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Mahamaha/Mahamakha

Mahamakha

Mahamaya

Mahanirvana Tantra

mahant

Mahanubhava

mahapralaya

Maharajikas

maharishis

Maharloka

Mahashveta

mahasiddha

mahat

Mahatala

mahatma

mahatmya

mahavakyas

Mahavidyas

mahayuga

Mahesh Yogi, Maharishi

Maheshvara

Maheshvara Sutra

Mahima Dharma

Mahima Gosain

Mahipati

Mahiravana

Mahishasura

Mahuli

Mahuna Naga

Mainaka

Maitreya

Maitri Upanishad

makara

Makara Sankranti

Makara Vilakku

makaras

mala

mala (maalaa)

Maladhar Basu

Mallikarjuna

Malukadasa (Maluk Das)

Mamalapuram

manas

Manasa

Manasa-Mangalas

Manasarovara

Manavala-mamuni

Mandakini

mandala

Mandana Mishra

mandapa

Mandara

Mandodari

Mandukya Upanishad

Mangala

Mangala-Kavya

Manibhadra

Manikkavachakar

Mani-manjari

Manimekhala

Manimekhalai

Maninaga

Manipura Chakra

Manmatha

Manonmani

Mansingh, Maharaja (or Mansinha)

mantra

Mantra Yoga

Manu

Manu Smriti

Manu Vaivasvata

manvantara

Manyu

Mariamma

Marichi

Marisha

Markandeya

Markandeya Purana

Markandeyeshvara Temple

marriage

Martand Surya Temple

Martanda

Maruts

Matali

Matangi

Matarishvan

matha (math, mutt)

Mathura

Mathura Kavi/Madhura Kavi

Mathura-mangala

Matri Mandir


Matrikas

matsya

Matsya deity

Matsya Purana

Matsyendranatha

Mattamayura

Maudgalya Purana

Maya

maya (maayaa)

Mayamoha

Mayapur

Mayon

mayura

media, and Hinduism

megaliths

Meghanada

Meghanadavadha Kavya

Meghanadri

Mehai

Mehr Baba

Meiteis, religion of

Memorial monuments

Mena, Menaka

Meru, Mount

Meykanta-deva/Meykantar-Tevar

Meykanta Shastras

Mhai-Bhat/Mhaim Bhatta

Mimamsa

Minakshi

Minakshi Temple

mind

Minjar festival

Mira Bai

Mira Behn

Mishrakeshi

Mitakshara

Mithila

mithuna

Mitra

Mittani Inscription

Modhera Surya Temple

Mohini

moksha

Mokshadharmaparvan

Molla Ramayana

Moreshvara Temple

Moro Pant

Morya, Master

mother goddess

Mother, The

mountains, sacred

Mrityu

mudra

muhurta

Muhurta, deity

Muka Panchashati

Mukambika Temple

Mukkudal Pallu

Muktananda, Swami

Mukteshvara Temple

mukti

Muktika Upanishad

Muladhara chakra

Mumbai

Mummadi Krishnaraja

Mundaka Upanishad

muni/Muni

murti

Murari

Murugan

music and religion

Muthuswamy Dikshitar


Naba Barsha

Nabhadasa

nachari

Nachiketa

nada

nadis

naga deities

Naga Loka

Naga sadhus

Nagapanchami

Nagara

Nagari

Nageshvara Temple

nagi/nagini

Naigamesha

Naimisharanya

naivedya

Nakar

nakshatra

Nakula

Nala

Nalayira Divya Prabandham

Namadeva

Namaghosha

Nambi Andar Nambi

Nambudiri, Cherusseri

Nammalvar

Nanda

Nanda Devi

Nandadasa (Nanddas)

Nandaka

Nandana

Nandanar

Nandi

Nandi Timmana

Nandinatha

Nandini

Nandipati

Nannaya

Nannechoda

Nappinai

Narada

Naradiya Purana


Narahari Dasa

Narahari Sarkar

Narahari Sonar

Narahari Tirtha

naraka

Narakasura

Nara-Narayana

Narasiji ro Mahero

Narasimha

Narasimha Mehta

Narasimhadasa Tumu

Narayan Guru

Narayana

Narayana Bhattatiri

Narayana Menon, Vallathol

Narayanadasa

Narayaniyam

Narmada river

Nasatyas

Nashik

nastika

Nataraja

Nataraja Temple

Natha Yogis (Adinathas)

Nathamuni

Nathdwara Shrinathji Temple

Natya Shastra

Nava Brahma Temples

Navadvipa

Navagraha

Navagraha Temple, Guwahati

Navagraha Temples, Tamil Nadu

navapatrikas

Navaratra

Nayanars /Nayanmars

Negriting Temple

Nellaiappar Temple

Nijaguna-Shivayogi

Nila

Nilakantha

Nilakantha Dikshitar

Nilakanthi

Nilamata Purana

Nimbarka

Nirakara/Narankara

Nianjana

Niranjani Sampradaya

Nirguna

nirguna song

Nirmala Devi

Nirmala Jhara temples

Nirnaya Sindhu

Nirriti

Nirukta

nirvana

Nisargadatta Maharaja

Niti Manjari

Niti Shastras

Nityananda, Swami or Bhagwan

Nivatakavacha

Nivedita, Sister

Nivritti

niyama

Nrisimhashrama Muni

nyasa (nyaasa)

Nyaya

Nyaya Sutra


oduvar

Om

Omkareshvara

Onam

Oshadhipati

Osho

Ottakutan/Ottakkuttar

Ottakuzhal


Pabuji

pada

Padakalpataru

padartha

Padinenkilkanakku

Padma

Padma Purana

Padmanabha

Padmanabha Temple

Padmapada

Padmavati

padukas, worship of

Paidva

Paila

Paingala Upanishad

Palamoli Nanuru

Pampa

Pampa, goddess

Pampatti-cittar

pana

Panchadashi

Panchadeva

Panchajanya

pancha-makara

Pancha-padika

Pancharatra

Panchasakha

Panchatantra

Panchavimsha Brahmana

Panchayatana

Panchika

Pandava Rathas

Pandavas

Pandavapratapa

Pandharpur

pandit/pandita

Pandu

Panini

pannaga


Papaji

Papanatha Temple

Parakala Yati

Paramahansa Yogananda

Paramananda

Paramananda Vaniyal

Parmatman

Parameshvara

Parameshvara Dasa ‘Kavindra’

Paras

Parashara

Parashurama

Parashurama Temple

Parashurameshvara

Parasuram/Parashuram

Paravaha

Paravatas

pardah

Parida, Sidheswar

parijata

Parikshit

Paripadal/Paripatal

parishada

Parivaha

Parjanya

Parthasarthy Temple

Parvati

Pashupata

Pashupati

Patala

Patanjali

Patayani/Padayani

patha

pathashala

Patikkasup Pallavar

Patinenkilkanakku

Pattadakal

Pattinattar

Pattupattu

Paumchariyam

Pavaka

Pavitras

Periya Alvar

Periya Puranam

Perumal

Pey Alvar

Phalakaksha

philosophy

pilgrimage, centres of

Pillai Lokacharya

Pillaipperumal Iyengar

pillars

Pinaka

pinda

pinda brahmanda

Pingala

Pingala Nadi

Pingali Surana

Pipa

Pippalada

pishachas

Pitamaha

Pitha-Sthanas

Pitra Paksh

pitris

Pitri Loka

pitriyana

plants

Poigai

Pongal

Poonja, Harilal W.

Pooram

Potana

Prabhakara

Prabhas Patan

Prabhavati/Prabha

Prabhu

Prabhupada, Swami

Prabhulingalile

Prabodhachandrodaya

Prachetas/Pracheta

Prachetasas

pradakshina

Pradha

Pradhana

Pradyumna

Prahlada

Prajapati

Prajapatis

Prakashananda

Prakrit

Prakriti

pralaya

Pramadvara

pramana

prameya

prana

Pranami Panth

Pranava

pranayama

Prapanchasara-Tantra

prapatti

Prarthana Samaj

prasada

Prasanna-Raghava

Prashastapada

Prashna Upanishad

Prasutas

Pratardanas

pratisarga

Pratishakhyas

Pratyabhijna

Prayaga

prema

Premabodha Pothi

Premananda


preta

Prince of Ayodhya

Prithu

Prithuka

Prithvi/Prithivi

Prithvi Raj Rathor

Pukalenti/Pugalendi/Puhalendi

puja

Pulaha

Pulastya

punya

Puman

Purananuru

Puranas

Purandaradasa

Puri

purohita

Puru

Pururava/Pururavas

Purusha

purushamedha

Purva Mimamsa

Pushan

Pushkar/Pushkara

Pushkaram

Pushpaka

Pushpotkata

Pushti-marga

Puttaparthi


Radha

Radhasoami /Radhaswami sect

Radhavallabha

raga

Raghava

Raghava-Naishadhiya

Raghava-Pandaviya

Raghava-Pandava-Yadaviya

Raghavendratirtha

Raghu

Raghuvamsha

RagniyaTemple

Rahasya Manjari

Rahim

Rahu

Raidas

Raja Yoga

Rajagriha

rajarishi

rajas

Rajashekhara

rajasuya

Rajgir

Rajjab/Rajjab Dasa

Rajneesh

Raka

Raka, saint

Rakkayi Amman

Raksha Bandhan

rakshasas

Rama

Rama Bhargava

Rama Dasa

Rama Gita

Rama Lila

Rama Rahasya Upanishad

Rama Setu

Rama Tirtha, Swami

Ramachandra Temple

Ramacharita

Ramacharitamanasa

Ramadasa, (Ramadas) Samarth

Ramadvaya

ramaini

Ramakrishna Mission

Ramakrishna Paramahansa

Ramalinga Swami

Ramana Maharshi, Sri

Ramanami

Ramananda

Ramananda Tirtha, Swami

Ramanataka Kirtanaigal

Ramanathaswamy Temple

Ramanavami

Ramanuja

Ramappa Temple

Ramaprasad Sen

Ramapurathu Varier

Rama-rasikas

Ramasnehi

Ramavatara-charita

Ramayana

Ramayana in Buddhism

Ramayana in Jainism

Ramayana Champu

Ramdev, Swami

Rameshvara Temple, Nashik

Rameshvaram/Rameshwaram

Ramola

Ramtek

Ranganatha

Ranganatha Ramayana

Ranganatha Temple, Srirangam

Ranna

Ras Khan

rasa

rasa-bhavana

Rasa-kallola

Rasatala

Rashtriya Swayam Sevak Sangh (RSS)

Rati

Ratri

Ravana

Ravanavadha

Ravi

Ravi Shankar, Sri Sri


Ravidas/Ravidasa

reincarnation

Renuka

Revanta

Revati

Rewalsar Lake

Ribhu

Ribhus

Riddhi

Rig Veda

Rishabha

rishi

Rishyashringa

ritvij

rivers, sacred

Rodasi

Rohini

Roy, Ram Mohan

Rudra

Rudrabhatta

rudraksha

Rudras

Rukmangadacharita

Rukmin

Rukmini

Rupa Goswami


Sabarimala

sacred places

sacred thread

sacrifices

Sadashiva

sadhana

Sadhana, saint

Sadharan Brahmo Samaj

sadhu

Sadhyas

Saduktikarnamrita

Sagar Island

Sagara

Saguna Brahman

Sahadeva

sahaja

Sahaja Yoga

Sahajiya

Sahasrara Chakra

Sai Baba, of Shirdi

Sai Baba, Sathya

Sair-e-Gul Faroshan (Phul Walon ki Sair)

sakhi

Sakhibhava

Salbeg/Salabega

Salig Ram, Rai

Salikanatha

Sama Veda

samadhi

Samavidhana Brahmana

Sambandar (Campantar)

samhita

Sami, Chainrai Bachomal

Samjna

Samkhya

Sampati

samsara

samskara

samudramanthana

Sanat Kumara

sanatana

Sanatana Goswami

sandha-bhasha/sandhya-bhasha

sandhya

Sangam (Cankam) Literature

Sanjaya

Sanjaya, writer

Sanjivana

sanjivini

Sankarshana/Samkarshana

sannyasi

Sanskrit

sant

sant mat

Santoshi Ma

Sarada Devi, Sri

Sarala Dasa

Sarala Devi

Sarama

Sarameya

Sarangapani

Sarasvati

Sarasvati, river

Sarayu

Sarkar, Prabhat Ranjan

sarpa

sarpa satra

Sarva

Sarvadarshana-samgraha

Sarvajna

Sarvajnatma Muni

Sastha

sat

Satakhandia Harivamsha

sat-chit-ananda (sachchhidananda)

sati

Sati, goddess

Satnami

satras

satsanga

sattva

Satya Loka

Satyabhama

satyagraha

Satyaki

Satyapir

Satyartha Prakasha

Satyas

Satyavati


Saundarya Lahiri

Saura

Saura Purana

sautramani sacrifice

Savitr, god

Savitri, and Satyavan

Savitri, of Sri Aurobindo

Savitri, goddess

Sayana

Sekkilar/Sekkizhar

Sen, Keshab Chandra

Senananda

Senji

Setu Bandha

Setu-bandha

Shabala

Shabara

Shabari

shabda

Shachi

Shaiva Agamas

Shaiva Siddhanta

Shaivism

Shaivite/Shaiva

Shakambhari

shakha

Shakha, deity

shakinis

Shakra

Shakta

Shakta Pithas

Shakti

Shakti/Shaktri

Shaktism

Shakuni

Shakuntala

Shalagrama

Shama

Shamba

Shambhala

Shambuka

Shani

Shankara, deity

Shankaradeva

Shankara Mishra

Shankara, Sri (Adi Shankaracharya)

Shankaracharyas

shankha

Shantanu

Shanti Durga temple

Sharabha

Sharada

Sharada Temple

Sharada-mangala/Sarada-mangala

sharira

Sharnga

Shashishekhara

Shashthi/Shashti

Shastra

Shata-dushani

Shatapatha Brahmana

Shatarudriya

Shatrughna

Shesha /Sheshanaga

Sheshayana

shikhara

shiksha

Shilada

Shilappadikaram

Shishupala

Shitala

Shitikantha Acharya

Shiv Dayal Singh

Shiva

Shiva (Shivaa)

Shiva Mangala

Shiva Purana

Shiva Sutra

Shivadvaita

Shivajnana-bodham (Shivananapotam)

Shivajnana-siddhiyar

Shivappirakasar

Shivaratri

Shivatattva-chintamani

shloka

Shodashi

Shore Temple

Shraddha

Shraddha (Shraadha)

Shrauta Sutras

Shri or Shridevi

Shri Kalahasti Mahatmyamu

Shri Radhacharita Mahakavyam

Shri Ramayana Darshanam

Shri Venkatesha Kalyana

Shridhara Dasa

Shridhara

Shriharsha

Shrikanthacharya

Shrikrishna Charitam Manipravalam

Shrikrishna Kirtana

Shrivaishnavism

shrivatsa

Shrividya

Shruti Literature

Shuddhadvaita

shudra

Shuka

Shukra

Shukracharya

Shukras

Shulva Sutras/Shulba Sutras

Shunahshepha/Shunashepa

shunya

Shunya Brahma

Shunya Purana


Shunya Sampadane

Shura/Shurasena

Shurpanakha

Shvetaketu

Shvetashvatara Upanishad

Shyeni

siddha

Siddha Yoga

siddhi

Siddhi, deity

Sikhism, and Hinduism

simha

Simhika

Sindhu

Sinivali

Sita

Sita Upanishad

Sita Josyam

Sitayana

Sitayana

Sivananda, Swami

Sivasagar (Sibsagar) Tank

Sivavakkiyar

Skanda

Skanda Purana

Skanda Shashthi

Smarta

Smriti Literature

Smriti Muktaphala

snakes, sacred

Sodamtsareth

Soma

Soma Loka

soma sacrifices

Somadeva

Somana Nachana

Somananda

Somanatha

Somanatha Palkuriki

Somanatha Temple

Somaskanda

Soundararajaswamy Temple

spanda

Spanda Karika

Sringeri

Srirangam

Srisailam

Sthanu

stotra

stuti

Subala Upanishad

Subhadra

Subramania Bharati

Subrahmanya

Suchindram Temple

Sudama

Sudarshana Chakra

Sudharmanas

Sugriva

sukta

Sumedhasas

Sumeru

Sumitra

Sundaramurti/Sundarar (Cuntarar)

Suparna

Suparnas

Surdasa/Surdas

Sur Sagara

Sura

Surabhi

Surabhis

Suranjanji Puniya

Surana, Pingali

Surapadman

Surasa

Surat Shabd Yoga

Sureshvara

Surya

Surya Loka

Surya (Suryaa)

Suryavamsha

Sushruta

Sushumna

suta

Sutala

Sutapa

sutra

Svadha

Svadhishthana Chakra

svaha

Svaha, goddess

Svarbhanu

svarga

Svastika

svayambhu

Svayambhuva

svayamvara

Svayamvara Kavyas

swami /svami

Swaminarayan Sampradaya

Swaminarayan, Sri

swan

Syama Sastri

Syamantaka


Tagore, Debendranath

Tagore, Dwarkanath

Tagore, Rabindranath

Taittiriya Samhita

Taittiriya Upanishad

Takshaka

Tala Kaveri

Talatala

tamas

Tamasha

Tamil New Year’s Day


Tamil siddhas

Tamra

Tamraparni/Tamravarni

tandava

Tansen

Tantraloka

Tantras

Tantric

Tantrism

tapah/tapas

Tapasvini

Tapati

Tapoloka

Tara, deity

Tara

Taraka

Taraknatha Temple

Tarapitha

Tarkshya

Tattva Samasa

Tattvadipa

tattva

Tayar/Thayar

Tayumanavar

Tayumanavar, saint

Teej

Tejas

Tejo-bindu Upanishad

temples

Tenali Ramakrishna

Tengalai/Tenkalai

Teppam

Teyyam

thags/thugs

Thanjavur

theatre

Theosophical Society of India

Thiru/Tiru

Thousand Pillared Temple

Thyagaraja

Tikka

Tikkana

tilaka

Tilottama

Timmakavi, Kuchimanchi

Tirayattam

tirtha

Tiru Arutpa

Tiruchirapalli

Tirujnanasambandar

Tirukkalukunram

Tirukural

Tirukuta-rasappak Kavirayar

Tirukkutrala Kuravanchi

Tirumalai

Tirumangai

Tirumantiram

Tirumazhisai

Tirumular

Tirumurai

Tirumurukarruppatai /Tirumuruganarrupadai

Tirunavukkarasar

Tirunilalmala

Tirupati

Tirupati Venkata Kavalu

Tiruppan

Tiruppugazh

Tirupurantakesvarar Kshetram

Tiruvachakam/Tiruvasagam

Tiruvalluvar

Tiruvannamalai

Tiruvatira pattu

Tiruvaymoli/Tiruvaymozhi

Tiruvembavai-Tiruppavai festival

Tiruvilayadal Puranam

Tishya Yuga

tithi

Tolkappiyam

Tondaradippodi

Totakacharya

tottam pattu

Transcendental Meditation

trees

Treta Yuga

tribal religions

Trika Shastra

Trimurti

tripadi

tripartite ideology

Tripura

Tripura Bhairavi

Tripura Sundari

Trishanku

Trishiras

trishula

Trita Aptya

Triveni

Tryambaka

Tryambakeshvara

Tryambakeshvara Temple

Tukaram

Tullal

tulasi

Tulasi, goddess

Tulasidasa

Tulasi Sahib/Tulsi Sahib

Tumburu

Turaga

turiya

Turiyatita Avadhuta Upanishad

Tushitas

tuyilunarttal pattu

Tvashtr

tyaga

Tyagaraja, deity

Tyagaraja, saint



Uchchhaishravas

Udaigiri Cave Temples

Udayana

Uddalaka Aruni

Uddalaki

Uddhava

Uddhava Gita

udgatr

Udupi

Ugadi

Ugra

Ugra Tara Temple

Ugrasena

Ugrashrava

Ujjain

uktha

uluka

Uluka Kanada

Ulupi

Uma

Uma Sahasranam

Umananda Temple

Umapati Shivachariyar

Unnuninilsandesham

Upadesha Sahasri

Upamanyu

upanayana

Upanishads

Upapurana

Uparichara

Upavedas

Upendra

Upendra Bhanja

Uraga

Urvashi

Urvi

Usha

Ushanas

Utpaladeva

Uttara Mimamsa

Uttara Rama Charita


Vach

vachana

Vachana Bharata

Vachaspati

Vachaspati Mishra

Vadagalai/Vadakalai

Vaddakku Tiruveedi Pillai

Vadakkunathan temple

vadha-kavya

Vadirajatirtha

vahana

Vahni

vaidya

Vaidyanatha

Vaidyanatha Dikshita

Vaijayanti

Vaikhanasa

Vaikhanasa Agamas

Vaikhanasa rishis

Vaikuntha

Vaikuntha Ekadashi

Vaikuntha Perumal Temple

Vaikunthas

Vaishampayana

Vaisheshika

Vaisheshika Sutra

Vaishnavism

Vaishno Devi

Vaishravana

vaishya

Vaitarani

Vaivasvata

vajapeya

Vajasenaneyi Samhita

Vajind

vajra

Vajranabha

Vajrasuchika Upanishad

Valakhilya hymns

Valakhilyas/Balakhilyas

Vallathol

Vali (Vaali)

Vallabhacharya

Valli

Valmiki

Valmiki ashrama

Valmikis/Balmikis

Vamana

Vamana Purana

Van Yatra

Vana Durga

vanaprastha

vanara

Vande Mataram

Vandin

Varadaraja

Varaha

Varaha Purana

Varahamihira

Varanasi

Varcha

Vardhamana Temple

Varkaris

varna

Vartha Malai

Varuna

Varuna Loka

Varuni

Vasanta Panchami

Vasishtha

Vasishtha ashram

Vasishtha, Tantric

Vastu Shastra

Vastupurusha


Vasu Uparichara

Vasudeva

Vasudeva (Vaasudeva)

Vasudhara/Vasundhara

Vasugupta

Vasuki

Vasus

Vata

Vatapatrasayi Temple

Vatsaraja

Vatsyayana

Vavriddhas

Vayu

Vayu Purana

Veda

Vedamatri

Vedangas

Vedanta

Vedanta Desika

Vedanta Sutra

Vedartha Prakasha

Veda-Vyasa

Vedi

Vedic Samhitas

Veethi Natakam

Veli Krishna Rukmani Ri

Vemana

Vengamamba, Tharigonda

Venkateshvara

Venkateshwara Temple

vetala

Vetalapanchavimshatika

Vettakorumakan

Vettekkaran

vibhava

Vibhishana

vibhuti

Vidagdha Madhava

Vidhatr

Vidisha

Vidura

Vidya
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Introduction


Hinduism, the religion of over eighty per cent of the population of India, has a variety of beliefs and practices, with a certain underlying unity. The religion does not have a single founder, and its present form emerged over time. Some of the main concepts and aspects of Hinduism, as well as a brief summary of its history, are given below.

Basic concepts

Brahman Brahman is one of the main philosophical concepts in Hinduism. The term is described and explained in many Upanishads, which form part of Vedic literature, as well as in later sources. Brahman is the source of all, the One Truth, the underlying reality of the world. Everything emerges from, and returns to, it. It is the creator of all, and permeates creation. Thus the Taittiriya Upanishad states: [Brahman is] ‘that from which beings are born, that in which when born they live, and that into which they enter at their death.’ Brahman has no form or shape, and is neither male nor female. It is eternal, infinite and always existed. Brahman has never been created, and can never be destroyed.

Most philosophical texts are in agreement on the nature of Brahman, but they differ regarding the relationship of Brahman with God or gods, the individual, and the world.


God God, known as Ishvara, Bhagavan, Shiva, Vishnu, Shakti, Devi, or by any other name, is an essential aspect of Hinduism. God is revered and worshipped in one form or the other, and there are an infinite number of gods.

Brahman is not god, but according to some theories, all gods emanate from Brahman. Brahman contains infinite possibilities, hence the number and variety of gods is also infinite. But there are other theories which identify the chief deity worshipped, whether Shiva, Vishnu, Krishna, Rama, Devi or Mahalakshmi, with the highest entity, which is Brahman. Thus Shiva, or any of the others, can be both supreme, above all other deities, and one of the Trimurti, the three gods, Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva, which in this context are created by the supreme Shiva.

In the choice and worship of a deity, Hinduism has great flexibility. Worshipping a god is a personal decision, and there is a special term for it, Ishta Devata, one’s own personal deity. A caste, group or family can also have its own special deity, but an individual can worship this along with any other or others. There are also numerous minor deities and spirits.


The world The world too, emanates from Brahman, The Katha Upanishad says, ‘Brahman, the immortal, contains all worlds in it, and no one goes beyond it.’ However the world is created by a god. Traditionally, Brahma is the creator, but in different texts the creator can be any of the deities, Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva or Mahadevi. Time is cyclical, hence the world changes over vast periods of time of yugas, mahayugas, manvantaras and kalpas. There is no concept of a permanent perfect world. Perfect worlds can exist but with time everything changes. Only Brahman remains the same.

According to some philosophical concepts, the world is essentially unreal, a false construct, believed to exist only because one does not have true knowledge. This is related to the idea that nothing that changes has a true reality, only the eternal can be considered real. However, others feel the world is real, even though it is subject to change.


The individual Each living being has an eternal soul, which does not die when the body dies. Animals and plants too have souls. The nature of the soul is analysed by several philosophers. Its essence is said to be identical with Brahman, though in practice, it is different. In other theories, each soul, though derived from Brahman or from God, is unique. It can rise to the same level, but is not exactly the same. The soul is known by different names, including atman and jiva.

Reincarnation Belief in reincarnation is an important aspect of Hinduism. Each soul undergoes the experiences of successive lives. After death, the soul is reincarnated in a new body. It may spend some time in one of the heavens or hells, or it may be reincarnated immediately.

Stories in texts indicate that people can be reincarnated as animals, and animals as people.



Karma Karma, implying the result of ones actions, good or bad, is linked to the concept of reincarnation. Karma determines the family into which one is born, and the limitations within which one exists. The implications of this concept are the acceptance of one’s status and position in life, one’s successes, failures, sorrows and joys. It also implies that one controls one’s own destiny, right actions leading to progress in the next life. Alternatively, karma provides the right sphere of influences for the individual to progress.


Moksha: the goal In this cycle of existence, of endless change, death and rebirth, creation and destruction, there is only one ultimate goal for the individual, which is moksha or mukti, liberation from this and all other worlds. All agree on this, though the nature of moksha is disputed. It is considered identity with Brahman, with the deity of one’s choice, or close proximity with a deity. Whatever its exact nature, it is a blissful state.

The path

There is no single path towards this ultimate goal, the paths are endless and varied, infinite like the gods. Among the various path, three main paths of devotion, knowledge and action are described. A human birth is usually essential for moksha, though there are exceptions.


Bhakti Bhakti is one of the important paths. It implies worship, total surrender and personal love of god in any form. Forgetting everything and everyone else, the devotee yearns for a glimpse of God, and finally for total union. Hence the path of bhakti is one of love and surrender to God. Bhakti is described in several texts, and the exact form of such a path is elaborated on in different sects, which describe types and stages of bhakti.


Karma Karma, or action is another path. Karma is a complex term, also indicating destiny, and the law of cause and effect, but as a path to reach the divine, it is interpreted as selfless action. The person on this path performs all actions in the world with great sincerity and puts in immense effort. But such a person remains detached from the results of these efforts, and does not bother about success or failure. Every action is performed as a dedication to god, and that in itself is completion. Failure or success are irrelevant.


Jnana Jnana or knowledge is another path. Through this one strives to understand the nature of the world, of god, Brahman, and reality. A highly intellectual and complex path, the person following this needs self-awareness, and the ability to understand what is real and unreal, through study and discrimination. Finally only the real, or the Truth, remains.


Sacrificial worship and rituals Rituals can also be a path to moksha. Performing rituals correctly, including all acts of worship, leads to an occult communication with the divine, and an indifference to the outer world. Nyasa is a special type of ritual, through which aspects of a deity are transferred into one’s own body. Rituals can also include festivals and fasts.


Yoga There are a number of different types of yoga, which means union, implying a union with the divine. Yoga is both a philosophy and a practical application of certain techniques. One type of yoga, known as Raja Yoga, focuses on a gradual transformation of the body and mind by following ethical precepts, specific body postures known as asanas, breathing techniques and meditative practices.


Tantra Tantra is again a practical technique with philosophical apects that can be used to reach the divine. It is considered a dangerous path, which should be practised only under the guidance of a guru.


Other paths There are several other paths which are prescribed by different sects, which include aspects of these. ‘Pathless’ paths are also referred to, indicating that moksha or liberation can at times be instantaneous, and unplanned; a pathless path also implies a path that one creates for oneself.

Guru

Though a guru is not essential to attain moksha, traditionally a guru has great importance, providing guidance along the chosen path. In case an individual belongs to any sect, it is essential to follow the guidelines laid down by the gurus of the sect. A guru can belong to the past or the present.

Daily life

Not every human being can attain moksha in one lifetime, hence there are other aspects of life to be kept in mind as one lives through successive lives. In daily life, a Hindu is aware of various concepts in varying degrees.

Karma and reincarnation are common concepts, accepted by all. Worship of a deity is largely followed. In addition, daily life can include a series of rituals such as specific fasts, and the celebration of various festivals. It also includes aspects of dharma, artha and kama.


Dharma, artha, kama Dharma, artha and kama are considered three aspects of life. The concept of dharma is closely related to that of karma. Though a complex term with different meanings, in this sense dharma implies right action according to one’s position in society. Dharma can be based on caste, or on one’s role in life, as a mother, father, head of a household, daughter, sister or brother. Dharma refers to all ethical actions.


Artha implies the pursuit of wealth. It is a legitimate goal for those living in society, but no incorrect means should be used in acquiring wealth. Once acquired, wealth should sustain not merely oneself but others who may be dependent on one, or who may not have adequate means. Ancient texts state that animals, birds, and unknown guests should also be fed, not merely members of one’s own family. Kama, love and sex, is also a legitimate activity, within reasonable limits and according to social norms.


Caste Caste, initially based on occupation, is an aspect of dharma or right action. Though no longer rigid in urban areas, caste still has an influence on actions, particularly on marriage.

Other aspects

The sannyasi or ascetic The sannyasi, ascetic or person focused on attaining moksha has only one goal, and does not need to follow dharma, artha, or kama, or bother about karma. Thus Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita says, ‘Abandon all karmas and come to me.’


Attitude to other religions Depending on one’s level of education, understanding of philosophy, and status in life, Hindus have varying responses to those of other religions. Those who understand the concept of Brahman do not see any difference between one religion and another. While such understanding may not be common, it is implicit in the Hindu recognition and reverence for Sufi saints, or for gurus such as Mehr Baba or Nirmala Devi who have non-Hindu origins. It is clearly understood and propagated by gurus such as Sathya Sai Baba.

Co-existence within defined spheres, with recognition and respect for the beliefs of others, is one response to those of other religions. In the past, both kings and ordinary people made an active effort to celebrate festivals of other religions, and to accommodate different beliefs. To some extent, this approach continues today. With changing social norms, inequality in income, and scarce resources, whether of employment or education, intolerance has grown. There have also been political events such as Partition, which have inspired mass murders. More recently, politicians are known to fuel intolerance for their own political gains. Despite this, in general, most Hindus are in favour of a pluralistic and tolerant society, worshipping whichever deity appeals to them, and following various gurus and sects, and allowing those of other religions to worship in their own way.


Different names Hinduism is also referred to as Sanatana Dharma, or the eternal religion. Hinduism has certainly changed over time, but there is one particular aspect of it that is described as sanatana or eternal in early texts, and that is Brahman. Sanatana or eternal thus can be related to the concept of Brahman. Some proponents and gurus of Hinduism state that the Vedas are eternal, and thus Sanatana Dharma refers to this aspect of Hinduism.


A living religion Hinduism is actually a dynamic, living religion, that has not only changed substantially over time, but also has innumerable local and regional forms. A single deity can have hundreds of variants, depending on the ethos and nature of its location. A single story is retold a thousand times with some scenes elaborated and explained, some deleted, and some entirely new. Yet in both cases the essence of the original remains.


Is Hinduism one or many? Some scholars differentiate between Vedism and Hinduism, that is the earlier and later traditions in Hinduism. Others comment that Hinduism, with its diversity, is not one religion, but many. However, Hinduism has had an unbroken continuity from the time of the Vedas to the present. In addition, though there is diversity, there are also unifying factors. In philosophy there was a recognition that different viewpoints could be refuted and debated within the same broad framework. Variant philosophies still used the same terminology, of Brahman, Atman, Ishvara, jiva, maya, karma, transmigration, God’s grace, bhakti, and means of moksha or liberation. They also used a similar methodology, analysing the pramanas or means of valid knowledge, using logic, concepts of fallacy, and similar methods of refutation. At some point in time, the essential nature of a deity was recognized, thus it became possible for one deity to subsume the others. While the concept of Brahman may not have been popularly understood, a similar concept of one deity having a wide variety of forms was widely accepted. Myths and legends were also consciously created which provided a unifying element, as is clearly seen in the Puranas.

History

While the main principles of the religion are given above, a brief overview of its historical development is given below, indicating aspects of continuity and change.

To begin with, despite there being certain unifying elements, initially no single term was used for the religion. This is not unusual, as no religion was named at its foundation. The term Hinduism was commonly used only from medieval days. Hindu, the Persianized form of Sindhu, the name of the river Indus, was first referred to in a Persian inscription of the sixth century BCE. From about the eighth century, it was used to refer to the people who lived to the east of the river, that is in India. Later it was used for all those in India, who did not consciously identify with any other religion. Medieval Islamic writers described existing practices and beliefs, using the term Hindu. The word Hinduism was introduced by the British. The term Brahmanical was also used. Though this latter term can have different meanings, scholars generally use it in the sense of mainstream Hinduism, which tended to absorb minor cults and local deities, or of an early form of Hinduism.

Elements of Hinduism can be traced to Vedic or even pre-Vedic times. Terracotta female images, dating to before 4000 BCE, are thought to be the first representations of a mother goddess or fertility deity, though some scholars question this. The Indus Civilization (2500–1800 BCE), despite its undeciphered script has representations on seals interpreted as male and female deities, considered by some scholars as Proto Hindu. The Rig Veda, usually dated between 1500 and 1000 BCE, describes a number of deities, mainly personifications of nature, while the later Vedas, dating to between 1000 BCE to 600 BCE, describe sacrifices to gain power and control. The caste system also began to develop at this time. The Upanishads, the last part of the Vedic literature, have philosophical ideas, while the epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, include stories and legends of the gods. The epics also refer to other categories of beings, rakshasas, daityas, danavas, yakshas and nagas. In the sixth century BCE, new philosophies emerged, two of which, Buddhism and Jainism, later grew into separate religions. The six classic systems of Hindu philosophy, Samkhya, Vaisheshika, Vedanta, Mimamsa, Nyaya and Yoga, also developed. By the second century BCE, images in stone began to be made, and deities were represented on coins. Deities included representations of Buddhist, Jain, and Brahmanical (Hindu) images. Coins of around the second century BCE, show that local kings in north India used the names of deities mentioned in the Vedas, such as Indra, Surya, Brahma, Prajapati, Brihaspati in their names, indicating that Vedic deities were still worshipped. Between the second century BCE and third century CE images depict yakshas, yakshis, nagas and various Brahmanical deities, apart from Jain and Buddhist deities. Some Greek deities were also depicted on coins of the Indo-Greeks and other dynasties non-Indian in origin. From the first century CE, deities such as Shiva, Vishnu, Varaha, Vamana, Karttikeya, Ganesha, Garuda, Krishna, Balarama, Lakshmi, Parvati and Durga are more common. The transition had thus been made from the Vedic deities, who now had an inferior position, to the deities still worshipped today.

The Puranas are among the chief texts of Hinduism. The Puranas known today probably originate before the first century CE, but in the form available, date from the second to fourth centuries CE and later. Written in Sanskrit by brahmanas, they were perhaps the first attempt to coordinate different aspects of Hinduism, though the religion was not named. Though there are numerous Puranas, eighteen major Puranas are recognized and each of these lists or refers to the others. Each Purana has many different aspects though it may primarily refer to one aspect of Hinduism such as Shaivism or Vaishnavism. Popular myths and legends were incorporated, local cults were brought into the mainstream, and gods were related to one another through similar myths. All the minor and major deities of the time appear in the Puranas and links were created between the new deities and the Vedic gods, though some of the connections are tenuous. Various philosophical concepts, customary laws and practices, accounts of sacred sites, and of festivals and fasts were also incorporated in these texts. At the same time there were concepts of the ‘other’ of people who did not follow the same practices, though even these were included in myths and legends. The gods and their images were described, along with rules for erecting them, and setting up temples. Simultaneously the Dharma Shastras were written, laying down rules of conduct, many of which were also incorporated in the Puranas. Though the Puranas tried to reconcile different aspects, they did not attempt to impose uniformity. By this time north Indian deities were prominent in the south, though local gods remained popular. Northern myths were modified to suit southern traditions, and northern gods were given southern names. The Manimekhalai, a Tamil text dated between the second and sixth centuries CE, describes the philosophies and sects present in the Tamil country at that time. The text begins with the celebration of the festival of Indra. It addition it refers to followers of the Buddha, of Jainism, Mimamsa, Vaisheshika, Vedism, Vaishnavism, Shaivism, the Ajivikas and materialists. Slightly later, Xuanzang, the Chinese pilgrim who visited India in the seventh century, states that in Harsha’s kingdom in northern India, apart from the Buddha, the three main deities worshipped were Aditya or Surya, Shiva and Vishnu. He also mentions the Kapalikas, Bhutas, Jutikas, and followers of the Samkhya and Vaisheshika sects. Bana, writing around the same period, adds that the followers of Kapila and Kanada (founders of Samkhya and Vaisheshika) and of the Upanishads (Vedanta) were present in the region.

By the seventh century, the two main sects of Vaishnavism and Shaivism in the south propagated bhakti, or loving devotion to god, through the Alvara and Nayanar saints. Shankara of the ninth century, later known as Adi Shankaracharya, established Hindu mathas or religious centres, and spread the message of Advaita, providing unifying institutions and a unifying philosophy that still forms the basis of Hinduism today. Ramanuja, Madhva and others responded with different interpretations of Vedanta. Meanwhile the bhakti movement spread to Maharashtra, focusing on the worship of Vishnu, and from the fourteenth century prominent bhakti saints appeared in the north, many worshipping Krishna or Rama, with others worshipping God without attributes or form (Nirguna Bhakti). Sufi saints and the emergence of Sikhism in the fifteenth century also influenced Hinduism.

A parallel development from around the eighth century was the development of Tantrism, particularly in east India, and the corresponding importance given to Shakti, or female power.


Till the nineteenth century the term ‘Hindu’ was used mainly by those of other religions. Hindus referred to themselves in terms of their caste or as followers of a particular deity or sect. From the nineteenth century, the term was used as an identifying label, but at this time a number of new reform movements began. Some of these were partially in response to Western stimuli, either responding to Western criticism, or incorporating some apects of Western belief systems. They were also based on introspection and a desire for change. Among the movements, both the Brahmo Samaj and Arya Samaj focused on Vedic texts. The Brahmo Samaj tried to make the Vedas and Upanishads more widely known, and were against idol worship and the worship of multiple deities. Swami Dayananda of the Arya Samaj totally rejected the Puranas and all they contained, focusing only on the Vedas. By using specific texts such as the Vedas or Upanishads, these organizations attempted to redefine Hinduism, reject the divisive nature of caste, and emphasize the main philosophical concepts, but at the same time they rejected its plurality. The Ramakrishna Mission, founded by Swami Vivekananda and based on the ideas of Ramakrishna Paramahansa, tried to bring different philosophical and devotional strands together. Swami Vivekananda gave speeches to the West on Hinduism, but later the Ramakrishna Mission claimed to be a non-Hindu organization, and asked for a separate status. The Radhasoamis, Mahima Dharma, and Swaminarayan sects can also be considered among the nineteenth-century reform movements, though they did not consciously seek to redefine Hinduism. The Theosophical Society, initially founded by Madame Blavatsky and others in New York, also had an impact on Hinduism. Annie Besant, a key member of the Theosophical Society in India, who also participated in the freedom movement, saw everything good in Eastern religions, and promoted Hinduism, Buddhism and Zoroastrianism. This also helped to provide Hindus with self-awareness and a pride in their own identity and emphasized the common aspects of different sects and deities.

The politics of the first half of the twentieth century saw the growth of other organizations promoting Hindu unity. Chief among these were the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), founded in 1925, and the Hindu Mahasabha (founded in 1915). Mahatma Gandhi, leader of the freedom movement, emphasized his identity as a Hindu, but put forward his own broad concept of what being a Hindu meant. Among other things, he believed that a Hindu must serve and help those of other religions. The partition of India in 1947 led to a further heightened consciousness of being ‘Hindu’.

After Independence, other Hindu organizations were formed in an attempt to give all groups a Hindu identity, and to include dalits and tribals in the Hindu fold. Chief among these is the Vishwa Hindu Parishad formed in 1964 and its offshoot the Bajrang Dal (1984). The earlier Arya Samaj and RSS, also continued their attempts to provide a Hindu identity. Political parties with a Hindu ideology, included the Bharatiya Jana Sangh (1951), and later the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP, founded 1980), which used Rama, as both a cultural hero and a divine figure, and a symbol of the new India. Today, there are new Vedantic movements and innumerable new gurus. There is a consciousnes of being Hindu, and a revival of rituals and worship, fuelled even by popular media. However, the caste system still exists, and remains one of the factors preventing unity. Though dalits hold high posts all over India, they continue to face discrimination particularly in rural areas.

Both caste and religion have become dominant themes in politics, and are sometimes emphasized to gain votes.

Thus Hinduism remains a vast, complex and diverse religion, which is not easy to define.

Key features

To summarize, some of the key features of the religion, apart from the underlying concepts of Brahman, worship, dharma, karma, reincarnation, the goal of moksha and the caste system, are that the religion has no founder, no single canon and no supreme authority. It is a collection of ideas, beliefs, customs and practices. However, attempts were made right from the time of the Puranas, to link together ideas and types of worship. The unifying process intensified from the nineteenth century onwards, though some of the new groups emphasized particular aspects and rejected others. Hinduism today has retained and affirmed its plurality, and at the same time accepted certain basic features as essential aspects of the religion. It can include both high philosophy, as well as a simple worship of a deity.

Sources

This brief summary of some aspects of a highly complex religion are based on various sources.

Texts form the main sources, and include Sanskrit and Prakrit texts, as well as those in regional languages, later analysis, and secondary sources. The main original and secondary soureces are listed in the Bibliography. Sources also include inscriptions, coins, seals, and sculptures as well as visual representations and records in temples.

About this book

This book is arranged in alphabetical order. In the individual entries, this book looks at several different aspects of Hinduism. Among them are:



Sacred geography Some of the sacred rivers, streams, plants and mountain peaks are described in this book.


Animals, birds, snakes, aquatic creatures In Hinduism, all living creatures are considered aspects of the divine, and animals, birds and other creatures are also represented in this book.


Places Every village in India has at least one temple or sacred site, if not more. Towns and cities have several temples, representing a variety of deities. Each place also has stories and legends of saints of the past or present, associated with it. Out of these millions of places, only a few could be described here, which have some special significance either in the past or present.


Temples There are hundreds of thousands of temples in India. The monuments chosen for this book, are therefore those which are specially popular today, or those which are historically or architecturally significant.


Ideas, concepts, and terms This book looks at a number of different ideas and concepts, and explains the ways in which certain terms are used. It includes topics related to philosophy, logic and methods of analysis, as well as cosmic and real time, and great and vast ages.


Deities Deities in India reflect every aspect of form and belief. All major deities have been described in this book, as well as several others. Semi-divine beings, yakshas, nagas, asuras, daityas, and rakshasas are also described, along with their relationship with the devas and their place in the divine world.


Texts There are thousands of religious texts in Hinduism. These include Sanskrit texts, in various Prakrits, in regional languages, and in English. New texts are constantly being written. Major texts have separate entries in this book, while several others are mentioned.


Legends and myths Myths, legends and religious stories are found in all texts, in Sthala Puranas of temples, and in oral tradition. There is no one version of a myth or legend; a different account can be found in each text, and many more in local stories. Those narrated and analysed in this book represent some of the commonly accepted versions.


Festivals Hundreds of festivals take place every year. The main festivals have been described here, as well as some local festivals.


Saints and gurus There are innumerable saints and gurus in India, both in the past and in the present. Saints of any kind are revered by people of all religions. It is impossible to include them all, and the choice has to be selective. Choosing from gurus of present times is particularly difficult; a few of those who are known worldwide have been selected.


Dates Dates of texts, saintly figures, and founders of philosophies in ancient days, are usually controversial. In this text different sources have been studied and the most probable date chosen. In some cases, both the dates accepted by scholars and the traditional dates are given, which may be completely different from each other.

Some other aspects

Cross references to entries are indicated through words in small capitals. Following the cross-references will provide an interconnected and complete idea of a topic.


Quotes For quotes used in the text, the name of the translator is given wherever known, with the full reference in the Bibliography.


Spellings For Sanskrit and languages derived from it, usually a standard system of spelling has been used, based on Monier-Williams’ Sanskrit English Dictionary, though without diacritical marks. In general, for all languages, a simplified system is used, closest to the approximate sound, without using diacritical marks. Variant spellings are given in many cases. In all cases, there is some divergence based on popular usage. Spellings of place names and names of gods may vary, i.e., ‘Badrinath’ is the modern name of the place, while ‘Badrinatha’ is the name of the deity; old and new spellings of places may be used depending on the context, i.e., Vrindavana or Vrindavan. Where the name has changed, the old name is given in brackets, i.e., Mumbai (Bombay). For identification purposes, a place may be located in a district or state; modern names are used here. For languages not of Sanskrit origin, particularly Tamil, which has a different alphabet, spellings are according to conventional usage.


CE, BCE The use of CE (Common Era) and BCE (Before Common Era) in place of AD and BC, is now quite usual. They have specially chosen for this book which represents all religions, as they have no religious connotation.
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A


A The first letter of the alphabet in SANSKRIT and other Indian languages. It is a sacred letter, forming the first syllable of the word OM. In addition, it is a name of several deities including the gods VISHNU, BRAHMA and SHIVA. The corresponding letters in several languages, for instance Alif in Arabic and Aleph in Hebrew, are also considered sacred.


Abala A deva or god described in the MAHABHARATA and other texts. He is one of the fifteen YAJNAMUSHAH or stealers of the sacrificial offering.


abhanga A verse form, which literally means ‘absolute’ or ‘eternal’. The medieval BHAKTI saints, JNANESHVARA, NAMADEVA, EKNATHA and TUKARAM, composed abhangas to God in Marathi, the language of Maharashtra. A typical abhanga consists of four lines, each with three to eight syllables, while another type of abhanga has twenty-two syllables in a line. The popularity of the abhanga led to the term being used in a generic way for other styles of devotional poems in Marathi. Most abhangas were addressed to the god VITTHALA, a form of the god VISHNU, at his temple in PANDHARPUR.


Abhasvaras/Abhasuras A DEVA-GANA or group of gods, mentioned in the PURANAS. Literally, the word means ‘shining ones’. They consist of sixty-four deities, who are said to preside over all forms of enlightenment. They are personifications of mental qualities, and the twelve main Abhasvaras are: Atma, the soul; Jnata, the knower; Dama, restraint; Danta, patience; Shanti, peace; Jnana, knowledge; Sama, tranquility; Tapas, penance; Kama, desire; Krodha, anger; Mada, intoxication; Moha, delusion.


Abhimanyu (1) A son of ARJUNA, the third of the PANDAVA brothers, described in the MAHABHARATA. Abhimanyu was born from Arjuna’s wife SUBHADRA, the sister of KRISHNA, and was married to Uttara, daughter of the king of Virata. After heroic fighting, he died on the thirteenth day of the great war, at the young age of sixteen. Abhimanyu had breached a circular formation of Kaurava warriors through a secret formula, believing other Pandava warriors would be able to follow him. However, he was trapped inside. Everyone mourned Abhimanyu, but the rishi VYASA said he had attained heaven, and therefore there was no need for grief.


Abhimanyu’s unborn son PARIKSHIT was killed in the womb, but was revived by Krishna. Parikshit became the king of HASTINAPURA after YUDHISHTHIRA, as all the other descendants of the Pandavas had died.

In one account, Abhimanyu is said to be an incarnation of VARCHA, son of SOMA. He was one of the devas or gods, born on earth to defeat the wicked. Soma could not bear to part with him for long, and that is why he was destined to die in his sixteenth year.

Abhimanyu’s story has been retold in several different languages.

(2) The name of several others in ancient texts, including of Chakshusha Manu, the sixth MANU.


Abhinavagupta A philosopher of the monistic school of KASHMIR SHAIVISM. He is thought to have lived between c. 950 and 1015 (other dates for him are 975–1025, or 960–1050). Abhinava was the son of Narasimhagupta and Vimala or Vimalakala. His mother died when he was two years old, and his father, a pious and learned man, was his first teacher. Later, he studied with others, including LAKSHMANAGUPTA, who had been a student of UTPALADEVA, from whom he learnt aspects of TRIKA SHASTRA and related philosophies. Vamanatha, Bhutiraja, Bhattenduraja, the son of Bhutiraja, and Shambhunatha were among his other teachers. Abhinavagupta studied various branches of Shaivism, Kaula Tantrism, Buddhism, Jainism and Vaishnavism, and thus had an encyclopedic knowledge. He is said to have written at least thirty-seven works (forty-eight according to some accounts). In these, he described Trika Shastra, explained the related PRATYABHIJNA philosophy, and provided practical methods of meditation for attaining Pratyabhijna or recognition of the world as a manifestation of the god SHIVA. Among his books are the Malini-vijaya-Vartika, on the first verse of the Malini-vijaya Tantra; the Paratrimsika-Vivarana, the TANTRALOKA (Light on Tantra); Tantrasara, a summary of Tantra Loka; Paramartha-sara, based on an older text, the Adharakarika; Ishvara-pratyabhijna-vimarshini, and Ishvara-pratyabhijna-vivriti-vimarshini, both commentaries on Utpaladeva’s Ishvara-pratyabhijna. Gitartha-samgraha is a commentary on the BHAGAVAD GITA. His works on aesthetics include Abhinavabharati, a commentary on the NATYA SHASTRA, as well as Lochana, a commentary on Dhvanyaloka by Anandavardhana, a ninth-century text on the concept of dhvani (tone or suggestion) in poetry. In these he explains how dance, drama and poetry can lead to inner bliss and to an experience of the divine.

According to legends, at the end of his life he went to the Bhairava cave, along with hundreds of his disciples, and was never seen again.


Abhirama A name of the god SHIVA.


Abhirami Antadi A Tamil work of devotional verses in praise of the goddess Abhirami, a form of PARVATI. It was composed in the eighteenth century by Abhirami Bhattar, a brahmana of Tirukkadaiyur, in praise of the goddess enshrined at the AMRITAGHATESHVARA-ABHIRAMI TEMPLE in Tirukkadaiyur, Tamil Nadu. Abhirami Bhattar proved the power of the goddess to King Serfoji of Thanjavur.

The work has 100 verses along with an invocatory and concluding verse. It praises the goddess as the mother of the three gods, and the foremost goddess through whom all is attained. She is both wealth and the pleasure obtained from wealth; she is the illusion obtained from the pleasure, and enlightenment from the illusion. By worshipping the deity one becomes associated with saintly relatives and friends. Devotion to her brings wealth, knowledge, divine beauty and inner peace.


abhisheka A Sanskrit term which means anointing, inaugurating or consecrating, and is generally used for the bathing or anointing of an image of a deity. Water, milk and other substances can be used in abhisheka. It can also refer to religious bathing or ablution, or to the water or other liquid sprinkled during consecration.

In ancient days it often referred to the consecration of a king. Abhisheka formed an important part of the RAJASUYA sacrifice for kings. In addition, there was the punar-abhisheka (re-anointment) and aindra mahabhisheka (great anointing of Indra).


Abhutarayas/Abhutarajasas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that existed in the fifth MANVANTARA when Raivata was the MANU. There were fourteen gods, among whom were Adhriti, Dama and Aidhana.


Abjayoni A name of the god BRAHMA, meaning ‘one who is born of a lotus’. It refers to the birth of the god from a lotus emerging from the navel of the god VISHNU.


Abu, Mt A hill town in Rajasthan, located in the Aravali range. Though primarily known for its Jain temples, Mt Abu, ancient Arbuda, is important in Hinduism. According to tradition, the Arbuda mountain owes its existence to the rishi VASISHTHA, who had his ashram here. A story narrates that once Vasishtha’s cow, NANDINI, fell into a deep gorge. Through his prayers, the river SARASVATI came and filled the gorge, and Nandini floated to the surface and was rescued. Vasishtha then asked that a mountain rise up here, so that she would not fall again, and Arbuda (Abu) came into being. Here too, Vasishtha created the five warriors of the AGNI KULA from a sacrifice he conducted.

The place was once an important centre of SHAIVISM, and a thirteenth-century inscription records that Shaivite ascetics repaired and built Shiva temples of Koteshvara, Atulanatha, Shulapani and Kanakhala Shambhu at Kanakhala near Achalgadh, on the outskirts of Abu. Abu was also a centre of SHAKTA studies, and of AGHORA sadhus.

Among the temples here are the Adhar Devi rock-cut temple in a natural cave, and the Gaumukh temple, where water flows out of the mouth of a cow carved in marble. Adhar Devi, also known as Arbuda Devi is considered a form of the goddess DURGA. At Guru Shikhar, the highest point, is a Shaivite shrine, and temples of the rishis ATRI and DATTATREYA. The headquarters of the BRAHMA KUMARIS is also located at Abu.


Achala A name of various gods, including VISHNU, SHIVA and KARTTIKEYA. Achala is the name of several others, including of a bull, an attendant or parshada of Skanda or Karttikeya, and of one of the women who assisted Karttikeya in his battle against the asura TARAKA. The name means ‘the immovable’. Achala is also used as a term for a mountain, as in Arunachala.


acharya A teacher or guru. A SANSKRIT word, it literally means one who teaches or knows the acharas or rules. In ancient days it referred mainly to those who taught the VEDAS and other aspects of the sacred texts. The Shastras differentiate between an acharya who, after initiating the pupil, taught him all the mysteries and rites of the VEDAS, and an upadhyaya, who taught only a portion of the Vedas, and one of the VEDANGAS, in return for a fee. An acharya was ten times more worthy of respect than an upadhyaya. The term acharya is used in a number of different contexts.

Among notable acharyas in ancient texts, were DRONA, KRIPA and PARASHURAMA. SHANKARACHARYAS are leaders of certain MATHAS or religious establishments. Vaishnava teachers of medieval days and some Jain religious leaders are also known as acharyas. Today the title is bestowed on religious leaders and on any saintly or learned person.


Achyuta (1) A name of the god VISHNU or of KRISHNA. Literally, it means ‘not fallen’, or ‘one who does not fall from his place’, but is interpreted as ‘imperishable’. Another interpretation is of one who never changes, retaining his svabhava, or own nature.

(2) According to the VAYU PURANA, Achyuta is the lord of the western region, and a son of Prajapati. He was also known as Ketuman.

(3) A god of the Lekha gana or group of deities (See Lekhas).



Achyutananda Dasa A VAISHNAVA saint of Orissa, who lived in the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries and was one of the PANCHASAKHAS, five Oriya poets that have been grouped together.

Achyutananda Dasa was born sometime between 1460 and 1512, the son of Dinabandhu in Tilakana village of district Cuttack. He composed a number of religious works in Oriya, including the Bhagavata-lahiri Harivamsha, also known as SATAKHANDA HARIVAMSHA, Shunya Samhita, Gurubhakti Gita, Anakara Samhita, Paramagupta Gita, Anantagoi, Gopala Ogala, Bhavishya Malika, Shishvedasaptanga, Anakara Brahmayantra, and Ekakshare Samhita. While some of these are on the worship of the god KRISHNA, others are on the concept of SHUNYA BRAHMA. In his Harivamsha, he described Krishna as the lord of the gopalas or cowherds. This, and Ogala (riddles for cowherds), has made him the patron saint of cattle herders in Orissa. Shunya Samhita describes Shunya-purusha, who has no shape or form, whose abode is shunya (the void), and whose symbol is Lord JAGANNATHA. In Bhavishya Malika, Achyutananda foretells the future. Among his predictions, is that a great war will be fought, after which the burden of the earth would be reduced. In several other books, Achyutananda describes a mystical path to reach the inner self.


Adam’s Bridge The name of a line of rocks and islets, with a length of about 30 km, connecting the southern tip of India with Sri Lanka. According to legend, first narrated in Gnostic sources and later given in Islamic texts, when Adam was expelled from paradise, he crossed this bridge, which shattered by the force of his expulsion, and then stood in penance on one foot on a mountain further south in Sri Lanka. After one thousand years of standing on Adam’s Peak, (also known by different names and sacred to Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims and Christians), he was then reunited with Eve.

In Indian tradition Adam’s Bridge is connected with the story of the RAMAYANA, and is known as RAMA SETU, or Rama’s Bridge, constructed by HANUMAN and his troupe to enable RAMA to cross to LANKA and rescue SITA.


Usually dry, the ‘bridge’ is covered at high tide by about 1.2 m of water.


Adbhuta A name of several deities, including of VISHNU and AGNI, as well as a future name of the god INDRA. In each MANVANTARA, or epoch, Indra has a different name. He will be called Adbhuta in the ninth manvantara. The term adbhuta means ‘wondrous’ or ‘miraculous’.


Adbhuta Ramayana A Ramayana in Sanskrit, that is assigned to VALMIKI, but can be dated to the fourteenth century or later. The text has twenty-seven sargas or cantos, and deals with the eternal and divine nature of RAMA and SITA, though the primary focus of this text is Sita. It is called ‘adbhuta’, wondrous or strange, as it had so far been kept a secret.

According to this text, VISHNU and LAKSHMI were reborn on earth as RAMA and SITA. Rama is identical with Sita, yet they have different aspects, and in this version Sita is supreme.

In the first sarga, the rishi BHARADVAJA asks Valmiki whether it is true that the Ramayana known on earth was only a small portion of the hundred crore verses that he had composed. Valmiki admits that this is true, and then praises Sita, who is both PRAKRITI and SHAKTI, the cause and origin of all. Sita’s birth on earth is described. She was actually born from MANDODARI, the wife of Ravana. Mandodari, it is said was unhappy with Ravana’s neglect of her. Ravana had collected the blood of rishis and told her not to touch it, as it was poisonous, but wishing to die, she drank this blood. Instead of dying, she became pregnant, and she left the undeveloped foetus in a field. Nurtured by the earth, it became a baby, and was found by JANAKA. Thus she had two mothers, Mandodari and the earth, while her father represented the power of the rishis.

Sita’s abduction by Ravana is briefly mentioned. In his search for Sita, Rama met HANUMAN, and there is an interlude in the story, where Rama revealed his divine form to Hanuman and explained to him some aspects of SAMKHYA and VEDANTA, and of the benefits of BHAKTI. There are no details of Sita’s stay in LANKA, but the story continues with Rama invading Lanka, and killing the ten-headed Ravana, to rescue Sita.

The rishis then praised Rama, but Sita did not join in, she only smiled. Asked the reason for this, she said that Ravana with ten heads, was nothing compared with his undefeated twin brother, Ravana, with a thousand heads, king of the island of Pushkara. Hearing this, Rama rushed to Pushkara to defeat this Ravana, but after a fierce battle he was pierced by Ravana’s arrow and fell unconcious.

Sita then assumed the form of a ferocious goddess. She chopped off all Ravana’s thousand heads, and from the pores of her body, a thousand matrikas (mother goddesses) emerged. They were emanations of her, and yet separate, and some of their names and forms are provided in the text. Sita as KALI now performed a dance of destruction. She stopped only when the gods restored Rama to life. Then Rama asked her who she really was, and she showed him her divine form as Parameshvari. Rama praised her with her 1008 names, and at his request she resumed her human form. They returned together to AYODHYA.

The god BRAHMA explained to Rama that without Sita, Rama would not be able to do anything. Brahma added: ‘Look at Janaki, Rama, and give up fear, O great-armed One.’ Thus Sita here is shown to be stronger than Rama. Sita is also called a sadhvi, and is thus unaffected by so-called suffering. Sita, who is LAKSHMI, is reborn on earth to uphold DHARMA and defeat demonic forces. The Adbhuta Ramayana has several passages similar to parts of the Bhagavad Gita, and influenced the RAMACHARITAMANASA, the SITA UPANISHAD, and other Ramayanas, particularly in Bengal. In one section, Sita is praised as Vaishnavi Shakti. Shakti can be any female deity, but is usually associated with SHIVA, while Kali is a form of Parvati or Durga. The text thus brings together and reconciles Vishnu, Shiva and Shakti.

It is primarily, however, a Shakta text with Tantric symbolism.

Several copies of the Adbhuta Ramayana have been found in various parts of the country, indicating it was once popular, but it is not a popular text today.


adharma/Adharma A Sanskrit term, used in different ways.

(1) Generally, it means that which is not right, the opposite of DHARMA.

(2) Adharma is also a term for a category or quality. In NYAYA philosophy, dharma and adharma are two of twenty-four qualities, which respectively cause pleasure and pain. In Jainism, it is one of the astikayas or five categories of knowledge, as well as one of the dravyas or substances comprising the world. In this context adharma is the principle of rest, as opposed to movement.

(3) In the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, Adharma is personified. According to the Mahabharata, he is the son of the god VARUNA. According to the LINGA PURANA, he is one of the PRAJAPATIS, and thus a son of the god BRAHMA. According to the VISHNU PURANA, his wife is Himsa (violence), and their son is Anrita (falsehood), and their daughter Nikriti (immorality) or Nirriti. These two married and had two sons, Bhaya (fear) and Naraka (hell), and two daughters, Maya (illusion or deceit) and Vedana (torture). These again intermarried, and the son of Bhaya and Maya is Mrityu (death), and of Naraka and Vedana, Dukha (sorrow or pain). From Mrityu are descended Vyadhi (disease), Jara (decay), Shoka (sorrow), Trishna (desire or greed) and Krodha (anger). The BHAGAVATA PURANA states Adharma was born from Brahma’s back, and his wife is Mrisha (falsehood), his son is Dambha (hypocrisy), and his daughter Maya (deceit). Their descendants are listed somewhat differently, but the names have similar negative meanings.

This account of Adharma and his descendants indicates the various aspects of wrong actions and sorrow in the world.


adhvaryu One of the four main priests (RITVIKS) who officiated at VEDIC SACRIFICES. The others were the HOTR, UDGATRI and BRAHMAN. The adhvaryu measured the ground, built the altar, and prepared the sacrificial vessels, as well as performed other rites. While doing this, he recited verses from the YAJUR VEDA. There were a total of sixteen ritviks at a yajna (sacrifice).


adhyatma A Sanskrit term for the inner self or soul.

Adhyatma Ramayana A Sanskrit text which is considered a part of the BRAHMANDA PURANA, but is used separately. The text is fairly late, possibly of the fifteenth century, and is particularly sacred to followers of RAMANANDA.

Like the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI, it has seven kandas or sections. However, the text has several differences from Valmiki, and more similarities with TULASIDASA. It is thought to have influenced the latter.

The story of the Ramayana is introduced in a dialogue between SHIVA and PARVATI, and RAMA is from the beginning clearly identified with VISHNU. Sita who was captured by RAVANA, was not the real SITA, but ‘Maya Sita’, an illusory form. The text indicates that Rama is the same as the supreme BRAHMAN, Sita is LAKSHMI, and LAKSHMANA is SHESHA.

While narrating the story, the text reveals the truths of ADVAITA, but at the same time promotes BHAKTI or devotion to the god Rama, and focuses on the worship of Rama as the way to achieve liberation. The RAMA GITA and Ramahridaya, which form part of the text, are often memorized by devotees of Rama. This Ramayana was recreated in Malayalam by ELUTTACHAN, and is very popular in Kerala.


Adhyatma Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD. The Adhyatma Upanishad discusses the nature of BRAHMAN and the path of liberation. It states that one should always focus on Brahman, and meditate on the true Self within. One should not identify with the body or the senses, or be attached to the world. One should know that ‘I am Brahman’ and constantly remember this. Brahman is beyond beginning and end, beyond all actions, and all worldly forces. It is subtle, certain and unblemished, beyond thought, mind and words. Brahman is the only truth, the only reality, there is no other. This Upanishad belongs to the White or Shukla YAJUR VEDA.


Adi Purana The ‘first Purana’, a name sometimes used for the BRAHMA PURANA. It is also the name of a Jain Purana.


Adi Shankaracharya The first shankaracharya, a term used to refer to the ninth-century-philosopher SHANKARA, who set up four or, according to some sources, five MATHAS or religious institutes in India, each headed by a religious leader known as a SHANKARACHARYA.


Adideva A name of several gods including VISHNU, SHIVA and SURYA. It means ‘the first god’.


Adidevas A term for groups of various deities, mentioned in the PURANAS. According to the VAYU PURANA, there were seven ganas or groups of Adidevas, three without form and four with form.


Adinatha A name of the god SHIVA, meaning ‘the first Lord’. It is also the name of the first of the twenty-four Jain Tirthankaras, alternatively known as Rishabha.


Aditi A goddess, the mother of the gods, who is first mentioned in the RIG VEDA. She is the mother of the ADITYAS, a group of gods, and is said to nourish and sustain all existence. There is no separate hymn to her in the Rig Veda, but she is mentioned almost eighty times in this text, along with her sons, the Adityas. She is called a devi or goddess, and is said to be bright and luminous, a supporter of all creatures, invoked in the morning, and at noon and sunset. Her name means ‘unbinding’, ‘without bonds’ or ‘unbound’, hence Aditi is worshipped to provide freedom from the bonds of suffering. She is the sky and space or air, the mother, father, and son, all the devas, the five clans or tribes, and all that has been and will be born. In one passage in the Rig Veda, she is said to be both the mother of DAKSHA, and his daughter. YASKA, in his Nirukta, comments that it is part of the nature of gods, that they can be born from each other. According to the TAITTIRIYA SAMHITA, Aditi contains the whole world. In the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, she is the daughter of Daksha and wife of KASHYAPA, the mother of the thirty-three devas or gods, including twelve Adityas, eight VASUS, eleven RUDRAS, and two ASHVINS.

Aditi was the mother of both VAMANA and of INDRA. Aditi was concerned at the plight of the devas, and Kashyapa taught her the payovrata (a particular vrata or vow) by which she could approach Hari (VISHNU). After she observed the vrata for twelve days, Hari promised to be born to her. According to other accounts, Vamana was born as a result of her penances lasting for one thousand years.

Various scholars have put forward the view that Aditi is an ancient goddess, representing the infinite, or the concept of imperishability, as all the gods emanated from her. Others feel her name can be translated as ‘primordial vastness’, and that she may represent the boundlessness of heaven.

Aditi also occurs in myths and stories in the Puranas and other texts. According to one story, the asura NARAKA reached heaven and stole Aditi’s earrings. Thus KRISHNA was born to retrieve the earrings. In one account, by this time Aditi was reborn as DEVAKI, mother of Krishna. There are different stories regarding the reasons for this rebirth.

Once, it is said, Kashyapa stole Varuna’s cow for a sacrifice. VARUNA rushed to Kashyapa’s ashram in anger, and met two of his wives, Aditi and Surasa. As they did not speak to him with reverence, he cursed them and their husband to be reborn in a land of cows. Thus Kashyapa was reborn as VASUDEVA, the father of Krishna, and Aditi and Surasa as two of his wives, DEVAKI and ROHINI. In another story, Aditi was reborn because of a curse by DITI, after she asked Indra to kill Diti’s unborn child.

However, in some stories, Aditi was reborn in order to be Vishnu’s mother. She had seven incarnations, and in each of these Vishnu was born to her. In a previous birth, at the time of Manu Svayambhuva, the first Manu, Aditi had been Prishni, wife of a PRAJAPATI, and then too Vishnu had been born to her.

As a goddess, one of the main characteristics of Aditi is that of motherhood, while the other is her connection with the Adityas, and therefore with light and the sun.


Adityas A group of gods. In the RIG VEDA, they are said to be seven or eight, and names given include MITRA, ARYAMAN, BHAGA, VARUNA, DAKSHA and AMSHA. They protect the universe, see the good and evil actions of people and punish the wicked. They are bright, golden and unwinking and provide a long life, good health and offspring to their worshippers. In the MAHABHARATA, twelve Adityas are listed: Dhatr, Mitra, Aryaman, Shakra (i.e., Indra), Varuna, Amsha, Bhaga, Vivasvat, Pushan, Savitr, Tvashtr, and Vishnu. Indra is said to be the most important, and Varuna the oldest and best.

Various texts provide different lists of Adityas. In one section of the VISHNU PURANA, their names are given as: Dhatr, Aryaman, Mitra, Varuna, Indra, Vivasvat, Pushan, Parjanya, Amsha, Bhaga, Tvashtr, Vishnu. Another passage places Vishnu first, and lists them as: Vishnu, Shakra, Aryaman, Dhuti, TVASHTR, PUSHAN, VIVASVAT, SAVITR, Mitra, Varuna, Amsha and Bhaga (I.15). Other Puranas have similar names. The Adityas are sons of ADITI, and are celestial gods, associated with the sun. Aditya, Vivasvat and Savitr are names of SURYA, while Mitra is a related solar deity. In the Mahabharata, their names are also included in the 108 names of Surya. In the Puranas, the Adityas are linked with the twelve solar months, and all twelve Adityas are considered solar deities. One Aditya accompanies the chariot of Surya each month, as he traverses the sky (see Surya). According to some interpretations, the Adityas represent the basic cosmic principles or universal laws.

The Adityas later came to be worshipped along with the NAVAGRAHA (nine planets). The Vishvakarma Shastra states that they should be depicted with four arms each, except for Vishnu and Pushan, who should be two armed. Generally, however, they are depicted with two arms each, in a panel behind or near a SURYA image. A lotus is held in one of the hands.

Vishnu is called the chief of the Adityas. However, Adityas such as Vishnu, Shakra (Indra), Varuna, as well as some of the others, are at the same time independent deities, with different attributes and iconography.

The Adityas were known by various names in different epochs. Thus in the first TRETA YUGA of the Vaivasvata MANVANTARA, they were called Jayadevas; in the Chakshusha Manvantara, they were TUSHITAS; in earlier ages, they were known as Vaikunthas and SADHYAS.


Adrishyanti In ancient texts, the wife of SHAKTI or Shaktri, who was the son of the rishi VASISHTHA. Adrishyanti was the mother of PARASHARA, from whom VYASA was born.


Shakti and all Vasishtha’s sons had been killed, and Vasishtha was deeply depressed. He then heard a low sound, and learnt from Adrishyanti, who was staying in his ashram, that she was pregnant, and this was the sound of her unborn son chanting the Vedas. Both Vasishtha and Adrishyanti were then happy, and soon Parashara was born, who became a great rishi.


Advaita The philosophy of Oneness or non-duality, which forms one of the main schools of VEDANTA. Vedantic ideas are first expressed in the UPANISHADS and later summarized in the Vedanta Sutra or BRAHMA SUTRA. The main feature of Advaita is that BRAHMAN is the only reality, all else including the world, being unreal. How this truth is arrived at, and the various arguments and explanations regarding it, constitute the bulk of the work of Advaita philosophers.

Traditionally, Advaita is said to have been first revealed by Narayana or Sadashiva, representing the supreme deity, to the god BRAHMA. Brahma imparted it to VASISHTHA, who taught it to his son SHAKTI, from whom it passed on to PARASHARA, VYASA and SHUKA.

However the earliest available texts solely on Advaita are those of GAUDAPADA, a philosopher who lived in the sixth or seventh century, and SHANKARA of the eighth or ninth century.

Shankara, the greatest exponent of Advaita, explains its concepts clearly. In his introduction to his commentary on the Brahma Sutra, Shankara questions what is generally perceived as reality. He says that experiences, senses and memory may deceive us. However, all consciousness and knowledge presupposes that there is an ATMAN, a self through which everything is known. The nature of the Atman can be nothing other than pure consciousness (chaitanyam) and eternal knowledge, but it is not the same as what we perceive as consciousness. And if there is the Atman, Brahman must exist, as the substratum of all Atmans.

Thus there is only One Reality, known as Brahman or the Absolute. Brahman always existed and always will exist. Beyond time and space, it never changes, grows or diminishes. It is always complete and perfect and is not similar to anything else. The true Self, the Atman or individual soul within is identical with this, and both have the characteristics of being, consciousness and bliss (sat-chit-ananda). Brahman and the world, which has space, time, causality, and a multiplicity of forms, cannot both be real, hence the world is unreal, an illusion. This unreality is known as MAYA, and is a product of AJNANA or avidya, that is, of ignorance. The world is always changing, and whatever changes and is non-eternal, cannot be real. Similarly, the ego or the individual personality, which is subject to birth, growth and death, cannot be real. Realizing the Self as Brahman brings bliss, joy and freedom. JNANA or wisdom is the direct route for such realization.

Within this framework, Shankara developed certain other ideas. He put forward the concept of ISHVARA or a personal god, though he says that logic and rationality cannot prove its existence. However, shruti (scripture) states that it exists. If one accepts shruti, which is a source of knowledge (jnana) then Ishvara too must exist and can be reconciled with reason. Ishvara is the creator and destroyer of the world. Ishvara creates because that is its nature (svabhava). It is Saguna Brahman (Brahman limited by qualities), related to the world, to maya or illusion and to the individual consciousness or jiva. The JIVA incorporates the ANTAHKARANA, the mind, ego and thought, and thus is not the same as the Atman. It is subject to rebirth and to its individual KARMA. Yet in essence all is the same, as all is Brahman.

The concepts of Shankara, such as the relationship of Brahman and Ishvara, the Atman and the jiva, maya and the world, as well as of jnana and ajnana, were further clarified by commentators on Shankara’s work, who explained them in different ways.

Commentators on Advaita soon after the time of Shankara, include SURESHVARA, VACHASPATI MISHRA, PADMAPADA and ANANDAGIRI. Among other writers on Advaita were SARVAJNATMA MUNI (c. 900), SHRIHARSHA (twelfth century), Amalananda (thirteenth century), VIDYARANYA (fourteenth century), APPAYYA DIKSHITAR (sixteenth century), ANANDABODHA YATI, CHITSUKHA, Anandajnana, VIMUKTATMAN, RAMADVAYA, NRISIMHASHRAMA MUNI, PRAKASHANANDA, and MADHUSUDANA SARASVATI. In the nineteenth century, VIVEKANANDA as well as various reform groups used the principles of Advaita in their attempts to revive and reform Hinduism. Vivekananda emphasized ‘Tat tvam asi’, (‘You are That’, meaning ‘you are God’) as the essence of Advaita Vedanta. He said that with the recognition that within each being was the same universal self, the Vedantic ideal was realized. In the twentieth century, several scholars and gurus have explained Shankara’s ideas, notable among them being Swami CHINMAYANANDA and his disciples.

Similarities with the principles of Advaita have been seen in early Greek thought, and Advaita influenced several later Western philosophers. Notable among them were Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), the German thinker and philosopher.

Advaita is considered the most influential philosophical system in Indian society even today.


Advaya-taraka Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD, on attaining knowledge of BRAHMAN through arousing the KUNDALINI. The Advaya-taraka states that it helps one to cross over (taraka) from the fear of birth, aging and death, and to reach Advaya Brahman, Brahman which is only One. It describes the kundalini, bright as crores of suns, and thin as a lotus thread, the SUSHUMNA Nadi, as well as the light that can be seen between the eyebrows, and above the head, and the state of TURIYA or transcendence. This Upanishad belongs to the Shukla or White Yajur Veda.



Adya A name of the god VISHNU, and of SHIVA.


Adyas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that existed in the sixth MANVANTARA when Chakshusha was the MANU. There were eight gods in this group, among whom were Antariksha and Atithi.


aesthetics, and religion The Aitareya Brahmana, an early text, states that all art originates from God. In Hinduism, art forms are recognized as being not merely for entertainment, but to provide an experience of the divine, through a transcendence of the everyday world. Art may directly deal with a deity, or may indirectly indicate it. The aesthetic experience, obtained through poetry, literature, dance, drama, or through perfection in architecture, sculpture, painting, and other art forms, was extensively analysed in early texts. This experience has been described in Sanskrit as chamatkara, a sense of wonder or surprise. Chamatkara also indicates something miraculous or wonderful. As the basis of creating the experience of chamatkara is through the expression of RASA, the feelings or emotions, rasa-bhavana is another term used. Bharata’s NATYA SHASTRA, the earliest text on dance and drama, described eight rasas, or sentiments, each of which is associated with a particular colour and a deity. Additional rasas were added later. Alamkara or ornamentation was another aspect of the aesthetic experience. Bhamaha (c. 700) elaborated on the meaning of alamkara as not merely external embellishment, but inner beauty. He felt that great poets came in touch with the divine, and definitely reached the world of the devas (gods) when they died. Rudrata (ninth century), in Kavyalamkara, described sixty-eight alamkaras. Anandavardhana (c. 860) in Dhvanyaloka, explained dhvani, the power of suggestion. Rasa, alamkara and beauty could be implied, and did not need to be explicit. Others elaborated on these concepts, which were applied to all forms of art.

The philosopher ABHINAVAGUPTA, in Abhinavabharati, a commentary on the Natya Shastra, and in Lochana on Dhvanyaloka, clearly provided a detailed analysis of how art forms could lead to a religious experience. He described chamatkara, the experience of wonder, as an uninterrupted state of immersion or absorption in an enjoyable experience, leading to a sense of satisfaction or completion. Thus while looking at something beautiful, or watching a performance, the ordinary world is temporarily suspended. In a moment of wonder, the divine can be experienced, and an inner transformation can take place.

Several others wrote on aesthetics in Sanskrit. Among these were Dandin (c. 700), Vamana (c. 800), Kuntaka, a Kashmiri rhetorician of the tenth or eleventh century, and Jagannatha (seventeenth century). There were also analyses of aesthetics in other languages. In modern times, Rabindranath TAGORE was among those who wrote on aesthetics in literature.


Agamas A class of texts. Agama is literally ‘that which has come down’. In Hinduism Agamas refer to non-Vedic texts which were accessible to all, unlike the VEDAS, which were for the three higher castes. There are different categories of Agamas. Traditionally, there are twenty-eight SHAIVA AGAMAS, as well as Upagamas, or secondary Agamas. Two types of VAISHNAVA Agamas are Vaikhanasa and Pancharatra Agamas, while there are several SHAKTA Agamas.

Certain Jain and Buddhist texts are also known as Agamas.


Agastya (1) A sage or RISHI who is said to have lived in ancient days. Agastya is first mentioned in the RIG VEDA. Here he is referred to as Mana or Manya and the son of Mana. In one passage he is said to be the son of MITRA and VARUNA. In the Aitareya and Shankhayani Aranyakas, Agastya is known as a teacher. In the Mahabharata, DRONA states that his guru was Agnivesha, who had been the student of Agastya. There are other references to him in the Rig Veda, ATHARVA VEDA, BRAHMANAS and ARANYAKAS, but legends and stories concerning him are fully developed in the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA, PURANAS, and other texts.

Agastya was rather short, and has been described as ‘dwarfish’. He was said to have been born from a pitcher, into which the gods Mitra and Varuna dropped their semen when they saw the beautiful apsara, URVASHI. Thus he was known as Kumbhayoni (born in a pitcher) or Maitravaruni. He was the brother of VASISHTHA who was born at the same time in a similar way. Agastya was very learned, well versed in the VEDAS, and in the use of various magical weapons. Though he was an ascetic, he finally married, as he was told only those with sons who could perform their ancestral rites could enter heaven. Out of the essence of all living beings, he created a beautiful girl named Lopamudra, and gave her as a daughter to the king of Vidarbha. It was this Lopamudra, whom he later married. They had a son named Dridhasyu, also called Idmavaha, who chanted the Vedas at birth. In the Ramayana, RAMA visited Agastya’s ashrama which was located near Panchavati.

An important legend recounts how Agastya subdued the Vindhya mountains and went to south India. The Vindhyas decided to teach a lesson to Mount MERU, who had become too proud. They wanted to show Meru that they could be taller than it, and so they grew higher and higher, so that even the sun and moon could not pass over them. Agastya went to the Vindhyas and told them he was going to the south. He requested them to remain low until he returned. The Vindhyas agreed, but Agastya, building his ashram at Malayachala or Agastyakuta in south India, never returned to the north. In another story his journey to the south took place after the god Shiva’s marriage. At this time all the gods crowded on Mt. KAILASHA, and the northern mountains began to sink, and the southern land to rise. To provide some balance, Agastya moved to the south, and restored balance to the land. Agastya is still worshipped in some temples, particularly in the south, and is said to have written a Tamil grammar. He is believed to have learnt Tamil from the god SHIVA, or to have invented the language himself. According to some Puranas, after crossing the Vindhyas Agastya settled in LANKA, whereas according to others, he lived in south India. For historians, the myth of his journey across the Vindhyas, is associated with the spread of Vedic and Brahmanical ideas in the south.

There are a number of other stories about Agastya. One story narrates that when INDRA killed the asura VRITRA, the Kalakeyas, Vritra’s helpers, hid in the ocean out of fear. Agastya then drank the waters of the ocean to help the DEVAS to kill them. On another occasion, Agastya burned the ASURAS to death. Agastya also came into conflict with Indra, and proved that his powers were superior to that of the god. He cursed a number of people who angered him, and through his curses Nahusha became a serpent, the king Indradyumna, an elephant, and Shuka, a rakshasa. Agastya was once visited by PARASHURAMA, and taught him a mantra that he heard from SHESHA. Wandering to different places, Agastya was apalled by the ignorance of the people he came across. He reached KANCHI and prayed to the goddess Kamakshi and her consort, Ekamrashiva. Then Hayagriva VISHNU appeared before him, and instructed him on ways to bring divine knowledge to the ignorant.

Agastya is the traditional author of various texts, including the Agastya Gita which forms part of the VARAHA PURANA, the Agastya Samhita in the SKANDA PURANA, the Agastya Samhita which is a PANCHRATRA text, and the Dvaidha-Nirnaya Tantra. In south India, he is known as Agattiyar or Akattiyar and mentioned in SANGAM LITERATURE. There are several other Agattiyars, the most well known being one of the TAMIL SIDDHAS.

The MATSYA PURANA states that he who worships Agastya, rules over the entire world (M.61.44-55). The THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY OF INDIA included him in their mystical hierarchy and believe he exists and takes care of India even today.

(2) Agastya is the name of a constellation (Canopus)


Agastya ashrama The ASHRAMA of the rishi AGASTYA was located according to various texts and tradition, at a number of different places. These are: (1) Agastyapuri, 38 km south-east of Nashik in Maharashtra. (2) Akolha, to the east of Nashik. (3) Kolhapur, in Maharashtra. (4) Sarai Aghat near Sankisa, Uttar Pradesh. (5) On the Agastya Kuta mountain in Tirunelveli, from where the river Tamraparni rises. Here he is still said to reside. (6) At Agastyamuni village about 20 km from Rudraprayaga in Garhwal. (7) On the Vaidunya Parvat in the Satpura range. (8) In the Potiyal hills. (9) At Vedaranya in District Thanjavur, according to the DEVI-BHAGAVATA PURANA.

According to the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI, Agastya’s ashrama was located two yojanas from Panchavati (usually identified with Nashik). It was full of forest trees, flowering plants, peaceful herds of deer and other animals, birds of all kinds, as well as rishis, devas, yakshas, nagas, gandharvas and siddhas, all living in righteousness.


Agastyas A gana or group of Brahmarakshasas, who moved about at night, described in the PURANAS.


Aghora, deity A name of the god SHIVA. Aghora means ‘the non-fearful’. According to the VAYU PURANA, Shiva assumes this form in the thirty-second KALPA. Aghora is usually depicted with four faces. He holds in his hands an axe, shield, elephant hook, spear, skull, drum and rosary.

In another form of Shiva, Aghora is one of his five faces. His colour is blue or blue-black, and he represents buddhi (intellect) and DHARMA. He is connected with the element of ether.


Aghora/Aghori A name of a TANTRIC Shaivite sect. Aghori practices are considered the height of Tantra. The origin of the sect is uncertain, and some trace its beginnings to the ancient rishi DATTATREYA. In an eighth-century text, the Malti-Madhava of BHAVABHUTI, an Aghora is mentioned, who is about to sacrifice Malati to the goddess CHAMUNDA.

The sect is thought to be a branch of the KAPALIKAS, or connected with Brahmagiri, a disciple of GORAKHNATHA, though it existed before this. Baba Kina Ram (traditional dates 1563–1714) is considered the founder of a branch of the Aghoris, and his matha at Varanasi is one of the main centres of Aghoris today. Baba Bhagvan Ram (1937–92) was another great Aghori at Varanasi who founded organizations for welfare work. In the nineteenth century, Mt ABU was an important Aghori centre.

The Aghori Tantra describes some of the practices of the sect, though other Tantras are also used. Aghoris attempt to remove the fear of death by associating with it, and thus spend time in cremation grounds. They personify and worship death in order to transcend it and overcome all limitations. The goddess KALI in her most ferocious form is usually their main deity. Traditionally, Aghoris are ascetics who cover their bare bodies in ash from cremation grounds, and eat and drink out of human skulls. They consume intoxicants and eat flesh of all kinds, including, in some cases, that of dead bodies. However, the horse is never eaten. They may also engage in ritual sex practices. Through all these practices they are said to acquire tremendous power and, in the popular consciousness, are considered fearful. However, without strict discipline, total control over the body and mind and, initially, the guidance of a guru, Aghoris would be unable to attempt any of these practices without destroying themselves.

As everything in the world is an aspect of the One, Aghoris attempt to transcend the popular concepts of what is pure or impure. R. Svoboda, disciple of the twentieth-century Aghori Vimalananda, describes the term Aghora as ‘deeper than deep’, or ‘filled with light, illumined’. He says that an Aghori descends so deep into darkness, that he emerges into light.

Not all Aghoris use these methods. There are different categories of Aghoris and some are householders. Some follow the path of prayer, yoga and various spiritual practices. Baba Bhagvan Ram advocated meditation on the inner Self, and service to others. In Varanasi, Aghoris run several welfare organizations, including a clinic for leprosy patients.

Whatever methods are used, Aghoris have the same ultimate aim as other spiritual groups. They believe in One Reality, and focus on reaching BRAHMAN.

Aghora or Aghori also refers to anyone who follows Aghori practices, but who does not necessarily belong to any sect.


Aghora-shivacharya A SHAIVA philosopher of the twelfth century. He wrote a commentary on the Tattvaprakasha of BHOJADEVA, as well as a sub-commentary, the Mrigendra-vritti-dipika, on the Mrigendra Agama, a SHAIVA AGAMA. Aghora-shivacharya was the head of a matha at CHIDAMBARAM. His interpretation of SHAIVA SIDDHANTA is generally followed today, while his Paddhati or explanatory texts on the Agamas are used in temple worship. His Tattva-prakasha comments on the nature of the TATTVAS. Another of his works, the Kriyakramadyotika, deals with the different aspects of Shaiva Siddhanta rituals, including worship and the installation of deities. The philosophy of the MEYKANTA SHASTRAS is based on his concepts.


Aghoreshvara temple A temple of the god SHIVA, dating back to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, located at Ikkeri in District Shimoga, Karnataka. Constructed at the time of the Keladi Nayakas, the architecture of the temple revives some Hoysala forms. One of the largest temples here, its inner shrine leads to a spacious hall or MANDAPA surrounded by a passageway. The inner walls of the mandapa have carved friezes. Above is a pyramidal tower, surmounted by a domed roof. Subsidiary shrines include a NANDI pavilion. Ikkeri was the Nayaka capital, and the temple was a royal monument.


Agnayi A goddess, the wife of the god AGNI.


Agneya A name, meaning ‘of Agni’, or ‘of the nature of AGNI’. The god KARTTIKEYA or Skanda was among those known as Agneya.


Agneyas A name of a group of GANDHARVAS, described in the PURANAS. They were followers of the god KUBERA.


Agni (1) A deity, the personification of the sacrificial fire. He is the second most important god in the RIG VEDA (the first being INDRA) where over 200 hymns are dedicated to him, while he is mentioned in many more. Adjectives used to describe him are related to sacrificial ceremonies, in which offerings of butter and ghi (clarified butter) are made. Thus he is described as butter-backed, butter-faced or butter-haired. He has sharp or burning jaws, golden or shining teeth and resembles gold. Wood or ghi is his food and melted butter is his drink. He is brilliant and shines like the sun. His chariot is of lightening, luminous and golden, and his steeds are tawny and ruddy, but the path he makes in his journey is black. Agni is born of heaven, men and the waters, and thus has a threefold nature, a precursor of the later trinity of BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA. He protects his worshippers behind a hundred iron walls, preserves them from calamities and is the deliverer and friend of those who worship him. He bestows every kind of boon, particularly in the sphere of domestic welfare, offspring and property.

Agni takes on many forms, just as fire does and exists wherever there is fire on earth, or lightning in the heavens. He is the god of fire sacrifices and the god of the domestic hearth.

Agni represents fire and is at the same time the personification of fire. Numerous legends are narrated about Agni in the MAHABHARATA, RAMAYANA and later texts. Some of these are given below.


Birth: Some PURANAS state that Agni was a mind-born son of the god BRAHMA. In others he was born from the Virat-Purusha.

Marriage: Agni married SVAHA, a daughter of DAKSHA who had fallen in love with him. However, in addition, he had other wives. A story describes how he fell in love with the daughter of King Nila of Mahishmati, and married her. He also married Sudarshana, the daughter of King Duryodhana and his wife Narmada. (This Duryodhana was not the son of Dhritarashtra, but another king of Mahishmati.) Agni’s wife is sometimes known as Agnayi, his SHAKTI or counterpart.

Children: Agni is considered the father of KARTTIKEYA. According to the BHAGAVATA, he was the father of Manu Svarochisha. From his wife Svaha, he had three sons, who in turn had forty-five sons. Along with Agni, these are the ‘forty-nine fires’. Sudarshana was his son from his wife Sudarshana.

Agni and Rama: In the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA and some other texts, Agni is connected with the story of RAMA. He gave Rama a Maya Sita (illusionary SITA), and it was this Sita that was captured by RAVANA, not the real Sita. The real Sita reappeared after the agnipariksha (ordeal by fire) to prove her purity.

Agni gets indigestion: In one story in the Mahabharata, Agni got indigestion after eating too many sacrificial offerings. As a remedy for this, he burnt the Khandava forest near INDRAPRASTHA, and was helped in this by ARJUNA and KRISHNA. This probably reflects the actual burning of forests to clear land for agriculture.


Agni as a Dikapala: In later times Agni lost the importance given to him in the VEDAS, and became one of the eight DIKAPALAS, or guardians of the world.

Agni as a Vasu: According to some of the Puranas, Agni is one of a group of gods known as the VASUS, and is called ANALA.

Agni images: Agni, as the god representing fire, is depicted in different ways.

In the Mahabharata he is said to have seven faces, seven red tongues, and a chariot drawn by seven horses, with the wind for its wheels. In the HARIVAMSHA, Agni is said to have four arms, and to wear black clothes. Smoke is his banner, and he holds a fiery spear. The seven winds form the wheels of his chariot, and he is accompanied by a goat or ram (AJA). His description as lord of the south-east quarter is given in the VISHNUDHARMOTTARA PURANA. He is bearded with four arms, four tusks and three eyes. His chariot is drawn by four parrots and driven by the wind, and his consort SVAHA sits on his lap. He holds flames, a trident and rosary.

Other texts also state that he has four arms and three eyes. The two front hands are in abhaya and varada mudras (fear-removing and boon-granting gestures), while the back hands hold a sruk (sacrificial ladle) and shakti (spear).

Agni is thought to be depicted on some early coins of Agnimitra, a Panchala king. Agni images occur in several temples. He is often depicted with a goat or ram, holding a mala or rosary and water-vessel. He usually has a beard, and flames surround him. In one image at a Shiva temple in Kandiyur in Kerala, he has two goat-heads, seven arms, and three legs.

Agni today: Though Agni is only a Dikapala today, he is still an important deity as he is invoked in every sacrificial fire.

Other names: Agni is known by a number of names. Among these are: Adbhuta: wonderful, or wondrous; Anala: as one of the Vasus; Bhuvanabhartr: the upholder of the world; Chitrabhanu: with brilliant splendour; Dhumaketu: with smoke for his banner; Havyavahana: the carrier of offerings; Hutashana: the eater of offerings; Jvalana: flaming; Kumarasu: the father of Kumara; Pingaksha: with yellow eyes; Tigmamshu: with hot flames; Vahni; Vaishvanara; Vibhavavasu: a treasure of splendour. Some of these are also names of other deities.

(2) Agni is the name of several others, including of an Atreya, and one of the seven rishis of the fourth MANVANTARA, when Tamasa was the Manu; of one of the ganas or groups of gods known as Maruts.


Agni-devas A term for fire gods, a number of deities associated with AGNI and with ANGIRAS. Among them were Agnimat and PANCHAJANYA.


Agni Durga A form of the goddess DURGA. This form is described in the AGAMAS as having three eyes and a complexion as brilliant as lightening. She rides a lion, and looks terrifying. On either side are two celestial women, each holding a sword and shield. She has eight hands, of which six carry a chakra (disc), khadga (sword), khetaka (shield), bana (arrow), pasha (noose) and ankusha (goad). The other two are in varada and tarjani mudra, that is, the boon-giving and warning gestures.


Agni Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. The god AGNI is said to have narrated this text to the rishi VASISHTHA. Vasishtha taught it to VYASA, who narrated it to the Suta, who then repeated it to the rishis in NAIMISHARANYA. It is an encyclopedic work, which is classified as a SHAIVITE Purana, though it begins with a section on VISHNU, and has several other topics. In the first chapter, the Purana states that it proposes to provide the essence of all knowledge. Knowledge or vidya is classified into two types, para and apara. Para is that knowledge by which BRAHMAN is attained, while apara includes the four VEDAS, the six VEDANGAS, as well as secular topics.

The Purana describes the ten main avataras or incarnations of VISHNU. Some sections include TANTRIC rites. In addition, the mystic cult of the LINGA and the worship of the goddess DURGA are described. There are GANESHA rituals, methods of making and consecrating images, sections on death, transmigration and YOGA, as well as mahatmyas or legends of holy places, particularly of GAYA. Other TIRTHAS described include PUSHKARA, PRAYAGA, KURUKSHETRA, VARANASI, and places on the GANGA and NARMADA rivers. It has a summary of the RAMAYANA, HARIVAMSHA, MAHABHARATA, and the BHAGAVAD GITA, and of the Yama Gita, relating to NACHIKETA and the god YAMA. It describes VEDANTA, and has sections on the duties of the castes and the four ashramas or stages of life. In addition it deals with politics, the art of war, law, medicine, literature, grammar, poetry, drama, architecture, astronomy and geography, apart from the usual sections on cosmology and genealogy. In its present form it has 12,000 verses, though there are various recensions with anything from 11,000 to 15,000 verses. It probably dates to the ninth century, with some later sections, but an earlier version once existed.


agnichayana A Sanskrit term for the construction of a fire altar, for the performance of sacrifices. According to the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, merely the act of constructing the altar, includes all the sacrifices: the first layer is the SOMA sacrifice, the second the RAJASUYA, the third, the VAJAPEYA, the fourth the ASHVAMEDHA, and the fifth the agnisava. At the lowest level the heads of five sacrificial animals were buried, the bodies thrown in the water to be used in the clay for making the bricks. The Vajasaneyi Samhita (YAJUR VEDA) describes prayers and mantras to be recited while constructing the altar, which took a whole year. It was built of a large number of bricks, many of them with special shapes and names. The fire altar also represented the body of PRAJAPATI, the creator, and symbolized the universe. The commonest variety of altar was built in the form of a shyena, a hawk or large bird with outstretched wings. It could be built in a number of other shapes, including drona (trough), or ratha-chakra (chariot-wheel).


agnihotra A sacrifice to AGNI, that is, a fire sacrifice. It usually consists of offerings to the fire, of milk, oil or other substances. According to the MAHABHARATA, it is the best of the Vedic sacrifices. A simple form of this sacrifice consists of daily offerings to the garhaptya (domestic fire) or ahavaniya (sacrificial fire). An alternative to external sacrifice is the prana-agnihotra, which is a system of internal purification through breath (prana).

Performing the agnihotra is said to bring great merit, and leads to a life in Pitriyana, the realm of the ancestors.

In the PURANAS, Agnihotra is personified and is the son of Prishni and Savita.


Agnijvala The name of a NARAKA or hell. Those who violated the rules of an ASHRAMA, or disturbed life there, were consigned to this.


agnikulas The ‘fire families’, a term used for four Rajput clans. There are several legends, about their origin. According to one version, long ago, all the KSHATRIYAS or warriors of the earth were destroyed by PARASHURAMA, a BRAHMANA, who was one of the incarnations of the Hindu god, VISHNU, and there was no one left to defend the land. The rishi Vasishtha or, according to other versions, a group of brahmanas, therefore conducted a sacrifice at Mt ABU (present Rajasthan) and out of the fire pit (agni kunda) of the sacrifice arose four strong warriors. These were the ancestors of the four warrior Rajput clans, the Paramaras, Pratiharas, Chahamanas and Solankis. The Rajputs, who ruled over much of the area of Rajasthan from the seventh century onwards, are said to have been a mixture of Indian and foreign groups. This story therefore has been taken to suggest that certain purificatory sacrifices were conducted to give them a higher status, and indicates how outsiders were integrated into the CASTE system.


agnikunda A fire pit or vessel of fire. The sacrificial fire could be kindled in a pit or vessel instead of on an altar. Such a fire could bring forth a number of things. Thus the four Rajput warriors arose out of an agnikunda. According to the VAYU PURANA, the god BRAHMA created the apsara TILOTTAMA from an agnikunda. There were several other such creations.


agnipravesham A Sanskrit term which means ‘entering the fire’. It usually refers to the wife entering her husband’s funeral pyre.


agnishtoma (1) A Vedic fire sacrifice. The agnishtoma is one of the jyotishtoma sacrifices, which consist of offerings of SOMA to the god INDRA and other deities. It is performed at the request of a BRAHMANA householder for religious merit. According to the PURANAS, performing the agnishtoma is equivalent to honouring the PITRIS. The sacrifice can also be performed for general welfare, fame, health, good rainfall, and a bumper harvest. The sacrifice usually takes five days, and is conducted by sixteen priests. It is not commonly practised today, but still takes place occasionally.

(2) Agnishtoma is also the name of a son of Manu Chakshusha, the sixth MANU.


Agnishvattah A pitri gana, or class of PITRIS or ancestors mentioned in texts. According to the MANU SMRITI, the Agnishvattah were among the ancestors of the DEVAS or gods, and were the sons of the rishi MARICHI. Some PURANAS state they had two mind-born daughters, Pivari, who was married to SHUKA, son of VYASA, and MENA, married to HIMAVAN. They were among the pitris who had no fixed form, and they lived in the Somapada region.


Agnivesha/Agniveshya An ancient rishi described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. He was the son of Devadatta, and an incarnation of AGNI. He was also known as Kanina and Jatukarna. The brahmana group of Agniveshyayana (Prarava-Angiras) was descended from him. The Mahabharata describes him as the teacher of DRONA, and the disciple of AGASTYA. He is also known as an authority on AYURVEDA.


agrahara A term for land donated to BRAHMANAS in ancient days, a practice which was common all over India. Such land was free of taxes, and was often used for the upkeep of a temple or monastery. Brahmanas thus became powerful, controlling rural areas. An agrahara or brahmadeya was a centre of brahmanical learning.

The brahmanas were often migrants to the region where land was donated. At times, they were specifically requested by the ruling king to settle in the area.


agricultural rites Early agrarian societies all over the world had certain rituals associated with agriculture, with the act of ploughing, sowing, harvesting the crop, and with fertility in general. There were also prayers and sacrifices for rain, and special deities associated with agriculture. In India too fertility rites and deities associated with agriculture, exist from the earliest days. MOTHER GODDESS figurines, presumed to be associated with the concept of fertility, date back to 7000 BCE. A seal of the INDUS CIVILIZATION (2500–1800 BCE) depicts a woman, possibly a deity, with a plant growing from between her legs. In Vedic texts INDRA, PARJANYA, and others were gods associated with rain. The ATHARVA VEDA has chants and spells to bring rain. In the RAMAYANA, SITA, who was born in a furrow, is connected with agriculture. In later times, the goddess DURGA as SHAKAMBHARI was worshipped as a goddess of vegetation. Several NAGA or snake deities are worshipped when sowing the fields. SHAKTI and TANTRIC cults, with their emphasis on the union of male and female, are also indirectly associated with agrarian fertility. These are only some of the innumerable agrarian rituals and deities, many of which remain popular today. Harvest festivals such as BAISAKHI, BIHU and others continue to be celebrated and YAJNAS (sacrifices) and other rites are still performed at times of drought.


Ahalya The wife of the rishi GAUTAMA. Ahalya is referred to in the BRAHMANAS, and in later texts. In one account, she is said to be a beautiful woman created by the god BRAHMA. According to some PURANAS, she was the daughter of Mudgala, while according to others, her father was Vindhyashva (alternatively Badhyashva or Haryashva), and her mother was Menaka. She was the sister of Divodasa, and the mother of Shatananda. Two other sons, Sharadvan and Chirakari are mentioned. In some texts, she was the wife of Sharadvat, considered the same as Gautama.

One of the most popular stories is about her liaison with INDRA. This story is briefly narrated in the RAMAYANA, and in more detail in the PURANAS, and has different versions. In the Ramayana of VALMIKI, the beautiful Ahalya was seduced by the god Indra who disguised himself as her husband. Ahalya actually knew it was Indra in disguise, but succumbed to him. When Gautama came to know of this he cursed Indra to lose his testicles, and cursed Ahalya to become invisible. He said to her: ‘You will remain here for many thousands of years, without food or drink, living on air, and lying on ashes, full of remorse. You will dwell in this hermitage, unperceived by all created beings.’ However, he added that when RAMA finally came there, she would regain her human form. The deserted ashrama, on the outskirts of MITHILA, was visited by Rama and LAKSHMANA, and Ahalya regained her original form, and was reunited with Gautama.

In some later versions of the Ramayana, she was turned into a stone, and revived by the touch of Rama. After her revival, Ahalya and Gautama lived in that ashrama for many more years.

This story of Ahalya has often been retold and the Puranas have several different versions. In some, Ahalya is genuinely deceived, in others, she too desires Indra. In the KATHA SARIT SAGARA, Indra assumes the form of a cat when Gautama appears. In the MAHABHARATA, Indra is cursed to wear a green beard. In some stories he is branded with a thousand YONIs, that later became his eyes. In most accounts Indra loses his testicles, but they are restored by those of a ram.

In one version, Indra asked the moon to help him. The moon, in the form of a cock, crowed in the middle of the night, and thinking it was dawn, Gautama went off to perform his ablutions, giving Indra his chance. According to some scholars, the story of Ahalya is symbolic, Ahalya representing night, and Indra the sun. The crowing of a cock at night represents the driving away of evil in mystical texts. In the RANGANATHA RAMAYANA, Indra himself takes the form of a cock.

In another version, after Indra’s visit, Gautama asked his son Chirakari to kill Ahalya. Chirakari, who took his time over everything, pondered over this for so long that Gautama’s anger abated, and he was happy that Chirakari had done nothing.

There are other stories about Ahalya. Ahalya is described as a spotless beauty. She and Gautama lived in an ashrama in central India. Here Gautama brought the GANGA, known as the Gautami Ganga (actually the Godavari), to earth.

Ahalya tirtha is a sacred spot on the banks of the NARMADA where Ahalya practised TAPAS and gained salvation. In some later texts, Ahalya is said to be the foster mother of VALI and SUGRIVA, the two monkey kings in the Ramayana.

Despite all the descriptions of Ahalya and her life, the story about her and Indra remains the most popular and continues to be retold with several variations, in modern times.


aham Brahmasmi A Sanskrit term, one of the MAHAVAKYAS or great sayings found in the UPANISHADS. It means ‘I am Brahman’. This phrase is used in ADVAITA to indicate the identity of the ATMAN or soul with BRAHMAN. However, other philosophies interpret it differently.


ahamkara A Sanskrit term that is usually translated as ‘ego’. It indicates the consciousness of individuality, the sense of ‘I’. According to SAMKHYA philosophy, when evolution begins, MAHAT (buddhi) develops first, followed by ahamkara. Ahamkara enables discrimination and willpower. As all qualities (GUNA) in a person are divided into three broad categories of sattva, rajas and tamas, ahamkara contains these qualities, with one or the other predominating. Ahamkara is also described in other philosophies.


Ahi Budhnya/Ahirbudhnya A deity. In the RIG VEDA he is the serpent of the deep, or of the atmospheric ocean, invoked as a divine being. Later, it becomes the name of RUDRA or SHIVA. In the MAHABHARATA, Ahi Budhnya is one of the eleven RUDRAS, born to Sthanudeva the son of BRAHMA. Alternatively, he is said to be a son of Bhuta and Sarupa. He is also mentioned as one of the MARUTS. According to the VISHNU PURANA, Ahi Budhnya was a son of VISHVAKARMA, the divine architect.


ahimsa (1) The principle of non-violence, which is an important element in Hindu thought. Ahimsa is elaborated on in the system of YOGA where it is the first of the YAMAS, or basic ethical principles. Ahimsa, at one level, means non-injury to any living being. In the later Vedic period (beginning approximately 1000 BCE), sacrifices in which animals were killed became common. Later, there was an aversion to this and BHAGAVATISM or VAISHNAVISM arose, which did away with such sacrifices. However, ahimsa implies far more than non-injury. Passages in the PURANAS and other ancient texts explain its implications. For instance, according to the DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA, ‘Ahimsa (non-injury) is what is most righteous. Even those who come to kill you, should not be harmed.’ The MANU SMRITI states that one who does not injure any living being, but desires the good of all, obtains endless bliss. Ahimsa is included in other texts, as one of the aspects of DHARMA.

Apart from passages in Sanskrit texts, there are innumerable references to ahimsa in regional languages. One of the best delineations of ahimsa is found in the JNANESHVARI, the thirteenth-century-saint Jnaneshvara’s commentary on the BHAGAVAD GITA in Marathi. In part of his long discourse on ahimsa, he says: ‘A person imbued with ahimsa, believing that the smallest atom is full of minute lives, walks over the ground softly and with compassion. He bestows kindness as he goes, and spreads goodwill in all directions, protecting other creatures with his own life.’ In modern times Mahatma GANDHI summed up the higher meaning of the ancient tradition of non-violence when he said that ahimsa meant a love for all, even for those who injured one. Applying the concept both to his personal life and to the freedom movement that he led against the British, he frequently stopped or withdrew political movements when his followers became violent. However, ahimsa was not an excuse for cowardice, and those who practised it, must have the strength to resist all wrong. Gandhi said,.

‘Literally speaking, ahimsa means non-violence. But to me it has a much higher, infinitely higher meaning. It means that you may not offend anybody; you may not harbour uncharitable thoughts even in connection with those who consider themselves your enemies. To one who follows this doctrine, there are no enemies … If you express your love, ahimsa, in such a manner that it impresses itself indelibly upon your so-called enemy, he must return that love.’

BUDDHISM and JAINISM also emphasize non-violence.

(2) Ahimsa is personified as a wife of the god DHARMA.


Ahirbudhnya Samhita A text of the Vaishnava PANCHARATRA sect that lays out the principles and philosophy of the sect. In this, Ahirbudhnya states that he received this knowledge through Samkarshana, another name of BALARAMA.

This true knowledge is the science called Sudarshana, which is the divine idea, the thought activity of BRAHMAN which though endowed with all qualities splits itself into many. The text explains the vyuha theory of cosmic emanations of the Pancharatras and also deals with creation, the sacred nature of the alphabet, the powers that can be attained through Pancharatra practices, as well as other topics. It contains both philosophical ideas and accounts of occult practices. The appendix contains the thousand names of Sudarshana.


Ahiravana A RAKSHASA described in some versions of the Ramayana, though not in VALMIKI’s text. In one version, his father, Mahiravana, was killed by Hanuman, while Ahiravana was still in the womb. As HANUMAN kicked his mother, Ahiravana emerged and began to fight Hanuman, but was killed. According to another version Ahiravana was the son of RAVANA. He did not approve of Ravana’s actions, but still tried to help him after MEGHANADA was killed. He captured RAMA and LAKSHMANA and took them to PATALA, where he lived, to sacrifice them to the goddess Kamada Devi. Hanuman reached there in time, killed Ahiravana and rescued them. In some stories, Mahiravana or Mayilaravana replaces Ahiravana, while in others, Mahiravana and Ahiravana, two brothers, together capture Rama and Lakshmana. After killing Ahiravana and Mahiravana, Hanuman crowned the doorkeeper Makaradhvaja, who was actually his own son, as the king of the region. Ahiravana is also described as the brother of Ravana.


Ahobalam/Ahobilam A town in Andhra Pradesh, known as a centre of pilgrimage of the god NARASIMHA, a form of VISHNU. There are a number of Narasimha shrines located here, some dating back to the eleventh century or earlier. It is the only place where nine forms of Narasimha are worshipped. Some of these forms relate to the story of PRAHLADA, such as Prahladavarada Narasimha, or Narasimha blessing Prahlada; Yogananda Narasimha, Narasimha teaching YOGA to Prahlada; Guha Narasimha, where Narasimha conceals himself. Other forms include Kroda Narasimha, the angry form, in which Narasimha is worshipped as a boar; Malola Narasimha, where he sports with his consort LAKSHMI; and Jwala Narasimha, where he emits flames of anger. Ahobalam is mentioned in the hymns of the Vaishnava ALVAR saints, and is the centre of a Vaishnava MATHA. It is also considered sacred by the Chenchu tribe.


Aihole A small town known for its early temples. It was once an ancient capital and commercial centre. Located in District Bijapur, Karnataka, Aihole has about a hundred temples dated between the sixth and twelfth centuries, when it was under the Chalukya and Rashtrakuta dynasties. Half the temples are within an old fort, while the others are outside it. The temples include those dedicated to the Hindu deities VISHNU and SHIVA, as well as BUDDHIST and JAIN shrines, and have a diversity of architectural features, including both early Buddhist, and northern and southern elements. Among the main temples are the Lad Khan Temple, the DURGA TEMPLE, in the central complex, the Chikki Temple and Ravana Phadi Temple to the north-east, and Jain and Buddhist temples to the south. Further north-east is the Huchimalli Temple, as well as a number of temples known as the Mallikarjuna group.


Airavata A divine elephant, the vehicle of the god INDRA. Airavata is white, has four tusks and is the king of elephants. There are several stories about the origin of Airavata. According to the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI, he was descended from the rishi KASHYAPA. KRODHAVASHA, one of the wives of Kashyapa, had ten daughters, among whom was Bhadramada. Bhadramada’s daughter was Iravati, and the great elephant Airavata is her son. In some PURANAS, Iravati is described as Krodhavasha’s daughter. Other elephants were born from Matangi, another of Krodhavasha’s daughters. One story makes Airavata the cause of the DEVAS misfortunes. It states that when the rishi DURVASA gave Indra a garland, he handed it to Airavata who threw it down, either because he did not like the smell or because there were bees in it which troubled him. Angry at the disrespect shown to his gift, Durvasa cursed the devas. Their fortunes were only revived after they had drunk the amrita obtained from the ocean.

Another story states that Airavata emerged at the time of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA. This story is sometimes linked with that of the god GANESHA. It is said that when Ganesha’s head was cut off, it was replaced by that of Airavata. Indra was upset at this, but was told Airavata would return to him, and therefore he came out of the ocean. Alternatively, Airavata re-emerged after he had hidden himself in the ocean, embarassed at being the cause of Durvasa’s curse.

Airavata was also said to have been created by BRAHMA as one of the eight male guardian elephants, or ASHTADIGGAJAS.

In Thailand, Airavata is still worshipped as the god Brahma’s three-headed elephant Erawan, though BRAHMA and Airavata are not connected in Hindu mythology.

Airavata is also known as Airavana or Iravata.


Airavata naga A NAGA described in ancient texts. According to some sources, he was born to the rishi KASHYAPA and his wife KADRU. Airavata was the leader of a clan or group of nagas known as Airavatas.


Airavateshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Darasuram in District Thanjavur, Tamil Nadu. It was probably constructed by Rajajraja II (1150–72) of the Chola dynasty, or by Virarajendra I (1063–69), while the linga is said to have been erected by Rajaraja I (985–1014). The temple complex has two gateways or GOPURAMS. Within is a rectangular hall surrounded by pillars. The main temple is in the centre, with an inner shrine, an ante-chamber and two MANDAPAS. Within the shrine is a LINGA, known as Rajarajeshvaram-udayar, though its earlier name was Airavateshvara. According to legend, the linga was first worshipped by Airavata, Indra’s elephant. The goddess in the temple is known as Devanayaki, and has a separate shrine. There are also niches containing different forms of SHIVA, DURGA and other deities, as well as depictions of stories from the lives of the Shaiva saints. Some of these have labels in Tamil. The whole temple has exquisite sculptures and carvings. A six-headed KARTTIKEYA, ARDHANARISHVARA, a four-armed NAGARAJA, BHAIRAVA, the sage AGASTYA, and dance and musical scenes are among the numerous sculptures. The roof is pyramidal, with three diminishing storeys capped with a dome. A sacred tank nearby, the Yamatirtham, is said to be one where the god YAMA bathed. This is one of the most important Chola temples.


Aitareya Aranyaka A Sanskrit text, an ARANYAKA that forms part of the AITAREYA BRAHMANA, attached to the RIG VEDA. It has five books or sections that are considered separate texts. The first book focuses on the mahavrata and the soma sacrifice; the second includes philosophical concepts, while its last four chapters contain the AITAREYA UPANISHAD. The third discusses the Samhita, PADA and Krama texts, while the next two books have miscellaneous topics and are attributed to the rishis Ashvalayana and Shaunaka.


Aitareya Brahmana A Sanskrit text, a BRAHMANA attached to the RIG VEDA. The Aitareya Brahmana has forty adhyayas or chapters, and includes a number of topics. The text provides a description of various sacrifices such as the soma sacrifice, the agnihotra and the rajasuya. Its main topics are: Adhyayas 1–13, which describe the duties of the HOTR in the AGNISHTOMA sacrifice; Adhyaya 14, which explains Agnishtoma, along with other topics; Adhyayas 15–18, which are on the Ukthya, Shodasha, Atiratra and other sacrifices; Adhyayas 18–24, on twelve minor sacrifices and the role of the Hotr; Adhyaya 25, on miscellaneous topics; Adhyaya 26–30, on the Soma sacrifices; and Adhyayas 31–40, on the VAJAPEYA and RAJASUYA sacrifices. Mahidasa Aitareya is the traditional author of these texts. He is said to have been the son of a brahmana from a shudra woman. However Adhyayas 31–40 of the AITAREYA BRAHMANA are assigned to the rishi Shaunaka.

The AITAREYA ARANYAKA and AITAREYA UPANISHAD are attached to this text.


Aitareya Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD attached to the AITAREYA BRAHMANA, forming part of the AITAREYA ARANYAKA. This Upanishad, one of the earliest, has three chapters, each dealing with important topics. The first chapter describes how everything in the world is created by the ATMAN. The second chapter contains the theory of the three births of a man. The first birth is when the embryo is formed in a woman; the second is when the baby is born; the third is when the person dies and is reborn. This chapter mentions the rishi Vamadeva, who knew the births of all the gods, while still in the womb. The third chapter has only four verses. It describes the Self or Atman, through which everything is known, and prajna or wisdom, which is the source of all knowledge.


Aja (1) A name of several deities including VISHNU, KRISHNA, BRAHMA, SHIVA and SURYA. It means ‘unborn’ or ‘eternal’; other meanings are: a mover, instigator or leader.

(2) The name of a class of RISHIS or sages who obtained svarga (heaven) through self-study, as well as the name of one of the sons of the third MANU, Uttama.

(3) Aja also means ‘goat’ and is a male goat or ram which is the VAHANA or vehicle of some of the Hindu deities. (Ajaa is a female goat). In the RIG VEDA, Aja is associated with PUSHAN. In the HARIVAMSHA, Aja is associated with AGNI. Aja also has a role to play in the ASHVAMEDHA sacrifice, and leads or guides the sacrificial horse to the next world.

(4) The name of a son of Raghu, and the father of DASHARATHA, and grandfather of RAMA.

(5) Aja is the name of several others, including minor deities and DANAVAS.


Aja Ekapad A deity in the VEDAS. In the RIG VEDA he is associated with AHI BUDHNYA, and in the ATHARVA VEDA he is said to have made the two worlds firm. He has been equated with the sun or with a form of AGNI. Literally, the name means ‘the one-footed goat’, while the commentator YASKA explains the name as ‘he who protects with one foot’. Other interpretations are ‘the one-footed driver or stormer’, or ‘the goat who goes alone’, indicating the moon, or ‘the unborn, who has only one foot’, meaning he who inhabits an isolated, mysterious world. It is also thought to refer to lightning, which is swift like a goat, and strikes the earth with one foot, i.e., with a single streak.

The name evolved into AJAIKAPAD, who in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS is one of the eleven RUDRAS. It is also a name of the god SHIVA.


Ajagava A name of the god SHIVA’S bow. According to the VISHNU PURANA (1.13), the bow along with the arrows fell from the sky at the time that King PRITHU emerged from the right arm of King Vena. The bow is also called Pinaka.


Ajaikapad/Ajaikapat The name of a deity who was one of the eleven RUDRAS. According to the MAHABHARATA, he is the son of Sthanudeva, a son of BRAHMA. In some PURANAS, he is a son of VISHVAKARMA, or of Bhuta and Sarupa. He is described as the chief of the bhutas.


Ajamukhas A group of PISHACHAS described in the PURANAS.


Ajamukhi (1) A deity, a goat-faced goddess. A MATRIKA or mother goddess, she is one of the animal-headed mothers represented in early Indian art.

(2) An ASURA, the daughter of KASHYAPA and Surasa, and the sister of TARAKA. The god Skanda or KARTTIKEYA was born in order to vanquish Taraka, who had grown too powerful.


Ajatashatru (1) A king of KASHI (Varanasi) mentioned in the BRAHMANAS and UPANISHADS. Ajatashatru was a philosopher-king, a contemporary of the Vedic JANAKA who was also a philosopher. Ajatashatru held discussions with the rishi Gargya Balaki, and in the KAUSHITAKI UPANISHAD, is said to have been jealous of Janaka’s learning. He was different from the later King Ajatashatru of Magadha.

(2) A name of YUDDHISHTHIRA.


Ajita A name of the gods VISHNU and SHIVA and of several others. Ajita is is an aspect or name of Vishnu in the Svarochisha MANVANTARA, and the name of one of the seven rishis who will be born in the fourteenth manvantara. Ajita is also the name of a minor deity, a Prithuka deva. The Sanskrit term ‘ajita’ means invincible or unsurpassed.


Ajitas A DEVA-GANA or group of deities described in the PURANAS. Ajitas existed in the first MANVANTARA and were reincarnations of the devas known as Jayas, created by BRAHMA at the beginning of the KALPA. They live in Maharloka, one of the upper LOKAS or worlds, and when that world ends, they go to JANARLOKA. According to some accounts, they were the sons of Ajita and Ruchi, while according to others, their mother was Ajitaa. Fourteen Ajitas are listed in some PURANAS, while others list ten or twelve. The BRAHMANDA PURANA gives their names as Asama, Ugradrishta, Sunaya, Suchishravas, Kevala, Vishvarupa, Sudaksha, Madhupa, Turiya and Indrayuk. Among other Ajitas mentioned in the Puranas are Apana and Avyaya.


Ajivika An ancient non-orthodox sect which existed from before the sixth century BCE. It was probably founded by Nanda Vachchha, who was succeeded by Kisa Samkichcha, but became widespread under Makkhali Gosala, also known as Gosala Maskariputra, who lived in the sixth century BCE at the time of the BUDDHA and MAHAVIRA. Gosala was at first a follower of Mahavira, but later founded his own sect. There are no Ajivika texts existing, but records of their practices are found in Buddhist and Jain sources. Ajivikas are also mentioned in inscriptions.

The sect developed a philosophy of its own, with some similarities with the six orthodox systems.

Gosala believed that living beings had no force or power of their own, and were completely controlled by niyati or fate. There were six classes (sangati) of beings, and their experiences depended on the class to which they belonged and their inherent nature. There were also five classes of atoms, which are eternal, air, water, fire, earth and life. Of these, only life is endowed with knowledge. A living being passed through 84,00,000 maha or great KALPAS (aeons), followed by twenty-eight lives including seven as a deity, after which the being finally attained bliss. Nothing could be done to speed up the process. No one could attain perfection by his own efforts, nor could one help others. Existence was like a ball of yarn, slowly unwinding, the end of the yarn being similar to the end of the series of lives.

Despite this fatalistic attitude, Ajivika monks wandered about nude, and practised strict moral observances. They abstained from eating plants with roots, as well as certain types of fruit.


The Jain Bhagavati Sutra states that they worshipped various deities, while according to a Tamil text, they worshipped the Ashoka tree. Gosala was also revered as a deity in south India.

The Ajivikas lived in several parts of india. Initially in the north, they moved to the region at the foot of the Vindhyan mountains, and to south India.


Ajna Chakra One of the seven main CHAKRAS or invisible energy centres within the body. The Ajna Chakra is located in the centre of the forehead, and represents the so-called third eye. Tantric texts state that this chakra is white like the moon, and has two petals, with the Sanskrit letters ha and ksha written on it. Within is the subtle mind, manas, and the inner ATMA or soul, shining with its own light. Within is also the divine word OM. Meditation on this chakra brings tranquility and manifests higher intelligence (buddhi). The person becomes all-knowing and all-seeing, the creator, destroyer and preserver of the three worlds, and realizes his unity with BRAHMAN, the Absolute.


ajnana A Sanskrit term that means nescience, ignorance or lack of knowledge. It specifically refers to spiritual ignorance. In general, ajnana is a veiling or illusory power that conceals the true nature of reality. Ajnana is also known as avidya, though the two terms are sometimes differentiated.

It is only when ajnana is removed, that the Supreme Truth can be realized. To remove it, however, its origin and nature have to be understood. The importance of the concept led to most schools of philosophy analysing ajnana.

Its relationship with BRAHMAN is variously explained by writers on ADVAITA. Though in Advaita, Brahman is the only reality, ajnana prevents the soul from realizing its identity with Brahman. The Advaita philosopher PADMAPADA provides an understanding of the concept by listing the terms used in older literature as synonyms of ajnana or avidya: MAYA, avyakrita (the undifferentiated), PRAKRITI, agrahana (the unpercieved), AVYAKTA (unevolved), tamah (darkness), karana (cause), laya (inactivity), SHAKTI, mahasupti (deep sleep or unconsciousness), nidra (sleep), kshara (the perishable), and AKASHA. All these terms relate to the material aspects of the universe. Avidya obstructs the pure nature of Brahman and thus through karma (actions) and earlier impressions of knowledge (purva-prajna-samskara) the individual (jiva) comes into being. VACHASPATI MISHRA distinguishes between two forms of avidya: that which is part of the psychological nature of the individual, and that of the world. The entire material universe appears from ajnana. However, according to the Advaitic philosophers, ajnana cannot have a separate existence, as there is only one reality. Thus ANANDAGIRI states that ajnana is associated with Brahman, or else Brahman could not be recognized as the knower of all (sarvajna). This view is also followed by the philosophers Vachaspati, as well as by ANANDABODHA and SARVAJNATMA MUNI.


RAMANUJA says that avidya cannot be part of Brahman, which has been described as self-luminous consciousness, which has no parts. Nor can it be produced by a veiling of Brahman which, being self-luminous, cannot feel or percieve ajnana, and cannot be concealed by it.

In SAMKHYA philosophy Ajnana is identified with PRAKRITI. Prakriti, composed of the three gunas of sattva, rajas and tamas, hides the truth of PURUSHA. In Samkhya the identification of Purusha with BUDDHI is another form of avidya. In YOGA philosophy, when the Purusha cannot distinguish between buddhi and itself, and attributes the transformations and impermanence of buddhi to itself, that is avidya.

Other philosophers provide various definitions of ajnana or avidya.

According to MADHVA (thirteenth century) there are two types of avidya, jivachchhadika and paramachchhadika and both are forms of Prakriti. In the first type, the jiva or individual soul is unable to perceive its spiritual power, while in the second type the Supreme is hidden from the jiva. NIMBARKA believed that neither maya nor ajnana or any of its aspects could create the world. Ajnana was a quality of the individual being, associated with the person’s own KARMA. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, there are five degrees of avidya: tamisra, andhatamisra, tama, moha, mahatama. All these indicate aspects of darkness.


Ajyapas A class of PITRIS, a group of ancestors or manes, mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and other texts. According to the MANU SMRITI, they are the sons of PULASTYA, and are drinkers of clarified butter. He states that they are the pitris (ancestors) of the VAISHYAS. In several PURANAS, they are descended from PULAHA and live in the regions of the Prajapati KARDAMA. Their mind-born daughter was Viraja, wife of Nahusha.


Akanandun A Kashmiri folk legend that has parallels in the PURANAS and in SHAIVA stories. According to the story, once in the legendary city of Salabat Nagar (or Sindmat Nagar), there was a king with seven daughters and no son. A yogi promised him a son if he would return the boy to him when he reached the age of twelve. The king agreed, and Akanandun was born, who grew up a bright and happy boy. Then the yogi appeared at the appointed time, and not only demanded the boy but ordered that he be killed and cooked and then served. Everyone lamented, but the orders were obeyed, and when the meal was cooked, the yogi called the boy, who appeared alive. The story formed the theme of several Kashmiri poets of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Parallels have been drawn with the story of Abraham and Isaac, but the story is more similar to that of the SHAIVA saint Sirutonttar, who was one of the NAYANARS, and indicates the transposition of Shaiva concepts into popular legend.


Akkapey-cittar A SIDDHA (cittar) of the Tamil tradition. His exact dates are not known. Akkapey’s songs are reminiscent of the thoughts of the Buddhist philosopher, Nagarjuna. In one composition Akkapey said:


I do not exist,

The Lord too is non-existent;

The Self does not exist

The Teacher does not exist …

All actions

Are really the Void.

That which does not exist

Will appear in Nothingness.



akasha A Sanskrit term which means sky space, atmosphere or ‘ether’. In early Indian philosophy it signifies an ethereal substance permeating the world. It has no covering or form, and cannot be touched or tasted. It’s characteristic is shabda or sound, and it is the vehicle of sound. It indicates that which is unmanifested.

The shabda tanmatra (sound essence) gives rise to akasha, which in turn produces the outer form of sound. From akasha arises air, fire, water and earth, in succession. SHANKARA is against the Buddhist view that akasha is a negative entity. It is the first element arising from PRAKRITI, provides space, and is infinite.


Akho A seventeenth-century mystic poet who wrote in Gujarati. His exact dates are not known, but according to some estimates, he lived from 1615 to 1674, and according to others from 1600 to 1655.

Akho was a goldsmith who lived at Jetalpur near Ahmadabad in Gujarat. He was the disciple of GOKULNATHA, the grandson of VALLABHACHARYA. Later, he seemed to have transcended the need for an outer guide, and believed that the highest guru was the inner self. According to tradition, he gave up his craft when his honesty was doubted, and turned to the divine.

Three of his works are dated: Panchikarana (1645); Gurushishyasamvada (1645) and Akhe-gita (1649). Other works include Chittavichara-samvada, Kaivalyagita, Santonam-lakshana, Anubhava-bindu, Avasthanirupana, as well as various padas (poems), chhapas and other verses, some of them in Hindi. His Kaivalyagita is a short work with forty-eight lines.

Akhe-gita, his most important work, deals with BHAKTI, as well as with JNANA (knowledge) and renunciation, MAYA or illusion, and liberation through realization of the Absolute. This text is divided into forty kadavuns or sections, each having eleven padas or verses. In one verse he says: ‘Just as the moon, on rising, shines in splendour, and her beams spread far and wide, in the forest, the city, the thorough-fares; there arises in the innermost chamber of the heart, the insight which sees the same Atman pulsating through all forms, from the smallest insect to the greatest among gods, Indra.’ (Kadavun xii. 1).

His chhapas, three-line sestets, are witty and metaphorical comments on different aspects of the spiritual path and on the people he observed around him. In one example, given below, he picturesquely comments on how listening to religious discourses often had no results.

‘The blind father-in-law led by the daughter-in-law with her head covered in decorum down to her eyes, so that she could not see: all set forth to attend the discourse.

What was actually being talked about was one thing, and what was comprehended was quite another: the collyrium meant for the eyes was applied to one’s cheeks.

A deep well and a leaky bucket: everything learned and listened to, went in vain.’ (trans. Digish Mehta)

Akho is one of the most important poets of medieval times in Gujarat.


akhyana (1) A Sanskrit term which has several meanings but usually denotes a story or legend. The term was used in this sense in the BRAHMANAS, the ancient Sanskrit texts. The whole MAHABHARATA has been referred to as an akhyana, while there are other akhyanas and upakhyanas (minor akhyanas) within it. PURANAS are also called akhyanas.

(2) Akhyana is a popular form of enactments of religious episodes. Such enactments were once common in Gujarat. Here akhyanas begin with an invocation to the deities GANESHA and SARASVATI. Stories from the Mahabharata, Ramayana, or Puranas, or of well-known saints, are then narrated, rewritten in a local setting and set to music. The beats are sounded by striking an overturned copper pot or pitcher, with metal rings worn on the little fingers. As this pot is known as mana or gagar, the reciters are called manabhattas or gagariabhattas. The bhattas once travelled from village to village, accompanied by a small group. Performances were conducted at night, and the group was sustained by the small donations of cash or kind that were received.

PREMANANDA (1636–1734) is considered one of the best akhyana writers. Akhyanas continued to be popular from medieval days onwards, but have declined because of the influx of popular media.

Akhyana kavyas, similar to those in Gujarat, were composed in Rajasthan from the sixteenth century onwards. Similar regional enactments, known by a variety of names, took place in all parts of India.


Akrura (1) A name of the god VISHNU.

(2) A YADAVA described in the MAHABHARATA. He had the role of conveying messages between KRISHNA and KAMSA, and later between Krishna and DURYODHANA.


Akshapada A name of the rishi GAUTAMA, who is considered the founder of NYAYA philosophy.



akshara A Sanskrit term which means imperishable, unchanging, or eternal. It indicates BRAHMAN or the Absolute. Its other meanings include a letter of the alphabet, a word or sound, a sacrifice or religious austerity. It is also a term for the alphabet or system of letters created by the god BRAHMA, and a name of Brahma or VISHNU.


Akshardham Temple A temple dedicated to Lord SWAMINARAYAN, a saint who lived between 1781 and 1830, and is considered an incarnation of the god VISHNU. The main temple, located at Gandhinagar in Gujarat, was inaugurated in 1992. The image of Swaminarayan, considered the Supreme God, is installed in the Hari Mandir, a hall on the ground floor of the temple. On either side are images of Gunatitanand Swami, representing Aksharbrahman or god’s divine abode, and Gopalanand Swami, representing Aksharmuktas or redeemed souls. On the upper floor the Vibhuti Mandir has some of the sayings of Swaminarayan etched on glass circles edged with gold.

The structure rises to a height of 32.93 m and is 73.15 m long and 39.93 m broad. It is constructed out of 6000 tonnes of pink sandstone, along with some yellow stone, white marble and granite. There are over a hundred carved pillars with sculptures of gods and goddesses, as well as trellised windows and delicate stone screens.

There are several Swaminarayan temples in Gujarat, other parts of India and abroad. The central image in these temples may be of some other form of Swaminarayan or Vishnu, but represents the Supreme Deity. A large Akshardham Temple also exists in Delhi.


Akshaya Tritiya A sacred day celebrated as the birthday of PARASHURAMA, an incarnation of the god VISHNU. Akshaya Tritiya is the third day of Shukla Paksha (the bright fortnight) in the month of Vaishakha (April-May). Akshaya means imperishable or eternal. According to the PURANAS the day is particularly sacred if it coincides with that of the Krittika Nakshatra (constellation). The MATSYA PURANA (65.1–7) states that praying to Janardana (Vishnu) and fasting on this day has the same merit as the RAJASUYA sacrifice, once performed by kings. According to legends, the day marks several sacred beginnings: the KRITA or Satya Yuga, the golden age, began on this day, and the river GANGA descended to earth. Later, the rishi VYASA began writing the MAHABHARATA on Akshaya Tritiya.

This day, known in north India as Akha Teej, is considered particularly auspicious for the beginning of any new venture, or for purchasing something special or important. Today it has become a popular festival on which many buy gold, symbolizing prosperity and good fortune. A number of marriages take place on the day.


Akshi Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD in two parts. The first part consists of prayers and salutations to the sun and light. In the second part Samkriti requests the sun to teach him Brahmavidya, the knowledge of BRAHMAN. The sun describes the nature of Brahman, the stages towards non-attachment and liberation, and the significance of the word OM. It explains how to reach the true self, which is knowledge and bliss and, free from all impurities.

This Upanishad belongs to the Shukla or White YAJUR VEDA.


Alagar/Azhagar A name of the god VISHNU in south India. Alagar’s other names are Perumal, Sundararaja, Paramaswami, and Rishabhadrinatha. According to various myths, Alagar is the sister of the goddess MINAKSHI. It is thought that this legend was created to unite the VAISHNAVAS and SHAIVAS during the time of the Nayaka dynasty of the seventeenth century.

Among the main temples of the deity are those at ALAGAR KOIL, where he is known as Kallalagar, as he was worshipped by the Kalla caste; at Srivilliputtur where he is called Kattalagar, and at Madurai, where he is Koodalagar.


Alagar Koil A temple of the deity ALAGAR or VISHNU, located 21 km north-east of Madurai in Tamil Nadu, at the foot of the Alagar hills. According to the Sthala Purana of the temple, the god YAMA prayed here, and was blessed by Narayana (Vishnu). Yama then insisted that Vishnu reside here, and asked VISHVAKARMA, the divine architect, to construct the temple. The temple is mentioned in the hymns of the ALVAR saints. According to another story, Vishnu descended here from VAIKUNTHA, his heaven, to give his sister Minakshi in marriage to Sundareshvara (SHIVA). The deity is depicted in various postures, seated, standing and reclining. The main image is flanked by BHUDEVI and SHRIDEVI. There are several other shrines nearby, including Shaivite shrines. The guardian deity of the temple is the local god KARUPPAN.

This temple and the legends associated with it indicate attempts to bring the Shaivites and Vaishnavites together. The god has an important role in the Chittirai festival of the MINAKSHI TEMPLE at Madurai.


Alagiya Manavala Perumal A VAISHNAVA scholar who probably lived in the thirteenth century. He was the son of VADDAKKU TIRUVEEDI PILLAI, and brother of PILLAI LOKACHARYA, and was also known as Vadikesari, and Saumya Jamatr muni (the older). Alagiya Manavala Perumal Nayanar wrote the Acharya-hridaya in Tamil, which was commented on by MANAVALA MAMUNI. The Acharya-hridaya is an important TENGALAI text which states that worship of VISHNU is superior to Vedic rituals. The text differentiates between ‘karma’, and ‘kainkarya’. The former includes the varna (caste) system, DHARMA, rituals, Vedic recitation, and JNANA as a means of realization, while the latter only involves surrender to Vishnu.


Alaka The capital of the god KUBERA, and the city of the YAKSHAS on Mt KAILASHA.



Alakananda The name of the sacred river GANGA when it flows through Deva Loka, the world of the gods. Alakananda is also a real river, forming a headstream of the Ganga, but in ancient texts was often used as a synonym for the Ganga. According to the VISHNU PURANA (II.2), the Ganga encircles Brahmapuri, the city of the god BRAHMA and then divides into four rivers of which the Alakananda flows south to the country of Bharata (India). Here, it becomes seven rivers which then flow into the sea. The AGNI PURANA (CVIII. 25–53) says that the Alakananda descends from the hill known as Bhadrashva and empties into the sea through seven channels. Other PURANAS have similar statements about the seven channels of the Alakananda. Seven is a sacred number and the Ganga, Alakananda and SARASVATI are among the rivers said to have seven channels.


Alakshmi A form of the goddess LAKSHMI, worshipped primarily in Bengal. Alakshmi is inauspicious and brings misfortune. She is worshipped on the night of DURGA PUJA and rituals are performed to clear houses of Alakshmi, and bring in Lakshmi, the auspicious one, the goddess of wealth and prosperity. Alakshmi is also known as JYESHTHA, and in this form was once popular in south India. She is sometimes identified with DHUMAVATI, one of the MAHAVIDYAS or TANTRIC goddesses.


Alambusha A RAKSHASA, the brother of Baka or Vaka, described in ancient texts. Alambusha was also known as Arshyashringa or Arshyashringi. In the MAHABHARATA war, he fought on the side of the KAURAVAS. Eight terrible-looking PISHACHAS were yoked to his chariot. Among those he killed in the war were IRAVANA, son of ARJUNA and Ulupi. He himself was killed by GHATOTKACHA, the son of BHIMA.


Alambusha (Alambushaa) (1) An APSARA described in the epics and PURANAS. She was the daughter of the rishi KASHYAPA by his wife Pradha. She is said to have enticed the rishi DADHICHA through whom a son, Sarasvata, was born. At a time when the VEDAS had been forgotten, Sarasvata restored this knowledge to the brahmanas. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, Alambusha married King Trinabindu. They had three sons, Vishala, Shunyabandhu and Dhumraketu, and one daughter, Idabida (Ilabila). Idabida married VISHRAVA and the god KUBERA was born to them.

(2) A MATRIKA or mother goddess, an attendant of the god SHIVA. Her vehicle is the crow Chanda.


Alamelu-manga The name of a consort of Shri VENKATESHVARA who is a form of the god VISHNU. Alamelu is usually considered the same as PADMAVATI, a form of LAKSHMI. The main temple of Alamelu/Padmavati is located at Tiruchanur, about 5 km from Tirupati. Those who visit the Venkateshvara temple must visit that of Alamelu as well. The poet ANNAMAYYA was among those who composed songs in her praise.

In some temples, as at Jamalpuram in Khammam district of Andhra, Alamelu and Padmavati are distinct and are the two consorts of Venkateshvara.


Alandi A town in Maharashtra, where JNANESHVARA, the thirteenth-century Maratha saint was born and where he entered SAMADHI. Alandi was an ancient Shaivite centre and the Siddheshvara Shiva temple was constructed here at the time of the Rashtrakuta dynasty. The river Indrayani flows near the town. Thousands of pilgrims visit Jnaneshvara’s samadhi all through the year. A structure was made around it in the fifteenth century, with a large temple being built later. The main temple has an image of Jnaneshvara, as well as of the god VITTHALA and his consort RUKMINI. A NANDI guards the entrance, while there is another shrine with a LINGA representing Siddheshvara. There are shrines to Muktabai, Jnaneshvara’s sister, and to Bhojalinga, his uncle who took care of him. Nearby is a shrine dedicated to Halbatrao Baba, a devotee of Jnaneshvara who also attained samadhi here. The Pundalik Mandir and a Rama Temple are located in the vicinity. At the annual VARKARI procession to PANDHARPUR, padukas (sandals) representing Jnaneshvara are carried from here in a palki (palanquin). The day of Jnaneshvara’s samadhi is celebrated in the month of Karttika (October–November), when about a million pilgrims converge on the town.


Alavandar A name of YAMUNACHARYA, a philosopher of the eleventh century.


Alekh Dharma A religious sect also known as MAHIMA DHARMA, started in Orissa by MAHIMA GOSAIN in the first half of the nineteenth century.


Allahabad The ancient PRAYAGA, mentioned in texts and inscriptions. At this sacred spot the streams of the GANGA and YAMUNA unite and, according to tradition, the SARASVATI river joins them underground, forming the Triveni, or meeting of three streams.

Religious monuments include mosques, as well as churches and a cathedral. There are also innumerable temples, though most of them are not very old. Among them are the Adi Madhava temple, Adishesha Bhagvan temple, Bharadvaj temple, HANUMAN temple at Triveni Sangam and Veni Mata temple. Allahabad is one of the four places where the KUMBH MELA is held once in twelve years.


Allama Prabhu A guru of the LINGAYAT or Virashaiva sect, who lived in the twelfth century. He was said to have been born in Ballegavi, in Shimoga district of Karnataka. Mythical stories of his life state that he was an incarnation of SHIVA, and was unborn, appearing fully formed as a child near his parents, Nirashankara and Sujnani. According to Harihara, a fifteenth-century poet who wrote accounts of the Lingayat saints in verse, Allama was a drummer at a temple, and the son of a dance teacher. He married Kamalate, but after she died of a fever, he was in despair. Sitting in a grove, he saw the golden tip of a temple rising out of the ground. He dug into the ground, and entered the temple where a yogi sat in meditation, glowing with the light of perfection. The yogi, named Animishayya, had all the characteristics of the god SHIVA. After handing over a LINGA to Allama, he left his body. Allama immediately attained enlightenment. He then became a wandering ascetic but later settled at Kalyana and was known as Prabhu, or ‘the lord’, in recognition of his yogic powers. He was the leader of the Virashaiva centre there, known as the Anubhava Mandapa. Some slightly later works which describe Allama’s teachings are the PRABHULINGALILE written by Chamarasa, and the various texts known as SHUNYASAMPADANE, which also comment on Virashaiva philosophy. In these Allama is revealed as a profound philosopher and teacher, as well as one with extraordinary powers or SIDDHIS. Allama describes how to make the mind one-pointed, so that it is always conscious of SHIVA as the ultimate reality. Without steadiness of the mind, there can be no BHAKTI or liberation. He was against all rituals, and all injury to life, including to animals and insects.

Allama composed a number of vachanas or verses to Shiva as Guheshvara, the lord of the cave, that is the ascetic Shiva who meditates in a cave, probably a reference to his meeting with the yogi in the underground temple. It also indicates the secret or mysterious aspects of Shiva. Over 1300 of his vachanas have been collected. One of his verses reads:


With a whole temple

in this body

where’s the need

for another?

No one asked

for two.

O lord of Caves

If you are stone,

What am I?

(Trans. A.K. Ramanujan)



Allasani Peddana A poet who composed works in Telugu. He was attached to the court of Krishnadeva Raya (ruled 1509–29) of the Vijayanagara kingdom. Allasani Peddana is best known for his work Svarochisha-Sambhava or Manucharitra, based on a variant of a story from the MARKANDEYA PURANA. Allasani’s story is of an orthodox BRAHMANA, named Pravara, who refuses the love offered to him by Varuthini, an APSARA. A GANDHARVA takes the form of Pravara and lives with Varuthini, and from their son, the second MANU, Svarochisha, was born. (Other PURANAS have different stories on the birth and origin of Svarochisha). Allasani is known as Andhrakavi-pitamaha, the grandfather of Telugu poetry.


Aluji, Kaviyo A charana poet (bard) of Rajasthan, who lived between 1463 and 1563 (or 1574) and composed verses in Rajasthani in praise of various deities and heroic figures. Aluji, also known as Alu Natha Kaviya, was the only son of Hemaraja who lived in village Sinala. He was patronized by Rupasimha, son of Prithviraja, a chieftain of Amber, who donated the village Jasarana (district Nagaur) to him.

Alluji is mentioned in the Bhaktamala of NABHADASA and in several other compilations on medieval BHAKTI poets, and was known as the master of the chhappaya kavita (hexametre). Among his poems are Bhagavan Nama (The Name of God) which praises the gods RAMA and KRISHNA, as well as JAMBHOJI, the founder of the BISHNOI sect; Nirguna Brahman on the Absolute, devoid of qualities; Yoga Sadhana and Ashtanga Yoga on the practice of YOGA. There are several other poems on historical figures and local heroes. Aluji emphasized the remembrance of the name of god as the means of liberation.

A memorial or SAMADHI has been erected for him in village Jasrana. Here he is believed to have taken jivit samadhi, i.e., entered his samadhi while still alive.


Alvars/Azhwars VAISHNAVA saints who lived between the sixth and tenth centuries in south India. They composed songs and verses of love and devotion, mainly in Tamil, to the god VISHNU, which are collected in the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM (The Book of Four Thousand Sacred Hymns). Traditionally, there were twelve main saints. The term Alvar means one who has an instinctive knowledge of God, and Alvar was usually added to the names of the saints. The twelve saints are: POIGAI, BHUTATTALVAR, PEY, TIRUMAZHISAI, KULASHEKHARA, PERIYA ALVAR, TONDARADIPPODI, TIRUPPAN, TIRUMANGAI, NAMMALVAR, MADHURA KAVI and ANDAL, a woman. These BHAKTI saints had different origins. According to traditional literature, the first three were born in a miraculous way. Tirumazhisai was the son of a rishi. Periya, Tondaradippodi and Madhura were BRAHMANAS. Kulashekhara was a KSHATRIYA, Nammalvar of a cultivator family, and Tirumangai a Kalla (lower caste).

Apart from the descriptions in the Nalayira Divya Prabandham, these saints are known from a number of sources. Among these are the Divya-suri-charita by Garuda-vahana Pandita who lived at the time of RAMANUJA; the Guru-paramparaprabhavam of Pinbaragiya Perumal Jiyar, based on the former, and written in Manipravala, i.e., a mix of Tamil and Sanskrit; the Periya-tiru-mudiy-adaivu of Anbillai Kandadi Yappan; the Yatindra-pravana-prabhavam of PILLAI LOKACHARYA. There are also commentaries on the Divya Prabandham, as well as references in various other texts, including ‘Guru Parampara’ (guru lineage) texts, temple records and inscriptions.

According to most of these texts, the saints were incarnations of some aspect of Vishnu. Thus Poigai, Bhutat and Pey were incarnations of his shankha (conch), gada (mace) and nandaka (sword); Tirumazhisai of his chakra (discus); Nammalvar of VISHVAKSENA, the chief attendant of Vishnu; Kulashekhara of the Kaustubha jewel; Periya of GARUDA; Tondaradi of Vaijayanti or Vanamala (garland); Tirumangai of the Sharanga (bow); Tiruppan of Shrivatsa; Madhurakavi of Vainateya (Garuda) or of an assistant of Vishvaksena. Andal, the only woman of the group, is considered an incarnation of BHUDEVI. These texts also provide somewhat mythical accounts of the lives of the saints.

Traditionally, the Alvars are placed between 4203 BCE and 2706 BCE, but these dates have no historical value. While most scholars place them between the sixth and tenth centuries CE, there are some divergent views. There is also a dispute about their chronology in relation to each other.

The Alvars were not part of a homogeneous group, though some feel they followed PANCHARATRA rites. They visited temples and sang devotional songs to various aspects of Vishnu. Their verses express divine love and longing, and the later devotional schools of Vaishnavism find their first expression in their songs. After their songs were collected in the Divya Prabandham, they were regularly sung at temples, and even today the ARAIYARS, a special category of singers, sing these songs in certain temples.

Nammalvar is considered the greatest of the saints. All the Alvar saints popularized Vaishnavism in the south.


Alvar Tirunagari A sacred VAISHNAVA centre, located near Srivaikuntam in Tamil Nadu. Alvar Tirunagari is the traditional birthplace of the saint NAMMALVAR. A temple of Adinathaswamy, a form of the god VISHNU is located here. Within the temple is a large tamarind tree, said to be the same as that under which Nammalvar stayed after his birth. The tree is said to be an incarnation of Adishesha or ANANTA, on which the god Vishnu rests. At the time of the temple festival in the month of Vaikasi (May–June), the gods of nine temples are brought here to pay homage to Nammalvar. A procession takes place, in which Nammalvar’s image is taken out in its own chariot.

Alvar Tirunagari is also the birthplace of MANAVALA MAMUNI.


Amagarbhas A term for PITRIS (ancestors) who died when they were small children. They are mentioned in the PURANAS.


Amarakosha A Sanskrit dictionary, compiled in the fourth or fifth century CE by Amarasimha. As it gives synonyms of words, including names of deities, it is a useful text for understanding Hindu gods and goddesses.


Amaravati (1) A divine city of the god INDRA, located on Mt MERU. SIDDHAS, CHARANAS and APSARAS are among those who live here. The sacred Nandana grove is located here. The city cannot be seen by those who have not performed ascetic practices.

(2) A city in Andhra Pradesh, where the AMARESHVARA TEMPLE and a Buddhist stupa are located.


Amardaka A centre of SHAIVISM that has not been definitely identified, though according to some accounts it was located in Ujjain. It was possibly in western Malwa or in Parbhani district of Maharashtra. In an inscription from Ranod in Shivpuri district, Madhya Pradesh, the spiritual predecessor of Purandara who was the founder of the MATTTAMAYURA line of Shaiva ascetics, is called Amardaka tirtha-natha, lord of Amardaka, where he must have lived.

The KASHMIR SHAIVA tradition records that the founder of dualist Shaivism was Amardaka. He is said to have been descended from the rishi DURVASA.


Amareshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA It is located on the Krishna river at AMARAVATI in Guntur district of Andhra Pradesh. Evidence indicates there was once a Buddhist shrine at this spot, as the foundation slabs are characteristically Buddhist. Constructed in the tenth or eleventh century, it is dedicated to Shiva in the form of Amareshvara, the eternal Lord. In the main shrine is a white marble LINGA, about 2.8 m high. Amareshvara’s consort, also woshipped in the temple, is the goddess Bala Chamundika. There are other shrines dedicated to minor deities. The sanctity of Amaravati is described in the PURANAS. One legend states that when the DEVAS were being harassed by the RAKSHASAS, they took refuge here, and so it was called Amaravati, the place of immortals. The temple is in Dravidian style architecture, with towering GOPURAMS and a VIMANA or tower above the central sanctuary. There are inscriptions of the Kota kings of Dhanyakataka (eleventh to thirteenth centuries), the Reddi kings of Kondavidu and the Vijayanagara rulers. In the late eighteenth century the temple was renovated by a local chief, Raja Sri Vasireddi Venkatadri Nayudu, who also provided for its income and maintenance.

The temple still attracts thousands of pilgrims, the main festivals being at SHIVARATRI, the NAVARATRAS and Kalyana Utsavas.


Amarkantak/Amarakantaka A sacred spot on the Maikala range on the border of Madhya Pradesh/Chhattisgarh, where the river NARMADA originates. Temples dedicated to the god SHIVA and the river goddess Narmada were constructed to mark this spot in the time of the Marathas in the eighteenth century. The image of Narmada is of black stone, and has silver eyes. Opposite is the LINGA of Amarkanteshvara Shiva, said to be svayambhu, or self-created, near which is an image of PARVATI. There are other shrines, of SURYA, VISHNU, GORAKHNATHA and the eleven RUDRAS. The source of the river is in the courtyard of the main temple, and is surrounded with marble slabs. To the east is the source of the Sone river, marked by the Sonakshi Shaktipitha Temple. The sanctity of Amarakantaka is described in the SKANDA PURANA. Its first fall from the mountain is called Kapiladhara, and Kapila is the name of a tributary of the Narmada. The Vishnu Samhita states that SHRADDHA ceremonies performed here are beneficial. In Kalidasa’s Meghaduta the mountain Amarakuta, identified with Amarakantaka, is mentioned. According to this, the river Reva (Narmada) flows from here, and the mountain is covered with mango trees. Locally, the river is still known as ‘Ma Reva’ in its upper course. The PURANAS state that the rishi Angiras performed penance here for 15 crore years. Here he saw the step leading to svarga or heaven.

Amarkantak is a major centre of pilgrimage.


Amarnath A natural cave located in the Liddar valley of Kashmir, sacred to the god SHIVA. At a height of 3962 metres, on a peak locally known as Kailasha, the large cave, approximately 25 m deep has an ice formation similar to the LINGA of Shiva. The linga is actually formed by a trickle of water from the roof of the cave, believed to come from the Ramkund lake, located above the cave. The trickling water freezes and gradually takes the shape of a linga, reaching its full form on the full-moon day of the month of Shravana (July–August). It is therefore considered a self-formed (svayambhu) linga. The fully formed linga is a little over 2 m high but these days, because of changes in climate, it tends not to form fully, or to melt too early.

According to legend, the cave was first discovered in ancient days when the rishi KASHYAPA drained the Kashmir valley of water. Adi SHANKARACHARYA went there in the ninth century, and the site is mentioned in the NILAMATA PURANA and Rajatarangini, the old chronicles of Kashmir. The king Zain ul Abidin visited it in the fifteenth century, but after this it was unknown for a few hundred years. In the nineteenth century, it was rediscovered by a Muslim shepherd, Buta Malik, of village Batakoot. According to the story, a sadhu gave a sack of coal to Malik, who, on opening it, found gold coins. He went to search for the sadhu to thank him, but instead discovered the cave. Until recently, a percentage of the donations made here were given to the descendants of Malik, who acted as guides for pilgrims visiting the caves. In 2000 the management of the shrine was brought under the state government. However, some of the earlier cultural ethos still prevails, as a number of Muslims still acts as guides and provide help to the pilgrims.

It is said that in this cave Shiva instructed PARVATI who had repeatedly asked Shiva to tell her the secret of life, death and immortality. Shiva searched for a place where no one would overhear what he said, and thus came to Amarnath. On the way he left behind NANDI, his bull, at Pahalgam; his crescent moon at Chandanwari; the snake around his neck at Sheshnag; the god GANESHA at Mahagunas Parvata; and the Panchabhutas (five elements) at Panchtarni. Despite all his precautions, a pair of doves or pigeons overheard his account at Amarnath, and still live there, reborn endless times or, according to other accounts, having gained eternal life. Two more ice lingas in the cave are believed to be of Parvati and GANESHA. A stream known as the Amaraganga flows to the left of the cave.

Thousands of pilgrims visit the Amarnath cave every year. The Amarnath Yatra, or journey to the cave, is organized in June/July every year. The Chhari Mubarak, a silver mace representing the powers of Shiva, is ceremonially taken to Amarnath from Srinagar, with Chhari Puja being performed at Amarnath on the day of RAKSHA BANDHAN. Led by the mahant of the Dashnami Akhara, the Chhari procession officially begins at Pahalgam, and prayers are offered to several temples along the way, the sacred centres being related to Shiva’s journey to Amarnath. After reaching Amarnath, the Chhari is brought back to Pahalgam, and immersed in the Liddar river. While some pilgrims go with the procession, most visit the temple earlier.


Amarttas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods mentioned in the PURANAS. The god YAMA is their lord.


amavasya A Sanskrit term, which literally means ‘to dwell together’. It refers to the night of the new moon, when the sun and the moon are said to dwell together, or the first day of the first quarter when the moon is invisible. Certain Hindu festivals are celebrated at Amavasya, and offerings are made to the PITRIS or ancestors. The PURANAS state that the PITRIS drink the nectar of the moon at this time, so that only 1/15th of it remains.


Amba (1) A goddess, a form of DURGA or PARVATI. The BRAHMANDA PURANA states she is the saviour of the world, and the consort of SADASHIVA, a particular form of the god SHIVA. Amba is described in the Agamas, in which she is said to be of the colour of the blue water lily. She has four hands, three of which carry a pasha (noose), padma (lotus), and patra (leaf), while the fourth is in abhaya mudra, the gesture dispelling fear.

As a mother goddess, Amba is often equated with AMBIKA, another form of Parvati. She is worshipped particularly in Gujarat and Rajasthan. One of the temples of Amba Mata, located on the Girnar hill near Junagadh in Gujarat, is particularly important for the newly married, who visit it to pray for a happy married life. Another temple is at Ambaji, in Banaskanta district of Gujarat. Among temples in Rajasthan, a Jagat Mata or Amba Mata temple, located in a suburb of Udaipur, Rajasthan, was constructed by Maharana Raj Singh I, the ruler of Mewar (1653–80). This has seventeen turrets and a gabled roof. It is a centre of pilgrimage particularly at the time of the March–April Navratras, when the GANGAUR festival takes place.

The name Amber (Amer), a place in Rajasthan, is also said to be derived from Amba Mata.

(2) As Amba means ‘mother’ the word is sometimes used for other goddesses as well. Amba also represents the first syllable of the sacred mantra OM.


(3) In early texts, Amba was one of the daughters of the king of KASHI and her sisters were AMBIKA and Ambalika. Amba’s story is described in the MAHABHARATA. At the SVAYAMVARA of the three sisters BHISHMA captured them and took them to HASTINAPURA to marry Vichitravirya. Amba pleaded that she was committed to King Shalva. Bhishma then sent her to him, but the king refused to accept her. Amba vowed vengeance against Bhishma but could find no one to help her. She prayed to Shiva who gave her the boon of defeating him in her next life. She then ended her life and, reborn as Shikhandin, was able to bring about Bhishma’s death at the time of the great war.


Amba Bhavani Temple A temple of Arasur Amba Bhavani, a form of the goddess DURGA, located at Ambaji, in Banaskanta district of Gujarat. This temple, constructed in the 1970s entirely out of marble, is a SHAKTA PITHA, associated with the story of SHIVA and SATI. The goddess is not depicted in human form, but represented by a gold-plated Shakti YANTRA. The original temple, where the heart of the goddess is said to have fallen, is located at Gabbargadh, 3 km away from Ambaji. The footprints of the goddess are said to be seen here, and according to legend the god Krishna’s mundan (first hair-shaving) ceremony took place here.


Ambedkar, B.R. A dalit and Buddhist leader. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, popularly known as ‘Babasaheb’, was a lawyer and jurist.

Born on 14 April 1891 at Mhow in Madhya Pradesh, he was of the Mahar caste of ‘untouchables’, the fourteenth child of Ramji Maloji Sakpal, and his wife Bhimabai Murbadkar. Bhimrao completed school at Satara and Mumbai, and in 1912 obtained a BA degree from Elphinstone College, Mumbai. Later, he obtained a PhD in economics from USA, and a DSc degree from the London School of Economics. In addition, he studied law and was admitted to the Bar. In India he started his legal practice, and taught in a college. He was nominated to the Bombay Legislative Council and attended the three Round Table Conferences in London between 1930 and 1932. He was one of the chief framers of the Indian Constitution and held important positions both before and after Independence.

Ambedkar was married at a young age to Ramabai from whom his son Yashwant was born. Ramabai died in 1935, and in 1948, Ambedkar entered into a controversial second marriage.

Despite his unusually privileged position, at a time when less than 10 per cent of the population had access to education, Bhimrao had faced discrimination both in school and college, as well as later. Ambedkar never forgot his less fortunate brethren, and worked unceasingly to improve their condition.

In 1920, he founded a weekly magazine Mooknayak which questioned superior attitudes in Hindu society, and later founded another journal. He helped found the Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha for the welfare of depressed classes. During the freedom movement, he advocated separate electorates for dalits and thus came into conflict with MAHATMA GANDHI. He organized dalit movements for temple entry and for drawing water from village tanks and wells. Ambedkar constantly wrote and spoke on behalf of the depressed classes.

His main works on this theme were Who were the Shudras?, and The Untouchables: A Thesis on the Origins of Untouchability. In the first he analysed the origin and nature of shudras and described how, over time, several different groups were included in that category. He also distinguished between shudras and untouchables, and criticized the ARYA SAMAJ for its belief in the eternal nature of the Vedas, thus sanctioning and justifying caste. In the latter book, dealing primarily with untouchabilty, he called the Hindu Civilization ‘a diabolical contrivance to suppress and enslave humanity’. He faced considerable criticism, mainly from orthodox and high-caste Hindus.

After a lifetime of effort, Ambedkar came to believe that lower castes would never achieve equality within Hinduism. He was attracted by the social equality of Buddhism, and studied it for several years, before deciding to convert to it. The conversion ceremony took place at Nagpur on 14 October 1956, and an estimated 2,00,000 of his followers joined him in this. Not long after this, Ambedkar died on 6 December 1956.

However, he had begun a movement of dalit conversion to Buddhism, which continues even today. These converts are often known as Neo-Buddhists. His book, The Buddha and His Dhamma, which was published posthumously, is a reinterpretation of Buddhism to suit the times, and the main book read and studied by Neo-Buddhists.

Ambedkar Jayanti, celebrating his birthday, is an important festival. Dhamma Diksha day, of the first conversion on 14 October, is also celebrated by his followers, in addition to other Buddhist festivals.

Ambedkar is revered by dalits and considered their saviour. Statues of him have been set up in several places.


Ambika (1) A goddess, a form of SHAKTI, PARVATI or DURGA. Ambika is mentioned in the VAJASANEYI SAMHITA and the Taittiriya Brahmana, as the sister of RUDRA. In the Taittiriya Aranyaka, she is his consort, whereas in later texts she is a form of Parvati or Durga. In the BHAGAVATA PURANA she is the wife of SHIVA. The same Purana states that Ambika is the name both of Parvati and of YOGA MAYA. She is also said to be the daughter of DAKSHA, reborn as MENA. A forest sacred to Ambika was located on the banks of the river SARASVATI where a festival in honour of Shiva and Devi was held. (Bhagavata, X.34. 1–18). As a mother goddess, Ambika is often used as a synonym for AMBA. There are several temples dedicated to Ambika.


In texts Ambika is described as seated on a lion, with three eyes, adorned with ornaments. The front left hand holds a mirror, and the right is in varada mudra (boon-granting gesture), while her two back hands hold a sword and a shield.

(2) Ambika was one of the daughters of the king of KASHI. Along with her sisters AMBA and Ambalika, she was carried off by BHISHMA at the time of their svayamvara. She became the wife of Vichitravirya and the mother of DHRITARASHTRA.


Ambubachi A fertility festival in Assam and Bengal that takes place in the month of Ashadha (June–July). At this time the earth is said to menstruate and no ploughing is undertaken for four days. Rituals associated with the festival take place at several temples, particularly the KAMAKHYA TEMPLE at Guwahati.


Amitabhas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods. They existed during the fifth MANVANTARA when Raivata was the MANU and consisted of fourteen gods. The Amitabhas will also be a deva-gana in the eighth manvantara, following the present one, when Savarni will be the Manu. At this time they will have twenty branches.


amma A term which means ‘mother’, used respectfully for women in south India. It is also a generic term for a MOTHER GODDESS, particularly in the south.


ammana songs A type of song in Malayalam, on Puranic themes. The songs are usually sung by women or girls, while juggling three wooden balls, known as ‘ammana fruits’. In addition they sometimes balance a pot on their heads. There are several composers of these story songs.


amrita A Sanskrit word meaning immortal, or imperishable; it normally refers to the divine drink of immortality. The word is etymologically similar to the Greek ambrotos, the ambrosia of the gods, and also related to the Latin immortalis or immortality. In Zoroastrianism the deity Ameretat is derived from the same source.

In the ATHARVA VEDA, amrita is said to have been created from the cooking of the sacrificial rice-gruel. The most popular story of its origin in the MAHABHARATA and the PURANAS is that it was obtained from the churning of the ocean of milk. This story is told in several texts with some variations. One version of the story is: the rishi DURVASA gave a garland to INDRA, who gave it to his elephant AIRAVATA. Airavata threw it on the ground as it attracted bees which troubled him. Angry at the disrespect shown to his gift, Durvasa cursed the DEVAS or gods, and everything declined, withered and grew dull in DEVALOKA, the world of the devas. VISHNU advised the devas on how to restore their glory. He told them to unite with the ASURAS and put all kinds of herbs in the ocean of milk, and then to churn it using Mt MANDARA as the churning staff and the serpent VASUKI as the rope. Vishnu, as KURMA the tortoise, provided the base. Amrita would finally emerge from the ocean, and Vishnu promised he would not allow the asuras to get it. Many wonderful things came out of the ocean as it was churned, including KAMADHENU, the wish-fulfilling cow, the goddess Varuni with dreamy eyes, PARIJATA, the divine tree, a number of beautiful APSARAS, the moon, the divine horse UCCHAISHRAVAS, and poison or venom, which was swallowed by SHIVA. In different accounts, among other things that emerged from the ocean, were Sura (wine), SOMA, the goddess Shri or LAKSHMI, and the KAUSTUBHA gem. Finally, the sage DHANVANTARI appeared, carrying amrita in a vessel. The asuras first snatched it, but later the devas retrieved it. Drinking it, they regained their former glory.

While the amrita was being carried, drops of it fell on the earth. The four places in India where it fell were HARDWAR, NASHIK, UJJAIN and PRAYAGA. In commemoration of this, the KUMBH MELA is held at these sites.

At a metaphysical level, this myth represents the churning of the ocean of consciousness, with Vasuki, the serpent, being the KUNDALINI. Both devas and asuras, positive and negative elements (or active and passive), must cooperate for the churning to be successful. As the kundalini rises, latent good and bad aspects emerge, and finally divinity is achieved.


Amritaghateshvara-Abhirami Temple A temple of SHIVA and PARVATI located at Thirukkadaiyur near Mayiladuthurai in Tamil Nadu. In this temple, Shiva is known as Amritaghateshvara, and the goddess as ABHIRAMI. The god gets his name from the story of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA. According to one version of the story, when the DEVAS and ASURAS churned the ocean, they forgot to worship GANESHA (Vinayaka). He therefore stole the vessel (ghata) containing amrita, and kept it here. The Shiva LINGA at this temple is said to have been formed from that vessel of amrita. The linga here is also known as Mritunga-jaya-murti, the defeater of death, as here Shiva is said to have defeated YAMA, the god of death, and saved MARKANDEYA from his noose.

Another name of the god here is Bilvavaneshvara. The god BRAHMA, it is said, wanted to obtain JNANA or knowledge. The lord Shiva gave him some bilva seeds, and said that he would obtain knowledge wherever they sprouted. Brahma planted them in different places, but it was only here that they sprouted. When they grew into a forest (bilvavana), Shiva appeared and granted him knowledge.

The goddess Abhirami Devi is equally important. According to one legend, she emerged here through the meditation of the god VISHNU. Her name means ‘she who is always beautiful’. The ABHIRAMI ANTADI, a devotional poem in her praise, reveals the different aspects of the deity.


The temple is located within a large area of 11 acres. The main Rajagopuram, or entrance, has stucco depictions of the stories in the Sthala Purana (temple purana). The inner shrine housing the LINGA is attached to the shankha mandapam or hall, so called because worship by blowing a conch (shankha) is very important at the temple.

The main tank is known as Amrita Tirtham, while two other tanks are known as Kala Tirtham and Markandeya Tirtham.

Worship at the temple is thought to prolong life, and thousands visit it on their sixtieth or eightieth birthdays. The Shaiva saints, SAMBANDAR, SUNDARAR and others composed devotional songs here. The annual Brahmotsavam (festival) is in the month of Chittirai.


Amritananda, Mata Popularly known as Amma, Mata Amritanandamayi is a world-famous guru. The daughter of Sugunandan, a fisherman, she was born in a village in Kollam district of Kerala. Her fiftieth birthday was celebrated on 27 September 2003, though she states she is uncertain about her age. She has had no formal education, and even as a child communicated with God and went into spiritual trances.

Amma speaks in Malayalam, the language of Kerala, and her theme is love. She hugs every one of her devotees and disciples who are attracted by the divine love that radiates from her. She advocates both meditation and studying the scriptures, but the focus of her path is BHAKTI and service. Amma says, ‘The beauty and love of selfless service should not die away from the earth … Through selfless action we can eradicate the ego that contains the Self.’ She has set up a MATHA at the village of Vallikav in Kollam which receives large donations every year, much of it from foreign disciples. This money has been used to set up schools, colleges, medical and engineering institutes, hospitals, rural clinics, orphanages, old-age homes and other charitable institutions. The educational institutions come under Amrita Vishwa Vidyapeeth, a deemed university.

The matha runs ASHRAMS in more than thirty countries, as well as in various parts of India.


Amritanubhava A philosophical text written in Marathi by the thirteenth-century-saint JNANESHVARA. Also known as Anubhavamrita, the text consists of ten chapters with 800 stanzas. The work begins by praising SHIVA and SHAKTI who, through their loving union, produce the world. Shiva and Shakti are actually the same, as one cannot exist without the other. The text reinterprets certain terms used in philosophy, such as JNANA (knowledge), AJNANA (ignorance), shabda (the word) and BHAKTI (devotion). Some see in this work the influence of ADVAITA, but it is actually based on Jnaneshvara’s own unique understanding of God and the world. In the text Jnaneshvara tries to reconcile the irreconciliable, and to show that everything is one, that God and the devotee are the same. This profound text has many layers and levels. A small sample of its verses are given below:


Now god himself performs

the worship of god

giving various names

by way of offerings.

If god and the temple and the entire retinue of gods

Can be carved out of a single mountain rock

Why shouldn’t the transaction of bhakti be

in this fashion?

Behold! The whole tree

is the only tree.

It has no expanse

other than itself.

(v.740–742, trans. Pradeep Gopal Deshpande)



Amritaprabhas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods of the eighth MANVANTARA, when Savarni will be the Manu.


Amsha A Vedic deity. In the RIG VEDA, he is one of the ADITYAS, almost synonymous with BHAGA. He is mentioned in the PURANAS both as an Aditya, and as a god of the TUSHITA group.


amsha-avatara A partial AVATARA or incarnation of a deity. Several of the characters in the MAHABHARATA were amsha-avataras including the five PANDAVAS, BHISHMA and DURYODHANA. The PURANAS mention a number of other amsha-avataras.


Amuktamalyada A poem on a VAISHNAVA saint, written in Telugu by Krishnadeva Raya (ruled 1509–29), a king of the Vijayanagara dynasty. The long poem describes the life of PERIYA ALVAR, also known as Vishnuchitta, and the love between his daughter ANDAL or Goda, and the god RANGANATHA. The text has six cantos. The first describes the life of Vishnuchitta at Srivilliputtur, and his daily worship of the god Mannuru Swami. The second and third cantos deal with Vishnuchitta’s explanations of the greatness of the god Vishnu, and his debates with scholars of different sects. The fourth narrates the story of Yamunacharya, a scholar who became a king, and for a while forgot his devotion to Vishnu. Later he was initiated into Vishishtadvaita, and became a sannyasi. The fifth and sixth cantos come to the main theme of the poem, the marriage of Andal and Ranganatha. Andal, an incarnation of the goddess Lakshmi, is also described as a form of Bhudevi, and in one place, of Satyabhama. The text includes other stories such as those of Maladasari and of Somasarma who became a Brahmarakshasa. It explains Vaishnava philosophy, and simultaneously has comments on principles of administration. There are also descriptions of nature and seasons.

The language is Sanskritized and difficult to interpret.


Anahata Chakra One of the seven main CHAKRAS or invisible energy centres of the body. Commonly known as the ‘heart chakra’ it is located within the body in the centre of the chest. Anahata literally mean, ‘unstruck’, and in this centre the unstruck sound, or the divine sound, anahata nada, is heard. According to certain TANTRIC texts, the chakra has twelve petals, the colour of the bandhuka flower (red), and on its twelve petals the Sanskrit letters ka, kha, ga, gha, anga, cha, chha, ja, jha, jna, tta, ttha. Within it is smoky grey, with a million flashes of light. Also within is the HAMSA, known as the jivatma or individual soul, which is like the flame of a lamp in a windless place. Meditation on this chakra fulfills all desires and enables one to protect and destroy the worlds.


Anala (1) Another name of the god AGNI. Anala (Agni) is the presiding deity of gold (svarna) and is said to have become threefold through Pururavas.

Anala is also the name of a VASU representing tejas or fire. In some sources, Anala, like Agni was married to SVAHA, and had a son Kumara (i.e., KARTTIKEYA). According to other sources, he was the father of both Skanda (Karttikeya) and SANAT KUMARA. In another account, his wife is given as Vasorddhara. They had several sons including Dravinaka.

(2) A SUPARNA, a son or descendent of GARUDA.


Ananda Marga A religious organization started in 1955 by Prabhat Ranjan SARKAR. It was known as the Ananda Marga Pracharak Sangh, and aimed at initiaiting people into the ‘path of bliss’ (ananda = bliss, marga = path). Sarkar, later known as Shri Anandamurti, modified and simplified Tantric practices, to make them available for all, and was against dogma, superstition and caste. The headquarters of the organization were first at Jamalpur in Bihar, but later shifted to Anand Nagar, in Purulia district of West Bengal. Within a few years it had gained popularity in Bihar and West Bengal, and gradually opened centres in various parts of India and abroad. A structure was given to the organization, with four grades of disciples, the highest being avadhoots, who dedicated their lives to the organization. In 1962, the first monk was initiated by Sarkar, and in 1966, the first nun. Apart from engaging in spiritual practices, these also spend time in social and charitable work. Most Ananda Margis, however, are lay followers or sadhaks. The Ananda Marga organizes welfare and relief work, and in 1963, the Education, Relief and Welfare Section was opened, and the first schools run by the Ananda Marga were inaugurated. The Ananda Marga Universal Relief Team was begun in 1965, for disaster relief during natural and man-made calamities. It also set up a socio-political wing, the Proutist Bloc of India.

Despite some initial problems, the organization has branches in 160 countries, and over a million followers.


ananda A Sanskrit term, implying internal happiness or bliss, which can be reached through contact with the higher Self. Each person also has a anandamayi KOSHA or body of bliss, which can be realized through meditative and other practices. Ananda, or bliss, has sometimes been identified with BRAHMAN, the eternal self and underlying reality of the world. According to the UPANISHADS, ananda is the highest state in which the knower, the known, and knowledge are One.


Ananda Ramayana A Ramayana in Sanskrit, assigned to VALMIKI, but composed possibly in the fourteenth century or later by an unknown author. It describes Rama as a deity, and has several prayers to RAMA and SITA, as well as Rama stotras or hymns, recitations of his thousand names, and kavachas (verses for protection). New elements have been introduced in the story, such as the abduction of KAUSHALYA by RAVANA.


Anandabodha Yati A philosopher of ADVAITA who lived in the eleventh or twelfth century. He is known for three works on Shankara Vedanta: Nyayamakaranda, Nyaya-dipavali and Pramana-mala. In the Nyaya-makaranda, he analyses why the theory of the multiplicity of selves is false, and says that the cause of the world appearance is AVIDYA (nescience). In this context he points out errors in NYAYA, MIMAMSA and Buddhist philosophies. The text has several commentaries. In Nyaya-dipavali he uses inference to show that the world of appearances is unreal. The Pramana-mala is a small text with a similar theme, i.e., of the falsity of the world. His work was referred to by later Advaita philosophers as well as by critics of Advaita who refuted his arguments.


Anandagiri A philosopher of ADVAITA, and a spiritual head of the Dvaraka Matha, who lived in the thirteenth century. Anandagiri is thought to have been a native of Gujarat and wrote a number of commentaries, mainly on the works of SHANKARA. Among these is Nyayanirnaya, a commentary on Shankara’s commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA. Two other works attributed to him are the Tarka-samgraha and Tattvaloka, in which he refutes the doctrines of other philosophers. These were written under the name Janardana, presumed to be Anandagiri’s earlier name when he was a householder. Anandagiri is also said to have written the Prachina Shankaravijaya, on the life of Shankara, which is no longer available.

A later Anandagiri, known as Ananta-Anandagiri, sometimes confused with this one, wrote another work on the life of Shankara, the Shankara Digvijaya.


Anandamayi Ma A mystic and realized soul. Her original name was Nirmala Sundari, and she was the daughter of a VAISHNAVA brahmana, Bipin Bihari Bhattacharya. Born on 30 April 1896 in village Kheora in East Bengal, now Bangladesh, she began to have visions and trances as a young girl. Married at the age of thirteen, in 1914 she went to live with her husband who became her first disciple. An electric currrent emanating from her was said to prevent any man from approaching her too closely.


In a spontaneous manner, without any preparation or deliberate action, she performed various YOGA asanas or postures, and went through other divine experiences. She had healing powers and soon became known as a spiritual person. In 1926 she began to travel and wherever she went crowds came to recive her DARSHANA or blessings. She was given the name Anandamayi Ma and, until her death in 1982, continued to travel, speak and answer questions.

Her early photographs show a young woman of divine beauty, but Anandamayi remained detached from her body. She became so disassociated from it that her disciples had to do everything for her, from feeding to dressing and bathing her. Her talks reveal the Advaitic concept of the One Reality, the Divine Self, and have much in common with those of other mystics and philosophers. She spoke in Bengali and Hindi, and her talks and discussions have been collected and translated into several languages. In a typical statement she said, ‘In this whole universe, in all states of being, in all forms, is He. All names are His Names, all shapes His shapes, all qualities and all modes of existence are truly His.’

Anandamayi Ma had founded more than thirty ashrams and still has thousands of followers.


Ananga (1) A name of the god of love, KAMA. As the god SHIVA burnt him to ashes, he was known as ‘ananga’ that is, without a body.

(2) A son of the ancient rishi KARDAMA.

(3) A name of the god Shiva.








Ananta A Sanskrit term, meaning endless, boundless, eternal or infinite. It is the name of several deities, including SURYA, VISHNU, SHIVA and KRISHNA.

(1) Usually, Ananta refers to the divine serpent, also known as Shesha or Adishesha. He has 1000 heads with 1000 gems that illuminate all the regions. According to the VISHNU PURANA (II.5), he is below the seven PATALAS, and is a form of Vishnu, proceeding from the quality of darkness (tamas) known as Shesha. He bears the whole world on his head, and his glory, form and nature cannot be described or comprehended, even by the gods. He is dressed in blue and wears a white necklace, and can be compared to the great mountain KAILASHA over which the heavenly GANGA flows. The goddess Varuni, who embodies his own radiance, attends him. When Ananta yawns, the whole world trembles. RUDRA in his eleven forms emerged from between his brows.

(2) In some accounts, Vishnu is differentiated from Ananta. The god Vishnu rests or sleeps on Ananta, between the cycles of creation.

(3) Ananta is identified with Sankarshana or BALARAMA. Alternatively, Balarama is said to be a partial incarnation of Ananta.

(4) Ananta is the king of the NAGAS and rules over them. He is the son of KASHYAPA and KADRU, and is sometimes considered identical with the naga VASUKI. He dwells in PATALA, or the netherworld, and has great powers.


Ananta Dasa A VAISHNAVA saint who lived in the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries and composed works in Oriya. He was one of the PANCHASAKHAS, a group of five saints who lived around the same time. His works include: Bhajanatattva, in praise of the god KRISHNA, Anakara-shabda, on SHUNYA BRAHMA, and HETU-UDAYA BHAGAVATA, on the method of worshipping Shunya Brahma.


Ananta Kandali A BHAKTI saint of Assam, who lived in the sixteenth century. Born at Hajo near Guwahati in Assam, he was the son of Ratna Pathaka, a VAISHNAVA scholar, and was originally known as Haricharan. He was called Ananta Kandali for his proficiency in NYAYA, Chandra Bharati for his expertise in Sanskrit grammar, and Bhagavata Bhattacharya for his explanation of the BHAGAVATA PURANA.

He helped SHANKARADEVA, the great Vaishnava saint of Assam, to translate part of the tenth book of the BHAGAVATA, and along with Shankaradeva and other disciples of Shankaradeva, composed it in Assamese verse. He composed a new version of the Ramayana in Assamese verse, more devotional in nature than the earlier version of MADHAVA KANDALI.

In addition to these works, his Vritrasuravadha tells the story of the god INDRA’S killing of the asura VRITRA, based on the account in the Bhagavata Purana. Kumaraharana describes the events leading to the marriage of ANIRUDDHA, grandson of KRISHNA, with Usha, daughter of BANA. Other works include the Bhaktisudhana, on BHAKTI; Mahiravanavadha, on the killing of MAHIRAVANA; Brihat-Syamantaharana, the story of the stealing of the SYAMANTAKA gem; and Janma-rahasya, on the mystery of birth.


Anasuya A saintly woman described in the PURANAS and other early texts. She was the daughter of the rishi KARDAMA and his wife Devahuti, or according to other accounts, the daughter of DAKSHA and Prasuti. Anasuya married the rishi ATRI. She was extremely pious and thus had great spiritual merit. According to the RAMAYANA, she and Atri lived near CHITRAKUTA, and their ashrama was visited by RAMA and SITA. She gave advice to Sita on the virtues of being a good wife, and gifted her with some beautiful garments.

A Puranic story explains how the gods were born to her. BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA once appeared to Anasuya as BRAHMANAS and asked her to offer them food after removing all her clothes. Anasuya could not refuse them, but her purity enabled her to turn the gods into babies. Their wives pleaded with her to restore them to their original forms, and in return she asked for a boon—that they be born to her. According to one version, the three gods were incarnated as her three sons, CHANDRA (Soma), DATTATREYA and DURVASAS. According to another, all three were born as one person, Dattatreya.


In another story, the gods gave her the boon of being born to her for a different reason. Once Shilavati, a pious woman, wife of Ugrashravas, was told her husband would die the next day, and she cursed the sun not to rise. Anasuya persuaded her to withdraw the curse, and therefore was given this boon.

Some Puranas state that she was the mother of five Atreyas (i.e., sons of Atri) and a daughter named Shruti.

There are some temples dedicated to Anasuya. Among these is one located near Chitrakuta.


Anaya A SHAIVA saint, one of the sixty-three NAYANARS. Anaya was a cowherd who lived at Tirumangalam in Mazhanad (Tiruchirapalli district) in Tamil Nadu. In a SHIVA temple located here, the deity is known as Samavedeshvarar. According to tradition, here Shiva relieved PARASHURAMA of the sin of killing his mother.

Anaya is famous for his devotion to Shiva and his skill on the flute, on which he would play the Shiva mantra, ‘Om Namo Shivaya’. His music was so beautiful that all the animals and birds in the area stopped to listen, and lost their enmity with one another. The gods too came to listen to him, the rivers stopped in their course to hear his divine music, the waves in the sea became calm. The god Shiva is said to have appeared before him and taken him to his abode on Mt KAILASHA.


ancestors Reverence for ancestors or PITRIS, along with prescribed ceremonies, are described in ancient texts. These ceremonies, referred to as shraddha or PITRA PAKSHA usually consist of prayers and offerings of food and water. Apart from these, there are a number of local customs and methods of remembering ancestors. In some cases, shrines are set up in groves of trees, and offerings of terracotta horses are made. Prayers and shraddha ceremonies are still customary.


ancient world, and Hinduism In the ancient world, there were parallels between several aspects of INDO-EUROPEAN cultures, of which the Vedic culture, is thought to have been a part. India and Iran are also believed to be closely linked, and to have a joint Indo Iranian culture.

Parallels have also been seen between India and ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. Later, Hinduism had a considerable influence on South-east and East Asia. Indians travelled to neighbouring countries, and by the first century CE there were Indian settlements in Java in Indonesia, which the Indians called Suvarnadipa, the golden island. In the fifth century, the Chinese pilgrim Fa Hsien found the Brahmanical religion established here. In the first few centuries CE, the Pallavas of south India set up colonies in Sumatra. The Sri Vijaya kingdom existed there between the fifth and tenth centuries, where Hindu culture prevailed. From here some elements of this culture spread to other areas. In Indo-China, which includes the countries of Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos, there were the kingdoms of Kambuja and Champa which traced their origin to India. Kambuja was established in the sixth century, and its rulers were SHIVA devotees. Sanskrit was studied here and most of the inscriptions of the dynasty are in Sanskrit. Later, the huge VAISHNAVA temple of ANGKOR WAT was built here, and there were in addition a number of other Hindu temples. Champa was another Shaivite kingdom, where the official language was Sanskrit. The kings of Champa called themselves kshatriyas, followed the DEVARAJA cult, and worshipped Shiva. The Devaraja cult was also prominent at the time of the Khmer dynasty of Kambuja. Bali was another kingdom to which Hinduism had spread.

Buddhism spread from India to Myanmar, Sri Lanka, China, Japan, and South-east Asia. Buddhist pilgrims such as Fa Hsien and Xuanzang travelled from China to India. Certain Tantric practices, known as Chinachara, were said to come from China. As Buddhism had absorbed some Hindu deities and concepts, these too became known in different forms in other countries. In Thailand, the Ramakien, a version of the Ramayana story, is still enacted today. The Ramayana was also known in other parts of South-east Asia. Trade took place with these countries, leading to a further interchange of ideas. China had close trade contacts with India, while India’s trade with other areas, including the Roman empire, is well known.


anda kataha According to Hindu mythology, the shell or covering of the whole universe, also known as BRAHMANDA or the cosmic egg, which contains a number of worlds or LOKAS.


Andal/Antal A BHAKTI saint of the Vaishnava ALVAR group. Like the other members of the group, Andal wrote verses in Tamil. She probably lived in the ninth century.

According to tradition, Vishnuchitta, one of the Alvar saints, also known as PERIYA ALVAR, found a baby girl in a bed of sacred basil he had in his garden. He named this girl Goda, but later she was also known as Nachiyar and Andal. Growing up in an atmosphere of reverence to the god KRISHNA, a form of VISHNU, she developed an intense love of the god, and wanted to be united with him in marriage. She begged her father to marry her to RANGANATHA (Vishnu), the deity of the temple at SRIRANGAM. Periya Alvar did not know what to do until he was assured in a dream that the god would accept her in marriage. Finally the marriage took place and, entering the inner shrine of the temple, Andal is said to have merged with the god in a flash, and remained part of him.

Andal is important as a woman poet, and her verses form part of the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM. Two long poems attributed to her are Tirumozhi and Tiruppavai. Tirumozhi has 143 verses narrating the different stages of her love for Tirumal (Krishna or Vishnu). She writes:



I rest with the golden garlands

In the garden of Tirumal

Waiting; when will I hear

The sound of the Lord’s conch

And the twang of his bow?



Finally she writes of the dream of her marriage, a divine vision.

In the Tiruppavai, she uses the form of a ceremony in which girls wake each other up for their morning baths. In this poem, the girls go to awaken Krishna from his divine sleep.

Andal is also considered an incarnation of Lakshmi or of BHUDEVI.

Temples to Andal include those at Srivilliputhur, where she lived until her marriage, and at SRIRANGAM.


Andhaka (1) An ASURA described in ancient texts. Andhaka is usually described as a son of HIRANYAKSHA. According to some PURANAS, he was actually the son of the god SHIVA. Once, when Shiva was meditating, PARVATI playfully put her hands over his eyes. The world became dark, and from that darkness Andhaka arose. At that time Hiranyaksha was practising tapas (austerities) in order to obtain a son. Shiva asked him to adopt Andhaka as his own boy, and Hiranyaksha was happy to do so. As Andhaka was born from darkness, he was initially blind but was later able to see. According to another story, Andhaka was the son of KASHYAPA and DITI. He had a thousand heads and two thousand eyes, as well as two thousand feet. He was named Andhaka as he walked like a blind man, though he could actually see.

There are several different stories about Andhaka. The king PRAHLADA, who ruled over a kingdom in PATALA, went on a pilgrimage and handed his kingdom to Andhaka. Andhaka prayed to Shiva and gained immense powers. He fought against the gods and defeated them, conquering the three worlds. Once Andhaka fell in love with Parvati and attempted to abduct her. Parvati was easily able to escape him by multiplying her forms. As Andhaka continued to desire Parvati, she asked Shiva to fight against him. After a fierce battle, Shiva impaled him on his trident. According to the VAMANA PURANA, Andhaka, realizing his error, again began to pray to Shiva. Andhaka was then renamed Bhringi, and became one of Shiva’s companions, and a leader of his ganas.

However, there are different versions of this battle. While it was going on, numerous Andhakas emerged from the drops of blood spilt by Andhaka. Shiva created matris or mothers goddesses to counter them. According to the MATSYA PURANA, the matris were unable to defeat the Andhakas. Then Vasudeva (KRISHNA) created a being named Shushkarevati who drank their blood and destroyed them.

Another version says that Andhaka was killed by Shiva when he tried to steal the PARIJATA tree from heaven.

Andhaka’s sons were Adi and Baka.

(2) Andhakas were also a people, a community of the YADAVAS. Krishna is said to be an Andhaka.


Andhakasuramardin A name of the god SHIVA, as the killer of the asura ANDHAKA.


Angada (1) A son of LAKSHMANA, brother of RAMA, mentioned in the RAMAYANA and other texts. Angada was one of the two sons of Lakshmana and his wife Urmila. He became the king of Karupatha or Karapatha with his capital at Angadiya. According to some PURANAS, his kingdom was known as Angada, with his capital at Karayana. Karupatha has been located in north-west India.

(2) Another Angada, mentioned in the Ramayana, was the son of the vanara king VALI and his wife Tara. Angada was devoted to Rama, but grieved at the death of his father Vali. On his deathbed, Vali requested Rama to take care of Angada and ensure that SUGRIVA treated him with affection. Angada was involved in the rescue of SITA and killed a number of rakshasas.

He succeeded Sugriva as the king of KISHKINDHA.

(3) A son of Gada and Brihati. Gada was a brother of KRISHNA.


Angaraka A name of MANGALA or the planet Mars, presided over by the god KARTTIKEYA or Skanda. It is also known as Lohita and Vakra, and is described as having nine rays. According to the PURANAS, it is located above the planet SHUKRA (Venus), at a distance of 2,00,000 yojanas. It is the first of the planets, and in some Puranas is said to have initially been a form of VIRABHADRA, the destroyer of DAKSHA’S sacrifice. A vrata (vow) in honour of this planet, brings health and prosperity.


Angiras (1) A great RISHI or sage, described in the RIG VEDA. He is the first of the Agni-devas or fire gods, the first sacrificer, associated with fire rituals, and a teacher of divine knowledge (brahma vidya). In later texts, he is one of the mind-born sons of the god BRAHMA. He is also said to be one of the sixteen PRAJAPATIS created by Brahma.

His family: According to the MAHABHARATA, from his wife Shubha, Angiras had one son, Brihaspati, and seven daughters. Brihaspati, from his wife Tara, had six sons and one daughter. The sons were all personifications of fire, while his daughter was SVAHA. His sons’ sons were also personifications of fire, while Svaha had three sons, among whom was Uktha. Uktha created the powerful PANCHAJANYA, who created other beings.

The PURANAS have several different versions of his wives and children, and the name Angiras was probably applied to more than one person of the angiras family. According to one Purana, he married Shraddha, daughter of the rishi KARDAMA. Some Puranas state he married Svadha and Sati, daughters of DAKSHA. Other wives referred to include Shubha, Smriti, Devasena and Vasudha. A number of his sons are mentioned, including AGNI, BRIHASPATI, Utathya, Brihatkirti, Brihatjyoti, Brihadbrahma, Brihadmana, Brihadmantra, Brihadbhasa, Samvarta, Pitri and Atharvangiras. He also had other sons who were personifications of light and are known as ANGIRASAS. His daughters, include Bhanumati, Raga, Archishmati, Havishmati, Mahishmati, Mahamati, SINIVALI, Kuhu, RAKA and ANUMATI, some of whom are lunar deities. According to the MANU SMRITI, the HAVISHMATS are among others descended from him.

Angiras and Agni: In some texts Agni is said to be the son, grandson, or great-grandson of Angiras. In others Angiras is Agni’s first son. According to a story in the Mahabharata, once Angiras, by performing tapas (austerities), excelled Agni in splendour, and illumined the whole universe. Then Agni felt depressed. He too had been performing tapasya, but now it seemed as if another fire-god had replaced him. However, Angiras pacified him and asked him to resume his role as the supreme fire deity, and to make him his first son.

(2) There were several others named Angiras. Among them was a son of KASHYAPA. Angiras is also the name of VYASA in the fourth DVAPARA YUGA, and of the son of Rishabha, the ninth incarnation of Maheshvara (SHIVA).


Angirasas The descendents of the rishi ANGIRAS, or sometimes of the god AGNI. They were a class of fire-priests and interpreters of traditional and magical rites. The ninth book of the RIG VEDA is assigned to the Angirasas who must have been a priestly family.

As descendants of Angiras, some of the Angirasas represented various types of agnis or fires.


Angkor The name of a kingdom in what is now Cambodia, which existed from around the ninth to fifteenth centuries, where the Khmer dynasty who claimed descent from India, ruled. The kingdom was also known as Kambuja. Its kings had Indian names and the towns and cities were named after Hindu deities. A number of Hindu temples were constructed here from the ninth to the twelfth century. Among these were several SHIVA temples including the Preah Ko (sacred bull) Shiva temple of the ninth century, the Bakong Shiva temple and the Lolei Shiva temple, also of the ninth century. The Baphuon Shiva temple was constructed in the middle of the eleventh century. The greatest and best-known monument, however is the VISHNU temple at Angkor, known as ANGKOR WAT (wat = temple). From the twelfth century, Buddhism predominated, and Buddhist temples were built.

The DEVARAJA cult, in which the kings were identified with gods, was important during the rule of the Khmer dynasty.


Angkor Wat A temple of the god VISHNU, located in Cambodia. It was constructed by Suryavarman (1112–52) of the Khmer dynasty. Angkor Wat is the largest of the monuments at Angkor. It is both a temple as well as a mausoleum for the king after his death. This huge complex, in Dravidian temple style, covers an area of about 210 hectares, its enclosure wall being surrounded by a moat 200 m wide. The moat is crossed by a bridge which is 250 m long and 12 m wide, built of sandstone blocks. The entrance is from the west through a large GOPURAM. At the entrance is a large standing image, once of Vishnu, later converted into one of the Buddha. The temple rises to a height of 65 m, with three tiers, steps leading to successive levels. Each level is progressively smaller. From the third level, five towers rise, capped with domes. Within the temple are columned mandapas (halls) and passageways, carved with scenes from the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA. As the temple was later made a Buddhist monument, there are also Buddhist images. The central shrine, which once had a Vishnu image, is 42 m above the upper level.


Anila (1) A name of the god VAYU.

(2) One of the eight VASUS. He married Shivaa and had two sons, Manojava and Avijnatagati.

(3) A son of the god KRISHNA by his wife Mitravinda.


Anilas A DEVA-GANA or group of deities associated with the wind god VAYU or Anila. There are said to be forty-nine Anilas.


animals, in Hinduism Animals are closely associated with deities in Hinduism. Several animals are the VAHANAS or vehicles of various deities and are worshipped in temples. Legends, stories and myths personify animals, who may be wise and cunning, self sacrificing, devotees of god, or incarnations of the divine. Animals also have souls and can reincarnate as humans. Deities and sages can transform themselves into animals for various purposes and animals at times have symbolic meanings. Some of the more common associations are given below:

Ass: The ass or donkey is associated with the the Vedic deities, the ASHVINS, and with the later goddess JYESHTHA.

Bear: In the RAMAYANA, bears, led by JAMBAVAN, are among those who help RAMA.

Boar: In the RIG VEDA, RUDRA, the MARUTS and VRITRA are figuratively referred to as boars. In the later Vedas, PRAJAPATI, in the form of a boar, raises the earth out of the waters. VARAHA, the boar, is an incarnation of the god VISHNU, while VARAHI, his consort, is one of the MATRIKAS or mother goddesses.

Buffalo: The buffalo is the vehicle of the god YAMA. MAHISHASURA, the buffalo demon, is killed by the goddess DURGA. The buffalo has an important role in the religion of some tribal groups, including the Todas, and the representation of the buffalo as a demon may be linked with the absorption of tribal cults into Brahmanism.

Cat: The cat is rarely associated with deities in India, though it is popular in other parts of the ancient world. Cats are sometimes associated with the goddess Shashthi, and the cat-faced mother-goddess, Bidali.


Deer: The deer is associated with the god SHIVA.

Goat: The goat is known as AJA in Vedic texts, and draws the chariot of the god Pushan. AJA EKAPAD is a divine being in the Rig Veda, while in later Vedic texts, the goat is associated with AGNI; AJAMUKHI is a goat-faced goddess, and NAIGAMESHA is a goat-faced deity.

Jackal: The jackal is often mentioned in PANCHATANTRA stories as being wily and wise, but is worshipped at the KALADUNGAR TEMPLE associated with DATTATREYA.

Lion: The lion is the vehicle of the goddess DURGA. One of Vishnu’s incarnations is NARASIMHA, half-man, half-lion.

Monkey: Monkeys are generally venerated even today, as HANUMAN is a monkey deity who led the monkeys who helped RAMA in the Ramayana.

Mouse: The mouse is the vahana or vehicle of GANESHA, the elephant-headed deity, while rats and mice are worshipped in a temple in Rajasthan. The mouse was considered sacred in the hill state of Chamba.

Tiger: The tiger, first portrayed on seals of the INDUS CIVILIZATION, is also sometimes depicted as the vahana or vehicle of DURGA. The tiger is revered in several tribal religions.

Animals which play a more significant role include the BULL, COW, DOG, ELEPHANT and HORSE.

Among reptiles, the iguana is associated with goddess CHANDI. In the Vedas, the tortoise, as Kashyapa, is identified with Prajapati, while later KASHYAPA is the progenitor of all the beings in the world. The tortoise, known as KURMA, is an incarnation of the god VISHNU. Frogs are associated with rain and possess magical powers. NAGAS or snakes and snake deities have innumerable cults of their own. A variety of BIRDS, fish and mythical animals also find a place in religion. Among mythical animals is the yali, half-lion and half-elephant, or a lion with a long trunk-like nose; the shardula, sometimes translated as ‘tiger’ is similar to a leogryph, a lion with a beak or hooked nose. Both these are often depicted in early sculpture. The sharabha is said to have horns, six to eight legs, and spikes on its body, or alternatively is described with two heads, two wings, and several legs with sharp claws.

Animal SACRIFICES are recorded in ancient texts, and continue to a limited extent today. Eating the flesh of animals is permitted by the SHASTRAS, and killing an animal in a religious sacrifice is allowed. However, refraining from killing is far better. For instance, the MANU SMRITI says, ‘He who does not wish to inflict on any animal the pain of death or captivity is said to be the well-wisher of all; such a man obtains perfect felicity. Whatever he contemplates, whatever he strives for, whatever he puts his heart upon, he gets, if he does not kill any animal life.’ (5. 46–47)


animisha (1) A Sanskrit word, meaning ‘unblinking’. In Hindu myths gods did not blink, and when the gods took on various forms attempting to seduce the wives of humans, they could be identified by this trait. Greek myths also refer to this as a characteristic of the gods. (2) Animisha is one of the names of VISHNU, of SHIVA, and of a SUPARNA.


Aniruddha The son of PRADYUMNA and grandson of the god KRISHNA, described in ancient texts. Aniruddha is worshipped by the PANCHARATRA sect as one of the four main aspects of VISHNU, and is also considered a form of Vishnu or Krishna. There are several references in the MAHABHARATA to Aniruddha as a deity and a form of Vishnu. He is said to be the eternal Vishnu and creator of BRAHMA who sprang from his navel. As the Supreme Deity, he revealed himself in a form with a huge horse’s head, to Brahma. From his grace, Brahma arose, and from his anger, RUDRA. Another passage in the Mahabharata says that MADHU and KAITABHA saw Purusha in the form of Aniruddha in yoga-nidra (sleep) on the water. He was white, imbued with sattva or purity, resting on the hood of a snake, and surrounded by flames. When they awakened him, he killed them, and hence he is known as Madhusudana. According to a Puranic account, he was created in the battle of the goddess Lalita with Bhanda. He is the source of all sounds (shabda-yoni) and the ruler of the senses, presiding over the mind. In some texts however, Pradyumna represents the mind. From him comes Aniruddha, who is the same as the conscious self.

Aniruddha, as the grandson of Krishna, is best known for the story of his marriage to USHA, daughter of the asura BANA. Usha saw Aniruddha in a dream and was attracted to him. Her companion Chitralekha helped her to identify him, and then brought him to her by using a divine mantra. Bana discovered Aniruddha with Usha and imprisoned him. Meanwhile at DVARAKA, Krishna and Pradyumna were worried about Aniruddha’s sudden disappearance. After discovering where he was through the rishi NARADA, they reached Bana’s palace. In a fierce fight, Bana was defeated by Krishna. Aniruddha and Usha married and both then went to Dvaraka.

Aniruddha also married Rochana, granddaughter of Rukmi of Vidarbha. He had a son named VAJRA who ruled at INDRAPRASTHA after the great Mahabharata war. Another son was known as Mrigaketana.


Aniruddha Deva A BHAKTI saint of Assam, who was a disciple of SHANKARADEVA, the great VAISHNAVA saint of Assam. Born in 1553, Aniruddha was initially named Harakanta but received his new name when he joined a SATRA, a Vaishnava monastery, where Gopala Ata (1541–1611) was the head. From 1601 he began to propagate Vaishnavism, established two new satras in succession, and founded the Mayamara (Moamaria) sect, a branch of Shankaradeva’s Vaishnava sect. He translated Book V of the BHAGAVATAPURANA into Assamese verse, and wrote Puranjana Akhyana, based on a story in the Bhagavata. He composed the Bhaktimangalaghosha in verse, as well as other religious songs and verses. In one of his verses on the god KRISHNA, he says:



O friend, behold my heart’s friend;

He is standing at the root of the kadamba tree;

His enchanting beauty like the love-god’s has made

me spell-bound;

He has stolen my heart.

(Trans. Thaneswar Hazarika)



Aniruddha Deva died in 1626.


anjali mudra The term for a hand gesture, usually used in worship, which consists of joining both hands with the palms together. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, if anyone worships a god with one hand, it it is liable to be cut off.


Anjana Devi A goddess, the mother of HANUMAN. Anjana is considerd a form of DEVI or SHAKTI. She was the daughter of Kunjara and wife of Kesari, who lived on the mountain SUMERU. According to one account, Hanuman was born through the god VAYU. In another version, the god SHIVA sent his seed through Vayu, to be implanted in the womb of Anjana, who was in the form of a monkey because of a curse. After Hanuman was born, Anjana returned to heaven.


There are several temples dedicated to the deity.


Anjaneya A name of the god HANUMAN. He was so called because he was the son of Anjana.


Annada Mangala A MANGALA-KAVYA, composed in praise of the goddess ANNAPURANA. This text was written in Bengali in the eighteenth century by Rayagunakar BHARATCHANDRA RAY, at the request of Raja Krishnachandra of Nadia. According to the story associated with it, the raja was imprisoned by the nawab for non-payment of tribute, and in prison the goddess Annapurna or Annada visited him in dream. She is said to have asked him to order Bharatchandra to write a poem on her, and to pray to her for his release. Bharatchandra thus wrote the long poem, Annada-mangala in praise of the deity, and was given the title ‘gunakar’ by the king. The work has three sections, Annada Mangala, Vidya-Sundara and Manasingha. The first section deals with the story of SHIVA and PARVATI, beginning with Parvati’s earlier birth as SATI. As Shiva is not interested in the life of a householder, Parvati takes the form of Annapurna, the goddess of food, to provide for the family. The story also relates how the goddess descended to earth, and entered the residence of Bhabananda, an ancestor of Raja Krishnachandra, and how she was established at KASHI. The second part, Vidya-Sundara, deals with the love story of Vidya and Sundara, that has been retold in other mangala-kavyas as well. The third section describes a war between Man Singh, a commander of the Mughal army, and Pratapaditya, the ruler of Jessore. It brings in the role of Bhabananda, and how the power of the goddess was recognized by all concerned, including the Mughal emperor Jahangir. Though the historical figures are real, the war and its nature are probably not authentic. The text was once extremely popular in Bengal.


Annamacharya A BHAKTI saint of the fifteenth century, popularly known as Annamayya, who was devoted to the god VENKATESHVARA, a form of Vishnu. Born in 1424 (according to some accounts in 1408) in the Cuddapah district of present-day Andhra Pradesh, he was the son of Narayana Suri and Akkalamba. He went to TIRUPATI at a young age and became part of the SHRIVAISHNAVA sect, devoted himself to the worship of Venkateshvara at the temple there, and composed thousands of verses in Telugu.

Some of the events of his life are recorded by his grandson Chinnana. According to his grandson’s story, on his very first visit to Tirupati, he had a divine experience. Taking a break while climbing the hill, he slept and dreamt of ALLAMELU-MANGA, the popular name of Sri Venkateshvara’s divine consort. When he awoke, he spontaneously composed 100 verses, and when he reached Tirupati, was filled with bliss, and had no desire to return. To try to get him to return home, his parents married him to two girls, Tirumalamma and Akkalamma, but Annamayya continued with his devotional compositions. He spent most of his time at Tirupati and at AHOBALAM.

According to tradition, Annamayya composed 32,000 songs, both in Telugu and in Sanskrit. About 12,000 of these have been discovered engraved on copper plates. Venkateshvara-shataka, Dvipada-Ramayana, and Sringara-manjari are among his Telugu compositions. Venkatachala-mahatmyam, in Sanskrit, describes the sacred site of Tirupati.

In one song he says:


Ever since your form, O consort of Lakshmi

Came into my mind, I am certain you are mine.

I am known as your servant, near you in this world

I know you’ll protect me without being asked twice.

Doubt has vanished, now I feel satisfaction

Now I’ve attained holy bliss—brahmananda.

(Trans. William J. Jackson)



Annamacharya died in 1503.


Annapurna A form of the goddess PARVATI or DURGA. She represents one who grants nourishment and sustenanace at every level and her worship in the household is believed to ensure plenty of food. As the consort of SHIVA, she is his energy or shakti, and Shiva too is said to have begged for food from her.

The Annapurna Stotra, a hymn to the goddess, lists 1000 names of the deity which are chanted at the time of her puja or worship. The ANNADA-MANGALA, a text written in Bengali, has a section in praise of the goddess.

Annapurna is the name of a mountain in the Himalayas, the main peak with a height of 8091 m, and there are several temples dedicated to the deity in hill areas.

In the plains, Annapurna is the Supreme Goddess of KASHI (Varanasi). Other temples exist in various parts of India. Worship of the goddess is mainly by women, as each woman is an ‘annapurna’, a giver of food and nourishment within the family.


antahkarana A Sanskrit term that means ‘the inner self’, the source of thought and feeling, literally, the ‘inner agent of action’. It has been translated as the mind, the heart, the soul, conscience or the inner controller. The term is used in philosophy and explained in different ways. The antahkarana is generally considered to include the manas or mind, the buddhi or intellect, ahamkara, or the sense of I, and chitta or mind stuff. It does not include the ATMAN.


Antariksha (1) The name of a DEVA-GANA or group of gods.

(2) Another term for BHUVARLOKA, the intermediate region between heaven and earth.


antaryamin A Sanskrit term which means ‘the inner controller’ and refers to the ATMAN or the God within.


antyeshti The term for the SAMSKARAS or ceremonies connected with funerals. See Funeral Ceremonies.


anu (1) A minute particle, usually translated as an atom. Anu or paramanu, is described in early philosophies as a material component of the universe. Both NYAYA and VAISHESHIKA philosophical systems put forward the theory that the natural world is composed of atoms, which are eternal, unalterable, and have an independent existence. According to Vaisheshika, earth, air, water and light are concrete, and are made up of atoms (paramanus), which combine to form objects, but are never destroyed even when the world ends. Atoms have both a primary and a secondary nature, and thus have different qualities. True knowledge, that is recognizing the atomic nature of the world, is essential for liberation.

In SAMKHYA philosophy, the tanmatras, potential sources of energy, precede the formation of atoms. Five classes of atoms are generated from the tanmatras i.e., kshiti, ap, tejas, marut and vyoman, the potential elements of earth, water, fire, air, and ether or space.

Texts describe the anu as a point, without length, breadth or thickness. When two anus combine, they are known as dvyanuka and they gain length and breadth. The dvayanuka is the basic unit, and two, three, or more dvyanukas combine to form grosser molecules. According to other theories, anus can combine individually.

The theory of how atoms combine and how they are affected by heat was extensively analysed in ancient texts.

The terms paramanu and anu are sometimes used interchangeably, though at other times they are differentiated. The paramanu is said to be an infinitesimal particle or atom, or the state of an atom. S.N. Dasgupta points out that paramanus are eternal components, while the dvyanuka is non-eternal.

The earliest theory of atoms was probably put forward by the philosopher Pakudha Katyayana, who lived in the sixth century BCE. Some concept of atoms existed in AJIVIKA and CHARVAKA philosophy, and in certain schools of Buddhism. The Buddhist Sarvastivada believed the paramanu is the minutest form of matter which possesses colour, smell, taste and contact. These paramanus are invisible and intangible, unstable and impermanent. They are energies rather than substances. Seven paramanus combine to form an anu, and only then they can be perceived. The combination forms a cluster, with one atom at the centre and others around it. The early Greek thinkers also had a concept of atoms.

An anu can alternatively be a measure of time. (See kala.) Here two paramanus are said to make one anu.

Ancient philosophers visualized that matter could be composed of elements or some sort of energy that was not visible. In this context their ideas correspond to some extent with those of modern physics.

(2) In SHAIVA philosophy, the pashu or soul is also known as anu.

(3) The name of several people in ancient texts, including a son of King YAYATI.


Anu Gita A Sanskrit text which forms part of the Ashvamedha Parva, the fourteenth parva of the MAHABHARATA. In it, after the great war is over, the god KRISHNA repeats the philosophy he had put forward in the BHAGAVAD GITA. The Anu Gita, however, is not merely a summary of the Bhagavad Gita, but represents the same ideas in a different way.

It begins with ARJUNA telling Krishna that he had forgotten the great truths conveyed to him on the battlefield and wanted to hear them again. Krishna then told him the story of a brahmana who knew all the mysteries of religion and lived in the world as one emancipated from it. Another brahmana named Kashyapa came to learn the truth from him, and was guided on the path that leads to BRAHMAN. The brahmana says that a self-restrained person, focused in YOGA, always lives in happiness, no matter what happens in the world around him.

Krishna then recounted a conversation, between another learned brahmana and his wife, in which the brahmana describes the Supreme Brahman and its relationship with the breath, senses, and other aspects of a person. Other stories follow that reveal the great truths of existence and of yoga or union with the divine.


anugraha A Sanskrit term, meaning kindness, favour, or conferring benefits.


(1) As a philosophical concept, it can be translated as the grace or favour of God. In the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA philosophy, it specifically refers to the five actions of the god SHIVA. Shiva creates, maintains and destroys the world. In addition, he both blinds the vision, thus concealing the truth and finally gives liberation. Anugraha thus indicates God’s power that permeates all aspects of the world.

(2) In SAMKHYA philosophy, anugraha-sarga refers to the creation of feelings or mental conditions.


Anuhlada/Anuhrada A son of the asura HIRANYAKASHIPU from his wife Kayadhu, described in ancient texts. He was married to Surmya, and was the father of Bashkala and Mahisha. According to the BRAHMANDA PURANA, he was also the father of Vayu and Sinivali from whom the Halahala gana, a group of ASURAS who fought against the DEVAS, came. (According to other accounts, the Halahalas were created by the gods).

Anuhlada lived in VITALA, one of the divisions of PATALA. The yaksha Rajatanabha married his daughter.


anukramani A Sanskrit term for a list, catologue or index. Some anukramanis are texts which classify or provide catalogues of the VEDIC SAMHITAS. In addition, they provide details that are not available in the Samhitas. These include lists of hymns, rishis who composed the hymns, and lists of metres. Anukramanis are assigned to different authors. KATYAYANA is said to have composed the Sarvanukramani, catalogue of all things in the RIG VEDA, while a number of anukramanis are assigned to an ancient rishi, Shaunaka. Anukramani also refers to a table of contents or list in any text.


Anumati A goddess. Literally, ‘the favour of the gods’. In two places in the RIG VEDA, she is personified as a goddess. In the ATHARVA VEDA, she is the goddess of love, presiding over propagation. In later texts she is a lunar deity, the daughter of the rishi ANGIRAS. She is the wife of Dhata, an ADITYA, and the mother of Purnima. According to some PURANAS, Anumati is the name of the first purnima (full moon). Anumati is also a Shakti-devi, a personification of SHAKTI.


Anurag Sagar A text of the DHARAMDASI branch of the Kabir Panth. The text is in the form of a dialogue between KABIR, and one of his main disciples, Dharamdasa who lived in the sixteenth century. Though the text is attributed to Kabir, scholars believe it is much later and was probably written by one of the followers of the Dharamdasi sect in the eighteenth century. In the text ‘Kabir’ explains the creation of the universe from the unmanifested state of being. Sat Purusha (God) created the ‘shabda’ (word) from which the world below Sat Loka (the divine world) came into being. Sat Purusha then created sixteen sons (manifestations of his powers) among whom was Niranjana, also known as Kala (time). Kala, after worshipping Sat Purusha for seventy yugas or ages, gained the right to rule over creation, which he did through MAYA (Shakti) and the three gods BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA. The souls in creation were entangled through Maya in various unnecessary rituals and wrong beliefs, until they were shown the true path by Kabir.


Anuru Another name of ARUNA, charioteer of SURYA, the sun god.


Apah A group of deities. In the RIG VEDA, the term refers to water goddesses. They are mothers and wives, who bestow boons and come to sacrifices. They follow the path of the gods and flow in channels with the sea as their goal. They cleanse and purify worshippers.

Apah are later mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and Puranas. According to the VAYU PURANA, they were one of the ten branches of the Harita group of DEVAS.


Apam Napat A deity mentioned in the RIG VEDA. He was the son of the waters, golden in form and appearance, always shining. He is sometimes equated with AGNI. The deity probably dates back to the days of the INDO-IRANIANS, as Apam Napat in the Zoroastrian Avesta is a spirit of the waters.


Aparajita (Aparajitaa) (1) The name of a goddess, a mind-born mother. The name means invincible.

(2) An elephant supporting the world.


Aparna A form of the goddess PARVATI. According to the HARIVAMSHA, Aparna was one of the three daughters of Mena and Himavan, the others being Ekaparna and Ekapatala. All three practised extreme austerities. Ekaparna lived on one leaf, and Ekapatala on one patala. However Aparna ate nothing at all. According to the story, her mother in distress, said ‘U-Ma’ (O don’t), and thus she was known as UMA. She became the consort of the god SHIVA. The MATSYA PURANA states she married Jaigishavya (13.8–9), who was one of the incarnations of Shiva.


Apasmaras A group of evil spirits mentioned in the PURANAS.


Appar A BHAKTI saint of the seventh century, also known as Tirunavukkarasar. He was one of the NAYANARS, and worshipped the god SHIVA. He probably lived between 610 and 691. His life is narrated in the PERIYA PURANAM and other texts on the Shaiva saints. Born at Tiruvamur in Tirumunaipadi Nadu in the Tamil region in a Vellalar family, he was the son of Pukalanar and Matiniyar. He was known as Marulnikkiyar, meaning ‘the dispeller of darkness or ignorance’. After the early death of his parents, he was brought up by his elder sister Tilakavatiyar who lost her would-be husband before her wedding day and remained unmarried. Marulnikkiyar studied the traditional Shastras, but became a Jain of the Digambara sect and was the head of a Jain monastery.

Tilakavatiyar was a devotee of the god Shiva, and settled in Tiruvadigai Virattanam, in a matha (monastery) she built there. She prayed that her brother return to his original religion. This happened when Marulnikkiyar began suffering from a stomach ailment with a severe pain which would not go away. Finally, he went to his sister who advised him to go to a Shiva temple and sing in praise of the god, and when he did this, he was instantly cured. He then became a devotee of Shiva and totally lost his belief in Jainism. He was persecuted by the king of the region, who favoured Jainism, but he showed the power of Shiva through a number of miracles. Shiva himself is said to have named him Tirunavukkarasar, ‘Lord of Speech’, and to have said that his fame and glory would spread everywhere. However, he is better known by his popular name Appar or ‘father’. He visited 125 Shaiva shrines, and is believed to have composed 49,000 songs, of which over 3000 are known today. His songs, praising Shiva, are in a simple devotional style, reflecting great humility. They form part of the TEVARAM, a sacred Shaivite work included in the TIRUMURAI.

Tirunavukkarasar was a contemporary of SAMBANDAR who was much younger than him, and who was the first to lovingly call him Appar. In the last few years of his life, Appar lived at Tirupukalur and at the age of eighty-one is said to have merged in the god Shiva there.


Appayya Dikshitar A philosopher and scholar who lived in the sixteenth century and wrote philosophical works, commentaries, books on grammar, and stotras (hymns) in praise of deities.

Born in 1520 (alternatively 1554) at Adayapalam in present Tamil Nadu, he was intially named Vinayaka Subrahmanya. He was extremely learned and renowned and was the grandson of a great scholar, Acharya Dikshitar, and the son of Rangarajadhvarin (also known as Rangaraja Makhindra) and Mangalambika. He married Mangalanayaki and had three sons (according to some accounts he had eleven sons). After his marriage, he lived for some time at KANCHIPURAM and later at Vellore and CHIDAMBARAM.

He is said to have written about 400 books in Sanskrit. Among these are:

Chatur-mata-sara-samgraha: on four different philosophies. The first chapter, Naya-muktavali, summarizes the ideas of MADHVA; the second, Nayamayukha-malika examines RAMANUJA’s views; the third, Naya-manimala, the views of SHRIKANTHA, and the fourth, Naya-manjari, the theories of Advaita. Jayollasa-nidhi: a commentary on the BHAGAVATA PURANA; Nyaya-raksha-mani: a commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA, following SHANKARA’s Advaita; Ramayana-tatparya-samgraha: on the RAMAYANA; Siddhanta-lesh-asamgraha: puts together the views of various Advaita philosophers; Shivadvaita-nirnaya: on SHIVADVAITA; Shivanandalahari-chandrika: a commentary on Shankara’s Shivananda Lahari; Shivarka-manidipika: an elaboration on Shrikantha’s commentary on the Brahma Sutra. This is considered his greatest work, for which he was honoured with kanak-abhisheka (golden consecration), by King Chinnabomma of Vellore (ruled 1542–82); Tattva-muktavali: on Advaita Vedanta.

In addition, he wrote other works as well as commentaries on various texts. These include a commentary on KRISHNA MISHRA’s Prabodhachandrodaya, and VEDANTA DESIKA’s Yadavabhyudayam. He also wrote on grammar and poetics, and composed stotras (hymns of praise) on various deities. Among these are the Adityastuti, in praise of SURYA; Varadarajastava, in praise of VISHNU; Apitakuchambastava, on DURGA; Atmarapanastuti, on Vishnu; Hariharastuti, on Vishnu and Shiva together; Ratnatrayastuti, in which Hari, Hara and Gauri are seen as the three supreme deities.

Some scholars feel his personal philosophy changed over time, from Shivadvaita to Advaita. However this is not clear, as he was basically a commentator and wrote on several different topics. In some of his works he attempted to reconcile Advaita with Shivadvaita, and said that Advaita-vasana, or the wisdom of Advaita, came through the grace of Shiva.

He died in 1593 (or 1626) at the age of seventy-two in Chidambaram and, according to tradition, merged with the god there.


Aprakashas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods, with YAMA as their lord.


apsaras Divine nymphs, mentioned in Hindu texts, who are very beautiful and are associated with the GANDHARVAS. In the RIG VEDA, they were connected with water, and later with the earth and trees. According to the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, they could assume any form they liked, and frequently appeared as aquatic birds. The MAHABHARATA states that warriors who died in battle, were transported by the apsaras, in brightly coloured chariots, to INDRA’S heaven. A similar legend occurs regarding the Valkyries.

There are various accounts of the origin of apsaras. They are said to have appeared at the time of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA, or to have emerged from PRAJAPATI. According to some Puranas, they are the daughters of KASHYAPA and his wife MUNI, or of Kashyapa and Pradha. Others state they are the mind-born daughters of BRAHMA, or daughters of MANU. Some were the daughters of AGNI. Individual apsaras are described as wives or daughters of various gods and rishis.

There were thousands, or even millions of apsaras. The SKANDA PURANA states that there were thirty-five million who were divided into ganas or groups. According to the VAYU PURANA, there were fourteen ganas of apsaras. Among these were the Ahuta, Sobhayanti, Amrita and Vagavati ganas. The HARIVAMSHA lists seven ganas. Apasaras bewitch and seduce mortals with their beauty. The most famous story of an apsara is that of URVASHI with whom the mortal Pururavas fell in love. This is first narrated in the Rig Veda and later elaborated in several texts. Other apsaras were frequently sent by the gods to seduce RISHIS so as to prevent them from achieving great powers through their austerities. Apsaras descend to earth on special occasions, such as the birth of a great king or divine being, and, in celebration, perform dances accompanied by songs.

Two types of apsaras are distinguished: the laukika (worldly) and the daivika (divine).

Laukika apsaras include Rambha, Misrakeshi and Tilottama, while among daivika apsaras are Menaka, Sahajanya, Ghritachi, Pramlocha, Visvachi and Purvachitti. Urvashi belongs to a different category, as she is the daughter of Narayana. Apsaras are also described in Buddhist texts and appear several times in the Jatakas.


Araiyar A term for a special group of VAISHNAVAS who sing and enact the compositions of the Alvar saints in certain temples. Araiyars perform abhinaya, using facial expressions, and hand and leg movements depicting the themes of the songs, and also explain Vaishnava concepts.

Inscriptions mentioning the Araiyars date back to the late eleventh century. According to the Koyil Oluku, the record book of the SRIRANGAM temple, TIRUMANGAI Alvar began the practice of presenting his compositions before the ruler with music and dance. However, it was NATHAMUNI who introduced the art in its present form. The first two Araiyars were his nephews, Keelai Agathu Alvar, and Melai Agathu Alvar. Descendants of the Araiyars are still attached to the Srirangam, Srivilliputtur and ALVAR-TIRUNAGARI temples in Tamil Nadu, and at Melkote in Karnataka. In the Tamil Nadu temples, abhinaya is performed, whereas at Melkote only recitations of the ancient compositions take place.


Aramati A Vedic deity, literally, ‘devotion and piety’, occasionally personified as a goddesss in the RIG VEDA. She is similar to Armaiti who represents loving devotion in Zoroastrianism.


arani A piece of sacred wood that was used in nacient days to produce fire for a sacrifice.


Aranmula Parthasarthy Temple A temple of the god KRISHNA, located at Aranmula in Kerala on the Pampa river. According to one story, the idol was brought here from Nilakkal on a raft made of six pieces of bamboo, and thus the place was named Aranmula (ara = six, mula = bamboo). Others say it comes from arin-vilai, land near a river.

The temple is known for the Aranmula Valumkali or boat race. This is said to be not a competitive race, as at Champakulam and other areas, but a religious custom.

According to the story associated with this, once the god Krishna himself appeared to a brahmana and asked to be fed. Later he told him to feed him next at the temple. Thus Tiruvonachilavu thoni (thoni = boat), the ritual of carrying PUJA and other items in a boat to the temple, began. Once the chief of Ayirur, a nearby village, planned to attack the puja boat, and therefore it was escorted by chundans or snake-boats for its protection. In commemoration of this, snake-boats participate in the ritual on Tiruvonam day in the month of Chingam (August), and on Utrattathi day, the day of consecration of the idol. Snake-boats from thirty karas from Chennithala in the west to Ranni in the east participate in this. Each boat has four helmsmen, 100 rowers and twenty-five singers singing vanchipattu or boat songs. After this is a feast, known as vallasadya, arranged by devotees.


aranya (1) A term for forests. Forests and groves were often considered sacred in ancient India. Rishis had their ASHRAMAS in forests, and these were usually protected areas, with a profusion of trees, creepers, wild animals and birds. Ancient texts describe the trees and creatures of the forests in detail. According to the DEVI-BHAGAVATA PURANA, there were nine sacred forests: Saindhava, DANDAKARANYA, NAIMISHA, Kurujangala, Upalavrita, Aranya, Jambumarga, Pushkara and Himalaya.

The term aranya was sometimes also used for uncultivated land which was not necessarily forested.

Aranya devatas or forest deities, are referred to in the PURANAS, and even in the RIG VEDA, there is a goddess of forests, ARANYANI.

(2) Aranya is the name of a son of the rishi ATRI. In some Puranas, he is said to be a PRAJAPATI and PITRI presiding over five DEVA-GANAs or groups of gods, in the Chakshusha MANVANTARA.


Aranyakas Sanskrit texts which form part of Vedic literature. These forest texts (aranya = forest) are attached to the VEDIC SAMHITAS, and usually form the second part of the BRAHMANAS. The Aranyakas are closely linked with the UPANISHADS.

The AITAREYA ARANYAKA forms part of the AITAREYA BRAHMANA>, attached to the RIG VEDA, and has five books or sections, that describe sacrifices and philosophical concepts. It contains the AITAREYA UPANISHAD.

The Kaushitaki Aranyaka, attached to the Kaushitaki Brahmana of the Rig Veda, has contents similar to the Aitareya Aranyaka. It has fifteen chapters and includes the Kaushitaki Upanishad.

The Taittiriya Aranyaka is a continuation of the Taittiriya Brahmana which is attached to the Krishna YAJUR VEDA, and has ten chapters or prapathakas. Chapters seven to nine form the TAITTIRIYA UPANISHAD. The tenth chapter, known as the Mahanarayana Upanishad, is a late addition. The Brihad-Aranyaka, or BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD, is attached to the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA of the Shukla Yajur Veda, but is considered an Upanishad.

The CHHANDOGYA UPANISHAD of the SAMA VEDA, has a first section similar to an Aranyaka, while the Jaiminiya Upanishad Brahmana is really an Aranyaka, containing the KENA UPANISHAD.


The Aranyakas are believed to have provided instructions for VANAPRASTHA, the third stage of life, when the householder’s life had been renounced and the person had retired to the forests.

Some scholars feel this is not correct, and that the texts are similar to the Brahmanas, as they mainly contain accounts of sacrifices. These complex sacrifices such as the mahavrata and pravargya were meant to be practised outside the town area, hence the texts describing them were known as Aranyakas. However, others feel that though they may not initially have been intended for the vanaprastha, they were used by them when the theory of the four ashramas or four stages of life was well-established. Another theory is that the four ashrama system came into being to accommodate the new ideas and concepts that were gradually being formulated.

The contents of the Aranyakas indicate that they form a bridge between the Brahmanas and Upanishads. They include descriptions of special sacrifices, along with comments on the mystical symbolism of sacrifices. There are philosophical sections, as well as techniques of focusing on various symbols in order to attain the Absolute.


Aranyani A Vedic deity, goddess of the forest, mentioned in the RIG VEDA. She is described only in one hymn as an elusive spirit of the forest, who cannot be seen. Her voice is like that of a man calling his cattle, or of a tree falling. She does not come to the village, but if one stays in the forest in the evening, she can be heard like a voice crying, far away. She is perfumed and fragrant, and the mother of wild things. Aranyani has some parallels with the Roman goddess Diana. She is not known in later times, though there are other goddesses associated with forests. For instance, Aranya Devi, goddess of a temple in Arrah, Bihar, is, according to some legends, a goddess of the forest. Aranyavasini is a deity known in Rajasthan.


Arbuda The ancient name of Mt ABU. According to the PURANAS, it was a western kingdom sacred to the goddess LALITA.

The Arbuda-sarasvati, a river sacred to PITRIS flowed here.


archa A Sanskrit term that means to worship or praise, or refers to an idol or image to be worshipped. In the worship of VISHNU, it is described as one of the five main ways of approaching God.


Ardhanarinaravapuh A being with two parts, male and female, that arose from HIRANYAGARBHA. According to the VAYU PURANA, eleven RUDRAs emerged from the male half, while the female half divided into two: shukla (right) and krishna (left). Prajna (wisdom) and Shri (prosperity) emerged from these and spread through the whole world.


Ardhanarishvara A composite deity, consisting of SHIVA and PARVATI combined, representing the mystical union of male and female. This form is mentioned in texts and depicted in images, as early as the first century CE, though such images were more common later. In Ardhanarishvara images, the right half is usually male, and the left female. Later, myths and legends were created to account for the creation of this deity, and one such relates to the rishi Bhringi. Of all the DEVAS and RISHIS who worshipped Shiva and Parvati on Mt KAILASHA, Bhringi refused to worship Parvati, circumambulating only Shiva. Shiva therefore united his body with that of Parvati. They remained united, while Bhringi, undeterred, took the form of a beetle, and bored a hole through the composite body, still circumambulating Shiva!

Despite this legend, the importance of this deity is its connection with the later Shiva and SHAKTI cults, representing divine union. Ardhanarishvara images can be seen in several Shiva temples. In the BRIHADESHVARA TEMPLE, at Thanjavur, of the Chola period, is an Ardhanarishvara image where the deity reclines on NANDI. The right half, representing Shiva, has two arms, one raised in varada mudra (boon-giving pose), and the other holding a TRISHULA. The left half, representing Parvati, has only one hand which holds a flower.

There are also some temples exclusively dedicated to this deity. Among these is the Ardhanari Temple located at Mandi in Himachal. A modern temple, it has exquisite carvings.


Arhat (1) A term generally used in the PURANAS for Jains or Buddhists. Some Puranas refer to them as ASURAS. They are said to have been extremely pious and strong, till VISHNU in his Mayamoha form persuaded them to stop Vedic practices. Thus they followed the wrong path and could be defeated by the DEVAS.

(2) The name of a king who was led astray by the teachings of RISHABHA.

(3) A name of the god SHIVA.


Arishtanemi The name of several people mentioned in ancient Hindu texts, including the following:

(1) In the RIG VEDA, Arishtanemi is a name of the divine horse Tarkshya. Tarkshya is later a name of GARUDA. Tarkshya is also the name of a rishi with whom Arishtanemi is identified.

(2) In the MAHABHARATA, Arishtanemi is one of the sons of Vinata and the brother of the divine bird Garuda, who is the vehicle of the god VISHNU. Because of his meditation and austerities, Arishtanemi had great powers and could not be killed.

(3) A name of the god KRISHNA.

(4) A cousin of the god Krishna. This Arishtanemi can be identified with the twenty-second Jain Tirthankara.

(5) A son of the rishi KASHYAPA.

(6) A PRAJAPATI who married four of DAKSHA’s daughters, and had sixteen children.

(7) The name of an asura, a gandharva, a yaksha and several others.


(8) A son of the rishi MARICHI.


Arivattaya A BHAKTI saint, one of the sixty-three NAYANARS, who were devotees of the god SHIVA. According to the story regarding the saint, Arivattaya was a rich Vellala (agriculturalist) originally named Tayanar who lived in Kannamangalam in the Chola kingdom. Tayanar, a householder, was a great devotee of Lord Shiva. His devotion took the form of a daily offering to the god, of food consisting of red rice, a sauce made of red herb, and mango pickle. Tested by Shiva, he lost all his wealth but continued with his offering, even when he lived only on water. Once when making the offering, he dropped the food, and begged Shiva to accept his offering despite this. He threatened to cut his throat with an arival (sickle), if the Lord would not accept his offering. Shiva prevented him and came personally to eat the food. Thus Tayanar came to be known as Arivattaya Nayanar.


Arjuna The third of the PANDAVA brothers whose story is told in the MAHABHARATA. Literally, his name means ‘white’, ‘clear’, or ‘bright’.

Officially the son of PANDU who was the son of the rishi VYASA, Arjuna was born by his mother KUNTI invoking the god INDRA, as Pandu could not have children. The guru DRONACHARYA trained him in the art of warfare, and he was better than his brothers and cousins, though EKALAVYA posed a challenge in archery. Arjuna married DRAUPADI, daughter of DRUPADA, the king of Panchala, after passing various tests, and she became the common wife of the five Pandavas.

To ensure harmony, a rule was made that when one of the brothers was with Draupadi, the others should not intrude, and if any of them did, they would go into exile for twelve years. Arjuna intruded on his elder brother YUDHISHTHIRA, when he was with Draupadi, in order to fetch his weapons to defend a brahmana, and though Yudhishthira tried to dissuade him, he went into exile. In his twelve years away from his brothers and from INDRAPRASTHA where they were then living, he had a number of adventures. He travelled to several places, and while bathing in the river GANGA, he met ULUPI, daughter of a NAGA king, and at her persuasion married her. IRAVAN was his son by Ulupi. Later, he went to Manipura and fell in love with CHITRANGADA, daughter of King Chitravahana, and married her too. They had a son BABHRUVAHANA who remained with the mother, as her father had no male heir. After some time, Arjuna visited KRISHNA in DVARAKA, and with his consent, abducted Krishna’s sister SUBHADRA. The two were later married, and Arjuna stayed in Dvaraka for a year, then visiting PUSHKARA, before returning to Indraprastha. Subhadra went along with him, and pacified Draupadi by offering to be her servant. They lived happily together, and Subhadra had a son named ABHIMANYU. Arjuna’s son by Draupadi was Shrutakirti.

After Yudhishthira lost the second game of dice, Arjuna, along with his brothers, was in exile for many years. To prepare for a possible war with the Kauravas, Arjuna was sent to obtain divine weapons from the god INDRA who asked him to propitiate the god SHIVA. Shiva finally appeared to him in the form of a Kirata (forest dweller) and defeated him in battle before granting him divine weapons. The gods YAMA, VARUNA and KUBERA too then gifted him weapons, and MATALI, Indra’s charioteer, came to take him to heaven. He lived in Indra’s heaven for five years, and received more weapons. In addition, he learnt dancing and singing from a GANDHARVA. By this time the other Pandavas were anxious about him, and though informed by the rishi LOMAHARSHANA that Arjuna was in Indra’s heaven, they set out to search for him. Finally, they met at Mt KAILASHA, and Arjuna narrated his adventures to them, including how he defeated the NIVATAKAVACHA DAITYAS who lived near the sea, and the people of HIRANYAPURA, a city which flew through the air. He and the other Pandavas then lived for some time in Kubera’s garden, and after that in Kamyakavana.

In the thirteenth year of their exile, when the Pandavas had to live incognito, Arjuna was disguised as Brihannala, a eunuch, and guarded King Virata’s daughter, Uttara. Later, when Virata offered him his daughter, he married her to his son Abhimanyu.

Despite all efforts at peace, the great war between the Kauravas and Pandavas took place. Arjuna fought bravely in this war, but at times used devious tactics. He defeated BHISHMA by hiding behind Shikhandin, whom Bhishma had refused to fight as Shikhandin was once a woman. He killed KARNA while the latter was repairing his chariot, which was against the rules of war. Arjuna lost both his sons in the war. His unborn grandson too was killed, but was revived by Krishna. After the war he and his brothers occupied the Kuru kingdom, including HASTINAPURA, Indraprastha and adjacent areas. Arjuna accompanied the horse for Yudhishthira’s ASHVAMEDHA, and fought many battles as the horse wandered through different regions. During this time, he was killed by his own son, Babhruvahana, but was revived.

After the death of Krishna and destruction of Dvaraka, Arjuna performed the last rites of Krishna and Balarama. He then began the journey back to Indraprastha along with Krishna’s wives and other women of Dvaraka, entrusted to his care. However he found his powers had deserted him, and he could not protect the women. He went to see the rishi Vyasa, who told him what he already knew: the work of the Pandavas on earth was over. Thus, after several years of Yudhishthira’s rule, he, Arjuna, and the other Pandavas began their journey to heaven. Arjuna’s grandson, PARIKSHIT, became the king of Hastinapura, while VAJRA, a great-grandson of Krishna, was made king of Indraprastha.

Arjuna is famous for his dialogue with the god Krishna in the BHAGAVAD GITA, which took place on the battlefield at the time of the great Mahabharata war. The ANU GITA, narrated to Arjuna after the war, reiterates some of the ideas of the Bhagavad Gita in a different form.

Stories of Arjuna and his exploits also occur in the PURANAS and other texts.

Panini, the grammarian of the fourth century BCE, mentions the worship of Arjuna. Some later texts state that he was a secondary incarnation (gauna avatara) of the god VISHNU. In some temples, he is depicted with the god Krishna, while in others he is with his brothers.

Arjuna is known by a number of other names, including: Aindri: son of Indra; Bharata: descendant of Bharata; Bhimanuja: younger brother of Bhima; Dhananjaya: conqueror of booty; Gandivadhanvan: with the Gandiva for his bow; Indrarupa: with the form of Indra; Jaya: victory; Kapidhvaja: with an ape-banner; Partha: son of Pritha (Kunti); Phalguna: as he was born under this nakshatra; Shakraja: son of Indra; Shvetashva: with white horses; Vasavi: son of Indra.


Arjuna Kartavirya The name of a king of the Haihayas, described in the epics, PURANAS and other texts, who was killed by PARASHURAMA. See Kartavirya.


Arjuna’s Penance A relief carved on a rock surface at MAMALAPURAM (Mahabalipuram) in Tamil Nadu, said to represent ARJUNA requesting the god SHIVA for a divine weapon, a story narrated in the Mahabharata and PURANAS. The sculpture is on two large boulders with a cleft in between. Flying deities, VIDYADHARAS, elephants and other animals, as well as NAGAS in prayer, are carved here along with Arjuna to the left and Shiva to the right. Arjuna stands on one foot, hoping through his penance to gain the weapon. At one time, water flowed over the relief, from a tank behind the cleft, which has led to the sculpture alternatively being identified as depicting the descent of the GANGA river.


Arka (1) A name of SURYA or the sun.

(2) The name of a VASU and of a son of Vasu.

(3) A son of Vivichi Agni, one of the Agni-devas or fire-deities.


Artavas (1) A term used for five sons of BRAHMA, represented by the AGNISHVATTAS.

(2) Five sons of ritus or seasons; they are half-months or sections of the year, represented by PITRIS.


Art of Living An educational and humanitarian organization founded in 1981 by the guru, Sri Sri RAVI SHANKAR, to improve health and increase peace and spirituality. It includes a PRANAYAMA or breathing technique, known as the Sudarshan Kriya. The basic Art of Living course is taught over a period of five days, after which more advanced courses are available. The method is taught in most towns and cities of India, and is one of the most popular New Age courses.

The Art of Living is also involved in welfare and humanitarian activities and has a presence in 140 countries across the world.


artha One of the goals of Hindu life, literally meaning profit or prosperity. For the householder, artha or economic activities, earning a living and providing for the family, are valid pursuits. The other goals are KAMA, meaning pleasure and desire, and DHARMA, or life lived according to truth and customary laws. Finally, all are subordinate to MOKSHA, or liberation. Followers of a spiritual path should avoid the accumalation of wealth.


Arthashastra A Sanskrit text, primarily on politics and economics, that has references to religion and deities. It is assigned to Chanakya or Kautilya, the minister of the Mauryan emperor Chandragupta (ruled 321-297 BCE), though some parts are considered to be later.

The Arthashastra has fifteen adhikaranas or large sections, with 180 subdivisions known as prakaranas.

The text provides some information on the schools of philosophy current at the time. Describing the ideal education of a prince, it states that he must study the philosophies of SAMKHYA, YOGA and LOKAYATA, as well as the VEDAS and VEDANGAS. In a section on Durganivesha, or buildings in a fort, it says that in the centre of the city, there should be space for the residences of the gods. It mentions the deities Aparajita, Apratihata, Jayanta, Vaijayanta, Shiva, Vaishravana, Ashvi, and the goddess Madira. At the corners, it says, the guardian deities should be set up. Among these deities, Vaijayanta is thought to be a synonym for INDRA, while Ashvi refers to the ASHVINS. Madira is a synonym for DURGA-Ambika, though some feel she can be identified with another goddess, Madhushi. Kautilya also states that goddesses and altars should be carved on wooden door frames of the royal underground chamber, and in various chapters refer to images and flags of the gods.

The text includes some spells, and deals with various secret practices useful for spies, such as how to stay without food for a month, see in the dark, become invisible, and send men and animals to sleep. There are several other incidental references to different aspects of religion.


arti A ceremony of worship, performed with lamps or lights, particularly in Hinduism. Lights or diyas are held in the hand and circled around or near a deity or any sacred object.


Arulnandi Shivachariyar A thirteenth-century SHAIVA scholar who wrote SHIVAJNANA-SIDDHIYAR.


Aruna (1) The charioteer of SURYA, the Hindu sungod, the brother of the divine bird GARUDA, and the son of the rishi KASHYAPA and his wife VINATA. According to the MAHABHARATA, the god BRAHMA asked Aruna to become Surya’s charioteer to shield the intense rays of the sun. Aruna married SHYENI, and they had two sons, SAMPATI and JATAYU. Aruna once assumed a female form, naming herself Arunidevi to attend a gathering of devis or goddesses, where no men were permitted. Attracted to her, the god INDRA desired her and a son was born. Another son was born to Arunidevi and Surya. Both sons were entrusted to AHALYA but were turned into monkeys by her husband GAUTAMA. These were VALI and SUGRIVA, of the RAMAYANA story, who were adopted by the king of KISHKINDHA.

(2) An ancient rishi, father of Uddalaka.

(3) The name of a class of RISHIS, who obtained svarga (heaven) through self-study.

(4) The name of several others, including the god Surya himself, a NAGA, an ASURA, a DANAVA, the name of a son of Krishna, a Sadhya deva, and a king.


Arunachalam/Arunachala A sacred hill, near the ashram of RAMANA MAHARSHI near TIRUVANNAMALAI in Tamil Nadu, also known as Arunagiri. According to legend, when the god SHIVA appeared as a column of light, his brightness was unbearable, and so he took the form of the hill of Arunachalam. The hill is closely associated with Ramana and, according to him is the ‘heart of the earth, the centre of the universe’. For many years Ramana lived in caves on the hillside, while contemplating and meditating on the true Self. He said that while Mt KAILASHA was sacred because Shiva lived there, Arunachalam was more so, because it was the same as Shiva. Ancient RISHIS and SIDDHAS are said to still inhabit the hill. At the Karttika festival, associated with the ARUNACHALESHVARA TEMPLE, a fire is lit on the hill, representing the divine light of Shiva.

Ramana’s ashram is located near the foot of the hill.


Arunachaleshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at TIRUVANNAMALAI in Tamil Nadu. It was constructed at the time of the Chola dynasty, in the eleventh century, with several later additions. Later Chola kings added to it in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Krishnadeva Raya of the Vijayanagara kingdom in the sixteenth century, and the Nayakas in the seventeenth century. The inner shrine is approached through a long ante-chamber, and houses a LINGA. A number of images are on the outer walls, including those of Shiva in different forms, as DAKSHINAMURTI, and appearing out of a linga. Corridors surround the shrine, lined with stone lingas and metal images of Shaivite saints.

Another shrine to the north houses an image of DEVI, in Nayaka style. There are also smaller shrines, dedicated to GANESHA and KARTTIKEYA. A major festival, known as the Karttika festival takes place here in October/November. At this time a bonfire is built on the hill, which appears like a beacon of light and can be seen from far.


Arunagirinatha A BHAKTI saint and poet, of the Tamil country, who worshipped the god Skanda, Kumara or KARTTIKEYA, also known as MURUGAN. He probably lived in the late fourteenth or first half of the fifteenth century, and composed verses in Tamil and Sanskrit. He is said to have been a Gauda BRAHMANA, who was born in the village of Mullundrum in the Tamil region, and attained enlightenment at the ARUNACHALESHVARA TEMPLE in Tiruvannamalai. According to various accounts, his spiritual transformation came about through divine intervention. Though wealthy and learned, he began to lead a dissipated life, and finally in despair attempted to throw himself down from the tower of the temple in Tiruvannamalai. But Murugan himself caught him and saved him, and asked him to compose verses in his praise. The Tiruppugazh, a collection of his songs on Murugan, is the most popular of his works.

Among his other works are: Kandar Antadi (a poem on Skanda); Kandar Anubhuti (The Perception of Skanda), on his struggle to detach himself from the world, and his spiritual experience of Murugan, who is both with and without form, both god and godhead; Kandar Alankaram (The beauty of Skanda), which praises Murugan’s beauty; and Tiruvakuppu, praising the vel (spear) and other aspects of the deity. The two verses below are from Kandar Anubhuti:


Is it proper that I perish in the web

Of women wearing bangles, and of children?

God of spears, living in hills, penetrator of the heart,

Killer of the demon and his kinsmen;

If I am not liberated even by uttering thy name,

Dispeller of the great illusion,

Why do I linger in the illusion of the world

Which beguiles with earth, gold and women?



Arundhati (1) A pious woman with great spiritual power, described in ancient texts. She was the wife of the rishi VASISHTHA. There are several stories regarding Arundhati. According to one account, she was first born as Sandhya, daughter of the god BRAHMA. She consumed herself in the sacrificial fire of Medhatithi, the son of Priyavarta, and was reborn from that fire. According to other accounts, she was the daughter of the rishi KARDAMA. Some Puranas state she had seven sons: Chitraketu, Purochis, Viracha, Mitra, Ulbana, Vasubhridyana and Dyuman, who were all brahmarishis. In another story, she had one hundred sons, including Shakti or Shaktri.

(2) A daughter of DAKSHA, and one of the wives of DHARMA.

(3) A star referred to in the Taittiriya Aranyaka, as well as in later texts. According to one passage in the MAHABHARATA, Arundhati was once jealous of the rishi Vasishtha, and thus became a star who is sometimes visible and at other times invisible. However, Arundhati is generally known for her steadfast devotion to Vasishtha. Some Puranas state that both Arundhati and Vasishtha became stars after their death. Married women worship the star Arundhati, as it signifies a faithful and devoted wife.

(4) A goddess, a form of SATI.

(5) In the ATHARVA VEDA, a plant with healing properties.


Arupattimuvar A term which refers to the NAYANARS, devotees of the god SHIVA, who lived between the seventh and tenth centuries CE. Traditionally there were sixty-three Nayanars, and Arupattimuvar means ‘the sixty-three’.


arya A term used in the VEDAS, meaning ‘noble’, from which the word ARYAN is derived. Arya was originally used only for the three upper castes, and in some early texts refers only to vaishyas. A similar term occurs in Zoroastrian texts and the name ‘Iran’ is derived from Airyana.


Arya Samaj An organization founded in the nineteenth century with the aim of reforming and revitalizing Hinduism and its practices. The organization is still flourishing today.

Swami DAYANANDA SARASVATI started the Arya Samaj, meaning ‘noble society’ at Mumbai (Bombay) in 1875. His aim was not to start a new sect or religion, but to reveal true Hinduism which was to be found in the VEDAS. The Vedas, he believed, contained eternal knowledge. Hindus were converting to other religions because they had forgotten the eternal truths and focused instead on superstitious practices. In 1877 the Arya Samaj was established in Lahore, and henceforth Punjab became the centre of the movement. Several branches or Samajs were set up in Punjab, present western Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan, and gradually spread to other areas. By the time Dayananda died in 1883 there were numerous Samajs in different parts of India, each functioning in a semi-autonomous way.

Swami Dayananda condemned the caste system, particularly untouchability, and also unnecessary rituals, child marriage and animal sacrifices. He was in favour of scientific education, the education of women and the remarriage of widows.

He began the Shuddhi Movement or ‘purificatory movement’ which aimed at bringing untouchable castes into mainstream Hinduism, and reconverting to Hinduism those that had converted to other religions. Swami Dayananda wrote a number of books, of which SATYARTHA PRAKASHA laid down the basic principles and ideas of the movement.

The motto or primary goal of the Samaj is stated in Sanskrit as ‘Krinvanto Vishvam Aryam’, i.e., ‘make the world noble’, and its teachings have been summed up in ten basic principles. The first principle states that God is the efficient cause of all true knowledge and all that is known through knowledge, while the second describes the nature of God who is formless, omniscient, just, merciful, unborn and changeless, the maker and supporter of all. Other principles emphasize the need to lead a righteous life, do good to all and to read and teach the Vedas, thus spreading true knowledge. Education was one of the main activities of the Samaj, and two types of educational institutions were founded. Lala Hansraj, a leader of the Samaj believed that the best education would combine traditional learning with Western scientific knowledge, and soon after Dayananda’s death, the Lahore Arya Samaj founded the Dayanand Anglo-Vedic (DAV) Trust and Management Society and started the Dayanand Anglo Vedic High School in 1886 at Lahore, to incorporate Vedic study into the usual curriculum. This grew into a college recognized by Punjab University. DAV colleges and schools soon spread all over northern India. A more orthodox group founded a gurukul or centre of traditional learning at HARDWAR. This group believed education should focus mainly on Vedic studies and the medium of instruction should be Hindi. A series of gurukul schools and institutions were set up, which gradually began to include other subjects. This group insisted on vegetarianism, while the other had no dietary restrictions. Despite certain differences, the two groups worked together in times of crises, promoted women’s education, and organized widow remarriage, inter-caste marriage, and reconversion. Some of these programmes were resisted by orthodox Hindu groups, while reconversion led to occasional conflicts with Muslims and Christians. The Samaj founded orphanages and other social welfare institutions. Prominent leaders, among them Lala Lajpat Rai and Swami Shraddhanand were involved in the freedom struggle against the British.

The Arya Samaj gradually gained a foothold in south India, and reached out to Indians in various parts of the world, spreading to Mauritius, East and South Africa, the West Indies and other countries. According to census figures, its adherents in India increased from 39, 952 in 1891 to 9,90,233 in 1930. By 1947 it is estimated to have had one and a half to two million adherents including those outside India.

The Arya Samaj, along with both types of educational institutions, remains popular in India. Samaj members follow Vedic ceremonies and do not worship idols. Though they are part of Hinduism, they prefer to call themselves ‘Aryas’ rather than Hindus.

The Samaj has followers all over the world, with branches in the US, Canada, UK and several other countries.


Aryaka A NAGA chief described in the MAHABHARATA, who was an ancestor of KUNTI. When DURYODHANA poisoned BHIMA and threw him in the river, Aryaka requested VASUKI, the naga king to give Bhima divine nectar to make him immune to poison. This was done, and Bhima emerged from the river, even stronger than before. Aryaka’s grandson, Sumukha, married Gunakeshi, the daughter of the god Indra’s charioteer MATALI.


Aryaman (1) A deity who is one of the ADITYAS, mentioned in the RIG VEDA and in later texts. In the Vedas, he is similar to MITRA. Aryaman is said to represent chivalry, honour and nobility, while Mitra incorporates the concepts of friendship, and of honouring promises and contracts. Aryaman presided over matrimonial alliances, and later was connected with ancestral rites, and was known as Pitri-raja (king of ancestors). As an Aditya, he is connected with the sun and with light. Aryaman is also a yazata, a lesser deity in Zoroastrianism.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA.

(3) A VISHVADEVA.


Aryans A term used for the authors of the RIG VEDA and later Vedic texts. The English word Aryan, comes from the Sanskrit ‘arya’ or noble, which the Vedic authors used to describe themselves. There are a number of controversies about these Aryans and who they were. According to some scholars they were a branch of the INDO-EUROPEANS who spoke a common language, and migrated to different parts of the world from an area near the Caspian Sea. One branch entered India, after living in Iran, as part of what is called an INDO-IRANIAN group. Among other theories, B.G. Tilak felt their original home was in the Arctic. Several Indian scholars feel they originated in India and spread from India to the rest of the world. Whatever their origin, the texts seem to indicate that they were at first occupants of north-west India (including Pakistan), and later extended their territories across the Gangetic plain and towards the south.

They have been equated with various archaeological cultures including the Grey Ware and Painted Grey Ware which together extend from about 1500 BCE to 600 BCE, and alternatively with the much earlier INDUS CIVILIZATION, or even prior to that.

Their deities, religious practices and way of life are described in the RIG VEDA and the later VEDAS.


asana A Sanskrit term meaning seat or posture. It specifically refers to physical positions that form part of the system of YOGA, particularly HATHA YOGA. Texts state that there are eighty-four classic asanas though, according to the Gheranda Samhita, there are 84,00,000, of which 1600 are excellent, and thirty-two the most auspicious. The seated padmasana, or lotus posture, is considered the most basic of all asanas. Certain asanas are described only in Tantric texts, for instance, mundasana, in which the practitioner is seated on a skull.

Asanas make the body and mind steady, lead to good health, and aid clear and correct thought.


ascetics A strong tradition of asceticism existed in India from ancient days. A number of terms are used for ascetics in various texts, many of which continue to be used today. In the RIG VEDA, the term muni is used, and keshin (the long-haired one) is mentioned. (X.136). The hymn states that he holds fire and poison, the sky and earth, and reveals everything. Wrapped with the wind, he could fly when entered by the spirit of the gods.

Later, muni, sadhu, sannyasi, yati and rishi were common terms for ascetics. Brahmana, shramana, and bhikshu are some other terms, though a brahmana need not be an ascetic, and shramana and bhikshu often refer to Buddhists and Jains. Sadhu and sannyasi are the terms usually used today, while labels such as ‘Aghori’ or ‘Naga’ indicate specific sadhu sects.


Ashana The wife of MAHABALI, mentioned in the BHAGAVATA PURANA. She was the mother of Bana and other sons. In other PURANAS, Mahabali’s wife is named Vindhyavalli. She was also known as Kotara.


ashram/ashrama A Sanskrit term, which literally means ‘a resting place’. In ancient days it referred to the hermitage of a RISHI or sage, which was usually located in serene surroundings, in forests. These ashramas were described as places of peace and harmony, where wild animals too, were protected. The term continues to be used today for a residential area where disciples of modern-day gurus live.


ashrama dharma A term referring to the four stages of Hindu life. Traditionally, the males of the higher castes, particularly BRAHMANAS, were meant to live their lives according to these stages. In early texts only two ashramas of BRAHMACHARYA and GRIHASTHA are mentioned, though there are also references to forest ascetics and to the knower of the ATMAN. Later, the theory of four stages developed. The first stage was that of brahmacharya, where the boy studied the VEDAS and other texts with his guru. He often lived in his guru’s ASHRAM and served him in various ways. This continued till he was in his twenties when he entered the second stage, that of a householder or grihastha. At this time he married, had children, and took care of his family. When his children had grown up, it was time for the third stage, that of VANAPRASTHA. He then retired to the forest, and pondered on mystical truths. In the fourth stage, he became a homeless wanderer, a SANNYASI. It is not known to what extent these stages were observed. They are no longer literally observed today, though some of the ceremonies associated with them still take place.

At a different level, however, the four ashramas are still important, representing stages in a life dedicated to a search for truth.


Ashtachhapa A term which literally means ‘eight seals’. It refers to a group of disciples of the sixteenth-century VAISHNAVA saint VALLABHACHARYA and his son VITTHALANATHA. The saints included poets and singers, who were devotees of the god KRISHNA. The most important of these was the blind singer SURDAS. Others included NANDADAS, Parmanandadas, Chitaswami and Chaturbhujadas. Surdas was considered the incarnation of Krishna, the others were believed to have been Krishna’s companions. They composed verses in praise of Krishna, while some of them also praised their gurus.



Ashtadhyayi A Sanskrit grammar composed by PANINI who probably lived some time between the seventh and fourth centuries BCE. The grammar has short aphorisms which have been commented on and explained by PATANJALI and others.

Grammar or vyakarana, was one of the six VEDANGAS, essential fields of knowledge for understanding the VEDAS.


Ashtadiggajas Eight divine elephants in Hindu mythology. They guard and support the earth, along with their female counterparts, and the DIKAPALAS or LOKAPALAS. They are mentioned in the AMARAKOSHA and other texts as AIRAVATA (east), Pundarika (south-east), Vamana (south), Kumuda (south-west), Anjana (west), Pushpadanta (north-west), Sarvabhauma (north), Supratika (north-east). Their female counterparts are the Ashtadikkaranis, who are Abhramu, Kapila, Pingala, Anupama, Tamrakarni, Subhradanti, Angana and Anjanavati. They were created by BRAHMA, from two halves of the cosmic egg.

Four more elephants support the earth from below. These are Virupaksha, Mahapadmasama, Saumanasa and Bhadra. All four are described as colossal, resembling mountains.


Ashtadiggajas (poets) A term for eight renowned poets who lived at the court of Krishnadevaraya of Vijayanagara. They were so-called because they were considered as great as the elephants that are said to uphold the earth. The poets were ALLASANI PEDDANA; NANDI TIMMANA; Madayagari Mallana; DHURJATI; TENALI RAMAKRISHNA; Ayyelaraju Ramabhadrudu, Bhattumorti alias Ramarajabhushana; PINGALI SURANA. These are the traditional names, though some scholars have doubts about whether the last three actually formed part of the elite group. Several of them wrote on religious themes. Another poet, KANDUKURI RUDRAKAVI, is sometimes said to be one of the eight.


Ashtavakra A learned rishi whose story is told in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. Ashtavakra was the son of the rishi Kahoda and of Sujata, daughter of rishi UDDALAKA. Even while he was still in the womb, he had attained a perfect knowledge of the VEDAS. According to one account, when his father was reciting a text wrongly, he corrected him, and Kahoda cursed him saying he would be born crooked. Thus, as he was born with eight bends (ashta-vakra) in the body, he was named Ashtavakra.

There are many stories about Ashtavakra. Kahoda went to the court of King JANAKA to engage in a learned dispute, and when he lost to VANDIN (Bandin), he was drowned in the river. Ashtavakra grew up believing that Uddalaka was his father, and SHVETAKETU, son of Uddalaka, his brother, but during a quarrel Shvetaketu told him the truth. Ashtavakra then went to Janaka’s court, and though he was still a boy, he defeated Vandin, and had him thrown into the river. Vandin actually was the son of the god VARUNA, and thus merged with him. Kahoda then reappeared, and after Ashtavakra bathed in the river Samanga, his limbs were straightened.

In another story, Ashtavakra wished to marry the rishi Vadanya’s beautiful daughter Suprabha. However, her father first asked him to make a journey to the north, and he travelled to a region beyond the KAILASHA and MANDARA mountains, and was instructed by a goddess. On his return, he married Suprabha.


Ashtavakra Gita A Sanskrit text which deals with the philosophy of ADVAITA Vedanta. While some assign it to the period of the UPANISHADS or the BHAGAVAD GITA, others place it in the ninth century CE or later. The text consists of a dialogue ostensibly between King JANAKA and ASHTAVAKRA. Though the text is assigned to Ashtavakra, it is not known who actually wrote it.

In this text, when Janaka asks Ashtavakra the means of attaining knowledge and liberation, he instructs him in words typical of some of the Upanishads. For instance:


You are not a brahmana or kshatriya or of any other caste;

You are not at any stage, nor are you anything that can be seen;

Unattached and formless, you are the witness of all. (1.5).



Through a series of questions and answers, Janaka finally realizes the truth. He says:


For the one who has transcended all limitations, there is neither initiation nor scripture, neither disciple nor teacher, and no goal to be attained.

There is neither being nor non-being, neither unity nor dualism.

What more is there to say? (20.13–14).



This profound text was a favourite of Sri RAMAKRISHNA PARAMAHANSA and even today is held in high esteem.


ashva A Sanskrit term for a horse. The term ashva was used both for real horse, and for a mystical concept. Symbolically, ashva indicated knowledge, light, fire or the sun, and could even represent the whole universe. An ashvamedha, or horse sacrifice, indicated the strength and power of the king. Ashva was also the name of a horse of the moon’s chariot, as well as of several others, including: an avatara of Hari; the god Shiva; a danava who governed the earth before Indra; a Satya god; and a rakshasa who was a son of Khasa.


Ashvakranta Temple A temple of the god VISHNU located near Guwahati in Assam. Ashvakranta means ‘ascended by horses’ and, according to tradition, the temple marks the spot where the god KRISHNA camped with his army before proceeding to fight against King Naraka (NARAKASURA) of Pragjyotisha. The main image in the temple is of Vishnu reclining on ANANTA, with BRAHMA seated on a lotus stalk emerging from his navel. DEVI or Mahamaya and the asuras MADHU and KAITABHA are in one corner, and two rows of naga kanyas (snake maidens) are below.

The Yogini Tantra describes Ashvakranta as the best of TIRTHAS, where all sins are forgiven, and even a touch of the dust of the place leads to salvation.


Ashvalayana An ancient scholar and composer of Sanskrit texts. Ashvalayana is said to have been the disciple of Shaunaka, and the author of a SHRAUTA SUTRA, a GRIHYA SUTRA, and of other texts, as well as the originator of a Rig Veda shakha (branch or school).


ashvamedha A horse sacrifice, one of the main SACRIFICES in early India, conducted to increase the power of the king. After certain purificatory ceremonies, a horse, marked with the king’s name, was set free to roam, accompanied by warriors and nobles. The territory through which it wandered was claimed by the king, and anyone who challenged this had to defeat the accompanying warriors in battle. After a period of time, a year or more, the horse returned to the kingdom and was sacrificed, often along with hundreds of other animals. The sacrificial ritual, involving the priest, the king and the queen, is described in detail in several texts. Some of the flesh of the horse was consecrated to the gods, some eaten by participants in the sacrifice. Before this the queen had to spend one night near the dead horse, during which some rituals were prescribed.

In Vedic days the ashvamedha followed the aindra mahabhisheka, the great anointing ceremony for kings. Inscriptions recording ashvamedhas occur from the second century BC onwards, though it was practised even earlier. The sacrifice is first mentioned in the RIG VEDA and described in detail in the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, AITAREYA BRAHMANA, RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA and other texts. It indicated the power and glory of the king, and important kings performed several ashvamedhas. The Guptas, Chalukyas and Cholas are among the many dynasties whose kings performed the sacrifice, but by the time of the Cholas, the practice was rare, and gradually died out. An ashvamedha took place in the state of Jaipur in the eighteenth century.

The ashvamedha could at times be symbolic. In the BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD, the symbolism of the sacrifice is described, the horse reflecting the cosmos.

The Mahabharata has a description of an ashvamedha performed by king Uparichara VASU where no animals were sacrificed (Shantiparva 335–339). Usually, however, it seems to have involved an actual sacrifice.

Horse sacrifices took place in other ancient cultures as well, including Greece and China. For instance, the Greeks and Cretans sacrificed horses to the god Poseidon Hippios. Horse sacrifices in ancient Rome were connected with agriculture and the harvest.


Ashvamedhika Parvan A Sanskrit text said to be part of the Jaimini Bharata, an early text. According to tradition, JAIMINI was one of the people to whom the rishi VYASA narrated the MAHABHARATA, and he wrote the Jaimini Mahabharata, of which only the Ashvamedhika is available today. It contains stories and legends from the Mahabharata and RAMAYANA, as well as stories of the god KRISHNA and of miracles performed by him. Its date is uncertain.


Ashvashira (1) A name of the god VISHNU; also a name of Vishnu’s horse-headed form.

(2) A DANAVA, brother of Ashva, described in ancient texts. He became king of the Kaikeyas.


Ashvatara A NAGA chief, a Kadraveya naga, that is a son of Kadru, who had a thousand hoods. He lives in PATALA or Sutala and accompanies SURYA’S chariot in the month of Phalguna. He is also said to live in Prajapatikshetra in PRAYAGA, and to preside over the month of Urja.


Ashvattha (1) A name of the god SHIVA, and of VISHNU.

(2) A sacred tree. Ashvattha is the pipal tree (Ficus religiosa) and is frequently mentioned in texts. In the Atharva Veda (4.3.6) there is a prayer to the ashvattha as the destroyer of enemies. It refers to the ashvattha ‘breaking out into the air’ and climbing and displacing other trees, and ends, ‘I drive them[the enemies] out with my mind, with my thought, and with my chant. We drive them out with a branch of the ashvattha tree.’ In the Katha Upanishad and the Bhagavad Gita, the world is compared to the ashvattha, with its ‘roots above and branches below’. The Gita adds that its leaves are the VEDAS. This is not to be taken literally, but has been interpreted to mean that the world is rooted in the Atman or BRAHMAN, and though it is impermanent, it has an eternal origin. According to the philosopher SHANKARA, this tree is chosen to represent the world, because its name is derived from ‘shva’ (tomorrow) and ‘stha’ (that which remains). A-shva-ttha, therefore, indicates impermanence, ‘that which will not remain tomorrow’. In another section in the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna says, ‘Among trees I am the ashvattha’. This probably refers to its long life and spreading branches which shelter all beneath it.

The tree is frequently mentioned in the PURANAS. In one account, Krishna is said to have sat under this tree on the eve of his departure to heaven. In another account, a form of Vishnu is said to have been born under this tree.

The pipal was also the tree under which the Buddha gained enlightenment.

The ashvattha or pipal is still worshipped and considered sacred. Temples are built near pipal trees and there are special ceremonies for their consecration. See Plants for other sacred trees.


Ashvatthaman The son of the rishi DRONA, described in the MAHABHARATA. In the great war Drona believed that Ashvatthaman had died, as YUDHISHTHIRA, known to be truthful, had announced this. Actually, an elephant named Ashvatthaman had been killed. After hearing this, Drona laid down his weapons, and allowed himself to be killed. In retaliation Ashvatthaman joined in an attack on the PANDAVA camp at night, and killed many of the warriors and all the sons of DRAUPADI. He was then cursed by KRISHNA, according to some accounts, to wander on the earth for three thousand years, and according to others, to wander for eternity.


Ashvins Deities prominent in the RIG VEDA. The Ashvins are twins, said to be young but ancient, honey-hued and with a golden brilliance. Their name indicates their connection with horses (ashva = horse). They ride in a three-wheeled golden chariot drawn by horses or sometimes by deer, birds, buffaloes or a single ass. They are also known as Nasatyas, ‘na-asatya’, meaning ‘no untruth’. They are helpers in distress, the physicians of the gods, and guardians of immortality. They were married to Surya (Suryaa), daughter of the sun god SURYA. The Ashvins are frequently mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. In the Mahabharata, they are said to be the sons of TVASHTR in the form of a mare, and Savitr (the sun) (1.66). NAKULA and SAHADEVA were their sons, and were therefore known as Ashvineyas. When the KHANDAVA forest was being burnt, they, along with other gods, attempted to defend the forest against KRISHNA and ARJUNA. According to the VISHNU PURANA they are the sons of Surya and his wife SAMJNA when they were temporarily in the forms of a horse and a mare. The Ashvins’ brother was REVANTA. In some Puranas, they are said to be sons of BRAHMA, and to live in BHUVARLOKA.

Among the myths and stories regarding the Ashvins, is that regarding their restoration of the youth of the rishi CHYAVANA. When this was done, Chyavana enabled the Ashvins to attend a sacrifice of the DEVAS and receive a share of SOMA, which had earlier been denied to them by INDRA. Indra stated they were not equal to the devas, but Chyavana insisted they were, as they were sons of Surya. According to another story, they received the secret knowledge of Soma (Madhuvidya) from the rishi DADHYANCH. They once presented their weapons to SHIVA and Lalita (PARVATI) on the occasion of their marriage. The month of Ashvina is named after them.

The nature of the Ashvins has been variously interpreted. They have been identified with day and night, heaven and earth or twin stars. Some feel they were once real people who were helpful saints, taking care of those in distress. Parallels have been drawn between them and the two sons of Zeus, Castor and Pollux, in Greek myths.


Asikni (1) The wife of DAKSHA who was a son of the god BRAHMA, and one of the PRAJAPATIS. She was the daughter of Virana Prajapati, and was also known as Virani. From Daksha and Asikni, 5000 sons known as HARYASHVAS were born to propagate the human race. However, the rishi NARADA suggested that they should first gain some knowledge and understand the nature and boundaries of the earth. The Haryashvas set off on a tour of the earth, and have not yet returned. On realizing they were lost Daksha and Asikni had another 1000 sons, known as Shabalashvas. But they too were persuaded by Narada to explore the earth, and were never found. Then Daksha through Asikni had sixty daughters who were married to DHARMA, KASHYAPA, SOMA, ARISHTANEMI and others. All created beings were descended from those married to Kashyapa.

(2) The name of a river mentioned in the RIG VEDA, identified with the Chenab, a tributary of the Indus.


astika (1) A term used for schools of philosophy in ancient India, which were derived from interpretations of Vedic literature. These were the VAISHESHIKA, NYAYA, SAMKHYA, YOGA, MIMAMSA and VEDANTA. Philosophical systems which rejected the VEDAS as the ultimate source of knowledge were known as NASTIKA. According to the grammarian PANINI, astika refers to those systems that believe in a heavenly world.

(2) Astika is the name of a rishi described in ancient texts. He was the son of Jaratkaru, who managed to stop the snake sacrifice of King JANAMEJAYA.


astrology An ancient science, known in India as jyotisha. According to tradition the science of prediction was developed by the rishi BHRIGU, who wrote the horoscope of every individual of the past, present and future. These were copied on palm-leaves and are said to be still preserved.

Astrology in India was later influenced by Greek and Roman systems, and the Yavana-Jataka, possibly of the second century CE is one of the early astrological texts showing Greek influence. VARAHAMIHIRA, of the fifth or sixth century, composed works on astronomy, astrology, the significance of planets, and horoscopy. Some of his works also indicate Greek influence. There were several other works on horoscopy. In the medieval period, Bhattotpala’s Hora Shastra, of the fifteenth century, and the Tajika, of the thirteenth century, are among the important later texts.

Indian astrology uses nine planets (NAVAGRAHA) of which two are ‘shadow planets’, marking the nodes of the moon. The term panchanga (five branches or limbs) is used for the calendar or almanac that is important in astrological calculations. This covers five aspects: solar days; lunar days; nakshatras or lunar asterisms; yoga, or the beneficial conjunction of planets; karana, a division of the day.

Each twenty-four hour day (ahoratra) is divided into day, divasa, and night, ratri, separated by periods of dawn (sandhya) and twilight (sandhyamsha). The transit of the sun into the next zodiacal sign is known as samkranti. Two important samkrantis are Makara Samkranti, the winter solstice, and Mesha Samkranti, the vernal equinox.


The period when the sun progresses northwards, and days are lengthening is known as uttarayana, and when days are decreasing as dakshinayana. The former is considered an auspicious period. The ecliptic is divided into twelve rashis or solar mansions (signs of the zodiac) and into twenty-seven or twenty-eight NAKSHATRAS. Each month the sun passes through one rashi and approximately two-and-a-half nakshatras crossing the heavens in one year. The moon however crosses the heavens in one month, traversing one nakshatra in a little over a day. The full moon appears in a different nakshatra every month, and the lunar month is named after this nakshatra. Various calculations are made to solve discrepancies between solar and lunar months.

Though the signs of the zodiac are adopted from the West, they do not follow the same dates. Nor is Indian astrology uniform, different systems and CALENDARS being used in various parts of the country.

Astrology still plays an important part in everyday life. Astrologers calculate the dates of festivals every year, and of special fasts and ceremonies. Marriages are usually performed only on auspicious days. Many people will not take up employment, or move into a new house without consulting an astrologer.

A major branch of astrology is the making of individual horoscopes, and most have their horoscopes made at birth.


asuras A class of beings in Hindu texts. Originally a divine being, the word later came to mean a demon. In the RIG VEDA several deities are referred to as asura, including AGNI, BRIHASPATI, DYAUS, PUSHAN, SAVITRI and VARUNA, but by the later Vedic period, asuras were at war with the DEVAS or gods. They were supernatural beings with considerable powers, which the devas recognized. In some texts, devas and asuras are not actual beings but represent different aspects of a person. In the BRIHADARANAYAKA UPANISHAD the asuras and devas are usually said to be in conflict, though they both originated from PRAJAPATI. One passage (I.3.1) in the text says that there were two classes of descendants from Prajapati, and the asuras were the elder. The devas wished to overcome the asuras through the sacred chant, but the asuras permeated each part of the body which chanted. Here the devas represent right action, and the asuras wrong, or self-seeking action. Another passage describes the instructions given by Prajapati to the devas, asuras and humans, who were all his children. In later texts, there are mixed references to asuras.

At times the devas temporarily entered into a pact with them, as when churning the ocean of milk for AMRITA or divine nectar. In the MAHABHARATA the asura MAYA was a great architect and was well-respected. He built a magnificent palace for the PANDAVAS at INDRAPRASTHA. SHUKRACHARYA, the guru of the asuras, was extremely learned, and is mentioned with respect in several texts. He had a number of SIDDHIS, or powers. The rishi KASHYAPA, was the father both of devas and of DAITYAS and DANAVAS, who were types of asuras.

Various texts give different explanations of the term. The word is said to be derived from the root ‘as’, ‘to be’, or from ‘asu’, breath. According to the Nirukta, those created from higher life energies were ‘sura’ or gods, and from the lower energies, ‘asura’, or anti-gods. The Taittiriya Brahmana states that the asu or breath of Prajapati came to life as the asuras. The VISHNU PURANA says that at the time of the churning of the ocean, the daityas came to be known as asuras because they rejected Varuni, goddess of sura or wine, who emerged from the ocean, while the devas accepted her and were known as suras.

Some Puranas state that the asuras ruled the earth for ten yugas or ages, after which it was returned to the devas. Twelve wars were fought between the asuras and devas, and the asuras that died were reborn on earth as people and created problems in the world. They had several Indras (chiefs or leaders), including HIRANYAKASHIPU, PRAHLADA and MAHABALI, but lost their effulgence on the eve of the VAMANA incarnation of VISHNU.

There are innumerable asuras, daityas and danavas described in texts.

As A. Danielou points out, ‘It is significant that it was not for their sins that the anti-gods had to be destroyed but because of their power, their virtue, their knowledge, which threatened that of the gods—that is the gods of the Aryas.’ Later, however, a mythology was created to show that though the asuras were initially virtuous, their nature gradually changed. They stopped performing sacrifices, and violated sacred laws. For instance, in the Mahabharata, the goddess SHRI says that she once lived with the asuras, but left them when they became immoral. Asuras were known to have all kinds of knowledge, and asura-vidya was a term indicating magical knowledge.

In Zoroastrian scriptures, asura took the form ahura, and Ahura Mazda was the one God, the highest deity, while the daevas were considered demons or false gods, just as in later Hindu texts asuras represent demons.

Danielou says: ‘With new political alignments and alliances, as well as with changes in moral conception and ritual, some of the gods changed sides. The teachings of the wise asuras came to be incorporated with those of the Vedic sages and often, more or less openly, replaced them. On the other hand, the asuras gradually assimilated the demons, spirits, and ghosts worshipped by the aboriginal tribes and also most of the gods of the other non-Vedic populations of India.’

The term asura is thus used in many different ways. They usually represent mythical divine or evil beings. They may have been the gods of a group who once lived in harmony with the Vedic people, as is indicated by the Avesta references. The mythical struggle between devas and asuras could therefore reflect a struggle between two groups of the early Indo-Iranians, a theory that was once popular, but recently has been questioned. Others have identified asura with Ashur, or the Assyrians. This is doubtful, though supporting this is the Assyrian term ‘dannu’, meaning ‘heroic’, which is similar to the word danava. In some cases asuras may have been real people, possibly of a different community or group. Later, as conflicts arose, the gods or leaders of any group of people who were in opposition to the main Brahmanical tradition could have been identified as asuras. Thus, for instance, the story of the daitya MAHABALI, who is still worshipped in Kerala, may reflect cultural conflicts between the north and the south.

The terms daitya and danava are used as synonyms for asuras. They were two different categories of asuras, but are often used interchangeably. Other groups not usually classified as asuras, but linked with them, are nagas, rakshasas, and pishachas.

Asuras, incuding daityas and danavas, were often said to be reborn on earth as kings and rishis. This is another indication that they were actually groups of people. In addition, they intermarried with kings, rishis, and others. The table below provides a list of some asuras, along with their usual nomenclature, i.e., whether they were also frequently known as daityas and danavas. The list is not exhaustive.

See also Andhaka, Anuhlada, Baka, Bana, Gaya, Hiranyakashipu, Hiranyaksha, Jarasandha, Kaitabha, Ketu, Madhu, Mahabali, Naraka, Prahlada, Rahu, Surapadman, Taraka, Virupaksha, Vritra.
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Atala The first of the seven divisions or LOKAS of the netherworld or PATALA, in Hindu mythology. Bala, the son of the asura Maya, reigns here. He has created ninety-six magical arts, capable of giving one all one’s desires. Three kinds of women emerge from his mouth when he yawns, and they have a charm which entices men who then live in perfect bliss. Alternatively, Mahamaya is said to rule here.


According to some PURANAS, Atala has pita or pink a soil, and is the residence of DAITYAS such as Kalanemi. According to the VAYU PURANA it has dark earth, and according to the VISHNU PURANA, white soil. Namuchi, an Indra of the asuras, as well as NAGAS, and RAKSHASAS live here.


Atharva Veda One of the four VEDIC SAMHITAS of Hinduism. The Atharva Veda or fourth Veda, is also known as the Brahma Veda. It includes magical chants and mantras, both for protection and for the defeat of enemies. Atharvan originally meant ‘fire-priest’, corresponding with Athravan of the Zoroastrian Avesta texts, therefore this text may have an Indo-Iranian origin, though in its present form is later than the RIG VEDA. The Atharva Veda consists of 731 hymns, with about 6000 verses, divided into twenty books or sections. Some of the Rig Vedic hymns are repeated in the Atharva, though there are several original hymns to Rig Vedic deities. Among the hymns to deities are those to VARUNA and PRITHVI. In addition, the Atharva Veda deals with other topics, including concepts of creation, and in one hymn sees kala (time) as the origin of all. A major part of the text consists of songs and spells. Several of these deal with the healing of diseases, and include detailed descriptions of the body, and it is therefore considered the first text containing aspects of medicine. Diseases are sometimes personified, and hymns are addressed to them, while in other cases there are spells to banish demons considered responsible for ill-health. There are prayers to curative herbs, or to healing waters and fires, chants for health and long life and for harmony within the family. There are spells to win someone’s love, and for protection from demons and from people with evil intentions.

Atharva Veda prayers are used at birth, marriage, funeral, and other ceremonies, but overall the fourth Veda has never been as popular or held in as high esteem as the other three VEDAS. Parallels between the Atharva Veda and Shamanic, Mayan, German Merseburg magic maxims and other magical traditions have been found, and aspects of the Atharva Veda later occur in the TANTRAS.


Atharvan An ancient priest. In the RIG VEDA, Atharvan produced AGNI or fire, was the messenger of VIVASVAT and brought order through sacrifices. According to the ATHARVA VEDA, Atharvan was a companion of the gods. Possibly, he was the head of a family of real or mythical priests. Atharvan is also used as a generic term for a priest, while Atharvans, in plural, are a class of PITRIS or ancestors who live in heaven. In the Avesta, the literature of Zoroastrianism, Athravan is a fire-priest. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, Atharvan married Shanti, daughter of the rishi KARDAMA, and was responsible for spreading the practice of yajnas (sacrifices) in the world. In some PURANAS, he was the father of DADHYANCH.


Atharvan-Angirasah An early name of the ATHARVA VEDA which occurs once in the text and several times in the BRAHMANAS. The joint name is related to two aspects of the text and connected with the names of two people, Bhishaj Atharvana and Ghora Angirasa. Atharvan is thought to refer to the healing practices described in this Veda, and Angirasa to its negative spells. The term Atharvana (Veda) occurs in the CHHANDOGYA UPANISHAD, and is earlier than the term Atharva Veda which came to be used later.


Atibadi A VAISHNAVA sect founded by the Oriya saint JAGANNATHA DASA in the sixteenth century. Shri CHAITANYA is said to have given Jagannatha Dasa this name which means ‘extremely great’. The sect centres around the worship of the god Jagannatha.


Atma-bodha A Sanskrit text composed by the philosopher SHANKARA. In this text Shankara describes how to attain the knowledge of the ATMAN or Self. He states that this teaching is for those who have practised tapah (austerities) and are purified, calm and peaceful, are free of cravings, and desire MOKSHA or liberation. It is only through JNANA or vidya (knowledge) that moksha can be attained. The Atman is eternal and pure, its nature is truth, consciousness and bliss (Sat-chit-ananda). The body, mind and senses act through consciousness, that is inherent in the Atman, yet the Atman is not part of these. Through knowledge of the all-pervading Atman, the darkness of ignorance is destroyed, and one realizes one’s true self, as all-knowing, all pervading and immortal.

This short text has sixty-six verses.


Atma-bodha Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD which has a few lines praising the god Narayana or VISHNU but goes on to describe the state of knowledge of the inner self (atma-bodha). In one of its verses, the person who has achieved this state says: ‘I have no bondage, no liberation, no shastra, no guru. I have gone beyond maya; whatever happens, I have no misery, I am filled with joy; I know myself, all ignorance has gone. I have no actions to perform, no duty, no kula (lineage or family), and no gotra.’ This Upanishad belongs to the RIG VEDA.


Atman/Atma A Sanskrit term for the self or soul, which is imperishable, beyond time and eternal. In the RIG VEDA, the term means breath, or vital essence. The concept of the self is developed in the UPANISHADS. The Atman is not the same as the body, mind or consciousness, but is something beyond, and permeates all these. The Upanishads explore the concept of the Atman from all possible angles, and most later schools of philosophy base themselves on these texts. In some passages in the Upanishads the Atman is considered identical with BRAHMAN, the underlying reality of the world, and thus there is only one Atman, which permeates all beings. This interpretation is followed by ADVAITA Vedanta. MOKSHA, or liberation, is achieved when the unity of the Atman and Brahman is perceived or realized. In other passages, the jivatma or jiva, the individual soul is distinguished from the Atman, though in Advaita it is considered essentially the same. Various philosophies have different views on the Atman and its relationship with Brahman and with the jiva. According to some theories, the Atman and jiva are the same and do not unite with Brahman, even in liberation, but remain in blissful communication with the divine. In SAMKHYA philosophy there is a plurality of souls. In both Samkhya and YOGA, the term PURUSHA indicates both the individual soul and the universal. In Jainism, there are any number of individual souls (JIVAS), and the liberated jiva, freed from matter, is known as the Atman. Early Buddhist philosophy states that there is no permanent entity, and if only an eternal entity can be known as the Atman, everything is anatta, or anatman, that is with no Atman or soul.


atoms Early philosophies, particularly NYAYA and VAISHESHIKA, put forward the theory that the natural world is composed of minute particles, which are eternal, unalterable, and have an independent existence. ANU or paramanu, usually translated as an atom, is described in these philosophies as the basic material component of the universe.


Atreyas (1) A collective name for the sons or descendants of the rishi ATRI.

(2) A DEVA-GANA or group of deities of the PITRIS.


Atri (1) An ancient RISHI or sage, described in the RIG VEDA and later in the MAHABHARATA, PURANAS and other texts. Mandala V of the Rig Veda is attributed to Atri and his descendents. In the same text he is one of the ancestors of the human race. In later texts he was one of the sons of the god BRAHMA, and was married to ANASUYA. Their sons are usually said to be the rishi DATTATREYA, incarnation of VISHNU, DURVASA, incarnation of SHIVA, and CHANDRA, incarnation of BRAHMA. In some Puranic accounts, they had five sons, Satyanetra, Havya, Apomurti, Shanishvara and Soma. Other sons mentioned include Aranya.

There are several stories about Atri and his powers. Once, to help the DEVAS in their battle against the ASURAS, he became both the sun and the moon. The fury of the sun consumed the asuras, while the gentle light of the moon refreshed the devas. According to the RAMAYANA his ashrama was located near CHITRAKUTA. Here he welcomed RAMA, LAKSHMANA and SITA when they were in exile.

There are some temples dedicated to Atri. Among them is the Atri Rishi Temple at Guru Shikhar in Rajasthan, the highest point of the Aravali hill range.

(2) Several rishis named Atri are mentioned in the Puranas, born in different MANVANTARAS or epochs. One of them was born from Agni’s flames in the Varuni yajna or sacrifice. He married ten daughters of Bhadrashva and Ghritachi, and had ten sons known as Atreyas.

(3) A name of the god SHIVA, as well as an avatara or incarnation of Shiva in the twelfth yuga, in the Haimaka forest. (Vayu 23.155)


Attahasa An avatara or incarnation of the god Shiva in the twentieth YUGA. He took this form on the Attahas mountain in the Himalayas.


attakatha A term used for narrative compositions for the kathakali dance form. A number of attakathas have been composed, based mainly on episodes from the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA.


Aum A sacred word, also spelt OM, which symbolizes BRAHMAN, the highest state known in Hindu philosophy.


Aurobindo, Sri A noted philosopher of modern India. Sri Aurobindo (Aurobindo Ghose) was born at Kolkata (Calcutta) in India on 15 August 1872, but at the age of seven was sent to England to study. Returning to India as a young man in 1893, he worked for some time in the state of Baroda, but gradually got involved in the Freedom Movement against the British, who ruled most of India at this time. He had already begun certain YOGA practices, and when he was in prison for his actions in the struggle for freedom (1908), he received a divine revelation. He left British India and entered the small territory of Puducherry (Pondicherry) in south India, which was then under the French. Here he could not be pursued by British authorities and, giving up politics, he founded an ASHRAM and developed his own philosophy.

His basic philosophy is what he called INTEGRAL YOGA. The aim of this, according to him, is ‘to enter into a higher Truth-Consciousness or Divine Supramental Consciousness in which action and creation are the expression not of ignorance and imperfection, but of the Truth, the Light, the divine Ananda (bliss)’. He did not prescribe any fixed method for this, but suggested various ways to make oneself receptive and open to receive the divine, including surrender and devotion, meditation, and the watching of one’s actions. The divine has to be brought down into the whole being, including the cells of the body.

He believed in the evolution of the human life and mind towards an ultimate spirituality and an increasing universality. The light and power of the spirit, also called the ‘Supermind’ by him, presiding over human evolution could transform human consciousness and remould life on earth. He was joined in his ashram in 1920 by ‘The MOTHER’, a Frenchwoman named Mirra Richard. While the Mother ran the ashram, Aurobindo remained in seclusion, reading, studying ancient texts and writing.

His philosophical works include The Life Divine, The Synthesis of Yoga, The Integral Yoga, the epic Savitri, a poem with 24,000 lines and several other works, as well as commentaries on several major ancient texts.

In these works he questioned many traditional concepts of Indian philosophy, including the commonly accepted views of the world as MAYA or illusion, and of KARMA. He believed that the world is a real manifestation of the divine, and should not be seen as unreal. The concept of karma implies that all aspects of existence depend on the workings of universal energy. However, it is not a simple law of reward and punishment as is commonly perceived, but something extremely complex.

He stated that no religion revealed the whole Truth. He said, ‘The Divine Truth is greater than any religion or creed or scripture or idea or philosophy.’ Though he had made a deep study of Hindu texts, as he developed his philosophy, he ceased to identify with Hinduism. He wrote, ‘The Ashram has nothing to do with Hindu religion or culture or any religion or nationality. The Truth of the Divine which is the spiritual reality behind all religions and the descent of the supramental which is not known to any religion, are the sole things which will be the foundation of the work of the future.’

After his death in 1950, the Mother continued to run the ashram and later set up Auroville, an international city near the ashram.


Auroville An ‘international city’ near Aurobindo Ashram in Puducherry. Mirra Richard, the MOTHER, thought of establishing such a city. The idea behind it is expressed in the following words, ‘There should be, somewhere upon the earth, a place that no nation could claim as its sole property, a place where all human beings of goodwill, sincere in their aspiration, could live freely as citizens of the world, obeying one single authority, that of the Supreme Truth …’

The foundation stone of the city was laid on 28 February 1968. Groups of cottages were set up for residents, with gardens and natural surroundings. Separate pavilions represent different countries.

At the centre of Auroville is MATRI MANDIR, ‘the temple of the mother’, representing the universal mother. It is a golden sphere, surrounded by gardens. Within is an inner chamber, completely white, with white marble walls, and in the centre a crystal globe. Through the apex of the sphere, sunlight is electronically guided to fall on the crystal. Here people meditate in silence. Matri Mandir is said to be beyond all religions, a meeting point of silence, in which the spiritual force is revealed.

Auroville, however, is not merely about meditation, but about ways to promote and live a harmonious and constructive life. It has research centres experimenting with local, eco-friendly construction material, with new varieties of crops, the development of natural insecticides, and other products. Fruit trees of various kinds are grown in large orchards. Workshops produce handmade paper, natural oils for aroma therapy, incense, candles and other items. There is an extensive library, a school which incorporates Sri AUROBINDO’s philosophy, and a publishing unit. A medical centre integrates indigenous and Western systems of medicine.

People from all over the world live at Auroville, leading at times to conflicts, but it is on the whole a unique experiment with great potential.


Ava A deity, a sheep-faced goddess. She is a MATRIKA or mother goddess, one of the animal-headed mothers represented in early Indian art.


avadhuta (1) A term for a liberated soul, one who has renounced the world. Totally beyond all that is, an avadhuta follows no rules, no fixed practices, and has no need to follow conventional norms. There are several texts dealing with the life and nature of an avadhuta. In the Avadhuta Upanishad, the rishi DATTATREYA describes the nature of the avadhuta. Such a person is immortal, has discarded all worldly ties, and is always full of bliss. One of its verses states: ‘Let thought contemplate Vishnu, or let it be dissolved in the bliss of Brahman. I, the witness, neither do anything, nor cause anything to be done.’ (v.28). The Turiyatita Avadhuta Upanishad contains a description of the avadhuta who has reached the state of consciousness beyond TURIYA. In this state, a person is pure, the embodiment of dispassion, and totally free. An avadhuta who has reached this level, does not chant mantras or practise rituals, wears no caste marks, and has terminated all religious and secular duties. He wears no clothes, and eats anything that comes his way. He wanders alone, observing silence, and is totally absorbed in non-duality. The AVADHUTA GITA has similar descriptions.

The UDDHAVA GITA, forming part of the BHAGAVATA PURANA, describes an avadhuta who learnt from all aspects of life and who was at home anywhere in the world.

(2) The term avadhuta can apply to any liberated person, but also specifically refers to a sannyasi sect.


Avadhuta Gita A Sanskrit text assigned to the rishi DATTATREYA, though it is not known who wrote it. It is an Advaitic text, of one who has realized the truth. In the text, Dattatreya says, ‘I am by nature the formless, all-pervasive Self.’ He goes on to describe the state of an avadhuta, who lives alone, in solitude, rejoicing in the bliss of BRAHMAN. Such a person has even gone beyond the fourth state of consciousness, TURIYA, and dwells in the state of turiyatita. About this text Swami VIVEKANANDA said, ‘Men like the one who wrote this song keep religion alive.’


Avadhuta Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a late UPANISHAD, in which the rishi DATTATREYA describes the nature of the AVADHUTA. This Upanishad belongs to the Krishna or Black YAJUR VEDA.


aval/avalyum A type of song in the Saurashtra region of Gujarat, connected with worship of the mother goddess. These songs are in structured prose, sung along with instrumental accompaniment. They narrate miracles and myths related to the goddess, as well as her role in world creation. In north Gujarat similar songs are known as redi, and are in the form of a dialogue with the mother goddess. The songs are popular with shepherds and some other communities.


Avantipur An ancient town in Kashmir, with ninth-century Hindu temples. The site is located 28 km by road from Srinagar, the capital of Kashmir. The Rajatarangini, a history of Kashmir dating to the twelfth century, states that the town was established at a sacred place earlier known as Vishvaikasara, by Avantivarman, a king of Kashmir. Avantivarman of the Utpala dynasty ruled between CE 855 and 883, and constructed two temples. The Avantisvamin Temple, dedicated to the god VISHNU, was built before he ascended the throne. It had a two-tier platform, approached by a staircase. The inner sanctuary is square, decorated with friezes of elephants, hamsas (swans or geese), lion heads, bells and other motifs, but the main image is missing. Several images found nearby were of a four-headed and four armed Vishnu, and the main image was probably of the same type. Four smaller shrines are at the corners of the courtyard; two later shrines, and sixty-nine small cells on a high basement are arranged around the courtyard with carved pillars in front. The Avantishvara Temple, dedicated to SHIVA, was set up later, while he was the king. This was originally a large temple, but is now in ruins. The temple was entered through a gateway, and around it was a courtyard surrounded by cells. Carved figures that have been found include those of LAKULISHA, and of a standing couple, probably the king and queen.


Avarna (1) A name of the god SHIVA.

(2) A term for outcastes.


avatara An incarnation of god on earth. It also means descent, advent or manifestation. In Hinduism, the god VISHNU is most commonly associated with avataras. There are ten main avataras of Vishnu, while up to thirty-nine are mentioned in certain texts. Among Vishnu’s avataras, RAMA and KRISHNA are the most popular. The god SHIVA also has avataras, though there are not many temples dedicated to them. In the Devi Saptashati (II.5) of the MARKANDEYA PURANA, it is said that Devi will take on an avatara and descend to earth whenever evil prevails. Other Puranas also state that when Vishnu incarnates, LAKSHMI too is born on earth. Thus some of the forms of Devi, as well as SITA, RUKMINI, and the other wives of the main incarnations are also avataras.

Avataras of all kinds are said to descend to earth from time to time to guide people on the right path.

In the BHAGAVAD GITA, Krishna states that: ‘Although I am unborn, everlasting and I am the lord of all, I come to my realm of nature and through my wondrous power I am born. When righteousness is weak and faints and unrighteousness results in pride, then my Spirit arises on earth.’ 4.6-7 (trans. Juan Mascaro)

Avataras can also be partial, or AMSHA-AVATARAS, and secondary or gauna-avataras. Several saints and heroic figures are included among these. Numerous gurus of the twentieth century are said to be incarnations of earlier saints. For instance, Sathya SAI BABA is thought to be an incarnation of SAI BABA OF SHIRDI who in turn was considered an avatara of DATTATREYA.

In Buddhism, the Dalai Lama is said to be an incarnation of the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara. Each successive Dalai Lama, as well as some other categories of lamas, are incarnations of earlier lamas and saints. The concept also exists in Islam, particularly in the Ahmadiya and Mahdawi movements, though it is rejected by the orthodox.

In more recent times, a number of individuals have claimed to be avataras of one deity or the other, or of a prophet, not only of Hinduism, but in other religions as well.


avidya A Sanskrit term, another word for AJNANA, meaning ignorance or nescience.


Avimukteshvara A name of the god SHIVA.


Avimukta A name of VARANASI or Kashi. It received this name when SHIVA and PARVATI made it their residence. The Sanskrit term ‘avimukta’ has been translated as unloosened or unliberated, but as the name of Varanasi, it is interpreted differently, as ‘the place that is never left’ by the god Shiva, that is, where Shiva is always present.

The Jabala Upanishad describes Avimukta as the Kurukshetra of the gods, and for all creatures, the abode of BRAHMAN. In this Upanishad, YAJNAVALKYA explains that Avimukta represents that which is infinite and unmanifested. He says it is in the middle of Varana and Nasi, and provides a metaphysical explanation of the name ‘Varanasi’. It overcomes all the faults committed by the sense organs, and therefore is known as Varana. It destroys all evils of the sense organs, and therefore is Nasi. It is the meeting place of the eyebrows and the nose, and of the gods and the world beyond. Knowers of BRAHMAN worship it as SANDHYA. Avimukta should be meditated upon, and he who does so gains the knowledge of liberation.


Avvaiyar The name of a saintly poet of the Tamil region. Avvai means an elderly woman, ‘good woman’ or mother, and Avvaiyar was a title conferred on several different women.

According to some accounts the saintly Avvaiyar is actually one person, who has eternal life. Usually, however, three different Avvaiyars are identified, while some have traced six. The first lived in the period of SANGAM LITERATURE, while the second can be assigned to the eighth century and the third to the twelfth century. According to a different analysis, the second belonged to the twelfth century, the third to the sixteenth, the fourth to the seventeenth, and the fifth and sixth to the eighteenth century. The Avvaiyar of the Sangam period wrote fifty-nine to sixty poems, some of them on the chieftain Atiyaman Netuman Anji, with whom she was friendly.

In the SIDDHA tradition, the second Avvaiyar lived in the eighth century, and was a siddha (perfected one) who composed Vinayakar Akaval, a poem of seventy-two lines in praise of Vinayaka (GANESHA), as well as Avvai-kural. The former includes the symbolism of Vinayaka and teachings on Kundalini Yoga, while the latter has 310 couplets on YOGA and JNANA. The Avvaiyar of the twelfth century, composed Attichudi, simple moral maxims, on morality and spirituality, and poems in praise of the god MURUGAN. Works such as Konraivendan, Muturai and Nalvazhi, containing ethical maxims, have also been assigned to this Avvaiyar. Others place these works, as well as stray verses appearing in various texts, to later periods.

Avvaiyar statues and idols are found in a number of places in Tamil Nadu.


avyakta A Sanskrit word that means the unmanifested. It is another term for PRAKRITI, also known as Pradhana and Karana. Avyakta contains the deities in their undifferentiated form, as well as all beings. In advaita Vedanta, avyakta is related to ajnana or maya, as the only true reality is BRAHMAN. However, it is also contained within Brahman.


Aya The name of several people in ancient texts, including:

(1) A son of the rishi VASISHTHA, and a PRAJAPATI of the Svarochisha MANVANTARA.

(2) A son of DEVAKI.

(3) A TUSHITA god (Aaya).


ayanam/ayana A period of time. One ayana consists of six months, and the year is divided into two ayanas. Uttarayana is the six-month period when the sun is in its northern course. This is considered the day of the gods, while Dakshinayana is the night. The Uttarayana is suitable for SHRADDHA (ancestral rites) and the latter for dana (gifts).


Ayodhya A town in district Faizabad of Uttar Pradesh. It is considered one of the seven most sacred cities of Hinduism and, according to tradition, is the birthplace and capital of RAMA, an incarnation of the god VISHNU. It was also known as Saketa and in ancient days was the capital of the janapada or kingdom of KOSHALA. Valmiki’s RAMAYANA has an elaborate description of the city, when it was ruled by DASHARATHA. Ayodhya, initially built by VAIVASVATA MANU, covered an area of twelve by three yojanas, and had well-aligned roads. There was an extensive highway sprinkled by water and strewn with flowers which were dropped from the heavens. It was entered through arched gateways and beautiful doors, and had markets and craftsmen of all kinds, orchards and mango groves. All classes of people lived there, dancers, singers, musicians and poets graced the city, and everyone was rich and prosperous. There was a defensive wall and moat around it, and it was defended by strong warriors. The foremost of brahmanas, well-versed in the Vedas, lived there. (Bala Kanda, V). There are other, similar descriptions of the city in the text. In addition, Ayodhya is described in a number of later sources, including the PURANAS. It was the capital of the IKSHVAKUS, and several kings of this dynasty ruled here. The Ayodhya Mahatmya in the SKANDA PURANA, provides details of sacred sites within Ayodhya that developed later on.

In Jainism too, it is a sacred site. The first Tirthankara, Rishabha or Adinatha, as well as other Tirthankaras were born here.

Saketa is mentioned in Buddhist texts which refer to it as an important city. The Buddha lived here for some time and there were Buddhist monasteries here.

Archaeology indicates that the place dates back to about the seventh century BCE, but declined in importance after the fourth century CE.

Today Ayodhya abounds in temples as well as sacred sites associated with Rama. There are said to be over 5000 temples in the city. The Rama Janma Bhumi site, where the Babri Masjid stood up to 1992, is said to mark the exact birthplace of Rama. Lakshmana Ghat, located near the river, marks the spot where LAKSHMANA ended his life. Other sites in and around Ayodhya are also traditionally associated with Rama and his life. Chirodaka, also called Chirasagara, is where Dasharatha performed a sacrifice for obtaining sons, with the help of RISHYASHRINGA. At Treta-ki-Thakur, Rama performed the ASHVAMEDHA and set up an image of SITA. At Ratnamandapa, he held his council. At Svargadvara, he was cremated. Among temples, the Birla Temple is one of the large modern temples constructed in the city. The Hanuman Garhi Temple has an image of ANJANA DEVI with the child HANUMAN. Dasharath Bhavan has images of Rama, Sita and Lakshmana, while Kanak Bhavan has three pairs of images of Rama and Sita. Ayodhya also has mosques and tombs of Muslim saints.


Ayudha Puja The worship of tools, instruments, machines or vehicles. It is commonly performed one day before the festival of DASHAHARA, particularly in south India. Workmen appreciate that their tools or machines have functioned well throughout the year. They give them a day of rest, adorn them with oil and garlands, and perform a PUJA, or ceremony of worship.


Ayudha Purusha The weapon of a deity which is personified. Several such weapons are personified in Hinduism, including Vishnu’s CHAKRA and Shiva’s TRISHULA. Among other cultures, the ancients Celts also personified and worshipped their weapons.


ayurveda An ancient system of medicine that is still practised today and links medicine and treatment with a wholistic philosophy of life. Ayurveda literally means ‘science of life’, and has been described in early texts as the ‘fifth Veda’, an Upaveda, or a VEDANGA. The god Brahma is said to have revealed ayurveda, and to have composed its first text consisting of 1,00,000 verses. From BRAHMA, the knowledge was revealed to a line of rishis and gods. DHANVANATRI, an ancient rishi and incarnation of VISHNU, is also associated with the founding of ayurveda.

The rishi Atreya is believed to have taught medicine at Taxila (Takshashila). Among his students was Agnivesha, and later CHARAKA complied his teachings in the Charaka Samhita of the first century CE. Another major writer on ayurveda, was SUSHRUTA, who according to traditional accounts was taught by Divodasa, king of Kashi, considered the incarnation of the legendary Dhanvantari. The Sushruta Samhita in its present form dates to about the fourth century CE. These two texts are the most important in ayurveda.

The basis of ayurveda is its classification into three body types and personalities, represented by the elements of vata (air), pitta (bile) and kapha (phlegm or lymph). Each person has a combination of these three in varying degrees, and health is maintained when the original combination, natural to that person, is maintained. Diseases occurs when they increase or decrease, and therefore they are known as doshas (literally, defects). These three components influence both the body and the mind, as well as the KARMA of a person.

Ayurveda also has eight branches of medicine, including surgery, treatment of children and women, of old age diseases, mental diseases, effects of poisons, and others, similar to those practised today. Improper food, and lack of fresh air and exercise are recognized as some of the factors that contribute to diseases. Treatment involves regulating these, as well as using various medicines derived from the vegetable, animal and mineral kingdoms. Ayurvedic texts have detailed descriptions of the mind and its different components, the body and its internal structure, the three GUNAS of rajas, sattva and tamas, the nature of prana or breath and, of types of knowledge and perception.

However, ayurveda not only deals with the treatment and cause of diseases, but with the origin of life, karma, and other philosophical concepts. It examines the theory of atoms (ANU or paramanu) and of elements (BHUTAS). It accepts certain basic principles such as the concept of an eternal soul and of rebirth.

While dealing with the cause of diseases, ayurvedic texts analyse inference and logic that can be used in determining causes. The right methods of discussion and dialogue are described. The logical methods used by Charaka are similar to those in the NYAYA school of philosophy, while his classification of various categories is similar to VAISHESHIKA’S. Charaka’s work has a number of other topics, including certain unique ideas on karma that differ from the usual fatalistic or deterministic viewpoint. According to him, the length of a person’s life is not entirely determined by KARMA. The right food, exercise and medicines can increase the length of life, as long as no extreme or enormous sins have been committed. He explains how to lead ‘a good life’, a life that is not merely virtuous, but free from diseases. Desires leading to various actions are analysed, and atma-hita or self-good, is considered the aim of life. Atma-hita is that which brings benefits not only in this life, but in the next, and thus has a strong ethical component.

Sushruta’s writings include an account of SAMKHYA philosophy, and in his theory of evolution, he broadly follows Samkhya concepts. However, he differs from Samkhya in stating that there are six causes for everything. These are: svabhava, the nature of things; Ishvara or God; kala or time; yadriccha, or accidental occurences; niyati or destiny; parinama or evolution. Later writers on ayurveda include Vagabhata I (probably of the seventh century), Vagabhata II (eighth century), Chakrapani (eleventh century), Dalhana (eleventh to thirteenth centuries), and several others.

Buddhist scholars commented on ayurveda, and the Tibetan system of medicine practised today is derived from it. Schools of TANTRA used the ayurvedic descriptions of the body to put forward their own theories.


Ayushmanta A DEVA-GANA or group of gods, described in the PURANAS.


ayyan A term used in south India, which means father, revered person, or a BRAHMANA. It is said to be derived from the Sanskrit word ‘arya’, meaning noble. Ayyan represents the male principle or PURUSHA, while amman represents the female, PRAKRITI, SHAKTI or mother. Ayyan or amman are attached to the names of several deities.


Ayyanar A deity worshipped mainly in Tamil villages. He is the son of SHIVA, and of VISHNU who had assumed a feminine form, Mohini. He is a guardian deity, and is usually depicted as a warrior, either on foot or on a white horse or elephant, holding a sceptre or whip. He is said to ride through the air at night, accompanied by his generals. He is sometimes called ‘the king of demons’ or else is said to be their master though he is not one of them. Ayyanar is prayed to for freedom from disease and pests, success in business, for a safe journey, and for safe childbirth, and in general for protection. He is the god of the mercantile community, and particularly of potters. His two consorts are known as Puranei (Sanskrit: Purna) and Pudkalai (Sanskrit: Pushkala). Sometimes his wives are called Madana and Varnani.

Ayyanar temples are found all over Tamil Nadu. Terracotta horses, seen outside, are usually offerings from devotees. MATRIKA or mother-goddess panels are sometimes found in his temples. The main Ayyanar festival takes place in September/October after Navaratri, while there is another festival in May/June. Ayyanar is known as Shivaputra or Harasuta, the son of Shiva, and is considered part of the Shaivite pantheon. His origin is the same as that of AYYAPPA, well known in Kerala, and he is considered another form of that deity.

However, in the manner of worship, Ayyanar is somewhat different. Though he is a vegetarian god, he sometimes has a twin temple with a meat-eating deity, KARUPPAN or Karuppanaswamy. He is often accompanied by several other deities, and some temples have twenty-one or more such deities. The priests of Ayyanar temples are generally from nonbrahmana castes, such as the Velar (potters). The potters are very important in the worship of Ayyanar, as they make the terracotta figurines presented as votive offerings to the deities, and sometimes make the images of the deities as well. The figurines may be of horses, cows, camels, elephants, or even babies or anything else, and are presented for the fulfilment of a wish. The kodangi, a person who can become possessed by one of the lesser deities, is consulted regarding the offering to be made.


Ayyappa A deity popular in Kerala. According to myth, Ayyappa was born as a result of a union between SHIVA and VISHNU, in the form of Mohini, the divine enchantress. In the PURANAS, his counterpart is SASTHA or Dharmasastha, which is used as a synonym for this deity. As he is a composite deity, born through the union of Shiva and Vishnu, he is also known as Hariharasuta. As the son of Shiva he is called Bhutanatha, and is also known as Manikanta.

There are several myths and stories about the origin of Ayyappa. According to one story, this child of Shiva and Vishnu was found on the banks of the Pampa river, by the king of Pandalam. The Pandalam dynasty was an offshoot of the Pandyas. The childless king took the baby back to his palace and reared him with love. The young child showed his great powers when he killed the demon Mahisha. On another occasion, when the queen demanded the milk of a tiger, he brought back a tiger with her cubs from the forest, along with a vessel of its milk.

According to another story, Ayyappa was the son of the king’s sister, and was brought up in the forest, but later sent to his uncle. Meanwhile a tribal chief destroyed the shrine of Sastha, located on SABARIMALA hill, which was worshipped by the Pandalam kings. Ayyappa and his Muslim friend Vavar, who became like his twin brother, defeated those who were against the king. When the idol of Sastha was reinstalled, Ayyappa disappeared into it, and is considered the same as that deity. This took place on the first day of the month of Makara. Thus at Sabarimala, the main centre of worship for Ayyappa, this day is particularly auspicious. There are other Ayyappa temples in Kerala and elsewhere. The worship of this deity has become more popular lately, and his temples are now widespread.

Some consider Ayyanar and Ayyappa as two forms of the same deity as they have the same origin, though they are depicted and worshipped differently. Unlike for Ayyanar, Ayyappa worship is conducted by brahmana priests. At a few temples, however, such as an old Ayyanar temple at Panaiyur, the two deities have been merged, and the temple is renamed ‘Sri Sabari Ayyanar/Ayyapan Temple’.
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baba A term for a father or revered person. It is attached to the names of saintly people.


Babaji, Mahavatara A saintly person who is believed to live in the Himalayas and to be of indeterminate age. Several groups and individuals claim him as their guru. He is said to have been the guru of LAHIRI MAHASAYA (1828–95) whose disciple Sri YUKTESWAR GIRI (1855–1936) was the guru of Paramahansa YOGANANDA. In his book, Autobiography of a Yogi, Paramahansa says that Babaji lives near BADRINATH, and has retained his physical form for centuries, perhaps for millenia. According to him, Babaji initiated both SHANKARA and KABIR, and ‘is ever in communion with Christ; together they send out vibrations of redemption and have planned the spiritual technique of salvation for this age.’

According to Paramahansa’s description: ‘The deathless guru bears no mark of age on his body, he appears to be a youth of not more than twenty-five.’ He is fair-skinned, of medium build and height, with dark eyes and long copper-coloured hair.

Several others claim to have met Babaji and to have details about his life. According to some sources, he is the same as Guru GORAKHNATHA, or as KRIPACHARYA of the MAHABHARATA. M. Govindan, of the Siddha Kriya Yoga tradition claims to have met Babaji, and states he was born in CE 203 in Tamil Nadu, and was initiated by the SIDDHAS Agastyar (rishi AGASTYA) and Bogar. Another version states he was the same as Hariakhan Baba who is thought to have lived between 1861 and 1924.

The concept of legendary, deathless sages is quite common in all parts of India. Agastya is a rishi said to be still living in south India, while there are several more whose names are not known. See Chiranjiva.


Babhruvahana A son of ARJUNA, the third PANDAVA brother, described in the MAHABHARATA. He was born to CHITRANGADA of Manipura, and ascended the throne there when he grew up. He once defeated and killed Arjuna in battle, when the latter came to Manipura following an ASHVAMEDHA horse. However, Arjuna was revived by a special gem that Babhruvahana obtained through ULUPI, another of Arjuna’s wives. Babhruvahana then went with Arjuna to HASTINAPURA.


Badami A town located between two rocky hills in Bijapur district of Karnataka, which is known for its early cave temples, cut into the side of a red sandstone hill. Badami, earlier known as Vatapi, was the capital of the Chalukya dynasty between the sixth and seventh centuries. There are four rock-cut cave temples here, belonging to this period, of which two are dedicated to the Hindu god VISHNU and one to SHIVA, while the fourth is a Jain temple. Another natural cave is a Buddhist shrine. There are also several structural temples. Among these is the Jambulinga Temple, dated to CE 699, with three shrines, dedicated to BRAHMA, Vishnu and Shiva, connected to a common MANDAPA. The Yellamma Temple of the eleventh century has a multi-storeyed tower. Images are carved on boulders near the temples, and there are more shrines around the town. The seventh-century Upper Shivalaya Temple on the cliffs to the north has intricate carvings of KRISHNA and NARASIMHA, while the Mallegitti Shivalaya Temple of the same period has panels depicting Vishnu, Shiva, and other deities.

In legends, Badami or Vatapi is associated with the asura Vatapi and his brother Ilvala. They are said to have been killed by the rishi AGASTYA here on his way to the south.


Badarayana The author of the BRAHMA SUTRA, also known as the Vedanta Sutra, who probably lived sometime between the fifth century BCE and the first century CE. He is identified with the rishi VYASA, a name used for several authors. The Brahma Sutra summarizes the UPANISHADS and forms the basis for Vedantic thought. The text was used by all later writers and exponents of the various schools of VEDANTA.

Badarayana is one of the names of the list of teachers at the end of the SAMAVIDHANA BRAHMANA, but this is probably not the same as the author of the Brahma Sutra.


Badari A TIRTHA, a place of pilgrimage described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. Badari was located in the Himalayan region near the source of the river GANGA. The ashram of the rishis NARA and Narayana was here. One who bathed at Badari was said to obtain a long life and go to heaven. Here the Ganga is said to flow with hot water and to carry golden sand. According to the SKANDA PURANA, Vishnu resides here in every yuga, and never leaves the place. The tirtha has been identified with Badrinath.



Badrinath Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, located at Badrinath, in Chamoli district of Uttarakhand, at a height of 3133 m above sea level, in a valley on the right bank of the river ALAKANANDA. Here Vishnu is worshipped as Sri Badrinathji. According to legend, the temple has ancient origins, but was re-established by SHANKARA in the ninth century. The 15 m-high temple has a small cupola or spire. The main image of Badrinath is one metre high, and there are also images of LAKSHMI, PARVATI, GANESHA and GARUDA. Two thermal springs nearby, known as Tapt Kund, are said to have curative properties. From the time the temple was reestablished, only a Nambudri brahmana from Kerala, has been allowed to be the priest or rawal. Badrinath is a major centre of pilgrimage, and the most important of the Badri temples in the hills of Uttarakhand. The others include Adi Badri, on the route to Ranikhet, Bhavishya Badri at Subain near Tapovan, not far from Joshimath, Bridha Badri also near Joshimath, and Yogdhyan Badri, at Pandukeshwar. Badrinath is also the centre of one of the MATHAS established by Shankaracharya.


Bagadavat A folk tale of Rajasthan, popular throughout the state, which has a heroic and religious theme. Composed in Rajasthani dialects, in prose and verse, it was transmitted orally and sung by bhopas (bards), but was later published as Devnarayan Bagadavat Mahayacha.

The story is said to be based on that of a Gurjar family, who belonged to a period sometime between the tenth and fourteenth centuries. It has a historical core, centred around conflicts between the Gurjars and Rajput Ranas, but gradually acquired a mythical character.

The long story involves many battles and conflicts, along with the intervention of various deities. Briefly, Baghji, who had the face of a lion and a human body, had twelve wives, from whom he had twenty-four sons collectively known as Bagadavats. Sawaibhoj was the greatest of these, blessed by the god SHIVA with twelve years of endless wealth, an imperishable body for the same period, and a jewel known as parasmani. Because of their wealth and valour a local rana became the friend of the Bagadavats. However conflicts arose over the marriage and affections of Jaimati, daughter of a Solanki king. In the ensuing battles most of the Bagadavats and their sons were killed, and their wives joined them on the funeral pyre. Only Sadhu, wife of Sawaibhoj, lived and bore a son, Devnarayan, who killed the rana when he grew up.

Devji or Devnarayanji Bagadavat is said to be an incarnation of VISHNU. Worship of him as a deity is widespread, and there are several temples dedicated to him, though the main centre of worship is at Asind, in Bhilwara district. There are also temples of Sawaibhoj, and of Jaimati or Jelu Ma, who is equated with DURGA or Devi, or at times with SITA or DRAUPADI.

Several other heroic figures of Rajasthan are worshipped and revered as deities.


Bagala A goddess, one of the MAHAVIDYAS or Tantric goddesses, a form of PARVATI, the wife of SHIVA. She is depicted with the head of a crane, seated on a throne of jewels, holding a club. Her colour is yellow. She is worshipped mainly in east India and the Bagala Tantra, a Tantric text, has several magical rites associated with her worship. She is the goddess of magic, poisons, and subtle forms of destruction. She can control and bring to a stop all creation. Yet this control and destruction has a positive aspect, and is related to the destruction of the ego, and the stilling of the mind, the silence beyond all forms.


Bahai, and Hinduism The Bahai religion existed in India from the late nineteenth century, but became popular after 1957. The religion was originally an offshoot of Islam, founded in the mid-nineteenth century by Mirza Husain Ali, who came to be known as Bahaullah (Glory of God). His followers believe he is a manifestation of the divine and the most recent prophet or messenger of God. The Bahai religion believes that there is One God, the creator of the universe, who sends his messengers to guide human beings to develop their spiritual and moral qualities which form their essence. Bahaullah’s special message is that the time has come to unify all people of the world and one of the main purposes of the Bahai faith is to enable world unity and love.

The religion has been established in 235 countries and territories across the world, and its adherents come from over 2100 different ethnic groups. It accepts the truth of all religions, and thus explains its beliefs in the context of the beliefs and ideas of each religion.

Within much of rural India, Bahais distanced themselves from their Islamic roots, and translated Bahai teachings into local languages. Regional spiritual councils have been set up in all states. Bahaullah is called Bhagavan Baha, and equated with KALKI, the tenth incarnation of the Hindu god VISHNU. Rural idioms and poems in the BHAKTI tradition are sung in villages, and thousands have been persuaded to declare their faith in Bhagavan and his teachings. Doing this is a simple procedure of signing or putting a thumb print on an enrolment card. Converts are not required to give up their original faith or practices, but only to accept Bahaullah and his message of universality and equality.

Thus there is a wide discrepancy between census figures and Bahai claims. According to the 1991 census, Bahais numbered 5,575, while the Bahai leaders had a figure of more than 2 million. Independent researchers have put the number of those who understand and follow Bahai teachings in India as anywhere between 1,00,000 and 2 million. Followers are mainly of scheduled castes and tribes.


The Bahais have over 900 local councils in India, and run classes on the religion for adults and children. They have also opened schools and other institutions for social reform.

The Bahai Lotus Temple in New Delhi was inaugurated in 1986.


Bahinabai A Maratha BHAKTI saint. Born in 1629, Bahinabai, an orthodox BRAHMANA, was already married when she became a devotee of the saint TUKARAM. Her husband initially was furious with her, as Tukaram was of a low caste, and did not have traditional spiritual learning, but later he accepted her devotion and accompanied her to meet Tukaram. Bahinabai kept a journal and wrote devotional verses, which have been translated into English. In these she described her early life, her unhappiness in her marriage, her difficulties on the path of bhakti, and finally her vision of the saint Tukaram, and her attainment of inner joy. She described the problems faced by a high-caste woman, always subject to her husband, in a home where spirituality was absent. She wrote: ‘[As a woman] I have no right to listen to the reading of the Vedas. The brahmanas have made a secret of the Gayatri mantra. I am told I must not pronounce the sacred word ‘Om’. I must not listen to philosophical ideas.’ After her vision of Tukaram, who initiated her, though he was not bodily present, she began to feel the deep inner joy of contact with the divine. She wrote: ‘My joy was so great that I was driven to silence. In knowing that state, blessed will be gurus and bhaktas.’ (trans. Justin E. Abbot). She died in 1700.


Baijnath Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, in his form as Vaidyanatha, located at Baijnath in Himachal Pradesh. First built in the thirteenth century, this stone temple has later structures as well. At the doorway are GANGA and YAMUNA images. The inner shrine contains a linga. Adjoining it is a MANDAPA with sculptures on the walls, which include a HARIHARA panel and NATARAJA carved on a column. The pyramidal roof was reconstructed in the eighteenth or early nineteenth century by the Katoch rajas of the region.


Baisakhi A harvest festival now celebrated on 13 April every year. It is most popular in the Punjab where on this day, farmers rejoice over the harvest, dress in traditional costumes, sing songs and perform bhangra dances. Fairs or melas selling various items are organized. The day is also celebrated in remembrance of the creation of the Khalsa by the Sikh guru Gobind Singh in 1699.


Bajrang Dal A Hindu organization founded in 1984, a branch of the VISHWA HINDU PARISHAD.


Bajreshvari Temple A temple dedicated to the goddess Bajreshvari, located at Kangra in Himachal. Bajreshvari is a SHAKTA PITHA, one of the sites associated with SATI, the consort of SHIVA. According to legend, at the time of a drought, some of the people here prayed to the goddess DURGA, who showed them a place where the breasts of Sati had fallen, and asked for a temple to be built there. Local accounts state that the temple was plundered by the invader Mahmud of Ghazni in 1009, and again by Firuz Shah Tughlaq, sultan of Delhi in the fourteenth century, but was restored by the Mughal emperor Akbar in the sixteenth century. Thousands visit the temple, particularly at the time of the NAVRATRAS. The Guptganga ghat, about a kilometre away, is also a place of pilgrimage.


Baka (1) An ASURA in the form of a crane (baka), mentioned in the PURANAS. He attacked KRISHNA when he was still a youth, and was killed by him.

(2) A RAKSHASA described in the MAHABHARATA, killed by BHIMA, the second of the PANDAVAS. He was the brother of Kirmira and a friend of Hidimba. He is also described as the brother of Alambusha Arshyashringi, and a kinsman of Alayudha. He was an eater of brahmanas.

(3) The name of a RISHI, and of various others in ancient texts.


Baladeva Vidyabhushana A philosopher of Vaishnavism, who lived in the eighteenth century. The details of his life are unclear, but he was probably born near village Remuna in Orissa. He toured south India and became a disciple of the MADHVA school of thought. Later, he was influenced by the GAUDIYA VAISHNAVISM of CHAITANYA’s followers. He went to VRINDAVANA, and there he is said to have been requested by the god KRISHNA himself to write a commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA, from the viewpoint of Chaitanya’s philosophy. His work Govinda-bhashya was the result. By this time, Baladeva came to be known as Govinda Dasa. Apart from the Govinda-bhashya, he wrote a number of other works including: Sahitya Kaumudi, and its commentary, Krishnanandi; Siddhanta-ratna; Kavya-Kaustubha; Gita-bhushana, a commentary on the BHAGAVAD GITA; a commentary on Radha Damodara’s Chandah-Kaustubha; Prameya-ratnavali and its commentary; Kanti-mala; a commentary on RUPA GOSWAMI’S Stava-mala; a commentary on Laghu-bhagavata-amrita; Namartha-shuddhika, a commentary on Sahasra-nama; a commentary on Jaya Deva’s Chandraloka; Siddhanta-darpana, a commentary on JIVA GOSWAMI’s Tattva-sandarbha; a commentary on Rupa’s Nataka-chandrika; as well as commentaries on some major UPANISHADs. According to some scholars, he also wrote Sukshma, a commentary on the Govinda-bhashya, and a commentary on the Siddhanta-ratna. Baladeva’s philosophy is based on Gaudiya Vaishnavism with some aspects of Madhva’s philosophy.

Baladeva believes that eternal bliss and the ending of sorrow is the ultimate aim of life, and can be attained through the true knowledge of God and of one’s own self. The nature of BRAHMAN or God is consciousness and bliss. God is One, but can appear in a number of places and forms at the same time. The forms that appear in the minds of devotees are real manifestations of God. Baladeva uses the concept of vishesha (particularity) to explain apparent differences. Though there is no difference between God, his qualities, and his forms, there is some specific peculiarity of each. When God is worshipped in a form, such as that of Krishna, he reveals himself in that form, which is only part of his nature. Brahman is both the material cause of the world, and its supreme agent. Brahman can transform itself into the world, but in its essence, remains the same.

The individual JIVAS are created by God, are atomic in nature, and are totally dependent on God, who can be reached through knowledge and devotion. BHAKTI is a power of God, and a form of knowledge, through which God can be reached. True bhakti is a state of supreme bliss.


Balaji A god particularly worshipped in south India. Balaji is a popular name of VENKATESHVARA, a form of VISHNU. The most important Balaji or VENKATESHVARA TEMPLE is at TIRUPATI in Andhra Pradesh, but there are several others all over India, and abroad. Among the other numerous temples, a large Balaji temple, a modern construction, is located at RISHIKESH in Uttarakhand.


Balarama A deity, who is the elder brother of the god KRISHNA, and an incarnation of VISHNU. He was alternatively said to have been an incarnation of ANANTA Naga, and a deity associated with agriculture. As Krishna’s brother, he was the seventh son of DEVAKI and VASUDEVA, the first six having been killed by the king KAMSA, because of a prophecy that Kamsa would be killed by the son of Vasudeva. According to the MAHABHARATA, he and Krishna were born from two of Vishnu’s hairs, one white, and one black. To save Balarama, after he was conceived, he was placed by divine intervention in the womb of ROHINI, another wife of Vasudeva. He was known as Samkarshana or Balarama, and was fair, whereas Krishna was dark. Krishna was born later. Balarama accompanied Krishna on many of his adventures, and performed several heroic deeds. In his youth he killed the asura Dhenuka who had taken the form of an ass. He helped Krishna in his fight against Kamsa at Mathura. He lived at Dvaraka along with Krishna, and married REVATI, the daughter of Raivata, through whom he had two sons, Nishatha and Ulmuka. According to the BRAHMANDA PURANA, he had a son named Atigulma. He differed at times with Krishna and tried to bring about a truce between the KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS at the time of the Mahabharata war. Balarama died while in meditation at DVARAKA and his soul emerged from his mouth in the form of Ananta or Shesha.

The BRIHAT SAMHITA, an early text, describes how he should be depicted. He holds a plough, and stands under a canopy of snakes, sometimes in an inebriated state. He is white like a conch-shell, moon, or white lotus. This is similar to a Mahabharata description, which says: ‘Holding a plough for a weapon, he will look like a white hill; he will be endowed with might capable of uplifting the whole earth; upon the chariot of that god, a tall palmyra, a three-headed golden tree, will form his standard; his head will be shaded with great snakes; all weapons of attack and defence will come to him as soon as he thinks of them; he is called Ananta.’ The text also states that he supports the world on his head and lives in the nether regions, thus confirming his identity with Ananta.

In the VISHNU PURANA, Samkarshana or Balarama, identified with Ananta, is described as clothed in purple, wearing a white necklace, holding a plough in one hand and a pestle (musala) in the other. (II.5)

Balarama is connected with fertility and particularly with water, and is often said to be inebriated or red-eyed after drinking wine. His drunkenness may symbolize the vagaries of nature, and floods or natural changes in river courses seem to have been associated with him. Thus in the Vishnu Purana (V.25), Balarama is said to have altered the course of the river YAMUNA. Dragging the Yamuna towards him, he compelled the dark river to quit its course and follow him through the woods. He released her only when she had watered the whole country. In another Puranic story, Balarama threw the city of HASTINAPURA into the river Ganga, where it began to whirl like a boat. (Bhagavata XLVIII. 29–43). In ancient days, the Yamuna is known to have changed its course, and Hastinapura to have suffered floods.

Balarama or Samkarshana has a major role in PANCHARATRA philosophy. In this system, he represents Prakriti.

At one time an important deity, images of him date back to the second century BCE. An inscription of the same date, found at Ghasundi near Nagari in Rajasthan, mentions that ‘an enclosure for worship of the Bhagavatas Samkarshana and Vasudeva has been erected within an enclosure of Narayana (Narayanavata)’. Other inscriptions too record his worship. In later texts, in the list of the ten main incarnations of Vishnu, he is often replaced by the BUDDHA. However, as a deity, he is still worshipped at the Jagannatha temple and elsewhere. In some temples, such as the Dauji temple at Baldeo in the Mathura region, he is the main deity. Balarama’s other names include Balabhadra; Baladeva; Musali (holder of a pestle); Taladhavaja (with a palm for a banner); Guptachara (one who goes secretly); Langalin (man with a plough); Halayudha (bearing a plough); Madhupriya (lover of wine).


Balarama Dasa, of Bengal (1) A BHAKTI saint of medieval Bengal, who composed poems in Bengali or Brajabuli in praise of the god KRISHNA. Balarama Dasa was born in the mid sixteenth century, and was a disciple of Nityananda Prabhu, the chief disciple of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. After his initiation by Nityananda, he settled in Dogachia, where he established a temple of Balagopala (child Krishna). Though he married and had five sons, he remained a devotee of the deity, and composed a number of verses to him.

(2) Several other Bengali VAISHNAVA saints of around the same period or somewhat later, were known as Balarama Dasa.


Balarama Dasa, of Orissa A BHAKTI saint, of the fifteenth–sixteenth centuries, who rewrote the RAMAYANA in Oriya. He was one of the PANCHASAKHAS, a group of five saints of this period. Balarama Dasa was the son of Mahamantri Somanatha Mahapatra, and is said to have been a contemporary of CHAITANYA, who is believed to have initiated him. He was a devotee of the god JAGANNATHA, and is famous for his version of the Ramayana in Oriya, known as the Jagmohan Ramayana or Dandi Ramayana. He translated the Bhagavad Gita into Oriya, while other works attributed to him include: Lakshmi Purana, Kanta koili, Baramasa Koili, Hanuman Chautisa, Kamalalochana Chautisa, Gupta Gita, Vedantasara Gupta Gita, Uddhaba Gita, Brahma Gita, Pralambasara Gita, Amarakosha Gita, Brahmananda Bhugola, Bata Abakasha, Bedha Pariknama, Bhabhasamudra, Karna Dana. His books include devotional and philosophical topics.

Balarama is said to have died when he was quite old, while on a pilgrimage to Puri. According to local tradition he died at village Begunia near Konarak, on the day of AKSHAYA TRITIYA, and a festival in his honour takes place here every year on this day, near his SAMADHI. At the nearby village of Erabanga is a Jagannatha temple said to have been built by him, and therefore known as the Balarama temple.


Bali (1) A DAITYA, who was the grandson of PRAHLADA, and a good ruler, but was defeated by by the Hindu god VISHNU. He was also known as MAHABALI.

(2) An offering or sacrifice, made to deities, spirits, animals or even objects. Bali was also the term for tribute paid to a king.

(3) VALI, the monkey king in the RAMAYANA, is also known as Bali.


Bana (1) An ASURA who was one of the hundred sons of MAHABALI. His story is described in the HARIVAMSHA, BHAGAVATA PURANA, and other texts.

Bana ruled from his capital city of Shonitpura and was married to Anaupamya. Leaving his city, he went to the Himalayas and meditated on the god SHIVA. Finally Shiva appeared to him, and offered him a boon. Bana requested that he be considered the son of PARVATI, and that he should gain a thousand hands, so that he may destroy his enemies.

His wishes were granted, he received his arms, and Parvati considered him her youngest son. He then returned to his capital.

When Bana’s daughter Usha fell in love with Aniruddha, grandson of Krishna, Bana captured Aniruddha. Krishna then fought against Bana and defeated him after a fierce battle. Shiva and Skanda joined in the battle on the side of Bana. According to some accounts, he was killed by Krishna, but according to other versions, his life was saved on the request of Shiva, but he was left with only four arms.


Bana also occurs in local legends In Uttarakhand: A place called Shonitapura is located in the Kumaon region, on the banks of the Kedar Ganga. This is said to be Bana’s ancient capital. Nearby is Gupta Kashi, said to have been founded by Bana, and about 10 km away is Ushamatha, to the north of Rudra Prayaga. Kotagadh at Lohul, and Sooi on the Jhoom mountain, are other traditional locations of Bana’s capital.


In Himachal: Bana has a prominent place in legends of Himachal Pradesh. In some parts of Himachal, Budhi Divali (old Divali) is celebrated in his honour, one month after Divali. His capital Shonitpura, is said to be the present Sarahan. According to one legend, Bana ruled in Malana village in the Kulu region of Himachal Pradesh. The rishi JAMADAGNI came to Malana along with his wife RENUKA, and decided to set up his ashram there. Bana was angry, as Jamadagni did not ask him, and capturing Jamadagni while he was in meditation, placed him in a cauldron of boiling oil. When the cauldron was opened after a few days, Jamadagni was still in meditation, unharmed. Bana asked for forgiveness, and Jamadagni agreed, provided the asura left the area. Bana left, but requested that the Kanashi language that he spoke remain there. Even today residents of Malana speak a strange dialect, unique to the village. In a different version, Bana did not leave, but a sort of power-sharing arrangement was worked out between him and Jamadagni, with administration under Bana and justice under Jamadagni. Another story recounts that Bana ruled over the Bushahr region. Krishna fought against him for 6000 years, after which he was defeated or killed and Parduman Singh (Pradyumna), Krishna’s son, was installed on the throne.


In Assam: Stories of Bana are also prominent in Assam. According to legends, NARAKASURA of Pragjyotisha stopped worshipping VISHNU, and began to worship Shiva, on the advice of Bana. Tezpur in Assam is identified with Bana’s capital of Shonitpura. Bana is believed to have ruled over the whole of Darrang district and the north Lakhimpur region, and to have constructed a Mahabhairava temple at his capital.


In Orissa: Bana is said to have ruled in Orissa with his capital at Panchalingeshwar.


In the south: As Mahabali is said to have ruled the region of Kerala, stories of Bana also occur in south India. In one legend, Bana was killed by Kanniya Kumari, at the request of Shiva. Bana is also associated with Mahabalipuram, which is said to have been once known as Banapura or Shonitpura.


Other locations: Local traditions locate Bana’s capital in Dinajpur district of Bengal, in the Deccan on the river Narmada, at Devikot on the river Kaveri, at Biana 80 km south-west of Agra, and elsewhere.

The Banas, a dynasty claiming descent from Mahabali, ruled parts of the Deccan and south India between the fifth and tenth centuries.

The main question regarding all these legends is why so many regions wish to claim association with Bana, who was an asura, not a deva.

The story of Bana, Usha and Aniruddha, is one of the most popular, retold in many languages.

(2) The term for an arrow.


barahamasa/baramasa A term that means ‘twelve months’. In literature it refers to a type of poem which describes the twelve months (barah = twelve, masa = month), or other seasonal changes, and usually has themes of love, either of people or of deities. They include BHAKTI poems, with the yearning of an individual for the divine. Barahmasa poems were composed from the medieval period onwards in a number of languages and dialects including Hindi, Sindhi, Punjabi (known as barahmaha), Assamese (baramahi), Bengali (baramasya), Gujarati (barmasa), Rajasthani, and Maithili.


bard The bard played an important part in ancient India, narrating stories of kings, warriors, gods and rishis and preserving mythological and historical accounts. In Sanskrit, a bard was known as SUTA, and the suta had a role in narrating the PURANAS. The bard of eastern kingdoms was known as a magadha. In medieval India there were several different terms for bards, including charana, bhatta, bhopa, and others. Gondhalis were bards in Maharashtra and Karnataka. Some of these groups of bards still exist, but no longer have the same importance.


bargits (baragitas) Assamese verse and song compositions. These were simple devotional hymns, sung in rural areas, mainly on VAISHNAVA themes, both on RAMA and KRISHNA.

SHANKARADEVA (1449–1568) and his disciple MADHAVADEVA composed a number of bargits, and several Vaishnava poets of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries emulated these.


barhis A term for the grass spread on the sacrificial ground, on which the devas or gods are asked to sit. The term is used from the Rig Veda onwards.


Basant Panchami A festival that takes place in the traditional lunar month of Magha (January–February) on the fifth day (panchami) of Shukla Paksha or the fortnight of the waxing moon. It usually occurs sometime in February. Basant Panchami marks the beginning of spring, and is celebrated by all communities. Sweet rice is cooked on this day, kites are flown, and people dress in yellow, the symbolic colour of spring.

The goddess SARASVATI, patron of music and learning, is specially worshipped on this day. Books, pens, paintbrushes and musical instruments are revered and offered to the deity. Musical functions are held, and songs associated with spring are sung.


Basavanna The founder of a SHAIVITE sect in the twelfth century, which was later known as the LINGAYAT or Virashaiva.

There are several contradictory accounts of Basavanna’s life, but he was probably born in 1106 at village Manigavalli in present Karnataka. From his young days, he was devoted to the god SHIVA, and at the age of sixteen he decided to dedicate his life to the deity. Though a BRAHMANA, he was opposed to the caste system, and to empty rituals. He removed his sacred thread, left his home and went to Kappadisangama, a place where three rivers meet. There he had an experience of Shiva, and worshipped Shiva as Kudalasangamadeva, lord of the meeting rivers. His symbol of worship was the LINGA, and through divine experiences, Shiva became a part of him. In a dream the Lord asked him to go to the court of Bijjala, the king of the Kalachuri dynasty at Kalyana. Basava did so and became the prime minister of Bijjala.

Meanwhile he continued to worship Shiva, and started a new sect. The linga was its symbol, it was open to all castes, and it advocated the equality of all. Basava also promoted social reforms, and was against sacrifices, ceremonies and child marriage, and in favour of widow remarriage and inter-caste marriage. As he gained more followers, traditional society reacted and turned against him. King Bijjala too reacted with repression against his reforms. Extremists among Basava’s followers advocated changing the government and society by violent means. Basava was against this, but unable to persuade them to follow non-violence, he returned to Kappadisangama, where he died in 1166 or 1168. Some of his extreme followers assassinated King Bijjala, and for some time Lingayats were persecuted and scattered.

These stories of his life are known from later sources, including the Basava-raja-devara-ragale by Harihara, Basava-purana of Bhima-kavi (fourteenth century), Vrishabhendra-vijaya of Sadaksharadeva, Amalabasavacharite of Singhiraja, and SHIVATATTVACHINTAMANI of Lakkana Dandesha.

Basavanna’s sayings and verses, known as vachanas, are collected in the Vachana Shastra.

One of his famous vachanas states:


The rich will make temples for Shiva

What shall I, a poor man do?

My legs are pillars, the body the shrine

The head a cupola of gold.



In another he says to his Lord:



Make of my body the beam of a lute

of my head the sounding gourd

of my nerves the strings

of my fingers the plucking rods …

(Trans. A.K. Ramanujan)



Bauls Mystics and singers, who practise various SADHANAS to reach God, and wander through Bengal singing of the bliss of union with God. The origin of the Bauls is not clear. Some feel they were a branch of the followers of CHAITANYA, the Vaishnava BHAKTI saint, whereas others believe they were similar to the NATHA YOGIS or the SUFIS. Bauls can be Hindus or Muslims. The word ‘baul’ means ‘mad’ or ‘crazy’, as lost in the ecstacy of divine union, Bauls behaved in unconventional ways. Bauls believe in freedom and do not follow any fixed practices. They see God as the inner self, and refer to him as ‘Moner Manush’, the ‘man of my heart’. They rejoice in the love that emanates from within, and do not believe in man-made distinctions. Bauls probably existed at least as far back as the fifteenth century, but their songs were first written down by scholars in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Some of them have names attached, while for many of the songs, the composers are unknown.

Extracts from two Baul songs are given below:


Scanning the cosmos

you waste your hours:

he is present

in this little vessel.



[image: image]


My soul cries out,

snared by the beauty

of the formless one.

As I cry by myself,

night and day,

beauty amassed before my eyes

surpasses numberless moons and suns.

If I look at the clouds in the sky,

I see his beauty afloat;

And I see him walk on the stars blazing my heart.

(Trans. Deben Bhattacharya, The Mirror of the Sky: Songs of the Bauls of Bengal)



Belur A town in Karnataka, which has several temples constructed in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, by the Hoysala dynasty. Among them is the CHENNAKESHAVA TEMPLE.


Belur Matha The headquarters of the RAMAKRISHNA MISSION, located at Belur near Kolkata. Established in 1899 by Swami VIVEKANANDA, it supervises the activities of the Mission, and the training of the monks of the order. A modern temple was built here in 1938, in a syncretic style, incorporating aspects of all religions. There are also other small shrines, and residential areas for the monks, while across the river Hughli is the DAKSHINESHVARA TEMPLE, where Ramakrishna attained a vision of the divine.


Besant, Annie An Irish–English woman who came to India in 1893 and was a prominent member of the THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY OF INDIA. In India, she promoted Hinduism and other indigenous religions.

Born in 1847 in London, as Annie Wood, she was three-quarters Irish. She married Frank Besant, a minister of the church and had two children, but left the marriage as her husband could not tolerate her independent views and championship of women’s rights. She went through various phases, as a socialist, free-thinker and atheist, and was closely associated with prominent personalities such as Charles Bradlaugh and Bernard Shaw.

All this changed in 1889, when she first met Madame Blavatsky, one of the founders of the Theosophical Society, and came under her spell. Theosophy seemed to provide the answers she had searched for all her life. In India initially she supervised the working of the Theosophical Society at Adyar in Chennai (Madras) and at Varanasi, and was in charge of its esoteric section. She spoke of the hierachy of hidden masters, with Sanat Kumara at the head, and other aspects of esoteric philosophy. She claimed to be in touch with masters in Tibet, who guided the destiny of India. She wrote and spoke on Hinduism, Buddhism and Zoroastrianism, and identified herself completely with India. Helped by Bhagavan Das, she published the Sanatana Dharma Series of textbooks on Hinduism. She started a high school and college which developed into Hindu College, and later became Banares Hindu University. J. KRISHNAMURTI, later to become a renowned philosopher, was chosen by her and C.W. Leadbeater, another Theosophist, to be the new messiah, and though he rejected this destiny, he became a prominent philosopher.

After some time, according to her, the rishi AGASTYA directed her (from the astral world in which he lived), to focus on helping India achieve independence from the British. Annie Besant started the Home Rule Movement in 1916, and was president of the Indian National Congress Session in 1917, after which her role in the freedom movement declined.

She remained involved with the Theosophical Society until her death in 1933.

Apart from books and pamphlets on religion, Annie Besant wrote an autobiography as well as works on education.


Bhadrachalam Ramadas A devotee of the god RAMA, whose original name was Gopanna. He was an official of the last Qutb Shahi king, known as Taneshah (ruled 1672–87), of the state of Golkonda in the Deccan. In charge of Bhadrachalam taluk or district, he built a Rama temple with the revenue he collected, instead of giving it to the king, and was imprisoned for twelve years. During this time, he continuously composed and sang verses in praise of Rama. According to legend, Rama himself then appeared to Taneshah and repaid the money, after which Gopanna was released and reinstated.


Bhadrachalam Temple A temple of the god RAMA, located at Bhadrachalam in Andhra Pradesh, on the river GODAVARI. According to legend, Sri Rama lived here himself for some time, and a small temple was constructed which marked the sanctity of the spot. The temple was reconstructed by Gopanna (BHADRACHALAM RAMADAS), and has images of Rama, LAKSHMANA and SITA. Because of the tradition of the divine appearance of Rama to Taneshah, the Qutb Shahi ruler, the temple received official patronage and grants, even under the succeeding Asaf Jahi dynasty. It is a major centre of pilgrimage today, particularly at the time of the RAMA NAVAMI festival.


Bhadrakali A form of the goddess DURGA. According to some texts, she was created by the god SHIVA at the same time as VIRABHADRA, for the destruction of the sacrifice of DAKSHA.

She is described in the Agamas as good-looking, with three eyes and eighteen hands. She rides in a chariot drawn by four lions.


Bhaga (1) A deity, one of the ADITYAS. In the RIG VEDA, USHA or dawn is his sister. In the MAHABHARATA, Bhaga was a member of INDRA’s assembly. As an Aditya, Bhaga is associated with the sun, and according to YASKA, he presides over the forenoon. In some later texts he is one of the eleven RUDRAS.

The name means dispenser, gracious lord, or patron, and the god is considered the distributer of wealth, and the bestower of divine blessings. He is also associated with love and marriage. A. Danielou interprets the name as representing the ‘inherited share’, which provides wealth and status. However, Bhaga could be derived from bogu, a term for God in INDO-EUROPEAN languages. Baga is a deity with a similar name in Zoroastrianism. Bhaga is explained in the PURANAS in the context of the term BHAGAVAN.

(2) A name of the god SURYA.

(3) The name of a RUDRA.

(4) A VISHVADEVA.


Bhagamandala A sacred site in Kodagu distrct in Karnataka, with several temples. At this point the KRISHNA RIVER unites with its tributaries, the Kannike and Sujoythi. The Bhandeshvar Temple is also located here.


Bhagavad Gita ‘The Lord’s Song’ or the ‘Divine Song’, an early Sanskrit text, revered as one of the most sacred to Hindus. Though usually published as a separate text, it forms part of the Bhishma Parva of the MAHABHARATA. It has eighteen chapters with 700 verses, though the number of verses differs in different recensions. The text deals with three main philosophical themes, of Karma Yoga, Jnana Yoga, and Bhakti Yoga. Most of it is in the form of a dialogue between ARJUNA and KRISHNA, which takes place just before the great Mahabharata war begins.

On the battlefield, where the two armies of the KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS are arrayed against each other, Arjuna’s courage fails him as he thinks of fighting against his friends and kinsmen. Surely, he says, it would be better if he left the battlefield and became an ascetic? Krishna encourages him to throw off his weakness and fight, for that is the duty of a KSHATRIYA. In a much-quoted passage, he assures Arjuna that no one ever dies. The Spirit in every living being, is immortal and beyond change. After death, the Spirit takes on a new body, just as a person changes his clothes.

Further chapters describe the various paths through which God, either as the formless One, or as Krishna, can be reached. The path of action, of KARMA Yoga is described, with particular emphasis on nishkama karma, or work done without focusing on rewards gained through it. Another path is that of JNANA Yoga, the path of knowledge, where union with god is achieved through true knowledge and understanding. A third way is that of BHAKTI or devotion. The Gita also explains the concepts of PURUSHA and PRAKRITI, which form part of the philosophical system of SAMKHYA, and the nature of the three GUNAS, or characteristics inherent in every person.

The profound philosophical content of the Gita, had been recognized from early days, and there are therefore innumerable commentaries on this text. The philosopher SHANKARA interpreted the Gita, based on Upanishadic ideas in terms of his own philosophy. In his commentary, Shankara said that the path of jnana or wisdom cannot be combined with that of Vedic rituals and sacrifices. One who has attained knowledge of BRAHMAN, has no reason to practise these, as they are performed seeking some knowledge or reward. The person who performs karma (actions) without any desire is free of their results, and cannot be said to be on the path of action (Karma-Yoga). Thus he states that Jnana-Yoga is the highest path. Other ADVAITA philosophers including Anandajnana and Ramananda commented on this commentary. Two philosophers, both named Yamunacharya, wrote new commentaries. The first Yamunacharya divided the Gita into three parts, stating that the first six chapters dealt with jnana or knowledge, the second six with bhakti, and the last six clarify some aspects of both.

Yamunacharya of the tenth century, wrote the Gitartha-samgraha, and stated that the Bhagavad Gita showed the identity of Brahman and Narayana (VISHNU). Narayana can be attained only through bhakti, and this included following one’s own DHARMA, attaining right knowledge, and practising detachment. RAMANUJA, in his Gita-bhashya, or commentary, analysed the Gita in the context of VISHISHTADVAITA. In his interpretation, he largely followed the views of Yamunacharya. He stated that all the actions or duties prescribed in the Shastras must be followed, without any desire for their fruits. To him the path of Karma Yoga was superior to that of Jnana Yoga. Actions, however, should be performed only to please God, and bhakti, or devotion to God, was a person’s main duty. MADHVA wrote the Gita-bhashya, in which he analysed and commented on the important shlokas and emphasized the DVAITA philosophical approach, stating that God was different from the world and could be reached through bhakti. The Gita-tatparya, another work of Madhva, is a commentary in prose and verse on the main features of the text. Each thus interpreted the Bhagavad Gita in the light of his own philosophy. Several other commentaries were written in Sanskrit, putting forward different points of view. Among these are those of VALLABHACHARYA, BALADEVA VIDYABHUSHANA, Madhusudana and Nilakantha. ABHINAVAGUPTA, VADIRAJA and Narahari were some of many others who wrote on the meanings and ideas of the Gita. VIJNANABHIKSHU commented on its ideas in his commentary on the Ishvara Gita.

Over the years commentaries continued to be written in Sanskrit, while there were both translations and commentaries in all regional languages, and later in English. It is not possible to describe all these as, for instance, in Malayalam alone there are more than 400 books on the Gita. Modern translators and commentators include B.G. Tilak, Sri Rajagopalachari, Vinoba Bhave, Mahatma GANDHI, and Sri AUROBINDO.

In his translation and commentary, Sri Aurobindo sums up the approach and concepts of the Gita when he says the text is not pure Advaita, nor Samkhya, or Vaishnava theism, but ‘a spiritual synthesis’.


Date: Its date is uncertain, though many scholars feel it probably acquired its present form between the second century BCE and the second century CE. However, several others place it much earlier. Among them, S.N. Dasgupta, the noted writer on philosophy, placed it in the eighth or ninth century BCE and believed that it predates the Mahabharata, and may have been added to the epic at a later date.


Bhagavan A generic name for God in Hinduism, particularly used for KRISHNA and VISHNU. The VISHNU PURANA (vi.5) explains the esoteric meaning of the name. It says that ‘bha’ implies the cherisher and supporter of the universe; ‘ga’ indicates the leader, impeller or creator; ‘bhaga’ joined together reflects six properties: dominion, might, glory, splendour, wisdom and dispassion; ‘va’ is the elemental spirit in which all beings exist, and which exists in all beings. Hence the great word Bhagavan is the name of Vasudeva (i.e., Krishna), who is one with the supreme BRAHMAN.


Bhagavata A sect which worshipped the god KRISHNA, and later developed into VAISHNAVISM. Bhagavatas worshipped God or Bhagavata, also known as Vasudeva Krishna. The term Bhagavata seems to have developed from the concept of the Vedic deity, BHAGA, and initially it seems to have been a monotheistic sect, independent of the Brahmanical pantheon. Krishna seems to have been identified with VISHNU and incorporated into Brahmanism, around 300 BCE.

Buddhism and Jainism were at least partly a reaction against the sacrifices and rituals of the VEDAS. However, the early form of these religions, with their dry pragmatism and absence of deity worship, did not appeal to everyone. Deities continued to be worshipped in early Hinduism, but new forms were sought, and these arose in the development of the worship of one primary deity, VISHNU, SHIVA, or later SHAKTI.

Inscriptions recording this worship have been found in MATHURA, Rajasthan, central and south India. A notable inscription of the second century BCE occurs at the ancient site of Vidisha in Madhya Pradesh. Here, Heliodorus, a Greek ambassador of King Antialcidas, recorded the erection of a Garudadhvaja (a pillar surmounted by an image of GARUDA), in honour of the god Vasudeva, and called himself a Bhagavata. In the Narayaniya section of the MAHABHARATA, Narayana explains the worship of Vasudeva, the Supreme Soul, which is actually his own essence, and describes the PANCHARATRA philosophy. Perfection could be attained by love and devotion to the god NARAYANA, which became one of the names of VISHNU. Some of the kings of the Gupta dynasty called themselves Paramabhagavata, and other kings of Saurashtra, central India and Orissa also used this title. There are records of Bhagavatas acting as priests in Vishnu temples during the fifth and sixth centuries.

As the Bhagavata religion developed, it incorporated aspects of VEDANTA, SAMKHYA and YOGA philosophies, while the Pancharatras became a separate sect.

The BHAGAVAD GITA was the main text of the Bhagavatas, with its emphasis on Krishna. Later the BHAGAVATA PURANA became one of the main Vaishnavite texts. The Narada and Shandilya Sutras, the BRAHMAVAIVARTA PURANA, and the VISHNU PURANA are also Bhagavata texts. In addition there are the devotional hymns of the ALVAR SAINTS, and the theology of RAMANUJA.

By this time Bhagavatism was identical with Vaishnavism.


Bhagavata Purana An early Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. This Purana is one of the most popular, and particularly sacred to VAISHNAVITES and devotees of the god KRISHNA. It has some similarities with the VISHNU PURANA, but is a later work, though with an ancient core. The Purana has 18,000 verses, divided into twelve books or sections. According to the story in the Purana, VYASA, composer of the Puranas, was dissatisfied, and felt he had not done enough for the world. He conveyed this to the rishi Narada, who suggested he compose a work of pure devotion. Thus Vyasa composed the Bhagavata, and taught it to his son SHUKA. Shuka narrated it to King PARIKSHIT, who was condemned to die by the bite of a snake. Suta heard it, and recited it to the rishis in the NAIMISHA forest. Within the Purana, another narrator is the rishi Maitreya.

The first book includes the story of how the Purana came to be composed, as well as some aspects of the life of Parikshit and of Krishna, while the second includes guidelines on how to attain the Lord, along with a description of Vishnu in his supreme form. It also briefly describes the incarnations of VISHNU. Further books have more details on the various avataras, as well as a number of stories found in other Puranas, including those on Priyavarta, RISHABHA, BHARATA, DAKSHA, Ajamila, VRITRA, Gajendramoksha, the churning of the ocean for AMRITA, RAMA, PARASHURAMA, YAYATI, Dushyanta, the KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS. Book Ten, which narrates stories of Krishna’s childhood and early life, is the most well-known section. Book Eleven continues with the story, dealing with the end of the YADAVAS and the death of Krishna. It contains the UDDHAVA GITA, the teaching of Krishna to Uddhava. Book Twelve has prophecies concerning the KALI YUGA and the destruction of the world.

This is one of the most important texts dealing with bhakti. In addition, it includes a description of SAMKHYA philosophy.

The Purana has a large number of commentaries. Among them MADHVA, in the thirteenth century, wrote Bhagavata-tatparya-nirnaya, a commentary on some important verses of the Bhagavata Purana. This in turn had a number of commentaries. The Purana has been translated into English and all regional languages. It is also the main source for the retellings of the story of Krishna in all languages of India.


Bhagavati A name of the goddess DURGA, and also a generic name for a mother goddess.


Bhagirathi A name of the river GANGA in ancient texts. The section of the Ganga from its origin at GAUMUKH, up to Devaprayaga where it unites with the ALAKANANDA, is still known as the Bhagirathi today. In its lower course in West Bengal before it joins the sea, it is called the Bhagirathi-Hughli. The name is related to various myths about the origin of the Ganga. According to the story connected with this name, the Ganga was brought to earth through the prayers of Bhagiratha to revive his ancestors. (See Ganga Sagara).


Bhai Duj A festival which celebrates the bonds between brothers and sisters. It takes place two days after the festival of DIVALI. Brothers and sisters meet on this day, and sisters put a tika, or mark of sandalwood paste and vermilion on their brothers’ forehead, along with some rice grains, and offer them sweets. In return, brothers vow to protect and care for them. The origin of this festival is unclear, but a myth of YAMA and YAMI (Yamuna), who were brother and sister, is associated with this festival and narrated in various texts. According to this, the river YAMUNA was very depressed on Bhai Duj, because her brother had not visited her for twelve years. GANGA then went to Yama and reminded him of the day. He visited his sister, and was ecstatically greeted by her. He also granted her a boon, that when a brother and a sister bathed together in her waters on this day, they would never meet an untimely death or, according to another version, would never suffer in hell. The festival is specially important in MATHURA, where brothers and sisters bathe in the Yamuna on Bhai Duj. In Haryana and Punjab, the festival is more commonly known as Tika.

Another brother–sister festival is RAKSHA BANDHAN.


Bhairava A form of the god SHIVA, literally meaning ‘the terrible’. The god BRAHMA, it is said, once insulted Shiva, and out of Shiva’s fury, Bhairava was born. Eight forms of Bhairava are mentioned in the PURANAS: Asitanga or the black limbed, Ruru, a dog; Chanda, the moon; Krodha or anger, Unmatta, or the mad one, Kapali, or the one who holds a skull, Bhishana, or the terrifying one, and Samhara, or destruction. These eight are actually leaders of eight groups of eight each, and thus there are sixty-four Bhairavas. Other Bhairavas include Kala or black, Tamrachuda or red-crested, and Chandrachuda or moon-crested. The sixty-four Bhairavas are the consorts of the sixty-four yoginis described in TANTRIC texts. The AGNI PURANA describes Bhairava as having five faces, a crescent moon and plaited hair on his head. His ornaments are snakes and his weapons include an arrow, a bow, dagger, sword, and trident (trishula).

Bhairava is variously depicted in sculpture, often with a dog. As he is sometimes shown riding a dog, Bhairava is also known as Shvashva, or ‘he whose horse is a dog’. In north India, Batuka Bhairava, or ‘young Bhairava’ is a common form. Here the deity is nude, with wide rolling eyes and long fangs. He carries weapons such as a sword, club and trident, and usually has his dog with him.

Kankala Bhairava is common in south India. In this form, the god carries the skeleton of VISHVAKASENA on his trishula, as he killed the latter when he refused him entry into VISHNU’s heaven. Bhikshatana is another form which is peaceful. In this, Bhairava is dressed as an ascetic and carries a kapala or skull.

There are several temples of Bhairava, among which is the Kala Bhairavanatha temple in VARANASI. Bhairava, along with his dog, is considered the guardian of the city.

Bhairava and his consort BHAIRAVI are also represented in musical form as ragas.

(2) The name of a NAGA of the clan of the naga Dhritarashtra.



Bhairavi A goddess, the consort of BHAIRAVA. She is also one of the MAHAVIDYAS or Tantric goddesses. The Tripura-bhairavi Tantra provides a description of her: ‘Softly smiling, you shine with a crimson glow that may be compared to a thousand newly risen suns. You wear a silken veil, and a garland of skulls. Three eyes adorn your face, and the crescent moon is on your head. Your hands are in the gestures (mudras) of victory, wisdom, granting boons, and dispelling fear.’ According to other texts, she is a ferocious goddess, wearing a garland of severed heads. She has four hands, and holds a book and a mala or rosary, while her two other hands make the gesture of conferring boons (varada mudra) and dispelling fear (abhaya mudra).

She is the power of death and destruction, yet teaches her devotees not to fear death. She is that element of death that always exists, even in the beginning and origin of things.

There are several Bhairavi temples.


Bhairon A deity, identified with SHIVA, who was originally a village deity, associated with agriculture.


bhajan A song in praise of god. It is a term normally used for songs praising Hindu deities or concepts. Bhajans are compositions like songs, and may include several RAGAs.


Bhaktamala A number of texts with this name were written on various saints. They include:

(1) A text written by Nabhadasa in the late sixteenth or early seventeenth century. Nabhadasa belonged to the Ramanandi tradition, and his Bhaktamala contains accounts of about 600 saints (sants) including RAMANANDA. Each saint is described in a few lines of verse. RAMANUJA, VISHNUSVAMIN, MADHVA and Nimbaditya (NIMBARKA) are said to be four vyuhas or aspects of Hari (Vishnu) in this Kali Yuga, and their paths and lineages are described. Other saints in this text include Kabir, Tulasidasa and Mira.

(2) Several other Bhaktamalas were written later in the same style. Among these are those of Dhruvadasa, in the early seventeenth century; and of Raghavadasa (c. 1713). Commentaries were written on the Bhaktamalas explaining the lives of the saints in more detail. Priyadasa, a follower of Nabhadasa and of Chaitanya, wrote a commentary on Nabhadasa’s text, known as Bhaktirasa-bodhini Tika (1712).

The saints described were both men and women and included those who worshipped God with and without attributes (saguna and nirguna).


bhakti Devotion, faith and union with God through love. Bhakti implies worship, total surrender and personal love of God in any form. Forgetting everything and everyone else, the devotee yearns for a glimpse of god, and finally for total union. Bhakti probably existed from the earliest days. It is clearly explained in the BHAGAVAD GITA, in the form of devotion to the God KRISHNA. The epics and PURANAS, also have passages on loving devotion or bhakti. The BHAGAVATA PURANA is largely concerned with bhakti, but other Puranas too have a number of passages on bhakti. These include both devotional prayers and praises, and comments on the stages and philosophy of bhakti. The BRIHANNARADIYA for instance, describes ten stages, of which the highest is identity with Vishnu.

Between the seventh and tenth centuries, the NAYANARS and ALVARS popularized bhakti in the south. The Nayanars focused on worship of the god SHIVA, and the Alvars on VISHNU. Bhakti formed an important part of RAMANUJA’s philosophy of VISHISHTADVAITA. To him, the paths of jnana and karma, knowledge and action, were the means to bhakti, through which God could be realized. Bhakti was not merely an emotional approach to God, but a way of life. Preparation for bhakti involved longing for God, constantly thinking of God, as well as following the principles of ahimsa or non-violence, satya (truth), along with kindness, charity, wishing good to all, helping others, and maintaining cheerfulness and hope. Vaidhi bhakti consisted of prayers and worship of an image, whereas the higher form was mukhya, or supreme bhakti, with worship of the Supreme. Following him, the SHRIVAISHNAVA school of thought promoted bhakti. MADHVA of the thirteenth century also believed in the path of bhakti.

Bhakti became popular in the region of Maharashtra from around the twelfth century, and later in Gujarat, Bengal and other areas. It soon became widespread in all parts of India, and devotional poems and songs to God were composed in all languages, many of which are available today. Among the prominent saints were NAMADEVA, EKNATHA, TUKARAM, NARASIMHA MEHTA, CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU, KABIR, RAMANANDA, MIRABAI and VALLABHACHARYA. Bhakti perhaps reached its height under Chaitanya and the school that developed from his teachings. In this form bhakti is not a means to an end, but an end in itself. The desire for liberation (mukti) and the desire for enjoyment (bhukti) both interfered with true bhakti. This school sees madhura as the highest form of bhakti, a brilliant sentiment (ujjvala rasa) that cannot be comprehended by the ignorant. Another important school of bhakti is that of Vallabhacharya. The PUSHTI-MARGA of Vallabhacharya has a complex philosophy of bhakti. In his Bhakti-vardhini, Vallabha states that bhakti develops from prema, or affection, which comes into being through the grace of God. He describes seven stages of bhakti: bhava, prema, pranaya, sneha, raga, anuraga, and vyasana, the last being deep passion, an inability to remain without God. Later writers on Pushti-marga describe its stages in simple terms for its followers. The main stages are: (1) Shravana bhakti: hearing about the divine qualities of Krishna; (2) Kirtana: singing songs about Krishna; (3) Smarana: remembering the episodes of his life; (4) Pada-sevana: serving his lotus feet; (5) Archana: worshipping his image; (6) Vandana: paying obeisance to Krishna; (7) Dasya: considering oneself his servant; (8) Sakhya: considering oneself the friend of Krishna; (9) Atmanivedana: surrendering oneself totally to Krishna; (10) The highest stage is Prema-lakshana bhakti, or total love.

TULASIDASA in his RAMACHARITAMANASA describes nine types of bhakti, which were explained by RAMA to SHABARI. These could also be considered stages and consist of: (1) Cultivating the company of sages and saints; (2) Appreciating the stories regarding Rama. (3) Selfless service to the guru; (4) Singing of the virtues of Rama; (5) Repetition of the divine name with intense faith. (6) Following the path of self-control, virtue and detachment; (7) Seeing the world as a manifestation of God; (8) Being content with what one has and not finding fault with others; (9) Being simple in one’s dealings, having faith in God, and retaining equanimity of mind.

Any man, woman, or other being, who practised any one of these, would reach a blessed state. In the same text, Tulasidasa describes a type of bhakti in which the devotee is suffused with love of the Lord in all aspects of life. Such a person also protects cows and brahmanas, follows DHARMA, gives up all pride in social status, caste, family or religion, and looks on hell, heaven and the earth as the same, as all is permeated by the Lord. The whole text is a work of bhakti, and thus provides many more examples of it.

In his work on Bhakti Yoga, Swami VIVEKANANDA puts forward a popular interpretation of bhakti, and summarizes five types, which again can be considered stages. The first form is Shanta or peaceful, where without any excesses the person develops a love for God. The second is Dasya, where the person is attached to God and considers himself his servant. The third type is Sakhya, where God is seen as a beloved friend. The fourth is Vatsalaya, loving God as a child, so as to eliminate all ideas of power from the concept of God. And the fifth is Madhura, in which god is the beloved, the lover.

Bhakti can also be for God beyond all attributes (Nirguna Brahman). This type of bhakti focuses on identifying the ATMAN with BRAHMAN, and understanding the ultimate unity of all beings.

There is actually a vast literature on bhakti. Almost every text, philosopher and devotee refers to some aspect of bhakti, and only a brief indication of its main aspects have been given here. There were innumerable other saints, sects and groups who followed the path of bhakti. Some historians have put forward the view that bhakti developed as a response to feudal conditions, and the reverence and devotion given to God was similar to the reverence of the peasant for the zamindar, landlord or king. However, this seems too simplistic a view and does not account for the fact that bhakti is still a method of approaching the divine, nor for the different types of bhakti and its various philosophical interpretations.

Today the philosophy of bhakti continues to develop. At a popular level, the path of bhakti is appealing, as it has no restrictions and no sacrifices, and is open to all. It usually involves singing devotional songs, chanting the name of god, and worshipping an image or visualizing a form of the deity. Elaborate forms of worship of deities exist in temples. The image, after its consecration, is invested with divinity, and in major temples devotional ceremonies take place from early morning till late night. These are the formalized aspects of internal bhakti, but images and temples are not essential for bhakti, which is a quality of the heart. Apart from the worship of gods such as Krishna and Rama through bhakti, gurus also inspire similar love and devotion, often being considered incarnations or representatives of God.

Bhakti is usually associated with Hinduism, but forms a part of other religions as well. Though they may not use the term bhakti, mystical forms of all religions focus on the love of God.


Bhakti Yoga A term for the method of uniting with God through the path of BHAKTi.


Bhaktivedanta, Abhay Charanaravinda Another name for Swami PRABHUPADA, who founded the INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY OF KRISHNA CONSCIOUSNESS (ISKCON).


Bhaktivijaya A Marathi text composed by MAHIPATI in 1762 which narrates the lives of various saints.


Bhalana A bhakti poet who lived in the fifteenth century (1426–1500, or 1414–80) and wrote in Gujarati. He is said to have been either a contemporary or successor of NARASIMHA MEHTA, and to have lived at Patan in north Gujarat. He translated the tenth chapter of the BHAGAVATA PURANA into Gujarati, recreating it mainly in verse. He wrote verse AKHYANAS on various Puranic stories, and abridged Bana’s Kadambari.


Bhanubhakta Acharya A composer of a version of the Ramayana in Nepali, as well as of other texts. Born in 1814, at Tanahu, the Ramayana, which took him over twelve years to complete, is considered his greatest work. This version, which is based mainly on the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, is the most popular in Nepal. He also translated Shankara’s Prashnottara Maniratnamala into Nepali, and wrote two other works, Bhaktamala and Badhushiksha, as well as a number of poems on miscellaneous topics. His Bhaktamala, a devotional poem, was later translated into Sanskrit.

Bhanubhakta died in 1869.


Bharadvaja, rishi An ancient RISHI, to whom several hymns in the RIG VEDA are attributed. The whole sixth mandala is said to have been composed by Bharadvaja or the family of Bharadvajas. According to the PANCHAVIMSHA BRAHMANA, Bharadvaja was the purohita or priest of Divodasa, a king mentioned in the Rig Veda. He is also mentioned in the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA, PURANAS and other texts. He was the son of Brihaspati, through the wife of the rishi Utathya. According to the Ramayana, his ashram was in the forest around PRAYAGA, two-and-a-half yojanas from CHITRAKUTA. Another passage in the Ramayana states that it was ten krosha from Chitrakuta. At the beginning of their exile, RAMA and LAKSHMANA went there to seek his blessings. According to the Mahabharata, his ashrama was at Gangadvara (HARDWAR). In the Puranas his love for Vedic study is described. One lifetime was not sufficient, so he obtained a boon from the god INDRA, to live for thousands of years in order to continue his study.

Bharadvaja was the father of two sons, DRONA and Yavakrita, and two daughters, Shrutavati and Idavida.

Bharadvaja was also the name of other rishis.


Bharat Mata ‘Mother India’, a goddess representing the land of India, revered as a divine mother. The concept of Bharat Mata emerged with the nationalistic fervour of the second half of the nineteenth century, when the term began to be used in literary works. Artists soon produced imaginative depictions of the goddess. Early depictions were often of a map of India, superimposed with a goddess, usually a form of DURGA or LAKSHMI. In 1936 a Bharat Mata temple was constructed at Varanasi, and inaugurated by Mahatma GANDHI who saw the temple as a symbol of unity, transcending religion and caste. Later, other Bharat Mata temples were built. Among these is a temple at Shanti Kunj near HARDWAR in Uttarakhand. This modern temple was inaugurated by Indira Gandhi in 1983. The main image is of a goddess holding a vessel of milk and sheaves of grain, reflecting India’s growth towards prosperity. There are images of several other deities, as well as of religious and political leaders and national heroes, and the temple thus portrays the concept of unity in diversity. Other Bharat Mata temples have been set up in different parts of India.


Bharata The name of several different people described in ancient texts. Among them was:

(1) A king in the RIG VEDA, from whom the Bharata clan was descended.

(2) In the MAHABHARATA, a great king, the son of the king Dushyanta and Shakuntala. The KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS were descended from him, and hence were also known as Bharatas.

(3) The brother of RAMA in the RAMAYANA, who acted as regent when Rama went into exile. Bharata is considered a partial incarnation of the god VISHNU. He was the son of DASHARATHA and Kekayi, and thus the half-brother of Rama. He was married to Mandavi, cousin of SITA, and daughter of King Kushadhvaja of Sankasya, the brother of King JANAKA. His sons were Taksha and Pushkala.

Bharata respected Rama and was devoted to him. However, he was closest to SHATRUGHNA, and the two were always together.

Bharata’s mother Kekayi conspired to place him on the throne by forcing Dasharatha to send Rama into exile. Bharata refused to join in her machinations and remained loyal to Rama. While Rama was in exile, he placed Rama’s wooden sandals on the throne as a symbol of Rama’s authority. Bharata lived an ascetic life in Nandigrama near AYODHYA, waiting for Rama’s return. He rejoiced when Rama came back from exile and took over as king. During Rama’s reign, Bharata and his sons conquered GANDHARA, and its two capitals, Takshashila and Pushkalavati (or Pushkaravati) were named after them. Gandhara was not far from Kekaya territory, the homeland of his mother.

Rama appointed him his successor, but when Rama gave up his life in the river Sarayu, Bharata too joined him. He then entered the body of Vishnu.

(4) The son of Rishabha and grandson of Nabhi. This Bharata is described in the PURANAS. According to the Vishnu Purana (II.1, II.13), Agnidhra, the king of Jambudvipa, had nine sons among whom he divided his territory. His son Nabhi received the area of Hima, south of Himavat or the Himalayas. Nabhi’s wife was Meru-devi, and from them Rishabha was born, who in turn had a hundred sons. The eldest of these was Bharata, who ruled for a long time, and the area he ruled was named Bharatavarsha, after him. Bharata finally abdicated and gave the country to his son Sumati, while he himself retired to Shalagrama to meditate. But though he had renounced the world, he became devoted to a fawn whose life he had saved. In his love of the fawn, he forgot about worshipping God, and thus was reborn again, once as a deer and then as a brahmana. Though outwardly he was a lowly brahmana who peformed menial tasks, he was very wise, and instructed a king on the illusory nature of the world. He then achieved freedom from rebirth.

This seems to be the Puranic version of Bharata, also known in Jain literature as the son of Rishabha and grandson of Nabhi, and the ruler of Ayodhya. The identity with the Jain Rishabha also seems indicated in the BHAGAVATA PURANA, which states that Rishabha wandered in southern regions, and a king named Arhat would follow his tradition and abandon his own religious practices.

(5) The author of the NATYA SHASTRA, a text on dramatic arts.

(6) Several other minor kings and sages.


Bharata Shakti Mahakavyam An spiritual epic, written in Tamil in the twentieth century by Shuddhananda BHARATI. First published in 1948, and later revised and enlarged, the work has 15,000 verse stanzas in five cantos, comprising 50,000 lines.


The hero of the epic is Shuddha, a pure soul. Shuddha marries Gauri, foster daughter of the rishi Shanta, and becomes the king of Siddhinagar. Later he renounces the throne and searches for a way to bring peace to the world. In the course of his travels he meets and studies with leaders of different sects, and the epic describes the true nature of Shakti worship, Buddhism, Jainism, Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, Zoroastrianism, the Vedas, Yoga, the Siddhas, Ramana, Sri Aurobindo and various other rishis and teachers. Shuddha sees the truth of all religions, and establishes Sama Yoga, teaching this yoga to others. This form of yoga is one which brings equality, oneness and peace. Evil, allegorically depicted as the asuras, is defeated, and one of the asura kingdoms too joins Shuddha. His yogis then spread through the world, propagating psychic and spiritual love, dharma, and right conduct, and after some initial difficulties, create a perfect world.

Mahatma GANDHI called the work ‘a new Mahabharata’, and Sri AUROBINDO praised it as representing the ideals of India.


Bharatavarsha An ancient name of India. It was named after BHARATA, son of Dushyanta or, according to other sources, after Bharata, son of RISHABHA. The PURANAS state that Bharatavarsha was part of Jambudvipa, one of the seven islands or continents that comprise the world. It was also known as Kumara.


Bharatchandra Ray A composer of MANGALA-KAVYAS, as well as of other texts in Bengali. Born in 1712, in a brahmana family, he is said to have left home at an early age and lived in Burdwan, Cuttack and Puri, before settling at the court of Raja Krishnachandra, of Krishnanagar in Nadia, in the region of Bengal. Apart from Bengali, Bharatchandra knew Persian, Sanskrit, Oriya and Hindi. According to legend, Krishnachandra was imprisoned for non-payment of tribute to the ruling nawab, and in prison the goddess ANNAPURNA or Annada visited him in dream. She is said to have asked him to order Bharatchandra to write a poem on her. Thus he wrote the long poem, ANNADA-MANGALA in praise of the deity, and was given the title ‘gunakar’ by the king. His other works include Satyapirer Panchali, songs on the deity SATYAPIR; Rasamanjari, translated from Sanskrit; Nagashataka, eight verses in Sanskrit; and Chandi-nataka, an incomplete play.

Bharatchandra died in 1760.


Bharati, Gopalakrishna A singer and composer of the nineteenth century, who created musical narratives (Katha kalakshepam) in Tamil and Sanskrit, on SHAIVITE saints and philosophical themes. According to some sources, he was born in 1810 in Narimanam, a village in Thanjavur District of present-day Tamil Nadu. Others place his birth around 1800. He was a BRAHMANA, the son of Ramaswami Bharati, a musician. After studying Tamil and Sanskrit, he learned classical Hindustani music from Ramdas, who lived at Tiruvidarmarudur. He was also influenced by Ananta Bharati and Ghanam Krishna Aiyar, who composed Tamil songs. At the age of twenty-five, he moved to Anandatandavapuram, and composed the Nandanar Charitram, his most famous work, on the Shaivite saint NANDANAR, who though of a low caste, yearned to be united with the god SHIVA at CHIDAMBARAM. Bharati himself was devoted to the god Shiva, particularly in his form of NATARAJA at Chidambaram. In one song, said to be composed soon after meeting the great musician TYAGARAJA, he said:


Is there another god who can match the glory of the Lord of Tillai (Chidambaram)?

He is a treasure-house of mercy. Can one find another like him in this universe?

Saying the word ‘Shivachidambaram’ just once leads to salvation, no other merit is required.



His point in this song, as in the NANDANAR CHARITRAM, is to show that Shiva gave salvation even to untouchables. Thus even though he was a brahmana, he was a champion of untouchables. His works include other compositions on Shaivite saints, as well as devotional and philosophical songs. Among them are Iyarpakai Nayanar Charitram, Tiruneelakantha Nayanar Charitram and Karaikkal Ammaiyar Charitram, on three of the saints included among the NAYANARs. Several of his compositions incorporate Advaitic principles. He composed about a thousand songs and used at least seventy different ragas in his various compositions, along with intricate talas or rhythms.

Bharati lived an ascetic life, and remained unmarried, though not officially a renunciate. He donated most of what he earned to the Chidambaram and Mayuram Shiva temples. According to some sources, he died in 1881, while others place his death in 1896. A number of his kritis or compositions are still popular today.


Bharati, Shuddhananda A noted scholar and writer, the author of the Tamil epic BHARATA SHAKTI MAHAKAVYAM, as well as of several other books, songs and poems. Born on 11 May 1897 in Shivagangai, in present Tamil Nadu, he was known as Kavi Yogi Maharishi Bharati, because of his prolific and saintly writings. He was spiritually inclined even as a young child, and was initiated by a mysterious rishi in the Himalayas. During his life he came in close contact with RAMANA MAHARSHI, SAI BABA of Shirdi, Sri AUROBINDO, SIVANANDA, MEHER BABA, and several other saints and SIDDHAS. He edited Tamil magazines, participated in the freedom movement, and worked to end untouchability, prevent the use of alcohol, and stop animal sacrifices. However, Shuddhananda was not merely a nationalist and social reformer, but a profound mystic.

He translated the BHAGAVAD GITA, some UPANISHADS, VEDAS, the Bible, Quran, as well as texts of other religions, works of Shakespeare, French authors and several more into Tamil, and wrote in English, French, Tamil, Hindi, Telugu and Sanskrit. He composed a vast number of works including those on YOGA, SHAIVISM, the ALVARS and various saints, as well as verses in praise of deities, poems in French, and Tamil songs that are still sung today. Though he is best remembered for his songs, his greatest work is perhaps his epic written during a twenty-five-year period of silent meditation.

He studied all religions and spiritual systems and formulated Sama Yoga, a philosophy for equality and ‘spiritual socialism’. He compiled Veda Sadhanam, a bible of universal Hinduism, which has essential extracts from ancient texts, and focuses on the One behind the many. He said that a true understanding of Hinduism would lead to universal harmony. After travelling to several different places and spreading his ideas, in his last years he settled at Sholapuram near Shivagangai, where he had founded a school.

He remained active until his death on 7 March 1990.


Bharati, Subramania A poet who wrote in Tamil and English on political, social and religious themes.

Born on 11 December 1882 at Ettayapuram in present Tamil Nadu, he was the son of Chinnaswamy Iyer, who owned one of the first textile mills in south India. His mother died in 1887, and two years later his father died. At a young age, Subramania received the title ‘Bharati’ from the raja of Ettayapuram, when he gave a discourse on education at a contest organized by the raja. In 1897 he married Sellamal, and during 1898–1902, lived in Varanasi. In 1904 he settled in Chennai, worked in a Tamil daily, and became involved in politics and the freedom struggle. In 1910 he left British India and settled in Puducherry (Pondicherry), as he was being pursued by the British authorities. He returned to Chennai in 1919, and often went to the Parthasarthy Temple there, where he sang his compositions, and then fed the temple elephant. In 1921, the elephant, in a state of frenzy, attacked and threw him. Subramania did not recover from his injuries, and died in September of that year.

Bharati composed both poems, and songs set to different ragas. Most of these are in Tamil. Though he is better known for his patriotic poems, his religious compositions are no less significant. He was influenced by Sri AUROBINDO, and early Tamil poetry, including the compositions of the Tamil SIDDHAS and the BHAKTI saints. He wrote several poems in praise of the god KRISHNA, as well as on MURUGAN, KALI, and on nature and the joy of life. He was not sectarian, and even wrote devotional songs to Jesus and Allah. In his poem Vanthe Matharam he wrote, ‘All those who belong to this land, whether they be those who preach the Vedas or belong to other castes—Are One.’ Among his best works are Kannan Pattu (Songs to Krishna), Panchali Sapatham (The Vow of Panchali), and Kuyil Pattu (Kuyil’s Song). This verse on Krishna indicates his love of the deity: I see your complexion, Krishna, In the crow’s dark feathers.


I see your complexion, Krishna,

In the crow’s dark feathers.

I see the divine green, O Krishna,

In the leaves of all the trees.

‘Tis thy music, Krishna, that I hear

In all the sounds of the world.

And I thrill with your touch, Krishna,

When my finger feels the flame.

(Trans. Prema Nandakumar)



Subramania Bharati also wrote a number of stories or fables in Tamil. In one of these, The Horns of the Horse, he narrates the story of RAMA in reverse.


Bharatidasan A Tamil poet and writer, who wrote against the CASTE system and the role of BRAHMANAS. His real name was K. Kanaka Subburathnam, but he took the name Bharatidasan, as he admired Subramania BHARATI. He was born in Puducherry (Pondicherry) on 29 April 1891, the son of Kanakasabapati, a merchant in Puducherry and of Lakshmiammal. After completing his education in Puducherry, he became a teacher. He wrote a number of plays, poems and novels, using various pseudonyms, apart from Bharatidasan, including Puduvai Kalaimakal, Desopakari, Desabhaktan, Anantapotini, Tamilarasu and others. His early poems were on religious themes, in classical Tamil. His first collection of poems, Srimayilam Subramaniar Tutiyamutu, to the god MURUGAN, was published in 1926. Later he became a supporter of the DRAVIDIAN MOVEMENT, and was influenced by atheistic ideas. At a 1933 convention, he affirmed he was an atheist and in his poem Munneru, he wrote:


What are those unjust things

That bring discord among the affable and the kindly?

Aren’t they the religions?

(Trans. V. Murugan).



He promoted Tamil culture and the Tamil language, and was against north Indian dominance, and wrote on a number of different themes. His works Kannagi Puratchi Kappiyam and Manimekhalai Venpa, were a rewriting of the Tamil epics, Shilappadikaram and Manimekhalai, from a rationalistic viewpoint. Sanjivi Parvathathin Saaral, one of his notable epic poems, is a satire on caste. Before Independence, he was also engaged in helping revolutionaries who had escaped from British India to Puducherry. Later, he was involved in local politics and became a member of the legislative assembly in 1954. He died on 21 April 1964, and was posthumously awarded the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1969 for his drama Pisirandaiyar. This play, which has thirty-four scenes and ten songs, presents the life of a Sangam poet and his friendship with King Kopperunchozan. Through his imagined life of the poet, Bharati extols Tamil culture.



Bharavi A Sanskrit poet who lived in the sixth century at KANCHIPURAM in the time of the Pallava dynasty. His best-known work is Kiratarjuniya, describing a meeting between the god SHIVA, in the guise of a Kirata, a member of a forest tribe, and ARJUNA. The work is based on an ancient story found in the MAHABHARATA and retold in the PURANAS. It describes in eighteen cantos Arjuna’s penance and how he obtained weapons from the god Shiva.


Bhargava A name for a descendant of the rishi BHRIGU. In ancient texts Bhargava is used to refer to various rishis including CHYAVANA, Shaunaka and JAMADAGNI. PARASHURAMA, son of Jamadagni, is known as Bhargava Rama. Later Bhargava became a BRAHMANA surname.


Bhartrihari A philosopher and poet who became a bhikshu or monk, and probably lived between CE 570 and 651. He was of noble birth, and was for some time attached to the court of the Maitraka ruler of Valabhi, in the region of Gujarat, but later became an ascetic and lived in a cave in Ujjain. According to the Chinese traveller I-tsing, he made several attempts to become a Buddhist monk and often lapsed, but finally succeeded. Vakyapadiya is his major philosophical work written in Sanskrit, which contains Buddhist ideas, along with some concepts similar to VEDANTA. In this text he states that all things create fear in people, and therefore detachment is the only path. The world is imaginary, a vision (kalpanikam), and objects in it are soulless (nairatmya) but gain an identity through words. BRAHMAN, the underlying reality, has no beginning or end, and is the eternal essence of speech, changed into form as the world evolves.

His poems are somewhat different, and describe the dilemma of his desire to become a monk and his inability to give up love and passion. Three books of a hundred verses each are attributed to him, Shringara Shataka, Niti Shataka and Vairagya Shataka, on love, politics and renunciation, though some scholars doubt whether all these are really his. The Shringara Shataka forms a unified whole. Beginning with descriptions of the beauty of women and the joys of love, it seeks to contrast these with the peace obtained through asceticism and wisdom. The conclusion is that worldly love and attachment leads to delusion, and the path of peace lies in devotion to God. The other two Shatakas are a series of wise sayings. Bhartrihari’s Shatakas have references to SHIVA, and he may have been a Shaivite who later became a Buddhist.


Bhasa A Sanskrit playwright, probably of the third or fourth century CE, best known for his play Svapnavasavadatta (The Dream of Vasavadatta). He also wrote a number of short plays, mainly based on stories from the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA. Bhasa’s plays were referred to in literature, but were unknown until they were rediscovered in 1912 by Mahamahopadhyaya Ganapati Sastri who found thirteen Sanskrit plays used in Koodiyattam (a dance drama) performances. One of them was Svapnavasavadatta, which had been referred to as Bhasa’s work, and similarities in style led to the conclusion that all these plays were written by Bhasa. Most accept that Bhasa was the author of these plays, though some scholars still question this. Among these plays, two based on the Ramayana are Pratima-nataka (The Statues) and Abhisheka-nataka (The Coronation). Plays based on Mahabharata stories are Uru-bhangam (The Broken Thigh) on DURYODHANA, Karna-bharam (Karna’s Burden), Pancharatram (Five Nights), Madhyama Vyayoga (The Middle One), Duta Ghatotkacham (Ghatotkacha as Envoy), Duta-Vakya (The Envoy’s Message) on KRISHNA. These do not exactly follow the Mahabharata stories; Pancharatram envisages a peace between the two warring sides; Madhyama Vyayoga is a humourous play on Ghatotkacha who seeks a human sacrifice for his mother HIDIMBA, but instead gets BHIMA, her husband and his father. The three then have a happy reunion. Duta Ghatotkacham is another imaginative play on Ghatotkacha.

The other plays are Bala-charitra, on Krishna’s childhood; based on stories in the HARIVAMSHA Svapnavasavadatta and Pratijna Yaugandharayana are based on legends of King Udayana; Charudatta and Avimaraka are woven around other stories of those days.


Bhaskara A philosopher who lived around CE 900 and subscribed to the doctrine of BHEDABHEDAVADA, i.e., that both unity and multiplicity are real. He wrote a commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA, called Bhaskarabhashya. According to him, BRAHMAN, the underlying reality of the world, is One in its causal state, but has multiplicity in its evolved state. These two aspects coexist, and are equally real. The world is not an illusion, but real, yet is essentially the same as Brahman. The JIVA or individual soul is also of the same essence, but limited by matter. KARMA or right action is the means to knowledge (JNANA) which leads to MOKSHA (liberation).

Thus in Bhaskara’s view a person should live an active life, and withdraw from the world only after fulfillng his DHARMA.


Bhaskara, deity A name of several gods including SURYA, SHIVA and VISHNU.


Bhaskararaya A scholar of TANTRISM, who lived in the eighteenth century. He was originally from the region of Maharashtra, but settled at THANJAVUR. He wrote a text called Setubandha, in which he analysed the SHRIVIDYA or DEVI tradition in the TANTRAS as revealed in the Vamakeshvara-tantra. His other works include Varivasya-rahasya, on the secret methods of worship of the Shakta Agamas; Saubhagya-bhaskara, a commentary on the LALITA-SAHASRANAMA; Saubhagya-chandradaya, a commentary on the Saubhagyaratnakara of Vidyanandanatha; Guptavati, a commentary on the Durga-saptashati. In recognition of his scholarship, the ruler of Thanjavur granted him a village known as Bhaskararajapuram.


bhashya A term in Sanskrit which means a commentary. It was a common practice to write commentaries on religious, philosophical and other texts, explaining and commenting on the words and ideas used in the text. Commentaries were also written on commentaries. See Vritti.


Bhattadeva A writer in Assamese on various aspects of religion, who lived between 1558 and 1638 and belonged to a brahmana family of Kamrup district. Baikunthanatha Bhagavata Bhattacharya, popularly known as Bhattadeva, was the son of Chandra Bharati and Tara Devi, and after completing his traditional education, became the disciple of DAMODARA-DEVA, the head of a Vaishnava SATRA (monastery). He translated the BHAGAVATA GITA into Assamese prose, and summarized the BHAGAVATA in Sanskritized Assamese. He also translated the Bhakti-ratnavali, and compiled the Bhakti-viveka, a collection of devotional verses from the VEDAS, UPANISHADS and PURANAS.

He became the head of the Patbausi satra at Barpeta after Damodaradeva, and later set up the Vyasakuchi satra, where he lived in his last years.


Bhatti A Sanskrit poet probably of the sixth or seventh century, who wrote Ravanavadha, also known as Bhattikavya, Ramakavya, and Ramacharita. Ravanavadha tells the story of RAMA and at the same time illustrates rules of grammar and of writing poetry. Bhatti has sometimes been identified with BHARTRIHARI, as Bhatti is a Prakrit form of Bhartri. However, this is generally not accepted. Bhatti himself states that his patron was Shridharasena of Valabhi, who has been identified with Dharasena II (ruled 570–75) or Dharasena III (ruled 620–28).


Bhava A name of the god SHIVA.


Bhavabhuti A writer in Sanskrit of the eighth century, who wrote two plays on the life of the god RAMA. Bhavabhuti is said to have been a brahmana from Vidarbha (central India). He later lived at Kannauj in present-day Uttar Pradesh.

His plays on Rama were Mahaviracharita (The Deeds of the Great Hero) and Uttara Ramacharita (The Later Deeds of Rama), which deals with the life of Rama after he had sent SITA away. His third extant play is Malti-Madhava, a love story. This has refererences to his own study of the VEDAS, UPANISHADS, SAMKHYA and YOGA, and includes passages on TANTRISM.


bhavana A Sanskrit term which has several meanings including reflection, contemplation and meditation.

It is one of many terms used for meditation, the word DHYANA being more common.


Bhavanatha A philosopher of MIMAMSA, who followed PRABHAKARA’s school of thought. Bhavanatha was the author of Nyayaviveka.


Bhavani A name of the goddess PARVATI or DURGA.


Bhavani Temple, Tuljapur A temple of the goddess BHAVANI, in Tuljapur in Maharashtra. The goddess here is also known as Tvarita, Tulaja, Turaja, Turaza, and Amba, and was the patron goddess of Shivaji and the Marathas. Tuljapur is mentioned in texts and inscriptions as a centre of the goddess from the twelfth century onwards, but the present temple is a later construction. Near the entrance of the temple is the Kallola Tirtha, a tank in which the water of all the sacred rivers is said to be collected. The Gomukh Tirtha nearby, is believed to contain the waters of the GANGA. To the north-east is the Mankavati or Vishnu Tirtha, where the god VISHNU blesses the devotees. This is a huge tank constructed in the late Maratha period.

The main temple consists of a series of buildings enclosed in a courtyard and entered through a gateway. Within the temple is the sabha mandapa, a hall with images of various deities. This opens into the central mandapa or main hall, leading to the garbha griha or shrine of the deity. This square shrine is topped by a four-storeyed pyramidal shikhara (tower). The image of the deity is of black stone, a little less than one metre high. She has eight arms and holds a trident, dagger, arrow, chakra (disc), shankha (conch), bow, and bowl, while the lowermost left hand grips the knot of hair of MAHISHASURA, who is under her. To her left is an image of a woman ascetic, whose head is on the ground, with her legs pointing upwards. This is believed to represent Anubhuti or Devahuti, wife of the rishi KARDAMA, through whom the goddess is said to have come here. The vahana or vehicle of the goddess is a lion.

The Matangi Devi temple is to the north-east, while there are other shrines and mathas in the area. The Tulaja Mahatmya records the various myths and legends of the temple. According to one legend, RAMA and LAKSHMANA were among those who came here and were blessed by the goddess.

The saints EKNATHA and RAMADAS composed verses to the deity.

The Bhutes, also known as Bhopes, are a community devoted to the service of the goddess. Gondhalis, bards who were once widespread in Maharashtra and Karnataka, are also associated with this temple.









Bhavishya Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. The Bhavishya or ‘future’ Purana includes a traditional account of creation but, as it claims to predict the future, deals with various KALPAS or ages. According to descriptions in other Puranas, the Bhavishya was divided by VYASA into five parvans or sections: the Brahma, Vaishnava, Shaiva, Saura or Tvashtra, and Pratisarga. The versions available seem to be different from the ancient work, though one version corresponds to this division. In this the Brahma Parvan extends up to the kalpa known as the Pratipat, and the Vishnu Parvan deals with the remaining Tithi-kalpas. The Shaiva or Rudra Parvan has three chapters, and incorporates stories of the origin of RUDRA. The Tvashtra focuses on SURYA worship and stories connected with Surya, and describes SHUKA’s visit to the region of the sun (Surya-mandala); in the Pratisarga, Shuka returns from there. Another version has two bhagas or parts: Purva and Upari. The Purva Bhaga consists of the Brahma and Vaishnava Parvans and extends up to the Navami Kalpa. The Upari Bhaga contains the Madhyama Tantra, which has four sections. Among other recensions is one with four Parvans: Brahma, Madhyama, Pratisarga and Uttara. The Brahma in this version is relatively early and contains chapters that have been dated between 500 and 1200 CE. The Madhyama is a Tantric work, while the Pratisarga belongs to the nineteenth century and includes accounts of British rule in India. The Uttara Parvan refers to itself as a separate Purana, the Bhavishyottara. In its first forty-six chapters, the Brahma Parvan includes the duties of the castes, of the four stages of life and of women, and the methods of performing various ceremonies. It has sections on the worship of GANESHA, SKANDA, BRAHMA and NAGAS on various tithis (days). There is a description of the NAGAPANCHAMI festival, as well as of some snake myths. Chapters 47–215 are concerned with Surya, his worship, and the origin of the Bhojakas. SHAMBA is said to have brought some Magas from Shakadvipa (the land of the Shakas or Scythians), and they married daughters of Bhoja, thus Bhojakas were born. The Magas are often identified with the magi of Zoroastrianism, and this points to early Zoroastrian connections with India. This Parvan contains a number of verses found in the MANU SMRITI and some from the BRIHAT SAMHITA, as well as most of the Shamba Purana.


Bhavishyottara Purana A Sanskrit text connected with the BHAVISHYA PURANA. It has myths and legends, as well as descriptions of religious ceremonies.


Bhedabhedavada A philosophical doctrine that states that Unity or Oneness and multiplicity are equally real. The Absolute or BRAHMAN is One, but from it multiple forms evolve. One of its main exponents was BHASKARA of the ninth–tenth centuries. YADAVAPRAKASHA, a philosopher of the eleventh century, also put forward this theory. Achintya Bhedabheda, or incomprehensible unity in difference, was part of the philosophy of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. NIMBARKA’s philosophy of DVAITADVAITA has also been called a type of bhedabhedavada.


bhikshu A mendicant or monk. In Hinduism, it particularly refers to a BRAHMANA in the fourth ASHRAMA or last stage of life, that of sannyasa, but also to any mendicant or ascetic.


Bhima (1) The second of the five PANDAVA brothers, whose lives are narrated in the MAHABHARATA. As PANDU, his father, could not have children, KUNTI, his mother, conceived him through the wind god, VAYU. Bhima was born on the same day as DURYODHANA. After his birth, he fell from the lap of his mother on to a rock which shattered into a hundred fragments. As they grew up, Bhima and Duryodhana became rivals, and were jealous of each other. Though Bhima had been strong since his childhood, his strength increased after he was poisoned by Duryodhana. The envious Duryodhana fed him poisoned sweets, and pushed into a river where poisonous snakes bit him. The two poisons neutralized each other, and when he revived, he was taken to VASUKI, the naga king, who at the request of Bhima’s relative, the naga chief Aryaka, gave him divine nectar to drink. Through this, he became immune to poison, and gained the strength of 8,000 elephants. He defeated a number of kings in various battles. He attacked and beat Jayadratha who had earlier abducted Draupadi, and would have killed him if YUDHISHTHIRA had not intervened. In the last year of their exile at the court of Virata, he killed Kichaka who had been making unwanted advances towards Draupadi. He defended and protected DRAUPADI, the joint wife of the Pandava brothers, several times. He vowed to kill Duryodhana and his brother Dushasana who had humiliated Draupadi, and fulfilled this vow at the time of the great war.

Bhima also killed or defeated a number of powerful ASURAS and RAKSHASAS. He defeated and killed the rakshasa Baka on the outskirts of Ekachakra, as well as Kirmira and Hidimba. He married the rakshasi HIDIMBA (Hidimbaa), who was the sister of Hidimba, and had a son, Ghatotkacha. Another wife of his was Balandhara, princess of KASHI, from whom he had a son named Sarvatraga or Sarvaga. His son from Draupadi was Sutasoma or Shrutasoma. As the son of Vayu, his brother was HANUMAN, and one story recounts the meeting of the two.

After Yudhishthira became king of HASTINAPURA, Bhima helped in protecting and expanding the kingdom. Finally, along with his brothers and Draupadi, he set out for heaven.

He is worshipped along with the other Pandavas in some temples, while in Nepal he is worshipped as an individual deity. The Bhima temple in Kathmandu, Nepal, is popular among traders and businessmen. Bhima is sometimes considered an incarnation of Vayu.

Bhima is often known as Bhimasena. His other names include: Achyutanuja: younger brother of Yudhishthira; Arjunagraja: elder brother of Arjuna; Bahushalin: with large arms; Jarasandhajit: vanquisher of Jarasandha; Jaya: victory; Marutatmaja: son of the wind; Rakshasakantaka: thorn of the rakshasas; Vayuputra: son of Vayu; Vrikodara: wolf’s belly (as he had an insatiable apetite).

(2) Bhima is the name of several others in ancient texts.



Bhima Bhoi A nineteenth-century poet of Orissa, who composed BHAJANS and other works in Oriya. Bhima Bhoi was a follower of MAHIMA GOSAIN, founder of the Alekh Dharma or MAHIMA DHARMA, and was responsible for propagating and spreading the beliefs of the sect. The Mahima Dharma is generally considered a reformist Hindu sect, though there are also other views on its nature.

There are several legends and conflicting stories about Bhima, and the nature of his early life and place of his birth is uncertain. According to one account, he was born in 1850, in a Kandha family, in village Gramadiha of Rairhikol subdivision in Sambalpur district, while according to another his birthplace was Jatasinga near Subalaya of Subarnapur district. Other birthplaces are given as Joranda, Kamrapalli or Kumarkelli. One story states that his father, a man named Danara Bhoi, a Kandha (tribal), found him abandoned in a forest, and as he and his wife were childless, they raised him as their own. Sometimes it is said he had a divine birth, and was the reincarnation of RADHA, while Mahima Gosain was the reincarnation of KRISHNA. Bhima’s adoptive father died when he was five years old. Bhima had first seen Mahima Gosain, when he was two years old, and later joined him and revered him as his guru.

Bhima is celebrated mainly as a tribal poet, but some claim a higher status for him and state that he was really a brahmana. He is also claimed by DALITS, while a few Christians of Orissa say he was a secret Christian. The Mahima Dharma is alternatively thought to have a Buddhist origin. Others find TANTRIC elements in his writings, though Biswanath Baba (Vishvanath), a later exponent of the sect sees in them pure ADVAITA. While it is usually accepted that he was blind, some say he was not, and others that he received the gift of sight when Mahima met him. There are thus several contradictory stories about his life. Whatever his origin, Bhima is a legendary and heroic figure in Orissa.

After the death of his guru in 1876, Bhima lived at Khaliapali and reorganized the Mahima Dharma. He lived the life of a householder, and his spiritual consort was a woman named Annapurna. According to some sources, in addition he had four other consorts. His verses are collected in the Bhajanamala and Stutichintamani. The latter has 100 bolis (songs or poems), each of twenty stanzas. These deal with a number of topics, including the concept of SHUNYA BRAHMA, the yugas or ages, cosmolgy, praises of Mahima, and autobiographical and devotional verses. Chautisa Madhu Chakra has poems with thirty-four (chautisa) stanzas each. Brahmanirupana Gita and Shrutinishedha Gita preach Mahima doctrines. Another text of his is the Adi Anta Gita (The Song of the Beginning and the End). This text contains a dialogue between the jiva (the individual soul) and Parama, the Supreme. Using ideas of bhakti, the relationship of jiva and Parama is compared to that of a young girl and a man, or of Bhima Bhoi and his guru. Bhima’s work has philosophical, spiritual and Tantric elements, but he is best known for his devotion and compassion.

His verses and songs are still popular, and a famous composition of his states:


Boundless is the anguish and misery of the living

Who, seeing this, can tolerate it?

Let my soul be condemned to hell

But let the universe be redeemed.



Bhima died in 1895 at Khaliapali in Orissa, and his SAMADHI is worshipped here.


Bhima, deity A name of the god RUDRA or SHIVA. In this form, Shiva defeated the asura TRIPURA.


Bhimashankar Temple (1) A temple of the god SHIVA, located in village Bhavagiri in the Sahyadri range, 50 km north-west of Khed in Maharashtra. Bhimashankar Temple contains one of the twelve jyotir LINGAS of Shiva. The Bhima river, a tributary of the Krishna, has its source here, flowing south-east and merging with the Krishna near Raichur.

There are several legends associated with this temple. The most popular story narrates that here the god took his gigantic or Bhima form, and with the help of his SHAKTIS defeated and killed the asura Tripura, who had been troubling the DEVAS. After the fierce fight, streams of sweat flowed from Shiva’s body. The devas asked that he remain there in his Bhima form, and his sweat should turn into a river. Thus the river Bhima was born. Another story states that there was an asura named Bhima, who was defeated by Shiva.

A Shiva linga too, was discovered here, and is enshrined in the temple. After its discovery, a small shrine is said to have been erected in the fourteenth century, while later a larger temple was built. The temple seems to have been renovated and reconstructed in the eighteenth century. The GARBHA GRIHA contains the jyotir linga, and is at a level below the rest of the temple. It is attached to a hall or mandapa.

Other shrines around the temple include a SHANI temple. The Kamalaja shrine houses a rock representing Devi or PARVATI. She is said to have come to Shiva’s help, and was honoured by the god BRAHMA with lotuses (Kamala), and hence here she is known as Kamala. Shakini and Dakini, two Shakti’s who helped Shiva in his battle, are honoured at the same shrine. The Mokshakunda tirtha is associated with the rishi Kaushika, and provides MOKSHA or liberation to those who bathe here. Kaushika’s great merit (punya) is said to have created this kunda. The Bhima river, which goes underground for a while, is believed to re-emerge here, but is no longer visible. The Kusharanya tirtha marks the point where the Bhima begins to flow east.

(2) There are other temples with the same name that have different associated legends. At the Bhimashankar Temple, at Kashipur near Nainital, the PANDAVA Bhima is said to have married Hidimba (usually this event is located at Manali). Among other Bhimashankar Temples is one located at Bhimapur hill near Guwahati in Assam. Here Shiva is said to have killed an asura named Bhima.


Bhishma (1) An elder statesman at the court of HASTINAPURA, whose life is described in the MAHABHARATA. He was the son of King SHANTANU, and his mother was the goddess and river GANGA. He was known as Devavrata, but after renouncing his succession to the throne, and taking a vow of BRAHMACHARYA, he was called Bhishma. He took this vow when his father wanted to marry the young and beautiful SATYAVATI, who insisted that she would marry only if her sons ascended the throne. After her first son Chitrangada died, the second, Vichitravirya, ascended the throne. Bhishma brought the three daughters of the king of KASHI, AMBA, AMBIKA, and AMBALIKA to marry Vichitravirya. When Amba expressed her wish to marry King Shalva, he sent her to him, but the king now refused, and Amba vowed vengeance on Bhishma. She was reborn as Shikhandin, and was later responsible for his death. After Vichitravirya died, Bhishma arranged for the rishi VYASA, a son earlier born to Satyavati, to father DHRITARASHTRA and PANDU, from Ambika and Ambalika. The KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS were their descendants, and thus he was their spiritual grandfather. He was respected and revered by them. In the great Mahabharata War he took the side of the Kauravas. He fought bravely and ferociously, defeating and killing many warriors. He refused to fight Shikhandin, because she had been born a woman. Shikhandin could not defeat him himself, but provided a human shield for ARJUNA, whose arrows brought him down. Bhishma did not die immediately, though his body was embedded with arrows. He lay on this bed of arrows for almost two months, while the war ended, and all the survivors came to pay their respects to him. He then gave a long discourse on spiritual, ethical, political and philosophical aspects of life, which forms the Shanti Parva, a section of the Mahabharata. Bhishma is known by a number of different names including:

Apagasuta: son of the river Apaga; Bhagirathiputra: son of the river Bhagirathi; Gangasuta: son of Ganga; Mahavrata: observer of a great vow; Pitamaha: grandfather; Shantanava: descended from Shantanu; Taladhvaja: whose banner is the palm tree.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA.


Bhitargaon Temple A temple located at Bhitargaon, near Kanpur in Uttar Pradesh. It is one of the oldest surviving brick temples of north India, dating back to the fifth century. The square shrine has terracotta panels with sculptures on the outer walls. SHIVA and PARVATI seated together, and an eight-armed VISHNU can be identified, but most of the rest is damaged. The shrine opens to the east, and has a pyramidal tower.


Bhogavati A city of the NAGAS, described in ancient texts. In the MAHABHARATA (5.103) it is described by NARADA as a wonderful city that resembles AMARAVATI, the city of INDRA. It is ruled over by VASUKI, and SHESHA too lives here. Innumerable other nagas, sons of KASHYAPA and SURASA are here.


Bhojadeva A king, scholar and philosopher who lived in the eleventh century. Bhojadeva of the Paramara dynasty ruled at Dhara in central India between 1010 and 1055, and was both a patron of learning and a scholar himself. Over twenty-five books are assigned to him, though some of these are thought to have been composed by his courtiers in his name. These include works on medicine, grammar, literature, astronomy, architecture, religion and philosophy. Among these are the Ayurveda-sarvasva on AYURVEDA; a commentary on the YOGA SUTRA; Tattvaprakasha on SHAIVA philosophy; Kurma-shataka, two poems in Prakrit, on the KURMA incarnation of VISHNU. Tattva-prakasha, a signifcant philosophical work, has several commentaries.


Bhrajiras A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that will exist in the fourteenth MANVANTARA, when Bhautya will be the MANU. They are mentioned in the PURANAS.


Bhrigu An ancient RISHI or sage, who was one of the PRAJAPATIS. There are references to him in the RIG VEDA, where he is said to have received AGNI (fire) from heaven. In the BRAHMANAS he is referred to as Varuni, that is, a son of VARUNA. In the Taittiriya Upanishad, he approached his father Varuna, for instruction in BRAHMAN. The Bhrigus were a family of priests related to the ANGIRASAS. In later texts there are several stories relating to Bhrigu. He is said to have been born from the god BRAHMA’S skin, but was killed at DAKSHA’S sacrifice by an emanation of the god SHIVA. According to another account, he was born at the time of Varuna’s sacrifice from Brahma’s seed which fell in the fire (Agni). He was brought up by Varuna, and thus is also known as Varuna’s son. These accounts probably relate to two different incarnations. His descendants are known as Bhargavas and include PARASHURAMA, the RUDRAS, and several rishis. He married Puloma (Pulomaa) and became the father of Chyavana. According to some accounts he had seven sons including CHYAVANA. In the Mahabharata he instructed the rishi BHARADVAJA on the nature and origin of the world. Bhrigu Tirtha, where he performed penances, was a sacred site. Bhrigu is also associated with the science of astrology.


Bhrigu-ashrama The ashram of the rishi BHRIGU is believed to have been located at Bharuch in Gujarat. Another traditional location is at Balia in Uttar Pradesh, which was earlier known as Bagrasan, a name derived from Bhrigu-ashrama. Temples dedicated to the rishi are located at both places.



Bhrigus (1) A class of lesser deities mentioned in the VEDAS and later texts. They were connected with the god AGNI, and created and nourished fire. They were also makers of chariots.

(2) A family of priests. See Bhrigu.


Bhubaneswar A city, the capital of Orissa. Bhubaneswar or Bhuvaneshvara, was also known as Ekamrakanana or Ekamrakshetra, Kalinganagari and Harakshetra in the PURANAS. The BRAHMA PURANA has a long section on Ekamrakshetra, a region sacred to SHIVA. The old city was a sacred centre, and is the site of at least thirty early temples dating from the eighth to the thirteenth centuries, and once had many more. The most famous among these are the MUKTESHVARA and LINGARAJA temples. Modern temples include a large KRISHNA temple built by ISKCON.


Bhudevi A goddess, the mother of the earth, also known as Bhu or Bhumi. There are various stories and legends about her. According to the MAHABHARATA, she is the daughter of BRAHMA, married to VISHNU. The PURANAS state that in the Varaha KALPA, when the asura HIRANYAKSHA oppressed the earth, and submerged it under water, Bhumi, representing the earth, took the form of a cow, and appealed to Vishnu to save the world. He became VARAHA, and raised the earth on his tusks. According to the DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA, Bhumidevi then stood up on the water. Seeing her beauty, comparable to the lustre of a million suns, Vishnu fell in love and married her. Their son was MANGALA. She also had a son, an asura known as NARAKASURA from Hiranyaksha, because of the touch of his horns. SITA is also considered the daughter of Bhudevi or the earth, born on a different occasion.

Bhudevi is depicted holding a blue lotus, along with Vishnu and SHRIDEVI or LAKSHMI, and is more popular in south India. According to some texts, she should be depicted light green in colour, and wearing yellow garments.


Bhuloka/Bhurloka The sphere of the earth, one of the LOKAS or regions of the universe in Hindu mythology. Bhuloka includes the land with its oceans, mountains and rivers, and extends up to the sphere of the sky, or BHUVARLOKA.


Bhushunda A wise crow who lived on a kalpavriksha (sacred tree) on a peak to the north-east of Mt. MERU. When the rishi VASISHTHA went to Devaloka, the world of the gods, he heard about this crow, and went to meet him. Bhushanda told him that he and his twenty brothers were born from seven swans, the vahanas or vehicles of the goddess BRAHMI. These swans had sported with the crow Chanda, who was the vahana of the matrika (goddess) ALAMBUSHA. Bhushunda’s brothers lived for several KALPAS (ages) but then they renounced the world and reached Shivaloka, the heaven of the god SHIVA. Bhushunda himself could remember five pralayas (periods of dissolution), twelve churnings of the ocean of milk for AMRITA, and several other events that take place in each YUGA and kalpa.


Bhushundi A crow who instructed GARUDA on the god RAMA. His story appears in the Bhushundi Ramayana, and in the RAMACHARITAMANASA of Tulasidasa. In the Uttarakanda, the last section of the latter, Shiva mentions Bhushundi’s great knowledge and devotion to PARVATI, and Parvati wants to know the crow’s story. Shiva told her about how after she gave up her life in her incarnation as SATI, he wandered in sorrow to different places and finally, to the north of SUMERU, reached a blue mountain, Nilagiri, with peaks of gold. On four of its peaks were wonderful trees and there was a beautiful lake filled with swans. On the mountain lived Bhushundi, constantly meditating and offering prayers to Lord Hari (VISHNU). Countless birds came to hear his story, and Shiva too took the form of a swan, and heard the story of Rama, before returning to KAILASHA. Shiva then narrated how Garuda cut the bonds of Rama when he had allowed himself to be bound by MEGHANADA, and therefore could not understand Rama’s divinity, as it was concealed by MAYA (illusion). Shiva directed him to go to Bhushundi, and there Garuda heard the wondrous story of Rama.

Bhushundi narrated the Ramayana to Garuda, and described how every time Rama takes birth on this earth, he, Bhushundi, goes to be near him.

Bhushundi also recounted his own life story, and how he came to adore Rama. Once, he said, he was a SHUDRA who lived in AYODHYA, and was a worshipper of Shiva. He did not at that time appreciate the glories of Ayodhya. Later he became the disciple of a guru who worshipped Shiva, but revered all gods. Bhushundi was intolerant of this, and insisted on worshipping only Shiva, who cursed him to be reborn in the animal world ten thousand times for showing disrespect to his guru. After his kind guru interceded on his behalf, Shiva said that he would remember his previous existence in all his births, and that love for Rama, the supreme creator, would arise in his heart. Thus he went through various births worshipping Rama, and finally was born a BRAHMANA. Then a muni (sage) instructed him in NIRGUNA BRAHMAN, the unqualified Absolute, but as he refused to accept this teaching, the muni cursed him to become a crow. As a crow he was blessed by Rama, and thus chose to eternally retain that form. The same sage later had his illusions removed by Rama, and taught Bhushundi the Ramacharitamanasa, which he now recites.


bhuta (1) A term for ghosts or spirits. They are attendants of the god SHIVA, who rules over them, and they live in cemeteries or in certain trees. They enter dead bodies, making them seem alive, and attack and devour people. They were created by Shiva in a fit of anger, and according to the VAYU PURANA, their mother was Krodha (anger). According to another story, the RUDRA Nilalohita (Shiva) gave birth to thousands of bhutas through his wife SATI. They were music-haters, and wore snakes as their sacred threads. According to the VAMANA PURANA, VIRABHADRA and Nandikeshvara (emanations or aspects of Shiva) are two Rudras who head the bhutas. SKANDA, Shakha and BHAIRAVA are also said to be their chiefs. The bhutas usually helped Shiva in his battles, but sometimes fought on the side of the ASURAS.

(2) Bhutas are also local deities or ancestral spirits, worshipped particularly in coastal Karnataka. Bhuta rituals are conducted in the Tulu language of the region, and traditional bhuta masked dances are enacted. Over 450 names of bhutas are known in the region. Among them are Angarbhuta, Mayasandaya, Koti-Chennaya, Junadi, Pilichchhandi, Ullalthi. Similar spirits and rituals exist in Kerala, known as TEYYAMS. Some of the names common to both groups are Kshetrapalan, Pottan, Bhairavi, Chamundi, Kuttichattan, Mariyamma, Muttapan, Alibhuta, Babhiriyan and Panenruli. Special village shrines are dedicated to bhutas, and swords, shields, oil lamps, along with ritualistic objects of silver are kept there, to be used in their performances.

(3) Pancha-bhutas refer to the five elements of earth, fire, water, air and space, and are often personified and worshipped.


Bhutarajasas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that existed in the fifth MANVANTARA, when Raivata was the MANU.


Bhutattalvar A BHAKTI saint, one of the twelve ALVARS who worshipped the god VISHNU. Bhutat was one of the three earliest Alvars, along with POIGAI and PEY. He was said to be born one day later than Poigai at ancient Tirukkadalmallai, now known as Mamalapuram and was found by his parents in a guriginja (liquorice) flower in a bush. His name signifies that he had an intuitive insight into the tattva or nature of Vishnu. He composed one hundred verses known as Irandam Tiruvantadi, that are included in the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM.

In one of his hymns, Bhutat describes the Lord, referring to his different aspects. The five forms of Vishnu, as Para (the Supreme Being), vyuha (cosmic form), vibhava (incarnations), antaryamin (inner dweller) and archa (consecrated image) are all referred to in one verse. Bhutat says: ‘The sky and earth praise him as the Lord of gods; the ocean-reclining Lord (vyuha) resides in Venkatam, in the beautiful unimaginable arangam (archa), and in the hearts of all (antaryamin). As the child in Gokula (vibhava, referring to Krishna), he ripped the horse’s jaws.’

Another verse of his describes RAMA:


When he came, he marched over to Lanka in anger.

When he fought, he killed Ravana.

When he stood, it was in the midst of bamboo thickets in Venkatam.



Bhuteshvara (1) The Lord of all beings, a name applied to VISHNU, BRAHMA, KRISHNA and to other deities.

(2) The Lord of the BHUTAS, who are spirits or goblins, and in this sense applies to SHIVA.


Bhuvaneshvara A name of the god SHIVA, as well as a name of SKANDA.


Bhuvaneshvari A goddess, one of the ten MAHAVIDYAS who are Tantric goddesses. She is the nourisher of the three worlds. The Bhuvaneshvari Tantra describes her as a smiling lady, shining like the sun, with large breasts and three eyes. The moon is her diadem, and she holds an elephant hook or goad, and a noose. Her other hands are in the boon granting and fear dispelling gestures. According to other texts, she holds a bilva fruit, a goad and a noose, and has a serpent, LINGA and YONI on her head. The latter represent the power of knowledge and creation, while the fruit indicates that she bestows the fruit of actions.


Bhuvarloka The LOKA or world that exists above BHULOKA or the earth and below heaven. It is described in the Puranas and is also known as antariksha, the region between heaven and earth.


Bihu A series of agrarian festivals, celebrated in Assam. The main Bihu is a spring festival, that usually takes place in April, and is known as Bohag Bihu, or Rangali Bihu. The festival also inaugurates the new year, as Bohag is the first month of the Assamese calendar. Bohag Bihu begins on the last day of Chot, which is the final month of the Assamese year. This day is reserved for cattle, who are bathed and given special food. The next day, the first day of Bohag, is for people. Elders are revered, friends are visited, special food is eaten, and presents are given. On the third day, religious ceremonies are held. The whole festival lasts for seven days, and is associated with songs and music, dances and feasts, as well as games and sports. Two other Bihus are celebrated at different times. The Magh Bihu takes place in winter, after the harvesting of crops, and is accompanied by feasts and bonfires. The Kati Bihu is a one-day festival held in October-November, when the crop is yet to ripen, and the granaries are nearly empty. The TULASI plant is worshipped, and lamps are lit and placed in the fields and storage rooms for grain. Bihu dances are the state dance of Assam. Bihu songs at Bohag Bihu, are romantic, and young people are encouraged at this time to seek partners.


Bijli Mahadev Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located near Kullu in Himachal Pradesh. The temple houses a LINGA which is said to attract lightning (bijli). According to traditional accounts, it is periodically shattered by lightning, and joined together again by the priest with a mixture of parched barley and butter. Above the temple is a white mast, 18 m high. The destruction of the linga is said to signify Shiva’s absorption of the negative energy of the atmosphere, and its subsequent purification.

Two Nandis stand in front of the temple door. Thousands visit the temple at its main festival in the month of Shravana (July/August).


bilva The name of a tree generally considered sacred to the god SHIVA. Bilva (bel) is the wood-apple tree (Aegle marmelos). It had some sanctity from ancient days and is mentioned in early texts, including the BRAHMANAS and the ATHARVA VEDA. The TAITTIRIYA SAMHITA states that the sacrificial post was sometimes made out of its wood, while the Shankhayana Aranyaka has a hymn praising the benefits of an amulet made of bilva.


bindu A Sanskrit term, meaning a point, particle, or drop. It can refer to any kind of point or dot. In SHAIVA SIDDHANTA philosophy, the bindu represents SHIVA, from whom everything emerges. At the time of dissolution or PRALAYA, the whole of creation is absorbed into the bindu.

The anusvara, or dot over a letter, indicating a nasal sound, is also mystically connected with Shiva, while the decorative dot placed on the forehead between the eyebrows, is thought to represent the third eye.


birds, sacred A number of birds are considered sacred or associated with deities. In the VEDAS, several deities are compared with birds, including SOMA and AGNI. Agni is called the eagle of the sky, and INDRA once took the form of an eagle. The owl and the pigeon are messengers of YAMA.

In later Hinduism, some sacred birds are:


Cock: associated with KARTTIKEYA, and appears on his banner.


Crow: YAMA once took the form of a crow; he then blessed the crow to be long-lived. When the crow is fed, people in Yama’s abode would be satiated. Chanda is a crow associated with the mother-goddess ALAMBUSHA, from whom were descended other crows, particularly the wise BHUSHANDA. BHUSHUNDI was another crow who narrated RAMA’s story. Crows are offered pinda, or rice balls, as a part of ancestral rites. According to prevailing beliefs, if they refuse the offering, it is an indication that the spirit of the person is still hovering around. In general, crows are said to know the secrets of immortality and the origin of things.


In Nepal, crows are worshipped at the Tihar Festival.


Eagle: GARUDA, the vahana or vehicle of VISHNU, is sometimes depicted like an eagle.


Owl: associated with the godess Lakshmi.


Parrot: associated with the god KAMA.


Peacock: the vahana of KARTTIKEYA. In a story in the RAMAYANA, once INDRA took the form of a peacock to hide from Ravana, and then blessed the bird. Through Indra, the peacock who had a plain blue tail acquired spots resembling Indra’s thousand eyes. It was freed from fear of snakes, and when Indra sent down rain, it would rejoice, as a token of its love for the god.


Swan: HAMSA, a swan or goose, is the vehicle of BRAHMA, Brahmi and VARUNA; Varuna blessed the swan and made it pure white, beautiful like the moon. Hamsa is also the name of a sect of rishis.


Vulture: In the RAMAYANA, the vulture JATAYU tries to help SITA. His brother was SAMPATI. A vulture is also associated with the god SHANI.

There are innumerable stories about birds in various texts.

Apart from this, the flight and sounds made by crows, and sometimes by other birds, was used for divination. Some SIDDHAS (adepts) were said to know how to understand birds and learn the secrets and knowledge that they possess.


bisanpata A term for short spiritual or philosophical songs composed in Dogri. The majority of bisanpatas are addressed to God beyond form, while some are to God with form. Others are on YOGA, DHYANA, truth, or various aspects of religion, mysticism and philosophy.


Bishnoi A community which follows the Bish-noi or twenty-nine precepts of their guru and leader Jambeshvara or JAMBHOJI, who lived in the fifteenth century. The precepts include rules for preserving the environment and protecting animals and plants, moral precepts for living a simple, truthful life, rules for personal hygiene and diet, and guidelines for worshipping God. These rules enable Bishnois to live in harmony with nature. They protect trees and wildlife, and do not distinguish between castes and religions. Their diet is vegetarian, and all types of drugs, alcohol and tobacco are prohibited. Compassion for all living beings is prescribed, and the cutting of green trees is strictly forbidden.

Members of the Bishnoi community have often sacrificed their lives to save trees and animals. In 1730, in Khejadli village in the state of Jodhpur, they attempted to prevent the cutting of khejadi trees (Prosopis cineraria) by clinging to them, and thus were pioneers of the later Chipko movement. At this time 363 people clinging to the trees, including women and children, were killed, before the maharaja stopped the massacre. Bishnois continue to live in the region and to defend the trees and wildlife with their lives. Even recently, some have died while saving blackbuck from poachers.

All people are welcome to join the Bishnoi sect. Bishnois worship the god Vishnu, and believe Jambhoji was his incarnation. However, Bishnoi temples do not have any idols, only a lamp with ghi (clarified butter), and there are no elaborate ceremonies or rituals. A fast is observed on the amavasya (new moon) day, and meditation twice a day is prescribed. They do not cremate, but bury their dead. This is in keeping with their precept of preserving trees, as wood is used in cremation.


Bishnupur A town in West Bengal, with a number of temples of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, built by rulers of the Malla dynasty. The Mallas had ruled the area from around the seventh century, but became prominent in the time of Bir Hambir, said to have been a wicked king who became noble after his conversion to VAISHNAVISM by Shrinivasa, a follower of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. He introduced the worship of the god Madana-Mohana (KRISHNA), and in 1600 built the Rasa-Mancha, a large structure with a pyramidal roof. Here all the gods of neighbouring temples were brought together at a great Rasa festival. Succeeding kings built more temples, and at least thirty still survive, most of them dedicated to RADHA and Krishna.


Bithur A town located near Kanpur in Uttar Pradesh. In ancient days it was a sacred site for Hindus and, according to one tradition, the RAMAYANA of Valmiki was composed here. The god BRAHMA is said to have visited the place, and the mark of his footprint is still worshipped.


body See Sharira; Kosha.


Bopadeva A Sanskrit writer of the thirteenth century, who was a devotee of the god KRISHNA, and lived at Devagiri, the capital of the Yadava dynasty. Born in a BRAHMANA village called Vedapura, located on the Varada river, he was the son of Kesava and student of Dhanesa, both of whom were scholars attached to the Yadava court. Legendary accounts of Bopadeva, are found in various Bhaktamalas, works on bhakti saints. According to a statement in his own books, he wrote ten works on grammar, nine on medicine, one on Tithinirnaya, three on poetry, three on the Bhagavata Purana, and a commentary on the Shivamahimnas-stava, a hymn on the god Shiva by Pushpadanta.

Out of these, his main works are the Harilila and Muktaphala, which contain commentaries and analyses of the BHAGAVATA PURANA. He combined the philosophies of ADVAITA and BHAKTI, and believed in reaching the One through the worship of a personal god.


Brahma The first of the trinity of three main gods of Brahma, VISHNU and SHIVA. Brahma is the creator, Vishnu the preserver, and Shiva the destroyer, but over the years Brahma declined in importance compared with Vishnu and Shiva. Brahma is mentioned in the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, as the creator of the gods, and the source of all. In the Vedic Samhitas many names are given to a creator god, one of which is Brahma. Other names of the creator, are VISHVAKARMA, BRAHMANASPATI, HIRANYAGARBHA and PRAJAPATI. In the MAHABHARATA, Brahma is said to be the same as Prajapati.

Brahma is associated with creation myths and there are several different versions of these. According to the BRAHMANDA PURANA, Brahma created himself out of the hiranya-anda (golden egg). He divided the earth into seven dvipas or land areas, and seven oceans. He created the ASURAS from his thighs, the DEVAS from his face. Then he created YAKSHAS and RAKSHASAS but these did not please him, and the hair on his head stood up (sarpana) in alarm. Thus from his hair, snakes (sarpa) were born. He then created animals from different parts of his body, and trees and plants from his body hair. From his mind he created the four Kumaras, SANAT KUMARA and others, and nine great rishis. He then divided himself into two, MANU being his male half, and Shatarupa his female half. These two united, and had two sons, Priyavrata and Uttanapada, and two daughters, Prasuti and Akuti. Prajapati DAKSHA, another of his mental creations, was married to Prasuti. Other Puranas have varying versions of how Brahma created the world. In one account, he created Shatarupa and then married her, thus committing the sin of marrying his own daughter. Daksha’s daughters, through Prasuti or ASIKNI, had a role in creation, as all beings were born from them after they married the rishi KASHYAPA.

Some Puranas explain that Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva were not separate beings but, containing the power of rajas, the GUNA of activity, Brahma acted as creator. In one myth, while Vishnu sleeps on the waters, a lotus springs from his navel, and in this, Brahma, the creator, appears. Thus he is also called Nabhija (born from the navel), or Kanjaja (born from a lotus). According to the GARUDA PURANA, once there was nothing in the universe except BRAHMAN, the Absolute. The universe became an expanse of water, and in that Vishnu was born in a golden egg. He created the god Brahma with four faces. Brahma first created the devas, asuras, pitris and manushas (people), and then the rest of the world. Similar myths appear in other Puranas. In Shaiva Puranas, Shiva is the supreme deity, creator of Brahma.

The MANU SMRITI (1.32) states that Brahma divided his body into two, one male and one female, and from the female, VIRAJ was born. Viraj then produced Manu Svayambhuva, who in turn created the ten PRAJAPATIS. Viraj as a creator is sometimes identified with Brahma. The BHAVISHYA PURANA says that Manu was the male half of Brahma, and Shatarupa the female half. Other versions appear in various texts, but in general, Brahma is identified with creation.

Creation takes place in cycles, and ends in destruction, only to begin again. These cycles, along with the vast time periods of MAHAYUGAS, KALPAS and MANVANTARAS, are linked with Brahma. He periodically creates and destroys the world, along with everything in it, and finally, after a hundred years of his life, creation, including all the gods, merges back into its essence. This is known as PRALAYA, or dissolution.

In another of his aspects, Brahma is the masculine, personified form of the unborn, changeless, imperishable Brahman. Thus he is not only the creator, but the source of all knowledge. The four VEDAS originated from him, and he is connected with other arts, architecture, music and dancing. He is the originator of AYURVEDA. The four castes too emerged from him and, as indicated above, all living beings were descended from him.

Despite his important role, Brahma worship is not very popular today. A Brahma sect was prominent between around CE 200 and 600. In some sections of the MATSYA PURANA, Brahma is worshipped equally along with Shiva and Vishnu. Brahma is also one of the deities worshipped during the Mahadanas (great gifts). In the BRIHAT SAMHITA, Varahamihira of the fifth century, mentioning the prominent sects of the time, includes Brahma among them. However, the worship of Brahma declined from the seventh century. There are several myths which attempt to explain Brahma’s inferior status after this period. One myth states he was cursed by Shiva, while others indicate his conflict with Vishnu. He is also said to have granted too many boons to DAITYAS and RAKSHASAS, among them being HIRANYAKSHA, HIRANYAKASHIPU, TARAKA and RAVANA, thus creating problems for the gods.

The real reason is believed to be the rise in prominence of Vaishnavism and Shaivism, and later of the five or six deities of the SMARTAS, from which Brahma was excluded. Brahma as creative energy was replaced by SHAKTI or Devi.

Brahma’s iconography is described in the Brihat Samhita as having four faces and seated on a lotus. He holds a kamandalu, or water pot. According to the commentary, he also holds a staff, and wears the skin of a black antelope. By the time of the PURANAS, his iconography was fully developed. Here it is stated that he has has four heads or faces, and therefore eight ears. He has four hands, holds a mala or rosary, as well as sruk, sruva (sacrificial ladles) and sacred texts, i.e., the Vedas. He has a bow known as parivita. He is dressed in white, and his VAHANA or vehicle is the HAMSA, a swan or goose. Sometimes he rides in a chariot drawn by seven swans. His colour is usually red or pink, and he is often shown bearded. His consort, created by him, is SARASVATI, also known as Shatarupa, Brahmi, BRAHMANI, Savitri or GAYATRI. Usually, however, Gayatri is considered his second wife, distinct from Sarasvati, while Brahmi or Brahmani is a MATRIKA or mother goddess, depicted differently from Sarasvati. Brahma lives on Mt. MERU in the city of BRAHMAPURI or Manovati.

The most well-known Brahma temple is at PUSHKAR in Rajasthan. Other temples exist at Dudahi and Khajuraho in Madhya Pradesh, Vasantgarh in Rajasthan, and Unkal in West Bengal. Brahma images occur in other temples, usually in a secondary position to either Vishnu or Shiva, as well as in Jain and Buddhist temples, as an attendant or worshipper. In most later images, he is depicted with a beard. Brahma is worshipped at a ghat in BITHUR, where he is said to have offered an ASHVAMEDHA sacrifice after completing his work of creation. At the Dashashvamedha ghat in VARANASI, Brahma is said to have conducted ten ashvamedhas (horse sacrifices).

The AMARAKOSHA lists a number of names of Brahma, apart from those mentioned above. These include: Atmabhu: the self-born; Pitamaha: grandfather of the pitris; Dhata: one who holds or bears everything; Vidhata: one who acts; Vedha: one who creates; Hamsavahana: whose vehicle is a swan.


Other names are: Adideva: the first lord; Aja: the unborn; Bhumipati: lord of the earth; Chaturmukha: with four faces; Chaturveda: creator of the four Vedas; Devadeva: god of gods; Lokadhatr: lord of the world; Mahadeva: great lord; Sarvabhutatman: the soul of all; Vidhatr.


Brahma Kumaris A religious sect, founded in 1937 by DADA LEKHRAJ, a diamond merchant, in the region of Sind in present-day Pakistan. In 1951 the headquarters moved to Mt. ABU in Rajasthan. The sect is based on Hindu practices, but does not accept the authority of the VEDAS, and includes people of all religions. It believes in KARMA, REINCARNATION, and the cyclical nature of creation. It accepts the concept of the four YUGAS, in a somewhat modified form. One of their beliefs is that the end of the world is imminent, and the golden age will follow. A new world, a paradise on earth, will come into being, in which Brahma Kumaris will live. Meditative and YOGA practices are prescribed, known as Raja Yoga, though these are not the same as the classic Raja Yoga. Daily meditation is to be practised early in the morning. The main emphasis is on communicating with the supreme deity, who is also present as a spark within the individual. The principles of the sect include include eating pure and sattvik vegetarian food and refraining from smoking and alcohol. Family life does not have to be given up, though celibacy is practised, and a Brahma Kumari should remain detached from worldly affairs. They should be ready to serve the organization and spread its tenets. There is no formal text, but the scriptures of the Brahma Kumaris include ‘Murlis’, the sayings of Dada Lekhraj or Brahma Baba, as he was also known. They are so-called because they are said to be like the sweet music played by the god KRISHNA on his flute. Sakar Murlis are those that were spoken by him every morning until his death, while Avyakta Murlis are those conveyed after his death by a medium. Brahma Kumaris greet each other with the words ‘Om Shanti’. Followers include both men and women, but the majority are women and after Dada Lekhraj’s death, women head the sect and are the administrators. A Brahma Kumari spiritual university, Prajapita Brahma Kumari Ishwariya Vishva Vidyalaya, located at Mt. Abu, is also known as the Brahma Kumari World Spiritual University. There are now more than 5,000 Brahma Kumari centres in ninety-three countries, with over 7,00,000 followers all over the world (2005 figures).


Brahma Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. It is also called the Adi Purana, or first Purana, as it is first in the list of the eighteen Puranas. The introduction states that LOMAHARSHANA narrated this Purana to rishis of the NAIMISHA forest, and it was earlier revealed by the god BRAHMA to DAKSHA. It begins with creation legends, a description of the MANVANTARAS and the history of the solar and lunar dynasties. Much of the rest of it consists of MAHATMYAS or descriptions of sacred places, particularly in Utkala (Orissa). Several chapters focus on Purushottama Kshetra, or Puri, sacred to VISHNU; chapter 28 deals with SURYA at KONARAK, while chapters 35–41 are on Ekamra Kshetra or Bhuvaneshvara (BHUBANESHWAR), sacred to SHIVA. There is one chapter (42) on Viraja Kshetra or Jajpur the sacred region of the goddess Viraja in Orissa. There is a long account of how the rishi GAUTAMA was responsible for bringing the river Ganga to the Deccan, where it was known as the Gautami Ganga, actually the Godavari. The Gautamimahatmya glorifies the sacred places on the river GODAVARI and is often used as an independent text. There are other sections on hells, KARMA, funeral customs, the duties of the four castes and of the four stages of life, daily duties and various vratas or vows to be observed on special occasions. The Purana in its present form probably belongs to between the tenth and thirteenth centuries. The Brahma Purana is sometimes called the Saura Purana, while another SAURA PURANA, which is a minor or Upapurana, is often attached to it.

The Brahmottara Purana forms a supplement or concluding section and deals with sacred places on the river Balaja.


Brahma Siddhi A Sanskrit text written by the philosopher MANDANA MISHRA in the ninth century. Mandana is generally considered to have initially been an exponent of the MIMAMSA system of philosophy, until he was convinced of the truth of Advaita by SHANKARA, after which he was known as Sureshvara. However, the Brahma Siddhi, written in his earlier name, Mandana, already has Vedantic ideas. The text has four chapters: Brahma Kanda, Tarka Kanda, Niyoga Kanda and Siddhi Kanda. In the first chapter he discusses the nature of BRAHMAN, and states that the duality between the subject and the object is only apparent and not real. In the Tarka Kanda he discusses methods of perception (pratyaksha), and explains how differences cannot be revealed through perception. In the Niyoga Kanda he refutes Mimamsa views on the interpretation of the UPANISHADS, while in the final chapter he says the Upanishads show that the existence of the world is only apparent, not real. On the basis of this text, S. Dasgupta feels that Mandana was, from the beginning, a philosopher of both Mimamsa and Vedanta, and only modified his Vedantic concepts after meeting Shankara.

Several commentaries were written on this text by ADVAITA scholars, including the Bhava-shuddhi of Anandapurna; Abhipraya-prakashika of CHITSUKHA; Tattva-samiksha of VACHASPATI MISHRA; as well as a commentary by Shankhapani.


Brahma Sutra A Sanskrit text also known as the Vedanta Sutra written by BADARAYANA. It has been assigned to various dates from 500 BCE to the first century CE, and, according to tradition, Badarayana is identified with VYASA. The sutra summarizes the main teachings of the UPANISHADS. While the Upanishads have a number of different topics and themes, this text attempts to systemitize them and distills their essence. The text explains the main Vedantic philosophy, and the concept of BRAHMAN.

The BRAHMA SUTRA contains a total of 555 sutras divided into four adhyayas or chapters. The first chapter, Samanvaya, unifies the different views of Brahman. Brahman, the infinite creator, develops into the world, but remains itself, unchanged and pure. It also describes the ATMAN, or individual soul, and its relationship with Brahman.

The second, Avirodha provides a refutation of other philosophies including SAMKHYA, VAISHESHIKA, Jainism and Buddhism. The third, Sadhana, provides methods of sadhana or practice for attaining Brahman. The fourth, Phala, describes the benefits or fruits of attaining the knowledge of Brahman. Each chapter has four padas or sections, within which are adhikaranas or topics. The first five adhikaranas of the first chapter are the most important. Each sutra is a short terse statement, and can be understood only by a scholar, who then provides an explanation of it. Thus though the text is the basis for all the schools of VEDANTA, it has been interpreted differently by each of them.

Some of the earliest commentaries are no longer available, but among the important commentaries are those of SHANKARA, who explained the philosophy of ADVAITA; RAMANUJA, who interpreted it in the context of VISHISHTADVAITA; MADHVA, with the philosophy of DVAITA; NIMBARAKA, with DVAITADVAITA; VALLABHA, with SHUDDHADVAITA. Others commentators include BHASKARA, YADAVAPRAKASHA, Keshava, Nilakantha, BALADEVA VIDYABHUSHANA, VIJNANABHIKSHU, as well as many more who elucidated the various commentaries and added their own interpretations.


Brahma Veda Another name of the ATHARVA VEDA, the fourth of the Vedic Samhitas.


brahmachari A term for a male student in the first of the four ASHRAMAS or stages of life of higher caste Hindus, that existed in ancient days. The brahmachari began his studies after the UPANAYANA or initiation ceremony, and then went to live with his guru or teacher. The life of a brahmachari is described in early texts including the ATHARVA VEDA. In this it says that after his initiation, the student begins a new life. He lets his hair grow long, wears an antelope skin, studies, begs, collects fuel, and practises penance. There are similar descriptions in other early texts, and more details in the SHASTRAS. According to the MANU SMRITI, until he returned to his father’s house, the student had to diligently serve his teacher (acharya), light the morning and evening fires, sleep on the bare ground, and do whatever was conducive to the good of the acharya. A brahmachari must control his senses, maintain purity, and propitiate the DEVAS, RISHIS and PITRIS every day. He should not eat honey or meat, nor use scents, garlands, ointments, shoes or umbrellas. He should never visit women, gamble, or indulge in gossip and should refrain from killing any living being. He should always have a seat below that of his teacher, and sit only when he is asked to. He must rise before him, sleep after him, study the VEDAS as taught, and recite the GAYATRI MANTRA in the mornings and in the evenings. After studying the Vedas for a period of time, which may be nine, eighteen or thirty-six years, or any period necessary to comprehend them, the student was ready to enter the next stage of life, that of GRIHASTHA or a householder. If his guru permitted, he could pay him something for his studies, according to his means. This could be a plot of land, gold, a cow, a horse, an umbrella, paddy, vegetables, clothes, or anything he was capable of giving. The brahmachari then returned home, ready for marriage.


brahmacharya (1) The first of the four ASHRAMAS or stages of life of higher-caste Hindus, according to tradition. In this stage the BRAHMACHARI or student lives with a guru, serves him, and studies the VEDAS and other texts. This practice was common in ancient days, the young boy living with his guru till he reached manhood.

(2) One of the practices of YOGA. It is often taken as a synonym of CELIBACY, but literally means, ‘to walk in the way of God’, or ‘to be conscious of God’. It is also a principle of Buddhism and Jainism, and of other Hindu systems. Brahmacharya is to be practised by the student in the stage of brahmachari, and by those on a spiritual path.


Brahman A Sanskrit term used in the UPANISHADS and other texts, signifying the essence of the world from which everything originates. Brahman is mentioned in the RIG VEDA, as the power in the MANTRA or sacred word, or as a wider underlying power, but later was more clearly defined. The concept of Brahman has been interpreted in various ways, but is similar to that of the godhead. Brahman is the source of all, the One Truth, the underlying reality of the world. Everything emerges from, and returns to, it. It is the creator of all, and permeates creation. Thus the Taittiriya Upanishad states: Brahman is ‘That from which beings are born, that in which when born they live, and that into which they enter at their death.’

Brahman has no form or shape. It is eternal, infinite and always existed. The KATHA UPANISHAD says that, ‘Brahman, the immortal, contains all worlds in it, and no one goes beyond it’. Brahman has never been created, and can never be destroyed. This view of Brahman is common to most schools of philosophy, with subtle variations. It is also further explained in the context of its relationship with the individual soul, and with the world. In ADVAITA, Brahman is the same as the ATMAN or eternal soul in every living being, while in other philosophies, there are different interpretations, corresponding to different interpretions of the Atman. Brahman can limit itself and take the form of Ishvara, or a personal deity. It can also be the cosmic soul, known as HIRANYAGARBHA.

According to SHANKARA, Brahman has no qualities. The phrase ‘satyam jnanam anantam brahma’ (Brahman is the ultimate truth and knowledge, and is infinite) refers to Brahman, but these are not its qualities. RAMANUJA says that those who say Brahman is unqualified cannot prove it, as all proofs are based on qualified terms. Brahman is sometimes categorized as nirguna or saguna, without and with, qualities and attributes. Saguna Brahman is similar to the concept of Ishvara.

In some philosophies Brahman is considered identical with the supreme form of a deity, such as Shiva or Vishnu.

According to Madhva the statement that Brahman is one without a second (ekam evadvitiyam brahma) only means that it is unequalled and supreme. Brahman is perfect in every way, and can be identified with Vishnu. He is the creator and destroyer, transcendent and immanent, and is the inner ruler (antaryamin) of all souls, but is different from the jiva or individual soul. The souls are dependent on Brahman, and cannot exist without it, but are not identical.

Brahman is also described by a number of other philosophers.


brahmana A member of the BRAHMANA CASTE. Most priests officiating at Hindu sacrifices come from this caste. In ancient days, brahman (brahmaan) or brahmana also referred to one of the four main priests who performed Vedic sacrifices, the others being the ADHVARYU, HOTR and UDGATR.


brahmana caste One of the four main castes in Hinduism. Brahmanas form the highest caste, their traditional role being one of knowledge of the VEDAS and other sacred texts, the performance of sacrifices or YAJNAS, and of various ceremonies related to birth, marriage and death. They first appear as the highest caste in the Purusha-sukta hymn of the RIG VEDA. In the BRAHMANAS (texts) members of the brahmana caste are said to be ‘human gods’, and even superior to gods. If a king oppresses a brahmana, evil is sure to befall him, and if there is a dispute between a brahmana and a non-brahmana, the judge must decide in favour of the brahmana. Brahmanas had to be treated with honour and respect, and gifts (dana) were to be given to them. After a sacrifice it was customary to give them dakshina or sacrificial fees. The brahmanas in turn should be pure and perform their duties sincerely. In the UPANISHADS brahmanas were not always supreme. They were sometimes advised and guided by KSHATRIYAS, and non-brahmanas often attained the highest knowledge. Brahmanas did not always reach high standards, and texts began to define the ideal brahmana. For instance, the Vajrasuchika Upanishad states that a true brahmana is one who has realized the Self as BRAHMAN, the Absolute, and who has gone beyond all worldly differences and distinctions. It is generally believed that in the post-Vedic period, brahmanas for a while lost their importance, as their role was challenged by the rise of Buddhism, Jainism, the AJIVIKAS, and even early forms of SHAIVISM and VAISHNAVISM, which did not use Vedic sacrifices. These religions and sects did not strictly follow the four-fold caste system, and the varnashrama dharma or four stages of life. Brahmanas were normally sustained by the GRIHASTHA or householder stage, the second of the four stages, and thus suffered as the Vedic system declined. It is thought that from around CE 200, they began to reassert their importance. According to some scholars however, they were never prominent earlier, and gained importance only from this time. However, the earlier view seems more correct as they played a prominent role in Vedic sacrifices. While sacrifices were for the divine gods, it would not yield its fruits without dakshina (gifts) to the human gods, the brahmanas. Thus attempts were made to secure the prestige and status of the brahmana caste.

Later, to regain their lost status, they tried to integrate Vedic ideas with the worship of VISHNU, SHIVA and other deities. They again emphasized in the DHARMA SHASTRAS and PURANAS, the superiority of the brahmanas, the four stages of life, and the importance of sacrifices. On the whole, they retained their superiority until modern times, though there were always challenges posed by popular religion such as TANTRISM and BHAKTI.

Ancient texts prescribe several rules according to which a brahmana must live. According to the MANU SMRITI, brahmanas should shun worldly honours. (2.162). They should strive to subjugate their senses, study the Vedas and acquire the knowledge of the Self. This is the highest achievement for a brahmana, while worldly success is irrelevant. (12.92–93).

Originally, brahmanas were purohitas or court priests, and advisors to kings. They were also temple priests, gurus and teachers, who interpreted the ancient texts, and had a role in formulating customary laws.

Today many brahmanas have modernized and entered all professions, but some still retain their traditional customs and roles. Brahmanas are usually vegetarians, and many follow strict rules regarding food, as well as various rituals to maintain their purity.

Their privileged position led to some anti-brahmana movements, among which was the DRAVIDIAN MOVEMENT in the south. More recently reservations for lower castes, have also led to a reduction in their privileges, though anti-reservation agitations indicate the continued presence of old concepts of superiority.

There are several subsects among brahmanas, and ten major divisions, based originally on their region of origin. These are the Sarasvata, Kannauj, Maithil, Gauda, Utkal, Maharashtra, Karnataka, Andhra, Dravida and Gurjara or Malabar.


Brahmanas Vedic texts in Sanskrit, which were probably composed between 1000 and 600 BCE. They are attached to the Vedic Samhitas, i.e., the RIG, SAMA, YAJUR and ATHARVA VEDAS, and provide explanations of the Vedas and guidance for the priests in sacrificial rituals. The various Brahmanas are:

Attached to the Rig Veda: AITAREYA BRAHMANA: common to the Shakala and Ashvalayana shakhas; Kaushitaki Brahmana; Shankayana Brahmana: almost identical with Kaushitaki.

Attached to the Sama Veda: Tandya or PANCHAVIMSHA Brahmana; the Shadvimsha Brahmana, which includes Adbhuta; SAMAVIDHANA BRAHMANA; Arsheya Brahmana; Devatadhyaya Brahmana; Chhandogya or Mantra Brahmana; Samhitopanishad Brahmana; Vamsha Brahmana; Jaiminiya or Talavakra Brahmana; Jaiminiya Arsheya Brahmana.

Attached to the Black Yajur Veda or Taittiriya Samhita: the Taittiriya Brahmana.

Attached to the White Yajur Veda: SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA; the Shatapatha has two different recensions, the Kanva and Madhyandina.

Attached to the Atharva Veda: the Gopatha Brahmana.

The subject matter of the Brahmanas can be divided into two main topics of vidhi (rules) and arthavada (explanations). Thus the rules for conducting a sacrifice are supplemented by a commentary on everything connected with the sacrifice, including stories and legends used to explain a point.

The various sacrifices described in the Yajur Veda are further explained in the Brahmanas, along with some legends and stories. The sacrifice is considered supremely important, a creative power harnessing nature, and is identified with PRAJAPATI, the creator, or with VISHNU. Agni, fire, is identified with Prajapati, and with the fire-altar, and the time taken to build it. The symbolism of each item used in the sacrifice is explained in several texts. Rules for the sacrifice were laid out in minute detail, and any deviation led to its failure. This led to the increased exaltation of the BRAHMANA (CASTE) priests, who conducted the sacrifices.

Stories and legends in these texts include those of MANU and the flood, HARISHCHANDRA and SHUNAHSHEPA, and PURURAVAS and Urvashi. There are early creation myths in which Prajapati, or sometimes Manu, is the creator. Some philosophical concepts are also mentioned.

Attached to the Brahmana texts are the ARANYAKAS and UPANISHADS, in which the brahmana caste and the sacrifice do not have major roles. These latter texts focus instead on asceticism, knowledge and enquiry.


Brahmanaspati A deity mentioned in the RIG VEDA. It is considered another name of BRIHASPATI.


Brahmanda A term in Hindu mythology, meaning the egg of the god BRAHMA or the cosmic egg, representing the origin of the universe. According to the PURANAS, the Brahmanda is like the seed of the kapittha (wood-apple) tree, covered by an eggshell (anda-kataha). Around this is a shell of water, and over that a shell of fire. Around the fire-shell is a shell of air, and then of space or ether or of the sky. Two more shells surround this, of ahamkara (ego or the origin of the elements) and of mahat (intellect). The Brahmanda rests in PRAKRITI, divine nature, which contains several such eggs and permeates them all. At the beginning of the world the egg split and a child emerged, with the radiance of innumerable suns. This was the Virat Purusha, the first person, and from him the universe was born, with fourteen worlds or lokas. There are different versions of this myth in various Puranas, as well as alternative accounts of creation.


Brahmanda Purana A Sanskrit text, the last in the list of eighteen major PURANAS. It is said to be narrated by VAYU. The Brahmanda earlier seems to have been called the Vayaviya Purana or the Vayaviya Brahmanda. Scholars feel the VAYU PURANA was once identical with the Brahmanda, but later the two Puranas developed separately. According to the MATSYA PURANA, the Brahmanda Purana has a description of the cosmic egg (BRAHMANDA) and an account of future KALPAS or ages, but while the available text includes these subjects, it has a number of other topics. The Puranas has four books or sections. There are some VAISHNAVA chapters, as well as sections on creation, KARMA, narakas or hells, SHRADDHA or ancestral rites, the four stages of life, the practice of YOGA, and prediction through omens and dreams. The various LOKAS, regions of the world, mountains, rivers, kingdoms, and abodes of the devas and asuras are described. The fourth book contains the Lalitopakhyana, in which Lalita or Devi is seen as a supreme spiritual being. Srinagara and Kanchi are among the important centres of her worship that are described. The ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, also used as a separate text, is sometimes considered a part of this Purana.


Brahmani A goddess, the Shakti or feminine power of the god BRAHMA. She is one of the mother goddesses, or MATRIKAS, and is also known as Brahmi. As the wife of Brahma she is considered a form of SARASAVTI.

According to texts, the goddess should be depicted with four faces, and a body bright as gold. She has four hands, the back two of which hold a shula (spike or trident) and akshamala (rosary), while the front two are in abhaya and varada mudra, the freedom-from-fear and boon-giving gestures. She is seated on a red lotus, and the hamsa or swan is her vahana or vehicle, as well as the emblem on her banner. She wears yellow garments, and sits under a palasha tree (Butea frondosa). According to some texts, she has six hands, and wears a deerskin.

Brahmani is usually depicted in temples along with the other MATRIKAS.


Brahmanism A term which refers to the early stage of Hinduism, a period before the word Hindu became common. In a different context, it refers to the characteristic way of life of the BRAHMANA CASTE.


Brahmapuri The city of the god BRAHMA, said to be located on the summit of Mount MERU. It had an area of fourteen thousand yojanas, and around it were the eight cities of the guardian deities, the DIKAPALAS. The river GANGA descends here, dividing into four streams, the Sita, ALAKANANDA, Chakshu and Bhadra.


Brahmarishi A term in ancient texts for brahmana rishis or sages or for rishis created by the mind of the god BRAHMA. There were a number of Brahmarishis including: Ashtavakra, Atri, Aurva, Bharadvaja, Bhrigu, Chyavana, Dadhicha, Gautama, Kashyapa, Kripa, Lomasha, Markandeya, Narada, Pulastya, Shuka, Vaishampayana, Vasishtha, Vishvamitra, Vyasa.


Brahmavaivarta Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. It was probably composed in the eighth century, though in its present form it is later. The Purana states that it was narrated by Savarna to NARADA, and has four books or kandas. The first deals with creation, where the creator, BRAHMA, is identified with KRISHNA. The second discusses PRAKRITI, the feminine aspect of creation, which is represented here by five goddesses, DURGA, LAKSHMI, SARASVATI, SAVITRI and RADHA. The third has legends of GANESHA, who is also here connected with Krishna, whereas the fourth deals with Krishna’s life, glorifying his relationship with RADHA.

This Purana seems to have been primarily for the worship of Radha and Krishna, and is thus unique, as Radha is not mentioned in most of the Puranas. It also indicates that some parts of it could be as late as the sixteenth century. According to the story in the Brahmavaivarta, towards the end of his life, Krishna was reunited with Radha at Prabhasa. From there a celestial chariot took them to VRINDAVANA, where they lived happily for fourteen years, before ascending to GOLOKA. This version is different from that in most other sources.

The text includes chapters on mixed castes, dana or gifts, worship of various deities, worship and glorification of brahmanas, vratas or vows that should be performed, the duties of the four stages of life, as well as a number of legends.


Brahmi Another name of the goddess BRAHMANI.


Brahmo Samaj An organization for social and religious reform. It was founded by Ram Mohan ROY at Kolkata (Calcutta) on 20 August 1828, and since then has gone through several phases.


First phase: The first phase was closely linked with the ideals of its founder. Ram Mohan Roy was a great scholar who had studied the VEDAS and UPANISHADS, as well as the main ideas of Islam and Christianity. He believed that Vedanta was the best philosophy, but at the same time was inspired by Christian concepts. The Samaj put forward the idea of one universal God, and the equality of all. Initially, it mainly attracted the upper-caste intellectuals of Bengal, though it was open to people of all castes and religions.

In its religious aspect, the Samaj propagated the ideas of the Vedas and the Upanishads. A weekly service was held consisting of three parts: (1) The recitation of the Vedas by Telugu brahmanas, only for the brahmana members of the community. (2) Reading and explanation of the Upanishads before the whole community. (3) Singing of various religious hymns or bhajans. It thus followed the system of worship in a church, but the components of the worship were entirely Hindu. The Samaj was non-sectarian, but the orthodox Telugu brahmanas, the only custodians of Vedic rituals in Kolkata (Calcutta) at that time, refused to allow non-brahmanas to participate.

The Samaj also advocated social reforms, including the abolition of SATI, and of child marriage and polygamy. It attempted to improve the position of women, and was against CASTE. Ram Mohan Roy promoted these views through several magazines, including the Samvad Kaumudi. After his departure for England in 1830, and his death there in 1833, the organization declined but was revived by Debendranath TAGORE.


Second phase: Debendranath was formally initiated into the Samaj in 1843, though he had been associated with it from 1842. He explained its principles in the Tattva Bodhini Patrika and clearly laid out the theological base of the organization. A new system of initiation and membership was started, which gave each Brahmo member a sense of belonging. The concept of the infallability of the Vedas, which existed earlier, was now dropped after the objection of some rationalist members.

Debendranath formulated the Brahmo creed, and the promises to be made at the time of initiation. Each member was to acknowledge the One Absolute God, Parabrahman, creator, preserver, destroyer, giver of all good in this world, all-knowing, all-pervading, formless and beneficent. Only this Parabrahman, one without a second, was to be worshipped and revered. The initiate was to strive to perform good deeds, refrain from sinful deeds, and sincerely repent if any sins were committed. A part of the person’s income was to be set aside every year to promote the activities of the Samaj. The Samaj was to be a meeting ground for all sects, and no sect was to be condemned. However members themselves were to refrain from worshipping any animate or inanimate object, image or painting, or from offering sacrifices or oblations.

Debendranath wrote a book Brahmo Dharma, explaining both ethics and theology. Its spiritual ideas were mainly based on the Upanishads, while on the ethical side he promoted a harmonious family life, in which men, women and children understood their respective duties. He stressed that sincerity, purity, devotion, forgiveness and gentleness were important values in social life. Debendranath’s work revitalized the Sabha and brought in new members. However, he limited the activity related to social reform, and was opposed by Keshab Chandra SEN and others.

Sen had joined the Sabha in 1857, and initially was very close to Debendranath. In 1864 he visited different parts of India, and spread the message of the Samaj outside Bengal. He aimed at a Brahmo organization which would conduct its own inter-caste and community marriages. Sen also wanted to integrate the true spirit of Christ into the Brahmo movement and was keen on bringing about a social revolution within Hinduism. Debendranath and some other Brahmos could not accept his radical ideas.


Third phase: The organization then split into two groups in November 1866, with the Adi Brahmo Samaj under Debendranath, and the Brahmo Samaj of India under Keshab Chandra Sen. The Adi Brahmo Samaj remained primarily a monotheistic Hindu organization. Debendranath retired from active work, and appointed Raj Narain Bose as the president. Later, under the influence of Rabindranath TAGORE, this section of the Samaj gained new life. The Brahmo Samaj of India retained many of the original ideas, but began a new programme of spiritual and social reform. In 1868 Keshab Chandra laid the foundation stone for a new centre of worship, known as the Tabernacle of New Dispensation. His ideas for this crystallized later. The same year he toured India again, and in 1870 took the Brahmo message to the West. The Samaj emphasized women’s education and development, and the abolition of all caste. This led to the foundation of the Indian Reform Association in 1870, and the Indian Marriage Act in 1872, which permitted inter-caste marriage. Simultaneously Keshab Chandra was changing the spiritual nature of the organization, incorporating the symbols and ideas of other religions, including Christianity, Islam and Buddhism. Younger members began to have differences with him, and wanted a more democratic constitution for the Samaj. In addition, they opposed the marriage of his young daughter to the prince of Koch Bihar, against the tenets of the Indian Marriage Act and the spirit of social reform.


Fourth phase: In 1878, another split took place in the Brahmo Samaj of India, and the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj emerged under younger leaders. These included Sivnath Shastri (1847–1919) Shibchandra Deb (b. 1811), Manomohan Ghosh and others. They instituted a democratic constitution for the Samaj, while their other ideals were similar to those emphasized by Debendranath. They also organized other activities, and set up schools, as well as a college, and spread Brahmo ideas in different areas. The Sadhan ashram was started in 1892, where Brahmo workers could live together.

Keshab Chandra’s group was now known as the Naba Vidhan (New Dispensation), and had a missionary zeal with Christian influence. It had a new emblem, incorporating the symbols of Christianity, Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism, and new methods of worship. Missionaries were known as Apostles and members could take special vows, such as the vow of poverty or the vow of self-surrender.


Fifth phase: Later, some attempts at unity were made with the founding of the Brahmo Sammilan Samaj in 1902, so that members of the different Samajs could join together for worship and welfare activities. Chittaranjan Das (1870–1925) was one of the key people who organized this. By this time, the Brahmo Samaj and its offshoots had spread from Kolkata to various parts of India. In Mumbai (Bombay) it inspired a movement known as the Prarthana Samaj.

The three main branches of the Brahmo still exist. Members of the Brahmo Samaj are liberal and secular, but the movement has a limited role today.


Brahmottara Purana A supplement or concluding section of the BRAHMA PURANA.


Brihad Devata An Sanskrit text of about the fifth century CE, assigned to the rishi Shaunaka. It describes the deities to whom the hymns of the RIG VEDA are addressed, and includes myths and legends pertaining to them.


Brihadaranyaka Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD which is ascribed to the rishi YAJNAVALKYA. This is one of the longest and earliest Upanishads, dating to around 600 BCE. It has six chapters, normally divided into three kandas or sections of two chapters each, and is one of the Upanishads with a commentary by SHANKARA. The first section, Madhu Kanda, begins with the symbolism of the ASHVAMEDHA or horse sacrifice, and also deals with other sacrifices, creation, and the knowlegde of the Self. The second section, Yajnavalkya Kanda, or Muni Kanda, describes the teachings of the rishi Yajnavalkya. The third section, Khila Kanda has miscellaneous items on BRAHMAN or the Absolute, as well as various meditations. This Upanishad is attached to the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA of the YAJUR VEDA and is among the most important.


Brihaddharma Purana A Sanskrit text, an Upapurana or minor PURANA. The work has three sections, and part of the first along with the last deal mainly with DHARMA, or duties to gurus and parents, and of the various castes. The first section includes a conversation between the supreme goddess Devi or MAHADEVI, and her friends Jaya and Vijaya. There are stories of RAMA and SITA, of VALMIKI, and of VYASA. The second section has an account of the origin of the river GANGA, along with other myths and legends, and of some of the AVATARAS of VISHNU. The worship of the Ganga, and the story of GANESHA is included.


Brihadeshvara Temple, Thanjavur A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Thanjavur in Tamil Nadu, and constructed in 1010, by the Chola king, Rajaraja I. It is also known as the Rajarajeshvara temple. According to the story associated with this temple, the king was suffering from leprosy. His guru told him it was because he had injured animals in his previous life as a hunter and to cure it he was asked to bring a linga from the Narmada river and install it in a temple. After the linga was removed from the river it continuously grew in size, and hence was named Brihadeshvara. After the temple was consecrated and the king bathed in the temple tank, he was cured of this disease. The temple is built in Dravida style, and is in the centre of a rectangular court, entered through two gateways on the east. The inner shrine or GARBHA-GRIHA is square, and within it is a large LINGA, 3.66 m high, standing on a circular pedestal. Around the shrine, a narrow passageway divided into chambers has Shaivite sculptures on the walls. This leads into an ante-chamber, and then into a long columned MANDAPA, which opens into a porch. There are sculptures on the walls of the mandapa, which include Shiva in various forms, as well as paintings in soft, gentle colours. Some of the paintings date to the later Nayaka period, partially hiding the earlier art work. The VIMANA or tower above the garbha-griha, reaches the immense height of 61m, and has a cupola or dome made of a single block of stone, weighing 81 tonnes. It has been estimated that to raise it to that height, it would have had to be dragged up a specially constructed incline, starting 6 ½ km away. It is so constructed that the shadow of the cupola never falls on the ground. In front of the temple is a monolithic NANDI image, 6 m long, 2.6 m broad, and 3.7 m tall, enclosed in a sixteenth-century pavilion. To the north-west is a shrine of Subrahmanya, a name of KARTTIKEYA in south India.

Apart from being a venerated Shiva temple, this is also considerd an architectural marvel.



Brihadeshvara Temple, Gangaikondacholapuram A temple of the god SHIVA, constructed at Gangaikondacholapuram, capital of the Chola dynasty, by Rajendra Chola (1012–44), son of Rajaraja Chola. The old capital no longer exists, though there are a number of villages in the area. The temple is somewhat similar to that at Thanjavur, but its tower is slightly lower, with a height of 54.86 m. It is entered through a GOPURAM, beyond which is a large stone NANDI, though unlike at Thanjavur, this is not monolithic.

Stairs lead to the entrance of the temple, which is guarded by two huge statues of dvarapalas (door-keepers), and opens into a long closed mandapa or hall. This leads into the two halls of the ardhamandapa and mukha-mandapa, which opens into the garbha-griha or inner shrine, the entrance to which is again guarded by two large dvarapalas. The mukha-mandapa has several anugraha (favour-granting) sculptures of Shiva. These include: Vishnu-anugraha-murti, in which Shiva blesses VISHNU who worships him; Ravananugraha-murti, in which he bless RAVANA who expresses remorse for raising Mt. KAILASHA; Devyanugraha-murti, blessing DEVI who worships the LINGA; Markandeyanugraha-murti, blessing MARKANDEYA and saving him from YAMA; Chandeshanugraha-murti, blessing CHANDESHVARA. Kalyanasundara-murti is a sculptural representation of Shiva’s marriage. There are several other sculptures in the temple, including those of LAKSHMI, SARASVATI, GANESHA, KARTTIKEYA, Vishnu, various forms of Shiva, and of Shaiva devotees, as well as friezes of warriors, rearing lions, yalis, and others. One slab has NAVAGRAHA images. The shrine to the north of the temple is dedicated to Chandeshvara, and contains a large carving of him. There are other shrines dedicated to Devi and Mahishamardini. Bronze images include those of SOMASKANDA, Bhogashaktidevi, and Karttikeya.


Brihannaradiya Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. It is often called the NARADIYA PURANA, though there is also another minor Purana with that name. As with most of the Puranas, this begins with a discussion of the rishis in the NAIMISHA forest. A huge gathering of rishis has collected there to debate and understand DHARMA, ARTHA and KAMA and the attainment of MOKSHA. The rishi Shaunaka suggests they go to Siddhashrama, where Suta, son of Lomaharshana is conducting a sacrifice. They ask Suta to instruct them, and he tells them about a dialogue between the rishi NARADA and SANAT KUMARA. Narada explains the merits of devotion to the god VISHNU.

In the beginning, there was only Mahavishnu, the Supreme Being beyond form, permeating everything. At the time of creation the three gods BRAHMA, Vishnu, and SHIVA, representing the three GUNAS of sattva, rajas and tamas, emerged from him. These three gods are said to be equal, and whoever differentiates between them goes to hell. SHAKTI, the female energy of Mahavishnu, who is known by many different names, permeates the whole world, and is equally important. Thus Brahma with SARASVATI creates, Vishnu and LAKSHMI preserve creation, and Shiva and PARVATI destroy it. The combined Shakti is the same as PRAKRITI and Mahamaya (illusion).

This Purana has several different aspects, but is primarily a work extolling Vishnu-bhakti. Such BHAKTI is said to have ten levels, the first three tamasic, the next three rajasic, followed by three sattvika levels. Finally, there is Uttamottama, the highest bhakti, where identity with Vishnu is attained, and through which liberation is achieved. Ceremonies relating to the worship of Vishnu are described in the text. The river GANGA, and the tirthas of PRAYAGA and VARANASI are among those that are praised. There are passages on the duties of the castes, a description of the MANVANTARAS and YUGAS, as well as various stories and legends, including that of MARKANDEYA, King SAGARA, MAHABALI, the birth of VAMANA, and others. Unlike other Puranas, it does not go into details of creation. Its contents indicate that the work was probably composed in northern India, by the Bhagavata Vaishnavas. As for its date, R.C. Hazra places it between CE 850 and 950. According to tradition it has 25,000 verses, though available manuscripts have far less.


Brihaspati (1) A deity first described in the RIG VEDA. Born from great light in the highest heaven, he drove away the darkness with thunder. He was seven-mouthed and seven-rayed, blue-backed, clear-voiced, bright and pure, with a hundred wings. His bow has rita or cosmic order as its string, his chariot is drawn by ruddy steeds. In some hymns, he is identified with AGNI. He is sometimes called Brahmanaspati. In the BRAHMANAS he is connected with Vedic rituals, but later declined in importance.

(2) In later times, Brihaspati was identified with the planet of the same name, equated with Jupiter, and became the lord of the planet. He is thus one of the NAVAGRAHA or nine planets and is represented in temples on Navagraha panels. The AGNI PURANA states his images should be consecrated while adorned with a necklace of RUDRAKSHA beads. Brihaspati’s chariot is called Nitighosha, and is drawn by eight pale horses. In early reliefs, Brihaspati was two-handed, sometimes holding a rosary and a water-pot. In modern temples and art, he is depicted dressed in yellow, and seated on a lotus, or in his chariot. He has four arms and holds a mace, a rosary and a sphere or water-pot. As Jupiter, Brihaspati is the lord of Brihaspativara, or Thursday. However, myths and legends of him are not the same as those of the Western Jupiter.

(3) Brihaspati is also a rishi or sage. In the later Vedas he is known as a purohita or priest, who awakens the gods with AGNI or fire. In the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, Brihaspati, one of the sons of ANGIRAS, is the teacher of the DEVAS. According to one passage in the Mahabharata, from his wife Shubha, Angiras had one son, Brihaspati, and seven daughters. According to another section in the same text, Brihaspati was the first of Angirasa’s eight sons who were called Varunas. He is said to be the brother of Samvarta and Utathya.

In some texts he is the son of Agni. His wife, Tara, was very beautiful, and fell in love with CHANDRA, the moon, and BUDHA (Mercury) was born to them. A war took place over this, and finally Tara returned to Brihaspati. According to the Mahabharata, Brihaspati, from his wife Tara, had six sons and one daughter. The sons were all personifications of fire, and his daughter was SVAHA, also known as Manyauti. His sons sons were also personifications of fire, while Svaha had three sons, among whom was Uktha. Uktha created the powerful PANCHAJANYA, another form of fire, who created other beings. Brihaspati was also the father of the rishi BHARADVAJA, through the wife of Utathya.

Another story describes how Brihaspati once impersonated SHUKRA, the teacher of the ASURAS, and taught the asuras for ten years. One of Brihaspati’s sons was Kacha, with whom Shukra’s daughter, DEVAYANI, fell in love.

Brihaspati is known by other names, including Jiva (the living); Dhishana (the intelligent); Animishaacharya (the unblinking acharya).

(4) Brihaspati is said to have founded the materialistic (CHARVAKA) school of philosophy.

(5) A name of the god SHIVA.


brihaspati-sava The name of a sacrifice described in ancient texts. The Taittiriya Brahmana states that by its performance, a priest attained his aim of becoming a purohita (chief priest). According to the Ashvalayana Shrauta Sutra, a priest usually performed this after the VAJAPEYA. In some texts it is considered the same as the vajapeya, but in an earlier period, the two must have been different.


Brihat Samhita An encyclopaedic Sanskrit text written by VARAHAMIHIRA in the sixth century. The text has 106 chapters, and includes information on astrology and the effects of the movement of planets, as well as on geography, architecture, the methods for installing images of Hindu deities, their consecration and identifying characteristics, and other miscellaneous topics.


Buddha See Buddhism.


buddhi A Sanskrit term indicating higher knowledge or intelligence, reasoning, discernment or judgement. It is an important term in early philosophical traditions. In SAMKHYA philosophy buddhi emerges in the first stage of evolution from PRAKRITI, known as MAHAT. Mahat contains all the buddhis of individuals. AHAMKARA, the individual sense of self, is the next to evolve.

Buddhi is also the personification of intelligence, and one of the daughters of DAKSHA. She was married to DHARMA.


Buddhism, and Hinduism There are several similarities and connections between Buddhism and Hinduism, of which only a few can be indicated here.

Buddhism originated in India in the sixth century BCE, and covers a number of diverse ideas which have Buddha as the main theme. Though the BUDDHA was born in what is now Nepal, he lived and preached mainly in present-day Bihar and eastern Uttar Pradesh. He developed his new philosophy against the background of prevailing ideas and philosophical systems. He accepted certain existing beliefs such as those of KARMA, rebirth and SAMSARA. Thus though he developed a different philosophy, some of his ideas were closely related to Hinduism. However, he was against sacrifices, ceremonies, rituals and the rigidities of the caste system.

The Buddha himself was born in a KSHATRIYA family, and after his birth his future was predicted by 108 BRAHMANAS. He studied with yogis and ascetics before gaining enlightenment. The main Buddhist shila, the precepts or code of ethics, are similar to the yama and niyama of YOGA, and the basic code of conduct within Hinduism.

Buddhism in turn influenced Hinduism. Logical analysis and intellectual enquiry seem to have been parallel developments in Buddhist and other early systems of philosophy. Philosophical texts often comment on and refute Buddhist concepts.

In the Mahayana form of Buddhism, the concept of shunya or the void is thought to be closely related to Upanishadic concepts, and later to Shankara’s ADVAITA. Both Shankara and his teacher Govinda’s teacher Gaudapada are thought to have been influenced by Buddhism, and Shankara has often been called a ‘crypto-Buddhist’, though Advaitic scholars deny this.

Another sphere of influence is possibly the theory of the four ashramas or stages of life, which some believe could have been a response to the Buddhist sangha or monastic order.

Hindu deities were incorporated into the Buddhist system of worship from early days. For instance, sculptures from GANDHARA, dating to about the first century, often show the gods INDRA and BRAHMA as attendants of Buddha. Soon various local deities, along with YAKSHAS and yakshis, were incorporated into Buddhism. Later, Vajrayana Buddhism adopted several Hindu deities into its system of worship. Within Hinduism, Buddha seems to have been incorporated as an incarnation of VISHNU from the late sixth or early seventh century. In Vaishnava texts and some of Puranas, Buddha is often seen as a false god, who came to delude the world. In the Rudrayamala, a Tantric text, SHIVA in the form of Buddha instructs VASISHTHA in Tantric practices. In the Brahmayamala, another such text, Vishnu takes the form of Shiva and does the same.

In a regional context there are several indications of the interaction between Hinduism and Buddhism, or of the subtle influence of Buddhism. For instance, in some temples of Himachal Pradesh and in eastern India, the same image is worshipped as a Buddhist deity by Buddhists and a Hindu deity by Hindus. In Orissa, the concept of shunya was integrated into the writings of the PANCHASAKHAS of the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries, and into the later MAHIMA DHARMA. Certain deities such as JAGANNATHA are also thought to have been originally Buddhist. In Nepal, Buddhism and Hinduism have close interconnections.

After Independence in 1947, Buddhism began to grow in India for a number of reasons. One was the conversion of AMBEDKAR along with his followers to Buddhism in 1956. Such conversions continued over the years, leading to an increase in the number of Buddhists. Ambedkar, with his own unique interpretation of certain Buddhist ideas, has influenced a number of DALITS who converted to Buddhism. After 1959, with the influx of Tibetan Buddhism, this form too has influenced Indian thought. Other Buddhist systems such as Reiki or the Soka Gakkai have also gained prominence, and are practised by a number of Hindus.

VIVEKANANDA, known for founding the RAMAKRISHNA MISSION and propagating Advaita Vedanta, had the highest praise for the Buddha.

According to him, the one man in history who was the perfect karma-yogi was Buddha. ‘All the prophets of the world, except Buddha, had external motives to move them to unselfish action.’ Vivekananda categorized prophets into two kinds, one that said they were incarnations of God, the other that stated they were God’s messengers. ‘Both draw the impetus for work from outside, expect reward from outside.’ Only the Buddha, who did not bother about god, acted without any personal motives. ‘This great philosopher, preaching the highest philosophy, yet has the deepest sympathy for the lowest of animals, and never puts forth any claims for himself. He is the ideal karma-yogi, acting entirely without motive, and the greatest man ever born; beyond compare the greatest combination of heart and brain that ever existed, the greatest soul power that has ever been manifested.’


Budha, planet Budha is identified with the planet Mercury, and is the lord of Budhavara, or Wednesday. In Hindu mythology, Budha is the son of Chandra or SOMA, the moon, and of Tara, wife of BRIHASPATI. Budha’s wife is ILA, who was alternately a man and a woman. From them was born PURURAVA.

Budha is one of the NAVAGRAHA, or nine planets, depicted in early medieval temples. According to the PURANAS, his chariot is composed of air and fire, and is drawn by eight bay horses of the speed of the wind. In modern temples, Budha is depicted as light yellow in colour, wearing yellow clothes. He rides a lion and has four arms, carrying a mace, shield and sword.


bulls, sacred A bull cult possibly existed as far back as in the INDUS CIVILIZATION, where seals depict humped bulls in front of a stand or altar. In the VEDAS, the term for a bull is an epithet of INDRA, AGNI, and occasionally of other deities. The vehicle or vahana of the god SHIVA is a bull, NANDI, and Shiva too is known as Rishabha or bull. It is thought that in early days a bull represented this deity, and in some texts Rishabha is one of the incarnations of Shiva. In addition, Rishabha is one of the incarnations of VISHNU.

As the bull is important in farming, it is included in certain harvest festivals. For instance, at PONGAL the bull is both worshipped and made a participant in various sports, such as bull races. Bull symbols are used on the coins of some dynasties and bulls have been associated both with DEVAS and ASURAS. The asura Arishta took the form of a bull and was killed by KRISHNA, while the goddess JYESHTHA’s son had the face of a bull. Local and tribal deities also have associations with bulls.

In Jainism, Rishabha or bull is a name of the first Jain Tirthankara, Adinatha. Bulls also formed a part of myths of other ancient civilizations.
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calendars There are several calendars used in India. Two calendars are mainly used for official purposes, the Western Gregorian calendar, and the calendar of the Vikrama Samvat or era which begins in 57 BCE. For calculating dates of festivals, fasts or sacred days, each religion follows its own calendar.

The Hindu calendar is not uniform, and several different systems are used, based on lunar and solar months, both for astrological purposes and for calculating the dates of festivals. An attempt has been made to standardize these, and in the standardized calendar, the new year normally begins on 22 March, though other calendars continue to be in use.

The solar calendar is based on the Surya Siddhanta, a text of around CE 400. The rashi, which has its equivalent in the Western zodiac signs, is the base of this calendar. The twelve rashis with their Western equivalents are: (1) Mesha—Aries; (2) Vrisha—Taurus; (3) Mithuna—Gemini; (4) Karkata—Cancer; (5) Simha —Leo; (6) Kanya—Virgo; (7) Tula—Libra; (8) Vrischika —Scorpio; (9) Dhanus—Sagittarius; (10) Makara—Capricorn; (11) Kumbha—Aquarius; (12) Mina—Pisces. However, these are not exactly the same as in the West. The solar year fluctuates slightly, by approximately six hours every year, which can affect the date on which the rashi begins. The twelve solar months correspond with the rashi divisions.

A lunar calendar is also used. The twelve lunar months are: Chaitra, Vaishakha, Jyaishtha, Ashadha, Shravana, Bhadrapada, Ashvina, Karttika, Margashira (or Margashirsha) or Agrahayana, Pausha or Taisa, Magha and Phalguna. These names are commonly used in the north, though early texts have a different set of names. The YAJUR VEDA gives the names of the months as Madhu, Madhava, Shukra, Shuchi, Nabha, Nabhasya, Isha, Urja, Saha, Sahasya, Tapa, Tapasya. These names are sometimes used in later texts, including the PURANAS. Madhu generally corresponds with the month of Chaitra. The months have different names in various regions. In Tamil, for instance, the corresponding names are: Chittirai, Vaikasi, Ani, Ati, Avani, Purattasi, Aippasi, Karttikai, Markali, Tai, Masi, and Pankuni.

The standardized lunar year begins from the third week of March, though there are other systems as well. Some lunar calendars are associated with the festival of HOLI, whereas several others begin in April. Each lunar month consists of approximately 29 ½ solar days, and is divided into thirty tithis or lunar days. The masa or lunar month has two halves of fifteen tithis each, related to the waxing and waning of the moon. Shukla paksha is the fortnight of the waxing moon, beginning after AMAVASYA, the new-moon day; while Krishna paksha begins after purnima, the full moon, and is the fortnight of the waning moon. The lunar month begins on the day after the full moon in most of north India and Andhra Pradesh, but after the new-moon day in south India, Maharashtra and Bengal. The former is known as the purnimanta system, and the latter as the amanta.

The year is also divided into six seasons of two months each. These are vasanta (spring), grishma (summer), varsha (monsoon), sharad (autumn), hemanta (winter) and shishira (cool weather).

A seven day week is used, adopted from the Greeks in the third century CE. The names of the days of the week in north India from Monday to Sunday are Somavara, Mangalavara, Budhavara, Brihaspativara, Shukravara, Shanivara and Ravivara. Each day is named after the sun, moon and planets, as in the West.

These calendars and their regional variants are used for calculating festival days, auspicious days for celebrating marriages and other events, as well as inauspicious times.


caste Caste, JATI or VARNA, is an important part of the Hindu socio-religious system. Hindu society is divided into four main castes, within which there are more than 3000 castes and 25,000 sub-castes, each with their own rituals, special deities and dietary laws. In olden days, the term Hindu was rarely used, each person identifying themselves by caste, village, region of origin or deity worshipped. To some extent this continues even today, despite attempts to link all castes within a common Hindu identity.

The caste system can be traced back to ancient times. The earliest reference to caste is in the RIG VEDA, which in one hymn states that the four main castes emanated from purusha, the primordial man. The BRAHMANA came from his mouth, the rajanaya or KSHATRIYA from his arms, the VAISHYA from his thighs, and the SHUDRA from his feet. The same account occurs in the MANU SMRITI and the PURANAS, and there was a similar division into occupational groups in ancient Iran. In the ATHARVA VEDA there is a reference to ‘varna’, literally colour, also used as a synonym for caste. The four varnas are represented by the colours white, red, yellow and black. The Puranas state that caste divisions (varnashrama) did not exist in the golden age, the KRITA YUGA, but were created in the DVAPARA YUGA. The early caste structure was based more on occupation than on birth, and there was interchangeability among castes. Gradually it began to become rigid, and birth and occupation were linked. The brahmana had the priestly duties of conducting sacrifices and studying the VEDAS. Kshatriyas were kings or warriors, vaishyas were merchants or traders, and shudras were peasants or labourers. Over time a lower group of ‘outcastes’ came into being, based on occupations considered unclean by the brahmanas, such as working with leather. They were considered ‘untouchable’ (see dalit, chandala) those with whom higher castes would have no contact.

The growing rigidity becomes clear by the time of the RAMAYANA of Valmiki. According to this, things were not going well in Rama’s kingdom. He discovered that this was because of a shudra, SHAMBUKA, performing the unrighteous act of practising ascetic penances, which was not permitted for his caste. After Rama cut off his head, order was restored in the kingdom.

The caste system was not uniform. It developed at a later stage in east and south India, through the influence of the north.

Apart from the challenges posed to it by Buddhism, Jainism, and other sects which rejected the Vedas, caste was also challenged from within the system. Both the two main later Hindu groups of VAISHNAVAS and SHAIVAS had sects which went beyond the caste system, while most of the BHAKTI saints totally transcended caste. TANTRISM was also largely beyond the sphere of caste. Nevertheless, the caste system remained a part of Hindu society with endless subgroups and sub-castes being formed.

In the nineteenth century there were several reform movements such as the BRAHMO SAMAJ and ARYA SAMAJ which attempted to reform Hindu society and the caste system. A more aggressive movement against caste was the twentieth century DRAVIDIAN MOVEMENT in the south.

In its sociological, anthropological and historical contexts, the caste system has been analysed by a number of writers.

It has been seen as emerging through a process of historical change, with different lineages or clans forming separate castes. Alternatively it is seen as a hierarchial imposition from above, determined by brahmanas to ensure their power and control, based on concepts of purity and pollution. Another view is that it was an intricate division of labour, through which the society as a whole benefitted. All these aspects probably contributed to the emergence of the caste system. The relationship between caste and class, and between caste and sect have also been analysed. Each caste group has its own particular deity and myths about its origin, while some castes form separate religious sects. Caste both excluded outsiders and provided a means for assimilation. In ancient days those who were not part of the caste system, were looked down upon, classified as mlecchas (outsiders or barbarians) or Yavanas (Greeks or foreigners), with other terms such as Turushkas (Turks) being added later. However, certain outsiders could be accomodated within the caste system, by undergoing purificatory rites. These were usually warriors who could be incorporated as kshatriyas, though some outside groups were also recognized as brahmanas.

After Independence in 1947, despite modernization and positive legislation in favour of lower castes, the caste system within society has largely remained in place. Marriages in rural areas between people of different castes are rare and often have violent ends because of opposition from higher castes. The assertion of rights by lower castes have led to caste wars, particularly in Bihar, while the DALIT movement supports the rights of the untouchables or Scheduled Castes. However, the link between caste and occupation has changed, and has little impact in urban areas.

Politics is linked with caste with various political parties appealing to particular caste groups.

Tribes were generally outside the caste structure and had their own norms. Today however many of them are listed as castes, and there is a move to incorporate them in mainstream Hinduism.

Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism, the other indigenous religions, initially rejected the caste system, but Jainism later gradually absorbed the caste system from Hinduism, particularly in north India, though it was never as rigid as in Hinduism. Sikhism too was influenced by the Hindu caste system, and Hindus converted to Sikhism retained their original caste. However, there was more intermixing among castes and less rigidity, though dalits were looked down upon.

Converts to other religions such as Christianity or Islam usually retain their caste identity, and may be referred to as brahmana Christians or dalit Christians.


categories All early philosophical systems attempted to classify the material and non-material world into a variable number of categories. Among words used for categories are PADARTHA and TATTVA.

The term PRAMEYA is also used at times.


celibacy The term BRAHMACHARYA is usually taken as a synonym of celibacy, though it literally means, ‘to walk in the way of God’, or ‘to be conscious of God’. Consciousness of God implies that one cannot focus on one’s own pleasure.

Celibacy formed an important part of the traditional four stages of Hindu life. During the first stage, that of brahmacharya, the young male student was meant to study, live with the guru, and remain celibate. This stage could last till the age of around thirty. In the second stage, that of GRIHASTHA, the person married and engaged in sex with his wife for the purposes of procreation. In the third stage, that of VANAPRASTHA, people were asked to refrain from sex, while in the fourth stage, that of a wandering SANNYASI, celibacy was always to be maintained. Women too adjusted to this system, and were supposed to have sex with their husbands only during the grihastha stage.

The four stages, of course, only represent the ideal, and the extent to which they were followed, even in ancient days, is not known.

While the four stages of life are no longer followed, there is still a tendency for people to devote the later years of their life to spiritual pursuits.

Celibacy is also enjoined in certain spiritual paths. Brahmacharya is considered a means for preserving essential energy which can then be used for spiritual goals. It does not entail repressing sexual desires, but transcending them through the recognition of the impermanance of the body and the greater joy of contact with the divine.

Spiritual paths such as bhakti do not necessarily advocate celibacy, though restraint is always required. In many paths family life is not a bar to attaining the divine, but is considered a difficult path to follow because of day-to-day pressures and concerns.

Certain Tantric groups use sex to reach divine consciousness, but this is considered a dangerous path that has to be practised with absolute purity and strict control, or else it can degenerate into depravity, leading away from spiritual goals.


Chaitanya Goswamis A term for the disciples and followers of the saint CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. The term particularly refers to six disciples, who lived at VRINDAVAN in the sixteenth century and developed a devotional system and a philosophy of Krishna bhakti. Scenes from the god Krishna’s life were recreated and enacted, while BHAKTI, or love and devotion to KRISHNA could be expressed in four main ways: as a dasa or devoted servant, a vatsalya or parent, a sakhya or friend, and a madhurya, or lover. The two main Goswamis were RUPA GOSWAMI and SANATANA GOSWAMI. Rupa and Sanatana were ministers of the king of Bengal, and had converted to Islam. However, after meeting Chaitanya, they dropped their official posts and religion, and went to Vrindavan. Their nephew Jiva joined them there and helped to spread the message of Krishna. There they wrote works on bhakti, and on the philosophy of the sect, some of which are still preserved. The other Goswamis of this group were Raghunatha Dasa, Raghunatha Bhatta, and Gopala Bhatta. The Mughal emperor Akbar is said to have visited them, and been impressed by the teachings of Chaitanya. He not only allowed them to build the temples, but arranged for special stone to be provided for the purpose, and four Krishna temples were set up at Vrindavan. The six Goswamis had several followers themselves, and formalized the worship of RADHA along with Krishna. Rupa spread the message of love, while Gopala Bhatta codified the religious practices in his work, Haribhaktivilasa. The philosophical basis of the sect was laid down clearly by JIVA GOSWAMI, and further explained by the later BALADEVA VIDYABHUSHANA.


Chaitanya Mahaprabhu A VAISHNAVA saint who is believed to have been an incarnation of the god KRISHNA. Born in a brahmana family in Navadvipa in Bengal in 1485, his original name was Vishvambara Mishra, though he was also known as Nemai Mishra. He studied the sacred texts, and soon became very learned. At the age of twenty-two, he went to GAYA to perform the annual ceremony for his father, who had died some years earlier. At this time he received a divine experience, and was filled with an ecstatic love for Krishna.

He became God-intoxicated, and wandered to different places, describing the bliss of union with Krishna, which was symbolized for him by Radha’s divine love.

He went to DVARAKA, MATHURA, VARANASI and south India, but then settled down in Nilachal near PURI in Orissa. He advocated BHAKTI as a means to reach God, and encouraged singing, dancing and chanting the names of RADHA and Krishna, to bring about divine ecstacy. Though born a brahmana, he was against caste distinctions, and his followers included men and women of all castes and religions. A centre for Krishna worship was set up at VRINDAVAN near Mathura, where a Krishna temple was later built.

Chaitanya probably died in 1534.

He himself did not write anything much, and only eight verses, the Shikshashtaka, are assigned to him. These describe the joy and ecstacy of his devotion to Krishna.

After his death, accounts of his life along with his sayings were written down by his followers. These include the Chaitanya Bhagavata or Chaitanya Mangala, written in Bengali by Brindaban Das around the middle of the sixteenth century; the Chaitanya-Charitamrita (in Bengali) of Krishna Das Kaviraj, who lived between 1517 and 1582 or 1527–1607); Chaitanya Mangala (Bengali) of Lochana Das (1523–89). There were several later works on Chaitanya, both in Bengali and in Sanskrit.

One group of his disciples were known as CHAITANYA GOSWAMIS, and were located at Vrindavan in the Mathura region. In NAVADVIPA another group was led by his close disciple Nityananda. There were other smaller groups, which varied somewhat in their teachings. The Chaitanya sect had a considerable influence both in Bengal and in Mathura.

The Shri Chaitanya Saraswat Matha was set up at Navadvipa in Bengal, and still functions as the main centre for the worship of Chaitanya, while in Vrindavan the Goswamis carry on the Chaitanya tradition.

Chaitanya’s system of thought as expounded by the Goswamis is known as Gaudiya Vaishnavism. The Bhaktirasamritasindhu and Ujjvalanilamani of RUPA GOSWAMI, the Shatsandharbha of JIVA GOSWAMI, and the Haribhaktivilasa assigned to Gopala Bhatta are among the important texts on this system of philosophy. BALADEVA VIDYABHUSHANA, a later philosopher, also contributed to Gaudiya Vaishnavism.

According to this system, Krishna is the supreme reality, identical with BRAHMAN. At the same time, as the creator of the world, he is Paramatman, the Supreme Soul. He has achintya-shakti, that is power that cannot be comprehended. The individual soul, JIVA, is a part of this, yet has a unique identity. The philosophy is thus known as achintya-bhedabheda, inconceivable difference and non-difference. Through bhakti or devotion, and through the grace of Krishna, one can experience divine love (prema). Bhakti is seen as a RASA, an aesthetic sentiment of devotion, and is the most important aspect for reaching the divine, with jnana and karma (knowledge and action) being secondary to it. Finally, the jiva is united with Krishna, but does not merge with him. Retaining its individuality, it remains in blissful contact with the divine.

Chaitanya promoted premabhakti, and the ‘kantabhavashrita premadharma’. According to this, every jiva or living being, who represents PRAKRITI, pines for union with Parama or Paramapurusha, the Supreme Being, who can also be called kanta or husband. The jiva however is married to the material world, and thus seeking Parama can be compared to a married woman seeking her paramour (parakiyanayika). The GOPIS love for Krishna can therefore be seen as the ideal. Chaitanya modelled himself on Radha, while chanting the name of Krishna, and focusing on love for him. The Goswamis identified themselves with other gopis, such as Rupamanjari, Lavanyamanjari, Ratimanjari, Gunamanjari, Rasamanjari and Vilasamanjari. Literature on this theme has erotic symbolism and no rituals. At the same time, this premabhakti was allegorical and not meant to be taken literally.

Chaitanya is thought to have inspired a number of other movements, including the RADHAVALLABHA, the SAKHIBHAVA and the SAHAJIYA.


chakra A Sanskrit term which literally means ‘a wheel’. In religion it is used in several different ways and contexts. Some of these are given below.

(1) The Sudarshana Chakra is the wheel or discus which is an attribute of the god VISHNU. (2) CHAKRAS are also mystical energy centres within the body. (3) The name of certain people in ancient texts, including a NAGA and a companion of the god SKANDA.


Chakradhara The founder of the MAHANUBHAVA sect, who lived in the thirteenth century.

The LILA CHARITRA, composed by Mhai-Bhatta (Mhaimbhatta) in the thirteenth century, contains an account of his life.

Chakradhara was born in 1194 at Bharavas (Bhadoch in Gujarat), and was the son of Vishaladeva, a minister in Gujarat. His original name was Haripaladeva. However, according to the Lila Charitra, Chakradhara was not really Haripaladeva, who is said to have died around the age of twenty. After his death, Changdeva Raul, a saint from Phaltan, is believed to have entered his dead body, leading to his revival. Initially, Haripala appeared the same, but after a while his different nature became apparent. He left his home and reached Riddhipur (in Maharashtra) where he was initiated by Govinda Prabhu, a saint believed to be a divine incarnation. Chakradhara then wandered alone for some years, and then stopped at Pratishthana (Paithan) where he blessed a woman named Nagambika (Nagaise). One year after this, Nagadeva became his chief disciple. By this time Chakradhara had developed his own philosophy, which he preached in a number of villages in Maharashtra. He did not distinguish between castes, and both brahmana and non-brahmana disciples, men and women, flocked around him.

Chakradhara died in 1274. It is not certain how he died. The region was at that time under the rulers of the Yadava dynasty and, according to some accounts, courtiers and others who were extremely jealous of Chakradhara’s growing influence, instigated the king to have him beheaded. The chief priest of the court is also said to have tried to poison him twice.

The Mahanubhava philosophy continued to spread after his death, and a number of books were written explaining it.


chakras A term for mystical energy centres within the human body. Chakras are first mentioned in the UPANISHADS, and described in Yogic and Tantric texts. There are seven main chakras through which the KUNDALINI, or divine energy, is raised along the spinal cord or SUSHUMNA NADI, through meditative and breathing practices. These are the MULADHARA CHAKRA at the base of the spine (sacral plexus), the SVADHISHTHANA CHAKRA just below the navel, the MANIPURA CHAKRA at the solar plexus, the ANAHATA CHAKRA in the centre of the chest, the VISHUDDHA CHAKRA in the throat, the AJNA CHAKRA in the centre of the forehead, and the SAHASRARA CHAKRA on the crown of the head. Among other chakras commonly mentioned in texts, are: Lalana-chakra, also known as Kala Chakra, with twelve petals, located above the Vishuddha, at the root of the palate; the Soma Chakra, above the Ajna Chakra; the Manas Chakra, with six petals, also located above the Ajna Chakra. In addition there are several more chakras including chakras in the hands, feet and joints, and all parts of the body, as well as five higher chakras within the area of the brain.

The chakras are linked by energy channels known as NADIS.

In some texts chakras are refered to as mandalas.


Chakshusha The name of the sixth MANU.


Chakshushas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that will exist in the fourteenth MANVANTARA, when Bhautya will be the MANU.


Chamunda/Chamundi A form of the goddess DURGA. According to the PURANAS, Durga created her from her forehead in order to defeat the two ASURAS, Chanda and Munda. Chamunda is often depicted along with a corpse, and is shown emaciated or with a terrible form. In the Maltimadhava of BHAVABHUTI, the goddess Chamunda is described as dancing wildly. Her temple is said to be near cremation grounds. She wears a garland of skulls that laugh on their own, and is covered with snakes. Flames shoot out from her eyes and destroy the world. There are several Chamunda temples, among them the large CHAMUNDA TEMPLE at Mysore. Others include a temple located on a hill near the city of Dewas in Madhya Pradesh, a temple in Jodhpur, Rajasthan, the temple of Chamunda Nandikeshvara at Jadrangal in Himachal Pradesh, and a temple at Bhubaneswar in Orissa.


Chamunda Nandikeshvara Temple A temple dedicated to the goddess CHAMUNDA, located at Jadrangal near Kangra in Himachal Pradesh. According to the legend associated with this, Devi created Kaushika to defeat the two DAITYAS, Shumbha and Nishumbha. The beautiful Kaushika created Kalika from her forehead, who killed Chanda and Munda, the commanders of Shumbha and Nishumbha. Kaushika then blessed Kalika, and asked her to remain at Jadrangal as Chamunda. Below the temple of Chamunda, said to date back to around 1300, is a LINGA known as Nandikeshvara, giving the temple its joint name.


Chamundeshvari Temple, Mysore A temple dedicated to the deity CHAMUNDA, who is the guardian deity of the Wodeyar dynasty, which once ruled Mysore and remains the tutlary deiry of the Wodeyar family. It is located on a granite hill near Mysore in Karnataka. The base of the temple can be dated to the twelfth century, through the main construction is of, dating back to the seventeenth century, with additions made later. It has two GOPURAMS or gateways, the outer one with a high tower, which is a modern construction. The silver-embossed doors have panels with various goddesses. The main shrine, housing the goddess, is small. The image of the goddess, who is considered the protector of Mysore, is made of gold. The ten-day DASHAHARA festival, for which Mysore is famous, begins with a puja (worship) at this temple.

On the road leading to the temple is a huge NANDI image, carved out of a single rock, with a date of 1569.


chandalas A lower CASTE that existed in earlier times. In ancient days some social groups came to be perceived as being outside normal society, and were treated as outcastes. Later they were classified as ‘untouchables’, and today are included among DALITS. The chandalas were one such group. The reason for the origin of these castes is not clear, but there are references to them even in early texts. According to some theories, they were initially groups who lived on the outskirts of settled areas and may have been hunters and food gatherers. Their occupation and way of living led them to be considered inferior. They could alternatively have been people pushed out of settlements because they had a different language or way of living. Another theory is that with the growth of towns some people had to perform menial tasks, and the nature of these tasks made others look on them as unclean. Chandalas are mentioned in the MAHABHARATA. According to the MANU SMRITI, chandalas and shvapachas (eaters of dogs) shall live on the outskirts of a village, with dogs and asses as their only wealth. They should eat out of broken pots, wear steel ornaments, and have no fixed abode. They can enter the village on business, and should remove the corpses of the dead who have no family or friends. Following the rules of the Shastras, they should kill those condemned to death by the king, and can take their bedding and clothes. Even this somewhat negative description indicates that chandalas had the important role of performing tasks others wished to avoid.

However, the social view of chandalas may not have been entirely negative. In the story of Raja HARISHCHANDRA, he was employed by a chandala who, though terrible in appearance, was actually the god DHARMA in disguise. This chandala took care of the cremation grounds, and made sufficient money from this, indicating that they were not without wealth.

The BHAGAVAD GITA also brings in the concept of social equality as it says that one who knows the truth, will look on all beings as the same.

The term chandala is still used in some areas of refer to certain dalit groups but is considered a derogatory term.


Chandeshvara A BHAKTI saint, one of the sixty-three NAYANARS who worshipped the god SHIVA. Vichara Sarman, later known as Chandeshvara Nayanar, was born in Tiruchaijnanallur, and was a prodigy who knew the VEDAS, and all the AGAMAS, by the age of five. One day the boy saw a cowherd beating a cow that belonged to some brahmanas, and decided to tend the cows himself. Under his care the cows produced surplus milk, and Vichara began to perform ABHISHEKA for Shiva on a temporary mud LINGA that he had made. The brahmanas complained to Vichara’s father, about him using the milk of their cows, and his father came there and hit him, and then hit the milk-pot with a stick, thus interfering with his worship. Vichara then hit his father who fell down dead. Shiva was pleased with the intensity of Vichara Sarman’s devotion and blessed him with a divine form. Another version of the story states that Vichara only injured his father’s leg, which was healed by Shiva.

After Shiva blessed the boy, Vichara came to be known as Chandeshvara or Chandikeshvara. A shrine is dedicated to him in the main Shiva temples of south India, where he is depicted standing, with his hands in anjali mudra, the prayer pose, lost in meditation. He is considered the chief servant and divine manager of Shiva’s temples.


Chandi or Chandika Purana A Sanskrit text which is an UPAPURANA or minor Purana. It deals with the worship of the goddess CHANDI and is a Shaivite text.


Chandi/Chandika A form of the goddess DURGA. Chandi is mentioned in the Kadambari, a work written by Bana in the seventh century. There she is worshipped with animal sacrifices, by the Shabaras, a local tribe. She was probably originally a folk deity, who was later equated with Durga. Chandi is also known as Mahamaya (great illusion) or Abhaya (one without fear). Chandi-patha is another name for the DEVI-MAHATMYA in the MARKANDEYA PURANA. In a Puranic story Chandi is described as a protector of animals. Once, there was a cruel hunter named Kalaketu. The animals appealed to the goddess to protect them from him, and she persuaded Kalaketu to give up his cruel ways.

There are numerous temples to Chandi Devi.

In Bengal Chandi is depicted with four arms, holding a pomegranite, LINGA, and trishakha in her hands. At her feet is a godhika (iguana).

Texts known as MANGALA-KAVYAS, dealing with her myths, legend and methods of worship, were composed on the deity.


Chandi Mangala-kavya A type of MANGALA-KAVYA, medieval texts in Bengali, on the goddess CHANDI. These stories are different from those in the Puranas on the goddess Chandi, though they incorporate some Puranic elements. Chandi Mangala-kavyas begin with accounts of SHIVA and PARVATI, and include the stories of the huntsman Kalaketu and of the merchant Dhanapati. Parvati, it is said, wished to be worshipped on earth, and therefore she cursed Nilambara, the son of the god INDRA, and his wife Chhaya to be born on earth. They were born as Kalaketu and Phullara, and through the grace of Chandi, Kalaketu became king of the city of Gujarata. Bhandu Datta was insulted in Kalaketu’s territory, and joined with the king of Kalinga (Orissa) to fight aginst him, but was defeated. Kalaketu and Phullara were then reinstalled in heaven. In the account of Dhanapati, the Kavya records how he gained happiness only after he began to worship Chandi. Several such Mangala-kavyas were written on the goddess, with slight variations.


Chandidas A Vaishnava BHAKTI saint of the fourteenth or fifteenth century, who belonged to Bengal. He composed verses and songs in praise of KRISHNA, and of the divine love between Krishna and RADHA. Not much is known of his life, but his poems are said to have been popular at the time of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU, who lived between 1485 and 1534. Two villages in Bengal are associated with him—Chhatna near Bankura, and Nanur in district Birbhum. According to tradition, he loved a washerwoman known as Tara, Ramatara, or Rami, and compared his love for her with that of Radha’s for Krishna. Rami was his companion in parakiya rasa sadhana, or the worship of God through loving a woman who is not one’s wife.

Several poems deal not only with divine love, but of his love for Rami. A manuscript discovered in the twentieth century with poems of one Badu Chandidas has also been ascribed to him, and published under the title SHRI KRISHNA KIRTANA.

Poems assigned to Chandidas also form part of Tantric worship, and are associated with the SAHAJIYA cult. Poems of Chandidas are found scattered in VAISHNAVA anthologies, and their uneven quality have led scholars to presume that there were several poets who used the same name. Some scholars feel that there were at least four poets who used the name Chandidas, sometimes with different prefixes.

These were:


Badu Chandidas: He has been assigned to the pre-Chaitanya period, usually to the fifteenth century. Alternative dates are given as 1350–1430, or 1339–99. It is this Chandidas who loved Rami and is the author of Shri Krishna Kirtana. Chaitanya is known to have appreciated the verses of Chandidas, and while some believe this was Badu Chandidas, others feel it must have been a different Chandidas.


Chandidas: belonged to the fourteenth or fifteenth century, and composed several padas (verses) appreciated by Chaitanya. This and Badu Chandidas are possibly the same.


Dvija Chandidas: a contemporary of Chaitanya.


Dina Chandidas: belonged to a post-Chaitanya period and wrote verses with Sahajiya elements.

There are also others who used the name Chandidas. However, there is no agreement on whether there was one Chandidas or many.


Chandikeshvara Another name of CHANDESHVARA, an attendant of the god SHIVA.



Chandi-Mahatmya/Chandi-patha Another name of the DEVI-MAHATMYA, a Sanskrit text glorifying the goddess DURGA.


Chandra An alternative name of SOMA, or the moon, a deity. Chandra or Soma is one of the NAVAGRAHA and also a DIKAPALA or guardian of the north-east quarter. He is the father of BUDHA or Mercury.


Chandraketu One of the two sons of LAKSHMANA in the RAMAYANA, and the brother of ANGADA. The region and city of Chandrakanta was established for him near Angada’s territory of Karupatha. According to the Ramayana, Karupatha was to the west and Chandrakanta to the north.


Chandramoulishvara A name of the god SHIVA. In this form the god has Chandra, the moon, on his head. There are temples to the deity in Kanchipuram, Udupi and elsewhere. In the MAHABHARATA Chandramoulivibhushana is a name of Shiva. The name also occurs in the PURANAS and is similar to CHANDRASHEKHARA.


Chandrasakhi A Vaishnava BHAKTI saint who lived between 1643 and 1733, and composed a number of devotional BHAJANS and songs in Rajasthani. Originally a brahmana named Chandra, the son of Gopikanta, he belonged to Dacha (Bundelkhand). He worked as a Thanedar at Mocha near Dacha, but later left his job and family and settled at VRINDAVAN. There he was initiated into the RADHAVALLABHA sect by Balakrishna Swami, and was known as Chandrasakhi. He began composing devotional songs, and travelled to different places, propagating rasa-bhakti through dance and music.

Towards the end of his life he returned to Dacha where he died at the age of ninety. His compositions remain popular in Rajasthan today. A VAISHNAVA centre, Ani-Akhara of the Chandrasakhi tradition was founded at Nima-ka-thana in the Sikar region of Rajasthan.


Chandrashekhara A form of the god SHIVA, in which he has the crescent moon in his hair. There are different types of this form. Shiva as Kevala Chandrashekhara is depicted alone. Sometimes he is shown with Uma, that is Uma-sahita Chandrashekhara. As Alingana Chandrashekhara, Shiva lovingly hugs Uma who is near him.


Chandravamsha A lineage of kings who claim to be descended from CHANDRA or the moon. According to genealogies given in the PURANAS, BUDHA (Mercury) was descended from Chandra (Soma). From him was born PURURAVAS followed by Ayus and Nahusha. Nahusha had two sons, Ayati and YAYATI. Yayati in turn had five sons, three from his wife Sarmishtha, who were Druhyu, Anudruhyu and Puru, and two born from his wife DEVAYANI, who were Yadu and Turvasu. Several dynasties were descended from these, including the Kurus, Yadus and Vrishnis, who all played a part in the great MAHABHARATA war. In later times kings who had no connection with the dynasties described in early texts, claimed to belong to Chandravamsha dynasties. Among these were some of the Rajputs. SURYAVAMSHA dynasties, or those tracing their descent from the sun, also existed.


Chapala/Chapaliya A Shaivite sect or sub-sect, referred to in a thirteenth-century (Vikrama Samvat 1265) inscription of the Chalukya king Bhima II found at Mt. ABU, Rajasthan. The name of the sect was derived from the chapaliya gotra of a tapasa (ascetic) of the Nutana matha in Avanti (Ujjain). Some priests travelled from here to Kanakhala in Achalgadh (Abu) and renovated and constructed Shiva temples here. Yageshvari, pupil of Maunarashi and teacher of Durvarashi, are mentioned, indicating women formed part of the sect.

Not much else is known of this sect, which was perhaps associated with the PASHUPATAS or KAPALIKAS. In the MAHABHARATA Chapala is an ancient king.


Charaka The composer of the Charaka-Samhita, an early text on AYURVEDA.


charana (1) A group of people following one particular Vedic school. In ancient days there were a number of different versions of the VEDAS, and a charana consisted of people who adhered to one particular shakha or recension.

(2) A class of ascetics who had special powers, and was said to be able to fly through the air. In ancient texts they are generally mentioned with SIDDHAS.

(3) A caste of bards in Rajasthan and Gujarat, who composed poems on dynasties and on gods.


Charanadasa The founder of a VAISHNAVA sect in the eighteenth century in Delhi, that worshipped RADHA-KRISHNA. Charanadasa was born in 1703 to Muralidhar and Kunjodevi and his original name was Ranjitlal. After his father’s death when he was seven years old, his mother brought him to her father’s home in Delhi. Charanadasa was a lifelong celibate, and said that his guru was the ancient SHUKADEVA, who had mystically appeared to him. He travelled to several places including VRINDAVAN, but settled in Delhi. He was a yogi and a bhakti saint, who preached a combination of YOGA, JNANA (knowledge) and BHAKTI (devotion). As people began to gather around him, he founded a sect named Shuka or Charanadasi in 1753. His emphasis was on navadha-bhakti (nine kinds of bhakti) of which he considered the highest was nishkama-prema-bhakti (devotion of love without desire). He wrote a number of poems and songs, as well as books on Yoga and the UPANISHADS. Among his works are Bhakti Sagara, Sabadvarnan, Gyana-svarodaya, Ashtanga-yoga, Yoga-sandeh-sagara, Panchopanishad, and other texts. His poems are in mixed Hindi dialects of the time, Rajasthani, Braja Bhasha and Khari Boli. His prominent disciples included Ramarupa, and Jagjit, who narrated the story of his life in verse, as well as many later followers. He is said to have been held in great esteem by the rulers of Jaipur state, and by the Mughal emperors of those days.

Charanadasa died in 1782.


Charita-puthis A term for biographies in Assamese of VAISHNAVA saints written in the sixteenth century and later on their lives and religious activities.


Charvaka A materialistic school of thought in ancient India, also known as Lokayata. It was said to have been founded by a philosopher named Charvaka, but Charvaka was also a generic name for materialistic philosophy. Charvaka philosophy is known mainly through Hindu, Jain and Buddhist texts, that are extremely critical of the Charvakas. The focus of the philosophy is on sense perception and matter. Matter is the only reality, and perception through the senses, the only method of gaining knowledge. The four elements of earth, water, fire and air combine in different ways, leading to all forms of life, which end in death. There is no soul or ATMAN, no gods, demons or superior beings, but only the natural world and the forces of nature. Moral rules are created by people, and the aim or goal in life is pleasure. Sorrow is part of the world, and has to be accepted for the sake of the joy that is also found.

Materialist philosophers were against the VEDAS, sacrifices and rituals, and probably emerged because of the dominance of BRAHMANAS and the focus on rituals. Scholars feel these ideas existed before the rise of Buddhism and Jainism.

While materialist ideas can be seen in some secular texts of ancient India, one somewhat later text that puts forth these ideas is the Tattvopaplavasimha, written by Jayarashi in the eighth century CE. This criticizes all existing religious systems and attempts to show that they were false. Specific materialistic schools included the Keshakambalins, founded by Ajita Keshakambalin.

(2) In the MAHABHARATA, a RAKSHASA and friend of DURYODHANA.


chaturmasya vrata (1) A four-monthly period of religious observances practised by Hindus to obtain merit and blessings, beginning at the end of the lunar month of Ashadha (June–July) and observed in Shravana, Bhadrapada, and Ashvina, ending in Karttika (October to November). During this time the god VISHNU is said to enter yoga nidra, or a yogic sleep, and the rituals end when he reawakens. Though usually practised by heads of VAISHNAVA monasteries, it is open to all. For its correct practice the person should live in solitude, study the scriptures, and meditate on the god Vishnu, but modifications are allowed for lay persons.

Each of the four months has particular food restrictions. In the first month certain vegetables are avoided, in the second, curd or yoghurt, in the third milk products, and in the fourth dicotyledon grains, vegetables with seeds, and tubers. Additional special fasts can also be undertaken during this period.

Those who undertake this vrata are said to gain great merit.

(2) Chaturmasya also refers to rituals performed at the beginning of each four-monthly season.


Chaurasi Temples, Brahmaur A group of eighty-four temples in Brahmaur, in the Chamba region of Himachal Pradesh, of which only seventeen exist today. These were said to have been first constructed at the time of King Sahil Varma (tenth century). According to the story associated with this temple, eighty-four yoginis once visited King Sahil at his capital of Brahmapura (Brahmaur). Through their grace he was blessed with ten sons and a daughter named Champavati, after whom Chamba is said to have been named. Eighty-four temples were built in their honour, which were considered extremely sacred, and were believed to have the power of granting all desires. The seventeen existing temples are listed in the table.


Chaurasi Temples




	


	
Name of Temple

	
Image

	
Material of Image


	


	
Harihara

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Nar Singh Bhagavan

	
Narasimha

	
Brass


	
Lakshana Devi

	
Devi (Durga)

	
Brass


	
Ganesha

	
ganesha

	
Brass


	
Dashnam Akhara

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Shiva Daivala

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Nandi gana

	
Nandi

	
Brass


	
Kanteshvara Mahadeva

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Manimaheshvara (Shivalaya)

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Sitalaji

	
Bhagavati

	
Stone


	
Ardhagaya

	
Sacred tank

	
Stone


	
Suryalinga

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Maunilinga

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Jyotilinga

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Mahadevaji

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Trameshvaraji

	
Linga

	
Stone


	
Nakeshvaraji

	
Linga

	
Stone


	





Chennakeshava Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, dedicated to the deity Vijaya Narayana, located at BELUR in Karnataka. It was constructed in 1117, by Vishnuvardhana, a king of the Hoysala dynasty, in celebration of his victory over the Cholas. Built of grey-green chloritic schist, it has the typical star-shaped ground plan of Hoysala temples. The main shrine is connected with a columned MANDAPA and built on a raised basement, intricately carved. There are susidiary shrines on three sides. The whole is enclosed in a courtyard, entered through a GOPURAM on the east, with a soaring tower. Around it are more shrines. Guardian figures, Vishnu images and MAKARAS decorate the doorways. The pillars have mouldings and carved bracket stones, decorated with female figurines.


Cherusseri Nambudri See Nambudri, Cherusseri.


chhandas/chhandah A Sanskrit term with several meanings. In general, it refers to metres occuring in sacred texts. Chhandas is one of the VEDANGAS or branches of knowledge, essential for the understanding of the VEDAS, which have seven chief metres. Aspects of these are discussed in the Samhitas and some of the BRAHMANAS and UPANISHADS. The Chhandah-sutra of Pingala is among the texts dealing with Sanskrit metres. GAYATRI is revered as the goddess of metres.


The word chhandas is also used to refer to hymns of the Atharva Veda, or sometimes to other sacred hymns. In addition, it means intention, desire or longing.


Chhandogya Upanishad An UPANISHAD belonging to the SAMA VEDA, consisting of eight out of the ten chapters of the Chhandogya Brahmana. It is one of the earliest Upanishads, dating to about 600 BCE. In this, the nature of BRAHMAN and its identity with the ATMAN is discussed. The Atman within the Self is described: ‘This is my Atman, within the heart, smaller than a grain of rice, a barley corn, a mustard seed, a grain of millet, or even the kernel of a grain of millet. This is my Atman within the heart, greater than the earth, greater than the middle regions and the highest spheres, greater than all the worlds.’ (111.14.3). In a famous passage, Uddalaka explains to his son Shvetaketu how Brahman pervades everything. He asks Shvetaketu to break the seed of a banyan tree, and then to tell him what he sees. Shvetaketu responds that he sees nothing, and Uddalaka says: ‘What you cannot see is the essence, and in that essence is the mighty banyan tree. In that essence is the Self of all that is.’

This Upanishad has other explanations of Brahman, and ways of reaching the truth. It discusses the origin of Om, and the ultimate meaning of saman (melody or chant), and of the Udgitha. It looks at the true nature of sacrifice, of the individual and of the world. Symbolically, the whole of a person’s life is a sacrifice, divided into three parts. In addition, there are different types of sacrifices: ascetic practices and abstaining from pleasures are considered sacrifices without priests, in which non-violence, uprightness and truth are the gifts given. Even eating, drinking, laughing and talking can be considered sacrifices.

Among stories that reveal the truth is that of Satyakama Jabala, who does not know who his father is, but is accepted as a student because of his honesty. Later, he is instructed by various beings, including a hamsa (swan). Another story is of Raikva, a man who sat under a cart, but was nevertheless a great teacher. In one section SANAT KUMARA instructs the rishi NARADA, who knows the Vedas, but still does not know how to transcend sorrow. In another, PRAJAPATI instructs INDRA on the real Self. Thus, in many different ways, the Chhandogya discusses the nature of the Self, which lives within the heart and yet contains all the worlds.


Chhath A Hindu festival which praises and revers SURYA, the sun god, celebrated mainly in Bihar and east Uttar Pradesh. The celebration begins soon after Divali, with a ceremony inaugurating a three-day fast. The fast ends after worshipping Surya at sunset and sunrise, and bathing in a river or tank. The festival has spread to other states, where migrants from Bihar and east Uttar Pradesh live.


Chhaya A maid of Samjna, wife of the sun god Surya. According to stories in the Puranas, as Surya burned too brightly, Samjna put Chhaya in her place. Through her Surya had three children: Shani, Manu Savarni, and a daughter, Tapati. Later Surya discovered that Chhaya was not his wife, and brought Samjna back.

According to one Purana, Chhaya was the daughter of Vishvakarma, and actually the sister of Samjna. The word Chhaya means ‘shadow’.


Chidambaram A town located in Tamil Nadu, a centre of pilgrimage, famous for its SHIVA temples. The NATARAJA TEMPLE here, in which Shiva is worshipped as the lord of dance, is the most famous, and its origin dates back to the sixth century. There are several other temples built in Dravidian style. The Akasha Linga, the ethereal or invisible LINGA of Shiva, is also said to be located here. In ancient days it was known as Tillai or Ponnambalam, and was a centre of learning, as well as the abode of several BHAKTI saints.



chinachara A term for certain left-handed Tantric practices. Most scholars feel these practices were introduced in India from China or Tibet. According to others, however, the term was used for practices that originated in India, but were not readily acceptable in the Indian tradition, and hence were attributed to outsiders.


Chinmayananda, Swami A renowned guru and spiritual teacher who spread the teachings of ADVAITA Vedanta throughout India and the world.

Born on 8 May 1916 at Ernakulam, Kerala, his original name was Balakrishna Menon. His mother died when he was five years old and Balan, as he was known, grew up in an extended joint family of aunts, uncles and cousins. He attended an English school and also studied Sanskrit and Malayalam. In 1940 he joined Lucknow University and simultaneously began to participate in the freedom movement. He was arrested and imprisoned, but released because of illness, when he was at the point of death. Nursed back to health by a Christian lady, he completed his education graduating in English literature and law, and joined the newspaper National Herald as a journalist.

Dissatisfied with his life, he read the ancient texts and finally entered the ashram of Swami SIVANANANDA and was ordained as a swami on 25 February 1949, his new name being Swami Chinmayananda Saraswati. He studied for eight years with Swami Tapovan in the Himalayas, and then began to teach and explain the truths of the ancient scriptures.

This was the first time that anyone had given lectures on these topics in English, that were open to all, and he met with opposition from traditional swamis, but his movement soon took off and spread throughout India. He said, ‘Vedanta makes you a better Hindu, a better Christian, a better Muslim, as it makes you a better human being.’ He also began to teach abroad. After forty-two years of continuous teaching, Swami Chinmayananda died at San Diego, California on 3 August 1993.

The Chinmaya Mission continues to work for his ideals. Two main ashrams in India are at Siddhbari in the Himalayas and at Mumbai, while there are several more in the USA. The Mission runs schools, hospitals, orphanages and old-age homes, and his disciples continue to teach and spread the message of Vedanta.


Chinnamasta A goddess, who is widely worshipped. She is one of the ten MAHAVIDYAS or Tantric goddesses, and is described as standing on a cremation ground, on the bodies of KAMA and Rati or KRISHNA and RADHA. She has cut off her own head and holds it in one hand, while in the other she holds a sword. Chinnamasta is worshipped to gain SHAKTI or power, as well as in TANTRIC rites.


Chintamani A wish-fulfilling gem, which could grant all desires. It belonged to the god BRAHMA and Brahma too is known by this name.


Chintpurni Temple A temple of the goddess SATI, wife of SHIVA, located in Una District of Himachal Pradesh. It represents a SHAKTA PITHA, a place of divine power, as according to legend it is one of the places where fragments of Sati’s body fell. Her feet are said to have fallen here, and an ancient temple marked the spot. The present temple is said to have been erected by Mai Dasa, a devotee of the goddess DURGA. Thousands of pilgrims visit it, particularly at the time of NAVARATRA. The goddess here is worshipped in the form of a LINGA.


chiranjiva An immortal or long-lived person. According to ancient texts several people of the past have eternal, or extraordinarily long, lives. These include MARKANDEYA, who was saved from death by SHIVA; PARASHURAMA, who exterminated the KSHATRIYAS; ASHVATTHAMAN and KRIPACHARYA, who were actually cursed with eternal life to suffer for their night attack on the PANDAVA camp; MAHABALI, the DAITYA who was pushed by VISHNU into the underworld; HANUMAN, who gained eternal life through the blessings of RAMA; VIBHISHANA, brother of RAVANA, who was also blessed by Rama when he allied with him; JAMBAVAN, Dvivida and Mainda in the Ramayana are also blessed to live as long as the KALI YUGA lasts; AGASTYA, the great rishi; NARADA, the rishi who wanders through heaven and earth; and VYASA, who compiled a number of texts. Others who are immortal are also mentioned in texts, though the traditional number of immortal souls in Hindu mythology is seven.

In TANTRA and YOGA there are various esoteric practices that can extend the life of a person or, according to tradition, enable them to live as long as they desire. Accounts of such yogis abound in all parts of India.


Chitrabarhi The name of a son of GARUDA, described in early texts. He was presented to the god Skanda and was probably in the form of a peacock. Chitrabarha and Chitraketu are also among those referred to as sons of Garuda and as SUPARNAS.


Chitragupta The assistant of the god YAMA. The PADMA PURANA states that he was created from the body of the god BRAHMA, and appeared holding an account book and a pen. He lists the good and evil actions of a person in his book known as Agrasamdhani (main records), and assesses them. He is depicted along with Yama in sculptures, holding a pen and a book or leaf, and his image is usually black and made of iron.


Chitrakatha A tradition of narrating stories (katha) with pictures (chitra) that was widespread from medieval times. Chitrakatha included stories from the MAHABHARATA, RAMAYANA, PURANAS and other texts, as well as those of local myths, deities and heroes. Panels of paintings were displayed, accompanied by songs and enactments of scenes, and it was thus a form of local folk theatre. Chitrakatha was popular in Rajasthan, Gujarat, Bengal, Maharashtra, Karnataka, Andhra and other areas and had regional variants. Through this both traditional and local stories became an integral part of life.


Chitrakuta A place mentioned in the RAMAYANA. According to the Ramayana, RAMA and SITA stayed for some time in CHITRAKUTA, on the banks of the river Mandakini. Here BHARATA met Rama and informed him of the death of father. Rama performed the SHRADDHA or after death ceremonies for his father here. According to later myths, all the DEVAS came to witness this, and they still remain there, thus increasing the sanctity of the place. The ashrama of the rishi VALMIKI was located here, while a short distance away the rishi ATRI and his wife ANASUYA lived.

Chitrakuta is identified with a place of the same name in Chitrakut district in southern Uttar Pradesh. There are a number of temples and shrines here, and it is a place of pilgrimage. Sacred sites include the Rama Ghat along the river. A new marble temple, the Ram Darshan Mandir, has been constructed here. Nearby, the Kamadgiri hill is considered the body of VISHNU, while his head is depicted in the Kamtaji Mandir. Kamtaji is believed to be an incarnation of Vishnu. The temple has images of Rama, LAKSHMANA and Sita, while there are other temples of HANUMAN and Sakshi-Gopala. Bharata Milap marks the spot where Bharata is said to have met Rama. The Gupt-Godavari consist of two caves where Rama, Sita and Lakshmana are believed to have lived during their exile. The first cave has a shrine to Suya Mata, while in the second are two natural rocks that Rama and Lakshmana used as seats. There is an Anasuya temple near the Mandakini river. According to legend, the river owes its existence to Anasuya. The Ramayana narrates that Anasuya gave advice to Sita, and presented her with some beautiful garments. Hanuman dhara is a spring supposedly created by Rama for Hanuman, to cool his tail, when he returned from LANKA with his tail on fire. Janaki kunda is another sacred area along the river, which has a Sita shrine. Sphatik shila is a boulder where Rama’s footprint is believed to be seen, with a small temple neraby. The sacred places of Chitrakuta extend across the border into Madhya Pradesh.


Chitrangada (1) A son of King SHANTANU of HASTINAPURA, described in the MAHABHARATA. Chitrangada took over the kingdom after his father’s death. Once, in the forest, he met a gandharva king with the same name. The two fought a battle lasting three years, ending in the death of Chitrangada of Hastinapura.

(2) A GANDHARVA king who killed Chitrangada of Hastinapura.

(3) The name of several others in the Mahabharata and PURANAS.


Chitrangada (Chitrangadaa) (1) A wife of ARJUNA described in the MAHABHARATA. She was the daughter of Chitravahana, and her son was BABHRUVAHANA.

(2) A wife of RAVANA and the mother of Virbahu. Virbahu was a devotee of RAMA and gained salvation after being killed by him. This story is not in VALMIKI’s text, but appears in some later Ramayanas.

(3) The name of an APSARA.


Chitraratha The name of several people in ancient texts, among them:

(1) A king of the GANDHARVAS. He was the son of KASHYAPA and his wife Muni. According to the MAHABHARATA, he fought a battle with ARJUNA and was defeated, but later the two became friends. He gave 400 horses to Yudhishthira, and several to Arjuna, or, according to another account, 100 to each Pandava. These divine horses never got tired. Chitraratha was also known as Angaraparna. His wife was Kumbhinasi.

(2) The name of the great-grandfather of KRISHNA, and the father of SHURA.


Chitsukha A philosopher and scholar of ADVAITA who flourished around CE 1220. Chitsukha studied with Gaudeshvara Acharya, another Advaita scholar, and analysed Advaita concepts in his various books. Among those were a commentary on the Nyayamakarananda of Anandabodha Bhattarakacharya, and on the Khandana-khanda-khadya of SHRIHARSHA, as well as an independent work Tattva-pradipika, also known as Chit-sukhi. In the first chapter of his Tattva-pradipika, he interpreted the concepts of sva-prakasha (self-illumination), atmanah samvid-rupatva (the nature of the self as conciousness), mithyatva (falseness), along with other aspects of Advaita Vedanta. In the second chapter he refuted certain NYAYA categories, such as difference, separateness and particularities, while in the third and fourth he dealt with the realization of BRAHMAN and ultimate liberation.

He is believed to have written a biography of Shankara, known as Brihat-Shankaravijaya. Though this is no longer available, T.S. Narayana Sastri, a scholar of the twentieth century, stated that he had a mutilated copy of it, and provided a partial summary.


chitta A Sanskrit term which cannot be defined exactly, but indicates the conscious mind. Chitta is sometimes translated as ‘mind-stuff’. Monier-Williams defines chitta as thinking or reflecting. Manas is another term for the mind, while buddhi indicates the higher mind. According to PATANJALI, Yoga is ‘chitta-vritti-nirodha’, that is a state where all mental disturbances or waves of thought (vrittis) have ceased. Only when this happens, can liberation or moksha be achieved. Chitta can have different states depending on its vrittis, and different types of concentration. Concentration can be kshipta (wild) when focusing on battle or some extreme passion; it is pramudha (ignorant) when focusing on some mundane attachment or following ones instincts; when it is able to concentrate for a short time, it is known as vikshipta (unsteady). The highest state before liberation is when it becomes one-pointed (ekagra).


Chokha Mela A BHAKTI saint of the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries, who worshipped the god Vithoba or VITTHALA at PANDHARPUR. Born in a Mahar or low-caste family, he at first lived at Mangalvedhya, and later moved to Pandharpur. As he was of a low caste, for a long time the priests would not allow him into the temple. However, he and his wife Sairabai continued to be devoted to the deity, and encouraged their relatives too to live pious lives. According to legend, the god himself once took him into the temple, but he was thrown out by the priests, though later, convinced of the favour the god showed to him, he was allowed to enter. Chokha Mela was associated with the saint NAMADEVA, and composed ABHANGAS in Marathi, on his devotion to Vitthala. He also spoke against the caste system, and emphasized the importance of one’s own body and soul, which was in itself a temple of God, and therefore should be kept pure and clean. Chokha Mela died when he and other workers were buried under the debris of a wall they were building at Pandharpur.


Christianity, and Hinduism According to tradition, Christianity was introduced in India in the first century CE, when St. Thomas, an Apostle of Christ, came to India. Another tradition holds that Jesus himself came to India and is buried in Kashmir. More Christians arrived in the fourth century. Uptil the fifteenth century, most Indian Christians were associated with West Asia and the Eastern Orthodox Church.

In the sixteenth century, the Portuguese settled in GOA, and brought Catholicism with them.

The seventeenth century saw the British and other European nations establishing their settlements and trading centres in India, and with them Christian Protestant missionaries arrived. Danish Lutherans set up missionary centres at Tranquebar and Serampore in the early eighteenth century. Initially the British did not allow missionaries, and the Englishman William Carey established his Baptist Mission at Serampore. From 1814, however, the ban was lifted, and Protestant missionaries, of all groups entered India. Conversion to Christianity took place in various parts of India including of the tribals of the north-east. The Indianization of Christianity was also started, notably by Roberto de Nobili.

Some scholars see the influence of Christianity in a number of aspects of Hinduism. These include the BHAKTI movement in south India, both in Vaishnavism and Shaivism, with worship focused on a single deity, and its concepts of surrender and devotion. The worship of KRISHNA, whose name is similar to Christ, as well as several Krishna legends are thought to be inspired by stories of Jesus’s life. Krishna’s victory over Kaliya has been compared to Christ’s over Satan, who is also represented in Eden as a serpent. Some even believe the BHAGAVAD GITA has passages inspired by Christianity, and that Christianity influenced KABIR, philosophers such as MADHVA, and mystics such as TIRUVALLUVAR. Other scholars feel Christian influence can only be seen in the reformers of the nineteenth century and later. At this time, the Christian ideals of love, service and compassion influenced many. The BRAHMO SAMAJ, started in 1828, had some Christian concepts and rituals. The Naba Vidhana, a later offshoot of the Brahmo Samaj started by Keshab Chandra Sen, was deeply influenced by Christianity. RAMAKRISHNA PARAMAHANSA had a mystical experience of Jesus, and the RAMAKRISHNA MISSION embodied the Christian ideals of service. Sri AUROBINDO incorporated a passage on Jesus in his epic poem Savitri, in which he wrote, ‘He who has found his identity with God/Pays with the body’s death, the soul’s vast light’. Mahatma GANDHI loved the Sermon on the Mount, and his favourite hymns included Abide With Me. PARAMAHANSA YOGANANDA equated the essence of Jesus with that of KRISHNA. His guru Shri Yukteswar Giri brought out the similarities between Hinduism and Christianity, in The Holy Science. Even those who totally rejected Christianity used its ideas while remodelling and reforming Hinduism.

By 1947, there were a number of Christian denominations in India, who asserted their Indian identity. A large number of Christian denominations are represented, including Catholics, Protestants and the Orthodox Church.

Many of the Christian churches have Indianized, and hold their services in local languages. Conversion continues particularly among DALITS and tribals, and is a controversial issue.


Chyavana An ancient sage or RISHI, who was the son of the rishi BHRIGU by his wife Puloma. In the RIG VEDA, it is said that when Chyavana became old, the ASHVINS restored his youth. This story is further elaborated on in later texts. The SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA states that when Chyavana was old and shrivelled, the sons of Sharyata threw clods at him, angering the rishi. Sharyata came to pacify him, and Chyavana asked him for the hand of his daughter Sukanya.

A better-known story regarding this occurs in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. According to this, when he was a young man, Chyavana sat in meditation for so long that a mud-hill covered him. One day Sukanya, daughter of the king Sharyati (or Sharyata), poked at the mound of earth. Chyavana asked her to stop, but she poked a thorn at two glowing points she saw, which were his eyes, and Chyavana was blinded. He did nothing in response, but as he was an ascetic, Sharyati’s whole kingdom began to suffer. When he came to Chyavana to apologize, Chyavana asked for Sukanya’s hand in marriage. Sukanya looked after the old and blind sage with great devotion. The Ashvins, seeing the beautiful young woman in the forest, attempted to seduce her, but she remained faithful to her husband, and told them that Chyavana could help them if they restored his youth and eyesight. The Ashvins restored his youth, and Chyavana then enabled them to attend a sacrifice of the DEVAs from which they had been excluded, and to drink SOMA, which had been prevented by INDRA. Through Sukanya, Chyavana had a son named Pramati.

According to another account, Chyavana married Arushi, the daughter of Manu, and had a son named Aurva.

Once Chyavana decided to live in the water for twelve years, and stood like a post at the confluence of the GANGA and YAMUNA. He was caught by some fishermen in a net along with fish. The terrified fishermen could not get him out of the net nor retrieve it and their fish, and went to King Nahusha. Chyavana asked Nahusha to pay the price for him to the fishermen, but then said that Nahusha’s whole kingdom would not be enough. Finally an ascetic with a cow came along, and Chyavana accepted that the cow could be given in exchange for him, as only a cow was equivalent to a brahmana. He then sent the fish and fishermen to heaven.

Another story regarding Chyavana is about how he tested King Kushika and his wife, subjecting them to severe hardships for more than fifty days. Then, as he was pleased with them, he healed them and restored their youth.


Coins, depicting religion Coins, which were minted in India from around the sixth century BCE, provide some information on religion. Early coins, known as copper cast coins, and punch marked coins in silver or copper, had a variety of symbols that have been interpreted in different ways. Symbols include chakras or wheels, the sun with rays, arches placed on top of each other, dots, and lines combined in different ways, trees, plants, various animals and birds, and many others. Some have analysed these symbols as denoting a particular dynasty, region or economic group, while others feel the symbols have a religious connotation. D.B. Spooner in the early twentieth century felt many of the symbols were Buddhist in character, but later saw some of them as Zoroastrian symbols. Durga Prasad and others found in them elements of TANTRISM. According to J.N. Banerjea, animals may be theriomorphic representations of deities, whereas the arched hills, with crescent, animal or bird above, may represent some cult; the chakra, lotus and sun symbol could depict Surya, the tree-in-railing may be a sthala vriksha, or sacred tree associated with a temple.

Later coins, some of which have inscriptions and names of kings often depict deities, or objects and animals associated with deities and rituals.

Deities depicted on coins include Karttikeya, Shiva, Parvati, Vishnu, Narasimha, Krishna, Rama, Venkateshvara, Hanuman, Lakshmi, Sita and others. Because of the large number of dynasties only a few examples of deities on coins and the related kings and dynasties can be given here.


Brahma and Sarasvati: Vijayanagara.


Durga: Chandragupta; Vishnuvardhana (1142–73) and Narasimha I (1142–73) of the Hoysala dynasty; Vijayanagara kings.


Hanuman: Kadambas of Hangal, on coins and banner; Vijayanagara.


Karttikeya: Yaudheya coins (second century BCE to third century CE); Huvishka, Kushana king; Kumaragupta of the Gupta dynasty; as Swami Mahasena he was the tutelary deity of the later Kadamba dynasty.


Krishna: Balakrishna: Krishnadevaraya of Vijayanagara; Krishna playing the flute: Rajaraja Chola.


Lakshmi: Gaja-Lakshmi is a common early motif on coins.


Narasimha: Narasimha II of the Hoysala dynasty; Harihara II of Vijayanagara; Wodeyar dynasty of Mysore.


Rama and Sita; Tirumalaraya I of Vijayanagara.


Shiva: appears on several coins of the second century BCE to the third century CE, such as those of Ujjayini, the Audumbaras, Kunindas, Indo-Parthians and Kushanas, and of later kings of Kashmir.


Shiva and Parvati: Vijayangara; Wodeyar dynasty; Hyder Ali; Kaladi Nayakas.


Venkateshvara: some Vijayanagara kings.


Vishnu and Lakshmi: Vijayanagara kings.


Vishnu: Panchala Mitra kings, first century BCE; Gupta kings.


Animals and symbols probably indicating some aspect of religion, include:


Boar: Chalukyas of Badami; Eastern Chalukyas; Western Chalukyas; Cholas; Dynastic crest of Kakatiyas; Pallavas.


Bull: Cholas; crest of Shalankayanas; Pandyas of first empire; Pallavas; Kakatiyas.


Bull and trident: Vishnukundins.


Bull and conch: Vishnukundins.


Conch: Yadavas; Vishnukundins; Pallavas.


Crescent: Vishnukundins; later Chalukyas; Kadambas; Cholas; Pandyas.


Elephant: Cholas, Western Gangas, Harsha of Lohara dynasty; Ikshvakus, Chalukyas of Kalyana.


Fire altar: Pandyas.


Fish: Pallavas; dynastic emblem of Pandyas; Cholas, Alupas.



Garuda: seals of Rashtrakutas; Shilaharas crest and coins; with conch shell on Yadava copper plates; on coins of Kalachuris of Kalyana; coins of Telugu-Chodas; Skandagupta.


Lion: Pallavas; Eastern Chalukyas of Vengi; Kadambas of Vanavasi; Kadambas of Belur; Kadambas of Goa; Telugu Chodas; Vishnukundins, family crest and coins; Cholas; Hoysalas; Later Chalukyas; Chalukyas of Kalyana; Kalachuris of Kalyana;


Lotus: Later Chalukyas; Kadambas of Vanavasi; Kadambas of Belur; Cholas.


Sacrificial lamp: Pallavas.


Tiger: Chalukyas; insignia of Cholas.


Tiger with fish and bow: Pallavas; Cholas.

In addition, a number of kings struck coins recording their performance of the ashvamedha.


consciousness A number of states of consciousness are described in Hindu philosophy, both in the UPANISHADS and in later YOGA and TANTRA texts and commentaries. The MANDUKYA UPANISHAD states that the self has four parts. The first is vaishvanara or vishva, who enjoys the world through jagarita, or the waking state; the second is taijasa whose sphere is svapna, the dreaming state; the third is prajna, the state of sushupta or deep sleep; and the fourth is nanta prajnam or turiya, the state of awareness beyond these. The spiritually advanced person remains in the state of turiya. A fifth state of turiyatita is described in some texts, which is beyond all these. Some texts describe three states below normal consciousness. In the highest state the individual consciousness is undivided and whole, identified with BRAHMAN or the Paramatman, or closely related to it.


cow, sanctity of Among several animals considered sacred in Hinduism, the most sacred is the cow. The original reasons may have been partly economic, as the cow provided milk, butter and clarified butter or ghi. She was looked on as a nourisher, and a symbol of motherhood, and of the earth. In the RIG VEDA, USHA, the dawn, is the mother of cows, who also draw her chariot. The cow is also called a goddess. In the ATHARVA VEDA, a hymn to the cow (X.10) gives her mystical significance. Heaven, earth, and the waters are said to be protected by the cow. She is immortality, and is worshipped as death. The cow became the universe, including the devas, asuras, pitris, rishis and people. In fact, it is said, the cow is the whole world, as far as the sun looks down. The sanctity of the cow, probably dates back to the Indo-Iranian period and in early Zoroastrian texts, Gaush Urva, the soul of the cow, represents mother earth. Similar associations are made in the PURANAS and RAMAYANA, where BHUDEVI, the earth goddess, takes the form of a cow to complain to the god VISHNU of the atrocities committed by the KSHATRIYAS.

Cows and brahmanas were considered equal in value, as is seen from a story about CHYAVANA. All the Shastras emphasize the sacredness of the cow.

Extraordinary cows with great powers are mentioned in several texts. One such was KAMADHENU, who could grant all requests. Others were SURABHI or Nandini, often considered the same as Kamadhenu. All other cows were descended from Surabhi.

The cow has a major role in myths and stories of KRISHNA, as Krishna was a cowherd. In iconography, Krishna, as a child and as a youth, is often depicted with a cow. Over the years, the sacredness of the cow became an integral part of Hinduism. The banning of cow slaughter has been advocated in the Directive Principles of the Constitution, and has been implemented in several states.


creation There are a number of different theories of creation in Hindu texts. Broadly, there are two types of theories, those that are purely mythical, and those based on philosophical enquiry. Some of the main myths and philosophical concepts are given below.

In Hinduism, creation myths begin in the Vedas, and assume a more complex form by the time of the Puranas.


Rig Veda: In the RIG VEDA, there are references to various theories of creation. According to early hymns, creation was a result of a cosmic battle, or of the cosmic separation of heaven and earth. Later hymns include the theory that all creation emerged from the sacrifice of Purusha (primeval man), or from some other form of sacrifice. Alternatively there was creation through HIRANYAGARBHA, the golden egg or embryo, or through an unkown god (Ka) or PRAJAPATI. A late hymn in the Rig Veda (X. 129) ponders on creation, introducing an element of philosophical enquiry. One of its verses states:


No death was there, nor was there life immortal

Of day and night there was then no distinction

That One alone breathed windless by itself

Than that, forsooth, no other thing existed.



In early texts, there is no clear concept of a Supreme Creator. In some verses in the Rig Veda, Indra is seen as the ruler of all, in others it is Varuna. In the late hymns of the Rig Veda, there is Prajapati, who is often identified with BRAHMA. Prajapati was the primeval man or Purusha.


Brahmanas: Some of the myths in the Rig Veda are expanded in the BRAHMANAS. In the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, a story of creation through sacrifice follows that of the great flood. After the flood, when Manu was the only person existing, he offered a sacrifice, from which Ida was born. From her the human race came into being. In another myth in this Brahmana, Prajapati is responsible for creation, again through offering a sacrifice. In a third, and probably later myth in the same text, it is said that once nothing existed but water. The waters wanted to propagate their kind, and practised tapas (ascetic penances), from which a golden egg appeared. Prajapati emerged from this, and created the earth, the middle regions and the sky. Through further tapas he created the devas (gods) from his mouth, and daylight was associated with them. Then, with the breath of life that is below he created the asuras, and night and darkness came into being. Another myth says that in the beginning there was ‘asat’ (unreality, non-being). But in this were rishis, who were prana (breath of life), and created seven Purushas, who then became Prajapati. Then Prajapati created Brahman, the three-fold knowledge (trayi-vidya). This Veda (meaning knowledge) was the foundation from which Prajapati created water, and then an egg, from which AGNI, the earth, and other things came.


Upanishads: The UPANISHADS contain a mixture of myths and philosophy.

The TAITTIRIYA UPANISHAD states that in the beginning there was nothing. From non-being, Being (sat) was created. That Being became the Self or Atman. (2.7.1). According to the AITAREYA UPANISHAD, ‘In the beginning the Self or ATMAN was alone. Then he thought, Let me create the worlds.’ (1.1.1). The elements are connected with creation, and in the CHHANDOGYA UPANISHAD, fire, water, etc., desired to be many and procreate, and thus creation arose. The BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD states that in the beginning there was only the Self (Atman) in the form of a person (Purusha). He thought, one who is alone has no delight, so he became as large as a man and a woman together, and divided himself into two. Then he united with her, and human beings were produced (1.4. 1–3).


Puranas: In Puranic myths, usually BRAHMA is responsible for creation, though the Supreme Creator may also be VISHNU or SHIVA, or sometimes DEVI. According to the GARUDA PURANA, once there was nothing in the universe except BRAHMAN, the Absolute. The universe became an expanse of water, and in that Vishnu was born in a golden egg. He created the god Brahma with four faces. Brahma then first created the devas, asuras, pitris and manushas (people). Next he created rakshasas and yakshas, and then gandharvas. Other creatures came from various parts of his body: snakes from his hair; sheep from his chest, goats from his mouth, cows from his stomach and other animals from his feet. His body hair became herbs, the four castes came from his mouth, arms, thighs and feet, and the four Vedas from his four mouths. He created several sons from his mind, as well as DAKSHA, Daksha’s wife, MANU Svayambhuva and his wife Shatarupa, and the rishi KASHYAPA. Kashyapa married thirteen of Daksha’s daughters, and through them all the devas and all creatures were born.

There are several variations of this creation myth in the numerous PURANAS.


Philosophies: According to SAMKHYA philosophy creation is the result of two principles, PURUSHA and PRAKRITI. After dissolution or pralaya, components of the world continue to exist in Prakriti, in which the three gunas lie dormant in a state of equilibrium. When the equilibrium is disturbed, creation begins anew. Creation evolves for the sake of Purusha, the eternal soul, in order to give it the right experiences so that it may achieve liberation. Mahat or intellect is the first stage of creation, in which all the buddhis (higher minds) are contained. Next comes ahamkara or ego, followed by the various senses and the elements of nature. Samkhya thus believes that material transformation leads to the production of the world. This is known as the parinama view.

Yoga philosophy accepts Samkhya theory, but has the concept of god or Ishvara as the creator.

This version of creation also appears in the Puranas and Shastras, with some modifications. The Puranas thus have two type of creation stories, one purely mythical, and the other borrowing from existing philosophies. The VISHNU PURANA states that at first there was neither night nor day, earth or sky, darkness or light. There was only the One, Brahma, and Puman (Purusha) and Pradhana (Prakriti). These two are Vishnu unmodified, and kala or time is that which connects them. The supreme Brahma, who is the same as Vishnu, brings forth creation. He is both the creator and the essence of Pradhana and Purusha. From Pradhana, when the equilibrium of the gunas is disturbed, comes mahat, followed by ahamkara, etc.

The MANU SMRITI states that in the beginning the universe was in darkness, invisible and unknowable. From this emerged the Svayambhu, the self originated. Wishing to create, he first created water, and placed his seed there. This formed an egg, golden in colour, with the effulgence of a thousand suns, and in this Brahma himself was born. As water is called Nara, the Supreme self is called Narayana, while Brahma is the individual created by the eternal supreme principle. After one year (of Brahma), the egg separated into two, creating heaven and earth. In the middle was the sky, the eight directions, and the sea all around. Through this evolved mahat, followed by ahamkara, manas or the mind, the tanmatras and the other aspects of life.

Other philosophies have their own views on creation. NYAYA and VAISHESHIKA analyse and classify material substances in their theories of creation. In their later form, these two schools of thought accept God as the instrumental agent, who fashions the world out of atoms, or out of maya, the material force.

In a number of passages in the Upanishads, and some in the Brahmanas, all creation arises out of Brahman. This formed the basis for Vedantic theories of creation. Advaita Vedanta states that creation is illusory, and arises from Brahman, but has no true reality. It accepts Brahman as both the material and instrumental cause of the world. This is known as the vivarta view of creation. Other schools of Vedanta speculate on the nature of Brahman, god, the world, and individual souls, but in general accept the agency of God, as the creator. Theories of creation also appear in various schools of Shaivism and Vaishnavism and in the work of individual saints and philosophers.


Cyclical time: Most philosophies and theories accept that creation is cyclic, and thus there are concepts of successive yugas (ages), beginning with a golden age (Krita or Satya Yuga), succeeded by gradually declining yugas, after which the Satya Yuga begins again. Manvantaras and kalpas are larger periods of cyclical time, and therefore there is creation and recreation, with intermittent periods of rest.
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Dada Lekhraj The founder of the BRAHMA KUMARIS. Lekhraj Khubchand Kripalani, later known as Dada Lekhraj, was born in Hyderabad in Sind in 1876, to a school-teacher father. When he grew up he started his own business as a wheat merchant, and later branched into diamonds, in which he had great success. Though a businessman, Dada Lekhraj always remained a simple, devout person. He had studied all the major scriptures, regularly went on pilgrimages to sacred places, and was involved in various philanthropic activities. He began to have spiritual visions. These included visions of a four-armed VISHNU, of a jyotir LINGA, and of widespread destruction, the ending of the world. In another vision, Dada uttered a verse indicating a divine descent. It began, ‘Nijananda rupam, Shivoham, Shivoham’, (I am the blissful Self, I am Shiva). He had a vision of light and power, and he was asked to build a new world. He began giving spiritual discourses and became the leader of an organization, known as Om Mandali. In October 1937 he founded the Brahma Kumari sect, which was based in Karachi. A few years after Partition, he moved the organization to Mt ABU in Rajasthan. He came to be known as Pitashri Prajapati Brahma, or Brahma Baba, as he was considered the loving father of all. Through meditation and selfless service, he was able to gain an insight into God and the mysteries of life. He shared his wisdom with others, and helped them reach true spirituality. After a lifetime of service, he died in 1969.

His followers believe he was the incarnation of SHIVA as the supreme God. His sayings, known as murlis, are considered sacred.


Dadhicha An ancient sage or RISHI, often considered the same as DADHYANCH. The MAHABHARATA states that he was the son of the rishi BHRIGU. The god INDRA sent Alambusha, a celestial APSARA, to disturb his penance. Excited by her, his semen fell in the river SARASVATI, who bore him a child named Sarasvat.

At another time he gave up his life to help the DEVAS to defeat the ASURAS. From his bones, TVASHTR (or Dhatr) created the VAJRA, which Indra used to destroy the asura VRITRA.


Dadhikra A divine horse described in the RIG VEDA, where four hymns are in praise of him. He is swift, and speeds like the wind, flying through the air like a swooping eagle. He fights against thousands and wins. He was given by the gods MITRA and VARUNA to the Purus. He is also known as Dadhikravan, and is associated with USHA, the dawn. He is said to be symbolic of knowledge, or the morning sun or, alternatively, a real horse who was deified.


Dadhimukha A VANARA described in the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI. He was among the vanara leaders who brought troops for the rescue of SITA. Dadhimukha came to the presence of SUGRIVA accompanied by ten crore vanaras. The MAHABHARATA too records that he helped RAMA with a large army of monkeys.

In another section of the Ramayana, Dadimukha is described as the maternal uncle of Sugriva, and guarded the beautiful Madhuvana, a forest located between the Mahendra mountains and KISHKINDHA.

Dadhimukha was attacked by ANGADA and other vanaras when he tried to prevent them from wrecking the forest in their exuberance after their first trip to LANKA, where they had succeeded in sighting Sita. Dadhimukha complained to Sugriva, who said that Angada and others were just in high spirits, and they should be pacified and sent to him, after which he should continue to guard the grove.

The vanaras, as forest dwellers, perhaps had some precious and sacred groves. Madhuvana had an abundance of madhu or honey. Madhu can also be interpreted as the sacred drink of AMRITA.


Dadhyanch An ancient rishi, first mentioned in the RIG VEDA. He was the son of ATHARVAN, and he kindled AGNI or fire. The ASHVINS wanted the secret knowledge of SOMA (Madhuvidya) revealed to him by the god INDRA. They replaced his head with that of a horse, as he had promised not to reveal the knowledge. After the horse’s head had told the Ashvins what they wanted to know, his real head was restored to him. The horse-head fell on a lake on Mt Sharyanavat, and remains there, granting boons to men. Indra used them to kill ninety-nine Vritras (ASURAS). Here again the horse, or the horse-head, is symbolic of knowledge.


Dadu A saint and teacher, who lived between 1544 and 1603. Not much is known of his life, though according to some sources, he was born a Muslim. Accounts of his life include the Shri Dadu Janmalila Parchi written by his disciple Jangopal, and that in the Bhaktamala of Raghavadas, another of his followers. Another source is the Sant Guna Sagara, composed by Madhavadas. According to traditional sources, this was compiled soon after Dadu’s death, but scholars believe this is a late work assigned to an earlier period. Fragmentary information on Dadu is found in other sources as well, and in his own verses.

An analysis of the earliest sources indicates that he was born in Ahmadabad in Gujarat in a cotton carder (dhuniya) family, and continued in that profession. At the age of eleven, he was initiated by a saint known as Baba Budha. Later interpolations in texts, provide different accounts of his birth. According to one account a brahmana merchant named Lodiram actually found the baby floating in a basket on the river Sabarmati, and brought him home. Another account states he was a divine incarnation, who took the form of a baby. Baba Budha is also said to be a form of Hari (Vishnu). While Baba Budha means ‘old man’ or ‘wise man’, Sundaradasa, a later follower of Dadu, gave his name as Vriddhananda.

Dadu lived mainly in the area of Rajasthan, but had travelled to many places, mainly in Gujarat and Rajasthan. He is said to have spent six years on a hill near village Kardala in pargana Nagaur, practising austerities. Then in 1573 he came to Sambhar in Rajasthan where he lived for the next twelve years. By this time he was well known as a saint, and people from all around came to him. After this he went to Amber, where he stayed for the next fourteen years. From here he went to Fatehpur Sikri where he met the Mughal emperor Akbar and engaged in discussions with him before returning to Amber. After visiting some places in Marwar, he went to village Naraina in 1602 and later died here. After his death there was said to have been a dispute between his Hindu and Muslim followers. His body was covered with a cloth, and when that was removed only flowers remained, that were divided between the two groups. There are similar stones regarding other saints including Kabir and Guru Nanak. Dadu composed verses to show that Hinduism and Islam were reflections of the one truth. Some of his verses are similar to those of KABIR, and he is considered Kabir’s spiritual successor. He was against CASTE and unnecessary rituals, and did not believe in worshipping images, or wearing sectarian marks. God, the One Essence, was found within oneself. However, Dadu believed a guru was necessary to reach God. He said: ‘Without the guru even a hundred thousand moons and millions of suns cannot enlighten man’s dark corners.’ He advocated chanting God’s name and devoting one’s life to God. He came to be known as Dadu Dayal, or Dadu the compassionate. In his spontaneous verses, Dadu used different languages, including Khari Boli (an early Hindi dialect), Rajasthani, Punjabi, Gujarati, Persian, and sometimes a mix of these. His verses or sayings (bani or vani) are in two groups, those that are part of an oral tradition (maghazia) and those that are written down (kagazia). According to one source, his oral padas or poems (each pada with six to 160 verses) amount to 20,000, but this has been questioned, as many were repetitive with only minor variations. His kagazia verses are collected in the Dadu Granthavali and were originally compiled by Rajjab or Rajjabadasa, one of his disciples. His poems are also included in the Panchavani and Sarbangi collections. The Panchavani include the works of five poets: Dadu, Kabir, Namadeva, Raidasa and Haridasa. Sarbangi or Sarvangi collections include poems and texts of a number of saints.

Sundaradasa, a later disciple of Dadu, composed his own verses in Sanskritized Braj Bhasha (an early Hindi dialect).

An example of Dadu’s verses, in which he describes the necessity of the death of the ego in the search for God, is given below:


Prince and beggar alike must die: not one survives.

Him do you call living who has died and yet lives.

My enemy ‘I’ is dead: now none can smite me down.

‘Tis I who slay myself; thus, being dead I live.

We have slain our enemy, we have died; but he is not forgotten.

The thorn remains to vex us. Consider and lay this truth to heart.

Then only wilt thou find the Beloved when thou art as the living dead.

(Trans. W.G. Orr)



Another describes a vision:


Says Dadu, I saw it rain

Where there was no cloud;

And where there was wordless silence,

I heard the thunder boom;

I saw dazzling brilliance

Where there was no lightning;

And my heart was filled with joy.

(Trans. Kesri Singh)



There are some temples dedicated to Dadu, which contain pictures of him and scenes of his initiation. At a monument in Sambhar, Rajasthan, Dadu’s coat and sandals are preserved. At Dadu Dham in Bhairana is a Dadu Mandir and memorial hall.

Dadu’s followers are known as Dadupanthis. They once included both Hindus and Muslims, though today they are primarily Hindus. According to tradition, Dadu had 152 main disciples, of whom fifty-two founded Dadudvaras, (doors of Dadu) or special settlements known as thambas, for the followers of Dadu. The most sacred of these are at Naraina, Sambhar, Amber, Bhairana, and Kardala (Kalyanpura). Dadupanthis belong to various groups. Among them, Viraktas are sannyasis and own only a cloth and a water-pot; another group of sannyasis are known as Khakis. Nagas carry weapons, and were at one time a miltant group; Vistar Dharis live a householder’s life. The Uttaradha, or northern branch, live mainly in Punjab and were founded by Baba Banwari Dasa. Naraina in Rajasthan is the main centre of worship for Dadupanthis where the Khalsas, the main group, are based. Dadupanthis generally wear white caps with four corners and a flap behind. A number of Dadupanthis still exist mainly in northern India, and particularly in Rajasthan. A series of acharyas are the spiritual heads of the sect after Dadu.


Dah Parbatiya Temple An ancient temple of the god SHIVA in the village of Dah Parbatiya near Tezpur in Assam. The structure is in ruins, as it collapsed during the earthquake of 1897. The temple is believed to date back to the sixth century, though it was reconstructed later at the time of the Ahoms. Thus in its origin, it is one of the oldest temples of the region. The door frame as well as the lintel probably belong to the Gupta period, and have carvings of the goddesses GANGA and YAMUNA, and a seated figure of Shiva as LAKULISHA. Other remains include panels of dancers and musicians, as well as scenes from the MAHABHARATA and RAMAYANA. Among later sculptures are what seem to be scenes from social life, and a four-armed Shiva as Tripurari.

This temple indicates the presence of Shiva worship at an early period in Assam.


daityas A class of ASURAS. They were born from DITI, daughter of DAKSHA, who was married to KASHYAPA, the grandson of the god BRAHMA and son of Marichi. According to this mythology, the daityas are closely related to the DANAVAS and to the DEVAS. All three groups were the descendents of Kashyapa, and their mothers were sisters, the daughters of Daksha. The Ramayana of VALMIKI states that the earth was once ruled by the daityas, but later the devas, led by Vishnu, killed them and took over the three worlds and their inhabitants. (7.2.16–17). Among the major daityas were HIRANYAKSHA and HIRANYAKASHIPU, PRAHLADA and MAHABALI. The danavas were a similar class of asuras, born from DANU. The terms daitya and danava are often used interchangeabily, or together, as Daitya-Danava. References in texts indicate that these terms referred at times to mythical beings, and sometimes to groups of people. For a list of daityas, see Asura.


dakini Minor female deities, attendants of the Hindu goddess KALI, or of SHIVA. They have various powers and can perform miracles and magical feats. In Tantric texts they are said to eat raw flesh. Various dakinis are described in Hindu and Buddhist TANTRAS. Dakini is also a specific deity, a form of SHAKTI, presiding over the MULADHARA CHAKRA.

In Tibetan Buddhism, dakinis are consorts of yidams or guardian deities. They are usually depicted in ferocious form, and are widely worshipped.


Daksha A son of the god BRAHMA, and one of the PRAJAPATIS. He is also listed as one of the ADITYAS. According to the HARIVAMSHA, the god VISHNU took the form of Daksha. There are various accounts of Daksha in the PURANAS. A famous story concerning Daksha is that of the sacrifice he conducted, to which he invited all the gods, except his own son-in-law, SHIVA, who was married to his daughter, SATI. Angry at being excluded from the sacrifice, the terrible deities VIRABHADRA and BHADRAKALI emanated from Shiva, destroyed Daksha’s sacrifice, and even cut off his head. According to some Puranas, Daksha’s head was replaced with that of a goat. Other myths centred around this sacrifice explain the creation of the MAHAVIDYAS or, alternatively, the worship of Sati at SHAKTA PITHAS. The Daksha Mahadeva Temple at Kankhal near Hardwar in Uttarakhand is said to mark the spot of Daksha’s sacrifice.

This myth is said to be related to the absorption of Shiva, initially possibly a non-Vedic deity, into the Brahmanical pantheon. It is also believed to reflect the rivalry between SHAIVISM and VAISHNAVISM as, according to some texts, Daksha dedicated the sacrifice to Vishnu.

Another story connects Daksha with creation. Commanded by Brahma, Daksha, through the power of his mind, created the DEVAS, ASURAS, GANDHARVAS and NAGAS, but they were not multiplying enough, so he thought he would create through sexual union. From his wife ASIKNI he created the HARYASHVAS and later the Shabalashvas, but through a trick of the rishi NARADA, they wandered off, and were never seen again. Then he had sixty daughters from his wife Asikni. He gave ten of these in marriage to DHARMA, twenty-seven to SOMA, and thirteen to KASHYAPA. Four were given to ARISHTANEMI, two to Bahuputra, two to ANGIRAS, and two to Krishashva. The twenty-seven married to Soma or the moon, became the NAKSHATRAS or lunar asterisms. From the daughters married to Kashyapa, all beings were descended. Some Puranas state Daksha was married to Prasuti, and the number of his daughters varies from sixteen to sixty. One passage in the Mahabharata states that Daksha had 1000 sons to whom Narada taught the SAMKHYA philosophy for their salvation. Thus he lost his sons, but had fifty daughters whom he made his Putrikas (their sons would be his descendants). He gave ten to Dharma, thirteen to Kashyapa, and twenty-seven to Chandra.

Some feel these stories are about two different Dakshas, the first who was killed by Shiva, being reborn as the second.


Daksha Savarna The name of the ninth MANU, alternatively known as Daksha Savarni.


Dakshina, deity A name of VISHNU and of SHIVA.



dakshina (dakshinaa) A gift given to a guru, or to BRAHMANAS. In ancient days cows often given, while today, clothes, money and food are more common.


Dakshina (Dakshinaa), goddess The act of giving, is also personified as a goddess, and is identified with Shri or LAKSHMI. She represents the sacrifice, and protects her worshippers. According to the PURANAS, Dakshina was the daughter of Prajapati Ruchi and Akuti. Her twin brother was YAJNA (sacrifice), whom she married, and twelve sons, born from their union, formed a class of DEVAS known as Yamas (Yaamas), at the time of the first MANU, Svayambhuva.

According to another Puranic story, Dakshina was reborn as Sushila, a friend of RADHA, the consort of the god KRISHNA. Sushila too loved Krishna, and Radha, finding them together, cursed her. Sushila meditated on Lakshmi, and became absorbed in her. But the gods withdrew her as with Dakshina as part of Lakshmi, they could not get the fruits of their sacrifice. She was then given to Yajnapurusha. She became pregnant, and after twelve years a child was born, named Phalada (fruits). Phalada provides the rewards of all actions.


Dakshinamurti A form of the god SHIVA, in which he is the universal teacher. Shiva is said to have taught the RISHIS or sages while facing south, hence the name of this form (dakshina = south). Dakshinamurti has four aspects: Yoga-Dakshinamurti, where he taught the rishis YOGA; Jnana-Dakshinamurti, the teacher of knowledge; Vina-Dakshinamurti, teacher of the vina, a musical instrument; Vyakhyana-Dakshinamurti, explainer of the Sutras or ancient texts. In this form, he is usually depicted seated on a throne, with one hand touching the ground (bhumisparsha-mudra) and the other raised. Most of the Dakshinamurti images occur in south India.


Dakshineshvara Temple A temple located in West Bengal, dedicated to the goddess Bhabatarini, a form of KALI. Rani Rasmani, a rich Hindu widow, is said to have had a vision, in which she was directed to build a temple here. The construction was completed in 1847, but as Rani was not of the BRAHMANA CASTE, the temple was not appreciated by the orthodox, and it was difficult to find a brahmana priest for it. Finally Gadadhar, later known as RAMAKRISHNA PARAMAHANSA, who was then still young, began serving at the temple, which is now a famous and popular monument. Gadadhar dedicated himself to the deity, and through constant worship was transformed into a great saint.

The temple is an impressive structure, with nine cupolas. Near it are twelve smaller temples, dedicated to the god SHIVA. Across the river Hughli, to the south, the BELUR MATHA, headquarters of the RAMAKRISHNA MISSION, was later constructed.


dalits A term used for certain caste groups within the Hindu CASTE SYSTEM. The word dalit, from the Sanskrit root ‘dal’ means split, broken, destroyed, scattered or torn asunder. The noun ‘dala’ also has a positive connotation, of something unfolding itself. In the ancient caste structure, some castes remained at the lowest level, discriminated against by upper-caste Hindus, and called ‘untouchables’. These castes, deprived of rights such as eating with other castes, drinking water from the village well, or entering Hindu temples, suffered tremendous oppression. The BHAKTI movement, from the seventh century onwards, and the various bhakti saints transcended caste, and there were a number of gurus who discarded or modified the concept of caste. Later, the equality promoted by Islam and the SUFI saints helped to change the caste system. Christianity, which had an influence in India from the eighteenth century, influenced the growth of reform movements within Hinduism, particularly from the nineteenth century onwards. Mahatma GANDHI called the lowest castes ‘Harijans’ or ‘Children of God’, and went on long fasts to end oppression against them. Through all these and other movements, some change did take place, but on the whole upper castes continued to be against contact with them, and discrimination continued. The British government listed these castes in a Schedule in 1936. This list, included in the new Constitution of India, inaugurated in 1950, led to their official name, ‘Scheduled Castes’. The Constitution abolished ‘untouchability’, and provided for reservation in government and in educational institutions to help Scheduled Castes reach equality. Another act passed in 1955, made untouchability an offence punishable by law. This was revised in 1976 and reframed as the Protection of Civil Rights Act, with stricter penalties being imposed on those who discriminated against people on grounds of caste. In spite of all the laws, oppression and discrimination remain.

B.R. AMBEDKAR (1891–1956), one of the main people involved in making the Constitution, was from the Mahar caste and even before Independence worked to improve the status of Scheduled Castes. However, he felt their status would never improve within Hinduism and, in 1956, he led them in a mass conversion to Buddhism. Ambedkar died soon after this, but conversions to Buddhism still continue.

Scheduled Castes gradually found their own identity, and chose to call themselves dalits. This word was used even by Ambedkar, and earlier by Jyotirao Phule (1827–90) but was commonly used only from the 1970s. Inspired by the Black Panthers of African-Americans, the Dalit Panthers were formed in 1972, but now only the word dalit is used. Dalit literature began to join the mainstream, and by the 1980s several dalit political parties and groups were formed. Despite all legal protection, oppression continues, and with increasing self-assertion, conflicts with the upper castes became frequent. Most dalits, particularly in rural areas, still do not have social equality. In some areas dalits still cannot enter temples, use the village well or eat with upper castes. Higher castes do not like them wearing shoes, clean clothes, or riding horses for marriage ceremonies.

Dalits form 15 per cent of the population, but are not all united, and conflicts exist among different dalit groups.


Damayanti The daughter of King Bhima of Vidarbha, whose story is described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. Her marriage with King NALA, their subsequent separation and final reunion has been retold in all languages.


Damodara A name of the god KRISHNA. He was so called because, as a small child, once, when his naughtiness became too much for his foster-mother YASHODA, she tied him with a rope (dama) around his belly (udara).


Damodaradeva A VAISHNAVA saint of Assam, who was a disciple of SHANKARADEVA. Damodaradeva (1488–1598) was the head of the Patbausi satra or monastery at Barpeta. Among his disciples was BHATTADEVA.


danavas A class of ASURAS similar to the DAITYAS. They were born from DANU, a daughter of DAKSHA, who was married to KASHYAPA, grandson of the god BRAHMA. In the RAMAYANA of Valmiki, Danu is said to have had a son called Ashvagriva. According to the MAHABHARATA, Danu had forty sons, while according to some of the PURANAS, she had a hundred sons. The eldest of her sons was VIPRACHITTI. Others included Samvara, Namuchi, Pauloman, Keshi, Durjaya, Ayashiras, Ashvashiras, Ketumat, Svarbhanu, Ashva, Ashvapati and Ajaka. Ten danavas descended from these, who had great strength and vigour, included Ekaksha, Amritapa, Vatapi and Dirghajiva. The sons and grandsons of these were countless.

The VISHNU PURANA lists Danu’s children as Dvimurddha, Shankara, Ayomukha, Shankushiras, Kapila, Samvara, Ekachakra, another Taraka, Svarbhanu, Vrishaparvan, Puloman and Viprachitti. The sons of Viprachitti and Simhika, a daughter of DITI, are also known as danavas. Among other danavas was VRITRA, and the great architect MAYA. Kalaka and Puloma, other wives of Kashyapa, daughters of Vaishvanara, gave birth to 60,000 danavas, who were powerful and ferocious. They were called Paulomas and Kalakanjas, or KALAKEYAS. The NIVATAKAVACHA were another group of danavas.

In the Matsya Purana, a king of the Angas is said to be the chief of the danavas.

The danavas may have their counterparts in Celtic mythology, where a mythical people, the Tuatha de Danann, were said to be descended from the earth goddess Danu. The Dananns were replaced by the Milesians, after which they ruled the Otherworld.

In Hindu mythology the danavas dwell in PATALA, the netherworld.


Danayu One of the daughters of the rishi DAKSHA, who was married to KASHYAPA. Danayu is mentioned in the MAHABHARATA. She had four sons, who were the ‘bulls’, that is, the strong ones, among the ASURAS. They were Vikshara, Vala, Vira and VRITRA.


dance, and religion From ancient days, dance in India has often been an expression of the divine. The god SHIVA, in his form as NATARAJA, is the lord of dance. Through his dance Shiva creates and destroys the worlds. In certain myths, the goddess KALI too dances and competes with Shiva.

Bharata’s NATYA SHASTRA, dated to about the second century CE, is one of the earliest texts describing various dance postures and modes of expression. Dance can be divided into three types: nritta, or pure dance; nritya, combining dance with emotion, expressed through various body and facial movements, along with gestures or mudras; and natya, a form of theatre, dance which tells a story.

Abhinaya, literally ‘to carry forward’, is the presentation or expression of a story. Abhinaya is of four types: expression through the body (angika), through speech and music (vachika), ornamental (aharya), through costumes and settings, and satvika (emotional). Bhava and RASA, the expression and experience of emotions, form an important part of dance and theatre, as well as of other art forms. Eight rasas were described by Bharata, with a ninth being added later.

Thus dance is one of the art forms through which an aesthetic experience is created in the audience, leading to a momentary experience of the divine. In addition, dance often depicts mythological stories of gods and goddesses. Dances in front of temple deities and at festivals, are a means of worship and of approaching god.

Though each dance form developed independently, classical dances followed certain common patterns laid down in texts.

The classical dances of India, which include Bharatanatyam, Kathakali, Odissi and others, have mainly religious themes, depicting the lives of KRISHNA, RAMA, or other deities.

A brief account of some of the dance forms is given below:


Bharatanatyam: earlier known as Dasi-attam, Attam or Koothu, performed in early days by devadasis in worship of the temple deity.


Kuravanji: an offshoot of Bharatanatyam, a natya or dance drama, based on the theme of love, which can be the love of a deity in a temple.


Bhagavat Mela Nataka: another offshoot, incorporates devotional stories from the epics and PURANAS. It originated in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and was performed at temple festivals. Both the latter belong to Tamil Nadu and were popular in Thanjavur and neighbouring villages.



Kathakali: the classical dance style of Kerala, with themes taken from the epics and various myths and stories. Traditionally, the dancers are all male, and wear elaborate masks and costumes. The colours they use symbolize the nature of the characters; for instance, gods and kings are symbolized by green. The narrative for Kathakali is known as attakatha, and is a specific literary form. A number of attakathas have been composed, based mainly on episodes from the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA.


Odissi: the classical dance form of Orissa, probably originated in the dances of devadasis or maharis at the JAGANNATHA TEMPLE at Puri.


Krishnattam: a dance form of Kerala, originated in the second half of the seventeenth century. Performances were based on the Krishnagiti, a Sanskrit work on the god Krishna’s life, written by King Manaveda of Kerala. This form of dance was at one time confined to temples.


Chhau: performed in Bihar, West Bengal and Orissa, in three different styles. At Chaitra Parva, a festival in the month of Chaitra, Chhau dances form part of the puja or worship to propitiate Nat Bhairava (Shiva).


Manipuri: of Manipur. Lai Harauba, a dance of this style, is in honour of local gods and goddesses.

Other classical dance forms include Kuchipudi of Andhra Pradesh, Kathak of north India, Mohiniattam of Kerala.

Apart from these, there were various different forms of dance linked with religion. Satras, the Vaishnava mathas in Assam, founded by Shankaradeva, have a special form of devotional dance known as Satria. In Gujarat, the Garba dance takes place during NAVRATRAS. There are several others.

Among the BHAKTI saints, many expressed their adoration of the deity through ecstatic forms of dance.

In addition, there are innumerable traditional folk dances performed at festivals and various other occasions, while tribal dances are often performed to invoke the deities of the tribe. Even harvest dances, are both an expression of joy at a good harvest, and a thanksgiving to god. There are also several other forms of folk theatre which include songs and dances.

See Theatre, for an account of these.


Danda A name of SHIVA and of VISHNU.


Danda/Dandaka The youngest of the hundred sons of King IKSHVAKU, described in ancient texts. He ruled the region known as DANDAKARANYA.


Dandakaranya A forest mentioned in ancient texts. RAMA stayed for some time in this forest. According to the RAMAYANA it was located between the Vindhyan and the Shaivala hills. At one time Danda, the youngest son of the king IKSHVAKU, ruled the area. He entered the ashrama of the rishi Bhargava (SHUKRACHARYA) and violated his daughter Araja. Shukra therefore sent a shower of dust to destroy the area. It became a deserted area, a forest without animals and birds. However some rishis started living there, and one section of it came to be known as Janasthana.

The BHAGAVATA PURANA states that Rama and, at a different time, BALARAMA, visited the forest. The PADMA PURANA states that it was a sacred place. Several other texts mention the forest.

The RAMAYANA seems to indicate that it covered a large tract across central India, extending up to the river Krishna. The MAHABHARATA locates it around the source of the river Godavari.

In modern times Dandakaranya is a name given to the region of Bastar, extending into Orissa.


Dandi An attendant of the god SURYA.


Danu A daughter of DAKSHA and wife of KASHYAPA, described in the epics and PURANAS. Most of the DANAVAS were descended from her.


darbha A type of grass used in VEDIC SACRIFICES. It is sometimes said to be the same as kusha grass. There are various stories about the origin of darbha grass and according to one account, it grew from a few drops of AMRITA that fell on the ground, at the time of the churning of the ocean of milk.


Dariya Sahib A BHAKTI saint of the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries. He was born at Dharkhanda in Rohtas district of Bihar, and lived there for most of his life. According to some accounts he was born in 1634 and died in 1780, but there is no agreement on these dates. He is said to have attained enlightenment at the age of twenty, and to have been initiated by ‘Sat Purush’, i.e., the Supreme Lord. Dariya provided a message of harmony and unity, and was against the orthodoxy of both Hindus and Muslims. He said that all people were the creation of Sat Purush, and his disciples included members of all religions and castes. He was against the killing of any living being, and preached total non-violence. He believed that without karuna (compassion) in the heart, God could never be reached. God to him was One, known as Sat Purush or Anadi-brahman. According to him, God could not be divided, and was never incarnated. The JIVA or soul was different from God, but could attain to Sat Loka, the ideal world of God.

Dariya was known as Satguru, and his path as Sant Mat. He said that those who followed this path could attain MOKSHA (liberation). Two possible methods were those of JNANA (knowledge) and of BHAKTI (devotion). Depending on the nature of the person, either could be followed. According to him, neither pigrimages nor rituals served any purpose.

He composed over 15,000 padas or verses in Hindi, and his words are compiled in nineteen granthas or books. In one of his verses he said:


Control the mind to find Satnam;

The subduer of the mind, has won the battle.

When the mind is subservient to wisdom,

The bliss dawns, says Dariya.



darshana A Sanskrit term meaning ‘sight’ or ‘viewpoint’, used in both these ways. As ‘sight’ darshana usually refers to a divine vision or glimpse of God, or of an image in a temple, representing the divine. Through darshana, one may see, or be seen, by God.

In its second use, it indicates a school of thought. The shad-darshanas or six darshanas, is a term used for the six early orthodox Indian schools of philosophy, which are: NYAYA, VAISHESHIKA, SAMKHYA, YOGA, MIMAMSA and VEDANTA. Darshana is also used for non-orthodox systems, including Jainism, Buddhism and Materialism, and, in an even wider context, for grammar, alchemy, and other forms of knowledge.


Darshapa A DEVA-GANA or group of gods, mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and other texts.


Daruka (1) The name of the charioteer of the god KRISHNA. His son Daruki was the charioteer of PRADYUMNA.

(2) The name of an ASURA.


Dasauli A folk deity worshipped in Bihar and Jharkhand. The deity is said to live in sal forests or groves, and is worshipped for prosperity and protection. Ritualistic folk dances form part of its worship.


Dasbodh A text written in Marathi verse by the seventeenth-century saint RAMADASA (1608–81). The Dasbodh has twenty parts (dashakas), each divided into ten sections (samasas) and has a total of 7751 or 7752 ovis (verses). It includes philosophy, spirituality, and practical topics.

The work begins with a statement that it would describe bhakti-marga. Nine types of BHAKTI are explained, as well as the qualities necessary for a spiritual seeker, and the attributes of a SIDDHA, or realized soul. However, there are several other topics, including sections on music, handwriting and practical subjects, as well as advice to the Maratha leader Shivaji, who revered him as his guru. He asked Shivaji to perform his duty and help his subjects while meditating on God.

Ramadasa describes the ideal life which he had himself attained. He said that the ideal person puts in immense effort and, like the ATMAN, is everywhere and nowhere. He himself gave up everything to lead a spiritual life, and through his spiritual power could support others.

The core of the work is Ramadasa’s earlier work Ekavisa-samasi, which was purely spiritual and philosophical. This was a relatively small work, with 1340 ovis, and much was added to it over the years. The Dasbodh took about twenty-two years to complete.


Dashahara (Dasehra) A festival, celebrated in the month of Ashvina (September-October). Dashahara literally means ten nights, and the festival lasts for ten nights. In north India, the festival is linked with the god RAMA, and his triumph over RAVANA, symbolizing the victory of good over evil. For the first nine nights (NAVARATRAS), Ram Lilas, or dramatic performances of episodes from the RAMAYANA, are held in every locality in villages, towns and cities. Some of these performances have grand props and costumes, while others are simple affairs. On the tenth night, huge effigies of Ravana, MEGHANADA and KUMBHAKARNA are made and are usually stuffed with crackers and mounted on poles and then set alight. In the more elaborate performances, the character acting as Rama shoots flaming arrows to ignite the effigies.

There are several regional variations in the festivities. In Kulu, in Himachal Pradesh, all the local deities are brought to pay homage to Rama, known here as Raghunathji, and to celebrate his victory over Ravana. About 150 to 200 deities arrive in Kulu, some in palkis (palanquins) drawn by carts, or carried by their devotees. When all the deities are gathered together, bands are played and sacrifices offered.

In some areas of south India, the ten-day celebrations mark the victory of the goddess CHAMUNDA, a form of DURGA, over MAHISHASURA. The traditional celebrations at Mysore culminate in a huge procession of decorated elephants and horses, lights, dances and music.

In Bengal, the festival takes the form of DURGA PUJA, worship of the goddess Durga. On the tenth day, images of the goddess are immersed in water, usually in a river.

Other deities are also worshipped on these auspicious days. Among them is SARASVATI, goddess of music and learning. Sarasvati Puja, or worship of the goddess, is done for four days. In Maharashtra, the goddess Lalita is worshipped on the fifth day of Dashahara.

In Bastar in Chhattisgarh, the local goddess Danteshvari is worshipped. The festival there also commemorates the granting of the title of rathpati (Lord of the Chariot) to their tribal king, at the JAGANNATHA TEMPLE in Puri, an event that took place in the fifteenth century. These are some examples of the different ways in which Dashahara is celebrated.

AYUDHA PUJA, reverence and thanks given to machines, tools and vehicles, also takes place at this time.


Dashanana A name of the rakshasa RAVANA. It means ‘one with ten faces’.


Dasharatha A king described in the RAMAYANA. He was the father of RAMA. Dasharatha ruled at AYODHYA and was of the IKSHVAKU dynasty, the son of Aja and Indumati. Under his rule, Ayodhya was rich and prosperous. He had three wives: Kaushalya, Kaikeyi and Sumitra. A daughter named Shanta was born from Kaushalya. Dasharatha gave her to his childless friend Lomapada, king of Anga, and later she was married to RISHYASHRINGA. Dasharatha had no more children for a long time, and to get sons, conducted a great ASHVAMEDHA sacrifice. Rishyashringa assisted at the sacrifice, and provided a sacred concoction for the queens to eat. Dasharatha was then blessed with four sons. Kaushalya gave birth to Rama, Kaikeyi to BHARATA, and Sumitra to LAKSHMANA and SHATRUGHANA. Rama was Dasharatha’s favourite, but Kaikeyi tricked him into sending Rama into exile. After Rama, his wife SITA, and brother Lakshmana departed for the forest, filled with grief, Dasharatha died.


Dashavatara A Sanskrit term for the ten main incarnations (avtaras) of VISHNU. The standard and most accepted list found in the PURANAS and other texts is: MATSYA, KURMA, VARAHA, NARASIMHA, VAMANA, PARASHURAMA, RAMA, KRISHNA, BUDDHA AND KALKI. These are generally depicted in Dashavatara panels. However, there are several different lists of ten, as well as different depictions. One list in the Mahabharata provides the following names: Hamsa, Kurma, Matsya, Varaha, Narasimha, Vamana, Rama (Bhargava), Rama (Dasharathi), Satvata (Krishna or Balarama), Kalkin. The standardized list has been interpreted as an evolutionary sequence, beginning with Matsya or a fish, but Matsya is not always first in the list.

Krishna is missing in several early Dashavatara reliefs, and in some later ones. A Dashavatara panel at Vijayanagara has: Matsya, Kurma, Varaha, Narasimha, Vamana, Parashurama, Rama, Balarama, Jina, Kalkin. A Jina, a Jain Tirthankara, was also depicted in Dashavatara panels elsewhere, including in Gujarat. Lists of Vishnu’s avataras in texts have up to thirty-nine names.


Dashavatara Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, constructed in the sixth century, located at Deogarh in district Jhansi, Uttar Pradesh. It is one of the earliest Hindu temples still existing today, though it is only partially preserved. The main shrine is square, built on a moulded basement. A shikhara or tower once rose above it, but no longer exists today. The wall panels are beautifully carved representing the high point of Gupta art. There are sculptures of Vishnu on GARUDA, and sleeping on the serpent ANANTA, scenes from the life of KRISHNA, and from the MAHABHARATA and RAMAYANA. Some of the narrative panels have been removed and kept in museums.


Dasnami Ten orders of Shaivite ascetics, believed to be founded by SHANKARA, the Advaitic philosopher. These orders still exist today and are the following: Aranya, Ashrama, Bharati, Giri, Parvata, Puri, Sarasvati, Sagara, Tirtha, and Vana. Swamis, gurus or ascetics, incorporate the name of their order in their names, as, for example, Vedaranya, or Dayananda Bharati. Each of the orders is attached to one of the four mathas founded by Shankara, at BADRINATH, PURI, DVARAKA and SRINGERI.


Dasopant A devotee of the ancient rishi DATTATREYA, and a composer of a number of religious works. Dasopant lived between 1551 and 1615, and was a contemporary of EKNATHA. He was born at Narayanpeth in present-day Andhra Pradesh, then under the kingdom of Bidar, and was married when he was quite young. His father Digambarpant was responsible for collecting land revenue and handing it over to the rulers.

As Digambarpant was once unable to do this because of a famine in the region, the rulers of Bidar imprisoned his son Dasopant until the money was paid. In his one month in prison, Dasopant changed. He realized the futility of a worldly life and, after his release left home and began to search for the truth. Finally he settled at Ambajogai, in present-day Maharashtra, which was associated with the NATHA YOGIS. He became a devotee of Dattatreya, and composed a number of poems, texts and learned commentaries. Though he wrote mainly in Marathi, he was in addition a Sanskrit scholar and some of his commentaries are in Sanskrit. He also composed songs in Hindi, Telugu and Kannada. All his writings together are said to amount to over 5 lakh couplets, but only some of these have been published. He wrote two commentaries on the BHAGAVAD GITA, Gitarnava in 1.25 lakh couplets of ovi metre, and Gitartha Chandrika. In these he follows the ADVAITA line of thinking. Other works include Grantharaja, Prabodhadaya and Panchikarana Pasodi. All these are in Marathi. He wrote commentaries in Sanskrit on the ISHA, KENA and KATHA UPANISHADS.

Dasopant was both a philosopher and a poet. He set some of his poems to music in a variety of RAGAS, while others were written for performances in folk dramas.


Dattatreya An ancient RISHI or sage, who is described in the PURANAS and other texts, and considered an incarnation of the god VISHNU. Dattatreya was born as the son of the rishi ATRI and his wife ANASUYA. He was mild, gentle and very learned. He was worshipped by the king KARTAVIRYA, and gave him a boon of a thousand arms. According to the MAHABHARATA, Dattatreya was the father of Nimi, and grandfather of Shrimat.

The HARIVAMSHA states that Vishnu came to the world as Dattatreya to revive the knowledge of the VEDAS. His main characteristic is kshama, or mercy. He is also the protector of DHARMA, and the teacher of divine knowledge. As a deity, he sometimes represents the three gods BRAHMA, Vishnu and SHIVA together. A Puranic story explains how he came to represent all three deities. Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva once appeared to Anasuya as brahmanas and asked her to offer them food after removing all her clothes. Anasuya could not refuse them, but her purity enabled her to turn the gods into babies. Their wives pleaded with her to restore them to their original forms, and in return she asked for a boon—that they be born to her. Thus Dattatreya was born. In some stories, the three deities are incarnated separately. In his images, the three gods are depicted together, or Vishnu is shown accompanied by the vahanas (vehicles) of the other two. Dattatreya images are often accompanied by a cow and four dogs. Some interpret these as representing mother earth and the four VEDAS, which came under Dattatreya’s protection, though they may also represent his love for animals, for which he was known. In several temples Dattatreya is represented only by footprints. From around the eighth century CE, Dattatreya, the ancient sage, seems to have been appropriated by other sects. According to tradition, he composed the AVADHUTA GITA, probably of the ninth century, as well as other texts. This GITA describes the liberation of an avadhuta, and has Advaitic passages. Dattatreya the ancient sage, and Dattatreya the avadhuta probably belong to two different traditions. Other accounts in later texts state that he loved songs and musical instruments, and did not bother about caste. He was the creator of the SOMA plant, and saved the gods from the asuras. The MARKANDEYA PURANA indicates that he was involved in Tantric rites, and that he stayed at Mahur, a centre of SHAKTI worship. The NATHA YOGIS take Dattatreya as their guru and believe he was a great SIDDHA. The MAHANUBHAVA sect of the thirteenth century also incorporated the worship of Dattatreya. Another aspect of Dattatreya is as a protector from evil influences.

There are Dattatreya temples all over India, particularly in Gujarat and Maharashtra. The worship of Dattatreya is also popular in Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu. At the Dattatreya temple on KALADUNGAR hill in Gujarat, PRASADA is still offered to jackals, in memory of Dattatreya’s kindness to these animals. Among other Dattatreya shrines, one on the Baba Budan Giri hill in Karnataka is interesting. Here Dattatreya is also worshipped as Dada Kalandar, a Muslim saint. Another important shrine is the SUCHINDRAM Temple in Tamil Nadu. Dattatreya is also said to have had eighty-four disciples who became siddhas, perfected ones. Sacred centres were established by these siddhas, among which is LAKSHMANA SIDDHA. Recently there is a growth in Tantric sects based on Dattatreya worship. Thus there are many forms and aspects of Dattatreya.

Several saints of the Gujarat–Maharashtra region are considered incarnations of Dattatreya. Among them is SAI BABA OF SHIRDI.


Dattatreya Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that describes the various mantras for worshipping DATTATREYA, an ancient sage and a form of VISHNU. These mantras include those with one, six, eight, twelve and sixteen syllables, as well as longer mantras for specific purposes. The sixteen-syllable mantra is: ‘Om aim krom kleem hram hreem hraum sauh dattatreya svaha.’ This Upanishad is attached to the ATHARVA VEDA.


Dayabhaga A Sanskrit text on Hindu laws of inheritance, compiled in the twelfth century. It was written by Jimutavahana, and was part of a larger text, the Dharmaratna. The Dayabhaga includes topics on the division of the father’s and grandfather’s property, the inheritance of sons, those who should not inherit because of certain disabilities, and those who inherit if a man dies without a son. The Dayabhaga has influenced present Hindu law.


Dayananda Sarasvati, Swami The founder of the ARYA SAMAJ. Swami Dayananda Sarasvati was born at Tankara in Kathiawar, Gujarat, in 1824. His original name was Mulasankar, and he was a Hindu BRAHMANA from a well-to-do orthodox family. He studied Sanskrit, the VEDAS, and other texts, and was very learned. When he was eighteen years old, his sister died, and soon after, his uncle. Mulasankar began to think deeply about life and death, and left his home when he was twenty-one years old, in search of answers. He took SANNYASA and was named Dayananda Sarasvati, as he joined the Sarasvati order of ascetics. In 1860, after wandering through different parts of India, meeting gurus and sannyasis, he met Guru Virajananda at MATHURA, and became his disciple. Virajananada, though blind, was extremely learned, and encouraged him to reveal the true Vedic knowledge to the world. He stayed with him till 1863 and then continued reading studying and developing his own ideas. Initially he began to preach to pandits and brahmanas in Sanskrit, but after meeting leaders of the BRAHMO SAMAJ in 1872, he realized the importance of speaking to the middle class, and switched over to Hindi. He inaugurated the Arya Samaj at Mumbai (Bombay) in 1875, to teach people to follow the Vedas and lead a life of nobility (arya = noble). The Samaj headquarters shifted to Lahore, and it had a large following. Swami Dayananda tried to stop conversion to other faiths, which led to opposition from Islamic and Christian leaders. Dayananda also tried to bring about reforms in Hindu society, believing that the Vedas represented true Hinduism. He felt a focus on texts such as the PURANAS had led to a corruption of Hinduism. He was against the caste system, child marriage, and the oppression of widows. He opposed idol worship, reverence for deities, unnecessary rituals, and the exalted position of brahmanas. He wrote several books, including the Rigvedadibhashya-bhumika, a commentary on the Vedas in nine volumes, Samskara Vidhi, the philosophy behind sixteen important Hindu ceremonies, and his most famous work, SATYARTHA PRAKASHA, which explains the philosophy of the Arya Samaj. His followers opened schools, colleges and orphanages, as well as homes for widows. Several of them participated in the freedom movement.


He was respected and revered, but died an untimely death at Ajmer in 1883, after visiting the court of the maharaja of Jodhpur. According to a story associated with this, the Swami was actually poisoned by a supporter of the maharaja, after he rebuked the maharaja for his involvement with a dancing girl. However, the truth of this is not known.

The Arya Samaj is still a popular organization, with thousands of followers in countries all over the world.


Dayarama A BHAKTI saint and devotee of the god KRISHNA. Born in 1777 at Chandod on the banks of the river Narmada in south Gujarat, his parents were worshippers of Krishna. After their death when he was still a child, he was brought up by his maternal grandparents. From a young age Dayarama used to compose songs to Krishna. At Dakor, a centre of pilgrimage in Gujarat, he met Ichhashankara, a follower of the PUSHTI MARGA sect of VALLABHACHARYA, and began to worship Krishna through the tenets of the sect. Dayarama then travelled to various parts of India, and visited places connected with Krishna, particularly Nathdvara, and wrote a number of books. His works explaining Pushti Marga include Rasikavallabha and Bhakti Poshana in Gujarati, and Rasikaranjana and Bhaktiranjana in Brajbhasha. He composed narrative poems on episodes from Krishna’s life, as well as shorter songs, many of which were garbis, or those sung while dancing. Dayarama’s works include sixty-four in Gujarati, twenty in Braj Bhasha, one in Marathi, one in Sanskrit, as well as miscellaneous poems in a number of languages including Punjabi, Marwari, Sindhi and Urdu.

He died in 1852/53.


Dehu A place in Maharashtra, sacred to the VARKARIS, the devotees of the god VITTHALA or Vithoba. Dehu, on the Indrayani river, is associated with the life of the saint TUKARAM. Here there is a temple of the deity, the ancestral home and shrine of Tukaram, as well as various sacred sites. It is one of the pilgrimage centres of the Varkaris.


deities Hinduism has a number of deities, though all are considered aspects of the one God, or as emanating from BRAHMAN, the Absolute. The deities that are popular today have evolved over time. Terracotta female figurines have been found at settlements dating back to 4000 BCE or earlier, which some scholars believe suggests the prevalence of a mother goddess or fertility cult. The INDUS CIVILIZATION, c. 2500 to 1800 BCE, has evidence of female figurines, a deity seated in a yogic position with a horned headdress, that has been variously identified, as well as possible evidence of the worship of certain animals and trees. The RIG VEDA, usually dated between 1500 BCE and 1000 BCE, describes a number of deities of which the most important were INDRA and AGNI. In the later VEDAS these deities changed and evolved. By the first century BCE, new deities emerged, including aspects of the earlier Vedic gods. These gradually crystallized into three main groups of deities which remain popular today: those connected with the god SHIVA; with the god VISHNU; and with SHAKTI or MAHADEVI, the great goddess. BRAHMA, though the creator deity, has a position inferior to these. SMARTAS worship a group of five or six deities, cutting across different sects, and certain groups worship SURYA. All these deities are described at length in the PURANAS, and in several other texts. There are also references to Vedic deities in the Puranas, though here these have an inferior position. In addition, there are regional deities, as well as regional variations of the main deities, apart from local and village deities, and various minor deities, such as YAKSHAS, YAKSHIS, NAGAS and spirits. Local, village and regional deities are innumerable.

Deities are connected with caste groups, and each caste or sub-caste worships its own particular deity as well as one or more major deity. There are also specific family deities. For instance, dalits who remain within Hinduism, worship Hindu deities, but also traditionally have their own deities. The seventh-century Shaivite saint NANDANAR, who was a Mahar, was asked by his elders not to strive to enter the temples of the higher castes. According to the Periya Puranam he was told, ‘We have our own gods, our own work, temples and celebrations.’ The gods mentioned here include Katteri, Munian, Mukkan, and KARUPPAN. Village mother goddesses, such as Pochamma and Kattamaisamma are also worshipped by dalits and other non-brahmana castes in south India. The Kadugollas of Karnataka worship deities such as Junjappa, Yattappa, Patappa and Chittappa, though they are at the same time devotees of Shiva. The Bedanayakas of Karnataka worship Papanayaka, who is supposed to have lived 300 to 400 years ago. These are only a few of innumerable such deities. A number of these, such as Karuppan, were later allotted space in the Hindu pantheon.

There are numerous myths regarding the devas. While each deity has its own set of myths and legends, there are some general myths about the birth of the devas, their problems, and where they live. Though all deities emanate from Brahman, there are various versions of how they were created. In one account, they were created by the god BRAHMA who also created other beings. In another, the devas are said to have been born from ADITI, the daughter of DAKSHA and the wife of KASHYAPA. Aditi is the mother of thirty-three gods, and the infinite number of gods is usually given in multiples of thirty-three. As all gods actually emanate from Brahman, a deity is sometimes considered to be identical with the Supreme, and above all other deities. Thus there is a supreme Shiva, who is higher than the god usually known as Shiva. Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva, as the trinity of devas, emanate from this supreme Shiva. Similarly, there is a supreme Vishnu or a supreme Devi (Mahadevi).

The concept of god as Ishvara, or by any other name, and its relationship with Brahman is also examined by various philosophies.

Each individual deva or devi is a symbolic representation of a number of qualities. These symbols are incorporated in their images. Images help the devotee to focus on the ideal qualities that the deity represents. Images, however, are not essential, as the deity can be visualized in the mind or worshipped within the heart.

Each MANVANTARA has a set of deities. In the present manvantara, the Vaivasvata, the deities are the ADITYAS, VASUS and RUDRAS. This corresponds with the concept of thirty-three gods, who are the twelve Adityas, eight Vasus, and eleven Rudras, along with two more deities, who vary in different texts. There are also a number of DEVA-GANAS or groups of deities.


See also Brahman, Ishvara, Rig Veda, and the following deities under separate heads: Aditi; Adityas; Agni; Alagar/Azhagar; Alakshmi; Aniruddha; Anjana Devi; Annapurna; Ashvins; Ayyanar; Ayyappa; Balarama; Bhairava; Bhudevi; Brahma; Chandi/Chandika; Dakshinamurti; Dattatreya; Dharma Deva; Durga; Elamma/Yellamma; Gaja-Lakshmi; Ganesha; Ganga, goddess; Gauri; Hanuman; Indra; Ishvara; Jagannatha; Jhulelal; Kali; Kalki; Kama; Kamakshi/Kamakhya; Kannagi/Kannaki; Karttikeya; Karuppan/Karuppanaswami; Khandoba; Krishna; Kubera; Kurma; Lakshmana; Lakshmi; Lalita; Mahadevi; Mahalakshmi; Mahavidyas; Manasa; Mangala; Mariamma; Maruts; Matrikas; Matsya Deity; Minakshi; Mitra; Mohini; Murugan; Nanda Devi; Nandi; Narasimha; Narayana; Nataraja; Navagraha; Nirriti; Pabuji; Padmavati; Parashurama; Parvati; Pradyumna; Prithvi/Prithivi; Radha; Rama; Rati; Ratri; Renuka; Revanta; Rudra; Rukmini; Sadashiva; Santoshi Ma; Sarala Devi; Sarasvati; Sati, goddess; Satyapir; Savitr, god; Savitri, goddess; Shachi; Shakti; Shani; Shashthi; Shesha; Shitala; Shiva; Sita; Skanda; Soma; Somaskanda; Subhadra; Surya; Tara, deity; Tayumanavar; Trita Aptya; Tryambakeshvara; Tvashtr; Tyagaraja; Uma; Usha; Vaishno Devi; Valli; Vamana; Varaha; Varuna; Vayu; Vinayaka; Vindhyavasini; Virabhadra; Vishnu; Vitthala; Yama; Yamuna, goddess; Yoga Maya. Minor deities include Deva ganas; Naga deities; Yakshas and Yakshis.

There are many more.


Delhi A city with a historic past, with innumerable medieval and modern monuments. In the time of the MAHABHARATA Delhi was known as INDRAPRASTHA, the city of Indra, and excavations at the presumed site of the old city indicate occupation dating back to 1000 BCE or earlier. This and other areas of Delhi were occupied by successive dynasties and kings, including the Rajputs, the sultans, and the Mughals. The British made it their capital in 1911, and New Delhi became the seat of the Indian government from 1947. Among the major temples are the LAKSHMI NARAYAN TEMPLE, the Jhandelwalan Kali Temple, the Yogamaya Temple in Mehrauli, the Kalkaji Temple, the AKSHARDHAM TEMPLE, the Chhattarpur Shiva Temple, the Hanuman Temple in Connaught Place, the Shirdi Sai Baba Temple, and the ISKCON Krishna Temple. There are temples of deities from different regions, such as the Ayyappa Temple, and the Swami Malai Mandir Temple.

Apart from numerous temples, Delhi has more than 8000 religious monuments, representing all religions.


deva A divine being. All Hindu gods are known as devas or devis. Deva is a Sanskrit word, from the root ‘div’, which means ‘to shine’, similar in origin to the Latin ‘deus’. See Deities.


Deva-Danava-pujita A name of the god SHIVA. It means ‘one who is worshipped by both the DEVAS and DANAVAS’.


devadasis Girls and women who were attached to Hindu temples, and dedicated to the service of the gods. Apart from the term devadasi, several local terms were used for this system. The practice probably developed in the ninth and tenth centuries, though it originated earlier, and was more common in south India. Early texts classified devadasis into seven categories: datta, who voluntarily dedicates herself; vikrita, who sells herself; bhritya, who gives herself to increase the prosperity of her family; bhakta, who comes to the temple out of devotion to god; hrita, who is presented to the temple, after being enticed away from her home; alankara, a well-trained girl, given to the temple by a king or noble; rudra ganika or gopala, one who was paid wages for her service to the temple.

Devadasis had several different functions. They swept the temple premises, fanned the deity, and performed other tasks. However, their main function became that of dancing before the deity, and before larger audiences at special temple festivals. Though dance had an ancient origin in India, it was propagated and preserved mainly at courts and temples.

Devadasis had a certain status and some privileges. As they were married to the deity, they could never become widows. Thus they were considered auspicious. However, they had little or no choice in their profession. Many devadasis were dedicated to the temple between the ages of six or eight. The reasons for dedication were largely economic, or sometimes in fulfilment of a vow. There were certain caste groups for whom giving girls to temples was a regular practice. A symbolic marriage was celebrated between the girl and the deity. They could then never marry, as they were considered married to the deity.

Some of the devadasis had better lives than many married women. Among them were those who lived devout and chaste lives. Many had rich patrons with whom they could have sex and even children. Some were portrayed in medieval literature, as renowned and beautiful women. Others, who did not have a single patron, were often used as prostitutes.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries reformers began a movement to end the practice. Just as with several other traditional practices, there were conflicting views regarding devadasis. Some felt devadasis were preservers of ancient culture, and even in the twentieth century some of the best and most renowned dancers were devadasis. The members of the Theosophical Society were among those who questioned moves to abolish the practice. They tried to promote the ideal of a chaste and sacred dancer dedicated to the service of the deity, which they claimed existed in ancient times, and compared them with nuns. Others said devadasis were neither prostitutes nor nuns, but professional artists. Rukmini Arundale, a leading Theosophist, actually helped to eradicate the system, by putting forward dance as a respectable profession, and disassociating it from both courts and temples.

Whatever its origin and earlier merits, the ancient system had obviously degenerated, leading Mahatma Gandhi to say: ‘My whole soul rose in rebellion against the custom of dedicating minor girls for immoral purposes. Calling them devadasis, we insult God himself in the name of religion.’

The Bombay Devadasi Protection Act, 1934, made the practice illegal in Bombay Province. Madras Province passed a similar Act in 1947. More Acts were passed after Independence, but the practice still continues in some areas, particularly in connection with the goddess ELLAMA or Yellama.


deva-gana A term for a group of deities. A number of deva-ganas are mentioned in the PURANAS and other texts. Among the various devaganas are: Abhasvaras, Abhutarayas, Adidevas, Adyas, Ajitas, Amarttas, Amitabhas, Amritaprabha, Anilas, Antariksha, Ayushmanta, Atreyas, Bhrajiras, Bhutarajasas, Chakshushas, Darshapas, Dhamas, Haritas, Indriyani, Kanishthas, Lekhas, Maharajikas, Paras, Parayatras, Pavitras, Prasutas, Pratardanas, Prithukas, Shukras, Sudhamanas, Sumedhasas, Sutapa, Tushitas, Vaikunthas, Vavriddhas, Yamas. See each under separate heads.


Devaka The father of DEVAKI, who was one of the wives of VASUDEVA, and the mother of the god KRISHNA.


Devaki The mother of the god, KRISHNA, described in the MAHABHARATA, PURANAS, and other texts. She is usually said to be daughter of Devaka, who was the brother of Ugrasena. She and her sisters were married to VASUDEVA, and they lived in the region of MATHURA. The king of Mathura was KAMSA, son of Ugrasena, and thus related to Devaki. According to a prophecy, he would be killed by the eighth son of Devaki. Thus Kamsa imprisoned her and Vasudeva and according to some accounts, killed her first six sons. By divine intervention, her seventh and eighth sons, BALARAMA and Krishna were born. Devaki and her husband were released by Kamsa, when he realized the baby Krishna was no longer with them. In some versions of the story, she and Vasudeva were later reimprisoned and remained in prison until Krishna was able to kill Kamsa. After Kamsa was killed, she met Balarama and Krishna several times. After the death of Krishna and Balarama, she too, along with Vasudeva and ROHINI, gave up her life.


Her children: Her first six sons were, according to the VISHNU PURANA, actually the children of HIRANYAKASHIPU, introduced into her womb at the command of VISHNU by the goddess Yoganidra. These were killed at birth by Kamsa. The dead children were rescued by Krishna from SUTALA after Kamsa’s death, and they later ascended to heaven. According to the account in the BHAGAVATA, Kamsa did not kill them, as he knew that only the eighth son was a threat to him.

Devaki’s seventh son, Balarama, was an incarnation of SHESHA. He was also said to be incarnated from a white hair of Vishnu. He was taken from her womb, and born through Rohini, another wife of Vasudeva.

Her eighth son was Krishna. Though in one passage he was born from a black hair of Vishnu, and thus was a partial incarnation, in most texts he is considered a full incarnation, identical with Vishnu.


Her previous lives: According to some Puranic legends, in a previous birth Devaki was Kaikeyi, wife of King DASHARATHA of the RAMAYANA, responsible for sending RAMA into exile. Rama forgave her, and promised to be reborn as her son, and thus was born as Krishna. But because of her past sins, Devaki never really had the pleasure of being with her divine son. Other accounts state that Devaki in her former life was ADITI, wife of KASHYAPA. In the Svayambhuva MANVANTARA she was Prishni, and Vasudeva was Sutapa.


As a goddess: The Vishnu Purana praises her as a goddess. She conceived Krishna, and thus her divinity was equal to his. She is eternal PRAKRITI, from whom BRAHMA was born, the goddess of speech, the source of the VEDAS, and the essence of all creation. She is Aditi, the mother of the gods, as well as DITI, the mother of the DAITYAS. She is the light of day and the source of wisdom; heaven and earth, as well as all the lokas are contained within her, and all living beings are within her. She is both SVAHA and SVADHA, the sacred utterance. Her divinity is due to the great god Krishna being contained within her. She represents every female form, and is called Arya, Durga, Vedagarbha, Ambika, Bhadra, Bhadrakali, Kshemi, and Kshemankari.

Some other PURANAS have similar accounts.


Devaloka The LOKA or world of the gods, in Hindu mythology.



Devanagari A Sanskrit word meaning ‘the divine script’. Devanagari developed from the early Brahmi script, used in the third century BCE inscriptions of the emperor ASHOKA, and is the script in which Sanskrit, Hindi and Marathi are written today. Each letter is said to have a specific divine meaning. In Tantric texts, the Devanagari alphabet is arranged in the seven main CHAKRAS.


Devapi In the MAHABHARATA, the son of PRATIPA. He renounced the world and hence his brother SHANTANU became the king of HASTINAPURA. In one passage it is said he had a skin disease and hence was not allowed to ascend the throne. The PANDAVAS and KAURAVAS were descended from Shantanu.


Devaraja cult A cult incorporating Hindu traditions, prominent at the time of the Khmer dynasty (802–1432) in the Angkor kingdom of Cambodia, in which the king was identified with the divine. It was introduced by King Jayavarman II in the ninth century. In this, ancient traditions of Cambodia, the worship of NAGAS or serpents, of ancestors and of the god of fertility, were combined with new elements, including the worship of the god SHIVA and of the LINGA. The cult had several mystic rituals, through which the king was believed to become a divine manifestation of Shiva, and was then known as Devaraja. For these rituals, brahmanas proficient in the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA system, were invited to the kingdom. Successive kings continued and expanded the cult, though some modified its ideology. Thus Suryavarman II (1113–50) identified with VISHNU, and some kings with Buddha-raja. Huge temples were built by these kings, which were considered representations of the cosmos. The Devaraja cult was also prominent in the nearby kingdom of Champa.


Devaram/ Tevaram The collection of the songs of three Shaiva saints, APPAR, SAMBANDAR and SUNDARAR. See TEVARAM.


devarishis RISHIS or sages who had perfected themselves when on earth, and now dwelt among the gods. There were many such, and among them were Asita, Bhurbhuva, BRIHASPATI, KASHYAPA, Lomasha, NARADA, Parvata, Tanu, Ushanas (SHUKRACHARYA) and VASISHTHA.


Devasena A wife of the god KARTTIKEYA or Skanda. According to the MAHABHARATA, she was the daughter of Prajapati and sister of Daityasena. The two sisters had been captured by the asura Keshin, and Daityasena agreed to go with him, while Devasena refused. Devasena was rescued by Indra before she came to any harm. Indra protected her as he said she was a daughter of his mother Dakshayani’s (Aditi) sister. She asked him to find a powerful husband for her, and he later married her to Karttikeya. (III.224).

In some Puranas she is said to be Indra’s daughter. She was also known as Jayanti and Devayanai.


devata A Sanskrit term meaning god, and used as a synonym of DEVA, or for a minor deity.


Devayanai A wife of the god Karttikeya, also known as Devasena.


Devayani A daughter of SHUKRACHARYA, the guru of the DANAVAS, described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. Kacha, the son of BRIHASPATI, the guru of the DEVAS, came to study with Shukracharya, and Devayani fell in love with him. Other danavas were unhappy with the presence of Kacha, and to save his life Shukra had to teach him the art of bringing the dead back to life (sanjivani). Devayani wished to marry Kacha, but he refused. She cursed him, saying he would not be able to use the art he had learned, and he in turn cursed her, saying no brahmana or rishi would marry her.

Shukracharya lived at the court of King Vrishaparva. The king’s daughter Sharmishtha once pushed Devayani into a well, and she was rescued by King YAYATI. Shukra threatened to leave Vrishaparva’s court because of Sharmishtha’s action, but the king pacified him by saying that henceforth Sharmishtha would be Devayani’s maid. Later Devayani married King Yayati. They had two sons Yadu and Turvasu, but secretly Yayati had three more from Sharmishtha, who had accompanied Devayani as her maid. This led to Shukra cursing Yayati with premature old age. Yayati managed to get back his youth when his son PURU took on his age. Later Yayati gave back Puru’s youth and retired to the forest, accompanied by Devayani and Sharmishtha.


Deva Yuga Another term for the KRITA YUGA or golden age.


Devi A generic term for any Hindu goddess, as well as a term for one supreme goddess. In the latter context, she is often referred to as MAHADEVI. Devi can refer to any form of PARVATI, LAKSHMI, SARASVATI, or any other goddess, as well as to some village deities (grama devata) and local goddesses.


Devi Bhagavata Purana A Sanskrit text, a PURANA, dealing with the worship of DEVI or SHAKTI. Followers of Devi believe this is one of the eighteen Mahapuranas, while others classify it as an Upapurana. Regardless of how it is classified, it is an important Purana. Like the BHAGAVATA, this Purana has twelve skandhas, and begins with the questions posed to Suta, by Shaunaka and the other rishis in the NAIMISHA forest. The text describes and praises Bhagavati Devi, the origin and mother of all beings, the creator, preserver and destroyer, and the one who grants mukti (liberation). It describes her various forms, her powers, the ASURAS that were defeated and killed by her, and the YAJNAS to be performed for her. The Purana includes stories of RAMA, KRISHNA, SITA, TULASI and SAVITRI, of PURURAVAS and URVASHI, and of various DAITYAS and DANAVAS, and of the establishment of Devi in AYODHYA and VARANASI. There are accounts of dynasties, the LOKAS, and other Puranic topics such as KARMA and descriptions of hells. The story of the PANDAVAS, their ancestors, and successors, the death of PARIKSHIT and the snake sacrifice are narrated. Parikshit’s successor JANAMEJAYA then raises certain questions on Devi, which are answered during the course of the text. In the last section of the Purana, Janamejeya performs a Devi sacrifice, and thus rescues Parikshit from hell. The Purana states at the end that it can be recited by a person of any sect, a VAISHNAVA, SHAIVA, SAURA, SHAKTA or GANAPATYA, or a Vaidik brahmana, and it brings benefits to all.


Devi Dol Temple A temple of DEVI, located on the banks of the Gaurisagar tank, near Golaghat, 12 km from Sivasagar (Sibsagar) town in Assam. The shikhara or tower of this temple has a unique style with tiers of gold-plated kalashas in tapering sizes on a circular base. The outer walls have sculptured panels with niches containing images. The tank, covering 150 acres, is dedicated to the goddess DURGA and was constructed by Queen Phuleshvari Devi in 1723. The Devi Dol and two other temples around the tank, the Shiva Dol and Vishnu Dol, were also constructed by the queen. Another Devi Dol temple, slightly later in date, is located on the banks of the Sivasagar tank.


Devika A wife of YUDDHISHTHIRA described in the MAHABHARATA. She was the daughter of Govasana Shaibya and the mother of Yaudheya.


Devi-Mahatmya A Sanskrit text which glorifies the goddess, DEVI, and forms part of the MARKANDEYA PURANA. It is is used separately for the worship of DURGA, and is recited everyday in Durga temples and at the time of DURGA PUJA. It was probably composed before the sixth century CE. The text has thirteen chapters and 700 verses, and is alternatively known as the Chandi-patha, Devi-saptashati, or Durga saptashati. It describes the power of the goddess in her different forms, and her killing of various ASURAS. The first section, Prathamacharita, describes the killing of MADHU and KAITABHA. The second section has an account of the killing of MAHISHASURA, while the third describes the killing of a number of asuras. These include Dhumralochana, a general of the asura Shumbha; Chanda and Munda, two asuras from Shumbha and Nishumbha’s court; Raktabija; Nishumbha and Shumbha.

As a separate text in praise of the goddess, other prayers are added to the basic 700 verses from the Markandeya Purana. Among these is the Devi-kavacha, fifty verses which invoke Devi for protection from all misfortune. Others are the Argala stotra, Devi-kilaka, Pradhanika-rahasya, Vaikritika-rahasya and Murtirahasya. These are known as the six angas or limbs of the Devi-Mahatmya, and contain both prayers, descriptions of the forms of the goddess, and esoteric interpretations.


Devi Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that focuses on the glory of Devi. It begins with the gods asking MAHADEVI, ‘Who are you?’. Devi replies that she is the supreme being, identical with BRAHMAN, including all that is born and unborn. In one verse she is described as seated in the lotus of the heart, resplendent as the morning sun, holding a hook and noose, with hands in abhaya and varada MUDRAS, three-eyed and red-robed, tender hearted, and granting all desires.

This Upanishad is attached to the ATHARVA VEDA.


Dhama A DEVA-GANA usually mentioned with the Yamas.


Dhanada A name of KUBERA, the god of wealth. He was also known as Dhaneshvara. (dhana-wealth).


Dhananjaya A name of ARJUNA, the third PANDAVA.


Dhanteras A festival celebrated two days before DIVALI in October/November, in honour of the deity DHANVANTARI, the divine physician. As Dhanvantari emerged from the ocean of milk, carrying a vessel filled with AMRITA, or divine nectar, on this day some kind of vessel is traditionally bought. Dhanteras is also a festival of wealth, and buying other items too is considered auspicious. The festival is particularly celebrated in north India.


Dhanvantari A deity, considered an incarnation of VISHNU, and the traditional founder of Ayurveda or Indian medicine. Medicine and the science of healing were gifts of the gods, and Dhanvantari was the physician of the gods, before bringing the art of healing to the world. At the churning of the ocean for AMRITA, the drink of immortality, Dhanvantari emerged, carrying the divine liquid in a vessel. Several Dhanvantaris are mentioned in texts, all of whom were associated with medicine and healing. Divodasa, legendary king of KASHI, was said to be the incarnation of the first Dhanvantari, and to have classified surgery into two branches, apart from developing a scientific methodology for medicine. This Dhanvantari taught surgery to Sushruta. Another Dhanvantari was associated with the legendary king Vikramaditya. Dhanvantari is prayed to for health and healing. He is usually depicted as four-handed Vishnu, holding the vessel containing amrita and healing herbs in two of his hands. Though there are some images of Dhanvantari in various places, his temples are located in south India, particularly in Kerala and Tamil Nadu. A major temple is in the courtyard of the Ranganatha temple at Srirangam. Another temple is at Kannur in Kerala. The Ashta Vaidyas, traditional families of physicians in Kerala, specially worship the deity. According to the Bhagavata Purana, Dhanvantari, incarnation of Vasudeva, was born as the son of Dirghatama. (9.17.4). The Dhanvanatari-Nighantu, a medical glossary is attributed to Dhanvantari, but was probably complied around CE 100.



Dharamdasi A sect of the Kabir Panthis, started by KABIR’s disciple Dharamdasa. Its main centres are in Chhattisgarh, and at Puri in Orissa. According to traditional stories, it was Kabir who first sought out Dharamdasa as they had been friends in a previous life. However, Dharamdasa actually became his disciple only later, after his wife had left him and he had become penniless. Texts of this sect include the Bijak, a collection of Kabir’s compositions, the ANURAG SAGAR, Brahma Nirupana and Amar Mul. These texts are based on Dharamdasa’s conversations with Kabir, and claim to be the secret teachings that Kabir imparted to Dharamdasa. While some doubt whether these actually contain teachings of Kabir, these esoteric texts are held in high esteem by several gurus. The texts explain the path through meditation and the repetition of the name (Nama). After sometime repetition (simran) becomes internal, and the Name resounds in the heart. Thus the soul catches the sound current, and reaches Anami Loka, the region beyond birth and death. Reaching the ‘tenth door’ above the SAHASRARA CHAKRA, the devotee hears the divine melody and sees the divine light. According to these texts, Kabir said that the yogi who practises meditation will rise above the CHAKRAS and reach a transcendent state, beyond form, language or letters. In all souls there is the One Word, which leads one to Satya Loka, the divine world, in which there are innumerable abodes.


dharana A Sanskrit term which means ‘concentration’. Dharana is the sixth step in the system of Raja YOGA, and is also a part of other philosophical systems.


dharma A Sanskrit term from the root ‘dhri’, that has many different meanings.


It is generally interpreted as duty, right conduct or truth. It is also translated as religion. In Hinduism, the DHARMA SHASTRAS are texts which describe customary laws, though the sources of dharma include all the sacred Hindu texts.

Emergence of the concept: Dharma has different meanings in the various schools of philosophy, and its concept as interpreted today has emerged over time. In MIMAMSA philosophy, according to the Mimamsa Sutra, dharma is the good that results from following the injunctions of the VEDAS. The philosophers SHABARA and KUMARILA interpret this as the good that is obtained by performing Vedic sacrifices. But rituals prescribed for injuring others are not included in dharma, and nor are any other good actions. However, Kumarila says that anything that can bring happiness, that is in accordance with Vedic commands, is dharma. Prabhakara states that dharma is the product of Vedic rituals, the effect of which can take place even after a long time. Thus the early concept of dharma was associated with ritual.

Smriti writers, though they based themselves on the Vedas, expanded the restricted definition of dharma. The MANU SMRITI states that dharma is that which learned men practise, without desire or aversion. The injunctions of the Vedas and Smritis, the customary practices of pious men, and that which produces good feelings (atmanah tushtih) are included in dharma. In his commentary Medatithi (ninth century) insists that dharma is only that practised by men learned in the Vedas, though other commentators include good qualities and practices such as AHIMSA and friendliness. The MAHABHARATA and later Smriti writers list a number of good qualities that constitute dharma. These include ahimsa (non-violence), satya (truth) asteya (non-stealing), shaucha (purity), indriya-nigraha (sense control), dana (donations or gifts), dama (mind control), daya (compassion), and kshanti (patience). Shraddha (faith) and worship of gods, gurus and brahmanas are also prescribed. According to YAJNAVALKYA, the highest dharma is self-knowledge through YOGA.

KANADA, founder of the VAISHESHIKA system, says that dharma is that which brings an end to desire and leads to the highest siddhi or success, i.e., liberation. The BHAGAVATA PURANA sees dharma as BHAKTI, or the worship of god in full sincerity, by one who has good feelings for all. The BHAVISHYA PURANA observes that dharma is that which is good (shreya).


Concept today: The knowledge of texts is usually confined to the learned, and according to tradition, there are four sources of dharma: SHRUTI, that which is revealed; SMRITI, that which is heard; sadachar, the conduct of good people; and atmatushti, moral reason or conscience. For an ordinary person, dharma or the right way of action is often derived from myths and legends (katha), from the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA, PURANAS and other texts, retold with local flavour. The lives of certain individuals and deities are emphasized to provide examples of lives lived according to dharma. Thus SITA and SAVITRI are examples of ideal wives, RAMA, of an ideal man and king. LAKSHMANA is the perfect brother, HANUMAN is known for loyalty and devotion to Rama, and GANESHA for worship of his father.

All these are general precepts of dharma. In addition, each individual has a particular dharma according to the family, caste, and stage of life.

The dharma of a BRAHMANA is thus to study the VEDAS and perform sacrifices, of a married man to take care of his wife and children, etc.

Dharma is linked with the concepts of reincarnation and karma, as it is on the basis of one’s karma that the individual is said to born in a particular caste.

Dharma includes all the good qualities and concepts that form part of Hinduism. Thus in modern times it is also used as a synonym for religion, and Hinduism is called SANATANA DHARMA, the eternal religion.

Right conduct is part of all religious systems, though the term dharma may not be used.



Dharma Deva A deity. DHARMA, or right conduct, has also been personifed as a deity or person who upholds right action. KUNTI in the MAHABHARATA meditated on Dharma Deva, and YUDHISHTHIRA was born to her. At the end of their lives when the PANDAVAS started their journey to heaven, Dharma accompanied them in the form of a dog.

According to the PURANAS, Dharma was the son of BRAHMA and one of the PRAJAPATIS.

DAKSHA gave ten (or in some texts thirteen) of his daughters in marriage to DHARMA. According to the Mahabharata these were Kirti, Lakshmi, Dhriti, Medha, Pushti, Shraddha, Kriya, Buddhi and Lajja. The Puranas have varying lists, but according to one version, they were: Arundhati, Vasu, Yami, Lamba, Bhanu, Marutvati, Sankalpa, Muhurta, Sadhya and Vishva. Other names include Ahimsa, Shraddha, Maitri, Hri and Murti. Among their sons were groups of gods such as the Vasus from Vasu, Bhanus (suns) from Bhanu; Maruts from Marutvati; Sadhyas and Vishvadevas, as well as the two rishis NARA and NARAYANA.

As Dharmaraja is a name of the god YAMA, Dharma Deva is often identified with Yama, but the two have different origins and myths.

One story states that Dharma was cursed by the great ascetic Animandavya to be born on earth from a shudra woman, and therefore was reborn as Vidura.

Dharma is also a name applied to several deities including SURYA, SKANDA, VISHNU, SHESHA and SHIVA.


Dharma Shastras Sanskrit texts which deal with the customs, practices, ethical conduct, and laws of the Hindus. The term Dharma Shastra is sometimes taken to include all texts dealing with Hindu law, but also form a specific set of texts, probably composed from the second century onwards, which expand on the DHARMA SUTRAS. Some of these are idealistic, whereas others were used as legal texts and each is assigned to a mythical or real author. The Dharma Shastras form part of SMRITI or ‘remembered’ literature, rather than the more sacred SHRUTI or divinely revealed literature such as the VEDAS. The Manava Dharma Shastra (of Manu), also known as the MANU SMRITI, is considered the earliest, while those of YAJNAVALKYA, VISHNU, and NARADA are probably of the third to fifth centuries CE. There are several other Dharma Shastras, including those assigned to Atri, Apastamba, Angirasa, Baudhayana, Bhrigu, Brihaspati, Daksha, Dhaumya, Gargya, Gotama, Kashyapa, Katyayana, Kuthumi, Lokakshi, Harita, Narada, Paithinasi, Parashara, Pulastya, Samvarta, Shankaha and Likhita (a joint work), Shatatapa, Sumantu, Ushanas, Vasishtha, Vishnu, Vishvamitra, Vyasa, and Yama, some dating to medieval days. Commentaries on these, such as the DAYABHAGA and MITAKSHARA, are additional sources for customary Hindu law.


Dharma Sutras Sanskrit texts which form the earliest sources of Hindu law, and were originally composed between the sixth and seventh centuries BCE, with additions being made later. The customs and ethics described in these are written in short aphorisms, or ‘sutras’ and were later expanded and written in verse, forming the DHARMA SHASTRAS. Dharma Sutras are attributed to different authors, among them being the sages or RISHIS, Apastambha, Baudhayana, Gautama, and VASISHTHA. They also form part of SMRITI or ‘remembered’ literature, rather than that directly revealed by the gods.


Dharma Thakur A village deity in Bengal. He is also known as Dharma Raj, or Dharma Rai. Dharma Thakur is worshipped and depicted in different forms, often as a simple stone, or mound of earth, or as a tortoise, or sometimes in the form of a man with a large moustache. All castes make offerings to him, though the priests are usually of the lower castes. According to one scholar, the deity owes its origin to the Buddhist concept of DHARMA, which was represented as a STUPA, similar to the shape of a tortoise. This is said to account for his worship by lower castes, while other deities were part of Brahmanical Hinduism. His consorts, or female counterparts, are known as Dharma Kaminyas, and include Kalkali Devi, Kaliburi, Rai Buri, Rai Baghini and others, some of whom have separate temples dedicated to them. The worship of these deities is widespread in rural Bengal, and there are a number of Bengali texts in praise of Dharma Thakur, known as Dharma-Mangalas. Later, Dharma Rai was actually absorbed into the Brahmanical pantheon, as a form of SHIVA or VISHNU, known as SASTHA or Dharma Sastha. As a guardian deity, he is portrayed seated on a horse, and his southern counterpart is AYYANAR.

Dharma Rai is worshipped with sacrificial offerings of goats, pigeons and chickens, as well as with offerings of terracotta elephants and horses.


Dharma-Mangala-Kavya A series of texts in Bengali in praise of the god DHARMA THAKUR. The main story in these texts, which has several variations, centres around Lausena, the son of Karnasena. Karnasena was a local king, feudatory of the king of Gauda, but Icchai Ghosh, a worshipper of PARVATI, caused his downfall. Karnasena fought to regain his kingdom, but lost his wife, six sons and daughters-in law in the ensuing battle. The king of Gauda then gave him Ranjavati, his sister-in-law, in marriage, though this was opposed by her brother Mahamada. Ranjavati and Karnasena had two sons, Lausena and Karpurasena. When he grew up, Lausena, after many adventures, re-established the kingdom through the grace of Dharma Thakur.

Among the Dharma-Mangala Kavyas are those by Rupa Rama Chakrabarti, who lived in the seventeenth or eighteenth century; Khela Rama Chakrabarti (mid seventeenth century); Sitarama Dasa (end of seventeenth century); Dvija Rama Chandra (eighteenth century); Ghana Rama Chakrabarti (eighteenth century), Manik Rama Ganguly (composed text in 1781) and Sahadeva Chakrabarti (composed between 1734 and 1787). Thus originally a deity of lower castes (Doms) Dharma Thakur came to be accepted by BRAHMANAs.


Dharmaputra A name of YUDHISHTHIRA, one of the five PANDAVAS in the MAHABHARATA. He was the son of DHARMA DEVA, and is also known as Dharmaraja.


Dharmaraja A deity, usually a name of the god DHARMA DEVA, or of YAMA, god of death. Among others referred to as Dharmaraja, is YUDHISHTHIRA.


Dhatr A deity, first mentioned in the RIG VEDA. He is said to have created the sun, moon, heaven, earth and air, and to be the lord of the world. In post-Vedic texts, he is the creator and preserver of the world, the equivalent of PRAJAPATI or BRAHMA. In the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, Dhatr is also one of the Adityas. He is considered the same as Dhata.

Dhatr is in addition the name of other deities including SURYA, SHIVA and VISHNU.


Dhishana A deity mentioned in the RIG VEDA. She is the wife of the gods, and a goddess of abundance. She is also mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and other texts and, according to some sources, personifies the full moon.


Dhrishtadyumna The son of King DRUPADA of Panchala, described in the MAHABHARATA. He was the brother of DRAUPADI. According to the story associated with his birth, King Drupada had a conflict with the rishi DRONA. He therefore organized a sacrifice for a son who could kill Drona, and Dhrishtadyumna was born from the sacrificial fire. He was said to have been incarnated from a portion of AGNI. Drona knew his own fate, but even so became the teacher of Dhrishtadyumna.

Dhrishtadyumna was a friend and supporter of the PANDAVAS. When Draupadi accompanied them into exile, he took her sons to his own city. He killed Drona during the great war, but was himself killed by ASHVATTHAMAN in his night raid.


Dhritarashtra (1) A king, described in the MAHABHARATA who ruled at HASTINAPURA. Born blind, he was the son of the rishi VYASA from AMBIKA, widow of king Vichitravirya. He was married to GANDHARI, the daughter of Subala, and was the father of a hundred sons collectively known as the KAURAVAS. He had one daughter, Duhshala, from Gandhari, and another son, Yuyutsu, from a Vaishya woman, a palace maid. In his previous life, he is said to have been the GANDHARVA king Hamsa, son of Arishta, or of a gandharva named Dhritarashtra. As he was blind, initially his brother PANDU became the king. After Pandu’s death he took over the kingdom. He made YUDHISHTHIRA the heir apparent, but was influenced by the resentment and jealousy of his eldest son, DURYODHANA. He fell in with Duryodhana’s plan to send the PANDAVAS and their mother KUNTI to Varanavata, where they were to be burnt to death. When the plan failed, he agreed, on the advice of BHISHMA, to divide the kingdom between his sons and the Pandavas. Yudhishthira began to rule from INDRAPRASTHA. Duryodhana’s jealousy did not abate, and Dhritarashtra supported his invitation to Yudhishthira to a game of dice, at which Yudhishthira lost everything, including his kingdom. At DRAUPADI’s request, Dhritarashtra returned the kingdom to Yudhishthira, but later allowed another dice game, after losing which, Yudhishthira and the other Pandavas had to go into exile for thirteen years. At the end of this period, Dhritarashtra tried to bring about a reconciliation, but the great war took place, and all his sons were killed. After Yudhishthira became king, he and Gandhari lived at Hastinapura, respected by all the Pandavas, except BHIMA, who remained antagonistic to him. After some years, he, Gandhari and Kunti went to live in a forest hermitage, where they died in a forest fire.

(2) The name of a king of the NAGAS.

(3) The name of a GANDHARVA reincarnated as Dhritarshtra of Hastinapura, as well as of another deva-gandharva.


Dhriti A daughter of DAKSHA and a wife of DHARMA, described in ancient texts. According to the MAHABHARATA, Siddhi and Dhriti were reborn as KUNTI and MADRI.


Dhruva (1) The pole star, who is personified and considered an incarnation of the god VISHNU. In myths, he was the son of Uttanapada by his second wife Suniti, and grandson of MANU Svayambhuva. Though born a KSHATRIYA, he practised austerities and became a RISHI and was elevated to the sky as the pole star. According to the BRAHMA, MATSYA and VAYU PURANAS, the god BRAHMA made him the pole star as a reward for his austerities. The VISHNU and other Vaishnava Puranas contain a longer story. According to these, Surichi, Uttanapada’s favourite wife, had a son named Uttama, who was favoured by the king. Unhappy with this, and with the comments of Suruchi, Dhruva narrated his story to rishis in the forest, and said that he wanted a position that no one had ever reached. The rishis advised him to worship Vishnu, and Dhruva went to MATHURA on the banks of the Yamuna, and worshipped Vishnu, visualizing him seated in himself. Finally Vishnu appeared to him and granted his desire. Dhruva thus resides in the sky higher than the three worlds, the planets, and the paths of the deities. He is identified as the shining pole star. His mother too resides near him, as another shining star, and they were granted life for the duration of a KALPA.

Dhruva began his austerities as a child of five or six years, and continued them till Vishnu granted his boon. It is not clear therefore, when he got married, but several Puranas refer to his wife and children. According to the Vishnu Purana, his wife was Shambhu, and his sons were Bhavya and Shishti. In other Puranas his wife is known as Dhanya or Bhrami, and his children have various names.

Manu Chakshusha, and the monarch Prithu were his descendents. Dhruva is also known as Auttanapadi, from his father Uttanapada, and Grahadhara, the mainstay of the planets. All the planets, stars and asterisms are attached to Dhruva by cords or chains of air, and Dhruva is the pivot which keeps them in their place and causes them to follow the orbits assigned to them.

(2) The name of various deities including SHIVA, Vishnu and KRISHNA.

(3) One of the eight VASUS.


Dhumavarna A king of the NAGAS. According to the HARIVAMSHA, a Sanskrit text, he took YADU, son of YAYATI, to his capital and married his five daughters to him. Seven families were descended from them. This myth probably indicates intermarriage between different groups.


Dhumavati A goddess, one of the ten MAHAVIDYAS or Tantric goddesses. She is said to be a widow, dressed in dirty clothes, pale, tall, stern and unsmiling. Her hair is dishevelled, she has a crooked nose, a quarrelsome nature, and rides a crow. Dhumavati represents darkness and the negative powers of life. Worshipping her enables transcendence of negativity, and leads to inner silence and illumination.


Dhumrorna/Dhumorna (1) A goddess, one of the wives of the god YAMA. She is depicted in some images along with the god, either sitting on his lap or standing nearby. She is said to represent the smoke of the funeral pyre.

(2) The wife of the rishi MARKANDEYA.


dhuni A fire of a smouldering log of wood, used by yogis and ascetics. A wandering YOGI lights it wherever he stops, while dhunis are kept burning at shrines and MATHAS.


Dhurjati (1) A name of the god RUDRA or SHIVA.

(2) A poet at the court of Krishandevaraya. Dhurjati was one of the ASHTADIGGAJAS, prominent poets at the court, and is known for his work SHRI KALAHASTI MAHATMYAMU, on the sacred site of Kalahasti.


dhyana A Sanskrit term for meditation and contemplation. In the YOGA SUTRA, dhyana is the seventh stage of practice that leads to samadhi or divine union.


Dhyaneshvara A Maratha BHAKTI saint. His name is also spelt JNANESHVARA.


Diggajas Elephants in Hindu mythology, who protect the eight directions and are therefore known as ASHTADIGGAJAS.


Dikapalas Deities who are guardians of the eight directions. They are also known as Lokapalas, and live in the different zones of Brahmaloka, on Mt. MERU. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, they are: in the east, INDRA in his city of Amravati; in the southeast, AGNI, in his city of Tejovati; in the south, YAMA in his city of Samyamani; in the south-west, Nirriti in his city of Krishnanjana; in the west, VARUNA in his city of Shraddhavati; in the north-west, VAYU in his city of Gandhavati; in the north, KUBERA in his city of Mahodaya; in the north-east, SHIVA, in his city of Yashovati, or alternatively, SOMA. BRAHMA sits in the centre in his city called Manovati. Other texts give different lists, including SURYA, SOMA and Ishana among the guardian deities. Each of the guardian deities has a pair of elephants which help in the protection of that quarter. These are known as the ASHTADIGGAJAS and Ashtadikkaranis.


Diti A deity first mentioned in the RIG VEDA, associated with ADITI. In the Rig Veda there are three references to Diti. In one passage it is said that from their chariot in the sky, the gods MITRA and VARUNA can see Aditi and Diti. This has been interpreted in various ways. The commentator SAYANA says it refers to the indivisible earth, and the creatures on it; others believe it could refer to all visible nature. In another passage, AGNI is asked to grant diti, and save from aditi. These words may not refer to the goddess, and could mean wealth and penury. Sayana however interprets it as liberal giver (Diti) and illiberal giver (Aditi). In a third passage Diti is mentioned with Agni, SAVITR and BHAGA, and is said to give that which is desirable. In the later Vedas she is mentioned with Aditi, and in the ATHARVA VEDA her sons are said to be the DAITYAS. There is no negative connotation of daityas at this time. In the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, she was one of the daughters of DAKSHA and was married to KASHYAPA. Her children were the daityas, HIRANYAKSHA and HIRANYAKASHIPU, and their sister SIMHIKA. Other daityas were descended from them. Bala, VRITRA, Vatapi and some other daityas, are also sometimes referred to as sons of Diti. One story recounts how she came to be the mother of the MARUTS. The PADMA PURANA narrates that after Diti’s son Bala was killed by INDRA, Kashyapa created Vritra from a hair of his head to console Diti. He even ordered him to kill Indra, but Vritra did not succeed. After this she performed penances for another son to kill Indra, but Indra came to know of this. He cut the foetus to pieces in the womb, and from these the Maruts were born.


Divali One of the most important Hindu festivals, which occurs in October/November on the last day of the dark half of the month of Karttika. It is a festival of lights, celebrated by placing lights outside and within the home, and letting off firecrackers. Several different myths and deities are associated with this festival. Among deities, the most important is the god RAMA. After his exile of fourteen years, Rama is said to have returned to AYODHYA on this day, and the citizens of Ayodhya decorated the city with lights to welcome him home. Divali recreates this event. It is also a day associated with LAKSHMI, goddess of wealth, who enters lighted homes and brings prosperity for the rest of the year. Games of chance, particularly dice and cards, are played, symbolizing the role of luck in acquiring and losing wealth. In some areas of south India, the festival marks the victory of the god KRISHNA over Narakasura.

Other festivals are associated with Divali, and celebrated before or after it. DHANTERAS occurs two days before it, when new utensils are bought. On the day after it, in rural areas, cattle are worshipped and decorated, and given special food. Two days after Divali, is the festival of BHAI DUJ, when sisters honour their brothers.

Over the years Divali celebrations have changed their nature and character. Once only earthen lamps were used, filled with oil, with home-made wicks, while now candles and electric lights are more common, at least in urban areas. Shops are decorated days in advance of Divali, as it is a festival where gifts are given to friends, relatives and business associates. All communities join in the celebrations.


Divine Light Mission A religious organization founded in the early 1960s, which gained popularity abroad, but declined by the 1970s. It was founded by Shri Hans Maharaj ji, originally a member of the Vaishnava VALLABHA sect. On his death in 1966, his son Prem Pal Singh took the title Guru Maharaj Ji, and spread the movement in the USA, where it had a large following. His followers lived with him, and were known as Premis (lovers). In 1973 he claimed to have seven million disciples around the world. After his marriage in 1974 to an American woman, the Mission’s activities and popularity declined. A successor organization, the Elan Vital was then founded in 1983 and still attracts followers in the West. In 1990 it was said to have 1.2 million followers worldwide.


Divine Light Society A social and religious organization, founded by Swami SIVANANDA, and registered as a trust in 1936. The organization, with its headquarters at Rishikesh, has several branches in India and other parts of the world. It disseminates information on religion and philosophy, through publications, lectures and conferences, and runs educational institutions, dispensaries and other charitable organizations. The manifesto of the society states that: ‘Anyone devoted to the ideals of truth, non-violence and purity can become a member of the Divine Life Society, which is a non-sectarian institution embodying in its widest perspective the common fundamental principles of all the religions of the world and of spiritual life in general.’ By 1972 there were 137 affiliated branches in India and twenty-seven overseas.


Doddamma A goddess in south India. Doddamma, meaning ‘elder sister’, is actually a name given to several goddesses in Karnataka. She is often a form of MARIAMMA or ELLAMMA, who can be considered forms of PARVATI or DURGA. In the Marikamba temple at Sirsi, Karnataka, the deity is known as Doddamma, the elder sister of other Mariammas in the region.


dog The dog, though not very significant in Hinduism today, was probably of greater importance in ancient days.

In the RIG VEDA, the god Indra was helped by a female dog, SARAMA. Sarama is mentioned in later texts as well. In the MAHABHARATA, YUDHISHTHIRA refuses to enter heaven without his dog, which finally turns out to be the god DHARMA in disguise. RUDRA is called Shvapati, or lord of dogs, while SHIVA in his form as BHAIRAVA, is accompanied by a dog. At the Bhairavanatha temple in Varanasi, there is an image of the deity, considered the guardian or kotwal of the city, along with a dog. The kotwal is said to take care of the city by riding around at night on his dog. The god KHANDOBA is also associated with a dog, and dogs are fed at his temple on special days. The god YAMA has two dogs, known as the SARAMEYAS, the descendents of Sarama. The rishi DATTATREYA, incarnation of VISHNU, is also associated with dogs. Both Shiva and Dattatreya are sometimes shown accompanied by four dogs. These dogs are usually interpreted as representing the four VEDAS. Equating the holiest texts with this animal, indicates, that at one time the dog may have been considered sacred. In later Hinduism, dogs were condemned by BRAHMANAS as unclean, but certain myths and stories in texts indicate they were also held in high regard. As the dog is sacred in Zoroastrianism, this may reflect memories of pre-Vedic times when the Indo-Iranians formed a common group.

In Nepal the dog is still worshipped as part of the Hindu festival of Tihar. On Kukkur Tihar, all dogs are revered and fed, as they are the gaurdians of the otherworld.

In Hinduism, dogs, particularly black dogs, are fed to propitiate the god Shani.

Archaeology provides some evidence of the importance of the dog in early days. Terracotta figurines of the Indus Civilization include dogs, while from Lothal, there is a bronze figurine of a dog. The Neolithic site of Burzahom in Kashmir, approximately dated between 2000 and 1400 BCE, has burials of pet dogs along with their owners, as well as some evidence of dog sacrifices. Similar burials took place in Neolithic cultures of north China and Mongolia. Dogs were depicted on painted pottery of Cemetery H at Harappa, and on Malwa ware in central India. In south India, a memorial stone was erected to Kovivan, a faithful dog, as well as to several other dogs.

The dog is associated with the world after death, in Hinduism, as well as in Zoroastrian, ancient Greek and other myths.



doha A type of verse, a couplet that is usually complete in itself. A doha has two lines, each forming a short sentence. The oldest surviving doha is in Kalidasa’s Vikramorvashiya, but this has only a single doha that is believed to be a later interpolation. Dohas were composed by KABIR, other northern saints, and later writers. It is basically an oral form. A ‘sakhi’ is often considered the same as a doha, though sakhis can include other types of verses. The doha generally has 13 + 11 matras (beats) in each line, and ends in a rhyme. Dohas were used in Apabhramsa, Hindi, Maithili, Rajasthani (duha), Gujarati and Sindhi (doho), and is still a popular form.


Dol Purnima A festival similar to HOLI, held in March/April in West Bengal. An image of the god KRISHNA is made, decorated with flowers and coloured powder, and worshipped. Then it is placed in a dol or swing, and taken out in a procession, accompanied by music and dance. On the same day, the birthday of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU, the BHAKTI saint of the sixteenth century, is celebrated.


Draupadi The wife of the PANDAVAS in the MAHABHARATA. Draupadi was the daughter of king DRUPADA of Panchala. She and her brother DHRISHTADYUMNA emerged from a sacrifice that Drupada had organized. Draupadi was said to be dark and beautiful, with curling locks and lotus eyes, deep-bosomed and slender waisted, radiant and graceful. She is said to be a partial incarnation of Shachi, the wife of INDRA or, in other accounts, an incarnation of SHRI. Draupadi, in a previous life, is said to have asked the god SHIVA five times for a husband, and therefore had five husbands.

ARJUNA, the third of the Pandavas, excelled all others in his skill with the bow, and thus won her hand at her SVAYAMVARA. When he took her home he called out to his mother, KUNTI, that he had acquired something good, and without knowing what it was, she asked him to share it with his brothers. Though Kunti tried to retract her words when she saw Draupadi, a mother’s words cannot be made false, and so Draupadi became the joint wife of the five brothers. She was to be with each of them one at a time, and any of the other brothers who intruded, was to go into exile for twelve years. This once happened when Arjuna intruded on her and Yudhishthira in an emergency. She had a strong will and a mind of her own, and when YUDHISHTHIRA lost her in his dice game, she asked whether he had a right to give her away, if he had lost himself first. When Duhshasana, one of the Kauravas, dragged her in front of the spectators of the dice game and attempted to disrobe her, she called on KRISHNA for protection, who ensured that she remained clothed. Krishna helped and protected her at other times as well. She shared the good and bad fortune of the Pandavas, and went with them into exile. In the thirteenth year of exile, Draupadi was disguised as a Sairindhri and served Sudeshna, queen of Virata, as a maid. When Kichaka tried to molest her, he was killed by BHIMA, the second Pandava. Bhima often defended her, though her favourite was Arjuna. Once Draupadi was abducted by King Jayadratha, but was rescued by the Pandavas. She was unhappy when Arjuna married SUBHADRA, but finally accepted her. She had five sons from her five husbands: Prativindhya by Yudhishthira; Sutasoma (also known as Shrutasoma) by Bhima; Shrutakirti (also known as Shrutakarman) by Arjuna; Shatanika by Nakula; Shrutasena (also known as Shrutakarman) by Sahadeva. During the great war, they were all killed by ASHVATTHAMAN while they were asleep.

Draupadi is depicted in temples, usually along with the Pandavas, but also separately.

Draupadi’s life has inspired several plays and retellings of her story. One of the earliest is Venisamhara (Braiding the hair), a Sanskrit play in six acts by Bhattanarayana, who probably lived in the eighth century. This play refers to Bhima avenging the insult to Draupadi, and then braiding her hair, which she had kept open from the time she was insulted, to remind her husbands of it.

In south India Draupadi or Tiraupatiyamman is worshipped as a goddess, particularly in rural areas, and festivals are held in her honour, at which there are all-night local theatre performances enacting scenes from the MAHABHARATA.

Alf Hiltebeitel has done extensive research on the combination of folk and classical traditions in her worship. His analysis shows that Draupadi is revered as a form of DURGA and KALI, as Vira Shakti or Vira Panchali, a powerful virgin goddess. Her myths in this form indicate TANTRIC elements. In Karnataka, the KARAGA festival is held in honour of Draupadi.

Draupadi was also known as Panchali and Krishna (Krishnaa). Draupadi was a strong person who always fought for her rights, and urged the Pandavas to fight for theirs.


Dravidian Movement A movement which started before Independence, in the region of Tamil Nadu, which was against BRAHMANAS, superstitious religious practices, and north Indian dominance. One of its main leaders was E.V. Ramaswamy Naicker, who led a protest which included burning copies of the RAMAYANA, that he considered a primarily north Indian epic. In 1944, Naicker and C.N. Annadurai founded the Dravida Kazhagam (Federation of Dravida People). Later, two political parties were founded the Dravida Munnetra (Progressive) Kazhagam (DMK) in 1949, and the All-India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK), in 1972. Initially they were against caste, and against a number of religious practices including blind devotion to gods and goddesses. These two remain major political parties in the state, but are no longer against religion as they used to be.



dravya A Sanskrit term meaning a substance, thing or object. In philosophy it indicates the basic substances that comprise the world. According to NYAYA philosophy, there are nine dravyas: the five elements, prithivi, ap, tejas, vayu, akasha; kala (time); dik or disha (direction, space or region); atman (the soul), manas (the mind). The VAISHESHIKA SUTRA has a similar list of earth, water, fire, air, ether, time, space, soul and mind.

In DVAITA there are twenty dravyas: Paramatman (God or the Supreme Self), Lakshmi, jiva (souls), avyakritakasha (unmanifested space), the three GUNAS of sattva, rajas and tamas, MAHAT, AHAMKARA, BUDDHI, MANAS, indriya (the senses), varna (speech sounds), andhakara (darkness), vasana (root impressions or tendencies), kala or time, pratibimba or reflection.

Other philosophies have different categorizations.


Drona/Dronacharya A teacher of military arts in the MAHABHARATA. He taught both the KAURAVAS and the PANDAVAS, and in the great war sided with the Kauravas.

Drona was the son of the rishi BHARADVAJA. When Bharadvaja was in his ashrama at GANGADVARA, he saw the apsara Ghritachi, and dropped his seed, which was preserved in a vessel (drona) from which Drona was born. He grew up at his father’s ashram, along with DRUPADA, the prince of Panchala, who used to come there to play and study. Drona studied the VEDAS and VEDANGAS and learnt the use of the agneya weapon, from the muni Agnivesha. He also studied dhanurveda (archery). Drona married Kripi, and had a son ASHVATTHAMAN.

When Drupada became king, he refused to acknowledge Drona as his friend, leading to enmity between them.

BHISHMA appointed Drona to train the Kauravas and Pandavas in the use of arms, and he agreed on condition that they later help him to defeat Drupada. The Pandavas finally succeeded in this, but Drona generously returned half Drupada’s kingdom to him, retaining the northern half.

Despite this, enmity continued and Drupada prayed for a son who could kill Drona. Thus DHRISHTADYUMNA was born. Drona even became Dhrishtadyumna’s teacher, though he knew the boy was destined to kill him. Drona fought on the side of the Kauravas in the great war. He killed Drupada on the thirteenth day, and was himself killed by Drupada’s son Dhrishtadyumna. This, however, was accomplished by a ruse: YUDHISHTHIRA announced that Ashvatthaman (an elephant) was dead, but muttered the word elephant, so that Drona would believe his son Ashvatthaman had died. The ruse worked and Drona laid down his arms allowing himself to be killed.

Drona’s son Ashvatthaman later killed the five sons of Draupadi (Drupada’s daughter) while they were asleep.


Drupada A king of Panchala, described in the MAHABHARATA. He was the son of Prishata, who was a friend of the rishi BHARADVAJA. Drupada used to study with DRONA at Bharadvaja’s ashram. Later, he became the king after the death of his father. After a conflict with Drona, he lost half his kingdom. Drupada was the father of DHRISHTADYUMNA, DRAUPADI, Suratha and Shikhandi. In the great war, he fought on the side of the PANDAVAS and was killed by Drona.


Durga A goddess who has many forms and roles. Her main role is as a fierce and independent deity, but she also has benign or gentle forms. Though eternal, she incarnates in order to defeat demons and protect her devotees.

Durga is not known in the RIG VEDA. One of her names, AMBIKA, appears in some later Vedic texts, and in the Taittiriya Aranyaka, Ambika is also called Durga Vairochani, Katyayani and Kanniyakumari. Some other names associated with her, such as Uma Haimavati or KALI are mentioned in the UPANISHADS. Durga is fully described for the first time in the MAHABHARATA, but this is a late addition. The PANDAVAS prayed twice to Durga, who granted them boons. When worshipping Durga on the eve of the war, ARJUNA says, ‘You are famous as Kumari, Kapila, Kapali, Krishnapingali, Bhadrakali and Mahakali.’ The other names he mentions are CHANDI, because of her terrible (prachanda) anger, Katyayani, because of her beauty, and Kali, because of her dreadful form. He also calls her Uma, Shakambhari, Shveta, Krishna, Kaitabhanashini, Hiranyakshi, Virupakshi, and Sudhumrakshi, and the defeater of the asuras Mahisha, Chanda and Munda. Thus the concept of Durga was well developed at least by around CE 400.

In the HARIVAMSHA, a later appendage of the Mahabharata, Durga is associated with various tribes, and is said to have been worshipped by the Shabaras, Barbaras and Pulindas. One of her names in the PURANAS is Vindhyavasini, dweller of the Vindhyas, and she may have originated as a tribal goddess in the Vindhyan region. In a later version of the RAMAYANA, written by Krittivasa, Durga is worshipped by Rama. This story occurs in the Puranas as well.

The goddess is described in several Puranas.

In the DEVI BHAGAVATA, she is said to have emerged in order to defeat an asura, known as Durgama. In the SKANDA PURANA, PARVATI takes the form of Durga to defeat this demon. Durga is best described in the DEVI MAHATMYA of the MARKANDEYA PURANA. Here the killing of the asuras is described, and in addition, she is said to represent SHAKTI, MAYA and PRAKRITI. She is often called Mahamaya. Stories about Durga relate that she is very beautiful, and had many suitors. She said she would only marry someone who could defeat her in battle, but no man could.

Durga is also the mother of the world, known as Jaganmata or Jagadamba. She is called Bhagavati or Devi. She is the giver and protector of weapons.

In early texts she is associated with KRISHNA or VISHNU. In the Durgastotra of the Mahabharata, she is said to be born in the womb of YASHODA. The goddess EKANAMSHA may represent this early form. Later Durga is more closely associated with SHIVA, and is considered a form of PARVATI. Her worship is important to the Shaktas and she is the main deity of SHAKTI cults and, in her various forms, of Hindu Tantrism.

In Kashmir, Durga is known as Amba or Bhavani. In Uttar Pradesh one of her names is Katyayani, and in Mithila she is called Uma. In east India she is Jagatdhatri, Durga, and KAMAKSHI. In west and central India, AMBIKA, Hingalaj, Rudrani and Uma are among her names. In south India Kannaki, Mukamba, Jokulamba and Kamakshi are considered forms of Durga.

Durga is also represented in nine forms, Nava Durgas. Texts have different names for these, and in the Devi Mahatmya the nine forms are given as: Shailaputri, Brahmacharini, Chandraghanta, Kushmanda, Skandamata, Katyayani, Kalaratri, Mahagauri and Siddhidatri. Another list is: Brahmani, Kalika, Durga, Karttiki, Shiva (Shivaa), Raktadantika, Shokarahita, Chamunda and Lakshmi, and there are other variants as well. The SHAIVA AGAMAS contain a different list of the Nava Durgas. In addition, another nine forms are grouped together, which are not the same as the Nava Durgas. These forms are: NILAKANTHI; Kshemankari; Harasiddhi; Rudramsha Durga; VANA DURGA; AGNI DURGA; JAYA DURGA; VINDHYAVASINI; AND Ripumari Durga. BHADRAKALI, Mangala, Sarva Mangala, Kalaratri and LALITA, are additional goddesses who represent Durga. Apart from these, there are several other forms of the deity, and many of the village mother goddesses are also considered the same as Durga.

Durga worship takes place in different ways. In some temples there are animal sacrifices. DURGA PUJA, a ten-day festival in October, is specially dedicated to worship of the deity, and here she is also worshipped as a young married woman visiting her parents home. Durga is thus a complex and composite deity, indicating feminine power, in its fierce and benevolent aspects.

Durga temples exist all over India, under the various names of Durga. Images of the deity date back to about the second century, where she is shown with two or more arms, as Mahishasuramardini (killing Mahisha). In medieval iconography she has several arms displaying her weapons, which include a trishula (trident), khadga (sword) and chakra (disc). In later images she is seated on a lion, while in earlier images the lion is absent, or stands nearby. The Nava Durgas, or nine Durgas are sometimes represented in panels.

Durga is still a popular deity, depicted in modern temples as well as in art, usually with multiple arms, seated on a lion or tiger.


Durga (fort) Temple, Aihole A temple of the god Vishnu in AIHOLE, in Karnataka, which belongs to the sixth or seventh century, the time of the Chalukya dynasty. It is not a temple primarily of the goddess Durga, but gets its name from the Kannada phrase ‘durgadagadi’ meaning, ‘temple near the fort’. The temple is on a high basement, with an apsidal-ended plan like a Buddhist chaitya, possibly indicating an earlier date. The inner shrine is semi-circular, with an ambulatory passageway, a MANDAPA and porch. There was once a tower above the shrine, of which only a part remains. The sculptures within the temple are among the best of the Chalukyan period, and include NARASIMHA, VARAHA, VISHNU with GARUDA, HARIHARA, DURGA and SHIVA with NANDI. Relief panels depict scenes from the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA. The columns at the entrance are carved with guardian figures and couples, while the ceiling panels have lotus and NAGA motifs.


Durga Puja A ten-day festival for the worship of the goddess DURGA, celebrated at the same time as DASHAHARA in October. It is most important in West Bengal. Images of the goddess Durga are set up in houses and temples, as well as in temporary shrines or pavilions, and worshipped for nine days. Durga in her nine forms, the Nava Durgas, are usually worshipped. Songs are sung and verses relating to the goddess are recited, and dances take place before the goddess. The pavilions or pandals also depict contemporary events. On the tenth day the images are taken out in a procession and then immersed in water. The tenth day of Dashahara thus commemorates the victory of the goddess over Mahishasura, representing the victory of good over evil. The festival also has different aspects. Traditionally, Durga as Shakambhari or goddess of vegetation is also worshipped at this time. Nine plants (navapatrikas) are placed in an earthen vessel or pot, representing the fertility aspect of the goddess. These are: rambha (plantain), kachu, haridra (turmeric), jayatri (barley), bilva (wood apple), darimba (pomegranite), ashoka, mana and dhanya (rice).

Durga is usually an unmarried and independent deity. However, as Uma or PARVATI, she also represents the young married woman visiting her parents home, just as other young women visit their parents at the time of Durga Puja. The four days when Durga stays at her parents’ home, form the main part of the festival. Her arrival is celebrated, and her departure, symbolized by the immersion of the idol, is marked by tears. In Bengal, special songs are sung at this time. Agamani songs welcome Durga to her parents home, and express their affection, particularly those of her mother Menaka. Songs of separation and longing mark her departure.


Durga Vahini A Hindu organization for women, founded in 1991with the support of the VISHWA HINDU PARISHAD.



Durvasa/ Durvasas An ancient RISHI or sage described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. There are various stories associated with his birth. According to one story, he was the son of the rishi ATRI and his wife ANASUYA, but was actually a partial incarnation of SHIVA. Once, in a quarrel between Shiva and BRAHMA, Shiva became very angry and this frightened PARVATI, who said, ‘Durvasam bhavati me’ (You are making me miserable). Shiva then decided to remove his anger, which was incarnated as Durvasa. In another story in the VAMANA PURANA, Durvasa was born from a stream of blood from Shiva’s hand. A third story states that an arrow shot by Shiva at the TRIPURA (three cities), returned to him in the form of a child named Durvasa.

Durvasa was known to be both powerful and bad tempered. In the Mahabharata KRISHNA describes the rishi: Durvasa was green, tawny, clad in rags, and held a stick of bilva. He was emaciated, taller than the tallest man, and wandered everywhere, asking who would invite him to dwell in their house. As he was easily enraged, the person who would to so should not rouse his anger. Krishna and Rukmini then accomodated him in their house. Durvasa troubled them in many ways, but they did not complain, and he then had them smear their bodies with payasam (milk and rice pudding), which would make them invulnerable, and blessed them. Krishna had not smeared the payasam on the soles of his feet, and these remained vulnerable. On another occasion, Durvasa was angry with Krishna, and foretold how Krishna would be killed. According to the VISHNU PURANA, the DEVAS suffered after Durvasa cursed INDRA for disrespect to a garland he gave, and their fortunes could only be restored by churning the ocean for AMRITA. When Indra attempted to appease Durvasa, the rishi said: ‘I am not of a compassionate heart, nor is forgiveness congenial to my nature. Other munis may relent, but know me, Shakra, to be Durvasa … Who is there in the world who can behold my countenance, dark with frowns, and surrounded by my blazing hair, and not tremble? What need of words? I will not forgive, whatever semblance of humility you may assume.’(Vishnu Purana, 1.9.20–24).

There are several other stories of Durvasa. One story relates to KUNTI. Durvasa once stayed with King Kuntibhoja, and was well cared for by Kunti. He therefore gave her a MANTRA through which she could invoke the gods. KARNA and the five PANDAVAS were born as a result of this mantra.

Another story is of King Ambarisha, a pious and good king. He defeated Durvasa who was then chased by a chakra (disc) that emerged from the king’s forehead. Durvasa ran everywhere, and could be saved only when he apologized to the king.

Durvasa was married to Kandali, daughter of the rishi Aurva. He promised to forgive her one hundred wrongs, but after this burnt her to ashes by his anger. In the Ramayana, it was Durvasa who interrupted the meeting between YAMA and RAMA, requesting food to break his thousand-year fast. As a result of this LAKSHMANA left his body, and was soon followed by Rama and others.

Durvasa is venerated in SHAIVA and SHAKTA traditions. According to SOMANANDA, a philosopher of KASHMIR SHAIVISM, Durvasa was the father of Tryambaka, the mythic first guru of the PRATYABHIJNA school. Tryambaka received the teaching from Durvasa, who had learnt it on Mount KAILASHA from Shrikantha, a form of Shiva. In other accounts, Durvasa was instructed by Shrikantha so that he could spread the wisdom of TRIKA. He then generated from his mind, three sons, Tryambaka, Amardaka and Shrinatha, who taught Shaiva monism, dualism, and unity in difference (bhedabheda). Tryambaka founded the system of Trika Shastra. This account is provided in ABHINAVAGUPTA’S Tantra Loka and its commentaries. In the Devi Agamas, Durvasa is known as Krodhabhattaraka, and revered as one of the promulgators of the Shrividya tradition of southern Shaivism.


Duryodhana A KAURAVA, the eldest of the hundred sons of King DHRITARASHTRA, whose story and conflicts with his cousins the PANDAVAS, is described in the MAHABHARATA. Duryodhana was born on the same day as BHIMA. There were ill omens at the time of his birth, and VIDURA asked Dhritarashtra to abandon him, but he refused. Duryodhana was envious of his cousins, and wanted to destroy them, which finally led to his downfall. He was particularly jealous of Bhima. He once poisoned Bhima and threw him in a river, but Bhima returned stronger than ever. He then attempted to have the Pandavas burnt to death at Varanavata, but this plan too failed. The great war was largely a result of his enmity against the Pandavas and his refusal to hand over any part of the kingdom to them. He was killed on the last day of the war. However, he was not without his good points, and could be a loyal friend, as he was to KARNA, who was born to KUNTI before her marriage, and was thus a brother of the Pandavas.

Duryodhana was often referred to as Suyodhana. He had a son named Lakshmana, and a daughter Lakshmanaa.


Dushyanta A king who is described in the MAHABHARATA. He was the father of BHARATA, a legendary ruler, after whom India is said to have been named Bharatavarsha. The story of Dushyanta and his wife Shakuntala is retold by KALIDASA in the fifth century in his play Abhijnanashakuntalam.


Dvaipayana Another name of the ancient rishi VYASA.


Dvaita A dualistic school of VEDANTA, one of the six main systems of ancient Indian philosophy. Its main exponent was MADHVA who lived in the thirteenth century. The texts for this school of philosophy are mainly Madhva’s works, particularly his commentaries on the BRAHMA SUTRA, UPANISHADS, BHAGAVAD GITA, and BHAGAVATA PURANA, and on the first forty hymns of the RIG VEDA. His work Anuvyakhyana explains his interpretation of the Brahma Sutra. Mahabharatatatparyanirnaya is a work on the Mahabharata. His main principles were summarized in ten short texts known as Dashaprakaranas. All these works are collectively known as the Sarva Mula Grantha.

Madhva challenged SHANKARA’S concept of One Reality. He held there are three distinct entities, god or BRAHMAN, the individual soul, and the world. The latter two cannot exist without God, and yet are distinct from it. Brahman exists by itself and is an independent (svatantra) entity. The existence of all living beings (chit or jiva) and non-living entities (achit) is dependent on Brahman.

As he accepted the supremacy of Brahman, it is not true dualism in the sense of two equal principles. According to Madhva the statement that Brahman is one without a second (ekam evadvitiyam brahma) only means that it is unequalled and supreme. Brahman is perfect in every way, and can be identified with VISHNU. He is the creator and destroyer, transcendendent and immanent, and is the inner ruler (antaryamin) of all souls. He manifests himself in forms (vyuhas) or incarnations (avataras). LAKSHMI is the personification of his creative energy, and is nityamukta, eternally liberated.

He stated that the number of JIVAS are infinite. Though dependent on Brahman, the jiva is an active agent with its own responsibilities. Madhva distinguished between three types of jivas or individual souls. These were those who were eternally (nitya) free like Lakshmi; those devas, rishis, people and pitris who have freed themselves from SAMSARA; and those who are still bound. The last category included those who could achieve release (mukti-yugya) and those who could not. Sattvic or pure souls would be able to attain release and go to heaven, the rajasic or passionate would constantly revolve in SAMSARA, while the tamasic were destined for hell (see Gunas). Thus he differed from RAMANUJA in stating that individual souls were not of the same essence, and not all were eligible for salvation.

He analysed five categories of differences (panchabheda) in the world. These are: between God and matter; God and sentient beings; matter and sentient beings; various sentient beings themselves; and between material objects.

Madhva believed that Vishnu was the supreme deity, but his philosophy accomodated other deities. He said that BRAHMA creates the world, as he is commanded to do so by Vishnu. VAYU is the intermediary between the souls and God, and is known as the son of Vishnu (hareh-sutah) or the dearest image (pratima preyasi). Some of Madhva’s followers composed hymns to Shiva.

Madhva advocated BHAKTI, and the worship of God in the form of the avataras or incarnations of VISHNU, SHIVA or the PANCHAYATANAS or five deities. He did not recognize the worship of RADHA. According to his philosophy, knowledge and a moral life led to the love of God, and salvation was attained by the grace of God. However, even those who had attained liberation remained separate individuals, connected with but not identical to, God. Some have suggested the influence of Christianity on his ideas, such as his concept of the individual soul, and the concept of Vayu as an intermediary. Others deny the possibility of such influence.

Among other notable exponents of Dvaita were Madhva’s immediate disciples, Padmanabha Tirtha (pontiff 1318–24), NARAHARI TIRTHA (1324–33), Madhavatirtha (1330–50), and Akshobhya Tirtha (1350–65); Hrishikesha tirtha (1250–1330), the founder and first pontiff of the Palimar Matha; JAYATIRTHA (fourteenth century), one of the most notable developers of Dvaita thought; Vyasaraya or VYASATIRTHA, VADIRAJATIRTHA and RAGHAVENDRATIRTHA, among many others. Several pontiffs of the eight mathas established by Madhva at Udipi contributed to the philosophy. Dvaita thought continued to develop in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Among later scholars were Adavi Jayatirthacharya alias Vishnu Tirtha (1756–1806); Vedagarbha Padmanabhacharya (eighteenth century); Hulugi Shriyahpatyacharya; Kashi Timmannacharya; Annepacharya; Kochi Rangappacharya, and many more.


Dvaitadvaita One of the schools of VEDANTA, which is one of the six main systems of ancient Indian philosophy. Dvaitadvaita states both duality and unity or oneness are real. Its major exponent was NIMBARKA, who probably belonged to the twelfth century, though there are some disputes about his date. His two main works are a commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA called Vedanta-parijata-saurabha, and a work of ten verses, Dashashloki. At least seven other works are attributed to him, but all of these may not be his. His philosophy is a type of Bhedabheda-vada, that is, of unity in difference. In the Vedanta-parijata-saurabha, he differentiates between chit, corresponding to the JIVA or soul, achit corresponding to jagat or the world, and Brahman. Their relationship is natural (svabhavika), and uncaused, and thus it could be called svabhavika bhedabheda-vada. The soul and the world possessed attributes different from BRAHMAN, yet could not exist independently, being dependent on Brahman, and a transformation of Brahman. The universe was not an illusion, as it was the manifestation of the nature of God. Nimbarka questioned the concepts of both SHANKARA and RAMANUJA, and believed that neither MAYA nor AJNANA (ignorance) or any of its aspects could create the world. Ajnana was a quality of the individual being, associated with the person’s own KARMA. The pure nature of the jiva or soul is clouded by its karma. Nimbarka was thus different from BHASKARA, as he emphasized not only unity, but the differences of the individual from God or Brahman, while in the state of bondage. Only with a true realization of Brahman could karma and ajnana be removed. Even so individuals retained consciousness of themselves. When emancipated they lived in the essential being of God, as His distinct energies, and could be used by God for any divine purpose, but never again returned to earth.

Nimbarka believed those seeking Brahman should first study the literature on Vedic duties, and should understand that the enjoyments and beneficial results provided by these were only temporary, and that only the realization of Brahman could lead to eternal bliss. Following this, a person should go to one who had realized Brahman, and accept him as his teacher with due reverence. Then the seeker should try and organize his thoughts, and constantly meditate on the truths revealed by the teacher. Through submission to God, as well as devotion or BHAKTI and an ethical life, one could realize God. Nimbarka stressed devotion to a personal god, KRISHNA, along with RADHA. Brahman is identical with Krishna.

Another name of this philosophy, Sanakadisampradaya, is traced to its mythical origins. According to this, Hamsa, an incarnation of VISHNU and a unity of Radha and Krishna, was the first teacher; he taught it to Sanaka, Sananda, Sanatana and SANAT KUMARA, Brahma’s mind-born sons, who taught it to NARADA, from whom Nimbarka learnt it. Nimbarka was followed by a long line of teachers. His own chief disciple was said to be Shrinivasa. Among other notable exponents of this school was KESHAVA KASHMIRI BHATTA who revived and spread Nimbarka’s teachings, and wrote a number of texts; among others were Purushottama Prasada, Madhava Mukunda, and Harivyasadeva.


Dvapara Yuga The third of the four YUGAS or periods of time, which together comprise a MAHAYUGA. The Dvapara Yuga follows the TRETA YUGA, and in it the righteousness that existed in the first yuga is reduced by half. Its primary virtue is sacrifice, and the sacred texts of this age are the PURANAS. Very few follow truth or duty without seeking rewards. Misery, disease and disasters take place, and the caste system comes into existence. Human beings live for 2000 years, and children are born through sex, which was not the case earlier. A man can have only one wife, and marriage can only take place at the time of the first menstruation of the woman. This yuga lasts for 2400 divine years, which are equal to 864,000 human years, and is symbolized by the colour yellow. It is succeeded by the KALI YUGA.


Dvaraka (Dwarka) A sacred town in Gujarat, traditionally associated with the god KRISHNA. According to the story in the MAHABHARATA, HARIVAMSHA and PURANAS, Krishna left MATHURA which was being repeatedly attacked by King JARASANDHA of Magadha, and went to Dvaraka on the Saurashtra sea-coast. Along with him went his family and the whole Yadava clan. Here a magnificent, well-defended city was built. Defeating his enemies, he and his brother BALARAMA ruled here for thirty-six years. However, at the end of the great Mahabharata War, Krishna was cursed by GANDHARI, mother of the KAURAVAS, for killing all her sons. All that he had built up, she said, would be destroyed.

The curse was fulfilled, as at Dvaraka, the Yadavas began to indulge themselves in drink and wild behaviour. Balarama and Krishna banned alcohol, but once allowed them to drink at Prabhas Patan nearby. Intoxicated, the Yadavas fought and killed each other. Krishna and Balarama retired to the forest at Prabhas Patan. Balarama meditated and left his body, while Krishna was accidently killed by the hunter Jara.

Dvaraka too was then submerged by the sea.

The present town of Dvaraka (Dwarka) on the seacoast is full of temples. The most important is the DVARKADHISH TEMPLE. Among other temples is the Rukmini temple, dedicated to Krishna’s chief queen, RUKMINI. The Bhadrakali Temple, dedicated to the goddess KALI, is constructed at a SHAKTA PITHA, or a site associated with SATI, former wife of SHIVA. The Siddheshvara Mahadeva Temple, a Shiva temple is nearby, with a LINGA said to have been consecrated by the god BRAHMA. The Chakra Narayana Temple, is a Vishnu temple, where VISHNU is worshipped as a chakra (disc) on a stone. In the Gomati Temple, the local river Gomati is worshipped as a goddess. She is said to be a form of the river GANGA, who flowed here as the Gomati, at the request of some rishis. The Panchanada Tirtha, another sacred site, is associated with the five PANDAVAS. Here there are five sweet-water wells, surrounded by the salty sea. The Samudra Narayana Temple marks the confluence of the Gomati with the sea.

Dvaraka also has one of the four SHANKARACHARYA mathas first set up by SHANKARA, the Advaita philosopher.

Marine archaeologists believe they have recovered the remains of an ancient city under the sea, near the island of Bet Dvaraka, 30 km away. Local tradition holds that the island is all that remains of Krishna’s ancient city. The island has another Dvarakadhish Temple, with an image of Krishna, as well as several other temples.


Dvarakadhish Temple A temple dedicated to the god KRISHNA, located at DVARAKA in Gujarat. It was constructed in the sixteenth century, though parts of it date back to the twelfth century, and it is said to have been built on the site of an ancient temple. The structure has seven storeys, and rests on seventy-two carved pillars. Made of granite and sandstone, it covers a large area of 540 m and rises to a height of 51 m, with a soaring tower, and a cluster of smaller towers. The multi-storeyed MANDAPA is decorated on the outside with open balconies. In the GARBHA GRIHA or inner shrine, Krishna is worshipped in his original form as VISHNU. This is the latest of several images installed in the temple. Earlier images are said to have been of Krishna in warrior form, which were moved to other temples, the last to the Dvarakadhish Temple at Bet Dwarka. The present image is dressed in jewels and silks, placed on a silver throne, and has four arms holding the chakra, mace, conch and lotus. He is known here as Dvarakadhish, the lord of Dvaraka. Krishna is also affectionately called Ranchorji, the ‘one who ran away from battle’, a reference to his leaving MATHURA to avoid King JARASANDHA. Two mandapas or halls are attached to the garbha griha, and the temple has two gateways. The main entrance is through the Svarga Dvara, or ‘heaven’s door’ which has steps leading up from the river Gomati. JANAMASHTAMI, the celebration of Krishna’s birthday, is the biggest festival here. There are other Dvarakadhish temples at various places including at Bet Dvaraka and Mathura.


dvarapalas Minor deities who guard the doors or entrances. They are depicted in several temples, as large guardian figures, sometimes in the form of YAKSHAS.


Dyaus (1) A deity, mentioned in the RIG VEDA. He is the god of the sky or heaven, often associated with PRITHVI, the earth. USHA, the dawn, is said to be his daughter. Other sons or descendants are the ASHVINS, AGNI, PARJANYA, SURYA, the MARUTS and the ANGIRASAS. By the later Vedic period, Dyaus had lost his importance. His counterpart in Greek mythology is said to be Zeus.

(2) The name of a VASU, who was reborn as BHISHMA.
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Ekadanta A name of the god GANESHA. He is so named because he has only one tusk. There are several stories about how he lost his tusk. According to one legend, when PARASHURAMA came to Mt KAILASHA to visit SHIVA, Ganesha prevented his entry. A fight took place, and Parshurama threw his axe at Ganesha, who recognized it as that which had belonged to Shiva. He therefore stopped fighting, and the axe severed his tusk. Another story states that Ganesha himself broke off his tusk and used it as a weapon to kill the asura Gajamukha.

Ganesha was the scribe of the MAHABHARATA, and used his broken tusk to write down the story.


ekadashi The eleventh day of the lunar fortnight. This day is considered auspicious. Fasts and meditation on ekadashi are believed to be particularly beneficial. Some believe a fast should be observed only on the ekadashi of Shukla paksha or the bright fortnight, while others feel ekadashi of both fortnights is significant.


Ekalavya A Nishada prince described in the MAHABHARATA. He wished to study with DRONA, who refused to take him as his student, but Ekalavya became adept in archery, practising before a clay image that he made of Drona. When Drona discovered this, he asked for the fee due to a teacher. Ekalavya offered him anything he wished, and Drona asked for Ekalavya’s right thumb, so as to prevent him from exceeding ARJUNA. Ekalavya complied, but his skill was reduced, and Arjuna remained the greatest archer.


Ekalingaji A form of the god SHIVA, the patron deity of the Guhila dynasty of Mewar. According to tradition, Bappa Rawal, probably of the eighth century, began to worship Shiva in this form. As he gained power through the grace of Shiva, Ekalingaji was considered the real ruler of the state, while Bappa Rawal ruled on behalf of the deity. Other rulers of this dynasty continued this tradition. A temple of the deity was constructed in the eighth century, about 22 km from Udaipur in Rajasthan. The temple, which has since been renovated, is about 20 m high, and has its main entrance on the west, opening into a pillared mandapa or hall, which houses a silver image of NANDI.


Ekambareshvara temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at KANCHIPURAM, Tamil Nadu, first constructed in the time of the Cholas, but rebuilt in 1509 by the Vijayanagara emperor Krishnadevaraya. In the inner shrine is a Prithvi LINGA, or earth linga. The temple has three GOPURAMS or entrance gateways, one each on the south and west leading into the inner enclosure, while the main gopuram rises to a height of 58.5 m, and can be seen from anywhere in the city. To the front of the east-facing temple is a long mandapa or hall, and to the north, a fish-tank. The pyramidal tower has eight storeys.

There are several legends associated with this temple. According to one legend in the Sthala Purana (the temple Purana), when Shiva was concentrating on the universe, his wife PARVATI, came and playfully closed his eyes. The universe was in chaos, and the angry Shiva asked Parvati to go down to earth. There she created this linga from earth, and maintained and worshipped it with the help of VISHNU, though Shiva put all sorts of obstacles in her way. Finally, pleased with her, they were reunited. This reunion took place under a mango tree, and thus the temple got its name. (Eka = one, amba = mango, ishvara = god). The marriage of Shiva and Parvati is celebrated here with great splendour in the month of Phalguna (February–March).


Ekanamsha A goddess associated with the gods BALARAMA and KRISHNA. She is normally depicted standing between the two gods, holding a lotus or a mirror. The BRIHAT SAMHITA says that this goddess can be depicted with two, four or eight arms. The goddess was popular in medieval days in eastern India. Ekanamsha may be an early form of DURGA. She is represented in Kushana art of the first to third centuries at MATHURA.


Eknatha A mystic and BHAKTI saint of the sixteenth century. He composed ABHANGAS or verses in Marathi in praise of the god KRISHNA and his form as VITTHALA, and wrote several texts and commentaries. Born in 1533, or according to some sources in 1540, at ancient Pratishthana (Paithan) in present-day Maharashtra, he was the son of Suryanarayan and Rukminibai, and the great-grandson of the saint Bhanudasa. The goddess RENUKA was his family deity. His parents died when he was young, and he was brought up by his grandparents. He studied Sanskrit and became a learned scholar by the age of twelve. Inspired by stories in the PURANAS, and particularly in the BHAGAVATA, Eknatha was in search of a guru to guide him on the spiritual path. While praying in a Shiva temple, he received an inner message that he should go to Devagad (Devagiri, now Daulatabad). There he met his guru, Janardana Swami, a disciple of the ancient rishi Dattatreya. According to recent research, Janardana’s guru was a Sufi. Janardana was in charge of Devagad fort, and greatly respected by the Muslim rulers. He accepted Eknatha as his disciple, and the boy stayed with him for some years. DATTATREYA is believed to have appeared before Eknatha and his guru first as a Muslim guru, and then at Janardana’s request, in a six-armed form. Eknatha then became a follower of Dattatreya. Eknatha travelled on his own to sacred places in the north, returning home at the age of twenty-five. He married Girija, who became his companion and support in his ascetic life.

There are many stories about Eknatha, his humility, kindness and compassion. Eknatha is known to have eaten in a Mahar (untouchable) household, and to have fed Mahars in his house with the food prepared for the ancestral sacrifice. His kindness extended to the animal kingdom. Once Eknatha brought a pot of Ganga water all the way from KASHI (Varanasi), with the aim of offering it in RAMESHVARAM. On the way, some distance from the Godavari river, he found a donkey in extreme distress because of the heat and thirst. Eknatha immediately gave it the Ganga water to drink, and when questioned by his followers, said: ‘This is my Rameshvaram.’

According to legend the goddess Godavari too attended his kathas (religious discourses).

Eknatha is said to have met JNANESHVARA, who from his SAMADHI at ALANDI sent him a message in a dream, asking him to remove some roots which were growing into his samadhi cave and choking him. Eknatha then went to Alandi, and was asked by Jnaneshvara to remove the unnecessary additions to his Jnaneshvari.

He edited Jnaneshvari, and restored it to its original form, removing later additions and interpolations. He wrote works on VEDANTA, other philosophical systems and VAISHNAVISM. On a short pilgrimage with his guru, Janardana revealed that he wanted Eknatha to translate the Bhagavata into Marathi. Eknatha later did so, and wrote commentaries on some aspects of the Bhagavata. Ekanathi Bhagavata, is a commentary on the eleventh chapter of the BHAGAVATA PURANA, while Chatuhshloki Bhagavata is a commentary on the ninth chapter of the second skandha of the Bhagavata, considered Advaitic in nature. Other works include: Rukmini Svayamvara, the story of Krishna’s marriage with Rukmini; Bhavartha Ramayana, a version of the RAMAYANA, which he left unfinished, and was completed by three other authors; Hastamalaka, a philosophical work; Shukastaka, a commentary on eight Sanskrit shlokas; and several other philosophical works. He also translated the rest of the Bhagavata Purana into Marathi. He is thought to have composed about 4000 abhangas. In addition, he wrote at least forty bharuds, dramatic works generally associated with lower castes, which end with the signature Eka-Janardana. These bharuds were written as if Eknatha himself were a Mahar, and deal with various sects and deities, including praises of the god KHANDOBA. In one bharud, Ekanatha shows a Mahar getting the better of a brahmana, and in fact instructing him.

Apart from these, he composed biographies of NAMADEVA, Gorakumbha, Savatamali and CHOKHAMELA.

Eknatha promoted the use of Marathi though at this time the orthodox held that only Sanskrit was the language of the gods. His own son Hari Pandit was at one time against the use of Marathi, but later understood the true meaning of spirituality and revered his father.

Eknatha’s belief in the equality of all castes, and his unorthodoxy led him to face problems in the conventional society of his times, but he continued to practise what he believed in, with simplicity and humilty. He advised patience, humility, and the constant repetition of the name of God. He said that renunciation of the world was not necessary to reach God.


He is said to have died in 1599 or in 1606.


Elamma/Yellamma A grama devata or village deity. Elamma is a mother goddess, a form of RENUKA in south India. According to myths, Renuka was the mother of PARASHURAMA, an incarnation of the god VISHNU. At the request of his father, JAMADAGNI, Parashurama cut off her head, as she was once unchaste in thought, and desired a GANDHARVA. In most myths, Parashurama then received a boon from his father, and restored her to life. But in the story of Elamma, Parashurama mistakenly placed the head of Renuka on the body of an ‘untouchable’ woman, or one of the lowest castes. She was then named Elamma and worshipped by lower castes and outsiders. The myth of Elamma indicates the absorption of lower castes into the Brahmanical system.

Ellamma is also known as Jogamma, Holiyamma, Renuka and by other names. Elamma-Renuka is still worshipped in village temples in south India. There are several temples of the deity in Karnataka, as well as some in Andhra and Maharashtra. Two images of her are usually made, one in stone and the other in metal, representing the two deities. Near the images of her, are those of Parashurama and Jamadagni. Animal sacrifices are offered to the deity twice a year. Images of the goddess also occur alone in some temples. Ellama is said to give her devotees whatever they require. Some followers of the goddess dedicate themselves to the deity, usually after a crisis in life. They are then initiated by the temple priest and known as Jogathis (female) and Jogathas. The practice is similar to that of DEVADASIS and can include providing sexual favours. Devotees visit the Ellamma shrine at least twice a year, carrying a basket or vessel on their heads with a bust or image of the deity. Traditionally they were in a nude or semi-clad state, though now nude processions have been banned.


Elephanta Cave Temple A rock-cut temple of the god SHIVA, on the island of Elephanta or Gharapuri, about 10 km from Mumbai in Maharashtra. The temple dates approximately to the sixth century, and is excavated into the side of a cliff. A flight of stairs leads up to the temple, which has three entrances. The inner shrine has a monolithic LINGA set in a pedestal. The north entrance, which is the main doorway today, has a large triple-headed bust of Shiva, 6 m high, as well as images of LAKULISHA, an incarnation of Shiva, and of NATARAJA, a form of Shiva. At the east entrance are Shiva and Parvati seated on a mountain. They play a game of dice, undisturbed, as RAVANA tries to shake them off their perch. There are several other sculptures of Shiva and Parvati, set in panels on the walls. Outside the temple are small courts with shrines of GANESHA, KARTTIKEYA and the MATRIKAS. The temple was named Elephanta by the Portuguese, as a huge stone elephant stood at the landing point.


elephants, in religion Elephants form an important part of Hindu, Buddhist and other myths. In Hinduism, the god INDRA rides on the white elephant AIRAVATA, who also represents rain clouds. Eight male elephants, the ASHTADIGGAJAS, along with their female counterparts, are the supporters of the universe. GANESHA, one of the most popular deities and the son of SHIVA, has the head of an elephant, while GAJA-LAKSHMI, another popular deity, has Lakshmi being bathed by two elephants. GAJENDRA, the king of elephants, was saved by the god VISHNU, when he prayed to him. In the PURANAS elephants are associated with rain, and are like rain clouds. There are several stories about them in ancient texts, where they are also known as hastin, gaja or naga. According to one story in the MAHABHARATA and other texts, all elephants originally had wings. An elephant is also the symbol of the MULADHARA CHAKRA.

Today elephants are kept by certain temples, and used in processions. Temple records also have stories of elephants as divine worshippers. For instance, at the KALAHASTI temple, an elephant was one of the first worshippers of the LINGA there.

In Buddhism, a white elephant is considered particularly auspicious, and is associated with the birth of the Buddha.

In Jainism, dreams of elephants are one of the signs of the birth of a Jain Tirthankara.

In other cultures too, elephants formed part of religious myths. A white elephant cult existed in Thailand and in upper Myanmar in medieval days.


Ellora The site of several rock-cut temples, dated between the fourth and thirteenth centuries, Ellora is in Aurangabad district of Maharashtra. There are Hindu, Buddhist and Jain shrines, which extend for about 2 km, carved along the side of a basalt cliff. Twelve Buddhist caves are located to the south, and can be dated between the seventh and eighth centuries. To the north are five Jain temples, dating to around the ninth century. There are seventeen Hindu temples, of between the seventh and ninth centuries. Among the temples are the Dashavatara Temple which was begun as a Buddhist monastery, but was converted into a Hindu temple. It has a free-standing MANDAPA, an inner shrine with a LINGA, and several SHIVA and VISHNU images. The Rameshvara Temple, also has a linga shrine, with a monolithic NANDI in the front court. Another temple has a DURGA shrine. Though most of the temples are cut into the cliff, the eighth century Hindu KAILASHNATHA TEMPLE is the most extraordinary, as it is a full-size standing temple carved out of rock, and executed with great detail.


Eluttachan/Ezhuthachan A writer in Malayalam who lived in the sixteenth century, and composed works on religion. Born about 40 km from Kozhikode in Kerala, his full name was Tunchattu Ramanujan Eluttachan, and he was commonly known as Tunchan. He made a free translation of the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA into Malayalam, which became popular throughout Kerala. He incorporated into it aspects of Valmiki’s RAMAYANA, the works of KALIDASA, and the earlier Kannasa Ramayana in Malayalam. Traditionally, passages from his Ramayana were read for twenty-one days in the month of Karkataka (August-September), the last month of the Malayalam calendar. There are several philosophical passages in his free translation, as when RAMA, explaining to LAKSHMANA why he should not rebel against their father, says that life is transient, and the world unreal. He adds, ‘We are like travellers resting for a night at a wayside inn. We meet and talk for a while, and depart in the morning.’ He used a musical verse style known as Kilipattu (parrot song), which makes the oral reading of his Ramayana more attractive. Eluttachan also made a free translation of the MAHABHARATA, and of the BHAGAVATA PURANA. The latter is known as the Bhagavatam kilippattu. His other works include verses in praise of the god VISHNU. In his Harinama Kirtana he sings:


Whatever I see is Narayana’s form,

Whatever I hear is his name;

Whatever I do is His worship,

Whatever exists is all Him.

Let me bow to Narayana.




Enadinatha A BHAKTI saint, one of the sixty-three NAYANARS devoted to the god SHIVA. He was of the Shanar (toddy tapper) community, and was born in Eyinanur, located to the south-east of KUMBAKONAM on the bank of the river Arisol. He was a tutor in fencing and swordsmanship of the royal princes, and his popularity aroused the jealousy of Atisuran, who was in the same profession. Atisuran fought against him, and Enadinatha allowed himself to be killed when he saw the three sacred lines of ash, marking a Shiva bhakta, that Atisuran had falsely worn. Enadinatha was blessed by Shiva and attained his abode.


Eripatha A BHAKTI saint, one of the sixty-three NAYANARS devoted to the god SHIVA. He was born in Karuvur, one of the main cities of the Chola kingdom, and worshipped Shiva in the form of Pashupatishvarar, at the temple there. He killed the king’s elephant and its mahouts, as it troubled Shivakami Andar, a Shiva bhakta. By the grace of the god they were later restored to life.


Errapragada/Yerrapragada A poet who probably lived in the fourteenth century, and completed the writing of the MAHABHARATA in Telugu, a work that had been undertaken by Nanniah followed by Tikkana. Errapragada, popularly known as Errana, states that he was born in village Gudlur in Nellore district. He lived at the time of the kings Malla Reddi and Vema Reddi, who were his patrons. Errana completed the Aranya Parvan of the Mahabharata, beginning with the 143rd verse, and composed 1599 prose and poetry passages. This section had been begun by Nannaiah, and was not touched by Tikkana. Errana also composed the Narasimha Puranam, or Shri Lakshmi Narasimhavatarm, and the Harivamsham. These works praise VISHNU, though Errana was said to have been a devotee of SHIVA.


Etasha (1) In the RIG VEDA, the name of a divine horse of the sun god SURYA.

(2) In the Kaushitaki Brahmana, the name of a rishi who cursed his children when they interrupted him while he was practising some rite.


ethics As Hinduism is not a monolithic religion, there is no single code of ethics that is followed. In early days, ethics were closely linked with DHARMA or right action, which in turn was linked with CASTE and theoretically with the four stages of life. Each caste and each stage of life had a particular code of action, which was meant to be followed. Even in modern times, the concept of dharma, as one’s essential duty in life, is an ideal to be followed. Such dharma is now not always linked to caste, but to one’s role in life. For instance, respecting one’s parents and taking care of them in old age are considered part of one’s dharma.

Philosophical texts also provide codes of ethics. The basic ethical principles that form the yama and niyama of YOGA are accepted and elaborated on by several schools of thought. Of these the five principles that compose the yama are the most important. These are ahimsa, non-violence; satya, truth; asteya, non-stealing; aparigraha, non-greed; brahmacharya, abstinence or sexual control. Other major virtues referred to in texts are shama or equanimity; dama, self control; titiksha, patience; shraddha, faith; karuna, compassion; tapas, ascetic practices; tyaga, renunciation; vairagya, detachment.

A common concept in early philosophies, that continues to some extent today, is the idea that the world cannot be transformed. It is a part of BRAHMAN or God, and is either considered to be essentially unreal, or to be a perfect emanation of God. The aim of ethical action is therefore often to gain liberation or MOKSHA, or to gain punya or religious merit. At the same time a true understanding of the world as a part of God, leads to reverence and respect for all living beings. Vivekananda said ‘Whatever comes to you is but the Lord, the Eternal, the Blessed one, appearing to us in various forms, as our father and mother, and friend and child—they are our own soul playing with us.’ Several saints of the past followed this ideal. Another common concept is that of vasudeva kutumbakam ‘the world is one family’.

There is also the concept of seva, serving others, which leads to establishing welfare organizations and helping others. Gurus of modern times usually preach the ethics of universal love and service, and have founded schools, orphanages, hospitals and other welfare institutions.


Ettutokai Eight anthologies of Tamil verse, which form part of the ancient SANGAM LITERATURE, and can be dated between the third century BCE and fourth century CE. The eight anthologies are: Ainkurunuru; Kuruntokai; Narrinai; Akananuru; Kalittogai; Padirrupattu, PURANANURU and PARIPADAL. The first five are on akam (love) and the next two on puram (heroism). The Paripadal has poems on both themes and includes verses in praise of various gods. Others too have incidental references to religion. For instance, the Akananuru has references to various deities including SHIVA, MURUGAN, RAMA, KRISHNA and PARASHURAMA, as well as to religious rites. The Padirrupattu, which contains verses in praise of kings of the Chera country (Kerala), describes methods of worshipping the god VISHNU. The Purananuru opens with a poem on the god Shiva, while some other poems in this have references to stories from the epics and Puranas. Altogether, there are 2372 poems in these texts.
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Faqir Chand, Baba A guru of the twentieth century. Faqir Chand had his spiritual roots in the RADHASOAMI tradition, but developed his own philosophy. Born in 1886, Faqir Chand was initiated by Shiv Brat Lal whom he met in 1905, and who was a disciple of SALIG RAM of the Agra Radhasoamis. Shiv Brat did not have many followers at that time, but later established a centre named Radhasoami Dham. He tried to connect Radhasoami thought with other mystical states.

Faqir Chand further developed his guru’s liberal base, with more radical ideas. He believed there was no single spiritual path, and that all paths were equally valid. At the same time he felt no religion, path or guru provided complete answers, or knew the whole truth. A human being, a small entity in the vastness of creation, could not comprehend divine Truth, and all attempts to describe the Supreme Reality were subjective and limited. Experiences or inner visions of God, gurus or saints were also subjective, and arose from one’s own beliefs, focus and concentration.

Faqir Chand, who fought in Iraq in World War I, realized this through experience. At a time when he was in danger, he saw a vision of his guru Shiv Brat Lal, but his guru was unaware of it. On other occasions Faqir Chand himself was seen by his devotees, but he knew nothing of this. He said: ‘An individual enjoys visions within according to his intentions and convictions.’ He also said that enlightenment did not consist of hearing inner sounds, seeing heavenly visions, or any other-worldly experiences. Spiritual enlightenment was instead the realization that every conception of the Divine is unreal, and that Truth or Reality cannot be known. Anyone who made claims to the contrary was mistaken.

Faqir Chand did not set himself up as a great guru. He stated that he was just a bubble of consciousness. ‘A bubble of consciousness would not claim itself to be a yogi, sadhu, or gyani. Had I not realized this Truth, I might have made claims of my greatness and got myself worshipped from you and exploited you.’ His followers claimed that through him great miracles were achieved, but he denied this. If any such thing took place, it was the result of the focus and belief of the devotees. ‘Whosoever remembers God in any form, in that very form he helps his devotee.’ The spiritual master or guru was thus the same as the inner Self of the disciple.

But Faqir Chand did not dwell on these conclusions. He said, ‘I do not know whether my realizations are right or wrong. I do not make any claim that my realization is final.’ Thus he had no dogmatic views. He tried to be inclusive, to encourage respect for all gurus, and to foster enquiry. He set up his own centre, Manavta Mandir at Hoshiarpur. Here there were pictures of all the Radhasoami gurus of various sects, and an attempt to respect all viewpoints. After his death in 1981, he was succeeded by I.C. Sharma.


festivals Hindu festivals occur throughout the year. Some are national festivals, whereas others are regional or local. Even national festivals have regional variants and methods of celebration. Some festivals are observed by a particular caste or community, others are primarily temple festivals.

The table below provides an idea of some of the different festivals.
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The following festivals can be seen under separate heads: Akshaya Tritiya, Baisakhi/Vaishakhi; Basant Panchami; Bhai Duj; Bihu; Chhath; Dashahara; Dhanteras; Divali; Dol Jatra/Yatra; Durga Puja; Ganesha Chaturthi; Gangaur; Gudi Pavda; Hoi; Holi; Janamashtami; Jitiya; Kali Puja; Karaga; Karam; Karchi Puja; Karva Chauth; Khichri Amasvasya; Lohri; Makara Sankranti; Minjar Mela; Naga Panchami; Navaratri; Onam; Pitra Paksha; Pongal; Raksha Bandhan; Ramanavami; Shivaratri/Mahashivaratri; Tamil New Year; Teej; Tikka; Ugadi; Vana Yatra, Vishu. There are many more regional festivals, temple festivals, and other kinds of festivals.

Popular stories of festivals are narrated in folk literature and through ballads and songs.

fire In Hinduism most ceremonies and sacrifices are performed along with fire. AGNI, the god of fire has been important from the time of the RIG VEDA and agnihotra is a term for a fire sacrifice. The three essential fire offerings are mentioned in the VEDAS, the garhaptya or fire of the hearth, dakshina or fire offerings to deities, and ahavaniya or fire used in sacrifices and worship. In the KATHA UPANISHAD, the boy Nachiketa learnt the fire sacrifice from the god YAMA. According to the VISHNU PURANA, PURURAVA received instructions for the threefold fire sacrifice, and performing this enabled his reunion with Urvashi. Forty-nine sacred fires are mentioned in early Sanskrit texts personified by Agni along with his sons and grandsons.

Celebrations of several festivals, particularly that of DIVALI, include the lighting of lamps, while ARTI, the circling of flames, is performed in temples and at sacred sites.


funeral ceremonies/customs One of the main samskaras of Hindu life consist of funeral ceremonies, known as antyeshti. Cremation is the most common form of funeral ceremony performed today. However certain groups are not cremated. Ascetics and children are generally buried, or given a ‘water burial’, that is, floated down a river. Some dalits groups and certain castes such as Lingayats also bury their dead.

Historically, in early days, both cremation and burial existed. The INDUS CIVILIZATION has evidence of burial as well as of post-cremation burial. Symbolic burials are also known. The RIG VEDA seems to refer to both burial (X.18.10–13) and cremation (X.16.1–6), though cremation soon became the norm. Archaeological excavations indicate burial existed in various areas at both Neolithic and Mesolithic sites. Another early funeral practice was the erection of megaliths over graves or over ashes placed in urns.

Funeral ceremonies are described in different places in the ATHARVA VEDA, the Aranyaka of the Krishna Yajur Veda, and later in some of the GRIHYA SUTRAS. Further texts on funeral practices were written in medieval and modern times, which were based on early sources but added some new elements.

Rites for cremation vary in different regions and among the various communities, and have been modified and simplified over time.


Broadly funeral ceremonies today consist of:

(1) Recitation of sacred texts to the person when death is imminent. Drops of Ganga jal (water) may be given to the person, along with tulasi leaves. A practice once common in Bengal was to take the dying person to a river and immerse half the body in water.

(2) After death, ancient texts prescribe that a homa (fire sacrifice) should be conducted. This is sometimes followed today. The person is bathed and dressed in new clothes, and covered with a shawl or cloth. It is then placed on a bier.

(3) The bier is then taken to the cremation ground either on foot or in a vehicle. Traditionally women do not go to the cremation, but this has now partially changed particularly in urban areas.

(4) After prayers the funeral pyre is lit by the eldest son of the deceased, or another relative if there are no sons. Prayers to Agni request that the spirit proceeds to the next world.

(5) The relatives leave while the fire burns. Traditionally, the next ceremony is known as udakakarma, the offering of water. In the old days, relatives bathed in the nearest stream, but now in urban areas, they bathe as soon as they return home.

(6) The remains (bones/ashes) are collected after the cremation. This is known as asthi-sanchayana.

(7) The remains are ceremonially immersed in a river, in north India, preferably the Ganga. Those whose bones are thrown in the Ganga are said to live in heaven for thousands of yugas. In south India other rivers are considered equally sacred.

(8) Prayers are conducted on certain days after the death, usually the fourth and thirteenth day. Shraddha ceremonies continue to be performed after that.

Some early sutras prescribe that a cow or goat should be sacrificed along with the dead person, as it was supposed to guide them over the Vaitarani river, the mythical river separating life and death. The sacrifice may have been only symbolic. According to later texts, a cow was made to walk around the funeral pyre, and then set free or gifted to a brahmana. Modern times have led to a modification or elimination of this practice. However, various gifts are made to the brahmanas who conduct the homa or say the prayers.

SATI, the burning of a widow along with her husband, took place in some communities but is banned today. Women who die before their husbands are dressed in red, the garment of a bride, and the funeral pyre is lit by the husband.

In urban areas today, some opt for electric crematoriums, and women often attend funerals. With few available burial grounds or nearby rivers, small children too are sometimes cremated.
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Gada A younger half-brother of KRISHNA.


Gadhi An ancient king, described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. He ruled at Kanyakubja and was the father of VISHVAMITRA, who later became a rishi, and of Satyavati. Satyavati was married to Richika.


Gaja-Lakshmi A form of the goddess LAKSHMI. In this form Lakshmi is depicted with an elephant on each side of her, who pour water on her from their trunks, or from upturned pots. The goddess is seated or standing on a lotus, which usually grows out of a pot, and is surrounded by flowers or plants.

Gaja-Lakshmi, symbol of wealth, is among the earliest deities to be depicted, and occurs on coins datiing back to the second century BCE. She appears on carvings on the early stupas of central India, including SANCHI and BHARHUT, though here some have interpreted this image as that of Mahamaya, mother of Buddha, or as another Buddhist deity.

The VISHNUDHARMOTTARA provides a description of this type of image, stating that she should be depicted with a pair of elephants behind her head, upturning on her the contents of two jars. Variations of Gaja-Lakshmi are seen in several early temples, particularly in Orissa. Gaja-Lakshmi is also depicted in the KAILASHA TEMPLE of Ellora, as well as in some south Indian temples. This form of Lakshmi remains popular even today.


Gajendra The king of elephants in Hindu mythology, who was rescued from an aquatic creature by the god VISHNU. According to stories in the PURANAS, when playing in the water with his wives, Gajendra was seized by a graha, an aquatic monster. He was unable to free himself, and began to pray to Vishnu, who rescued him. In his previous life, Gajendra was a king named Indradyumna, but was cursed by the rishi AGASTYA, and became an elephant. Now, after his rescue by Vishnu, he attained a divine form. This episode is depicted in art and sculpture, and is known as Gajendra-moksha, the liberation of Gajendra.


gana A Sanskrit term, which means a class or group. (1) In a specific sense, the term refers to the attendants of the god SHIVA. These ganas, are described in various texts as fearful and strange. Drawing on earlier material, the sixteenth century RAMACHARITAMANASA of Tulasidasa provides a graphic description of the ganas who accompanied Shiva in his marriage procession: ‘Some had lean and thin bodies, while others were very stout; some looked pure, and some impure. They wore frightful ornaments, carried skulls in their hands, and were all smeared with fresh blood. Their faces looked like those of donkeys and dogs, swine and jackals. Their various forms, which included spirits (pretas, pisachas), and yoginis, were beyond description.’

Ganas are thought to be a collection of non-Aryan deities, assimilated in the worship of Shiva and his sons GANESHA and KARTTIKEYA or Skanda. Ganesha is usually considered their leader. Some ganas are attendants of the god Skanda, and are known as Parishadas. They have faces of animals or birds.

(2) Other groups of minor deities are also referred to as ganas. Among the main groups of these deities are: ADITYAS, RUDRAS, VASUS, VISHVADEVAS, TUSHITAS, ABHASVARAS, ANILAS, Maharajikas, SADHYAS. They are mentioned in the VAYU PURANA and other texts.

(3) Ganas also refer to other groups and classes, including clans of RISHIS or sages.


Ganapati A name of the god GANESHA, who is also the leader of the GANAS, a group of minor deities.


Ganapati Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a late UPANISHAD that identifies the god GANESHA with BRAHMAN and the supreme creator. The Upanishad states, ‘You are Brahman; you are knowledge, you are intelligence. You create and maintain the world.’ It goes on to say, that located in the MULADHARA, Ganesha is meditated upon by yogis, and is beyond BRAHMA, VISHNU, RUDRA and other gods. The symbolism of the Ganesha MANTRA is given, followed by a description of the god. It reads:


Let us think of the one-toothed, let us meditate on his crooked trunk, may it direct us;

With one tusk and four arms, carrying noose and goad, with his hands dispelling fear and granting boons, with a mouse as his vehicle;

Red, with a large belly, and ears like winnowing baskets; wearing red, limbs smeared with red paste, worshipped with red flowers;

A merciful god to his devotees, creator of the world, and the primary cause of creation.




All aims are said to be attained by 1000 repetitions of this Upanishad, and worshipping Ganesha leads to intelligence, fame, and freedom from obstacles.

This Upanishad is attached to the ATHARVA VEDA.


Ganapatya A sect which worships the god GANESHA, also known as Ganapati. Its practices are described in the GANESHA PURANA, the Ganapati Upanishad, and the Ganesha Gita. The last is similar to the BHAGAVAD GITA, except for the insertion of the name of Ganesha instead of KRISHNA. At one time the Ganapatyas had six different sub-sects, worshipping different aspects of the god, known as Maha, Haridra, Svarna, Santana, Navanita, and Unmatta-Uchchhista. The last was a Tantric sect. Another sect, also Tantric, was the HAIRAMBAS or Herambas. The Prapanchasara Tantra describes the Tantric worship of Ganesha. Tantric-Ganesha rites were also incorporated into Vajrayana Buddhism. The MAUDGALYA PURANA, a late text, describes various aspects of Ganesha and his worship.

The Ganapatyas never became a major sect like the SHAIVITES or VAISHNAVITES, as Hindus of most sects incorporate the worship of Ganesha into their rituals, invoking the god at the beginning of any venture and on auspicious occasions.


Gandhamadana A mountain in Hindu mythology, where some of the gods, particularly KUBERA and the YAKSHAS live. Gandhamadana is mentioned in a number of texts. Fragrant and healing herbs grow on it. The god HANUMAN too lived here and brought a fragment of the mountain to RAMESHVARAM in south India. In the MAHABHARATA it is described as a sacred mountain. On its slopes, RISHIS, SIDDHAS, DEVAS, GANDHARVAS, APASARAS, KINNARAS, KIMPURUSHAS and other divine beings live. There were animals of all kinds here, including elephants, lions, tigers and sharabhas. Numerous birds, trees laden with fruit, lakes filled with lotuses and aquatic birds, and groves with peacocks could be seen, as well as waterfalls and streams. When the PANDAVAS reached here, they heard the chants of the VEDAS and various songs. Kubera’s palace was on its peak, protected by yakshas and rakshasas. In the Vikramorvashiya of KALIDASA, Urvashi is said to have gone here and become a vasanti creeper. According to Bana’s Kadambari, Gandhamandana was one of the summits of the Himalayas.

It is said to be located south of Mt KAILASHA, and references in the PURANAS indicate it should be located in the Garhwal Himalayas. Badarikashrama is located on it, and the rivers Mandakini and ALAKANANDA flow on its slopes.


Gandhara An ancient state in north-west India, described in early texts. In the MAHABHARATA, GANDHARI, wife of DHRITARASHTRA, came from Gandhara. In the RAMAYANA, its two cities, Takshashila and Pushkaravati (or Pushkalavati) were founded by BHARATA for his sons. Later, it was a Buddhist centre where a particular style of art developed. It is one of the mahajanapadas or great states described in early Buddhist texts. In the sixth century BCE, it was included in the territory of the Persian king Darius. In the Ramayana, it is also known as Gandharva desha, the land of the gandharvas, while the KATHA SARITA SAGARA states that Pushkaravati was the capital of the vidyadharas. Various descriptions indicate that Gandhara lay between the Kabul river and the Indus, and included Peshawar and Rawalpindi in present-day Pakistan, extending into Afghanistan.


Gandhari (1) The wife of DHRITARASHTRA, the king of HASTINAPURA, described in the MAHABHARATA. She was the daughter of King Subala of GANDHARA, and the sister of Shakuni. As Dhritarashtra was blind, she too put a blindfold around her eyes. She obtained a boon that she would have a hundred sons. She became pregnant and carried a burden in her womb for two years. When she heard KUNTI had given birth, she struck her womb, and a hard ball-like mass came out. VYASA appeared and told her to divide the mass into 101 parts, to be placed in 101 pots filled with clarified butter. The pots were not to be opened for two years. From the pots, one hundred sons, collectively known as the KAURAVAS, and one daughter, were born. DURYODHANA was the eldest of Gandhari’s sons. After the Mahabharata war, Gandhari, filled with sorrow at the death of all her relatives, cursed the god KRISHNA, and her curse was fulfilled when DVARAKA was submerged and all the Yadavas died. Krishna, however, said that all this was predestined.

She and Dhritarashtra lived at Yudhishthira’s capital for some years and then went to the forest to live an ascetic life. Along with Dhritarshtra and Kunti, she died in a forest fire.

(2) The name of a wife of the god Krishna. She was among those who ascended his funeral pyre.


gandharvas A class of minor Hindu deities, who are divine musicians. In the RIG VEDA, Gandharva is mentioned in the singular, as a deity like the sun, who generated rain. He knew the secrets of heaven, and the divine truths. In the later VEDAS, gandharvas are mentioned as a group, and according to the ATHARVA VEDA, they numbered 6333. The PURANAS and other texts state that they lived in the sky or atmosphere, and prepared SOMA, the divine drink, for the gods. Their food is the scent of fragrant herbs, and the smell of water, and they wear sweet-smelling clothes. They love women, and are very handsome. Most commonly, they are known as divine singers, dancers and musicians, who live in Indraloka, the heaven of Indra. They also have their own world known as Gandharvaloka. Their king is CHITRARATHA, and they have beautiful cities. They are usually depicted with a human body, and the head of a bird or horse, and a similarity has been suggested with centaurs. There are women gandharvas known as gandharvis, though normally their female counterparts are APSARAS.


In the MAHABHARATA they seem to have been a people living in hilly and forested areas, though they are at the same time described as celestial beings. In some passages in the text, they were worshippers of SHIVA. The gandharvas frequently came down to earth and interacted with people. Some of the warriors in the great war were gandharvas incarnated. According to the PURANAS, they were the sons of KASHYAPA and Pradha. Among the gandharvas mentioned in texts are Dhritarashtra, Haha, Huhu, Hamsa, Kali, Tumburu, and Vishvavasu. According to the Mahabharata, the five sons of DRAUPADI became gandharvas after their death.


Gandharvi (1) A female GANDHARVA.

(2) The mother of horses and daughter of Surabhi.


Gandhi, Mahatma A leader of the freedom movement in India, who is also considered the soul and conscience of the nation, providing ethical and moral guidelines which are still remembered.

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, born on 2 October 1869, was affectionately called ‘Mahatma’ or ‘great soul’. His role in the freedom struggle against the British is well known, but many of his discussions on religion have been forgotten. It was his practice to hold a prayer meeting every evening, when he read out passages from texts of different religions, and commented on them.

Mahtama Gandhi’s collected works amount to 100 volumes. His writings in English and Gujarati include articles on various themes, religious discourses and books. Even when Gandhi wrote about politics, artisans, or daily events, spirituality formed a part of his approach. He wrote about diet, cleanliness, and living a healthy life free of artificial medication. He believed that disasters and calamities occurred when people violated spiritual laws. He constantly prayed, as he believed prayer led to humility and self-purification.

During the freedom movement, when things seemed to go wrong, he urged his workers not to despair, instead they should ‘go to villages, identify yourself with villagers, befriend the untouchables, make Hindu–Muslim unity a concrete fact.’ This directive sums up his main concerns, of improving village life, removing untouchability, and bringing about unity and harmony. Though he affirmed his identity as a Hindu, he respected all religions. He told his supporters that merely having tolerance was not enough, but that ‘We must have the innate respect for other religions that we have for our own.’ He held that being a Hindu meant serving those of other religions, and put his words into practice during the Partition riots, being the first to visit areas where Muslims had been attacked.

He worked in many different ways to end untouchabilty, and said that if it continued to exist, Hinduism, and even India, would perish. He preached the virtues of AHIMSA or non-violence, truth, love, and the forgiveness of all. According to him, true ahimsa, that arose in the heart, gave great strength. Though he could not compel people to non-violence, it was the answer to all ills and conflicts in the world.

Gandhi spoke about Rama Raj (the rule of Rama), but said all he meant by this was Divine Raj, a government that functioned according to ideal principles. He said, ‘For me, Rama and Rahim are one and the same deity. I acknowledge no other God, but the one God of truth and righteousness.’ Among his favourite religious texts were the BHAGAVAD GITA and the Sermon on the Mount from the New Testament. He translated the Bhagavad Gita into Gujarati, presenting his interpretation of it in the introduction. The songs that inspired him included Rabindranath Tagore’s Ekla Chalo Re (Walk Alone), and the Christian hymn Abide With Me, still played every year in his memory.

Gandhi, who was assassinated on 30 January 1948, is the foremost example of how religion can be integrated into one’s daily life, for the benefit of all.

Gandhi’s works have been translated into English and regional languages, and in addition his concepts and ideas have inspired a vast body of literature in all Indian languages. Innumerable works have been composed on Gandhi. Among them are eulogistic works which see Gandhi as a near-divine being. One example, composed by VALLATHOL in 1923, entitled Ente gurunathan (My Master), and translated from the Malayalam, is given below:


If you wish to see

The renunciation of Lord Christ,

The strategy of Lord Krishna in defence of dharma,

The ahimsa of Lord Buddha,

The intellectual might of Shri Shankara,

The infinite mercy of Rantideva,

The truthfulness of Harishchandra,

And the intrepidity and constancy of Muhammad,

Blended in perfect harmony in one person,

Go to my Master, or at least read his story.



Gandiva The name of the divine bow of ARJUNA, described in the MAHABHARATA. Initially it was given by SOMA to VARUNA, but AGNI persuaded Varuna to part with it, and presented it to Arjuna to enable him to burn the KHANDAVA forest. It was finally returned to Varuna.


Ganesha An elephant-headed god, who is one of the most popular deities today, revered by Hindus of all sects. Ganesha is the patron deity of writers, accountants, traders and businessmen, and is worshipped at the start of any new venture. He grants progress, prosperity, wisdom, and the removal of obstacles.

Historically, he was incorporated into the Hindu pantheon, somewhat late, around the fourth century CE, though he existed in different forms earlier. An elephant-headed deity was depicted on some early coins, and at AMRAVATI in about the second century CE. Vinayaka, one of his names, was a term initially used in texts for several spirits such as Shala, Ushmita and others, who possessed men and women, and placed obstacles in their way. In the MAHABHARATA, Ganesha is the scribe who writes the whole epic down. In the Yajnavalkya Smriti, Vinayaka is mentioned as the son of AMBIKA.

In a number of myths and stories in the PURANAS, he is described as a son of SHIVA and PARVATI, of Parvati alone, or as a deity with an independent origin. According to one story, at one time Shiva and Parvati took the form of elephants, and thus Ganesha was born. The most popular myth recounts that he was created by Parvati. When he was a young, handsome youth, Parvati asked him to guard her door, and Ganesha did his job so well, that he would not even let Shiva in. Shiva, therefore, cut off his head, but seeing Parvati’s grief, replaced his head with that of an elephant. In another myth, the god KRISHNA was born as Ganesha.

Ganesha is generally depicted seated or standing, with four arms. He has an elephant head and is potbellied, and has only one tusk. He normally holds in his hands any four of the following: his own tusk or tooth (svadanta), wood-apple (kapittha), sweet (modaka), elephant-goad (ankusha), noose (pasha), snake (naga), rosary, lotus, axe (parashu), or radish (mulaka). In early images he had only two hands, while in some he has eight or more hands. His vahana or vehicle is a mouse (mushaka), and around his waist he ties a snake. Each of these aspects are explained through different stories.

Ganesha is also known as Ganapati, the leader of the ganas; Vinayaka or Vighneshvara, the remover of obstacles; Gangeya, as in one story he was nurtured by GANGA; EKADANTA, with one tusk. Other names include Lambodara and Gajanana.

He normally has two wives, called Buddhi (intelligence) and Siddhi (divine powers or success), who represent his attributes. Buddhi is sometimes replaced by Riddhi (prosperity).

Various texts also describe different representations of the deity, including Bija-Ganapati, Bala-Ganapati, Taruna-Ganapati, Lakshmi-Ganesha, Maha-Ganesha, Heramba-Ganapati, Haridra-Ganapati, Nritya-Ganapati, Unmatta-Vinayaka, Shakti-Ganesha, Uchchhishta-Ganapati. Maha-Ganesha refers to Ganesha as the Supreme Lord. Bala-Ganapati depicts Ganesha as a child; Taruna Ganapati, as a youth; Haridra-Ganapati is depicted as yellow; Lakshmi and Ganesha are worshipped together for prosperity, particularly at DIVALI; Nritya Ganapati, is Ganesha dancing; as Heramba Ganapati he has five faces and rides a lion. Heramba, Unmatta, Shakti and Uchchhista forms are associated with the Tantric worship of Ganesha. There are other forms of Ganesha, as well as forms of Vinayaka. Some other forms seen in temples are: Maya Ganapati, with ten hands. He holds his wife Maya (illusion) with one hand, and a water pot in his trunk (Suchindram Temple); Sakshi Vinayaka, Vinayaka who witnessed the removal of the curse on Indra (at Suchindram); Vallabha Vinayaka, holds in his left hand, his wife Vallabha (at Suchindram); Indrakantha Vinayaka: established by Indra at Kanniyakumari.

The GANAPATYAS are sects focused on the worship of Ganesha, and use texts dealing specifically with Ganesha. Ganesha also forms one of the PANCHAYATANA, or five major gods, and is worshipped by the SMARTAS.

While art historians feel his elephant head and potbelly indicate the absorption of a local YAKSHA cult into Hinduism, others explain his aspects as symbols of a greater truth. Symbolically, Ganesha’s elephant head represents the Unmanifest, the ultimate goal, and the decapitation of his human head, indicates the removal of the individual ego. He has a huge belly, because it contains the whole universe, his single tusk represents illusion, and the mouse is the Self, hidden within.

Ganesha temples are located all over India, but he is specially worshipped in Maharashtra. Notable among these are the Ashtavinayaka temples of which the MORESHVARA TEMPLE is the most popular, and the Siddhi Vinayak Temple in Mumbai. In recent times, he has become very popular in Tamil Nadu, though there are ancient Ganesha temples there too. Ganesha is worshipped in all Shiva temples, often in a separate shrine. His brother is KARTTIKEYA or SKANDA, with whom he has some rivalry.

There are several texts specifically dealing with Ganesha, including the GANAPATI UPANISHAD, and GANESHA PURANA. Ganesha was also used as a symbol in the freedom movement.

Ganesha is venerated by Buddhists and Jains as well, and several Buddhist deities have elephant heads. In the early medieval period, his images occur in Indo-China, Java and elsewhere. Similar elephant-headed deities are known in China, Japan, and other parts of South-east Asia.


Ganesha Chaturthi A festival in celebration of the god GANESHA. It is most popular in Maharashtra, but is also celebrated in other states. The festival lasts for ten days and takes place in August/September. On the first day a clay image is brought into the house and worshipped every day, and on the last day it is immersed in water, either a river, the sea, or even a lake. Prosperity, wisdom and freedom from obstacles is said to be achieved by celebrating this festival.


Ganesha Purana A Sanskrit text, a minor or UPAPURANA, dealing with the worship of GANESHA. In this text Ganesha is the supreme deity.


Ganga, goddess A goddess, who represents the river GANGA.

Ganga, through the mythology of the river, is also the second wife of SHIVA, though at one time she was one of the three wives of VISHNU. YAMUNA, her main tributary, is her sister in myths.

Among other stories about Ganga is that she once came to earth as a beautiful woman. King Shantanu married her, and she gave birth to eight sons, who were the eight VASUS. The first seven were returned to the Ganga (river), the eighth grew up as Devavrata, also known as BHISHMA.

Ganga as a goddess is usually depicted as a beautiful woman, holding a vessel filled with water on her hip, and standing on a makara, a mythical creature who dwells in water. Images of the goddess Ganga are placed in front of temple doors, or carved on them. In some sculptures she is depicted with Shiva, along with PARVATI, and in others she is shown in Shiva’s hair.


Ganga river The Ganga is the most sacred of all Indian rivers. It starts from Gaumukh in the Himalayas at a height of 4,600 m, descends into the plains at Hardwar, and has a total length of 2,525 m before it joins the sea in the Bay of Bengal. Several myths and legends are associated with the river, which is considered specially sacred. The Ganga, it is said, first flowed in heaven, from the god VISHNU’s foot. King Bhagiratha prayed that it descend to earth, to revive his ancestors. The god BRAHMA felt the earth could not bear her strong flow, therefore SHIVA allowed her to flow on his head. She wandered through his matted locks for some time, until Bhagiratha prayed again. Then she descended from the hair of Shiva, and finally flowed to GANGA SAGARA, where the ashes of his ancestors were.

Bathing in the river is said to cleanse one of all sins. In Hindu rituals, a few sips of water are given to those on their deathbed. In earlier times, Ganga water was given to the sick, in the belief that it would cure them. According to the MAHABHARATA, to chant the name of the Ganga brings purity, to see her assures prosperity, and to bathe in her provides salvation.

The purity of the river was recognized even by the Muslim sultans and the Mughals. The sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq and the Mughal emperors Akbar and Jahangir drank only Ganga water. Special officials carried the water over long distances when they were on campaigns. Even some of the kings of Tibet drank Ganga water.

Along the course of the Ganga, are innumerable sacred spots or tirthas. Among these are GANGOTRI, near its source. It descends into the plains at HARDWAR, earlier known as Gangadvara, an extremely sacred site. Rishikesh nearby also has great sanctity. BITHUR, ALLAHABAD (Prayaga), VARANASI (Kashi) and Sonpur in Bihar are some of the other sacred places, apart from Ganga Sagara, where it joins the sea. The Ganga’s tributaries include the Yamuna, Ramganga, Gomati, Ghaghara, Gandak and Kosi and there are sacred sites located on all these.

According to the VISHNU PURANA (II.8.115–117), even one who chants ‘Ganga, Ganga’ from a distance of a hundred yojanas, is absolved of all sins committed in the last three lives. It sanctifies anyone who sees it, touches it, or bathes in it.


Ganga Sagara A sacred place located in West Bengal where the river GANGA joins the Bay of Bengal. Here there are small islands submerged in water after the rains. Around MAKARA SANKRANTI (13-14 January) every year, a festival is held here. Thousands of pilgrims bathe in the confluence at the time of the festival, and it is a centre of pilgrimage even at other times.

In Hindu myths Ganga Sagara is connected with a story of the descent of the Ganga to earth. In ancient days, there was a famous king named Sagara, who had two wives, Keshini and Sumati, but no children. He prayed for sons to the god SHIVA, who granted his wish, and had one son from Keshini, and a lump of flesh from Sumati, which grew into 60,000 sons. In gratitude, Sagara decided to perform the ASHVAMEDHA, or horse sacrifice, where a horse is set free to roam, and later sacrificed. The god INDRA stole the horse, afraid of the king’s growing might, and tied it underground, where the rishi KAPILA was meditating. The 60,000 sons searched for it and, locating it, began to attack the sage, who opened his eyes and charred them all to death. Anshuman, Sagara’s grandson through Keshini, found the bones and begged rishi Kapila to revive them. The rishi said they could only be revived when the Ganga flowed over their bones. It was Anshuman’s grandson Bhagiratha, who by his penances and prayers to the god BRAHMA, succeeded in bringing Ganga down to earth. Finally she flowed to the required spot and revived them. The place was then known as Ganga Sagara, and a temple of Kapila was built at the spot.


Gangadvara An ancient name of HARDWAR. Gangadvara, ‘the gate of the Ganga river’, was the point where the Ganga entered the plains after its descent from the mountains. DAKSHA’S sacrifice took place at Kankhal nearby.


Gangamma A mother goddess, worshipped in villages in parts of south India. Gangamma is a powerful deity, a form of DURGA, usually propitiated with animal sacrifices twice a year.


Gangaur A festival to honour the goddess GAURI, a form of PARVATI, held in March/April in Rajasthan. It is both a harvest festival and a prayer for marital bliss. Unmarried girls worship Gauri to gain a good husband, while married women do so for the long lives of their husbands and a happy married life. The festival begins on the first day of Chaitra, the day after Holi and continues for eighteen days. Images of Gauri and Isar (Shiva) are made and decorated and taken out in procession on the last three days of the festival. On the final day, the images are immersed in a well or tank.


Gangesha A philosopher of the NYAYA school who has been variously dated between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. Gangesha or Gangeshvara Upadhyaya, who wrote Tattvachintamani, has been credited with founding the Nava Nyaya or new school of Nyaya philosophy. According to some accounts he belonged to Mithila, and according to others, to Bengal. One tradition states he was a Maithila brahmana of the Kashyapa gotra, who belonged to village Kairon, in district Darbhanga (Bihar).

His Tattvachintamani is divided into four books, based on the four means of valid knowledge (pramanas) of Nyaya, that is pratyaksha (perception), anumana (inference), upamana (analogy) and shabda (verbal testimony). His system of logic gradually superseded the early Nyaya and VAISHESHIKA systems, and laid the basis for philosophers, grammarians and poets of various schools of thought. The Nava Nyaya flourished in Mithila and Bengal till the nineteenth century. Several commentaries were written on his work.

Gangesha had three sons of whom Vardhamana was a noted philosopher.


Gangotri A sacred site located in Uttarakhand, at a height of 3,048 m. It is worshipped as the source of the river GANGA, though the actual source is at Gaumukh, 18 km further up the Gangotri glacier. At Gangotri the Ganga is known as the BHAGIRATHI, named after King Bhagiratha, whose prayers brought her down to earth. A temple is located at Gangotri, and is one of the Char Dham, or four main Hindu shrines of the region. The present temple was constructed in the eighteenth century. Made of white stone, it has a gilded roof and a central spire. Nearby is a flat stone known as the Bhagiratha Shila, where Bhagiratha is said to have meditated. The main deity is the goddess GANGA. During winter months, the goddess moves to Mukhba.


garbha griha Literally, ‘womb-house’, it refers to the innermost or main shrine in a Hindu temple, where the image is kept. It is usually a small room or cell, without windows, and is often square-shaped. In some temples the garbha-griha walls are decorated and adorned with sculptures. In many temples only priests are allowed to enter the garbha griha to perform the various ceremonies, while others view the deity or image from outside.


Garuda A divine bird, associated with the god VISHNU. In the RIG VEDA, a celestial deity Garutman is mentioned, who has beautiful wings. According to the Unadi Sutra, Garuda comes from the root ‘gr’, ‘to speak’. He thus represents sacred speech. In the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, Garuda is said to personify courage. In the MAHABHARATA, Garuda is said to be the same as Garutman, and is the brother of ARUNA, and son of KASHYAPA. The Mahabharata also states that Garuda can assume any form, and go wherever he wants. He flies with immense speed, and the wind of his wings can stop the rotation of the three worlds. Once KADRU, another wife of Kashyapa and mother of the serpents, imprisoned Garuda’s mother Vinata. Garuda stole amrita from the gods to buy her freedom. INDRA tried to fight against him to recover the divine nectar, but was unable to defeat him. Finally Indra retrieved it by deceiving him. While he was on his way to get the amrita, Garuda stopped at a lake called Alamba, and picked up Supratika, an elephant, and Vibhavasu, a tortoise. Later he ate them. In the PURANAS too, Garuda is the son of the rishi KASHYAPA, from his wife Vinata, with Aruna as his brother. In the GARUDA PURANA, his body symbolizes the Vedas. Descriptions of Garuda state that he glowed brilliantly when he was born, and frightened the gods, who thought he was AGNI, the brilliant god of fire. They praised, him as the highest being, a form of fire and the sun. Garuda is the chief of all the birds, and an enemy of NAGAS or serpents. The god Vishnu rides through the heavens, mounted on him.

Garuda has a wife named Unnati (progress), sometimes called Vinayika. According to the Mahabharata he has six sons: Sumukha, Sunaman, Sunetra, Suvarchas, Suruk or Suanch, and Subala or Suvala. (5.101.2–8).

In early art, he is depicted as a large parrot-like bird, and occurs on an architrave at SANCHI. On Gupta coins, he is shown as a plump bird, the capital on a column (Garudadhvaja). An earlier inscription of the second century BCE at Vidisha records the creation of a Garudadhvaja. In later art, he is depicted with the head, wings and talons of an eagle, and the body of a man. He has a white face, red wings, and a golden body. The Parameshvara Samhita states that he is huge and fierce-looking, of the colour of molten gold, with the head of an eagle and a red beak. His wings are feathery, and he has a large belly and two arms. He usually has two arms, though some texts describe him with four or eight arms, and with the goddesses LAKSHMI and SARASVATI on either side of him. The Shilpa-ratna states that in six of his eight arms, he holds a water-vessel, mace, conch-shell, discus, sword and snake, while the feet of Vishnu rest on his two front hands. The VISHNUDHARMOTTARA describes him as slightly pot-bellied, with four arms. The back arms hold a jar of nectar and an umbrella, and the front are in anjali mudra (prayer pose). He often holds a snake as he flies through the air, either in his beak or in one of his hands. The Shritatvanidhi says that he has snakes on his head. In general, there are two forms of him, one as the capital of a column, and the other as the vahana or vehicle of Vishnu. In most extant images he has two or four arms.

His other names include: Suparna, with beautiful wings; Khageshvara, lord of the birds; Gaganeshvara, lord of the sky; Sitanana, one with a white face; Raktapaksha, one with red wings; Shveta-rohita, he who is white and red; Suvarnakaya, with a golden body; Nagantaka, destroyer of serpents; Tarasvin, the swift one. As he stole nectar from the gods, he is known as Amritaharana. This as well as Vihangama, another of his names, are two of the thirty-nine incarnations of Vishnu. He is also known as Tarkshya.

Garuda appears in Buddhist sculptures, and in Jainism is the yaksha of the Tirthankara Shantinatha. A winged Garuda is associated with SURYA images and is similar to Zoroastrian depictions of the fravashi (divine aspect of an individual).


Garuda Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. The introduction states that this Purana was revealed by the god VISHNU to GARUDA, who narrated it to the rishi KASHYAPA. Vishnu himself narrated the Purana to RUDRA, BRAHMA, and other deities. Brahma revealed it to VYASA, DAKSHA and other rishis, Vyasa to Suta, and SUTA to the rishis in the NAIMISHA forest. The Purana is divided into two khandas or parts, and includes chapters on the five Puranic themes, but is more concerned with the worship of Vishnu, Vaishnavite festivals and rites, and MAHATMYAS or accounts of sacred places. There are sections on SHAKTI worship, and the worship of the Panchayatana or ‘five gods’, SHIVA, Vishnu, DURGA, SURYA and GANESHA. However, the other deities are considered attendants of Vishnu. The Garuda lists the incarnations of Vishnu. In one section it gives a traditional list of ten, in another, twenty-two, and in a third list seventeen. There are stories from the MAHABHARATA, HARIVAMSHA, and RAMAYANA. Like the AGNI PURANA, it is encyclopedic in character, with chapters on cosmography, astrology, astronomy, medicine, grammar and politics, as well as other subjects. One of the versions available contains the Brahma Gita (I.230–240). The second section, the Uttara Khanda, has a number of different topics and includes verses to be used at funerals, which are still chanted today. It has accounts of heavens, hells, as well as funeral and ancestral rites. There are considerable differences in the Uttara Khanda of various editions.

The Garuda Purana, described in the MATSYA and other early Puranas, was said to have been narrated by KRISHNA or Vishnu to describe the origin of Garuda in the Garuda kalpa, but that must have been an earlier version, as the existing Purana does not mention these. The present Garuda can be dated between CE 800 and 1000, with some later sections. According to tradition it has 19,000 verses, but the available recensions have around 8000 verses.


Garuda Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a late UPANISHAD that reveres GARUDA. It provides a method for protection against poisons, particularly from the bite of snakes. BRAHMA is said to have taught this science to NARADA, who conveyed it to Brihatsena, through whom it was passed on to Indra, and then to Bharadvaja, who taught it to his pupils. This Upanishad is attached to the Atharva Veda.


Gaudapada A philosopher of ADVAITA, who lived sometime between the sixth and eighth centuries, and commented on the UPANISHADS. Though Advaitic ideas were known earlier, Gaudapada explained its principles in a systematic way.

He was the teacher of Govinda, who was the guru of SHANKARA, who firmly established Advaita in India. Gaudapada did not comment on the BRAHMA SUTRA, but put forward his main ideas in the Karika, which has four sections. The first is the Agama, a commentary on the MANDUKYA UPANISHAD. Commenting on the states of consciousness described in the Mandukya, Gaudapada says that both waking and dreaming states are similar, as the objects seen in both are unreal. Only the subject, the constant witness that is the Self, can be real. That which is complete in itself, inborn, and never ceases to be itself, is the only reality, as something subject to change, cannot be real. The second section, Vatathya, explains the phenomenal nature of the world. The third lays down the main principles of Advaita, whereas the fourth, Alatashanti, develops these principles further. This section gets its name from the nature of a burning stick circled in the air, which creates the illusion of a circle of fire, alatachakra. The world with its various forms, is said to be a similar illusion. Gaudapada incorporated Buddhist principles in his system of thought, particularly those of the Madhyamika and Vijnanavada. S.N. Dasgupta feels he was intially a Buddhist, while according to S. Radhakrishnan, he accepted Buddhist principles when they were not in conflict with his own, and adjusted Buddhist doctrines ‘to the Advaita design’. Gaudapada’s ideas were further elaborated by Shankara.


Gaudiya Vaishnavism A term for the philosophy formulated by CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU and his followers.


Gauri (1) A name of the goddess PARVATI. Gauri means ‘the fair one’. According to one story, SHIVA called her by her name ‘Kali’ (black). Parvati thought he was mocking her for having a dark skin, so she meditated until she became Gauri, or fair, shedding her dark skin. This myth probably indicates the absorption of a dark tribal goddess into the Brahmanical pantheon, and her subsequent transformation into a form of Parvati. Gauri is also a form of Parvati as a young girl. In Rajasthan, the GANGAUR festival is held in honour of Gauri.

(2) A goddess in the retinue of Parvati.

(3) A wife of VARUNA.

(4) A name of the earth.


Gaurishankara Temple A temple dedicated to Gaurishankara, a name of the deities SHIVA and PARVATI, located at Jagatsukh near Manali in Himachal Pradesh. This early temple has an image of four-armed DURGA killing Mahisha, the buffalo asura, with a trident that she holds in one of her hands. Though Durga holds the tail of the buffalo, her eyes are closed in serene contemplation.


This is a small square temple dating to the eighth or ninth century.


Gautama The name of several rishis (sages) described in ancient texts. Among them were:

(1) Gotama, an ancient rishi, who was also known as Gautama. He was married to a beautiful woman, AHALYA. Ahalya was seduced by the god INDRA who pretended to be her husband, and therefore Gautama made her invisible or, in other accounts, turned her into a rock. According to the RAMAYANA, she was restored to life by RAMA. Other myths in the PURANAS state that Gautama, by his extreme austerities, brought the GANGA down to earth from SHIVA’S matted hair. This Gautami Ganga flowed from the Brahmagiri mountains, and is alternatively known as the GODAVARI.

(2) Sharadvat, who was the son of Gotama, was also known as Gautama.

(3) Gautama, Gotama, or Akshapada was the founder of the NYAYA philosophy.

(4) Gautama was the name of the author of a DHARMA SHASTRA.

(5) A name of Kripa, grandson of Gotama.

It is not clear if Gautama the rishi was the same as the founder of the Nyaya philosophy and the composer of a Dharma Shastra.


Gaya A city in Bihar, 10 km north of Bodh Gaya. According to tradition, Gaya is one of the seven sacred cities of Hinduism. It has several temples, and is a major centre of pilgrimage. The existing temples were constructed in the eighteenth century or later, but there are numerous sculptures dating back to the ninth and tenth centuries and even earlier. Special rites are conducted here for the souls of ancestors.

At Gaya, Hindu and Buddhist legends are intermixed. In ancient texts, Gaya is linked with the story of the king GAYA, and later the asura Gaya. According to the MAHABHARATA, Ashmaprishtha is a holy stone located in Gaya, and a visit to this cleanses a person of the sin of killing a BRAHMANA. There is actually a rocky hill known by this name. Brahmasaras described in the Mahabharata is among the ancient sites that still exist. The VAYU PURANA provides an account of sacred sites in Gaya, while other Puranas also provide references to its sanctity. The Vishnupada Temple was constructed here by Ahalyabai of Indore in the eighteenth century, on the site of a Buddhist temple. It is said to mark the spot where Vishnu placed his foot on the asura Gaya.

Rama and Sita are said to have visited Gaya. There are numerous sacred sites and ghats along the Falgu river.


Gaya, king According to the story narrated in the epics and Puranas, GAYA city is named after Gaya, an ancient king. According to the MAHABHARATA, at Brahmasaras, the rajarishi Gaya, son of Amurtarayas, and also known as Amurtarayasa, performed a number of great sacrifices. He practised austerities and did not eat anything for one hundred years except the remains of libations of clarified butter. When AGNI offered him a boon, he asked for a thorough knowledge of the VEDAS, inexhaustable wealth in order to make gifts to brahmanas, and sons from wives of his own order. Because of his great sacrifices, the place where he stayed came to be known as Gaya and was renowned in the three worlds. The vata (banyan) tree providing eternal life is located here.

In some PURANAS, Gaya, the son of Amurtarayas, is called an ASURA or a DAITYA. He performed tapas (austerities), and as his power increased, the DEVAS were worried. They appealed to VISHNU for help. Vishnu appeared, and at Gaya’s request granted that he would become the most sacred of all TIRTHAS. Gayasura disappeared, but the Devas then wished to perform a sacrifice on his body. Gaya offered his body, and the devashila, a divine stone, was placed on him and entered by all the gods. Thus Gaya is sacred for two reasons, because of a promise made to Gayasura, and because the gods always reside in Gaya, in the sacred stone.

This seems a somewhat confused myth. According to R.L. Mitra, it is an allegorical story regarding the replacement of Buddhism in Gaya, with VAISHNAVISM. The Buddha attained enlightenment at Bodh Gaya nearby, and Buddhism was once prominent in the region. From the stories in the Mahabharata, Buddhist texts and Puranas, it would seem the city of Gaya was at first a Brahmanical centre, then became Buddhist, and later Vaishnava.


Gayatri mantra A verse in the RIG VEDA, and also a verse metre. The Gayatri verse or MANTRA, is considered specially sacred and is named after the metre which has twenty-four syllables. It is a prayer to the sun as SAVITR, and reads ‘Om bhur bhuva svaha, tat savitur varenyam, bhargo devasya dhimahi, dhiyo yo nah prachodayat’. The first part is an invocation, the syllables being counted from ‘tat’. This verse has been variously translated. One version is ‘We meditate on that excellent light of the divine sun; may he illumine our minds’ (H.H. Wilson). According to the MAHABHARATA, the twenty-four aksharas (syllables) of the Gayatri metre represents the universe, containing nineteen classes of beings and five elements. In the BHAGAVAD GITA, Krishna says, ‘Among metres, I am the Gayatri.’ Other verses too can be composed in this metre, and are referred to with a qualifying term, such as Vishnu Gayatri or Surya Gayatri.

Gayatri is one of the names of the god SHIVA, who is said to have made Gayatri and Savitri his reins.


Gayatri, goddess A goddess, a wife of the god BRAHMA. According to a story in the PURANAS, Brahma and his consort SARASVATI went to perform a sacrifice at PUSHKARA. Sarasvati came late for the sacrifice, and an impatient Brahma made Gayatri, a milkmaid, his consort. Despite Sarasvati’s fury, Gayatri remained his wife.


The goddess is considered the mother of the VEDAS and the personification of the GAYATRI MANTRA.


Ghasidasa, Guru A guru of the SATNAMI sect. Guru Ghasidas is said to have lived between 1756 and 1836 in the Chhattisgarh region, and to have founded a major SATNAMI group between 1820 and 1830. Ghasidas, a chamar (untouchable caste) was a peasant in Girod (Girodhpuri), a village in Bilaspur and now in Raipur district. He wanted to find a way out of caste inequalities, and set out on a pilgrimage to the JAGANNATHA TEMPLE at Puri. On the way he stopped at Sarangarh, where he received divine illumination. He then returned to Girodh and meditated on a nearby hill, which later became a place of pilgrimage, where two Satnami temples were constructed. After spending six months in Sonakhan forest, he proclaimed the new path, known as Satnami, which believed in One God without attributes (nirguna) and no caste distinctions. Non-vegetarian food and alcohol were prohibited, and there were certain other food restrictions as well as precepts for the well-being of cattle. The group gained a large following in Chhattisgarh.


ghat A Sanskrit term. Ghats are located at sacred sites near rivers and temples, and consist of stairs which lead down to the water. Devotees can use these to enter the water and perform religious rites, or to bathe. The term ghat also refers to a hill range or cliff.


Ghateshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, dating to the ninth or tenth century, located at Baroli in Rajasthan. In the main shrine, natural LINGA-shaped stones are set in a square pedestal. One stone resembles an inverted ghata or pot, and this gives the temple its name. The shrine has a curvilinear tower, and a columned MANDAPA adjoining it.

There are several beautiful sculptures, including images of Shiva, BRAHMA, VISHNU, CHAMUNDA, and guardian deities.


Girija A name of the goddess PARVATI, refering to her origin in the mountains. Giri and Parvat both mean hill or mountain, and Parvati was the daughter of the mountain, her father being Himavan or Himavat, a name of the Himalayas.


Gita Govinda A Sanskrit text in verse, written in the twelfth century by JAYADEVA. It describes the divine love between the god KRISHNA and RADHA, his beloved. The Gita Govinda has twelve chapters (sargas) and twenty-four sections or prabandhas, containing ashtapadis (songs) and shlokas (verses).

The text can be seen at two levels, with erotic descriptions revealing the sacred. It begins with a prelude, a description of a dark overcast sky. NANDA then asks RADHA to take the frightened KRISHNA home, through the dark forests. This has been interpreted as an allegory of the soul, moving homeward towards the divine. It also establishes that Radha is older, and represents the active feminine principle of the divine play. The poem then describes the ten well-known avataras of VISHNU, and identifies Krishna with Vishnu, and Radha with SHRI. The rest of the poem deals with the pain of separation, longing, and reunion, of Radha and Krishna. Radha, as she yearns for Krishna, represents every soul’s yearning for God, and her union with him is the union of the soul with the divine. In one of the verses, Krishna is thus described:


Sandal and garment of yellow and lotus garlands upon his body of blue,

In his dance the jewels of his ears in movement dangling over his smiling cheeks.

Hari here disports himself with charming women given to love!



In another verse, after uniting with him in love, Radha commands Krishna:


Make a pattern upon my breasts and a picture on my cheeks and fasten over my loins a girdle,

Bind my masses of hair with a beautiful garland and place many bracelets upon my hands and jewelled anklets upon my feet!

And so he who wore the yellow garments did as she told him.

(Trans. George Kyt)



The text forms the basis for Radha–Krishna worship, and has inspired literature, music, dance forms, and paintings.


Gita Ramayana A term for Ramayanas in song, composed earlier in several regional languages. Some early Gita Ramayanas were composed in Assamese and in other languages. Among such texts, is a popular Gita Ramayana in Marathi, composed in 1957 by G.D. Madgulkar (1919–77), in a series of fifty-six dramatic songs. The characters themselves sing the songs, thus narrating their own story. Each song is independent, yet connected with the others. The whole work is devotional, with the predominant sentiment of BHAKTI.


Gitanjali A collection of spiritual verses written by Rabindranath TAGORE, which won him the Nobel Prize for literature in 1913. Originally written in Bengali, the verses were translated into English by the author. The songs or verses are in the BHAKTI tradition, addressed directly to God. To Tagore God is the Universal Self, the divine musician, singer and poet, companion of the poor, friend and lover, mother and compassionate one. He longs to experience God, yet at times finds himself far away. Thus he says:


My heart longs to join in thy song, but vainly struggles for a voice. (Song III)



In another verse he writes of a moment of quietness:



I ask for a moment’s indulgence to sit by thy side. The works that I have in hand I will finish afterwards.

Away from the sight of thy face my heart knows no rest nor respite, and my work becomes an endless toil in a shoreless sea of toil.

Today the summer has come at my window with its sighs and murmurs; and the bees are plying their minstrelsy at the court of the flowering grove.

Now it is time to sit quiet, face to face with thee, and to sing a dedication of life in this silent and overflowing leisure. (Song V)



go The Sanskrit word for the COW.


godan The gift of a cow, a sacred Hindu ritual, offered to BRAHMANAS on marriage, death, eclipses, or other special occasions. It is said to bring merit and benefit to the giver. Godan was common in olden days.


Godavari A river of peninsula India that is among those considered sacred. The Godavari rises in the Western Ghats or Sahyadri range and flows eastwards until it enters the sea, covering a distance of 1,465 km. According to myths in the PURANAS, the Godavari is really the river GANGA, and was brought down to earth from SHIVA’S hair by the penances of the rishi GAUTAMA, and hence is known as the Gautami Ganga. The Trimbak plateau where it originates is famous for the TRYAMBAKESHVARA TEMPLE. A number of TIRTHAS are located nearby, among which are the Gangadvara tirtha, Varaha tirtha, Kushavarta tirtha, and several shrines of various deities.

The Gautami Mahatmya of the BRAHMA PURANA describes other tirthas here. They include: Kapotatirtha, where a pair of doves immolated themselves in a fire to provide food to a hunter; Garuda-tirtha, where GARUDA, who had lost his strength, regained his original form by bathing in the river; Vishvamitra tirtha, where the rishi VISHVAMITRA lived for some time. The river is also referred to as the Vridha Ganga or Dakshina Ganga.


goddesses See Devi; Deities.


gods See Deva; Deities.


Gokul A place located near MATHURA in Uttar Pradesh, which is a centre of pilgrimage, sacred to the god KRISHNA. Krishna grew up here, and there are several sites associated with his childhood and youth. According to traditional stories, the baby Krishna was taken from Mathura across the river YAMUNA, and given to NANDA and YASHODA, his foster parents, to save him from King KAMSA. Later they moved to VRINDAVAN. Gokul is also a centre of the VALLABHA sect, established in the fifteenth century. The Gokul of Krishna’s childhood is known as old Gokul, while Vallabhacharya, a devotee of Krishna and founder of the Vallabha sect, built new Gokul nearby.


Gokulnatha The fourth son of VITTHALANATHA, who was the son of Vallabhacharya. Gokulnatha (probably 1554–1643) wrote commentaries on a number of works of Vallabhacharya, including on Sannyasa-nirnaya, Shri-Sarvattama stotra; Vallabhashtaka, Siddhantamuktavali, Pushti-pravah-maryada, Siddhanta-rahasya, Chatuhshloki, Dhairyyashraya, Bhakti-vardhini and Sevaphala. He also composed two works on Vaishnava saints, Chaurasin Vaishnavan ki Varta and Do Sau Bavan Vaishnavan ki Varta. These vartas of accounts of Vaishnava saints were narrated by Gokulnatha to his disciples, and later written down. They are still popular among Vaishnavas and followers of Vallabhacharya.

Gokulnatha was married to Parvati, daughter of Vannaibhatta in Kashi, and had four children, three sons and a daughter.


Goloka The name of a real and mythical place. It is the paradise of the god KRISHNA, said to be located on the mythical Mt MERU, where the divine cow SURABHI dwells. It is also another name for VRINDAVAN, a place in the region of MATHURA, associated with Krishna.


Gopala Literally, ‘cowherd’. A name of the god KRISHNA, who was a cowherd in his youth. In early Greek myths, Apollo was a goatherd, indicating some paralells between the two deities.


gopi A term for the female devotees of the god KRISHNA, particularly in the region of Vraja or MATHURA. Gopis were the female cowherds of the region, many of whom were married, who flocked around Krishna. RADHA, who was one of the gopis, was Krishna’s favourite. The gopis represent BHAKTI, a selfless and pure love of God, beyond considerations of social norms, and beyond any thoughts of worldly gain, such as marriage, status, or protection. The relationship of the gopis with Krishna is described in several texts, particularly the HARIVAMSHA, BHAGAVATA PURANA, and GITA GOVINDA, and has formed the subject of art, literature and music through the ages. In the CHAITANYA tradition, 108 gopis are named and described. Several Vaishanva groups emphasize that the devotee of Krishna should emulate the love of the gopis.


Gopi Krishna, Pandit A mystic and teacher. Born in 1903 in Srinagar, Kashmir, his family moved to Lahore in 1914, and he completed his school and college there. Later he returned to Kashmir, and was employed in the public works department of the maharaja. He began meditating every day, and in 1937 he inadvertently aroused a powerful force in him, which he recognized later as the KUNDALINI. He had several physical problems, until the force finally reached the correct channel within the body. Some years later he resigned his job, and began to write and express his experiences. He gave speeches, toured the West, and wrote a number of books, including his autobiography.


Gopi Krishna believed that the kundalini was a force that every person could arouse, which revolutionized the entire being. He said: ‘The awakening of kundalini does not only mean the activation of a dormant force in the body, but also an altered activity of the entire nervous system and the opening of a normally silent centre in the brain.’ He appealed for a scientific investigation of the phenomenon and wrote: ‘Why science should ignore some of the most important issues of human existence, no one has dared to answer. And why religion should be satisfied with explanations for these riddles, offered thousands of years ago … is equally unintelligible.’

He died at Srinagar in 1984.


gopuram A term for the gateway of south Indian temples. The temples could have one or more gateways, which were several storeys high, with elaborate carvings.


Gorakhnatha/Gorakshanatha A yogi who lived some time between the ninth and twelfth centuries, and was one of the founders of the Natha or KANPHATA yogis, a SHAIVITE sect. He was a disciple of the legendary guru MATSYENDRANATHA. According to some accounts, he flourished around c. 1120 and lived at Gorakhpur in present Uttar Pradesh, and the city of Gorakhpur is said to be named after him. However, the details of his life are unclear, and according to other accounts he was originally from the Punjab, while some state that he was born in Kathiawar. He is closely associated with Nepal, where there is a cave named after him, where he is believed to have meditated, as well as several other sites. He is believed to have travelled to different places within India and Nepal, and is also said to have visited Afghanistan, Baluchistan, various parts of northern, eastern and southern India, as well as Sri Lanka. There is an account of his meeting with the twelfth century saint ALLAMA PRABHU, which indicates that he belonged to that century. However, other traditions state that he met Guru Nanak and KABIR in the fifteenth century. To explain this, some legends state that he is an incarnation of SHIVA, and has eternal life.

Gorakhnatha composed verses which were written down in a book called Goraksha-Shataka, which described the rituals and practices of the sect. These included yogic asanas or physical postures, pranayama or breathing techniques, and explanations on how to energize the CHAKRAS or mystical energy centres, and raise the KUNDALINI. These practices were said to give the disciples spiritual and other powers. Gorakhnatha himself was said to have been a SIDDHA, or perfected one. His description of different asanas has led him to be called the founder of HATHA YOGA, or the physical aspect of Yoga, though the basic system of Yoga was described earlier by PATANJALI. The Goraksha Shataka is a text used by Kanphata yogis, and by other practitioners of Yoga and Tantra.

There are several temples dedicated to Gorakhnatha, the main one being at Gorakhpur in Uttar Pradesh. The Gorakhnatha Peeth, the centre of his sect, and his SAMADHI, are located at Gorakhpur and attract a number of pilgrims. Among other Gorakhnatha temples are those in Nepal and HARDWAR. Gorakhnath peak at a height of 1,117m in the Gir range has a small shrine with footprints, believed to be those of Gorakhnatha.

The main festival at these temples takes place on Makar Sankranti, when khichri (cooked rice and dal) is offered to the guru, and distributed as PRASADA.

Gorakhnatha still has a number of followers.


Gotama An ancient rishi, also known as GAUTAMA.


gotra A term used for a group or clan in Hinduism, technically an exogamous sept. It was first used in the sense of a clan in the ATHARVA VEDA. Initially, the BRAHMANA CASTE was divided into gotras, and each gotra claimed descent from early rishis such as KASHYAPA and BHARADVAJA. Later KSHATRIYAS and VAISHYAS also adopted gotras, usually from the brahmana priests who performed the rituals for their families. There were also non-brahmana or laukika gotras. Marriage within the same gotra is traditionally not allowed.


Govardhan/Govardhana A town near MATHURA in Uttar Pradesh, where the god KRISHNA is said to have lived, and also the name of a hill in the area. According to myth, Krishna raised the mountain Govardhan on his finger, to shelter his fellow cowherds, when INDRA sent a deluge of rain to challenge his power. Another story narrates how the god HANUMAN, transporting material to build a bridge across the ocean to Lanka, brought Govardhan from the Himalayas. Meanwhile RAMA sent him a message, not to bring any more rocks and hills, and so Hanuman placed the mountain Govardhan near Mathura.

Govardhan is a sacred place and a centre of pilgrimage.


Govinda A name of the god KRISHNA.


Govinda Dasa A name by which the philosopher BALADEVA VIDYABHUSHANA was known.


Govinda Mishra The composer of the Mishra Gita or Pada Gita, a version of the BHAGAVAD GITA in Assamese verse. Govinda Mishra lived in the seventeenth century, and came from the Kamrup region of western Assam. According to one tradition he was the father of Srirama Ata of the Kalasamhati branch of Assam Vaishnavism, but he himself states that he was a disciple of BHATTADEVA (1558–1638), and was therefore of the Damodari branch. As Bhattadeva’s disciple, Govinda has tentatively been placed between 1580 and 1650. In composing his Gita, Govinda used both the original text and several commentaries, particularly that of Shridharaswami. His work has a devotional orientation. In addition, he translated the Bhakti-viveka of Bhattadeva, to which he added some of his own explanations.



graha A term which indicates a planet. In Hinduism, the NAVAGRAHA are the nine planets traditionally known, and depicted, in art. Graha comes from the word grah, meaning to seize or overpower, and in early texts grahas referred to some sort of demons, who possessed a person and caused illness.


grama devata A male or female deity, which is the guardian of the village (grama). The deity is more usually female, and is prayed to for the protection of the village from disease and disaster. Sometimes animal sacrifices are conducted to appease her. A village may have its own unique deity, or there may may be a common deity for many villages. GANGAMMA and MARIAMMA are some examples of female village deities, while DHARMA THAKUR is one of the male deities.


Grihadevi A village deity, also known as Jara. She was worshipped up to medieval days, and was a rakhasi, a demonic being, who could assume any form.


grihastha The second of the four traditional ashramas or stages in the life of a man of the upper castes. The duties of the grihastha or householder are laid out in detail in the PURANAS and SHASTRAS. The general duties are to acquire wealth through an occupation suitable to his caste, so that he can maintain those dependent on him, and offer the necessary sacrifices. Wealth should be acquired only in accordance with dharma or right action.

Texts state the householder should rise before dawn, offer adoration to the sun, and perform his morning ablutions. Having bathed and dressed in clean clothes, he should offer libations to the devas, rishis and pitris. Then he should pray for the welfare of all beings, including devas, asuras, yakshas, nagas, rakshasas, gandharvas, pishachas, guhyakas, kushmandas, trees, birds, fish, and all creatures that inhabit the waters, earth and air. Next prayers are to be made to various deities, including household deities, and guardians of the four quarters. The householder then places rice and food on clean ground for various hungry living beings including birds and dogs.

After attending to his daily duties, in the evening, he awaits the arrival of a guest, and never neglects or refuses hospitality to a poor or friendless stranger. He and his wife offer food to all in need.

Before he eats himself, he sees that others in his household are fed, particularly a married girl or woman still living in her father’s house; anyone who is ill; a pregnant woman; infants; and the aged.

At night he can approach his wife on certain occasions, ‘If she is not unbathed, sick, unwell, averse, angry, pregnant, hungry or overfed. He should also be free from similar imperfections, should be neatly attired and adorned, and animated by kindness and affection.’ (Vishnu Purana, III. 2).

There are several other details of how a householder should live, always following the path of virtue and helping those in need. He also had to observe the daily sacrifices, SHRADDHA and various SAMSKARAS.


Grihya Sutras Sanskrit texts which form part of the KALPA SUTRAS and describe household or domestic ceremonies, which are to be performed by Hindus at every stage in life, beginning from the time the child is in the womb. These ceremonies are known as SAMSKARAS. In addition they describe the daily sacrifices a householder should perform, the morning and evening sacrifices, new and full moon sacrifices and annual sacrifices. There are specific ceremonies related to agriculture and farming, house building, and protection from disease. Among the Grihya Sutras are the Ashvalayana, Apastambha, Baudhayana, Bharadvaja, Gobhila, Paraskara, Vaikhanasa and Varaha. They were composed between about BCE 400 to CE 400. Some of the Grihya Sutras have separate prayer books attached to them.


Gritsamada An ancient RISHI, the author of a number of hymns in the RIG VEDA. According to the MAHABHARATA, he was the son of Vitahavya of the Haihaya dynasty. He was cursed by Varishta, son of Manu Chakshusha, after which he became a deer. He then sought the protection of SHIVA. He was the father of Suchetas. According to the PURANAS, he was the son of Shunahotra, descended from PURURAVAS, or from ANGIRAS or BHRIGU.


Gudi Padva A New Year’s day celebrated in March/April in Maharashtra. It marks the first day of the Hindu month of Chaitra, according to the Marathi calendar. On this day, a pole or ‘gudi’ is erected, with an upturned decorated pot tied to the top. The gudi is worshipped, after which the coconut within the pot is broken, symbolizing a good harvest and prosperity in the new year. New clothes are worn, and special food is prepared on this day.


Guga Pir A local deity worshipped by all castes and communities at a number of temples in Himachal, Punjab, Uttarakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan and Haryana. Guga Pir or Guga Devata is worshipped particularly to guard against snakes. There are several legends and stories associated with him, and his SAMADHI is revered at Nagar in Himachal, and also in Rajasthan. According to one story, Guga was born after his mother, who had no children, received a boon from Guru GORAKHNATHA. At the same time, a wonderful blue horse was born, which was his constant companion. Guga and his horse could not be defeated, had all sorts of powers, and were immune to snakebite. Guga performed miracles, and healed the blind, deaf and lame. Many were jealous of him and tried to kill him, even invoking the help of Vasuki Naga, the king of snakes, but Guga defeated them all. He vowed to exterminate all snakes, but Vasuki Naga promised that no snakes would trouble him again.


Guga seems to have been a real person, deified after his death. According to some legends, he was a Rajput from the Bikaner region of Rajasthan, and fought against Mahmud of Ghazni, the invader of the early eleventh century. Guga is said to have killed his cousins who were against him, and as his mother was unhappy with this, he vowed to take samadhi, to continue to live beneath the earth. Gorakhnatha sent him to a Muslim pir, Hajji Rattan, to learn the technique. He was given the name Zahir, and taught Islamic prayers.

His small shrines are found in several villages, in which he is depicted as a figure on a horse. Special celebrations and fairs take place at his shrines in August, at which people of all religions offer prayers.


Guha A name of the god KARTTIKEYA, as well as of other deities, including SHIVA, VISHNU and KRISHNA. Guha is also the name of other people, including the king of the Nishadas in the RAMAYANA.


guhyakas Minor deities who are attendants of the god KUBERA. They live on Mt. KAILASHA, on Hemakuta, and on GANDHAMADANA in the palace of Kubera. They are said to be either half horse, or half bird. All brave warriors who die in battle, go to their abode. According to the MAHABHARATA (1.66), the ASHVINS, annual plants and inferior animals can be included among the guhyakas. Guhyaka is also the name of a YAKSHA in the palace of Kubera.


gunas A Sanskrit term that is used in different ways, but means ‘quality’.

(1) In SAMKHYA philosophy it refers to the basic qualities or characteristics according to which people can be classified. The three gunas are sattva or serenity and purity, rajas or energetic activity and tamas or dullness. Certain foods are associated with these qualities. The theory of the three gunas is also described in the BHAGAVAD GITA and other texts, though Samkhya provides the most detailed analysis and description of the gunas. According to this, the gunas are contained in PRAKRITI, in a state of equilibrium, and creation begins when this equilibrium is disturbed. All the senses as well as all forms of matter come into being through the action of the gunas. Most people have all the three gunas, but one predominates in each individual. Ideally, a person should cultivate sattva.

According to the PURANAS, the gunas reflect the primary qualities of the three deities, BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA. The MARKANDEYA PURANA states that Brahma has the guna of rajas, Shiva or Rudra of tamas and Vishnu of sattva. However, in a number of Puranas, each of the deities is also considered supreme, containing all three gunas.

(2) In VAISHESHIKA philosophy, the gunas are qualities that are inherent in substances, and twenty-four such gunas are recognised. Seventeen are listed in Kanada’s Vaisheshika Sutra. They are: rupa (colour), rasa (taste), gandha (smell), sparsha (touch), samkhya (number), parimana (size), prithaktva (individuality), samyoga (conjunction), vibhaga (disjunction), paratva (priority), aparatva (posteriority), buddhi (knowledge), sukha (pleasure) dukha (pain), ichchha (desire), dvesha (aversion), prayatna (effort). In his commentary PRASHASTAPADA added seven more: gurutva (heaviness), dravatva (fluidity), sneha (viscidity), dharma (merit), adharma (demerit), shabda (sound), and (samskara) faculty.

In MADHVA’s philosophy the three gunas are classified under DRAVYAS, while other gunas form a separate category. They are similar to those in Vaisheshika, while in addition there are mental qualities, including kripa (mercy), titiksha (endurance), bala (strength), saundarya (beauty), and many more.


guru A Sanskrit term which literally means ‘one who points the way’. Traditionally it is used as a respectful term for a spiritual teacher or preceptor. Though still used in this sense today, it also has a more common usage, and can refer to a teacher of any kind.


Guruvayur Temple A temple of the god KRISHNA located at Guruvayur in Thrissur district of Kerala, constructed in the sixteenth century. This temple is considered particularly sacred. The image in the inner shrine is of Narayana or VISHNU, dressed in yellow silk with a crown on his head, holding a disc, conch, mace and lotus in his four hands. On either side of the main deity are the goddesses SHRI and Dhara. According to the story connected with this image, it was one that Krishna himself used to worship. It was preserved by BRIHASPATI, guru of the DEVAS, and finally installed in the temple by VAYU, the wind god, and hence was known as Guru-vayur. Hundreds get married in this temple, as it is believed it insures a happy married life. Children are brought here for their first food-tasting ceremony. The temple has over forty elephants, as it is considered meritorious to present an elephant to the deity. Some of these take part in processions and in a traditional elephant race.

There is a special Krishna festival in February/March, which lasts for ten days.


Gyandil Dasa A saint of the JOSMANI sect. See Jnandil Dasa.
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Hairambas (Herambas) A TANTRIC sect which worships the god GANESHA, along with DEVI or Shakti as his consort, though she is usually the consort of the god SHIVA. Heramba is one of the names of Ganesha.


Halebid A town in Karnataka which has temples of the twelfth and thirteenth century, built at the time of the Hoysala dynasty. The most important is the HOYSALESHVARA TEMPLE. Halebid was once known as Dvarasamudra and was the capital of the Hoysala dynasty.


Hamsa (1) A sacred bird, a wild goose or swan. It is also a symbolic or mythical bird. In the RIG VEDA, it is said to be able to separate SOMA from water, and in later texts, milk from water, when the two are mixed together. It is one of the vahanas or vehicles of the Vedic ASHVINS, and of the gods BRAHMA, SARASVATI and VARUNA. Hamsa is identified with various deities, including VISHNU, SHIVA and SURYA. In the MAHABHARATA KRISHNA was referred to as Hamsa.

(2) A PRAJAPATI and incarnation of the god VISHNU in the KRITA YUGA. He was also known as Yajna (sacrifice), and taught YOGA to Sanaka and other rishis.

(3) Hamsa is also a term for a class of yogis who meditate on ‘ham-sah’ (I am He, or I am That), signifying identification with the Supreme. Hamsah is mentally chanted with every inhalation and exhalation. The technique is described in the Gheranda Samhita, the Vigyan Bhairava, and by GORAKHNATHA. In more recent times, it was propagated by PARAMAHANSA YOGANANDA. The title PARAMAHANSA is used by the highest grade of DASNAMI sannyasis.

(4) The white hamsa symbolizes the purity of the soul or spirit. It is the ATMAN within the individual, and is like the flame of a lamp in a windless place. It is located in the ANAHATA CHAKRA and in the SAHASRARA CHAKRA.

(5) Among others known as Hamsa was a GANDHARVA born to the rishi KASHYAPA.

(6) According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, in the old days there was only one VEDA, one God, and one CASTE. That caste was known as hamsa.

(7) In other ancient religions too, the goose or swan is linked with the sacred. For instance in ancient Egypt, the god Amon-Re is said to have flown over the waters in the form of a goose, and its honk was the first sound ever made.


Hanuman A deity in the form of a monkey, who is worshipped particularly on Tuesdays. Hanuman is described in various versions of the RAMAYANA, the MAHABHARATA, the PURANAS, and other texts.

In the Ramayana of VALMIKI, Hanuman was a minister of SUGRIVA, the leader of the VANARAS, a monkey tribe in KISHKINDHA. When RAMA and LAKSHMANA reached Kishkindha in their search for SITA, who had been kidnapped by RAVANA, Sugriva sent Hanuman to meet them. After he met Rama, he became his devoted and loyal servant and disciple, and helped Rama defeat Ravana and rescue Sita. He located Sita in LANKA, the city of Ravana, where she was held in captivity, after a prodigious leap across the ocean to reach the city. There he assured Sita that Rama would soon come to her rescue, and managed to set fire to Lanka, before escaping from it. He then helped Rama in his war against Ravana, with several extraordinary feats.

Hanuman could fly through the air, was extremely strong, could carry the heaviest loads, and vanquished several demons. He knew the art of healing, and collected herbs from the Himalayas to heal the wounds of those who were injured in the battle. In the Uttara Kanda, the last section of the Ramayana, there is a lengthy description of Hanuman. He was the son of VAYU, the god of the wind, through ANJANA, the wife of Kesari, who lived on the mountain SUMERU. Unaware of his own strength, soon after he was born, he leapt, swifter than the wind, and tried to catch the glowing sun. He then tried to catch the shadow planet RAHU, but the god INDRA knocked him down with his VAJRA or thunderbolt. In response, Vayu was angry, and, sheltering his son, he withdrew himself from the world, so that all began to suffocate, for the wind is also in the breath of every being. Then the god BRAHMA restored Hanuman to life, and Vayu restored breath to the world. Following this, all the gods granted boons to Hanuman.

In other texts there are different myths about his origin. In one, he was the son of SHIVA and PARVATI who had once taken the form of monkeys. In another myth, Shiva sent his seed through the wind god Vayu, to be implanted in the womb of Anjana, who was in the form of a monkey because of a curse. After Hanuman was born, Anjana returned to heaven.


The child monkey was intelligent and learnt the four VEDAS in no time. He was originally called Sundara, but as he was injured on his jaw (hanu), by Indra’s vajra, he was known as Hanuman.

In the sixteenth-century RAMACHARITAMANASA of TULASIDASA, the story of Hanuman is elaborated upon. The text has several devotional passages to Hanuman, which are recited even today. The forty verses of the Hanuman Chalisa, are particularly revered. In these verses he is said to have a golden body, curly hair, holding a vajra-like mace in one hand, and a dhvaja (flag or banner) in the other, with a holy thread made of a long reed on his shoulder.

The god Hanuman represents strength, loyalty and ascetism. He not only knows the Vedas, but is proficient in Sanskrit and other languages. He is celibate, though according to one account, a son known as Makaradhvaja was born through a drop of his sweat. His asceticism and celibacy made him immune to the affects of SHANI (Saturn), the planet believed to bring misfortune, and therefore he is worshipped when Shani is to be propitiated. He is immensely strong, and is the patron deity of those engaged in feats of strength, particularly wrestlers. Worshipping him brings success in all ventures. He is also known as Bajrang (originally Vajrang). A popular deity, he is revered in all parts of India, depicted in human form, with a monkey-like face and a tail. In images, he has two or more hands and usually holds a club or mace in one hand, and the mountain GOVARDHANA in the other, which, according to another myth, he had brought from the Himalayas and placed near MATHURA. Another form of Hanuman is of a bhakta or devotee, with his hands joined in prayer.

Hanuman has several other forms. Among them are:

Panchamukha Hanuman: in later regional versions of the Ramayana, as well as in local cults, Hanuman is associated in different ways with a goddess. In one version Rama and Lakshmana are captured by Ahiravana or Mahiravana and are offered to a goddess in sacrifice. They are rescued by Hanuman, who kills the goddess. This form of Hanuman is known as Panchmukha Hanuman, with five faces.

Langurvir, or sometimes Languriya, identified with Hanuman, is an attendant or bodyguard of local mother goddesses in parts of north India.

Kala Hanuman: Kala, or black, Hanuman is associated with Shani, the planet Saturn. This form is depicted in some temples, including one in Jaipur. Hanuman was immune to the problems inflicted by Shani, generally considered a malefic planet, and therefore worshipping Kala Hanuman on a Saturday, is believed to bring relief from such problems.

Images of Hanuman are in Rama temples, and in temples specially devoted to him. The prasada offered to him is usually besan ladoos, (gram-flour sweets), while in the south offerings of butter are made. Worship also includes putting red paste or kumkum on the deity.

Among the most popular Hanuman temples today are: Hanuman Garhi Temple, AYODHYA, of about the sixteenth century; Sankat Mochana Temple, VARANASI, of the same date, where he is worshipped as the deity who solves problems and removes distress; Hanuman Dhara Temple, CHITRAKUT; Sinhapaur Hanuman Temple, VRINDAVAN; Poonchari ka Launtha Temple, Govardhan; Luteriya Hanuman Mandir, GOKUL, where he is depicted as a child; and Hanuman Hatheelau Temple near Gokul. All the above temples are in Uttar Pradesh, the last four being in the Mathura region. Some Hanuman temples elsewhere are the Hanuman Temple on Jakhoo hill, Shimla, and in the south at Sholingapuram and Suchindram. An ancient temple of Hanuman in Delhi is one of the most popular, while a new temple has a towering image of the deity, reaching a height of 56 m. All Rama temples have separate shrines for the god Hanuman, while small shrines of the deity exist all over India. There are usually a number of monkeys, which are also revered and fed, at Hanuman temples and shrines.

His other names include Anjaneya, son of Anjana; Mahabala, the strong one; Rameshta, the devotee of Rama; Vayuputra, or Vayunanadan, son of Vayu; Phalgunasakha, a friend of Phalguna (Arjuna); Pingaksha, with sallow-hued eyes; Ativikrama, supremely powerful; Udadhikramana, the leaper across the ocean; Sitashokavinashana, remover of Sita’s grief; Lakshmanaprandhata, reviver of Lakshmana; Dashagrivasyadarpaha, attacker of the ten-faced one (Ravana); Rajatadyuti, the brilliant; Yogachara, with knowledge of Yoga; Maruti, son of Maruta, another name of Vayu; Siriya Tiruvedi, the one who carried Rama (in Tamil).

Scholars believe the vanaras could have been a forest tribe with a monkey totem. Hanuman is also thought to have been a tribal deity, incorporated into the Brahmanical pantheon. The deity provides a bridge between VAISHNAVISM and SHAIVISM, as he is a son of Shiva, but a devotee of Rama, who is an incarnation of VISHNU.


Hanuman Nataka A Sanskrit play on the adventures of the monkey-god HANUMAN, compiled by Damodara Mishra in the eleventh century.

According to the Bhojaprabandha of Ballala, Hanuman himself composed the play on the instructions of VALMIKI, and engraved the verses with his nails on stone slabs. After seeing it however, Valmiki felt it would lead to his own Ramayana being neglected, and at his request Hanuman threw the slabs into the ocean. King Bhoja Vikramaditya sent divers to bring the stones out, but only a portion of the text was retrieved. These were collected and put together, the missing incidents being added by Damodara from other sources.


Another version of the text, known as Mahanataka, was rewritten later by Madhusudana Mishra.


Hara A name of the god SHIVA. Hara was also the name of a DANAVA born to KASHYAPA, and according to some PURANAS, of one of the eleven RUDRAS.


Hardwar/Haridwar A city in Uttarakhand, which marks the point where the river GANGA enters the plains. It is one of the seven sacred cities of Hinduism, and there are numerous temples here, dating back to the eighth century. Its early names were Gangadvara, or the gateway of the Ganga, Kapila, and Kankhal. Hardwar comes from Hara, a name of SHIVA, but as it is also sacred to VISHNU, it is sometimes called Haridwar (Hari = Vishnu).

Pilgrims come here from all over India, to bathe in the Ganga. The sacred waters are said to cleanse one of all sins. Hindus immerse the ashes of the dead in the river, and rites for ancestors are also conducted here. Every evening at sunset, ARTI or worship with lights, chants and the ringing of the temple bells, is performed.

Numerous legends, stories and myths are narrated about Hardwar. The king DAKSHA performed a sacrifice here, and did not invite his son-in-law, SHIVA. The Daksha Mahadeva Temple, at Kankhal nearby, is said to mark the spot of Daksha’s sacrifice. SATI, daughter of Daksha and wife of Shiva, killed herself, because of the insult to her husband, giving rise to other myths. Parts of her body fell at different places, and these are revered as SHAKTA PITHAS, charged with sacred feminine power. Hardwar is also a centre of the KUMBH MELA which takes place once in twelve years here, with an ardh or half Kumbh, every six years, for a drop of the sacred AMRITA, nectar of immortality, is said to have fallen here after the ocean of milk was churned.


Hare Krishna Movement The popular name of the INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY FOR KRISHNA CONSCIOUSNESS (ISKCON).


Hari A name of the god VISHNU, or of his incarnations. It is at times used as the name of other gods as well.


Haribhaktivilasa A text on the worship of the god KRISHNA, attributed to Gopala Bhatta, one of the six main goswamis of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. It provides an account of the rules and philosophy of the CHAITANYA sect.


Haridasa A name used by devotees of the god VISHNU, and of his various forms, particularly KRISHNA. Several saints of different times adopted this name.


Haridasa, Niranjani A BHAKTI saint who probably lived between 1455 and 1543, though various sources provide different dates between 1417 and 1645. He was born in village Kaprod near Didwana in Rajasthan. Haridasa was a Rajput of the Sankhala clan, who is thought to have been a dacoit, but after meeting a sadhu, began to live a saintly life. He composed a number of devotional verses in Rajasthani on BRAHMAN or god, who is niranjana, nirankara, and nirguna, without colour, form or attributes. He believed in repeating the name of God, along with YOGA and PRANAYAMA, in order to attain union with the divine. After his death, his followers came to be known as ‘niranjani’ and the Niranjani Sampradaya is the name of the sect with its main centre at Didwana, Rajasthan. Later, the sect accepted SAGUNA bhakti as well, as Brahman includes all forms and qualities.


Haridasa, Swami A BHAKTI saint, poet and singer, who lived in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and was a devotee of the god KRISHNA. There are different views on his origin and place of birth. According to the Nijmat Sidhanta, an eighteenth-century text, Swami Haridasa was associated with the NIMBARKA sect. Other sources state he was of the VISHNUSVAMI sampradaya, or that he founded an independent sect.

He was said to have been born in village Rajpurgaon near VRINDAVAN, a place sacred to Krishna, in MATHURA district of present-day west Uttar Pradesh. Another account states that he was born in village Haridaspur in district Aligarh, while a third account states his ancestors were from Punjab. Some say he was a brahmana, others that he was originally a Muslim. It is generally agreed that he became a SANNYASI, and went to live in Vrindavan at his ashram Nidhuvan, composing devotional songs on the love between Krishna and RADHA. He sang Vishnupadas, a form of the Dhrupad style of classical music, which deal mainly with the life of Krishna, and about 128 of his compositions are available today. The Kelimala contains a collection of 108 to 110 of his devotional songs (padas). In his verses he describes the worship of Radha and Krishna through the form of a sakhi (female friend). His eighteen philosophical songs are known as Ashtadashasiddhanta, or Siddhantapada. He was a brilliant singer, and according to later sources, was the guru of the renowned singer TANSEN, who lived at the court of the Mughal emperor Akbar. Contemporary sources of Akbar’s reign, however, do not mention Haridasa. Haridasa started the Haridasa Sampradaya, for the worship of Krishna. Members sang devotional songs together, a type of congregational singing known in the Mathura region as Samaj. Swami Haridasa lived a simple, reclusive life, with some close disciples who included Vitthal Dasa, Vipul Dasa, Viharin Dev and Krishna Dasa. His followers consider him an incarnation of Lalita, one of the gopis of Krishna. In addition to his own, over 1600 of the compositions of the followers of Haridasa Swami have been collected. Followers of the sect belong to three broad categories: sadhus, goswamis and ordinary disciples. The sadhus live in mathas or monasteries, while the goswamis are married leaders. Apart from these, there are lay followers, who are initiated with special mantras. A verse from Kelimala is given below:



O friend, the natural couple incarnate: fair and

wheatish in complexion like lightning and cloud.

They have been from the beginning, are present now and

Will remain in future too; they won’t cease to be.

Their fairness, build, cleverness and bodily beauty are such

That Radha and Krishna, the Lord of Shri Haridasa, appear to

Be of the same age.



Haridasas A sect or group founded in the thirteenth century, who were devotees of the god Hari or VISHNU and his various forms. Some trace the origin of the sect to the ninth century, but the main founder was NARAHARI TIRTHA, a BHAKTI saint, who was a follower of MADHVA, and settled in the present region of Karnataka. Members of the group were against animal sacrifices, superstitions, caste, and the worship of many gods. They also disapproved of astrology, the use of horoscopes, and rituals. They tried to reform existing practices, and preached to others in the local language, Kannada, and also composed devotional songs. Among prominent Haridasas was the famous singer, PURANDARADASA. Other saints of this group included Vyasaraya, KANAKADASA, Vadiraja, Vijayadasa, Jagannathadasa, Vasudevadasa and Gopaladasa.

There was some opposition to the use of Kannada, and Vaishnavas in Karnataka came to be divided into the Vyasakuta and Dasakuta, the former being those who continued to use Sanskrit.

Haridasas still exist, and the songs of the earlier Haridasas are still popular. Many of them were heads of mathas founded by Madhva and his followers.


Harihara A deity, who combines the aspects of VISHNU and SHIVA, Hari being a name of Vishnu, and Hara of Shiva. There were often conflicts between the two sects of Vaishnavites and Shaivites, and this deity represents an attempt to unite the two groups. This syncretic god seems to have been represented in a coin of the Kushana dynasty in the early centuries CE. In a later stone image from BADAMI, the god holds a battle-axe entwined with a snake in his right hand (Shiva), and a conch shell in his left (Vishnu). Attendants and consorts of the two gods are also placed to the right and left, and each half of the crown and head is differently carved. Several other images of the deity have been found in Bihar, Bengal and elsewhere. In some composite images, other deities and even Bodhisattvas have been added, probably in an attempt to bring diverse groups together.


Harihara Vipra/Harivara A poet of the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries, who composed works in Assamese verse based on the Jaimini Mahabharata, and on the Ramayana. King Durlabhanarayana of Kamatapura, a kingdom which included parts of Assam and Bengal, was his patron. Harihara is known for two works, Babhruvahanar yuddha, on the conflict between ARJUNA and his son BABHRUVAHANA, and Lava-Kushar yuddha, on RAMA’S battle between his sons LAVA and KUSHA.


Harijan The name chosen by Mahatma GANDHI for the lower or ‘untouchable’ castes in Hinduism, today known as DALITS. Mahatma Gandhi worked to abolish untouchability, tried to get these castes accepted by Hindu society, and gave them this name which literally means Children of God, to show that he held them in high regard. Today’s dalits, however, consider it a patronizing term, and it is no longer used.


Harikatha A dramatic form of presenting stories of the god VISHNU. Harikatha performances were popular from the medieval period onwards, and still take place. Stories from the MAHABHARATA, PURANAS and other texts are narrated or enacted, often accompanied by dance and music. This led to a genre of literature, with works being written specially for Harikatha performances. In Maharashtra these story presentations are known as Hari-kirtana or kirtana, in Karnataka both Harikatha and kirtana are the terms used, while in Tamil Nadu it is known as Harikatha-kalakshepa. The largest number of Harikathas are in Telugu, and over 5000 of them are known, the greatest exponent of them being Narayana Dasa (1883–1945). Though Harikatha declined with the advent of modern media, there have been attempts to revive it.


Harirama Vyasa A composer of devotional poems in Hindi, as well as works in Sanskrit. Harirama Vyasa lived between 1510 and 1598, and was a tutor at the court of King Madhukar Shah of Orchha. The son of Samohan Shukla, he was a Sanskrit scholar, and came to be known as Vyasa because of his learning.

He was a devotee of the god KRISHNA, and went to Vrindavan where he became part of the RADHAVALLABHA sect of HITA HARIVAMSHA.

His best-known work is Vyasa-vani, a collection of poems on RADHA and Krishna in Hindi. Other works include Raga-mala on music, and two Sanskrit works, Navaratna and Svadharma-paddhati.


Harishchandra, Bharatendu A noted Hindi writer and poet. Harishchandra, popularly known as Bharatendu, was born on 9 September 1850 at Varanasi, the son of Babu Gopal Chandra, who was himself a writer. Bharatendu knew several languages including Hindi, Urdu, Sanskrit, Bengali and English, and began composing poems at a young age. His poems are collected in twelve volumes. In addition, he edited and published some magazines, translated and wrote original plays, as well as books with historical themes, and a number of essays. Among his plays, Satya Harishchandra has a mythological theme. He was also a social reformer. His play Pakhand vidambana exposes the misdeeds of non-Vedic religious orders; Vaidiki hinsa hinsa na bhavati is against Vedic priests who claim to practise non-violence, but sacrifice animals.



Harishchandra, Raja A king described in ancient texts. According to the MAHABHARATA, Harishchandra was one of the greatest kings, who ruled over the whole earth and its seven islands and later lived in the palace of the god INDRA. However, there are two main stories of Raja Harishchandra that are still popular and have been retold many times. VASISHTHA was his family priest, and both the stories are linked with the underlying hostility between the rishis Vasishtha and VISHVAMITRA.

(1) Harischandra was the son of King TRISHANKU, who had been raised to the sky by the rishi Vishvamitra. He married Chandramati, the daughter of King Shibi, and in addition had ninety-nine other wives. As they had no children, on the advice of Vasishtha, he prayed to the god VARUNA, who promised him a son, but only if he would sacrifice the child to him. Harishchandra agreed and Rohita or Rohitashva, was born. Harishchandra constantly delayed sacrificing him, and finally managed to buy Shunashepha, the middle son of the Brahmana Ajigarta, and to offer him in sacrifice instead. Shunashepha was saved by Vishvamitra, who then adopted him.

(2) One day while in the forest, Harishchandra heard a woman crying, and went to her rescue. (According to some accounts there were several women). The woman told him her name was Siddhirupini, one who helps people acquire siddhis (powers), and she was crying because Vishvamitra was trying to possess her. Harishchandra offered her protection, thus angering Vishvamitra. Meeting Harishchandra in the forest where he had lured him, Vishvamitra in the guise of a brahmana asked for help in getting his (mythical) son married. Harishchandra had vowed to give anything that was requested from him, and thought this was a simple demand, easily fulfilled. But Vishvamitra asked for his whole kingdom and everything in it, and along with this a monetary payment. To honour his pledge, Harishchandra had to give away his kingdom, to sell his wife and child, and finally to sell himself to a CHANDALA, for whom he then worked in the cremation ground.

His son died of snakebite, and one dark night Harishchandra met his wife who was attempting to cremate him, and husband and wife decided to enter the funeral pyre along with their child. Then the gods restored their child to life, and the king and queen to their former glory. Vishvamitra returned his kingdom, and the chandala turned out to be DHARMA DEVA in disguise.

The story is extremely popular for its values of honesty, honouring of one’s word, and bearing all suffering with courage. It has been retold in all Indian languages, and was the subject of one of the earliest mythological films. It reflects how popular mythological tales convey ethical values and the necessity of following one’s DHARMA, even when faced with adversity.


Haritas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that will exist in the twelfth MANVANTARA when Rudra-savarni will be the MANU. Anuchara, Apamshu and Aruntija were among the deities of this gana.

According to the VAYU PURANA, the Apah, who were Vedic deities, were one of the ten branches of the Harita group of devas.


Harivamsha A Sanskrit text which describes episodes from the life of the god KRISHNA. Consisting of 16,374 verses, it is attached to the MAHABHARATA, but is a later addition and is used as a separate text. It is similar to a PURANA, and has three parts or parvas. The first part, the Harivamsha Parva, has creation myths as well as an account of the YADAVA dynasty and other stories and legends, including those of DHRUVA, DAKSHA, PRITHU, VISHVAMITRA, VASISHTHA, and PURURAVA and Urvashi. The second part, the Vishnu Parva, deals with the life of Krishna. This section has detailed stories of his birth, childhood and youth. Stories include the slaying of the asura Dhenuka, the lifting of the GOVARDHANA mountain, the slaying of KAMSA, Krishna’s marriage to RUKMINI, the killing of NARAKASURA, and of Nikumbha asura. There are several stories of Krishna’s son PRADYUMNA, and grandson ANIRUDDHA. The third part, the Bhavishya Parva, has prophecies of the future, and VYASA foretells the coming of the KALI YUGA. There are accounts of creation as well as of the NARASIMHA, VARAHA, and VAMANA incarnations of Vishnu. Though it is primarily a text glorifying VISHNU, there are also stories of SHIVA.


Haryashvas The name of 5000 mind-born sons of DAKSHA, described in Hindu texts. They refused to marry and populate the world, and became celibate ascetics. There were also others known as Haryashva.


Hastinapura An ancient city, identified with a village of the same name in District Meerut, Uttar Pradesh. In the MAHABHARATA, Hastinapura is the capital of the Kuru kingdom. The king DHRITARASHTRA ruled here, and the battle between the PANDAVA and KAURAVA cousins was over the territory of Kuru. After the Kauravas were defeated, YUDHISHTHIRA ruled here. According to the Mahabharata, a later king, Nichakshu, grandson of JANAMEJAYA, moved his capital to KAUSHAMBI after Hastinapura was destroyed by a flood. Hastinapura is frequently mentioned in the PURANAS. According to the MATSYA PURANA, it was founded by Kshiti, son of Brihatkshatra, who was known as Hasti, while according to the VISHNU PURANA it was founded by Hastin, son of Suhotram descendant of Puru. The SKANDA PURANA records that here Vaishampayana narrated the Mahabharata to king Janamejaya, and here the great snake sacrifice was performed, though in other sources this took place at Takshashila. The city was also known as Gajahavya, Gajasahavya, and Nagapura. Excavations reveal that Hastinapura was occupied from around 1500 BCE to CE 300, though not continuously. It was reoccupied between CE 1100 and 1500. There is evidence of desertion after a flood, tentatively dated to 800 BCE.


Hatha Yoga A system of YOGA or union with the divine, described in various texts. The essentials of Hatha Yoga form part of Patanjali’s YOGA SUTRA, but it is more elaborately dealt with in later texts, including the Hatha Yoga Pradipika of Svatmarama, the Goraksha Shataka of GORAKHNATHA, and the Gheranda Samhita. Hatha Yoga is merely a different approach to Yoga, and consists of first purifying the physical and subtle body, through ASANAS or physical postures, and PRANAYAMA or breathing techniques, before going on to higher techniques of concentration and meditation. Apart from ethical principles basic to all forms of Yoga, Hatha Yoga deals specifically with: (1) cleansing of the body (shodhana) by six processes; (2) attaining strength or firmness by asanas or bodily postures, as well as fortitude by specific positions (mudras); (3) steadiness of mind by restraining the senses (pratyahara); (4) lightness of the body by pranayama; (5) realization (pratyaksha) by dhyana or meditation; (6) detachment (nirliptatva) in SAMADHI.


Hatimura Temple A temple of the goddess DURGA as MAHISHAMARDINI, located at Silghat in Assam. An important centre of SHAKTI worship, this brick temple is built over the ruins of an old stone temple of the seventeenth century.


Hayagriva (1) An avatara or incarnation of the god VISHNU. Literally, the word means horse-necked. There are different accounts of Hayagriva in various texts and legends. In the VEDAS, Hayagriva is a form of YAJNA (sacrifice), which in some texts is a term used for Vishnu. According to one story in the PURANAS, BRAHMA is said to have cursed Vishnu, because in a test he proved to be the greatest of the gods. Thus Vishnu lost his head, and attended a yajna of the DEVAS wearing a horse’s head. After that he meditated, and with the blessings of SHIVA regained his original head.

(2) In another story, Vishnu took the form of Hayagriva to restore the Vedas to Brahma which had been stolen by two asuras. Alternatively, Hayagriva is the name of a DAITYA who stole the Vedas.

(3) Hayagriva was also the name of others, including of a DANAVA, who was the son of KASHYAPA, and of an ASURA killed by KRISHNA.

(4) In Vajrayana Buddhism, Hayagriva is the name of a deity, a form of the Buddha Vajrasattva.


Hayagriva Madhava Temple A temple of the god VISHNU located on Manikuta hill at Hajo near Guwahati in Assam. HAYAGRIVA, an incarnation of Vishnu, is described in several PURANAS and other texts. However, the Kalika Purana refers to the particular form on Manikuta hill. It states that Hayagriva killed Jvarasura, the asura causing jvara or fever, and then came to live at Manikuta for the benefit of all, including people, DEVAS, and ASURAS. After killing Jvara he himself developed fever, and took a bath here to recover from it. Thus the place was named Apunarbhava, as whoever bathes here would not be reborn. The Yogini Tantra describes the city of Apunarbhava, which some have identified with Hajo. The large city had blue, red, and white palaces and was full of temples, parks and lakes.

The ancient temple of Hayagriva was destroyed but rebuilt in the sixteenth century by King Raghudeva Narayana. There is no consensus on the main image in the present temple. There are some who see it as a form of Hayagriva, while others worship it as NARASIMHA. Manikuta is also sacred to Buddhists, who believe the deity here is a form of Buddha.

The temple has a square garbha-griha or inner sanctuary, and is octagonal in plan, with a pyramidal roof. It was originally built in stone, with additional brick structures.


Hayashiras/Hayashirsha A name of the god VISHNU, meaning horse-headed. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, Hayashirsha was the same as BHAGAVATA (a name of Vishnu). He was the colour of gold; the VEDAS and the sacrifice were his substance, while the god was his soul. The name probably relates to his incarnation as HAYAGRIVA.


Hema Sarasvati A BHAKTI poet, who composed VAISHNAVA works in Assamese. Hema Sarasvati lived in the thirteenth century, and was the first to write on Vaishnavism in Assamese. His Prahlada-charita narrates the story of PRAHLADA in verse. The author claims his source for this was the VAMANA PURANA. Another work of his, Hara-Gauri Samvada, begins with a brief account of HIRANYAKASHIPU, and then narrates the story of the marriage of SHIVA and PARVATI. His works are still popular.


Hemambika A mother-goddess, a form of SHAKTI or Devi. She is sometimes represented merely by a pair of female hands emerging from a miniature well. Shrines of this type are located in Kerala. According to the legend associated with this, the priest of the shrine once looked with desire at the beautiful goddess, and she then concealed her form in water, and did not emerge again.


Heroes, worship of A number of heroic figures, both mythical and real are worshipped in Hinduism. Some of them were great warriors who attained divine status with time. Among them are Devanarayanji (see BAGADAVAT), PABUJI, GUGA, and several others, both in Hindu and Muslim traditions. The PANDAVAS of the MAHABHARATA could also be included in this category. MEMORIALS are often set up for heroes, and these are then worshipped.


Hetu-udaya Bhagavata A text on the concept of SHUNYA BRAHMA, composed in Oriya by ANANTA DASA in the sixteenth century. The text describes the method of worshipping Shunya Brahma, who can be considered equivalent to BRAHMAN. The mind should first be controlled, and the guru-mantra recited, as only the guru can guide one on the right path. The dhavala-mandala’ (mystic marriage centre) is then meditated on in the heart of the devotee. This is of the colour of pure gold, surrounded by pillars of eight precious gems. In this mani mandapa or jewelled pavilion, RADHA and KRISHNA, representing jiva and Parama, or the individual and the divine, unite, and witnessing this union, which is the same as Shunya Purusha (the Supreme Absolute), the jiva (individual soul) attains liberation.

Ananta Dasa further identifies the body (pinda) with the universe (brahmanda), and describes mandalas (mystic centres) within the body. The mandalas are: Shunya Mandala: from the head to throat; Hridaya Mandala: from the throat to heart; Agni Mandala: from the heart to navel; Varuna Mandala: from the navel to knee; Prithvi Mandala: from the knee to feet. The Iyanla (Ida), Pingala and SUSHUMNA pierce through these mandalas, and form the triveni (three streams). Around the mandalas is a thousand-petalled lotus, in which Shunya Brahma rotates. The devotee can gain contact with Shunya Brahma, by focusing on any of the mandalas. The mandalas here can be compared to CHAKRAS, the inner energy centres of the body. In addition, the body has fourteen brahmandas (worlds), five manas (minds) and twenty-five prakritis (aspects).


Hidimba (Hidimbaa) A rakshasi who married BHIMA, one of the PANDAVA brothers of the MAHABHARATA. Bhima had killed her brother Hidimba in battle, who, according to the Mahabharata, was the ruler of the area. Bhima and his wife lived together for a year, after which Bhima returned to his family. Their son was Ghatotkacha. Until Ghatotkacha grew up, Hidimba ruled the area, and then, handing over the territory to her son, retired to meditate. A small temple of Hidimba, exists above Manali in Himachal Pradesh. Known as the Dungri Temple, it marks the place where she sat in meditation. Here Hidimba is considered a form of the goddess DURGA, and is the first of the deities to be brought to Kullu for the annual DASHAHARA festival. Hidimba was the goddess of the former royal family of Kullu.


Himalaya The mountain range across the north of India, also known in texts as HIMAVAN.


Himavan A name for the HIMALAYA in ancient texts. These mountains were considered sacred, and associated with the gods. According to Hindu mythology, Himavan, the DEVA or god representing the mountain, was married to MENA or Menaka, and was the father of Uma or PARVATI and of GANGA. In some texts they have three daughters: Aparna (Parvati), Ekaparna and Ekapatala. Several of the gods or devas live here, as well as a number of rishis. Parvati and SHIVA live forever on the northern heights of the mountains, and GARUDA, the divine bird of VISHNU, as well as the DIKAPALAS, are among the others here. Devas and RISHIS performed penances here. The sacred MANASAROVARA and the KAILASHA mountain were located north of Himavan.


Hindu Life, Four Stages of Traditionally, there are four stages to be followed in Hindu life, also known as the ASHRAMA DHARMAS.


Hindutva A popular term that is used in different ways. Though the term was used earlier, the concept was clearly explained by V.D. Savarkar in his book, Hindutva: Who is a Hindu?, first published in 1923. To him Hindutva was the culture of Hindus, of those who lived in India or Hindustan, and whose first allegiance was to the country of India. He connected Hindutva with Hindu customs and festivals, the Aryans and their descendents, and the Sanskrit language. He believed that Muslims and Christians in India were originally Hindus, and thus could return to the fold. Savarkar stated that Hinduism was only one aspect of Hindutva, and emphasized cultural and ethnic similarities.

In general Hindutva has been used as a synonym for the Hindu way of life, presupposing an underlying cultural unity in Hinduism, despite divergent beliefs and sects.

Recently attempts have been made to give the term a wider meaning, and to see it as a synonym for Indianness or Bharatiyata. A Supreme Court judgment of 1996, now usually quoted as a definition, states that it indicates ‘a way of life of the Indian people’. The Bharatiya Janata Party, a political party which promotes Hinduism, states: ‘Hindutva is not a religious or exclusivist concept. It is inclusive, integrative, and abhors any kind of discrimination against any section of the people of India on the basis of their faith.’ However, since the term is derived from the word ‘Hindu’ and is related to the Hindu cultural ethos, its use continues to have Hindu, rather than Indian, connotations.


Hinglaj Mata A goddess who is a form of DURGA or Devi. Her main temple is in Baluchistan (present-day Pakistan), though there are other shrines dedicated to the deity, mainly in Gujarat and Rajasthan.

The Hinglaj Mata shrine in Baluchistan is located in a mountain cave on the banks of the river Hinghol. There are several legends associated with the deity. According to one account, it is a SHAKTA PITHA, where the head of the goddess SATI is said to have fallen. A different legend states that Hingol and Sundar were the sons of King Vichitra who lived in the TRETA YUGA. As they oppressed the people, Sundar was killed by the god GANESHA, and the people then prayed to Devi to kill Hingol. She promised to do so, and followed him into a cave in Baluchistan. Before she killed him, Hingol requested that the place be named after him, and this was granted by the Devi.


Another story links Hinglaj Mata with a caste group known as brahmakshatriyas, for whom she is the patron deity. According to this, at the time when PARASHURAMA was killing all the KSHATRIYAS, some BRAHMANAS provided shelter to twelve kshatriyas, who were then disguised as brahmanas and were protected by Hinglaj Mata. The caste traces its descent from these brahmakshatriyas. Another variant of the story is that the rishi DADHICHA provided shelter in his ashrama to a king named Ratnasena, ruling in Sind. However, when the king ventured out, he was killed, and his five wives committed SATI. His sons remained in the ashrama and when Parashurama visited, they were disguised as brahmanas. One of them, Jayasena, returned to rule in Sind, and was given a Hinglaj Mata mantra by Dadhicha, and was protected by the deity, who told Parashurama to stop the killings.

Hinglaj Mata is believed to be a powerful deity, who grants all requests.


Hiranyagarbha (1) A deity first mentioned in the RIG VEDA, identified with PRAJAJPATI, and in later texts with BRAHMA. Hiranyagarbha means the golden womb, and is the cosmic womb from which all life originates. Hiranyagarbha is also identified with BRAHMAN, the ultimate reality.

(2) A name of SHIVA and of VISHNU.


Hiranyakashipu A DAITYA, the son of DITI and KASHYAPA. He had received a boon from the god SHIVA, of sovereignty of the three worlds. He hated the god VISHNU, who had defeated and killed his brother, HIRANYAKSHA. However, Hiranyakashipu’s son PRAHLADA was devoted to Vishnu. Finally Hiranyakashipu was killed by Vishnu in his form of NARASIMHA. The sons of Hiranyakashipu were ANUHLADA or Anuhrada, Hlada or Hrada, Prahlada and Samhlada or Samhrada. Prahlada was a worshipper of Vishnu and ruled over the daityas for some time. The NIVATAKAVACHAS were born in the family of Prahlada, and according to the VISHNU PURANA were purified by austerity. (In other sources these were DANAVAS). Prahlada’s son was Virochana, whose son Bali (MAHABALI) had a hundred sons, of whom the eldest was BANA. The sons of Samhrada were Ayushman, Shivi and Vashkala, though according to the PADMA PURANA, these were the sons of Prahlada. The VAYU PURANA adds the names of the descendants of Hrada, Nisunda, his sons Sunda and Upasunda, and their sons Maricha and TARAKA (sometimes called Kalanabha). (Taraka is also listed as a son of Hiranyaksha).

A passage in the Vishnu Purana narrates that a great battle had taken place between the daityas led by Hrada, son of Hiranyakashipu, and the DEVAS, which continued for the period of one divine year. The devas were defeated and fled to the north of the ocean of milk (Kshirasagara), where they prayed for help to Vishnu (iii.17). Asking for his help, the devas said ‘although we, as well as they are parts of you, of whom all beings exist, yet we behold the world impressed by the ignorance of unity, with the belief of its separate existence.’ In order to help the devas, Vishnu sent an illusory form (MAYAMOHA), who persuaded the daityas to follow the anti-Vedic beliefs of the Jains and Buddhists. The devas were then able to defeat them, as they were no longer protected by their religious practices (111.18).


Hiranyaksha A DAITYA, the son of DITI and KASHYAPA. He was the elder brother of HIRANYAKASHIPU, and attained great power. The residents of all the three worlds feared him, as he oppressed them all. He besieged heaven, and all the DEVAS ran away from him. He then dragged the earth under the ocean. Finally he was defeated and killed by VISHNU in the form of VARAHA. Hiranyaksha had several sons, all of whom were powerful daityas. They included Utkura, Shakuni, Bhutasantapana, Mahanaba and Taraka. In some accounts, he did not have any sons of his own, and therefore adopted ANDHAKA. The PADMA PURANA states there were seventy-seven crore descendants of Hiranyaksha.


Hiranyapura The city of the ASURAS, or of the DAITYAS and DANAVAS. It is described in the MAHABHARATA (5.100) as a city of great beauty, with gold and silver houses decked with gems. It was built by the danava MAYA, or, according to other accounts, it was planned by Maya, but built by VISHVAKARMA. Its location is variously described. It is said to be located on the other side of the ocean, in the air, or in Patala. The NIVATAKAVACHAS, Paulomas and Kalakeyas were among those that lived here.

According to the KATHA SARIT SAGARA, it was a city in Kashmir.


Hitaharivamsha A bhakti saint who probably lived from 1502–52 and is considered the founder of the RADHAVALLABHA sect, that focuses on the worship of RADHA and KRISHNA. Not all are agreed on the dates of his birth and death. Some give his date of birth as 1473, while others believe it could be between 1480 and 1500. As for his death, some place it as late as 1596. Hitahari is said to have been the son of Vyasa Mishra, or a descendant of Vyasa. He was born in Vaad (Badagaon) village in the Mathura region, while his parents, who were from Deoband in present Uttar Pradesh, were on a pilgrimage. They were worshippers of Radha–Krishna, and, as he grew up, Hitahari devoted himself to the worship of Radha. Radha communicated with him in his dreams, gave him a special mantra, and even directed him to rescue a Krishna image from a well in his garden. There are various accounts of his family and children. Initially, his parents got him married, and from this marriage he probably had two sons and a daughter. After the marriage of his daughter, or, in some accounts, after the death of his parents, Radha instructed him to leave his family and go to live in VRINDAVANA. On his way there, he met a brahmana, who asked him to take his two daughters as his wives, and presented him with an image of Krishna as Radhavallabha (the lover of Radha). By this marriage he had two more sons. In Vrindavana, he devoted himself to the worship of Radha, and of the Radhavallabha image presented to him. This, along with his good looks and gentle manner, led to people viewing him as an incarnation of Krishna, or of Krishna’s flute. He soon had a number of followers, and devised a distinctive style of Radha worship, based on love of the deity. Neither pilgrimages nor fasts, or the usual ritual practices were necessary, only a total devotion to the deity. Hitaharivamsha composed poems in Sanskrit and Hindi. His main work is the Radhasudha-nidhi in Sanskrit, a poetic work on Radha. He also wrote the Yamunashtaka, with eight verses in praise of the river Yamuna. Hita-chaurasi is a collection of eighty-four padas (poems) on various aspects of Radha–Krishna worship composed in Braj bhasha (Hindi). A further collection of Braj bhasha padas is known as Sphutvani. Two brief letters in Braj bhasha prose, written to a disciple named Vithaladasa, are also extant.

After his death, his second son Krishnadasa (b. probably 1531) carried on his tradition, and built a temple for the image. Krishnadasa wrote thirteen Sanskrit texts, and a Padavali in Braj Bhasha. His main work is Karnananda, a poem on Radha and Krishna, along with his own commentary. All these works are purely devotional.

Hitahari is described in the Shrihitaharivamsha-chandrashtaka, composed by Prabodhananda Sarasvati, who is said to be a contemporary of CHAITANYA. He is referred to in other texts including the padas of HARIRAMA VYASA, and the Bhaktanamavali of Dhruvadasa.


Hitopadesha A Sanskrit text consisting of ethical and moral stories, based on the earlier PANCHATANTRA. The Hitopadesha can be dated to between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. Narayana is said to be the author.


Hoi A festival known as Hoi Ashtami, celebrated on the eighth day of the fortnight before DIVALI. On this day the goddess Hoi Mata is worshipped, particularly by women who desire children, or have received them through her blessing.


Holi A festival, celebrated in the month of Phalguna (February–March). It is a spring and harvest festival, more popular in north India, and is celebrated on two days, the first by lighting bonfires, and the second by throwing coloured water and dry powdered colour on one another. According to some astrological calculations, the Hindu new year starts two days after the Holi fire is lit.

Several legends are associated with the festival, the most popular being that of Holika. Holika was the sister of HIRANYAKASHIPU, whose son PRAHLADA was devoted to VISHNU. She joined her brother in trying to kill Prahlada because of this devotion. She took Prahlada on her lap and entered a fire, as she believed she was beyond harm, but she was consumed by the fire, whereas Prahlada emerged unharmed because of his worship of Vishnu. Thus, the night before Holi, fires are lit, symbolizing the burning of Holika and the triumph of good over evil.

Another legend links Holi with the defeat of KAMA, the god of love, by SHIVA, while according to another story it is a celebration of the marriage of Shiva and PARVATI.

The festival has a special significance in MATHURA, where Holi is celebrated for several days, and associated with the god KRISHNA. According to local tradition, Krishna used to throw spring flowers of different colours on the GOPIS, and thus the practice of throwing coloured water on one another, started. In this area, ‘Lath Mar’ Holi is also celebrated, where women attempt to hit men with sticks, thus establishing their dominance for at least one day in the year. In Barmer in Rajasthan, groups throw stones at each other, and in Meera Ghat in Varanasi, they attack each other with sticks. Wrestling and boxing matches also take place.

In rural areas Holi remains linked with the harvest, and the harvested sheaves are roasted and offered to deities. In some regions, Holi dances are performed.

Special delicacies are made on Holi. Malpua, a sweet of bread and sugar syrup, gujiya, another sweet, and papri, made of corn flour, are popular in north India. In Maharashtra, puranpori, a kind of flat bread stuffed with sweet lentils is common, and in Gujarat, flat millet bread. Traditionally, bhang, an intoxicant, is also used, leading at times to wild behaviour.

Holi is thus not only a spring festival, heralding spring with colour and song, but a time when conventions are broken, in a spirit of freedom.


horses, sacred Horses have been associated with deities in India from early days.

The VEDAS have several references to horses, both associated with the gods and with rituals, probably because the Vedic people used the horse extensively. Horses usually draw the chariots of the gods and the horse seems to represent the sun’s rays, fire, and knowledge. Among the Vedic deities, the ASHVINS are closely associated with horses, while the KINNARAS have human heads with horses bodies. Mythical or semi-mythical horses mentioned in the RIG VEDA include DADHIKRA, TARKSHYA, and PAIDVA, a white horse. Etasha, meaning swift, is also the name of a horse, who probably draws the chariot of SURYA, the sun god. The horse is also symbolic of AGNI, the sacrificial fire. The rishi DADHYANCH’s head was replaced by that of a horse, and in later texts, HAYAGRIVA, an incarnation of Vishnu, had his head replaced by that of a horse. UCHCHHAISHRAVAS, king of the horses, appeared at the churning of the ocean for AMRITA.


The ASHVAMEDHA, or horse sacrifice, was conducted as a mark of kingly power, from early days. Horses were also associated with warriors, and revered, possibly for their role in battle. Guardian deities such as AYYANAR rode on horses, and are usually depicted on a horse. In some areas, terracotta horses are offered annually at ancestor shrines.

Horses have a role in several other ancient and medieval cultures. In Europe, wooden horse heads were carved on house-gables for protection. Horses also occur in Greek, Roman and other myths. See ashva.


hotr One of the four main priests who officiate at Vedic sacrifices and ceremonies.


householder, ideal life of See Grihastha.


Hoysaleshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, constructed in the twelfth century, located at HALEBID in Karnataka. It was constructed at the time of the Hoysala rulers Vishnuvardhana and Narasimha, and is in the typical style of Hoysala temples. There are two identical structures, each with an inner shrine and a columned MANDAPA. The two mandapas are linked, forming a large space. The temple is raised on a high plinth, carved with rows of elephants, horses, lions, geese and makaras, as well as MAHABHARATA and RAMAYANA scenes. The sculptures on the outer walls include BRAHMA seated on a goose, a dancing Shiva, and KRISHNA raising the mountain GOVARDHANA. In front of each mandapa is a NANDI image in a detached pavilion. Guardian deities flank the doorways.
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Ida (1) A deity, also known as ILA.

(2) A passage of energy in the human body. The Ida Nadi is to the left of the SUSHUMNA, the central channel through which the KUNDALINI is said to rise.


Ikshvaku A legendary king who ruled AYODHYA in ancient days. He is usually described as the son of MANU VAIVASVATA, and the founder of the Suryavamshi or solar dynasties. In some accounts, he is the great-grandson of Manu. According to the MAHABHARATA and some PURANAS, Ikshvaku was the father of a hundred sons, who ruled various parts of India. In other texts, he is said to have had three sons named Danda, Vikshuki, and Nimi. The Ikshvakus were the dynasty descended from Ikshvaku. RAMA belonged to this dynasty.

Another much later Ikshvaku dynasty was founded in the Deccan in the third century CE.


Ila/Ida (1) A goddess, mentioned in the RIG VEDA. The name means nourishment, and she was the personification of the offering of milk and butter, representing the nourishment provided by the cow. In the Rig Veda, she is called butter-footed and butter-handed, and AGNI is once said to be her son. In the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, she is the daughter of MANU, or of MITRA-VARUNA. According to the Taittiriya Samhita, Manu sent her to see whether the sacrifice of the DEVAS and ASURAS had been conducted properly. She said their sacrifice was incorrect, and described the correct way, as a result of which the devas attained prosperity. Through Ila, Manu gave birth to the human race.

(2) In later texts, she was a mythical person, both a woman and a man. She is described as the daughter of Manu Vaivasvata by his wife Shraddha. IKSHVAKU was her brother. The BHAGAVATA PURANA says that Manu performed a sacrifice in order to get a son, but instead a daughter, Ila was born. He complained to the rishi VASISHTHA, who turned Ila into a boy named Sudyumna. By a curse of SHIVA he was again turned into a woman. The woman Ila met BUDHA (Mercury) and the two fell in love, got married, and had a son named PURURAVA. However, Ila was not happy as a woman, and by the intervention of Vasishtha, Shiva agreed that she could be a man in alternate months. As Sudyumna, she was later taught by the rishi NARADA, and attained salvation by worshipping the Hindu goddess DEVI.

According to the VAYU PURANA, Ila emerged out of a sacrifice conducted by Manu Vaivasvata in honour of the gods MITRA and VARUNA. The two gods adopted her as their daughter.

(2) Ila was the daughter of the god VAYU, and married DHRUVA. She had a son named Utkala.

(3) One of the wives of VASUDEVA (father of KRISHNA), and the mother of Uruvalka and other sons.


Ilina A daughter of the god YAMA, mentioned in the MATSYA and other PURANAS. She had a number of sons.


images Images of deities, in one form or the other, existed from very ancient days. Some of the depictions on the seals of the INDUS CIVILIZATION (c. 2500–1800 BCE), possibly represent deities. Opinions are divided about whether images were made in the Rig Vedic period, but some feel there are clear references to these in the RIG VEDA. Had there been images made of wood, these would not have survived. Extant stone images can be dated back to the second century BCE. These were at first simple two-armed deities, but gradually became more complex.

An image is recognized as one of the ways in which God can be worshipped, as focusing on an image leads to an understanding of the mystical aspects of a deity. According to some sources worshipping an image is an inferior form of worship, but not all agree with this.

Images can exist both in homes and in temples. Each temple has its own specific form of worship. The image is usually treated as a living being and rituals are conducted from morning till night. Through these rituals the spirit of the god is established in the image. The image then becomes an aspect or form of the deity.

Images may be depicted seated, standing, dancing, or fighting. They have various headdresses, clothes and ornaments. They are usually accompanied by their vahanas or vehicles, which is often a particular animal or bird. They may have two, four, eight or more arms. The hands may be in various postures known as MUDRAS, or may hold weapons or other items. The most common mudras are abhaya mudra, for dispelling fear, and varada mudra for granting boons. The items held in the hands are linked with the mythology of the deity. Some of the commonly held items are listed below.


Weapons:


agni: fire, sometimes held in the hand, perhaps as throwing object.


ankusha: elephant goad.


chakra: wheel or discus.


charma: a term for a shield, made of leather.


danda: stout stick or lathi.


dhanus: a bow—the bow of Shiva is the Pinaka, of Vishnu, the Sharnga; Kama has a bow of flowers, or of sugar-cane.


gada: mace or club, thicker than a danda; a weapon of Vishnu and of Shamba.


khadga: sword; Vishnu’s sword is Nandaka; that of the consort of Pradyumna is Nistrimsha.


khatvanga: a club made from the bone of the forearm or leg, to which a skull is attached; later the shaft bone was replaced by wood. This is used by Shiva and Devi in certain terrible forms.


khetaka: a shield, either round or oblong; weapon of consort of Shamba, and of other deities.


parashu: axe; weapon of Parashurama and Shiva.


pasha: noose or lasso.


shakti; spear; known in Tamil as vel; weapon of Skanda–Karttikeya–Murugan.


shara: arrow.


shula: spear or trident; usually the same as trishula.


vajra: thunderbolt, weapon of Indra and Shiva.


Implements and other items:


tanka: a stone mason’s chisel.


mushala: a wooden pestle, a cylindrical rod that could be used as a weapon; it is held by Balarama.


hala: a plough.


kamandalu: water pot, depicted in various ways.


akshamala/aksasutra/sutra: a bead mala or rosary, either of rudraksha or kamalaksha.


darpana: a mirror of highly polished metal.


pustaka: book, in art represented as a manuscript of palm leaves.


padma: lotus, in many varieties, bud or fully opened.


nilotpala: a blue lotus or lily, slightly elongated.


kapala: a cup made of a skull.


sruk: sacrificial ladle.


sruva: sacrificial ladle.


panapatra: drinking vessel.


Musical instruments:


vina: stringed instrument.


venu: flute.


murali: flute.


damaru: small kettle drum, emblem of shiva.


shankha: conch; Krishna’s conch is Panchajanya.


ghanta: bell.


mridangam: two sided drum.


karatala: cymbals.


Indirasa A devotee of the god KRISHNA who composed Gopikastuti (1827) in Nepali verse. This is based on the tenth skandha of the BHAGAVATA PURANA, and praises Krishna as the supreme deity and protector of the world.


Indo-Aryan languages A term for a group of languages spoken in India which have developed from Sanskrit, which was the language of the RIG VEDA and, in an evolved form of later times as well. Regional and colloquial variants began to develop from early days, and included Pali, various Prakrit languages, including Ardha Magadhi, Maharashtri and others. Language of this group today include Hindi and its dialects, including Hindustani, Rajasthani, Avadhi, Bagheli, Chhattisgarhi Maithili and Bhojpuri, as well as Garhwali, Kumaoni, and other hill dialects; other languages are Punjabi, Sindhi, Marathi, Konkani, Gujarati, Oriya, Bengali, and Assamese. All these have local variants.

Kashmiri is also considered Indo-Aryan. Some feel it is derived from Dardic and not Sanskrit, but Dardic too is usually thought to be a branch of Indo-Aryan. Indo-Aryan is related with INDO-IRANIAN and INDO-EUROPEAN, and thus with theories relating to the spread of people, cultures and religion.


Indo-European languages A term used for a group of languages, which today are spread across Asia and Europe, and which are presumed to have originated from one language, termed Proto Indo-European. The spread of the language has been related to the migration of people, at an uncertain date in the distant past. Various dates for the possible spread of Proto Indo-European in parts of Europe and the Middle East include 6000 BCE, 4000 BCE, or even earlier. The diffusion into Iran and India is thought to have happened later. The languages which came from Indo-European have been identified as: Germanic languages including English, German, Dutch, Danish, Swedish, Norwegian, Icelandic; Romanic languages, including French, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, Romanian and Greek; Balto-Slavic languages including Russian, Polish, Ukranian, Czech, Slovak, Serbo-Croation and Bulgarian; INDO-IRANIAN languages, including Persian and Sanskrit, and their derivatives; Armenian and Albanian are sometimes included in this group. Welsh, Irish, and extinct language groups of Anatolian, Illyrian and Tocharian are also part of the Indo-European family.

Several Indo-European groups had some common religious practices, for instance, the worship of sky and earth deities, deities associated with nature, and fire sacrifices. There are also similarities in myths. William Jones was one of the first to point out similarities in the languages, while G. Dumezil (1898–1986) was among those who revealed some of the common aspects of the various Indo-European groups, and developed the TRIPARTITE IDEOLOGY.


Indo-Iranian languages A term used for a common language derived from INDO-EUROPEAN, from which both Iranian and INDO-ARYAN languages are thought to have developed. The close similarities between the language of the Gathas and the RIG VEDA, as well as similarities between RIG VEDIC DEITIES and yazatas or Zoroastrian deities, have led scholars to presume they were once a common people with a common homeland. The inverted use of some words, such as daevas for demons in Avesta (DEVA, god in the Rig Veda), and ahura (ASURA) for god (demon in later Hinduism) have led some scholars to feel there was an early conflict between the two groups, while others point out that there are more similarities than differences. Recent research on the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex, extending from Margiana in southern Turkmenia to Afghanistan and Baluchistan, suggests that this region may have been the early homeland.


Indra A deity. The most important deity in the RIG VEDA, Indra has approximately 250 hymns addressed to him in that text. He is the god of thunder, who conquers the demons of drought and darkness, bringing water and light. He is also the god of wars and battles, and is the dominant deity of the middle region, pervading the air. His weapon is the VAJRA or thunderbolt, also the name of lightning, and is described as golden and metallic. He rides in a golden chariot that is drawn by two tawny horses, or sometimes by even a thousand. The horses have hair like peacock feathers and golden manes. Indra is said to have been born and his mother is in one passage said to be a cow (grishti), and in another is called Nishtigri. The commentator SAYANA identifies his mother with ADITI, who is his mother in later texts. In the ATHARVA VEDA the mother of Indra and AGNI is known as Ekashtaka, who was the daughter of PRAJAPATI. Indra’s father is mentioned as DYAUS or TVASHTR. Indra is married to INDRANI, who is known as Shachi and Pulomaja. According to the AITAREYA BRAHMANA, his wives were called Prasaha or Sena, who have been identified with Indrani. Sometimes other female consorts are mentioned. Indra is associated with the MARUTS and loves drinking SOMA. He was the slayer of VRITRA, the chief of dragons or serpents (ahi), who was obstructing the waters. When Indra struck Vritra with his vajra, heaven and earth trembled, and streams of water were released. He is also known as Purandara or ‘breaker of forts’. He was the friend and defender of his worshippers. He had a female dog named SARAMA, who helped him in his battle against the Panis. He was the most powerful of gods, and therefore is known as Shakra (mighty), Shachivat (possessed of might), Shachipati (lord of might, or husband of Shachi).

Though Indra was not so powerful later on, he was frequently mentioned in other texts. In the CHHANDOGYA UPANISHAD, Indra appears as a student, struggling to understand the truth of BRAHMAN. According to the Kathaka, he fell in love with a danavi named Vilistenga, and then lived among the ASURAS. In the RAMAYANA, he is the chief of gods, though he was defeated by MEGHANADA, the son of RAVANA, who was then known as Indrajit. In the MAHABHARATA, he is the father of ARJUNA, the third of the PANDAVA brothers. He met Arjuna several times and ensured his success in the great war by requesting KARNA for his divine armour.

In the epics and Puranas, there are many more stories about Indra. In the PURANAS, Indra is the eldest of the thirty-three sons of KASHYAPA and ADITI.

He had three sons including Jayanta, also known as Jaya, while his daughter was Jayanti, known as DEVASENA or Devayanai. Indra’s mount is the white elephant AIRAVATA, and his horse is UCHCHHAISHRAVAS. His charioteer is known as MATALI. His heaven is INDRALOKA, his city is AMARAVATI, and his mansion is known as Vaijayanta. The trees in his heaven include mandara, PARIJATA, santana, KALPA-VRIKSHA and harichandana.

He was frequently attracted to beautiful women, and attempted to seduce the wives of rishis. Among them was AHALYA, the wife of the rishi Gautama, for which he was cursed by the rishi.

He gave a boon to king KURU, to the effect that certain classes of people dying at Kurukshetra, would immediately attain heaven. He stole the sacrificial horse of king Ambarisha, and hid it where the rishi KAPILA was meditating. He was the friend of the naga TAKSHAKA. When Agni burned the KHANDAVA forest where Takshaka lived, Indra sent down rain. Later too he saved Takshaka, but could not prevent the forest from being burnt and most of the forest creatures from being killed by Krishna and Arjuna.


The most important story, however, remains that of the killing of the asura VRITRA. In the Puranas, Vritra is said to have been a brahmana, and by killing him Indra suffered for the sin of killing a brahmana.

In later times, Indra became secondary to BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA, and is one of the DIKAPALAS, the guardian of the eastern quarter.

However, his worship as an independent deity continued to some extent. In a story of his conflict with the god Krishna, Indra brought down incessant rain, while Krishna raised Mt Govardhana to protect the cowherds from the deluge. This has been thought to indicate that Indra was still worshipped by the upper castes. In the two Tamil epics, the Shilappadikaram and Manimekhalai, a festival of Indra is described, showing that his worship extended to south India. This festival, held every year, began on the Vaishakhi Purnima (full moon day) and continued for twenty-eight days, at the Chola capital. At this time, the whole city was decorated, and the devas led by Indra descended to earth. In the Shilappadikaram, Madhavi and Kovalan joined hundreds who were celebrating the festival on the beach at Puhar. This festival is also described in an inscription of Parantaka Chola I. In images Indra is usually depicted holding a vajra and riding his elephant, or in scenes with other deities. The BRIHAT SAMHITA describes this type of image, and adds that the elephant should be white with four tusks, and that Indra should be depicted with a third eye placed horizontally. The VISHNUDHARMOTTARA states that Indra should be depicted with four arms, riding on his four-tusked elephant. Shachi, his consort, also with four arms, is seated on his lap. Other texts state that he holds in his hands either a shakti (spear) and ankusha (goad) or vajra and ankusha, or nilotpala (blue lotus or lily).

Among the earliest images of Indra are those in GANDHARA and MATHURA where he and BRAHMA appear along with the Buddha. Here, as well as in Buddhist myths, he is in a secondary position. Among independent images is that of a four-armed Indra on his elephant, in the CHIDAMBARAM temple, whereas in several other temples he is depicted as a Dikapala. According to the Bhagavata Purana, there was a temple of Indra and Indrani in Vidarbha. Indra and Indrani are said to be the kula-devatas (family deities) of Vidarbha. Their temple was visited by RUKMINI on the day before her marriage.

The Indradhvaja is a flag-staff associated with Indra and mentioned in the Mahabharata, AGNI PURANA and other texts. It was worshipped to bring rain. Indra is still worshipped today at times of flood or drought, thus his old association with rain continues.

Indra is depicted in a secondary position in Jain sculptures and mentioned in Jain myths.

In the Zoroastrian Avesta, his name occurs twice as that of a demon, but also as a deity, Verethraghna, the same as the Sanskrit Vritrahan, defeater of Vritra.

Indra is known by a number of different names. Among them are:


Amaradhipa: the eternal lord; Devapati: lord of the gods; Devendra: Indra of the devas, i.e., the chief of the devas; Harishmashru: with a green or yellow beard; Maghavan/Maghavat; Mahendra: the great Indra; Marutpati: lord of the Maruts; Netra-yoni: as the rishi Gautama made marks of yonis appear upon him; Sayoni: one with yonis; Shachivat: possesessed of might; Shakra: mighty; Shatakratu: performer of a hundred rites; Sura-nayaka, leader of the gods: Svargapati, lord of heaven; Trilokaraja: king of the three worlds; Uluka: owl; Vajrapani: with a thunderbolt.

A new Indra appears in every MANVANTARA. The Indra of the present manvantara, which is the seventh, is Purandara. In the next manvantara, MAHABALI will be the Indra.

(2) Indra is also a name sometimes used for other gods, including SHIVA, SKANDA and SURYA. It indicates the chief of the gods, or the leader.


Indrajit A name of MEGHANADA, son of RAVANA, described in the RAMAYANA. He came to be known as Indrajit, after he defeated INDRA. Meghanada worshipped the god SHIVA, who taught him how to make himself invisible. Ravana and Meghanada invaded INDRALOKA, the world of Indra, and Meghanada captured Indra and took him to LANKA. BRAHMA named Meghanada Indrajit, and requested the release of Indra. Though Indrajit was extremely powerful, he was killed in the war between Ravana and RAMA.


Indraloka The world or heaven of the god INDRA. Indra’s elephant AIRAVATA stands at its gates, and the divine city of Amaravati is located within. Indraloka was filled with siddhas, charanas, apsaras, gandharvas as well as brahmarishis and various deities. Sacred trees and celestial flowers are in the divine Nandana grove, and perfumed breezes waft through. There is beautiful and enchanting music, the sounds of conches and drums, and divine dancers and musicians. Thousands of celestial chariots are parked here, which can move anywhere at will.

Indra’s grand assembly hall (sabha) is variously described. According to the MAHABHARATA it is 150 yojanas long, 100 yojanas wide and five yojanas high, capable of going everywhere at will. Indra sits here with a crown on his head, bracelets on his arms, and flower garlands around his neck. Near him is his wife Shachi. Others at his court include SHRI, LAKSHMI, the MARUTS, SIDDHAS, DEVARISHIS, SADHYAS and DEVA-GANAS. Sometimes his sabha is described as 100 yojanas long, fifty yojanas wide, and five yojanas high. It is adorned with beautiful rooms, grand seats and celestial trees. Indra’s world is said to be for those who are free from passion and sorrow.


Indrani A goddess, the wife of INDRA. She is mentioned in the RIG VEDA and the BRAHMANAS. In the PURANAS, she is the daughter of Puloman and mother of Jayanta and Jayanti. She is also known as Shachi, Pulomaja, Shakrani, Mahendrani and Paulomi. According to one story, Shachi was abducted by Anuhlada, son of HIRANYAKASHIPU, with the consent of her father Puloman. Indra rescued her and killed them.

Some texts state that Indrani should be depicted with three eyes and four hands. Her front hands are in varada and abhaya MUDRAS, while her back hands carry a vajra (thunderbolt) and shakti (spear). Her colour is red, and she wears various ornaments. Her vahana (vehicle) and the emblem on her banner is an elephant. The VISHNUDHARMOTTARA PURANA, however, states that she is golden in colour, with a thousand eyes and six arms, while according to the DEVI-BHAGAVATA PURANA she has two eyes and two arms.

Indrani is usually worshipped as one of the MATRIKAS or mothers, and is depicted in temples in matrika panels, often holding a child.


Indraprastha An ancient city which has been identified with a portion of modern DELHI. In the MAHABHARATA, it was the capital of the PANDAVAS. According to the Mahabharata, the region of Khandavaprastha was given to the Pandavas by King DHRITARASHTRA, so that they could live separately without conflict with Dhritarashtra’s sons, the KAURAVAS. In Khandavaprastha, an uninhabited region, they measured out a place for their city, which was then built with high walls and surrounded by a moat. There were broad roads, large mansions, and a beautiful palace. Fruit trees and other plants were grown, and people of all kinds came to settle in the city.

Later the KHANDAVA forest was burnt by AGNI, helped by KRISHNA and ARJUNA, who killed all the creatures there as they tried to escape. The danava MAYA, a great architect, was protected by Arjuna and saved from the fire. In return he constructed a magnificent palace for the Pandavas. It had golden columns, and a tank with flowers made of gems and gold, and crystal stairs leading to the water.

The city was named Indraprastha, as it was as wonderful as AMARAVATI, the divine city of INDRA. Excavations show the site, thought to be part of ancient Indraprastha, was occupied from c.1000 BCE to medieval days.


indriya/indriyani (1) A Sanskrit term for the senses. In Hindu philosophy, the knowledge and understanding of all aspects of the individual and the world, are important, hence the senses are analysed and described in detail. The five senses of perception are known as buddhindriyani or jnanendriyani, as they are considered to be under the control of BUDDHI (higher intelligence). These senses are the eye, ear, nose, tongue and skin. Five more senses are the karmendriyani, that is senses of karma or action. These are the larynx, hand, foot, and organs of elimination and generation. MANAS (mind) is the eleventh sense, the intermediary between the other senses and the ATMAN or soul. However, in some systems of VEDANTA, there are four inner senses, antar-indriyani, including manas, buddhi, AHAMKARA and CHITTA. The indriyas thus amount to fourteen, and each is presided over by a specific deity, which controls their functioning.

(2) Indriya indicates that which belongs to the god INDRA. It could be a companion, or a power, force or quality.


Indriyani A DEVA-GANA or group of gods in the fourth MANVANTARA when Tamasa was the MANU.


Indu A name of SOMA or the moon.


Indumauli/Chandramouli A name of the god SHIVA.


Indus Civilization, religion of An urban civilization which existed in the region of the river Indus and its tributaries, as well as the river SARASVATI, and areas further south. It is also called the Indus Valley Civilization, Indus-Sarasvati Civilization and the Harappan Civilization, and can be dated between 2500–1800 BCE. The largest civilization of the ancient world, it covered an area of 1299,600 sq. km, stretching from Baluchistan, Punjab and Sind, in present-day Pakistan, across Punjab, Haryana, Rajasthan, Delhi and Gujarat in India. The civilization had planned cities, brick-built houses, and an elaborate drainage system. Among the major cities were Mohenjodaro and Harappa (now part of Pakistan), Kalibangan in Rajasthan, Dholavira and Lothal in Gujarat.

As its script has not been satisfactorily deciphered, most of the evidence for its religion comes from its numerous stone or steatite seals. In addition there are flat copper tablets, as well as figures depicted in bronze and stone, and a number of terracotta human and animal figurines. There are also certain unique architectural structures. On the basis of these, scholars have formed tentative and varying conclusions about the nature of the religion of the civilization. Some of the key features are given below:

(1) Horned deity: Some seals and copper tablets of the Indus Civilization depict a horned person, usually identified as a deity. The most well-known of these depictions is a seal with a figure with a horned head-dress, seated in a yogic posture. On this seal he appears to be ithyphallic, and possibly three-faced. It is not clear if the faces are human or animal. Under his seat are two goats or deer, and around him are a rhinoceros, buffalo, tiger and elephant. Marshall, who first excavated Mohenjodaro, labelled this as a deity, a proto or early form of SHIVA. His identification with Shiva-Pashupati, the lord of animals, has been questioned as Pashupati was the guardian of domestic animals, and was not associated with wild animals. Others identified him with the Vedic AGNI or RUDRA. Shubhangana Atre, using in addition other seals with a similar deity, sees this as a form of the goddess Diana. Jains identify this deity with an early Jain Tirthankara. Asko Parpola sees it as similar to the sitting bull figures of the Elamite culture.

The deity shows a remarkable similarity to the early Celtic god, Cernnunos, particularly to an image found on a cauldron at Gundestrup in Denmark, dated between the sixth and forth centuries BCE. (In New Age revivalism, Cernnunos is worshipped as the god of Wicca or witches, along with Diana as the goddess).

In later times there were other horned deities in India, including tribal deities, NAIGAMESHA, and several more. There are horned and forest deities in other parts of the ancient world as well.

(2) Mother goddess: A small female figure in bronze, has commonly been called the ‘dancing girl’ though some see her as a goddess. Female figurines in terracotta, found at several sites, are thought to represent worship of a mother goddess, though even this has been questioned. More questionable is the identification of ‘ring stones’ of various sizes, with the yoni, or feminine emblem.

(3) Male images: Sculptures of men have been found at Mohenjodaro, and lately at Dholavira in Gujarat, and a stone bust of an imposing bearded man is well known, though it is not clear if this was a deity or an important person. He has been thought by some to represent a priest-king. There are also phallic-like objects, sometimes identified as early LINGAS.

(3) Animals: There are numerous animal terracotta figurines, and animals are also depicted on seals. The terracotta figures include domestic animals, and have generally been thought to have been toys. On seals, the humped bull is the only domestic animal depicted, the rest being wild animals, elephants, tigers, rhinoceros, buffalo, deer and antelope, a one-horned animal like a unicorn, as well as crocodiles and fish. In some seals, a bull or a ‘unicorn’ is shown in front of an altar or incense brazier. There are also birds, and hybrid half-human and animal figures.

(4) Trees: Trees are depicted, particularly pipal trees and leaves. Some seals have figures in trees, including a horned figure, who are may be tree deities; tree worship could have taken place.

(5) Other: A tank-like structure at Mohenjodaro, commonly called the Great Bath, was possibly used for ritual bathing; fire pits, found at Kalibangan are thought to suggest fire sacrifices.

Without the help of a written script, analyses of the religion of this civilization are many and varied. Some see in it proto-Hinduism; others identify the culture with that of the RIG VEDA, or with an indigenous ‘Dravidian’ culture later displaced by the Vedic. Still others see indications of Shamanism, animism, or folk religions. No definite conclusions can be reached at present.


inscriptions Thousands of inscriptions are found in all parts of India from the third century BCE onwards, and many of these provide information on religion. Inscriptions record contemporary events, real and mythical genealogies of kings, conquests, wars, battles, land grants, religious grants, temple building, dedication of images, and several other aspects. Inscriptions in temples provide the history of the temple, donors, as well as identification of images. Some record sacrifices and monetary transactions or donations to a temple. Land grants are often records of grants for the maintenance of a temple, or to brahmanas. Ancient inscriptions are found on pillars, rocks, copper plates, and stones, while later other material was also used. Several inscriptions start with an invocation to a deity. For royal inscriptions, the seal of a dynasty or a king usually appears on it, which is often a religious symbol or a deity. A royal inscription often traces the mythical genealogy of the king from the SURYAVAMSHA or CHANDRAVAMSHA dynasties, and records the deity propitiated. However, inscriptions were not merely of kings. Ministers and officials also built temples and left records of these. Ordinary individuals too constructed temples, while donations of images by individual donors of all kinds were common. Another category of inscriptions are pilgrim records, indicating the importance of sacred sites and the variety of people that visited them. Inscriptions provide biographies of some BHAKTI saints. Other types of inscriptions occur on hero-stones, memorials of various kinds, sati stones, and self-immolation stones. Inscriptions on yupas or sacrificial posts, have also been found. Some temples have entire hymns to deities inscribed on the walls. Others have labels on images, or lists of the names of donors, pilgrims, sculptors, and artisans. Inscriptions also provide records of caste groups that worshipped a particular deity. Some temples record donations of Muslim rulers to temples, or even of individual Muslims. Numerous inscriptions have been analysed and deciphered to provide information on religious sects and trends, though more still remians to be done.


Integral Yoga A term used by Sri AUROBINDO for his integrated system of yoga. Integral Yoga incorporates the three main paths of Bhakti Yoga, the yoga of devotion, Karma Yoga, of action, and Jnana Yoga, of knowledge. Along with these is a yoga that aims at the perfection of the whole nature of a person. There are several aspects of this, but its two main elements are firstly, a realization that the world is a manifestation of the divine power. It is not to be rejected as an illusion, or ignored. The entire divine manifestation has the potential for a total transformation, and is in fact in the process of spiritual evolution. The second element is therefore ‘the transformation of the mind, life and body into instruments of spiritual and supramental perfection.’ (A.S. Dalal, The Psychic Being). Sri Aurobindo points out that other yogas aim at attaining SAMADHI, MOKSHA or nirvana, and abandoning life. Integral Yoga aims to bring the highest consciousness into the world, thus transforming terrestrial life.


International Society of Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON) A society set up in 1965 in New York, by A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami PRABHUPADA. The aim of the society, which has branches in many countries, including India, is to lead people towards the realization of Oneness or of unity with God. CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU and the god KRISHNA are the inspiration for the movement. The sect traces its origin to Bhaktivinod Thakur (d. 1894), and his son Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati, who was the guru of Bhaktivedanta, and had set up the Gaudiya Matha in around 1918. The texts of the sect include the early VEDAS, later Vedic literature, the MAHABHARATA, RAMAYANA and PURANAS, but above all the BHAGAVAD GITA. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada’s extensive commentaries on some of these texts, are also important for the philosophy of the sect. The sect uses the basic mantra of ‘Hare Rama Hare Krishna’, and believes that the ultimate goal is union with the god Krishna. Swami Prabhupada states that realizing BRAHMAN is the first stage, though several philosophies take this as the ultimate goal. The second is the realization of Paramatma, the ‘Supersoul’ while the ‘Supreme Personality of Godhead is the ultimate realization of the Absolute Truth’.

In another passage, he summed up his philosophy: ‘In this present day, man is very eager to have one scripture, one God, one religion, and one occupation. So let there be one common scripture for the whole world—Bhagavad Gita. And let there be one God only for the whole world—Sri Krishna, Krishna, Hare Hare/Hare Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare. And let there be one work only—the service of the Supreme personality of the Godhead.’

The organization soon spread throughout the world, and includes both lay followers and SANNYASIS. The concept of discipleship, the guru and an unbroken parampara (spiritual lineage) form an important part of ISKCON. Swami Prabhupada died in 1977, and after his death a governing body was set up to look after the affairs of the organization. ISKCON has a number of branches in India, and runs schools and hospitals and disseminates information on Krishna and his worship.


Ira (1) A daughter of DAKSHA and wife of KASHYAPA, described in the PURANAS. Ira was the mother of three daughters, Lata (creeper), Valli (creeping plant), and Virudha (plant which grows again after it is cut), and from them all categories of plants and were descended.

(2) The name of a goddess and of an APSARA.


Iramavataram The name of a Tamil Ramayana, also known as Kamban Ramayana, composed by KAMBAN who probably lived in either the ninth or the twelfth century.

Kamban’s Ramayana is based on VALMIKI’s work, with some differences. The text has the first six kandas of Valmiki, omitting the Uttara Kanda, hence the story ends happily with RAMA and SITA united in AYODHYA. Rama is a divine being, the supreme deity, but is often not aware of his own divinity. Kamban’s Bala Kanda begins with a description of Ayodhya, and its surroundings, the land of Koshala. It describes the river rushing down from the Himalayas, turning barren land into fertile fields, changing form and function, and like fate, ‘working the cycle of birth and death’. Following Valmiki’s storyline, Kamban has some elaborate descriptions that do not occur in Valmiki’s Ramayana. Among these is the account of Dasharatha’s journey from Ayodhya to Mithila, along with his wives and entourage, for Rama’s marriage. Along the way, sensuous scenes between young men and women are described. As Kamban says, ‘Why should it be a matter for wonder when a woman puts away her jewels and clothes or even her shame? Doesn’t a true ascetic discard every single thing he owns? Love is quite capable of giving up its very self!’ (trans. P.S. Sundaram). There are several other variations. For instance, Ravana captures Sita and takes her to Lanka without touching her—he digs out the earth under her feet, and carries her on it. In addition, the text often delves deep into the psychology of the characters. A dialogue between Rama and VALI suggests that without SITA, Rama has lost his soul, his conscience, and thus cannot act in a fair and balanced way, though later Vali recognizes that all Rama’s acts, by his very nature, have to be in accordance with DHARMA. RAVANA is depicted as a man with a helpless passion. He says of Sita, ‘I dread to give up thoughts of you … Every name is Yours, every face is You … Who can see I die a daily death?”

An Uttara Kanda, attached to this Ramayana, was written by another poet, possibly Ottakutan. This Uttara Kanda has several different aspects. It has an account of Sahasramukha Ravana (Thousand-faced Ravana), who ruled in Trilokapuri. He and his army-chief Bana, wreacked havoc in the three worlds. Rama could kill Bana, but not Sahasramukha Ravana, as the latter had been granted a boon, that he could only be defeated by a woman. Rama then asked Sita to kill him, and she did so by shooting an arrow at him. Later Sita was abandoned in the forest because of gossip in Ayodhya. She was left near the rishi Gautama’s hut and looked after by AHALYA. After five years Rama took her back, with the consent of all. However, KAIKEYI was jealous of her, and prevailed on Sita to draw a picture of Ravana. Kaikeyi showed this to Rama, who was so angry that he condemned Sita to death. Bhumidevi then arose from the earth and took Sita away.


Iravana/Iravat The name of one of ARJUNA’S sons in the MAHABHARATA. Iravana was born from Arjuna’s naga wife, ULUPI. He fought bravely in the great war on the side of the PANDAVAS, but was killed on the eighth day of battle, by the rakshasa Alambusha, who was in turn killed by Ghatotkacha, the son of BHIMA.


Iravateshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, constructed in the eighth century, located at KANCHIPURAM, Tamil Nadu. The small inner shrine is square with a pyramidal roof. On the walls, Shiva is depicted in different forms, in a yogic pose in the north, as NATARAJA in the west, and DAKSHINAMURTI in the south.


Iravati A daughter or granddaughter of KRODHA-VASHA, and the wife of Pulaha, described in the PURANAS. Through her were born four kingly sons (elephants), named Airavana, Kumuda, Anjana and Vamana.


Isar Dasa A BHAKTI poet who composed a number of devotional and heroic works in Rajasthani. Born in 1539 in village Bhadresh near Barmer in Rajasthan, Barhath Isar Dasa was brought up by his uncle Asaji after his parents’ early death. In 1560, when he was twenty-one years old, he went to Dvaraka on a pilgrimage with his uncle, and on the way back stopped at Jamnagar, visiting the court of the Raval Jam, who welcomed them with honour. The Raval saw his talent and asked him to remain there to study. As he grew up, his learning and devotion brought him fame and wealth, as well as tracts of land through land grants. He lived in Jamnagar for forty-nine years before returning to Rajasthan, where he lived in village Gowda near the Luni river until his death in 1618.

NABHADASA, in his Bhaktamala, mentions him as one of fourteen charana devotees, and he is famous for his charana poetry. His best-known work is Harirasa, which became a sacred VAISHNAVA text, while Deviyana is revered by SHAKTAS. He wrote several other long works as well as devotional padas (poems) and dingala gits. In his devotional poetry he states that God is one, and can be reached by different paths. He emphasizes harmony, tolerance, and chanting the name of God as a means of realization. His work influenced several later poets.


A verse from his Harirasa is given below:


When there was no birth and no death,

Nor any living creature;

When there were no deeds, good or bad;

When even Lord Shiva and the lotus-throned Brahma

Were not;

Even then, O Great one, You were there,

You alone were there.

(Trans. Kesri Singh)



Isha A term used for the Supreme Being, as well as a name of several deities including BRAHMA, SHIVA and VISHNU. It is also the name of one of the Sadhya, Sudhamana, and Vishnu groups of gods.


Isha Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a verse UPANISHAD which can be dated between about 600 and 300 BCE. This short Upanishad of eighteen verses contains the essence of Upanishadic philosophy. As one of its verses states:


He moves, and he moves not. He is far and he is near. He is within all and he is outside all.

Who sees all beings in his own Self, and his own Self in all beings, loses all fear.

(Trans. Juan Mascaro, in The Upanishads)



The Upanishad also deals with the unity of God and the world, and with the paths of action and contemplation that should be united in one’s life. The last few verses contain a prayer that is used even today in funeral rites. It states:


The face of truth is covered with a golden disc. Unveil it, O Pushan, so that I who love the truth may see it.

O Pushan, the sole seer, O Controller, O Sun (Surya), offspring of Prajapati, spread forth your rays and gather up your radiant light that I may behold you of loveliest form. Whosoever is that person (yonder) that also am I.

May this life enter into the immortal breath; then may this body end in ashes. O Intelligence (kratu), remember, remember what has been done. Remember, O Intelligence what has been done, Remember.

O Agni, lead us, along the auspicious path to prosperity, O god, who knowest all our deeds. Take away from us deceitful sins. We shall offer many prayers to thee. (v.15–18).

(Trans. S. Radhakrishnan)



Ishana/Isha (1) A form of the god SHIVA, as the ruler of the world. In this form, Shiva has five faces, and is accompanied by Ajaa (the she-goat, representing Prakriti). In his hands he holds the VEDAS, an elephant hook, a noose, an axe, a rosary (mala) and a trident (trishula). His other hands are in varada-mudra and abhaya-mudra, the gestures of granting boons and removing fear.

In another of his forms, Ishana represents one of his five faces. It is the face that looks upwards, connected with the element of air, and is the lord of knowledge.

Ishana or Isha is described in the PURANAS. According to the BRAHMANDA PURANA, he became RUDRA through the grace of the goddess Lalita.

(2) The name of the tenth KALPA.

(3) A name of the Supreme Being, as well as of the gods VISHNU and BRAHMA.

(4) A DIKAPALA.


ishtadevata A term in Hinduism for a personal deity. It can refer to any deity the individual has chosen as his/her own special deity. It can also be the chosen deity of a family or group.


Ishvara God, or lord, a name which can be applied to any Hindu deity. Ishvara is considered a form of BRAHMAN, or the Absolute. The relationship of Ishvara and Brahman is the subject of various philosophies. According to Shankara’s ADVAITA, Ishvara is the creator and destroyer of the world. Ishvara creates because that is its nature (svabhava). It is saguna BRAHMAN (Brahman limited by qualities), related to the world, to MAYA or illusion and to the individual consciousness or JIVA. In some philosophies, Ishvara is the Supreme Being, equivalent to Brahman.


Ishvara Gita A text that forms part of the KURMA PURANA. In this section of the Purana, Suta asks the rishi VYASA to explain the knowledge that leads to liberation, as explained by Narayana in his incarnation as KURMA. Vyasa describes a gathering of rishis at which SHIVA explained the nature of BRAHMAN, God and the world. The Ishvara Gita has a commentary by VIJNANABHIKSHU.


Ishvarakrishna A philosopher of the SAMKHYA school of philosophy. His Samkhya Karika is the earliest available text of this school. In this he states that Samkhya philosophy was first taught by KAPILA to his disciple Asuri, who in turn taught it to Panchashikha.

The Karika lays out the standard Samkhya philosophy of the two principles PURUSHA and PRAKRITI, and of evolution from Prakriti. The theory of the three GUNAS and the various Samkhya categories are clearly explained. The concept of satkaryavada, where the effect is pre-existent in the cause is described, and three valid means of knowledge, pratyaksha (perception), anumana (inference) and shabda (verbal testimony) are accepted. One Gaudapada, probably different from the Advaitic Gaudapada, wrote a commentary on the Karika, and Narayana wrote an explanation of it in his Samkhyachandrika. Other commentaries include Vachaspati Mishra’s Samkhyatattvakaumudi.

The date of Ishvarakrishna is not known. He has been assigned to the second century CE or earlier.


ISKCON See International Society of Krishna Consciousness.


Islam, and Hinduism Islam in India has a long history and large parts of India were under the rule of Islamic kings. Of all the religions in India, Islam has perhaps had the greatest influence on Hinduism, whether in terms of tolerating or even incorporating some of its tenets, of religious saints and leaders trying to build bridges between the two, or of overt or covert antagonism between the two. All three types of reactions existed at different levels.

The first influence of Islam in India was through Arab traders on the southern and western coasts. In CE 712, the Arabs invaded Sind and conquered the region, bringing Islam to the area. A further extension of Islam through invasion began in the eleventh century, with the invasion of India by Mahmud of Ghazni (Afghanistan), who retained control over the Punjab. Muhammad of Ghur followed in the twelfth century, and his successors established the rule of sultans from Delhi. The first sultan was a Turk, Qutbuddin Aibak (ruled 1206–10). Successive dynasties of sultans included the Khaljis, Tughlaqs, Sayyids, and Lodis and were either Afghans or Turks. With the decline of centralized power, independent kingdoms were established, several under Islamic rulers.

The Lodis had practically declined when Babar, a Chagatai Turk, invaded India and founded the Mughal empire in 1526. The Mughals prospered till the time of Aurangzeb (d. 1707), after which the empire declined, but independent or semi-independent states once again emerged. Those under Muslim rule included Avadh, Rohilkhand and Farrukhabad in the north, Bengal in the east, and Hyderabad in the Deccan. Further south, Haidar Ali established a kingdom in 1761, and was followed by his son Tipu Sultan.

By this time the British and other Europeans had made inroads into India, and defeated a number of local rulers. The revolt of 1857 against the British was led by Bahadur Shah Zaffar, the last Mughal emperor. At this time Hindus and Muslims joined together to fight against the British. After the revolt the British ruled much of India, but Indian states, with some British control, continued to exist. Those under nawabs or other Muslim rulers included Bahawalpur, Tonk, Junagadh, Bhopal and Hyderabad.

Muslims lived in these states and in other provinces and states across India. Initially those in India consisted of Turks, Afghans and Iranians, as well as many indigenous converts. Most Mughals were Sunnis, while there were Shias in the Deccan, with Iranian influence.

With this political background, several levels and types of interaction between the two communities existed in India. Relationships varied in different regions, at different times, and among different class and caste groups, and it is not possible here to fully describe the complexities of interaction and influence over hundreds of years, and covering a vast area. Only a few broad trends are given below.

In Hindu inscriptions and records, the term Muslim was not used in early accounts. Two terms which had been used for foreigners from ancient days, Yavana, earlier used for Greeks and others from West Asia, and Mlechchha, meaning impure, continued to be used for Muslim migrants and invaders, while Turushka (Turk), was another term used. At the royal level, the ulama and orthodox theologians attempted to influence the Islamic kings, but were usually overruled. There were both political and personal compulsions and influences in the ways the kings behaved with their subjects. Kings themselves largely believed in the principles of a just rule, rather than conversion to Islam. Many married Hindu princesses, and most celebrated Hindu festivals. Even Aurangzeb, considered one of the most orthodox and bigoted, had Rajputs among his senior officials. Though he ordered a number of temples to be destroyed, he gave land grants to others. With some exceptions, Hindus and other communities were protected by the Islamic rulers, and where conflicts did take place, there was often a political and territorial element involved. Muslim rulers who continued in power after the arrival of the British had peaceful states with less instances of communal riots than in British India.

As for Hindu kings, many had large contingents of Muslims in their armies. For instance the Vijayanagara kings employed Muslim cavalry, who fought bravely in defence of the kingdom. Remains of the main city reveal a KRISHNA temple near Muslim tombs, indicating the level of harmony that must have existed.

At a popular level, in some urban areas of Muslim–ruled states, Islamic principles were followed more strictly, while in rural areas converts continued with their original Hindu practices. Indian society was the first where the advent of Islam did not lead to large-scale conversion, as the caste system provided everyone a fixed place in society. Those who converted often did so either to gain a privileged official position, or to escape from the confines of being a low-caste or outcaste. In reverse, non-Hindus could be incorporated into the caste hierarchy, but in that case they adopted the practices of the caste, and merged with it.

Religion provided both bridges and barriers. To some extent, the Sufis bridged the gap between Hindus and Muslims, and so did some of the BHAKTI saints, such as KABIR. Sufi saints and pirs were worshipped by Muslims, Hindus and those of other communities. In addition, several sects arose with a mix of Hindu and Muslim beliefs. Among these was SIKHISM, which developed into a new religion. Initially Sikhism had adherents of both Hindus and Muslims, but gradually grew closer to Hinduism. Other syncretic sects included the PRANAMI PANTH, the worship of SATYA PIR, GUGA, and Mubarak Ghazi; there were many more, and many parallels in popular belief and worship. The Panch Pir were five saints worshipped by both Hindus and Muslims. In Kashmir, the Rishi order, of which Nuruddin Rishi is the best known, is considered a reflection of the syncretic nature of Islam in that region. Meos, a tribal group in Rajasthan, who were originally Hindus but converted to Islam, still follow a mix of Hindu and Muslim practices. In some MANGALA-KAVYAS of Bengal, Puranic deities and Quranic themes mingled. The Islamic concept of equality influenced sects which rejected the caste system.

Hindu ideas are known to have appealed to several Muslims. Some such as RAHIM and RAS KHAN composed verses to Krishna. Others such as Dara Shikoh focused on the UPANISHADS. A number of texts by Muslims in India, incorporated Hindu terms and ideas, such as Mrigavati, and Padmavati.

Islamic scholars and travellers commented on Hinduism. Several Hindu shrines had Muslim components, i.e., SABARIMALA, where the Muslim saint Vavar is still worshipped at a separate shrine. Another example is the NELLIAPPAR TEMPLE, which has a LINGA shrine of Anavarata Khan, while there were a number of others. There are also popular stories of Muslim princesses who were devotees of Hindu deities.

Apart from this, Urdu, a mix of Persian and Hindi, provided a bridge language and Islamic influence could be seen in the spheres of music, dance, dress, food and customs. This still continues. In many areas people of both communities participated in each other’s festivals.

In the years leading up to the Partition of India in 1947, conflicts increased and reached a height in 1947, with terrible massacres on both sides. After that, relationships deteriorated and the level of mutual interaction diminished, though in some areas syncretic cults and the celebration of each other’s festivals continues. Particularly, the shrines of Sufi saints remain popular centres of worship for people of all communities.

Historically, Islam and Hinduism were not monolithic religions but had various groups and types of people who interacted with one another in different ways. The same holds true today.


Itihasa (Purana) A Sanskrit term for tradition, legend and history. The PURANAS are among the sources known as Itihasa or history.
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Jabala Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD of six long verses. The first three verses describe methods of meditation, while the next three deal with renunciation. The last verse describes the nature of a PARAMAHANSA, a type of rishi who has an unmanifested (avyakta) nature, and is considered the highest ascetic. Such rishis renounce all outer marks of asceticism, and without any bonds or possessions, seek to know BRAHMAN, the nature of the Self. The Upanishad is attached to the ATHARVA VEDA, or according to some sources, to the Shukla YAJUR VEDA.


Jagannatha (1) A deity, literally the lord of the world. Jagannatha is a form of the god KRISHNA. According to one story associated with the deity, after Krishna was killed by Jara, a hunter in a forest, his bones were collected and placed in a box by some people who recognized their sanctity. The king Indradyumna was then asked by VISHNU to make an image of Jagannatha, and place the bones inside. VISHVAKARMA, the divine architect, began making the image for the king, but Indradyumna interrupted him before it was complete. Vishvakarma was annoyed by this, and left the image unfinished, thus it has no hands and feet. Then king Indradyumna prayed to the god BRAHMA, who promised to give a soul to the image and to make it famous. Jagannatha is worshipped in Bengal and elsewhere, but the main Jagannatha temple is at Puri, Orissa.

Jagannatha is thought to have originally been a tribal deity, worshipped by the Savara tribe, and only later considered a form of KRISHNA. Another story narrates that Purushottama or Jagannatha was first worshipped as a stone figure named Nilamadhava by a Savara king named Vishvavasu. King Indradyumna heard of this deity, and sent a messenger to bring the deity to him. After several mishaps, a sacred tree, the darubrahma, came floating in the water near Puri, and the image was then carved out of this by Vishvakarma. Another version is that the image itself was found floating in the water.

According to other sources, Jagannatha was originally a Buddhist deity.

(2) A name of the god BRAHMA and of SHIVA.


Jagannatha temple, Puri A temple dedicated to the god JAGANNATHA, located at Puri, Orissa. The temple was first built by King Yayati Kesari. It was reconstructed by Anantavarman Chodaganga, a king of the Eastern Ganga dynasty, who ruled between 1076 and 1148, in place of the earlier shrine which is said to have existed from CE 500. The main images in the temple are those of Jagannatha, a form of KRISHNA, as well as of BALARAMA, Krishna’s elder brother, and SUBHADRA, his sister. There are different versions of the origin of the images. Now the images are remade of special margosa wood, every eleven or twelve years. They are carved in the primitive style of the original image, without legs, and with short stumpy arms. Initially there were tribal, Buddhist and Shaivite elements in the temple, gradually overlaid by Vaishnavism. Lord Jagannatha was once identified with Buddha.

The temple has a series of festivals which take place throughout the year. The most important are the Dola Yatra, the Chandan Yatra, the Snana Yatra and the Rath Yatra. The Dola Yatra takes place in the month of Phalguna, when the deities Dolo-Govinda (Krishna), BHUDEVI and SHRIDEVI are taken in a procession to Dolabedi outside the temple, and special rituals are conducted. The Chandan Yatra is a forty-two-day festival, divided into two parts of twenty-one days each, beginning on the third day of Baisakh (April). In the first part, the deities of the temple, along with SHIVA images from neighbouring temples, are anointed with a paste of sandalwood (chandan), and placed in decorated boats which are floated in the attached tank. The second part consists of rituals within the temple, not open to the public. The Snana Yatra or Bathing Festival then takes place. Here Lord Jagannatha is given a ritual bath, after which he is said to get a cold and fever. No darshana or glimpse of the deity is allowed for fifteen days, till he rests and recovers, and only offerings of fruit are received, as the deity is believed to live on a diet of fruit to help his recovery. The grandest festival of the Rath Yatra now takes place. The image of Jagannatha is placed in a huge decorated chariot, and accompanied by smaller chariots with Subhadra and Balarama, is taken out in a procession. Priests accompany the chariots, there are frenzied chants and bells are rung and cymbals and drums are struck, as the procession moves through the streets with thousands watching.

Rath Yatras of the deity also take place in other cities at the same time.

The Jagannatha cult became the centre of political and economic control of the region. From around 1230 onwards, Purshottama or Jagannatha was considered the real king of Orissa, with other deities subordinate or dependent on him. The king himself ruled on behalf of the deity. This phenomenon was not unique to Orissa, but happened with other deities in some other areas as well.


Jagannatha Dasa A devotee of the god JAGANNATHA, and one of the PANCHASAKHAS, who composed a number of works in Oriya. Jagannatha Dasa, born in 1490, was the son of Bhagavan Dasa, of Kapileswarpur near Shrikshetra (Puri), a professional Purana-reciter (Purana-panda). He initially recited PURANAS in the temple compound. He rewrote the BHAGAVATA PURANA in Oriya, composed BHAJANS in praise of KRISHNA and Jagannatha, and wrote a number of other texts in Sanskrit and Oriya. His Sanskrit texts include Krishnabhakti Kalpalata, Nityaguptamala, Upasana Shataka, Niladri Shataka, Sri Radharasamanjari, Prema Sudhanidhi, and Nityachara Upasanaviddhi. Those in Oriya are Shaivagama, Golokasaroddhara, Solachaupadi, Brahmanda Bhugola, Tula Bhina, and Artha Koiliet. Jagannatha died in 1550. He is said to have been a friend of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU, who gave him the title Atibadi (the great).

His Bhagavata used to be worshipped as a sacred book, and was as popular in Orissa as the RAMACHARITAMANASA in some areas of the north. A verse from this text is given below, in which the night when Krishna played his flute, and the gopis ran out of their houses to meet him, is described:


Thrilling was the hour,

With autumnal sweetness filled,

Soothed with a pure breeze.

The moon went up the sky,

A clear night reigned,

Flowers on land and water

Shook their petals free.

Fragrant, cool, and rich beyond measure,

The Lord of the gopis rejoiced to see,

The unbroken halo of the moon,

The face of Lakshmi that made

All ten quarters happy with her sheen.

(Trans. Madhusudan Pati) Jagannatha Charitamrita is a biography of Jagannatha Dasa by Divakara Dasa of the seventeenth century.



Jaimal Singh, Baba A nineteenth-century guru of the RADHASOAMI sect, who founded the centre at Beas, Punjab. Born in 1838, in a Sikh family, Jaimal Singh was initiated in 1856 at the age of seventeen by SHIV DAYAL SINGH, the founder of the sect. After that he spent as much time as possible with his guru. Initially a soldier in the army, Jaimal Singh would spend all his time in meditation. According to various accounts, after Shiv Dayal’s death in 1878, he was instructed by Shiv Dayal’s wife Radhaji to start a centre in the Punjab, which had been the guru’s wish even during his lifetime. Jaimal Singh set up the centre at Beas, and attracted new disciples from the Punjab region. While initially he had good relationships with the gurus at Agra, he did not accept the authority of the Central Administrative Council, founded in 1902, and after that the Beas centre became a separate organization.

Jaimal Singh revered Shiv Dayal Singh as one of a line of gurus, and not as the incarnation of God, as suggested by Rai SALIG RAM, Shiv Dayal’s other main successor. Jaimal was acknowledged as a saintly man who remained celibate all his life, and initiated thousands on the Radhasoami path, before his death in 1903. He was succeeded by Sawan Singh.


Jaimini The founder of the philosophical school of MIMAMSA, who probably lived sometime between the fourth and second centuries BCE. His Mimamsa Sutra forms the basis for this philosophy, and has twelve chapters. The first discusses the sources of knowledge and the truth of the VEDAS. Other chapters describe various sacrifices, and what can be gained from them, the theory of apurva, and some other philosophical concepts. Apurva is a concept related to action, the hidden force that brings, at some point in time, the result of the action performed. Jaimini also wrote Samkarshanakanda or Devatakanda, on methods of worship.

In myths Jaimini was a great RISHI and teacher, a disciple of VYASA. He is said to have received the knowledge of the SAMA VEDA from Vyasa. According to tradition, JAIMINI was one of the people to whom the rishi Vyasa narrated the MAHABHARATA, and he wrote the Jaimini Mahabharata, of which only the Ashvamedhika is available today.


Jainism, and Hinduism Jainism is the religion of the Jains, those who revere the Jinas or realized souls. In historical times Vardhamana MAHAVIRA, who according to tradition was born in 599 BCE, explained this religion, but he was not the first to reveal its principles, which are said to have always existed. Though a distinct religion, Jainism has some similarities with Hinduism. It accepts the concepts of KARMA and of MOKSHA, though the nature of karma is explained somewhat differently. Karma in Jainism is a material substance, which prevents the JIVA or individual soul from attaining its natural blissful state. Following an ethical life, penance and austerities, are necessary to eliminate karma, and this may take several lifetimes.

Jain restrictions on food are similar to the restrictions for a BRAHMANA. Jain ideals of right conduct include truth, BRAHMACHARYA, AHIMSA and non-attachment to material possessions, similar to the five basic YAMAS or restraints of YOGA.


Jainism has a complex classification of JNANA or knowledge, and of the means of understanding reality. Scholars compare its logical approach to that of the SAMKHYA philosophy.

Like Hinduism, Jain cosmology believes in a series of KALPAS or cycles of existence, which are divided into twelve aras, a term similar to manvantaras of Hinduism. According to Jain tradition, Jainism is revealed anew in every kalpa through twenty-four TIRTHANKARAS, whereas in Hinduism, a manvantara is presided over by a Manu.

In this cycle, the first Tirthankara was Adinatha, also known as RISHABHA, and the twenty-fourth, Mahavira. Adinatha is also a name of Shiva, while Mahavira is a name used for Rama and for Hanuman. Rishabha is a name of the god SHIVA, and of an incarnation of the god VISHNU. The twenty-second Tirthankara, ARISHTANEMINATHA, is said to have been a contemporary and cousin of KRISHNA. According to Jain sources, Krishna and Arishtanemi were grandsons of Andhaka Vrishni, born from his sons Vasudeva and Samudravijaya, and were close friends. Scholars feel that myths associating Arishtanemi with Krishna emerged when Krishna worshippers began to be absorbed in Jainism. BHARATA, son of Rishabha, seems to have been the same person in both Hindu and Jain traditions.

Mahavira was a KSHATRIYA, who, according to Shvetambara tradition, was conceived in the womb of a BRAHMANA. Jainism was patronized by a number of kings and dynasties, which led to its influence on the common people. Jain tradition holds that in the sixth century BCE at the time of Mahavira, a number of contemporary kings were patrons of Mahavira and the Jain monastic order. The Nandas, Chandragupta Maurya, King Samprati of Ujjain (220–211 BCE), King Kharavela of Kalinga were among the early patrons of Jainism. MATHURA was another important Jain centre. The fourth Jain Council was held in the fifth century CE at Valabhi (in Gujarat), in western India, when the Shvetambara Jain canon was put into writing. In this region, Jainism was at its height in the twelfth century at the time of the Chalukya or Solanki king, Siddharaja, and his successor, Kumarapala. In the Deccan, Jainism flourished under the Chalukyas of Vatapi (BADAMI) (c.550–740), the Western Chalukyas and the Rashtrakuta dynasty (750–1000), particularly under King Amoghavarsha of the ninth century. In Andhra, the Eastern Chalukyas (c.625–1100) patronized the Jains. In south India in the Karnataka region, some of the Kadamba rulers (c.345–560 CE) patronized Jainism, as did several kings and ministers of the Western Ganga dynasty (c.400–1100). It was under this dynasty that the great image of Bahubali at Shravana Belgola was built. Under the Hoysala dynasty, Jain temples were built, as some Hoysala ministers were Jains. In the Tamil region, MADURAI, Kaveripatanam and other places were centres of Jainism. On the whole Jains had good relations with the sultans of northern India, and with the Mughal emperors, particularly Akbar, but also with Jahangir, Shahjahan and even Aurangzeb who issued a decree giving Jains rights over the sacred site of Shatrunjaya. Jainism also flourished under the Malwa sultans and the Vijayanagara kingdom, and later in the various small states of Rajasthan.

Jain myths and legends incorporate the names of Hindu rishis and deities, and Jainism has its own versions of the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA. Minor Jain deities include YAKSHAS, yakshis and gods and goddesses of the Hindu pantheon. There is also evidence of Jain TANTRISM in the medieval period, and the Jain Vidyadevis have some similarities with Buddhist and Hindu Tantric deities. Tantrism, however, does not seem to have been prominent in Jainism.

Jainism has several similarities with Buddhism, but gradually Jainism became closer to Hinduism, and absorbed many Hindu customs, as well as the concept of caste, and forms of worship. Rites known as kriyas, similar to the SAMSKARAS, are observed by traditional Jains, beginning with ceremonies from before birth up to death.

Jains observe a number of Hindu festivals, along with some exclusive festivals. Among the former are DIVALI in the month of Karttika (October-November), followed by Bhai Beej, a festival for brothers, similar to BHAI DUJ. Also observed are Ashadh Chaturdasi, the start of the monsoon and the four-month period when Jain ascetics cease wandering and stay in one place; Karttika Purnima, when they begin their travels again; and Akshaya Tritiya, when those who have been performing special austerities end it by sipping sugarcane juice at the holy city of Shatrunjaya.


jajmani A traditional system of relationships among various groups in a village. In this system each caste, community or group had a specific occupation, and services were exchanged or paid for in kind. This led to social and economic stability, but each person had little or no choice, and had to function according to fixed hereditary roles. With modernization, the system has been considerably modified.


Jakhs A term which specifically refers to a group of seventy-two people, who came to the region of Bhuj in Gujarat at the time when Punara or Punarvo, a local ruler of about the tenth century, was the king. They landed here because of a shipwreck, and the general belief is that they were a group of Iranian Zoroastrians, while some feel they were Greek. The Jakhs, seventy-one men and one woman, were healers who rode around on horseback helping the local people. They were said to be fair foreigners, helpers of the poor, and messengers of God. However, Punara did not like their influence, and hunted them down, finally killing them all. To commemorate their sacrifice, seventy-two idols, representing the seventy-two individuals, were made, and erected on a hillock near Puraneshwar. A big fair is held nearby at Kakkad Bhit in Munjal every year in their honour, on the second Monday of Bhadrapada. There are also other local temples and fairs honouring them.

Jakh is also a colloquial term used for YAKSHAS or guardian spirits.

A similar name for god and spirit, ‘Jok’ was used by the ancient Nilotic people, who lived in parts of Africa.


Jakkana A Telugu poet of the second half of the fourteenth century, who composed poems on RAMAYANA stories.


Jalakateshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, in Vellore in Tamil Nadu, constructed in the sixteenth century. The temple, located within a fort, was built by Chinna Bomma, a governor under the Vijayanagara dynasty. The main temple has two shrines which open into a common MANDAPA or hall. To the west is a shrine with a Shiva LINGA, and to the north a shrine with NATARAJA. There are guardian images in the doorways, and a NANDI image in front of the east wall of the mandapa. On the outer walls are images of Shaivite saints and of GANESHA. To the north-west is a small DEVI shrine. The temple is enclosed with walls and entered through a GOPURAM or gateway on the south. Around this is a much larger enclosure, with another towering gopuram on the south. Within this is another mandapa, famous for its magnificent sculptures. The outer piers are in the form of rearing lion-like beasts and horses with riders. The ceiling is intricately carved; the central panel has a fruit, surrounded by parrots.

The whole temple has been renovated, and a new pyramidal tower has been built. It remains a popular and important Shiva temple today.


jalarupa A fish or MAKARA associated with the god KAMA.


Jamadagni A BRAHMANA rishi, descended from the rishi BHRIGU. He was the son of Richika and Satyavati. According to some accounts, he was the eldest of a hundred sons. He married RENUKA, daughter of King Renu or Prasenajit, and had five sons, Rumanvat, Sushena, Vasu, Vishvavasu, and the youngest and most famous, PARASHURAMA. Jamadagni was killed by the sons of King KARTAVIRYA, in response to which Parashurama annihilated all the KSHATRIYAS.

Various stories narrate that though Jamadagni was killed, he was restored to life after four days. He then prayed to be directed to some quiet place where he could live. According to legends in Himachal, Jamadagni went to Malana, which was then ruled by BANA. After a conflict with Bana, he either ousted the asura, or came to an agreement with him. Anyway, he settled down in Malana, where he later became the presiding deity known as Jamlu Devata. According to some accounts, Harcha was the ancient seat of Jamlu Devta, where he used to give his verdict on various issues. Other sites associated with him in Himachal are village Baginda 15 km from Buntar, and village Tosh, 6 km from Pulga. Renuka is also worshipped at several places in Himachal.


Jambavan/Jambavat The king of the bears, in Hindu mythology. According to Valmiki’s RAMAYANA, he lived in the kingdom of SUGRIVA, chief of the VANARAS. He had great energy, and brought with him ten crore bears to help RAMA in his search for SITA.

In another story, he took possession of a wonderful gem called SYAMANTAKA, which KRISHNA wanted. Finally Jambavan surrendered it to him, and also gave Krishna his daughter JAMBAVATI in marriage.

Scholars suggest that Jambavan was actually a leader of a tribe with a bear totem. Jambavan is also referred to as a vanara, and as kapi (monkey), and in the Ramayana it is unclear whether he was a bear or a monkey. In most later texts, however, he is referred to as a bear.


Jambavati A wife of the god KRISHNA, described in the MAHABHARATA and other texts. Jambavati was the daughter of JAMBAVAN, king of the bears, and the mother of SHAMBA. She was among the wives of Krishna who ascended the funeral pyre after his death.


Jambhoji/Jambheshvara The guru and founder of the BISHNOI community. Jambhoji was born in 1451 at Pipasar in Rajasthan. His father was known as Lohat and his mother as Hamsa or Kesar. In his young days he took care of cattle, but as he was spiritually inclined, he never married. Soon after his parents death in 1483, he left his house and in 1485 founded the Bishnoi Sampradaya at Sambharthal, a sandy hill (mukam) in Nokha, Bikaner.

Jambhoji was a great saint who preached the protection of all living beings, including plants and animals. He composed a number of poems, and gave spiritual discourses. His shabads or sayings, which formed part of his discourses and responses to questions put to him, were collected by Vilhoji (1532–1616), one of his followers, and written down. There are over a hundred shabads. In addition the Bishnoi sect has twenty-nine tenets which focus on protection and compassion. All castes and communities are welcome to join the sect.

Jambhoji died at Lalasar in 1536, and was buried at Sambharthal in the village mukam, where his SAMADHI was built. His teachings spread to other areas, and other saint poets in his tradition include: Tejoji Charan, Kanhoji Barhat, Udoji Nain, Mehoji Godara, Vilhoji, Kesoji Godara, Surjanji Puniya, Gokalji, Harji, Parmanandji Vinyal, Udoji Ading, among others.

Jambhoji and his followers travelled to different areas, and places where they stayed for some time are known as satharis, and are sacred to the sect. Apart from Sambharthal, there are satharis at Bhiyamsar, Jambholav, Lohavat, Lalasar, Jangalu and Rotu in Rajasthan, and Lodipur in Uttar Pradesh.

In one of his poems, Jambhoji ponders over the origin of the world. The beginning of the poem is reminiscent of the verse on creation in the Rig Veda, though the poem proceeds differently. The first two verses are:


There was then no air or water,

No earth or firmament;

There was no sun and no moon,

Nor any stars in the sky.

There were no cows, and no cowherd;

No friendship, no love, no illusion;

There was no mother or father, sister or brother;

No kith and kin or family.



The poem ends with a statement of immortality:


But even then, I was, just as I am now,

And as I will be, unto eternity.



Jambudvipa One of the seven islands or continents which form the world, according to the PURANAS. It has nine divisions of which BHARATAVARSHA (the early name of India) is said to be the best. Jambudvipa is named after the jambu (rose apple or jamun) tree. In some accounts, a huge jambu tree is said to overshadow the whole continent.


Jambukeshvara Temple A temple of the god Shiva, located at Tiruvanaikkaval in Tamil Nadu. The LINGA here represents ap or water, and this is one of the five panchabhuta Shivasthalas (Shiva temples where the five elements are represented). The place gets its name from anai (elephant) as an elephant attained MOKSHA (liberation) here.

The main temple is located within a series of five enclosures. The inner sanctuary with the linga faces west, and the DEVI shrine faces east. There is a constant drip of water on the linga from a perennial spring. There are a number of mandapas and other shrines, as well as nine sacred tirthas. The temple is said to have existed at the time of SHANKARA (eighth or ninth century) and was probably first constructed by Chola kings. However the present structure was built mostly in the seventeenth century at the time of the Nayaka dynasty.

There are several stories associated with this temple. The sthala vriksha (temple tree) has its own legend. Once the area was covered with jambu (jamun) trees, and while a rishi was practising austerities here, a large white fruit fell at his feet. This was unusual as jamuns are small and blue-black in colour. The rishi set off for Mt. Kailasha to offer the beautiful fruit to Shiva. Then he too ate a part of it, and a tree began to grow in the rishi’s stomach. Shiva asked him to return to the jambu grove, and continue his austerities, and promised that he himself would come there. Returning there the rishi turned into a jambu tree, which is the sthala vriksha.

Another story states that the appu (ap, water) linga was created here by PARVATI from the water of the river Kaveri. She is said to have worshipped the lingam to attain knowledge. The goddess here is known as Akhilandeshvari and is a student of Shiva, and hence the place is also known as Jnanakshetram (place of knowledge). According to legend, she was once a fierce deity, but Shankara converted her into a peaceful one. His SAUNDARYA LAHIRI is inscribed in Tamil outside the goddess’ temple.

According to another story, Malayavan and Pushpadanta, lived on Mt. Kailasha and were worshippers of Shiva, but were always in competition. Malayavan cursed Pushpadanta to become an elephant, and the latter cursed Malayavan to become a spider. Shiva advised both to go to the jambu grove and worship the appu lingam there to be freed from the curses. They worshipped the lingam in their elephant and spider forms, but still quarreling, they killed each other. The elephant attained moksha through the grace of Shiva, while the spider was reborn as Kosenkannan, son of a Chola king, who became the king when he grew up. Recollecting his former birth he built the temple near the sacred jambu tree.

A somewhat similar story of an elephant and spider worshipping the linga occurs at KALAHASTISHVARA.

Shri RAMA is said to have come to Tiruvanaikkaval and installed another linga, known as the Markata or Nilavindishvarar linga, to free himself from the ghost of KUMBHAKARNA, who was following him after being killed in the battle to liberate SITA.


Janabai A BHAKTI saint who composed a number of ABHANGAS in Marathi. Janabai was born in a shudra family to Dama and Karunda. Her place of birth was probably Ganagkheda village in Maharashtra. She was given in service by her father to Damasheti (Damasheta Shimpi), the father of NAMADEVA in PANDHARPUR. In this spiritual family, she soon became a fervent devotee of god VITTHALA and of Namadeva. As she did her daily work she sang songs of devotion to the deity. According to one legend, Vitthala personally visited her and left his cloak and ornaments in her room, and when these were found in her room, the priests wanted to execute her. However, she was saved by the grace of Vitthala. About 350 abhangas are assigned to Janabai, though some scholars feel all these may not be hers. Others feel she actually wrote far more than what has survived. Her abhangas, that she signed Anamyachi Jani Dasi, are simple devotional verses that are still popular.


Janaka (1) A king mentioned in the BRAHMANAS and UPANISHADS. Janaka in Vedic texts is the contemporary of Yajnavalkya. He was a great king, with the title Samrat, and was particularly renowned as a philosopher. Brahmanas from other kingdoms came to his court for discussions. The BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD records that Janaka, king of Videha, performed a sacrifice in which there was a profusion of gifts. Brahmanas from Kuru and Panchala were assembled there, and Janaka wanted to discover the most learned. He confined a thousand cows, with ten padas of gold on each one’s horns, and promised them to the most learned. Yajnavalkya took the cows, and a dialogue between him and other brahmanas began. Convinced finally of his superior knowledge, Janaka asked Yajnavalkya to teach him. The rishi YAJNAVALKYA then became his priest and advisor. Some identify this Janaka with the father of Sita, while others feel he was an earlier king.

(2) According to the PURANAS, Janaka was a king who was the son of Nimi, and grandson of IKSHVAKU. Cursed by VASISHTHA, Nimi lost his body and became ‘videha’ (without body). As he had no sons, the rishis churned (manthana) his body, and obtained a child, who was therefore known as Mithi Janaka (born of churning). His city was then known as Mithila, and the country Videha. According to some accounts, all succeeding kings were known as Janaka, though they had other names as well. The Ramayana states that this Janaka was the son of Mithi, and grandson of Nimi.

(3) Another Janaka was the descendant of the first Janaka and the father of SITA, and is described in the RAMAYANA. He was also known as Shiradhvaja.

(4) Apart from a description in the Ramayana, there are several stories about Janaka in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, though these may refer to various different Janakas.

Janaka was married to Kaushalaya. He was against the role of the BRAHMANAS, and performed sacrifices himself. Because of his pure life, he became a brahmana and RISHI, though he was born a KSHATRIYA. Janaka is said to have met the sage ASHTAVAKRA, and to have had a dialogue with him, later known as the ASHTAVAKRA GITA. Janaka also had several conversations with other rishis or sages. Among the rishis he conversed with were Ashmaka, Mandavya and PARASHARA.

Janaka was compassionate and pious. A story in the PADMA PURANA states that he visited one of the numerous hells, and by his piety saved those who were there from torture.

All the Janakas had great renown as scholars and teachers, and conversed with rishis and philosophers.


Janaki A name of SITA, as she was the daughter of JANAKA.


Janamashtmi A festival celebrating the birthday of the god KRISHNA, which occurs on the eighth day of the dark half of the month of Bhadrapada (August-September). Images of Krishna, particularly as a baby, are made and set up in homes and temples. Scenes from his life are also enacted at this time. This festival is celebrated all over India, but particularly in the region of MATHURA, the area of his birth and early life.


Janamejaya A king described in the BRAMANAS, MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. He was the son of PARIKSHIT, and great-grandson of the ARJUNA, one of the PANDAVAS. According to the Brahmanas, Janamejaya had his capital at Asandivat (identified with modern Asandh in Haryana) and conquered Takshashila (Taxila). According to the AITAREYA and SHATAPATHA BRAHMANAS, he performed the horse sacrifice (ASHVAMEDHA). His father Parikshit was killed by the bite of a snake, and Janamejaya held a great snake sacrifice (SARPA-SATRA) at which thousands of snakes were killed. The Mahabharata was recited to him by the rishi VAISHAMPAYANA. The Puranas state that he had a dispute with Vaishampayana and the brahmanas. According to the Matsya Purana, he then made his son king and departed to the forest, while according to others, he perished, and his son was made the king.

The historicity of Janamajeya is not known. Though the snake sacrifice is vividly described, some see it as a myth, or the story of a conflict with Naga people. In Vedic texts Janamejaya was an adhvaryu (priest) for a rite performed by which the serpents (or Nagas) overcame death. In the Baudhayana Shrauta Sutra, Janamejaya was one of the kings and princes of the serpents who came in human shape to Khandavaprastha forest near INDRAPRASTHA, for a sacrifice through which they would acquire poison.

While some sources say the snake sacrifice was conducted at Takshashila, others state it was at HASTINAPURA.

(2) The name of several other kings.


Janardana A name of the god KRISHNA.


Janarloka One of the upper LOKAS or worlds.

At the time of Pralaya, the destruction of the world, the residents of Maharloka move to Janarloka.


Jangama (1) A name of the god SHIVA.

(2) A LINGAYAT priest.


japa The repetition of a holy name, word, phrase, or MANTRA. Japa can be silent, the word being repeated mentally, or spoken aloud. Malas or rosaries are often used to count the number of repetitions. Traditionally repetitions are 108 or 1008 times, or more.


Jara (1) The name of a hunter in Hindu myths, who was responsible for the death of the god KRISHNA. Like Achilles, Krishna’s only vulnerable spot was on his heel. Jara, hunting in the forest, saw what he thought was a deer, and shot an arrow. It struck Krishna and resulted in his death, or at least the end of his earthly existence.

(2) Jara is also the name of a rakshasi.


Jarasandha A king of MAGADHA described in ancient texts, who was the son of King Brihadratha. He was born in two parts from two wives of the king, and was united (sandha) by the rakshasi Jara, and hence got his name. His two daughters Asti and Prapti were married to King KAMSA of Mathura. After Krishna killed Kamsa and installed King UGRASENA on the throne, Jarasandha invaded Mathura several times, forcing Krishna and the Yadavas to move to DVARAKA. Finally, Jarasandha was killed by BHIMA. Jarasandha’s son Sahadeva was then installed on the throne. Sahadeva was killed in the great war between the KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS.


Jatayu A divine bird, the king of the vultures. He was the brother of SAMPATI. According to the Ramayana and Mahabharata, he was the son of Aruna and Shyeni. In the RAMAYANA he tried to prevent RAVANA from carrying away SITA, but was wounded and killed. RAMA and LAKSHMANA performed his last rites, and he ascended to heaven in a chariot of fire. In the PURANAS, he helped the king DASHARATHA, and saved him from being consumed by SHANI (Saturn).

In some texts he is described as a son of Garuda.


jati (1) Another word for CASTE.

(2) A universal class or group.


Jayadeva The author of the GITA GOVINDA, a verse text on the divine love between RADHA and KRISHNA, who according to some scholars, was the court poet of Raja Lakshmana Sena of Bengal (ruled 1178–1205). Others however, do not accept this and he has alternatively been assigned to Orissa or Mithila.

Jayadeva’s dates are uncertain but he probably lived some time in the twelfth century. He was born in village Kenduli, the son of Bhojadeva and Ramadevi. However, there are different theories regarding where Kenduli was located. According to one account Jayadeva’s village Kenduli was in Birbhum district of West Bengal, and a Jayadeva mela is held here every year at Magh Sankranti. Another village Kenduli is located in Puri district of Orissa, and some claim that this was his birthplace. A third theory is that Kenduli can be identified with a village of the same name in Tirhut town of the Mithila region of Bihar. References in his work indicate that his wife was known as Padmavati or Rohini, though some feel these are actually references to the goddess Lakshmi.

Whatever his origin and the nature of his life, the Gita Govinda is one of the most influential and popular texts in the worship of Radha and Krishna.


Jayatirtha A philosopher who lived in the fourteenth century and made significant contributions to the DVAITA school of philosophy. Next to MADHVA, he is considered the most important theologian of Dvaita. His original name was Dhondo Pant Raghunatha, and he is said to have come from village Mangalveddha, not far from PANDHARPUR. According to another account, he came from Manyakheta (Malkhed) in north Karnataka. At the age of twenty, he met the philosopher Akshobhya-Tirtha, and became his disciple, known as Jayatirtha. Akshobhya and VIDYARANYA were contemporaries, hence Jayatirtha can be placed in the fourteenth century. Jayatirtha is credited with twenty-two works, the most important being Nyaya-sudha, a commentary on Madhva’s commentary on the Brahma Sutra, known as Anuvyakhyana.

His samadhi is located at Malkhed. Accounts of Jayatirtha’s life include: Anu-Jayatirtha-vijaya, and Brihad-Jayatirtha-vijaya, by a Vyasatirtha who claimed to have been his disciple (different from the later Vyasatirtha). Around 1700, Chalari Samkarshanacharya wrote another account of Jayatirtha’s life, based on these and on other sources.


Jhulelal A legendary saint worshipped as a deity and as an incarnation of the god VARUNA. He is also known by other names including Uderolal.

According to the story associated with him, in medieval times, Mirkshah Badshah had invaded the region of Thatta in Sind, and tried to get its inhabitants to convert to Islam. The inhabitants asked Mirkshah for some time to consider, and when this was granted, they fasted on the banks of the river Sindhu (Indus) for forty days, offering prayers to the god Varuna. Varuna then answered their prayers and sent them Jhulelal as their saviour. Jhulelal is believed to be an incarnation of Varuna, and is said to be the same as Khizr Khan, an Islamic saint. Through his grace, Mirkshah finally realized that there was only one God, and all people should be treated with respect.

In memory of their fast and god Varuna’s grace, a festival used to be observed by Sindhis, and has now been revived. At the Chaliho Sahib festival, many Sindhis practise austerities for forty days. For these days they wear simple clothes and sleep on the floor, avoiding all non-vegetarian food as well as milk, curd and certain other items. Celibacy is observed, and in the morning puja, akha, a sweet made of rice, ghi, flour and sugar is offered to the deity, while in the evening kirtanas are sung. On the forty-first day, a procession is taken out. There are several temples dedicated to Jhulelal.


Jitiya (1) A festival that takes place on the eighth day of the month of Ashvina. On this day women fast for the welfare of their children. Women bathe in rivers and make offerings of tel-sindur (oil and vermilian) to ancestors. The festival is linked with the story of chil-siraya, a kite and a fox, who also fasted for their children. The festival is popular in Bihar.

(2) Another festival named Jitiya takes place in April in Bihar and Jharkhand, and is celebrated differently by various groups. A panda (clay or dough icon) is made, representing ancestral spirits, and placed in the courtyard of a house and worshipped. Then there are feasts, songs and dances. In some tribal areas, a wandering spirit (Mua Martabi) is persuaded to settle in an open place, and then worshipped.



jiva (1) A Sanskrit term which implies a living being.

(2) It is also used as a word signifying the individual soul. The nature of the soul is analysed by several philosophers. In Samkhya philosophy the jiva is the Self, distinct from the senses and the body. According to SHANKARA, the jiva is in essence identical with the absolute ATMAN or BRAHMAN. However, in practice, it is different, and undergoes the experiences of successive lives. According to RAMANUJA, the individual soul is a form of the Supreme, yet is unique, endowed with intelligence and self-consciousness. It remains unchanged through a series of lives, retaining its identity, and is different from the body, the breath or the intelligence. According to MADHVA, the number of jivas are infinite, and they are different from Brahman. Though dependent on Brahman, the jiva is an active agent with its own responsibilities. Three types of jivas are: those fit for liberation (mukti yogya), including the gods, or rishis and other advanced people; ordinary jivas subject to transmigration; and other beings such as asuras and bhutas. NIMBARKA believed that the jiva is both different from, and united with, Brahman. These are broadly the main views in Hindu philosophy, with other philosophers varying in the details.

In Jainism everything in the universe is classified into two categories, jiva and ajiva, which broadly mean life and non-life.

(3) A name of SHIVA and of VISHNU.


Jiva Goswami A philosopher of GAUDIYA VAISHNA-VISM. Jiva, the son of Shrivallabha Mallika, also known as Anupama, was the nephew of RUPA GOSWAMI and SANATANA GOSWAMI. Born in Ramakeli in West Bengal, he is thought to have lived between 1511 and 1596 or, according to other sources, between 1533 and 1618. Influenced by his father and his uncles, he was from a young age a devotee of Chaitanya Mahaprabhu. He visited Navadvipa, studied various systems of philosophy at VARANASI, and then settled in VRINDAVANA, where he was initiated by Rupa, and helped Rupa and Sanatana with their work. In 1542 he established the Radha Damodara temple, with deities of RADHA and KRISHNA that had been made by Rupa. This temple remains an important centre of Gaudiya Vaishnavism in the region. Jiva wrote a number of texts, of which the Shat-sandarbha is the most important. This has six chapters or sections: (1) Tattva-sandarbha: on the pramanas or means of valid knowledge; (2) Bhagavata-sandarbha: comments on aspects of the Bhagavata Purana; (3) Paramatmasandarbha: on the Supreme Being or Paramatma, and its existence in the world and in each individual; (4) Krishna-sandarbha: on Krishna as the Supreme Deity; (5) Bhakti-sandarbha: on bhakti; (6) Priti-sandharbha: on divine love. Another important work, the Sarvasamvadini, is a commentary on the Shat-sandarbha, particularly the first section.


Jivandasa A BHAKTI poet of Gujarat. According to some accounts, he belonged to a Kabirpanthi sect. Though his dates are uncertain, he probably lived between 1750 and 1825. Born in a chamar family in Ghogharwad (Ghoghavadar) in Gondal taluka, he is well known for his devotional padas (poems) in Gujarati composed to the god KRISHNA. In these he refers to himself as ‘Dasi Jivan’, and was thought by the local people to have been an incarnation of RADHA. He is said to have gone from one guru to the next, but finally found his true guide in a saint named Bhim Sahib. Apart from his ‘SAGUNA’ poems, he wrote some with philosophical themes.

In the verse below he describes his journey to enlightenment:


The street there is narrow, the way difficult,

The guru has put me on it.

I made a ladder of God’s name:

Reaching the top, I peeped into the master’s palace.

I made big holes with virtue and content;

With love I entered the palace:

Entering I found a parasmani

I stole the treasure of salvation.

(from Jnana-Ganeshiyo, Trans. Swati Joshi)



(A parasmani is a divine or magical jewel, that is said to turn base metal into gold).


jnana A Sanskrit term which means knowledge. Jnana is a term used for both empirical or worldly knowledge, and for divine knowledge. Jnana Marga is the path of knowledge leading to the realization of god. JNANA YOGA is a similar term, a means of achieving union with the divine through knowledge. To use knowledge to attain divine unity, it is necessary to understand the nature and structure of knowledge. Thus all the ancient schools of philosophy, the SAMKHYA, NYAYA, VAISHESHIKA, VEDANTA, YOGA and MIMAMSA, as well as later Vaishnava, Shaiva and other schools of thought, analyse knowledge. These analyses differ in details, but in general they distinguish between valid and invalid knowledge, and attempt to classify the means of knowledge, or PRAMANAS. Three methods of obtaining valid knowledge, accepted by most of these schools, are perception, inference, and scriptural testimony. In addition, PRAMEYAS, or objects of knowledge, are analysed.


Jnana Yoga A means of uniting with God through the path of jnana or knowledge. In some schools of thought, such as ADVAITA, this is considered superior to all other paths.


Jnandil Dasa A saint of the JOSMANI sect, who lived between 1821 and 1883. Jnandil, or Gyandil, Dasa was born a high-caste brahmana in east Nepal. He was against caste, rituals and superstitions, and gained a large following. He is said to have supported a plot against the ruling ranas of Nepal, and had to leave the country. He lived first at Tangbul Rangbul in Darjiling, and Geling in Sikkim, and set up dhams (monasteries) in both these places. The ideas of the sect thus spread in Sikkim and West Bengal. Jnandil composed Udaya Lahiri in Nepali verse, which contains some of the teachings of the sect, and in addition provides a critical account the social and religious conditions of the times. He believed in direct communion with God, and was against luxurious living and amassing wealth. Jnandil also composed about fifty-seven BHAJANS. His compositions were set to folk tunes, and were very popular.


Jnaneshvara A BHAKTI saint who was born in 1275 at Alandi in present-day Maharashtra. His date of birth is sometimes given as 1271, and his place of birth as Apegaon. His grandparents were followers of GORAKHNATHA. His father Vitthala Pant, named after the god VITTHALA at PANDHARPUR, had taken SANNYASA, but returned to his married life on the advice of a saint. The BRAHMANAS of Alandi criticized this, and after the birth of four children, Vitthala ended his life at PRAYAGA on their advice. Soon after, his wife Rukmini followed him. Jnaneshvara’s elder brother, Nivrittinatha, became his guru after being initiated by a saint. At a young age, Jnaneshvara attained perfect knowledge.

There are several stories about Jnaneshvara, indicating both his knowledge and compassion.

According to various sources, after their parents’ death, the four children were still ostracized at Alandi. Jnaneshvara and Nivrittinatha therefore went to Pratishthana (Paithan) to appeal to the brahmanas there. However the brahmanas ridiculed them. While they were talking to them, a man with a buffalo was walking down the road. The overladen buffalo was hardly able to walk, yet the man was hitting it. Jnaneshvara appealed to the man and to the brahmanas to save the animal. He said that according to the VEDAS, all life was sacred. The brahmanas scorned him, and said that the Vedas were for brahmanas and not for animals. Jnaneshvara then put his hand on the buffalo, who, miraculously, recited a verse from the Vedas. All present then understood the truth of what Jnaneshvara had said, and his spiritual power.

When he was fifteen, he explained the BHAGAVAD GITA in Marathi, and his commentary was written down and known as JNANESHVARI. He then wrote a philosophical work, Amritanubhava. In Changdeva Pasashti, he gave advice to Changdeva, a well-known yogi, who was very proud of his own powers. Changdeva generally rode on a tiger, and as Jnaneshvara’s fame began to spread, he came to Alandi to challenge him. According to one account, Jnanadeva and his siblings were sitting on a wall, when Changdeva rode towards them on his tiger. They decided to go and greet the yogi, and Jnaneshvara caused the whole wall, with them sitting on it, to move forward. The wall flew through the air, to reach Changdeva, who then understood Jnaneshvara’s power and revered him. Another story regarding Changdeva, states that Jnaneshvara sent him his composition of sixty-five verses on God’s infinite love for all beings, and the need to respond with love and gentleness. Reading this Changdeva understood his error, and bowed at Jnaneshvara’s feet.

Among Jnaneshvara’s other works are Haripatha, Naman, and several ABHANGAS. When he was just twenty-two, he is said to have voluntarily entered SAMADHI at Alandi.

His best-known work is the Jnaneshvari, which is alternatively called Bhavartha-Dipika. It focuses on BHAKTI Yoga, and is notable as it is the first great text written in Marathi. Amritanubhava also deals with the path of bhakti, and describes the beauty of natural devotion. Haripatha has twenty-eight abhangas, which are recited every day by devotees of Vitthala, while Naman explains the importance of prayer. Some scholars feel that Haripatha and several other abhangas were not written by him, but by other scholars who used the same name.

Jnaneshvara explains that the ATMAN is self-luminous and self-conscious. The Self, and the knower of the Self, are like a god and goddess, which are inseperable and united. In this he differs from the SAMKHYA theory of PURUSHA and PRAKRITI, which have different qualities. Jnaneshvara also challenged SHANKARA’S views, and said that the world was a reflection of God. He taught that ethical behaviour and bhakti leads to a realization of the Divine Self. He expressed his understanding of the unity of all beings. In one of his works, he says, ‘He does not even cross a stream for fear of breaking its serenity. His road is a path of compassion, and his direction that of love.’

Jnaneshvara was the first in a line of bhakti saints in Maharashtra. He was also known as Jnanoba Mauli, or the mother of devotees, Jnanadeva, or Dhyaneshvara.


Jnaneshvari The popular name of the saint Jnaneshvara’s commentary on the Bhagavad Gita. This commentary is also known as the Bhavartha-dipika. This text is unique as it explains the Gita in Marathi, and is one of the first works on the Gita in a regional language. The Jnaneshvari is actually far more than a commentary, and incorporates a reinterpretation and elaboration of certain themes of the Gita. While the Bhagavad Gita has 700 verses, the Jnaneshvari has approximately 9000 verses (ovis). Through this Jnaneshvara points out the path to the Supreme. He emphasizes that true sacrifice is of ones own impulses, and that the one who has seen the divine in the soul, has no desire for other pleasures. Among the areas in which Jnaneshvara expands on themes touched upon in the Gita, are on the path of BHAKTI, of YOGA, and on AHIMSA. In the passages on Yoga, the concepts of the CHAKRAS, the NADIS, and the KUNDALINI are explained. Jnaneshvara begins his exposition on ahimsa by explaining what others believe. In his text Krishna says:


‘The ritualists hold that harmlessness (ahimsa) can be cultivated by slaughtering animals as a sacrifice … If the taking of life is the seed that is sown, how can harmlessness spring from it? O Arjuna, how great is the presumption of those ritualists!’

Succeeding passages are on medicine. Krishna says: ‘O Arjuna, the whole science of Vedic medicine is equally strange in this respect, for in order to save one life, it prescribes the taking of another.’

He describes how plants are uprooted and killed, or animal parts are used to ease suffering in others. He says: ‘It is like selling cattle to build a cattle-pen, or setting a parrot free and then making a cage to keep it in. Are such things done seriousiy or as a joke? Should we laugh at them?’

The text has thus gone deeply into what constitutes ahimsa. Jnaneshvara indicates the interconnectedness of life, and how by harming one living being one cannot bring good to another.

A closing prayer in Jnaneshvari shows Jnaneshvara’s deep compassion and concern for all living beings. The prayer begins:


May the Self of the universe be pleased with this

Sacrifice of words and bestow his grace on me!

May sinners no longer commit evil deeds, may their desire to do good increase, and may all beings live in harmony with one another!

May the darkness of sin disappear, may the world see

The rising sun of righteousness, and may the desires of all creatures be satisfied!

May everyone keep the company of saints devoted to

God who will shower their blessings on them.

(Trans. Swami Kripanand)



In this text Jnaneshvara also praises his own guru, his brother Nivrittinatha, and describes the deep bond between them.


Jogeshwari Cave Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Jogeshwari in Maharashtra. This rock-cut temple dates back to the sixth century, of the time of the Chalukya dynasty. Two flights of stairs lead up to the temple, which is entered through a square MANDAPA or hall, with rock-cut pillars. In the centre of this is the main shrine. Very few of the original sculptures still exist, among them being a NATARAJA figure, and a scene of Shiva and PARVATI playing dice.


Josmani A religious sect that worships God in his nirguna aspect, that is without attributes. Josmanis were opposed to brahmanic rituals, and were prominent in the nineteenth century in Nepal, Bhutan, Sikkim, and Darjiling in West Bengal, and still exist in these areas. There were nineteen main saints from Dhirjaydil Dasa to JNANDIL DASA, who composed bhajas (devotional poems) mainly in Sadhukkadi language (language used by saints). Jnandil Dasa wrote Udaya-lahari in Nepali.


Judaism, and Hinduism Jews have lived in India from ancient days, but after the creation of Israel in 1948, most of them gradually migrated to Israel. However, at the same time, new Jewish groups are emerging. According to the 1991 census, there were 5,271 Jews in India.

It is not known when Jews first settled in India, though according to legendary and traditional accounts, there may have been Jews on the Kerala coast as far back as 1000 BCE. The Bene Israel and tribal groups claiming a Jewish ancestry also believe they were here from ancient days. There were once a number of different Jewish groups including the Kerala Jews, the Bene Israel, the Marrano Jews from Spain and Portugal, the Persian Jews, the Baghdadi Jews, and the Ashkenazi. Among other groups claiming Jewish ancestry today are the Bnei Menashe and the Andhra Jews.

Jewish synagogues were constructed in India from the twelfth century onwards, though today many of them are abandoned.

Some Jewish groups in India adopted and absorbed Hindu practices. For instance, the Bene Israel, who lived on the western coast, did not eat beef. They earned their living by extracting oil and were absorbed into the caste structure as ‘telis’ (oil-pressers). They remained an isolated Jewish community till the eighteenth century, when a Jew from south India discovered them, and re-educated them on Jewish practices.

Some similarities can be seen between Judaism and Hinduism. Like the Hindu calendar, the traditional Jewish year has twelve lunar months, each having twenty-nine or thirty days.

Jewish mystic traditions, the Kabbalah and Merkabah have some similarities with Hindu mysticism. The Kabbalah has the concept of the shekinah, the inner divine presence, that can be compared to the Advaitic concept of the ATMAN. In the Merkabah, the initiate passes through seven stages, the concept being similar to that of the KUNDALINI and the seven CHAKRAS.

The concept of the messiah to come is similar to that of KALKI.

Jews have always been welcomed in India, and Jews from Israel continue to visit, with some of them deciding to settle down and remain here.


Jvalamukhi Temple A temple in Pong village in the Kangra Valley in Himachal Pradesh, built around natural flames emanating from gases in the ground, worshipped as the Hindu goddess Jvalamukhi, a form of SATI, consort of SHIVA. The flames are considered to be sacred fire coming from the mouth of the goddess (jvala = fire, mukhi = mouth). The place is a Shakta pitha, where the goddess Sati’s tongue is said to have fallen. According to legend, Raja Bhumi Chand Katoch of Kangra, dreamt of this sacred place, and then discovered the flames and had a temple constructed around it. The Mughal emperor Akbar (ruled 1556–1605) is said to have donated a golden umbrella for the goddess, while in 1815 Maharaja Ranjit Singh had the dome of the temple plated in gold. There is no image in the temple, but only the nine flames, located in a pit in the centre of the temple. Each is named after a different form of the goddess: Mahakali, Annapurna, Chandi, Hinglaj, Vindhyavasini, Mahalakshmi, Sarasvati, Ambika and Anjana Devi. There is a small platform outside the temple, and attached to the sanctuary is a large mandapa or hall with a huge brass bell. There is another pit nearby, with a hot-water spring. Later legends link this with GORAKHNATHA, who is believed to have refused to eat the food offered by the goddess, but promised to return there to cook khichri (rice and lentils) for himself. The Devi put water to boil for his khichri, but he has not so far returned. And awaiting him, she still keeps the water boiling. The temple attracts numerous pilgrims, particularly during April/May, when a special festival is held.


Jyeshtha A mother goddess, who was once popular in south India, but is hardly worshipped there now. The Bodhayana Grihya Sutra has a whole chapter on the worship of this goddess. She is said to have ‘lions attached to her chariot and tigers following her’. Her other names are given as Kapila-Patni, Kumbhi, Jyaya, Hastimukha, Vighnaparshada and Niririti. In the VISHNUDHARMOTTARA and other texts, she is described as two armed and long-nosed, with long and pendulous breasts. She holds a lotus in her right hand, and is surrounded by her children. Her son has the face of a bull, and she has a crow-banner. One text says she rides a donkey. In Tamil texts her names are Mugadi, Tauvai, Kaladi and Mudevi, meaning crow-bannered and ass-rider. She holds a broom. Myths indicate she was once a local deity, absorbed into the Vaishnavite pantheon. She is also known as ALAKSHMI, and was originally malefic. It is said she should be propitiated by women. She is similar to SHITALA in Bengal.


jyotisha The science of ASTROLOGY and astronomy, which forms one of the VEDANGAS, or Vedic sciences. The Jyotisha Vedanga is a small textbook of astronomy, which is which is believed to have an early date. It contains the position of the moon and the sun at the time of the solstices, as well as accounts of the twenty-seven NAKSHATRAS. Later, the Siddhanta system was introduced, with the zodiac divided into twelve rashis.
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Ka (1) A Sanskrit word which means ‘who?’, and came to mean a deity, particularly PRAJAPATI. A hymn in the RIG VEDA (10.121) asks which god (Ka) should be adored. It begins:


In the beginning rose HIRANYAGARBHA, born only lord of all created beings. He fixed and holdeth up this earth and heaven. What god shall we adore with our creation?

Giver of vital breath, of power and vigour, he whose commandments all the gods acknowledge: The lord of death, whose shade is life immortal.

What god shall we adore with our oblation?

(Trans. R.T.H. Griffith)



Each verse ends with this question, until at the end of the hymn, it provides the answer: ‘Prajapati! thou only comprehend all these created things, and none beside thee.’ In the later Vedic SAMHITAS and BRAHMANAS, Ka is used both as a name of Prajapati, and a name in itself, of the Supreme Deity.

(2) A name of the god VISHNU.


Kabir A BHAKTI saint, probably of the fifteenth century. His verses, written in simple colloquial Hindi of his times, are non-sectarian, and have universal appeal. Nabhadas in his Bhaktamala of around 1600, described Kabir as one who did not follow conventions such as caste, the four stages of life, or the six philosophical systems, and did not belong to any faction or say things to please anyone.

There are different stories regarding his early life, but a popular version is that he was a Hindu child, of a brahmana widow and was abandoned by her. He was then found and brought up by a poor Muslim julaha couple Niru and Nima. This story is narrated in texts including the Kabir Parachai of Anantadas composed in about 1625, and the Bhaktirasabodhini composed by Priyadas around 1712, who were both writers of the Ramananda sampradaya or tradition. Several later stories claimed he had a divine birth, and was born in a flash of light in the Lahartara Talab, a lake in Varanasi, as a manifestation of the Satguru or Supreme Being. Some feel Kabir’s oral compositions were probably initially recited to lower classes, but their popularity and influence led to an attempt to bring him into the mainstream, by constructing for him a more traditional background.

Kabir’s dates of birth and death are controversial, and traditional sources place his birth in 1398 and his death in 1518. Based on recent research, a number of scholars feel his probable dates were 1398–1448. However, others place his birth around 1460. Kabir was born in KASHI or Varanasi. He was of the julaha caste, a caste of weavers, and lived with other members of his caste, working as a weaver. Julahas were probably a Hindu group who converted to Islam in the thirteenth or fourteenth century. In later manuscripts he is referred to as a julaha, but sometimes as a kori (Hindu weaver group). Both were low-caste or shudra groups. This ambiguity about his origin reflects his popularity among both communities.

Kabir is said to have been a disciple of the Vaishnava saint RAMANANDA, and also to have been inspired by SUFI saints and NATHA yogis. According to stories, he tricked Ramananda into accepting him as his disciple. However, some consider his association with Ramananda a later tradition.

Kabir was not learned, and not interested in traditional learning, neither in the Vedas nor Quran. A number of books portray him as illiterate. But though he had not studied sacred texts, he was divinely inspired, and spoke about the One reality, beyond form. He was against distinctions between different religions and caste, worship in temples and mosques, idol worship, rituals and ceremonies, and advocated truth, love and compassion. His songs or verses were written down by his followers, and are available in different texts and various. Sources for his poems are: the Guru Granth Sahib, the sacred scripture of the Sikhs, which includes a number of his poems; the compilations of the followers of DADU, the Dadu Panthis of Rajasthan, including the Panchvani, with verses of five saints, and the Sarvangi (Sarbangi), selections of verses of several saints; collections of the Niranjani saints of Rajasthan; the Bijak a collection of Kabir’s verses by his own followers, the Kabir Panth. Each branch of the Panth, however, has its own version of the Bijak. The collections of Rajasthan were put together as the Kabir Granthavali, though this name was later also used by other compilers. In addition, there are oral traditions of Kabir songs, sung by wandering saints. There are also several compositions assigned to him, which were probably written by others. His compositions mainly consisted of sakhis, short verses or couplets, usually in DOHA form, padas or songs (also known as shabads or shabda), and ramainis. A ramaini was a particular kind of composition, usually with an esoteric meaning. Kabir’s poems had varied subjects. Some were devotional, while others condemned existing ways of worship, as well as social norms and customs. Some of his poems were philosophical, and most indicate a wide-ranging intellect.

Though Kabir spoke of RAMA or HARI, he used these as names of the Absolute, and not of personalized incarnations. In one of his dohas he says:


Him whom I went out to seek, I found just where I was;

He has now become myself, Whom before I called Another!

(Trans. Nirmal Dass)



In another song he talks of the Lord of Kabir, which lies in the heart:


The Jogi cries, ‘Gorakh, Gorakh!’,

The Hindu repeats the name of Rama,

The Muslim says, ‘There is One God’,

But the Lord of Kabir

Is in all.



According to various legends, Kabir died at Magahar near Gorakhpur. It was said that those who died there would go to hell, and Kabir is believed to have gone there to challenge these superstitions. A story narrates that Hindu and Muslim followers disputed over how to dispose of his remains. His body was covered with a sheet, and when it was lifted, only flowers remained, which were divided between the two groups. Half were buried at Magahar, and the other half cremated at Varanasi. This is probably an apocryphal legend, as there are similar stories about other saints including Guru Nanak.

The Ramanandis and RADHASOAMIS include Kabir among their gurus. His poems also have wide, non-sectarian, appeal.


Kabir Panthis A term for the followers of Kabir. There are numerous different branches of Kabirpanthis in north India. Among the main branches are the Phatuha shakha, which is based at Phatuha near Patna in Bihar; The Bhagatahi shakha has its centre at Dhanauti in Chhapra district, Bihar; the Chaura shakha is located at Varanasi; the Dharamdasi, founded by Kabir’s disciple Dharamdasa has its main centres at Dhamakhera and Kharsia in Chhattisgarh, and another at Puri in Orissa. Each of them has their own version of the Bijak, along with other texts. There is another centre of Kabir Panthis at Magahar. Each of these centres had several sub-branches.


Kadru In Hindu mythology, one of the wives of the rishi KASHYAPA, and a daughter of DAKSHA. She was the mother of a thousand serpents, among whom were SHESHA and VASUKI.


Kaikeyi One of the three wives of King DASHARATHA described in the RAMAYANA. She was the mother of BHARATA, and was responsible for sending RAMA into exile.


kaikottikali A type of song in Malayalam which accompanies folk dances performed on festive occasions in Kerala, by women of the higher castes. The songs are also known as Tiruvatirakali, as the occasions when they are performed include ONAM and the TIRUVATIRA festival. The songs can be erotic, but most are devotional and narrate stories from the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA and BHAGAVATA PURANA. Such songs have been composed from the eighteenth century onwards. Sometimes, ATTAKATHA songs, part of Kathakali dance narratives, are also used.


Kailasha Mountain A mountain located in Tibet, that is considered sacred by Hindus, Buddhists and Jains. To its south lies MANASAROVARA, a sacred lake. It is also called Gana Parvata and Rajatadri (silver mountain). The gods SHIVA and PARVATI are said to reside here and it is sometimes identified with Mt. MERU of Hindu myths. In some accounts the god KUBERA has his palace here, while in other accounts he resides on the GANDHAMADANA mountain. According to the MAHABHARATA, the mountain is six yojanas high, and the gods assemble there. Vishala (i.e., Badaritirtha) is located there, and innumerable yakshas, rakshasas, kinnaras, nagas, suparnas and gandharvas live there, near the abode of Kubera. In Buddhist texts, it is said that the BUDDHA, along with 500 Bodhisattvas, still lives here. Four foot-prints of his can be seen on the four sides of the mountain. According to Jain texts, the mountain is known as Ashtapada. It is where the first Jain Tirthankara, Adinatha or RISHABHA, attained liberation.

Pilgrimages to the mountain have taken place from ancient days, and even today pilgrims from India visit the mountain every year.


Kailasha Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at ELLORA in Maharashtra, constructed in the eighth century at the time of the Rashtrakuta dynasty. This remarkable monument is the largest and finest of the rock-cut temples in India, made like a structural temple, raised on a solid base. Steps lead up to the temple, which opens on the west into a large columned MANDAPA or hall, which has three porches. The ante chamber on the east leads to the inner shrine, and around it there are five small shrines on an open terrace. The pyramidal tower is at a height of 32.6 m above the level of the court, while the roof is formed by an octagonal dome. Elaborate sculptures decorate all the walls, including scenes from the MAHABHARATA and RAMAYANA, and depictions of Shiva and other deities. Some murals can still be seen on the porch ceilings. In front of the temple is a NANDI pavilion and on either side of this are monolithic columns, 17 m tall, as well as two elephants. On the outside is a screen wall with a gateway. The whole area measures 90 by 60 m.

The temple is built in Dravidian style.


Kailashnatha Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, in KANCHIPURAM in Tamil Nadu, constructed in the eighth century, in the time of the Pallava ruler Rajasimha. The main shrine has a multi-faceted Shiva LINGA, and a SOMASKANDA panel on the rear wall. This is surrounded by a narrow passageway. The whole temple is raised on a basement, which is carved with GANAS or Shiva’s attendants, and with foliage. Images of Shiva decorate the outer walls. On the north is an image of BHAIRAVA, and on the south, Shiva emerging from a linga, with VISHNU and BRAHMA on two sides. The shrine has a pyramidal roof, and is constructed mainly from sandstone.


Kaitabha An ASURA associated with MADHU.


Kaivalya Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a short UPANISHAD dealing with the nature of BRAHMAN. It begins with a request from Ashvalayana, an ancient rishi, to the god BRAHMA, to reveal to him the highest state. Brahma says that immortality (amritattvam) is not attained by work (karma), children or wealth, but only by renunciation (tyaga). It describes the method of meditation on the inner self, through which the truth of Brahman can be known. This Upanishad is attached to the Krishna YAJUR VEDA, or, according to other sources, to the ATHARVA VEDA.


kala (kaala) A Sanskrit term for time. In the Atharva Veda, Kala or time is said to be the ‘first god’ and the creator of heaven and earth. Kala is also time which destroys all things.

The concept of kala as time, has been extensively analysed in philosophy. In the NYAYA and VAISHESHIKA systems, kala is one of the DRAVYAS or substances. According to the Vaisheshika, it is an eternal substance, the cause for change in non-eternal substances. In SAMKHYA philosophy, space and time can be both eternal and limited, and eternal time is part of PRAKRITI. According to SHANKARA, time has reality only in the world of experience. In the PURANAS and other texts, there are varying views of time as either eternal or limited.

Time has also been measured in different ways, subdivided into minuscule units, or expanded into vast cosmic ages such as YUGAS and KALPAS. These measurements are linked with concepts of cosmic time. Divisions of time, from the smallest to the largest, are described in the Puranas, with some variations. According to one version:

2 paramanus = 1 anu; 3 anus = I trasarenu; 3 trasarenus =1 truti; 100 trutis = I vedha; 3 vedha = 1 lava; 3 lavas = 1 nimesha; 3 nimeshas = I kshana; 5 kshanas = I kastha; 15 kasthas =1 laghu; 15 laghus = 1 narika; 2 narikas = 1 muhurta; 6 or 7 muhurtas = 1 prahara or yama; 4 yamas = 1 day or night; 15 days and nights = 1 paksha; 2 pakshas = 1 masa (month); 2 masas = 1 ritu (season); 6 masas = 1 ayanam; 2 ayanams = 1 year. Three hundred and sixty years of human beings amounts to one year of the gods, and 12,000 years of the gods comprises one MAHAYUGA. Seventy-one mahayugas equal one MANVANTARA, and fourteen manvantaras amount to one KALPA. A year of the seven rishis equals 3030 human years, and a year of Dhruva, 9090 such years.

Some Puranas begin the computations with the nimesha, noting that 15 nimeshas make one kastha, and 30 muhurtas one day and night. A paramanu, as a unit of time, is the time taken by a mote in a sun-beam to pass through a shutter. The nimesha is a twinkling of an eye. In astronomical works there is a different beginning with six pranas (respirations) which make one vikala, 60 vikalas equal one danda, and 60 dandas are one sydereal day. There are other computations of time as well, indicating the thought given to these concepts. Aspects of these ancient systems are still used in modern days.


Kala, deity A name of YAMA, the god of death, as the lord of time. The gods BRAHMA, SHIVA, SURYA and VISHNU are also referred to as Kala. The name, however, is particularly associated with both Yama and Shiva.


Kaladi A town in Kerala, the birthplace of Sri SHANKARA, also known as Adi Shankaracharya, the ninth-century philosopher of ADVAITA. Located on the river Alwaye, the town has a number of temples, among them being one with an image of Shankara, and another of the goddess SHARADA. There is a KRISHNA temple nearby.

Shankara Jayanti, the birthday of Shankara, is an important festival that takes place here on the fifth day after the new moon in April/May.


Kaladungar Temple A temple on the Kaladungar hill in the Rann of Kachchh, in Gujarat. According to tradition, the rishi DATTATREYA lived for twelve years on this hill before attaining SAMADHI. While he lived here, he used to distribute the temple prasada (food offerings) both to his devotees and to the jackals who live in this barren region. At a time of famine, when he had no prasada to distribute, he offered the starving jackals his own hand. According to one version of the story, the jackals refused it, upon which Dattatreya said that the noble jackal was henceforth his symbol, and his devotees must offer them prasada for the fulfilment of their wishes. Thus even today, prasada of sweet rice is offered to the local jackals twice a day.


Kalagni (1) A term for the fire that will destroy the world, mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and other texts.

(2) The name of a RUDRA.


Kalahastishvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, in the town of Kalahasti in Andhra Pradesh. It is located at the foot of the Kailasgiri hill, called the ‘southern Kailash’. The temple was first constructed in the eighth century at the time of the Pallava dynasty. Major additions were made by the Cholas, and further additions later, up to the sixteenth century, by the Vijayanagara rulers. In 1912 the temple was partly reconstructed, and assumed its present form. Kalahastishvara is famous as the main shrine contains the Vayu or air LINGA, representing the element of air. The linga is shaped like the trunk of an elephant, and when viewed from the top, it looks like a snake. The base looks like a spider. According to legend, an elephant, a snake and a spider, were the first worshippers of the linga, but accidently killed each other. Because of their devotion to him, Shiva granted them all MOKSHA or liberation. Apart from the main shrine, there are other shrines as well. An underground shrine is dedicated to the god GANESHA, here known as Patala Vinayaka.

The temple has images of Shiva, other deities, and Shaivite saints, including Kannappa, a NAYANAR devotee who gave his eyes to the lord, but whose eyesight was later restored. He is said to have attained salvation by worshipping the linga here. There is a large MANDAPA or hall built in Vijayanagara days, and the whole complex is enclosed in high walls, entered by a GOPURAM or gateway on the south. The pyramidal tower has a height of 36.5 m. The nearby hills have a number of small temples and shrines.

The temple is historically important as it has several early inscriptions.

It is still a major centre of pilgrimage, where Shaivite festivals take place. Maha SHIVARATRI is the most important, celebrated here for ten days. On the third day of Sankranti in January, the deity is taken in a procession round the Kalahasti hills.


Kalakeyas A group of DANAVAS mentioned in ancient texts. In one passage in the MAHABHARATA, the danavas or Kalakeyas are said to have been fierce tribes who existed in the KRITA YUGA. Led by VRITRA, they fought against the DEVAS, who were headed by INDRA. The rishi DADHICHA gave up his life, so that his bones could be made into a divine weapon, a VAJRA, which Indra used to kill Vritra. The other fierce Kalakeyas hid in the ocean, the abode of VARUNA, and continued to make night-time attacks, until the rishi AGASTYA, son of Varuna, drank all the water to reveal them. Most were then killed by the devas, while the few remaining Kalakeyas took refuge in PATALA. In this passage, the danavas are alternatively called DAITYAS and sons of DITI.


Kalamukha (1) A SHAIVITE sect, with TANTRIC practices. They wore a black mark on their foreheads, and hence were called Kalamukha, or ‘black face’. They were once prominent in Karnataka, but later the LINGAYATS or Virashaivas became more popular there. (2) In ancient texts Kalamukhas were people who were born from human males and RAKSHASA females.


Kalapa grama A village mentioned in the PURANAS, located on the eastern slopes of the Himalayas, noted for its great rishis. Maru, a king who had become immortal, lives here, as well as Devapi, a great yogi who has eternal life. According to some Puranas, Puru and Devapi live here.

According to the VISHNU PURANA (IV.24.45–48), in the KRITA YUGA, which will follow the present KALI YUGA, these rishis will be reborn and the kshatriya dynasties will originate from them. The same statement is made in the BHAGAVATA PURANA. The Kalki Purana states they will rule again at AYODHYA and HASTINAPURA.

The Vayu Purana describes Kalapa as one of the Himalayan regions where Pururavas and Urvashi spent some time.

Kalapa grama is mentioned in the MAHABHARATA. According to this, the widows of KRISHNA, who had not ascended the funeral pyre, Satyabhama and others, first went to the forest and lived on roots and fruits for some time. Later they crossed Himavat and retired to this place. Kalapa grama may be a mythical place, put some have located it in Garhwal.


Kali A goddess, a ferocious form of DURGA or PARVATI.

Myths of Kali are contained in the PURANAS, and she is mentioned in texts from around the sixth century CE. In the DEVI MAHATMYA, a part of the MARKANDEYA PURANA, she appears from Durga’s forehead, when she is attacked by the asuras Chanda and Munda, and is a form of Durga’s anger. She also helps Durga to defeat the asura Raktabija. In the LINGA PURANA, she appears from Parvati, who has been asked by SHIVA to destroy an asura. She is one of the MAHAVIDYAS, created by SATI at the time of DAKSHA’s sacrifice. In other texts, she is worshipped by tribals, or away from settled villages. The Thags, a band of robbers now eliminated, used to worship a form of Kali before killing their victims.

Kali is described in most texts as black or dark, with disevelled long hair. Her skirt is made of severed arms, and severed heads are around her neck. Sometimes she is adorned with skulls, and has blood-smeared lips. She dwells in cremation grounds and battlefields, and holds a severed head in her hand. She is worshipped on her own, but is also associated with Shiva. She is his consort, particularly in his form as Mahakala, eternal time, for Kali too is time, that devours all things. According to the TANTRAS, Kali is even the destroyer of time. In one story she is challenged by Shiva to a dance, and was defeated by him, yet in most images she is shown in a superior position, standing on a prone Shiva. Thus she is also SHAKTI, the active aspect of the passive PURUSHA or male principle, represented by Shiva. Occasionally, Kali is also represented as a beautiful woman, with a gentle smile.

According to some theories, Kali was a tribal deity, absorbed into the Brahmanical pantheon. Psychological theories suggests that she represents the ‘bad mother’, who nevertheless has to be propitiated. Kali is also the dark side or the ‘shadow’ of each individual, and by worshipping her, this darkness can be eliminated.

Kali worship became widespread from early medieval days, and she remains a popular deity all over India, though particularly worshipped in Bengal. The goddess is prominent in some forms of KASHMIR SHAIVISM. Kali is often, though not always, propitiated with animal sacrifices. In TANTRISM, worship of Kali enables a transformation of negative energies, and a defeat of demonic forces. According to the MAHANIRVANA TANTRA, she is black and unclothed, because she represents the primordial substance, and by worshipping her all names and forms disappear. In south India, KORRAVAI has similarities with Kali, and so do certain other forms of Durga, such as CHANDI and CHAMUNDA. Among the many worshippers of Kali, RAMAKRISHNA PARAMAHANSA is the best known in relatively modern times.

Among the major Kali temples are the KALIGHAT TEMPLE, Kolkata, DAKSHINESHVARA TEMPLE, West Bengal, Kalika Devi Temple, Kalka, Himachal, and the Kalka Temple, Delhi. There are other Kali temples all over India.

Kali frequently appears in literature of various kinds. During the freedom movement, she was a symbol of some revolutionary groups such as the Anushilan Samiti.


Kali Puja A festival for the worship of the goddess KALI. Though Kali is worshipped in her temples at all times, there is a special festival for her worship, celebrated mainly in West Bengal, and by Bengalis elsewhere. The day of the festival is on amavasya in the month of Karttika (October/November) and coincides with the festival of DIVALI. On this day prayers are offered to the goddess, houses are decorated and lamps are lit in her honour. Worship of Kali on this day is believed to lead to happiness and prosperity, and to provide protection. A similar festival known as Kali Chaudas takes place one day earlier in Gujarat, Rajasthan and parts of Maharashtra. At this festival both Kali and HANUMAN are worshipped.


Kali Yuga In Hindu mythology, the fourth and last YUGA or period of time, when one MAHAYUGA comes to an end. The Kali Yuga follows the DVAPARA YUGA, and is the yuga that exists today. It marks a general decline, and there is only one-quarter of the righteousness that existed in the first yuga. Its main scriptures are the TANTRAS, and people focus on the body instead of the mind. It is a time of anger, hatred, discord and strife. Humans live for various periods of time, and some reach a hundred years. The Kali Yuga is said to have begun in 3102 BCE and will last for 1,200 years of the gods, equal to 4,32,000 human years. It is symbolized by the colour black. After this a new cycle of the mahayuga will begin, starting again with the KRITA or Satya Yuga.


Kalidasa A poet and dramatist who wrote in Sanskrit and probably belonged to the fourth or fifth century. His plays include: Malavikagnimitram; Vikramorvashi, the story of PURURAVAS and URVASHI; and Abhijnanashakuntalam, the story of Dushyanta and Shakuntala, considered the best of his plays. Both the latter are based on mythical stories. His long poems are Kumara Sambhava, on the god Kumara or KARTTIKEYA; RAGHUVAMSHA, the story of RAMA; Ritu Samhara, on the seasons; Meghaduta, (Cloud Messenger) which is the story of a YAKSHA banished for a year from the divine city of KUBERA, chief of the yakshas. Several other works of his are no longer extant. Kalidasa is considered the greatest Sanskrit poet that ever existed.


Kalighat Temple A temple dedicated to the goddess KALI, located near the river Hughli at Kolkata. The temple was constructed in 1809, by the Sabarna Roy Chaudhurys, a BRAHMANA family of the region. Legends suggest the existence of an earlier temple at the spot or nearby. The area was known for Kali worship from medieval days, and according to some accounts, the Kali image worshipped here is an old one and had been worshipped for centuries before the temple was built, at a spot in the forest. The place is also recognized as a SHAKTA PITHA, a sacred site of SHAKTI, or feminine energy. One story states that long ago, a brahmana named Atma Ram found a piece of stone shaped like a human toe, in the BHAGIRATHI (Ganga) river. In a dream he was told this was the toe of SATI, and began worshipping it nearby, and the site was considered sacred from that day. The image in the inner shrine of the temple is of Kali in her ferocious aspect. Animal sacrifices take place here every day.


Kalika Purana A Sanskrit text, a minor PURANA or UPAPURANA, dealing with the worship of the goddess PARVATI, in different forms, as DURGA, SATI and KALI. It describes the marriage of SHIVA, the sacrifice of DAKSHA, and the death of Sati, and the emergence of SHAKTA PITHAS where parts of her body fell. The animal and human sacrifices to be offered to Kali are described, as well as sacred places associated with the goddess in Kamarupa (Assam), where Durga is worshipped in the form of KAMAKSHI. The text has TANTRIC aspects.


Kalikambal Temple A goddess temple located at Chennai in Tamil Nadu. The main deity is Kalikambal (Kamakshi), with her consort Kamateshvarar.

Entrance to the temple is through a large GOPURAM GATEWAY, that has been recently built. The main inner shrine housing the deity Kalilkambal faces west, with that of Kamateshvara to its right. Shrines of Arunachaleshvara and Subrahmanya are also here. Another east-facing shrine has the festival image of the deity (utsavamurti), known as Periya Nayaki. There are several other shrines in the temple, including those of VINAYAKA, VIRABHADRA, and NATARAJA with his consort Shivakami. The temple has a unique chariot, the ‘kinitter’, that is lined with metal cymbals. The chariot is used in festival processions.

The temple is very popular, and thousands of pilgrims visit it every year. The deity here is believed to have been worshipped by Shivaji when he came to the region. The ten day Brahmotsavam is celebrated in the month of Vaikasi (May–June).


Kalika Mangala-kavya A MANGALA KAVYA, a type of religious narrative of medieval Bengal, which praises the goddess KALI. Kalika Mangala-kavyas recreate the romantic story of Vidya and Sundara, and show how Sundara wins the princess Vidya, through the help of the goddess Kali. The romance was originally narrated in Sanskrit sources, and later by Bengali poets such as Dvija Shridhara of the sixteenth century, and Sabirid Khan of the seventeenth century. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, it was used as a base for Kalika Mangala-kavyas. Among those who composed these kavyas were Krishnaram Das, Balarama Chakravarti, BHARATCHANDRA RAY, and RAMAPRASAD SEN. The basic story is: Sundara, a prince of Kanchi, fell in love with Vidya, the daughter of King Birasingha of Vardhamana (Burdwan) in Bengal. After worshipping the goddess Bhadrakali, he managed to reach Vardhamana, where he met and married Vidya in secret. Vidya continued to live in the palace, but became pregnant, and this was discovered by her mother. When the king was informed, Sundara was captured and sentenced to death. Sundara prayed to the goddess Kali, who came to their rescue, and the two lovers were united. Bharatchandra’s version is the most popular of all the Kalika Mangala-kavyas.


Kalki An incarnation of the god VISHNU, which will appear at the end of the KALI YUGA. Kalki will be seen as a man riding on a white horse, holding a flaming sword. His appearance will lead to the rejuvenation of the world, the beginning of a new Yuga, the KRITA or Satya Yuga, which will be a glorious golden age. According to the MAHABHARATA, when the sun, the moon, and Brihaspati (Jupiter) enter the constellation Pushya at the same time, the Krita Yuga will begin again. A brahmana named Kalki Vishnuyasha will be born in Sambhalagrama. He will exterminate all mlechchhas, thieves and robbers, and at an ASHVAMEDHA, will give away the earth to the brahmanas, and enter a forest. Then the Krita Yuga will be re-established. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, Kalki will be born in SHAMBHALAGRAMA, son of the brahmana Vishnuyasha. He will be the emperor of the world, known as Parashraya, and YAJNAVALKYA will be his purohita (priest). The Brahmanda Purana however states he will be the son of Parashara, named Vishnuyasha. His horse would be known as Devadatta. He would remove ADHARMA with the help of brahmana warriors, and then would die at PRAYAGA. According to some accounts, he would only live for twenty-five years, while others state he would wander across the earth unseen. Strife would follow his death, before the ending of the Kali Yuga.

This is a late myth and parallels have been drawn with the concept of the messiah in Judaism, the descriptions in Revelation in the Bible, Zoroastrian concepts of the frashokereti, or renewal of existence, and the Bodhisattva Maitreya in Buddhism.


Kalki Purana A minor Purana or UPAPURANA, which describes the god VISHNU’S incarnation as KALKI.


Kalmashapada A king of AYODHYA, described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. He was also known as Mitrasaha and Saudasa, and was married to Madayanti. Once he met SHAKTI or Shaktri, son of the rishi VASISHTHA on a path and asked him to move out of the way. When Shaktri refused he struck him with a whip, and was cursed by Shaktri to become a rakshasa. The rishi VISHVAMITRA, passing by in an invisible form, ensured that a man-eating RAKSHASA entered Kalmashapada. This happened and Kalmashapada devoured Shaktri and all the other sons of Vasishtha. Later, Vasishtha removed the curse on Kalmashapada. He also agreed to father a son on Madayanti, as Kalmashapada could not have children. The son that was born was named Ashmaka. There are other versions of this story in various Puranas.


kalpa A Sanskrit term with several meanings. Among these are: a period of time; a manner of acting, proceeding or practice, specially that prescribed by the VEDAS; one of the six VEDANGAS, describing rituals and rules for sacrifices.


kalpa (time) A period of cosmic time. In Hindu cosmology, a kalpa is one day of the god BRAHMA’S life, comprising fourteen MANVANTARAS. There are 71 mahayugas in a manvantara, and hence 994 MAHAYUGAS, in a kalpa. A mahayuga has 12,000 years of the gods, equal to 43,20,000 years of humans. As each manvantara has 30,67,20,000 human years a kalpa is equivalent to 4,29,40,80,000 years. Sometimes a kalpa is said to have 1,000 mahayugas, amounting to 4,320 million years of human beings. One more such period is the night of Brahma. At the end of a kalpa, the universe is destroyed and is then recreated after a similar time period, Brahma’s night of rest. One month of Brahma has thirty kalpas (or in some texts, sixty, including his day and night), twelve months equal one year, and one hundred such years form the lifetime of Brahma. Thus there are either 360 or 720 kalpas in a year of Brahma. We are now said to be in the fifty-first year of Brahma’s life. However, according to some Puranas, one thousand kalpas comprise one year of Brahma, and eight thousand such years make one yuga of Brahma. Two thousand of these yugas is Brahma’s lifetime.

Kalpas in theory are infinite, and some Puranas name more than thirty kalpas. The present kalpa is the Varaha Kalpa, while the previous one was the Padma. The Vayu Purana provides the following list of kalpas, which existed in succession from the beginning of creation:

Bhava; Bhuva; Tapah; Bhava; Rambha; Ritu; Kratu; Vahni; Havyavahana; Savitra; Bhuvah; Aushika; Kushika; Gandharva; Rishabha; Shadaja; Marjaliya; Madhyama; Vairaja; Nishada; Panchama; Meghavahana; Chintaka; Akuti; Vijnati; Mana; Bhava; Vrihat; Shvetalohita; Rakta; Pitavasa; Sita; Krishna; Vishvarupa.

The Brahmanda Purana has a similar list, but omits the thirty-third, Krishna. These lists are incomplete, as fifty kalpas have already passed.

Among other kalpas mentioned in various Puranas are the Ishana, Garuda and Agneya. The Agni Purana is said to refer to the Ishana kalpa. According to the Matsya Purana, the Agneya is the eighteenth kalpa. The lord of the first kalpa was Ananda. The Bhavishya Purana refers to the Pratipat, Navami and other kalpas.

Jainism and Buddhism also have similar concepts of kalpas or cycles of time.


Kalpa Sutras A term for Sanskrit texts of Hinduism which deal with kalpa or ritual. These form part of the VEDANGAS, necessary for an understanding of the VEDAS. The texts have three categories: the SHRAUTA SUTRAS, which provide instructions for the agnihotra and other sacrifices; the GRIHYA SUTRAS which describe domestic sacrifices; and the DHARMA SUTRAS which explain laws and customs. Each of these are attached to one of the four VEDIC SAMHITAS, but are considered Smriti (remembered) and not Shruti or divinely revealed. Kalpa Sutras belong to different Vedic Samhitas and schools, and though each text is separate, some series of texts form a connected sequence. For instance, the Apastamba and Baudhayana schools of the Krishna YAJUR VEDA, have closely related Shrauta, Grihya and Dharma Sutras. For certain schools, only a single type of Sutra is now available, i.e. a Shrauta Sutra or a Grihya Sutra, while some have only two.

Other types of kalpa texts are Shulva Sutras, attached to the Shrauta Sutras; Shraddha Kalpas and Pitrimedha Sutras dealing with ancestral rites; Parishishtas which deal with additional material such as omens and practices to attain various powers. Later texts dealing with ritual include Prayogas (handbooks), Paddhatis (outlines) and Karikas (descriptions in verse form).


kalpa-vriksha/kalpa-druma/kalpa-taru A wish-fulfilling tree. Some Puranas state that the kalpa-vriksha emerged at the time of the churning of the ocean of milk for AMRITA. Accourding to various myths, these trees were once located on earth, and could fulfill all desires. However, when people began to wish for evil or wrong things, they were transported to DEVALOKA, the heaven of the gods, or to Indraloka, Indra’s heaven. There are actually five Kalpa-vrikshas, known as Mandana, Parijata, Santana, Kalpa-vriksha and Harichandana, which grant various wishes.

An account of wish-fulfilling trees also occurs in Jain mythology.


Kama (1) The Hindu god of love, similar to Cupid. There are numerous myths and legends associated with Kama. A verse in the ATHARVA VEDA states that Kama is a supreme deity, unequalled by gods, PITRIS (ancestors) or men. Kama is also identified with AGNI, the god of fire. In the Taittiriya Brahmana, he is said to be the son of DHARMA DEVA, by his wife SHRADDHA. According to the HARIVAMSHA, he is the son of the goddess LAKSHMI. There are more accounts of him in the PURANAS. He is said to have been born from the heart of BRAHMA, or to be self-existent, and therefore aja, ‘unborn’. His wife is RATI (passion) or Reva, and he is the lord of the APSARAS. He is depicted as a handsome young man, with a parrot as his vehicle. Apsaras surround him, and one of them holds his banner with his emblem, the jalarupa, a fish or MAKARA on a red background. Kama’s arrows, made of flowers, strike the hearts of people and cause them to fall in love. His bow is made of flowers or of sugarcane, his bow-string consists of a line of bees, and each arrow is tipped with a flower.

In a well-known story, he tries to get the god SHIVA to fall in love with PARVATI, but is burnt to death by a flash of Shiva’s third eye, though later he is revived. According to one account he was reborn as PRADYUMNA, son of KRISHNA.

Kama is also known as: Abhirupa, the beautiful; Ananga, or without a body, as his body was burnt by Shiva; Jagatpati: lord of the world; Kamana: desirous; Kandarpa; Kusumayudha, armed with flowers; Mada or Madana; Makaradhvaja: with a makara on his banner; Manmatha; Manobhava: one who pleases the mind; Pushpasara, whose arrows are flowers; Rama or Ramana; Samkalapaja; Shringarayoni, source of love; Smara, remembrance; Vama, the handsome; as well as by many other names.

Kamarupa, the ancient name of Assam, is associated with the god Kama.

(2) Kama means love or desire, and is one of the three components of life, the others being DHARMA and ARTHA, following one’s duty and gaining wealth. Love, marriage and sex were also ideally governed by rules of dharma, and there are explicit details in texts about when a man should approach his wife, and when he should refrain from sex. Finally all aspects of life are abandoned for MOKSHA or liberation.

In Tamil, inpam, or pleasure, is one of the four goals of life, classified in literary works as akam, also known as akatinnai. Three types of akatinnai, are kaikkilai, aintinai and peruntinai, of which the second is the ideal form. The ideal form leads to marriage and the birth of children, and thus to a stable society. Akam poems form part of SANGAM LITERATURE and are common in later works.

(3) Kama is the name of the god SHIVA, of VISHNU, of an AGNI or fire, and of several others.



Kama Shastras A term used for texts which deal with human love in its various aspects. The earliest extant text is the Kama Sutra, written by Vatsyayana in the third century. Several commentaries were written on this. Some later texts include the Samaya-Matrika (Life of a Courtesan), which belongs to the eleventh century and was written by Kshemendra, the Nagar Sarvasa of Padmasri (c.1350), Ratiratna-Pradipika of Devaraja (c.1400), and the Ananga-Ranga of Kalyanamalla (d.1530). Though all these were on erotic love, there was also an implicit assumption that love was a route to god. TANTRIC texts saw a symbolic or real sexual union, under certain strict conditions, as a pathway to god. BHAKTI and Sufi saints inculcated love of the divine in their hearts, but often used the imagery of human love in their poems and songs.


Kamadhenu A divine cow, which is said to fulfill all wishes. The MAHABHARATA, RAMAYANA and PURANAS have various stories about Kamadhenu. Several Kamadhenus are mentioned, but all seem aspects of the one divine cow.

When the ocean was churned for AMRITA, Kamadhenu emerged from it. Another story relating to Kamadhenu is that she lived at the ashrama of the rishi VASISHTHA. The king VISHVAMITRA was impressed by her powers, and tried to capture her when Vasishtha refused to sell her to him. But Kamadhenu assumed a different form, and warriors emerged from her. Vishvamitra was so impressed by this, that he gave up his life as a king, and became a RISHI himself.

Kamadhenu is also known as SHABALA, Suvala, SURABHI and Nandini, though some feel these are different cows. All cows are said to be descended from Surabhi. According to the Mahabharata, Surabhi went to Mt. KAILASHA, and worshipped the god BRAHMA for ten thousand years. Then Brahma said to her, ‘Surabhi, I have made you a goddess. You are above the three worlds, and your world, GOLOKA, will be famous.’


Kamakhya Temple A temple of the goddess Kamakshi or Kamakhya, a form of DURGA, located on a hill near Guwahati in Assam. The site is a SHAKTA PITHA, i.e., one of the places where SATI’S dismembered body is said to have fallen. An ancient temple existed at this spot, but was reconstructed in the sixteenth century, by Malladeva or Naranarayana, one of the kings of the Koch kingdom of the region, and his brother Sukladeva or Chilarai. The inner shrine has a yoni or female emblem, and there are three mandapas or halls. There are several sculptures on the walls, including those of GANESHA and CHAMUNDA, as well as scenes of devotees, dancing figures, and animals. High curved towers rise above the shrine and mandapas.

The temple remains popular today, and animal sacrifices take place here. Several festivals are held throughout the year, the most important being DURGA PUJA, the AMBUBACHI festival, and the Debaddhani festival. At Ambubachi or Ameti, held in June/July, the temple is closed for three days, as the earth, represented by Kamakhya, is said to become impure because of menstruation. On the fourth day lakhs of devotees worship at the temple. The Debaddhani festival is connected with the worship of the goddess MANASA, though there is no image of the deity here. Dances and songs take place at this time.

Though people of all affiliations worship at the temple, it is of particular importance for TANTRISM.


Kamakshi Amman Temple A temple of the goddess Kamakshi, a form of DURGA, located at KANCHIPURAM in Tamil Nadu. It was constructed mostly between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The main shrine is of the goddess Kamakshi, with other small shrines around it, located within the Gayatri Mandapam. This has twenty-four pillars, representing the twenty-four syllables of the GAYATRI MANTRA. Here Kamakshi is considered to be MAHADEVI or the Supreme Goddess. The goddess is also represented in subtle form in the Shrichakra enshrined in front of the deity. To the north of the temple is a large columned MANDAPA or hall. The whole complex is enclosed, and entered through four GOPURAMS or gateways.

According to the stories associated with the temple, once there was a grove of champaka trees around the shrine. The devas, in the form of parrots, stayed here to worship the goddess, and she appeared to protect them from the asuras, and then enshrined herself in the Shrichakra. SHANKARA, the Advaita philosopher of the ninth century (Adi Shankaracharya) is said to have installed the Kamakoti pitha in this shrine, and to have remained here for the rest of his life. He is also said to have tamed the goddess, who was once a fierce deity in the form of KALI, and used to roam around at night terrorizing the inhabitants. Shankara prayed to her and asked her not to leave the temple without his permission. Even today, when the goddess is taken in procession, she first halts near the shrine of Shankaracharya, to take permission to proceed.

The main festival takes place in the Tamil month of Aippasi (October-November). There is a sacred tank here known as the Panchaganga, said to consist of the water of the Ganga released from Shiva’s hair in five streams. A small SHIVA temple of the Chola period is nearby.


Kamakshi/Kamakhya A goddess, a form of DURGA or DEVI.


Kamala Another name of the goddess LAKSHMI, and also one of the ten MAHAVIDYAS or Tantric goddesses. She is described as beautiful and with a golden complexion.


Kamarupa The ancient name of Assam. According to tradition, the gold KAMA was burnt to ashes here, and regained his form (rupa) here. From medieval times, Kamarupa was associated with Tantric rites and worship, and this legend may be an attempt to give legitimacy to such rites. Kamarupa is extensively described in Tantric texts including the Kalika Purana and Yogini Tantra. The famous KAMAKHYA TEMPLE is located here.


Kamban/Kampan A Tamil poet who rewrote the RAMAYANA in Tamil. Some scholars place him in the ninth century, while others feel he lived at the court of the Chola kings in the twelfth century. In his introductory verses, Kamban states that the work was composed in Vennainalur (located in Thanjavur district of Tamil Nadu), and that he was a protege or friend of one Sadaiyan. Sadaiyan or Sadayappan is referred to later in this Ramayana, as well as in other sources, as a rich Vellala (agriculturalist), who was influential at the Chola court.

Kamban’s Ramayana is based on VALMIKI’S work, with some differences. Known as IRAMAVATARAM or the Kamban Ramayana, and written in Sanskritized Tamil, this is considered a sacred text.


Kamsa A king who was slain by the god KRISHNA, and is described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. He was the son of King UGRASENA of Mathura, and had a brother named Sunaman. According to the account in the VISHNU PURANA, Kamsa was once the asura Kalanemi, previously killed by Vishnu, and reborn as the son of Ugrasena. Kamsa was married to Asti and Prapti, the daughters of king JARASANDHA of Magadha. According to one story, Kamsa was not really Ugrasena’s son. A GANDHARVA named Dramila forced himself on Ugrasena’s wife, resulting in Kamsa’s birth. Therefore even his mother hated him, and cursed him saying he would be killed by a member of Ugrasena’s family.

Kamsa gave DEVAKI, his cousin, a chariot when she married VASUDEVA. While the three were driving in it, a voice predicted that Devaki’s eighth son would kill Kamsa. Kamsa wanted to kill Devaki right then, but Vasudeva assured him that he would hand over to Kamsa all sons born to Devaki. In one version of the story, Kamsa put Devaki and Vasudeva in prison, so that he could seize the children himself. According to some accounts, he killed the first six sons, but the seventh and eighth, BALARAMA and Krishna, escaped.

Kamsa had several ASURAS who were his assistants. These included Putana, Pralamba, Dhenuka, Arishta, Keshi, Agha, Chanura, Mushtika, and Dvivida or Vivida. All of them attempted to kill Balarama and Krishna, but were instead killed by the two boys. Finally, Kamsa himself was killed by Krishna after a fierce battle in Mathura.

The story of Kamsa can be interpreted at several levels. At the religious and mythical level it represents the victory of good over evil, and this is the way the story is popularly represented and remembered. Kamsa ka Mela is a festival held at MATHURA and AGRA in October/November every year, celebrating the ancient victory of the god Krishna over Kamsa. The victory is re-enacted, as actors dressed as Krishna and Balarama shoot arrows at an effigy of Kamsa, which then goes up in flames.

Kamsa’s hatred for Krishna has even been interpreted as a form of BHAKTI. Thinking constantly of a deity, even with hatred, leads to union with that deity. Thus Kamsa, in some texts, becomes a part of Krishna. This could reflect the integration of an earlier cult into Vaishnavism. The Krishna story records the superimposition of Vaishnavism on other cults and sects as well.

At a more mundane level, there are other possible interpretations. It reflects a conflict between city dwellers and pastoral nomads, for while Kamsa lived in fortified Mathura, Krishna and Balarama lived with other cowherds in the countryside. It can also be seen as a struggle for kingship, as Vasudeva was the son of Shurasena, the previous king of Mathura. He is said to have opted to be a cowherd, and therefore Ugrasena became king, but the sons of Vasudeva may have wished to return to Mathura. Another theory is that it reflects a matrilineal society, where succession passes to the sister’s son. Psychologically, the story of Kamsa is also that of an unwanted child, who turns angry and bitter against the world.

After the death of Kamsa, Krishna reinstated Ugrasena on the throne. But King Jarasandha’s repeated attacks led Krishna to move to DVARAKA.


Kanada, Uluka The founder of the VAISHESHIKA school of philosophy, who probably lived between the third century BCE and the early centuries CE. Some feel he lived even earlier, before the time of the Buddha. He wrote the VAISHESHIKA SUTRA, the basic text for Vaisheshika philosophy, which is also known as Aulukya Darshana. According to one story, the god SHIVA appeared to Kanada in the form of an owl (uluka) and revealed the philosophy to him.


Kanakadasa A BHAKTI saint of the sixteenth century, who belonged to the HARIDASA sect in the Karnataka region and was a contemporary of PURANDARADASA. Kanakadasa, a shepherd (Kuruba) by birth, was a disciple of Vyasaraya, who was also possibly Purandaradasa’s teacher. According to other sources, he was originally a Beda or Nayaka, and was once a warrior. Kanakadasa, seeing HARI or God everywhere, sang philosophical songs of devotion in Kannada. Among his compositions is Haribhaktisara, a devotional poem to Hari or Vishnu, consisting of almost 100 stanzas. Nalacharitre tells the story of NALA and Damayanti. Mohana-tarangani has forty-two cantos, and deals with the story of the god KAMA being burnt to ashes, and his rebirth as PRADYUMNA, the son of Krishna. Ramadhanya-charite, in fifty-eight stanzas, is based on a folk tale and looks at the relative merits of ragi (a form of millet) and rice. The god RAMA sees that ragi has more strength, and names it Raghavadhanya, later abbreviated to ragi.

Kanakadasa’s devotional compositions are still popular today. In one of his songs, he says:


This body is yours, so is the life within it;



Yours too are the sorrows and joys of our daily life.

Whatever sweet word or Veda or story of law that we hear,

The power to hear them is yours.

The eye that gazes on the beauty of form,

That vision too is yours.



When a dog entered his house, and stole some bread, Kanakadasa saw him too as the Lord, and ran after him with ghi (clarified better) and gur (unrefined sugar), calling ‘Lord, have this on your bread too’.

Kanaka is associated with the Krishna temple in UDUPI. Despite his devotion, being of a low caste he was not allowed within the temple. He is said to have stood outside its western wall, and sung to the deity that he was unable to see. And one day, the wall cracked, a chunk fell out of it, and the deity turned his face to the west, so that Kanaka could see him. Even today, the image remains in that position, and is viewed through a grilled window on the western wall.


Kanchipuram A city in Tamil Nadu, one of the seven sacred Hindu cities. Located along the Palar river, it has Hindu temples dating back to the eighth century, as well as Buddhist and Jain monuments. Most of the SHIVA temples are located in a suburb to the north of the city, while VAISHNAVA temples are at another end of the town. Across the river to the south are a group of Jain temples. Among the Shiva temples is the KAILASHNATHA TEMPLE of the eighth century. The Vaikuntha Perumal is a Vishnu temple of the same period. Chola temples include the KAMAKSHI, Ekambareshvara (Shiva temple) and Varadaraja, though these were reconstructed under the Vijayanagara rulers and Nayakas.

Stories about Kanchi are narrated in ancient texts, and it was a centre of pilgrimage from the earliest days. At different periods, Jains, Buddhists and Vedic scholars lived here. RAMANUJA (1017–1137) was one of the noted scholars who studied here.

Kanchi is the seat af a SHANKARACHARYA, who claims to belong to the direct lineage of Adi Shankaracharya. According to this tradition, SHANKARA himself settled here, and attained SAMADHI at Kanchi. Before this he established a MATHA of which he became the first Shankaracharya. Later, in 1743, this matha, the Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham, shifted to KUMBAKONAM, at a time when there was warfare in the region, though Kanchi remained the nominal centre. In the nineteenth century, the temple of the matha was reconsecrated at Kanchi. However, the SRINGERI Shankaracharyas put forward a different tradition, and do not count Kanchi among the original mathas established by Adi Shankaracharya.

At the Kanchi Matha, the deity Chandramoulishvara, a form of Shiva, is particularly worshipped.


Kanda Puranam A Purana composed in Tamil, which is based on a section of the Sanskrit SKANDA PURANA. It was composed by Kachhiyappa Shivachariar, the son of Kalattiyappa Shivachariar, a priest of the Murugan Temple at KANCHIPURAM. The date of its composition is uncertain, but it was probably written between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. The text has six kandams or chapters, with a total of 10,346 ‘viruttam’ verses. The kandams are: 1. Urpatti Kandam; 2. Asura Kandam; 3. Mahendra Kandam; 4. Porpari Kandam; 5. Dakka (Takka) Kandam.


The Kanda Puranam tells the story of the god MURUGAN (KARTTIKEYA or Skanda), and the reasons for his birth, and incorporates local legends and stories. Dakkan (DAKSHA), son of the god BRAHMA, obtained great boons from the god SHIVA, yet both he and his father showed disrespect to him in the sacrifices they conducted. Brahma and Dakkan were punished for this by Nanditevar and Virupattirar (Nandi and Virabhadra), while the devas who attended the sacrifice would be caused immense suffering by the asura SURAPADMAN (Surapatuman). After his birth Surapadman became extremely powerful and obtained boons from Shiva. He then began to oppress the devas, and Murugan was born to defeat him. Shiva himself created Murugan, with six faces and twelve hands. Finally, after a great battle, Surapadman was defeated.

The Purana describes the lives of Murugan and Surapadman, as well as Murugan’s marriages to DEVAYANAI, daughter of INDRA, and to Valli. Interspersed with the narrative are passages reflecting SHAIVA SIDDHANTA philosophy.


Kandariya Mahadeva Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at KHAJURAHO in Madhya Pradesh, constructed in the eleventh century. The temple is the largest and most intricately carved of all the temples here. It is constructed on a base with a height of 8.4 m. Two MANDAPAS or halls open into the GARBHA GRIHA, or inner shrine, which houses a LINGA. Towers rise above the mandapas, the highest reaching 30 m from the base. There are Shiva images on the walls of the garbha griha, and on the mandapa walls, which also include DIKAPALAS, other deities, and goddesses. Panels on the outer walls, depict couples in sexual postures.


Kandukuri Rudrakavi A BHAKTI poet who lived between c. 1480 and 1560, at the time of the Vijayanagara emperor Krishnadevaraya, and is thought to have been prominent at his court. He is believed to have written a number of works in Telugu, but three major narrative poems of his are known. Sugriva-vijayamu tells the story of the killing of VALI by RAMA and the coronation of SUGRIVA, and is the oldest available Yakshagana (folk play) in Telugu. The work was dedicated to Janardana, the deity of the temple at Kandukuru. Nirankushopakhyanamu tells the story of the dissolute youth Nirankusha, who is reformed by the grace of god. Janardanashtakamu are eight verses in praise of god Janardana. Two other poets of the same name are known, one who lived around the same time, and another of the seventeenth century.


Kanhopatra A BHAKTI saint, who lived in the fifteenth century and composed devotional verses in Marathi. She was a beautiful young woman, the daughter of a prostitute, who refused to follow her mother’s profession and became a devotee of the god VITTHALA. Hearing of her beauty, a king of Bidar asked that she be brought to him, but she instead went to PANDHARPUR, and while praying to the deity for protection died there. She was buried in the temple premises, and a tree planted over her is said to be still standing. Twenty-three of her verses are included in the anthology Sakalsantgatha. The verses are simple prayers to the deity, and reveal some of the difficulties of her life.


Kannagi/Kannaki A goddess worshipped in Tamil Nadu. Kannagi is a heroine in the SHILAPPADIKARAM, a Tamil epic dated between the second and sixth centuries. She was married to Kovalan, who was also involved with the dancer Madhavi. However, she remained chaste and faithful to him, and when he was unjustly executed by the king of MADURAI, she burnt down the city in her anger and grief. Her elevation to the status of a goddess is based on her chastity and devotion to her husband, which bestowed divine strength on her. She is considered a form of DURGA. She was worshipped as the goddess Pattini in south India and Sri Lanka and the Pattini cult still exists in Sri Lanka.


Kanishthas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that will exist in the fourteenth MANVANTARA, when Bhautya will be the MANU.


Kanniyakumari/Kanyakumari A goddess, who is worshipped alone, without a male consort. A town at the southermost tip of India is named after her, and a temple is dedicated to her here. She is a ‘virgin goddess’, but is also considered a form of PARVATI. Several stories are narrated about her. According to one, she was originally named Pushpakashi. She loved the god SHIVA and wished to marry him, and like Parvati, meditated on Mt. KAILASHA for hundreds of years. She was then granted her wish, entered heaven and became Shiva’s companion. But soon Shiva asked her to go down to earth again, to the southernmost point, to vanquish the asura Bana, and then to wait for him. She did so, as she had great powers because of her virginity, yet Shiva has not appeared to her again, and she still awaits him.

According to another story Kanniyakumari and KALI were created by Shiva to defeat the two asuras, Bana and Muka. Kanniyakumari was sent down to the southern tip of India, and successfully defeated Bana. She was so beautiful that the god Suchindra Perumal, at a nearby temple, fell in love with her and wanted to marry her. But the other gods were against this, as the goddess’s powers would diminish if she got married. At their request, the rishi NARADA put obstacles in the way, so that Kanniyakumari gave up and cursed the food items brought, which turned into sea-shells and sand, and are worshipped at eleven holy ghats or TIRTHAS around her temple. Another story states that PARASHURAMA established her image here for the protection of the land.

The processional deity in the temple is known as Tyagasundari, while the deity ready for marriage is Syamasundari.

The stories connected with Kanniyakumari indicate the power assigned to virginity. Most Hindu goddesses are powerful on their own, but passive when with their consorts.

Swami VIVEKANANDA used to meditate on a hill now known as Vivekananda hill, near the Kanniyakumari temple, and a Vivekananda Memorial is constructed on a rock in the sea.


Kanphata yogis A Shaivite sect founded by MATSYENDRANATH and GORAKHNATHA in the twelfth century. It was an esoteric TANTRIC sect, and its adherents wore huge earrings which split their ears, giving the sect its name (kanphata = torn or split ear). Their practices include HATHA YOGA.

They were also known as Nathpanthis, or NATHA YOGIS.


Kanva An ancient rishi. Some hymns of the RIG VEDA are attributed to him, and he is sometimes mentioned as one of the seven great rishis. In later texts, he is described as the rishi who took care of SHAKUNTALA, daughter of VISHVAMITRA and Menaka, in his ashrama.


Kanvariyas/Kavadi A term for those who participate in a ritual of carrying water from a sacred river to offer in a Hindu temple. In north India the water is usually carried from the GANGA, to offer in a temple of the god SHIVA. Traditionally, the water is in two covered pots, tied to a pole, and carried on the shoulders. Participants walk from a point on a sacred river, to a temple of their choice. They should not enter any vehicle, and should not place the pots on the ground at any time. The journey may take several days or even weeks, and they walk all day, resting at night. The ritual is undertaken for the fulfilment of a vow, or merely as an offering to the deity. In the old days it was an individual ritual, but now has increased in popularity, with lakhs of devotees participating in it during the month of Shravana (July–August), while some undertake it before SHIVARATRI in January–February. At this time special facilities are arranged for the pilgrims, free food and water is offered along the way, wooden stands are set up so pilgrims can place their pots on them while they rest, and temporary shelters are made for them to rest at night. For a few crucial days, even the national highways are closed to traffic, to allow the Kanvariyas to walk freely. On the last day processions are taken out, in which people dance and sing devotional songs, dressed as Shiva’s ganas or attendants.



Kanya Kumaris A sect of women SANNYASIS founded by Upasani Baba. Shri Upasani Baba Maharaj lived at Sakori near Pune in Maharashtra, and was revered as a great saint. From around 1932 he began initiating women and teaching them how to conduct various YAJNAS or sacrifices, consisting of Vedic rites and ceremonies for the traditional SAMSKARAS. He met with considerable opposition, but continued with his work. He founded the Upasani Kanya Kumari Sthan. After his death in 1941, the organization was headed by Godavari Mata, his first disciple. The Kanyas take vows of spiritual purity, celibacy, and daily worship. They are vegetarians and perform all the ashram tasks themselves. Trained in Sanskrit, in Srauta rites, and in performing all types of yajnas, they are now well-recognized and travel to different places to conduct rituals. They also help the local villagers with their problems, give spiritual discourses, and teach Vedic mantras.


Kapaleshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA located at Mylapur in Chennai in Tamil Nadu, constructed in the seventeenth century, with additions made later. An earlier temple which existed here was destroyed by the Portuguese. The main shrine has a large Shiva LINGA known as Kapaleshvara. Near this is another shrine with the image of Subrahmanya or KARTTIKEYA, and a smaller DEVI or goddess shrine. The goddess here is known as Kalpakavalli.

There are several legends associated with the temple. According to one story, the god BRAHMA once met Shiva and PARVATI in KAILASHA, but did not pay respect to them, and Shiva, in anger, cut off one of Brahma’s heads. To pacify Shiva, Brahma came to this spot and set up a lingam and worshipped it. As Brahma had lost one of his heads (kapala) the linga was known as Kapaleshvara, and the place Kapali-nagara.

Another story narrates how the name of the place was changed to Mylapur. Once Parvati saw a beautiful peacock dancing, and began to watch it, ignoring Shiva. Shiva then cursed her to become a pea-hen. He said she would regain her form if she worshipped him at Kapali-nagara. As Parvati performed worship and penance here in the form of a pea-hen (mayil), the place came to be known as Mylapur. The sthala (temple area) is also known as Vedapuri; here VISHNU brought the VEDAS that he had retrieved from an ASURA. It is called Shukrapuri as SHUKRA, who had lost an eye while trying to prevent MAHABALI from accepting Vishnu’s demands, regained it after worshipping the linga here.

The NAYANAR saint Tirujnana SAMBANDAR came here in the seventh century, and is said to have restored a girl to life. The girl, named Angampumpavai had died of snake bite, and her father preserved her bones in a pot. Sambandar sprinkled water on them from the tank here, and she revived. This event is still celebrated on the eighth day of the temple Brahmotsavam every year.

Kapaleshvara is still an important Shaiva shrine, visited by thousands of pilgrims.


Kapaleshvara Tirtha A TIRTHA or sacred spot, located 2 km north of TIRUPATI in Andhra Pradesh, where a natural waterfall descends from the hills. A small pond has been constructed to hold water from the falls and a shrine has been built into a rocky ledge. At the entrance a LINGA, sheltered by a NAGA, is worshipped as SHIVA in the form of Kapaleshvara. Within the shrine is an image of VISHNU, with his consorts, SHRIDEVI and BHUDEVI.


Kapalika A SHAIVITE sect with TANTRIC practices also referred to as Kapala and Mahavrata. The name is derived from kapala or a human skull. Kapaleshvara, lord of the Kapalikas, is a a name of the god SHIVA, while in the MAHABHARATA, Kapalin is also a name of one of the MARUTS. According to a story in the PURANAS, Shiva had a quarrel with the god BRAHMA, and cut off one of his heads. Thus he committed the sin of brahmahatya, the killing of Brahma, who was a BRAHMANA. To expiate this sin Shiva took a vow to wander as an ascetic for twelve years, using only the skull of Brahma as his begging bowl. This is known as mahavrata, the great vow. Finally Shiva ended his penance at KASHI (Varanasi) at Kapalamochana Tirtha. Kapalika ascetics use a skull as their begging bowl, and sometimes also carry a khatvanga, a skull mounted on a stick. They are smeared with ashes, wear bone or skull ornaments, and have their hair in matted locks.

The sect seems to have existed from around the fifth century. They are mentioned in negative terms by various writers such as Mahendravarman of the seventh century, and Krishnamishra of the eleventh century. Their philosophy included achieving divine union through the PANCHA-MAKARAS, or five elements used in Tantrism.

Skulls were also used by Buddhist Tantrics. However, the kapala or skull also has a symbolic meaning, and in the secret language of Tantra (SANDHA-BHASHA) can represent the universe, the supreme deity, or the great void (SHUNYA).


Kapila An ancient RISHI, the traditional founder of the philosophical system of SAMKHYA. The SHVETASHVATARA UPANISHAD, epics, PURANAS, and other texts state that he was a great rishi. He is said to have had a pupil named Asuri, whose disciple was Panchashikha.

In some texts he is considered the mind-born son of the god BRAHMA, or an incarnation of AGNI. The HARIVAMSHA states that he was the son of Vitatha. In Vaishnava texts, he is one of the incarnations of the god VISHNU. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA (3.24), Vishnu as Kapila was incarnated as the son of the Prajapati KARDAMA and of Devahuti, one of the daughters of Svayambhuva Manu. After Kardama retired to meditate in the forest, Kapila lived with his mother near lake Bindusarovar, near the river SARASVATI. There he taught his mother the system of YOGA that would lead to her liberation. In this text his teachings include aspects of Yoga or means of union with the divine, the Samkhya theory of the origin of life, and the PANCHARATRA concept of vyuhas. Other legends of Kapila describe his meditation in a cave at GANGA SAGARA, where he burnt to ashes the sons of Sagara.

Probably a historical Kapila did exist, and lived around the seventh or sixth century BCE, but the text attributed to him, the Samkhyapravachana Sutra has been assigned a date as late as the fourteenth century CE. The Tattvasamasa is another late text that he is said to have written. There may have been texts written by him which do not survive.

Kapila is said to have lived in the Himalayas, and then near Kapilavastu in present-day Nepal, which was named after him. A temple of Kapila Muni is located at the site where he is said to have meditated at Ganga Sagara. According to the Bhagavata and Vishnu Puranas, his ashram was on the banks of the river Ikshumati.


Karaikkal Ammaiyar One of the sixty-three NAYANARS or Shaivite saints, whose verses are collected in the TIRUMURAI and whose life-story is recounted in the Periya Puranam. She lived some time between the fifth and seventh centuries. Born in a merchant family of Karaikkal, she was originally known as Punitavati, and was married to a merchant named Paramadatta. One day Paramadatta sent two mangoes home, and when he returned, he asked for them. Meanwhile Punitavati had fed one to a wandering Shaiva sannyasi. She gave Paramadatta one mango and prayed to SHIVA to replace the missing one. Immediately she recived a mango which was extraordinarily sweet. Paramadatta questioned her, and finally she told him how she obtained the second mango. ‘Produce another’, he said to her, and as she prayed to Shiva, another mango immediately appeared, but vanished when he tried to hold it.

Paramadatta decided he could not live with such a saint and left her. Later he went to MADURAI, married again, and had a daughter whom he named Punitavati in memory of his saintly wife. When Punitavati, his first wife, went to meet them, he touched her feet, and said she was a divine being. Punitavati then asked God to take away her beauty and human form, which she had retained only for her husband, and her wish being granted, she became like a Shiva-gana, with a skeletal form. She went in this form to Mt. KAILASHA, and thinking that she should not touch the sacred mountain with her feet, she travelled on her head. There even the god Shiva called her Amma, or ‘mother’. Hence she was known as the mother from Karaikkal. She prayed to Shiva for undying devotion and the bliss of witnessing his tandava (dance).

Shiva asked her to go to Tiru Alamkadu (Tiruvalangadu), where at his temple there, she witnessed his divine dance as NATARAJA. She remained in the temple for the rest of her life.

Three of her compositions, containing a total of 143 verses, are known. The first two, Arbhuta-tiri-antadi, and Tiru-irattai-mani-malai, include aspects of ADVAITA philosophy, while the third celebrates the dance of Lord Nataraja at Tiru Alamkadu.

Karaikkal Ammaiyar has a special shrine at Karaikkal. Here the Mangani Tirunal (mango festival) is celebrated on the full-moon day of the Tamil month of Ani, when curd-rice (rice made with yoghurt) and mangoes are distributed to pilgrims.


Karaga A festival celebrated in April in Karnataka, in honour of DRAUPADI, wife of the PANDAVAS. At this festival, Vira Kumaras, young men armed with swords, march in a moonlight procession.


Karam A tribal festival celebrated in August/September, mainly in Jharkhand. A karam tree is planted at a special spot in the village. At the time of the festival, tribals dance and sing around the tree, drinking rice beer. This ceremony is to ensure prosperity for the village.


Karchi Puja A festival celebrated in July, at Agartala in Tripura, in honour of the goddess DEVI or SHAKTI. The main celebrations last for seven days, and take place at the temple of Chaturdashi Devata, which contains fourteen images of Shakti.


Kardama A great rishi described in ancient texts, who was one of the PRAJAPATIS, created by BRAHMA. In some texts, he was the son of Kirtimat and father of Ananga or of Pulaha and Kshama. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, he married Devahuti, a daughter of Svaymbhuva Manu, and after a period of austerities, created for her a divine palace with all possible luxuries. Through her he had nine daughters and one son, KAPILA, the latter being an incarnation of VISHNU. Their daughters were married to nine rishis: ANASUYA to ATRI; Kala to MARICHI, Shraddha to ANGIRAS; Havirbhu to PULASTYA, Gati to PULAHA; Kriya to KRATU; Khyati to BHRIGU; ARUNDHATI to VASISHTHA and Shanti to Atharva. His ashram was near the river SARASVATI.


karma A Sanskrit word from the Sanskrit root ‘kri’, meaning ‘to do’, karma means ‘that which is done’ or ‘action’, and actually can refer to any action, but in Hindu philosophy, is used in a specific way. It indicates the results of action, and is used as a synonym for fate and destiny. In simple terms, it is the law of cause and effect, the principle that ‘as you sow, so shall you reap’. Every action has a result, and good or bad fortune is said to be the result of one’s own actions. Karma can be changed or modified through right action, and a state beyond the effects of karma is achieved through union with the divine. There are many subtle interpretations and modifictions of this concept, but it’s basic philosophy is accepted not only in Hinduism, but also in Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism, and permeates Indian life.


Karma is described in the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, and further explained in later texts. Among the types of karma mentioned in texts are:

Prarabda karma, which determines into which body the soul will be born, and how long it will live. It is the cumulative result of all past actions.

Sanchita karma, translated as ‘seed karma’, which constitutes the characteristics and aptitudes of a person, dependent on those in his past life. They can be modified with right practices and thoughts.

Agami karma or the karma that is being created for the future by one’s present actions.

Broadly, there are two types of karma (action): those that lead to merit (punya), and those that lead to demerit (papa). Another classification of karma is: vihita, that prescribed by the SHASTRAS; nishidha, that prohibited by shastras; udasina, those to which the shastras are indifferent, i.e., they are not mentioned in them.

The concept of karma is linked with that of REINCARNATION, in that the effect of actions can last through several lifetimes. The MANU SMRITI links actions performed with the type of birth taken in the next life. DHARMA is also associated with karma, as traditionally, right action is only that performed according to the duties of the castes and various stages of life, laid down in texts. Through right action over a series of lives, all karma is exhausted, and MOKSHA or liberation is achieved. The best form of action is nishkama karma, that done without desire or thought of a reward, as this form does not bind the person with future results or effects. Through JNANA or knowledge, and BHAKTI or devotion, karma can be mitigated, or in a sense, bypassed, as these are alternative routes to moksha. Thus KRISHNA in the BHAGAVAD GITA says: ‘Abandon all karmas and come to me.’


Other views:

Some thinkers have questioned the common concepts of karma. It is generally believed that because of one’s past actions, a person’s lifespan is determined even before birth. An untimely death, by any cause, is thus a part of one’s karma or destiny. CHARAKA questioned this theory as far back as the first century. He stated that provided no terrible sin had been committed, the right care of the body would help in prolonging life.

The YOGA VASISHTHA states that effort can change the course of one’s life, and present karma can thus overcome that of the past. Karma is defined as any kind of thought, which leads to subject object knowledge. But to attain liberation, thought which generates activity should cease.

Later thinkers have provided new interpretations of karma. In the late nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, Theosophists adopted the theory of karma, and believed that it was an inexorable law, the knowledge of which could help a person. Thus Annie BESANT, summarizing their views in her book on karma, wrote: ‘Only our own deeds can hinder us; only our own will can fetter us. Once let men recognize this truth, and the hour of their liberation is struck.’ In addition, Theosophists brought in occult theories, stating that all thoughts attached themselves to ‘elementals’, a type of rudimentary being, and thus gained a real existence.

Vivekananda follows the usual interpretation of karma. He said, ‘Our karma determines what we deserve and what we can assimilate. We are responsible for what we are; and whatever we wish ourselves to be, we have the power to make ourselves.’

Sri AUROBINDO, had a somewhat different interpretation of the concept. He saw karma as something that takes place to help the individual soul on its path, rather than as cause and effect or ‘reward and punishment’. Thus while he did not deny its existence, he reject the popular understanding of it. In ‘The Life Divine’ he says, ‘The inexorable rule of a tooth for a tooth is a frequent principle of the karmic law … These are very summary popular notions and offer no foothold to the philosophical reason and no answer to a search for the true significance of life.’

According to Sri Aurobindo, to understand the law of karma, one must first understand the nature of cosmic energy, and the purpose of life. Cosmic energy, incorporating all the complexities of one’s inner and outer life, takes one in a particular direction, depending on one’s inclinations and stage of evolution, and this results in the individual’s karma. Growth requires experiences of different kinds, both pleasurable and painful, and Aurobindo says, ‘the soul may of itself accept or choose poverty, misfortune and suffering as helpful to its growth, stimulants of a rapid development, and reject riches and prosperity and success as dangerous and conducive to a relaxation of spiritual effort … Cosmic existence is not a vast administrative system of universal justice with a cosmic law of recompense and retribution.’

Though the same term may not be used, karma as the law of cause and effect is also accepted in other religions.


Karma Mimamsa Another name of Purva MIMAMSA, an ancient school of philosophy.


Karma Yoga The path of union with the divine through KARMA or action. Patanjali’s YOGA SUTRA describes KRIYA YOGA as action dedicated to the divine. The BHAGAVAD GITA describes this path differently, stating that any action performed should be offered to the Supreme, without looking for its fruits or rewards. It also speaks of different types of actions, and of work or action that is silence. Swami VIVEKANANDA is among those who described the path of Karma Yoga in detail.

According to Vivekananda, Karma Yoga is one of four paths to the same goal of liberation, but each is not mutually exclusive. Karma Yoga is that system of ethics and religion that aims to attain this freedom through the path of unselfishness and good works. The Karma yogi need not believe in any metaphysical doctrine or even in God. Work is an essential foundation of nature. In one passage Vivekananda states that good works will not permanently change or affect the world, but will bring about inner changes and self-purification, ultimately leading to liberation. In another passage, however, he believes that selfless action can indeed transform the world. He stated that the one man in history who was the perfect Karma Yogi was Buddha. He said: ‘He is the ideal Karma-yogi, acting entirely without motive, and the greatest man ever born.’ He added that a man who works without any motive ‘will be a Buddha, and out of him will come the power to work in such a manner as will transform the world.’


Karna The name of the first of KUNTI’S sons, described in the MAHABHARATA. He was thus the brother of the PANDAVAS. Kunti was given a mantra by the rishi DURVASA, through which she could call on any god of her choice. To experiment, she called SURYA, and Karna was born through the sun god. Even at his birth, he wore divine armour and earrings. As Kunti was unmarried, she floated him down the river Ashvanadi in a basket. From the Ashvanadi, the basket reached the river Charmanavati, then the river YAMUNA and then the GANGA, finally reaching Champa in the kingdom of Anga. Here it was found by Radha, wife of a suta (charioteer) named Adhiratha, and the boy was brought up by Adhiratha and his wife, and was named Vasushena and Vrisha. (In some texts Adhiratha was a king). Later Adhiratha had other children. When he grew up Vasushena was sent to HASTINAPURA, learnt the art of warfare from DRONA, KRIPA, and PARASHURAMA, and became a great warrior. Because he was apparently of low birth, he was humiliated by ARJUNA, though he was befriended by DURYODHANA, who made him the king of Anga. Vasushena used to worship the god Surya every day, and to ask for wealth which he would distribute to brahmanas. Extremely pious, he was ready to give anything to a brahmana. As he was Duryodhana’s friend, the god INDRA, father of Arjuna, feared that Karna would be able to defeat Arjuna in battle. Indra therefore disguised himself as a brahmana, and came to Karna asking for his armour. Karna could not refuse, particularly as Indra promised that cutting off his armour would not leave him disfigured. Indra in return gave him a powerful divine weapon, but one that could be used only once. Before the great war took place, Kunti revealed to Karna that he was in fact the Pandavas’ brother, but Karna remained loyal to Duryodhana.

When the war took place he became the leader of the troops of Duryodhana on the sixteenth day, after the death of DRONA. Karna fought bravely but was killed by Arjuna when his chariot got stuck in mud and he was attempting to extricate it. After death he entered the sun (Ravi or Surya).

Karna’s story has been retold many times. Among the retellings are: Karna Bhushanam, a poem by Ullur S. Parameswara (1877–1949), written in Malayalam on the greatness of Karna; Karnagi Mama Amasung and Karnagi Aroiba Yahib, two plays on Karna by N. Ibobi Singh in Manipuri, which won the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1983; Karna Kunti Sambad, by Rabindranath TAGORE; Mrityunjay, a popular novel by Shivaji Savant, written in Marathi and first published in 1967. Its theme is that Karna was the greatest of the protagonists of the great war, but was let down by circumstances.


Kartabhaja A sect which originated in the seventeenth to eighteenth century in Bengal. It has been seen as an offshoot of Sahajiya-Vaishnavism or of Sufism. The sect was founded by Aulchand, about whom there are several legends. He probably lived between 1686 and 1779 (alternative dates are 1694–1770). According to one story, he was found as a baby in village Ula (later named Birnagar) in Nadia district of West Bengal, by Mahadev Barui, who took the baby home and brought him up. Later he became a wandering ascetic and came to be known as Aulchand. Another story says he was discovered at Ghoshpara as an eight-year-old boy who already had miraculous powers. It is not known whether he was a Hindu or a Muslim, but some accounts state he wandered disguised as a Muslim fakir. His name Aul suggests a connection with the BAULS. His followers believe he was an incarnation of CHAITANYA.

Aulchand asked people to worship the Supreme Being, whom he called Karta. The term ‘kartabhaja’ means a ‘worshipper of the lord’. He travelled across Bengal and spread his teachings, and finally settled at Ghoshpara. In Ghoshpara, the residence of Karta Ram Sharan Pal and his wife Sati Ma, the chief disciples of Aulchand, remains a place of pilgrimage. Ram Sharan and his wife were said to be Adi Purusha and Adya Shakti, that is the essence of male and female power, thus Ram Sharan was given the title ‘Karta.’ Music formed part of the method of worship and the main text of the sect is the Bhaver Gita, consisting of about 600 songs. According to tradition, these were composed by Dulalchand (1793–1833), the second Karta, though scholars feel they had diverse composers. The songs are in simple Bengali language, yet embedded with difficult concepts. They have esoteric mystic imagery, along with metaphors of urban life. The market place, terms of commerce, and even the term Company (from the East India Company), are used. The sect called itself the ‘new company’ which would help the poor.

The songs describe the philosophy of the sect, which seem a mix of Advaitic ideas and Tantric practices. Some of the songs are devotional, in praise of RADHA and KRISHNA. The sect sees the guru and God as the same. All their gurus are known as Karta, and live at the residence of the first Karta, Ram Sharan Pal, with whom Aulchand used to live. The words of the Karta are the shastras (sacred texts) to be obeyed. The name of Krishna is chanted, but at the same time it is stated that all are names of the guru, therefore KALI and Khuda are the same.

Kartabhajas describe the supreme reality pervading all life as sahaja, and explain sahaja as something that is innate, inborn and spontaneous, present in the self of every person. Like ADVAITA they believe the divine exists in every living being, but refer to it as sahaja, not as BRAHMAN. They do not believe in caste, and instead say that sahaja is the human caste. The aim is to transmute kama or desire, into prema or spiritual love.

Followers are allowed to marry, and follow a vegetarian diet on Fridays, their sacred day. The sect attracted a number of followers, both Hindu and Muslim. It was open to all castes and to women. The Kartabhajas brought the common people into their fold, and claimed to be a revival of the true Chaitanya tradition, which by the eighteenth century had become orthodox and rigid.

In the ninetenth century, Kartabhajas were more numerous than SAHAJIYAS or Bauls, but declined in the twentieth century.

Ghoshpara, a few miles from Kolkata, remains the centre of the sect. The main festival here is the three-day Dol Yatra festival that takes place at the same time as Holi.

In Bangladesh, a new Kartabhaja sect was founded by Anukul Chandra in the twentieth century, which continued the basic principles of the original sect. Another Kartabhaja sect was founded by Vaishnavacharan, a nineteenth-century Tantric.


Kartavirya A king of the Haihayas, described in the PURANAS and other texts. Arjuna Kartavirya, the son of Kritavirya, was said to be a Naradeva, that is, a human god, and an incarnation of the chakra (disc) of VISHNU. He is also referred to as a rajarishi (royal sage), a pashupala (guardian of animals), and a kshetrapala (guardian of fields). He established his capital at Mahishmati on the banks of the Narmada river. He worshipped DATTATREYA, and obtained a boon of a thousand arms, and a golden chariot that could travel anywhere according to his will. He ruled the earth for 85,000 years, and during his rule, there was peace, prosperity and justice. His great powers included his ability to control the waters of the river Narmada and of the ocean. Despite all this, when he visited the ashram of JAMADAGNI, he was envious of his Kamadhenu (wish-fulfilling cow), and stole the sacred cow, after which PARASHURAMA cut off his arms and killed him. According to another version, his rule was oppressive, and the god VISHNU was incarnated as Parashurama for the specific purpose of killing him.

Arjuna Kartavirya had a hundred or, according to some accounts, a thousand sons. All of them were killed in battles, except for five. These killed Jamadagni in retaliation for their father’s death. Parashurama then annihilated the kshatriyas.


Karttika festival A festival which involves the worship of the god SHIVA, in the form of the five elements, earth, water, fire, air and ether. It is celebrated at Shiva temples, mainly in south India, in November/December.


Karttikeya A god, also commonly known as Skanda and Kumara. In the south he has several names including Subrahmanya and MURUGAN. His other names include Mahasena, Shakha, Vishakha, Guha, Brahmanya and Naigameya.

According to myths, he was born in order to destroy the asura TARAKA. Taraka was troubling the gods, but they were unable to defeat him because he had attained his powers through a boon from the god BRAHMA. It was predicted that only a son of SHIVA could destroy him. But Shiva, after the death of his wife SATI, was in retreat, meditating, not wishing to marry again. Sati had been reborn as Uma (PARVATI) and she too sat in meditation, till Shiva noticed her and married her.

After the marriage Shiva and Parvati engaged in love-play on Mt KAILASHA, and Shiva dropped his seed, which was accepted by the god AGNI. Unable to hold it, Agni gave it to the river GANGA, who transferred it to the six Krittikas, the wives of sages. They threw their foetuses back in the Ganga, who threw it into a forest of reeds, and there Karttikeya was born, named after the Krittikas, and with six faces as he had six mothers. Then Uma and Shiva took back their child.

According to another story, Karttikeya was the son of Agni. SVAHA wished to be the consort of Agni, and disguised herself as the wives of six rishis, in order to cohabit with him. She threw Agni’s seed on the mountain Shveta, where it developed into Karttikeya, who had six heads.

One story in the MAHABHARATA attempts to link these two births. It states that Rudra and Uma (i.e., Shiva and Parvati) had actually entered Agni and Svaha, and Karttikeya was born from them.

Karttikeya grew into a handsome young man, and became the commander-in-chief of the divine forces. According to some accounts, he achieved his full form in six days. The Mahabharata describes his investiture as commander, for which the DEVAS, led by BRAHMA, went to Himavat on the banks of the SARASVATI. There the sacred rites were performed, after which he was given helpers or companions (parishadas) by many of the gods. Then Shiva gave him a huge army, while others gave him weapons and other items. Supported by the army, his companions and various matri-ganas (groups of mothers), Karttikeya killed Taraka and numerous other DAITYAS.


Karttikeya’s younger brother was GANESHA. To decide who would marry first, their parents asked them to go around the world. Whoever returned first would be married first. Strong Karttikeya set off on his peacock, while Ganesha slowly walked around his parents, saying that to him they were the world. Ganesha was married first, and Karttikeya felt unhappy. Therefore, it is said, he went to the south, and never returned to north India again.

Karttikeya is often considered to be a celibate, ascetic god. However, he was also married. Texts describe DEVASENA as his chief consort. In the south she is known as Devayanai, while Valli or Mahavalli, is another consort with her own myths. He is also associated with the goddess Shashthi.

Some other aspects of Karttikeya are given below: Karttikeya and the mothers: Karttikeya is linked with MATRIKAS or mother goddesses. In some accounts he was reared by the six Krittikas who became his devoted mothers. To help him in his battle, there were numerous matri-ganas or groups of mothers.

Karttikeya and children: Once Karttikeya was struck by a vajra (thunderbolt) and a number of children were born, both male and female. Vishakha or Bhadrashakha (forms of Karttikeya) protected them in battle, thus he is known as Kumara Pitri, the father of children.

Karttikeya in different forms: Shakha, Vishakha and Naigameya are associated with him. These are sometimes said to be his different forms, his brothers, or his sons. Bhadrashakha is another form mentioned. Naigameya and Bhadrashakha are said to have faces of goats. Alternatively, Karttikeya’s sixth face is said to be of a goat.

Parishadas: Karttikeya has a numerous parishadas or companions. Like Shiva’s ganas, many of these have animal faces and weird forms.

Myth and iconography indicate that Skanda-Karttikeya is a composite god, originally with YAKSHA affinities. In some texts he is identified with SANAT KUMARA, the mind-born son of BRAHMA. He is also identified with MANGALA, or Mars.

Karttikeya is worshipped more in the south, particularly in his form as Murugan, but at one time he was popular in north India. He is depicted in coins of the Yaudheyas, who ruled between the second century BCE and the third century CE in the area of Haryana and Garhwal. The MAHABHARATA and Mahamayuri record he was the god of Rohitaka (Rohtak, Haryana). He is also depicted on the coins of the Kushana ruler Huvishka (second century CE) and Kartttikeya images appear frequently in the time of the Kushanas. In reliefs at MATHURA, a Kushana capital, he is depicted along with Shashthi, or Vishakha, or with other Matrikas. The Matrika near him often has six heads, representing the six Krittikas, or one head with five above in a halo. He appears on the coins of the Gupta ruler, Kumaragupta (CE 412–455), and in inscriptions of Skandagupta (CE 455–467), there are references to temples dedicated to Karttikeya. In Bengal, several images of him have been found dated between the eighth and eleventh centuries. In south India he was the tutelary deity of the Kadambas. As Subrahmanya he is depicted at AIHOLE and ELLORA.

In the BRIHAT SAMHITA he is described as riding a peacock, and holding a shakti (spear). In the VISHNUDHARMOTTARA he is said to be six-faced and four-armed, riding a peacock, and dressed in red. In his two right hands he holds a cock (kukkuta) and a bell (ghanta), in his left hands a victory flag (vaijayanti pataka) and a spear.

In literature Kalidasa’s Kumara Sambhava specially deals with his story. The SKANDA PURANA is said to have been narrated by Skanda, and the Tamil KANDA PURANA, a late version of the Skanda, has more stories on him. Karttikeya, Skanda or Murugan is also praised in Sanskrit hymns assigned to SHANKARA, the Tiruppugazh hymns of ARUNAGIRINATHA and several others. MUTHUSWAMY DIKSHITAR of the eighteenth century composed several kritis on him, and so did many later singers, notable among them Papan Sivan of the twentieth century.

Today Karttikeya is worshipped mainly in Shiva temples, though there are independent MURUGAN temples in the south. Among places sacred to Karttikeya the SRISAILAM hill, where he is said to have first gone after leaving home; there is a shrine dedicated to him here. He is worshipped in Shiva shrines in Bhubaneswar (Orissa), and along with DURGA in Bengal. There are a number of subsidiary shrines dedicated to him, prominent among them being those in the Kapaleshvara Temple in Chennai and in the NATARAJA TEMPLE at Chidambaram.


Karuppan/Karuppanaswami A village deity in Tamil Nadu, also known by other names, including Peria Karuppan, Siria Karuppan, Kummati Karuppan and Krishna Putram. Karuppan is a male deity usually associated with AYYANAR, but unlike Ayyanar is a meat-eating god. Karuppan shrines or temples are located near Ayyanar temples. Karuppan is also a guardian deity at other temples. At the ALAGAR temple near Madurai, the wooden doors on the eighteenth step at the entrance to the gopuram are dedicated to him and worshipped. Karuppan is said to have come from the north, hence devotees face north while worshipping him. According to the story associated with this, once a king of Malabar sent a group of eighteen people, guarded by the god Karuppan, to bring the idol of Alagar to his palace. When they tried to take away Alagar, the temple priests killed all eighteen in defence, and buried them under the entrance. The god Karuppan then surrendered to the priests and promised to guard the doorway.

When Alagar goes on his annual visit to attend the enactment of his sister Meenakshi’s marriage, the list of ornaments he wears are read out before Karuppansawmi at the time of his departure and return.

According to another story, Karuppan is actually Madurai Veeran, a warrior in the army of the Nayakas of the seventeenth century. A princess fell in love with him and they eloped; both were deified after their death.


Karva Chauth A day-long fast observed by Hindu women for the welfare of their husbands. The fast is popular in the north, and normally takes place in October. On this day women wake early, and if they wish, eat and drink water before sunrise. They then neither eat nor drink anything until the rise of the moon. In the evening women wear jewellery and fine clothes and wait for their husbands to take them out to see the moon. The couple then eats together, celebrating marriage and togetherness.


Kashi A sacred city, the ancient name of VARANASI. It is particularly sacred to the Hindu god SHIVA. According to the PURANAS and other texts, all the sacred places or tirthas associated with Shiva are also represented here.

The Kashi Khanda, a section in the SKANDA PURANA, describes early Shiva temples located in and around Kashi. Kashi is said to be the greatest of sacred sites, and to die here is a sure way of attaining MOKSHA. All sacred centres as well as the twelve jyotir LINGAS are represented in Kashi. Kashi contains everything that is sacred in the whole world, and even transcends the world. It is said to be uncreated, eternal, and composed of light and wisdom. The city is a linga of light, a form of Shiva as the supreme deity. Kashi is also within the body, the place of liberation known as AVIMUKTA. A hymn attributed to SHANKARA, the Advaita philosopher, says:

‘I am that Kashi whose essence is self-knowledge.’


Kashi Vishvanatha Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at VARANASI, in Uttar Pradesh. Originally an ancient shrine, the temple was reconstructed in 1585, but demolished during the reign of the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb, and a mosque was built at the spot. In 1777 the temple was rebuilt adjacent to the mosque. The LINGA in the inner shrine is said to be the original one, which was thrown into the nearby well when the temple was destroyed and later retrieved. The walls are intricately carved, and above the temple are a series of spires. There are other small shrines in the courtyard, with lingas and images of deities. Behind is the Jnana Vapi well, whose waters are said to provide JNANA or wisdom. The adjacent mosque is named after it.


Kashmir Shaivism A term particularly used for a monistic branch of Shaivism, which was prominent in Kashmir, though other types of Shaivism were also prevalent there.

Its beginnings can be traced to the Shiva Sutra of Vasugupta, and to other texts including the Spanda Karika, Shivadrishti of Somananda, and the work of Kshemaraja, Utpaladeva, ABHINAVAGUPTA and others. In the literature of the system, it is known as Trika-shasana, Trika-shastra or Trika. According to the mythical origin of the system, at a time of spiritual darkness, SHIVA appeared on Mt KAILASHA as Shrikantha, and instructed the rishi DURVASA to again reveal the knowledge of the ancient Shastras. Durvasa then generated from his mind, three sons, Tryambaka, Amardaka and Shrinatha, who taught Shaiva monism, dualism, and unity in difference (bhedabheda). Tryambaka founded Trika Shastra.

Kashmir Shaivism deals with the triads (Trika), the nature of Shiva, the concept of spanda (spontaneous activity), the thirty-six tattvas or principles, the limitations of the three malas or impurities, and the means to remove these, leading to Pratyabhijna, the recognition of the world and the self as Shiva.

In this system, Shiva is the sole reality. He is transcendent and immanent, both beyond and within the world. He is self-luminous and pure consciousness (chit), as well as pure bliss (ananda). Shakti is his essential power of self-consciousness (chit-shakti) and pure will (vimarshana). Shiva creates through his free, conscious will. Cosmic manifestation is revealed through thirty-six tattvas or basic principles, while Parama Shiva is beyond these. These tattvas are also described in SHAIVA SIDDHANTA. The first five are Shiva, Shakti, Sadashiva, Ishvara and Shuddha vidya (pure knowledge). The sixth is maya, through which arises five sheaths (kanchukas) of kala (kalaa, power or creativity), vidya (limited knowledge), raga (attachment), kala (kaala or time), niyati (space or destiny). Purusha, the individual finite self, arises because these sheaths or coverings limit pure Shiva-consciousness. The other tattvas are the same as in SAMKHYA.

Kashmir Shaivism also distinguishes between spanda or kriya, which is spontaneous, motiveless activity, and KARMA, which is a binding force. Ajnana or ignorance leads to karma-mala, one of the three malas or impurities that bind the soul (pashu). But realization (pratyabhijna) leads to moksha or liberation.

Thus Kashmir Shaivism or Trika Shastra combines the concepts of Spanda and Pratyabhijna. Spanda has been called the faith of Trika, and the Pratyabhijna its philosophy.

There were other forms of Shaivism in Kashmir, including a dualistic form of Shaiva Siddhanta, based on the twenty-eight Shaiva Agamas, and the worship of Shiva as Svachchhandabhairava, along with his consort Aghoreshvari.


Kashyapa An ancient RISHI or sage, one of the seven great rishis, said to be the grandson of the god BRAHMA, and the progenitor of human beings, as he was the father of VIVASVAT and grandfather of MANU. He is also called PRAJAPATI.


Some of the Vedic hymns are attributed to him, and in Vedic texts, he is also a mythical being associated with the sun. In the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, he is a rishi who married a number of daughters of DAKSHA, through whom all beings in the world were descended. Different accounts of the daughters he married are given in various texts. According to the RAMAYANA he married eight daughters: Aditi, Diti, Danu, Kalaka, Tamra, Krodhavasha, Manu and Anala. The MAHABHARATA states that Kashyapa married thirteen daughters, and gives their names as: Aditi, Diti, Danu, Kala, Danayu, Simhika, Krodha, Pradha, Vishva, Vinata, Kapila, Muni and Kadru.

The VISHNU PURANA agrees with the number thirteen, but the list given is slightly different: Aditi, Diti, Danu, Arishta, Surasa, Surabhi, Vinata, Tamra, Krodhavasha, Ira, Khasa, Kadru and Muni. While the number thirteen is usual, the names vary in different Puranas. Additional names of Kashyapa’s wives in various Puranas include Anayusha or Danayusha, Sarama, Vach, and Tvisha.

Through Kashyapa and his wives, all living beings were born. Accounts of his descendants through his wives also vary, but generally are as below:

ADITI was the mother of thirty-three gods, which usually include the twelve ADITYAS, eleven RUDRAS, eight VASUS and two ASHVINS. Vivasvat and VAMANA, an incarnation of VISHNU, were also born to her. DANU was the mother of the DANAVAS; DITI, mother of the DAITYAS and of the MARUTS; and KADRU, mother of the NAGAS or serpents. Khasa was the mother of YAKSHAS and RAKSHASAS. Plants were descended from IRA and her daughters, and birds and some animals from TAMRA. VINATA was the mother of GARUDA and ARUNA, and SURASA of multiheaded serpents (sarpa) who traverse the sky. From SURABHI came cattle, and from KRODHAVASHA, sharp-toothed monsters, or through her daughters, wild animals. MUNI gave birth to apsaras, and Arishta or Pradha to GANDHARVAS. Others were mothers of various beings.

Kashyapa also married two daughters of Vaishvanara, Puloma and Kalika, and from them had sixty thousand danavas known as Paulomas and Kalakanjas or KALAKEYAS.


Katarmal Surya Temple A temple of the god SURYA, located at Katarmal near Almora in Uttarakhand. It was constructed in the twelfth century. In the main shrine is an image of Surya, about 1 m high, made of brownish stone. The temple is in a dilapidated state.


Katha Gurucharita An account of VAISHNAVA saints composed in the seventeenth or eighteenth century in Assamese prose. The anonymous work deals with SHANKARADEVA, MAHADEVA, and some of their successors. It provides an account of their lives and the centres of pilgrimage that they visited, against a background of the political social and economic conditions of the times.


Katha Sarit Sagara A Sanskrit text composed by SOMADEVA of Kashmir in the eleventh century. The text, based on the earlier Brihatkatha of Gunadhya consists of a series of 350 stories. The stories are of all kinds, some based on mythical tales from earlier texts, others semi-historical, and many that are magical and mysterious. While providing entertainment, the stories raise ethical questions and present a picture of the myths, superstitions, religious beliefs and socioeconomic conditions of the times. The text includes stories of deities, but these often differ from the traditional versions.


Katha Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a verse UPANISHAD that can be dated between 600 and 300 BCE. This is one of the most popular Upanishads, which tells the story of NACHIKETA, a pious boy. Seeing his father offering old and barren cows to BRAHMANAS, he questioned him, saying, ‘To whom then will you give me?’ He asked again and again, till the angry father said, ‘I will give you to death’. The boy dutifully went to the house of YAMA, god of death, who happened to be away. He waited for him for three days, and when he returned, Yama in apology for his absence, granted him three boons. For the first boon, Nachiketa asked that his father, Gautama, be pacified. For the second, Nachiketa asked for the knowledge of the fire (AGNI) that leads to heaven and immortality, and Yama taught him the fire sacrifice, which was then named after him. For the third boon, Nachiketa said, ‘There is that doubt when a man is dead—some say he is, some say he is not—this I should like to know.’ Then Yama taught him the truth about life and death, and about the ATMAN, knowing which all is known, and neither grief nor fear remain.

SHANKARA, the philosopher of ADVAITA, is among those who have commented on this Upanishad. This text is attached to the Krishna YAJUR VEDA.


Katyayana A Sanskrit scholar and grammarian. He wrote a commentary on the Sanskrit grammar of PANINI, as well as the Katyayana Shrauta Sutra, and the Yajurveda Pratishakya. A DHARMA SHASTRA is also attributed to him. Katyayana has been variously dated between the fourth and first century BCE, and was also known as Varuruchi.


Kaula A term for TANTRIC sects. Kaula refers to the family (kula) of initiates. It is specifically used for the Shaivite Tantric school which focuses on raising the KUNDALINI. It uses the PANCHA-MAKARA, and attempts to transcend desire (kama), through meditation on it.


Kaumodaka The name of the mace of the god KRISHNA.


Kaumudi A deity, the wife of Chandra or SOMA, the moon, who represents moonlight. Another name of hers is Jyotsna.


Kaurava The descendants of King KURU of ancient texts. The name Kaurava particularly applies to the hundred sons of DHRITARASHTRA in the MAHABHARATA, of whom DURYODHANA was the eldest. Technically it also applies to the PANDAVAS, their cousins, as both groups were descended from Kuru.


Kaushambi An ancient city, located near the river YAMUNA, not far from ALLAHABAD in Uttar Pradesh. This historic site is mentioned in several ancient texts including the BRAHMANAS, the MAHABHARATA, the RAMAYANA, and the PURANAS, as well as in Buddhist and Jain texts. The city was occupied from about the seventh century BCE to the sixth century CE. According to the Puranas, Nichakshu, a descendent of PARIKSHIT, moved his capital here from HASTINAPURA. Archaeological excavations have unearthed a wealth of material, including structures, coins, sculptures and thousands of terracotta images. It was also the site of an Ashokan Pillar, later shifted to Allahabad.

In the sixth century BCE, Kaushambi was a prosperous town, and Buddhist remains have been found here. Brahmanical and Jain sculptures also occur and there are hundreds of terracotta images of various deities. In addition, the excavator felt there was evidence to indicate a site of the PURUSHAMEDHA or human sacrifice described in Vedic texts, though this has been doubted by others.

Kaushambi was an important city up to about the sixth century CE. Today, a small settlement of the same name exists at the ancient site.


Kaushitaki Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an early UPANISHAD, which can be dated to the sixth or seventh century BCE, and is also known as the Kaushitaki Brahmana Upanishad. The text has four chapters. It deals with the path to the other world, PRANA or the life breath, the worship of the sun and the new moon, and the identity of the god INDRA with prana, as well as with rebirth and liberation through knowledge. In Chapter 4, AJATASHATRU of Kashi explains the nature of BRAHMAN to Gargya Balaki, who was famed for his learning in the scriptures. Brahman exists as the Self in various phenomena, and knowledge of the true Self leads to ultimate unity. This Upanishad is attached to the RIG VEDA and forms part of the Kaushitaki Aranyaka.


Kaustubha A jewel obtained at the time of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA or divine nectar. The jewel adorns the god VISHNU, or his incarnation, KRISHNA.


kavacha A Sanskrit term for armour or a covering of some kind. In a spiritual sense it refers to verses, MANTRAS, YANTRAS, or amulets that provide protection to a person. A kavacha may be related to a specific deity, usually a goddess, or to several deities. Physical, mental and spiritual protection is believed to be provided by a kavacha.


Kaviyur Rock Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located in a cave carved into the rock at Kaviyur, District Alleppey, Kerala. It can be dated to the eighth or ninth century.


kavya A literary style that developed in the early centuries CE. Kavya or mahakavya used metaphor, simile, complicated metres and often an ornate style. The term was used mainly for stories with traditional themes, retold from the epics. BHARAVI, MAGHA, KALIDASA, BHAVABHUTI, were among early composers of kavyas.


Kedarnatha Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Kedarnath in Uttarakhand, at a height of 3581 m. Kedarnatha is one of the names of Shiva. A natural Shiva LINGA is located here, and is one of the twelve jyotirlingas.

There are a number of myths and legends regarding the temple. It was said to have been constructed in ancient days by NARA and NARAYANA, two rishis who were incarnations of VISHNU, and worshipped Shiva here. Other stories relate the temple to the PANDAVAS, who often came here to pray to Shiva. After the great war, they searched for Shiva to obtain his blessings, to free them from the guilt of killing their relatives, but Shiva remained elusive. He changed into a bull or buffalo, and at Kedarnath dived under the ground, leaving his hump behind. Other parts of him appeared nearby, his arms at Tungnath, his navel at Madhmaheshvara, his face at Rudranath, his head and hair at Kalpeshvara. These places also have shrines, and together with Kedarnath are known as the Panch-Kedar (five Kedars). Another story states that when the Pandavas set out for heaven, they reached this peak, and were blessed by Shiva. ARJUNA first thought Shiva was a local hunter, but then he realized who he was, and constructed this shrine in his honour.

SHANKARA, the Advaita philosopher, is said to have attained SAMADHI here.

Kedarnath is a major centre of pilgrimage and, along with BADRINATH, GANGOTRI and YAMUNOTRI, is one of the Char Dham, or four main temples in the western Himalayan region.


Kelang Naga A NAGA deity worshipped in the Bharmour region of district Chamba in Himachal Pradesh. According to legend, this deity once lived in Lahaul. At the time of an epidemic in the Kugti valley, the people of Kugti prayed to this deity, who left Lahaul and came towards the region, riding on the horns of a ram. He stopped at Dughi, 3 km from Kugti, and then moved to Darun. The people had indications that he was there, and digging beneath the ground they came upon a three-headed stone image seated in padmasana (lotus posture). A temple was built for the deity, near village Kugti. Later, Raja Ram Singh of Chamba installed an ashtadhatu (eight-metal alloy) image, with figures of nagas all round. Kelang Naga is considered the lord of the Kugti valley, and is worshipped by the local people.


Kena Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that has four sections, two in verse and two in prose, and describes the nature of BRAHMAN, which is superior to all the devas or gods, and can be personalized as ISHVARA. It explains that Brahman is the source of all life and knowledge.

The Upanishad gets its name from the first word of the text, that is ‘Kena’ (by whom). It belongs to the SAMA VEDA, and is attached to the Talavakra Brahmana.


Ker Puja A festival held seven days after KARCHI PUJA in Tripura. At Agartala, the main centre of the festival, seven BRAHMANA priests chant mantras, while a huge pole is raised in the air by ropes, and then lowered to the ground. This is believed to bring prosperity to the area.


Keshava Deva Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, located at MATHURA in Uttar Pradesh. It was erected by Raja Bir Singh Bundela, when the Mughal emperor Jahangir was ruling. Under AURANGZEB’S orders, the temple was destroyed in 1670, and a mosque was constructed in its place. The temple was rebuilt later.


Keshava Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, located at Somnathpur in Karnataka, constructed in 1268 by Somnath, a general of the Hoysala ruler Narasimha III. The temple has three shrines dedicated to Vishnu, and surrounded by a passageway, within a rectangular enclosure. A pillared MANDAPA or hall extends eastwards. The structure is a typical Hoysala temple, within a star-shaped ground plan, with a high plinth and carved panels on the basements, representing elephants, horses with riders, mythological scenes, geese and MAKARAS. Above, on the walls, Vishnu, his incarnations and consorts, as well as other deities, are carved. Among notable sculptures are a dancing Vishnu and GANESHA, Vishnu and LAKSHMI riding on GARUDA, and INDRA and his consort Shachi on their elephant.

The temple is made of green-grey chloritic schist. An inscribed stone slab on the eastern gateway records its dedication by Somnath.


Keshava Kashmira Bhatta A philosopher of DVAITADVAITA. According to some accounts he was born in 1479, but according to other scholars he probably lived in the seventeenth century. He wrote a number of texts on NIMBARKA’S philosophy. Among them were: Vedanta-kaustubha-prabha, a commentary on Vedanta-Kaustubha written by Shrinivasa, Nimbarka’s direct disciple; a commentary on the BHAGAVAD GITA called Tattvaprakashika; the Tattva-prakashika-vedastuti-tika, a commentary on the tenth skandha of the BHAGAVATA PURANA; Taittriya-prakashika, a commentary on the TAITTIRIYA UPANISHAD; and Krama-dipika, largely dealing with mantras used by the Nimbarka school. Keshava was succeeded by Shri Bhatta, who wrote in Braj Bhasha, thus further popularizing the system. Shri Bhatta’s work Yugalashataka describes the love between RADHA and KRISHNA. His disciple was Harivyasadeva, probably of the seventeenth or eighteenth century, who wrote in both Sanskrit and Braj Bhasha.

Keshava Kashmira has sometimes been placed in the fifteenth century, based on an account in the Chaitanya Charitamrita, where he is said to have conversed with Chaitanya. However, according to S.N. Dasgupta, this seems to have been a different person, as Harivyasadeva was the thirty-second teacher after Nimbarka, and this would lead to a later date.


Ketu One of the NAVAGRAHA or nine planets. Ketu is a ‘shadow’ planet, represented in astronomy by the descending node of the moon. It is the other end of RAHU, which is the ascending node, and according to myth, is fixed in the sky with the head of a dragon. Ketu is the dragon’s tail. Comets and meteors are said to arise from it. Like Rahu, Ketu is also said to be a DANAVA, or sometimes a daitya, and was the son of VIPRACHITTI and SIMHIKA. His chariot moves across the sky, drawn by eight horses who are described as dark or sometimes as dusky red. They are alternatively said to be the colour of lac, or of the smoke of burning straw.









Khajuraho A town located in Madhya Pradesh, famous for its temples, many of them with erotic sculptures, constructed mainly between the tenth and twelfth centuries, under the rulers of the Chandella dynasty. There are both Hindu and Jain temples here, and about twenty-five temples are still extant, constructed in a distinctive style. Most of them are erected on a high platform, and are entered through an open porch, followed by a MANDAPA or hall, a larger mandapa with lateral transepts, a vestibule and an inner shrine. Above is a SHIKHARA or tower, and some of the temples have a number of subsidiary shikharas, clustered together. The temples are decorative and intricately carved with sculptures of all kinds, deities, semi-divine figures or minor deities, sura-sundaris or beautiful young women representing APSARAS or divine nymphs, dancers, musicians, couples in erotic postures, and various animals. Among the Hindu temples, the earliest is the Chausath Yogini Temple, of the late ninth century while the most imposing is the KANDARIYA MAHADEVA TEMPLE, dedicated to Shiva. Among other Hindu temples are the Lakshmana, Vishvanatha, Jagdambi, Chitragupta and VAMANA temples. Some of the temples have both Hindu and Jain deities.


Khandava forest A forest described in the MAHBHARATA, located on the river YAMUNA. The forest was destroyed by fire, by the god AGNI, and the city of INDRAPRASTHA was built here.


Khandikia Harivamsha A text composed by Narayanadasa in 1762 in the Oriya language. This Harivamsha is contained in a single book (khandikia), hence its name. The Khandikia Harivamsha is in the form of a dialogue between SHUKA and PARIKSHIT, and describes the life of KRISHNA along with VAISHNAVA philosophy. The story of Krishna’s body being consigned to the sea and, after reaching the shore at Puri, being converted into the image of JAGANNATHA is retold here. Jagannatha is thus identical with Krishna. The text also states that Jagannatha is the same as the Buddha, and that he is eternal, existing before creation.


Khandoba A deity who is worshipped in Maharashtra and Karnataka, and is generally considered a form of SHIVA. He is also known as Mallari, Malharai, Mailar, Mhalsakant, Ravalnath, and Yelkoti Mahadeva. Medieval texts such as the Jayadri Mahatmya, Martand Vijaya, and Malhari Mahatmya provide legends about the origin of Khandoba. According to these, after the daityas MADHU and KAITABHA were killed, two more appeared from their remains, named Mani and Malla. They obtained boons from Shiva for the conquest of all the LOKAS, DEVAS, ASURAS and people. Shiva asked for a boon in return, and stated that they would finally be destroyed by him. After Mani and Malla had conquered all the worlds, the great battle between them and the devas, led by Shiva as Martand Bhairava, took place, and they were finally defeated and killed. Martand, also known as Khandoba, then began to be worshipped. As they begged pardon from Shiva, Mani and Malla are worshipped with Khandoba.

Khandoba is a warrior deity, often depicted on a horse, or represented as a LINGA. A dog is also associated with the deity. The four-armed god normally holds a khanda (sword), trishula (trident), damaru (drum) and bowl. His consort is Mhalsa, who holds a lotus. Another consort of his is Banai or Palai. As a warrior or king, he has a minister known as Hegadi, who is also worshipped.

Khandoba, because of his warrior nature has alternatively been identified with SKANDA. In addition, there are certain VAISHNAVA elements, as, like the goddess LAKSHMI, Mhalsa holds a lotus, and some Khandoba temples have tortoise platforms outside, possibly indicating some relationship with KURMA. There are also similarities with the deity DHARMA THAKUR of Bengal. Khandoba was worshipped by the Marathas, and is still a popular deity who is said to grant all wishes.

The most important shrine for this deity is the KHANDOBA TEMPLE at Jejuri in Maharashtra. Another popular shrine is at Pal in Satara district of Maharashtra. Apart from these, there are several other Khandoba temples in Maharashtra, and in Karnataka, where the name Mailar is more popular. Cetain categories of people serve the deity in the temple. The male servers are known as Vaghyas or Vaghes, and the female as Muralis. A verse on Khandoba, composed by EKNATHA is given below:


Aham Vaghya, Soham Vaghya

I am a Vaghya, I am He, a Vaghya,

pilgrim to the city of Love.

Take care! Sing songs for my god!

Make him your protector.

Alms for the Lord!

Alms for my Lord Malhari!



Khandoba Temple A temple of the god KHANDOBA located at Jejuri in Maharashtra.

The temple probably belongs to the fourteenth century, with later additions. There are two shrines here, one known as Gad-Kot and the other as Karhe-Pathar, the latter said to be the older of the two. Gad-Kot stands on a hill, enclosed with strong fort-like walls. All along the route to the temple are offerings made by pilgrims, as well as memorial stones of warriors killed in battle. The temple faces the east, and in the porch is a khanda or sword, the emblem of Khandoba. The porch opens into a MANDAPA or hall, in which there are two stone horses, one with Khandoba mounted on it. In the inner shrine are two LINGAS, one representing Khandoba, and the other his consort, Mhalsa. There are also other Khandoba-Mhalsa images within the shrine or GARBHA GRIHA. In these images, donated to the temple at different times, Khandoba holds a sword, trishula (trident), damaru (drum) and bowl, while Mhalsa holds a lotus flower or bud. Outside the temple is a brass-plated stone tortoise, almost 9 m in diameter, used as a platform for singing kirtanas or BHAJANS. Nearby is a giant image of Mani, as well as shrines of other deities. The Karhe-Pathar temple, approached by a pathway, is similar.


Khara A rakshasa, son of VISHRAVA. In the RAMAYANA, Khara is the brother of RAVANA. According to the MAHABHARATA, Khara and Shurpanakha were the children of Vishrava’s wife Raka, and thus Ravana’s half-brother. Khara was killed by RAMA.


kimidins A class of beings also known as yatudhanas.


kimpurushas A class of semi-divine or minor deities. According to the MAHABHARATA, they were the children of PULAHA. They lived in the north, and were conquered by ARJUNA. Their leader was known as Druma. In the Ramayana, the women accompanying Ila were changed into kimpurushas by Budha. In some later texts, they are the same as KINNARAS.


kinnaras Minor Hindu deities, which have horses bodies and human heads, or sometimes the reverse. They are musicians, associated with the GANDHARVAS, and sing praises of the gods. They live in KUBERA’S heaven on Mt KAILASHA. They are said to be the sons of KASHYAPA, or alternatively that they emerged along with other YAKSHAS from the toe of the god BRAHMA. They are also mentioned in Buddhist texts. It is thought that kinnara may be related to the Greek kentauros or centaur.


Kirpal Singh A twentieth-century guru of the RADHASOAMI sect, who founded the Ruhani Satsang. Kirpal Singh was born in a Sikh family on 6 February 1894, in Sayyid Kasran of Rawalpindi district in present-day Pakistan. He completed school in Peshawar in 1910. He was married to Krishnawanti, and had two sons. Kirpal Singh moved to Lahore and worked in the Military Engineering Service and Military Accounts Service under the British. When in his early twenties, he saw visions of a bearded figure and felt drawn to a spiritual path. He later realized it was Sawan Singh, who had succeeded JAIMAL SINGH, the Radhasoami leader at Beas, and became his disciple. After Sawan Singh’s death in 1948, Kirpal Singh, who felt he was the true spiritual successor, moved out of Beas. In 1950 he founded Ruhani Satsang and, in 1951, started Sawan Ashram in Delhi. Kirpal Singh died on 21 August 1974.

During his lifetime he had initiated over 80,000 people, including a few thousand abroad. After his death his son Darshan Singh was the favoured successor, but Madam Hardevi, known as Taiji, took control of his organization. Darshan Singh founded the Sawan-Kirpal Ruhani Mission in Delhi. He was succeeded by Rajinder Singh. Madam Hardevi appointed Thakar Singh to take care of the Ruhani Satsang, but this was not successful. Ajaib Singh of Rajasthan was also set up by some foreign disciples as a guru.


kirtana A term for a devotional song. The term is used in both north and south India and can include solo and chorus singing accompanied by musical instruments and sometimes by dance. In Bengal, kirtanas became a mode of singing for VAISHNAVA poets from around the late-sixteenth century. Vaishnava kirtanas were also common in Assam. In Maharashtra the ABHANGAS of the saints, repeated by large crowds and interspersed with praises of the deity, are known as bhajan-kirtana. Another type was Hari-katha or Hari-kirtana, also known as Naradiya-kirtana, which included philosophical quotations from scriptures, along with epic or Puranic stories in verse. In Tamil kirtanas took a special form and were sung in a particular RAGA with a pallavi (refrain) and anupallavi (additional refrain). Annamacharya (1408–1503), his son Tirumalayyangar, and grandson Chinnaya are said to be the first to compose such kirtanas. One of the greatest kirtana composers was Arunachalam Kavirayar of the eighteenth century, who composed 100 kirtanas narrating the story of the RAMAYANA.

According to Sambamoorthy, kriti developed out of kirtana, and initially was very similar, with the same devotional character. Later, however, kriti came to represent absolute music and was no longer purely religious. Kritis can be either in prose or poetry, whereas kirtanas have a poetic form.

New kirtanas continue to be composed today, while many of the old ones remain popular.


Kishkindha The city and region of the VANARAS, described in the RAMAYANA. In Valmiki’s Ramayana, the city is said to be located in an extensive cave (guha). It was full of precious stones and other precious items, flowering groves, mansions, palaces and temples, and scented highways. Kishkindha has been identified with a real place and located in Karnataka. A small village near the river Tungabhadra is still known as Kishkindha. However, descriptions indicate it was a hilly area, and one suggestion is that it was in the hills across the valley from Vijayanagara.


Konarak Sun Temple A temple of the god SURYA, god of the sun, located at Konarak in Orissa. It was constructed in the late thirteenth century, by the king Narasimha Deo Langoraja, of the Eastern Ganga dynasty. This grand temple was built in the form of a chariot with twelve large pairs of wheels, drawn by seven horses, thus representing Surya’s chariot described in ancient texts. Each wheel, about 3 m high, is richly ornamented, and is carved on the sides of a raised platform. The main temple is on the platform, and a staircase leads up to it. The horses are on the sides of the staircase. The temple is in Orissa style, with a sanctuary or GARBHA GRIHA, known as a deul. This opens into the jagmohan or pillared porch, and is surmounted by a curvilinear tower. The deul once had a large image of Surya, that no longer exists. There are two other images of Surya in green chloritic schist, in which he is standing in a chariot and riding a horse. ARUNA, his charioteer, as well as donors, attendants and VIDYADHARAS, are also carved.

The sides of the platform have friezes, including images of elephants in the forest, processions of elephants, horses and camels, hunting scenes and caravans. There are also sculpted panels with YAKSHIS and MITHUNA couples, NAGAS and nagis, ascetics, warriors and princes. East of the temple is a pillared hall.

Images from the temple preserved in the adjacent museum include those of Surya, AGNI, VARAHA, Trivikrama and BHAIRAVA.

The temple is weathered and damaged, but has partly been restored, and though no longer in use, is still a magnificent sight, and is considered one of the best medieval temples. Surya worship takes place on the sea-side near the temple.


Konthujam Labango Singh A scholar who lived between 1750 and 1820, and is known for his composition on RAMA written in Manipuri. Konthujam was attached to the court of Maharaja Bhagyachandra (ruled 1763–98), and knew Sanskrit and Bengali, apart from Manipuri. His long work Ram Nongaba deals with the latter part of Rama’s life, and is still popular today.


Korravai A goddess worshipped in south India, where she is considered the mother of MURUGAN, a form of KARTTIKEYA. She is a fierce goddess, associated with the battlefield. As Murugan was identified with Karttikeya, Korravai was later identified with Parvati.



kosha A Sanskrit term meaning a sheath or body. In texts of YOGA, each person is said to have ‘pancha kosha’ or five bodies. The material body, that is visible to us, is known as the annamaya kosha. This is surrounded by the pranamaya kosha, or vital body. Around this is the manomaya kosha, of memory and the conscious mind. This is succeeded by the vijnanamaya kosha, of knowledge or super-consciousness. The highest is the anandamaya kosha, the cosmic body whose nature is bliss. See Sharira.


Koshala An ancient kingdom located in eastern Uttar Pradesh, described in texts of the sixth century BCE and earlier. According to the RAMAYANA, King DASHARATHA ruled here, with his capital at AYODHYA. Later RAMA ruled the kingdom, and after his death it was divided between his twin sons, LAVA and KUSHA.


Koyil Oluku A text that describes the history and legends of the SRIRANGAM temple. In its present form, it probably belongs to the eighteenth century. The text includes accounts of SHRIVAISHNAVA practices.


Krama A name of the god SHIVA, and of VISHNU.


Krama-patha A method of reciting the VEDAS. See Patha.


Krama Shaivism A form of SHAIVISM that originated in Uddiyana (Swat) and Kashmir, and was known before the ninth century. Krama was concerned with the worship of the goddess KALI, along with various Tantric rites. It identified Kali with supreme consciousness, and believed in attaining identity with this consciousness, through krama or graded steps. Each of these steps brought with it certain divine powers. Both inner and outer worship, and the PANCHA-MAKARA were used in Krama ritual. The main practices in Krama are meditation on the deity Kalasamkarshini, who is surrounded by twelve other deities. The deities are a manifestation of consciousness, and meditation involves a realization of how consciousness can manifest while remaining beyond all form. These goddesses represent the desire for experience (udyoga), the manifestation (avabhasana), the actual experience (charvana), and its destruction (vilapana).

Texts from Uddiyana include the Devi-pancha-shataka, Krama-sadbhava, Devidyardha-shatika and the Yonigahvara Tantra. In Kashmir, the Jayadrathayamala is one of the major early texts.

Jnana-netranatha (c.850–900) was an important teacher of Krama in Kashmir. From his tradition are three texts each known as Mahanayaprakasha. One of these was written by Arnasimha in the eleventh century, and another by Shitikantha, probably in the fifteenth century. The writer of the third, dated between the tenth and twelfth centuries, is not known.

Krama practices are associated with TRIKA and KAULA Shaivism of Kashmir, and aspects of Krama were incorporated into Trika. Krama continued to exist as an independent system and spread to south India where its proponents included Maheshvarananda of CHIDAMBARAM (c. 1175–1225), who wrote Maharthamanjari, and Shrivatsa (c. 1075–1150), who composed Chidganachandrika.

Another form of Krama focuses on the worship of the goddess Guhyakali, and is prominent in Nepal.


Kratu One of the PRAJAPATIS, also referred to as a great RISHI or sage, and a mind-born son of the god BRAHMA. According to the VISHNU PURANA, from 60,000 Valakhilyas were born Kratu’s wife Samnati. These were tiny rishis, the size of a thumb. According to other accounts, Kratu married Kriya, a daughter of the rishi Kardama.


Kripacharya A great archer, and teacher of the PANDAVAS and KAURAVAS, described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. According to the Mahabharata, Kripa was the son of Sharadvan, and grandson of the rishi Gautama. According to some Puranas, he was the great-great-grandson of Gautama.

Sharadvan, an expert in dhanurveda (archery), began to perform tapa (ascetic practices) in the forest. Alarmed by his growing power, the devas sent an apsara named Janapadi to distract him. When Sharadvan saw her dancing before him, his seed fell on an arrow, but he quickly recovered himself and left the place.

From his seed, two babies, one male and one female, were born. King Shantanu of Hastinapura came that way and, seeing the newborn twins, he took pity (kripa) on them, and brought them to his palace. He named them Kripa and Kripi. Sharadvan soon discovered this through his inner power and, going to the palace, he told the king the secret of their birth, and later taught Kripa the science and practice of dhanurveda.

Kripa became an acharya, an expert, and the Kauravas, Pandavas, Yadavas and Vrishnis all studied dhanurveda with him.

In the conflict between the Kauravas and Pandavas, Kripa took the side of the Kauravas. At the end of the war, he joined ASHVATTHAMAN in the night attack on the Pandava camp. Later, when GANDHARI and DHRITARASHTRA left for the forest, Kripa wanted to go with them, but Dhritarshtra asked YUDDHISHTHIRA to keep him at Hastinapura.

When the Pandavas left on their journey to heaven, Kripa was placed in charge of PARIKSHIT. Many years later, he left for the forest to practice penance before he died.

In some accounts, Kripa, along with Ashvatthaman, was condemned to wander the earth for thousands of years because of the part he took in the night raid.


Kripi The daughter of Sharadvan and sister of KRIPA described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. She married DRONA, and was the mother of ASHVATTHAMAN.



Krishna A popular deity, an incarnation of VISHNU.


Krishna is first mentioned as a rishi, a composer of a hymn (VIII.74) in the RIG VEDA, but this may not be the same as the later deity. In the CHHANDOGYA UPANISHAD, Krishna, son of DEVAKI, is a great scholar, a student of Ghora Angirasa. In the Mahabharata Anukramani, Krishna is said to have descended from Angirasa. Krishna, son of Devaki, is mentioned in the Ghata-Jataka, a Buddhist text. In a few passages in the Mahabharata, Krishna is described as a ritvij, a priest. He is said to have meditated at GANDHAMADANA, PUSHKARA and BADARI. At the same time, Krishna was a great warrior.

There are several myths and stories relating to Krishna as an incarnation of Vishnu. Krishna is described in the MAHABHARATA and in the BHAGAVAD GITA, which forms part of the Mahabharata, he is a divine being, a form of the Supreme. His life is described in more detail in the HARIVAMSHA, a text attached to the Mahabharata, and in the PURANAS, particularly the BHAGAVATA PURANA. Krishna is also described in later BHAKTI literature, such as the GITA GOVINDA and the poems of CHANDIDAS, CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU, and others. A summary of his life story, celebrated in art, music, dance and literature, is given here.

Birth: Krishna was descended from YADU, one of the sons of YAYATI, and thus was a YADAVA. He was also a Satvata, a branch of the Yadavas, and chief of the Vrishnis. Myths around his birth narrate that the earth was full of wickedness, and he was born in order to save it. Specifically, he would rid the earth of KAMSA, usurper of the throne of MATHURA. DEVAKI, cousin of Kamsa, was married to VASUDEVA. Soon after the marriage, a celestial voice announced that her eighth son would kill Kamsa. In one version of the story, Kamsa wanted to kill Devaki, but Vasudeva assured him that he would deliver all their sons to him. In another version Kamsa immediately put Devaki and Vasudeva in prison. He killed their first six children as they were born (according to some texts he let them live), but the seventh embryo was whisked away by divine intervention and born through ROHINI, another wife of Vasudeva, who lived in GOKUL. This child was BALARAMA, Krishna’s elder brother. At the same time that Krishna, the eighth child, was born, YASHODA, wife of NANDA, a cowherd in GOKUL, gave birth to a girl, who was actually the goddess YOGAMAYA. She was substituted for the baby Krishna, who was given secretly to Yashoda and Nanda. Kamsa went to kill Yogamaya, but she flew into the air, and before disappearing said that his killer had already been born. Kamsa then ordered all children below the age of one to be killed, but Krishna escaped.

Childhood: Krishna grew up in Gokul and VRINDAVAN, as the much-loved child of Yashoda and Nanda. He was both lovable and naughty, and at the same time endowed with tremendous strength. He played a number of pranks, stealing butter, playing, and in between vanquishing ferocious demons. Among the demons was Putana, a female who took a beautiful form, and attempted to kill him by suckling him, but Krishna killed her instead. Trinavartta took the form of a whirlwind, and flew off with him, but Krishna knocked him down to the ground, and he died. When he was a small baby Yashoda placed him under a cart, and kicking his tiny legs, he overturned it. Once when he had broken the milk and butter pots, she tied him to a wooden mortar, but he pulled it along until it got stuck between two trees, which were uprooted by his strength. Usually the little child concealed his strength, and was loved by all around, particularly the GOPIS (cowgirls) from whom he would demand milk and butter.


Youth: Krishna the youth was beautiful. He played his flute, and enchanted the world. Cows, birds, the gopis, and all who were near him were entranced by his beauty. With the gopis, he became more demanding, breaking their vessels to take milk, and hiding their clothes when they bathed in the river. Finally he became their lover, and they adored him, and all wanted to spend their nights with him. RADHA, the gopi most dear to him, is described only in later texts. At this time too, he had a number of adventures. He defeated the five-headed naga Kaliya, who lived in the river YAMUNA. Krishna next defeated the god INDRA. Krishna wanted the cowherds to stop worshipping Indra, and to worship the mountain GOVARDHANA instead. Indra then sent down rain in a deluge, to show his power. Krishna lifted the mountain Govardhana with his finger and sheltered the cowherds beneath it, until Indra acknowledged defeat. Indra then gave him the name Upendra (younger brother of Indra), and Govinda, the Indra (chief god) of the cows.

Kamsa tried to get him and Balarama killed by sending various ASURAS against him. Balarama vanquished the asura Dhenuka, who had taken the form of a donkey, and the daitya Pralamba.

Krishna defeated and killed the asura Arishta, who took the form of a bull, and Keshin, who took the form of a horse.

But his life was not all about fighting and defeating demons. Krishna danced and sang with the gopis, and played games with them and the cowherds, among whom he had a number of friends. Sridama, or SUDAMA, was one of his best friends.


Manhood: When Krishna grew up, he went to MATHURA, and achieved his life’s aim of killing Kamsa, and installing the rightful king, UGRASENA on the throne. Kamsa had sent his messenger Akrura to invite him and Balarama to Mathura for some games, and they knew this was a ruse, but went there to fulfill their task. They were still on the verge of manhood, handsome youths who looked resplendent, Krishna dressed in yellow, and decorated with flower garlands, and Balarama in blue. On the way Krishna met Kubja, a hump-backed woman, who gave him some perfume that she had specially made for Kamsa, and in return Krishna cured her of her deformity, thus revealing his healing power. At the games he killed Chanura, who had been sent to defeat him, while Balarama killed Mushtika, and finally Krishna killed Kamsa himself. Ugrasena was liberated and placed on the throne.

Krishna remained in Mathura for some time. He then studied the art of warfare from Sandipani, who lived in Avanti. He went to SUTALA and brought his six dead brothers back, who met their mother and ascended to heaven. He killed the asura Panchajana who lived in the sea at Prabhasa in a conch shell, and who had attacked his teacher’s son. He used the shell known as Panchajanya as his special conch.

Kamsa’s wives were the daughters of JARASANDHA, king of MAGADHA. Jarasandha vowed to defeat Krishna, and attacked Mathura seventeen times. Krishna and Balarama defended the city, but the repeated attacks caused great hardship to the inhabitants. The king Kalayavana too attacked Mathura. Krishna and the Yadavas then decided to settle in DVARAKA on the western coast. After building the city of Dvaraka near the sea, Krishna returned to Mathura and led Kalayavana into Muchukunda’s cave, where he was burnt to death by Muchukunda’s power. Later Jarasandha too was defeated and killed.


Dvaraka: In Dvaraka, Krishna ruled over the Yadavas, though Ugrasena was actually the king. After some time the Yadavas began to quarrel and fight with one another. They went to Prabhasa (Prabhas Patan) where they destroyed themselves. Balarama departed from his life in meditation, and Krishna was accidently shot by the hunter Jara. Dvaraka was submerged under the sea. All this was predicted, and actually took place with Krishna’s consent, for the time had come for him to return to heaven, and for the Yadavas to be destroyed.


Family: Krishna married RUKMINI, and later several other wives. Among them was Jambavati, daughter of Jambavan, and Satyabhama, daughter of Satrajit. His other wives were Kalindi, Mitravrinda (or Saudatta), Nagnajiti (or Satya), Bhadra (or Kaikeyi), Rohini, Madri (or Saubhima), and Lakshmana. Madri and Lakshmana are considered the same in the Bhagavata, but in other texts are clearly distinguished. Krishna also married 16,000 or more wives of NARAKASURA, a king of Pragjyotishpur, after killing the king. This was in order to give protection to these women. His sons included PRADYUMNA from Rukmini, SHAMBA from Jambavati, ten sons from Satyabhama, and thousands of others. Charumati was his daughter from Rukmini.

According to the Mahabharata, when he died four of his wives ascended the funeral pyre. These were: Rukmini; Saivya, princess of Gandhara; Haimavati; Jambavati. The others retired to the woods.


Mahabharata War: While he was at Dvaraka, the PANDAVAS and KAURAVAS became involved in their grand conflict. They came to Krishna for help, and he became ARJUNA, the third Pandava’s charioteer, but at the same time deputed his army to help the Kauravas. On the battlefield, as the war was about to start, the famous dialogue between Arjuna and Krishna took place, which forms the Bhagavad Gita.


Bhagavad Gita: In the Gita, Krishna is Arjuna’s friend, but at the same time he is a philosopher, and the supreme deity. He is everything that exists in the world, and the whole world is contained within him. He says:

‘The unwise think that I am that form of my lower nature which is seen by mortal eyes: they know not my higher nature, imperishable and supreme.

For my glory is not seen by all: I am hidden by my veil of mystery: and in its delusion, the world knows me not, who was never born, and forever I am.’ (7.24–25, trans. Juan Mascaro).

In other sections of the Gita, he reveals that he is the innermost self of all beings, and exists everywhere and in everything.


Other events: Krishna fought a number of battles in his life. According to the Mahabharata, among those he defeated were the Bhoja kings, the Gandharas, the sons of Nagnajit, Pandya, the Kalingas, Ekalavya, the king of the Nishadas, and the asura Jambha. He defeated the king of the Shalvas and conquered the city of Saubha. He conquered the Angas, Vangas, and several others.

Along with Arjuna, he helped AGNI to burn the KHANDAVA forest. He was DRAUPADI’s friend, and always came to her aid when she called for him.

He obtained the SYAMANTAKA gem from Satrajit, and the PARIJATA tree from Indra’s heaven.

In the ocean, he defeated the god VARUNA. He rescued his grandson ANIRUDDHA from BANA, and defeated Bana, who was helped by Shiva and Skanda.


Historicity: Who was Krishna, and when did he live? After Krishna’s death the Kali Yuga is said to have started. The date for the Kali Yuga, calculated from traditional sources, varies between 3102 BCE, and about 1000 BCE. According to some scholars, there was a historic Krishna, who lived very long ago. They feel the Krishna of the Upanishads was the same person as the Krishna described in the Mahabharata and later texts. He was a scholar and a priest, as well as a king and a warrior, just as several others were in those days. In Jain texts, he was a cousin of Arishtaneminatha, the twenty-second Tirthankara, who predated Parshvanatha of the eighth century BCE. Krishna then possibly lived around 1000 BCE, or earlier.

Generally, Krishna is seen as an amalgamation of different deities and heroic figures, though his life forms a uniform whole. An inscription records the worship of the god Vasudeva (Vaasudeva) in the second century BCE. Krishna is known as Vasudeva (Vaasudeva), the son of Vasudeva, and as Narayana, as well as by other names. They may originally have been different deities, who together formed a composite god.


Analysis: There have been different types of analyses of his story from a religious point of view. The various asuras that he killed are thought to have represented the absorption or replacement of local cults with Krishna worship. Putana’s killing, for instance, has been thought to represent the overthrow of a mother goddess cult. Kaliya’s suppression probably replaces a NAGA cult, or reflects the suppression of a Naga dynasty. Indra’s defeat makes place for Krishna worship along with that of Indra. In his fight against Bana, he defeated Shiva and Karttikeya, indicating the superiority of Vaishnavism over Shaivism. Apart from this there is a spiritual symbolism for each of his attributes and actions. His flute, for instance, represents the body, the seven notes notched on it, the inner CHAKRAS. In the Masnawi of the sufi saint Jalaluddin Rumi, there is a similar symbolism of the flute, which sings of the pain of separation from the divine. The devotion of the gopis to him, is a perfect example of BHAKTI, devotion to God. As one surrenders to God, the bliss of divine union is awakened, and the union of the gopis with Krishna is nothing but the inner union with God. In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna is the supreme deity, the synthesisizer of philosophy. However, as an incarnation, Krishna is not infallible, and can also be human and vulnerable.

Krishna is a friendly god, not a stern, inaccesible deity. He helps whomever he can, and though he kills Kamsa and several demons, he never condemns his friends and devotees. He is worshipped as a child, a lover, a friend, and a supreme deity.

Krishna in literature and art: Krishna’s myth has been endlessly elaborated on in literature. Jayadeva in his Gita Govinda, a romantic and erotic poem, describes the relationship between Krishna and Radha. There are several works of Krishna bhakti, including those of Chandidas, Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, the GOSWAMIS, VALLABHACHARYA, VIDYAPATI, MIRA and SURDAS.

Krishna and his story are depicted in painting, sculpture and other art forms, from the miniature paintings of the medieval period, to folk and regional forms of art, which continue in modern times. One of the particular forms of depicting Krishna at Mathura is through paper cuts. In modern times Krishna is often depicted as blue in colour, dressed in yellow clothes, playing on a flute, with one or more cows near him. Alternately, he is with Radha under flowering trees, or is shown lifting the Govardhana mountain.

In sculpture, there are images of Krishna in temples all over the country. Images depict both scenes from his life, and Krishna as an incarnation of Vishnu. Some of the main Krishna temples are located in areas associated with his life, Mathura, Vrindavan, Gokul and Dvaraka. The Gita Temple at KURUKSHETRA is said to mark the spot where Krishna taught the Bhagavad Gita. Among other famous temples is the NATHDWARA Temple in Rajasthan; the Gopeshwar Temple at Datia, Madhya Pradesh; the Radheshyam Temple at Bilaspur, Himachal; the Gopal Mandir at Ujjain; the Kunj Behari Temple at Jodhpur, Rajasthan; the shrines at BISHNUPUR, West Bengal; the Krishna temples at GURUVAYUR, Mavelikara, Ambalapuzha, and KALADI in Kerala, and the Krishna Temple at UDUPI in Karnataka.

Songs of bhakti, or love and devotion to Krishna, are numerous, and the separation and union of Krishna and Radha are depicted in both classical and folk-dance forms.


Names: Krishna is known by a number of different names. The following are the list of names from the AMARAKOSHA: Vishnu, Narayana, Vaikuntha, Vishtarashravas, Damodara, Hrishikesha, Keshava, Madhava, Svabhu, Daityari, Pundarikaksha, Govinda, Garudadhvaja, Pitambara, Achyuta, Sharngi, Vishvaksena, Janardana, Upendra, Indravaraja, Chakrapani, Chaturbhuja, Padmanabha, Madhuripu, Vasudeva, Trivikrama, Devakinandana, Shauri, Shripati, Purushottama, Vanamali, Balidhvamsi, Kamsarati, Adhokshaja, Vishvambhara, Kaitabhajit, Vidhu, Shrivatsalanchana. There are several more names in other texts, as well as local and regional names. Some of his other names are Gopala, Gopendra, Venugopala, Madhusudana, Vrajanatha and Vrishnishreshtha.


Other forms: Krishna is also worshipped in particular forms, such as VITTHALA and JAGANNATHA.


Similarities with other cultures: Of all Hindu deities, Krishna has been most compared with religious figures and heroes of other cultures.

Some compare him with Christ, pointing out that the name Christ has the same root as Krishna. PARAMAHANSA YOGANANDA believes the two represent aspects of the same consciousness. There are also similar stories of the killing of children at the time of the birth of Jesus and Krishna.

Krishna’s heroic episodes, such as the killing of various demons, have close parallels in hero myths in other parts of the world. The worship of Herakles is mentioned at Mathura by Megasthenes, the Greek ambassador of the fourth century BCE, and it is presumed Krishna is meant, as his exploits are considered similar to those of Herakles (Hercules). Krishna’s only vulnerable part of the body were the soles of his feet, and like Achilles, he was killed by an arrow in his heel.


Sects: There are some sects specifically devoted to the worship of Krishna, both in historical times and in the present. These include the mystical PANCHARATRA, the followers of Chaitanya and Vallabhacharya, the more recent ISKCON, and other bhakti sects. Some sects such as the RADHAVALLABHA and SAKHIBHAVA, focus on Radha.

(2) Krishna was also the name of an ASURA.


Krishna Dvaipayana A name of the ancient rishi, VYASA.


Krishna Gatha A classic work on the life of the god KRISHNA, written in Malayalam by the poet Cherusseri Nambudiri. The work was probably composed in the fifteenth or sixteenth century, and is based on the tenth skandha of the BHAGAVATA PURANA. It was composed at the request of his patron King Udayavarman of the Kolattunad kingdom in north Kerala, who according to some accounts ruled between 1446 and 1465. The poem is a popular devotional work, written in a lyrical style. It begins with the following prayer:


Let me bow before that Lord

Whose body, when bathed

In the moonshine of Indira’s smile,

Shines like the blue mountain

Immersed in the white waters of the milk ocean.



Krishna Lila An enactment of scenes from the life of the Hindu god KRISHNA. The scenes usually enacted are those from his early life and childhood, his youth, and his killing of King KAMSA.


Krishnabai A BHAKTI poet of the eighteenth century, who composed poems on KRISHNA, RAMA and SITA in Gujarati. Krishnabai was born in a brahmana family of Vadnagar in north Gujarat. Her works include lullabies for the baby Krishna, as well as narrative stories. Sitajini-kanchuli (The blouse of Sita) is about Sita’s insistence on Rama killing the golden deer; others are Sita-vivaha (The marriage of Sita), and Rukmini-harana (The abduction of Rukmini). Through all these mythological themes, she poignantly depicts the sentiments and feelings of women.


Krishnadasa Mudgal A poet of the sixteenth century, who wrote a popular adaptation of the Ramayana in Marathi. His work, based only on the Yuddha Kanda, is known as Yuddhakanda Ramayana, and is considered one of the best of early Marathi compositions. His work draws not only from VALMIKI’S Ramayana, but also from the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, AGNI PURANA, and some episodes in the SHIVA PURANA. Krishnadasa is also known as Krishnadasa Lolya, or Lolya Mudgal. He lived at Pratishthana (Paithan) and was a contemporary of EKNATHA.


Krishnadevaraya A king of the Vijayanagara dynasty who ruled in 1509–1529/30. Krishnadevaraya was the greatest of the Vijayanagara kings, and was a scholar who patronized learning and literature. He wrote several works in Sanskrit, including Madalasa Charitam, Satyavadhuprinanam, Sakala-katha-sarasangraham, Jnanachintamani, Rasamanjari and others, but is best known for his AMUKTAMALYADA in Telugu, based on the life of the Alvar saint ANDAL. The deity of Srikakulam is said to have appeared in his dreams and requested him to write this work. Krishnadevaraya is also known for the eight poets at his court, the ASHTADIGGAJAS of whom ALASANI PEDDANA is the most famous.


Krishnakelimala A popular drama on the god KRISHNA’S life, written in the eighteenth century by Nandipati (c.1680–1716), in Maithili. Beginning with the birth of Krishna, it consists of a series of episodes of Krishna’s childhood and youth, his love of RADHA, and their final union. It has been called a kirtaniya natak, that is the whole play is like a KIRTANA or devotional song.


Krishnamishra A philosopher who composed the Sanskrit play, PRABODHACHANDRODAYA, in the eleventh century. Krishnamishra was an ascetic, and a follower of ADVAITA. He wrote this allegorical play at the request of Gopala, a general of King Kirtivarman (1049–1100) of the Chandella dynasty.


Krishnamurti, J. A renowned philosopher of the twentieth century. Though Krishnamurti did not identify with Hinduism, he was born a Hindu brahmana. Jiddu Krishnamurti was born on 11 May 1895 at Madanapalle, a small town in present-day Andhra Pradesh. His mother died when he was young, and after retiring from government service, his father volunteered to work for the THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY and moved to its headquarters at Adyar, Chennai (Madras). At this time the Theosophists were searching for a ‘vehicle’, that is, a pure being, into which the messiah would incarnate. Krishnamurti, around fourteen years old, and considered somewhat vague and dull, was identified by Charles W. Leadbeater, a leading Theosophist, as the coming messiah, the world teacher. Krishna was then trained by Leadbeater and Annie BESANT to fulfill this role.

In 1911, the Order of the Star in the East was founded, with Krishnamurti at the head. Krishnamurti led the order for some time, and had some mystical experiences, but gradually grew disenchanted with Theosophy. The turning point came after the death of his brother Nitya in 1929, after which Krishnamurti lost faith in the mystical Theosophical hierarchy. On 2 August 1929, the opening day of the annual Star Camp at Ommen, Holland, Krishnamurti dissolved the Order before 3000 members. On that day he said, ‘I maintain that Truth is a pathless land, and you cannot approach it by any path whatsoever, by any religion, by any sect.’

Krishnamurti continued to develop his own philosophy over the years, gave talks all over the world, and gathered a large following. Krishnamurti Foundations were set up in England, USA and India to disseminate his teachings, and schools were opened to try to bring about a new type of human being. Krishnamurti spoke about the ‘religious mind’ that comes into being in silence, and of ‘freedom from the known’ when conditioned thought has ended.

In 1980, he summed up his own teaching beginning with the following words, ‘The core of Krishnamurti’s teaching is contained in the statement he made in 1929 when he said: ‘Truth is a pathless land.’ Man cannot come to it through any organization, through any creed, through any dogma, priest or ritual, not through any philosophic knowledge or psychological technique. He has to find it through the mirror of relationship, through the understanding of the contents of his own mind, through observation and not through intellectual analysis or introspective dissection.’

He ended by saying, ‘Total negation is the essence of the positive. When there is negation of all those things that thought has brought about psychologically, only then is there love, which is compassion and intelligence.’ Krishnamurti died on 17 February 1986, but the Foundations and schools still exist. The collected works of his talks and writings amount to hundreds of volumes. Krishnamurti’s philosophy is non-sectarian, and appeals mainly to the educated elite. The roots of his philosophy have been traced to both Vedanta and Buddhism.


Krishnamurti, U.G. A philosopher of the twentieth century, whose thought is similar to that of J. KRISHNAMURTI, though more radical. Uppaluri Gopala Krishnamurti, popularly known as ‘UG’, was born on 9 July 1918 in the town of Masulipatnam in present-day Andhra Pradesh. His early years were spent in the nearby town of Gudivade. UG’s mother died when he was only seven days old, and he came under the care of his grandfather, T.G. Krishnamurti, who was a THEOSOPHIST, though he also retained his orthodox BRAHMANA culture. Between the ages of fourteen and twenty-one, UG tried several spiritual techniques, and engaged in self-enquiry, rejecting traditional beliefs. He joined the THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY, and in 1941 he even worked for some time in C.W. Leadbeater’s library at Adyar, but was disappointed that Leadbeater did not recognize his own potential. (Leadbeater was the Theosophist who had discovered J. Krishnamurti.) He began lecturing for the Theosophical Society, and his talks were well received. Like J. Krishnamurti, he left the Society after a few years. Despite the similarities, he seemed in constant rivalry with J. Krishnamurti, whom he met frequently in early days. UG married in 1943, and had three children, though his marriage later broke up. In 1967, he had a transformatory experience in which he felt he died, and was reborn a different person.

UG did not give formal lectures or write books, but had a number of disciples, some of whom recorded their conversations and dialogues. He said that each person should be his own teacher, and that no guru is required. His biographer, Mahesh Bhatt, says of him: ‘UG shuns religious persons, ridicules social reformers, condemns saints, speaks with disgust about sadhakas (spiritual aspirants), detests the chanting of the Vedas or the recitation of the Upanishads and is full of rage when one speaks of Shankara or the Buddha.’

Though he did not acknowledge it, such rejection is similar to the Buddhist concept of negation. Through the rejection of all tradition, the mind drops its conditioning, and reaches a state of freedom.

UG died in March 2007.


Krita Yuga The first of the four Yugas or periods of time, which together comprise one MAHAYUGA. It is also known as the Satya Yuga, or ‘age of truth’. The Krita Yuga was the golden age of truth and righteousness. Negative emotions, such as envy, malice, hatred and deceit did not exist. All people were equal, and worshipped the same deity, and there was only one Veda, known as the Brahma Veda. Humans lived for 4000 years, were the size of giants, and had vastly superior mental powers. Children were born through the power of the mind, and not through sex. The Yuga lasts for 4800 divine years, which is equal to 17,28,000 human years, and is symbolized by the colour white. It is succeeded by the TRETA YUGA. After the Kali Yuga, the present corrupted age, the Krita Yuga will again appear. The concept of a Golden Age exists in several other societies.


Krittika The name of a constellation. The Krittikas were originally six women associated with the god KARTTIKEYA, and took care of him when he was born. According to one story, they were the wives of rishis. SVAHA assumed their forms and cohabited with AGNI, and from them Karttikeya was born. As their husbands divorced them, they became a NAKSHATRA (constellation) in the sky. In another account, they were the daughters of a king.


Krittivasa Ojha The composer of a version of the Ramayana in Bengali. His Ramayana, known as Shrirama Panchali, was intitially recited and sung in villages, and only late manuscripts of the text are available. Some of the details of Krittivasa’s life are therefore unclear, but he is thought to have lived in the fifteenth or sixteenth century. His great-grandfather Narasimha Ojha migrated from east to west Bengal and settled in village Phulia on the banks of the river GANGA. Krittivasa was the son of Banamali and Malini, and grandson of Murari. At the age of eleven he was sent to the north for his education. He studied with a guru for a while at a place whose name is not recorded, and then proceeded to the capital of the kingdom of Gauda. He recited some verses to the king, whose name is not known. Various possiblilities have been suggested, including Ruknuddin Barbak Shah, (ruled 1455–76), who is known to have been a great patron of literature and learning, or Sultan Husain Shah (ruled 1494–1519). The king honoured him, and asked him to write the Ramayana in Bengali. Another account is that Krittivasa was asked to write the Ramayana by his guru. He returned to his village, and wrote the Ramayana in seven kandas.

His Ramayana diverges from Valmiki’s and some stories and episodes are added from different sources. Some episodes, such as that of RAMA worshipping DURGA on the eve of the battle with RAVANA, were later absorbed into other Ramayanas. The text became better known after being published by the Serampore Mission in 1802.

Additions were made to Krittivasa’s RAMAYANA over time, and thus it is not possible to determine what exactly the original contained. The text incorporates various aspects of life in Bengal and has a regional flavour.


Krityakalpataru A Sanskrit text written by Lakshmidhara in the twelfth century, which is a compilation on DHARMA based on the DHARMA SHASTRAS and PURANAS. The text has fourteen kandas or sections on various topics. These are: 1. Brahmachari-kanda, on the duties of a brahmachari; 2. Grihastha-kanda, on the duties on a householder; 3. Naiyata-kala-kanda or Ahnika-kanda, on the daily rites a householder should perform; 4. Shraddha-kanda, on rites for ancestors; 5. Dana-kanda, on donations and gifts; 6. Pratishtha-kanda, on setting up and consecrating images; 7. Puja-kanda, on worship; 8. Tirtha-kanda, on sacred places and pilgrimages to be undertaken; 9. Vrata-kanda, on vows; 10. Shuddhi-kanda, on purificatory rites; 11. Rajadharma-kanda, on duties of kings; 12. Vyavahara-kanda, on laws; 13. Shanti-kanda, on rites for propitiation; 14. Moksha-kanda, on the means of attaining liberation.

The text is thus a handbook of the basic Hindu way of life. Similar texts are the thirteenth-century Chaturvarga-chintamani of Hemadri, and the Viramitrodaya of the seventeenth century.


Kriya Yoga A type of YOGA described in Patanjali’s YOGA SUTRA and other texts. According to Patanjali, tapas (austerities), svadhyaya (self-study and inquiry) and Ishvara pranidhana (surrender to god) form Kriya Yoga, or the union with God through action (kriya). Within this broad sphere, the term is also used for various breathing and other techniques which aid divine union. PARAMAHANSA YOGANANDA taught a special set of exercises and PRANAYAMA, known as Kriya Yoga. Kriya is a synonym for KARMA, and the path of KARMA YOGA, or selfless action, is best described in the BHAGAVAD GITA.


Kriyayogasara A Sanskrit text which forms part of the PADMA PURANA, but is also considered a separate Upapurana, or minor PURANA. It deals with the worship of VISHNU, the celebration of festivals dedicated to him, and pilgrimages to sacred places on the GANGA.


Krodha (Krodhaa)/Krodhavasha A daughter of the rishi DAKSHA, who was one of the wives of KASHYAPA. Her name means ‘anger’. She was the mother of the BHUTAS or spirits and of PISHACHAS. According to the MAHABHARATA, Sharduli (tigress) was the daughter of Krodhavasha and the mother of lions and tigers.

The VISHNU PURANA states that Krodhavasha was the mother of sharp-toothed monsters that devour flesh, on earth, among birds, or in the waters, while according to the VAYU PURANA she had twelve daughters from whom wild animals and other beings were born.


kshatriya The second of the four main Hindu castes, who were initially warriors and kings. Kshatriyas were generally inferior to BRAHMANAS in Vedic tradition, but had a close relationship. There were instances of kshatriyas practising austerities and becoming RISHIS, normally the preserve of brahmanas. A number of kshatriyas are described in the BRAHMANAS, UPANISHADS and other Vedic texts, who were also philosophers: these include King Pratardana, Ashvapati of Kekaya, JANAKA of Mithila, Pravahana Jaivali of Panchala, AJATASHATRU of Kashi and others.

Later myths tell the story of PARASHURAMA’S annihilation of the kshatriyas, possibly indicating a conflict for status and power between kshatriyas and brahmanas. Through YAJNAS (sacrifices) brahmanas conferred kshatriya status on outsiders or nonkshatriyas, as revealed through the AGNI KULA myth. Today there are a number of divergent kshatriya castes. According to the MANU SMRITI (1.89), the protection of the people, giftmaking, the performance of sacrifices, the study of the Vedas, and abstention from luxury, are in general the duties of kshatriyas.


Kshemaraja A philosopher of KASHMIR SHAIVISM. He probably lived in the tenth century and was a disciple of ABHINAVAGUPTA. He wrote a number of works including the Pratyabhijnahridayam, and commentaries on the following texts: Svachchhanda Tantra, Vijnanabhairava, Spanda-karika, Shiva-Sutra. His Pratyabhijnahridayam represents the core of the philosophy and explains how recognition arises within, culminating in the consciousness of Shivoham, ‘I am Shiva’.


Kshemendra A scholar and philosopher, who lived in the eleventh century and composed a number of books in Sanskrit. Born in Kashmir in a SHAIVA family, probably in the year 990, he was the son of Prakashendra and grandson of Sindhu. He states that he had four teachers, Gangaka, ABHINAVAGUPTA, Somapada and Viryabhadra (a Buddhist). Despite his background, his personal deity was VISHNU, whom he praises at the beginning and end of his works.

His most notable work is the Dashavataracharita, a poem on the ten incarnations of Vishnu. The Amritaranga is a short poem on the churning of the ocean for AMRITA; the Chaturvarga-samgraha is a 600-line poem on the four purusharthas (aims of life) of dharma, artha, kama and moksha. The Bodhisattvavadanakalpalata is a work on Buddhism, while his Brihatkathamanjari, is based on the Brihatkatha of Gunadhya. He composed over forty works including compositions based on the epics, summaries of the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA, as well as social satires and works on ideal conduct.


kshetrajna A Sanskrit term literally the ‘knower of the field’. In a philosophical sense, it indicates consciousness, and refers to the individual self through which the body operates. In this sense the term is used in the SHVETASHVATARA UPANISHAD, the BHAGAVAD GITA, the Manu-and Yajnavalkya Smritis and some other SHASTRAS and PURANAS.

According to the MANU SMRITI, it is distinct from the MAHAT or higher intellect or consciousness. Innumerable kshetrajnas emanate from the body of the supreme soul, and provide life and movement to the bodies of all creatures from the highest to the lowest. The body which performs the acts is known as the bhutatama. Both mahat and kshetrajna are the witness of the good and bad deeds of the individual body to which they are attached.

In some contexts, Kshetrajna also refers to God.


kshetrapala A group of guardian deities in Hinduism, who are said to protect temples and the area around them. They are worshipped particularly in south India. According to some texts, there are forty-nine kshetrapalas. Kshetrapalas are also worshipped by Jains.


Kshetrayya The popular name of a seventeenth-century BHAKTI saint, whose real name was Varadayya. He composed padams or songs in Telugu on the deity Gopala (KRISHNA) of Muvva. As he wandered to various places, visiting the courts of kings, as well as several sacred centres (kshetras), he came to be known as Kshetrajna or Kshetrayya. He was renowned at the court of Raghunatha Nayaka of Thanjavur, and visited Golconda and Madurai, composing songs in praise of the rulers. In his religious songs Kshetrayya visualizes himself as a GOPI, yearning for union with Muvva Gopala. His songs are rich in erotic imagery. His compositions are said to number over 4000, though less than 400 are known today.


Kubera A deity, the lord of all the YAKSHAS, and the guardian of the northern quarter, associated with wealth and treasure. In the MAHABHARATA he is said to be the king of the GUHYAKAS, RAKSHASAS and yakshas. In some texts, he is known as Vaishravana as he is the son of VISHRAVA, though sometimes he is called the son of PULASTYA. In one story in the Mahabharata, Vishrava is explained as a form taken by Pulastya. As the son of Vishrava, Kubera was the half-brother of RAVANA.

Kubera performed tapa (austerities) and was made a god, one of the DIKAPALAS, by the god BRAHMA. He became the Dikapala or guardian of the north and the lord of all treasures, gold, silver and gems. He gained the friendship of SHIVA, the PUSHPAKA vimana, the kingship of the yakshas and the state of Rajaraja. According to another story, all the wealth of the world, and the sovereignty of the yakshas, was given to him by INDRA. Initially Kubera lived in LANKA, but Ravana conquered it, and took away his Pushpaka vimana.

Kubera’s consort is known as Riddhi or Bhadra, Charvi or Kauveri, the daughter of the DANAVA Mura. His sons are Manigriva or Varnakavi, and Nalakubera or Mayuraja. His daughter is Minakshi.

His city is Alaka, located in the Himalayas, described in early texts, and in the Meghaduta of KALIDASA. His garden, Chaitraratha, is on Mt MANDARA, where his attendants include the KINNARAS. According to other sources, he lived on Mt KAILASHA, in a palace built by the divine architect VISHVAKARMA, or on the GANDHAMADANA mountain, where he is said to have gone after he was displaced from Lanka.

In texts he is described as two or four armed, holding a club and mace, accompanied by a shankha (conch) and padma (lotus), with his vahana or mount being a man, or sometimes a lamb. But in most sculptures Kubera is depicted as a pot-bellied figure or a dwarf, holding a money-bag and drinking wine. He sometimes holds a mongoose or a bunch of grapes. As he is the god of wealth, he is also depicted along with Shri or LAKSHMI, goddess of fortune. Kubera also appears in Jain and Buddhist sculptures. In Buddhism, his consort is the mother goddess Hariti, and in northern Buddhism he is known as Panchika. Kubera is similar to the Buddhist deity Jambhala, whose consort is Vasudhara. In Jainism, he is the yaksha associated with the Tirthankara Mallinatha.

Sculptures of Kubera in his various forms occur from around the second century BCE.

He has a number of names including: Alakadhipa: lord of Alaka; Dhanada: giver of wealth; Dhanapati: lord of wealth; Ishasakhi: friend of Shiva; Mayuraja; Naravahana: borne by men; Nidhipa: guardian of treasures; Paulastya: son of Pulasta; Rakshasendra, Rakshasadhipati: lord of the rakshasas; Ratnagarbha: belly of jewels; Vaishravana: son of Vishrava; Vittapati: lord of riches; Yakshadhipa: lord of the yakshas; Yaksharaja: king of yakshas.


Kubjika A deity, usually considered the goddess of the potter community. Kubjika is also worshipped as a Tantric deity, as described in the Kubjika Tantra, which can probably be dated between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. There are shrines of the deity in Almora and other Himalayan regions in India and Nepal, as well as in other parts of India.


Kuchela Another name of SUDAMA, a friend of the god KRISHNA.


Kuchela-vrittam A song on KUCHELA, the friend of KRISHNA, composed in Malayalam by RAMAPURATHU VARIER in the eighteenth century. This is one of the most popular ‘boat songs’, rhythmic verses actually composed for singing while rowing a boat. It begins with an invocation to the Vaikom temple, followed by a tribute to Maharaja Martand Varma, who requested the composition. The rest of the 700-line composition tells the story of Kuchela, and is devotional in nature.


Kulachara A term for the way of life (achara) of the KAULA (Tantric). See Kularnava Tantra.


kuladevata A family deity (kula = family). Several Hindu communities, castes or clans worship a family deity on occasions such as weddings or births, in addition to the other major deities.


Kularnava Tantra A Tantric text on the KULACHARA or Kula Dharma. According to this text, six paths or ways of life (achara) are usually known: the Vedachara, Vaishnavachara, Shaivachara, Dakshinachara, Vamachara and Siddhantachara (or Yogachara). Though Dakshinachara and Vamachara refer to Tantric paths, this text states that the Kulachara is beyond all these, and teaches the knowledge of unity and release from suffering. Kula Dharma is both yoga (union) and bhoga (enjoyment), but is a path that can only be followed by one who has controlled and purified the senses. The text has explanations of BRAHMAN as the only reality, and the world as maya or illusion, as well as descriptions of the PANCHA-MAKARA, through which bhukti (enjoyment) and mukti (liberation) can be attained simultaneously. There are detailed descriptions of the preparation of intoxicating drinks, though it is said that that true drinking is the union of KUNDALINI with chichandra (moon of thought). The true eater of mamsa or meat, is the one whose thought is merged in the Supreme; the true eater of matsya or fish, is one who curbs the senses, and unites them with the Atman; the true maithuna (sexual union) is of kundalini with the ATMAN.


Kulashekhara An ALVAR saint who was a king originally from the Kerala region. The date and identity of Kulashekhara is uncertain. In his own work, Mukunda-mala, he states that he was the ruler of Kolli (Uraiyur), Kudal (Madurai), and Kongu, and that he was originally from Vanjikulam (Travancore). R.G. Bhandarkar identifies him with Kulashekharanka, a king of the twelfth century, while others feel this is unlikely. He probably lived in the ninth century, though some place him in the sixth ccentury. Apart from Mukunda-mala, he wrote Perumal Tirumozhi. The latter, included in the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM, has 105 verses. Kulashekhara is considered an incarnation of Vishnu’s Kaustubha, his sacred jewel.


Kulika A NAGA or serpent king in Hindu mythology. He is described as dusky brown, with a half-moon on his head.


Kulikkattu Pacca An eighteenth-century text on the rituals of temple worship in Kerala. This is the standard text used today, though there are several earlier texts beginning with the fifteenth-century Putayur Bhasha.


Kumara A name of the god KARTTIKEYA.


Kumara Valmiki The composer of a Ramayana in Kannada, in around 1500. Kumara’s real name was Narahari, and he was born in Thorave near Bijapur, Karnataka. He was a devotee of the god NARASIMHA, who was prominent in his birthplace. His poem has 5100 stanzas in six kandas (sections), and though it largely follows VALMIKI’S Ramayana, it is a devotional work. It is often called Thorave Ramayana, after the author’s birthplace.


Kumara Vyasa The composer of a version of the MAHABHARATA in Kannada, who probably lived in the fifteenth century. His date however is uncertain, and various scholars place him between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries. The earlier Kannada Mahabharata of PAMPA (tenth century) was a shorter work, while this deals with the first ten parvas and has about 8500 verses. It is known as the Karnata-bharata-kathamanjari, or popularly as the Kannada Bharata.


The poet belonged to village Koliwad in Dharwar district, and he was probably named Viranarayanayya, after the family deity Viranarayana, and later was known as Naranappa. He either gave himself the name Kumaravyasa or, according to one story, was given this title by a king of Vijayanagara.


Kumaradasa A poet of the sixth century, who composed the work Janakiharana in Sanskrit, based on the RAMAYANA.


Kumaraguruparar A devotee of the gods SHIVA and MURUGAN, who lived in the seventeenth century and composed poems amd songs in Tamil. The son of Shanmukhasikha-manikkavirayar and Shivakamasundari, he was born in 1628 in Srivaikuntham in Tirunelveli district. He is said to have been unable to speak, but when he was five years old his parents took him to the temple of the god Murugan in Tiruchendur, and he composed a poem in praise of the deity, Tiruchendur Kandar-kalivenba. This has 122 couplets and is still recited by devotees of the deity. As he grew up he studied Shaiva texts and became devoted to the god Shiva. Visiting the temple at MADURAI, he composed two poems there in praise of Shiva and the goddess MINAKSHI. He visited other sacred sites including CHIDAMBARAM, and then went to north India where he met Dara Shikoh (1615–59) at Varanasi, who gave him a plot of land there to build a matha. He is said to have learnt Hindustani before going there, and in one poem requests the grace of SARASVATI, to enable him to learn the language. Eleven of his poems are available today.


Kumaran Asan A scholar and poet, who wrote mainly in Malayalam on religious and social themes. Born in 1873, he joined Sri NARAYANA GURU, the social and religious reformer in Kerala. He learnt YOGA and VEDANTA from him, and later studied Sanskrit, set up a Sanskrit school, and came to be known as Asan, or teacher. After the setting up of the Sri Narayana Dharmaparipalana Yogam, he worked as its secretary for sixteen years, and also edited its journal. He was a prolific poet, his poems combining Hindu and Buddhist ideas. Among his longer poems are Chinta Vishtayaya Sita (Sita in Meditation), Duravastha (Evil Plight) in which a Nambudiri girl, who has lost her home, marries an outcaste; Chandalabhikshuki (The Outcaste Nun), which though a companion piece, is set in the time of the Buddha; and Karuna (Compassion), on a courtesan transformed by love. There are several other collections of his poetry, and he also translated the Sanskrit play PRABODHACHANDRODAYA, Swami VIVEKANANDA’S Raja Yoga, and Edwin Arnold’s Light of Asia into Malayalam.

He died in 1924.


Kumaras The mind-born sons of BRAHMA, who are always young, pure and innocent, as they refused to have children. They were SANAT KUMARA, Sananda, Sanaka and Sanatana. According to some accounts, they remained at the age of five, while according to others they were eternally fifteen or sixteen years old.


Kumarila Bhatta A teacher of the Purva MIMAMSA school of philosophy, who lived in the eighth or ninth century, though some assign him an earlier date. He believed in the authority of the VEDAS, and wrote commentaries on Mimamsa philosophy. His disciple MANDANA MISRA was said to have been defeated by SHANKARA in a philosophical argument.


Kumbakonam A city located in the Kaveri delta in Tamil Nadu, known for its temples. It was the capital of the Chola dynasty in the seventh century. Among the many temples here is that of Lord Sarangapani (VISHNU) and his consort Kamala (LAKSHMI). This temple, with a towering GOPURAM, was erected by the Nayakas in the seventeenth century. The KUMBHESHVARA TEMPLE, dedicated to Shiva, is one of the most sacred Shiva temples. There is also a temple of Vinayaka (Ganesha), as well as sacred tanks, including the Lakshmi Tirtham and MAHAMAHAM tank.


Kumbh Mela A Hindu festival, held in rotation at four sacred places, PRAYAGA (Allahabad), HARDWAR, NASHIK, and UJJAIN. At each place the festival takes place once in twelve years, while an Ardha Kumbha, or half-kumbha, is held every six years, and a Maha Kumbh every third year. Thus there is a Kumbh Mela at one of the four places every three years. According to the legends associated with the festival, when AMRITA or divine nectar was received from the ocean of milk, the ASURAS and DEVAS struggled for its possession. In the course of the struggle, twelve drops fell on the earth, four of them at the above places, and the Kumbh Mela commemorates this event.

Harshavardhana, who ruled over much of northern India from CE 606 to 647, organized a gathering at PRAYAGA or Allahabad, which some take to be an early form of the Kumbh Mela, but this does not seem to be correct, as the gathering began with worship of the Buddha, who has no place in the Kumbha myth, and ended with the king giving away all his wealth in charity.

Another tradition states that SHANKARA established this mela to serve as a meeting place for sadhus, yogis and ascetics. However references to the Kumbha occur only from the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries.

The mela is originally said to have been a fertility festival, in which pots of grain were dipped in the river to ensure a good harvest. Each Kumbh Mela, spread over several weeks, is visited by lakhs of people, and it is considered particularly auspicious to bathe in the sacred river at these places.


Kumbhakarna A RAKSHASA, the brother of RAVANA. According to the RAMAYANA, he and Ravana were the sons of VISHRAVA by his wife Kaikasi or Nikasha. According to the MAHABHARATA, their father was Vishrava and their mother was Pushpotkara. Kumbhakarna was very powerful in battle and a master of illusory power. He performed austerities, and was granted a boon by BRAHMA of sleeping for a long time. Ravana aroused him from his sleep and asked him to fight. Though he told Ravana he was wrong in his actions, he remained loyal to him, and fought against RAMA and his army. He was killed by LAKSHMANA.


Kumbheshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at KUMBAKONAM in Tamil Nadu, constructed in the seventeenth century at the time of the Nayaka dynasty. According to the legend associated with this temple, the kumbha or vessel containing AMRITA or divine nectar was washed here by currents at the time of the great deluge. Shiva came here disguised as a hunter, and shot an arrow at it, which broke the pot, and the nectar spread all round. Out of the pieces of the pot, Shiva made a LINGA, which he himself entered, and which is said to be the one enshrined in the temple. The linga is known as Adi Kumbheshvarar, the first lord to enter the kumbha. The goddess or Devi here is known as Mangala Nayaki. The temple covers a large area in the centre of the town, its GOPURAM rising to a height of 58 m. Within it are several carvings and sculptures. Notable among the sculptures is one of Subrahmanya (KARTTIKEYA) with six heads, but only six accompanying hands. In the Navaratri Mandapam is a single block of stone carved with the twenty-seven NAKSHATRAS and twelve rashis (astrological signs). There are several shrines around the temple, including those dedicated to VINAYAKA, Subrahmanya and LAKSHMI. In addition are five shrines sacred to Shiva around Kumbakonam, believed to have been touched by the nectar from the broken pot. These are Tiruvidaimarudur, Tirunageswaram, Tirudharasuram, Tiruvoragam and Tirupadalavanam, which are visited by pilgrims before going to the Kumbheshvara Temple.


Kumbhinasi A gandharvi, the wife of the gandharva CHITRARATHA.


Kumuda A NAGA or serpent king. He had a sister Kumudvati, who married KUSHA, one of the twin sons of RAMA.


kundalini A hidden source of energy within the human body, which when activated gives the person super-human powers. Kundalini is described in TANTRIC and other texts as a coiled serpent, located at the base of the spine. Spiritual, breathing and physical techniques are prescribed to arouse the sleeping kundalini, and lead it through the CHAKRAS or energy centres to the crown of the head. The Shat Chakra Nirupana, a Sanskrit text, describes kundalini, on the Svayambhu (self-created) LINGA of of the god SHIVA, in the MULADHARA CHAKRA. It states: ‘Over it shines the sleeping kundalini, fine as the fibre of the lotus stalk. She is the world-bewilderer (jagan-mohini, the creator of maya), gently covering the mouth of Brahma-dvara (the head of the linga) by her own. Like the spiral of the conch-shell, her shining snake-like form goes three-and-a-half times around Shiva, and her lustre is as that of a strong flash of young lightning. Her sweet murmur is like the indistinct hum of swarms of love-mad bees. She produces melodious poetry and all other compositions in prose or verse, in Sanskrit, Prakrit, and other languages. It is she who maintains all the beings of the world by means of inspiration and expiration, and shines in the cavity of the Mula Chakra like a chain of brilliant lights.’


Kungiliya Kalaya A BHAKTI saint, one of the sixty-three NAYANARS, who worshipped the god SHIVA. Kungiliya Kalaya was a brahmana born in Tirukkadaiyur in the Chola kingdom.

He constantly burned incense before the deity AMRITAGHATESHVARA in the Shiva temple here. Once, he lost all his wealth and his wife gave him her mangalasutra (necklace symbolizing marriage) to sell so that he could buy some rice. Instead he bought incense and went to worship in the temple. It was the Lord himself who had appeared in disguise and sold him incense, and now Shiva blessed the couple with great wealth.


Kunti The mother of KARNA and the PANDAVAS, who is described in the MAHABHARATA. She was the daughter of King Shurasena, and the sister of VASUDEVA, the father of KRISHNA. She was named Pritha, but was given by Shurasena to his cousin King Kuntibhoja, and was renamed Kunti. She received a secret MANTRA from the rishi DURVASA, by which she could invoke any god she liked. Before her marriage, she invoked SURYA, and Karna was born. After her marriage to PANDU, who could not have children of his own, she used her mantra to give birth to the three elder Pandavas, YUDHISHTHIRA, BHIMA and ARJUNA, who were born from various gods. She also conveyed the mantra to Pandu’s second wife, MADRI, who had two children using this mantra. After Pandu’s death Madri joined him on the funeral pyre, while Kunti stayed alive to take care of the five boys. When GANDHARI and DHRITARASHTRA went to live in the forest at the end of the great war, Kunti went with them, though the Pandavas tried to dissuade her. She died along with Gandhari and Dhritarashtra in a forest fire.


Kural A sacred text in Tamil verse, also known as the TIRUKURAL (tiru = sacred, kural = short rhyming verse), said to be written by TIRUVALLUVAR.


Kuravanchi/Kuravanji A type of play that incorporates love, romance, fortune-telling and descriptions of deities. The form can be traced to the Tamil Sangam literature in which there were accounts of young hill women who had special powers. These women could diagnose illness through metaphysical means, and use their powers to propitiate the gods and bring about a cure. From this, a genre of poems known as Kuram developed, in which the Kuratti, the fortune-teller (female) of the nomadic Kuravar clan, made predictions to young women on their marriage. The best-known Kuram is that on the goddess MINAKSHI, composed in the seventeenth century by KUMARAGURUPARAR of Srivaikuntham. While the Kuram is basically a monologue, in the eighteenth century this was modified into the Kuranchi or Kuravanchi, a play which includes dialogues, songs and dances. The Kuravanchi is one of ninety-six types of compositions classified as minor works known as prabandhas.

The Kuravanchi has a stereotyped plot. It begins with the Kuravanchi or Kuratti predicting a marriage for a young woman. The woman is generally of an aristocratic or royal family, and the marriage is one that she desires. Meanwhile, the Kuratti’s own consort, Singam (Cinkan), who is a bird-catcher, misses her and begins a search for her. The play ends with the reunion of Singan with his Kuratti.

The Kuravanchi depicts the way of life of the Kuravar people. Contrasts and similarities between the Kuravars and urban dwellers are brought in. A Kuravanchi may be entirely based on a deity, or can include accounts of deities and the means for their propitiation. The best-known Kuravanchi is Tirukutralak Kuravanchi on the god SHIVA, Lord of Kutralam.

These plays were performed at the court of Thanjavur from the eighteenth century, and began to be composed not only in Tamil, but in Telugu, Kannada and Marathi, as well as in a mixture of languages including Sanskrit. There are also Kuratti-pattu, or songs based on the Kuratti, in Malayalam. Later, some of the numerous Kuravanchis composed were set to music. In the twentieth century Kuravanchis became a popular part of the Bharatanatyam dance form.


Kurma An incarnation or avatara of the god VISHNU, in which Vishnu took the form of a tortoise. Kurma is first mentioned in the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, as a form of BRAHMA, but in later texts is associated with Vishnu. Vishnu became Kurma at the time of the churning of the ocean to extract AMRITA or divine nectar. The divine tortoise formed the stable base for the churning rod, which was the mountain MANDARA.

As Kurma, Vishnu is usually depicted as half-man and half-tortoise, the lower half being that of a tortoise, but sometimes simply as a tortoise. When he is half-man, his four arms have the usual attributes of Vishnu. Kurma is depicted in Vishnu temples, and has a special place in the Shrikurmam Temple in Andhra Pradesh, where there is an image of a tortoise in the inner shrine, along with an image of Vishnu. The tortoise’s back faces the entrance, and this is said to be because a Bhil king worshipped him from outside the back wall, and Kurma turned around to face him.

Kurma may have once been a tribal deity or a totem, and DHARMA THAKUR, a local deity in Bengal is also sometimes worshipped as a tortoise. The tortoise has been linked with Buddhism, as the shape resembles a stupa.


Kurma Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS of Hinduism. It once had four parts, but only one of these, the Brahmi Samhita, is available now. The present Kurma Purana begins with the rishis in Naimisharanya requesting Lomaharshana to recite the Purana to them. After referring to the five characteristics of a Purana, and the names of the major Puranas and Upapuranas, Lomaharshana describes the churning of the ocean of milk, and Shri’s appearance from the ocean. Vishnu as Kurma told the devas and rishis who were present that Shri was his own Shakti. He then narrated the story of King Indradyumna, who meditated to attain knowledge of the Supreme. First Shri and then Vishnu appeared to Indrayumna, and Vishnu explained the path of true knowledge to Indradyumna. In his form as Kurma, Vishnu repeated this to the devas and rishis, and this was narrated by Lomaharshana as the Kurma Purana.

The Purana has accounts of creation, and of the duties of the four stages of life, as well as various legends and stories. Though the Purana relates to Kurma, it is considered a Shaivite Purana, as in it SHIVA is said to be the highest deity. Devi or Parvati as the Shakti of Shiva is praised with 1008 names. There are MAHTMYAS describing the sacred sites of KASHI and PRAYAGA. The Ishvara Gita, which prescribes techniques of meditation to reach Shiva, and the Vyasa Gita, where VYASA teaches the path to the highest knowledge, form a part of this Purana. In addition a story of Sita’s rescue from RAVANA by the god AGNI is given. In this, as in the Adhyatma Ramayana and some other Puranas, Sita has an illusory form. The Purana is thought to have originally been Vaishnavite, later overlaid by Shaivite ideas. R.C. Hazra dates the Vaishanava Kurma between CE 550 and 650, while the present version is considerably later.


Kuru The name of a king and of a kingdom in ancient India. According to mythical stories, King Kuru was descended from PURU, son of YAYATI, while the KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS of the MAHABHARATA were descended from him. The kingdom of Kuru forms the setting for the Mahabharata. Both HASTINAPURA and INDRAPRASTHA were cities in this kingdom, and KURUKSHETRA, where the great war took place, was also located here. The Kuru kingdom is, in addition, described in Buddhist and other sources.


Kurukshetra A city in Haryana, which is considered sacred as it is said to be the place where the great MAHABHARATA war was fought, and where KRISHNA preached the BHAGAVAD GITA. According to legends in texts, the place was sacred from ancient days, as King KURU practised austerities here, while later myths state that Kuru sacrificed himself here. The river SARASVATI flowed through Kurukshetra, and the PURANAS describe numerous sacred TIRTHAS here. According to the MATSYA PURANA, a visit to Kurukshetra on the day of an eclipse, when RAHU attacks the sun, brings spiritual bliss to the devout.

A huge tank, the Brahmasagar or Brahmasarovar has been constructed here, and pilgrims bathe in it on auspicious occasions. The Gita Temple, a modern temple with a life-sized marble statue of Krishna, is said to mark the spot where Krishna preached the Bhagavad Gita. There are also several temples and other bathing ghats, as well as the sacred tomb of Sheikh Chilli Jalal (d. 1582), mosques and gurdwaras.

Kurukshetra remains an important place of pilgrimage, particularly at the time of a solar eclipse.


Kusha A son of RAMA and SITA. His twin brother was LAVA. After the death of Rama, Lava ruled north Koshala, and Kusha ruled the southern part of the kingdom. Kusha built the city of Kushasthali, also called Kushavati, in the Vindhyan hills, and made it his capital. He married Kumudvati, a NAGA princess, sister of KUMUDA. Some texts, such as the KATHA SARIT SAGARA, have a different version of the birth of Kusha. According to a story in this, Sita initially had only one son, Lava, while the second, Kusha, was created by the rishi VALMIKI from kusha grass.


kusha grass A type of grass that is considered sacred and is used in VEDIC SACRIFICES. It is sometimes identified with darbha grass. Kusha grass is probably either Desmostachya bipinnata or Poa cynosuroides.



Kuthumi, Master A guru revered by Theosophists. According to Madame Blavatsky and other Theosophists, two gurus in the astral world were in charge of India. These were the Masters Kuthumi and MORYA, under the supervision of the Rishi AGASTYA. Kuthumi had the body of a Kashmiri brahmana and was the teacher of J. KRISHNAMURTI, who wrote At the Feet of the Master, under his guidance. Later Krishnamurti rejected the concept of the masters.


Kutsa An ancient RISHI, the author of some hymns of the RIG VEDA. He is said to have looked very similar to the god INDRA. Once when Indra took him to his palace, Indra’s wife had difficulty in identifying her husband.
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Lahiri Mahasaya A guru of the nineteenth century. Shyama Chandra Lahiri, known as Sri Sri Lahiri Mahasaya, lived between 1828 and 1895. He was the disciple of BABAJI, and learnt from him the technique of KRIYA YOGA, which he transmitted through Sri Yukteswar to Sri Paramahansa YOGANANDA. Paramahansa’s parents were disciples of Lahiri Mahasaya. Lahiri Mahasaya advocated meditation, constant thought of God and KRIYA YOGA to reach the divine. He said: ‘Divine union is possible through self-effort, and is not dependent on theological beliefs or on the arbitrary will of a cosmic dictator.’


Lakkana Dandesha The composer of a SHAIVA epic in Kannada in the fifteenth century. Lakkana, also known as Amatya Shiromani and by other names, lived between 1400 and 1430 (alternative dates 1416–46) and was the prime minister of Praudha Devaraya of the Vijayanagara kingdom. His major work is SHIVATATTVA-CHINTAMANI which includes accounts of the lilas (acts) of Shiva, along with LINGAYAT philosophy.


Lakkundi A town in Karnataka, with ancient Hindu and Jain temples of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Seventeen temples, constructed at the time of the Western Chalukya dynasty, still exist. They are richly decorated, with moulded basements and pyramidal roofs. Many of them have open porches with balconies, and multi-faceted columns. Among Hindu temples, the Kashi Vishveshvara is notable, and has two shrines linked by an open porch, a pyramidal roof, and intricate carvings.


Lakshana Devi Temple A temple of the goddess DURGA, located at Brahmaur (sometimes spelt Bharmour) in the Chamba Valley of Himachal Pradesh. This wooden temple dates to the ninth century, but has been largely reconstructed later. The inner shrine has a metal image of Durga, holding MAHISHASURA, the buffalo demon, by the tail. At the doorway are male and female couples, or MITHUNA, the goddesses GANGA and YAMUNA, and the NAVAGRAHA. Other images include one of a three-headed VISHNU on GARUDA. The temple forms part of a group known as the CHAURASI TEMPLES.


Lakshmana (1) The half-brother of RAMA, considered a partial incarnation of the god VISHNU, and described in the RAMAYANA. According to the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, he was an incarnation of Adi Shesha, or ANANTA. Lakshmana was the son of King DASHARATHA by his wife SUMITRA, and the twin of SHATRUGHNA. From childhood, Lakshmana was deeply attached to Rama, and was like his shadow, always with him. Rama was equally attached to him, and did not like to eat or sleep without his presence. Lakshmana was married to Urmila, sister of SITA, and had two sons, ANGADA and Chandraketu. He accompanied Rama and Sita into exile, and helped Rama in the battle to recover Sita from RAVANA. He was always a friend and helper of Sita. When his time on earth came to an end, he went to the banks of the river Sarayu and was conveyed to heaven by the gods. He is known for his loyalty and devotion to Rama and Sita, and is considered an ideal brother. Lakshmana is depicted along with Rama and Sita in Rama temples and in art.

(2) A son of DURYODHANA


Lakshmana (Lakshmana) A daughter of DURYODHANA married to Shamba, son of KRISHNA.


Lakshmana Siddha A sacred site located near Dehra Dun in Uttarakhand. According to tradition, the site has a dual significance. It is said to have been established by Lakshmana, a disciple of DATTATREYA, as a sacred centre of power. In addition, LAKSHMANA, brother of RAMA, is believed to have performed penances here. A small temple is located at the site.


Lakshmanagupta A philosopher of the school of KASHMIR SHAIVISM, who was a teacher of ABHINAVAGUPTA. Lakshmanagupta was a disciple of UTPALADEVA.


Lakshmi A popular deity, the goddess of fortune. She is the wife of VISHNU, and is worshipped both with him, and separately. Lakshmi is known as Shri, which indicates riches, prosperity and fortune, and this term is frequently referred to in the VEDAS. In the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, Shri is referred to as a goddess, born because of the austerities of PRAJAPATI. In the Shri-Sukta, a hymn in praise of Shri, which possibly dates to the sixth century BCE, Shri is described as radiant and glorious, shining like the moon, invoked for fame and prosperity. She is seated on a lotus, a symbol of spiritual growth and purity. In the MAHABHARATA, Shri is the goddess of beauty and prosperity who appeared at the churning of the milky ocean. A part of her became incarnate as Rukmini. Another section says she was appointed to become the wife of the five Indras, who were incarnated as the PANDAVAS, and therefore she was reborn as DRAUPADI. Shri is also described as born from the lotus of Vishnu, and married to DHARMA, in which context, she is the mother of Artha. Once Shri lived with the ASURAS, but when their practices deteriorated, she joined the DEVAS. She deserted Bali and went to Indra. Shri and Lakshmi may have once been different deities, later considered the same. In the PURANAS, Lakshmi or Shri is primarily the consort of Vishnu, but sometimes associated with the god Dharma, or with INDRA, and at times KUBERA. Lakshmi is mentioned in some versions of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA. As she emerged from the ocean, she was chosen by Vishnu, and became his loyal wife, remaining his partner in all his incarnations. Thus she is SITA when he is RAMA, and RUKMINI, when he is KRISHNA. As BUDDHA is an avatara of Vishnu, she is also Yashodhara, his wife.

Lakshmi is normally depicted as a beautiful woman, with two or four arms. She usually holds two or four of the following objects: a lotus, a wood apple, a conch shell, a vessel of amrita or divine nectar, a citron fruit, a shield or a club (kaumodaki). As GAJA LAKSHMI she is seated on a lotus, with an elephant on each side, sprinkling water on her from their trunks. She is shown with Vishnu in Lakshmi-Narayana images, where she is often seated on his thigh, one arm around his neck. In some images the two are merged into one figure. In several images, Lakshmi and BHUDEVI stand on either side of Vishnu.

In texts Lakshmi represents the social order and settled married life. She is well-dressed, and decked with ornaments. In SHRIVAISHNAVISM, she is not only Vishnu’s consort, but the mediator for devotees, and embodies compassion. In relation to prosperity, Lakshmi is known to be fickle like wealth, and if she can be persuaded to stay in one place, riches and fortune follow. In a myth associated with the Charminar in Hyderabad, Lakshmi is said to have come there and fallen in love with a guard. The guard left, asking her to wait for him, and never returned, so that Laksmi continues to wait, and brings prosperity to the city.

Laksmi is associated with several festivals. She is worshipped at DIVALI, along with GANESHA, for wealth and prosperity, and is also associated with the harvest. In Orissa, she is associated with crops and fertilty, and worshipped at the Kaumudi Purnima festival. She is one of the goddesses worshipped at DURGA PUJA.

Though Lakshmi’s vahana or vehicle is usually Vishnu’s bird, GARUDA, she also rides on an owl, generally an inauspicious bird in Hindu mythology. Her opposite is ALAKSHMI, an inauspicious goddess.

Lakshmi is usually secondary to Vishnu, but in some texts and images, she is the supreme deity. In the Lakshmi Tantra, she is both creator and destroyer. As MAHALAKSHMI, she is similar to MAHADEVI, the supreme goddess.

Lakshmi is depicted from the second century BCE onwards, a form of her being found in early Buddhist shrines. In later temples, Gaja Lakshmi was worshipped in a separate niche, or carved above the doorway. She remains widely worshipped in several temples, both modern and ancient.


Lakshmi-Narayana Temple A temple of the deities LAKSHMI and VISHNU, located in New Delhi. It was constructed in 1938, and as it was financed by the industrialist Raja Baldev Birla, it is popularly known as the Birla Temple. From the beginning the temple had no caste restrictions, and the first puja (worship) was therefore attended by Mahatma GANDHI. It is a grand structure in white marble and red sandstone, made in Orissa style with tall shikharas or towers, capped with domes. The inner shrine has images of Lakshmi and Vishnu. Outside, there are gardens and fountains.

The temple is extremely popular, and major celebrations take place at the time of JANAMASHTMI and other festivals.

There are several similar Lakshmi-Narayana temples in other cities.


Lakshmisha The composer of the Jaimini-bharata in Kannada in the sixteenth century. A resident of Devanur in Chickamaglur (Karnataka), he was a devotee of the presiding deity Lakshmi Ramana Swami. He based his work on the Sanskrit Jaimini Bharata which tells the story of the ASHVAMEDHA of YUDDHISHTHIRA. The focus in the Kannada work is on KRISHNA bhakti.


Lakulisha The founder of the Shaivite PASHUPATA sect who lived in the second century, and was said to be an incarnation of the god SHIVA. An inscription mentions that he lived in Kayarohana, which has been identified with Karvan in Kathiawar in Gujarat. His four main disciples were Kushika, Mitra, Garga and Kaurushya, who are said to have founded four subsects of the Pashupatas.


Laleshvari (Lal Ded) A BHAKTI poet of Kashmir, also known as Lalla Arifa, or Lal Ded, who is still held in high esteem in Kashmir.

Her date of birth is variously given between 1300 and 1335, and she is said to have been born either at Pandrethan or Sihampura (Sempor), a village 8 km from Srinagar. At the age of twelve she was married into a Pandit (BRAHMANA) family of Padmapura (Padmanpora, or Pampore), a few kilometres from her village. In childhood she was influenced by the family priest, and after marriage, ill-treated by her in-laws, she maintained an inner detachment from the world. Later, she left home and lived in forests and mountain caves, and composed verses to God, finally achieving union with God. Her collected verses composed in Kashmiri, are known as Lala Vak, vak being a verse form of Kashmir. They were retained in the oral tradition and later written down. Her verses indicate that she worshipped god in all forms, but particularly in the form of the God SHIVA. She was against animal sacrifices and rituals, and believed that all religions were essentially the same.

In one verse she writes:


Whatever work I did, that was worship

Whatever I did, that became a mantra

This recognition entered every fibre of my being

As the essence of the knowledge of Parama Shiva.



Laleshvari is revered by both Hindus and Muslims, and according to tradition inspired the famous Nuruddin or Nund Rishi and other wandering saints. These are accounts of her in several Rishi Namas, some of which are mythical. Thus according to the Rishi Nama of Baba Nasibuddin Ghazi, the oldest such Nama, when Nund Rishi as a baby refused to drink his mother’s milk, Lal Ded appeared and nursed him. Nund Rishi refers to her as Lalla Padmanpora, who saw Shiva around her, and prays to God to bestow on him the same attainments. Later Persian writers state she met Shah Hamadan and was influenced by Sufism, though others deny this. The Rishi Nama of Baba Kamaluddin and of Baba Khajil have chapters on Lal Ded and include some of her vaks.

Her date of death is unknown, but is thought to have been sometime between 1377, the birth of Nund Rishi, and 1380. Her verses still constitute many of the proverbs and sayings of Kashmir.


Lalita A goddess, a form of Devi, often identified with the supreme goddess, MAHADEVI. The LALITA SAHASRANAMA contains a thousand names of the goddess. Lalita is also a form of the goddess SHARADA or SARASVATI. As one of the MAHAVIDYAS, she is represented by the goddess SHODASHI.

According to texts, the goddess Lalita is depicted in a standing posture, with four arms and decorated with ornaments. In her two left hands she holds a mirror and a shankha (conch), and in her right hands a fruit and a box containing collyrium for the eyes.


Lalita Pancha Ratnam A Sanskrit hymn in praise of the goddess LALITA, attributed to SHANKARA. It consists of five verses on the goddess, who is described as smiling and beautiful, decorated with jewels. Seated in padmasana, she holds in her hands a lotus, ankusha or goad, dhvaja or flag, and sudarshana (chakra). She grants the wishes of devotees, and among her names are Kameshvari, Maheshvari, Tripureshvari, Shambhavi and Vag-devi (goddess of speech).


Lalita Sahasranama A Sanskrit text that praises the goddess Lalita, and lists 1000 of her names. Analysis and meditation on these names is said to lead to the granting of all desires, and to supreme bliss.

The Lalita Sahasranama is recited every day at the Sharada temple in SRINGERI.

The noted guru Mata AMRITANANDA advocates its daily recitation. According to her it is the best of the sahasranamas (thousand names of deities) suitable for householders, but can be chanted by anyone. It provides protection, prosperity, fame, a long life, and several other benefits. If chanted with love and without any specific desire, it reveals the knowledge of BRAHMAN.

The text forms part of the BRAHMANDA PURANA, in which it is said to have been taught by HAYAGRIVA to the rishi AGASTYA. Its date and authorship are unknown.


Lallulal The composer of Prem Sagar, a devotional work in Hindi (mainly Khariboli) on the god Krishna, based on the tenth skandha of the BHAGAVATA PURANA. This work remains extremely popular.

Born in 1763 at Agra, Lallulal was appointed by John Gilchrist of Fort William College, Calcutta (Kolkata) to write books in Urdu and Hindi. Apart from Prem Sagar, he rewrote a number of stories from the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA and Bhagavata. Some of his other works are Sinhasana-battisi, Vaitala-pachisi, and Shakuntala Nataka. He died in 1825.


Lalpanth/Laldasi A sect founded by Laldas in the sixteenth century in Rajasthan. Laldas (1540–1648) was born in village Dholidup near Alwar, in a Meo Muslim family, but focused on the worship of VISHNU, and advocated the recitation of the name of RAMA, and control of the mind and the senses. Laldas remained a householder, but had a number of disciples, both Hindus and Muslims. His verses in Mewati were later rendered in Rajasthani. About 700 sakhis and 600 padas (poems) are ascribed to him, but some of these were composed by his followers.

Notable followers of the sect included Haridasa, Dungarsisadha, Pranisadha and Bhikhanasadha. The places where he lived, including Dholidup, Bandholi, Todi, Rasgan and Nagla, where he stayed for forty years, are all located in the Alwar–Bharatpur region and are centres of pilgrimage for the sect.


Langoi Sagol Thaba A text based on the MAHABHARATA story of the ASHVAMEDHA (horse sacrifice) of YUDDHISHTHIRA, composed in Manipuri in the eighteenth century. It was written by Longjam Parshuram, and was based on an earlier version in Manipuri by Ghanshyam Thokchom, and on the Bengali version by Gangadas Sen. The focus is on BABHRUVAHANA’S fight with ARJUNA, which is said to have taken place in Manipur. In this version, Arjuna’s head is cut off, and ULUPI sends Babhruvahana to get the gem to restore his life from the naga ANANTA. Ananta is ready to give it to him, but his ministers object and Babhruvahana has to defeat them in battle. He does so, but meanwhile Arjuna’s head is stolen by the defeated prime minister. All ends well, and Arjuna is revived, after KRISHNA, BHIMA, KUNTI, DEVAKI and YASHODA arrive in Manipur, flying on the back of GARUDA.

The text has descriptions of Manipur as a place of great beauty.


Lanka A city, the capital of RAVANA, described in the RAMAYANA. Lanka is described as a grand city, with seven moats and seven high walls of stone and metal. It was built of gold by the divine architect VISHVAKARMA, for the god KUBERA, but was appropriated by Ravana. Here Ravana kept SITA in captivity. When HANUMAN visited it to search for Sita, he allowed himself to be taken captive, and later his tail was set on fire. He jumped through the city, using it to set a large part of Lanka on fire. Rama and his followers attacked the city, and when Ravana was finally killed, Vibhishana was made the king. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, Lanka was originally on Mt MERU, but was broken off by the god VAYU and hurled into the ocean.

It is usually located in present-day Sri Lanka, though archaeologists and historians have suggested other locations as well. Lanka was not the ancient name of Sri Lanka, nor of its capital city. Sri Lanka used to be known by various names including Anuradhapura.


Lava A son of RAMA and SITA, described in the RAMAYANA, who was the twin of KUSHA. After the death of Rama, he ruled north Koshala, with his capital at Shravasti. According to tradition, the Ramayana was narrated to Lava and Kusha by VALMIKI, and they popularized it by travelling to various places and reciting it.


Lekhas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods who existed in the sixth MANVANTARA, when Chakshusha was the MANU. Achyuta and Pracheta were among the devas of the group.


Lila Charitra A biography of CHAKRADHARA, the founder of the MAHANUBHAVA sect. Lila Charitra, initially composed in Marathi in 1278, by Mhaimbhatta, was said to have been destroyed in 1308 after Malik Kafur’s invasion of Riddhipur, the sacred centre of the sect. It was then rewritten by Upadhye Hiraisa, who had memorized the original. The Lila Charitra begins with a mystical story, in which Changadeva Raul enters the dead body of Haripala and transforms it into the living Chakradhara.

The text is considered the first prose work in Marathi, and the first biography in that language. It has three parts and includes episodes from the life of Chakradhara, as well as some of the philosophical discussions he had with his disciples. Aspects of the lives of Chakradhara’s disciples are also portrayed. The first part, Ekanka, deals with the initial phase of Chakradhara’s wanderings after leaving his home; the second, Purvadha, begins when he reaches Paithan and chooses Baisa as his disciple; the third section begins with the discipleship of Nagadeva, until the end of Chakradhara’s life. It does not have chapters but deals with a series of events in chronological order, each covered in a short paragraph, or in two or more pages. Around 950 events are thus covered. The text indirectly provides information on the social and cultural life of the region in the thirteenth century.


linga A term for the emblem of the god SHIVA. The linga is the depiction of Shiva in a column or pillar form. It represents the phallus, but is also a representation of the cosmos, and is a symbol of fertility, life and regeneration. Myths connected with the linga state that Shiva appeared in this form as a column of fire, the top and bottom of which could not be seen.

According to the LINGA PURANA, when this shining column appeared, VISHNU and BRAHMA were quarrelling about who was the lord of the universe. Unable to make out what it was, Brahma flew upwards in the form of a swan, while Vishnu went down below the earth in his form as VARAHA, a boar. When they still could not locate its two ends, they realized it was a power greater than theirs, and began to pray to it. As the chant of ‘Om’ resounded around the linga, Shiva appeared from it as the rishi Vedanama, and told them that the universe originated from the linga. He then taught them the GAYATRI MANTRA.

Some trace the first depiction of the linga to the INDUS CIVILIZATION. The emblem was also depicted on coins and seals from the second century BCE onwards, while the earliest linga in stone, found at Gudimallam near Renigunta in Andhra Pradesh, is thought to belong to the second or first century BCE.

Textual references seem to indicate that the cosmic significance of the linga was introduced at a later date to make its worship more acceptable.

SHAIVA AGAMAS describe different types of lingas. The Kamika Agama mentions six types: svayambhuva, or self-created; daivaka, or made by the gods; arshaka, made by the rishis; ganapatya, made by the ganas; manusha, made by people; and bana lingas or natural objects that look like lingas. These are all sthiralingas, or fixed lingas.

Manusha lingas, and how they should be made, are extensively described. Each has three parts, Brahmabhaga, a square lowest section, Vishnubhaga, an octagonal middle section, and Rudrabhaga or Pujabhaga, the top section, which is generally cylindrical, and is the portion that is worshipped. The two lower sections are usually inserted into the ground or pedestal of the linga. The three sections represent the three aspects of creation, preservation and destruction.

There are several different categories of manusha lingas, based on the type of carving on the upper section. Particularly sacred out of these are the ashtottarashata, with 108 lines, and the sahasra linga with 1000 lines. One to five faces of Shiva, representing his different aspects, may also be carved on the linga.


From a fairly early period, the linga has been the main object of worship in several Shaivite shrines and temples, with anthropomorphic depictions of the god being accessories on the walls. Lingas enshrined in temples follow the standards laid down in texts, but can also be classified according to the elements they represent. Most sacred are considered the twelve jyotir lingas, or lingas of light, enshrined at SOMANATHA, in Gujarat; KEDARNATHA in Uttarakhand; KASHI VISHVANATHA in Varanasi, Uttar Pradesh; Mahakaleshvara at Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh, OMKARESHVARA, in Madhya Pradesh; Mallikarjuna at SRISAILAM, Andhra Pradesh; Vaidyantha or Baijnath at Deogarh in Bihar; Ghushmeshvara, in Maharashtra; BHIMASHANKARA, in Maharashtra; TRYAMBAKESHVARA, also in Maharashtra; Nageshvara, in Gujarat; and RAMESHVARAM in Tamil Nadu. There are also lingas of other elements, vayu or air, prithvi or earth, jala or water, akasha or space, yajna or sacrifice, Soma or the moon, and Surya or the sun. Important among these are the Vayu linga at KALAHASTISHVARA in Andhra Pradesh, the Tejas or fire linga at TIRUVANNAMALAI, the Akasha linga at CHIDAMBARAM, the Jala linga at Jambukeshvara at Tiruvanaikaval, Tamil Nadu, and the Prithvi linga at the EKAMBARESHVARA TEMPLE in KANCHIPURAM. At AMARNATHA is an ice linga.

Lingas can also be made by individuals in their homes, and there are rules laid down for making and consecrating these. Temples enshrining lingas can be found in all parts of the country, and range from the huge and vast, to small mud structures.

The linga is worshipped by all Shaivites, but is the special emblem of the LINGAYATS or Virashaivas, a Shaivite sect.


Linga Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. The Linga Purana has two parts, Purvardha and Uttarardha. It begins with an account of the holy places visited by the rishi NARADA, who finally reaches NAIMISHARANYA. Suta LOMAHARSHANA reaches there and recites this Purana at the request of the rishis. The text focuses on the consecration and worship of the LINGA, and the worship of SHIVA along with his five forms of Ishana, Aghora, Vamadeva, Tatpurusha and Jata. According to this Purana, a worshipper of Shiva should defend the deity at all costs. A person who murders a critic of Shiva, and then kills himself, immediately reaches Shiva’s abode. A Shiva worshipper is superior to thousands of worshippers of VISHNU and other deities.

Vishnu appears in a secondary role, defeated not only by Shiva but also by Shiva’s devotees such as DADHICHA. The text includes accounts of the cycles of creation, the fourteen LOKAS, the months and seasons, and the planets and stars. Pashupati Yoga, a method of reaching the divine, and the twenty-eight incarnations of Shiva as Yogeshvara are described. A number of stories are narrated, including those regarding Shiva’s appearance in the Devadaru forest; the rishi Shveta, who, as he was a worshipper of Shiva, could not be taken to the abode of death by YAMA; the rishi Dadhicha, who learnt the art of reviving the dead by praying to Shiva; the birth of NANDI as the son of Shilada; the story of DHRUVA; KALMASHAPADA and PARASHARA’S destruction of RAKSHASAS; Shiva’s destruction of the TRIPURA; the stories of ANDHAKA, HIRANYAKSHA and HIRANYAKASHIPU; the defeat of NARASIMHA by VIRABHADRA (or in some versions, Nandi); the defeat of Jalandhara; DAKSHA’S sacrifice, the death of SATI, and the defeat of Daksha by Shiva. VARANASI and its sanctity are described. There are sections on omens, Shaiva vratas (vows), the efficacy of the Shiva mantra, and various mystic rites. R.C. Hazra in his analysis of the text, points out that there was an earlier Linga Purana, quotations from which are still found in some texts, while the present Linga Purana was composed between CE 600 and 1000. In its present form, the Linga is a text primarily for SHAIVAS.


Lingaraja Temple A temple dedicated to the god SHIVA, located in Bhubaneswar, Orissa. It dates back to the eleventh century, with some later additions. It is a typical Orissa-style temple, with the inner shrine, known as the deul or sri mandir, the hall or jagmohan, the dance hall or nat mandir, and the bhog mandir or hall where offerings are made. The whole complex is in an enclosure, entered from the east. The outer walls have two levels, divided by mouldings with sculptured niches. The tower over the shrine, reaches a height of 38.5 m. There are other small shrines in the enclosure, as well as a temple of the goddess PARVATI, dating to the thirteenth century.

According to legends, Parvati came here in disguise, as the area had been praised by Shiva. Here two asuras wished to marry her, but she defeated them. Shiva then appeared and constructed a lake, now known as the Bindusagar, for her to quench her thirst. He took the form of Lingaraja, and began to live near the lake. Later, the temple was constructed around his linga form.

The temple is still in use, and there are twenty-two daily ceremonies in worship of the deity.


Lingayats A Shaivite sect, also known as Virashaivas. The sect was founded in the twelfth century by BASAVANNA in the region of Karnataka, and may have appeared as a reaction against BRAHMANA dominance and discrimination. Though earlier saints such as Devara Dasimayya, are attributed to the sect, Basavanna gave the sect a formal structure. The basic principles of the Lingayat are the shat-sthala doctrine, and linga-dharana. Shat-sthala is described differently in various texts. In the Prabhulinga-lile, it is a journey through six stages. In other texts, sthala can refer to six inner energy centres, six majestic powers of God, or the natural elements. In the Anubhava-sutra of Mayi-deva, a sthala is said to have two parts, Brahman and jiva (or anga). SHAKTI, who is a part of SHIVA, also has two parts. A complex system of different types of lingas is described. These do not have material form, and are contained in the shat-sthalas. Shiva and Shakti are also part of the sthalas. Lingayats rejected the sanctity of the VEDAS and the authority of brahmanas, and were against caste, sacrifices, and pilgrimages. Certain Vedantic principles were accepted, but these were reinterpreted with Shaivite terminology. Thus Shiva was recognized as the eternal principle, self-existent, and beyond all attributes. Shiva’s divine symbol was the LINGA, and no other image worship was allowed. The Shunyasampadane written on ALLAMA PRABHU, a saint of the sect, throws more light on their practices.

In some texts, six progressive stages of worship are described. Briefly, the first stage consists of simple BHAKTI, the second of nishthe, or discipline, enduring temptations and ordeals; the third, avadhana bhakti, in which the devotee recognizes the lord is everywhere, and ‘receives’ or recognizes Shiva’s presence in the world. In the fourth stage is anubhava bhakti, in which the devotee sees Shiva within herself and others, and is filled with compassion. The fifth stage is one of ananda or bliss, when the devotee is united with Shiva, as a lover. But at this stage separation can still take place. In the sixth stage, there is samarasa, when the devotee and Shiva are one, and all worship is ended. Later writers subdivided these stages into several more, though different aspects of each can be present at the same time.

Apart from Basavanna and Allama Prabhu, other notable saints included Ekantada Ramayya, Kasimayya, Siddharama, Machideva, Bomayya, and MAHADEVIYAKKA, a woman. The saints composed songs or vachanas of love and devotion to Shiva, many of which are preserved. A religious centre, the Anubhava Mandapa was set up, where the saints of the new sect met and exchanged ideas.

Lingayats are still a practising sect, but caste distinctions gradually reappeared, and the sect itself became a caste, located mainly in Karnataka. Jangamas or hereditary priests also became a part of the sect.

Lingayats have five main MATHAS or religious centres: at Kedarnath, SRISAILAM, Balehalli, UJJAIN and VARANASI. All members are attached to one of these centres and initiated by a guru. Each carries a small linga, and wears a white dot on the forehead. The dead are buried instead of being cremated. Certain daily rites, such as worship of the linga, and some SAMSKARAS, such as initiation of male children are practised. Their philosophy is described as Visheshadvaita.

The literature of the sect is in Sanskrit, Kannada and Telugu. Some SHAIVA AGAMAS contain aspects of the philosophy, but the most important literature is in Kannada.


Lochana Dasa A composer of works in Bengali on CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. Lochana Dasa probably lived between 1523 and 1589, and was a disciple of Narahari Sarkar Thakur, an associate of Chaitanya. Lochana is best known for his Chaitanya Mangala, a biographical work, though he also composed other verses (padas) on Chaitanya and KRISHNA. Chaitanya Mangala has approximately 11,000 lines, divided into four parts, and can be recited or sung set to music, in various ragas. Lochana’s ‘Dhamali’ verses depict the emotions of the GOPIS for Krishna.


Lohri A harvest festival celebrated on 13 January in north India, particularly in Punjab, Haryana, Delhi and Himachal. Similar festivals of MAKARA SANKRANTI and PONGAL are celebrated elsewhere on 14 January, when the sun enters the constellation Makara (Capricorn) according to the Hindu calendar. Lohri marks the beginning of spring, and has its own local rituals. The first Lohri after a couple is married is considered a special occasion for them, and also the first Lohri after a son is born.

On the evening of Lohri, bonfires are lit, and people dance and sing around them. Sweets made of sesame or til, along with puffed rice and popcorn, are thrown in the fire, and handfuls of this mixture are distributed to the poor. Small coins are also thrown, and wishes are made for wealth and prosperity in the future. In some areas songs are sung about Dulha Bhatti, a legendary person similar to Robin Hood, who, long ago, robbed the rich and distributed their wealth to the poor.


loka A term signifying a type of world, or a division of the universe into different worlds. In Hinduism, there are various classifications of the different worlds. Triloka, or three worlds, are commonly mentioned and consist of heaven, earth and hell, or of heaven, earth, and the intermediate space between the two (bhuvarloka). In some PURANAS, fourteen worlds are mentioned, and are part of the BRAHMANDA or cosmic egg. There are seven in the upper world, and seven in the lower or netherworld. The seven upper worlds are: BHULOKA, the earth; BHUVARLOKA, between the earth and the sun, where munis, SIDDHAS and perfected ones live; Svarloka, the heaven of INDRA; MAHARLOKA, where saints such as BHRIGU live; JANARLOKA, where Brahma’s mind-born sons, Sanaka, Sananda and SANAT KUMARA are; Tapoloka, the home of Vairajas; Satyaloka, the heaven of BRAHMA, reaching which one is freed from rebirth. The seven lower worlds are: ATALA, ruled by Mahamaya or by Bala; VITALA, ruled by Hatakeshvara, a form of Shiva; SUTALA, under MAHABALI; TALATALA, under Maya; MAHATALA; RASATALA, where the DAITYAS and DANAVAS live; PATALA, in which Vasuki is the ruler, and the chief NAGAS or serpent gods dwell. The seven lower realms are also together referred to as Patala. These are not the same as NARAKAS or hells. When the rishi NARADA visited these lower worlds, he said they were wonderful, and better than Indra’s heaven. There are variant lists of these fourteen lokas in the Puranas.


In some texts there are eight lokas: Brahmaloka, where the higher deities live; Pitriloka, where the PITRIS, RISHIS and PRAJAPATIS dwell; Somaloka, with the moon and other planets; Indraloka, where there are the lesser deities; Gandharvaloka, which has GANDHARVAS and similar beings; Rakshasaloka, the world of the rakshasas; Yakshaloka, of the YAKSHAS; Pishachaloka, of the PISHACHAS. In addition, each god has his own loka. For instance, Vaikuntha is the loka of Vishnu, Goloka of Krishna, Shivaloka of Shiva.

In a mystical sense, all the lokas are represented within the body. The seven upper worlds are represented by the seven CHAKRAS, while the seven lower worlds are below the Muladhara Chakra.


Lokacharya, Pillai A Vaishnava philosopher who belonged to the TENGALAI school of VAISHNAVISM. See Pillai Lokacharya.


Lokapalas Guardian deities in Hinduism, also known as DIKAPALAS, guardians of the directions. Lokapalas are also sometimes referred to as a group of five deities, including Vedic and later deities. These five are GANESHA, DURGA, VAYU, DYAUS and the ASHVINS.


Lokayata A Sanskrit term indicating materialistic schools of philosophy. It is specially applied to the CHARVAKA school.


Lomaharshana The name of a suta or bard in ancient texts, alternatively called Romaharshana. He was a disciple of VYASA, and the father of Ugrashrava, who narrated the MAHABHARATA to the rishis in the NAIMISHA forest.


lotus A flower that is considered sacred. Spiritual texts state a person should be like a lotus, that grows with its roots in mud, yet rises above, pure and untainted. In Sanskrit texts, the lotus has a number of names, including kamala and padma.

Several Hindu deities are associated with the lotus, particularly the goddess LAKSHMI. A lotus grows out of Vishnu’s navel, hence he is known as Padmanabha (with a lotus navel). The lotus represents fertility, growth, and purity.
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Ma (Maa) A Hindi word which means mother, but is often used for any Hindu goddess, particularly MAHADEVI, PARVATI, DURGA, or one of their forms.


Mada The name of an ASURA, the personification of intoxication. According to the MAHABHARATA, Mada was created by the rishi CHYAVANA to oppose INDRA, who refused to allow the ASHVINS to partake of SOMA in the sacrifice. Mada was distributed in dice, hunting, drinks and women, and, afraid of it, Indra relented.


Madana A name of the god of love, KAMA. Madana is also a name of the god KRISHNA, and of SHIVA.


Madhava Kandali An Assamese poet who lived in about the fourteenth century, and translated the RAMAYANA into Assamese. Not much is known about Madhava. He states that the translation was done at the request of the Varaha king Srimahamanikya, who was possibly a ruler of the Kachari dynasty. The Adi and Uttara Kandas, i.e., the first and last books of the Ramayana, are missing in Kandali’s work. The rest is in Assamese verse, and keeps close to the original, with some modifications. His translation formed the basis for later Ramayanas in Assamese, including the Giti Ramayana of Durgavara (sixteenth century), the Ramayana of Ananta Kandali (sixteenth century), of Ananta Kayastha (seventeenth century), and the prose Ramayana of Raghunatha Mahanta (late eighteenth century). In all these the first and last books are missing. SHANKARADEVA rewrote the Uttara Kanda in Assamese verse.


Madhava Rao Temple A temple of the god KRISHNA, located at Mandi in Himachal Pradesh. This temple was constructed by Raja Suraj Sen who ruled Mandi state from 1637 to 1664, and had great significance in the state. According to the story, the Raja suffered from several misfortunes, including the loss of a number of his sons. He then set up this temple for Krishna, here known as Madhava Rao, and made the deity the head of the state, while he ruled as his vice-regent. The state then prospered. Madhava Rao became the guardian deity of the state, and his image was worshipped on all special occasions. After Independence in 1947, the ruler took permission from the deity to merge Mandi state with India. Even today, Madhava Rao is revered, and other gods and goddesses are brought here at the time of SHIVARATRI, to honour him.

The concept of a god ruling with the king as his assistant existed in other parts of India as well. Among such were EKALINGAJI at Mewar, and JAGANNATHA at Puri.


Madhavacharya A philosopher who lived in the fourteenth century, and wrote the Sarva-darshana-samgraha, an invaluable compendium of various philosophies the Shankara Digvijaya, an account of the life of Shri SHANKARA as well as other books. Madhavacharya is usually identified with VIDYARANYA. This is supported by commentators, but several scholars doubt this. Some identify him with a later Madhava known as Madhava-bhatta, who wrote Bharata-champu, and had the little Nava-Kalidasa (new Kalidasa).

Even if Madhava has correctly been assigned to the fourteenth century, Rajgopal Sharma points out that there were a number of well-known Madhavas at this time, including Madhava, the brother of SAYANA; Madhava, the son of Sayana; Madhava, the minister and general; and possibly a fourth Madhava who became Vidyaranya.


Madhavadeva A VAISHNAVA saint-poet, who was the most prominent of the disciples of SHANKARADEVA of Assam. Madhavadeva was born in 1489, to Govindagiri and Manorama. He studied Sanskrit and was a devotee of the goddess DURGA, but, after meeting Shankaradeva, became his disciple. He lived for twenty-eight years after the death of Shankaradeva, and continued to nurture and provide leadership to the Vaishnava community the latter had founded. Madhava composed a number of books in Assamese, of which NAMAGHOSHA, a devotional work of 1000 verses, is considered the most important. Others are: Bhaktiratnavali, the translation of an Oriya work by Vishnupuri; Nama-malika, the translation of another Oriya work composed by Purusottama Gajapati; Balakanda, a summary of the first section of the RAMAYANA; Rajasuya-kavya, based on the story of YUDDHISHTHIRA’S RAJASUYA sacrfice in the MAHABHARATA. Apart from these, he composed several short plays, mainly on the god Krishna’s life, as well as bargitas (devotional songs).



Madhavi A goddess of the earth, mentioned in the Uttara Kanda of the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI. SITA had originated from the earth, and at the end of her life Madhavi arose from the earth to take Sita back. Throughout her life Sita had faced much sorrow. After being rescued from LANKA, and undergoing a fire ordeal to prove her innocence, she lived for a while with RAMA, but was then banished to the ashrama of Valmiki. When Rama met their twin sons, LAVA and KUSHA, he wanted Sita once again to take an oath to prove her purity before the people. Sita, who came before the gathering wearing a brown garment, said, ‘As I have not contemplated anyone but Rama, so may the goddess Madhavi provide space to me.’ A divine throne arose from the earth, borne on the head of NAGAS, adorned with gems. The earth goddess was seated on it, and welcomed Sita, making her sit with her, and descended once again into the earth. Rama was then filled with grief, but was assured they would be united in heaven.

As Sita was born from the earth, her return to it is also symbolic, in keeping with her earlier role as an agrarian deity.

Madhavi is also a name of the goddess LAKSHMI, as well as of several others.


Madhu (1) The name of a DAITYA. Madhu and Kaitabha were two daityas or asuras, who emerged out of the ear-wax of the god VISHNU. They are described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. According to the DEVI-BHAGAVATA PURANA, they worshipped DEVI and received a boon that they would not die until they wished. They grew extremely powerful, and stole the VEDAS from the god BRAHMA. Finally Vishnu managed to kill them by tricking them into granting him a boon.

According to a story in the Mahabharata, Madhu and Kaitabha tried to kill Brahma, but were killed by KRISHNA, who therefore came to be known as Madhusudana. Madhu was born from the primeval lotus, from the attribute of tamas (darkness).

(2) Another daitya named Madhu is mentioned in the Ramayana. (Uttara Kanda LXI). He lived in the KRITA YUGA, was the son of Lola, and was extremely righteous. He was respectful to brahmanas and had good relations with the DEVAS. He obtained a luminous trident as a boon from the god SHIVA. Anyone who opposed him would be reduced to ashes by this weapon. However Madhu had a son named Lavana who was wicked from the time he was born. Madhu left the world in grief, leaving the trident with his son. When the rishis appealed to RAMA against Lavana and his oppression, Rama sent Shatrughna to kill Lavana. SHATRUGHNA succeeded in this, and became the ruler of Madhura (Mathura).


Madhura Kavi A BHAKTI saint, one of the twelve Vaishnava ALVARS. Madhura Kavi was the saint who discovered the greatness of NAMMALVAR. Madhura, born in a brahmana family, is said to be the incarnation of Kumuda Ganesha, who is a divine being subordinate to VISHVAKASENA, the servant of VISHNU. Alternatively, he is said to be an incarnation of Vainateya (GARUDA). According to the story, Madhura once proceeded on a pilgrimage, and after visiting various places in north and south India, was guided by a heavenly light which led him to Kurukoor (Alvar Tirunagari), where Nammalvar, who had neither spoken nor moved since birth, sat under a tamarind tree in divine contemplation. The light indicated that Nammalvar was a divine being, but Madhura could not see any life in him. He first dropped a large stone to startle him, and for the first time in his life, Nammalvar opened his eyes. Then Madhura asked him a question: ‘Settatin vayitril siriyatu pirantal, ettai tinnu enke kiddakkum?’ (If in the womb of what is dead, a subtle thing be born, what will it eat and where will it abide?). Nammalvar then spoke for the first time in his life. He replied: ‘Attai tinnu, anke kidakkum.’ (It eats that and abides there). The spiritual implications of the answer were clear to both; it meant the food of the soul is God, and it always abides in God. Madhura then became Nammalvar’s disciple, and spread his fame everywhere. Madhura wrote only one work, Kanninun Chirutambu, where he praises Nammalvar in eleven stanzas of four lines each. It begins: ‘The name of the great one, my acharya of Kurukoor, brings nectar to my tongue and is far sweeter than the name of the Lord.’ These verses are included in the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM.


Madhusudana Sarasvati A scholar and philosopher of ADVAITA, who probably lived between 1565 and 1665. According to other accounts he lived in the first half of the sixteenth century. Madhusudana is thought to have been originally from Bengal, and is said to have been the third son of Purandaracharya, whose ancestors had settled in Kotalipura in Faridpur district, now in Bangladesh. He was named Kamalajanayana, and initially studied NYAYA at NAVADVIPA. Later he became a SANNYASI and a student of the Advaita philosopher Vishveshvara Sarasvati. Madhusudana developed into a remarkable scholar, and wrote a number of books on the principles of Advaita. In his Advaita-siddhi, he refuted VYASATIRTHA’s arguments against Advaita in Nyayamrita. In Advaita-ratna-rakshana he used the UPANISHADS to refute concepts of duality. In Vedanta-kalpa-latika, he provided a brief account of various philosophies, and contrasted them with Advaitic views. Among his other works are: Advaita-manjari, Atma-bodhatika, Ananda-mandakini, Krishna-kutuhala-nataka, Prasthana-bheda, Bhakti-samanya-nirupana, as well as various commentaries.


Madhva The founder of the DVAITA system of philosophy, who lived in the thirteenth century. Madhva was also known as Ananda Tirtha or Purna Prajna. According to the Madhvavijaya, an account of his life written by Narayana-panditacharya, the son of Trivikrama pandita, one of his disciples, he was born at Pajakakshetra village near Udupi in Karnataka, and was the son of Madhageha Bhatta, a Tulu brahmana. The village Pajaka is thought to be the same as modern Kalyanpuri. There is some uncertainty about the date of his birth and the time in which he lived. Though 1199 is generally accepted as his birth date on the basis of information in his own works, some place him in the eleventh century, while other sources indicate that he lived between 1238 and 1317. He had exceptional abilities, and by the age of five, is said to have had a complete knowledge of the VEDAS and all branches of Vedic knowledge. He renounced the world at the age of sixteen, and became a perpetual BRAHMACHARI. His first teacher was Achyutapreksha, also known as Purushottama-tirtha, an Advaitin. However, Madhva gradually developed his own theories and later converted Achyuta to his own views. Madhva first toured south India, and next the sacred sites of north India, and spent some time meditating in the Himalayas. In VARANASI, he is reputed to have walked on water, and to have performed other miracles similar to Jesus. Returning to the south, he founded a Krishna Temple at UDUPI, and wrote a commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA, giving his own interpretation of it. His Dvaita philosophy was developed in several other works, collectively known as the Sarva-Mula Grantha and including at least thirty-seven texts. Among these, his tatparyas or commentaries on the BHAGAVAD GITA, MAHABHARATA and BHAGAVATA PURANA are considered important, while his main principles were summarized in ten short texts known as Dashaprakaranas. Madhva often used PANCHARATRA texts, which he felt were as authentic as the VEDAS. In the Tantrasara-sangraha, he describes Pancharatra style temple worship.

Madhva believed that VISHNU was the supreme deity. He believed in the reality of the world, and in a permanent individual self, unlike the ADVAITA theory of only One Reality. Madhva was totally against Shankara’s theory of Advaita, and philosophers of the two schools of thought repeatedly attacked each other’s theories. Madhva did not comment much on RAMANUJA’s philosophy, but later philosophers pointed out the differences between these two schools as well. PARAKALA YATI of the sixteenth century, a follower of Ramanuja, is among those who analysed the differences between the two. Some of the basic differences are Madhva’s non-acceptance of the two categories of dravya (substance) and adravya (non-substance), as well as Madhva’s theory that various types of people attain different types of liberation.

Madhva was against sacrifices in temples, and also against the DEVADASI practice. Some of his ideas are thought to have been influenced by Christians with Nestorian beliefs, who lived in south India in those days, though a number of scholars feel there was no such influence.

A list of teachers following Madhva is given in various texts, and there are several variations in these. His immediate successor was Padmanabha Tirtha, followed by NARAHARI TIRTHA.

According to the Madhvavijaya, he initiated his brother and seven other disciples, to perform the worship of Krishna at Udupi. These established their own lines of succession, founding eight MATHAS at Udupi. Each of the heads take charge of the main Krishna Matha for two years at a time, even today. Other mathas were founded, mainly in Karnataka, but later in Tamil Nadu and Kerala. The HARIDASAS are among the groups associated with the Madhva tradition.

Madhva probably died in 1278 (if 1199 is taken as his date of birth). According to one legend he was the incarnation of the wind god VAYU, and disappeared into the air while meditating.

There are still several followers of Dvaita in Karnataka and elsewhere.

Madhva’s texts include: Rig-bhashya, a commentary on part of the Rig Veda; commentaries on the following Upanishads: Aitareya, Brihadaranyaka, Chhandogya, Taittiriya, Isha, Kathaka, Mundaka, Mandukya, Prashna, Kena; MAHABHARATA-TATPARYA-NIRNAYA, a commentary on the Mahabharata; two commentaries on the Bhagavad Gita; a commentary on the Bhagavata Purana; four commentaries on the Brahma Sutra; Tantra-sara-samgraha; Krishnamrita-maharnava; Yati-pranava-kalpa; Sadachara-smriti; Jayanti-nirnaya; Yamaka-bharata; Nrisimha-nakhastotra; Dvadasha-stotra; ten texts collectively known as Dashaprakaranas.


Madri (1) The second wife of PANDU, the mother of the twins NAKULA and SAHADEVA, described in the MAHABHARATA. The ASHVINS were their father. When Pandu died, Madri ascended the funeral pyre of her husband. Madri is said to have been an incarnation of the goddess Dhriti.

(2) A wife of SAHADEVA, one of the PANDAVAS. She was also known as Vijaya and was the daughter of the Madra king Dyutimat. Their son was Suhotra.


Madurai A city in Tamil Nadu, famous for its temples, the most important being the MINAKSHI TEMPLE, constructed in the seventeenth century under the Nayaka dynasty. Located on the Vaigai river, Madurai has ancient origins, and was the capital of the Pandya dynasty. From the fourteenth century, it was included in the Vijayanagara empire. The Nayakas (local governors) took over after the downfall of Vijayanagara.

There are several legends about the sanctity of the city. The Pandyas were worshippers of the god SHIVA, and a drop of nectar is said to have fallen from Shiva’s hair, hence leading to the name ‘MADURAI’ or ‘the sweetest’. The movement of a great NAGA or serpent marked the boundaries of the city, and where its tail and head met, the Minakshi Temple was built.


Madurai was a great centre of Tamil literature. Three literary sangams (meetings) were held here in early days, producing a body of work that is popularly referred to as SANGAM LITERATURE. The city is described in other texts as well, including the SHILAPPADIKARAM, an early Tamil epic.


Magadha (1) A state in ancient India described in early texts, which covered part of the present state of Bihar, extending to the east and south. In the MAHABHARATA, Magadha is said to have been ruled by King JARASANDHA, who became an enemy of KRISHNA, and was finally killed by the Pandava BHIMA. The state of Magadha is important in the history of Buddhism and Jainism, with several early kings being patrons of these religions. Ancient centres such as Pataliputra (modern Patna), RAJAGRIHA, and Gaya are located here.

The term Maga or Magha, still used for some of the local people, particularly Magha Brahmanas, is thought by some to be derived from Magi, a class of early Zoroastrian priests. One theory therefore is that, Zoroastrians may have once settled here, but were absorbed into Hinduism.

Later, the great monasteries of Buddhism, Nalanda and Vikramshila, were located in Bihar, which itself is derived from the word for a Buddhist monastery, ‘vihara’.

(2) The name of a caste of sutas (bards). In the Mahabharata, a Magadha is said to be the son of a vaishya from a kshatriya wife.


Magha (1) A Sanskrit writer of the seventh century, who composed Shishupala-vadha, based on the MAHABHARATA story of the killing of SHISHUPALA. Magha is said to have been patronized by King Bhoja of Dhara, while his grandfather was a minister of King Varmalata, possibly in Gujarat. Magha was a master of grammar, and composed several of his verses with double meanings. Through this work he glorifies VISHNU and KRISHNA.

(2) The name of a NAKSHATRA, and of a month.


Magha Mela A festival held once a year at ALLAHABAD, the ancient PRAYAGA, in the month of Magha (January/February). At this time pilgrims come from all over for a dip in the sangam, the confluence of the rivers GANGA and YAMUNA.


Mahabali A DAITYA king who was sent by the god VISHNU into PATALA or the nether world.

Mahabali, also known as Bali, was the son of Virochana, and the grandson of PRAHLADA, who was known for his devotion to Vishnu. Several stories are narrated about Bali in the PURANAS and other texts. He succeeded his father to the throne, and was the king of the ASURAS when the ocean was churned for AMRITA. In the battle against the DEVAS, he was killed, but was brought to life again through the use of sacred herbs. Now Bali drove the devas out of heaven and ruled in their place. Everyone was happy under his rule, except the devas and the BRAHMANAS who lost their privileges. The devas appealed to Vishnu, who said that though Bali was devoted to him, he would solve their problems after being born as VAMANA. After some time, ADITI, mother of the devas, gave birth to Vishnu as Vamana.

While Mahabali was offering a sacrifice on the river NARMADA, Vamana appeared to him in the form of a young hermit, and requested Bali to give him some land, an area he could cover in three steps. Bali agreed, against the advice of his teacher and priest SHUKRACHARYA. Vamana began taking the three steps, and as he did so, he grew enormously in size. The first step covered the whole earth, the second, the whole of heaven. Mahabali then offered his own body for the third step, as a promise given can never be broken. Placing his foot on his head, Vamana pushed Bali into PATALA, the nether world, where he has reigned ever since.

This story may represent the conflict between the people of south India, and the Brahmanic traditions of the north, which gradually overlaid early south Indian culture. Another aspect of the story is the cyclical nature of events. Texts describe how the daityas once ruled the world, but later the devas gained control. In a story in the MAHABHARATA, INDRA, after subjugating all asuras, met Mahabali in a cave. He seemed to be quite at peace, and Indra asked him why he did not grieve for the loss of his sovereignty. Mahabali said that time (kala) was responsible for all things, and one day Indra too would be in the same situation as him, while he would regain his position. Bali explained, ‘That you regard yourself as the actor is the root of all sorrow. In the course of time many thousands of Indras have been swept away yuga after yuga and will be swept away in future.’ In the sequence of MANVANTARAS given in the PURANAS, Mahabali will again be the Indra, that is, the chief of gods, in the eighth manvantara or epoch (the present manvantara is the seventh).

In Kerala, Mahabali is still considered an ideal king. He is said to have ruled there, and to have made the land prosperous and peaceful. Vamana allows him to come out of the earth for one day every year, and that traditional day is celebrated in Kerala as the festival of ONAM.

Though Kerala is best known as the residence of Mahabali, he is also associated with other places. Balia in Uttar Pradesh is said to have been Mahabali’s capital. A similar claim is made for Bawan near Hardoi, also in Uttar Pradesh. In Gujarat, Mahabali is associated with Bharuch (ancient Bhrigukaccha), and is said to have been deprived of his kingdom by Vamana here (Matsya, 114). In Maharashtra, Mahabali is worshipped and specially associated with the hill town of Mahabaleshwar. He is also associated with Mahabalipuram, where he is said to have ruled before his defeat by Vishnu.


Later literature, particularly of Kerala, often celebrates Mahabali. Among such writings is Bali Darshanam, a poem written in Malayalam by Akkittam Achutan (b.1926). In this, Akkittam praises Mahabali, who was loved by all his subjects but was pushed underground by Vamana.


Mahabalipuram A city in Tamil Nadu, also known as MAMALAPURAM.


Mahabharata An early Indian epic, written in Sanskrit, and consisting of 100,000 verses. It is still popular today, and contains the BHAGAVAD GITA, one of the most sacred Hindu texts. The Mahabharata, with eighteen parvas or sections, has a main story and several subsidiary stories. It includes legends, myths and advice on living an ethical life. In fact, it is said there is nothing the Mahabharata does not contain.


The story: The central story is about two sets of cousins, the KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS, descendants of KURU. DHRITARASHTRA, PANDU and VIDURA were three sons of the rishi VYASA, from different mothers. According to the story associated with their birth, SHANTANU, a king of the Chandravamshi or lunar dynasty, had two wives, GANGA and SATYAVATI. Devavrata was the son of Shantanu through Ganga, but he renounced his succession to the throne, and was then known as BHISHMA. Vyasa was born to Satyavati, through the rishi PARASHARA, without her losing her virginity. She had two more sons from Shantanu, CHITRANGADA and Vichitravirya. While Chitrangada died young, Vichitravirya married two daughters of the king of KASHI, Ambika and Ambalika, but also died without any children. Satyavati therefore asked Vyasa to continue the line by begetting children through the two wives of Vichitravirya. Terrified at the sight of Vyasa, Ambika shut her eyes, and thus Dhritarashtra was born blind. Ambalika turned pale at the sight of the rishi, and so Pandu was born pale. Vidura was born through a servant maid, who found Vyasa quite congenial, and thus Vidura was intelligent and wise.

They all lived at HASTINAPURA, the capital of the KURU country. Dhritarashtra was married to GANDHARI and had one hundred sons, known as the Kauravas, the eldest of whom was DURYODHANA. As Dhritarashtra was blind, Pandu became the king of Hastinapura. Pandu had two wives, KUNTI and MADRI, but as it was dangerous for him to have children, his five sons, the Pandavas, were born with the help of the gods. Pandu died young and Dhritarashtra took over the throne, taking care of the Pandavas as if they were his own sons. However, there was intense rivalry between the Pandavas and Kauravas, which reached a height when Dhritarashtra, in a fit of generosity, chose YUDHISHTHIRA, the eldest Pandava, as his successor. Games of dice between Yudhishthira and Duryodhana led to Yudhishthira losing his kingdom and all he possessed, and going into exile with his brothers and wife. Many years of conflicts between the two groups culminated in a great war, in which practically all the kings of Bharata (India) took part, on one side or the other. The god KRISHNA, in his human form, played a part in the war, and the Bhagavad Gita is a dialogue between him and the third Pandava brother, ARJUNA, on the battlefield, as the war was about to start. The Kauravas were defeated in the war, and all of them were killed. The Pandavas too suffered losses, and all the children of DRAUPADI, their joint wife, were killed. Yudhishthira, at first filled with grief at the destruction caused by the war, was persuaded to take over the reigns of the Kuru kingdom, which he ruled for many years, ensuring peace and prosperity.

Dhritarashtra could not get over the loss of his sons. He and Gandhari lived in Yudhishthira’s capital for fifteen years, and were consulted on affairs of state and treated with great respect, by all the Pandavas except BHIMA. Bhima could not forget that the dice game that began all their troubles, was assented to by Dhritarashtra. Finally Dhritarshtra and Gandhari, accompanied by Kunti and some of their ministers, went to live in an ashrama in the forest. Two years later, they died in a forest fire. After some more years Yudhishthira abdicated his throne, and all the Pandavas left for Indra’s heaven on Mt MERU, which they ultimately reached.

There are several sub-plots and stories in the Mahabharata too, as well as philosophical, ethical and spiritual passages.

The eighteen parvas of the Mahabharata are:


(1) Adi Parva: the beginning, a description of Dhritarashtra, Pandu and their families.


(2) Sabha Parva: life at the court; Yudhishthira is defeated in a game of dice, and is forced to go into exile for thirteen years, the last of which had to be spent incognito. The five Pandavas and their joint wife, Draupadi, set out for their exile in the forest.


(3) Vana Parva: the life of the Pandavas in the Kamakhya forest.


(4) Virata Parva: the thirteenth year of exile is spent in the kingdom of King Virata, with all of them in disguise.


(5) Udyoga Parva: both sides prepare for war.


(6) Bhishma Parva: Duryodhana refuses to accept their return or even to divide the kingdom, or to give the Pandavas five villages that they asked for. The war begins at the battlefield of KURUKSHETRA, the Bhagavad Gita is composed. BHISHMA commands the armies of Duryodhana, and on the tenth day falls to an arrow.


(7) Drona Parva: DRONA takes charge of the Kaurava army. He was killed after some days.


(8) Karna Parva: KARNA takes command of the Kaurava army. He is killed.


(9) Shalya Parva: Shalya takes charge of the Kaurava army.



(10) Sauptika Parva: most of the warriors of the Pandava army are killed while they sleep.


(11) Stri Parva: all the women lament on the battlefield.


(12) Shanti Parva: Yuddhishthira begins his rule, but does not take any pleasure in his victory, he rules rather out of a sense of duty. Bhishma, still alive, lying on a bed of arrows, tells him the duties of kingship.


(13) Anushasana Parva: Bhishma discourses on various topics.


(14) Ashvamedhika Parva: Yudhishthira conducts the ASHAVAMEDHA sacrifice.


(15) Ashramavasika Parva: Dhritarashtra, Gandhari and Kunti retire to live in an ashrama in the forest. After two years they die in a forest fire.


(16) Mausala Parva: Krishna was of the YADAVA clan. He and his clan lived at DVARAKA. The Yadavas began to quarrel. Krishna and his brother BALARAMA ascend to heaven. Dvaraka is submerged in the sea.


(17) Mahaprasthanika Parva: Yudhishthira hands over his kingdom to his successor. The Pandavas and Draupadi set out for Mt Meru.


(18) Svargarohana Parva: The Pandavas and all their relatives are in heaven, a place where there is no enmity.

The HARIVAMSHA is appended to the Mahabharata, but is of a later date.


Date: The date of the Mahabharata is not easy to define. In general, scholars feel it was composed around the fourth century BCE, with additions being made up to CE 400. There are several versions of the Mahabharata, with different recensions, from all parts of the country, and a critical edition has been compiled, identifying the earlier portions of the text. Though it is an epic and not history, the war and some of the other events are thought to have actually taken place, though not in the form described. The date of the Mahabharata War, according to Aryabhatta (fifth century) was 3102 BCE, which was also the date of the start of the KALI YUGA. The Chalukya king, Pulakeshin II, in his Aihole inscription of CE 634–35, stated that 3735 years had passed since the great war, and in this statement was relying on traditions prevalent at the time. However, Vriddha Ganga, VARAHAMIHIRA and Kalhana, stated that the heroes of the war lived 653 years after the beginning of the Kali Yuga, and 2526 years before the Shaka era, which leads to a date of 2449 BCE. Another method of calculating the date, used in the Puranas, is from the date of PARIKSHIT, and the number of years he ruled before Mahapadma Nanda. According to various Puranas, his rule was 1050, 1015, 1115, or 1500 years before Mahapadma. This leads to a date between 2000 and 1500 BCE. There are other dates between the fourteenth and ninth centuries BCE suggested by an analysis of ancient texts. Based on geography and archaeological excavations of the cities described, a date of 1000–900 BCE is arrived at.


Geography: The Mahabharata refers to people and kings from all parts of India, but most of the events of the main story take place in present-day Haryana, western Uttar Pradesh, Delhi and Rajasthan, and other parts of north-west India. Places in these areas and in Uttarakhand are still associated with the Pandavas.


Archaeology: Several of the places of the core area mentioned in the Mahabharata, such as Hastinapura, have the same or similar names today. Excavation and exploration at these sites link the period of the Mahabharata with that of the Painted Grey Ware Culture, datable to between 1200 and 600 BCE. Some scholars feel that such linkages are not merely tenuous but incorrect, as a mythical epic cannot be placed in a historical context. However, most of the early history of India available through contemporary literary sources is interspersed with myths and legends.


Links with other epics: Some scholars find parallels in the great war of the Mahabharata with the Trojan War, as ‘each became the great central point to which the nations of the Middle Ages referred their history’.


Other versions: The story also appears in Jain and Buddhist texts, and is retold with variations in tribal and other cultures.

It was translated into Persian and into all the regional languages, with the addition of local themes.


Mahabharata-tatparya-nirnaya An important work of MADHVA, founder of the DVAITA school of philosophy, composed in the thirteenth century. The text has thirty-two chapters in verse, and is a commentary on some aspects of the MAHABHARATA. Madhva begins with his views on the authenticity of earlier sacred texts. He states that the four Vedas, the PANCHARATRA texts, the Mahabharata and the original Ramayana are the texts that can be considered valid and authoritative. In addition, the VAISHNAVA Puranas are acceptable, as well as those aspects of SMRITI literature that do not come in conflict with the above texts. Other texts were created by VISHNU to cause confusion among the ASURAS. These include both Buddhist texts and SHAIVA Shastras, which SHIVA created at the request of Vishnu for the same purpose. He then explains the five differences that exist in the world, and the merits of BHAKTI, which alone can lead to salvation.

Madhva stated that the Mahabharata represented a struggle between good and evil. He analysed some portions of the Mahabharata, and added some stories from the Puranas.

Several commentaries were written on this text including those by the Dvaita philosophers Varadaraja, VADIRAJA, VYASA TIRTHA, and others.


Mahadamba A woman poet who lived between 1228 and 1303 and was a disciple of CHAKRADHARA of the MAHANUBHAVA sect. Originally known as Rupai, she was a cousin of Nagadeva, the first acharya of the sect. After she was widowed she joined the sect and soon became Chakradhara’s favourite disciple, who named her Mahadaisa. Mahadamba (great mother) is the Sanskritized version of this name, given in later books. After Chakradhara’s death she lived at Riddhipur in Govinda Prabhu’s ashram. She composed the book Shri Chakradhara Nirupit Shrikrishnacharita, on her dialogue with Chakradhara on the god Krishna’s life. However, she is best known for her ‘dhavalas’ (marriage songs). Rukhmini svayamvara, songs regarding the marriage of Krishna and RUKMINI, were composed by her, the first part at the time of Govinda Prabhu’s marriage in 1280, and the second part many years later. Garbhakanda ovis (verses for the unborn child) were among her other compositions.


Mahadeva A name of the god SHIVA, and of one of the RUDRAS. It is also a name of the god BRAHMA and of VISHNU.


Mahadeva Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Ettumanur, Kerala. It was constructed in the sixteenth century, with additions being made later.

The square inner shrine contains a LINGA, and is enclosed in a circular pillared MANDAPA or hall. Both have conical timber roofs, with metal tiles, and a brass pot finial. Around the mandapa is a circular passage, with a carved wooden screen, depicting scenes from the RAMAYANA and the life of KRISHNA. The mandapa has a wooden ceiling with twenty-five panels depicting various deities. The porch at the western entrance has seventeenth-century paintings, including one of Shiva as NATARAJA. The temple is in typical Kerala style, and there are other similar temples, particularly the slightly later Mahadeva Temple at Kaviyur.


Mahadevi A goddess who combines aspects of other goddesses, and is a supreme deity. The concept of Mahadevi emerged around the sixth century, and has the characteristics of the Absolute, superior to all other deities. Texts deal with this concept in two different ways, firstly, to take a goddess such as DURGA or LAKSHMI, and assign to her the characterisics of a supreme deity, with all other gods and goddesses being inferior, and secondly to describe a universal goddess, known as DEVI, Mahadevi or BHAGAVATI. In the LALITA-SAHASRANAMA, the various names of Mahadevi include Jagatikanda (root of the world), Vishvadhika (one who transcends the universe), Nirupama (without equal), and Parameshvari (supreme ruler). She is Mahabuddhi (supreme knowledge), Prajnatmika (the soul of wisdom) and Gurumurti (the form of the guru). Several other names and epithets are given in various texts. In the DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA, Mahadevi is said to be the ruler of all beings, and the creator of BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA. Mahadevi represents SHAKTI, or divine power, and is identified with PRAKRITI, nature or the feminine creative principle, and MAYA or illusion in the world. Mahadevi’s most common form is Durga. According to the Devi Bhagavata Purana, Mahadevi is NIRGUNA, or beyond all qualities and forms, but can assume any form she pleases, and one form she assumes is of Durga. In the Saundarya Lahiri, a text assigned to Shankara, Devi is described as an extremely beautiful lady, but Mahadevi can also have ferocious forms. Mahadevi thus represents the supreme feminine principle, which can take on a particular form, either benevolent, or terrifying.


Mahadeviyakka A female SHAIVITE saint, who lived in the twelfth century in south India. She joined the Virashaiva or LINGAYAT sect, and was accepted into it by ALLAMA PRABHU, a senior member of the sect. According to some accounts, she was married against her will to Kaushika, a chieftain of the land, while according to others, she had rejected marriage, despite persuasion. She lived as a wandering ascetic, discarding her clothes and composing songs (vachanas) of devotion to the god SHIVA as MALLIKARJUNA, a form worshipped in her birthplace of the village Udutadi. In her songs, she referred to Shiva as her husband, and her lord. In one of her songs, she said:


I love the Beautiful One

With no bond nor fear

No clan, no land

No landmarks

For his beauty.

So my lord, white as jasmine, is my husband.

Take these husbands who die,

Decay, and feed them

To your kitchen fires!

(Trans. A.K. Ramanujan)



Mahakala A name of SHIVA, as the lord of time. Mahakala is also the name of a jyotir LINGA worshipped as Mahakaleshvara at UJJAIN.


Mahakuta A place located near BADAMI in Karnataka which has several early temples of the Hindu god SHIVA, constructed between the sixth and eighth centuries, at the time of the Chalukya dynasty. Temples include the Mahakuteshvara and the Mallikarjuna, the Sangameshvara and the Naganatha or Adakeshvara. There is also a tank, fed by a natural spring, with a small shrine housing a four-faced LINGA in the middle. In the late sixth century, Mahakuta became a great Shaiva centre. A pillar inscription here dated between 592–605, records the dedication of ten villages, by Queen Durlabhadevi to the deity Mahakuteshvara Natha, a form of Shiva. Another slightly later inscription records a grant of jewels and a silver umbrella to the deity. High walls and a gateway have been built around the whole temple complex in recent times. Outside is another gateway with the deities CHAMUNDA and BHAIRAVA in the form of skeletons. There are more temples nearby, including another Naganatha temple 2 km away.



Mahalakshmi A form of the goddess LAKSHMI, who here represents the supreme goddess, also known as MAHADEVI. Mahalakshmi is usually depicted holding a citrus, mace, shield and skull, with a snake, a LINGA and a YONI on her head. All the three GUNAS or qualities are manifest in her. According to the PURANAS, at the time of the dissolution of the universe, the goddess Mahakali emanated from her, in whom tamas guna predominates. Mahasarasvati, representing sattva guna, also emanates from her. These deities are described in the DEVI MAHATMAYA.

The primary centre for the worship of Mahalakshmi is at Kolhapur in Maharashtra, where there are shrines of Mahalakshmi, Mahakali and Mahasarasvati, along with a number of other deities. There is also a large Mahalakshmi Temple in Mumbai, as well as smaller temples elswhere.


Mahamaha/Mahamakha A festival celebrated at KUMBAKONAM in Tamil Nadu, once every twelve years. A sacred tank is located here, near the river Kaveri. It is surrounded by shrines, and it is believed that at the time of the festival, the water of all the sacred rivers unite in this tank. The festival, also known as the Kumbhareshvara, takes place when the sun is in Aquarius (Kumbha), Jupiter is in Leo (Simha) and the moon is in conjunction with the constellation of Magha. Pilgrims from all over come to bathe in the tank on this auspicious occasion. The tank was constructed in the seventeenth century.


Mahamakha A name of the god VISHNU.


Mahamaya (1) A name of several deities including SHIVA and VISHNU.

(2) The great goddess Maya, a delusory power, and a form of goddess DURGA.


Mahanirvana Tantra A Sanskrit text, a late TANTRA that focuses on mahanirvana, that is, MOKSHA or liberation. The Tantra equates BRAHMAN, the Absolute, with SHAKTI (the female principle). It states that Shakti contains all deities, including BRAHMA, VISHNU, and SHIVA as Mahakala (great time, the destroyer). She is the creator, preserver and destroyer of the universe, and the mother of Mahakala, who dances, intoxicated with wine. She is Devi (the goddess), Adya Kali (the first Kali), Mahayogini (great Yogini), and every other form of Devi.

In the KALI YUGA, worshipping Devi and following the path of the Tantras is the best way of salvation. The text has a detailed description of meditation on Devi. The devotee should worship her, and seat her on the lotus of his heart. He should wash her feet with the nectar that trickles from the lotus petals. Mentally, he offers her his mind as a gift of honour, his restless thoughts as a dance, and his controlled senses as flowers. Then, external offerings, which are also probably symbolic are made: ‘An ocean of intoxicating drink, a mountain of meat and fried fishes, a heap of parched dainties in milk with sugar and butter, the nectar of the “woman flower” (stripushpa) and the water which has been used for washing the Shakti.’ (V.139–151, trans. A. Avalon). The devotee then prays to the goddess: ‘O Adya Kali, thou who dwellest in the inmost soul of all, who art the inmost light, O Mother! Accept this prayer of my heart. I bow down before thee.’ (V.156).

The text explains the use of the PANCHA-MAKARA, both in a real and symbolic way, and enumerates the duties of the castes and ashramas (stages of life), though in Tantric rituals there are no caste differences. A fifth caste, arising through the mixture of castes is said to be that of the Samanya, while only two ashramas are recognized, that of the GRIHASTHA (householder) and SANNYASI.

The Tantra states that Kula Dharma (Tantrism) is the best and highest of all DHARMAS.

The text has been dated to the eleventh century, though some date it as late as the seventeenth or eighteenth century.


mahant A title of the head of a Hindu temple.


Mahanubhava A religious sect, founded by CHAKRADHARA in the thirteenth century, probably in 1263 or 1267. It has a voluminous literature in Marathi, and was also known as Manbhau, ‘that which pleases the mind’.

The Mahanubhavas worship Parameshvara in his form as Panchakrishna or the ‘five Krishnas’, who are the god KRISHNA, DATTATREYA, Chakradhara, his teacher Govinda Prabhu, also known as Gundam Raul, and his teacher’s teacher, Shri Changdeva Raul. They believed in inner, rather than external, worship. Worship includes smarana or remembrance of the five incarnations and the incidents of their lives, veneration of objects related to their lives, and pilgrimage to places connected with them. The Mahanubhavas rejected caste, and intially women could be both disciples and initiators. There were two types of disciples, sannyasis and householders.

Chakradhara was succeeded by Nagadeva. During the leadership of Parasharambasa of the late fourteenth century, thirteen branches (amnaya) were formed, each with its own line of gurus. These were later reduced to two.

The Mahanubhava faced persecution for their non-acceptance of the caste system and their rejection of Sanskrit learning, and because of this composed their sacred texts in special coded scripts which could be read only by initiates. Many of these texts, which are in old Marathi and of uncertain date, have been deciphered only in the twentieth century.

Chakradhara sees four aspects in the world: the Supreme God, the deity, the individual soul and the world. The Supreme is eternally free, while the deity is bound. The purity of the soul is concealed by ignorance. MOKSHA is possible by removing ignorance through submission to the Supreme God. Both knowledge and devotion (BHAKTI) can lead to liberation. The Panchakrishna are always to be meditated upon. Chakradhara asked his disciples to follow four precepts, non-violence, asceticism, celibacy and bhakti. Different aspects of the incarnations were to be worshipped: name, form, activity, deeds, place, their sayings or vachana (shruti), memories (smriti), and blessings. Everything else, village, country and relatives should be given up, and the life should be devoted to god.

The most important text is the LILA CHARITRA composed by Mhai-Bhatta (or Mhaim-bhatta) possibly in 1286 or 1273), which records Chakradhara’s life and sayings. The Siddhanta Sutrapatha, contains the basic principles of the sect. Chakradhara explained the principles through examples known as drishtantas, and these were compiled in a separate book, Drishtantapatha. The places he visited, which are centres of pilgrimage for the sect, are descried in the Sthanapothi. The Shri Govinda Prabhu Charitra, also by Mhaim-bhatta contains the deeds of Chakradhara’s guru Govinda Prabhu, probably written soon after the latter’s death in 1287. The Smritsthala describes the Mahanubhavas during the time of Nagadeva, the first acharya of the sect. Seven works known collectively as Sati grantha, and specially revered by the sect are: Vachaharana by Damodara Pandit; Rukmini-svayamvara by Narendra; Shishupala-vadha and Uddhava-gita by Bhaskarabhatta Borikar, Jnana-prabodha by Vishvanatha Balapurkar; Sahyadri-varnana by Ravlo Vyasa; and Ruddhipurvanan by Narovyas Bahaliye. These were probably composed in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

Dhavale, a term for songs sung at the time of marriage, were composed by Mahadaisa or MAHADAMBA, a woman poet, based on the principles of the sect. Several other texts were used, including versions of the MAHABHARATA, commentaries on the BHAGAVAD GITA and BHAGAVATA, and explanations of earlier Mahanubhava texts.


mahapralaya A term for the dissolution of the universe, in Hindu mythology, which takes place at the end of a KALPA. All the worlds, as well as BRAHMA, the creator, come to an end. See Pralaya.


Maharajikas A DEVA-GANA or group of minor deities, said to be 220 or 236 in number.


maharishis (1) The great RISHIS or PRAJAPATIS.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA and of VISHNU.


Maharloka One of the upper LOKAS or worlds. It is located ten million yojanas above DHRUVA, the pole star. According to the VAYU PURANA, the Kalpadhikaris, rulers of the KALPA, live here. These include the Ganadevas and Yamas (Yaamas). According to other accounts the Kalpadhikaris are the great rishis, such as Bhrigu. When the three lower lokas of Bhur, Bhuvar and Svar are destroyed at the end of a kalpa, Maharloka is not destroyed, but deserted. Its inhabitants move to the next loka above it, known as JANARLOKA.


Mahashveta A deity, a goddess of the earth. The name means brilliant white, and is also applied to DURGA, SARASVATI, and a consort of SURYA.


mahasiddha A term for a great SIDDHA, one who has attained perfection, through a mastery of all SIDDHIS (powers). Traditionally, eighty-four great siddhas are revered by certain Hindu and Buddhist sects and described in texts on YOGA and TANTRA. Lists vary in different texts and include both men and women. In Tibetan Buddhist sources, the mahasiddhas listed lived mainly before the eleventh century CE.


mahat A Sanskrit term which generally means ‘great’ or ‘large’. In a philosophical context, it refers to intellect or BUDDHI. Mahat can be the individual buddhi, or the sum total of all buddhis. According to the SAMKHYA philosophy, mahat is the first stage of creation, which emerges when the equilibrium of the GUNAS are disturbed. It is also the witness, that is part of the individual, which observes but does not participate in action.


Mahatala The fifth of the seven divisions or LOKAS of the nether world or PATALA, in Hindu mythology. The Kadraveyas or children of KADRU live here. They are long, lean and bad-tempered NAGAS, who fear GARUDA, the divine bird and vehicle of the god VISHNU. Among them are Kuhaka, TAKSHAKA, Sushena, and Kaliya.


mahatma A term for a great soul. It has been applied to several spiritual leaders, but is most commonly used as a title for M.K. GANDHI, who led India’s freedom movement, basing it on the ethical principles of non-violence and peaceful resistance.


mahatmya A Sanskrit term for an account of a sacred place, region, river, or shrine. The PURANAS include mahatmyas of specific areas, and there are also more recent mahatmyas. Mahatmyas generally recount myths and legends, and describe the sacred TIRTHAS in the area. A mahatmya can also be an account of a deity, or of any sacred object or person.


mahavakyas A term for certain key statements contained in the UPANISHADS, on the nature of BRAHMAN. Literally, ‘mahavakya’ means ‘great statement’. These statements are particularly important in VEDANTA. Among the mahavakyas are: ‘Aham Brahma-asmi’ (I am Brahman); Tat tvam asi (You are That); Ayamatma Brahma (the Atma is Brahman); Prajnanam Brahma (Wisdom or supreme knowlege is Brahman); Brahma satyam, jagan mithya (Brahman is real, the world is unreal); Ekam evadvityam Brahma (Brahman is One, without a second); Sarvam khalvidam Brahma (All this is Brahman).


Mahavidyas A term for ten goddesses who are forms of SATI or PARVATI, the wife of SHIVA. The ten forms usually mentioned are KALI, TARA, CHINNAMASTA, BHUVANESHVARI, BAGALA, BHAIRAVI, DHUMAVATI, KAMALA, MATANGI and SHODASHI. According to the related myth, Sati, wife of Shiva, assumed these forms in order to get Shiva to allow her to go to the sacrifice of her father DAKSHA. Shiva had refused to let her go, as he was not invited. Overwhelmed by the ten forms, some of which are fearsome, Shiva gave her permission. Another story in the SHIVA PURANA relates these deities to the goddess DURGA, who created them to defeat the asura Durgama. Mahavidya means ‘great wisdom’ and each of these goddesses represents an approach to the attainment of divine wisdom. In some texts, for instance, the Guhyati-guha Tantra, the Mahavidyas are related to the ten AVATARAS of VISHNU, who are said to have emerged from these deities. Thus, KRISHNA came from Kali, and NARASIMHA from Chinnamasta. Both these myths indicate the supremacy of the goddesses over the male deities.

Special methods of worship are prescribed for each, including the use of MANTRAS and YANTRAS. The goddesses form a part of TANTRIC worship, focused on SHAKTI or feminine energy, and are propitiated mainly to gain power over others, for the destruction of enemies, and for the conquest of one’s own self.

The Mahavidyas have their counterparts in Buddhism, while similar goddesses in Jainism are the Vidyadevis.


mahayuga A period of cosmic time. A mahayuga or ‘grand yuga’ consists of four yugas in succession—KRITA or Satya, TRETA, DVAPARA, and KALI. Each successive yuga is shorter and shows a decline in morals and in the way of life. The four yugas consist of 4800, 3600, 2400 and 1200 years of the gods, and each year of the gods extends for 360 human years. Together they comprise 12,000 years of the gods, which are equal to 4,320,000 human years. At the end of one mahayuga, the cycle of yugas begins again. The mahayuga is part of a larger cycle of time, the MANVANTARA. Each manvantara contains seventy-one mahayugas. The manvantara, in turn, is part of the KALPA. See also Kala.


Mahesh Yogi, Maharishi A guru who revealed the method of TRANSCENDENTAL MEDITATION to the world. There are some conflicting accounts of his early life. His date of birth is not exactly known, but he is thought to have been born in 1911 or according to his disciples, in 1917 or 1918. He studied at Allahabad University, and around 1939 found his guru, Swami Brahmananda Sarasvati in the HIMALAYAS. Swami Brahmananda was the Shankaracharya of the Jyotir Matha in Badrinath from 1941 till his death in 1953, and Mahesh became his secretary and studied with him during this time, learning and exploring meditation techniques. He was named Bal Brahmachari Mahesh. After the Swami’s death, Mahesh continued to live in the Himalayan regions, for another two years. He formulated the simple theory of transcendental meditation (TM) which, in its first stage, consists of the mental repetition of a short MANTRA. He then visited south India, and was instructed by Swami Brahmananda in a dream to spread the technique and message of TM. In 1957 he founded the Spiritual Regeneration Movement in Chennai (Madras). In 1958 he went to Myanmar and some other East Asian countries, and in 1959 he began to tour the world to spread his message. His form of meditation reached a height of popularity in the sixties and seventies. He still has several adherents, though with the emergence of other systems, TM has declined in popularity. The Maharishi’s books include a commentary on the Bhagavad Gita; The Science of Being; and Meditations, while several others have written on the theory and practice of TM. The Maharishi has also started universities and educational institutions in India and abroad, and a political party in England. He claimed that if even 1 per cent of the population practices TM, a transformation would take place in the world. The Maharishi moved to the Netherlands in 1990. In January 2008, he announced that his work in the world was over, and transferred administrative control of all his organizations to his disciples. He died on 5 February 2008.

While TM is a practical technique, a sadhana, Mahrishi also gave talks on various philosophical topics. In these, he largely followed the theories of ADVAITA. He stated that life was bliss, but it was the non-apprehension of true reality that led to sorrow. TM was one method of discovering the true blissful Self within, but was not the only method. Maharishi said that any mode of experience could be used as a path to realization. Yet this path was ‘pathless’, meaning that it was not at some far distance, but could be realized immediately. He said: ‘Meditation is a process of leading the mind towards the realization of the Self, a process by which the pathless path can become reality for the individual.’ Meditation was neither contemplation nor concentration, but a subtle means to reach the divine inner self.


Maheshvara A name of the god SHIVA, of a RUDRA, and of the god VISHNU. Its most popular usage is as a name of Shiva.


Maheshvara Sutra A Sanskrit text which deals with the means of attaining realization through four sciences, which in this text are attributed to the god SHIVA. These are YOGA, VEDANTA, language and music, which are all said to emerge from the sound of Shiva’s damaru or drum. Maheshvara is an esoteric text.


Mahima Dharma A religious sect started by MAHIMA GOSAIN in Orissa in the first half of the nineteenth century. The sect is also known as Alekh Dharma, Alekh Mahima Dharma, or Satya Santan Mahima Dharma, and is still prominent in Orissa. Though there are some conflicting views on the nature of the sect, today it is generally considered to be a form of ADVAITA, and to represent a reform movement within Hinduism. Mahima Dharma focuses on the worship of a supreme, formless God, known as Alekh or Mahima Alekh, and does not believe in caste, rituals, sacrifices or the role of BRAHMANAS in worship. The sect mainly attracted tribals and people from lower castes, and spread to neighbouring regions, and as far west as Rajasthan.

Mahima Gosain, the founder, is said to have originally been Mukunda Das of Baudh, who attained siddhi (perfection) at Kapilas hill near Dhenkanal in Orissa in 1862, and then founded the religion. He died in 1876. BHIMA BHOI is one of the most famous followers of the sect, while other prominent early disciples included Chaitanya Das and Chandramani Das. Though considered part of Hinduism, various scholars feel it originated from Jainism or Mahayana Buddhism. Others see it as a mixture of Hindu and Buddhist concepts. Some consider it a protest movement against the established Hindu order. According to A. Eschmann, Mahima Dharma takes the Buddhist concept of void or SHUNYA and identifies it with the Hindu concept of Paramabrahma.

Its present form owes a lot to Biswanath (Vishvanath) Baba, who states that it is based on the Advaita of SHANKARA and the VISHISHTADVAITA of RAMANUJA.

The main centre of the sect is at Joranda in Dhenkanal district, where there is a Mahima Temple in which the formless is worshipped, without an image. The Joranda Mela takes place here during Magh Purnima, usually in February, and attracts thousands of devotees. Khaliapalli is the sacred centre associated with Bhima Bhoi, as his SAMADHI is located here.

In Dhenkanal, ascetics known as Babas spread the doctrines. In other areas such as Koraput, traditions are slightly different, and Babas initiate local ascetics, the Alekhs, while advanced ascetics are the Alekh gurumai, both male and female, who reach ecstacy through singing rituals. Here the earth goddess Basumati or Basudha is worshipped along with Mahima Alekh.

Fasting, vegetarianism, and refraining from alcohol are part of the injunctions of the sect. Ascetics maintain celibacy, and there is no idol worship. All who join the sect repudiate their earlier identities, and both devotees and Babas are usually given identity cards to show that they belong to the sect.

Followers include both SANNYASIS, who live ascetic, celibate lives, and lay persons. Tyagis, sannyasis in the first stage of the ascetic life, wander from place to place, and normally carry palm leaf umbrellas; dasa forms the next stage and avadhuta sannyasis, the highest stage. These visit different places only for important rituals.


Mahima Gosain The founder of the MAHIMA DHARMA, a religious sect. According to some accounts, Mahima Gosain or Goswami was born somewhere in the Himalayan region, and after meditating there for several years, wandered through northern India and finally reached PURI in Orissa. According to other accounts, he was originally Mukunda Das, from Orissa. He began to stay at Puri and came to be known as Acharya Vaishnava. From Puri, he went to various places and stayed for some time at Khandagiri and Cuttack, before reaching Kapilas in Dhenkanal district. Here he developed and spread his teachings from around 1862 until his death in 1876. His most notable disciple was BHIMA BHOI.


Mahipati A Maratha saint who wrote biographies of a number of saints. Mahipati lived between 1715 and 1790, and was the son of Dadopant, a VARKARI. Dadopant retired from service at the age of forty, and returned to his village Taharabad, in district Ahmadnagar, where he was the hereditary village accountant. He was sixty-four years old when Mahipati was born, and died when his son was sixteen years old. Mahipati initially took over his father’s role as village accountant, and supported the household. He married and had two sons, Vitthala and Narayana. The saint TUKARAM appeared to him in a dream, and asked him to write the stories of saints, and Mahipati soon left his earlier work and focused on this. He began to write on the saints after studying the available material on them, using both oral and written sources. He composed the Santlilamrita (1757), Bhakti-vijaya (1762), Kathasar-amrita (1765), Bhakti-lilamrita (1774), and Santa-vijaya, all texts on BHAKTI saints, written in Marathi. They include a number of stories on Maratha saints such as JNANESHVARA, NAMADEVA, Gora Kumbhar, and Raka, as well as several others including JAYADEVA, TULASIDASA, KABIR, PIPA, NARASIMHA MEHTA, MATSYENDRANATHA and GORAKHNATHA. His work is widely read, and revered, particularly by the Varkaris.


Mahiravana The name of a RAKSHASA mentioned along with AHIRAVANA in some versions of the RAMAYANA. He was related to RAVANA.


Mahishasura The buffalo ASURA or demon, vanquished by the goddess DURGA. In a story in the MAHABHARATA, it is Skanda (KARTTIKEYA) who kills this asura.

According to accounts in the PURANAS, Mahisha was the son of the danava Rambha and a female buffalo, Mahishi, and was born as the result of a boon granted by the god AGNI. Agni had promised that the child could not be defeated either by the DEVAS or the asuras. According to another account BRAHMA had given him a boon that he could not be killed except by a woman. Mahisha became extremely powerful. He defeated the devas or gods, and they all ran away from him, so that the asuras gained control of Devaloka, the world of the gods. Finally the devas created Durga, a beautiful and poweful woman, to kill him. In some accounts, at the very first sight of Durga or Devi, Mahisha fell in love, and wanted to marry her. Durga stated that she would marry him only if he could defeat her in battle, but he was unable to do so, and was killed by her.


Sculptures of Durga killing Mahisha (known as Mahishasuramardini) appear from the first century CE onwards. In a few, Mahisha is depicted as a man with horns, while in most he is a buffalo, often with a human head.

This mythological theme once again reveals the conflict between the devas and asuras. In this case it could indicate attempts to incorporate a tribal deity into the Brahmanical pantheon. Before Agni gave him a boon, Rambha worshipped the YAKSHA Malavata, and lived among the yakshas after marrying Mahishi, indicating the connection of Mahishasura with yakshas or non-Brahmanical deities.

The story also indicates feminine power or SHAKTI.


Mahuli A town located near Satara in Maharashtra, at the confluence of the Krishna and Yenna rivers, noted for its Hindu temples of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The temples are built in Maratha style and the largest is the Vishveshvara Mahadeva Temple, constructed in 1735. Among others are the Radhashamkara Temple, the Biveshvara Temple, the Rameshvara Temple and the Sangameshvara Mahadeva Temple. Near the temples are some tombs and memorials, including one of a favourite and brave dog of Raja Shahu (1761–1772).

Ram Shastri Prabhune, the spititual and political preceptor of the fourth peshwa Madhavrao (1761–1772) was born here, adding to the sanctity of the place.


Mahuna Naga A NAGA deity that is popular in Himachal Pradesh. According to legend the deity is the incarnation of KARNA of the MAHABHARATA. A story describes the origin of the name of the deity. Once, it is said, Raja Shyam Sen of Suket was imprisoned by a Mughal king, and kept in a large drum. The deity appeared to him in the form of a mahuna (honey bee), and asked for a place to stay. The raja said he would give him a place, but in addition, if he could secure his release, he would give him half his kingdom. Mahuna then took the form of a man, and, claiming to be a great chess player, challenged the Mughal ruler to a game. The king promised him anything he wanted if Mahuna could defeat him, but after winning the game, Mahuna only asked for the drum in which Shyam Sen was imprisoned. He then released the raja and returned with him to Suket, but did not take his half of the kingdom, and lived quietly at Bakhari on the Kardog–Shimla route. According to another story, a temple was built for the deity after a farmer found its image in a field near Bakhari. Temples of Mahuna Naga exist at several other places in Himachal. The date when they were first constructed is unclear.


Mainaka A mountain mentioned in the PURANAS and other texts, which seems to refer to both a mythical and a real mountain. According to one passage in the MAHABHARATA, it was near Bindusaras and Hiranyashikhara, while another passage states it was in Kraunchadvipa.

Most Puranas suggest that it was in the lower Himalayas, while some state it was to the north of KAILASHA. Mainaka is personified as the son of HIMAVAN and Menaka, the brother of Uma or PARVATI.

According to the RAMAYANA, Mainaka was located in the ocean, and provided a resting point to HANUMAN, when he leapt to LANKA. Once, it is said, all mountains had wings, but INDRA began cutting them off. The god VAYU saved his friend, the mountain Mainaka from having his wings cut, by placing him in the ocean, and therefore Mainaka helped Hanuman, the son of Vayu.


Maitreya The name of several rishis in ancient texts. Among them was Maitreya, the son of Kusharava and a disciple of PARASHARA. He appears as one of the narrators in the VISHNU and BHAGAVATA PURANAS.


Maitri Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that is also known as the Maitrayani Upanishad. It has seven chapters and is considered later than the classical Upanishads. It states that a sacrifice to BRAHMAN is the same as the ancient fire sacrifices, and therefore the sacrificer should meditate upon the Self. Among other topics, it describes the ATMAN, that is different from the body, but identical with Brahman, and differentiates between a great or immortal Self, and the individual soul or elemental self. It refers to various types of prana, and to meditation on Om. This Upanishad belongs to the Maitrayaniya Shakha (branch) of the Krishna or Black YAJUR VEDA, though it is sometimes assigned to the SAMA VEDA.


makara A mythical sea-creature, often depicted on sculptures and in temples. It is the emblem of the god KAMA and of the goddess GANGA, and the vehicle of the god VARUNA. It is usually depicted with the head and forelegs of an antelope or a goat, and the body and tail of a fish or crocodile. It is also called kantaka, asitadamshtra (with black teeth), and jalarupa (water form). Makara has sometimes been translated as a shark, dolphin or crocodile. A somewhat similar symbol occurs on twelfth-century churches in Spain and France.

Makara is also the name of the sign of Capricorn.


Makara Sankranti A festival which takes place on 14 January, and marks a change of season, or the end of winter. According to the Indian calendar, the sun enters Makara (Capricorn) on this day. The festival is important in Maharashtra, and is also celebrated in Karnataka, Bihar and other states. In Maharashtra it is specially auspicious, and lasts for seven days. Women share kum-kum (red powder), bangles, combs and metal pots with their friends and distribute til (sesame) sweets. On the seventh day, milk is boiled in earthen pots and offered to the rising sun. A female deity is worshipped, riding on an animal, the nature of which is decided by astrological calculations. This indicates the prospects for the coming year. PONGAL, celebrated in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, and LOHRI in Punjab, are similar festivals, though with different rituals.


Makara Vilakku A festival that takes place at the temple of the god AYYAPPA, at SABARIMALA, beginning with the sighting of the Makara Jyoti on 14 January. The same night, the deity Mallikapurathamma, from a nearby temple, is brought in a procession to the steps of the Ayyappa temple, then returning to her own abode. A seven-day festival follows, during which offerings are made to forest deities.


makaras Five items that are used in TANTRIC rites. See Pancha-makaras.


mala In Shaiva philosophy, a term for impurities. See Shaiva Siddhanta for the different types.


mala (maalaa) A term for a string of sacred beads or a rosary, used while chanting MANTRAS, or worn around the neck. The beads may be the berries of the RUDRAKSHA tree or of some other type. A mala also means any garland or necklace.


Maladhar Basu A BHAKTI poet who wrote in Bengali, and lived at the court of a sultan of Bengal, possibly Hussain Shah or Ruknuddin Barbak Shah (ruled 1455–76). His most important work is Shrikrishna-vijaya (1475), a poetic adaptation of the BHAGAVATA PURANA. He was given the title of Gunaraja Khan by the sultan. Other stories in Bengali, based on the MAHABHARATA and RAMAYANA, are assigned to one Gunaraja Khan, but it is not clear if it is the same person.


Mallikarjuna A name of the god SHIVA, and of one of his jyotir LINGAS, located at SRISAILAM.


Malukadasa (Maluk Das) A BHAKTI saint of the seventeenth century, who founded the Malukadasi group and composed works in Hindi. He was a disciple of Murar Swami, and is said to be of the Ramanandi tradition.

Born in 1574 at Kara near Allahabad, he was the son of Sundaradasa Khatri. A saint of the NIRGUNA school, he composed poems on bhakti, knowledge, truth, non-violence, compassion and renunciation. His works include Jnanabodha, Jnanaparochi, Bhakti-viveka, Bhakta-bachhavali, Ratankhan, Brajlila, Ramavataralila, Vibhayavibhuti, Dhruvacharita, Sukhsagara and Barahakhadi. In these works he discusses the nature of the God beyond attributes, YOGA, the path to realization of BRAHMAN, and other aspects of spirituality.


A verse from one of his works is given below:


I have forgotten the secret of all gods; I have been sold to the Absolute.

The first step is gods and goddesses, the second is principles and conduct.

The entire world is tied to the third step; the fourth is beyond all limitations.

Our palace exists in a vacuum; the nirguna bedstead is spread there.

(from Sankalit; Trans. J.P. Srivastava)



Malukadasa died in 1682.


Mamalapuram A city in Tamil Nadu, also known as Mahabalipuram, famous for its rock-cut temples and reliefs, as well as for other temples. The early temples date back to the seventh and eighth centuries, when Mamalapuram was a port of the Pallava dynasty. These include eight rock-cut shrines, known as rathas, of which the five PANDAVA RATHAS are the most important. A rock relief, known as ARJUNA’S PENANCE, is carved in intricate detail. Among structural temples, the SHORE TEMPLE dates back to the eighth century. On a nearby granite hill, there are rock-cut cave temples. Other temples are located to the north and west.

According to tradition, the asura MAHABALI once ruled here and the place was named Mahabalipuram after him. As Mahabali oppressed the people, he was defeated by Vishnu as VAMANA. Later, the place was renamed Mamalapuram, after the Pallava king Narasimha Varman I, who was known as Mamalla (the great wrestler). Mamalapuram is also associated with BANA, son of Mahabali.


manas A Sanskrit term for MIND.


Manasa A goddess associated with snakes. She is usually depicted as a woman with seven snake hoods above her head, and often holds a snake as well. Manasa brings prosperity, protects worshippers from snakes, is the protector of children, and is also worshipped to obtain a child. She is a popular deity in Bengal, where MANASA MANGALAS, medieval texts in Bengali, narrate stories and legends about her, and describe methods of worship. She was probably initially a folk deity. In mythology, she is the sister of the NAGA king Shesha or ANANTA, and the wife of the rishi Jaratkaru. She is worshipped in other parts of India as well, particularly in Himachal. Though a snake deity, she is in a different category from other naginis, or snake goddesses. She has similarities with the goddesses Janguli of Buddhism, and Padmavati of Jainism.


Manasa-Mangalas A series of texts on the goddess MANASA, composed in medieval Bengal, mainly between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries; the earliest was probably of the thirteenth or fourteenth century. The texts have similar themes, though the details vary in different versions. Broadly they can be classified in three groups: those from the Rarh area, composed by Bipradasa (Vipradasa), Ketakadasa, Kshemananda, Sitaramadasa, Rasik Mitra and others; those from east Bengal, usually known as Padma Purana, composed by Narayana Deva, Bijay Gupta, Bansidasa and others; those from north Bengal, written by Tantrabibhuti, Jagajjiban, Jivana Mitra, Bishnupala and others.

A Manasa-Mangala usually has three parts. The first and second parts vary, but the third usually has the same theme in all, the story of Chand Saudagar. The first part often deals with the birth of Manasa, her conflict with Chandi, and her marriage with Jaratkaru. In the second part, Manasa wants people to worship her. In some versions she manages to get the worship of cowherds, and some farmers and fishermen. But she wants others to worship her as well. The third part therefore deals with the merchant Chand, his refusal to worship her, the troubles that Manasa inflicted on him and his family, and finally his reluctant worship of the deity. Chand was a staunch devotee of SHIVA. Manasa persuaded Chand’s wife to worship her, but Chand refused. Chand had divine knowledge and was protected by Shiva. However, when Manasa tempted him in the form of a beautiful woman, he succumbed, and lost his knowledge. Manasa killed his six elder sons, one at a time, but Chand still refused to worship her. His youngest son, Lakhindar, was married to Behula, and to protect them Chand placed them in an airtight iron room for the bridal night. But through a small hole, a thin snake entered and stung Lakhindar to death. His dead body was floated on a raft in the river, and Behula accompanied it. On the long journey down the river, she had to face a number of problems. Then she reached heaven, and sang and danced for the gods, which made them happy. They offered her a boon, and she asked for her husband’s life. Shiva commanded Manasa to restore him to life, but in return Behula had to ensure that Chand would worship her. When she returned home with Lakhindar, Chand reluctantly agreed. Thus the worship of Manasa was established.

As pointed out earlier, Manasa-Mangalas exist in several different versions. For instance, in Narayana Deva’s Padma Purana, the first part has biographical accounts and invocations of deities, while the second deals with stories of Shiva and PARVATI. The third, as usual, tells the story of Chand.


Manasarovara A sacred lake to the north of Mt. KAILASHA. Like the mountain, the lake is revered by Hindus, Buddhists and Jains, and there are several myths about it. The god BRAHMA created it through his mind (manas). In Buddhist texts, it is known as Anotatta or Anavatapta, the lake which is calm and without heat. It is mentioned in Jain texts as Padmabrida. The explorer Sven Hedin (1865–1952) described the lake: ‘The oval lake lies like an enormous turquoise embedded between two of the finest and most famous mountain giants of the world, the Kailasha in the north and Gurla Mandhatta in the south, and between huge ranges above which the mountains uplift their crowns of bright white eternal snow.’


Manavala-mamuni A follower of SHRIVAISHNAVISM of the fourteenth or fifteenth century and a commentator on the works of PILLAI LOKACHARYA. His traditional dates are 1370–1443. He was also known as Manavalamahamuni, Varavara muni, Ramyajamatri muni, Saumya Jamatri muni (the younger), Periya Jiyar, and other names. He wrote a number of commentaries on texts, as well as original works in Tamil and Sanskrit. Among his works are the Yatirajavimshati, a hymn on RAMANUJA. He explained the devotional concepts of the ALVAR saints. His Upadesha Ratna Mala (Garland of Gems of Instruction) has seventy-three Tamil verses in ‘venba’ metre. It includes verses on the Alvars and later acharyas. His Eedu is a commentary on the TIRUVAYMOZHI. He also wrote a commentary on Acharya-hridayam, a Tamil text by ALAGIYA MANAVALA.


Mandakini (1) A sacred river, a name of a branch of the GANGA in its upper reaches. According to the KURMA PURANA, it flows near Mt. KAILASHA. The LINGA Purana states that it flows over the peak Kubera Shikhara. Devas, danavas, gandharvas, yakshas, rakshas and kinnaras use it for bathing and drinking, and on its northern banks is the abode of the god SHIVA.

(2) It is also the name of another river that flows near CHITRAKUTA.


mandala (1) A circle or diagram which represents some aspect of mystic power—a deity, a hierarchy of deities, a cosmic principle, or the whole cosmos. Mandalas are used for worship, for protection, and to arouse one’s own power. They usually form part of TANTRIC worship, but are used in other systems as well.

(2) Mandala is also a term used for inner energy centres within the body, similar to CHAKRAS. Several texts, including some of the Panchasakhas, describe the inner mandalas. See Hetu-udaya Bhagavata.


Mandana Mishra A disciple of KUMARILA BHATTA, and an exponent of Purva MIMAMSA philosophy, who lived in the eighth to ninth centuries. He wrote the Vidhiviveka and Mimamsanukramani on the Mimamsa philosophy. His other works include Bhavana-viveka, Sphotasiddhi and Vibhrama-viveka. However, his work BRAHMA SIDDHI, has Vedantic ideas. According to tradition, he was defeated by Sri SHANKARA, in a philosophical argument, and became his follower, modifying his earlier views. He was then known as Sri Sureshvara Acharya, and was installed by Shankara as head of the SRINGERI Matha. As Sureshvara, he wrote commentaries on Shankara’s works, including the Manasola Varttika, on the Dakshinamurti Stotra. His Naishkarmya Siddhi summarizes the teachings of Shankara. In addition he wrote the Balakrida, a commentary on the Yajnavalkya Smriti, and elucidated Shankara’s commentaries on the TAITTIRIYA and BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHADS. Vishvarupa is considered another name of Sureshvara.


mandapa The term for an assembly hall in a Hindu temple. A temple may have one or more mandapas, which are connected or adjacent to the inner shrine. The main hall may be known as the maha-mandapa. The ardha-mandapa (half-mandapa) is a smaller hall, which connects the maha-mandapa with the garbha griha (inner sanctum). There is sometimes an additional hall, the mukha-mandapa, which leads from the ardha-mandapa to the sanctum.



Mandara A mythical mountain, used by the gods for the churning of the ocean to obtain AMRITA. Mandara has been identified with real hills, including one located about 45 km south of Bhagalpur in Bihar. This isolated hill, about 220 m high, has a groove all around its middle, said to be the mark left by the serpent VASUKI, who was used as a rope in the churning of the ocean. On the hill are remains of Buddhist, Jain and Hindu shrines, including a temple of VISHNU known as Madhusudana, an image of NARASIMHA carved in a cave, and a huge image of VAMANA and of the daityas MADHU and KAITABHA. At the foot of the hill is a sacred tank known as Papaharini.

In the MAHABHARATA and some PURANAS, Mandara is located in the Himalayas, and Badarika ashrama was on it, or to its south.


Mandodari The beautiful wife of RAVANA, described in the RAMAYANA. Mandodari was the daughter of the great DANAVA architect Maya and his wife Hema who was an apsara. She was the mother of MEGHANADA or Indrajit. Mandodari tried to persuade Ravana to release SITA, but he would not listen to her. She deeply mourned Ravana’s death.


Mandukya Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD commented upon by GAUDAPADA and SHANKARA, which can be dated to between the sixth and third centuries BCE. It gets its name from the rishi Manduka, and is attached to the ATHARVA VEDA. This short Upanishad elaborates on the nature of BRAHMAN or the Absolute, and the sacred word OM, which represents Brahman. Gaudapada’s Karika, or commentary, explains ADVAITA in the context of this Upanishad, while Shankara further elucidated the basic Advaitic principles.


Mangala One of the NAVAGRAHA or nine planets in Hindu mythology. Mangala represents the planet Mars, and, according to some myths, was born from the god SHIVA through a drop of his blood or sweat. According to other stories, VISHNU assumed the VARAHA (boar) form to raise the earth (Bhudevi or Prithvi) which had been submerged under water by HIRANYAKSHA, and from their union Mangala was born. The deity is also identified with the god KARTTIKEYA, but is depicted differently. His vehicle is a ram and he is red in colour, with four arms. According to the PURANAS, his chariot has an octagonal shape, and is drawn by eight ruby-red horses. Mangala is worshipped in temples, usually along with the other Navagraha. He is considered the protector of landed property.

Mangala also means auspicious. He is also known as Bhauma.


Mangala-Kavya (1) Literally, ‘auspicious poems’, Mangala Kavyas are a type of text consisting of verses praising and narrating the myths and legends of deities in Bengal. Such texts date back to medieval days and have both written and oral versions. Locally, they are sung in praise of deities, and modified by the singer. Mangala Kavyas exist on a number of deities, including ANNAPURNA, CHANDI, GANGA, MANASA, DHARMA THAKUR, SHITALA, SHIVA and SURYA. Though such Kavyas are religious texts, they describe aspects of life in medieval Bengal, and the key characters are human beings. These may be incarnations of divine beings or ordinary people, who through a series of events realize the power of the particular deity, and the importance of worship. Mukundram Chakravarti, BHARATCHANDRA RAY, Manikram Ganguli (sixteenth century) are some of the innumerable composers of these Kavyas. Though each composition has a certain individuality, Mangala-Kavyas of a particular deity narrate similar myths and stories, with some variations.

(2) In Rajasthan, Mangala-Kavyas are marriage songs of various types. Among them, Charana-Mangala-Kavyas are on the marriages of deities, such as KRISHNA and RUKMINI or Shiva and PARVATI. From the seventeenth century onwards, many of these were written down and are still sung today.


Manibhadra A YAKSHA chief, mentioned in several texts, and known through inscriptions and images. According to the MAHABHARATA, the yaksha Manibhadra stayed in the court of KUBERA and was worshipped particularly by merchants and travellers. ARJUNA too once worshipped this yaksha. Manibhadra is also mentioned in Buddhist and Jain sources. In the Buddhist Samyutta Nikaya, the yaksha Manibhadra is said to live in Manimala Chaitya in MAGADHA (Bihar). The later Mahamayuri states that Purnabhadra and Manibhadra, two yaksha brothers, were worshipped in Brahmavati. In the Jain Surya Prajnapti, an early text, it is said that a Manibhadra Chaitya was located to the north-east of the city of Mithila (north Bihar). One of the earliest images of this deity was found at Pawaya in Madhya Pradesh, and can be dated to the first century BCE. An inscription on it states that this image of Bhagavan Manibhadra was erected by Manibhadra worshippers. Several other Manibhadra images dating to the early centuries CE have been found from MATHURA and elsewhere.


Manikkavachakar A BHAKTI saint probably of the ninth century, who worshipped the god SHIVA. Though not in the traditional list of NAYANARS, he is closely associated with them, and his works too form part of the TIRUMURAI. According to some scholars he dates back to the sixth century. There are several stories and legends about his life, though not much is really known. He was born in village Vadavur (Tiruvadavur) near MADURAI in the Tamil region. His father was Shambhupadashrita, and his mother Shivajnanavati, but his own original name is not known. In traditional sources he is referred to as Tiruvadavurar, ‘one who came from Tiruvadavur’. He is said to have been the minister of a Pandyan king called Arimardhana, though such a name is not known from other sources. He was brilliant and knowledgeable, and among his various abilities was his skill with horses. Horses were much in demand in the Pandyan kingdom, and not locally available, hence Vadavurar was sent to buy them from Arab traders camping on the east coast, in Tiruperundurai (Perumturai), a village in the Chola kingdom. On the way he met a Shaivite guru, who, according to legend, was SHIVA himself. Tiruvadavurar came under his spell and began composing verses in his praise. Hearing his beautiful words, Shiva named him Manikkavachakar (whose words are like gems). Manikkavachakar sent his companions back to Madurai, and became a Shaiva ascetic, lost in devotion to Shiva. He used the king’s money to rebuild a Shiva temple at Tiruperundurai, and decorated it with stone horses! The king questioned him about his money, and Manikkavachakar assured him that he would receive his horses, but the horses that miraculaously arrived in Madurai turned into jackals and struck terror in the city. Then Manikkavachakar was jailed, but a flood devastated Madurai, making the king realise that Manikkavakachar was a saint. The king too then became a devottee of Shiva. After his release, Manikkavachakar became a wandering ascetic, singing of his love for Shiva. His verses are collected in the Tirumurai and include the Tiruvachakam, with 654 verses in 51 hymns, and the Tirukkovaiyar, with 400 verses. They express his experiences, his philosophy, which mainly corresponds with that of SHAIVA SIDDHANTA, and, above all, his devotion. In one verse, he wrote:


You are my lord

Melting my bones

You entered my heart

And made it your shrine.



Manikkavachakar died at CHIDAMBARAM. Stories and myths regarding him are included in the Tiru-vilayadil and Vadavurar-purana.


Mani-manjari A text written by Narayana Pandita or Narayana Bhatta, a follower of Madhva’s DVAITA philosophy. Narayana was the son of Trivikrama Pandita, a direct disciple of MADHVA. This text, in eight cantos, provides a semi-mythical account of the rise of Dvaita. The first four cantos deal with the stories of RAMA and KRISHNA. The fifth describes the supression of Buddhism and non-Vedic beliefs by the Purva Mimamsas, while the sixth to eighth describe the emergence of ADVAITA, the rise of SHANKARA, and the persecution of the followers of Dvaita.

According to this text, Manimat or Maniman, an asura, is said to have been reborn as the illegitimate son of a widow, and was known as Shankara. With the help of the god Shiva, he gained a knowledge of the Shastras at Saurashtra, invented the doctrine of Shunya-marga, and taught Buddhism disguised as Vedanta. In this, BRAHMAN was identified with Shunya, and the individual souls or jivas were considered the same as Brahman. Maniman was actually instructed to do this as a means to defeat the devas by teaching wrong knowledge. Shankara, it is said, deviated from the BRAHMA SUTRA, to suit his own theories. He meditated on Shakti devatas, and chanted appropriate mantras to capture the hearts of the common men and destroy his opponents. Shankara’s followers burnt down mathas, and killed women, children and cattle. They were asked to kill Satya-prajna, a true teacher of Vedanta, and converted Prajna-tirtha by force. The disciples of Satya-prajna and Prajna-tirtha, however, remained secretly attached to true Vedanta. Achyutapreksha, the teacher of MADHVA, was of this line.

This text indicates the conflict between the followers of ADVAITA and Dvaita. B.N.K. Sharma sees it as a prologue to the Madhva vijaya, an account of the life of Madhva. Critiques of this text have been written by followers of Advaita, and refuted by Dvaita philosophers. Though it is generally accepted that this text refers to Shankara, the Advaita philosopher, some see in it references to Mani, the Persian founder of Manichaeism, which had an influence in India. Manimat is referred to in early texts as an asura, yaksha, rakshasa or naga.


Manimekhala A goddess of the ocean, described in the Tamil epic, the MANIMEKHALAI.


Manimekhalai A Tamil epic, the sequel to the SHILAPADDIKARAM, which has been dated by various scholars at between the second and sixth centuries CE. This philosophical epic, said to be written by the merchant Shattan, tells the story of Manimekhalai, the beautiful daughter of Kovalan and the dancer Madhavi. After Kovalan’s unjust death, Madhavi, once a courtesan, became a Buddhist nun. Manimekhalai, despite her beauty, shunned the pleasures of the world and sought truth, finally gaining ultimate knowledge. The story is set in the second century CE in the Tamil region, when the Cholas ruled the area, and the text consists of thirty verse chapters.

The epic begins in the city of Puhar, where the festival of INDRA is taking place.

The text describes the society, religion and philosophy of the times. It mentions a number of deities, particularly SHIVA and MURUGAN, as well as sects and philosophies, including the Jains, AJIVIKAS, LOKAYATS or materialists, the SAMKHYA, VAISHESHIKA and others, against the backdrop of Buddhism. It is an important text for the history of religion, apart from being an interesting account of an intelligent young woman who chooses her own path in life.


Maninaga A deity sometimes identified with MANIBHADRA, but who is different as he is not a YAKSHA but a NAGA. Maninaga is mentioned in texts and inscriptions. An ancient shrine of the deity is located at RAJAGRIHA.


Manipura Chakra One of the seven main CHAKRAS or hidden energy-centres within the body. The Manipura Chakra, in the solar plexus region, above the navel, is described in TANTRIC and other texts. It is a shining lotus of ten petals, the colour of heavy-laden rain clouds. On the petals are the Sanskrit letters da (cerebral) to pha of the colour of the blue lotus, with the nada and bindu above. Within is the region of fire, triangular in shape, shining like the rising sun. Outside the triangle are three svastikas.

Meditating on this leads to the acquisition of the power to destroy and create as well as the wealth of knowledge.


Manmatha A name of the god of love, KAMA.


Manonmani A form of the goddess PARVATI or DURGA, who is considered the consort of SADASHIVA. Her complexion is blue or black, and she carries a kapala (skull) and khadga (sword). She bestows wealth on her devotees and terror on her enemies.


Mansingh, Maharaja A maharaja of Jodhpur who lived between 1783 and 1843, and is known for his philosophical and devotional works, written in Rajasthani. A number of his works are on the NATHA sect, among these being Jalandharanathaji ro charita grantha, Jalandhara chandrodaya, Nathacharita, Natha varnana grantha, Siddha muktaphala and many others. He also wrote works on some episodes of the lives of RAMA and KRISHNA, as well as others on erotic love and on the beauties of nature. Several padas (verses) composed in various ragas (musical modes) are assigned to him.


mantra A sacred sound, word, or verse. The word in Sanskrit means ‘instrument of thought’, and mantras are used in all religions in different ways, either to invoke deities or powers, or in meditation. They may be used alone, or along with an image, MANDALA or YANTRA. Mantras are given to a disciple by a guru at the time of initiation, though some mantras can be used without initiation or transmission from a guru. Mantras are generally shorter than prayers, and their power is revealed through repetition and concentration.

The repetition of any deity’s name, is also considered a mantra, while specific mantras are used to invoke particular deities or powers. There are mantras which are said to be able to kill or give life, to guard and protect, cure disease, or through which any desire can be attained. Among different types of mantras, bija or seed mantras are sounds or syllables that represent a deity or concept. NIRGUNA (without attributes) mantras are those such as OM, invoking the universal absolute, while SAGUNA (with attributes) mantras invoke a particular deity. Om is considered one of the most powerful mantras, the original word, and the origin of all. The GAYATRI MANTRA, mantras for SHIVA, VISHNU, RAMA, KRISHNA, GANESHA and other deities are commonly used. Mantras are also prescribed in TRANSCENDENTAL MEDITATION and other newer systems. Apart from conferring powers or qualities, physiological changes such as relaxation, freedom from stress, and reduced blood pressure can be noticed while using mantras.


Mantra Yoga Mantras or sacred words, can be used for different purposes, but in Mantra Yoga, the aim is union with the divine. The basic ethical principles are followed, as in other forms of YOGA, and then a mantra is prescribed, which may be used along with other visual aids such as images or symbols. Swami Paramahansa Muktananda, a renowned yogi, said that as a mantra is repeated, it first purifies the outer body, and then the subtle body. Correctly practised, the mantra finally permeates the whole being, leading to total transformation.


Manu A term referring to the first man, or to archetypal man. It is also the name or title of fourteen mystical rulers of the earth. According to Hindu myths and cosmological stories in the PURANAS and other texts, BRAHMA, creator of the world, also has a beginning and an end. One lifetime of his is known as a mahakalpa, at the end of which there is a MAHAPRALAYA, or great deluge. One day of his is known as a KALPA. A kalpa consists of fourteen MANVANTARAS, each presided over by a Manu.

The names of the fourteen Manus in each kalpa are usually given as: (1) Svayambhuva: he was born from Brahma, after Brahma had divided himself into a male and a female. His two sons were Uttanapada and Priyavarta. The ten great maharishis or Prajapatis were born from him. (2) Svarochisha: he was the son of Priyavarta. However, according to the MARKANDEYA PURANA, he was the son of the apsara Varuthini and a gandharva. (3) Uttama (Auttami), who was another son of Priyavarta. (4) Tamasa, another son of Priyavarta. (5) Raivata, another son of Priyavarta. (6) Chakshusha, the son of Anga; or the son of Ripu, grandson of DHRUVA (7) Vaivasvata, the son of Surya or VIVASVAT; (8) Savarni or Savarna, the son of SURYA by CHHAYA; (9) Dakshasavarni or Dakshasavarna; (10) Brahmasavarni or Brahmasavarna; (11) Dharmasavarni or Dharmasavarna; (12) Rudrasavarni or Savarna, the son of RUDRA; (13) Rauchyadevasavarni; (14) Indrasavarni or Bhautya or Bhaumi.

The seventh, MANU VAIVASVATA, rules the world today.


Manu Smriti A Sanskrit text, also known as the Manava Dharma Shastra. It consists of laws, customs and ethics of the Hindus, and its core was probably composed in the first few centuries CE, though it is attributed to the mythical Manu Svayambhuva, the spiritual son of the god BRAHMA. There are several similar texts, but this gained popularity as it was chosen by Warren Hastings, governor general from 1774–84, to act as a guide for officials of the East India Company, in their interactions with Hindus.

Additions and changes were made to it over the years, and in its present form, it has 2685 verses or 2694 in some recensions, divided into twelve sections. Laws, customs and duties, of kings, BRAHMANAS, other castes, and women are recorded. However, the status of the higher castes is not merely based on birth. Thus, an unlearned brahmana is said to be as useless as an elephant made of wood. Customs and laws relating to inheritance, birth, marriage, death and the four traditional stages of Hindu life are described. Strict rules for each of the four stages are prescribed. For instance, a BRAHMACHARI, that is one in the stage of a student, should never criticize his teacher, should always speak respectfully to him, should rise earlier than him, and go to bed later, should be seated at a lower level, etc. Though he should respect the teacher’s wives, if she is young and he has reached the age of twenty, he should not greet her by touching her feet. After he has completed his studies, he should return home and marry a wife of equal caste.

These and other minute details of behaviour are laid down, with similar details being provided for the householder, and for the next two stages of life. Penances and punishments are also prescribed for violating the laws. Towards the end of the book, there is a description of the mind, the JIVA or individual soul, and the means of union with the ATMAN.

Though many laws have been altered in the India of today, it is still referred to for customary Hindu practices, but has been criticized for the secondary position it gives to women and SHUDRAS.

There are several commentaries on the text. Among the best-known are those of Medatithi (865–900), Govindaraja (1000–1110), and Kulluka-bhatta (1100–50).


Manu Vaivasvata The name of the seventh MANU who according to Hindu mythology, presides over the current MANVANTARA or epoch. Manu Vaivasvata was the son of Vivasvat, another name of SURYA or the sun, and all living beings of today are descended from him. A great flood took place during his time, and he was saved from it by the god VISHNU, in the form of MATSYA or a fish. According to the VISHNU PURANA, in the manvantara over which he presides, the gods or DEVAS are the ADITYAS, RUDRAS and VASUS, the name of INDRA is Purandara, and the seven rishis are VASISHTHA, KASHYAPA, ATRI, JAMDAGNI, Gautama, VISHVAMITRA and Bharadvaja. His nine sons are the kings Ikshvaku, Nabhaga, Dhrishta, Sharyati, Narishyanta, Vikhyata, Karusha, Prishadra, and Vasuman. There are other versions of these names.


manvantara A period of cosmic time. According to Hindu mythology, there are seventy-one MAHAYUGAS in a manvantara and fourteen manvantaras in one KALPA, which is one day in the life of BRAHMA the creator. At the end of each manvantara, constituting 306,720,000 years, the world is destroyed and recreated. A manvantara is presided over by a MANU, a mythical ruler, and each manvantara is assigned a different Manu. Different sets of deities and rishis are born in successive manvantaras, including seven rishis (saptarishis), also known as PRAJAPATIS.

[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


The table given indicates the Manus, gods and rishis in different manvantaras. The names vary slightly in different sources.


Manyu A deity, the personification of anger, mentioned in the RIG VEDA. He glows like fire and bestows wealth. United with Tapas, the personification of ascetic fervour, he grants victory to his worshippers and slays their foes. Manyu is mentioned in later texts, as the name of an AGNI or fire.


Mariamma A mother goddess worshipped in villages in south India. There are several local myths associated with Mariamma. According to one story, she was once a village girl, born in a BRAHMANA family. A lower-caste youth, pretending to be a brahmana, married her. When she discovered his real identity, she killed herself, and after her death was worshipped as a goddess. Another myth is similar to that of ELAMMA-Renuka, but here she has a brahmana head and an ‘untouchable’ body. Both these myths are related to the inclusion of DALITS in Hindu rituals, at least at the village level.









Marichi (1) An ancient RISHI, a mind-born son of the god BRAHMA, one of the PRAJAPATIS, who had several wives and children. His wives included Kala, Urna and Sambhuti, and the most famous of his children was the rishi KASHYAPA, born from his wife Kala.

(2) Marichi is mentioned as the chief of the MARUTS.


Marisha The mother of Prajapati DAKSHA, described in ancient texts. The daughter of the rishi Kandu and of the apsara Pramlocha, she was born in a miraculous way. According to one story in the PURANAS, while Kandu was practising austerities (tapas) on the banks of the river Gomati, the gods, fearing he would get too powerful, sent Pramlocha to entice him. The rishi was entranced by her, and hundreds of years passed while they lived with each other. Every time Pramlocha tried to return to heaven, the rishi stopped her. However, he was not aware that so many years had passed. As he went one evening for his sandhya (evening) prayers, he was convinced that Pramlocha had just arrived that morning. When she told him the truth, he was angry, and sent her away. While he was speaking, Pramlocha trembled; bathed in perspiration, she dried herself with the leaves of the trees, and the child she had conceived was born from these. The drops were collected and nurtured by the trees, and matured by the rays of SOMA. As she was a child of the trees, she was also known as Varkshi.


Markandeya A rishi or sage who gained eternal youth, and is said to have composed the MARKANDEYA PURANA. In myths, he was the son of Mrikandu, born after the latter had performed tapas (austerities) to please the god SHIVA, who appeared to him and asked whether he would prefer a long-lived dull son, or a wise and virtuous one who would live only till the age of sixteen. Mrikandu chose a wise son, and Markandeya was born. From childhood he knew all the VEDAS and SHASTRAS, and when he was almost sixteen, learnt of his impending death and began worshipping Shiva. When YAMA, god of death, came to take him away, his attendants having failed to do so because of the boy’s radiance, Markandeya clung to the idol of Shiva, and Yama’s noose caught it as well. Angry at this, Shiva killed Yama, but later revived him, and also made Markandeya an eternal youth of sixteen. Thus, the story says, Shiva received the name Mrityunjaya, conqueror of death.

Markandeya lived in the Himalayas in his ashrama known as Pushpabhadra, for over ten crore years, survived the MAHAPRALAYA or great deluge, and is said to be still alive. According to some texts, his wife was DHUMRORNA or Dhumra, (usually the wife of Yama), otherwise known as Murdhanya, and his son was Vedashiras. He was also known as Bhargava, Bhrigukulashardula, Brahmarishi, Viprarishi and Dirghayu.


Markandeya Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS, named after the rishi MARKANDEYA, who is said to have composed it. The Purana begins with JAIMINI, a disciple of VYASA, praising the MAHABHARATA and asking Markandeya four questions which are not answered in that text. The questions are referred to four wise birds that provide the answers. This is followed by a dialogue between a father and son on the life of a BRAHMANA. Stories and legends are narrated, one of those being that of King Vipaschit, who visited hell and refused to leave until all the sufferers there were released. Feasts, sacrifices and ceremonies related to various deities are described in the Purana. Its ancient origin is clear, as there are hymns to the gods INDRA, AGNI, SURYA and BRAHMA, who were more important in Vedic times, with less emphasis on VISHNU and SHIVA. There is a whole chapter on Brahma, probably dating to a time when Brahma was an important deity. The Purana includes sections on NARAKAS or various hells, KARMA, funeral customs, and the duties of the castes and of the four stages of life. Various stories are narrated, including that of HARISHCHANDRA and VISHVAMITRA, in which the god Dharma takes the form of a chandala. One section, the DEVI MAHATMYA, focuses on the worship of the goddess DURGA.


Markandeyeshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Bhubaneswar, Orissa. In this temple, the god is worshipped as the Lord of Markandeya. The temple originally belongs to the eighth century, but has been partially reconstructed. It has a square shrine with a tower, and a rectangular MANDAPA or jagmohan. There is a a dancing Shiva in a medallion on the front of the tower, and NAVAGRAHAS above the doorway. On the doorjambs are images of BRAHMA, AGNI and VARUNA.


marriage Vivaha or marriage was an important custom right from ancient days, and is described in the VEDAS, epics, PURANAS and other texts. Marriages took place not merely among ordinary people, but among the gods, and these are described in great detail.

In Vedic times, marriage seemed to have been between two adults. Polygamy was known but polyandry was rare. Elder children were supposed to get married before their younger siblings. Prohibitions regarding marriage are not clear, though brother–sister marriage were prohibited. Incest of any kind was frowned upon.

Acceptable forms of marriage are described in the Smritis and Sutras. Grihastha ashrama, the stage of a householder, was important in the four-fold scheme of Hindu life, and in the GRIHYA SUTRAS, marriage is the most important of the SAMSKARAS. The Gobhila Grihya Sutra and the DHARMA SUTRAS prohibit marriage within the gotra (extended family) within six degrees on the mother’s or father’s side, though earlier such prohibitions did not seem to have existed.

In later texts there were recommendations that the girl be married at a very young age, though this did not always happen.

There were several different forms of marriage. According to the Ashvalayana Grihya Sutra, there were eight forms of marriage. Though other Grihya Sutras do not describe all these, they are referred to in stories in various texts, and described in the Smritis. The MANU SMRITI states that of these, four methods are approved or good (prashasta) and four are not approved (aprashasta). The four prashasta forms are:


(1) Brahma: This is the best form according to the Shastras. Here the girl is given by the father to a man who is learned and has a good character. The girl is gifted by the father with ornaments he can afford, and nothing is taken in return.


(2) Daiva: In this form the girl is given to a brahmana as dakshina (sacrificial fee) after he has conducted a sacrifice. This form was common in the old days when kings or rich and powerful people gave their daughters to prominent rishis.


(3) Arsha: A form common among brahmanas and rishis of olden days. In this a pair of cattle was given by the groom to the brahmana father of the bride, for the performance of a sacrifice. Another type of Arsha consisted of the marriage of a girl to a rishi in honour of his learning.


(4) Prajapatya: In this form the aim of the marriage is that both husband and wife together perform their social and religious duties. The father gives away his daughter to a man who will be suitable for this.

The four aprashasta forms were at one time quite common but were later frowned upon by Shastra writers. These were:


(1) Asura: According to the Manu Smriti, this type was when the husband paid money to the bride and her relatives. Some ancient writers call this the Manusha (human) form. The custom was criticized by Shastra writers, who said that selling a daughter led one into hell.


(2) Gandharva marriage: This form is when a man and a woman chose each other. The Manu Smriti states that a Gandharva type is: ‘Where the bride and the bridegroom meet each other of their own accord, and the meeting is consummated in copulation born of passion’ (iii.32). Kings, rishis and others often had this type of marriage in ancient days, but it gradually came into disfavour.


(3) Rakshasa: In this form, a girl was captured by force with her weeping, and her relatives were injured or killed. (Manu Smriti II.21). It was considered a good form for KSHATRIYAS (III.24). However, several instances of capture in the Mahabharata and other texts involved the consent of the woman, though the relatives were against it. Thus ARJUNA captured SUBHADRA with the support of KRISHNA, though BALARAMA and others were opposed to it. Later, they were formally married. SITA’s capture by RAVANA in the Ramayana was in a different category, as she was already married. In times of war, kshatriyas continued to capture women, but otherwise this form became uncommon.


(4) Paishacha: Shastra writers considered this the worst form. It involved carrying away or ravishing the woman when she was alone, asleep, senseless or intoxicated.

In addition, there were other forms of marriage. Among them were:


Shaiva marriage: Mentioned in Tantric texts. The couple, who are adepts in Tantra, have a temporary marriage for Tantric rites. The children of such a marriage are not considered legitimate.

Some other aspects of marriage in ancient texts:


Marriage in the mystical tradition: Marriages such as those of Krishna with Rukmini, or the union of Krishna with Radha, are frequently described and extolled in literature. The divine marriage symbolizes the union of the individual with God.


Monogamy: According to one story, SHVETAKETU initiated the practise of monogamy, but many of the male gods or people described in early texts had more than one wife. However, the god Rama remained faithful to Sita even when she was no longer with him.


Polygamy: VASUDEVA, father of Krishna, had a number of wives. Krishna had over 16,000. The god Soma had twenty-seven.


Polyandry: The notable example is of DRAUPADI marrying the five PANDAVAS. This was evidently not common.


Child marriage: Though in Vedic days the custom was not common, later child marriages became customary, particularly among the higher castes. In some cases children were pledged even at birth, and girls could be married at any time after that, though they were often not sent immediately to the husbands house. A man could marry at any age, usually after completing his education, but sometimes at a very young age. Even Mahatma GANDHI was married at the age of thirteen, while his bride was twelve. The Sarda Act (1938) attempted to prevent child marriages.


Marriage today: Marriage for Hindus is today covered by the Hindu Marriage Act 1956, a very progressive act. The legal age for marriage is twenty-one for men and eighteen for women, though unofficially child marriages still take place. The taking and giving of dowry is banned by law, though dowry is often demanded and given. Polygamy is still practised to a limited extent. Polyandry occurs in some of the hill regions.


Customs and ceremonies: Marriage generally consists of an engagement ceremony, followed by the wedding ceremony. The actual ceremony and manner of celebration varies greatly among different families, castes and regions. The ARYA SAMAJ revived a simple Vedic marriage ceremony which is followed by some.

See also Sati.


Martand Surya Temple A temple of the god SURYA, located at Martand in Kashmir. It was constructed in the eighth century in the reign of Lalitaditya, a king of the Karkota dynasty. The inner shrine opens into an ardha-mandapa, a hall with images of GANGA and VISHNU in niches. Apart from the main shrine, there are two minor shrines as well. The temple is built on a high basement at one end of a rectangular court, which has a collonnade of fluted pillars. The gabled roofs are characteristic of the architecture of this region. The place was probably named after the Surya temple, as Martanda is a name of Surya.


Martanda A name of SURYA, or the sun god. In the Rig Veda, Martanda was one of the Adityas.


Maruts A group of deities prominent in the RIG VEDA. According to this text, they were the sons of RUDRA, associated with thunder, lightning and rain. They formed a gana or group, and their number was said to be three times seven, or three times sixty. They were closely connected with the goddess Rodasi, and were probably married to her. They wore spears on their shoulders, anklets on their feet, golden ornaments on their breasts, and golden helmets on their heads. They rode across the sky in golden chariots, drawn by horses with golden feet, as swift as thought. They were invoked not only for rain, but also to bring healing remedies from seas, mountains and rivers. They were called singers and were associated with the god INDRA. They were self-luminous, shining and brilliant, of the same age, and born at the same place. The Maruts are also mentioned in the RAMAYANA, PURANAS and other texts. According to a Puranic story, they consisted of forty-nine gods, the sons of KASHYAPA and DITI. Diti, mother of the daityas HIRANYAKSHA and HIRANYAKASHIPU, was unhappy when her sons were killed by VISHNU. Bala, another of her sons, was killed by Indra, and therefore Diti asked Kashyapa for a child strong enough to kill INDRA. A child was conceived in her womb after various austerities, but Indra entered her womb and cut it into forty-nine pieces, which were later born as the Maruts and became the servants of Indra. They were so-called because when the child cried, Indra said ‘ma-ruda’, do not cry, from which they got their name. There are also other variants of this story, which seems to be an attempt to explain their name and their connection with Rudra.

According to later accounts, these forty-nine Maruts are divided into seven ganas or groups of seven deities each.

MARICHI is said to be the head of the Maruts, and their world, known as Maruta, is one of the heavens. Maruta is a name of the god VAYU, and the Maruts are considered winds. In the MAHABHARATA, several characters are said to be born from the paksha or gana of the Maruts, including: Satyaki (paksha); Virata; PANDU; and BHIMA.


Matali The charioteer of the god INDRA. Matali is mentioned in the RIG VEDA, but not in connection with Indra. Here he is said to have been ‘made strong by the Kavyas’ (10.14.3), and could be a semi-divine being.

According to the MAHABHARATA, Matali took ARJUNA to Indra’s heaven in his chariot. He also carried RAMA in it for his fight with RAVANA. He went to all the worlds, accompanied by NARADA, in search for a husband for his daughter Gunakeshi, and finally chose the NAGA Sumukha. Matali is also known as Chakrasarthi and Devasarthi, both meaning the charioteer of Indra.


Matangi (1) A goddess, one of the ten MAHAVIDYAS. She is related to the divine word and to the goddess SARASVATI, and is described as dark green, seated on a throne of grass, sweet of speech, representing wisdom and music. In some TANTRIC sources, she is depicted differently, and is described as an outcast, black, passionate, and reeling about in intoxication, and thus representing knowledge beyond the ordinary. Among the temples of Matangi is one located to the north-east of the Tulaja Bhavani temple in Tuljapur, Maharashtra. Here Matangi represents a SHAKTI of the Devi. At this temple the priests are from the Mahar caste.

(2) A daughter of DAKSHA and wife of the rishi KASHYAPA, from whom all elephants were born. The word Matangi means ‘female elephant’. In the MAHABHARATA, she is mentioned as a daughter of KRODHAVASHA.

(3) Matangi is also a term used in some villages in south India, for a woman who enacts the role of the local village goddess.


Matarishvan A deity mentioned in the RIG VEDA, sometimes equated with AGNI. He seems to have been a personification of Agni, though a later commentary associates him with the god VAYU.


matha (math, mutt) The term for a Hindu monastery or religious centre. Sri SHANKARA, also known as Adi Shankaracharya, the philosopher of ADVAITA, is said to have first established mathas. Later, a number of mathas belonging to all schools of thought were established in various parts of India, and were centres of religious study and learning.


Mathura A city in Uttar Pradesh, particularly associated with the life of the god KRISHNA. According to the RAMAYANA and PURANAS, the city was founded by SHATRUGHNA, brother of RAMA. It was earlier known as Madhura or Madhupuri, as the asura Madhu lived here. Madhu’s son, Lavana, was killed by Shatrughna. Shatrughna established the city of Madhura (Mathura), and ruled there. The region was known as Shurasena (that which has a brave army). Mathura has a key role in the MAHABHARATA. Here King KAMSA usurped the throne, and was defeated and killed by Krishna. The VAYU PURANA states that Subahu and Shurasena, the two sons of Shatrughna, protected the city along with their father. Archaeology indicates it was occupied from at least 1000 BCE, and several ancient sites have been excavated here. In the sixth century BCE, it was the capital of the Shurasena kingdom, while later it was a centre of the Indo-Greeks, Mauryas, Shakas and Kushanas, followed by the Guptas and other dynasties. Innumerable Hindu, Buddhist and Jain images, as well as YAKSHA and NAGA images, dating from the second or first century BCE onwards, have been found at various sites within and around the city area.

A distinctive school of art developed at Mathura, between the second century BCE and third century CE, known as the Mathura School of Art. Most of these images were made of red sandstone, and the deities were well-rounded, while later images had a more delicate style. Inscribed images provide information on deities and their donors.

In the early eleventh century, there were reported to be more than 1000 wealthy temples in the region, which attracted the invader Mahmud of Ghazni (Afghanistan) who looted a number of temples. Mathura later came under the Sultans, the Mughals and the Jats, before being taken over by the British.

Despite its early importance as a Buddhist and Jain centre, it is today most important for its Krishna temples and holy sites associated with Krishna. It is also a centre for followers of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU and VALLABHACHARYA, and of ISKCON. Among the notable temples today are the KESHAVA DEVA TEMPLE, said to mark the spot where Krishna was born, the Rangeshvara Mahadeva Temple where, according to legend King Kamsa worshipped the god SHIVA, and the Dvarkadhish temple, constructed in 1814, and managed by the followers of Vallabhacharya. Other sacred places associated with Krishna are Mallapuri, near the Keshava Temple where the battle with Chanura and Mushtika is said to have taken place. Kubja’s well marks the spot where he cured Kubja, a hump-backed woman. At Kamsa-ka-Tila, to the south of the city, he killed Kamsa.

There are several other temples and monuments in Mathura, as well as myths and legends in various texts. According to the SKANDA PURANA, DHRUVA had his ashrama here, and there is a temple dedicated to him at Dhruva Ghat. RAVANA is said to have performed austerities in Mathura to gain mystic powers, and MAHABALI performed a sacrifice here to gain control of the universe. Around the city of Mathura are GOKUL, VRINDAVAN and other sacred places connected with Krishna and RADHA.

Apart from Krishna temples and those of other Hindu deities and sects, there are also Jain temples, mosques and churches. Mathura Museum, founded in 1874, stocks thousands of sculptures and other artefacts of the city and its neighbourhood.


Mathura Kavi/Madhura Kavi A Vaishnava bhakti saint of the ALVAR group. See Madhura Kavi


Mathura-Mangala A poetic work on the love between RADHA and KRISHNA in Oriya that belongs to the eighteenth century. It was composed by Bhaktacharana Dasa (1729–1813), a VAISHNAVA of the Gaudiya tradition, and a devotee of the god JAGANNATHA. The text is based on Krishna’s life in Mathura, but it includes the grief of the GOPIS at the time of his departure for Mathura, representing the yearning of the soul for God. The emotion and sentiment, and the poetic words and melodious music to which it is set make it one of the most popular devotional works in Oriya.


Matri Mandir ‘Matri Mandir’, literally ‘Temple of the Mother’, and signifying the Universal Mother, is a structure in AUROVILLE, the international city created by the MOTHER, who was closely associated with Sri AUROBINDO. It is constructed as a large golden sphere which appears to rise out of the earth, indicating a new consciousness, and was seen by the Mother as the ‘symbol of the Divine’s answer to man’s aspiration for perfection’ and as ‘the central cohesive force’ for the growth of Auroville. Its inner chamber in the upper hemisphere of the structure is white, with white marble walls and white carpeting. In the centre is a pure crystal-glass globe which suffuses a ray of electronically guided sunlight falling on it through an opening at the apex of the sphere. According to the Mother this is a place to be in silence, ‘A place for trying to find one’s consciousness.’

The main structure has twelve meditation rooms radiating around it, like the petals of a lotus. The meditation rooms and inner chamber are zones of divine emptiness and silence, and hence no chanting takes place here; the burning of incense and offerings of any kind are not allowed.


Matrikas A term for a group of mother goddesses. Matrikas are mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and other texts, but are extensively described in the PURANAS. There are numerous such goddesses, but used collectively, the term specifically refers to several female deities, worshipped as a group. The number of Matrikas are usually seven or eight, though later texts list sixteen. A myth in the DEVI MAHATMYA states that they were created by the male gods, to help the goddess Devi or MAHADEVI defeat the demons against whom she was battling, and a similar story about their origin appears in the DEVI-BHAGAVATA PURANA. In one passage in the Devi Mahatmya they are referred to as forms or aspects of Devi, and according to the VAMANA PURANA were created from Devi. In the MATSYA PURANA they were said to be created by the god SHIVA to defeat the ASURA Andhaka.

Matrikas are also mothers associated with children. Myths narrate that some of these fierce goddesses initially attacked children but later became their protectors. One story associates them with the god KARTTIKEYA, who was looked after by the six Krittikas or mothers.

In sculptures they are often depicted in a panel of three or more goddesses, but can also be depicted separately. The goddesses have children on their laps, or standing nearby. Early sculptures show a variety of women with various animal or bird heads, holding or surrounded by children. Only later were they formalized according to Puranic myths.

Matrikas commonly listed in the Puranas and depicted in later images are Aindri or INDRANI, Brahmi or BRAHMANI, Maheshvari, Kaumari, Narasimhi, Varahi, Vaishnavi, while other Matrikas mentioned include Kauberi, Vainayaki, Varuni, Yami. As the wives or SHAKTIS of male gods with similar names (Indra, Brahma, etc.), they are usually depicted in human form, mounted on the vahana or vehicle of their male counterpart, while Narasimhi and Varahi have the faces of a lion and a boar respectively.

In some panels, they are depicted with VIRABHADRA (Shiva) and GANESHA behind them. Animal-headed or other mother goddesses with children were also worshipped in Buddhism and Jainism.

In Chalukya inscriptions they are referrred to as sapta-matrikas (seven mothers), the descendants of Hariti, who is also a Buddhist mother goddess.

Matrikas thus have two aspects, as powerful deities who defeat demons, and as protectors of children. Groups of Matrikas are depicted in temples all over India.


matsya A Sanskrit term for a fish. The fish has a role in several myths, including that of MANU and the flood. PRADYUMNA was swallowed by a fish, but later emerged unhurt. SHAKUNTALA’s ring, given to her by Dushyanta, was also swallowed by a fish. Adrika, in the form of a fish, gave birth to Matsya and SATYAVATI. This Matsya became a king.

Matsya was also the name of a kingdom in ancient India.


Matsya deity One of the ten main incarnations of the god VISHNU. The story of Matsya is narrated in several texts including the MATSYA PURANA. In this form Vishnu’s lower body is that of a fish (matsya), while his torso and face are human. According to the myth associated with this form, Vishnu became a small fish at the time of a great flood. He then came to MANU, the progenitor of the human race, and asked him to get into a boat, which Vishnu, as Matsya would tow to safety. As Matsya pulled the boat along, he grew larger and larger, finally assuming an enormous size. Matsya took the boat to safety, and instructed Manu to tie it to a peak of the Himalayas. This done, he swam away. In one version of the story, Matsya has a horn on to which the rope towing the boat can be tied. In the BHAGAVATA PURANA, Matsya also fights against the asura HAYAGRIVA, who has stolen the VEDAS from the god BRAHMA while he slept.

The account of Manu and the flood has parallels with that of Noah and the ark in the Judeo-Christian tradition. There are also similar flood stories from ancient Sumer and Babylonia, the Greek writer Hesiod, the Maya of Central America and the Yoruba of Africa.

Matsya is generally considered the first incarnation of Vishnu, and is said to represent the first stage of evolution, as life emerged in the ocean. However, Puranic lists differ, and it is only in later texts that Matsya is placed first.

The deity Matsya is normally depicted with four arms, two holding a conch and discus or wheel, the emblems of Vishnu, with the other two holding a lotus and a mace, or in the protection- and boon-granting mudras or gestures.


Matsya Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. It is one of the older Puranas, and was narrated by LOMAHARSHANA to the rishis in the NAIMISHA forest. It begins with the story of MANU, a king who ruled the world. He later handed over the kingdom to his son, and went to Mt. Malaya to perform tapas (austerities). After thousands of years of mediation, BRAHMA appeared to him and offered to grant him a boon. Manu requested that he should save the world at the time of pralaya or destruction. This boon was granted. After some time a small fish appeared in a pond, and Manu put it in a jar. It grew larger and larger, and as it grew was transferred into a well, a pond, the river GANGA, and finally the ocean, but even there it was too large. Then Manu realized that the fish was actually the god VISHNU. Vishnu informed him that he would come in that form to rescue him at the time of the great flood that would devastate the world. Some time later, this took place, and Vishnu in the form of MATSYA, a fish, pulled Manu and his ship containing the seeds of all existing beings, to safety. While Manu was being drawn through the waters, a dialogue took place between him and Matsya, which forms the base for the Purana.

The Purana has the five usual Puranic themes, along with geographical, chronological and astronomical sections. In its account of creation, it states that the three gods, BRAHMA, Vishnu and SHIVA are the three parts of BRAHMAN. Water was created first, and Vishnu, sleeping on the waters (nara) was known as Narayana. Brahma emerged from the hiranya-anda (golden egg) and created the sacred texts, the PRAJAPATIS, DAKSHA and others. Through Daksha’s daughters, various beings were born. The Purana contains accounts of the MANVANTARAS, King PRITHU, and of the SURYAVAMSHA and CHANDRAVAMSHA dynasties. These have mythical aspects, but some of the genealogical details, particularly on the Andhra dynasty, are considered fairly authentic. There are stories of the YADAVAS, of KRISHNA, and of wars between the ASURAS and DEVAS. Among other topics covered are the duties of the ashramas or four stages of life, of a king, and of women; sacrifices and the propitiation of the planets (graha-yajna); omens and portents; sections on vastu and the ceremonies to be conducted when building a house; rules for making images of deities, and for constructing temples; and vratas or vows to be observed. Festivals of both VAISHNAVAS and SHAIVAS, as well as 108 names of DEVI as Gauri or Sati, are given. It also has MAHATMYAS or descriptions of sacred places of PRAYAGA and KASHI (Avimukta Kshetra), as well as those along the river NARMADA. Among the stories narrated are: the story of PURURAVA, who rescued Urvashi, an apsara, and then fell in love with her; of the destruction of the city of TRIPURA and of the asura TARAKA; the killing of HIRANYAKASHIPU; and the story of Satyavan and SAVITRI. This Purana has some similarities with the VAYU PURANA, while certain sections are the same as parts of the VISHNU PURANA and GARUDA PURANA. A number of stories in it are expanded from the MAHABHARATA. The Purana contains between 13,000 and 15,000 verses in different recensions. According to traditional accounts, it had 20,000 verses.


Matsyendranatha The traditional founder of the NATHA YOGI sect, also known as the KANPHATA sect, who lived in the tenth century CE. According to legend, he obtained his knowledge directly from the god SHIVA, as taking the form of a fish (matsya), he listened to Shiva instructing PARVATI on the means of attaining the Divine. He was said to be one of the eighty-four MAHASIDDHAS or perfected ones, and the first of the nine Nathas or masters, worshipped by the Natha yogis. Not much is known of Matsyendranatha’s life, but there are several legends and stories about him. According to these, he went to Nepal, where he is still worshipped, and spread his teachings there. He also went to Sri Lanka, and though he was an ascetic, had two sons through a woman there. These two, known as Parosenatha and Nimnatha, became leaders of Jainism. Matsyendranatha searched for a successor, and found one in GORAKHNATHA.

Matsyendranatha and Gorakhnatha are both considered founders of the Natha or Kanphata yogis, and of HATHA YOGA. Their teachings are a mix of Hatha Yoga, TANTRIC practices, and meditation, that lead to the attainment of perfection, the mastery of all SIDDHIS or powers, and total control of the body and mind. Images of Matsyendranatha have been found at various sites including Vijayanagara, and depict him riding on a fish. Other saints who rode on fish include Khizr Khan and JHULELAL.


Mattamayura A SHAIVA sect that was prominent in Malwa and the surrounding area from around the ninth century. The ascetics of the sect are mentioned in the inscriptions of the Kalachuris of Tripuri. An inscription of Yuvaraja I (tenth century) records the building of a temple of SHIVA at Chandrehe on the river Son, in a MATHA of the Mattamayuras. Other inscriptions of this dynasty also mention this sect, which is said to have emigrated from Kadambaguha. An inscription of Yuvaraja II (grandson of Yuvaraja I) states that the ascetics venerated their leader Rudrashambhu, whose disciple Mattamayuranatha (Purandara) was ‘possessed of the town of the prince of Avanti’. His disciple’s disciple was Madhumateya, and the latters disciples disciple was Hridayashiva, who was patronized by Lakshmanaraja (son of Yuvaraja I). Several places in Malwa and adjacent areas became centres of this sect, Amardakatirtha (possibly Ujjain), Upendrapura, Mattamayurapura, Ranod, Siyadoni and others. The acharyas were named after the places where they lived. According to various sources, the first three were Kadambaguhadhivasin, Shankhamathadhipati, and Terambipala; the fourth, Rudrashambhu, was probably the same as Amardakatirthanatha, mentioned in the Ranod inscription, followed by Purandara. Purandara founded mathas at Mattamayura and Aranipadra. The Mattamayura continued to exist for several centuries. See Amardaka


Maudgalya Purana A late PURANA dealing with the worship of the god GANESHA, also known as the Mudgal Purana. It was compiled by Shri Ganesh Yogindra, who died in 1805. According to legendary accounts Yogindra lived for over 200 years, and was a worshipper of the god Ganesha at the MORESHVARA TEMPLE in Morgaon. He studied ancient texts, and came to believe that a Purana written by Mudgal rishi existed, revealing the secrets of the worship of Ganesha. Unable to locate this, he continued to worship Ganesha, and was then given portions of the Purana by a BRAHMANA who was said to be the god Ganesha himself.

These legendary accounts increase the sanctity of the Purana compiled by Yogindra, who also wrote the Ganesha Vijaya, describing the various aspects of the god. A MATHA was set up by his followers, which continues the tradition of study and worship of Ganesha.


Maya A DAITYA described in the epics and PURANAS. He ruled in TALATALA, one of the LOKAS, and fashioned the ASURAS, just as VISHVAKARMA, the divine architect, fashioned the DEVAS. In some passages in texts, Maya is described as an ancient king and ruler of the earth. In others, he is a great architect. In the MAHABHARATA, he was rescued from the fire in the KHANDAVA forest by ARJUNA, and in return built the palace of YUDHISHTHIRA at INDRAPRASTHA. He also built TRIPURA, the triple city. Maya was the son of VIPRACHITTI, and the father of MANDODARI, who was the wife of RAVANA. Vajrakama and Chhaya were also his daughters. He lived in the Devagiti mountains.


maya (maayaa) A Sanskrit term which indicates the illusory nature of the world. Originally the word meant art or wisdom, secrecy, extraordinary power or magic and sorcery. Maya as a philosophical concept forms an important part of ADVAITA. The philosophers GAUDAPADA and later SHANKARA in the ninth century spoke about the One Reality as the only truth, the world and all creation being maya, essentially unreal. Maya thus came to be defined as illusion, and the word is most commonly used in that sense today. However, at the same time, maya was seen as a power responsible for creation. PADMAPADA, an Advaita philosopher identified maya with ajnana, or spiritual ignorance. Other Advaita philosophers dealt with it in different ways and attempted to explain the relationship of BRAHMAN with maya. VIDYARANYA, in his PANCHADASHI, explained maya as a power of Brahman. Philosophers of other schools accused Advaita of duality, as maya almost seemed like a separate entity, but this was strongly refuted by PRAKASHANANDA. Other philosophical systems do not see the world as totally unreal, and maya indicates God’s creative power, through which the world came into being. According to RAMANUJA, the world is real but is called maya because it attracts people and draws them away from God. Purushottama, a philosopher of Vallabha’s school of thought, states that maya is a power of Brahman, and identical with it. Through maya, God becomes many without undergoing any change. That aspect of maya which creates confusion is known as avidya (ignorance). Maya has also been identified with PRAKRITI, the material nature of the universe, the seed from which creation emerges. Among more recent philosophers Sri AUROBINDO stated that though there is One Reality, there are also individual souls. The world is not maya or an illusion, but real, and needs to be perfected through the spiritual and material evolution of every living being.


Mayamoha A form VISHNU assumed to deceive the DAITYAS and DANAVAS.


Mayapur A town in West Bengal, where a huge KRISHNA temple has been constructed by followers of ISKCON.


Mayon A deity popular in Tamil Nadu, also known as Mal, Tirumal, Perumal, Mayavan, and other local names. The name literally means ‘one of a black complexion’, the Tamil version of KRISHNA. Though initially a folk deity, Mayon is usually worshipped as VISHNU or Krishna, and was popular with the ALVAR saints and the later SHRIVAISHNAVITES. He is worshipped as a folk deity as well.


mayura A peacock, vahana or vehicle of the god KARTTIKEYA. It is also associated with other deities and considered sacred.


media, and Hinduism All types of media, including print, audio and visual forms, have come to play a major part in religion. Several newspapers have regular columns on aspects of religion, of which a large number are on Hinduism. Books on religious themes, including on gods and goddesses, ancient texts summarized, and compendiums on myths are extremely popular. The Internet has a vast stock of information on Hindu texts, temples, philosophy, and saints. Each major temple and sect has its own site. In visual media while films have been produced from early days on mythological and religious characters, television has several channels dedicated to religion and yoga. Teleserials of the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA, first made in the 1980s were exceedingly popular, and are now being recreated. New animated characters such as Hanuman have been created, which appeal to the young. Television soaps depict prayers and religious ceremonies as a part of daily life, and have an influence on society. All this has led to a greater awareness of aspects of Hinduism. Much of this, however, is based on popular belief, and not on any new research.


megaliths Stone monuments or megaliths were erected over graves or bones and ashes in ancient India. These have been compared with megaliths in other parts of the ancient world. These stone structures indicate that burial was once quite common in India, though far from universal. Whether such burials were part of the funeral practices of a particular community or for one category of people such as warriors killed in battle, is not clear.

Megalithic monuments in India can be dated from around 1000 BCE onwards, and occur on most of the uplands of central and southern India. Among the different types of megaliths were urn burials, in which bones of a dead person were placed in an urn, buried underground, surrounded by a circle of stones, and covered by a flat stone. In pit circle graves, the body was placed flat in a pit, and a stone circle was constructed around it. Cist graves were like an enclosed tomb, made of granite slabs, surrounded by a circle of stones, and covered by a flat stone. Some stone circles were shaped like lotus petals, while a few graves were cut into existing rocks. Some of the graves have pottery and various other objects in them. Megalithic burials continued to a small extent in later times.

There has been endless speculation about their connection with similar practices outside India. For instance, megalithic monuments such as Stonehenge in Britain are thought by some to have been erected by Druids, and to have been the focus of ancient rituals. It is not known whether megaliths in India had any similar rituals, though modern-day Druids in Britain claim they form part of the same cultural stream.


Meghanada A son of RAVANA, also known as Indrajit, who is described in the RAMAYANA. Meghanada was the son of Ravana’s chief queen MANDODARI. When he was born his loud cries sounded like thunder, thus he was named Meghanada, the sound of the clouds. Meghanada worshipped the god SHIVA, who taught him how to make himself invisible. He also received divine weapons from BRAHMA, and boons from the goddess Mahamaya. He came to be known as Indrajit, after he defeated the god INDRA. He was extremely brave and resourceful, helped Ravana in his battle against RAMA, and defeated LAKSHMANA, who was revived by HANUMAN. Meghanada was then killed by Lakshmana after a fierce battle in the Nikumbhila forest. Another version of the Ramayana states that he was not killed in battle, but while conducting a yajna (sacrifice) in the forest.


Meghanadavadha Kavya A work based on an episode in the RAMAYANA, composed in 1861 in Bengali by Michael Madhusudan Dutt (1824–73), a noted poet in English and Bengali.

This epic poem in nine cantos focuses on the death of MEGHANADA, a son of RAVANA. The poem begins with the death on the battlefield of Virabahu, another son of Ravana, and the subsequent appointment of Meghanada as the leader of Ravana’s army. Cantos II–V describe incidents that take place in four different places on the following night, while Cantos VI–XI describe the events of the next two days. Some of the notable sections are Canto IV where SITA tells the story of her life, and Canto VIII, where RAMA visits the land of the dead. In these the other parts of the Ramayana story are narrated through flashbacks.

This work breaks new ground as it does not glorify Rama, and is sympathetic to Ravana. Ravana is seen as a heroic figure, struggling against fate. The poem does not change or alter the main RAMAYANA episodes but by interspersing other stories suggests a different morality. Thus, for instance, Meghanada’s life before the final battle is compared with that of KRISHNA at GOKUL, Lakshmana’s stealthy entry into the rakshasa camp is compared with ASHVATTHAMAN’s entry into the PANDAVA camp, while the funeral pyre of Meghanada and his wife is compared with the altar made for DURGA at Durga Puja. This epic was popular in nineteenth-century Bengal.


Meghanadri A philosopher of VISHISHTADVAITA. Meghanadri, son of Atreyanatha Suri, probably lived before VEDANTA DESIKA. Two of his works are known, Naya-prakashika and Naya-dyu-mani, in which he commented on the theories of RAMANUJA. He analysed the pramanas or means of valid knowledge as well as other topics, including the nature of KALA or time, and of KARMA and its fruits. He said that though karma could consist of good or bad actions, the fruits of these were related to the satisfaction or dissatisfaction of God.


Mehai A local deity of Rajasthan. Mehai or Shri Karaniji, daughter of Charana Mehai, was herself a saintly charana (poet or bard) who lived in the sixteenth century and came to be considered an incarnation of the goddess DURGA. She is said to have helped Rao Jaitasi of Bikaner, to defeat Kamran, one of the sons of the Mughal emperor Babar. According to the story, she gave Rao Jaitasi advice to launch a night attack, and at the same time used her powers to ensure Kamran’s defeat. This story is recounted in Mehai Mahima, written by Hingalajdan Kaviya in the early twentieth century. This poetic work, in Rajasthani, has 144 stanzas in various metres.


Mehr Baba A spiritual teacher, who has a large number of followers worldwide. Mehr Baba was originally a Zoroastrian. Born at Pune (Poona) on 25 February 1894, he was named Mehrwan Sheriar Irani. At the age of nineteen, he was awakened to his innate spirituality by the touch of a Muslim woman known as Hazrat Babajan, who was a realized soul. He became her disciple and also met other spiritual teachers, including Sai Baba of Shirdi, Hazrat Tajuddin Baba of Nagpur, Narayan Maharaj of Kedgaon, and Upasini Maharaj of Sakori. He lived for seven years with Upasini Maharaj, and gradually developed his own philosophy through the guidance of his teachers and his own intense meditation, and experienced Self-realization, a state that he said was one of continuous and infinite knowledge, power. He bliss. He began to attract followers, who, impressed by his compassionate nature, gave him the name ‘Meher Baba’, or ‘Compassionate Father’. He believed that love, compassion and the awareness of the divine were the essential aspects of spirituality.

In 1922 he set up the Manzil-e-Meem or House of the Master, in Mumbai, where his disciples began to gather. In 1923, he set up Mehrabad near Ahmadnagar, which would become the permanent centre of his teachings. From 1925 he stopped speaking, and lived in silence for the rest of his life as he believed that the highest knowledge could best be conveyed in silence. He stated that he observed silence because people through the ages had remained deaf to God’s teaching and precepts.

When necessary, he communicated through writing, and later through an Alphabet board, and after some time only through gestures. In the 1930s he began a series of visits to Europe and USA, and gained numerous followers. In India he focused on a special group known as ‘masts’, those who were God intoxicated, and who appeared deranged to ordinary mortals. In 1949–52 he organized ‘The New Life’ where he and his select disciples moved through towns and villages in India in disguise, spreading his messaage in different ways. In 1954, he called himself an avatara, an incarnation of the divine.

After two road accidents in 1952 and 56, he suffered from ill-health and passed away in 1969. Mehr Baba developed his own philosophy, which incorporates aspects of Advaita, Sufism as well as esoteric Zoroastrianism.

According to his philosophy, the individual soul experienced various stages, first being incorporated in stone or metal, then proceeding through plant to animal form, culminating in the human state. In this final stage, love, service and meditation enabled the soul to be united with God, and realize its true nature. People belonging to different religions from all over the world became his followers, and even after his death on 31 January 1969, his disciples continue to increase. Meher Baba temples have been erected in a number of places, and annual celebrations of his birthday take place. His followers have a sense of oneness and community.

His ideas are recorded in his Discourses in five volumes; God Speaks, which he said was one of the most important books of this age; The Theme of Creation and Its Purposes; and The Everything and the Nothing.


Meiteis, religion of Meiteis form the dominant population of the plains of Manipur. They worship Hindu deities, particularly KRISHNA, as well as indigenous deities and spirits. In earlier times, however, they followed the Sannamahi religion, and recently there have been some attempts to revive their traditional beliefs.

The worship of VISHNU started in the region in the fifteenth century but the kings converted to Vaishnavism in the eighteenth century, by which time most of the Meiteis began to follow Hinduism. The CHAITANYA sect became popular here.

From the eighteenth century onwards, indigenous deities developed Hindu counterparts. Thus Pakhangba, protector of the earth, became SHIVA; a dragon god became ANANTA; and Panthoibi, god of prosperity and war, was equated with DURGA. Thangjiang, the supreme god of the Moirang kingdom, was equated with Vishnu, and Nongpok Ningthou, of the eastern hills of Imphal, became VARUNA, while Atiya Kuru Sidaba began to be called Atiya Guru Sidaba.

Yaosang, a great festival of the Meitis, became popular in the eighteenth century, and traditional festivals are still celebrated.

memorial monuments Memorial monuments were once widespread in India. MEGALITHS can be considered the earliest such memorials in honour of the dead. Stone slabs and pillars commemorating the dead occur in several places. Initially these must have had wooden prototypes, and certain tribal groups still erect wooden pillars as memorial monuments. Among various scholars, John Irwin believed the cult of the dead was associated with pillars from an early date. Early stone memorials are found at Nagarjunakonda, and were common in south India at the time of the Pallavas, and continued later. These memorials had inscriptions or carvings in relief. In Rajasthan these had developed into a form of architecture by medieval times, with inscriptions or pillars surrounded by a pavilion and often shielded by a stone umbrella or chhatri. Memorials included records of SATI, of those killed in battle, or simple records of death. The stones sanctioned the practice of sati. In Gujarat, hero stones date from the twelfth century.

In the Vijayanagara empire, a particular type of memorial stone recorded religious suicide, by cutting off one’s own head.


Mena, Menaka (1) In Hindu myths, the wife of HIMAVAN, and mother of Uma (PARVATI), GANGA and a son named MAINAKA. In the RIG VEDA, she was a daughter of Vrishanashva. In some texts she is the mother of Aparna (Uma), Ekaparna, and Ekapatala.

(2) An APSARA who attracted the rishi VISHVAMITRA. From her, SHAKUNTALA was born. With the gandharva king Vishvavasu, she was the mother of Pramadvara. She is considered the foremost of apsaras.


Meru, Mount A mythical mountain, also known as Sumeru, described in the PURANAS and other texts. This golden mountain marks the centre of Jambudvipa, the island or continent that contains Bharatavarsha or India. It extends upwards to the heavens, and downwards to the depths of the earth. The mountain is composed entirely of gold and gems. BRAHMA, the creator, lives on its peak, and other celestial beings often gather on the mountain. Around the mountain are the various dvipas or lands. Flowing from heaven, the river GANGA reaches the mountain, and then in four streams goes to the surrounding world. The guardians of the four quarters live on the four sides of the mountain.

The name seems to refer to both a mythical and a real mountain. As for its location, the MATSYA PURANA says Uttara Kuru is to the north, and Bharatavarsha (India) to the south. The PADMA PURANA says the Ganga starts from this mountain and flows into Bharatavarsha.

The Kedarnath mountain in Garhwal is known as Sumeru, and some identify it with this mountain. Scholars have also identified it with Mt KAILASHA, the Rudra Himalaya in Garhwal, the Pamir, the Hindu Kush mountains, and the highland of Tartary, to the north of the Himalayas.


Meykanta-deva/Meykantar-Tevar A scholar of the thirteenth century, who composed the SHIVA-JNANA-BODHA (Shivananapotam or Instructions on the Knowledge of Shiva) in Tamil, in which he explained SHAIVA SIDDHANTA philosophy. Meykantar belonged to Tiruvennaynalur in Tamil Nadu. His name means ‘one who has seen the truth’. His disciples included Umapati Shivacharyar who wrote Sankarpanira Karanam as well as other texts, and Manavachagam Kantantar.


Meykanta Shastras Texts connected with the god SHIVA, written in Tamil, belonging to the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. These fourteen texts were composed by Shaivite theologians, of whom the most important was MEYKANTA-DEVA (Tevar). The Meykanta Shastras form part of the texts of the SHAIVA SIDDHANTAS, and include commentaries on the Shiva-jnana-bodha of Meykanta-deva. Apart from Meykanta-deva, the texts were composed by Umapati Shivacharyar, Manavachagam Kantantar, Arulnandi Shivacharyar, Uyyavanta Deva I and II, and Shivajnana Yogin.


Mhai-Bhat/Mhaim Bhatta A disciple of CHAKRADHARA, the founder of the MAHANUBHAVA sect. He composed the LILA CHARITRA, which records Chakradhara’s life and sayings, sometime between CE 1273 and 1286. Mhaim-bhatta was born in the thirteenth century in a village in Aurangabad district of Maharashtra. He studied with Ganapati Apayya, a Vedic scholar, and once went to meet Chakradhara, to convince him of the superiority of the Vedas. Instead, he was convinced by Chakradhara, and was initiated into the sect by Govinda Prabhu. He was also guided by Nagadeva, the first acharya of the sect. Apart from Lila Charitra, he wrote Riddhipura Charitra or Govindaprabhu Charitra on Govinda Prabhu and is said to have compiled biographies of the other three Pancha-Krishnas, the five persons worshipped by the Mahanubhavas. These are no longer available.


Mimamsa One of the six classical systems of philosophy of ancient India. JAIMINI of between the fourth and the second centuries BCE is said to have founded this school, and his work, Mimamsa Sutra explains its philosophy. This early form of Mimamsa, known as Purva Mimamasa or Karma Mimamsa (analysis of action), focused on the VEDAS as the ultimate source of divine knowledge, and the correct performance of rituals and sacrifices. As there were many different texts describing rituals, some guidelines or rules (nyayas) were required, and Jaimini’s Sutra provided these. The interpretation of the Vedas was only possible through the understanding of each shabda or word, and thus the Sutra focused on both sound and meaning. Other commentators elaborated on Jaimini’s Sutra. Shabara, who has been variously dated from the first century BCE to the sixth century CE, was the chief commentator, with all later Mimamsa writings being based on his work. He said that not merely right knowledge, but DHARMA and right conduct were essential. KUMARILA of the eighth century, MANDANA MISHRA, his disciple, and PRABHAKARA were among other commentators on Mimamsa. Mandana Mishra wrote some works on Mimamsa, but was later converted to ADVAITA by SHANKARA. Kumarila and Prabhakara have different views on some aspects of Mimamsa, leading to two different schools of thought. In addition, VACHASPATI MISHRA divides Prabhakara’s followers into two schools of Jaratprabhakara and Navyaprabhakara. Another school is associated with the name of Murari, though its details are not known. Parthasarathi Mishra of about the ninth century (alternatively dated to around 1300), Sucharita Mishra, Ramakrishna Mishra and Somanatha were among other scholars who followed Kumarila’s line of thinking. Other notable works on Mimamsa were the Jaiminiya Nyaya-mala-vistara of Madhava; Subodhini, Mimamsabala-prakasha of Shankara Bhatta; Nyayakanika of Vachaspati Mishra (c. 850) who expands on Mandana’s Vidhiviveka; Mimamsaparibhasha of Krishnayajvan; Bhattachintamani of Ganga Bhatta, and several others. Among later works, those of Apadeva or Anantadeva and Khandadeva of the seventeenth century are significant.

Purva Mimamsa examines the nature of DHARMA, and tries to show that every part of the Vedic texts can be related to dharma. It accepts a plurality of selves, and the early writers do not concern themselves with MOKSHA or ultimate liberation; they accept a number of deities, the worship of which lead to heaven. Later commentators began to deal with higher philosophical concepts, and this philosophy became almost identical with VEDANTA, and was known as Uttara Mimamsa, or later Mimamsa. Badarayana’s BRAHMA SUTRA is also known as Uttara Mimamsa. According to some commentators, Jaimini’s Purva Mimamsa and Badarayana’s Uttara Mimamsa formed one whole, the former emphasizing dharma, ethics and ritual, and the latter philosophical aspects.

Purva Mimamsa, with its emphasis on dharma, is an important source of Hindu law.


Minakshi A goddess, the wife of Sundareshvara, a name of SHIVA, who is worshipped mainly at MADURAI in Tamil Nadu and elsewhere in south India. Though worshipped as Shiva’s wife and a form of PARVATI, legends connected with her are entirely different.

According to one legend, she was born to the king of Pandalam in the Tamil region as a girl with three breasts. Upset, the king went to his priest who instructed him to raise her as a boy. Thus she dressed and acted like a boy, and ascending the throne when her father died, she went on a campaign to bring the whole world under her rule. Leading her army, she won battles everywhere, until she reached Mt. KAILASHA, the abode of Shiva. There she fell in love, her third breast disappeared and she became Shiva’s wife. Her brother ALAGAR (Vishnu) was late for the marriage, and it took place without him. This drama of the marriage, with Minakshi’s brother arriving late, is re-enacted every year.

According to another legend, Minakshi, the warrior princess, said she would only marry someone who could defeat her in battle, and after defeating several suitors, was defeated by Shiva in the form of Sundareshvara, and then lived with him happily ever after. This story had similarities with DURGA myths, though Durga remained undefeated.

Minakshi means ‘fish-eyed’ and the fish was the emblem of the Pandyan dynasty.


Minakshi Temple A temple of the deities MINAKSHI and Sundareshvara (PARVATI and SHIVA), located at MADURAI in Tamil Nadu. It was said to have been initially built by the Pandya dynasty, and reconstructed in the seventeenth century during the time of the Nayaka dynasty. This elaborate temple complex actually has two temples, one dedicated to Shiva as Sundareshvara, and the other to Minakshi. The inner shrine of the Shiva temple has an image of Sundareshvara. A MANDAPA or hall, and ardhamandapa are attached, and above the shrine is a small SHIKHARA or tower. The Minakshi temple is similar, on a smaller scale. The temple walls have sculptures of deities and along the passages are murals of Shiva, who is said to have performed sixty-four acts (lilas) in Madurai. The ceilings are painted with large medallions. Apart from these, there is a huge hall, known as the Hall of a Thousand Pillars, and a tank called the Pool of Lilies, as well as other mandapas and shrines. Steps descend into the tank which measures 49.5 m by 36 m and is surrounded by a pillared porch. The whole complex is enclosed with high walls, with twelve elaborately carved GOPURAMS or gateways, four of which are over 45 m high, and the gopuram on the south reaches a height of 65 m.

There are innumerable carvings on the walls and in the various mandapas and shrines in the complex, and according to one estimate these amount to 33 million. Sculptures include depictions of the story of Minakshi, various forms of Shiva and scenes from his life, the NAYANARS and other Shaiva saints, deities, including KALI, KARRUPAN and GANESHA, DVARAPALAS, and the Utsava Vigrahams or processional deities.

Precious jewels and ornaments donated over the years are used to decorate the deities at the various festivals.


At the Teppam festival in January, images of the deities are floated in a huge tank nearby. The marriage festival is held here in April/May, when Sundareshvara and Minakshi are decorated with jewels and pearl crowns and taken out in a procession. The god ALAGAR (Vishnu) then comes to give his sister Minakshi in marriage to Sundareshvara. He is late again, as he was when the marriage first took place, when he was dallying elsewhere with a princess. Thousands of devotees and pilgrims watch the procession.


mind An analysis of the mind forms an important component in philosophical systems. Manah or manas, BUDDHI, CHITTA and AHAMKARA are some of the terms used. Manah is translated as ‘mind’, buddhi as the ‘higher mind or intelligence’, ahamkara as the ‘ego’ and chitta as ‘mind-stuff’. Yet all these translations are only approximate meanings of the terms. Some feel that manah and ahamkara are part of chitta, whereas others see these four components as different. In fact, some texts on YOGA assign them to different parts of the body. Manah is said to be in the mid-brain, buddhi on top of the brain, and chitta and ahamkara in the heart or the centre of the chest. Manah is sometimes thought of as the coordinating agent, buddhi as that which makes value judgements, and chitta as the storehouse of memory. All these are different from the ATMAN or soul, but are part of JIVA, the individual self. Thus Shankara began a famous verse in his Atma Shatakam with the words:

Manoh-buddhi-ahamkara chittani naham

This can be translated as ‘I am not mind, intellect, ego or that contained in the mind’. The verse ends with the words:.


‘Chidananada rupah Shivoham, Shivoham’, meaning.

‘I am Shiva, in the form of bliss and consciousness.’



Minjar festival A festival celebrated in Chamba in Himachal Pradesh, and related to agriculture and fertility. The festival takes place in the month of Shravana (July–August), and lasts for a week. Minjar is a word for the silky upper section of maize, and at the festival people tie these plants on their clothes, sing, dance and worship the rain god, VARUNA. This is said to ensure good rains and a plentiful crop in the coming year.


Mira Bai A BHAKTI saint, who was a devotee of the god KRISHNA. Not much is known of her life, and there are conflicting versions and traditions about her birth, marriage and death. She was probably born in 1498, in a Rathod family of Marwar in Rajasthan, and married Bhojraj the rana or ruler of Udaipur or Mewar in the region of Rajasthan. Her mother died when she was young, and from her childhood she was devoted to Krishna. An unhappy marriage ended when her husband died, and despite the persecution of her brothers-in-law, she became a wandering ascetic, singing songs of devotion to Krishna. She went to MATHURA and VRINDAVAN, places sacred to Krishna, and lived there for some years. Here she is believed to have met JIVA GOSWAMI of the Chaitanya tradition, but did not become a follower of CHAITANYA, or of VALLABHA, whose disciples were also in Mathura. She then moved to DVARAKA, where she is said to have merged with Krishna in about 1546. According to other accounts she left Dvaraka at this time and continued her wanderings, meeting the musician TANSEN, the Mughal emperor Akbar, TULASIDASA, and other noted saints, before dying a natural death at an age of over seventy. Her verses, composed in Rajasthani, Brajbhasha (Hindi) and Gujarati, the languages of the three regions in which she lived, provide some hints on her life, but on the whole are pure bhakti. Some of her verses are included in the Guru Granth Sahib, and her songs are still popular in north India. In one of her songs, she sings:


Come to my house, O Krishna,

Thy coming will bring peace.

Great will be my joy if I meet Thee

And all my desires will be fulfilled.

You and I are one,

Like the sun and its heat.

Mira’s heart cares for nothing else,

It only wants the beautiful Shyam.

(Trans. A.J. Alston)



Mira Behn An English woman who became a disciple of Mahatma Gandhi, and lived at his ashram in Sabarmati. Her original name was Madeline Slade, and she was born in England in 1892, the daughter of Admiral Sir Edmond Slade. She grew up in luxury and loved music, particularly Beethoven, but was inspired by Romain Roland, to come to India and meet Mahatma GANDHI. She reached India in 1925, and after meeting Mahatma Gandhi, her life changed. She became his disciple, took the vow of brahmacharya, and wore the orange robes of a sannyasi, giving up all worldly possessions. Gandhi gave her the name Mira Behn. She worked in the villages, and joined in political activities and India’s struggle for freedom. She was imprisoned for some time during the Civil Disobedience Movement (1930–34), and again detained during the Quit India Movement (1942–44). After this she moved to Rishikesh in present-day Uttarakhand, and started an ashram to help the villagers, and a home for old cows and bulls, called Pashulok. She left India in 1959, and lived in a village in Vienna until her death in 1982, devoting the rest of her life to the study of Beethoven.

Her writings include: Gleanings Gathered at Bapu’s Feet; New and Old Gleanings; and her autobiography, The Spirits’s Pilgrimage.


Mishrakeshi An APSARA described in ancient texts, who was one of the daughters of PRADHA. She married Raudrashva, and was the mother of ten sons.



Mitakshara A text dealing with Hindu law. It is a commentary by Vijnaneshvara on the Yajnavalkya Smriti, a DHARMA SHASTRA. It deals with customary Hindu laws, and is used for laws of inheritance. Vijnaneshvara lived at the court of the Chalukya emperor Vikramaditya VI (c. 1075–1127).


Mithila An ancient city, the capital of Videha, a region of north Bihar. It was the capital of King JANAKA, father of SITA, in the RAMAYANA. The area is still known as Mithila, and the story of RAMA and Sita is an integral part of life there, celebrated in traditional folk art and in songs.


mithuna A pair. A term for a male and female couple, frequently depicted in temples. Mithuna images symbolize the divine union of male and female, and may be erotic, but are not always so.


Mitra (1) A deity mentioned in the VEDAS, associated with the god VARUNA. In the RIG VEDA, in two verses he is said to ‘bring men together uttering his voice’, while other hymns state that he supports heaven and earth and sustains all gods. In the later BRAHMANAS, he is considered a god the daytime. In the Mahabharata he is one of the ADITYAS and is identified with AGNI, and with SURYA. He came to the investiture of the god SKANDA, and gave him two companions, Suvrata and Satyasandha. In the PURANAS too, he is listed as an Aditya.

He is similar to the Zoroastrian Mithra, a god of light and of the sun, the guardian of friendship and faithfulness, who developed into the deity of a major cult in the Roman Empire.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA according to the Mahabharata.


Mittani Inscription An inscription with names of Rig Vedic deities, found at Boghazkoi in Turkey, dating to the fourteenth century BCE. The Mittani state was established in this area in about 1500 BCE by the Hurrians, but they were defeated by the Hittites around 1380 BCE. An inscription recording an agreement between the two groups includes, as Mittani deities names similar to INDRA, AGNI, MITRA, VARUNA and the ASHVINS. Some scholars feel that Rig Vedic Aryans ruled the Mittani kingdom, while others believe similar deities worshipped in different areas had a common origin.


Modhera Surya Temple A temple of the god SURYA, located at Modhera in Gujarat. It was constructed in the eleventh century, at the time of King Bhimadeva of the Solanki dynasty. The main temple has an inner shrine, a closed MANDAPA and a porch. There is also a large detached hall, known as the sabha mandapa, with central pillars arranged in an octagon, connected by arches. Nearby is a tank with miniature shrines. The tower of the temple, here known as the jangha, has numerous sculptures, including several of Surya. This intricately carved temple is one of the best in the state.


Mohini The god VISHNU in female form. When the ocean was churned for AMRITA, Vishnu took this form to distract the ASURAS, who had stolen it, so that the DEVAS could retrieve it. In another story, Vishnu took the form of Mohini to test the chastity of a group of rishis living in the Darukavana (Daruka forest).

He also took this form on other occasions, and the god AYYAPPA is the son of Vishnu in the form of Mohini, with SHIVA as the father, while AYYANAR in Tamil Nadu is a similar deity.

Various gods such as INDRA assume female forms at times and such instances are described in the myths of other countries as well. For instance, the Scandinavian god Thor became a beautiful woman, and thus cheated the giants of their fee, after the building of Valhalla.


moksha A Sanskrit term, implying liberation or release from the cycle of birth and death. Moksha is the final goal of life in Hinduism. Broadly, there are two types of moksha or mukti, one that takes place while the person is still alive, and the other that takes place after death. The former is known as jivan-mukti, and the person attaining to such a state is a jivan-mukta, a liberated person. Other terms may be used for this state, indicating one who has attained supreme wisdom. Both types have different connotations in the various philosophical schools of Hinduism. Some aspects of the two types of liberation are given below:


Jivan-mukti: Liberation that takes place while one is still alive leading to the cessation of the participation of a person in any aspect of life, or of performing actions with total detachment. SHANKARA, the philosopher of ADVAITA Vedanta, does not use the term, but explains that even after attaining true knowledge, the body remains till the fruits of previous deeds have been exhausted. The sthitha-prajna, a person who has attained wisdom, is described in the BHAGAVADGITA. Such a person has no likes or dislikes, fears, sorrows, attachments or desires. He performs good actions, but remains unaffected by them. The YOGA VASISHTHA paints a portrait of a jivan-mukta, a liberated person, who though totally detached, at the same time participates fully in life. He appears to be blissful and happy, and never has the delusion that he is the doer. Within himself, he is always neutral and beyond desires. In SAMKHYA philosophy, the Samkhya-karika states that the body may still exist for some time after the attainment of true knowledge. Moksha is attained when through right knowledge and discrimination (viveka), the BUDDHI, (higher intelligence), realizes its difference from PURUSHA (soul). The Purusha is then finally freed, and can never again be bound.

According to YOGA philosophy there is a state when a living person has perfect knowledge, and thus is vimukta, or emancipated. But the final stage of kaivalya or videha-mukti is only when the CHITTA (mind-stuff) merges in PRAKRITI. VIDYARANYA wrote a text Jivan-mukti-viveka, putting forward the various views on jivan-mukti. In this he says that it can exist when all desires, and even the roots of desires, are destroyed, and simultaneuously right knowledge exists.

Mukti or moksha: NYAYA and VAISHESHIKA indicate that liberation is possible only after death, when the soul is free of the body. PRABHAKARA, a philosopher of MIMAMSA has a similar view. However philosophers are not agreed on what exactly happens to the individual soul in moksha after death. Four types of moksha are described in the UPANISHADS. These are samipya, or closeness with the divine; sarupya or sadharmya, similarity of nature with the divine; salokya, a conscious coexistence in the same world or plane; sayujya, or union. In ADVAITA Vedanta, moksha after bodily death implies union with the One Reality, BRAHMAN, where the individuality disappears. According to RAMANUJA, moksha is a state where all limitations disappear, but the individual soul continues to exist. It attains the nature of Brahman but is not identical with Brahman.

In VAISHNAVISM and SHAIVISM, moksha indicates a close association with the deity of one’s choice, while individual consciousness is retained. The term moksha is also used in Buddhism and Jainism, and is similar to the concept of nirvana in Buddhism. Ancient materialistic schools denied the concept of moksha, while the twentieth-century philosopher Sri AUROBINDO believed that the goal of life was not moksha, but evolution to a higher state.


Mokshadharmaparvan A minor section in the MAHABHARATA, in which BHISHMA describes how to obtain moksha (liberation). It contains a number of philosophical concepts and moral stories.


Molla Ramayana A Ramayana composed in Telugu by Molla, probably in the sixteenth century. Molla is one of the earliest Telugu poetesses, but not much is known of her life. In one of her verses she states she was the daughter of Atukuri Kasayya, who was a devotee of SHIVA and worshipped Shaiva gurus and Jangamas. As she does not say anything about her husband, she is thought to be unmarried or a widow. Some feel she should be placed at an earlier date, but she seems to have lived after Srinatha and POTANA. According to one scholar her name must have been Mallamma, shortened to Malli, but she is usually known as Molla.

Molla wrote a short version of the Ramayana in verse, in simple language that could be easily understood. Her work has six kandas or sections, with the emphasis on the Sundara Kanda and Yuddha Kanda, the latter being divided into three sub-sections (ashvasas). Her dialogues and descriptions bring the whole epic to life. For instance, describing a moonlit scene, she says that in the clear white light of the moon, all rishis look like NARADA, all trees the divine kalpa-vrikshas, all women have become Sarasvatis, all mountains Kailasha, the waters of the oceans have turned into mercury, all snakes are Sheshas, and all clouds have turned white. Thus she effectively portrays a whole landscape bathed in white light. There are other similar poetic descriptions. Her characters are lifelike, and she pays special emphasis to SITA.


Moreshvara Temple A temple of the god GANESHA, located at Morgaon in Maharashtra. It is the most important of the Ashtavinayaka temples, or the eight temples specially dedicated to the worship of Ganesha in this state. According to the legend connected with this, in one incarnation in the TRETA YUGA, Ganesha broke an egg laid by Vinata, mother of GARUDA. A peacock (mor or mayura) emerged, who attacked him, but then became his disciple or vehicle. In this place, therefore, Ganesha took the name Moreshvara or Mayureshvara, lord of the peacock, though usually it is his brother KARTTIKEYA who is associated with a peacock.

The Moreshvara or Mayureshvara Temple was according to tradition, constructed by Moreshvara Gole, a local official, probably in the eighteenth century. It is built on a platform about 4.5 m high. Outside is a large image of a mouse, Ganesha’s vehicle, in a shrine, and also a large NANDI. Within the temple in the garbha-griha or inner shrine, is a large four-armed Ganesha image with Siddhi and Buddhi, his two wives on either side. The image is somewhat roughly made, known as a svayambhu, or self-created image. In front are sculptures of a mouse and a peacock. There are two mandapas or halls, within which are images of Ganesha in different forms, as well as additional shrines, including one of a guardian deity, Nagnabhairava. Other shrines include those of Moraya Gosavi, a devotee of the fifteenth century, and Shri Ganesh Yogindra who compiled the MAUDGALYA PURANA. This is one of the most popular Ganesha temples, visited by pilgrims throughout the year.


Moro Pant A VAISHNAVA poet of the eighteenth century, who composed short versions of the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA and BHAGAVATA in Marathi verse, as well as some poems on other themes. Born in 1729, Moro Pant studied Sanskrit with a renowned Sanskrit scholar, Keshavashastri Padhye. In 1753 he went to Baramati, where Baburao Naik, a wealthy resident, became his patron and provided him with an income so that he could devote all his time to study and to writing. He wrote a number of works, beginning with compositions based on mythological stories, such as those of HARISHCHANDRA and PRAHLADA. Next he composed the narrative poems, Sita-gita, Rukminigita, and Savitri-gita. Other works include the Mantra Ramayana, the Mahabharata, Mantra Bhagavata, Ganga-stavana, Sanshaya-ratnavali, Arya-kekavali and Shloka-kekavali. In the last one, written when he was quite old, he prays to the god VISHNU to give him MUKTI (liberation) soon.

Moro Pant’s compositions are in an elaborate and ornate style, interspersed with Sanskrit words, and are both beautiful and scholarly.


Morya, Master A guru revered by THEOSOPHISTS. He was one of the two gurus in the astral world said to be in charge of India, the other being Master KUTHUMI. Morya had the body of a Rajput prince and was the guide of Madame Blavatsky.


mother goddess A type of deity commonly worshipped in India. ‘Mother goddess’ is a broad term used for most female deities, and represents fertility and feminine energy or SHAKTI. She can also literally be a ‘mother’ figure, surrounded by children. Some scholars trace their worship back to the INDUS CIVILIZATION or even earlier, and mother goddesses are common in Hinduism and in Buddhism. They may be referred to by their individual names or known as Ma, Mata, Amma, Devi, etc. In Hinduism, a specific group of such goddesses are known as MATRIKAS.


Mother, The The name by which Mirra Richard, the companion of Sri AUROBINDO, the noted philosopher, was known. Mirra Alfassa was born in Paris on 21 February 1878 and was the second child of an Egyptian mother and a Turkish father, who had settled in France. She had spiritual experiences even as a child, and in her twenties studied occultism and worked with different spiritual groups. She heard of Sri Aurobindo in 1912 and in 1914, visited him in Puducherry along with her second husband Paul Richard. She recognized Aurobindo as the guru she had seen in her dreams and returned in April 1920 to join him in Puducherry and lived there for the rest of her life. She took charge of his followers and organized his ashram from 1926, continuing his work after his death in 1950. In 1952, she set up the Sri Aurobindo International Centre of Education to provide a different kind of education to young people. In 1968 she founded the international township of AUROVILLE.

She continued Sri Aurobindo’s work for the manifestation of a higher consciousness, which Sri Aurobindo named ‘Supermind’ or ‘the Supramental’, which would result not only in a new species, greater than human beings of today, but in a modification of all creation. She wrote commentaries and clarifications of Sri Aurobindo’s teachings, and her collected works run into over thirty volumes. Speaking of the new consciousness, the Mother said, in words similar to J. KRISHNAMURTI, ‘The failure of religions is … because they were divided. They wanted people to be religious to the exclusion of other religions, and every branch of knowledge has been a failure because it has been exclusive. What the new consciousness wants (it is on this that it insists) is: no more divisions.’

From 1958 she became deeply involved in ‘yoga of the body’, an experiment in the transformation of the physical cells in the body. An account of her experiences in the course of this work is given in The Mother’s Agenda, a thirteen-volume work. She died at Puducherry on 17 November 1973.


mountains, sacred Mythical and real mountains are both considered sacred, particularly in Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and tribal religions. Other religions too have stories about the sanctity of specific mountains. As mountains and hills rise above the land, they symbolize the reaching of the soul towards the divine. Practically all hills, hillocks and mountains are considered sacred, with one or more shrines being built upon them, but some have a special sanctity.

Mountains considered specially sacred in Hinduism are MERU or Sumeru and Mt KAILASHA, also sacred to Buddhists and Jains. KEDARNATH, BADRINATH, NANDA DEVI, Chitrakut, Mahendragiri, MANDARA, and GOVARDHAN are among the many others.

There are also myths and legends about mountains, who are sometimes personified and compete with each other, interact with rishis, or have wives and children.

One myth in the Puranas recounts that in the KRITA YUGA, all mountains had wings and flew over the earth, swift as VAYU, the wind. The DEVAS and RISHIS were afraid of them, because at any minute they could land on their heads and squash them, and therefore they complained to the god Indra, who began cutting off the wings of the mountains. Only the mountain MAINAKA escaped.


Mrityu A Sanskrit term for death. Mrityu refers to death, and is also personified as both a male and a female deity. In some passages in early texts, Mrityu is the son of ADHARMA, or is identified with the god YAMA. As a female deity, Mrityu is said to have emerged from the god BRAHMA, as there were too many beings on the earth, which had become overladen with his creations. Mrityu practised austerities for billions of years, until she was granted the boon of destroying creatures without incurring any sin. The god Yama and diseases would help her, while their own passions and wrong actions would tear the bodies of living beings before she killed them. According to the MAHABHARATA, she would, in fact, be the virtue of living beings and the goddess of this virtue.


mudra (1) A symbolic position of the fingers or hands, which conveys a meaning. Images of deities depict different types of mudras, such as abhayamudra, to dispel fear, or varada-mudra to indicate granting of boons. Mudras are used in meditation, to bring about a particular state of mind. In classical dance forms, mudras convey an idea or indicate an animal, such as a deer in the forest, or some other object. Some of the broad types of mudras and their variants are given below.


Pataka, or ‘flag’ mudras: these use the flat open palm, usually facing outward. Among pataka mudras are:



Tri-pataka: with the ring finger bent, symbolizing sexual union.


Vajra-pataka: with the thumb and ring finger joined, symbolizing a vajra or thunderbolt, or sometimes an arrow, or a tree.


Ardha-pataka: with the ring and little finger bent, symbolizing a dagger, or alternatively a horn, river bank, or temple tower.


Varada mudra; with the hand pointing downwards, as if offering something, the boon-giving posture often seen in sculptures.


Abhaya mudra: the open palm and upright hand, signifying dispelling fear, providing protection, or giving a blessing.


Padma, or ‘lotus’ mudras: these use the hand with a hollowed palm and fingers slightly apart. They mostly indicate aspects of love or fertility.


Mukula or ‘bud’ mudras: these consist of the tips of the fingers and the thumb being brought together, resembling a bud. A full mukula mudra can signify a bud, the yoni, virginity, the god of love, or an offering, or even the act of eating. Variants among these include:


Tamra-chuda: ‘red-crested’, the first finger of the mukula is separated and bent like the crest of a cock. This symbolizes a cock, as well as a number of other things, including a crane, a camel, a hook, a noose, or writing.


Hamsa: ‘swan’, the thumb, forefinger and middle fingers are joined, while the others are straight. This signifies marriage, among other things.


Mushti, or ‘fist mudras: the hand is closed.


Chandra-kala: a closed fist with thumb and forefinger stretched out. This usually represents the god Shiva.


Kapitha, or ‘wood-apple’: the thumb is between the forefinger and middle finger. This can represent the goddesses Lakshmi or Sarasvati, among other things.


Suchi, or needle: the forefinger is upright, while the rest of the hand is closed.


Tarjani mudra: when suchi mudra is in a menacing attitude, indicating anger, or a threat or warning.

(2) In Yoga, particularly HATHA YOGA, mudras are specific postures, used along with ASANAS and PRANAYAMA, for self-transformation. Mudras include hand gestures as well as bandhas, or locks, certain physical methods of controlling PRANA, or the breath. Practising them leads to fortitude, steadiness and health, and helps in arousing the KUNDALINI.

(3) Mudra also means a sign, seal, or signet ring.


muhurta A period of time. The best time for meditation is said to be Brahma muhurta, the period immediately before dawn.


Muhurta, deity A name of the god SURYA and of SHIVA.


Muka Panchashati A devotional text in Sanskrit, containing 500 verses in praise of the goddess KAMAKSHI of KANCHIPURAM. Not much is known of Muka, the composer, but it is said he was named so because he was born dumb (muka), but began to speak by the grace of the sage Vidyaghna. He was also said to have been mentally weak, but became a great poet through divine inspiration. According to tradition, Muka lived at the same time as SHANKARA in the ninth century, and was known as Mukarbhaka Shankara. However, scholars believe he lived several centuries later, though his date is uncertain.

The Muka Panchashati is divided into five sections of a hundred verses each. These are: Mandasmita Shataka (on her smile); Karaksha or Kataksha Shataka, on her side-glance; Padaravinda Shataka, on her lotus feet; Arya Shataka, in arya metre; and Stuti Shataka. The sequence of the five sections varies in different manuscripts. This devotional work, describing the beauties of the goddess, has been compared with the SAUNDARYA LAHIRI. Its poetic excellence is considered equal to the poetry of BHARAVI, MAGHA and JAYADEVA. One verse says:


You are like a lotus, O goddess of Kamakoti!

Your black curls are the hovering black bees,

The rays of light from the pearl on your nose,

Are the glowing filaments,

Your compassion to your devotees,

Is its sweet honey.



Mukambika Temple A temple of the goddess Mukambika, located at Kollur, Karnataka, on the banks of the river Sauparnika. The deity Mukambika is considered very powerful, representing SHAKTI, SARASVATI and MAHALAKSHMI. At Kollur, the goddess has a special significance, as she is believed to have appeared to the ADVAITA philosopher SHANKARA, who is also said to have consecrated and installed the image here. The temple was constructed around it later.

A room near the inner shrine, known as Shankara Simhasanam, is said to mark the exact spot where he meditated and had a vision of the deity. The main image is seated, with four hands, the back two holding a conch and a discus, and the front two in abhaya and varada MUDRA. In front of her is a svayambhu or (self-created) LINGA, representing both SHIVA and Shakti. There are other shrines including those dedicated to VIRABHADRA, VINAYAKA and HANUMAN. The temple is located in a large courtyard, and is entered through a GOPURAM on the east. Another entrance on the west is used on special occasions. According to legends associated with the deity, a rishi known as Kola, was asked by Shiva to worship the svayambhu linga here. Shiva informed him that after some time Shakti would be manifested here as Mahalakshmi. Kola was sincere in his worship, but was troubled by an asura, who was also praying to the god Shiva. Shakti cursed the ASURA to become dumb (muka), to prevent him from gaining any powers by his prayers and penance. Shakti then merged in the linga. Marana Ghat, 24 km from Kollur, is said to be the spot where the asura was finally destroyed. In a temple here a Srichakra symbolizes the deity. The image of the deity only shows the lower part of the head. As muka also means mouth, Mukambika is literally the ‘mouth mother. The goddess is also popular in Kerala.


Mukkudal Pallu A story poem in Tamil in praise of the god Alankar or VISHNU, composed in the seventeenth century. The god is enshrined at Mukkudal in Tirunelveli district. ‘Pallu’ is a poetic form dealing with the lives of pallar or farm labourers. This poem tells the story of the manager of the farmlands assigned to the temple, a labourer and his two wives, the rivalry between the two women, and how by the grace of the deity, they are reconciled. Several other pallu poems were written later on various deities, but this remains the most popular, and is sung at community dances (kolattam and kummi). It can be compared to some extent with the MANGALA-KAVYAS of Bengal, where long stories are narrated, before the blessings of the deity leads to a resolution of the problem.


Muktananda, Swami A guru or teacher of SIDDHA YOGA, who popularized the system in the West. Born in 1908, he became a disciple of Swami NITYANANADA, after meeting him in 1947. In 1970, he went to the USA to convey his teachings, and founded a large organization there. Branches soon spread to other countries. After his death in 1982, Swami Chidvilasananda succeeded him.


Mukteshvara Temple A temple dedicated to the god SHIVA, located in Bhubaneswar in Orissa, constructed in c. 975 at the time of the Eastern Ganga dynasty. The inner shrine houses a LINGA, and above the doorway is an image of LAKSHMI, and a NAVAGRAHA panel. The temple is small, only 13.5 by 7.5 m, with a tower of 10.5 m, but is intricately carved. The attached MANDAPA has a pyramidal roof. The whole is surrounded by walls, within which there are other small shrines. The gateway on the west is decorated with reliefs of plants, reclining women, and human heads in medallions. The walls have women or YAKSHIS standing under trees, and NAGAS or snakes wound around pillars. On the ceiling are gods and goddesses, warriors and VIDYADHARAS.


mukti Another term for MOKSHA.


Muktika Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a late Upanishad, that contains a list of 108 Upanishads.

The Muktika begins with a scene of the divine RAMA seated in Ayodhya along with Sita, Bharata, Lakshmana and Shatrughna. HANUMAN praises Rama as being of the nature of SAT-CHIT-ANANDA, and asks for guidance to reach the same goal. Rama then explains how the Ultimate can be reached, through the path of Vedanta described in the Upanishads. He says that out of over a thousand Upanishads, there are 108 that are important, and a study of these can lead to kaivalya moksha. Other kinds of moksha are also explained. The 108 Upanishads are listed, and the ‘shanti mantras’ (opening mantras) for different groups of Upanishads are provided. The Upanishad also explains videhamukti, the stage of liberation after abandoning the body, which is beyond jivanmukti, liberation while still living.

Rama says, ‘Contemplate me as devoid of sound, touch, form, taste and smell; eternal, indestructible, without name and family, destroying all suffering, the nature of vision like the sky, the one syllable Om …’ (trans. A.G. Krishna Warrier).

Thus, though a late text, this is an important Upanishad.


Muladhara Chakra One of the seven main CHAKRAS or hidden energy centres within the body. The Muladhara Chakra, at the base of the spine, is described in texts as a lotus of four crimson-red (shona) petals with the Sanskrit letters va, sha (palatal), sha (cerebral), sa, in colours of gold. In the centre is a yellow square or cube, signifying the earth. Eight spears or arrows point outwards from it. Within it is a lightning-like triangle, and within that is the Svayambhu (self-created) LINGA, dark in colour, with the KUNDALINI coiled three-and-a half times around it. Meditating on this, one becomes lord of speech, an adept in all kinds of learning. One is free of all diseases, and the inner self, or ATMAN, is filled with joy.


Mumbai A major city, the capital of the state of Maharashtra, and also the financial capital and centre of the Hindi film industry. This vibrant and fast-paced city is also known for its Hindu and Jain temples, mosques, churches, synagogues and Zoroastrian fire temples.

Though it developed as a city only from the seventeenth century, when it came under the British, the area was occupied from ancient days. The early Buddhist rock-cut caves at Kanheri are about 42 km away, while there are Hindu cave temples at ELEPHANTA Island nearby, dating from the sixth century CE.

The city is named after a local goddess, Mumba Devi, initially worshipped by Koli fishermen but now popular with other groups as well. An earlier temple of the goddess was destroyed in 1737, and a new one built. Among hundreds of other temples, those of the goddess MAHALAKSHMI, the Siddhi Vinayaka (Ganesha) Temple, and the Valkeshvara Temple are significant. The Valkeshvara Temple was constructed at a spot where RAMA is said to have worshipped a linga he made from sand (valkeshvara = sand god). The Surya Narayana temple, built of white stone and constructed in 1899, the Babulnath Temple, where Shiva is worshipped as Babulnath, and the ISKCON Hare Krishna Temple are among other popular shrines.

In addition Mumbai has been a centre of the DALIT movement associated with B.R. AMBEDKAR, and lakhs of dalits pay homage to Ambedkar on his birth anniversary and on the anniversary of conversion to Buddhism.


Mummadi Krishnaraja A composer of various works on religion in Kannada, who lived between 1794 and 1868. Krishnaraja was adopted as a small child by the queen of Krishnaraja Wodeyar II of Mysore, after the death of her husband and two sons. The state of Mysore came under British control from 1830, and Krishnaraja had little administrative power, but became a great writer and patron of literature, music and dance. He wrote about fifty works, including prose versions in Kannada of the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA and BHAGAVATA, translations of several plays of KALIDASA and Harsha, Puranic stories, and works praising various shrines. He also composed songs and encouraged Yakshagana peformances.


Mundaka Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that can be dated between the sixth and third centuries BCE. It has three chapters, each with two sections. It begins by stating that BRAHMA, the first of the gods, taught the knowledge of BRAHMAN to his eldest son, ATHARVAN, who conveyed it to ANGIRAS from whom it spread to others. It describes two kinds of knowledge, the lower and the higher, the former of the world, and the latter of Brahman. It states that the knowledge of Brahman is greater than the path of the VEDAS, which advocates rituals and sacrifices. Brahman is imperishable (aksharam), luminous, subtler than the subtle. It is speech, life and mind, immortality and truth. Those who worship Brahman go beyond life and death, but those who have desires are reborn. This Upanishad belongs to the ATHARVA VEDA.


muni/muni (1) A term for a sage or RISHI, a holy or learned person.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA.

(3) A daughter of DAKSHA and wife of KASHYAPA. From her the deva-gandharvas and Mauneyas were born.


murti A Sanskrit word for an image or form of the divine.


Murari A Sanskrit writer of the ninth or tenth century. He wrote Anargaraghava, a dramatized version of the RAMAYANA. For this he received the title Bala Valmiki.


Murugan A deity, one of the names of Skanda or KARTTIKEYA in south India, also known as Subrahmanyam, Swami Mahasena, or Shanmukham. In his earlier form, he was a local god of the Tamil region, associated with the mountains, with war and with fertility. He is described in SANGAM LITERATURE as a god of Kurinji or hilly regions, and is depicted holding a vel or spear, sometimes in a frenzied dance, or with his mother KORRAVAI on the battlefield. As he was associated with war, he was later identified with Skanda.

There are a number of shrines and temples dedicated to Murugan in the south, particularly in Tamil Nadu, of which six are considered the most sacred. These are: (1) in the Murugan Temple at Palani near Madurai, where Murugan is said to have meditated after being defeated by his brother in the competition of going around the world. The image here is of an unknown age, and is said to have healing properties. (2) A shrine at Tiruchendur marks the spot where Murugan defeated Surapadman. Here the asura turned into a peacock, and became Murugan’s vehicle. (3) On the Tiruttani hill is a temple at the place where Murugan meditated after his battle with other asuras. (4) Tiruparankunram, a hill near Madurai, where Murugan’s marriage took place. (5) Swamimalai Temple near Kumbakonam, where Murugan instructed his father SHIVA on the meaning of the word OM. (6) There is some dispute about the sixth shrine, but it is often described as that above the ALAGAR temple on the Paramthirsolai hill near Madurai or at Tirukkazhakunram.

While in the north Karttikeya is usually considered unmarried, in the south he has two wives, Devasena or Devayanai and Valli. Devayanai is said to be the daughter of Indra and Indrani. According to some accounts, both were daughters of Vishnu, but Devayanai was so named because she was brought up by Indra’s elephant (yanai = elephant). In his later form Murugan is depicted with a peacock mount, like Karttikeya. Murugan is also associated with kadamba trees. As Swami Mahasena he was the god of the Kadamba dynasty.

Karttikeya is said to have left the north because he was upset with his parents’ preference for Ganesha. Thus he settled in south India, and is most popular in the south.


music and religion Music is closely associated with religion and religious ecstacy.

In Hinduism, the SAMA VEDA is the earliest text associated with music, consisting of verses, mainly from the RIG VEDA, and indicating how they that had to be chanted or sung. Ganas or song books were attached to this text. Right from this time, melodies were believed to have magical power. The SAMAVIDHANA BRAHMANA includes melodies (saman) used for magical purposes. Music is described in Bharata’s NATYA SHASTRA, and mentioned in the epics and PURANAS. Musical instruments are depicted on coins and in temples. Music is extensively used by BHAKTI saints, and devotional songs became common in all languages in all parts of India. The NAYANARS, ALVARS, Maratha saints HARIDASAS, BAULS, as well as countless other bhakti saints, poured out their devotion to deities through songs. Music and dance continue to be important means of worship.


The basic features of music are RAGA, a particular sequence of notes, and tala or rhythm. Ragas are never created, but only discovered. They are sequences that already exist in nature, and each conveys a different mood or aspect. Seven main notes and five minor notes are used, while twenty-two shrutis or subtle tones are recognized. There are a number of different talas, played on various kinds of percussion instruments.

Two forms of classical music gradually developed, Hindustani, and Karnataka (Carnatic). Until recently, the process of learning classical music was similar to that of any other spiritual discipline. The student was initiated by the guru in a formal ceremony, and then often lived with the guru, both learning music and serving him/her in various ways. Several Muslims became part of the Hindustani or northern tradition, and continue to sing songs to Hindu deities. SARASVATI, goddess of music, is propitiated by all musicians.

In addition, there are different forms of regional music. In the folk tradition, song and dance are used to portray stories of gods and goddesses.

Music composed or sung with purity and intensity, gives rise to great powers. Some, such as Tansen, were said to have been able to light a lamp, or bring down rain with their songs.

Music has always been considered a path to the divine. NADA, audible sound, gives rise to anahata nada, the divine sound within the heart. Nada-yoga is taught by some gurus as a means to reach God. Music is also known for its healing powers.

In ancient days the magical power of music was recognized in all cultures, and is now being rediscovered. In India, music has always remained in touch with its ancient roots.


Muthuswamy Dikshitar A devotional composer of songs of the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries. Muthuswamy Dikshitar (1775–1835) has to his credit over 400 compositions (kritis) on various deities and temples. Muthuswamy was born at Tiruvarur, the son of Ramaswamy Dikshitar and Subamma. He studied Sanskrit, the Vedas, and music, and went on a pilgrimage with a wandering yogi, Chidambaranatha, from whom he gained further musical knowledge. His first composition, Sri Nathadi Guruguho, was sung when he was at Tiruttani. Returning to Tiruvarur, he composed kritis (songs) on all the deities there, including TYAGARAJA (a form of Shiva), and the goddess Kamalambal. The Kamalamba Navavarna kritis have Tantric significance. Among his other kritis, Sankaram Abhirami Manoharam forms part of the Sthala Purana at Tirukkadayur; Chintayama in raga Bhairavi is on the Prithvi Linga at Kanchipuram; Ananta Natana Prakasam is in praise of NATARAJA at Chidambaram. His kritis include all the main deities, as well as others such as Hariharaputra (AYYAPPA).
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Naba Barsha A festival which takes place on 14 April in West Bengal, marking the beginning of a new year. Houses are decorated, and people sing and dance and take out processions. Many perform PUJA (worship) and take a dip in a tank or river.


Nabhadasa The composer of the BHAKTAMALA, who probably lived between 1570 and 1662. Nabhadasa belonged to the Ramanandi tradition, and is said to have been the disciple of the saint Agradasa, who asked him to compose this work. His Bhaktamala contains accounts of about 600 saints (sants) including RAMANANDA. Each saint is described in a few lines of verse. Later, several other Bhaktamala’s were written in imitation of his. Ramashtayam is another work attributed to Nabhadasa.


nachari A type of folk song in Maithili, in praise of the god SHIVA, either alone or with his consort GAURI. Nachari usually accompanies dances in front of an image of the deity. Initially the term nachari (sometimes lachari) could refer to songs in praise of other deities, or even on secular themes, but later was confined to songs of Shiva. Certain specific tunes are used in these songs, which are usually sung by men, and not by women as is the case with other folk songs. The songs have both an oral and a written tradition. VIDYAPATI of the fourteenth century, usually known for his Radha–Krishna songs, is said to be the first to have composed nacharis, though all those assigned to him may not be his. Among other prominent nachari poets are Parmahansa Vishnupuri (1425–1500), Govinda, Umapati (1570–1650), Lala, Lakshminath Gosani, Karna Shyama, Kanha Ramadas and Chanda Jha (1831–1907). Nachari songs continue to be composed.


Nachiketa The name of an ancient rishi, the son of UDDALAKI. Nachiketa is well known from the KATHA UPANISHAD, and is also mentioned in other texts. The main story regarding Nachiketa is about how he visited the god Yama and learnt the truth about life and death. According to the MAHABHARATA, Yama communicated the thousand names of SHIVA to him, and Nachiketa in turn taught them to MARKANDEYA.


nada A Sanskrit word meaning ‘sound’ or ‘tone’. Nada can be both external and internal. External or audible sounds, such as music, can lead to God, while internal sounds indicate a contact with the divine. Thus the Sangita Bhashya, a text on music says: ‘Nada (intelligible sound) is the treasure of happiness for the happy, the distraction of those who suffer, the winner of the hearts of hearers, the first messenger of the god of love … The fifth approach to the eternal wisdom, the VEDA.’

Among internal sounds, Anahata Nada, unstruck or divine sound, and can be heard within oneself, particularly in the ANAHATA CHAKRA, the hidden energy centre representing the heart.

The Hamsa Upanishad describes ten stages of inner nada. At first, a sound like ‘chini’ is heard, and at the next stage, like ‘chini-chini’. In the third stage is the sound of a bell, in the fourth of a conch, in the fifth of a tantiri (lute), the sixth of tala (cymbals), the seventh of a flute, the eighth of bheri (a drum), the ninth of mridangam (two-sided drum), the tenth of thunder. As one begins to hear these, corresponding changes take place in the body and mind. In the tenth stage, the ATMAN merges with BRAHMAN, and all duality disappears.


nadis A Sanskrit term for hidden channels of energy within the body, said to be like light-waves or sound-waves. The nadis are mentioned in several texts, including various UPANISHADS, texts on AYURVEDA, YOGA and TANTRA, and in other sources. In ayurvedic texts they are described as actual physical channels. In these texts they are alternatively known as dhamani, shira, shrotas, marga, and by other terms.

Shrikanada, in his text Nadi-vijnana, states that there are 35 million nadis, of which 72,000 are the channels of the senses, and 700 convey the nourishment received by food to all parts of the body. While in most such texts the nadis are said to originate from the MULADHARA CHAKRA, or the Anahata Chakra, he says that they originate from the navel (nabhi kanda).

The BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD (II.1.19) states that nadis originate from the heart, and are as fine as a thousandth part of a hair. SHANKARA, in his commentary on this text, states that there are 272,000 of them, which spread from the heart to the rest of the body. The CHHANDOGYA UPANISHAD (VIII. 6.6) says that there are 101 nadis that start from the heart, while the PRASHNA UPANISHAD says there are one hundred, each with 2200 branches. Later Yoga Upanishads provide more details. The Subala Upanishad says that in the subtle sheath there are ten branches of ten each, and out of each of these 72,000 nadis branch out. Within the centre of the heart, are nadis known as Hita, each the size of a thousandth section of a hair. The nadis link the supreme self with the different spheres of action.

Yoga and Tantric texts normally mention 72,000 nadis, while the Yoganushasanam states that there are 350,000. Of the nadis, three are considered most important, the IDA, PINGALA and SUSHUMNA. The Sushumna is the central channel, which runs from the base of the spine, the MULADHARA CHAKRA, along the spinal cord, through the other main CHAKRAS up to the crown of the head. According to some TANTRIC texts, it then curves downwards, like the handle of a walking stick, to the nostrils. Within it is the vital essence, known as vajra-nadi, and within that the chitrini, brilliant and subtle. Inside this is the Brahma nadi, representing pure intelligence, shining like the minds of sages, revealing pure knowledge. On either side are Ida, to the left, cool and white, representing the moon, and Pingala, to the right, red and hot, representing the sun and fire. There are variant descriptions of these nadis, and according to some, they cross each other like the caduceus, and end in the nostrils. Along these central nadis rises the KUNDALINI, the serpent power or sacred energy. The other nadis pervade the subtle body, bringing consciousness and energy to every cell. Among these are the Gandhari, which connects the corner of the left eye to the left leg; Hasti-jiva, from the left eye to the big toe of the left foot; Kuhu, the pubic nerve of the sacral plexus, on the left; Vishvodara, the lumbar nerves; Sarasvati, to the right of Sushumna, reaching the tongue; Pusha, from the corner of the right eye to the abdomen; Payashvini, the auricular branch of the cervical plexus, located between Pusha and Sarasvati; Shankhini, between Gandhari and Sarasvati; Yashasvini, from the right thumb to the left leg; Varuna, the sacral nerve, between Kuhu and Yashasvini; Alambusha: according to the Yogi-Yajnavalkya this as an important nadi, from the sacral vertebrae to the urinogenitary organs. Though physical locations are given for these nadis, they are all etheric energy channels. The nadis are energized and purified in various ways, by Yogic and Tantric techniques, particularly PRANAYAMA, or specific breathing techniques.

According to the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, a fifteenth-century text, when the nadis are purified, the person becomes happy, peaceful, optimistic and enthusiastic. The body is slim and radiant, and the mystic fire is aroused.


naga deities A number of naga and nagi deities, male and female snake gods, are described in texts and represented in images. They mainly form part of the Hindu pantheon, but some are also a part of Buddhism and Jainism. Such deities represent power, wisdom, and fertility.

The worship of snakes probably dates back to pre-Vedic days. In the RIG VEDA, AHI BUDHNYA is mentioned, meaning ‘the serpent of the deep’. In the ATHARVA VEDA there are references to snake deities, among them being Tirashchiraji, Pridaku, Svajo, Kalmasagrivo and Svitro, who were the guardians of the south, west, north, east and upper regions. TAKSHAKA, prominent in later texts, is also mentioned. In the context of King Janamejaya’s snake sacrifice, the Mahabharata describes four families or lineages of nagas and provides lists of the main members of each family. The four lineages were headed by Vasuki, Takshaka, Kauravya and Dhritarashtra. In the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, several other snake deities are described, among them being Karkotaka, Padma, Mahapadma, and Kulika. The Mayasamgraha, a Sanskrit text, states that nagas, or naga deities, have two tongues, two arms, and seven hoods, embedded with jewels. They hold an akshasutra (bead rosary), and have curling tails. Their wives and children have one to three heads. In the much later Shilparatna, a text of the seventeenth century, nagas are said to be human in form above the navel, and snake-like below.

According to some of the Puranas, the nagas are the children of KASHYAPA and KADRU. They live in PATALA, also known as Nagaloka, a beautiful world, with its capital at BHOGAVATI. In the Mahabharata, Bhogavati, the wonderful city of the nagas, is described. The nagas here are the sons of Kashyapa and Surasa. They have different forms and are decked with ornaments of various kinds, with the signs of gems, svastika, circles and drinking vessels. All have great strength and are by nature fierce. Some have a thousand heads, some five hundred, some two, three or seven. They have huge bodies, resembling the mountains stretching over the earth.

Several Hindu deities are associated with snakes or with snake divinities. The god VISHNU rests in the waters on ANANTA or Shesha Naga in the intervals between creation. BALARAMA is depicted holding a plough and a snake, both representing fertility, and is said to be a form of Ananta Naga. On the other hand, GARUDA, the vehicle of Vishnu, is an enemy of snakes. KRISHNA, in one of his heroic episodes, struggled with and defeated the serpent Kaliya. This story probably represents the subordination of a snake cult. SHIVA too is associated with snakes, and is depicted with a snake around his neck. Nagas and nagis are also shown worshipping deities such as Vishnu.

Independent snake deities existed from early days and are depicted in sculptures and mentioned in inscriptions, and separate naga temples too have been found. Among deities mentioned in inscriptions are Dadhikarna and MANINAGA, while of female snake deities MANASA is most prominent and continues to be worshipped today. TAKSHAKA was also worshipped, and among his images is one from Varanasi with an eighth-century inscription. The worship of VASUKI is still widespread. There are several other local deities associated with snakes or the prevention of snake-bite, as, for instance, GUGA in northern India. Himachal Pradesh has a number of such deities, including Kamran Naga, MAHUNA NAGA and KELANG NAGA. Such deities are found in other states as well, and are worshipped in temples or represented on stones. Two snakes intertwined in the shape of caduceus are often carved on stones and placed outside temples or under trees.

Snakes are associated with the KUNDALINI, the hidden energy in the human body, said to be like a coiled serpent at the base of the spine.

Texts also mention snake SACRIFICES that took place in ancient days.

Snakes are worshipped all over India. NAGAPANCHAMI, a special festival for snakes is popular in north India and probably originated in an earlier ritual, Sarbapali, described in the GRIHYA SUTRAS, and performed during the rainy season to honour and ward off snakes.

Cobras particularly are considered sacred, and killing them is said to bring ill-fortune.

In various legends there is a confusion between nagas as people, as mythical beings, and as actual snakes. There must have been various groups of people known as nagas in very ancient days, as is indicated by the names of various kings, philosophers and others. For instance KUNTI had naga ancestors; ARJUNA marrid Ulupi, a naga princess; Rama’s son KUSHA, also married a naga princess. The Shishunagas were a dynasty dated to the fifth to fourth centuries BCE, while other naga dynasties belonged to the third and fourth centuries CE. The name naga here is thought to be derived from the Scythian word for leader or chief.

The tribes of the north-east probably came to be known as Nagas much later, and therefore may not form part of Naga myths and stories in the Mahabharata and Puranas.

Among the many nagas mentioned in texts are:

Airavata; Andha; Aparajita; Apta; Apurana; Aryaka; Ashvatara; Dadhimukha; Dhanjaya; Dharana; Dhritarashtra; Dilipa; Elapatra; Hastibhadra; Jaya; Jyotishka; Kalasa; Kalilasaka; Kaliya; Karavira; Karkotaka; Kauravya; Khaga; Kotaraka; Krisaka; Kuhara; Kukuna; Kukura; Kumuda; Mani; Maylapindaka; Mudgaraparnaka; Mukhara; Mushikada; Nahusha; Nanda; Nandaka; Nishthuraka; Padma (two Padmas); Pindara; Pinjaraka; Pitharaka; Potaka; Pundarika; Pushpa; Samvritta; Sankha; Sankha-sirsha; Sarasa; Savahu; Sikhi; Sirishaka; Sumanmukha; Takshaka; Tittiri; Upanandaka; Vakyakunda; Vamana; Vasuki; Vidhira; Vilvapatra; Virajas; Virasa; Visundi; Vritta.

In Jainism, the Tirthankara Parshvanatha is associated with snakes, and is surmounted by a canopy of seven hoods. In Buddhism, nagas are depicted on the pedestals of some Buddha images. There are also Mahayana texts dealing with the prevention of snake-bite, and friendliness towards snakes.

Snakes are also prominent in other ancient civilizations. In ancient Mesopotamia, there was a serpent god who was half man, half serpent.


Naga Loka The world of the NAGAS. According to the MAHABHARATA, it extended thousands of yojanas on all sides, and had several walls of pure gold. It was decked with jewels and gems; there were tanks of water with flights of stairs made of crystal, and rivers of clear and transparent water. The trees here had diverse species of birds, and the gate was 100 yojanas wide and five yojanas high.


Naga sadhus A sect of SADHUS or holy men, which are said to have been founded by the ninth-century philosopher SHANKARA, though their actual origin is unclear. Divided into akharas, loosely translated as ‘regiments’ they were once a martial group, and fought against the British during the revolt of 1857. They practice extreme asceticism, many of them always remaining naked even in the coldest weather. Naga sadhus usually carry sticks, spears, swords or tridents, remnants of their martial origin, which today have a symbolic significance, indicating conquest of the self. They remain celibate, often smear their bodies with ashes, and are known to consume bhang or ganja (cannabis).

There are ten main Hindu akharas, seven Shaivite and three Vaishnavite, as well as additional akharas. Of the Shaivites, the Mahanirvani akhara, Niranjana akhara and Juna akhara are the best known, the sadhus of the last always remaining naked, clothed only in ash. Other Shaiva akharas are the Anand, Atal, Avahana and Agni. Vaishnavite akharas were founded somewhat later, according to tradition, by Shri Balanandji Maharaj. These consist of the Nirmohi akhara, Nirvani akhara and Digambar akhara, all of which have split into sub-sects. These ten akharas are together known as the Dasnami, but are different from the DASNAMI sadhus attached to the MATHAS, and in the hierarchy of sadhus are second to them.

Apart from these are akharas of Sikh origin, including the Udasin akhara, and the Nirmala Panchayati akhara.

The akharas are under a supreme head known as the Acharya Mahamandaleshvara, while individual akharas are under a Mahamandaleshvara. Each akhara is based at one place, but the sadhus travel wherever they like. Naga sadhus are prominent at the KUMBH MELAS, where bathing areas are reserved for them at specific times.


Nagapanchami A festival in which snakes or NAGAS are worshipped. Panchami means ‘fifth’, and this festival takes place on the fifth day of the bright half of the month of Shravana (July/August). It is associated with ANANTA, the serpent on whom VISHNU rests in the intervals between dissolution and creation. It is also a festival to appease and honour all snakes.

At the festival, stone and other images of snakes are worshipped, and images of snakes are made from cloth, or drawn on various surfaces. Rice, flour, and bowls of milk are placed near snake holes, and snakes that emerge to accept it, are said to bring good fortune. No snakes are killed on this day, and fields are not ploughed in case snakes are accidently injured. Naga Panchami is particularly celebrated in north and east India, and has different local forms. In MATHURA the defeat of the Naga Kaliya by the god KRISHNA is celebrated.

In Bengal the Ashtanagas (eight nagas) which include VASUKI, TAKSHAKA, Shesha and Ananta are worshipped, as well as the goddess MANASA.

The celebration of this festival is said to provide protection from snakes in the coming year.


Nagara A style of temple architecture. See Temples.


Nagari A north Indian script, also known as DEVANAGARI, which is considered to be a script of the DEVAS or gods.


Nageshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at KUMBAKONAM in Tamil Nadu. It was constructed during the reign of the Chola ruler Parantaka I (907–40), and though small in size, is among the finest Chola temples. According to legend, when Adishesha or ANANTA Naga was groaning under the weight of the world, he came here, performed penances and worshipped Shiva as Nageshvara or lord of the snakes. Shiva and PARVATI appeared to him, blessed him and gave him strength. A temple was built at this spot, consisting of a shrine attached to a columned MANDAPA, or hall, both raised on a basement.

The inner shrine has a LINGA, as well as various images on the walls. To the north is Shiva as DAKSHINAMURTI, to the west ARDHANARISHVARA, and to the south, BRAHMA. In between there are life-size sculptures, probably of donors or worshippers. On the mandapa walls are other images, including those of DURGA and of Shaivite saints, which are beautifully carved. The basement has panels of lotus petals and epic scenes.

Above the shrine is a pyramidal tower with a hemispherical roof, that has been renovated recently. The whole is enclosed in a courtyard, in which there is also a NATARAJA shrine. The basement of this is remarkable, with rearing, richly decorated horses and large wheels, the spokes of which are made up of tiny figures. A well in the complex is known as Naga Tirtham.


nagi/nagini Female snake deities, the counterparts of NAGA deities. Nagis often accompany nagas and are depicted in temples.


Naigamesha One of the names of the god Skanda or KARTTIKEYA. He is alternatively known as Negamesha, Nemesa, Naigameshin, and other variants. Naigamesha is a form of Karttikeya, or is associated with him, as son or brother. In this form, he generally has the head of a goat. The BRAHMANAS, GRIHYA SUTRAS and some medical texts mention a deity with a similar name, who had a ram’s head. He is sometimes known as Harinegamesi, interpreted as Negamesi, general of Hari or Indra; another interpretation of this name is that it comes from harina = deer, while mesha means ram.

Naigamesha is mentioned in Jain texts including the Kalpa Sutra. On the instructions of INDRA, he is said to have transferred the embryo of Mahavira, the twenty-fourth Jain Tirthankara, from the womb of Devananda, a BRAHMANA, to that of Trishala, a KSHATRIYA lady, through whom Mahavira was born. In the Neminathacharitra, a Shvetambara text on the life of the Tirthankara Arishtaneminatha, the god KRISHNA is said to have worshipped Naigamesha to obtain a son for SATYABHAMA, his second wife, who would be equal to his first son PRADYUMNA, born through RUKMINI. In other texts, Satyabhama worshipped the deity. These references indicate he was both a Jain and a Brahmanical deity.

Sculptural representations show him as an antelope or goat-headed deity associated with children. The deity is depicted in narrative panels showing him transferring the embryo, or independently, jewelled and seated on a throne, accompanied by one or more children on his lap or shoulders, and sometimes by a goat-headed female or female attendants. Several images of the first to third centuries CE have been found at MATHURA and other sites.

The deity was worshipped to obtain children, but after around the third century, his images are rare.


Naimisharanya The name of a sacred forest described in ancient texts. A large number of rishis or sages came here for a twelve-year sacrifice that took place in the KRITA YUGA. The MAHABHARATA and most of the PURANAS, were recited to the rishis here.


naivedya A term for offerings or oblation in Hindu temples.


Nakar A poet of the sixteenth century who composed poems in Gujarati on religious themes. Nakar was a VAISHNAVA of the vaishya caste, and gave his poems to a brahmana named Madansu, who recited them to earn a living. Nakar re-created nine parvas of the MAHABHARATA in Gujarati verse, as well as Valmiki’s RAMAYANA. He wrote narrative poems on Lava-Kusha, Mordhvaja, Chandrahas, Sudhanva and Virvarma, based on Jaimini’s Mahabharata, as well as a number of other poems including Krishna-vishti and Bhramar-gita. His Harishchandra-akhyana was probably his first major work. Along with BHALANA and PREMANANDA, he is considered one of the greatest medieval Gujarati poets.



nakshatra A word which literally means star, but which refers to a division of the zodiac in the Hindu calendric system, in which the moon is found at any time during the twenty-four-hour day. The nakshatra divisions are named after the most prominent constellation in the lunar segment. There are twenty-seven nakshatra divisions, each covering 13. 20’ on the ecliptic, and 2¼ nakshatras equal one rashi. The nakshatras are: (1) Ashvini; (2) Bharani; (3) Krittika; (4) Rohini; (5) Mrigashira; (6) Ardra; (7) Punarvasu; (8) Pushya; (9) Aslesha; (10) Magha; (11) Purva Phalguni; (12) Uttara Phalguni; (13) Hasta; (14) Chitra; (15) Svati; (16) Vishakha; (17) Anuradha; (18) Jyeshtha; (19) Mula; (20) Purvashadha; (21) Uttarashadha; (22) Shravana; (23) Dhanishtha; (24) Satabhisha; (25) Purva Bhadrapada; (26) Uttara Bhadrapada; (27) Revati.

These are used in astrological calculations and for fixing dates of festivals. The origin of the system is not clear. In the RIG VEDA, a few nakshatras are mentioned, but here the term merely means a star. The YAJURVEDA, ATHARVA VEDA, and some BRAHMANAS provide lists of nakshatras. These lists vary, but all begin with Krittika. It is thought that the present system developed around the sixth century. Other parts of the ancient world also used twenty-seven or twenty-eight similar divisions. A twenty-eighth nakshatra was also added in India, but currently twenty-seven are used. In very ancient days, the day was named after the nakshatra, but later the TITHI or lunar day, based on the lunar phase of the moon, was used.

Myths indicate the connection of the moon and the nakshatras, as in the story of SOMA’s marriage to them. They are also considered the daughters of Prajapati DAKSHA. Scholars have identified the nakshatras with various stars and constellations.


Nakula One of the five PANDAVA brothers, described in the MAHABHARATA. Nakula was the son of MADRI, born along with his twin brother SAHADEVA, by Madri invoking the ASHVINS, twin deities. He was very handsome, and an expert horseman and sword-fighter. He took part in the great war, and when YUDHISHTHIRA became king, Nakula was appointed the chief of the army. Nakula’s son by DRAUPADI was Shatanika. He had another son by his wife Karenumati, named Niramitra. In Virata, he used the name Granthika, and was a horse keeper. He was the elder of the twins, and vanquished the whole western region.


Nala A king of the Nishadas whose story is narrated in ancient texts. The Nalopakhyana section in the Vana Parva of the Mahabharata first narrates his story and that of Damayanti whom he married. Nala won Damayanti’s hand in a SVAYAMVARA, even though several gods competed with him for her favour. Later, he lost his kingdom, and he and Damayanti wandered in the forest. They were separated, but finally were happily reunited. The story is extremely popular, recreated several times in Sanskrit and other literature. Notable among these is the Naishadhiyacharita of Shriharsha of the twelfth century, composed in Sanskrit. This has a number of commentaries and has been translated into several languages.

In Malayalam the story was adapted for an attakatha (dance drama), known as the Nalacharitam by Unnayi Variyar. In Tamil, Pugalendi wrote Nala Venba on this theme. The Naishadhiya Charita was translated into Tamil by by Ativiraman Pandiyan in 1600. There are several other versions of this story.


Nalayira Divya Prabandham A collection of the works of the ALVAR saints, who composed songs of love and devotion to the god VISHNU. The name means ‘The Divine Four Thousand’, and the Prabandham has four thousand verses, composed to be sung, or set to music. They are verses of BHAKTI or devotion and love of Vishnu as a personal god. The verses include praises of the deities of 108 Divya Desams, or Vaishnava temples mainly in south India. The text is divided into four parts: the Mudalayiram, Periya Tirumozhi, Tiruvaymozhi and Iyarpa. Several commentaries have been written on the Prabandham, and some commentators provided a theological framework for the text, naming the parts according to themes. The first two parts are thus known as Tirumantra, or the divine mantra, and explain the mantra Om Namah Narayanaya, in praise of Vishnu. The third part is classified as the Charamashloka, or the verse of death, and is concerned with ways of seeking refuge in the universal soul, while the fourth, known as Dvayamantra, focuses on the ultimate goal and its realization.


The works of the Alvar saints included in the Nalayira Divya Prabandham are as follows:

[image: image]


Mudalayiram (meaning the first thousand) actually contains 947 songs. Periya Tirumozhi or ‘greater hymns’ contains 1134 songs, all composed by TIRUMANGAI; Tiruvaimozhi, or ‘divine hymns’ were sung by NAMMALVAR and written down by MADHURAKAVI. Iyarpa contains miscellaneous hymns. In addition to the songs of the Alvars listed in that section, Ramanuja Nutrantadi, 108 songs composed by Amudhanar were later added


Namadeva A BHAKTI saint of the Maratha region. There are some conflicting views of his life.

Namadeva was the son of a tailor named Damasheti. According to some accounts, his parents moved to PANDHARPUR when he was still a child, while according to others, they had moved there even before his birth. He was probably born in 1270, either in the village of Narasi-Vamani in Satara district of Maharashtra, or in Pandharpur. He married young, and had four sons and a daughter. Namadeva initially followed his father’s profession, but after facing losses in business, he is said to have become a thief and a murderer. He was transformed, according to some accounts, by a meeting with the saint JNANESHVARA, and according to others because he was touched by the grief of the wife of one of his victims.

Other versions of his life deny this story, and state that he was a devotee of the god Vitthala from childhood. He received a divine vision, and then spent his time singing ABHANGAS or verses in praise of VITTHALA or Vithoba, a form of VISHNU. On Jnaneshvara’s advice, he became a disciple of Visoba Khechar, who gave him a broader spiritual vision. He lived mostly at Pandharpur, the centre of the Vithoba temple, but also travelled with Jnaneshvara, and went to Punjab via Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat and Rajasthan. An account of his journey is given in his Tirthavaliche abhanga. After Jnaneshvara took SAMADHI, he is believed to have returned to the Punjab, and to have spent twenty years there, and some feel he even died there, and his ashes were brought to Pandharpur. Several places in the Punjab, particularly the village of Ghuman, are associated with him. According to other sources, he died at Pandharpur. His verses, in simple Marathi and in Hindi, are still popular, and reflect his pure love for god. Over 2000 of his verses are collected in the Namadeva Gatha though some feel only five or six hundred of these were actually his. About sixty of his Hindi verses are included in the Guru Granth Sahib.

A number of his verses are autobiographical, and some beautifully portray the life of Jnaneshvara, and describe his taking of samadhi. His verses are both in the ‘SAGUNA’ and ‘NIRGUNA’ tradition.

In one Hindi song, he says:


It is not sawan (rainy season), yet the clouds are roaring;

There are no clouds, yet the rain is pouring;

The drum has no covering, yet it makes a sound;

What can this mystery be?



Namadeva died in 1350.


Namaghosha A devotional text composed in Assamese by MADHAVADEVA in the sixteenth century. Namaghosha has one thousand verses, which can broadly be divided into three main sections: the first deals with the virtues of the holy name, nama dharma; the second has verses of devotion and surrender; the third glorifies the name and attributes of Vishnu-Krishna. The text thus combines philosophy and BHAKTI.


Madhavadeva is said to have told his disciples that the best guide for them after his departure from the world would be this text, which they should read and re-read.

A verse from Namaghosha is given below:


O Consciousness! You are the abode of pure knowledge.

Listen to the supremely mystical word.

Krishna is eternal, pure and enlightened. He is the Absolute. Do not leave The shelter you may find in him.

(Trans. Ajit Barua)



Nambi Andar Nambi A BHAKTI saint and wor-shipper of the god SHIVA, who lived in the tenth and eleventh centuries at the time of the Chola ruler Rajaraja I. Born at Tirunaraiyur in Thanjavur, his father was the priest at a local Ganesha temple. As a young boy he once performed the temple rites when his father was absent, and according to legend, he did it with such devotion that the god appeared to him and blessed him. On the request of Rajajaraja I he located the hymns of the three great Shaivite saints, SAMBANDAR, APPAR and SUNDARAMURTI, and put them together. To these were added other hymns of Shaivite saints, collectively known as the TIRUMURAI. His own verses on the saints Sambandar and Appar, as well as those in praise of Vinayaka (GANESHA) and CHIDAMBARAM are included in the eleventh book of the Tirumurai. He also composed the Tiruttondar-Tiruvantadi, an account of their lives, based on Sundaramurti’s Tiruttondattogai. His poems include: Tirunaraiyur Vinayaka Tiru irattai manimalai; Aludaiya Pillaiyar Tiruvantadi; Aludaiya Pillaiyar tirucchabai viruttam; Aludaiya Pillaiyar mummanikovai; Aludaiya Pillaiyar tiruvulamalai; Aludaiya Pillaiyar tirukkalambakam; Aludaiya Pillaiyar tiruttogai; Tirunavukkarasar tiruekadasa malai.


Nambudiri, Cherusseri A writer in Malayalam of the early sixteenth century, who composed a long poem, KRISHNA GATHA, which is based on stories of the life of the god KRISHNA in the tenth skandha of the BHAGAVATA PURANA. His work is recognized as a religious and poetic masterpiece.


Nammalvar One of the ALVAR saints, who composed songs of love and devotion to the god VISHNU. He was born in Tirukkurgur, now known as Alvar-Tirunagari and probably lived in the eighth or ninth century. He was the son of a local chief named Kariyar, and his wife Udayamankayar, and was intiatially named Maran, and later Shathakopa and Nammalvar. Always spiritually inclined, he is said to have renounced the world at the age of thirty-five, devoting himself to the worship of Vishnu.

Legendary accounts present a different picture. According to these the child did not speak or move at birth, and, considering him divine, the parents left him at the Vishnu temple nearby in a golden cradle under a tamarind tree. He stayed there without speaking or moving for sixteen years until the Alvar saint MADHURA KAVI saw him there and recognized his greatness, after which Nammalvar began to sing songs of praise to Vishnu, and Madhura Kavi became his disciple. According to this account, he continued to compose and sing songs of devotion under the tamarind tree, until he left the world at the age of thirty-five. His compositions, known as Tiruvaymozhi, form part of the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM. They are not only devotional hymns, but are deeply philosophical, later commented on by exponents of VISHISHTADVAITA.

His Tiruvaymozhi has 1102 stanzas, while more of his verses are included in other parts of the Divya Prabandham. Tiruvasiriyam is a poem with seven sections, and seventy-one lines, in praise of Vishnu. Periya Tiruvantadi has eighty-seven stanzas, each of four lines. Tiruviruttam has 100 four-line stanzas.

Each of the Alvars are thought to represent an attribute of Vishnu, and Nammalvar is revered as Sena Mudaliar (VISHVAKSENA).

The opening lines of Tiruvasiriyam are given below:


Like a glowing emerald hill, red veined,

Clothed in a bright, red cloud,

Wearing on its crest the fiery sun

And the cool white moon and the stars,

Reclining on the waves of the sea,

Thou dost rest aware, O Supreme Lord incomparable,

On the primordial serpent.

(Translation from Sri Vaishnava website)



Nanda (1) A cowherd who raised the god KRISHNA. According to one account in the BHAGAVATA PURANA, in a previous birth he was one of the eight VASUS, who because of a mistake he made was born as a cowherd. After praying to BRAHMA he was told he would be liberated when he was born as Nanda and took care of Krishna. According to the SHIVA PURANA, he was earlier born in a cowherd family but gained great merit by worshipping SHIVA, and thus became the foster-father of Krishna. Along with his wife YASHODA, he cared for Krishna until he reached adulthood.

(2) A name of the god VISHNU, and of two warriors of the god KARTTIKEYA.


Nanda Devi A mountain goddess after whom Nanda Devi mountain in the Himalayas is named. There are a number of Nanda Devi temples in the western Himalayas, at Nauti, Chandpur, Kurur, Srinagar (Garhwal), Nandaprayaga, Gopeshwar, Almora, Baijnath, Ranikhet and other places.

The origin of the deity is not clear, and she is not mentioned in the PURANAS. According to some accounts she is a form of PARVATI, while according to others, she is YOGA MAYA, the daughter of the cowherd NANDA, who was substituted for the infant KRISHNA. Folk songs however, describe her as a local princess. A popular Nanda Devi festival takes place once a year in the month of Bhadon (August–September) when Nanda Devi goes to visit her mother’s home, escorted in a procession known as the Nanda Jat. Once in twelve years, an even more elaborate festival, the Nanda Raj Jat, is held, said to have been started in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries by the rulers of Garhwal and Kumaon. In this the deity is accompanied by a four-horned ram, who, when the goddess returns home, is said to proceed on its own to Mt. Trishula. This festival still takes place, and the four-horned mountain ram, a rare creature, really does inexplicably walk off on its own in the direction of the mountain, leaving behind the goddess and accompanying villagers. The goddess Naina Devi at Nainital, and Naina in Himachal are though to be variants of Nanda Devi.


Nandadasa (Nanddas) A BHAKTI poet, one of the Ashtachhapa, the poets who were disciples of VALLABHACHARYA and VITTHALANATHA of the sixteenth century. According to the text Do sau bavan Vaishnavan ki varta, he was the younger brother of TULASIDASA. Nandadasa’s works in Hindi include Rasa-panchadhyayi, describing the rasa-lila of KRISHNA, and Bhanvara-gita, both of which are based on the BHAGAVATA PURANA. In Siddhanta-panchadasi, he reveals the spiritual aspects of RASA, while Shama-sagai describes the relationship of RADHA and Krishna. Nandadasa composed a number of ‘manjaris’ on themes of love, as well as Rukmini-mangala and Dashamskandha-masa. A number of his songs are available in collections of the PUSHTI-MARGA sect.


Nandaka The name of the sword of the god KRISHNA or VISHNU.


Nandana (1) A grove of the god INDRA, where the PARIJATA tree grows, located in Devaloka, the world of the gods. Good people go here after death, particularly those who have controlled the senses and have not killed any living beings. The Mahabharata states that this region is for those who never ask for alms, who cultivate music and dancing, and who roam about together.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA and of VISHNU.

(3) A companion of the god KARTTIKEYA, given to him by the ASHVINS.


Nandanar A BHAKTI saint, one of the sixty-three NAYANARS devoted to the god SHIVA. His exact date is not known, but he probably lived in the seventh or eighth century. The story of Nandanar and his devotion, which appears in the PERIYA PURANAM of Sekkilar, was made famous by Gopalakrishna BHARATI in his Nandanar-Charitra. In the nineteenth century this was sung in every village in Tamil Nadu. Gopalakrishna’s version, which added a few details to that of Sekkilar, is given below.

Nandanar was born in village Merkattadhanur (now Melanallur) in Thanjavur district in Tamil Nadu in a low-caste (dalit) family. He worked as a bonded labourer for a land owner of the Vedhiyar caste. As an untouchable, Nandanar was not permitted to enter the village temple, but yearned to visit it, and used to play the yazh (an instrument) and sing devotional songs from some distance away. He desired to go to Tiruppungur to worship the deity Shivaloganathaswami in the temple there, and one day managed to reach there. He stood outside the temple and attempted to look at the LINGA within, but a large image of NANDI blocked his view. It is said that at Shiva’s command, the Nandi moved a few feet to the right, so that Nandanar could view the linga. Returning to his village, Nandanar, filled with joy, was determined to go to Tillai (Chidambaram). Everyday he would say, ‘I will go tomorrow’, and thus he earned the name Tiru Nalai Povar, ‘one who will go tomorrow’, and is still known by that name. Finally he approached his Vedhiyar landlord for permission, who told him to worship the gods of his own caste. His own community members too told him to leave the high-caste gods alone. Nandanar did not give up. Once again he asked the landlord, who said he would permit him if he transplanted paddy in 40 velis of land (250 acres) in one day, an impossible task. By the grace of Shiva this was done, and Nandanar set off for Chidambaram. Here too he could not enter the temple, but, it is said, that the Lord appeared to him and to the temple dikshitars (priests) in a dream and said that after purification by a ‘fire bath’ he would be permitted to enter. The dikshitars built a Vedic fire which Nandanar entered, and is said to have emerged from it with a tuft of hair and sacred thread, like a BRAHMANA. He then entered the temple and merged with Lord NATARAJA.

Some suspect that Nandanar was actually burnt to death and never entered Tillai, but today his image is in leading Shaivite temples along with those of the other Nayanars. He has been praised by RAMALINGA SWAMI, NARAYANA GURU, Mahatma GANDHI, Swami SIVANANDA, and several others, and is perhaps the most well known of the Nayanars. In 1910 Swami Sahajananda established the Nandanar School and Nandanar Matha at Chidambaram in his memory.


Nandi (1) A white bull, associated with the god SHIVA. Nandi is the chief of all Shiva’s GANAS, and the guardian of four-legged animals. His image is always carved in front of Shiva temples. He is alternately known as Nandin or Nandikeshvara. Other names are Shalankayana, Nandideha, and Tandava-tilaka. He was earlier sometimes depicted in human form, or as a form of Shiva, who is also known as Rishabha (bull).

Nandi images are found in or outside most Shiva temples, and possibly the largest image is near the VIRABHADRA TEMPLE at Lepakshi, Andhra Pradesh, which is over 6 m high and 9 m long. Another large Nandi image is near the Mahanandi Shiva temple in Andhra Pradesh, while in a radius of about 6 km around Mahanandi, are nine Nandi temples, known collectively as the Nava Nandi.

In some temples, Shiva is depicted as seated on Nandi.

There are several stories regarding how Nandi came into being. According to the VAYU PURANA, he was the son of KASHYAPA and Surabhi. In a story in the LINGA PURANA, Nandi was the son of the rishi SHILADA. Shilada began performing tapas (austerities) for a son, and when Indra appeared to him, asked for a son who would be immortal and not born in the usual way. Indra said it was not possible. Shilada then prayed to the god Shiva. For one thousand years he meditated on Shiva, without moving. Termites built their home around him, and ate his flesh and blood, till only his bones were left. Finally Shiva appeared and granted his wish. Nandi emerged from a sacrificial fire. He had three eyes and four arms, and wore armour made from diamonds. All the DEVAS, GANDHARVAS and APSARAS celebrated his birth, and as he brought joy to all (ananda) he was named Nandi. When Shilada took him home, he looked like an ordinary baby, but when he was around seven years old, the gods Mitra and Varuna visited, and prophesied his death. However, Shiva appeared, put his own garland around the boy’s neck, and took him home. Nandi was adopted by Parvati, and assumed a divine form. Shiva made him a leader of the ganas.

In some accounts, this is said to be Nandi’s second birth.

(2) A name of the god Shiva and of VISHNU.


Nandi Timmana A poet who lived at the court of KRISHNADEVARAYA of Vijayanagara, and composed works in Telugu. He is known for his Parijatapaharanamu, on the god KRISHNA and the PARIJATA tree. He is said to have written another kavya, Vanivilasamu, but this is not available. Nandi Timmana was the son of Nandi Singnamatya and Timmamba, and a devotee of the god SHIVA. He was granted villages as AGRAHARAS by Krishnadevaraya.


Nandinatha The preceptor of a branch of the NATHA YOGIS, also known as Nandideva. He is believed to have lived in the third to second century BCE, and to have been the guru of TIRUMULAR, Patanjali and several others. Some SIDDHA sects trace their origin to Nandinatha. The Nandikeshvara Kashika, a work of twenty-six verses in Sanskrit, is said to have been composed by him. Historically, the date of Tirumular is uncertain, and he has been dated between the second century BCE and the sixth century CE.


Nandipati The composer of KRISHNAKELIMALA, a popular drama on the god Krishna’s life, written in Maithili.


Nandini A divine cow in Hindu mythology, sometimes considered the same as SURABHI and KAMADHENU, or the mother or offspring of Surabhi.


Nannaya A poet who lived between 1023 and 1063, and translated part of the MAHABHARATA into Telugu. He was the priest and court poet of the King Rajaraja Narendra, of the Eastern Chalukya dynasty, who ruled the country of Vengi, with present Rajahmundry in Andhra Pradesh as its capital. Nannaya was asked by the king to translate the Mahabharata, and he translated the Adi Parva, Sabha Parva, and part of the Aranya Parva, but could not complete the whole work. Though meant to be a translation, Nannaya introduced certain changes, which made it more of a retelling of the original story. The translation was later continued by TIKKANA and ERRAPRAGADA. In his recreation Nannaya used both prose and poetry, and his work is said to have laid the foundation of literary Telugu. Nannaya also composed Andhra-shabdachintamani, the first grammar of the Telugu language. Three other works, Chamundika-vilas, Indra-vijayam, and Lakshana-saram are assigned to him, though not all scholars agree that these are his.


Nannechoda A SHAIVA poet, who wrote Kumarasambhava, a long poem on the birth of the god Kumara (KARTTIKEYA) and his battle with the asura TARAKA. The poem has some resemblance with KALIDASA’S work of the same name, but the poet has also drawn on other sources, and created the various episodes in his own way.

Nannechoda belonged to the dynasty of the Velanati Chola kings. He was the son of Srisati and Chodaballi, and the disciple of Jangama Mallikarjuna. While most place Nannechoda in the twelfth century, some scholars believe he lived before NANNAYA (eleventh century).


Nappinai In the Tamil region, a term for Krishna’s favourite GOPI. She is depicted with KRISHNA and mentioned in literature. For instance, in the MANIMEKHALAI, a king while watching a peacock and peahen, and a white swan, says, ‘They remind me of Kannan, dark as a blue diamond, with his lover Nappinai, and his fair brother Baladeva, as they danced in the main square of the city of Dvaraka.’ Some identify Nappinai with RADHA, and others with NILA DEVI. ANDAL, in her songs, also mentions Nappinai.


Narada An ancient RISHI or sage, described in the MAHABHARATA, PURANAS and other texts. Narada lived in svarga or heaven, but made frequent trips to earth. He provided the inspiration to VALMIKI to compose the RAMAYANA, and according to the CHHANDOGYA UPANISHAD, gained divine wisdom from SANAT KUMARA. According to the Mahabharata, he visited the PANDAVAS a number of times and advised them on right action and conduct, and also tried to persuade DHRITARASHTRA to get DURYODHANA to make peace, but failed. The Mahabharata describes him as having matted locks, and clothed in golden rays. He had a staff made of gold, as well as a gold waterpot. Narada was skilled in music and dancing, and his beautiful vina brought forth melodious notes.

Narada narrated the BRIHANNARADIYA PURANA and the NARADIYA PURANA, to Suta. The Narada Dharma Shstra is also attributed to him.

However, in the Puranas, Narada is a complex character. He was one of the seven rishis created by BRAHMA, but had a number of odd births, partly because of his mischievous nature. In one life he was born as a GANDHARVA, in another as a worm. After he had persuaded the sons of DAKSHA to wander over the earth, he was reborn as his son, or, according to another account, as KASHYAPA’S son. He was once changed into a monkey, and on another occasion into a woman. But Narada continued to wander between heaven and earth, predicting the future, and giving advice, both good and bad.

Other stories about him state that it was through him that the vina became the musical instrument of the world. He supported the DEVAS in their struggle against the ASURAS over obtaining AMRITA or divine nectar, and protected the pot of amrita. He was also known by various other names including Devarishi, Parameshthi and Surarishi.


Naradiya Purana A Sanskrit text, a minor PURANA, or Upapurana, describing the worship of the god VISHNU. Another Naradiya Purana forms a major Purana, but is usually known as the BRIHANNARADIYA PURANA to distinguish it from this.

The Naradiya Purana is divided into two parts, Purvabhaga with 125 chapters, and Uttarabhaga with eighty two chapters. The Purvabhaga has four padas (sections), each told to Narada by Sanaka, Sanandana, SANAT KUMARA and Sanatana respectively. The Uttarabhaga is a dialogue between VASISHTHA and Mandhatr. The Purana is as usual, narrated to the rishis by Suta, who has heard it from NARADA. It incorporates some sections of the Brihannaradiya Purana, as well as some parts of other Puranas. The Purana refers to RADHA as an inseparable part of Krishna, and to other goddesses as partial incarnations of her. It includes the RUKMANGADACHARITA, the story of a king named Rukmangada, who was devoted to VISHNU, which is also used as a separate book. There are accounts of the sacredness of the river GANGA, and the tirthas of KASHI, Purshottama and others. The Purana has been variously dated. H.P. Shastri places it between 700 and 800; R.C. Hazra, between the ninth and tenth centuries.


Narahari Dasa A poet of the seventeenth century, who composed a number of philosophical and devotional works in Gujarati. His works include Prabodha-manjari, Bhagavad Gita, and Vasishtha Gita-sara. Others are Ananda-rasa, Gopi-Uddhava-samvad, Kakko, Jnana Gita, Bhakta-manjari, Masa, Santanam Lakshana, Haritralamrita, and Hastamalaka.


Narahari Sarkar A Vaishnava BHAKTI saint of the sixteenth century, who composed verses in Bengali. Narahari came from Srikhanda, now in district Burdwan, West Bengal. He, his brother Mukunda, and Raghunandana, the son of Mukunda, were associates of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. Narahari initially wrote padas (poems) on Krishna, but later saw Chaitanya as the embodiment of Krishna, and composed verses only to him. This approach is termed Gaurangavada. LOCHANA DASA, who wrote Chaitanya-mangala, was Narahari’s disciple and followed this theory. Narahari composed a number of poems. A later bhakti poet, Narahari Chakravarti of the eighteenth century, composed similar verses, and the verses of the two Naraharis are sometimes confused, and it is difficult to identify the author.


Narahari Sonar A saint poet, who was a goldsmith who lived at PANDHARPUR in the nineteenth century. He was a devotee of the god SHIVA but also composed abhangas in Marathi on VITTHALA. His unpublished work Malutarna, describes the contribution of the Sonar (goldsmith) and Koli communities to Pandharpur.


Narahari Tirtha A BHAKTI saint, who probably lived between 1241 and 1333 and is said to have been a disciple of MADHVA. In the succession list of Madhva gurus, he follows Padmanabha Tirtha, the direct successor of Madhva. The Narahariyatistotra provides an account of his life. According to this, his guru Ananda tirtha (Madhva) sent him to Kalinga (Orissa) to bring the sacred images of RAMA and SITA that were preserved in the king’s treasury. When the king died, Narahari Tirtha became the regent for twelve years. The grateful prince then came of age, and asked him to choose a gift, and Narahari chose the two images which he presented to Madhva.

While this may be a legendary account, Narahari is also known from several inscriptions at Shrikurmam and Simhachalam. He may have originally been from Kalinga, and is believed to have been converted there by Madhva. His date of birth has been calculated as around 1241.

Narahari’s original name is said to be Swami Shastri, and in his earliest inscription, dated 1264, he is known by his ascetic name, Shripada. Inscriptions indicate the period of his regency was probably 1279–91, during the reign of Narasimha II. He then left Kalinga and settled on the banks of the Tungabhadra river. He succeeded Padmanabha tirtha in 1324, and was head of a MATHA for nine years. He died in Shrimukha in 1333, and ‘was laid to rest’ at Chakratirtha near Hampi (Vijayanagara). Narahari converted the rulers of the Matsya dynasty and several princely families to Vaishnavism and Madhva’s system.

He is said to have written fifteen works, of which two are available. This includes a commentary on the Gitabhashya, known as Bhavaprakashika, and the Yamaka-bharata Tika. He is also considered the founder of the HARIDASA sect, based in the region of Karnataka, who were devotees of the god VISHNU or Hari. Among the Haridasas were KANAKADASA and PURANDARADASA, whose compositions are still sung today. Narahari himself composed songs of love and devotion. In one of the first songs he composed, he said, ‘Call on God to whom all creation submits, and give up the enemies within the Self.’ He asked people to live a true life, without deceiving themselves.


naraka A name for hell, in Hindu mythology. This is the most commonly used name for hell even today, though ancient texts mention several others. The concept of hell is not clearly developed in the RIG VEDA, though there is said to be a deep place for the evil (4.5) and a pit of bottomless darkness (7.104). The ATHARVA VEDA describes Naraka Loka as the deepest darkness, where murderers go after death. The SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA describes the torments of hell in detail. According to the MANU SMRITI, there are twenty-one hells, while other texts give varying figures. The VISHNU PURANA describes twenty-eight hells to which people are assigned by YAMA, on the basis of their misdeeds. These include Raurava, Shukara, Rodha, Tala, Vishasana, Mahajvala, Taptakumbha, Lavana, Vimohana, Rudhirandha, Vaitarini, Krimisha, Krimibhojana, Asipatravana, Avichi and others. There are hells for those who have cheated or robbed others, or those who kill and harm others. Raurava (the dreadful) is for those who tell lies or bear false witness; Vatarodham is for those who have harmed creatures of the forest. The nature of the hells and the reasons for being sent there vary in different Puranas. Thus in the DEVI BHAGAVATA, Lalabhaksha is for lustful people and consists of a sea of semen. People here have to eat semen; in the Vishnu Purana it is for those who do not offer food to the gods, pitris and guests and can be translated as a hell where people have to eat saliva.

There are, according to the Puranas, hundreds of thousands of other hells. Hell or naraka is also interpreted as state of mind that gives pain or sorrow, and therefore should be avoided.


Narakasura An ASURA king who ruled over Pragjyotisha (Assam). There are various accounts of Narakasura in the MAHBHARATA, HARIVAMSHA and PURANAS. According to one account, he was the son of the daitya HIRANYAKSHA and PRITHVI or Bhumi, goddess of the earth. He obtained a divine weapon from the god VISHNU, and could not be killed as long as he kept this with him. He married 16,000 princesses, who, according to one story, were his daughters in a previous birth. Narakasura treated his wives badly and caused terror and devastation in the world. Finally he was killed by the god KRISHNA, who also married all his wives to provide them with protection and status.

According to another account in the Kalika Purana and other texts, he was the son of Bhumi or Bhudevi (Prithvi) and of the god Vishnu in his VARAHA form. The baby was left on the sacrificial ground of King JANAKA of Mithila, and brought up by the king, along with his sons. His mother took the form of a maid-servant or nurse named Katyayani, and remained near the boy to take care of him. Naraka exceeded Janaka’s sons in all that he did, and the king began to fear that he would usurp the throne. Katyayani felt there was a threat to Naraka, and explained to the boy that his real father was Vishnu. They went to Pragjyotisha (Assam), and Naraka conquered the region from the Kiratas and was made the king of the region by Vishnu. Vishnu asked him to worship goddess KAMAKHYA, and none other. Naraka was a wise and good ruler, but after he came in contact with BANA, king of Shonitapura, he began to pray to SHIVA. He neglected the goddess and oppressed his subjects. Vishnu in the form of Krishna then killed him, and installed Naraka’s son Bhagadatta on the throne. King Bhagadatta was ruling at the time of the Mahabharata war.

Another story states that by his piety and asceticism, Naraka had gained so much power that INDRA was afraid he would usurp his place, and therefore urged Vishnu to kill him.

While the first and third stories reflect the conflict between asuras and devas, the second reflects conflicts between Shaivism and Vaishnavism. Kamakhya is actually closely associated with Shiva, while Katyayani is a name of the goddess DURGA.

In Assam Naraka is considered a king who ruled in ancient days. Several kings of Assam traced their descent from Narakasura and Bhagadatta.


Nara-Narayana Two ancient RISHIS. Literally, the Sanskrit word Nara means man, while NARAYANA later became a name of the god VISHNU. There are several stories about the rishis in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. According to a legend in the DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA, BRAHMA created DHARMA from his breast, who married ten of the daughters of DAKSHA. Among their sons were HARI, KRISHNA, Nara and Narayana. The first two became YOGIS, and Nara and Narayana became rishis. According to some accounts, they were the sons of Dharma and Ahimsa, or of Dharma and Murti, and are said to be forms of Krishna and ARJUNA.

According to various texts, they lived in the Himalayas in Badarikashrama for a thousand years. Though they were rishis, they were good warriors. They once defeated SHIVA in battle, and the axe that they threw at Shiva was the one he gave to PARASHURAMA. They also defeated PRAHLADA and according to the VAMANA PURANA, Prahlada then realized that Narayana was really Vishnu.


Narasiji ro Mahero A story based on the life of the Vaishnava poet NARASIMHA MEHTA, composed in the fifteenth or sixteenth century in Rajasthani. Written by Ratansah, it is probaly the earliest of many such stories in Gujarati and Rajasathani, later composed on Narasimha’s life.


‘Mahero’ was a custom where gifts had to be provided by the parents of the woman, on her daughter’s marriage. In this story, Nani Bai, Narasimha’s daughter, preparing for the marriage of her own daughter, invites her father but asks him not to come if he cannot provide the mahero. Narasimha goes there empty-handed but the god KRISHNA arrives in a chariot and provides all that is necessary. The story indicates how accounts of saints and gods were absorbed into the everyday lives of the ordinary people.


Narasimha A deity, one of the ten main avataras or incarnations of the god VISHNU. In this, Vishnu took the form of a half-man, half-lion (nara = man, simha = lion) in order to defeat the daitya HIRANYAKASHIPU. Hiranyakashipu, the father of PRAHLADA, and brother of HIRANYAKSHA, had practised great austerities and obtained a boon from the god BRAHMA. According to this, he could not be killed by man, god, demon or animal; he could not die in the day or in the night, not inside his home nor outside, not in the earth nor the sky. Having obtained apparent immortality, he began to rule the world as a tyrant. He was angry with Vishnu, who had already killed his brother; his anger increased because of Prahlada’s devotion to Vishnu. Finally Vishnu assumed the shape of Narasimha—which was not a man, animal or demon—and killed him at dusk, when it was neither day nor night, in the courtyard of his house, which was neither within, nor really outside, and just a little above the ground, which was not on earth, nor in the sky.

Narasimha is always depicted with the face of a lion, and the body of a man, but there are several variations, with different expressions and moods. A number of images show him in combat with Hiranyakashipu, or killing the daitya, or emerging out of the pillar in which he was concealed. In some texts, nine forms are described but his images in different temples reveal even more. Among his forms are: Prahladavarada Narasimha in which Narasimha is shown blessing Prahlada; Yogananda Narasimha, or a peaceful and tranquil Narasimha teaching YOGA to Prahlada; Guha Narasimha, where Narasimha conceals himself; Kroda or Ugra Narasimha, the angry form; Vira Narasimha, a warrior form; Malola or Lakshmi Narasimha, where he is with his consort LAKSHMI; Jvala Narasimha, where he emits flames of anger; Sarvatomukha Narasimha, with a number of faces; Bhishana Narasimha, a ferocious form; Bhadra Narasimha another fierce form; Mrityormrityu Narasimha, or Narasimha as the defeater of death.

In some Shaiva Puranas, Narasimha is said to have been defeated and killed by SHIVA or one of his emanations. According to the LINGA PURANA, after killing Hiranyakashipu, Narasimha retained his lion form and went about destroying the world. Shiva created VIRABHADRA from his own body, and sent him to ask Narasimha to give up his form. When he refused, Virabhadra killed Narasimha.

Narasimha, as one of Vishnu’s avataras, is thought to represent a stage in evolution from the animal to the human.

Narasimha images and temples are found all over India, and became popular from around the fourth century CE. Early images can be seen at ELLORA, MATHURA, Garhwa (near Allahabad) and elsewhere, but later he was most popular in south India.

In Andhra Pradesh Narasimha temples are found at AHOBALAM, Dharmapuri, Mangalagiri, Simhachalam, Khammam and other places. In Karnataka too there are a number of temples dedicated to the deity, but the most outstanding is the free-standing image, carved out of a rock at Vijayanagara city, today known as Hampi. Made in the sixteenth century, this reaches a height of almost 7 m. A well-known Narasimha temple in Tamil Nadu is located at Namakkal, while other famous temples are at Joshimath in Uttarakhand, Charthana in Maharashtra, and Nrusinghanath in Orissa. Narsimhapur, a town in Madhya Pradesh, is named after a Narasimha temple located here, which was constructed in 1800.


Narasimha Mehta A Vaishnava BHAKTI saint and poet, also known as Narsi Mehta, who belonged to Gujarat, and probably lived between 1414 and 1480 (alternative dates 1408–75). Born in Talaja village near Junagadh, in an orthodox Nagar brahmana family, he married Manekbai, and had a daughter and son. He was originally a worshipper of the god SHIVA, but Shiva himself is said to have revealed to him a vision of KRISHNA. After this he settled in Junagadh, and used to worship Krishna, chanting his name continuously, and envisaging himself as one of the GOPIS. He also saw Krishna as the one beyond form, eternal, and unknowable. Through bhakti or love, Krishna could be seen without eyes, through an internal vision. Narasimha Mehta, through his vision of God, transcended caste, and composed devotional poems in Gujarati, singing of the joy of union with God. Men and women of all castes gathered around him, but the traditional brahmanas rejected him. He is said to have left Junagadh and spent the last fifteen years of his life at Mangrol.

Narasimha’s compositions include autobiographical poems, verses to Krishna, and to the God beyond forms. Among his autobiographical works are Shamalsha-no-vivaha, on his son’s marriage; Mamerun, on his daughter’s first pregnancy, Hundi and Har-same-na-pada, which is part of Harmata. In all these he records the miraculous and divine intervention that helped him in times of need. The last records how the king refused to believe in him, unless there was some concrete proof. And after repeated prayers, the image of the deity came and garlanded Narasimha. Sudamacharita has nine padas on the friendship of Sudama; Chaturi, with twenty-five padas, celebrates the love of Radha and Krishna. There are several other verses on Krishna. Narasimha’s Prabhatiyan, or morning hymns, are the most popular, and focus on the one ultimate reality, beyond all forms, whom he identifies with Krishna.

Thus in one verse he says:


Look there—where the flaming light shines out of a million rising suns;

where the heavens are ablaze with a golden mantle;

There, the Supreme sports in joy, swinging in a golden cradle.

There, without wick or oil or thread, burns bright the fiery lamp, unwavering and everlasting.

Let us see, but not with eyes, Him who is Formless.

Let us drink in the delicious joy of this vision, but not with tongues.

He is the Unknowable, the Deathless, swinging high and low.

The Lord of Narsaiya is omnipresent. The saints alone

Can catch him in the web of their love.

(Trans. K.M. Munshi)



One of his bhajans, Vaishnava Jana, was a favourite of Mahatma GANDHI, and the first few lines can be translated as: ‘Who venerates each one in the world; who speaks ill of none; whose senses and mind are disciplined; blessed is the mother who gave birth to him. Him we call a Vaishnava.’


Narasimhadasa Tumu A BHAKTI saint and devotee of the god RAMA, who lived in the nineteenth century and composed songs of praise to Rama in Telugu.

Born in Guntur in 1809, Narasimhadasa was the son of Anchayya, who was a contemporary of the saint-singer TYAJGARAJA. Narasimha had a good knowledge of Telugu and Sanskrit, and was employed at Ponnur. After receiving a Rama mantra from a guru, he left his job and became immersed in Rama bhakti. Travelling along with his family, to KANCHI, SRIRANGAM, and other pilgrimage centres, he began to compose songs in praise of Rama. Finally he settled at Bhadrachalam, and revived the offerings and services at the Rama temple there. His songs, which are still popular, include morning songs for the Lord, night songs, and benedictory songs (mangala-arti).


Narayan Guru A social reformer, spiritual leader and mystic. Narayana Guru was probably born in 1856, However, there is no agreement on his date of birth, and alternative dates of 1854 and 1855 are given. He was born at Chempazhanti near Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, in the Ezhava community, to Madanasan and Kuttiamma. He was extremely learned, and knew Sanskrit, Tamil and Telugu, apart from Malayalam. Always spiritually inclined, he was deeply affected by his mother’s death when he was fifteen years old, and later by the death of his father. Though by this time he was married, his disinclination for a worldly life increased, and one day he left his house and lived for some time in caves and forests in Kanniyakumari. He then began to wander from village to village as a mendicant. He is said to have met a guru who asked him to work for the poor, and he settled at Aruvippuram near the Neyyar river. He spoke against the caste system, and worked to raise the social and economic status of the Ezhavas, who were a backward caste, as well as of other backward castes and communities. He set up the Sri Narayana Dharma Paripalana Yogam for this purpose. He established a number of temples, which were open to all castes and communities. The later temples had no images, but only a symbol of the divine, such as a lighted lamp, or an ‘Om’. A temple at Murukkumpuzha has a glass with the words ‘Truth, Dharma, Compassion, Love’ as the object of worship. Libraries and schools were erected near the temples. Narayan Guru composed songs and poems in Malayalam, Sanskrit and Tamil, among them being Anubhuti-dashakam (Ten verses on Realization), Advaita dipika (Light of Advaita), Kundalini-pattu (Kundalini song), Daiva-dashakam (Ten verses to God). He advocated a new philosophical path of ‘Atma-darshana’, which he explained in his philosophical poem in Malayalam, Atmopadeshashatakam (A hundred verses on self-knowledge), and in Darshanamala in Sanskrit. He had a large following before his death in 1928 and continues to be revered by Ezhavas and others.


Narayana A name of the god VISHNU. Narayana was probably an independent deity, whose concept was later merged with that of Vishnu. Narayana was a name given to both BRAHMA and PRAJAPATI. Nara means man, but also refers to the waters, who are considered the sons of Nara. The MAHABHARATA states that Prajapati first rested in the waters, and therefore Prajapati was called Narayana. The same principle is expressed in the RIG VEDA, which states that the waters contained the embryo of the gods. Narayana, resting on the waters, was later represented by Vishnu in his Sheshashayana form, resting on Shesha or ANANTA.

NARA-NARAYANA, two ancient rishis, were said to be brothers of HARI and KRISHNA, both names or forms of Vishnu.

The Mahabharata states that Narayana had four forms, Nara, Narayana, Hari and Krishna.

As the concept of the god Vishnu developed, Narayana began to be used as an alternative name for him.


Narayana Bhattatiri A scholar and poet of Kerala, who lived between 1560 and 1666, and composed a number of works in Sanskrit. Most famous of these is Narayaniyam, in praise of the god KRISHNA at GURUVAYUR. His Prakriyasarvasvam is a well-known Sanskrit grammar. Among his other works are over twenty-five prabandhas, prose and verse compositions used in kuttu performances, various hymns in praise of deities, a work on ritual, and Manameyodayam (On means and works of knowledge), of which he wrote the first part.


Narayana Menon, Vallathol A poet in Malayalam who composed poems on religious and other themes, and translated a number of early Sanskrit texts into Malayalam. See Vallathol.


Narayanadasa A scholar and BHAKTI poet, who composed the KHANDIKIA HARIVAMSHA in Oriya, in 1762. Narayanadasa was well versed in Sanskrit and Oriya.


Narayaniyam (1) A section in the MAHABHARATA which deals with the god NARAYANA. In this it states that the eternal Narayana was born as the son of DHARMA in four forms, Nara, Narayana, Hari and Krishna. It describes Narayana in his supreme form and his worship in Shvetadvipa, and explains aspects of the PANCHARATRA philosophy.

(2) A devotional composition in Sanskrit, in praise of the god Krishna at the Guruvayur temple in Kerala. It was composed by NARAYANA BHATTATIRI (1560–1666), at the temple. The Narayaniyam has 1036 verses, divided into 100 sections known as dashakams. The text deals with the main incidents of Krishna’s life as described in the BHAGAVATA, and is considered one of the best poems on Krishna.


Narmada river A river of central India, which has a number of sacred sites along its banks. Rising at AMARAKANTAK in Madhya Pradesh, it flows between the Vindhyan and Satpura Ranges, and after covering a distance of 1300 km enters the Arabian Sea. According to the PADMA PURANA, it is the purest of rivers in the three worlds, and DEVAS, ASURAS, GANDHARVAS and RISHIS who bathe in it, attain eternal bliss. The same texts states that there are 60,00,60,000 sacred ghats along the river (60 crore and 60 thousand).


Nasatyas A name of the ASHVINS, deities described in the RIG VEDA.


Nashik A city in Maharashtra, located on the river GODAVARI. It is one of the sacred cities of Hinduism, and has several sacred sites and temples. The northern part of Nashik is known as Panchavati, identified with the Panchavati of the Ramayana, where RAMA lived while in exile. Two Rama temples, Kala Rama and Gora Rama are located here. The Sita Gumpha cave, is said to be the place from which Ravana abducted SITA. Rama Kund is a sacred site on the Godavari where Rama is said to have bathed. Among other temples here the Sundara Narayana Temple of the god Vishnu and the Modakeshvara Ganesh Temple. It is one of the places where the KUMBH MELA is held every twelve years. Rock-cut Buddhist caves known locally as Pandu Lena are located in hills to the west of the city, and dating back to the first century BCE. Tryambakeshvara, 22 km away, has one of the twelve jyotirlingas of the god SHIVA.


nastika A term indicating non-orthodox schools of Indian philosophy, i.e., those which do not base themselves on Vedic literature. Buddhism, Jainism, the philosophy of the AJIVIKAS and of other materialist schools are thus among those in this category. Some scholars include only materialistic schools which do not believe in an afterlife, and thus exclude Buddhism and Jainism.


Nataraja A form of the god SHIVA. In this form, Shiva is the god of dance, and also the lord of the universe. Images of Nataraja are many and varied, as Shiva performs various dances described in the NATYA SHASTRA. These include the nadanta or tandava, lalita, lalatatilaka, katisama, talasamphotita, and others. In the most common form, Shiva is depicted in the tandava pose, the dance of destruction. In this form, Shiva’s hair is braided and jewelled, and his lower locks whirl as he dances. He stands with his right leg on a dwarfish figure, crushing him under his feet. This figure represents Asmarapurusha, or Muyalaka, the embodiment of illusion or MAYA. His left leg is raised and bent at the knee. He has four hands: the front right hand is in abhaya mudra, the gesture to dispel fear, while the back right hand holds a kettledrum, known as a damaru. The front left hand points downwards towards the raised foot, while the other holds fire. The whole is encircled in flames. The Chidambaram Mummanikovai describes the inner meaning of this form, in a verse in praise of the deity: ‘O my Lord, thy hand holding the sacred drum has made and ordered the heavens and earth and innumerable souls. Thy lifted hand protects both the conscious and unconscious order of thy creation. All these are transformed by thy hand, bearing fire. Thy sacred foot planted on the ground gives an abode to the tired soul struggling in the toils of causality. It is thy lifted foot that grants eternal bliss to those that approach thee. These five actions are indeed thy handiwork.’ The sound of the drum is SHABDA, the ‘word’ from which creation arises. The dance represents all movement in the universe, and the conquest of illusion. On his head Shiva wears a symbol of the moon and of the river GANGA contained in his matted hair. The moon represents the light of the ATMAN, and the Ganga, the flow of wisdom. Thus the main aspects of Shiva are contained in this image. Some images have six, eight, ten, sixteen or more arms, and are in different dance postures. Under the Chola dynasty of south India, bronze and stone images of Nataraja were made, and a number of temples or shrines were dedicated to the deity, the most important being the NATARAJA TEMPLE at Chidambaram. Gangaikondacholapuram, a city of the Cholas, also has temples with exquisite Nataraja images. The Nataraja form was popular in Bengal between the eighth and twelfth centuries and several Shiva temples have images of Nataraja, often with a separate shrine or hall, dedicated to the deity.


Shiva as Nataraja performs several other dances. Among these is Shiva’s evening dance in the Himalayas. The Shiva Pradosha Stotra states: ‘Placing the mother of the three worlds on a golden throne studded with precious gems, Sulapani (Shiva) dances on the heights of Kailasha, and all the gods gather around him. All the beings dwelling in the three worlds assemble there to witness the celestial dance and hear the music of the divine choir in the hour of twilight.’

A true understanding of Shiva’s dance leads to liberation. Thus a verse in the Tirumantiram states:


The dancing foot, the sound of the tinkling bells,

The songs that are sung and the varying steps,

The form assumed by our dancing Gurupara

Discover these within yourself, then shall your fetters fall away.



Nataraja Temple A temple of the god NATARAJA, a form of SHIVA, located at CHIDAMBARAM in Tamil Nadu. The present temple was constructed in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, during the time of the Chola dynasty, with later additions. The thousand-pillared hall was added in the seventeenth century.

However, the temple existed much earlier. According to tradition, in the sixth century a king of Kashmir is said to have bathed in the temple tank, and to have been cured of leprosy. He then had the existing shrine enlarged. Parantaka Chola (ruled 907–40) covered part of the temple with gold.

This huge temple complex has several shrines within an area of twenty-two hectares. There are four enclosure walls, the outermost being constructed in the seventeenth century, at the time of the Nayaka dynasty. The main shrine, known as the Chit Sabha, has an image of Nataraja, in the dance form known as Ananda Tandavam. According to traditional accounts, Shiva performed his famous dance in a forest exactly at this spot, at the request of the gods and rishis. Nearby is an image of the goddess Shivakami or Shivakama Sundari, a form of PARVATI.

Five stone steps lead to the Chit Sabha, representing the five syllables of the Shiva mantra, namah shivaya. On the silver-plated doorposts are representations of Vyaghrapada (a rishi who was granted a boon of having a tiger’s feet, so that he could climb trees to collect flowers for the deity) and PATANJALI, who worshipped Shiva here. There are several other halls and shrines, among them being the Kanaka Sabha or golden hall, the Nritta Sabha or dance hall, in the form of a chariot, the Deva Sabha with images of various deities, and the Raja Sabha or thousand-pillared hall used for festivals. Other shrines include the Shivakami Amman shrine and a temple of Subrahmanya or MURUGAN. There are four towering gopurams as well as numerous sculptures of Shiva, other deities and Shaivite saints. Among the sculptures are those of Shiva in 108 dance forms described in the Natya Shastra. Each dancing Shiva figure is 22 cm high, in a separate niche.

Chidambaram is said to be the centre of the universe, representing the ATMAN or soul within the heart. The area was earlier known as Tillai or Ponnambalam, which are some of the alternate names of the temple.

Festivals take place all through the year and there is a constant flow of pilgrims to the temple. The most important festival is the ten-day festival in the month of Marghazi (December to January), concluding on the full-moon day.


Natha yogis (Adinathas) A SHAIVA sect. Natha yogis or Kanphata yogis are generally said to have been founded by MATSYENDRANATHA and GORAKHNATHA in the tenth century though some say it dates back to the first century. The sect traces its origin to Adinatha or the god SHIVA, while another Natha lineage derives its origin from NANDINATHA.

Natha yogis are similar to SIDDHAS, and the names of some of the traditional Nathas occur in lists of Siddhas. Siddhas are known to have existed from a very early date, thus leading to confusion about the dates of the Nathas.

Traditionally there were nine (nava) main Natha teachers, known as the Nava–Nathas. Sources provide different lists of these, but usually they are said to be: Adinatha (the god Shiva), Matsyendranatha, Gorakhnatha, Jalandharanatha, Kanupanatha, Charanginatha, Bhartriharinatha, Charpatinatha, and Gopichandranatha. Another list has the following names: Gorakhnatha, Matsyendranatha, Chauranginatha, Jnananatha, Jalebinatha, Achalanatha, Santoshanatha, Udayanatha, and Omkaranatha. Chidiyanatha (fifteenth century), Prithvinatha, (fifteenth–sixteenth centuries), Garibgiri or Garibdas, Bananatha of Jodhpur (nineteenth century) were among other noted Nathas.

There are twelve main sects of the Nathas. According to one Natha source, the sects that are currently existing are: Satya Natha; Dharam Natha; Dariya Natha; Ai-panthi; Vairag ke; Ram ke; Kapilani; Ganga Nathi; Mannathi; Rawal ke; Pav-panth; Pagal-panthi. These are somewhat different from the original twelve sects, which also had numerous subsects.

The foundation of these sects is recorded in Natha tradition. This states that there were formerly eighteen Shaiva sects, and twelve of Gorakhnatha. They fought against each other, and twelve of the former, and six of the latter were destroyed. The remaining twelve formed the Kanphatas or Gorakhnathis. G.W. Briggs, in his work on Nathas in the nineteenth century, listed the following: Those derived from Shiva were: (1) Kantharnatha of Bhuj in Kachchh; (2) Pagalnatha of Peshawar and Rohtak; (3) Rawal of Afghanistan; (4) Pankh; (5) Ban of Marwar; (6) Gopal or Ram ke. Those from Gorakhnatha: (7) Hethnatha; (8) Colinatha of the Ai-panth of Devi Bimla (Bombay); (9) Chandnatha, Kaplani; (10) Bairag, Ratadhonda, Marwar, Ratanatha; (11) Paonatha of Jaipur, to whom Jalandarpa, Kanipao and Gopichand belonged; (12) Dhajjanath (Mahabir), whose members are foreigners.

These twelve had many subsects, some of which form the twelve main sects today. There are no major differences between the sects.

References to the Nathas occur from around the tenth century. In Maharashtra, JNANESHVARA of the thirteenth century studied Natha doctrines from his elder brother NIVRITTI. The MAHANUBHAVA sect is also said to have been influenced by Natha philosophy.

Nathas seem to have been prominent around the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and are mentioned in Sikh literature. Guru Nanak is said to have had discussions with yogis of this sect.

The sect is based on various practices which leads to the transformation of the mind and body. The aim of the yogi was to become a natha or master, to rise above bondage, sorrow and limitation, and attain complete control over oneself, even to the extent of conquering death. HATHA YOGA and TANTRIC practices were combined, based on earlier systems with some innovations. They emphasize control over the mind and thought, and over sexual impulses, along with special pranayama or breathing techniques. The adherents were also known as Kanphata yogis, because of the earrings they wear which split their ears (kanphata = torn ear). According to some sources, they actually copied Shiva, who is believed to wear huge earrings in his ears. The earrings, made of clay, wood, crystal, ivory, gold, semiprecious stones, glass, and now of other materials, continue to be important. Those who have not yet had their ears split are known as Aughars. Women are also part of the sects.

Nathas worship Shiva in the form of BHAIRAVA, as well as HANUMAN and DATTATREYA. They are often simply called jogis, and Natha sadhus are outside the traditional DASNAMI system. The Natha bury their dead, funeral ceremonies usually being performed by fellow yogis.

A number of texts are ascribed to Matsyendranatha and Gorakhnatha, many of which may not be theirs. The Goraksha-shataka is believed to have been written by Gorakhnatha. The Goraksha-paddhati is a commentary on this text. The Hatha Yoga Pradipika of Svatmarama Swami is based on Gorakhnatha’s works.

In addition to these are various collections of Natha verses in Braj Bhasha or Rajasthani. Among these is the Siddha-siddhanta-padhati, which includes works of some of the Nava-Nathas. The Natha-siddhon ki baniyan includes verses by other Natha teachers as well.

The verses in these texts deal with yoga, self-control, celibacy, jnana or knowledge, and in some cases bhakti.

Maharaja MANSINGH of Jodhpur (1782–1843) was among those who wrote works on the Natha sect, on its saints, philosophy and rituals.


Nathamuni A BHAKTI saint and devotee of the god VISHNU, also known as Ranganatha Muni. Nathamuni was born at Viranarayanapuram near CHIDAMBARAM, and was the son of Ishvara Muni. He probably lived between 824 and 924 CE, though according to some accounts, he was born in the tenth century. He was the first of the VAISHNAVA ACHARYAS, the successors of the ALVAR saints. Nathamuni put together the hymns of the Alvar saints in the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM, and popularized them in Vaishnava temples of south India. His Yogarahasya and Nyayatattva form the beginnings of the VISHISHTADVAITA philosophy which was fully formulated and developed by RAMANUJA. Nathamuni was the first acharya of the SRIRANGAM temple. The work of both Nathamuni and his chief disciple Pundarikaksha is known through quotations in later sources. Nathamuni’s grandson was the scholar and philosopher YAMUNACHARYA.


Nathdwara Shrinathji Temple A temple of Shrinathji, a form of the god KRISHNA, located at Nathdwara, 50 km north-east of Udaipur in Rajasthan, on the Banas river. The image here is said to be Svayambhu, or self-created, and represents Krishna raising the mountain GOVARDHANA to protect his fellow cowherds from the deluge sent by the god INDRA. The image was initially enshrined near Govardhana in the Mathura region, but was brought to the state of Mewar in the seventeenth century to protect it from possible destruction by Aurangzeb. According to legend, as the chariot carrying the image rolled along, it stuck at this point, and thus this was considered the right place to install the image.

Shrinathji was worshipped by VALLABHACHARYA, and his followers still take care of the temple, which attracts a number of pilgrims.


Natya Shastra A Sanskrit text of the first or second century CE, which describes in great detail various forms of dance, drama and music. The text is said to have been written by Bharata, and emphasizes the divine nature of all art forms. According to the story in the text, the god BRAHMA was asked by the devas (gods) to provide a form of entertainment for all. He then created the Natya-Veda, a Veda which took something from each of the four Vedas: the method of recitation from the RIG VEDA; music from the SAMA VEDA; acting from the YAJUR VEDA; and emotions from the ATHARVA VEDA. Combining these, he taught it to Bharata, who then conveyed it to the world.

The text is available in different versions, containing thirty-six or thirty-seven chapters. The work describes all aspects of theatre, including dress, the treatment of emotions, and various gestures and dance movements. Classical dance as practised today was originally described in this text, as well as dances depicted in temples, including those of the god SHIVA.

Bharata described eight RASAS (emotions) which could be aroused during a performance, and this theory was further developed by later writers.

Among commentaries on the text, is Abhinavabharati, written by ABHINAVAGUPTA, in which he describes the importance of the aesthetic experience in providing a sense of mystical wonder.


Nava Brahma Temples A group of nine temples of the god SHIVA, located at Alampur in Andhra Pradesh. Here the god is worshipped as Brahmeshvara, or the lord of BRAHMA. According to legends associated with the temple, the god Brahma practised tapas (austerities) here for thousands of years, and in return Shiva bestowed on him the powers of creation.

The temples are located on the western banks of the river Tungabhadra, enclosed in a fortress. The nine temples have square shrines, each surrounded by passageways, with curvilinear, decorated, shikharas or towers above. The interiors are similar to the early rock-cut cave shrines in western India. The main temple is the Bala Brahmeshvara. Within this, the garbha griha or sanctum contains a LINGA and opens into a mandapa or pillared hall. On the ceiling, images of NATARAJA and the NAVAGRAHA are carved. Eight other temples are known as the Kumara Brahma, Arka Brahma, Vira Brahma, Vishva Brahma, Taraka Brahma, Garuda Brahma and Svarga Brahma. An analysis of these names shows their connection not only with Brahma and Shiva, but with VISHNU and SURYA.

The temples are believed to have an early origin, but were reconstructed in the eleventh century. According to the STHALA PURANA, they were built by the son of a widow named Punyavati who lived in VARANASI. The boy, known as Rasa Siddha, was born through the grace of Shiva, and mocked at for being fatherless, he prayed to Shiva, who instructed him to build the temples here.

The grama devata, ELLAMMA, as well as the goddess BHUDEVI are among other deities described in the Sthala Purana.

Palkuriki Somanatha, a Telugu poet of the twelfth century, wrote an account of this Shiva Kshetra. Its sanctity is also recorded in the SKANDA PURANA.


Navadvipa A place in West Bengal, which was a great centre of learning in the medieval period. In 1818 there were about thirty-one institutions at Navadvipa, with around 750 students, who lived in tols or groups in a simple style. Education, food and clothing were free. Navadvipa was a centre where the Nava-Nyaya or new school of NYAYA developed, as well as a centre for the followers of CHAITANYA.


Navagraha A group of nine planets which are considered deities in Hinduism. They are SURYA, the sun; SOMA, the moon; MANGALA or Mars; BUDHA or Mercury; BRIHASPATI or Jupiter; SHUKRA or Venus; SHANI or Saturn; and the two shadow planets of RAHU and KETU. Surya has a number of separate temples, while the others are often depicted in groups, or in separate shrines within temples. Among the notable Navagraha temples are the NAVAGRAHA TEMPLE, GUWAHATI, the Navagraha Temple at Ujjain, and the series of NAVAGRAHA TEMPLES in Tamil Nadu.

In temples the Navagraha are depicted as sculptures, on panels in relief, by their symbols, or in the form of LINGAS.

Navagraha are important in astrology, and are believed to have ill or good effects depending on their placement in the person’s astrological chart or horoscope. Separate rituals, prayers and MANTRAS are recommended for propitiating each of the planets.


Navagraha Temple, Guwahati A temple located on Chitrachal hill, near Guwahati in Assam, constructed in 1752 during the reign of Rajesvar Singh. In this temple, the NAVAGRAHA or nine planets are represented by LINGAS, each covered by a different coloured cloth, indicating the colours associated with the planets. The original garbha-griha or inner shrine still exists, while the tower or shikhara has been rebuilt after its destruction in an earthquake.


Navagraha Temples, Tamil Nadu The NAVAGRAHA, or nine planets, are very sacred in Tamil Nadu, and worshipping them is said to bring great benefits. Separate shrines to individual grahas are located in a number of temples. These include the shrine of Mangala or Mars at Vaidheeswaran Koil, Budha or Mercury at Thiruvenkadu, Ketu at Keezhapermpallam, Saturn at Thirunallaru, Jupiter at Alangdi, Soma or the Moon at Thingalur, Rahu at Thiruganeswaram, Surya at Surianar Koil, and Shukra or Venus at Kanchanur. All these are located within a radius of 60 km, and the whole circuit can be completed within three days.


navapatrikas Nine plants associated with DURGA PUJA or worship.


Navaratra A festival of nine nights (nava = nine, ratra = nights) during which DURGA PUJA, or the worship of the goddess DURGA takes place. The festival occurs before DASHAHRA in October/November. Another Navaratra or period of Durga worship for nine days takes place in spring. According to some PURANAS, only ghi (clarified butter) should be eaten at the start of the puja on a new moon day. An open temple should be constructed with sixteen pillars, and a platform made in the middle on which a throne should be placed, covered in white silk. The image of Devi or Durga is to be placed here and worshipped. Nine young virgin girls should be worshipped on these days.

Worship during the Navaratras remains popular with several regional variations.


Nayanars/Nayanmars A term for SHAIVITE saints who probably lived between the seventh and tenth centuries, though some scholars assign them an earlier date. They followed the path of BHAKTI or love and devotion to the god SHIVA, and many of them composed verses and songs in praise of the god. They were called leaders (Nayanars) because of their knowledge and devotion, though they thought of themselves as servants of the deity. Traditionally, sixty-three Nayanars are recognized. Their songs form part of the TIRUMURAI, which includes eleven books, with the Periya Puranam as the twelfth. The TEVARAM, forming part of the Tirumurai, consists of seven books and contains verses by three of the main saints, APPAR, SAMBANDAR and Sundarar or SUNDARAMURTI. Various accounts of the saints have been written, including Sundaramurti’s Tiruttondattokai, NAMBI ANDAR NAMBI’S Tiruvantadi and SEKKILAR’S Tiruttondapuranam, also known as the PERIYA PURANAM, and considered the twelfth book of the Tirumurai. Images of the saints, with brief accounts of their deeds, are found in several Shiva temples in the Tamil region. Though traditionally there are sixty-three saints, there were in addition many more, including the priests of the NATARAJA TEMPLE at CHIDAMBARAM. MANIKKAVACHAKAR, though not included in the list of sixty-three, is closely associated with the Nayanar philosophy, and is consdered one of four main Shaiva saints.

The songs of the Nayanars are still sung in temples in Tamil Nadu, and images of the saints are taken out in processions on special occasions.

The Nayanar texts form the base for the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA philosophy.

The sixty-three Nayanars were:

(1) Sundaramurti; (2) Tiru Nilakanta; (3) Iyarpahai/Iyarpakai (4) Ilayankudi Mara; (5) Maiporul; (6) Viralminda; (7) Amaraneedi; (8) Eripatar; (9) Enadinatha; (10) Kannappa; (11) Kungiliya Kalaya; (12) Manakanchara; (13) Arivattaya; (14) Anaya; (15) Murti; (16) Muruga; (17) Rudra Pashupati; (18) Tiru Nalai Povar (Nandanar); (19) Tiru Kurippu Tonttar; (20) Chandeshvara; (21) Tiru-Navukkarasar; (22) Kulacchirai; (23) Perumizhalai Kurumba; (24) Karaikal Ammaiyar; (25) Appuddi; (26) Tirunilanakka; (27) Nami Nandi Adigal (28) Tiru Jnana Sambandar (29) Eyarkon Kalikama; (30) Tirumular; (31) Dandi Adigal; (32) Murkha; (33) Somasira; (34) Sakkiya; (35) Sirappuli; (36) Siruttontar; (37) Cheraman Perumal; (38) Gananatha; (39) Kutruva; (40) Pugal Chola; (41) Narasinga Muniyaraiyar; (42) Adipattha; (43) Kalikamba Nayanar (44) Kalia Nayanar (45) Satti; (46) Aiyadigal Kadavarkon; (47) Kanampulla; (48) Kari; (49) Ninra Seer Nedumara; (50) Mangayarkarasiyar; (51) Vayilar; (52) Munaiyaduvar; (53) Kazharsinga; (54) Seruthunai; (55) Idangazhi; (56) Pugazh Tunai; (57) Kotpuli; (58) Pusalar; (59) Nesa; (60) Kochengat Chola; (61) Tiru Nilakanta Yazhpanar (62) Sadaya; (63). Isaijnaniyar

Typically the Nayanars offered service and submission to Shiva. Some went to great extremes, others worshipped Shiva in simple ways, but with equal devotion. The saints were of different ages, castes and professions, but united in their love of the deity. Some of them were ascetics, but others were householders.

Some examples of the saints are given below:

Adipattha Nayanar: a fisherman who used to present his fish to Shiva.

Aiyadigal Kadavarkon Nayanar: visited sacred shrines and sang songs to Shiva.

Amaraneedi Nayanar/Amarniti: a vaishya who provided food and clothes to Shiva worshippers

Anaya Nayanar: used to play on the flute for Shiva.

Arivattaya Nayanar: a Vellalla (cultivator caste) who offered food every day to Shiva, and one day threatened to cut his throat with an arival (sickle), if the Lord would not accept his offering.

Kalikamba Nayanar: Cut off the hands of his wife as she did not help him in washing the feet of a Shiva devotee.

Iyarpahai: gave his wife to a wandering sadhu at his request. Everyone was against this, but the sadhu turned out to be the god Shiva who blessed him.

Kannappa Nayanar: a hunter, who was known for his extreme devotion; he removed one of his eyes and offered it to the lord at Kalahasti, as the eye of the idol was bleeding.

Karaikal Ammaiyar: the only woman saint.

Kutruva: a Jain.

Manakanchara Nayanar: a Vellala by caste who lived in Kancharur, a fertile place in the Chola kingdom. He cut off his daughter’s hair on the eve of her wedding, because an ascetic, actually Shiva in disguise, asked him for it. By the lord’s grace the hair was later restored and the marriage took place.

Muruga Nayanar: offered flowers to the lord and was a friend of Sambandar.

Nami Nandi Adigal: a brahmana Rudra

Pashupati Nayanar: used to recite Sri Rudram from the Yajur Veda.

Sakkiya Nayanar: A Vellala who first became a Buddhist and then a Shaivite.

Sirappuli Nayanar: recited the Panchakshara (Shiva mantra) and performed Vedic sacrifices to honour shiva.

Siruttontar: cooked and served his son to the deity, when requested by the lord, who later restored the boy to life.

Tirutonttar, or Tiru Kurippu Thontta Nayanar: a washerman who served Shiva bhaktas, by washing their clothes. Shiva tested him by appearing as an ascetic and asking him to wash and dry his garment on a rainy day.

See also: Anaya; Appar; Arivattaya; Chandeshvara; Karaikal Ammaiyar; Nandanar; Sambandar; Sundaramurti; Tirumular.


Negriting Temple A temple of the god Shiva, located at Sibsagar in Assam. The grand temple dates back to the seventeenth century, but was rebuilt in the eighteenth century.


Nellaiappar Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Tirunelveli in Tamil Nadu, probably first constructed in the seventh century, with later additions. According to the legend associated with this temple, a devotee of Shiva was drying paddy (nel) to offer to the deity, when it began to rain. He prayed to Shiva to keep the paddy dry, and Shiva did so. Hence here the god is known as Nelaiappar (lord of the paddy). His consort, a form of PARVATI, is called Kantimati (one with the lustre of the moon). The temple has a number of mandapas or halls, including one with a thousand pillars where the marriage of Shiva is celebrated in the Tamil month of Aippasi (May–June).

A unique feature is a Shiva LINGA in the south-east corner, named after a Muslim, Anavarata Khan. Legend states that the wife of a local nawab was suffering from a disease, and asked the advice of BRAHMANAS to cure it. They advised her to make offerings at this temple, and she was soon cured. In addition she gave birth to a boy, Anavarata Khan, and a shrine was built in memory of this. An opening on the outer wall enabled worship at this shrine from outside the temple.


Nijaguna-Shivayogi A philosopher and poet of the LINGAYAT or Virashaiva sect, who lived in the fifteenth century, and composed works in Kannada and Sanskrit. He came from Chilakawadi near Kollegal, and ruled over a small kingdom, which he later renounced. He composed a number of devotional and philosophical works. Kaivalyapaddhati and Puratanaratrividhi are collections of some of his Kannada songs, while Vivekachintamani is an encyclopedic work in Kannada.


Nila A goddess who is one of the consorts of the god VISHNU. Shridevi, Bhudevi and Niladevi are three aspects of Vishnu’s Ichchha Shakti, that is, the energy of his divine will. In some texts, they represent the three GUNAS of sattva, rajas and tamas. Nila is said to represent tamas and is popular in south India. In the SITA UPANISHAD, as one of the three Iccha shaktis (powers of desire) of SITA, Nila represents the sun, moon and fire. As the moon, she is the mistress of herbs, of the tree of plenty, of plants of all kinds, and of AMRITA, the drink of immortality. She satisfies the gods with amrita (divine nectar), and the animals with grass. As the sun, she illuminates all the worlds, and revolves as the wheel of time. As fire she is the food and drink of all beings. She is the sacrifice of the gods, and dwells inside and outside fuel, as coolness and warmth, and is both eternal and fleeting.

Nila is sometimes identified with Nagnajiti, and is said to be the daughter of Nagnajit or is identified with NAPPINAI meaning ‘with beautiful tresses’. Nila becomes Vishnu’s consort when he takes the incarnation of KRISHNA. Nila as a gopi is described in Cherusseri Nambudiri’s Malayalam epic KRISHNA GATHA.


Nilakantha A name of the god SHIVA, literally meaning ‘blue-throat’. According to the myth connected with the churning of the ocean for AMRITA or divine nectar, at this time poison too emerged from the ocean, and was swallowed by Shiva and kept in the region of his neck, so that it would not injure anyone. This turned his neck blue.


Nilakantha Dikshitar A renowned scholar and philosopher of the seventeenth century, who was a devotee of the god SHIVA. Nilakantha was the grandson of APPAYYA DIKSHITAR, or according to other accounts of his younger brother Achchana. The son of Narayana and Bhumidevi, Nilakantha was also known as Ayya Dikshitar. His commentaries on various texts include Kaiyata-vyakhyana and Tantra-siddhanta-dipika. His Shiva-tattva-rahasya is on Shrikantha’s school of SHIVADVAITA. Shivalilarnava describes the sixty-four acts of Sundareshvara, the name of Shiva at MADURAI. His Ananda-nagara-stava is a hymn in praise of the goddess MINAKSHI, while his Gangavatarana describes the descent of the GANGA in eight cantos. He wrote other short poems, as well as Nala-charita, a play in seven acts on the legendary king Nala.


Nilakanthi A form of the goddess DURGA. In this form she is the bestower of wealth and happiness. According to the AGAMAS, the goddess should be depicted with four hands. In three of these, she holds a trishula (trident), ketaka (shield), and drinking vessel, while the fourth is in varada mudra (boon-giving gesture).


Nilamata Purana A Sanskrit text, a minor PURANA or Upapurana. It describes the wise sayings of a NAGA king who lived at a place called Nila in Kashmir. It is important for the study of Kashmir, as it narrates its early history, festivals and ceremonies.


Nimbarka A philosopher and mystic who probably lived in the twelfth century, and was the founder of the philosophy known as DVAITADVAITA. Nimbarka’s dates are actually uncertain, with some placing him in the ninth century, and others in the fourteenth century or later. As one of the books assigned to him is on MADHVA, he could be after Madhva.

Some views of major scholars are: Pandit Kishoradasa places him around 868; S. Radhakrishnan felt he lived in the eleventh century; R. G. Bhandarkar placed him soon after Ramanuja; R.L. Mitra felt he was even later than Vallabha.

Nimbarka, also known as Nimbaditya or Niyamanda, was born in a Telugu brahmana family, to Jagannatha and Sarasvati, at Nimbapuri in Bellary district of present-day Karnataka. Nimbarka is said to have later settled in VRINDAVANA, though there are no clear records of this. However, a later teacher of his lineage, KESHAVA KASHMIRI BHATTA, was definitely in Vrindavana. Nimbarka advocated the worship of RADHA and KRISHNA, as he believed BRAHMAN or the Absolute was also a personal god who transcended all limits. He felt that Radha was the eternal consort of Krishna, who lived with him in GOLOKA, or the highest heaven. He stated that God, the soul and the world, were identical yet distinct. His philosophy is thus a type of bhedabheda-vada.

Nimbarka is said to have written the following books: Vedantaparijata-saurabha, a commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA; Dashashloki, consisting of ten verses, a summary of his views; Krishna-stava-raja; Guru-parampara; Madhva-mukha-mardana; Vedantatattva-bodha; Vedanta-siddhanta-pradipa; Sva-dharmadhva-bodha. Other works such as the Rahasya-mimamsa are also attributed to him. Some of these works may not have been his. The Rahasya-mimamsa, of which two sections are known, includes descriptions of PRAPATTI or surrender. The Mantra-rahasya-shodasi section, advocates total surrender to the guru; the Prapannaklapavalli section advocates surrender to God, along with devotion and service.


Nirakara/Nirankara A term used to describe god or BRAHMAN. It means ‘without form’


Niranjana A term used to describe God or BRAHMAN. It means stainless, untainted, or pure.


Niranjani Sampradaya A religious group probably founded in the fifteenth century in Didwana, Rajasthan, by HARIDASA NIRANJAN, a BHAKTI saint who is thought to have lived between 1455 and 1543, though various sources provide different dates between 1417 and 1645. Its mandalas or branches later developed in Nagaur, Bikaner and Jodhpur. Their concept of God is ‘nirguna’, without attributes, and at the same time ‘niranjana’, without flaws. The sect has some NATHA YOGI practices. As God includes everything, they allow worship of a personal deity, while recognizing the supreme formless One. Like the Dadu-panthis, the Niranjani sadhus preserved and collected the verses of contemporary saints. The main centre is at Didwana.


Nirguna (1) A term that means beyond attributes and applies to the formless deity, the Absolute. In Hinduism, BRAHMAN is said to be Nirguna, and so is the concept of God in Sikhism. Nirguna, or that which is beyond form or specific qualities, can also take on attributes, and become SAGUNA, with qualities.

(2) A name of the god VISHNU.


nirguna song A type of song in Maithili, in which the transitoriness of life is described. Nirguna songs are generally sung by followers of KABIR or members of a Nirankari sect, particularly on the death of one of their saints. These songs were composed by Maithili saints such as Saheb Ramdas and Lakshminatha Gosain. Composers of other songs in this category are often unknown, but they are assigned to saints such as Kabir, DHARAMDASA, TULASIDASA or SURDAS.


Nirmala Devi The founder of the system of SAHAJA YOGA.

Nirmala Devi was born on 21 March 1923 in Chhindwara, in present-day Madhya Pradesh to Prasad and Cornelia Salve, a Christian couple. Her father was a renowned scholar, who is said to have known fourteen languages. Always spiritually inclined, Nirmala married C.P. Srivastava, a civil servant, shortly before Independence in 1947, and had two daughters.

Though she was aware of her own spirituality, it was only in 1970 that through a divine vision she discovered a simple method by which she could enable people to reach self-realization. Thus she started teaching and propagating Sahaja Yoga (spontaneous union with the divine) which soon became a worldwide movement.

Nirmala Devi has also set up hospitals to help in curing serious diseases including cancer through Sahaja Yoga, as well as other charitable institutions.


Nirmala Jhara temples A complex of four Hindu temples, located at Khallikote in Orissa. Here a stream of pure water from a natural spring, flows through stone channels into a pond, and the temples are located around this. The Patitpavan Temple is dedicated to Patitpavan, a form of the god VISHNU worshipped in Orissa. The flowing water from the spring is said to be the sacred river GANGA, flowing from the foot of Vishnu. The Vimala Temple has a beautiful image of four-handed DURGA holding a conch and chakra (disc). The Radha–Krishna Temple depicts RADHA and KRISHNA, as well as the DASHAVATARAS and scenes from Krishna’s life. The SHIVA Temple is the smallest of the four. There are other images near the pond, notable being a Vishnu image, a meditating ascetic, and a huge crocodile. Sculptures carved in black granite decorate the walls of the temples.


Nirnaya Sindhu A Sanskrit text which describes customary laws and religious ceremonies, composed by Kamalakara. It probably dates to the seventeenth century.


Nirriti (1) A deity first mentioned in the RIG VEDA, in association with YAMA, god of death. He later became one of the DIKAPALAS, the guardian of the south-west. He is also described as one of the eleven RUDRAS, and is said to be the son of Sthanu and grandson of BRAHMA.

According to the AGNI PURANA he is depicted holding a sword in his hand and seated on an ass.

(2) Nirriti is also a goddess, the wife of ADHARMA and mother of the Nairritas. Her name means destruction.


Nirukta A type of Sanskrit text which explains and comments on the words used in the VEDAS. Nirukta, in the sense of etymology or glossary, is one of the VEDANGAS. There must have been several Niruktas, but the one that is still extant is that of YASKA, who probably lived before PANINI. His Nirukta bases itself on the Nighantus, or lists of words which have three parts. These are: (1) The Naighantuka, consisting of words with synonyms; (2) Naigama, words found only in the Vedas; (3) Daivata, names of deities, and words connected with them, and with sacrifices. The Nighantus may have existed earlier, while the important part of the Nirukta is the commentary, in which Yaska explains words with illustrative passages of how they were used. Yaska summarizes the importance of Nirukta, when he says: ‘Without this science there can be no understanding of the Vedic mantras.’


nirvana A Sanskrit term used in both Hinduism and Buddhism, indicating the blissful state of liberation from rebirth and the cycle of lives, achieved through transcending desires and passions. In Buddhism, its literal meaning is taken as ‘blowing out’. In Hindu texts, it indicates ‘final emancipation’ and signifies union with the divine, though the more common term here is MOKSHA.


Nisargadatta Maharaja A realized soul, who lived a simple life in MUMBAI (Bombay) and preached his philosophy to all who came to see him. He is considered a modern exponent of ADVAITA.

Born in Mumbai in 1897, he was named Maruti, and was the son of Shivaram Pant, who had come from the village of Kandalgaon in Maharashtra and worked for some time as a domestic servant. Shivaram returned to his village to cultivate his land, and was helped by Maruti and his other children. Maruti did not have a formal education, but took an interest in spirituality, and imbibed religious ideas from a BRAHMANA friend of his father’s. His father died when he was eighteen, and he again went to Mumbai, and opened a shop selling children’s clothes, tobacco and bidis. He married and had four children. At the age of thirty-four he met Siddharameshwar Maharaj, a NATHA YOGI, who instructed him and gave him a MANTRA. After his guru’s death in 1936, Nisargadatta, as he was now known, left his home and became an ascetic, but was convinced by another Natha yogi that renunciation in the midst of life was a better option. Nisargadatta returned to Mumbai, and until his death from cancer in 1981, continued to run his shop, meeting people in search of spiritual answers, in his simple home. The discussions that took place reflect his Self-realization. He spoke only in Marathi, but his followers included a number of foreigners, and other disciples helped with translating his words.

Nisargadatta said that his guru told him he was the Supreme Reality, and as he thought about this, he realized its truth, and understood the true Self, free of all desires, and beyond the body and mind. He recommended the same practice to his followers. He said, ‘Just keep in mind the feeling “I am”, merge in it till your mind and feeling become one.’ The first collection of his talks translated into English, I Am That, gave him international fame. Other collections include The Nectar of Immortality, The Ultimate Medicine, and The Quintessence of My Teaching.


Niti Manjari A Sanskrit text, which deals with ethics, written by Dya Dviveda. It explains the principles through stories and legends.


Niti Shastras A class of Hindu texts which deal with morals and polity, and have short maxims in verse, or proverbs.


Nityananda, Swami or Bhagwan A renowned guru, Swami Nityananada was said to have been born sometime before 1900, and was abandoned in a forest as a baby, but was cared for by a local woman, Uniamma, and after her death by her employer, Ishwar Iyer who lived in Kozhikode (Calicut). The child was named Rama and was always spiritually inclined. He lived for some time at Udupi and Mangalore in Karnataka, and was recognized as a realized soul, and took the name Swami Nityananada. He then set up his own ashram at Ganeshpuri in Maharashtra in the 1930s.

Swami Nityananda was known to have been a simple man, who did not teach any particular philosophy, but guided all towards the realization of the true Self. His presence was said to bring peace to all who were near him, and miracles of healing were reported. He died on 7 August 1961, and his conversations and teachings, compiled from the notes of his disciples, are collected in the Chidakash Gita. The best known of his disciples was Swami MUKTANANDA PARAMAHAMSA, who popularized the system of SIDDHA YOGA, a method of self-realization, in India and abroad. Swami Muktananda was succeeded after his death in 1982, by Swami Chidvilasananda.


Nivatakavacha The name of a group of DANAVAS mentioned in the epics and PURANAS. In the RAMAYANA, RAVANA went to fight against them, and made a pact with them. They lived in RASATALA, one of the divisions of PATALA.

In the MAHABHARATA, ARJUNA was asked by the god INDRA to defeat them, and succeeded in doing so. Here they were said to number 30 crore, and to dwell in the ocean. Arjuna was conveyed there by MATALI, charioteer of Indra, and when after fierce battles he entered their city, he found it was more beautiful than that of the gods. Matali told him it was originally the city of Indra, but the Nivatakavachas had obtained it from the god BRAHMA after practising austerities. Another of the danava or daitya cities, known as HIRANYAPURA, had trees of gems, and could move everywhere at will.


Nivedita, Sister An Irishwoman named Margeret Noble, who became a disciple of Swami VIVEKANANDA and took the name Sister Nivedita.

Born in Ireland in 1867, she was an educationist who followed the then new ideas of Froebel and Pestallozzi. After meeting Swami Vivekananda in London in 1890, she came to India, joined the RAMAKRISHNA MISSION as a nun, and dedicated her life to the service of India. She started a girls’ school in Kolkata (Calcutta), wrote against British policies in India, and was associated with Sri AUROBINDO. She left the Mission after Vivekananda died, but continued to work selflessly for India. She died in 1911 at the age of forty-six. She wrote about Vivekananda in The Master as I saw Him, while among her other writings are The Cradle Tales of Hinduism.



Nivritti The elder brother and guru of JNANESHVARA. Nivrittinatha was the eldest son of Vitthala Pant, who had four saintly children. Born in 1273 (or 1269), his name can be translated as ‘the controller and subduer of the senses’. According to the story associated with him, it is said that once, when the family was near Tryambaka, a tiger leapt into their midst, and in the confusion that followed, Nivritti could not be found. However, her returned home safely after a week, in a transformed state.

He had meanwhile wandered on mountain paths, and entered a deep cave where a yogi was seated. This yogi was Gaininatha, a disciple of GORAKHNATHA, who initiated Nivritti, and taught him the secrets of NATHA YOGIS. Gaininatha asked Nivritti to initiate his younger brother Jnaneshvara, who had a mission to fulfill in the world.

Later, Nivrittinatha initiated Jnaneshvara, and was revered as his guru. Like Jnaneshvara, Nivritti took SAMADHI at a young age. His samadhi is located at Tryambaka in Maharashtra.


niyama Five positive principles that form part of the practice of YOGA. These are shaucha (purity), santosha (contentment), tapasya (ascetic practices), svadhyaya (self-study), Ishvara pranidhana (surrender to God). The Hatha Yoga Pradipika and some later texts, list ten niyamas.


Nrisimhashrama Muni A scholar and philosopher of ADVAITA, who flourished around 1500. Nrisimha studied with the Advaita exponents Girvanendra Sarasvati and Jagannathashrama, and wrote a number of texts, including Advaita-dipika, Advaita-pancharatna, Advaita-bodha-dipika, Advaita-vada, Bhedadhikkara, Vacharambhana, Vedanta-tattva-viveka, as well as commentaries on earlier works. In all his works he emphasized the identity of BRAHMAN and the ATMAN, and the illusory nature of the world. In Bheda-dhikkara, a text commented on by his student Narayanashrama, he refuted the idea that differences exist.


nyasa (nyaasa) A Sanskrit term, literally meaning placing, putting down, or inserting.

(1) The term is used for an ancient technique which involves activating power in one’s own or another’s body through touch, accompanied by MANTRA and meditation or concentration. Nyasa is used by the PANCHARATRAS, SHAIVITES, and various TANTRIC sects.

There are several different types of nyasa. One type involves assigning parts of the body to various deities, and activating them by touching the body. Alternatively, a single deity can be internalized within the body. Anga nyasa is touching different parts of the body with the hands or fingers, while reciting a MANTRA to stabilize the body before starting meditation. In Kara nyasa, the hands and fingers are touched by those of the other hand. Nyasa is also done to activate the CHAKRAS or energy centres. The Mantramahodadhi, a Tantric anthology, has a section known as Pitha-nyasa-kathanam, nyasa of the pithas, or sacred goddess shrines. This focuses on internalizing the presiding deity of a pitha, and establishing it within the body. There are several other texts dealing with nyasa but the actual process has to be learnt through a guru.

(2) Nyasa is an alternative term used for PRAPATTI or sarangati, meaning total surrender to God. Here it is used in the sense of resigning oneself, allowing God to take up one’s burdens.


Nyaya One of the six classical schools of philosophy. Nyaya literally means that by which the mind reaches a conclusion, and is based on logic and analysis.

According to tradition, it was founded by Akshapada GAUTAMA sometime between the third century BCE and in the first century CE, though some hold that Akshapada and Gautama were two different people, who both contributed to its philosophy. The basic text is Gautama’s NYAYA SUTRA. It deals with sixteen topics, and analyses religious concepts, and means of knowledge, using logic. This text has numerous commentaries. Other important works are Nyayamanjari of Jayanta (880), the works of UDAYANA (tenth century), and several later texts. Gangesha’s Tattvachintamani (dated between eleventh and thirteenth centuries) is the standard text of the modern school, known as Nava Nyaya. Nyaya developed further at NAVADVIPA, a centre of learning in Bengal, in the sixteenth century and later. Later Nyaya became similar to VAISHESHIKA. Both Nyaya and Vaisheshika analysed the world through logic and experience. Nyaya accepted the six PADARTHAS or categories of Vaisheshika: dravya, guna, karma, samanya, vishesha and samavaya. Later, a seventh padartha was added. In some texts these were brought under PRAMEYA, or objects of knowledge, or under artha, one of the twelve types of prameya. Both also put forward the theory that the natural world is composed of atoms (ANU or paramanu), which are eternal, unalterable, and have an independent existence. In addition, they have similar views on the soul and God. Regarding the soul, Nyaya states that there are eternal souls which are attached to a body from time to time, but each soul is individual and independent. Neither knowledge nor intellect form the soul.

ISHVARA or God is mentioned in the Nyaya Sutra, but later Nyaya was clearly theistic, with SHIVA as the chief deity and cause or origin of the universe. The rigorous analytical methods of Nyaya contributed to other philosophical systems as well, and its categories are still used in philosophical debate and discussion.

Some Nyaya schools exist in Bengal today.


Nyaya Sutra The earliest text of Nyaya philosophy, composed by GAUTAMA. This Sanskrit text contains five books, each with two sections. The first book states the sixteen subjects that will be analysed in the other books. These are: means of right knowledge (PRAMANAS); objects of right knowledge (PRAMEYA); doubt (samshaya); purpose (prayojana); illustrative instances (drishtanta); accepted conclusions (siddhanta); premises (avayava); argumentation (tarka); ascertainment (nirnaya); debates (vada); disputations (jalpa); destructive criticism (vitanada); fallacy (hetvabhasa); quibble (chala); refutations (jati); points of opponents defeat (nigrahasthana). Through exploring these, the highest good can be attained. Some aspects of these sixteen topics are explained in this book. The second looks at the nature of doubt, the means of proof, and their validity. The third book describes the self, body, senses, their objects, cognition, and mind. The self or ATMAN is that which integrates sense-perception. This book provides arguments to prove the existence of a permanent soul. Salvation (apavarga) is attained when the manas (mind) separates from the soul (atman) after all KARMA has been destroyed. The fourth book analyses the sorrow involved in daily life, and the means of liberation. It looks at the root cause of dosha (defects) and states it is moha (ignorance) that leads to other doshas such as raga (attachment) and dvesha (antipathy). All births lead to sorrow, but in salvation (apavarga), all sorrow is removed. This book also discusses other topics, such as the nature of atoms (ANU). The fifth book discusses jati, and nigrahasthana. The text uses logic to arrive at religious and philosophical understandings. At least part of the text belongs to the third century BCE, though some parts are later, of about the first century CE.

The Nyaya Bhashya of VATSYAYANA, probably of the fourth century CE, is an important commentary on the Nyaya Sutra. Other notable commentaries and sub-comentaries include Uddyotakara’s Nyayavarttika of the seventh century, VACHASPATI MISHRA’S Nyayavarttikatatparyatika of the ninth century, and Udayana’s Tatparyatikaparishuddhi of the tenth century.
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oduvar A term for a class of singers, devotees of the god SHIVA, who sing devotional hymns in Tamil from the TIRUMURAI. At the time of Rajaraja Chola, the emperor himself patronized over 3000 oduvars, who had great respect and prestige. Though there are now very few oduvars, some still carry on the tradition.


Om A sacred word, also spelt Aum, used at the beginning of all Hindu prayers and ceremonies, said to be the greatest of MANTRAS, with a mystic power. It is a compound of three syllables, ‘a’ ‘u’ and ‘m’, which traditionally represent the first three VEDAS. The MANDUKYA UPANISHAD provides a detailed description of Aum. It states that all that is past, present and future is Aum. Aum represents the nature of BRAHMAN, the Absolute, and is the symbol of the Supreme, the beginning, middle and end of all things. Aum is also the ATMAN, and its three letters reflect the waking, dreaming and sleeping states of consciousness. Those who know the Aum that is beyond its individual parts, reach TURIYA, the fourth state of consciousness. A person with such knowledge is a great sage. Aum is the god (ISHVARA) seated in the heart, meditating on this, the Self transcends sorrow. The KATHA UPANISHAD states that Om is Brahman, the highest, and one who has a true knowledge of this word obtains all desires (II.16). Later texts state that its three letters, a, u, and m, symbolize the three divine aspects of creation, preservation and destruction, or the three Hindu deities, BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA.


Omkareshvara A small island located at the confluence of the NARMADA and Kaveri rivers in Madhya Pradesh, which is said to be shaped like the symbol OM, and is a sacred site for Hindus. There are several temples here, dating back to medieval days. The SHIVA temple of Omkareshwara Mahadeva, which has one of the twelve jyotirlingas, is specially venerated. It was reconsructed by the Maratha peshwa Baji Rao II in the eighteenth century. Two major festivals take place here every year, that of Karttika in November and SHIVARATRI in February/March, attracting pilgrims from all over India.


Onam A festival celebrated in Kerala in August-September, which marks the traditional day when MAHABALI, who, according to legend, ruled the area in ancient days, visits from the underworld. It is also a harvest festival. The Malayalam era (Kolla Varsham) new year begins with the month of Chingam (Auguot). In earlier day, the year long farming activities usually ended on 1 June, before the advent of the monsoon. Paddy was sown before this and became ripe for harvest in the month of Chingam for the Onam festival. Other agricultural produce was also harvested at this time. The surplus produce was used to buy new clothes and special food was prepared from the newly harvested crops. Now there is a change in farming practices and an increase in non-farming activities, but Onam is still celebrated with great joy and splendour.

On this day new clothes are worn, houses are decorated with flowers and elaborate meals are prepared. Games are organized, including the famous snake-boat race (Vallomkali), which is held at Aranmulao, Kottayam and other places, in which each of the long boats are rowed by a hundred people. The day ends with dances, feasts and other festivities.


Oshadhipati A deity, another name of the moon, literally meaning lord of herbs.


Osho A philosopher and religious leader also known as Rajneesh who has a considerable following both in India and abroad.

Born on 11 December 1931, at the village of Kuchwada in present-day Madhya Pradesh, his original name was Chandra Mohan Jain. He was rebellious in school, though intellectually and artistically gifted. After leaving school, he dabbled in politics, worked in a newspaper, and studied for some time in a college. Simultaneously, he was developing his own philosophical ideas, meditating, practising austerities, and seeking self-discovery. He claimed to have become enlightened on 21 March 1953, and to be a reincarnated saint who had lived 700 years ago. He then studied philosophy, obtaining a BA and MA degree, and going on to teach at Raipur Sanskrit College. In 1960, he was appointed professor at the University of Jabalpur. He began giving public talks on various issues, and also organized meditation camps. He resigned from the university in 1966. In 1970, he moved to MUMBAI, and soon started attracting disciples, using the title Bhagwan Shri Rajneesh. Later in the seventies, he started an ashram at Pune, where both Indian and Western disciples lived. Though in some ways a typical ashram, with duties assigned to everyone, and several rules, in others it was unique. One disciple wrote, ‘The ashram is crazy, it’s chaotic … It’s a funhouse and a madhouse. A bawdyhouse and a temple. There’s music and dancing and laughter. There’s silence and reverence and stillness.’ Dynamic Meditation was held every morning, several different techniques and methods were made available, and sex was one of the paths to enlightenment, as in traditional TANTRISM. Orthodox neighbours objected to the activities at the ashram, and in 1981 Rajneesh moved to Oregon, USA, founding a commune called Rajneeshpuram. The ashram was extremely prosperous, but new controversies arose and local people complained against it. Rajneesh returned to Pune in 1985, and at his ashram there continued to introduce new and esoteric techniques. He claimed that his Mystic Rose Meditation was the greatest breakthrough in 2500 years. In 1989 he took the name Osho, by which he is still known. He had had ill-health even before going to the US, and now his health steadily declined. He died on 19 January 1990.

During his life he wrote over a hundred books, interpreting ancient texts and explaining his own philosophy. He was charismatic and learned, and believed in inner exploration and in freeing and opening the mind, but in contradiction to this, he demanded surrender and obedience. His ideas are in some ways similar to those of J. KRISHNAMURTI, and Osho is still one of the most popular gurus of modern times, as well as one of the most innovative. Many of his meditation techniques such as Dynamic Meditation or Enlightenment Intensive are used today, without acknowledgement, by a variety of different teachers and spiritual groups.


Ottakutan/Ottakkuttar A poet of the twelfth century, who was the court poet of three Chola kings, Vikrama Chola, Kulottunga Chola II and Rajaraja II. He composed poems in Tamil on these three kings, as well as Dakka-yagapbharini, on DAKSHA’S sacrifice and its destruction, Virabhadra, a long poem with 814 couplets, and Uttarakanda, on the last book of the Ramayana. Some doubt whether Uttarakanda was actually his work, while others feel it belongs to his young days, before the became the court poet.


Ottakuzhal A collection of poems written in Malayalam by G. Sankara Kurup (1901–72), and later translated into English and Hindi. These lyrical poems have been compared with Rabindranath Tagore’s GITANJALI. In the title poem, Ottakuzhal, a person is compared to an empty reed, which comes to life only when God breathes through it. The reed can produce beautiful music, only because the universal singer exists within it in the form of a song. Other poems too speak of the connection between God, nature and the individual. Thus in Sandhyagitam, he says, looking at the evening star:

The light that shines in you and me,

A spark from the same source it must be.

In Kuyil (Cuckoo) he compares his soul to the cuckoo, who sings forgetful of himself, enchanted by the sight of heaven. Most of the poems in this collection are mystical, though later he became a revolutionary poet.
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Pabuji A folk hero of Rajasthan, revered as a deity. Rathore Pabuji is said to have lived between 1256 and 1280 in Kolu village in the Marwar region. Stories about Pabuji recount his many brave acts. Devala, a charana woman who lived at the same time, owned a large number of cows, and a wonderful mare named Kalami. Many nearby landlords tried to buy the mare, among them being Khichi Rao Jindrao. Devala refused to sell, but feared their power. When Pabuji was to get married, she lent him her mare, on the condition that in return he must protect her if required. In the middle of his marriage, taking place at Umarkot, Jindrao attempted to capture her cows, and Devala sent a message to Pabuji, asking for his help. He rushed to her aid, and died in the battle. This and other incidents of his life are narrated in Pabuji ra Pawada, a long poem, which is recited or sung, accompanied by musical instruments. Bhopas or bards of the Thoris, who were his companions in valour, are those who recite the story, and are usually accompanied in this by their wives.


pada (1) A method of reciting the VEDAS. See patha.

(2) A verse form popular in medieval times. The term pada in Sanskrit initially referred to part of a line, later a full line, and then a number of lines, forming a lyrical verse. In the GITA GOVINDA, each unit is known as ashtapadi, as it contained eight lines. A pada is generally a lyrical verse, often used in religious compositions. The term is used in Hindi, Gujarati, Marathi, Bengali, Oriya, and other languages. In Gujarati padas were composed by NARASIMHA MEHTA, Dayaram and others. In Marathi the ABHANGA was more popular, but padas were also used. In Tamil and Telugu the term padam is used. Generally, padas or padams depict love for the divine.


Padakalpataru A collection of medieval VAISHNAVA lyrics compiled by Gokulananda Sen (Vaishnava Dasa) in the eighteenth century. These include 3101 padas of 130 saints, composed mainly in Bengali, Brajaboli and Sanskrit. Most of the verses are on RADHA and KRISHNA, while some are on Sri CHAITANYA. Jnanadasa, Balaramadasa, Jayadeva, and Vrindabanadasa are among the poets included.


padartha A term in philosophical systems, which indicates a category. According to Monier-Williams, padartha is that which corresponds to a meaning of a word, a material object, or a subject. All early philosophical systems use it in the sense of subject or category, and attempt to classify the material and non-material world, into a variable number of padarthas. The terms tattva and prameya are sometimes used in the same way as padartha. Depending on the context in which it is used, there can be varying classifications of padarthas, even within the same philosophy.

ADVAITA recognizes two padarthas, ATMA and anatma, the soul and that which is not soul; VISHISHTADVAITA has atma, anatma, and god. However, according to different accounts, VEDANTA has seven padarthas. SAMKHYA sees PURUSHA and PRAKRITI as padarthas, while it recognizes twenty-five tattvas. MIMAMSA describes five padarthas. NYAYA and later VAISHESHIKA have seven padarthas. These are: substance (dravya), quality (guna), activity (karma), generality (samanya), particularity (vishesha) and inherence (samavaya), to which later a seventh aspect of non-existence (abhava) was added. According to MADHVA, reality (padartha) is of two kinds, svatantra or independent, and paratantra or dependent. God is the only independent reality. Elsewhere in his philosophy it is said there are four padarthas: God, prakriti, jiva, and jada (matter). In the Madhvasidhantasara, ten padarthas are listed, including dravya, guna (quality), karma (action), samanya (class character), vishesha (particularity), vishishta (qualified), amshi (whole), shakti (power), sadriya (similarity), and abhava (negation).

The term is also used in Buddhism and Jainism.


Padinenkilkanakku See Patinenkilkanakku.


Padma A Sanskrit term for a lotus. It is the name of various goddesses, including LAKSHMI and MANASA, as well as of other people. In Jain texts, Padma is a name of RAMA.


Padma Purana (1) A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. The Padma Purana is available in different recensions. The Bengal recension consists of five khandas or books, with a sixth being a kind of appendix, also classified as an Upapurana. These are the Shrishtikhanda, Bhumikhanda, Svargakhanda, Patalakhanda and Uttarakhanda, followed by the Kriyayogasara. Book I, the Shrishtikhanda, deals with creation. LOMAHARSHANA, the suta, sends his son Ugrashravas, to recite this Purana to the RISHIS in the NAIMISHA forest. The Purana had earlier been recited to Ugra by Pulastya, son of BRAHMA. It is named Padma, after the lotus (padma), in which Brahma appeared at the time of creation, and the highest God is said to be Brahma. Nevertheless it glorifies the god VISHNU. After creation myths, there are explanations of PITRI (ancestor) worship, as well as descriptions of dynasties, myths of the conflicts between the gods and the ASURAS, and an account of sacred places. A major part deals with stories and legends of the sacred site of PUSHKARA. There are stories of DURGA and methods of worshipping the deity, as well as myths of Vishnu, and stories regarding the god SKANDA. Book II, the Bhumikhanda, has myths and legends, beginning with that of Somasharma, who was later reborn as PRAHLADA. There are geographical descriptions, as well as accounts of various TIRTHAS. The text states that even a loyal and devoted person, or a teacher, can be considered a tirtha. Book III, Svargakhanda, describes the world of the gods, as well as of the BHUTAS, PISHACHAS, GANDHARVAS, VIDYADHARAS, APSARAS and others. The story of BHARATA, son of Shakuntala is told, as well as of PURURAVA and Urvashi. Book IV, the Patalakhanda, describes the subterranean regions, in which NAGAS or snake gods live. The story of RAMA is narrated, and is somewhat similar to that in Kalidasa’s RAGHUVAMSHA. There is an account of KRISHNA and the GOPIS, including Radha, as well as some aspects of Vishnu worship. Book V, the Uttarakhanda, mainly deals with the myths and rituals of VAISHNAVISM. Vishnu’s avataras are described, and the story of Rama is again narrated, and briefly that of Krishna. In one chapter here, RADHA is identified with LAKSHMI. The Kriyayogasara, that is added to this Purana is also considered an UPAPURANA, and prescribes methods of Vishnu worship. Two south Indian recensions have six khandas each, with some differences. The Ananda Ashrama recension has (1) Adikhanda; (2) Bhumi Khanda; (3) Brahmakhanda; (4) Patalakhanda; (5) Shrishti or Prakriyakhanda; (6) Uttarakhanda. The Venkateshvara Press has (1) Shrishtikhanda; (2) Bhumikhanda; (3) Svargakhanda; (4) Brahmakhanda; (5) Patalakhanda; (6) Uttarakhanda. These versions have a similar content to the Bengal recension, though differently arranged, and with some additional material. Apart from these, there are other versions of the Padma Purana, available in manuscript form.

In its final form the Padma Purana is a late work, but has an earlier core.

(2) A Jain Padma Purana provides a version of the RAMAYANA.

(3) Padma Purana is also the name of Manasa Mangala-kavyas in Bengali or Assamese. (Narayana Deva’s Padma Purana of the seventeenth century is sometimes said to be Assamese).


Padmanabha A name of the god VISHNU or KRISHNA.


Padmanabha Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, also known as the Ananta Padmanabhaswamy Temple, located in Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala. Originally of the seventeenth century, the shrine was reconstructed in the eighteenth century, in the time of Martanda Varma, ruler of Travancore. The inner shrine has an image of a reclining Vishnu, around which is a passageway and a columned MANDAPA or hall. Other shrines are dedicated to KRISHNA, NARASIMHA and GARUDA. The temple has a double-tiered gabled roof, and is notable for its murals on the outer walls. The GOPURAM on the east has a soaring tower.


Padmapada A philosopher of ADVAITA, who lived in the ninth century and was a disciple of SHANKARA. He was the son of a brahmana named Vimala, who lived near the river Kaveri. The boy studied the VEDAS, and became a wandering ascetic. He met Shankara at KASHI (Varanasi) and became his disciple, and was given the name Sanandana. According to legend, once Sanandana and a few other disciples were on one bank of the river, while Shankara, on the other side, asked them to cross over to him. While the rest looked for a boat, Sanandana began to walk across the water. The GANGA, in appreciation, placed lotuses (padma) under his feet, and thus he received his new name. Later, he became the acharya of the Kalika Matha in DVARAKA.

Padmapada is known for the two works: the Pancha-padika, a commentary on a part of Shankara’s commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA; and the Atmabodha-vyakhyana, also known as Vedantasara. The first is considered a very important Advaitic work. In this he discusses avidya or AJNANA and its transformation. He states that it is avidya that obstructs BRAHMAN which is the ultimate cause of all. Along with one’s deeds (karma), and the SAMSKARAS or impressions of past knowledge (prajna), it produces the individual. Supported by God, the individual is the doer and enjoyer of experiences. The AHAMKARA or ego appears and thus the pure self is falsely regarded as the actor. The ego includes the ANTAHKARANA, MANAS and BUDDHI. It has Brahman or the pure ATMAN for its support, and this association leads to the dual nature of its activities. He discusses the two meanings of mithya or falsehood, and states that avidya has a material component, as it produces the material universe.

Both his texts have several commentaries. Prakashatman’s commentary on the Pancha-padika illuminates several points.

According to traditional sources, Padmapada wrote a large work on Shankara, which included the Vijayadindima, an account of Shankara’s life. The whole text, however, got burnt, and only the Pancha-padika survived, as it had been read out to Shankara, who remembered it, enabling it to be written down again.


Padmavati The consort of the god VENKATESHVARA, a form of VISHNU. Padmavati was the daughter of the king of Tondaimandala, with his capital at Narayanpur. According to one story, in his previous life, the king was a tribal who had become a brahmana named Madhava, and whose sins were removed when he climbed the Venkatachala hill. He was blessed that he would be a king in his next life, the earth goddess would be his daughter, and Vishnu would be his son-in-law.

This came true through a series of events. When the rishi BHRIGU once kicked Vishnu on his chest, he did not retaliate, and this angered Lakshmi. She left him and went to live at Kavarana. Vishnu was unhappy at her departure, and went to live at Venkatachala, taking the form of Sri Venkateshvara. Here, as he was all alone, he married Padmavati. Padmavati is actually an incarnation of LAKSHMI, and is also known as ALAMELU-MANGA. Sometimes, however, Alamelu and Padmavati are considered two separate deities.


padukas, worship of Padukas, or sandals, are often worshipped in temples in place of an image of the deity. The padukas may represent God or the guru, the intermediary between God and a person. This tradition of worship is traced back to the Ramayana, when Bharata installed Rama’s sandals on the throne while Rama was in exile, and ruled in his name. Vedanta Desika has a hymn Paduka Sahasram which has 1000 verses on the worship of padukas.

The rishi DATTATREYA is among others often represented by padukas. The padukas of SAI BABA and several modern-day gurus are also worshipped.


Paidva A mythical horse mentioned in the RIG VEDA, which was given by the ASHVINS to Pedu. The horse is described as white (shveta), praiseworthy, and to be invoked by men. He is powerful like INDRA, and a slayer of dragons or snakes (ahihan). Invincible in battles, he is a conquerer who seeks heaven. Paidva is thought to be either a real horse or symbolic of the sun.


Paila An ancient RISHI who was a disciple of VYASA, and was one of the five disciples who narrated the MAHABHARATA to others. He visited BHISHMA while he was lying on his bed of arrows, and attended the RAJASUYA sacrifice of YUDHISHTHIRA.


Paingala Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that consists of a dialogue between the rishi YAJNAVALKYA and his pupil Paingala. Paingala, after serving his teacher for twelve years, asked Yajnavalkya to reveal to him the great secret (paramarahasya) of aloneness (kaivalya). Yajnavalkya describes BRAHMAN, the one without a second (ekam evadvityam), which is of the nature of truth, knowledge and bliss, ever full, eternal. He then explains how from Brahman, the witnessing self (sakshi), ISHVARA or God, and other aspects of the world come into being. The Upanishad also explains the connection between Ishvara and the individual soul, the nature of the body and its different sheaths (koshas), states of consciousness, death, bondage and release. Yajnavalkya advises meditation on the concepts ‘I am Brahman’ (Aham Brahmasmi) or ‘That Thou art’ (Tat tvam asi). One who realizes Brahman is totally liberated, and all who come in contact with such a person are purified. This Upanishad belongs to the Shukla YAJUR VEDA.


Palamoli Nanuru A Tamil work which forms part of the PATINENKILKANAKKU, or eighteen texts. The work consists of poems based on four hundred proverbs, each illustrated with stories from the PURANAS, and from the lives of kings and heroes. It has an introductory verse of a Jain poet, but includes a number of topics. According to some scholars the introductory verse may be a later addition. The first poem uses SHAIVA SIDDHANTA terminology, and describes the devotees of God who are pure souls, and have eliminated all their impurities or defects (malas). The other poems are on various topics containing social values and guidelines for right conduct. Puranic stories are used as illustrations including those of MAHABALI, and episodes from the lives of the PANDAVAS. In addition there are stories on Chola and Pandya kings.


Pampa A Kannada poet of the tenth century. He was born in 902 or 903 and was the court poet of Arikesari II (925–55), a feudatory of the Rashtrakuta dynasty, who ruled at Lembalapataka, now called Vemulavada in present-day Karnataka. He probably grew up in or around Banavasi, as he describes this region in detail and had BRAHMANA ancestors, though his father, Bhimapayya, had become a Jain. Pampa is known for two major works, the Adi Purana and Vikramarjuna Vijaya or Pampa Bharata. While the Adi Purana is a Jain text, the Vikramarjuna is a retelling of the MAHABHARATA story, much abridged and with some variations. He makes ARJUNA the hero of the story, and also identifies Arikesari with ARJUNA. This work was completed in around 950, and Pampa was honoured by Arikesari, and given a tract of land as an agrahara. Pampa inspired other retellings of the Mahabharata in south India.


Pampa, goddess A form of PARVATI, the wife of VIRUPAKSHA, a form of the god SHIVA.


Pampatti-cittar A TAMIL SIDDHA who has been placed between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries. Pampatti means ‘one who makes snakes dance’, and in his verses he refers to the dance of snakes. Three of his verses are given below:


Wisely, wisely, wisely, dance, O snake!

Finding Shiva’s Gracious feet, wisely dance O snake!

Dance, O Snake! Wisely dance O snake!


That found we have his gracious feet!

His Feet Eternal do ever to us belong,

And ever they do indeed, and Great Bliss it is!

Thinking of These in dire distress,

And spreading thy hood, dance, dance, dance again, O snake!

Like the golden light that suffuses everywhere,

Like the flowery fragrance that pervades by beauty bound,

The bounteous One does mix with souls that supplicate!

Worshipping His Feet, thou dance, O snake!

(Trans. R. Ganapathy)



According to some scholars, Pampatti was a snake-charmer. According to others, the snakes he refers to are metaphorical, representing the KUNDALINI.


pana (1) A type of metre used in Malayalam. It is a folk metre, based on songs sung by the Pana caste.

Pana hymns are among the earliest composed in Malayalam and are connected with the worship of the goddess KALI in Kerala. One of the songs to Kali, Darukhavadham, has been dated to the fifth or sixth century, though Malayalam is generally said to have emerged as a separate language much later. Pana hymns were also composed by the Sanghakkali, and form part of Tiyyattu, another type of Kali worship. Pana is included in PATAYANI rituals.

(2) A name of the god VISHNU mentioned in the MAHABHARATA.


Panchadashi A Sanskrit text on ADVAITA, composed by VIDYARANYA and Bharatitirtha. It clearly lays out the main principles of Advaita, and is so named because it has fifteen (panchadashi) chapters. The chapters are in three groups of five each: Viveka-panchaka, dealing with the discrimination of the real from the unreal; Dipa-panchaka, explaining the nature of the Self, which is pure consciousness; Ananda-Panchaka, describing the bliss of BRAHMAN. Thus together they deal with sat (truth), chit (consciousness) and ananda (bliss). The text states that the Self as consciousness always exists, whether one is awake, dreaming or asleep, its light is ever-present, and hence it is ultimately real. It is non-dual, self-luminous, indivisible and unchanged by time. The Self is like a lamp in a dramatic performance that lights up various scenes, but in itself remains unchanged; or it is like a painting, where different objects are depicted. The white canvas on which the painting is made, represents Brahman. True existence is Brahman, while false appearances are MAYA. Maya cannot exist without Brahman, and is a power of Brahman, which regulates the world. All objects in the world arise from a mixture of Brahman and maya. However identifying with maya, or with the world appearance, obscures the bliss of Brahman. This bliss is described in the last five chapters, and can be reached through discrimination and knowledge.


Panchadeva A term meaning ‘five deities’. Panchadeva or five deities are often worshipped together, in an attempt at syncretizing different cults. Panchadeva temples exist in all parts of India. See Panchayatana.


Panchajanya (1) A son of Uktha, a descendant of ANGIRAS, and a creator. According to the MAHABHARATA, Uktha desired a son equal to BRAHMA, and obtained this son after a penance lasting many years. He then invoked him with the vyahriti hymns, and the help of five sacred fires known as Kashyapa, Vasishtha, Prana, Chyavana, and Suvarchaka. Then arose Panchajanya, also known as Tapas, who was blazing bright and of five different colours. He is known as Panchajanya, as he came from five men, the five personified fires, and was the progenitor of five tribes. Panchajanya practised tapas (austerities) lasting 10,000 years, and produced the fire of the pitris, in order to begin the work of creation. From his head and mouth came vrihat and rathantara (day and night), SHIVA from his navel, INDRA from his strength, VAYU and AGNI from his soul (pranato), and from his two arms the hymns udatta and anudatta. He then produced the mind, the five senses, other creatures, the five sons of the PITRIS, and the YAJNAMUSHAH, a group of fifteen devas who were obstructors of sacrifices. (Mahabharata 3.219–220).

(2) The name of the conch of the god KRISHNA.


pancha-makara A term in TANTRISM. It refers to the five (pancha) makaras or five items beginning with the ‘ma’ sound or letter. These are maithuna or sex, mamsa or meat, matsya or fish, madya or liquour, and mudra, parched grain or kidney beans. These five are used in Tantric rites, and by using or doing that which is often prohibited, Tantrics seek to liberate the mind, eliminate desires, and transcend the material world. Only certain groups utilize the panchmakara, while others focus on MANTRAS, along with concentration and breathing techniques. The reason for their use is explained in the Tantras. According to the Mahanirvana Tantra, mithuna or maithuna ‘is the cause of intense pleasure to all living things, is the origin of all creatures, and the root of the world which is without either beginning or end’; mamsa is ‘nourishing and increases intelligence, energy and strength’; matsya ‘increases the generative power of men’; madya is ‘the great medicine for humanity, helping it to forget deep sorrows, and is the cause of joy’; mudra is easily obtainable and sustains life. (trans. A. Avalon)

However, these items are to be used only by those who have trained in Tantra, and under certain strict conditions. Those who cannot control themselves, should use milk, sugar or honey instead of liquor, and worship the feet of the goddess. The sattvic or saintly person also does not use them. They are suitable for the highly controlled vira (brave or heroic person). Another interpretation is that the pancha-makara represent the five elements, and the correct use of these brings the elements under control.

According to a work on a modern Tantric guru (Vimalananda), however, the actual use of these items is for the tamasic person, one who has dullness or inertia as the main quality (GUNA). The rajasic person can use them at times, but being already active, they need less stimulation and more control. Ginger, radish, boiled grain, coconut milk and flowers are their panchamakara. The sattvik ‘utilizes the meat of silence, the fish of breath control, the grain of concentration techniques, the wine of God intoxication, and the coitus of one’s ego with the Absolute.’ (R. Svoboda, Aghora, p.13). These meanings are contained in inner interpretations of the Sanskrit terms.


Pancha-padika A text on ADVAITA, written by PADMAPADA.


Pancharatra A sect, which believes in the theory of vyuhas or cosmic emanations. According to this theory, Vasudeva-KRISHNA, who is the same as Narayana or VISHNU, is the source of the universe. Samkarshana or BALARAMA emanates from him and represents PRAKRITI or nature. From Krishna and Samkarshana, PRADYUMNA emerges, who in other sources is the son of Krishna. Pradyumna represents manas or the mind. Aniruddha, who is Krishna’s grandson comes from Pradyumna, and is identified with ahamkara, the ego or the conscious self. In the Pancharatra system, each of these deities is worshipped individually, though they emanate from one.

The followers of the Pancharatra practice panchakala or five observances every day. These are: abhigamana, that is approaching the god, referring to morning prayer and ablutions; upadana, collecting the materials for worship; ijya, sacrifice, i.e., worship; svadhyaya, study; yoga, meditation. The word pancharatra is first used in the Taittiriya Samhita (vii.1.10,2), where a man named Babara Pravahini is said to have used the Pancharatra sacrifice to gain rhetorical power. In the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, a Pancharatra sacrifice conducted by Narayana is mentioned. Through this sacrifice Narayana became supreme, greater than all other beings. In the Mahabharata, Narayana describes the vyuhas to Narada. A vast Pancharatra literature emerged from around the fifth century, and the sect was prominent between the fifth and ninth centuries, though it continued in succeeding centuries. According to tradition there are 108 Pancharatra samhitas, though more than 200 are listed in various sources. Among the important texts are: the Satvata Samhita, which describes the four main vyuhas and the methods of worshipping them; the Ahirbudhnya Samhita, important for its rituals and its philosophical content; the Hayashirsha Samhita, which deals with various rituals and describes minor deities; the Padma Samhita, with rituals, mantras and a description of religious festivals; the Paushkara Samhita is on various images and their worship; the Maha-Sanatkumara Samhita, a large text, has detailed explanations of the rituals and practices of the sect; the Ishvara Samhita, which describes worship, meditation and ritual practices, as well as several other samhitas and sutras.


Panchasakha A term for five VAISHNAVA poets of Orissa, who lived in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. There are different views on their relationship with one another, and the context in which they lived. Traditional views state that they were associates (pancha-sakha = five friends). Baligaon Dasa, a devotional poet of the seventeenth century, affirms this view, and states that they were devotees of the god JAGANNATHA. Not all agree that they were associates, but they lived at roughly the same time, and had the similar aim of composing devotional works in Oriya. There are some differences in the nature of their works, thus some say they were Pancha-shakha (five branches), not five friends.

According to some accounts they were disciples of Sri CHAITANYA and were patronized by the king Gajapati Prataparudradeva.

The Panchasakhas were: BALARAMA DASA, JAGANNATHA DASA, ANANTA DASA, ACHYUTANANDA DASA, and YASHOVANTA DASA. They translated Sanskrit texts into Oriya, and wrote devotional verses on the god Krishna or Jagannatha, as well as on esoteric themes including the concept of SHUNYA BRAHMA. The Panchasakhas believed that Purushottama-kshetra, or PURI, represented the highest shrine. Balarama Dasa had great knowledge of the shastras, and was both a devotee and social reformer. His disciple Jagannatha Dasa, a great devotee of the god Jagannatha and composer of a number of books, is considered the greatest of the Panchasakhas. Achyutananda Dasa composed the Harivamsha in Oriya, and advocated the worship of Alekha (god without form). He explained the concept of pinda-brahmanda, i.e., that the universe is represented in the body. Yashovanta Dasa composed devotional texts and bhajans, and stressed the importance of self-realization. Ananta Dasa’s work praised both Krishna and Shunya Brahma. Shunya (the void) was considered the highest abode of Krishna.

Some of their works are extremely complex, with esoteric concepts and philosophy. Their main tenets influenced the later MAHIMA DHARMA.


Panchatantra A Sanskrit text containing fables and stories, probably written in the fifth century, but with an earlier origin. It was compiled by Vishnusharman, as a text to provide guidance to the sons of kings. The text consists of a series of connected stories. Vishnusharman, a BRAHMANA was asked by a king to teach his sons, and he did this through fables with animal characters. The stories reveal the common human failings of greed, envy, malice, vanity and treachery, and warn against being too trusting. They provide guidelines on living life wisely. By the tenth century or earlier, the book had been translated into Persian, Arabic, Syrian, Greek and Turkish, and was known in European countries. Aesop’s Fables, La Fontaine’s Fables and other similar collections have derived many of their stories from the Panchatantra. A later version in India is the Hitopadesha.


Panchavimsha Brahmana A Sanskrit text, a BRAHMANA attached to the SAMA VEDA. It is named ‘Panchavimsha’ (twenty-five) because it has twenty-five books or sections. The text describes the rituals of the UDGATR and provides directions for various sacrifices including the Soma sacrifices, sacrifices along the Sarasvati and Drishadvati rivers, and the vratyastomas, ceremonies by which VRATYAS were absorbed into the brahmana caste.


Panchayatana A Sanskrit term used in different ways, that normally refers to five shrines, or to five aspects or elements. Among the ways in which the term is used are:

(1) Panchayatana Puja is the worship of five deities VISHNU, SHIVA, DURGA, GANESHA and SURYA. Such worship, also known as Panchadeva worship, transcends sectarian divisions and is common among the SMARTAS.

(2) According to the PADMA PURANA, the term refers to an image of the god SHIVA in KASHI (Varanasi), which has five ayatanas or aspects: shanti (peace), atitashanti (that which is beyond peace), paraparavidya (transcendent knowledge), pratishtha (fame) and nivritti (recession).


Panchika A name by which the yaksha KUBERA was known in the early centuries CE, in the GANDHARA region. Kubera or Panchika had a son named Panchalika who was granted a boon by the god SHIVA.


Pandava Rathas Five monolithic rock-cut shrines located at MAMALLAPURAM, dating to the seventh or eighth century CE. These shrines were later named ‘Pandava Rathas’, because there are five of them together, but are not actually associated with the PANDAVAS. The Draupadi Ratha is a small, hut-shaped shrine, with a standing lion in front, and an image of the goddess DURGA on the back wall. To the south is the Arjuna Ratha, a two-storeyed shrine, with images of SHIVA, NANDI, VISHNU, GARUDA and INDRA on the outer walls. The Bhima Ratha, shaped like a chariot, has pillars with lion bases. The Dharmaraja Ratha has three storeys, with several images on the inner walls, including those of SHIVA, BRAHMA and KARTTIKEYA. The Sahadeva Ratha is located to the front of the others, with a carved elephant behind it.


Pandavas Five brothers, the descendants of PANDU, whose lives are described in the MAHABHARATA. They were YUDHISHTHIRA, BHIMA, ARJUNA, NAKULA and SAHADEVA. They were not actually born from PANDU who could not have children, but through his first and second wives, KUNTI and MADRI, who had invoked the gods. Sacred sites associated with the Pandavas are mainly in northern India, but they are depicted in temples both in the north and the south.


Pandavapratapa A version of the MAHABHARATA, composed in Marathi verse by Shridhara in the eighteenth century. This has sixty-four chapters and 13,397 couplets, and focuses on the exploits of the PANDAVAS and on KRISHNA worship. Vishnu-nama and Mukteshvara of the sixteenth century had earlier composed Mahabharatas in Marathi, but Shridhara’s version is the most popular.


Pandharpur A town in Maharashtra, on the river Bhima, which is a centre of pilgrimage, known particularly for its temple of the god VITTHALA or Vithoba, a form of VISHNU.

In early texts and inscriptions, Pandharpur is known by various names including Pandhari, Pandurangpur, Pandarangapalli, Pandarange, Phaganipur and Pundarik Kshetra. The god Vitthala is also known as Pandurang, and Pundarik or Pundalik, who was responsible for the deity staying here. But Pandharpur has a number of other temples, apart from that of Vitthala, as well as TIRTHAS or holy sites along the Bhima, locally known as the Chandrabhaga. A short distance from the Vitthala Temple is the SAMADHI of Pundalik, while behind the temple is another of Rakhumai (local name of RUKMINI), with shrines nearby of SATYABHAMA and Rahi (RADHA). The Vishnupada Temple, in the middle of the Bhima, which is usually submerged in the monsoon, enshrines footprints said to be of the god KRISHNA and his cow, as well as images of Krishna and Vishnu. There are numerous other temples and shrines including those of SHIVA, DEVI, GANESHA and HANUMANA.

The Maratha saint NAMADEVA in a verse praising Pandharpur says:


Pandhari was created first, only then Vaikunthanagari [heaven of Vishnu].

Pandharpur existed even when there was nothing else, neither life nor non-life.

The Chandrabhaga was there even when the Ganga and Godavari were yet to be born;

Blessed is the auspicious Pandhari that stands on the banks of the Chandrabhaga.

Pandharpur remains undisturbed, even if the rest of the world is destroyed;

Its foundation is the Sudarshana-chakra (of Vishnu).

Oh Shri Hari, I have seen this Pandhari with my own eyes, says Nama.



Pandharpur is the centre of the VARKARI sect, who are followers of the god Vitthala, and of the Maratha saints.



pandit/pandita A term for a holy or learned man. The term is first used in the UPANISHADS.


Pandu The brother of DHRITARASHTRA and father of the PANDAVAS, described in the MAHABHARATA. His name means ‘pale’. Pandu married KUNTI, also known as Pritha, and later married MADRI, daughter of the king of Madra. Once wandering in the forest, he saw a pair of mating deer and killed one of them. But the deer was actually the rishi Kindama with his wife, and as he died he cursed Pandu, stating that he would fall dead if he ever mated with his wives.

Pandu went to the Himalayas to do penance, and along with his wives visited a number of holy places. When Kunti revealed to him that she knew a divine MANTRA by which she could invoke the gods to have children, he was happy. YUDHISHTHIRA, BHIMA and ARJUNA were born to Kunti, who then conveyed the mantra to Madri, through whom NAKULA and SAHADEVA were born.

One fine spring day, despite Madri’s protests, Pandu got carried away by the scent of flowers and the gentle breeze, tried to make love to Madri, and died. Both wives wanted to end their lives with him, but Kunti was asked to live to take care of the children, while Madri joined him on the funeral pyre.

Later, they all lived happily together again in Indraloka, the heaven of the gods.


Panini A Sanskrit grammarian of ancient days. He is said to have written the most perfect grammar of any part of the ancient world, known as the Ashtadhyayi. The grammar has short aphorisms which have been commented on and explained by PATANJALI and others. Not much is known of his life, but Panini is thought to have lived some time between the seventh and fourth centuries BCE. He was possibly born in the village of Shalatura in the north-west region of GANDHARA, but lived mainly in PATALIPUTRA. According to legend he was inspired by the god SHIVA, and the sound of his damaru or drum, which reveals the true word.


pannaga A Sanskrit term usually used in ancient texts, as a synonym of NAGA. SHESHA, TAKSHAKA and VASUKI are among those referred to as pannagas.


Papaji See Pooja, Harilal W.


Papanatha Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Pattadakal in Karnataka. It is a typical Chalukyan temple of the sixth or seventh century. The inner shrine has a coiled NAGA on the ceiling, and is connected to a MANDAPA and porch, while a tower rises above it. The mandapa has images of DURGA and GANESHA, while the outer walls have scenes from the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA.


ParakalaYati A philosopher of the sixteenth century who was a follower of Ramanuja’s VISHISHTADVAITA. His work Vijayindra-parajaya refutes some aspects of Dvaita philosophy. He criticizes Madhva’s non-acceptance of the two categories of dravya (substance) and adravya (non-substance), as well as Madhva’s theory that various types of people attain different types of liberation.


Paramahansa Yogananda A spiritual leader, who set up organizations in India and the West.

Born in 1893 in a Bengali family in Gorakhpur, present-day Uttar Pradesh, his original name was Mukunda Lal Ghosh. His parents were disciples of LAHIRI MAHASAYA (Shyama Charan Lahiri, 1828–95) and Mukunda had spiritual aspirations from his childhood. In 1910, he met his guru, Swami Sri YUKTESWAR Giri (originally Priya Nath Karar, 1855–36), was initiated into his religious order, and given the name Swami Paramahansa Yogananda. After completing a BA degree from Calcutta University at the insistence of his guru, Yogananda began to spread his teachings, with a particular emphasis on KRIYA YOGA. He set up the Yogoda Satsanga Society of India at Ranchi, Jharkhand, and an international organization, the Self-Realization Fellowship with its headquarters at Los Angeles, USA. Both these continue to have a large following, and to spread and teach Kriya Yoga.

Yogananada died on 7 March 1952.


Paramananda A poet who composed verses on KRISHNA, RADHA, and other themes in Kashmiri. Born in a Kashmiri Pandit family, Nandirama Paramananda lived between 1791 and 1870 (or 1874). His father, Krishna Pandit was a Persian scholar, and Paramananda’s early poems were composed in Persian. He also knew Hindi and Sanskrit, but most of his extant poems are in Kashmiri, though some include Persian words. Among his poems are Amarnath Yatra, Karma Bhumikai (The world of action), Radha-svayamvara, Shivalagun, and Sudamacharitra. Radha-svayamvara takes its theme from the BHAGAVATA, but is reinterpreted. In this, which is coauthored by Lachhman Rana Bulbul (1812-1898), Shiva and Krishna are said to be the same. Shivalagun (The wedding of Shiva) is based on the SHIVA PURANA, while SODAMTSARETH (or Sudama-charitra, The life of Sudama) is based on the Bhagavata. Apart from these long poems, he wrote a number of short lyrics, some with Sufi themes. Some of his works are written in mixed language.


Paramananda Vaniyal A BISHNOI saint who lived between c. 1693–1788 and composed verses in Rajasthani. He belonged to Rasisar village in the Bikaner region, and was the son of Surtan. He became the disciple of Muknoji and later of Rasoji, both Bishnoi leaders. Among his compositions are Prasang, which has 836 dohas (two-line verses) and 30 kavitts (four-line verses), and focuses on the worship of nirguna BRAHMAN, the concept of God without attributes. His Harijas sakhi contains devotional songs. Other works of his are Visan-stotra and Chhamchhari (Samvatsari), a mixture of prose and verse.



Parmatman A Sanskrit term, a name of the supreme soul. It refers to BRAHMAN, the Absolute, but is also often identified with a deity, such as BRAHMA, VISHNU or SHIVA.


Parameshvara A Sanskrit term meaning ‘the supreme lord’, identified with various deities such as BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA.


Parameshvara Dasa ‘Kavindra’ A composer of the MAHABHARATA in Bengali. According to some scholars, he was the first to write a Bengali version of the Mahabharata, while others feel that Sanjaya’s version is earlier. Parameshvara Dasa lived at the time of Sultan Alauddin Hussain Shah of Bengal (ruled 1494–1519), and was asked to write the Mahabharata in Bengali by Paragal Khan, a commander in the sultan’s army. Parameshvara wrote the complete text in eighteen sargas (sections) and was honoured with the title ‘Kavindra’. Syed Khan, a poet of the seventeenth century, stated that Parameshvara’s Mahabharata was popular with both Hindus and Muslims.


Paras A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that will exist in the ninth MANVANTARA when Daksha Savarni will be the MANU. Aishvara is one of the deities of this group.


Parashara An ancient rishi who is mentioned in the RIG VEDA along with the rishis Shatayatu and VASISHTHA. According to the Anukramani, he composed some of the hymns of the Rig Veda, though some feel this is not correct. The Nirukta states he was the son of Vasishtha. In the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS he is described as the son of SHAKTI and ADRISHYANTI, the grandson of Vasishtha, and the father of VYASA. His father Shakti, the son of Vasishtha, had been killed by King KALMASHAPADA who had become a rakshasa. Parashara knew about this, and was at first full of anger. He wanted to destroy the whole world, but Vasishtha persuaded him not to. Parashara then began a sacrifice to destroy all rakshasas, and killed thousands. According to the Mahabharata, Vasishtha, who had already prevented him from destroying the world, did not want to obstruct him further, though he was against this. However, the rishi PULASTYA came to the site of the sacrifice, and asked him not to destroy innocent life. Pulastya told him that peace was the highest virtue, and both Shakti and Kalamashapada were already enjoying life in heaven, therefore his anger was pointless. In addition, everything happened by fate, and by one’s own actions. According to the VISHNU PURANA, it was again Vasishtha who urged him to stop the sacrifice, while Pulastya came there and blessed him for agreeing.

Parashara was the father of Vyasa, through SATYAVATI.


Parashurama A deity, one of the ten main incarnations of the god VISHNU. In the MAHABHARATA, he is called Bhargava Rama.

Vishnu took the form of Parashurama, in order to defeat all the KSHATRIYAS, the caste to which kings and warriors belonged. According to the BRAHMANDA PURANA, the earth, in the form of a cow, appealed to Vishnu to save her from the atrocities of kshatriya kings, and therefore he was born as Parashurama. (There is a similar story regarding Vishnu’s incarnation as VARAHA). According to another story, it was actually the curse of a RISHI or sage that led to Parashurama’s birth and the destruction of the kshatriyas. Once, the god AGNI went to a king, KARTAVIRYA, and asked for food. The king gave him food, but Agni (fire) began to consume everything around him, including the hermitage of a sage, who then cursed him, and along with him all kshatriyas.

Parashurama was born as a BRAHMANA, to the rishi JAMADAGNI, and thus was also known as Jamadagnya. One of his ancestors was the rishi BHRIGU, so he was known as Bhrigupati or Bhargava. When he was born, his name was RAMA, but after pleasing the god SHIVA, he received from him a divine weapon, a parashu or axe. He was never without his axe, and therefore he was called Parashurama. There are several stories about Parashurama. As a young man, his father Jamadagni asked him to cut off his mother RENUKA’S head, because she had for a moment harboured a desire for someone else. Parashurama’s four brothers refused to do so, but he complied with his father’ wishes. Pleased, his father granted him a boon, and he asked for her to be restored to life.

Parashurama was a renowned archer and taught archery to a few select pupils, among them being DRONA and KARNA. In his long life he had many exploits, but most important was his destruction of the kshatriyas, which of course was pre-ordained. The immediate provocation was when Jamadagni’s ashram was raided by King Kartavirya. Later, Parashurama killed this king, who had a thousand arms. Kartavirya’s sons then killed Jamadagni, and Parashurama vowed to exterminate all kshatriyas. He fought and killed most of them, but some always remained alive, and as they became strong again, Parashurama began another attack. Thus, twenty-one times, he rid the earth of kshatriyas. He stored their blood in five lakes known as Samantapanchaka in KURUKSHETRA, and performed a YAJNA (sacrifice), praying that the lakes become holy, and he be freed of the sin of killing.

According to one story the rishi KASHYAPA then asked him to go and live somewhere else, and Parashurama settled on the western coast, reclaiming a strip of land from the sea. This area is even today known as Parashurama Kshetra.

Parashurama lived at the same time as another incarnation of Vishnu, the god RAMA, and they met at the time Rama won SITA’s hand in marriage, by stringing Shiva’s bow. Parashurama objected to this, but later blessed Rama. According to the MAHABHARATA and the BHAGAVATA PURANA, Parashurama also met KRISHNA, and blessed him.


Scholars feel there is a historical basis in some of these legends, which may record the memory of a major conflict. Some try to equate the name Parashurama with Pars or Persia, and with early Zoroastrians, or other settlers from Iran on the western coast.


Parashurama Temple A temple of the god PARASHURAMA, located at Pedhe in Ratnagiri District of Maharashtra. According to tradition, initially, a rock at this place was worshipped as a ‘svayambhu’ or self-created image of Parusharama. Then, a Muslim princess caused the temple to be erected, when she prayed to Parashurama to save the cargo of her ships on a stormy sea, and her prayers were answered. The temple is in the Yadava style within a rectangular enclosure with arched gateways. In the garbha-griha or inner shrine, which opens into a mandapa or hall, are three images; Parashurama in the centre, flanked by Kala and Kama. These were installed in the late eighteenth century.

Other shrines within the enclosure include those of HANUMAN, GANESHA and RENUKA.

The most important festival here is AKSHAYA TRITIYA, the birthday of Parashurama.

The temple rceived several grants during the time of the Marathas.


Parashurameshvara A name of the god SHIVA, who received this name when he was worshipped by PARASHURAMA. There are a number of temples dedicated to Shiva as Parshurameshvara. Among the early temples is one at Bhubaneswar (Orissa) of the seventh century and another at Gudimallam in Andhra Pradesh. The latter temple was originally constructed in the ninth century, with later additions. The inner shrine is apsidal ended, and has an ancient LINGA, said to date back to the second or first century BCE. This 1.5 m-high linga, with a figure of Shiva carved on the shaft, is one of the earliest representations of the linga in art. The shrine and attached ardha-mandapa are of the ninth century, while the adjoining MANDAPA and passageway are of the Chola period, around the twelfth century. The gateway and outer mandapa are in Vijayanagara style.


Parasuram/Parashuram The founder of the RAMANAMI sect. According to various accounts of his life, he was born in the mid-nineteenth century, in village Charpara in eastern Chhattisgarh, in an illiterate chamar family. His father, however, had memorized large parts of the RAMACHARITAMANASA of Tulasidasa, and narrated various stories from it, which captivated Parasuram. Parasuram assisted his father in agricultural labour, and was married at age twelve to a ten-year-old girl. According to some accounts he was illiterate, but according to others, he somehow learned to read and would spend hours trying to understand the Manasa. As he grew older his reading ability developed further. Thus he was asked by others to recite the text and respectfully called Panditji.

In his mid-thirties he developed a disease, thought by the villagers to be leprosy, and as he began to be avoided by them, he finally decided to leave home. Before departing he sat by the side of a lake near his village. As he sat here, a Ramanandi sadhu named Ramadeva is said to have approached him. Parasuram warned him that he was of a low caste and had a disease. The sadhu replied that the only disease was ignorance, blessed him and said he would visit his home later in the day. Parasuram returned home, and just before sunset the sadhu came and was welcomed reverentially with an ARTI. The sadhu asked to see a copy of the Ramacharitamanasa, and told Parasuram that this was his Ishtadeva (personal deity), and if the god Rama were pleased with him, Ramanama (the name of Rama) would appear on his chest (or his heart) in the night. Ramadeva then disappeared, though Parasuram pleaded with him to remain. All night Parasuram remained holding the Manasa and chanting Rama’s name. In the morning, as he removed his shirt, he saw Ramanama printed on his chest. His disease too had disappeared. He began to sing, Rama nama bhaju dina rati (chant the name of Rama, day and night), and when his family members saw what had happened, they joined in. Soon a crowd of villagers arrived, but Parasuram hardly noticed anyone and remained rapt in chanting for several days.

Parasuram resumed his normal work, but during the evening villagers would gather around and sing BHAJANS. Some of them began to call him guru.

They all worshipped the god Rama and thought of setting up a Rama temple for themselves, but were advised against this by Ramanandi sadhus, who said an image or temple would lead to conflict with the high castes. Thus only Ramanama (the name of Rama) was chanted and a few began the practice of tattooing Ramanama on their foreheads. Some months after his transformation, neighbouring villagers visited and asked Parasuram to come to their villages and instruct them in Ramanama bhajan. Parasuram agreed and began to travel to different villages, thus becoming the leader of a sect that came to be known as Ramanami.

Parasuram died in the 1920s.


Paravaha The name of a divine wind. According to the MAHABHARATA, it is the name of the wind that takes away the lives of creatures. Its track is followed by MRITYU and Vaivasvata (YAMA), and it leads yogis to immortality. By one touch of it, the person becomes emancipated and never returns to earth.


Paravatas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods who existed in the second MANVANTARA, when Svarochisha was the MANU. Among them were Ajimha, Ajeya, Ayurdana and Pracheta.


pardah Literally, a term which means a curtain or veil. It refers to the custom of veiling women, or keeping them in seclusion, which was once common in Islam, and some Hindu castes. In India several Muslim women wear a burqah, while the custom of covering the head with the sari and veiling the face with one end of it, is prevalent among Hindus in rural areas.


Parida, Sidheswar An Oriya poet who worshipped the goddess SARALA DEVI and took the name SARALA DASA.


parijata A divine tree in Hindu mythology. It was one of the five trees that emerged out of the ocean when it was churned for AMRITA, and it was kept in the heaven of the god INDRA, but was later taken by the god KRISHNA to his city of DVARAKA. After Krishna departed from the world, the tree returned to Indra’s heaven. This tree had a wonderful fragrance, and the scent of its blossoms perfumed the world. Its bark was of gold, and its young sprouting leaves were the colour of copper. It supported fragrant bunches of fruit. The story of Krishna and the parijata tree has been retold several times. Apart from the various version in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS some of the retellings in different languages are: Parijata-harana, a mahakavya or poem in Sanskrit written in the sixteenth century by the poet Karnapura; Parijataharana, a drama in Maithili, probably composed in the fourteenth century by Kavi Pandita Mukhya Umapati Upadhyaya; Parijata-harana-nata in Assamese by SHANKARADEVA; Parijata-haranamu in Telugu by NANDI TIMMANA, under the patronage of Krishnadevaraya, and many more.

Coral jasmine (Nyctanthes arbor-tristes), also known as the Queen of the Night, is sometimes identified with the parijata of Indra’s heaven. Its fragrant white flowers are offered in temples and used in religious ceremonies. Its flowers open at night and fall in the morning. Arbor-tristes means ‘tree of sorrow’. According to a story in the Puranas, Parijataka was the daughter of a king, who fell in love with SURYA, the sun. However, he deserted her, and she killed herself. From her ashes arose the parijata tree, which sheds its flowers in the morning, as it does not wish to see the sun.

This parijata may be different from that in Indra’s heaven, which probably has no earthly equivalent.


Parikshit A king mentioned in the Vedas, MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. In the ATHARVA VEDA, he is called a king of the Kurus. In the Mahabharata, he was the son of ABHIMANYU, grandson of ARJUNA, and the father of JANAMEJAYA. Parikshit was born just after the great Mahabharata war, and though stillborn, he was revived by KRISHNA. When YUDDHISHTHIRA abdicated the throne, Parikshit became the king of HASTINAPURA. Out on a hunt, he came to the ashram of Shamika rishi, and asked for water. The rishi, being in meditation, did not respond, and Parikshit in anger threw a dead snake around his neck. Shrungi, son of Shamika, cursed him to die on the seventh day through a bite of TAKSHAKA naga. Meanwhile, Parikshit was visited by SHUKADEVA the son of VYASA, and asked him about the right behaviour of one about to die. Shuka narrated to him the BHAGAVATA PURANA, and thus Parikshit understood the mysteries of life, and was content to die. He died on the seventh day, and after his death his son Janamejaya became king, to whom the Mahabharata was narrated.

Parikshit may have been a mythical king, but calculations regarding the date of his life and reign are linked to calculations of the date of the Mahabharata War.

There were also other kings named Parikshit.


Paripadal/Paripatal A Tamil text that forms one of the eight anthologies of the ETTUTOKAI, dated between the third century BCE and fourth century CE. The Paripadal contained seventy poems, of which thirty-one were on the god MURUGAN, eight on VISHNU, one on DURGA, four on MADURAI, and twenty-six on the river Vaigai in Madurai. Out of these, only twenty-two are available today, eight on Murugan, eight on the Vaigai, and six on Vishnu. These were composed by at least thirteen different poets. The poems on Murugan describe his birth, his marriages to Valli and Devasena, and his killing of TARAKASURA and SURAPADMAN. Those on Vishnu describe his incarnations as Varaha, Vamana, Narasimha, Rama, Balarama and Krishna, and their conflicts with ASURAS. Other stories, including some on SHIVA and GARUDA are interwoven in these. At the same time the verses describe temple rituals and worship, mainly of the temple at Tirupparakundram near Madurai. Poems on the Vaigai river describe its sanctity and the festivals celebrated on its banks.


parishada A group of followers or members of the retinue of the gods SHIVA and of KARTTIKEYA.


Parivaha The name of a divine wind. In the MAHABHARATA, it is said to be the wind that supports the celestial river GANGA. It causes the sun to appear as if it has only one ray, when it actually has a thousand. Through it, the moon waxes, after it has waned. Another divine wind is PARAVAHA. These and other winds are related to the PRANA or life force and its various forms.


Parjanya (1) A deity described in the RIG VEDA. He is the god of rain clouds, and sheds rain. He brings thunder and lightning, and is rich in clouds and water. His chariot is watery, and he nourishes vegetation. More important rain gods in the VEDAS are the MARUTS and INDRA.

Parjanya is sometimes considered a name of Indra.

(2) A name of the god VISHNU.

(3) The name of a deva gandharva, who, according to the MAHABHARATA, was the fourteenth son of MUNI.


Parthasarthy Temple A temple of the god KRISHNA, located in Chennai in Tamil Nadu. It is not known when the temple was first constructed, but it was revered by the ALVAR saints, and renovated at the time of the Pallava dynasty, with further additions made later.

The image of Parthasarthy or Krishna as the charioteer of ARJUNA, (Partha = Arjuna, sarthy = charioteer), discoursing on the BHAGAVAD GITA, is made of black granite, and according to legends was brought here by the rishi Atreya. The presiding deity of the temple is Krishna, known here as Sri Venkatakrishna Swami or Gitacharya. Krishna’s wife RUKMINI, and Satyaki are to his right and left, his elder brother BALARAMA is to the right of Rukmini, while images of his son PRADYUMNA and grandson ANIRUDDHA are also in the inner shrine or GARBHA-GRIHA.

There are also shrines of RANGANATHA (Vishnu), Sri Tellia Singha-Perumal (NARASIMHA), Sri Chakravarti Tirumagan (RAMA), HANUMAN, ANDAL, and some other deities and saints.

A tank in front of the temple, known as Karveni, is said to provide prosperity and happiness to all who bathe there.

The philosopher RAMANUJA was particularly fond of this temple, and according to legend was an incarnation of Parthasarthy.

It remains a popular temple with festivals celebrated every month.


Parvati A goddess, the wife of the god SHIVA. Parvat means mountain, and she was named Parvati as she was the daughter of the Himalaya mountain, personified as HIMAVAN, and of his wife Mena. There are several myths and legends regarding Parvati in ancient texts, but many of these developed after the fifth century.

Parvati is not mentioned in the VEDAS, though there are references to AMBIKA, one of her later names. In some Vedic passages Shiva’s wife is referred to as Rudrani. The KENA UPANISHAD mentions a goddess named Uma Haimavati, which is possibly a reference to Parvati. The MAHABHARATA and RAMAYANA tell the story of Parvati and her previous incarnation as SATI, and this is further elaborated on in the PURANAS.

The central story regarding this goddess is that in her previous birth she was Sati, daughter of DAKSHA, who killed herself when her father insulted her husband Shiva. After a period of grief, Shiva retreated into ascetic meditation, and meanwhile, an ASURA known as Taraka was threatening the world. TARAKA, it was said, could not be killed except by an offspring of Shiva, but how was Shiva to be persuaded to start a family? Sati was reborn again as Parvati, to unite with her beloved once again, and to enable a child to be born, who would kill the asura.

Shiva was deep in meditation, and initially was not attracted by the beautiful Parvati. KAMA, the god of love, went to him to awaken desire for Parvati, but was burnt to ashes by a flash of Shiva’s third eye. Parvati then decided that the only way to attract Shiva was to become an ascetic herself. She meditated and practised TAPAS or austerities for thousands of years on Mt KAILASHA. Finally Shiva noticed her and fell in love, and they married and lived together on the mountain, making love and playing dice, and producing two children, KARTTIKEYA and GANESHA.

Parvati’s role is usually as the wife and counterpart of Shiva, providing a domestic aspect to his asceticism and wildness, but she is also worshipped in different ways. She is part of him, and thus Shiva is worshipped as ARDHANARISHVARA, half man and half woman. She is his feminine aspect, his SHAKTI or power. In some TANTRIC texts she transcends Shiva, and is worshipped as the supreme deity. In the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA system, she is Shiva’s grace (arul). In a number of texts, she is Shiva’s disciple, asking Shiva questions, and learning divine truths from him. Some devotees of Shiva identify with Parvati, just as devotees of KRISHNA identify with RADHA. By the medieval period, all these aspects of Parvati had developed, reflected in her various names. Parvati also has different forms, and can manifest as MAHADEVI, the MAHAVIDYAS, and other deities. In her fierce form she is DURGA or KALI.

Parvati is also worshipped in her essential feminity, as the YONI. Once the rishis caused Shiva’s LINGA to fall to earth and by its power it burnt everything before it. It could only be held in Parvati’s yoni, thus the linga and yoni are worshipped together. Parvati tames Shiva and brings his sexuality within acceptable limits, and also reduces his asceticism.

The AMARAKOSHA, a Sanskrit text, has the following synonyms for Parvati: Uma, Katyayani, Gauri, Kali, Haimavati, Ishvari, Shivaa, Bhavani, Rudrani, Sarvani, Sarvamangala, Aparna, Durga, Mridani, Chandika, Ambika, Arya, Dakshayani, Girija, Menakatmaja, Chamunda, Karnamoti, Charchchika, Bhairavi. She is also called Gauri (the fair one), Annapurna (giver of food), or Mata (mother). In the south she has other names, including MINAKSHI.

The Puranas record more than a thousand names of the goddess in her various forms.


Pashupata A SHAIVA sect, which according to tradition was founded in the second century by LAKULISHA, (also known as Nakulisha) who is said to have been an incarnation of the god SHIVA. The sect probably existed earlier, as it is mentioned in the MAHABHARATA. The Pashupata Sutra is the earliest text of this school, said to have been written by Shiva himself, in his incarnation as Lakulisha. The earliest bhashya or commentary on this is by Kaundinya, who probably belonged to the sixth century. The Ganakarika is another text describing the principles of this sect

Kaundinya states that Pashupati created the whole world, beginning from BRAHMAN, for the good of all. He says that five aspects are discussed in the system, karya (effect), karana (cause), yoga (union or contact), vidhi (behaviour) and dukhanta (ending of sorrow). All sorrow can be removed by the grace of Shiva, who is Pashupati, the lord and protector of all. According to Kaundinya, liberation cannot be attained by jnana (knowledge), vairagya (detachment), dharma (right action), or aishvarya-tyaga (surrendering miraculous powers), but only by the grace of Shiva. This path to freedom from sorrow can be explained by a teacher to one who is fit for it. (In this text it says he should be a brahmana with keen senses). The individual self must understand the karana or cause, and through right behaviour come into contact (yoga) with God. Certain YAMAS and NIYAMAS, codes of behaviour, are laid down to be followed on the path.

Three aspects of creation were Pashu, the individual soul, Pati, god or the lord, and Pasha, the world. (Pasha also means bonds or bondage). Pashu includes all living beings, as well as knowledge and the pramanas or means of knowledge. Whatever is known or visible (pashyana) is called Pasha. These three are separate and distinct. The path to enlightenment is described in these texts, and has five stages, the first two being external, and the next three involving meditative and other internal practices. Despite all one’s efforts, enlightenment can finally be achieved only by the grace of God.

The sect existed up to the end of the fifteenth century.


Pashupati A name of the god SHIVA. Pashupati has two aspects. In the PASHUPATA SECT, he is the supreme deity, the lord of all souls, and the cause of all existence.

As a form of Shiva, he is also the protector of animals, particularly of domestic herds, and the patron of reproduction in all forms of life. In south India he is represented in this form as a four-armed man, holding an axe and a small deer.


Patala (1) The seventh LOKA of the netherworld in Hindu mythology. The nagalokadhipatis, or lords of the NAGAS live here. Among them are VASUKI, Shankha, Dhananjaya, and others. Their hoods vary in number from five to one hundred, and the shining jewels on them keep Patala brightly illuminated.

(2) Patala is also used as a generic term for all the seven lower LOKAS or worlds, which are variously named in the Puranas. According to the VISHNU PURANA (II.5) they are Atala, Vitala, Nitala, Gabhastimat, Mahatala, Sutala and Patala. Their soils are respectively white, black, purple, yellow, sandy, stony and of gold. There are magnificent palaces here where the DANAVAS, DAITYAS, YAKSHAS and great nagas dwell. After visiting it, the rishi NARADA stated that it was better than Indra’s heaven. Narada, in a poetic description, said, ‘What can be compared to Patala, where the nagas are decorated with brilliant and beautiful, pleasure-yielding jewels? Who will not delight in Patala, where the lovely daughters of the daityas and danavas wander about, fascinating even the most austere; where the rays of the sun diffuse light, not heat, by day; where the moon shines by night for illumination, not for cold; where the sons of DANU, happy in the enjoyment of delicious food and strong wines, know not how time passes.’ The BHAGAVATA and PADMA PURANA list these lokas as Atala, Vitala, Sutala, Talatala, Mahatala, RASATALA and Patala, while the Vayu has Rasatala, Sutala, Vitala, Gabhastala, Mahatala, Shritala and Patala. There are also other versions. Below Patala is Adishesha or ANANTA, the serpent on whom the god VISHNU rests. Each of these worlds extends downwards for 10,000 yojanas below the earth, which together amounts to 70,000 yojanas.

Location: Some scholars have identified Patala and its seven divisions, with real places. According to Vettam Mani, they may be seven divisions of Kerala, known for its pleasant climate and association with MAHABALI and Ananta. Others have identified it with countries to the north near the Caspian Sea. The names are said to be derivatives of Huna and Scythian tribes of Turanian stock, who lived there. Naga is thought to be derived from Huing-nu, the ancient name of the Hunas. According to this theory, hazy memories and the association of the word ‘naga’, with the Sanskrit term meaning ‘snake’, led to its later mythical location beneath the earth.

(3) Patala also refers to seven regions within the body, below the MULDHARA CHAKRA.


Patanjali A philosopher who wrote the YOGA SUTRAS, the basic Sanskrit text describing the system of Yoga. Another Patanjali composed the Mahabhashya, a commentary on PANINI’S grammar known as the Ashtadhyayi. According to tradition, both texts were written by the same person, but scholars believe they were composed by two different Patanjalis, as while the Mahabhashya can be dated in the second century BCE, the Yoga Sutra in its present form is somewhat later.

Patanjali occurs in several legends as a devotee of the god SHIVA, and as a SIDDHA, taught by NANDINATHA.


Patayani/Padayani An ancient ritual festival of Kerala that still takes place at certain temples in southern Kerala. The ritual usually lasts for ten to thirteen days. The festival is celebrated at Bhadrakali temples and revolves around the mythical story of the asura Darika (Daruka in Sanskrit texts), and his defeat by the goddess KALI. Patayani is a composite ritual involving paintings of deities, music, dance, songs, drama and, in some cases, ritual sacrifices. All the villagers participate in the ritual, and each village has its own methods and sequence of activities.

The first step is Kalamezhuthum Pattum, the drawing of the deity on a green areca leaf, with natural colours. According to the story associated with this, Kali returned to Mt. KAILASHA after cutting off Darika’s head, but her blood lust was not appeased. SHIVA tried to pacify her by providing her with entertainment, including dance performances, but it didn’t work. Then she saw a painting (kalam) of herself, and asked, ‘Who drew this?’ She learnt it was drawn by Kurup (a caste name), and then she looked again and started laughing. Thus today too, the kalam depicting her is usually drawn by a member of the Kurup caste. The temple deity is then taken around the village, a process that can last several days, and then returns to the temple, where she is propitiated. A few days after this, the Patayani begins, with various dances and performances, imitating the entertainment Shiva had provided for Kali. The main characters are Bhadrakali, Yakshi, Pakshi (a bird), and Kalari (Shiva). Comedy and satire form a part of the dramatic performances. Various sacrificial rituals follow, though today actual sacrifices do not take place.

Temples where Patayani rituals take place include: Kadammanitta Devi Temple, near Pathanamthitta; Kurumpavil Puthenkavil Devi Temple, near Pandalam; Othera Puthukulangara Devi Temple, near Chengannur; Pullad Bhagavathikkavu Devi Temple, near Thiruvalla; Kunnamthanam Devi Temple near Thiruvalla, and several other Devi temples. Each temple has its own specialities and methods of celebration.


patha A Sanskrit term that means ‘reading’. Vedic texts can be written and read in three ways: samhitapatha, the usual way, in which words are joined by sandhi; pada-patha in which the words are separated; krama-patha, in which the word is repeated, first joined to the preceding word, and then to the following word.


pathashala A traditional school. Literally it means ‘house of recitation’, and in the old days, students had to memorize long passages from Sanskrit texts and recite them. The system is still followed in religious schools attached to temples or MATHAS.


Patikkasup Pallavar A Tamil poet of the sixteenth century, who was a devotee of the god SHIVA. He was born in Kalandai in Tondaimandalam. Every day, to help the poor brahmana priest, he placed a gold coin on the step of the local Shiva temple and thus the god there came to be known as Patikkasupthambiran (lord with coin on the step), and he too was known as Patikkasup. He composed three works of sadhagams (100 songs), as well as other poems. The Tondai mandala sadhagam is on the Pallava kingdom; Pullirukku veloor sadhagam is the old name of Vaidheeshvaran Koil, and deals with this sacred site; Tandalaiyar sadhagam is on another sacred Shiva site. His other poems are on Shiva, Parvati, Subrahmanya and various deities, as well as on kings.


Patinenkilkanakku A collection of eighteen minor works in Tamil which can be dated between the fifth and eighth centuries. Out of these, the two most famous are the TIRUKURAL and a Jain text, the Naladiyar, which have wise or moral sayings on life and religion. Among the others which have ethical or moral statements are the Nanmanikkadigai by Vilambi Naganar, a VAISHNAVA poet, and the Palamoli, a work with proverbs illustrated by a story. The Trikadukam, Eladi and Shirupanchamulam, are three similar works which provide advice on curing the diseases of the mind and body. The first is by a Vaishnava, while the other two are by Jains. The Asarakkovai is a SHAIVITE work.

These texts provide an idea of the diverse religious traditions of the times.


Pattadakal A place in Karnataka, which has several temples of the time of the Chalukya dynasty, of the sixth to eighth centuries. Among these are the Sanameshvara, Virupaksha, Mallikarjuna and PAPANATHA temples, as well as a later Jain temple.


Pattinattar A name of several Tamil saints. Among them were:

(1) A SIDDHA, who lived in the Palani hills or on the banks of the Kutralam river, and composed a number of mystical songs. Pattinattar, though he sang in several different moods, prayed to the Lord of MADURAI, and experienced the divine truth, also realized the void, in which nothing remained.

(2) A rich householder, probably of the ninth century, who was a devotee of SHIVA. He composed a number of songs that are included in the eleventh TIRUMURAI. His works include Koil-nanmani malai, forty songs on the temple of NATARAJA at CHIDAMBARAM; Tirukkalumala mummanikovai, thirty songs composed at the temple of Kalumalam; Tiruvidai-marudhhor mummanikkovai, with thirty songs; Tiru-egambar tiruvantadi with a hundred songs sung at KANCHIPURAM, mentioning several Shiva temples; Tiruvotriyur oru pa oru pagadu with ten songs sung at the temple of Tiruvotriyur.

(3) A businessman who became an ascetic. This Pattinattar had no children and adopted a son, who when he grew up left home, leaving behind a package with a message, which made Pattinattar understand the transient nature of the world. He then became an ascetic. The king of the region admired his action, and also became an ascetic known as Batragiri (Bhadragiri). Pattinattar’s works include Koil-tiru-akaval, with forty-seven songs; Kachchhittiru akaval with seventy songs, Egamaba malai with forty-one songs; Poduppadal with 105 songs; Arul-pulambal with 377 songs, as well as thirty-seven songs on sacred places. In some of these he describes his life, and why he renounced the world, while others are devotional in nature. Batragiri composed Maignanap-pulambal, Mey-jnana-p-pulampal containing 231 devotional verses. The works of these two saints are compiled together.

According to some scholars, the first and third, or even all three, were actually the same person, the siddha Pattinattar.


Pattupattu Literally, ‘The Ten Idylls’, a series of Tamil texts that form part of SANGAM LITERATURE. They belong to about the third to sixth centuries CE, and are slightly later than the eight texts of the ETTUTOKAI. Similar in style to the former, they consist of ten longer poems and provide information on the Tamil country and early kings. The ten poems are: Tirumurukanarruppatai; Porunararruppatai; Chirupanarruppatai; Perumpanarruppatai; Mullaippattu; Maturaikkanchi; Netunalvatai; Kurinchippattu; Pattinappalai; Malaipatukatam. The first four and the last belong to the category ‘arruppatai’, in which someone who is in need is guided to one who can help them. In Tirumurukanarrupatai, the devotee is directed to the god MURUGAN, while in the others, the poets are sent to various chieftains or kings. This poem describes the god and his shrines, and is the only one of the ten devoted to a deity.


Paumchariyam A Jain version of the RAMAYANA, composed by Vimalasuri. See Ramayana in Jainism.


Pavaka The name of a son of the god AGNI. Agni and his wife SVAHA had three sons, Pavaka, Pavamana and Shuchi. Together they had forty-five sons, and they were all also known as Agni. Thus there were forty-nine Agnis.


Pavitras A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that, according to the PURANAS, will exist in the fourteenth MANVANTARA, when Bhautya will be the MANU.


Periya Alvar A VAISHNAVA saint, who was one of the twelve Alvars. Periya ALVAR probably lived around the eighth century.

His original name was Vishnuchitta, and he came to be known as Periya Alvar, or ‘the great Alvar’. He lived at Srivilliputtur and was devoted to the god Vishnu. He was the foster-father of the saint ANDAL, whom he adopted after finding her in his garden. His works are Tirupallandu and Periya Alvar Tirumozhi, included in the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM. Tirupallandu was composed as a benedictory song, wishing a long life to the god Vishnu. According to the story associated with this, once the Pandyan king called him to take part in a religious debate. Vishnuchitta defeated some Jain scholars in this debate, and was honoured by the king. Seated on an elephant, he was taken in a procession in the capital city. It is said Vshnu himself came down to greet him, seated on Garuda. Vishnuchitta was happy, but thought the Lord was precariously perched, and may fall off. Then he sang Tirupallandu to him.

Altogether Periya Alvar composed 473 songs. In some of these he wrote of his love of KRISHNA, but identified himself not with the gopis yearning for Krishna, but with YASHODA, Krishna’s foster-mother. He described Krishna’s birth, and the events in the child’s life. He wrote one poem as a mother of a daughter who loves a cowherd who plays the flute, once again symbolizing Krishna. Periya Alvar probably translated into his devotional verses his own experiences of bringing up his adopted daughter and losing her to the god. After Andal merged with the god at SRIRANGAM, Periya Alvar was asked by the deity to return to Srivilliputtur and build a temple for Andal and Sri Ranganatha there.


Periya Puranam The popular name of the Tiruttondapuranam, a Tamil SHAIVITE work, composed by SEKKILAR in the twelfth century, which provides an account of the lives of the sixty-three NAYANAR saints. It is considered a literary and religious masterpiece. The work has 4286 stanzas, and deals at length with the more important saints. For instance, 1256 verses recount the life of SAMBANDAR, and 1062 of SUNDARAR. Legendary and mythical accounts are included in these life-stories. Sekkilar also records the compositions sung by the saints at different shrines, by including the first lines of these in his account. Thus it provides a record of the forms of music that existed then. In addition, it incorporates information on the religion and culture of the times. There are details of temple worship, of YOGA in the context of the life of TIRUMULAR, and of the conflicts with Jains. Minute details of ordinary life are provided, as in the description of the cheri (low-caste colony) in which NANDANAR lived. The text indicates the type of devotion rendered to Shiva, which was most often that of a servant to his lord. The Periya Puranam has been included as the twelfth book of the TIRUMURAI.

In some cases Sekkilar seems to make use of historical accounts. In his story of Murti Nayanar, his words are similar to those in King Kharavela’s inscription, on his defeat of the Pandya king. In his account of Pusalar Nayanar, he uses the inscriptions of the Pallava king Rajasimha, on the Kumbhabhishekham in the Kailashnatha temple. For some other saints, he uses their own verses which provide an indication of their lives. The saints include those from all castes and classes. Sakya Nayanar was a Buddhist, and Kutruva Nayanar was a Jain both of whom worshipped Shiva.

The Periya Puranam initially had 4253 verses, and thirty-three seem to have been added later. It is divided into two major parts or kandam, with thirteen subdivisions (sarukkam). The first kandam begins with a description of the Kailasha mountain, while the second begins with the story of Sambandar.


Perumal A term usually used for the god VISHNU in Tamil. It is also applied to other deities, as well as to kings in south India.


Pey Alvar A VAISHNAVA saint, one of the three earliest Alvars. According to tradition, Pey was found in Mylapur near Chennai, then known as Manikaivaram, in a pond in a red lotus flower. He is also called Mahadahvaya or Mylapuradhipati. Always intoxicated with the joy of Vishnu bhakti, he moved around oblivious of his surroundings, and therefore was known as pey (mad). His hundred songs known as Moonram Tiruvantadi are included in the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM.


Phalakaksha The name of a YAKSHA or divine being, who was a member of the court of KUBERA.



philosophy Philosophical thought developed in India right from the time of the RIG VEDA. Most of the Rig Veda consists of hymns to nature deities, but there is also the beginnings of philosophical awareness. The concept of BRAHMAN is mentioned, but not fully developed. In poetic form, questions are raised on the origin of the universe and the beginnings of life. The BRAHMANAS, which are attached to the Vedic Samhitas, deal mainly with the magical power of ritual, but along with this, there was some speculative thinking. In the Vedic period, philosophical speculation reached its height in the UPANISHADS. This was based both on analytical thought, as well as a kind of intuitive understanding. The concepts of Brahman, ATMAN, the world and the individual’s place in it, were analysed and defined, but subject to different interpretations. The BRAHMA SUTRA summarized the main Upanishadic concepts.

Six schools of philosophy, known as the classical or traditional schools, were simultaneously developing: these were the NYAYA, VAISHESHIKA, SAMKHYA, YOGA, MIMAMSA and VEDANTA. The first two, though initially different, later almost merged. Samkhya and Yoga are philosophically similar, though Yoga later developed in several different ways. Mimamsa and Vedanta are sometimes thought to form one whole, the first ritualistic and the second philosophical. From the ninth century onwards there was a new impetus in philosophical development. At this time SHANKARA clearly put forward the concept of ADVAITA or monism, and was challenged by several other thinkers. Thus VISHISHTADVAITA, DVAITA, DVAITADVAITA, SHIVADVAITA, and other schools of philosophy arose. TANTRISM developed its own philosophical ideas, while SHAKTISM had its base in the Samkhya concept of PURUSHA and PRAKRITI. The SIDDHAS and NATHA YOGIS contributed to a different stream of philosophical development, and philosophical concepts developed in both SHAIVISM and VAISHNAVISM. Some of the ideas of the philosophical schools originated in very early days but were now clearly formulated. Many of these combined and philosophy with theism and devotion, seeing one particular deity as supreme. Each system of thought developed separately, through an unbroken line of scholars and teachers, but simultaneously commented on and referred to other systems. They used the same terminology, though the terms could have different meanings in each system. They discussed Brahman, Atman, ISHVARA, JIVA, MAYA, the composition of the world, the pramanas or means of valid knowledge, logic, fallacy, the doctrines of KARMA, transmigration, God’s grace, BHAKTI, and means of MOKSHA or liberation.

A vast philosophical literature exists in India. Apart from the systems mentioned above, Buddhist and Jain schools of thought were well developed in ancient India. Even these used the same or similar terminology, though in different ways. There was also interaction among all the schools of thought, as each presented a critique of the ideas and interpretations of others. There was more interaction between Buddhist and Hindu ideas, though some Jains such as Haribhadra and Gunaratna were involved in these discussions. Philosophical texts in Sanskrit use a number of technical terms, which are rather complex. These, in addition, are used in terse statements known as sutras, each of which is difficult to interpret. Depending on the school of philosophy, these terms and sutras have different meanings. To understand any philosophical text, therefore, study with a teacher, a guru well-versed in that school of philosophy, was essential. Apart from the vast quantity of purely philosophical literature, philosophy is embedded in most religious texts, including various Samhitas, AGAMAS and PURANAS.

Each school of thought continued to develop in medieval times. There were also new ideas and concepts, such as the development of ideas on bhakti, formulated by bhakti saints, and its philosophical development in GAUDIYA VAISHNAVISM; SHUDDHADVAITA and the devotional concepts of VALLABHACHARYA; the esoteric concepts of the PANCHASAKHAS, and many more. Islam, Sufi ideas, the growth of Sikhism, and Christianity, all contributed in some way to philosophical development. Social and religious movements in the nineteenth century, such as the BRAHMO SAMAJ, ARYA SAMAJ, MAHIMA DHARMA, RADHASOAMI and others, brought in new trends.

Philosophical speculations have continued into modern times. Some of the noted philosophers such as J. KRISHNAMURTI or Sri AUROBINDO, may have their origin in Hindu or Buddhist philosophy, but developed their own terminology that went beyond any specific religion.


pilgrimage, centres of Pilgrimage forms an important part of Hinduism. The usual term for a pilgrim centre is TIRTHA, while a pilgrimage is called a tirtha-yatra. Centres devoted primarily to goddess worship are known as pithas, SHAKTA-PITHAS, or pithasthanas. The term kshetra can also refer to a spiritual centre.


Pillai Lokacharya A VAISHNAVA philosopher who belonged to the TENGALAI school of VAISHNAVISM. According to some accounts he flourished in the second half of the thirteenth century, and was born in 1205, while according to others he was born in 1130 in south India. He was influenced by the BHAKTI songs of the ALVAR saints and believed that through bhakti, and a total surrender to God, salvation could be attained through the grace of God. The collection of hymns of the Alvar saints, the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM, is the main sacred text of this school. Lokacharya’s works mainly written in Sanskritized Tamil, put are together as the Ashtadasha-rahasya. Of the individual texts, the Tattva-traya, Tattva-shekhara, Arthapanchaka and Shrivachanabhushana are among the most important. Tattva-traya puts together the ideas of SHRIVAISHNAVISM, describing the relationship between the achit (inanimate), the chit or souls, and God. MANAVALA-MAMUNI of the fourteenth century provided a comprehensive commentary on this text. Tattva-shekhara has four chapters. It states that Narayana (Vishnu) is the supreme God and ultimate cause, and describes the nature of the self, and the ultimate goal, which is of surrender to god. This leads to bliss, where the soul is close to god, but never identical with him. PRAPATTI or self-surrender is of two kinds: one is immediate and direct, but very few can achieve this. The other involves meditating on the deity and performing actions that are recommended in the scriptures, until the sense of surrender is complete and total. The Arthapanchaka describes the five aspects of Vishnu. Of these the ANTARAYAMIN, the inner controller, is the highest. It accompanies the soul wherever it goes, and appears in the heart, like a flash of lightning in a blue cloud. The Shrivachana-bhushana explains the doctrine of prapatti. It states that god as Narayana is both just and merciful. LAKSHMI, who is an integral part of him, and who has identified her will with his, is the pure essence of mercy within him. The devotee initially is trapped in a separate, individualistic ego, but once this is surrendered, there is no more effort to be made. Through the grace of Lakshmi, Narayana’s mercy is directed towards him and all sins are destroyed. Lakshmi both helps the individual to focus the mind on Narayana, and intercedes with Narayana to bless the devotee. Prapatti is not the cause of deliverance, but removes the obstacles to receiving God’s grace.


Pillaipperumal Iyengar A BHAKTI poet who lived in the seventeenth century, and composed a number of verses in Tamil. He was later known as Azhakiya Manavala Tachar. Pillaipperumal was born in Tirumankai, a village in Tamil Nadu, and was a scholar of Tamil and Sanskrit. He was a devotee of the god VISHNU, particularly in his form at SRIRANGAM. The king of the region heard of his piety and scholarship and offered him a place at his court. Once, it is said, Pillai suddenly removed his upper garment, and crushed it in his hands, chanting the name of KRISHNA. By doing this he had extinguished a fire that had started in the Srirangam shrine. The king then sent him to live at the temple, where he composed devotional poems. His Tiruvarankaattu Antadi consists of a hundred verses describing the sacred place Tiruvarankam; Tiruvaranka-k-kalampakam, has another hundred verses in praise of the deity Tiruvarankam; Tiruvarankattu malai, also known as Koyil malai, has 111 verses in praise of Vishnu and describes his ten main incarnations; Chirankanayakaruchal has thirty-two verses in honour of the god at Srirangam.; Tiruvenkatattu antadi and Tiruvenkata malai are in praise of Lord VENKATESHVARA, and decribe the greatness of Tiruvenkatam; Alakar antadi is on the deity of Tirumaliruncholai; Nurrettu Tirupati Antadi are on the 108 Divya Desams, the Vaishnava temples described by the ALVARS.

Pillaipperumal is considered the best Vaishnava Tamil poet after the Alvars. His devotional poems include descriptions of sacred places, along with insights into Vaishnava philosophy. A verse from one of his poems is given below;


He, the loving Father, who nurtures

He, the Master, the Preceptor

Who dispels ignorance, and

Bestows blessings;

He, the melting Mercy, my Hold,

He, the Metaphysics and Moksha,

He, the twin-bodied, fiery-eyed Ayan,

Is the graceful Mukundan, the infallible

Lord of Shrivaikuntam, the Lord of Tiruvarankam:

Unto His lotus feet, let me surrender.

(from Tiruvaranka Kalampakam, Trans. Padma Srinivasan)



pillars Pillars or columns (Sanskrit stambha) have several associations with religion. Apart from their use in structures, free-standing pillars, erected in front of temples or in some other context, have been known from ancient days. Stone pillars, erected by the Mauryan emperor Ashoka and some of which are still standing are the earliest extant remains of pillars. According to John Irwin, these were based on pre-Ashokan wooden prototypes, and represent the axis mundi. They were also related to the cult of the dead. Pillars with bell capitals, and realistic animal carvings, of the post-Ashokan period, have also been found. Certain pillars or columns were surmounted by deities, as the Garudadhvaja at Vidisha or Besnagar.

According to some scholars, the yupa or sacrificial post was the origin of the sacred pillar. Alternatively, they may represent the separation of earth from sky or be used to delimit sacred areas. Pillars are also associated with memorials, and with representations of the LINGA.

Among deities, the worship of INDRA was associated with the dhvaja-stambha, or flag-mast. Some rulers, particularly of medieval times, set up jaya-stambhas or victory pillars, to commemorate their success in battle.

As an architectural device within temples, pillars are often elaborately carved, in different styles.

Outside temples, they are frequently found as free-standing structures.


Pinaka The name of the staff or bow of the god SHIVA. It is also known as Ajagava.


pinda A Sanskrit term that was several menings, including: (1) The offerings made to the PITRIS or ancestors, usually consisting of balls of rice or flour. ‘Sapinda’ is a term for the relatives entitled to offer pinda.


(2) The body of a person.


pinda brahmanda A concept that the universe (brahmanda) is symbolically represented or contained within each person. According to this concept all the lokas (worlds) are located within the body.


Pingala An attendant of the god SURYA.


Pingala Nadi A hidden passage of energy in the human body. The Pingala Nadi is said to exist to the right of the SUSHUMNA, while to the left is the IDA NADI. Pingala represents heat, fire or the sun, while Ida is cool, representing the moon.


Pingali Surana See Surana.


Pipa A saint poet of Rajasthan who has been placed in the fourteenth or fifteenth century. Pipaji has been mentioned as a disciple of RAMANANDA in the BHAKTAMALA of Nabhadasa. Other early writers too have stated that he was Ramananda’s disciple, though Pipa himself does not mention Ramananda as his guru. About twenty-five padas or poems, and ten sakhis (couplets) of Pipa in Rajasthani have been collected. In these devotional verses he describes his desire for union with the eternal.


Pippalada An ancient RISHI, who founded a school of the ATHARVA VEDA, which was named after him. In the PRASHNA UPANISHAD he guides other RISHIS on the path to enlightenment. According to a story in the PADMA PURANA, he sat in meditation, without moving for 3000 years, though an ant-hill grew around him and cobras encircled him. Then BRAHMA gave him a boon, the SIDDHI or power of obtaining all he desired, and he became extremely proud, until Brahma again appeared to him in the form of a swan, and told him that there was a person named Sukarma, who possessed more knowledge than him. Pippalada met Sukarma and acknowledged his greatness, which was due to the merit he had gained by taking care of his parents.


pishachas (1) A class of lower spirits in Hindu mythology. They are associated with RAKSHASAS and sometimes with YAKSHAS and ASURAS. In early texts, they are said to have been created by BRAHMA, or to have emerged from the PRAJAPATIS. In the MAHABHARATA they are said in different passages, to worship KUBERA, SHIVA, or Brahma, or to be followers of Ravana. Another passage in the Mahabharata states that their food is flesh, and their drink is blood. A number of pishachas were also incarnated as kings. In the PURANAS, they are described as descended from the rishi KASHYAPA, from one of his wives—either KRODHAVASHA, or Pishacha, or Kapisha. While earlier their nature was ambivalent, in later texts, like the rakshasas, they are bloodthirsty and aggressive beings.

(2) The name of a people. In the Mahabharata Pishachas fought in the PANDAVA and in the KAURAVA armies.

(3) A type of MARRIAGE.


Pitamaha A name of the god BRAHMA, in the sense of father of all. Literally it means paternal grandfather. The term is also used to refer to others in ancient texts, including Bhishma.


Pitha-Sthanas Sites of goddess worship. See Shakta-pithas.


Pitra Paksh A festival to pray for the souls of ancestors or PITRIS, held during the dark fortnight of the month of Ashvina (September/October). These fifteen days are also known as SHRADDHA. At this time, ceremonies are performed in which the eldest son and other male relatives have an important role. Food, including PINDA or rice balls, and khir or a milk sweet, is fed to BRAHMANAS, in the belief that this reaches the departed soul. In some areas, food is also offered to a cow, a dog and a crow. The ceremonies are performed for both males and females, though it is more important for male ancestors. Offerings to ancestors were common among ancient Egytians, Sumerians and Hebrews, as well as in China and Japan. In Zoroastrianism the Muktad is a similar ritual.


pitris A term in Hinduism usually used for ancestors or manes, though there are also other types of pitris. Most pitris are human ancestors who have died and for whom ceremonies have been performed with proper rites. YAMA, the god of the dead, is the lord of these, and performing sacrifices for the pitris brings blessings. The period of SHRADDHA or PITRA PAKSH is when ancestors are formally revered.

Pitris can be ancestors who are known and remembered, or those of the distant past. The RIG VEDA, mentions the two groups as earlier and later ancestors, or ancient and recent. The text mentions different groups of pitris, including the Navagvas, Vairupas, Angirasas, Atharvans, Vasishthas and Bhrigus. Of these the Angirasas and Atharvans were traditionally the composers of the ATHARVA VEDA, and the Vasishthas and Bhrigus, of mandalas ii and vii of the Rig Veda. The Rig Veda states that all people may not be aware of their pitris, but they are known to AGNI. The pitris are thirsty for the offerings prepared for them on earth, and reach the sacrificial ground in thousands. According to the Atharva Veda, pitris live in air, earth and heaven, and are immortal. Sometimes they are referred to as gods, and considered the equal of the gods. The Taittiriya Brahmana states that pitris are not the same as humans, and were created separately.

The MAHABHARATA mentions seven groups of pitris. It states that the Vairajas, Agnishvattas and Garhaptyas were three groups of pitris in heaven, while the Somapas, Ekasringas, Chaturvedas and Kalas were the pitris worshipped by the four orders of men.

The MANU SMRITI describes several types of pitris. It says that pitris are free of anger, pure and virtuous. They are descended from the rishis such as MARICHI and others, who are descended from MANU, who was the son of HIRANYAGARBHA. Pitris include the Somasadas, Agnishvattahs, Barhishadas, Somapas, Havirbhujas or Havishmantas, Ajyapas, Sukalinas, Agnidagdhas, Anagnidaghdas, Saumyas.

The Smriti provides the following information on the pitris.

Agnishvattahs: the sons of Marichi, are the pitris of the DEVAS, and are renowned in the three regions.

Ajyapas: drinkers of clarified butter, are pitris of the VAISHYAS. They are the sons of PULASTYA.

Barhishadas: the sons of ATRI, are the pitris of daityas, danavas, yakshas, gandharvas, uragas, rakshasas, kinnaras and suparnas.

Havirbhujas, eaters of offerings: are pitris of the KSHATRIYAS. Havirbhujas or Havishmantas are the sons of ANGIRAS.

Somapas, drinkers of Soma: are pitris of the BRAHMANAS. They are the sons of Kavi.

Somasadas: the sons of Virat, are the pitris of the Sadhyas.

Sukalinas: are pitris of the SHUDRAS. They are the sons of VASISHTHA.

In addition, the text states that Agnidagdhas, Anagnidaghdas, Kavyas, and Saumyas are among the other pitris. Those described here are only the main pitris, there being many more among their sons and grandsons.

From the pitris, the devas or gods, and manavas (people) were descended, and from the devas, all other beings.

The text also describes the method of offering shradhha to pitris.

The Harivamsha and the PURANAS have a number of references to pitris. According to one story, pitris include the sons of the gods. When the gods offended BRAHMA, he cursed them, and they became fools, but then he allowed them to be re-instructed by their sons, who were therefore called pitris. Most Puranas state that there are seven classes of pitris, three without form, but which can assume any form they like, and four with form. Different lists are given of these, but, according to one list, those without form are the Vairajas, the Agnishvattas and the Barhishadas, while those with form are the Sukalas, Angirasas, Susvadhas, and Somapas. Variant names are also given for all these.

They are sometimes said to be married to SVADHA, a daughter of DAKSHA, and in invoking them the term ‘svadha’ is used, while ‘svaha’ is used for the gods. The pitris have offspring, whom they produce through their mental powers. There are also other types of pitris, including the ten PRAJAPATIS, as well as minor deities, or sages who have reached a high level and transcended ordinary life.


Pitri Loka The world of the PITRIS. In the BRAHMANAS this is said to be different from Svarga Loka, or the world of the gods. The SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA states that its door is in the south-east, while that of the gods is in the north-east. The MAHABHARATA and PURANAS also refer to Pitri Loka.


pitriyana A term for the path leading to the pitris, or to their world. Those who go to the world of the pitris after death are later reborn.


plants Plants and trees are often worshipped and considered sacred.

Seals with trees connected with deities were found in the INDUS CIVILIZATION, and trees are believed to have deities or spirits in them. Ancient texts describe a number of plants and trees, particularly around the ashrams of rishis. There were also trees in heaven, as well as deities associated with plants and trees. The KALPA VRIKSHA, a wish-fulfilling tree that could grant all desires, is mentioned in several texts. It once grew on earth, and people could get whatever they wanted by wishing. But when they began to wish for evil things, it was transferred to INDRA’s paradise. Vriksha is the Sanskrit term generally used for large trees. Trees are also known by the names of their species, while herbs, particularly medicinal herbs, are termed oshadhi. Plants are extensively described in the epics, PURANAS, the works of KALIDASA, and other literature. RISHIS lived in ASHRAMS filled with sacred groves, and flowering creepers.

In ancient days the tree was worshipped, and permission taken from the divine spirit within before cutting it. As the whole universe is a part of BRAHMAN, all life is part of the divine, but some plants have a special significance.

Some of the plants and trees considered sacred are given below.

Amra (mango, Mangifera indica): its blossoms are associated with the god KAMA.

Ashoka (Saraca asoca; Saraca indica): this tree is associated with SITA, who sat under it when she was imprisoned in a grove in LANKA. It is also said to blossom when touched by the foot of a maiden. In art this was depicted through images of a shalabhanjika yakshi, a female spirit, through whose touch the tree would burst into flower. Buddha was born under an ashoka tree, hence it is sacred in Buddhism. In Hinduism it is associated with the god Kama. The tree has orange yellow flowers.

Ashvattha: see pipal below.

Banyan (Indian fig tree or Ficus benghalensis): known in Sanskrit as nyagrodha (down-growing); also called vata); at the end of a YUGA, VISHNU rests on a vata leaf; at PRAYAGA, akshaya-vata (the eternal vata) is supposed to have always been in existence; pilgrims used to end their lives there. Another akshaya-vata is located at Gaya, where it is beneficial for shraddha.

Bael or bilva (Golden apple, Aegle marmalos): sacred to Shiva, the leaves are offered in worship to him.


Champaka, yellow or golden (Michelia champaca Linn): cultivated near temples, the flowers are used in religious ceremonies.

Chandana: the sandalwood tree (Santalum album): it exists in Indra’s paradise and its fragrant scent permeates his heaven. It is also used in religious ceremonies.

Coconut palm (Cocus nucifera): the coconut is an integral part of religious ceremonies.

Coral jasmine (Nyctanthes arbor-tristes): sometimes identified with the PARIJATA of Indra’s heaven. Its fragrant white flowers are offered in temples and used in religious ceremonies. It is also known as Tree of Sorrow, and its story is associated with the god SURYA.

Deodar (Cedrus deodora): considered sacred in hill regions, temples are built near them. Known in Sanskrit as devadaru, they are praised in ancient texts, and associated with the god Shiva.

Himalayan mulberry (Morus serrata): a tree considered sacred. A specimen located at Joshimath is said to date back to the time of SHANKARA, who meditated beneath it.

Indian Coral tree (Erythrina variegata Linn.): sometimes equated with the PARIJATA or mardara.

Ironwood tree or nagkesar (Mesua ferrea): sacred to the god Kama and grown near temples. One of Kama’s arrows is said to be tipped with its wood.

Jambu: rose-apple tree; a huge cosmic variety overshadows the earth; JAMBUDVIPA is named after it.

Jhand: abode of a deity in parts of north India.

Kadam/karam/kadamba (Anthocephalus sinensis): has golden balls of flowers. Is associated with the god Krishna, and flowers are offered in temples. Also used in tribal festivals.

Kapittha: it is said to exist in Indra’s heaven and provide virility, victory and courage.

Khejri (Prosopsis cineraria): sacred in Rajasthan, regarded the saviour of the desert.

Mahua (Madhuca longifolia): probably the tree in the madhuvana of the RAMAYANA.

Mandara: a tree in Indra’s heaven; under its branches one gains divine peace and forgets all troubles. Its counterpart on earth is the Indian coral. According to some it is the same as the parijata.

Neem, margosa tree (Azadirachta indica): considered sacred.

Parijata: often said to be the same as the mandara; it came out of the ocean when it was churned for AMRITA.

Pipal (Ficus religiosa): under which Buddha attained enlightenment, also sacred to Vishnu. See Ashvattha.

Putranjiva (Putranjiva roxburghii): nuts are used as beads in malas or rosaries to ward off evil.

Rudraksha, ultrasum bead tree (Elaeocarpus ganitrus or augustifolius): the fruit encloses a tubercled hard brown seed or stone, the sacred RUDRAKSHA.

Sacred barna or garlic pear (Cratava magna): planted near temples and considered sacred.

Sal: sacred to Vishnu.

Santanaka: a tree in Indra’s heaven that is said to provide children, if the leaves are chewed.

Silk cotton: sacred to some tribes.

Tamala: in Orissa, represents Krishna, worshipped by women who desire children.

Tamarind (Tamarindus indica): associated with spirits.

Tree rhododendron (Rhododendron arboreum): flowers are offered in temples.

Tulasi (basil): sacred to Vishnu; a plant is kept near the door and usually worshipped every day.

Udumbara (Ficus glomerata): is said to blossom at the birth of a Buddha. Branches used in marriage ceremonies.

Other types of plants:

Sacred grasses: include kusha and durva grass

Herbs, known as oshadhi, had an important role in healing. Their curative powers are well known in ayurveda. Among flowers, the lotus is the most important, associated with several deities including BRAHMA, SARASVATI and LAKSHMI. Nine plants, the navapatrika, are specifically associated with the worship of the goddess DURGA. ARANYANI is a goddess of the forest in the Rig Veda, while later there are others such as Vana Durga, or Vanaspati, lord of the forest.

Some other aspects: Every tree is believed to have a vriksha devata, a tree deity. In olden days, the deity was asked to depart before the tree was cut. In south India, most temples have a sthala-vriksha, a tree associated with the temple. Tamil kings were said to plant a special tree which indicated their destiny. If it began to wither or was cut down, the king knew his end was near. The Manu Smriti states: ‘trees and plants are conscious and feel pleasure and pain’, which was confirmed by the later research of J.C. Bose.

Even today offerings are almost universally made to banyan, pipal and neem trees. Trees, branches and plants are used in festivals, and planted outside temples. Yakshis or female spirits are connected with trees, and were depicted in early Indian art. Spirits in trees are propitiated by offering garlands, and by placing offerings on stones beneath them.

Trees are used in marriage ceremonies. In some areas the couple circumambulate and worship a pair of trees as a ritual before marriage. A manglik bride (one whose horoscope shows the influence of Mars) is sometimes married to a tree before her marriage to avert disaster to her future husband. Banana plants at the marriage venue are said to bring abundance and fertility.

A noted religious leader and environmentalist of the past was JAMBHOJI or Jambheshvara, the founder of the Bishnoi community in the sixteenth century. A community movement to preserve trees formed part of the later Chipko movement.

Sacred trees and plants are referred to in most religions and in the folk culture of all nations.



Poigai A VAISHNAVA saint who is considered the first of the ALVARS. According to tradition, he was found on a lotus floating in a tank at KANCHIPURAM. Thus he received his name Poigai (pond or tank). He is also known as Ayonija, Kasar Yogi, or Sarovara Munindra. He composed one hundred verses known as Mutal Tiruvantadi which are included in the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM. He is closely associated with Bhutattalvar and Pey, and all three are believed to have attained enlightenment together, when they met by chance in a temple during a storm.










Pongal A festival celebrated in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, in January. The main festival is on 14 January, but ceremonies extend over three days. At this harvest festival, Pongal, a dish of sweetened rice and dal, is made to celebrate the bounty of the harvest. On the first day, a feast is prepared for family and relatives, on the second day, SURYA or the sun is worshipped. The third day is known as Mattu Pongal, and dedicated to cattle, a thanksgiving for the work they have done during the year. Cattle are bathed, their hooves are oiled, and their horns polished and painted. Garlands of flowers are placed around their necks, and they are given special food and a day of rest. In some areas, after the rest day, they are made to run races. In parts of Tamil Nadu, the game of jallikattu is played, in which bundles of money are tied to the horns of bulls, who are forced to run, while young men chase them and attempt to retrieve the bundles.

SANKRANTI, a similar festival, is celebrated on 14 January in other states, while LOHRI is celebrated on 13 January in Punjab and some other parts of north India.


Poonja, Harilal W. A guru of the twentieth century, who was popularly known as Poonjaji or Papaji. Born on 13 October in 1910 in the Punjab, his mother was the sister of Swami RAMATIRTHA. She was a devotee of the god KRISHNA, and Harilal followed her example. He had divine experiences even as a child, but was always searching for something more. He became a follower of RAMANA MAHARISHI in 1944. At this time Poonja was a second lieutenant in the army. Ramana provided an answer to his search. To his question, ‘Have you seen God?’, a question Harilal had been asking various gurus around the country, Ramana answered that God was the seer, not the seen, God was that by which everything was seen. Other questions followed, and Ramana became his guide. After Partition, Harilal moved to Lucknow. He married and continued working until his retirement in 1966. At the same time he gave discourses, and had a large following, particularly among Westerners. During the 1980s some of his followers gave him the name Papaji. In his last few years Papaji held fewer discourses, and instead read from texts, gradually speaking less and less. He died in 1997 and till his last days acknowledged Ramana as his teacher and guru. His teachings are based on the truths of ADVAITA. His discourses, dialogues and writings are collected in a number of books. These include The Truth Is, a collection of discourses and dialogues; This: Poetry and Prose of Dancing Emptiness. The Truth Is is arranged under different topics, and deals with the guru, satsang, concepts of Advaita, BHAKTI, illusion, SADHANA, and liberation. It has been translated into several languages. Papaji conveyed the message of Advaita in simple, everyday language. Thus he said:


Self is what you are.

You are That Fathomlessness

In which experience and concepts appear.

Self is the moment that has no coming or going.

It is the Heart, Atman, Emptiness.

In shines to Itself, by Itself, in Itself.

Self is what gives breath to Life.

You need not search for It, It is here.

You are That through which you would search.

You are what you are looking for!

And That is All it is.



Pooram A festival named after the Pooram constellation, which takes place in the months of Mina or Medam (March-April and April/May) and lasts for thirty-six hours. The grandest Pooram festival is celebrated at Thrissur in Kerala, in honour of the deities of two temples, Paramakkavu Devi (Bhagavati) and Thiruvambadi Devi. Elephants are adorned and decorated with gold and jewels, mantras are chanted, and processions are taken out from the two temples, accompanied by musicians playing panchavadyam (five instruments). The two processions meet in an open space near the VADAKKUNATHAN TEMPLE, where the ceremony of unfurling silk parasols takes place. Three hundred brightly coloured parasols are unfurled by the two groups in quick succession. At night there are fireworks, and the following morning the festival ends, after another musical recital. Thousands of pilgrims come from all over to join in the festival, in which all castes and communities participate. Among other Pooram festivals are those at the Bhagavati temple at Shertallai and at Arattapuzha. These take place in the month of Mina, while at Thrissur it is in the following month.


Potana A Telugu poet, who probably lived between 1400 and 1475, though his exact dates are uncertain. According to some sources he lived between 1450 and 1510. He was born in Bammera village, 36 km from Warangal in Andhra Pradesh. Potana or Potaraju, is said to have been an agriculturalist, who refused the patonage of kings. His father was known as Kesanna, and his mother Lakshmamma. Potana was a SHAIVA, who later became a devotee of the god Rama. Aspects of Advaita are also contained in his works.

He composed Bhagavatamu, a translation of the BHAGAVATA PURANA, with some modifications and elaborations. In this text, a work of BHAKTI, he uses Sanskritized Telugu, and shows equal devotion to RAMA, VISHNU and SHIVA. However, he states that it was after a vision of the god Rama, that he began this work. Another work of his is Virabhadra Vijayamu, which is based on the story of DAKSHA’S sacrifice, as narrated in the VAYU PURANA. Bhogini Dandakam on Bhogini, a consort of King Sri Singa Bhupala, and Narayana Shatakam are two additional works attributed to Potana, though some scholars doubt this. His Bhagavatamu is popular even today.


Prabhakara A philosopher of the MIMAMSA school, who lived in about the seventh or eighth century. Prabhakara is referred to as ‘guru’ in some later philosophical texts. He is sometimes thought to be one of KUMARILA BHATTA’S disciples, who was sarcastically called ‘guru’ by his teacher, as he kept contradicting him, or, according to some versions, he was given this title because he was brilliant. Others however feel Prabhakara actually was Kumarila’s guru. Both these versions were perhaps invented to explain the attribution of the term ‘guru’ to him. Prabhakara probably developed his views on Mimamsa independently of Kumarila, and differed from him on several points.

Their different views have led to two different schools of thought. In addition, VACHASPATI MISHRA divides Prabhakara’s followers into two schools: Jaratprabhakara and Navyaprabhakara. Prabhakara wrote Brihati, a commentary on SHABARA’s Bhashya, and largely agreed with Shabara’s views. A number of scholars followed Prabhakara’s line of thinking, including Salikanatha and Bhavanatha.


Prabhas Patan A town in Gujarat which has several temples, among which the SOMANATHA TEMPLE of the Hindu god SHIVA is particularly famous. Prabhas Patan has been a sacred place and centre of pilgrimage from ancient days and is mentioned in early texts as Prabhasa the site of one of the jyotir or fire lingas of Shiva. There are other old and new shrines, sacred wells and tanks, and it is mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and the PURANAS. Krishna performed austerities here, and according to the Mahabharata, it was the favourite spot of the god Indra. Those who bathe in the holy pond here are taken up to heaven in divine vehicles (vimanas), where with their songs they awaken the celestial maidens. The YADAVAS fought against one another and destroyed themselves here, and KRISHNA and BALARAMA merged in the Supreme here. YUDHISHTHIRA, the eldest of the PANDAVAS, practised austerities here. As the god AGNI resides here, those who bathe here get the benefit of the Agnishtoma (fire) sacrifice.


Prabhavati/Prabha A wife of the god SURYA, mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and other texts.


Prabhu A Sanskrit term used for several deities, including SHIVA, VISHNU, KRISHNA, SKANDA, KUBERA and SURYA. It actually can refer to any deity and is a generic term for God.


Prabhupada, Swami A devotee of the god KRISHNA, and the founder of the INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY FOR KRISHNA CONSCIOUSNESS (ISKCON). Born in Kolkata (Calcutta), in 1896, he was initially known as Abhay Charan De. After his initiation by Bhaktisiddhanta in 1932, he came to be called Abhay Charanaravinda Bhaktivedanta and later, Swami Prabhupada. He had a degree in Chemistry, ran a pharmacy business, was married and had a son. He became a devotee of the god Krishna, and in 1954, left his business and family, devoting himself to the worship of Krishna. In 1959 he was initiated into a sannyasi sect, and became a Swami. He set up ISKCON at New York in 1965, with the aim of spreading the message of the BHAGAVAD GITA, and of the worship of Krishna. He wrote over fifty books, including commentaries on the Bhagavad Gita, Srimad Bhagavatam (29 volumes), and Sri Chaitanya Charitamrita (17 volumes). His organization soon spread throughout the world, and though he died in 1977, the movement started by him has continued to grow and expand.


Prabhulingalile A Virashaiva or LINGAYAT text, written in Kannada by Chamarasa in the fifteenth century. The text deals with the life of ALLAMA PRABHU, who was a legend in his lifetime, and is here seen as an incarnation of SHIVA and a realized soul. It describes Allama’s conquest of Mayadevi, his journey to Kalyana and his wanderings, and the different people he met. While Maya tried to tempt him, Animisha became his guru. Others he met included Muktayakka to whom he explained the nature of a guru, and Siddharama to whom he taught the necessity of looking within. The text also describes his meetings with GORAKHNATHA, Mahadevi and BASAVANNA.

Though all these were real people, some have seen in it a parallel allegorical story where the characters represent various qualities. Thus, for instance, moha (worldly desire) is represented by Mayadevi, a tamasic or dark aspect of Devi or Parvati, and vairagya (detachment) is represented by Mahadevi, the sattvic or good aspect of Parvati.

The work has twenty-five gatis (movements) or chapters, together containing 1111 six-line stanzas.


Prabodhachandrodaya A Sanskrit text, written by KRISHNAMISHRA in around the eleventh century. It is a philosophical work in the form of a play, depicting the truths of ADVAITA. The play in six acts is an allegory, in which there is a conflict between two ways of living, and the characters represent different concepts and qualities. King Mind has two wives, Pravritti (action) and Nivritti (repose). From Pravritti, Moha or delusory desire is born, who has a number of attendants such as Kama (love), Rati (pleasure), Krodha (anger), and Himsa (violence) representing negative qualities. From Nivritti, Viveka (discrimination) is born, and has attendants representing positive qulaities, such as Mati (reason), Dharma (duty), Karuna (compassion), Bhakti (devotion). Through Viveka, Prabodha (true knowledge) and Vidya (spiritual wisdom) are born, and Moha is then overcome. Despite the philosophical theme, the play is not dull, the characters are depicted in a realistic way, and there are erotic and humourous passages which enliven it. The setting of the play is VARANASI.


Prachetas/Pracheta (1) One of the ten PRAJAPATIS, who was born from the mind of the god BRAHMA.

(2) A name of various deities, including SHIVA, VARUNA and several minor deities, including a god of the PRASUTA group, a PARAVATA god, and a god of the LEKHA group.

(3) The name of several others.


Prachetasas The fathers of Prajapati DAKSHA.

According to stories in the PURANAS, Prachinabarhi, the son of Havirdhana and grandson of PRITHU, married Savarna or Samudri, the daughter of the ocean. The ten Prachetasas were born from them. They meditated on VISHNU while living in the depths of the ocean for 10,000 years (or in a lake for 1000 years in some texts). In some accounts, the god SHIVA directed them to worship Vishnu. They glorified and praised Vishnu, who then appeared to them, and offered them a boon. The Prachetasas asked that they be able to populate the world, and Vishnu granted this. When they came out of the water they found that the earth was choked with trees, and began to burn them by their spiritual power. Then SOMA (in some texts, Brahma) prevented them, and offered them MARISHA in marriage, who had been reared by the trees. They then married Marisha, from whom Daksha was born. The world was populated by Daksha’s daughters who married the rishi KASHYAPA.

According to one passage in the MAHABHARATA, Prachetas was the eldest son of Prachinabarhi, and the father of Daksha, while in another passage, Daksha was the son of the ten Prachetasas.


pradakshina A Sanskrit term for the circumambulation of a deity or temple, in a clockwise direction, as part of the act of worship. This takes place in all temples, though regional terms may be used, for instance ‘piratakshinam’ in Tamil, or more colloquially, ‘valtu’. A passageway for pradakshina is built into larger temples.

Pradakshina is practised by devotees usually after worshipping the deity, and sometimes before and after. It may be performed one or more times, depending on the deity, temple, and worshipper, and can consist of reverentially walking around, or prostrating the whole body repeatedly.


Pradha A daughter of DAKSHA and a wife of KASHYAPA. According to the Mahabharata, she was the mother of several apsaras and deva-gandharvas.


Pradhana Another term for PRAKRITI.


Pradyumna A son of the god KRISHNA, by his wife RUKMINI. According to one legend in the BHAGAVATA PURANA, he was the incarnation of the god KAMA, who had been burnt to ashes by the god SHIVA. When Kama was killed, his wife RATI was filled with grief, but was informed by the goddess MAHADEVI that he would be reborn, and she, Rati, would again be his wife. Meanwhile Rukmini was longing for a child, and Krishna, after being blessed by the rishis NARA-NARAYANA, went to Mt. KAILASHA and asked Shiva for a child. Thus Pradyumna was born, and when he was six or seven days old he was stolen by the ASURA Shambara, who had been told that the child would grow up to kill him. Shambara threw him into the ocean, where he was swallowed by a fish. The fish was caught, and by a coincidence sold to Shambara. The child was found inside the fish, and reared by Shambara’s wife Mayadevi or Mayavati. The rishi NARADA told her the truth of the child’s birth, and when he grew up, she fell in love with him, and told him how he had come to her house. Pradyumna then killed the asura Shambara in battle, and married Mayavati, who was actually an incarnation of Rati, and then flew through the air with her to see his parents. Later, he also married Kakudmati, daughter of Rukmin, and had a son, ANIRUDDHA. In addition, he married Prabhavati, daughter of the asura Vajranabha. Along with other YADAVAS, he died during the conflicts that took place at DVARAKA. According to another story, he was the son of Kama and Rati, while according to the MAHABHARATA, he was a partial incarnation of SANAT KUMARA, the son of BRAHMA, and after his death merged with Sanat Kumara. He is one of the deities worshipped in the PANCHARATRA system.


Prahlada A DAITYA, who was a great devotee of the god VISHNU. His story is narrated in the PURANAS and other texts. His father was the daitya HIRANYAKASHIPU, and his mother was Kayadhu. Vishnu had killed the brother of Hiranyakashipu and there was a deep enmity between them. While Hiranyakashipu was fighting against the DEVAS, Kayadhu, who was pregnant, was captured by INDRA, but rescued by the rishi NARADA. Narada kept Kayadhu with him for some time and his spiritual discourses were heard by Prahlada, while still in the womb, and he was born with a devotion to Vishnu. As he grew up, this devotion angered his father. Unable to persuade Prahlada to give it up, Hiranyakashipu called on various powers to torment and torture the boy. But though, among other things, he was thrown from mountains, trampled by elephants and placed in a pit of fire, he remained constant in his devotion and emerged unharmed. After surviving being left in the ocean with mountains pressing down above him, Hiranyakashipu was for some time reconciled to his son’s devotion to Vishnu, but later began his persecution again, and was finally killed by Vishnu in the form of NARASIMHA.

Prahlada then became the king of the daityas and danavas in PATALA, but soon had further adventures.

According to the VAMANA PURANA, he went to NAIMISHARANYA, the forest of Naimisha, one of the most sacred sites, where he met the rishis NARA-NARAYANA, and thinking they were fake SANNYASIS, began a battle with them, but they remained undefeated. Learning of their true nature from Vishnu, he went to Badarikashrama in the Himalayas and began to propitiate them, leaving his cousin ANDHAKA on the throne. Even after returning to Patala, he remained advisor to Andhaka, and did not take over the throne again.

In battles between the devas and ASURAS, Prahlada tried to make peace, but finally was forced into combat with the devas.

Prahlada is also connected with the festival of HOLI. His grandson was the emperor MAHABALI. There are several retellings of the story of Prahlada, which is one of the most popular ancient tales.


Prajapati (1) A deity in the VEDAS. In the RIG VEDA, he is described in a hymn in the tenth or latest book, where he is praised as the creator of heaven and earth, of the waters and of all that lives, of the one god above all other gods. In some later Vedic texts, he is recognized as the chief god, or father of the gods, the creator of the devas and asuras, and the first sacrificer. He is also known as ‘KA’ or ‘who’, as the verse praising him in the Rig Veda uses this pronoun to ask who the greatest god is.

(2) Later BRAHMA took the place of Prajapati, and in later literature Prajapati often refers to Brahma.

(3) The gods SHIVA and VISHNU are sometimes called Prajapati.

(4) Several others are referred to as Prajapati in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. Among them are: AGNI, BHARATA, Shashabindu, SHUKRA, Havirdhaman, INDRA, KAPILA, Kshupa, Prithu-Vainya, SOMA, Svishtakrit (the fire), TVASHTR, VISHVAKARMA, Virana. These include both rishis and deities.

Prajapatis Groups of Prajapatis (prajapatayah) are mentioned in the epics, PURANAS and other texts. They were RISHIS or sages, descended from the god BRAHMA, from whom all people are descended. Different texts state that there were seven, ten, sixteen or twenty-one Prajapatis. The names of the ten Prajapatis that are usually listed are: MARICHI, ANGIRAS, ATRI, Pulastya, Pulaha, Kratu, VASISHTHA, DAKSHA or Pracheta, BHRIGU and NARADA. The RAMAYANA of Valmiki lists sixteen Prajapatis: Angiras, Arishtanemi, Atri, Daksha, Kardama, Kashyapa, Kratu, Marichi, Prachetas Plaha, Pulastya, Samshraya, Shesha, Sthanu, Vikrita, Vivasvan. The MAHABHARATA has a list of twenty-one, created by Brahma: Angiras, Atri, Bhrigu, Brahma, Chandra. Daksha, Dharma, Kardama, Kratu, Krodha, Manu, Marichi, Parameshthi, Pulaha, Pulastya, Rudra, Surya, Tapa, Vasishtha, Vikrita, Yama. A different set of Prajapatis is said to appear in each MANVANTARA.


Prakashananda A scholar and philosopher of ADVAITA, who flourished between 1550 and 1600. Prakashananda wrote a number of works including Siddhanta-muktavali, Tara-bhakti-tarangini, Manaorama-raja-tika, Maha-lakshmi-paddhati, and Shri-vidyapaddhati. In his Siddhanta-muktavali, he contributed to the classic understanding of various Advaitic concepts. Explaining the creation of the world and the concept of MAYA had often posed a problem to scholars. Several Advaitic scholars had previously attempted to explain maya as something that was part of BRAHMAN, and yet different from it. Though they claimed maya was purely illusory, their works indicated that as it was responsible for creation, it also had some kind of existence. Because of this theory, other schools of philosophy began to accuse them of dualism. Prakashananda attempted to refute this, and denied that the world had any real existence. It was only perception (drishti) that came from wrong understanding that led to the idea that objects existed. With true knowledge, the illusory disappeared. He said that the teacher of Advaita, who had attained this knowledge, did not lose his illusory form, but could still teach others the way. He compared such a teacher with the VEDAS, which though illusory could lead to the right path.

Prakashananda said that Brahman is characterless, and the world has no existence. No type of causation could be attributed to Brahman. He thus differed from his contemporaries, and gave Advaita its extreme idealistic form. His concepts, spread through his many disciples, soon became predominant in Advaita.

Despite his adherence to Advaita, some of his other works indicate that he followed TANTRIC modes of worship.


Prakrit A term for a number of local dialects and languages that developed from Sanskrit. Among them were Sauraseni, Magadhi, Jain Maharashtri, Paisachi and Apabhramsa. The present regional languages of India originated from the various Prakrit languages.


Prakriti A term for nature or matter, the active principle of creation, as opposed to PURUSHA, the passive principle. Prakriti and Purusha, as twin principles of creation, form part of the SAMKHYA philosophy. Prakriti represents feminine energy, and the PURANAS provide various explanations of the term. Pra, it is said, means ‘principal’ and ‘kriti’, creation, thus it is the principal cause of creation. Alternately ‘pra’ = sattva, kr = rajas, and ta = tamas, thus all the three GUNAS or qualities are reflected in the word. In another interpretation, pra = before, and kriti = creation, therefore Prakriti is that which existed before creation. Samkhya philosophy states that when the gunas are in equilibrium there is no movement in Prakriti. It is only when one or the other predominates that creation begins.


According to the DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA, the Supreme spirit consists of Purusha and Prakriti, which separated to bring about creation. Prakriti then took the form of the goddesses DURGA, LAKSHMI, SARASVATI, SAVITRI and RADHA. Prakriti is also known as Pradhana.


pralaya A Sanskrit term which refers to the dissolution or ending of objects. Most commonly, pralaya refers to the end of the world after a KALPA or a cycle of YUGAS, also known as Brahma-pralaya, but there are other types of pralaya as well. Nitya-pralaya is the destruction of living and non-living things, that goes on on a daily basis. Prakrita-pralaya is the great deluge or flood, caused by nature (PRAKRITI) that ends creation. Atyantika-pralaya is the dissolution of the individual through union with the divine.


Pramadvara An APSARA whose story is described in ancient texts. She was the daughter of Menaka and Vishvavasu. Menaka left her near the ashram of the rishi Sthulakesha who brought her up. A few days before her intended marriage to Ruru (son of Pramati and grandson of CHYAVANA), she died of snake bite. Ruru appealed to the gods who revived her on condition that Ruru give her half his life. He did this and the two had a happy married life. Their son was Shunaka.


pramana A philosophical term that has been translated as the ‘means of attaining reliable knowledge’ or ‘valid knowledge’. Each school of philosophy accepts certain pramanas in its enquiry into God, souls, the nature of the world, and other aspects of truth and reality. The CHARVAKAS see only pratyaksha or perception as a valid means of knowledge. In VAISHESHIKA, the pramanas are perception and inference (pratyadsha and anumanda); in SAMKHYA and YOGA, it is perception, inference and verbal testimony (pratyaksha, anumana and shabda). Shabda, literally ‘word’, indicates the words of an authoritative text. Nyaya accepts these three, and adds upamana or inference through analogy or comparison. According to VEDANTA, apart from these, other means of knowledge are arthapati, which can be translated as intuition or presumption, and anupalabdhi, or non-perception. Bhatta Mimamsa agrees with Vedanta, while the Prabhakara school of MIMAMSA ignores anupalabdhi. Buddhism accepts pratyaksha and anumana. These are the generally accepted pramanas of each school, though there may be some variation in the views of individual philosophers, as well as differences in the interpretation of each pramana. Other aspects or sub-categories are contained within these pramanas.


prameya A philosophical term. Prameya, is an object of certain knowledge. It also indicates that of which a correct notion should be formed, or a thing to be proved. In simple terms, it is the object that is perceived. In Advaita Vedanta the object has no existence apart from the all-pervading consciousness through which it is perceived. Other philosophers look at prameya differently.


prana (1) The life-force, or breath. It indicates the vital force of every living being, or the spirit of life. In the ATHARVA VEDA, there is a hymn to Prana, who is personified. In Yogic texts, the pranic body, known as the pranamaya KOSHA, is said to surround the material or visible body. Ten forms of prana are described, prana, apana, vyana, samana, udana, naga, kurma, krikara, devadatta and dhananjaya. Of these, prana is the vital function through which air is drawn into the body; apana is the force controlling ejection or elimination; vyana is concerned with the distribution of the force; samana with assimilation; udana is related to the voice and sound. The other five are subsidiary pranas that control belching, eyelid movement, hunger and thirst, yawning and hiccups.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA and of VISHNU.


Pranami Panth A syncretic sect which has both Hindu and Muslim practices. Its foundation was laid by Shri Devchandra in the seventeenth century, while his disciple Mahamati Prannath (1618–94), of Jamnagar, Gujarat further explained its concepts and spread its teachings. The sect is based on the worship of the god KRISHNA, as revealed in the BHAGAVATA PURANA, but also contains ideas and concepts from Islam. Mahamati Prannath, whose original name was Mehraj Thakur, composed the Qulzam Swarup, the basic text of the sect, which runs into fourteen volumes, and has 18,758 verses. This text explains the unity of religions and the universality of religious teachings, conveyed through quotes from the VEDAS, other Hindu texts, and the QURAN. It believes in the worship of the Uttam Purush, the supreme lord identified with Krishna, to attain divine bliss. The text with its quotes uses five languages, Hindi, Gujarati, Kachhi, Sindhi and Arabic, as well as some Persian words. The sect promotes basic ethical principles, the avoidance of meat, fish and alcohol, and honour and respect for all religions. Prannath aimed to establish a universal religion, which he named Nijanand Dharma. He had both Hindu and Muslim disciples, and his most prominent disciple was Maharaja Chhatrasal of the Bundela dynasty at Panna (presentday Madhya Pradesh). Panna remains the main centre of the faith while Pranami temples also exist in Delhi, Chandigarh, Gujarat, other states of India, Nepal, and Western countries. All Pranami temples contain the Qulzam Swarup. The sect has a series of gurus who continue to promote its ideas.


Pranava (1) A name of the god VISHNU.

(2) A term used to refer to the mantra OM.


pranayama A term which is often translated as ‘breath-control’, (prana = breath, yama = control) though according to the AMARAKOSHA, it means ‘breath-lengthening’(prana = breath, ayama = length, or expansion). Pranayama are breathing techniques which form part of the practice of YOGA, particularly HATHA YOGA. Pranayama implies gaining control over the natural process of breathing. By understanding different types of PRANA, and controlling the breath in prescribed ways, health is maintained, diseases are cured, energy and vitality are increased, and at higher levels, various SIDDHIS or powers are achieved. In Kundalini yoga, prana awakens the KUNDALINI, and causes it to rise.


Prapanchasara-Tantra A Sanskrit text, a TANTRA attributed to the ninth-century philosopher SHANKARA. The text, beginning with an account of creation, explains the human body as a representation of the cosmos, and deals with methods of raising the KUNDALINI. There are sections on the consecration and worship of SHAKTI or Devi in her different forms, as well as mantras and bijas (mystic syllables). The union of the gods and their shaktis are erotically described, yet such union at a human level is a holy sacrifice, representing that of AHAMKARA (ego, sense of ‘I’), with BUDDHI, the higher intellect. There are praises of Ardhanarishvara (Shiva and Shakti combined) and references to VISHNU and his consort SHRI.


prapatti A term for surrender to God, or resignation to the will of God. Prapatti involves self-control along with faith. Its aspects include: anukulyasyasampattih, which indicates the acquiring of qualities which would be pleasing to God; pratikulyasya varjanam, avoiding actions unacceptable to God; rakshisyatiti vishvasah, faith in the protective power of God; goptritvavaranam, appeal for protection; karpanyam, a feeling of one’s own insignificance; atma-samarpanam, total surrender. This last is the same as prapatti, while the others are the means to it. Prapatti is particularly associated with the philosopher RAMANUJA and with SHRIVAISHNAVISM. The VADAGALAI, or northern school, believe it is one of the ways of reaching God, while the TENGALAI, or southern school, hold it is the only way.


Prarthana Samaj A religious society which worked for social reform in Hinduism. It was founded in Mumbai (Bombay), in 1867, by a group of people led by Dr Atmaram Pandurang (1823–98), under the inspiration of Keshab Chandra Sen of the BRAHMO SAMAJ. There were also other influences in the founding of the Samaj. Some of its members had earlier belonged to a little-known secret society, the Gupt Sabha. Another secret society, the Parmahamsa Sabha, was set up in 1849. In order to emphasize the unity of all faiths, its practices included drinking water brought by a Muslim, and eating bread baked by a Christian. This society faced certain problems when its documents were stolen and publicized, but some of its members were among the founders of the Prarthana Samaj, literally the ‘Society of Prayer’. They started educational institutions, and worked to improve the position of women and remove untouchability. The Deccan Education Society was among the notable institutions started by them.

The tenets of the Prarthana Samaj are very similar to the Brahmo Samaj, and the two Samajes once had close contacts.

Its main beliefs are:

(1) God is the creator of the universe. He is eternal, spiritual, infinite, the store of all good, all joy, without parts, without form, one without a second, the ruler of all, all pervading, omniscient, almighty, all-holy, and the saviour of sinners.

(2) Worship of God leads to happiness in this world and the next.

(3) Worship can consist of prayer, singing, and performing actions that please God.

(4) Worshipping images is not a true method of divine adoration.

(5) God does not incarnate himself. There is no one book revealed by God, or that is totally infallible.

(6) All people are brethren, as they are the children of the One God.

The Prarthana Samaj reveres the Maratha BHAKTI saints, and uses their hymns in their services. Its headquarters is at Girgaum, Mumbai. The Society still has a number of followers, though exact figures are not known.


prasada A Sanskrit word which literally means ‘grace’. It refers to consecrated food, offered to the deities in temples, and then distributed among worshippers.


Prasanna-Raghava A play in Sanskrit, based on the RAMAYANA, composed by Jayadeva, a logician of the thirteenth century. The play in seven acts, has certain new elements, but is considered one of the best of the later kavyas (poetic works). In Act I, Sita is said to have two suitors, the asura BANA and RAVANA. Ravana tries to bend SHIVA’S bow, a test that is required to gain Sita’s hand, but fails. In Act II Sita and her friend are together, and are seen by RAMA. In Act III, Rama bends and breaks the bow, and the marriage of Rama and Sita is celebrated. In Act IV, Rama is challenged by PARASHURAMA. Act V deals with Sita’s abduction, but again new elements are introduced. The rivers Ganga, Yamuna, Sarayu, Godavari and Tungabhadra, along with Sagara, the ocean, are personified, and narrate how Sita was abducted and JATAYU killed, as well as Rama’s killing of VALI and his alliance with SUGRIVA and HANUMAN. In Act VI, Rama’s grief is depicted and two vidyadharas show LANKA to him through magic. Sita rejects Ravana who tries to kill her with a sword, but Hanuman prevents him. She tries to burn herself in a pyre, but the coals turn to pearls. Act VII has the invasion of Lanka, the battle with Ravana and his forces, Rama’s victory, and their return to AYODHYA in the PUSHPAKA vehicle. Then at Ayodhya, a poetry contest is held, in which each contestant describes something beautiful, the setting sun, the dawn, or the sights from the Pushpaka vimana.

The author Jayadeva is not the same as the author of the GITA GOVINDA, and was the son of Mahadeva and Sumitra of Kundina in Berar.


Prashastapada A scholar of the VAISHESHIKA system of philosophy. Prashastapada probably lived in the fourth century CE, and wrote the Padarthadharmasamgraha, also known as the Prashastapada-bhashya. This is considered more than a commentary on Kanada’s VAISHESHIKA SUTRA, as it has many new elements, including theories on the creation and destruction of the world. Prashastapada accepts six PADARTHAS or categories: dravya (substance), guna (quality), karma (action), samanya (the generic or universal), vishesha (the particular), and samavaya (inherence). He added to the number of GUNAS, bringing them to twenty-four, and described the nature of fallacies and of inference. He explained the theory of atoms or paramanus and ANUS, and how two anus combine to form the dvyanuka, the basic unit of matter. Prashastapada, who seems to have been influenced by NYAYA philosophy, clearly established the basic principles of Vaisheshika.

Among the commentaries on his work are Vyomavati by Vyomashekhara; Nyayakandali of Shridhara; Kiranavali of UDAYANA, and Lilavati by Shrivatsa. While the first is the earliest, the next two belong to the tenth century, and Lilavati to the eleventh.


Prashna Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that can be dated to before the third century BCE, and has a commentary by SHANKARA. It consists of questions (prashna) asked to the rishi PIPPALADA, on the methods to reach the supreme BRAHMAN. In response to the first question, Pippalada describes two paths, that of those who undertake pious works, but have a family life, and the greater path of those who follow the inner spirit, with steadfastness and purity. Through the first path the pale regions of the moon are reached, but through the second, the radiant regions of the sun. Pippalada then answers other questions, describing how the individual spirit merges into the Supreme Spirit, where name and form disappear. This Upanishad is attached to the ATHARVA VEDA.


Prasutas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods described in the PURANAS. They existed in the sixth MANVANTARA when Chakshusha was the MANU.


Pratardanas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods described in the PURANAS. They existed in the third MANVANTARA, when Uttama was the MANU. Among the gods of this group were Avadhya and Avarati.


pratisarga One of the traditional topics in the Puranas. It has been translated as recreation or as secondary creation.


Pratishakhyas Sanskrit texts which describe how the verses in the VEDAS are to be pronounced. They were composed later than the Vedas. Those available today include the Rig Veda Pratishakhya, ascribed to Shaunaka; the Taittiriya Pratishakhya of the Black YAJUR VEDA; the Vajaseniya Pratishakya of the White Yajur Veda, said to be written by KATYAYANA; the Shaunakiya Chaturadhyayika of the ATHARVA VEDA, attributed to Shaunaka. Pratishakhyas are among the earliest texts on shiksha, the science of pronunciation, which formed one of the VEDANGAS or branches of knowledge.


Pratyabhijna A philosophical concept of SHAIVISM, implying a recognition of the world as a manifestation of SHIVA. Somananda laid down the basic ideas in his work Shiva-drishti. In this he describes Shiva as both immanent and transcendent, pervading the world and yet beyond it. Utpaladeva wrote the Ishvara-pratyabhijna-karika, as well as a vritti (commentary) on this. ABHINAVAGUPTA wrote further commentaries, Ishvara-pratyabhijna-vimarshini, and Ishvara-pratyabhijna-vivriti-vimarshini, on Utpaladeva’s work. Kshemaraja explained the philosophy in Pratyabhijna-hridaya. According to this philosophy, Shiva is self-luminous consciousness, through whom all creation emerges. The world is not unreal, but its true nature is concealed. Through spiritual practices and God’s grace (anugraha), the realization of Shivoham, the Self as Shiva is attained. Pratyabhijna can be described as the philosophical aspect of Trika or Kashmir Shaivism.


Prayaga A sacred city for Hindus, the ancient name of the city of ALLAHABAD in Uttar Pradesh. Prayaga marks the confluence of the GANGA, with its main tributary the YAMUNA. According to legend, a third river, the SARASVATI, which cannot be seen, joins the two rivers here. Thus Prayaga is also known as Triveni, the meeting place of three rivers. The site of the confluence, known as the sangam, is specially sacred. The city has several temples.

According to ancient texts, ending one’s life at Prayaga by jumping into the river was a sacred act bringing merit in the next world or life. The Kalachuri king Gangeyadeva, along with a hundred wives, as well as many others, are said to have done this. Alternatively, it was also meritorious to enter a fire of cow-dung cakes here.

These events are described by the seventh-century Chinese traveller Xuanzang, the PURANAS, and several inscriptions.

Metaphysically, the three rivers represent the KUNDALINI and the two main NADIS, IDA and PINGALA, which when they unite, lead to enlightenment. The inner Prayaga is clearly described in some texts. Thus Tulasidasa’s RAMACHARITAMANASA states that Prayaga represents a gathering of saints. Faith in RAMA is the Ganga, contemplation on BRAHMAN is the SARASVATI; instruction in ritual and right actions for the KALI YUGA are the YAMUNA, and the stories of VISHNU and SHIVA form the Triveni. This Prayaga can be accessed any time, anywhere.

The MAHABHARATA states that by bathing at Prayaga one acquires the merits of the four kinds of knowledge, i.e., the atma vidya (self-knowledge) and the three Vedas. There are 600,010,000 TIRTHAS here. SOMA, VARUNA and PRAJAPATI had performed sacrifices here, and great rishis, as well as the gods led by Brahma, live here. By going to Prayaga and praising it, one is freed from all sins.


prema A word that means love. In some BHAKTI sects, prema refers to the pure love that an individual has for the divine.


Premabodha Pothi A Punjabi text on the lives of saints dated to 1693. The text is attributed to Guru Gobind Singh, but is not included in the Dasam Granth that contains his other works. The first part has an introductory chapter followed by descriptions of sixteen saints including PIPA, RAMANANDA, KABIR, SURDAS, NAMADEVA, RAVIDASA, and Baba Farid. The second part deals with earlier saints described in the PURANAS and other texts, such as PRAHLADA, DHRUVA and VALMIKI. The text is written in verse, in a mixture of Punjabi and Hindi.


Premananda A medieval composer of akhyanas or religious poems in Gujarati. Born in 1636, Premananda was the son of Krishna of Vadodara, Gujarat, but was orphaned at a young age. He became a singer of akhyanas, and later a composer. His akhyanas can be divided into five groups—those based on: the RAMAYANA; the MAHABHARATA; the MARKANDEYA PURANA; the BHAGAVATA PURANA; the life of NARASIMHA MEHTA. His most popular akhyanas are based on the tenth skandha of the Bhagavata. In the Nagadamana episode he graphically depicts the fear of Yashoda, when the young Krishna jumps into the Yamuna to retrieve a ball. Yashoda fears that he has lost his life. She says:


Why, my dark one, did you plunge into the river, leaving your poor mother behind?

The waters of the Yamuna are dark; the black Kaliya lives in it;

How can I hope to meet you again?

How will you come back to me?

My child was my life, fate has robbed me of it.

I did not know how to preserve my jewel,

And now he is gone.



Of course her fears are unfounded, as Krishna reappears.

Premananda died in 1734.


preta In Hindu mythology, a term for a ghost or evil spirit, which is said to be able to enter dead bodies and animate them. Graveyards are among its favourite haunts. It is also said to be the temporary state of a dead person, for whom ancestral rites have not been performed. Preta Loka is the world of the pretas.


Prince of Ayodhya The first volume of a new version of the Ramayana composed in English by Ashok Banker. The other volumes in this series are: Siege of Mithila; Demons of Chitrakut; Armies of Hanuman; Bridge of Rama; King of Ayodhya; Vengence of Ravana; and Sons of Sita. These books are not a translation, but a recreation for modern times. Using earlier Ramayanas as his base, Banker has created a dramatic and modern retelling of the ancient story.


Prithu An ancient king of the earth, described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. He was also known as Prithi, and Prithivainya. Traditionally, he began the practice of agriculture. Prithi, son of Vena, is mentioned in the RIG VEDA, and is said to be the author of one of the hymns. In the ATHARVA VEDA he is known as Prithivainya. The SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA says he is ‘the first of men who was installed as a king.’ The Mahabharata states that Prithu was installed as emperor of the earth by rishi MARKANDEYA. SHUKRA was his priest, the Valakhilyas his counsellors and the Sarasvatas his companions. He evened out the earth, and drew from her, as a milker from a cow, seventeen kinds of crops. He gave rich gifts to BRAHMANAS, and was confirmed in his sovereignty by VISHNU.

According to the VAYU PURANA, Prithu was descended from the sixth MANU, Chakshusha. Chakshusha’s son was Uru, whose son in turn was Anga. Vena was the son of Anga, but as he was evil, the rishis killed him. They then kneaded his right arm, and from this Prithu was born. He was born fully grown, dressed in armour, holding a bow and arrows.

Other accounts state Prithu was born from a sacrificial fire created by the devas.

After his coronation Prithu began to rule the earth. He wanted to level the earth, but the frightened earth turned herself into a cow and ran away. Prithu became angry, and followed her to kill her. Tired of running away, the earth came to Prithu and asked him to milk her. He did so, and thus seeds and foodgrains emerged. Prithu levelled the earth, which was named PRITHIVI, and villages and cities were built.


Prithuka A deva-gana or group of gods, described in the Puranas. They existed in the sixth or Chakshusha manvantara. They included Ajita and others.


Prithvi/Prithivi A deity, the goddess of the earth. She is first described in the RIG VEDA, and later in the ATHARVA VEDA, in a hymn of sixty-three verses. A few verses of this hymn are given below:


Truth, high and potent Law, the consecrating Rite,

Fervour, Brahma and Sacrifice uphold the Earth, May she, the queen of all that is and to be, may Prithivi make ample space and room for us. [1]

O Prithivi, auspicious be thy woodlands, auspicious be thy hills and snow-clad mountains.

Unslain, unwounded, unsubdued, I have set foot upon the Earth, On Earth, brown, black, ruddy and every-coloured, on the firm earth that Indra guards from danger. [11]

Supporting both the foolish and the weighty, she bears the death both of the good and the evil.

In friendly accord with the boar, Earth opens herself for the wild swine that roams the forest. [48]

(Trans. T.H. Griffith).



Prithivi is the kindly earth mother, who bears the weight of the mountains, supports the trees of the forest, and scatters the rain. She is often paired with DYAUS (heaven), and Dyaus-Prithvi is thus the deity of heaven and earth. In later texts, Prithvi is an alternate name for BHUDEVI.

In the PURANAS, there are several stories about PRITHVI as the earth. When the king of the earth, Prithu, wanted to level the land, she turned into a cow and ran away. Later, she allowed Prithu to milk her, and seeds, vegetables and various crops came into being.

Once Prithvi, oppressed by HIRANYAKSHA was submerged in the ocean. VISHNU took the form of VARAHA and brought her up on his tusks. NARAKASURA was the son of Prithvi from Hiranyaksha, or, according to some accounts, from Varaha.

Prithvi sometimes makes philosophical comments. In the Vishnu Purana (IV.24) she laughs at the delusions of kings. She comments that kings think they possess her, yet they all die and are soon forgotten. She says: ‘When I hear a king sending word to another by his ambassador, saying: “This earth is mine, immediately give up your claim to it”, I am at first moved to violent laughter, but it soon subsides to pity for the infatuated fool.’ The commentator goes on to say, that understanding the transient nature of life, the wise person will never consider children, lands or property, to be his own.

The region of the earth and that immediately above it is known as Bhurloka or Bhuloka.


Prithvi Raj Rathor A poet and scholar who lived in the sixteenth century, and composed works in Rajasthani. Prithvi Raj Rathor (1549–1600) was the son of Raja Kalyanmal, and brother of Raja Rai Singh, a general of the Mughal emperor Akbar. Prithviraj was himself a courtier of Akbar, but at the same time was an admirer of Maharana Pratap, who defied the emperor. He wrote a number of poems including one in praise of Maharana Pratap, but is best known for his work VELI KRISHNA RUKMANI KI, on the marriage of KRISHNA and RUKMINI (here called Rukmani).


Pukalenti/Pugalendi/Puhalendi A Tamil poet who wrote Nala Vena, based on the story of NALA and Damayanti in the MAHABHARATA. Pukalenti was a pseudonym; the real name or exact date of the poet is not known. He is said to have lived at the time of the Chola dynasty, and to have been a contemporary of KAMBAN. He came from a small hamlet known as Pon Vilainta Kalathur, and was patronized by a local king named Chandramukhi or Chandrasvargi, who asked him to write this work. He recites the story in the venba (venpa) metre.


puja The act of worship in Hinduism, which may take place in a temple or at home. Prayers, along with offerings such as fruit, flowers or incense, are made to the image of a deity, or to a symbol of the divine. Puja may be done according to prescribed rituals, or in a spontaneous way.


Pulaha (1) One of the mind-born sons of the god BRAHMA. He was a PRAJAPATI and a great RISHI. According to the MAHABHARATA, his offspring were the shalabhas, lions, kimpurushas, tigers, bears and wolves.

In the PURANAS, his wife is said to be Kshama, and his sons were Kardama, Arvarivat and Suhishnu.

(2) The name of a GANDHARVA.


Pulastya A mind-born son of the god BRAHMA, one of the PRAJAPATIS or great RISHIS. Some of the PURANAS were revealed to him by Brahma. According to the MAHABHARATA, his offspring were the RAKSHASAS, VANARAS, KINNARAS and YAKSHAS.

The Mahabharata says that Pulastya, with a cow, gave birth to Kubera (Vaishravana). Leaving his father, Vaishravana went to his grandfather, Brahma. This angered Pulastya, who, with half of his own self, was born as Vishrava to take revenge on Vaishravana. To please him, Kubera (Naravahana) sent him three rakshasis, from whom Ravana and his family were born.

According to the Puranas, he was the father of Vishrava, who in turn was the father of KUBERA and RAVANA.


punya A Sanskrit term for merit, or good deeds.


Puman Another term for PURUSHA.


Purananuru One of the eight Tamil texts collec tively known as ETTUTOKAI. The Purananuru consists of 400 poems on various themes composed by a number of different poets. The first poem is a devotional hymn to the god SHIVA, while some of the others have references to festivals, worship, sacrificial rites and stories from the MAHABHARATA, RAMAYANA and Puranas.


Puranas Sanskrit texts sacred to Hindus, which include myths, legends, methods of worship, geographical and historical details and a lot more. Purana literally means ‘old’. The term Purana, indicating a type of text, is first used in the ATHARVA VEDA. The Gopatha Brahmana lists it as a category of literature, along with other texts. The SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, as well as some Upanishads, and the MAHABHARATA, also list it with other types of literature, but the nature of this literature is not clear. Some Puranas provide a legendary account of their origin. They state that in the beginning there was only one Purana, that was created by the god BRAHMA, even before the VEDAS.


Another story states that once there was only one Veda. Dvaipayana (VYASA) divided this into four, and added to it akhyanas (stories), upakhyanas (anecdotes), gathas (songs), kalpajoktis (lore), and other ancient material, thus compiling the Puranas. Vyasa is thus considered the composer of all the Puranas. In some Puranas, he is considered an incarnation of VISHNU or of SHIVA.

Each Purana contains an account of how it came into being. They are usually narrated by a suta (bard), LOMAHARSHANA (or Romaharshana) or his son Ugrashrava to the rishis gathered in NAIMISHARANYA, the Naimisha forest. The suta himself has heard it from Vyasa, who has heard it from one of the gods.

The Puranas known today probably originated before the first century CE, but in the form available date from the second to fourth centuries CE and later. According to tradition, they have five main topics: (1) Sarga or creation; (2) Pratisarga, or re-creation, after the periodic destruction of the worlds; (3) Vamsha or genealogy, here referring to the genealogies of gods and RISHIS; (4) Manvantarani, an account of the MANVANTARAS or great periods of time, each headed by a MANU, the ancestor of all humans; (5) Vamshanucharita, the history of dynasties, whose mythical origins are traced back to the sun or the moon (Suryavamshi and Chandravamshi dynasties).

Scholars do not agree on the interpretation of these terms. Some feel that pratisarga means ‘secondary creation’, ‘further creation’, or in some cases ‘destruction’. Vamsha literally means geneology, and could include any category. Similarly ‘vamshanucharita’ could be stories on any dynasty. P.V. Kane had pointed out that these five traditional topics, supposed to be characteristic of a Purana (the pancha-lakshana), actually form 3 per cent of the contents. However, recent writers feel it should not be interpreted so literally, and in fact refers to the world view of a Purana, superimposed on all its contents. Thus V.N. Rao feels it is ‘the ideological frame that transforms whatever content is incorporated into that frame’.

The Puranas vary in nature. Some of them contain aspects of the five topics listed above, while others do not. Many are associated with a particular deity or sect. Over time the Puranas were revised to include topics on rites, customs and duties.

Eighteen Puranas are listed as Mahapuranas, or great Puranas, and they are the most important of the Puranas available. These are: (1) BRAHMA PURANA; (2) PADMA PURANA; (3) VISHNU PURANA; (4) VAYU OR SHIVA PURANA; (5) BHAGAVATA PURANA; (6) BRIHANNARADIYA OR NARADIYA PURANA; (7) MARKANDEYA PURANA; (8) AGNI PURANA; (9) BHAVISHYA PURANA; (10) BRAHMAVAIVARTA PURANA; (11) LINGA PURANA; (12) VARAHA PURANA; (13) SKANDA PURANA; (14) VAMANA PURANA; (15) KURMA PURANA; (16) MATSYA PURANA; (17) GARUDA PURANA; (18) BRAHMANDA PURANA.

The Padma Purana classifies these eighteen according to the three GUNAS of SAMKHYA philosophy. Associated with sattva are the Vishnu, Naradiya, Bhagavata, Garuda, Padma and Varaha; associated with rajas are the Brahma, Brahmanda, Brahamavaivarta, Bhavishya, Markandeya and Vamana, and with tamas are the Matsya, Kurma, Linga, Vayu or Shiva, Skanda and Agni. The Matsya Purana links these with the three deities: thus sattva Puranas are associated with Vishnu, rajas with Brahma as the creator, and tamas with Shiva as the destroyer. This classification is usually followed but is not very satisfactory as several Puranas have mixed themes, and cannot be assigned to one guna or deity. The Skanda Purana has a different classification, with the Puranas assigned to five deities, Brahma, Surya, Agni, Shiva and Vishnu.

Apart from the major Puranas, there are said to be eighteen Upapuranas or minor Puranas, as well as several other works which call themselves Puranas. Lists of Upapuranas vary, but most commonly consist of the following: (1) Sanatkumara Purana; (2) Narasimha Purana; (3) NARADIYA PURANA; (4) SHIVA PURANA; (5) Durvasa Purana; (6) Kapila Purana; (7) Manava Purana; (8) Ushanas Purana; (9) Varuna Purana; (10) KALIKA PURANA; (11) Samba Purana; (12) SAURA PURANA; (13) Aditya Purana; (14) Maheshvara Purana; (15) DEVI-BHAGAVATA PURANA; (16) Vasishtha Purana; (17) VISHNUDHARMOTTARA PURANA; (18) NILAMATA PURANA. Some other Puranas commonly listed as Upapuranas are the Kalki Purana, Chandi Purana, Ganesha Purana, and Brihaddharma Purana. Out of these, the Shiva Purana and Devi-Bhagavata Purana are often considered Maha-Puranas or major Puranas. Various later accounts of sacred places or temple records also use the name Purana, but are different from the traditional Puranas. Sthala Puranas, attached to temples, provide myths and stories regarding the temple and its deities.

A number of texts composed by Jains are known as Puranas. Among these Puranas are the Padma Purana, a version of the Ramayana, the Jain Harivamsha Purana, and the Trishashtilakshana-Maha-Purana. Puranas on various themes continued to be composed through the centuries, and there is even a Krista Purana on Jesus.

The Puranas gave rise to a vast number of texts which include: translations or recreations of Puranas or of sections of them in regional languages; commentaries; literary works based on stories in the Puranas. Art, sculpture and dance also utilized themes from the Puranas.

Though the Puranas contain much miscellaneous and historical information, they are essentially religious texts.


Purandaradasa A singer of the sixteenth century, who composed devotional songs mainly in Kannada, to the god VITTHALA, a form of VISHNU.

He was born in 1484 (in some accounts 1494) in Kshemapura, a village near the city of Vijayanagara in present-day Karnataka. According to some accounts, he was born in Purandargarh, which is located either in Karnataka, or in Maharashtra. According to Vijayadasa, an eighteenth-century saint, he was probably a jewel merchant, whose name was Srinivasa Nayaka, the son of Vardappa Nayaka.

Purandara was married to a saintly woman, Sarasvati Bai, when he was sixteen years old. Initially Purandara lived a life of luxury, and carried on his father’s business. A famous incident is said to have transformed him. His wife gave away her nose-ring in charity to a brahmana, who approached Srinivasa to get money in exchange for it. Srinivasa recognized it and questioned his wife, but through her prayers to God, she had received an identical one. Nevertheless, she narrated the incident to her husband, and, influenced by her piety, he gave away his wealth and, leaving home along with her and his children, he became a wandering ascetic, singing devotional songs. Later, he became a disciple of VYASARAYA, a guru of the HARIDASA sect, and a devotee of Vitthala, and became known as Purandaradasa.

Purandaradasa believed in the grace of God, a God who would understand all frailties, and never condemn a devotee, no matter what his or her faults. In one song he compares himself to an insect who has fallen into the fire. It is only God who can save him. He asks God why he sent him to the earth, why he could not love and care for him in heaven. In a similar song he says, ‘Having assumed the title of protector of devotees, should you not be on hand for them?’

In later songs he seems more at peace, sure of the protection of the lord, and sings, ‘When I am dwelling in thought of you, what can the wicked do to me?’

He asked people to do their best in the world, to provide food and charity to the poor, help others and give up attachments. He was against the caste system, and believed true caste was based on character, not on birth. Sacrifice did not imply the slaughter of animals, but the slaying of one’s own bad qualities.

Purandaradasa is the best known of the Haridasas. His songs of BHAKTI and devotion, composed in classical RAGAS, are still sung today. He was a great musicologist and is considered the pitamaha (grandfather or founder) of Karnataka (Carnatic) music.

He died in 1564.


Puri A town in Orissa, with more than a hundred early temples, including the celebrated JAGANNATHA TEMPLE. Puri is also the site of one of the four mathas founded by SHANKARA.


purohita A BRAHMANA priest. In ancient days the purohita was often the royal priest, an official at the court of a king, who influenced the policies of the king.


Puru A king of the CHANDRAVAMSHA or lunar dynasty, mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and other texts. He and YADU were among the sons of YAYATI, and were the founders of two main branches of the Chandravamsha, the Pauravas, who were descendants of Puru, and the YADUS or Yadavas. Both the KAURAVAS and PANDAVAS were Pauravas.


Pururava/Pururavas A person mentioned in texts, and known in myths and stories for his association with the APSARA Urvashi. According to the VEDAS, he was connected with the sun and dawn, while the MAHABHARATA states that he was the son of BUDHA (Mercury), by ILA, daughter of MANU. There are other versions of his parentage as well. The story of Pururava and Urvashi is first referred to in the RIG VEDA, and elaborated on in several later texts. The fifth-century playwright KALIDASA made it the subject of his play Vikramorvashi. The story recounts how Pururava fell in love with Urvashi, who had descended from heaven. She agreed to stay with him, but laid down certain conditions, one of which was he was never to see her undressed, or she would have to depart. By a trick of the GANDHARVAS, Pururava did see her, and Urvashi vanished. Finally, however, the gandharvas granted his wish to live with her. The story is said to be based on a myth, with Pururava representing the sun and Urvashi the morning mist, or Urvashi as the dawn and Pururava as twilight. It has some parallels with the Greek myth of Psyche.


Purusha A Sanskrit term, meaning man. In different contexts, it refers to the soul, or to God. Purusha represents the eternal male principle, the passive or fixed aspect of creation. It is the eternal Truth that sets creation in motion. It is beyond form and shape, the subtle essence of creation. In the RIG VEDA (10.90), Purusha represents primeval man from whom creation emerged. This famous hymn states that Purusha pervades the earth and has a thousand heads, a thousand eyes and a thousand feet. Purusha is the past, present and future, and all creatures are a part of him. Viraj was born from him, and he again from her. Purusha was the sacrificial offering, and spring was the clarified butter, summer the fuel, and autumn the oblation. The four castes arose from him, as well as the sun and moon, Indra and Agni, the elements and space. Thus here Purusha is similar to the concept of BRAHMAN. The BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD (I.4) states that Purusha was the first, but, feeling lonely, he swelled his body and divided it into two parts, male and female. These united, and from them human beings and other creatures were born. Purusha as the creative principle is further described in later texts, while PRAKRITI IS the female principle.

The nature of Purusha and Prakriti are extensively analysed in SAMKHYA philosophy. According to this philosophy, Purusha and Prakriti are separate and distinct, and creation arises from Prakriti by itself. Yet the aim of creation is to serve Purusha, the soul, and to enable it to attain freedom. Purusha is also known as Puman. In later Samkhya philosophy, as well as in YOGA and in most of the PURANAS, Purusha is identified with Ishvara or God. In the VISHNU PURANA, Purusha is the same as Brahma, the creator; he is part of Vishnu, and is the first principle of creation. According to the DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA, Purusha and Prakriti emerged together from Brahman.


purushamedha A term for a human sacrifice, described in early texts such as the RAJUR VEDA, Taittiriya Brahmana, SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, Shrauta Sutras and other texts. The sarifice was performed to gain prestige, prosperity and power in the world. The Shatapatha Brahmana states that it is the highest of the sacrifices, while the Katyayana Shrauta Sutra says that a performer of this sacrifice excels everybody in the world. Though human sacrifices are mentioned in ancient stories and legends, some feel the complex purushamedha described in texts could not actually have taken place and must be symbolic. According to these, 184 human beings were to be offered to various deities or personifications of qualities. A number of different types of people were to be sacrificed, including a brahmana, a kshatriya, a vaishya, a shudra, a murderer, a eunuch, a blind man, a deaf man, a washerwoman, a barren woman, a vina player, a flute player, a cripple, a bald-headed man, and many more. It is unlikely that all these were actually located and sacrificed. An additional reason for considering it symbolic, is that in the Yajur Veda section on the purushamedha, a version of the Purushasukta hymn of the Rig Veda is given, in which Purusha is the highest being, from whose sacrifice creation emerges. Purusha is also identified with PRAJAPATI and BRAHMAN. However, G.R. Sharma, the excavator of KAUSHAMBI, felt he had discovered the site of an ancient purushamedha site there. He describes the shyenachiti (hawk-shaped) agnichayana (fire altar) with the remains of human and animal bones and human skulls, as well as with the different types of bricks described in texts.


Purva Mimamsa Another name of MIMAMSA, one of the six ancient systems of philosophy.


Pushan A deity in the RIG VEDA, who later declined in importance. Pushan is described as the lord of all things, and the guardian of all. He has braided hair and a beard, and carries a golden spear, along with an awl or a goad. His chariot is drawn by goats, and he eats gruel. He was married to Surya (Suryaa), daughter of the sun god, SURYA. He is described as ‘glowing’ and is the guardian of roads, leading the dead to the distant abode of the fathers. He makes hidden things easy to find, and protects cattle. He is one of the ADITYAS, and is mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. According to the Mahabharata, he attended the investiture of KARTTIKEYA, and DAKSHA’s sacrifice. In the latter, he was defeated by SHIVA.


Pushkar/Pushkara (1) A sacred place in Rajasthan, which has several shrines, including a temple of the god BRAHMA, and a holy lake. Here Brahma is said to have performed a sacrifice, after killing an asura. Pushkaranya, the forest of Pushkara is described in the PURANAS and other ancient texts. According to the texts, the full benefit of visiting other places of pilgrimage is obtained only by bathing in the lake here. In modern times Pushkar is also known for its annual camel and cattle fair.

According to the MAHABHARATA, the DEVAS, DAITYAS and BRAHMARISHIS received great merit by the austerities they performed at Pushkara. It is the TIRTHA of the god of gods (devadevasya), where the ADITYAS, VASUS, SADHYAS, Marut-ganas, GANDHARVAS and APSARAS are always present. Bathing here is equal to bathing in all tirthas together. If on the full moon day of the month of Karttika, it is equivalent to performing agnihotra sacrifices for a hundred years. Living here for twelve years leads to the abode of Brahma.

(2) The name of a dvipa, an island or continent. It has been located by some scholars, in Central Asia. According to the ADBHUTA RAMAYANA, the thousand-headed RAVANA ruled here.

(3) A name of the god KRISHNA, of a son of the god VARUNA, and of several others.


Pushkaram A festival consisting of reverence and worship of sacred rivers. Traditionally, Pushkaram is celebrated at sacred sites and temples along twelve main rivers (once in twelve years at each) when the planet BRIHASPATI (Jupiter) transits into different rashis (astrological signs). Religious discourses, devotional music and cultural programmes are organized at these sites. It is believed that deities and ancient rishis bathe in the river at the time of Pushkarams. Thus people who bathe in the specific rivers and perform various rituals and worship, including gifts of charity and offerings to ancestors (pindapradharam), are said to gain great benefits. The Pushkara Purusha (person) is said to accompany Brihaspati, bringing prosperity. The first twelve days are known as Adi, representing entry into the rashi, and the next twelve days as Antya, representing the exit. The rivers and the time of celebration are given above:
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Solar month (Rasi)


	


	
Ganga

	
Mesha (Aries)


	
Reva or Narmada

	
Vrishabha (Taurus)


	
Sarasvati

	
Mithuna (gemini)


	
Yamuna

	
Kartaka (Cancer)


	
Godavari

	
Simha (Leo)


	
Krishna

	
Kanya (Virgo)


	
Kaveri

	
Tula (Libra)


	
Bhima

	
Vrischika (Scorpio)


	
Tapati or Radhya Sagar (or Pushkaravahini)

	
Dhanus (Sagittarius)


	
Tungabhadra

	
Makara (Capricorn)


	
Indus

	
Kumbha (Aquarius)


	
Pranahita

	
Mina (Pisces)


	






Pushkaram is also celebrated at some other rivers. Among these are: Tamraparni river in Tamil Nadu when Jupiter is in Vrischika; Sangutirtham tank at Tirukazhukundram (Tamil Nadu) when Jupiter transits from Simha to Kanya.

Pushkarams are not generally listed in early texts, but are part of astrological lore. Hence there can be some divergence in the names of the rivers.


Pushpaka A vimana or aerial chariot, described in the RAMAYANA. It was very large, and could contain a whole palace or even a city. It was a gift from the god BRAHMA to KUBERA, but was appropriated by his half-brother Ravana. After Rama killed RAVANA, he used the chariot to carry SITA, LAKSHMANA and all his allies back to AYODHYA, and then returned it to Kubera. Valmiki’s Ramayana has the following description of the Pushpaka. ‘The aerial car was furnished with pillars made of gold; its portals were of cat’s-eye gems; it was hung with nets of pearls and planted with fruit-bearing trees; it was swift as the mind, could go anywhere one wanted, and assume any form; its stairways were of gems and gold; it was a celestial vehicle and not subject to wear and tear.’ It had been constructed by the divine architect VISHVAKARMA.


Pushpotkata The name of a rakshasi. According to the MAHABHARATA, she was one of the wives of Vishrava and mother of RAVANA and KUMBHAKARNA.


Pushti-marga A sect, based on the teachings of VALLABHACHARYA. The sect worships the god KRISHNA with love and devotion. Pushti-marga is the practical path of SHUDDHADVAITA, based on Vallabhacharya’s teachings and elaborated on by later philosophers.

VITTHALANATHA, the son of Vallabhacharya, discusses the path of Pushti-marga in his text Bhakti-hetunirnaya. He explains that there are two paths, of maryada-marga and pushti-marga. Maryada-marga is the path of duties, and those who follow it reach God after a long period of time. Pushti-marga is the path of BHAKTI. It is dependent on the grace of God, and does not require the performance of rituals, sacrifices, dana (gifts) or anything else. Some feel that the performance of life’s duties, as well as good deeds, leads to bhakti, which ensures the grace of God and finally liberation. However, God’s grace is not dependent on conditions. Even those who reach the state of bhakti on the maryada-marga, do so by the grace of God, not because of their actions; those to whom God extends his grace can follow the pushti-marga, and have no special duties. Everything happens in the world by the will of God, and his will is the sole cause of bhakti and of different inclinations within a person.

Other texts on this path state that God incarnates in the world only to provide MUKTI (liberation) to devotees. The devotee establishes a relationship of love and service with God. The ideal form of love is that which is like what NANDA, YASHODA and the gopas and GOPIS had for KRISHNA. The path does not advocate asceticism. It believes that Krishna is the creator of the world, and enjoyer of his creation. Hence the pleasures that he enjoyed should also be enjoyed be devotees. However, nothing should be done in life without dedicating the action to God. This will lead to liberation or mukti through the grace of God. However, on this path, the devotee does not seek total liberation or merging in God, but only bliss in the presence of God.

Bhakti in Pushti-marga implies a selfless and motiveless love of God, which emerges through an understanding of God’s nature. Caste, religion, sex or age are irrelevant, the only necessity on this path is love of Krishna who is seen as the supreme deity.


Puttaparthi A place in Andhra Pradesh, where the ashram of Sri Sathya SAI BABA is located. Prasanthi Nilayam, the abode of peace at Puttaparthi, has developed as a vast complex, consisting of prayer halls, temples, and secular institutions. Here, all religions are respected, reflecting the philosophy of Sai Baba. Among the many structures here, the prayer hall is one of the first, constructed in 1949, and remains the centre of daily worship. The Sai Kulwant Hall with a seating capacity for 20,000 people is where the daily darshan takes place. Here discourses too are given, and festivals celebrated. The Poorna Chandra auditorium can accomodate 15,000 people, and its walls have murals of gods and saints of all religions. The Sarva Dharma Stupa is a tall column representing the truth of all religions. Temples at Prasanthi Nilayam include the Ganesha Mandir, Subrahmanya Mandir, Shiva Mandir and Gayatri Mandir. There are several other structures, as well as schools, and an Institute of Higher Learning where education is free, a general hospital, and a super-speciality hospital where treatment is free of charge.
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Radha (1) A goddess who symbolizes love and longing for God. She is the divine lover and consort of the god KRISHNA.

The love of Radha and Krishna has been depicted in art, music and literature. This love is described in human terms so that people may obtain a glimpse of what is actually a divine mystery, beyond ordinary comprehension.

In early texts describing the life of Krishna, Radha is not specifically mentioned, though Krishna’s association with the GOPIS is described. The BHAGAVATA PURANA states that one gopi was Krishna’s favourite, but does not give her name. In some texts of south India Krishna’s favourite gopi is named NAPPINAI or Nappimai, and she is usually identified in later sources with Radha. Radha is mentioned in the Venisamhara of Bhatta Narayana, which dates to before c. CE 800, as well as in the Lochana of ABHINAVAGUPTA (tenth century). KSHEMENDRA’S Dashavataracharita (1066) describes Radha who weeps when Krishna leaves for Mathura. The love between Radha and Krishna is fully described in the twelfth-century GITA GOVINDA, and narrated in several later texts including some of the PURANAS. The Gita Govinda has several levels, portraying human yearning and sensual love, and at the same time, the yearning for the divine and for union with God. Krishna is identified with VISHNU, and Radha with Shri or LAKSHMI. This text does not provide many details of Radha’s life. According to various sources, however, Radha was born in Gokula near Mathura, the daughter of Vrishabhanu and Kalavati or Kirat. According to another version, she was born at Raval. She grew up in Barsana and was married to Ayana or Rayana. As a child and a young man, Krishna lived in the Vraja region, the area around MATHURA, where Gokula and Vrindavana are located. There he danced and played with the gopis, as the wives and daughters of the cowherds of the region were called. At this time, Radha too lived in the same region, and she was his favourite. They often met in the forests and glades of VRINDAVANA, amidst spring flowers and natural beauty. After she met Krishna, Radha forgot all else and became devoted to him, heart and soul.

Was Radha actually married to someone else? This topic was debated by devotees and philosophers, and the general conclusion is that she was. Her status as being married to another, is important, as it indicates a love beyond the ordinary. She could not depend on a settled relationship with Krishna, yet she never ceased to love him, he was always in her thoughts. Thus she represents the ideal devotee who constantly seeks and desires God.

However, Ayana or Rayana, the name of her husband, is really a play on words, as it forms part of Vishnu’s name Narayana. Certain texts state that she was actually married to Krishna.

In some of the Puranas, Radha’s nature as a goddess is clearly defined. According to the BRAHMAVAIVARTA PURANA, she is a part of Krishna, and is his SHAKTI. The two are inseparable, and exist within each other. The whole world was created by their union. They are the mother and father of the universe, and as the mother, Radha is supreme. In the NARADIYA PURANA, Radha is called Mula-prakriti (the root of Prakriti), and is said to be nirguna (beyond all qualities) and nitya (eternal). She is part of Krishna, identified with Paramatman, the supreme deity, from whom Narayana, Shiva, and the other Krishna, Lord of the gopikas, emerge. The goddesses MAHALAKSHMI, SARASVATI, DURGA and others are amsha-avataras (partial incarnations) of Radha. Tantric mantras and methods of worship are described. The DEVI-BHAGAVATA PURANA also mentions Radha as a supreme goddess, and in one recension of the PADMA PURANA, two chapters in the Uttarakhanda focus on her worship. All these sections on Radha form late additions to the Puranas.

A story in the Brahmavaivarta Purana indicates that Radha was always Krishna’s divine consort. According to this text, she did not really marry Rayana, but was with Krishna in Goloka, his heaven, and only her shadow married. It was fourteen years after her illusory marriage that Krishna was born on earth, and came to Gokula to be brought up by NANDA and YASHODA. Then Radha too descended, and the two were together in Gokula for some time. Later, they were separated for a hundred years because of an incident that took place in Goloka. Once, in that heavenly world, Krishna played with a gopi named Viraja, and as the jealous Radha rushed there in a chariot, Krishna, his friend SUDAMA and other gopas or cowherds ran away. Viraja committed suicide and became a river around Goloka. When Radha met Sudama she cursed him to be born as an ASURA, and he in turn cursed her to be born on earth and separated from Krishna for a hundred years. After this period, they were reunited, and lived in Vrindavana before returning to Goloka.

Radha is worshipped along with Krishna by several Vaishnava sects, among them being the followers of VALLABHACHARYA, CHANDIDAS AND CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. VIDYAPATI of the fifteenth century also composed beautiful poems on Radha and Krishna.

Radha is, in addition, the special deity of RADHAVALLABHAS and SAKHIVALLABHAS.

Radha is depicted in temples along with Krishna. Images of her are made with a smiling face, and bedecked with jewels. She is to be specially worshipped on the day of the full moon (Purnima) of the month of Karttika (October–November). Sixteen items are offered in worship, including sweets, fruit, jewels, incense, flowers and sandalwood paste. In addition, the festival of Radha-ashtami is celebrated in her honour, to mark her birthday. It takes place on the eighth day of the bright half of the month of Bhadrapada (August–September).

Though Radha is popular, some temples and worshippers of Krishna, particularly in south India, prefer to worship Krishna along with his legal wives, particularly RUKMINI.

(2) The wife of Adhiratha, and foster-mother of KARNA.


Radhasoami/Radhaswami sect A religious sect, founded by Swami SHIV DAYAL SINGH in 1861, which today has many offshoots and branches. Originally its headquarters were in a locality of AGRA in present-day Uttar Pradesh, which came to be known as Swami Bagh. The sect focuses on Surat Shabd Yoga, union with the divine through inner sound, and prescribes meditative practices to lead the individual to higher stages of consciousness, and finally to Anami Lok, the nameless world or state. In this sect, the supreme being is known as Radha-soami, and chanting this name brings one close to the divine. Three requirements of the Radhasoami way are: (1) the necessity for a living guide, the satguru or true guru; (2) the satshabda or true word, the inner sound revealed to the disciple by the guru; (3) the satsang or right association or religious order. Related to these is satanuraga or true love and obedience to the guru. Followers are to practise Surat Shabd Yoga meditation for two to three hours every day, obey the living guru, and lead a moral life. This includes not consuming meat, fish, eggs, alcohol or drugs, and not having sex outside marriage. All people, regardless of caste or religion, are welcome to join.

Swami Shiv Dayal was recognized as the first satguru. After his death in 1878, there was a confusion about who should succeed him, and soon a number of different groups started. Among these were six main groups led by the following gurus: (1) Rai SALIG RAM (or Saligram) at Peepal Mandi, Agra; (2) Seth Partap Singh, Shiv Dayal’s brother, at Soami Bagh, Agra; (3) JAIMAL SINGH, at Beas, Punjab; (4) Gharib Das at Sarai Rohilla, Delhi; (5) Narayan Dei (Radhaji), Shiv Dayal’s wife, who initiated women at Agra; (6) Sanmukh Das, who initiated sadhus at Soami Bagh. Thus there were four groups at Agra, and there was some conflict within these groups. After Salig Ram’s death there seemed to be no clear successor to him, and some of the members of the Agra groups set up a Central Administrative Council to unify the different groups. Brahm Shankar Misra, Salig Ram’s chief disciple, became the main person in the council. Jaimal Singh’s group at Beas broke off connections with this. Today there are about thirty offshoots of the sect, with the two main centres at Beas and Agra. Some of the main lineages and groups are given below:

Gharib Das was succeeded by Ram Behari Lal, followed by Gyan Das. There are no more gurus in this line, and though the centre in Delhi still exists, most disciples shifted their allegiance to the Beas centre.

Shyam Lal, disciple of Partap Singh, founded Dhara Sindhu Pratap.

Jaimal Singh was succeeded by Sawan Singh (guru from 1903–48), followed by Jagat Singh (1948–51), Charan Singh (1951–90), and Gurinder Singh Dhillon (from 1990). After Jaimal’s death, another branch was founded at Tarn Taran by Bagga Singh (1903–44), followed by Deva Singh. Several other groups emerged after Deva Singh’s death (1961), including one at Firozpur, founded by Sadhu Singh. An important offshoot of the Jaimal Singh branch was the Ruhani Satsang, founded by KIRPAL SINGH in 1951, which broke into two groups after his death (1974). Among the other notable leaders over the years was FAQIR CHAND of the Agra lineage who started Manavta Kendra at Hoshiarpur. Some organizations abroad, such as Eckankar, founded by Paul Twitchell, also owe their origin to the Radhasoami sect.

The various Radhasoami branches have thousands of followers of all communities in India and other parts of the world.


Radhavallabha A sect focusing on the worship of Radha and Krishna, founded in the sixteenth century by HITAHARIVAMSHA. Radhavallabha, literally means ‘lover of Radha’. In this sect, Radha is supreme. She is eternal and perfect, beyond form and qualities. She is the secret contained in ancient texts, the height of all attainments, and greater than any other deity, even Krishna. In fact Krishna chants her name, as the two syllables ‘ra-dha’ represent supreme knowledge. She is eternally married to Krishna, and married bliss, which includes meeting and separation, is the ‘shringara rasa’ (love emotion) of the sect. Her devotees are her companions (sakhis) who adore her, and worshipping Radha along with Krishna leads to hita (joy) and liberation.


Radhavallabhas focus only on love of the deity, and do not follow the usual SAMSKARAS, rituals or fast-days. Followers are initiated through a mantra, and do not consume meat or alcohol. The deity is worshipped along with music and song. Other notable exponents of the sect include Harirama Vyasa (1510–98), Chandrasakhi (1643–1733), and Dhruvadasa.

The sect still exists and was prominent in the Mathura region for over 500 years.


raga (1) A musical form, which has five, six or seven notes. Each raga has certain fixed notes, and also variable themes. Ragas are said to exist naturally, and are not created, but only discovered. Thus they represent the hidden sounds of creation, and are linked with mysticism and religion. Both Hindustani and Karnatak (Carnatic) music have a number of ragas. Ragas have also been personified, and are represented in art, along with their consorts, known as raginis.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA.


Raghava A name of the god RAMA, who was a descendant of RAGHU, and is therefore known as Raghava.


Raghava-Naishadhiya A Sanskrit text that narrates the stories of RAMA and NALA at the same time. It was composed in the seventeenth century or later by Hardatta Suri.


Raghava-Pandaviya (1) A Sanskrit text written in the twelfth century by Dhananjaya, a Jain poet. The text has eighteen cantos. It uses words in such a way that the verse text can be read either as the story of RAMA, or of the PANDAVAS. (2) Another text of the same name and theme was composed in the twelfth century by Kavi Raja.


Raghava-Pandava-Yadaviya A Sanskrit text that narrates three stories at the same time, of the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA and the BHAGAVATA. It was composed by Chidambara in the seventeenth century.


Raghavendratirtha A scholar of the DVAITA school of philosophy, who flourished around 1670 and wrote on a wide variety of topics. Over forty texts have been attributed to him, among them being a number of commentaries on the works of MADHVA, JAYATIRTHA and VYASATIRTHA.


Raghu A famous king of the Ikshvaku dynasty, the grandfather of DASHARATHA and great-grandfather of the god RAMA. Rama thus belonged to the family of Raghu, or the Raghuvamsha, and was also known as Raghava.


Raghuvamsha A Sanskrit text by KALIDASA which narrates the story of RAMA and his family. The Raghuvamsha has nineteen cantos. The first nine cantos describe four of the predecessors of Rama: Dilipa, Raghu, Aja and DASHARATHA. Dilipa had no children, but finally by the grace of the cow NANDINI, his glorious son Raghu was born. Raghu, the greatest of kings, conquered land from the east to the west and the north to the south. He then became an ascetic, and handed over the kingdom to his son Aja, who married Indumati and ruled the land. However, after Indumati’s death, Aja sank into sorrow and died, and Dasharatha took over the kingdom. Rama was his son. The next seven cantos are on Rama, which largely follow Valmiki’s Ramayana, though there are some new ideas. This is followed by the story of Kusha, who ruled at Kushavati. Ayodhya then appeared to Kusha in the form of a woman, and asked him to return to her, as the city was desolate. Kusha then went to Ayodhya, which regained its former glory under his rule. Next, there are stories of other kings. The epic ends with a scene where the widow of King Agnivarman, is awaiting the birth of her child.

Kalidasa probably lived at the time of the Gupta king Chandragupta II, and it is thought there are references in this epic to the Gupta kings. The Raghuvamsha is considered the greatest of mahakavyas (great poetic works), and there are more than twenty commentaries on this work. It is also significant as it indicates that the Ramayana was a well-known and popular story in the fourth to fifth centuries when Kalidasa lived.


Ragniya Temple A temple dedicated to the goddess Ragniya, located 22 km from Srinagar in Kashmir. The shrine of the local goddess is surrounded by natural springs. The Khir Bhavani festival is held here in the month of Jyeshtha, in May every year, when milk, khir (rice cooked with milk and sugar) and flowers are offered to the deity.


Rahasya Manjari A musical kavya or poem on the divine union of RADHA and KRISHNA, composed in Oriya in the sixteenth century by Devadurlabha Dasa. The poem begins with a description of Lord JAGANNATHA, who is said to be a supreme ‘Jogi’. It continues with a description of Krishna at DVARAKA, who is filled with grief. When RUKMINI insists that he reveal to her the cause of his sorrow, Krishna tells her of his yearning for Radha. Later, he goes to VRINDAVANA, where he creates magic with his flute, bringing the whole of nature to life. Radha is united with him. Though Rukmini is jealous of Radha, Radha and Rukmini are really inseparable. The poem thus reveals prema-bhakti, the BHAKTI of love, as well as aspects of VAISHNAVA philosophy.


Rahim A poet who composed verses on the god KRISHNA. Abdul Rahim Khan-i Khanan, popularly known as Rahim, was a noble at the court of the Mughal emperor Akbar in the sixteenth century. He took part in several military campaigns, but was also a scholar and poet, who knew Persian, Arabic, Turkish, Sanskrit and Hindi.

There are legends about Rahim’s devotion to Srinathji, a form of the god Krishna, and a number of poems in Hindi, including short couplets or dohas are ascribed to him, though scholars doubt whether these were all his. The poems include those on love, on BHAKTI or devotion to KRISHNA, and wise moral sayings. TULASIDASA is said to have been inspired by Rahim’s form of composition, in his writing of the RAMACHARITAMANASA. In addition Rahim is said to have written a number of other works, including Khekautukam, a book on astrology in a mix of Sanskrit and Persian; Madana-ashtaka, eight verses on Krishna and the gopis; and Barvai sangraha, 105 couplets on spiritual love.


Rahu One of the NAVAGRAHA, or nine planets in Hindu mythology. Rahu does not correspond to a real planet, but is called a shadow planet. In astrology, Rahu represents the ascending node. Rahu is also the king of meteors, the cause of eclipses. He is referred to as an ASURA, a DAITYA, and a DANAVA, and was the son of VIPRACHITTI and SIMHIKA. According to myths in texts, at the time of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA, Rahu came in disguise and stole some of the divine drink. Surya and Soma (the sun and moon) saw him, and told the god VISHNU, who cut off his head and two of his arms. But as he had drunk amrita, he was immortal. His body was placed in the spheres, the upper part with a dragon’s head, and the lower (KETU), with a dragon’s tail. Rahu takes revenge on the sun and moon by swallowing them now and then, causing an eclipse. His chariot moves across the sky, drawn by eight black horses. Once harnessed to it, they are attached forever. On the parvas (the nodes, or eclipses), he moves from the sun to the moon and back again. Rahu is depicted in Navagraha panels in temples. In astrological charts or horoscopes, it is usually not considered an auspicious planet.


Raidas A BHAKTI saint who was also known as RAVIDASA.


Raja Yoga See Yoga, philosophy


Rajagriha The ancient name of the town of Rajgir in Bihar. It has several sacred sites within the town and nearby on the Rajgir hills. King JARASANDHA is said to have ruled MAGADHA at the time of the MAHABHARATA, when Rajagriha was known as Girivraja. In the sixth century BC, Rajagriha was the capital of the kingdom of Magadha. The first Buddhist Council is said to have been held here and the Buddha spent many years of his life here. The Maniyar Matha, dating back to the time of the Gupta dynasty (fourth to sixth century), has a shrine of a naga deity, MANI NAGA, while rock-cut shrines nearby dated to the third or fourth century CE are associated with Jainism and Buddhism. Apart from ancient Buddhist monasteries, modern Buddhist monuments have also been constructed here.

Other interesting sites include the Jarasandha ka akhara, where Jarasandha is said to have practised martial arts. Nearby is the Rannbhumi, where he fought against the Pandava BHIMA, and lost. Two parallel furrows, extending for about 10 m in a rock face, are said to be the marks of the wheels of Lord KRISHNA’S chariot. A large Lakshmi Narayana Temple is located near some hot springs. The Rajgir Mahotsav, a festival of music and dance is held at Rajgir every year in October.


rajarishi A RISHI or sage who was originally a king or raja, or who was of the KSHATRIYA caste. Though sages of all kinds are described in the UPANISHADS, traditionally, kshatriyas could not be rishis. Rishis in the olden days were supposed to have had great powers. Some exceptional kshatriyas practised intensive austerities until their purity and ascetism enabled them to become rishis. VISHVAMITRA was one such rajarishi, described in ancient texts.


rajas One of the three main GUNAS. Rajas is the guna of activity.


Rajashekhara A playwright who wrote in Sanskrit and Prakrit and lived in the late ninth and early tenth centuries. His probable dates are 855–930. Rajashekhara’s family was originally from the Maharashtra region. His father was known as Duhika or Durduka, while his mother was Shilavati. His wife Avantisundari was from the Chahamana family. He initially lived at Kannauj (present-day Uttar Pradesh), at the court of Mahendrapala and Mahipala, kings of the Pratihara dynasty, but later moved to Tripuri under the Kalachuris. He probably returned to Kannauj around 914. His works reflect the political, social and religious life of the times, and include Viddha Shalabhanjika, Prachanda Pandava, Kavya Mimansa, Karpura Manjari, Harivilasa and Bala Ramayana. Karpura Manjari includes descriptions of Kaula Tantrism.


rajasuya One of the four main consecration rituals for kings in ancient days. The rajasuya sacrifice (YAJNA) is described in detail in the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA. The rituals began with presents to the chief queen and court officials, followed by the abhisheka or sprinkling with consecrated water. This was a mixture of seventeen different types of water, including that from the river SARASVATI, from a pond, a well, a whirlpool, sea-water and dew. After invoking the gods and sprinkling the water, the king walked towards the different directions, indicating that his rule extended everywhere. Next he trod on a tiger-skin, to gain the strength of a tiger. After this the hotr, or priest, recited the story of SHUNAHSHEPA, following which a mock battle or cattle raid was enacted. The king was then enthroned and played a game of dice, which he was made to win. These rituals blessed the king and were symbolic of his rule over the four quarters, and the strength and luck he required for his successful rule. The sacrifice is mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and other texts, and was performed by YUDHISHTHIRA and several other kings. Other consecration rituals or SACRIFICES were the VAJAPEYA, punar abhisheka, and aindra mahabhisheka.


Rajgir The modern name of RAJAGRIHA, a town in Bihar.


Rajjab/Rajjab Dasa A disciple of the saint Dadu. Rajjab was born at Sanganer in Rajasthan, the son of a Pathan soldier. According to traditional accounts, he lived for 122 years, between 1567 and 1689. Around 1587, he was to get married in Amer, and on his way there he met Dadu and became part of his sect. His younger brother was then married to his bride, while Rajjab remained with Dadu. Rajjab composed Vani (Bani) and Sarvangi (Sarbangi), which include his own sayings as well as those of other saints. He also classified Dadu-vani (sayings of Dadu) under different heads. Rajjab himself composed verses mainly to the nirguna concept of God beyond qualities. His language is mainly Rajasthani, or at times Pingala, which is Braj Bhasha mixed with Rajasthani.


Rajneesh A philosopher and religious guru, later known as OSHO.


Raka (1) A goddess, first mentioned in the RIG VEDA. She is associated with fertility, and in the PURANAS is one of the daughters of the rishi ANGIRAS by his wife Smriti. According to the VISHNU PURANA, she is the presiding deity of the day of the full moon.

(2) According the Mahabharata, the name of a rakshasi, who was wife of VISHRAVA and mother of SHURPANAKHA.


Raka, saint A Maratha saint of medieval times. According to the story associated with him, Raka was a simple potter, whose life changed when he experienced God’s compassion to a cat and its kittens.

One day, Raka, a worshipper of the god VITTHALA at Pandharpur, soon after he had fired his kiln, noticed an agitated mother cat. He realized that her kittens must be among the pots baking in the kiln, but the kiln was now at high heat, and could not be opened. Raka prayed to Vitthala to protect the little ones, and vowed to live the life of an ascetic if the kittens were saved. His wife too joined him in his prayers. Three days later when the kiln was opened, a miracle was seen—the kittens were safe, and soon united with their mother. Raka, his wife and daughter, fulfilled their vow and, giving away all they possessed, began to live as ascetics, with the name of Vitthala always in their hearts. Raka’s story is narrated by MAHIPATI, along with the stories of other saints of Maharashtra.


Rakkayi Amman A local goddess of Tamil Nadu, who is similar to the Vedic RAKA. In the Tamil region, Rakkayi Amman is a goddess who is one of the guardian deities often associated with AYYANAR. A temple of the goddess is located on Alagar hill near MADURAI and the goddess presides over the minor shrines and tirthas here. She is said to be a daughter of the rishi ANGIRAS. A stream known as Silambaru or Nupura Ganga, is believed to flow from her anklet. According to an earlier story, however, it flows from the anklet of the god VISHNU. This stream actually comes from a mountain spring, and its waters are considered sacred.

Rakkayi is worshipped particularly on the day of the new moon. She is also considered a form of the goddess PARVATI.


Raksha Bandhan A festival which celebrates the bonds between brothers and sisters. It occurs on the full-moon day of Shravana (July/August). On this day, girls and women tie rakhis, a decorated strands of thread, on the wrists of their brothers. They worship the family deity and pray for the protection of their brothers. In return, the brothers give them gifts and promise them to protect them in all situations. Rakhis can be tied even on those who are not related, and those they have been bed on are considered brothers. According to the legend associated with it, a rakhi was first tied by the consort of the god Indra on his wrist to give him protection and strength in his fight against the demons.

Raksha Bandhan means ‘Bond of Protection’. Another brother–sister festival is BHAI DUJ.


rakshasas A type of being, usually referred to with GANDHARVAS, YAKSHAS, KINNARAS, and PISHACHAS. Broadly, three types of rakshasas are mentioned in texts. These were:

(I) Demonic beings of two varieties. One type harrasses people, particularly those who are pious; they disturb sacred rites, eat human beings, and entersthe bodies of the dead, apparently giving them life. They can take on any shape and form, and have magical powers. The second variety enters into conflicts with the DEVAS or other spiritual beings. These two types cannot be clearly distinguished, and a single rakshasa can be an enemy both of people and gods.

In the RIG VEDA, rakshasas are mentioned over fifty times, mainly as demonic beings in conflict with the devas. The term yatu or yatudhana is occasionally used as an equivalent. Rakshasas can take the form of dogs, vultures, owls or various other birds, or can approach women in the form of their husband, lover or brother. According to the ATHARVA VEDA, they have a human form, but can also be three-headed, five-footed, or with their feet turned backwards, or with some other oddity. They can be green, blue or yellow. They are both male and female and have sons and daughters and are ruled by their own kngs. As evil spirits, rakshasas can enter a human being and take control of them. They can then cause diseases, produce madness, or take away the power of speech. They try to destroy divine sacrifices, and they are present in the evening and night, particularly the dark night of the new moon.

In the RAMAYANA numerous rakshasas are described, most of them being of the family of RAVANA, or his subjects. The MAHABHARATA too has several descriptions of rakshasas among whom is HIDIMBA, who married BHIMA, the second PANDAVA brother.

(2) A third variety of rakshasa are of semi-divine beings, similar to YAKSHAS, and are, on the whole, benevolent. For instance, in the Mahabharata, Kinkaras were a group of rakshasas who guarded the city of Indraprastha.

According to the RAMAYANA, rakshasas were created by the god BRAHMA to protect the waters (raksha = protection). The VISHNU PURANA has a similar story, and also states that they were the descendants of KASHYAPA and Khasa, one of the daughters of DAKSHA, through their son Rakshas. A lingustic theory is that the term comes from the root riksha, ‘injurious’, and not raksha, ‘to protect’.

Some aspects of rakshasas were that they intermarried with people, including BRAHMANAS and KSHATRIYAS, as well as with other groups such as DAITYAS and DANAVAS. However, even one with a brahmana father, such as Ravana, was known as a rakshasa if his mother was a rakshasi, perhaps indicating a matrilineal lineage. Rakshasas prayed to deities such as Brahma and SHIVA, and gained boons from them, and one rarely comes across any of their own deities, indicating that they were part of the same cultural stream.

One view is that rakshasas represented indigenous groups, different from the so-called Aryans, and their representation as demons reflects the conflict between the two groups, while another view is that they were purely mythical beings. Probably both views are correct, some referred to as rakshasa being real people, and others entirely mythical.


Rama A deity, one of the ten main incarnations of the god VISHNU. The story of Rama is briefly told in the MAHABHARATA and at great length in the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI, followed by innumerable other versions of the Ramayana. According to Valmiki’s Ramayana, Rama was the eldest of the four sons of King DASHARATHA of AYODHYA, the other three being BHARATA, LAKSHMANA and SHATRUGHNA. Dasharatha had three wives, and the mother of Rama was KAUSHALYA, of Bharata KAIKEYI, and of Lakshmana and Shatrughna, SUMITRA. All four boys grew up together, but from the beginning Rama and Lakshman were specially close. While they were still young, the rishi VISHVAMITRA asked Dasharatha to allow Rama to go with him to help him eliminate the RAKSHASAS who were growing more powerful. Dasharatha reluctantly agreed and Rama and Lakshmana went to Vishvamitra’s ashram and helped him to kill the rakshasi Tataka. Vishvamitra later took all four brothers to MITHILA, to the court of King JANAKA, where, by breaking the god SHIVA’S bow, Rama won the hand of Janaka’s daughter SITA. Rama’s three brothers were maried to Sita’s sister Urmila and her two cousins.

Rama is described as a young man of extraordinary virtue; polite, obedient, self-controlled, and always ready to serve others. He was physically strong and handsome, well educated, with a knowledge of the VEDAS, VEDANGAS, other sciences, as well as archery and the use of missiles. Truthful and righteous, he understood his religious and secular duties. It was because of his extraordinary qualities, in addition to his being the eldest son, that Dasharatha named him his successor. As preparations were made at Ayodhya for Rama’s coronation as successor to Dasharatha, Kaikeyi, inspired by her female servant Manthara, tried to win the throne for Bharata instead. She reminded Dasharatha that he had promised her a boon, and asked him to now redeem the promise. When Dasharatha agreed, she said her request was that he banish Rama to the forest for fourteen years. Despite Dasharatha’s grief, he was unable to go back on his word, and Rama, accompanied by Lakshmana and Sita, left for the Dandaka forest. While Dasharatha was drowned in grief, and Kaushalya wept and Lakshmana reacted with anger, Rama remained calm and collected, even on the eve of his departure. He said, ‘I do not hanker for sovereignty, joy, nor any of the pleasures of heaven or earth, nor even for life.’ He asked his father not to grieve, took leave of his mother, assured them that fourteen years would pass in a flash, and set off for the forest. Crossing the YAMUNA river, they reached CHITRAKUTA, where they lived for a while in the rishi VASISHTHA’S ashram. Meanwhile Dasharatha died in despair at the loss of Rama, and Bharata refused to ascend the throne, instead placing Rama’s sandals (padukas) on it, and acting as his regent. For ten years Rama wandered through forests, staying at different ashrams, and then reached Panchavati, on the banks of the river GODAVARI. This region was infested with rakshasas. SHURPANAKHA, a rakshasi, was attracted to Rama, but when he rejected her she threatended Sita, upon which Lakshmana cut off her ears and nose. Her brother Khara along with Duhsana came to avenge her, but were killed themselves. Shurpanakha then appealed to her brother RAVANA, who came from LANKA in his aerial car PUSHPAKA and, charmed by Sita, managed to abduct her and take her to Lanka. Rama and Lakshmana, in despair and grief, went in search of her and were helped by SUGRIVA and his group of monkeys, and particularly by his minister HANUMAN. After a prolonged struggle and fierce battles, Sita was rescued. Rama asked her to undergo an ordeal by fire to prove her purity, and Sita did so, emerging unscathed. Rama then ruled at Ayodhya, with Sita by his side. The seventh part of the Ramayana, the Uttara Kanda, continues the story. As aspersions were cast on Sita, Rama banished her, and Lakshmana left her at Valmiki’s ashram. There she had twin sons, LAVA and KUSHA. They grew up and met Rama, who recognized them as his sons. He then asked Sita to publicly prove her purity once again, so that she could return to him, but Sita instead appealed to the earth goddess to take her back into the earth. The goddeess MADHAVI appeared, and Sita, seated on a throne, descended into the earth. Rama was disconsolate, but was assured that they would be reunited in heaven.

In much of the text, Rama is represented as an ideal king, rather than a deity, but in the first and seventh kandas, thought to be added later, he is an incarnation of Vishnu. Innumerable later texts describe the story of his life, with many variations. The most popular of these in north India is the sixteenth-century RAMACHARITAMANASA.

The power of the name: Tulasidasa’s Ramacharitamanasa reveals the power of the name of Rama. He says: ‘The two letter sounds of the Name are sweet and attractive, they are the eyes, as it were, of the alphabet, and the life of the faithful, easy to remember, bringing happiness to all, a gain in this world, and salvation in the next.’ (Balakanda, 19). ‘The name is greater than either the impersonal Absolute or the personal Rama, and blesses even those that bless’ (25).

In the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, Rama is identified with BRAHMAN, but in Tulasidasa the name is said to be something even greater. It can thus be compared to the eternal word, the origin of all.

Rama worship: Though Rama is known as an avatara of Vishnu both in the later sections of Valmiki’s Ramayana, and in the Mahabharata and early Puranas, images of Rama occur mainly from the Gupta period (fourth century CE) onwards, while those of Vishnu, Krishna, Balarama and Varaha occur from around the first century. The BRIHAT SAMHITA does not describe his image in detail, but states that the image of Rama, son of Dasharatha, should be 120 angulas in height. From the Gupta period there are panels of the Dashavataras, the ten main incarnations of Vishnu, which include Rama, as well as reliefs depicting the story of Rama. Later, images in stone and bronze show him as two-armed, holding a bow and arrow. He is usually accompanied by Sita, Lakshmana and Hanuman. Scenes from the Ramayana are depicted on early and late-medieval temple walls in India, Indonesia and Indo-China. By the twelfth century Rama worship is well-known from inscriptions. The Sita–Ramji temple, constructed in the eleventh century in Etah district, has several pilgrim records, the earliest of CE 1169. Among the Khajuraho temples is one of Rama–Lakshmana. A Chandella inscription of 1288 invokes Rama. An inscription of 1145 states that a feudatory of the Kalachuri king Jajalladeva gave a grant of a village to a temple of Rama. Amitagati of the eleventh century, states that Rama is the all knowing all-pervading protector of the world. Hanuman occurs on some coins of the Kalachuris of Ratnapur and of the Chandellas. In the south, the early Sangam literature has references to episodes of the Ramayana. Among the Alvar saints, Kulashekhara was a Rama devotee. Both Periya Alvar and Nammalvar have references to Rama in their poems. Sometime between the ninth and twelfth centuries, Kamban composed the Ramayana in Tamil.

Rama Temples: Rama temples exist all over India, but among the more prominent are: the Raghunatha Temple, Jammu, constructed in 1835, at a traditionally sacred site, where Rama is seen with his brothers, Sita, and Hanuman; several Rama temples in Ayodhya, the traditional capital of Rama in Faizabad district in Uttar Pradesh, among which is the Kanak Bhavan, where the non-stop recitation of the Ramacharitamanasa takes place; Ram Raja Temple, Orchha, Madhya Pradesh, where Rama is worshipped in his form as a king; Raghunathji Temple, Devaprayag, Uttarakhand: here Rama is said to have done penance for killing Ravana, who was a BRAHMANA; several shrines in Nashik, which is believed to represent the ancient Panchavati; shrines at Rameshwaram in Tamil Nadu. Among historic Rama temples are those at Kumbakonam in Tamil Nadu, constructed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries during the time of the Vijayanagara and Nayaka rulers, and the RAMACHANDRA TEMPLE at Vijayanagara.

Rama devotees: Among the innumerable devotees of Rama known in history, some of those that stand out are BHADRACHALAM RAMDAS, RAMADAS of the seventeenth century, RAMANANDA, Tulasidasa, PARASURAM, the founder of the Ramnami sect.

Rama and history: Historians question Rama’s existence as a historical king, and also the story of his journey to Lanka, just as historians in the West raise questions regarding the life of JESUS Christ. According to tradition Rama ruled at Ayodhya in the distant past, millenia ago, but excavations at Ayodhya indicate occupation does not go back beyond the seventh century BCE. Others feel there was another Ayodhya, which existed long ago in the region of Afghanistan, and that Rama ruled there. Afghanistan was once part of the Indo-Iranian homeland, and in Zoroastrianism, Rama is the deity of the twenty-first day of the calendar, his name signifying ‘abounding peace’. This perhaps gives credence to the theory that Rama ruled in Afghanistan.

Essential Truth: All these theories are perhaps irrelevant, as each deity represents a real or essential truth, even if not a historical truth.

Rama Today: The story of Rama is a part of the popular imagination, particularly in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Rama temples are found across the length and breadth of India, and places mentioned in the Ramayana have their own traditional locations, and are pointed out even today. Of course, Rama is not the only popular deity. Krishna, Shiva and Devi temples are also found all over the country.

Rama, however, differs from these in being monogamous, righteous and ethical. Though today he is a deity that appeals to all castes, there was earlier opposition to him, particularly in south India, as in one passage in the Ramayana, he cut off a shudra’s head for practising austerities. Rama has also been criticized for his treatment of Sita. However, all these aspects of the Ramayana cannot be judged through modern concepts of right and wrong. Times were different and for those days Rama was an exemplary king.

Rama and other kings: Other cultures too have stories of semi-mythical exemplary kings. For instance, an exemplary king in Western mythology was King Arthur, and there are some similarities in the development of the mythology around them, though Arthur legends originate later. Arthur too captured the popular imagination, and variations of stories on his life are numerous. Arthur too was forced to condemn his wife, though he did not wish to do so, and the circumstances were somewhat different. Ayodhya and Camelot, Arthur’s city are similarly described, as pefect cities, perfectly ruled.

Rama as an agrarian deity: Sita, born in a furrow, represents the earth, and was in early texts, a goddess associated with fertility. In this context, Sita’s marriage to Rama is said to symbolize the union of kingly virility with the fertility of the earth, leading to prosperity and abundance. However, it is Balarama, brother of Krishna, and not Rama who is depicted with a plough. Balarama, in early inscriptions is often known as Rama, possibly suggesting a connection between the two. Apart from this, Rama as a monogamous king represents the social changes resulting from a settled agrarian life. Arthur and Guinivere are also said to represent the union of kingly might and the earth.

Rama in other countries: The story of Rama is popular in a number of other countries, and is described in local Ramayanas.


Rama Bhargava A name of PARASHURAMA. In the MAHABHARATA, Parashurama is known as Rama Bhargava or Jamadagnya. The name Parashurama does not occur in this text.


Rama Dasa A composer of stories in Oriya on the lives of BHAKTI saints. Rama Dasa lived between 1736 and 1793, and was born in Dura village in Mahuri state of Ganjam district of Orissa. He wrote Dardhyata Bhakti Rasamrita (The Bliss of Bhakti), in which he compiled biographies of Puranic and real saints. These included MAHABALI, HARISHCHANDRA, BALARAMA DASA, JAGANNATHA DASA, KABIR and others. The stories are simple but dramatic, and the text is extremely popular in Orissa. He also wrote Rama Rasamrita, on the god RAMA.


Rama Gita A section of the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, which is used as a separate text in the worship of the god RAMA. In the Rama Gita, Rama gives a discourse to LAKSHMANA on the removal of ignorance. In the first stage the person should perform actions without any desire for their fruits, and should cultivate the four means of salvation: viveka or discrimination; vairagya or detachment; shad-sampat, six virtues of shama (control of mind), dama (control of senses), uparati (ceasing from worldly work), titiksha (power of endurance), shraddha (faith), samadhana (onepointedness of mind); the fourth is mumukshutva (an intense desire for liberation). Finally, ignorance is removed by knowledge, and all duality disappears. This text is based on the principles of ADVAITA.


Rama Lila The enaction of scenes from the life of the god RAMA. Literally it means ‘Rama’s sport or play’. While such enactions can take place at any time, they are an essential feature of the nine days before the DASHAHARA festival in September/October. At this time episodes from Rama’s childhood, marriage, stay in the forest, the rescue of SITA and other events of his life are portrayed in cities, town, villages and localities, particularly in north India. Some are grand productions with elaborate costumes, sets and effects, while others are simple affairs. All evoke BHAKTI, or devotion to RAMA, HANUMAN, and Sita. On the tenth day of Dashahara, effigies of RAVANA are burnt, symbolizing the triumph of good over evil.


Rama Rahasya Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a late UPANISHAD devoted to the worship of RAMA. In this HANUMAN instructs the RISHIS on the greatness of Rama. He says that the deities Ganesha, Sarasvati, Durga, the Kshetrapalakas, Surya, Chandra, Narayana, Narasimha, Vasudeva, Varaha, Lakshmana, Shatrughna, Bharata, Vibhishana, Sugriva, Angada, Jambavat, and the Pranava (OM) are all the angas (limbs or aspects) of Rama. The text describes various mantras for worshipping Rama, and recommends the reading of the RAMA GITA. There are verses for dhyana or the contemplation of Rama. One verse thus describes the deity to be meditated on:


I think of that Rama

Who lives in Ayodhya

Who is decorated with gems

Who sits beneath a golden canopy

Whose doorways are festooned with mandara flowers.

He, who is seated on a throne

Surrounded by celestial vehicles;

Who is revered by rishis

Who has Sita on his left

Who is served by Lakshmana;

Who is blue-complexioned,

Whose face is tranquil,

Who is adorned with ornaments.



This Upanishad also describes anga NYASA, energizing the body by touching it along with different Rama mantras, and thus describes the secret (rahasya) methods of worship. This text is attached to the Atharva Veda.


Rama Setu Another name for ADAM’S BRIDGE, the stretch of shoals connecting India and Sri Lanka, said to have been crossed by RAMA, in order to rescue SITA from captivity.



Rama Tirtha, Swami A guru who spread VEDANTA in the West. He was born in 1873 in village Murariwala Gujaranwala district in the Punjab, now in Pakistan. His mother died when he was a few days old, and initially he was cared for by his brother, Gosain Gurudas, and then by his father’s friend, Bhakta Dhana Rama, whom Rama Tirtha revered as his guru. A brilliant student, he studied mathematics, and after completing his degree, he taught mathematics at Forman Christian College. At this time he began to read the BHAGAVAD GITA. He was also inspired by the teachings of the SHANKARACHARYA of DVARAKA, and of Swami VIVEKANANADA. Though he had been married by the age of ten, in 1901 he took sannyasa, and then went to Japan and the USA, to spread Vedantic teachings. Returning to India, he died in 1906, at the young age of thirty-three.

His speeches and writtings have been collected in seven volumes, entitled In the Woods of God Realization.


Ramachandra Temple A temple of the god RAMA, also known as the Hazara Rama Temple, located at the medieval city of Vijayanagara in Karnataka, and constructed in the fifteenth century. It was the royal temple of the Vijayanagara dynasty. The inner shrine is attached to the ante-chamber and MANDAPA. The brick tower rising above and the mandapa walls have scenes from the RAMAYANA. Among the episodes depicted are the battle between Rama and RAVANA, and HANUMAN accepting a ring from Rama, and then taking it to SITA. The temple is enclosed in a rectangular compound. The inner face of the walls have more Ramayana scenes, while the outer walls have friezes of elephants, horses, soldiers and dancing girls. Another small temple is located to the northwest, with two shrines, and carved panels with scenes from the life of Rama and of KRISHNA.


Ramacharita A text in Sanskrit composed by Sandhyakaranandi in the eleventh century. This is one of the first shlesha-kavyas, a type of text which narrates two stories at the same time. The Ramacharita has 220 ‘arya’ verses which tell the story of RAMA, and, at the same time, the story of king Ramapala of Bengal.


Ramacharitamanasa A text in Avadhi Hindi verse on the life of the god RAMA, composed between 1574 and 1577. The text was written by TULASIDASA and is a work of BHAKTI or devotion. Using Valmiki’s RAMAYANA as the base, Tulasidasa recreates the epic, making Rama the representation of Vishnu on earth. The Ramacharitamanasa has the same seven kandas as Valmiki’s Ramayana, and tells the story of Rama’s life, interspersed with philosophical and devotional verses. The text has several differences from Valmiki’s and also draws inspiration from the ADBHUTA RAMAYANA, ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, Bhushundi Ramayana, PRASANNA RAGHAVA and other texts.

It begins with invocations to deities, gurus, saints and holy people, and to all living beings, since everything is permeated by Rama and SITA. The text then narrates the god SHIVA’s devotion to Rama. It tells the story of SATI’s meeting with Rama, when she takes the form of Sita, Shiva’s distress at her not telling him the truth about this, DAKSHA’s sacrifice and Sati’s death, her rebirth as PARVATI and reunion with Shiva, and her realization of the greatness of Rama. Shiva then narrates to her the Ramacharitamanasa, which was narrated by the crow BHUSHUNDI, to GARUDA. Other stories intervene, including that of the first MANU, before the main story of Rama begins. Tulasidasa says, ‘For the sake of his worshippers, Rama, the Blessed Lord, assumed the form of a king, and played his most holy part as an ordinary man.’

However, Rama is not only more than a king, he is more even than a deity, he is a supreme being, as well as a concept beyond form, identical with BRAHMAN.

The rest of this and the next five kandas more or less follow the story of Rama as in Valmiki, though with several additional devotional and philosophical passages. They deal with the glory of AYODHYA, the rule of DASHARATHA, the birth of the four boys, their marriage at the court of JANAKA, the exile and the kidnapping of Sita, the role of HANUMAN and the vanaras, and the great battle with RAVANA.

In the seventh kanda, or Uttara Kanda, after Rama’s return to Ayodhya, the text diverges from Valmiki, and adds Bhushundi’s story. Shiva tells Parvati of Bhushundi’s great knowledge and devotion, and Parvati wants to know the crow’s story. Shiva then told her how after she gave up her life in her incarnation as Sati, he wandered in sorrow to different places and finally, to the north of the mountain Sumeru, reached a blue mountain, Nilagiri, with peaks of gold. Here there were beautiful trees, and a lake filled with swans. On the mountain lived Bhushundi, constanly meditating and offering prayers to the Lord Hari (Vishnu). Countless birds came to hear his story, and Shiva too took the form of a swan and listened to the story of Rama, before returning to Kailasha. Shiva then narrated how he directed Garuda, who was full of doubts, to go to Bhushundi, and there Garuda heard the wondrous story of Rama.

In the Ramacharitamanasa, different streams of thought are reconciled. Though Rama is supreme, Shiva is his devotee, and there are several stories of Shiva, thus bringing together Vaishnavism and Shaivism. Rama is at the same time Brahman, beyond form, thus merging concepts of ADVAITA. However, though different paths to god are described, BHAKTI, devotion to a personal deity, is pronounced as the supreme way. The concept of the divine name is also introduced. Thus Tulasidasa speaks of the mystery and power of the name of Rama. He states, ‘The name is greater than either the impersonal Absolute or the personal Rama, and blesses even those that bless.’


Philosophically, the work is a complex text with several different strands, but for most people, it is a simple story that inspires devotion and reverence.

Tulasidasa says, ‘The story of Rama is like the moonbeams, and the saints are the partridges that drink from them.’ The verses are still popular all over north India, and are sung and chanted not only in Rama temples, but by ordinary villagers.


Ramadasa, (Ramadas) Samarth A Maratha saint of the seventeenth century, who was the guru of the Maratha ruler, Shivaji. Born in 1608 in a BRAHMANA family at Jamb on the river Godavari, he was named Narayan. At the time of his marriage, as the priest was chanting prayers, one word of the Sanskrit chants stood out, and seemed to him like a divine command. This was ‘svadhan’ or be constant, and Narayan felt God was telling him to be constant and serve him. (According to some accounts, the word was ‘savdhan’, or ‘be careful’.) He left home and went to Takli near Nashik, where he studied the Vedas, Upanishads and other books on religion and philosophy. He knew a number of languages including Sanskrit, Hindi, Marathi and Urdu. He received a mystical vision of the god RAMA, and took the name Ramadasa. He wandered as a sannyasi through different parts of India, and established MATHAS, erected temples, and preached love and devotion to Rama.

Ramadasa wrote a number of books, songs and poems. His work Atmaram is on the relationship between MAYA and the ATMAN. Manache shloka or Manobodhana has 205 shlokas addressed to the mind. His yearning for God are revealed in his songs, Karunashtake. He wrote two cantos of the Ramayana, Sundara Kanda, and Yuddha kanda in Marathi. He composed hundreds of padas set to music, some of which are collected in Shri Samarthanchigatha and Dasavishramadhama. Most of these are in Marathi, while a few are in Hindi. In addition, he composed ABHANGAS, bharuds (a type of folk song), and artis (songs for worship) that are sung even today.

Ramadasa’s work was primarily philosophical and devotional, but his most important work, Dasbodh, also provides practical instructions on ethics, morality, and an ideal state. Ramadasa was moved by the suffering of the people, and believed that the right political leadership could create better conditions. In Anandavana Bhuvana, one of his poems, he wrote of his concept of Ramarajya, the ideal state. He was the guru of Shivaji, and asked him to perform his duty and help his subjects while meditating on God.

Ramadasa died in 1681. He was revered throughout the Maratha kingdom.

His followers include both men and women, and are known as the Ramadasa Sampradaya, or Samarth Sampradaya. His immediate disciples included Uddhava, Kalyana and Annappa, who wrote some works on Vedanta and bhakti. Several later writers wrote biographies of Ramadasa as well as other works in the Ramadasi tradition. Among them are Bhimaswami of Thanjavur (1642–1742), Giridhar (1653–1729), Uddhvasuta (late-eighteenth century), Dinakara Gosavi (1628–1703), Narahari Dasa (nineteenth century), who wrote Abhanga Ramayana. Atmaram Ekkehalikar wrote Dasavishramadhama between 1903 and 1908, an encyclopedic work in 121 chapters, with over 16,000 ovis (verses). Scholars continue to contribute to Ramadasi literature.

Another Ramadasi group is known as the Ramadasa Panchayatana, and are said to have been formed by Ramadasa and four contemporaries, Jayaramaswami Vadagavkar, Ranganathaswami Nigadikar, Anandamurti Brahmankar, and Keshavaswami Bhaganagarakar.


Ramadvaya A scholar and philosopher of ADVAITA, who probably lived in the fourteenth century. Ramadvaya, a student of the philosopher Advayashrama, wrote a text known as Vedanta-kaumudi, as well as a commentary on his own work, Vedanata-kaumudi-vyakhyana. In this he discusses the ADVAITA theory of perception, and the underlying truth or reality. He states that when the ANTAHKARANA (inner being) is transformed into a vritti (state of mind) through contact with some object, the underlying reality, normally veiled, can be perceived for a moment, as it is this reality that leads to the transformation. His views are similar to those of PADMAPADA in his Pancha-padika, and Prakashatman in his Pancha-padika-vivarana.


ramaini A type of poem. The first part of a ramaini consists of several couplets in doha style, while the concluding verse is a chaupai (quatrain). A ramaini usually has an esoteric meaning.


Ramakrishna Mission A religious organization, started by Swami VIVEKANANDA, to spread the teachings of Sri RAMAKRISHNA PARAMAHANSA. On 1 May 1897 Vivekananda founded the Ramakrishna Mission Association. In 1899 he started a MATHA, a religious centre and monastery at BELUR near Kolkata (Calcutta). The Matha has spiritual leaders as well as monks and nuns. It is controlled by a number of trustees, initially set up by a deed of Trust in 1901. In 1909 the Society of the Ramakrishna Mission was set up for charitable and educational works. The Ramakrishna Matha and Mission, are two separate but related organizations. The trustees of the Matha form the governing body of the Mission, but the the funds and accounts of the Mission are separate. The main focus of the Matha is spirituality and a monastic life, while the Mission focuses on welfare and service, though there is some overlap between their activities. The headquarters of both are at Belur Matha near Kolkata.

The Ramakrishna Mission is based mainly on the thoughts of Ramakrishna and Vivekananda. Ramakrishna, though he was devoted to the Hindu goddess KALI all his life, recognized her as one form of the Supreme, encompassing all religions and forms. Ramakrishna synthesized the different aspects of Hinduism, and of other religions, and saw that each was a path to the Supreme. Vivekananda agreed with this, but felt that ADVAITA was the highest stage that could be reached. He saw Advaita Vedanta as the eternal universal religion that could provide a meeting ground for all faiths, the culmination and highest point of all religion.

Vivekananda did not lay stress on the illusory nature of the world, but insisted on service to the poor as an essential step on the path to the divine. Serving the poor, he said, is service to God. This would involve Karma Yoga, one of four types of Yoga, explained by Vivekananda in detail. The others were Bhakti Yoga, Jnana Yoga and RAJA YOGA. Swami Brahmananda, who took over from Vivekananda as president in 1902, emphasized Bhakti Yoga, and believed the first goal was to realize God, and after that to serve humanity. Actually, any of the four paths, or a combination of them, could be used to reach the Supreme. The ideology of the Mission accepted that other paths too were valid, as all systems within Hinduism, and in other religions, lead to the same goal. There is also an emphasis that spiritual practices must be accompanied by ethical and moral behaviour.

The Ramakrishna Mission has gone through several phases, though there has been a basic continuity in its ideas, work and activities. In general, it has steered clear of politics and focused on humanitarian service and on spreading the knowledge of Vedanta. The motto of the Matha and Mission is ‘Atmano mokshartham jagad-hitaya cha’ (For one’s own salvation and for the good of the world). In this spirit, the Mission runs hospitals, health centres, orphanages, schools and colleges, and members work to spread health and education among the poorer sections of society. It also provides relief at times of natural disasters and epidemics, and is involved in rural development. The Mission publishes monthly journals as well as books on religion and culture, and translations and commentaries on ancient texts. It holds classes, meetings and public celebrations to spread the ideas of Vedanta as revealed by Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekananda. It has over 160 branches all over India and abroad, and has set up temples where members of all castes and religions are welcome.


Ramakrishna Paramahansa A saint and religious leader of the nineteenth century.

Born on 18 February 1836 in a BRAHMANA family at village Kamarpukar in present-day West Bengal, his original name was Gadadhar Chattopadhyaya, but he was later known as Ramakrishna. His father, Kshudiram Chattopadhyaya, died when he was seven years old, and he was looked after by his mother, Chandramani Devi, and his brother Ramkumar. From a young age Gadadhar went into spiritual trances, enacted stories from the life of KRISHNA, and associated with wandering mendicants. He soon dropped all concepts of caste, and saw everyone as the same.

After his brother became priest of the DAKSHINESHWAR TEMPLE, he assisted him with his duties, and took over as priest on his brother’s death, when he was twenty years old. He was devoted to the worship of KALI, the temple deity, seeing her as a living, breathing being, and not an image. He began to have visions of Kali, and said he could even feel her breath on his hands. His ecstatic and emotional behaviour affected his health, and in 1859 he was persuaded to return to his village for a while. Attempts were made to get him married, but Ramakrishna had a vision of his divine consort, then a child of five named Sarada Devi. At the age of fourteen, she began to stay with him for short periods while he was at Kamarpukar, and at the age of nineteen she first went to Dakshineshwar. They lived as spiritual partners without a physical relationship.

Returning to Dakshineshwara Ramakrishna met a brahmana Bhairavi (female TANTRIC) in 1862, who taught him the intricacies of Tantra. Later, through a VAISHNAVA monk, Jatadhari, he had visions of Rama Lala, the child form of RAMA. The secrets of ADVAITA Vedanta, through meditation on the formless, was revealed to him by a Vedantist, Tota Puri. Thus he attained a state of supreme illumination and identity with BRAHMAN.

Seeking to understand other religions, he contemplated Sufism and Islam, and in 1866, through a Muslim PIR, he had a vision and realization of the formless God of Islam, and in 1874, after listening to the readings of the Bible, he understood Christianity, and had a vision of Jesus.

Ramakrishna attracted many disciples, the most important among whom was Narendranath Dutta, known as Swami VIVEKANANDA who established the RAMAKRISHNA MISSION. Worn out by his ecstacies and his constant fervour in helping others, Ramakrishna died of throat cancer in 1886. His wife SARADA DEVI, revered by many, passed away in 1920.

Ramakrishna did not know Sanskrit, and spoke in Bengali. His background was of the VAISHNAVA and SHAKTA traditions. Yet through his direct experience of God, he had understood the truth behind all religions and said: ‘I have practised all religions—Hinduism, Islam, Christianity, and I have also followed the paths of the different Hindu sects. I have found that it is the same God towards whom all are directing their steps, though along different paths.’ Ramakrishna’s vision, that all religions led to the same goal, was unique for a traditional Hindu of those times. He explained that the Ultimate Reality is One, but is both personal and impersonal, and can be realized through various paths taught in world religions. He did not advocate any particular rituals but believed in communicating the divine truth, and serving and helping others. God is within all, and thus one should serve everyone with an attitude of service to God. He said that the main condition for realizing one’s inner divinity is purity of mind. Ramakrishna’s views were further expanded on by Swami Vivekananda, and later incorporated in the ideals of the Ramakrishna Mission.


Ramalinga Swami A mystic and saint, popularly known as Vallalar, who lived in the nineteenth century. Ramalinga was born on 5 October 1823 at Marudar near CHIDAMBARAM in Tamil Nadu, and was the youngest of five children. His father, Ramayya Pillai, died when he was young, and he moved to Chennai (Madras), where he was taken care of by his elder brother Sabapathy and his wife. He remained there till 1858. He had no formal schooling but was acquainted with Shaivite devotional literature, and from the time he was about nine years old, began to compose songs of BHAKTI in Tamil. He was married at a young age to his elder sister’s daughter, but remained focused on God. Later, he again visited Chidambaram, and experienced the inner light of devotion and bliss. For a few years from 1858–67 he stayed at Karanguzhi (Karankuli), a village near his birthplace, but also travelled to a number of different places. He was by now a mystic, who experienced the divine as Arutperum-jyoti, or pure light. Through this, he felt life could be transformed and filled with bliss. At the same time there was Tanip-perum-karunai, unique and sovereign compassion.

He established the Samarasa Sanmarga Satya Sangam in 1865, the Society for Truth and Righteous Living, which encouraged prople to live a simple, moral life, with compassion for all living creatures. He said that there should be no animal sacrifices, and nor should animals be used for food. Each member of the society should inculcate the spirit of universal oneness, and should not recognize any differences of caste and creed. He advocated burial rather than cremation. The Satya Dharamsala was set up in 1867, where poor people were given free food. In 1867 he left Karunkuzhi and went to Mettukuppam near Vadalur. Here he established the Satya Jnana Sabha in 1872, now known as the Suddha Sanmarga Satya Jnana Sabha. The Sabha was meant to be a centre where people of all religions and castes could gather and understand the light and love of the divine in their hearts. It consists of an octagonal building, in which the Supreme Reality is symbolized as light. A lighted lamp is in the centre of a hall, shielded by seven curtains, representing the veils of illusion that must be removed before the true light can be seen. Thus this can be considered the forerunner of MATRI MANDIR in AUROVILLE, which has a similar concept. He also followed in the siddha tradition, and anticipated Sri AUROBINDO in his belief that ‘deathless life’ could be attained by all, and in the theory that physical transformation and immortality were possible. However the sabha did not function long as he felt his disciples fell short of his vision.

According to tradition he composed his last work, Anubhava Malai (The Garland of Realization) on the last day of his life, 30 January 1874. In this he describes the inner union with God. On this day, he is said to have entered his room at midnight and closed the door, and then was never seen again. Some believe he died there, but according to his disciples his body was not found there, and as they were outside, it was impossible for him to have left the place unseen. They therefore believe he had achieved the transformation he sought, and merged with light. Over six thousand of his verses have been collected in the Tiru-arutpa. Some of these are on his early life, when he felt the presence of God within him, some on the later divine grace he experienced, and others on the tremendous compassion he felt for all.

Ramalinga is considered a great SIDDHA, one who has attained perfection.


Ramana Maharshi, Sri A spiritual guru of the twentieth century.

Born in 1879 in a village near MADURAI in present-day Tamil Nadu, in a Shaivite BRAHMANA family, his original name was Venkataraman Ayyar. After losing his father when he was twelve, he and his family moved to Madurai. At the age of sixteen, when alone in his uncle’s house in Madurai, he was transformed through an intense spiritual experience which occurred spontaneously. A few weeks after this he left his family and went to TIRUVANNAMALAI, at the foot of the sacred hill, ARUNACHALA or Arunachalam. Traditionally, Arunachala was associated with the god SHIVA, and somehow Ramana had always felt that the name represented god. Initially he lived in the ancient Shiva temple there, and then in various shrines and caves on the hillsides. A radiance emanated from him, and he soon attracted followers, one of whom renamed him Bhagavan Sri Ramana Maharshi, by which name he was later known. An ashram was set up at Tiruvannamalai at the base of Arunachala, and his inner light and simplicity brought followers from all over the world.

He lived simply in a communal hall, and was available to all visitors. According to David Godman who was associated with him for several years, ‘When visitors came to see him—it made no difference whether they were VIPs, peasants or animals—they would all be treated with equal respect and consideration. His egalitarian concern even extended to the local trees; he discouraged his followers from plucking leaves or flowers off them and he tried to ensure that whenever fruit was taken from the ashram trees it was always done in such a way that the tree only suffered a minimum amount of pain.’

Usually he communicated in silence, with a powerful silent presence, but, at times, answered the questions of those who insisted on answers. He spoke in Tamil, Telugu and Malayalam, and his replies to questions were noted down and also translated into English.

His words reveal the Advaitic nature of his thought, that ultimately only the Self is real, which is beyond birth and death. He had not studied ADVAITA, but realized the truth by constantly enquiring into the nature of the individual, particularly using the question, ‘Who am I?’ At the request of his disciples, he also translated a number of Sanskrit texts, mainly into Tamil.

Ramana died in 1950. His ashrama at Tiruvannamalai is still popular, and brings out a journal, Mountain Path. It also has a website and newsletter, and organizes several welfare activities. His answers to questions and translations of texts have been compiled into several volumes of his Collected Works.


Ramanami A sect devoted to the worship of the god RAMA, founded by PARASURAM in Chhattisgarh around 1890. Parasuram, a chamar by caste, had always revered the RAMACHARITAMANASA and been devoted to Rama. Through a divine miracle, he was cured of leprosy, and at the same time the name of Rama appeared on his chest. He gradually became a leader of a group who came to be known as Ramanamis, worshipped Rama, and tattooed Rama’s name on their bodies. High-caste villagers were against the Ramanamis, and as their numbers and visibility grew, they began to be attacked. However, the Ramanamis were helped and protected by British officials, and in 1912 even won a case against a wealthy kshatriya, Dasarath Singh, who had oppressed and threatened them. The judge stated that Queen Victoria had passed a law regarding freedom of religion in India, hence Ramanamis could not be stopped from worshipping Rama. As they did not enter Hindu temples or worship Hindu images, there was no ground for objecting to their practices. The judge had also said they would be provided protection if necessary.

Ramanamis held a sammelan or meeting in 1911, but at the next one in 1912, after the judgement, more than three thousand tattooed Ramnamis attended. The Ramanamis had once thought of themselves as Hindus, but by this time they felt alienated and considered themselves a separate sect. By the time Parasuram died in the 1920s, more had joined the sect. Parasuram did not appoint a leader to succeed him, but said that members should follow Rama and the Manas (Ramacharitamanasa). Because of the support they had received from British officials, Ramanamis did not participate in the freedom movement.

Ramanamis still have thousands of members. The core Ramanami members wear a peacock feather headdress, special Ramanami shawls, and Ramanami tattoos. They are vegetarians, and consume no liquor. For other Ramanamis, there are few rules, except that they should chant Ramanama, and have a Rama tattoo (ankit) somewhere on the body. They hold meetings or sammelans once a year (Bhajan Mela). However, there are concerns that their community is no longer as popular as it once was, as DALITS today have several different options.


Ramananda A saint who was a devotee of the god RAMA. Not much of his life is known, and there are coflicting views on his date and place of birth. Texts of his own sect state that he was born in 1299 and died in 1410 or 1411, a view accepted by some scholars. Other sources state he was born in 1390, and flourished in the fifteenth century, while some place him in the sixteenth century. As for his place of birth, he is thought to have been born at Prayaga (Allahabad) in present-day Uttar Pradesh. Some feel he was born at Malkota or Mailkot (Karnataka). He is believed to have initially followed VISHISHTADVAITA and, according to the Bhaktamala of Nabhadasa, Ramananda was a disciple of Raghavananda, who was a follower of Ramanuja’s philosophy. Later, he preferred to devote himself to the worship of Rama.

Ramananda visited sacred places in north India and, according to some accounts, he settled at Kashi (Varanasi) and died there, while according to other sources, he went to the south, and settled down there. According to one account, he came from south India to the north around 1430, and was influenced by Rama worshippers whom he met in north India. Some suggest that his travels led him to be rejected by other members of the Shrivaishnava sect, as they felt he must have eaten impure food. He is generally thought to have founded the Ramananda Sampradaya, but according to Burghart, even this is doubtful. Research shows that in the nineteenth century, some followers of Ramananda were known as Ramanujis and came under the Vanamamalai matha of the TENGALAI branch of SHRIVAISHNAVISM. It was only in the early twentieth century that they formed a separate group known as Ramanandis or the Ramananda Sampradaya. These however, probably only constituted one group, as Ramananda’s teachings were not the same as those of Shrivaishnavism.

Several texts in Sanskrit and Hindi are assigned to him, but out of these only two are likely to be his—Shri Vaishnava-mataliya-bhaskara, and Shri Ramacharan paddhati. Some devotional padas (poems) in Hindi are thought to be his. From these, as well as from accounts in other sources, it is clear that Ramananda advocated BHAKTI or devotion to Rama, as a representative of the One Supreme God. Worship of Rama and SITA replaced VISHNU and LAKSHMI of Shrivaishnavism. His sect was open to people of all castes, and religions, as he believed God loved all people equally. He preached in Hindi, the language of the common people. According to tradition, he had twelve disciples, including a woman, Padmavati, KABIR, a Muslim, PIPA, a Rajput, and RAVIDAS of a low caste. Some doubt whether all these were actually his direct disciples, but the variety of names reflects the openness of his sect. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, followers included Muslims, who were converted to the sect, as well as higher and lower castes of Hindus and women.


Ramanandis worship Rama with love and devotion, and wear the sacred marks of the god Vishnu, of whom Rama is one of the main incarnations, on their bodies. Ramananda is said to have advocated reading the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA and RAMA GITA, which forms part of it. The RAMACHARITAMANASA which did not exist in his time is also revered by Ramanandis. Through Ramananda the worship of Rama became widespread in north India, and several new sects developed based on Rama worship. The Rama-Rasikas, a subsect of the Ramanandis visualize the ancient city of AYODHYA and Rama as he lived in those days, just as worshippers of KRISHNA visualize him and the scenes of his life. Among other groups that arose out of the Ramanandis were the Raidasis, Sadhanapanthas, Senapanthas, MALUKADASA, RAMANAMIS, RAMASNEHIS.

Scholars feel there are several myths associated with the traditional accounts of Ramananda’s life. Though by tradition he is considered the guru of Kabir, some doubt this. It is only from the early-seventeenth century, that Ramanandis incorporated Kabir in their tradition, in works such as the Kabir Parachai of Anantadasa (1625), and the Bhaktirasabodhini of Priyadasa (1712).


Ramananda Tirtha, Swami A twentieth-century guru, who was also a nationalist.

Born in 1903 at Chirmalli in the then state of Hyderabad, but now in Karnataka, in a Maharashtrian family, his original name was Venkatesh Bhavan Rao Khedikar.

In 1921 he joined the Non-Cooperation Movement, part of the freedom struggle against British rule, and later became involved in trade union activities. In 1929 he was imprisoned after organizing a textile-workers strike.

In 1931 he joined the Swami RAMA TIRTHA sect, and received the name of Swami Ramananda Tirtha. Even after this, however, he continued his political activities, working to spread Congress ideas and policies in Hyderabad. He remained involved in politics till 1962. His other activities included founding educational institutions and establishing Marathwada University at Aurangabad. He also worked for lower castes, presided over the Adamjati Sevak Sangh, and helped Vinoba Bhave in the Bhudan Movement. He thus combined social and political activities with his spiritual and religious beliefs. Ramananda Tirtha died in 1973.


Ramanataka Kirtanaigal A version of the Ramayana composed in Tamil in musical form, by Arunachala Kavirayar (1711–79). So far, most musical compositions in south India were in Telugu, and this was the first major attempt to use Tamil in Karnatak (Carnatic) music. The work includes a number of different forms, vriddhas (literary compositions which are sung), kirtanas (musical compositions), and kannis (two-line verses in folk melodies). Arunachala’s students Kodandarama Iyer and Venkatarama Iyer narrated and performed the work, which gained great popularity and won the author many honours. It is still performed today, usually as a Kathakalakshepam (dance drama).


Ramanathaswamy Temple A temple of the god SHIVA in his form as Ramanatha, located on the island of Rameshwaram at the southern tip of India. The temple, said to have first been constructed in the twelfth century, was reconstructed between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, with additions being made later. According to tradition, the temple was built by the god RAMA. After killing RAVANA in Lanka, Rama came here to worship Shiva in order to expiate the sin of killing a BRAHMANA. SITA made one LINGA from sand, while HANUMAN brought another from KAILASHA. The first is enshrined in the main sanctuary, as the linga of Sri Ramanatha. The second, known as Vishvalinga, or the linga of Vishvanatha, is also worshipped in the temple. Apart from these two shrines there are others dedicated to Vishalakshi, consort of Vishvanatha, PARVATI, consort of Ramanatha, and VISHNU, known here as Setumadhava. There are also twenty-two sacred wells or tirthas here. The huge temple extends over 264 m from east to west, and 200 m from north to south and the main GOPURAM reaches a height of 54 m. Three corridors surround the shrine, and along the third there are over 1200 granite columns. Sculptures within the temple include a huge NANDI, 6.7 m long and 5 m high, as well as portraits of the Nayaka rulers, under whom the major part of this temple was built. It remains one of the most popular pilgrimage sites.


Ramanavami A festival which celebrates the birth of the god RAMA, the king of AYODHYA. The festival takes place on the ninth day of the bright fortnight of the month of Chaitra (March-April). The nine preceding days are known as the NAVARATRAS, and fasts and rituals are practised on these days, particularly on the first and eighth days. On the ninth day, or Navami, processions depicting aspects of Rama’s life are taken out, and special worship is offered to Rama in temples, and to SITA, LAKSHMAN and HANUMAN. It is an important festival in north India, particularly at Ayodhya.


Ramanuja A philosopher of the eleventh and twelfth century, who founded VISHISHTADAVAITA, a school of Vedantic thought. Ramanuja advocated the worship of VISHNU, and Vishishtadvaita can be translated as qualified monism. According to tradition, he was born in 1027 in Sriperumbudur in present Tamil Nadu. His original name was Lakshmana, and his parents were Asuri Keshavacharya and Kantimati. Spiritually inclined from childhood, he went to KANCHI where he studied ADVAITA with the philosopher YADAVAPRAKASHA, and the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM, the RAMAYANA, and the inner meaning of mantras, from the disciples of YAMUNACHARYA. Gradually he diverged from classical Advaita, and came to his own conclusions. After travelling all over India, including to Kashmir, and visiting innumerable sacred sites, he settled at SRIRANGAM in Tamil Nadu, then under the Chola dynasty. The Cholas were known for their devotion to the god SHIVA, and facing hostility there, Ramanuja moved to Hoysala territory. The king of the Hoysalas, Bittiga was a Jain. Ramanuja successfully converted him to VAISHNAVISM. Bittiga took the name Vishnuvardhana, and constructed grand Vishnu temples at Belur and Halebid. Ramanuja converted others to Vaishnavism, and restored several Vishnu temples. Later he returned to Srirangam and lived there until his death in 1137.

Ramanuja stated that the individual soul emerges from BRAHMAN or God, and is therefore eternal, and the same in essence. Yet even when recognizing the truth of its eternal nature, it retained its self-consciousness and separateness, while enjoying a close communion with God. Both souls and the world of matter, were the prakaras or modifications of Brahman. He based his philosophy on the UPANISHADS, BHAGAVAD GITA and BRAHMA SUTRA, and was also influenced by the VISHNU and BHAGAVATA PURANAS and the devotional hymns of the ALVARS. He believed that God, in his form as Vishnu, his avataras and his consort LAKSHMI, should be worshipped with love and devotion. MOKSHA did not mean the merging of the individual with the divine, but the disappearnace of all limitations. All castes could become his followers, who are known as Ramanujas or Sampradaji, but had to follow certain rules and principles. For instance, food had to be prepared and eaten in privacy.

According to tradition, he founded seven hundred MATHAS, of which one still functions at Melkota in Karnataka. However, many of these mathas were actually founded later. He also initiated seventy-four gurus, known as Simhasanadhipatis, whose descendants would inherit the mantle from them. Of his seventy-four main disciples, the following are considered the most important: Pranatartihara of Atreya gotra, Kuresha or Shrivatsanka Mishra, Dasharathi, Andhrapurna or Vatsapurna, Varadavishnu, Yatishekhara-bharata, Yadavaprakasha or Govinda, and Yajnamurti.

Ramanuja’s philosophy is described in his writings which include Vedantasara, written along with his disciple Kuruttalvar, Vedarthasamgraha, Vedantadipa, and Shribhashya, a commentary on the Brahma Sutra, as well as Gitabhashya, a commentary on the BHAGAVAD GITA. Three devotional poems are attributed to him, though some scholars doubt whether these are his. They are the Vaikuntha-gadya, Sharanagati-gadya, and Shriranga-gadya, and are accepted as part of his work by his followers. The Nityagrantha, which provides instructions for image worship, is also ascribed to him, though this is doubtful.

Ramanuja’s life is described in several sources, including in two contemporary accounts: Ramanuja nutrandali by Amudan; and Yatirajavaibhavam by Vaduhanambi.

The practical path of Ramanuja’s Vishishtadvaita is known as SHRIVAISHNAVISM.


Ramappa Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Palampet in District Warangal of Andhra Pradesh. It was constructed in 1213 by Rudra Samani, a general of Ganapatideva, a king of the Kakatiya dynasty. It stands on a star-shaped or cruciform platform. The inner shrine has a linga, nearly 3 m high. There are several other subsidiary shrines, as well as a mandapa, all enclosed in a compound wall. The temple has both Dravidian and Nagara shikharas, and is known for its intricate and profuse carving. There are scenes from the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA, processions of dancers, elephants and warriors, and stories from the PURANAS. Outside is a NANDI image, 2.7 m high. Nearby are two other Shiva temples in a dilapidated condition. A large tank dates back to the same period, created by making an earthen dam connected to a semi-circular hill range. The temple is named after the sculptor, Ramappa. Pilgrims visit the temple particularly on Maha Shivaratri, celebrated here for three days.


Ramaprasad Sen A BHAKTI saint of the eighteenth century, who composed devotional verses in Bengali. He probably lived between 1718 and 1775 (alternative dates are 1720–81). Ramaprasad was born at Kumarahatta in present 24 Parganas district of West Bengal. He was always spiritual, and was a devotee of Devi or SHAKTI. Though initially he worked as an accountant, he is said to have filled his account books with verses in praise of Devi. Seeing his devotion and proficiency as a poet, his employer allowed him to devote his life to God, while continuing to pay him. In addition, Ramaprasad received grants of land from various local rulers, including Raja Krishnachandra Roy of Nadia. Among his works are Kali-kirtana, on the early life of the goddess UMA; Krishna-kirtana, on Krishna, of which only a few verses have been found; Kalika-mangala or Vidya-Sundara, the story of Vidya and Sundara who could get married through the help of the goddess Kali; Shakti-giti, devotional poems on Shakti or Kali. His relationship with Kali is that of a son with her mother, and thus he made the goddess familiar and loving, rather than stern and frightening. These poems are considered his best work, and some of them are still sung in worship of the goddess. Some of his verses are on the search for God.

In one composition he says:


Soul, why have you become a beggar? Do you know nothing?

In search of the wealth that passes, you are wandering from place to place.


What you desire and love, can you not see it is in your own home?

Later, he experiences union with Kali, whom he identifies with BRAHMAN. He says:

A man has come to me from a country where there is no night,

And now I cannot distinguish between day and night any longer;

Rituals and devotions have all grown profitless for me.

My sleep is broken: how can I sleep any more?

For now I am wide awake in the sleeplessness of yoga.

O Divine Mother, made one with Thee in yoga-sleep at last,

My slumber I have lulled asleep for ever more.

I bow my head, says Prasad, before desire and liberation;

Knowing the secret that Kali is one with the highest Brahman,

I have discarded, once for all, both righteousness and sin.

(Trans. Swami Buddhananda)



Ramapurathu Varier The composer of KUCHELA-VRITTAM, a boat-song on KUCHELA, as well as of other works in Malayalam, and some in Sanskrit. Ramapurathu lived between 1703 and 1753, and belonged to Ramapuram village in Meenachil taluk. Though his original name was Sankaran, he is generally known as Ramapurathu. He studied Sanskrit, and had a good knowledge of literature and music. He started a small school where he taught Sanskrit to a few children, and lived in relative poverty. Around 1750 he visited the temple at Vaikom, and came in contact with Maharaja Martand Varma, ruler of the state of Travancore. Ramapurathu read out a few verses to the raja, and was asked by him to compose a boat-song. He composed Kuchela-vrittam, and returned with the maharaja to Thiruvanathapuram, where he stayed for a few months. When he returned to Ramapuram, he found a large house constructed for him at the instruction of the maharaja, along with a gift of land, that left him well-off for the rest of his life. His story was thus a parallel to that of Kuchela (Sudama), the friend of the god Krishna.

Other compositions of his include Bhasha-ashtapadi, a Sanskrit version of Jayadeva’s Gita Govinda; a short commentary on the Amarakosha, and various songs.


Rama-rasikas See Ramananda.


Ramasnehi A name of several VAISHNAVA sects that worship the god RAMA. Literally, the term means ‘lover of Rama’. Four Ramasnehi sects were founded in Rajasthan.

(1) Ramsnehi, at Shahpura. This sect was founded by Mahaprabhu Ramacharanji and spread mainly in Rajasthan. According to some accounts, the sect was founded in 1650, while according to others, Ramcharanji lived between 1718 or 1719 and 1798. His compositions are said to amount to 30,000 verses. The sect believes that Rama is the same as BRAHMAN, and worships the divine name. In their main temple Shri Rama Nivas Dham at Shahpura, Bhilwara, no deity is enshrined, and worshippers here meditate on the Shabda Brahma or revealed word, ‘Rama’, which alone can lead to MOKSHA. The sect still has a number of members. Followers run hospitals and are involved in other welfare activities.

(2) Ramsnehi, at Rain. This was founded by Dariyaoji (1676–1728).

(3) Ramasnehi at Sinthal. This was founded by Hariramadasji (1778).

(4) Ramasnehi at Khedappa. This was founded by Ramadasji (1726–98), who was a disciple of Hariramadasji.

Members of all these sects composed devotional poems to Rama.


Ramavatara-charita The story of the Ramayana in Kashmiri, composed by Prakash Ram (1819–85). This version of the Ramayana is devotional in nature, and includes material from the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI, ADHYATMA RAMAYANA and RAMACHARITAMANASA, as well as from other sources. Two versions of Sita’s birth are given here: she is said to have been born from the blood of rishis, or to have been the daughter of RAVANA and MANDODARI. These versions are found in other texts as well. The text focuses on Rama bhakti, but also has SHAIVA elements.


Ramayana A Sanskrit epic, which tells the story of RAMA. There are several versions of the Ramayana, but the earliest available version is that of VALMIKI.

Valmiki’s Ramayana has 24,000 shlokas or verses, divided into seven kandas or sections. These are: (1) Bala Kanda, the childhood of Rama and his brothers; (2) Ayodhya Kanda, life in AYODHYA and the banishment of Rama; (3) Aranya Kanda, the life of Rama, SITA and LAKSHMANA in the forest, the abduction of Sita by RAVANA. (4) Kishkindha Kanda, Rama at KISHKINDHA, the capital of SUGRIVA, the monkey king. (5) Sundara Kanda: the crossing of the ocean by Rama and his allies, to reach LANKA; (6) Yuddha Kanda: the fight against Ravana, his defeat and death, the rescue of Sita, the return to Ayodhya and coronation of Rama; (7) Uttara Kanda: Rama as king of Ayodhya; Sita’s banishment, the birth of their sons; their reunion, and Sita’s departure into the earth; Rama goes to heaven. The last and the first are often considered to have been added later.

The Ramayana begins with the rishi Valmiki asking the rishi NARADA who was the best and most righteous person on earth. Narada replies that it is Rama, and briefly narrates the story of Rama. Later, Valmiki sees a hunter killing the male bird of a mating pair of cranes. Hearing the cries of the female, and filled with grief at this act, he curses the hunter, in what turns out to be a poetic verse (shloka). The god BRAHMA then requests him to compose the Ramayana in verse. Valmiki does so, based on Narada’s outline, learning the details through the power of meditation.

LAVA and KUSHA, Rama’s sons, born and reared in Valmiki’s ashrama, learn the Ramayana and sing it beautifully, attracting praise. Rama too hears it and that too forms part of the story. Thus the Ramayana has stories within stories. Apart from the main narrative, there are accounts of other characters in the story, including RISHIS, celestial beings, YAKSHAS, RAKSHASAS and VANARAS. (For more details on the story, see Rama.)

Date: The date of the text is controversial. According to tradition, Rama lived in the TRETA YUGA, which would place him several million years ago. Obviously the text was written later, but some date it as far back as 3000 BCE, while others place it in the first century CE. The core of the story is narrated in the MAHABHARATA, the other great north Indian epic, which have led some to feel it was earlier than the Mahabharata, though other scholars point out that there were numerous interpolations in both texts, and so its mention in the Mahabharata is no evidence of an early date. The type of society described in the Ramayana also represents a later stage than that of the Mahabharata. C. Rajagopalachari was probably right when he said, ‘It would appear that the story of Rama had been in existence long before Valmiki wrote his epic and gave form to a story that had been handed down from generation to generation.’

Location: The controversial date is linked with controversies about the location of places in the text. Traditionally, Ayodhya is identified with the place of the same name in Faizabad district of Uttar Pradesh, and Ravana’s Lanka with Sri Lanka. All other places are located along the way. Archaeology, however, does not date Ayodhya earlier than the seventh century BCE. H.D. Sankalia, a renowned archaeologist, felt all the places could be located between Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, while others have identified the sites in Afghanistan.

In religion: In the religious context, only the traditional locations are important, with myths, legends and sacred sites having grown up around them over centuries. The Ramayana has been retold innumerable times and, in its later versions, remains a popular religious text today.

Symbolism: The Ramayana has been interpreted symbolically. According to this, each person actually represents a concept. Thus, for instance, Dasharatha is ‘one who has controlled the ten senses’, Kaushalya is an embodiment of devotion, Kaikeyi of attachment, and Sumitra of detachment. Rama is wisdom and Bharata is discrimination. Lakshmana, renunciation and Shatrughna, thought. Vedic knowledge is represented in Vasishtha, who first teaches the princes. Vishvamitra helps them to conquer evil forces such as Tataka (representing lust and anger). Sita is concealed by Rama with the help of Agni. Maricha represents deceit, who can take on many forms. Sugriva is personified action, and Hanuman absolute renunciation. Each episode in the Ramayana has also been interpreted symbolically, leading to wisdom and liberation.

Other versions: There are numerous retellings of the Ramayana, and by the time of Tulasidasa’s Ramcharitmanasa, devotion to Rama as a god had reached a height. The story of Rama has been narrated with variations in Sanskrit and in every regional language of India, and has been translated into several other languages. In Sanskrit alone there are the Adbhuta Ramayana, Adhyatma Ramayana, Ananda Ramayana, Bhushandi Ramayana and other versions. The Ramayana story is told in the Mahabharata and in most of the Puranas. Aspects of the story have been retold by a number of writers including Kalidasa, Bhatti, Kumaradasa. Abhinanda, King Bhoja of the eleventh century, Sandhyakaranandi, eleventh century, Dhananjaya, Kaviraja, Haradatta Suri, Venkatadhvari, Chidambara; Bhasa, Murari, Rajashekhara, Shaktibhadra, Dhirnaga, Kshemendra, Jayadeva, Ramabhadra Dikshita, Mahadeva, Bhaskara, and many others. There are several versions of the Ramayana in Assamese, Bengali, Dogri, Hindi, Kannada, Kashmiri, Nepali, Malayalam, Marathi, Oriya, Tamil, Telugu and other languages. In English there are full translations, and original recreations of the text. There are folk and oral Ramayanas, as well as Ramayanas in puppet plays, and in local theatre. Stories of the Ramayana are depicted in sculpture, art and painting. There are Buddhist and Jain Ramayanas as well. The Ramayana also reached other countries, and Thailand, Indonesia, Malysia, Laos and Cambodia, have their own versions of the story. The Ramayana has been compared to the great heroic epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey.

Comments and critical analyses on various Ramayanas are innumerable.


Ramayana in Buddhism The Ramayana story is narrated with variations in some Buddhist Jatakas including the Vessantara, Dasharatha, and Anamaka Jatakas.

In the Dasharatha Jataka, Dasharatha was a king of Varanasi who had 16,000 wives. Through his chief queen, he had two sons, Rama Pandita and Lakshmana Pandita, and a daughter Sita. The chief queen died, and from another queen, Bharata was born. This queen wanted Bharata to be king, and Dasharatha feared for the lives of his other children, and requested them to live in exile in the forest for their own safety. After nine years Dasharatha died, but Bharata was opposed by the ministers and could not ascend the throne. Bharata went to the forest and asked Rama to return, but he refused. Finally Rama returned to Varanasi after three years and was welcomed by the people. In the Anamaka Jataka, Rama sensed a threat from his maternal uncle, and went to the forest on his own, abdicating the throne.


Ramayana in Jainism The RAMAYANA had an important place in Jain literature, and was retold several times. The earliest Jain version of the Ramayana is the Paumchariya or Paumchariyam of Vimalasuri, written between the first and third centuries CE. Later Jain Ramayanas often follow this version. Pauma, or Padma in Sanskrit, is the name of RAMA in this epic, that depicts a world full of Jains and begins with the time when King Seniya (Bimbisara), was ruling at MAGADHA. The king doubts some of the fantastic stories contained in the Ramayana, and asks Goyama, disciple of Mahavira, to tell him the truth. Goyama then narrates the story, which was revealed to him by Mahavira.

The story begins with the history of RISHABHA, the first Tirthankara, who lived in the KRITA YUGA, and description of the life and times of those days. An account of the second Tirthankara is followed by a description of Kishkindhapura (KISHKINDHA), the capital city of the monkeys. These monkeys are really VIDYADHARAS (here meaning a community of people), but are called vanaras (monkeys), because they have monkeys depicted on their gates and banners. The RAKSHASAS, among whom RAVANA is born, are also vidyadharas. There was a great vidyadhara hero named Rakshasa, after whom they were named. The vidyadharas were not demonic, but followed the principles of AHIMSA or non-violence, and did not even kill animals. Ravana was a devotee of the Jinas, who propagated the Jain faith, and restored Jain shrines. He was a great ascetic with magic powers, and accounts of his heroic deeds are given. The god INDRA, when defeated by Ravana, became a Jain monk. HANUMAN also became a Jain, helped Ravana in his exploits, and received a thousand wives in return.

After all this, King DASHARATHA is mentioned, and the main Ramayana story begins, which in its essentials follows Valmiki’s Ramayana, though the details are different. SITA is born in a natural way, the daughter of JANAKA and his wife Videha. Padma (Rama) helps Janaka in his fight against his enemies, and hence is betrothed to Sita. The later episodes are largely the same. Sita is abducted by Ravana, Hanuman helps Padma in rescuing her, after her return she is banished, and her twin sons are born. In between are several secondary stories. Finally, Padma (Rama) enters NIRVANA.

Ravana is sympathetically portrayed, his only weakness being his love for Sita.

There are also other Jain Ramayanas.

Among others are the Padma Purana of Ravishena of the seventh century, which though written in Sanskrit, is similar to the Paumchariyam. The Paumachariu of Svayambhu was composed in the eighth century. The Jain Uttara Purana also contains within it the story of RAMA, in Parvan 68, while Parvan 7 of the Trishashtishalaka-Purusha Charitra of Hemachandra, is popularly known as the Jain Ramayana. Another notable version is Rama-Charita, written in Sanskrit prose by Devavijayaganin in 1596. Several other Jain texts also include the Ramayana story, indicating its widespread popularity. Nagachandra’s Ramachandra charita Purana in Kannada is of the eleventh century. He followed the trio Pampa, Ponna and Ranna, and is also known as Abhinava Pampa, and his Ramayana is referred to as Pampa Ramayana. In this, Rama and Lakshmana are the eighth Baladeva and Vasudeva, and Ravana the Prativasudeva. (According to Jain texts, Baladevas, Vasudevas and Prativasudevas are categories of beings born in each era).


Ramayana Champu A Ramayana in Malayalam, also known as Bhasha-ramayana Champu, believed to have been written by Punam Nambudiri in the fifteenth century. The champu form has a mix of prose and poetry. This Ramayana is divided into twenty sections, and is based on VALMIKI’S work, though it incorporates some ideas from other sources. This is the first religious champu in Malayalam, others being written earlier on social themes and stories of DEVADASIS. It blends Malayalam with some Sanskrit words, and includes Sanskrit passages and verses, quoted from various sources. Though the setting is KOSHALA, the characters and scenes have a local flavour.


Ramdev, Swami A guru who spreads awareness on yoga and ayurveda.


Born in 1953, in Mahendragarh district of Haryana, his original name was Ramkishan Yadav. Swami Ramdev has founded the Divya Yoga Mandir Trust (2005), and Patanjali Yoga Peeth (2006) and teaches yoga through these organizations, as well as through yoga camps, television and video. Around 85 million people are believed to follow his teachings through such media.

In 2010 he has launched a political party named Bharat Swabhiman.


Rameshvara Temple, Nashik A temple of the god SHIVA, located at NASHIK in Maharashtra, constructed in the eighteenth century. It has one of the twelve great jyotir LINGAS, which according to tradition was installed at this site by RAMA. The temple is within an enclosure. Next to the linga shrine is a MANDAPA, with carvings on the walls and near the temple is a tank, where Rama is said to have performed funerary rites for his father.


Rameshvaram/Rameshwaram An island considered sacred, located at the southern tip of India in the Gulf of Mannar. RAMA is said to have worshipped the god SHIVA here, after recovering SITA from LANKA, and the island has a number of shrines. The main temple here is the RAMANATHASWAMY TEMPLE, with one of the jyotir LINGAS of Shiva. Originally constructed at the time of the Cholas, the present temple is mainly of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries. One hundred metres away is the Agni Tirtham, where Rama worshipped Shiva to remove the sin of killing RAVANA, who was a BRAHMANA. Further north is the Gandhamadana hill, where a footprint of Rama is enshrined in a small temple. To the south-east of the island is the spot where Rama is said to have bathed, known as Dhanushkodi after Rama’s bow. This was destroyed in a cyclone in 1964, but the Kothandaraswamy Temple, marking the spot where VIBHISHANA, brother of Ravana, declared his allegiance to Rama, is still standing. Rameshvaram is an important centre of pilgrimage for both SHAIVITES and VAISHNAVITES.


Ramola A type of ballad popular in the hill regions of Uttarakhand. It deals with the brothers of the god KRISHNA, who were killed before he was born. In this story, however, they are still alive, and are the helpers of Krishna. In one episode, Krishna rubs his body to create bees, and through them sends a message to his elder brother, here known as Biram Kaval.


Ramtek A town in Maharashtra, which is associated with the god Rama, who is believed to have stayed here briefly during his exile. Ramtek has a number of temples of various deities. Several shrines are located on Ramagiri hill, while others are at the foot of the hill, near a lake. Most of the temples belong to the eighteenth century, the time of the Marathas, while some are as early as the fifth century. Others are more recent. A Lakshmana temple dates to 1400. The ancient temples consist of small GARBHA GRIHAS or sanctuaries, and open MANDAPAS which were later enclosed. They are made mainly of deep red sandstone. Images include those of NARASIMHA and VARAHA. There are some recent shrines dedicated to Rama and LAKSHMANA.

Ramanavami is a major festival here.

Ramtek was earlier known as Ramagiri, and is described by Kalidasa in his writtings.


Ranganatha A name of the god VISHNU in south India. Five temples are considered particularly sacred to the deity, and are known as Pancha-Rangams (five Rangams). These are the temples of Ranganatha at Srirangapattinam in Karnataka, where the deity is known as Adi Rangam; at SRIRANGAM in Tamil Nadu; Appalarangam or Koviladi at Tiruppernagar, Tamil Nadu; Parimala Rangam or Mayuram at Tiruindaloor; Vatarangam near Sirkazhi. Sometimes the Sarangapani temple at Kumbakonam is substituted for one of these.

There are several other Ranganatha temples. Another famous temple is of Pallikonda Ranganatha at Tiruchendur, where he has his consorts Shri Devi, Bhu Devi and Nila Devi by his side. At the temple at Singavaram, Tamil Nadu, the rock-cut reclining image of Ranganatha measures 7.5 m.


Ranganatha Ramayana The earliest RAMAYANA in Telugu, written by Gona Buddha Reddi in the thirteenth century. It is based on VALMIKI’S Ramayana, with additions from other works including the ANANDA RAMAYANA, and local folk songs or Ramayana katha. Gona Buddha Reddy was also known as Buddha Raju, Buddha Natha or Buddha Bhupati. He states that he wrote this work at the suggestion of his father, Vitthala Natha. Some feel it was written by a contemporary poet Chakrapani Ranganatha, but most accept Gona Buddha as the author. In this text Rama is portrayed as an incarnation of both SHIVA and VISHNU, thus ensuring its popularity among both sects. The poet uses a simple style, with a two-line dvipada metre, which could be set to music, and thus this was popularly sung by women, and portrayed in a dramatized form. The Yuddha Kanda occupies almost half the text, while the Uttara Kanda is omitted.

Some of the variations from Valmiki’s Ramayana in this text are:

• Manthara hates Rama, because he accidently hit and injured her, and since then she waits for an opportunity to take revenge.

• SHURPANAKHA approaches RAMA and LAKSHMANA in the forest, because Lakshmana has accidentally slain her son Jambumali. But seeing the beauty of Rama, she forgot about Jambumali.

• Hanuman approached Rama holding a mango in his hand, as a typical devotee.

• A squirrel tried to help Rama in building the bridge, and Rama stroked it on its back, giving it its stripes.

• In enticing AHALYA, Indra took the form of a cock. He crowed in the middle of the night, and Gautama, thinking it was morning, left for the river for his ablutions.

• Two female characters, Kaikasi, the mother of RAVANA, and Sulochana, the wife of INDRAJIT, are described in detail.

Some of these innovations are found in other Ramayanas as well.


Ranganatha Temple, Srirangam The most famous temple of the god RANGANATHA, a form of VISHNU, located at Srirangam in Tamil Nadu. The consort of the god here is known as Ranganayaki. There are several legends and stories associated with the temple. Most of these are narrated in the Sriranga Mahatmya. It is said that as a result of the god BRAHMA practising tapas, the Sriranga Vimanam emerged from the milky ocean, with the Lord seated inside. Brahma took this to his residence in Satyaloka, the divine world, where daily worship of the deity was performed. King IKSHVAKU wished to take the deity to AYODHYA, and performed tapas for hundreds of years, after which he attained his desire. The deity remained at Ayodhya till the time of Sri RAMA, who presented it to VIBHISHANA. Vibhishana wished to take it to LANKA, but the deity stopped on the banks of the river Kaveri, and would not move further. A huge temple was built around it by an early Chola king, Dharmavarma. However, at the time of a flood, the whole temple was buried in sand. Its location was pointed out by a parrot to another Chola king, who renovated and restored it. The ALVARS sang a number of hymns praising the deity here, and ANDAL married the deity here and is said to have merged with the image. The Vaishnava acharyas from NATHAMUNI onwards praised the temple, which is said to have flourished under the Pallavas, later Cholas, Pandyas, Hoysalas, Vijayanagara emperors, and Nayakas, and remains a sacred centre of pilgrimage. Temple records also narrate the story of a Muslim princess who fell in love with the deity after it was captured by the sultan of Delhi. When the image was returned to the temple, she died of sorrow.

The present structure was constructed mainly between the thirteenth and seventeenth centuries. This huge temple complex covers an area of sixty-three hectares, and has seven concentric rectangular enclosures. There are GOPURAMS along the four sides, decreasing in size towards the inner enclosures. Roads lead through the gateways towards the centre. The southern outer gateway, enlarged in 1987, now reaches a height of 72 m, probably the largest in south India. Each enclosure has a number of structures. In the fourth enclosure is the interesting Rangavilasa Mandapa, with carvings all over the walls; a shrine dedicated to the Muslim princess; and a Venugopala (KRISHNA) shrine of the sixteenth century. The same enclosure also has a museum, with stone and bronze sculptures, and ivory plaques.


Ranna A Jain poet of the tenth century, who wrote in Kannada. Born in 949, he lived at the court of the Chalukya king Taila II and his successor. Ranna wrote the Ajita Purana, in verse, on the life of the second Tirthankara Ajitanatha, and the Sahasabhimavijaya or Gadayuddha which tells part of the story of the MAHABHARATA, focusing on the fight between BHIMA and DURYODHANA during the great war. In addition, he describes the wars of a local king, whom he compares with Bhima. For Gadayuddha, Ranna has used not only the Mahabharata, but the Vikramarjuna-vijaya of Pampa. He was also influenced by Bhattanarayana’s Venisamhara, and BHASA’S Urubhanga. Duryodhana’s friendship with KARNA, and his tribute to him on his death, are touchingly described, and on the whole he is depicted as a noble person. Ranna’s other works, including the Parashurama Charita, on PARASHURAMA, have not survived, though a lexicon, Ranna Kanda, is sometimes assigned to him. PAMPA, PONNA and Ranna are considered the three ‘gems’ of Kannada poetry.


Ras Khan A poet and devotee of the god KRISHNA in his form as Srinathji. Not much is known about Ras Khan, who is said to have been a Muslim from a village near Hardoi, present-day Uttar Pradesh, and to have been born sometime between 1528 and 1558. Later he is believed to have moved to DELHI and then to the MATHURA region, where he became a devotee of Srinathji, at that time enshrined in a temple at GOVARDHANA. The Vaishnavan-ki-varta, a VAISHNAVA text, provides some legends about him, whereas his own work, Prem-Vatika, has fifty-three dohas or couplets describing the life of Krishna and the GOPIS, and the love which is the essence of BHAKTI. Other works assigned to him are Sujan Rasakhan, with 214 verses; Dan-lila with eleven verses; and Ashtayama. All these are composed in Braja-bhasha, an early form of Hindi. Ras Khan is thought to have died some time in the first quarter of the seventeenth century.


A devotional verse of his is given below:


If I am born a man may I be the same Raskhani and reside among the cowherds of Braj-Gokul villages.

If I be an animal over which I have no control, I shall graze daily amidst the cows of Nand.

If I be a stone, it should be of the very same mountain He held up as an umbrella to contain Indra.

If I be a bird, I shall live amidst the branches of the kadamba near the bank of the Yamuna.

(from Raskhani Granthavali, Trans. J.P. Srivastava)



rasa A Sanskrit term that has several meanings. It can mean the best or finest part of anything, or its essence. It also means the juice or sap of a plant, taste or flavour.

In art, music, drama and literature, rasa refers to the flavour or character of a work, or the feelings or sentiments that are revealed. Captivated by these, a listener or observer can reach a state of divine awareness. According to Bharata’s NATYASHASTRA, rasas arise from bhavas or emotional states. He describes eight rasas, revealed to him by the god BRAHMA, each of which are associated with a particular colour and with a deity. These are:

(1) Shringara, the erotic sentiment, which involves love, union and separation. Its colour is shyama or dark, but is usually depicted as light green. It is also associated with everything that is white, pure, bright and beautiful, and its presiding deity is VISHNU.

(2) Hasya, the comic sentiment, involves humour and laughter. Its colour is sita or white, and its presiding deities are the Pramatha Devas.

(3) Karuna, which reveals pathos. Its colour is kapota or ashy, and its presiding deity is YAMA.

(4) Raudra, or furious, indicating anger or fury. Its colour is red (rakta), and the presiding deity, RUDRA.

(5) Vira, or the heroic sentiment. Its colour is gaura or light orange, and its presiding deity is Indra.

(6) Bhayanaka, or terrible, leading to fear and terror. Its colour is black (krishna), and the presiding deity is Kala (Yama).


(7) Bibhatsa, odious, creating a sense of disgust. Its colour is blue (nila), and the presiding deity is Mahakala (SHIVA).

(8) Adbhuta, marvellous, leading to a feeling of wonder. Its colour is yellow (pita), and the presiding deity is Brahma.

Each of these has several variations. Later writers added a ninth rasa of shanta or peacefulness, while preyas and BHAKTI are additional rasas. A rasa can be overt or explicit, or subtle and suggestive. The correct deployment of rasa can lead to ‘chamatkara’, an aesthetic experience of wonder, revealing the divine. Rasa-experience can also lead to ‘svarupananda’ similar to the bliss experienced by a YOGI in divine contemplation.

The rasa of bhakti forms an important part of devotional experience. In some schools of thought, five rasas can be identified within this, forming the five stages of bhakti. These are shanti, dasya, sakhya, vatsalya and madhurya. RUPA GOSWAMI provides a different classification of bhakti rasa, and includes all other rasas within this.

Rasa in ayurveda: In ayurveda rasa refers to taste, and rasa-jnana, knowledge of tastes, forms a branch of medicine. There are six basic tastes: sweet, sour, salty, pungent and astringent, and through combinations of these sixty-three tastes are identified, which relate to the nature and health of the person.


rasa-bhavana A term for the aesthetic experience. See aesthetics.


Rasa-kallola An ornate poem on RADHA and KRISHNA, composed in Oriya in the seventeenth century. Dina Krushna, the author, lived at PURI, probably between 1650 and 1710, and belonged to the Vaishnava Atibadi sect. Rasa-kallola is considered one of the best works in Oriya. It has thirty-four chhandas or cantos, each in a musical metre. The first chhanda is in praise of the god JAGANNATHA, while the second begins the story of Krishna. The childhood and youth of Krishna are narrated, followed by his journey to MATHURA, and the killing of KAMSA. There are descriptions of natural beauty, compared with the delicate feminity of the young gopis, and scenes of erotic love. In the thirty-second and thirty-third cantos, Uddhava explains the path of knowledge and devotion which lead to a realization of the divine. The whole is thus simultaneously a work of devotion, a romance, and an explanation of VAISHNAVA philosophy.


Rasatala The sixth of the seven divisions or LOKAS of the nether world or PATALA, in Hindu mythology. Here the Nivatakavacha-Kalakeyas live, who were enemies of the DEVAS.

Rasatala is frequently mentioned in the epics and PURANAS. In the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI, when SITA prayed to Mother Earth to take her if she was pure, the goddess Madhavi appeared. Along with her, Sita descended to Rasatala.

In the account of RAVANA’s life in the Uttara Kanda, Ravana is said to have gone to Rasatala. To reach there they crossed the ocean inhabited by DAITYAS and NAGAS and protected by the god Varuna. After subduing the nagas at BHOGAVATI, they fought against the NIVATAKAVACHAS at the city of Manimayi. Unable to defeat each other, at the intervention of the god BRAHMA, they agreed to a pact before the sacred fire. The Kalakeyas and Varuna also lived in Rasatala.

In the MAHABHARATA Narada took MATALI, charioteer of Indra, to the nether world to find a match for Matali’s daughter. Taking him to Rasatala, NARADA described it as the seventh strata beneath the earth. Here SURABHI, the mother of all cattle, lives, born of AMRITA. Narada recites a verse, which he says was popular in olden days, but is still recited by the learned. ‘Neither in the region of the Nagas, nor in Svarga, nor in Vimana, nor in Tripishtapa, is residence so happy as in Rasatala.’

Some scholars have identified Patala and its seven divisions, with real places. According to Vettam Mani, they may be seven divisions of Kerala, known for its pleasant climate and association with MAHABALI and Ananta. Others have identified it with countries to the north near the Caspian Sea. Rasatala is thought to be the area around the Rasa river, the Ranha of the Avesta, identified with the river Jaxartes.

In later times, however, the regions of Patala were purely mythical.


Rashtriya Swayam Sevak Sangh (RSS) A Hindu nationalist organization founded in 1925 by K.B. Hedgewar at Nagpur in Maharashtra. The Sarsanghchalak is the head of the organization, while pracharaks are full-time members who remain celibate and devote their lives to the organization. In addition there are svayamsevaks or volunteers, who, according to current estimates, number 1.8 million.

The RSS functions through shakhas (branches) which conduct daily, weekly and monthly gatherings, involving physical training, yoga, games, prayers, discourses and pledges to the motherland. Reverence is paid to Bharat Mata or Mother India. The RSS advocates a resurgence in national consciousness based on ancient Hindu ideals, and puts forward the concept of Hindutva. In is also involved in welfare and other activities.

The RSS is not a political party, but lends its support to various political parties and groups. Its sister organisation is the Rashtriya Sevika Samiti, while there are several related organizations, including the Vishva Hindu Parishad.


Rati A goddess the wife of KAMA, the god of love, who is sometimes worshipped along with him. Among her other names are Reva, Kamapriya and Priti. Rati and Kama are associated with the story of PRADYUMNA.


Ratri A deity who is the daughter of heaven and the goddess of the starlit night. Only one hymn, in the RIG VEDA, is addressed to her. Ratri fills the valleys and heights, driving away the darkness with her light. Ratri is also mentioned in the Mahabharata.


Ravana The king of the RAKSHASAS, known chiefly for his abduction of SITA, described in the RAMAYANA. The details of Ravana’s life before his meeting with Sita are given in the Uttara Kanda, the last section of Valmiki’s Ramayana.

According to this text, Ravana was the grandson of the RISHI PULASTYA, and the son of VISHRAVA by his wife Kaikasi or Nikasha, who was the daughter of the rakshasa Sumali. Thus from his father’s side, Ravana was a BRAHMANA, descended from the god BRAHMA. Ravana was the eldest son, and was initially named Dashagriva, because he had ten heads. His brothers were KUMBHAKARNA and VIBHISHANA and his sister was SHURPANAKHA. He was well-versed in Sanskrit and the VEDAS. Ravana practised austerities for ten thousand years, and sacrificed one of his heads in the fire every thousand years. When he was about to sacrifice his last head, the god Brahma appeared before him, and granted him various boons—he could not be killed by the DEVAS, rakshasas, SUPARNAS, NAGAS, YAKSHAS, DAITYAS or DANAVAS. He was also granted the boon of assuming any form he liked, and the heads he had sacrificed were returned to him.

Ravana ruled from the magnificent city of LANKA, which he had appropriated from his half-brother, KUBERA. He had many wives, but his chief consort was MANDODARI. His sons were MEGHANADA, also known as Indrajit; Ravani, Aksha, Trishiras, Devantaka, Narantaka and Atikaya. Dashanana, as Ravana was also known, began to destroy the devas, rishis and others. When rebuked by Kubera, he went to Mt. KAILASHA with his rakshasa warriors and destroyed the yaksha armies in Kubera’s territories. He defeated MANIBHADRA and Kubera, and seized the PUSHPAKA vehicle. But at the foot of Kailasha the vehicle refused to move. Dashanana was cursed by NANDI, and in anger he began to shake the mountain. Mahadeva (SHIVA) then pressed the mountain down on his arms, and Dashanana began to glorify Shiva, as he had no other recourse. He did this for one thousand years, singing praises from the SAMA VEDA and other texts. As he had let out a fierce cry (rava) when his hands were crushed, and others in the worlds were crying too, Shiva named him Ravana.

Ravana had several other adventures. He caught hold of Vedavati, granddaughter of BRIHASPATI, who was meditating to obtain VISHNU for a husband. Vedavati killed herself in a fire, and cursed him. (She was reborn as Sita). He fought against several kngs, and defeated the god YAMA, liberating those condemned to hell. He visited RASATALA, made an alliance with the NIVATAKAVACHAS, and killed the KALAKEYAS and the sons of VARUNA. He abducted the apsara Rambha, and was cursed by Nalakubera, the son of Kubera, who loved her. He invaded Indra’s heaven, and fought against the devas. Though his army had some initial defeats, his son Meghanada captured the god Indra. But Ravana was not invincible: he was defeated by KARTAVIRYA Arjuna, and by VALI of KISHKINDHA.

After the death of Shurpanakha’s husband, Ravana sent her to the DANDAKARANYA forest. There she came upon Rama, Lakshmana and Sita, and was mutilated by LAKSHMANA. When she reached Ravana to pour out her woes, Ravana was captivated by her description of Sita. Seeing her for himself, he was charmed by her beauty and, assuming the disguise of a hermit, abducted her in his Pushpaka Vimana (aerial chariot) when she was alone in the forest. He took her to Lanka, and tried to persuade her to love him, but Sita remained true to Rama. Finally, after a great battle, Rama killed Ravana, who was then cremated with Brahmanical rites.

According to the MAHABHARATA, Ravana was the son of Pulastya, who was the same as Vishrava. Pulastya or Vishrava had three consorts sent to him by his elder son, Kubera. These were Pushpotkata, from whom two sons were born, Dashagriva (Ravana) and Kumbhakarna; Malini, the mother of Vibhishana; Raka, mother of the twins Shurpanakha and Khara.

In the Puranas, both Rama and Lakshmana had to perform penances for the sin of killing Ravana, who was a brahmana. Ravana was a great warrior, a worshipper of Brahma and Shiva. Yet he also had negative qualities, and in north India his demonic qualities are emphasized. His effigies, along with those of Meghanada and Kumbhakarna, are burnt at the time of Dashahara, signifying the triumph of good over evil. In south India and in Sri Lanka Ravana is seen in a more favourable light.

Ravana as a devotee of Rama: In the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, Ravana is a secret devotee of Rama, and wishes to be killed by him to achieve liberation. Some Puranas have a similar account, and state that Ravana wished to be united with Vishnu, and this was achieved by him being killed by Rama.

Ravana in Sri Lanka: Though Sri Lanka had a strong Buddhist tradition in early days, there are also references to Ravana as a king of the region in some of their texts. Recently Ravana has been called an ancient hero, the first defender of the island against India. His ten heads represent ten crowns, as he ruled over ten countries of the world. Alternatively, they are said to represent his supreme intelligence and great powers. One book has claimed that Ravana ruled over the island from 2554 to 2517 BCE. An ancient Ravana cave temple exists in Sri Lanka, and is said to constructed by King Walagamba 1000 years ago in the hill region of Ella. The Ravana Cave, known as Rattaran Guhava, is nearby. It is said to be where Sita was held captive, though the Ramayana has no account of her being held in a cave.

Other Ravanas: In the ADBHUTA RAMAYANA, a second Ravana is described. He had a thousand heads, and was Ravana’s twin brother. He ruled over Pushkara dvipa and was killed by Sita.


AHIRAVANA, Mahiravana or Mayilaravana, are other Ravanas who do not appear in the main versions of the Ramayana. They are considered sons, brothers, or different forms of Ravana. The names mean ‘serpent Ravana’, ‘earth Ravana’, or ‘peacock Ravana’. This Ravana actually captures Rama and Lakshmana and transports them to the netherworld for sacrifice to a goddess. Hanuman comes to the rescue.


Ravana worship: Ravana was not an entirely negative character. He was a brahmana, a worshipper of Shiva, a practiser of austerities. At Jodhpur in Rajasthan, images of Ravana are being installed at the Mahadeva Amarnatha and Navagraha temples. One depicts him as a worshipper of Shiva, and the other as meditating in padmasana (lotus pose). Mandodari, the chief wife of Ravana, is considered by some groups here to be originally from Mandore, once capital of the state of Jodhpur. People of the Dave and Godha Shrimali community of the Mudgal gotra perform the Shraddha (ancestral rites) of Ravana. About 200 families of Mudgal gotra in Jodhpur claim to be descendants of Ravana. Initially some of his descendants are said to have settled at Mandore, but when Raja Jodha built Jodhpur, they moved to the Brahmapuri region, and some to Jamnagar, Bhuj and Kachchh in Gujarat.

The story of Ravana has been retold many times, both in various versions of the Ramayana, and separately.


Ravanavadha A poem written by Bhatti, a Sanskrit poet probably of the sixth or seventh century, though some feel he was of the fourth or fifth century. The poem is also known as Bhattikavya, Ramakavya, and Ramacharita. Ravanavadha has twenty-two cantos and tells the story of RAMA, while at the same time it illustrates rules of grammar and of writing poetry. The poet himself said that non-scholars would not understand his work without the help of a commentary, while it would be a feast to the learned. Several later writers followed the trend he initiated, of combining instruction on grammar with a story in verse. However, Bhatti’s is the best of these, as despite its complex use of words, it provides a smooth narrative of Rama. This work forms the basis for a Javanese version of the Ramayana, known as Kakawin.


Ravi (1) A name of the sun god, SURYA, as well as a name of the sun.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA, and of VISHNU.


Ravi Shankar, Sri Sri A modern-day guru who runs the Art of Living Foundation and has followers all over the world. Born in 1956 in Papanasam, Tamil Nadu, he studied Vedic literature with spiritual teachers, and also obtained a degree in physics. Later he received an honorary doctorate from Kuvempu University, Karnataka. He also studied with Maharishi MAHESH YOGI in Rishikesh. In 1982, in silent meditation, he is said to have discovered the Sudarshan Kriya, a particular breathing technique. Sri Sri Ravi Shankar began teaching special breathing techniques, which formed part of his ART OF LIVING course, including a series of techniques said to prevent disease and lead to rejuvenation and vitality. In 1982 he set up the Art of Living Foundation, one of the largest voluntary organizaions providing education to the underprivileged and women, rehabilitation in prisons, and help and relief in a number of other spheres, in 140 countries worldwide. He aims at creating a physically, mentally and spritually healthy person through meditation, health, educational and other programmes. In 1992 he set up the Prison SMART Foundation (Stress Management and Rehabilative Training). In 1997, he founded the International Association for Human Values, which has developmental projects in over 25,000 villages helping people to be self-reliant. His 5H programme focuses on Health, Hygiene, Homes, Harmony and Human Values. His organization has also organized relief projects in Bosnia, Aghanistan, Iraq and other countries apart from India. Sri Ravi Shankar has travelled all over the world and been presented with a number of awards.

His main ashram on the outskirts of Bangalore, is known as Ved Vignan Mahavidya Peeth Bangalore International Centre.


Ravidas/Ravidasa A saint of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, who was also known as Raidas. He is described in the BHAKTAMALA of Nabhadasa, and in other similar texts. He was probably born in 1376 or 1377, at the village of Mandoor Garh, in a chamar family. He was named Ravidas because he was born on Ravivara, a Sunday, and was a cobbler who lived in VARANASI. The chamar caste of leather workers were considered untouchables, and when Ravidas began to worship VISHNU in the form of SHALAGRAMA, RAMANANDA, a Vaishnavite saint, is said to have accepted him as his disciple. The BRAHMANAS and pandits were against this, because of his caste, but gradually he gained a reputation as a saint, and had a large following. His disciples are known as Raidasis or Ravidasis. He was against caste and ritual, and composed devotional poems and songs, some of which are included in the guru granth sahib, and are popular even today. Most of his padas (poems) belong to the NIRGUNA school, and he regarded the ultimate reality as eternal and beyond change, present in all life and in matter. Ravidasis are usually householders. They constantly remember and invoke the name of God, and also try to help others and perform acts of charity. They include both Hindus and Sikhs.

Ravidas Jayanti is celebrated in his memory even today.

In 2010 Ravidasis formed a separate religion known as Ravidasia. This decision was taken with the initiative of the Dera Sachkhand Ballan near Jalandhar, Punjab, one of the deras or centres of the Ravidasis. Ravidas is considered the sole guru, and the sacred text is Amrit Bani Guru Ravidas, which contains only the verses of Ravidasa. It has a total of 240 poems of which 40 are in the Guru Granth Sahib, while 200 have been collected from other sources.

Earlier the Guru Granth Sahib was their sacred text, which contains verses of Sikh gurus, Ravidas and other saints. The main centre of the Ravidasis is at Varanasi.

Many deras however rejected the new religion, hence its status remains uncertain.


reincarnation The beginnings of the concept of reincarnation can be seen in the VEDIC SAMHITAS and BRAHMANAS, but is first clearly explained in the UPANISHADS. (See Samsara). From this time onwards, it is accepted by all schools of thought within Hinduism. In most texts, rebirth or reincarnation is said to take place according to one’s KARMA or actions in a previous life. Stories in the epics, PURANAS and other texts accept reincarnation and explain good and bad events as the results of a past karma. Reincarnation is explained in detail in the Shastras. For instance, the MANU SMRITI states that wrong actions may result in rebirth as a plant or tree, insect or worm, a bird or animal, or one of lower caste. It goes into great detail on the types of actions that result in different incarnations. Actions are linked to the three GUNAS of sattva, rajas and tamas, and within each of these are three levels. Actions performed from the highest level of the sattva guna or quality lead to the best type of rebirth. Such people are born as BRAHMA, MARICHI, PRAJAPATI, DHARMA, or MAHAT (12.50). Great sinners (mahapatakin), after suffering for a long time in naraka or hell, are finally reborn in lower life forms. Brahmana killers, as well as brahmanas who drink wine or steal gold, return in very low forms. One who defiles the preceptor’s bed has a hundred incarnations as a plant and animal before regaining human form, while killers of animals are reborn as beasts that eat raw flesh. Those who steal gems of various kinds do not seem to have a bad fate, as they are reborn in the womb of a goldsmith’s wife! (12. 61). Other minute details are given for the sort of incarnations various acts bring.

According to Sri AUROBINDO, rebirth is not based on some blind law of reward and punishment, but on the type of life that would be most suitable for the individual to progress towards the divine.

The aim of Hindu life, however, is to escape from the cycle of rebirth and attain MOKSHA or liberation.


Renuka The wife of the rishi JAMADAGNI, the daughter of Prasenajit, and the mother of five sons of whom PARASHURAMA, an incarnation of the god VISHNU, was the youngest. At the request of his father Jamadagni, Parashurama cut off her head, as she was once unchaste in thought, and desired a GANDHARVA. In most accounts in texts, Parashurama then received a boon from his father, and restored her to life. Renuka is worshipped in some temples as a goddess. Jamadagni, Parashurama and Renuka are described in legends of Himachal Pradesh, and there is a Renuka temple at the reclusive village of Malana. Renuka is also worshipped at village Rasol, and only this village has marriage relations with the people of Malana. Renuka lake in Himachal is named after her.

In south India, Renuka is also worshipped as the goddess ELAMMA.


Revanta A deity, who was one of the sons of SURYA, the sun god. According to the MARKANDEYA PURANA, Revanta guards people in forests and lonely places, saves them from enemies and robbers, and provides his worshippers with comfort, intelligence, happiness, health, wealth and fame. The Vishnudharmottara Purana states that he is to be depicted riding a horse. Images of Revanta have been found mainly in Bengal and Gujarat.


Revati (1) The wife of the god BALARAMA. She was the daughter of king Raivata, and extremely beautiful. Raivata believed no one was worthy of her, and went to consult the god BRAHMA in heaven, about her husband. He spent a long time there, and Brahma finally directed him to Balarama, at DVARAKA. Many ages had passed, though Raivata did not realize this, before he returned to earth. Revati was still beautiful, and very tall, but other humans had grown short. Balarama first shortened her with his ploughshare, and then she became his wife.

(2) The name of a NAKSHATRA or constellation.


Rewalsar Lake A lake which has seven floating islands, located in Himachal Pradesh. The rishi Lomasha is said to have worshipped the god SHIVA here. There are temples dedicated to Lomasha, SHIVA and KRISHNA near the lake. The lake also has sacred Buddhist and Sikh sites on its banks. A Nyingma Buddhist monastery and a Sikh gurdwara are located here.


Ribhu A name of various gods, including INDRA, AGNI and the ADITYAS. Ribhu was also the name of one of the four Kumaras, or mind-born sons of the god BRAHMA.


Ribhus A group of semi-divine beings mentioned in the VEDAS, and associated with the god INDRA. There are three Ribhus, whose names are Ribhu or Ribhukshan, Vaja and Vibhuvan. They are sons of Sudhanvan, and are helpers of Indra. According to some passages, they were originally men, but because of their skilfull deeds became immortal. The Ribhus are also mentioned in the MAHABHARATA and later texts.


Riddhi The name of a goddess, the wife of KUBERA, the god of wealth. It is also a name of PARVATI, and of a wife of GANESHA. Literally, the word means ‘prosperity’.



Rig Veda The first of the four VEDIC SAMHITAS with a total of 1028 hymns, divided into ten mandalas or sections. Many of the verses in the SAMA and YAJUR VEDAS are derived from it. The hymns are considered to be divinely revealed, and according to the Rig Veda and later texts, the revelations were made to certain rishis and their families. Mandalas II–VII are attributed mainly to the rishis GRITSAMADA, VISHVAMITRA, Vamadeva, ATRI or Atreyas, BHARADVAJA and VASISHTHA respectively, and Mandala VIII to the Kanvas and Angirasas. A few of the hymns in those mandalas are assigned to other rishis or families. Anukramanis or lists of ‘authors’ give the names of the rishis for each of the hymns in Mandalas I, IX, and X, though the authenticity of these is uncertain. It is not known when the Rig Veda was first written down, and the hymns were transmitted orally for generations.

The text provides an account of the religion, society and economy of those times in the region of the Sapta Sindhava, or seven rivers, the Indus and its tributaries, along with the SARASVATI and Drishadvati, all located to the west of the YAMUNA. Most of the hymns are addressed to individual deities, often personifications of nature, or of an attribute or ideal. YASKA, a later commentator on the Rig Veda, classifies the main deities into three categories, terrestrial, celestial and atmospheric. Among the terrestrial deities are the rivers Sindhu, Vipasa, Shutudri and SARASVATI, PRITHVI, the earth, AGNI, fire, BRIHASPATI and SOMA. Celestial deities include DYAUS, VARUNA, MITRA, SURYA, SAVITRI, PUSHAN, VISHNU, VIVASVAT, the ADITYAS, USHA, and the ASHVINS; atmospheric deities are INDRA, TRITA APTYA, APAM NAPAT, MATARISHVAN, AHI BUDHNYA, AJA EKAPAD, RUDRA, the MARUTS, VAYU-VATA, PARJANYA and Agni. Agni is a deity that belongs to several categories. Other gods include DHATR, VIDHATR, VISHVAKARMAN, TVASHTR and PRAJAPATI. Though female deities are not very important, a number of them are mentioned apart from Sarasvati, Prithvi and Usha. RATRI and ARANYANI have separate hymns dedicated to them. Groups of deities or semi-divine beings include RUDRAS, VASUS, ANGIRASAS, RIBHUS, APSARAS, GANDHARVAS. There are also ASURAS, RAKSHASAS and PISHACHAS. While the latter two are usually demonic, in the Rig Veda, asura is normally used interchangeably with DEVA, indicating a divine being. Wise and powerful RISHIS are also referred to, as well as divine and mythical animals. These deities are elaborated on in later Vedic texts.

The concept of a Supreme Being exists in the Rig Veda, despite the presence of numerous deities. Thus a hymn states:


They call him Indra, Mitra, Varuna

And Agni; He is the heavenly bird Garutmat;

To what is One, the poets give many a name

They call it Agni, Yama, Matarishvan. (1.164.46)



There is also the concept of the creator Brahmanaspati, Prajapati, Brihaspati or Vishvakarman. (See Ka). However, in the famous creation hymn, the creator has no name and is known as the ‘One’. Part of this hymn is given below. It is considered a slightly later part of the text.


Then even nothingness was not, nor existence

There was no air then, nor the heavens beyond it.

What covered it? Where was it? In whose keeping?

[…]

He, who surveys it all from the highest heaven

He knows, or maybe even he doesn’t know. (X.129)



In addition to the main text, there are ‘khilas’ or supplementary portions, some of which may belong to a later date. Among the khilas are: the Valakhilya hymns; Suparna hymns; Praishasuktani; Nividas (prose litanies).

The People: The Rig Vedic people refer to themselves as Arya, meaning ‘noble’. In English they are often called ‘ARYANS’ and are thought to be connected with INDO-IRANIANS and INDO-EUROPEAN groups of people. The text also refers to dasas and dasyus.

Date: The text is usually dated to between 1500 BCE and 1000 BCE, though some scholars feel it is much earlier. The oldest sections are books II–VII.

Location: Most of the places mentioned in the text have been analysed and identified with sites to the west of the Yamuna, extending into Punjab, present-day Pakistan and Afghanistan. A few scholars feel all places mentioned should be located in Afghanistan, but have not done a detailed identification of sites there.

Indus Civilization and the Rig Veda: No archaeological culture has been satisfactorily identified with that of the Rig Veda. As the location of the INDUS CIVILIZATION is partly coterminus with the places mentioned in the Rig Veda, some scholars feel it represents that culture, or a pre-Indus Valley culture. The type of culture described in the Rig Veda seems different from that of the Indus Civilization. Some scholars argue that as the Rig Veda was basically a religious text, it may not describe all aspects of society and economy. Rig Vedic culture has also been identified with a post-Indus Civilization Grey Ware culture.


Rishabha In Hindu mythology Rishabha is an incarnation of VISHNU, while in Jainism he is the first Tirthankara. Rishabha, the son of Nabhi and Meru, is described in the PURANAS as a great ascetic. He had a hundred sons of whom the eldest was BHARATA, after whom India was named Bharatavarsha. This Bharata has a significant role in Jain stories as well. Rishabha is also name of the god Shiva, and of other ancient rishis and kings.


rishi A sage. The word is derived from the Sanskrit ‘rish’ = to see, and the rishi is the wise sage who can see the truth. Rishis are first mentioned in the Rig Veda, where the various hymns were revealed to them. According to early texts, seven rishis, or saptarishis, also known as PRAJAPATIS, preside over each MANVANTARA or age of the universe. According to the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, those of the first manvantara were Gotama, BHARADVAJA, VISHVAMITRA, JAMADAGNI, VASISHTHA, KASHYAPA and ATRI, while according to the MAHABHARATA, they were MARICHI, Atri, ANGIRAS, PULAHA, KRATU, PULASTYA and Vasishtha. Rishis of later manvantaras are listed in the HARIVAMSHA and Puranas. The PURANAS describe several other great rishis, including BHRIGU, DAKSHA, KANVA, NARADA, VALMIKI, VYASA and Vibhandaka. The constellation of the Great Bear, which has seven stars, is known as Sapta Rishi, or seven rishis. The seven rishis are thought to symbolize the seven CHAKRAS or seven senses. Later, nine or ten main rishis were listed. The nine rishis of the present manvantara according to the VISHNU PURANA are Vasishtha, Kashyapa, Atri, Jamadagni, Gautama, Vishvamitra, Bhrigu, Daksha and Bharadvaja. There were thousands of other rishis. The main classes of rishis were BRAHMARISHIS, DEVARISHIS and RAJARISHIS. Others were maharishis, paramarishis, shrutarishis and kandarishis.


Rishyashringa A rishi described in ancient texts. He was the son of the rishi Vibhandaka, and grandson of KASHYAPA, while his mother was a deer. According to the story regarding his birth, Vibhandaka once saw the beautiful apasara URVASHI, and his semen fell in the water and was swallowed by a deer, who then gave birth to Rishyashringa. Thus he had a horn on his forehead, from which he got his name. He grew up in the forest and met no one but his father, until he became a young man.

At this time the kingdom of Anga, ruled by King Lomapada, was suffering from drought. The BRAHMANAS there informed the king that if a rishi who had never seen a woman came to the kingdom, rain would fall. After much searching by the king’s men, Rishyashringa was discovered. Beautiful young girls were sent to bring the rishi, who was astounded when he saw a woman for the first time. They did not have much trouble in persuading him to accompany them, and in the kingdom of Anga, Rishyashringa was married to Shanta, the daughter of King DASHARATHA, who had been adopted by Lomapada. Rishyashringa then performed a yajna or sacrifice, that brought rain to the parched kingdom. He also performed a sacrifice through which King Dasharatha’s sons, including RAMA, were born.


ritvij A Sanskrit term for a sacrificial priest. This is a generic term, including all the priests involved in the sacrifice. The Rig Veda has a list of seven such priests: Hotr, Potr, Neshtr, Agnidh, Prashastr, Adhvaryu and Brahman. In addition, there was the priest who initiated the sacrifice. Later, the number of priests was expanded to sixteen, and classified into four groups: (1) Hotr, maitravaruna, achavaka, gravastut; (2) Udgatr, prastotr, pratihartr, subrahmanya; (3) Adhvaryu, pratisthatr, neshtr, unnetr; (4) Brahman, brahamanachchhamsin, agnidhra, potr. The hotr, udgatr, adhvaryu and brahman were the leaders of each of the four groups. The purohita, spiritual advisor to the king, was usually a different priest.


rivers, sacred India has innumerable rivers, all of which are considered sacred in some way. Traditionally, the seven most sacred are the Indus, GANGA, YAMUNA, SARASVATI, NARMADA, GODAVARI, and Kaveri. The Indus was known in early texts as the Sindhu. Rising in the Himalayas, and flowing into the Arabian Sea, with a length of 2880 km, it is one of the longest rivers of the world. Its main tributaries are the Jhelum, Chenab, Ravi, Beas and Satluj. The Ganga also begins as a Himalayan river and flows into the Bay of Bengal, with a length of 2525 km. Apart from the Yamuna, its main tributaries are the Ramganga, Gomati, Ghaghara, Gandak and Kosi, which start from the Himalayas or their foothills, while the Betwa, Ken, Son and others join it from the south. The Chambal flows into the Yamuna from the south. The Sarasvati is sometimes considered a mythical river. Today it is identified with the Ghaggar, a semi-dry river in Haryana, whose dry river bed extends into Pakistan where it is known as the Hakra. Its ancient remains have also been traced in Gujarat. The Godavari, Narmada and Kaveri are rivers of the peninsula, with respective lengths of 1465, 1312, and 800 km.

The KUMBH MELA, MAGH MELA and PUSHKARAMS are among the festivals that celebrate the sanctity of rivers.


Rodasi A goddess mentioned in the RIG VEDA, associated with the MARUTS. As she is always mentioned with them, she is thought to have been their wife.


Rohini The name of several people in ancient texts, including:

(1) A daughter of DAKSHA and wife of SOMA, as well as a NAKSHATRA.

(2) A daughter of SURABHI and the mother of cows.

(3) A wife of Vasudeva and mother of BALARAMA.

(4) According to the MAHABHARATA, a daughter of HIRANYAKASHIPU.


Roy, Ram Mohan The founder of the BRAHMO SAMAJ who attempted to bring about social and religious reform in India. Born in 1772 at Radhanagar in District Hughli of present-day West Bengal, he came from a rich and orthodox family of Bengali zamindars. After his early education, he studied Sanskrit literature and Hindu philosophy at VARANASI, as well as the Quran, Persian and Arabic at Patna in Bihar. He also learnt Pali, Latin, Greek, Hebrew and French, apart from English. He worked for some time for the East India Company, and then settled at Kolkata (Calcutta).


In 1815, he started the Atmiya Sabha, a society for the study of religious truth. In 1828 he founded the Brahma Sabha (Society of God), later known as the BRAHMO SAMAJ. Ram Mohan was influenced by the VEDAS and UPANISHADS and by his study of Islam and Christianity, particularly by Unitarianism. Among his early publications was a Persian pamphlet entitled Tuhfatul Muwahhidin (A Gift to Deists), in which he criticized religious leaders, and stated that they benefitted by creating divergent religious groups based on differing rites and ceremonies. Leaders claimed that matters of faith were beyond analysis and criticism, yet applied this only to their own religion, criticizing others. If instead one examined religious truths with reason, the unity of all religions would be clear.

In 1820 he published the Precepts of Jesus, in which he praised the ethical values of the New Testament. He felt those should be incorporated in Hinduism. Ram Mohan Roy advocated ethical monotheism. He was opposed to idol worship, caste, and rituals, and believed that VEDANTA was the best system of Indian thought. He translated the Kena Upanishad, Isha Upanishad, Katha Upanishad, and Mandukya Upanishad into English and Bengali. He was against the view that the VEDAS and UPANISHADS were only for a select few, and attempted to make them available to all.

He tried to reform Hindu society, and campaigned against SATI, polygamy and child marriage. He advocated equal property rights for women and a better status for widows, and promoted modern education. He quoted the Shastras to prove that a person did not need to be a renunciate to study and comment on spirituality. He published journals in Bengali, Persian, Hindi and English. Among these were the Mirat-ul-Akhbar, the Samvad Kaumudi and the Bengali Herald.

He also focused on political issues, and the reform of the administration and raised other social and economic questions. In 1830 he was bestowed the title ‘Raja’ by Akbar II, the Mughal emperor, and attempted to help him in obtaining a pension from the British by pleading his case in England. He died in Bristol in 1833.


Rudra A Vedic deity, usually regarded as a storm god, and an early form of the god SHIVA. Rudra is described as dazzling, shining like the sun, copper coloured and red, blue-necked and blue-tufted. He dwells in mountains and is clothed in skin. He is young, fierce, strong, unassailable, and wise, and though beneficent, his wrath is to be feared. He has a fierce and formidable nature, but is also a healer.

In the YAJUR VEDA, Rudra is known by several of the names of Shiva. Later Rudra became a name of the god Shiva. Rudra usually represents the fierce or destructive aspect of Shiva.


Rudrabhatta (1) A BHAKTI poet of the twelfth to thirteenth centuries, who composed Jagannatha vijaya in Kannada. Rudrabhatta was born around 1185 and probably lived at Dvarasamudra, at the time of Viraballala II of the Hoysala dynasty. The Jagannatha vijaya, in eighteen cantos, is based on the story of KRISHNA in the VISHNU PURANA, and is written in champu style, that is, a mix of prose and poetry. In this work he sees Hari, Hara and Brahma as aspects of one supreme deity, Parabrahma. His aim in this text is to establish through ‘kavya samadhi’ or poetic contemplation, the supreme light of Krishna (parama-jyoti), in the heart. He recreates the story of Krishna in poetic form, using some Sanskrit words along with deshi or local Kannada. His Jagannatha vijaya influenced other poets such as KUMARA VYASA and LAKSHMISHA, as well as the Haridasas, particularly PURANDARADASA and KANAKADASA. He is also said to have written Rasakalike on RASA and aesthetics, but this work is not available, though fragments are quoted in later sources.

(2) Another Rudrabhatta of about the tenth century composed the Shringaratilaka in Sanskrit, a work that deals with love and aesthetics in poetry. Its first chapter describes nine rasas. He is sometimes identified with Rudratta who wrote Kavyalankara, another work on poetics.


rudraksha Sacred beads which come from the tree Elaeocarpus ganitrus. Seeds from other varieties of Elaeocarpus are sometimes used. Rudraksha literally means ‘the eye of Rudra’ (Shiva), and thus the beads are essentially connected with the god Shiva. They are believed to have both spiritual and healing properties. The beads are actually the seeds of the fruit, and can be of different types. Four main types are: rudraksha: these are round and large, and are considered the most beneficial; bhadraksha: round, but slightly smaller; indraksha: oval-shaped, somewhat like a groundnut; sahastraksha: similar to the indraksha, but flattish. The beads are further classified by the number of mukhas (literally mouths or faces) or facets, created by lines running along the beads, from top to bottom. The mukhas generally vary from one to fourteen, though some texts list from one to thirty-eight. Each type is assigned to one or more deities. The single-faced one is extremely rare, and is believed to free the wearer from the cycles of birth and death. The two-faced one is sacred to Shiva and SHAKTI; the three-faced one represents the Trimurti or the three shaktis; that with four-faces is related to the four VEDAS or the god BRAHMA. The pancha-mukha (five-faced) is the most common, and is assigned to Shiva. Others are: six faces: six systems of philosophy, or KARTTIKEYA; seven: seven worlds or goddess MAHALAKSHMI; eight: GANESHA or eight-armed DURGA; nine: navanathas, or nine Durgas; ten: ten avataras or ten directions; eleven: sacred to Shiva, only for celibates; twelve: SURYA; thirteen: destroys all evil; fourteen: represents fourteen manifestations and destroys evil. Various texts and sects may provide a different symbolic interpretation for each type of rudraksha. In general, rudraksha beads are said to protect the wearer. Malas or rosaries are made from rudraksha beads and are used in meditation and while chanting MANTRAS, while single beads can be worn for protection.


Rudras A group of gods, the sons or followers of the god RUDRA. They were gods of the air, and are often said to number either eleven or thirty-three.

There are several stories about the creation of the Rudras. One story in the LINGA PURANA states the god BRAHMA asked Shiva to join in the task of creation, and Shiva created the Rudras. However, Brahma was not happy, as he said he did not want immortal beings to be created. Another story in the same Purana says that Brahma himself created the Rudras. He was not happy with the rest of his creation, and out of his sorrow, the Rudras were born. They were called Rudra, as they cried at birth (ruda = to cry). In the BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD the Rudras are called ten pranas (breaths), with Manas (mind) as the eleventh. According to the Vishnu Purana, Rudra was born from the forehead of Brahma, and then multiplied himself at the command of Brahma. Another section says Brahma created Rudra as his son, in the form of a young boy (Kumara). The boy wept and asked for a name, and because he wept, Brahma named him Rudra. As he wept seven times more, he received seven more names: Bhava, Sarva, Ishana, Pashupati, Bhima, Ugra and Mahadeva. These eight were actually representations of nature, and were assigned to the places of the sun, water, earth, fire, air, ether, the officiating priest at the sacrifice, and the moon. Their wives were Suvarchala, Uma, Vikeshi, Shiva, Svaha, Disha, Diksha and Rohini, and from them were born several sons including the planets. (Vishnu, 1.8). In another account the Rudras are said to be sons of KASHYAPA and SURABHI.

Various texts give different lists of the Rudras. According to the MAHABHARATA they are Mrigavyadha, Nirriti, Ahirbudhnya, Pinaki, Sarpa, Ajaikapad, Dahana, Ishvara, Kapali, Bhaga and Sthanu. These were born to Sthanudeva, the son of BRAHMA. In one passage in the VISHNU PURANA, the eleven Rudras are listed as Hara, Bahurupa, Tryambaka, Aparajita, Vrishakapi, Shambhu, Kapardi, Raivata, Mrigavyadha, Sharva and Kapali. At least one hundred names of Rudras are mentioned in the PURANAS. Several of these are also the names of the god SHIVA. Rudra Loka is the world of the Rudras.


Rukmangadacharita A Sanskrit text which glorifies devotion to the god VISHNU. It is a part of the NARADIYA PURANA, a minor Purana, but is also used as a separate text. In it, a king named Rukmangada, promises his daughter Mohini that he will grant any wish of hers. She asks him to either break his fast on ekadashi, the eleventh day of a fourteen-day fast sacred to Vishnu, or to kill his own son. Rukmangada decided to kill his son, rather than break his vow to Vishnu.


Rukmin The son of Bhishmaka and the king of Bhojakata; he was the brother of RUKMINI, wife of the god KRISHNA. According to the MAHABHARATA, he was a disciple of DRONA, and had learnt from him the science of archery (dhanur-veda) and had obtained a celestial bow named Vijaya. Originally his city was Kundina. When Krishna carried away his sister Rukmini, he attempted to prevent him, but was defeated. He then did not return to Kundina, but built the city of Bhojakata at the site where he was vanquished. He did not take part in the great war.

Rukmin is also described in the PURANAS.


Rukmini One of the chief wives of the god KRISHNA. She is worshipped as a deity along with Krishna, in some temples, particularly in south India. According to the story in the MAHABHARATA, she was the daughter of the king of Vidarbha. Though her brother Rukmi or RUKMIN wanted her to marry the king SHISHUPALA, she loved Krishna, who, on her request, abducted her while she was on her way to a temple. PRADYUMNA was their eldest son. Rukmini’s other sons were Charudeshna, Charndeha, Sushena, Charugupta, Bhadracharu, Charuvinda, Sucharu, and Charu the strong. She had one daughter, Charumati. When the PANDAVAS went into exile, Rukmini looked after DRAUPADI’s children, and when Krishna died she burnt herself on his funeral pyre along with some of his other wives. In the PURANAS she is considered an incarnation of the goddess LAKSHMI. The story of Rukmini and Krishna has been retold in many languages. In Marathi, Rukmini Svayamvaras, on Rukmini’s choice of Krishna, are very popular, and at least thirty-two of them are known. Rukmini-harana kavyas are another similar category, which tell the story of Rukmini’s marriage with Krishna.

Among various works on the story of their marriage are: Rukmini-bibha, in Oriya, composed by Kartika Dasa of the late sixteenth century; Rukmini-harana in Rajasthani, by Saiyana; Rukmini mangala in Rajasthani by Padam Bhagat composed between 1493 and 1500; Rukmini-harana kavya in Assamese by SHANKARADEVA in the fifteenth century.


Rupa Goswami A disciple of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. Rupa was one of the six main Goswamis of VRINDAVANA, who lived in the fifteenth to sixteenth century, and wrote a number of works on Vaishnavism. An account of his life and family is provided in one of the works of his nephew JIVA. Rupa’s ancestor, Sarvajna Jagadguru, was a brahmana of the Bharadvaja gotra, a priest who lived in the region of Karnataka. His great-grandson, Padmanabha, migrated to Bengal, and settled at Navahatta, identified with Naihati in West Bengal. One of his sons, Mukunda, migrated to east Bengal, near Jessore, and his grandson was Rupa. Rupa and his brother Sanatana held high positions under the nawab of Gauda, and had converted to Islam. They and their brother Anupama lived at Ramakeli. A meeting with Chaitanya transformed the three brothers, and Chaitanya asked them to go to Vrindavana. On a trip from Vrindavana to PURI to meet Sri Chaitanya, Anupama died, but both Rupa and Sanatana settled at Vrindavana, where they were joined by Jiva, Anupama’s son. They, as well as the other three Goswamis, contributed substantially to GAUDIYA VAISHNAVISM.

Rupa put together the verses of various Vaishnava saints in the Padyavali. In addition he wrote a number of devotional poems, plays, and other works in Sanskrit. His poems include Hamsaduta, Uddhavasandesha, Ashtadashachchhandas, Utkalikavallari, Govinda-virudavali, and Premendusagara. Among his plays are Vidagdha-madhava, Lalitamadhava and Danakelikaumudi. Bhaktirasamritasindhu and Ujjvalanilamani analyse bhakti rasa, the emotion of love for the divine, and how it can be expressed in poetry. He composed several other works including: Stava-mala; Gangashtaka; Upadeshamrita; Karpanyapunjika; Chaitanya-ashtaka; Paramartha-sandarbha; Priti-sandarbha; Braja-vilasa-stava; Samkshepa Bhagavata-amrita; Harinamamrita-vyakarana; Sadhanapaddhati; Harekrishna-mahamantra-artha-nirupana.

Rupa’s focus was on devotion and its different aspects, while Jiva analysed the metaphysics of Gaudiya Vaishnavism. Rupa states that devotion or BHAKTI should involve a continuous focus on KRISHNA, without any other desires, and unconditioned by cognition or will. Jiva explains that this indicates both freedom from worldly desires and freedom from the desire for liberation. In pure emotion there is the submergence of the individual, and neither thought nor will exist. The highest type of bhakti is prema-bhakti, or pure love for the deity. Rupa describes the different stages by which this type of bhakti can be reached.

According to Rupa, there is only one RASA, and that is the rasa of bhakti. Bhakti rasa can be classified into two types, primary (mukhya) and secondary (gauna). Shanta, or tranquil bhakti, vatsalya, that of a parent for a child, and madhura or ujjvala, the erotic sentiment, form primary bhakti rasa, while the other rasas, hasya, vira, raudra, karuna, bhayanaka and vibhatsa are part of secondary bhakti rasa. In his works Rupa also discusses the permanent feeling (sthayi-bhava) of madhura or (madhurya) rasa.
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Sabarimala The name of the summit of the Neelimala hill in Kerala, known for its temple of the god AYYAPPA, the Sannidhanam, and for the great Ayappa pilgrimage that takes place every year.

Preparations for the pilgrimage begin forty-one days in advance, and include austerities such as wearing black, blue or saffron clothes, sleeping on the floor, and remaining celibate. The pilgrimage is open to men, and to women after the age of menopause, or to young girls below the age of ten. For the abhishekha (anointing of the god), the pilgrim carries ghi or clarified butter on his head, filled in coconut shells, placed in irumudi, a particular kind of cloth bag with two compartments. The pilgrimage concludes around the end of December. After a few days’ break, the temple reopens to prepare for the Makara Vilakku festival. Thousands of pilgrims reach the temple in a steady stream, chanting Swamiye Sharanam Ayyappan, the chant reaching a crescendo, as on the evening of 14 January, known as MAKARA SANKRANTI, the grand spectacle of a natural light, the Makara Jyoti, appears to the north-east of the temple on the opposite hill. This light is believed to come from an ARTI performed by DEVAS and RISHIS who live at a place called Kantamala on this hill.

After this the festival of MAKARA VILAKKU continues until the closure of temple on 20 January. The Ayyappa shrine here is open only from mid-November to mid-January, and for the first five days of every Malayalam month.

The present shrine was reconstructed in 1950, after a fire destroyed the old temple. After a 3-km trek up the hill, the shrine is approached by the Patinettampadi, the holy eighteen stairs. The temple has an inner shrine with a gold-plated roof, topped by four gold finials, two MANDAPAS and the belikalpura which contains the altar. The deity, about half a metre tall, is made of an amalgam of five metals.

At the foot of the eighteen stairs are shrines of Karuppaswamy or KARUPPAN, a local deity, and Kaduthaswamy, said to have been a warrior devoted to Ayyappa. Near the stairs is also the shrine of Vavarswami, a Muslim who was Ayyappa’s close companion. Here a Muslim priest conducts the PUJA, and the deity is represented by a stone slab. A green silken cloth and an old sword hang across the wall, and the special offering here is green pepper. Some pilgrims come along with a goat, which it is believed helps them to reach the temple safely. The goats are later auctioned by the temple.

There are several other shrines near the temple, including that of GANESHA, known here as Kannimula Ganapati. A hundred metres away is the temple of Mallikappupurathamma, in which are the shrines of DEVI and Kaduthaswamy. On the way is the holy tank, the Bhasma Kulam, where the ascetic Sabari entered a fire to end her life, and after whom the peak is named. To the left of the Mallika temple are shrines of the snake deities, Nagaraja and Nagayakshi.

Sabarimala is open to all castes, religions and nationalities.


sacred places Every village and city in India is associated with sacred shrines.


Seven cities are considered the most sacred centres of pilgrimage for Hindus. These are: AYODHYA, MATHURA, GAYA, KASHI, KANCHIPURAM, UJJAIN and DVARAKA. In addition there are several sacred places in the Himalayan region, sacred sites along rivers all over India, and the great sacred centres of the south, that include KUMBAKONAM, KANCHIPURAM and MADURAI. TIRTHAS or centres of pilgrimage, exist all over India.


sacred thread A sacred thread signifying belonging to the religion, is worn by certain Hindu castes. The thread, known as the yajnopavita, is conferred traditionally at the UPANAYANA ceremony, the time when the young male, of any of the three upper castes, began his studies with his guru. In modern times it may be conferred later.


sacrifices Sacrifices, known in Sanskrit as YAJNA, are of many different types. There are cosmic sacrifices, resulting in creation, ritual sacrifices to propitiate a deity or gain something, and internal sacrifices, the offering of oneself for a divine purpose.

Ritual sacrifices: At a ritual sacrifice, a fire is lit, and offerings may be made of fruit, flowers, grain, milk, water, or of animals. All rituals are said to provide occult connections with the divine. The YAJUR VEDA, as well as the BRAHMANAS are the earliest texts describing sacrifices. Later texts include the GRIHYA SUTRAS and SHRAUTA SUTRAS. All power and accomplishment was linked with sacrifice, and thus Prajapati, the creator, was identical with sacrifice. A sacrifice had to be performed according to the precise and exact directions laid down by tradition, and only by the brahmana caste. Among the sacrifices conducted, in ancient days in India, there were several to increase or assert the power of a king, such as the ASHVAMEDHA or horse sacrifice, the RAJASUYA, VAJAPEYA, punar abhishekha and aindra mahabhishekha. The darshapurnamasa, or new and full-moon sacrifices), pindapitra-yajna, or sacrifices for pitris, chaturmasya, or four-monthly seasonal sacrifices, and various Soma sacrifices are among those described in texts. Other sacrifices included fire sacrifices of the AGNIHOTRA, AGNISHTOMA, and the daily household sacrifices. Five daily sacrifices for the dvija or twice-born, which were practised in ancient days, are known as the panchamaha-yajna, and consist of: Deva-yajna or deity worship, which may consist of offerings to the sacred fire in the home; Brahma-yajna, which consists of studying, reciting and teaching the VEDAS; Pitri-yajna, or ancestor worship; Bhuta-yajna, which consists of offerings to propitiate spirits (bhuta is alternatitively interpreted as the animal world, and food is kept at appropriate places for animals and birds); Manushayajna, a sacrifice for people, which includes offerings to brahmanas, the poor and homeless, and to guests. Later, a short form of this sacrifice was devised, which consists of reciting the GAYATRI-MANTRA five times, while focusing on the five objects of worship. Other types of sacrifices include offering lights, incense, flowers, etc., along with ritual prayers.

Sacrifices of animals were common in ancient days and are still practised in some Hindu mother goddess or Shakti temples. Large-scale sacrifices involving hundreds of animals are described in the RAMAYANA and other texts, as well as SARPA SATRA or snake sacrifice. The PURUSHAMEDHA, or human sacrifice, is also described, though some feel this is only symbolic. Buddhism and Jainism rejected animal sacrifices and so did VAISHNAVISM and several later Hindu sects. Today there is an attempt in some cases to substitute an animal with a terracotta figurine or a pumpkin, though daily animal sacrifices still take place in certain KALI Temples. Twice-yearly sacrifices at DEVI temples in rural areas later turn into feasts in which the whole village participates.

Internal sacrifices: Certain texts criticize the ritualism of external sacrifices. The Upanishads point out the symbolism of some of the sacrifices, and state that the true sacrifice is one that takes place within the heart and mind. Such sacrifice can be of one’s ego, or of one’s negative tendencies. According to the BHAGAVAD GITA, the best sacrifice is that done with purity of mind, and without seeking a reward. This also indicates an internal sacrifice, an offering of the self to the divine.


Sadashiva A name of the god SHIVA, meaning the ‘eternal one’. According to the Rudra Samhita, the second section of the SHIVA PURANA, after the dissolution, nothingness prevailed. Yet even in this there was a pure state of consciousness and infinite bliss. By desire or will, the formless was changed into some form, and the first form of this pure energy is known as Sadashiva. Some call this ISHVARA. Its eternal body is PRAKRITI, Pradhana, or Maya, which is the creator of all. The Paushkara Agama has a similar explanation of Sadashiva, as the state after dissolution when the energies of Shiva begin to operate. According to Shrikantha, from the supreme Maya or chit-shakti, four energies come into being, Shakti, Sadashiva, Maheshvara and Shuddha-vidya (true knowledge). From these come the lower maya from which other aspects of creation emerge. The Vayaviya Samhita of the Shiva Purana, explains these four as successive emanations from BINDU, into which the energies are gathered at dissolution. According to KASHMIR SHAIVISM and the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA philosophy, Sadashiva is one of the five basic TATTVAS or energies of Shiva.

Thus all acounts show that Sadashiva is an eternal energy of Shiva, an aspect that leads to creation.

Sadashiva, representing these philosophical concepts, is depicted in images particularly in south India, as well as in eastern India.

Sadashiva’s consort is the goddess MANONMANI, a form of Parvati or DURGA. AMBA is also referred to as his consort.


sadhana A Sanskrit term which usually refers to a daily purificatory practice. It could involve worship or devotion to a deity, religious rites of some kind, contemplation, meditation, or any other practice. It can also refer to non-religious disciplines. The term has several meanings, including ‘the act of mastering, accomplishment, fulfilment, achievement and perfection’.


Sadhana, saint A BHAKTI saint of the seventeenth century. He belonged to the RAMANANDA tradition, but his followers formed a separate sect known as Sadhanapanthas. He is said to have been a butcher.


Sadharan Brahmo Samaj A branch of the BRAHMO SAMAJ. In 1878, after a split in the Brahmo Samaj of India, the Sadharan Brahmo Samaj emerged under younger leaders. These included Sivnath Shastri (1847–1919), Shibchandra Deb (b. 1811), Manomohan Ghosh and others. They instituted a democratic constitution for the Samaj, while their other ideals were similar to those emphasized by Debendranath Tagore. They also organized other activities, and set up schools, as well as a college, and spread Brahmo ideas in different areas. The Sadhan ashram was started in 1892, where Brahmo workers could live together.



sadhu A saint or a holy person. There are several formal sadhu sects, such as the DASNAMIS and the NAGA SADHUS, though sadhus need not belong to any sect. Sadhu is often used as a synonym for SANNYASI. Literally, the word in Sanskrit means ‘good’ or ‘virtuous’, and is also used in this sense in ancient texts.


Sadhyas A class of semi-divine beings. In the RIG VEDA, they are called the ‘gods of old’, and in the TAITTIRIYA SAMHITA are said to have existed before creation. According to the PURANAS, they are the sons of DHARMA and Sadhya, who was a daughter of DAKSHA. They were associated with the ASHVAMEDHA or horse sacrifice, and with the Pushyasnana, the sacred bath before the annual consecration ceremony of a king. Twelve Sadhyas are named in the AGNI PURANA. They are: Manas (mind), Manta (thought), Prana (life-force or breath), Nara (man), Apana (a type of breathing), Viryavan (brave), Vibhu (powerful), Haya (horse), Naya (prudent), Hamsa (swan), Narayana (refuge of man), Prabhu (lord). In some Puranas, seventeen Sadhyas are listed. Among other Sadhyas mentioned in the Puranas are Asuraha and Ayana.

Sadhyas are frequently mentioned in the MAHABHARATA, and were present at the birth of ARJUNA, the svayamvara of DRAUPADI, the sacrifice of the devas in NAIMISHARANYA, and on several other occasions. They are among those in the palace of INDRA, and are companions of the god VARUNA. In one passage, they are said to worship SURYA. They are also said to rule the creatures through the virtue of YOGA.

According to some accounts they can be seen in the body of RAMA and of NARAYANA, indicating that they are also internal qualities.


Saduktikarnamrita A collection of verses in Sanskrit, which begins with an invocation to HARI, and includes verses on deities. It was compiled by Shridhara Dasa, who lived in the twefth–thirteenth centuries. The text is divided into five sections and incorporates the works of 485 poets, as well as some anonymous poems. There are a total of 2380 verses on different themes, of which at least 475 are on various deities. As Shridhara was from Bengal, several poets of Bengal and neighbouring regions are included, such as Jayadeva, Umapatidhara, Sharana, Dhoyi and Govardhana. Some poets are unknown from other sources.


Sagar Island An island in the GANGA delta on the river Hughli, which is a centre of pilgrimage. See Ganga Sagara.


Sagara An ancient king of AYODHYA. See Ganga Sagara


Saguna Brahman BRAHMAN, a term for the Absolute in Hinduism, can be known in two ways, without form and with form. Saguna Brahman is the representation of Brahman through different forms or deities. Literally ‘saguna’ means ‘with attributes’, and thus each deity has various qualities or attributes, but still reflects Brahman which is beyond all these.


Sahadeva The youngest of the five PANDAVAS, the twin of NAKULA, described in the MAHABHARATA. Sahadeva and Nakula were born through their mother MADRI invoking the twin deities of the ASHVINS. Sahadeva studied astronomy with DRONA, and was an expert at managing cattle. He was also a great swordsman. His son from DRAUPADI, the joint wife of the Pandavas, was Shrutasena or Shrutakarman. In addition, he married Vijaya, daughter of the Madra king Dyutimat, and had a son named Suhotra. At Virata’s court he pretended to be a keeper of cattle, and took the name Tantipala or Arishtanemi.


sahaja A term that means, easy, simple or natural, and is used by several sects. To the KARTABHAJAS, Sahaja was the equivalent of BRAHMAN. SAHAJA YOGA is a spiritual system founded by Mata Nirmala Devi, while SAHAJIYA is a Tantric path. The term is used in other sects as well.


Sahaja Yoga A system of union with the divine founded by Mata NIRMALA DEVI. Sahaja Yoga implies a spontaneous union, or Self-realization through the raising of the KUNDALINI. Nirmala Devi is said to have devised a method by which the kundalini could be raised instantly, for a number of people at one time. ‘Self-realization is the first encounter with reality,’ she says. Sahaja Yoga is transmitted through a simple initiation process, performed by Nirmala Devi or her senior disciples. After the first initiation, when the kundalini is raised, practitioners of Sahaja Yoga meditate every day to enable the divine power to flow through them.

There are Sahaja Yoga temples and thousands of Sahaja Yoga followers all over the world. According to Nirmala Devi, ‘Sahaja Yoga establishes the proof of Truth and enables you to experience it.’


Sahajiya A Tantric system of worship in Hinduism, similar to the Sahajiyana of Buddhism. The name comes from sahaja, which means ‘easy’ or ‘natural’. Sahajiyas believe that the innate and natural functions of the body, such as sex, should not be suppressed, but should be experienced, and their power used for divine transformation. For VAISHNAVA Sahajiyas, KRISHNA and RADHA are the role models, while for SHAIVITES or SHAKTAS, it is SHIVA and SHAKTI. Early Sahajiya songs in Bengali consist of charyapadas, which had links with Buddhist, Shaiva and NATHA terminology. Most Sahajiya lyrics are found in Vaishnava songs of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries.

Sahajiyas use some of the concepts of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU. However, followers of Chaitanya deny any links with Sahajiyas, as Chaitanya believed in inner worship, and not in its physical expression through sex.

Vaishnava sahajiya concepts can be seen in the works of JAYADEVA and VIDYAPATI. CHANDIDAS is said to have been a Sahajiya, on the basis of some poems assigned to him. Several BAULS were also part of the Sahajiya movement.

Some short works exist on the tenets of Sahajiya devotees. The best of these is Vivartavilas of Akinchandas of the eighteenth century. Most Sahajiya texts refer to the Chaitanya-charitamrita of Krishnadas Kaviraj as their authority.


Sahasrara Chakra One of the seven main CHAKRAS or hidden energy-centres within the body. The Sahasrara Chakra is at the crown of the head and is described as a lotus of a thousand petals, with its head downwards, lustrous and whiter than the full moon. Its clustered filaments are of the colour of the rising sun, and within it is the full moon, shining like lightening, spreading its rays, moist and cool like nectar. Inside this is a shining triangle, and within that shunya, the void, which represents the sun, that destroys ignorance and delusion. People call it by different names, but it is the highest abode, and the one who knows this place with a controlled mind, possesses the power to do anything, has divine knowledge and is not affected by actions. The Supreme, as subtle as the ten-millionth part of the end of a hair, resides here, and through her flows a stream of love, and a knowledge of the Truth. The KUNDALINI should be led to this chakra, and all things should be absorbed in her.


Sai Baba, of Shirdi A saint of the nineteenth and early-twentieth century, who settled at Shirdi in Maharashtra. There are different versions of his early life, with some claiming he was born a Muslim, and others a Hindu. According to one version, he was born to Hindu BRAHMANA parents in the state of Hyderabad, but after their death was adopted and brought up by a Muslim faqir or saint. Later he also had a Hindu guru. At some time, it is not clear when, he came to Shirdi, and was addressed by someone as ‘Sai’, meaning holy or ‘good’ and soon came to be known as Sai Baba. He loved singing KABIR’S songs, and wandered around Shirdi, before settling down in an old mosque. He referred to god as ALLAH, but was also familiar with Hindu deities and methods of worship.

He lived simply and answered philosophical questions on Advaitic lines (see ADVAITA), but also helped people with their material problems, and was said to have miraculous powers, soon attracting crowds of devotees and followers. His devotees claimed that he cured diseases, and fulfilled wishes and desires. He was not in favour of doing this, but his love and compassion did not allow him to turn anyone away. He never changed his simple life, shared the food given to him with others, and cultivated a small garden himself, where he meditated and prayed in private. After his death in 1918, the mosque where he stayed and his SAMADHI continued to attract thousands of pilgrims. His comments and discussions were noted down, and have been translated into English from the original Marathi by Narasimhaswami, as Sri Sai Baba’s Charters and Sayings, available in several books and pamphlets. Sri Sai Satcharita, a hagiographic biography in Marathi verse by G.R. Dabholkar, provides an account of his life.

Baba asked people to meditate on the question ‘Who am I?’, as many other Vedantic teachers have done. He said he was the formless Absolute, who came into the world because of the action of KARMA. ‘The world is my abode. BRAHMAN [the Absolute] is my father and MAYA [illusion] my mother. By their interlocking I got this body.’

He also referred to Brahman as Suddha Chaitanya, the origin and essence of all life which permeates the universe.

The worship of Shrdi Sai Baba has seen a phenomenal growth in recent years. Apart from the expansion of facilities at Shirdi, with thousands more visiting the sacred site, temples dedicated to him are located all over India. His picture and images are often kept in homes and offices, and can be seen on roads and highways.


Sai Baba, Sathya A saint of the twentieth century.

Born on 23 November 1925 at PUTTAPARTHI in present-day Andhra Pradesh, his original name was Satyanarayana Raju. He began to reveal exceptional powers by the age of eight, and by the age of fifteen renounced the world. When he was twenty-one years old, he founded an ashram, Prasantha Nilayam, at Puttaparthi and attracted a number of disciples. He is known for his apparent ability to produce objects out of the air, gifting them to his devotees, and also for the Vibhuti, sacred ash, that seems to fall out of photographs of him. His disciples consider him an incarnation of SAI BABA OF SHIRDI.

Sathya Sai Baba is revered by millions in India and abroad. The Sathya Sai Organization has a presence in twenty-three states of India and 185 other countries. The Organization functions through three wings, Spiritual, Educational and Service. The spiritual wing puts forward Sai Baba’s message of universal love. Sathya Sai Baba recognizes all religions as paths leading to the same goal. He says, ‘I have come not to destroy or disturb anyone’s faith, but to confirm each in his own faith—so that the Christian becomes a better Christian, the Muslim a better Muslim, and the Hindu a better Hindu’. His teachings are based on universal truth and Oneness. Thus he says, ‘There is only one religion, the religion of love; there is only one language, the language of the heart; there is only one caste, the caste of humanity; there is only one law, the law of karma; there is only one God, he is Omnipresent.’ Sai Baba encourages people to recognize the Atman within, and realize prema or divine love leading to selfless love for all.


The Organization has also founded schools, colleges and institutes of higher education, hospitals, and a number of other philanthropic institutions. The Service or Seva Dal wing provides help in times of disaster and also works to improve the infrastructure and provide medical care and social welfare. The Sri Sathya Sai Village Integrated Programme functions in over 2000 villages.


Sair-e-Gul Faroshan (Phul Walon ki Sair) A festival that takes place in the Mehrauli area of New Delhi in the month of Bhadrapada (August to September). It symbolizes harmony between Hindus and Muslims who jointly participate in the festival, and is said to have been started by one of the later Mughal emperors, Muhammad Shah ‘Rangila’ (1719–48), who was also known for his patronage of music and musicians. Large hand-fans made of palm leaves are made specially for this occasion, strung with flowers and decorated with tinsel and carried in a procession by Hindus and Muslims together, first to the dargah of the Sufi saint Qutbuddin Bakhtiyar Kaki and then to the YOGA MAYA TEMPLE. The fans are presented to the temple and kept there till the following year. After this people gather to listen to qawwalis and Sufi music, representing the spirit of oneness. The celebration of the festival had declined but was restarted in 1961 by Jawaharlal Nehru, the then prime minister, and continues to be celebrated every year.


sakhi (1) A type of devotional poetry. Sakhis express the truth of self-realization, and include forms such as padas and dohas, though it usually refers to a doha. The term sakhi comes from the Sanskrit sakshi, or witness. Sakhis or vanis are usually set to music.

(2) A term for a female friend.


Sakhibhava Sects for the worship of RADHA and KRISHNA. In these sects devotees identify with and dress as Radha’s sakhis (female friends). They believe that only Krishna, the godhead, is male, while the rest of the world is female in essence. There were several such sects, similar to the RADHAVALLABHA.


Salbeg/Salabega A VAISHNAVA saint of Orissa who is said to have had a Muslim father and a Hindu mother. Salbeg lived in the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries. His father Subedar Jahangir Kuli Khan, also known as Lalbeg, died when Salbeg was young, and he was brought up by his mother in village Danda Mukundapur in Puri district, Orissa. Once, when Salbeg was ill, his mother prayed to Lord JAGANNATHA, and the boy dreamed that KRISHNA had come and sat near him. Soon after he recovered, he became a wandering sannyasi, and finally settled at PURI. He was a disciple of YASHOVANTA DASA and Shyamananda Goswami. Salbeg composed songs of devotion to Jagannatha that are still popular. His verse ‘Ahe nila saila prabala matta barana’ is sung at the Jagannatha Temple at Puri even today.


Salig Ram, Rai A guru of the RADHASOAMI sect, who was one of the six who succeeded the founder SHIV DAYAL SINGH after his death in 1878. Rai Salig Ram, sometimes known as Saligram, and respectfully called Huzur Maharaj, was acknowledged as the closest disciple of Shiv Dayal. Shortly before his death Soamiji (Shiv Dayal) is reported to have said to his brother Partap Singh: ‘The faith I had given out was that of Sat Nam and Anami. Radhasoami faith has been introduced by Salig Ram. You should let it also continue.’ Thus the term Radhasoami seems to have been introduced by Salig Ram, during his guru’s lifetime.

Salig Ram was born a VAISHNAVA in a family devoted to the worship of KRISHNA. He had worked in the postal department of the North Western Provinces under the British. After leaving this, he devoted himself to Shiv Dayal, and had a special relationship with his guru, serving him both in personal and spiritual capacities. He was with him fifteen hours a day, and believed he was God incarnate. He even drank his charanamrit (sacred water in which the guru’s feet were washed), and asked for a packet of dust from his feet when he was away for some time.

After Shiv Dayal’s death, he held satsangs at Peepal Mandi, Agra. He claimed that Shiv Dayal was a perfect incarnation of God, and thus could not have had a guru. He followed Shiv Dayal in claiming the Radhasoami was the only true religion, and the only route to enlightenment. In 1886 he published Shiv Dayal’s writings and sayings (Sar Bachan) and explained and commented on them. Thousands of new followers were initiated before he died in December 1898, though because of his claims he came in conflict with Partap Singh, Shiv Dayal Singh’s brother. Salig Ram had no immediate successor, but was finally succeeded by Brahm Shankar Misra. The Central Administrative Council was set up after his death, which controlled Soami Bagh’s assets, and tried to stop the proliferation of gurus.


Salikanatha A philosopher of MIMAMSA, who followed PRABHAKARA’S school of thought.

Salikanatha wrote Rijuvimala, a commentary on Prabhakara’s Brihati. Prakarana Panchika is another of his works which deals with Prabhakara’s thought. His Parishishta is a short commentary on SHABARA’s Bhashya.


Sama Veda One of the four VEDIC SAMHITAS, consisting of hymns to be chanted at sacrifices. The Sama Veda has different recensions, of which the best known is that of the Kauthumas. This has two parts, the Archika and Uttararchika, which together have 1810 verses, or 1549 without repetitions. Except for 75, these can be found in the RIG VEDA, with some variations. The special class of priests which chants the Sama Veda are known as udgatrs.

The main purpose of the Sama Veda is to teach the musical method of chanting the verses (saman = melodies or music). The Archika has 585 single stanzas to which the melodies are attached, while the Uttararchika has 400 chants, most of which have three verses each. Originally, the melodies were taught orally, but later, Ganas or song books indicating the notes were added. The Ganas include the Grameyagana, songs to be sung in the village, and the Aranyagana, songs of the forest. The Uhagana and Uhyagana provide the order in which they are to be used in rituals. The Ganas are important in the history of music in India.


samadhi (1) A Sanskrit term indicating union with the divine. Samadhi is a state of deep meditation, in which Oneness or non-duality is experienced. It is described as the eighth or final stage in the system of RAJA YOGA. There are two broad types of samadhi. The highest stage is asamprajnata or nirodha samadhi, that is samadhi without an object, in which there is union with BRAHMAN or the divine. This is also known as nirbija (without seeds) samadhi, as in this state no remnants remain of KARMA or SAMSKARAS (tendencies). Samprajnata (with knowledge of objects) samadhi, also known as sabija samadhi, is union with Brahman that is not total, and it is still possible for karma and various tendencies to affect the person. This type of samadhi has four levels, vitarka, vichara, ananda and asmita. Vitarka refers to logical reasoning, vichara to philosophical thought, ananda to divine bliss, and asmita to divine union. Both vitarka and vichara have two varieties. Savitarka is when the mind concentrates on an object, remembering its name and characteristics, or when there is doubt, challenge and an argumentative state; nirvitarka is concentration on an object without this; savichara is explained as a reflective state, with concentration on some aspect along with an awareness of its qualities; nirvichara, is when through meditation one identifies with the thoughts; in ananda, the mind concentrates on BUDDHI, higher intelligence; in asmita, buddhi concentrates on pure substance without modifications. Samadhi is also known as kaivalya or nirvana.

(2) A samadhi is also a place where a saint or yogi is buried or enshrined after death. In several SANNYASI sects a person who has attained a high stage of communion with the divine, is entombed seated in a yogic posture, after death. Other saintly people are also enshrined in this way, and not cremated, as is otherwise the custom in Hinduism. Pilgrims then visit the samadhi and gain the blessings of the saint. The dargah of a saint in Islam has a similar function.

There are saints who are believed to have never died, but who remain in samadhi in a cave or somewhere beneath the ground, meditating for thousands of years, for the good of the world.


Samavidhana Brahmana A Sanskrit text, a BRAHMANA attached to the SAMA VEDA. The text has three sections (prapathakas) and consists of verses to be recited for the attainment of specific results.


Sambandar (Campantar) A BHAKTI saint of the seventh century, who was one of the NAYANARS, and worshipped the god SHIVA. Born in a BRAHMANA family in the village of Sirkazi near CHIDAMBARAM in the Tamil region, he was a devotee of Shiva and PARVATI from his childhood. His life is described in the PERIYA PURANAM.

Sambandar is said to have had a divine vision at a very early age, and to have begun composing poems at the age of three. According to tradition, he lived for only sixteen years, and during this brief lifespan visited over 219 Shaiva shrines, and composed thousands of devotional songs. Of these, 383 padikams containing 4152 verses or hymns have been included in the TEVARAM, a sacred Shaivite text. Sambandar’s songs have different facets, though in general he is said to have approached the Lord as a son approaches a father. His compositions on the mountain shrines of Kurumpala and Annamalai are considered among his most beautiful.

He is also known for defeating the Jains and Buddhists and establishing Shaivism in the Pandyan kingdom.

When he was sixteen years old, his marriage was arranged. On the day of his wedding, at Nallur Perumanam, he and his bride are said to have merged in the Lord at the temple there.


samhita A term in Sanskrit which means ‘putting together’ and refers to a collection or compilation. The first sections of the VEDAS, which have hymns or verses, are known as Samhitas. The four VEDIC SAMHITAS are: the Rig Veda Samhita, the Sama Veda Samhita, the Yajur Veda Samhita and the Atharva Veda Samhita. They are generally referred to as the RIG VEDA, SAMA VEDA, YAJUR VEDA and ATHARVA VEDA.


Sami, Chainrai Bachomal A Sindhi poet of the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries, who composed verses on ADVAITA and BHAKTI. Sami was the pen-name of Bhai Chainrai Datarmani Lund, who was born in a business family of Shikarpur in Sindh. He probably lived between 1743 and 1850, though according to some sources, his date of birth was 1731. Chainrai was married young, and employed as an agent of Seth Tindanmalani, a merchant who imported goods from Iran and Khurasan. Chainrai regularly went to Punjab to sell the goods. Though he was contented with life, he craved spiritual guidance, and when he was around thirty, he met Swami (Sami in Sindhi) Megharaja, whom he called his ‘real friend’ and who guided him spiritually. By the age of forty, Chainrai began to compose verses which he signed ‘Sami’ in the name of his guru. He wrote them on slips of paper in Sindhi, in Gurmukhi script, and would dump them in an earthen pot. At the age of sixty-eight, on a visit to Amritsar, a holy man granted him the boon of a son. Sami and his wife waited in Amritsar, and when his son Ghanshyamdas was born, they decided to remain in Amritsar. Several hundred more verses were composed at Amritsar. Later, both lots of verses were collected and published, and amount to about 3500. They include verses on the impersonal BRAHMAN, union with the One, the veils of MAYA, DHARMA, MOKSHA, and other aspects of ADVAITA philosophy, as well as on KRISHNA bhakti. To him the personal deity was ultimately the same as the universal Brahman.

In one of his verses he says:


I hear Krishna, playing non-stop on his flute;

Two ears hear That One, but long for more,

I wish I were a part of his timeless tune.



Samjna The daughter of the god VISHVAKARMA, and the wife of Vivasvat or SURYA. They had three children, MANU VAIVASVATA, YAMA and YAMI. However, according to Puranic stories, Samjna found Surya’s brightness too much to bear, and she put her maid CHHAYA in her place. Finally Surya discovered this and found Samjna in the form of a mare. He took the form of a horse and they had three more children, the twin ASHVINS and REVANTA. Then Vishvakarma cut away one-eighth part of Surya’s brillaince, to make him more bearable for Samjna.


Samkhya One of the six classical systems of ancient Indian philosophy, said to have been founded by the sage KAPILA. The term Samkhya in early texts is used in the sense of philosophical reflection, and this system reaches its understanding by reflecting on the nature of the world. Elements of the Samkhya philosophy are found in the UPANISHADS and the MAHABHARATA, and are also explained in the BHAGAVAD GITA. The legendary Kapila is said to have existed some time between the seventh century BCE and sixth century BCE, but the texts assigned to him, the Samkhyapravachana Sutra and the Tattvasamasa, seem to be from much later. In fact, the former is assigned by some scholars to the fourteenth century CE. The earliest avavilable text seems to be the Samkhya Karika of the third century CE, written by Ishvarakrishna. Among other major works explaining Samkhya philosophy are VACHASPATI MISHRA’S Samkhyatattvakaumudi of the ninth century CE, Narayana’s Samkhyachandrika, Aniruddha’s Samkhyasutravritti of the fifteenth century, Mahadeva’s Samkhyasutravrittisara of the sixteenth century, and VIJNANABHIKSHU’s Samkhyapravachanabhashya of the sixteenth century.

Samkhya sees the world as a result of two principles, PURUSHA and PRAKRITI. Prakriti is the active principle, the potentiality of all nature, through which the material and psychic world comes into being. It is not the same as matter, and has three components (GUNAS) through which it arises, sattva, rajas and tamas. Sattva is potential consciousness, and indicates perfection, goodness and happiness. Rajas is the source of all activity, producing both enjoyment, as well as restlessness and pain. Tamas resists activity, leading to indifference and slothfulness. The three are never separate, but one or the other predominates. Sattva is the essence of that which is to be realized, tamas the obstacles preventing its realization, and rajas the force that overcomes the obstacles. Prakriti evolves for Purusha. The process of evolution has been extensively described. After the PRALAYA or dissolution of the world, Prakriti remains in a state of rest. This is a result of the mutual opposition of the three gunas, which produce a state of equilibrium. The equilibrium is disturbed by the action of the gunas, and creation begins through a gradual evolution. In the first stage, Prakriti becomes BUDDHI (higher mind or intelligence) in which sattva predominates. This is actually a re-emergence of the minds of all the Purushas that continue to exist in a dormant state after the pralaya. This stage is called MAHAT (the great one) holding within it the Buddhitattva (all the buddhis). It is also known as linga (sign) as it is the sign of what is to come. From mahat, AHAMKARA or the ego develops, which is of three kinds, the first being the sattvika or vaikarika ahamkara. From this, through the action of rajas, the various senses develop, including those of sight, hearing, touch, smell, taste and movement, as well as manas (mind). From the tamasika ahamkara, also known as bhutadi, again with the help of rajas, the tanmatras, which are the preceding cause of gross elements, come into being. These contain the potential elements from which the five classes of atoms (paramanus) develop. From Prakriti, there are twenty-three manifestations, and adding these to Prakriti and Purusha, there are twenty-five principles in Samkhya. Different methods of Samkhya, however, can have between three and twenty-five principles.

Purusha can be translated as soul, and is similar to the concept of BRAHMAN. In each living being there is a Purusha, yet essentially all Purushas are the same. According to S Radhakrishnan, Purusha is ‘not the mind, life or body, but the informing and sustaining soul, silent, peaceful, eternal.’ It illuminates all the activities that take place, but does not participate in them. It is pure, inactive intelligence. Yet the concept of Purusha in Samkhya philosophy indicates that it is different from BRAHMAN, as it is not the direct agent of creation. Creation arises from Prakriti by itself, though the reason for it coming into being is Purusha. Purusha ‘excites Prakriti to activity and development’, for Prakriti exists only to serve Purusha. The empirical self is the union of the free spirit, Purusha, and of Prakriti. Purusha is the knower, and the known is Prakriti. The purpose of Samkhya is to free the knower from the known.

Samkhya believes the world is full of sorrow, and all experience is sorrowful. It therefore creates a field of experiences for Purusha. Purusha is eternally free, but to realize its nature, the empirical self requires virtue, including unselfish activity, and vairagya or detachment, as well as higher knowledge. The buddhi reflects the Purusha, but when the buddhi realizes its difference, the Purusha is finally freed, and can never again be bound. Thus with right knowledge and discrimination (viveka), freedom from bondage is achieved.

The Samkhya system states that Vedic sacrifices do not lead anywhere, and the path of liberation is only through knowledge and understanding. There is no ISHVARA or God, but only a natural process of causation. Though the first cause is Purusha, this is only a mechanical cause.

Samkhya is concerned with both evolution (avirbhava) and involution (tirobhava). The world evolves from Prakriti, but through correct knowledge, Purusha is freed from Prakriti.

While Ishvarakrishna’s Karika does not bring God into the picture, VIJNANABHIKSHU attempts to reconcile Samkhya with theistic VEDANTA. He puts forward the theory of a universal Purusha, which would be similar to Brahman. He felt that Kapila did not dwell on God, in order that people would reflect and develop discriminative knowledge. Elswhere he says Samkhya may have been created to mislead evil men and prevent them from reaching the truth.

The basics of Samkhya philosophy were accepted by the system of YOGA, with the addition of the concept of Ishvara or God. The Samkhya theory of evolution is also described in the PURANAS, though within a theistic framework.


Sampati A bird, a vulture, described in ancient texts. He was the brother of JATAYU and the son of ARUNA and SHYENI. Sampati lost his wings and lived for many years on the Vindhya mountains. According to the RAMAYANA (Kishkindha Kanda), Sampati met HANUMAN, ANGADA and other VANARAS and learnt of the death of his brother Jatayu. He described how he came to lose his wings. Once he and Jatayu set out to defeat INDRA, and after accomplishing this, flew too close to the sun. Jatayu felt faint from the heat, and Sampati flew higher and spread his wings wide to protect his brother. As a result, his wings were completely burnt and he fell to earth in the region of the Vindhya mountains. He then reached the ashram of the rishi Nishakara. Nishakara consoled him, predicting that his wings would grow again when the Lord would descend to earth as RAMA, and the vanaras would arrive in search of SITA.

By this time Sampati was very old. He told the vanaras that he and his son Suparshva had seen Sita being carried away by RAVANA, and with his perfect eyesight he could even see into LANKA, where she was held captive. As he spoke to them, a new pair of wings sprouted, and Sampati was able to fly again.


samsara A Sanskrit term with a number of meaning, including passing through a succession of states, transmigration, the world, or secular life. In a philosophical sense it indicates the concept of REINCARNATION or transmigration of the soul. The soul occupies a series of bodies, from plant to animal to human life, though it always remains the same, untouched, eternal and pure. When the individual realizes the truth of the eternal soul, and ceases to identify with itself, MOKSHA, freedom from the process of rebirth, is achieved.

Development of the doctrine: Transmigration or reincarnation is first explained in the UPANISHADS, though it is mentioned in earlier texts. The RIG VEDA (X.14) has a hymn where the dead go to the world of YAMA, and, leaving behind all imperfections, return home again. There are other hymns about the spirit departing from the body and going to other worlds. The BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD (VI.2.15–16) states that when a person dies, he is offered to the fire (agni), and from this a radiant person (purusha) emerges. Those who know this truth, and who meditate on it with faith, go to the light, from the light to the day, from day to the waxing fortnight of the moon, then to the six months of the northern course of the sun, and then to the world of the gods. From here they reach the sun, then lightning, then, born of the mind (manas), they reach Brahma Loka, the world of BRAHMA, from which there is no return.

Those who offer sacrifices, charity and austerities go through the smoke of the fire into the night, the fortnight of the waning moon, the six months of the southern course of the sun, to Pitri Loka, the world of the ancestors, and then to the moon. There they become food for the gods, then pass into space, air, rain, and the earth. Here again they become food and, offered in the fire of man, are born again in the fire of woman.

Another passage in this Upanishad (V.10.1) states that when a person dies he goes to the air, then upwards to the sun, then to the moon, then to the region where there is no grief or sorrow.

The CHHANDOGYA UPANISHAD (V.10) has similar passages. Here, however, it is further stated that those whose conduct is good, will quickly attain a good birth when they return to earth, but those whose conduct is bad, get a poor birth. Both mention that there is a category of small creatures who follow neither of these paths, but are continuously dying and being reborn.

The two main paths are more clearly described in other Upanishads. Those who offer sacrifices and perform good works go to the world of ancestors or gods, but then are reborn. Those who practise austerities and have true knowledge become immortal.

The BHAGAVAD GITA states that one goes to the region of whatever one worships, and then is reborn. Those who follow the true path, and do not reach the ultimate goal, are reborn with the knowledge they acquired in the previous life.


The PURANAS and SHASTRAS have a number of details on transmigration and rebirth, various hells and different worlds (lokas) where one can be born as a result of one’s deeds. Even the gods die and are reborn in successive MANVANTARAS.

Only MOKSHA, liberation, can free one from the cycle of birth and death. (See Reincarnation, for the links of rebirth with KARMA).


samskara A Sanskrit term, which has a number of meanings, but is broadly used in two ways: it indicates ceremonies and rituals practised in Hinduism, as well as the tendencies and qualities that accumulate around a person in succeeding lives and influence his fate. The two meanings are connected, as the practice of correct rituals generates new qualities. In orthodox Hinduism, samskaras in the form of rituals are to be practised from before birth to after death, mainly by the three higher castes. Texts prescribe different numbers of samskaras, ranging from ten to forty-eight or more. Later authorities recommended sixteen essential ceremonies. Many of these, relating to birth, marriage and death, are still in use. Observing samskaras is said to ensure good fortune and keep away evil influences. The restraints involved in them lead to self-discipline, and the prayers and rituals bring a sense of spirituality into daily life. A samskara is also a social sharing of a happy or sad event. The sixteen main samskaras are:

(1) Garbhadana (conception); (2) Pumsavana (quickening); (3) Simantoyana (ritual parting of the hair of the woman during pregnancy); (4) Jatakarma (birth ceremony); (5) Namakarana (naming ceremony); (6) Nishkarmana (first outing); (7) Annaprashana (first solid food given); (8) Chudakarana (shaving the head of the child, normally between the first and third year; (9) Karnavedha (piercing the ears); (10) Vidyarambha (beginning to learn the alphabet); (11) Upanayana (initiation); (12) Vedarambha (beginning Vedic study); (13) Keshanta or Godana (the male student’s first shaving of his beard, indicating maturity, accompanied by a gift to the teacher); (14) Samavartana (end of studentship); (15) Vivaha (marriage ceremonies which include several ceremonies beginning with the bethrothal). (16) Antyeshti (funeral ceremonies).

Not all these are observed today, except by the most traditional. However, the Namakarana, Annaprashana, Chudakarana and UPANAYANA are usually observed, while marriage and funeral ceremonies are performed by most. There are regional and caste-based variations of these ceremonies.


samudramanthana The term for the ‘churning of the ocean’ of milk, a myth in Hinduism related to the obtaining of AMRITA or divine nectar by the DEVAS or gods. The story occurs in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, with some variations.


Sanat Kumara (1) A mind-born son of the god BRAHMA, that is, a son born through the power of his mind. Other kumaras, or similar sons, are usually mentioned as Sanaka, Sananda and Sanatana, while some texts list a total of seven. According to Puranic myths, these sons refused to marry, as they were created from the pure element of SATTVA. They remained innocent and celibate eternally, and some PURANAS state they never grew beyond the age of five. They had mastered all the VEDAS, and travelled together to VAIKUNTHA, the heaven of VISHNU.

In the hierarchy of deities acknowledged by the THEOSOPHICAL SOCIETY, Sanat Kumara is at the apex, and is eternally sixteen years old. J. KRISHNAMURTI, in his young days is said to have visited him in his astral body. He recounted: ‘He is a boy not much older than I am, but the handsomest I have ever seen, all shining and glorious, and when He smiles it is like sunlight. He is strong like the sea, so that nothing could stand against him for a moment, and yet he is nothing but love, so that I could not be in the least afraid of Him.’ Sanat Kumara is also mentioned in TANTRAS.

(2) In one passage of the MAHABHARATA Sanat Kumara is equated with KARTTIKEYA. He is mentioned in the CHHANDOGYA UPAAISHAD, where he instructs the rishi NARADA in Brahmavidya. Here he is described as the same as Skanda, another name for Karttikeya. In another passage, he is said to have been incarnated as PRADYUMNA, son of KRISHNA.

(3) In Jainism, Sanat Kumara is the fourth of the twelve chakravartins or world rulers, a contemporary of the fifteenth Tirthankara Dharmanatha. According to stories in Jain texts, Sanat Kumara ruled for 300,000 years before he renounced the world, and after practising asceticism, reached the Sanat Kumara heaven.

(4) Sanat Kumara is a name sometimes applied to any great ascetic.


sanatana A term which means eternal. Hinduism is often described as Sanatana Dharma, the eternal religion. Sanatana is a term used to describe BRAHMAN in the UPANISHADS. (for instance, Paingala, 1.2).

It is the name of several people in ancient texts, including of a mind-born son of Brahma, of other rishis, and of various gods including BRAHMA, SURYA and KRISHNA.


Sanatana Goswami A disciple of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU, and one of the six main Goswamis of Vrindavana. Sanatana was the brother of RUPA GOSWAMI. He composed a number of works on GAUDIYA VAISHNAVISM, including Ujjvala-rasa-kana, Ujjvala-nilamani-tika, Bhakti-bindu, Bhagavata-kramasandarbha, Haribhakti-vilasa, Bhakti sandarbha, Bhagavata-amrita, Yoga-shataka-vyakhyana, Vishnu-toshini, Bhakti-rasamrita-sindhu and several others.


sandha-bhasha/sandhya-bhasha A term for the secret language of TANTRA. Several Tantric texts are written in a symbolic language, that can be understood only by initiates.


sandhya (1) A time of day that is considered sacred. Sandhya is a Sanskrit term that literally means junction or union. It particularly refers to the junction of the day and night, the evening twilight, but also to the morning twilight, and the junction of three divisions of the day, morning, noon and night.

Sandhya rituals include the sipping of water, reciting of special prayers, and chanting the GAYATRI MANTRA.

(2) A deity presiding over the three periods of the day.

(3) A goddess. She is described as the daughter of BRAHMA. In passages in various texts, she is said to be the consort of SHIVA, of SURYA, of KALA, Pulastya, Pushan and others.

(4) A period of time between two YUGAS.


Sangam (Cankam) Literature A term for a group of Tamil texts, probably composed between the last few centuries BCE and the early centuries CE. According to traditional accounts, three great literary gatherings, or sangams, were held at MADURAI in ancient days. Gods and sages participated in the first, but their compositions are lost. At the second and third, there were saints and sages, as well as poets and writers. The TOLKAPPIYAM, a Tamil grammar is attributed to the second sangam. At the third sangam, the ETTUTOKAI, as well as several other texts were composed. The eight texts of the Ettutokai, have over 2000 poems, written by 200 poets. The PATTUPATTU, or ten idylls, are in a similar style. There are differing views on the dates of these texts, but much of the Ettutokai and parts of the Pattupattu, are believed to date between the third century BCE and third century CE. These texts throw some light on the early history of the Tamil country, including aspects of caste and religion.

Later texts: Other texts that have been included by some scholars as part of Sangam literature, though they are somewhat later, are the PATINENKILKANAKKU, or eighteen didactic texts. These texts also provide information on the early history of south India.


Sanjaya A suta or bard, the son of Gavalgana, described in the MAHABHARATA. He was the charioteer and minister of King DHRITARASHTRA, and also his companion. He narrated the entire BHAGAVAD GITA to the king. This dialogue took place between Arjuna and Krishna on the battlefield at Kurukshetra. Though Sanjaya was not present on the battlefield, the rishi VYASA had given him the power to view events taking place far away.


Sanjaya, writer A composer of the MAHABHARATA in Bengali. His date and biographical details are unclear. Initially scholars thought Sanjaya was a fictitious name, but now several manuscripts of his Mahabharata have been collected and edited. According to some sources, Sanjaya can be placed in the fourteenth century, and produced the oldest Bengali version of the Mahabharata. Others feel his Sanskritized language indicates a date in the sixteenth or seventeenth century. The best known translation of the Mahabharata in Bengali is by Kashiram (c. 1645).


Sanjivana The name of a jewel mentioned in early texts, which had the power to revive the dead. In the Mahabharata ULUPI revived ARJUNA with this jewel.


sanjivini The art or science of bringing the dead alive. It is frequently mentioned in early texts, and was particularly associated with SHUKRACHARYA. Kacha, son of BRIHASPATI, spent a long time with Shukracharya to learn this science.


Sankarshana/Samkarshana A name of the god BALARAMA, who was the elder brother of KRISHNA and a form of SHESHA.


sannyasi A person who has renounced the world and become a wandering ascetic. There are broadly two categories of sannyasis. (1) In the four-fold system or the four ASHRAMAS of traditional Hindu life, that of the sannyasi represents the fourth stage. At this time the person left his life in the forest, and became a homeless wanderer. This stage thus helped to free a person of all attachments, focus on God, and prepare for death and the next life. Thus according to this every male person of the higher castes became a sannyasi towards the end of his life. This is no longer followed though many refrain from worldly activities in old age.

(2) A person in search of spiritual truth could leave home and become a sannyasi, renouncing a worldly life, at any point of time. This was usually motivated by a genuine spiritual search, but in a society where one’s role in life was determined by one’s birth, it was also the only legitimate means of opting out of society.

In the ninth century the philosopher SHANKARA founded the DASNAMIS, ten orders of sannyasis, giving them a formal structure, but sannyasis also existed outside this structure. There are several other groups and categories of sannyasis belonging to various sects. The Dasnami and other sannyasis still exist.

The terms sannyasi and SADHU are often used interchangeably. The term yati is also used in ancient texts.


Sanskrit One of the main languages of ancient India, and considered a divine language. According to some scholars it was derived from a common language termed INDO-EUROPEAN, while some feel it is of Indian origin. Proto-Dravidian words of the languages of south India also occur in Vedic Sanskrit.

The earliest extant Sanskrit text is the RIG VEDA, usually dated to 1500 BCE. Later Vedic texts, the north Indian epics of the MAHABHARATA and RAMAYANA, the DHARMA SHASTRAS, DHARMA SUTRAS and PURANAS, are among the vast body of sacred Hindu literature composed in Sanskrit. Texts continued to be composed in Sanskrit, though as regional languages arose, much devotional literature was composed in these. In medieval days Sanskrit texts were translated into Persian and Arabic, while from the eighteenth century, they became known in European languages. Sanskrit is still an important language for the study of religion and ancient texts, and is used in ceremonies and sacrificial rituals. Even today Sanskrit is spoken in Matter village in Karnataka.


sant A term for a holy man, or saintly person. It is usually translated as ‘saint’ in English.


sant mat A term that literally means the mind (mat) or point of view of a SANT, and refers to specific characteristics associated with sants in medieval times.

Though ‘sant’ can refer to any saintly person, a sant tradition has been identified that has certain common features. This tradition has been divided into two groups, one of northern India, including Punjab, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh, and the other of Maharashtra. The sants expressed themselves in oral style, usually using verse forms such as DOHAS and PADAS in northern India, and ABHANGAS in Maharashtra. They were non-sectarian, denied Brahmanical sacrifices and rites, and were against animal sacrifices. They were usually against caste and the worship of images. The northern sants focused on NIRGUNA BHAKTI, and on the ultimate merging of the individual in BRAHMAN, but sometimes used the worship of some form of God as an intermediate stage. Prema-bhakti (love of the divine) and pangs of viraha (separation) formed part of the poems of the northern sants. In Maharashtra, there was a tendency towards monotheistic bhakti.

In general, sants stress the importance of Nama (name); satguru (the true guru), and satsang (the company of saints). Northern sants include KABIR, DADU and others, while the Maharashtra sants such as EKNATHA and NAMADEVA, focused on the worship of VITTHALA or Vithoba. Despite focusing on one deity, they were non-sectarian, like the northern sants.

The RADHASOAMIS have adopted the main characteristics of the northern sants in a new form.


Santoshi Ma A goddess, whose worship became popular in the 1960s and 1970s. Santoshi Ma, the goddess of fulfilment or contentment, was virtually unknown bwfore the 1960s. At that time some pamphlets describing the goddess were circulated, and her worship began to spread in parts of western and northern India. According to the myths which were generated, she was the mind-born daughter of the god GANESHA.

It was, however, a Hindi film, Jai Santoshi Ma, released in 1975, that really made her popular. Elaborating on the myths in the pamphlet, and introducing a parallel story of a suffering bahu (daughter-in-law), who achieved happiness by worshipping the deity, the film was a great success, and led to the widespread worship of Santoshi Ma. Such worship could be done at home, without the intervention of a priest, and involved offering gur (unrefined sugar) and channa (gram) to the deity, and observing a partial fast on Fridays, for the fulfilment of a wish. Temples of Santoshi Ma were erected in many parts of the country. Though Santoshi Ma is a relatively new deity, she is not considered new, as she is only another manifestation of divine feminine power, or SHAKTI. The film introduces myths which lead to her acceptance by other female deities such as LAKSHMI and PARVATI, and she soon became a recognized part of the Hindu pantheon. A new film on Santoshi Ma was made in 2006, but did not attain the same popularity as the first one.


Sarada Devi, Sri The companion and spiritual consort of Sri RAMAKRISHNA PARAMAHANSA. Sarada Devi (Sharada Devi) was born on 22 December 1853, in a brahmana family in the village of Jayrambati, not far from Sri Ramakrishna’s ancestral village, Kamarpukar, in present-day West Bengal. Her father was Ramachandra Mukhopadhyaya, and her mother Shyama Sundari Devi. Sarada Devi had always been spiritually inclined, and in at the age of five and a half was married to Ramakrishna, who envisaged her as his spiritual consort. For some time she continued living with her parents, helping her mother in the daily tasks. She made several visits to Kamarpukar between 1866 and 1867, and first visited Dakshineshwar in 1872. At this time Ramakrishna worshipped her as the Divine Mother, and awakened the latent divinity within her. She was Ramakrishna’s spiritual companion, and helped him in every way. After his death in 1886, she went on pilgrimage to various places, and lived for some time in Kamarpukar. Later she was brought by Sri Ramakrishna’s disciples to Kolkata. She was revered as the divine mother, and was a spiritual force who helped to spread Ramakrishna’s ideas and guide his disciples. Sri Sarada was known for her kindness and compassion not only to people, but to animals and birds. She passed away in 1920.


Sarala Dasa An Oriya poet of the fourteenth or fifteenth century, who rewrote the MAHABHARATA in colloquial Oriya, using a local background. According to some accounts, he lived in the fourteenth century, while other sources state he flourished at the time of King Kapilendra Deva (1435/36–66). He was born in Kanakabalipur or Kanakpur, near Jhankad, about 60 km from the present city of Cuttack in Orissa. His parents are believed to have died when he was young, and he was brought up by his elder brother. His youth seems to have been spent in agriculture and in military exercises in the village akhara. His real name was Sidheswar Parida, but he took the name Sarala Dasa, as he worshipped the deity SARALA DEVI, a local goddess. He said that it was through her blessings that he was gifted with poetic power. He composed three books in Oriya, the Vilanka Ramayana, or Vichitra Ramayana, the Mahabharata in eighteen volumes, and the Chandi Purana, which were popular in the region. The Vichitra Ramayana presents the Uttara Kanda, beginning with Sita’s banishment. In his Mahabharata, the characters were ordinary people in familiar settings. He included the story of how Krishna was established in Orissa as JAGANNATHA, and the role of the Savara tribe. The Chandi Purana tells the story of the killing of MAHISHASURA by the goddess CHANDI. Though Sarala Dasa draws from Sanskrit texts, his work reflects the social and religious life of Orissa of those times.


Sarala Devi A goddess who is a form of Devi or Durga. The famous temple of the deity is located at Jhankad, Orissa. The original temple of the deity Sarala Chandi is believed to have been constructed at Sarala grama in the eighth century, and to have been in existence until the sixteenth century. The present temple was constructed between 1753 and 1803, in the village of Kanakpur in Jhankad (Kanakbati patana). The large temple has a deul, or inner shrine, a jagmohan with three pidha (pyramidal) roofs and a flat-roofed mandapa. The temple sculptures include erotic motifs on its walls, as well as depictions of various aspects of Devi.


Sarama A name used in ancient texts.

(1) In the RIG VEDA, she is the dog of the god, INDRA. She was the mother of the SARAMEYA, who accompany the god YAMA. (2) In the BHAGAVATA PURANA, Sarama is one of the daughters of DAKSHA, from whom all wild animals were descended. (3) Another Sarama is mentioned in the RAMAYANA. She was the wife of VIBHISHANA, the brother of RAVANA, and was kind to SITA when she was captured by Ravana.


Sarameya Two watch dogs of the god YAMA, the god of the dead. They had four eyes each, and their names were Shabala and Shyama. Their mother was SARAMA, the dog of INDRA. In several ancient religious myths, dogs are associated with the underworld and the dead. In Zorastrianism, Yima, the counterpart of Yama, had four dogs. In Greek myths, the dog Kerberos (Cerberus) guards the underworld, and has three heads, a dragon’s tail and snakes on his back. His name is thought to be similar to Shabala. In Egyptian myths, Anubis, with a jackal or dog’s head, was called the ‘opener of the way’ to the land of the dead.


Sarangapani A name of the god VISHNU. The name comes from Vishnu’s sharnga or bow. Among temples of Sarangapani is one located at KUMBAKONAM. His consort here is Kamalavalli (LAKSHMI).

The story associated with this temple begins with the rishi BHRIGU. He wished to serve Vishnu in successive lives, and thus he was first reborn as Guha, in the time of the RAMAYANA, and then as the rishi Hema. As Hema he prayed to the Lord, that Lakshmi be born as his daughter, Vishnu should become his son-in-law, and he himself should attain liberation in bodily form. Lord Vishnu granted his requests. Lakshmi appeared as a baby in a lotus in a tank, and was found by the rishi, and named Kamalavalli. Vishnu married her in his form as Sarangapani.

The temple was built by the Nayaka kings. The main GOPURAM reaches a height of 45 m, with twelve stories containing various sculptures. There are two entrances, one on the southern, and the other on the northern side.

Another shrine here is of Patala Srinivasa, the deity from Tirupati. He is considered the same as Sarangapani.


Sarasvati A goddess of music and learning. In the RIG VEDA, she was the goddess of the river Sarasvati, but in the BRAHMANAS was also associated with Vach or speech and with healing. Later she became the goddess of wisdom and music. She is the wife of BRAHMA, and sometimes his daughter. According to the MATSYA PURANA, Brahma created her from his own effulgence, and her other names are Shatarupa, SAVITRI, GAYATRI and Brahmi or Brahmani. According to the SKANDA PURANA, Gayatri, Savitri and Sarasvati are three different deities. The DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA states that Sarasvati is one of the five Shaktis of KRISHNA, while in the BRAHMAVAIVARTA PURANA, she is one of the five main Prakritis. In some myths she is associated with VISHNU and is his second wife, representing spiritual values while LAKSHMI represents power in the material world. Sarasvati has a number of names indicating her various aspects. Thus she is Smritishakti, the power of memory; Jnanashakti, the power of knowledge; Kalpanashakti, the power of imagination; Pratibha, intelligence; Vedagarbha, the source of the VEDAS, as well as other similar names.

Sarasvati is also known as Lalita and SHARADA.

In sculpture and art, she is depicted as a graceful young woman, holding a vina (traditional stringed instrument) and a book. Her vahana or vehicle is a white swan. Though the wife of Brahma, she is usually worshipped independently, and is a popular goddess even today. All musical performances begin with an invocation to her, and she is worshipped by writers, poets and students.

According to the PURANAS, Sarasvati should be worshipped with white flowers, white sandal paste, and conch shells. Offerings made to her include sweets, butter, curd, thickened milk, gur, honey, coconut, ginger and bananas.


Sarasvati, river A sacred river, first mentioned in the RIG VEDA, as a mighty river flowing into the sea. According to the later Vedic literature, the Sarasvati disappeared in the sands of the desert. This river is usually identified with the Ghaggar, today a semi-dry river, beginning in the Shivalik hills to the west of the YAMUNA. Its dry river-bed crosses Rajasthan and flows onward as the Hakra. Alternatively, the Sarasvati has been identified with a dry river flowing through Gujarat. Other identifications are with a river in Afghanistan.

It is also possible that the same name was used for different rivers, and the historical importance of the original Sarasvati led to the name being used in a generic sense for a number of sacred rivers. The MARKANDEYA PURANA states that all sacred rivers are the Sarasvati, all sea-going [rivers] are the GANGA (1V.11.30). The MAHABHARATA states that the Sapta Sarasvati (seven Sarasvatis) covered the universe, and wherever she was summoned she made her appearance. Thus she appeared under different names at PUSHKARA, NAIMISHA, GAYA, northern KOSHALA, KURUKSHETRA and HIMAVAT, usually at the time of a sacrifice. At DAKSHA’S sacrifice at Gangadvara, she appeared by the name Surenu.

The seven Sarasvatis, and the seven Gangas are frequently referred to and the Sarasvati is also mentioned as one of the seven Gangas. The Sapta Sindhava, referring to the seven rivers of the area west of the Yamuna, is another common term.

According to later texts, the Sarasvati joined the GANGA and Yamuna at PRAYAGA. As there is no such river here, this has been taken to have a symbolic meaning, with the Sarasvati representing the KUNDALINI, or SUSHAMNA Nadi, and the Ganga and Yamuna the two NADIS on either side of it.


Sarayu A river, mentioned in the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA and other texts. According to the Ramayana, the city of AYODHYA was located on the Sarayu. In the Mahabharata, Sarayu is said to be a river, but is also personified as the wife of the five Kumbharetas (forms of AGNI or fire) and the mother of fires. It was one of the rivers in the palace of VARUNA, and was crossed by KRISHNA and others on their way from INDRAPRASTHA to Girivraja.

The Sarayu has been identified with the Ghaghara, a tributary of the river GANGA.


Sarkar, Prabhat Ranjan The founder of the ANANDA MARGA, a spiritual organization. He is also known as Shri Shri Anandamurti. Born in 1921 in Bihar, he became a railway official, but at the same time, experimented with various spiritual practices. He developed a modern form of TANTRA Yoga, and established the Ananda Marga in 1955. Apart from Tantrism, he developed and spread various ideas and concepts. His philsophy of Neo-Humanism, aimed at inculcating a love of all, including animals, plants and inanimate objects. He started a global plant exchange programme, to save and propagate plant species, and also founded some animal sanctuaries. Another of his ideas was the Progressive Utilization Theory (PROUT) for collective welfare, which aimed at the maximum utilization and distribution of resources, physical, mental and spiritual. Despite these valuable programmes, he and his followers were said to be engaged in sectarian violence, though they claimed they were being persecuted because of their growing influence. Sarkar was arrested in 1971 and imprisoned, and released only in 1978.

After his release, he continued to develop new ideas, including that of Microvita, the theory of emanations of pure consciousness, which are the building blocks of life.

He died in 1990, but the Ananda Marga continues to grow in strength after his death.


sarpa A Sanskrit term for snakes. In ancient texts it is often used interchangeably with NAGA.


sarpa satra Ancient texts record snake sacrifices (sarpa satra), where snakes were killed in large numbers, not to propitiate the gods, but as a form of revenge. One example is the sacrifice of King JANAMEJAYA, described in the MAHABHARATA, undertaken because his father PARIKSHIT was killed by the bite of a snake. Priests recited MANTRAS, that compelled snakes to come from all over and throw themselves into the sacrificial fire. TAKSHAKA, king of the snakes, took refuge with the god INDRA, but finally was compelled to reach the sacrifice. Meanwhile the serpent VASUKI asked his sister Jaratkaru to find a way to save them, and she sent her son Astika, a young rishi whom Janamejaya owed a favour. Astika requested the king to stop the sacrifice, and he had to agree, as he had promised to grant any wish of his. Takshaka was thus saved. Astika then blessed the snakes that had been killed, so that they may all attain salvation. The story also appears in the BHAGAVATA PURANA. Snake sacrifices have been recorded in other ancient cultures.


Sarva A name of several gods including SHIVA, VISHNU and KRISHNA. Several similar names such as Sarvajna, Sarvaghna, and others with the prefix Sarva, are also names of gods.


Sarvadarshana-samgraha A Sanskrit text composed by MADHAVA of the fourteenth century, that provides an account of existing philosophical systems. The text describes sixteen different systems. These were the Charvaka; Bauddha (Buddhist); Arhata (Jain); Ramanuja (Vishishtadvaita); Purnaprajna (Davita); four schools of Shaivism: Nakulisha-Pashupata, Shaiva, Pratyabhijna, and Raseshvara (mercurial). Next he deals with the Vaisheshika, Nyaya, Jaiminiya (Mimamsa), Paniniya, Samkhya, Patanjala or Yoga, and lastly with the Advaita Vedanta of Shankara.


Sarvajna (1) A saint poet of the seventeenth century who composed verses in Kannada. About 2000 of his verses are known, which are on various topics such as God, fate, morality, superstitions, and aspects of religion. They do not conform to any particular philosophy but have been compared to the humanistic philosophy of VEMANA and TIRUVALLUVAR.

Not much is known about Sarvajna, which was the name with which he signed most of his poems. In some poems he uses the name Paramartha. In one palm-leaf manuscript, his father’s name is given as Sanskara Bhatta, though this is thought to be an interpolation to give him a brahmanical background. He is generally considered to be a Virashaiva or LINGAYAT.

(2) A name of the gods SHIVA and VISHNU.


Sarvajnatma Muni A philosopher of ADVAITA, who lived around CE 900. He was a disciple of Sureshvara, who was a direct disciple of SHANKARA. Sarvajnatma is known for his work Samkshepa-shariraka, in which he explains the basic concepts of Advaita Vedanta. This Sanskrit text has four chapters in verse, using various metres. The first chapter, which has 563 verses, shows how BRAHMAN is the cause of everything, and explains the relationship of AJNANA with Brahman. Though Brahman creates the world through ajnana, the latter has no true reality or independent existence. It exists only for the ignorant, and disappears with Truth, like butter, which melts when in contact with fire. In the second chapter, containing 248 verses, he further expands on the nature of Brahman, and shows how Advaita is different from Buddhism. In the third chapter, of 365 verses, he describes sadhana (methods) for removing ajnana, while in the fourth, a short chapter of sixty-three verses, he describes liberation and union with Brahman. There are several commentaries on this work.


Sastha A deity mentioned in the PURANAS. He is considered the northern counterpart of the god AYYAPPA in the south.


sat A Sanskrit term that has several meaning being, existing, true, good right.


Satakhandia Harivamsha A version of the Harivamsha composed in Oriya in the sixteenth century by ACHYUTANANDA, DASA one of the PANCHASAKHAS. This version is divided into seven parts, and is thus known as Satakhandia (of seven parts). It is not an exact translation of the Harivamsha, but includes material from other sources, particularly the BHAGAVATA PURANA. The poet’s aim was to spread Vaishnavism in Orissa, and he incorporates in it accounts of the sacred tirthas, rivers and mountains of Orissa. He describes how KRISHNA, after his death at DVARAKA, was recreated JAGANNATHA at Puri.


sat-chit-ananda (sachchhidananda) A Sanskrit term that means ‘True being, consciousness, and bliss’. Though BRAHMAN cannot be described, this term is used to provide an idea of its nature. A person can reach this state of perfection through various paths. In some philosophical systems, the term describes the nature of a particular deity in transcendent form.


sati An ancient practice of a Hindu woman joining her husband on the funeral pyre when he died before her. It was mainly practised by the higher castes, and was supposed to be a voluntary act of devotion to the husband. The act of sati is named after the god SHIVA’s wife, who killed herself because of an insult to her husband.

Vedic texts do not mention sati. There is one instance in the RAMAYANA where Vedavati’s mother is immolated. In the MAHABHARATA, PANDU, the father of the Pandavas, had two wives, and when he died his second wife, MADRI, immolated herself along with him, though the RISHIS present tried to dissuade her. In the same text, Sairandhri is forcibly burnt with her husband Kichaka. However, these are exceptional instances, as none of the numerous widows created by the great war in the Mahabharata commit Sati, though four of Krishna’s wives do so after his death. The first definite literary evidence of the custom of sati is provided by Greek historians of the time of Alexander (fourth century BCE) who witnessed some examples of it in north-west India. The Vishnu Dharmasutra, which can be dated to the first century CE or later, mentions the custom but it does not regard it as a duty. Several of the PURANAS, including the VISHNU PURANA, PADMA PURANA, BHAGAVATA PURANA and BRAHMA PURANA cite instances of sati, which indicate that it was slowly emerging between CE 400 and 600.

Later texts looked on it as a meritorious act, though certain groups always opposed it. The first inscriptional evidence of it appears in the sixth century. By around CE 1000, it became an accepted practice among higher castes, particularly Rajput KSHATRIYAS. Through this act, both husband and wife were said to gain religious merit and attain salvation. Many women, including young widows, voluntarily committed sati, partly because it was glorified and praised, and also because the life of a widow was made miserable through social restrictions. In other cases, women were forced to burn themselves against their will. Some of the sultans, and the Mughal emperors Akbar and Auranzeb were among those who tried to prevent forcible sati. Though sati was more common in the north, it also took place in southern India. According to detailed accounts of travellers in the Vijayanagara kingdom, which existed between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries in the region of Karnataka, women voluntarily burnt themselves on the funeral pyre of their husbands. When the king died, all 500 of his wives were burnt along with him. In some sects where burial took place, the women were buried alive, along with their dead husbands.

Reform movements of the nineteenth century attempted to stop this practice. Ram Mohan Roy of Bengal, founder of the BRAHMO SAMAJ, tried to prevent the burning of widows, though he was socially ostracized for this. Lord Bentinck, the British governor-general, supported his efforts, and a law was passed in 1829, applicable to all British Indian territories, making sati an act of homicide. Other reformers also tried to improve the condition of women and prevent sati. Sati continued to take place in the latter half of the nineteenth century in territories under maharajas, particularly in Rajasthan, but gradually was controlled. Stray incidences of sati still take place, and though illegal, temples are set up at the site, and the women venerated as deities. There are several older sati temples as well. The Commission of Sati (Prevention) Act of 1987 made all types of sati illegal, even if claims were made that it was performed voluntarily.

Practices similar to sati were known in other cultures. Herodotos, the Greek historian, reported that the Scythians had a custom of slaying the wives and attendants of deceased chieftains and others of high rank. In Viking myths, when the god Balder was killed, his wife Nanna joined him on his funeral pyre. There are also accounts of wives accompanying their husbands in death, from ancient communities in North America, Africa, Oceania, China, Japan and Korea.


Sati, goddess A deity, a form of the goddess PARVATI.

According to myths, the god SHIVA was married to Sati, daughter of DAKSHA. Daksha did not care for his son-in-law, and organized a sacrifice to which he invited all the gods, except Shiva. Several legends centre around this sacrifice. In one, Shiva took the ferocious form of VIRABHADRA, to destroy the sacrifice. In another, Sati insisted on going to the sacrifice, and when Shiva did not want her to go, took on ten ferocious forms of the MAHAVIDYAS. A third story is that, upset with the insult to her husband, Sati killed herself. Shiva, in tremendous grief, roamed the world carrying her dead body, until VISHNU dismembered it, and it fell to the earth. Wherever the pieces of her body fell, a SHAKTA-PITHA, a sacred site of great power, was created. Some texts list 108 such sites, some name only four main sites, whereas others have varying numbers of such sites. At each site Sati appeared in a different form, and the names of these are listed in the Puranas and other texts. Her names include: Abhaya; Amoghakshi; Amrita; Ananga; Arogya; Arundhati; Atishankari; Aushadhi; Bhadra; Bhadrakarnika; Bhavani; Bhima; Brahmakala; Chandika; Chandrika; Devaki; Devamata; Dhara; Dhriti; Dhvani; Ekavira; Gauri; Gautami; Gayatri; Indrani; Jalapriya; Jaya; Jayanti; Kala; Kali; Kalyani; Kamacharini; Kamakshi; Kamala; Kamuki; Kapila; Kirtimati; Koti; Kumari; Kumuda; Kushobha; Lalitambika; Lingadharini; Madhavi; Madotkata; Mahabhaga; Mahadevi; Mahalakshmi; Maheshvari; Mahotpala; Manda; Mandavi; Mangala; Manmatha; Mata; Mata (Lakshmi); Medha; Mrigavati; Mukuteshvari; Nandini; Narayani; Nidhi; Nilamba; Parameshvari; Parvati; Patala; Pingaleshvari; Prabha; Prachanda; Puruhuta; Pushkaravati; Pushti; Radha; Ramana; Rambha; Ratipriya; Rudrani; Rudrasundari; Rukmini; Sanmargadayini; Sarasvati; Satyavadini; Shakti; Shivadharini; Shubhananda; Shuddhi; Simhika; Sita; Subhadra; Sugandha; Svaha; Tara; Tilottama; Trisandhi; Umadevi; Urvashi; Utpala; Utpalakshi; Vaishnavi; Vandaniya; Vararoha; Vilvapatrika; Vimala; Vindhyadhivasini; Vipula; Vishalakshi; Vishvamukhi; Vishveshvari.

This list includes both Shaiva and Vaishnava goddesses. At most Shakta Pithas, Devi is actually worshipped as a form of DURGA. The various forms of Durga are described in the DEVI MAHATMYA and in the AGAMAS.


Satnami A sect that worships God as Satnama, the true name. The term actually refers to a number of groups.

(1) An early Satnami sect was founded in the sixteenth century by Birbhan in Narnaul, Punjab. They were later suppressed by the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb with whom they came in conflict. Some religious aspects of this sect were that they did not worship images and had no caste or class distinctions. This group was also known as Sadhs.

(2) Another sect of the same name was founded by Jagjivan Das (1669–1760/61), a Rajput of the seventeenth century of Barabanki district, who is believed to have been influenced by a disciple of the Sufi saint Yari Shah (1668–1725). He advocated the worship of god as NIRGUNA, but also wrote texts on deities. He did not preach against caste. He was against the use of meat, lentils, brinjal, liquor. Some attribute the sect to Jivan Dasa, a disciple of DADU, or according to others, of KABIR.

(3) A major Satnami group was founded around 1820 in Chhattisgarh. The founder is said to be Guru GHASIDAS, a chamar. His Satnam Panth was joined by a number of Chamars of the region. In 1901 census, of 400,000 Satnamis, all except 2000 were chamars in Central Provinces, and were mainly from Chhatisgarh. Ghasidas may have been inspired by the older Satnami sect of northern India, founded by Jagjivan Das. The principles of Ghasidas’s sect are almost the same as those of Jagjivan Das.

The seven main precepts of the sect are: abstinence from liquor, meat, certain red vegetables, chilli, tomato and lentils as they have the colour of blood; no image worship; prohibition of employing cows for cultivation; no ploughing after mid-day or taking food to the fields; and the worship of one supreme God.

Vegetables such as turai and brinjal were not used as they were considered similar to the horn and flesh of an animal. The principle of not ploughing after midday was already observed by Gonds, and was probably out of compassion for the animals.

During the freedom movement, the Satnamis were involved in the struggle against the British.

Several members of the sect worship RAMA, KRISHNA and HANUMAN, though the use of idols is prohibited.

Though the foundation of the sect has been attributed to Ghasidas, some scholars feel this is unproved, and the real founding of the sect remains a mystery.



satras Vaishnava monasteries initially set up by SHANKARADEVA (1449–1568) in Assam. After the time of his chief disciple MADHAVADEVA, there were several sub-groups that established independent satras. While Shankaradeva and Madhavadeva admitted all castes, some brahmanas began to object to this and founded break-off groups.

A satra has a number of buildings including the karapat, namghar or kirtanghar, manikut, hati, and the satradhikara’s residence. Usually there are four karapat gateways, in the centre of which is the namghar or hall of worship. Adjoining this is the manikut, in which the object of worship, usually the BHAGAVATA PURANA, is placed on a simhasana, a throne or altar. The hatis consist of groups of huts with cells for monks.

Satras have had an important role in the spread of Vaishnavism, and have several officials and helpers. Each satra is headed by a satradhikara or mahanta. Some of them are celibate, while others can be married householders. Bhakats (bhaktas, devotees or monks) live in the satras and study and translate VAISHNAVA texts. Art, craft, music and dance are also promoted. Dances such as sutradhari, chali or natuwa, Krishna and gopi-nacha were developed and are still practised in the satras, which thus form centres of culture. Performances and recitals take place in the namghar, where villagers and lay devotees gather.

Among the main satras are: Bardowa satra; Barpeta satra, Patbaushi satra, Sundaridiya satra, Ganakkuchi satra and Baradi satra, all located in the vicinity of Barpeta; Auniati Satra, Dakhinpat Satra, Garamur Satra and Kamalabali Satra which are among those located at Majuli island. There are many more.


satsanga A Sanskrit term usually translated as the company or association of the good or righteous. It also refers to a congregation for worship, to listen to discourses or sing bhajans.


sattva One of the three GUNAS or qualities described in SAMKHYA philosophy. Sattva is the quality of purity, calmness and peace.


Satya Loka One of the heavenly worlds. The god BRAHMA is said to live here.


Satyabhama The name of a wife of Krishna. She was also known as Satrajiti as she was the daughter of Satrajit.

Though Rukmini is considered Krishna’s chief wife, Satyabhama’s closeness to Krishna is often mentioned. The most popular story regarding her is of how Krishna obtained the parijata (or kalpaka) tree from Indra’s heaven for her. The tree was then planted in Dvaraka. She and Krishna had ten sons. After Krishna’s death she went to live in the forest.


satyagraha A form of protest based on truth and non-violence, which was developed by Mahatma GANDHI, and included using truth and non-violence, even in political protests.


Satyaki A friend of KRISHNA, described in the MAHABHARATA and other texts, whose real name was Yuyudhana. He was a Vrishni, the son of Satyaka and grandson of Shini, who was of the line of Shura. He was thus related to Krishna. Satyaki was a great warrior, said to be equal to ARJUNA, and often mentioned along with Krishna. He fought on the side of the PANDAVAS and was one of the survivors of the great war. Later he accompanied Krishna in battle, but died along with other YADAVA warriors when they began to fight among themselves. After death he went to the region of the SADHYAS, or in other accounts of the MARUTS.


Satyapir A legendary saint, who is supposed to have lived in the fifteenth century, and who incorporated both Hindu and Muslim traditions. His worship was popular in Bengal and Orissa, and there are numerous mythical stories of his exploits in folk literature. Satyapir is said to have been an incarnation of Satya Narayana, a form of VISHNU, and of a Sufi pir. He wore the Brahmanical sacred thread, and a scarf representing Islam. He could perform all sorts of miracles, and his worship brought prosperity and protection from harm.


Satyartha Prakasha A text written by Swami DAYANANDA, which puts forward the basic principles of the ARYA SAMAJ, along with his own beliefs. The first chapter begins with a Vedic prayer and states that though various deities are named in the VEDAS, they are all aspects of one God. Dayananda says, ‘I believe in a religion based on universal and all-embracing principles which have always been accepted as true by mankind and will continue to command the allegiance of mankind in the ages to come. Hence it is that the religion in question is called the primeval eternal religion, which means that it is above the hostility of all human creeds whatsoever.’

Out of the vast body of Hindu literature, Dayananda accepted as authentic only the Vedas, BRAHMANAS, VEDANGAS and auxiliary works. He said that the true Puranas are the Brahmanas (texts), while the eighteen traditional PURANAS including the BHAGAVATA were not the real Puranas. Apart from the Vedas and Brahmanas, he extensively used the MANU SMRITI in his writings, but reinterpreted a number of passages.

His basic beliefs were that there is only one God, who is the creator of the world. God, the soul and PRAKRITI are three eternal aspects. The nature of God and the soul is as of a father to a son, or of the pervader and the pervaded. Salvation or MOKSHA can be obtained through right knowledge and action.

He did not believe in idol worship, but said that sixteen SAMSKARAS should be performed, as well as YAJNAS (agnihotra or fire sacrifices) which purify air and water and promotes the well-being of all sentient creatures. He was absolutely against animal sacrifices. He stated that passages in the Vedas describing these sacrifices were inserted by Vama Margis (TANTRICS). Quoting passages from some Brahmanas, he said that the actual ASHVAMEDHA was the king who governed his people righteously, a learned man who offered knowledge, or the burning of clarified butter and similar substances in the fire.

Dayananda provided advice on the best ways to bring up children, and discussed the duties of the four stages of life, the role of women, and of CASTE. He said that higher castes could eat food cooked by shudras, but not if this was cooked in the shudra’s own house. He was against child marriage, and believed marriges should take place through consent. The text deals also with the science of government, different aspects of the Vedas, creation, knowledge, ignorance and liberation, right conduct and diet, and the various other religions prevailing in India. Dayananda was critical of all other religions, including Jainism, Buddhism, Islam and Christianity. He also criticized various Hindu sects, SHAIVISM, VAISHNAVISM and TANTRISM. Only the Vedas, he said, revealed the eternal and true religion.

It is not possible to go into everything in this text, but a few of his views on religion are given here.

Idol worship, he said, began with the Jains. Jainism ruled supreme for about 300 years and was put down by Shankara who lived 2200 years ago. SHANKARA proved the truth of the Vedic religion, and refuted Shaivism and Vama Margism. Shankara said God and the human soul were identical and the world was MAYA, only to refute Jainism more successfully. Dayananda then went on to refute the theories of neo-Vedantists.

According to him, Vikramaditya of Ujjain flourished 300 years after Shankara. At this time Shaivites began to gain influence and power. ‘Later on the Vama Margis and Shaivites combined together and introduced the worship of the male and female reproductive organs which are termed Jaladhari and Linga.’ According to Dayananda, these were wrong practices.

The Vaishnava sect took its birth 150 years after Raja Bhoja. Vaishnavism too put forward wrong ideas. The various Puranic texts were invented owing to the incorrect interpretation of the Vedas.

Swami Dayananda also put forward his views on India’s history. He stated that: From the beginning of the world until 5000 years ago, ‘the Aryas were the sovereign rulers of the whole earth, in other words there was only one paramount power whose suzerainty was acknowledged by the rulers of the earth. Till the time of the KAURAVAS and the PANDAVAS, all rulers of the earth and their subjects obeyed the law laid down by the rulers of this country.’ He located some of the participants in the Mahabharata war in different countries of the world. According to him, King Bhagadatta of China, BABHRUVAHANA of America, Vidalakha of Europe, the ruler of Greece, King Shalya of Persia and various other rulers came as ordered to take part in the great war and the coronation of YUDHISHTHIRA. After this there was dissension, wrong concepts pervaded society and the whole world declined. He identified PATALA with America. VYASA lived there, and KRISHNA and ARJUNA went there. ULUPI was in America, and Arjuna married her there. Based on textual sources, he described various elaborate vehicles, weapons, etc., made in ancient India.

These ideas were not unique, and had been put forward even by Western scholars such as Wilford. They helped to give Indians confidence in themselves, at a time of colonial rule. They continue to have some influence today and one school of thought believes that India was the origin of all the people in the world, and of all science.


Satyas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that existed in the third and fourth MANVANTARAS. Ananda was one of them.


Satyavati (1) The mother of the great rishi VYASA, described in the MAHABHARATA and other texts. Satyavati was the daughter of VASU UPARICHARA and Adrika, when the latter was in the form of a fish. When the fish was caught by a fisherman and cut open, the twins MATSYA and Satyavati were found inside. Adrika resumed her original form, while Satyavati was brought up by a fisherman. When she grew up, she was very beautiful, but had a pervasive fishy smell. When the rishi PARASHARA saw her, he desired her. Taking her out in a boat, he created a fog so that they could not be seen, and also ensured that she remained a virgin, and that the fishy smell was transformed into a sweet scent. From Parashara and Satyavati, Vyasa was born. Later Satyavati became the wife of SHANTANU, king of HASTINAPURA, and had two sons, CHITRANGADA and Vichitravirya. As they died without heirs, DHRITARASHTRA and PANDU were born from their widows through Vyasa.

(2) The daughter of King Gadhi, the wife of Richika and the mother of JAMADAGNI.

(3) According to one passage in the Mahabharata, the name of the wife of NARADA. (5.117)

(4) The wife of TRISHANKU and mother of HARISHCHANDRA.


Saundarya Lahiri A Sanskrit text on Shakti or DEVI ascribed to SHANKARA, the Advaita philosopher.

This text of a hundred verses begins with the statement that it is only when SHIVA is united with his SHAKTI that he is able to create. It describes different forms of the goddess, as well as her presence in the KUNDALINI, and her rise through the CHAKRAS. Literary and artistic skills as well as powers of all kinds can be obtained by meditating on the divine mother, and by worshipping her. Powerful and secret mantras are next enumerated. The first forty-one verses are known as the Ananda Lahiri, the wave of bliss. From the forty-second verse to the ninety-second verse, the beautiful (saundarya) physical form of the goddess is described. Though each verse describes some aspect of Shakti, the verse below perhaps best reveals her essence. It states:


Oh! Queen of the Supreme God, you are known as the goddess of learning, wife of the creator, as the goddess of wealth, wife of Hari, the protector, and as the daughter of the mountain, wife of Hara, the destroyer. But you are beyond all these, you are Turiya (the fourth state) and Mahamaya (illusory power), and with your inaccessible infinite greatness, you dazzle the universe. (v.97)



Each of the verses has a YANTRA or mystical diagram, and a bija or seed mantra of a single syllable, which together can be used to gain magical power.

All traditional sources state that this text was composed by Shankara, though some later scholars feel it may not be his, as Shankara ascribed to a monistic philosophy, whereas this text focuses on TANTRIC concepts. According to his early biographers, through a certain incident, Shankara understood the power of Shakti. One version of Shankara’s life narrates a story of his meeting with the supreme godddess. Walking down a road Shankara came across a woman holding the corpse of her dead husband and weeping, and he asked her to remove it from his path. She in turn said that since he was an ACHARYA with omniscient power, he should remove the corpse himself. Shankara replied that it was not possible, as the corpse had no shakti (life energy). Then the woman revealed herself as the supreme goddess, Shakti, without which nothing can move. It is after this incident that he composed the Saundarya Lahiri.

There are over thirty commentaries in Sanskrit on this text. Through this text, the grace of the goddess can be received by the devotee and initiate.


Saura A term for worshippers of the god SURYA.


Saura Purana A Sanskrit text, an Upapurana or minor PURANA, which claims to be a supplement of the BRAHMA PURANA. The Saura Purana (saura = sun) explains the LINGA cult, glorifies the god SHIVA, and links the worship of Shiva with that of the sun god, SURYA. It includes myths and legends, as well as three chapters criticizing the philosophy of the philosopher MADHVA. It is an important text for the study of SHAIVISM, and in its final form can be dated to the thirteenth century.


sautramani sacrifice A sacrifice described in the YAJUR VEDA and other texts. In this sura (a type of wine) was used instead of SOMA. The sacrifice was dedicated to INDRA, the ASHVINS, and SARASVATI. According to the associated legend, Indra was said to have drunk too much Soma, and became intoxicated. He was then cured by the Ashvins and Sarasvati. The sacrifice could be performed for various purposes: for a brahmana who wished for success; a king who had lost his throne, and wanted to regain it; a VAISHYA who wished to get rich.


Savitr, god (1) A deity mentioned in the RIG VEDA, a sun god. Golden in colour, he is said to illumine the air, heaven, and earth. He is associated with PRAJAPATI, PUSHAN, MITRA and BHAGA, and sometimes seems identical with SURYA, but in other passages is distinctly different. He stimulates or arouses all that lives, protects worshippers and bestows immortality. Some scholars feel Savitr in the Rig Veda reflects the divine power of the sun in a personified form, while Surya represents the sun in a more concrete way. The sacred GAYATRI MANTRA is recited to this deity. In the MAHABHARATA, Savitr is one of the twelve Adityas, and is often identified with Vivasvat.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA and of VISHNU.


Savitri, and Satyavan An ancient tale first narrated in the MAHABHARATA. According to this King Ashvapati and his wife Malati prayed to the goddess SAVITRI for a child. After eighteen years their prayer was granted, and they named their beautiful daughter Savitri. When she grew up, Savitri chose to marry Satyavat or Satyavan, son of king Dyumatsena. Dyumatsena, however, was blind and had lost his kingdom, and Satyavan lived in the forest along with his parents. The rishi NARADA told Ashvapati that Satyavan had every good quality, but would die within a year. Nevertheless Savitri insisted on marrying him. After the year was over, the god of death, YAMA, came to take his soul away, but Savitri continued to follow Yama, and finally through her persistence, the god Yama granted her several boons, through which Satyavan regained his life and, in addition, Dyumatsena’s sight, and his kingdom were restored.

The story has been retold many times, and Savitri represents the ideal of a wife’s love and devotion to her husband.


Savitri, of Sri Aurobindo In modern times Sri AUROBINDO recreated the story of Savitri and Satyavan in his poetic epic, Savitri, which has 24,000 lines, composed in English. This is not just a story, but an indication of the path to divine consciousness. Sri Aurobindo himself explains the ancient tale, and his own work, as a symbolic myth. He says: ‘Satyavan is the soul, carrying the divine truth of being within itself, but descended into the grip of death and ignorance; Savitri is the Divine Word, daughter of the Sun, goddess of the supreme Truth, who comes down and is born to save; Ashvapati, the Lord of the Horse, her human father, is the Lord of Tapasya, the concentrated energy of human endeavour that helps us to rise from the mortal to immortal planes; Dyumatsena, Lord of the Shining Hosts, father of Satyavan, is the Divine Mind here fallen blind, losing its celestial kingdom of vision, and through that loss its kingdom of glory. Still this is not a mere allegory, the characters are not personified qualities, but incarnations or emanations of living and conscious Forces with whom we can enter into concrete touch and they take human bodies in order to help man and show him the way from his mortal state to a divine consciousness and immortal life.’

The text has eleven books, each with several cantos. A verse from Book II Canto VI of his poem, given below, indicates both the beauty of Sri Aurobindo’s words and the philosophical content of the text:


A fateful hand has touched the cosmic chords

And the intrusion of a troubled strain

Covers the inner music’s hidden key

That guides unheard the surface cadences.

Yet it is joy to live and to create

And joy to love and labour though all fails,

And joy to seek though all we find deceives

And all on which we lean betrays our trust;

Yet something in its depths was worth the pain,

A passionate memory haunts with ecstacy’s fire,

Even grief has joy hidden beneath its roots:

For nothing is truly vain the One has made:

In our defeated hearts God’s strength survives

And victory’s star still lights our desperate road:

Our death is made a passage to new worlds.



Savitri, goddess A goddess, daughter of the sun, who was married to the god BRAHMA. Brahma was married to SARASVATI, Savitri and Gayatri. According to some PURANAS, all these were names of the same goddess, but according to others they were different. The MAHABHARATA states that Savitri was the presiding deity of the GAYATRI MANTRA. In some texts, she is identified with DURGA.


Sayana (1) A commentator on the RIG VEDA and other Vedic texts. He lived in the fourteenth century, and was a minister of several kings of Vijayanagara, particularly Bukka I (1344–77) and Harihara II (1377–1404). Sayana wrote commentaries on the Rig Veda, Taittiriya Samhita, Sama Veda, Atharva Veda, a number of Brahmanas and the Aitareya Aranyaka. In addition, he compiled the Subhashita-sudhanidhi, a collection of moral saings, Prayaschitta-suddhanidhi, on dharma, Purushartha-sudhanidhi, on the goals of human life, Yajnatantra-sudhanidhi on Vedic rituals, and a number of other texts, including some on grammar. Sayana’s commentary on the Rig Veda is extensive, and deals with each hymn, mentioning the rishi who is said to have composed it, the deity, the metre, and its use in sacrifice. Other texts and stories are used in explaining the verses. Sayana was probably assisted by other scholars, but was himself extremely learned. He is sometimes given the title ‘sarvajna’, ‘one who has all knowledge’. He was the brother of Madhava, and according to some accounts, the son of Mayana, a brahmana of the Bharadvaja gotra. Madhava is sometimes identified with VIDYARANYA, though others feel Vidyaranya can be equated with a different Madhava.

(2) A son of the rishi VISHVAMITRA.


Sekkilar/Sekkizhar The author of the PERIYA PURANAM, the Tamil account of the sixty-three NAYANAR saints. Sekkilar, also known as Arulmolitevar, lived in the twelfth century. Umapati Shivachariyar wrote an account of his life in Sekkilar Nayanar Puranam. Another description of his life is contained in Sekkilar Pillaitamil, composed by Meenakshi Sundaram Pillai.

Sekkilar was born at Kundratoor in Tondaimandalam, and became the prime minister of King Anabhaya. He read his composition at the Chidambaram temple, and the king was so pleased with it that he had it engraved on copper plates.


Sen, Keshab Chandra The founder of a new branch of the BRAHMO SAMAJ, and of the Nava Vidhan, a new religious sect.

Born in 1838 at Coolootola near Kolkata (Calcutta), after studying in Hindu College (1854–56), he went on to study philosophy, and then worked in the Bengal Bank and later in the Calcutta Mint.

Right from his college days he was interested in religion and spirituality, and was continuously seeking new ways to express his ideas. In 1857 he set up the Goodwill Fraternity, an organization for students based on Unitarian theological ideals. The same year he met Debendranath TAGORE, and joined the Brahmo Samaj in 1858, soon becoming its leading member. He introduced the concept of volunteer missionaries and inspired them to work to remove caste distinctions, child marriage and polygamy, and to improve the position of women. He advocated women’s education and widow remarriage. He also founded a journal, Indian Mirror, to spread these ideas. These programmes brought him into conflict with Debendranath, who was still the head of the Samaj, and who believed social change should be a gradual process. In 1866 Sen founded a new Samaj, named Bharatbarsiya Brahmo Samaj (Brahmo Samaj of India). Tagore’s branch came to be known as the Adi Brahmo Samaj. A new text, the Shloka Samagraha, was formulated for Sen’s Samaj, which put together ideas from Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Jewish, Islamic and Confucian texts, and a place of worship was built, combining the symbols and architectural features of a temple, mosque and church. Sen’s Brahmo Samaj was open to all.

After visiting England in 1870, Sen, inspired by reformist activities there, returned to India and founded the Indian Reform Association. Under this he set up educational institutions, including those for girls and for promoting adult literacy, as well as for vocational training. He also set up the Temperance Society, and opened medical centres in Kolkata and its suburbs. He began publishing Sulabh Samachar, a weekly newspaper, which highlighted the problems of the poor and underprivileged, and until 1877 had a large circulation. The passing in 1872 of the Brahmo Marriage Act a liberal act allowing for inter-caste and widow marriage and prohibiting child marriage, was mainly the result of his reformist zeal.

From 1872, however, Sen underwent a change. Gradually he became more inclined towards a mystical and inward spirituality, and began to give spiritual initiations and to act on the basis of divine messages. He was for several years associated with RAMAKRISHNA PARAMAHANSA, which may have influenced him. Going back on his earlier beliefs, he married his minor daughter to the maharaja of Koch Bihar (Cooch Behar). In 1881, he renamed his organization Nava Vidhan (New Dispensation), and created a composite symbol for it, of a cross, crescent and trident. Twelve disciples were appointed to spread its message, and he wanted it to become a universal religion. By this time, a progressive group who found his new policies regressive had broken away from him, and founded the Sadharan Brahma Samaj in 1878.

Sen’s new religion did not find much favour, and he became disturbed and depressed, and though he was still revered, his influence declined. He died in 1884.

Among his other works are Young Bengal, This is For You (1859), a series of lectures on religious topics; Brahmo Samaj Vindicated (1863), refuting criticisms against the Samaj; a translation of the Quran into Bengali; interpretations of the BHAGAVAD GITA and BHAGAVATA PURANA, biographies of CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU, Guru Nanak and Jesus Christ; The Destiny of Human Life (1862), Brahmotsab (1868); Acharyer Upadesh (1870), and Sebaker Nibedan (1870).


Senananda A BHAKTI saint of the fifteenth century. He is said to have been a barber and a follower of RAMANANDA, but started his own sect and had a number of followers.


Senji A goddess, also known as Kamalaki Amman, the guardian deity of Gingee in Karnataka.


Setu Bandha Another name of the line of shoals connecting India and Sri Lanka, also known as Rama’s Bridge (Rama Setu) or ADAM’S BRIDGE. According to the MAHABHARATA, this was built across the Kshirodham, the ocean of mik.


Setu-bandha A poem based on the RAMAYANA composed in Maharashtri Prakrit in the fifth century by Pravarasena. The poem is alternatively known as Ravanavaho or Dasmuhavaho, and has fifteen cantos with 1291 verses. It focuses on the war, the crossing of the bridge (setu bandha) to LANKA, and the rescue of SITA. It has extensive descriptions of nature, and of scenes in Lanka. The bridge is also a metaphor for life, which can be traversed through devotion for the Lord. Pravarasena is thought to be the Vakataka king who ruled between 410 and 440. Some commentators, however, believe this was written by KALIDASA.


Shabala (1) A divine cow that belonged to the rishi VASISHTHA. Shabala’s great powers and devotion to Vasishtha are described in the RAMAYANA. The magical cow, also known as KAMADHENU or NANDINI, had the power to produce anything that was required, and this led her to be coveted by VISHVAMITRA. The Ramayana (Bala Kanda) narrates the story of Vishvamitra’s visit to Vasishtha’s ashrama at the time when Vishvamitra was a powerful king. Urged by Vasishtha to have a meal there, along with his army, Vishvamitra finally agreed. He was amazed to see Vasishtha call upon Shabala to provide a sumptious feast, of all kinds of food, accompanied by luscious drinks and sweets. Vishvamitra offered to buy the cow, offering for her thousands of elephants, horses, jewels, and other wealth, but on Vasishtha’s refusal, he seized the cow by force. Shabala was confused. Distracted with grief, she broke free of the soldiers and rushed to Vasishtha to ask what crime she had committed that he allowed the soldiers to seize her? Vasishtha replied: ‘I am not abandoning you, O Shabala, nor have you wronged me. Intoxicated with power, this very mighty king is taking you away. My strength is not equal to his.’ Shabala dropped her grief and created armies from her body. She created Pahlavas, Shakas, Yavanas, Kambojas, Mlecchas, Haritas and Kiratas; Vishvamitra’s armies were decimated, and his hundred sons reduced to ashes by a roar uttered by Vasishtha. Vishvamitra left his one remaining son to rule, and began to practice asceticism in the Himalayas.

(2) A dog of the god Yama

(3) The name of a naga.


Shabara A philosopher of the MIMAMSA school of philosophy, who composed the Shabara-bhashya (commentary of Shabara). He has been variously dated from the first century BCE, to the sixth century CE, and was the chief commentator on the Mimamsa Sutra, with all later Mimamsa writings being based on his work. Though there were earlier commentaries on the Mimamsa Sutra, these did not survive. As the focus of Mimamsa is on dharma, Shabara emphasised that not merely right knowledge, but DHARMA and right conduct were essential. He raised several questions on dharma. What exactly is it, and how can it be recognized? What are the instruments through which it can be known? As dharma was not a physical entity, he said that neither pratyaksha (perception), nor anumana (inference) would reveal it, but it could be known through shabda, or scriptural testimony. The VEDAS, which constitute shabda, were to him eternal and self-illuminating. There were several commentaries on his text, notable being that of KUMARILA BHATTA and of PRABHAKARA.


Shabari An ascetic woman described in the RAMAYANA. She lived in a forest near the Pampa lake, and had perfected herself while serving the disciples of the rishi Matanga, who had lived there before transcending the world. After meeting Rama and Lakshmana, she ascended to heaven through the sacred fire of her devotion. In Tulasidasa’s Ramacharitamanasa Shabari is said to have: ‘… brought and offered to Rama the most delicate bulbs and roots and fruits, and the Lord lovingly partook of them, again and again praising the savoury repast’. Shabari referred to herself as a woman of lowest descent, but Rama said that faith was more important than caste, lineage, kinship, piety, reputation, wealth, power, connections, accomplishments and ability. He then described to her, nine types or stages of BHAKTI. Rama said that through her great bhakti or devotion, she had attained the highest state.

A popular story told in some versions of the Ramayana, is that Shabari tasted each of the fruits she offered to Rama, to ensure that they they were sweet. Rama was not offended by this, but took it as a sign of her great devotion.


shabda A Sanskrit term used in different ways. It can mean sound, noise, voice, tone, note, word, speech or language. In a philosophical sense, it refers to verbal or scriptural testimony, and is considered one of the PRAMANAS or authentic sources of knowledge. Shabda is sometimes personified as a deity.


Shachi The wife of the god Indra. She was also known as INDRANI.


Shaiva Agamas Sanskrit texts which deal with the worship of the god SHIVA. There are twenty-eight Shaiva Agamas, said to have been composed by Shiva after the creation of the world, though they were probably composed around the seventh century CE and later. Each Agama also has a number of Upagamas, or minor Agamas. The Shaivite sects who follow these texts include the SHAIVA SIDDHANTAS, the Virashaivas or LINGAYATS, and the Kashmir Shaivas in medieval days.

The twenty-eight Shaiva Agamas are broadly classified into two groups, Shivabheda and Rudrabheda. The first were revealed to ten Shivas and the latter to eighteen Rudras. The Shivabheda agamas are: (1) Kamika (including the Mrigendra Agama); (2) Yogaja; (3) Chintya; (4) Karana; (5) Ajita; (6) Dipta; (7) Sukshma; (8) Sahasraka; (9) Amshumana; (10) Suprabheda. The Rudrabheda group are: (11) Vijaya; (12) Nihshvasa; (13) Svayambhuva; (14) Anala; (15) Vira (Bhadra); (16) Raurava; (17) Makuta; (18) Vimala; (19) Chandrajnana or Chandrahasa; (20) Mukhabimba or Bimba; (21) Prodgita or Udgita; (22) Lalita; (23) Siddha; (24) Santana; (25) Sarvokta (Narasimha); (26) Parmeshvara; (27) Kirana; (28) Vatula (or Parahita). The Kamika Agama is mostly followed in Tamil Shaiva temples, and has a commentary by Aghora-shivacharya. The Virashaivas specially follow the Vatula and Vira Agamas.


Shaiva Siddhanta A SHAIVITE school of thought, which developed between the seventh and fourteenth centuries. It literally means ‘the doctrine of the followers of SHIVA’. It bases its philosophy on the VEDAS, UPANISHADS, and the SHAIVA AGAMAS, which are all Sanskrit texts, as well as the Tamil texts of the NAYANAR saints, the twelve TIRUMURAI, and the MEYKANTA SHASTRAS, apart from other Shaivite works.

It sees the supreme reality as Shiva, who is both the formless Absolute, and the personal god and saviour, representing love. Shiva’s ANUGRAHA or grace has five aspects, of creating, maintaining and destroying the world, concealing the truth, and finally, giving liberation. Shiva operates through his, which SHAKTI though a part of him, forms the link between pure consciousness and matter. Through Shakti, knowledge, action and desire come into being, creating the world and the individual souls. Shiva is Pati, the lord, and all the souls are pashu (literally cattle). They are in bondage (pasha) to the world, or material existence. Shiva, the source of all, is not affected by the material world, which is unconscious (achit). Pashu is a term for all souls, but each individual soul or JIVA, is different. It is pure consciousness, that is clouded by impurities. It has the same essence as Shiva, but is not identical. Pasha, that constitutes bondage, includes karma and maya (illusion). Mala or impurity, is part of pasha, and is embedded in maya. It is of various kinds. Sahajamala are those associated with the soul from the very beginning, and remain until liberation. Agantuka mala are the senses and sense objects. Sumsargika mala are those produced by the interrelationship of the first two. It is actually Shiva’s shakti (Maheshvari Shakti) that is the cause of bondage, but at the same time it is acting for the good of all. It helps people to develop and grow in their own way, and though one may seem to suffer, the shakti is always directed for one’s own good.

The world has thirty-six TATTVAS or principles, that arise from Shiva. The world is real but is constantly evolving through the grace of Shiva. This evolution is designed to benefit all.

Acting in the world, the souls, which are eternal, and have knowledge and the ability to act, become bound by false ideas, and wrong actions. Destroying these bonds by right action and devotion to Shiva, the soul is freed from impurities, and united with Shiva, though it retains its separate identity. Divine knowledge is obtained through Shiva, either directly through intuition, or through a guru. Four stages on this path are said to be charya (conduct), kriya or action, yoga or union, and jnana or knowledge, though these can exist simultaneously as well. Daily rituals are an essential part of this school. Certain principles of this school, i.e. of the three forms of pati, pashu and pasha, are the same in some other schools of Shaivism. There are differences of thought within Shaiva Siddhanta. While most hold that Shiva is the instrumental cause of the world, some veer towards the Advaita concept that Brahman (identified with Shiva) is the instrumental and the material cause. There are also some differences on whether the individual soul remains separate after liberation, or attains identity and unity with Shiva.


Shaivism One of the three main streams of Hinduism, the others being VAISHNAVISM and Shaktism. Shaivism centres around the worship of the god SHIVA in his various forms, of the LINGA, his emblem, and of other deities associated with him, particularly PARVATI, GANESHA and KARTTIKEYA. There are innumerable Shaivite texts, as well as Shaivite sects and cults.

Rudra, an early form of Shiva, is mentioned in the RIG VEDA and YAJUR VEDA, whereas Shiva is first clearly referred to in the Shvetasvatara Upanishad. He is also described in the MAHABHARATA and the PURANAS. Several Upapuranas, or minor Puranas, also deal with the worship of Shiva, particularly the Shiva Purana. The Shiva Gita, and the Nanmarai are other early texts dealing with the worship of Shiva. The BHAKTI movement brought in new trends, and the NAYANARS of the seventh to tenth centuries wrote devotional hymns to Shiva in Tamil. Their collected verses are known as the Tirumurai of which the Tevaram forms a part.

The SHAIVA AGAMAS and the MEYKANTA SHASTRAS are among other Shaivite texts, while additional texts are associated with various Shaivite sects. Among early sects is the PASHUPATA, said to be founded by LAKULISHA. Later sects include the Virashaiva or LINGAYAT of Basavanna, the TRIKA SHASTRA and other branches of KASHMIR SHAIVISM. Another important school of Shaivism in south India is the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA. The KALA MUKHA, KANPHATA or NATHA YOGIS, AGHORI and KAPALIKA are also associated with Shiva, and are considered Tantric sects. Other Tantric or SHAKTA sects are those which worship Shiva along with PARVATI as SHAKTI or female energy. SHIVADVAITA is a philosophical school of Shaivism.

Shiva is worshipped both in his many forms, and as a supreme deity.

Within Shaivism, Parvati is also worshipped separately in her many different forms, as DURGA, KALI and other goddesses, and so are GANESHA and KARTTIKEYA. Shaivite temples, many of them with inscriptions, are found all over India. In south India, the Chola dynasty in particular, were patrons of Shaivism. SHANKARA was said to be a Shiva devotee or even an incarnation of Shiva, and founded the DASNAMIS, Shaivite sannyasi orders.

The various Shaiva sects developed a complex philosophy of Shiva as the Supreme Being. They commented on the evolution of the world, the impurities (malas) that bind the soul, and the paths of moksha or liberation. At the same time, a large number of devotees worship the deity with love and devotion, without focusing on the intricacies of Shaiva philosophy. Among Shaivite festivals, Shivaratri is the most important.


Shaivite/Shaiva A follower of the god SHIVA or of any of the sects of SHAIVISM.


Shakambhari A name of DURGA, in her form as goddess of vegetation.


shakha Literally, ‘a branch’. In Hinduism it refers to a branch or school of the VEDA. Each shakha had a different version and interpretation of the texts. According to Shaunaka’s Charana Vyuha, there were five Rig Vedic schools, the Shakala, Bashkala, Ashvalayana, Shankhayana and Mandukayana. The term shakha is also used in different ways, and can refer to the branch of any sect or group.


Shakha, deity A form of the god KARTTIKEYA. Shakha is also described as a brother or son of Karttikeya.


shakinis Female spirits, who were attendants of the deities SHIVA and DURGA.


Shakra (1) A name of the god INDRA.


(2) One of the names of the god SHIVA.


Shakta A sect based on the concept of SHAKTI or divine feminine energy. Shaktas, those who primarily worship Shakti, see the feminine principle represented by Devi or MAHADEVI as inherent in every aspect of the universe. The Shakta sect not only worships the outer form of the deity, who can transform herself into all forms, but the inner aspect. Thus the KUNDALINI is identified with Shakti, and the advanced Shakta attempts to raise it from the MULADHARA to the SAHASRARA CHAKRA. The SAMKHYA theory of PURUSHA and PRAKRITI is also incorporated in Shakta philosophy, where SHIVA represents Purusha, and Shakti, Prakriti. The sect has ascetic, philosophic, and TANTRIC practices, and was initially prominent in Bengal and Assam, though the worship of Shakti is widespread all over India. The ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Syria and Egypt also had the concept of a female generative principle, who was often personified. The principle also exists in the Jewish KABBALAH and the medieval Christian Cathars.


Shakta Pithas Sacred sites in Hinduism, which are repositories of divine feminine energy. According to myths Shakta Pithas occur where parts of the body of the goddess SATI fell, when it was cut into pieces after her death. One hundred and eight such sites are mentioned in texts, along with the different forms of DEVI or Sati. The full list of Pithas occurs in the Pithanirnaya, a Tantric text, also known as the Mahapithapurana. Partial lists occur in the eighteen major PURANAS and other texts. Among the places and forms mentioned are VARANASI, where she is known as Vishalakshi, and PRAYAGA (Allahabad), where she is known as Kumuda. At HASTINAPURA she is called Jayanti, and at Kanyakubja (Kannauj), GAURI. She is KALI at Kalanjara, Ratipriya at Gangadvara (HARDWAR) and SITA at CHITRAKUTA. At Badarinarayana she is Urvashi, at the Payoshni river she is Pingaleshvari, and on the Devika river she is Nandini. One of the most important centres is at Guwahati, where she is known as KAMAKHYA. Thus at each of the places located all over India, she has a different name. Temples exist at several of these sites, and at other places as well, where local traditions state that a portion of Sati’s body fell. Such sites are said to be very powerful, storing the energy or Shakti of Devi. They also known as Pitha Sthanas or Devi Sthanas. (For the names of the different forms, see Sati).


Shakti The principle of female energy. The worship of the female principle has been traced back to the INDUS CIVILIZATION and even earlier where ‘mother goddess’ figurines, and ring stones, thought by some to represent the YONI, have been found. But without textual corroboration it is not possible to say whether these items were worshipped, or in what way. In the Devi Sukta hymn of the RIG VEDA, X.125 the concept of feminine energy inherent in creation is explained. The goddess or Devi is supreme and all-pervading. In this hymn the goddess says: ‘I am the Kingdom, the giver of wealth, the knower of all. I am the first of all rituals … I dwell in all things.’ Two Durgastotras in the MAHABHARATA and the Aryastava in the HARIVAMSHA further expand the concept, while the DEVI MAHATMYA section of the MARKANDEYA PURANA is an important text describing different forms of SHAKTI. In the SAMKHYA philosophy, PRAKRITI is the equivalent of Shakti. Other PURANAS too contain passages on Shakti. Shaktis are named as consorts of the some of the gods, and depicted in images as the MATRIKAS. These represent aspects of one supreme feminine deity. Two texts, the Saundarya Lahiri and the Lalita-sahasranama, are expositions on the powers and aspects of Shakti. Shakti is most commonly associated with SHIVA, but also forms a part of other sects and religions. In VAISHNAVISM, eight Shaktis are named as channels for the energies of the gods. These are Shri, Bhu, Sarasvati, Priti, Pushti, Tushti, Kirti and Shanti. Among other texts devoted to the worship of Shakti or Devi in her various forms are several late UPANISHADS, numerous Tantras, the DEVI-BHAGAVATA PURANA, and other minor Puranas. Reverence and worship of Shakti forms a part of all TANTRIC cults.


Shakti/Shaktri A rishi described in ancient texts. He was the son of VASISHTHA and father of PARASHARA. He cursed KALMASHAPADA to become a RAKSHASA, but then he and all his brothers were eaten by Kalmashapada. His son was born posthumously from his wife ADRISHYANTI.


Shaktism A term for sects related to SHAKTI or female power, also known as SHAKTA sects.


Shakuni A son of King Subala of Gandhara, and brother of GANDHARI, described in the MAHABHARATA. He helped DURYODHANA in his designs against the PANDAVAS. An expert in dice, he played against YUDHISHTHIRA and won all his possessions. He was among those killed in the great war. He was said to be an incarnation of Dvapara, a form of dice personified, and at his death was reabsorbed into Dvapara.


Shakuntala The daughter of the rishi VISHVAMITRA and the apsara Menaka. She grew up in the ashrama of rishi KANVA, and married King DUSHYANTA who came there on a hunt. She was the mother of BHARATA. The story of King Dushyanta and Shakuntala is narrated in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, and has been retold many times. KALIDASA’s Abhijnanashakuntalam, on this theme, is one of the best-known works.


Shalagrama A type of ammonite or fossil, which represents the god VISHNU. These fossils of an extinct species of molluscs are found mainly along the river Gandak. They are said to be pervaded by the divine energy of Vishnu, and are of different colours, marked with spirals. They are considered auspicious, and keeping them in the house and worshipping them brings good fortune. Shalagrama is also a name of Vishnu.


Shama A name of several deities, it is a Sanskrit term meaning ‘serenity of mind’. Shama, personified as a son of the god DHARMA, married Prapti. It is also a name of the gods VISHNU and SHIVA, as well as of a VASU.


Shamba A son of the god KRISHNA. Most texts state he was born from Krishna’s wife JAMBAVATI, though the LINGA PURANA says he was the son of RENUKA. His story is narrated in the MAHABHARATA and the PURANAS. When King Shalva’s army invaded DVARAKA, he fought against them valiantly and defended the city. He abducted Lakshmana, the daughter of DURYODHANA, at her svayamvara, and was captured by the KAURAVAS. BALARAMA went to his rescue and brought Shamba and Lakshmana to Dvaraka. When Dvaraka was approaching its end, and the YADAVAS had already begun to live a debauched life, the rishis VISHVAMITRA, NARADA and KANVA (or DURVASA in some Puranas) visited Dvaraka. His friends dressed Shamba in women’s clothes and, mocking the rishis asked them whether the lady would give birth to a boy or a girl. The rishis cursed him, saying he would give birth to an iron club (or bolt), that would destroy them. Shamba soon produced such a club, which was taken to king UGRASENA, who had it ground into powder and thrown into the sea. But from the powder grew reeds, which turned into clubs, with which the Yadavas destroyed each other. Krishna allowed this to happen, and in fact aided in their destruction, as it was predestined, and it was time for him to leave the world. The tip of JARA’s arrow, with which Krishna was killed, was a fragment of the original club. Shamba too died at this time.

According to some Puranas, Shamba did not die, but was afflicted with leprosy. He went to the north-west of India, where he worshipped SURYA, the sun god, and was cured. He erected a temple of Surya at Mulasthana (Multan).

Shamba’s story has also been retold many times. In modern times the Bengali novel Shamba by Samaresh Basu (1924–88) is considered remarkable.


Shambhala A village where KALKI, the future incarnation of the god VISHNU, will be born. Shambhala is mentioned in some Puranas, including the Kalki Purana, VISHNU PURANA and the BHAGAVATA PURANA. It is also a mythical Buddhist kingdom, and it is a popular concept in New Age sects.


Shambuka A SHUDRA described in the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI. After a BRAHMANA boy died in RAMA’S kingdom, Rama, rising up in his PUSHPAKA VIMANA, or aerial vehicle, searched the land for evidence of unrighteousness, that could have caused the boy’s death. He found Shambuka, a shudra practising ascetic penanaces, and so chopped off his head with a sword. The gods then praised Rama, as it was not right for a shudra to try and reach heaven, and the brahmana boy was restored to life.

This episode was used by the DRAVIDIAN MOVEMENT to condemn the Ramayana as an upper-caste text. Conversely, however, Valmiki, the traditional author, is worshipped by some lower-caste groups. Those who justify this incident state that modern concepts cannot be applied to the past, where the king had to maintain order according to prevailing customs and laws.


Shani (1) One of the NAVAGRAHA, or nine planets, representing the planet Saturn. In Hindu mythology, he is usually considered the son of SURYA and CHHAYA, or sometimes of BALARAMA and REVATI. His chariot travels slowly across the sky, drawn by piebald horses. He is also known as Ara, Kona, and Kroda, and is depicted as a black man, wearing black clothes, with a vulture as his VAHANA or vehicle. Sometimes, he is associated with a crow. In astrology, Shani’s influence is generally malefic, though it can also lead to spiritual and mystical heights. In north India, Shani is propitiated on Saturdays.

(2) Shani is also one of the names of the god SHIVA.


Shankara, deity (1) A name of the god SHIVA.

(2) The name of a VISHVADEVA.


Shankaradeva A BHAKTI saint of the fifteenth to sixteenth century who worshipped the god VISHNU in his various forms.

Born at 1449 at village Bardowa in the present-day district of Naogong in Assam, his father was the shiromani or overlord of a number of local chieftains known as Bhuyans. The boy was born after prayers to the god SHIVA in a local temple, and hence was named Shankara. He lost his parents when still a child, and was looked after by his grandmother, and educated at the gurukula of a learned pandit, Mahendra Kandali. When he grew up his relatives insisted he take over as Shiromani, and also got him married, though his inclinations were for a religious life. After the death of his wife, he handed over his duties to his uncles and set off on a religious pilgrimage in 1481. He visited sacred places including GAYA, PRAYAGA, MATHURA and Puri, and here became a devotee of Lord JAGANNATHA. He began to compose lyrical verses (bargitas) to Jagannatha and Vishnu in his various forms. Returning to his hometown in 1493, he was pursuaded to remarry, but spent all his time in a temple composing verses of devotion, and reading and discoursing on sacred texts.

At this time in Assam there were several warring groups. As the Bhuyans faced problems from the Kacharis and the Koch kingdom, Shankara and his followers moved to the island of Majuli in Ahom territory but, after facing problems there too, went to the Koch kingdom. Here he had initial difficulties, but finally the king, Naranarayana, befriended him. Shankaradeva then lived mainly at Barpeta, and is said to have died in 1568, when he was around 120 years old.

His life has to be seen in the context of the troubled and warlike conditions in Assam, and the prevailing religion, which was based on SHAKTA and TANTRIC rites and involved massive animal sacrifices.

Shankara was against all this, and his form of Vaishnavism gradually became the religion of at least a part of Assam. His philosophical base was Vedantic, but he believed in bhakti, prayers and worship. He was against caste and his followers included lower-castes and tribals. Helped by his main disciple MADHAVADEVA, he composed songs and verses, and wrote books and plays. Among his songs were BARGITAS, compositions with different RAGAS or melodies, ghoshas, or couplets, and bhatimas or eulogistic songs. His plays, with Vaishnavite themes, are still enacted in Assam. They include Rukmini-harana, on the abduction of RUKMINI; Parijata-harana, on the stealing of the PARIJATA tree and the killing of NARAKASURA; Vipra-patni prasada, on the offerings of the wives of the brahmanas to KRISHNA, Kali-damana-yatra, on taming the serpent Kaliya; Keligopala or Rasa-krida, on Krishna in Braja, Rama-vijaya, on the conquests of RAMA. Two books deal with bhakti and the principles of his system of worship. In Bhaktipradipa, which has 308 verses, he advocates chanting the name of God, and the worship of Krishna as the supreme deity; Niminava-siddha-samvada (427 verses) is an account based on the BHAGAVATA PURANA where nine siddhas (perfected beings) reply to questions put by king Nimi. Through this he explains the principles of bhakti and of nivritti. A number of other works are based on Puranic stories. Harishchandra Upakhyana is thought to be his earliest work, in which the story of Raja HARISHCHANDRA is retold in 615 verses. Rukminiharana kavya, in 795 verses, on the abduction of Rukmini, is different from his play of the same name, and is one of his most popular works. He composed other verse works on several sections of the Bhagavata. Bhagavata I in 421 verses, summarizes the first book of the Purana; Bhagavata II is incomplete; Bhagavata VI, or the Ajamilopakhyana, has 426 verses; Amrita Manthana and Balichalana are based on Bhagavata VII, along with other sources; Bhagavata X has 2263 verses, and is based on the original along with the commentary of Sridhara Swami; Kurukshetra, with 602 verses, is also based on a section of Bhagavata X; Bhagvata XI and XII are based on sections of these two books. Other works include Kirtana-ghosha which has 189 kirtanas, and forms one of the basic works of Assamese Vaishnavism; Anadi-patan in 300 verses, tells the story of creation, and explains his views on cosmology, philosophy and theology. Gunamala, on the glory of Vishnu-Krishna, has six kirtana-ghoshas. His Uttara-kanda katha-sara, consists of bargitas based on the Uttara Kanda of the Ramayana, and is meant to be a continuation of MADHAVA KANDALI’s work.

Shankaradeva set up SATRAS, Vaishnava religious centres or monasteries for organizing and spreading Vaishnavism in Assam. These became widespread all over Assam and form the basis of Assamese Vaishnavism.

He is still revered as a great saint and reformer of Assam.


Shankara Mishra A philosopher who probably lived in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries though he is sometimes placed earlier. The son of Bhavanatha of Mithila, he wrote a commentary on the VAISHESHIKA SUTRA, known as Upaskara. By this time the two systems of NYAYA and VAISHESHIKA had fused into one.

Shankara Mishra followed the six-fold classification of categories, which PRASHASTAPADA had recognized as ‘sat’ or existent. Shankara separated them into two groups, the first three being existentially real, and the next three intrinsically real. He wrote another commentary on the Atmatattva viveka of UDAYANA.


Shankara, Sri (Adi Shankaracharya) One of the greatest philosophers of India, an exponent of the ADVAITA school of VEDANTA, who lived in the ninth century. There is some controversy about the date of his birth, though most scholars feel he was born in 788 and died in 820.

Several biographies were written of Shankara, which provide accounts of his life. These include: (1) Vijaya Dindima by Padmapada (2) Brihat Shankaravijaya of Chitsukha (3) Prachina Shankaravijaya, attributed to Anandagiri of the thirteenth century, or to Anandagiri who was a disciple of Shankara; there are references to these texts, but they no longer exist in complete form. Some scholars doubt whether these ever existed. (4) Sankshepa Shankaravijaya, popularly known as Madhaviya Shankaravijaya, composed by Madhavacharya in the fourteenth century. (5) Ananta-Anandagiriya Shankaravijaya: while some attributed this to the thirteenth-century Anandagiri, this is generally considered a much later text. It includes references to a number of religious cults and sects, founded later than the thirteenth century. (6) Chidvilasiya Shankaravijaya: this was probably composed between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries. (7) Keraliya Shankaravijaya, attributed to Govindanatha: according to this Shankara’s last days were at the Vrishachaleshvara temple at Thrissur, Kerala; this text probably dates to the seventeenth century. There are a number of other biographies, as well as commentaries on some of these. Shankara’s life is also described in some Puranas, and in the texts of rival schools of philosophy.

Though there are many myths, stories and conflicting accounts of his life, the broad outlines are given below.

He was born in village Kaladi in present-day Kerala. His parents, Shivaguru and Aryamba (or Sati or Vishishta), were Nambudiri BRAHMANAS and devotees of the god SHIVA. His father died when he was a young boy, and he was then brought up by his mother. He displayed an extraordinary intelligence, soon mastered all the ancient texts and philosophies, and somehow persuaded his mother to allow him to take up sannyasa. He then went in search of a guru, and found him in Govinda Bhagavatapada. Govinda had been the disciple of GAUDAPADA, and taught Shankara the Advaita philosophy that he had learnt from his own guru. Govinda then advised him to go to KASHI, and there Shankara composed commentaries on the BRAHMA SUTRA, BHAGAVAD GITA and UPANISHADS. After this he travelled through the country to restore true religion based on the VEDAS and Upanishads. He defeated many philosophers in debate, and converted them to his point of view. Notable among these was Mandana Mishra, a disciple of KUMARILA BHATTA. Mandana then became Shankara’s disciple. To ensure that his principles and ideas were not forgotten, Shankara set up four mathas, or centres of religious authority and learning. These were the Jyotir Matha at BADARINATH in the north, the Sharada Matha at SRINGERI in the south, the Kalika Matha at DVARAKA in the west, and the Jagannatha govaradhana Matha at Puri in the east. Each of the mathas focuses on different deities, different tirthas, and a different Veda. Their details are given below. According to some accounts, he set up a fifth matha at KANCHIPURAM. He also set up the DASNAMI, or ten orders of sannyasis attached to these mathas.

After completing this immense task, Shankara died at the young age of thirty-two, at KEDARNATH in the Himalayas.

Shankara composed a number of works in which he explained his philosophy which has permeated Indian consciousness. The idea of the One Reality, BRAHMAN, of its identity with the ATMAN or individual soul, and of the world as MAYA or illusion, as well as the concept of KARMA, were known before Shankara, but it was he who explained each with indefatigible logic, and established them in the Indian mind. Even today, every person in India is familiar with these concepts, though they may be understood at different levels and interpreted in various ways.

To Shankara, Brahman is the only reality, identified with Atman, the universal aspect of the individual soul.

The limited individual soul, jiva cannot conceive of Brahman, hence the concept of Ishvara, or God is required. Ishvara is Saguna Brahman limited by qualities, the creator and destroyer of the universe. Through its own power of maya or ajnana, the illusory creative power, Brahman appears as Ishvara, and as the world and everything in it. Ishvara, the jiva and the world have an empirical reality, but for Shankara, true reality is only that which cannot be defined. This is Brahman, and when knowledge (jnana) leads one to realize this truth, moksha (liberation) is attained, and the true nature of the self revealed.

Though Shankara believed in the One Reality, he upheld certain traditional practices. This was because of the times in which he lived, and in order to remove negative practices that had crept into Hinduism, as well as to combat the threat posed by Buddhism. He maintained the traditional structure of caste, and advocated the worship of Ishvara in one of his forms. He is believed to have established the worship of five (Panchayatana) or six deities, of which one could be chosen as the Ishta-devata (personal deity). Various accounts link him with the worship of the linga and with goddess worship.

His ideas were challenged by several later philosophers, chief among them being RAMANUJA and MADHVA.

Literature: Innumerable works have been assigned to Shankara, but it is difficult to say how many of these were actually written by him. Each scholar has their own interpretation of this. S.N. Dasgupta feels that those texts which have several commentaries on them by philosophers not far removed from the time of Shankara are likely to be his. He includes: Brahma-sutrabhashya, his most important work; commentaries on the following Upanishads: Isha, Kena, Katha, Prashna, Mundaka, Mandukya, Aitareya, Taittiriya, Chhandogya, Brihadaranyaka; the Shariraka-mimamsa-bhashya; Aparokshanubhava; commentary on Gaudapada’s Mandukya-karika, known as Gaudapadya-bhashya or Agama-shastra-vivarana; commentary on the Bhagavad Gita; Eka-shloka; the UPADESHASAHASRI, the VIVEKACHUDAMANI; ATMA BODHA or Knowledge of the Soul; Atmanatma-viveka; Atmopadesha-vidhi; Chidanandastava-raja, also known as Dashashloki; Drig-drishyaprakarana; Laghu-vakya-vritti; Vakya-vritti;. According to others, only his commentaries on the Brahma Sutra, Upanishads, Yoga Sutra and Bhagavad Gita, along with the Upadeshasahasri and Bhajagovinda hymn are authentically his.

In addition, other works assigned to him are the Dakshinamurti Stotra, Harimide Stotra, Advaitanubhuti; Tattvopadesha; Praudhanubhuti; SAUNDARYA LAHIRI (includes Ananda Lahiri), as well as several others.

In his works, Shankara not only explained his own theories, but provided a critique of existing philosophies. Shankara’s theories in turn had several critics, giving rise to different schools of philosophy such as Vishishtadvaita, Dvaita, Dvaitadvaita and others. Later Advaita philosophers attempted to address the questions raised by different philosophical systems, and to substantiate and expand on the views of Shankara.


Shankara’s mathas according to the Sringeri records:

[image: image]


In various sources, his disciples are sometimes assigned to different mathas, for instance, Padmapada to Puri, and Hastamalaka to Dvaraka.



Another general criticism of his philosophy is that Shankara’s metaphysical concept of oneness was not given a practical application during his lifetime, and did not promote egalitarianism. This is true of later times too, though Shankara is often quoted and revered.

Traditions of Kanchi Matha: According to the Kanchi Kamakoti matha, this was the chief matha of Shankara, who lived here in the last years of his life, and attained samadhi here. A number of texts are quoted in support of this. The Yoga Linga, one of five lingas believed to have been presented to him by the god Shiva at Kailasha, was established here. Here Shankara consecrated the Shrichakra in front of Devi Kamakshi. With the help of the ruler of Kanchi, Rajasena, he had three main temples constructed, of Sri Ekamranatha, Devi Kamakshi and Sri Varadaraja. According to Kanchi matha, he was born at Kaladi in Kali 2593 corresponding to 509 BCE, and died in Kali 2625, corresponding to 477 BCE. Sarvajnatman was said to be Shankara’s immediate successor at Kanchi. The Kanchi accounts for the discrepancy in dates, by stating that there were actually five Shankaras, known as Adi, Kripa, Ujjvala, Muka and Abhinava. It is Abhinava Shankara who lived in the eighth or ninth century, and is confused by scholars with Adi Shankara. All the Shankaras had similar lives. Some sources also refer to a Shankara matha at Kashi (Varanasi).


Shankaracharyas A title by which the religious heads of the MATHAS established by SHANKARA are known. The first four Shankaracharyas of the four traditional mathas were chosen from among his disciples and were Padmapadacharya, Totakacharya, Hastamalakacharya, and Sureshvara Acharya, earlier known as Mandana Mishra. The head of the Kanchipuram matha also uses the title Shankaracharya. Some other mathas too use this title, including Jain mathas.


shankha The term for a conch. The shankha is considered sacred and is an emblem of the god VISHNU. It is sometimes personified as a Shankha Purusha, a male figure. Conches are blown at the time of prayers and on any auspicious occasion.


Shantanu The father of BHISHMA, CHITRANGADA and Vichitravirya, who is described in the MAHABHARATA. He was the son of Pratipa. He married GANGA, from whom Devavrata or Bhishma was born, and later married SATYAVATI, from whom Chitrangada and Vichitravirya were born.


Shanti Durga temple A temple dedicated to the goddess DURGA, in the form of Shanti Durga, located a little outside the town of Ponda in Maharashtra. The main shrine has an image of the goddess and an octagonal domed tower above. There is also a secondary shrine and a rectangular mandapa, with a gabled roof. The temple has glass chandeliers, wooden ceilings and silver screens with embossed doorways.


Sharabha (1) A form taken by the god SHIVA.

(2) A name of the god VISHNU.

(3) The name of several others, including a NAGA and an ASURA.


Sharada A name of the goddess SARASVATI.


Sharada Temple A temple dedicated to the goddess SHARADA, located at SRINGERI in Karnataka. The present temple dates to 1916, but is a reconstruction of an earlier temple. The first structure is said to go back to the time of Sri SHANKARA in the eighth or ninth century, and consisted of a YANTRA, a sacred diagram, drawn by Shankara on a rock in the middle of the Tunga river. A sandalwood image was installed on this, and it was covered with a thatched roof. VIDYARANYA, the guru of the founders of the Vijayanagara empire, installed a golden image and added a tiled roof. The new construction was started in 1907.

Sharada is the main deity of the Sringeri Matha. She represents the Absolute, and has no consort. In her hands the goddess holds a jar of AMRITA, the divine nectar of immortality, a book, representing supreme knowledge, and a mala or rosary, symbolizing the aksharas, the divine syllables from which forms are created. The fourth hand is in chin mudra, a form indicating the identity of the individual soul with BRAHMAN. Sharada is another form of the goddess Lalita Raja Rajeshvari, and is worshipped through the recitation of the LALITA SAHASRANAMA. She is also called Sharada Parameshwari, Sarasvati and Ishvari.

The temple has a GARBHA GRIHA with the deity, and a small ante-chamber in front, enclosed in granite. Around this is a passageway, and in front a large MANDAPA or pillared hall.


Sharada-mangala/Sarada-mangala A MANGALA-KAVYA, a poem composed in Bengali on the goddess SHARADA or Sarasvati, by Beharila Chakrabarty (1835–94). In this work the poet reveals his own relationship with the deity. Sharada is multifaceted, both a heroine and a goddess, the source of all beauty and knowledge. She is the deity of nature, the universal woman, and the source of all creation.


sharira The body, known in Sanskrit as sharira, has been extensively analysed in ancient texts. According to various metaphysical speculation, the body is not merely a physical entity. The sthula-sharira, or gross body, contains the ATMAN or soul. Within it are also CHAKRAS and NADIS, that if purified can lead to bliss and perfection. Around it are other subtle bodies. The linga-sharira, or sukshma-sharira, the subtle body, does not die with the physical body, but retains the impressions and experiences of the physical body, transferring these to another body when the person or being is reincarnated. The karana-sharira or para-sharira, known as the causal body, retains the record of succeeding births, and leads to birth in a particular body, time or place. Apart from these bodies, there are KOSHAS or sheaths. The annamayakosha, or ‘food sheath’, corresponds with the sthula sharira. The pranamaya-kosha, manomaya-kosha and vijnanamaya kosha, are contained in the lingasharira, while the anandamaya-kosha is part of the para-sharira.

Certain forms of YOGA are concerned with the perfection of the body and the realization of its subtle and hidden energies. TANTRA focuses on the body in order to transcend its limitations. Other systems focus on cleanliness of the body, or its purification through fasts. The technique of NYASA attempts to recreate the body of the deity within oneself through touch, along with the use of MANTRAS and divine symbols. The body is also described in detail in texts on AYURVEDA.


Sharnga The bow of KRISHNA or VISHNU.


Shashishekhara A BHAKTI saint, a composer of VAISHNAVA poems (padas) in Bengali, who lived in the eighteenth century. According to tradition, he was from village Kandra, now in Burdwan district of West Bengal. Most of his padas are collected in the anthology Nayikaratnamala. Similar padas are ascribed to one Chandrashekhara, and some feel this was another name of Shashi. His padas are still popular and are sung as KIRTANAS.


Shashthi A mother goddess associated with the god KARTTIKEYA or Skanda, and sometimes called Skandamata. In some texts Shashthi is said to be the wife of Karttikeya. The name is explained in two ways: she is a one-sixth part (shashthi = six) of Karttikeya, or she represents the six Krittikas who reared Karttikeya. She was also known as DEVASENA. Shashthi is depicted in various ways. In early sculpture she is shown along with Karttikeya and may hold one or more children. She often has six heads, indicating the six Krittikas.

A Kushana period relief at Mathura has a six-headed Shashthi flanked by Skanda and VISHAKHA. Shashthi also occurs on Yaudheya coins.

The BRAHMAVAIVARTA PURANA states that fair-faced Shashthi was created by the god BRAHMA, is the protector of children, and grants offspring to worshippers. She should be worshipped on the sixth day of the lunar fortnight, on the sixth and twenty-first days after a baby’s birth, and on all auspicious days in a child’s life. In worship she is offered fruit, flowers and incense.

Shashthi is a popular goddess in Bengal, worshipped for the protection of children. A medieval text, the Shashthi-mangala, recounts her stories and methods of worship.


Shastra The name of a certain category of Sanskrit texts. Shastra, a Sanskrit word, originally meant an order, command or rule. It can also refer to teaching, or good advice or council. Shastras include religious or sacred texts, scientific manuals, or books of rules or precepts. For instance, DHARMA SHASTRAS are texts on right conduct, sanctified by customary religious law; SHULVA SHASTRAS provide information on principles of measurement for sacrificial altars.










Shata-dushani A Sanskrit text composed by VEDANTA DESIKA in the thirteenth century, in which he refutes and criticizes the ADVAITA philosophy of SHANKARA and his followers. The available text has sixty-six refutations, though the name ‘shata’ signifies that it should have one hundred. (One scholar states that ‘shata’ in this context means ‘many’ and not a hundred).

In the first objection or refutation, Desika deals with the Advaita view that BRAHMAN is qualityless. If this is true, he says, it cannot be denoted by the term Brahman. In his second objection, he says that if Brahman is qualityless, it cannot be known through inquiry, as advocated by Advaita, as inquiry concerns knowing its specific nature. In this manner, Vedanta Desika attempts to counter the main theories of Advaita. In the sixty-sixth refutation, he concludes by saying that Shankara’s philosophy cannot be reconciled with the BRAHMA SUTRA.


Shatapatha Brahmana A Sanskrit text, a BRAHMANA attached to the VAJASANEYI SAMHITA (White Yajur Veda). This is the longest of the Brahmanas. The text has two main recensions, the Kanva and Madhyadina. The Madhyadina has 100 adhyayas (chapters) in fourteen kandas (sections). The kandas and their main topics are: (1) Haviryajna, dealing with the full and new moon sacrifices; (2) Ekapadika, on the installation of the sacred fires, Agnihotra, Pindapitrayajna, Agrayana and Chaturmasya; (3) Adhvara, on SOMA sacrifices; (4) Graha, also on Soma sacrifices; (5) Sava, on the VAJAPEYA and RAJASUYA; (6) Ukhasambharana; (7) Hastighata; (8) Chiti; (9) Samchiti; (10) Agnirahasya. These adhyayas from (6–10) deal with the agnichayana (laying of the fire altar), and agnirahasya (fire altar mystery). (11) Ashtadhyayi, a recapitulation of the previous chapters; (12) Madhyama, on various sacrifices; (13) Ashvamedha, includes descriptions of the ASHVAMEDHA, and PURUSHAMEDHA; (14) Brihadaranyaka, which includes the BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD.

The text thus has descriptions of the method of performing various sacrifices. Apart from those mentioned above, the sarvamedha (sacrifice of all), UPANAYANA (initiation) and antyeshti (funeral ceremonies) are among the other topics covered. Svadhyaya, daily Vedic study, and the duties of a student are also described.

The rishi YAJNAVALKYA is the traditional author. However in kandas 6–10, Shandilya is the teacher, and Yajnavalkya is not mentioned. In the last part of the text, the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, sacrifices are only symbolic.

The Kanva recension has 104 adhyayas in seventeen kandas. These kandas are: Ekapad, Haviryajna, Uddhari, Adhvara, Graha, Vajapeya, Rajasuya, Ukhasambharana, Hastighata, Chiti, Sagnichiti (or Samchiti), Agnirahasya, Ashtadhyayi, Madhyama, Ashvamedha, Pravargya, and Brihadaranyaka. The contents of the two recensions are largely the same, but some adhyayas of the Madhyadina are here divided into two.

This Brahmana explains Vedic sacrifices in detail. In addition it includes myths and legends, such as the story of PURURAVA and Urvashi, and of CHYAVANA and Sukanya. Another interesting aspect is the various questions framed as riddles.

The Shatapatha is one of the latest Brahmanas.


Shatarudriya A hymn on RUDRA in the YAJUR VEDA. The MAHABHARATA (VII.202) has a similar description of Shiva’s forms.


Shatrughna The son of the king DASHARATHA, and half-brother of RAMA, described in the RAMAYANA. His mother was queen Sumitra, and he was the twin brother of LAKSHMANA. He was married to Shrutakirti, who was related to SITA. Shatrughna is said to be a partial incarnation of the god VISHNU, to the extent of one-eighth. Shatrughna revered and loved Rama, but was specially close to Bharata. He was sent by Rama, to defeat the asura Lavana, son of Madhu. On the way, he stopped at Valmiki’s ashrama and was there when Sita delivered her twin sons Lava and Kusha. However, at her request, he did not tell Rama about the birth of their sons. After killing Lavana, he took over his kingdom, and established the city of Madhura (MATHURA). He spent twelve years there before briefly visiting Ayodhya, but again returned to Mathura. Towards the end of his life, Rama sent for Shatrughna. Shatrughna divided his territory between his two sons, Subahu and Shatrughati, with Subahu receiving Mathura, and Shatrughati, Vidisha. At Ayodhya, he entered the river Sarayu along with Rama and others, and ascended to heaven. In the Ramacharitamanasa of Tulasidasa, his sons are named Subahu and Yupaketu.


Shesha/Sheshanaga The king of the NAGAS or serpents, described in Hindu mythology. He ruled in PATALA, one of the LOKAS or worlds, and had a thousand heads. He is also called ANANTA. The god VISHNU sleeps on Shesha or Ananta, in the intervals between creation. According to one account in the MAHABHARATA, SHESHA left his mother KADRU and practised austerities in various places, including on GANDHAMADANA, at the foot of Himavan, and in BADARI, Gokarna and the forests of PUSHKARA. He wished to be emancipated from his body, and to avoid the companionship of his brothers. BRAHMA then persuaded him to go through a crevice and support the earth, and gave him SUPARNA to help him. His austerities gave him the strength to bear the earth. Shesha is the same as ANANTA, and BALARAMA is his incarnation.


Sheshayana A form of the god VISHNU, who sleeps on the serpent ANANTA or SHESHA in the intervals between creation.


shikhara A term for the tower rising above a temple. It is particularly used for TEMPLES of the north Indian or Nagara style.


shiksha The science of phonetics, one of the VEDANGAS, or additional branches of the VEDA. It deals with the correct pronunciation and recitation of the Vedas. Shiksha is first mentioned in the Taittiriya Upanishad. Pratishakhyas, texts of the different shakhas or schools of the Vedas, lay down the basic rules, Samhita Pathas indicate how the Samhitas are to be recited, Pada Pathas separate each word on the basis of how they should be pronounced. Other works on shiksha are assigned to various authors, such as Vyasa-Shiksha, of VYASA, or Bharadvaja Shiksha, of BHARADVAJA. Shiksha forms an important aspect of the Vedas, as it is believed that rituals have no effect, or the wrong effect, if the pronunciation and intonation are not as prescribed.


Shilada A rishi described in the PURANAS, who was the father of NANDI, the vehicle and companion of the god SHIVA.


Shilappadikaram A Tamil epic, sometimes considered part of SANGAM LITERATURE, though usually assigned to a later date.

The name Shilappadikaram can be translated as The Jewelled Anklet. The author is said to be Ilangovadigal, the grandson of Karikala, a king of the Chola dynasty, who ruled in the first or second centuries CE. References in the text indicate it could be much later and some scholars assign it to the sixth century CE. This verse epic narrates the story of Kovalan and KANNAKI, a married couple. Kovalan fell in love with the dancer Madhavi, and spent all his money on her. Kannaki however remained faithful to Kovalan, and penniless, the couple reached the city of MADURAI. Kannaki then took off one of her anklets, and gave it to Kovalan to sell, but in the market he was accused as a thief, as the queen had lost a similar anklet. The falsely accused Kovalan was put to death, and Kannaki, when she heard of it, stormed through the city in grief. Finally she was taken to the king, and when she showed him her remaining anklet he realized he had falsely condemned an innocent man. ‘I am no king,’ he said, and in shock he fell down dead. Kannaki then tore off one of her breasts and threw it in the city, which went up in flames. Thus she destroyed the king and his city, and finally retreated to a hill where she died a few days later, rejoining her husband in heaven. Kannaki is worshipped as goddess in the Tamil region, a symbol of a wife’s chastity, devotion and loyalty to her husband.


Shishupala An enemy of the god KRISHNA, described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. Shishupala was also related to Krishna. Shrutashravas (or Shrutadeva), daughter of SHURA (Krishna’s grandfather), married Damaghosha, king of Chedi, and their son was Shishupala. He was to be married to RUKMINI, and was against Krishna who had carried her away and married her. Shishupala was born with three eyes and four arms. It was predicted that the extra eye and limbs would disappear when the one who was destined to kill him placed the child in his lap. This happened when Krishna took the child on his knees. According to the VISHNU PURANA, Shishupala was earlier the daitya HIRANYAKASHIPU. After he was killed by NARASIMHA, he was reborn as RAVANA. ‘He had long enjoyed the reward of his virtues in exemption from an embodied state’, but then was reborn, destined to be killed by Krishna. As his thoughts were always on Krishna, though in enmity, after death he was united with the deity.


Shitala A mother goddess, worshipped in rural Bengal for protection from disease, particularly smallpox. Shitala is usually depicted dressed in red, seated on a lotus or a donkey. She was more popular in the days when smallpox was widespread.


Shitikantha Acharya The composer of Mahanaya Prakasha, a work in an early form of Kashmiri, on TANTRA and YOGA. Shitikantha probably lived in the thirteenth century, and his work has ninety-four vakhs or verses. The Bal-bodhini avesta is sometimes assigned to him, but the author of this lived in the fifteenth century, and was probably a different Shitikantha.


Shiv Dayal Singh The founder of the RADHASOAMI lineage. Born in a Hindu Khatri family in August 1818 at Agra in present-day Uttar Pradesh, Shiv Dayal was the eldest son of Lala Dilwali Singh and his wife Mahamaya. He was said to have been born through the blessings of the guru known as TULASI SAHIB, and according to traditional accounts, he began to meditate and expound on the true religion from the age of six. Some claim that he was initiated on the spiritual path by Tulasi Sahib, who was his guru, or by Girdhari Lal (also called Girdhari Das), the chief disciple of Tulasi. Others state that being a perfect incarnation of the Lord, he was never initiated. Influences on his teachings have been traced to Tulasi, KABIR, Guru Nanak and the Sufi saints, among others. Shiv Dayal began to organize satsang (religious gatherings) and explain the basic SANT MAT (way of saints) concepts in 1861. In 1866 this was named Radhasoami Satsang. He continued to teach and offer satsang at Agra, until his death in June 1878.

Shiv Dayal’s ashes are buried in Dayal Bagh, Agra, which is today a centre of pilgrimage. During his seventeen years of teaching, he initiated over 4000 people, including men and women of all religions. His main teachings are compiled in Sar Bachan (True Words), containing both prose and poems. It includes mystical poems, verses and prayers of praise. These were probably dictated by him and put together by his chief disciple, Salig Ram. The main principles of his teaching was the purification of the soul (surat), and realization of the divine through Surat Shabd Yoga, concentration on inner light and sound. He describes the musical inner sounds that could be heard, and his union with the divine, known as Radhasoami. The Supreme Being is described as the Alakh Purush (invisible person) whose splendour is that of billions and trillions of suns. The surat (soul) that reaches there, acquires a brilliant form, and perceives the Agami Lok (inaccessible sphere) shining with light. Beyond that is the Anami Purusha (the Nameless One) who is infinite and indescribable.

The key principles of the Radhasoami sect were laid down by Shiv Dayal. Today, however, there are several different groups and lineages, who have slightly different interpretations of the concepts. These developed over time from the six main gurus who succeeded him: Rai SALIG RAM, JAIMAL SINGH, Radhaji (Narayan Dei), Partap Singh, Gharib Das and Sanmukh Das. While Shiv Dayal’s brother Partap Singh carried on his teachings, his other brother Bindraban started the Bindrabani sect in Faizabad, and had a large following.


Shiva One of the two most important gods of Hinduism, the other being VISHNU. Three gods, BRAHMA, Vishnu and Shiva, represent creation, preservation and destruction, but Brahma, the creator, is less important than the other two.

Shiva is not only part of the trinity, but is also a supreme deity, the ultimate source and goal. The PASHUPATA, SHAIVA SIDDHANTA, and some other sects, view Shiva as equal to or even greater than BRAHMAN. This view occurs in texts of these sects, and in Shaiva Puranas. As the supreme reality, Shiva is both the formless Absolute, and the personal god and saviour, representing love. The whole world operates through his ANUGRAHA or grace, that has five aspects, of creating, maintaining and destroying the world, concealing the truth, and finally, giving liberation. Certain Shaiva texts explain that the supreme Shiva is the creator of the trinity. There is a similar concept of a supreme Vishnu, in Vaishnava texts.

As part of the trinity, Shiva is a complex deity with several different aspects. According to A.L. Basham, Shiva’s character, unlike that of Vishnu, is ‘ambivalent’, as he can be a moral and paternal god, or a god of outsiders, of those outside the Brahmanical maintream, worshipped in different ways. Several TANTRIC cults are also associated with Shiva.

Though some associate Shiva with the INDUS CIVILIZATION, this is only a conjecture that has been challenged by other scholars. Historically, Shiva is not mentioned in the VEDAS, but an earlier form of the deity is thought to be the Vedic RUDRA. In the YAJUR VEDA, Rudra’s other names are given as Kapardin, Sharva, Bhava, Shambhu, Shankara and Shiva, thus leading to his later identification with Shiva. In the Atharva Veda, some of the names of Shiva are associated with the VRATYAS. The BRAHMANAS contain references to Rudra.

In the Shvetashvatara Upanishad, probably dating from the sixth century BCE, Rudra is described as Eka-deva, the One God, and is also known as Hara, Isha, Mahapurusha, Ishana, Bhagavat, Shiva and Maheshvara. The worship of Shiva is also described extensively in the MAHABHARATA. Megasthenes, the Greek ambassador to the court of Chandragupta Maurya in the fourth century BCE, mentions the worship of Dionysius, thought to be his term for Shiva. A large Shiva LINGA found from Gudimallam in south-east India, dated to the second or first century BCE, indicates linga worship from this time. PATANJALI, of about the same period, also mentions Shiva Bhagavatas. These seem to be similar to the PASHUPATAS mentioned in the Mahabharata and later texts.

Inscriptions, coins and Shiva sculptures are numerous from the first century CE, and increase at the time of the Gupta dynasty (300–550), though the Gupta kings were inclined towards VAISHNAVISM. Shaivism also flourished in the Deccan and western India and, from the seventh century onwards, became a major religion in south India.

There are numerous myths and legends about Shiva in the Puranas and other texts. According to one story, Shiva, blue and white in colour, was born from BRAHMA, and, known as Rudra, while according to another, he was born from Vishnu. In many stories, Shiva is described as supreme, higher than any other deity. The Linga Purana narrates how Brahma and Vishnu were perplexed by the appearance of Shiva’s linga of light, without beginning or end. Several PURANAS describe Shiva, his worship and the legends associated with him, while the SHAIVA AGAMAS, and the TIRUMURAI including hymns of the NAYANARS are among other Shaivite texts.

In images, Shiva is depicted with anything up to five faces, and always has three eyes. These represent his knowledge of the past, present and future. The third eye is in the centre of his forehead; a crescent moon above it indicates time measured through the phases of the moon. Around his neck is a garland of skulls, symbolizing destruction, or sometimes a snake, symbolizing fertility, or alternately the recurrent cycle of years. His hair is matted and gathered into a topknot or coil. Above it is the personification of the river GANGA, which he is said to have received into his hair. Thus he is also known as Gangadhara, the bearer of the Ganga. His throat is blue, from the poison he swallowed at the time of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA. His five faces are known as Ishana, Tatpurusha, Aghora, Vamadeva and Sadyojata. Each of these can also be represented as a separate deity.

His consort is PARVATI or Uma, who has many forms, and was earlier born as SATI. The myth of the sacrifice of DAKSHA, father of Sati, and Shiva’s exclusion from it is connected with the worship of SHAKTA PITHAS.

Shiva’s other wife is Ganga, and his two sons are KARTTIKEYA and GANESHA. According to some myths, HANUMAN is also his son.

Shiva is most commonly worshipped in the form of a LINGA, which is both a phallic symbol, and a representation of cosmic order and regeneration. There are several different types of lingas. His vahana or vehicle is NANDI, a white bull, and his favourite weapon is a TRISHULA, or trident. His other weapons are Pashupata, a spear, Ajagava or Pinaka, a bow; Khatvanga, a club; and Parashu, an axe.

In general, Shiva, in his lesser aspect as one of the trinity, exists outside established society. As a wandering ascetic, he has to be lured by Parvati into a domestic setting with a family. Even so they never live in a settled home, but in caves, mountains and forests. In the Himalayas are several places where Shiva is said to have lived, and visits even now, though his main abode is on Mt KAILASHA. Thus Shiva is a god of the mountains, untramelled and free. He often sits in meditation, and his TAPAS or austerities are so intense, that in one myth his veins are said to have ashes instead of blood.

His principal function is that of destruction and Shiva fought a number of battles, defeating various demons. One flash of his third eye could reduce a person or god to ashes. But though he is the god of destruction, he is also the god of regeneration, known for his sexual vigour.

More than a thousand names of Shiva are listed in various texts. Among them are: Aja; Aghora; Ananta; Andhakaghati, the killer of the asura ANDHAKA; Augadh, the carefree reveller, worshipped particularly by Tantrics; BHAIRAVA, the ferocious one; Bhava; Bhima; BHUTESHVARA, lord of bhutas, which are goblins or ghosts, and various other beings; DAKSHINAMURTI, literally the south-facing, who is the univeral teacher; Ekakasha; Hara, Jatandhara, as he has matted hair; Kapalin, who holds a skull; Kashinatha, lord of KASHI; Kedarnatha, lord of Kedara; Kirata, a hunter; Lingaraja, the personification of the eternal reproductive power of nature; Lokeshvara, lord of the world; Mahakala, the god of time; as the lord of time, he is also known as Mahamrityunjaya or the conqueror of death; Mahesha, Maheshvara, or Mahadeva, the Supreme Lord; NATARAJA: the god of dance; Nilakantha, with a blue neck; Parameshvara, supreme Lord; PASHUPATI, lord of animals, or lord of souls; Ramanatha, lord of Rama; Rudra; SADASHIVA, the eternal; Sarva; SOMANATHA, lord of the moon; SHANKARA or Shambhu, the giver of happinesss, health and wealth; Sthanu; Trilochana; Tripuraghatin, Tripurantaka or Tripuranashana as he destroyed the three cities (Tripura) of the asuras; Tryambaka; TYAGARAJA; Ugra, Umapati or Girjapati, the consort of Uma or Girija, Virupaksha; Yati, Yogiraja, or Yogeshvara, the god of ascetics; in this form he sits in meditation on Mt KAILASHA, his hair matted and his body smeared with ash, his eternal meditation upholding the world.

Each of these names is related to his various aspects or to his exploits.

In addition, some Shaiva texts and Puranas mention a number of incarnations of Shiva. According to the Linga Purana, Shiva in the form of Yogeshvara, teacher of YOGA, is born in successive yugas (either Kali or Dvapara). As there have been twenty-eight yugas in the present MANVANTARA, there are twenty-eight incarnations of Shiva. These are: (1) Shveta; (2) Sutara; (3) Madana; (4) Suhotra; (5) Kanchana; (6) Lokakshi; (7) Jaigishavya; (8) Dadhivahana; (9) Rishabha; (10) Muni; (11) Ugra; (12) Atri; (13) Vali; (14) Gautama; (15) Vedashirsha; (16) Gokarna; (17) Guhavasi; (18) Shikhandabhrit; (19) Jatamali; (20) Attahasa; (21) Daruka; (22) Langali; (23) Mahakaya; (24) Shuli; (25) Mundishvara; (26) Sahishnu; (27) Somasharma; (28) Jagadguru.

Each of these Yogeshvaras had four disciples. The same Purana states that in every Dvapara Yuga, Shiva was born as Veda Vyasa. Thus twenty-eight forms of Vyasa, are also Shiva. The Vayu Purana has a similar account of twenty-eight incarnations of Shiva, one born in each Dvapara Yuga. Each of these was located in a particular area. For instance Atri was located in the Haimaka forest, and Attahasa on the Attahas mountain in the Himalayas.

According to Gunaratna, a fourteenth century Jain writer, Shiva has eighteen avataras or incarnations. These are: Nakulisha, Kaushika, Gargya, Maitreya, Kaurusha, Ishana, Para-gargya, Kapilanda, Manushyak, Atri, Pingala, Pushpaka Brihadarya, Agasti, Sanatana, Rasikara, and Vidyaguru.

Shiva can be worshipped along with Parvati or alone. A special form with Parvati is ARDHANARISHVARA, where the two are conjoined. Shiva is also depicted in family scenes, along with his wife and sons.

Shiva temples are located all over India. VARANASI, the ancient KASHI, is a city particularly important for Shiva worship. In south India, Chidambaram is one of the most important Shaiva centres. Among the most important Shiva temples are the sites of the twelve jyotir lingas, at SOMANATH, KEDARNATH, KASHI VISHVANTHA, Mahakaleshvara at Ujjain, OMKARESHVARA, Mallikarjuna, Vaidyantha or Baijnath dham, Ghushmeshvara, BHIMASHANKARA, TRYAMBAKESHVARA, Nageshvara, and Rameshvaram. Historically, the Cholas of south India was the dynasty most closely associated with Shiva. The Cholas built grand Shiva temples, including the BRIHADESHVARA TEMPLE and those at Darasuram and Chidambaram. Among modern-day Shiva temples is a huge monument at Chhattarpur on the outskirts of Delhi. Other significant temples include the Jogeshwari Cave Temple at ELEPHANTA. There are also innumerable small Shiva temples, some of which consist only of a mud hut with a linga. Shivaratri is the main festival for the worship of Shiva. See Shaivism.


Shiva (Shivaa) (1) The wife of the Vasu Anila, mother of Manojava and Avijnatagati.

(2) The wife of the rishi ANGIRAS. SVAHA assumed her form and cohabited with AGNI.


Shiva Mangala The story of SHIVA in Bengal forms the introductory part of a number of MANGALA-KAVYAS composed in Bengali. In addition, there are separate mangala-kavyas on Shiva, known as Shivayan, Shiva-sankirtan, or Shiva-mangala. At least twenty-five such works are known, and Kavichandra, (seventeenth century), Ramakrishna, (seventeenth century), and Rameshwar Bhattacharya (eighteenth century) are among the best-known composers of these.

The Shiva mangalas are of different kinds. In most of them, Shiva is depicted as a man from a poor or lower-middle-class family. Ramakrishna’s work is based mainly on the PURANAS, with some TANTRIC elements. In Rameshwar Bhattacharya’s Shivayan, Shiva is a poor farmer, living with his devoted wife GAURI. Here too the Tantric element is introduced in Shiva’s relationship with another woman, Bagdini. This poetic work, which tells an interesting story along with the element of devotion, is extremely popular.


Shiva Purana A Sanskrit text, a PURANA, which deals with the worship of the god SHIVA. This is different from the VAYU PURANA, which is also sometimes called the Shiva Purana.

The Shiva Purana is often called a Maha-Purana, though it does not usually appear in the list of eighteen major Puranas. According to an account in the Purana, it once had twelve samhitas or books containing 100,000 verses, but was then abridged by VYASA who taught it to his disciple Romaharshana.

The Shiva Purana occurs in different versions. One of these has seven samhitas or books, dealing with different aspects of Shaivism. The books are: (1) Vidyeshvara Samhita; (2) Rudra Samhita; (3) Shatarudra Samhita; (4) Kotirudra Samhita; (5) Uma Samhita; (6) Kailasha Samhita; (7) Vayaviya Samhita. This version also contains the names of five more samhitas that once belonged to the Purana: Vainayaka Samhita; Mata Samhita; Rudraikadasha Samhita; Sahasrakoti Samhita and Dharma Samhita. Another version has six samhitas: (1) Jnana-Samhita; (2) Vidyeshvara Samhita; (3) Kailasha Samhita; (4) Sanat Kumara Samhita; (5) Vayaviya Samhita; (6) Dharma Samhita. In a third version, the text is divided into two khandas or sections, Purva Khanda and Uttara Khanda.

The Shiva Purana was recited by Romaharshana (LOMAHARSHANA) to the rishis in the NAIMISHA forest. Originally, it was narrated by BRAHMA to the rishi NARADA. This Purana describes Shiva as the supreme deity, and explains different types of SHAIVISM.



Shiva Sutra A text written in the eighth century by VASUGUPTA, which describes the basic principles of KASHMIR SHAIVISM. It has short aphorisms (sutras) on the non-dual nature of reality. According to tradition, Vasugupta is not actually the author, as the sutras were revealed to him. Kallata in his Spanda-vritti states that Shiva taught the sutras to Vasugupta in a dream. KSHEMARAJA in his commentary Vimarshini states that Vasugupta had a dream in which Shiva told him that the sutras were engraved on a stone or rock on the Mahadeva mountain in Kashmir, and he should teach them to others. Vasudeva went there and touched the rock, and the sutras were revealed. The rock, known as Shankarpala, is still revered. Bhaskara in his varttika (commentary) on the Sutras says they were revealed to Vasugupta in a dream by a siddha. Several commentaries were later written on this text, including one by Vasugupta himself.

The Shiva Sutra deals with ultimate reality, the manifestation of the world, bondage and liberation. Ultimate reality is Parama Shiva, the supreme Shiva, and prakasha-vimarshamaya, the eternal light along with its shakti or divine power. It is chit, the underlying consciousness behind all experience. It has infinite powers, and by its nature, the world is produced.


Shivadvaita A monistic school of philosophy, based on the worship of SHIVA as the one deity, who along with SHAKTI, is identical with BRAHMAN. This system was developed by SHRIKANTHACHARYA in the twelfth century. Others who contributed to this school include APPAYA DIKSHITAR.


Shivajnana-bodham (Shivananapotam) A text written in Tamil in the thirteenth century by MEYKANTA-DEVA, which forms one of the basic texts for the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA philosophy. The text consists of twelve verses. According to some sources, these are translations from a Shaiva Agama, the Raurava Agama. Others however state that they are original compositions. Meykanta added a commentary of eighty-one verses to his basic text, and there are several later commentaries, which further explain the text.

The work deals with the nature of creation, its causes, BRAHMAN, god and the JIVA. Brahman and the jiva or individual soul are both self-controlled and luminous, but are not identical, as the jiva is in bondage (pasha), and Brahman can never be so. MALAS or impurities remain in PRAKRITI at the time of dissolution, and reappear with creation. These malas are part of MAYA, and cloud one’s perception. SHIVA is neither visible nor invisible. His presence can be known through inference, and he is the cause of everything. It is through him that all experiences take place, and through him that the individual is freed.

Among the important commentaries on this work are those of Arulnandi Shivachariyar and Shivajnana Munivar.


Shivajnana-siddhiyar A text on SHAIVA SIDDHANTA philosophy, written in Tamil in the thirteenth century by Arulnandi Shivacharya, who was a disciple of MEYKANTA-DEVA. It is divided into two sections, each beginning with invocatory and introductory verses. The first section, Parabakkam, has 290 verses and contrasts Shaiva Siddhanta with other prevailing philosophical systems. Fourteen philosophical systems are covered, beginning with the Lokayata or materialistic school, and ending with the PANCHARATRA system. The second part, Subakkam, comments on Meykanta’s SHIVAJNANA-BODHAM, and provides a clear explanation of the Shaiva Siddhanta philosophy.

Arulnandi was a renowned scholar, with a knowledge of all the Agamas. His other known work is Irupairubadhu.


Shivappirakasar A BHAKTI poet and scholar, who lived in the seventeenth century, and composed works in Tamil. Shivappirakasar was the son of Kumaraswami Desikar of Kanchipuram, and belonged to the LINGAYAT sect. After his father’s death he moved to TIRUVANNAMALAI, where he composed his first work Sonasailamalai. He then went to Venganur (Tiruvengai), where he wrote Tiruvengaikkovai and Tiruvengaikkalambakam, in praise of the presiding deity there. He became a SANNYASI and wandered to several places, composing songs in praise of deities. His Kuvamala-puranam is a Sthala Purana on the sacred centre of Kuvam, in present-day North Arcot district. He began Kalatti-puranam, a Sthala Purana on KALAHASTI, which was completed by his brothers. He composed a number of other works in Tamil, and translated some texts from Kannada and Sanskrit. Among these was the Prabhulingalile, on Lingayat philosophy. As he lived for several years at Turaimangalam, he came to be known as Turaimangalam Shivappirakasar Swamigal.


Shivaratri A festival celebrated to honour and worship the god SHIVA. The festival takes place in February or March. On this night, Shiva is said to manifest himself as a jyotir LINGA, or pillar of light. Devotees fast during the day, and chant a series of Shiva mantras through the night. They gather at Shiva temples which are decorated with flowers and lights, and make offerings to the Shiva linga. The following day there are feasts, songs and celebrations. Another Shivaratri festival takes place in the month of Shravana (Julu–August)


Shivatattva-chintamani A text composed in Kannada by LAKKANA DANDESHA in the fifteenth century. It is considered an encyclopedia of the LINGAYAT or Virashaiva sect, and contains an extensive account of Basava’s life, as well as a description of Shiva’s lilas (sports).


shloka A term for a Sanskrit verse. Shlokas are of different kinds, and can include chants to deities, proverbs, short statements, or any kind of verse, which is part of a longer composition. The word shloka is used several times in the RIG VEDA. According to YASKA, it is derived from the root ‘shru’, ‘to hear’, and the shloka therefore is one which is to be heard. SAYANA refers to this, but feels it is derived from the root ‘shlokr’, meaning to unite or to compose. In general, shloka refers to a poem or hymn in any metre. In a specific sense, shloka also refers to a particular metre, anushtubha, which has four padas or quarter verses each of eight syllables. In the RAMAYANA, the first shloka of this kind is said to have been composed by VALMIKI, and the term is there said to be derived from ‘shoka’ or grief, as Valmiki spontaneously composed a verse out of his grief at seeing a male bird shot and its wife in sorrow.


Shodashi A goddess. She is one of the ten MAHAVIDYAS or great TANTRIC goddesses and in some texts is called Tripura Sundari or Rajarajeshvari. As Shodashi, she is a girl of sixteen and is depicted with a red complexion or as a beautiful woman with the crescent moon in her hair.


Shore Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at MAMALLAPURAM in Tamil Nadu. It was constructed between CE 700 and 800 by Rajasimha of the Pallava dynasty, and is named the Shore Temple, because of its location on the coast. It has a solid masonry structure which has withstood the storms and waves of the coast. The temple has three shrines: the shrine in the centre has an image of VISHNU sleeping on the serpent ANANTA; on the east is a shrine with a multifaceted Shiva LINGA, carved from basalt stone. There is a SOMASKANDA panel on the rear wall. The third shrine, on the west, has Shiva images. The two Shiva shrines have pyramidal towers with octagonal domes and the whole was once enclosed by a massive wall.

Conservation work has been carried out to preserve this ancient structure.


Shraddha A goddess. Shraddha means faith, which was personified as a deity in the RIG VEDA. In the BRAHMANAS, she is said to be a daughter of the sun god, SURYA, or of PRAJAPATI. In the MAHABHARATA she is said to be a daughter of DAKSHA and wife of DHARMA, or a daughter of Vivasvat (SURYA).


Shraddha (Shraadha) A term in Hinduism for rites performed for ancestors, also known as PITRA PAKSH. During these ceremonies pinda or balls of rice are offered to ancestors, or PITRIS. The ancestors usually include the father, grandfather and great-grandfather on both sides of the family. These rites are said to enable the ancestors to live in Pitri Loka, along with other pitris. Shraddha ceremonies are described in a number of texts, including the Puranas and Shastras, and in more detail in the GRIHYA SUTRAS. Shraddha Kalpas and Pitrimedha Sutras are special texts which deal only with Shraddha rites.


Shrauta Sutras Sanskrit texts which deal with Vedic sacrifices and further explain the sacrifices described in the BRAHMANAS. The method of laying the sacrificial fires, the AGNIHOTRA and the various SOMA sacrifices, new-and full-moon sacrifices are among those described. Shrauta Sutras are attached to each of the VEDIC SAMHITAS. The RIG VEDA has the Ashvalayana, Shankhayana and Shaunaka; for the SAMA VEDA there are the Mashaka, Latyayana and Drahyayana. The TAITIRIYA SAMHITA or Black Yajur Veda has the largest number, the Apastamba, Baudhayana, Satyasadha-hiranya-keshin, Manava, Bharadvaja, Vadhuna, Vaikhanasa, Laugakshi, Maitra, Katha and Varaha; the Vajasaneyi Samhita or White Yajur Veda has the Katyayana; the ATHARVA VEDA has the Kushika. Another Shrauta Sutra attached to the Atharva Veda is the Vaitana, which is anonymous. The Shrauta Sutras form part of the texts known as KALPA SUTRAS.


Shri or Shridevi A goddess, a name of LAKSHMI. Literally, it means ‘auspicious’ or ‘prosperous’. The name first occurs in the RIG VEDA, while the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA states that Shri emerged from PRAJAPATI. There are several references to Shri in the MAHABHARATA, which describe her in different ways. She is the goddess of beauty and prosperity, who appeared at the churning of the milky ocean. Alternatively, she was born from the lotus of Vishnu. One passage says that a part of her became incarnate as RUKMINI, while another states that she was appointed to become wife of the five Indras, who were incarnated as the PANDAVAS, and therefore was reborn as DRAUPADI. Shri was also said to be married to DHARMA, and became the mother of Artha.

Shri states that previously she lived with the ASURAS, but when they began wrong practices, she left them and went to the DEVAS. Similarly, one section states that she deserted MAHABALI and went to INDRA.

In SHRIVAISHNAVISM the goddess Shri or Lakshmi is considered an inseparable part of the god VISHNU.


Shri Kalahasti Mahatmyamu A text on Shri KALAHASTISHVARA, the form of SHIVA at Kalahasti. It was composed by DHURJATI, the Telugu poet who was one of the ASHTADIGGAJAS, renowned poets at the court of Krishnadevaraya of Vijayanagara. The text has four chapters with a number of stories based on the SKANDA PURANA. The first story narrates how the rishi VASISHTHA persuaded Shiva to come to Kalahasti. PARVATI came to look for him, and then joined Kalahastishvara in the form of Jnana Prasunambika. The rishi AGASTYA arrived there with his wife Lopamudra, but could not find any water with which to worship the LINGA. At his request, Shiva released a part of the GANGA here, known as Svarnamukhi.

The next story is on the god BRAHMA, who was attracted to Parvati but, realizing his error, asked Shiva for forgiveness and became his devotee. Succeeding stories are on Lutha, the spider; Vatasana, the serpent; Samaja, the elephant; Thinnadu, a tribal; Gotradeva, a brahmana; Nathkira, a bhakta; Rajivaksha, twins who merged with Shiva; and the king of Narayanavana. All these were devotees of the deity.


Shri Radhacharita Mahakavyam An epic poem on RADHA and KRISHNA, composed in Sanskrit in the 1980s by Kalika Prasad Shukla. The poem has thirteen cantos, and focuses on madhura-bhakti, devotion to Krishna as the universal lover. Romance, legend and myth are combined with spirituality making this a unique devotional work. It is one of the rare, high-quality works in Sanskrit in the twentieth century.


Shri Ramayana Darshanam A poem on the RAMAYANA composed in Kannada by K.V. Puttappa (Kuvempu 1904–94). It is a recreation of the Ramayana story, with several modifications. For instance, in the Agni-pravesha, when SITA enters the flames, RAMA rushes to join her, and both then emerge holding hands. Thus the divinity of both, their love for each other and their equality, are emphasized. The work has 22,284 lyrical lines, and has received great popular acclaim.


Shri Venkatesha Kalyana A poem in Konkani composed in the sixteenth century, in praise of Lord VENKATESHVARA, a form of the god Vishnu. The poem was composed in Kerala, by a Sarasvata Brahmana, several of whom had settled in Kerala. A leader of the Sarasavata brahmanas Srimad Sudhindra Tirtha Swamiji, of the Kumbakonam Matha, visited Kochi in the late-sixteenth century and presented his disciples there with an image of Venkateshvara. Temples were then built for the deity in several places in Kerala, and this poem was probably composed at this time.

The text has four chapters, and tells the story of Shri Venkateshvara, based on the Bhavishyottara Purana. It begins with the story of the renowned King Janaka, who once began to believe his life would never be touched by sorrow. Then his younger brother died, and he was lost in grief. On the advice of the family priest Satananda, he had the Bhavishya and Uttara Mahatmya recited at Vaikuntha hill, and the sorrow of the family was relieved. The story goes on to describe other aspects of the sacred hill, and provides an account of how Vishnu as Venkateshvara married Padmavati. It was set to different RAGAS and can be sung or chanted as a prayer.


Shridhara Dasa A compiler of a collection of verses in Sanskrit, who lived in the twelfth–thirteenth century. Known as Saduktikarnamrita, this is probably the first such collection. The compilation includes a number of verses on various deities. The text states that Shridhara was a Mahamandalika, the head of a district in Bengal. His father Vatudasa was a feudatory chief of King Lakshmanasena of Bengal (c.1178–1202).


Shridhara A poet who lived between 1658 and 1729, and composed abridged versions of the epics in Marathi. The son of Brahamananda Khadke, Shridhara was a Puranik, that is one who recited stories from the Puranas. Later he began to compose works himself. Among his works, Hari-vijaya (1702) tells the story of KRISHNA; Rama-vijaya (1703) is a short version of the RAMAYANA; Pandava-pratapa (1712), is an abridged version of the MAHABHARATA; Shivalila-amrita, is a work on SHIVA, based on the SKANDA PURANA. All these are in a simple, devotional style, and were not only extremely popular, but were revered and worshipped like sacred texts. His other works include Vedantasurya, a philosophical text, Pandurang Mahatmya, and Venkatesha Mahatmya.


Shriharsha A writer and philosopher, who probably lived in the twelfth century. Shriharsha is known both for his poetical work Naishadhiya-charita, and for his work on ADVAITA. In his Khandana-khanda-khadya (The sweets of refutation) he refuted NYAYA concepts of the reality of the world, and affirmed that BRAHMAN was the only reality. He said that the UPANISHADS stated that everything was ultimately one, and apparent perceptions of multiplicity did not negate this, as an individual’s view of things was limited. His work was commented on by several philosophers including CHITSUKHA.


Shrikanthacharya A philosopher who lived in the twelfth century, and was the founder of the philosophical system of SHIVADVAITA. Shrikantha wrote a bhashya or commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA, in which he identified BRAHMAN with SHIVA. He said that the unchangeable Brahman has the nature of being, consciousness and bliss. However, within Brahman is the energy not only of consciousness, but of the material nature of the universe. This shakti or energy, which can be termed MAYA or PRAKRITI, is the cause of creation, though Brahman remains transcendent. Thus the material world is not identical with, nor entirely different from, Brahman.

Shrikantha described the nature of Shiva as the supreme being. He is known as Sarva, as all things are absorbed in him, and as Ishana and Pashupati, because he is the lord of all.

The deeds of people are responsible for pleasure and sorrow in the world, but the law of KARMA depends on the will of Shiva. When karma is exhausted and minds become pure, self-knowledge arises, leading to the bliss of liberation.


Shrikrishna Charitam Manipravalam A poem on the god KRISHNA composed in the eighteenth century in ‘Manipravala’, a mixture of Sanskrit and Malayalam. It is attributed to Kunchan Nambiyar, a poet laureate of Kerala. The poem has twelve sargas or cantos, and begins with the birth of Krishna. It describes his childhood, youth, killing of various asuras, and marriage to RUKMINI. Stories of the SYAMANTAKA gem, the killing of NARAKASURA, RUKMIN, JARASANDHA and SHISHUPALA, and the fight against BANA are included. The last sarga has the story of Kuchela.

The text is a work of BHAKTI, and is based on the BHAGAVATA PURANA. It is influenced by earlier works on Krishna in Malayalam, including the KRISHNAGATHA of Cherusseri Nambudiri and the Bhagavatam Kilippattu of ELUTTACHAN.


Shrikrishna Kirtana A poem on the god KRISHNA and his relationship with RADHA, composed in Bengali, and assigned to Vadu or Badu Chandidas, who is usually identified with CHANDIDAS of the fifteenth century. The poem has thirteen kandas or cantos, with 418 padas or short poems. The work begins with a kanda entitled Janma (birth) and ends with Radha-biraha (separation of Radha from her beloved). Though Radha and Krishna are identified as divine, the poem initially depicts the facets of human love. As Radha’s love develops, however, it suffuses her whole being, and can be compared with the intense longing of the soul for the divine.


Shrivaishnavism A form of Vaishnavism, in which the goddess SHRI or Lakshmi is considered an inseparable part of the god VISHNU. Shrivaishnavism is based on the poems and teachings of the ALVARS, compiled by NATHAMUNI of the tenth century, in the text NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM. Nathamuni’s grandson, YAMUNACHARYA, translated some of these into Sanskrit in his text Stotraratna. His disciples were among the teachers of RAMANUJA. Ramanuja modified the teachings, and made Shrivaishnavism a part of the Vedantic tradition. Thus Shrivaishnavism has been called the socio-religious manifestation of Ramanuja’s VISHISHTADVAITA. After his death the sect split into two, known as the VADAGALAI (northern) and TENGALAI or Tenkalai (southern). The northern school, led by VEDANTA DESIKA, preferred the use of Sanskrit, and believed that to achieve liberation or MOKSHA, human effort was also necessary. The southern school led by PILLAI LOKACHARYA used Tamil texts, and considered that God’s grace was sufficient to attain MOKSHA. The Vadagalai is often described as the school of the baby monkey, as this makes an effort to cling to its mother, whereas the Tengalai approach is compared to a kitten, which is carried by the mother without any effort on its part. There were several other doctrinal differences. The Vadagalai believe that Lakshmi is infinite and equal to Vishnu, the Tengalai, that she is a liberated soul. Minor differences included the shape of the Vaishnava emblem, and the order of dishes to be served during a meal.

The main centre of the sect is the Vishnu temple at SRIRANGAM, though the Vadagalai and Tengalai have their own separate mathas or monasteries. According to tradition Ramanuja founded seven hundred mathas or monasteries, but several were actually founded later. By the end of the fourteenth century, Shrivaishnava mathas and monasteries, along with various categories of sannyasis, were well-established. Sannyasis are known as ‘tridandin’ (three-staffed), in contrast with the Advaita ‘ekadandin’. Non-brahmana sannyasis are called ekaki or ekangi. Heads of monasteries are known as Jeer or Jiyar (Tamil: ciyar). Among the well-known Tengalai mathas are the Vanamamalai Matha, the Tirukkurungudi Matha, and the Sriranganarayanaciyar Matha. Vadagalai Mathas include the Ahobilam Matha and the Parakala Matha.

Temple rites of the two sects are similar and are performed by VAIKHANASA and PANCHARATRA priests. Both believe in initiation through the panchasamskaras, but the Vadagalai believe that further initiation into PRAPATTI (surrender) is necessary.


shrivatsa A sacred mark or sign, which indicates divinity or greatness. It is depicted as a whorl on the chest of VISHNU or KRISHNA, but has other forms, including a triangle or a cruciform flower. The shrivatsa is associated with the goddess SHRI, indicating good fortune or auspiciousness.


Shrividya A term for a specific type of devotion to Shakti or Devi, representing feminine power. Shrividya is a mystical method of goddess worship. The goddess is worshipped in three ways: her outer form is represented by Lalita Tripura-sundari, and traditional as well as special pujas are performed to her image. A symbolic form is the Shrichakra, a yantra or MANDALA that is also worshipped. Internal worship is through YOGA sadhana and various mantras. Followers of this tradition seek MOKSHA or liberation through identity with the goddess, who is considered the supreme deity.

Shrividya traces its origins to SHANKARA, though it probably developed from aspects of non-dual KASHMIR SHAIVISM, and from Shakta Tantrism. As it is associated with Shankara, Shrividya is accepted by the Shankaracharyas of Kanchi and Sringeri, and followed by a number of SMARTAS. The Shrichakra, the most important symbol of worship, has nine intersecting triangles, representing the union of male and female principles. The main mantra, known as Shrividya, has fifteen syllables, while there are other mantras with sixteen and thirty-two syllables. The Shrividyaratna Sutra describes the goddess: She is the same as BRAHMAN, the self-luminous principle of light. She is supreme SHAKTI, but though one, manifests as three. Her threefold (tri) Shakti can be described as Atma, Vidya and Shiva, or Vidya, Shyama, and Shambhavi, who represent Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva. The Purushas or Lords of these powers are Paramashiva, Sadashiva, and Rudra. The three-fold nature and beauty of the deity is represented in the name Tripurasundari. She is also known as Lalita, Rajarajeshvari and Shodashi. Texts such as Lalita-sahasranama are used in the worship of the goddess. Among other important Shrividya texts are: Yogini-hridaya; its commentary by Lakshmidhara; Parashurama Kalpasutra; the commentaries Saubhagya-bhaskaram, Shri-vari-vasya-rahasyam, and Setubandha by the eighteenth-century philosopher Bhaskaraya. Among others, the great musician MUTHUSWAMY DIKSHITAR was a Shrividya devotee and his Navavarana kritis on the goddess Kamalamba of Tiruvarur are related to Shrividya worship.

There are different branches of Shrividya, including vama, dakshina, and samaya.


Shruti literature One of the two categories of sacred literature in Hinduism, the other being SMRITI. Shruti is that which is heard, or divinely revealed, while Smriti is remembered, or composed through divine inspiration. Shruti literature, which is the most sacred, comprises the VEDIC SAMHITAS, the BRAHMANAS and also usually the attached ARANYAKAS and UPANISHADS.


Shuddhadvaita A system of philosophy, founded by VALLABHACHARYA in the sixteenth century. Vallabhacharya is said to have written eighty-four texts on this philosophy. Shuddhadvaita is explained as pure non-dualism. According to this, the world, the individual soul, KALA or time, and PRAKRITI or MAYA, are eternal and part of BRAHMAN. Brahman is both the material (upadana) and the instrumental (nimitta) cause of the world. The world is not an unreal illusion as stated by SHANKARA, but is as real as Brahman, and the individual thus has the same essence as Brahman. This essence can be realized through BHAKTI or devotion to the god KRISHNA, who is identified with Brahman. Krishna, both creator and enjoyer, the supreme being, should be worshipped as is recommended in the BHAGAVAD GITA and BHAGAVATA PURANA. Only through this can liberation be achieved.

The whole universe is Krishna, therefore everything is an object of devotion. Within Krishna or Brahman is the divine Ananda or joy. The material world is also part of Krishna, but in it, consciousness and bliss are obscured. MAYA is not illusion, but the power of ISHVARA, through which the world is created and destroyed. The JIVA or soul is one with Brahman, yet initially is not aware of this divinity or its joyous nature. The samsarin (worldly) jivas live in ignorance, and experience birth and death; The shuddha (pure) jivas know their true nature. They become mukta (liberated) jivas, freed from the cycle of life and death, through the grace of Krishna. Jivas can attain bliss, and the inanimate world can reach both consciousness and bliss, thus both realize their identity with Brahman. Yet they do not merge in Brahman. Realizing their true nature they continue to perform karmas (works) and to love God.

While one remains in the body, it should be revered as the temple of God. Ascetic practices and self-mortification are not recommended. Since the world is identical with Krishna, every aspect of it is to be enjoyed.

Several later writers, particularly Vallabhacharya’s son VITTHALANATHA, wrote commentaries on Vallabha’s works, as well as their own texts. Vallabha’s elder son Gopinatha wrote Sadhanadipika, and some minor texts. Pitambara, great-grandson of Vitthala wrote several works, while his son Purushottama is credited with twenty-four philosophical and devotional tracts. Among others who contributed to this philosophy were Muralidhara, a pupil of Vitthala; Vallabha (b.1648), who was Vitthala’s great-grandson; Gopeshvaraji Maharaja (b.1595), another of his great-grandsons; Yogi Gopeshvara (b. 1781 or 1787); and Giridharji (b.1845). A number of other descendants of Vitthala also contributed to this philosophy.

PUSHTIMARGA, the practical path of Shuddhadvaita, is explained by Vallabha and Vitthalanatha.


shudra The lowest of the traditional four castes in Hinduism. Shudras today are a vast and complex group of hundreds of different castes, but in ancient texts are often referred to as if they formed a relatively homogenous group.

According to a late verse in the RIG VEDA, shudras emerged from the feet of Purusha, to serve the other three castes. This verse was later repeated in the Shastras. According to some scholars and interpreters, nothing negative was meant by this, it was only a well-thought out scheme for the division of labour in society. In Vedic times, the four castes were relatively equal. The Mimamsa Sutra of JAIMINI, states that shudras could perform Vedic sacrifices, study the scriptures and wear the sacred thread. Later however, they were debarred from all this. R.C. Hazra, through his analysis of the PURANAS, came to the conclusion that shudras had a good status between 200 BCE and 200 CE, while brahmanas had declined in power. Attempts by brahmanas to reassert their supremacy had an impact on shudras. The viewpoints of the brahmanas were laid out in the SHASTRAS, which have a number of statements about shudras, not all of which are negative. The MANU SMRITI exemplifies the type of statements found in these texts. For instance, it states that age deserves respect, and a shudra who is ninety years old should be respected even by the higher castes (2.137). BRAHMANAS could eat the cooked rice of a shudra who has a long association with his family, or who cultivates his fields, takes care of his cows or is his servant or under his protection (4.253). A similar statement is made in the VISHNU PURANA. A brahmana could also have wives belonging to different castes, but the son of a shudra wife would get a smaller share in property than the other sons (Manu 9.153). Serving renowned brahmanas well-versed in the Vedas was the best DHARMA for shudras. Pure in body and mind, with gentle speech and demeanour, a shudra living under the shelter of a brahmana attained a higher status. (Manu 334–335). If a shudra could not find the protection of a brahmana, he could serve a KSHATRIYA or VAISHYA (10.121) or should live as an artisan. (10.99–100). In times of distress, a brahmana could accept gifts from a shudra (10.110). A shudra who serves a brahmana, should be given wages according to his capacity for work, and the number of his dependants. In addition, he should receive leftover food, old clothes, old bedding, and grainless paddy for his bed. A shudra cannot be initiated with the sacred recitation, recite Vedic mantras or perform Vedic sacrifices, but other than this if they seek to acquire virtue, it is commendable, and would improve their position in this world and the next. Shudras, however, should not accumulate wealth, in case through pride in their riches they began to oppress brahmanas. (Manu 10. 124–129). A shudra is not allowed to marry anyone out of his caste, and his sons, even if they are one hundred, shall have equal shares in his property. (Manu 9.157). Elsewhere, there are accounts of the mixed castes that result when shudras marry others.

The Shastras were based on brahmanical concepts, and possibly did not reflect the real-life conditions.

Shudras actually consisted of a vast number of different sub-castes, including artisans of all kinds, potters, weavers, carpenters, jewellers, tailors, meat-sellers, garland makers, hunters and fishermen, dancers, actors and musicians, apart from those who worked in households or on the fields. Thus no generalizations can be made regarding their status and position. Some lived in relative bondage, dependent on other castes, while others worked independently.

Several shudras escaped from the caste system by becoming Buddhists, Jains, Siddhas, Tantrics, and wandering mendicants. From around the twelfth century onwards, there were numerous sects and leaders of religious groups, who denied all caste distinctions.

Ramanuja is said to have assigned religious functions to shudra groups. Sattadas, identified as Vellalalas, usually classified with shudras but sometimes with brahmanas, supervised rest-houses for pilgrims in Kanchipuram, Tirupati and SRIRANGAM. Earlier too, rich shudras had been temple patrons. Shrivaishnavas brought lower castes and tribals into their fold. BHAKTI saints of northern India and Maharashtra, as well as several southern groups, denied the importance of caste.

Later in the nineteenth century, reform movements of such as the MAHIMA DHARMA, BRAHMO SAMAJ, ARYA SAMAJ, RADHASOAMIS and many others were against caste divisions.

However, those who were considered untouchables generally remained disadvantaged, were not allowed to mingle with other castes, and had few rights.

Several people worked to remove untouchability. Mahatma GANDHI tried to improve the status of the lowest castes and renamed them Harijans, or children of God. B.R. AMBEDKAR, a leader from the Mahar caste, felt that no real change could take place within Hinduism, and led them in a mass conversion to Buddhism.

The lowest castes were listed in a schedule in 1935, which was incorporated into the Constitution in 1949–50, and therefore are also known as Scheduled Castes. From the 1970s, they call themselves DALITS, and are still engaged in a struggle for equality. Other shudras form part of what are generally known as OBCs (Other Backward Classes).

There are several theories on shudras. Ambedkar believed that they initially formed part of the kshatriyas. Some place shudras and dalits in different categories, with dalits forming a fifth caste.


Shuka The son of the rishi VYASA, described in ancient texts. According to some accounts Shuka was born when Vyasa’s semen dropped on a fire he had kindled. A story in the MAHABHARATA states that Vyasa praised SHIVA who granted his wish that he should have a son. When Vyasa saw the apsara Ghritachi in the form of a female parrot, his seed came out and Shuka was born from the fire-sticks (arani).

Other accounts state that Vyasa married Vatika, daughter of the rishi Jabala, and Shuka was born from them. Shuki is also said to be his mother. As soon as he was born, Shuka reached the BRAHMACHARYA stage, and his UPANAYANA (thread ceremony) was conducted by INDRA. He studied with Vyasa and with King JANAKA. Vyasa particularly taught him the BHAGAVATA PURANA, which he later recited to King PARIKSHIT when the king had only seven days to live. Shuka also learnt the essence of the Mahabharata from his father.

According to the Mahabharata, Shuka remained celibate and devoted to study, and attained MOKSHA leaving his father in grief. According to the HARIVAMSHA and some Puranas, Shuka married and had four sons and a daughter. Commentators on the Bhagavata Purana, attempt to reconcile the two stories by stating that the Shuka who married was only a ‘shadow’, left behind by the real Shuka to console his father.


Shukra (1) One of the NAVAGRAHA or planets in Hindu mythology, and a name of the planet Venus. Shukra literally means the ‘bright one’ and comes from the Sanskrit root ‘shuch’, to shine. It also means semen, sperm or seed. According to the PURANAS, the chariot of Shukra is drawn by earth-born horses. The VAYU PURANA states that there are ten horses, each of a different colour. The chariot has a protecting fender and a floor, is armed with arrows and decorated by a banner.


(2) Shukra is the name of a month.


(3) A name of several deities including AGNI, SURYA and SHIVA.


Shukracharya The name of the preceptor of the ASURAS, who is sometimes identified with the planet SHUKRA, or is considered its regent. In some PURANAS, Shukra is said to be the strongest of the seven sons born to the rishi BHRIGU and Puloma. He is also known as Kavya Ushanas, who is mentioned in the RIG VEDA in association with INDRA, and is similar to Kava-Ushan of Zoroastrian texts.

There are several stories about Shukracharya in the epics and Puranas. According to one passage in the MAHABHARATA, Shukra divided himself into two, and became the guru of the DEVAS and the asuras. The Vishnu Purana too mentions Ushanas as the preceptor of the devas and asuras (1.12.17).

However, Shukracharya is generally mentioned with the asuras. He lived with other asuras on Mt. MERU. Jewels and jewel mountains belonged to him, of which he gave one-fourth to Kubera. The Mahabharata states that he had four sons, who were priests of the asuras. They were Tashtadhara, Atri, and two others of fierce deeds; they were like the sun in energy and had set their hearts on acquiring the region of Brahman (1.65). Amarka is among his sons mentioned in the Puranas.

Shukra knew the art of sanjivani (restoring the dead to life), and restored to life those asuras who were killed in battles with the DEVAS. KACHA, the son of the rishi Brihaspati, came to learn this art from him, and finally succeeded. Shukra’s daughter DEVAYANI wished to marry Kacha, but after he refused she married King YAYATI. Another daughter Devi was married to VARUNA. The RAMAYANA records that Shukracharya made the DANDAKARANYA region barren, after his daughter Araja was violated by King Danda who ruled there. Shukracharya was the guru of PRAHLADA as well as of MAHABALI. He advised Mahabali against offering anything to VAMANA, but Mahabali did not listen to him. Other stories in the Puranas narrate how he fell in love with an APSARA and thus lost his merit and was reborn many times, before he regained his original form.


Shukras A DEVA-GANA or group of gods. They included Ajira.


Shulva Sutras/Shulba Sutras Sanskrit texts which form part of the KALPA SUTRAS, and are attached to the Shrauta Sutras. They consist of methods of measuring and constructing the Vedic sacrificial altars, and are among the oldest texts dealing with the principles of geometry in India. The Baudhayana and Apastamba Shulva Sutras are the most important.


Shunahshepha/Shunashepa A RISHI to whom some hymns of the RIG VEDA are attributed. His story is narrated in later texts, including the VEDAS, MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, with some variations. According to the Aitareya Brahmana, Raja HARISHCHANDRA was childless. He prayed for a son, and promised the god VARUNA to offer him as a sacrifice. However, after his son Rohita was born, he kept putting off the sacrifice. When he finally decided to sacrifice him, Rohita refused and went into the forest. He came across a poor rishi Ajaigarta, who had three sons, and bought his second son Shunashepha for a hundred cows, to offer him as a sacrifice in his place. Ajaigarta received 200 more cows to bind Shunashepha to the post and kill him, but as Shunashepha recited verses in praise of deities, he was saved. He then became part of the family of the rishi VISHVAMITRA. Vishvamitra then treated him like his son. The Mahabharata has the same story. The Ramayana states that King Ambarisha of AYODHYA was conducting a sacrifice when INDRA took away the victim. Shunahshepha, son of Richika, was purchased for a high sum in his place. Vishvamitra taught him two divine verses to recite, and through these he was saved and then adopted by Vishvamitra. He was known as his son. The PURANAS have similar stories with some variations.


shunya A Sanskrit term for the void. Shunya is a concept used in several philosophies, and can symbolize BRAHMAN or the Supreme, or the ultimate void.


The word also means zero.


Shunya Brahma The personification of SHUNYA or the void. The concept of Shunya Brahma formed an important part of Oriya VAISHNAVISM, and is described in the works of several poets including the PANCHASAKHAS. The Hetu-udaya Bhagavata of ANANTA DASA describes Shunya Brahma and the mandalas within the body in detail. Shunya-samhita of ACHYUTANANDA DASA, discusses the Shunya Purusha, who has no shape or form, is eternal and without end, and is contained within the body. Tulabhina of JAGANNATHA DASA explains how Shunya Brahma, whose abode is Mahashunya, can be reached through meditation. Chaitanya Dasa in his Nirguna Mahatmya, equates Shunya Brahma with Nirguna Purusha, that is beyond all qualities and attributes. The personification of Shunya Brahma, is the Paramatma, often identified with Lord JAGANNATHA.

The concept of shunya is part of MAHIMA DHARMA and figures in the poems of BHIMA BHOI it also occurs in certain schools of Buddhism. Shunya Brahma, however, is closer to the concept of BRAHMAN than of the Buddhist shunya.


Shunya Purana A text in Bengali verse, on the worship of the local deity DHARMA THAKUR. The text was probably composed in the sixteenth century, with later additions. It is assigned to Ramai Pandit, though probably several others added to it. The text has fifty-four sections. It begins with an account of the creation of the universe from shunya or the void, by Dharma or Niranjana. It describes the worship of Dharma, along with legends and stories about the deity.


Shunya Sampadane A series of texts in Kannada on LINGAYAT or Virashaiva philosophy. The title indicates the attainment of shunya (the void), symbolizing the Supreme. Each text consists of a dialogue between ALLAMA PRABHU and other followers of the sect, and it is thought that they contain an authentic account of his sayings. Shunya Sampadane texts were written by Shivagana Mahadevayya (1400–30), Halageyadeva (1500–30), Gummalapurada Siddhalinga Yati, and Guluru Siddha Virannodeyaru (1600).


Shura/Shurasena A Yadava, father of VASUDEVA, and grandfather of KRISHNA. According to various texts, he had ten sons and four or five daughters, from his wife Marisha. Apart from Vasudeva, his sons included Devabhaga, Devashrava, Anadhrishti, Karundhaka, Vatsabalaka, Srinjaya, Shyama, Shamika and Gandusha, (the Bhagavata has: Devabhaga, Devashrava, Anaka, Srinjaya, Shyamaka, Kanka, Shamika, Vatsaka and Vrika) while his daughters included Pritha, Shrutadeva, Shrutakirti, Shrutashrava and Rajadhidevi. Pritha, later known as KUNTI, was given in adoption to King Kuntibhoja. Shrutadeva married Damaghosha and was the mother of SHISHUPALA. According to some sources, Samudravijaya, the father of the twenty-second Jain Tirthankara, Arishtaneminatha, was another of Vasudeva’s brothers.


Shurpanakha A rakshasi, the sister of RAVANA. In the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI, she is the daughter of VISHRAVA and Kaikasi (or Nikasha), while in the MAHABHARATA she is the daughter of Vishrava and Raka, and thus Ravana’s half-sister. She was attracted to RAMA and LAKSHMANA whom she met in the forest, but they spurned her overtures. When she threatened SITA, Lakshmana cut off her nose and ears. She complained first to her brother KHARA, who, helped by Dushana and Trishiras, attempted to fight against Rama, but were defeated. She then complained to Ravana, but her description of Sita attracted him, and thus led to Sita’s abduction.

In the Uttara Kanda, the last section of the Ramayana, Shurpanakha is said to be a widow, her husband having been accidently killed by Ravana. She was then sent to live in DANDAKARANYA.

Most later versions of the Ramayana have similar accounts of Shurpanakha. However, in the BRAHMAVAIVARTA PURANA, Shurpanakha later went to PUSHKARA, where she performed tapas (austerities) and received a boon from the god BRAHMA, to marry Rama in her next life. She was reborn as Kubja, who, according to this Purana, married KRISHNA, Rama’s next incarnation.


Shvetaketu The son of the rishi UDDALAKA, and grandson of Aruna, who is described in ancient texts. In the CHHANDOGYA UPANISHAD, Shvetaketu was instructed by his father on the nature of BRAHMAN. Uddalaka gave him several examples to show that Brahman was the essence of the universe, and explained how he too was of the same essence. (Tat tvam asi, that thou art).

In the MAHABHARATA, Shvetaketu is said to have established the practice of chastity in marriage. According to a story associated with this, one day a brahmana came and caught his mother by the hand and took her away. Uddalaka said this practice was sanctioned, but Shvetaketu vowed that it would not happen in future.

There are several other stories of Shvetaketu. He was the uncle of ASHTAVAKRA, who grew up thinking he was his brother.


Shvetashvatara Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that is named after Shvetashvatara, the rishi who taught it. The text has six chapters, with 113 verses. It states that BRAHMAN has a three-fold nature, as ISHVARA or god, the ATMA or individual soul, and PRAKRITI or nature. Ishvara is identified with RUDRA or SHIVA, who is the creator of the world, as well as its protector and guide. Rudra is described as a dweller in the mountains, with an auspicious (shiva) body. The supreme person (ishvara) has the colour of the sun. He is all-pervading, dwells in the heart of all beings, and is Bhagavan (god), who is the omnipresent Shiva. He is the whole world, the lord of immortality, and all that was and will be. This Upanishad is of the Taittiriya school of the Krishna YAJUR VEDA.


Shyeni The mother of SAMPATI and JATAYU, described in ancient texts. She was the daughter of TAMRA and the wife of ARUNA; she was also the mother of hawks.


siddha One who has attained perfection. There are several different types of siddhas. A siddha refers to a person who, through various practices, has gained powers, and attained mastery over life and death. Siddhas are thus those who have perfected all the SIDDHIS, or supernormal powers, through ascetic and other practices. There are any number of siddhas or perfected beings in the Indian tradtion. In the BHAGAVATA GITA, KRISHNA says, ‘Among siddhas, I am Kapila’, indicating that siddhas formed a large number. There are siddhas with different traditions and origins, among them being the NATHA YOGIS, the MAHASIDDHAS of the Buddhist tradition, and the TAMIL SIDDHAS. Some siddhas such as MATSYENDRANATHA and GORAKHNATHA are common to all these groups. Names of a large number of siddhas are known, but these are often not their real names.

Siddhas are also a class of semi-divine beings in Hindu mythology. They are pure, holy and have great powers, and live in the sky, between the earth and the sun. These are usually mentioned with the CHARANAS. Siddha Loka is the world of the siddhas.

In Jainism, siddhas are higher than arihants, having destroyed all karmas. They live in Siddhashila, at the top of the universe.


Siddha Yoga A system of Yoga, founded by Swami Muktananada who was the disciple of Swami Nityananda. Siddha Yoga is a simple method of self-realization, which includes meditation and other practices. Swami Muktananda was succeeded after his death in 1982, by Swami Chidvilasananda, also called Gurumayi. The headquarters of the organization in India is at Ganeshpuri in Maharashtra, and in the west, in the Catskill mountains near South Fallsburg, New York.


siddhi A supernormal power, attained through YOGA, TANTRA or other practices. Eight siddhis have to be perfected before one can be called a SIDDHA. These are: anima, the abilty to become as small as an atom; mahima, the ability to become huge; laghima, the abilty to become light as a feather; garima, the abilty to become heavy; prapti, the ability to attain anything one wants; prakamya, the power to succeed in any endeavour, vashitva, gaining control over all objects in the material world; ishitva, to possess or control anyone or anything, according to one’s will. PATANJALI in his YOGA SUTRA, described other powers that could be gained by focusing on someone or something. Some yogis believe such powers are a distraction on the path to SAMADHI, others that they are as essential as the normal functions of the senses and body that one takes for granted, such as walking, seeing or hearing.


Siddhi, deity A goddess, the personification of success. Siddhi is usually the wife of the god GANESHA. According to the MAHABHARATA, she was incarnated as KUNTI.


Sikhism, and Hinduism Sikhism is a term for the religion followed by Sikhs, founded by Guru Nanak (1469–1539). After a mystical vision around 1496, Nanak emerged from the the Bein river, where he had gone to bathe, and stated: ‘There is no Hindu and no Mussalman.’ He realized the inherent truth and oneness of all religions, and began to teach what had been revealed to him. The essence of his teaching is in the Japji, a prayer with which the Guru Granth Sahib begins.

The Mul Mantra, the opening verse of the Japji, states that there is one God, whose name is Truth, who is eternal, and self-existent. God has no form or substance and cannot be known. The rest of the Japji provides other details on the nature of God and his creation, and the means of salvation. God the creator, created the world, and the world is not an illusion, but is real. Each soul can attain salvation by striving to eliminate lust, anger, greed, attachment and pride, and moves through various stages until it attains sachkhand, the state of truth, bliss and union with God. God’s grace, through meditation on the divine name, helps in attaining this state. As the world is real, good works are to be performed in it, and isolation and renunciation are not recommended. Charity and sharing are also advised. Rituals, mantras and pilgrimages are said to be useless without inner purification, and all people are considered equal, thus castes, sects and different religions have no meaning.

Succeeding gurus each contributed something to the practical aspects of the religion. The fifth guru, Arjan Dev, compiled the sacred teachings in what was later known as the Guru Granth Sahib while Guru Gobind Singh, the tenth guru, gave the religion its final form, introduced the Khalsa and the symbols of Sikhism, and ended the line of gurus, making the sacred book, the Granth Sahib, the guru. Sikhs have a series of daily prayers, the daily prayer routine being known as nitnem. Nam Simaran, meditation on the True Name, is very important. The name of God used can be Satnam, literally the ‘true name’ or the name of any form of God.

Sikhs believe in the doctrine of KARMA, and of the transmigration of souls, and are against idol worship. Drugs and alcohol are frowned upon. Their temples or shrines are known as gurdwaras, and the Guru Granth Sahib is enshrined in them on a throne. All castes and communities are welcome in gurdwaras.

Some scholars feel Sikhism is almost exclusively derived from the Hindu SANT tradition, the tradition of the BHAKTI saints. Guru Nanak himself was of Hindu origin, and was probably influenced by saints such as KABIR. The work of many of these saints was later included in the Granth Sahib. However, Sikhism is generally seen as a religion that drew from both Hinduism and Islam, and initially formed a bridge between the two religions, but gradually became closer to Hinduism.

In recent times Sikhs are more assertive about their identity as a distinct group, and claim that the religion is unrelated to Hinduism, while earlier there were close relations between Sikhs and Hindus, and a number of Hindu families routinely made one of their sons a Sikh.


simha The Sanskrit word for lion. In Indian mythology, the lion is associated with sovereignty and power. Simhasana means the royal seat, and was a term indicating the king’s throne, and also those of VISHNU and the BUDDHA. Vishnu in his form as NARASIMHA, is half man and half lion. The lion is the vahana or vehicle of the goddess DURGA. In Jainism, it is the emblem of Mahavira. The lion figures in several other cultures as well. It was associated with the Babylonian Ishtar, and the great goddess of Phyrgia. Sekmet, an Egyptian goddess, had the head of a lion.


Simhika (1) The daughter of DITI and the rishi KASHYAPA. Simhika was married to VIPRACHITTI, son of DANU and Kashyapa, and was the mother of RAHU.


(2) According to the MAHABHARATA (Adi Parva, 65) Simhika was the daughter of DAKSHA and wife of Kashyapa. Her sons were Rahu, Suchandra, Chandrahantri and Chandrapramardana.


(3) The name of a rakshasi, who attempted to swallow HANUMAN, but was killed by him.


Sindhu The Sanskrit name of the river Indus.


Sinivali A goddess, who personifies the new moon. Three other lunar phases are represented by the goddesses Kuhu, Anumati and Raka. They are all related to childbirth and fertility, and also, in Vedic days, to cattle.


Sita A goddess, the wife of the god RAMA. The story of Rama and Sita is first narrated in the RAMAYANA of VALMIKI, a Sanskrit text. In this Sita is the ideal wife of an ideal king, and only in certain late portions is described as a goddess. By the time of the RAMACHARITAMANASA, written in the sixteenth century, she attains divine status, the incarnation of LAKSHMI. In the PURANAS too, Sita is described as an incarnation of Lakshmi.

However, Sita as a fertility deity and goddess of the earth, existed even before Valmiki’s Ramayana, and is mentioned in the RIG VEDA. In the Kaushiki Sutra she is the wife of Parjanya, and in the Paraskara Sutra, the wife of INDRA.

In the Ramayana, Sita is the daughter of JANAKA, the king of Mithila. However, she was not born in any ordinary way. Janaka in Valmiki’s Ramayana narrates how when he was ploughing a plot for a sacrifice, a female baby was discovered in the furrow, and was named Sita (sita = furrow). She married Rama, the eldest son of King DASHARATHA of Koshala. Sita went to AYODHYA with Rama when she was still a young girl, and was carefully nurtured by his mother KAUSHALYA. She and Rama had a close and loving relationship. She was devoted to him, and could understand with her heart his innermost thoughts, while for him she was his sole and only love. When he was exiled, she insisted on going with him to the forest, resisting all attempts to persuade her to live in the palace and thus help Kaushalya, while he was away. Rama attempted to explain to her the perils of living in a forest, where strong winds blew and deep darkness descended every day, and there were fearful wild animals, snakes, scorpions and insects. But Sita insisted that to be with Rama and serve him was for her a thought that filled her with delight, and that if he did not take her with him, she would kill herself. Seeing her deep distress at the thought of separation, Rama folded her in his arms, and assured her that he would take her with him, and that there was nothing to fear. He addressed her saying: ‘O timid lady with flawless limbs and bewitching eyes, follow me then and be my partner in the practice of asceticism. (Ayodhya XXX. 40.) She therefore accompanied Rama, along with LAKSHMANA, into exile in the forest, and even when kidnapped by RAVANA, remained true to Rama. When she was rescued, Rama took her back only after she had undergone an ordeal by fire to prove her purity. However, when his subjects continued to gossip about her, Rama had her abandoned in a forest, even though she was pregnant. The rishi VALMIKI took her into his ashram, and she was looked after by female ascetics. Soon twin sons, LAVA and KUSHA, were born to her. After some years, when Rama came to know of the existence of his sons, he requested her to return, but to undergo another ordeal to prove her innocence. Sita asked the earth goddess MADHAVI to take her if she was pure, and the earth opened, a throne rose up, and Sita descended. Rama had an image made of her in gold, which he always kept near him, and the two were later reunited in heaven.

In some accounts, this story is said to symbolize the union of kingly virility with the fertility of the earth, leading to prosperity and abundance, but in the popular imagination, Sita only reflects the perfect wife. She blames herself for any disasters that take place, always reveres Rama, and never wavers in her devotion to him. She is held as an example to all women, particularly in rural areas. In temples, she is usually worshipped along with Rama, or with HANUMAN.

Sita’s life is full of sorrow, and later texts provide stories to account for this. The PADMA PURANA states that Sita met a a pair of parrots, who were narrating the story of Rama. She insisted on keeping the female parrot, who was pregnant, with her, thus separating the parrot from her mate. Therefore Sita too was deprived of Rama when she was pregnant.

Sita is depicted in a number of different ways in various Ramayanas, in the PURANAS, and in other texts.

In the ADHYATMA RAMAYANA, the Sita who was captured by Ravana was not the real Sita, but ‘Maya Sita’, an illusory form. In this text Sita represents Lakshmi. The concept of an illusory Sita being captured by Ravana is also followed in some other texts. In the ADBHUTA RAMAYANA. Sita is not only a woman, the wife of Rama, but a goddess, an incarnation of LAKSHMI, as well as a form of KALI, and of Parameshvari, the supreme deity. While Rama killed the ten-headed Ravana who had abducted Sita, this text indicates that Sita did not really need his protection.

After a fierce battle with Ravana and his forces, it is Sita who assumed a terrific form and killed the thousand-headed Ravana. Rama then praised Sita with her thousand names. Sita is thus the restorer of DHARMA on earth. However, this text, which is a Shakta text reflecting the power of Shakti, is not popular today. Some Bengali Ramayanas, such as Rammohan’s of the eighteenth century, also depict Sita as SHAKTI.

The SITA UPANISHAD is another text that depicts Sita as the supreme goddess. In SHRIVAISHNAVISM, Sita as Mahalakshmi is the ultimate reality.

However, in the folk tradition Sita represents the collective sorrow and sufferings of women.


Sita Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a late UPANISHAD that describes SITA as the supreme goddess. Sita is the first cause, she is PRAKRITI and the Pranava (OM). The ‘i’ in her name represents MAYA, who is unmanifested; ‘sa’ stands for satya or truth, and ‘ta’ is the goddess of speech. In manifested form she is beautiful like the moon, with faultless limbs, adorned with ornaments. She sustains all embodied beings, she is the VEDAS, all the gods, all the worlds, and all forms. Her power is threefold, the power of desire, of knowledge, and of action. The goddesses SHRI, BHUMI and NILA are three aspects of her.

This Upanishad is attached to the ATHARVA VEDA.


Sita Josyam A play on SITA composed by Narla Venkateswara Rao (1908–85) in Telugu. In his introduction to this, Narla commented on the historicity of Valmiki’s RAMAYANA and the interpolations in it, and put forward some controversial views. In this play, Sita is portrayed differently. She asks RAMA to protect the forest dwellers, who are the RAKSHASAS, and not to listen to or help the RISHIS who have encroached on their territories and converted forests into arable land.

There is actually one passage in Valmiki’s Ramayana where Sita expresses similar views. In Aranya Kanda 9, Sita requests Rama not to use weapons in the forest, and not to kill rakshasas in the forest indiscriminately. She says, ‘Let us respect the laws of the place.’ But in that text this is an isolated passage, whereas Narla builds on this as one of his central themes.


Sitayana A composition on the RAMAYANA in English verse by Srinivasa Iyengar. This narrates the story of the Ramayana with a focus on SITA. The text is about quarter the length of VALMIKI’s and the seven kandas are named: Mithila, Ayodhya, Aranya, Ashoka, Yuddha, Rajya and Ashrama. The main story is the same, though new characters are introduced and some incidents are changed. The story begins with Sita’s childhood, and goes on to her marriage and sorrows. Sita in this is both herself, and the representation of all women. Thus one verse says:


Hadn’t she occurred age after age, always

as the earth-borne mystery

enacting endurance for the world’s sake

and trying to bridge the gap?



Two other characters here, AHALYA and Lopamudra, also voice the protest of suffering women.


Sitayana The story of the RAMAYANA in Maithili, composed by Vaidyanath Mallik ‘Vidhu’. Written in verse, this has seven cantos, each with seven sub-cantos, and focuses on the story of SITA, who is an incarnation of SHAKTI or Prakriti. It begins with a description of MITHILA, while the main story is based of Valmiki’s RAMAYANA. This epic was published in 1974.


Sivananda, Swami A renowned religious leader and guru. Born on 8 September 1887, he studied VEDANTA, but in his desire to help people, qualified as a medical doctor and practised for some time in Malaya. Later, he renounced the world, became a SANNYASI, and settled at Rishikesh in 1924. In 1932 he started the Shivananada Ashram, in 1936 the DIVINE LIFE SOCIETY, and in 1948 the Yoga-Vedanta Forest Academy, to train teachers and spread the knowledge of YOGA and Vedanta. He wrote over 300 books and had disciples of all religions, nationalities and castes. He died on 14 July 1963, but his ashram and the Divine Life Society, continue to grow and flourish.


Sivasagar (Sibsagar) Tank A tank located in Sivasagar, Assam, surrounded by three temples, the Shiva Dol, Vishnu Dol and DEVI DOL. The Shiva temple here is the tallest in the region.


Sivavakkiyar A TAMIL SIDDHA, who may have lived around the eighth century. His Patal or Song, has 527 stanzas, in which he describes the Light, and the Ultimate or Absolute, which is beyond all forms. According to some sources, he later converted to Vaishnavism, and is the same as TIRUMAZHISAI ALVAR.


Skanda A deity, another name of KARTTIKEYA..


Skanda Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. The Purana is very voluminous and has seven khandas or parts. It is said to have once been even larger, with six samhitas (books) divided into fifty khandas. The six samhitas were the Sanat Kumara Samhita, Suta Samhita, Brahmi Samhita, Vaishnavi Samhita, Shankari Samhita and the Saura Samhita. The seven khandas existing today are the following: Maheshvara, Vishnu, Brahma, Kashi, Avantya, Nagara and Prabhasa.

The Maheshvara Khanda includes the Kedara Khanda, Kumarika Khanda and Arunachala Khanda (in two parts). It begins with an account of the sacrifice of DAKSHA, narrated by Lomasha to the rishis in the Naimisha forest. Stories of the death of Sati, churning of the ocean for amrita, birth of Parvati, marriage with Shiva, the birth of Karttikeya (Skanda), and killing of Tarakasura are among those in this section. There are accounts of Shaiva sacrifices, and of the linga at Arunachala, and the sacredness of this mountain.

The Vishnu Khanda has accounts of Venkatachala, Purushottamakshetra, Badarikashrama, Ayodhya, Bhagavata, and the months of Karttika, Margashirsha and Vaishakha. This khanda primarily has stories regarding Vishnu.

The Brahma Khanda includes the Setu-mahatmya, Dharmaranya-khanda, and Uttara-khanda. It has descriptions of sacred sites, as well as of the KALI YUGA, the Chaturmasya vrata, and other rituals.

The Kashi Khanda focuses on Shiva temples in KASHI (VARANASI), and has two parts.

The Avantiya Khanda includes the Avantikshetramahatmya, the Chaturashiti-linga-mahatmya, and the Reva Khanda. It has descriptions of sacred sites in Avanti, the descent of the river Narmada, the story of Jamadagni, and accounts of various narakas or hells.

The Nagara Khanda has accounts of various tirthas, along with various stories including that of Trishanku. The Prabhasa Khanda incorporates the Prabhasakshetra-mahatmya, the Vastrapathakshetramahatmya, the Arvuda-khanda and the Dvarakamahatmya.


In addition, some of the six samhitas are also known from various sources. Apart from these, there are other texts that claim to be part of the Skanda Purana.

This is a SHAIVITE PURANA, said to have been narrated by Skanda. It has legends relating to SHIVA and describes methods of worshipping Shiva, as well as ceremonies and festivals. There are several MAHATMYAS or accounts of sacred places. The Gangasahasranam lists one thousand name of the sacred river GANGA.

This Purana has 84,000 verses.


Skanda Shashthi A festival of the god SKANDA, also known as KARTTIKEYA. The festival takes place in SHIVA and Skanda temples, particularly in Tamil Nadu, and celebrates Skanda’s victory over the ASURAS, Simhamukha, SURAPADMAN and TARAKA. This victory is said to have taken place on the sixth day (Shashthi) of the bright half of the month of Karttika (October/November), which is the Tamil month of Aippasa. At this time, devotees worship Skanda for six days. Two major temples for Skanda worship are at Tiruparankundram and Tiruchendur.


Smarta A sect that follows Smriti literature, particularly the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA, DHARMA SHASTRAS and PURANAS. They believe that all gods are aspects of the One, and therefore worship five deities known as PANCHAYATANA, consisting of VISHNU, SHIVA, DURGA, GANESHA and SURYA. One of the five is chosen as the Ishta Devata, or personal deity, and the other four are arranged around when PUJA, or worship, is performed. In south India, a sixth deity, SKANDA, is added to the five. Though Vedic texts are revered, rites are performed according to detailed instructions in the Smritis. Smartas are generally brahmanas. The sect traces its origin to SHANKARA.


Smriti literature A term for texts of Hinduism which are remembered, or inspired, rather than SHRUTI, or directly revealed. In its broad interpretation, it includes the VEDANGAS, SUTRAS, RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA, PURANAS and DHARMA SHASTRAS. According to the MANU SMRITI, it refers only to the DHARMA SHASTRAS. Some texts fall in two categories, for instance the BHAGAVAD GITA, which is technically Smriti literature, but considered Shruti by BHAGAVATAS.


Smriti Muktaphala A text on Hindu law and customs composed in Sanskrit in the fifteenth century by Vaidyanatha Dikshita. This is a popular compendium of Hindu law in south India. The text has six parts: Part I is named Varnashramadharma, and is on duties and ethics; Part II, Ahnika-kanda, describes daily life according to Brahmanical rules; Part III, Ashaucha-kanda is on avoiding pollution; Part IV, Shraddha-kanda, is on death ceremonies; Part V, Kala-kanda, or Tithinirnaya-kanda, is on auspicious times for various rites; Part VI, Prayaschitta-kanda, describes expiatory rites.


snakes, sacred See Nagas.


Sodamtsareth A text in Kashmiri verse on the story of SUDAMA and his relationship with KRISHNA, composed by Paramananda (1791–1874). The text is based on the tenth section of the BHAGAVATA, and contains accounts of Krishna’s birth and childhood, his friendship with Sudama, and their reunion after they had been separated for many years. At the same time, the text is an allegory in which Sudama represents the JIVA or individual soul, and Krishna, the supreme deity.


Soma A deity, god of the moon, who originated in the RIG VEDA, where he represented a divine drink, made from the soma plant.

In the Rig Veda, Soma is one of the most important deities. All the 114 hymns of the ninth book are dedicated to him, both in his form as a plant, and as a deity. The method of extracting juice from the plant is described in detail, as well as the nature of the juice, which is said to be the equivalent of AMRITA, the drink of immortality. The drink had an exhilarating and invigorating effect, as well as medicinal properties, and this led it to be considered divine. It is the same as the Avestan haoma, from the haoma plant. Soma is also the lord of the plants, or of the woods (Vanaspati). He is a king of the rivers and of the earth, and the father of the gods.

The soma plant has been variously identified, the most common identification being with ephedra.

In post-Vedic literature, Soma is the name of the moon. Some scholars feel Soma is connected with the moon even in the Rig Veda, while others feel the identification is made only in later texts. Like the Soma plant, the moon is drunk by the gods, thus explaining the waning of the moon.

In the PURANAS, Soma or Chandra, lord of the moon and of Monday (Somavara), is the son of ATRI and grandson of BRAHMA. He married twenty-seven daughters of DAKSHA, who represent the NAKSHATRAS. His favourite wife was Rohini. His other wives became jealous, and complained to Daksha, who cursed him, so that he became ill. Daksha later modified the curse, so that he periodically waxes and wanes. According to another story, it was actually SHIVA who modified the curse after Soma prayed to him.

Soma once kidnapped TARA, wife of BRIHASPATI, and through Tara his son BUDHA (Mercury) was born. A great war took place for the rescue of Tara.

Soma as a VASU was the father of VARCHA, who was incarnated as ABHIMANYU.

Soma had a daughter named Bhadra, who was married to Utathya, and captured by VARUNA. Later Varuna was forced to return her. Another daughter was Jyotsnakali.

According to the Puranas, Soma’s chariot has three wheels and is drawn by ten white horses. Their names are listed differently, but according to one list they were: Yayu, Trimana, Vrisha, Raji, Bala, Vasa, Turanya, Hamsa, Vyomi and Mriga. Amshumat is among other horses that are listed. SURYA, the sun, nourishes Soma, the moon, and the DEVAS or gods are nourished by the divine nectar, the AMRITA produced by the moon in half the month. This divine nectar is drunk by 36,333 devas who are immortal because of this. Soma then enters the sphere of Surya, in the ray called Ama, and this is the period known as Amavasya. At this time it nourishes the plants and trees, and later, certain classes of PITRIS. The VISHNU PURANA thus summarizes the benefits conferred by Soma: ‘Soma, with its cooling rays, nourishes the devas in the light fortnight, the pitris in the dark fortnight; vegetation, with the cool nectary aqueous atoms it sheds on them; and through their development it sustains men, animals and insects, at the same time gratifying them by its radiance.’ (II.12.14–15).

Soma is one of the NAVAGRAHA, the nine planets. As a Navagraha, he is depicted as a white deity, holding a mace in one hand, seated in a three-wheeled chariot, drawn by three or more horses.

According to one story, Soma and Surya discovered RAHU drinking amrita. Rahu’s head was cut off, but he had attained immortality, and to take revenge, still swallows them during eclipses.

Soma is known by a number of other names, including:

Atrisuta: son of Atri; Chandra, Indu: the moon; Kumudanatha: lord of lotuses; Nakshatarpati: lord of the nakshatras; Nishakara: night-maker; Oshadhipati: lord of herbs; Shashalakshana, Shasahanka, Shachin: marked with a hare; Shatasahasramshu: with a thousand rays; Taradhipa: lord of stars.


Soma Loka The world where the god Soma rules, free from passions and sorrows. This region is for those who always give gifts and never receive them. They never take anything from others and give away all they have to deserving persons. They are hospitable to everyone, forgiving, and never speak ill of others. Soma’s capital city is Somapura.


soma sacrifices A number of Vedic rites are classified as soma sacrifices. The BRAHMANAS and other texts describe the different types. Each sacrifice has four preliminary preparatory days.

(1) The Ekaha: This has one sutya day, the day on which the soma juice is extracted and the sacrifice performed.

(2) Ahina: This has between two and twelve sutya days.

(3) Sattra: This has more than twelve days and can last for a year or more.

Among the various soma sacrifices are seven forms together known as jyotishtoma. These are: (1) Agnishtoma; (2) Atyagnishtoma; (3) Ukthya; (4) Shodashin; (5) Vajapeya; (6) Atiratra; (7) Aptoryama.


Somadeva The composer of the Katha Sarit Sagara, an anthology of stories in Sanskrit. Somadeva lived in Kashmir in the eleventh century, and was patronized by King Anantadeva.


Somana Nachana A composer of devotional works in Telugu, who probably lived in the thirteenth to fourteenth century. He is considered one of the greatest Telugu poets. Somana is known for his Uttara Harivamsha, based on the second part of the Sanskrit HARIVAMSHA. The text has six cantos, each dealing with a story on the life of KRISHNA. The stories are: the killing of NARAKASURA; the revival of a dead brahmana boy by Krishna; Krishna’s visit to KAILASHA where he obtained a boon from SHIVA; Krishna’s killing of Paundraka Vasudeva; the story of Hamsa and Dibhaka, sons of Brahmadatta, king of Shalva; the marriage of Usha and ANIRUDDHA.

Not much is known of Somana, but it is generally thought that he lived between 1285 and 1355, and was the poet laureate of the king of Vijayanagara.


Somananda A philosopher of the Kashmir school of SHAIVISM, who lived between c.875 and 925. He founded the PRATYABHIJNA system, further elaborated by UTPALADEVA and ABHINAVAGUPTA.

Somananda’s most notable work is Shiva-drishti, which consists of seven chapters and approximately 700 verses. It focuses on Pratyabhijna, or the recognition of God and the world as SHIVA.

Somananda’s philosophy explains that Shiva is the ultimate reality, and the highest consciousness. He is both immanent and transcendant, and pervades the world, yet is, at the same time, beyond it. His immanent aspect, which manifests as the world, is known as Shakti, and is not different from or independent of Shiva. Chit or consciousness, ichchha, will or desire, kriya or action, and jnana or knowledge, are all aspects of SHAKTI. In Paramashiva, the supreme Shiva, Shakti has two aspects, prakasha, or self-luminosity, and vimarsha, or self-consciousness. This two-fold Shakti is the same as Shiva, shining with his own light, and conscious of the whole. When prakasha is emphasized, Shakti is jnana or knowledge, and when vimarsha is emphasized, she is kriya or action. Sadashiva-tattva corresponds to the first, and Ishvara-tattva to the second. Maya Shakti (the power of illusion or obfuscation) hides the truth of the real nature of Shiva and the world. The individual has the same nature as Shiva, but cannot recognize this. Through instruction and guidance, pratyabhijna, recognition of the true state, is achieved.

Shaktavijnana is another short work of Somananda.


Somanatha A name of the god SHIVA, particularly of his LINGA installed at the SOMANATHA TEMPLE in Gujarat. Literally, it means ‘lord of the moon’.


Somanatha, Palkuriki A devotee of the god SHIVA who composed works in Sanskrit, Telugu and Kannada on BASAVA and the LINGAYAT sect. Not much is known of his life, and some state he was born a Jangama (Lingayat), and others that he was a brahmana who later became a Shaivite. In one of his works, he refers to his parents as Vishnuramideva and Sriyadevi, which seems to indicate that the latter view is correct. ‘Palkuriki’, attached to his name, is thought to refer to his village, but the identity of the village is uncertain. It has been identified with a village near Warangal in Andhra Pradesh, or with a village in Karnataka. His date too is uncertain, but he probably lived between the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. He lived near Srisailam for some time.

Somanatha has written at least ten works in Telugu, which include Basavapurana, Basavodaharana and Basavaragada. His Sanskrit and Kannada texts also include works on Basava, as well as others in praise of Shiva.

He composed his works in simple language, so that all would be able to understand them. His SAMADHI is said to be at village Palkuriki near Warangal, while others believe it is at Kalikam village in Karnataka.


Somanatha Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at PRABHASA PATAN near the port of Veraval, in the region of Saurashtra in Gujarat. The main shrine has a LINGA, considered the first of the twelve jyotir lingas, or lingas of light. Somanatha at Prabhasa is mentioned in the MAHABHARATA, SKANDA PURANA and other texts.

According to myths, twenty-seven daughters of DAKSHA were married to SOMA, the moon, but his favourite was Rohini. As he neglected the others, Daksha cursed him to wane into nothing. Soma then came here and worshipped Shiva in the form of his Sparsha linga, and Shiva blessed him to regain his light again after waning. Thus the moon waxes and wanes.

As Soma worshipped Shiva here, the linga was known as Somanatha. A temple was constructed probably in the tenth century, though it may have existed earlier. It was destroyed by Mahmud of Ghazni in 1026, and immediately rebuilt by King Bhima of Gujarat and Bhoja of Malwa. It was destroyed and rebuilt several times more. After its destruction by Aurangzeb in 1703 the temple was rebuilt nearby by Ahilyabai, a Maratha queen, in 1783. In 1951, a new temple was constructed at the original site.

The temple is a major centre of pilgrimage. To the east is a place where three rivers meet, the Triveni Tirtha, said to mark the site where the god KRISHNA’S funerary rites were performed.


Somaskanda A term for an image of the god SHIVA, where he is depicted along with his wife Uma (PARVATI) and SKANDA. The name comes from the Sanskrit ‘Sa-Uma-Skanda’, i.e., ‘with Uma and Skanda’. A special type of Somaskanda image, represents Shiva in his TYAGARAJA form.


Soundararajaswamy Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, located at Nagapattinam. According to the legend asociated with this temple, a local prince here had a daughter who was born with three breasts. He was upset, but was told that when she met her future husband her third breast would disappear. One day she came across Nagaraja, the king of the NAGAS, and knew he was to be her husband when her third breast dropped off. But Nagaraja was worshipping god, so she too joined him and they worshipped Vishnu together. Finally Vishnu appeared in a beautiful form, enshrined in the temple here. Because of his beauty, he was known as Soundararaja. Vishnu’s consort here is Sundaravalli Tayar. The place was named Nagapattinam, after Nagaraja, and is one of the sacred sites for VAISHNAVITES. TYAGARAJA, a form of SHIVA, is also installed in the temple.

A similar story about a girl with three breasts is narrated about the goddess MINAKSHI.


spanda A Sanskrit term that means vibration, movement or motion. In SHAIVISM it refers to the essential nature of SHIVA, that leads to creation. Spanda-shakti is the energy of SHAKTI in Shiva. The world is contained in spanda, and emerges from it. Spanda is the unchanging, underlying reality, that is part of Shiva. It is the divine principle that exists in every individual. Spanda is described in the Shiva Sutra and Spanda-Karika of VASUGUPTA, along with its commentaries, and in other texts.


Spanda Karika A text on the nature of spanda. Though there is some controversy over its author, it is generally thought to have been composed by VASUGUPTA. The text has several commentaries, including the Vriti of Kallata; the Vivriti of Ramakantha; the Spandapradipika of Bhatta Utpala; the Spandasandoha and Spanda-nirnaya of KSHEMARAJA.


Sringeri A town in Karnataka, which has ancient temples and a MATHA of a SHANKARACHARYA.

Sringeri is located on a plateau of the Western Ghats, near the river Tunga. SHANKARA, the philosopher of the eighth to ninth centuries, when searching for a place to build a matha, was struck by the sanctity of this place. According to tradition, here on the banks of the river, he saw a strange sight—it was hot and sunny, and in this treeless spot, was a cobra, spreading its hood to shelter a female frog, about to give birth. A place where natural enemies became friends must be sacred, he thought, and constructed a temple and later a matha here.

Another legend links Sringeri with the ancient sage RISHYASHRINGA, after whom a neighbouring hill is named, and who is said to have merged into a LINGA, still worshipped at a nearby village.

The temples here include the SHARADA TEMPLE of the goddess Sri SHARADA, the VIDYA SHANKARA TEMPLE, an ancient temple dedicated to Mahavishnu or Janardana, the temple of Shankara or Sri Adi Shankaracharya, as well as several smaller temples which are the SAMADHIS of the various Shankaracharyas of Sringeri, over which LINGAS have been installed.


The matha serves as a gurukula where students study the ancient texts. Thousands of pilgrims visit Sringeri, and food is served free of cost to all who come there.


Srirangam A town on the outskirts of Tiruchirapalli in Tamil Nadu, which has several temples. The largest is the RANGANATHA TEMPLE, a temple of the god VISHNU, mainly constructed between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries, with some modern additions. The inner shrine has an image of Vishnu. The whole complex is enclosed in seven concentric walls with twenty-one GOPURAMS, the tallest being a modern structure, which is 73 m high. The image is taken out in a procession once a year in January. Another temple here is the Shri Jambukeshvara temple, dedicated to SHIVA. In the GARBHA GRIHA is a LINGA immersed in water that flows from a spring. This temple has five concentric walls and seven gopurams.


Srisailam A place located in the Nallamalai hills of Andhra Pradesh, known for its Mallikarjuna Temple with one of his jyotir LINGAS of the god Shiva. In addition there is a Devi temple here, a SHAKTA PITHA where the goddess is known as Bhrarambha, as well as a number of other shrines, including a NANDI shrine and other LINGA shrines. The temples, on the top of Srisailam hill, are enclosed in a courtyard and were constructed in the thirteenth century and later. The site however has an ancient sanctity and is mentioned in the PURANAS. The main temple has a small shrine with a LINGA and a pillared porch, a large MANDAPA being added in the fifteenth century.

The Chenchu tribe has a role in the rituals of the temple, and refer to Mallikarjuna as Chenchu Malliah. This temple is unique as all castes are allowed to perform the abhisheka or worship of the linga. Srisailam is also a centre of the LINGAYATS or Virashaivas, and is thought to have once been a Buddhist site.


Sthanu A name of the god SHIVA, and of a RUDRA.


stotra A Sanskrit term for a eulogy or hymn in praise of a god or goddess, a sacred place, or a saint. Stuti and vandana are other terms used. The word stotra is also used in Prakrit. Stavan is a synonym in Rajasthani.


stuti See stotra.


Subala Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that consists mainly of a discussion between the rishi Subala and BRAHMA, the creator. It begins with an account of creation by the supreme person (Purusha) and by Brahma. It describes the attainment of BRAHMAN by the six means of truthfulness, charity, austerity, fasting, chastity and detachment from worldly objects. Simultaneously, self control, charity and compassion should be practised. It describes the different types of PRANA (breath) and the centre within the heart, from where the various NADIS branch out. This Upanishad identifies Brahman, the supreme reality, with NARAYANA. It belongs to the Shukla YAJUR VEDA.


Subhadra (1) The name of the sister of the god KRISHNA, described in the MAHABHARATA and other texts. She was the daughter of VASUDEVA, the wife of ARJUNA and the mother of ABHIMANYU. Subhadra is worshipped in the JAGANNATHA TEMPLE at Puri, as well as at some other temples along with Krishna. She is sometimes known as Bhadra. Texts describe her as the uterine sister of Sarana.

(2) A divine cow who supports the western quarter of the earth. She is the offspring of Surabhi.


Subramania Bharati See Bharati, Subramania.


Subrahmanya A name of the god KARTTIKEYA or SKANDA in south India. He is called MURUGAN in Tamil. Subrahmanya was probably an earlier folk deity, who was later absorbed into the cult of Skanda-Karttikeya. He was also known as Mahasena, Kumara and Guha. Swami Mahasena was worshipped by the Kadamba dynasty, and was said to live in a kadamba tree.


Suchindram Temple A temple located at Suchindram in Tamil Nadu. The temple is associated with the story of the rishi DATTATREYA, also considered an incarnation of Vishnu. Three deities, BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA are worshipped here in the form of LINGAS, though Vishnu is the main deity in the inner shrine. According to the story connected with this, they had appeared here to ANASUYA, wife of the rishi ATRI, in the form of BRAHMANAS, making the preposterous demand to feed them without any clothes on. Unable to refuse a brahmana, Anasuya by her power converted them into three babies, and then fed them. When they returned to their normal form, they Granted her wish to be born to her, and thus Dattatreya was born. Suchindram is also associated with the purification (suchi) of the god INDRA, after his misbehaviour with AHALYA, wife of the rishi GAUTAMA.

The temple is entered through a huge GOPURAM, while the main temple is guarded by DVARAPALAS and YALIS. This opens into the Champakaram Mandapam, with thirty-two carved pillars depicting the story of Anasuya, and of the RAMAYANA.

There are at least thirty shrines of various deities and unique images at this temple, including a giant HANUMAN shrine, a shrine of Uma or PARVATI, known here as Dharmasamvardhini, one who promotes DHARMA, a NAVAGRAHA Mandapam, as well as images of Vinayaka or GANESHA, and of KRISHNA.

The processional deity is Suchindra Perumal, and there are three main festivals, of Marghazi Utsava (December–January), Chaitra Utsava (April–May) and Avani Utsava (September–October).


Sudama A childhood friend of the god KRISHNA, described in ancient texts. Sudama and Krishna studied together at Ujjain, with the rishi Sandipani. Later, Sudama suffered many troubles and his wife asked him to go to Krishna for help, who was then ruling at DVARAKA. Very hesitantly Sudama approached him, carrying only a handful of puffed rice as a gift, but Krishna greeted him with honour. Sudama could not bring himself to ask for help, but when he returned home he found his hut transformed into a mansion, by Krishna’s grace. Sudama was also known as KUCHELA, or Kuchaila.

Among the many retellings of the story of Sudama is the Sudamacharita of Narottamdas, of medieval days. There are several versions of the story in Gujarati. They include works by NARASIMHA MEHTA (1414–80), Vishnudasa (1564–1632), and Premananda (1636–1734). The story has been retold in many other languages, including Kashmiri and Mulayalam.


Sudarshana Chakra A weapon of the god VISHNU, a discus. It is sometimes personified as an AYUDHA PURUSHA, represented as a male figure.

According to some accounts the Sudarshana Chakra was created by VISHVAKARMA, out of a portion of SURYA’s brillance.

In the LINGA PURANA, a Shaiva text, the Sudarshana Chakra, normally Vishnu’s weapon, is said to have been created by SHIVA to defeat the asura Jalandhara. Later Shiva presented it to Vishnu. According to this story, at the time of a conflict between the DEVAS and ASURAS, the devas were defeated. Then, led by Vishnu, the gods prayed to Shiva with his thousand names. Shiva presented the Sudarshana Chakra to Vishnu.


Sudharmanas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that existed in the third MANVANTARA, when Auttama or Uttama was the MANU. The gods included Amita.


Sugriva (1) A vanara or monkey king, described in the RAMAYANA. He had been deposed by his brother VALI, but was restored to the throne by RAMA. Sugriva ruled at KISHKINDHA, and his advisor, HANUMAN, as well as his subjects, the vanaras, helped Rama to recover SITA from LANKA. According to the Ramayana, he was born from Riksharaja, when Surya’s rays fell on Riksharaja’s neck (griva). In some accounts, his foster mother was Ahalya. His chief wife was Ruma.

(2) A name of one of the horses that drew KRISHNA’s chariot.


sukta A term for a Vedic hymn. It comes from suukta, which can be translated as well-said, or ‘wise saying’ or ‘song of praise’. Each sukta contains one or more riks (verses). The RIG VEDA has 1028 suktas, containing 10,552 riks. A priest conducting a sacrifice should know every aspect of the sukta before reciting it. He should have a knowledge of the RISHI to whom it was revealed, the deity to which it is addressed, the metre (chhandas) and its ritualistic application (viniyoga).


Sumedhasas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that existed in the fifth MANVANTARA, when Raivata was the MANU. There were several devas in this group, including Alpamedhas.


Sumeru Another name of Mt Meru.


Sumitra One of the three wives of King DASHARATHA, described in the RAMAYANA. She was the mother of LAKSHMANA and SHATRUGHNA.


Sundaramurti/Sundarar (Cuntarar) A BHAKTI saint of the eighth century, who was one of the NAYANARS, and worshipped the god SHIVA. Born in the Tamil region, at Tirunavalur, he was the son of a brahmana named Sadaiyanar and his wife Isaignaniar, who were both devotees of Shiva. The boy was earlier known as Nambi Arurar, and later as Sundarar or Sundaramurti. His life is described in several texts, including the PERIYA PURANAM. Stories of his life are intermixed with legends.

Sundarar was said to be a devotee of Shiva even in his previous birth. At that time he held the poison that emerged when the ocean was churned for AMRITA, before giving it to Shiva. However, he also is said to have looked with desire at Aninditi and Kamalini, two attendants of the goddess Parvati and therefore had to take a human birth. As Sundarar, he was married to them in their human forms as Paravayar and Sangilayar. Another reason for his birth is given as Shiva’s desire for him to sing his praises on earth.

Sundarar composed verses of love and devotion to Shiva, which are included in the Tevaram, forming part of the TIRUMURAI. He visited at least eighty-two temples of Shiva, and sang verses in praise of the presiding deities. A number of miracles are attributed to Sundarar. On one occasion he revived a boy that had been eaten by a crocodile, a miracle depicted in Shiva temples. Several times he was blessed with gold coins after praying to the Lord. In many of his songs he beseeched Shiva for help, and these therefore provide some knowledge about his life, his financial difficulties, and the problems created by having two wives. In addition, Sundarar wrote the Tiruttondattokai, an account of sixty Nayanar saints. Thus he started the practice of worshipping not only Shiva, but his devotees. NAMBI ANDAR NAMBI then wrote Tiruttondar Tiruvandadi on the lives of the saints, while SEKKILAR expanded these accounts in his Periya Puranam.

Though Shiva is often worshipped as the Lord, with the devotee as his servant, Sundarar maintained the attitude of sakhya bhava, that of a friend, towards Shiva.


Suparna (1) A name of the divine bird, GARUDA. According to a story in the MAHABHARATA, Garuda snatched the divine nectar or AMRITA from paradise. As he flew away with it, the god INDRA hurled his vajra or thunderbolt at him, and one of his feathers fell on earth. It was so beautiful, that seeing it made people happy, and so Garuda was named Suparna, or the one with beautiful wings.

(2) A name of VISHNU and of SURYA.

(3) A deva gandharva, a son of KASHYAPA by his wife MUNI. Another son of Kashyapa by his wife Pradha was also known as Suparna.


(4) The name of several others, including a RISHI, and an ASURA reborn as King Kalakirti.


Suparnas Divine birds descended from Garuda. A number of such birds are described in ancient texts. In some accounts, they lived in Sutala. According to some interpretations, Suparnas were a group of people.


Surdasa/Surdas A BHAKTI singer and poet, a devotee of the god KRISHNA.

Details of his life are not clear, but he was probably born in 1478 at the village of Siri near Delhi, and died in 1563 or 1580. According to all accounts, he was blind from birth, and constantly searched for truth. He wandered from place to place, and settled at Gau Ghat on the banks of the river YAMUNA, located between MATHURA and AGRA. Surdas composed and sang songs mainly of Krishna’s childhood and youth of love and devotion to Krishna, in Braj Bhasha, a Hindi dialect. His verses are collected in the Sur Saravali, Sahitya Lahiri, and Sur Sagara. Some of them are included in the GURU GRANTH SAHIB.

An account of Surdas’ life is provided in Chaurasi Vaishnavan ki varta composed by GOKULANATHA (1552–1640), and later enlarged and rewritten by Hari Rai. This recounts the meeting of Surdas with VALLABHACHARYA. The poet came to meet Vallabha and recited two of his devotional padas (poems) to him, which were embued with the spirit of humility. Vallabhacharya asked him to sing instead about Krishna, the source of all bliss. According to the Vallabha-digvijaya, written by Yadunatha, another grandson of Vallabha, this meeting took place in 1510. After this Surdas is said to have moved from Gau Ghat to Govardhana.


Sur Sagara A collection of padas or poems composed by SURDAS. The work has 4937 padas, but the authenticity of all the poems cannot be confirmed. The majority of padas, about 4300, are on the god KRISHNA, his worship, and episodes from his life. They focus on Krishna’s childhood and youth, and skip over many events in DVARAKA. One poem recounts how Krishna invited the people of Braja (Mathura region) to KURUKSHETRA on the occasion of a solar eclipse. There RUKMINI, who had always been curious about Radha, saw RADHA, who was still radiant and beautiful.

About 150 padas are on the god RAMA, and 225 on the general theme requesting the grace of God. Some others refer to mythological stories.

Each poem is autonomous, even though the whole has a unified theme.

Some see the Sur Sagara as a version of the BHAGAVATA PURANA in Hindi. Followers of Vallabhacharya feel it was composed as kirtana, songs to be sung at the temple of Shrinathji (Krishna) at Nathdvara.


sura (1) A term often used to refer to the DEVAS or gods. Surashreshtha, Sureshvara and similar terms, refers to the chief of the gods, a name used for several deities, and Sura Loka is a term used for the world of the gods.

(2) A type of wine or liquor, also personified as a goddess. Sura was the daughter of VARUNA and Devi.


Surabhi (1) A divine COW, who emerged at the time of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA. All cows are said to be descended from her. She is considered the same as the KAMADHENU, the wish-fulfilling cow.

In the MAHABHARATA Surabhi is described in one passage as the daughter of DAKSHA, wife of KASHYAPA, and mother of the divine cow NANDINI. In another passage, she is said to be the daughter of KRODHAVASHA, and mother of Rohini, Gandharvi, Vimala and Anala. According to the VISHNU PURANA, cows and buffaloes were descended from Surabhi; the BHAGAVATA PURANA says she was the mother of animals with cloven hoofs; while the VAYU PURANA states that she was the mother of eleven RUDRAS, NANDI, and two daughters, Rohini and Gandharvi, from whom horses and cattle were descended.

The Mahabharata describes how NARADA took MATALI, charioteer of Indra, to the nether world to find a match for Matali’s daughter. Taking him to RASATALA, Narada described it as the seventh strata beneath the earth. Here, he said, Surabhi, the mother of all cattle, lives, born of Amrita. She yields milk which is the essence of the best things on earth. A jet of her milk, falling on earth, created the milky ocean. Four other cows were born from her, supporters of the earth, and therefore called Dikpali. They were Surupa supporting the eastern quarter, Hamsika the southern, Subhadra, the western, and Sarva-kamadugha the northern. When the DEVAS and ASURAS churned the ocean of milk, the precious things that emerged were mixed with the milk of these cows. As for Surabhi, her milk becomes svaha for those who live on svaha; it is svadha, for those who live on svadha; it is amrita for those who live on amrita.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA.


Surabhis In Sanskrit texts, a term for divine and other COWS. Some have suggested that Surabhis were initially a name of a tribe of the north-west, the Chorosmi of the classical Greek writers, later absorbed into mythology as divine cows.


Suranjanji Puniya A BISHNOI saint, who lived between 1583 and 1691, and composed a number of devotional works in Rajasthani. Suranjanji was a disciple of Vilhoji. His narrative poems include Katha Gajamokha, on the Gajendra-moksha episode, Katha Usha Purana, on the Usha-ANIRUDDHA story, and Rama Rasau, on the god RAMA. Katha parsiddha and Katha autar ki are on the life of JAMBHOJI. Katha Chetana, Katha Chitavani and Dharamchari provide advice on leading a moral life, and thus escaping from the cycle of death and rebirth. Gyan mahatam and Gyan tilak are allegories in which the body is compared with a fort, and the different tendencies of a person are represented by various characters within the fort. Finally, the good characters defeat the evil. Bhogol Purana provides an account of the universe, and its cycles of creation. Other works on various aspects of BHAKTI, JNANA and SADHANA (devotional practice) include Sakhi, Dingal Gita, Harjas (devotional songs), Ang-Chetana, Dasavatara ka Chhand, Asmedhji ka duha, Chand kavita, Kavita Bavani and Savaiya. The work Katha Hari-guna describes the attributes of God.

His simple and clear language is a mixture of written and spoken Rajasthani.


Surana, Pingali A devotional poet who lived in the sixteenth century and composed works in Telugu. Surana was born in village Kanala in Kurnool district of present-day Andhra Pradesh. The name Pingali indicates that his family came from a village of that name, and it has been identified with Pingali in Parbhani taluk, now in Maharashtra, or with Pingali in district Mahbubnagar of Andhra. Surana was proficient in both Sanskrit and Telugu. Around 1545, he was attached to the court of Peda Venkatadri at Akuveedu, while later he was at the court of Krisnam Raju at Nandyal. Peda Venkatadri asked him to compose a work with double meanings, which would tell the story of both the MAHABHARATA and the RAMAYANA, and Surana was one of the first poets to do so in Telugu. His other works are Kalapurnodayamu, a moral and romantic story, rich in symbolism, and Prabhavatipradyumnamu, based on the story of PRADYUMNA and Prabhavati. In this work the poet excels in his description of Suchimukhi, a swan who composes poems and helps people.


Surapadman An ASURA who oppressed the DEVAS and was killed by the god MURUGAN (Karttikeya). The story of Surapadman is described in the Tamil KANDA PURANAM and other texts. Surapadman was the son of Kachipan and Mayai. He practised austerities and obtained boons from the god SHIVA, that he would rule over 1008 worlds, and would live for 108 yugas. He married Patumakomalai and had several sons including Banukopan. He created a city in the eastern sea, known as Viramakendiram and ruled the world from there. He began to oppress the devas, imprisoned INDRA’s sons, and desired INDRANI, the wife of Indra. Indra and Indrani then came down to earth to escape him. Murugan sent his messenger Viravakutevar to ask him to stop these atrocities, but Surapadman did not listen. A great battle then took place. Surapadman suffered severe losses, and all his sons except Iraniyan were killed. Then the asura ran into the sea, and took the form of a mango tree. Murugan cut the tree into two, and one half became a peacock, and the other a cock. He used the peacock as his vahana, and the cock as his flag, and thus Surapadman now served the deity.


Surasa (1) A wife of the rishi KASHYAPA, and mother of the NAGAS.

(2) A daughter of KRODHAVASHA, and mother of the nagas.

(3) An apsara who danced at the birth of ARJUNA.


Surat Shabd Yoga A form of union with the divine through meditation on the inner sound. This form of Yoga was known from ancient days, but the term is specially used by the RADHASOAMI sect.


Sureshvara A disciple of the Advaita philospher Shankara. See Mandana Mishra.


Surya The sun, as well as a deity, the sun god. He is first mentioned in the RIG VEDA, and in some cases here, Surya refers only to the sun, and not to its personification as a deity. In the Rig Veda it is said that Surya shines for the whole world, prolongs life, and drives away sickness, disease and evil dreams. He is born of the gods, and the seven horses who draw his chariot represent the rays of the sun. He is a bird traversing space, or a brilliant white steed. Sometimes his chariot is drawn by a single horse called Etasha. In Vedic times SAVITR, PUSHAN, BHAGA, MITRA, VIVASVAT, and ARYAMAN were sometimes considered synonyms, though these were also individual deities. The ADITYAS also represented solar deities.

Surya continued to be worshipped after the Vedic period. In the MAHABHARATA, Surya is praised in a hymn that begins:


You are the eye of the universe, and the soul of all material existence.

You are the origin of all creatures, and the embodiment of acts of religious men.

You are the goal of the Samkhyas, and the final end of the Yogis.

You are a door not fastened by bolts, and the goal of those who desire emancipation.



One hundred and eight names of the deity are given in this text.

In the RAMAYANA, the rishi AGASTYA asks RAMA to worship Surya with the Aditya-hridaya mantra.

There are several myths and stories regarding Surya in the PURANAS. Surya was the son of KASHYAPA, by his wife ADITI. He married SAMJNA, daughter of VISHVAKARMA, and had three children, MANU, YAMA and YAMI, and another three children by CHHAYA, the maid of Samjna, as he was tricked into believing she was his wife. According to the VISHNU PURANA, these were Shanishchara (i.e., Shani), another Manu (Savarni), and a daughter Tapati (the river). He had three more children from Samjna, when she was in the form of a mare, and he took the form of a horse. They were the ASHVINS and REVANTA. However, according to the KURMA PURANA, he had four wives, Samjna, Chhaya, Rajni and Prabha. Four wives are also mentioned in other texts. SAVITRI is also said to be his daughter.


In the Mahabharata, Surya was the father of KARNA.

Surya’s chariot: The Vishnu Purana says the sun does not really rise and set, he always is, yet he is visible at times and invisible at others. His apparent movement is described in several Puranas.

Surya, as the sun, travels across the sky in his chariot, bringing day and night. His chariot is nine to ten thousand yojanas long, or, according to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, 3600,000 yojanas. His charioteer is Aruna, and his seven horses are named after the metres of the VEDAS. They are: Gayatri, Brihati, Ushnih, Jagati, Trishtubha, Anushtubha and Pankti. In each month of the year, Surya is accompanied by seven beings, an Aditya, a rishi, a gandharva, an apsara, a yaksha, a naga and a rakshasa. The Aditya represents divine energy. The rishis compose praises, the gandharva sings, the apsara dances before him. The naga harnesses his horses, the yaksha trims the reins, the rakshasa attends upon his steps. The Balakhilyas, the pygmy sages, surround his chariot. All these bring cold, heat and rain in their respective seasons, as they move across the sky. Directly or indirectly, Surya nourishes the gods, people, and all living beings.

[image: image]


The table above gives the names of the beings accompanying the chariot in each month.

Surya worship: The BRIHAT SAMHITA describes how Surya should be depicted. He should be in the dress of a northerner (udichyavesha), and his body should be covered from his feet up to his breast. He should wear a crown and hold two lotus flowers by their stalks. The VISHNUDHARMOTTARA says he should have four arms, and wear a northerner’s dress and a coat of mail. He should have Dandi with a staff on his left, and Kundi (Pingala), with palm leaf (or pen and ink-pot) on his right. His four sons, Yama, Revanta and two Manus stand near him. His four wives are Rajni, Rikshubha (Nikshubha), Chhaya and Suvarchasa. His chariot of seven horses should be driven by Aruna.

The symbol of the sun appears on the earliest coins, and some kings of the first and second centuries BCE incorporated the word Surya in their names. In the first few centuries CE, he was depicted in anthropomorphic form, dressed in a tunic and boots, or a long coat with trousers, indicating Greek, Iranian or Scythian influences. References to northern dress also indicate a foreign origin. Some texts specify that Surya worship was brought to India by the Maga (Iranian Magi). Early images show him with the goddesses Usha and Pratyusha, who drive away darkness with their arrows. Later, he is depicted with four or more wives. Mahashveta was another of his consorts. From the fourth century onwards he is also depicted in Indian style, particularly in south India. In the south, he usually appears alone, without his companions, and holds half-bloomed lotuses.

Surya worship is also incorporated in daily rituals and in several festivals and ceremonies. CHHATH puja, popular in Bihar and eastern Uttar Pradesh, is one of the major festivals focusing on sun-worship. Surya worshippers are known as Sauras, and the Saura Purana, a minor or Upapurana, is dedicated to this deity. Medieval texts mention six classes of Surya worshippers. Among kings who were worshippers of Surya were Maharaja Dharapatta of the Maitraka dynasty of Vallabhi, and several of the Pushyabhuti rulers of Thaneswar.

Surya temples were constructed from ancient days. An inscription records the building of a Surya temple in the fifth century by a silk-weavers’ guild at Mandasor. The invading Hunas were among those known to be sun worshippers. In the sixth century a sun temple was built at Gwalior by a high-ranking individual. There are records that an early Surya temple was built at Mulasthana (present-day Multan, now in Pakistan). The temple is said to have first been constructed by SHAMBA, the son of KRISHNA. A large sun temple existed here in the seventh century, as recorded by Xuanzang, the Chinese pilgrim. Another sun temple was said to have been constructed by Shamba at MATHURA. Early Surya temples still exist at KATARMAL, KONARAK, MARTAND, MODHERA and other places. Among other temples are: the Dakshinarka temple at Gaya, Bihar; the Bhramanya Deva temple at Unao near Datia in Madhya Pradesh; the Sun Temple at Surya Pahar, Assam; the Suryanarayana Temple, near Kumbakonam Tamil Nadu; the Surya-Narayana temple at Arasasavalli in Andhra Pradesh.

Though Surya is worshipped independently, he is also one of the NAVAGRAHA or nine planets, and is important in Indian astrology. He is known as Ravi, and is the lord of Ravivar or Sunday. Among the names of the deity are: Aditya; Amshumat: radiant; Arka; Aruna; Bhanu; Bhaskara; Divakara: day-maker; Dvatashatma; Gavam-patih: lord of rays; Mihira; Mitra; Prakashakarman: light-maker; Sahasra-kirana: with a thousand rays; Tapana: warming; Vihangama; and many more. Sun gods and goddesses exist in ancient myths of all cultures and the Hittite word for sun, was ‘surias’.


Surya Loka The world of the god SURYA, free from passion, darkness and sorrow. Those who study the VEDAS, serve their gurus, are firm in vows and penances, follow the truth and are restrained in their speech go to this world.


Surya (Suryaa) The daughter of the sun god SURYA, mentioned in the RIG VEDA. She was married to the ASHVINS, though in later myths the Ashvins were also sons of the sun god Surya.


Suryavamsha Ancient Indian dynasties that trace their descent from SURYA or the sun. According to the DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA, from Marichi, one of the mind-born sons of the god BRAHMA, was born KASHYAPA, and from him, VIVASVAN, the sun. Vivasvan had nine sons, IKSHVAKU, Nabhaga, Dhrishta, Sharyati, Narishyanta, Pramshu, Nriga, Dishta, Karusha and Prishadra. Various dynasties were descended from all these. According to other accounts, Vaivasvata Manu was the son of Vivasvan, and Ikshvaku was born from him, all solar dynasties being then descended from Ikshvaku. Several later kings traced their descent to the sun, to give themselves an exalted status, while others traced it to the CHANDRAVAMSHA, or the moon family.


Sushruta A fourth-century author of a text on AYURVEDA, the Indian system of medicine. Medicine was considerd a gift of the gods, and Sushruta was said to have studied with DHANVANTARI, the legendary founder of the medical system. He was also said to be the son of the rishi VISHVAMITRA. His Sushruta Samhita, along with the earlier Charaka Samhita, are the two main texts which laid the foundation of ayurveda.


Sushumna A NADI or hidden current of energy described in yogic and Tantric texts. It is located along the spine. When the KUNDALINI is aroused, it rises along the Sushumna. On either side of it are the IDA and PINGALA nadis.


suta A bard or court poet. The PURANAS were usually narrated to a suta, who then retold them. LOMAHARSHANA Suta and his son Ugrashravas (Sauti) are frequently mentioned in the Puranas. Sutas also had a prominent part in Sanskrit plays.


Sutala The third of the seven divisions or LOKAS of the netherworld or PATALA, in Hindu mythology. MAHABALI rules there, meditating constantly on the god VISHNU. Recognizing that he was wrong in sending Mahabali away from the earth, Vishnu acts as the doorkeeper here. Suparnas live here.

There is a suggestion that Suparnas were ancient tribes living in Afghanistan and that Sutala was a real place, the region of the upper Jaxartes and Oxus. The Surabhis or cows and the Garudas also lived here. The Surabhis have been identified with the Chorosmi of the classical writers, while the Garudas are said to be Shakas. (For other possible identifications see PATALA).


Sutapa A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that will exist in the eighth MANVANTARA, when Savarni will be the MANU. Archishman is among the deities of this gana.


sutra A Sanskrit term meaning a thread of string, or a short composition or series of compositions, held together as if on a thread. It usually refers to a short verse, expressing a complex idea. Hindu texts have a number of sutras on all topics, but sutras also refer to groups of texts, such as the KALPA SUTRAS, or GRIHYA SUTRAS. Each of these contain a number of sutras. In early Buddhism the term used is the Pali sutta, referring to a text with a discourse or sermon, while later the Sanskrit word sutra was used. Jainism too has sutra texts.


Svadha A goddess, the personification of a sacred word. Once, it is said, when offerings were made to the PITRIS (ancestors) it did not reach them. The god BRAHMA therefore created Svadha, a beautiful deity representing SHAKTI. Through her power, sacrificial offerings reach the pitris, when her name is uttered in the mantras chanted. SHIVA, KRISHNA, SHRI and DURGA, are also at times identified with Svadha.


Svadhishthana Chakra One of the seven main CHAKRAS or hidden energy centres within the body. The Svadhishthana Chakra, a little above the MULADHARA CHAKRA at the base of the spine, is at the root of the genitals. It consists of a lotus of six petals, vermilion in colour. On the petals are the Sanskrit letters ba, bha, ma, ya, ra, and la, of the colour of lightening. Within this lotus is a white, eight-petalled lotus, with a half-moon in the middle, a shining, watery region of VARUNA. One who meditates on this lotus is freed of all inner enemies such as lust and anger. He is a lord among yogis, and shines like the sun, removing the darkness of ignorance.


svaha A Sanskrit term, used at the end of Hindu mantras, as well as in Buddhist rituals. According to the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, it has magical powers.


Svaha, goddess Svaha is personified as a goddess and is the daughter of DAKSHA and the consort of AGNI. Agni and Svaha had three sons, Pavaka, Pavamana and Shuchi. Svaha is sometimes identified with Uma or PARVATI.

According to the BRAHMAVAIVARTA PURANA, Svaha is a form of PRAKRITI, a shakti (power) without which Agni cannot burn. The three children of Agni and Svaha are the three household fires, Dakshina, Garhaptya and Ahavaniya. When making offerings to Agni, the word ‘svaha’ must be uttered, or the offerings are ineffective.

In one passage in the MAHABHARATA, Svaha is the daughter of BRIHASPATI. She is also known as Manyauti or Manyanti, and is present in all matter. She has three sons, known as Kama Agni, the embodiment of beauty; Amogha Agni (invincible fire), and Uktha (the means of salvation). From Uktha was born PANCHAJANYA, another Agni.

In another account, Svaha assumed the form of the wives of the six rishis and cohabited with Agni. She carried his seed in the form of a bird (suparni) and from this Skanda was born. SKANDA granted her companionship with Agni and said all offerings should be performed with her name. Various deities are at times identified with Svaha, including SHIVA, SKANDA, KRISHNA, SHRI and SARASVATI.


Svarbhanu The name of an ASURA, usually considered the same as RAHU. In some passages, however, Svarbhanu is a son of DANU, and thus different from Rahu who is a son of SIMHIKA. In the MAHABHARATA, UGRASENA was an incarnation of Svarbhanu. The same text says Svarbhanu was an ancient king of the earth.


svarga A Sanskrit term for heaven. It refers both to a region, and to an inner feeling of bliss. It sometimes refers to a specific heaven, that of the god INDRA. It is also known as Svarloka.

The concept of heaven has been developed in different texts. In the VEDAS it is the reward of those who practise austerities (tapah), those who bestow sacrificial gifts, or heroes who die in battle. In heaven they live among the gods. They have a glorious body and are free from old age and sickness. They feel joy and live in eternal light. Heaven flows with soma, ghi and honey. The sounds of the flute and other glorious sounds are heard. According to the ATHARVA VEDA, those who go to heaven meet their family members there. They enjoy sex and there is no sickness or disease. Everyone is the same, there is no rich or poor. The BRAHMANAS presuppose that certain rites and sacrifices can lead one to heaven.

By the time of the UPANISHADS, two types of heaven are envisaged: a heaven of material pleasures, which can be enjoyed for a limited time, leading again to rebirth, and a heaven of infinite bliss for those who know the truth. In the MAHABHARATA, YUDHISHTHIRA reached heaven in bodily form, though the other Pandavas and DRAUPADI died on the way. In heaven there is no hostility, bitterness or animosity and enemies become friends. In the RAMAYANA, LAKSHMANA ascended in bodily form to heaven, soon followed by RAMA, accompanied by the residents of KOSHALA.

The PURANAS have a scheme of several heavenly worlds (lokas) above the earth. There are also heavens of individual deities, such as Goloka or Vaikuntha. Each god in fact has his own world, which is a heaven. Many of the gods live in divine cities on Mt. MERU.


svastika An auspicious symbol, particularly in Hinduism. It is in the form of a cross, with the ends of its four arms bent at right angles. In the twentieth century, it was adopted by Hitler and used as his symbol for the Aryan race. In Hinduism, however, it has no negative connotations.


svayambhu A term that means self-existing, that which has not been created, but exists by itself. In the UPANISHADS it signifies BRAHMAN. In the PURANAS, SVAYAMBHUVA is the creator born from Svayambhu. Svayambhu is also a name of various deities, including BRAHMA, VISHNU, SHIVA, and KRISHNA. Among the forms of Shiva’s LINGA is the svayambhu, or self-existent. In Buddhism, the Adi Buddha, or the first Buddha, is also called self-existent. In ancient Egypt, the god Ptah was ‘self-begotten’.


Svayambhuva The name of the first MANU. It is also a name of various deities and rishis.



svayamvara An occasion when a young woman or girl of a marriageable age chose her husband from among a gathering of suitors, usually by placing a garland around his neck. Her father could sometimes limit her choice by insisting that the suitor qualify in a test of strength or skill. Svayamvaras are described in ancient texts. Famous svayamvaras are those of SITA, DRAUPADI, and others.


Svayamvara Kavyas The svayamvaras of epic characters such as SITA, DRAUPADI, RUKMINI, and Damayanti were often imaginatively retold, both in Sanskrit and in regional languages. Svayamvara Kavyas, poems on svayamvaras, became a popular class of literature.


swami/svami A term for a guru or religious leader. It particularly applies to heads of the DASNAMI sannyasis orders, but can be adopted by the head of any religious group. Swami is also used as an honorific title for deities or for any holy man.


Swaminarayan Sampradaya The sect started by the guru SWAMINARAYAN in the nineteenth century. The sect is divided into northern and southern sections, and led by householders, i.e., married men.

All disciples have to follow five basic principles: no alcohol or intoxicating drugs; no meat of any kind; no stealing; no debauchery or adultery; purity of food and drink, which leads to purity of body and mind. Swaminarayan advocated good moral conduct, and the reading of SHASTRAS and sacred books. His followers were also asked to end the practice of female infanticide and SATI.

Though the sect is open to all castes and religions, disciples are divided into three categories based on caste. Women and men are always segregated, as Swaminarayan felt even SANNYASIS would lose their spiritual focus if they associated with women. The wives of the acharyas or heads of the sect give initiations to women.

Apart from opening temples, the sect organizes social work, runs hospitals and schools, and works for village and rural development. Swaminarayan temples are located in all parts of the world, and there are thousands of followers in all countries.

Among the main temples are the AKSHARDHAM at Gandhinagar, Gujarat; several others in Gujarat; the Akshardham in Delhi; the Swaminarayan in England.

Some of the members of the Swaminarayan sect composed devotional poetry in Gujarati. Among the best poets were Premananda, Brahmananda, Nishulananda, Muktananda and Devananda.


Swaminarayan, Sri The founder of a religious sect and a guru of the nineteenth century, earlier known as Shri Sahajanand Swami. Born in a BRAHMANA family in 1781 at village Chhapiya, north of AYODHYA in present-day Uttar Pradesh, he was as a child known as Krishna, Harikrishna, or Ghanshyam. His family moved to Ayodhya, and Ghanshyam’s early years were spent there. He studied with his father, and showed a prodigious intellect, mastering all the VEDAS and other sacred texts at a young age. He was also spiritually inclined. Both his parents died by the time he was eleven years old, and Ghanshyam left home and travelled first to Nepal, and then to temples and sacred sites throughout India. At the age of eighteen, in the area of Gujarat, he was initiated by Sri Ramananda Swami and given the name Shri Sahajanand Swami. In 1802 he was installed as the guru at Jetpur in Junagadh.

He advocated the chanting of the name Swaminarayan, as the true name of God, and soon came to be known as Swaminarayan himself. He travelled from village to village setting up temples and initiating disciples, and established the SWAMINARAYANSAMPRADAYA. His writings include a selection and annotation of texts, that he had completed by the age of ten, the Shiksha Patri or ethical precepts and guidelines of the Sampradaya, and the Desh Vibhag no Lekhe, the consitution of the sect. Swaminarayan’s philosophy is said to be similar to VISHISHTADVAITA, with some minor differences. He believed in non-duality and the worship of the one god in the form of Swaminarayan. God alone was One, without a second. Souls were eternal, but were not the same as the One. Swaminarayan provided food and shelter to the needy, preached respect to all life, and stopped animal sacrifices. He died in 1830.

He is revered by his followers and considered an incarnation of VISHNU.


swan A bird considered particularly sacred in Sanskrit texts, where it is known as HAMSA. Swans are said to dwell in lake MANASAROVARA, and are the vahana or vehicle of the Hindu deities SARASVATI and BRAHMA. Hamsa is also a mantra used for meditation, and yogis who practice it are known as hamsas.


Syama Sastri A great composer of Karnatic music known for his devotional compositions. Syama Sastri, Tyagaraja and Muthuswamy Dikshitar are known as the best three of Karnatak (or Carnatic) music. Born in 1763, Syama Sastri was the son of Vishvanadha Sastri, a scholar of Telugu and Sanskrit, and his real name was Venkata Subramaniam. He learnt Telugu and Sanskrit from his father, and music from his maternal uncle. At the age of eighteen, he met Sangetha Swami of Thanjavur, who further trained him in music. He was also influenced by Pachimiriamu Adi Appaiah, the court musician of Thanjavur.


Syama Sastri became the priest of the Kamakshi temple, a post he inherited from his father. He was a great devotee of the goddess KAMAKSHI and composed about 300 kritis in Sanskrit, Tamil and Telugu in her praise.


Syamantaka A celebrated jewel in Hindu mythology. The sun god, SURYA, presented it to Satrajit, his friend, who praised Surya after seeing him in his true form. The Syamantaka was the source of all good fortune if the wearer was good, but brought disaster to a bad person. Satrajit gave it to his brother Prasena, who was killed by a lion. The lion was killed by JAMBAVAN, king of the bears, who carried off the gem, which was later retrieved by the god KRISHNA, who returned it to Satrajit. After more adventures and deaths, the gem ended up with AKRURA. Because of the wonder of the gem, Akrura looked like the sun, wearing a garland of light.
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Tagore, Debendranath A leader of the BRAHMO SAMAJ, as well as of other organizations.

Born in 1817, he was the son of Dwarkanath TAGORE, of Jorosanko, Kolkata (Calcutta) in present-day West Bengal. Growing up in luxurious surroundings, with a relatively liberal atmosphere, he was sensitive to social ills, and yearned to do something for society. In 1839, he founded the Tattvabodhini Sabha to spread the knowledge of the true religion of the VEDAS. In 1843 he modified his ideas on the Vedas, and became the leader of the Brahmo Samaj, merging his Sabha into this. In 1866, modern reformers broke away from the Samaj and started their own group. The group led by him was then known as the Adi Brahmo Samaj.

Debendranath was involved in a number of other activities. He acquired land and founded an ashram, later devoloped by RABINDRANATH TAGORE into Santiniketan. In 1846 he founded the Hindu Hitarthi Vidyalaya, to counteract the effects of Christian missionaries and promote Hindu and nationalist education. He was also part of the British Indian Association, one of the first groups to put forward the views of Indians to the British, though in a very limited way. He wrote a number of books on philosophy and religion, among them being Brahmo Dharma, a collection of extracts from the Upanishads and other texts, along with some ethical concepts. This formed a basic text of the Brahmo Samaj. Brahmadharmamat o bishvas and Brahmadharma vyakhyan are collections of his speeches and lectures in Bengali. Atmabijani, his autobiography, written in 1898 but published after his death, provides an account of his own life and of the growth of the Brahmo Samaj and the struggle against orthodoxy. He was respected for his simple way of life and involvement with spirituality, and was affectionately called ‘Maharishi’. He died in 1905.


Tagore, Dwarkanath A leader of the BRAHMO SAMAJ.

Born in 1784, he grew up in his ancestral home at Jorosanko, Kolkata (Calcutta). He was fluent in English, Arabic and Persian, and became an official in the British East India Company, and also ran a number of flourishing business concerns.

He supported RAM MOHAN ROY in his reformist ideas, and joined the Brahmo Samaj, leading the organization up to 1843, when the leadership was taken over by his son, DEBENDRANATH TAGORE. Dwarkanath died in England in 1846. His extravagant way of life led him into debt, though he was popular with all who knew him, appreciated for his generosity, his learning, and his liberal and progressive outlook.


Tagore, Rabindranath A multi-faceted person, a mystic and visionary, who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913. He was the first Indian to win a Nobel in any field. Rabindranath was also a writer, poet, artist, musician and educationist.

Born on 6 May, 1861 at Jorosanko, Kolkata, he was the fourteenth child of DEBENDRANATH TAGORE. He was educated partly at home and partly in school, and from an early age indicated that he was gifted, talented and mystical. He began composing poems from the age of thirteen, and from around the age of sixteen had mystical visions. He read texts of various religions, and was inspired by the UPANISHADS, the BHAKTI poets, Buddhist texts, GAUDIYA VAISHNAVISM, and the songs of the BAULS. He was also inspired by Western liberalism, and was against orthodoxy and superstition.

During his lifetime he composed more than 2000 songs, hundreds of long poems, as well as plays, essays, short stories and novels. Many of his poems and songs had mystical themes, and his collection GITANJALI, earned him the Nobel Prize.

His works are vast and varied, and together amount to over 100,000 pages. Aspects of his religious views appear in many of his works, while in some he clearly explains his ideas. Among these, Sadhana, a collection of essays in English, deals with the relationship between the individual and the universe, the concepts of the individual self and universal self, and the path towards realization, that leads to love, truth, beauty and service of others.

In The Religion of Man, a series of lectures presented in 1930, Rabindranath put forward some of his main religious ideas. He accepted both SHRUTI and SMRITI texts as means of valid knowledge, but also emphasized inner experience and intuition, leading to a harmony in life. To him, creativity, ethics and aesthetics, were all a part of religion. He said: ‘Religion consists in the endeavour of men to cultivate and express those qualities which are inherent in the nature of Man the Eternal, and to have faith in him.’


Taittiriya Samhita A term for one version of the YAJUR VEDA, also known as the Black or Krishna Yajur Veda. The Taittiriya Brahmana, Aranyaka and Upanishad are attached to it. There is also a Taittiriya Pratishakhya.


Taittiriya Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an early UPANISHAD that begins with an invocation to Vedic deities, and has three sections known as vallis. The first is the Shiksha Valli, the second is the Brahmananda Valli, and the third is the Bhrigu Valli. The first section has a series of prayers, and explains various mystic syllables. It ends with instructions to the students who have completed their studies, to speak the truth, follow the path of virtue, and look upon their mothers, fathers, teachers and guests as God. The second section explains the nature of BRAHMAN, who is the source of all. One who knows the bliss of Brahman is free of all fear. In the third section, BHRIGU, the son of VARUNA, approaches his father and asks him to teach him the nature of Brahman. In a series of lessons, Varuna explains how everything is Brahman. This Upanishad also contains a description of the pancha-kosha, or five bodies of a person. It belongs to the Taittiriya school of the YAJUR VEDA.


Takshaka (1) A NAGA deity, the king of snakes, in Hindu mythology. According to the ATHARVA VEDA, he was descended from Vishala, while in the VISHNU PURANA he is the son of KADRU. In the MAHABHARATA he was said to live in the KHANDAVA forest, and when it was burnt by ARJUNA, Takshaka was saved by INDRA, though his wife was killed. Another story regarding Takshaka is about how King PARIKSHIT was bitten by him, because of the curse of the rishi Shringin. As a result King Parikshit died, and his son JANAMEJAYA conducted a snake sacrifice to take revenge on all snakes. During this SARPA SATRA or snake sacrifice, Takshaka took refuge with the god Indra. Takshaka lives in PATALA. The deity is still worshipped in some areas in the rainy season, to ward off snake bite.

(2) A name of VISHVAKARMA.


Tala Kaveri A sacred spot where the river Kaveri originates, located at a height of 1350 m on the Brahmagiri peak in Karnataka. The river originates here from a spring, around which there are three shrines, a popular place of pilgrimage particularly at Tulasankranti. The river soon goes underground again, reappearing a kilometre later.


Talatala The fourth of the seven divisions or LOKAS of the netherworld or PATALA, in Hindu mythology. MAYA, a great asura, who was blessed by SHIVA, rules here. Talatala is not mentioned in all the PURANAS but is described in the Bhagavata and Padma Puranas.


tamas One of the three main GUNAS or qualities, said to exist in all human beings. Tamas is inertia, negativity or darkness, obstacles that have to be overcome in order to proceed in any activity. The gunas are mentioned in several texts, but they are best described in SAMKHYA philosophy.


Tamasha A type of folk theatre in Marathi, which often incorporates metaphysical themes. Two groups in Tamasha are the Kalagiwale, who worship SHAKTI, and the Turewale, who worship SHIVA. The first has a garland of flowers around the wrist, and holds an ochre flag, and while the latter has a bunch of feathers, and holds a green or white flag. Representatives of the two groups face each other, and one asks a mystical question, which the other answers. Counter-questions follow, and the winner snatches the opponent’s flag. The questions and answers are based on the stories, poems and philosophy. A question may be simple, such as ‘How was Prakriti born?’, or in the form of a riddle, as, for instance: ‘When Tarakasura ran away with the Vedas, he also folded the earth, and ran away with her. If the earth was not there, where was the ground on which the asura ran?’

This type of drama was once very popular but has declined today.


Tamil New Year’s Day A new year’s day celebrated in April in Tamil Nadu, in the Tamil month of Chittirai. This day is also known as Puthandu. Festivities take place in homes and in temples. At home, the rituals are similar to VISHU, and auspicious items (kanni) are arranged at night and viewed first thing in the morning. Prayers are offered in temples, houses are decorated, and children are given small cash gifts, symbolizing hopes for their future prosperity. In some temples, the Chittirai festival is celebrated, the grandest such celebration being at the Minakshi temple. Tiruvadamarudar, near KUMBAKONAM, Tiruchirapalli and KANCHIPURAM are among the other areas where large-scale celebrations take place.

There is a suggestion to celebrate the new year on 14 January instead, but this has not gained popular support.


Tamil siddhas In the Tamil tradition, eighteen saints are recognized as SIDDHAS (Tamil: Cittar), or perfected ones. The names of the siddhas vary in different texts, and there were many more than eighteen, the traditional mystical or symbolic number. Scholars have collected lists of a number of siddhas from different Tamil sources. These are not necessarily Tamil siddhas, but were revered by Tamils. They include the following: Aga-pey-cittar/ Akapey; Agattiyar/ Akattiyar; Aluganni/Alukanni /Azhuhini-cittar; Avaiyyar; Bogar; Brahmamuni; Cattaimuni; Catta-natar; Cundarar/Cundaranandar (Sundarar); Danvantiri (Dhanvantari); Gorakkar (Gorakhanatha); Gunankudi Masthan; Idai-kkadar; Idai-k-kattu-cittar; Kabilar (Kapila); Kadu-velicittar; Kaga-pucundar; Kailasa-natar; Kalangi natar; Kalangani Natar; Kamalamuni; Kangayar; Kanni-c-cittar; Karuvurar; Kasyabar; Kaudamar; Konganar; Korakkar; Kudambai-c-cittar; Kunkannar; Kumbamuni; Kurmamuni; Maccamuni (Matsyanatha); Markandar (Markandeya); Nandi-devar (Nandideva); Naradanar (Narada); Pampatti; Patanjali/ Patancaliyar; Pattinatar; Pucundar; Pulattiyar/Pulastiyar; Puli-p-pani/ Pulik-kai; Punnakkicar; Punai-k-kannar; Ramadevar; Ramalingar; Romamuni; Sanakar (Sanaka); Sanatanar (Sanatana); Sanantanar (Sanandana); Sanatkumarar (Sanat Kumara); Shiva-vakkiyar; Teraiyar; Tiru-maligait-tevar; Tirumular; Uromarishi; Vacittar; Valmigar (Skt. Valmiki); Vanmikar; Vamadevar; Varahamuni; Vararishi; Vicuvamittirar (Skt. Vishvamitra); Yugimuni.

Many of these are Tamil versions of Sanskrit names. Some are named after ancient rishis and sages, while others are named after places or attributes. Their real names are often not known.

The siddhas were usually wandering ascetics, but were against BRAHMANAS, rituals, caste, formal worship and social norms. They emphasized meditation on the god within the Self, as well as various YOGA and TANTRIC practices, to reach their goal. They composed songs about liberation, immortality, and the divine soul within the heart, and each siddha reflected his own experiences in his songs.

The siddhas belonged to different time periods, from the second century BCE to the nineteenth century, and there was a tradition of continuously adding names to texts on them. Many composed verses in popular language. Some were also NAYANARS or followers of the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA tradition. Though most of the siddhas were from the Hindu tradition, Gunankudi Masthan was originally a Muslim. Some are said to have been of foreign origin, from China or Egypt. Many did not use their real names, but took the names of ancient saints or mythological figures. At times, more than one siddha could use the same name. As siddhas, they transcended formal religion, though they used some religious terminolgy in their compositions.

Notable among the siddhas were:

Agattiyar or the rishi AGASTYA; some feel the ancient rishi had eternal life, while others believe there were several Agattiyars named after him.

AVAIYYAR: a woman saint.

Bogar: said to be of Chinese origin, or an Indian who went to China.

Gorakkar or GORAKHNATHA, and Maccamuni or MATSYANATHA: the founders of the Natha tradition.

Nandi-devar or NANDIDEVA: believed to be the teacher of Tirumular.

Ramalingar, or RAMALINGA SWAMI of the nineteenth century.

TIRUMULAR, also a NAYANAR: is considered the founder of the Tamil Siddha tradition. His verses are varied, and are collected in the TIRUMANTIRAM. See also: Akkapey-cittar, Shiva-vakkiyar, Pattinattar, and Pampatti-cittar.


Tamra A wife of KASHYAPA, described in ancient texts. She had five daughters, Kaki, Shyeni, Bhasi, Dhritarashtri and Shuki. SHYENI was the mother of JATAYU and SAMPATI. The rest were mothers of various birds.


Tamraparni/Tamravarni A river in south India which flows from a hill in the Western Ghats known as Agastya Malai (hill of Agastya) or locally, Eka Pothigai. The rishi AGASTYA is said to have settled here after he came from the north. Tamravarni means the copper or red-coloured, while the alternate Tamraparni indicates copper-coloured leaves. The Tamravarni Mahatmyam, an account of the river, has a legendary explanation of this name. According to this, when Agastya came down south, he brought with him a garland of pink lotus flowers that soon turned into a beautiful woman. At this time, the marrige of SHIVA and PARVATI was taking place on Mt. KAILASHA, and they came down south to get Agastya’s blessings. The woman then turned into the river Tamraparni, and Agastya established thirty-two shrines and ghats along it above Papanasam, and eighty-six below. The former were for the gods, and the latter for mortals. According to the MAHABHARATA, the DEVAS performed penance on the banks of this river to obtain salvation.


tandava A term for the god Shiva’s cosmic dance, which he dances in his form as NATARAJA. Tandava or nadanta is one of many types of dance performed by the deity.


Tansen One of the most famous musicians and singers of India, who lived in the sixteenth century. Though India has had renowned musicians of all kinds, Tansen was one who was able to realize the legendary powers of music. Born in 1506, Tansen, originally known as Ramatanu, became the court musician of the Mughal emperor, Akbar. His music was so perfect, that he was said to have been able to light a lamp or bring down rain by singing the appropriate RAGA. He died in 1580, and was buried in Gwalior, near the tomb of his spiritual guru, a great Muslim saint known as Muhammad Ghaus.


Tantraloka A Sanskrit text composed by ABHINAVAGUPTA. This twelve-volume work provides a complete description and analysis of KASHMIR SHAIVISM.


Tantras A class of texts within both Hinduism and Buddhism. Tantras focus on the manifestation of divine energy within the body, through various practices. See Tantrism.


Tantric That pertaining to Tantra or Tantrism.


Tantrism A form of religion which originated in ancient days but gained popularity by around the eighth century CE. The word comes from the Sanskrit root tan, to spread, or tanu, body, or tadantara, inner.


As a method of religious practice, its exact origin is not known, but certain concepts and practices are traced back to the ATHARVA VEDA.

Tantrism aims to gain control over all the forces of nature, and to obtain the power to accomplish any task. At its highest level it seeks union with the divine, while at its lowest, its powers can be used to harm others.

There are numerous Tantric texts describing various practices, as well as a number of Tantric sects, many of which still exist. Extant Hindu Tantric literature includes a vast number of texts, dating from the seventh to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, much of which is still untranslated. There are, in addition, later works, as well as a number of modern explorations of Tantra. Tantras contain both high philosophy and practical methodology. The texts are composed both in Sanskrit and in regional languages. An ideal Tantra should have four themes: (1) Jnana or knowledge, both that obtained through philosophical enquiry, and secret and mystical knowledge; (2) methods of Yoga, or union with the Supreme; these methods include concentration, meditation and the acquisition of siddhis or powers; (3) Kriya or action, creating and consecrating images, temples and other objects of worship, and methods of worship of various deities; (4) charya or conduct, concerning rituals, festivals and daily duties. Most Tantras include aspects of these topics, as well as theories regarding the creation and destruction of the world and various stories and legends. Tantras may also deal with the worship of specific deities, or with the use of the pancha-makaras under specific conditions.

There are seven Tantric paths in Hinduism, among them being the Shakta, Shaiva, Vaishnava, Saura and Ganapatya forms. The KAPALIKAS and KALAMUKHAS were among the SHAIVITE Tantric sects, while NATHA YOGIS have some Tantric practices. Among VAISHNAVA sects the SAHAJIYA follows Tantric practices. There are others which have some Tantric aspects. Traditionally, Hindu Tantra is assigned to the god SHIVA, and several texts consist of a dialogue between Shiva and PARVATI.

Some important Tantric texts are: the Aghori Tantra; Bagala Tantra; Gayatritantra, on how the GAYATRI MANTRA can be used for protection; Jnanarnava Tantra, on Tantra ritual, meditations on forms of Devi, and including Kumari-Puja, worship of young girls; Kalavilasa-Tantra: on the goddess KALI; Kularnava-Tantra: of the Kaula sect; MAHANIRVANA TANTRA; Maheshvara-Tantram, a SHAIVITE text; Matrikabheda-Tantra, on the meditational use of syllables of the alphabet; Pranatoshini-Tantram, ‘The Tantra that satisfies the vital force’; Prapanch-sara-Tantram, ‘Tantra of the essence of the phenomenal universe’, ascribed to SHANKARA; Saundaryalahari: also assigned to Shankara; Sharadatilaka Tantra, composed by Lakshman Desika in the eleventh century, which includes an analysis of creation as well as various mantras and yantras; Tantraraja-Tantra, which describes the Shri-yantra, through which knowledge of the essential unity of the universe is attained. Tantraloka by Abhinavagupta, which provides an extensive description of Tantra, its philosophy and various aspects in the context of Kashmir Shaivism. Most of the Agamas are Tantric texts. Apart from these Sanskrit texts, there are a number of works on Tantra in regional languages.

Sects can broadly be divided into two categories: those which use MANTRAS or sacred chants, meditation on YANTRAS or cosmic diagrams, and other meditative and breathing practices, and those which negate and overturn all normal practices. The former are known as the right-hand sects, and the latter as the left-hand sects, though there is some overlap between the two. The real objective of Tantra is to sublimate desire, by first acceding to it. In the ‘left’ (vamachara) path, physical union is prescribed under strict conditions. The Tantric method includes sadhana or practice, shuddhi or purification, uddhara or elevation, and chaitanya, the reaffirmation of identity in consciousness.

All Tantric sects seek to raise the KUNDALINI, the hidden energy centre at the base of the spine, through the lower CHAKRAS, to the SAHASRARA CHAKRA at the top of the head, arousing these energy centres along the way.

Another common practice in Tantra is an attempt to merge or identify with one’s chosen deity (ishta devata). This is done through certain rituals that can include worship of an image, focus on a YANTRA, the use of MANTRAS, or by NYASA and other practices prescribed by a guru.

Left-hand sects (vamachara) particularly use the PANCHA-MAKARA or panchatattvas, commonly known as the five Ms. These are madya or wine, matsya or fish, mamsa, meat or flesh, mudra or parched grain and malthuna, sexual union. These also have an innner or symbolic meaning.

As Tantra is considered a dangerous path, a guru who constantly guides the student is considered essential in Tantric practice.

tapah/tapas A term for heat, which generates power. Tapas is the heat generated by ascetic practices. Special powers can be attained through it, as well as spiritual development.


Tapasvini A poem in Oriya that narrates the story of SITA. This long narrative poem in eleven cantos was composed by Gangadhar Meher in 1912. It deals with the story of Sita from the time of her banishment by RAMA, until LAVA and KUSHA meet Rama. The story is based on Valmiki’s Ramayana, Bhavabhuti’s Uttararamacharita, and various translations of the Ramayana in Oriya. This text, however, focuses entirely on Sita. It depicts ideal love and endurance through all suffering. The text is extremely popular in Orissa.



Tapati The daughter of the god SURYA, wife of Samvarana, and mother of KURU. She represents the river Tapti.


Tapoloka One of the seven upper LOKAS or worlds. It is the second highest world.


Tara, deity A goddess, who is one of the ten MAHAVIDYAS or Tantric goddesses, and is similar to KALI. She is described in several Tantric texts, including the seventeenth-century Tantrasara of Krishnananda, Agamavagisha, the Tararahasyavrittika, the Rudra-yamala and the Tara-tantra. She is said to be dark, or to have a complexion like that of a blue lotus. She is short and with a protruding belly. Her ornaments are snakes of various colours, and her garlands are composed of freshly severed heads. She is draped in a tiger skin, and has her foot on a corpse. The Tara-Tantra states that offerings to her should be of sacrificial animals, or of the blood of devotees. She is worshipped with Tantric rites.

Tara is a prominent Buddhist goddess, who has many forms. According to legend, she was born from the tears of the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, and most of her forms are benign. Tara Kurukulla, however, is one of her fierce forms.

At the TARAPITHA temple in West Bengal, the original image is of a benign form, a mother goddess with a child, while the later image is of the ferocious Tara. The temple probably has Buddhist origins.


Tara The wife of the rishi BRIHASPATI, abducted by SOMA. She was restored to her husband after a war. BUDHA, or Mercury, was her son through Soma.

In the RAMAYANA, another Tara is the wife of the vanara king, VALI.


Taraka A DAITYA, who had gained great powers, by practising austerities and worshipping the god SHIVA. In some texts he is described as the son of Vajranaka and in others as the son of HIRANYAKSHA or HIRANYAKASHIPU. Soon, however, he became arrogant and oppressive, and a threat to the gods. Only a son of Shiva could kill him, thus KARTTIKEYA, the son of Shiva and PARVATI, was born in order to destroy him, and succeeded in doing so. Taraka had three sons, Tarakasha or Tarakaksha, Kamalaksha and Vidyunmalin. They ruled over the TRIPURA, three great cities.


Taraknatha Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Tarakeshvara in Bengal. It is the most important Shiva shrine in the region, and was constructed in the eighteenth century, with additions made later. The inner shrine houses a LINGA, while the adjoining MANDAPA is a late construction. The walls of the temple have terracotta plaques depicting various deities, while the roof is curved and double-tiered.

Worshippers of Shiva from all over the country visit this temple throughout the year. Thousands arrive for the two main festivals of SHIVARATRI in February/March and Gajan in April. On these occasions pots of water are carried from the river GANGA 35 km away, and poured on the image. The water is not allowed to touch the ground and the water pots are attached to poles, balanced on the shoulders. Similar rituals take place in other parts of India, in the month of Shravana (July–August).


Tarapitha A temple of the goddess TARA, located at Tarapith village near Rampurhat in Birbhum district of West Bengal, on the banks of the river Daroka. According to tradition, it was founded by the Tantric rishi VASISHTHA. After his visit to Mahachina (China or Tibet) he came to the cremation ground here, known as Chandipur, and engaged in Tantric practices. Here, under a simul (silk-cotton) tree, the goddess Tara manifested herself in the form of a divine mother holding the infant SHIVA to her breast. When asked by Vasishtha why Shiva was in this form, she said she was nursing him as he was injured when he swallowed poison at the time of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA. This image is known as the Siddhi Rupa or Adi Rupa, while another image is the Raj Rupa, of Tara in her ferocious form.

The temple is said to have been first built by a merchant Jai Dutt Saudagar. The present temple was constructed in the thirteenth century by Jagannath Rai of Mallarpur, and rebuilt in 1720 by Raja Ram Jiban. It was restored in the nineteenth century, and has some later additions.

Animal sacifices still take place at the temple. An important festival is the Ma Tara Rath Yatra, in the month of Shravana (July/August) on the first day of the Jagannatha Rath Yatra, and on the return journey of Jagannatha. At this the Raj Rupa image is decorated and placed in a chariot, and drawn through the streets.

Twenty-five kilometres away is the Nalhateshvari temple, a SHAKTA PITHA.


Tarkshya (1) The name of a divine horse in the RIG VEDA, described in terms similar to DADHIKRA. He is swift as a bird, and in later texts is identified with GARUDA, the vehicle of the god VISHNU.

(2) A name of the rishi ARISHTANEMI, as well as of other rishis.

(3) A name of the god SHIVA.


Tattva Samasa A Sanskrit text dealing with the SAMKHYA philosophy, which is ascribed to KAPILA.


Tattvadipa A text composed in Sanskrit by VALLABHACHARYA, based on the teachings of the BHAGAVATA PURANA. This text has four books: (1) the Shastrarthanirupana; (2) the Sarvanirnaya with four chapters; (3) observations on the twelve skandhas of the Bhagavata Purana; (4) on bhakti, available only in fragments, but with several commentaries. In this text Vallabha states that the only Shastra is the BHAGAVAD GITA; the only god is KRISHNA; the only mantras are those of his name; the only work is the service of god. The VEDAS, the words of Krishna, the sutras of VYASA, and their explanation by Vyasa (which forms the Bhagavata Purana) are the four PRAMANAS or valid means of knowledge. Other texts can be used, if they do not contradict these. He states that BHAKTI is the SADHANA, and MOKSHA (liberation) is the final goal, yet the stage of bhakti is better than that of moksha, as in this the person enjoys God with all the senses. The JIVA (soul) is atomic in nature, but as it is a part of God, it can be said to be all-pervasive. BRAHMAN is sachchhidananda (being, consciousness and bliss), the controller and creator of the worlds, both the samavaya and the nimittakarana, that is the material and instrumental cause, of the world. Brahman is both NIRGUNA and SAGUNA without and with attributes, and no one can follow the path of bhakti, except through the grace of God. Thus in this text, Vallabha puts forward some of his main ideas.


tattva A Sanskrit term indicating a true or real state, truth or reality, or a true principle or category. Tattva is an element or elementary property, the essence or substance of anything. Tattva-jnana indicates knowledge of truth or of true principles of something.

Tattvas are classified in various schools of philosophy.

In SAMKHYA philosophy there are twenty-five tattvas or true principles. These are Prakriti or avyakta, the unmanifested state; mahat or buddhi; ahamkara; the five tanmatras; the five mahabhutas or elements; the eleven organs including manas, five organs of perception, and five of action; and Purusha. According to the Mahabharata there are twenty-four tattvas (XII.11242), while the Bhavishya Purana lists twenty-three. Lokayats consider only five, i.e., the five elements. In Vedanta, tattva is said to be a combination of ‘tad’ and ‘tvam’, and indicates ‘That thou art’ and is the mahavakya by which the identity of the world with Brahman is revealed.

In SHAIVISM, including Kashmir Shaivism and Shaiva Siddhanta, there are thirty-six tattvas. The first five are pure tattvas, consisting of Shiva or the bindu, representing Shiva. The Shiva-tattva pervades all the others. From this comes Shakti, Sadashiva, Ishvara and Vidyeshvara or Shuddha vidya (pure knowledge). These have the nature of chit or pure consciousness. The next seven are mixed tattvas: maya (the material cause), kala (kaala or time), niyati (law or destiny), kala (kalaa or creativity, drawing the soul towards pure knowledge), vidya (limited knowledge), raga (attachment) and purusha. Purusha, though pure, may appear impure because of its associations. These are followed by avyakta or prakriti, buddhi, ahamkara, manas, the five cognitive senses, the five conative senses or organs of action, the five tanmatras and five mahabhutas. (Based on Bhoja’s Tattva-prakasha. There are minor variations in different texts.)


Tayar/Thayar A term for the goddess LAKSHMI in south India.


Tayumanavar A name of the god SHIVA. According to legend, once a pregnant woman was attempting to cross the river Kaveri. The river was in spate and, stranded, she began to give birth on the bank. She was a devotee of Shiva, and prayed to him to help her. The god appeared in the form of her mother, and helped to safely deliver the baby. Thus he was known as Tayumanavar (tayum = mother also; anavar = who became). There is a shrine of Tayumanavar at Tiruchirapalli in Tamil Nadu.


Tayumanavar, saint A BHAKTI saint who lived in the eighteenth century. Born in 1705, he was the son of Kedilippa Pillai, and his wife Gajavalli. Kedilippa was initially a trustee of the SHIVA temple at Vedaranyam in Tamil Nadu, and later was asked by the Nayaka ruler to manage his affairs. The couple had prayed for a son to Shiva in his form as TAYUMANAVAR, and hence the boy was named after the deity. Tayumanavar grew up to be handsome and intelligent. He knew Tamil, Telugu and Sanskrit and had studied the various philosophies prevalent at the time. On his father’s death he took over his duties. However, after the death of Krishnappa Nayaka of Madurai, the queen took a liking to Tayumanavar, and to escape her he left the kingdom and went to Ramnad, and later set off on a pilgrimage. He began to compose devotional songs in Tamil, which were written down by his disciple and younger brother Arulayya. Kodikkarai Jnani was also one of his chief disciples. At Rameshvaram, a song of his is believed to have brought rain to the parched area.

On his mother’s insistence he married and they had a son named Kanakasabhai, named after the shrine in the CHIDAMBARAM temple. After his wife’s death he again settled in Ramnad, where he died in 1742.

Tayumanavar’s songs and writings were influenced by SHAIVA SIDDHANTA, but he attempted to reconcile this with ADVAITA. In his Paraparakkani, that has 389 verses, he sees God as both immanent and transcendent. In Paripurna Anandam, he says, ‘My work is always Your work, my individuality is not separate from You.’ Parul Vanakkam has Advaitic passages: ‘God has neither caste nor family, birth nor death, bondage nor release, form or formlessness, nor any name.’ Like all realized souls, Tayumanavar had a love for all living beings. In Pariparakkanni, 54, he says his desire is to spread the ideal of ‘non-killing’ throughout the world. In the same text (65) he prays for divine grace so that he may have the compassion that comes from considering his life similar to the life of all. He also revered the SIDDHAS, and is considered a siddha himself. One example of his beautiful verses is given here:


O pearl of pearls most precious,

O burning gold most bright,

O wisdom, understanding,

My inmost being’s light,

Lord of All.

(Trans. T. Issac Tambyah)



Teej A festival, celebrated at the beginning of the monsoon, in June/July, mainly in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh. Dressed in bright colours, groups of people sing, dance, and take out processions, which include decorated elephants and horses, or camels.

The festival also re-enacts the daughter’s departure to her husband’s house. An image of the goddess DEVI (Parvati) is kept in the house for two days and worshipped, after which a ceremony takes place, similar to that when the real daughter leaves home.


Tejas A term for fiery energy or spiritual power. It sometimes refers to semen. Tejas is also a deity, the personification of light, and a name of the gods SURYA, SHIVA, and VISHNU.


Tejo-bindu Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD on methods of uniting with BRAHMAN. It describes pancha-dashanga YOGA, a yoga of fifteen limbs or branches. Though it uses some of the same terms as PATANJALI, the focus here is only on Brahman. Thus its limbs include: yama, achieving control of the senses, through the realization that all is Brahman; niyama, repeating the same thoughts, and avoiding those that are dissimilar; tyaga, renouncing all through the realization of Brahman; observing silence; being in solitude; maintaining a steady posture and a steady mind, and perceiving the world as Brahman (drik-sthiti); prana-samyamna or breath control; pratyahara, perceiving all objects of the mind as Brahman; dharana, fixing the mind on Brahman; and finally the realization of the self as Brahman. This late Upanishad belongs to the Krishna or Black YAJUR VEDA.


temples Temples are sacred shrines, where the divine spirit, embodied as a deity or a great saint, is said to dwell. They vary from a tiny shrine beneath a tree, to immense and elaborate structures, but in one form or the other, are found all over India.

Small shrines emerge at places considered sacred, and could have many forms, a mud hut with a stone or figure representing a deity, an image placed beneath a tree, or just a natural stone, which has acquired sanctity over the years. Larger temples, however, are often constructed according to fixed principles, laid down in texts.

Temple architecture: The main parts of a constructed temple are: (1) the GARBHA-GRIHA, literally ‘womb house’, also called the cella or sanctum. This is the innermost shrine, housing the main deity. It is usually a small, square, structure, dark inside, with its doorway facing east. (2) the tower, also known as the SHIKHARA or vimana, which rises above the roof of the garbha-griha, and can reach great heights. (3) the antarala, or vestibule. The door of the cella opens into this, which connects the cella, to a pillared hall or mandapa. (4) MANDAPA, or hall where devotees gather, and can be of varying sizes. (5) ardha-mandapa, literally ‘half-mandapa’, which is the outer porch through which devotees enter. (6) maha-mandapa, a transept on each side of the central hall. Only the larger temples have this. (7) there may be additional towers over the mandapas. (8) outside the temple there may be other subsidiary shrines (9) the whole complex is often enclosed with high walls, entered through a gateway.

All temples do not have these components. Small temples may have only a garbha gribha, or a garba griha along with an ardha-mandapa. Large temples may have additional features, including extra towers. The style and structure of a temple varies considerably over time, and in different regions. Some different temple styles are given below.

Cave and rock-cut temples: Natural caves were used to make Brahmanical and Jain temples, as well as Buddhist chaityas and viharas. Often the walls and roofs were carved, and additions made with wood.

Among the earliest such Brahmanical temples are the temples at Udaigiri in Madhya Pradesh; AIHOLE, BADAMI, ELLORA, ELEPHANTA, Jogeshvari, in Karnataka and Maharashtra; Vijayawada, Bhairavakonda and other sites in Andhra Pradesh; Pallavaram and MAMALLAPURAM in Tamil Nadu. In addition there are rock-cut temples, such as the PANDAVA RATHAS at Mamallapuram, and the KAILASHNATH TEMPLE at Ellora. There are also some rock-cut temples in Himachal and elsewhere.

Early structural temples: In early days, temples were probably made from simple posts and thatch, which have not survived, or from a combination of brick and wood. One of the earliest surviving temples is from Bairat, near Jaipur in Rajasthan, dated to about 250 BCE. Next are some small north Indian temples built between CE 300 and 500, most of them flat-roofed, except for the Deogarh temple, which has a small tower. In the sixth and seventh centuries, there were experimental styles, some had flat roofs, others spires or curvilinear towers.

Later temples: In succeeding centuries, regional styles developed. Three main styles recognized in the Shilpa Shastras, texts on architecture, were the Nagara, Vesara and Dravida.

Nagara style: The Nagara style developed a curvilinear tower and had a cruciform ground-plan. This type, with some variations, is found from the north to the Deccan, and from the west to the east. The Orissa temple is closest to the classic Nagara style. Uttar Pradesh, Central India, Gujarat (Solanki temples), Rajasthan, Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand and Bengal all had variants of this style, between the eighth and thirteenth centuries.

Orissa temples: In Orissa temples, found at Bhubaneswar, Puri, Konarak and elsewhere, the inner shrine is known as the deul, and is a cubical structure. Above it is a tall, bee-hive shaped tower. The shrine opens into the hall or antarala, also known as the jagmohan, which is usually square, with a pyramidal roof. One or two more halls are often added, such as the nat mandir or dance hall, and the bhog mandir.

Malava temples: Malava temples were an offshoot of the Nagara style, which reached its height under the Paramara dynasty in the western Deccan between the tenth and twelfth centuries. In this style, because of the diversity of the exterior walls, the inner shrine and the mandapa often appear to be diagonally connected.

Dravida style: Typical of the Dravida style in the Tamil region are pyramidal roofs, and huge, elaborately carved gopurams, or gateways with towers.

Vesara style: The Vesara style, found in the Deccan, is an intermediate style, with Dravida and Nagara elements.

Kerala: Typical Kerala temples are built mainly of laterite stone bricks, and have roofs covered with tiles. Some are multi-roofed, whereas others are circular structures with pointed, upturned cone roofs. Kerala temples could be square, circular, apsidal or even rectangular. Usually, the main temple, known as Shri-kovil, has a detached square namaskaramandapa or hall with a pyramidal roof, used for large congregations. A quadrangular structure, known as the nalambalam, encloses these. The nalambalam is one of the five prakaras or enclosures of the temple, of which the innermost is the outer wall of the sandhara, a shrine with a circumambulatory passage within it. The entrance of the nalambalam has a small stone platform known as the bali-pitha, on which oblations are placed. The balikkal-mandapa is a pillared hall above this. Within the Shri-kovil is the garbha-griha and one or more mandapas.

Kashmir: In Kashmir temples wood was often used. For a few centuries from around 700, huge temples were constructed from large blocks of stone, with lime-mortar and dowels used for bonding. The tall pillars resemble the Doric columns of the Romans. Later temples were smaller, often with pyramidal roofs.

Other styles: There were several other local styles, which were variants of these.

Modern temples: From the nineteenth century onwards, several temples have been constructed in eclectic styles, while some retain traditional forms. Some innovative styles are found in the temples of the Ramakrishna Mission, those constructed by Narayana Guru, Ramalinga Swami, and other new sects. Matri Mandir at Auroville is another unique temple.

Temples and social life: Grants of land were often given to brahmanas for the maintenance of temples. Some temples became centres of spiritual education, while others, particularly in south India, combined education with culture. Attached to the large temples were all kinds of ancillary staff, including dancers and musicians.

Temples and royalty: In order to enhance his power and provide it legitimacy, the king was often identified with a deity in a temple, and sometimes ruled on behalf of the deity, acting as the regent. This took place in several areas, including Orissa at the time of the Chodagangas, with the god JAGANNATHA as the ruling deity, and Mewar, where Eklingaji represented the Guhilas. This process is thought to be similar to the DEVARAJA cult of South-east Asia.


Tenali Ramakrishna A poet who lived between 1485 and 1575 and composed works on religion in Telugu. Tenali Ramakrishna was one of the ASHTADIGGAJAS, the eight poets at the court of Krishnadevaraya, the Vijayanagara emperor. He is generally known for his wit and humour, and has the status of a folk hero, but at the same time he composed serious works on religion. Three of his narrative poems are available today. His first poem, Udbhataradhya-charitramu, is about the Shaiva teacher Udbhata, and is based on Palakuriki SOMANATHA’s Basava-puranamu. It also deals with the sanctity of KASHI. At this time the poet was probably a Shaivite, and was known as Tenali Ramalinga Kavi. He then became a VAISHNAVA and wrote two works, Panduranga Mahatmyamu, on the sacredness of Panduranga and his kshetra, and Ghatikachala Mahatmyamu on the sacred shrine Ghatikachala, where the deity is Yoga-Lakshmi-Nrisimha. Panduranga Mahatmyamu is considered his best work, and nine stories on the greatness of the deity and his temple are contained within the work.


Tengalai/Tenkalai One of the two schools of Shrivaishnavism or southern VAISHNAVISM, which emerged in the twelfth or thirteenth century, the other being the VADAGALAI. The writings of the ALVARS are their sacred texts. Tengalais admitted all castes and preached in the local language, Tamil, and one of its major proponents was Pillai LOKACHARYA. The Tengalai school believes in the doctrine of PRAPATTI or complete resignation and surrender to God, and states that nothing else is required as a person is saved by the grace of god. ALAGIYA MANAVALA Perumal Nayanar, brother of Pillai Lokacharya, and MANAVALA MAMUNI were other noted Tengalai saints.


Teppam A festival celebrated in Tamil Nadu, in which deities placed on decorated floats (teppam) are floated in the temple tanks, while priests chant shlokas. The festival takes place in January/February at a number of temples. In Chennai the main temples involved in the celebrations are the Kapaleshvara and PARTHASARTHY TEMPLE.


Tevaram The name of the first seven books of the TIRUMURAI that contain the hymns of the Shaiva saints, SAMBANDAR, APPAR and SUNDARAR.


Teyyam A term for a folk deity of northern Kerala. There are hundreds of Teyyams who are numerous and varied, including gods and goddesses, local or folk deities, heroes and heroines, ancestors. Some of the main deities are Kali, Bhagavati, and Chamunda in various forms such as Rakta Chamundi, Kari Chamundi, and Muchilottu Bhagavati. Others include Wayanadu Kulaveni, Gulikan, Kshetrapalan, Pottan, Bhairavi, Kuttichattan, Mariamma, Muttapan, Alibhuta, Babhiriyan and Panenruli. Teyyattams, ritualistic folk theatre forms, including song and dance, are an important part of Teyyam worship. Special village shrines are dedicated to Teyyams, and swords, shields, oil lamps, along with ritualistic objects of silver are kept there to be used in their performances. Some Teyyam shrines are attached to temples.

Teyyams are known as Tira in Kozhikode or south Malabar. Dance and theatre performances are also known as Tiriyattam, Kolamkettu, or Kaliyattam. The dancer, identified with the deity, assumes the deity’s power, and through the dance is supposed to be able to confer anugraha (blessing) and nigraha (destruction). Power is also contained in the weapon of the deity. Tiriyattam or Teyyattams may be performed for specific purposes, such as freedom from disease or from evil spirits, or requests for favours. The beings worshipped are often invoked by the dancers, who are thought to become possessed by them.

Songs are sung along with the dances, known as Tottam pattukal. They narrate the story of the deity and are an invaluable treasury of folklore. The dances are performed in front of shrines, without a stage or curtains. Several revolve around the triumph of the goddess over the asura Darika and other evil characters. Teyyattams are performed by men, who take on women’s roles. Todangal (the beginning) and Tottam (invocation) are the introductory rituals. Headgear and other ornaments are spectacular in size and appearance. The dress, ornaments and steps used in the dances also vary considerably. The performers are mainly those of lower castes, such as Vannans, Malayans and Velans.

Karivalloor, Nileswaram, Kurumathoor, Parassini, Cherukunnu, Ezhom and Kunnathoorpadi in north Malabar are places where Teyyams are performed annually from December to April. A similar theatre ritual is PATAYANI, where the goddess Bhagavati or Kali is invoked.


thags/thugs A sect of robbers who worshipped the goddess Bhavani, a form of KALI, before robbing and killing their victims. Muslims also became thags, but had their own groups and rituals. Thags were eliminated by the British in the nineteenth century. Some feel the descriptions of thags and their rituals provided by British officials were not correct.


Thanjavur A city in Tamil Nadu which has a number of temples and is a major centre of pilgrimage. The temples date back to the Chola period, the most important of which is the BRIHADESHVARA TEMPLE constructed in the early eleventh century.


theatre Theatre in India has ancient origins, and was usually known in Sanskrit as ‘natya’. It was one of those art forms through which the aesthetic experience of ‘chamatkar’, was possible. In addition religious themes were often the focus of theatre.

Theatre was first described in Bharata’s Natya Shastra. Bharata referred to ten types of dramas: Nataka, Prakarana, Bhana, Prahasana, Dima, Vyayoga, Samavakara, Vithi, Anka (Utsrishtikanaka) and Ihamriga. Later the method of enacting plays was systemetized in several texts. In the tenth century, Dhanajaya in his Dasharupaka described these different types of plays. Nataka or natya was said to be the highest form. The hero was a god or king, and the subject was not invented, but was drawn from history, legend or mythology. Among the other forms described, Dima was a legendary play on the exploits of devas and asuras, depicting power, magic, sorcery, and celestial phenomena; Samavakara was a supernatural drama.

Uparupaka were considered minor forms of theatre, including puppet plays, shadow plays, mime and dance. These probably developed into local theatre forms by medieval days. Early plays included those of Kshudraka, Bhasa, Kalidasa, Rajashekhara, and others. Plays could be entirely in verse, or in mixed verse and prose, and used both Sanskrit and Prakrit. In general, they had happy endings and did not depict violence, though some of Bhasa’s plays are an exception. Plays of all kinds usually began with an invocation, and the raising of the banner (dhvaja) of the god Indra.

Arts performed on the stage were also known as nritya, including mime and ballet, and nritta or dance. Rupaka (form) and uparupaka were other terms used.

Modern Indian theatre can be traced to 1765, with the staging of a play in Kolkata by a Russian dramatist. P.K. Thakur set up the ‘Hindu Rangmanch’, a theatre group at Kolkata in 1831. Girish Chandra Ghosh established a National Theatre in 1872. Another significant development was the beginning of Parsi theatre in Mumbai in the mid-nineteenth century, which influenced other theatre styles. This form had mainly mythical themes. In the 1930s Prithviraj Kapoor established his theatre and staged some fine plays. By this time there were regional theatre groups in modern and traditional style in all parts of India.

After Independence the Sangeet Natak Akademi, the national academy of music, dance and drama, was set up in 1953, and the National School of Drama in 1959. While all forms of theatre continued to develop, themes from ancient texts and epics still form a part of the plays produced.

Local forms of theatre, some of which still survive, included the narration of stories along with music and dance. Among these forms are:


Akhyana: in Gujarat and Rajasthan.

Ankiya Nat: in villages of Assam, with Vaishnava themes; they were composed by Shankaradeva in Assamese. The plays include songs and prose sections and are still performed.

Bhand: in Punjab, Kashmir and northern India.

Bhavai: originally in Gujarat, Rajasthan and Malwa in Madhya Pradesh, it still exists to some extent in Gujarat. Bhavai themes are both religious and secular, on spiritual or social themes. The plays incorporate dance and music, and are usually enacted in an open courtyard of a Kali or Amba temple.

Harikatha: which developed in Thanjavur, with Maratha influence. Before its full-fledged development, this had three styles: (1) Kathaprasangam, earlier compositions such as the Kamban Ramayana, Villiputtur Bharatam and Periya Puranam were recited and sung; (2) Pravachanam where scholars recited from the epics, Puranas, Shastras and philosophical texts; (3) Kathakalakshepa: a form of storytelling with singing, music and dance, based mainly on the work of Bhakti poets. This was modified by Thanjavur Krishna Bhagavatar (1847–1903), who introduced Marathi metrical forms such as the saki, ovi or abhanga.

Haryanavi Saang: a popular theatre form of Haryana.

Jatra in Bengal: often Vaishnavite in content, with music and dance.

Kanian Koottu: storytelling style in villages in south India.

Karyal: of Himachal Pradesh.

Kathakali: of Kerala; (dance drama) Kerala has several other types of dance dramas including TEYYAM, TIRAYATTAM, PATAYANI, tiyyattu, mudiyattu, kakarissi, velakali, tiruvatira, TULLAL, etc.

Khyals and Rasdharis of Rajasthan.

Krishna lila: performances based on the life of the god Krishna.

Lai harauba: of Manipur; in honour of local gods and goddesses.

Nautanki: a form of local theatre prevalent in several states.

Nirupana: based on oral versions of traditional stories, written down in Tamil, Telugu and Marathi, and performed with songs.

Rama lila: performances based on the life of the god Rama. These are more common in north India.

Sumang lila: a type of folk play in Manipuri., which developed in the nineteenth century and early-twentieth century. It included themes from the Puranas and epics, as well as from legends and local history. Humour formed part of the performances, while social and political themes were later added.

TAMASHA: in Maharashtra, with social, historical and religious themes.

Terukootu/Therukkoothu: of Tamil Nadu.

Udukkadipattu: another style common in south India.

VEETHINATAKA: of Andhra.

Villipattu: still prevalent in Tamil Nadu. The villu is a bow with bells on the bow string, that is struck and jingled as the story is told.

YAKSHAGANA: in Karnataka, Andhra (dance).

Some of these are also noted DANCE forms.

This is only a partial list, as there were many other types, some of which are still prevalent today.


Theosophical Society of India A society for exploring the hidden truths which are the source of all religions. The Theosophical Society influenced both Hinduism and Buddhism within India. The Society was first founded in New York in 1875 by H.P. Blavatsky, Col. H.S. Olcott and W. Judge.

Blavatsky and Olcott visited India and Sri Lanka in 1878, and in 1882-83 set up the Theosophical Society of India at Adyar in Chennai (Madras). Blavatsky’s writing, particularly The Secret Doctrine and the Voice of the Silence, laid the basis for Theosophical thought.

Annie BESANT joined the Society in 1889, and after coming to India in 1893, wrote extensively on Indian religions, particularly Hinduism and Buddhism, stating that these religions put forward greater truths than those of the West. In a time of rising nationalism and anti-British feelings, this helped in giving Indians a sense of self-pride. Besant also participated in the freedom movement and was elected president of the Indian National Congress in 1917. Another prominent Theosophist in India was C.W. Leadbeater, responsible for choosing J. KRISHNAMURTI to be the new messiah. Allan Octavian Hume, a British civil servant and Theosophist, helped in founding the Indian National Congress in 1885. Rukmini Arundale, married to George Arundale, was among other Theosophists who made major contributions to Indian life and society.

Several prominent Indians joined the Society in the early decades of the twentieth century, and followed the Society’s principles of dropping caste and religious differences, a major achievement particularly in south India, where Brahmanical traditions were very strong.

Around 1930, the society went through a crisis, soon after J. Krishnamurti rejected its principles. Many left the society to follow Krishnamurti, though they retained their Theosophical ideals.

The Society continues to exist today, and at its sprawling and wooded grounds in Adyar, there are a number of activities and programmes, attended by visitors from India and abroad. A large and well-stocked library provides facilities for research on the Society, and on all religions. There are also branches in Varanasi, Delhi, Mumbai and other cities, where meetings are held, but its greatest impact on Indian society was in the first few decades of the twentieth century.

The aims of the Society have been summarized into three principles: (1) To form a nucleus of the universal brotherhood of humanity, without distinction of race, creed, sex, caste, or colour; (2) To encourage the study of comparative religion, philosophy and science; (3) To investigate unexplained laws of nature and the powers latent in man.

The Society also has a separate esoteric section. In early days, Madame Blavatsky and her associates formulated an occult hierachy based on Tibetan Buddhist and Tantric texts, as well as on Puranic myths. According to this, at the head of the whole universe was SANAT KUMARA, an eternal youth. Below him was the Buddha. At the third level were the three heads of the Logos, the Bodhisattva Maitreya, representing compassion, the Mahachohan representing Buddhi or the higher intellect, and the MANU representing skilful action. At the fourth level were the Mahatmas or Masters. There were several of these and the Master Koot Hoomi or KUTHUMI and Master MORYA were in charge of India. Below this level were the Adepts, but to reach this stage an individual had to be guided by a master through a series of initiations accompanied by selfless action. These ideas still have an impact on a number of Western spiritual societies.


Thiru/ Tiru A Tamil term meaning sacred or holy. It is used as a prefix for a number of sacred places, temples, and texts.


Thousand Pillared Temple A temple of the god SHIVA located on the hills of Hanamkonda near Warangal in Andhra Pradesh. It was constructed by Prataparudradeva, a king of the Kakatiya dynasty, in 1163, and gets its name because of the number of columns in its MANDAPAS. Though primarily a Shiva temple, there are actually three shrines dedicated to the three deities, Shiva, VISHNU and SURYA. These open into a columned mandapa, its platform extending southwards, where there is a large NANDI, carved in granite, 2.7 m high. Beyond this is another mandapa with a number of columns. The columns or pillars in the mandapas are remarkable, carved in black stone with multi-faceted shafts. The ceiling has elaborate decorations around a central NATARAJA image. The temple is mainly constructed in green-grey basalt.


Thyagaraja See Tyagaraja.


Tikka A festival, another name for BHAI DUJ, celebrated in Punjab and Haryana.


Tikkana A Telugu poet who lived between 1220 and 1300, (or 1208–88) and rewrote the RAMAYANA and MAHABHARATA in Telugu. Somayaji Tikkana was probably a minister at the court of King Manumasiddhi (ruled till 1262) in the Nellore region of present-day Andhra Pradesh. His Ramayana in verse is known as the Nirvachanottara Ramayana. Based on the Uttara Kanda, it is not a translation, but has several new elements. However, his work on the Mahabharata is better known. Completing the work begun by NANNAYA, he began his translation from the Virata Parva, recreating several passages, and introducing his own thoughts and ideas. Telugu by this time was highly Sanskritized, but Tikkana limited his use of Sanskrit, using mainly colloquial Telugu. His work remains popular today.


tilaka A Sanskrit term for sacred identifying marks used by many sects. In south India the term nama or namam is also used. The marks are usually drawn on the forehead and are of various types.


Tilottama An APSARA. According to one story in the MAHABHARATA, the god BRAHMA asked the divine architect VISHVAKARMA to create a maiden using every kind of gem. Thus the beautiful Tilottama came into being. She was so beautiful that none could resist her. The ASURAS Sunda and Upasunda, who could not be defeated, fought with each other over her, and thus were killed. There are several works based on the story, including a play in Hindi by Maithilisharan Gupta (1886–1964), published in 1916.


Timmakavi, Kuchimanchi The composer of a version of the RAMAYANA in Telugu, as well as of other devotional texts, who lived between 1684 and 1759. Timmakavi lived near Pithapuram in the present-day Godavari district of Andhra Pradesh. Though he was primarily a devotee of SHIVA, Timmakavi also revered VISHNU. His Ramayana, known as Accha Tenugu Ramayanam, was written in pure Telugu without the use of a single Sanskrit word. He wrote a number of other works, including Shiva-lila vilasam, a work of BHAKTI on the god Shiva.


Tirayattam A ritualistic folk THEATRE of Kerala, which includes songs and dances, mime and music. The dancers represent various deities. This form is known by different names, Teyyattam in Kannoor, Tiriyattam in Kozhikode or south Malabar, and Kolamkettu in Kasarkode. It is also known as Kaliyattam. See Teyyam.


tirtha A term used for a sacred spot or place of pilgrimage. Tirthas, as well as tirtha-yatras, or pilgrimages, are extensively described in ancient texts. They are mentioned in the Shrauta Sutras, and described in the MAHABHARATA, PURANAS, and Upapuranas. Tirthas include sites along rivers, sacred lakes and pools, hills and mountains and shrines and temples. In the Mahabharata the merits of visiting tirthas are described. Unlike expensive sacrifices, even the poorest can visit sacred places. Among the best tirthas are PUSHKARA, KURUKSHETRA, Ramahrada, Mankanak, Prithudaka, Kanakhala, PRAYAGA, KASHI, NAIMISHA, Malaya, Bhrigutunga, Magadha, Brahmasaras, GAYA, and many others. The great RISHIS and the DEVAS had visited these, and thus they had acquired a special sanctity. In a single place there may be several tirthas, as in Kurukshetra. The Puranas have sections exclusively on certain places of pilgrimage. Upapuranas contain more details, while Sthala Puranas are devoted to specific places. A twelfth-century text, the KRITYAKALPATARU OF Lakshmidhara, has a section that systematically describes tirthas all over India and also explains the essentials of tirtha-yatras. Lakshmidhara, basing his account on the BRAHMA PURANA, classifies tirthas into four types: daiva, of the gods; asura, founded by asuras; arsha, of rishis; manushya, founded by great kings or other people. The main tirthas in his work are Badarikashrama, Dvaraka, Kedara, Kubjamraka (i.e., Haridwar), Kurukshetra, Madhura (i.e., Mathura), Narmada, Prayaga, Pushkara, Sukara (Soron on the Ganga), and Kashi or Varanasi.

In some of the Puranas, tirthas are personified. The PADMA PURANA, for instance, has a long list of tirthas who were summoned by the god INDRA to his court.

Tirtha-yatra or pilgrimages were and still are a unifying factor in India. Ancient rishis, pilgrims, and philosophers such as SHANKARA, went to sacred centres from the north to the south of India. A typical pilgrimage is recorded in a thirteenth-century inscription of Gujarat. An ascetic named Tripurantaka started from Gujarat and reached the Himalayas. He visited Kedarnatha and then went to Prayaga, Shriparvata (south of Prayaga), the river Reva, the Narmada, Tryambaka, Rameshvaram in the far south, and then returned to Gujarat.

The development of Shaktism added the category of SHAKTA-PITHAS among centres of pilgrimage. Tirtha yatras continued to take place in medieval times, and could include visits to Sufi shrines.

These pilgrimages could be accompanied by vows and rituals, though as time passed, rituals were not essential, only devotion and reverence being necessary.

Tirtha-yatras were a great leveller, as all castes could go on pilgrimages, and all were said to be purified by them.

Today too there are tirthas all over India and hundreds of thousands of pilgrims visit them every year. New literature too is constantly being produced on these tirthas, describing them, explaining their significance, and narrating their ancient stories.


Tiru Arutpa The collected writings of RAMALINGA SWAMI (1823–74) in Tamil, including both poems and prose. The poems are arranged in six sections known as tirumurais. Four of these were published during his lifetime, and two later, but some of the poems were rearranged in chronological order in later editions. The first Tirumurai has fifty-two poems, beginning with some that Ramalinga is believed to have composed when he was nine years old. The second and third are mainly on the god TYAGARAJA at Tiruvottiyur, his patron deity during the time he stayed in Chennai. There are a few poems on other themes, including one on Rama Nama, and another on Viraraghava, a form of VISHNU. The fourth Tirumurai is mainly in praise of NATARAJA of Chidambaram, while the fifth has poems on various themes such as ‘love’ and ‘bliss’. The sixth reveals his transformation, from the worship of a deity to a realization of infinite light. This section contains his famous work Arut-perum-jyoti, which has 1596 lines, along with shorter poems on a similar theme. Kirtanas, kummis and other musical compositions are included along with his poems. The prose section includes stories and essays on ethics, particularly self-control and compassion. Two extracts of his poems and songs are given below:

In one song he describes his first visit to CHIDAMBARAM (Tillai) when he was a five-month old baby. He says:


When my mother took me as a baby

To the sanctum of Tillai—

You revealed to me, as the curtain rose,

All the transcendental truth.’



In another poem he writes:


Every time I saw crops withering,

I withered too; as often

As I saw hungry destitute beggars,

I too fainted with hunger.

The sight of chronic victims of disease

Made me tremble like a leaf;

…

My life must cease when my compassion dies

I swear this at Your Feet.

(Trans. K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar)



Tiruchirapalli A city in Tamil Nadu which has a number of historic temples, and is a centre of pilgrimage. Temples include cave temples of the Pallava kings, as well as structural temples of the Chola and Nayaka dynasties. On one side, a huge rock, 82 m high, is notable for its stone elephants and pillars with carved capitals. Just 3 km to the north is the famous SRIRANGAM temple.


Tirujnanasambandar One of the NAYANARS or Shaivite saints, better known as SAMBANDAR.


Tirukkalukunram A place in Tamil Nadu, famous for its SHIVA temple, located on top of a hill. The temple, at a height of 152 m, is reached by steps. Two white kites are said to have been coming there for centuries. They would fly to the temple each morning around 11 a.m., were fed by the priests, and then departed. Tradition says that they embodied the souls of two ancient saints, who rested at the temple on their way from RAMESHWARAM to VARANASI. However, according to recent reports, they are no longer seen.


Tirukural A Tamil text also known as KURAL, written by TIRUVALLUVAR. It has been variously dated between the second century BCE and the fourth or fifth century CE. Its 1330 verses are arranged in three sections: the first, Arathupal, has 380 couplets dealing with worldly life; the second, Porutpal, has 700 couplets under 70 subheads on wealth, politics and related themes; and the third, Kamthupal, has 250 verses on love. Though there are not many references to God or a life devoted to spirituality, all the verses describe the ideal actions of a life founded in spirituality and ethics.

Several commentaries have been written on it.


Tirukuta-rasappak Kavirayar A composer of devotional verses in Tamil who lived in the eighteenth century. Tirukuta-rasappak belonged to Tirukurralam, and composed hymns in praise of the presiding deity, Tirukurralanathar, a form of SHIVA. This deity is also praised in the TEVARAM hymns. Tirukuta composed fourteen works (prabandhas) on the deity, represented in different situations. One of his compositions is a Talapuranam (sthala purana), describing Tirukurralam and its TIRTHAS. In another, he portrays all the women in the town falling in love with the deity, while one prabandha depicts the deity as a child. He is best known, however, for his Tirukurralak kuravanchi, or Tirukutrala kuravanchi, a composition in KURAVANCHI, a local style of the common people. His work inspired the composition of a number of other kuravanchis.


Tirukkutrala Kuravanchi The first KURAVANCHI composed in Tamil by TIRUKUTA-RASAPPAK KAVIYAR. From ancient days, there was a genre of poems known as Kuram, in which the Kuratti, a female fortune-teller, made predictions to young girls about their marriage. In the eighteenth century this was modified into the Kuranchi or Kuravanchi. The Kuravanchi is one of ninety-six genres classified as minor prabandhas.

In this particular Kuravanchi, a beautiful girl, Vasantavalli, sees Tirukurralathar (SHIVA) and falls in love. The Kuratti, named Singi (Cingi), arrives and narrates how she predicted Minakshi’s marriage with Shiva. She assures Vasantavalli that Shiva will finally come to her. In gratitude, the girl presents her with jewels. Singi’s husband, Kurava Singam, has been wandering everywhere searching for his wife, and is finally joyfully reunited with her. The characters are from the Kuravar community, and the work is in folk style. Yet it includes references to the PURANAS, the TEVARAM, and stories of the gods.


Tirumalai A sacred hill, a place of pilgrimage in Andhra Pradesh. Located 10 km from Tirupati, Tirumala, also known as Upper Tirupati, is the site of the famous temple of Lord VENKATESHVARA, the richest and perhaps the most popular temple in India. Tirumalai is one of a group of seven hills, known as Venkatachalam or Sheshachalam. They are said to represent the seven hoods of ANANTA or Adishesha, the lord of the serpents.


Tirumangai A VAISHNAVA ALVAR saint who composed verses in Tamil that form an important part of the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM. Accounts of his life are provided in the Divyasuri-charita, composed in Sanskrit in the twelfth century, and later ‘Guruparamapara’ texts.

According to these, Tirumangai was born at Tirukuraiyalur, (or Tirunagari) near Shivali, in a kallar or kalvar family, a community who were traditionally robbers. He was named Kaliyan, and his father was a feudatory chief. Kaliyan took over the feudatory of Aalinadu from his father, and was one of the commanders of the Chola army. He married Kumudavalli who was a Vaishnava, and through love of her became a devotee of VISHNU. On the request of his wife, he spent not only his own, but the king’s money on feeding Vaishnavas. According to some accounts, on one occasion he was imprisoned by the king, but the god Vishnu himself restored the funds in a miraculous way.

As the years passed, his devotion to Vishnu grew, but he lacked funds to feed and help the Vaishnava devotees. Thus he took to robbing the selfish rich, who glittered with jewellery but did nothing to help others. One day, according to the story, he robbed a marriage party, which was actually that of ANDAL and the god RANGANATHA. Unable to remove a beautiful toe-ring from the groom’s foot, he put his head down, intending to bite it off. But as he touched the divine feet, he realized they were those of the Lord. He was then transformed, and gave up robbery. The god instructed him in the inner meaning of the Tirumantiram, the mantra ‘Om Namo Narayana’, and Tirumangai immediately composed the Periya Tirumozhi (Great Divine Poem), with 1084 verses. His other poems are Tirukkuruntantakam, Tiruneduntantakam, Tiruvezhukootrirukkai, Chiriya Tirumadal and Periya Tirumadal. Together his poems consist of 1253 verses. In these verses he glorified more than eighty-four sacred Vaishnava sites. His poems have different facets, but in the two Tirumadals, he related to the Lord as a woman to her lover. In these he recounts some episodes of the life of KRISHNA and of RAMA. He called himself Tirumangai Alvar, the woman Alvar. He is considered the incarnation of the Sharnga, an aspect of Vishnu, represented by his divine bow.

In the first verse of his Periya Tirumozhi, he sang of his transformation:


Born into this worldly body,

A receptacle of great sorrow,

I am filled with remorse;

I ran after beautiful women,

Seeking fleeting pleasure.

But now look!

Through the grace of the Lord, I realize,

There is a greater goal,

That will lead to eternal happiness.

Searching for this state,

I have finally found it,

In the sweet name, ‘Narayana’.



Tirumantiram A text of 3000 verses composed in Tamil by TIRUMULAR. The text provides the basis for the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA philosophy, and forms the tenth book of the TIRUMURAI.


The text is also known as the Tamil Muvayiram (The Tamil Three Thousand). It is divided into nine sections known as Tantirams (Tantras). The first section is known as Mudal (first) Tantiram, and the others have subsequent numbers. The ninth has a sub-section known as Maraiporutkurru (The meaning of the Vedas).

Tirumantiram is both mystical and philosophical in its content. It describes the systems of Shaivism prevailing at the time, and explains the principles of SHAIVA SIDDHANTA, the concept of the guru, the panchakshara or five-syllable mantra, and the three aspects of Pati (the Lord), Pashu (the soul) and Pasha (bondage).

Though the language used is simple and poetic, there are profound and symbolic concepts in the text, which require an in-depth study. The text brings out similarities between the SHAIVA AGAMAS and the VEDAS. The term Vedanta Siddhanta is used, to signify their essential unity.


Tirumazhisai A BHAKTI saint, one of the twelve ALVARS devoted to the god VISHNU. According to tradition, he was abandoned in a bamboo bush in a forest in Mahisarapuram, the present Tirumazhisai town, probably by a sage and his wife. Tiruvalan, a basket-maker, found him there and took him to his wife Padmavalli, as they had no children.

He later became one of the Alvars. His works Nanmukan Tiruvantadi and Tiruchanda Viruttam, form part of the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM. Tirumazhisai is considered an incarnation of Vishnu’s Sudarshana chakra.


Tirumular A SHAIVA saint who is known for his collection of 3000 verses, the TIRUMANTIRAM. This forms part of the TIRUMURAI, which includes verses of the Shaivite saints of south India. He has been variously dated between the second century BCE and the sixth or seventh century CE.

Not much is known of his life. According to SEKKILAR’S legendary account, he was a SIDDHA, and was one of the eight disciples of NANDI DEVA in KAILASHA. Wishing to meet the rishi AGASTYA, a fellow siddha who lived in the Pothigai hills, he travelled to the south. He reached Tiruvavaduthurai, near the river Kaveri, and after visiting the temple there, he walked along the river. He came upon a herd of cows shedding tears. Their cowherd lay dead nearby, and they were lost and alone. To comfort the cows, he entered the body of the cowherd, who was known as Mular, and took the cows to their home at Sattanur. (There are also other versions of why he entered the cowherd’s body. In some accounts, Mular was a shepherd.)

Meanwhile, he left his own body under a tree, but when he returned he could not find it, and thus remained in Mular’s body, and was known as Tirumular. He understood that there was a purpose for this, and returning to Tiruvavaduthurai, he worshipped the god Shiva, and then sat in meditation beneath a pipal tree. He is said to have remained in the deep meditation or SAMADHI for three thousand years. Once in every year, he emerged from his samadhi and wrote down a sacred verse. This was put together in the Tirumantiram, containing the essence of the SHAIVA AGAMAS, and forming the basis for Shaiva Siddhanta philosophy. Tirumular then returned to Kailasha.

According to another tradition, Tirumular originally belonged to Kashmir, and settled in south India. He was an expert in YOGA and TANTRA, and is considered the founder of the SHAIVA SIDDHANTA school of thought, as well as one of the NAYANARS or Shaivite BHAKTI saints, and one of the eighteen main TAMIL SIDDHAS.


Tirumurai A collection of verses composed in Tamil by SHAIVA saints, and compiled by NAMBI ANDAR NAMBI in around CE 1000. The whole comprises eleven books, while a twelfth book, the PERIYA PURANAM, is often included. The first seven books are known as the Tevaram or Devaram and contain the hymns of Sambandar, Appar and Sundarar. Out of these books 1–3: have the hymns of Sambandar; (4–6): of Appar (Tirunnavukarasar or Tirunavakarasu); (7): of Sundaramurti. The contents of the remaining books are, (8): two works of Manikavachakar, Tiruvasagam, and Tirukovaiyar; (9): Tiruvisaippa and Tirupallandu, which together have the works of nine saints; (10) Tirumantiram of Tirumular; (11) Poems of ten saints, including saint Nakkirar and Nambi Andar Nambi, the compiler; (12) Periya Puranam, stories of the lives of sixty-three Nayanars.


Tirumurukarruppatai/Tirumuruganarrupadai A poem in Tamil on the god MURUGAN. It forms one of the ten poems of the PATTUPATTU, which are included in Sangam literature. The poem, composed by Nakkirar, has 317 lines in akkaval metre (blank verse). It begins with a description of Lord Murugan, and of the apsaras who sing and dance around him. After this are description of demonesses dancing, while the god kills the asuras. The devotee approaches the god, and the six sacred shrines of Murugan are described. The first is Tiruparankunram, near MADURAI; the next is Tiruchchiralaivai, followed by Tiruvavinankuti, where the god spends some time with DEVAYANAI. Here he is visited by SHIVA, VISHNU, INDRA and other deities, as well as GANDHARVAS and ascetics. The gods intercede on behalf of BRAHMA, who has been banished to earth by Murugan. Tiruverakam is the next shrine, where brahmanas strictly perform their religious duties. Next Murugan goes to the hill regions of the Kuravas and dances with them. The rites performed by the priestess in the Palamutircholai temple are explained. The devotee is then told how to approach and worship Murugan. The waterfalls and rivers in which he manifests himself are described.

This text forms part of the eleventh TIRUMURAI of the Shaiva canon.



Tirunavukkarasar The name of a Shaiva saint, also known as APPAR.


Tirunilalmala A religious text that belongs to the thirteenth century, and is the earliest available such text in Malayalam. It describes the rites and festivals of the KRISHNA temple at Aranmula in Kerala and combines descriptions of Puranic deities with Tantric rites, performed by Malayans, a low caste who were later banned from Brahmanical temples. The text focuses on VISHNU, but also describes SHIVA, and states that there is no difference between the two. There is also a prayer to the local goddess. The rites described include offerings, prayers and dances, and are different from those in traditional temples. Malayans today are among the performers of Teyyattam, dances invoking the local deities known as TEYYAMS.


Tirupati A sacred city located to the south of Andhra Pradesh. Nearby is the hill of Tirumalai, with the renowned temple of Lord VENKATESHVARA. Other temples in Tirupati include that of Sri Kodanda Ramaswami. Three kilometres away at Tiruchanur is the temple of the goddess ALAMELUMANGA (Padmavati), the consort of Lord Venkateshvara.


Tirupati Venkata Kavalu The joint name of two poets who composed works based on the PURANAS AND epics in Telugu. The two friends, Divakara Tirupati Sastri (1871–1919) and Chellapilla Venkata Sastri (1870–1950), popularized Telugu poetry through their Ashtavadhanas, Satavadhanas and Ashukavita (extempore compositions), and performed Avadhanas in all Telugu-speaking areas. After the death of his friend Divakara, Venkata Sastri continued to compose works under their joint name. Among their literary works were plays and long poems, as well as some works in Sanskrit. Their plays included several on the PANDAVAS, while among the poems were Buddhacharitamu, Devi Bhagavatamu, Shivabhakti, Shivalilalu, and others.


Tiruppan A BHAKTI saint, one of the twelve ALVARS. Tiruppan was a panchama (outcaste) born in Uraiyur. He was a devotee of the god RANGANATHA, but was not allowed into the temple by the priests. However, later he was carried into the temple by the priest Lokasarangamuni, and merged with the deity. He is also known as Yogivahana as he was carried by the priest. His composition Amalanadippiran, as well as other works are included in the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM.


Tiruppugazh A work in Tamil, composed by ARUNAGIRINATHA, a BHAKTI saint of the fourteenth or fifteenth century. The Tiruppugazh, a collection of his songs on MURUGAN, is the most popular of his works.


Tirupurantakesvarar Kshetram A temple of the god SHIVA, in his form as Tirupurantakeshvara, located in Andhra Pradesh on a hill along the Guntur–Kurnool road. In this form Shiva destroyed the three cities (TRIPURA) of the ASURAS. His consort here is PARVATI in the form of Tirupurasundari. Over 260 inscriptions have been found in the temple. BUDDHA images and the remains of a stupa have been found nearby.


Tiruvachakam/Tiruvasagam A collection of devotional poems in Tamil by Manikkavachakar in the ninth century. Tiruvachakam, with 654 verses in 51 hymns, is included in the eighth book of the Tirumurai, the sacred Shaiva text. The poems have varying themes, but all are deeply devotional. Some of the poems are those that can be sung while performing everyday activities. Several reflect the atmosphere of the time in which he lived, and the religious and philosophical controversies that existed. Others deal with the evolution of a person through various births, and the final attainment of moksha.


Tiruvalluvar A Tamil poet who lived sometime between the second century BCE and the fourth or fifth century CE and composed the TIRUKURAL. Not much is known of his life. He lived in Mylapur (Chennai). According to some accounts he had a BRAHMANA father and a SHUDRA mother, while according to others he was born in a shudra family of cultivators or weavers. He was married to Vasuki. In Mylapur he lived near a Christian community, and some see traces of Christian influence in his work. Several scholars feel he was a Jain, while there are even claims that he was a Buddhist. Thus different religions claim that Valluvar belonged to them, indicating that his work actually transcended existing belief systems.


Tiruvannamalai A city in Tamil Nadu, known for its SHIVA temple. A huge festival takes place in November/December, when thousands of pilgrims arrive. A bonfire is lit on the top of the hill, visible for days, and is considered to represent Shiva’s fire LINGA. There are other temples and shrines in the town, including those dedicated to DURGA and SUBRAHMANYA, as well as tanks with sacred TIRTHAS associated with three of the LOKAPALAS or guardian deities. The ashram of RAMANA MAHARSHI is nearby, on the outskirts of the city.


Tiruvatira pattu A festival celebrated by women in Kerala in honour of the god Kamadeva. Tiruvatira is the name of a nakshatra, and the festival usually takes place in December. At this time there are songs, dances and feasts. A group dance known as Tiruvatira is performed, accompanied by songs. The genre of songs used is known as kaikottikali, though some of the songs are selected from the ATTAKATHAS. The festival still takes place and includes kummi and kolati dances. Kummi is set to music, while kolatti is rhythmic, in which dancers hold short sticks in their hands. Tiruvatira symbolizes devotion, love and beauty.


Tiruvaymoli/ Tiruvaymozhi A Tamil text, composed by the Vaishnava ALVAR saint, NAMMALVAR in the eighth or ninth century. It consists of poems of devotion to the god, VISHNU and forms part of the NALAYIRA DIVYA PRABANDHAM.

There were several commentaries composed on this text. Among them were commentaries by Tirukkurukai Piran Pillan, a disciple of RAMANUJA; by Nanjiyar, a disciple of Parashara Bhatta who succeeded Ramanuja as the pontiff at SRIRANGAM; Nanjiyar’s disciple Varadaraja, who came to be known as Nampillai; commentary of Nampillai’s disciple Vadakku Tiruveedi Pillai; commentary of another of Nampillai’s disciples, Periya Achan Pillai.

A commentary on one hundred of the verses was also composed by a woman devotee of around the thirteenth century, who uses the name Tirukoneri Dasyai.


Tiruvembavai-Tiruppavai festival A festival which unifies SHAIVITE and VAISHNAVITE sects, and was once very popular in south India. At this time the Tiruvembavai hymn of the Shaivite saint Manikkavachakar, and the Tiruppavai hymn of ANDAL, the ALVAR saint, were recited together.


Tiruvilayadal Puranam A Purana composed in the late-eighteenth century in Tamil by Paranjoti. It deals with the sixty-four exploits of the god Sundareshvara (SHIVA) of MADURAI, in a narrative of 3365 verses. The text is divided into three books named according to the three names of the city: Madurai-kandam, Kudalkandam, and Tiru-alavay-kandam. An earlier text with the same name and theme was composed in the thirteenth century by Perumpatripuliyur Nambi, but Paranjoti’s text is more elaborate, and marks the revitalization of Shaivism in Madurai, after a period of decline. Paranjoti’s work is basically a Sthala Purana, glorifying the Madurai temple and explaining its myths and legends. It includes stories of the deity, and of Shaiva saints, along with philosophical and devotional verses. One such verse says:


Those who seek the Lord,

Traversing the streets of Madurai,

Selling bangles or firewood,

Ultimately realize:

He is That, about which

Even the Vedas are confused;

He is not the elements, or the organs of sense,

He is not the senses or the mind,

Nor is he anything beyond these.



Tishya Yuga Another name of the KALI YUGA.


tithi A lunar day, a unit of time in the Hindu calendric system. Thirty tithis form one lunar month, the equivalent of about twenty-nine-and-a-half solar days. The tithis can begin at any time of the twenty-four-hour day.


Tolkappiyam An ancient text, the earliest Tamil grammar available. According to tradition it was composed at the second literary Sangam or meeting, held at Madurai. (See Sangam Literature.) Its date is uncertain, and it has been dated between the second century BCE and the fifth century CE. Its name means ‘ancient epic’, (tol = old, kappiyam = kavya or poem), indicating that this may not be its original name. In oral tradition the text is attributed to Trinadhumagni, a disciple of AGASTYA, but this seems a concocted name.

The Tolkappiyam describes the alphabet and structure of the Tamil language. It has a section known as Porul adhikaran, which provides guidelines for composing prose, poems and other forms of literature. Poems are classified into aham or akam, dealing with love, and puram, dealing with heroism. The concept of ‘tinais’ is also explained in the text. ‘Tinai’ here is used for both category, and for custom or behaviour. The land is divided into five tinais, and the flowers, birds, music and deity appropriate to each tinai is listed. As for love, there are five sentiments, and these too have appropriate accompaniments.


Tondaradippodi A Vaishnava ALVAR saint who lived in the seventh century. His Tamil hymns are included in the Nalayira Divya Prabandham. An account of his life appears in the Divyasuri Charita and in other texts. According to these, he was born in village Tirumannar gudi or Mandangudi on the banks of the river Kaveri, in a brahmana family, and was known as Vipranarayana. He studied the SHASTRAS, and as a devotee of Lord RANGANATHA, he went to live in SRIRANGAM. There he made garlands for the worship of the deity, but then fell in love with a DEVADASI. His infatuation took him on the wrong path, but finally Lord Ranganatha came to his rescue. He took the name Tondaradippodi, ‘one who is dust on the feet of devotees’ (of the Lord), and composed fifty-five devotional songs. These are in two groups, Tirumalai and Tirupalli ezhuchi. The latter is a particular type of composition, with the theme of awakening the Lord from his sleep. Each stanza ends with the words ‘palli-ezhuntarulaye’, that is ‘please awake from your couch’. This actually is a way of asking God to bestow his grace on the devotee.

One of the verses states:


The sun has reached the eastern peaks;

The great darkness is gone and the time is dawn.

Honey is flowing from the beautiful flowers;

The herds of dark elephants are roaming;

Along with the she-elephants and the drums;

They clamour like ocean-waves everywhere!

O Lord of Tiruvarangam! Please awake from your sacred couch.



Totakacharya A disciple of SHANKARA, who lived in the ninth century. According to tradition, he was one of the four main disciples of Shankara. He was originally known as Giri, and was not considered learned, but devotedly looked after the personal needs of Shankara. Once when Totaka had not returned from the river where he had gone to wash clothes, Shankara waited for him to come, and the other disciples, particularly PADMAPADA, became impatient. Shankara then, with his divine mind, gave Giri a complete knowledge of the SHASTRAS. As Giri returned, he recited brilliant verses in Totaka metre, and thus came to be known as Totakacharya. Later, he composed a short work, the Sruti-sara-sammuddharana, also in Totaka metre, which contains the essence of the UPANISHADS. Totakacharya was placed in charge of the northern matha at Badirakashrama.


tottam pattu Devotional songs in Malayalam that are sung for ritual performances such as Teyyattam and Tirayattam in north Kerala (Malabar). Tottam comes from the Sanskrit word ‘stotra’. The day before the TEYYAM performance, a character known as Kolakkaran, sings an invocatory song and dances before the deity. The performer is also known as Tottam, and the song as tottam pattu. Men from the Panan, Velan, Vannan and similar communities perform the songs. The language is sometimes influenced by Tulu and Kannada. The songs are all from the folk tradition.


Transcendental Meditation A form of meditation propagated by Maharishi MAHESH YOGI, which was extremely popular in the 1970s and 1980s and is still practised in several parts of the world. According to the Maharishi, this meditation was taught to him by his guru Brahmananda Sarasvati, who later came to him in a vision, and urged him to reveal it to the world.

Transcendental Meditation has several levels. In the first stage, a simple two-syllable mantra is given to the disciple, after a small initiation ceremony, by teachers trained by the Maharishi. This has to be repeated every day, morning and evening for twenty minutes, and great benefits of freedom from stress, calmness, and positivity have been reported from this practice. Higher stages of meditation are revealed by the teacher, and can lead to the development of various SIDDHIS (powers). Several practitioners reported that they achieved some kind of levitation.

The Maharishi believed the widespread practice of this meditation would change the world in a positive way, creating peace and harmony.


trees In Hinduism, trees are often considered sacred, and there are several legends associated with them.

See Plants.


Treta Yuga The second of the four YUGAS or periods of time, which together comprise a MAHAYUGA. The Treta Yuga follows the KRITA YUGA, and in it the righteousness that existed in the first Yuga is reduced by one-fourth. Its primary virtue is knowledge. Four VEDAS have now appeared, sacrifices and rituals have started, and people have begun to seek a reward for their work. Humans live for 3000 years, and still have superior powers. Children are born through a simple touch between two people, and not through sex. The Yuga lasts for 3600 divine years, which are equal to 1,296,000 human years, and is symbolized by the colour red. It is succeeded by the DVAPARA YUGA.

In this yuga, Rama Jamadagnya (PARASHURAMA) exterminated the KSHATRIYAS. At the end of the Treta and beginning of the Dvapara, RAMA, son of DASHARATHA, lived.


tribal religions India has a tribal population of around 8 per cent. Tribal groups all over India, though particularly in the north-east and in central India. The largest broad tribal groups in India are classified as Bhils, Gonds, Oraons, Mundas and Santhals. Many of the tribes have been influenced by Hinduism, and some by Islam, while others have converted to Christianity. However, even these retain their original practices and festivals. In general tribal groups revere a creator deity, or a pair of deities, apart from a number of other spirits and ancestral deities. The names of their deities and the festivals associated with them are unique to each tribe. Several tribes, particularly in central India, have deities similar to those of Hinduism, and some also worship Hindu deities such as Shiva, Durga and Krishna. Most tribes revere a supreme being, as well as several other deities, including guardian deities, spirits of ancestors, and nature spirits, including spirits of animals, trees, streams and mountains.


Trika Shastra A name of a monistic form of Kashmir Shaivism. Trika means a triad, and there are several triads in this form of Shaivism. The main triads are: Shiva, Shakti, and their union; three essential aspects, of the individual soul (anu or nara), Shakti or divine power, and the basis of Shakti which is Shiva; three levels of movement towards salvation, action, including ritual action, will, and knowledge.

Trika texts can be divided into three categories: (1) Agama Shastra, which were revealed by Shiva. These include the Siddha-yogeshvari-mata Tantra, the Malini-vijayottara Tantra, and the Tantra-sadbhava Tantra, Svachhanda, Vijnanabhairava, Mrigendra Agama, Rudrayamala, and the Shiva Sutra, along with commentaries on these texts (2) Spanda Shastra: the Spanda-karikas and their commentaries which elaborate on the principles of the Shiva Sutra; (3) Pratyabhijna Shastra, which includes the work of Somananda, Utpaladeva, Abhinavagupta, and Kshemaraja. Abhinavagupta’s Tantraloka and Tantrasara provide an exhaustive description of all the aspects of this system.

Though some feel this school of thought originated in Kashmir, its origin can be traced to some earlier Tantras including the Siddha-yogeshvari-mata Tantra, the Malini-vijayottara Tantra, and the Tantra-sadbhava Tantra. In its first phase, probably before c. CE 800, this non-dual system of thought recognized Shiva as the sole reality, but focused on the worship of his energy or SHAKTI in three forms, as Para, a benign goddess, and Parapara and Apara, two fierce goddesses. Eight mother goddesses were associated with these three, and were embodied in kulas (families) of yoginis. These could be human or divine, and could be invoked or pacified using the PANCHA-MAKARA in the lower stages, though higher stages involved only meditative practices. The second phase involved the worship of Kali, who was the essence of the three goddesses. The Kali goddesses of the Krama tradition soon formed part of this worship. The third phase, from around 900 CE, is what is generally identified as monistic KASHMIR SHAIVISM, including the concepts of the thirty-six tattvas, three malas, spanda and pratyabhijna. Aspects of Trika Shastra, including those of its earlier phases, were later absorbed into Kaula Tantrism.


Trimurti The triple form of the three main gods of Hinduism, BRAHMA, VISHNU and SHIVA, who represent creation, preservation, and destruction, respectively. These are three aspects of the One supreme reality. In iconography, the Trimurti form is depicted with one body and three heads or as a composite image. Each of the deities also depicted separately and has its own temples and forms of worship.


tripadi A three-line stanza in Kannada, one of the oldest Kannada metres. The first two lines have four ganas (feet) each, and the third has three ganas. The second syllables rhyme. There are some variations in this basic metre. Several religious and other poems were composed in this metre from the twelfth century onwards.


tripartite ideology A theory put forward by George Dumezil (1898–1986) regarding the society and religion of the INDO-EUROPEANS. According to this theory, there was a hierarchical three-fold (tripartite) structure in society, of priests, representing spirituality and sovereignty, warriors, and productive workers, common to all members of the Indo-European group. This was reflected in religion and myth, and similar aspects could be traced in the myths and deities of the ancient cultures of this group.


Tripura (1) A term for three cities of the ASURAS, described in ancient texts. After the asura TARAKA was defeated and killed by the DEVAS, his three sons began practising austerities and asked for a boon of immortality from the god BRAHMA. Brahma replied that immortality was impossible. They instead obtained the boon that they would reside in three wonderful cities for one thousand years. At the end of this time, the three cities would unite, and the great god SHIVA, with one arrow, would be able to pierce all three and cause their destruction. Thus three cities were built by the great architect MAYA: a gold city in heaven, ruled over by Tarakaksha; a silver city in the middle region, ruled over by Kamalaksha; an iron city on earth ruled by Vidyunmalin. All the DAITYAS and DANAVAS defeated by the devas gathered in these cities. Hari, a son of Tarakaksha, practised austerities and obtained another boon from Brahma; a sacred lake whose waters could revive the dead. The asuras then began to rule all the worlds. INDRA and other devas could not defeat them, but when after a thousand years the revolving cities became one, Shiva was able to destroy them and the cities.

(2) The name of an asura, who owned three cities (puras). He practised austerities for thousands of years, and obtained boons from the god Brahma. He then became invincible and unconquerable, and the devas or gods feared his power. Finally, he was killed, and his cities destroyed by the god Shiva. According to popular stories, Shiva took the BHIMA form to defeat Tripura.

(3) Tripura today is the name of a state in India.


Tripura Bhairavi A goddess who is the SHAKTI of SHIVA. She emerged from his LINGA, which was divided into three parts.


Tripura Sundari A goddess, identified with DURGA or with SHODASHI. She was the fairest being in heaven, earth and air. She is worshipped in the SHRIVIDYA tradition.

A famous temple of the deity is located near the town of Udaipur in Tripura. It was first constructed in the sixteen century and is a SHAKTA PITHA, one of the places where a part of Sati’s body is said to have fallen. Here the goddess is worshipped as Tripureshvari. A major festival takes place here at the time of DIVALI.


Trishanku (1) An ancient king described in the epics and PURANAS. He was the father of HARISHCHANDRA and a source of rivalry between the rishis VASISHTHA and VISHVAMITRA.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA.


Trishiras A name of VISHVARUPA, the son of the god TVASHTR.


trishula The term for a trident, the emblem and weapon of the god SHIVA.


Trita Aptya A Vedic deity, usually associated with INDRA and connected with SOMA. He slew a three-headed, six-eyed dragon. His name signifies ‘the third’. His counterpart in the Avesta is Thrita, the third man to prepare Haoma (Soma), or Thraetona, who slew a serpent. He has been considered a god of lightning, or of wind and water, or of the moon. Others feel he was a healer, who was later deified.

In later texts Trita was a RISHI, the brother of Ekata (one) and Dvita (two). His brothers pushed him into a well, but he prayed to the gods and was rescued.


Triveni A name of PRAYAGA, modern-day Allahabad. Literally, it means ‘three streams’. The name arises from the fact that the GANGA and YAMUNA unite at Prayaga, and, according to tradition, a third river, the SARASVATI, unites with them underground, though there is actually no third stream here. The myth of the three rivers is said to symbolize the three passages of energy in the human body, the PINGALA, IDA and SUSHUMNA.


Tryambaka A name of the god SHIVA, as well as of KRISHNA, and of a RUDRA.


Tryambakeshvara A name of SHIVA, and of one of his jyotir LINGAS. The name means ‘the three-eyed Lord’. He is also known as Tryambaka.


Tryambakeshvara Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located near the Brahmagiri hill at Trimbak in the Sahyadri range. The river GODAVARI originates here.

The temple houses one of the jyotir LINGAS of the deity. The present temple was constructed by the Maratha peshwa Balaji Baji Rao (ruled 1741–61), though an earlier shrine was located at the same place. It is constructed in black stone, and enclosed within a courtyard measuring approximately 80 by 60 m. In front of the temple is a marble NANDI in a pavilion. The eastern entrance leads to a square MANDAPA, with porches on three sides, while the fourth side opens into the antarala, a rectangular verandah leading into the garbha-griha. Within this is a linga which is placed in water. Water constantly drips on the linga from a hanging pot, thus providing a continuous abhisheka. The linga has a silver mask with a single face for daily worship, while a five-faced gold mask is used for festivals.

The river Godavari is known here as the GANGA or Gautami Ganga, and according to legend, the river Ganga, or a part of her, descended to the earth here. There is a shrine of the goddess Ganga here, and nearby are the Kolhambika Temple of PARVATI, the Gangadvara tirtha, Varaha tirtha, Kushavarta tirtha, and several other shrines of various deities.

The temple attracts a number of pilgrims.


Tukaram A Maratha saint of the seventeenth century, who was a devotee of the god VISHNU in his form as VITTHALA or Vithoba. Tukaram’s poems have autobiographical references. His life is also described in the Bhaktalilamrita, written by MAHIPATI (1715–90).

Born in 1607 in Dehu near Pune in present-day Maharashtra, he was the son of Bolhoba, a farmer who owned some land. Though they were quite well off, they were considered SHUDRAS by the orthodox BRAHMANAS. Tukaram’s parents died when he was young. When he grew up he married Rakhma, and though he was very fond of her, he took a second wife as she was always ill. He had six children.

A great famine took place in 1629 and Tukaram watched helplessly as his wife Rakhma died of starvation and illness. After this he withdrew from his family and work, and began to worship Vitthala at a dilapidated shrine in his village, which he restored. He sang songs at the temple composed by earlier saints, and after a vision of NAMADEVA and the god Vitthala, he began to compose ABHANGAS in Marathi himself. Over 4000 abhangas of Tukaram are known, and some scholars believe there are many more. His devotion to the god and his BHAKTI compositions attracted many followers.

In 1649, Tukaram disappeared. While his disciples felt he had been taken in a chariot to God, scholars speculate that he was murdered by the brahmanas who did not like the rise and popularity of a low-caste person, or that he left for some unknown destination, to end his life in solitude.

His abhangas deal with his early life, his search for God, his despair and desparation, and finally his realization of the divine. In some poems he criticizes those who pretend to be saintly, and in one comments on the characteristics of a true saint. He says:


He who identifies

with the battered and the beaten

Mark him as a saint

For God is with him.

The good man’s mind

Is soft outside

And soft inside

Say it’s like butter.

He holds

Every forsaken man

Close to his heart

He treats

A slave

As his own son.

Says Tuka

I won’t be tired to repeat again

Such a man

Is God

In person.



Tullal A form of folk theatre in Kerala, for which songs are written in Malayalam. Tullal refers to a dance form of which there were several variants, including Bharatam tullal, Patayani tullal and others, but the classic tullal of Kerala was established by Kunchan Nambiar (1700–70). Three types of this form of tullal are Ottan, Parayan and Shitankan, of which the Ottan is considered the most refined.

Kalyanasaugandhikam, a Shitankan Tullal, is said to be the first and longest tullal that he composed. It deals with the episode of BHIMA’s meeting with HANUMAN in the Himalayas. Nambiar composed around fifty tullal songs, and many more were written later. Most tullals depict stories from the RAMAYANA, MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, but these are set in a local background, and local characters are introduced.

Usually, there are three performers in a tullal, the dancer, who enacts the story, the maddala player and the cymbal player.



tulasi A sacred plant, basil. The Tulasi (Ocynum sanctum) plant grows to a height of half to one metre, and leaves of the plant are offered to various deities.


Tulasi, goddess According to Hindu mythology, Tulasi was the name of a woman loved by the god VISHNU. In some versions of the story she was the same as the goddess LAKSHMI, but in others, she was a different woman, of whom Lakshmi was jealous. Lakshmi therefore turned Tulasi into a a plant, while Vishnu became the SHALAGRAMA stone to keep her company.

The story of Tulasi is narrated in some of the PURANAS. In several texts, for instance the Uttarakhanda of the PADMA PURANA, she is glorified as a goddess. A vrata (vow) known as the Tulasi-triratri-vrata is believed to bring many benefits to those who observe it.


Tulasidasa A devotee of the god RAMA, who composed the Shri RAMACHARITAMANASA in Hindi in the sixteenth century. The text is still sung with love and devotion by worshippers of Rama in all parts of the country.

Not much is known of Tulasidasa’s life. He was born in the sixteenth century, according to some accounts, at Rajapur in Banda district in southern Uttar Pradesh, and according to others, at Soron or Sukarkhet in Gonda district in northern Uttar Pradesh. His date of birth is uncertain, but is generally taken to be 1532. His parents died when he was young, and he was brought up by a holy man, Naraharidasa. He married Ratnavali and was extremely fond of his wife. Once, when she had gone to her parents’ house, he crossed a flooded river to visit her, but she told him it would be better if he loved the god Rama instead. He went to AYODHYA and KASHI (Varanasi) and began to focus on worshipping Rama, resulting in several compositions on the god. The Ramacharitamanasa was completed in 1575.

He also wrote the story of Rama in other books, including Gitavali (1571), Kavitavali (1612) and Barvairamayana (1612). In addition, his Vinaya Patrika or Petition to Rama, contains a number of hymns to the deity. Tulasidasa died in 1623.


Tulasi Sahib/Tulsi Sahib A guru of the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries, who founded a sect known as Saheb Panth. Tulasi Sahib was associated with the founder of the RADHASOAMI sect, SHIV DAYAL Singh, and, according to some sources, was his guru. Probably born in 1763, Tulasi lived at Hathras in present-day western Uttar Pradesh, and was said to be a descendant of one of the Maratha peshwas. Kirpal Singh, a later guru of a Radhasoami subsect, stated that Tulasi Sahib was actually Sham Rao, the elder brother of the peshwa Baji Rao, who was authorized by Guru Gobind Singh to carry on his work. (Some followers of the Sikh guru feel that Guru Gobind did not die at Nanded as is commonly presumed, and authorized other gurus to succeed him). Alternatively, Tulasi Sahib is considered a local guru of Hathras. Tulasi Sahib’s teachings are included in the Ghat Ramayana, Ratan Sagar, and Shabdavali. Another text, Padma Sagar, is incomplete. He was against idol worship, unnecessary rituals, sectarianism and Tantric rites, and advocated the practise of SURAT SHABD YOGA to attain MOKSHA. His chief disciples included Ramakrishna, a shepherd, Girdhari Lal, also known as Girdhari Das, and Surswami. Tulasi died in 1842 or 1843, and his disciples carried on his teachings.


Tumburu A chief of the GANDHARVAS, who lived in the palce of KUBERA. He is described in the MAHABHARATA and other texts.


Turaga A divine horse in Hindu mythology. According to the MATSYA PURANA, Turaga was a white horse that emerged at the churning of the ocean. It was taken by the god SURYA. Another such horse was UCCHAISHRAVAS.


turiya A state of consciousness. According to the philosophy of YOGA, waking, sleeping and dreaming are the three states of consciousness normally known. The fourth state, turiya, exists beyond all these, and is the state of an advanced yogi. The AVADHUTA GITA, TURIAYATITA AVADHUTA UPANISHAD, as well as some other texts, describe a state beyond turiya, known as turiyatita.


Turiyatita Avadhuta Upanishad A Sanskrit text, an UPANISHAD that contains a description of the AVADHUTA who has reached the state of consciousness beyond TURIYA. In this state, a person is pure, the embodiment of dispassion, and totally free. The stages leading up to this are described: first, that of a hut-dwelling ascetic, then a wandering mendicant, and next a Hamsa ascetic. Higher than this is the Paramahamsa ascetic, and finally, the Turiyatita avadhuta. An avadhuta who has reached this level, does not chant MANTRAS or practise rituals, wears no caste marks, and has terminated all religious and secular duties. He wears no clothes, and eats anything that comes his way. He wanders alone, observing silence, and is totally absorbed in non-duality. In some texts, however, the Paramahamsa and the avadhuta are considered the same.


Tushitas A DEVA GANA or group of gods. The number of them is given as thirty-six or sometimes twelve. They existed in the second MANVANTARA when Svarochisha was the MANU. Apana and Idaspati are among the Tushita gods. The Tushitas are said to be the sons of Tushita, or, according to the VAYU PURANA, the sons of Kratu. In the seventh manvantara they were reborn as the ADITYAS.


tuyilunarttal pattu A type of devotional song in Malayalam, sung by Panas, a community of bards or mistrels. Panas used to wander to different areas and sing in front of houses, receiving grain in return.


Tvashtr (1) A Vedic deity whose nature is somewhat obscure. He has been considered a solar deity, a god of the year, or an abstract god. Most commonly he is considered the divine artisan.

Tvashtr is described as holding an axe. He gave all beings their form, fashioned the bolt of INDRA, sharpened the axe of Brahmanaspati, and formed a new cup which held the food of the ASURA (here meaning a divine being). His daughter was Saranyu, wife of VIVASVAT, from whom YAMA and YAMI, as well as the ASHVINS, were born. In the ATHARVA VEDA, he is described as an old man, carrying a bowl of SOMA. The SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA states that he produced and nourishes a great variety of creatures, whereas in the PURANAS he is identified with VISHVAKARMA, and sometimes with PRAJAPATI.

In the MAHABHARATA he is one of the Adityas. In this text, he had a conflict with the god Indra. He created Vishvarupa Trishiras, who was known as his son, but VISHVARUPA was killed by INDRA. He then created VRITRA. According to another account, he performed austerities, and then with the permission of Shiva, obtained Vritra as a son.

(2) A name of various deities including SURYA, SHIVA and VISHNU.


tyaga A Sanskrit word for renunciation.


Tyagaraja A term for a form of the god SHIVA, in south India. This form developed around the twelfth century, but the term Tyagaraja came to be used from the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries. As Tyagaraja, Shiva is said to grant all prayers. Tygaraja images are in the form of SOMASKANDA (Shiva with his wife UMA and son SKANDA), with some differences. Not all Somaskanda images are Tyagaraja. Those identified with Tyagaraja are decorated and ornamented, and wrapped up so that only the faces show. Skanda, in fact, is not visible in these images. The concept of Tyagaraja is believed to have evolved over time, and to have incorporated elements of Murugan, Shaiva and Shakta elements. In Tyagaraja shrines the linga is usually considered a fixed image (achalabera), while the deity is a movable image (chalabera), placed in a separate shrine. One of the largest Tyagaraja temples is located at Tiruvarur in Tamil Nadu, where Shiva is depicted as Somaskanda, as well as in the form of a LINGA.

Originating during the time of the Chola ruler Rajaraja I in the eleventh century, the temple complex was constructed mainly in the fourteenth century, with additions being made up to the seventeenth century, as well as recent renovations. The main shrine, with an emerald Shiva linga placed in a silver casket, is the earliest, surmounted by a pyramidal tower with a square roof. Adjacent is another shrine with a Somaskanda image and a tower with a hemispherical roof. There are also some goddess shrines attached to large columned mandapas. The mandapas have painted ceilings, some depicting the story of King Muchukunda, who is said to have brought the Tyagaraja image down from heaven. The whole complex is enclosed in an area of about 20 acres, with walls entered through several GOPURAMS.

There are seven sacred Tyagaraja shrines in Tamil Nadu, also known as the Sapta Vitanka. Tyagaraja at Tiruvarur was earlier referred to as Aruran or Vidhivitankar. Vitanka refers to the linga, considered the essence or subtle form of the deity. Other notable Tyagaraja shrines are at Nagapattinam, Tiruvanmayur and Tiruvotriyur, also in Tamil Nadu.


Tyagaraja A great musician of south India, also considered a saint.

He was born in 1767 at Tiruvarur, in present-day Tamil Nadu, known for its temple of SHIVA in his form as TYAGARAJA, after whom he was named. He was the son of Ramabrahmam and Seethamma, who was the daughter of a poet-composer, Girija Kavi, attached to the Thanjavur court. He later settled at Tiruvaiyaru. Tyagaraja is said to have married twice, and had one daughter, but then took a vow of poverty, and began wandering through the streets, singing songs of BHAKTI or devotion to God, accepting a handful of rice in return. His favourite deity was the god RAMA, and many of his compositions are in praise of him. He also sang about the joy of reciting the divine name, and about music itself, which could lead one to MOKSHA or liberation. Most of his songs are in Telugu, as his ancestors came from the Andhra region. He contributed greatly to Karnatak music, popularizing the kriti, a particular type of composition, and leaving behind over 700 songs in 200 different ragas which are still sung today. His actual compositions are said to have exceeded 4000. In addition, he wrote three Yakshaganas, Prahlada-vijyam, Naukacharitram, and Sitaramavijayam. He died in 1847.
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Uchchhaishravas (1) A divine horse, in Hindu mythology, which emerged from the ocean when it was churned for AMRITA. It is the white horse of the god INDRA, and the king of all the horses. He is fed only on amrita.

(2) Uchchhaishravas was also the name of an ancient king of the Kurus.


Udaigiri Cave Temples Rock-cut cave temples located at Udaigiri near SANCHI in Madhya Pradesh. There are around twenty temples, made in the fifth century and later. Most of these are Hindu temples, though one of them is possibly Jain and has an inscription mentioning the Tirthankara Parshvanatha.

Many of the caves consist of rectangular niches cut into the rock, with sculptures placed there. Images of VISHNU resting on the serpent Shesha, and of VARAHA are among the notable sculptures. There are also larger temples, with a rock-cut inner shrine, and a porch with structural pillars, as well as a circular monolithic temple, surmounted by a large flat stone, locally called the Tawa (griddle) temple.


Udayana A scholar and philosopher who lived in the tenth century, and composed works in Sanskrit. Born at village Kariona in Mithila (Bihar), he was a reputed scholar of NYAYA. He wrote Nyaya-tatparyatikaparishuddhi, a commentary on the Nyayavarttikatatparyatika of VACHASPATI MISHRA. In Atmatattva-viveka he criticizes Buddhist thinkers such as Aryakirti and defends the theory of the ATMA or soul as a permanent entity. Nyaya-kusumanjali provides a systematic account of Nyaya theism, and refutes the arguments of Buddhists, as well as some aspects of SAMKHYA philosophy. Kiranavali on the VAISHESHIKA system, forms a commentary on the Prashastapada-bhashya.

According to a legendary story on his life, it is said that despite his best attempts, he did not quite succeed in establishing proof for the existence of God. He therefore took a brahmana and a shramana (Buddhist) up a hill and threw them both over the edge. The brahmana called out, ‘I agree with you, God exists,’ and he was saved. The shramana said, ‘I do not agree,’ and he died. Then Udayana went to the temple of Jagannatha in Udayanapuri, to request forgiveness for killing the shramana. On the third day, Lord Jagannatha came to him in a dream and asked him to go to VARANASI, and burn himself to death in expiation. Udayana is said to have done this.


Uddalaka Aruni The name of an ancient rishi, described in the UPANISHADS and other texts. He was the father of SHVETAKETU. His daughter Sujata was married to his disciple, the rishi Kahoda, and from them ASHTAVAKRA was born. According to one account in the MAHABHARATA, he caused Shvetaketu to be begotten by a disciple of his.

Uddalaka taught Shvetaketu the supreme knowledge of the nature of BRAHMAN.


Uddalaki An ancient rishi, the father of NACHIKETA, described in the KATHA UPANISHAD and other texts.


Uddhava A friend of KRISHNA, described in the MAHABHARATA, BHAGAVATA PURANA, and other texts.


Uddhava Gita A Sanskrit text which consists of the instructions of the god KRISHNA, to his disciple UDDHAVA. It forms part of the eleventh skandha of the BHAGAVATA PURANA, but is also used as a separate text. This instruction was given just before Krishna departed for heaven at the end of his earthly life, and is thus considered his last sacred teachings. It is interspersed with stories, including the story of the AVADHUTA, who attained wisdom by observing different aspects of life and of nature. The text has some similarities with the BHAGAVAD GITA, and contains passages on BHAKTI, YOGA, SAMKHYA, JNANA, detachment, and the ideal path of worship and reverence for all beings as aspects of Krishna, who is the same as BRAHMAN or the supreme ATMAN. The person on this path should have the same reverential attitude towards a BRAHMANA, a CHANDALA, a thief, a ruffian, a dog, a spark of fire, the sun, or any other aspect of creation. Thus Krishna says, ‘Looking upon all beings as Myself in thought, word and deed, is to My mind, the best of all methods of worship.’ (XXIV.19, trans Swami Madhavananda).

After listening to Krishna, Uddhava went to BADARI in the Himalayas and meditating on Krishna, finally attained union with him.


Uddyotkara A philosopher and scholar who probably lived in the sixth or early-seventh century. He wrote the Nyaya-varttika, a commentary on the Nyaya Sutra. In this he refuted the arguments of the Buddhist philosophers Dignaga and Nagarjuna.

Uddyotkara lived at Thaneshvara (present-day Thanesar) and refers to Srughna (Sugh), both located in Haryana. He may have been patronized by the king of Thaneshvara.


udgatr A priest, who specifically chants the prayers from the SAMA VEDA during a sacrifice or YAJNA.


Udupi A town in Karnataka, renowned for its temples. Though primarily a centre of VAISHNAVISM, it also has SHAIVITE and other temples. It is famous as the birthplace of MADHVA, the thirteenth century saint and philosopher. Udupi is best known for its KRISHNA Temple, with eight MATHAS founded by the disciples of Madhva.

The whole town is considerd divinely protected, as around it are a number of temples, including those of DURGA as Mahishasuramardini, of Indrani Devi, Vishnumurti and Mahakali. Two major SHIVA temples are of the deity as Ananteshvara and Chandramoulishvara.

The former has an interesting story, linking Shaivism and Vaishnavism. According to texts, the city formed part of Parashurama Kshetra, the area said to be claimed by PARASHURAMA from the sea. Legends state that a king named Ramabhoja worshipped Parashurama here in the form of a Shiva LINGA, which then manifested itself on a silver seat (rajata pitha). Thus in Sanskrit texts, the city is known as Rajata Pitha.

There are many more Hindu temples in the city, both old and new, as well as a Jain temple.


Ugadi A new year’s day celebrated in Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka in March/April, on the first day of the bright half of the month of Chaitra. The word ‘Ugadi’ comes from the Sanskrit Yugadi, indicating the beginning of a new era. Ugadi pacchadi, a mix of sweet, sour, salty, spicy and bitter items, is prepared, and tasted by everyone. This symbolizes the varied good and bad events that have to be accepted in life.

On this day celebrations and feasts take place. Houses are decorated, and traditionally, mango leaves are hung on the doorway. Prayers are offered for health, wealth and prosperity, and forecasts for the future year are studied. It is an auspicious day to start new ventures.


Ugra A name of the god SHIVA.


Ugra Tara Temple A temple of the goddess Ugra Tara located in Guwahati, Assam. The temple was constructed in 1725 by King Shiva Singh of the Ahom dynasty. It was partially damaged in the earthquake of 1897, but was later rebuilt. According to the Yogini Tantra, both KAMAKHYA and TARA are forms of Kali.

A story associated with this temple states that the region of Kamarupa (Assam) where it was located was once extremely sacred. The people there were so pious, that whoever died went to heaven, and no one reached Yama’s abode. YAMA was upset and complained to the god BRAHMA, who, along with VISHNU, narrated Yama’s woes to SHIVA.

Shiva asked Ugra Tara to solve the problem by sending her attendants to drive all the people out of Kamarupa. Ugra Tara agreed, but unfortunately her attendants tried to forcibly remove the rishi VASISHTHA who was rapt in meditation. Vasishtha cursed both her and Shiva. He said that since Ugra Tara was a woman (vama) she would be worshipped by vamachara (left-hand Tantric rites). Only mlechchhas (outsiders or barbarians) would worship her and Shiva, and the land would be ruled by mlechchhas until Vishnu came to the region.

This story perhaps records a memory of a large-scale displacement of people, and also provides an explanation for the Tantric worship at the temple. Both the Kalika Purana and the Yogini Tantra list the vast number of animals that used to be slaughtered in sacrifice at the temples of Shiva and Tara in KAMARUPA.


Ugrasena The name of several kings in ancient texts. The most important of these is the father of KAMSA. According to the VISHNU PURANA, Ugrasena was the son of Ahuka, and the brother of Devaka. His sons were Kamsa, Nyagrodha, Sunaman, Kanka, Shanku, Subhumi (Suhu), Rashtrapala, Yudhamushti (Drishti) and Tushtimat (Tushtiman); his daughters were Kamsaa, Kamsavati, Sutanu (Surabhu), Rashtrapali and Kanki (Kanka). (Names in brackets from the Bhagavata). Ugrasena’s daughters, Kamsaa, Kamsavati, Kanka, Surabhu and Râshtrapalika became the wives of the younger brothers of VASUDEVA.

According to one story, however, Kamsa was not actually his son.

Ugrasena was the king of MATHURA. He was deposed by Kamsa, but was later restored to the throne by KRISHNA.


Ugrashrava The son of the rishi LOMAHARSHANA, generally referred to as Sauti, often mentioned as the narrator of the PURANAS.


Ujjain One of the seven most sacred cities of the Hindus, located on the Shipra river in Madhya Pradesh. The city has a number of temples. A KUMBH MELA is held here once in twelve years, and according to myths, here the god SHIVA killed the asura TRIPURA. Archaelogical excavations indicate that the earliest settlements here date back to around 700 BCE, after which it was occupied continuously.


uktha The name of an AGNI or fire.


uluka The Sanskrit term for an owl, who, though often considered an inauspicious bird, is sometimes associated with the goddess LAKSHMI. Ulukah (owls) were the offspring of Kaki. In Greek mythology the bird is sacred to the goddess Athena.



Uluka Kanada The traditional founder of VAISHESHIKA, one of the six orthodox systems of Indian philosophy, also known as KANADA, Kanabhuj or Kanabhaksha. His real name is thought to have been Kashyapa.


Ulupi The name of a wife of ARJUNA described in the MAHABHARATA. She was the daughter of the NAGA king Kauravya.


Uma A name of the goddess PARVATI. Literally, it means ‘light’. According to some accounts, it means ‘Oh dont!’ See Aparna, an earlier name of Uma.


Uma Sahasranam A Sanskrit text of 1000 verses in praise of the goddess PARVATI, composed in the early-twentieth century by Sri Kavyakantha Ganapathamuni, who was a disciple of RAMANA MAHARSHI. The text is divided into forty sections of twenty-five verses each. Ganapathamuni was against untouchability and advocated the equality of women. He spoke at the Kakinada session of the Indian National Congress in 1923, on the rights of women.


Umananda Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located on Peacock Island in the middle of the Brahmaputra river in Assam. The temple was constructed in 1694 at the time of King Gadadhar Singh (ruled 1681–96) of the Ahom dynasty. The original temple was destroyed in the earthquake of 1897, but was later rebuilt. Early rock-cut images of various deities still exist. The gods depicted include Shiva, DEVI (with a scorpion emblem), SURYA, GANESHA, and VISHNU along with his ten incarnations. This array indicates the eclectic nature of worship here.

The hill on which the temple is located is known as Bhasmachala or Bhasmakuta. According to ancient legends, once Shiva lived here in the form of Bhayananda. The Kalika Purana states that at the beginning of creation, Shiva sprinkled bhasma (ashes) here, and conveyed divine knowledge to Parvati. Other Puranas state that here Shiva burnt Kamadeva to ashes when Kama interrupted Shiva’s meditation.

According to the Kalika Purana, the goddess Urvashi lives here, and brings nectar for the enjoyment of the goddess KAMAKHYA, whose temple is in the same region. Urvashi kunda is said to be located here, and traditionally, the island was known as Urvashi island (dvipa). The presiding deity here is Shiva as Umananda. Shiva-chaturdashi is the most important festival, while worship on AMAVASYA (new-moon day) if it falls on a Monday is particularly auspicious.

The Ahoms gave large grants of land to the temple, from which it still derives its income. The managers of the temple, known as Dalais, also take care of the lands.


Umapati Shivachariyar A SHAIVA philosopher and scholar, who lived in the thirteenth to fourteenth centuries. Umapati was born at CHIDAMBARAM in a family of priests who served at the NATARAJA temple. Alienated from the other priests, he lived at Korravankudi, a nearby hamlet, and became one of the most renowned scholars. He composed eight out of the fourteen SHAIVA SIDDHANTA shastras in Tamil, together known as the Siddhanta-ashtakam, as well as other religious texts and some Sanskrit works. His works include: Shivappirakasam (The Light of Shiva); Tiruvarutpayan (The Fruits of Grace); Koyirpuranam (Story of Chidambaram); a biography of SEKKILAR; some works on the TIRUMURAI; Paushkara Bhashyam, a commentary on the Paushkara Agama in Sanskrit; Kunjitangristavam, a work in praise of Lord NATARAJA in Sanskrit.


Unnuninilsandesham A text of the late-fourteenth century composed in Manipravalam. In this the narrator travels to various temples in southern Kerala in search of Unnunili, a beautiful courtesan or DEVADASI attached to a temple. The text describes temples, residential areas near them, and a number of devadasis. The fifteenth-century Kokasandesham is similar, with more detailed descriptions of temples. Several other such texts were composed in Kerala. They derive their inspiration from Kalidasa’s Meghaduta, but contain descriptions of courts, palaces and temples of Kerala, interwoven into romantic tales. Those relating to devadasis (tevaticci) include accounts of temples and sacred groves, along with prayers to Brahmanical and local deities. An earlier text of the thirteenth century, Unniyachcharitam ends with a prayer to the local mother goddess of Palancheri, the daughter of Kama’s slayer (i.e., of SHIVA).


Upadesha Sahasri A philosophical text composed in Sanskrit by the ninth-century philosopher Sri Shankara. Upadesha Sahasri literally means ‘A Thousand Teachings’, and in this text Adi Shankaracharya reiterates certain important truths of ADVAITA. The first chapter explains the method of enlightening a disciple. True knowledge should be explained again and again to a disciple until the truth is grasped. The teacher should understand the nature of the disciple and remove the causes of non-comprehension, such as past and present sins, laxity, absence of firm knowledge of discrimination between the real and unreal, desire for popular esteem, vanity based on caste or lineage, etc. In addition, the teacher should ensure that the student is following the yamas (ethical restraints) and other rules of conduct. Then the essential teachings of the shruti texts should be conveyed. A number of verses from the UPANISHADS, as well as a few from other texts, are quoted here. The second chapter explains the cause and nature of ignorance and conveys the knowledge of the changeless and non-dual self. True knowledge brings the transmigratory state to an end.

This text in effect provides a summary of the key statements that reveal the truths of Advaita Vedanta.


Upamanyu An ancient rishi, described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. According to the Mahabharata, he was a great worshipper of SHIVA, and taught KRISHNA certain Shiva mantras. His ashram was in the Himalayas near the river Ganga, and was full of wild animals, trees, flowers, creepers and ponds. According to the KURMA PURANA (1.24.10), it was a resort of those devoted to the worship of Shiva. Here Upamanyu imparted to Krishna the practice of the Pashupata rite and here Krishna practised penances for the gift of a son from Shiva.


upanayana A Sanskrit term for the initiation ceremony, when upper-caste boys are invested with the SACRED THREAD. This is considered a new birth, and those initiated are then known as dvija, or twice-born.

The ceremony takes place for BRAHMANA, KSHATRIYA and VAISHYA boys, but is differently conducted for each of the castes.

The upanayana ceremony is linked with the boy beginning his education. Literally, it is a Sanskrit term meaning ‘leading to’ or ‘bringing near’ and signified the guru taking on the eduaction of a boy, and leading him on a spiritual path. The child then entered the first stage of Hindu life, BRAHMACHARYA, and studied the VEDAS and other sacred texts with his guru. The texts state that the ceremony should be conducted for a brahmana boy in his seventh or eighth year, a kshatriya in his eleventh year, and a vaishya in his twelfth year, though it can take place at a later age. Though the ceremony still takes place, it is today largely a formal ritual.

The thread ceremony also takes place in some groups of Jains, while Zoroastrians have a similar ceremony, the Navjote (new birth) for both boys and girls, indicating their initiation into the religion.


Upanishads Sanskrit texts which form part of Vedic literature. The word ‘upanishad’ is said to mean ‘sitting near the feet of a master’ from ‘upa’ = near, and nishad’ = sitting down. Another interpretation takes ‘shad’ as ‘destruction’ and ‘upanishad’ as ‘that which destroys ignorance’. The original meaning, however, was ‘secret doctrine’.

These texts form the latter part of the BRAHMANAS, and are attached to the VEDIC SAMHITAS. They are called Vedanta, ‘the end of the Vedas’, both because they form the last part of the Vedas, and because in them, the Vedas reach the ultimate or highest philosophy. The earliest Upanishads in their present form date back to the sixth or seventh century BCE, while altogether fourteen have been dated to before the third century BCE. The earliest are said to be the Aitareya, Kaushitaki, Taittiriya, Brihadaranyaka, Chhandogya and Kena, while slightly later are the Kathaka, Shvetashvatara, Mahanarayana, Isha, Mundaka, Prashna, Maitrayaniya and Mandukya.

At least 280 Upanishads are known today of which 108 are recognized in classic texts. These 108 are uneven in quality and character.

Of the 108 recognized Upanishads, the number attached to the various Vedic Samhitas is given in the Muktika Upanishad, a late text, as: RIG VEDA: 10; White YAJUR VEDA: 19; Black Yajur Veda: 32; SAMA VEDA: 16; ATHARVA VEDA:31.

Other sources differ on this classification.

SHANKARA, the leading philosopher of the ninth century, commented on eleven major Upanishads: Isha, Kena, Katha, Prashna, Mundaka, Mandukya, Taittiriya, Aitareya, Chhandogya, Brihadaranyaka, and Shvetashvatara. In addition, in his commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA, he refers to the Kaushitaki, Jabala, Mahanarayana and Paingala Upanishads. He is also said to have commented on the Atharvashikha, Atharvashiras, and Nrisimhatapaniya Upanishads. RAMANUJA in his Brahma Sutra commentary refers to most of these Upanishads, as well as to the Maitrayaniya or Maitri, the Subala and the Chulika. He has some references to the Garbha, Jabala and Maha Upanishads. MADHVA too used many of these Upanishads in his Brahma Sutra commentary. A number of other Upanishads also contain the highest philosophical ideas, while some deal with various rituals, deities or aspects of Yoga.

Most of the early Upanishads have gone beyond all external forms of worship and seek the supreme goal through an exploration of ideas leading to ultimate knowledge. Yet they have different aspects, and have been interpreted to support ADVAITA or monism, DVAITA or dualism and VISHISHTADVAITA or qualified monism. There are other Upanishads which are sectarian and focus on deities as a means of realizing the Truth.

BRAHMAN, the One Reality, ATMAN, the soul, which is often identified with Brahman, KARMA, and REINCARNATION, are some of the concepts discussed in the Upanishads. Apart from philosophical enquiry, the Upanishads contain theories on the nature and origin of the world, the symbolism of sacrifice, worship, asceticism, the nature of the body and mind, as well as chants to gain certain ends. However, the underlying theme in most Upanishads remains an exploration of Brahman. The assumption is that true knowledge is the highest attainment, and through this all else can be gained.

PRAJAPATI, BRAHMA, SANAT KUMARA, and various rishis and kings are among the teachers mentioned in the Upanishads. Women too participated in discussions, among whom Gargi and Maitreyi are well known.

Sri AUROBINDO called the Upanishads ‘the supreme work of the Indian mind’. Upanishadic ideas form the basis for several later streams of thought in India, and are similar to some Sufi concepts, as well as to certain ideas in the works of Plato, Pythagoras, the Gnostics and other profound philosophies.

The following table provides a brief description of important Upanishads:




	


	
Name

	
Veda

	
Description


	


	
ADHYATMA

	
White Yajur

	
On the nature of Brahman.


	
ADVAYA-TARAKA

	
White Yajur

	
On attaining knowledge of Brahman through arousing the kundalini.


	
Aitareya

	
Rig; part of the Aitareya Aranyaka.

	
It has three chapters and discusses the inner meaning of sacrifces.


	
Aksha-malika

	
Rig

	
On the varieties of aksha-malas (rosaries), how they should be made and consecrated, and their symbolism.


	
AKSHI

	
Black Yajur

	
On Brahman, Om, and the stages towards non-attachment.


	
Amrita-bindu

	
Black Yajur

	
On Brahman as the only reality, and the means of uniting with it.


	
Amritanada

	
Black Yajur

	
On yoga, its six steps, and its ultimate aim of kaivalya.


	
Annapurna

	
Atharva

	
Ribhu describes methods of attaining Brahman; it begins with the worship of Annapurna.


	
Aruni

	
Sama

	
Brahma instructs Aruni on the highest type of sannyasi, the Paramahamsa parivrajaka.


	
Atharvashikha

	
Atharva

	
Atharva maharishi instructs the rishis on ‘Om’.


	
Atharvashira

	
Atharva

	
On Rudra as the Supreme.


	
Atma

	
Atharva

	
On the realization of Brahman.


	
ATMA-BODHA

	
Rig

	
On the innermost Brahman, identifed with Narayana. It is seated in the lotus of the heart.


	
Avadhuta

	
Black Yajur

	
Dattatreya describes the nature of the Avadhuta. He is immortal, and has discarded all worldly ties, and is always full of bliss.


	
Avyakta

	
Sama

	
On avyakta.


	
Bahvricha

	
Rig

	
On the supreme goddess.


	
Bhasma-jabala

	
Atharva

	
Shiva instructs Bhushunda on sacred bhasma and rudraksha.


	
Bhavana

	
Atharva

	
On parashakti and the inner body.


	
Bhikshuka

	
White Yajur

	
On four types of bhikshus or ascetics.


	
Brahma

	
Black Yajur

	
Pippalada instructs Shaunaka on Brahman.


	
Brahmavidya

	
Black Yajur

	
On Brahman and Om


	
BRIHADARANYAKA

	
White Yajur; forms the last part of the shatapatha Brahmana.

	
It is one of the most important and probably the largest Upanishad.


	
Brihad-Jabala

	
Atharva

	
Kalagni Rudra describes the benefts of vibhuti and other forms of sacred ash.


	
CHHANDOGYA

	
Sama

	
A major Upanishad.


	
Dakshinamurti

	
Black Yajur

	
On the secret philosophy of Shiva as Dakshinamurti.


	
Darshana/Jabala

	
Sama

	
Dattatreya describes the basics of ashtanga yoga.


	
DATTATREYA

	
Atharva

	
Describes the Dattatreya mantras.


	
DEVI

	
Atharva

	
On Devi as the supreme deity, identified with Brahman and containing all other gods.


	
Dhyana-bindu

	
Black Yajur

	
On Yoga and the self.


	
Ekakshara

	
Black Yajur

	
On the supreme deity, the dweller in the cave of the heart.


	
GANAPATI

	
Atharva

	
On ganesha as the supreme Brahman, creator and protector.


	
Garbha

	
White Yajur

	
On rebirth and how the soul and body develop in the womb.


	
GARUDA

	
Atharva

	
For the worship of garuda as the protector from snake-bite and all poisonous creatures.


	
Gopalatapaniya

	
Atharva

	
On Krishna as the supreme deity.


	
Hamsa

	
White Yajur

	
Sanat Kumara describes the nature of Hamsa, a secret treasure, the knowledge of which leads to salvation. He states that this was explained by Parvati after consulting Shiva.


	
Hayagriva

	
Atharva

	
On mantras for the worship of Hayagriva.


	
ISHA

	
White Yajur

	
Forms the last part of the Vajasaneyi samhita (Yajur Veda), and discusses the Absolute in relation to the world.


	
JABALA

	
White Yajur or Atharva Veda

	
Explains renunciation and the nature of a paramahamsa, a type of rishi who has an unmanifested (avyakta) nature, and is considered the highest ascetic.


	
Jabali

	
Sama

	
Jabali explains the nature of Pashupati and the jiva.


	
KAIVALYA

	
Atharva or Black Yajur

	
Discusses the attainment of the state of Kaivalya (oneness).


	
Kalagni-rudra

	
Black Yajur

	
Kalagni Rudra explains the significance of the tripundram (sect mark of three lines).


	
Kali-santarana

	
Black Yajur

	
On the mantra Hare Rama Hare Krishna.


	
KATHA

	
Black Yajur; The Katha or Kathaka Upanishad is of the Taittiriya school of the Yajur Veda.

	
It is based on the story of Nachiketas and Yama, found in other texts, and deals with the method of transcending the world. Some important philosophical verses were reused in the Bhagavada gita.


	
Katharudra

	
Black Yajur

	
On renunciation.


	
Kaushitaki

	
Rig; It is part of the Kaushitaki Aranyaka.

	
It deals with rebirth, worlds of the gods, and freedom through knowledge.


	
KENA

	
belongs to the Talavakra Brahmana of the sama Veda.

	
It discusses Brahman, Ishvara, and supreme knowledge. It explains that Brahman is the source of all life and knowledge.


	
Krishna

	
Atharva

	
On Krishna and the symbolism of his life.


	
Kshurika

	
Black Yajur

	
On methods of yoga.


	
Kundika

	
Sama

	
On renunciation.


	
Mahat/Maha

	
Sama

	
On Narayana as the creator and the source of all.


	
Mahanarayana

	
Atharva

	
On the Supreme Being that pervades the universe.


	
Mahavakya

	
Atharva

	
On attaining Parabrahman through the mantra ‘Hamsa Soham’.


	
Maitrayaniya or MAITRI

	
usually considered to be of the Maitrayaniya Shakha of the Black Yajur Veda, but is sometimes said to belong to the sama Veda.

	
It has seven chapters.


	
Mandala-brahmana

	
White Yajur

	
On the eight-fold yoga, chakras.


	
MANDUKYA

	
Atharva

	
Has commentaries of gaudapada and Shankara.


	
Mantrika

	
White Yajur

	
On Brahman, maya.


	
Mudgala

	
Rig

	
On the Purusha-sukta, Brahman.


	
MUKTIKA

	
White Yajur

	
Rama explains the means of mukti to Hanuman. This text contains a list of 108 Upanishads.


	
MUNDAKA

	
Atharva

	
It states that only the sannyasi, who has renounced the world, can attain the highest knowledge.


	
Nadabindu

	
Rig

	
On Om, the inner lokas, and Yoga.


	
Narada-parivrajaka

	
Atharva

	
Narada instructs the rishis.


	
Narayana

	
Black Yajur

	
On the divine knowledge of Narayana.


	
Niralamba

	
White Yajur

	
On Brahman, and various aspects.


	
Nirvana

	
Rig

	
On the paramahamsa ascetic.


	
Nrisimhatapani

	
Atharva

	
Has two parts; Purva and Uttara. It is on the god Narasimha, his forms and mantras.


	
Paingala

	
White Yajur

	
Yajnavalkya is the teacher.


	
Pancha-brahma

	
Black Yajur

	
On Parabrahman and the fve aspects of Shiva.


	
Paramahamsa Paramahamsa-parivrajaka

	
White Yajur Atharva

	
goes into details on the paramahamsa type of rishi. On becoming a paramahamsa ascetic.


	
Pashupata-brahmana

	
Atharva

	
On Shiva as the supreme soul.


	
Pranagnihotra

	
Black Yajur

	
 


	
Prashna

	
Atharva

	
Has answers on six signifcant questions (prashna).


	
RAMARAHASYA

	
Atharva

	
A late Upanishad devoted to the worship of Rama.


	
Ramatapani

	
Atharva

	
On the tattva or principle that is Rama; explains the essence of his name and form.


	
Rudra-hridaya

	
Black Yajur

	
On Rudra as the essence of all.


	
Rudraksha jabala

	
Sama

	
On the sacredness of Rudraksha beads.


	
Sannyasa

	
Sama

	
On sannyasa or renunciation.


	
Sarabha

	
Atharva

	
On the god Shiva.


	
SARASVATI-RAHASYA

	
Black Yajur

	
On Sarasvati and her mantras.


	
Sharirika

	
Black Yajur

	
On the body and aspects of a person.


	
Sarvasara

	
Black Yajur

	
On the atman, brahman, and the fve bodies.


	
SATYAYANIYA

	
White Yajur

	
On the ascetic life.


	
SAUBHAGYALAKSHMI

	
Rig

	
On the goddess Lakshmi and on yoga.


	
Savitri

	
Sama

	
On Savitar and Savitri.


	
Shandilya

	
Atharva

	
On the eight angas or limbs of Yoga.


	
SHVETASHVATARA

	
Black Yajur; of the Taittiriya school of the Yajur Veda.

	
It identifes Brahman with its manifestation as Rudra (Shiva).


	
SITA

	
Atharva

	
On Sita as the frst cause and supreme being.


	
Skanda

	
Black Yajur

	
On Skanda as Brahman.


	
SUBALA

	
White Yajur

	
Mainly a discussion between the rishi Subala and Brahma, the creator. It identifies Brahman, the supreme reality, with Narayana.


	
SHUKARAHASYA

	
Black Yajur

	
Shiva’s teachings to Shuka, son of Vyasa.


	
Surya

	
Atharva

	
On Surya.


	
TAITTIRIYA

	
Black Yajur

	
On Brahman; also contains instructions to students.


	
Tarasara

	
White Yajur

	
On Om, Narayana, and goddess Tirupura.


	
Teja-bindu

	
Black Yajur

	
On realization of Brahman through Yoga.


	
Tribadvibhuti-mahanarayana

	
Atharva

	
On Narayana.


	
Tripura

	
Rig

	
On three mystical paths of the goddess.


	
Tripuratapani

	
Atharva

	
On Sadashiva as the goddess Tripura.


	
Trisikha-brahmana or Trisikhi-brahamana

	
White Yajur

	
On Yoga.


	
TURIYATITA AVADHUTA

	
White Yajur

	
A description of the Avadhuta who has reached the state of consciousness beyond Turiya. Such a person is totally free.


	
VAJRASUCHIKA

	
Sama

	
Discusses the true nature of a person of the brahmana caste. A true brahmana is not one who performs religious rites, but is one who has realised the Self as Brahman, the Absolute.


	
Varaha

	
Black Yajur

	
Varaha explains Brahman and the tattvas.


	
Vasudeva

	
Sama

	
On Vaishnava sacred marks.


	
Yajnavalkya

	
White Yajur

	
Yajnavalkya explains renunciation.


	
Yogachudamani

	
Sama

	
On Yoga and mantra.


	
Yoga-kundalini

	
Black Yajur

	
On methods of raising the kundalini.


	
Yoga-shikha

	
Black Yajur

	
On methods of meditation, the chakras and Yoga.


	
Yogatattva

	
Black Yajur

	
Vishnu explains Yoga.


	





Upapurana A minor or secondary PURANA. There are eighteen main Upapuranas, as well as several more. (See Puranas).


Uparichara The name of Vasu, a Chedi king. See Vasu Uparichara.


Upavedas A term for Vedas, or branches of knowledge, which are not connected with the VEDIC SAMHITAS or revealed Vedic texts. Four classes of Upa-Vedas are: AYURVEDA, the science of medicine; Gandharvaveda, of music and dancing; Dhanurveda, of archery or military science; Sthapatyaveda, of architecture.


Upendra A name of the god VISHNU.


Upendra Bhanja A poet who probably lived between 1670 and 1720 and wrote in Oriya on VAISHNAVA themes. He was of the Bhanja family, which ruled in Gumusar taluk of Ganjam district of Orissa. His grandfather, Dhanjaya Bhanja, was a poet, and the family had a tradition of literature and scholarship. Upendra studied Sanskrit, and wrote in complex and ornate Oriya, using alliterations, words with double meanings, different types of metres, and various elaborate features. He wrote whole epics with each line beginning with the same letter. Another of his devices was to use bandhas, or chitra-kavyas, that is, to arrange words to form a tree, wheel, snake, or some other object, while still ensuring that the words formed a poem and made sense. He even wrote a separate work, Chitra-kavya-bandhodaya, on this theme. He is said to have written almost a hundred books on various subjects, which include romances, court scenes, descriptions of festivals, and works based on religious themes.

Among his books are four works on the: Baidehisha Bilasa, Rama lilamrita, Solopoi, and Abana Rasa Taranga. Baideshisha Bilasa uses the work of VALMIKI, KALIDASA, BALARAMA DASA and other writers, and retells the Ramayana story, leaving out the last or Uttara Kanda. His work Subhadra Parinaya is based on the MAHABHARATA.


Uraga An alternative term used for snakes or NAGAS.


Urvashi An APSARA, or divine nymph, who fell in love with PURURAVA. The story has been retold many times in Indian literature. She is one of the main apsaras.

Rabindranath TAGORE composed a poem to Urvashi. It begins:


Thou art not Mother, art not Daughter, art not

Bride, thou beautiful comely one,

O Dweller in Paradise, Urvashi!

When evening descends on the pastures, drawing about her tired body her golden cloth,

Thou lightest the lamp within no home.



Urvi A name of Bhumi or the earth personified.


Usha (1) A deity, mentioned in the RIG VEDA, the goddess of the dawn. About forty hymns in the Rig Veda are dedicated to her, and she is mentioned in several more.

In the Vedic hymns, Usha is said to be shining and resplendent, ancient, yet born again and again, the one who drives away the darkness, and awakens all life. Her chariot radiates brilliance, and is drawn by ruddy steeds, or by bulls or cows. In one passage, she is said to arrive in a hundred chariots, reflecting the way the dawn illuminates the sky, with hundreds of rays. She is closely associated with SAVITRI and SURYA, and is the sister of BHAGA, an ADITYA.

(2) The daughter of the asura BANA, who married ANIRUDDHA, the grandson of KRISHNA. Usha saw Aniruddha in a dream and was attracted to him. Her companion Chitralekha helped her to identify him, and then brought him to her by using a divine mantra. After Bana was defeated by Krishna, Usha and Aniruddha were married.


Ushanas (1) The name of the planet Venus, or of its regent, in Hindu mythology. It is also called SHUKRA.

(2) The name of SHUKRACHARYA, the guru of the asuras.



Utpaladeva A philosopher of the Kashmir school of SHAIVISM, who lived between c. 900 and 950. Utpaladeva was the son of Udayakara, the disciple of SOMANANDA, and the teacher of Padmakara and of LAKSHMANAGUPTA, who was the teacher of ABHINAVAGUPTA.

He developed the doctrine of PRATYABHIJNA or ‘recognition’, where the individual recognizes the world as a manifestation of the Hindu god SHIVA. His works include the Ishvara-pratyabhijna-karika, which lays down the basics of the Pratyabhijna school, as well as Shivastotravali, a number of verses in praise of Shiva. Abhinavagupta wrote two commentaries on the Ishvara-pratyabhijnakarika, while Kshemaraja wrote a commentary on the Shivastotravali. The Shivastotravali verses are still chanted by Shaivas. The text begins with the following verse:


We praise the one who is filled with devotion,

Who meditates not nor recites by the rule,

And yet without any effort at all,

Attains the splendour of Shiva.



Uttara Mimamsa A school of philosophy, which developed out of Purva MIMAMSA, and is considered similar or identical to VEDANTA. Purva Mimamsa which is somewhat different, along with Uttara Mimamasa, are said to form one whole, and to present an integrated philosophy.


Uttara Rama Charita A Sanskrit play, on the second half of the life of RAMA. Written by BHAVABHUTI, who lived in the eighth century. The first half is described in the Mahavira Charita. The plays are based on the story in the RAMAYANA, but have some variations from the original. In the Uttara Rama Charita, RAMA and SITA are finally united.
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V


Vach A goddess, later identified with SARASVATI.

In the RIG VEDA, Vach is the personification of speech, through whom divine knowledge is communicated. In the Taittiriya Brahmana, she is the wife of INDRA, and the mother of the VEDAS, while in the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA and Kathaka Upanishad, she is associated with PRAJAPATI. In the MAHABHARATA and most of the PURANAS, Vach is identified with SARASVATI. However, according to the PADMA PURANA, Vach was one of the daughters of DAKSHA, and a wife of KASHYAPA. Through her, the GANDHARVAS and APSARAS were born.


vachana A type of composition in Kannada, specially associated with the LINGAYATS or Virashaivas, but also used by others. A vachana has been described as ‘luminous prose’, a form somewhere in between prose and poetry, or as ‘free verse’.


Vachana Bharata A Kannada version of the MAHABHARATA composed by A.R. Krishna Sastry (1890–1968). It is not an exact translation as some episodes have been left out or abridged, but is considered one of the best in Kannada. The scholarly introduction explains various aspects of the Mahabharata, including its message in the contemporaray world.


Vachaspati A Sanskrit term, meaning ‘Lord of speech’, a name of various deities including SHIVA and VISHNU.


Vachaspati Mishra A scholar who lived in the ninth century, in the Mithila region of present-day north Bihar, and wrote commentaries on each of the six classical systems of philosophy. His Samkhya-Tattvakaumudi is a work on SAMKHYA, while his text Bhamati elaborates on SHANKARA’S commentary of the BRAHMA SUTRA. His works on NYAYA include the Nyayakanika and Nyayavarttikatatparyatika. The latter is a commentary on Uddyotkara’s Nyayavarttika. Tattva-samiksha is a commentary on Mandana’s Brahma Siddhi. Tattvavaisardi is a commentary on the Vyasa-bhashya on the Yoga Sutra.


Vadagalai/Vadakalai One of the two schools of SHRIVAISHNAVISM which emerged around the thirteenth century, the other being the TENGALAI. The main proponent of this school was VEDANTA DESIKA. Unlike the Tengalai, this group promoted the use of Sanskrit and used both the Tamil as well as the Sanskrit Vaishnava texts. They believed that bhakti and surrender were not sufficient to reach God, but that a combination of KARMA, JNANA, BHAKTI and PRAPATTI (surrender) was required. They established a matha at AHOBALAM where jiyars, a class of priests, provide leadership to the followers of the school.


Vaddakku Tiruveedi Pillai A VAISHNAVA acharya who lived between 1217 and 1312 at Srirangam. His actual name is not known, but his name means ‘the acharya who lived in the north street’. He wrote an exhaustive commentary on the hymns of NAMMALVAR, known as Mupatharayirappadi, i.e., the work of 36,000 padis. The commentary includes an account of the life of Nammalvar. Initially, when Vaddakku was married he avoided his wife, as he believed it would interfere with his spiritual discipline. However, his guru Nampillai persuaded him to accept her. PILLAI LOKACHARYA and ALAGIYA (AZHAKIYA) MANAVALA Perumal were their two illustrious sons.


Vadakkunathan temple A temple located at Thrissur in Kerala, constructed in the twelfth century, with later additions. This interesting temple has three shrines within a rectangular court, dedicated to Vadakkunathan (SHIVA), Shankaranarayana and RAMA. According to legend, PARASHURAMA meditated here on the god Shiva, but when he opened his eyes, he saw an image of Rama. He installed this and continued his meditation, when a Shiva LINGA appeared to him. After further meditation, Shankaranarayana, the combined form of Shiva and VISHNU, was revealed.

The Rama shrine has a square sanctuary surrounded by a square passageway attached to a pillared MANDAPA. The other two shrines have square sanctuaries surrounded by circular passageways, attached to open mandapas. Behind the Shiva shrine is a PARVATI shrine.

Vadakkunathan is worshipped by pouring ghi (clarified butter) over the linga. Over the years, this has grown into a high and solid mound, which somehow does not melt.

There is a small GANESHA shrine to the south of the Vadakkunatha, and beyond this seven MATRIKA altars. Apart from this are shrines to Vettakkorumakan, a Kerala guardian deity, Dharma Sastha (AYYAPPA) and Gopalakrishna, as well as a roofless shrine with a shankha (conch) and chakra, commemmorating SHANKARA or Adi Shankaracharya. The shrines have conical roofs, made from timber and covered with metal sheets, capped by a pot finial. There are carved timber screen walls, and murals on the shrine walls, most of which date to the eighteenth century. Vishnu on ANANTA, NATARAJA, and scenes from the MAHABHARATA are among the paintings. The whole complex covers nine acres, surrounded by a high wall, with GOPURAMS on each of the four sides. The main entrance is from the west, near which is a large theatre hall (Koottambalam). The temple is still a popular one, and SHIVARATRI is the most important festival. The POORAM festival also takes place here, though it is not associated with the temple deities.


vadha-kavya A type of allegorical poetic composition in Assamese, dealing with the exploits of the PANDAVAS. This type was first composed by Ramasarasvati, a poet at the court of King Naranarayana (1540–84) of the Koch dynasty in Assam. These kavyas describe battles fought by the PANDAVAS during their exile in the forest, against ASURAS and RAKSHASAS. The forest is thought to represent the world, and the five Pandavas are the sense organs, who have to defeat their enemies, represented by asuras and rakshasas. The defeat is only possible through the intervention of KRISHNA. Thus it is only by devotion to God that one can overcome the snares of the senses. The duties of kings, merits of protecting the weak, and several other moral aspects are woven into the stories.

Ramasarasvati also translated parts of the MAHABHARATA into Assamese.


Vadirajatirtha A scholar of the DVAITA school of philosophy. According to various accounts, Vadiraja came from village Huvinakere in South Kanara district (Karnataka) and was the younger son of Ramacharya and Gauri (or Sarasvati). He studied with a Dvaita scholar, Vagisha Tirtha, and is believed to have lived for 120 years, probably between 1480 and 1600. He is credited with over a hundred works, and was a great poet, in both Sanskrit and Kannada. His most important work is Yukti-mallika, which elaborates on Madhva’s commentary on the Brahma Sutra. He translated Madhva’s commentary on the Mahabharata into Kannada, and composed devotional songs in Kannada. Other works include Nyayaratnavali, criticizing Advaita doctrines, and Tirtha-prabandha in Sanskrit (1600).

Vadiraja was a convincing speaker, and gained many followers for Dvaita. He disputed with Advaitins, Shaivas and Jains, to prove the superiority of MADHVA doctrines. He made improvements to the Krishna Matha at Udupi, brought neighbouring temples under its control, and erected the eight mathas around it.

Vadiraja was also believed to have mystical powers, and to control a Bhutaraja (a spirit) who could remove obstacles and perform miracles. A temple dedicated to this Bhutiraja still exists at the Vadiraja Matha at Sode.


vahana Literally, ‘vehicle’, it usually indicates an animal or bird associated with a Hindu deity. The vahana either accompanies the deity, or serves as a mount for them. Some of the vahanas of deities are: HAMSA, a swan or goose, associated with the god BRAHMA; GARUDA, the divine bird, with VISHNU; NANDI, a white bull, with SHIVA; AIRAVATA, a white elephant, with INDRA; a mouse, with GANESHA; a peacock, with KARTTIKEYA; a parrot with KAMA; a tiger or lion with DURGA; a fish or MAKARA with VARUNA; a buffalo with YAMA; a ram with AGNI; an antelope with VAYU; a vulture with SHANI. Some of the vahanas have names, such as Nandi or Airavata, while others do not. Gods of other ancient cultures also had similar animal associations.


Vahni A name of the god AGNI. It is also a name of VISHNU and of an ASURA.


vaidya (1) A Sanskrit term meaning ‘one who is conversant with the Vedas’. It also means a doctor or physician.

(2) A name of SHIVA and of VISHNU.


Vaidyanatha A name of the god SHIVA, as lord of the physicians, and of one of his jyotir LINGAS, located at Deogarh in Jharkhand.


Vaidyanatha Dikshita A composer of texts on DHARMA SHASTRA or Hindu law, who lived in the fifteenth century. Vaidyanatha came from Kandatamanikham in the Tamil region, and wrote a number of works in Sanskrit, including SMRITI MUKTAPHALA, a law digest.


Vaijayanti A necklace worn by the god VISHNU. It has five precious gems, pearl, ruby, emerald, sapphire and diamond, representing the five elements.


Vaikhanasa A Vedic shakha (branch or school). The Vaikhanasa shakha has been linked with the YAJUR VEDA, and, according to one source, is the same as the Aukhya shakha. In the Dharma Shastras, Vaikhanasas are sometimes classed with vanaprasthas, those in the third ashrama or stage of life.

The Vedic Vaikhanasa texts consist of the Vaikhanasa Shrauta Sutra, and the Vaikhanasa Smarta Sutra (including Grihya and Dharma Sutras) and can probably be dated between the fourth and eighth centuries. Both these are said to have been composed by the rishi Vikhanas. They include passages on Vishnu worship and devotion.


Vaikhanasa Agamas A large number of Vaikhanasa Sutras were composed between the ninth and fourteenth centuries. Commonly known as the Vaikhanasa Agamas, they actually consist of at least twenty-eight texts. They are attributed to Vikhanas’ four disciples, the rishis BHRIGU, KASHYAPA, ATRI and MARICHI, and sometimes to ANGIRAS. The texts include: Ananda Samhita; Adi Samhita; Vimanarchana-kalpa; Samurtarchana-adhikarana, and many others.


Vaikhanasa texts have a number of different topics, including specific MANTRAS, concepts of VISHNU, both with and without form, as well as theories of JNANA or knowledge, and of CHAKRAS or mystical energy centres. They worship the panchamurti, five aspects of Vishnu: the primordial Vishnu, Purusha, Satya, Achyuta and Aniruddha. The last four embody Vishnu’s qualities of dharma, jnana, aishvarya and vairagya.

The later texts were specially for Vaikhanasa temple priests. Detailed descriptions are provided of types of images, and their installation and worship. Certain Vedic-type ceremonies, as well as aspects of YOGA, PRANAYAMA, mantras and NYASA rituals are used during worship. Vaikhanasas were once prominent in south Indian Vishnu temples.

Vaikhanasa concepts and rituals have some similarity with the PANCHARATRA. RAMANUJA, however, favoured the Pancharatra style of worship, which gradually gained popularity.

Vaikhanasa texts continued to be composed after the fourteenth century and even up to the twentieth century. Through some of the later texts, they claimed to be a branch of SHRIVAISHNAVISM, equal to the TENGALAI and VADAGALAI. Vaikhanasas still exist in south India, but are not very prominent.


Vaikhanasa rishis In the Ramayana Vaikhanasas are mentioned as a group of rishis who live at Vasishtha’s ashrama. According to a commentary, they were born from the nails of Brahma. In the Mahabharata too they are a class of rishis. They are said to have learnt the religion of Narayana and communicated it to Soma. Vaikhanasa rishis are also mentioned in other texts.


Vaikuntha The heaven of the god VISHNU. It is said to be on Mt MERU and is built of gold and precious stones. It is also a name of Vishnu and was earlier associated with the god INDRA. Those who dwell in Vaikuntha enjoy bliss and freedom from KARMA.


Vaikuntha Ekadashi A festival which celebrates the opening of the gate to the god VISHNU’S heaven, VAIKUNTHA. It takes place in November/December and is popular in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. At the temple in SRIRANGAM, celebrations last for twenty days. According to popular legend, Mohini, a divine beauty and also a form of Vishnu, urged King Rukmangada to break his fast to Vishnu. The king prayed to Vishnu, who took him to Vaikuntha to save him from temptation. The gates of Vaikuntha are said to open every year on this day, to those who worship at Vishnu temples.


Vaikuntha Perumal Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, located at Kanchipuram in Tamil Nadu. It was constructed by King Nandivarman II (CE 731–96) of the Pallava dynasty.

This unique temple is three-tiered, with three Vishnu shrines, one above the other. Attached to these is a pillared MANDAPA, while a passageway surrounds the temple. An entrance hall was added at the time of the Vijayanagara dynasty (fourteenth to sixteenth century). The pyramidal tower is surmounted by an octagonal roof. The temple has several sculptures of Vishnu in his various incarnations.


Vaikunthas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that existed in the fifth MANVANTARA, when Raivata was the MANU.


Vaishampayana A rishi or sage who was a student of the rishi VYASA. The MAHABHARATA was narrated to him by Vyasa, and he in turn narrated it to King JANAMAJEYA. The HARIVAMSHA was also narrated by him.


Vaisheshika One of the six classical systems of Hindu philosophy. The traditional founder was the rishi KANADA, also known as ULUKA KANADA, who probably lived between 250 BCE and CE 100. His real name is said to have been Kashyapa, and he composed the VAISHESHIKA SUTRA, which forms the basis for this philosophy. Several writers later elaborated and commented on the Sutras, among the most prominent being PRASHASTAPADA of the fourth century CE. Later writers include Vyomashekhara, Shridhara, UDAYANA and Shivaditya. Shrivatsa, Langakshi Bhaskara, SHANKARA MISHRA, Annam Bhatta, Jagdisha and Jayanarayana were other commentators on the philosophy. The term Vaisheshika comes from vishesha, or ‘particularity’. It has similarities with the NYAYA system of philosophy, and by the medieval period, the two schools almost merged.

Vaisheshika deals with physics, metaphysics, logic and methods of knowledge, and its central feature is considered its theory on the atomic structure of the universe. Four valid types of knowledge are perception, inference, remembrance and intuition (arshajnana). These are subdivided into various categories. Vaisheshika uses intensive methods of analysis to understand the components of the world. Central to these methods is its theory of PADARTHAS, or categories, literally, the meaning of a word, an object which can be thought of and named. Objects can be analysed according to substance (dravya), quality (guna), activity (karma), generality (samanya), particularity (vishesha) and inherence (samavaya), to which later a seventh aspect of non-existence (abhava) was added. Substances can also be eternal, and include souls, which according to this philosophy are several, are bound by their own deeds, and can attain liberation. The supreme soul is distinct from these individual souls.

Other DRAVYAS or substances include earth, air, water, light, space and time. Earth, air, water and light are concrete and are made up of atoms (ANU or paramanu) which combine to form objects, but are never destroyed, even when the world ends. Atoms have both a primary and a secondary nature, and thus have different qualities. True knowledge, that is, recognizing the atomic structure of the world, is essential for liberation.

Vaisheshika also speaks of DHARMA, ethics and the right way of life. Kanada’s Sutras do not directly refer to God, though Prashastapada sees ISHVARA (God) as the cause of the universe, but souls and atoms were co-existent. Later writers accepted a divine principle, because of existing contradictions in the philosophy. Summing up this philosophical system, S. Radhakrishnan says, ‘The many-sided context of human life is ignored by the Vaisheshika, and its physical philosophy and moral and religious values are not worked into a unified interpretation. An atomistic pluralism is not the final answer to the intellectual demand for a rational interpretation of the universe’. In his commentary on the BRAHMA SUTRA, SHANKARA criticized the Vaisheshika concept of atoms, particularly the theory that when atoms combine they create a product which can be different from the original components.


Vaisheshika Sutra The basic text of the VAISHESHIKA school of philosophy, that is attributed to KANADA. The text has ten books or sections. Their contents are briefly given below:


Book I: looks at the categories of substance, quality, activity, generality, and particularity.

Book II: analyses different substances.

Book III: deals with souls, the mind, and the nature of inference.

Book IV: mainly explains the atomic structure of the universe.

Book V: analyses karma, the nature and type of action.

Book VI: takes a look at ethical issues.

Book VII: analyses quality, the self and inherence.

Book VIII–X: looks at problems of perception, inherence and causality.



Vaishnavism One of the three main sects of Hinduism, the other two being SHAIVISM and SHAKTISM. Vaishnavism focuses on the worship of the god VISHNU, which can be traced back to the RIG VEDA, and of his incarnations which developed over time. Vaishnavism includes not only devotion and worship, but also a complex philosophy.

An early Vaishnava sect was the BHAGAVATA, focusing on the worship of Vasudeva Krishna. A later development was the PANCHARATRA, with its theory of emanations or vyuhas. Between the seventh and tenth centuries were the ALVAR saints who worshipped Vishnu with BHAKTI or love and devotion. The Alvars were followed by the Vaishnava acharyas, including NATHAMUNI and YAMUNACHARYA. RAMANUJA in the eleventh century took over from them, and established the most influential Vaishnava philosophy, known as VISHISHTADVAITA, and MADHVA in the thirteenth century established the school of DVAITA. Two branches of southern Vaishnavism (Shrivaishnavism around this time were the TENGALAI and VADAGALAI, while the HARIDASA sect focused on BHAKTI. Meanwhile in Bengal, JAYADEVA wrote the famous GITA GOVINDA in the twelfth century, on the love between RADHA and KRISHNA, which contributed to the growth of Radha–Krishna cults.

Another major sect was established by VALLABHA-CHARYA (1489–1531). In central India, including Maharashtra and Karnataka, the cult of VITTHALA, a form of Vishnu, was important, worshipped by JNANESHVARA, NAMADEVA, TUKARAM and others, while in north India RAMANANDA, RAVIDAS, MIRABAI, and SURDAS were among the noted Vaishnava saints. Among others there were NIMBARKA, Nabhadas (c. 1570–1662), Biharilal (1603–63), Ramadasa, (1608–81) and Jagjivan Das (1632–1720). CHANDIDAS, CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU, and SHANKARADEVA were Vaishnava saints in eastern India. In modern times, ISKCON carries on the tradition of Krishna worship. Nimbarka, Vidyapati, Umapati, Chandidas and Chaitanya Mahaprabhu are among those who focus on Radha–Krishna worship influenced by SHAKTISM.

The VEDAS, UPANISHADS, the BRAHMA SUTRA, HARIVAMSHA and PURANAS are all utilized in the development of Vaishnava philosophy, while the BHAGAVAD GITA, Vaikhanasa and Pancharatra Agamas, the bhakti compositions of all the saints and writers, and the complex works of the philosophers form part of Vaishnava literature. The Puranas describe the myths, stories and attributes of Vishnu in his various incarnations. Among the PURANAS, the VISHNU PURANA and the BHAGAVATA PURANA were primarily concerned with the worship of Vishnu. Simultaneously the iconography, symbolism and forms of worship for the various incarnations of Vishnu developed and Vaishnava temples were constructed in all parts of India, the earliest extant temples dating to the fifth century CE. Thus Vaishnavism includes a number of different sects, methods of worship, incarnations, myths, legends and philosophy. Vishnu therefore is said to exist in five different forms of the Absolute, as images (archa), incarnations (vibhava), emanations (vyuha), in subtle (sukshma) form, and as the inner ruler (antaryamin).

Apart from those mentioned above, Vaishnava sects include numerous sects which worship Rama, Krishna or other incarnations.

Vaishnavism, in its long history, assimilated a number of tribal and folk cults, and was less involved in conflicts than Shaivism.


Vaishno Devi A temple dedicated to the goddess Vaishno Devi, located at Udhampur in Jammu and Kashmir. The cave shrine, at a height of 1640 m, has representations of the goddess in her three aspects of creation, preservation and destruction in the form of natural rock.

According to a myth associated with the deity, the goddess Vaishnavi or Vaishno Devi was once born as a girl in Rameshvaram. As she grew up, she wished to marry the god VISHNU, who in his form as RAMA, at that time was planning the rescue of SITA from LANKA. Rama promised to marry her on his return, if Vaishnavi was able to recognize him. But when he appeared to her as an old rishi, she was unable to do so. He then told her to go to the Trikuta hill. There people would come to get her blessings, and as Vishnu was in the heart of all, he too would see her. In his avatara as KALKI, he would finally marry her.

Another story links her with a rishi named Bhairon, a disciple of Gorakhnatha. While looking for Trikuta, the goddess came in the form of a girl to a brahmana known as Shridhara, and asked him to prepare a feast for her. Bhairon came there, and began to follow her, until in the form of Mahakali, she cut off his head. He then asked her forgiveness and worshipped her, and she granted him an abode near her, which is now the Bhairon temple. Vaishno Devi then entered a natural cave and turned herself into a rock formation that is known as pindi. The left pindi (rock) is whitish and represents SARASVATI, the middle, which is yellowish, is LAKSHMI, and the black portion on the right is KALI.

This popular shrine is visited by thousands of pilgrims, and worship of the goddess is said to grant all desires. Pilgrims also worship at the Bhairon Temple, and at a cave known as Garbha Joon, where the goddess is said to have meditated for nine months.


Vaishravana A name of the god KUBERA. He was so called as he was the son of VISHRAVA.


vaishya A term for the third broad caste division within Hinduism. Vaishyas were originally agriculturalists, merchants and traders, but branched into a number of different professions. Though they also have the UPANAYANA or sacred-thread ceremony, and are considered among the dvija or twice-born, they were considered inferior to BRAHMANAS and KSHATRIYAS. Ancient texts referred to them as avaricious, but they were at the same time recognized as playing a useful and essential part in society. The MANU SMRITI gives the duties of the vaishya. Initiated with the sacred thread, he should marry and attend to agriculture and cattle-rearing. He should know about various soils, measurement of land, sowing seeds, and weighing articles. He can also earn his living by trade. He should know the prices of various gems, metals, woven and scented items, and salts. He should have a knowledge of different countries and languages, and know about buying, selling, profits, losses, the quality of goods, and prices. He should constantly try to increase his wealth through honest means. (9.325–333). He can study the VEDAS but cannot make a living out of such study. He is entitled to make gifts (dana) and arrange for sacrifices. (10.79)

Vaishyas include business communities such as Agarwal, Maheshwari, Oswal, Jaiswal, Poswal and Mahajan; Banias, who have a number of sub-castes, and were originally grain dealers and are known by different names in different regions; Marwaris, and several others.


Vaitarani A name of several rivers, including that in the region of YAMA. This mythical river is crossed by the dead to read Yama’s realm. According to the MAHABHARATA, in the region of the PITRIS, the GANGA becomes the Vaitarani. Another account states that the Vaitarani lives at the court of the god VARUNA. A river of the same name was located on earth, in the country of Kalinga. Other texts refer to the river in KURUKSHETRA, or in the region of Garhwal. It is alternatively identified with the Dantura near Nashik, and according to the PADMA PURANA, this river was brought to earth by PARASHURAMA.


Vaivasvata The name of the seventh MANU, who, according to Hindu mythology, rules the world at present. This Manu is known as Vaivasvata as he was the son of VIVASVAT. As the god YAMA too was son of Vivasvat, he too is sometimes known as Vaivasvata.


vajapeya A consecration rite for kings in ancient days. Vajapeya literally means ‘drink of strength’ and this sacrifice conferred a superior status on the king. The vajapeya included a chariot race, with seventeen chariots, after which the royal sacrificer and his wife had to ascend a pole and worship mother earth from above. The significance of this is explained in the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, which states that he who gains a seat in the air, gains a seat above others (V.2.1.22). Descending from the throne, the sacrificer is seated on a throne, covered with a goatskin. The adhvaryu (priest) then tells him, ‘You are the ruler, the ruling lord, firm and steadfast. Here I seat you for tilling, for peaceful dwelling, for wealth, for prosperity (of the people).’


Vajasaneyi Samhita The name of a version of the YAJUR VEDA, also known as the White Yajur Veda.


Vajind A disciple of the saint DADU, who lived in the sixteenth century. According to tradition he was born a Muslim Pathan. While aiming an arrow at a deer he suddenly felt a deep sense of compassion and, abandoning everything, became a follower of Dadu. He composed a number of verses in Rajasthani. Among them are his 135 ‘Adilla’ verses, which are marked by compassion and human feeling.


vajra (1) A weapon, a thunderbolt, of the god INDRA. The term is also used in Buddhism, where it has a complex and symbolic meaning.

(2) A king, described in ancient texts, who was the great-grandson of the god KRISHNA. Vajra was the son of ANIRUDDHA by his wife Rochana or Subhadra, or, according to other accounts, by his wife Usha. After the YADAVAS were destroyed and before Krishna left the world, he appointed Vajra his successor. Vajra returned with ARJUNA to HASTINAPURA. According to the MAHABHARATA, the PANDAVAS then left for svarga or heaven, PARIKSHIT became king of Hastinapura, and Vajra of INDRAPRASTHA. According to the Puranas, Vajra was installed as king of MATHURA.


Vajranabha A weapon, a chakra or discus of the god KRISHNA. It was given to him by the god AGNI, so that he could defeat INDRA and burn the Khandava forest.


Vajrasuchika Upanishad A Sanskrit text, a short Upanishad. It begins with a verse that states that it will describe the Vajrasuchi doctrine, which removes ignorance. It goes on to say that there are four castes, of which the BRAHMANA is considered the highest. But who is the brahmana? Is he the soul, the body, the class based on birth, knowledge, actions, or the performer of rites? It explains why none of these can be the brahmana. A true brahmana is one who has realized the Self as BRAHMAN, the Absolute. He is rid of all faults, and devoid of distinctions of birth, attribute and action. He pervades all and is of the nature of bliss, indivisible and immeasurable. This Upanishad belongs to the SAMA VEDA.


Valakhilya hymns A term for certain later hymns in the Rig Veda. They form part of the eighth mandala.


Valakhilyas/Balakhilyas A group of rishis who were born from the hair (vala or bala) of the god BRAHMA. They were engaged in japa (chanting mantras) and homa (pouring oblations on the sacred fire). In the RAMAYANA they are mentioned as staying in several ashramas along with other groups of rishis. The MAHABHARATA states that they were tiny rishis, the size of a thumb.

According to some PURANAS they were the sons of the Prajapati Kratu.


Vallathol A poet in Malayalam who composed poems on religious and other themes, and translated a number of early Sanskrit texts into Malayalam. Narayana Menon Vallathol was born in 1878 at Chennara in Mallapuram district of present-day Kerala, and was the son of Mullassery Damodaran Elayath and Kuttiparu Amma. He studied Malayalam and Sanskrit, and his first collection of poems, Kirata-shatakam (A hundred poems on SHIVA), was published in 1903. In 1904 he moved to Thrissur, where he was in charge of the Keralakalpadrumam Press, and began translating the Valmiki RAMAYANA, which he completed in 1909. Around this time he lost his hearing completely, and wrote a poem Badhiravilapam (Lament of a Deaf Man), in which he included a prayer for the restoration of his hearing, but he remained deaf for the rest of his life. However he continued composing poems, many of them on themes from the epics and PURANAS. Among them, Oru kattu adhava Rukmiyute pashchathapanu is on Rukmi expressing regret for opposing Rukmini’s marriage to KRISHNA; Bandhanasthanaya Aniruddhan is on the story of ANIRUDDHA, grandson of Krishna. Another poem is on Mary Magdalene. Sahityamanjari is a miscellaneous collection of short poems, many of them again on mythological themes. Among the others are poems on nature, on the motherland, Mahatma GANDHI and the Prophet Muhammad. He also continued his translations of Sanskrit texts, which included translations of the MARKANDEYA PURANA, VAMANA PURANA, MATSYA PURANA, PADMA PURANA, and AGNI PURANA, as well as the plays of BHASA, Abhijnana-shakuntalam of KALIDASA, and the RIG VEDA. Vallathol is best known for his patriotic poems, some of which were used during the freedom movement. He received a number of awards in recognition of his poetic genius.

Vallathol died in 1953.


Vali (Vaali) The ruler of KISHKINDHA described in the RAMAYANA. He was a vanara or monkey, and was said to be the son of the god INDRA and Riksharaja. Riksharaja was actually a male monkey, who had temporarily become a female. According to other accounts Vali was the son of Indra and Aruna, who temporarily became a woman, Arunidevi. Vali was married to Tara, and had two sons, ANGADA and Tara. Vali was large and golden-coloured, and very brave and strong. He killed the asura Dundubhi, and defeated RAVANA. Mayavi, the son of Dundubhi, remained his enemy. Vali chased him into a cave, and when he did not reappear for a year, his brother SUGRIVA came there, and seeing blood at the entrance, believed Vali was dead. He blocked the entrance and took over as king. However, Vali returned and dethroned Sugriva, marrying the latter’s wife, Ruma.

Finally, Vali was defeated and killed by RAMA, who placed his brother Sugriva on the throne. This act of Rama’s has been dealt with in different ways in later versions of the RAMAYANA.


Vallabhacharya A VAISHNAVA philosopher, whose system of philosophy is known as SHUDDHADVAITA.

According to traditional accounts, he was born in 1481 in a Telugu BRAHMANA family, in village Pamparanya or Champaranya on the banks of the Godavari river near Raipur in Madhya Pradesh. At the time of his birth, his father, Lakshmana Bhatta, along with his pregnant wife, were escaping from Varanasi out of fear of a Muslim invasion.

Some scholars locate Pamparanya near Varanasi, or in Andhra Pradesh. There is also a dispute about his date of birth, and alternative dates given are 1401, or 1479. He is said to have had a complete knowledge of the VEDAS, the six classical systems of philosophy, and the eighteen major PURANAS, by the age of seven. According to other accounts, he studied with Vishnuchitta from the age of eight, and later with Madhavananda (Madhavayatindra). Both teachers were of the MADHVA sect, and thus he was well-versed in Vaishnava texts. Among his other teachers were Trirammalaya and Andhanarayanadikshita, also of the Madhva sect. He went to VARANASI to study, and then to VRINDAVAN and MATHURA. When he was at Mathura he had a divine vision, where he saw the god KRISHNA, and this led him to develop his philosophy. He travelled to several other places and is believed to have first propagated his philosophy at the court of King Krishnadevaraya of Vijayanagara. He married Mahalakshmi, the daughter of Devanna Bhatta, in Varanasi. Later in life, in 1531, he renounced the world and became a SANNYASI. He died in 1533. He had two sons, of whom the second, VITTHALNATHA, was his successor, and had in turn seven sons, the descendants of whom are the leaders of the sect, known as Goswamis.

Vallabha accepted the authority of the UPANISHADS, the BHAGAVAD GITA, BRAHMA SUTRA and BHAGAVATA PURANA, as well as the works of VISHNUSVAMIN, a philosopher of the thirteenth century. Vallabha is said to have written eighty-four texts in Sanskrit. The most important include Anubhashya, and Bhagavata-tika-subodhini. The first is a commentary on the Brahma Sutra, and the next on the Bhagavata Purana. His work Tattvadipa or Tattvarthadipa has a philosophical section, along with a section on duties, and a summary of the Bhagavata Purana. Sixteen of his shorter works are included in the Shodasha-grantha. Among these the Sannyasanirnaya has twenty-two verses, describing three types of sannyasa; the Sevaphala, which has eight verses, describes the benefits of worshipping God, and the obstacles that are found on the way; the Bhakti-vardhini has eleven verses on bhakti; Navaratna has nine verses indicating the importance of dedicating everything to God; Vivekadhairyyashraya has seventeen verses and states that one should not desire anything strongly, but should rely on God to give one what one needs; Siddhanta-muktavali has twenty-one verses on Bhakti; Pushti-pravaha-maryada has twenty five verses and explains the importance of dedicating one’s life to God. His philosophy of Shuddhadvaita is considered pure non-dualism. Vallabha sees God as the whole and the individual as the part, but both have the same essence and hence are essentially the same. Yet the highest goal for the individual is not union with God, or liberation, but the service of Krishna.

Vallabha travelled to different parts of the country, and became known as Acharya or teacher. He started a sect known as PUSHTIMARGA which flourished in western and central India. This sect is still important today, and forms the practical path of Shuddhadvaita. He also established the worship of Krishna as Shrinathji, the main temple being located today at NATHDWARA in Rajasthan. Verses of the ‘ASHTACHHAPA’ poets are used in worship.


Valli A goddess, a wife of MURUGAN or Subrahmanya (Karttikeya). According to legend, Valli was the daughter of King Nambirajan, who ruled the Kuravas (hill tribe) in the ghat section of the Tamil region. He prayed to the god SHIVA for a daughter, and was told to visit a nearby forest, where he would find a baby girl. Thus he found Vallinayaki, who grew up to be so beautiful that the god Subrahmanya wanted to marry her. Valli’s brothers were opposed to the marriage, and several stories exist in folk literature of Subrahmanya’s efforts to woo her. Once he pretended to be an old bangle-seller, and sold bangles to her, but as she began to talk to him, her brothers appeared, ready to fight. To avoid battle, Murugan turned himself into a vengai maram (tree). Next he came to her in the form of a tribal king, but when her brothers appeared, he turned into an old ascetic from the Himalayas. Murugan then asked his brother Vinayaka (GANESHA) for help. Vinayaka appeared in the form of a wild elephant, and the terrified Valli clung to Murugan, who was again in disguise, and asked him to protect her. Only when she agreed to marry him did he reveal his true identity, as the god who was in fact worshipped by the whole tribe.

The marriage was then celebrated in a grand style by Nambirajan. There are shrines dedicated to Valli, at Murugan temples at Tiruchendur, Tiruttani, and other places and the marriage of Murugan and Valli is celebrated at some temples. Their story is still retold in folk literature, and scenes of their courtship and marriage are re-enacted in dance and theatre.


Valmiki A rishi or sage, and the traditional author of the earliest-known RAMAYANA.

Not much is known of Valmiki’s life, though according to the text, he was a contemporary of RAMA. In the Uttara Kanda, the last part of the Ramayana, he states that he was the tenth son of Prachetas. Prachetas is another name for VARUNA, who, according to the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA and some of the PURANAS, had two sons, BHRIGU and Valmiki. According to one myth, Varuna’s semen fell on an anthill (valmika) and Valmiki was born from this. The MAHABHARATA mentions a Valmiki born in the Bhargava gotra or family. According to popular legend, Valmiki was once a robber. The origin of this story is perhaps in the Mahabharata, but there (xiii.18) it is somewhat different. He was said to have been denounced in the course of a dialectical dispute as having committed brahmanicide, and then became possessed of that sin, but was cleansed through the worship of Shiva. Shiva also gave him celestial weapons and stated that he would be invincible in battle and free from disease. The story of his being a robber is first clearly stated in the SKANDA PURANA, dated around CE 800, and therefore considered too late to be an authentic story. This story was elaborated in different texts, and a long version appears in the ADHYATMARAMAYANA (fourteenth century), in which Valmiki states that he was born a BRAHMANA, but brought up by Kirata (forest-dweller) parents. He used to hunt in the forests, and made an attempt to rob seven rishis or sages, who prevented him from doing so, and gave him a mantra ‘Mara’. As he kept repeating this, the word became Rama. An anthill grew around him, and after ages the rishis returned, dug him out of there, and called him Valmiki as he came from an antheap (valmika). This story seems a mix of different legends. It was unlikely that Valmiki was ever a hunter, as he began composing verse in a moment of deep compassion, when a hunter killed a male heron and he saw the grief of its desolate mate. The Tattva-samgraha Ramayana elaborates further on this story, while the Ananda Ramayana (Rajya-kanda XIV) says that Valmiki had three consecutive births.

TULASIDASA in the sixteenth century said that Valmiki was of a very low caste, but attained a high status as he worshipped SHIVA.

When SITA was banished from AYODHYA, she stayed at his ashram. When LAKSHMANA left her there, he described Valmiki as a friend of his father DASHARATHA and a learned brahmana (viprah). Rama and Sita’s twin sons, LAVA and KUSHA, were educated by Valmiki, who taught them the Ramayana. The dates of both Valmiki and his Ramayana remain uncertain, but its composition, including later sections, was probably complete by the first century CE.

According to the VISHNU PURANA, Riksha, descendant of Bhrigu, also known as Valmiki, was the twenty-fourth VYASA. Valmiki is worshipped in some early temples, even outside India. For instance, an inscription records that a temple (pujasthana) of Valmiki was erected by Prakashadharman (c. 750) at Tra-kien at Champa. Here he is called the incarnation of VISHNU. Within India there are a number of old Valmiki temples or shrines located within other temples. Among these are: a Valmiki temple at Thiruvanmiyur on the outskirts of Chennai, that is believed to have first been built in the seventh or eighth century; a Valmiki temple at Bithur was constructed in the nineteenth century by a Maratha peshwa; Dhebewadi in Maharashtra has a Valmiki temple that is believed to mark the spot where the rishi lived. Behind it flows the Valmiki river, actually a stream that originates from a spring.

There are also a number of modern Valmiki temples, set up by the VALMIKIS or Balmikis, a DALIT group.


Valmiki ashrama Valmiki’s ashrama is traditionally located at several different places. These include at: CHITRAKUTA; near the confluence of the GANGA and Tons; at BITHUR.


Valmikis/Balmikis A sect that worships VALMIKI as a deity. Valmikis include Hindus and Sikhs, as well as some members of other religions. Valmikis are mainly drawn from a DALIT community, who were originally sweepers and scavengers. Valmikis revere the RAMAYANA and the YOGA VASISHTHA, and reject the popular accounts of Valmiki as having once been a robber, or as obtaining his name from an anthill. They follow the Ramayana account that Valmiki was the tenth son of a Pracheta. According to Pandit Bakshi Ram, their own historian, Pracheta was a NAGA king, and a contemporary of RAMA and KRISHNA. His descendants are known as Valmikis, but later they were oppressed by the so-called Aryans, who were in conflict with the indigenous Nagas. Other Valmikis have different accounts of his origin, based on other texts. Valmikis began to assert their identity from the nineteenth century. Today they are a separate dalit group with their own temples and festivals, who are nevertheless part of the Hindu community. There are a number of Valmiki temples, both in India and abroad, that are open to all castes and religions. The main festival is the celebration of Valmiki’s birthday, known as Valmiki Jayanti or Pargat Divas.


Vamana (1) A deity, an incarnation of the god VISHNU, in which he took the form of a dwarf. He assumed this form, in order to defeat MAHABALI.

Mahabali, the great-grandson of HIRANYAKASHIPU, was a good king but was against the SDEVAS and BRAHMANAS. Vishnu therefore was born from ADITI as VAMANA.

In order to defeat Mahabali Vamana appeared as a young hermit while Mahabali was offering a sacrifice on the river NARMADA, and asked for some land, an area he could cover in three steps. Bali agreed, and Vamana began taking the three steps, but as he did so, he grew enormously in size. The first step covered the whole earth, the second, the whole of heaven. Mahabali then offered his own body for the third step, as a promise given can never be broken. Placing his foot on his head, Vamana pushed Bali into PATALA, the netherworld, where he has reigned ever since.

Mahabali was allowed to rule only in the underworld, but given permission to appear on earth once a year. It was said to be in the epoch when Vishnu appeared as Vamana, that LAKSHMI appeared as a lotus.

According to another account, Vamana came into being to defeat the asura Dhundhu, who lived at the same time as the asura Hiranyakshipu. The two asuras had defeated the devas, and Vishnu, taking the Vamana form, tricked Dhundhu into granting him three steps of land, and with the third step pushed Dhundhu into a pit thirty thousand yojanas deep.

Vishnu’s three steps that cover the whole universe, are first referred to in the RIG VEDA (1.2.22), and further developed in the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA (1,2.5, 1 ff). Here it states that the devas and asuras struggled to gain control over the universe. The asuras then agreed to grant the devas the amount of land that could be covered by Vishnu’s body. However, when Vishnu lay down, though he was the dwarf among the gods, his body covered the universe, as he was the same as the sacrifice. Vishnu’s three strides are also mentioned in the Nrisimha-purva-tapini Upanishad (2.13).

Vamana is depicted either as a dwarf, or a young hermit, or as a giant, with his foot on Mahabali’s head. As a dwarf, he is usually pot-bellied and four-armed, holding the usual four emblems of Vishnu. As a young hermit, texts state he should be shown two-armed, holding an umbrella and a staff. As a giant taking three steps (Trivikrama, Viratapurusha), Vamana stands firmly on one leg, the other raised high. Such images can have a number of accessory deities, and may also depict Mahabali and his wife Vindhyabali.

Images of Vamana occur in Vishnu temples, while separate temples dedicated to him are located mainly in south India.

Vamana can also take on different forms. According to the VAMANA PURANA, he has the Hrishtamurdhaja form in Kubjamra (near Hardwar) and the Govinda form in Hastinapura, as well as a number of other forms.

(2) Vamana is the name of several others, including of SHIVA, of a NAGA, of one of the Ashtadiggajas or elephants supporting the word, and of a SUPARNA.


Vamana Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. The text begins with a brief account of VAMANA, the dwarf incarnation of VISHNU, with more details of this deity in later chapters. It is narrated by the rishi PULASTYA to NARADA, and seems to have intitially been a Vaishnava Purana, to which Shaiva stories were later added. Other incarnations of Vishnu are described. There is an account of LINGA worship, and legends of SHIVA, including the story of the marriage of Shiva and PARVATI, as well as the birth of GANESHA and KARTTIKEYA. It includes sections on NARAKAS or hells, KARMA, the duties of castes and ashramas, vratas (vows), methods of worshipping VISHNU, as well as a number of stories. It has some similarities with the VARAHA PURANA. According to the MATSYA and SKANDA PURANAS, the vamana was taught by BRAHMA in the Kurma Kalpa, and contains 10,000 verses. The existing Purana, however, seems quite different from this. The five Puranic themes are barely mentioned. Though some consider it an early text, and others very late, a date between the ninth and eleventh centuries seems most likely.


Van Yatra A festival associated with the god KRISHNA, celebrated in August/September in MATHURA and neighbouring sites. According to legend, when INDRA sent down a deluge in this month, Krishna raised the mountain GOVARDHANA to protect himself and his fellow cowherds. To commemorate this, followers of Krishna make a pilgrimage of all the places connected with his life, and re-enact the scenes that took place.


Vana Durga A form of the goddess DURGA, described in the Agamas. In this form, the goddess has eight hands. One of these is in tarjani mudra (warning gesture), while the others hold shankha (conch), chakra (disc), khadga (sword), khetaka (shield), bana (arrow), dhanus (bow) and shula (spear). The complexion of this goddess of the forest is grass-green.


vanaprastha The third stage of traditional Hindu life, the period following the life of a householder. In this stage, the person should live in the forest, preparing for the life of a SANNYASI.


vanara The Sanskrit term for a monkey, a term used in the RAMAYANA for VALI and SUGRIVA who ruled in KISHKINDHA, and for their other subjects including HANUMAN. According to the Ramayana, the vanaras were descended from gods, rishis, and other celestial beings. Thus INDRA was the father of VALI, while the sun-god (the foremost of those radiating heat) was the father of SUGRIVA. The great vanara Tara, the most intelligent among the vanara chiefs was the son of the rishi BRIHASPATI. The glorious vanara Gandhamadana was the offspring of KUBERA, while Nala was descended from VISHVAKARMA. Among others, Nila was the son of AGNI, Mainda and Dvivida of the ASHVINS, Sushena of VARUNA, Sarabha of Parjanya, and Hanuman of Maruta (VAYU).

They were born through divine women, such as apsaras, vidyadhara women, and female nagas and gandharvas. They existed in thousands, assumed their full form at birth, and could take any form they wished and go wherever they liked. Rocks were their missiles and mountains their weapons. They could agitate the seas and rivers, and rend the earth with their feet. They gathered together under their leaders, and the earth was filled with them. They were born only to help Rama. Thus the vanaras were mythical and magical beings, though those looking for a realistic interpretation feel they may have been a forest tribe with a monkey totem.


Vande Mataram The national song which reveres the land of India as a mother. It was composed around 1875 in Sanskrit by Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, and published in his book Anand Math in 1882. Literally, the first line means ‘Mother I bow to thee’. After Independence in 1947, BHARAT MATA temples, where India is worshipped as a divine mother, have been erected.


Vandin A son of the god VARUNA, mentioned in the MAHABHARATA. At the court of King JANAKA, he defeated many brahmanas in discussions, and had them all thrown into the river. Later he was defeated by ASHTAVAKRA, and thrown into the river himself. He then merged with Varuna. He said that the brahmanas had been thrown into the water so that they could see the great sacrifice of Varuna.


Varadaraja A form of the god VISHNU that is popular in south India. In this form Vishnu is the giver of boons. He is depicted with his right hand raised in abhaya mudra, and the left pointing downwards in varada mudra, the boon-giving gesture. One of the most popular temples of the deity is at Elephant Hill at Kanchipuram. VEDANTA DESIKA composed a hymn in 51 verses, the Varadaraja Panchasat, in praise of this deity. It describes the deity who resides in the heart of all beings, and whose body contains the whole world.


Varaha A deity, one of the ten main incarnations of the god VISHNU. This boar form was originally associated with the god BRAHMA, but later was assigned to Vishnu. In this, Vishnu took the form of a boar (varaha), and descended to the depths of the ocean to rescue the earth. There are different versions of this story in the PURANAS. According to one version, the daitya HIRANYAKSHA practised austerities for many years, and obtained a boon from the god Brahma that he would become lord of the world, and no animal or person would be able to harm him. Hiranyaksha gradually began to inflict all kinds of torments on the earth and its inhabitants, and the earth sank down into the ocean. Assuming the form of a cow, the earth (Prithvi or BHUDEVI) appealed to Vishnu to save it. When Hiranyaksha had listed the animals that could not harm him, he missed out on the boar, or varaha. Therefore Vishnu assumed the form of a boar, with great white tusks, and descended into the ocean. After a battle of 1000 years, he defeated Hiranyaksha and raised the earth up again on his tusks.

According to another story, the earth sank by the weight of the mountains. Vishnu went to rescue it, and reached RASATALA. There he was challenged by Hiranyaksha and, after a fierce battle, Hiranyaksha was killed.

The immense form of Varaha is described in the Puranas. According to the VAYU PURANA, he was ten yojanas wide, and a thousand yojanas high. His colour was that of a dark cloud, his roar was like thunder. He was huge like a mountain, his tusks were white, sharp and fearful, and fire flashed from his eyes like lightning. He was radiant as the sun, and beautiful. According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, he emerged from the nostrils of Brahma, and was at first tiny, the size of a thumb, but grew to the size of an elephant. This Purana thus connects the earlier legends of Brahma as a boar, with Vishnu’s incarnation as Varaha.

Varaha as upholder of the earth represents YAJNA, the sacrifice. According to the Vishnu Purana, his feet are the Vedas, his tusk is the sacrificial stake, his teeth are the offerings, his mouth is the altar, his tongue is the fire, and the hair on his head is the sacrificial grass. His eyes are day and night; his head is the seat of all, the place of Brahma; his mane is all the hymns of the Vedas; his nostrils are the oblation, his snout is the ladle; his deep voice is the chanting of the SAMA VEDA, his body is the hall of sacrifice, his joints are the different ceremonies, his ears are the voluntary and obligatory rites. Like the sacrifice, Varaha is eternal. Holding the earth on his tusks, his body occupies the space between heaven and earth. Similar descriptions are found in several other Puranas, some of which are more detailed. Varaha thus represents the Supreme Being, who brings order out of chaos through sacrifice.

Varaha is depicted in two ways, either fully in animal form, or as a four-armed human with a boar’s head. Varaha images are found in Vishnu temples as well as in some independent shrines. Though his consort is Varahi, he is usually depicted with Bhudevi. Yajna Varaha, Varaha representing the sacrifice, and Pralaya Varaha, raising the earth after pralaya or dissolution, are two specific types of Varaha images. In the first Varaha is usually seated on a simhasana or lion seat, accompanied by BHUDEVI and LAKSHMI. In the second type only Bhudevi is with him. Some Shaiva Puranas, reflecting a conflict between Vaishnavism and Shaivism, state that Varaha was defeated by SHIVA. The Kalika Purana says that Shiva in the form of Sharabha, killed Varaha.

Several Varaha images, inscribed and uninscribed have been found at MATHURA dating to the first or second centuries CE. A large red sandstone Varaha image, in the form of a boar, was discovered from Eran and dates back to the time of Toramana. An inscription identifies it as Vishnu in his Varaha form. There were several other such images depicting Vishnu in his boar form. The goddess of the earth, Bhudevi, or Prithivi, is usually shown clinging to its tusks. Varaha images which have a human form and boar’s head are common in later times, though one of an early period has been found at the Udayagiri caves in Madhya Pradesh, and dates to about the fourth century. Other early images occur at BADAMI (sixth century), and MAMALAPURAM (seventh century), while there are several later images. By the seventh century Varaha images were found all over India. King Bhoja Pratihara took the title Adivaraha, and issued coins bearing the emblem of Varaha. In the tenth century temples of Varaha existed at Khajuraho, Jhansi, Udaipur and elsewhere.

Among present temples, a popular Varaha shrine is located at Tirumala. Another is at Shrimushanam near CHIDAMBARAM, where the deity is worshipped by both Hindus and Muslims. At Aphsad (Bihar) there is a modern Varaha temple with a seventh-century image of the deity in the inner shrine. He is shown with Bhudevi clutching his tusk.

The story is also considered symbolic. Some relate it to creation myths, and to the evolution of life from water, or feel it could refer to a geological age or techtonic upheaval. Others interpret it differently, and think it may refer to the rescue of the earth from what were considerd ‘false’ cults’.


Varaha Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. It is said to have been narrated to the goddess PRITHVI by VISHNU in the form of Varaha. It has some creation myths and genealogies, but is more concerned with the worship of Vishnu. On the basis of its subject matter, R.C. Hazra divides the Purana into four sections. The first section, from chapters 1–112, focuses on NARAYANA as the highest deity, and praises the PANCHARATRA sect. Parts of it deal with SHAKTI, and with the essential unity of the three shaktis, Brahmi, Vaishnavi and Raudri. In the second section, chapters 113–192, Prithvi, the earth, narrates to SANAT KUMARA what she experienced when she was lifted up by Varaha. This section has tirtha mahatmyas (descriptions of centres of pilgrimage), including the Mathura Mahatmya (152–180) which is important for the worship of KRISHNA.

In the third section (193–212), Vaishampayana narrates the story of NACHIKETA to King JANAMEJAYA, after he has completed a sacrifice. The fourth section (213-end) is Shaiva, and deals with holy places in Nepal that are sacred to Shiva. There are stories of SHIVA and of GANESHA, and of the MATRIKAS or mother goddesses. The Ganesha Stotra, which forms part of it, is used for the worship of the God. In addition, the Purana has other topics including descriptions of SHRADDHA ceremonies for ancestors.


Varahamihira The author of works on astronomy, astrology and religion who lived in the sixth century CE. His BRIHAT SAMHITA has chapters on iconography, the materials to be used in making images, and the methods for their installation, apart from sections on omens, natural and celestial events, astronomy and mathematics. He wrote two works on astrology, the Hora Shastra and Laghu Jataka, still used in astrology, as well as the Pancha Siddhanta, a summary of five older astronomical texts. Other texts assigned to him include Yatra, also known as Brihad-yatra, Mahayatra or Yakshyeshvamedhuya-yatra, on auspicious times for beginning a journey; Vivaha-patala on astrological considerations pertaining to marriage; Horapanchahotrya on astrology and architecture; Yavana-jataka on Greek astrology; and several other minor works.


Varanasi A city in Uttar Pradesh, known in ancient days as KASHI. AVIMUKTA is another ancient name of Varanasi.

It is one of the most sacred cities of Hinduism.

There are innumerable temples here, the most famous being the KASHI VISHVANATHA, a SHIVA temple. Though Varanasi is associated primarily with the god Shiva, there are legends and temples of other deities as well. VISHNU is said to have created the Kashi (LINGA) at this place. BRAHMA performed the Dasashvamedha sacrifice at Dasashvamedha Ghat. Varanasi was once important for Buddhism, and nearby Sarnath is where the BUDDHA preached his first sermon.

Apart from the Kashi Vishvanatha, other important temples include the Annapurna Temple, of the goddess ANNAPURNA, consort of Shiva. The Sankata Devi temple, located near sindhia Ghat, is dedicated to Sankata Devi, the solver of problems. Nearby are nine shrines of the NAVAGRAHA. The Kala Bhairava Temple, a Shiva temple, is one of the most important, as in this form Shiva is said to be the ‘kotwal’ of the city. He guards the city, and the belief is that without his permission, no one can enter or stay there. The Mritunjaya Mahadeva temple is another Shiva temple. Near it is a sacred well, said to have healing properties. The New Vishvanatha Temple is a modern temple planned by Pandit Malviya and constructed by the Birlas in the premises of Banaras Hindu University. It is open to all castes and religions. Other popular temples are an eighteenth-century DURGA temple, a Tulasi-manasa Temple, believed to be where TULASIDASA wrote his great epic, and the BHARATA MATA Temple inaugurated by Mahtma GANDHI in 1936.

Several mosques were built later and coexist in this holy city. The river Ganga flows through Varanasi, which is known for its ghats, or stone stairs, constructed on the banks of the river. From here pilgrims descend to the river to bathe and perform various rituals. Some of the ghats are used exclusively for burning the dead. There are altogether about seventy-four ghats, among them being the Dashashvamedha and Manikarnika ghats.


Varcha The name of a son of the god SOMA. Varcha’s wife was Manohara and he was the father of Shishira, Prana, and Ramana. Alternatively, his son was called Varchasvin. According to the MAHABHARATA, he was incarnated as ABHIMANYU.


Vardhamana Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, located at KANCHIPURAM in Tamil Nadu. It was constructed in the twelfth century at the time of the Chola dynasty though several additions were made later in the sixteenth century, during the time of the Vijayanagara dynasty.

Within the temple is a sacrificial altar on a high platform. According to legend, the god BRAHMA performed a sacrifice here to invoke Vishnu. The temple is in a rectangular walled enclosure with towered gopurams on the east and west. A smaller GOPURAM on the inner walls on the west leads to the main temple. There is a large pillared MANDAPA of the Vijayanagara period, with ninety-six columns, intricately carved with scenes from the life of Vishnu in his various incarnations. There are two sacred tanks, one to the north and the other to the east.


Varkaris A name for the worshippers of the god VITTHALA, a form of VISHNU or KRISHNA. Varkaris also revere Pundalik, JNANESHVARA and other early devotees of Vitthala. Varkaris converge at PANDHARPUR at the Ashadha and Karttika fairs. One month before the Ashadha festival devotees set off for Pandharpur on foot, accompanying the palkis or palanquins of the saints, containing their images or padukas (sandals) from various place in Maharashtra. The palki of Jnaneshvara comes from ALANDI, of TUKARAM from DEHU, of NIVRITTINATHA (brother of Jnaneshvara) from TRYAMBAKESHVARA, and of EKNATHA from Paithan. Altogether there are sixty palkis from all over Maharashtra, accompanied by Dindis or BHAJAN-singing groups who reach there on the tenth day of the latter half of the month, one day before EKADASHI when the festival takes place. In everyday life Varkaris do not wear special clothes, and are householders, but are bound to participate in the twice-yearly festivals. At this time they carry tals or small cymbals in their hands, wear TULASI malas (garlands) and hold saffron flags on short sticks. Varkaris follow ethical precepts, and are strict vegetarians. They are initiated by a guru or spiritual leader, after which they wear the special tulasi mala. They observe fasts on Ekadashi and often form mandalis or groups wherever they live, singing bhajans or ABHANGAS in praise of Vitthala, composed by the Maratha saints and others. Later spiritual leaders of the Varkaris include Shri Gadge Maharaj, and Manmadkar, a woman. Recently attempts have been made to start a mass movement propagate Varkari philosophy and methods of worship. Varkaris include women and people of all castes.

Varkaris trace their origin to Jnaneshvara, and in the eighteenth century claimed a spiritual lineage of 50 sants. The Varkari movement, however, was possibly started by NAMADEVA.


varna A term denoting CASTE, in Hindu texts. Literally, varna means colour. In the ATHARVA VEDA varna or colour is associated with caste. White is said to be the colour of the BRAHMANA, red of the KSHATRIYA, yellow of the VAISHYA and black of the SHUDRA. Later and even today, varna is used for caste without any association of colour. However, from the original four castes, there are today several thousand. As caste was associated with occupation and with types of people, the concept of caste represented as a colour has some similarity with the Jain concept of LESHYAS. Jati is another term used for caste.


Vartha Malai A Tamil text, consisting of explanations of VAISHNAVA terms. The author is unknown, but the text probably belongs to the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century. The title literally means ‘A garland of sayings’ and the text has quotes from the teachings of NATHAMUNI (tenth century) and later acharyas, explaining various religious terms and philosophical concepts. It incorporates material from their own works, as well as from what was recorded in various Guru-paramparas (texts on gurus and their lineage), and is a useful record of key concepts of southern Vaishnavism.


Varuna A god, lord of the waters and guardian of the western quarter. He was a major deity in the RIG VEDA, where he is usually mentioned along with MITRA. Both Mitra and Varuna were connected with water, lords of rain. They lived in a golden abode in heaven. They were guardians of the moral order, known as rita. Varuna’s chariot shone like the sun, and was drawn by well-yoked steeds. He was omniscient, and he knew the flight of the birds, the path of ships, the course of the wind, and all the secrets of the world. A highly ethical god, he punished any infringement of his law or ordinances, which were fixed or permanent. He was known as an ASURA, a word which in early days meant a divine being. His nature and character have led scholars to see him as similar to Ahura Mazda, the name of God of Zoroastrianism (Asura = Ahura in Persian). Semitic concepts have also been suggested for his origin. In the ATHARVA VEDA (IV.16), a hymn to Varuna says that the god knows all secrets, and there is nothing in heaven and earth unknown to him. One verse states:


Whatever exists in heaven and earth,

Whatever beyond the skies,

Before the eyes of Varuna, the king,

Unfolded lies. (IV.16.5)



In post-Vedic times, he lost his importance, but retained his connection with water. He became a DIKAPALA, the guardian of the western quarter. The MAHABHARATA states that he was the son of KASHYAPA and ADITI, and was one of the twelve ADITYAS. In the same text, he was said to be married to Devi, the daughter of SHUKRA. Bala and Sura were their sons. He was also the husband of Gauri and Varuni. VANDIN was another of his sons, while from the river Paranasha, he had a son named Shrutayudha. Varuna abducted Bhadra, daughter of SOMA and wife of Utathya, but had to return her. Once the god SHIVA assumed the form of Varuna, and performed a sacrifice. BHRIGU and others arose from the sacrifice and were considered the offspring of Varuna. The Puranas state he had several wives, chief of whom were Gauri and Varunani, and a number of children.

Other passages in the Mahabharata describe Varuna as lord of the waters. In the KRITA YUGA, all the gods installed Varuna as the god of the aquatic creatures, and of all the rivers, with his abode in the ocean; he then began to protect the seas, lakes, rivers and all water bodies, as Shakra (INDRA) protects the DEVAS. Varuna was armed with nooses and was in possession of the Gandiva bow. He presented ARJUNA with this bow, which had inexhaustible quivers, and with a chariot with horses. Later, the Gandiva bow was returned to Varuna.

Varuna had a role in suppressing the asuras. After one conflict, the god DHARMA bound the DAITYAS and DANAVAS with nooses and handed them to Varuna who kept them in the depths of the ocean. As the ruler of the ocean, Varuna received the NAGA who came out of BALARAMA, at the end of the latter’s life. Myths also connect him with the rishi VALMIKI. His semen fell on a valmika (white anthill), from which Valmiki was born. The snake king VASUKI is said to have worshipped Varuna and stayed in his palace.

The BRIHAT SAMHITA has a brief description of Varuna. It states that he is the lord of the western quarter, holds a pasha (noose) and rides a swan. The VISHNUDHARMOTTARA PURANA, describes in more detail how he is to be depicted. He is the lord of the waters, and rides a chariot drawn by seven swans. His four hands hold a lotus, noose, conch shell and jewel box. His consort Gauri sits on his lap, and to his right and left are the river goddesses GANGA and YAMUNA. Varuna and KAMA are identified with PRADYUMNA (reincarnation of Kama), and Rati, while the seven swans are said to represent the seven seas. In most sculptures, however, Varuna has two arms and sits or stands on a MAKARA, a mythical sea-creature. Among his various names are: Aditya; Ambupati; Apampatih, Jaladhipa, Jaleshvara: all three terms mean lord of the waters; Yadasam bharta, Yadasam patih: lord of the aquatic creatures. He is sometimes identified with Mahabali or with Shiva.


Varuna Loka The world of VARUNA, which has luminous, eternal regions, and is free from passion, darkness and sorrow. According to the MAHABHARATA, those who are righteous and follow the path of duty, always perform CHATURMASYA sacrifices and AGNIHOTRA sacrifices for three years reach this region. Varuna’s sabha (meeting hall) was built by VISHVAKARAMA in the water, and is pure white. Varuna is seated there holding the noose of dharma, along with Varuni. He is worshipped by ADITYAS, NAGAS, DAITYAS and DANAVAS. His sons and grandsons too are there, along with the oceans, rivers and lakes in bodily form, as well as GANDHARVAS and APSARAS. His minister Sunabha too is there.


Varuni The wife of the god VARUNA. She arose at the time of the churning of the ocean, and is said to be the goddess of wine. In some texts, Varuni is the daughter of Varuna. She is described in texts as one of the MATRIKAS or mothers.


Vasanta Panchami A festival celebrating spring. See Basant Panchami.


Vasishtha An ancient RISHI or sage. Many hymns of the RIG VEDA are ascribed to him, including those of the seventh mandala as well as some others. He is said to be one of the seven great rishis, and also one of the ten PRAJAPATIS. In one of the hymns of the Rig Veda, he and the rishi AGASTYA are described as the offspring of MITRA and VARUNA. When these two gods saw the beautiful apsara URVASHI, their seed fell, and the two rishis were born from it. In another account, Vasishtha was the son of Varuna. Vasishtha was associated with the Tritsus, a Rig Vedic clan, and was the priest of King Sudas. One hymn of his consists of a sleep spell, which, according to some commentators, was uttered when he entered the house of Varuna to get some food, and a dog barked at him.

The rivalry between him and the rishi VISHVAMITRA is often described, right from the time of the Rig Veda. Vasishtha owned NANDINI, also known as SHABALA, a wish-fulfilling cow, who provided him with all he needed. The story of how Vishvamitra, then a king, attempted to take away his cow, and, having failed, practised austerities and became a rishi himself, is described in the RAMAYANA and other texts.

In the MAHABHARATA, Vasishtha is said to be the purohita or priest of several kings. In one account, he was the purohita of KALMASHAPADA. Vasishtha had a hundred sons, the eldest of whom was Shaktri or SHAKTI. Shaktri’s encounter with King Kalamashapada is described in texts. Kalmashapada was cursed by Shaktri, and Vishvamitra caused a rakshasa to enter the king, who devoured Shaktri and other sons. Vasishtha in grief wanted to end his life. He tried various methods, including throwing himself down from Mt. MERU, entering a forest fire, and jumping into a river after tying himself with cords, but was saved each time. Finally, when he learnt that Shaktri’s wife ADRISHYANTI was pregnant, he gained new hope. Later he freed Kalmashapada of the curse. He even fathered a son Ashmaka, on Kalmashapada’s wife Madayanti, as Kalmashapada had been cursed to die if he united with his wife.

Vasishtha was also the priest of King Samvarana. He persuaded the god SURYA to give his daughter Tapati to Samvarana in marriage, and from them King KURU was born, who sacrificed himself at KURUKSHETRA. Vasishtha then lived on the banks of the SARASVATI at Sthanishvara, while Vishvamitra lived on the opposite bank. Out of his continuous rivalry with Vasishtha, Vishvamitra asked the Sarasvati to bring Vasishtha to him, so that he could kill him. Vasishtha allowed this, but the Sarasvati protected him by carrying him away, and was cursed by Vishvamitra.

There are several stories about Vasishtha in the PURANAS. In the VISHNU PURANA, he is married to Urja, one of the daughters of DAKSHA, while according to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, he was married to ARUNDHATI. He is described as the family priest of King HARISHCHANDRA, and of the King IKSHVAKU and all his descendants for sixty-one generations. According to the Ramayana, when Rama’s coronation was announced Vasishtha arrived at AYODHYA with his students to conduct the religious rites. (Ayodhya Kanda XIV).

Vasishtha represented a superhuman person, or one of a line of rishis or priests, all with the same name.

According to some Puranas, Vasishtha had three births. In the first he was the mind-born son of Brahma, and married Arundhati, or Urja. This Vasishtha was killed at the time of Daksha’s sacrifice. He was then reborn from the sacrificial fire of Brahma. Akshamala was his wife, who was Arundhati reborn. In his third birth he was born from Mitra-Varuna. However, it is not possible to distinguish between the stories connected with his different births.

The rishi Vasishtha was one of the mildest and most pious rishis described in texts. He had all powers, but never used them to benefit himself. Had he wished, he could have brought all his sons to life again, or rescued them from YAMA’s abode, but he did not do so. He was capable of killing Vishvamitra, but refrained. He had overcome anger, and never sought revenge. He advised others, but never imposed his will on them.

Apart from the stories in the epics and Puranas, there are a number of local legends about Vasishtha. Some of these are about a Tantric Vasishtha, different from the above.

In several stories, he is linked with Assam. His ashram was said to be located in KAMARUPA. Once, when he was in meditation, he was disturbed by INDRA, Shachi, and various apsaras from heaven. He therefore cursed Indra to unite with a DAITYA woman. From this union, the Ahom dynasty was descended. Stories also link Vasishtha with the downfall of the Naraka dynasty, the decline of the Kamakhya temple, and the left-hand rites of the Ugra Tara temple in the region. In other stories he is linked with Himachal Pradesh, with the river Sarasvati, and with the Arbuda mountain. (see Vasishtha Ashrama).

Vasishtha was known by other names including: Apava; Arundhatipati: husband of Arundhati; Hairanyagarbha: son of Hiranyagarbha; Maitravaruni, son of Mitra and Varuna; Varuni, son of Varuna.


Vasishtha ashram Legends and stories locate his ashram in a number of different places.

(1) Vasishtha’s ashram is described in the Ramayana. (Bala Kanda LI). It was full of flowers, creepers and various kinds of trees, as well as of birds, deer and other wild animals. Devas, danavas, gandharvas and kinnaras could be seen there, and it was visited by siddhas and Charanas. All types of rishis lived there. It is said to be located north of AYODHYA.

(2) According to tradition, the Arbuda mountain owes its existence to the rishi Vasishtha, who had his ashram here. Once his cow, Nandini, fell into a deep gorge. Through his prayers, the river Sarasvati came and filled the gorge, and Nandini floated to the surface and was rescued. Vasishtha then asked that a mountain rise here, so that she would not fall again, and Arbuda (ABU) came into being. Here too, Vasishtha created the five warriors of the AGNI KULA from a sacrifice he conducted.

(3) A Vasishtha ashrama, said to be the ancient residence of the sage, is located about 16 km east of Guwahati. The site of the ashram is still preserved, and a Shiva temple was constructed there in the eighteenth century.

(4) Another Vasishtha ashram is located to the north of Manali in Himachal Pradesh, at the village known as Vasishtha Muni. Here LAKSHMANA came to invite him to Rama’s ashvamedha. As Lakshmana was tired, the guru asked him to strike a shaft in the ground, from which hot springs sprang. Lakshmana then had a refreshing bath in them. These springs still exist, and a temple of the rishi is located here. The river Vipasha (Beas) too is named after Vasishtha, who is said to have thrown himself into the river after his sons were killed, but the river brought him to the shore.


Vasishtha, Tantric Vasishtha is mentioned in certain TANTRIC texts. The Taratantra says that Vasishtha went to Mahachina and there was taught the cult of Tara by the Buddha. The Rudrayamala (ch.18), a text popular in Bengal and Assam, states that Vasishtha, son of BRAHMA, practised austerities for many years, but SHAKTI (Parvati) did not appear to him. He then went to the god Brahma and asked for another mantra to give him a vision of the goddess. Brahma asked him to persist in his meditation, and described the goddess as CHINACHARA, the initiator of the Shakti-chakra (i.e., circle of goddess worshippers, and Buddheshvari (goddess of Buddha). But it was only when Vasishtha began to curse her (Mahavidya), that Kuleshvari (the goddess of KAULAS) appeared to him, and asked him to go to Mahachina, the land of Buddhists. Vasishtha then went there and prayed to Mahadeva in the form of Buddha (Buddharupe Mahadeva). The Buddha then explained Chinachara worship, that is Tantric rites using wine, meat and women. Vasishtha then attained success. The Brahmayamala is a similar text, but here Vasishtha prayed to Vishnu in the form of Buddha. He first went to Kamakhya in Assam, the pitha of the goddess, and was told to go to Mahachina. There Vishnu, in the form of Buddha, would instruct him in the Chinachara rituals, the correct method of worshipping the goddess. He then went to Mahachina, on the slopes of the Himalayas, where he met Vishnu in the form of Buddha, who instructed him in Tantric rites.

While the first is a text of at least the twelfth century, the second is said to be of the eighth century.

Stories in Assam also link Vasishtha with the Ahom dynasty and various temples there.


Vastu Shastra The traditional science of architecture, the Indian counterpart of the Chinese Feng Shui. There are several ancient texts on Vastu Shastra.


Vastupurusha According to the AGNI PURANA, Vastupurusha was the name of an enormous ghost. Feared by all other ghosts, he was buried in the ground, where he still remains. He is the deity of all that is built on earth, and offerings are made to him after a house is built.


Vasu Uparichara A king described in the MAHABHARATA and other texts, the father of Matsya and SATYAVATI, and began the worship of the Indra-dhvaja (banner or pole). According to the Mahabharata, Vasu was instructed by INDRA and became the king of Chedi. From here he ruled over the whole world, and made his five sons the governors of various provinces. The god Indra gave him a crystal vimana (chariot) in which he could fly through the air, a garland named Indramala, and a bamboo pole to protect the peaceful. After a year he planted the pole in the ground to worship Indra, and the god came there in the form of a swan, and blessed all who were there and those who would observe this in future. Vasu obtained two children who were born from the union of the mountain Kolahala and the river Shuktimati, and made the female child, Girika, his wfe, and the male the commander of his forces. Once when he was far away, but thinking of Girika, he asked a hawk to carry his seed to his wife, but the hawk dropped it in the YAMUNA. There it was swallowed by Adrika, an apsara then in the form of a fish, from whom Matsya and Satyavati were born.

In other passages in the Mahabharata, he is said to be a worshipper of NARAYANA, a disciple of the rishi BRIHASPATI, and a practitioner of Satvata (PANCHARATRA) rites. Vasu was also against eating meat and believed the ashvamedha, or horse sacrifice, was meant to be symbolic. In the ASHVAMEDHA conducted by him, no animals were killed. He ruled his kingdom righteously, and later ascended to heaven. However, in another story in the Mahabharata, he is given the opposite views, and is said to have supported the gods in their contention that AJA referred to goats meant for the sacrifice. The brahmanas said in the TRETA YUGA, no animals could be sacrificed and aja referred to seeds. The brahmanas condemned his views and he sank down to RASATALA, but as he was a worshipper of Narayana (Vishnu), he again rose to Brahmaloka.


Vasudeva The name of the father of KRISHNA. According to the VISHNU PURANA, he was the son of SHURA and grandson of Devamidhusha. At his birth, the drums of heaven sounded, in recognition that he would later be the father of Krishna. He was thus known as Anakadundubhi (the sound of drums). Though Vasudeva is primarily known as the father of Krishna through his wife DEVAKI, he actually had a large number of wives and children. The names of his wives and sons vary in different texts. Some of them are given below.

According to the BHAGAVATA PURANA, Vasudeva married seven daughters of Devaka: Shantideva, Upadeva, Shrideva, Devarakshita, Sahadeva, DEVAKI and Dhritadeva. His other wives were Pauravi, Rohini, Bhadra, Madira, Rochana and Ila. Among his sons: through Rohini were born Krita, Bala, Gada, Sarana, Durmada, Vipula and Dhruva (or Balabhadra, Sarana, Sharu, Durmada and others); from Pauravi (Rohini of Puru) were twelve sons including Bhuta, Subhadra, Bhadrabahu, Durmada (Durgama), Bhadra (Bhadrashava); from Vaishali: one son, Kaushika; from Madira he had Nanda, Upananda, Kritaka, Shura and others; Kaushalya [Bhadra] gave birth to only one son named Keshi; from Rochana were born Hasta, Hemangada and others; from Ila several sons headed by Uruvalka that were the leading personalities of the Yadu dynasty; from Dhritadeva one son: Vipristha; from Shantideva, Prashama, Prasita and others; from Upadeva, Rajanya, Kalpa and Varsha and others were among the ten sons; from Shrideva: six sons including Vasu, Hamsa and Suvamha; from Devarakshita: nine sons, with Gada as the first; from Sahadeva: eight sons headed by Shruta and Pravara [or Pauvara]; from Devaki, Vasudeva had eight sons: the first six, Kîrtiman, Sushena, Bhadrasena, Riju, Sammardana, Bhadra (or Kirtimat, Sushena, Udayin, Bhadrasena, Rijudasa and Bhadradeha) were killed by Kamsa. Two more were Balabhadra or BALARAMA, and Krishna. Balarama, though conceived in the womb of Devaki, was born through Rohini.

Vasudeva’s life is described in the HARIVAMSHA, Mahabharata, Vishnu Purana, Bhagavata Purana, and other texts, mainly in the context of the life of Krishna. His last rites were performed by Arjuna, and four of his wives accompanied him on the funeral pyre, After his death, he joined the Vishvadevas in heaven.


Vasudeva (Vaasudeva) A name of the god KRISHNA, derived from the name of his father, VASUDEVA.


Vasudhara/Vasundhara A name of the goddess of the earth, also known as PRITHVI. In early images of the Kushana period, Vasudhara is depicted standing between two jars, along with a pair of fish (minamithuna). She usually has two hands, holding in one a lotus parasol, while the other is in abhaya. The fish usually hang from the parasol. She sometimes holds an ear of corn. Vasundhara, personification of the earth, is mentioned in the MAHABHARATA. In the RAMACHARITAMANASA she is the same as the earth mother who takes Sita back to the earth.

Vasudhara is the goddess of plenty and of fertility. She is also considered a Mahayana Buddhist goddess, and is sometimes depicted along with KUBERA.


Vasugupta A SHAIVITE philosopher, the founder of a school of Kashmir SHAIVISM. He lived in the eighth century and wrote the SHIVA SUTRA, which his followers believe are the result of a divine revelation. He also composed a commentary on the Sutra, the Spanda Karika.


Vasuki A king of the NAGAS or serpents in Hindu mythology, who lives in PATALA. He was one of the sons of KASHYAPA, from his wife KADRU. There are several stories regarding him in various texts. When the ocean was churned for AMRITA, Vasuki, whose length was tremendous, was used as the rope. For the protection of serpents, he gave his sister Jaratkaru as wife to the rishi Jaratkaru. Their son Astika saved the snakes at the time of Janamejaya’s SARPA SATRA or snake sacrifice. In the MAHABHARATA, Vasuki is said to be one of the seven nagas who uphold the earth. He stayed in the palace of the god VARUNA and worshipped him. The worship of Vasuki is widespread, prevalent in Nepal, Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh, eastern India and elsewhere.


Vasus A DEVA-GANA or group of gods, associated with fire and with light. The number of Vasus given in different texts vary from eight to 333, though usually only eight are listed. The Vasus are usually said to be born from the god DHARMA, through his wife Vasu, who was one of the daughters of DAKSHA. According to the MAHABHARATA the eight were: Dhara, Dhruva, Soma, Ahar, Anila, Anala, Pratyusha and Prabhasa. The HARIVAMSHA has a similar list, but substites Akha for Ahar. The BHAGAVATA PURANA gives their names as Drona, Prana, Dhruva, Arka, Agni, Dosha, Vasu and Vibhavavasu. According to the VISHNU PURANA they are Apa, Dhruva, Soma, Dhara, Anila, Anala, Pratyusha and Prabhasa. There are other variants as well, while in some Puranas, the Vasus are the sons of KASHYAPA, or the sons of Dharma and Sudevi. Anurupamaya was one of the sons of the latter. The Vasus mainly represent elements or aspects of nature. Thus Apa is water, Anila, the wind, Anala another name of Agni, Pratyusha, dawn, and Prabhasa, light. Dhruva is the pole star, and Soma, the moon. Each of the Vasus was married and had children, related to their various aspects.

According to one account, the eight Vasus are connected with the goddess GANGA. In the KRITA YUGA, it is said, the wife of the eighth Vasu desired KAMADHENU, the sacred and magical cow of the rishi VASISHTHA. On her insistence, the Vasus stole the cow, but were cursed by the rishi to be reborn on earth and lose their divine status. As they begged forgiveness, he modified the curse, saying that the first seven could return to heaven as soon as they were born, but the eighth would live a long and celibate life. As the Vasus could not be born to an ordinary mortal, Ganga took the form of a woman and appeared on earth. She married King SHANTANU, and all the eight Vasus were born to her. She threw the first seven into the river Ganga as soon as they were born, while the eighth grew up and was known as BHISHMA.


Vata (1) A name of the god, VAYU. Vata literally means wind or air.

(2) The name of a companion of the god SKANDA.

(3) A term for one of the doshas in AYURVEDA.


Vatapatrasayi Temple A temple of the god VISHNU, located at Srivilliputhur in Tamil Nadu. The god here is shown reclining, with SHRIDEVI and BHUDEVI standing at his feet. Entrance to the temple is through an eleven-tiered gopuram, with a height of 61 m. A temple of ANDAL is located nearby, said to have been built by PERIYA ALVAR. Srivilliputhur is one of the 108 divya desams of Vishnu. It is considered the birthplace of Andal and her residence with her father Periya Alvar until she went to SRIRANGAM to marry the deity Ranganatha, another form of Vishnu. Periya Alvar took permission from Sri Vatapatrasayi for the marriage.


Vatsaraja A Sanskrit playwright of the twelfth to thirteenth centuries, who composed works on epic and Puranic themes. His plays include Kiratarjuniya, on the meeting between SHIVA and ARJUNA. The theme is similar to BHARAVI’s work of the same name. Rukminiharanam deals with the story of RUKMINI and KRISHNA. Tripuradaha is on Shiva’s burning of the three cities, while Samudramanthana tells the story of the churning of the ocean for AMRITA, and of the marriage of Vishnu and Lakshmi. Hasyachudamani is a farce on the pretensions of those claiming to be religious; Karpuracharita is a love story.

According to his own work, Vatsaraja was a minister at the court of King Paramardideva (1163–1203) of Kalinjara. Five of his plays were staged at the time of this king, and one at the time of his successor Trailokyavarmadeva.


Vatsyayana A philosopher who composed the Nyayabhashya in Sanskrit, a commentary on the Nyaya Sutra of Gautama. Vatsyayana probably lived between CE 300 and 400. His Bhashya clearly explains the sixteen topics of NYAYA. His views were criticized by the Buddhist logician Dignaga. In the sixth century Uddyotkara commented on the BHASHYA, refuting the views of Dignaga and other Buddhists.

Vatsyayana the philosopher is probably different from Vatsyayana who wrote the Kama Sutra, though some believe they were the same person. Both lived around the same time.


Vavriddhas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods mentioned in the PURANAS. It is said that will exist in the fourteenth MANVANTARA, when Bhautya will be the MANU.


Vayu A deity, god of the wind, first mentioned in the RIG VEDA, where he is also known as Vata. Here Vayu seems to be the personified form of Vata, the wind. In the VEDAS, his chariot is said to have a golden seat, touches the sky, and is drawn by reddish horses. As Vata, he is the breath of the gods, goes where he likes, and cannot be seen. Vayu bestows fame and wealth to his worshippers, disperses their enemies, and protects the weak. In the MAHABHARATA, Vayu is the father of BHIMA, the second PANDAVA brother. In the RAMAYANA he is known as the father of HANUMAN. In the PURANAS, he is one of the DIKAPALAS, the guardian of the north-west. The VISHNUDHARMOTTARA states that he is two-armed. He holds in his hands the ends of the scarf worn by him. His clothing is inflated by the wind, and his hair is dishevelled. Some other texts state that he has a banner in his right hand, and a staff or elephant goad in his left. He also has a SIMHASANA (lion seat, indicating royalty). In later texts, he has four hands and a stag as his vahana or vehicle. According to the Rupamandana, his vahana or vehicle is an antelope. Of his four hands, one is in varadamudra (boon-giving pose), while the others hold a banner, a flag and a water-pot. His colour is green. In early medieval temples, he is usually shown riding a stag and holding a flag, in the north-west corner of the structure. Vayu is known by a number of other names, including: Ashavaha; Analasakha: friend of Anala (Agni); Anila: one of the Vasus; Shvasana; Devadeva; Marut; Maruta; Matarishvan; Pavana; Samirana; Vata.


Vayu Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. It is sometimes known as the Shiva Purana, as it is dedicated to the worship of SHIVA, or as the Vayaviya Purana. It deals with the five Puranic themes, including creation myths and genealogies, but is mainly a glorification of Shiva. Shiva’s heavenly city of Shivapuri is described, which is reached by the one who loses himself in contemplation of Shiva. The Purana includes chapters on the duties of CASTES, funeral and SHRADDHA ceremonies, KARMA and various narakas or hells. In the section on shraddha, prominence is given to offerings to YOGIS, who are considered superior to all others. Chapters 105–12, generally considered a late addition, contain the Gaya Mahatmya on the sacred places of GAYA. There are accounts of dynasties from the Nandas of the fourth century BCE to the Andhras of the second century CE.

The original Purana is quite early, the present version being perhaps of the fifth century. It has 14,000 verses, and is narrated by VAYU, the wind god.


Veda A term for a group of Sanskrit texts, which are the most sacred texts of Hindus. Veda comes from the Sanskrit root ‘vid’, to know, and the word Veda implies ‘divine knowledge’. They are said to be ‘SHRUTI’ or texts divinely revealed to the ancient RISHIS and sages. They have two broad divisions, the Samhitas and Brahmanas. The four VEDIC SAMHITAS are the RIG VEDA, SAMA VEDA, YAJUR VEDA ANDATHARVA VEDA. These contain the mantras and prayers to be chanted and used in YAJNAS or sacrifices. The BRAHMANAS are texts attached to each of the Samhitas, and describe sarificial rituals, while the ARANYAKAS and UPANISHADS are philosophical texts, which are appendages to the Brahmanas, and sometimes considered a part of them. While the RIG VEDA can be dated between 1500 and 1000 BCE, the three later Vedas are dated between approximately 1000 and 600 BCE. Some of the attached texts also belong to this date, while others are later.

Veda, as sacred knowledge, as well as as literature, is referred to innumerable times in later texts. The VEDANGAS can also be included in the broad category of Vedic texts.


Vedamatri A Sanskrit term meaning ‘mother of the Vedas’, usually identified with GAYATRI or SAVITRI.


Vedangas A group of texts which deal with six subjects that are considered essential for an understanding of the VEDAS. These are: shiksha, phonetics or pronunciation; vyakarana, grammar; chhandas or metre; nirukta, etymology or glossary; jyotisha, astronomy and astrology; essential to fix the right time for ceremonies and sacrifices; kalpa, or rules for sacrifices. They consist mainly of sutras, or short aphorisms.


Vedanta One of the six main schools of ancient Indian philosophy. The term Vedanta is most commonly used for ADVAITA, but Vedanta includes all those schools of philosophy which use the UPANISHADS, the last part of the Vedas as their ultimate authority. (Vedanta = Veda + anta (end or last)). Vedanta is mentioned in the MAHABHARATA as a category of literary works, and probably here refers to the Upanishads. BADARAYANA (fifth to third century BCE) summarized the main teachings of the Upanishads in the BRAHMA SUTRA, also known as the Vedanta Sutra, a text reinterpreted by later scholars in varying ways.

Apart from the Brahma Sutra, the Upanishads and Bhagavad Gita are among the other basic texts. The most notable school of Vedanta, Advaita, developed between the seventh and ninth centuries. VAISHNAVA Vedanta schools include VISISHTADVAITA, DVAITA, DVAITADVAITA, AND SHUDDHADVAITA. A Shaiva school of Vedanta is SHIVADVAITA.

These schools of thought agree on certain basic premises, for instance that Brahman, the Absolute, transcending time and space, is the ultimate cause of all creation, and that its true nature is concealed because of ignorance. However, they arrive at different understandings on the nature and relationship of BRAHMAN, ISHVARA or god, the ATMAN, the jiva or individual soul, and the world. Each school focuses on understanding the MAHAVAKYAS, the great sacred sentences, and in addition goes into several other subtle and intricate concepts.


Vedanta Desika The founder of the VADAGALAI sect of SHRIVAISHNAVISM, who lived in the thirteenth century. He was also known as Venkatanatha, and is considered one of the greatest successors of RAMANUJA. His life is narrated in the Guru-parampara prabhavam, the account of Vaishnava acharyas and ALVARS. Born in KANCHIPURAM, he spent most of his life in SRIRANGAM, and wrote works on a number of subjects. According to tradition, he wrote 130 works in Sanskrit, Tamil, and Manipravala (Sanskritized Tamil). His philosophical texts include Pramatabhanga and Rahasyatrayasara, written in Tamil. Pancharatraraksha and Sachcharitraraksha describe the PANCHARATRA school of Vaishnavism. His other works are the Tattvatika, a commentary on the Shribhashya, the Tatparyachandrika, a commentary on Ramanuja’s commentary of the BHAGAVAD GITA; Sheshvara Mimamsa on MIMAMSA philosophy, Nyayasiddhanjana on NYAYA, Tattvamuktakalapa, and SHATADUSHANI in which he criticizes the philosophy of ADVAITA. His works included a Sanksrit summary of the hymns of Nammalvar. He advocated surrender to God, along with effort made to cling to god, just as a baby monkey clings to its mother. This was known as the markata (monkey) path. The other path, advocated by the TENGALAI school, is that in which a devotee expects god to take care of him, after he has totally surrendered to him. This is known as the marjara (cat) path, based on a comparison between the way a cat carries its kittens.


Vedanta Sutra A Sanskrit text which summarizes the main principles in the UPANISHADS, and is used as a base by all schools of VEDANTA. It was written by BADARAYANA, and is also known as the BRAHMA SUTRA.



Vedartha Prakasha A Sanskrit text which provides a commentary on the RIG VEDA, written by SAYANA. Another text of the same name forms the commentary of MADHVA on the TAITTIRIYA SAMHITA.


Veda-Vyasa A name of the rishi VYASA, who is said to have arranged the VEDAS.


Vedi (1) A Sanskrit term for a sacrificial altar.

(2) The name of a TIRTHA.

(3) The name of a wife of BRAHMA.


Vedic Samhitas A term for the first part of the VEDA. The four Vedic Samhitas are the RIG VEDA, SAMA VEDA, YAJUR VEDA and ATHARVA VEDA.


Veethi Natakam A form of Telugu street theatre which evolved from YAKSHAGANA. The form developed in the nineteenth century. Troupes which stage these dramas are known as ‘melams’. Some were caste-based, whereas others were place-based, such as Lepakshi melam, Vemullapalli melam and Dhenurakonda melam. Originally only men were the actors, but in the twentieth century women, from among the dancing girls, were included. The form still exists, but has declined. (from the word vithi, meaning ‘street’).


Veli Krishna Rukmani Ri A text on the story of KRISHNA and RUKMINI (here called Rukmani), composed in Rajasthani in the sixteenth century. Written by Maharaja Prithviraj Rathor, the work begins with an invocation to the goddess SARASVATI. The main text, based on chapters 52–55 of the tenth skandha of the BHAGAVATA PURANA, describes the marriage of Krishna and Rukmini, their relationship and the birth of PRADYUMNA. It is a work of BHAKTI or devotion, but at the same time deals with shringara, or erotic love. Two verses from the passage on the bridal night are given below:


Praised profusely for her beauty

By all her women friends,

Rukmani stood ready to meet her beloved Lord

Whilst Krishna paced impatiently to and fro

Between the bridal bed and the door of the chamber.

Ever and anon putting his ear to it

To catch any tell-tale sound of her arrival.

Then the jingling of her anklet bells

And the fragrance of her perfumed attire

wafted on the air like heralds

announced to the restless Krishna

the arrival of Rukmani—

who moved forward

with the slow and stately gait of the swans. (trans Kesri Singh).



Several commentaries were later written on this text, which is considered one of the best Rajasthani works.


Vemana A Telugu writer and philosopher of the fifteenth or sixteenth century. Some date him to the seventeenth or eighteenth century.

Vemana formulated a humanist philosophy, that was remarkable for those times. In his verses he spoke against the VEDAS and the PURANAS. The Vedas, he said, had no divine sanction. The Puranas were myths, and did not provide the right guidelines for life. Worshipping idols, trusting in priests and going on pilgrimages led nowhere, and was of no use. God was within each person. The only way to merge with God, was to maintain a love of all living beings, and live a life of truth, non-violence and righteousness. He was against caste and untouchability, and advocated everyone eating together from the same plate. He urged the rich to help the poor, and reduce the great divide between them. In one verse he says:


Kill Brahma and merge him in Vishnu;

Kill Vishnu and merge him in Shiva;

Kill Shiva and merge him in yourself.



The orthodox were against him and even tried to kill him, but Vemana had a wide following, and was very popular.

Not much is known of his life, but some hints are provided in his own writings. From these, it would seem that he was born in the Kondavidu region of Andhra in a farmer’s family. After his mother’s death when he was still a child, his father remarried, and his stepmother was unkind to him. As a young man, he had a relationship with a DEVADASI. Later he married, but after the first few years he became disillusioned with marriage. He then renounced family life, and began to wander through the Rayalseema region of Andhra, composing verses and formulating his own philosophy. This, however, is only conjecture, as there are several different interpretations of the 3000 verses that are attributed to him. Most were written from memory, by his disciples, and may have interpolations.

His verses have been translated into English, Tamil, Sanskrit, Kannada and Hindi.


Vengamamba, Tharigonda A saintly woman who composed a number of devotional works in Telugu verse. Her date of birth is uncertain, but she died in 1917.

Vengama began composing devotional songs as a child. She used to sing and dance, and go into trances. She was extremely beautiful, and though she was married off young, she had no interest in marital life. She saw herself as the consort of Lord VENKATESHVARA, and after her earthly husband’s death, refused to observe the norms of a widow. Seeing her genuine spirituality, Subramanya Sastry of Madanapalle taught her the basics of MANTRAS, and her compositions became more polished.

Her works include devotional poems, YAKSHAGANAS, philosophical poems, and narratives based on the PURANAS. Her published works include: Tirugonda Nrisimha-shatakam; Rajayoga saram; Parijatapaharanam; Rama-parinayam; Chenchu natakam; Srikrishna manjari; Sri Bhagavatam; Venkatachala mahatmyam.









Venkateshvara A form of the god VISHNU in south India. His main temple is at Tirumala near Tirupati, but there are several others.

The story of the god is revealed in the Venkatachala Mahatmya, and in various Puranas. Venkatachala is the name of the hill on which he lived. Venkateshvara is also known as Srinivasa. Once the rishi BHRIGU is said to have visited VAIKUNTHA, and kicked VISHNU on the chest, as the deity was not paying attention to him. Vishnu apologized to Bhrigu, but LAKSHMI felt insulted, and NARADA, who visited at this time, told her that not only Vishnu, but her residence (the Lord’s chest) had been insulted. Lakshmi then left Vaikuntha, and Vishnu came to earth to search for her.

According to one story, Adi Varaha manifested himself on the western bank of Swami Pushkarini, a sacred tank, below the Tirumala hills, while Venkateshvara was manifested on the southern bank. Vaikhanasa Gopinatha used to worship him every day, and one day was joined by Rangadasa. When Rangadasa saw the deity, seated below a tamarind tree, protected from the sun and rain only by the wings of GARUDA, he built a rough wall as a shelter for the deity. Rangadasa was next reborn as Tondaman, and became king of Tondamandalam. In this form, he again saw the deity, and constructed a temple for him.

In the KALI YUGA, Aksharaja ruled over Tondamandalam, and his daughter PADMAVATI married Lord Venkateshvara.

Balaji is another name of the deity.


Venkateshwara Temple A temple of the god VENKATESHVARA, a form of VISHNU, located at Tirumala, near the city of Tirupati in Andhra Pradesh. This extremely popular and sacred temple dates back to the tenth century, though several additions were made by the later Vijayanagara kings, as well as in modern times. Within the main shrine is a standing image of Venkateshvara, also known as Srinivasa, and popularly called Balaji. The ornaments and crown of the image are made of pure gold, inlaid with precious stones. Above the sanctuary is a tower, a later construction with a gold-covered dome. The adjoining MANDAPA with carved pillars has gold sheets over the overhanging eves.

The temple has been expanded and renovated to accommodate the large number of pilgrims that visit every day. It is enclosed in walls, entered through a towered GOPURAM on the east, probably first constructed in the Vijayanagara period, but later rebuilt. Sheets of embossed silver cover the lintels. Inside the gateway is a columned porch with life-size images of the Vijayanagara rulers. Those of Krishnadeva Raya and his two queens are in copper, while Achyuta Raya and his queens are carved in stone. Left of the gateway are two mandapas with small shrines within. Rearing horses, and images of VAISHNAVITE deities including NARASIMHA and KRISHNA are depicted. In the centre of the enclosure is a flag column and altar, covered with sheets of gold.

This is the richest temple in India, visited by thousands of devotees throughout the year.


vetala A ghost or spirit in Hindu mythology. Vetalas haunt cremation grounds, and enter dead bodies, bringing them to life. Vetalas or betal are not generally malignant, but can be any wandering spirit who enters an available body. In the Deccan, the betal used to be represented as a stone placed within a circle of stones, and propitiated. According to tradition, a vetala may sometimes be seen at night, dressed in green, holding a sword and a torch, with a RUDRAKSHA mala around his neck. He may be in a procession, with horses and elephants, draped in silver and gold. The Vetalapanchavimshatika is a famous series of stories with a vetala as one of the main characters.


Vetalapanchavimshatika A series of twenty-five stories told by a vetala, which are extremely popular. The stories, written in Prakrit or Pishachi and later translated into several languages, originally appeared in Gunadhya’s Brihatkatha, a text which is now lost. They were retold in Sanskrit by Kshemendra in his Brihatkathamanjarai, and Somadeva in the Katha Sarit Sagara, and later in other versions. The stories are not religious, but each provides a moral and philosophical riddle. They indicate that the concept of a vetala inhabiting a corpse was well-known and accepted.


Vettakorumakan See Vettekaran.


Vettekkaran A deity, a hunter-god, worshipped in Kerala. He is considered a form of SHIVA, as the hunter or KIRATA, or as a form of Sastha. His son, Vettakorumakan, is a different form of the same deity. According to the story associated with the deities, Shiva as a kirata was wandering in the forests with PARVATI; both in disguise. At this time they had their son, Vettakorumakan, who grew up in the forest like a hunter. He defeated many ASURAS and wild animals, and then began threatening the rishis in the forest, who appealed to VISHNU. Vishnu appeared to Vettakorumakan, and gave him a churika, a special weapon, asked him not to trouble his devotees, and to go to Malayala Nadu (Kerala) where he would be worshipped. Vettakorumakan thus went to Kerala, and was initially worshipped mainly by kshatriyas and those training in martial arts, but later his worship became more widespread. There are more than forty temples dedicated to him in Kerala. He is generally depicted like a hunter, with two arms, holding a crescent moon, bow and arrow, and churika, and wearing a crown with peacock feathers. His vahana or vehicle is a horse.

One of his temples is located within Thiruvananthapuram fort, where two festivals, Kalamezhuthum Pattum, and Thengayerchil, are conducted. The first consists of the drawing of a kollam representing the deity, followed by peformances including dance, music and songs. In the second, 12,008 coconuts are broken in a ritual conducted by a single person. Only members of a Nair family, known as Kaarakurai Nairs, perform the rituals in this temple


vibhava A Sanskrit term that indicates a circumstance or condition that arouse emotion. It is one of the four basic components of rasa. Without vibhava, rasa is not aroused, and without rasa, the spiritual experience that can take place through any form of art or drama, cannot occur.


Vibhishana (1) A RAKSHASA, the younger brother of RAVANA, described in the RAMAYANA. He allied with RAMA, and became the king of Lanka after the death of Ravana. According to the Ramayana he and Ravana were sons of Vishrava through his wife Kaikasi, while according to the Mahabharata, he was the son of Vishrava and Malini, and thus Ravana’s half-brother.

(2) A name of the god Shiva.

(3) A name of a yaksha.


vibhuti (1) A Sanskrit term that has several meanings, including abundance, pervading, resplendent or superhuman power. In the last sense, it is the equivalent of SIDDHI. Vibhuti also refers to sacred ash, symbolizing purity, worn on the forehead particularly by SHAIVAS, but by others as well. SHIVA is said to cover his whole body with this ash, and some Shaiva ascetics do the same.

(2) A name of the goddess LAKSHMI.

(3) A name of a son of VISHVAMITRA, of a SADHYA, and of others in ancient texts.


Vidagdha Madhava A text in the form of a play, on the love between RADHA and KRISHNA. It was written by RUPA GOSWAMI in 1533.


Vidhatr A Sanskrit word, a name meaning the creator. Vidhatr is often linked with Dhatr and in this context refers to two deities. It is, in addition, a name of various deities, including BRAHMA, VISHNU, and VISHVAKARMA.


Vidisha A city in Madhya Pradesh, which in ancient days was an important religious centre. There are ancient Buddhist viharas and shrines, as well as VAISHNAVITE and other monuments.


Vidura A son of the rishi VYASA, and the half-brother of PANDU and DHRITARASHTRA in the MAHABHARATA. He sided with the PANDAVAS in the great war. One story states that DHARMA was cursed by Animandavya to be born on earth by a SHUDRA woman, and therefore was reborn as Vidura. He was the son of Vyasa through a maid of AMBIKA, and an incarnation of a portion of the god Dharma. He gave good advice to Dhritarshtra, and was a friend of the Pandavas. He warned them about the dangers in the house of lac at Varanavata. When the Pandavas and DRAUPADI went into exile, KUNTI stayed in his house. He was very wise and learned. He was married to King Devaka’s daughter, who was by caste a Parashavi and had several children.

There is a theory that Vidura was the father of YUDHISHTHIRA.


Vidya A goddess and a Sanskrit term for knowledge. Vidya as a goddess, is the personification of knowledge, while in Jainism there are a number of Vidya-devis. The term JNANA is often used for knowledge instead of vidya.


Vidya Shankara Temple A temple located at SRINGERI in Karnataka. It is built over the SAMADHI of the tenth SHANKARACHARYA of the Sringeri Matha, Vidya Tirtha, by his two close disciples, the brothers Bharati Tirtha and VIDYARANYA. The main shrine of the temple has an image representing Vidya Tirtha, and a LINGA. According to the story associated with this, Sri Vidya Tirtha entered a chamber for samadhi. Before doing this, he showed his disciples an image. He asked them to keep the chamber sealed for twelve years, during which time he would be in Lambika Yoga (a form of meditation). At the end of this, they should open the chamber, and would find him in the form of the image. Unfortunately, some curious person opened the chamber after three years. Vidya Tirtha had disappeared, but his transformation was not complete—only a part of a LINGA had appeared. The original image and a linga were thus installed here, and a temple built over them. In front of the inner shrine is a remarkable mandapa or hall. Twelve pillars within it, each representing a sign of the zodiac, are arranged in a circle and covered with a dome. Three small low gateways provide openings on the east, north and south. The whole is so scientifically designed that the rays of the rising sun hit only that pillar which represents the rashi or zodiac sign through which the sun is passing at that time. Each month when the rashi changes, the sun’s rays move on to the next pillar.

According to legend, Vidya Tirtha still sits in the inner chamber, in Lambika Yoga.


Vidyadharas (1) A class of semi-divine beings in Hindu mythology, who lived between the earth and the sky. They were attendants of INDRA, but also had kings of their own. Their female counterparts were Vidyadharis. They are depicted on early Buddhist and Jain monuments, as well as in Hindu temples. In the MAHABHARATA, Chakradharaman is said to be the king of the Vidyadharas. (2) Jain texts indicate that Vidyadharas were also a group of people.


Vidyapati A poet who wrote in praise of deities, as well as on other themes, but is most famous for his poems of the love between RADHA and KRISHNA. Vidyapati was born in about 1360, in village Bisaphi (Bispi) of Darbhanga district in Bihar. The area is known as Mithila, and the Maithili language here is a Hindi dialect, in which Vidyapati mainly composed his works. He also wrote in Avahatta (an earlier form of Maithili), and in Sanskrit. Vidyapati was the son of Ganapati Thakur, who was attached to the court of the Oinibara kings. Vidyapati too was patronized by kings of the Oinibara dynasty, including Maharaja Kirti Singh (Simha) (1402–05) and Maharaja Shiva Singh (ruled 1407–16), and became their court poet. He wrote Kirtilata and Kirtipataka, poems in praise of his patrons, and was granted Bisaphi village by Shiva Singh. These works were composed in Avahatta. According to some accounts, in 1416 the maharaja mysteriously disappeared, and Vidyapati lived with Queen Lakhima, the wife of Shiva Singh, till 1429. Most of his works were composed in this period.

Vidyapati is best known for his love poems, with erotic imagery, composed in Maithili. About a thousand of these are collected in his Padavali. These were appreciated and popularized by CHAITANYA MAHAPRABHU, and influenced the later VAISHNAVA poets of Bengal, Assam, Orissa and Nepal. In these poems Vidyapati describes Radha as a young girl, her growth to maturity, and her beauty, as well as the beauty and charm of Krishna. The images of human love in his poems reflect love for the divine. He also composed devotional songs to SHIVA, in the category known as NACHARI.

A number of works in Sanskrit are attributed to him, though it is not known if these were actually his. These include Danavakyavali, a guide to the types of dana or religious gifts to be made; the Bhuparikrama, on various places of pilgrimage, the Gayapattalaka on rites to be performed at GAYA; the Gangakyavali, regarding rites relating to the river GANGA; the Shaivasarasvasara consisting of songs of devotion to the god SHIVA, and the Durgabhaktitarangini, a work of devotion to DURGA.

Many details of Vidyapati’s life are unclear. The stories associated with him, including that of his association with Queen Lakhima, are not proved. His religious affiliation too is not very clear. Some believe he was a Vaishnava, others that he was a Shaiva or a Shakta.

Vidyapati’s Maithili is said to have been closer to Avahatta, with some pure Maithili and some Bengali words. There are also Bengali or Brajabuli works ascribed to him, and thus he is sometimes claimed as a poet of Bengal. Some scholars feel there may have been a number of writers who used the name Vidyapati, and even his Padavali collection includes the works of more than one poet.


Vidyaranya A philosopher of the fourteenth century. The identity of Vidyaranaya is not very clear. His original name is not known, but is thought to have been Madhava, and he took the name Vidyaranya after he became a SANNYASI in 1377. Vidyaranya is often identified with MADHAVACHARYA, author of Sarvadarshana samgraha, and Shankara-digvijaya.

According to some accounts, Madhavacharya or Vidyaranya was the same as Madhava, the brother of Sayana, commentator on the Vedas. However, records of the SRINGERI Matha have a different account. According to this, Vidyaranya was born in about 1296, in Ekasila Nagara, present-day Warangal in Andhra Pradesh, and was the elder brother of Sri Bharati Krishna Tirtha, whom he succeeded as the twelfth acharya of the Sringeri Matha, from 1380 to 1386. He was involved in the foundation of the Vijayanagara kingdom in 1336. The Sringeri accounts state that the two brothers Madhava and Sayana came to him for his blessings. Vidyaranya gave them his unfinished Veda bhashyas along with some other works, and they completed them. Madhava and Sayana became the ministers of the Vijayanagara kings Harihara and Bukka, who were also blessed by Vidyaranya.

Vidyaranya composed a number of texts, the most popular being Panchadashi on ADVAITA VEDANTA. He also wrote Dhatu-vritti, on Sanskrit grammar, Jaiminiya Nyayamala, on MIMAMSA, and Parasara-smritivyakhya, a commentary on the Parasara-smriti. Other texts assigned to him are Smriti Sangraha, Vyavahara Madhava, Sri Vidyartha Dipika, Vivaranaprameya Sangraha, Drik Drishya Viveka, Aparokshanubhuti Tika, as well as commentaries on the UPANISHADS. Jivanmukti-viveka is also assigned to Vidyaranya. It deals with attaining liberation while alive (jivan-mukti) and includes quotations from earlier texts. However, S.N. Dasgupta feels this could be a later text, written by a different Vidyaranya.

According to some sources, not all the texts were solely written by him, and Bharati Tirtha also contributed to the Panchadashi. One theory is that Bharati Tirtha was the same person as Vidyaranya, though the Sringeri Matha clearly distinguishes between them. In spreading the truths of Advaita, Vidyaranya had a reputation that came close to that of SHANKARA. Vidyaranya travelled to several sacred sites and tirthas. He died in 1386 at Sringeri.


Vijnanabhikshu A philosopher who probably lived in the fourteenth century, and wrote a number of commentaries on various texts. These include commentaries on SAMKHYA and YOGA, the BRAHMA SUTRA, some UPANISHADS, and the Ishvara Gita. His works include Samkhya-pravachana-bhashya; Yoga-vartika; Yoga-sutra; Samkhya-sara and Upadesha-ratnamala.


Vikarna One of the hundred sons of DHRITARASHTRA described in the MAHABHARATA. Of all his brothers, only Vikarna protested against the gambling away of DRAUPADI, and said that it was not valid. In the great war he was killed by BHIMA.


Vikramarjuna-vijayam The name of the version of the MAHABHARATA composed by PAMPA in Kannada in the tenth century. It is popularly known as the Pampa Bharata. The hero of the story here is ARJUNA, who is identified with Pampa’s patron, King Arikesari II.



Villiputurar A scholar who lived in the fourteenth century and composed a version of the MAHABHARATA in Sanskritized Tamil. Known as the Bharatam, this had a little over 4300 verses. Not much is known of his life, but some introductory verses to the Bharatam, by his son Varandaruvar provide some information. According to these, Villiputurar was born in village Saniyur, in South Arcot district, in a Vaishnava family.

Thousands of verses were later added to his basic text, but can be distinguished from the original. His Bharatam is extensively used in Therukoothu performances, a local theatre form.


Vimuktatman A scholar and philosopher of ADVAITA, who lived in the thirteenth century. He was a disciple of Avyayatman Bhagavat Pujyapada, and wrote Ishta-siddhi as well as Pramana-vritti-nirnaya. He states that only pure consciousness is real, as everything else has a beginning and an end, and thus is not eternal. Though there is an apparent difference between conciousness and what is perceived, this difference is unreal, as there cannot be any difference between the perceiving principle (drik) and the object perceived. The knowledge of BRAHMAN destroys the ignorance through which things are thought to be different from the perceiver and from one another.


Vinata The mother of the divine bird GARUDA, in Hindu mythology. She was one of the daughters of DAKSHA, and a wife of the rishi KASHYAPA. According to another version, she was a wife of Garuda.


Vinaya-patrika A poem composed by TULASIDASA in Sanskritized Brajabhasha (Hindi). The poem, in 279 padas, is actually a letter (patrika) written in a spirit of humility (vinaya) to the god RAMA, regarding the evils of the KALI YUGA. The work is dedicated to Rama, but begins with prayers to GANESHA, SURYA, SHIVA and other deities. It is not merely a work of BHAKTI, but also philosophical, as it analyses the reasons for the individual’s distance from god, and the means of purifying the mind (manas) and soul (JIVA).


Vinayaka A name of the god GANESHA, popularly used in Maharashtra and south India.


Vindhyavasini A name of the goddess DURGA. In this form she is a forest goddess, a dweller of the Vindhyas. According to the Naishadhiyacharita of SHRIHARSHA, written in the twelfth century, the king Yashovarma proceeded from the Sone river to the Vindhya hills, and there saw the celebrated temple of Vindhyavasini Devi, which had been there for several centuries. Animal and even human sacrifices were once offered to the deity. Durga’s arrival in the Vindhyan mountains as the goddess Vindhyavasini is described in some of the PURANAS. According to one version, after NARADA reported some derogatory comments of INDRA, the Vindhyas grew taller and taller in order to prove their worth, thus obstructing the movements of the stars and planets. The rishi AGASTYA was asked to intervene, and the Vindhyas agreed to restrict their height if the goddess Durga came to live there. Thus Vindhyavasini arrived there and began to live in the region.

The temple is also mentioned in the KATHA SARIT SAGARA and in other texts. The Agamas describe how Vindhyavasini Durga should be depicted. Her complexion is bright as lightening, and she is seated on a golden lotus. She has three eyes and four arms, the front ones in abhaya and varada mudras, and the back ones carrying a shankha (conch) and a chakra (disc).


Viprachitti A DANAVA chief. He was the son of KASHYAPA and DANU, and married Simhika, daughter of DITI. RAHU was their son.


Virabhadra A form of the god SHIVA. Virabhadra is an emanation of Shiva described in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS. In most accounts Virabhadra was created to destroy DAKSHA’s sacrifice, but sometimes he was used by Shiva to destroy certain aspects of VISHNU, or various ASURAS. The descriptions of Virabhadra vary, but in general he has a a terrifying or fearful form. According to the Mahabharata, Virabhadra emerged from the mouth of Shiva, and the same is said in the VAYU PURANA. In this Purana he is said to be a divine being with a thousand eyes, a thousand feet, wielding a thousand clubs, a thousand shafts, holding the shell, discus and mace, carrying a blazing bow and a battle-axe, decorated with the crescent moon, clothed in a tiger’s skin, dripping with blood, with four heads, huge tusks, and as large as a fig tree, glowing like a thousand suns, endowed with wisdom, power, self-knowledge, and all other virtues. DEVI, as Rudrakali, accompanied him to destroy Daksha’s sacrifice. According to the DEVI BHAGAVATA PURANA, Shiva struck his matted hair on the ground, and from this Virabhadra and Bhadrakali were born. After destroying Daksha’s sacrifice, Virabhadra began to destroy the DEVAS and the whole world. Then Shiva appeared to him and made him a planet (griha) called ANGARAKA (or Angarakshaka), and said he would be worshipped for health, wealth and a long life. Thus he was pacified, and shone in the sky.

According to the BHAVISHYA PURANA, Adi Shankara was born from a portion of Virabhadra’s radiance. In the LINGA PURANA, Virabhadra, who emerged from Shiva, defeated and killed NARASIMHA.

Virabhadra is also an attendant of Shiva, and a leader of a gana. The PADMA PURANA has several stories regarding Virabhadra. Once KASHYAPA and all other rishis were burnt to ashes in a fire on the Shaukata mountain. Virabhadra swallowed the fire and brought them back to life. He helped Shiva in burning the TRIPURA (three cities), and in killing the asura Jalandhara. He protected the devas from the asuras on several occasions. Once the asura Panchamedhra caught the devas and rishis in his mouth. Virabhadra fought against him, and the battle lasted many years. Finally they were rescued.

Virabhadra is generally depicted with the crescent moon in his hair, and with four arms, holding a bow, arrow, sword and shield. He sometimes holds a gada (club) and wears a garland of skulls.


Virabhadra Temple A temple of the god SHIVA, located at Lepakshi in Andhra Pradesh, built in Vijayanagara style in the sixteenth century. The temple complex is surrounded by two sets of enclosure walls. The outer enclosure contains a number of inscriptions of the Vijayanagara period. The main temple is entered through two gopurams. In the inner enclosure Virabhadra, a form of Shiva, is in a shrine facing north, while there are two other shrines with images of Shiva and VISHNU. Nearby is a huge Nagalingam carved out of a granite block, consisting of a LINGA surmounted by a seven-headed cobra, as well as an enormous NANDI, carved out of a single block. There are also some half-completed shrines and mandapas.

According to the legend associated with this temple, it was built by Virupanna, treasurer of King Krishnadevaraya of the Vijayanagara dynasty. Virupanna used the money from the king’s treasury. When the king discovered this, he ordered Viruparna to be blinded. Virupanna then blinded himself, and died soon after, thus the grand temple was never completed.

The temple has a number of other sculptures and is particularly known for its murals, covering parts of the walls and ceilings, depicting stories from the epics and PURANAS.


Viraj A Sanskrit term that indicates sovereignty, excellence or splendour. Viraj is often personified as a secondary creator, or is associated with creation. Viraj can be either male or female. According to the RIG VEDA (X.90.5) Viraj is born from PURUSHA, and Purusha in turn from Viraj. In the ATHARVA VEDA, Viraj is a female, identified with a cow, or with PRANA, the life-breath. In the MAHABHARATA, Viraj is the name of the primeval being, Purusha and is at times identified with SHIVA or with VISHNU.

The MANU SMRITI (1.32) states that Brahma divided his body into two, one male and one female, and from the female, Viraj was born. Viraj then produced MANU Svayambhuva, who in turn created the ten PRAJAPATIS. The BHAVISHYA PURANA says that Manu was the male half of Brahma, and Shatarupa the female half. According to some Puranas, creation came about through the union of Viraja and Shatarupa. Viraja as a creator is identified with Purusha, BRAHMA, AGNI, Prajapati, and in later texts with Vishnu or KRISHNA. In VEDANTA, Viraj is a name of the supreme intellect. Viraj is also the name of several others, and of a Vedic metre. Invocations are to be made in this metre, specially when food is prayed for.


Virashaiva Another term for the LINGAYAT sect started by BASAVANNA.


Virupaksha A name of the god SHIVA. It was also the name of a RUDRA, a DANAVA, a naga chief, and of various asuras and rakshasas.


Vishakha (1) A son or form of the god Skanda (KARTTIKEYA). According to the MAHABHARATA, when Skanda’s side was struck with a thunderbolt, Vishakha emerged from it, wearing divine earrings and armed with a dart. Vishakha is mentioned by PATANJALI as a deity whose image was made in those days, and in the list of deities, Skanda-Vishakha are mentioned together as folk deities (laukika devata). In the VISHNUDHARMOTTARA, Vishaka is said to be a form of Skanda or Kumara.

(2) Vishakha (Vishakhaa) is also a goddess associated with Karttikeya, and the name of a NAKSHATRA. Vishakha appears along with Karttikeya on coins of Huvishka. Karttikeya’s association with mother goddesses is common in early art.

(3) A name of the god SHIVA.


Vishishtadvaita A system of philosophy founded by RAMANUJA in the eleventh century. Vishishtadvaita is defined as ‘qualified monism’. According to this philosophy, BRAHMAN or the Absolute, pervades all creation, including matter and the individual soul. The soul is created by God from his own essence. Through KARMA various forms such as gods, people, animals and plants came into existence, but their souls are essentially the same. Each soul shares the divine nature and is eternal, but always remains disinct from god, with a consciousness of itself. If it were to lose this, it would not exist. Through worship and BHAKTI, the soul attains eternal communion with God. When released from matter, each soul attains the nature of Brahman. However, such souls are not identical with Brahman, which is all-pervasive and alone has creative power. According to Ramanuja, moksha is a state where all limitations disappear, but the individual soul continues to exist. The individual soul remains atomic in nature, and Brahman contains a unity of perfected souls.

The material world is also a part of god, and is not an illusion. God has love and compassion for his creation, and incarnated in different forms to show them the path to salvation. According to Ramanuja, RAMA was the highest of these incarnations.

While Ramanuja’s Shribhashya and other texts form the first full exposition of the philosophy, the basics of Vishishtadvaita can be traced to earlier philosophers and mystics, including Nathamuni, Pundarikaksha, Rama Mishra and Yamunacharya. Thus it is known as Ubhayavedanta, as it includes both (ubhaya) Vedantic concepts and bhakti.

According to the philosopher S. Radhakrishnan, SHANKARA and Ramanuja were both great exponents of VEDANTA, examined the same texts, and based their ideas on the same assumptions, yet reached different conclusions. He says, ‘Ramanuja trusts firmly in the religious instinct, and sets forth a deeply religious view which reveals god to man through creation.’

In its social and religious manifestation, Vishishtadvaita is known as SHRIVAISHNAVISM.

After Ramanuja the two best-known proponents of Vishishtadvaita are PILLAI LOKACHARYA and VEDANTA DESIKA, who founded the TENGALAI and VADAGALAI branches of Shrivaishnavism. Other philosophers who contributed to Vishishtadvaita theories include MEGHANADRI, Ramanujacharya or Vadihamsa, Sudarshana Suri, PARAKALA YATI, Ranga Ramanuja, Shrishaila Shrinivasa, Ramanujadasa, Shrinivasa Dasa, Ahobila Ranganatha Yati, and MANAVALA MAMUNI among others.


Vishnu A deity who is one of the two most important gods in Hinduism, the other being SHIVA. BRAHMA, Vishnu and Shiva are the lords of creation, of whom Brahma is the creator, Vishnu is the preserver, and Shiva the destroyer. Vishnu is first mentioned in the RIG VEDA, where he joins the god INDRA in his battles. In this and other Vedic texts, he is mentioned as a god who takes three steps, traversing heaven and earth, which later becomes the story of his incarnation as VAMANA. His incarnations, however, are not directly mentioned in the VEDAS. In the MAHABHARATA, MATSYA, later one of his incarnations, is identified with PRAJAPATI. In the Shatapatha Brahmana (XIV.i,1), he is identified with sacrifice (Yajna).

The name Vishnu is said to come from the word ‘vish’, to pervade, as Vishnu pervades the world. He is the quality or GUNA of SATTVA, which leads to light and truth. He dwells in everything, and overcomes all. He is the inner cause, and the symbol of life.

The developed form of Vishnu incorporates earlier deities, including NARAYANA, later one of his names, and Krishna, one of his main incarnations. According to Puranic myths, after the great deluge when creation ends, and before the next cycle of creation begins, there is deep silence. At this time Vishnu sleeps on a banyan (vata) leaf on the surface of the water, in his form as Bala Mukunda. Slowly he awakes, a lotus stalk grows from his navel, and on this BRAHMA appears, who gains the power to create from Vishnu. Other myths state that between cycles of creation Vishnu sleeps on the serpent ANANTA.

Vishnu lives in a heaven known as VAIKUNTHA and is married to LAKSHMI, also known as SHRI DEVI. Other consorts are BHUDEVI and Niladevi. Through his mind Vishnu once created a son named Viraja, but more important is his son Sastha, actually born through SHIVA, when Vishnu took the form of a woman, Mohini. Sastha is popular in south India as AYYAPPA. Vishnu’s vahana or vehicle is the bird GARUDA.

Vishnu is thought to have been the most important deity during the period of the composition of the epics and Puranas. As the concept of Vishnu developed, he began to be worshipped in five aspects: Para, the highest supreme form; vyuha, manifestations; vibhava, incarnations; archa, images or representations of the god; sukshma, or subtle form, including antaryamin, the inner controller, known in the heart.

Para: Para, meaning the highest, refers to the supreme form or aspect of the deity. He directs his wishes (ichchha) towards his consort, Shri-Lakshmi, who represents matter (bhuti) and action (kriya). From these three powers (shaktis), six qualities (gunas) come into being: jnana (knowledge), aishvarya (lordship), shakti (ability), bala (strenth), virya (virility), tejas (splendour). These powers are embodied in the vyuhas.

Vyuhas or manifestations: The concept of vyuhas seems to have been known by the second century BCE, and formed an important part of the PANCHARATRA sect. Initially, there were four vyuhas: Vasudeva, Sankarshana, Pradyumna, and Aniruddha, but later the number was raised to twenty-four. These are described in the PADMA PURANA, the AGNI PURANA, the Rupamandana, a work on architecture, the Chaturvargachintamani and other texts including the Vaikhanasa Agamas and Pancharatra Samhitas. The twenty-four vyuhas are: Keshava; Narayana; Madhava; Govinda; Vishnu; Madhusudana; Trivikrama; Vamana; Shridhara; Hrshikesha; Padmanabha; Damodara; Sankarshana; Vasudeva; Pradyumna; Aniruddha; Purushottama; Adhokshaja; Nrisimha; Achyuta; Janardana; Upendra; Hari; Krishna. Other Puranas mention these and other vyuhas. The Agni Purana locates each vyuha in a particular place. For instance, it says Vishnu takes the Janardana manifestation at Kuvjabhra (near Hardwar), the Hrishikesha manifestation at Kuvjabhraka, and the Jayanta form at Hastinapura.

Vibhava or avataras (incarnations): Vishnu is born in the world in different forms, and these are known as his incarnations or AVATARAS. Vyuhas are not the same as vibhavas, though vyuhas can become incarnations. Ten main incarnations of Vishnu listed in the MATSYA PURANA, AGNI PURANA, VARAHA PURANA and other texts are: MATSYA, KURMA, VARAHA, NARASIMHA, VAMANA, PARASHURAMA, RAMA, KRISHNA, BUDDHA and KALKI. Some of these are only partial incarnations, that is they do not embody the complete essence of Vishnu, but only a part of it. This list became the standardized version in all later texts. However, in earlier texts there are several different lists and versions of the incarnations. The MAHABHARATA refers to the incarnations and in one list provides the names of ten. These are: Hamsa, Kurma, Matsya, Varaha, Narasimha, Vamana, Rama (Bhargava), Rama (Dasharathi), Satvata (Krishna or Balarama), Kalkin. The Matsya Purana contains both the standard list and a different version, where it states that Vishnu had seven human incarnations, because he killed the rishi Brighu’s wife. These were: Dattatreya; Mandhata; Jamadagnya (Parashurama); Rama, son of Dasharatha; Veda Vyasa; Buddha; Kalki. His three other incarnations were Narayana, Narasimha, and Vamana. Some texts provide lists of twenty-two and even thirty-nine incarnations, while others state that there are thousands of incarnations. Twenty-two incarnations given in the BHAGAVATA PURANA are: (1) SANAT KUMARA, the eternal youth; (2) Varaha; (3) the rishi NARADA; (4) the two saints, NARA and Narayana; (5) the rishi KAPILA; (6) DATTATREYA; (7) Yajna, personification of sacrifice; (8) Rishabha, a king; (9) Prithu, the first ruler; (10) Matsya; (11) Kurma; (12) DHANVANTARI, the divine physician; (13) Mohini, the divine enchantress; (14) Narasimha; (15) Vamana; (16) Parashurama; (17) the great rishi VYASA; (18) Rama; (19) BALARAMA; (20) Krishna; (21) Buddha; (22) Kalki. The Garuda Purana has a similar list. However, in this, his third incarnation was of a Devarishi, the eighth was Urukrama, son of Nabhi and Meru, the eighteenth was the rishi Narada, and the nineteenth was Rama. Another shorter list in the Garuda includes Hayagriva, Makaradhvaja, and Naga as incarnations. The Satvata Samhita and Ahirbudhnya Samhita, both Pancharatra texts, have a list of thirty-nine incarnations. These are: Padmanabha; Dhruva; Ananta; Shaktyatman; Madhusudana; Vidyadhideva; Kapila; Vishvarupa; Vihangama; Krodatman, Badavavaktra; Dharma; Vagishvara; Ekarnavashayin; Kamatheshvara; Varaha; Narasimha; Piyushaharana; Shripati; Kantatman; Rahujit; Kalanemighna; Parijatahara; Lokanatha; Shantatman; Dattatreya; Nyagrodhashayin; Ekashringatanu; Vamanadeha; Trivikrama; Nara; Narayana; Hari; Krishna; Parashurama; Rama Dhanurdhara; Vedavid; Kalkin; Patalashayana. Each of his incarnations has its own myths and legends.

His main consort Lakshmi takes different forms in his various incarnations.

Archa: Vishnu is usually worshipped in the form of an image. If an image is not available, a SHALAGRAMA is the preferred object of worship.

Images of the god represent him in his incarnations, emanations, or as the supreme form. The exact way he is to be depicted in each form is laid out in texts.

Vishnu is normally depicted as a youth, dark blue in colour. In his four hands, he holds a SHANKHA or conch, the SUDARSHANA CHAKRA or Vajranabha, a discus, a gada or club known as Kaumodaki, and a padma or lotus. He wears the jewel Kaustubha on his breast, as well as a particular mark, known as the SHRIVATSA. On his head is a crown, and around his neck, a garland. There are armlets on his arms, and makara-shaped earings in his ears. He is often depicted with his consort Lakshmi, seated on a lotus. He is also shown sleeping or resting on the serpent Shesha or Ananta, or riding on Garuda.

In the BRIHAT SAMHITA, he is said to have two, four, or eight arms. However, some images even have twenty or more arms.

In one of the the Vaikhanasa Agamas, thirty-six types of images of Vishnu are described. These seem to represent his Para aspect, and are not images of vyuhas or avataras. They are classified into four groups, according to the benefits they provide to the devotee: yoga, bhoga, vira, and abhicharika. Each of these has three types of images, standing (sthanika), seated (asana) and lying (sayana), thus making twelve groups, and each of these has three classes, uttama, madhyama and adhama, depending on the number of attendants and figures around the deity. All these varieties are not available today, most common being ‘bhoga’ images, the form worshipped for wealth, prosperity and worldly happiness. Some ‘yoga’ images are found, conferring inner bliss, but abhicharika, for defeating and killing enemies, and vira, are very rare.

Apart from these images, there are four other types of images which can again be represented in different ways. These are: kautuka-archa; autsava; snapana; balibera. The first is the movable image which recieves daily worship, but is sustained by the power of the fixed image. The second is the image used for utsavas or festivals.

Twenty-four different forms of Vishnu, corresponding to the twenty-four vyuhas, are depicted similarly, with variations only in the way that his four different emblems are held in his four hands. In the usual image, he holds a shankha in his lower right hand, a chakra in the upper right hand, a lotus in the upper left, and a gada in the lower left. How each vyuha should be depicted varies in the Padma Purana and Rupa-mandana. Among avataras, it is mainly the ten standard forms that are depicted, though most of the others too are depicted, and some, such as Dattatreya, have their own cult followings.

Other forms: Some other images of Vishnu include the Vishvarupa form, a complex image in which Vishnu represents the whole world; this is one of his incarnations according to the Ahirbudhnya Samhita; Padmanabha is another incarnation; as Varadaraja, he is the giver of boons; as Vaikuntanatha, he is the embodiment of Vaikuntha, the heaven of Vishnu; Balaji or VENKATESHVARA, at Tirupati and elsewhere, is another of his forms or incarnations; as RANGANATHA, he is the Lord of Srirangam, though there are also other Ranganatha temples. Vishnu is associated with various stories and legends, such as the Gajendramoksha, and these too are depicted.

Vishnu is known by many other names. One thousand of his names are listed in the MAHABHARATA and the PADMA PURANA.

Some of them are connected with his incarnations, while others are less specific. Among these are: Pitambara: he who wears yellow silk; Janardana: who destroys birth and death; Chakrapani: he who carries the chakra in his hand; Padmanabha: the one who has a lotus in his navel; Shripati: the husband of Shri; Vishvambara, he who rules over the world (vishva); Mukunda: the one who gives salvation; Jalshayi: he who lies in water; Pundarikaksha: with eyes like a lotus.

His many attributes have their own symbolism; some of these are given below.

Shankha: Vishnu’s shankha or conch is known as Panchajanya. Though it already existed, it was obtained on earth by Krishna. It represents sattva, and the origin of the five elements.

Chakra: The Sudarshana Chakra has six spokes. The whole represents the universal mind and the power of the universe. The six spokes are the six seasons, the centre is the changeless origin of all, and the outer circle is maya or illusion.

Padma: the padma or lotus represents the universe, the forms that arise from the formless waters.

Sharnga: the name of Vishnu’s bow, which, according to the Krishna Upanishad, represents the power of maya or illusion.

Kaumodaki: the name of his mace or gada, is the power of knowledge, which dazzles the mind.

Kaustubha: the gem which is the treasure of the ocean, represents consciousness, according to the Gopala-uttara-tapini Upanishad.

The Vishnu Purana sums up his symbolism: ‘The glorious Hari wears the pure soul of the world, undefiled and devoid of qualities, as the Kaustubha gem. The chief principle of things (pradhana) is seated on the eternal in the Shrivatsa mark. Intellect abides in Madhava, in the form of his mace. The Lord (Ishvara) supports egotism (ahamkara) in its twofold division, into elements and organs of sense, in the emblems of the conch shell and the bow. The Vaijayanti necklace, composed of five gems, represent the elements; Janardana’s numerous arrows are the faculties of perception and action. The bright sword (Nandaka) of Achyuta is divine wisdom, concealed at times in the sheath of ignorance.’ (I.22. 66–76). Thus everything is contained in Vishnu.

Attendants: His main attendant is VISHVAKSENA, who is sometimes depicted standing near Vishnu.


Vishnu Loka The world of Vishnu, generally known as Vaikuntha.


Vishnu Purana A Sanskrit text, one of the eighteen major PURANAS. It is one of the main texts for the worship of the god VISHNU, and is probably one of the earliest Puranas. It includes the five traditional themes of a Purana and has six sections. It begins with a dialogue between PARASHARA, the grandson of the rishi VASISHTHA, and his student Maitreya, on the origin of the universe. Parashara then narrates what Vasishtha had told him. Lakshmi does not have a role here, as she does in later Vaishnava Puranas, indicative of its early date. The Purana includes an account of the creation of the world, of gods, demons, heroes, ancestors and ancient kings. Next, the seven continents and oceans of the world are described, including Jambudvipa and the golden mountain, MERU, where the gods dwell. Here too is Bharatvarsha (India), once ruled by the king BHARATA. Other themes include cosmic time, measured by MANVANTARAS and YUGAS, methods of achieving MOKSHA or liberation from the bonds of the world, Vishnu rituals and legends, and stories of the life of KRISHNA. The dynastic details in the fourth section have some historical value. There are few references to temples or sacred sites. R.C. Hazra dates it between the first and fourth centuries, with some later additions.


Vishnudharmottara Purana A Sanskrit text. Though listed as a minor PURANA or Upapurana, it is actually an important text. It focuses on the worship of VISHNU, and has the usual five Puranic themes, apart from several other topics. The Purana has three sections with over 800 chapters. Section I deals with the origin of the universe, a description of its regions, the exploits of Vishnu in his various incarnations, and his identification with the Supreme Being. There are descriptions of MANUS, MANVANTARAS and KALPAS, lists of dynasties, and various myths and legends. Section II is on the duties of kings, politics and administration, of the various castes, and of women, and in addition includes topics such as the rules of house construction astronomy, astrology, the science of war. Section III is the most important for religion and philosophy. It discusses issues such as ways to achieve happiness, JNANA or wisdom, and life, death and the hereafter. In addition it has sections on grammar, poetry, music and dance, and rules for the making of images and the construction of temples. This Purana incorporates material from other sources, and was probably composed between the seventh and tenth centuries. It is sometimes considered a part of the GARUDA PURANA.


Vishnu-sahasranama A term for the thousand names of the god Vishnu, which are considered sacred. These names occur in the MAHABHARATA and PURANAS, though the lists are not identical. There are several commentaries and explanations of these names, including a bhashya assigned to SHANKARA, and a commentary of Parashara Bhatta, a disciple of RAMANUJA. The PADMA PURANA provides the list along with explanations.


Vishnusvamin A VAISHNAVA who is said to have first put forward the views of the SHUDDHADVAITA philosophy, which was later revitalized by VALLABHACHARYA. Not much is known of Vishnusvamin, but he was probably born in south India, and lived in the thirteenth century. He wrote commentaries on the BRAHMA SUTRA, BHAGAVATA PURANA and other texts, but these have not survived. The Sarvajna-sutra is attributed to him, and he is referred to by Madhava of the fourteenth century, Shridhara of the fourteenth to fifteenth centuries, Vallabha, and others. The Vallabha-digvijaya of Jadunathji Maharaja refers to a Vishnusvamin who was the son of Devasvamin, the priest of Vijaya, a Pandyan king.


Vishrava/Vishravas A son of Pulastya, a PRAJAPATI, in Hindu mythology. According to the MAHABHARATA, Pulastya reproduced half of himself to create Vishrava. According to the RAMAYANA, Vishrava was the father of the god KUBERA or Vaishravana by his wife Ilabida or Ilabila, and of the RAKSHASA family consisting of RAVANA, KUMBHAKARNA, VIBHISHANA, and SHURPANAKHA by his wife Kaikasi or Nikasha. According to the Mahabharata, the rakshasas were born from three wives: Pushpotkata was the mother of Ravana and Kumbhakarna; Malini of Vibhishana; and Raka of Khara and Shurpanakha.


Vishu A New Year’s Day celebrated in Kerala in April, on the first day of the month of Medam (Malayali calendar), when the sun transits into Mesha rashi (first zodiac sign). At this time people wear new clothes, prepare special food, and greet each other. The Vishukanni, an offering of auspicious items, is a special feature of this festival. The women in the family arrange the Vishukanni at night, in the puja rooms. Items are usually arranged in a large bell-metal vessel, and could include sacred texts, coins, gold and silver, a metal mirror, rice, betel leaves, cucumber and clothes. At dawn, the family members enter the room with their eyes closed, so that as they open them, the first things they see are the auspicious items. Another custom consists of giving gifts of money to dependents and children, believing that they would then be blessed with prosperity.

Vishukanni is also arranged in temples, and devotees throng these to view the sacred items and worship the deities, particularly at the temples of Sabarimala and Guruvayur.

Apart from various delicacies, one item containing six different tastes (sweet, bitter, etc.) is prepared and eating this symbolizes acceptance of the joys and sorrows of the coming year.

Vishu is the astronomical new year day, while the official Malayalam year begins in the month of Chingam (August).


Vishuddha Chakra One of the seven main CHAKRAS or hidden energy centres within the body. According to TANTRIC texts, the Vishuddha Chakra, in the centre of the throat, consists of a lotus of sixteen shining petals of a smoky purple. Within them, in shining crimson, are the sixteen Sanskrit vowels. In the lotus is the region of ether, circular and white. One who meditates on this becomes a knower of BRAHMAN, gains a knowledge of the SHASTRAS without reading them, is constant, steady, gentle, modest, courageous, forgiving and self-controlled, freed from all vices.


Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP) An organization founded in 1964, with the aim of unifying Hindus and providing them with some common practices and beliefs.

Its initial aims were to strengthen Hindu society, to promote and propagate Hindu values, and to keep in touch with Hindus abroad and help them to protect their Hindu identity. The organization’s goals include: consolidating, strengthening, and making invincible the global Hindu fraternity by following the eternal and universal life values based on Sanatana Dharma (i.e., Hinduism); working for the total welfare of humanity on the basis of the unique cultural ethos of Bharatavarsha; promoting education, providing medical aid, relief to the poor, and any other activity which has general public utility. The organization clearly states that: ‘There shall be no discrimination on the grounds of religion, sex, caste, race or colour at any time among the beneficiaries of the Association.’

The VHP follows the policy of Hindutva, and would like India to be declared a Hindu rashtra (state).

The Parishad has also been responsible for founding related organizations. These include the Bajrang Dal set up in 1984, its aim being to defend Hinduism. Members study the Shastras or sacred texts, and at the same time receive training in the use of weapons in special camps. The Bajrang Dal initially spread through Uttar Pradesh, and in 1993 it was reorganized and made an all-India body with a centralized structure.

The Durga Vahini, an organization for women, was founded in 1991 with the support of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad. Its aim is to encourage more women to participate in cultural renaissance activities and prayer meetings. Other aims are to to provide physical, mental and knowledge training to women.

It is often described as the female counterpart of the Bajrang Dal, though this is denied by the organizers. The Durga Vahini has thousands of members, and is particularly strong in Gujarat. Training camps are regularly held, where women participants are instructed in religion, as well as in martial arts and shooting.


Vishvadevas A class of semi-divine beings. In the VEDAS they are said to be preservers of men and bestowers of rewards.

The MAHABHARATA has a long list of sixty-four Vishvadevas. Among them are the following: Anshumat, Anukarman, Bhayankara, Bhupati, Bhuvana, Dhiroshni, Dhriti, Diptaroman, Divyasanu, Hrimat, Jitatman, Kirtimat, Krita, Kshemak, Munivirya, Parama-krodhi, Parshni, Pavana, Pradatri, Pratia, Punyakrit, Sailama, Sraja, Vajrin, Vala, Vari, Vipapa, Viryavat, and Vivasvat. Vishvadevas are also described in the PURANAS. Among those frequently mentioned are: Vasu, Satya, Kratu, Daksha, Kala, Kama, Dhriti, Kuru, Pururava, Madrava, Rochaka or Lochana, and Dhuri or Dhvani.

Vishvadevas are eternal and know what occurs in time.



Vishvakarma/Vishvakarman (1) The divine architect. In the RIG VEDA he is considered an all-seeing god, four-faced and four-armed, the creator of heaven and earth. In the BRAHMANAS he is identified with PRAJAPATI. In post-Vedic times, he is considered both the architect of the universe and the artificer of the gods. He also made their weapons and chariots. In the MAHABHARATA he is said to be the lord of all arts and handicrafts, carpenter of the gods, fashioner of all ornaments, the most eminent of all artisans, who made the chariots of the deities. He built the palace of YAMA and of VARUNA and performed a sacrifice at which he gave the earth to KASHYAPA. In the RAMAYANA, he is said to have built the city of LANKA. He was the father of the monkey (vanara) Nala. In the PURANAS, he is the son of one of the VASUS. His daughter Samjna was married to SURYA, the sun, but was unable to bear his brilliance. Therefore Vishvakarma cut off one-eighth of its brighness, and from this made the weapons of the gods, including the discus of VISHNU and the trident of SHIVA. He also made the image of JAGANNATHA at Puri.

Vishvakarma is sometimes identified with BRAHMA or TVASHTR. In the Mahabharata and Puranas, he is said to be son of Prabhasa, a Vasu, by his wife Yogasiddhi, or by the sister of BRIHASPATI.

(2) A name of SHIVA and of VISHNU.


Vishvaksena (1) An attendant of the god vISHNU who represents the sacred Agamas or scriptures. According to the Kalika Purana, he is red and tawny coloured, with long matted hair and a beard. He stands on a white lotus, and holds a conch, discus and mace.

(2) A name of the god VISHNU and of SHIVA.

Vishvamitra An ancient RISHI. In the Rig Veda, the hymns of the third mandala are assigned to him, and he is said to be the son of Kushika. According to later texts, he was the son of Gadhi, King of Kannauj, a descendent of PURU, and a king himself. According to the RAMAYANA (Bala Kanda LI), there was once a king, Kusha, son of the god BRAHMA. Kusha’s son was Kushanabha, and his son was Gadhi. Vishvamitra was the son of Gadhi. His intense rivalry with the rishi VASISHTHA, is described in several texts. This rivalry is even mentioned in the Rig Veda, though here Vishvamitra is not described as a king.

Vishvamitra visited the ashrama of Vasishtha, and when he attempted to take away Vasishtha’s sacred cow, he realized the power of an unarmed rishi, and was determined to become one. When Vishvamitra undertook severe austerities to become a rishi, the gods were afraid of his power, and sent the APSARA Menaka to seduce him. She succeeded, and a daughter SHAKUNTALA was born. Vishvamitra then realized his error and sent Menaka away. Finally Vishvamitra received the boon that he would become a brahmana and a rishi. Even after obtaining this, he did not forget his rivalry with Vasishtha.

There are several stories about Vishvamitra. In the Ramayana, he took the help of RAMA and LAKSHMANA, when they were still young, to subdue the RAKSHASAS of the forest. He had a hundred sons, and in addition made SHUNAHSHEPHA his son. In one story his hundred sons were turned to ashes by Vasishtha. In another account, his sons founded a number of families, all of whom were known as Kaushikas, and intermarried with families of various rishis. Vishvamitra protected Trishanku, and raised him to the sky, against the wishes of Vasishtha. Through KALMASHAPADA, he was responsible for killing Vasishtha’s hundred sons. He persecuted King HARISHCHANDRA, and Vasishtha protested against this. According to one story, the two rishis then cursed each other to become birds, and then continued to fight with each other. Finally the god BRAHMA restored them to their original forms. Vishvamitra became an immensely powerful rishi, but was always prone to anger.


Vishvamitra ashrama Vishvamitra had more than one ashrama.

In the Ramayana, his ashrama was located in a forest, which was infested by rakshasas. This has been located near Buxar in Bihar. To the west of Buxar is Siddhashrama, said to be where Vamana-deva was born. Another location is at Devakunda, 40 km northwest of Gaya, or on the river Kaushaki (Kosi).

He had another ashrama on the western bank of the Sarasvati opposite Sthanutirtha near KURUKSHETRA.


Vishvarupa (1) A name of the god VISHNU, and a particular form of this deity.

(2) A name of other deities including SHIVA.

(3) The name of a son of TVASHTR, described in the MAHABHARATA and other texts. Tvashtr created Trishiras, a three-headed son also known as Vishvarupa, who was killed by INDRA. Tvashtr next created VRITRA. In another account, Vishvarupa was the son of Tvashtr and of an asura woman. He became the purohita of the DEVAS, but later joined the ASURAS, and was killed by Indra.


Vishvavasu The name of a king of the GANDHARAVAS. Pramadvara was his daughter through the apsara Menaka. He had been cursed to become a RAKSHASA, and thus became Kabandha, but was delivered by RAMA.


Vishveshvara A name of the god SHIVA and of his LINGA at VARANASI. Literally, it means ‘lord of the world’. It is also a name of the gods BRAHMA and VISHNU.


Vismapana A heavenly city of the GANDHARVAS, described in ancient texts. It can magically appear and diasappear.


Vitala The second of the seven divisions or LOKAS of the nether world or PATALA, described in the PURANAS. Here Hatakeshvara rules, who is the same as SHIVA. He is accompanied by Bhavanidevi, and surrounded by his Pramathaganas or attendants, and worshipped by DEVAS. The divine semen flows here as the river Hataki.


Vitthala A name of the god VISHNU or KRISHNA, also known as Vithoba. According to some scholars, the name Vitthala was probably derived from Bittideva, a Hoysala king also known as Vishnuvardhana (1117–37), who erected the Vitthala temple at PANDHARPUR. Other, trace the origin of the name to ‘vitha’, a term for a brick.

Several Maratha saints, including JNANESHVARA, NAMADEVA, EKNATHA and TUKARAM, composed ABHANGAS or verses in praise of the god in Marathi. Though Vitthala is worshipped mainly in Maharashtra, Namadeva calls him a ‘Kanada’ and possibly he originated in the Karnataka region, through the Hoysalas. Vitthala is mentioned in inscriptions from the thirteenth century onwards, and in Kannada literature of the sixteenth century and later. There are a number of stories regarding the setting up of the image at Pandharpur, which is the chief centre of the deity. According to a story in the Pandurang Mahatmya of the PADMA PURANA, once Shachi, INDRA’S wife, approached VISHNU, saying she was in love with him. Fearing Indra’s anger, Vishnu could not approach her, but assured her that he would take the form of Krishna, and she of RADHA, and so they could be together. According to this version, Krishna met Radha not only in his youth, but even after he married RUKMINI, therefore Rukmini, seeing them together, ran away. She sat in meditation in a forest near Pandharpur, and when Krishna came to find her, would not respond. Therefore he too stood in meditation nearby. Thus they remained for twenty-eight YUGAS, until another incident took place.

A young man named Pundalik, who had once neglected his parents, was now devoted to them, and Krishna was so impressed, that he went to his house to reward him. But Pundalik first had to tend to his parents, so he threw a brick for Krishna to stand on and wait. Finally he went to Krishna and worshipped him, and Krishna offered him a boon. Pundalik only asked that Krishna always remain there, and thus Krishna, named Vitthala, stands on a brick in the temple.

Worshippers of Vitthala, known as VARKARIS, revere Pundalik as the first great devotee of Vitthala. Bhanudasa, JANABAI, CHOKHA MELA, Gorahkumbhar, and Savata-mali, are among other well-known devotees of medieval times. Thousands of Varkaris still exist today.


Vitthala Bidkar A devotional poet of the seventeenth century, who composed works in Marathi. Vitthala Ananta Kshirsagar lived between 1628 and 1690, and was popularly known as Vitthala Bidkar, as he was a resident of Gauripur in Beed district. He was a devotee of the god VITTHALA and visited PANDHARPUR every year. He composed narrative poems in Marathi on themes from the epics and PURANAS. These include Rukmini-svayamvara (1674), Panchalistavan (1674), Sita-svayamvara (1677) and Draupadi-vastraharana (1680). His other long poems include Vidvajjivana and Bithanacharita, which have erotic and heroic rasas (sentiments), while some akhyanas and padas are on religious topics and include Vamana-charita, Shukarambha samvad, and Kabir-katha.

Vitthala Bidkar is known for introducing Sanskrit styles into Marathi.


Vitthala Pant A Maharashtrian brahmana, the father of the four great saints, NIVRITTINATHA, JNANESHVARA, Sopan and Muktabai.

According to various stories regarding Vitthala, he was the son of Nirabai and Govinda Pant of Apegaon, and had always been religiously inclined. On one of his many pilgrimages, he stopped at Alankapur, now known as ALANDI, and was persuaded through a divine dream to marry Rakhumabai (Rukmini), daughter of Shido Pant. After some time, however, he left her without her permission, and became a devotee of a guru named Ramananda at Kashi, receiving the name Chaitanya Swami. For a married man to take sannyasa without the permission of his wife was against tradition, and when Ramananda discovered the truth, he sent him back to his wife.

Vitthala and his wife were ostracized by his community, as the Shastras (sacred texts) did not allow one who had taken sannyasa to again become a householder. They therefore lived in a small hut outside the town of Alankapur. After twelve years, beginning in 1273, four children were born at two year intervals, either at Alankapur, or according to some accounts, at Apegaon. The eldest was named Nivritti, meaning ‘controller and subduer of the senses’. Next was Jnaneshvara, meaning ‘divine knowledge’, the most renowned, followed by Sopan (‘the way) and a girl, Mukta (emancipation). They were all extremely spiritual, and when they had reached the age of being able to take care of themselves, Vitthala and Rakhumabai went to PRAYAGA and ended their lives there in the river, according to religious tenets.


Vitthala Temple, Pandharpur The most important temple of the god VITTHALA is located at PANDHARPUR in Maharashtra. Constructed in the twelfth century, and later expanded and renovated, the temple attracts thousands of pilgrims every year.

The temple was set up by Bittideva, a Hoysala king also known as Vishnuvardhana (1117–37).

The deity was frequently removed from the temple and returned, first by Krishnadevaraya of Vijayanagara (1510–1526) and later by others, but never diminished in sanctity. Royal grants were made to the temple from the time of the Maratha Rajaram, grandson of Shivaji.

The Vitthala temple stands on a platform, surrounded by high walls with eight gateways. The whole covers an area of 108 m by 53 m. The main entrance is through the eastern gate, known as the Namadeva Gate, in front of which are images of NAMADEVA and his family or disciples. Nearby is the SAMADHI of CHOKHA MELA, another devotee of Vitthala. The Namadeva gate leads to a passage opening into a large quadrangal used for gatherings on festivals, which leads into a MANDAPA or hall, with three elaborately carved doorways, the central doorway leading into the solahkhamba or hall with sixteen pillars, which has a number of cells with various deities. From this one can enter the chaukhamba, a hall with four pillars, attached to an antechamber, opening into the GARBHA-GRIHA or inner shrine. A niche in the northern wall of the chaukhamba contains the shejghar or bed-chamber of the deity, which has a silver couch.

In the garbha-griha, the deity, on a stone pedestal, is a little more than one metre high, made of black stone. It has two arms, holding a comch and lotus, and stands on a square block or brick. The headdress is said by the priests to represent a Shiva LINGA.

A verse of TUKARAM describes the deity:

‘The beautiful form stands on a brick; arms rest on the hips.

Around his neck is the tulasi mala; his garment is the pitambara (yellow silk dhoti);

In his ears shine makara-kundalas, the Kaustubhamala adorns his neck..’

The Badavas are the hereditary priests of the temple. The routine worship of the god takes place five times a day, and there are two special festivals in the months of Ashadha and Karttika, when thousands of Varkaris and other pilgrims visit the temple.


Vitthalanatha The son of VALLABHACHARYA, who lived between 1515 or 1518 and 1588. Vitthalanatha, also known as Gosainji, propagated his father’s teachings, was a devotee of the god KRISHNA, and established a centre in GOKUL near MATHURA.

Vitthalanatha was Vallabhacharya’s second son, and is believed to be an incarnation of the god Vitthala at Pandharpur. He went to NAVADVIPA to study NYAYA, and was also proficient in the VEDAS, BRAHMA SUTRA, and MIMAMSA philosophy.

A number of texts and commentaries are attributed to Vitthala. Among them are the Avatarataratamya-stotra; Arya; Krishna-premamrita; Gitagovinda-prathamashtapadi-vivriti, Jalabheda-tika, Nyasadeshavivarana-prabodha, Premamrita-bhashya; Bhakti-hamsa; Bhakti-hetu-nirnaya; Vidya-mandana and several more. Many of them are commentaries on the work of Vallabha, and further commentaries were written by Vitthala’s descendants and followers. In his Bhakti-hetu he explains the path of PUSHTI-MARGA. He and his group of disciples composed poems and songs on Krishna. The traditions of Vallabhacharya were carried on through Vitthalanatha’s seven sons: Giridhara, Govindarai, Balakrishna, GOKULNATHA, Raghunatha, Yadunatha, and Ghanshyama. Their descendants are the leaders of the sect, known as Goswamis, Gosains or Maharaja Gosain.


vivaha A Sanskrit term for MARRIAGE.


Vivasvat A deity first mentioned in the RIG VEDA. He is the father of the ASHVINS, the god YAMA, and of MANU. Vivasvat or Vivasvan is a god of light or of the rising sun. He is similar to the Iranian Vivanhvant, father of YIMA, and probably originated in the Indo-Iranian period. Some scholars feel that in the Vedas he cannot be considered a deity, but only the ancestor of human beings. Vivasvat is one of the ADITYAS, and is usually identified with SURYA. He is included in the list of the 108 names of Surya in the MAHABHARATA. In this text he is also mentioned among the twenty-one PRAJAPATIS, and as the son of ADITI, born from an egg.

In the BHAGAVAD GITA, KRISHNA says, ‘I revealed this Yoga to Vivasvat.’


Viveka Chintamani An encyclopedic work on various aspects of religion, composed in Kannada in the fifteenth century by NIJAGUNA-SHIVAYOGI.

The text has ten chapters, and the first chapter begins by explaining the names and qualities of the Lord. It then describes various types of texts and philosophies, including the VEDAS, VEDANGAS, UPANISHADS, PURANAS, six systems of philosophy, VAISHNAVISM, Buddhism, Jainism and materialism. The second chapter is on SHAIVA SIDDHANTA and explains the essence of the SHAIVA AGAMAS, and the methods of worshipping SHIVA. The third describes BRAHMANDA, the cosmic egg, and fourteen LOKAS or worlds, while the fourth and fifth focus on Bhuloka (the earth), and particularly on JAMBUDVIPA. The sixth describes Devaloka or the world of the gods, and other heavenly realms, while the seventh analyses the principles of existence on the earth, including descriptions of BUDDHI, AHAMKARA, the senses, and the various RUDRAS. The eighth chapter discusses knowledge, and the characteristics of Ishvara, Shiva, Maheshvara, Sadashiva, Shakti, and Shambhulinga. The ninth explains how wrong thinking leads to atheism, and how the best action is that performed without thought of a reward. The tenth chapter is on the traditional system of time. This text thus provides a handy summary of the main streams of religious thought. It has been translated into Sanskrit, Tamil, Telugu, Marathi and other languages.


Viveka Chudamani A philosophical text assigned to the ninth-century philosopher SHANKARA. The Viveka Chudamani consists of 581 verses in Sanskrit. The text describes the basic principles of ADVAITA, and provides guidance to the sincere seeker on how to attain moksha.

In the first verse Shankara says: ‘I bow down to Govinda, who is the goal of all Vedanta, who is beyond words and thought, who is supreme bliss, and who is my guru.’ Here Govinda has a dual meaning of referring to both God and Shankara’s own guru, Govindapada. Shankara goes on to say that a human birth is difficult to attain, and when one has attained it, one should use it to reach the true end of life. Liberation cannot be attained through rituals, worship of deities or by acquiring wealth. To go beyond life and death, one must focus on realizing and identifying with the ATMAN. Work can purify the mind, but does not lead to liberation. BHAKTI is important on the path, but this bhakti is devotion to inquiry into the truth of the Self. A GURU, who is himself immersed in BRAHMAN, can guide the aspirant on the path. In this text Shankara explains how MOKSHA or liberation can be attained only through JNANA or knowledge. True knowledge is obtained through discrimination (viveka), an understanding of the difference between the real and the unreal, between what is eternal and what is transient.


Vivekananda, Swami A spiritual leader and the founder of the RAMAKRISHNA MISSION.

Born in Kolkata in 1863, his original name was Narendranath Dutta. After completing a BA degree, he explored various aspects of Indian and Western philosophy, and began some spiritual practices, but remained a sceptic. His first meeting with RAMAKRISHNA PARAMAHANSA in 1882 changed his life. He became Ramakrishna’s closest disciple, and surrendered to him completely, and before Ramakrishna’s death, underwent a spiritual experience and was transformed. Shri Ramakrishna chose him to continue his work. Vivekananda set up the Ramakrishna Order of SANNYASIS, and organized Ramakrishna’s disciples. Between 1886 and 1893, he walked through India from the north to the south, and realized the need to work for the poor and suffering people of the country. In 1893 he attended the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago and spoke on Hinduism and VEDANTA, making a profound impression on the Western delegates. In 1895 he set up a centre for Vedantic learning at New York, (The Vedanta Society) and gave lectures in London and other parts of Europe, before returning to India in 1897. He then set up the Ramakrishna Mission, and in 1898, the BELUR MATHA. He made a second trip to the West in 1899, returning to India in December 1900. He died not long after, on 4 July 1902, at the young age of thirty-seven.

Vivekananda wrote texts in English on BHAKTI YOGA, KARMA YOGA, RAJA YOGA, and Jnana Yoga. His book on Raja YOGA includes a commentary on Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra. Apart from these, he composed some poems in English, including on ‘Kali, the goddess’, as well as speeches, and a number of works in Bengali. His essays in Bengali are compiled in four volumes, Bhabbar katha, Bartaman Bharat, Parivrajak and Prachya o paschatya. These first appeared in Udbodhan, a Bengali journal he had started. In Bartaman Bharat he asked his readers not to forget the lowly and the poor, and to see every Indian as one’s brother. Parivrajak is a travelogue in the form of a series of letters. Prachya o paschatya compares the characteristics of the East and the West.

Vivekananda’s philosophy changed over time, and he provided a new, humanistic interpretation of Advaita Vedanta. In his earlier writings though he insisted that we should always try to help everyone, because that was the best way to live. He added, ‘but if we consider well, we find that the world does not require our help at all’. (Karma Yoga, p.69). He said that the world was already perfect. ‘It will go on beautifully well without us, and we need not bother our heads wishing to help it.’ (ibid., 71). God, who is ever present in the world, did not need anyone’s help. But by helping the world, one helped oneself, as all good acts make us pure and perfect. Later, however, he emphasized that the soul within everyone was the one ATMAN, and all ethics and morality was a manifestation of this oneness, and that motiveless and pure action could indeed transform the world. He said that every act of love brings happiness. Existence, knowledge and love are eternally connected, and are the three aspects of the One without a second. True love can never cause pain, either to the lover or the beloved.

Thus Vivekananada stressed not only the ideals of Vedanta, freedom from caste prejudices and superstition, but also the need for service to the people of India. He wrote, ‘The only god in whom I believe, the sum total of all souls, is above all, my god the wicked, my god the afflicted, my god the poor of all races.’ He believed in the essential unity of all religions, and said that the only hope for India lay in ‘a junction of the two great systems, Hinduism and Islam’. He said ‘Religion is realization; not talk, nor doctrine, nor theories, however beautiful they may be. It is being and becoming, not hearing or acknowledging; it is the whole soul becoming changed into what it believes.’ The Ramakrishna Mission set up schools, hospitals, orphanages and other welfare institutions, and sannyasis of the Mission work to improve the condition of the common people.


Vraja A name of the region of MATHURA, where the god KRISHNA lived in his youth.


Vratya A Sanskrit term, which literally means ‘one who has taken a vow’. In ancient texts the term seems to have been used for a group of people, whose nature is uncertain. References indicate that Vratyas did not follow the VEDAS or observe brahmanical rules, and were often ascetic wanderers. The YAJUR VEDA includes a Vratya in the list of victims for a PURUSHAMEDHA.

In the ATHARVA VEDA, the fifteenth book refers to Vratyas. Here he is described in a mystical way, as one who pervades the whole world. The heavenly Vratya is identified with Mahadeva, while the earthly Vratya is his prototype. A Vratya also referred to a person who wandered to different places, a kind of religious mendicant. He travelled in a cart, accompanied by a musician and a woman. Music, dance and sex formed part of his rites. On the basis of this, TANTRIC practices are traced to the ancient Vratyas. The PANCHAVIMSHA BRAHMANA describes sacrifices by which the Vratya was absorbed into the brahmana caste. Their principles were said to be opposed to the brahmanas. The grihapati (leader or householder) wore a turban (ushnisha), carried a whip (pratoda), a kind of bow (jyahroda), wore black clothes, and two skins (white and black). They owned a kind of wagon (vipatha) covered with planks. The leader wore an ornament (nishka) of silver. The others wore garments with red fringes, two each, skins folded double, and sandals (upanah).

Later references to Vratyas are somewhat different. The Mahabharata states that a Vratya was the son of a KSHATRIYA mother from a SHUDRA man. According to the MANU SMRITI sons born from a dvija (twice-born, member of a higher caste) who had not undergone rites of intiation were known as Vratyas, even if they were born from wives of their own caste. The text then lists various groups born from brahmana, kshatriya and vaishya Vratyas. Those from brahmanas were Bhurjakantakas, Avantyas, Vatadhanas, Pushpadhas and Shaikhas; from kshatriyas were Jhallas, Mallas, Natas, Karanas, Khasas and Dravidas; from vaishyas they were Sudhanva, Acharya, Karusha, Vijanma, Maitra and Satvata (10.20–23). These names include a number of groups outside the main Arya heartland. The Brahmanda Purana states Vratya was a stage of life where varna and ashrama rules were not followed. (III.48.47) Another Purana states that at Arbuda, dvijas (the twice-born) became Vratyas after the time of Puramjaya.

Textual references thus indicate there were different kinds of Vratyas. In early days they seem to have formed a separate religious cult, who, however, were not totally alien, and could be absorbed into the brahmanical fold through special rites. According to one theory, Vratyas were actually Vedic students who wandered around for six months before returning to their teacher. This may have been one category, but most references to them do not support this. In later texts, Vratyas were outsiders of some kind, but again not wholly alien.


vriksha A Sanskrit word for a tree. See plants.


Vrindavana A sacred place in the region of MATHURA, connected with the youth of the god KRISHNA. Vrindavan today is a town in Mathura district, with several Krishna temples and sacred sites. According to some scholars, who have analyzed references in textual sources, the ancient Vrindavana may have been a different place, further away from Mathura than the present site.


Vritra An ASURA first mentioned in the RIG VEDA. Vritra caused drought and darkness. He was defeated by the god INDRA, which released the waters. Scholars have given different interpretations to Vritra. He is said to represent the clouds, which, struck by Inda’s vajra or thunderbolt, released the rain. Alternatively, it is thought to refer to human enemies, and possibly to the people of the INDUS CIVILIZATION. One of the names of Indra was Vritrahan, defeater of Vritra.

In later texts, there are several different stories regarding Vritra, who is said to be a brahmana, and therefore after killing him, Indra had to perform penances for the sin of killing a brahmana.

Vritra is described in the Uttara Kanda of the RAMAYANA of Valmiki. Here it is said that in ancient days, the daitya Vritra was honoured in all the worlds. He was a hundred yojanas in length, and three times that in height. He was righteous and dutiful, and ruled over the wide earth with great care, treating all with compassion. In his reign the earth was prosperous, and yielded fruits without ploughing. He then left his kingdom to his son Madhureshvara, and began to perform tapas (austerities). Vasava (Indra) then approached VISHNU saying that Vritra was righteous and powerful, and beyond his control. If he were to continue with his tapas, all the worlds would be under him. Vishnu said that he had affection for Vritra, but since Indra had appealed to him, he would help him. Vishnu lent his power to Indra and his vajra, and Vritra was then killed. Indra then suffered the sin of killing a brahmana, and was purified only after the performance of an ASHVAMEDHA.

According to one story in the MAHABHARATA, Vritra was the son of KASHYAPA and DANAYU. In another account, Vritra was created by TVASHTR, who had also made Indra’s vajra. Long ago, Tvashtr performed austerities for millions of years, and created Vritra with the permission of Maheshvara. However Vritra attacked Indra, who killed him. In another story, VASISHTHA helped Indra to kill Vritra, who had actually entered Indra’s own body. Vritra had practised penances for 60,000 years and became the soul of the universe. A great battle took place between devas and asuras, until he was finally slain. In a Puranic story, Vritra is the son of DITI. The PADMA PURANA narrates that after Diti’s son Bala was killed by Indra, Kashyapa created Vritra from a hair of his head, to console Diti. He even ordered him to kill Indra, but Vritra did not succeed.

The story of Vritra perhaps refers to some ancient conflicts, the exact nature of which was later forgotten.


vritti A Sankrit term with several meanings.

(1) A term used in various philosophies, signifying modifications of the mind, created through thought or feeling. In YOGA philosophy, vrittis influence the chitta or mind, and are of five types: pramana, or valid states of knowledge through perception, inference or study of the scriptures; viparyaya, false knowledge, including illusion and other states; vikalpa, abstraction, construction or imagination; nidra, sleep; smriti, memory. According to the YOGA SUTRA, once vrittis cease to affect the chitta, the chitta too disappears and liberation is achieved.

(2) A term for a learned commentary on a text.

(3) A term in drama, indicating a dramatic style.


vyakarana A Sanskrit term for grammar. Vyakarana is one of the VEDANGAS, an essential field of study for understanding the VEDAS. The Ashtadhyayi of PANINI is the earliest and most comprehensive Sanskrit grammar. There were several commentaries on this text, of which the best known is Patanjali’s Mahabhashya. Other grammars were composed later, but Panini’s remains the most outstanding.


vyakhya/vyakhyayana A Sanskrit term that in a philosophical sense, means explanation, commentary or interpretation. It can have various features including separating conjoined words, explaining compound words, or expanding on a short statement or sutra. Among types of vyakhyanas are: vritti, which usually explains a sutra; paddhati, explanation of a vritti on a sutra; bhashya, a commentary which explains, clarifies and refutes other views of a sutra; samiksha, a critical exposition within a bhashya; churni, another term used for a bhashya when it crushes the views of the opponents; tika, a commentary elucidating ideas in a book, sometimes called a vivritti; tippani, a gloss or commentary on a gloss; panjika, an explanation of difficult words; and varttika, a commentary on a sutra text that explains or elucidates what is not stated clearly, and can itself have a bhashya, or a commentary on a bhashya.

These are the usual meanings of the terms, that can sometimes be used slightly differently.


Vyasa-vani A collection of lyrical verses in Hindi, composed by HARIRAMA VYASA, who lived in the sixteenth century. The text includes devotional songs on RADHA and KRISHNA, as well as poems with ethical or moral axioms. The Radha–Krishna poems are of several types, some purely devotional, others with erotic imagery. In addition there are Barahmasa poems covering the moods of the twelve months of the year, and descriptions of the natural beauty of VRINDAVANA.

The text is extremely popular among VAISHNAVAS.


Vyasa A RISHI of ancient days. According to tradition, Vyasa arranged the VEDAS, compiled the MAHABHARATA, and was the author of the PURANAS. His life is described in the Mahabharata and other texts. He was the son of the rishi PARASHARA and SATYAVATI. He was dark in colour, and so was known as KRISHNA, and, as he was born on an island (dvipa), was known as Dvaipayana. As soon as he was born, he attained the age of five years. He then told his mother that he had a lot to accomplish, and left her, saying that if she ever needed him he would come immediately. Satyavati later married King SHANTANU, and had two sons, one of whom died in battle, and the other, Vichitravirya, died leaving two childless widows. Vyasa agreed to propagate children through Vichitravirya’s widows, to ensure the line of succession. Before approaching the wives, Vyasa wanted time to make himself presentable, but at Satyavati’s insistence he went to the women unkempt and in his rishi’s garb. AMBIKA, one of Vichitravirya’s wives, was so terrified at the sight of the rishi, that she shut her eyes, and so DHRITARASHTRA was born blind, whereas the other wife Ambalika turned pale out of fright, and so PANDU was born absolutely pale. Only the maid servant was natural and normal, and through her the wise VIDURA was born.

Vyasa later had a role in the birth of the KAURAVAS, the hundred sons of Dhritarashtra. GANDHARI, Dhritarashtra’s wife, prematurely gave birth to a lump of flesh. Vyasa preserved this, and from it were born a hundred sons and one daughter. He frequently gave advice to the Pandavas and other characters in the Mahabharata.

According to the Mahabharata, he prayed to Lord Shankara (Shiva) for a son. As he was kindling the sacred fire, his semen dropped on it, and a boy was born named SHUKA. Immediately, Shuka grew up and was initiated into the brahmacharya stage, after his UPANAYANA was performed by INDRA. Shuka was instructed by Vyasa and King JANAKA. According to some of the Puranas, Shuka was born after Vyasa married. The Skanda Purana states Vyasa married Vatika, daughter of the rishi Jabala, and Shuka was their son.

Vyasa was also called Veda Vyasa, because he divided the Vedas, which originally were one, into four smaller texts. Four pupils, Paila, Sumantu, Jaimimi and Vaishampayana, memorized and narrated one Veda each, while Lomaharshana Suta memorized and transmitted the PURANAS.

BADARAYANA, who compiled the BRAHMA SUTRA, is said to be the same as Vyasa.

Several Vyasas are mentioned in the Puranas, as incarnations of VISHNU or of SHIVA. According to the VISHNU PURANA, in every DVAPARA YUGA, Vishnu, in the form of Vyasa, divides the Veda, which is actually one, into many, to adapt it to the capacities of the people. In the Vaivasvata Manvantara, the present MANVANTARA, the Vedas have been arranged twenty-eight times in successive Dvapara Yugas, and thus in this age there have been twenty-eight Vyasas. The first was Svayambhu (Brahma) himself. The others in succession were Prajapati; Ushanas; Brihaspati; Savitr; Mrityu; Indra; Vasishtha; Sarasvata; Tridhama; Trivrisha; Bharadvaja; Antariksha; Vapri; Trayyaruna; Dhananjaya; Kritunjaya; Rina; Bharadvaja; Gautama; Haryatma, also known as Uttama; Vena; Vajashrava; Trinavindu, also known as Somashushmapana; Riksha, also known as Valmiki; Shakti; Parashara, who narrates this Purana, states that he, the son of Shakti, was the twenty-sixth, succeeded by Jatukarna, who was succeeded by Krishna Dvaipayana. In the next Dvapara Yuga, Drauni, the son of DRONA, will be the Vyasa. The KURMA and VAYU PURANAS have similar lists. The LINGA PURANA has a somewhat different list, and states that the twenty-eight Vyasas were actually incarnations of Shiva. These were: Kratu; Satya; Bhargava; Angiras; Mrityu; Shatakratu; Vasishtha; Sarasvata; Tridhama; Trivrita; Narayana; Tarakshu; Aruni; Deva; Kritanjaya; Ritanjaya; Bharadvaja; Gautama; Vachashrava; Shushmayani; Trinavindu; Raksha; Shaktri; Dhimana; Shatateja; Parashara; Jatukarna; Krishna Dvaipayana.

There were also others known as Vyasa. Thus Vyasas are born in successive ages to arrange and propagate the Vedas and other texts. While this is the traditional view, scholars feel Vyasa is a title used by many of the authors and compilers of ancient texts. The names of many of those mentioned as Vyasas appear as authors of some of the Vedic hymns.

Vyasa as a great composer and narrator of sacred literature is still revered. He is also said to have founded the order of sannyasis, and is worshipped on Vyasa Purnima (Guru Purnima), the full moon day of the month of Ashadha (June–July).

Vyasa is said to be still alive, living near BADARI in the Himalayas. According to tradition, SHANKARA of the ninth century and MADHVA of the thirteenth met Vyasa. Several later saints and philosophers were named after him, and there are shrines and sculptures of Vyasa in some temples. Vadiraja Yati, a saint of the sixteenth–seventeenth centuries, composed a hymn to Vyasa, the Vyasashtaka-Stotra.

Vyasa’s ashrama is usually located at Manav, a village near Badrinath in Uttarakhand.


Vyasatirtha A scholar of the DVAITA school of philosophy who lived between 1460 and 1539. He is considered one of the three, along with MADHVA and JAYATIRTHA who laid the foundation of Dvaita philosophy. He was the guru of Krishnadevaraya of the Vijayanagara empire. Nine texts are attributed to him of which Nyayamrita is the most important. He wrote a refutation of Shankara’s ADVAITA, and in Tarka-tandava he refuted the tenets of the Nyaya-Vaisheshika school.


vyuha A Sanskrit word meaning ‘a manifestation’ form, or orderly arrangement. The god Vishnu has a number of vyuhas.
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Yadava A descendent of YADU, in Hindu mythology. The god KRISHNA was a Yadava, and the story of the Yadavas is given in the MAHABHARATA. At first the Yadavas and Krishna lived in the region of MATHURA, and were pastoral cowherds. Later, Krishna established a kingdom at DVARAKA in western India, and the Yadavas came to live there. Gradually they began to drink, quarrel and fight with one another, and finally destroyed themselves. Krishna too died, and Dvaraka was submerged in the ocean.

A later dynasty of south India was also known as Yadava, and had their capital at Devagiri.


Yadavaprakasha A VAISHNAVA philosopher who lived in the eleventh century and was for some time the guru of RAMANUJA. Yadavaprakasha put forward the theory of Brahmaparinamavada, or the ‘transformation of BRAHMAN’ or the Absolute. According to him, Brahman is transformed into ISHVARA or God, chit or spirit and achit or matter. These however are only different states, not different substances, thus even while Brahman is transformed, its intrinsic purity is retained. This doctrine is termed BHEDABHEDAVADA, or the doctrine of simultaneous difference and non-difference. His ideas are slightly different from those of BHASKARA, another exponent of this theory, who held that Brahman is to some extent modified, though identity is the real truth. Ramanuja however said that ISHVARA is the ultimate, and no distinction can be made between Brahman and Ishvara.

According to some theories, Ramanuja’s teacher was another Yadavaprakasha, who was a follower of Advaita.


Yadava-Raghaviya A Sanskrit text that narrates the stories of the Bhagavata and Ramayana simultaneously. It was composed by Venkatadhvari in the seventeenth century.


Yadu A son of YAYATI, who was a king of the CHANDRAVAMSHA or dynasty tracing its descent from the moon. His descendants were known as YADAVAS. The god KRISHNA was descended from him.


yajna (1) A Sanskrit term which means sacrifice. A Yajna is usually performed according to the methods described in Vedic texts. Yajnas can be undertaken for any purpose, including conferring blessings, purifying a house or place, curing illness, bringing rain, at various rituals performed in temples or sacred places, or at the samskaras or rituals of daily life including those connected with birth, marriage, and death.

(2) Yajna is also personified as a deity. His wife is Dakshina, the personification of the sacrificial fee.


Yajnamusha A class of DEVAS or gods described in the MAHABHARATA. The term means ‘the stealers of the sacrificial offering’. Fifteen Yajnamushas are mentioned in the Mahabharata, who were created by PANCHAJANYA, a son of Uktha, a descendant of AGNI. They were Bhima, Subhima, Atibhima, Bhimabala, Abala, Sumitra, Mitravat, Mitrajna, Mitravardhana, Mitradharman, Surapravira, Vira, Suvesha, Suravarchas, Suranahantri. These beings obstruct the sacrifices, but cease doing so if they are appeased by sacred chants. According to some translators and commentators, these must be ASURAS, as devas never obstruct sacrifices.


Yajnavalkya An ancient RISHI, who is said to have composed the VAJASANEYI SAMHITA or White Yajur Veda, as well as the SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA, the Brihadaranyaka, and the Yajnavalkya Smriti. It is unlikely that he was the author of all these texts, as they are of different dates. According to the MAHABHARATA, he attended the RAJASUYA sacrifice of YUDHISHTHIRA, while according to the RAMAYANA, he was attached to the court of King JANAKA. He was against the prevailing religious practices of the time, and defeated BRAHMANAS in argument. He advocated meditation and asceticism. His two wives were Maitreyi and Katyayani, and the former, at her request, was instructed by him in the philosophy of BRAHMAN.


yajnopavita A term for the sacred thread in Hinduism. The thread is conferred on the three upper castes at the UPANAYANA ceremony.


Yajur Veda One of the four VEDIC SAMHITAS. The Yajur Veda consists of hymns arranged for the performance of sacrifices (YAJNAS), and is for the use of priests. There are a number of different schools or shakhas for this Veda, and two main versions are the White Yajur Veda and the Black Yajur Veda. The first consists of the Vajasaneyi Samhita, that is said to have been revealed to YAJNAVALKYA by the sun. Of this, two recensions are known, the Kanva and the Madhyandina, which are quite similar. The Black Yajur Veda has four closely related recensions, known as the Kathaka Samhita, the Kapishthala-Katha Samhita, the Maitrayani Samhita and the Taittiriya Samhita. These have mantras as well as prose passages, similar to the Brahmanas, while the Vajasaneyi has only mantras. The Yajur Veda priests were known as adhvaryus. The Yajur includes verses (rik) and prose sentences (yajus) often in poetic form. A number of the verses or riks are taken from the Rig Veda (581 in the Madhyandina recension).

The Yajur Veda describes various sacrifices and the prayers to be offered with each, as well as the building of the fire altar. Sacrifices described include the darshapurnimas (new-and-full moon sacrifices), the pindapitrayajna (sacrifice for pitris), the daily sacrifices, agnihotra, chaturmasyas, Soma sacrifices including the vajapeya and rajasuya, sautramani ritual, purushamedha and the Pravargya ceremony. The last part of the Yajur Veda forms the ISHA UPANISHAD. The Yajur has been called ‘the prayer book’ of the Vedas. There are a number of prayers offered along with the sacrifice, for instance:

You, Agni, are the protector of bodies, protect me! You, the giver of life, give me life. You, the giver of strength, give me strength. Agni, make complete whatever is incomplete in my body. (Vaj.III.17).

In several places the symbolic nature of the sacrifice is indicated, as when a cooking pot is said to represent the sky and the earth, as well as the god Matarishvan (Vaj. I, 2), and the fire brought for the fire altar is called a beautiful winged bird, representing different melodies and chants (Vaj. Xii.4). There are also question-and-answer sessions among the priests, indicating the mysteries of the universe. For instance, the Hotr asks:


Who wanders lonely on his way?

Who is constantly born anew?

What is the remedy for cold?

What is the great corn vessel called?’

And the Adhvaryu replies:

‘The sun wanders lonely on its way,

The moon is constantly born anew,

Fire is the remedy for cold,

The earth is the great corn-vessel.

(Vaj. XXIII, 45–46; Trans. R.T.H. Griffith)



There are in addition prayers which form magical spells, some elements of devotional prayers, and the use of sacred words with prayers, such as ‘Om’ and ‘Svaha’.

The sacrifices of the Yajur Veda are further explained in the BRAHMANAS.


Yakshagana A form of folk theatre. Yakshagana uses stories based mainly on the epics and PURANAS, and includes music, dance and dialogue in prose and verse. Yakshagana compositions are in several languages, including Telugu, Marathi, Kannada, and Tamil.


yakshas and yakshis A class of semi-divine beings described in Hindu, Buddhist and Jain texts, and represented in iconography. According to the art historian A.K. Coomaraswamy, yaksha literally meant ‘a wondrous spirit’. In general, yakshas and Yakshis include a number of folk and guardian spirits, some of whom were incorporated into the Hindu and Buddhist pantheon as deities. KUBERA, alternatively known as Vaishravana or Panchika, is the king of the yakshas and also a DIKAPALA. Other yakshas and yakshis include Ajakalaka, Chulakoka, Gangita, MANIBHADRA, Purnabhadra, Suchiloma, Sudasana, Supavasa, Virudhaka Dharana, Vajrapani, Mudgalpani, Sudarshana, Dhanya, Ganditinduya, and Layava. Several images of Manibhadra occur up to the second century CE, with identifying inscriptions. An important yakshi is Hariti, consort of Kubera, and also a Buddhist mother goddess. The Mayasamgraha, a Sanskrit text, states that yakshas are depicted as pot-bellied, two-armed and fierce, and hold nidhis (treasure) in their hands. The earliest extant sculptures have been identified as yakshas, while the MAHABHARATA refers to two famous yakshi shrines at Munjavata and RAJAGRIHA. Yakshas are often depicted with animal faces, accompanied by dwarfs, or dwarfish themselves, and associated with children. Yakshis too are associated with children, as well as with trees. A common form of yakshi depicted in ancient sculptures, is the Shalabhanjika Yakshi, a woman shown touching a tree which sprouts leaves and flowers through her touch. Yakshas and yakshis are depicted in early Buddhist sculptures and are described in Buddhist texts. In Jainism they are the guardian deities of the Tirthankaras also known as shasana devatas and shasana devis.

Yakshas can be depicted in a number of ways, including as free-standing images or deities, as tree spirits, as attendants or GANAS of the god SHIVA, or as decorative devices in art, supporters of architectural structures, or holders of bowls.


yali A mythical animal depicted in temples, which has the features of a lion combined with an elephant or other animal.


Yama A deity, the god of the dead. According to the VEDAS, the spirits of those who died, went to his abode. He was the son of VIVASVAT or Vivasvan, and had a twin sister named YAMI or YAMUNA. In some passages they are the progenitors of the human race, from whom all people are born. Another hymn states that Yama was the first of men that died, and the first to find his way to the other world, so that others could later follow his path. In the MAHABHARATA, he was the son of SURYA by Samjna, and the brother of Vaivasvata, the seventh and present MANU. As he is identified with Dharma Deva, he is considered the father of YUDHISHTHIRA.

By this time Yama became known as the judge of the dead. His chief assistant CHITRAGUPTA records the deeds of each person in a huge register called Agrasandhani. Yama judges the dead, and assigns them to different regions. According to his deeds, the soul is sent to the world of the PITRIS, or is reborn, or is sent to one of twenty-eight hells or NARAKAS.

In later texts, he is the guardian or DIKAPALA of the southern quarter, and is therefore named Dakshinapati. Among his wives are DHUMRORNA, Hemamala, Sushila, and Vijaya. He lives in Pitri Loka, or Yama Loka in his city of Yamapuri, where he has a huge palace called Kalichi. Apart from Chitragupta, his two main attendants are Chanda or Mahachanda, and Kalapurusha. He has two four-eyed dogs known as SARAMEYAS, descended from INDRA’S dog SARAMA. His messengers, known as Yamadutas, help him to bring the souls of the dead.

There are innumerable stories in ancient texts about Yama. Among the most significant, is that in the KATHA UPANISHAD, where Yama explains the secret of life and death to NACHIKETA. Another important story is of SAVITRI, who brings her husband Satyavan back to life, after a dialogue with Yama.

In iconography, Yama is depicted as riding on a buffalo. He holds a mace or club, and a noose, which he tightens around his victims. Though often shown as a two-armed deity, the VISHNUDHARMOTTARA gives a detailed description of him with four arms. Seated on a buffalo, his consort Dhumrorna sits on his left lap. His right hands hold a staff and a sword, while his left hands have a trident with flames and a mala or rosary. To his right, Chitragupta, his chief attendant, stands, in northern dress (udichyavesha), and KALA or time, holding a noose, stands to his left. Some texts state that he is green in colour, and dressed in red clothes. His dogs are sometimes shown with him.

Yama has several names, including Mrityu (death), Kala (time), Pashi (one who carries a noose), and Dharmaraja (lord of dharma). Pitrirajan, Pretadhipa, Suryaputra, Vaivasvata are among his other names.

In Zoroastrianism, his counterpart is Yima.


Yama Loka The world of the god YAMA. According to the Mahabharata, it is 86,000 yojanas from the world of people. The journey there after death depends on the acts of the person, and can be good or bad. The righteous live there in joy, and the sinful in grief. His large and beautiful sabha was built by Vishvakarma, and has the splendour of the sun; in it are many brahmarishis, rajarishis, siddhas, yogis, and pitris.


Yamas A DEVA-GANA or group of gods that existed in the first MANVANTARA when Svayambhuva was the MANU.


Yami The twin sister of the god YAMA in Hindu mythology. She was also known as YAMUNA, and was a personification of the river Yamuna.


Yamuna, goddess A goddess, the personification of the river YAMUNA. According to myth, she is the daughter of VIVASVAN, the sun, and the sister of the god YAMA, and of MANU VAIVASVATA. She is also known as Yami. Her other names are Suryatanaya, Suryaja and Ravinandini. Yamuna is depicted in temples from the Gupta period onwards, usually along with GANGA at entrances or on doorjambs. She holds a water pot, and stands on a kurma or tortoise. In miniature paintings in medieval days, she is shown as a beautiful young woman, standing on the banks of the river. In myths she is associated with the festival of BHAI DUJ, and with the god KRISHNA.


Yamuna, river A sacred river, the main tributary of the river GANGA. She is also personified as a goddess. Rising in the Yamunotri peak in the Garhwal Himalayas, the river has a course of almost 1400 km, before it joins the GANGA at Allahabad. Sacred places along the Yamuna include Yamunotri, MATHURA, Bateshvar and PRAYAGA (Allahabad). The Yamuna is closely associated with the god KRISHNA’S early life, and is sacred to devotees of Krishna. The PADMA PURANA states that the Kalindi (another name of the Yamuna) is like the SUSHUMNA, the secret channel in the body, carrying the highest form of nectar.


Yamunacharya A VAISHNAVA acharya, a grandson of NATHAMUNI, who lived in the eleventh century. Yamunacharya, also known as Alavandar was born at Viranarayanapuram near CHIDAMBARAM, and later lived at Gangaikondacholapuram, the capital of the Chola dynasty. Initially, he married and lived a luxurious life, but then became the disciple of Rama Mishra, and renounced his worldly life. He attempted to corelate the Vaishnava samhitas and works of the ALVARS with the VEDAS. His wrote a number of books, among which are: Siddhitrayam, Gitarthasamgraha, Agamapramanya, Mahapurushanirnaya, Chatushloki and Stotraratna. He was the forerunner of RAMANUJA who founded the VISHISHTADVAITA school of philosophy. In Siddhitrayam he formulated some of the Vishishtadvaita concepts; in Gitartha-samgraha, he commented on the Bhagavad Gita; while in the Agamapramanya he stated that PANCHARATRA texts were as sacred as the Vedas.


Yamunotri Temple A temple of the goddess Yamuna at Yamunotri in Garhwal. Located at a height of 3615 m on the Bandarpunch peak, the temple represents the source of the river Yamuna, though the actual source is 1 km away. A small shrine existed here earlier, but a larger structure was built around 1850, by Sudarshan Shah, the then raja of Tehri. The temple has been reconstructed and renovated many times since. The image of Yamuna in the temple is of black stone, while next to her is a white image of Ganga. The Divya Shila, a rock with a hot-water spring outside the temple, is considered very sacred, and is worshipped by pilgrims before entering the main shrine. The tank next to it is named Surya Kund. Pilgrims to the temple first bathe in the hot water of Taptkund nearby, into which the water flows from the Surya Kund. A small amount of rice and potatoes is cooked in the Surya Kund, and then offered to the deity, returning to the pilgrim as prasad. Those who bathe in the water here are believed to be protected from an untimely death. The hot water is said to be the god Vivasvan’s (Surya) gift to his daughter Yamuna, while protection from death is a gift of Yamuna’s brother YAMA.


yantra A term used for a mystical diagram, also known as a MANDALA. Yantras, symbolizing the cosmos or a divinity, are used in TANTRISM. A yantra can also be an astronomical or other instrument.


Yashoda (1) The foster-mother of the god KRISHNA, and the wife of the cowherd NANDA. Yashoda brought up Krishna with great love and care. She was also the mother of YOGA MAYA, who was substituted for Krishna at his birth.

(2) Yashoda was the name of the wife of the Jain Tirthankara Mahavira.


Yashovanta Dasa One of the five PANCHASAKHAS, a group of Oriya poets who lived in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, who composed a number of works on BHAKTI and mysticism. Yashovanta was the son of Jagu Mallika and Rekha Devi. His books include the Loi Gita, Premabhakti Gita, Brahma Gita and Govindachandra Gita, as well as the Atmapareche Gita, Svarodaya, Yantraboli, and a number of bhajans. These are all works on bhakti and means of self-realization. The Premabhakti Gita describes a method of internalizing the deities Balabhadra, Jagannatha and Subhadra. The Govindachandra Gita tells the story of Govindachandra, a prince, who gave up his comfortable royal life, and left his wife and child to become an ascetic. The prince’s mother Mukta Devi persuaded him to follow this path, while his spiritual guide was Hadipa, a scavenger. Through him, Govindachandra understood the transitory nature of the world, and the uselessness of material comfort, and devoted himself to worship and yoga. This is the most popular of his works.

Atmapareche Gita deals with the importance of self-realization. In another work, Malika, he comments on the defects of the KALI YUGA. Yantraboli describes the CHAKRAS or internal energy centres, which Yashovanta names guhyachakra, lingachakra, nabhichakra, hridayachakra, kanthachakra and lalatachakra. Yashovanta had a good knowledge of Sanskrit, and was also said to have occult power. His two well-known disciples were Sudarshana Dasa and Salabega.


Yaska The author of the NIRUKTA, a Sanskrit text, which is the oldest known etymology or glossary of the Vedic Samhitas. Yaska probably dates to before PANINI, but was not the first to compose a Nirukta. A rishi Yaska is mentioned in the Mahabharata. He invoked Narayana by the name Shipivishta, and recovered a lost Nirukta.


Yati (1) A Sanskrit term used for an ascetic or sannyasi.

(2) A name of the god SHIVA.


yatus/yatudhanas A class of spirits in Hindu mythology which take on various forms. Generally considered evil spirits, they were initially distinct from the RAKSHASAS, but later were associated with them. The VAYU PURANA lists twelve yatudhanas, who were born from KASHYAPA, through his wife Surasi. According to the MAHABHARATA, yatudhanas and pishachas rob the sacrifices.


Yayati The name of a king described in ancient texts. He was the son of Nahusha, who belonged to the CHANDRAVAMSHA or lunar dynasty. From his two wives DEVAYANI and Sarmishtha, he had five sons, YADU, PURU, Druhyu, Turvasu and Anu. From the first two, the two great lineages of the YADAVAS and KAURAVAS were descended. Yayati was cursed by SHUKRA, Devayani’s father, with premature old age and decrepitude, because of his amorous nature. Of all his sons, Puru agreed to take on the curse and restore his father’s youth. Later Puru’s youth was restored. Yayati and his five sons are all RAJARISHIS.


yoga A Sanskrit term which has a number of different meanings. Among these are: (1) the act of yoking, joining or attaching; a yoke, team, or conveyance; use or application; a method or means; a supernatural means, magical art or trick; a union or combination; a philosophical system. (2) Yoga is also personified as the son of DHARMA and Kriya.


Yoga Maya A goddess. Yoga Maya is considered the sister of KRISHNA, though she was actually the daughter of YASHODA and the cowherd NANDA who was substituted for Krishna at his birth. When the King KAMSA came to kill Yoga Maya, she flew up in the air and disappeared, returning to heaven. Yoga Maya is worshipped as a goddess of austerity and purity. According to the SHIVA PURANA, an ancient temple of Yoga Maya is located in the Vindhya hills, near the temple of Vindhyavasini. It is one of the SHAKTA-PITHAS, where Sati’s toe is said to have fallen. The SKANDA PURANA states that after warning King Kamsa, Yoga Maya came to this region. Among other temples dedicated to the goddess, the Yoga Maya temple in Delhi, located not far from the Qutb Minar, is connected with the SAIR-E GUL FAROSHAN festival symbolizing Hindu–Muslim unity. According to tradition, the shrine was first constructed by YUDHISHTHIRA of the MAHABHARATA, but the existing temple was built in 1827 by Syed Mal, a noble at the time of the Mughal emperor Akbar II. The small temple along with other buildings is in a large, walled enclosure, and has a pyramidal roof topped with a pinnacle, reaching a height of about 13 m. Two stone tigers in a cage are the guardians of this shrine. A sacred stone is located in a square room placed over a small marble well, less than half a metre high, and covered with a cloth. Above it are suspended the pankhas or fans, presented to the shrine at the Sair-e Gul Faroshan festival. This annual festival is the main event at the temple, but a mela or small fair is also held every Tuesday. White flowers and sweets are offered to the deity, and her devotees do not consume meat or alcohol.


Yoga, philosophy One of the six classical systems of philosophy, first fully explained by PATANJALI in his Yoga Sutra. According to YAJNAVALKYA, Yoga literally means union, implying the union of the individual self with the divine. This is attained when the individual self, the ATMA or Jivatma, realizes its true being by stilling the mind and body. In its philosophical base, Yoga is similar to SAMKHYA. Yoga accepts the Samkhya theories of PURUSHA and PRAKRITI, but adds to these the concept of ISHVARA or God. It differs from Samkhya in its method of reaching the goal. In Yoga, a systematic effort is required to detach Purusha from Prakriti, and Patanjali describes this unified system. Patanjali’s Yoga was later called Raja Yoga to distinguish it from other forms of Yoga. This form is also known as Ashtanga Yoga, or the Yoga with eight limbs, or eight parts, sometimes translated as eight steps.

Patanjali begins his text by stating that he will now describe the practice of Yoga. Yoga, he says, is ‘Chitta-vritti-nirodha’ (cessation of thought). He states that vrittis, or things that affect the mind, can be classified into five: pramana, or valid states of knowledge through perception, inference or study of the scriptures; viparyaya, false knowledge, including illusion and other states; vikalpa, abstraction, construction or imagination; nidra, sleep; and smriti, memory. These states of mind can be either good or bad, and can be used to lead one towards liberation, or can lead to further sorrow. Patanjali further explains a graded and methodical way of attaining liberation. Both abhyasa (practice) and vairagya (dispassion) are required to follow this path, that consists of eight steps or stages. These are: (1) Yama, or five ethical restraints of ahimsa (non-violence), satya (truth), asteya (non-stealing), brahmacharya (always being aware of god, often translated literally as celibacy), aparigraha (non-greed); (2) Niyama, or five positive observances, which are shaucha (purity), santosha (contentment), tapasya (ascetic practices), svadhyaya (self-study), Ishvara pranidhana (surrender to god). In addition to these niyamas, there are other practices prescribed. Pratipaksha-bhavana involves replacing a negative thought with its opposite; maitri is friendliness towards all; karuna is compassion; mudita is to feel happy for the good of all beings; upeksha is the cultivation indifference to the vices of others. (3) Asana, or postures to stabilize and improve the body; (4) PRANAYAMA, or breathing practices; (5) Pratihara, or withdrawal of the senses from the outer world,; (6) Dharana, or concentration; (7) DHYANA, or meditation; (8) SAMADHI or union. These are explained in the Yoga Sutra, and in numerous commentaries, and form the basis for all later systems of Yoga.

Yoga is mentioned in some of the early UPANISHADS, and aspects of it were known at the time of the Buddha and Mahavira. Later Upanishads that deal with Yoga include the Amrita-nada, Amrita-bindu, Darshana, Dhyana-bindu, Hamsa, Kshurika, Maitri, Nadabindu, Shandilya, Tejo-bindu, Trishikha-brahmana, Varaha, and Yogatattva. The MAHABHARATA describes Samkhya and Yoga as two aspects of one whole, the former being the theory and the latter the practical aspects. The BHAGAVAD GITA also relates Samkhya and Yoga. The Gita uses the term Yoga in many different ways, but basically in the sense of ‘joining’ or ‘union’. Yoga or union can be attained when all desires have ceased, and the mind has been controlled, becoming single-pointed in its focus on god.

Vyasa’s commentary on the Yoga Sutra, of about the fourth century CE, explains the basic principles of the system. A commentary on Vyasa’s Bhashya was written by VACHASPATI in the ninth century. Other early works on Yoga include Bhoja’s Rajamartanda, and Vijnanabhikshu’s Yogavartika. Additional texts on Yoga do not exactly follow Patanjali, and some list ten yamas and niyamas. Other texts explain various forms of Yoga in detail, such as HATHA YOGA, MANTRA YOGA, BHAKTI YOGA, JNANA YOGA, Kundali YOGA, Likhita yoga, Laya Yoga, Siddha Yoga, INTEGRAL YOGA, Tantra Yoga, as well as several modern hybrid forms, such as Power Yoga. Early texts include the Gheranda Samhita, the the Goraksha Samhita of GORAKHNATHA, and the Hatha Yoga Pradipika, among others. All traditional forms of Yoga are not mutually exclusive, each employing some of the techniques used by other forms, though the emphasis is different. The prerequisites of each form are basic ethics, morality (dharma) and discipline or regular practice (sadhana).

Yoga is also described in VAISHNAVA, SHAIVA and TANTRIC texts, in the PURANAS, and in the works of several other writers.


Yoga Sutra A text on YOGA written by PATANJALI. The Yoga Sutra consist of short sutras or verses on the method of Yoga or union with the divine. The terse sutras have been commented on and explained by several scholars.

See Yoga, philosophy.


Yoga Vasishtha A Sanskrit text, which is said to have been composed by VALMIKI, and records the philosophical teachings given to RAMA by the rishi VASISHTHA. The text has between 23,000 and 36,000 verses in different recensions It was probably composed in the seventh or eighth century CE, and has six prakaranas or sections: Vairagya; Mumukshuvyavahara; Utpatti; Sthiti; Upashama; Nirvana.

The greatest contribution of this text is in its discussion on the nature of the mind and how to control it. The mind has great potential, and by gaining control over it, its inherent powers can be developed. The Yoga Vasishtha guides the individual to think for himself, rather than to depend on the authority of the SHASTRAS, a guru, or divine grace. To one who has gained control over the mind, everything in life can be achieved, including health, wealth, power and position. When a great effort is made in any course of action, without violating righteous principles, victory is assured. Thus past KARMA can be overcome by present actions, and the life of an individual is not predetermined. Both liberation and bondage are only states of mind.

Among other topics, the text discusses seven stages of spiritual progress. In the first stage there is enquiry, and association with spiritual persons. In the second stage the aspirant develops the ability to discriminate (vicharana). The third stage involves detachment. In the fourth stage the unreal nature of the world is realized, while the fifth is the state of pure knowledge and bliss. The sixth is deep bliss, a kind of SAMADHI similar to dreamless sleep. In the seventh, which cannot be experienced when alive, all states are transcended. Thus the sixth corresponds to the state of conscionsness known as TURIYA, and the seventh to Turiyatita.

The book discusses desire as the root of all problems, and states that to progress, all passions and desires must be controlled and removed. To help in this, breath-control (prana-nirodhana) can be practised. Both jnana and karma (knowledge and action) can be combined on the path.

The text as a whole has its own unique philosophy, though there are some similarities with the philosophy of ADVAITA, as well as with Buddhism and SHAIVISM. The Yoga Vasishtha agrees with Advaita, that BRAHMAN is the only reality. It denies the existence of the external world, even more categorically than Shankara’s Advaita. Such a denial existed earlier in Buddhist philosophy and was later followed by the Advaitin Prakashananda. The state of MUKTI or liberation, is described as identical with Brahman, and is the same as SHUNYA (the void), or vijnana (consciousness). Brahman in this text is described as a formless entity, without any characteristics, a state beyond experience. Its doctrine of SPANDA, or immanent activity, is similar to that in SHAIVA philosophy.


Yogananda, Paramahansa See Paramahansa Yogananda.


yogi A term for an ascetic, or one who is adept in YOGA.


yogini (1) the feminine form of YOGI, an ascetic or adept in YOGA.

(2) A class of semi-divine beings, attendants of DURGA. They are said to number eight, twelve, sixty-four or sixty-five. There are several temples dedicated to the chausath yoginis, or sixty-four yoginis.

Among the Chausath Yogini temples are two located in Orissa, one at Hirapur near Bhubaneswar, and another at Ranipur–Jharial in Bolangir district. These are circular and roofless, and have an image of Bhairava in the centre, surrounded by the sixty-four yoginis, in individual niches. At Hirapur each yogini is distinctive, with even a different hairstyle.


yoni The female organ, a symbol of SHAKTI or divine power. It is worshipped alone, or along with the LINGA.


Yudhishthira The eldest of the five PANDAVAS, described in the MAHABHARATA. He was the son of DHARMA DEVA, usually considered the same as the god YAMA, and was also known as Dharmaputra. He and all his brothers were married to DRAUPADI. Apart from Draupadi, Yudhishthira married Devika, the daughter of Govasana Shaibya. His son from Draupadi was Prativindhya, and from Devika, Yaudheya.

Yuddhishthira was made the heir apparent by DHRITARASHTRA at HASTINAPURA, capital of the Kuru kingdom, but this was resented by DURYODHANA, the eldest son of Dhritarashtra, and the kingdom was divided into two, with Yudhishthira ruling from INDRAPRASTHA. Indraprastha and the surrounding area prospered under his rule, and Yudhishthira conducted the RAJASUYA sacrifice consolidating his power. The jealous Duryodhana then managed to win the kingdom from him through a game of dice, and Yudhishthira, along with his brothers and Draupadi was forced to go into exile for thirteen years. Many adventures took place during these years, after which Yudhishthira claimed his kingdom, but as Duryodhana did not accept the claim, a great war took place, leaving countless dead on both sides. Duryodhana and all his brothers were killed, and Yudhishthira was crowned king. After his coronation, he conducted a great ASHVAMEDHA (horse sacrifice). ARJUNA followed the sacrificial horse through various territories, which were then brought under Yudhishthira’s control. After many years, he appointed PARIKSHIT, grandson of Arjuna as his successor, and then proceeded towards heaven along with his brothers and their wife, accompanied by a dog. Draupadi and his brothers died along the way, but Yudhishthira remained alive. The god INDRA then came in his chariot to transport him to heaven. At this point Yudhishthira’s magnanimous and generous nature was depicted in all his actions. Indra urged Yudhishthira again and again to leave the dog behind, saying that there was no place for dogs in heaven, and that all his merit would be lost. Yudhishthira refused, saying he could not abandon one who was devoted to him. The dog then turned out to be Dharma Deva, who was testing him one last time. Yudhishthira then reached heaven, but he did not see his brothers and Draupadi there, and insisted on going to hell where they were. Finally, they all reached heaven.

Yudhishthira is considered the epitome of justice and wisdom. He tried to perform right actions in the midst of difficult situations, and did not have the common human failings of anger and hatred. Even his brothers regarded him as a wise father-figure. However, he still had weaknesses, and it was his fondness for dice that led to the Pandavas exile and the loss of their kingdom. He is known by several other names, including Ajamidha, Dharmaraja, Kurushreshtha, Mridangketu, Panduputra, and Pandavashreshtha.

Yudhisthira and his brothers are worshipped in certain temples.


yuga A period of time, in the the Hindu system of cosmic time. Four yugas, the KRITA, TRETA, DVAPARA and KALI, comprise one MAHAYUGA.

Other systems too describe cycles of existence. Jainism has a system of descending and ascending aras. The concept of four ages is also described by the Greek writer Hesiod. The Bundahishn, a Zoroastrian text, describes four ages of the world, each of 3000 years. The ancient Maya calendar is also cyclic.


Yukteswar Giri, Sri A noted guru who lived between May 1955 and March 1936. He was the disciple of LAHIRI MAHASAYA, and the guru of PARAMAHANSA YOGANANDA.

Sri Yukteswar was born in Serampore, Bengal, the son of Kshetranath Karar and Kadambini, and was known as Priyanath Karar. He joined Srirampur Christian Missionary college, and later Calcutta Medical College, though he did not complete his medical training. He married and had a daughter, but his wife died a few years later. In 1884 he met Lahiri Mahasaya, who became his guru, and taught him Kriya Yoga. He then became a sannyasi, with the name Sri Yukteswar Giri. He set up two ashrams, one at his home in Serampore, and another at Puri, where he taught a number of students and disciples.

Sri Yukteswar wrote some books including one on astrology, but his most important work is Kaivalya Darshanam (The Holy Science), in which he brought out the similarities between Christianity and Hinduism. In this book, he also put forward theories on the YUGAS. He believed in ascending and descending cycles of yugas, and that the Kali Yuga was followed by the Dvapara Yuga, which in fact had already begun. His theories thus differed from those of traditional Hinduism.

His life and nature are extensively described in Paramahansa Yogananda’s autobiography.
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Zoroastrianism, and Hinduism Zoroastrianism is an ancient religion with a complex history, preserved in India by the Parsis. The religion, founded by the prophet Zarathushtra in Iran around 1500 BCE, has a number of similarities with Hinduism. The history of Zoroastrianism has been put together through later texts, legends, myths, as well as excavations, coin finds and inscriptions. Linguistic analysis plays a role in dating the religion.

According to Avestan texts, there were seven regions of the world, of which Airyana Vaeja (the land of the Airyas) was a the centre. Airya is the same as Sanskrit Arya, and later Airyana was abreviated to Iran.

The fragmentary Gathas or songs, containing the words of Zarathushtra, are linguistically very similar to the RIG VEDA. A minor change often converts the words from old Avesta into Vedic Sanskrit. The Gathic religion was however different from that of the Rig Veda, as it focused on one God, known as Ahura Mazda. Ahura is a form of the word asura, which in the Rig Veda means a divine being, but later became a negative term in Hinduism.

God or Ahura Mazda, represents truth and cosmic order, and is thus similar to the concept of BRAHMAN. Like ISHVARA, he guides the world through his powers, known as the Amesha Spentas. These seven divine beings can also be equated with the CHAKRAS of Hinduism. Ahura Mazda created twin spirits, Spenta Mainyu and Angra Mainyu, the good and the bad, and gave each person the freedom to choose between them.

A person has to choose rightly, and thus help God in creating a perfect world. A human being is considerd God’s hamkar or helper, and the body and mind are to be dedicated to God. Thus, over time, life is perfected, leading to the Frashokereti, the renewal of existence. The basic ethics of the religion are summed up in the term humakta, huvakta, huvarishta, or good thoughts, good words and good deeds. The religion developed and changed over time, and minor deities, known as yazatas, began to be worshipped. These probably existed in the days before Zarathushtra, and were later revived. A number of them are the same or similar to deities mentioned in the Rig Veda. The myths of Yima, a Zoroastrian hero, the son of Vivanghvant, have similarities with those of YAMA and MANU of Hindu texts.

Fire is considered sacred and has an important part in all rituals. The jashan of Zoroastrianism has similarities with certain types of YAJNA or sacrifice in Hinduism. The Soma of the Vedas was known as Homa or Haoma in Zoroastrianism.

In ancient Indian texts, references to the Parasikas and Maghas have been related to migrants from Iran. PARASHURAMA is also believed to have Iranian connections. SURYA, though an Indian deity, was depicted in northern dress showing foreign, probably Iranian, influence. Zoroastrian deities were depicted on Kushana coins, while later the presence of Indo-Sassanian coins indicated Iranian influence.

However, until the eighth to tenth centuries and the migration to India of the Parsis, there was no clearly differentiated Iranian or Zoroastrian group.

There are a number of other similarities between Hinduism and Zoroastrainism, of which a few are given here. For instance, Gaush Urva, literally ‘the soul of the cow’, is a symbol in Zoroastrianism of the suffering earth. In the PURANAS too, the goddess of the earth, Prithvi or BHUDEVI, pleads for help for the oppressed earth. Gayodad, a white bull mentioned in texts, can be compared with NANDI, companion of the Hindu god SHIVA, though the myths of the two are not quite the same.

Zoroastrians also wear a sacred thread after the Navjote or thread ceremony, similar to the UPANAYANA of Hinduism. A difference is that in Zoroastrianism the thread is worn by both boys and girls.

Manthras in Zoroastrianism are sacred words of power similar to the Sanskrit MANTRA.

Muktad, a ten-day ritual in Zoroastrianism, practised by Parsis, in which prayers are offered for ancestors, is similar to the SHRADDHA ceremonies in Hinduism. All these and other similarities have led to the hypothesis that the Indo-Iranians once formed a single group.
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There are inumerable wesites related to Hinduism. A few useful sites are listed below.

www.advaita-vedanta.org (texts of Shankara)

www.babaji.ca (Babaji’s Kriya yoga order)

http://brahmo.org (Brahmo Samaj)

www.akshardham.com (Swaminarayan)

www.apsahaj.org (Sahaj Yoga, Nirmala Devi).

www.beasyouare.info (Ramanna Maharshi)

www.beliefnet.org

www.bishnoi.org

www.celextel.org (Hindu texts).

www.chinmayamission.org

www.indiadivine.org

www.madurai.com (Meenakshi Temple)

www.mypurohith.com

www.realization.org (Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj)

www.sabarimala.org (Sabarimala, Ayyappa)

www.saibaba.org (Shirdi)

www.sathysai.org (Sathya Sai Baba)

www.shirdi.org

www.templenet.com (a comprehensive source on temples of India, particularly of south India; includes architecture, rituals, myths and legends, beliefs and practices).

www.tiruvannamalai.tn.nic.in

www.webindia123.com
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