38 and there can 
be no doubt that VaJJi is the more popular and important of Muru
kan's two brides in the Tamil area today.39 The story of the wooing 
of VaJJi ranks among the most intricate and beautiful passages of 
the entire Tamil puraijic literature. It also contains some of the old
est indigenous fragments of myth to survive. We begin with the 
standard account of the KP: 

(Two daughters of Vi$ou performed tapas near Caravanap-
poykai to be wed to Murukan. By the grace of Murukan, one 
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of them was born as the daughter of Indra and raised by his 
white elephant; hence she was named Teyvayanai.40 After the 
war in which Murukan defeated Surapadma, Indra gave his 
daughter in marriage to Murukan at Tirupparaiikunram).41 

The second daughter was born to a deer impregnated by the 
lustful glance of the sage Sivamuni1 who was performing tapas 

on VaUimalai. Seeing that the girl, who was born with bangles 
of fine workmanship on her arms, was not of her own kind, 
the deer abandoned her in the pit in which she had given birth, 
and there she was found by the lord of the Kuravar hunters, 
Nampi, who longed for a daughter. The hunter chief adopted 
her and named her VaJJi, since she was born in a pit from 
which old men scrape the roots of the valli.*2 

When Valli reached the age of twelve, she was sent to guard 
the ripening millet from a raised platform (itattam); she 
frightened away birds and beasts with a sling-shot and the cry 
of "alolam." To grant her grace, Murukan came from Kanta-
varai to Tanikai. There he was met by Narada, who sang the 
praises of VaJJi. Murukan sent Narada away and placed within 
himself the grievous disease of love. 

Taking the form of a hunter, the love-sick god went to the 
millet fields and there beheld VaUi. He said to her, "Lady, hear 
me—did Brahma fail to provide those barbarians with knowl
edge, that they have made you sit here guarding the millet? 
Tell me your name; or, if you will not say, tell me the name of 
your village; or, if you will not tell me even that, then show 
me the way thither." As he was pleading, her father suddenly 
arrived with his retinue of hunters, and Murukan transformed 
himself into a venkai tree. Nampi gave his daughter some valli 

roots, mangoes, honey, and the milk of a wild cow. Then the 
hunters noticed the new tree. "This tree was never here before; 
no good will come of it," they said, and made preparations to 
cut it down and dig up its roots. Nampi stopped them. "How 
did this tree come to be here?" he asked, scrutinizing the face 
of his daughter. Alarmed, VaJJi said, "I do not know how it 
came; it appeared, I think, like magic (mayam). I have been 
trembling at the thought that something that was not here be
fore has sprung up so suddenly." 

"Be not afraid; the tree came here to be a sweet companion 
for you," said the hunter, and left with his men. Murukan re
sumed human form and said, "Daughter of the Kuravar, I 
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shall never leave you. How could anyone depart from you, 
who are like life to a body? My life is in your hands. Watching 
the fields is low, demeaning work; come with me, and the 
very women of heaven will worship you, and I will give you 
perfect gifts." 

The daughter of the hunters understood. "I am but a hum
ble girl who guards the fields of millet," she said, ashamed. 
"You are a leader who rules the whole world. Is it not wrong 
(pali) for you even to speak of embracing me?" 

Suddenly the drums of the hunters were heard. VaHi urged 
Murukan to flee; instead he transformed himself into an old 
ascetic. He bowed to Nampi, and the hunters' lord asked what 
he desired. "I have come to rid myself of age and my heart of 
its delusion; I wish to bathe in the Kumari (spring) of this, 
your mountain," replied the god. Said Nampi, "Father, bathe 
in that tirtha and be a companion to our daughter, who is all 
alone." He gave VaJJi fresh fruits and millet and departed. 

The old man asked VaJJi for food, and, when she had given 
him from her honey and fruits, he complained of thirst. She 
told him of a spring on the mountain, on the other side of 
seven hills; he asked her to show him the way there. He drank 
from the spring as if parched by the heat; then he asked her to 
satisfy his desire. "You are saying things which must not be 
said; if the hunters knew, they would cause you harm. Are you 
mad, that you speak without understanding?" Saying this, 
VaJJi hastened away. Murukan, watching her go, thought of 
his elephant-headed brother Ganesa. Ganesa took the form of a 
wild elephant in VaJJi's path. She fled back to the arms of the 
old man: "Save me and I will do as you wish!" Murukan em
braced her and revealed to her his true form. 

VaJJi returned to the millet fields. Her companion noticed 
the change in her manner. Murukan appeared again as a hunter 
and asked the companion if she had seen a wild elephant go 
past. Guessing he was really seeking VaJJi, she told him to 
leave, lest the fierce hunters take his life. He threatened to 
mount the mafal hobby-horse43 and ride through the streets of 
the village if he were not allowed to meet VaJJi; succumbing to 
this threat, the companion became an accomplice to their 
secret union. 

When the millet was ripe, the hunters, preparing for the 
harvest, sent VaJJi back to the village. She pined for her lover, 
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and her foster mother (cevili) and mother noticed that she was 
not well. They locked her in the house and consulted women 
(skilled in divination). "She is possessed by the spirit (icur) of 
these mountain slopes," they said, not knowing her to be pos
sessed by the enemy of Cur.44 The hunters therefore held a 
ceremony of ecstatic dance (veriyatfu) for Murukan. During 
the dance, the god descended upon the wild dancer {yeriyatfa-
}an) and indicated by signs that he had taken possession of VaJJi 
while she was out in the fields, but that her sickness would de
part if he were worshiped. No sooner was this uttered than 
VaUi arose restored; her foster mother and mother praised 
Murukan. 

Not finding VaUi in the fields, Murukan lamented and wan
dered over the mountain. At midnight he stood outside the hut 
of Nampi. VaUi's companion saw him there and urged him to 
elope with his beloved; with her help the couple were united 
and fled the village. 

In the morning they were pursued by the angry Kuravar, 
who found them in a grove. They showered arrows at Muru
kan, but at the crow of his cock they all fell dead. VaUi 
mourned her relatives and, at Narada's urging, Murukan re
vived them and agreed to their request that he return to the 
village and marry VaUi in a proper ceremony.45 

The myth is replete with ancient eleriients: the clandestine, premar
ital union of lovers (kalavu) on the slopes of the mountains in the 
kurinci region, sacred to Murukan; the cast of characters, which in
cludes the heroine who drives away birds from the millet fields, her 
companion, and her foster mother, and the hunter with his spear 
who becomes her lover; the kurinci attributes of honey, millet, 
hill-ponds, Mrtfakam drums, the elephant, small village (cirrur), and 
so on; Murukan's threat to ride the mafal hobby-horse; the maid 
locked in her house; the attempt to exorcise the spirit that is 
thought to possess her; the nocturnal elopement.46 The ancient 
akam conventions relating to the union of lovers have been used in a 
deliberate, comprehensive manner—so much so that Kacciyappa-
munivar added to his version of this myth several hundred verses in 
imitation of the Cankam love poems, using the traditional cast of 
characters and applying the conventions in a rather studied, 
scholastic way.47 The eighteenth-century scholar's attempt to im
itate the achievements of the classical bards may pale in comparison 
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with the original, but the power and life of the myth itself remain. 
For the myth bends the conventions to its own purposes through a 
rich use of irony and double entendre. Thus the Cankam poems poke 
fun at the relatives of the love-sick girl who, believing her to be 
possessed, sacrifice and offer garlands to Murukan so that she will 
be released, when in reality she is sick with love and the effects of 
separation from the beloved; here, however, VaUi is truly possessed 
by Murukan and longs only for him, as the Cankam heroine longs 
for her beloved, and as the soul longs to overcome its separation 
from the divine. This ironic inversion of the akam motif is itself re
versed in another version of the myth: 

While VaJJi was guarding the millet fields, Murukan appeared 
to her on his peacock in the sky. The two gazed at each other 
and were overcome by love. "Lady, if you are still a maiden, 
you must put the (marriage) garland on me," said the god. "I 
am the daughter of the hunters' chief and his wife, and I am 
unmarried," she replied. "Then marry me at once!" "Do not 
deviate from dharma, O my one and only lord. It is the custom 
(imarapu) for a girl to be given by her parents. If you ask mine, 
they will surely give me to you. I come of good family and my 
reputation is unblemished." 

Murukan agreed and went to see her parents. He asked her 
father for her hand, and the hunters' lord was angry. "I will 
give her to none other than Murukan who protects our moun
tain. I would refuse even the Trimuti—let alone you! Be off!" 
he said.48 

This time possession by the god is not a sickness to be avoided 
but a goal to be sought, yet the ironic note is sustained—for the 
rejected suitor is none other than the god to whom Nampi wishes 
to offer VaJJi. The hunters' chief fails to identify the god who stands 
before him. Throughout the myth of VaUi, the Kuravar are de
picted as devout worshipers of Murukan, the god of their tribe and 
of the region in which they dwell; the power of the myth derives in 
part from their inability to recognize the god when he manifests 
himself among them. Hence the irony of their words and actions, 
and the recurrent use of sle$a (paronomasia) in the text: for exam
ple, Murukan (as the aged ascetic) tells Nampi he has come "to rid 
myself of age and my heart of its delusion; I wish to bathe in the 
Kumari (lit. 'Maiden') of this, your mountain."49 Nampi under-
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stands "Kumari" as a reference to a hill-pond; the reader or listener 
knows that VaHi is intended. The delusion (maru}) which Murukan 
wants to destroy is the confused state of the lovelorn; and the re
covery of youth, apart from being a motif basic to the myths of the 
lust of the ascetic,50 probably hints at the meaning of Murukan's 
name (and hence his true identity)—the Tender One, Young 
One.51 The words of nearly all the participants in the myth come to 
be loaded with double meanings. VaUi wonders at something that 
was not there before but that sprang up suddenly—ostensibly the 
venkai tree, but actually her love for the hunter; in this case it is not 
even certain that VaJJi is herself aware of the hidden meaning of her 
words, for in subsequent episodes she seems to forget the identity 
of her lover. The god is hidden even from his chosen bride! Nampi 
innocently suggests that first the tree and then the aged ascetic 
might be a companion (tutiai, cf. tutfaivan, "husband") for VaHi. 
Murukan promises ValJi that she will be praised by the women of 
heaven; VaUi understands this as simple hyperbole, although it is 
meant as simple truth. In one modern version of the myth, the 
hunter god tells VaUi: "If you refuse to show me love, know for a 
fact that evil (pavam) and disgrace (pali) will be yours."52 Again the 
two levels, human and divine, are ironically joined. 

Even Murukan's threat to ride the mafal hobby-horse is more 
complex than it might seem. Ostensibly this fits perfectly the role 
of the suitor who must threaten the girl's companions and guard
ians in order to gain access to his beloved. Yet the threat to mount 
the mafal hobby-horse is primarily a weapon in the hands of the 
man to shame his beloved into responding to his love, and this 
sense gave birth to the metaphoric usage of the early bhakti poets, 
who threaten to shame their god into responding to their yearning. 
There the usual picture of the soul as feminine and the god as mas
culine is reversed, and the god appears as a hard-hearted woman.53 

In the myth ofVaJJi, which is, after all, a myth of bhakti, the roles 
are again reversed; the god is male, and he uses the threat of the 
mafal hobby-horse to achieve union with the devotee. This is the 
famous theme of God in pursuit of the soul. 

In addition to the conventions of the old akam love poetry, the 
myth is suffused with more general erotic symbols—the ripening 
millet, the food that VaJli gives Murukan and the water to which 
she leads him to quench his thirst, the venkai tree that the god be
comes in order to hide from the hunters. In one version the erotic 
symbolism of the tree is made even more obvious: after her father 
departs, VaUi climbs the tree, plucks its flowers to put in her hair 
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and its leaves to cover her mons veneris (the talai leaf-dress is a com
mon symbol of the love relationship given by the man to the 
woman in the akam poems),54 and embraces the tree with her arms 
and breasts, like a creeper coiled around the trunk.55 The image of 
creeper and tree representing the union of lovers is conventional, 
and in the myths women sometimes embrace trees as a means of 
conceiving a child.56 The meaning of the erotic imagery is clear in 
the light of the bhakti spirit that informs the myth: VaJJi represents 
the immediate, spontaneous, ecstatic union of the soul with the di
vine. Andjust as kalavu, premarital union, is the most passionate 
and joyful of the states of love according to the classical canons, so 
the love of the humble hunters' daughter is more highly celebrated 
than that of Teyvayanai, the daughter of Indra and a symbol of or
thodoxy, authority, and hierarchy.57 Of course, VaJJi ultimately 
celebrates a "proper" wedding in the village, after the initial kalavu 
episodes, just as ParvatI sometimes demands that Siva undergo a 
conventional wedding celebration for her sake.58 But it is the kalavu 
union that is the emotional focus of the VaJJi myth: the clandestine, 
premarital union, with all its dangers and its conflict with pre
scribed norms of behavior, symbolizes that state of disorder and 
unlimited power in which man most directly experiences the di
vine.59 In one text VaJJi herself is made to express the untram-
meled, unconventional nature of her love: "Just as there is no mukti 
unless the three forms of evil (mala = citfava, may a, and karma60) are 
destroyed, so there is no union of lovers if innocence, timidity, and 
modesty (mafam, accam, natf, the three attributes of a woman) are 
not dispensed with. Is there anything lower than to be born a 
woman? Yet we do not seek to destroy that birth by tapas in this 
world full of goodness."61 It is precisely the humble, the despised, 
which responds most readily to the divine, while the love of god 
for man gives positive meaning to life in the world. Let us recall 
that for the Saiva Siddhantins creation is not a caprice or an 
amusement of the deity, but an act imbued with meaning and 
mercy.62 

There is yet another dimension to VaJJi's prominence in the 
Tamil myths of Murukan. Unlike Teyvayanai, who is imported 
from the world of Indra to the Tamil land, VaJJi is indigenous, a 
child of the soil, born in a pit in the ground—just as Sita, another 
representative of the earth goddess, is found in a furrow.63 VaJJi's 
connections with the soil are reinforced at points throughout the 
myth: she sits on a raised platform in the millet fields, guarding the 
ripening crop; her food is all in its natural state, fresh and 
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uncooked—honey, fruits, millet, the milk of a wild cow, and the 
valli root from which she derives her name.64 One senses through
out that VaUi is drawn as the classical Tamil heroine of the moun
tains, the daughter not of the gods but of a real, historical group 
grounded in the Tamil area, the Kuravar hunters. VaJli thus 
epitomizes the idea of a local, Tamil bride, in contrast with the 
usual, "proper" consort according to the northern puraijic tradi
tion. 

VaUi's role as the local bride as opposed to the "imported" first 
wife survived even the transfer of the cult to another tradition: the 
Sinhalese belief is that of the two wives of Kataragama (who is a 
form of Skanda/Murukan), TevanI (< Teyvayanai) is the Tamil 
wife brought over from India, while Valli Amma is a Sinhalese or 
Vadda wife the god met in the Kataragama area.65 VaHi remains the 
bride whom the worshiper recognizes as native to his region, and 
with whom he most easily identifies. Note that VaJli usually stands 
on the prestigious right of her husband.66 That Teyvayanai, the 
symbol of orthodoxy and authority, should thus be relegated to the 
"sinister" left is a striking indication of the symbolic importance of 
the humble, local bride. According to Saiva Siddhanta, Teyvayanai 
symbolizes the kriyasakti (Tam. Ieiriyacatti, the power of works or 
motivation), while VaJJi embodies the icchasakti (Tam. iccacatti, the 
power of desire).67 Even on the level of abstract symbolism, VaJJi is 
connected with the human experience of desire (iccha).68 

In the KP's account ofVaJJi's birth, the goddess who grows up in 
the house of the humble Kuravar is compared to Kjrjpa, the incar
nation of Vijiju who was raised in the midst of the cowherds.69 

VaJJi is also linked with Kfspa by the golden peacock feathers that 
decorate her crib;70 the peacock feathers are associated with Kfjna, 
as we have seen, as they are with VaJJi's lord Murukan. One Tamil 
purapa connects VaJJi's birth with the famous myth of rivalry 
between two ofKfjrta's wives: 

Narada brought a flower of the parijata tree to Krsna in 
Dvaraka. Kj-jna gave the flower to Rukminl. At this, his sec
ond wife Satyabhama became angry, so Kfjna promised to 
bring her the entire tree. He went to the city of Indra, and 
there he was seen and desired by a woman named Vibudha. 
From their union a girl was born. 

The girl was brought up by the relatives of Vibudha. One 
day, while swinging in a golden swing, she heard her com
panions sing of Murukan, and she fell in love with the god. 
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She performed tapas for twelve years by the side of 
Caravaijappoykai. Murukan appeared to her and told her that 
he had promised Devasena not to make love to any other 
woman in all the three worlds; he therefore advised her to give 
up her present life and be born as the daughter of a deer. 

The girl was born as the child of a deer impregnated by a 
sage. Seeing the beauty of the child, the deer felt she could not 
be of its own kind and therefore abandoned her. Thechild was 
found by the Kuravar, who named her VaUi and brought her 
up.71 

Kfjpa and Murukan, so closely allied in other ways as to seem al-
lotropes,72 are here linked by the goddess: Murukan's bride is the 
daughter of Kfjija, a specific incarnation of her usual father 
Vijnu-Tirumal. Moreover, VaUi is born because of the jealousy of 
Satyabhama, a theme that is already known to the Harivanfsa73 and 
which has an exact parallel in the relations of the two wives of 
Murukan. In this myth, Murukan conspires with VaUi to circum
vent his promise to the jealous Devasena; perhaps the daughter of a 
deer is not, technically speaking, a woman. In the south Indian 
iconographic tradition, Rukmioi and Satyabhama appear as the 
consorts of Kj-^ija, who thus also has two main wives, although his 
alliances with over sixteen thousand other women are also remem
bered in southern myths.74 Like VaJJi, Satyabhama, the beloved 
second wife, is closely associated with the earth.75 It would appear 
that the south Indian tradition of two wives has prevailed over the 
inherited myth of Krsoa's multiple marriages, both in the iconog
raphy and in the emphasis in the mythology on the theme of the 
rivalry and jealousy between RukmiijI and Satyabhama. The story 
of the theft of the parijata tree by Kj-jija in order to appease the jeal
ous Satyabhama became the subject of popular versions in Tamil 
and especially Telugu;76 these popular myths belong in the series of 
folk depictions of the double marriage, in which the tensions and 
even open enmity between the two wives are stressed.77 

In another version of VaUi's birth, it is the rivalry between VaJJi 
and Teyvayanai rather than the jealousy between RukminI and 
Satyabhama that causes the avatara: 

Murukan was happily married to two women, Amutavalli 
(Teyvayanai) and Cuntaravalli (VaUi), who were born from 
the eyes of Vijpu; but Cuntaravalli became proud since she felt 
Murukan loved her better. "The daughter of Indra is no equal 

 
������������������������� 



284 The Double Bride 

of mine," she said. She scolded Amutavalli, and the latter bore 
it in silence. Murukan came to know of this, so he cursed Cun-
taravalli to be born on earth from the womb of a deer and to be 
brought up by hunters in expiation of her fault.78 

This version is unique in pushing back the rivalry between VaJli 
and Teyvayanai to a time before VaJJi's appearance on earth. Here 
the entire myth of Valli derives from a situation of tension between 
the two wives of the god. Although not supported by the KP, 
which insists that the relations between VaJJi and Teyvayanai are 
always harmonious,79 the myth just quoted from Tiruccentur is, 
together with the above myth of RukmiijI and Satyabhama, firmly 
within the popular tradition of ecal, "abuse"—the mutual denuncia
tion and exchange of insults between two wives. The application of 
the ecal theme to the two wives of Murukan is adumbrated in 
Paripafal, where the rain over Parankunram is compared to the tears 
shed by Teyvayanai on the day that Murukan secretly married 
VaJli.80 Later the term ecal is applied to a class of popular composi
tions that share many features with oral traditions, such as the folk 
drama or the extempore verse of local bards.81 The following pas
sage may be cited as typical of these works: 

Teyvayanai: What village do you live in, a(i? Do not hang your 
head, girl—look at me! Tell me, what trick did you employ to 
catch my Velan? Who are you to kiss my husband, my own 
lord? 

VaJli: He of the great spear belongs to me (enakku ccontam). I 
play with him all the time. Bliss is mine, O Lady. Now if you 
only knew the ways of women. . . . 

Teyvayanai: So I do not know the ways of women! Say that 
again and I will kick you, girl. . . . Many know that / am the 
wife of Kantan (Skanda, Murukan); I wear the wedding-chain 
on my neck. 

VaJJi: Yes, Indra forced you on my lord. What sort of trick was 
that?82 

They proceed to revile each other's family: VaJJi is attacked for 
being of low caste, and the Kuravar are maligned as eaters of meat, 
drunkards who fornicate in the marketplace, and so on. VaJJi in
dignantly denies these accusations, and retorts that her rival has lit
tle cause for pride in being the daughter of the immoral Indra, who 
seduced Ahalya. Eventually Murukan makes peace between them. 
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The ValJiyammanvilacam, a popular drama on the subject of 

Murukan's wooing of VaUi, devotes its last pages to the ecal theme. 

When VaUi comes to ask Murukan to visit her, the god is alarmed: 

"If Indra's daughter sees you here arguing with me, I do not know 

what sorrow will result! Leave this place at once lest she catch a 

glimpse of you." But Teyvayanai learns from her companions that 

VaJli is in heaven and hastens to confront her, again charging her 

with trying to steal her husband: "You had the whole world to 

choose, but still you came here—is that the proper thing to do?" 
They insult each other and nearly come to blows before they are 
pacified, this time by their father-in-law, Siva.83 

Another variation concentrates on the trouble Murukan encoun
ters because of his wives' mutual jealousy. Teyvayanai locks herself 
in her house and refuses to let her husband in (recall the motif of the 
goddess locked in her shrine/box). He promises to give her gifts 
and to abandon VaUi if she but open the door: "If you embrace me 
now, I will never leave you, and let all the world know it!" 
"Enough of these polite words," she replies, adamant. Finally he 
opens the door himself with the aid of the pancak^ara .84 In another 
composition, VaUi is angered when her husband asks permission to 
return to Teyvayanai; a quarrel (Qfal) develops in which husband 
and wife insult each other and each other's family;85 but when 
Murukan succeeds in leaving her home, he finds Teyvayanai no less 
jealous and angry.86 

The ecal theme is by no means limited to Murukan and his wives. 
A famous example from the MBh is the strife between DevayanI 
and Sarmisiha, the two wives of Yayati (one the daughter of the 
Brahmin priest Sukra, the other the daughter of the demon king 
Vrsaparvan).87 We have seen that Siva's wives ParvatI and Ganga 
are often at odds; their rivalry sometimes figures in the myths that 
seek to explain Parvatl's preference for a terrestrial rather than a ce
lestial home. There are exact VaijQava parallels in the relations be
tween SrI and BhiidevI,88 or between RaiiganayakI at SrIraiikam 
and the "upstart" local bride (nacciyar) Αηζδ].89 

The Cilappatikaram and the Vaijnava poet saints, the A]vars, 
refer to a consort of Vijou-Mayavan called Nappinnai (Pinnai, Pin-
nai),90 a cowherdess (Hymakaj) who appears in conjunction with the 

theme of the suitor who must master a bull. This theme, associated 

with Kfjna,91 is ancient in Tamil, and has endured in the villages 
while being transferred to another heroic youthful god, Aiyanar.92 

Is Nappinnai then a Vaijnava parallel to VaJJi, the adored local 
bride? In the tradition of the commentators, she is identified with 
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Nila,93 but her name may mean "Beautiful Younger One"94 and 
therefore refer to Lakjml as opposed to her older sister Alakjmi/ 
Jyestha (Mutevi). Aptjal, indeed, identifies Sri and Nappinnai.95 

However, Filliozat's conclusion—"II semble que la personne divine 
de Lakjmi (ou Mahalakjml) n'ait pas encore ete divisee en SrI et 
Nlla a l'epoque d'Aptal ou qu'elle l'ait ete dans une tradition differ
ent de celle qu'elle suivait"96—implies a break between the tradi
tion of AotaJ and the Cilappatikaram, where Matari is made to ask: 
"Is our Pinnai of bangled arms [the cause of] the inattention paid 
by the One who measured the world to Sri [who resides] in his 
own breast?"97 This verse appears firmly in the tradition of the two 
wives, one senior and orthodox, one local and better loved. The 
Bhagavatapuratfa mentions a favorite cowherdess (gopi) of Kfjpa's 
without naming her;98 the later tradition, especially in Bengal, de
veloped this hint into the rich mythology and cult of Radha, a 
symbol of immediate, ecstatic, unconventional union with the di
vine; and it has been suggested that Radha's southern analogue and 
predecessor was Nappinnai, whose role the compiler of the 
Bhagavata deliberately diminished.99 This view considerably out
paces the evidence. Certainly the final form of southern Vaijnava 
mythology gives little enough scope to Nappinnai. 

Nevertheless, the pattern of the second marriage to a beloved 
local wife has been adopted by the myths of many Vaijpava 
shrines.100 One of the most striking instances, in which close ties to 
the Murukan-VaUi myth are apparent, is the tale of Vijpu's mar
riage at the great shrine of Tirupati: 

Brahma feared that men on earth would become evil in Vij-
pu's absence, so he sent Narada to bring the god to earth. 
Narada asked the sages to whom they were sacrificing; they 
could not answer, and Narada suggested that they give the sac
rifice to whichever of the Trimurti had the attribute of "good
ness" (sattvagutfa). They sent Bhygu to determine which this 
was; Brahma and Siva failed his test, but Vijiju was not moved 
to anger even when Bhfgu kicked him on the chest—he 
merely inquired if the sage had not hurt his foot. 

Lakjml, however, who dwells on Vijiju's breast, was 
moved to fury when Vijiju failed to punish the sage. She left 
for Kollapuram on earth. Vijpu came to search for her and 
stayed in an anthill at Veiikatacalam.101 One day he left the 
anthill to hunt. He chased an elephant a long distance; on his 
way back he caught sight of Padmavati, the daughter of 
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Akasaraj a, king of Narayapapuram. He fell in love and asked 
her to marry him, but she became angry and pelted him with 
rocks. The god fled back to the anthill, where he lost himselfin 
lovesickness. 

He sent his maidservant Bakulamalika to Narayapapuram to 
plead his cause, but fearing she would fail in her mission, he 
took the form of a kuratti soothsayer and went ahead into the 
town. When the queen heard that a fortune-teller was in town, 
she had the old woman brought to her, for she was worried 
about her daughter: since seeing Vijnu, Padmavati had been 
sick with love, and had not touched food or drink. The false 
kuratti said to the queen, "You are concerned about your 
daughter. She is sick because of her love for Hari. Marry her to 
him and great joy will result." He announced that a woman 
would soon come about this very matter, and then the false 
kuratti returned to Veiikatamalai. 

Bakulamalika arrived during the ceremony of Rud-
rabhi$eka, which the king was performing for his sick daugh
ter according to the advice of the Brahmins. She had little diffi
culty in arranging the match; a letter was quickly despatched 
to Hari, who joyfully accepted the proposal. But because he 
was deserted by Lakjmi, Hari had no money to cover the ex
penses of a wedding. He was forced to ask Kubera for a loan; 
according to the contract, witnessed by Brahma and Rudra, 
the principal of the loan is due at the end of the Kali Age, and 
each year the god must pay interest. Hence the god of Veii-
ka^am is known as Va^ipanamperuma] ("Vijnu [who pays] 
interest on money").102 

Kubera, who is associated with Sri in some sources,103 here pro
vides Vijpu with the means of marrying her rival! Devotees who 
come to Tirupati gain merit by helping the god make his interest 
payments on the loan; this shrine has accordingly been able to play 
a very significant role in the economic life of the area.104 Tirupati 
may well be the most richly endowed of all south Indian temples. 
Not that the god really needs this help from his devotees: Lakjmi is 
ultimately mollified and agrees to repay the loan, but Vijpu asks 
her to wait until the end of the Kali Age so that his devotees would 
have a way of winning merit.105 There are varying versions of Vi?-
nu's reconciliation with Lakjmi: in one, Vijnu searches for her, and 
she hides in the nether world in the asrama of Kapila; he then per
forms tapas, meditating on a thousand-petaled golden lotus 
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brought to him from heaven by Vayu. Indra sends apsarases to dis
turb him, but he creates the goddess VisvamohinI ("she who be
witches all"), who puts them to shame; Lakjml, instructed by 
Kapila in the meaning of Bhjgu's original test, comes up the stalk 
of the lotus and resumes her place on Hari's breast at an auspicious 
moment celebrated ever since.106 In another version, the meddling 
Narada (who engineers Visiju's descent to earth in the first myth 
from Tirupati) succeeds in effecting the reunion: 

Narada told Lakjmi about her husband's marriage to Pad-
mavati, and Laksmi was infuriated. Then Narada told Vijnu 
(perumal) that Lakjmi was coming to Tirupati in great anger, 
and the god, pretending to be afraid of his angry spouse, left a 
form of himself with Padmavati and ran to hide in Kumpa-
konam. Lakjmi happened to catch a glimpse of him while he 
was running; she followed on his heels, but as soon as she en
tered the sacred site of Kumpakooam, her wrath disappeared. 
She became a child lying on the thousand-petaled lotus in the 
Porramarai ("Golden Lotus") Tank; after she had performed 
tapas for many years in that tank, the god appeared and mar
ried her again.107 

Vijnu's first wife must be restored to her position, for she is no less 
necessary than the local bride; indeed, the attraction of the local 
bride, the symbol of direct union with the god, exists only in the 
context of the proper, ritually appropriate senior wife.108 Note 
how sexual tension is resolved through the transformation of the 
goddess into a child; in the Anasuya myths, the goddess frees her
self from a sexual threat by turning the male gods into infants—a 
similar resolution in which the sexual roles of the Tirupati/ 
Kumpakonam myth are reversed.109 In many ways the courtship of 
Padmavati recalls that of VaHi: there is the premarital encounter 
with the consequent love relationship; the wild elephant who 
brings this encounter about (this is the form taken by Gaiiesa in the 
Murukan and ValJi myth); the apparent wavering and confusion in 
the heart of the girl, who first pelts the god with stones and then 
longs for him as lover, just as VaUi responds to Murukan's ad
vances but then forgets his identity and flees from his embrace; the 
lovesickness which is wrongly diagnosed and treated at first by 
completely misguided measures. The kuratti fortuneteller is a stock 
figure in the folk literature that describes a heroine's love, often for 
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the local god; she is essential, for example, in the kuravaiici poems, a 
late genre that has inherited the kuratti soothsayer from the akavan-
makal of the earliest Tamil love poetry.110 As in the Murukan and 
VaUi myth, there is an ironic reversal: while the companion of the 
lovesick heroine mocks the akavanmakal in the early poems ("Sing a 
song, soothsayer, sing another song—sing a song about his tall 
hill!"),111 in the myth of the wooing of Padmavati the suitor-god is 
himself the soothsayer, who disguises himself and pretends to read 
the signs in order to achieve union with his beloved. In the classical 
akam texts, the soothsayer must be wrong, mistaking lovesickness 
for possession by the god; in the myths of the local bride, the 
soothsayer is entirely right—either by ironic coincidence, as in the 
Valli myth, or by deliberate masquerading, as in the myth of Pad-
mavati. The two myths, both structured around ancient Tamil 
motifs, are undoubted multiforms. In the folk tradition of the MBh 
episodes centered on Maturai, Krjna takes the form of a kuratti in 
the course of Arjuna's wooing of Alli.112 These examples may also 
be seen as an extension of the motif of the suitor who dresses as a 
woman.113 

Unlike the mythology of Murukan, the Vaijnava myths of the 
second, local bride often felt it necessary to provide an explanation 
for the newcomer in terms of the classical pantheon. Thus Pad-
mavatl is said to have participated, in a former birth, in the story of 
Rama: 

When Ravana was carrying Slta to Laiika, Agni appeared to 
him and said, "Af a I The woman you are taking is not the real 
Slta. Rama gave me the real Slta." The demon believed him, 
and was gratified when Agni gave him another woman, Veda
vatl, instead of the woman he had captured in the forest. 
Vedavatl went with the demon to Laiika. After the war and the 
death of Ravana, Rama returned to Ayodhya and made the 
woman he had recaptured enter the fire. Suddenly he beheld in 
the fire two Sltas. He asked JanakI (= Sita) for an explanation. 
She explained that she had been with Agni the entire time, and 
that Ravapa had been duped into taking a false Slta, whose real 
name was Vedavatl; and she asked him to marry Vedavatl, 
who had gone through so much for his sake in captivity. But 
Rama had vowed to have only one wife, so he promised to 
wed Vedavatl in the Kali Age, when he would come down to 
Veiikaiacalam. 
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Therefore VedavatI was born to Akasaraja; he discovered 
her as an infant on a thousand-petaled lotus while ploughing 
the earth for a sacrifice.114 

Padmavatl's birth in a furrow exactly imitates that of Sita; to under
line the point, her mother, the wife of Akasaraja, is named DharanI 
("Earth"). Thus the autochthonic nature of the second bride of the 
god is affirmed, as in the cases of VaJJi and Satyabhama. The 
thousand-petaled lotus appears again in the local "birth" of Lakjml, 
as we have seen. But the existence of a second, local bride is now 
supported by the tradition that there were two Sltas, a real and a 
false (mayamayt or chaya) Slta—a fairly widespread development of 
the Rama story, the point of which is to spare the divine consort the 
humiliation and future consequences of captivity in the land of the 
demon. According to the Kurmapurana, the real Slta entered the fire 
before Ravaija could abduct her; Agni committed her to the care of 
BhavanI, and replaced her with a false Slta whom Ravaija captured; 
after the war the false Slta entered the fire and was burned to ashes, 
and the fire then revealed the true Slta to Rama.115 In the Devt-
bhagavatapuratfa, this operation takes place with the collusion of 
Rama, who nonetheless keeps the vital information from everyone 
else, even Lakjmapa, throughout the search for "Sita" and the le
thal fight to recover her. The Chaya-Slta for whose sake all this 
takes place was in a former birth VedavatI; while performing tapas 
at Pujkara she was seen by Ravana, who tried to rape her; she 
cursed him to be killed one day on her account, and then aban
doned her body. During the trial by fire of the woman regained 
from Lanka, Agni reveals the real Slta again; the Chaya-Sita is sent 
off to perform tapas once more at Pujkara. In a later birth she be
comes, appropriately, the fire-woman DraupadI.116 The uttara-
katfda of the Ram. knows VedavatI as a former incarnation of the 
real Sita;117 later myths have divided the goddess into the true Sita 
and her proxy, who undergoes the tribulations of captivity in her 
stead. In the Tamil myth, this Chaya-Slta is identified with the sec
ond bride of Venka^esvara (Visnu at Tirupati I Venka^am), who is 
himself divided into two forms—the "real" Vijiju who runs away 
to Kumpakonam, and the part (art}sa) or image (bimba) of himself, 
which he leaves behind with the shadow goddess PadmavatI at 
Veiikatacalam.118 

Hindu mythology knows several other shadow brides. Surya, 
the sun, is married to both Samjna and Chaya, the "Shadow" that 

 
������������������������� 



The Double Bride 291 

Saipjna leaves behind to take her place when she flees from the un
endurable splendor of the sun.119 The marriage of the Sun and the 
Shadow has, indeed, a measure of logic, and this tradition endures 
in a Tamil shrine: at Curiyanarkoyil in Tancavur District, Surya has 
two brides, Uja (Dawn) and Chaya (Shadow).120 In one late var
iant of the Dak$a myth, SatI substitutes a shadow for herself at the 
time of her father's sacrifice; it is this shadow, and not the real 
Sati / Uma, who enters the sacrificial fire, and whose corpse is later 
carried by the grief-stricken Siva.121 This myth, which relieves the 
real goddess of the necessity of dying in the fire, may reflect the 
splitting off of the violent Bhadrakall, who in some versions joins 
Virabhadra in destroying the sacrifice;122 just as only the dark god
dess is allowed to take part in the act of destruction, here only a 
shadow is permitted to die. Another shadow goddess appears in the 
myth of Pradyumna and Rati, who was captured by the demon 
Sambara, but saved from rape in his palace by the substitution of 
MayadevI or MayavatI, a "shadow" cast in the exact image of the 
chaste Rati.123 

The contrast between a light or golden bride and a dark, 
shadowy second wife is thus a recurrent feature of the marriage 
myths; we have already noticed this pattern in relation to Siva's 
double marriage (to the dark KalI or KausikI and the golden, sub
missive Gaurl). The myth of Veiika^esvara and PadmavatI under
lines the importance of the darker bride: PadmavatI is the Shadow 
Slta born from the earth; the dark goddess is the second, local con
sort of the god. It is the dark, local bride who claims the attention 
of the devotees in the myths of marriage; the prim and passive 
"northern" consort—the wife inherited from classical puratjic 
sources—definitely takes second place in the affections of the Tamil 
pilgrims, who seek the help of the dark, earthbound, powerful 
goddess in her native home. Similarly, the black KalI rather than 
the golden GaurI is the true heroine of the Tamil marriage myths, 
and, as we have seen, it is the "murderous" rather than the peaceful 
union of the divine couple that is the underlying, active concern of 
the authors. The contrast in color is carried through in other cases: 
Teyvayanai is gold or red, VaUi dark (black, brown, or purple).124 

BhudevI is dark125 or light green, while LakjmI is usually golden or 
white.126 Kfjija's first wife is RukmiijI, "the Golden"; her rival, 
Satyabhama, is a form of the earth and therefore, presumably, 
dark. Of the two wives of Khapdoba in Mahara^ra, one is fair and 
the other dark.127 The local goddess in many Tamil shrines (such as 
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Minakji at Maturai and Akhilaodesvari at Tiruvanaikka) is usually 
painted green—a color strongly associated with fertility and vegeta
tion, and hence with the earth; green in these cases may reflect the 
basically dark, chthonic aspect of the local goddess. As we have 
seen, the green Minak?! is directly linked with the "dark-blue" Nili 
(or Paimiili).128 Apitakuca (Tam. Uooamulaiyammai), the goddess 
at Tiruvaijijamalai—where the violent virgin slays Mahija I Siva be
fore being absorbed into the androgyne—is pictured as dark blue 
on the colorful printed sheets sold to pilgrims. The wives of Aiya-
nar (Purana and Pujkala, or Madana and Varnani) are both said to 
be yellow;129 but at least one set of terra-cotta images in North 
Arcot District shows one wife as white and the second, on the right 
of the god, as red.1301 have no information on the colors of the two 
wives of other folk deities in the Tamil area, such as Maturaiviran, 
"often accompanied by his two wives and servants,"131 or the 
demon Kattan, with his mistresses Parppatti and Ceftippeij.132 In 
the case of the latter, one may at least observe that the principle of 
hierarchy still obtains: Kattan's first wife is a Brahmin, his second a 
merchant's daughter. This pattern, as we have seen, is entirely pre
dictable; VaUi is of much lower social standing than her rival, 
Teyvayanai, as is Gayatri in relation to Brahma's first wife, Savitri. 
Dumont notes that the royal custom of having two wives pre
scribed that one be of her husband's rank, the second below it.133 In 
the myths of the goddess, it is the second, local bride, who is dark 
and socially inferior, who attracts the interest and love of the wor
shipers. 

Sometimes the two brides of the god are contrasted in different 
terms: at Viruttacalam Siva has two wives, Vfddhamba ("the old 
goddess") and Balamba ("the young goddess"). Only the first, as 
Periyanayakiyar, merits a verse in the payiram of the purana, and it 
is probable that she alone was the original goddess of the shrine 
(note the alliteration of her name, Vfddhamba, with the name of 
the shrine). A story is told to explain the arrival of the second, 
younger bride: 

"When Sundara, the poet-saint, came to the place he wearied 
of its ancient air; everything in it was called 'old'—the town, 
the hill,134 the god, and the goddess—and he went away with
out singing any of his usual hymns in praise of the shrine. He 
had not gone far when the god, in the shape of a man of the 
Vedan caste, stopped him and robbed him of all he possessed. 
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He returned to the town and on his arrival found that the god 
had just then moved a certain pious individual to set up an 
image of Balamba. Repentant, he chanted verses in praise of 
the place and its deity and went his way."135 

The deity who robs his devotee is a prominent motif in the Tamil 
hagiographies (cf. the devotee who robs others out of devotion to 
his god).136 Theft carried out by or for the god appears to be of a 
different order than ordinary stealing; these motifs reflect what 
might be called the "totalitarian" nature of the demands made on 
the Tamil bhakta, at least in the realm of the popular hagiog
raphies.137 It should be noted that the poet Cuntarar himself is 
said to have had two wives, Paravai of Tiruvarur and Cankili of 
Tiruvorriyur; his desertion of Cankili in order to return to 
Tiruvarur, in violation of a promise exacted at the time of the wed
ding, brings down punishment in the form of blindness.138 In Cun-
tarar's case, the tension is not only between the two women, who 
are in any case separated by a great distance, but also between 
human eroticism perse and the passionate, uncompromising love of 
man for his god. 

To summarize: the concept of the double marriage is widely 
applied to both Brahminical or "puranic" deities139 and folk gods 
in the Tamil area. The goddess is divided into two brides, who op
pose each other in several ways: the senior wife may be "imported" 
from the northern, classical pantheon, while the second bride is 
purely local, a child of the Tamil land, born from the soil; one wife 
is light or golden, the second dark or black; one is orthodox, of 
high status, a ritually proper wife for the deity, while the second is 
of humble, socially inferior origin.140 Tamil bhakti, even while 
affirming the social order and the conventional scheme of mundane 
existence, extols the devotion of the humble and the despise'd; the 
myth of VaUi and Murukan illustrates the divine love between the 
lowly believer (the soul in its exile) and God. Man identifies himself 
with the earthbound, local bride, who is also closest to the terres
trial sources of power and life. It is thus hardly surprising that the 
myths focus their attention on the second, Tamil bride, just as the 
dark and blood-stained KalI rather than the golden, pure Gauri is 
the dominant figure in the marriage myths. Indeed, KalI in the 
Tamil myths epitomizes the local conception of woman no less 
than the mythic exemplars of the indigenous bride (VaUi, Pad-
mavatl). But the KalI of the Tamil myths is herself ambivalent; as 
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we saw in the previous section, she is the sustaining, life-giving 
mother of the divine child as well as a focus of danger and violence. 
The double marriage is an attempt to come to terms with these op
posing aspects. We thus find two consorts who are fundamentally 
at odds, their quarrels even recorded in a special genre of folk 
literature, the ecal poems. The tension between the two wives thus 
reflects an ambivalence rooted in the personality of the goddess, in
deed in the Tamil conception of woman generally as a locus of 
power that is potentially both dangerous and creative. It now re
mains for us to observe how the ambivalent wife and mother ap
pears as a sexually ambiguous goddess, whose contrasting aspects 
alternate in time, just as destruction and creation are locked in 
causal, sequential association in the related rituals of sacrifice and 
rebirth. 

9. SEX-REVERSAL: THE MALE AS GODDESS 
AND MOTHER 

O Mother, Mother of the universe, 
art thou male or female? 
Who can say?1 

The cow is a wonderful animal, 
also he is quadruped and because 
he is female he gives milk but 
he will do so only when he has 
got child.2 

The split goddess represents an attempt to resolve the complexities 
of Devi's nature through dichotomy. The god will have two wives, 
a high and a low, a white and a black; the divine child will have two 
or more mothers, beneficent and destructive. The myths of 
Maturai and Tiruvarinamalai suggest another form of division: the 
goddess is male and female, the unitary icon of the androgyne. We 
have seen how this image absorbs the tension of the Murderous 
Bride: the single-breasted Kaiinaki I Kali, slayer of her husband, be
comes at Tiruvapnamalai the single-breasted androgyne; at Maturai 
she is the three-breasted MinakjI, the Amazon made woman by her 
spouse. The inherently ambivalent goddess has developed into the 
sexually ambivalent icon, which the authors of our texts clearly 
understand as symbolizing a form of marriage. Nevertheless, there 
is good reason to regard the Tamil goddess as already in some sense 
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bisexual even before her marriage to Siva: the goddess is undoubt
edly female, but the aggressive, violent side of her nature is easily 
seen as masculine. Certainly, her menacing, martial behavior clashes 
with the idealized picture of the submissive, devoted wife— 
especially insofar as this behavior is directed against her future hus
band! In other words, the androgynous marriage of the local god
dess and Siva in a Tamil shrine, while possessed of a powerful 
symbolism of its own,3 may well have developed in some cases 
from an original conception of the goddess as a male-female hy
brid. In this section we will probe this concept further, concentrat
ing on two particular facets—the androgyne as a symbol for the 
principle of exchange that operates in the sacrifice; and a mythol
ogy of sex-reversals that express the bisexuality attributed to the 
goddess in terms of a sequence or a cycle of alternating sexual roles. 
Both of these facets are useful in explaining the creative potential 
of the goddess, who gives birth to the divine child without losing 
her virginity. 

The androgyne appears frequently in classical Hindu mythology 
as a form of the creator, usually Brahma or Siva. The creator who 
divides himself into male and female halves that unite incestuously 
to produce creatures is, by definition, a primeval androgyne.4 The 
androgyne is a symbol of the wholeness and autonomy that charac
terize the First Creator;5 deities that are essentially either male or 
female may thus naturally be described as androgynous. Such is the 
case with the Tamil goddess, and with the puranic Brahma and 
Siva. But in one Tamil shrine, Brahma, the androgynous creator, is 
said to have undergone a complete change of sex: 

In the beginning, Brahma thought, "There is no-one on earth 
who has a pure nature except me." He created the worlds, in
cluding a lovely woman with whom he was infatuated because 
of the may a of Siva. He made love to her shamelessly, and be
cause of that great evil all his creatures became short-lived (al-
payus), and he became afraid and lost his power to create. Like 
a madman (unmatta) he wandered the earth, worshiping at 
shrines of Siva and bathing in holy waters, until he reached 
Gajaraoya (= Tiruvanaikka) and received knowledge. He per
formed tapas there, and Siva was pleased with him. 

Siva said to the goddess, "O beautiful one, Brahma is per
forming tapas. I must go there together with you. Give me 
your form." He took the form of the goddess and gave her his 
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form, and together they went to see Brahma. Siva appeared to 
Brahma as Sakti and said, "You are the creator. I am pleased 
with your tapas and have come to grant you a boon." Brahma 
was amazed; he worshiped the god, and Siva gave him the 
power to create {srtfisakti) and disappeared together with the 
goddess. Brahma, taking the same form of Sakti in which Siva 
had granted him his boon, celebrated a festival to him whose 
form is amrta; then he returned, satisfied, to Brahmaloka. 
Those who see Siva in that sakti form during the festival go to 
the highest station.6 

This myth concludes the Sanskrit mahatmya from Tiruvanaikka; the 
Tamil purana from this shrine merely hints at the story by stating 
that Brahma received the power to create as a woman (ciruffiyum 
eytinan mataray).7 The creation myth has been doubled: first, we 
have the conventional incest motif, here used to explain the origin 
of evil (and thus this myth belongs to the corpus of creation myths 
that regard sexual union as the first link in the chain of evil,8 al
though here the evil of pride appears to exist even before the act of 
creation); then, Brahma is granted the power to create by the 
female Siva. Brahma's own need to take female form reflects on 
one level a consciousness of the anomaly of a male creator who 
gives birth to the world; if Brahma is to have the role of Mother, he 
must become, at least in part, a woman. In a sense, the two parts of 
the androgyne have been split and separated in the myth: Brahma is 
first male, the incestuous father; then, in the course of expiating his 
fault, he becomes female. Birth from the male, who is both mother 
and father, is not uncommon in Hindu mythology;9 but the myth 
from Tiruvanaikka strives to clarify the anomaly. Thus the female 
component of the primeval androgyne must be given tangible 
form, and the same impulse affects the second male, Siva—who 
historically has inherited Brahma's role as creator, and who medi
ates between Brahma and the goddess in this myth by exchanging 
genders with his wife. 

There is, however, another facet to these reversals. The Tiru
vanaikka myth implies that the power of creation is truly proper 
only to Devi. Only the goddess, as Sakti and Mother, or as the 
locus of intense creative power, can transfer the ability to create to 
Brahma. Why then, we may ask, is Siva needed in this myth? DevI 
at Tiruvanaikka is known as Akhilandesvarl, or Akhilandanayakl, 

the creative "mistress of the universe" who forms the linga at this 
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shrine from the waters of the ttrtha, that is, creates and locates the 
presence of the god.10 It is therefore not surprising that Brahma is 
said elsewhere in this puraija to have worshiped by meditation and 
to have installed the image of DevI (akilat}fanimalaiy uruvam) along 
with those of her two sons and the other gods (pulavar).11 This, we 
may suspect, is the basic myth of Brahma's worship: the male 
creator worships the powerful local goddess of Tiruvanaikka, from 
whom, we must assume, he derives his creative energies.12 The 
Sanskrit mahatmya adds to this essential pattern the important in
formation that Brahma acquired a female form in this shrine in im
itation of Siva; the latter god serves as the vehicle for the transfer of 
power. Ritual practice at the shrine still mimics the mythic sex-
reversal: each day the priest of the goddess shrine at Tiruvanaikka 
dresses as a woman and worships the god.13 Note that although the 
god, Siva, is the object of this transvestite worship, it is the ritual 
servant of the goddess who performs the rite. 

The ritual transvestism enacted at Tiruvanaikka is undoubtedly 
linked to the myths of Brahma's worship at this spot; similar rites 
are, however, common in the village religion of the Tamil re
gion.14 In attempting to understand this practice, one may distin
guish at the start between two main varieties, one centered on the 
goddess, the other on the god. Both types are linked by a series of 
shared motifs and ideas. The most common explanation of the 
rite15 as expressing identification with the goddess is, as we shall 
see, most suited to the second type (the worship of the god); only in 
a limited sense can it be applied to the worship of the goddess. The 
myth from Tiruvanaikka seems to describe a close tie between 
Brahma, the male god in female form, and the local goddess; but is 
this tie an indication of the identification of the two? Here the puz
zling, seemingly superfluous role of Siva may offer a clue to the 
transvestite motif. Siva communicates Devi's creative power to 
•Brahma after exchanging personae with the goddess. This idea of 
exchange brings us back to the dynamics of the sacrificial rituals as
sociated with the goddess: just as the sacrifice produces new life 
from the destruction of the victim's vital force, the Tamil goddess 
in her shrine gives birth to the god after draining him of life and 
power. We have seen how the male offers his life to his virgin bride 
in order to be reborn from her womb; the goddess is the source first 
of death, then of a new flow of vitality. This process operates 
through the exchange of power between the victim and his bride. 
The life drained away in the first instance is restored to the male in a 
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new form. Of course, as we have seen, the virgin goddess is 
thought to be possessed of an inherent power in her own right; she 
may not need the influx of power from the sacrificed male in order 
to create life anew. Nevertheless, the old agonistic model of the 
sacrifice, in which two parties transfer back and forth the material 
and intangible fruits of the ritual,16 appears to have survived in the 
Tamil marriage myths with their underlying sacrificial symbolism. 
Let us recall that the goddess who slays Mahija at Tiruvaijiiamalai 
acquires the crystal liiiga—that is, the power and vitality—of the 
demon and loses it only the moment before her androgynous mar
riage to Siva. As we have seen, this marriage hides the terrifying, 
bisexual nature of the lone goddess; it might also be said to mark 
the transition from her warlike to her peaceful, beneficent state. 

The notion of an agonistic exchange occurring in the course of a 
murderous marriage suggests another meaning for the Tamil an
drogyne icon. I have interpreted the androgynous goddess as a com
bination of aggressive and pacific elements, or as a woman who 
violates the feminine ideal by realizing her potential for violence 
(for example, by casting her breast at her victim, like the single-
breasted Kannaki I Tirumamani). We might also see the androgy
nous goddess as embodying the principle of exchange: she absorbs 
the masculinity of her victim or devotee, while he, for his part, of
fers up his power and is left castrated or slain. It is in this sense that 
we may speak of an identification of the worshiper with the god
dess through the reversal of sex: through the exchange of vital 
power, both the devotee and the goddess become sexually ambigu
ous; the male loses his manhood to the goddess. Ritual castration 
creates a woman-like male (recall Arjuna's disguise as the long
haired eunuch Bphannada in MBh 4.2.21-27), while Devi becomes, 
for a moment, partially male. But the offering of the fullness of 
man's power and sexuality may easily be regarded as the sacrifice of 
life itself; in this case the donor is totally identified with his gift, and 
we have the recurring theme of death and rebirth through the 
agency of the woman. The two interpretations of the androgynous 
goddess suggested here are, it should be noted, entirely compatible; 
both point to the myth of the god's death-in-love and consequent 
rebirth from the womb of his bride. 

Ritual transvestism is a symbolic enactment of this series of sac
rificial acts;17 the devotee who dresses as a woman in order to wor
ship the goddess is presenting her with his power, his seed, perhaps 
his very life. That the transvestite rituals may express the idea of 
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self-sacrifice to the goddess is clear from the folk myths of 
Pavatairayan ("King of the Long Skirt"), an attendant of the god
dess who wears the lower garment of a girl: Pava^airayan once shot 
an arrow into an anthill by mistake. He took a pickaxe and dug it 
out, thus unintentionally wounding the goddess who dwelt there. 
He wished to atone; the goddess asked for food, so he disembow
elled himself with his pickaxe and offered her his vitals. The god
dess (Aiikalamman) was pleased and ordered him to remain near 
her always.18 The transvestite Pavatairayan stands to this day out
side the shrines of AnkaJamman; his act of self-sacrifice, obviously 
symbolized by his woman's attire, has won him eternal life as an 
attendant of the goddess. The equation of death and castration, 
both reduced to the transvestite image of the devotee, is clear from 
this myth. In the marriage myths studied earlier, death or castration 
follow union with the dark virgin or the penetration of her locked 
enclosure; the blinding of the male may precede this union, and 
adumbrates the fate in store for the god. The motifs of blindness 
and the locked shrine also occur in connection with the theme of 
castration—and with its opposite, as in the following myth from 
TirukkaJar: 

A Brahmin priest (kurukkal) was rewarded with a girl after 
worshiping Siva for many days, sinking his mind and his eyes 
in the body of the god. One night he forgot his daughter in the 
shrine of the goddess while she was asleep; he remembered 
only after reaching home after the midnight service. Unable to 
open the locked doors of the shrine, he meditated on the god
dess all night. Next morning, when the doors were opened for 
the morning service, all beheld the grace of the goddess: the 
child had become a boy.19 

The sex-reversal in this myth follows upon the intrusion into the 
sanctuary of the goddess; the enclosure remains intact throughout 
the night, and a male child emerges when the doors are opened in 
the morning. If we apply to this myth the interpretation followed 
in other myths of the locked sanctuary, we find a multiform of the 
myths of rebirth, the second stage in the sequence of the divine 
marriage—the stage in which the castrated or slain divinity is re
vived and transformed into a fit consort for the inviolate goddess. 
The child locked in the shrine (or womb) of the goddess is born as a 
male by the goddess's grace; similarly, the castrated Siva has his 
manhood restored when he emerges from the cave of the god-
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dess.20 Castration is the concomitant of union with the goddess, or 
of the extraordinary vision that is a form of that union (the penetra
tion of the sealed shrine); but castration in this context is also the 
prelude to rebirth. At TirukkaJar the original female birth takes the 
place of the castration I slaughter in the marriage myths; the daugh
ter granted by the male Siva is then "reborn" as a son through the 
intervention of the goddess in her virginal, "bounded" state. 

In the myth from TirukkaJar, the element of blindness is wholly 
implicit: the goddess is hidden from sight in her inviolable enclo
sure. But blindness is also associated with the prohibition of wit
nessing the sexual act, as in the myth of IJa and in many south In
dian stories,21 and another series of myths connects this idea with 
the theme of sex-reversal: 

Once Narada came upon Vijpu while he was making love to 
LaksmL LakjmI hastily left the room, and Narada asked Vijiju 
why she had done so—for was he not an ascetic in control of 
his senses, a master of mayal "You should not claim to have 
conquered maya," said Vijnu; "I have not done so, nor has 
Siva, or Brahma, or the sages. No one can conquer may a·, you 
yourself are bewitched by the music you play on your νϊηά." 

Visnu took Narada to a tank and told him to enter the water; 
the sage emerged as a woman, and Visnu took away his νϊηά 

and deerskin and returned to his abode. 
King Taladhvaja ("having a palmyra standard") saw the 

beautiful woman and married her; the couple had many sons 
and grandsons, and the wife of the king was happy. But one 
day all her sons and grandsons were killed in battle. As she was 
weeping on the battlefield, Visnu appeared as an old Brahmin 
and led the old woman to another tank. She entered the water 
and emerged as Narada, in his old form. Visnu comforted the 
old king Taladhvaj a, thus deprived of his wife, and expounded 
the meaning of may a. 2 2  

Narada's lesson in the meaning of may a is initiated by his witness
ing the union of Vijiju and Lakjml. The pedagogic framework of 
the story is secondary, perhaps influenced by the well-known myth 
of Narada and Parvata and the daughter of Ambarisa;23 the heart of 
the story is Narada's change of sex. Here an important connection 
has to be noticed: Narada becomes the wife of Taladhvaja, "he who 
has the palmyra as his standard"—a common epithet in the Epic for 
Bhijma. Now BhIsma is intimately tied to a famous story of sex-
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reversal, that of Sikhanglin, born a woman but transformed into a 
man by the yak$a Sthuna; Sikhaodin is the direct cause of Bhljma's 
death in battle. That BhIjma should be killed by a male-female 
hybrid is a matter of first importance for an understanding of the 
mythic element connected to the Epic; the explanation offered by 
the MBh itself is that Sikhapdin was a reincarnation of Amba, the 
princess of the king of the Kasls stolen together with her sisters 
Ambika and Ambalika by Bhijma as brides for Vicitravlrya. 
Amba, however, was secretly betrothed to the king of the Salvas; 
Bhljma released her when she told him of this, but her betrothed 
rejected her, and she consequently vowed revenge on her abductor, 
Bhl$ma.24 Although a detailed investigation of this story is beyond 
the scope of the present chapter,25 one cannot but wonder whether 
Narada in the puranic myth just cited is not identified with 
SikhandinI I Amba. Our suspicion that such is, indeed, the case is 
strengthened by another version of the myth, where Narada is said 
to have become the daughter of the king of KasI by bathing in the 
tank.26 The puranas appear to have retained and developed an ar
chaic strand nearly lost to the epic, that is, the tradition that 
SikhandinI was Bhljma's bride as well as his destroyer. Perhaps it is 
not, after all, by chance that the stories of SikhandinI I Amba are 
built around the recurrent theme of the bride contest and suitor's 
test.27 If our suggestion is correct, BhIsma dies at the hand of his 
androgyne-bride, just as Mahija/Siva is slain in the Tamil shrines 
by the violent, bisexual Tirumamani. 

Bhljma's title of "Taladhvaja" also recalls the ancient Tamil 
theme of riding the mafal hobby-horse, which a rejected suitor 
would fashion, it is said, out of the leaves of the palmyra (panai, 

Skt. tala).28 One use of the mafal theme in the context of divine 
worship was discussed earlier, with reference to the myth of 
Murukan and VaUi;29 here we may note that the rider .of the 
hobby-horse (the devotee in love with the remote and hard-hearted 
deity, in the standard usage by the bhakti-poets; the god Murukan, 
in the VaUi myth) performs an act of self-sacrifice. In view of the 
existence of spines on each side of the palmyra branch, the ride on 
the hobby-horse may well have represented a ritual castration. 
George Hart has suggested that in addition to shaming the beloved 
into responding, the rider of the hobby-horse wished to establish a 
sacramental relationship with her "by shedding his own blood in a 
perversion of the sexual act."30 The palmyra palm may thus be as
sociated both in the myths of Bhljma and the ancient Tamil motif 
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of the mafal hobby-horse with the theme of sex-reversal or castra
tion. 

The Epic also informs us that Bhljma's slayer Sikhaoin was a 
Rak$asa reborn,31 and this element is developed in a multiform of 
the myth that is added to an expanded south Indian version of the 
Pancatantra: 

A king was childless for many years. At last, because of the 
vows and sacrifices he performed, his wife began to bear him 
children; but all the children were girls. The king was on the 
point of divorcing his wife when his minister persuaded him to 
wait to see what the child she was then carrying would be. 
When the queen once again gave birth to a girl, the minister 
hid the child and sent an astrologer to tell the king that a son 
had been born—but at an inauspicious moment, so inauspi
cious, in fact, that the father must not see the child for sixteen 
years. After fifteen years had passed, it was necessary to ar
range a match for the "prince;" the minister asked to be given 
an army for this purpose, and besieged the city of another 
king, asking for the king's daughter as a condition of lifting the 
siege. The other king gladly agreed. 

At this time a Brahmarakjasa who had seen and fallen in 
love with, the young hidden princess asked the minister for 
help in attaining his desire. The minister told him the story of 
the princess and asked the Rakjasa to change sex with the 
princess for six days. The Rakjasa agreed, and the minister 
was thus able to arrange the wedding. But when it was time 
for the "prince" to return the loan to the Rakjasa, the latter 
begged to be allowed to remain female—for in the meantime 
someone had fallen in love with her and made her pregnant! So 
the prince remained a man, and the kingdom had an heir.32 

There are clear parallels between this tale and the Minaksi myths, 
including the Pancatantra "Minakjl" variant, discussed above:33 

again we find a childless king who performs sacrifices in order to 
obtain a child, and who is disappointed when the result is female 
rather than male offspring, as in the standard descriptions of 
MinakjI's birth; and once more there is a daughter who must be 
hidden from the sight of her father. Both the "demonic" associa
tions of the sex-reversal (which is dependent upon the aid of the 
Brahmaraksasa) and the blinding I hiding complex suggest that we 
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are dealing with a series of stories related to the myths of the Mur
derous Bride. Minakji, the Amazon Queen of Maturai, epitomizes 
the bisexual goddess imbued with violent power; SikhaijiJinI, in 
both the Epic and the folk myths of the androgynous bride, is no 
less violent and threatening. In a Marathi version of the Pancatantra 
story just summarized, the Rakjasa who exchanges sex with the 
princess is far from happy at the permanent loss of his masculinity, 
unlike the Brahmaraksasa of Dubois's version; he comes to the 
prince's palace to demand the return of his manhood, and when this 
demand is refused, he (or rather, "she," now condemned to remain 
a demoness) kills thirty-five million male demons and tries to attach 
their genitals to her body; she fails, but becomes pregnant in the 
process.34 One could hardly ask for a more dramatic illustration of 
the motif of the castrating, bisexual goddess and mother! A 
Gujarati variant reverses the sex-change along with other elements 
of the story: here the princess, returning from slaying a tiger, rides 
on a mare into a pool; when she sees her mare transformed into a 
stallion, she bathes herself and becomes a man.35 The horse 
changed from male to female is a prominent feature of the IJa myth, 
and sometimes IJa himself becomes a Kimpurusa, half-man and 
half-horse.36 In the Gujarati variant, the direction of the change is 
reversed; the hybrid nature of the princess—first a tiger-slaying 
Amazon, then a full-blooded male—remains clear. 

The Pancatantra variants replace the yak$a (Sthuna) of the Epic 
with various kinds of demons (Brahmarakjasa and Rakjasa); and, 
while SthuQa is forced to remain female after the loan of his sex 
because his master Kubera, is amused by the change, the Brahma-
rakjasa in the version of Dubois asks to remain a woman. Perhaps 
this story has been influenced by the closely related myth of 
Bhaiigasvana: 

The royal sage (rajar$i) Bhangasvana performed the agnitfut 
rite37 to gain offspring, and was granted one hundred sons. In-
dra, jealous (at not being named in the rite), made Bhaiigas
vana enter a lake, from which he emerged as a woman. In this 
form he had another one hundred sons by an ascetic; they went 
to share the kingdom with their brothers, but Indra created di
vision among them and they killed one another. The god then 
appeared to the grieving mother; when she learned his iden
tity, she fell at his feet, and Indra was moved to offer to revive 
one set of her children. She chose to have back her sons born to 
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her as a woman, for a woman's love is stronger than a man's. 
Then Indra offered to change her back to a man, but she 
elected to stay a woman, for a woman has greater pleasure in 
sexual union than a man.38 

Like Narada, Bhangasvana bears children only to lose them in war; 
but while Narada learns the nature of may a from this experience 
and ultimately reverts to his original sex, here the sex-reversal is 
permanent (as with Sikhaodini and the Paiicatantra variants).39 

Narada and Bhangasvana both belong in the series of male mothers, 
or, to be more precise, of men transformed into women who then 
become mothers of children. This association of sex-reversal and 
maternity is an important element in the Tamil myths; we may ob
serve one more example, which also shows again the link between 
castration and the forbidden vision: 

Arupa ("Dawn"), the charioteer of the Sun, heard the music of 
Urvasi's dance; taking the form of a woman, he stole into the 
vicinity of Urvasi and witnessed the dance. Indra saw the new 
woman by the side of Urvasl and fell in love with her; from 
their union, Valin was born. Aruna returned to the Sun and 
told him of these events. The Sun then wished to see Aruna's 
female form; he, too, united with the female Arupa and pro
duced a son, Sugriva. To free himself of the evil of having 
taken woman's form, Arupa set up a lifiga near Vedapuri.40 

Arupa's change of sex may owe something to the ambiguous sexu
ality of the solar deity in early Indian myths.41 Aruna offends in de
vising a manner of seeing the heavenly dance; sight is again the root 
cause of transformation, as in the myth from Assam in which a 
king strives to catch a forbidden glimpse of the dancing goddess, 
and the priest who aids him pays with his head.42 Sex-reversal 
(castration) takes the place of the head-sacrifice in that myth, and 
the interdiction of vision is here transferred to the loss of sex, the 
act that enables Aruna to see. Hence Aruna's need to expiate at the 
Tamil shrine. Elsewhere, as we have seen, the prohibited vision of 
the goddess is tantamount to union, and therefore leads to the cas
tration consequent upon this union; here the reversal of sex precedes 
the vision of Urvasi. Urvasi is also linked to the motif of sex-
reversal through her lover Pururavas, the son of the sexual hybrid 
Ua.43 Other Tamil texts also affirm the birth of Valin and Sugriva 
from a male (usually a monkey) made into a woman.44 
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The connection between sex-reversal and motherhood in the 
Tamil myths derives its logic from the basic myth of the an
drogynous goddess. Bisexuality is in any case a convenient symbol 
of wholeness and independence; a bisexual being should be capable 
of producing offspring, and thus we have the many myths of the 
androgynous creator. The sex-reversal simply spreads out over 
time the two facets united in the androgyne. The goddess who is 
both male and female, either simultaneously or at separate mo
ments in time, is the creative, virginal mother. In addition, the 
maternal role of the androgynous goddess proceeds naturally from 
the principle of exchange studied earlier: the male devotee/victim 
offers his power to the goddess, who returns the gift in the form of 
a new child; both donor and recipient undergo a sexual transforma
tion through the process of exchange. The castrated male confronts 
the sexually ambiguous goddess at this juncture. Whether we ex
plain the maternal androgyne as a symbol of autonomy, virginity, 
and perfectly preserved power, or as a symbol of a dynamic ritual 
of exchange, we can understand the importance of the change in 
sex as the background and prelude to the divine birth: the goddess 
absorbs a male element before giving birth, or—the more usual 
type of story—the male becomes a woman or a goddess and subse
quently conceives. The idea of the pregnant male thus recurs 
throughout these stories, and, just as the concept of multiple 
mothers called forth prosaic attempts at explanation and ra
tionalization, the notion of the male mother could be challenged 
and even parodied: 

In the Cetu kingdom lived a learned Vidyadhara (a class of ce
lestial beings attendant upon Indra). His wife, who was preg
nant, asked him one day to bear the embryo in her stead while 
she went to the temple to participate in a festival. The Vidya-
dhara agreed and took the embryo from his wife. But when his 
wife arrived at the temple and saw the actresses who sang and 
danced during the festivities there, she thought it better to stay 
in their company and enjoy herself than to return home to bear 
the child. Meanwhile, the embryo developed in the belly of the 
Vidyadhara; since it could not come out, he died.45 

In this playful story, from another southern version of the Panca-

tantra, the concerns and assumptions of the myth are shattered by 
common sense. This is a luxury we cannot yet afford; we will re
turn to the male mother in a moment, in the myths of MohinL 
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Let us sum up our results so far. The sex-reversals in the myths 
discussed above revolve around the worship of the goddess, who 
demands the sacrifice of her lovers.46 Both the goddess and her 
devotees are implicated in this process: the male castrates himself in 
the service of the inherently ambivalent goddess, the violent Ama
zon possessed of both male and female natures. The male becomes 
woman to worship the goddess. Sometimes this idea is stated 
explicitly by the myths: Siva came to earth as a Kapalika, leaving 
ParvatI in the care of Vijiju, who took the form of a woman to 
serve her (as did the other gods, as well).47 The gods became maid
servants of DevI to hide from Andhaka; they dressed as women and 
spoke women's dialects.48 But to serve the goddess is not necessar
ily to identify with her. Identification with the goddess is, how
ever, a definite feature in the second type of ritual transvestism, that 
which is centered on the god: "I saw the haughty MasterI for whom 
men, all men/ are but women, wives."49 The gods wish to become 
women when they behold the beauty of Siva as a bridegroom at 
Tirutturutti. The transvestite worship of Siva at Tiruvanaikka, as 
distinct from the myth of Brahma's worship of DevI and con
sequent sex-reversal, reveals the same idea.50 In yearning for God, 
the soul pictures itself as a woman longing for her lover. The wor
ship of the village god Kuttamavar illustrates the ritual expression 
of this idea; diverse traditions explain the ritual in which men dress 
as women, cut the wedding chain, and mourn the slain god Kuttaij-
t;avar. The god is identified with Aravan (Iravat), Arjuna's son 
who, according to the southern tradition, was sacrificed on the field 
of Kurukjetra to ensure the Paij^avas' victory.51 On the day of his 
sacrifice, Vijpu (Mayan) had mercy on the young man and, taking 
the form of MohinI (Mokiniyal), wed him and then went away; 
after his sacrifice, MohinI burned the wedding garland.52 Another 
myth takes this idea further: Kuttaniavar was destined to die on the 
day of his marriage, so no one would give him a bride; Kr$pa at last 
had mercy and, taking the form of Mohinl, married him, where
upon Kuttan^avar withered away except for his head.53 The god is 
worshiped in the form of a huge head, sometimes placed in the 
shrine of the village goddess Draupadl, and thus he may be related 
to the demon Rahu, who stole some of the amxta by disguising him
self as a god; the sun and the moon discovered him, and Vi?pu, 
who had saved the amrta for the gods by bewitching the demons 
with the female form of Mohinl, cut off his head. Because the amxta 

had reached his throat, Rahu's head was immortal.54 Mohinl links 
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the two myths of gods worshiped in the form of a head; moreover, 
both Rahu and Aravan, who is often equated with Kuttamavar, are 
serpents.55 The men who dress as women to weep for Kuttaptavar 
are acting the role of the widowed goddess Mohini. But here the 
focus is on the god, and this worship is thus directly analogous to 
the "literary transvestism" discussed by Piatigorsky—the use of the 
ancient conventions of akam love poetry in the literature of devo
tion to Siva or Vijiju.56 There, too, the poet imagines himself as a 
bride of the god, or as a woman pining for her beloved. We have 
seen this symbolic usage in those myths of the Reluctant Bride in 
which a young virgin rejects human eroticism out of love for the 
god; the devotee who reads or hears these stories undoubtedly iden
tifies himself with the earthly bride who seeks union with the di
vine. By the same token, the transvestite worshiper of the god may 
be assimilated to the goddess who is married, or yearns to be mar
ried, to this deity. 

Nevertheless, the myths of Kutta^avar reflect the same complex 
of ideas as the goddess myths discussed above, in particular the 
theme of the death-in-love. Kfjna's act of mercy is, to say the least, 
ambiguous: Kuttamavar gains a bride, but in marrying him Mohini 
causes his death. The major distinction in the cult is that the wor
shipers here direct their rites to the victim rather than to the Bride 
who claims his life. The folk literature recognizes that Kutta^avar 
is sacrificed to the goddess (amman);5'' this god is clearly seen as an 
exemplar of the sacrifice, a model for human worship of the violent 
bride and mother, a symbol of the dangers of sexuality and mar
riage. The god's ophidian identity confirms this range of associa
tions. 

The transvestism of the worshipers of Kflttamavar has a fitting 
parallel in the fact that the goddess they imitate, Mohini, is herself a 
form of the male god Vijiju. Mohini appears in the lists of village 
goddesses in the South,58 but that her sex is ambiguous is clear 
from the popular belief that her son Aiyanar stands at crossroads in 
order to learn from wayfarers the identity of his mother: Vijiju can 
hardly be his mother because he is male, and Parvati (the wife of his 
father, Siva) is not his mother since she did not give him birth.59 

Mohini first appears in connection with the churning of the ocean, 
when she fascinates the demons and steals from them the amrta.60 

Sometimes the birth of Aiyanar (usually Sasty in Sanskrit) is added 
on to this episode,61 but later myths connect it with the Pine 
Forest62 or with the myth of Bhasmasura: 
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A demon worshiped Siva and was given the power to turn 
anything to ashes with the touch of his hand. He tried to turn 
Siva himself to ashes; the god fled from him, and Vignu took 
the form of Mohini and bewitched the demon into imitating 
the hand movements of her dance. MohinI put her hand on her 
head, and the demon followed suit—and turned himself to ash. 
Siva made love to Mohini, and their son, Aiyanar, was born.63 

VI. The Pine Forest: Bhikfapna-Siva (white with ash) seeks alms together with 

Visou as Mohini. 

Aiyanar is not the only son of Vijpu-Mohini. One text substitutes 
Hanumat for Aiyanar as the son produced when Siva released his 
seed at the sight of Mohini,64 and the KP applies the story to the 
birth of Brahma: after Brahma died, Siva united in joy with Vijpu, 
who became a mother by giving birth to Brahma from his navel.65 

There is a general, widely distributed insistence on Vijiju's female 
capabilities: Siva deposits his seed in the womb of Visou,66 and 
Visnu takes the form of the yoni to receive the fiery liriga of Siva.67 

One purana identifies BhagavatI at Kanniyakumari as a form of 
Visnu, who has many female forms—the Maiden, Durga, Mataiigi 
the slayer of Mahija, and so on.68 So conventional has this idea be
come that one Tamil text invokes Vijnu as the female half of the 
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androgyne: Siva has "sea-colored Vijiju who has Sri (on his body) 
as half of himself" (tiru ttan ma kkafan meniyufi cemmalar aruttan).69 

In another verse Vigpu proudly claims to be one of the four saktis 
(along with Aiyai, Kali, and GaurI);70 but in another passage in the 
same text, Siva has some difficulty in convincing Vijnu that he is a 
sakti of Siva.71 Perhaps an element of sectarian sarcasm is present in 
the latter verse; it has also been suggested that the prominence 
given by the Citamparam tradition to Vijnu's role as MohinI in the 
Pine Forest reflects a desire on the part of the Saiva cult to supersede 
or assimilate the local Vijnu shrine of Tiruccittirakuiam.72 On the 
other hand, the worship of Aiyanar I Sastjr (also known as Hari-
haraputra, "the son of Vi$$u [that is, MohinI] and Siva") is often 
seen as expressing syncretistic or harmonizing tendencies between 
the two cults of Siva and Vijnu.73 

MohinI first appears in the Pine Forest myth in the Kitrmapurdrfa: 

The sages of the Pine Forest sacrificed and performed tapas 
with their minds still set on life in the world (pravxtti). To 
teach them the meaning of withdrawal (nivftti), Siva went to 
the forest together with Vijiju, who took the form of a beauti
ful woman. The wives of the sages were stricken with love for 
Siva, and the sons of the sages were tormented by passion for 
Vijnu. Siva performed the dance, followed by Vijnu. Seeing 
all this, the sages became angry and cursed Siva, thus losing 
their powers accumulated through tapas. "Who are you?" they 
asked Siva. "I have come here to perform tapas with my wife, 
together with you," he answered. "Then put on your clothes 
and abandon your wife first," they said. "How can you ask me 
to abandon my wife when you are intent on keeping yours?" 
asked Siva. When he refused to cast off MohinI, the sages told 
him to go away. He went to the asrama of Vasistha, where he 
was welcomed by Arundhatl; but when he left, the Btahmins 
beat him with sticks and cursed him to have his linga fall. Siva 
made his Imga fall and disappeared, and terrible portents oc
curred. Anasuya learned from a dream that it was Siva who 
had visited them; she told the sages, and they sought the advice 
of Brahma. He told them to worship the linga together with 
their wives and sons. Siva was pleased and came back to the 
forest with ParvatI to enlighten them.74 

This myth is concerned with the tension between life in the world 
and renunciation I release; ultimately bhakti (the worship of the lihga) 
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resolves the conflict, at a point closer to the "this-worldly" pole of 
pravxtti: for although Siva is said to go to the forest in order to teach 
the meaning of nivxtti, in the end the sages keep their wives and 
sons. Such a resolution is in line with the mainstream bhakti attitude 
toward life in the world.75 Siva demonstrates the imperfect nature 
of the sages' striving for release; the lesson centers on the sages' 
continued attachment to their wives, an attachment revealed and 
ultimately sustained and consecrated by Siva's appearance in the 
forest together with his women. MohinI serves as a foil to Siva dur
ing the initial part of the lesson; but ParvatI accompanies Siva on his 
second, final trip to the forest. Oddly, ParvatI is said in this episode 
to have come to the Pine Forest "as before" (purvavad);76 this ver
sion of the myth may represent a conflation of different accounts. 
Sometimes Siva's journey to the Pine Forest is undertaken to prove 
a point to ParvatI;77 at other times he enters the forest because of his 
grief at being separated from SatI.78 An apparently unique version 
can be derived from a verse in Cuntaramurtti's Tevaram: the 
women of the forest refuse to give him alms because he has come as 
the androgyne, with Uma occupying half his body.79 Here the 
myth has nearly frozen into icon. Other verses of Cuntaramiirtti 
suggest that Siva comes alone; why, ask the sages' wives, need he 
seek alms from them when the home of his wife, the Kamak-
koftam, is near?80 Most of the versions of the Tamil puranas, how
ever, insist that it was MohinI who accompanied Siva to the Pine 
Forest,81 and in one myth this becomes an accusation made by 
Devi: 

Siva went to the Pine Forest (tarukavanam) with Mohinl. He 
seduced the wives of the sages, and they gave birth to forty-
eight thousand sons. Siva sent the sons to perform tapas. Mo
hinl diverted the sages from their asceticism; they made a mag
ical sacrifice (apicaravejvi) to kill Siva, but Siva mastered their 
devices and went back to Kailasa with Vijnu. 

When he arrived, ParvatI said to him, "I was right here and 
yet you took Vijnu as your sakti to the forest!" She went off 
angrily. Siva thought for a moment, then quoted a verse to the 
effect that the single sakti was BhavanI in pleasure, Vi$ou in 
male form, KalI in anger, and Durga on the battlefield. This 
saying appeased the goddess a little, and she asked to see the 
dance Siva had performed in the main street of the sages' set
tlement. Siva danced as he had done in the forest, adorned 
with the ornaments from the sacrifice of the sages, and ParvatI 
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was overcome with joy and returned to her place in the 
women's quarters.82 

Parvatfs jealousy of MohinI recalls the rivalry between the two 
consorts of the deity in the myths of the double marriage; as we 
shall see, one Tamil shrine does in fact make MohinI into a consort 
of Siva, although in the northern tradition she is not, strictly speak
ing, a wife of the god. Siva overcomes Parvatl's jealousy by a repe
tition of the dance, just as elsewhere he repeats his dance in a new 
site in order to illustrate his powers of specific revelation83 or to 
prove the equation of the site with the navel of the universe—the 
dance that nearly fails in the Pine Forest is always proper in Citam-
param.84 Dance, however, is also one of the weapons of Mohinl, as 
in the Bhasmasura myth quoted above, and this association is pre
served in the dance style from Kerala known as Mohinl-attam.85 

The birth of sons of Siva from the wives of the sages appears to be a 
south Indian innovation in the Pine Forest myth; although the KP 
says simply that "all the women entered the state of pregnancy"86 

without explaining how, elsewhere this is said to have been the re
sult of seeing the god87—another instance in which vision and sex
ual union are interchanged. The dancing-girls of Tirucceiikotu are 
said to be descended from the wives of the sages, who fell in love 
with the god and came to serve him with music and dance at his 
shrine.88 

One Tamil puraija connects the birth of Siva's sons from the 
wives of the sages with the birth of his son from Mohinl: 

The sages of the Pine Forest of the south performed rites with
out worshiping Siva. To teach them, Siva went there with 
Mohinl. He seduced their wives, who gave birth to forty-eight 
thousand sons; the children worshiped Siva, while their 
mothers still surrounded the god. The sages were in turn de
luded by Vijiju, but when they saw their wives following 
Siva, they cried, "We have been misled by that fool Siva, and 
this woman is Vijpu, following his orders no doubt. It is no 
fault of Vijiju's; he has destroyed our tap as, but we can restore 
it by much labor. But Siva has ruined the chastity of our 
wives, and that is a reproach which will endure as long as the 
sun and the moon exist." Siva turned to them and said, "This 
is my wife Mohinl, great in chastity. Many have died longing 
for her. I am without like or dislike; you have been living in a 
place of power (cittitanam), and I have come to give you power 
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(citti = Skt. siddhi)." Nevertheless, they tried to kill him with a 
sacrifice; but when their efforts failed, he enlightened them and 
taught them to worship the Iihga. 

Afterwards Vijiju resumed his old form. Siva asked him 
what he wanted as a reward for his help, and Vijiju replied, "I 
fell in love with you while playing that part; now I want you 
to embrace me." Siva promised that he would do so at the 
time of the churning of the ocean, when their son 
Hariharaputra would be born.89 

Vijnu's participation in the Pine Forest myth is here made to 
foreshadow his older, inherited role as Mohini in the Epic myth of 
the churning of the ocean. Mohini's passion for Siva may be an ex
tension of the devotion that Visnu-Mohini feels for Siva in the 
Cidambaramahatmya, which offers a version of this myth.90 The pas
sion of the wives of the sages and the anger of their husbands con
trast with the devotion of the forty-eight thousand sons born from 
the encounter; here the sons worship Siva, while in the version of 
the Kurmapurarfa cited earlier91 the sons of the sages are infatuated 
with Mohini. The Pine Forest itself is now located in the shrine, 
and the lesson that Siva imparts to the sages in the course of the 
episode includes a recognition of the benefits of worship in the 
shrine, the site that grants siddhi to those who feel proper devotion. 
Siva introduces Mohini to the sages in terms that suggest the back
ground of a Mohini cult: she is the wife of the god, and many have 
died longing for her. The worship of Mohini in the villages may 
explain this statement, including the element of death-in-love. 
Mohini's identity with the goddess is carefully articulated in the 
myths of another shrine: 

Siva related to Devi the story of the Pine Forest: The sages 
there had left the path of the Vedas; each of them believed him
self to be brahman. Siva went there in the form of a Kapalika, 
followed by Vijiju as Mohini. Seeing the beautiful woman fol
lowing him, Siva felt desire for her, but Mohini said, "You 
will embrace me after destroying the chastity of the wives of 
the sages and the sages' conceit." Siva went from street to 
street begging alms with his skull-bowl, and the women, see
ing him, lost all shame. "Come into our houses, our hus
bands are away," they said; "do not ask for useless alms; will 
you not seek the alms of sexual delight?" Meanwhile Mohini 
went deeper into the forest, the site of evil-doing (iff' arrark' 
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i(am). The sages devoured her with their eyes and thus lost 
their tapas. Perceiving what had happened, they cursed Siva; 
when their curses had no effect, they made a sacrifice against 
him, but Siva took the weapons sent against him and made 
them ornaments. 

Afterwards, Mohini said to Siva, "Be my husband, and I 
shall be your Devi." Since this was already true, Siva granted 
the request, promising soon to marry Mohini. "And so it hap
pens," said Siva to Devi, "that Vijiju is you, Devi, residing in 
half my body. One part of you is Mai, who gives birth to 
Brahma and supports the world." Siva sent Devi to the koriku 

forest to perform tapas before their wedding there.92 

Mohini is the incarnation of Devi at Palani; thus Parvati has no 
cause to feel jealousy, and the anomaly of the male who is goddess 
and mother is resolved in the same manner as in the Tiruvanaikka 
creation myth. Vijpu can create because he is part of the goddess; 
the text states this plainly with reference to Brahma's birth from 
Vispu, and the explanation will hold for the birth of Aiyanar, who, 
although not mentioned in the myth, is later said to have come to 
witness the wedding of Siva and Uma at Palani.93 The Pine Forest 
Myth thus supplies the background to the marriage myth at this 
shrine. Moreover, Palani is primarily a Murukan shrine, and it is 
perhaps significant that the shrine that equates Mohini with the 
consort of Siva is essentially devoted to the worship of the Saiva 
child god, Skanda I Murukan. Although Mohini is never said to 
have given birth to Skanda, her son Aiyanar could well be regarded 
as an allotrope of the southern Murukan.94 We may also note in 
passing that, since Palani (associated with the ancient Tiru Avinan-
kut;i) is so closely tied to Murukan, the identification of the goddess 
there with Vijiju constitutes another illustration of the pairing of 
Murukan and Vijnu I Mal in Tamil cult centers. 

In the Palani Pine Forest myth, Siva desires Mohini before she falls 
in love with him. Several versions of the birth of Aiyanar support 
this idea: in one, for example, Vijiju warns Siva to restrain himself 
at the sight of Vijgu's female form, but Siva is ravished and lets his 
seed fall, to the annoyance of Mohini.95 Yet the myth from PaJani, 
like the variant from Tirunelveli, is essentially a myth of devotion 
for the god; thus it is not surprising that Mohini eventually asks to 
be united with the god, and the identification of the male Visou 
with Devi falls naturally into our category of transvestite worship 
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revolving around the male. The devotee who hears this story will 
no doubt see himself in the role of Mohini; the soul of man is the 
temptress beckoning to God, who responds with yearning to 
match the longing of the embodied soul. Note, too, the scorn with 
which the Tamil text treats the Upani?adic concept of individual 
identification with brahman: the sages' pursuit of such a goal in the 
absence of bhakti has here become a serious offense tantamount al
most to heresy. The sages have strayed from the Vedic path, and 
the Pine Forest has become quite explicitly a place of evil. Love of 
God is the only acceptable religious ideal in this version; and, as in 
other Tamil myths, the passionate tie between the deity and his 
devotees is to be realized on earth, in the shrine in which the divine 
marriage serves as a symbol of this love. 

The myths of sex-reversal draw together many of the most 
prominent strands of the marriage myths. Here we see clearly the 
ambivalent goddess, who castrates her devotees; we have the theme 
of self-sacrifice, directed either at the god or the goddess; and, with 
striking regularity, we observe the culmination of the myth in the 
divine birth (or rebirth) from the fertile, virginal androgyne. The 
portrait of the "male" goddess expresses as a sequence or progres
sion the union of genders synchronically combined in the an
drogyne; the maternal powers of the "converted" goddess follow 
naturally from this combination. Like the split mother, the bisexual 
goddess embraces a diversity of parts that grant her independence 
and allow her to preserve her powers intact; but the androgyne, as a 
symbol of the murderous marriage, may also express an important 
principle of exchange operating between the god and his devouring 
bride. In any case, the goddess appears as a complex concentration 
of conflicting attributes. At Palani, the local goddess is a male trans
formed; other shrines present a comparable idea by attributing to 
the god of the site female powers and forms. It remains for us to 
mention in illustration of this latter type the outstanding Tamil 
example of Siva as a mother—the major myth of TiruccirappaUi, 
where Siva is known as Matrbhutesvara I Tayumanavar, "he who 
became even a mother": 

A merchant of Pukar worshiped Siva to win offspring; lacking 
the grace of the god, he begot a daughter. When she came of 
age, he married her to a merchant of Tiriciramalai (Tiruc-
cirappalJi); soon afterwards he died, and the girl was com
forted by her husband. 
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The girl became pregnant. Because the Kaviri was in flood 
at that time, her mother was unable to cross it to come and 
help her daughter through her pregnancy and birth. The girl 
knew nothing of this, and each day she thought, "Surely she 
will come tomorrow, or even today, bringing all the necessary 
items—I am sure she will have thought of everything. How I 
long to embrace her!" 

Siva (Ciramalainatar) took the form of an old woman like 
her mother—his back bent like the crescent moon, his hair 
white as moonlight, a bamboo staff in his hand—and came to 
the house, slowly moving forward, sighing and panting for 
breath. Uma and Ganga had been sent ahead as servants with 
the bundles. The girl was oveijoyed to see her mother. "I have 
brought new saris, jewels and ornaments, and kayam stimu
lants for after the birth," said the old woman. The next day 
labor began, and the old mother performed all the services of a 
midwife. A boy was born, and the girl's mother placed him in 
a cradle and cared for him as if he were Murukavel·96 

When the floods abated, the real mother approached the 
house. As she entered, Siva began to move away. Seeing the 
two women, the husband and wife were amazed: "Which is 
my mother?" cried the girl from the door. As she watched, 
Siva disappeared into the sky like lightning and, praised by the 
gods, entered his shrine.97 

Siva merely disguises himself as a mother, and the myth concludes 
with the usual epiphany; still, one should note that as mother and 
midwife Siva assists at the birth of a son, whom the god loves as if 
he were his own son Skanda. At the moment of revelation, the 
young bride possesses two mothers—her real mother, and the 
masquerading god who is mother and father of all. Siva's maternal 
character is revealed in other shrines as well; at Maturai, Siva be
comes a sow in order to nurse with milk twelve orphaned baby 
pigs. Again the god is called mother (tay),98 and here the chthonic 
associations of the pig99 are tied to the male. In the buffalo myth 
from Assam, Siva is said to have taken the form of a buffalo cow 
and to have given birth to himself as Mahisasura.100 One version of 
the birth of Agastya makes Siva both mother and father of the sage: 

Agastya renounced the world and lived in caves. His^wrw told 
him to jump into a jar in which he had lit a sacrificial fire. 
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Agastya did so, and was consumed and reborn from the jar, 
which was changed into the form of a woman. "Verily that jar 
was a form of Maheswara, and the Brahmin (guru), of 
Mahadewa, who were my (Agastya's) parents."101 

Agastya is kumbhayoni, born from a pot. Here the pot, symbolizing 
the womb, is a form of Siva, the androgynous creator who is made 
responsible for the second birth of the sage (after the first birth, 
presumably from the seed of Mitra and Varupa, as in the oldest ac
counts). Agastya offers himself into the fire and is reborn, thus un
dergoing the classical progression of the sacrifice; the bisexual de
ity, like the ambivalent goddess of many Tamil shrines, creates 
new life for the devotee prepared to burn away his former exist
ence. In the following chapter, I will attempt to bring into sharper 
focus the different meanings attached to this pervasive pattern of 
self-immolation. 
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CHAPTER V 

The Demon Devotee 

ONE important problem remains to be discussed. 
In the previous chapters we have seen how the di

vine marriage in south India may be interpreted in the light of the 
creative sacrifice. We have studied the concept of woman as a focus 
of dangerous power and as the natural ground of the sacrifice, and 
we have seen how ritual requires the devotee to imitate the sacrifice 
of the god by offering his power and life to the goddess. This is the 
most ancient layer of the myth, in which the deity functions clearly 
as a model for man. But, as we have seen, this layer is obscured by 
a more recent attempt to eliminate the death of the god in sacrifice 
in the interests of establishing his total purity. Siva can no longer be 
slain or castrated; he gives life without sacrificing his own, indeed 
without coming into any contact at all with the pollution attendant 
upon death and rebirth. In his place—since the sacrifice is still 
needed as a metaphor for union with the goddess and as a symbol 
of the creative processes of the universe—the Tamil myths intro
duce the ambiguous and powerfully attractive figure of the demon 
devotee. The demon (often Mahijasura) dies at the hands of the 
goddess, and in this way achieves salvation; his death requires an 
act of expiation on the part of his slayer, but precipitates no theo
logical crisis. There is no need to keep the demon pure from con
tamination; he epitomizes the dangerous, polluting forces at work 
in the world. How, then, are we to explain the great popularity of 
the demon, both on the level of village religion and within the 
Tamil puranic tradition, which we have seen to be preoccupied 
with the ideal of purity? In the remaining pages of this study, we 
will explore the religious significance of the devoted demon. 

As in the preceding chapters, we shall find here a coalescence of 
several layers of meaning. The demon clearly means one thing to 
the devotee who sees him as a model, and another to the author of 
the Brahminized puranic text, where his death and salvation are ra
tionalized or given allegorical interpretations. Nevertheless, there 
can be no doubt that the authors of the Tamil purarias were fasci
nated by the devoted demon; again and again we find the demons 
worshiping Siva alongside the gods, even rivaling the gods in the 
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intensity of their devotion. Yet the demons must die, and the gods 
survive: the Tamil myths, however different their own perspective 
may be, can hardly demolish the inherited guidelines of classical 
Hindu myths. The Tamil authors must therefore explain how such 
ardent worshipers of Siva can and must be killed. This is by no 
means a simple matter: bhakti, which functions as an absolute 
touchstone in these myths, has shattered the old agonistic frame
work of Hindu mythology. The wars of the gods and the 
demons—the constant theme of the classical Sanskrit puraijas— 
have become largely anachronistic through the elevation of bhakti 
to the position of the one criterion of salvation; deprived of its orig
inal connection with the agonistic rite of sacrifice,1 the struggle be
tween the two camps has no inherent rationale, and there is no rea
son for man to ally himself with the gods rather than with their 
demon enemies.2 All is now subordinate to the supreme ideal of 
devotion, and the demons appear to be no less devoted to Siva than 
the gods. In other words, the old distinctions have become irrele
vant to a mythology that is yet unable to reform its essential plots 
and structure. Having inherited the decree that the demons must 
ultimately be defeated, the Tamil myths must search for a new ex
planation of this defeat. 

There is still another side to this problem. In south Indian village 
religion, the worship of demons and evil spirits is in many ways 
more prominent than the worship of Brahminical, "puraijic" 
deities. Men propitiate, often through blood sacrifices, the danger
ous and potentially malevolent spirits that dwell in the village.3 

One might, then, regard the important role of the devoted demon 
in the Tamil puraijic tradition as reflecting an attempt to assimilate 
the folk deities to a a Brahminized cult. There are, in fact, numer
ous examples of just such a process.4 Yet the significance of the 
demon devotee certainly goes far beyond this point. As I have al
ready hinted,5 the Tamil pilgrim or devotee can hardly help iden
tifying himself with the demon enemies described in the myths; the 
demon's fate—immediate salvation at the hands of the god or 
goddess—is sufficient proof of this identification. How are we to 
understand the relationship of man to the devoted enemy slain by 
the god he worships? Three possibilities of interpretation suggest 
themselves here: 1) as a polluted and polluting figure, the demon 
joins the ranks of the humble, despised devotees promised salvation 
by Tamil bhakti religion. As we saw in the myth of VaUi, bhakti 
often prefers the lowly, the socially inferior, the unconventional as 
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symbols of devotion and the rewards devotion brings. Bhakti 
promises salvation for all, including the outcastes and the impure. 
Of course, the sincerity of one's devotion is important here; al
though some texts proclaim the automatic efficacy of certain devo
tional acts (such as reciting the name of the god), the Tamil puratjic 
tradition is, on the whole, very concerned with the actual content of 
devotion. As we shall see, this point is crucial to the case of the 
demon devotee; imperfect or self-centered bhakti helps explain the 
demon's death. But one may also see in the demon's ultimate fate 
another major facet of bhakti religion—the affirmation of the social 
order with its prescribed hierarchy of relations.6 Bhakti in general 
sustains the social fabric instead of undermining it (as is sometimes 
claimed); the impure demon suffers a violent death, which, how
ever, may bring him salvation. Put slightly differently, we may say 
that the impure devotee is a fitting candidate for the pollution at
tached to death at the hands of the deity, in particular the ritual 
death of the sacrifice. This leads us to our second point: 2) the 
demon-victim relieves the god of the need to be polluted through 
the sacrifice; by the same token, he achieves the power that is to be 
won from the sacrifice. To the extent that the old sacrificial ideol
ogy survives—and we have seen how it keeps breaking through the 
surface of the myths—it is carried along by the demon-surrogate 
for the god. The demon is a symbol of power, the innate power 
that justifies his worship in the villages, and the power that he at
tains by undergoing death in the sacrifice. Considering the predom
inant Tamil view of power as sacred, it is hardly surprising that the 
demon maintains a hold over the believers. But there is a further 
element here: the devoted demon also derives power from his de
votion. Bhakti must produce a divine response, in the view of the 
Tamil bhaktas·, the demon uses this path to achieve greater power, 
more life, the satisfaction of his desires, and so on. The demon 
devotee becomes the prime example of earthly rewards won 
through devotion. 3) At this point the rationalizing, moralistic 
element in the Tamil tradition steps in and makes a striking contri
bution. The identification of the demon with material success and 
with naked power, even when this power is attained through 
bhakti, provides meaning to the demon's death. The salvation 
achieved by the death of the devoted demon comes to represent the 
ideal state in which all forms of egoism and possessiveness are sup
pressed; it is in this state, when the ego is finally overcome, that the 
devotee perceives his identity with the god hidden within him and 
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in this way finds freedom. The demon, in other words, symbolizes 
the evil within man (preoccupation with a false "selfhood," the lust 
for power, opposition to the divine ideals); this evil must be de
stroyed before redemption becomes possible—indeed, redemption 
is directly consequent upon the destruction of egoism and wrong 
desires. For the human devotee, this process need not culminate in 
actual death (as it does on the symbolic level for the demon dev
otee); it does, however, require a form of self-sacrifice. The bhakta 
loses himself in the god, who replaces the transcendent goal of 
mok$a.7 Throughout the Tamil puranic corpus, the greatest mistake 
the devotee can make is ahankara, "egoism" (< aham, "I"); ahan

kara, which manifests itself in diverse ways but most significantly in 
the striving for power, is the major stumbling block on the way to 
salvation. It is ahankara, taken in its broadest sense as the factor 
motivating man's opposition to the ideals of purity and freedom, 
that underlies the constant sense of personal unworthiness ex
pressed in the major works of the Tamil bhakti tradition.8 The 
demon exemplifies the evil ofahankara·, his slaughter points the way 
to redemption. Thus the demon remains, even at this level of the 
tradition, a mythic model for man; his death, however unwilling, 
at the hands of the god is a recommendation for self-sacrifice, for 
the loss of self that accompanies the recognition of an inner identity 
with the god. An inner sacrifice has replaced the actual sacrifice of 
blood.9 The myth has given way to allegory; clearly, our texts now 
possess a means of explaining why the devoted demon has to die. 

The demon devotee is obviously an ambivalent figure; in his am
bivalence lies the secret of his immense popularity. The demon ex
presses the ambivalence in the heart of man, the war between the 
obsession with self and the yearning for God. Moreover, we may 
observe in the demon bhakta the general division in the Indian tradi
tion between the goals of power and purity: as the exemplar of the 
sacrifice, the demon embodies the old ritual goals of rebirth, of life 
and power won from death, indeed of the ritual conquest of death; 
but as a symbol of ahankara destroyed by the god, the demon dem
onstrates the recommended process of self-purification and, ulti
mately, self-extinction. We might describe this double role in 
different terms, for example as the conflict between sacrifice and 
se/f-sacrifice: the sacrificial ritual produces more life and more 
power, while self-sacrifice leads to purity and salvation. Both ideas 
take shape in the myths of the demon devotee; indeed, the demon's 
devotion may lead him to either goal, although the texts subordi-
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nate the first goal (power) to the ideal of purity and self-sacrifice. 
Whether the Tamil devotees prefer this ideal is less certain; I suspect 
that the identification with the demon is motivated above all by the 
devotee's sense of his own opposition to this ideal, that is, by his 
basic, persistent lust for vitality and power.10 Man finds himself 
trapped by his ego; like the misguided demon, he seeks earthly 
power through devotion; insofar as he remains cognizant of a sup
posedly higher ideal, he can only picture his salvation in terms of a 
violent negation of his "self." Put somewhat harshly, we have a 
conflict between the "real" goal of power or rebirth and the "ideal" 
goal of self-sacrifice. Faced with such variance between a remote 
yet compelling ideal and the reality of his needs, the devotee can 
hardly help feeling that he is evil, an ego-ridden creature at odds 
with his god; like the demon, he is devoted yet bound by his delu
sion; he seeks power and yet is comforted by the demon's salvation 
through violence. Small wonder that the ideas of cleansing and ex
piation take so large a part of the Tamil pilgrimage literature! 

The demon's death thus holds two symbolic meanings: he offers 
himself (in place of the god) in order to be reborn through the sac
rifice; and he dies in opposition to the god, and in this way gains his 
salvation. Both senses allow the demon to serve as a model for 
human emulation. The devotee immolates himself in a sacrifice— 
either in imitation of the mythic sacrificial victim, whose death 
transfers to the deity (usually the goddess) the power that motivates 
the act of creation and that will ultimately be restored to this same 
victim; or in imitation of the demon who, while still seeking more 
power, is destroyed in his own better interests. The fact that the 
demon is himself a bhakta sustains his role as a model; love of god 
and the self-seeking lust for power coexist within man; bhakti can 
lead both to power and to the rejection of power, but, while the 
devotee will strive for the first goal, the Tamil pur anas, obsessed 
with the content of one's devotion, recommend the second. We 
must now see how these ideas are worked out in the myths. The 
first pattern—the sacrificial death and rebirth—has been explored in 
detail in the preceding chapters; our major concern here will be 
with the second complex of ideas (the identification of the demon 
with ahankara and misguided devotion, and the salvation that he 
wins in being slaughtered). This second pattern is characteristic of 
the most mature level of Tamil devotional religion, in which inher
ited myths have been reinterpreted in the light of rational theologi
cal concerns. These myths show us the Tamil Saiva tradition in its 
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final, literary, rather idealized form. Several demon devotees— 
Mahi$a, Marutvasura, Bhapdasura, and so on—have been studied 
earlier; here we will encounter three more figures in this series, 
Ravana, Bali, and Dakja. The last of these, Dak$a, is not, of course, 
a bona fide demon; he is, however, an enemy of Siva, and the 
Tamil version of his story provides an excellent example of the 
major themes outlined above. 

Ravat}a and the Upside-down Tree 

Ravapa, the enemy of Rama in the Ramayatfa, is in many ways the 
most complex and striking figure in the gallery of demon devotees. 
The uttarakari4a of the Ramayarfa states that Ravaria won his great 
powers through sacrificing his heads into the fire; after nine of his 
ten heads had gone in this way, Brahma appeared and granted his 
request that none among the gods, demons, or various other crea
tures would be able to overcome him.11 The later tradition makes 
Ravai^a seek his boons from Siva,12 and Ravapa becomes famed as a 
devotee of Siva—so much so that DevI can reproach Siva for help
ing Rama, an enemy of his servant,13 just as elsewhere she incites 
Ravapa to carry off the fickle (aticancala) wife of Rama (Sita).14 In 
the Tamil myths, Devi has a special relationship with Ravana, as 
we shall see in a moment. One Tamil tradition states that Appar in 
a former birth advised Ravapa to sing praises to Siva; for this rea
son, it is said, Appar refers to Ravapa in each of his patikams.15 In 
fairness it should be noted that Tirunanacampantar also refers to 
Ravapa in practically all his patikams ·, in neither case are the allusions 
necessarily favorable. The tradition of Ravapa's songs of praise 
may, however, be related to the belief that Ravapa was the 
originator of music.16 Ravapa's positive side is also evident in his 
role as a great doctor.17 The demon king of Laiika has undoubtedly 
long been a popular figure; he is often portrayed with sympathy 
and admiration by Valmiki,18 and Kampan has been accused of pre
ferring Ravapa to Rama.19 The folk myths follow suit, and it is 
hard not to feel some sympathy for the demon when, at the 
eleventh hour, he calls for help from his counterpart Mayiliravapan 
and explains to him his history: "Once the two brothers (Rama and 
Laksmana) harmed my sister Surpanakha; then I took Sita; then 
sorrow came to Laiika."20 

Still, Ravapa is a Rakjasa who must be defeated. His impure na
ture is made clear in the myths of several shrines,21 and the gods 
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naturally fear that the boons he wins from Siva will be used for 
dangerous ends; Narada is therefore sent to persuade him not to 
rely on the promises of the unpredictable Siva, and Ravapa demon
strates his arrogance and lack of understanding by carrying out 
Natada's suggestion to lift up Kailasa.22 The myths of one Tamil 
shrine go to much greater lengths to demonstrate the flaws in 
Ravapa's character and discrimination: 

Ravapa tried to uproot Kailasa; Siva pressed him into Patala 
with his toenail. Ravana tore off one of his heads and made a 
νϊηά, using the tendons of his forearm for strings, and the 
music he sang appeased Siva. When Ravapa asked for a linga to 
take back to Laiika, Siva gave him a lihga so heavy it had to be 
carried in both hands. The gods, alarmed that Lanka would 
become great and that they would have to hide, sent Vinayaka 
in the form of a Brahmin to intercept Ravapa. The demon 
handed the lihga to the false Brahmin while he went off to wor
ship;23 Vinayaka set the lihga down, and it struck roots as deep 
as Patala. Ravapa returned to find he could no longer move the 
lihga; after repeated efforts he succeeded only in bending it into 
the shape of a cow's ear (kokarqam, Skt. gokartia). That place is 
known today as Gokarpa.24 

Ravapa went to Kailasa. Nandin2s (the doorkeeper) ordered 
him out of his aerial chariot (vimana), for the place was inhab
ited by devotees of Siva. "How dare someone like you with a 
monkey's face try to stop me!" cried Ravapa, whereupon 
Nandin cursed him to die because of monkeys.26 Ravapa 
meditated on Siva, and Nandin then let him enter. For a 
thousand years, the demon sang the Samaveda and performed 
tapas. Siva appeared and said, "Who can compare with you? 
We will give you whatever you ask." Ravapa thought for a 
moment: "Siva owes his greatness to being united with Sakti. I 
will ask for her." So he said, "I want Uma who is your left 
side." 

Siva said, "I promised you whatever you wished; take 
her—but if you forsake her (even for a moment), all your gains 
will be lost." Siva looked at the goddess and said, "Those who 
perform tapas must be granted their desire. You must go with 
him." "How can I go away with a Rakjasa who does not 
know the rules of conduct (ivirak' ariyan)?" asked Devi. "Lis
ten," said Siva, "you remember you wished me to tell you 
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about sacred ash? I will instruct you at Varancai, and I grant 
you the further boon of never being separated from me there." 
Uma felt better at this, and thought of her brother Vi$pu; he 
appeared and, hearing her story, said, "It is only right to give 
those who perform tapas their desire." But he took the form of 
a Brahmin and said to Ravapa, "You received three and a half 
crores of lifetimes; if you win another half-crore, you will see 
what happens to the Trimurti and the novel state of the sea at 
the end of the yuga." Ravapa hastened to return to his tapas, 

and Siva laughed and said to Uma, "This is the work of 
Vi$pu." He granted the request, and Ravapa, satisfied, put 
Uma in his chariot and headed south.27 

Ravana escapes not with Sita but with ParvatI I Uma; this unusual 

development of the Ravapa cycle is also the subject of a Kucipudi 
dance drama, the MatfdHkasabdam, in which Ravapa willingly aban
dons Parvati when he catches sight of Mandodari (transformed 
from a frog into a woman at the sight of her future lord).28 Rava-
pa's devotion to Siva is first elicited by the demon's defeat at 
Kailasa; thrust down into the nether world, Ravapa invents the νϊηά 
and thus wins a linga (in other accounts, this lihga is usually known 
as the atmalmga). The gods conspire to prevent this powerful shrine 
from reaching Laiika, and we therefore discover another example 
of the immovable shrine (the linga at Gokarpa).29 Ravapa then wins 
two further boons from Siva—the goddess (Sakti, Parvati/Uma) 
and, at the instigation of the crafty Vijpu, a multitude of lives. 
Both Siva and Vijpu declare that tapas (that is, bhakti, either by it
self or accompanied by the performance of austerities) must bring 
its proper reward—even if the beneficiary is a demon, and the re
ward entails disastrous consequences for the universe. Siva must an
swer the prayers of his devotees; bhakti always produces results. 
Here, however, the situation is still more complex: for what 
Ravapa has done, in effect, is to reverse the test that Siva classically 
springs on his devotees. Siva demands the devotee's wife as a test of 
devotion, usually appearing to make his request in the guise of a 
Saiva mendicant;30 here the devotee, Ravapa, makes the same claim 
on his god, and Siva is in no position to refuse. All he can do is to 
lay down conditions for his compliance, justifying himself to Devi 
by a promise of better circumstances in the future. Siva is effec
tively "trapped" by his devotee, whose request he is bound not to 
refuse; this motif of the "trap" set for God by a demon or an evil 
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devotee is one of the standard attempts to explain the deity's impli
cation in evil.31 Ravapa's bold demand for the goddess is motivated 
by unworthy goals, especially a lust for power (sakti), and the myth 
concentrates on this side of the demon's nature in describing how 
Siva manages to extricate himself from this situation: 

As Ravaoa was taking Uma south to Lanka, Vi?pu went and 
stood in their path. As soon as he caught sight of Uma's 
wedding-chain (mankalanai}), he created a site for the perform
ance of tapas on the north bank of the Mayuranadl, and there 
he stood in the form of a sage by the side of a grove of mulli 

shrubs that were growing upside down, their roots in the air, 
bearing ripe fruit. Ravapa observed this strange phenomenon 
and brought the chariot down to ask the sage what it meant. 
"Who are you, and who is this lady?" asked the sage. "The 
fact is that she is the wife of Siva, and I have won her through 
tapas," said Ravaria. The sage replied, "To those who die after 
a life of following dharma, Yama appears as a just king; but to 
the wicked, he has a hideous appearance. Similarly, Siva gave 
you Maya and told you she was his wife. This mufti grove is 
the first sign you have had of how you were deceived." 

Ravapa was disheartened by these words. Getting down 
from the chariot, he said, "Please watch the woman. I will go 
and perform my vows (niyamam) and receive the real reward 
(the true Uma)." He went off to the river. Vi$pu at once put 
off his sage's garb and took the form of a two-footed horse. He 
helped the goddess get down from the chariot, and the two 
raced to Varancai, Vijnu stepping with his horse's feet on the 
footprints left by the goddess. There Devi took her place sur
rounded by a wall of sacred ash, while Vijpu, leaving Garuda 
to guard her, stood to the left of Siva. 

Ravapa meanwhile came back from the river and was as
tonished to find the sage and the goddess missing. He searched 
everywhere in a panic: "The liriga given me by Siva penetrated 
the earth, and now the goddess has disappeared into the air," 
he said in sorrow. Suddenly he noticed the hoofprints and 
began to follow them. He reached Varancai and thought, 
"This is a place suitable for SaiikarI (Devi)," but though he 
looked everywhere, he could not find her, for she was made 
invisible by the wall of sacred ash. Instead he found a liriga that 
he worshiped, complaining, "Instead of giving me the wish I 
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chose, you deceived me by giving me Maya. Now that I have 
lost her, how can I go on? I will again perform tapas." He put 
his neck in an iron grate (arikatfam), which he fastened to the 
lihga, bending it and covering it with his blood. Siva appeared 
in the sky and asked him what he wanted. Ravaoa asked for all 
his previous boons, including a sword and a spear. "You 
agreed that if you abandoned the goddess, all your glory 
would depart. You may have the sword and spear and the 
Mayasakti," said Siva. 

At this, Ravapa's grief grew lighter, and he asked that in ad
dition to these gifts the eight forms of SrI would flourish in 
Larika, and that the linga would always bear the scar of his iron 
grate. Siva agreed and disappeared into the linga. 

Ravapa, thinking that all was now right (commentary: that 
he now had the real Sakti), put Maya in his chariot and went 
toward Lanka. On the way he noticed the mufti he had seen 
before, but now it was right side up. He asked the sage, who 
was once again performing tapas there, where he had gone 
while Ravana was at the river—and where the woman was. 
The sage replied, "Because you had not received a superior 
boon (pitu konta varan kolamaiyinal), you came to grief; I dis
appeared from your sight, and this mufti appeared upside 
down. All this was may ά. Now that you have mortified your 
body in tapas, you have received a real boon of a beautiful 
woman. There is no doubt of that—the sign is that the shrub 
now appears right side up." Ravapa was content and went to 
Lanka with the sword, spear, Mayasakti, and many life spans. 
Vi$pu, now known as Asvapadavilasa ("he who sports with 
horse's feet"), dwells in Varaiicai on the left of the lord.32 

Again Ravapa forces the god to appear to him by performing tapas, 
and the blood of the demon here replaces that of the god or his 
symbol—although the linga, too, is scarred. But Ravapa's tapas is of 
little avail, for the boon he achieves by it only serves to demon
strate and reinforce the delusion under which he suffers. The nature 
of his delusion is clear from the moment he first catches sight of the 
upside-down tree—a classic Indian symbol for the reality that 
underlies and is hidden by life in the world, with its false goals and 
misleading perceptions.33 The inverted tree is truth, the essential 
nature of creation, but to Ravapa it appears as no more than an 
aberration, an inexplicable anomaly, nature stood on its head. 
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Ravapa is unable to understand the truth: thus he is easily persuaded 
by Vispu, the master of may a, that ParvatI is not the goddess but an 
illusion, and he foolishly abandons the real goddess in order to seek 
another. When he ultimately obtains a replacement, she is of course 
truly an illusion, the Mayasakti—as Siva actually announces to his 
devotee. Siva's candor is no use: Ravaoa in his blindness is satisfied 
that he now has the real Parvati, and thus he goes off to Laiika with 
Maya, just as in other myths he takes a Maya- or Chaya-Sita in
stead of the real Slta.34 To drive home the point of Ravapa's blind
ness, the myth makes him fail to see the true goddess at Varancai, 
although the sacred ash that makes her invisible is no doubt also a 
symbol of her inviolability.35 Finally, Ravana's utter confusion is 
made clear by the fact that while smugly returning home with the 
false goddess he now sees the mu//i growing normally, roots below 
and branches above. 

In contrast with Siva, Vi$pu appears throughout to be intent on 
taking advantage of Ravapa's inability to see the truth. To save his 
sister Parvati, Vi$pu employs his own powers of illusion: one short 
version of the myth tells us that he stands watering the inverted 
mufti shrub with a watering can without a bottom.36 The horse 
form that Vi$pu adopts in this myth is unusual: perhaps the two-
footed horse is a development from the horse-headed Hayagriva, a 
popular form of Vijpu located in the Tamil region at Tiruvahin-
tirapuram (which, like Varancai I Tiruvarancaram, is situated in 
South Arcot District).37 Vijnu hides all trace of the goddess by 
covering her footprints with the hoofprints of the horse, just as ear
lier he hides the truth from Ravana by claiming Devi was Maya. 
Ravana, accepting the claim, sees the real as false;38 and we may 
assume that this basic misapprehension, expressed in the use of 
bhakti to gain material success and power and an endless, self-
perpetuating string of lives, is seen as explaining Ravana's eventual 
defeat in the war with Rama. Even Siva's devotee may be defeated 
and slain, if his devotion is not filled with the proper content; the 
boons won through misguided, self-seeking bhakti evaporate with
out warning. In abandoning the true goddess, Ravapa—in accord
ance with the conditions laid down by Siva—loses all his glory; his 
subsequent bargaining with the god for another goddess, and for 
the eight forms of Sri (a survival of the ancient theme of rivalry be
tween the gods and the demons for prosperity, in, the fruits of the 
sacrifice)39 is meaningless because of the demon's self-deception. 
Only truth, that is, the correct perception of the universe in relation 
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to the god who creates, sustains, and destroys it, can bring security 
and salvation to the devotee. 

The problem of the demon's understanding of the truth appears 
in a different light in the Tamil myths of Bali, to which we now 
turn. 

Bali and the Dwarf in the Iramavataram 

The myth of Bali, the over-generous king of the demons, and Vij-
nu's avatar as the dwarf (vamana) who deprives him of his throne, 
has absorbed the ancient myth of Vi§iju's three steps, which express 
the upward movement of the god who "spreads out" or measures 
the universe in an act of creation.40 We will not attempt to follow 
the tangled history of this myth from its sources in the Vedas to the 
puranic accounts of the avatar; our concern here is with Bali's role 
as a devotee.41 Bali is the grandson of Prahlada, the impassioned 
devotee of Vijpu;42 and, in late versions of the myth, Bali has 
clearly inherited some of Prahlada's positive characteristics, includ
ing the love of truth and faithfulness.43 Bali performs sacrifices and 
rules Indra's city, from which all evil, arrogant, and lustful individ
uals are excluded.44 Such righteousness on the part of the demons is 
in itself problematic, for it violates the natural duty (svadharma) of 
the demons (that is, murder, rape, stealing, and so on); in other 
myths, it is precisely this transgression against svadharma that al
lows the pious and virtuous demons to be defeated.45 But Bali's de
feat by Vi$nu is explained in different terms by the Tamil texts; and 
here, once again, the question of the content of devotion plays an 
important part. For Bali is also a devotee; as we shall see, he wor
ships Vi?ou as the supreme deity; and in the standard Tamil Saiva 
accounts, he is an accidental bhakta of Siva: 

A rat (ka\imam) once trimmed a lamp in the shrine of Vet-
araniyam (or: in the shrine of Siva on Kailasa) by nibbling at 
the ghee that had soaked through the wick. Because of this un
conscious act of devotion, he was born as the great king of the 
demons, Bali (Tam. Mavali). He defeated the gods in battle 
and, in his joy at victory, announced that he would give to 
anyone whatever was asked of him. Vijiju came in the form of 
a dwarf and asked for the space he could cover in three steps. 
As the king was about to pour water from a pot in token of his 
agreement to this request, Sukra (hisguru) warned him: "This 
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dwarf is Vijpu, who devoured the whole world. What do you 
have in your poor mind to do?" Balijust laughed, and Sukra, 
desperately trying to save his king from ruin, took the form of 
a fly and blocked the opening of the water-pot. Vijiju stuck a 
blade of darbha grass into the opening, blinding Sukra in one 
eye. Thus the gods destroy those who attempt to stop the 
granting of a gift. 

Sukra went to Mayilai and worshiped Siva, and Siva re
stored his sight.46 

Sukra, the demon guru who is known as a devotee of Siva,47 sees 
the truth behind Vijiju's disguise, just as he teaches the demons to 
free themselves from the false teachings of Vijiju as the Buddha in 
other myths.48 But the myth cannot allow truth to remain with the 
demons: Bali is deceived, and Sukra pays for his perspicacity by los
ing his sight in one eye. Sukra's punishment is explained by his 
moral lapse in attempting to stop the offering of a gift; we shall see 
in a moment how Kampan deals with this deceptively simple 
theme. As in other versions of the myth, Bali's generosity is his 
undoing;49 no real justification is offered for Bali's defeat by the 
dwarf, which follows immediately upon the events narrated above. 
One wonders, however, if Bali's ruin is more easily acceptable 
simply because the devotion that brings him kingship is so hol
low—no more than an accidental, self-seeking act (for the rat trims 
the lamp in the process of appeasing its hunger). A version of this 
myth from the shrine where it is celebrated (VeJJisvararkoyil, to the 
south of the great Mylapore shrine in Madras) states explicitly that 
the rat was unconscious of its good deed.50 Although even this un
conscious act ofbhakti brings its reward, the Tamil myths remain 
hostile to the idea of automatic, mechanical effects of worship. 
Bhakti must be informed by the proper spirit and by true under
standing; when this is not the case, the deluded devotee may well 
find himself in collision with his god. 

In the myth just cited, Bali fails to recognize the dwarf as Vijnu, 
despite Sukra's explicit warning; the demon king simply laughs and 
proceeds to grant the dwarf's request. In the version of this myth in 
Kampan's Iramavataram (Palakatffam 428^9), the confrontation of 
Bali and the dwarf is portrayed with far greater subtlety; Bali 
realizes at an early point that it is Vijiju who stands before him, and 
the final revelation of the god in his three steps is used to teach a 
deeper lesson. Bali is brought to recognize his identity with the su-
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preme god; his defeat, as we might expect, is a form of salvation. 
Let us see how Kampan skillfully leads the demon—and with him 
the reader, as well as the incarnate god Rama himself, who hears 
this story from the sage Visvamitra—to this conclusion. 

Already in the first verse of the story (428), the cosmic imagery 
of the original Vedic myth is joined to the moral concerns of the 
Tamil text: Visvamitra has brought Rama and Lakgmaija to the 
spot where Vijiju, "whose name is recited on earth and in heaven in 
order to become free of attachment" (parin pal vicumpin palum parr' 
ara ppafippat' annan per enpan), performed tapas for one hundred 
cosmic ages. The dwarf's ascent from earth to the limit of the 
heavens is foreshadowed by the very first words of the narrative; 
Vijpu, and devotion to Vi$$u, embrace both the terrestrial and 
celestial worlds; characteristically, the poet begins with the earth 
(par), the scene of the divine revelation.51 Bhakti delivers the dev
otee from attachment to the wrong goals;52 already we have an in
timation of the lesson that Bali will learn. For Bali is eager for 
power and worldly glory: 

While He (Vijiju) was dwelling here, 
Bali, strong as the One Boar 
whose tusk held the entire, flawless world, 
seized heaven and earth. (429) 

Again, heaven and earth are joined—under the rule of the demon 
king; note that this time heaven is mentioned first (vanamum, at the 
start of the fourth line—the point of greatest poetic tension in a 
Tamil verse). The movement implied is downward, the reverse of 
Vijpu's creative manifestation. Already Vijnu and Bali have been 
implicitly compared and contrasted; both unite heaven and earth, 
but in ways that are symbolically opposed. Even more striking is 
the explicit comparison of Bali to Vijnu's boar avatar. This image 
is surely deliberately chosen: the point is the suggestion of a hidden 
identity between Vijiju and Bali, a suggestion that becomes more 
definite at the myth's climax.53 The boar is a symbol of terrestrial 
power, even of aggressive sexuality;54 these associations are un
doubtedly meant to apply to Bali as well, but the force of the image 
depends on the relation of the demon to a popular form of the god. 

Now that Bali has acquired the earth, he is free to dispose of it as 
he pleases: 
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He whose mind was free of doubt, 
intent on completing a sacrifice 
beyond the power even of the gods, 
decided to bestow the earth and all its fullness 
upon the Brahmins. (430) 
When the gods learned of this, 
they came before Vijiju, bowed, and begged: 
"Remove the harsh acts of the evil one." 
The Lord, full of love, agreed. (431) 

Bali has no doubts (aiyam il cintaiyan)—in his own power, in his 
ability to complete the sacrifice, in his goals; he is confident of him
self, of his identity as the all-powerful king. To whom, then, does 
he sacrifice? Surely not to his enemies, the gods? The problem of 
the demon-sacrificer has been discussed by a number of texts;55 the 
solution seems to lie in the conception of the sacrifice as having an 
automatic efficacy, no matter who performs it or to whom it is di
rected. But the commentary of Kopalakiru?i?amacaryar suggests 
that Bali was sacrificing to Visrju—for he had no doubt as to which 
of the three chief gods was supreme.56 This interpretation would 
make Bali a devotee of Vijpu at the very start of his career; it also 
raises the question of the nature of his devotion. IfBali is sacrificing 
to Visou, we would be justified in wondering if his motives are 
purely utilitarian. At this stage Vijiju intervenes—ostensibly at the 
request of the gods, but, we might suspect, with Bali's redemption 
in mind, as well. The avatar is clearly seen as an act of love and 
divine mercy; the verb naya (nayakanum . . . nay an tart) used to de
scribe Vi$pu's response to the gods carries these connotations. 

VijOu is born as the son of Aditi and Kasyapa, who is possessed 
of true knowledge (val arivu); note the emphasis on knowledge, 
which becomes the leitmotif of the following verses. The god is 
born as a dwarf, "like a seed which contains an entire banyan tree" 
(or al amar vittin arurt Ieura/ άηάη, 432). Adorned with the triple 
thread, a belt of munja grass, a ring of darbha grass, his tongue 
chanting mantras—like an embodiment of Divine Knowledge (cir-
patam oppat' or rriey) he goes to the court of Bali (433). The king is 
filled with wonder at this sight: 

The conqueror of the entire world 
knew he had come. 
Amazed, he came forward to welcome him: 
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"O You who are full (of virtues), 
no Brahmin can equal you; 
and who is more blessed than I?" (434) 

This verse begins a dialogue suffused with irony and double entendre. 

Bali knows (arintu) the dwarf has come—but this knowledge is still 
incomplete; he has still not perceived the divine identity of the 
dwarf. The compliments Bali pays his guest derive their power for 
the reader from this situation of ignorance: Bali utters them as mere 
formalities, as the polite duty of the host; but for the devotees of 
Vispu, they are literally true. No one can equal the god; and Bali, to 
whose court Vijnu has come, is truly blessed. Indeed, Bali stands 
on the threshold of salvation, as Vijiju hints in the following verses: 

On hearing these words of the manly king, 
He who knows all replied: 
"O you, whose hand is stretched forth 
to give yet more than is desired 
by those who seek your gift— 
illustrious are they who come to you, 
and those who have not come 
lack greatness." (435) 

Rejoicing, Bali said: 
"What now can I do?" 
"If you have mercy, O powerful one, 
give me three steps of land"— 
before the Brahmin had finished these words, 
the reply came: "I have given them." (436) 

The recipient of the gift must praise the donor; but here it is literally 
true that the beggar is illustrious. Vispu, who has the true knowl
edge (arinton) that is the subject matter of this myth, plays on Bali's 
ignorance: he flatters the king by saying that those who seek his 
gifts achieve greatness through the king's largesse; but in reality he 
is describing the relation of the god to the demon, and foreshadow
ing the reversal in status that is about to take place in the epiphany. 
What, then, is the desire (vefkai) of the suppliants (vetjfinar) men
tioned by Vijnu in 435? The god is, indeed, filled with ardent long
ing for something that Bali can give him—not, of course, the area 
covered by his three strides. Visnu seeks the gift of love from his 
enemy. God pursues the soul passionately; he takes form on earth 
in order to win the love of man,57 or of the demon king. And Bali 
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will, ultimately, give him this love, although at first he fails to 
realize the inner significance of his actions. The dwarf makes his 
request politely ("if you have mercy," lit. "if there is grace," am} 

ut}f'el)—Bali imagines the grace is his own, but the god is, of 
course, referring to the redemptive nature of the transaction. In 
granting the request, Bali is making an offering to the god who 
possesses everything; one can give to the lord only what is already 
his, yet the gift still brings its reward. So far Bali is unaware of this 
problem; he accedes to the dwarf's wish without penetrating his 
disguise, and he thus fails to understand the deeper meaning of the 
gift. But now Sukra interferes (vefli tafuttan, end of 436) and en
lightens him: 

Fraudulent is this form you see, my lord: 
this is no dwarf with the color of a rain-cloud; 
know this is he who once long ago 
devoured this universe and all it contains. (437) 

Sukra recognizes the dwarf as Vijiju, who, at the time of the 
pralaya, reabsorbs the created universe into himself;58 ironically, 
Sukra accuses Vi$pu of Bali's own action of seizing the worlds (see 
verse 429 above). Again the god and demon are implicitly com
pared; but while Bali's control of the universe is a threat to order 
and the proper workings of creation, Visnu in swallowing the 
worlds performs a necessary act, a stage in the cosmic process. The 
antagonism of the god and the demon suddenly looms clearly in 
the consciousness of all the mythic characters, and of the audience 
following the story; but, to Sukra's surprise, Bali makes no effort 
to retract his gift: 

"You do not understand! 
If it is, as you say, the hand 
of the flawless one dark as a cloud 
which is stretched out below mine (to receive a gift), 
in a manner that does not befit him— 
then what could be better for me?" (438) 

This verse begins a long lecture on the dynamics of giving and re
ceiving gifts. Bali now knows the true identity of the dwarf, and he 
believes that giving him a gift will bring him, Bali, a reward— 
indeed, as Kopalakirusnamacaryar suggests, Baliis prepared to risk 
losing everything he possesses in order to enjoy the privilege of giv
ing Vijnu a gift. In other versions, Bali's refusal to go back on his 
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word is seen as motivated by a sense of honor and self-sacrifice; as 
Bali himself remarks to the less scrupulous Sukra, "there is no evil 
greater than falsehood" (or "unfaithfulness": na hy asatyat paro 

'dharma).59 Traces of this concern with righteous action appear in 
Kampan's version as well: Bali reproves Sukra for attempting to 
prevent the meritorious action of offering a gift (442); a gift brings 
the donor praise (icai; commentary: in this world) and the fruits of 
pious action (aran; commentary: in the next life); greed is a destruc
tive enemy hidden in the heart (u{ fern vempakaiy avat' ulopam, 443); 
one should give without examining the fitness of the recipient 
(439). But there is another element here, suggested by Bali's glee at 
Vi$iju's appearance as a beggar, "in a manner that does not befit 
him" (tanakk' iyala vakai, 438). Bali believes that Vi$pu has pro
vided him with an opportunity to humiliate his rival, the supreme 
god, by establishing the relationship of dependence that follows the 
transfer of a gift. The gift brings with it evident dangers; it creates a 
link between the donor and the beneficiary that may implicate the 
latter in the sins of the former, and it expresses a difference in rank 
between the two parties.60 The aversion to accepting gifts is one of 
the salient features in the Brahmin move toward separation and in
dependence from the sacrificial cult, in which the patron's presents 
to the priests were accompanied by the demand that the priests 
shoulder the burden of the victims' death. That the gift has a double 
meaning—positive for the donor, dangerous and even shameful for 
the recipient—is clear from Bali's speech, as well: "taking is evil, 
giving is good" (kotfutal titu kofuppatu nanru, 440). One can hardly 
regard this statement as abstract praise for the virtue of generosity; 
both sides of the transaction are important here, and Bali is clearly 
overjoyed at seeing Vijou in the role of a client. The same attitude 
is apparent in verse 441: 

The dead are not as dead as those 
who, while alive, stretch out their hands to beg; 
and who is as alive as he who, though now dead, 
once gave a gift? 

In presenting Vi$pu with a gift, Bali expects to win lasting fame, 
while his enemy will be burdened with shame.61 To make this 
point even more forcefully, Bali turns with a sarcastic taunt to 
Sukra at the end of his lecture: is it right for Sukra, asks Bali, to try 
to prevent the giving of a gift? The families of the cruel men 
(,kofiyor; variant reading: your, that is, Sukra's family) will perish, 
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having neither clothes to wear nor food to eat (444). Power argues 
for itself; Bali is reminding Sukra that, as the domestic priest 
(purohita) of the demon king, Sukra is himself caught in a classic 
situation of dependence. Thcpurohita lives on the gifts of the king; 
hence the ambiguous, not to say despised, status of the purohita in 
the perspective of the law books.62 

Let us briefly recapitulate the stages Bali has traveled so far. 
Kampan begins by implying an intimate link between Bali and 
Vi§iju; but Bali has as yet no inkling of this relationship. He seizes 
the worlds and offers sacrifice—perhaps to Vijpu, although this of
fering can hardly have other than a mechanical, uninspired quality. 
He then fails to recognize the god incarnate in the dwarf, until 
Sukra reveals the disguise; and, once aware of Vijou's presence in 
his court, he insists on completing his gift to the god, but with mo
tives that are, at the very least, mixed. A sense of opposition be
tween the king and the dwarf is maintained throughout, although 
as Bali pours out the water in an act symbolizing the granting of the 
request, and orders the dwarf to take his three steps, he is said to 
disbelieve Sukra's warning that the dwarf is a cruel enemy (Ieofiyon, 
445). Perhaps by now, even in his antagonism, Bali senses the 
happy fate that awaits him. For this is the moment in which all 
pride and all delusion must give way before the sudden revelation: 

As soon as that sweet water from a spring touched his hand, 
the dwarf, scorned even by his parents, 
rose up to heaven 
like the reward of a gift given to the great— 
and all who were watching were seized by wonder, 
then by fear. (446) 

One foot covered the earth, and then, 
since the earth was small, 
could go no farther; 
another foot conquered the heavens, 
uniting in one step the upper worlds, 
and returned, having nowhere to go. (447) 

If, having enclosed all the worlds within his steps, 
the One Lord crowned with bright tulasi 
had no place to put his foot except 
the body of his beloved— 
O You whose arms bend back the bow, 
was He not small indeed?63 (448) 
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Antagonism has dissolved into identity. Bali, now explicitly a dev
otee (anpan), is saved: Vijnu rests his foot upon Bali's head, thus 
giving life to an archetypal Vaijpava image of salvation. In Vaij-
$ava shrines today, the pilgrim is rewarded when the cafakopam, a 
metal bell-shaped object surmounted by a representation of the dei
ty's feet, is placed on his head. Again cosmic imagery is suited to 
the internal, spiritual development described by the myth: Vijnu 
rises up to embrace the entire created universe, and this cosmic 
unity achieved within the god is mirrored by the unity of the god 
and his devotee. The text stresses in this moment of climax the idea 
of "oneness" (thus onra . . . ofukki, 447; eka nayakan, 448); the latter 
phrase ("the One Lord") harks back to 431, where the Lord 
(nayakan) agrees to come down to earth. This concept of unity is 
the lesson the god comes to teach in his avatar; the body Imey, 433) 
he takes on earth is used to demonstrate the essential unity of the 
embodied soul with God. The mey of verse 433 leads to the mey of 
448—Bali's body on which Vijpu places his foot. The metonymy of 
"body" for "head"—in all other known versions, Vijnu places his 
foot on Bali's head—is no doubt intentional; Kampan, exercising 
his usual care and subtlety, wishes to direct our attention to the 
dynamics of embodiment. The soul, even while trapped in matter, 
is divine in nature; God takes a body to make this idea clear. Vijnu, 
who holds the entire universe within himself, makes himself truly 
small! He incarnates himself on earth in order to bring redemption 
to incarnate souls.64 The identity of the god and the demon, which 
is hinted at already in the first verse of the myth, is more palpably 
demonstrated at its conclusion. Moreover, just as Bali is brought 
from the level of opposition and pride in his ability to give the god 
a gift to a recognition of his inner identity with the god, so Rama, 
who hears the story from the lips of Visvamitra, is taught the same 
lesson. Why does Kampan interject at the very climax of the revela
tion, the beginning of the fourth line in the final verse, the vocative 
addressed to Rama (cilai kulan tolinay, "O You whose arms bend 
back the bow")? Why this sudden turn from the drama of Bali's 
salvation to the young Rama, who plays no part in the myth being 
narrated? Surely Visvamitra has no need to fear that his listener has 
lost interest or let his attention wander—for this is the supreme 
moment of the myth, and the entire epiphany has just been sung in 
three breathless verses that seem to imitate in their very language 
the explosive ascent of the god. Once again, the poet is suggesting a 
deeper level of the myth. The vocative in 448 follows a string of 
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vocatives (in the dialogue between Bali and the dwarf, and between 
Bali and Sukra), all leading up to this moment of revelation; 
moreover, the invocation of Rama here is exactly parallel to the de
scription of Vispu in the preceding line ("the One Lord crowned 
with bright tulasi"). Here, in this conjunction, at the moment of 
greatest tension, Rama learns of his identity with Vijiju, just as Bali 
has learned of his. The incarnate god is revealed to himself.65 And 
this is what all men must come to understand: God is within us; the 
sense of an independent ego is false; redemption comes through the 
loss of self, through the recognition of man's inner divinity. It is 
this gift, the gift of the self, that brings a reward reaching up to 
heaven (446); Bali's self-sacrifice is the secret of his salvation. 

The revelation thus takes place on several levels, as is typical of 
Kampan. There is the simple, literal level of the story: the dwarf 
reveals himself as Vijnu. Then there is the element of self-
recognition in the demon: Bali is at first, in preparation for the con
clusion, compared to Vijpu the boar; in the course of his confronta
tion with the dwarf, he recognizes his close relationship with his 
rival and becomes a devotee, anpatt. Bali is prepared to give his very 
life in order to sustain his honor (440); instead he receives life, 
beatification, and divine love. The agonistic battle is resolved 
through the fusion of the two parties; the false knowledge of the 
demon, who is said with gentle irony to have no doubts in his 
mind, becomes true knowledge and bhakti. The process of self-
understanding is repeated on a different level at the climax of the 
myth, when Rama is, by implication, confronted with his own di
vine identity. The devotee who hears the story may choose his 
model; his promised salvation is seen to lie in the total surrender of 
the self. 

Dak^a and His Daughter 

Nowhere is the distance between the Tamil myths and their 
Sanskrit counterparts more evident than in the different versions of 
the myth of Dakja's sacrifice. Some of the major elements of the 
classical Dakja myth have been discussed in another context;66 in 
the Sanskrit puranas, Siva and Dakja are rivals both for the love of 
the goddess Uma (Dakja's daughter) and for the position of su
preme god and creator. The Tamil tradition refuses to take this 
rivalry seriously; Siva can hardly be compared to Dakja, who is re
duced to the status of but another foolish enemy of the one great 
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god, like the ego-driven demons of which the Tamil myths are so 
fond. In fact, the Dakja myth shows with great clarity how the old 
agonistic conflict between gods and demons has been finally super
seded in the Tamil tradition: in one text the gods are joined at Dak-
ga's sacrifice by demons, Rakjasas, devils (kafi), and others of their 
erstwhile opponents; the gods killed by Virabhadra at the site of 
Dakja's sacrifice become demons (pey dkiye), or are reborn as evil 
spirits (Bhutas and Vetalas), and thus enter Siva's hosts.67 The dis
tinction between gods and demons is deliberately blurred by this 
text; one is either with Siva or against him—the god's enemies form 
a single undifferentiated camp. True bhakti is now the only valid 
criterion of virtue: the social affiliation of the mythic characters is 
no longer of any consequence; all that matters is the nature of one's 
relation to Siva. Dakja's sacrifice, from which Siva has been 
excluded because of Dakja's arrogance and ignorance, becomes a 
symbol of misguided opposition to the divine. The KP, which 
gives us the main Tamil version of the myth, uses Dakja's sacrifice 
to explain the sufferings of the gods, who are subjugated by the de
voted demon Surapadma; the gods' state of slavery is a deserved 
punishment for their opposition to Siva at the sacrifice. But, as we 
might expect, the demon's devotion to Siva is itself riddled with 
error and the lust for power—hence Siirapadma is eventually 
punished by being slain by Murukan. The KP, in effect, equates the 
sins of the gods with the mistakes of the demons; the betrayal of 
Siva by the gods is the precise equivalent of the demons' error, and 
in both cases punishment justly and inevitably follows. The Tamil 
text applies the same moral standard to all.68 

Given this concern with the right attitude toward the divinity, it 
is not surprising that Dakja, like the Tamil demons, turns out to be 
another deluded and self-seeking devotee of Siva: 

Dakja, the wisest and most learned of all the sons of Brahma, 
learned from his father that Siva was lord of the universe. 
Brahma advised him to seek release by worshiping Siva in his 
shrines, but Dakja wanted wealth (iva\am) instead of release 
(vifu). Impelled by fate (uli), he asked his father to recommend 
a place for the performance ot tapas, and Brahma sent him to 
Maijipperuntaiam.69 

When Siva appeared in response to his tapas, Dakja asked to 
become supreme in the universe except for Siva, to be served 
by the gods and demons, to have Parapara (Devi) born as his 
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daughter, and to bestow her on Siva as his bride. Siva prom
ised him all this if he would but follow the right path [nqntieti). 

When Brahma learned of Dakja's boons, he smiled and 
sighed. "I spoke of Siva as the Truth; my son, who could have 
won freedom by his worship, chose instead a material reward 
(paricu). What can one do—the neem, even if dipped every day 
in antTta from the sea, will not lose its bitterness. He has re
ceived from Siva only rebirth and everlasting sorrow. Who 
can overcome fate?"70 

Reluctantly, Brahma went to see his foolish son (mat valar 
ttya punti maintan) and agreed to create for him a golden city. 
The guru of the gods informed Indra of the boons Dakja had 
won from Siva, and Indra and the other gods sadly went to 
offer their submission. The demons learned from their guru of 
the new ruler of the universe and, happy that they no longer 
had anything to fear, also paid homage to Dakja. 

Because Uma in her pride had claimed to be all the forms of 
Siva in her character as his grace (arul), the goddess was sent to 
atone by becoming incarnate in a valampuri conch in the Kalinti 
River. There she was found by Dak$a; when he picked up the 
conch, it became a baby girl in his hand. He adopted her and 
brought her up. When she was six years old, she announced 
her intention of performing tapas for Siva. Her mother was 
shocked, but Dakja, explaining to her the nature of the boons 
he had received from Siva, constructed a golden pavilion for 
her penance. To test her, after she had performed tapas for six 
years, Siva came to her in the form of a Brahmin ascetic and 
told her he wished to marry her. Angrily she announced that 
she would wed none but Siva himself—and at this Siva re
vealed himself to her. As she fell at his feet and sought pardon, 
Dakja began making preparations for the wedding. 

Dakja invited all the gods to the ceremony, which he 
wished to celebrate with great pomp. Butjust at the moment 
Dakja placed his daughter's hand in Siva's, Siva made himself 
disappear. Not seeing her bridegroom, DevI was plunged into 
sorrow; weeping in the presence of Sri and others, she cried, 
"My lord has disappeared, like a thief (ka}van), there in the hall 
where Indra, Vijnu, and the other gods were all standing. 
Perhaps my tapas was not sufficient; could I even imagine that 
such a one as my lord is a cheat (kaitavan)?" 

Her mother, Vedavalli, said, "Do not lose heart. The way to 
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win your husband is by tapas; return to your penance." SrI and 
SarasvatI also comforted Uma: "Is there a way to hide your 
husband, who is always present in everything?" DevI dis
missed them and went back to her tapas. 

But Visou and the other gods were amazed and confused: 
"Where is the lord? Is this a trick (mayam)? Why should he 
have hidden from this maiden?" Daksa put his finger on his 
nose and said bitterly, "This is quite a wedding we have cele
brated with such splendor! He came and asked to marry my 
daughter in front of all the gods, according to rite, and I 
agreed; what fault did he see in me that made him vanish into 
thin air? He has no consideration for me or for the scandal he is 
causing. Today I have learned the nature of that Siva." To 
Vispu and the others he said, "Go home"; and he thought and 
thought about Siva's trick. 

While DevI was performing tapas as before, Siva again ap
peared to her, first as a devotee of Siva, then as himself on the 
bull, without her. She bowed in joy and said, "Why did you 
leave me behind? Are you now abandoning such meanness 
(Punmai)V' He took her on to the bull. 

When Daksa heard the news, he said to all present in his 
court, "Not only did Siva dishonor me and my family by dis
appearing at the wedding I arranged—now that Kapalika with 
matted locks has made off with my daughter. Is it right to take 
a wife like that? Who but Siva would do such a thing, disgrac
ing our family and transgressing my command? Siva has long 
been known as a beggar (irantanan); now the whole world will 
know he is also a thief (karantanan)."71 

The gods, fearing the consequences of the quarrel between 
Daksa and Siva—would not Daksa be killed, and with him the 
gods, his servants?—persuaded Daksa to talk to Siva on 
Kailasa. But the gatekeepers would not let him in unless he 
first agreed to worship the god. Daksa was insulted: "I will 
never worship your lord. Do you not know that he is my son-
in-law, and I am Daksa, worshiped by the whole world? I have 
no intention of worshiping your madman (pittan)." Returning 
home, he ordered the gods to withhold all worship and respect 
from Siva and Uma. 

Brahma wished to hold a sacrifice and, despite Daksa's or
ders, to offer the first portion to Siva. Daksa came to stop the 
offering of an oblation to Siva. Siva sent Nandin to take his 
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portion, and when Brahma welcomed Nandin and gave him a 
seat, Dakja stood up and said, "If you were not my father, I 
would cut off your head! Listen to me, you ignoramus: do not 
give the oblation as formerly to the madman who dances in the 
burning-ground, surrounded by demons, wearing bones and 
snakes and a garland of skulls. He is certainly unfit to receive 
the sacrifice. Previously he was given his share because people 
thought such was the custom and did not investigate the 
matter further (maraiyolukk' ena ninainti yavatum oramal)\ 

should that be regarded as ancient usage? Give the portions to 
Vi?iju and the other gods, and cast aside the Vedas (mamaraic-

curutikal) which declare the long-haired, three-eyed god to be 
the highest." 

Nandin closed his ears with his hands so as not to hear these 
blasphemies. Then he cursed Dakja and the gods: the sacrificer 
would lose his head, Dakja would have his head replaced with 
another one more base and would lose all his glory (tiru), the 
gods would die and be revived only to serve the demon 
Surapadma for endless ages. Then Nandin departed. 

Dak$a determined to offer a sacrifice from which Siva would 
be excluded. First the sage Dadhici tried to dissuade him; then 
his daughter Uma came, after Dakja had already begun to feed 
the gods oblations that were as bitter as poison. Dakja up
braided his daughter; she grew angry, defended her husband 
and the merciful nature of all his actions, and returned to 
Kailasa. She asked Siva to destroy her father's sacrifice. The 
merciful god at first pretended not to hear her. "Destroy the 
sacrifice for my sake, O my husband," she asked. From his eye 
on his forehead, Siva created Virabhadra and sent him to de
stroy the sacrifice.72 

As in the ancient sacrificial myths,73 Siva is here the indispensable 
lord of the sacrifice; even Dakja admits that he is customarily of
fered a share, and that the Vedas proclaim Siva the highest god. 
This admission leads Daksa to advise rejecting the Vedas, an act 
certainly meant to be seen as utterly heretical (for overt rejection of 
the Vedas is the one seemingly infallible touchstone of heresy in In
dia); thus the Tamil myth has reversed the usual charge of heresy 
made by Dakja against Siva.74 Dakja's statement that Siva nor
mally receives his share, and the implicit assumption that Dakja is 
deliberately departing from tradition by denying him one, should 
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be contrasted with one description of the sacrifice from the MBh: 
the Prajapati Dak?a begins a sacrifice according to the ancient rule 
(purvoktena vidhanena); and even Siva agrees that he is excluded in 
accordance with dharma (tta me surah prayacchanti bhaganj yajiiasya 
dharmatah) .75 The versions of the Epic and the Sanskrit puraijas are 
characterized by an ambivalent view of Siva's role: Siva, excluded 
from the sacrifice, asserts his primacy by destroying it and then 
claiming the share that has been denied him; at the same time he in 
effect completes the sacrifice by fulfilling the altogether crucial task 
of the sacrificial butcher.76 The Tamil version returns to a situation, 
which seems to be implicit in the earlier Brahmatta myths of sac
rifice, in which Siva, for reasons inherent in the ritual, can claim 
not only a share but, as we have seen, his peculiar, primary share. 
There is nothing ambivalent about Siva's position; a sacrifice not 
directed to Siva is useless, even evil. Hence the statement in the KP 
that the gods' portions of Dakja's offering tasted like poison: the 
swallowing of poison through the sacrifice "usually refers to the 
accepting of food and presents from, and the officiating at the sac
rifices of, an unqualified patron."77 Dakja's pretensions to power 
are denied in the Tamil myth even the limited credence they may 
arouse in the Epic, where at least Dak$a presents something of a 
challenge to Siva; in the KP he is no more than a famous, but obvi
ously foolish, sacrificial patron (ve}vi ceykinravar).78 

Let us now look more closely at the nature of Dakja's offense. 
Dakja begins as a devotee of Siva. In itself, this idea resolves some 
of the tension that lies at the heart of earlier versions;79 Dakja's 
hatred of Siva has therefore to be explained by several episodes, of 
which the most important is the innovating description of events at 
the wedding of Uma. However, Dakja's mistakes go back to the 
very beginning of the story, for even as a devotee of Siva, Dak$a 
makes a wrong choice by preferring material rewards to release 
(vtfu). Like Bali, Dakja wishes to give the deity a gift (in this case, 
his daughter); he fails to see the absurdity of giving Siva something 
that is already Siva's, and he takes offense when the god reclaims 
his wife in a manner that destroys Dakja's pride in the offering. All 
of Dakja's aims are clearly motivated by a sense of his own impor
tance, accompanied by an appetite for power. Brahma, Dakja's 
father and teacher, is aware of his son's mistaken attitude, and 
grieves over it; and this initial difference of opinion between 
Brahma and Dakja is carried over to a later episode, when Brahma 
defies his son and tries to sacrifice to Siva, and is threatened by 
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Dakja on this account ("If you were not my father, I would cut off 
your head"—a surprising reappearance here of the theme of the 
son's aggression against the father, as in the myth of Siva's 
Brahminicide, a close multiform of the Dakja cycle).80 What we 
see in the depiction of Dakja at the first stage of the story, when he 
solicits boons from Siva, is the now familiar attempt to make dis
tinctions between different types of bhakti. It is no longer enough 
that someone—god, man, or demon—worship the god; the author 
of the myth is now concerned with the content of the devotion. Of 
course Dakja at first wins his boons from Siva—the god is still al
most compelled to respond to the requests of his worshipers—but 
because Dakja's worship is impure, dominated throughout by his 
own ulterior motives, self-serving rather than self-sacrificing, it 
will not save him from punishment. Indeed, it demands punishment: 
for Dakja is propelled by his egoism, his ahankara, into a confronta
tion with the very god from whom he originally solicits boons. 

The KP Dakja myth is a good illustration of just how thorough 
the Tamil attempt to reinterpret the great myths of Hinduism can 
be. It also reveals the rather exotic tone the Tamil myths have in 
comparison with other versions. Specifically, we see here a strong 
didactic, rationalizing tendency that transforms the values of the 
mythic actions without destroying the inherited narrative struc
ture. For example, the incest theme, which is still a powerful crux 
in the Sanskrit versions of the myth, has been replaced by an elabo
rate episode very much in the tradition of Siva's arguments with his 
in-laws—in this case with his father-in-law, who deduces from the 
events at the wedding that Siva is far from an ideal son-in-law! The 
violent climax to Dakja's rivalry with Siva for Uma—the self-
immolation of the goddess at the sacrifice—is completely missing 
from our version; the goddess reproaches Dakja and then simply 
goes home. The myth masks the sexual antagonism, but still uses 
Uma's love for Siva as a means of clarifying the opposition be
tween Siva and Dakja. It then converts Dakja into a devotee of Siva 
and then, by specifying the flaw in his devotion, lays down an en
tirely new basis for his punishment. It is not merely lack of devo
tion for Siva that starts Dakja on his wrong course, as in many of 
the Sanskrit versions—it is lack of the proper kind of devotion. It is 
hard to escape the feeling that an ideological revolution has taken 
place. 

The Tamil myth then proceeds to achieve much of its effect and 
power by playing on Dakja's insensitivity, his inability to perceive 

 
������������������������� 



344 The Demon Devotee 

the truth even when it is so clearly brought home to him. We thus 
find here the same use of irony and double entendre that we saw in 
the myth of Murukan's wooing of VaUi.81 Indeed, the Tamil Dakja 
myth shares with that myth the theme of elopement and premarital 
love, and, like Murukan, Siva is accused of stealing his bride. In 
both cases the accusation is entirely justified. Both myths use the 
idea of premarital love to symbolize ecstatic union with god, just as 
kalavu is the state of love celebrated as supreme by the Cankam 
poets; the Murukan myth applies the old conventions to an entire 
episode of courtship and escape, while in the Dakja myth Siva dis
appears at the last possible moment, before the ceremony can be 
completed—only to return to steal his bride when she is alone. The 
point, no doubt, is the reality and power of Siva's love for Uma, or 
indeed for the soul of man. In his first patikam, Tirunanacampantar 
adopts this image in worshiping Siva as "the thief who steals my 
heart" (enn uHan kavar kafuan).92 Nothing could so clearly demon
strate Dak$a's blindness than the fact that he calls Siva a thief (ka/-
van, karantanan)—and means it literally. Uma, on the other hand, 
considers this possibility (that Siva is a thief) and rejects it in order 
to return to her worship; her reward is to be stolen. 

Dakja's failure to understand Siva's action at Uma's wedding 
thus becomes a symbol of the self-glorification that leads to his sac
rifice, and one Tamil text ironically connects these two events: 
when DadhIci asks Dakja, "Who will give you the fruit of the sac
rifice, if not Siva?" Dak$a replies, "the effort alone will produce the 
fruit." Dadhlci's response—his final advice to Dakja before leaving 
the site of the sacrifice—is to state, "to have a sacrifice without Siva 
is like dressing up a bride for a wedding without a bridegroom."83 

Dakja's belief in the automatic efficacy of the ritual is totally an
tithetical to the spirit of a myth dedicated to proving the superiority 
of content over form; and of course Dakja knows well the experi
ence of holding a wedding without a bridegroom. Knows and yet 
does not know—here lies the power of the words. 

Very similar is the play on Siva's madness. To Dak$a, Siva has 
acted incomprehensibly; hence he is mad (pittan). But this same 
epithet is familiar from another story about a wedding: 

When Nampi Arurar (Cuntaramurtti) came of age, his parents 
arranged a match for him. At the wedding ceremony, an old 
Brahmin suddenly appeared and put a halt to the rite by claim
ing Arurar as his slave. Arurar abused the old man and called 
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him a madman (pittan). The old Brahmin produced a docu
ment signed by Arurar's grandfather and witnessed by others 
of his generation; the document proved the claim was valid, as 
the assembly of Brahmins in the village had to admit. So the 
old man walked off with Arurar following until he disappeared 
into his shrine. Then Arurar understood that the old Brahmin 
was Siva, and that he was truly his slave, and Siva commanded 
him to sing his praises, beginning with the very term of abuse 
he had used earlier. (Thus Nampi Arurar sang his firstpatikam, 
which begins with the word "Madman!"—pitta.)84 

Siva steals the bridegroom rather than the bride in this story, but 
the symbolism is the same; DevI in the Dakja myth represents the 
soul of the devotee ravished by his god. Once again, human eroti
cism (the marriage of Cuntarar and his bride) is rejected in favor of 
union with the divine, as in many myths of the Reluctant Bride.85 

Cuntarar will then refer to Siva as pittan as a sign of his submission; 
Dakja calls him by the same title and sees no further than the literal 
meaning, just as Ravaija sees the inverted tree as no more than a 
violation of nature's norm. It is thus altogether fitting that Dakja is 
said to have become afflicted himself with madness (paittiyam) be
cause of the destruction of his sacrifice. He is released from mad
ness by worshiping Siva at Tirukkamiyiir.86 Dakja, who never sees 
beyond the surface of events, who is concerned about etiquette, his 
reputation, and his success in the world, who seeks only worldly 
wealth when truth is within his grasp—he, in the eyes of the myth, 
is truly mad. 

To summarize: Ravaija, Bali, and Dakja are all symbols of false 
understanding, cupidity, egoism, and utilitarian devotion. Their 
death or defeat by the deity signifies their purification, the transi
tion to true knowledge and salvation through the loss of self. The 
demons' salvation in the Tamil myths does not fit the classical pat
tern o{dve$abhakti, "the devotion of hate," that is, the realization of 
an obsessive, intimate relationship with the god through hatred and 
violent antagonism; rather, the Tamil demons are saved when op
position is overcome by self-sacrifice. The old agonistic structure 
of Hindu myth is superseded here; the Tamil texts show concern 
only for the right knowledge that leads to freedom. The eradication 
of all forms of egoism is the prerequisite for redemption. This rec
ommendation is superimposed upon the concept of sacrifice as lead
ing to rebirth and greater power; the demon who exemplifies in his 
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death the latter concept is made to act out a new drama of self-
sacrifice and salvation. The convergence of two very different goals 
in the common pattern of self-immolation reflects the union of 
conflicting aspirations within the human devotee. Self-sacrifice 
leads to power won from death, most often through the agency of 
the goddess; it may also lead to an ideal state of purity and union 
with the god. 
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CHAPTER VI 

Conclusion 

Two themes have persistently engaged our atten
tion in our progress through the myths of the 

Tamil shrines—the search for power and all that power can bring; 
and the attempt to make this search subservient to an ideal of pu
rity. Power is believed to be derived from forces that are, in their 
very essence, contaminating; these forces belong to the violent sub
stratum of chaos out of which the world has emerged, and which is 
represented in the shrine by tangible symbols (the tree and the sa
cred tank). In Tamil myth, as in Hindu thought generally, the crea
tive processes of the universe are bound up with evil. Evil in its 
variety of forms (including death, dirt, unlimited violence) is 
dynamic and life-giving. Life is won only out of the darkness and 
violence of chaos. The outstanding symbolic expression of these 
beliefs is the cluster of themes and motifs surrounding the sacrifice, 
at which life is traded for life. The sacrifice produces new life—the 
divine seed—from the disintegration of a previous existence; more 
specifically, it is the impure remainder of the sacrifice, the vastu 
portion sacred to Rudra, that gives birth to the new life produced 
from death. This symbolism is applied to cosmic processes of de
struction and regeneration as well as to the individual level of the 
sacrificial rites; and the shrine partakes of this cosmic symbolism 
through its survival of the universal flood and subsequent role as 
the site of the new creation. The shrine is the symbolic correlative 
of the vastu, which remains after the violent destruction of the sac
rifice. The serpent that traces the ancient boundaries of the sacred 
site after the flood sustains the identification of the shrine with the 
sacrifice, for the serpent is an archaic symbol of the fiery seed, the 
remainder. 

All of these notions are given life and immediate relevance for the 
pilgrim by the role of the main god of the shrine, who must origi
nally have acted out the part of the sacrificial victim as a model for 
his devotees. This mythic self-sacrifice may take place with or 
without reference to the goddess of the shrine; it survives in the 
myths of origin in the inevitable wounding of the god or his sym
bol, and in the conjunction of blood and milk—both connected to 

 
������������������������� 



348 Conclusion 

the divine seed—in the discovery of the sacred site. Nevertheless, 
the most striking expression of the god's sacrificial role is found in 
most Tamil shrines in the myth of divine marriage. Marriage is re
garded as a sacrifice, in which the god is slain and revived by his 
bride, the local goddess. Just as the sacrifice is connected with the 
creative realm of death and darkness, the goddess identified with 
the sacrificial process is the black, seductive, terrifying Kali. This 
dark bride is a focus of inherent power, potentially dangerous as 
well as creative; her womb is the dark earth to which she is closely 
tied, and in which she locates forever the presence of the god. 

In all these myths, the underlying goal is sacred power, the 
power that can give life and material prosperity. But this power, in 
order to be useful to man, must be limited and channeled into 
proper courses. Limited in this way, power becomes auspicious 
and accessible. The ritual ordering of the shrine is one form of limi
tation; an idealized universe of water, rock, and tree holds in check 
the forces welling up from the nether world to find a permanent, 
circumscribed dwelling in the shrine. A major symbol of this limi
tation is the temple wall, which marks the boundary between the 
outer world of chaos and the inner realm of peace; evil, death, the 
corruption of the Kali Age, the raging waters of the pralaya—all are 
excluded from the shrine by the prakara wall. This concept of 
bounded power is, as we would expect, particularly applicable to 
the goddess, who is so intimately linked with power; hence we find 
the recurrent image of Devi's sealed shrine. 

I have spoken of a fundamental split in the tradition, of a clash 
between the longing for power and the ideal of purity. This clash is 
very evident in the final stages of the tradition, when the demon 
devotee is made an example of the dangers that await the power-
hungry. But is this perspective strictly necessary? Could we not see 
in the principle of limitation a solution to the conflict of purity and 
power? Is not the regulation of power a sufficient guarantee of 
purity? Yes and no. It is true that power, properly contained, fulfils 
a necessary and auspicious role in a creative process regarded by the 
Tamil tradition as essentially positive and redeeming. Yet this 
process cannot but be characterized by impurity in certain basic 
ways. Impurity breaks into every life at the most crucial 
moments—birth and death; for a woman, puberty and childbirth. 
No amount of control or limitation can rule out such moments of 
impurity, of contact with the violent and creative forces of dark
ness, just as no wall, however high, can keep the real world from 
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impinging on the idealized microcosm of the shrine. At the center 
of the shrine lies the site of the god's death and rebirth in the sac
rifice; and the myths' constant, never fully successful attempts to 
remove the god from this forum testify to the inherent impurity 
attached to his role. Impurity is dynamic, purity ultimately static; 
in affirming the sacred character of creation, the Tamil myths are 
unable to avoid implicating man, and the deity he worships, in 
impurity—even if, as in Saiva Siddhanta, the goal of the creative 
process is a transcendent state of freedom from evil. All that one 
can do is to isolate the source of impurity, either temporarily (as in 
the case of the woman at puberty) or permanently (as in the case of 
the evils excluded from the shrine). The idea of isolation, in fact, 
goes further than the principle of limitation; perhaps if power could 
be isolated to the point of total independence, a zone of complete 
purity could be established, while impurity would be relegated to 
the area beyond the borders. This is the aim of the Brahmin who 
performs the pratfagnihotra and thus cuts himself off from the sur
rounding realm of relations and impurity. Like the isolated sac-
rificer, the shrine may become an idealized island of independence. 
The difficulty here is that isolation can never really be carried far 
enough. Life constantly compromises the ideal of final independ
ence from evil. The ideal of purity is not relative, but rather an ab
solute ultimately removed from the world—hence the relentless 
need to expiate the manifold kinds of pollution that constantly en
croach upon the purity of the individual. Purity is, in other words, 
an ever-receding goal so long as life on earth is eagerly desired. 

The limits of limitation emerge clearly from the myths of the 
virgin goddess. The virgin is, after puberty, a locus of power; she is 
also pure, her chastity preserved from physical contact. The state of 
virginity is, indeed, an archetypal image of power sealed within 
limits; the virgin goddess reigns alone in her locked and guarded 
shrine. But the myths of Kanniyakumari and other virgins depict 
the goddess as virtually exploding with pent-up erotic power: the 
virgin, for all her purity, is the epitome of the seductive, menacing 
force that calls the god to the sacrifice. So long as this force is to
tally contained and isolated, the danger remains latent; but as soon 
as the male comes into contact with the virgin—for example, by 
entering her shrine, thus shattering the wholeness of her enclosure, 
or simply by seeing her in her splendid isolation—he unleashes the 
full force of her power against himself. In some shrines (Kan-
niyakumari, Cucintiram) this point is never reached, and the god-
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dess remains isolated forever, or until the end of the present age of 
time. Most shrines, however, insist on celebrating the marriage be
tween the goddess and the god; in the course of this rite, Siva ac
cepts the violent consequences of union. The god dies or is cas
trated, only to be reborn from the womb of his virgin bride. Even 
if the myth manages to achieve this result without actually destroy
ing the virginity of the goddess—the death of the god is her salva
tion, as it is, in another sense, his—the separation of the goddess is 
irreparably damaged. The virgin belongs to this world; her power 
is needed by her devotees as well as by her mythic victim. Her im
plication in the web of relations is revealed by the process of ex
change through the sacrifice: the god/devotee offers her his seed, his 
power, his very life, believing they will be restored to him in a bet
ter, more secure form. The security (pratisfha) that the goddess 
provides is inextricably bound up with the sacrifice, which anchors 
god and man in the earth of her shrine. Devi's marriage is a means 
to this goal, just as it is a necessary prototype for human marriage, 
in which the male is felt to deplete himself in the act of procreation. 
The point is that this act is, on both the divine and the human 
levels, a necessary, sacred stage in a redemptive process that takes 
place on earth, in the flesh, notwithstanding the claims of purity. 

But the ideal of purity is not relinquished so easily. If marriage to 
the virgin entails a violent sequence of death and rebirth, another 
possibility must be sought for the god who is declared pure. The 
virgin goddess may be "reformed," her terrible powers brought 
under control—hence the many myths of taming the bride, most 
often by means of the dance contest. The state of virginity appears 
to be one of containment and control, but the myths recognize that 
the virgin's power must eventually be let loose. Another form of 
control is therefore established by chaining the goddess in the 
idealized domestic role of the Hindu wife. If the dark Kali refuses to 
be ruled in this way, she is exiled to the impure realm beyond the 
borders of the shrine, where her power can act without threatening 
the harmony within the walls. This harmony is now symbolized by 
Siva's marriage to the golden, submissive Gauri. The goddess is, in 
other words, split into two parts, one dark and still virginal, the 
other golden and meek. It should be obvious that it is the dark god
dess who is a focus of erotic attraction, while the golden goddess is 
much closer to the ideal of purity. 

At Kancipuram Siva is married to both the black and the golden 
goddesses, and we have seen that the idea of a double marriage is 
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very widespread in the Tamil shrines. On a more abstract level, we 
might see this double marriage as symbolizing the basic ambiva
lence of the deity, who is wed both to power, with its intractable 
impurity, and to purity, which seems antierotic and detached. Of 
course the two brides may also simply represent the different ele
ments of Devi's nature, for the goddess is inherently complex, an 
amalgam of destructive and creative forces, of benevolence and vio
lence, order and chaos. The myths divide her into parts in an effort 
to deal with these conflicting attributes. It must be stressed that in 
this case this conflict within the goddess is not a clash between two 
contradictory forces, but rather a union of separate stages in a single 
creative process: life is fashioned out of death and chaos, and the 
goddess is identified with both parts of the cycle. Perhaps the most 
important symbol of her double nature is the androgyne, which 
plays a major role in Tamil mythology. We have discovered a 
number of very different uses for this symbol. First, the virgin 
goddess is regarded as androgynous because she violates the ideal of 
womanly submission; as a source of violence and aggression, espe
cially of an aggressive sexuality, she cannot be wholly woman. 
This is the virgin who throws her breast at her victim; she may also 
be equipped with a sword, a bow, a crystal tongue, or another 
symbol of masculinity. As a diachronic equivalent of her bisexual-
ity, we have the reversal of sex in the myths of marriage: the god
dess is first male, then female. In the course of her confrontation 
with the male god—a moment that we have seen to reflect a crucial 
stage in the sacrifice—she also acquires the power and masculinity 
of her victim; at this point her bisexuality becomes far more 
explicit, while the male is left castrated, woman-like, awaiting the 
return of his gift. But the single-breasted goddess is absorbed in 
some shrines, notably Tiruvannamalai, by the single-breasted 
ardhanari form of Siva; the myth, struggling to free itself from the 
entire sacrificial scheme, describes an androgynous marriage be
tween Siva and the local goddess. As the androgynous creator, 
Siva-ArdhanarI is a symbol of wholeness and autonomy; he holds 
the power of the woman in inseparable union. This androgynous 
union merely masks the underlying tension between the two 
partners, but it is, at the same time, a striking symbol of limitation: 
the androgyne is that form of union in which conventional sexual 
activity is impossible, and the goddess locked in this embrace re
tains her virginity and her power. 

The attempt to empty the divine marriage of its inherent violence 
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is characteristic of a stage in the development of the myth in which 
the god's role in the sacrifice is no longer possible. The deity is 
pure, nirmala, just as the shrine in which he dwells has become de
void of evil. Siva neither dies nor is reborn; nor, obviously, can he 
be described in the familiar terms of the northern Saiva tradition, 
where Siva epitomizes the extremes of antithesis to social life (the 
god is an outcaste, unclean, a mad dancer in the cremation ground, 
a seducer of women, a gambler who cheats his opponents, a mur
derer of a Brahmin). The Tamil myths attempt to exonerate the 
deity from all such embarrassing charges. Siva becomes a very 
different kind of outsider, in the ideal view of the Tamil puranas; he 
is no longer affected by the dynamic processes of change. Yet we 
have just seen how susceptible this ideal is to the onslaught of real
ity in the form of a love for life and a readiness to accept the burden 
of creation. The Tamil Saiva tradition clearly leans in the direction 
of life in this world; violence, death, blood-sacrifice, and impurity 
thus remain as integral elements in the ecstatic worship of Siva. The 
devotee achieves salvation on earth, not by renunciation but by un
dergoing the process of sacrifice. Two developments are important 
here. A demon bhakta takes the place of the god as the exemplar of 
the sacrifice. The demon is the natural prey of the goddess, who 
slays him in a revised version of the divine marriage; but in his 
death the demon achieves all that the sacrifice can offer. The demon 
is a focus of power and, as such, an attractive model for men; 
moreover, the Tamil myths do not really obscure his essential iden
tity with the god, the consort of the goddess. But—this is the sec
ond development—the puranic texts explain the demon's death in 
different terms. Idealism reasserts itself with the demand that the 
sacrifice aimed at power and rebirth become a self-sacrifice aimed at 
union with the deity. The ancient symbolism of the sacrifice is rein
terpreted in the light of an ideal of salvation, in which the identity 
of the embodied soul with god is perceived through the loss of 
egoism. What must be stressed is that this salvation, no less than 
the concrete goals of power and vitality, is won on earth; it is pro
claimed in the hagiographies of the Saiva saints and in the myths 
that describe the deities in their terrestrial home. God is present in 
man's life; he is rooted forever in the very soil of the Tamil land. 
The localization of the divine presence in the Tamil shrine guaran
tees the rewards open to the pilgrim in this life. 
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A P P E N D I X . 
M A J O R A U T H O R S A N D T H E I R D A T E S 

Century Author 

12 th Perumparrappuliyur-
nampi 

14th Umapaticivacariyar 

16th Puraija Tirumalainatan 

16th Citamparam Marainana-
tecikar 

16 th Ellappanayinar 

16th Kamalai Nanappira-
kacar 

16th Tiruvorriyur N a n a -
ppirakacar 

16th Nirampavalakiyateci-
kar 

16th Campantamunivar 

16th Nanakkuttar 

17 th Parancotimunivar? 

17th Kalantaikkumaran 

17 th Cekaracacekaran 

17th Kantacamippulavar 

Works 

Tiruvalavayufaiyar tiru-
vijaiyatarpuraoam 
Koyirpurapam 
Citamparapurapam 
(c. 1508) 

Arupakiripuranam 
(1555) 

Arupacalapurapam 
Tiruvirincaippurapam 
Tiruma]uva(ippurapam 

Tiruvorriyurpurapam 
(c. 1580) 
Cetupurapam 
Tirupparankiripuranam 
Tiruvarurppurapam 
(1597) 
Tiruvaiyarruppuranam 

(Ceppecapuranam) 
Viruttacalapuranam 
Tiruvi[aiyat;arpuranam 
Tiruvanciyattalapurapam 
(1616) 
Tat;cinakailayapuranam 
Tiruvappanurppurapam 
Tiruppuvapappurapam 
(1621) 

17th Palacuppiramapiya Palanittalapurapam 
kkavirayar (1628) 

17th Antakakkavivlrarakava Tirukkalukkunrappurapam 
Mutaliyar 

Note: The names are given in approximate chronological order. For exact refer-
ences, see the Bibliography. For a discussion of the textual history and sources of 
many of these works, see Shulman (1976-a), pp. 19-41. 
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Century Author 

17th Akoratevan 

17 th Venrimalaikkaviracar 
17th Turaimaiikalam Civa-

ppirakacacuvamikaj 
17th Caiva Ellappanavalar 

17th IJaiyan kavirayar 
17th Cokkappappulavar 
18th Velaiyacuvami (with 

his brothers Civa-
ppirakacacuvamikaj 
and Karunaippira-
kacacuvami) 
(with Umapakatevar) 

18 th Tirikutaracappan 

18 th Civananayoki 
18th Kacciyappamunivar 

18th Ilakkanam Citampara-
natamunivar 

18th Arunacalakkavirayar 
19 th Minatcicuntaram 

Pillai 

Major Authors and Dates 

Works 

Vetaraijiyappuratjam 
Tirukkanapperppuraijam 
Kumpakooappuraijam 
Tiruccenturppuraoam 

Tirukkuvappuraijam 

Cevvantippuragam 
Tiruveokaftuppuraoam 
Tlrttakiripuragam 
Tiruccenkattanku(i-
ppuraijam 
Avinacittalapuranam 
Kumpakoijappuraijam 
Clkajattippuranam 

Viracinkatanapurapam 

Tirukkurralattala-
purapam (c. 1718) 
Kancippuraoam 
Kancippuranam (2) 
Tanikaippurapam 
Tiruvanaikkappuranam 
Tirupperurppuranam 
Puvajurppuragam 
Vinayakapurapam 
Tiruppatirippuliyur-
puranam 
Clkalittalapurapam 
Tirunakaikkaroijappuranam 
Tirukkufantaippuranam 
Tirutturuttippuranam, etc. 

(See 1.3 at nn. 50-52.) 
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N O T E S 

I . L . TAMIL M Y T H O L O G Y AND THE INDIAN TRADITION 

1. Tiruvijai., tiruna((u ccirappu 60. The three gods are, according to the 
first two lines of this verse, Devi (the goddess), Siva, and their son Muru-
kan. 

2. See Marr (1958) and Hart (1975). On the Caiikam legend itself, see 
below, II.2. 

3. Kiruspacami, p. 123, lists thirty-six different names for this type of 
composition. 

4. These may be said to include the Agni, Bhagavata, Bhavijya, 
Brahma, Brahmaijda, Brahmavaivarta, Bfhannaradiya, Devibhagavata, 
Garuda, Kalika, Kurma, Liriga, Markaijdeya, Matsya, Padma, Saura, Siva, 
Skanda, Vamana, Varaha, Vayu, and Vijrju puratjas. (Hereafter these texts 
will be cited in the notes by the first part of their title alone: thus, Brahma 
= Brahmapurapa.) The traditional lists try to reach a standard number of 
eighteen major puraiias and therefore omit several of the above works (not 
always the same ones!); and there are, of course, other important Sanskrit 
pur anas, such as the Bfhaddharma, Devi, Kalki, Mahabhagavata, 
Narasinjha, and Samba puraijas. Many local mahatmyas, some of southern 
origin, are found in the mahapuraqas (the Skanda is outstanding in this re-
spect), but most of the classical myths of the mahapuratfas are not at all tied 
to a specific place—in contrast to the myths of the Tamil sthalapuratfas. 

5. In Telugu as in Sanskrit, Anl;al is usually called Goda: see Marr 
(1969), p. 594. Even the Telugu tradition, however, localizes Goda in 
Villiputtur in the Pan(;iya land. The stories of the Tamil Saiva saints 
(nayattmar) have been similarly borrowed by the Kannada tradition: see 
Meenakshisundaran (1970), pp. 137-43. 

6. See the well-known descriptions by Whitehead, Elmore, and Oppert, 
passim. 

7. On the circumstances of his migration to the south, see below, IV. 1. 
8. Commentary to IA, aphorism 1. For the Agastya corpus in Tamil, 

see Nilakanta Sastri (1966), pp. 75-77; Zvelebil (1973-b), pp. 136-37; 
Sivaraja Pillai, passim. 

9. See Tiruvilai. 52-55. For a critical evaluation of the story, see Marr 
(1958), pp. 3-17; Zvelebil (1973-b), pp. 45-49. 

10. Meenakshisundaran (1965), pp. 166-67. 
11. MBh 3.102.1-14; Ram. 3.10.53-64; cf. KP 2.20, 22-26. 
12. This is a reference to the location of two hills at Palani: see below, 

II.l n. 58. 
13. Pajani 21.1-18, 28-54. 
14. On the commentators' view that the Kumari River was the old, an-
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tediluvian southern boundary of a greatly expanded Tamil land, see S. B. 
BhiTAti, passim; below, II.2. 

15. Cf. Kaiici 13.1-42; Skanda 4.1.95.28-74. 
16. KP 2.28.1-19; Tirukkurralam 2.3.33-171. 

17. On Murukan and Tamil, see Paripaial 9.23-26; Tiruvilai. 55.1-14; 
Zvelebil (1973), pp. 109-33. This association may be part of the conception 

of Murukan/Skanda as a teacher (guruguha) generally: in KSS 1.2.30-83 and 
1.7.4-14, this god appears as a teacher of the sciences, especially grammar. 
See below, IV.l n. 21. 

18. Heesterman (1975). 
19. Some scholars have tried to describe the dynamics of the south In

dian cultural synthesis in terms of Robert Redfield's distinction between 
"great" and "little" traditions: see Singer (1960); Ramanujan (1973), pp. 
22-37; Kulke (and cf. the review by J. R. Marr, 1972-a); Srinivas (1952). 
Hart (1975), pp. 132-33, has leveled some cogent criticisms of this model. 
In practice, the great/little dichotomy requires one to postulate the exist
ence of an almost infinite series of intermediate stages in the tradition, into 

which the actual texts can be fitted; Redfield himself (p. 57) seems to have 
recognized this problem. Although we must, of course, remain aware of 
different levels in the tradition—village worship, for example, contrasts in 
many ways with "puraijic" or Brahminized cults—I have avoided Red-
field's terms and tried instead to explain the evolution of the tradition by its 
own internal logic. 

20. Hart (1975), pp. 132-33. 

21. See Heesterman (1964) and (1975). 
22. See Graves and Patai, pp. 11-19. 
23. See n. 6 above; information on folk religion in south India can also 

be found in Thurston (1912); Diehl; Beck (1969), (1974), (1975-a), and 
(1975). 

24. The Aijiianmar katai: Beck (1975). 

25. For example, the Tiruppuvatjanatarula of Kantacamippulavar; 
Tiruvitaimarutur mummanikkovai of Paftinattuppijlaiyar; Cankara-
nayinarkoyir cankaralirika ula, etc. 

26. See the critical study by Kandiah; and cf. Piatigorsky (1962); Zvele-
bil (1973-b), pp. 185-206. 

27. See Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:19-22, following the Tirumuraikant;a 
puraiiam. 

28. See below, IV.5 nn. 18-22. 
29. On the problem ofKampan's date, see Zvelebil (1975), pp. 181-84.1 

would lean toward a date in the first half of the twelfth century. 
30. See below, III.2. 
31. See below, IV.4. 

32. There is also a stylistic barrier to translation; see section 3 below. 
In Chapter V I have, however, translated a passage from Kampan's 
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Iramavataram into English verse; these verses may suggest something of 
the flavor of medieval Tamil poetry, although the puraijas are, on the 
whole, more ornate and less careful than Kampan. 

33. A note on transliteration is in order here. I have used the system of 
the Tamil Lexicon, except for marking short e and o, in order to preserve 
the correspondence of long e and ο with Sanskrit equivalents. Gemination 
in compounds is marked at the beginning of the second member. 

34. As the title indicates, I have limited myself for the most part to the 
Saiva talapuranam literature. There exists a corresponding Vaijijava litera
ture in Tamil, similar in many respects to the Saiva pur arias, and certainly 
deserving of a separate study; 1 have drawn upon a number of select repre
sentatives of this literature for purposes of comparison. The composition 
of purarias in Tamil was by no means limited to Hindus: the Jains were 
active in this field, while the Christians can claim a Yoceppuppuranam 
(by Kiilaiikaittampiran) and the Muslims the well-known Cirapuranam of 
Umaruppulavar on the life of the prophet, as well as a number of 
talapumtiam on Muslim sites of pilgrimage in the Tamil area. 

1.2. THE RITUAL OF PILGRIMAGE 

1. For example, Anantakkuttar of Virainakar (VIravanallur) in the 
Paijtiya country produced the Tirukkalattippuranam in the course of a pil
grimage to Kalatti. See the introduction by U. Ve. Caminataiyar to his edi
tion of the text. 

2. MBh 3.80-153. See the analysis of this section in Bhardwaj, 
pp. 29-57. For an earlier example of a localized myth, see Bfhaddevata 
6.20-24; and see below, II. 1 at n. 54. 

3. Vlraciiikatanam 1.12-32; Kanniyakumari 18.31-37; Vaittisvarankoyil 
5; Thurston (1909), 6:121-23; Carr, p. 182. 

4. Hemingway (1915), p. 276. 
5. SeeAghenandaBharati, pp. 160-61. 
6. Dasgupta, p. 2. 
7. South Indian Hinduism is not, however, overly confident of the 

merits of actual mortification except in special cases (for "instance, the 
widow who must practice asceticism in order to contain her dangerous 
power—see Hart, 1975, pp. 102-107). In the philosophical school of Saiva 
Siddhanta, tapas is defined simply as devotion for Siva; and many of the 
Tamil puranas state bluntly that worship at a shrine is a superior—and 
easier!—path to the truth than sannyasa, renunciation. See n. 11. 

8. This is the case in Brahminical shrines. In the case of non-
Brahminical deities (such as the village gods), the worshiper purifies him
self after contact, just as in ancient times contact with the memorial stone 
(inatukal) required subsequent purification (Hart, 1975, pp. 42, 126). 

9. See van Buitenen (1971), pp. 35-36. See below, 1.3 at n. 49. 
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10. SeeKramrisch (1946), 1:161-76, esp. p. 163. 
11. See Kanci 6.49-54. Turner (1974), p. 203, sees pilgrimage in many 

traditions as dissolving the antithesis between "solitude and society." 
While this is largely true of the Tamil tradition as well, we shall see that the 

shrine retains in part the symbolism of solitude and separation. 
12. Viruttacalam 6.1-24. 
13. See the discussion by O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 248-71. 
14. This problem is stated very clearly in the myth of Somanatha: by 

seeing the god there, all people went to heaven, which became so crowded 

that everyone had to stand with his arms held over his head; hell became 
empty, and the lord of death was silenced. ParvatI created Gapesa to keep 
pilgrims away from this shrine, and thus a proper balance was restored. 
Skanda 7.1.38.9-34; cf. Kennedy, pp. 354-56; O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 253-

54. 
15. TiruviJai. 40.29. 
16. Ibid. 40.68. See also Tiruppuvaoanatarula 87. 
17. Tiruvorriyflr 2.36; Mattiyarccunam, p. 216. 
18. See Shulman (1978); Zvelebil (1973-b), pp. 193-94, distinguishing 

between the vantotffar, the devotees who reject society, and the mentotffar, 

who do not. Extreme movements, such as that of the early Virasaivas, did 
show hostility to the world—but even Virasaivism lost this early charac
teristic in the process of becoming institutionalized. 

19. Iramavataram 2.2065. 
20. Commentary to this verse in the edition of the U. Ve. Caminataiyar 

Library. 
21. Devara Dasimayya 98, in Ramanujan (1973), p. 105. 
22. See O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 232-37; Tirupperflr 25.1-22; Tiruvan-

miyflr 10 (pp. 33-35); Tiruvanciyakjettirapuraoam 38 (pp. 146-50). Yama 

is himself slain by Siva at the Tamil shrine ofTirukkatavflr when he tries to 
kill Siva's servant Markapdeya there: Tirukkatavflrpuraoam 9-14 (pp. 52-

84); Tirukkatavflr ksettirapuranam 3-5 (pp. 19-47). 
23. TiruvaSciyaksettirapuraoam 39 (pp. 151-53); cf. Tiruverkatu 

14.23-34; Tiruvarflr 109.1-75; Tiruvorriyflr 15.5-6. 
24. Tiruvanciyaksettirapuranam 38 (pp. 146-50). John Marr has noted 

that the tall gopuras of the temple are suited to the purpose of excluding the 
impure (the outcastes): see his review of Barrett in BSOAS 39 (1976), 
p. 672. The symbolic importance of the gatekeeper may also be seen in the 
light of Victor Turner's observation that the pilgrimage site is itself a Ii-
men, a "threshold," a place and moment both "in and out of time": Turner 
(1974), p. 197. The gatekeeper guards the transition to a spot which is, in 

itself, a gateway. See below, III.3 and IV.5-6. 
25. Skanda 6.13.32-39. 
26. See O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 174-211. 
27. Kflrma 2.31.3-109; Vamana 2.20-55, 3.1-51; Skanda 5.1.2. 1-65, 
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5.1.3.1-33; Kanci 34.1-38. Bhairava is himself a doorkeeper: Cfltavanam 
12.143-57. Bhairava and Visvaksena are worshiped side by side at Alakar-

koyil: see Vrjabhadrimahatmya, introduction, pp. 172-74. 
28. See TirunaUaru canippeyarcci makimai, p. 4. 
29. Field notes, Tiruvi^aimarutur. According to the Maddhyarjuna-

mahatmya 62.28-9, this figure is blinded by good deeds. 
30. TiruviJai. 40.1-25; Mattiyarccunam, pp. 226-27; cf. Maddhyar-

junamahatmya 61-62. 
31. Tiruvanaikka 16.5-52. 
32. Indra distributes his sin among various scapegoats: Agni, Trita 

Aptya, the earth, waters, trees, women, and so on. See O'Flaherty (1976), 
pp. 146-60; Dumezil (1969), passim; TS 2.5.1.2-4; Ram. 7.86; Tiruvijai. 

1.12-13. 
33. But cf. the motif of "saving" the sin as well as the sinner, as in one 

myth of Siva's Brahminicide, where the personified evil following the god 
becomes his servant, who is purifying herself under the pretext of haunting 
him: Siva 3.9.44. And cf. Srikfsnaksetramahatmya 4.3-33, where Vijriu 
saves Indra's evil of Brahminicide from destruction by distributing it 

among various carriers, as in the myths quoted in n. 32. 
34. See Falk, passim. 
35. I am indebted to the works of Heesterman cited in the bibliography 

for this description of the process by which the ideals of release and renun
ciation were crystallized. 

36. See the end of the preceding section. However, as we have just seen, 
mokfa (in the sense of release from the world) is not a primary goal of 

Tamil devotional religion. The Tamil tradition has absorbed the sym
bolism of purity and release without succumbing to the world-negating 
attitude of the renouncer. 

37. See above; and see II.1 after n. 81. 
38. On this tension within Hinduism—which is hardly alone in this 

conflict—see Heesterman (1973). 
39. This idea, which has been noted by George Hart and Brenda Beck, 

is discussed again below: IV.2 nn. 55-57. 
40. RV 5.62.1. See Kuiper (1964), p. 120; Kramrisch (1962-1963), 

p. 272. 

1.3. THE TAMIL PURANAS: TYPES AND PROTOTYPES 

1. Commentary on IA, aphorism 1. 
2. For details see Zvelebil (1973), pp. 130-31. 

3. Hazra (1940), pp. 8-26. An earlier form of the Matsya may have been 
complete by the fourth century; ibid., p. 32. 

4. Kirusnacami, p. 12; Arunacalam, fifteenth century, p. 124; Zvelebil 
(1975), p. 220. The genre persisted in the Jain tradition of Tamilnaiu, for 
we have the well-known Sripuraijam, a fifteenth-century work in matfi-
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pravala based on the Sanskrit Mahapuraria (ed. Venkatarajulu Reddiyar, 
1946). See Zvelebil (1975), p. 213. 

5. Ibid., p. 220; Kirujnacami, p. 12; Venkat;acami, pp. 147-48. 
6. See Zvelebil (1974), p. 170; Kiru$tiacami, pp. 3-4. 
7. Zvelebil (1974), p. 170. 

8. Ibid., p. 191. The text, edited by U. Ve. Caminataiyar, was printed in 
1952 by the Tirupati devasthanam. At least two other Tamil versions of the 

Bhagavata are known, one by Varataraca Aiyankar (ArulaJa Tacar, 1543), 
the other by Ariyappapulavar in the eighteenth century. 

9. Zvelebil (1975), p. 228. 
10. Ibid., p. 229. These and similar works have been studied by 

V. Raghavan (1960) for their importance in tracing the history of the text 
of the Sanskrit mahapurarfas. 

11. See Hart (1976), p. 343. 
12. The prototype seems to have been the Ganesapurana (or upapuratfa) 

mentioned by Wilson in his introduction to Visiju, pp. lv-lvi. 
13. Zvelebil (1973-a), p. 131. 
14. KP, payiram 56. 
15. See Eggeling, 6: nos. 3671-72 (pp. 1362-65); Keith, 2: nos. 6900-

6903 (pp. 1027-29); Haraprasada Shastri, 5:3864A (pp. 525-39). The text 
was published under the title Sriskandamahapurana (Celam, n.d.), with a 
Tamil translation by S. Anantarama Tikjitar. The printed text may be 
slightly longer than the manuscripts; for example, the Upades akatjda in the 
printed version has ninety-one adhyayas, compared to eighty-five in the 
manuscripts listed by Eggeling and Haraprasada Shastri. The text refers to 
itself as the Sivarahasy akhaijda of the Sankarasartjhita of the Skandapurana. 
It is not found in printed versions of the Skanda, but may indeed have be
longed to the lost Southern Recension of the Skanda (see n. 34 below). I 

refer to it as SRKh. That Sivarahasyakhanda was the original title is sup
ported by a Tamil prose summary of this work entitled Civarakaciyakan-
tam, published by the TiruvitaimarutCir devasthiinam in 1969. 

16. Filliozat, introduction to Dessigane et Pattabiramin (1967), p. ii; cf. 
Zvelebil (1975), p. 222. 

17. Space prohibits a full discussion of this point, but I may at least out

line my conclusions after having studied both texts. The SRKh appears to 
be composed of three parts: a text setting out in a reasonably coherent 
fashion the myths of the south Indian Skanda/Murukan (Kansas 1-5); the 
Dakjakanda, which was attached to the latter with the help of an interpo
lation in 5.3.1-18 (the episode ofjayanta and Bfhaspati); and the Upadesa-

kaoda, which may or may not have been part of the original Dakjakanda 
(and which was certainly adapted into Tamil sometime after Kacciyappar 
had created the KP on the basis of the combined Murukan text and the 
Dakjakanda). For a more detailed discussion, see Shulman (1976-a), pp. 
22-28. 
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18. See IV.8 below. Another instance ofKacciyappar's reworking of his 

material is the transposition of the Mucukunda-Tyagaraja myth from the 
end of kat}4a 5, where it concluded the original Sanskrit text, to 6.23, 

where it serves to introduce the myth of VaHi. On the Mucukunda myth, 

see Shulman (1978-a). 
19. See IV.8 below. 
20. Arunacalam, fourteenth century, pp. 73-88. For the impossible early 

date, see Chitty, p. 31. 
21. Zvelebil (1975), p. 223. 
22. Ibid., n. 126. See Nilakanta Sastri (1966), p. 387. 
23. The parallelism between the two works has been shown by Cetup-

piJlai (1962). 
24. Aruijacalam, fourteenth century, p. 88; cf. Zvelebil (1975), p. 225. 
25. The Tamilnavalarcaritai (191)—hardly an unimpeachable source— 

connects him with KaJamekappulavar, who is easily datable in the mid-
fifteenth century. Nanavarotayar also refers to Murukan's teaching en tai in 

Vayalur (Upatecakaijtam, ka(avujvalttu 6). This has been understood as a 
reference to Arunakirinatar (fifteenth century?), but could also refer simply 

to Siva (thus Cenkalvaraya PiUai in his comment on this verse). See 
Arunacalam, fifteenth century, p. 141. 

26. His work is quoted by VeUiyampalavanattampiran at the start of the 
eighteenth century: Arupacalam, fifteenth century, p. 147. 

27. See Zvelebil (1975), p. 225. 
28. Ibid., p. 223. 
29. This work, like so many Tamil classics, was rescued from oblivion 

and edited by U. Ve. Caminataiyar (Madras, 1906, reprinted 1972). The 
consensus on the date of this author would place him in the twelfth cen
tury. See the editor's introduction, especially pp. 15-16; Cataciva Pantarat-
tar, p. 6; Irakavaiyaiikar (1961), pp. 127-28; Aravamuthan (1932), 
pp. 95-97, 103-104; Zvelebil (1975), p. 220. 

30. As an example of the continuing process, see Sri tevikarumariy-
ammanpuratjam ofTevikarumaritacar (1969). 

31. The Cidambaramahatmya, for example, may belong to the eleventh 

or twelfth century (Kulke, pp. 146-48); the Hatakesvaramahatmya on 
Tiruvariir (the sixth khat}4a of the Skandapurana) may even be pre-Cola, 
and in any case offers a very early version of the Tiruvarur mythology. In 

discussion, R. Nagaswamy cited the Svetaraijyapurana on Tiruveijkatu as 
another early work of this class. 

32. On the mutts—the religious "colleges" or "academies" of 
Tamilnatu—see Baker and Washbrook, pp. 28, 36-38, 73-76. For a biog
raphy of the founder of the Tarumapuram mutt, see the short work by 
M. Arunachalam. 

33. See, for example, the invocations in Cetu (11) and TiruviJai. (22). 
On Caijtecurar see below, III.4 at n. 11. 
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34. Such ascriptions are generally regarded as spurious, since the printed 

editions of the Skanda have no trace of most of these works. However, 
considering how little we know of the textual history of the Skanda, we 
might be better advised to keep an open mind. The southern manuscripts 
seem to describe a Skanda quite different from the printed text; this lost 
southern text was, according to the manuscripts, divided into sattfhitas (of 
which six, the Suta, Sankara, Saura, Sanatkumara, Brahma, and Vaijijava, 
are most frequently listed). See Eggeling, pp. 1320, 1362-64; Keith 
(1935), pp. 1027-29; Burnell, pp. 194-96; P.P.S. Sastri, 15:6966-67. The 

Sutasamhita is extant and has been printed. The northern, printed Skanda 
is divided into khatrfas, all of which claim to be part of an Ekasitisahasn 

san}hita·, this would seem to support Hazra's conclusion (p. 163) that the 

sanfhita division was the original and that the khatyias of the printed text 
were once part of "one or other of the sanfhitas." Note, however, that the 
Visou- and Brahma- khanjas of the printed text may bear some relation to 
the Vaisgava- and Brahma- sanfhitas of the lost southern Skanda. It is not 
by chance that Dessigane, Pattabiramin, and Filliozat were unable to pro
cure the Grantha edition of the Skanda (1960, p. iii n. 2)—no such edition 

exists. The southern Skanda is known only from the colophons of manu
scripts. At present the best hope of solving the mystery of the Skanda's 

earlier history would seem to lie in the recovery of this southern recension 
on the basis of the manuscripts available in the collections of London, 
Madras, and especially Tancavur. 

35. The terms may, of course, vary: see Kirujtjacami, pp. 30-33, for a 
discussion of the common format of the talapuratfam. 

36. See, for example, Tirukkalukkunram 1 (pp. 12-13). 
37. Tiruvilai., puratiavaralaru. 1-25. 
38. See below, IV.8. 
39. A similar case is the preoccupation of the sages of the Talmud with 

Midrash and Aggadah. 
40. Kirujnacami, pp. 130-202. 

41. Zvelebil (1975), p. 248 n. 68. 
42. As in other south Indian shrines, a myth explains the origin of the 

local Brahmin priests as well as their peculiar name and characteristics: 
Tiruccentiir 10. 

43. An epithet of Murukan. 

44. A Sanskrit purana on Tiruccentiir does indeed exist, and has been 
published under the title SrijayantIpuramahatmya (Triplicane, 1915). It 
closely resembles the Tamil text. 

45. This is a reference to Tirunanacampantar's contest with the Jains at 
Maturai: the Saiva saint and the Jains threw palm leaves inscribed with 
verses into the Vaikai River; the verses of the Jains were carried away, but 
Tirunanacampantar's verse floated safely against the current. See TiruviJai. 
63.50-52. 
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46. Zvelebil (1975), p. 230. 
47. See below, III.4 at n. 13. 
48. ZvelebU (1973-b), pp. 239-40. 
49. See van Buitenen (1971), p. 35. The same theme appears in the 

Siddha myths of Matsyendranatha, who learns the secret doctrine of Siva 
while hiding in the waters in the form of a fish: Eliade (1958), pp. 308-309; 
cf. Naradapuraija, pp. 28-29, and Briggs, p. 182. For another Tamil 
instance of this theme—the recovery of the potandl from the sea—see 
TiruviJai. 57. And cf. Tukarama's poems cast into the river: Ranade, 
pp. 273-74. 

50. See Caminataiyar (1965), pp. 66-72, 93, 118-61. Caminataiyar was 
instrumental in preserving many of these compositions. 

51. There follows a description of several well-known dignitaries who 
used to participate in the arankerram. This is followed by a notice of the 
verses composed by Minaticicuntaram PiHai in honor of Komalavallittayar 
(Sri, the consort of Vijiju, at Kumpakopam). 

52. Caminataiyar (1965), pp. 130-34. I have added the information in 
brackets in order to clarify the narrative. 

53. On the medieval poetic ideal in Tamil, see Shulman (1978). 

II. 1. THE SHRINE AS CENTER 

1. Narayan, p. 17. 
2. This is a reference to Siva's dance in the Pine Forest: KP 6.13.30-127; 

below, IV.9. 
3. Commentary: "because it is not the center of the world." 
4. Koyil 3.68, 70-71. 
5. Zvelebil (1973-a), p. 41; Eliade (1958), pp. 236-41. 
6. Zvelebil (1973-a), p. 42. Thus Tiruvarur 5.17; Nagesakjetra 1.4-6; 

C5ka]i 2.31. 
7. Citamparapuranam 7.103-104; Citamparamakatmiyam, p. 7; U. Ve. 

Caminataiyar (1949-a), p. 1. 
8. Cf. for example BAU 2.1.17-18. 
9. See the discussion by Kulke, pp. 136-45. 
10. Bfhadisvaramahatmya 10.17-19, 14.21 £F. (fol. 15a and 20a). Note 

again the stress on the "subtle" (suk§ma) image, which maintains an invis
ible link to infinity. 

11. Ibid. 15.55-58. 
12. Tirunelveli 60.86.106. 
13. Field notes, Tiruvorriyur, December 1, 1975. 
14. Arugacalam 2.1-88; Skanda 1.3.1.1.23-72, 1.3.1.2.1-63; Siva, 

Dharmasanf., 10.1-25; Kathasaritsagara 1.1.27-32. 
15. Tiruccenkotu 1.2.2-6. 
16. Mattiyarccunam, p. 216. 
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17. Cikalatti 2.57-64. 
18. Tiruvaiyaru 3.18-19. 
19. Arupacalam 5.42, commentary; Das, p. 48. 
20. Cf. Buddhist vajrasana, and the folk belief that rock crystals are born 

from lightning: Gonda (1954), p. 82. 
21. Tiruppunavayil, pp. 2 and 21. 
22. See BAU 1.2; Long (1975), passim; below, chapter III. 
23. Rosu, p. 36. 
24. Skanda 6.2.1. 
25. Vatarapya 11.12. 
26. For the subterranean source of the shrine's water, see TiruppainnIli 

4.7-9; Tanjapuri 1 (fol. 1); Tirukkapiiyur 7 (p. 21); Kanyaksetramahatmya 
6. 

27. Svetarapya 7.68. 
28. Koyil 3.75-76, 81-84. 
29. Tiruvarur 7.19-41. Cf. Skanda 6.70.4-68, 6.71.1-44. 

30. See above, 1.2 nn. 12-17. 
31. See O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 248-60; SB 1.6.2.1-4; MBh 13.40.5-12. 
32. KP 4.13.392-499. See the discussion in Shulman (1979). 
33. Brown (1942); Ogibenin, pp. 81-83. 
34. Dowson, p. 126. 
35. Skanda 6.71.32. The four goddesses are said to hold the mountain 

down with the point of the spear (iiJ/5gra); in return they are worshiped by 
Brahmins (verse 35). Cf. Tiruvarur 7.39. 

36. Tiruvarur 7.38 plays on the two meanings: cattika' tfalvaro(u cat}-
mukapperuman cenkail ccatti tan anru totfu ttani pperuri kaval putifu. . . . 

37. Whitehead, p. 40. For the immovable spear of Skanda, see also MBh 
12.314.7-17. 

38. The motif is still alive in tribal myths: see Elwin (1949), pp. 11-14, 
34, 40. Vijpu's avatar as the tortoise is linked to this theme: cf. Gonda 
(1954), pp. 126-28; Kramrisch (1946), 1:111. And cf. Iramavataram 4.7.143 
(the diggajas nailed in place). 

39. Above, 1.2 n. 34. 
40. Tiruvanaikka 11-12. 
41. Skanda 1.2.29.86-87; Matsya 158.35-37; Saura 62.1-18; Kanci 25.43. 

On the Skanda myth, see below, IV.7, after n. 103. 
42. Skanda 5.1.45.61-66. 
43. Matsya 158.47-48; Padma 5.41.126-39. 
44. MBh 12.278.6-38; Siva 2.5.74.10-11, 2.5.48.1-48; Vamana 43.25-

44. The swallowing of Sukra by Siva may be derived from the myth of 
Sukra's swallowing ofKaca: MBh 1.71.5-58. 

45. Matsya 154.506-12. 
46. KP 6.24.65-81; Tiruccentur 8.11. 
47. MBh 13.17.107. 
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48. Macdonell (1897), pp. 13-14; Bosch (1960),passim·, cf. BAu 3.9.28. 

49. Verikatacalam, pp. 4-5; Ram. 7.35.19-24. 
50. Frere, pp. 250-52; Matanakamarajankatai 4 (pp. 50-51). 
51. MBh 1.38-39; cf. Frere, "p. 250. 
52. Przyluski, pp. 60, 64-65. 
53. Renou (1953), pp. 33-34. 

54. For example, Mapimekalai 6.105-205; Cil. 11.35-56, 91-140; 24, pat-
tumatai 7. Cf. the remarks of Kandiah, pp. 104-11, on Paripatal and 
Tirumurukarruppatai. The sanctity of the localized shrine is, of course, 
implicit in the hymns of the Tevaram and the Nalay irativiyappirapantam. 

55. Hart, pp. 21-27. 
56. Kramrisch (1946), p. 359; Beck (1975-c), p. 9. 
57. For the importance of the linga's self-manifestation, see Tiruvap-

panur 6.1-81. 
58. Palani 19-20 (condensed). 
59. MBh 3.186-87; Matsya 167.13-67; cf. Zimmer (1946), pp. 35-53; 

Shulman (1979). 

60. Jagadisa Ayyar, p. 81. 
61. Srirangamahatmya 3.24; 7.3-75; 8.1-61; 9.1-56. Cf. Iramavataram 

6.38.17-20. 
62. Siva 4.28.1-22; Civarattiripuranam 6.55-71; Oppert, pp. 375-76 

n. 115; Gupte, pp. 15-16; Wilkins, p. 43; see below, V nn. 11-39. 
63. See below at n. 81; 1.2 n. 12. 
64. Skanda 6.13.1-27; Tiruvarur 19.1-18. 
65. Skanda 3.1.44.82-117, 3.1.45.1-90, 3.1.46.1-79; Cetu 40 (Iraman 

aruccanai ccarukkam). 77-243 (on Irameccuram/Ramesvaram). 
66. The liriga in the Ekambaresvara shrine at Kanci is usually referred to 

as the pfthivUiriga and belongs in the set of five lingas representing each of 
the five elements (see below, II.3 n. 12). However, texts of the shrine's 
major myth often refer to the linga as saikata, "made of sand" (e.g., 
Kamaksivilasa 8.30 and 33). According to the priests of the shrine, both 
terms refer to the sandy soil in which the mango tree there is rooted. 

67. See below, II.2 n. 33. 
68. We will pursue this theme in Chapter IV. 
69. Gonda (1966), pp. 31-32. 
70. Kanci 62.117-21. 

71. Cayavanam 2.1-60, 3.1-9, 4.1-31, 5.1-77, 7.1-39. See also Tiruc-
caykkatu talavaralaru, p. 32. 

72. Ram. 7.16.7-46. 
73. This festival recalls the intiravilavu at the nearby Kavirippumpat-

tinam described in Cil. 5. 
74. Perhaps the most famous example is from the sun temple at 

Konarak, but there are also fine representatives of the type at Citamparam 
(the nfttasabha), Taracuram, and Tirupuvanam. 
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75. Thurston (1909), 6:25-28. 
76. Told to me by R. N. Natarajarathina Deekshitar of Citamparam 

on January 5, 1976. 
77. See Gayamahatmya 2.1-76; Kalika 64.1-48. Here too belong the 

myths of Siva's dance with the corpse of SatI (to stop the dance Vijiju cuts 
off the limbs of the dead goddess, and they fall to earth to become shrines) 
and Kali's dance on the corpse of Siva (Brhaddharma 1.23.6-8). 

78. For a Saiva Siddhantin exegesis of the motif of the arrested chariot, 
see Nallaswami Pillai (1913), pp. 146-48. 

79. Meghaduta 36; see Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:343-51. The frequent 
Tevaram references to this myth stress Devi's alarm, e.g., Cuntarar 17.10. 

80. Vamana, saromahatmya, 23.16-34. 
81. Told to me by Gurukkal Balasubrahmanian, Tiruccaykka^u, on Jan

uary 18, 1976. 
82. See 1.2 nn. 12-17, and the myth from Sriraiikam cited above n. 61 

(where men are preferred to demons). 
83. Gupte, p. 13. 
84. PP 3.4.23-28; TiruppanantaJ 18.1-48. 
85. See, for example, the carving of this scene in the nayanmar series at 

Taracuram. 
86. See above, 1.2 nn. 12-14, 25-26. 
87. Jagadisa Ayyar, p. 234. The drop ofamfla falling from heaven recalls 

the single feather released by Garuda after stealing the amfta and being 
struck by Indra: MBh 1.29.17-21; Cutavanam 4.2-78. 

II.2. SURVIVING THE FLOOD 

1. Iraiyanar akapporuj, aphorism 1, commentary. See Zvelebil (1973). 
2. The commentators always define the southern boundary as the 

Kumari river; see, for example, the ancient commentary on Puram 6.1-2; 
17.1; 67.6. Cf. Thiagarajah, pp. 8-9, 12-13, 81-82; S. B. Bharati, passim. 

This tradition conflicts with Uanko's description of the southern border as 
tofiyof pauvam, "the sea of the maiden" (Cil. 8.1-2); hence A^iyarkku-
nallar's lengthy gloss, which explains that the great flood that devastated 
the old Paptiya land happened long before Uanko's time, so that it was nat
ural for the poet to describe the present, postdiluvian border. This ingen
ious explanation conveniently fits all references to the sea as the southern 
border, and leaves intact the story of the old capitals swallowed by the 
flood. 

3. A^iyarkkunallar's description of the forty-nine lost provinces (na(u) of 
the old Pamiya land shows the weak points of the tradition. The provinces 
are listed in groups of seven, which appear to reflect a formalization akin to 
the conventional division of the Tamil land in akam poetry: there were 
seven coconut provinces, seven Maturai provinces, two groups of seven 

 
������������������������� 



Notes: The Phenomenon of Localization 367 

palai provinces, seven hill provinces, seven karai provinces of the east, and 

seven kurumpanai provinces. (The last group appears in Peraciriyar's com

mentary to Tol.PoruJ. 649 [p. 482] as "palmyra province.") With the ex

ception of the "Maturai provinces," the only names that look like authentic 
place names in Atiyar.'s description of the lost homeland follow immedi

ately on the above list: "Kumari, Kollam, and many other mountain prov
inces, forests, rivers, and towns." It is noteworthy that the first of these 
names is shared by the historical southern boundary of the Tamil land, 
while Kollam exists today as Quilon. That the present-day Kollam was not 
unrelated to the "lost" Kollam was recognized by the commentators: see 
Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:131. Note also that the number of provinces in 
At;iyar.'s list—forty-nine—is a formulaic number that appears again in the 
Carikam story: forty-eight of the fifty-one characters that make up the 
body of SarasvatI became the poets of the Carikam; their number was 
completed when they were joined by Siva, who inheres in the world as the 
vowel a inheres in syllables (Tiruvijai. 51.1-39). All this casts doubt on the 

account of Atiyar. 
4. See Joseph, pp. 3-4. 
5. Maijimekalai 24.27-74, 25.178-200. 

6. On the question of a historical Carikam, see Marr (1958), pp. 2-15; 
Zvelebil (1973-b), pp. 45-49; Hart (1975), pp. 9-10; Nilakanta Sastri 
(1966), pp. 115-16. 

7. SB 1.8.1-10. 

8. See Suryakanta Shastri, passim; Regnaud, pp. 59-151; Oppert, 
pp. 311-28. In Iran the flood theme and the survival of man attaches to 

Yima—whose Indian counterpart is in this case not Yama but his half-
brother Manu! Dumezil is oddly silent on this point, surely relevant to the 
comparison of Yima and Yama: see Dumezil (1968-1973), 2:246-49; idem 
(1965), passim. 

9. O'Flaherty (1975), pp. 179-81; and cf. RV 7.88.3; Kuiper (1970), 
p. 104. 

10. Matsya 1.11-12. 

11. Bhagavata 8.24.13. 
12. Elwin (1949), pp. 20-26, 30-32, 37, 41, 46-48. 
13. See Defourny. 
14. See Chapter III. 
15. MBh 3.185.29-30, 34. 
16. Matsya 2.10-12. 

17. Clkali 2.15-41. See Figure I. 
18. See above, section 1 after n. 4. 
19. This idea is said to be symbolized by the drum (4amaru) carried by 

Na.taraia-Siva in his upper right hand. See Zimmer (1946), p. 152. 
20. KP 6.13.364-70. 
21. Kanci 58.37; cf. TiruviJai. 13.4. 
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22. Cil. 15.6; Tirukkuvam 2.53. 

23. Palani 13.48; cf. Tirucceiikotu 1.1.2. 
24. Tiruvorriyflr 2.37. 
25. Tiruvi)ai. 56.27. 
26. Jagadisa Ayyar, p. 75. Elsewhere Nandin has this function: Tirup-

pennakata varalaru, p. 21. 
27. Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:6; cf. Cuntarar, Tev. 96. 

28. Tiruccenkotu 1.2.6. 
29. Tiruvanciyakjettirapuranam 14 (p. 55). 

30. Vedarariyamahatmya 2.65-67. 
31. Tiruttenkur 2.1-13. 

32. Bereshit Rabbah 33.6. 
33. PP 4.5.62-70; Kaiici 63.364-401. See Shulman, 1979. 
34. Skanda 1.3.1.4.21-36. 

35. Cil. 21.6-10. 
36. Ramachandra Dikshitar (1939), p. 251 n. 4. 
37. PP 4.5.67. For the motif of bhakti melting stone, see Tiruvaiyaru 

3.18-19. 

38. Kamakjlvilasa 8.55-70. See below, IV. 3 at n. 40. 
39. Kanyaksetramahatmya 6. Cf. Cevvanti 4.1-18. 
40. Harivamsa 2.133.12-68. Cf. Gonda (1954), p. 155. In this, as in 

other ways, K]-$na is strongly reminiscent of Skanda/Murukan: see below, 
IV. 8 at n. 72. 

41. Harivamsa 2.59.31-38; cf. Vijnu 5.23.13. We will return to the 

motif of the city reclaimed from the sea. On Dvaraka as the gate to the 
nether world, cf. Kuiper (1964), p. 113. 

42. MBh 16.8.40-41. 
43. ViWu 5.38.8-10. 

44. Bhagavata 11.31.23-24. 
45. Wilson (1972), p. 482 n. 4. 

46. See Vyasa's speech to Arjuna in the sequel to the myth: MBh 
16.9.25-36. And cf. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 260-71. 

47. Manimekalai 24.27-74, 25.178-200. 
48. Ions (1970), pp. 77-83. 
49. Chambers, pp. 13-15. See summary and discussion in O'Flaherty 

(1976), pp. 270-71. 
50. O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 87-89. At Mahabalipuram the king falls in 

love with an apsaras, who smuggles him into heaven; upon returning to 
earth, he constructs his city in imitation of the splendors of heaven; this 
excites Indra's jealousy, and leads to the city's destruction. 

51. Naccinarkkiniyar on Perumpanarruppatai 30-37. 

52. Oppert, pp. 250-52; cf. Tiruvornyflr 12.2. One wonders if the fa
mous relief of "Arjuna's penance" at Mahabalipuram, with the serpent 
figures issuing from its central crevice, is not in part connected to this story 
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of dynastic origins (torffai presumably giving us the Sanskrit dynastic title 

"Pallava"). 
53. MBh 1.16. Recall the birth of Aphrodite from the sea: Graves 

(1955), 1:49. 
54. Tiruvorriyur 2.1-36. Cf. Bhagavata 3.8.10-33. 

55. This is also the view of Saiva Siddhanta: see cirrurai of 
Civananacuvamikal on CNP, cu. 1, 1 (pp. 8-10). 

56. Kumpakopam kjettirapuranam, pp. 35-38; cf. Kumpakoijam 
makamakam, pp. 3-4; Kumpakopappurapam, verse 106; Kum-

bhaghonamahatmya 1.70-77; Tirukkuiantai 7-8. 
57. KB 6.1-2. 

58. AB 3.33. Cf. Matsya 158.35-38. 
59. Saura 59.54-55. 

60. See Kosambi (1962), pp. 72-74. For other examples of the motif, see 
Meyer (1930), 1:262-63. For a tirtha formed from the water in Brahma's 
pot, see Tiruvaiyaru 7.1. 

61. Pal, p. 48. 

62. Bfhaddevata 5.148-53. 

63. Jagadisa Ayyar, p. 103. 
64. KP 2.23.17-28, 2.27.9-66, 2.29.1-27. For other versions of the de

scent of the Kaviri, see Tulakaverimanmiyam 5-6; Kaverippurapam 4.1-

49; Tiruvaiyaru 4.1-25; Kaveri urpattiyum kalyana vaipavamum ataiikiya 
carittiram, passim; Srinivas (1952), pp. 244-45; Rice, pp. 153-61; below, 
IV. 8. 

65. Ram. 1.42-44. 

66. MBh 3.102.16-23, 3.103.1-29. The story ofjahnu appears in verses 
added by some mss. after Ram. 1.42.24 of the Baroda edition. 

67. KP 2.27.37. See above, n. 33. 
68. Mapimekalai, patikam 1-31. 
69. MBh 3.214.12; Skanda 1.2.29.106; Siva, Dhatmasati}., 11.30. 

70. MBh 13.84.52-54; Ram. 1.36.12-17; Vayu 72.28-31; Skanda 
1.2.29.88; Brahmapda 2.3.10.30-34; Visnudharmottara 1.228.8. 

71. KP 1.11.89-91; Kaiici 25.44; cf. Matsya 158.28. 
72. Skanda 1.2.29.104-106; 6.70.65; Vayu 72.32-33. 
73. Cf. SB 6.3.1.26 and 31; MBh 5.16.11. 
74. KP 2.27.29. 

75. Fabricius, s.v. pott. 

lit. MBh 13.84.68; Ram. 1.36.18; Vamana 31.9-10; Linga 1.20.80-82. 
77. See note 69. 

78. Siva 2.4.2.39; MBh 9.43.14; Skanda 1.1.27.63; Saura 62.19; 
Vijnudharmottara 1.228.9. 

79. Matsya 158.28-29; Padma 5.41.118-42; MBh 9.43.18; Vamana 
31.15-19; Skanda 3.3.29.23. 

80. Brahma 128.24-27. 
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81. KP 1.13.23 and 31; cf. Raghuvarijsa 2.36; PP 6.1.68. 
82. Ram. 1.36.21-22, and the line added by many mss. after v. 22; MBh 

13.84.70. 
83. KP 2.29.12. 
84. See III.2 below, and O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 277-78. 
85. Ibid., p. 277. 
86. See, for example, MBh 1.57.39-46; Manasakavya of Manakar, cited 

Maity, p. 120. For another instance of the crow upsetting a pot (which is in 
this case filled with milk, another multiform of seed), see Tiruvatpokki 
12.1-17. 

87. Brahma 128.16-23; Matsya 158.24-26. 
88. Skanda 1.2.29.83. 
89. Vamana 28.41. 
90. Brahma 38.1-5. 
91. MBh 3.213-14; Skanda 1.2.29.104. 
92. Brahmavaivarta 3.8.17-43, 83-89, 3.9.1-37. 
93. Tiruvilai. 13, 18-19; Tiruval. 21, 12. 
94. Tiruvijai. 49; Tiruval. 47. 
95. Tiruvijai. 16; Tiruval. 64. 
96. Tiruvijai. 9; Tiruval. 8. 
97. Tiruvijai. 56; Tiruval. 20. 
98. Tiruvijai. 61; Tiruval. 30. 
99. Tiruvijai. 14, 15, and 31; Tiruval. 44, 61, 40. 
100. Tiruval. 12. 
101. Kalittokai 92.65; Cil. 21.39; Paripatal, fragment 1.3 and fragment 

7.4. 
102. Tiruval., tirunakaraccirappu 12-15. On the name "Nanmatak-

kutal" for Maturai, see Gros (1968), pp. xxvii-xxviii; and cf. Campantar, 
Tev. 7.5 and commentary. "Ku{al," "junction," may well be the original 
title. 

103. Siva 2.2.20.21-24. 
104. Tiruvijai. 14.41; Tiruval. 44.36-37; Cil. 11.26-29. The same motif 

of imprisoning the clouds is used in the battle between Surapadma and 
Virabahu in KP 4.6.52-67; cf. Taylor (1862), p. Ill, and note the connec
tion between the Maturai flood myths and the Murukan cycle. 

105. Visuu 5.11.1-25. 
106. Tiruvijai. 18.1-9, 19.1-26. 
107. For the myth of churning the ocean, see MBh 1.15-17; Ram. 1.45; 

Long (1975). For another link with the myth of churning in the Maturai 
tradition, see Tiruvijai. 28.1-23; below, III.3 at n. 106. 

108. For example, the case of Appar: PP 5.1.49-71. 
109. Tiruval. 21.1-9. 
110. Aravamuthan (1932), pp. 291-92. 
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111. See the note by Caminataiyar on Tiruval. 21.9; the possibility that 
the Ganges is actually intended can be ruled out. 

112. TiruviJai. 13.1-20; cf. Cuntarapaijtiyam 3.6.11-12. Compare In-
dra's theft of the sacrificial horse of Sagara (sometimes by a wave of the 
ocean) in the myth of the descent of the Ganges and the filling of the sea: 
MBh 3.104-108; O'Flaherty (1971), pp. 19-20. 

113. MBh 3.102.16-23, 3.103.1-28. 
114. Ibid. 3.116.29; 14.29.1-7. 
115. Ibid. 3.214.31. 
116. Ibid. 1.94.23-24. 
117. Nilakanta Sastri (1966), pp. 73-74; Padmanabha Menon, 1:17-20; 

Raghuvanjsa 4.53, 58; KeraJateca varalaru, pp. 33, 41; Kanniyakumari 
18.66-75; PP 2.6.1; Skanda 6.68.6-16; for the version of the Keralotpatti, 
see Thiagarajah, pp. 120-21. 

118. MBh 12.49.53-60; on Surparaka see Pargiter's note on Markaijdeya 
5.49 (translation, p. 338); Kuiper (1964), p. 113. Elsewhere Parasurama is 
said to have retreated to Mount Mahendra. Cf. MBh 3.117.14; Wilson, 
p. 323 n. 21. 

119. Nilakanta Sastri (1966), p. 74; Saletore, pp. 9-38. In Assam, 
Parasurama creates not land but a flood by cutting a channel for the 
Brahmaputra River: Kalika 84-86. 

120. See above at nn. 40 and 41. 
121. Skanda 3.1.2.54-96; Cetu 5.27-41. 
122. See Tiruvilai. 11.19, which plays on this identification. 
123. Cil. 24, pattumatai 6. Cf. Tirumurukarruppatai 45-46, 59-61; 

Kalittokai 104.13-14. The battle with the sea and the casting of the spear 
against Kraunca combine in a myth about the worship of the spear: IJaiya-
nar velurppuraijam 6.2-8. 

124. See Shulman (1979). 
125. Patirruppattu, fifth decade, 46.11-13; cf. 42.21-23; 48.3-4; Akam. 

127.3-5; 347.3-5; 212.15-20. 
126. Marr (1958), p. 308. 
127. Aravamuthan (1931), pp. 203-205. 
128. Ibid., pp. 209-14; (1932), pp. 97-103. 
129. Halasyamahatmya 17.46-47. 
130. Kalittokai 104.1—4. 
131. Cil. 11.17-22. 
132. Atiyar. on Cil. 11.17-22. 
133. For example, Campantar, Tev., 1.7.2; cf. Zvelebil (1973-b), p. 45 

n. 1. 
134. This seems to have been recognized by Filliozat, Dessigane, and 

Pattabiramin in their introduction to the TiruviJai. (1960), p. xi. They note 
that the flood at Maturai was thepralaya, not a "cataclysme local." Was the 
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expansion of the story assisted by the existence of the name "Southern 
Maturai" (ienmaturai, as in Tiruval., katavul va]ttu 14; or dak}ir}3 mathura, 

as in Bhagavata 10.79.15), presumably to distinguish the present city of 
Maturai from the northern town ofMathura? Cf. vafimaturai for Mathura: 
Tiruppavai 5.1. 

135. See, for example, Kanci 58.37. 
136. See Ramachandra Dikshitar (1939), p. 22; Kalirikattupparatji 197; 

Aravamuthan (1925), pp. 1-14, 60-76; Venkata Ramanayya (1929), passim. 

In Cil. 21.10-15, the daughter of Karikalvalavan is said to have followed 
the flood that carried away her husband until the sea returned him to her. 

137. Tiruvanaikka 24.1-23. 
138. MBh 3~102.2-13; KP 2.25.1-13. 
139. See Viruttacalam 4.13-21; Rice, p. 150. 
140. Tiruvijai. 61.1-57; Tiruvatavuratikal puraijam 4.1-95; cf. Alliy-

aracaijimalai, pp. 16-21. 

II.3. THE SPECIALIZATION OF THE DIVINE 

1. RV 4.30.20; cf. 2.19.6; 4.26.3; 6.26.5; 6.31.4; 9.61.1-2. 
2. MBh 13.31.26-28. 
3. Ibid. 12.97.20. 
4. Brahmapiia 2.3.67.28-64; Vayu 2.30.25-55; Harivanjsa 1.29.29-68. 
5. BrahmaiKla 2.3.67.63-64; Harivanjsa 1.29.67-68. 
6. Skanda 4.1.39, 43-46; 4.2.52-58, passim·, Kennedy, pp. 423-31; 

Skanda 5.1.2.74.1-65. 
7. Vinayaka 81.109-67. 
8. Skanda 4.1.44.22-24. 
9. Ibid. 4.1.44.27. 
10. See SB 6.1.3.8-18; Gonda (1970), pp. 35-42; Nallaswami Pillai 

(1911), pp. 93-103, 228-29. 
11. Text of the verse in Tirukkaniiyur, p. x, and in Kandiah, who de

votes a critical discussion to the Vtraffinam in the Tevaram: pp. 277-92. Cf. 
Cuntarar, Tev. 38.1-10; other references in Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:180-81. 

12. Hemingway (1907), p. 323; Pate, p. 414. For the five elements, see 
Basham, pp. 498-99; Campantar, Tev. 11.4; Ait. Ar. 2.3.1-2. 

13. Eliot, 2:208; Walker, 2:350. 
14. For example, the Saundaryalahari, Subrahmanyabhujanga, etc. 
15. See Cucintiram 11; Mahalingam (1949), p. 47; Jagadisa Ayyar, 

p. 112. 
16. Hart (1975), pp. 130-33. In Hart's view, the power inhering in sa

cred objects or places was considered to be polluting and could be con
trolled only by specialized low groups of people; the attempt by Brahmins 
and other groups to dissociate themselves from this contaminating, imma
nent power led to the insistence on the purity of deities they worshiped. 
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Note that in this respect—the emphasis on purity—there is a convergence 
with the Upanisadic ideal of freedom from the world of relations, power, 
and the cycles of death and rebirth. See above, 1.1. 

17. See Chapter III; Shulman (1978). On the indigenous Tamil deities as 
frightful beings linked to concentrations of dangerous power, see Hart 
(1975), pp. 21-27. 

18. The inherent ambivalence of the shrine can also be described in 
terms derived from the sacrificial ritual. I will argue in Chapter III that the 
shrine—like the "renouncer" who separates himself from the world and 
thus achieves both total purity and the fullness of power, that is, the power 
to create the universe anew—is homologous to the excluded remnant of 
the sacrifice. The shrine is the separate, independent microcosm, that part 
of creation that is "left over," the sole survivor of the deluge, removed 
from all other categories—hence inevitably impure, like remnants gen
erally in India and elsewhere. See the discussion by Mary Douglas of the 
impurity that attaches to all that stands outside the society's classificatory 
system: Douglas, pp. 48-53. Nevertheless, by the logic of independence, 
the shrine is also totally free from evil. Hence the double nature of this 
symbol: the shrine is impure as the remainder carrying the whole potential 
for creation, but pure as a universe set apart from the existing realm of the 
created, with all its evils. 

19. Tiruvorriyur 2.25. 
20. Siva 2.4.19.4-55, 2.4.20.1-37. 
21. Taodya 25.13.3. 
22. Gopinatha Rao (1914) 1:61-62; Wilkins, p. 341; Leach (1962). 
23. Cf. Tiruvannpayan 1.5. 
24. Pa]ani 13.27-73. Note that although the spelling Palani does occur, 

the correct form is Palani, as the etymology suggested by the myth ex
plains. 

25. In this respect, Tamil Saivism differs from the more staid SrIvais-
liava tradition. See Hart (1975), pp. 71-72, where Kampan's Iramavataram 
is rightly excluded from this generalization. 

26. Siva 2.4.20.31-35. 
27. See below, IV.6; Kulke, pp. 94-154; Sivaramamurti (1974), passim. 

28. Tirukkajukkunram 17 (pp. 126-35); cf. Tiruvilai. 6.1-28; Kanci 
63.151-82. 

29. Sivaramamurti (1955), pp. 28-29. 
30. The dances are, in addition to the anandatandava at Citamparam: the 

sandhyataiyfava in the Rajatasabha at Maturai; the gaurtiatfdava in the Cit-
sabha at Tirupputtur; the tripurat<xn4ava in the Citrasabha at Tirukkurraiam; 
the kalikatat}4ava (or urdhvatat^dava) in the Ratnasabha at Tiruvalaiika^u; and 
the munitat}4ava in the Tamrasabha at Tirunelveh. The seventh dance, the 
samharatan4ava or Dance of Destruction, is said to take place in the whole 
universe, not only in the Tamil land. See Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:441-42, 

 
������������������������� 



374 Notes: The Creative Sacrifice 

citing Tirupputturppurapam; and cf. Tiruvorriyur kjettirattin 
makimaiyum mahankajin stutiyum, p. 12. 

31. Tiruccirrampalam is the name of the "small hall" in Citamparam 
(the Citsabha) where Siva dances. See Sivaramamurti (1974), p. 383. 

32. Pirutiviyampalam is a cult site in Kancipuram. 

33. Caminataiyar (1940), pp. 44-46; Ci. Aruijaivativelu, introduction to 
Kancippurariam, p. 34. 

34. See Tiruvarutpayan 1.1; Shivapadasundaram, pp. 55-59. 
35. Ibid., p. 58. Compare the SrIvaisnava attempt to deal with this prob

lem through the concept of the areavatara : Hardy, passim. 
36. PP 7.4.41-44. 

37. Tiruvilai. 56.11-20; Alliyaracaijimalai, pp. 22-23. 
38. Varadachari, pp. 30-31; Hardy, p. 144. 
39. See, for example, Akam 167; Hart (1975), p. 137. 

40. Pfaffenberger, p. 24. 

III.L. INTRODUCTION 

1. BAu 1.2. 
2. AB 7.13-15 (the story of Sunahsepa). The same motif—the gift of 

the son who must be sacrificed—occurs in the Tamil myths of Markaijdeya 
and Yama (Tirukkatavurpuranam 9-14; Tirukkatavurksettirapuranam 
3-5), and Ciruttomar (PP 7.3); in these myths, however, the sacrifice is ul
timately reversed and eliminated, just as Sunahsepa escapes death by in
voking various deities. See the discussion below, III.2 after n. 38. 

3. SB 1.7.3.1-7; cf. TS 3.1.9; AB 3.33-34. 
4. See Heesterman (1957), p. 19; Gonda (1954), p. 152; Kramrisch 

(1946), 1:44-45; Long (1975). 
5. See SB 1.7.4.1-3; Heesterman (1962), pp. 27-28. 
6. See Kramrisch (1946), 1:75-76 (citing Isanasivagurudevapaddhati); 

Beck (1975-c); Marr (1972), pp. 71-76; O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 275-76. 
7. See Keith (1925), 2:354-56. 

8. The Cinnatampikatai, for example, tells of the sacrifice of an unmar
ried youth so that treasure can be excavated from the earth: see Vanamalai 
(1968), p. 192. The sage Heraoda dies to bring the Kaviri River to the 
earth's surface; his sacrifice creates the shrine of Tiruvalanculi: Tiruvalan-
culikoyilvaralaru, summarized by Mahalingam (1972), p. 257. A sacrifice 
often accompanies the building of walls and ramparts: Karikalan destroys 

the third eye of Trilocana Pallava, who failed to come help build embank
ments for the Kaviri. See Kalinkattupparani 197, and the discussion by 
Venkata Ramanayya (1929), passim·, Aravamuthan (1925). And see above, 
II. 1 at n. 75. 

9. Singaravelu, p. 118. 
10. Hart (1975), pp. 31-40. 
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11. Ibid., p. 40. 
12. See, for example, Kur. 362 (Murukan); Puram 50 (the drum); Akam 

35 (the na(ukal). On the nafukal, see Hart (1975), pp. 25-26; Kailasapathy, 
pp. 235-37. 

13. Elmore, pp. 135-36; Whitehead, pp. 49, 85, 87-88, 94-100. On the 
role ofblood in south Indian rituals, see also Beck (1969), pp. 558-59, 563. 

14. See Manusmrti 5.123, 135. 
15. On the intriguing connections between Brahmins and outcastes, see 

Hart (1975), p. 123 (and pp. 119-33 for the role of Paraiyans and others in 
controlling sacred power); Dumont (1966), pp. 92-98; Pfaffenberger, pp. 
20-23. For the Brahmin role in the Vedic sacrifice, see Heesterman (1964). 

16. Heesterman has analyzed this development in detail: (1964); (1967). 

III.2. MILK, BLOOD, AND SEED 

1. Pillay, p. 91 n. 8. A similar origin myth from a nearby shrine is 
Tirunelveli 60.1-145. 

2. Frere, pp. 262-63; cf. Cil. 17-18. 
3. Elwin (1949), p. 40. 
4. Srinivas (1942), pp. 92-93. 
5. Kurup, p. 78. 
6. JB 1.44; cf. SB 11.6.1.7, 12-13. 
7. Fowler, passim; cf. SB 12.7.3.1-4. 
8. Beck (1969), passim. Compare the symbolism of red and white in the 

Ndembu rituals of sacrifice: Turner (1977), pp. 192-201. 
9. Personal communication from George Hart; Beck (1969), pp. 561-62. 
10. Whitehead, pp. 124-25. 
11. Luiga 1.106.13-23. See also Jataka 513. 
12. Field notes, December 29, 1975. 
13. Beck (1969), pp. 564-65. 
14. Tiruvanmiyur 9 (pp. 29-33). 
15. Tiruvatanai 9.3-39, 10.1-26. 
16. MBh 1.165.31-40; Ram. 1.53.17-23. 1.54.1-4. 
17. See below, IV.4. On breast symbolism in early Tamil literature, see 

Hart (1975), pp. 98-107. 
18. Cil. 21.43. 
19. Das, p. 164. 
20. This is the name used by the Skandapurana in its version of the 

myth. The meaning of the name is perhaps relevant to the symbolism of 
milk and seed: see below, after n. 38; above, II.2 after n. 56. 

21. Tiruvarur 21.4-51; Skanda 6.49-51. 
22. The cow's argument with the tiger is an instance of the motif of 

"promising to return"—see Tawney and Penzer, 7:203. Cf. the variant 
from Tirukkurunkuti in Martin, p. 370. 
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23. Sricurapistalapuraoam 1.43-104. Cf. Bhojarajiyamu of Anan-
tamatya, summarized by Aiyer (1975), pp. 139-48. 

24. Padma 5.18.252-454. 
25. Skanda 6.10.1-24; Tiruvarur 18.1-60. 
26. This correspondence was stated explicitly in an oral version of this 

myth related to me by Sri Mu. Irattina Tecikan of Tiruvarur. 
27. Compare the case of Paijdu, cursed by a deer (sage) slain by Papdu 

while it was mating in the forest: MBh 1.109.5-31. 

28. Maturaimanmiyam of Citamparacuvami, p. 71 (a 65th tiru-

vilaiyafal). This myth is a multiform of the well-known myth from 
Maturai in which Siva himself becomes a sow to nurse twelve motherless 
pigs: TiruviJai. 45.1-63. Cf. Siva as a mother (Tayumanavar) at Tiruc-
cirappaUi: Cevvanti 10.1-47; below, IV.9. 

29. Manasavijaya of Vipradasa, cited by Maity, pp. 81-82. 
30. Tirupperur 8.1-85, 9.1-112. 
31. Elwin (1939), p. 326. 

32. See n. 4 above; Beck (1969), pp. 564-65. 
33. On this title, see Shulman (1978—a). 

34. PP 1.3.1-50. This story is depicted in stone in a small courtyard to 
the northeast of the Tiruvarur temple complex; here the cow is shown 
standing over her fallen calf and the chariot of the king is being driven over 
his son. See Figure II. 

35. The Kovalankatai (pp. 3-4) makes the events of the Cil.— 
specifically the death of the hero Kovalan—proceed from a similar act of 
aggression against a calf. 

36. Visnu 4.1.14; Siva 5.36.53-60. 
37. See Kalirikattuppararii 187. The story was known much earlier in 

Tamil: Cil. 20.53-56. The Mahavanjsa (21.13-18) seems to have borrowed 
the story from the Tamil tradition: see Ramachandra Dikshitar (1933-
1934), p. 218. 

38. Raghuvamsa 1.12-95, 2.1-67; cf. Kaliiikattupparaiji 193 with com
mentary. 

39. Compare the case of Ciruttontar, who offers Siva his son, but is then 

given the child once more: PP 7.3. 
40. MBh 1.16.32-37; Ram. 1.44.17-24; Appendix I, no. 8; Vijiju 

1.13.87—93; Bhagavata. 4.18.12-13. On the important transformation of 
milk into liquor or mead, see n. 75 below. 

41. MBh 13.76.21-33. For milk as amfta, see also KP 1.11.117; Sri-
curapistalapuranam 1.72. 

42. AV 9.4.4 (Whitney's translation); see also verse 7. 
43. SB 1.8.1.7. 
44. MBh 13.85.11. 
45. Ibid. 13.76.31. 

46. Tiruvijai. 11.15. One of the five tirthas at Tiruvaiyaru is formed 
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from amxta diflused by the rays of the moon, another from the milk of Par-
vatl's breasts: see Tiruvaiyaru, commentary to ka(;avulva]ttu 16. 

47. SaundaryalaharI 75. 
48. PP 6.1.66-68. 
49. SaundaryalaharI 72-73. 
50. Das, p. 164. For milk identified with seed in popular symbolism, see 

Carstairs, pp. 84, 166-67; Spratt, pp. 78, 176, 197, 261. For the motif of the 
cream-filled tank, see Frere, pp. 5-6. 

51. See above, n. 14. 
52. Tirukkiivappuranavacanam, introduction, p. 2. On rain as seed, see 

O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 42-52 and examples listed under motif 15c in the 
index. Of the many south Indian examples of this equation, we may cite 
the myth of Sukra and the goddess: when Sukra ("seed") stays with the 
goddess more than six months, drought ensues. Thurston (1909), 6:85. 
Rain is also arnfta, as in the famous kfti of MuttusvamidIksitar beginning 
Hnandamftakarsitfi (in amftavarfirii-raga), sung according to the tradition in 
order to produce rain during a drought. See Sambamoorthy, p. 135. At 
Tirukkuvam rain is associated with white, but rain may also be linked with 
green, the color of fertility. See Beck (1969), pp. 558 and 561. 

53. Vamana 30.24-26; Tevlparakkiramam, pp. 191-92. 
54. Matsya 179.2-40. 
55. Tirukkuvam 7.231. 
56. Vamana 2.43-48. 
57. KSS 1.2.10. 
58. Temple, p. 419. The role of blood as sacred food occurs in the story 

of Parasurama, who supports the pitfs with oblations of blood: MBh 
3.81.22-32. 

59. Elwin (1949), p. 420. 
60. Ibid., p. 133; see also p. 142. 
61. Elmore, pp. 86-87. 
62. See Hart (1975), pp. 93-% and references cited there. The impurity 

is greatest during thepuniru period after childbirth. See Puram 68, where 
the Kaviri is compared to a breast overflowing with milk after puniru (and 
cf. the equation of the Kaviri with seed, a symbolic coordinate of milk: 
above, II.2 after n. 64). 

63. See Akam 26. 
64. Yalman, p. 340; Beck (1969), pp. 558-59, 563-65; O'Flaherty (1976), 

pp. 336-46. Milk becomes poison during the churning of the ocean, and in 
the myth of PCitana, who "nurses" Kp$na with breasts smeared with poison 
(Bhagavata 10.6.1-44). 

65. Keith (1925), 1:273; Heesterman (1957), p. 97. 
66. Bhagavata 6.13.10-12. 
67. MBh 9.41.11-36; Skanda 6.172-73. On pollution from blood in the 

Tamil tradition, see n. 76 below. 
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68. Carstairs, p. 83. 
69. O'Flaherty (1973), p. 271. 
70. Zimmer (1951), p. 209. 
71. O'Flaherty (1976), p. 340; Eliade (1958), p. 239; Eliade (1971). 
72. MBh 3.81.97-115; 9.37.34-50; Padma 5.18.132-42; KSS 1.5.132-39. 
73. Vasudeva Agrawala, p. 72. 
74. O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 245-46. 
75. The sap of plants is equated with madhu—mead, liquor, another 

form of seed—in Tirupporflr, pp. 76-77, 81-82. 
76. See 1.2 above. Note that the blood of menses—and especially its first 

appearance at the onset of puberty—brings about a state of pollution re
quiring seclusion (tiffu), yet this blood is a highly sacred indicator of future 
fertility: see Subramaniam, pp. 50-51 n. 6, and Hart (1975), pp. 93-94. 

77. Tiruppatirippuliyflr 13.1-66; cf. Tiruvarflr 23.4-14. 
78. TiruppatirippuliyQr 14.1-10. 
79. One wonders if this myth, and the related story from Velflr 

(Velaimanakarcaritai, p. 26) are connected with the demon Muyalakan (< 
muyal, "hare"), upon whose back Siva performs the cosmic dance. 

80. Koyil 2.24-25; cf. Tiruvarflr 103.1-2. The story is based on MBh 
13.14.75-84, 189-95; cf. Liiiga 107.1-64. 

81. Koyil 2.1-25. Kulke, pp. 34-36, regards the appearance of Upa-
manyu at Citamparam as the link between a local hagiography and the 
"great tradition," which knows a Vyaghrapada as the father of Upa-
manyu. I prefer to regard the two figures as representing the standard ele
ments attached to the origin myths. 

82. Caminataiyar (1953), p. 136. 
83. Cf. the story of Siva struck by the Paptiyan: above, II.2 at n. 140. 
84. Caminataiyar (1953), pp. 135-36. The prototype of this myth of the 

Kirata-Siva is MBh 3.40.1-62. 
85. Blood as a symbol of the sacred is not, of course, limited to Indian 

religion: see James, pp. 30-31, 302-305, 335-36. For milk imagery in Chris
tianity, see ibid., p. 33 n. 1; and cf. Psalms 131.2. 

86. Venkatacalam, pp. 12-14. 
87. The story is told in a notice printed by the Tirumullaivayil temple 

(Tiruppaiji ver^uko], n.d.); see also Das, p. 257; Oppert, pp. 246-48; 
Taylor (1862), 3:41-42. 

88. Skt. malati (Jasminum grandiflorum); according to the notice cited 
in n. 87, this site is also known as malativanam. 

89. As an additional substitute for milk, there are the temple pillars 
made from the erukku plant, which has milky leaves; Das, p. 257. Note that 
the combination of blood, white jasmine, and the hidden black litiga pro
vides us with the complete series of red, white, and black (the latter often 
hidden or unknown) regarded by Victor Turner as a basic, universal triad. 
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See Turner (1967), pp. 85-90; and Hiltebeitel (1976), pp. 71-74, for the ap
plication of this series to the MBh. 

90. There is an interesting parallel here with the idea of the avatar, or 
birth on earth, as actualizing a latent presence. Kampan plays with subtlety 
on this idea in his description of the conception and birth of Rama: 
Iramavataram 1.265-83. I hope to discuss the problem of the avatar in a 
separate study. 

91. Tiruvaipokki 11.1-270. 
92. See above, II.2. 
93. See below, III.4 at n. 13. 

III.3. SERPENTS AND ANTHILLS 

1. Tiruvarflr 6.1-112. Cf. Kanci 33.1-19. 
2. Near the mulasthana is the shrine housing the processional image (of 

Siva-Somaskanda) known as Tyagaraja, who has given his name to the 
Tiruvarflr temple as a whole. See Shulman (1978-a). 

3. See Heesterman (1967), pp. 24-27. 
4. SB 14.1.1.1-15. 
5. Taijdya 7.5.6; Mai. San*. 4.5.9. 
6. Tai. Ar. 5.1.1-7. 
7. Ibid. 1.5.1-2; Sayana on RV 10.171.2. For a discussion of the myth 

and its variants, see Oliphant; Gonda (1954), pp. 167-71. A striking parallel 
to the basic image of our myth occurs in Muslim traditions about the death 
of Solomon: Solomon was doomed to die before his jinn slaves had com
pleted the building of the Temple; so that they would not cease work upon 
the death of their master, the Angel of Death took Solomon's soul while he 
was leaning on his staff. His lifeless body remained supported by the staff 
before the eyes of the jinn for an entire year. When the temple was com
pleted, a white ant gnawed through the staff, and Solomon's body fell to 
the ground. See Qur'an 34.14; al-Kisa'i, p. 295. One wonders if this tradi
tion does not preserve a vestige of the ancient notion of the builder's sac
rifice, as in the myths of the Vastupurusa (and see above, III. 1 at notes 7 
and 8). The ants play an equally pivotal role in the death of Og in Mid-
rashic sources: see Bamidbar Rabbah 19.32. 

8. Tai. Ar. 1.5.1-2. 
9. Ibid., 5.1.7. 
10. SB 14.1.1.18-26; Brhaddevata 3.18-24. 
11. Ibid.·, SayaijaonRV 1.84.15. 
12. DevIbhagavata 1.5.1-112. 
13. See MBh 12.335.21-65; Visgu 5.17.11. On Vi$pu as Hayagriva, see 

Mahalingam (1965). 
14. Bhagavata 8.24.7-57. 

 
������������������������� 



380 Notes: The Creative Sacrifice 

15. MBh 12.Appendix 1, no. 28; 12.274.2-58; Kflrma 1.14; Luiga 1.35-
36, 99-100; Vayu 1.30; Bhagavata 4.2-7; Skanda 1.1.1-5. 

16. Bjrhaddharma 2.40.18-54; Kalika 18.1-117; Devibhagavata 7.30.40-
50. 

17. See above, II.2 at note 58. 
18. Dakja's incestuous love for SatI is perhaps most clearly stated in De-

vlbhagavata 7.30.1-37. 
19. Takkayakapparapi 323-34. 
20. Tiruvarflr 13.1-53; Skanda 6.8.34-131; cf. Tiruvi|ai. 1.28-36. 
21. RV 1.84.13-15. See Bosch (1961), pp. 137-52. 
22. Meghadflta 15; cf. Vogel (1926), p. 29. LiAga 1.100.31; Tak-

kayakapparapi 725-26. It is noteworthy that in the latter text Dakja's sac
rifice turns into the sacrifice of Vi$pu. This idea seems, in the light of the 
above myths, to be more than a mere sectarian development. Note that the 
bow that Siva uses against the gods at Dakja's sacrifice is the same bow 
broken by Rama to win Sita: Ram. 1.65.7-17. 

23. MBh 13.145.5-29. 
24. Ibid. 10.18.1-26. It is the position of this version of the Dak$a myth 

at the end of the sauptikaparvan that serves Hiltebeitel so well in his analysis 
of the relations between myth and epic in the MBh. See Hiltebeitel (1976), 
pp. 312-35. The conclusions arrived at there accord well with the interpre
tation developed below of the sacrificial significance of the anthill/serpent 
complex and its relation to the Epic. 

25. Thus for avatfabhya dhanu^kofim, cf. sa dhatiul·}prati$kabhyati$fhat (Tai. 
Ar. 5.1.5); sa dhanuh pratitfabhya . . . (Tapdya 7.5.6); sa dhanurartnya sira 
upastabhya . . . (SB 14.1.1.7); sa dhanvartitq prati$kabhyati$(hat (Mai. Sanj. 
4.5.9). Similarly for vi$phurad dhatiul): dhanurHrtnyau vi$phurantyau . . . (SB 
14.1.4.9), and so on. 

26. Sayapa on Tai. Ar. 1.5.2. 
27. SB 6.4.2.3. 
28. See the discussion in O'Flaherty (1971). 
29. Siva 2.3.20.2-23. 
30. KB 6.1-2; SB 1.7.3.8. 
31. Ibid. 1.7.4.1-9; Gopathabrahmana 2.1.2. See section 1 above. 
32. MBh 10.18.23. 
33. AB 3.33-34. 
34. MBh 10.17.1-26. On Sthapu—the antierotic form of Siva—see 

O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 224-28; below, IV.2. 
35. See Tirukkatavflrpuranam 9-14 (pp. 52-84); Tirukkatavflrkset-

tirapurapam 3-5 (pp. 19-47); Tiruvanmiyflr 10 (pp. 33-35). Siva emerges 
from the lifiga encircled by Yama's noose, and kills Yama with his foot. See 
the analysis in Shulman (1976-a), pp. 386-400. 

36. MBh 1.33.10-28. On this serpent-sacrifice, see below. 
37. See Bolle (1965), pp. 32-33; Heesterman (1957), p. 19. Worship of 
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the anthill is a well-known feature of village religion in south India. Cf. 

Elmore, pp. 82, 100; Whitehead, p. 82. 
38. For demons and the anthill, see AV 2.3.3; snakes and the anthill: 

Vogel (1926), pp. 28-30; below, after n. 54. The anthill leads to the subter
ranean waters, and the ants are thought to be able to find water even in the 

desert (see above at n. 4). 
39. Crooke, 2:256; cf. Markarigleya 10.64-66. 

40. TB 3.7.2.1; cf. SB 2.6.2.1-19. 
41. TB 3.7.2.1; TS 5.1.2.5; cf. Heesterman (1957), p. 19. 

42. Kathakasanjhita 20.8; TS 5.1.8.1; cf. Heesterman (1967), p. 39. 
43. For seed from the anthill, cf. Nanjundayya and Ananthakrishna 

Iyer, 4:84: Nagambika ("Snake-woman") conceives by swallowing a seed 
that her brother saw brought out of the earth by an ant. And cf. 
Matanakamarajankatai 5 (pp. 84-85). 

44. Siva 2.5.1-10; Kanci 30.2-42. Cf. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 180-89. Itis 

also possible that a layer of Vaisoava myth has been absorbed by the classi
cal mythology of Tiruvarur. 

45. Narriuai 125.1-3; 325.1-6; 336.8-11. 
46. Skanda 6.1.4-68. As noted earlier, the sixth kharfija of the printed 

editions of the Skanda is the Hatakesvaramahatmya, which is largely de
voted to Tiruvarur. The association of the Haiakesvara shrine there with 
the Pine Forest myth persists in Muttusvamidikjitar's kfti beginning 
"Hatakesvara": Rankaramanuja Ayyankar, 5:356-59. 

47. Tiruvarur 6.16; see above at the beginning of this section. 
48. Skanda 6.2.1. 
49. Ibid. 6.8.21-23. 

50. MBh 10.17.24. See also Siva, Dharmasant., 10.12. 
51. Elmore, p. 94. 
52. Ceyur ttala varalaru, p. 31; Das, p. 214. For other examples of this 

type, see Tirupperur 8.1-85, 9.1-112; Ramesan, pp. 52-53; Oppert, p. 474 
(note). 

53. There are, however, remnants of this pattern in the Skanda myth— 
the piercing of Siva by Kama, and Kama's death by fire; the violent, 
dangerous intercourse of Siva and Parvati, which is interrupted by Agni, 
just as the sacrifices of Dakja and Janamejaya are interrupted (see below); 
the fiery nature of the seed, which dries up the Ganges and bursts through 
the stomachs of the Kfttikas or the womb of Parvati (see II. 1 at nn. 42-43). 
Violence accompanies—indeed, seems necessary to—Skanda's birth. See 
also Paripatal 5.26-54, where the sacrificial overtones of the Skanda myth 
are very clear; below, IV. 7 at n. 130. 

54. Velaimanakar caritai, pp. 12-21. 

55. In addition to the central anthill deity, Tiruvorriyiir also has an ad
joining shrine to "Tyagaraja," the processional image; the virgin goddess 
Vativu^aiyamman is analogous to Kamalampikai of Tiruvarur; inside the 
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main shrine, we find Durga as Vattaparaiyamman, like Ericinakkorravai of 
Tiruvarur, and the consort of the god, Tarppanayaki1 like Alliyaii-
kotaiyammai at Tiruvarur. 

56. Tiruvorriyur 8.1-39. 
57. Ibid. 9.1-37. For the enmity between the moon, the abode of Soma/ 

amfta, and the poisonous serpent, cf. Makaparatam of Villiputturalvar 1.3. 
58. Field notes, Tiruvorriyflr, December 1, 1975. The connection with 

the atti tree is part of a general association of serpents with fig trees, al
though usually it is another species of fig, the asvattha, that is the home of 
serpents—perhaps because it is latexiferous, and serpents are thought to be 
drawn to milk. See Gonda (1970), p. 112; Kalyanasundaram Aiyar, p. 425. 
The milky appearance of the serpent before it sloughs its skin may explain 
this association. 

59. Kramrisch (1946), 1:85. 
60. Ibid. Vastu becomes a brother of the serpent Rahu: ibid., p. 94. 
61. Taodya 25.15.4. 
62. MBh 1.13-53. This story provides the setting for the narration of the 

epic proper: Vaisampayana relates the MBh tale during the intervals of 
Janamejaya's serpent-sacrifice (1.53.27-34). 

63. Ibid. 1.3.11-18. 
64. For example, the blind Dhftarastra (cf. Bosch, 1960, p. 86 n. 34); 

Kauravya is aname for a clan of serpents (MBh 1.206.14); Hastinapura (the 
Kaurava capital) Nagahva according to the lexicons (and for the associa
tion of elephants and serpents, see below), and so on. 

65. See the view of Hiltebeitel (1976), especially pp. 312-53. Recall that 
Kurukjetra, the scene of the Bharata war, is in the Brahmapas the sacrificial 
site par excellence. 

66. MBh 1.53.9-15. 
67. MBh (S) 1.48.10 (after 1.53.10 of the Poona edition). 
68. MBh 1.53.20. Cf. Skanda 6.31.1-34, where the serpents of good 

conduct (suddhasamacara) are allowed to worship at Hatakesvara on condi
tion that they not bite people who come there free of faults. 

69. Tirukkatavflr 18 (pp. 99-111); cf. Ziegenbalg (1869), p. 92. Yama is 
ordered to limit his activities to punishing the wicked. 

70. MBh 1.32.1-25. 
71. Ibid. 1.214-19. On this myth see Hiltebeitel (1975), passim; Karve, 

pp. 94-106; Biardeau (1971-1972-a), pp. 139-47. 
72. On the significance of the name Sanigaka, "horned," see Defourny. 
73. MBh 1.218.4. 
74. Ibid. 1.218.5-10. 
75. MBh (S) 1.214.29-98; Poona ed. l.App. 1.118-21. 
76. See n. 61. 
77. Koyil 3.1-97; cf. Kalyanasundaram Aiyar, p. 425. 
78. Tiruppunavayil 17. 
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79. Govindacharya, p. 197. 
80. Srinagesak$etra 1.1-6. 
81. Tirucceiiko(u 1.2.1-34; Pa]ani 9.6-13; Clkali 19.11-30; Tirupparan-

kunram3 (pp. 22-23); cf. Paripa^al, Fragment I. 72-73. This myth may also 
be seen as a descendant of the ancient image of the cosmic serpent coiled 
around the mountain, an image represented in the Vedic myth of Vftra: see 
Kuiper (1970), p. 108. In Indra's slaying of Vftra we may detect an art of 
sacrifice linked to the process of creation: see Ogibenin, pp. 122-23. 

82. Tiruvilai. 49.13-26. See Figure III. 
83. See section II.2 above. The serpent as guardian of the boundary also 

belongs in the series of terrifying gatekeepers: see above, 1.2. 
84. Tirunelveli 93.1-26. 
85. See above, II.2 at nn. 100-102. 
86. TiruviJai. 49.3. 
87. Paripatal, Fragment 1.59. 
88. Alliy aracaiiimalai, pp. 78-108 (condensed). 
89. See below, IV.5 at notes 27 and 33. 
90. The text in fact compares the union of Alli and Arjuna to that of 

Murukan and VaUi, the mythic exemplars of the kalavu theme. See below, 
IV. 8. 

91. See below, IV.5 at note 88. 
92. Makaparatam of Villiputturalvar, 5.7.1-8. On the birth of Iravat 

from the Nagini, see 1.7.8-9. For the Sakta yamafam: Takkayakapparaoi 
136, commentary. 

93. See Francis (1906-a), pp. 375-76; Thurston (1909), 6:11; Oppert, 
p. 97; Gros and Nagaswamy, p. 122. For the elephant-sacrifice to Kali, cf. 
Vikkiramatittankatai 7 (pp. 364-65). 

94. MBh 6.86.6-7; cf. 1.206.12-34. 
95. Zimmer (1946), p. 104. 
96. MBh 6.86.68-71. 
97. See Heesterman (1964), pp. 1-10; O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 57-93. 
98. MBh 12.218.1-30; cf. Gonda (1954), pp. 222-25; Shulman (1978). 
99. In Sanskrit this demon is Mahiravaija, "Ravaija of the Earth": see 

Siva 3.20.34. 
100. Mayiliravapankatai, pp. 61-68. 
101. Ibid., pp. 85-%. 
102. This is the conclusion of Iramacamippulavar, who gives another 

version of the Aravan myth in MerkolviJakka kkatai akaravaricai, 1:40-41 
(citing the "Paratam"). 

103. Village tradition of Neppattur, Tanjore District, recorded January 
19, 1976. 

104. MBh 1. Appendix I, 73 (especially lines 32-85), added after 1.119. 
105. Cf. also Bhl$ma's refusal to die while the Bharata war raged. On 

Rahu see MBh 1.17.4-8; KP 2.32.25; Jagadisa Ayyar, p. 68; Hart (1975), 

 
������������������������� 



384 Notes: The Creative Sacrifice 

pp. 76-77. For the beheading and subsequent revival of Gatjesa, see 

Brahmavaivarta 3.12, where it is the gaze of Sani—perhaps himself another 
serpent—that burns the head of the god and causes the substitution of an 

elephant's head. 
106. Tiruvilai. 28.1-23. Cf. Paripatal, Fragment 1.4. The folk etymol

ogy may obscure an historical link between Maturai and the northern 

Mathura. 
107. See, for example, Tiruvacakam 6.32. Recall that in the Tiruvarflr 

anthill myth the gods flee from Vijiju "as once before they had fled from 
the poison produced from the churning of the ocean" (see above). 

108. See Gonda (1954), pp. 209-10. For Sitikaotha in the Dakja myth of 
MBh 10.18, see above at note 24. 

109. MBh 12.329.15; 12.330.47; Harivanjsa 3.32.47. 
110. MBh (S) 12.330.50. 
111. MBh 12.329.15. 

112. See above, section 1; Kramrisch (1946) 1:75-76. 
113. At Tiruvanciyam (Tanjore District): see Tiruvacakam 2.79-80 

(with commentary); Venkataraman, p. 32. 
114. Long (1970), p. 276. 
115. MBh 1.85.6. See Kosambi (1962), pp. 75-76. 

116. KP 4.13.492-99. The cock is also associated with death; cocks are 
born from the body of the serpent-demon Vftra; Yama, lord of the dead, is 
given a cock by his father to pick the worms from his festering foot (Mat-
sya 11). 

117. But see n. 99 above. 
118. See Kosambi (1962), p. 60; below, IV.9. 
119. Mayuram 6-11. 
120. Skanda 5.2.14.1-9. 

121. This opposition is often depicted iconographically, as in the case of 
Skanda's peacock, which is shown devouring serpents (see, for example, 

the painting of Skanda in the Tiruvilai. series on the prakara wall at Tan-
cavur). 

III.4. THE SURROGATE 

1. Note the contrast with the Siva of the classical purarjic tradition, 
where Siva epitomizes the unclean—he is an outcaste, a murderer (of a 
Brahmin—the god Brahma!), a gambler, a mad dancer in the cremation 
ground, and so on. The Tamil tradition goes to great lengths to explain 
away these traits. For example, Siva beheads Brahma to punish a sin of 
Brahma's—and Siva has no need to expiate this action. This is the exact re
verse of the northern myth, in which Siva atones for Brahminicide by 
wandering over the earth and begging for alms with Brahma's skull in his 
hand. See, for example, Kflrma 2.31.3-109; and cf. Karici 34.1-38; 
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Tirumayilai 10.2-25; Tirukkamiyur 6 (pp. 17-19); Palayaiikuti talavaralaru, 
pp. 9-12. 

2. See above, section 2 at n. 10. 

3. Bfhadisvaramahatmya 15.55-58. See above, II.l at nn. 10-11. 
4. Tirupperur 19.23-44. 
5. See below, IV.8. 
6. See the summary in Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:79-83. This entire story, 

with the Tevaram hymns around which it has been woven, constitutes an 

essay in religious symbolism: Cuntarar's blindness is a sign of two kinds of 
desire, his lust for the dancing girl Cankiliyar ("the Chain") as well as his 

thirst for the god, for whose sake he leaves Caiikiliyar and is consequently 
b l i n d e d .  T h e  q u a r r e l  o f  t h e  b l i n d  s a i n t  a n d  h i s  g o d  i s  a  l o v e r s '  f i g h t  ( H f a l ) ,  
the gift of renewed vision a surrender and revelation by the deity. 

7. Svetaranya 41-47; cf. Tiruvepkaiu 15.1-106. 
8. MBh 2.42.21-23. See below, IV.4 at and after n. 15. 

9. A village near Tiruvitaimarutur is still called by his name (Marut-
tuvakkuti); cf. Svetaranya, Tamil prose summary, p. 13. Note that 

"Maroti" is a widely diffused village deity: Maury, p. 75. 
10. See Das, plate XIV. Nandin's wounds here may be compared with 

the "stigmata of valor" that Dumezil sees in the piece of whetstone in the 
head of Thorr and the flint fixed by a nail in the head of the Lapp god Hora 
galles: Dumezil (1969), pp. 161-64. 

11. PP 4.6.1 -60 (Caotecuranayanar). 
12. Spratt, p. 333. See above, section 2 at n. 34. 
13. CikaJatti 6.1-178; PP 3.3.1-186; TirukkaJatti, Karjijappar 

civakocariyar muttiyatainta attiyayam, 1-88 (appendix to the edition of U. 
Ve. Caminataiyar). 

14. For a comparable example, see Buber, pp. 69-70. 
15. See above, II.l, the discussion following n. 40. 
16. Oppert, p. 479. 
17. See note 4. 
18. Siva 2.5.42.14-22; Matsya 179.2-40. 

19. Presumably katma! in the original. Rice, p. 214. Cf. the myth of 
Vijnu's eye-sacrifice: Siva 4.34.5-32; Linga 1.98.159-77; Mahimnastava 19; 
Kanci 44.1-13; KP 6.13.297; Carapapuraijam 6 (especially v. 24). We will 
return to the symbolism of eyes and vision in sections 3 to 5 of the follow
ing chapter. 

IV. 1. INTRODUCTION 

1. Talmud Bavli, Gittin 49b. 
2. Diehl, pp. 165-66; Beck (1974), pp. 17-19. 
3. See above, II.l at notes 68-69; Gonda (1966), pp. 31-32. 
4. The god's names also alliterate in some places (e.g., Pujpavananatha 
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at Tiruppunturutti), but on the whole the alliteration of the goddess's 
names is more striking. 

5. See above, III.l at nn. 10-11. 
6. For the earth as dark, see Biardeau (1971-1972), pp. 40-41; Hiltebeitel 

(1976), pp. 67-68. 
7. See below, IV.7. 
8. See below, IV.8. 
9. See Gonda (1954), pp. 133-34, on the connection between agricul

tural and sexual imagery. 
10. Hart (1974), p. 32. 
11. Hart (1975), p. 98f. 

12. See O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 46-56. InJB 2.69-70, Death's weapons 
are song accompanied by the lute and the dance. Cf. Heesterman (1964), 

pp. 12-14. 
13. See above, 1.2 and II. 1. 
14. See Beck (1974), pp. 7-8; Subrahmanian, pp. 286-88; Hart (1975), 

pp. 93-119. 
15. On cross-cousin marriage as a means of maintaining stricter control 

over the woman's power, see Hart (1974). 
16. See Biardeau (1972), p. 182. Note that the androgyne, an important 

symbol for the divine marriage and an attempt to resolve its tensions, is 
precisely that form of union in which conventional sexual activity is im

possible! 
17. See for example Tiruvacakam 12.9 and 13. 
18. BAu 6.2.13 (Hume's translation). 
19. AB 7.13. Sakuntala echoes these words in MBh 1.68.36. 
20. Kanci 63.250-88, 422-27; Tirunelveli 15-20; Tiruvorryur 11.1-25; 

Tiruppunavayil 13; Tirukkalukkunram 17 (p. 126). 
21. Skanda/Murukan became the teacher of his father Siva at Cuva-

mimalai (hence Murukan there is known as Guruguha or Svaminatha): SrI 
svamimalaiksetramahatmya 1.37-48; Satyagirimahatmya 1.10-99; Das, p. 
127; cf. Siva 6.11.10-55. For Murukan as the teacher of Agastya, see above, 
1.1; TiruviJai., purat}avaralaru 1-25. 

22. Palayaiikuti talavaralaru, pp. 4-8. 
23. DED 2507. 

24. Palayankuti talavaralaru, p. 4. 
25. See above, II.2 at n. 64 and references cited there. 
26. TiruviJai. 54.10. See also the old commentary on Takkayakapparani 

40. 

IV.2. THE RELUCTANT BRIDE 

1. O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 151-54. 

2. SeeKane, V, 1:155-87; Patmanapan, p. 4; Marr (1967), p. 421. 
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3. Tirupperflr 29.1-116, 30.1-134. 
4. Whitehead, p. 132. 
5. Tiruvarflr 16.2; kafavufvalttu 5. 
6. Tirappatirippuliyur 10.41-49; 11.24. 
7. Kanyaksetramahatmya 4 and 22; Kaqniyakumari 14-17; Teviparak-

kiramam, pp. 277-88. 
8. Kanyaksetramahatmya 2-5, passim. 

9. Manasakavya ofManakar, cited by Maity, pp. 120-21. 
10. MBh 5.104-18. See also Meyer (1930), 1:39-45. 
11. Kurup, p. 48. 
12. Cucintiram 17.1-10; Kanniyycumari 14.1-47. 
13. Brahmavaivarta 4.47.81-154; cf. Zimmer (1946), pp. 3-11. 
14. See Bfhaddharma 2.60.107-108; Siva 2.4.20.23-37; Katiraiver PiUai, 

pp. 308-10. 
15. Das, pp. 1-2; Patmanapan, p. 3. 
16. Dave, 2:59. 
17. This motif of the suitor's test recurs in other myths of the thwarted 

marriage. In Assam, the goddess Kamakhya agreed to marry Naraka on 
condition that in one night he construct a temple, a tank, and a road; 
Naraka had nearly completed this task when, inspired by the goddess, a 
cock crew prematurely. See Kakati (1948), p. 46. The Papdavas attempted 
to make a reproduction of Kasi in a single night; the goddess Jogai (of 
Maharajtra) took the form of a cock and put a stop to their work by crow
ing before dawn: Kosambi, p. 142. Note the motif of the false announce
ment of dawn in both these myths, as in the Kanniyakumari tradition. The 
same device of the premature crowing of the cock is used by Indra to en
sure Gautama's absence from his house in some versions of the seduction 
of Ahalya; there the motif is the prelude to erotic adventure rather than a 
means of precluding it. See Iramavataram 1.9.75 (commentary); Narayan, 
p. 21; Dowson, p. 9. For other examples of the suitor's test, see Teviparak-
kiramam, pp. 273-74; Matanakamarajankatai 5 (pp. 84-86). 

18. This point was strongly emphasized in a version of the myth used in 
the Tamil film Tevikanniyakumari (1975). Compare the myth of the uni
corn, which can be captured only by a virgin: van Buitenen, introduction 
to MBh III, 118-93. This myth, with its obvious sexual imagery, may go 
back to the cycle of Rsyaspiga. 

19. See below, section 4; Devibhagavata 5.9-11; Vamana 20.1-36; Kan-
niyakumari 12-13. 

20. Kanniyakumari 17.56-62; cf. Percival, p. 23 (nos. 198, 200-201). 
21. Dumezil (1973), p. 123 (1968-1973, 2:368). 
22. See Hart (1974), p. 32, citing stories collected by Brenda Beck. 
23. Cil. 8.1; Nilakanta Sastri (1939), p. 59; cf. Bhagavata 10.79.17. 
24. Tai. Ar. 10.1.7; MBh1 verses added after 4.5.29 (App. I.4.D.11 and 

16); Cil. 12.67 and 73; cf. Mazumdar, passim; Devibhagavata 3.26.38-62. 
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25. Another solution is for the virgin to coexist with the married god
dess in the same temple, each in her own subshrine. This arrangement is 
discussed in section 6 below. 

26. See Tirimurttimalai 5 (pp. 25-34); Pillay, p. 82 n. 2. 

27. Early Tamil tradition also knew ArundhatI (vafa mm) in this light: 
see Paripatal 5.44; Perumpan. 302-303; Akam 16.17-18; Hart (1975), p. 59. 

The star identified as ArundhatI is pointed out to a newly married couple as 
a symbol of the chaste conduct they are to emulate. See Dubois, p. 228. 

28. See O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 102-103; Vamana 6.61-62. 
29. Markaijdeya 16.14-90, 17.1-25; cf. Skanda 5.3.103.1-109; Tirunel-

veli 28.1-3; Siva 3.19.1-28. 
30. Ram. 2.109.8-11; cf. Siva 4.3.7-39, 4.4.1-61; Tirimiirttimalai 3 (pp. 

10-14). Hindu myths stress the direct correlation between chastity and rain; 
see, for example, the story of Rsyaspiga: O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 42-52; 

Iramavataram 1.215-35, where the chaste ascetic brings rain to the 
drought-stricken land. Cf. Cil. 15.145-48; Tirukkural 55; CucIntiram 1.9; 
Thurston (1909), 6:85. 

31. Bhavi5ya 3.4.17.67-78. 

32. Tiruvilai. 23.1-33. 
33. Tirukku.tantai aruj miku carrikapaiji cuvami alaya talavaralaru, 

pp. 33, 31; cf. Das, p. 138; below, section 8. 
34. This case belongs among a series of such explanations of the divine 

symbols. Cf. Bhfgu's curse that Siva be worshiped in the form of a linga 
because the god was too busy with his wife to receive him: Padma 

6.282.8-52; Veiikatacalam, pp. 10-20. Brahma is worshiped in the form of 
a head because he was beheaded by Siva: Oppert, p. 300f.; Thurston 
(1909), 6:357-58; Whitehead, p. 133; Kurma 2.31.3-109. 

35. See above, II.1 at n. 14. In the Anasuya myth from Cucintiram, 

however, the foot (of the asvattha tree) is associated with Siva, the middle 
with Vi$ou, and the top, again, with Brahma: Cucintiram 7.18. 

36. Tirimurttimalai3 (pp. 10-11). 
37. Cucintiram 2.1-21, 3.1-30, 4.1-31, 6.1-23, 7.1-26. See the sculptures 

of Anasiiya and the disguised gods from the "Dark Mandapa" at Maturai: 

Shenoy, pp. 41-42. It is said that in the Kali Age the asvattha tree at Cucin

tiram becomes a konrai, the present sthalavrk$a there. 
38. O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 178-203; below, section 9. For another trial 

of Anasiiya, see Tirimurttimalai 5 (pp. 25-34); Pillay, p. 82 n. 2. 
39. See n. 31. For food as a symbol of or surrogate for eroticism, see 

O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 279-82. 
40. A vision of her nakedness would be tantamount to sexual union: see 

the discussion of this theme in section 4 below. 
41. Cucintiram 7.6. 
42. Tirimurttimalai 6-7 (pp. 35-57). 
43. This text gives their names as Apirami, Makecuvari, Kaumari, KaJi, 
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Varaki, Ayiraiji, and Intirapi—thus revealing their connection to the male 

divinities. 
44. See Beck (1974), p. 8; below, section 7. 

45. MBh 13.14.65-67, including the line inserted by many mss. after 
67 ab. 

46. Dubois, pp. 543-44. 

47. This picture of the "human" mother nursing a calf reverses the 
common motif of the child-god sucking at the teats of a cow (usually the 
Kamadhenu): see section 7. 

48. In another folk version of the Anasuya myth, Anasuya (here called 
Nagavali) is originally married not to Atri but to Bhjgu; after being disfig
ured by the Trimiirti, she is driven away by her husband. See Whitehead, 
p. 115. Here, too, the heroine is ultimately independent, separated finally 
from any husband. She becomes the fierce goddess Mariyamman, who is 
also famous for her chastity and, like Anasuya, for her ability to bring rain 
(see Arokiaswami, passim). Cf. the fine discussion by Brubaker. 

49. Thus Pillay, p. 55 n. 1, on the basis of an inscription given in TAS 
IV, 94. Pillay reads tatfumalaiyapperumal for tatfuvalaiya . . . as given by the 

editor. There seems to be no reason to support Pillay's emendation other 
than the irregular spelling of alaya, shrine. 

50. For example, at Cankaranarayanakoyil, originally Caiikaranayinar-
koyil. At Tiruvahintirapuram (Tiruventipuram), the god, Devanatha, is 
known as Muvar akiya oruvan, "the One who is the Three," and is repre
sented with attributes of Siva as well as those of Vijiju (he has three eyes, 
matted locks, a conch, discus, lotus, and so on). In this case Vijriu seems to 
have absorbed Siva—the reverse of Cucintiram. See Tiruvahintirapuram 
. . . maha samprok$anam, p. 1; Sri cennai mallicurar . . . varalaru, p. ix; 
Krishnaswami, pp. 15-16. 

51. Pillay, p. 72f.; field notes, February 9, 1976; Pirasanna, p. 6. 

52. See Beck (1972), p. 25; Aiyappan, pp. 291-92, especially n. 1 on 
p. 291. 

53. Cil. 2, veripa. 

54. See section 5 below. 
55. See the remarks of Hocart, p. 139. 
56. See the myth of Murukan and VaUi, below, section 8; Zvelebil 

(1973-b), pp. 91-93. 
57. Similarly, in Bengali Vaijijavism the adulterous love of the parakiya 

for her lover is the prevalent metaphor for the love of man and God. See 
Dimock (1967), pp. 78-79; Hart (1974), pp. 48-51. 

58. PP 2.3.1-36; Cayavanam 8.1-49. 
59. Cf. Allama Prabhu 431, cited by Ramanujan (1973), p. 157. 
60. See section 9 below. 
61. Liiiga 1.29.46-64; cf. Siva 3.27.1-69; Tirunelveli 57.268-85; O'Fla-

herty (1973), pp. 197-99. The myth has an earlier form in MBh 13.2.36-85. 
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62. PP 5.4.1-50. 
63. See section 5 below at n. 13; section 6 n. 21. 

64. Govindacharya1 pp. 41-58; Das, pp. 51-54; Filliozat (1972), pp. vii-
viii. 

65. As in the wedding ceremony. At the svayanjvara the woman sup
posedly chose her husband by throwing a garland over his neck (as in the 

story of Nala and Damayantl); here AiJtal garlands herself to see if she is a 
fit bride for the god. 

66. Nilakanta Sastri (1963), p. 67. 
67. See above at n. 51. 
68. Brhadisvaramahatmya 21.1-20 (f. 33b-34a). 
69. Ramanujan (1973), pp. 111-14; other examples in Jacob, p. 120; 

Tadhkiratal-Awliya', 1:59-73. 
70. Tam. Cukantakeci, fr. Skt. sugandha, "fragrant," + ke'sa (ke'st), 

"hair." 
71. KaJaiyarkoyil 16.2-39, 17.2-42. 

72. See above, II.2 at n. 33. 
73. Mattiyarccunam, p. 227, Cf. Tiruvitaimarutur mummaijikkovai 

28.54-55. 

74. A good example is the stone from Penukopda. Anantapur District, 
in the Madras Government Museum. 

75. See Cil. 23.181 (Kaijpaki breaks her bangles in the shrine of Kor-
ravai). 

76. Elmore, p. 31. 
77. Iramavataram 2.3.37. 
78. Kajaiyarkoyil 17.36-42. 

79. The influence of the MInakji myth from nearby Maturai may be re
flected here in the motif of finding a husband through battle—although 
here not the bride but her father is defeated. See below, section 5 n. 47. The 
Kanapper bride, Sughandakesi, is linked by her name to Nanappfliikotai, 

Siva's consort at KaJatti, and, more spectacularly, to the famous story of 
Tarumi and his (or Siva's) poem about the naturally fragrant tresses of the 
Maturai queen: TiruviJai. 52.1-107 (see verses 103-105 for Nanappflii
kotai); and cf. Marr (1958), pp. 10-11, and Kur. 2 (the poem mentioned in 
this story). 

80. Vikjarapyaksetramahatmya 3.1-49; Das, pp. 260-61. 
81. Kumbhaghoijamahatmya 4.34-65, 5.1-49. 
82. Tirukku^antai . . . carrikapani cuvami talavaralaru, pp. 31-32. 

83. Tiruvahintirapuram sri tevanata svami tirukkoyil maha samprokja-
nam, pp. 2-3. 

84. Das, pp. 238-39; Tirupporflr, p. 9. 

85. Galava, here the father of the bride, is associated with the theme of 

virginity in the myth of Madhavi—Yayati's daughter matched by Galava 
with four different husbands, each time as a virgin. See MBh 5.104-18. 
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86. Elmore, p. 80. I am informed by Dennis Hudson and Christopher 
Fuller that this well-known tradition is not reflected in present-day rituals 
in the Maturai shrine. Carol Breckenridge has reported witnessing a simi
lar ritual sneeze in a shrine in Tirunelveli. 

IV.3. THE LUSTFUL BRIDE 

1. Tirumantiram 1025; Saundaryalahari 7; Krishna Sastri, p. 220. 
2. Saundaryalahari 5 and 6; 19. 
3. Bfhaddharma 2.53.44. 
4. Whitehead, pp. 133-34. 
5. Cf. Brahmapda 3.4.11.24-31; below, after n. 48. 
6. Cf. Elmore, pp. 89-90; Oppert, pp. 465-66 n. 253. 
7. Ibid. See section 7 at n. 96. 
8. Kumarasambhava 8.7. 
9. KP 6.24.20-24. 
10. Ibid. 1.11.44-45. And cf. Eliade (1971) for the symbolism of light 

and seed. 
11. KP 6.24.10. 
12. MBh 1.203.26. 
13. Padma 5.51.7-50; Iramavataram 1.9.81. 
14. S. C. Mitra, pp. 145-47. The myth is based on Ram. 7.18.5, 22-24, 

where Indra becomes a peacock to hide from Ravana. 
15. See the south Indian wood carving in Ions (1967), p. 86. 
16. Uampflraoar on Tol. PoruJ. Akattioai. 20; Nampiyakapporul 20; see 

for example Kur. 249; cf. Subhasitaratnakosa 215, 222, 225, 236. 
17. Thankappan Nair, p. 163. 
18. MBh 4.5 (App. I.4.D.14 and 26); Hopkins (1915), p. 224; Long 

(1970), p. 359. 
19. Tirumayilai 6.20-80, 7.1-68. Cf. Mayuram 6-11; Tirumayilatuturai 

ttalavaralaru, p. 4; Das, p. 180. 
20. Murukan is Ciiikaravelan at Cikkal as well. Mayilai has its own ver

sion of the birth of Murukan: Tirumayilai 9.45-54. On the peacock vehicle 
of the god, see Mayil viruttam attributed to Aruoakirinatar. 

21. Tirumayilai 6.39, 7.45, etc. 
22. See above, III.3 nn. 114-21. 
23. See above, II.2 at n. 33. 
24. Brahmaoda 3.4.30.33-95. 
25. Saura 54.1-19; Skanda 1.1.35.3-18; KSS 3.6.60-71. 
26. See the eponymous myth from Kamakkur (Kamanakar): Kamakkur 

5. Cf. Tirumayilai 9.1-43. Rati's mourning for her burned husband, before 
his restoration, becomes an important folk theme: see, for example, Irati 
pulampal. 
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Tl. Also called the KamakkoUam or Kamakot;i, the shrine ofKamakjI at 
Kancipuram. On these names, see Dessigane et al. (1964), pp. i-vi. 

28. Kamaksivilasa 14.9-66. The story may be an elaboration of 
Brahmanda 3.4.30.59. The Kamakslvilasa, of uncertain date, offers 

perhaps the most complete and most mature versions of the myths of 
KamakjI. 

29. KP 6.13.99-115; Koyil 3.29-36. See below, section 9. 
30. In the Kamakjilllapirapavam, which gives a version of this myth 

(14, pp. 88-95), Kama refers explicitly to the Pine Forest when he advises 
Siva to seek alms from Devi. 

31. See section 9 below. 
32. Kamaksivilasa 14.75. 
33. Brahmaijda 3.4.39.50. 
34. Kancimahatmya 23.3-35, 24.1-56. 
35. Meyer (1937), 1:98-100, 106-32, 204-206; O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 

158-62; Sbulman (1979). 
36. KancImahatmya 25.1-24. 
37. See Siva 2.3.51.13-14. 

38. Kanci 57.1-9 offers an explanation of the name Nilattunt;apperumal. 
On KalJakkampan and the associated two lmgas see Cuntarar, Tev. 61.10; 
Ramanatha Ayyar,passim; Shulman (1979). 

39. Durga-MahakajI, according to the Sanskrit version (Kamakslvilasa 
8.67-70). 

40. KamaksilIlapirapavam 8 (pp. 47-57); Kamakslvilasa 8.13-133; cf. 
KancImahatmya 23-25; Kanci 53.1-55. 

41. Kamakslvilasa 4.44-49. See below, IV.8. 

42. The motif of brother-sister incest hinted at here appears in full force 
in Tamil folk myths: see below, section 7 after n. 146. 

43. For the equation of the god with a river, cf. Tlrttakiri 5.1-14 (Siva 
melts to water in the embrace of the goddess). 

44. Kurma 2.31.89-91; Vamana 2.43-48. 
45. Tiruvirincai 2.95-97; Tiruppunavayil 11; Siva 7.1.24-25; De-

vlbhagavata 5.23.1-5; Skanda 1.2.29.45-52. 
46. Kanci 64.79-80. 
47. This appears to be a general view of woman and sexuality in India: 

see Carstairs, pp. 84, 156-59, 163, 165-66; Koestler, p. 230. For a striking 
example of the motif of the woman who drains the male of seed, see the 
myth of Sukra: Thurston (1909), 6:85; Diehl, pp. 165-66. Sexual union 
threatens the life of the male: recall Pandu, who dies in embracing his wife 
(because he had once killed a sage uniting with his wife in the form of a 
deer)—MBh 1.109.5-30. The village god Kuttaotavar is cursed to die on 

the day he marries: Whitehead, p. 27; below, section 9. For a modern 
example of this theme, see Ramamirtam, pp. 32-34. 

48. See above, n. 24. 
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49. UpatecakaiJtam of Koneriyappanavalar, 30.1-72; SRKh 7.74.1-60. I 

have combined the two versions in the description of the sacrifice. Cf. 
Kafici 61.1-23; Kamaksivilasa 12.17-47; Kamaksililapirapavam 12 (pp. 74-

82). 
50. See above, nn. 33 and 40. The Brahmapda, which offers another 

version of this myth, gives us this identification. 
51. Kamaksivilasa 12.17-47; Kamaksililapirapavam 12 (pp. 74-82). 
52. Kanci 61.23. Cf. Ramanatha Ayyar1 p. 160. 

IV.4. THE MURDEROUS BRIDE 

1. See section 2 above, the myths of the virgin bride. One specific aspect 
of this problem—the attempt to preserve the virginity of the mother—will 
be discussed in section 7. 

2. See the examples in the previous section at nn. 40, 49, 19; further in-
stanpes will be cited below. 

3. See above, section 2 n. 8; section 3 n. 49. 
4. See, for example, Rowland, p. 304 plate 237. See also Figure IV. 
5. See Zimmer (1946), plates 66-69; Archer, figs. 13 and 45; Rawson, 

p. 132 and plates 89, 110-11. For the textual support for this icon, see 
Bfhaddharma 1.23.6-8. 

6. Kosambi (1962), pp. 2-3, 85-91. 
7. Ibid., p. 85. 
8. Markaijdeya 82.1-68, 83.1-41. 

9. Devibhagavata 5.9-11; Brahmavaivarta 2.16-20; Vamana 20.1-36; 
Devipurana 13, cited Hazra (1963), p. 45. 

10. Vamana 20.34. 
11. Aruijacalam 4.1-77, 5.1-67; cf. Skanda 1.3.1.3, 1.3.1.10-13; 

Arunakiripuranam 5. 
12. Skanda 1.3.1.11.69. 

13. See above, III. 1. 
14. Hart (1975), pp. 122-25. 

15. See Bhagavata 7.1.29. 
16. MBh 2.42.21-23; Vi5Iju 4.14.50-53, 4.15.1-17; Bhagavata 7.10.38; 

11.5.48. 

17. Bhagavata 10.6.30-40, 10.14.34. One modern version of this myth 

(Sritas, passim) insists that Putana actually loved Kfjija; as soon as she saw 
his beauty, she fell in love with the god. The account of the Bhagavata does 
not support this view. 

18. See above, III.4 after n. 7. 
19. Tirunelveli 52.110. 

20. Cetull (tevipuraccarukkam). 1-78; Skanda3.1.6.8-77, 3.1.7.1-48. 
21. MBh 3.102.16-23, 3.103.1-3. 
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22. Personal communication from Brenda Beck; cf. Beck (1969), pp. 
560-61 and n. 21. 

23. Cetu 11.82; Skanda 3.1.7.47-48, 63-64. 
24. Vamana 18.41-74; Devibhagavata 5.2.17-50; Kalika 62.136-57. 
25. Aruoacalam 5.46-49; Tirunelveli 52.112-16. 
26. Aruijacalam 5.49. 
27. Tirunelveli 52.116. 
28. Tiruvatpokki 10.1-45. 
29. Vrtra is also considered a Brahmin: see MBh 5.9-10, 5.13; SB 

11.1.5.7-8, 9.5.2.4. In some versions of the Vftra myth, Vftra is a devotee 
of VifQU or of Siva, and thus Indra's need to expiate is intensified—as is the 
problem of atoning for the slaughter of the demon-devotee Mahija in the 
Tamil accounts. See MBh 12.274.55-58; Bhagavata 6.11.21-27, 6.12.19-22; 
Tiruvariir 13.1-53; Skanda 6.8.34-131. 

30. See, for example, the summary ofcarukkam 11: above, III.2 at n. 91. 
Similarly, the Aruijacala mountain struck by the sword of Durga is 
equated with the lifiga, the manifestation of Siva: see above, II.1 at n. 14. 

31. See above, IV.3 at and following n. 45. 
32. Kiirma 2.31.1-111; O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 123-27. 
33. The anonymous commentator identifies this demon with Mahija. 

He is, of course, to be distinguished from the goddess Durga. 
34. Tiruppainnili 4.1 -23. 
35. See above, II.2, nn. 33-39. 
36. Recall the goddess armed with arrows at Kancipuram: above, sec

tion 3 n. 49. 
37. For pratitfha achieved through a sacrifice, see Viruttacalam 1.12-39. 
38. Kalika 62.84-164. 
39. See above, III.3 after n. 24. 
40. See above, III.3 n. 4. 
41. Kalika 62.136-57. 
42. Ibid. 62.153. 
43. Van Kooij, p. 33. 
44. Bhattarcharji, p. 166; cf. Biardeau (1972), pp. 183-84. 
45. Whitehead, pp. 44, 50-54, 72-76, 93-94, 106-109; Elmore, pp. 19, 

22, 38-39, 118-26; Dumont (1957), p. 378. 
46. Markaodeya 83.37-39; cf. Cil. 12.65-66. 
47. See above, III.3 n. 3, and the discussion of Sitikaritha/Nilakaptha (af

ter n. 108 of that section). In the Annanmar katai (Beck, 1975), Vijnu de
prives the brothers of the head of the sacrificed boar (which is also, as one 
would expect, the "remainder" of the sacrifice). In the story of Ciruttoij-
tar, Siva demands in particular the head of the saint's sacrificed son: PP 
7.3.65, 72-75; cf. Ciruttont;apattankatai, pp. 33-34. Recall that the secret 
known to Dadhyanc is how to complete the sacrifice by restoring the head 
(SB 14.1.1.18-26). 
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48. Cf. the identification of the anthill with the head of the sacrificial 
victim, and with the vastulseed: above, III.3 nn. 40-43. 

49. Ramesan, pp. 91-92. For the motif of the life vested in an external 
object, see below, section 7 n. 180, and the Mayiliravapankatai (the de
mon's life guarded by five bees in five caves). 

50. This feature has often been euphemistically misinterpreted: see, for 
example, Thompson and Spencer, p. 36 n. 2; Jogendra Natha Bhattacarya, 
p. 322. And cf. the fate of Visuu in the anthill myth, above, III.3. 

51. See Purapporul veppamalai 139 (tumpaippafalam 13); Puram 80, 274, 
275. 

52. See Emeneau (1971), pp. xxxix-xlv; 14-23. 
53. Whitehead, p. 18; Oppert, pp. 460-61. 
54. Whitehead, pp. 72-73; Elmore, pp. 129-30; Thurston (1909), 3:375. 
55. Whitehead, pp. 117-19; cf. pp. 84-85. 
56. See above, III. 1 n. 15. 
57. Arupacalam 4.2-9; Kanci 63.20-46; Kancippurapam of Kacciyap-

pamunivar 1.263-80; Tiruppatirippuliyur 2.1-90; Tirunelveli 51.36-39; 
Kalaiyarkoyil 6.2-13; Tirucceiikotu 4.1-40; Tirukkovalflrppurapavacanam 
1 (pp. 1-4). 

58. MBh 13.127.26-38; TirunHveli 51.36-39. 
59. KamaksilIlapirapavam 7 (pp. 43-44); see above, section 3 n. 40. 
60. Skanda 6.153.2-20. 
61. Kalaiyarkoyil 6.2-13 (below, section 8 n. 11); for a Sakta variant on 

this type, see Brown (1947). 
62. Kumarasambhava 8.7. 
63. Matsya 179.2-40; Kflrma 1.15.89-90, 125-38, 168-218; Siva 2.5.42-

46. 
64. Gopinatha Rao, II, 1, pp. 322-23. 
65. Ibid.; cf. Arddhagirimahatmya 2.9-183; Krishnaswami, pp. 12-13. 
66. Compare the blind Cupid of Western tradition: Panofsky, pp. 95-

128. The Lurianic Kabbalah pictures the Shechinah as blind. 
67. On the symbolism of eyes, see above, section 3 after n. 8. The link 

between blindness and castration may be carried out over several stages in 
time: if the extraordinary vision leads to death (see below), the loss of vi
sion may be compensated by sexual contact with the goddess, which in 
turn leads to castration and/or death. Although this sequence is possible in 
the light of the Tamil Mahisa myths, I prefer to regard blindness, castra
tion, and death as symbolically equal in these myths. Any one of the three 
may prefigure or substitute for the others. 

68. MBh 3.122.1-27, 3.123.1-23; Devibhagavata 7.2.30-65, 7.3.1-64, 
7.4.1-56, 7.5.1-57. Cyavana's anthill home suggests a connection with the 
serpent, a connection sustained in the cases of other members of Cyavana's 
family (Dadhlca, Pippalada). I hope to deal with this point in a separate 
study. 
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69. Wariar. 

70. Kur. 89 and 100, commentary of U. Ve. Caminataiyar. 
71. Whitehead, p. 26. 

72. Above, after n. 45; cf. Vogel (1931); Rose; Cil. 5.76-88, 12.20. 
73. Kakati (1948), pp. 46-47. 
74. See Gonda (1965), p. 32. 
75. Bhagavata 9.1.13-35; DevIbhagavata 1.12.16-22; see the discussion of 

these and other variants in O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 302-10. 
76. Dubois, pp. 629-30. 
77. MBh 1.205.1-30; Alliyaracariimalai, pp. 47-49. 
78. RV 10.95; SB 11.5.1.1-17; cf. Kosambi (1962), pp. 42-81; Wright 

(1967), pp. 526-47. 

79. Matanakamarajankatai 5 (p. 68). 
80. Ram. 7.13.22-31; Teviparakkiramam, pp. 30-34. 
81. Ramesan, pp. 40-41. 
82. Cf. Tiruvilai. 30.1-41; 58.1-86; 59.1-127; 60.1-45. 

83. The motif is reversed but the punishment remains the same in a 
gloss in the Talmud (Niddah 31A) on Numbrs 24:3: Bil'am is blinded 

(shHum ha'ayin) for asking how the Holy One, who awaits the birth of the 
righteous from the seed of Israel, can watch their intercourse. Here physi
cal blindness punishes and reflects the failure to perceive the sanctity of 
union (of men and women rather than of gods); the reversal of human and 
divine in the Hebrew myth is also illustrated by Bil'am's attempt to project 
blindness on to God. 

84. Filliozat (1968), 1:9. Another version of the story has it that the king 
himself maimed the queen when she compared the Putumamapam to her 
father's stables at Tancavur (ibid.). 

85. Note that this identification may depend on putting in the eyes of the 
image. See Gombrich (1966), pp. 23-36. 

86. Kur. 244; Akam 102.13; 311.1-5. Cf. the crystal palace (pajikk'arai-
marf(apam) in which Manimekalai hides from the prince: Manimekalai 
4.86-88. And cf. Song of Songs 4:12. 

87. Note that Kamakhya, the goddess who dances within the closed 
doors of her shrine in Assam, is pictured standing on the corpse of Siva 
when it is time for love (kama): Kalika 60.58. 

IV.5. THE SEALED SHRINE 

1. See above, 1.2 and II.3 at n. 16. The principle of separation underlies 
the Brahmin claim to purity, and is directly linked to the goal ofsannyasa. 

See Heesterman (1964). 
2. Turner (1974), p. 197. See the myths of the gatekeeper: above, 1.2. 

3. Heesterman (1973). 
4. See the rampart myths, above, II.2. In the light of this discussion, the 

role of the gatekeeper as guardian of the wall becomes even more striking. 
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5. PP 6.1.578-82. 

6. See verses 580 and 589. 
7. On the esoteric nature ofknowledge, see above, 1.3 at n. 49, and 1.2 

at n. 9. 
8. See 1.2. For an instance of the demand for immediate salvation, see 

Tiruvirincai 7.1-38. The impatient longing for divine joy is apparent in 

Karaikkalammaiyar's desire to know "what day" her suffering will be over 
(ennanru tirppat' ifar)—Arputa ttiruvantati 1. 

9. PP 6.1.587-90. 
10. See the story of Varakuijapaptiyan: above, section 2 n. 71. 

11. Personal communication from Brenda Beck. 
12. Cil. 23.99-125. 

13. PP 4.5.3; Cekkilarpuraijam, verse 15; Campantar, Tev. 1.45.1 (with 
commentary); Tamilnavalarcaritai 139-41; cf. the modern retellings by 
Ekampara Mutaliyar; Ramanatan, pp. 5-50; Irakavaiyankar (1955), 

pp. 38-45. A multiform of the story can be found in Wilson (1828), 2:54-
56. 

14. Cil. 23.138-69; cf. Manimekalai 26.5-34. 
15. Cil., kanfam 1-2. The third katifam, which I believe to be an integral 

part of the work, describes the establishment of the worship of Kaijijaki/ 
Pattini. On folk versions of the epic, see Beck (1972); Zvelebil (1973-b), 
p. 173. 

16. For a discussion of the parallels between the two stories, see 
Hameed, passim. 

17. Ratnakarapdakasravakacara of Samantabhadra, cited by A. Chak-
ravarti in his introduction to Nllakeci, pp. 15-18. 

18. See below, section 6 after n. 11. For Nlli as a name for the fierce 
goddess generally, see Cil. 12, palikkofai 1.3; Takkayakapparani 359; 
Tiruvilai. 3.43; Oppert, p. 494. 

19. Nilakeci 1.27-65. 
20. See section 6. 

21. It is thus fitting that Sri Saila, the Tamil translator of Shakespeare's 
Taming of the Shrew, called his book Nilivacikaram. 

22. PP 5.4.1-50; see above, section 2 n. 62. 
23. Puttiir kujumayiyamman cintu, pp. 4-5. 
24. Mahalingam (1949), p. 47; cf. Kovalankatai, pp. 103-104. 
25. Manasakavya ofManakar, cited by Maity, p. 120. 
26. Thurston (1909), 6:120-21. 
27. Alliyaracanimalai, pp. 143-46. 
28. Sarma, pp. 52-53. 
29. Mayiliravanankatai, pp. 23-25. 

30. Matanakamarajankatai 4 (pp. 50-65). A close parallel, substituting a 
snake for the tortoise, is Pancatantra (Purnabhadra) 1.23. The snake is mar
ried to a Brahmin girl; when he emerges from his box in radiant, human 
form, the girl's father burns the serpent's skin left in the box. 
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31. Sayaoa on RV 5.78.5. 
32. See above, III.3 n. 88. 
33. She must, however, still be convinced by Draupadi and Arjuna's 

other wives of the merits of marriage. 
34. See Hiltebeitel (1976), p. 222 and n. 51. 
35. Hart (1975), pp. 110-12. 
36. Natesa Sastri (1884), 1:63-83; retold by Ions (1970), pp. 151-55. 
37. Beck (1969), p. 561. 

38. See section 6. 
39. Tevakuficariyammal, pp. 5-22. For an Oriya variant of this motif, 

see LakjmIpuraija of Balarama Dasa, cited Mansinha, pp. 229-31: Jagan-
natha locks Laksrrn out of the shrine. See also Nallataiikal katai, pp. 21-25 
(below, section 7 n. 167). 

40. Whitehead, pp. 112-13 (my summary). 
41. Frere, pp. 252-53; Beck (1972), pp. 26-27. For the image of the seed 

in a pot, see above, II.2 after n. 56. 
42. Kaooaki is identified with Durga already in Arumpatavurai on Cil. 

12.47-48 (referring to her description as kortka ccelvi). 
43. Beck (1972), pp. 26-27; Kovalankatai, pp. 4-7. 
44. Specifically with Cokkecar, Siva as worshiped at Maturai, the hus

band ofMlnakjI: Kovalankatai, pp. 7-8; Beck (1972), pp. 26-27. 
45. See the destruction of the shrine of Gaoesa for the same reason by 

Divodasa: above, II.3 n. 4. 
46. Cil., uraiperukafturai 1; cf. 27.127-30. On the equation of seed and 

rain, see above, III.2 at n. 52. 
47. Tiruvijai. 4.1-42, 5.1-44. 

48. The process of transformation from violent goddess to docile wife is 
attested at many other shrines, as well; sometimes the goddess is known as 
SantanayakI or SantaguoanayakI ("the lady of calm character"—as at 
Tiruveftakkuti, Tirumayila^uturai, etc.). The change may be effected by 
adorning her with golden earrings (Tiruvanaikka), drawing the sricakra at 
her feet (Kanci), or, perhaps most frequently, by the dance. See section 6. 

49. Although Megasthenes, the Greek ambassador to the court of Can-
dragupta Maurya1 is an unreliable source, one must at least mention his 
description of the incestuous union of "Pandaia" (= the Paotiya queen) 
with her father "Herakles." This account makes father and husband identi
cal! See McCrindle, p. 207. 

50. Pancatantra (Pflroabhadra), 5.10 (pp. 285-89). The story is first 
found in the Jain recensions of the Pancatantra (Puroabhadra and the Vul
gate) but is missing from Southern Recension, the Kashmiri version, and 
even the late, much-contaminated southern "Amplior." See Hertel (1914), 
pp. 301-303. Did the ancient Jain community of Maturai preserve the story 
and transmit it to the Jains of western India? The nineteenth-century Tamil 
version of Taotavaraya Mutaliyar (Pancalantiram, pp. 176-79) substitutes a 
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third eye for the third breast; we will return to this association in a mo

ment. 

51. Tiruvilai. 28.1-23; above, III.3 at n. 106. 
52. Benfey, 1:511-12. Kunpaptiyan appears in Tiruvilai. 62.1-68. The 

theme of the hunchback lover and rival is, however, very widespread: 
Draupadl, for example, is said in Jataka 536 (V, p. 426) to have taken a 

hunchback as lover in addition to her five Paodava husbands. Cf. Kalit-
tokai 94. 

53. On Vijaya as a "first king," and for the earlier part of the story, see 
Hiltebeitel (1976), pp. 181-85. 

54. Davy, pp. 293-95. Cf. Mahavamsa 7, where, however, no mention 
is made of a third breast. 

55. Nakecuram (Kumpakoijam), Canpakaraoiyam (Tirunakecuram), 
Tiruppampuram, and (Nakaik)karoijam. 

56. Tirunakaikkaroijappuratiam 19.1-147. 
57. A Vaijijava form of the handsome god also exists in the Maturai 

region—Alakar of Tirumaliruncolai. 
58. Chockalingam, pp. 368-69; Das, p. 166. See above, III.3 after n. 84. 
59. On Varupa as a serpent, see Kuiper (1964), pp. 107-108; Monier-

Williams, s.v. varutfa. The name CalIcukan (Salisuka?) unfortunately offers 
no clue to the bridegroom's identity. 

60. Kingsbury and Phillips, p. 31; cf. Cil. 7.25.2. 
61. Cil. 7.11.1. 

62. Brown (1947), pp. 209-14. See the application of this motif to Siva: 
above, section 4 at n. 61. For a Kabbalistic parallel to this aspect of fish 

symbolism, see Sefer Taamei Haminhagim, p. 96. I am grateful to Rabbi 
Joseph Green for this reference. 

63. See Civananacittiyar, cupakkam, 327. I am indebted to His Holiness 
SrI Mahaliiikattampiran for suggesting this explanation of the name. 

64. Jouveau-Dubreuil, p. 35 n. 2. 
65. Singaravelu, pp. 64-69; Subrahmanian, pp. 235-44. 
66. Tiruvijai. 57.1-64; cf. Tiruval. 22; Thurston (1909), 6:141-42; 

Whitehead, pp. 24-25. 
67. Minampikai tottiram, verses 5 and 8. 
68. Cil. 7.17-18. This metaphor fits the MInaksI myths, with their dom

inant theme of a dangerous eroticism, quite well. Recall, too, that the fish 
is a symbol of violence in Hindu culture: matsyanyaya, the law of the fish, is 
a common term for anarchy (the larger fish devouring the smaller). Graves 
(1948), pp. 349-63, regards the fish as a symbol of chastity; this notion, 
which I have not encountered in explicit form in Tamil sources, would 
nonetheless be suited to the image of MInakgI as the dark and threatening 
virgin. 

69. Multiple-breasted goddesses appear elsewhere as well: Artemis at 
Ephesus has "a multitude of protruding breasts"—Frazer, 1:37. The Mexi-
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can goddess Coatlicue, who is both benign and fierce, the nourishing earth 
mother who slays her lovers, has four hundred breasts. Cf. Spence, pp. 14, 
16, 183-87. I am indebted to John Marr for this information. 

70. Aiyappan; Zvelebil (1973-b), p. 173 n. 4. For a story associating 
Bhagavati here with the motif of the sealed shrine, see Francis Day, p. 11. 

71. Cilpatikam 5; 12.49-50; 15.93; 23.14; 27.129. 
72. Campantar, Tev. 1.10.1, lines 1-2. 
73. There is a considerable mythology capable of explaining why Par-

vatl, the wife of the yogi Siva, should be considered unwilling or incapable 
of nursing her children: see O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 265-70; to the examples 
cited there may be added the folk myths about Cmalaimaian, the son of 
ParvatI who took to eating corpses because he was unsatisfied by his 

mother's milk: Cut;alaimat;acuvamivilpat;l;u, pp. 1-6. Nevertheless, Unna-
mulai as a head-rhyme with Annamalai seems too good to be true, and one 
cannot help feeling that metrical considerations were crucial to the choice 
of this name for the local goddess in her benign form. 

74. See above, section 1 at n. 11. 
75. Graves (1955), 1:21. 
76. Ram. 5.36.12-32; cf. Rice, pp. 211-12; Caiikaranarayaijacamikoyil 

11.8-9; Bhukailasamahatmya 22.6-11. Note again the association of blood 
with the breast, as in the myths of the Kamadhenu (above, III.2). 

77. Siva 4.34.4-32; Kanci 44.1-13. Skt. dar'sana = vision, eye. 
78. Bjrhaddharma 1.10.38-65. 

79. For example, Tiruvacakam 29.5. 
80. MBh 2.40. 

81. Oppert, pp. 464-71; Whitehead, p. 133. See above, section 3 follow
ing n. 4, and below, section 7 n. 96. 

82. Tiruvilai. 5.43. 
83. For the third eye, see above, section 3 at n. 8; on the correspondence 

of breast and phallus in India, see O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 331-46. 
84. Spratt, p. 268. 

85. Divyavadana 32 (pp. 470-76). 
86. When the bride becomes dangerous again, the third breast may 

reappear in a new form—recall the crystal tongue of Kuveiji. 
87. MBh (S) 1.203.15-30. The Poona edition adopts the southern read

ing (Manaliira) in 1.207.14-23 but, with better judgment, rejects it in favor 
of the northern Manipura in 14.78-82 (the story of Babhruvahana, the son 
of this union, who slays his father in battle). The southern tradition appears 

to have conflated two separate stories. See also Makaparatam of Villiput-
turajvar 1.7.21-43. "Manalura" is the Manavur ofTiruviJai. 3.2. 

88. Alliyaracanimalai, pp. 20-47 (condensed). 

89. Ibid., pp. 47-164; see the discussion above at n. 33, and the episode 

summarized in III.3 at n. 88. 
90. Pavalakkot;imalai, passim. In the light of the Tamil myths, the 
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etymologizing myth of the Amazons who cut off one breast "in order to 
shoot better" may seem less fantastic; so is the tradition that it was the 

Amazons who set up the image of the many-breasted Artemis at 
Ephesus—Graves (1955), 1:355 and 2:125, 130-31. 

91. We will return to this point in section 9 below. 
92. Ramprasad Sen, cited by Thompson and Spencer, p. 34. 

IV.6. MARRIAGE AND THE DANCE 

1. Recall the head-sacrifice to the goddess: above, section 4 at n. 72. 
2. Tiruvacakam 12.9 and 13. In later times this argument becomes the 

only rationale for Siva's wedding, since the Saiva Siddhantins are reluctant 

to admit the possibility (developed in earlier Saiva myth) of true eroticism 

in the god. Siva is chaste and without desire, but marries in order to pre

serve the world. See Muttukumaracuvami ttampiran, pp. 114-15. Note, 
too, the "this-worldly" orientation—the hostility to release (vlfu) and to 
the winning of heaven—in the Tiruvacakam verse just cited. 

3. See Tiruvorriyur 3.12; Tirukkurralam 2.9.1-40; Kanci 20.1-3; 
Svetaranya 4; Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:442-47. On Citamparam, see below. 

4. Civakamiyammai is the goddess inside the main shrine at Citam

param (as distinct from TillaikkaJiyamman, who is completely excluded; 
her shrine today is about a quarter of a mile to the north of the SrI Naiaraja 
temple complex). An image of Civakamiyammai nearly always appears in 
Na(araja shrines in temples throughout Tamilnaiu. 

5. See the first paragraph above. The entire series may be represented at 
the old shrine to Siva at the southern end of the hill at Tirupparankunram 
(not the Murukan shrine): here we find Siva dancing in competition with 
KalI in the central shrine, Subrahmaijya with his two wives (the conven
tional marriage) to the east, and a shrine to ArdhanarIsvara to the west. See 
Francis (1906), p. 280. 

6. It is striking that the main shrine of the eighth-century Kailasanatha 
temple at Kanci is flanked on both sides by subshrines depicting the ur-
dhvatarrfava of Siva (the dance he adopts during his competition with the 
goddess), with DevI as witness. Clearly, the story of the dance contest was 
popular already in Pallava times. 

7. On the tutfankai dance of the demons, see Tirumuru. 56 and the 
commentary of U. Ve. Caminataiyar on Kur. 31. 

8. See Kur. 214; Tirumuru. 222. 
9. Kulke. p. 43. 
10. On the symbolism of Na^araja, see Coomaraswamy, pp. 56-66; 

Zimmer (1946), pp. 151-75; Sivaramamurti (1974), pp. 23-41. We will be 
concerned in this section only with those parts of the Nataraja myths relat
ing to divine marriage. 
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11. On other shrines of the dancing Siva, and the forms of the dance 
proper to them, see above, II.3 following n. 26. 

12. Appar Tev. 666 (patikam 68.8). Note that this verse begins with a 
reference to the androgyne. Tiruvacakam 12.14 is usually taken to refer to 
the story of the dance contest: if Siva had not performed his dance, the en
tire earth would have become food for Kali. 

13. On Nili, see above, section 5 at note 13. 
14. See above, section 2 n. 62. It is unclear how Karaikkal came to be 

linked with Tiruvalaiikatu and the dance story in this manner. Karaik-
kalammaiyar is worshiped today in a separate shrine at Karaikkal, but the 
Saiva tradition firmly connects her with Tiruvalankatu. 

15. These names are probably derived from Nisumbha and Sumbha of 
the Sanskrit tradition. 

16. On Raktabija, see above, III.2 at n. 53. 
17. Commentary: arufcatti, i.e., the goddess. 
18. Cattan = Sastr (nom. Sasta), Aiyanar, the son of Siva and Vijiju-

Mohinl. For his myths, see section 9 below. 
19. Korravai is here a synonym for Kali. In the Caiikam poems, Kor-

ravai is the Tamil name for the fierce goddess of war, identified from early 
times with Durga. 

20. Commentary: camavetam, the Samaveda. 
21. Tiruvalaiikattuppuraoam 10.1-77, 11.1-32, 12.1-61, 13.1-35, 14.1-

55. 
22. Koyil 3.29-46; see above, II.1 n. 4. For the Pine Forest myth, see 

below, section 9. 
23. See above, III.3. 
24. See above, section 4. 
25. Hiltebeitel (1976), pp. 81-85; Biardeau (1971-1972), p. 38. On the 

pralaya, see above, II.2. 
26. See above, III.3 n. 16. 

27. Naidu et al., pp. 7-8; Sivaramamurti (1974), p. 379; Tirukkuvam 
7.270-74. The latter text makes explicit the iconographic analogy between 
this figure of the urdhvatatf4ava and the pose of Trivikrama-Vijiju (verse 
270). 

28. TiruviJai. 5.43. 
29. Cikali 6.5. 

30. See above, 1.2 n. 28. 
31. See the note in Karavelane, p. 44. This author states that Kali, sub

dued, is married to Siva at Tiruvalaiikatu. 
32. See above, section 5 at and following n. 13. 
33. Hence the proverb IiIIaikktiIi ellaikk'appal, "TillaikkaJi is beyond the 

pale." 
34. Nataracan, pp. 4-5. 
35. Somasundaram Pillai, p. 72. 
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36. To be precise, the Kanaksabha leads to the Citsabha, which is con
sidered to be the site of the dance: Sivaramamurti (1974), p. 383. 

37. Note in this connection that the Tillaikkali shrine is under the care of 
the Dikjitar Brahmin community, like the SrI Nataraja shrine. The version 
of the myth published by the devasthSnam may have been influenced by 
Brahmin concerns for purity and the suppression of violence. 

38. Told to me by R. N. Natarajarathina Deeskhitar, one of the priests 
of the TillaikkaU shrine, on January 5, 1976. 

39. The folk etymology confusing J and 1 is attested at Cikali as well: 
Cikali 6. See also Mahalingam (1972), p. 1. 

40. Citamparapuraiiam 8.23. 
41. For other examples of the common motif of the Vedas' presence in a 

shrine, see Tirukkalukkunram 5 (pp. 27-31); Kanci 62.3, 65-81; Ved-
arapyamahatmya 2.65-67; Tiruvorriyflr 5.1-28; Tirumayilai 8.1-26; 
Tiruvanmiyflr 8 (pp. 26-29). 

42. In Cil. 6.39-43, elucidated by 28.67-75, Siva as ardhanan performs 
the dance in the burning-ground where Kali (Parati) dances. See also 
Sivaramamurti (1974), p. 130. 

43. See Sarkar, p. 52; Srinivasan, pp. 50-56. 
44. Stein (1973), p. 75. 
45. Ponnusamy, p. 76. 
46. For example, Srinakaram, Kamalalayam, Cattipuram. See 

Tiruvarflr 5.5-6. 
47. Ibid. 16.2. Here the goddess isparacatti (parasakti), while in canto 10 

Kamalampikai is associated with Lak$mi/Padma, who wins a husband at 
Tiruvarflr. Yet the original Kamalampikai must have been the goddess 
who performs tapas alone, without marrying: see payiram 5. 

48. According to the modern inscription on the wall of the shrine. 
49. The stone (vaffaparai) was, according to the tradition there, origi

nally the site of blood offerings to the goddess. 
50. See above, III. 1. 
51. Cf. the Daksa myths and their antecedents, the Rudra-Prajapati 

cycle, in which the gods seek to deprive Rudra-Siva of his share: above, 
III.3; O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 272-77. 

52. Above, section 5 n. 36. 
53. For earlier attempts to remove her from even this forum, according 

to one reading of the Cidambaramahatmya, see Kulke, pp. 146-47. 

IV.7. THE BRIDE AS MOTHER 

1. Ramprasad Sen, in Thompson and Spencer, p. 30. 
2. It has become something of a convention to describe some (if not all) 

forms of Devi as representatives of a supposedly original Mother Goddess 
(see, for example, Kosambi, 1962, pp. 42-109; Dikshit, passim). I shall en-
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deavor here to isolate those aspects of the Tamil goddess myths that are in 

fact capable of being linked with maternity. 

3. See section 1 above. 

4. Above, section 3 n. 49. 

5. Kamaksmlasa 11.18-43; Kamak?ililapirapavam, p. 72. See also the 

following story (Kamaksivilasa 11.46-55), in which worship at the 

Kamakotibila is compared to the gift of the womb of a golden cow. 

6. Ibid. 11.36. For the castration in the Pine Forest, see above, III.3 n. 46. 

7. Brahmaada 3.4.39.50-54. 
8. See above, II.2 n. 58; O'Flaherty (1975), pp. 28-31. 

9. Levi-Strauss, pp. 226-27; Piatigorsky (1974). 

10. See above, section 3 n. 46. 

11. See section 6. 

12. RV 1.31.2; 3.55.6-7; 1.112.4; cf. 3.25.1; 1.140.2-3, 10; 7.2.5. 

13. Cf. 1.142.7 (night and dawn). 

14. Ibid. 1.95.1; 1.96.5. 

15. Ibid. 3.56.5; 1.164.10. 

16. Ibid. 1.141.2; cf. 3.1.6. 
17. Ibid. 9.100.7; 9.111.2. 

18. Ibid. 9.86.36; cf. 1.34.8; 1.158.5; 9.10.7; 9.8.4; 9.102.4. 

19. See Heesterman (1957), pp. 17-18, 22. 

20. Stith Thompson, motifs S12 and S31. 

21. RV 5.2.1-2. The commentators connect these verses with the story 

of the PisacI wife of Tryaruna: Bfhaddevata 5.14-22. Both Sayaija and 

Madhava gloss ρέ$ϊ (v. 2) as pi'sacika (Geldner: "Stiefmutter"). 

22. MBh 7.173.89. Cf. the explanation oifered by SB 2.6.2.9; and for 

the problem of Tryambaka, see Keith (1925), 1:143 and 149; Ven-

kataramanayya (1941), pp. 29, 49, 56. See also Wright (1966). 

23. Sayaija on RV 7.59.12 (and see the note by Max Miiller1 p. 14). 

24. Kalika 49.26-64. 
25. MBh 3.127.2-21, 3.128.1-7; KSS 2.5.57-65. 

26. MBh 2.16.12-51, 2.17.1-5. 

27. See the discussion below. 

28. On the split child, see O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 353-57. 

29. Vinayaka 71.43-75. The Sabdakalpadruma quotes from a probable 

Sanskrit original for this story under dvaimatura. Cf. Amarakoja (Benares) 
1.1.38; Tanjore ed., 1.1.44. 

30. Compare in this connection the tradition of Draupadi as dvepitika, 

having two fathers—her real father and the king ofBenares, who kills him 
and adopts his daughter. Jataka 536 (V, 424). 

31. Pate, pp. 115-16. On the nature of the Brahmarak$asa, see Op-
pert, p. 298; Natesa Sastri (1888), pp. 214-20; Tirukkantiyur 2-3. The 
Cutalaimatacuvamivilpattu makes no mention of the foster mothers, but 
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describes a single wife of the god, Cutalaimatatti, created by Siva for his 

son when he refuses to leave Kailasa alone. 
32. Cil. 21.43. On the symbolism of left and right, see Beck (1975-c), 

pp. 22-23. 
33. Cutalaimatacuvamivilpaitu, pp. 1-6; see section 5 n. 73. 
34. Padma, svargakhatfja 16.2.21. 
35. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 321-69. 
36. See above, III.2, especially the myths from Tiruvanmiyur and Cik-

kal (nn. 14 and 19); on breast symbolism, see above, sections 4-5. 
37. RV 1.153.3; cf. 10.11.1; 9.96.15. 

38. Ibid. 1.160.3. 
39. Ibid. 5.52.16; 1.23.10; 1.85.3. 

40. Maijimekalai 13 and 15. 
41. Above, III.3 nn. 10-11. 
42. See section 3. In some texts (KP 1.4; Campantar, Tev. 3.7 comm.) 

Kama prefers to die at Siva's hands, rather than to live on in the company 

of such evil creatures as the gods, who would send him to disturb Siva's 
meditation. 

43. To be precise, in nirvikalpasamadhi (8.8). 
44. SeeKanci 13.1.42; Skanda 4.1.95.28-74; above, 1.1. n. 15. 
45. TiruppainnIli 8.1-24, 9.1-20. 
46. See MBh 3.98.1-24; 12.329.26; TiruviJai. 1.28-36; Tirttakiri 8.1-3. 

Ultimately this myth goes back to a Vedic myth: Indra slays ninety-nine 
Vftras with the bones ofDadhyanc. See RV 1.84.13-15. 

47. Skanda 7.1.32-33; Brahma 110.85-86. 
48. PP 4.5.64. See above, II.2 n. 33. 
49. Padma 6.148.25-27. 

50. Above, III.2 nn. 14 and 19. 
51. Tiruvilai. 29.1-23. 
52. See above, III.2 n. 10. 

53. Tiruvilai. 29.18. 

54. See the introduction to section 6. 
55. As in the paintings of this myth in the TiruviJai. series in both 

Maturai and Tancavur (on theprakara wall). 
56. Siva 4.5-6. 

57. Ramesan, pp. 52-53. 
58. Velaimanakar caritai, pp. 12-21 (and see the engraving on p. 17). In 

the multicolored cow we see again the triad of red, white, and black (see 
III.2 n. 89). 

59. See Wmslow and Tamil Lexicon, under karampacu; also Anijanmar 
katai (Beck, 1975, pp. 7-9). In my experience, however, processional im-· 
ages and paintings of the Kamadhenu are invariably white or gold. 

60. Taleyarkan, p. 174. 
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61. Ramanujan (1972). 

62. In addition to the classic instance of Siva's beheading of Brahma, 
and the possibility of Indra's slaying Tvastr (see O'Flaherty, 1976, pp. 
102-103), there is the story of Babhruvahana, who slays his father Arjuna 
in battle (MBh 14.78-82); Haniimat is defeated by his son Matsyakalpa but 
then evens the score by striking his son down (MayiliravaQankatai, pp. 
29-36); Murukan humiliates his father Siva, who has to seek instruction 
from his son at Cuvamimalai (Sri svamimalaikjetramahatmya 1.37-48; 
Das, p. 127; SrI satyagirimahatmya 1.10-99; Siva 6.11.10-55). 

63. Markagdeya 106 and 108. 
64. Vijiju 1.11-12. See also Jatakas 510 and 513. 
65. RV 6.55.5. Compare the description of Surya in RV 1.115.2; Mac-

donell (1917), p. 92. 
66. On the symbolism of the Vedic incest myth, see Wright (1967), 

pp. 526-47; Kosambi (1951). 
67. Harivanjsa 2.106.1-64; 2.110.1-35; Bhagavata 10.55.1-40; Tirucceii-

kottumanmiyam, pp. 200-204. 
68. Ziegenbalg, p. 60 note. See also O'Flaherty (1975), pp. 261-62; 

Leach; Beck (1974), pp. 11-12. 
69. Pillay, pp. 76-77. 
70. See the sources cited in n. 68. 

71. Hart (1974), pp. 36-39. Note that the woman is impure during the 
puniru period after childbirth: above, III.2 nn. 62-63. 

72. See section 8 below; Beck (1974), p. 42. 
73. See Chatterjee, pp. 102-103; Bphaddharma 2.60.106-108. Skanda is 

the patron of prostitutes—because they can never marry? Women are 
banned from the grove sacred to Skanda: see Vikramorvaslya, Act IV, pp. 
89-90. 

74. Brahma 81.1-6. Similarly Joseph, tempted by Potiphar's wife, sees 
the image of his mother before him and desists: Bereshit Rabbah (Albeck), 
p. 1072. 

75. MBh 7.173.59-63, following Southern Recension; see also the 16 
lines inserted by northern mss. after verse 60. And cf. Linga 1.102.28-41. 
Indra's aggression against the child mirrors the conclusion of the Skanda 
birth myth (see below). 

76. Liiiga 1.106.21-23. 
77. Tiruvavaiuturai kovil katai, summarized by Mahalingam (1972), 

pp. 250-51. 
78. Above, II.2 n. 17. 
79. Matsya 158.38-48; Padma 5.41.121-26; Paripatal 5 (see below). 
80. Ram. 1.45.1-22. 
81. RV 1.85.3. 
82. Mattiyarccunam, p. 215; Tiruvavatuturai ttaricanam, p. 5; Τ. N. 

Arunachalam, pp. 10 and 14. 
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83. Tirutturutti 5.10-25; 10.25-27; 12.1-23. I have omitted the adven

tures of the cow goddess on her way to Tiruvavatuturai. 
84. TiruvanHpayan 1.2-3; 10.8. 
85. Linga 1.80.44-57. 

86. See, for example, Elwin (1939), p. 325: "Mahadeo was the son of 
Amardevi. . . . When he grew up, he desired his mother, and married her, 
changing her name to Parvati." 

87. Tiruvarancaram 2.5-72. 

88. Markaijdeya 5.8-11; Bhagavata 6.13.15. 
89. TS 2.5.3.1-6; JB 2.157. 
90. A pun onpasudharma, "intercourse." 
91. Kalika 93.1-15. 
92. Srinagesaksetramahatmya 5. 
93. Markaijdeya 106 and 108. 

94. RV 10.72.8-9. Siva is Marttaotavayiravamurttam in Vairavankoyil, 
murttivicefam. 

95. Markandeya 105.1-19. 
96. Oppert1 pp. 465-66 n. 253. 
97. Ibid., pp. 472-73 n. 265. 
98. Cf. the motif of the goddess pacified by the sight ofher sons: above, 

III.2 nn. 11-12. 

99. Oppert, pp. 472-73 n. 265. 
100. Cf. the Anasuya myths from CucIntiram (above, section 2), where 

the frustrated sexual aggression is attributed to the three gods. 
101. For a fuller treatment, including tribal and northern variants, see 

Shulman (1976-a), pp. 239-64; and see the extensive discussion of the 
Skanda myth by O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 93-110. 

102. The wives of the sages, the Kfttikas, are the Pleiades (Tam. aru-
tntn). 

103. MBh 3.213-18 (condensed). 
104. Ibid. 3.216.1; 3.214.6; 3.215.18-23, including the line interpolated 

after 18; 9.43.10-12. 

105. Markaodeya 88.11-21, 38-61; Matsya 179.2-90; Varaha 27.1-39; 
Kurma 1.15.170-75, 219-36; cf. Gopinatha Rao, I, 2, pp. 379-83; 
Arunacalam 4.27; above, section 6 n. 16. 

106. The Varaha (27.1-39) lists eight: Yogesvarl, Mahesvari, Vaijijavi, 
Brahmanl, Kaumari, IndraijI, Yami, and Varahl. Kulke (pp. 53-57) be

lieves this version conflates two myths—hence, eight saktis instead of 
seven, with two of them (Yogesvarl and Mahesvari) associated with Siva. 

107. Matsya 179.2-90; Varaha 27.1-39; see Gonda (1970), p. 104. 

108. According to Nilakaptha (on 3.230.16 of the Vulgate), these are the 
saktis of the gods: Brahmi, Mahesvari, and so on. Van Buitenen (1975), 
p. 834, note on 3.219.15, suggests that they are the real mothers of the in
fants preyed upon by the Mothers of Skanda. 
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109. MBh 3.219.14-58; cf. 9.45.1-40. Cf. also the Seven Mothers listed 

in 3.217.9. 

110. Filliozat (1937), pp. 67-82. 

111. Getty, p. 11. It is not hard to imagine how sick children may be 

thought to be preyed upon by invisible mothers hungry for offspring of 
their own. 

112. SeeGraves (1955), 1:152-54. 

113. O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 255-313. 

114. MBh 1.188.14. 

115. Kalika 48.12-96. 

116. MBh 1.224.27-29. 

117. See Elwin (1939), p. 328; idem (1944), pp. 202-204; Frere, pp. 50-65; 

Parker, 3:152-54. 
118. Cil. 20.37-40. 

119. KP 1.11.1-127; 1.13.1-34. Cf. Taijikai 10.17-31; Tirumayilai 9.45-

54; Kafici 25.1-45. 

120. The clump of reeds (saravarpa) in which Skanda is born (related to 

Saryanavat at Kurukjetra?) is always, like Saryanavat, a pond or tank in 

Tamil sources. For an early reference, see Cil. 11.94. 

121. Skanda 3.3.13.33; and compare the role of Vayu in Skanda 6.70-71. 

122. KP 1.12.6-10. The reference to the Pine Forest is made clear in KP 

6.13.44-85; see below, section 9 following n. 82. 

123. On the erotic significance of eyes and visions, see above, sections 3 

and 4. 

124. Markaijdeya 17.9-10 (above, section 2 n. 29); for Kocceiikaij, see 

Tiruvanaikka 21. Another child who suffers in the womb is Dirghatamas: 

MBh 1.98.6-16. 

125. Vamana 46.24-41; see also 46.71-75. 

126. MBh 3.219.26; 9.45.16. 

127. Bhagavata 10.6.1-44. 

128. Gros (1968), p. xxxviii. 
129. ParimelaJakar elaborates: "Please destroy the embryo conceived 

through this embrace." However, Naccinarkkiniyar in his commentary on 

Tirumuru. 58 takes it as I have translated (ηΐ putjarcci tavira veqfum enru). 

This is surely better for vilafik' ena (line 31). 

130. Paripatal 5.26-54. I have added the bracketed identifications for the 

sake of clarity. 

131. On Calini see also Cil. 12.7. 

132. See above, II. 1 at n. 42. 

133. Naccinarkkiniyar on Tirumuru. 58. 

134. Gros (1968), p. 26; cf. xxxviii-xxxix. 

135. See above, III.3 n. 15; below, V, final section. 

136. Tiruppatirippuliyiir 11.17. And cf. TiruviJai. 33.1-29, where the 
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six Iyakkamatar are cursed by Siva to become stones because they forgot to 
worship Uma. 

137. Jouveau-Dubreuil, p. 38 n. 2; Krishna Sastri, p. 229. 
138. See above, II.2 n. 60. 
139. Beck (1974), p. 8. 
140. Tiruvijai. 33.1-29. The Kfttikas here suffer the same fate as Ahalya, 

cursed by her husband Gautama to become a rock because of her adultery 
with Indra. 

141. Whitehead, p. 26; Diehl, p. 260. 
142. Tirupperur 18.1-62. 
143. Matsya 154.449-50. 
144. Kiirma 2.37.1-45; Siva, Dharmasatt}. 10.79-207; see section 9 

below. 
145. TiruccenkoUumanmiyam, pp. 200-204. 
146. Pattiniyamman varalaru carittiramum kummiyum. 
147. Thus Kannaki, the chaste wife (and in folk myths, the virgin god

dess) is known as Pattini. 
148. Oppert, p. 484. 
149. Whitehead, p. 32. 
150. PP 6.1.473-83. 
151. Verse 23 of Pattiniyamman . . . kummi (see n. 146). 
152. Above, section 2 at n. 22. 
153. Whitehead, pp. 40, 24. 
154. Ibid., p. 29. 
155. Elwin (1949), pp. 30-35, 41-48. 
156. Manasakavya ofManakar, cited by Maity, p. 120. 
157. RV 10.10. But the last day of Dlpavali celebrates Yama's dining 

with his sister Yamuna: Underhill, p. 63. For other Vedic examples of 
brother-sister incest, see n. 65; RV 1.115.2 (Surya); Vaj. Sarrj. 3.57 and TB 
1.6.10.4 (Rudra following his sister Ambika). Cf. the Kanci tradition cited 
above, section 3 nn. 34-42; Jagannatha and Subhacfcra at Puri are a well-
known incestuous pair (Dowson, p. 305; Mishra, pp. 216-18). 

158. RV 2.35.3-5, 15; cf. Macdonell (1897), pp. 69-70; Keith (1925), 
1:135-36; Heesterman (1957), pp. 86-88. 

159. Ibid., pp. 43-44. 
160. Ibid., pp. 13-14, 34-37, 51-52. 
161. Elwin (1947), pp. 240-43. 
162. Ibid., pp. 247-48. 
163. Whitehead, p. 32. Cf. Jouveau-Dubreuil, p. 116. 
164. The inscriptions under the figures identify each one twice: from left 

to right, they are Paracar-Jatamuni, Viyakkiramar-Latamuni, Viyasar-
Muttumuni, Naratar-Vetamuni, Vicuvamittirar-Karimuni, and Vacistar-
Cemmuni. 
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165. Field notes, Tirumullaivayil, December 29, 1975. 
166. Eijiyerram, pp. 39-50. 
167. NallatankaJ katai, passim. 
168. Ibid., p. 15. 
169. Vanamalai (1969), pp. 119-20. 
170. Ibid. 
171. MBh 1.91-92. 
172. SB 5.3.1.13. 
173. DevIbhagavata 9.46.25-26; MBh 3.218.47; cf. Kosambi (1962), 

p. 88; Neogi, p. 131. 
174. For the vanni tree in Saiva myth, see Tiruvijai. 64.1-55 (Cil. 21.5-

6). The vanni is the sthalavxk$a at Viruttacalam. 
175. Vanamalai (1969), pp. 119-20. 
176. Vikkiramatittankatai 3 (pp. 132-62); Matanakamarajankatai 3 

(pp. 42-50). 
177. In KSS 18.4.204-47, the matfkas also steal a bridegroom while he is 

asleep beside his bride. 
178. I am indebted to Brenda Beck for this observation. 
179. Matanakamarajankatai, p. 46. 
180. Lal Behari Day, pp. 339-42; cf. the version of Steel, pp. 64-71. For 

other variants of this pattern, see Elwin (1944), pp. 197-202. 
181. Whitehead, pp. 116-17; cf. Elmore, pp. 95-96; Oppert, pp. 466-67; 

Thurston (1909), 4:300-303; Brubaker. 
182. KSS 12.80 (Vetalapancavinjsatika 6); see also Mann. 
183. On the relations between Brahmins and outcastes, see above, III.l 

at n. 15, and section 4 at n. 55. 
184. See the discussion by Goldman, pp. 80, 86; Biardeau (1968), 

pp. 569-72. 
185. Ram. 7.51.2-24; Matsya 47.101-107; cf. Civananacittiyar, parapak-

kam, 6.29. 
186. Ram. 1.24.3-19, 1.25.1-14. However, Kanci 45.4-62 suggests that 

Parasurama commits a crime in slaying his mother. 
187. Cf. ApItakuca at Tiruvannamalai: above, section 5 n. 73. 

IV. 8. THE DOUBLE BRIDE 

1. See section 3 at n. 46. 
2. Tiruvarur 25.22-36. But the two wives of the single god need not 

always be opposed: in Vaj. Sam. 31.22, Puruja (Prajapati) has SrI and 
LakjmI as his consorts. 

3. He is also erotically linked with Sandhya, Mohinl, Anasuya and other 
women: see O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 226-33. For Mohinl, see section 9 
below. 

4. Brahma 74-75. 
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5. Manasakavya of Manakar, cited Maity, p. 120; Kancimahatmya 

25-26. 
6. Tiruvirincai 2.26-82. See above, section 3 after n. 48. 
7. Bfhaddharma 2.41-43. 
8. See above, section 7 at nn. 77-83. 
9. See above, section 1 at nn. 20-22. 
10. The text derives this name from sa + uma. Tantric Saiva cults 

similarly derive the idea of union with the goddess from the epithets 
Somesvara, Somanatha, and so on, using the same false etymology: see 
Lorenzen, pp. 82-83, 90. 

11. Kalaiyarkoyil 6.1-43, 7-8 (condensed), 9.2-32, 10.2-45. 
12. SB 2.2.4.1-8. 
13. Arupacalam 5.64; Tiruccenkoiu 1.4-5. 
14. See Subha$itaratnako$a 82; O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 257-58. 
15. Brhaddharma 2.41.106-108; O'Flaherty (1973), p. 232. 
16. For this epithet, see the myths of Minakji/AnkayarkaTOammai, 

above, section 5. 
17. Cil. 7.2-3. 

18. Tulakkaverimanmiyam 5-6; Kaverippurapam 4.1-49; Tiruvaiyaru 
4.1-25; Srinivas (1952), pp. 244-45; see above, section 1 nn. 25-26, and II.2 
n. 64. 

19. Rice, pp. 153-61 (after an unnamed Sanskrit source). 
20. See above, II.2 following n. 64. 
21. Prahlada is, of course, familiar with the Man-Lion, for Vijiju takes 

the form of the Man-Lion to save Prahlada from his father Hiraijyakasipu. 
22. KamaksTvilasa 3.7-28, 4.10-58; 5.11-30; Kamaksililapirapavam 3-5 

(pp. 21-33). The identification of Hastigiri (Attikiri) in the first paragraph 
is taken from the Tamil source. For the origin of the name Hastigiri (ulti
mately from atti, Ficus glomerata), see Raman, pp. 5-7. For another ver
sion of the myth, see Hardy, p. 145. The story has also been attached by 
popular etymology to PaUikoiJta in North Arcot: see Cox, 2:424. 

23. Kafici 11.1-49; 16.1-6. 
24. See above, III.3 n. 82 and Figure III. 
25. See above, section 3 nn. 34^40. 
26. MBh 13.139.9-30. 
27. Padma 5.18.159-99. 
28. Ibid. 5.16-17. 
29. Ibid. 5.18.198-99. 
30. Thegandharva marriage by mutual consent could be celebrated sim

ply by pledging one's love. Clandestine or irregular unions often fall into 
this category: see Basham, p. 169. 

31. Padma 5.16.112-90, 5.17.1-337. Cf. Skanda 6.181. 
32. Oppert, pp. 289-92; Tiruvarur 50.1-23. There is an associated folk 

etymology of the name GayatrI (fromgo). 
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33. Kanci 11.10-22. Cf. the old myth of Vac hiding in wood: Tapdya 
6.5.10-13. 

34. Tiruvilai. 51.1-10. 
35. Skanda 3.1.40-41; Cetu 41 (Kayattiri caracuvati tirtta ccarukkam), 

1-37. This is, of course, a descendant of the myth of Rudra's attack on 
Prajapati in punishment for incest. 

36. Padma 5.16.130-90, 5.17.1-31. 
37. See above, section 7 nn. 72-74. 
38. Narripai 82.4. 
39. In addition to the evidence of the mythology, this preference is 

sometimes stated explicitly: VaUi is the preferred wife (muntiya taram) of 
Murukan—Tiruccentflr 6.18. On the historical prominence of VaUi, see 
Zvelebil (1977), passim. 

40. This is a folk etymology based on yanai, "elephant"; in reality Tam. 
Teyvayaqai is undoubtedly derived from Devasena. The folk etymology 
leads to such names as Tevakuncari, Kajavalli (Diehl, p. 135), etc. 

41. KP 1.18.1-11; 5.2.1-268; SRKh 5.1.35-87, 5.2.1-66. For the mar
riage of Teyvayanai see also Tiruccenkotu 2.7.1-12; Tirupperur 30.1-134; 
Haiyanar velur 10 (pp. 87-88). 

42. Convolvulus batatas. 
43. According to the akam conventions, a rejected suitor might ride a 

hobby-horse fashioned from the leaves of the palmyra palm in a public 
place in order to shame the beloved into accepting him. See Nacc. on Tol. 
Porul- 50-51; Kur. 17; Kalittokai 139; Marr (1958), pp. 30-35; below, sec
tion 9 nn. 28-30. 

44. Cflr (Skt. Sflrapadma) is in the Tamil tradition the major enemy of 
Murukan. 

45. KP 6.24.1-200; SRKh 5.3.19-86, 5.4.1-58, 5.5.1-23. 
46. For the relevant conventions see Nampiyakapporul 20, 54; Ramanu-

jan (1967), pp. 103-14; Zvelebil (1973-b), pp. 97-98. For the heroine guard
ing the millet fields, see, for example, Kur. 142; 214; 217; 223; Tirumuru. 
242. For exorcism: Kur. 214; 263. For mafal: Kur. 14; 17; 32. For the 
maiden locked in the house: above, section 4 n. 86. 

47. Tapikai 16.1-643; see esp. vv. 57-104, and the verses interspersed 
with the narrative, 150-620. 

48. Tiruceentflr 7.1-24, 8.1-6. 
49. KP 6.24.97. 
50. As in the myths ofCyavana: see O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 57-64. 
51. DED 4081. This name for the god (muruku) appears already in Nar-

ripai 82.4, where VaUi is also mentioned. 
52. Tiruttapikai ksettira mahatmiyam . . . , p. 126. 
53. Perhaps the outstanding Saiva example of this very striking reversal 

is Tirukkovaiyar (esp. chapter 10). Cf. Hart (1974), pp. 50-51. 
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54. Kur. 214; see Hart (1973), pp. 244-45. 
55. Taijikai 16.116-18. 
56. MBh3.115.23-24; Elmore, pp. 81-82. The Tamil myth may suggest 

an implicit gloss on valli, "creeper." 
57. SeeBeck (1975-a), pp. 108-11. 
58. Kalika 46.1-5. 
59. See above, section 2 after n. 55. 
60. For the three kinds of evil according to Saiva Siddhanta, see 

Dhavamony, pp. 177-78, 276-81. 
61. Tapikai 16.97. 
62. See cirrurai on CNP 1; Dhavamony, p. 346. 
63. Ram. 1.65.14; see Gonda (1954), p. 125. Note, however, that Sita is 

identified with Sri rather than with Bhfldevi, Vijpu's "chthonic" consort. 
VaUi, too, presents an analogy with Sri as the dominant wife of the god; 
see n. 66 below, and Zvelebil (1977), pp. 230-32. But for reasons that will 
become clear, I cannot agree with Professor Zvelebil's conclusion that 
there is no parallelism whatsoever between VaUi and BhudevI (p. 231). 

64. Beck (1975-a), pp. 110-11, notes the interesting link here with 
Levi-Strauss's distinction between the raw and the cooked. 

65. Gombrich (1971), pp. 172-73. In Tamilnafu the VaUi myth is usually 
located at Tanikai, although other shrines do claim the goddess as their 
own: see Tiruvalanculi etium narppatiyil vallittinaippunam karkkum uc-
cavakummi. 

66. Diehl, p. 135; Beck (1975-a), p. 95. 
67 Kandiah, p. 95. 
68. See Sivaraman, p. 99. 
69. KP 6.24.44. 
70. Ibid. 6.24.41. 
71. Tirucceiikotu 2.9.1-30. 
72. In the myths of both we find the unnatural birth, the hero who en

ters the ocean to destroy a demon, the association with the peacock and the 
kadamba tree, the image of the youthful erotic god alongside that of the di
vine child, the double marriage, and so on. In addition, one must note the 
striking association of Murukan and Tirumal-Vijiju on the ground, in the 
location of Tamil shrines: there is still discussion about which of the two is 
the deity of Tirupati (Sitapati, pp. 21-29); the Cil. locates a put}rpiya 
caravanam (the birthplace of Skanda) at Tirumaliruncolai (11.94); the two 
gods are connected with Tirukkurralam, Palani, and other sites. 

73. Harivamsa 2.67.4-55, 2.68.1-55, 2.69.1-36. Cf. Sarasvati, pp. 266-
68. 

74. See Gravely and Ramachandran, pp. 92-94 and plates X and XI; for 
the manifold marriages of Krjpa, see Vatarapya 2.1-52. 

75. Gonda (1954), p. 125. 
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76. On the Telugu Parijatapaharamu of Timmanna, see Marr (1969), 

pp. 595-%. Cf. Parijatapu$papahara$a carittiram. The most famous of the 

Kucipudi dance dramas is about this story; every Brahmin in Kucipudi vil
lage is expected to take the role of Satyabhama at least once during his 

lifetime, as an offering to Krwa for preserving the tradition of dance. See 
Gargi, p. 190. 

77. Another folk treatment of this theme occurs in the late genre of 
paftu, which is built around the rivalry between an elder and younger wife 
of a PaUan agriculturist; the two wives are also conventionally divided 
along sectarian lines. The best example of this type of composition is the 
MukkutarpaUu. See Zvelebil (1975), pp. 257-59; idem (1974), pp. 226-27. 
Folk sources tend to depict one wife as good, the second as evil: thus the 

Kovalankatai reinterprets the story of the Cil. in such a way as to stress 
Kaijijaki's loyalty and virtue while making Matavi an evil temptress and a 
murderess by intention (see pp. 40-50). This polarization may be con
nected with the theme of the evil foster mother; the child of the rival brings 
out the latent evil in the bad wife. See for example Siva 4.32-33; also 
TiruviJai. 64.1-55. 

78. Tiruccentur 6.17-28. 
79. KP 6.24.232-59. 

80. Paripatal 9.8-11; cf. 19.1-7. On the two wives of Murukan in 
Paripatal, see Kandiah, pp. 90-95. 

81. Beck (1975-a), pp. 96-97. 
82. Jayanakaram vaUi teyvayanai ecal, verses 1-4. 
83. VaUiyammanvilacam, pp. 79-86. 
84. Reitiku{iyecal, esp. vv. 3-17. 
85. Cf. the insults traded by Siva and ParvatI: Subhasitaratnakoja 35; 

Padma 5.41.4-10; O'Flaherty (1973), pp. 224-26. 
86. Beck (1975-a), pp. 97-107. 

87. MBh 1.73 and, 78. The Tamil Teyvayanai (< Devasena) is not, 
however, related to Devayanl. Note the difference in status between the 

two wives, just as Murukan's two wives belong to different social strata. 
88. Tiruvanciyakjettirapuranam 4. In parallel passages of DevI-

bhagavata 9.6.17-54 and Brahmavaivarta 2.6.16-56, three wives of Vijiju 
quarrel; as a result, SarasvatI is given to Brahma, Ganga to Siva, and 

LakjmI is cursed to become, as Tulasl, the wife of the demon Saiikhacuda. 
In addition, all three become rivers. The conclusion of the text is: "He who 
has one wife is not happy—how much less happy is he who has many 
wives!" (Brahmavaivarta 2.6.44). 

89. See Raiikanayakikkum nacciyarukkum camvatam. For the story of 
Αηζϊ|, see section 2 n. 64. The term ecal is also applied to the mutual abuse 

of LakjmI and ParvatI, each of whom lampoons her rival's lord: 

SrImakalatcumikkum parvatikkum vakkuvatam. 
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90. Pinnai in Cil. 17, karuppam, apparently overlooked by Filliozat: 

Tiruppavai, p. xvi n. 3. 
91. Bhagavata 10.58.32-47; for further references in the literature, par

ticularly about Nila, see Filliozat, Tiruppavai, pp. xvii-xix; Edholm and 
Suneson; Govindacharya Svamin; Oppert, pp. 363-64. 

92. Dumont (1959), p. 80. 
93. As in the taniyam of Parasarabhafta, cited in Filliozat, Tiruppavai, 

p. xviii; and the commentary to Tiruppavai by SrIraiigaramanujasvamin, 

ibid., pp. 57-67. 
94. So Zvelebil (1974), p. 103 n. 32. The TL derives the name from 

pinnu, to plait, braid, etc.; hence, "she of the beautiful tresses"; see 
Iramavataram 1.399. But cf. nam pinnai, Cil. 17, efuttu kkaffu. 

95. Tiruppavai 20.6. 
96. Filliozat, Tiruppavai, p. xvi. 
97. Cil. 17, efuttu kkaffu. 

98. Bhagavata 10.30.35-38. 
99. Vaudeville (1962). 
100. See above, end of section 2. 

101. I delete the lengthy anthill episode: see above, III.2 n. 86. 
102. Veiikatacalam, pp. 10-20; cf. Skanda 2.1.3-8; Tiruvenkata 

talapuranam 37-41. 

103. Gonda (1954), pp. 195, 202, 223; Hopkins, p. 146; Bolle (1965), 
pp. 29-30; cf. MBh 2.10.18. 

104. Stein (1960). 
105. Venkatacalam, p. 26. 
106. Ibid., pp. 21-25. 

107. Tirukkutantai arul miku carnkaparji cuvami alaya talavaralaru, 
pp. 33, 31; Das, p. 138. 

108. Beck (1975-a), p. 111. 
109. See section 2 nn. 37-48. 

110. See the commentary of U. Ve. Caminataiyar on Kur. 23; Zvelebil 
(1974), pp. 224-26. Note that the kuratti is linked to the Kuravar of the VaUi 
myth. 

111. Kur. 23. 

112. Alliyaracaoimalai, pp. 61-64. 
113. Dasakumaracarita 5; Vikkiramatittankatai 4 (p. 115). 
114. Venkatacalam, p. 15. 
115. Kflrma 2.33.113-41. 

116. Devibhagavata 9.16.28-54. For another permutation of the double 
Slta, see below, V nn. 27-39. For the false Slta in the Adhyatmaramayaija 
and in TulsI Das, see Vaudeville (1955), pp. 191, 259. 

117. Ram. 7.17.1-38. 

118. Tirukkutantai. . . carnkaparii cuvami, p. 33. 
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119. Markaodeya 106 and 108; cf. Bfhaddevata 6.162-63, 7.1-6. 
120. Tam. Ulai and Cayai, according to the priests of this shrine. 

121. Mahabhagavata 9-11, cited Hazra (1963), pp. 264-65. 
122. DevIbhagavata 7.30.40-50; Skanda 1.1.3.49-52; Takkayakapparatji 

328-34, 351, 429-33, 728, 794-96; cf. MBh 12.274, Appendix I, no. 28, 
lines 69-75. 

123. Harivarrjsa 2.110; Bhagavata 10.55; Tiruccenkot^umaniyam, pp. 
200-204. Cf. the may a forms of the gopis which, according to the Bengal 

commentators, had consummated their marriages with their husbands, 
leaving the "real"gopis pure for Kj-jna's love: Dimock (1971), p. 56. 

124. Gopinatha Rao, II, 2, p. 445; Beck (1975-a), p. Ill; Ziegenbalg, 
p. 68. 

125. Sarasvati, p. 265. 
126. Gopinatha Rao, I, 2, p. 375; but the Vi^nudharmottara says Laksmi 

should be dark (ibid.). 
127. Gupte, p. xi; Kosambi (1962), p. 121. 
128. See IV.5 at the end; on the symbolism of the color green in south 

India, see Beck (1969), p. 559. 

129. Ziegenbalg, p. 133; cf. Gopinatha Rao, II, 2, pp. 488-89. 
130. Field notes, December 5, 1975. 

131. Jouveau-Dubreuil, p. 116. 
132. Ibid., p. 115; cf. Oppert, pp. 482-83. 
133. Dumont (1959), p. 87. 
134. Viruttacalam = Vfddhacala, "ancient hill." 

135. Francis (1906-a), p. 398; cf. Krishnaswami, p. 10. 
136. See above, section 4 at n. 81. Cuntarar is robbed by bhdtas, at the 

instigation of Siva, near Tirumurukanpuijti—to teach him that all wealth 

comes only from God. See PP 7.4.164-68. The Vaisoava saint Tirumati-
kaiyalvar is said to have been a thief who robbed Vijpu himself. See Gov-
indacarya, p. 164ff.; Nilakanta Sastri (1966), p. 426. 

137. We have noted earlier that there is a divergence between the ideals 
proclaimed by the stories and the normative rules of conduct—as in the 
case of the devotee who offers his wife to the god: above, section 2 after 
n. 57. 

138. See above, III.4 n. 6. 
139. Even Gariesa, who is often thought of as a bachelor—perhaps be

cause of his lust for his mother and the castrating influence of his father 

Siva—is granted two wives, Siddhi and Buddhi, in a well-known myth: 
above, II.3 n. 19. The names of the brides sometimes vary: thus Vaiji and 
Kamali are the consorts of Svetavinayaka at Tiruvalanculi. See Jagadisa 
Ayyar, p. 81 and fig. 50. Ganesa's wedding to two brides is depicted at 
Kovilur, where he is worshiped as Kulantainayakar: Bazou, p. 384. If 
Gaijesa is to be married at all, it had better be twice! 
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140. The two wives may also be polarized into "good" and "evil": see 

n. 77 above. 

IV. 9. THE MALE AS GODDESS AND MOTHER 

1. Nilakarnha Mukhopadhyaya, cited by Thompson and Spencer, p. 78. 
2. From a B.A. honors examination in English, Delhi. 

3. See section 8 nn. 11-14. 
4. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 352-53. 
5. Eliade (1960), pp. 176-77. 
6. Gajaraijyamahatmya 26.5-27; cf. Tiruvanaikkavalmahatmiyam 26. 
7. Tiruvanaikka 8.34. 
8. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 27-29. 

9. Thus I(a is both mother and father to Purfiravas: MBh 1.70.13-20. 
Yuvanasva gives birth to Mandhatr, who is nursed by Indra: MBh 
3.126.5-29. The myth of Pfthu and Vena may follow this pattern; see 
O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 321-69. 

10. Tiruvanaikka 12.88-89. 
11. Ibid. 153. 

12. In the Tamil puranas, it is usually DevI who worships the god at a 

shrine, not vice versa, even though the goddess is often definitely said to 
precede the god at the site. Another instance of the reversed pattern, as at 
Tiruvanaikka, may be the myth of Siva's worship at Tiruvitaimarutur "to 
show his devotees how to worship;" in fact, he is devoted to his bride, the 
local goddess. Mattiyarccunam, pp. 216-17, 231-32. It is noteworthy that 

it is Mandhatr, born from the male, who conducts the marriage festival of 
Siva and Parvati at this site (ibid., p. 232). 

13. Das, p. 106. 
14. Venkataramanayya (1941), pp. 59-60; Whitehead, pp. 27, 53, 58-59; 

Elmore, pp. 11, 18, 44, 30, 37. Cf. RV 8.33.19. 
15. Kakati (1948), p. 46; Spratt, p. 248. 
16. See Heesterman (1964) and (1975). 
17. Blindness should probably be added to the series as a symbolic cor

relative of death and castration: see IV.4. 
18. Oppert, p. 485; Francis (1906-a), p. 364. 
19. TirukkaJar caracankirakam, pp. 46-47; TirukkaJarppuraijam, teviyar 

tiruvilaiyafal, p. 111. 
20. Kamakjivilasa 11.18-43. 
21. See IV.4 nn. 74-83. 
22. Devibhagavata 6.28.1-54, 6.29.1-66, 6.30.1-53. Narada also experi

ences a reversal of sex in Padma 4.75.25-46. 
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23. MBh 12.30.4-41; Siva 2.1.2.1-55; Devlbhagavata 6.26-27; Luiga 
2.5.52-154. 

24. MBh 5.170-93. 
25. Kosambi (1962), pp. 59-61, 77, discusses Bhi$ma, whom he sees as 

the victim of a river goddess Amba. He notes the association of Narada and 
Sikhandini in the Anukramapi on RV 9.104, but fails to perceive the rela
tion in the myth under discussion. 

26. Zimmer (1946), p. 30. I have not been able to locate the text on 
which this version is based. 

27. Note also Narada's appearance in the myth of Bhi$ma's fight with 
Parasurama, who demands that Bhi$ma take Amba as a wife!—MBh 
5.186.2-23. Southern Recension (5.175-76) slightly expands Narada's role. 

28. Marr (1958), pp. 30-35; Nacc. on Tol. Porul- 50-51; Panniru 
patt'iyal 146-47. Cf. Kur. 17; above, section 8 after n. 52. 

29. See section 8 at nn. 43 and 53. 
30. Hart (1973), pp. 244-45. Note that in Kalittokai 139, cited by Nacc. 

as illustratingperuntitjai (see n. 28), the rejected lover complains that he has 
lost his manliness (atf). 

31. MBh 1.61.87. 
32. Dubois, Pancatantra, pp. 15-24. Dubois's source was closely allied 

to the late and expanded Southern "amplior," which also has this story: cf. 
Hertel (1907), pp. 18-19; idem (1914), pp. 303-304, and Renou's introduc
tion to the reprint of the Lancereau translation (1965), p. 16 n. 2. The story 
is missing from the Jain "vulgate" versions and their derivative southern 
works, but is found in altered form in the old Marathi and old Gujarati 
texts of the Pancatantra: see Hertel (1914), pp. 148-49, 281-82. 

33. See section 5, esp. n. 50. 
34. Hertel (1914), pp. 281-82. 
35. Ibid., pp. 148-49; Brown (1927), pp. 11-12. 
36. Matsya 11.43-66, 12.11; Liriga 1.65.19-23; cf. Ram. 7.87-88. 
37. On the agnisfut and the parallel myth of Rtuparija, see Caland, 

pp. 20-21. 
38. MBh 13.12.2-49. 
39. Note the male hostility to sexuality evident in Bhatigasvana's final 

statement. This accords well with the general attitude discussed at the end 
of section 3. 

40. Vetapuri sthalapuraiiam, Mackenzie Ms. T.D.1119 in the Govern
ment Oriental Manuscript Library, Madras, leaves 49-51 (cf. the summary 
by Mahalingam [1972]), p. 256. 

41. See Macdonell (1897), pp. 30-54; Bhattacharji, pp. 224-25; Hopkins, 
pp. 84-89. 

42. See section 4 n. 73. 
43. MBh 1.70.13-20; SB 11.5.1.1-7. 
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44. Tiruvanmiyflr 2 (p. 8); Vatarapya 3.19-25 (7.5-45 of this puraiia es
tablishes another link with Narada); Tiruvarancaram 4.1-68; Wilson 
(1828), 2:51-54; Iramavataram 1.5.26, commentary. Other versions of the 
birth of Valin and SugrIva say nothing of a reversal of sex: Ram. 1.15.1-7, 
and lines added after v. 8; Brahmaoda 2.3.7.209-15. 

45. Venkatasubbiah, pp. 113-14; cf. Artola, p. 36. 
46. It is important to distinguish true sex-reversals from the common 

literary motif of the suitor who dresses as a woman: Dasakumaracarita 5; 
Kamasfltra 5.6; KSS 1.7.77-82 (cf. Tawney and Penzer, 7:222-23); Vik-
kiramatittankatai 4 (pp. 175-77); cf. the appearance of Krsija as a kuratti in 
Alliy aracaijimalai, pp. 61-64 (above, section 8 n. 112). Indra may also be
long here: see Oertel, pp. 176-88; Brown (1927), p. 3. Hiding one's iden
tity may require sexual transformation: Arjuna disguises himself as the 
long-haired eunuch (satf4haka) Brhannada in MBh 4.2.21-27, 4.10.8-11. 
Arjuna is thus in any case akin to his Amazon bride Alii, a sexual hybrid 
who claims him as her victim. For the long-haired kesava as eunuch, 
neither man nor woman, see SB 5.1.2.14; the eunuch is confused with the 
sex-reversal, for example in Kovvakam kuttagtavar cittirai tiruvila vicittira 
cintu, p. 5. For the diffusion of the motif of sex-reversal, see Brown (1927); 
Kalipada Mitra; Benfey, 1:41-52. 

47. Kurma 1.15.120-23. 
48. SRKh 7.73.1-20. One of the signs by which a god is recognized is 

his impeccable Sanskrit: see Filliozat (1937), p. 120. 
49. Mahadeviyakka 68, in Ramanujan (1973), p. 120. Cf. Iramavataram 

1.380. 
50. Tirutturutti 18.23. See n. 13 above. It seems likely that this transves-

tite worship of Siva at Tiruvanaikka is a secondary development from the 
cult of the goddess. 

51. See above, III.3 nn. 92-103; Kottiitai kflttaptavar utsavakkummi, 
passim. 

52. Kovvakam kflttaijtavar . . . cintu ,passim, esp. p. 4. 
53. Whitehead, p. 27. 
54. MBh 1.17.4-8. 
55. For another explanation of Aravan's worship in this form, see III.3 

n. 103. 
56. Piatigorsky (1962), pp. 157-59. 
57. Kovvakam kflttagtavar . . . cintu, p. 4. See also the Aravan myths in 

III.3, esp. n. 92. 
58. Oppert, p. 455. 
59. Ibid., p. 509. Cf. Kamaksililapirapavam, p. 67; Adiceam, p. 19. 
60. MBh 1.16.38-40; cf. Skanda 1.1.12.14-59. 
61. Brahmapda 3.4.10.27-77. 
62. KP 2.32.27-40. 
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63. Keralatecavaralaru, pp. 29-30; Adiceam, p. 20; Dumont (1957), 
p. 401; Vinayaka 81.1-13; de Zoete, pp. 56-57; cf. the story of Vfkasura in 
Bhagavata 10.88.13-36. 

64. Siva 3.20.3-7. Again a monkey, like Valin and Sugriva, is born from 
a "male" mother. 

65. KP 2.32.36. Cf. Beck (1974), p. 14. 
66. Lmga 2.54.24-26; cf. Vayu 24.72-73. 
67. Sonnerat, p. 179. Cf. Jouveau-Dubreuil, pp. 11-12. 
68. Kanniyakumari 10.5-7. 
69. TiruvappanCir, kappu. The commentator, Pa. Vacavalinka Pau-

raijikar, makes clear the point of the invocation: Vijtju is addressed thus 
because he is one of Siva's arufcattimarkal, while SrI (Tiru) is mentioned be
cause it is wise to begin a book with this word. 

70. KP 6.20.134. 
71. Ibid. 2.32.27-40. See also KSS 1.1.32. 
72. Kulke, p. 94. But the suggestion that the Mohini myth is originally 

an anti-Vai$riava thrust (ibid., p. 75 n. 136) is unlikely, considering its 
appearance in the MBh myth of churning the ocean. 

73. See Beck (1974), p. 17; Bolle (1969), pp. 134-37. 
74. Kurma 2.37.1-162. See also Saura 69.37-54, which Kulke (p. 91) 

believes to be earlier. 
75. See above, 1.2. 
76. Kiirma 2.37.103. Some mss. replace this phrase with other readings, 

thus obviating the problem of a previous visit to the forest by Parvatl. 
77. Darpadalana of K$emendra, 7; KSS 3.6.131-33. 
78. Skanda 6.1.4-68; see above, III.3 n. 46. 
79. Cuntarar, Tev. 36.5. See Shulman (1978). 
80. Cuntarar, Tev. 5.6. 
81. The prototype for these versions may well be the Cidam-

baramahatmya, with the associated dance theme (but note the dance motif 
in the Kurma version cited above, n. 74). Kulke (pp. 84-87) believes the 
version of the SRKh 6.13-14 to be older, but there is no firm evidence of 
this. 

82. Teviparakkiramam 9 (pp. 51-53). 
83. See above, II.3 n. 27. 
84. Koyil 3.68, 70-71; II.1 nn. 2-4. 
85. Bhavnani, p. 77; Singha and Massey, pp. 114-16. Another seductive 

dance by a male who hides his manhood may be th epe[iya(al of Kama men
tioned in Cil. 6.56-57 and Manimekalai 3.116-25. 

86. KP 6.13.83. 
87. Ibid. 1.12.6-10; see above, IV.7 nn. 119-23. 
88. Tiruccefikottumanmiyam, p. 18, note. 
89. Tirunelveli 57.77-260, 297-354 (condensed). 
90. See Kulke, pp. 88-90, for a discussion of this version. 
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91. Kurma 2.37.15; above, n. 74. 

92. Palani 8.37-67. 
93. Ibid. 11.16. 

94. Shared features are obvious in the names of the gods: Aiyanar, like 
Murukan, is Kumaran ("the youth"); Kolikkotiyon ("having the cock as 

his banner"); Sastr (a teacher, like Guruguha, GurumCirti). As Vel-
laiyanaiyiirti, Aiyanar is the rider of the white elephant, like Murukan in 
the oldest Tamil references. On the white elephant Piijimukam of Muru

kan, see Paripaial 5.2 (and the commentary of Gros on this verse, p. 192); 
Tirumuru. 247. The white elephant of Murukan still survives outside the 
shrines of Tiruttani and Cuvamimalai, where it is ascribed a different 
mythical history: SrI svamimalaikjetramahatmya 4.1-35. Murukan rides a 
white elephant in procession on the fifth day of the Maci festival at Tiruc-
centflr. Aiyanar has preserved the elephant vehicle of the ancient youthful 
warrior god. Both Aiyanar and Murukan are young heroes; both have two 
wives; both are sometimes hunters; both are sons of Siva, and Sastf is 

sometimes nursed by Devi: Kamakjililapirapavam, p. 67. Cf. Oppert, 
pp. 504-13. 

95. Dumont (1957), p. 401. 

96. A name for Murukan/Skanda. 
97. Cevvanti 10.1-47. 

98. TiruviJai. 45.1-63, esp. v. 1 and 60. 
99. See Gonda (1954), pp. 129-45. 

100. Kalika 62.138-57; above, IV.4 n. 41. 
101. Wilson (1828), 1.228-29. 

V. THE DEMON DEVOTEE 

1. See Heesterman (1964) and (1975). 

2. For the stages leading up to this development, see O'Flaherty (1976), 
pp. 57-93. Some myths celebrate the breaking down of the barriers: see 
below, n. 67. 

3. Whitehead, passim. Cf. the ancient worship of the nafukal, in which 
the spirit of the dead hero was thought to reside: Hart (1975), pp. 25-26, 
42-43. 

4. For example, the worship of the folk deity Maturaiviran at Tiru-
maliruncolai; the puratiic myths of Aiyanar/Hariharaputra, and so on. 
Many of the main deities of the Tamil shrines may be assumed to have 
derived essential features from local non-Brahmin cults. 

5. Above, III.4. 
6. I am indebted to George Hart for this suggestion of a link between 

the demon and the low-caste devotee. On the social attitude oibhakti, see 

above, 1.2 at n. 18. 
7. See Shulman (1978). Note that the identification of the demon with 
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evil is an innovation in the Hindu tradition. See O'Flaherty (1976), 
pp. 57-138. 

8. Many scholars have seen this persistent theme of inadequacy as one 
of the outstanding features of Tamil bhakti religion. See, for example, 
Basham, p. 333; Hart (1976), p. 343. 

9. Just as the internalized pratiagnihotra replaces the blood-sacrifices of 
the classical Brahminical cult. 

10. The close affinities between men and the devoted demons are appar
ent in folk icons; human heroes, such as Teciiikurajan or Maturaiviran, are 
portrayed in a manner that makes them almost indistinguishable from the 
demon kings (Bali, Mayiliravap an, etc.). 

11. Ram. 7.10.10-26. In his pride, Ravapa neglects to include men 
among those who cannot conquer him; hence Vijpu's incarnation as Rama. 

12. Already in Ram. 7.16.8-46, Ravaija's bhakti for Siva results from the 
episode of lifting up Kailasa, after which he receives the sword Candrahasa 
from Siva. Cf. Siva 4.28.1-10; Tiruvaijaikka 23.2-3. 

13. Wilkins, p. 272. 
14. Arkaprakasa, cited in Filliozat (1937), pp. 172-76. 
15. Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:2%. 
16. See below, and Campantar, Tev. 1.7.8. 
17. See Filliozat (1937), passim, esp. pp. 159-70. 
18. See, for example, Vibhl$apa's eulogy: Appendix I no. 67, lines 

27-94, inserted after 6.97 of the Baroda edition. 
19. See Zvelebil (1974), pp. 148-49; Aiyar, pp. 211-53. Both Aiyar and 

Zvelebil note the parallel with Milton's descriptions of Satan. The modern, 
politically motivated attempts to "rehabilitate" Ravapa may thus have 
deep roots: cf. Zvelebil (1973), p. 212 note. 

20. Mayiliravapankatai, pp. 9-10. 
21. Atipuram 4.1-47; Tiruvanaikka 23.1-16; Oppert, pp. 375-76, n. 115. 
22. Siva 4.28.1-76. 
23. Other versions say Ravapa went off to urinate, for Varupa had filled 

his bladder with all the waters of the sea: Gupte, pp. 15-26; Wilkins, p. 43; 
cf. Siva4.28.1-76; Oppert, pp. 375-76, n. 115; Civarattiripurapam6.55-71. 
A similar story is told of Vibhijana, Ravana's pious brother: Sriranga-
mahatmya 7-9; above, II. 1 n. 61. 

24. For another version of the Gokarpa myth, see Gupte, pp. 13-15. 
Gupte cites as his source the third chapter of the Sivalllamrta, which he 
ascribes to the Brahmottarakhatf4a of the Skandapurapa. Printed editions of 
the Skanda seem not to have this part, but there is a reference to Ravapa at 
Gokarpa in the Brahmottarakhawja: Skanda 3.4.2.111-13. See also Thomas, 
pp. 83-84. 

25. = Nandikesvara. This episode is taken from Ram. 7.16.7-21. 
26. The reference is to Rama's army of monkeys who fight against 

Ravapa. 
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27. Tiruvarancaram 5.1-38 (condensed). 
28. Personal communication from Anne-Marie Gaston (Anjali), who 

performed the Maodukasabdam in London in June 1975. 
29. On this motif see above, II. 1, especially the myth of Tiruccaykkatu 

(n. 71), which is closely related to the Ravapa cycle. 
30. See above, IV.2 nn. 55-63. 
31. Usually it is the threat of suicide that, at the last moment, brings 

about the god's acceptance of the devotee's wish: thus Trisiras cuts off two 
of his three heads and is on the point of cutting off the third when Siva 
appears and grants his wish that a city bear his name (Tiriciramalai, 
TiruccirappaUi)—Cevvanti 6.2-17. Cf. the cases of Surapadma and his 
brothers (KP 2.8.84-116, 2.9.1-28) and Citrasarman (Skanda 6.107.1-77); 
and see the continuation of the Ravapa myth from Tiruvarancaram. 

32. Tiruvarancaram 6.3-48, 7.3-39. 
33. On the inverted tree, see Bosch (1960), pp. 73-74; Arapura; Kuiper 

(1964), pp. 116-18; idem (1972), pp. 151-52; Ogibenin, pp. 43-44; Emeneau 
(1949); cf. Kathopanijad 6.1; Bhagavadgita 15.1-4. 

34. See above, IV.8 nn. 114-18. 
35. For sacred ash as an instrument of invisibility, see also Annanmar-

katai (Beck, 1975, p. 14). 
36. Francis (1906-a), p. 344. 
37. See Mahalingam (1965). 
38. In a variant of this myth, he similarly mistakes beauty for ugliness: 

the goddess given him by Siva appears to him as a hideous hag, and he 
abandons her at Gokartja. See n. 24. 

39. See Hiltebeitel (1976), pp. 143-91; Shulman (1978). 
40. See Gonda (1954), pp. 55-72; O'Flaherty (1975), pp. 175-79; Hil-

tebeitel (1976), pp. 128-39. 
41. For a full discussion of the myth's development, see Tripathi, pas

sim. Hiltebeitel (1976), pp. 128-39, follows Dumezil in seeing an Indo-
European background to the myth of the three steps. 

42. On Prahlada see Hacker,passim; O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 131-36. 
43. See Bhagavata 8.20.1-11 and 8.22.12-17 (where Prahlada comes to 

visit his grandson bound with the bonds of Varuna). 
44. Ibid. 8.15.22, 33-36. 
45. Vamana 11-16; cf. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 129-30. 
46. Tirumayilai 11.1-25; Vedarapyamahatmya 95.58-62; Vetarapiyam 

(2) 12.3-12; Vetarapiyam (1) 21.3-12. The latter text plays on the name of 
the king: avveli. . . mavaliy akave (v. 12). Is this a clue to the origin of the 
link between Bali and the rat? 

47. See Viruttacalam 9.13; KP 2.10.24-50. In the latter text, Sukra in
structs the demon Surapadma in devotion to Siva—but, as in the case of 
Ravapa and other Tamil demons, Sukra's devotion is motivated by selfish
ness and materialistic aims, and his preaching to Surapadma drives the 
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demon to ruin. For a discussion of the intriguing and ambivalent figure of 
the demons' guru, see O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 118-22, 124-27; Dumezil 
(1968-1973), 2:160. 

48. Padma 5.13.421. Cf. O'Flaherty (1975), pp. 289-300. 
49. See Tripathi, pp. 52-57, 124, 142; O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 131-32. 
50. Sri veUisvararkoyilvaralaru, p. 2. 
51. On Kampan's positive attitude toward life on earth, see above, 1.2 at 

nn. 19-20. 
52. Commentary: ulaka pparrukkal nlnkum poruftu, "(his name is recited) 

so that earthly attachments depart." 
53. The Bhagavata achieves a similar effect in 8.19.5-10, when the dwarf 

(his true identity still veiled) tells Bali about the slaying of Hirariyaksa by 
Vistju as the boar; when Hiratjyakasipu then sought revenge on the god, 

Vi?riu hid inside the demon (Bali's own great-grandfather). 
54. These associations are prominent in the myths of Srlmu$r>am, where 

Vijiju rested after rescuing the earth in his boar avatar; see Ramanujachar-
iar, pp. 2, 5, 11-12, 15-16; Francis (1906-a), pp. 290-91; Tirukkutalaiyarrur 
stakpuranavacanam 10 (pp. 68-73). And cf. Kalika 30-31. 

55. O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 99-100. 
56. See the commentary on v. 436 of the Kopalakirujijamacaryar edi

tion (p. 324). 
57. See the discussion of the myth of Murukan's wooing of VaUi: 

above, IV. 8 after n. 53. 
58. Cf. Kanci 58.26-35, where this trait of Vijiju's inspires Markandeya 

with distrust; and cf. Matsya 167.13-67; MBh 3. 186-87. 
59. Bhagavata 8.20.4 (see also vv. 11-13). 
60. See Heesterman (1964), pp. 19-21. 
61. Cf. Tirukkural 222, 1061-70, and the verses cited by the commen

tators on Kampan 1.441. 
62. See Manusmrti 3.64, 153; 12.46; Heesterman (1964), pp. 20-21. 

63. In the final verse, "You" refers to Rama, who hears the story from 
Visvamitra. The "beloved" (anpan) is Bali; anpan might be translated as 

devotee, bhakta, if we wished to stress the devotee's side of what is clearly a 
two-sided relationship. "Body" is a metonymy for "head" (Vijiju places 
his foot on the head of the demon). 

64. In Saiva Siddhanta, too, the state of material embodiment is part of 

the process of salvation. 
65. For a similar revelation of the divinity to himself, see Ram. 6.103-

106; O'Flaherty (1975), pp. 197-98. 
66. Above, III.3 following n. 16. 
67. Takkayakapparaiji 437-72; 559-60; 565-66; 780-93. 
68. See KP 5.5.1-66; SRKh 5.3.1-17. 
69. Commentary: Manasasarovana. 
70. Fate = viti, a pun on viti, "Brahma." 
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71. A pun: karantanan also means "he who disappeared." 
72. KP 6.1-2, 5-11, 16-20 (condensed); Tirukkurralam 1.13.1-134; 

Tiruvarflr 51.1-24. 
73. Seeabove,III.l. 
74. See Renou (1965). The Takkayakapparapi also makes Dakja a here

tic who is sacrificing according to "some other tradition" (marr' oru kefvi) 

than the Vedas, which proclaim Siva lord of the sacrifice (v. 246). See 
O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 272-77. 

75. MBh 12.274.18, 26. 
76. See the discussion by O'Flaherty (1976), pp. 272-77, and Hiltebeitel 

(1976), pp. 312-60. 
77. Heesterman (1962), p. 9; cf. Dorai Rangaswamy, 1:334. The con

trast with Siva, whom Dakja quite rightly accuses of eating poison (at the 
time of the churning of the ocean), is here most pointed: Siva swallows 
poison, saves the world, and survives; the gods swallow amjta (the sacrifi
cial portions, KP 6.17.8-9), and it is poison to them—they die at the sac

rifice. 
78. KP 6.10.24. Hence the identification of Dakja as the sacrificial vic

tim, which we have seen (above, III.3) to be important in the classical ac
counts, is at its weakest in the Tamil version. There is no need for Siva and 
Dakja to vie for this privilege here. 

79. Dakja worships Devl in Siva 2.2.12.5-37; Devlbhagavata 7.29-30. 

80. On the relations between these two myths, see O'Flaherty (1973), 
pp. 111-40; Shulman (1976-a), pp. 406-26. 

81. See above, IV.8 nn. 45-62. 
82. Tirunanacampantar, Tev. 1.1-10. 

83. Tirukkurralam 1.13.112-15. 
84. PP 1.4.ll74. Cf. Piatigorsky (1962), pp. 147-53. 

85. See above, IV.2 after n. 55. 
86. Tirukkantiyflr 14. It is noteworthy that this site is associated with 

Siva's decapitation of Brahma—a multiform of the Dakja myth. 
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INDEX OF MOTIFS 

The following list of major mythological motifs does not aim at complete
ness. Only motifs discussed in the text have been included; folklorists will 
find in the stories many additional motifs familiar from the Stith 
Thompson index. 

MOTIFS OF LOCALIZATION 

Shrine as center of the universe 

site of creation, 58, 63-65, 295-96 
survives destruction: by water, 6, 55-63, 66-67, 71-77, 172-73,179, 272-75; 

by fire, 66; by wind or storm, 36, 69-71; by violent dance, 217 
won from the sea, 61-63 , 72-74 
carved from the wilderness (the forest), 93, 135, 143, 218-19, 268, 313 
boundary guarded by fierce gatekeeper: serpent, 44, 123-24, 205-206, 

214-16, 272-73, 347; Yama, 24; Kaliraja, 23-24; KalI (fierce sakti), 43-44, 
216-21; Durga, 61, 173-74; Bhairava, 359 η 27; Vijvaksena, 25, 359 η 27; 

Sam, 25; Gaijesa, 59, 358 η 14; cardinal vices, 24; brahminicide, 25 
cannot be moved, held in place by: the god, 43-44, 47-55; the goddess, 

50-55, 60; devotion, 55; inherent sanctity of the site, 48-51, 323-24 
Site of cosmic dance, 20, 41, 85-87, 218-21, 311 
Heart of macrocosmic man, 41, 58 
Site of true knowledge: of Tamil grammar and poetry, 6-8, 55-56, 69-75; 

of seed-manira (for creation), 58, 64-65, 236; of devotion (simpleton 
composes puraija), 34-37, 52; ofVedas, see Motifs of Revelation: Vedas 
located in shrine 

Delivers from the evils of: error or "sin", 25, 49, 251, 253, and passim; 

death and time, 23-24, 358 η 22; disease, 18, 99; rebirth, 55, 105 

Shrine situated on axis mundi 
represented by : 

mountain, 42-44, 152, 179-80, 182-83; tree, 42, 45, 151, 172; crystal lihga, 

42; fae-lihga, 42; ever-growing image, 41-42, 76, 132; dancing god, 215 

Shrine connected 

to heaven: brought down from heaven, 49; causes overcrowding in the 
muktipada, 20-21, 43; hidden or attacked by the gods, 43-44, 52-55, 62, 
77-81, 368 η 50; has celestial wealth (inexhaustible purse), 21; has the in
verted tree, 325-27 

to nether world: site of the anthill, 110-19, 232-33, 260-62 site of 
Patalaganga, 43, 60-61, 118, 184; home of the Naga (Naga-stones), 43, 
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458 Index of Motifs 

Shrine connected (cont.) 

44-45, 52, 119, 122-23, 126-27, 205-206, 232-33, 260 

—King marries Naginl, 62, 205-206 
—God marries Naginl, 130 

to North India (brought from the north), 48-49, 138-39 

MOTIFS OF REVELATION 

God appears 

to test, 135, 151, 158-59 
to reward tapas: god forced to appear by tapas, 35, 49, 101, 325-26, 338; 

saves from death or suicide, 35, 50, 101, 109, 162-63; saves from blind
ness, 135 

to bestow grace, 63-64, 110-11, 239 
to teach, 7, 216, 300, 309, 311 
to expiate evil, 183, 359 η 33, 384 η 1 
to chastise, 341 
as an amusement, 48-49, 76-77, 132, 314-15, 345 
to corrupt others (or seduce women): 78-81, 310-13 
to satisfy his longing: for a place, 77-81; for a person, 85, 170, 310, 339-40, 

344-45; for food, 400 η 73 

Vedas located in shrine 

recovered from the sea, 69, 362 η 45, 363 η 49 
hidden in: lihga, 59; tree, 193 
recited by Brahma, 220-21 

Sanctity marked 

by milk: cow waters lihga, 96-98, 103, 134, 237, 239-40; cow waters ant
hill, 107, 232-33; cowherdess spills milk, 93; lihga formed from cream, 
103; water transformed to milk, 173; milk pours from breasts of god
dess, 247, 376 η 46 ff.; milk pacifies violence (of god, bull, goddess), 
95-96 

by blood: god wounded or scarred by cow/goddess, 60, 97, 173, 230-32, 

240, 244-45, 248, 256-64; god wounded by calf, 100; god wounded by 
king, 77, 107, 109, 119; god wounded by devotee, 107; god wounded by 
enemy, 107; bull wounded, 95, 132-34; serpent wounded: 

—Vayu fights Adise?a, 123 
—serpent sacrificed, 120-31 

devotee wounded, 50-51, 106, 135, 326; cow/goddess wounded, 106, 
113, 118; calf wounded, 101; cow opposes tiger, 98-100; shrine rests on 
sacrifice: 
—ofgod(s), 91, 175,272 
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Index of Motifs 459 

—of demon, 48-49, 129, 133-34, 181 
—of goddess, 113, 187, 217 
—of man, 101, 134, 374 η 8 

by seed: child born from the male, 46, 100, 254, 307-316, 376 η 28; child 

born from the virgin, 149-55, 224-25, 241-42, 247-50, 311; child born 
through sacrifice, 175, 201-202; river carried in pot, 64-69,108-109, 252 

by amrta, 64-68, 103, 105, 129, 376 η 46, 377 η 52 
by mead or nectar, 181, 378 η 75 
by fire, 42, 246-47 

by water: river, 66-69, 143, 179, 239; rain, 103, 377 η 52; ocean, 271-74; 
sweat, 59, 239; water in Brahma's pot, 369 η 60 

by golden ash, 76 

MOTIFS OF MARRIAGE 

Incestuous love 

sister-brother: mistaken identity, 172-73; chaste union, 252-59; incestuous 
union, 270-71 

mother-son: god transformed into child, 149-55, 224-25, 234-35; god mar
ries the cow, 236-41; child nursed by the cow, 229; goddess seeks to 
seduce her sons, 241-42; son born to multiple mothers, 225-29, 243-67; 
son slays his mother, 264-66 

father-daughter, 241-43, 295-% 

Goddess comes to the shrine 

after blinding Siva, 136, 179, 187-91, 268 
after the dice game, 171, 179, 236 
because of jealousy, 175 
because of curse: for failure to pay attention to her lessons, 164, 168; for 

speaking rudely or in anger, 236, 237, 275 
to fight: a demon, 145, 175, 178, 179, 181-83, 214, 268; a king, 162, 200-

201; her husband, 170, 195 
to escape a demon, 323-26 
to lighten her dark skin, 171-74, 183-84, 232 
out of pique, 286 
to expiate evil, 179, 182-83 
to punish her pride, 283-84, 339 
as a child born from the earth, 161, 276, 282-84, 286-87, 290 
to seek a husband, 144, 275-76, 282-83 

Goddess subdued 

in dance, 211-23 
locked in shrine, 162-63, 190, 192-98, 256-57, 259, 278, 285 
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Goddess subdued (cont.) 

locked out of shrine, 199-202, 218-23, 398 n'39 

cooled by water, milk, amrta, 95-96, 173, 219 
calmed by the sight of her sons, 95 
conquered in battle, 202, 209, 210 
transformed into a child, 150, 288 
adorned with ornaments (golden earrings), 398 η 48 
deprived of third eye, 167, 171-72, 241-42 

burned to ash, 167 
immobilized by a yantra, 398 η 48 

calmed by Vedic chant, 220 

Seductive tapas in shrine 

bride's test, 144, 168, 171-73, 339-40 
suitor's test, 147, 170, 179, 387 η 17 
devotee tested by request for his wife, 158-59 
god tested by request for his wife, 323-26 

Local marriage (second marriage) 

celebrated: for Agastya, 142-43; with two brides: 
—black and gold, 174, 291-92 
—northern and southern, 31, 143, 144, 204-205, 275-91, 350 
—"high" and "low," 274-85, 292 
—old and young, 292-93 
—river and woman, 270-74 

with male bride, 300-316; with demon lover, 14, 179, 185-86; with stolen 
bride, 278, 338-41 

goddess takes the form of the androgyne: merges with the god, 162-63, 
179-80, 221, 268-70, 351; born with three breasts, 202-209, 294; tears off 
her breast, 196, 209-10, 294; castrates the god (acquires his manhood), 
272-73 

divides the goddess (golden goddess married, dark goddess excluded), 
144-45, 174, 183-84, 218, 268-70 

obstructed: goddess remains unwed, 145-57, 221-23, 349-50; god remains 
a bachelor, 84, 146-47, 156; human marriage rejected in favor of union 
with god, 155-66 
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I N D E X O F P L A C E N A M E S A N D 
L O C A L D E I T Y N A M E S 

Acalesvara, Siva at Tiruvarur, 24, 50 
Adikumbhesvara, Siva at Kumpakoi jam, 38, 64 
Aghoramurt i , Siva at Tiruveijkatu, 133, 180 
AkattiyanpaUi, 143 
Akhilaijdanayaki, see Akhilandesvarl 
Akhilaijdesvarl, goddess at Tiruvanaikka, 139, 292, 296 
Alakar, Vijiju at Tirumaliruncolai, 399 n 57 
Alakarkoyil, see Tirumaliruncolai 
AlattuppiUaiyar, Gatjesa at Viruttacalam, 127 
Alavay, Siva at Maturai, 123, 126, 131, 206, 273 
Alliyankotaiyammai, goddess at Tiruvarur, 221, 382 n 55 
Aijainteluntar, Siva at Tiruvavatuturai, 237-38 
Ankayarkaijijammaiyar, goddess at Maturai, 207, 411. See also Mlnakj i 
Aijijamalaiyar, Siva at Tiruvagijamalai, 42 
Antarankam, 146 
Apitakuca, goddess at Tiruvaijijamalai, 139, 208, 292, 410 n 187 
Aramvajart tamman, goddess at Cucintiram, 156, 161 
Arunacala, see Tiruvannamalai 
AruijanayakI, goddess at Tiruvai)i>amalai, 179 
Aruntavanayaki, goddess at Tiruppatirippuliyur, 145, 250 
Assam, 185, 190, 191, 371 n 119, 387 n 17, 3 % n 87 
Asvapadavilasa, Vijrju at Tiruvarancaram, 326 
Atipuri, see Tiruvorriyur 
Attikiri at Kancipuram, see Hastigiri 
Avinankuti, see Palani 
Ayodhya, 49 

Badami, 6 
Badarikasrama, 173 
Balamba, goddess at Viruttacalam, 292-93 
Benares, see Kasi 
Bengal, 263, 267, 286 
BhagavatI, goddess at Kallil, 190 
Bhagavatl, goddess at Kotunkojur , 207 
Bhramaralakambika, goddess at Tiruvalankatu, 218 
Brahmacamui)disvarl, goddess at Citamparam, 219-20 
Brahmaputra River, 371 n 119 
Bfhadisvara, Siva at Tancavur, 19, 132 
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Candrakhanda, Visnu at Kancipuram, 172 
Candrapujkarinitlrtha on the Kaviri, 49 
Cankaranarayanacamikoyil, 42, 389 n 50 
Canpakaraniyam, see Tirunakecuram 
Caravanappoykai, 246-48, 275, 283, 413 n 72 
CavuntararacapperumaJ, Vijnu at Nakapa t inam, 206 
Cayai, see Chaya 
Cayavanam, see Tiruccaykka(u 
Cetu, kingdom, 305 
Cevalur, 35 
Ceyiialur, 134 
Ceyur, 119 

Chaya, goddess at Curiyanarkoyil, 291 
Cidambaram, see Ci tamparam 
Clkaji, 58-59, 65-67, 403 n 39 
Cikkal, 98, 100, 103, 232, 391 n 20 
Cinkaravelan, Murukan at Cikkal, 391 n 20 
Cinkaravelan, Murukan at Mayilai, 168 
Ciramalainatar, Siva at TiruccirappaUi, 315. See also Tayumanavar 
Citamparam, 40-43, 82-87, 88, 166, 213-22, 309, 311, 365 n 74, 373 n 30, 

378 n 81, 401 n 4 
Civakamiyammai, goddess at Citamparam, 166, 213, 218, 401 n 4 
Civakamiyammai, goddess at Ti rukkuvam, 166 
Civakamiyammai, goddess at Tiruppattur, 166 
Cokkalinkam, Siva at Maturai, 4, 70. See also Sundaresvara 
Cokkecar, Siva at Maturai, 4, 210, 398 n 44. See also Sundaresvara 
Comacuntarar, Siva at Maturai, 42. See also Sundaresvara 
Cotivanam, see Kajaiyarkoyil 
Cranganore, see Kofunkolur 
Cucintiram, 17, 93, 145-55, 162, 169, 349, 407 n 100 
Cukantakeci, see SugandhakesI 
Cuntarapaijtiyan, Siva at Maturai, 72, 202-203. See also Sundaresvara 
Curiyanarkoyil, 291 
Cuvamimalai, 146, 386 n 21, 406 n 62, 421 n 94 

Devanatha, Vijiju at Tiruvahintirapuram, 389 n 50 
Dvaraka, 61-62, 72, 282, 368 n 41 

Ekambaresvara, Siva at Kancipuram, 365 n 66. See also Ekamparanatar 
Ekamparanatar, Siva at Kancipuram, 87, 171-74 
Ekamranatha, Siva at Kancipuram, 172. See also Ekamparanatar 
Ericinakkorravai, goddess at Tiruvarur, 382 n 55 
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Gajaraijya, see Tiruvanaikka 
Ganga, 51, 66, 71, 74, 173, 246, 267, 270, 273, 371 n 112 
Ganges, see Ganga 
Gauri, goddess at Kalaiyarkoyil, 268-69 
Ghojamba, see Kojampal 
Gokarijam, 72, 323-24 
Gokula, 70 
Gomukhi River at Tiruvarancaram, 239 
Gomuktit lr tha at Tiruvavatuturai, 236-37 
Guruguha, Murukan at Cuvamimalai, 356 n 17, 386 n 21 

Halasya, Siva at Maturai, 123, 273. See also Alavay 
Hastigiri at Kancipuram, 272, 411 n 22 
Hastinapura, 382 n 64 
Hatakalingamurti, Siva at Tiruvarur, 110. See also Hatakesvara 
Hatakesvara, Siva at Tiruvarur, 99, 117-20, 131, 382 n 68 
Hayagrlva, Vijiju at Tiruvahintirapuram, 327 
Himalaya, 41, 74, 144, 237, 249, 271 

Irameccuram, 50-51, 72, 181, 275, 365 

Jagannatha, Vi$t>u at Puri, 409 n. 157 
Jambukesvaram, see Tiruvanaikka 
Jayantipura, see Tiruccentur 
Jiianaraijya, see Cuclntiram 

Kaccimayanam, 176 
Kailasa, 43, 45, 52, 85, 142,170,173, 220, 228, 237, 257, 323, 328, 422 n 12 
Kailasanatha, Siva at Kancipuram, 401 n 6 
Kalahasti, see Kalatti 
Kalaiyarkoyil, 162-65, 268-70 
Kalatti, 36, 42, 82, 135, 357 n 1, 390 n 79 
Kalinga, 1% 
Kalinigraha, Kjetrapala at Tiruvanciyam, 23 
Kajinti River, see Yamuna 
Kajipuram, see Kalaiyarkoyil 
Kallakkampan, Siva at Kancipuram, 172 
Kallil, 190 
Kamakhya, goddess in Assam, 166, 387 n 17, 3 % n 87 
Kamakkottam at Kancipuram, 170, 176, 221, 224, 310 
Kamakkur , 391 n 26 
Kamakostha, see Kamakkot tam 
Kamakoti , see Kamakkottam 
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Kamaksi, goddess at Kancipuram, 51-53, 139,163,166-76, 224, 240, 392 n 
27 

Kamalampikai, goddess at Tiruvarur, 144, 221, 381 n 55, 403 n 47 
Kamall, goddess at Tiruvalaiiculi, 416 n 139 
Kamesvara, Siva at Kancipuram, 171-76 
Kampai River at Kancipuram, 67, 273 
Kanakavalli, goddess at TiruvuUur, 165 
Kanapper, see Kajaiyarkoyil 
Kancimalai at Tirimurttimalai, 152 
Kancipuram, 30, 51, 53, 60, 67, 82, 87, 139, 160, 163, 166-76, 179, 194, 

221, 224, 229, 231, 240, 272-74, 310, 365 n 66, 398 n 48, 401 n 6 
Kanniyakumari, 7, 60-61, 72, 145-56, 177, 270, 308, 349 
Kanniyakumari, goddess at Kanniyakumari, 60-61, 145-56, 162, 166, 177, 

270, 308, 349 
Kantavarai, 276 
Kanyakumari, goddess at Kanniyakumari, 60-61, 145-56 
Kapalamocana in Kasi, 183 
Kapalinakaram, see Mayilai 
Kapatapuram, 56 
Karaikkal, 159, 402 n 14 
Karotjam, see Nakapatt inam 
Karuntatankanni, goddess at Nakapaft inam, 205-206. See also Nilayatakji 
Kasi, 18, 23, 77-82, 183, 252-53, 256-57* 275, 301, 404 n 30 
Kataragama (in Sri Lanka), 282 
Kaverl, see Kaviri 
Kaviri River, 49, 52, 60, 65-69, 75, 108-10, 143, 197, 199, 252, 270-72, 274, 

315, 374 n 8 ,377 n 62 
Kavirippflmpattinam, 52, 56, 62, 67, 158, 314, 365 n 73 
Kerala, 146,311 
Khaijdava Forest, 122 
Kollam, 367 n. 3 
Kollapuram, 286 
Kolli Hills, 190 
Komalavalli, goddess at Kumpakonam, 165, 363 n 51 
Konarak, 365 n 74 
Konkaijesa, Siva at a shrine near Tancavur, 162 
Konku, 72 
Kojampal , goddess at Tiruccaykkatu, 54 
Kotunkojur , 207 
Kovilur, 416 n 139 
Kraunca, Mount , 43, 72, 84 
Kucipudi, 414 n 76 
Kulantainayakar, Ganesa at Kovilur, 416 n 139 
Kulumayiyamman, goddess at Puttur, 197 
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Kumarakof tam at Kancipuram, 30 
Kumari River, 7-8, 56, 74, 355 n 14, 366 n 2 
Kumarikkotu, 74 
Kumbhesvara, Siva in Nepal, 65 
Kumpakoijam, 37-38, 64-65, 68, 165, 288, 290 
Kuijdala country, 256 
Kuij turkkurram, 74 
Kuruk5etra,~84, 110-12, 120, 122, 306, 382 n. 65, 408 n. 120 
Kutal, 194. See also Nanma{akkutal, Maturai 
Kuv enra kotaiyar, goddess at Tiruccaykkatu, 53 
Kuyilin inmojiyammai, goddess at Tiruccaykkatu, 54 

Lalita, goddess at Kancipuram, 166, 169, 175. See also Kamakj i 
Lanka, 41, 49, 72, 289, 323-27 
Lepakji, 191 

Madhupura, 203 
Mahabalipuram, 62, 177, 368 nn 50 and 52 
Mahalingamurti, Siva at Tiruvitaimarutur, 163 
Maharastra, 291, 387 n 17 
Mahendra, Mount , 371 n 118 
Malaya, Mount , 57 
Mallikarjuna, 125, 146 
Maijalura, see Maijavur 
Manasa Lake, 338, 424 n 69 
Maijavur, 400 n 87. See also Maturai 
Maijimutta River, 20 
Manipperuntatam, see Manasa Lake 
Maijipura, 400 n 87 
Maijivarai, see Tiruvatpokki 
Mannarku(i, 18 
Mannaticuvarar, Siva at Tirumullaivayil, 255 
Marttaijtavayiravamurttam, Siva at Vairavankoyil, 407 n 94 
Marutavanam, see Kajaiyarkoyil 
Maruttuvakkuti , 385 n 9 
Matangagiri, 242 
Mathura, 372 n 134 
Matrbhutesvara, Siva at TiruccirappaUi, 314-15, 376 n 28 
Maturai, 4-6, 17, 21, 22, 32, 37, 42, 56, 69-77, 88, 97, 100, 123-29, 139, 

157,166, 191-92, 194-211, 228, 232, 256, 273, 289, 292, 294,303, 362 
n 45, 373 n 30, 376 n 28, 388 n 37, 390 n 79, 405 n 55 

Maturaivlran, folk deity at Tirumaliruncolai, 421 n 4 
Maturaiviran, folk deity at Tirumullaivayil, 256 
Mayilai, 168~ 329, 391 n 20 
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MayuranadI at Tiruvarancaram, 325 
Meru, Mount , 42 
Minaksi, goddess at Maturai, 4, 11, 73, 124-26, 139, 166, 192-211, 292, 

294, 302-303, 390 n 79 
Minatciyamman, see Minaksi 
Muktitirtha at Tiruvalankatu, 215, 218 
Mulaganga at Kanniyakumari, 61 
Munlcuvaran, folk deity at Tirumullaivayil, 255 
Munisvara, see Munlcuvaran 
Mutturkkurram, 74 
Muvar akiya oruvan, Vigtju at Tiruvahlntirapuram, 389 n 50 
Mylapore, see Mayilai 
Mysore, 254 

Nagabila at Tiruvarur, 43 
Nagandi at Tiruppunavayil, 123 
Nagagiri at Tiruccenkotu, 59 
Nagesak$etra, 123, 240-41. See also Tiruppatallccaram 
Naimijaraijya, 33, 69 
Nakaikkaroijam, see Nakapatt inam 
Nakapatt inam, 139, 205-207, 209, 252-54 
Nakecuram at Kumpakot jam, 399 n 55 
Nanappunkotai , goddess at Kajatti, 390 n 79 
Nanaraijiyam, see Cuclntiram 
Nandimanagar, see Tiruvavafutrai 
Nanmatakkutal , 70, 123, 370 n 102. See also Maturai 
Narayaijapuram, 287 
Nataraja, Siva at Citamparam, 40-41, 85-87, 213-23, 267 
Navanltesvara, Siva at Cikkal, 103 
Nellainatar, Siva at Tirunelveli, 41 
Neppattur , 128 
Nilakeci, goddess at Tiruvalankatu, 1 % 
Nilattuijtapperumal, VIJIJU at Kaiicipuram, 1 7 2 , 3 9 2 n 3 8 

Nilayatakji, goddess at Nakapatt inam, 139, 205-206 
Nili, goddess at Tiruvalafikatu, 13, 161, 195, 203, 210, 213-18, 292 
Nilivananadl at Tiruppainmli, 184 
Nllotpalampal, goddess at Tiruvarur, 221 
Nityakalyatjasvamin, Vijrju at Tiruvatantai, 165-66 

Oppilamulaiyammai, goddess at Tiruvavatuturai, 236-39, 268 

Paccaimalaiyamman, goddess at Tirumullaivayil, 255 
PadmavatJ, goddess at Tirupati, 286-91 
Pahruli River, 56 
Painiilli, goddess at Tiruppainnlli, 183-84, 205, 292 
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Palaiyanur, 195-97. See also Tiruvalankatu 
Palakainatar, Siva at Tiruvorriyur, 63, 119 
Palani, 7-8, 48-49, 85, 313 
Palayankuti, 144 
Pallavanlccuram, 52 
PaUikoijta, 411 n 22 
Palvannanatar, Siva at Tiruvanmiyur, 96-97, 103 
Panaimuri in Jaffna, 36 
Paravaiyuijmaijtali, 59 
Pariyalur, 81 
Parthasarathi, Vijiju at Tiruvallikkeiji, 107 
Patala, 40, 42-44, 61, 72, 79, 105, 117, 128, 323 
Patalalanka, 128, 197 
Patampakkanatar, Siva at Tiruvorriyur, 119 
Pattiniyamman, goddess near Nakapatt inam, 252-53 
Payo$i)5 River, 273 
Penukoijda, 390 n 74 
Periyanayakan, Siva at Cikali, 58 
Periyanayaki, goddess at Tiruppatirippuliyur, 145, 250 
Periyanayaki, goddess at Viruttacalam, 292 
Pirajayam Katta vinayakar, Gaijesa at Tiruppurampayam, 59 
Ponni River, see Kaviri 
Porramarai Tank, Kumpakoi jam, 288 
Porramarai Tank, Maturai, 71 
Potiyil, Mount , 6 
Pottappinatu, 135 
Pralayabandhinl, goddess at Kancipuram, 60 
Pukar, see Kavirippumpattinam 
Pulipparkoyil, see Vyaghrapadapura 
Pumpukar , see Kavirippumpattinam 
Punjab, 263 
Puri, 409 n 157 
Pu5kara, 274-75 
Puspagiri, 55 

Puspavananatha, Siva at Tiruppunturutti , 385 n 4 

Quilon, see Kollam 

Ramesvaram, see Irameccuram 
Ramnad District, 198, 259 
Ranganatha, Vi?i>u at Srlrankam, 49, 161 
RanganayakI, goddess at Srlrankam, 285 
Ratnachayavanesvara, Siva at Tiruccaykkatu, 54 
Ratnagiri, see Tiruvatpokki 
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Saktigiri, see Palani 
Saktipura, see Tiruvarur 
Sambasivamurti, Siva at Velur, 119, 233 
Sankhatrrtha at Tiruvarur, 99 
Santagurjanayaki, see Santanayaki 
Santanayaki, goddess at Tiruvet(akku{i and Tirumayilatuturai, 398 n 48 
SarasvatI River, 23, 51, 104, 273 
Saryaqavat, Lake, 112, 115, 130, 408 n 120 
Saundaryaraja, VIJIJU at Nakapaft inam, 2 0 6 

Sivagiri, see Palani 
Sivajitksetra, 171. See also Kancipuram 
Sivakamasundari, see Civakamiyammai 
Somalakambika, goddess at Tiruvarur, 221. See also Alliyankotaiyammai 
Somanatha, Siva at Prabhasa, 358 n 14 
Somasundara, see Comacuntarar 
Somesvara, Siva at Kalaiyarkoyil, 269-70 
Srimuji jam, 424 n 54 
Srinagesakjetra, see Nagesakjetra 
Srlrangam, see Srirankam 
Srlrankam, 49, 161, 285 
Srisaila, 43 
Srlvaijijavikoyil, 95 
Sthanumurti , see Sthanunathasvamin 
Sthanunathasvamin, Siva at Cucintiram, 156 
Sthanvasrama, 169 
Subhadra, goddess at Puri, 409 n 157 
Sucindram, see Cucintiram 
Sugandhakesl, goddess at Kalaiyarkoyil, 162-64, 390 n 79 
Sundaresvara, Siva at Maturai, 4, 70-71, 138, 166, 202-203, 206 
Surparaka, 72, 371 n 118 
Suvarijamukhi River, 271 
Suvarijvalll, goddess at Kalaiyarkoyil, 268-70 
Svaminatha, Murukan at Cuvamimalai , 386 n 21 
Svetaranya, see Tiruveijkatu 
Svetavana, see Tiruveijkatu 

Svetavinayaka, Ganesa at Tiruvalanculi, 49, 416 n 139 

Tamaratta Forest, see Palayankuti 
Tamilccokkan, Siva at Maturai, 71. See also Sundaresvara 
TancSvur, 19,"41, 132, 162, 384 n 121, 396 n 84, 405 n 55 
Tanikai, 276-78, 413 n 65, 421 n 94 
Tanjore, see Taiicavur 
Tanumalaiyan, Trimurt i at Cucintiram, 155 
Taracuram, 365 n 74 
Tarppanayaki, goddess at Tiruvorriyur, 382 n 55 
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Tarumpuram, 32, 361 n 32 
Tatatakai, goddess at Maturai, 205-206. See also Mlnakj l 
Tayumanavar, Siva at TiruccirappaUi, 314-15, 376 n 28 
Tenkaci, 18 
Tevai (Iramanatapuram), 199 
Tillai, see Ci tamparam 
Tillaikkali, goddess at Citamparam, 53, 219-21, 401 n 4 
Tillaivanamutaiyaparamecuvari, goddess at Citamparam, 219. See also 

Tillaikkali 
Tiriciramalai, see TiruccirappaUi 
Tirimurttimalai, 152-53 
Tiruccaykkafu, 52-54 
Tiruccenkotu, 42, 59, 252, 311 
Tiruccentur, 34-37, 284, 421 n 94 
TiruccirappaUi, 314-15, 376 n 28, 423 n 31 
Tiruccittiraku(am at Citamparam, 309 
Tirukkajar, 299 
Tirukkalukkunram, 86 
Tirukkaijpyur, 81, 345 
Tirukkatavur, 82, 358 n 22 
Tirukkoijamalai, 42 
Tirukkovalur, 81 

Tirukkurralam, 373 n 30, 413 n 72 
Tirukkurukkai, 81 
Tirukkurunkuti , 375 n 22 
Tirukkutalaiyarrur, 18 
Tirukkuvam, 103 
Tirumaliruiicolai, 359 n 27, 399 n 57, 413 n 72 
Tirumaraikkatu, see Vetaraniyam 
Tirumayilatuturai, 398 n 48 
Tirumullaivayil, 95, 107, 255, 263 
Tirumurukanpuijt i , 416 n 136 
Tirumutit talumpan, Siva at Tiruvatpokki, 109 
Tirunakecuram, 399 n 55 
Tirunallaru, 25, 218 
Tirunelveli, 41, 123, 228, 313, 373 n 30, 391 n 86 
Tirupati, 7, 107, 286-91, 413 n 72 
Tiruppainnlli, 183-84, 230-31 
Tiruppampuram, 399 n 55 
Tiruppananta], 55 
Tirupparankunram, 276, 284 
Tiruppataliccaram, 123, 240-41 
Tiruppatinppuliyur, 105-106, 144, 250 
Tirupperur, 132-33, 144, 251 
Tiruppunavayil, 42, 123 
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Tiruppunturutt i , 386 n 4 
Tiruppurampayam, 59 
Tirupputtur, 373 n 30 
Tirupuvanam, 132, 365 n 74 
Tiruttaiji, see Taijikai 
Tiruttenkur, 60 
Tirutturutti , 306 
Tiruvahintirapuram, 327, 389 n 50 
Tiruvaiyaru, 18, 376 n 46 
Tiruvalanculi, 49, 374 n 8, 413 n 65, 416 n 139 
Tiruvalankatu, Nor th Arcot, 13, 32, 161, 195-97, 203, 214-18, 373 n 30 
Tiruvalankatu, Tanjore District, 43 
Tiruvallikeiji (Triplicane), Madras, 107 
Tiruvaluvur, 81 
Tiruvanaikka, 25, 45, 76, 82, 139, 251, 292, 295-97, 306, 313, 398 n 48 
Tiruvaiiciyam, 23, 24, 59, 384 n 113 
Tiruvanmiyur, 96-98, 103, 232 
Ti ruva W amala i , 36-37, 42, 82, 139, 179-83, 192, 208, 292, 294, 298, 351 
Tiruvarancai, see Tiruvarancaram 
Tiruvarancaram, 239, 241, 323-27 
Tiruvarur, 24, 43-44, 50, 98-101, 110-31, 133, 144,217,221,293, 192 n 31 
Tiruvatantai, 165 
Tiruvatikai, 81 
Tiruvatpokki, 108-109, 182-84, 205 
Tiruvavatuturai, 32, 37, 236-38, 241, 268 
Tiruvavinankuti, see Palani 
Tiruveijkatu, 43, 52-54, 133-34, 180, 271-72, 361 n 31 
Tiruventipuram, see Tiruvahintirapuram 
Tiruveftakkuti, 398 n 48 
Tiruvettlcuvaran, 107 
Tiruvitaimarutur, 21, 25, 42, 163, 417 n 12 
TiruvorriyQr, 21, 41-42, 63-64, 69, 119, 197, 221, 293, 381 n 55 
TiruvuHur, 165 
Totji River at Tirimurttimalai, 152 
Toijipuram, see Cikali 
Tujuva, 72 

Tyagaraja, Siva at Tiruvarur, 379 n 2 

Ulai, see U?a 
Urjnamulaiyammai, goddess at Tiruvatjtjamalai, 208, 292. See also 

Apitakuca 
U j a , goddess at Curiyanarkoyil, 291 
Uttaravalavay, 59 
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Vaidyanatha, Siva at Vaittlcuvarankoyil, 18 
Vaikai River, 36, 69, 76-77, 362 n 45 
Vairavankoyil, 407 n 94 
Vaittlcuvarankoyil, 18 
Val mel natanta ammai, goddess at Kajaiyarkoyil, 162, 165 
ValJimalai, 168, 276 
Valmlkanatha, Siva at Tiruvarur, 110, 131, 221 
Valumuni, folk deity at Tirumullaivayil, 255 
Vat)I, goddess at Tiruvalanculi, 416 n 139 
Vaijfarkulali, goddess at Tiruvalankatu, 218 
VaraijasI, see KasI 
Vatapi, see Badami 
Vataraijya, see Tiruvalankatu 
Vataraijyesvara, Siva at Tiruvalankatu, 218 
Vativutaiyamman, goddess at Tiruvorriyur, 221, 381 n 55 
Vattaparaiyamman, goddess at Tiruvorriyur, 222, 382 n 55 
Vattipanamperumal, Visnu at Tirupati, 287 
Vayalur, 361 n 25 
Vedapuri, see Vetapuri 
Vedaranya, see Vetaraijiyam 
Vegavati River at Kancipuram, 273 
VcHisvararkoyil, 329 
Velur, 232-34, 278 
Venkatam, see Tirupati 
Venkatesvara, Vijiju at Tirupati, 165, 286-90, 291 
Vetapuri, 304 
Vetaraijiyam, 18, 59, 193-94, 328 
Villiputtur, 355 n 5 
Vimalararjiyam, see Tiruppainiiili 
Vindhya Mountains, 6 
Virainakar, 357 n 1 
Virapperumal, folk deity at Citamparam, 53 
Virasakti, goddess at Kajaiyarkoyil, 269 
Viravanallur, see Virainakar 
Virkuti, 81 
Viruttacalam, 20, 43, 127, 292-93, 410 n 174 
Vitivitankapperuman, Siva at Tiruvarur, 101 
Vjrddhacalam, see Viruttacalam 
Vfddhamba, goddess at Viruttacalam, 292 
Vyaghrapadapura, 86 

Yamuna River, 51, 339 

 
������������������������� 



LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING IN PUBLICATION DATA 

Shulman, David Dean, 1949-
Tamil temple myths. 

Bibliography: p. 
Includes indexes. 
1. Sivaism. 2. Mythology, Tamil. 3. Temples, 

Hindu India—South India. 4. Sacred marriage (Mythology) 
5. Sacrifice (Hinduism) I. Title. 
BL1245.S5S53 294.5'513 79-17051 
ISBN 0-691-06415-6 

 
������������������������� 




