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akam: the inner part; in poetics, the poetry of love 
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payiram: introduction, preface 
puram: the outer part (opposed to akam); in poetics, the poetry of 

heroism and war 
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II. Sanskrit Terms 
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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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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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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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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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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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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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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 
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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 
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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. 



28 Ritual of Pilgrimage 

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 


