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prominence to Sanskrit rendition to be consistent, but Tamil terms are favored
when dealing with vernacular tradition such as the kolu. When I consider it
relevant, I provide both terms. Tamil is transcribed in accordance with the
Tamil Lexicon, published by the University of Madras. Sanskrit is transcribed
according to the International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration (IAST).
Terms in Sanskrit and Tamil are italicized and explained the first time they
appear (and occasionally twice if they appear far apart).

Names of contemporary people, place names and castes appear without
diacritics, but names of deities, characters from literature and folklore, and
famous historical persons are given with diacritics. I favor Sanskrit names in
the cases where the deities are widely known (such as Siva and Durga rather
than Civan and Turkkai). Less known and local deities, such as Mariyamman,
are given with Tamil transcriptions.
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Introduction

In many contemporary contexts in India, female religious agency is undergoing
radical changes.! Such agency is not only present when “male” ritual roles are
taken over by women but is equally evident in traditional female roles, be it as
goddesses or as women, and particularly within India’s religious festivals. This
book is about the autumnal nine-night festival of the goddess which in Tamil
Nadu is often characterized as a festival for women. Navaratri (Skt. “nine
nights”, Ta. Navarattiri) is celebrated with great fervor across India and in the
diaspora, alternatively known as Navaratra, Mahanavami, Durga Puja, Dasara,
or Dassain. I investigate the ritual procedures and mythology of this festival,
explore how play is an important expression of female agency, and theorize on
the interrelation of playfulness and ritual in relation to the Navaratri festival as
itis celebrated in the South Indian temple town Kanchipuram.

While many sholars have emphasized the link between Navaratri and royal
power,? this book sheds light at feminine power during Tamil Navaratri cele-
brations, what I call “the play of the feminine”. During the festival, devotees
gather in temples to watch and enact the play (Skt. /ila) of the goddess and enjoy
her special decorations (Skt. alamkara, Ta. alarikkdram). The abundant domestic
kolu display of dolls is a ritual performed mainly by women, which evoke
notions of playfulness, agency, and the feminine - be it divine or human. This
playfulness combines deeply meaningful religious fervor with fun and is

1 See, for example, Wadley 1995; Hiisken 2016, 2022b; Bedi 2016, 2022; DeNapoli 2022;
More 2022.

2 As Christopher Fuller (1992, 108) writes, Navaratri is often characterized as “the festi-
val of kings and Kshatriyas,” which “eclipsed any other single event as the most promi-
nent ritual of kingship across India”. Navaratri became renowned as the pre-eminent
royal festival of the king in South India during the Vijayanagara Empire (14th-17t%
century) due to its associations with conquest. The earliest sources of Vijayanagara
celebrations of Mahanavami are travel reports by European travelers dating back to
1420. From 1610 the festival was celebrated in grand manner by the Mysore royal
family in Karnataka as Dasara. In the Nayaka kingdoms, the Vijayanagara successors of
the 17t century, it became known as Navaratri, and eventually Navaratri celebrations
were adopted by many minor kingly houses (Stein 1983, 79). The festival’s focus was
the reigning king and the revitalization of his kingdom: the goddess’s supremacy over
the demonic forces symbolized the restoration of the kingly order, the king’s own
relationship with the deities was re-affirmed, and the king’s rule. See, for example, Fuller
(1992), Price (1996), Ikegame (2013) and Sarkar (2017).



2 Introduction

expressive of diverse forms of agency. Agency here is not seen as resistance
against oppressive structures, but as the power of creativity and transforma-
tion.3 An understanding of the female ritual agency expressed during Navaratri
provides important insight into the dynamics of women's roles in Indian reli-
gion, and especially in contemporary trends where female ritual agency is more
visible than ever before. Still, women'’s roles, play, and the celebration of the
goddess’s triumph over the (buffalo) demon during Navaratri, are at the same
time very different expressions of female agencies. Each setting is therefore
looked at in depth, allowing to uncover diverse forms of female agency in each
setting that [ explore.

The Nine Nights of the Goddess

Navaratri is celebrated during the nine days after the new moon in the Tamil
month of Purattaci (September-October).# The festival commemorates the
goddess’s victory over demonic forces and is in various ways centered upon her
worship and veneration. This cosmic battle of the goddess and the demon is
described famously in the Devimahatmya of the 5t or 6t century, in which
Durga slays the buffalo demon Mahisa. However, the festival entails many
regional variations and much diversity, and despite this pan-Indian “master
narrative”, it is instead local mythology of goddesses battling demons that
underlies the celebrations in Kanchipuram.>

3 This concept of agency is inspired by Abu-Lughod (1990, 2013), Mahmood (2001,
2005), and Sax (2006).

4 According to the traditional Hindu lunar calendar, Navaratri begins with the new moon
in the lunar month of A$vina (September-October). The lunar calendar, which is the
most common in India and Nepal, extends over 30 lunar days (Skt. tithi) and ends,
according to two different systems of calculation, either on new moon (amavasyd) or
full moon (purnima) (for details, see Stanley 1977). Most annual pan-Indian festivals are
fixed according to this calendar. In Tamil Nadu and Kerala, as well as in parts of eastern
India, the year is divided into 12 solar months of 30-32 days. This system is quite similar
to the one used in the west, where a solar month equals the period the sun remains in a
particular zodiacal house, from the perspective of the earth, during its journey around
the sun. As lunar days vary in length up to 4 %2 hours (Stanley 1977, 27), the dates may
occasionally collide between the two calendars, and the festival either loses or gains a
day or two.

5 Simmons and Sen (2018) provide a nice overview of the festival and its relation to the
epics and purdnas. For textual accounts, consult Kane (1974, 154ff.) and Einoo (1999).
For historical accounts, consult Crooke (1915), Grieve (1909), Rao (1921), Titiev
(1946). See Stein (1983), Sivapriyananda (2003), Price (1996, 136ff.), Ikegame (2013)
and Sarkar (2017) for historical studies on Navaratri. For studies on the well-known
Kolkata Durga Puja, consult Mc.Dermott (2011), Guha-Thakurti (2015) and Sen (2016).



The Nine Nights of the Goddess 3

Since Navaratri in this way celebrates the divine in its feminine manifes-
tation, it is particularly important in temples dedicated to unmarried goddesses
(Ta. amman) but may also be celebrated grandly in temples where the goddess
is represented as a consort of a male deity. It is generally said that the three first
days are for worshipping warrior goddess Durga, the middle three for Laksmi,
the goddess of wealth and prosperity, and the final three are dedicated to
Sarasvati, goddess of knowledge and arts. These goddesses are three different
manifestations of the supreme female cosmic energy, known as Sakti. However,
since all goddesses are considered forms of the Great Goddess (Skt. devi), we
find that in temples of local and regional goddesses Navaratri celebrations are
centered upon these manifestations of the goddess, and their respective
mythology. This divine §akti also manifests in humans, yielding the identifi-
cation of women and girls with the goddess during the festival.

Navaratri is a joyous festive occasion: nation wide holidays are declared;
families may reunite; women and young girls often dress in their finest; and
people prepare and eat special meals and delicacies (Rodrigues 2018, 322). In
Tamil Nadu, women and their children visit homes of friends and relatives for
viewing kolus, the tiered displays abundant with clay dolls (Ta. pommai), which
are worshipped as the embodiment of the goddess during these nine nights.6
They sing and recite in praise of the goddess and receive auspicious gifts. Once
restricted to Brahmins and upper castes, kolus, in the past couple of decades,
have become increasingly popular among families across caste distinctions.
There are close connections between the kolu and womanhood; and while in
temples male priests conduct the rituals worshipping the goddess, in the do-
mestic sphere women are the main ritual actors, embodying and mediating the
divine. It is widely believed that the goddess will be among the kolu guests in
the form of a woman or a girl, and in homes as well as temples, she may be
worshipped in the form of auspicious married women (Skt. sumangali, Ta.
cumankali) and/or prepubescent girls (Skt. kanya, Ta. kanni).

People also visit temples during the festival, some of which are sites of
expansive public rituals and displays during Navaratri. These include music and
dance performances, and ritual enactments of the goddess’s fight with the
demon (Ta. curasamhdra). In the temples, the goddess will be adorned in cre-
atively fashioned alamkaras, ornamentations of fresh flowers, shiny jewelry,

6  The kolu provides a link between the royal celebrations and the contemporary domestic
celebrations of Navaratri (Logan 1980, 252; see also Narayanan 2018 and Ikegame
2013). The word kolu means royal presence (Tamil Lexicon), and the assembly of dolls
resembles the king’s court. Kolu is also observed in the South Indian states of Karnataka,
Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, and parts of Sri Lanka during Navaratri.



4 Introduction

and colorful fabrics, and give darsana (Skt. “auspicious viewing”) each Nava-
ratri evening in a different form. During this time, she also receives more
elaborate worship by her priests.

The nine-night festival of the goddess also includes Sarasvati or adyudha (Skt.
“weapon”) pija on day nine, when vehicles drive through the streets garlanded,
and computers, books, musical instruments, electrical appliances, and the like
are marked with auspicious ashes and vermillion powder, as people worship
their learning, arts, and work-related tools. The tenth day serves as a final
commemoration of the goddess’s victory and is known as Vijayadasami (Skt.
“the victorious tenth [day]”, Ta. Vicayatacami).”

Approach and Methodology

With an overarching focus on “the play of the feminine” I investigate the lila of
the goddess in the mythological narratives and in the festival performances;
analyze roles and images of the feminine as expressed in mythology and Nava-
ratri rituals; and explore notions on playfulness in Navaratri celebrations as
articulated, for example, in competition, creativity, and aesthetic and dramatic
expressions.

The sites of research are kolus in various homes across Kanchipuram and
two goddess temples, namely the well-known Brahmanical Kamaksi Amman
temple and the popular but smaller temple of village goddess Patavéttamman,
and texts pertaining to these temples. My approach to the festival is thus a
combination of textual studies® and ethnographic fieldwork. I am convinced
that a study of text and context (known as “ethno-indology”, Michaels 2005, 11)
may enrich and illuminate each other. A focus on two temples allows for in-
depth descriptions and analysis of the festival’s ritual procedures and their
connected mythology. These two goddess temples celebrate Navaratri lavishly
with their own distinct ritual traditions and shed light on the “same” Navaratri
rituals performed “differently”. Through highlighting textual and performative
differences between Brahmin and non-Brahmin celebrations, I explore how

7  Vijayadasamli is also known as the day Rama conquered Ravana. In contemporary Tamil
Nadu, Navaratri and Vijayadasami are celebrated as one prolonged festival, or two
holidays that closely connect, while certain academic works, including Kane’s History of
Dharmasastra (1968), treat them as two distinct festivals. According to the festival
programs of the temples dealt with in this thesis, Navaratri celebrations extend beyond
the nine Navaratri days and include subsequent rituals that connect to the festival.
When I speak of the Navaratri festival in this study, I include Vijayadasami, as well as
the other rituals mentioned in the printed programs of the temples.

8 Ispeakoftextsinabroad sense, including also oral narratives, and not only written text.
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female agency during Navaratri is expressed differently in the elite (Sanskritic)
and subaltern (“folk”, vernacular) traditions of Hinduism. Importantly, text and
performance also differ within these “traditions.” This study of Navaratri is thus
built on several sets of dichotomies: text - fieldwork, temples - homes, non-
Brahmin - Brahmin settings.

The fieldwork was carried out in Kanchipuram during the autumns of 2014
and 2015 for approximately two months each.? To participate in a festival such
as Navaratri encompasses many opportunities with its multiplicity of rituals
and sites and things going on at the same time. It is not possible for one re-
searcher to cover it all. The “totality” of a festival, as presented in a study like
this, might therefore appear artificially constructed from the perspective of any
one participant (Flueckiger 2013, 27). Thus, my work offers a glimpse into the
richness and many forms of Navaratri. As Alf Hiltebeitel (1991, 11) writes about
his research on Draupadi Amman festivals: “in a sense, we are faced with
distilling what is essential from so much variety when variety is its essence”.

During Navaratri | conducted interviews in the Kamaksi and Patavéttamman
temples with priests and devotees I met, as well as in various homes while
viewing kolus. Some of these homes I visited once, others several times. All in
all, I visited about 50 kolus across town, three kolu doll makers and their
workshops, and I also conducted interviews in the well-known Ekamranatha
and Varadaraja temples,10 and (apart from the Kamaksi and Patavéttamman
temples) six smaller goddess temples. Interviewing in the Patavéttamman
temple was unfortunatley hampered, in part because of loud music playing
during the evenings. The number of female voices included in this chapter is
thus smaller than I would have preferred.

The respondents came from a variety of caste backgrounds, and lived in
different parts of the town, since I wanted to document as many kolu practices
as possible to see what differed and what was consistent in various commu-
nities and neighborhoods. All respondents are anonymized by giving them
pseudonyms.

The Sanskrit texts [ rely on are local sthalapuranas or mahatmyas which
contain the stories of the goddess killing a demon, and the ritual manual
Saubhdgyacintamani (SC) which is used in the Kamaksi temple. I initially

9 Prior to this I had experienced Navaratri in the Kdmaks1 and Patavéttamman temples
(among others) in 2011 and 2009, experiences that sparked my research interest in the
festival.

10 The Ekamranatha temple does not celebrate Navaratri to any great extent other than
decorating the goddess and performing ablutions to her. For Navaratri celebrations in
the Varadaraja temple, see Hiisken (2018).
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identified and translated altogether four different stories of the goddess
Kamaksi and the demon(s) from three texts.11 When I came to Kanchipuram for
fieldwork in the autumn of 2014 and participated in the Navaratri celebrations
of the Kamaksi temple, I learned that the myth of Kamakst and Bandhakasura
found in the Kamaksivilasa (KV) is the story referred to by the priests as
underlying their celebrations.

It is also important to point out here that the Sanskrit texts such as the SC
say nothing (or, very little) about female or non-Brahmin ritual practices: it is
the male Brahmanical perspective which is transmitted and acknowledged.
Therefore, female as well as non-Brahmin agency will be overlooked when
dealing with only texts, and we need to look “to the ground” to document these
practices.

No written texts pertain to Patavéttamman, but a rich mythological tradition
surrounds the goddess and the temple. [ have included two oral narratives in
my analysis, one from the Patavéttamman temple and one from the Kamaksi
temple.

Exploring the Play of the Feminine

In my study of Navaratri I highlight the festival’s feminine dimensions. “The
play of the feminine” refers to an overall focus on the role of the feminine, both
human and divine, in concrete spaces and places (temples and homes), in
mythic imagination (the tales of the goddess and the demon), and in the festive
activities (particularly in kolu, alamkdras and the fights between the goddess
and the demon). The role of women, their religious agency, and the nature and
images of the goddess are explored through the lens of play.

When [ throughout the book use the term “the feminine”, I speak of the
feminine gender as well as qualities traditionally associated with women, or
normative female identity, a “manifold grammar” (Hancock 1999, 254) of what
it means to be a woman at this specific place and time.!2 [ view the feminine as
a collective experience shared among women and also goddesses, expressed in
shared cultural codes such as dress and ornamentations, and a shared idea of a
feminine nature (Sakti). “Female” and “feminine” therefore often overlap in my
discussions, although it is important to recognize that men can be feminine, and

11 These texts are Kimaksimahatmya, Saubhdagyacintamani, and Kamaksivildsa. In the two
Sanskrit Kaiicimahatmyas, the demons are killed by Visnu and Siva, not the goddess.

12 Importantly, feminine identity never stands alone - it is intervowen intimately with
caste, class, age, ethnicity and material and reproductive status (Hancock 1999, 256).
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women need not be. The term “the feminine” was chosen over for instance
“womanhood” to include not only human women, but also the goddess and girls.

Navaratri and the Feminine

Several scholars have underscored the connections between Navaratri, the
feminine, and womanhood.!3 Many of my respondents did the same.'# In Tamil
Nadu and South India in general, the connection between Navaratri and the
feminine very much revolves around the prominence of the kolu, an increas-
ingly popular practice.

Tracy Pintchman (2007, 5) observes how women tend to appropriate
religion in ways that usually involve female gender-specific social roles, experi-
ences, and values, as well as often personalizing religion by emphasizing
practices that provide spiritual meaning regarding their everyday lives. This is
very much reflected in kolu, which revolves around what is considered typically
female concerns: kolu is associated with fertility, marriage and gaining and
maintaining the auspicious status of the sumargali. As pointed out by Amy L.
Allocco, the goddess shares an especially intimate involvement in female affairs,
as women and the goddess “participate in a reciprocal relationship of intimacy
and protection” (2009, 336, see also Allocco 2013, 198). The devotee is expect-
ed to partake in ritual practices, give offerings and the like to please the deity;
and the deity is in return expected to fulfill the request of the devotee and
bestow her blessings. This give-and-take relationship is expressed during
several Navaratri rituals - not only regarding the kolu, but also in vows, posses-
sions and other rituals that may take place in temple contexts, typically in those
dedicated to non-Brahmin goddesses.

Although my primary focus here is on the feminine in its human and divine
forms, it is important to recall that “gender” does not only pertain to women.
The temple priests conducting the rituals for the goddesses in the temples
continue to be men (the Brahmanic Sanskritic temple tradition is particularly
male dominated) and among my respondents were also a handful of male kolu

13 See, for example, Logan 1980, Fuller and Logan 1985, Hancock 1999, Tanaka 1999,
Rodrigues 2003, 2005, Narayanan 2003, Sivakumar 2018, Ortgren 2022.

14 A sample of quotes from my fieldwork illustrates this point: “Navaratri is centered on
womanhood”; “Navaratri is especially for women”; “As far as the Navaratri period is
concerned, it is the ladies who do much work”; “[Navaratri] is for Amman so ladies are
given importance”; “Wherever you go during Navaratri you will find only women”; “It is
a festival women celebrate together”; and “it is a festival for ladies, from young girls to

old women”.
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enthusiasts. Among the devotees of village goddess Patavéttamman, who do not
keep kolu but celebrate the festival in the temple, Navaratri was largely regard-
ed as a festival the family celebrates together and not specifically a women’s
festival, and among the goddess’s devotees there are, of course, men and
women alike.

Agency

The concept of agency allows us, within the frame of the festival, to investigate
the dynamic relations and negotiations between individuals, institutions and
groups, “authors” and recipients of tradition and innovations, and the roles of
superhuman agents (Chaniotis 2010, 4). I will particularly highlight female
ritual agency, which is prominent in the domestic sphere, and compare this to
the temple context, where women are less visible as agents since male priests
perform the main rituals for the goddess.

The term agency has been closely connected to free will, and therefore, to a
large extent, to resistance (Chaniotis 2010, 6, Sax 2006, 474). The sociological
implications of agency include intentionality, the ability to act and, importantly,
the capacity to choose to act otherwise. According to these terms, if a person
must act in a prescribed way and does not act independently, but follows
prescribed rules, one can hardly speak of agency (Weber 2010, 63). This leads
Caroline Humphrey and James Laidlaw (1994, 99, cited by Sax 2006, 478) to
conclude that ritual commitment abandons agency altogether and that there is
no such thing as ritual agency, since the performer of a prescribed ritual defers
the “intentional sovereignty” of the individual agent: he cannot not perform the
prescribed ritual actions. Agency defined as the ability to act and choice to act
otherwise is therefore a secular conception of agency, and not how I use the
term.

[ follow William S. Sax (2006), who emphasizes the transformative aspects
of ritual and distinguishes agency from action in defining agency as “the ability
to transform the world”. This definition suggests that we can talk of agency also
within the frame of religious ritual. However, agency may also be seen in the
ability to maintain things, or to cause an effect (not just change). This transfor-
mative aspect points back to ritual efficacy, the “success” or “failure” of a ritual;
whether the ritual was performed successfully at a given occasion (Sax 2006,
477).Sax’s definition also highlights the competence of the performers of ritual,
who may be humans, groups, institutions, non-embodied entities, or super-
human agents such as deities. Sax takes his argument further by claiming that
rituals themselves also have agency, in that rituals effect change of some kind.
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As such we can distinguish between two types of agency or efficacy of ritual: the
end the ritual presumably achieves (such as fulfilling of vows through ritual
piercings), but the ritual may also be utilized on the basis of intervention by
individual or collective actors to achieve an outcome (such as making fancy
alamkaras in order to draw devotees to a particular temple, or start with kolu
to communicate social status) (see also Pennington and Allocco 2018, 8).
Rituals are complex, in the sense that they often are collective activities that
involve audience as well as performers. The field of ritual agency must there-
fore include a “scale of different roles - from being a leading ritual participant
to a mere observer or spectator” (Michaels 2016, 118).

Lila - Divine Play

Among Sanskrit words used to designate “play”, we find lila (play, sport, amuse-
ment) and krida (sport, play, pastime, amusement). Lild has a more abstract
meaning as a theological concept as well as a concrete performative dimension.
On the one hand lila refers to the Hindu idea of creation as God’s play: God is
not compelled to act since (s)he is complete, yet (s)he chooses to do so as
spontaneous play. (S)he acts out of overabundance enjoying his illusive powers,
for instance through avataras (Kinsley 1979, 4) - not out of purpose or neces-
sity. Vaisnavism, Saivism and Saktism have all incorporated this idea to various
degrees, although the god Krsna might be the divine player par excellence, as
David R. Kinsley (1972, 1979) has shown in his works. Thus, Visnu creates the
world as a dream while sleeping on the ocean of milk as Brahma appears from
his navel and Siva creates and destroys it through his cosmic dance in his form
of Nataraja. Kinsley says of the Great Goddess - embodied in warrior goddess
Durga of the DM - that she is “divine display embodied [...] the essence of the
flitting lila of the gods” (1979, 20). This is because she is the embodiment of
Sakti, the creative force of all the deities, and because she is the most ambivalent
figure of the Hindu pantheon (ibid., 27). She is spontaneous, and unpredictable,
manifesting herself as horribly wrathful, as well as motherly and benevolent.
She is the One Great Goddess as well as the myriad of localized forms; she is
associated with death, disease, and destruction, as well as abundance, fertility
and prosperity, often in the one and same manifestation. Indeed, Kinsley says
that “[i]ln her many and varied forms the Goddess is probably the clearest
manifestation of creation as divine lild. Her restless nature is the very
embodiment of lila” (ibid., 21).

The mythologies of the goddess slaying the demon refer to play in that they
articulate her lila. Kinsley elaborates on the idea of “combat-as-lild”; the gods
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battling with demons for amusement or as a diversion. The goddess is so aloof
and detached from this world that she knows she will win and sports with the
demons for her own pure amusement. The Devi Bhdgavata states that

“Without hurling any trident, axes, Saktis, clubs, or any other weapons;
merely by Thy mere will Thou canst kill; still for sports and for the good of
all beings Thou incarnates and fightest for the sake of Lila” (Devi Bhagavata
V. 22 32, cited in Kinsley 1979, 52).

On this note, it is illustrative that the text that tells the story of the goddess
Kamakst and the demon is entitled Kamaksivilasa, which means the “sport” or
“play” of Kamaksi, in addition to the “manifestation” or “appearance” of
Kamaksi.1°

Lila also refers to staged plays, frequently commemorating the actions of the
gods, or “religious dramas” (Sax 1995b, 4). A well-known example is the ramlila
coinciding with Navaratri in the north of India.1¢ In these contexts, as devo-
tional plays, lild is another word used for a Hindu festival (Michaels 2008, 88).

Defining Festival and Utsava

In Tamil Nadu religious festivals are not called lilds,'” but are known as urcavam
(“temple festivals, public festivity”, derived from the Sanskrit utsava® (“fes-
tival, jubilee, joy, gladness, merriment”) or the Tamil tiruvild or just vila,
(“festival in a temple”) (Tamil Lexicon, MW). In Sanskrit, utsava is the term most
used for festival. Accordingly, the Navaratri invitation (2014) from the Kamaksi
temple, where Sanskrit is used in rituals, invites to “Sri carata navarattiri
mahotsava” (Skt./Ta. “honorable great festival of autumnal Navaratri”), where-
as the invitation (2015) from the Patavéttamman temple, where Tamil is used

15 Vildsa is one of the words expressing similar or identical ideas as /ila (the playfulness/
sportiveness of deities) in later than Vedic Sanskrit literature. The concept originated in
the Vedas with the word krida (Schweig 2012).

16 See, for example, Einarsen (2018); Lutgendorf (1991); Sax (1990); Schechner and Hess
(1977). Other lilds include raslila (Schweig 2005) and pandavlila (Sax 2002).

17 If a Tamil festival contains a religious drama, such as the Draupadi festivals studied
extensively by Hiltebeitel (1988, 1991) these are called natakam (drama) or (teru)kiittu
([street] dance or drama), not lila (Hiltebeitel 1995, 204).

18 According to the MW, the term utsava is derived from the verb root ud-\/szj, “to cause to
go upwards”. Gonda (1975) has however argued that utsava rather stems from ud-vsu,
“to set in motion, impel, rouse, press out”. Thus, the word utsava, which occurs only
twice in the Rg-veda, would mean “the generating, stimulating, producing (viz. of pow-
er)”, and refer to man'’s ability to influence the powers of nature by periodical rites and
ceremonies (1975, 275).
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in rituals, invites to “navardttiri vila” (Ta. “Navaratri festival”) (figure 0.1 and
0.2). An utsava is a dynamic celebration, commonly including a variety of ele-
ments, such as pujas, sacrifices, fasting, dancing, music, ritual enactments of
mythological events, recitations, and religious vows (Skt. vrata). In temples,
processions of the temple’s movable deities on huge carts (Skt. vahana) through
the streets often form popular and important parts of the utsava. Indeed,
Richard Davis (2010, 31) labels processions “the defining act of the South
Indian temple festival”.1?

The English translation festival?? is also a broad term, encompassing dif-
ferent and manifold events ranging from the Olympic Games to jazz festivals or
the birthday of Ganesa.?! Like the utsava, a single festival often encompasses a
mixture of various performance genres such as music, plays, games and compe-
titions, carnival, healing, and pilgrimage (Hlisken and Michaels 2013a, 10),
adding to the difficulty of definitions. Festival is defined in an English dictionary
as “a sacred or profane time of celebration, marked by special observances”
(cited in Falassi 1987, 2). In South India utsava and tiruvila refer to a specific
type of festival, namely the annual temple festivals, and are thus more narrowly
defined than the English festival. 22 For festivals celebrated domestically,
secularly or outside temples (such as Navarattiri kolu, Ponkal and Dipavali), the
Tamil word pantikai is used.?3 In the following, I will use the terms utsava and

19 In festival calendars the festival timings are therefore often given as purappatu (Ta.
“procession of an idol”), referring to the start of a procession. It is noteworthy that there
is no procession outside the temple walls during Navaratri in the Kamaks1 temple,
considered one of the temple’s big annual festivals. This is also the case in the Minaksi
temple of Madurai. Fuller suggests that the reason is that the demonic forces have
invaded the temple, and that the danger of MinaksT's accrued heat resulting from the
battle would, in the case of a procession, threaten the community at large (see Fuller
and Logan 1985, 87-88). Kamaksl leaves the temple on Vijayadasami for a vanni tree
puja but this does not include a grand procession.

20 Etymologically, the word festival stems from the Latin noun festum meaning “festival,
feast day or holiday”, and the adjective festivus, meaning “festal, fine, jolly good, amus-
ing”. Equivalents of the word festival derived from Latin are found in all Romance
languages (Fallassi 1987, 1-2).

21 Closely related to and often overlapping with festival are the terms and topics of cele-
bration (Turner 1982, Grimes 2010 [1982]), spectacle (MacAloon 1984b), and wonder
(Srinivas 2018).

22 Within the ritual treatises on temple festivals, such as the Saiva dgamas, several types
of utsavas are defined: yearly, monthly, daily, etc. (see Davis 2010, 25-29). Thus, parts
of an utsava are also called utsava, such as teppotsava (float festival) and uijal utsava
(swing festival).

23 Vila (without the prefix tiru [holy]) might also be used for secular festivals, but usually
implies a huge number of celebrants.
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religious festival as synonyms, and thereby include the domestic kolu in the
equation.

| b &g smsmg HLb el
§ b sToTE) Snbumer HarsiugTand §
: SN ALD. 4

N @5 snd smpGame SLTELS REsEE® U shsmESTIL cvamiseT I
ShEE LDLED] SDSISST

}4..

g
/
¢
4
7
>

.

B

2014 W AGYSSWL
uib ngsn HagnsEM weannave
WFTiFED@IN LSSNmE

i"‘f)(_b&'x(otﬁl‘l’llfﬂ&) 19IT61VLE
feowiriungioei Y (SrnwerfosisLossen
T eI ChIINBN Gl ANGENT
12-10-2015 Fisidgon Y5O 23-10-2015 AudEiEAPoD W@y

y Qs AT mwmmmm 7
S O o oGO T g

BB \\\\\\\\\a@(

Figure 0.1-0.2: Festival programs.

Festivals, Rituals, Play and Playfulness

As Raj and Dempsey (2010a, 1) point out, Johan Huizinga’s notion that “ritual
grew up in sacred play” (1949, 173) points to the role and significance of play
in rituals. Huizinga saw play as pervasive in human culture in general, including
religious myth and ritual. Neither play nor ritual, the “building blocks” of a
religious festival such as Navaratri, are easily pinned down and defined, in that
they involve a constellation of characteristics. Like Huizinga does with play,24
Ronald L. Grimes (2010, 14) approaches ritual not through a definition, but
through identifying a set of “family characteristics”.2> It is striking how some of

24 Huizinga sums up the characteristics of play as “a free activity standing quite consci-
ously outside ‘ordinary’ life as being ‘not serious,” but at the same time absorbing the
player intensely and utterly. It is an activity connected with no material interest, and no
profit can be gained by it. It proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and
space according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner” (Huizinga 1949, 13).

25 For Grimes, rituals are activities characterized by some or all the following qualities,
although none of them is definitive of or unique to ritual (2010, 14): 1) Performed,
enacted gestural (not merely thought and said). — 2) Formalized, elevated, stylized, dif-
ferentiated (not ordinary, unadorned, or undifferentiated). — 3) Repetitive, redundant,
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the features that characterize play also characterize rituals and thus religious
festivals. Indeed, within the world religions, it is particularly festivals that con-
tain fun and playfulness, say Bado-Fralick and Norris (2010, 133). This common
ground is, I argue, what makes the concept of play a useful and legitimate
analytical tool in the context of Navaratri.

Among the commonalities between play and festivals, most prominent might
be how both create a world apart, or a time set apart, outside of ordinary space
and time, with its own borders (Callois 2001, 6, 9-10, Huizinga 1949, 13). Many
scholars of festivals have highlighted the special “time” of the festival frame. For
instance, Guy R. Welbon and Glenn E. Yocum (1982, vii) label festivals “special
performances (or complexes of performances) at special times”, Joseph Pieper
(1999, 3) speaks of “an interruption in the ordinary passage of time” as con-
trasted to labor, and Alessandro Falassi (1987, 4) speaks of a “time out of time”
devoted to special activities.

Festivals and play thus function as a liminal time set apart from the ordinary.
Regarding festivals this is closely connected to their framing, which usually
includes rituals that mark their beginning and end. Accordingly, in temples
during Navaratri there will be inaugural rites as well as rituals of closure
marking the festival frame.2¢ Likewise, in the homes, installing the pot in which
the goddess is invoked on the kolu sets off the time as well as and the space of
the home as sacred for the duration of the festival, until a kolu doll is laid flat
marking its end.

The kolu creates a temporary sacred space within the homes, and houses
were even compared to temples by my respondents once the kolu was set up,
with its consecration of also secular objects such as toys and Barbie dolls.

rhythmic (not singular or once-for-all). — 4) Collective, institutionalized, consensual
(not personal or private). — 5) Patterned, invariant, standardized, stereotyped, or-
dered, rehearsed (not improvised, idiosyncratic, or spontaneous). — 6) Traditional,
archaic, primordial (not invented or recent). — 7) Valued highly or ultimately, deeply
felt, sentiment-laden, meaningful, serious (not trivial or shallow). — 8) Condensed,
multilayered (not obvious; requiring interpretation). — 9) Symbolic, referential (not
merely technological or primarily means-end oriented). — 10) Perfected, idealized,
pure, ideal (not conflictual or subject to criticism and failure). — 11) Dramatic, ludic
(not primarily discursive or explanatory). — 12) Paradigmatic (not ineffectual in model-
ing either other rites or nonritualized action). — 13) Mystical, transcendent, religious,
cosmic (no secular or merely empirical). — 14) Adaptive, functional (not obsessional,
neurotic, dysfunctional). — 15) Consious, deliberate (not unconscious or preconsious).

26 Beginnings and ends are not necessarily straightforward, as a festival may include many
framings, and distinct rituals in turn have distinct framings. In the Kamaks1 temple for
example, subsequent rituals are connected to Navaratri, but not considered part of the
Navaratri festival “proper” (although they are listed in the festival program).
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Therefore, rules of purity are more pronounced in the home during the festival.
When it comes to temple celebrations, in Tamil Nadu it is common for the
deities to go out of their temples during festivals to interact with the devotees
and give darsan on their secular ground. In a festival we may thus find a reversal
when it comes to space, and this is also the case during the Navratri rituals I
discuss, when when the secular space and everyday items and persons becomes
sacred and intimately connected with the divine, such as in case of the kolu and
the worship of young girls and women, or when the sacred visits the secular
(through processions).

Moreover, both festivals and play are characterized by a joyous mood
(Callois 2001, Huizinga 1949, MacAloon 1984b). It is suitable, then, that several
of the meanings of the word utsava point to this characteristic (joy, gladness,
merriment).

Despite the similarities of liminality and the joyous mood, there are several
contrasting features between play and festivals, and between play and rituals.
While, theologically speaking, the play of the gods is superfluous; playfulness of
religious activity is not. And, while play is regarded mere leisure, an important
aspect of rituals is efficacy, whether the ritual “works” or not, as addressed
previously with regard to the agency of rituals. According to Richard Schechner
(1985), a performance is often a “braided structure” of efficacy and entertain-
ment,27 and not one or the other (and entertainment can also be an effect!).

Another difference between rituals and play is that play commonly is
voluntary, while rituals rather are performed out of necessity. Festivals are
moreover calendric, and not spontaneous, as play often is. Fun is often paired
with play as opposed to work, although play is not always necessarily pleasur-
able,?8 and work can be fun. Many respondents labeled their kolu duties as work
while simultaneously enjoying them very much. Rituals are sometimes seen as
boring, static, and formalized by authority or tradition (Bado-Fralick and Norris
2010, 166). Hence, they are understood as prescriptive rather than creative and
adaptive (ibid.). However, as [ will show, there is room for creativity in the
rituals and making the tradition one’s own. Festivals are dynamic and multi-
faceted celebrations - in fact, I argue that it is the very playfulness and playful
nature of the festival that opens this arena for change and creativity. Tom F.
Driver says

27 Entertainment differs from play in that play requires an active involvement, while enter-
tainment is passive and often performed by someone else.

28 For instance, one can be forced to participate in play, and play can be serious, such as in
professional sports (Bado-Fralick and Norris 2010, 128).
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“the so-called ‘sacred space’ and ‘sacred time’ of religious rituals are, above
all, imaginative constructions, ‘rules of the game.’... The playfulness of ritu-
als, however, does not mean that they are nothing more than play-acting,
much less that they cannot be efficacious. ... In short, rituals are a kind of
playful work. ... We may speak of ritual, then, as work done playfully” (Driver
1998, 8 cited in Raj and Dempsey 20103, 5).

If we include the religious festival in this equation, “work done playfully” is
more characteristic of some rituals than others, typically those we think of
making up a festival: namely the rituals that are “performance centered” (such
as enactments of fights, vows, alamkaras, kolu) rather than “liturgy centered”
(cf. Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994 in Michaels 2016). Liturgy is more formalized;
following a stipulated script (“have we got it right”? vs. “did it work”? [ibid.]).
However, a religious festival often consists of liturgy as well as performance
centered rituals - often at the same time (such as Brahmanical temple rituals).
And, as Michaels demonstrates looking at adhikdra (ritual competency) in text
and performance of a Hindu death ritual, there is scope for variation in rituals
however prescribed they are (Michaels 2016, 118-127). Likewise, the chapter
concerning Navaratri rituals of the Kamakst temple in the ritual handbook SC
provides alternatives in the performance of certain temple rituals. It is precisely
this capacity for variation, which is intrinsic to certain types of play, which
allows for creativity. The rules can be and sometimes are modified.

By bringing in the concept of play and playfulness to the analysis, I do not
want to suggest that Navaratri is celebrated for fun, although fun may be part
of it, or that festivals are superfluous. John J. MacAloon who has worked exten-
sively on the Olympics, regards festivals as well as rituals, games, and spectacles
as genres of cultural performances (1984b)2° in which “as a culture or society
we reflect upon and define ourselves, dramatize our collective myths and histo-
ry, present ourselves with alternatives, and eventually change in some ways
while remaining the same in others” (MacAloon 19844, 1). A cultural perfor-
mance of this kind is “more than entertainment, more than didactic or persua-
sive formulations, and more than cathartic indulgences” (ibid.). I argue that the
Navaratri festival is a network of cultural performances, and as such is more

29 The term “cultural performance" is borrowed from Milton Singer: “Since a tradition has
a culture content carried by specific cultural media as well as by human carriers, a
description of the ways in which this content is organized and transmitted on particular
occasions through specific media offers a particularization of the structure of tradition
complementary to its social organization. These particular instances of cultural organi-
zation, e.g. weddings, temple festivals, recitations, plays, dances, musical concerts etc., I
have called ‘cultural performances”™ (Singer 1955, xii-xiii, see also Singer 1959, 271f.).
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than entertainment and indulgence mainly due to two factors. First, the festival
is more than entertainment and indulgence in that it is is centered upon
efficcacy, particularly visible in activities such as vows and prayers, seen both
in temple and domestic rituals. Navaratri is an occasion for interaction with the
goddess in a variety of manifestations. Secondly, festivals constitute meaning
for those participating in them. For instance, the kolu display of dolls combines
fun and play with deep religious and personal meanings. In interviews that I
conducted, some, particularly elders, would complain that nowadays kolu has
become an opportunity to show off, while in the past it used to be about devo-
tion and worship. The kolu is also an arena of competition, and newspapers and
TV are full of kolu competitions during the Navaratri season. People often
employ great creativity in their doll displays and may for instance create thema-
tic kolus. Kolu is also a didactical display for teaching children Hindu mythology,
and an occasion for votive donations of dolls as prayers to the goddess, one
aspect of its efficacy. When it comes to the enactments of the fight between the
goddess and the demon, integral parts of Navaratri celebrations in several
temples, we also find elements of play integrated with meaning. These fights
are performed as public spectacles, with people cheering and rallying as the
fight goes on, finally culminating in the worship and praise of the goddess once
the demon is defeated. These enactments make the goddess’s play present for
her worshippers. Some devotees would in turn identify with the symbolic or
moral meanings of the story, seeing the fight as actually concerning the de-
struction of evil within themselves. The alamkaras of the goddess’s temple
image, which may also be themed, is one ritual of the festival that allows for
artistic creativity. While such alamkaras undoubtedly entertain, they are im-
portant in the devotee’s experience of darsana, and form part of the goddess’s
puja.

Other playful elements within the Navaratri festival include the often elabo-
rate dressing up of pots, oil lamps and images of the goddess in connection with
the kolu; the concerts, staged competitions and various entertainment in the
temples during the evenings of the festival; the dressing up of children as gods
and saints while kolu hopping; and the swing-festivals of the temple goddesses,
where the images of the deities are gently pushed while seated on their swings,
to mention some. Rodrigues also draws attention to how display becomes play
in the festival context: “kings, buisnesses, communities, and individuals display
their wealth and playfully share their bounty with others. This is display as
play” (2018, 324). And the context of this human play is how the goddess is
displayed and invoked in a myriad of forms as “embodied displays” (ibid.).
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Festivals enact values and embody meaning, be it religious, aesthetic, social,
economic, or political - and most likely all together, to different degrees. Gender
values are also reflected during the festival, evident in the emphasis on suman-
gali-hood as the ideal female status expressed through kolu rituals and pijds in
homes and temples. Class and caste values are evident in how various caste
communities creatively modify the kolu rituals after adopting the practice, by
offering meat and alcohol. The kolu also visibly affirms religious affiliations,
and, as I will show, these displays might contribute to enhancing or keeping
social positions through conspicuous consumption and gift giving.

Rather than viewing play and ritual as opposites at either end of a scale it is
more fruitful to consider how they function together in a dynamic whole. Festi-
vals are lighthearted and serious (Raj and Dempsey 2010a, 3), frivolous and
momentous. Navaratri combines fun, play, entertainment, meaning and efficacy
without opposing these factors. I agree with Hiisken (2012, 194) in that ritual
and play should be considered “modes of experience and participation rather
than clearly distinct forms of action”. She further argues that employing the
terms “playfulness” (Bado-Fralick and Norris 2010, 132, Hiisken 2012, 194)
and “ritualizing” (Grimes 2010 [1982], Hiisken 2012, 1944) allows for more
fluidity as analytical concepts than the more static “play” and “ritual”. Following
these lines of arguments, the notion of playfulness3? is regarded an attitude or
a mode of action; a way of entering the world of ritual.3! When I speak about
the playfulness of Navaratri rituals in the following, it encompasses creativity,
competition, aesthetic and dramatic expressions, as well as notions about lild.

About the Book32

Chapter 1 introduces the field in detail, provides a brief history of Kanchi-
puram, and introduces the two goddesses Kamaksi and Patavéttamman, their
temples, and ritual traditions.

Chapter 2 examines the “combat-as-lild” myths of the goddess and the
demon pertaining to the Kamaksi and Patavéttamman temples. One myth is

30 Bado-Fralick and Norris (2010, 132) define playfulness as an “attitude that enables any
activity to become play”.

31 Grimes identifies six modes of ritual, celebration being one of them (along with
ritualization, decorum, ceremony, magic, and liturgy) (2013, 203-207, see also Grimes
2010 [1982]). He considers them layers (like tectonic plates - interacting, combining,
and modifying each other) and not types; suggesting the density and depth of rituals
(2013, 205).

32 Versions of parts of chapters 3-7 are published in Ilkama 2018, Ilkama 2022a and
[lkama 2022b.
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from the Sanskrit sthalapurana Kamaksivilasa; the other two are oral render-
ings. I summarize and analyze these local versions, which conform to a generic
pattern of the archetypal goddess fighting a demon myth found in the Devi-
mahatmya and Lalitopakhydna. 1 show that KamaksT's fierce nature is very
much played down, whereas Patavéttamman is born as the fierce Kali for the
purpose of battling Makisa. These myths connect to several rituals explored in
the next chapters.

Chapter 3 presents the Navaratri ritual procedures at the Kamaksi temple,
with special emphasis on the rituals that are peculiar to this festival; namely
ptjds to prepubescent girls and auspicious married women, the fight between
the goddess and the demon, Navaratri alamkaras, and a vanni tree ptija. Here,
the relation of the ritual manual Saubhagyacintamani to contemporary perfor-
mance is discussed. [ highlight the nature of the goddess as expressed in ritual
and show that several interpretations are available regarding how and if Kama-
ksi kills the demon. While priestly actions dominate the ritual life at this temple
and devotees are a passive audience, when worshipped as embodiments of
Kamaksi, women have a more pronounced role than during the rest of the ritual
year.

Chapter 4 examines the Navaratri celebrations of the Patavéttamman
temple. Special Navaratri rituals in this temple include Patavéttamman’s fight
with the demon in the form of a banana tree, themed Navaratri alamkaras, pro-
cessions, and a piercing ritual. This temple sees an active involvement of devo-
tees during Navaratri, and especially women partake in the goddess’s powers
through various ritual actions. | also pay attention to this temple’s special alam-
karas, through which Patavéttamman transforms into various forms of the
divine each festival evening, and show how playfulness, entertainment and
efficacy blend in this ritual.

Chapter 5 highlights the feminine connotations of kolu, the nature of the
goddess on the kolu, and the ritual agency of women, through describing and
discussing various kolu rituals. I label kolu and Navaratri a “power-event”
during which women annualy may renew their auspicious nature.

Chapter 6 investigates the playful and creativite aspects of kolu and how
contemporary trends may or may not affect the ritual. I explore the dolls, their
making, and displaying their [ila, before discussing notions of play such as com-
petition, aesthetics, and social commentaries in kolu through vibrant examples.

Chapter 7 examines social mobility and change through focusing on newly
started kolus and approporiation of kolu rituals. I show here how kolu, when
adapted by individuals and communities that are not Brahmin, may integrate
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ritual elements that are associated with non-Brahmin ritual practice, and sug-
gest a monumental change that goes beyond the concept of Brahminization.
Chapter 8 explores the Sarasvati Pija, largely a domestic practice in Tamil
Nadu, and demonstrates how this ritual is closely connected to kolu wherever
this is kept.
In the Concluding Remarks I presents some final reflections on the play of
the feminine.
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NAVARATRI IN MYTH AND TEMPLES






Chapter 1
Kanchipuram, the Goddesses, and Their Temples

In order to contextualize the temples and their goddesses within the South
Indian temple town Kanchipuram, this chapter introduces the field in more
detail. I will provide a brief description and history of Kanchipuram before
describing the two temples addressed in this study, their residing goddesses,
and their ritual traditions.

Kanchipuram: A Brief History

Kanchipuram (Ta. Kaficipuram), or just Kanchi, is a famous temple city and
popular pilgrimage site in northern Tamil Nadu. The city lies 75 km southwest
of Chennai on the banks of the Palar River. The city houses many well-known
temples and attract pilgrims among Saivas, Saktas and Vaisnavas alike. Among
the most famous temples, all named after their main deity, are the Siva temple
Ekamranatha,33 the Visnu temple Varadaraja and the goddess temple Kamaksi
amman. The latter puts Kanchipuram on the map as an important and powerful
Saktipitha,3* a place of worship dedicated to the goddess, and it hosts the prin-
cipal goddess of the city. According to Hindu theology, Kanchipuram is one
among the seven sacred cities of India,3> where it is considered easier to achieve
liberation (Skt. moksa) from the cycle of life and death and has been described
as the “Benares of the South” (Gopal 1990, 177, Gupta 2001) and as “the City of
Thousand Temples”. In literature, the city was mentioned first by the gram-
marian Patafjali in his Mahabhasya (214 century) and later described as “the
best among cities” by the Sanskrit poet Kalidasa (probably 5t century).

33 The Ekamranatha temple is one among the five paficabhiitasthalas (Skt., “shrines dedi-
cated to the five elements”) in Tamil Nadu. Here, Siva is represented as an earth liriga.

34 The 51 sSaktipithas are considered the 51 places on earth onto which the body parts of
the goddess Sati fell, the first consort of Siva, after she had immolated herself and the
lamenting Siva carried her corpse around the world. These became important seats of
goddess worship spread across India.

35 According to the Garudapurdna, the saptamoksapuris (lit. “the seven cities of libera-
tion”) are enumerated as follows: ayodhya mathurd mdya kasi karnci avantika puri dvara-
vati jiieya saptaita moksadayikah (2,38,5). This translates “Ayodhya, Mathura, Maya
(Haridwar), Kashi (Varanasi), Kanchi (Kanchipuram), Avantika (Ujjain) and Dvaravati
(Dvaraka); these are known as the seven cities granting liberation”. Kanchipuram is the
only one of the cities situated in the south of India.

23
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Kanchipuram was the capital of the Pallava kingdom from the 3rd to the 9t
century CE, and during this time, Kanchi’s two oldest archeological heritage
temples Kailasanatha and Vaikuntha perumal were built (the 8t century).
Kanchipuram was later a sub-capital of the Cholas from the 10th-13t century,
and of the Vijayanagara kings from the 14th—17t century. The British East India
Company ruled from the end of the 18t century.

A: Patavéttamman temple
B: Kamakst amman temple
\ C: Kumarakottam temple
D: Ekamranatha temple
E: Varadaraja temple

F: Pommaikkaran street

Figure 1.1: Map of Kanchipuram. Modeled on the map in Schier (2018, 16).

The city center of Kanchipuram is today divided in two: Siva Kanchi, also known
as big (Ta. periya) Kanchi, and Visnu Kanchi, or little (Ta. cinna) Kanchi. Siva
Kanchi is the northern part where the Ekamranatha and Kamaksi temples are
situated. The well-known Murukan temple Kumarakottam lies between them,
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so that these three temples form a so-called “somaskanda cluster.”3¢ These are
all independent temples who follow their own liturgical systems, although local
mythology ties them together. Visnu Kanchi is the south-eastern part of town,
where the Varadaraja temple is situated.

Kanchipuram has long been a thriving center for religious, political, and
cultural activity. Besides its numerous Hindu temples, a variety of faiths are
represented with mosques, churches, Jain temples and a Sikh institution (Rao
2008, 30). While Buddhist, Jain and Hindu spirituality was thriving in Kanchi-
puram for centuries; there is no practicing Buddhist presence left today. Apart
from its numer ous famed temples, Kanchipuram is, like Varanasi, known
throughout India for its production of fine and exclusive hand loomed silk saris,
distinguished in style by wide contrast borders.

The Kamakst Amman Temple

The Kamaksi Amman temple (henceforth the Kamaksi temple)37 is situated in
the middle of Siva Kanchi. The part of town where it is situated is called Kama-
kottam (Skt. kostha), which is also a general name of devi shrines in Siva tem-
ples.38 The temple covers about 10 000 square meteres and has four entrances
with gopurams, ornate pyramid shaped towers characteristic of Dravidian tem-
ples, above them. The main entrance gopuram faces east (figure 1.3), as does
goddess KamaksT in her sanctum.

The temple in its present, modern form was built by the Cholas in the 14t
century (Rao 2008, 102),3? but the Kamaksi cult itself dates back prior to the
10t century (Brooks 1998, 71). According to Kerstin Schier (2018, 122), the

36 Referring to the Saiva family group depiction originating in the south during the 6-8t
centuries, where Siva and his spouse Parvati are represented along with their son
Murukan.

37 The temple’s full name is Sri kamaksi ampal devastanam.

38 A mythological narrative explains why none of the Siva temples in Kanchipuram have a
separate shrine for the goddess as Siva’s consort: Kimaksi withdrew all the powers of
the $aktis into herself to help the god of love to conquer Siva. Later, she granted that the
$aktis returned, but not to Kanchipuram. Thus, the Kamaks1 temple functions as Kanchi-
puram’s Kamakottam. For more on the development of Kamakottam, see Schier (2018,
122-123).

39 Some scholars have argued that the present Kamaksi temple is a second temple, while
the earliest or original temple is that of Ati Kimaksi Kalikampal, situated very close to
the Kamaksi temple and adjacent to the Kumarakottam, dated by Venkataraman to “a
little after A.D. 800” (Venketaraman 1973, 12). See also Schier (2018, 125-131).
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first reference to the goddess of Kanchipuram with the name Kamaksi occurs in
an inscription dated to 1392 CE, by the Vijayanagara king Harihara I1.40

After entering the main gopuram (figure 1.2), the visitor may circumambu-
late the sanctum by moving clockwise through the outer prakara (Skt. "temple
corridor"). Here, she will first pass the flagpole (Skt. dvajastambha), the
pedestal for food offeings (Skt. balipitha) and the goddess’s vehicle - the lion
(Skt. simha), who looks directly at Kamaksi through a square hole in the wall of
the sanctum building.4! The Navaratri pavilion (Skt. mandapam) is situated in
the southwestern corner (figure 1.3). This is where the goddess is brought out
at Navaratri evenings for her fights with the demon, and a concert is performed
here afterwards. In front of the western gopuram and thus behind the sanctum,
lies the temple tank called Paficagangatirtham. On the northern side of the tank,
there is a Durga shrine, and the temple’s nim tree (sthalavrksa). Its branches are
filled with small wooden swings or cradles, often with baby Krsnas in them,
hung up by devotees as prayers for conceiving, and under it are stone cairns set
up as prayers for property. The yagasala, where the fire-offerings are per-
formed during festival times, is situated at the right side of the entrance
gopuram. On top of the sanctum building shines the golden tower (Ta. barigaru
vimanam)*? as well as a smaller golden gopuram.

The sanctum and the inner prakaras are at present only open for Hindus.43
The entrance to the temple interiors is situated in front of the main gopuram. In
front of the office, close to the entrance of the temple interiors, looms the jaya-
stambha (Skt. “victory post”) which, according to local mythology, was erected
after KamaksT's victory over the demon Bandhasura. The devotee passes by
several shrines on her clockwise way to the sanctum, including those housing
the procession images of Laksmi and Sarasvati who come out along with

40 ARE 1890, No 29 and ARE 1954/55, No. 316. However, the temple and the goddess were
probably sung of even earlier by the Saivite poet saints Campantar, Appar and Cuntarar
(7t-9th centuries). The three references in the Tévaram (collection of poetry) that very
likely refer to Kamaksi of Kanchipuram mention the names Kamakoti, Kamakotti and
Kamakottam. See Schier (2018, 119-121).

41 Only the main sights and those relevant to the Navaratri festival will be described here.
The descriptions are based on how the Kamaksi temple looked before the latest renova-
tion (finished in 2017), and since temple architecture also is subject to change, changes
might have occurred since then.

42 Bangaru is the Telugu word for gold, and relates to Bangaru Kamaksi, the golden proces-
sion image originally kept in the Kamaksi temple, but later brought to Tanjavur and
installed there.

43 This has been the case during all my visits between 2009-2015. The following descrip-
tion is based on interviews with priests and a hand drawn map made by Ute Hiisken and
Mr. Satyamurti Sastrigal.
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Kamakst during Navaratri evenings. The main image of Kamaks1 (Skt. miila-
murti, Ta. milavar, miillapéram; lit. “root image”) is situated in a 24-pillared hall
called the Gayatr1 Mandapam, where each pillar represents a syllable of the
Gayatr1 mantra. Here she is surrounded by her subsidiary (Skt. parivara)
deities; Varahi, Matangi, Sarasvati, Laksmi, and Annapiirna, and has the sricakra
diagram installed in front of her, to be described shortly.

Kamaksi and Srividya
Kamaksi, the principal goddess of Kanchipuram, is considered a form of Lalita
Tripurasundari, also known as Rajarajesvari. She is the Great Goddess of the
tantric Srividya (“auspicious wisdom”) tradition. As such, she is the highest
aspect of the divine, and considered a form of Parvatl or Durga. Kamaksi of
Kanchipuram is explicitly identified as Lalita Tripurasundari in the text Lalito-
pakhyana (LU) of the Brahmandapurana (chapters 39-41), and Kamaksi is one
of Lalitd’s thousand names (n. 62) in the Lalitasahasranama (LS), which is
popularly chanted during Navaratri in Kanchipuram.44

Srividya is a pan-Indian tantric $akta tradition devoted to goddess worship,
with roots stretching back to the 6t century (Brooks 1992, xiii). The tradition
had manifested in South Indian temples by the 13t century. The practice origi-
nated among Brahmins and is in contemporary South India closely associated
with Smarta Brahmins, who define their tradition in terms of not being tantric
(Brooks 1992, 5). Srividya, following the Srikula canon of tantras, focuses on the
benevolent and motherly aspect through which the goddess manifests as Lalit3,
contrasting with the fierce goddesses Durga, Kali and Candi of the Kalikula
tantras. However, as the supreme goddess, she also embodies these fierce
aspects, as the Great Goddess manifests her energy (sSakti) through both ugra
(Skt. “fierce”, Ta. ukkiram) and saumya (Skt. “benevolent”, also Skt. Santa, Ta.
cantam) manifestations. In this view, any goddess is seen a form of the supreme
goddess, who is localized in various forms and under various names. At the
same time, she transcends the local boundaries by being part of the supreme
Sakti. Thus, Lalita Tripurasundari has manifested in Kanchipuram as Kamaks1.45

44  Two texts are important for the worship of Lalita Tripurasundari: the Lalitopakhyana of
Brahmadndapurana and Lalitasahasranama. These will be further addressed in chapter
2. According to Brooks, the LU was probably composed either in the Kanchipuram or
Sringeri Sankara mathas (1992, 59).

45 Three other South Indian goddesses relate to Lalita: Minaksi of Madurai, Sivakamasun-
dari, the consort of Siva Nataraja (lord of dance) of Cidambaram, and Akhilandesvari,
the consort of Jambukes$vara of Tiruchirappalli (Trichy).
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Figure 1.2: Kamaksi temple, entrance gopuram, 2014.
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Figure 1.3: Navaratri mandapa, 2014.

Kamaksi, as Lalita Tripurasundari, is worshipped in three forms, corresponding
to the three aspects of her nature:

1) Physical (Skt. sthiila) as the anthropomorphic deity represented in the
temple. This is the goddess who is depicted in mythology and icono-
graphy.

2) Subtle (Skt. siksma) as the Srividya mantra, Lalitd’s root mantra (mila-
mantra) of 15 syllables.

3) Transcendent (Skt. para) as the sricakra yantra,*¢ a mystical diagram of
nine intersecting triangles and two sets of lotus petals, numbering 8 and
16 (figure 1.4). In the middle of the diagram, there is a drop (Skt. bindu)
representing the goddess.

46 Ayantraisa geometrical contrivance by which any aspect of the Supreme Principle may
be bound (yantr, to bind; from the root v yam) to any spot for the purpose of worship
(Kramrisch 1981, 11 in Brooks 1992, 116). Kanchipuram is considered a replica of the
Sricakra, with the Kamaksi temple as its bindu (Wilke 1996, 148-149).
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Figure 1.4: Sricakra, scan of card bought in Kanchipuram in 2014.

There is a hierarchy among these three modes of worship, where the goddess’s
physical form is the most accessible. This is Kamaks1’s iconic, anthropomorphic
form, which her devotees come to worship in the temple. For worshipping her
transcendent form in the S$ricakra, initiation into the Srividyé tradition is
required. In the Kamaksi temple, it is the §ricakra, and not the anthropomorphic
image that is the main recipient of worship by the priests. The sricakra repre-
sents both the process of creation and its actual form, being both reality’s form
and its reflection (Brooks 1992, 115). The sricakra has three levels: it is a map
of creation’s divine power projected visually; it is divine power to be accessed
for those with the right esoteric knowledge; and it is the actual presence of the
divinity. The sricakra is considered an extremely potent ritual object, as it
contains all the gods of the creation as well as the supreme Kamaksi. Mr. Satya-
murti Sastrigal explained:

“The bindu (the center) is Kamaksl. Every god is in the Sricakra. So, it is called
yantrardja (king among yantras). [...] When we are doing piija to the sricakra,
itis like doing piija to each and every god, then finally we are going to Ampal
(Kamaksi)”.
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Figure 1.5: Kamaksi, scan of poster bought in Kanchipuram in 2014.

The name Kamaksi means “Having eyes (aksi) of desire (kama)”. Folk etymolo-
gy and her priests take the syllable KA to represent Sarasvati and the syllable
MA Laksmi, and thus Sarasvati and Laksmi are reckoned Kamaksi's eyes.
Kamaksi shares many traits of the iconography of Lalita Tripurasundari: She
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holds the noose, goad, five flower-arrows and the sugarcane bow,*” and the
moon clings to her head (figure 1.5). But two things separate her from Lalita:
Kamaksi is seated in lotus posture (padmdsana) whereas Lalitd’s right leg
touches the ground, and, like Minaksi of Madurai, Kamaksi carries a parrot atop
of her flower arrows.*® According to Douglas Renfrew Brooks, her four arms
suggest that she is more closely associated with Lalita than the rest of the
saumya goddesses such as Parvati, who have two hands (the more hands, the
more power), and emphasize her status as the Great Goddess independent of
Siva (Brooks 1992, 71). Kamaksi is, as is Lalita, depicted with the sricakra inside
of a yoni-shaped receptacle in front of her, and the eight Astalaksmi figures are
represented inside the yantra receptacle.

Priests and Worship

Kamakst's priests are Brahmins and belong to three families with the caste-
surname Sastrigal, who hereditarily share the rights to perform worship in the
temple. In 2015, about 20 priests worked in the temple regularly. Their worship
for the goddess follows the Sanskrit ritual manual Saubhagyacintamani, a Sakta
dgama accredited to the sage Durvasa, who is also enshrined in the temple. Mr.
Satyamurti Sastrigal explained in an interview: “There is a difference between
ptja performed in this temple and other temples, we only follow Saubhdgya-
cintamani. It is called vaidika (Skt. “Vedic”, “orthodox”) pija. According to
Saubhdgyacintamani she (Kamaksi) is Srividya.”

Daily worship for Kdmaksi includes morning, afternoon, and evening ablu-
tions (Skt. abhiseka, Ta. apisekam) to the Sricakra, which is the recipient of
worship in this temple, as well as morning and evening Sahasranama arcana
and Astottaram arcana (these are recitations of the goddess’s names). In addi-
tion, full moon days are considered special days with special worship per-
formed at nighttime, nown as the navavarana pija.*° Several utsavas of various
length are celebrated during the ritual year, among which Brahmotsava in the
month of Maci (February-March) and Navaratri (September-October) are
regarded the most important ones.

47 The five flower arrows are red and blue lotus, asoka, mango and jasmine (Rao 2008, 10).
According to legend, KAmaksi snatched the arrow and the sugarcane bow from Kama,
the god of love, so that he would not use them against his devotees.

48 The parrotis an iconographical detail shared with Antal, the female Vaisnava dlvar saint,
who carries a lotus flower with a parrot on top.

49 The navadvarana pija is addressed in chapter 3.
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The Taming of Kamaksi

The Kamaksi temple is closely connected to the monastic institution Kamakoti
pitha (known as the Sankara matha) and the $ankaracaryas, who are hereditary
trustees of the temple. The matha (monistary) has administered the temple
since 1842. The 8t century philosopher Adi Sankara, who according to tradition
founded the matha, is popularly believed to have pacified the formerly wild
Kamakst and subdued her fierce powers by means of the sricakra yantra which
is installed in front of the sanctum image. Legend tells how Kamaksi used to
take the form of Kali at night and scare people, but after Adi Sankara had per-
formed penance, she was pleased and promised not to leave the temple
anymore without his permission. Thus, he is credited with installing the original
Sricakra in the sanctum of the temple, as well as creating the Vaidic and
orthodox form of worship in the temple devoid of tantric elements.> As Annette
Wilke has shown in her intriguing article on South Indian legends on Sankara
and his taming of wild goddesses, it is however not likely that the historical Adi
Sankara was involved in this cult reform. This is rather a retrospective imposi-
tion of Srividya, which had grown to be a regular feature both within the mathas
and some South Indian temples (Wilke 1996). Adi Sankara has a shrine within
the Kamaksi temple, and during festival processions, KamaksT's procession
image leaves the temple only after granting permission from Adi Sankara’s
image. The present yantra in the Kamaksi temple was installed during the 16t
century (Schier 2018, 124).

Despite her history of violence and being appeased by Adi Sankara, KimaksI
is today considered an exclusively benevolent goddess. Although Kamaksi is
worshipped in her temple as an independent goddess, she is in mythological
narratives married to Ekamranatha Siva, Lord of the mango tree, whose temple
is situated within walking distance from Kamakst’s. The story of how Kamaksi
embraced a sand linga after Siva released a flood to test her, then follows their
marriage, is very well known in Kanchipuram (and beyond). However, as Schier
(2018) shows in her research on the Ekamranatha Mahotsava, the marriage is
not emphasized in any degree by priests neither in the Kamaksi temple nor the

50 Mr. Satyamurti Sastrigal held that Adi Sankara did not have any connection to the Kama-
ksi temple in Kanchipuram at all, and that the god Brahma was the one performing the
initial $ricakrapratistha (Skt. “installation of the sricakra”) there. According to him, Adi
Sankara installed an ardhameru (the base of the three-dimensional §ricakra) of herbs at
Mangadu, a south-western suburb of Chennai, to sooth the earth again after the heat of
the goddess’ austerities. Magadu is known as the place where Kamaksi performed tapas
and houses another well-known Kamaks1 temple.
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Ekamranatha temple.5! Kamaksi is through this mythological marriage identi-
fied with Parvati, the consort of Siva, but is still quasi-independent, since her
role as a benevolent goddess is not connected to her status as Siva’s wife.
Rather, she surpasses Siva as the highest aspect of the divine, bestowing welfare
in the world as well as liberation. At the same time, Kdmaksi manifests as a
demon-slayer who sports and ferociously battles with demons in myth and
ritual. As I show when I discuss Navaratri mythology and rituals in coming
chapters, there are different interpretations available to how the nature of
Kamakst as a beningn goddess is preserved.

The Patavettamman Temple

The Patavéttamman temple>? is situated slightly outside the city center of
Kanchipuram, in a neighborhood called Jayappa nakar. The temple is private
and belongs to a non-Brahmin priest (Ta. pijari, picari) of the Cenkuntar Muta-
liyar community, who carries out worship together with his sons. The priest’s
grandmother built the temple in the mid 70’s, when she installed a statue of the
goddess and worshipped it. According to the priest, people come to their temple
for worship regardless of caste affiliations, including Brahmins.

The temple is situated in a side street off the Vandavasi road which leads out
of the city towards Tindivanam and Pondicherry, and an arch where the road
meets the Vandavasi road marks its presence. The Patavéttamman temple is
small and modest and consists of a single room with the goddess’s sanctum
situated in the middle (figure 1.6). In line with the goddess’s image, right out-
side the temple there is a trident (Skt. trisula, Ta. tiriciilam), a lion, and an
offering pedestal (Skt. balipitha Ta. palipitam).

51 While the marriage of Kamaksi and Ekamranatha is enacted in the annual pankuni
uttiram festival, Kamaksi takes the position of bridesmaid instead of Siva’s wife in
contemporary performance of the ritual. See Schier (2018) for more about the marriage
myth and how it is re-enacted yearly in the Ekamranatha temple.

52 The full name of the temple is Arulmiku $r1 patavéttamman tirukkoyil (lit. the holy tem-
ple of honourable Patavéttamman).
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Figure 1.6: Patavéttamman temple, 2014.

Inside the temple the sanctum dominates, housing a statue of the goddess with
a head in front. Her son Parasurama (Ta. Paracuraman) stands on her left side.
On the sanctum’s left-hand side, there is a shrine housing Ganesa (Ta. Vinaya-
kan), and on its right, a shrine housing Subrahmanya (Ta. Murukan) along with
his two wives. The temple also houses a shrine of the nine planets (Skt. nava-
graha, Ta. navakkirakam), a statue of Durga (Ta. Turkkai) standing on the head
of the severed buffalo demon, a Hanuman (Ta. Aficanéyan) shrine and a liriga
(Ta. linkam), and on the eastern side of the temple entrance there is a shrine
housing stone snakes (Skt. ndga, Ta. ndkakal). Patavéttamman’s procession
image is enshrined in a niche behind the sanctum.

Patavettamman

Patavéttamman is a form (Skt. amsa) of the gramadevata (Skt. “village
goddess”) Renuka, who again is considered a form of the better-known and very
popular South Indian “village” goddess Mariyamman. Her concern is mainly
with worldly problems like bestowing children and marriages, and Mariyam-
man is widely known for curing pox diseases, nowadays particularly
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chickenpox. According to Mr. Mahesh, approximately 50 people come each day
during the summer season to get cured from chickenpox by receiving the
goddess’s tirtha (Skt. “holy water”, Ta. tirttam).

Patavéttamman’s name is derived from the town Padaivedu,*3 where Renu-
ka’s main temple is situated, referred to as her “head office”. The story of sage
Jamadagni’s wife Renuka is known from the Sanskrit texts Mahabharata and
the Bhagavatapurdna. The myth relates how Renuka is beheaded by her son
Parasurama, on behalf of her husband, for transgressing a sexual norm. Sub-
sequently she is revived again on Parasurama’s request and made to forget
about the whole incident. In contrast to the pan-Indian Sanskrit myths, in Tamil
folk tales and oral myths Renuka’s decapitation takes a different turn as a lower
caste woman is decapitated along with her. When Renuka is revived, her body
is switched with that of the lower caste woman. She ends up with an outcaste
body and a Brahmin head, after which she is known as Mariyamman.>*

This myth explains why Renuka-Mariyamman is represented in the sanctum
of her temples as a head (Skt. Siras, Ta. ciram), often with a full statue behind it
(figure 1.7). This is also the case in the Patavéttamman temple, where the head
is the main recipient of worship. The piijari explained: “The head is Renuka devi,
and then there is the total form given to her [the mulapéram]. That is Mariyam-
man. She is given a form and seen. Any [Mariyamman] temple you go, there will
be two statues.”

Patavéttamman shares her iconography with Karumariyamman of Thiruver-
kadu,55 depicted with white skin, garlanded, dressed in a red sari, and sitting in
halflotus posture with a stone head in front of her (figure 1.8). In her four hands
she holds the trisila, a knife (Ta. katti), a two-headed drum shaped like an
hourglass (Ta. tamaram), and a bowl (Skt. kapala, Ta. kapalam), which her
priest and devotees explained was for distributing kunkumam (Ta. vermillion
powder).

53 Padaivedu is in the Tiruvannamalai district, ca. 60 km from Tiruvannamalai. The small
town is home to a well-known Renuka ampal temple (see Craddock 1994).

54 According to Tamil folk etymology Mariyamman means “the changed mother”. The
Tamil verb maru means to change but is spelt with the alveolar r. Mariyamman is spelt
with the dental r and thus not derived from the verb. Mari in Tamil means rain, but in
Sanskrit mari carries the meaning “smallpox, pestilence, death”. Although none of my
respondents linked Mariyamman to rain, she probably originated as a Dravidian god-
dess concerned with fertility and rain, though such origins are difficult to trace.

55 Thiruverkadu, close to Chennali, is one of the two “head offices” of Mariyamman, the
other is Camayapuram in Trichy.
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Figure 1.7: Patavettamman mulamirti.
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Figure 1.8: Mariyamman, scan of poster bought in Chennai in 2014.

As a generalization, local village goddesses such as Pataveéttamman are often
tutelary or border deities of social units or towns, who protect the people there
from adversity and illness. They are commonly unmarried (or, if they are
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married to Siva, they are represented without him in the temple), characterized
as hot and with heightened sexual energy. Very often, but not always, these
goddesses are served by non-Brahmin priests of lower castes.>®¢ While many
gramadevatds, including several forms of Mariyamman, are ukkiram manifesta-
tions who receive non-vegetarian offerings, many of them, such as Patavéttam-
man, are also peaceful (Ta. cdntam) and receives only vegetarian offerings. Mr.
Mahesh emphasized: “She is peaceful and not even a hen is given, no bali (Skt.
non-vegetarian offering). [...] Everything is vegetarian. Not even dry fish, as is
given in some temples, is given here”.

This picture is not black and white. While the fierce and hot character of any
village goddess may be appeased or pacified in an iconic, cool form inside the
sanctum, she might take on her fierce form occasionally, such as when she
manifests in a non-iconic form such as a pot during a festival (Flood 1996, 194).
These goddeses may also punish if not propitiated - so that she rather potential-
lyis aviolent and angry goddess. For instance, as Mariyamman, Patavéttamman
is simultaneously the cause and the cure for pox. The pox “pearls” (Ta. muttu)
are regarded a manifestation of the goddess’ grace as well as of her rage.
Although the picture of goddesses as fierce or benign is polarized, the village
goddesses are considered more independent and unpredictable than and
distinguished from the consorts of the great gods, like Parvati, Sarasvati and
Laksmi, whose characters are exclusively auspicious and benign. This is
expressed in myth and ritual, in which Patavéttamman ferociously Kkills the
demon on Vijayadasami after which she needs to be cooled by ablutions.

56 Today anincreasing number of village goddesses are served by Gurukkal Brahmins, and
temples are renovated or built new, through processes of Sanskritization and urbani-
zation. As Joanne P. Waghorne’s study of the goddess’ gentrification in Chennai (2001,
2004), has shown, Mariyamman and other ammans’ popularity increased from the
1970’s as a village goddess to a middle-class identity marker. This growth is due to
social, economic, and political changes.






Chapter 2
The Myth: the Goddess and the Demon

“[In myth] traditions mingle, here heaven and earth, good and evil meet, here
God and man come face to face. The narrator does not think in terms of fact
versus fiction, history versus myth, to him the history of the goddess is as
‘real’ as the goddess herself. Where we might separate a myth from a histor-
ical fact, he will join them, mix them into a space which gives him access to
both the historical world and the mythical world. That is the space in which
goddess and devotee meet”. (Meyer 1986, 1)

The goddess fighting the (buffalo) demon is the archetypal myth of the Goddess
throughout India. The myth exists in countless versions, and is not just one
story, although the Devimahdtmya (also known as Durgasaptasati, 700 [verses]
to Durga, or Candipdtha, Durga’s recitation) has contributed greatly to its fame.
The myth has been widespread in Tamil Nadu at least since the Pallava dynasty
(3rd-9th centuries CE), shown by the frequency and scale of iconographic
representations (Shulman 1980, 177).57

As Eveline Meyer shows in her fascinating work on the mythology of the
goddess Ankalaparamécuvari, the study of myths is important for several rea-
sons: for understanding the complex nature of the goddesses featuring in them,
since the goddess lives as much in her myths as in her temples and rituals; for
knowing which narratives the narrator is familiar with and how he builds them
into other myths; to discover recurring patterns and themes in the myths; and
for the understanding of particular rituals, including religious festivals (1986,
1-2). Sometimes the ritual may illuminate the myth, and sometimes the myth
illuminates the ritual.

[ will introduce the generic pattern of the myths of the goddess Kkilling the
demon from the Devimahdatmya and the Lalitopakhydna before proceeding to
the local versions prevalent in Kanchipuram, related to the Kamaksi and Pata-
vettamman temples. After summarizing the myths, [ will analyze their recurring
and important motifs and themes. The synopses presented in here serve as
important background knowledge when discussing certain rituals in the
following chapters.

57 An example is the well-known Mahisasuramardini relief in Mahabalipuram (late 7t
century, figure 2.1).

41
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The Lalitasahasranama, Lalitopakhyana and the Demon
Killing Pattern from Devimahatmya

Most myths of the goddess killing the demon conform to a pattern modeled on
the well-known Mahisasuramardini (“the Slayer of the Buffalo Demon”) myth
from the Devimahatmya (henceforth DM, “Glorification of the Goddess”).>8
Composed during the 5t or 6th century (Coburn 2002, 266), the DM was the first
Sanskrit text praising the supreme divine as female. Although it forms part of
the Markandeyapurdna (81-93), the DM has an independent life as a text of its
own, and forms the basis of Saktism, the theological teachings concerning the
goddess and her worship.

Figure 2.1: Mahisasuramardini relief, Mahabalipuram, 2011.

The DM presents the warrior goddess Durga in a cosmic struggle against forces
of evil and chaos to maintain order and balance in the universe. The basic
structure of the myth is as follows:

1) A demon gains power, usually through austerity, gets rewarded by a boon
and becomes invincible.
2) The demon defeats the gods.

58 For studies on the DM and a translation of the Sanskrit text, see Coburn (1991, 2002).
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3) The gods aim for revenge and asks one of the great deities for help.
4) A battle takes place, often with an army created by the heroine.

5) The demon is killed.

6) The gods praise the heroine who killed the demon.

(Brooks 1992, 67-68)

As Brooks (1992) shows, this well-established 6-staged “skeleton” of the myth
of Durga and the buffalo demon forms the basis also of the myth in the Lalito-
pakhyana (henceforth LU) of the Brahmandapurdna, in which goddess Lalita
kills the demon Bhandasura.5® As we shall see, this is also the case with the local
myths from Kanchipuram.

While the DM is recited as part of the worship of the goddess during Nava-
ratri in many places in India, it does not hold as prominent a position in
Kanchipuram. Here, the local goddess Kamaksi, a form of Lalitatripurasundari,
is the prime object of veneration during Navaratri. Instead of the DM, we find
that the Lalitasahasranama in “the thousand names of goddess Lalita”, hence-
forth LSN) is frequently recited in Kanchipuram during the festival. Through her
1000 names, Lalita’s image is presented as complex as that of Durga of the DM.
Several of the goddess’ names in this hymn bear reference to the LU myth (n.
65-82),%0 and her names also include those of warrior goddesses Durga (n. 140)
and Kali (n. 751). Just as Durga in the DM, Lalita is more powerful than the male
gods; she for instance creates Visnu’s ten avatdras out of her fingernails during
the fight (90-136). Moreover, the LU presents itself as bigger than the DM, by
encompassing the DM myth into Lalita’s fight with Bhandasura’s armies (80-
88). After elaborate battle scenes, Lalita slays the demon with the weapon called
Kamesvara (142).

The myths of Kamaksi killing Bandhasura resemble the LU in several ways,
and we will return to the LU in the analysis of these myths. The myth of Patavét-
tamman, on the other hand, rather resembles the Mahisasuramardini myth of
the DM.

59 For a synopsis of the LU myth, see Brooks (1992, 68-69).

60 E.g. Bhandasura-vyadhoyukta-sakti-send-samanvita (n. 65): “She who is equipped with
an army of Saktis, ready to kill Bhandasura”; Bhandasurendra-nirmukta-sastra-pratya-
stra-varsini (n. 79): “She who rains forth weapons in return to every weapon released
by Bhandasura”; Karanguli-nakhotpanna-Narayana-dasakrtih (n. 80): “She out of whose
fingernails Visnu's ten avatdras emerge”; Mahdpasupatdstragni-nirdagdhdsura-sainikd
(n. 81): “She who burnt the armies of asuras to ashes with the Mahapasupata weapon”;
Kamesvarastra-nirdagdha-Bhanddsura-Stinyaka (n. 82): “She who burnt the city of
Suyaka along with Bhandasura with the Kamesvarastra”.
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Local Myths of the Goddess and the Demon: Sthalapuranas
and Mahatmyas

While the mythologies of village goddesses such as Patavéttamman tend to be
transmitted orally, the Brahmanical shrines and temples usually refer to texts,
often (also) composed in Sanskrit, which narrate the myths attached to these
shrines. This distinction sometimes becomes blurred with the introduction of
new media such as the Internet, as many temples of village goddesses and
Brahmanical deities today have their local stories featured on their web page,
and/or in pamphlets and CDs sold in the temples.®! It is also important to note
that the Sanskrit texts of the Brahminical temples exist and have existed
alongside, and been nourished by, an oral tradition, and still is.

Local mythology is found particularly in the texts called mahatmyas (Skt.
“greatness; glorification”) or sthalapurdnas (Skt. “ancient [stories] of the place”,
Ta. Talapuranam). These texts resemble the puranas in character and content
and contain local versions of Hindu mythology. The mahatmyas are localized
texts that glorify and legitimize places, shrines, and deities, and they developed
in connection with these places as a pilgrim’s literature attracting devotees to
the temples (Shulman 1980, 17). They are composed in local languages and in
Sanskrit, and often more or less similar versions exist in vernaculars as well as
in Sanskrit. Many of the mahatmyas claim to belong to one of the 18 puranas,
possibly to enhance their status, but in fact the standard prints of the puranas
usually do not contain the local mahatmyas claiming to belong to them.

The mahatmyas share the common Hindu pantheon with the major puranas
and often copy their themes and stories, but elaborate on them and provide
them with a local character, so that local myths and motifs are blended in.
Through the “localization of mythic action” (Shulman 1980, 40) these local texts
narrate how certain places and shrines came to be holy; the deeds of deities and
sages connected to the shrines; and the merits one gets from performing
specific rituals at these sacred places, which are often called ksetras (Skt. fields;
[sacred] territories). The rich local mythological in the many Tamil mahatmyas
and sthalapuranas is an invaluable source for the study of local Hinduism, as
well as for topography, as they contain much information on temple structures
and shrines.62

61 See Erndl (1993) for a discussion on the role of pamphlets in relation to Sanskrit and
oral mythology.

62 The mahdtmyas and sthalapurdnas were for long underestimated sources in studying
Hinduism and regarded inferior to the pan-Indian texts by several early Indologists.
Shulman (1980) has contributed greatly to the study of Tamil mahatmyas with his
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Kamaksi and Bandhakasura/Bhandasura/Pantacuran

A rich mythological tradition surrounds Kamaksi, expressed in various mahat-
myas and sthalapuranas, in which she Kills different demons.63 However, the
myth related to the Kamaksi temple’s contemporary Navaratri celebrations is
found in the Sanskrit sthalapurana called Kamaksivilasa (KV),®* in which
Kamakst kills the demon Bhandaka (Bhandakasura). This story is referred to by
the priests as the basis of the fight that is enacted in the temple during the first
eight evenings of Navaratri. According to them, the demon’s name is Bhanda
(Bhandasura, Ta. Panta; Pantacuran), sounding like an abbreviation of Bhanda-
ka, but more likely modeled on Lalita killing the Bhandasura in the LU.
According to David Dean Shulman, the KV offers “perhaps the most complete
and most mature versions of the myths of Kamaks1” (1980, 292, fn. 28). The KV
claims to belong to the Srividydkhanda of the Mdrkandeyapurdna but does in
fact not form part of its standard printed edition. This connection is not
insignificant, as the Markandeyapurana includes the DM, the archetypal myth of
the goddess Kkilling the demon.®> Although the name Kamaksivilasa (the “play”
or “manifestation” of Kamaksi) indicates that Kamakst is the main character, the
KV in fact contains almost an equal share of myths for all the three principal and
well-known deities of Kanchipuram: the goddess Kimaksi, Ekamranatha Siva
and Varadaraja Visnu. Despite narrating the sanctity of the entire sacred Kanchi
ksetra, Mofner (2008, 1) labels the text a Sakta Karicimahatmya as opposed to

analyses of Saiva (and Sakta) myths (see also Shulman 1978, 1976, 1985, 1984). A more
recent publication on South Indian temple networks which includes several chapters
discussing mahatmyas and sthalapuranas is Ambach, Buchholz and Hiisken (ed.), 2022.

63 Among these, there is a Sanskrit Kdmaksimahatmya consisting of four chapters which
claims to belong to the Sahyadrikhanda of the Skandapurdna, which contains the story
of Kamaksi killing Mahisasura (4.1-17); the ritual text Saubhdgyacintdmani, which con-
tains a myth of the goddess killing the demon Andhakasura (38.1-38). The Kamaksivila-
sa contains a myth on how goddess Kamaksi killed the demons Madhu and Kaitabha
asuming the form of Visnu (1.94 -125) in addition to her fight with the demon Bandhaka
(which is explored below). In addition, there are two Sanskrit Kaficimahatmyas, one
Vaisnava and one Saiva, but in the myths therein Visnu and Siva kill the demons, and not
the goddess (see Dessigane, Pattabiramin, and Filliozat 1964, Porcher 1985). For more
on Kanchipuram'’s various mahatmyas, consult Buchholz 2022.

64 The KVisrendered in Tamil prose as Kamaksililapirapavam, first published in 1906, and
as Karficimahimai, first published in 1927 (Schier 2018, 85). See Shulman (1976) for
other Tamil versions of the myth of Devi and the buffalo demon.

65 Astriking intertextuality with the DM is found in the myth of Kdmaksi killing the demons
Madhu and Kaitabha. This myth is however used here to establish the supremacy of the
goddess in Kanchipuram over the manifestations of Ekamranatha Siva and Varadarada
Visnu.
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the two other Kaiichimahdatmyas mentioned in fn. 63. This is persuasive since
the text places Kamakst on top of the local divine hierarchy and establishes
Varadaraja and Ekamranatha as forms of her. Moreover, the text is mentioned
as the sthalapurana of the Kamaksi temple in the Indian census of 1961
(Mof3ner 2008, 7).

The date of the text is uncertain (Shulman 1980, 392, fn. 28, Wilke 1996,
157). Mof3ner suggests the terminus ante quem to be the last decades of the 17t
century, when the golden image of Kamaks1 was brought to Thanjavur due to
the threat of a Muslim invasion,® and the terminus post quem to be after the
Chola kings (their decline was in the beginning of the 13t century), who are
devoted a section in the KV (14.215-232) (2008, 7). On the other hand, Naga-
swamy proposes that the KV was composed during the late 19% century,
possibly at the time of publication, because it refers to “structures of very recent
origin” in the Kamaks1 temple (1982, 207-208).67 The first printed edition was
published in 1889.

The Kamaksivilasa comprises 14 chapters. Chapter 12 is dedicated to the
glory of the goddess Tripurasundari who dwells in the Kamakotipitha. This
chapter narrates Kamaksi's manifestation, her attributes, and heroic deeds, and
contains the story of her slaying the demon Bandhaka after which she was
installed in the Kamaksi temple of Kanchipuram. In the opening verse of this
chapter, Kamaksi is praised as the Kkiller of the demon: “I praise Kamaksi, the
slayer of the asura Bandhaka, Mahatripurasundari, richly endowed through her
eyes that are the cause of all”.¢8 The demon has entered the storyline already in
the previous chapter 11, when the gods are tormented by Bandhaka and flee
through a deep cave at Gomukha, and come out of the cave (Skt. bila) in Kanchi-
puram called Kamakostha.®? There, they encounter the goddess Tripurasundari
who dwells in the cave.

66 The festival images of Ekamranatha and Varadaraja were also brought out of Kanchi-
puram at this time, to Udayapalayam, but they returned to Kanchipuram in 1710. The
golden festival image of Kamaksi (known as Bangaru Kamaksi, suvarnakamaksi in the
KV 14.92-109), which used to serve as a bride in the marriage festival of Ekamranatha,
was then brought to Thanjavur, where a temple for her was inaugurated in 1786 (see
Schier 2018, 138-152 and Hiisken 2017).

67 Nagaswamy does not specify which temple structures he talks about, making it difficult
to take a stand regarding the text’s date based on these arguments.

68 visvakdrananetradhyam mahdtripurasundarim
bandhakasurasamhartrim kamaksim tam aham bhaje (KV 12.1).

69 This cave (mahabila) is situated in the Gayatrimandapa inside the sanctum of the Kama-
ks temple. Later in the Bandhakasura myth, Kamaksi instructs the gods to build the
Gayatrimandapa and install her image there. Wilke says about the bila: “[it] is the place
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Here follows a summary of the Bandhakasura myth from the KV (11.19-25;

12.16-114):70

There was a raksasa (Skt. “demon”) called Bandhaka, king of daityas, long-
lived after a boon from Brahma, who conquered Siva and settled at Kailasa
with his troops. He invaded all the worlds by war and tormented gods, sages
and good men out of arrogance. The gods, frightened of the demon, went to
Kanchipuram through the cave called Kamakostha. There, they encountered
the goddess Mahatripurasundari, and dwelt outside the cave in a divine
Campaka tree in the form of parrots.

While in the tree, to get relieved of their sorrows, they meditated upon the
goddess Mahatripurasundarl. The goddess then emerged from the cave, and
out of compassion for the gods she burned the whole world to ashes in the
form of the fire of destruction. She was the only one remaining, without
qualities (guna), before she manifested herself again. Standing in the void,
she created the trimiirti Brahma, Visnu and Siva from her three eyes, all of
whom had the shape of infants. She fed Brahma with milk consisting of the
knowledge of creation, Visnu with milk consisting of the knowledge of
preservation, and Siva with milk consisting of the knowledge of destruction.
Drinking the milk, the trimirti again got their youthful forms, and they saw
that the world was desolate, thinking they were in a dream. Then, out of fear,
they performed their respective actions of creating, preserving and destroy-
ing the world. And as before, the world contained Bandhaka, and the gods
were settled in the tree near the cave as parrots. But the creator (dhatr, i.e.
Brahma), having experienced the death of the world and its recreation, said
to them: “This is a dream.”

Seeing the dreadful demon Bandhaka, lord of Danavas, born again and
sleeping at Mt. Kaila$a at night, the goddess was angered. She put down one
foot at his heart and the other one at his neck. With brilliance, in the form of
Mahabhairava [sic] endowed with 18 hands and 18 weapons, she grabbed
Bandhakasura’s tuft, took the five elements and killed the enemy angrily. In
a moment, she killed all the other daityas in the whole world wherever they
were, with her weapons. Thereupon, at sunrise, the goddess became a five-
year-old girl (paficavarsikakanyaka). She dragged the fierce-looking Ban-
dhaka by his tuft and settled in Kamakostha.

70

where all the powers of the goddess are assembled; it is a place of penance [...]; it is the
cave of Kdma, the womb of the goddess; it is associated with the graveyard” (1996, 157).
The summary is based on my own translation of the chapter(s) in question. I have
summarized rather than translated the myth to make it more accessible to the reader.
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The gods in the tree saw the girl, wearing all auspicious marks and beauti-
ful clothes and ornaments, resembling inflamed gold, as she was dragging
the deceased demon along by his tuft. They realized she was the goddess and
assumed their own forms. After praising her with divine and captivating
music, stotras, incense and flower rains, they asked the girl who she was and
how the demon, their tormentor, was killed.

The girl told the gods to bury the demon, erect a victory post, build a
temple for her in the cave and place her on a throne, and worship her duly
from midnight to sunrise. Only then would she reveal who she was, after
darsana the next morning. The gods bowed before the maiden, dug a hole
right there and buried the body of Bandhaka in it. Immediately they raised a
victory post and built a mandapa as great as the cave.”! They sunk into an
ocean of wonderous water, determined that the maiden was the goddess,
meditated upon her and performed tapas at the break of dawn. Opening the
door to the mandapa in the morning, the gods saw Tripurasundari, Lalita,
Rajarajesi, who had assumed her own true form. The goddess said: “I burnt
the world to ashes by the fire of destruction. From the wish to create the
world again, I created Brahma, Visnu and Siva. I killed Bandhakasura in the
form of a maiden, and all other raksasas, and brought him to the cave. I will
dwell happily in the Gayatrimandapa forever! This supreme place will be
known as pralayajitksetra (field conquering destruction), very stable even
through destruction.” The gods bowed to her and worshipped her again with
lamps and food. They embellished the goddess with beautiful gifts and took
her for a procession in her palanquin. The goddess told the gods that she was
manifest in the world as an ocean of nectar, as sakti, and that she would
henceforth dwell in the temple known as Kamaksi, bestowing wishes to the
gods and others.

Lord Siva then bowed to the goddess and granted a boon that everyone
who worships the goddess in Kanchipuram shall obtain a koti (a crore, i.e. 10
000 000) of wishes. Siva disappeared before the goddess’s throne and reap-
peared later in the form of the sage Durvasas, along with a group of students.
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The mandapa built by the gods is in a later Sloka named Gayatrimandapa, that is the
sanctum that houses Kamaks1's image today.
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The sage initiated his students’? and gave the Cintamani Tantra,”3 the
precepts of worshipping the goddess.”

The reader will recognize the pattern described in the beginning of this chapter,
but also notice several new motifs, such as the parrot shaped gods, the destruc-
tion and re-creation of the world, the five-year-old goddess dragging the
demon, and the localization of the goddess, the cave and the temple.

With the destruction of the world and its re-creation, the KV presents the
goddess as nirguna, devoid of qualities, as the DM does with Durga. Lalita is the
supreme reality, surpassing and encompassing the other gods. She is the cause
of the world’s destruction, and the only one who is left, formless, when the
world is a void. She is the primary cause for the world’s creation, as she creates
the Trimirti who in turn performs their respective actions of creating, preserv-
ing, and destroying after being fed with the milks of knowledge. The world then
appears to them as a dream (svapna), or as maya; illusion or appearance. Maya
is the cosmic dream-play of the goddess,’* or the idea that the world is created
as a stage for Her to act upon, the ground for her lila, expressed for instance in
sporting combats with demons. While the KV does not elaborate on the fight in
any detail, the theme of [lild is expressed in this cosmology, and how Lalit3,
effortlessly aloof from the world, accomplishes in an instant what the gods do
not manage.’>

Indeed, both the DM and the LU are significantly more violent than the KV
and describe the battle scenes elaborately. The DM moreover narrates how the
goddess laughs and plays while fighting, betraying no exertion (Kinsley 1979,
52). Durga and Lalita of these texts are depicted as warrior goddesses, while
KamaksT is not. The goddess in the LU moreover has a more royal character,
which is not stressed in the KV. Lalita of the LU acts as the royal commander in
the battlefield who instructs her subordinates, and she herself only kills the

72 This Sanskrit Sloka is ambiguous (diksam yathdkramat krtva, from KV 14.114). Mofdner
reads it as the students followed the religious observances as prescribed (“befolgten
gemdfs der Tradition religiose Observanzen”) (2008, 77).

73 Cintamani is a generic term for tantric texts (Mofiner 2008, 77), but in this context
probably refers to the ritual handbook Saubhagyacintamani (SC), which is used as the
manual for worship in the Kamaksi temple. This is plausible because of the adjective
“devyarchanavidhim” (precepts for worshipping the goddess) describing it, and the
popular belief that the sage Durvasas composed the SC.

74 Mayad is not only a power of the gods, but a common epithet of the goddess (mahamaya),
which is also found in the KV (1.60, 1.77-78).

75 AsKinsley (1972, 150, 1979, 52-53) points out, this effortlessness is reflected in icono-
graphy: the face of the goddess is usually calm and shows no emotional involvement,
while the demon may be depicted tormented, in pain or half dead.
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biggest enemy, Bhanda. While the armies, soldiers, cavalries, and weapons sent
back and forth are described in detail in both the DM and the LU, where the
emphasis is on the battle scenes, in the KV, Lalita kills the world’s most dreadful
demon in his sleep (!). Still, the posture described while she kills him resembles
the well-known posture from the DM, where the goddess places a foot on the
buffalo’s neck, and the demon emerges halfway in his anthropomorphic form
out of the buffalo’s mouth before he is decapitated. The KV tells that Lalita pro-
ceeds to Kkill all other demons, but neither of these fights are elaborated. This
reflects a reluctance of promoting the more ambivalent and ugra nature of
Kamaksi in this spesific Sanskrit text.

After her battle, the goddess settles in Kanchipuram and requests a temple
from the gods. With this, the Bandhakasura myth of the KV serves as a creation
myth for the Kamaksi temple and the goddess’ manifestation there.”® The myth
presents Lalita as available on earth installed in the temple as Kamaksi, granting
devotees the fulfillment of a crore (koti) of wishes (kdma), yielding the cave’s
name Kamakoti. As such it is linked to the concept of pratistha, the rooting or
consecration of a deity at a particular place. The myth thus both emphasizes
Kamakst's accessibility for bhakti (devotion) as well as her transcendence as
the supreme reality, and points both to her localization and universalism.

The goddess Lalita has several representations in the myth. First, she dwells
in the cave as the supreme Mahatripurasundari who turns the world to ashes
out of compassion with the tormented gods. When the world has re-appeared,
she assumes the fierce form of 18-armed Mahabhairava (lit. “very frightful,
terrible”) endowed with 18 arms wielding 18 weapons and kills the demon(s)
angrily. Thereupon she becomes a five-year-old girl (kanyakad; maiden, girl,
virgin) and drags Bandhakasura by his tuft to Kamakostha. After the gods have
worshipped her duly, she assumes her own true form (svasvariipa) as “Tripura-
sundari, Lalita, Rajarajesi” and dwells thereafter in the temple as Kamaks.

76 The KV does not point towards any connection between this myth and the timing of
Navaratri: the goddess left her maiden form and assumed her own true form as Tripura-
sundari in Krtaytiga, at the break of dawn the Friday of the first dark fortnight in the
month of Phalguna (Ta. Pankuni, i.e. February-March, KV 11.74-77), and not during
Asvina Navaratri in the month of Purattaci (September-October). In the ritual handbook
Saubhagyacintamani on the other hand, the connection between the myth of the god-
dess and the demon and the timing of Navaratri is made explicit. In this text, the full
moon day of the month Aévina and the nine days starting from the first day of the bright
fortnight are labeled as superior (SC 38. 1-4).
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Figure 2.2: Bala Kamaksi, scan of card bought in Kanchipuram in 2014.

However, in Kanchipuram it is widely known, and emphasized by the priests of
the Kamaksi temple, that Kamaksi killed the demon in the form of a maiden
(Bala Kamaksi, figure 2.3).77 Indeed, not a single person I talked to, priest or
devotee, mentioned her form as Mahabhairava. The dismissal of the Mahabhai-
rava form may be an attempt to play down a fierce aspect of Kamaksi, as Kama-
ksi's manifestation in Kanchipuram is that of a benign goddess. Interestingly,
the goddess, too, explains in her speech to the gods in the KV, after she has

77 Bala Kamaksi has her own temple in Nemili. Her iconography is prominent also in the
Kamaksi temple of Kanchipuram, for instance on posters and plastic pocket cards sold
in the small shop near the main entrance. She is depicted in a benign form, seated in a
lotus with two hands holding a rosary and a palm leaf manuscript, and two hands in the
varada (Skt. “gift-bestowing”) and abhaya (Skt. “fearlessness”) mudras, young, with a
white complexion. Bala is also one of Lalita’s names in the LS (n. 965), and in the LU she
joins the battle against Bhanda’s forces as Lalita’s nine-year-old daughter born from her
crown.
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revealed her true form, that she “killed Bandhaka in the form of a maiden and
brought him to the cave.”’8 In other words, in her own recap of the story, the
goddess herself dismisses her fierce form as Mahahairava substituting the
maiden in its place, and it seems that Kamaksi herself is de-emphasizing her
fierce aspect.

But the myth still reflects the fierceness of Kamaksi through manifestation
as Bala. The goddess killing the demon in the form of a maiden is a motif very
common in Tamil myths. As Shulman has shown, the maiden form of the god-
dess is potentially a highly dangerous form, as she embodies a sexuality that has
not yet been unleashed (1980, 144-149). Virginity is here regarded a kind of
tapas (Skt. “austerity”), which provides the goddess with powers (Ta. ananku)
to create and destroy, and with ambivalence. According to Shulman, the virgin
goddess is “the epitome of violent power” (1980, 140). These powers may be
kept in check and made to good use through a goddess’s marriage. The god-
dess’s wifely form is an utterly auspicious form, who performs a different kind
of tapas and thereby uses her powers differently; through devotion and chastity
(Ta. karpu) towards her husband. The two types of goddesses embody different
kinds of strength, as the maiden may use her powers malevolently, be it through
afflicting people with disease or killing demons.

The myth moreover reflects the popular legend of KamaksT's fierce form (her
black form) who dwelt in the cave (bila), which transformed to a benign god-
dess (her white or golden form; Gauri) when installed in the temple. The same
motif is also expressed in the stories of her taming by the Sankaracarya, as
mentioned in the previous chapter, in which the powers of the wild goddess
were confined into the sricakra.”®

The Priest’s Version

When I asked the priests of the Kamaksi temple to narrate the myth of Kamaksi
and the demon, [ was told a story quite similar in content and structure as given
in the KV. Here follows the Bandhasura myth narrated by Mr. Satyamurti
Sastrigal:80

“Once, when lord Siva was doing tapas, Manmatan (Kama) shot arrows with
flowers at Siva to distract him. Siva got angry and burned him to ashes with

78 [bhandakam] nihatya kanyavasena tam akrsya mahabile (KV 89).

79 See Wilke 1996.

80 This is the myth in its entirety, translated from Tamil to English by my research assistant
Srividya.
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his 3rd eye. Vinayakar (Gane$a) made an idol of the ashes. Looking at it, Siva
smiled and laughed. That doll got life and was Bandhasura. He did tapas to
Siva who was pleased and granted him a boon. Bandhasura asked for a life
without death. Lord Siva said that it was not possible and asked him to ask
for a different boon. Bandhasura then asked that wherever he is and whom-
ever he thinks of, he will get their powers, and that only a child below 9 years
of age not born from a man and a woman could kill him. He was granted both
wishes.

After this, he harassed all the devas and the people. The devas asked lord
Siva for a solution. Lord Siva said: “go to Kanchipuram, via the biladvaram.
Take the form of parrots, pray to Adiparasakti and be in the Cenbaga tree.”
They did what lord Siva said, and when they started to pray, they found a
little girl who killed the asura and dragged him. The gods asked who she was,
and the girl said: “Make a small idol and pray to it in Kanchipuram during the
Brahmamuhiirta period. Then you will know who I am!” The next day they
went and saw her in that period. She sat in the kati asana (hip posture) with
four hands. That is who Kamaks is - it is Adiparasakti (the supreme primor-
dial power) who has taken the form of Bala and killed the demon.

For this, Brahma made an offering of lotuses, Visnu gave the sudarsana-
cakra, and Siva gave the Sricakra as a pendant and put it on her. Then he took
the form of Durvasar Miinivar and created the Saubhagyacintamani. All piijas
that are performed here [in the Kamaks1 temple] are performed according
to the Saubhagyacintamani.”

Many of the elements from the KV reappear in this narrative, but we also notice
a few differences. The oral myth is more accentuated on the origin of the demon
and his granting of boons, which is hardly mentioned in the Sanskrit version.
According to the priest, the demon cannot be killed by anyone but a child below
the age of nine years, a boon granted to him by Siva, along with the boon of
assuming the powers of anyone he thinks of (in the KV myth, Bandhakasura re-
ceives the boon of longlevity from Brahma). This is important, because in it is
lies the premise for Kamaksi to asume the form of Bala to kill the demon. This
is also expressed in the ritual worship of girls below the age of nine (kanya
ptjd), which is performed daily in the Kamaks1 temple during Navaratri. The
fierce form of Mahahairava from the KV is not mentioned in the priest’s narra-
tive. Indeed, neither is the fight - narrated from the gods’ perspective, we are
simply told that the gods see the girl approaching with the already killed asura.
The fight itself happens off stage, like in the classical tragedies. Again, the priest
plays down KamaksT's fierceness.
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The priest’s myth also includes a prologue according to which the god of love
Manmatan (Kama) disturbs the asceticism of Siva with his arrows. Siva then
reduces Manmatan to ashes, who is then revived as Bandhasura by Ganes$a.8!
The motif of creating Bhandasura from the ashes of the god of love is not explicit
in the KV. There, the demon’s origin is in fact not mentioned at all. However, in
a later chapter of the KV Kama asks Kamaksi to get him his body back (KV 14.9-
66), which may allude to this story. Kamaks1 grants his wish and helps Kama
defeat Siva in battle by withdrawing the saktis of all Siva temples into the cave.82
As Siva propositions on her, she rejects him saying: “I am not Gaurl” and creates
a crore of Kamas to fight Siva. The goddess tells the conquered Siva to take
refuge with Manmatan and meditate on her, and then takes the form of Gauri.83

Kamaksi is closely associated with the god oflove, as is reflected in her name
(“she whose eyes are desire”), and through her iconography - Kamaksi carries
the weapons of Kama; the sugarcane bow and flower arrows, on which a parrot
sits (Kama'’s vehicle). The myth is another hint at this close connection. As
Shulman has shown, the divine marriage of the god and goddess is the central
structural element of the Tamil sthalapurdanas (1980, 138), and the core of many
festival cycles in Hindu temples. Siva burning Kama to ashes is the first step
towards marriage between Siva and Parvati in many purdnas. In Mr. Satyamurti
Sastrigal’s myth we learn that the demon is a Siva devotee, who performs tapas
towards and is granted a boon by Siva (dvesabhakti). This, too, is a common
motif in South Indian demon myths. Shulman takes a step further and suggests
that the demon and Siva are in fact one and the same. The demon is identified

81 The motif of Siva reducing Kama to ashes is found in several purdnas, including the
Matsyapurana, the Sivapurana and the LU. In the latter, Kima disturbs Siva’s meditation
and shoots a flower arrow at him to help the gods destroy Tarakasura, who could not
be defeated by anyone except Siva’s son. Siva then reduces Kama to ashes with his third
eye and sends him forth formless into the universe. Yet the unleashing of love affects
Siva and results in his union with Parvati, after which their son Karttikkéyan (Murukan)
is born, who finally defeats the demon. One of Lalitd’s names in the LS also concerns the
remedy of Kdma (n. 84). In some stories, Siva burns Kama who takes the form of a tree
(O'Flaherty 1973, 158-159). Interestingly, the fight between the goddess and the
demon is enacted in many temples with a (vanni or banana) tree standing for the demon
(see chapter 4). According to O’Flaherty, Kama is pictured as “a tree whose sprouts are
women” and is particularly associated with pine trees (ibid.). See O’Flaherty (1973,
141-169) for more on Siva’s relation to Kama in Hindu mythology.

82 This myth explains why there are no separate shrines for the goddess in any of Kanchi-
puram’s Siva temples.

83 Gauri (‘'shining, brilliant’) is the golden form of Kamaksi, who becomes Siva’s consort. In
this myth Kamaksi is transformed to her benign from through marriage. See Shulman
(1980, 170) for a full summary of Manmatan myth from the KV, which might be an
elaboration of Brahmandapurana 3.4.30.59.
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with Kama as his revived ashes who is identified with Siva, whose manifestation
in Kanchipuram is known, according to the Brahmandapurana, as Kame$vara
(“lord of desire”) (Shulman 1980, 171). Shulman proposes a symbolic marriage
between the goddess and the demon, substituting Siva with the demon devo-
tee.84 In the KV, the demon sacrifices himself/is sacrificed at the hands of the
maiden goddess, after which Siva emerges from the nether world through the
cave of Kama. This cave is “the womb of the goddess, the Kamakkottam”
(Shulman 1980, 176), and Siva later marries the goddess at the local shrine in
question (see Shulman 1980, 169-176).

Patavettamman and Makisasuran

While there are no written texts pertaining to the Patavéttamman temple, there
is a rich oral mythological tradition surrounding this goddess. According to
Patavéttamman’s priest Mr. Mahesh the goddess has had five births: as Renuka,
as Mariyamman (Patavéttamman), as Ankala amman of Mel Maliyanur, as
Kalkatta Kali [sic] and as Satiyanastya.8> Out of these, it is the Kalkatta Kali
story that forms the basis of the temple’s Navaratri celebrations and the god-
dess’s fight with the demon.

Here follows a summary of the myth of Makisasuran as told by Mr. Mahesh,
main priest in the Patavéttamman temple:86

“There was a young Brahmin boy who wanted to become a samnyasin (Ta.
canniydci, an ascetic) at a young age, and a Brahmin girl who wanted to
marry him. She asked if they could marry, and after a living a good life
together for some years, then he could become an ascetic. But the boy was
not interested in married life and denied her request. Since the girl thought
his mentality resembled the asuras (Ta. acurar) who live in the forest, she
cursed him to be an asura. He in turn was angry for being cursed for his wish,
and cursed her back so that she, too, would be born in a demon family.

84 This has an interesting parrallell in a ritual described by Beck (1981), where a local
goddess in the Coimbatore district marries (presumably) a demon in the form of a tree
trunk, is widowed for a short period, and later marries Siva.

85 See Ilkama (2012) for the Renuka, Mariyamman and Satiyaniisa myths relating to the
Patavéttamman temple. The Ankala amman myth resembles closely the one Meyer
retells from Mel Malaiyanur (1986, 36-37).

86 The summary is a close retelling of the story which was translated from Tamil to English
by my research assistant Mr. Subramaniyan.
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The curses became true. One history says they were born brother and sister.
The other says they were husband and wife. Which one is true [ am not aware
of, but the story that says husband and wife looks good.

They were born as Makisasuran (Skt. Mahisasura) and Makisi. Both of
them had the head of a buffalo and went for doing penance.8” Makisasuran
got a boon from Siva that he would lead a life without death and with per-
manent wealth that does not diminish, and that his body could not be burnt.
Makisi asked that she could only be killed by a child at the age of 16, born
from a couple of equal sex and leading the life of a king, thinking such a death
was not possible. This Makisasuran story is the history of Kalkatta Kali, and
Makisi is the Aiyappan story.88

Makisasuran started creating a place of his own, and his wealth increased.
Once he demanded a share in the homa (Ta. homam, fire sacrifice) of the
gods, but the gods denied. He started to destroy the gods and put the sages
who performed the homa into the fire. He increased day by day and went out
of control. The gods went to lord Siva and complained. Then Siva created
Sakti. The gods did a homa for 108 days, and the 108t day was a new moon
day (Ta. amavacai), the start date of Navaratri. Navaratri is for gathering all
3 Saktis - Laksmi, Sarasvatl and Durga; their powers. That is why the first
three days is for Laksmi, and so on. This is how the three Saktis were
gathered, and every day of the Navaratri function, weapons were grouped.
For this war, they gathered all weapons, and did piija (Ta. piicai) for them, so
on Vijayadasami, the 10th day, all the powers come together. All the powers
put together is called Adi$akti. She destroys Makisasuran. Only because piija
was done this day, and next day she went for samhara (Ta. samhdaram, war).
That is why the gods won the battle.

This incident happened in Kolkata, so that is the “head office” for Kali tem-
ples. The demon was destroyed in a period between morning and night. So,
we would have a question: why Makisasuran has this powerful boon, but was
killed. According to his boon, he should not die at all! Moreover, his body
should not be burnt, and his wealth should be permanent. And his wealth did
in fact not go away at all, neither was his body burnt. What happened was
this: The goddess cut off Makisasuran’s head and wore his intestines as a

87

88

In Tamil, makisan or makitan is a Sanskritized form for buffalo (Ta. erumai). Makisi is
the feminine form.

Aiyappan was, according to legend, a child from a union of Visnu and Siva. To overcome
the demoness’s boon, Visnu took birth as his female avatdra, the enchantress Mohinj,
who united with Siva. Aiyappan was born and destroyed the demoness.
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garland. And the head was under her legs. So, it is like all the criteria of the
boon is satisfied: the demon did not die but took refuge [with the goddess].

During the battle different incidents happened. Makisasuran also tried to
cheat the goddess by taking the form of Siva; he went in that form to Kali
devi and they had an argument. Eventually she realizes it is not Siva, so she
assumes a ferocious form and that is why we can see some images with Siva
under the feet of Kali; it is Makisasuran who has come in that form. In the
pictures she will not have a full dress, and after being cheated, all the hands
of the asura were cut off and tied around her waist. And there will be skulls
around her neck. That is because she destroyed demons and soldiers; she
took their skulls and wore as garlands. She puts Makisasuran down. These
things happened during the Navaratri period. The last day Makisasuran took
refuge under her feet. That is why they have the kolu, the goddess is in the
kolu and gets the power from all the gods. Makisasuran was not destroyed
fully but took refuge at the feet of the goddess. That is why the pija offered
to the goddess is also for the asura.”

While Kamakst's myths resemble the LU, the myth of Mr. Mahesh shares traits
with the DM, with additions and differences. The pattern presented in the
beginning of the chapter is intact apart from the gods praising the goddess,
which is absent in Mr. Mahesh’s myth.

The myth starts with the demon’s origin from a rather unfair curse to a pious
Brahmin boy, explaining the origin of the two demons relating to two well-
known myths in South India, Makisa and Makisi. As in the myth of KamaksT’s
priest, the demon gets his boon from doing tapas to Siva, whom the gods resort
to once the demon gets out of control. Siva creates Sakti to aid the gods, who
perform a 108-day homa to empower her. The myth therefore depicts Sakti as
created from the gods’ united power, like the narrative in the DM. In the DM
myth the goddess is created from a brilliant light (Skt. tejas) emerging from the
gods, but in the Kalkatta Kali myth the gods gather the powers of Laksmi,
Sarasvati and Durga during Navaratri, corresponding to the notion that the first
three days of the festival are for Laksmi, and so on. The content of Patavéttam-
man’s myth also relates to the kolu and the worship of weapons on the ninth
day of the festival known as dyudha piija or Sarasvatl Pija.8? Severa respon-
dents explained how the goddess on the kolu draws powers from the gods
surrounding her in order to fight the demon.

The battle scenes and the actual killing of the demon are not described in any
detail. Still, the fierce form of the goddess is more prominent in Mr. Mahesh’s

89 See chapter 8.
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myth than in the myths current at the Kamaksi temple. Kali is known as an ugra
and bloodthirsty goddess, as a destroyer. She is associated with the flux and
movement of existence (Kinsley 1979, 20) and can be seen as the very embodi-
ment of lila, frequently depicted dancing upon her husband’s, or the demon’s,
corpse. The narrator is not hesitant on emphasizing this: her dress is not proper
for a female, and she wears her victims’ sculls and arms as ornaments.

We also note that a cosmological aspect, which is very prominent in the KV,
is absent in the myth of Kalkatta Kali: neither the goddess’s transcendence nor
her immanence (the bhakti aspect) is mentioned. Interestingly, Mr. Mahesh’s
myth relating to Navaratri is not at all localized in Kanchipuram, but in the
distant Kolkata. This might be because of the fame of Kolkata's Durga Puja, out
of a desire for an association between the temple’s themed alamkaras and the
magnificent themed pandals (temporary structures set up for venerating a
deity) of Kolkata.?0

[ propose that both the lack of cosmology and of localization of the myth is
due to the different characters of the goddesses in question, as well as the type
of myth. While the benign Kamaksi in her myths is identified with the pan-
Indian and cosmological deity Lalita-tripurasundari, Patavéttamman has her
origin as Renuka, a human wife who unfairly was decapitated from transgress-
ing a sexual norm.?! Revived as a goddess she is placed in the tradition of more
approachable village goddesses: Patavéttamman is not a cosmological deity like
Kamaksl. Still, the priest entitles the killer of the demon Adi$akti (Skt. “primeval
power”), like KamaksT's priest,®? since localized goddesses also are perceived as
parts of the primeval energy. When I say “type” of myth, I refer to the fact that
the myth of Kalkatta Kali is not Patavéttamman’s creation myth, or a story
generally associated with her. Patavéttamman’s origin myth is the Renuka

90 Bengali pandals are increasingly represented in Tamil media: for instance, during Nava-
ratri 2014 there were 3 articles in the Chennai times about the Durga Pijas celebrated
in Chennai against 6 articles on kolu displays. The articles encouraged the reader to
“don’t just make time for golus [sic] [...] but plunge into the colors of the east with Durga
Puja” and to “go pandal hopping”. According to these articles, Durga Piijas have been
organized in Chennai by Bengali associations since the 1930s, and in 2014 there were
capproximately 15 grand piijas with pandals in different parts of the Tamil Nadu capital.
The oldest piija in the city, the Bengali Association in T. Nagar, claimed to expect about
50 000 visitors to the 2014 piija. While [ have not seen any of these piijds myself and do
not know how many Tamils participate in them, these articles may point towards a
recent growth in the Durga Pijas of Chennai, and in promoting them in media. I am
unaware of any Durga Pijas celebrated in Kanchipuram.

91 See chapter 1.

92 The exact word used in the oral Kimaksi myth was Adiparasakti, meaning “supreme
(para) primeval power”.
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story, whose decapitation transforms her into Mariyamman, a story with strong
elements of locality.?3 Apart from the Kali myth, all the other myths associated
with Patavéttamman revolve around the theme of chastity and the unfair treat-
ment of her as a female by male characters. The Kali myth does not explain
anything about Patavéttamman’s or the temple’s origin and tells us more about
popular beliefs about Kali than about Patavettamman.

An important motif expressed at the very end of the myth is that the demon
does not die but takes refuge at the feet of the goddess. From there he still
receives offerings according to his boon. According to the priest, this is why
demons, represented in the arches above the deities’ images, are offered food
in the temple.* Shulman reads this mythical theme, the salvation of the demon
dying at the hands of the goddess, as a model of self-surrendering to the deity:
the actions of the demon leads to his purity and salvation at his “death” (1980,
320). As Shulman interprets it, this symbolizes the state of egoism (Skt.
ahamkara) as defeated, when the devotee realizes his true identity as a bhakta.
On a more symbolic level of interpretation, the death of the demon thus forms
a model for man to overcome ego and possessiveness. That ego is symbolized
by the demon’s severed head has been interpreted by other scholars too, such
as Brenda E. F. Beck (1979, 32), who argues that in the most common four-
armed iconography of Kali, where she carries a severed head in her left hand,
the head symbolizes how the devotee’s ego must be slain for obtaining salva-
tion. Curiously, but perhaps not surprisingly, such a symbolic connection or
moral component was a fact several respondents in the temples stressed when
asked about the meaning or significance of the fight between the goddess and
the demon; that it ultimately concerns the destruction of ego, or evil, within
man. These respondents’ thoughts, all of whom were interviewed in the
Kamakst temple during the curasamhdra, the enactment of Kamakst's fight with
the demon, clearly illustrate this:

“I think [the fight] is [about] getting rid of evil. Curan (the demon) represents
evil, and it is the destruction of that by the divine. So, then we can understand
that if there is any evil within us, and we pray for these nine days, we can
eradicate it”.

93 See Ilkama (2012). Consult Beck (1981), Brubaker (1977), Craddock (2001), Doniger
(1999), and van Voorthuizen (2001) for other versions of the Renuka story.

94 This food is placed outside the temple by the trisula, and includes puffed rice, ddl
(lentils), cigars and biscuits, which is offered to the demon during the enactment of the
fight at Navaratri.
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“Mahisasuravatam (killing Mahisasura) is the killing of a man’s ahankaram.
Now Amman killed Mahisasura, but the inner meaning is her destruction of
man'’s ego. We must get rid of all that. But how can that be, when every
moment we say: “I do this, [ have come to see this”! [...] Any curasamhara is
the destruction of evil.”

“Navaratri, you see, even though the tales talk about demons and all, this is
like those days’ masters took us as a child and narrated a story. But the
demons are within us. It is the anger; it is lust; greediness. That is the demons
given here, they gave a name to it, a form to it. One of the demons had a
buffalo head and so on.”

These quotes illustrate a clear identification of the people with the myth of the
goddess and the demon, and what happens in the temple during Navaratri.?>

Concluding Remarks

The local myths of Kamaksi and Patavéttamman presented here conform to a
generic pattern of “demon-killing-myths” originating from the DM, sharing a
common set of Sakta theological ideas. They can be seen as combat-as-lild
myths (cf. Kinsley 1979) in which the goddess is ultimately aloof from her
creation, battling demons as a diversion.

In the respective myths we have met a compassionate Lalita, who both en-
compasses and transcends the ugra-saumya dichotomy, and a birth of Patavet-
tamman as the fierce Kalkatta Kali or Mahisasuramardini, Killer of the Buffalo
Demon. I have explored some of the myths’ themes and motifs, including the
burning of Kama and reading the myth as defeating ego. While there are many
similarities to the myths, there are striking differences, too: Kamaks1’'s myth is
stongly anchored in Kanchipuram and concerns the very origin of her temple,
whereas Patavéttamman’s myth occur in Kolkata with their famed Durga Pija
celebrations, although the priest links the storyline to the South Indian customs
of kolu and Sarasvati Piija. The cosmological aspects prominent in the myth of
Kamaksi are also absent in the myth of Patavéttamman as Kali. Through explor-
ing the demon-slaying manifestations of the goddess as Bala Kamaksi and Kali,
[ have shown that while the fierceness of the goddess may be played down and

95 While the surrender of the demon as the goddess’s (or Siva’s) devotee is not mentioned
in the KV myth, ritual in the Kamaksi temple still hints at this: After the demon is defeat-
ed in battle, his head(s) are brought to the goddess, garlanded, and placed at her feet as
a token of surrendering to her. The demon’s heads are also marked with the common
forehead marks of being a Sakta devotee, namely three horizontal lines of white ash with
a dot of kurikkumam in the middle.
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the fight not elaborated in the myths, the goddesses are able to take on fierce
forms for accomplishing their task of killing the demon.

In the following chapters, we will see how the associated myths are related
to several rituals in the respective temples during Navaratri.






Chapter 3
Navaratri in the Kamaksi Temple

This chapter investigates the Navaratri festival in the Kamaksi temple by dis-
cussing the festival’s ritual procedures.?® I will emphasize the rituals that are
peculiar to Navaratri; namely the daily worship of prepubescent girls and
married women, the goddess’s Navaratri alamkadras, the fight between Kamaksi
and the demon which is enacted as a big spectacle for altogether eight evenings,
and the Vijayadasam1 worship of a vanni tree, carrying a web of symbolic
dimensions. Different people visit the Kamaksi temple during Navaratri, no-
tably many families, and groups of women and groups of young boys. Some
come daily, others come once or for a few evenings, and devotees may visit from
outside of Kanchipuram. Darsana of the goddess in her special alamkdras as
well as the enactment of the fight were huge attractions reasons for devotees
during Navaratri. The goddess is considered distinctively powerful during these
nine nights, and it is considered especially auspicious to visit the temple during
this festival.?”

Four Navaratris

The Sarada Navaratri (Skt. “autumnal Navaratri”) celebrated in the Tamil
month of Purattaci is one of the two major annual festivals in the Kamaksi
temple, along with Brahmotsava.?® Four Navaratri periods of nine days each are
marked in the temple during the ritual year. Among these, the autumnal Nava-
ratri is by far the most prominent, and referred to simply as “Navaratri” by most
participants as well as the priests (and the one I refer to as Navaratri in the
following). The autumnal Navaratri encompasses the most elaborate ritual pro-
cedures out of the four and attracts crowds of devotees to the temple every year.

Vasanta Navaratri (spring Navaratri) is celebrated in a smaller scale in the
month of Pankuni (March-April), and Varahi Navaratri (also known as Asadha

96 [ wish to thank Ute Hiisken, who generously made available the material she had collec-
ted on Navaratri during the Kanchipuram research project since 2003.

97 According to the temple’s website, Navaratri, Brahmotsava and full moon days are the
special occasions during which the goddess is particularly powerful (http://www.
kanchikamakshi.com, accessed 23.08.2022).

98 The Brahmotsava is celebrated for 11 days in the month of Maci (February-March) and
includes grand processions of KamaksT's festival image on the temple’s vahanas (vehi-
cles) each morning and evening.
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Navaratri) and Syamala Navaratri are marked at the temple’s shrines of these
two deities®® with special piijds and abhisekas. The Varahi and Syamala Navara-
tris are celebrated only by the devotees of these two goddesses, Varahi Nava-
ratri in the month of Ati (July-August) and Syamala Navaratri in the month of
Tai (January-February).

The Ritual Manual Saubhagyacintamani and Contemporary
Performance

As explained in chapter 2, KamaksT's priests represent themselves as carrying
out Srividya worship based on the Sanskrit ritual manual Saubhagyacintamani
(SC), ascribed to sage Durvasa.l90 Qut of altogether 54 chapters,101 the manual
includes two chapters concerning Navaratri. Chapter 38, entitled mahanavami-
mahatmyam (“the greatness of the great ninth [day]”), narrates a myth of how
the goddess aids the gods in defeating the demon Andhaka.192 The myth demon-
strates the auspiciousness allotted to the nine nights starting from the first day
of the fortnight of the bright half of the lunar month Asvina.193 This corresponds

99 Varahi and Syamala are two major goddesses of the Srividyd school. The boar faced
Varahi is Lalita’s commander-in-chief, and Syamala her minister (Wilke 2010, 231).

100 To my knowledge, no critical study has been done on the SC, making it difficult to say
anything about when it was written, etc. The date of publication is not mentioned in the
printed edition I am in possession of, which is published by the Sankaramatha.

101 The SC consists of two parts: piirvabhdgah (54 chapters) and uttarabhdgah (2 chapters).

102 The myth of the SC is different from the myth of the KV investigated in chapter 2, which,
as explained, is referred to by the priests as the underlying motif of celebrating Navara-
tri in the Kamaks1 temple. In the SC myth, the gods are scolded by the demon Andhaka
who held the world captive, and Sakti arises from a most excellent light resulting from
Brahma’s meditation. Sakti first splits into three forms, and then into many forms, and
tells Brahma that she abides in the hearts of all beings and appears as their sakti. She
tells Brahma that the gods are to worship her on the 9t lunar day (mahabhiitatithi) of
Asvina. Brahma realizes the superiority of this day and performs the vow known as
mahanavami (“the great ninth”) for the goddess, after which the gods do the same. The
goddess is delighted and grants the gods the boon of succeeding conquering the ill-
souled Andhaka (SC 38.1-38). Note that in this myth, KAmaksi does not confront the
demon in battle, she “takes away his powers”, so that the gods can fight him (SC 38.26),
and her benevolent nature is maintained throughout.

103 Srnu devi mahabhdge yan mam tvam pariprcchasi | asvayujyam ayatnena yatphalam la-
bhate dinat [| sarvamasakrtendpi tatphalam naiva labhate | tasmin mase ’pi devesi piirva-
pakse ‘dhiko matah [| suklapratipadadyas tu navaratryo ‘tisobhanah [ tatrapi navami sla-
ghya sarvasiddhipraddyini [[ SC 38.1-4 — “Listen, goddess, most virtuous one, to what
you ask me! On the full moon day of A$vina, what fruit one gains during that day without
effort, on account of performing [the prescribed worship in] all the [other] months, one
does not gain an [equal] fruit. Surely, the fortnight of the waxing moon in this month, O
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to the time the festival is celebrated in the temple today. According to the myth,
the 9th day (tithi) of this month, corresponding to today’s Sarasvati Pij3, is con-
sidered particularly auspicious. The following chapter 39 is entitled navara-
tryutsavavidhih (“precepts for the Navaratri festival”) and contains in 53 slokas
the ritual procedures to be followed in the temple during the nine-night festival.

While the priests’ performance of ritual mirrors certain aspects of the text,
such as the worship of young girls and auspicious married women, the framing
of the festival (beginning with sprouting auspicious seeds and ending with the
ablution of Kamaksi's weapon), and the invocation of goddesses in kalasas (Skt.
“pots”), there are several noteworthy inconsistencies between the SC and con-
temporary performance. For instance, two of the central rituals that provide
Navaratri with its special character in contemporary practice are not at all
mentioned, namely Kamaksi's fight with the demon and the vanni tree piija,
which can be interpreted as an atonement ritual for Kamaksi after the fight.
Moreover, the text prescribes certain rituals that are not followed today, such
as processions of the goddess on different vehicles (Skt. vahana),1%* and even
the offering of a wild animal in a forest immediately before the ablution of
Kamaks1's weapon on Vijayadasami.105 There are also inconsistencies between
the text and actual performance of certain rituals, such as the number of kalasas
to be installed and the ingredients for the homa. In addition to describing the
ritual procedures of the festival, the SC devotes several slokas to the calculation
of tithis1%¢ and variations in rituals thereafter (SC 39.31-40).

queen of gods, is regarded superior. But the nine nights [starting] from the first day of
the fortnight of the bright [half of the lunar month] are particularly auspicious. Even
among them, the ninth [day] is commendable, granting universal success.”

104 Slokas 17-24 pertain to the worship of the 8t ydma (a yama is a night watch of three
hours, i.e. an 8% part of a day), and prescribe three processions at night of the goddess
on the vehicles of sea monster (mahdmakara), lion’s seat (simhdasana) and bull (vrsa).

105 The Kamaksi temple is Brahmanical and strictly vegetarian. However, the SC says: tatah
purndhutim hutva balikarma vidhdya ca | turage va gaje vapi yanesv anyatamesu va [/
daropya purvato gacched uttare va yatharuci | yojanam va tadardham va udyanam
ramyam dsthitah || dadyad bhiitabalim tatra vydghram va vanamdhisam | vardha
vanyasatvam va pradadyad bhitatrptaye [| SC 39.42-44 — “Then, after offering fire-
oblations and distributing tribute to all deities, after mounting [the goddess] onto either
a horse, or an elephant, or another vehicle, as before [the chief priest] should go either
to the east or to the north according to desire, either one yojana (measure of distance)
or a half, stopping at a beautiful forest. He should offer bhiitabali (offering of food to all
beings) there: a tiger, a forest buffalo, a boar, or any other wild animal. He should offer
[this] for satisfying all beings.”

106 The average length of a tithi (lunar day) is slightly less than 24 hours. A tithi consists of
the time the moon requires for travelling twelve degrees on the ecliptic in its passage
around the earth, and this may vary in length from approximately 19-26 hours (De
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It might seem puzzling that the ritual manual, supposedly presenting so-
called “idealized” ritual, in fact does not correspond with many of the rituals
that are performed during the festival today. The priests strongly emphasize
that their worship is based on this manual which distinguishes the Kamaksi
temple from all other temples. However, as Fuller discusses in his two volumes
about the Minaksi temple in Madurai (Fuller 1984; 2003), the idea of an authori-
tative textual manual to be reflected precisely in ritual practice is flawed.
Indeed, Fuller, claims that “the idea of strict adherence to dgamic instruction, as
if the texts provided a theoretical or discursive model to be put into practice, is
illusory”. In fact, he argues, it would be impossible to strictly follow any agama.
First, other texts too, inform temple rituals. Particularly festival rituals are
shaped by local and puranic traditions, as is the case in the Kamaksi temple as
well. Moreover, the length and complexity of for instance preparatory rites
would require that the priests stay up all night and put ruthless demands on
them. Further, one cannot know from observations if the agamas are precisely
followed, since they are as much concerned with immaterial transformations as
they are with physical ritual acts. For instance, a priest should according to the
dgamic texts himself become Siva before worshipping Siva in his temple form.
Likewise, Kamakst's priests should according to the SC fix his mind solely on her
and visualize his own body as consisting of the goddess (SC 39. 12-14). This is
accomplished through a mental process, accompanied by hand gestures and
mantras, and the result is, of course, unobservable. Finally, we cannot know
how the exact relationship was between the texts and temple practice at the
time the dgamas were composed. On the one hand, Richard Davis finds it
plausible that the 12t century Saiva patthati Mahotsavavidhi, which today is
considered authoritative throughout Tamil Nadu, played a significant role in
institutionalizing and disseminating a shared pattern for temple festivals. On
the other hand, the texts present idealized ritual practice, and we do not know
if any temple festival has ever been performed such as the text prescribes.
Indeed, Fuller suggests that from consulting manuscripts of these texts, which
exist in more fragmented versions, the meaning of the text mainly was deter-
mined by ritual practice, and not the other way around. The priests have for
generations learned to perform rituals though practice, and not from formal
instruction through canonical works from an ancient past, although these are
referred to as the basis of their rituals.

Fouw and Svoboda 2003, 186). This means that one tithi can be current on two
Gregorian weekdays, and two tithis can be current on one weekday. Astrologers use
precise calculations to determine the most auspicious moment in each tithi.
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The performance of a text is rarely straightforward, neither is the concept of
“text” itself.197 Doniger proposes in her book “other people’s myths” a perfor-
mative distinction between the interior and the exterior of a text (1991, 32). To
use the inside is to use the text in a fluid way, such as to write a commentary,
discuss it, or perform it creatively. To use the outside is to use the text in a more
rigid way, such as to read or recite a text without necessarily knowing its mean-
ing or reciting a text from beginning to end so quickly that no one can possibly
understand it, in order to gain merit.198 In these cases, the ritual efficacy of
recitation is more important than a text’s contents.10°

[ propose that a similar distinction is applicable when it comes to Kamakst's
priests’ reference to the SC as the authority of their ritual performances: they
talk about a fluid text including its embodied and performative dimensions,
rather than the physical and printed text, and thus refer to the outside of the
text rather than its inside. In this way, ritual treatises can be seen as forming
part of a collective habitus, a tradition transmitted by generations of priests,
inherited, and applied. Thus, the role of the SC is centered on the pragmatics of
fabricating identity and authority rather than the technical process of conduct-
ing the rituals.

Ritual Procedures during Navaratri

[ have divided the rituals performed during Navaratri in the Kamaksi temple
into 4 ritual cycles, modeled closely on the classification of Brahmotsava

107 We must also keep in mind how scripture in Hinduism has been overwhelmingly spoken
rather than written. Indeed, as Joyce Burkhalter Flueckiger claims, the application of the
oral/written dichotomy to South Asian texts and oral traditions often leads to confusing,
sometimes irrelevant, and even erroneous findings in a culture in which written texts
have coexisted and interacted with oral traditions for centuries (1991, 44). Leela
Prasad, who has worked on Sastra litterature, has convincingly argued that we should
understand the concept of text in Hindu traditions as dynamically constructed, as a fluid
text which engages precept and practice (Prasad, 2006).

108 Even more rigid is the worship of the physical text which is not necessarily opened.

109 Drawing on Doniger’s terminology, Brian K. Smith has shown in his work on the Veda
(1989) how an authoritative canon is not necessarily a set of printed texts, but rather a
body of knowledge, incorporated in persons who have mastered it and practiced it from
generation to generation, and thus a “personalized” concept of authority. In this way,
post-Vedic Hindus use the “outside” of the Vedas for legitimization oblivious to the
“inside” (the doctrines and practices). Smith writes that "[t]he great paradox of Hin-
duism [...] is that although the religion is inextricably tied to the legitimizing authority
of the Veda, in post-Vedic times the subject matter of the Veda was and is largely un-
known by those who define themselves in relation to it” (Smith 1989, 20).
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(mahotsava) rituals by Marie-Luce Barazer-Billoret (1999);110 namely inaugur-
al rites, daily observances, rites of closure!l! and subsequent rituals. The cate-
gory additional ceremonies includes a small section on Sarasvati Pija.

I use these categories less strictly, so that the heading daily observances
includes not only the rituals commonly mentioned in the types of handbooks
Barazer-Billoret worked with (processions, homas and piijas) but also the
worship of young girls and auspicious married women, the curasamhara, the
cultural program, and the goddess’s alamkaras, all important and everyday
parts of the contemporary Navaratri celebrations in the temple.

Although Navaratri lasts nine days, or ten days including Vijayadasami, the
celebrations go on in the temple for altogether 12 days according to the festival
program. Some rites therefore do not form part of Navaratri in the strict sense,
and I have labeled these subsequent rituals.

Inaugural Rites

The Sprouting of Auspicious Seeds

The SC suggests two alternative openings for the festival, raising of the flag
(dhvajarohana) or sprouting of the seeds (ankura[arpanal).11? In contempo-
rary practice the flag is only raised during Brahmotsava, whereas Navaratri
starts with the rituals of collecting the earth (mrtsamgrahana) and the sprout-
ing of auspicious seeds (arnkurarpana). This is done by planting nine kinds of
grain (navadhanyam) in a lamp-shaped mud pot (Ta. palikai) full of soil. The
ritual is done to assure auspicious results of the festival, and if the auspicious

110 Barazer-Billoret (1999) classified the rituals of Brahmotsava in various Saiva dgamas
and paddhatis into four major ritual cycles: Inaugural rites (rites inauguraux), twice-
daily ritual activities (ritual biquotiden; pointing to the processions of the deities’ festi-
val images held in the morning and evening, characteristic of the Brahmotsava), the
tirtha cycle (cycle du tirtha) and ‘rites of closure’ (rites de cloture). She further identified
an additional category, additional ceremonies (rites additionnels), consisting of rituals
that fall out of the four.

111 Following Schier (2018, 49), I argue that the tirtha cycle (bathing rituals) forms part of
the rites of closure which mark the end of the festival and have omitted the heading of
“the tirtha circle” so that rites of closure include the ritual of tirthasnana or tirttavari.

112 atha vaksyami devesi mahabhitatithau vratam | utsavam kdryet tatra dhvajarohana-
purvakam [| athavankurapirvam va yagamandalasamyutam | SC 39.1-2 — “Now [ will
declare the vow [to be performed] at the great lunar day, O queen of gods! [The chief
priest] should perform a festival at that time, either beginning with rising the flag, or
beginning with [planting] the seeds, including drawing the yagamandala (preliminary
rite of the ankurarpana)”.
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continuation of the festival is disrupted by any polluting events, the sprouts are
thrown away and new ones will be planted. The two rituals are performed the
night before Navaratri starts. Throughout the festival, the pot is kept in the
sacrificial hall (yagasala) where homas are performed. Piijas are done to it daily,
and by the end of the festival the grains will have grown to small green sprouts.
The sprouts and the mud will be immersed in the temple tank along with
KamaksI's main weapon at the tirttavari ceremony.

Tying of Protective Cords

The tying of protective cords (raksabandhana, Ta. kappu, lit. protection, caution,
defense) is performed on the first day of Navaratri, 13 after a candihoma and
abhisekas to Varahi and Santanaganapati (a form of Ganesa). A protective cord
is first tied to Kamaks1's image in the sanctum, then to Tapaskamaksi and Kama-
ksT’s procession image (utsavamirti, lit. festival image). Next it is tied to the
procession images of Laksmi and Sarasvati, who accompany Kamaks1's proces-
sion image during Navaratri. Finally, a cord is tied to the wrist of the priest who
oversees the festival. This priest, who alternates annually according to the
temple’s system of murai,11# is from this point onwards in charge of the festival,
and officiates at all the major rituals, assisted by other priests. He takes an oath
(samkalpa) to adhere to the rules and regulations of the festival, after which he
is not allowed to speak for the entire festival period (maunabali, tribute of
silence).115

The cords protect the festival procedures through protecting the festival’s
main agents, in this case the deities and the priest, and absorb ritual impurities

113 The inaugural ritual of tying protective cords for Navaratri is not mentioned in the SC.

114 Murai refers to the rights of the priests and their shares in the worship of the temple.
See Fuller 1984, 81-84.

115 While the practice of maunabali is not prescribed in the SC, the priest should, according
to the text, perform a supreme samkalpa and visualize himself as consisting of the god-
dess before worshipping her: usasy uthaya manasa dhydtva devim paratparam|| praksa-
lya padav acamya kuryat sankalpam uttamam | tadvidhanam ca vaksyami yena $rih
sarvatomukhi [[ stotrais tadiyais tatsiktair dhyanais tadbhabandhanaih [ tadekagrama-
na bhiitva svatmanam tanmayam smaret [| SC 39.12-14. — “After rising at dawn, after
meditating upon the goddess, superior to the best, with his mind, after cleansing the feet
and sipping [water from the palm], he should perform the supreme oath. And I shall
declare that precept, through which one’s prosperity becomes manifold! With praises
(stotra) relating to her, with her hymns (siikta) and meditations (dhydna) fully tied to
her, after becoming one whose mind is fixed solely on her, he should visualize his own
body as consisting of her.” — This parallels the non-dualist concept in Saiva dgamas that
only Siva can worship Siva, and thus Saiva priests become Siva before they carry out
their worship. For more on samkalpa, see Michaels (2005).
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(Husken 2017, 71). I was told that it is tied to the goddess to “keep her in a safe
place”. The goddess is particularly vulnerable during festival times, usually
including public prossessions, when potential pollution may occur and threaten
the festival procedures. The goddess’s powers are at their most potent during
festivals; so are those of chaotic, negative and malevonent forces, and there is
an enchanced possibility for both the deities and the oriests to attract pollution
and the evil eye.116

Invocation and Worship of the Goddesses in kalasas

After tying the cords, Kamaksi and other goddesses are invoked in twelve kala-
Sas filled with water through chanting the milamantra. The pots are kept in the
yagasald throughout Navaratri and worshipped twice a day. Kamaksi is invoked
in the main kalasa which is placed in the middle of a triangle of kalasas, and
eight kalasas surround these again (figure 3.1). In the three kalasas Kames$vari,
Varje$vari and Bahamani are invoked, and the eight Vagdevatas (“deities of
speech”), present in the receptacle surrounding the $ricakra, are invoked in
surrounding pots.117

According to a priest, these are “the most important goddesses”, who all
form part of Ampal.118 On the Vijayadasami evening, these kalasas are taken to
the sanctum for abhiseka of first the sricakra and then the goddess’s image (gha-
tasnana).11® Thus, the goddesses who are honored as separate figures during

116 Many unforeseen events could happen and disrupt a festival. For instance, devotees
could drown in the temple tank during ritual baths, or the deities could encounter a
funeral procession during their parading through the streets. Ritual pollutions could
also go on unnoticed by the performers of the ritual, such as menstruating women enter-
ing the temple. The purity of the temple, its priests and deities is highly important, as it
is a precondition for fhe effective performance of ritual within the South Indian
Brahmanical temple (Hiisken 2006, 11).

117 While in contemporary performance twelve kalasas are deposited in the yagasala for a
total of ten days, the SC prescribes the installation of nine kalasas to be worshipped for
eight days. In these, the Vagdevatas should be invoked: vastraratnadisamyuktan nava
kumbhams tu vinyaset | vasinyadisamdyuktam dinesv astasu pijayet [| SC 39.6. — “[The
chief priest] should deposit nine pots endowed with garments, gems and so on, with
[the Vagdevis] beginning with Vasini invoked, and worship [them] for eight days.” —
Since the Vagdevis number eight, Kamaksi is probably invoked the ninth kalasa
although this is not mentioned explicitly in the text.

118 The Vagdevatas are popularly said to have composed the LSN.

119 The SC prescribes ablutions of the sricakra on the 9t day: visesena navamyam tu srica-
krasnapanam caret [| SC 39.11 — “[The chief priest] should in particular perform
ablution for the sricakra on the ninth [day]”.
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the festival are finally re-absorbed into the fundamental divine source in the
temple (Davis 2010, 34).

3 [ B 3 ; Y
= el e
i < Y [ o ’é

Figure 3.1: Kalasas and homa in the ydgasala. © Ute Hiisken.

Daily Observances

Pujas and homas

As is usual in the Kamaksi temple, the paricopacara pija is performed daily for
the goddess in the sanctum and this worship continues during festival times.
This piija consists of five objects to please the five senses: sandal (gandha), flow-
ers (puspa), inscense (dhtipa), the camphor flame (dipa), and food (naivedya).
Daily around noon, the priests perform a more elaborate navavarana ptija for
the Sricakra behind closed doors in the sanctum. This is a piija done to the nine
enclosures of the sricakra.l?? I was told that the daily ptjas performed in the
temple are considered extracts of this more elaborate navavarana pija.

120 The navadvarana pija is otherwise performed once a month during full moon day, and
during Vasanta Navaratri. When the temple was renovated between 2015 and 2017, this
puja was one of the rituals that continued despite of the festival not being celebrated in
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Navaratri moreover includes daily worship of the twelve goddesses invoked
in the kalasas and fire rituals in the yagasala.'?! The goddesses preside over and
protect the fire rituals (cf. Davis 2010, 39), meaning there is a higher concentra-
tion of powers (Sakti) present in the temple during Navaratri. Each morning and
evening a srividyda homa is performed, during which firewood (samidh), rice and
ghee is put 28 times each into the fire along with dried cow dung.122 Along with
the oblations, the paficadasi miilamantra (“fifteen syllable root mantra”) is
chanted 28 times, one for each offering. This homa is performed daily during
the ritual year in the sanctum. Afterwards, Lalitdsahasranadma, or other stotras
dear to the goddess, is chanted.

Worship of Prepubescent Girls and Auspicious Married Women

The SC prescribes the daily worship of girls and women with a (living) husband,
or alternatively nine couples, during Navaratri.l23 These ptijas are performed

a grand manner, pointing to its importance. The chapter on Navaratri in the SC does not
mention the navdvarana pija, but a closer study of the SC would be necessary to find
out whether it is described in other chapters.

121 The procedures in the ydgasala (homas and invocation and worship of goddesses in
kalasas) during Navaratri are very similar to those of Brahmotsava, but for Brahmotsava
a total of eleven kalasas (representing Kamaksi, Laksmi1 and Sarasvati and the 8 Vag-
devis) are deposited, not twelve.

122 These are the normal ingredients for homas in the Kamaksi temple. When I inquired
about the homa, Mr. Satyamurti Sastrigal said: “Some people put sweets and all into the
homa, but that is not the right procedure”. The SC, however, prescribes a long list of
substances to be thrown into the fire 108 times, either one ingredient each day, or all at
once, along with the firewood: aptipais saktupindais ca lajapindaih gulanvitaih [ panasair
nalikerais ca tilapindaih guldnvitaih [/ samadhusakair dyuktaih mudgapindair manoha-
raih [ dadhyannaih pdyasais caivam sasarpiskais ca saktubhih || ekaikam kramaso vrd-
dhya dinam pratidinam prati [ prthag astottarasatam juhuyat samidha saha [[ dinaso vai
kramaikam va juhuyadd va kramena tu | SC 39. 7-10. — “With sweets cooked in ghee
accompanied by lumps of wheat powder and water, with puffed rice mixed with jaggery,
with jackfruit along with coconut, with lumps of white sesame mixed with jaggery, with
lumps of green grinds mixed with honey and sugar, with curd rice and also with padya-
sam (boiled milk, rice, ghee and sugar), and with flour mixed with ghee, gradually with
increasing [the quantity] each and every day, [the chief priest] should offer [these
ingredients] 108 times each day along with firewood (samidh). Indeed, he should offer
one ingredient each day, or all at once.” The 10t day, on Vijayadasami, the substances
should be offered 28 times: dasamyam atha sampitiyja visesavidhita guruh | pratidra-
vyam ca juhuyad astavimsatisamkhyaya [/SC 39.41 — “On the 10t [day], after worship-
ping, the guru should by means of special observances offer the substances 28 times.”

123 kanyds ca pitjayen nityam striyo bhartrsamanvitah [/ navacakresvariripam navam va
mithunam yajet [ ekaikavrddhya dinaso navamyantam samdcaret [| SC 39.49-50 — “[The
chief priest] should necessarily worship young girls [and] women who have a [living]
husband. Or he could worship nine couples in the form of the Navacakre$varis (the
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around noon each Navaratri day, after the morning rituals to the goddess in the
sanctum and to the pots in the ydgasala are concluded. For eight days, the
priests worship a prepubescent girl (figure 3.2) and an auspicious married
woman. These pijds are performed behind closed doors in the Gayatri mandapa
in front of the goddess’s sanctum. The girls and women are worshipped as
manifestations of the goddess who is invoked in them with a mantra: Bala
KamaksT is invoked in the girls and Kamaksi in the women. The priests recite
mantras, offer them sacred powders, incense and lamps, new clothes, garlands,
flowers, and food. On the ninth day of Sarasvati Paja the procedure changes:
this morning, after the demon has been killed by Kamaksi on the eight evening
of Navaratri, there are altogether nine kanyas and nine sumarigalis worshipped,
along with a brahmacarin, a young boy, in whom Bhairaval?# is invoked.

While kanya piijas are an integral part of Navaratri in many parts of India
and Nepal, 2> worship of married women seems to be reserved to the south. In
the Kamaksi temple these piijas mirror the temple worship of the goddess, but
they also share traits with similar pujas held at home during Navaratri kolu.126

Women and girls will however only be worshipped if they are auspiciously
married with a living husband (sumangali, Ta. cumankali) or prepubescent
below the age of sexual maturity (kanya, Ta. kanni). This makes them eligible to

presiding deities of the sricakra’s nine enclosures), day by day ending the ninth [day] he
should worship [them], increasing with one and one.” — The SC myth of the previous
chapter provides the reason for this: tasmin dine visesena yah kascicchaktayo bhivi [| tas
sarvasamadhistapya pijam grhnati safijasd | tasmat sampijayed etd yah kascid va varan-
gandh [| navamadnya visesena dine tasmin subharthibhih | tabhyas tasmin dine dattam
sadvasobhiisandadikam || bhaved anantaphaladam parasaktipriyankaram | mahabhiitati-
thau ye tu ndarcayanti parambikam [[ te tu miidha daridras ca bhaveyur janmajanmani |
SC 38.31-55 — “On this day in particular (the 9t lunar day of Aévina) [the great god-
dess] abides in all the Saktis that are on earth, [and] she receives the piija instantly.
Therefore, one should honor them greatly, those beautiful women, who on this partic-
ular day should not be treated with disrespect by those desirous of welfare. On this day,
they should be given beautiful clothes, ornaments, etc., yielding infinite fruits [and]
causing pleasure to the supreme Sakti. But those who do not worship the supreme
mother on the great 9™ day will become poor and stupefied birth after birth.”

124 Bhairava and Hanuman are repeatedly described as protectors of the goddess in Hindu
mythology (2018, 302). According to Brigitte Luchesi, in Himachal Pradesh the boy’s
role is understood as a sort of protector and compared with Bhairava or Hanuman
(ibid.).

125 See Luchesi (2018) for similar pijds in Himachal Pradesh, Rodrigues (2005, 2009) for
Varanasi, Allen (1975) for Nepal, Hershman (1977) for Punjab and Foulston (2009) for
Calcutta. The honoring of young girls during Navaratri is also mentioned in medieval
ritual texts and puranas, (see Einoo 1999, Kane 1974, 170-71).

126 See chapter 5.
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represent Kamaksi as benevolent goddess and as virgin goddess, which is the
form in which she kills the demon.

The girls should be between one and nine years old and are worshipped in
increasing order. Their age is conceptually linked to Kamakst's fight with the
demon Bandhakasura which is not only expressed in myth, but also enacted in
the temple premises during the first eight Navaratri evenings. The myth of the
Kamaksivilasa narrates the fight between goddess Kamaksi and the demon
Bandhakasura and was explored in chapter 2. Since the demon was granted a
boon that only a young child below the age of nine could kill him, the goddess
assumes the form of a young girl, Bala Kamaksi, to accomplish the task.127

The young girls, worshipped as manifestations of the goddess and increasing
in age reaching nine years in the end, can thus be understood as the maturing
goddess who is finally killing the demon in the form of Bala Kamaksli. An inter-
pretation drawn easily from knowing the mythological background is therefore
to see their worship, along with the worship of Kamaksi in her grown-up form
represented by the sumargalis, as gradually empowering the goddess for her
fight with the demon. This idea is supported by the fact that the autumnal
Navaratri is the only time during the annual festival cycle that such worship is
performed for young girls in the temple.1?8 The change of the worship pattern
to include nine girls and nine women the ninth morning, including the brahma-
carin, can be further interpreted as a tribute to the accumulated powers of the
victorious goddess. The priest Mr. Prasanna Sastrigal explained the ritual
similarly:

“The reason for doing piija to the kanni is, the demon asked for a boon, saying
that he should not be killed by anyone who is above eight years. The samha-
ram (war) takes place on Durgastami (the 8t day of Navaratri). When she
reaches the age of eigth, she kills the demon. Daily when his head is chopped,
immediately he gets another head [...] Ampal (Kamaksi) on the entire eight
days tries to kill him in eight different methods.”

127 However, as discussed in chapter 2, the demon’s boon of being killed by a girl below the
age of nine is in fact only explicit in the retelling of the priests, and not in the KV. In the
KV the goddess Kkills the demon in the fierce form of Mahabhairava and appears before
the gods as a maiden of five (paficavarsikakanyaka) - not nine - after killing him.

128 Sumangaliptija is performed also during pirnimapuja (full moon days) and vasanta
navaratri.
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Figure 3.2: Kanya ptija in the Kamaksi temple. © Ute Hiisken.

It is a widespread belief that piijas to kanyas and sumarngalis reach the goddess
during Navaratri, and that the goddess will come to visit your kolu, and in
extension your home, in the form of a young girl or married woman. The special
connection between females and the goddess through the concept of sakti, or
female creative power, is particularly pronounced during these nine days. An-
other priest, Mr. Sudarshan Sastrigal, emphasized this connection when he
explained the worship of women:

“[Navaratri] gives importance to suvasinis because even the [Lalita]sahasra-
nama says: suvasini priydya namah. So, when suvasinis are honored, the god-
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dess feels happy. When you make them [the suvasinis] happy by giving
clothes and things, it is like Ampal herself is happy.”12°

In contrast to the domestic setting, in the Kamaksi temple the goddess is ritually
invoked in the females with mantras. Although their worship clearly recognizes
their feminine Sakti, temporarily identifying them with the goddess and ac-
knowledging them as representing her, this is a more passive kind of agency,
and a very different one from that shown by Luchesi (2018) in the correspond-
ing rituals in Himachal Pradesh. There, girls actively seek out devotees in god-
dess temples during Navaratri in order to be worshipped as self-appointed
kanyas in the public domain of the temples by visiting devotees, “playing” in the
temple courtyard as representatives of the goddess’s virgin aspect. When there
is a high demand for girls, particularly the two last days of Navaratri, the girls
can switch from one pija to the next in succession without a break (Luchesi
2018, 305).130 In the Kamaksi temple, the selected females are passively acted
upon by Brahmin priests as targets of the piija, and do not directly act them-
selves. However, | propose that they still have agency in that they embody the
goddess and empower Kamaksi for her fight through being worshipped as her
stand-ins.

Ornamenting the Goddess: Alamkaras

Navaratri is known for showing the goddess in magnificent alamkaras and
many devotees come for darsana during the festival for this reason. While
alamkaras form part of everyday temple piijas and are not at all particular to
Navaratri, the alamkaras during the festival are made more elaborate, often
with huge canopies of flower garlands, and are among the festival’s highlights
and attractions for the audience.!3! This seems to have been the case at least

129 A more plausible translation of the §loka would be “homage to her who is dear to
suvasinis”, and not the way the priest interprets it.

130 Another difference between the two “types” of temple-kanya pujas is that in Himachal
Pradesh they are performed in public by devotees, including locals and visitors from
distant places, and not by the priests or near the sanctum. Luchesi (2018, 306) asserts
that the “self-appointed” girls very likely are regarded as less appreciated compared to
those of the corresponding domestic piijds. In the Kamaksi temple it is aquaintances of
the priests, as well as members of donor families, who are invited for kanyd and suman-
gali ptjas.

131 In the Kamaksi temple, the three priestly families who share the rights to worship alter-
nate weekly throughout the year doing the alamkdras of the goddess. Each family
decorates one deity for one week - if one family decorates the procession image, anoth-
er decorates the image in the sanctum, and the third decorates Abhiseka Kamaksi and
their turns will shift. There are no fixed donors for Navaratri alamkaras in the Kamaks1
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since the 1980’s: Fuller and Penelope Logan (1985, 82) portray alamkaras in
the Minaksi temple of Madurai as the “distinctive feature of Navaratri,” which
attracts hosts of devotees. Many devotees I spoke to in the temple praised the
beauty of KamaksT's alamkaras. An elderly devotee who visited the temple for
Navaratri darsana said: “The last ten years they have been doing such lovely
alamkaras [for Navaratri]. Amman looks so beautiful!”

While smaller amman temples may advertise their Navaratri alamkaras in
the festival program and on posters to attract devotees, the alamkaras in the
Kamakst temple are not planned. This is apart from the Durga alamkara the 8th
day of Durgastami, usually featuring the goddess seated on a tiger or a lion
(figure 3.3), and the Sarasvati alamkara the 9t day of Sarasvati Pija, when the
goddess carries the vind, an emblem of Sarasvati. The themes of these two alam-
karas remain standard each year, although how the decorations are fashioned,
will vary.

Such alamkaras are a ritual in which the priests may creatively and aesthet-
ically play with the goddess in fashioning her various decorations. 132 But
contrasting the alamkdras of the Patavéttamman temple, which are planned
months in advance by the temple’s alamkdra specialist, this creativity is in the
case of Kamaksi attributed to the goddess herself. According to the priests, it is
the goddess who decides her own alamkaras. She is the player who decorates
her own image through the hands of the priest. Mr. Satyamurti Sastrigal
explained:

“It is not like each day there is one [particular] alamkdra. Whatever comes
to our mind. But when I am doing [the alamkara] on Durgastami Ampal will
be sitting on a tiger, and Durga will be on a lion. And on Sarasvati Piija she
will be depicted as goddess Sarasvati. The other days it is whatever she
makes us think after abhiseka is done that is depicted.”

As a young and more unexperienced priest he once tried to overrun the
goddess’s idea and create a nice looking Sarasvati alamkara modeled on one
which turned out very well the previous year. It did not work out as planned:

temple (there are donors for the navavarana piija, and for Brahmotsava). The priests
use what is collected and draw on their large repertoire of clothes, spare limbs and
jewelry, and order fresh garlands daily.

132 Archana Venkatesan (2013) captures vividly and beautifully the awe and joy with which
devotees experience Srivilliputtur Antal’s alamkaras and relates alamkdra to the Sri-
vaisnava concept of anubhava (enjoyment).
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Figure 3.3: Durga alamkara, 2014.

“First time when I was doing the alamkadra, it was the first time, that day it
was Sarasvati alamkara. Ampal has only four hands, additionally four hands
were kept, so [the alamkadra had] eight hands [altogether]. A donor made a
vind of Talampi (screw pine, a flower) and gave. It was big, it was good, so
the next year [ decided we will again do [the alamkara] like last year, with
eight hands. It took nearly three to four hours, but the alamkara could not
be completed. Last year I had done, but this time I could not do it. So, from
that what we understand? It was not done. So, I did it with two hands. It took
three hours. That time I went with head weight. She (Ampal) punished me.
[...] We are not doing anything; she only is doing [the alamkara]. We do what
she wants. We do not decide, what she wants only will come to our mind. Not
to the mind, to the hand.”
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The alamkaras of Kamaksi are fashioned on the spot as the priests go along
with their worship, inspired by the goddess’s desires trough the hands of the
priest. As is evident from the quote above, the priests’ vision of a good alamkara
should not interrupt the process of divine inspiration.

During Navaratri the alamkaras of Kamaks1's procession image are on dis-
play in the Navaratri mandapam where the goddess resides during the nine
festival evenings. In 2014, her alamkaras were:

Day 1) Kamaksi alamkara

Day 2) Pin kocuvam alamkara?33

Day 3) Raja Kamakst alamkara

Day 4) Bangaru Kamakst alamkara

Day 5) Milasthana Kamaksi alamkara

Day 6) Kamaksi puspa (flower) alamkara (figure 3.4)

Day 7) Durga alamkara

Day 8) Durga alamkara

Day 9) Sarasvati alamkara
The majority of these alamkaras are forms of Kamaksi herself and reflect the
local history of the Kamaksi temple and the cult of KAmaksi. Raja Kamaksi is the
royal goddess and probably refers to Kamakst as the manifestation of Rajara-
jesvari, another name of Lalita Tripurasundari (figure 3.5). Bangaru Kamaksi is
a golden statue of Kamaksi in standing posture, which was originally in the
Kanchipuram temple but brought to Thanjavur where a temple was inaugu-
rated for her in 1786. Despite the absence of the Bangaru Kamaksi statue, she
is still worshipped in her shrine in the Kamaksi temple through a pedestal bear-
ing her two footprints. 134+ Mulasthana Kamaksi is the immovable form of
Kamakst in the temple’s sanctum.

The theme of Navaratri is represented yearly in the 8th and 9t alamkaras of
Durgastami and Sarasvati Pija. In her second Navaratri Durga alamkara,
Kamakst was riding on a tiger, bejeweled and draped in a blue sari, with the
trisula in one hand and a sword in the other (figure 3.6), accompanied by
Durga’s festival image. The following day, when no battle was enacted and a
peaceful atmosphere prevailed in the mandapa, she was decorated as the peace-
ful Sarasvati, goddess of music and learning, clad in a white sari with red
borders (figure 3.7).

133 The kocuvam is the pleat that is tucked into the sari in front and the alamkdra’s name
refers to a particular way of draping the sari.
134 See Schier 2018.
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Figure 3.6: Kamaksi in Durga alamkdra (right) and Durga on Durgastami, 2014.

Figure 3.7: Sarasvati alamkara, 2014.
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The scheme of day 8 and 9 resembles that of the Minaksi temple in Madurai
(Fuller and Logan, 1985). Here, Minaksi is dressed as Mahisasuramardini on the
8th, and as the worshipper of a Sivalinga ($ivapiija) on the 9t.135 According to
Fuller and Logan, Minaks1 must be clad in red on the day of Durgastami, when
the goddess in addition is represented with 8 arms, indicating her vehemence.
Day 9 is the only day she must be dressed in white, the color of widows and
renouncers. The shift of colors and number of arms symbolize the goddess’s
transformation from sexual and destructive bride (the form in which she Kills
the demon) to submissive renouncer negating sexuality altogether (atoning for
the killing). A similar conclusion can be drawn in the Kamaksi temple: the
goddess’s change from the fierce Durga-looking warrior goddess riding forth on
her tiger or lion with weapons in her hand to the peaceful vina player is very
much reflected in her alamkaras. Still, neither the color symbolism nor the
fierceness indicated by the number of the goddess’s arms are as pronounced in
the Kamaksi temple as in the Minaks1 temple. Although Kamaksi is dressed in
white as Sarasvati, the Durga alamkara had only two arms, and she was clad in
blue.13¢ Durgas procession image, which accompanies Kamaks1 on Durgastamy,
on the other hand, wore red - and her fangs, visible at close hand, further
indicate her fierceness.

As I discuss further in chapter 4, in many temples of non-Brahmin goddesses,
the goddess assumes different avataras (Skt. “form”) each Navaratri night,
expressed through her alamkara, leading up to her fight with the demon (usual-
ly on Vijayadasami). This is not the case with Kamaksi, whose alamkaras corre-
spond to those of the other Brahmanical goddesses in Kanchipuram in that they
are mere decorations. The consorts of Varadaraja Visnu and Ekamranatha Siva
are both adorned in Navaratri alamkaras, but they are not portraying distinct
forms of the goddess. In these temples, the goddess does not kill any demon

135 In the Annamalaiyar temple of Tiruvannamalai these days are switched as the goddess
Parasakti Amman (one of the mobile forms of goddess Unnamalai) is Sivapiija on the 8t
and Mahisasuramardini on the 9t (L’Hernault and Reiniche 1999, 170-171). Hernault
and Reiniche propose that this is because the goddess according to mythological narra-
tives is strengthened from the tapas of performing piija to Siva and completes the killing
afterwards.

136 In 2014, the Durga alamkara of the 7t day had 4 arms, so did the Milasthana Kamaksi
alamkdra on day 5. In contrast, Mahabhairava, the form of Kamaksi when she kills the
demon in the KV, has 18 arms wielding 18 weapons (KV 12.34). None of Kamakst's alam-
karas were red, but the Raja Kamaks1 alamkara was also white.
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during Navaratri.137 Therefore, she does not need to assume other forms
through her alamkaras, she remains entirely peaceful during the festival, and
the alamkaras’ function is to adorn the goddess as is usual after her abhiseka. |
propose that Kamaksi is in a middle position between the Brahmanical god-
desses and the village goddesses of Kanchipuram: she does not transform into
nine distinct avataras during Navaratri, but splits into Durga on Durgastami.
This is represented in her alamkdra as well as the Durga image by her side.
Following Brooks (1992, 70) and Biardeau (2004, 311), I argue that Kamaks;i,
as do Lalita and Candji, rather creates ferocious forms than killing the demon
herself.138

Kamakst’s Fight with the Demon

Following the evening Srividya homa, Kamakst's fight with the demon Bandha-
sura, known in Tamil as curasamhdram, is enacted for the festival’s first eight
evenings as a large public spectacle.13? With this, the goddess’s lila unravels
dramatically in front of her devotee’s eyes. The fight is staged in the Navaratri
mandapa in the southwestern corner of the temple courtyard, which is used
only for this festival. This mandapa is also known as the kolu mandapa because
of two kolus that are set up for Navaratri.

Kamaksi's procession image is brought in procession to the Navaratri pavil-
lion each evening, adorned in her alamkara of fresh flowers, new clothes, and
shining jewelry. She is carried on a palanquin and accompanied by the pro-
cession images of Laksmi and Sarasvati on either side. The procession includes

137 While no battle is enacted in the Ekdmranatha temple, in the Varadaraja temple Visnu
fires arrows at the demon in a vanni tree while the goddess undertakes a vow to secure
his victory (see Hiisken 2018).

138 Looking to myth and ritual, including explanations from the priests, several interpreta-
tions are available:

1) Kamaksi becomes Durga and kills the demon.

2) Kamaks1 becomes Bala Kamaksi and Kkills the demon.

3) Kamaksi becomes Mahabhairava and kills the demon.

4) Kamaksi kills the demon after Durga has killed another demon.

5) Kamaksi Kills the demon in the vanni tree.

The final alamkdra of Kamaksi could also be symbolic for Mahisasuramardini, acknowl-
edging its association with Navaratri.

139 Curasamhdaram is used as a generic term signifying a fight between the divine and the
demonic. While the Sanskrit word for demon is asura (Ta. acuran; anti-god), sura in fact
came to mean God in Sanskrit. It is likely that the term curasamhdram comes from the
enactments of Murukan slaying the demon Siirapadma (Ta. Ciirapanman), called cura-
samharam (the destruction of Ciira[panman]). Respondents used this term regardless
of which demon was killed.



84 Chapter 3. Navaratri in the Kamaksi Temple

priests, umbrella carriers, torch and lamp bearers, temple musicians and a tem-
ple elephant, as well as a crowd of devotees. First, she stops at the yagasala
housing the kalasas that are temporarily installed for the festival, where drati
is shown for the kalasas and for Kamaksi before she is carried in pradaksina
(Skt. “clockwise circumambulation”) to the mandapa.140

Figure 3.8: Boys and the demon, 2014.

140 Aratiis also shown near the flagpole and at all the corners of the temple when she passes
(also on her way back into the temple).
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Reaching the pavilion, Kamaksi is placed on a dais, opposing a man-sized effigy
of the demon erected at the other end. The dais is situated amidst the two kolus
and elaborate worship is carried out for Kamaksi in front of the gathered
audience. The demon, facing the goddess has three interchangeable heads (red,
black, and a buffalo head) that are alternated each evening. The priests remain
with the goddess, while a group of young boys!#! carry out the actions of the
demon (figures 3.8 and 3.9).

Figure 3.9: Boy with the demon’s buffalo head, 2014.

A wire is set up between the goddess and the demon, and three sparkling fire-
crackers are sent back and forth along the wire to the enthusiastic cheering of

141 In conversations with some of the boys, I learnt that they participate in the ritual for fun
and in an informal way until they “grow out of it”. They are loosely connected to the
temple; some live nearby, and one was the son of the temple photographer. The boys
take turns to hold the head of the demon.
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the crowd and intense drumming (figure 3.10). The mandapa fills with smoke
and anticipation. According to one of the firecracker men,142 the brightness and
speed of the cracker is an indication of the goddess’s anger. As the demon is
“hit,” he shakes his head, and when he is beheaded with the third firecracker,
the boys who impersonate the demon run up to Kamaksi with his weapons and
head. In this moment, the music escalates as wind instruments and bells join
the drums to indicate the climax. The priests smear the head with red kunku-
mam powder, garland it, and place it at Kamaksi's feet as a token of his surren-
der. Next, the group of devotees who have witnessed the fight pushes and
rushes to be blessed with kurikumam and the flame of the ritual lamp (arati).

Figure 3.10: Kamaksi sending firecrackers towards the demon, 2014.

The fight is performed in the same manner for seven evenings, but the proce-
dure varies slightly the final day. The eighth day of Navaratri is called Durga-
stami (Durga’s eighth [day]) and is considered the day the demon dies.143 On
this day, Durga’s festival image is carried out along with Kamaksi and placed
beside her during the fight (figure 3.6). Depending on their alamkaras, Kimaksi

142 The firecrackers are made and burnt by a group of men performing fireworks in the
temple hereditarily. They also do fireworks for the Ekamranatha and Varadaraja
temples.

143 In contrast to the previous days, this day a fireworks man squeezes a lime and lights a
camphor flame to remove the drsti (Skt. “evil eye”) before lighting the cracker.
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may be seated on a lion and Durga on a tiger. This evening the battle intensifies:
eight firecrackers are sent along the wire between the goddesses and the
demon, and the demon changes his head three times before he is beheaded,
wearing the head of a buffalo, pointing to the myth of the Dev1’s destruction of
the demon Mahisa recounted in the DM. All three demon heads are brought up
to Kamaksi, garlanded, smeared with kunkumam, and placed at her feet.

According to the priests I spoke with, the ritual enacts Kamakst's fight with
the demon Bandha(ka), as expressed in the KV. However, Durga’s role in the
fight remains unclear: Why is Durga present when Kamaksi succeeds in killing
the demon - or is it Durga who kills the demon on her behalf, contrasting the
mythological narratives? The priests offered two different explanations when I
inquired about Durga’s presence. One priest, Mr. Chandrasekar Sastrigal,
claimed that Kamaksi did not manage to kill the demon by herself, and the 8th
day she assumes the form of ugra (Skt. “fierce”) Durga and kills him. From this
perspective, Kamaksi once a year splits in two and reassumes the ferocious
form she once possessed before she was appeased and tamed into the Sricakra
by the Sankaracarya, as local legend has it. This conforms with Brooks’s state-
ment that Lalita in the LU prefers to create ferocious images of herself rather
than acting ferocious (even though she can), in order to remain predominantly
benign (1992, 70). It moreover echoes the KV in which the goddess takes the
ferocious form of Mahabhairava while killing the demon, before she returns as
afive-year-old maiden carrying the dead demon. There is a tension between the
benign image of Kamaksi and the Kamaks1 we are confronted with not only in
the mythology but also in the enactments of killing the demon in the temple
during Navaratri. As explored in chapter 2, there is a reluctance of promoting
the ugra nature of Kamaksi in the KV as well as in the priests’ recap of the story
when compared to both the LU and DM. This reluctance is transferred to the
ritual setting, where Kamaksi splits and Durga performs the final killing. In this
way, Kamaksi retains her predominantly benign character yet is the cause of
the destruction of the demon.

However, Mr. Satyamurti Sastrigal told me that Kamaksi created Durga on
Durgastami as her lieutenant, in order to drink the blood of another frightful
demon, since there were in fact several demons being killed at the time. He
explained that curasamhdra is a generic term for the killing of any demon, and
in that way the DM is seen as a version of the “same story” as the one enacted in
the Kamaksi temple. In this interpretation, Durga joins in the battle along with
Kamaksi to secure the burial of Bandhasura. He explained:
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Figure 3.11: Women admiring the temple kolu, 2014.

“Durga has been created by Ampal since it is not alone Bandhasura, there is
a big force [of demons]. Durga is the special lieutenant to the goddess. Oppo-
site to the office of our temple, there is a jayasthamba (Skt. “victory post”).
The story is that after Bandhasura was killed, his body was buried over
there, when that place was dug, there was a demon called Raktabija, his
specialty was that if one drop of blood falls from his body, then from that a
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thousand Raktabijas would emerge. So Ampal asks Durga to drink all the
blood without even one drop falling down. Then only she kills Bandhasura.”

This recap resembles a myth from the KV (13.1-37): While burying Bandhaka,
an asura by the name Mallaka did penance in the burial pit. Visnu killed him, so
that Bandhaka could be buried as the goddess had instructed. Then, many more
asuras appeared, and two Sivabhiitas (attendants of Siva) came and killed them.
Intoxicated by the blood they drank, they picked a fight with Visnu, who
defeated them.1#* According to Kamaksi's priests, Durga/Kali takes on the role
of the Sivabhiitas and secures the burial of the demon.

Cultural Program and Kolu

Each evening, following the curasamharam, a musical program is performed in
front of the goddess while she resides in the Navaratri pavilion. This usually
consists of classical Carnatic music. A few devotees I spoke with in the temple
linked the music to cooling the goddess, who is in a ferocious state fighting with
the demon these festival evenings. The temple concert is not too formal, and
people come and go. During the concert, devotees hang out in the mandapa
eating their prasada, some proceed to photograph Kamaksi in her Navaratri
alamkara with their mobile phones; others watch and talk about the two kolus
that surround KamaksT’s dais (figure 3.11). These kolus are set up by the priests
for the duration of the festival and consist of dolls donated to the temple by
devotees who don’t keep kolu themselves: wedding sets, “baby shower” sets
and baby Krsnas dominate the lower tires, while deities of various sizes occupy
the higher tiers. Other devotees go for darsana of the goddess in the sanctum.14>

Additional Ceremonies

Sarasvati Puja

On Sarasvati Piij3, the ninth day of Navaratri, KAmaksi is brought in procession
to the mandapa in the same manner as the eight nights before, adorned in a

144 After killing the Sivabhiitas, Visnu manifested in the three postures of standing, sitting,
and reclining. Since he had committed a sin against Siva (Sivopdcara), the paiicatirtha
was created. Visnu was free from the sin through its sanctity and the bhiitas appointed
as its guardian. (KV 14.37-85). The paricatirtha probably refers to the temple tank in
the Kamaks1 temple, known as Paficagangatirtham or Pafica kankai kulam. A Visnu
shrine at the back of the Kamaksi temple faces the temple tank.

145 The ritual practices of kolu, including temple kolus and the practice of donating dolls,
will be discussed in detail in chapters 5-7.
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Sarasvatl alamkara carrying the vina. No fight is enacted this evening, but the
musical program is performed as usual. The goddess is brought to peace after
fighting the demon, and the atmosphere in the temple courtyard is calmer than
the previous days.

Sarasvati Pija is otherwise marked in the Kamaksi temple by worshipping
the office tools and office records for a prosperous coming year.

Rites of Closure

Ablution of Kamaksi’s Weapon

The SC prescribes a ciirnotsava (festival of powder) at a water source and the
ablution of the goddess along with the elephant hook (amkusa) on the 10th day
of Vijayadasami.14¢ The ablution of Kamaksi's main weapon (Ta. tirttavari, Skt.
tirthasnana, avabhrtasndna), the elephant hook, is performed in the temple
tank around noon this day. Draped in a sari and garlanded, the hook is brought
out in front of the ydgasala in a small palanquin. There, the sprouts from the
ankurarpana are put onto the palanquin and they are carried in procession to
the temple tank, which is situated in the middle of the temple premises. Here,
the main priest performs abhiseka to the elephant hook with water from the
tank, milk, yoghurt and turmeric water, and the water from the pot with the
green plant. The elephant hook is also offered bananas and smeared with lime.
Next, the ankurarpana sprouts are drenched in the tank before they are put at
the base of the hook, and pija is performed. The priest then puts some of the
sprouts onto his head, as well as onto the heads of some other priests and
throws the rest to the attending audience. The sprouts represent a successful
and prosperous festival period. The main priest dips the elephant hook thrice
under the water in the temple tank before the priests themselves bathe along
with it. The rite is accompanied by a decent number of devotees, some of whom
also bathe in the tank themselves, before the elephant hook is carried in
procession back into the temple.

146 nivartya ca nadim gatva hradam vanyanmahdasarah | nivesya ca sarasas tire kurydc
ciirnotsavam tatah [[ snapanam kalpayitva tu krtvapy amkusapiijanam | sndpayitva tato
devim sndyad astrasamanvitah [[ SC 39.45-46 — “After returning [from the bhiitabali in
the forest, see fn. 105], having gone to a river, pool or another pond, and after reaching
the shore of the water, [the chief priest] should then perform the festival of powder.
After bathing and worshipping the elephant hook, thereupon after bathing the goddess,
he should bathe along with the weapon.” — In 2015 the tirttavari was performed only
for the elephant hook while the goddess remained inside the temple.
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Modeled on a pilgrimage to a holy bathing place, tirttavari is performed to
remove pollution attracted during the festival, and to induce auspicious results
(Davis 2010, 33). Mr. Satyamurti Sastrigal further equated the tirttavari to a
prayascitta (an atonement ritual done as corrective measure), since it is also
performed during lunar and solar eclipses, known as times of inauspiciousness.

B L 'g! % .- n '
B! | '%‘li‘H U4 |

3
¥
=
¥ [

Figure 3.12. Vannimarapuja, 2014.

Worship of the Vanni Tree

The worship of the vanni tree (vannimarapiija) is performed in the evening of
Vijayadasami. Prior to the arrival of Kamaksi and her procession, a branch of a
vanni tree is tied to a grate in the Sannadhi Street, running eastwards from the
main temple gopuram. The procession again encompasses the musicians, torch
bearers, palanquin bearers and her priests. Kamaksi is placed about ten meters
in front of the branch, and the main priest sprinkles the bush and gives Kamaksi
a bow and three arrows wrapped in strings of jasmine flowers. He retrieves the
arrows and bow from the goddess and shoots the flower arrows at the vanni
branch on her behalf (figure 3.12). Then he gives the bow back to the goddess
and drati is shown.

Very few devotees attended this ritual in 2014 compared to the numbers
that show up for Kamaksis fight with the demon. Indeed, the temple courtyard
was filled to the brim with people eager to watch the goddess’s procession in
her golden chariot immediately afterward, but the worship of the vanni tree
rather had an aura of solitude to it. The pija, performed at dusk outside of the
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temple premises, is not announced in the festival program and is attended
mostly by priests and other temple employees. Clearly, the vanni tree piija is not
among the Navaratri rituals contributing to public spectacle.

Interestingly, KamaksT's priests offered different explanations for why the
vanni tree pija is performed. One priest, Mr. Satyamurti Sastrigal, held that this
is an atonement ritual that Kamaksi must perform after committing the sin of
killing the demon. Then she incurred a sin called brahmahatidosa.1*” He
explained:

“The vanni tree is the one [tree] that relieves one of all the sins148 that one
has done. Once someone is killed, you get a sin called the brahmahatidosa,
Ampal is not an exception, and so she also gets the sin. For getting relieved
of the sin, she does the vannimarapiija. Brahmahatidosa is a sin which occurs
on killing [...] even animals”.

While it could be plausible to assume that Kamaksi must atone because she
committed the heinous crime of brahminicide#° (pointing to the demon as a
Brahmin; the revived Kama [see chapter 2]), Mr. Satyamurti Sastrigal was very
keen on emphasizing that she could get this sin from killing anyone - even an
animal. In this interpretation, the ritual bears parallels with the tirttavari at the
end of the festival, which also has atonement components.

Two other priests, however, did not mention atonement and told me that the
demon did not die on the eighth day, he took the form of a vanni tree.150

147 Unlike in the myth of the goddess and the demon in the Arundcalamahdtmya of Tiruvan-
namalai, where the goddess must atone for killing a Siva devotee (see Shulman 1976
and 1980, 179-180), it is not stated explicitly in the KV that KAmaksi commits a sin. In
the Arundcalamahatmya a sivalinga gets stuck to Durga’s hand after the murder, and she
cleaves the mountain with a sword and bathes in the water that comes forth for a month
to get rid of it. Fuller and Logan (1980) discuss how the dosa the goddess attains from
killing a Siva devotee is removed from the goddess’s hair through a hair washing ritual
in the Minaksi temple.

148 The Taittiriya Aranyaka (V1 9.2) connects the vanni (Tamil for sami) tree to sins: “O
$ami! Remove from us (destroy) sins and enmities” (Sami Samayasmad-agha dvésamsi)
(cited by Kane 1974, 194).

149 Brahmahatya (f) means “the murder (hatyd, but also hati) of a brahmin” while dosa
means “sin” or “crime” (MW). Brahma (in comp. for brahman) could however also mean
asoulin general, as in the absolute spirit, which is the meaning the priest gives the word.

150 Different demons are connected to different deities and to different trees. What types of
trees are connected to which gods and demons varied according to my respondents.
According to the Tamil Kantapuranam, Murukan killed the shape shifting asura Siira-
padman (Ta. Cirapanman), who finally assumed the form of a gigantic mango tree, by
splitting the tree in two. The two halves became the peacock that he took as his vahana
(vehicle) and the cock in his banner. Commemorating this, a curasamhdaram is per-
formed in the Kumarakottam Murukan temple of Kanchipuram during the six-day long
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Therefore, Kaimaksi must kill the tree on Vijayadasami. Only the vanni tree piija
accomplishes killing the demon Bandhasura. Mr. Sudarshan Satrigal explained:

“Each evening there is curasamhdram in the kolu mandapa. It happens on
nine nights [sic] and ends on Durgastami. Along with Ampal, Durga comes
out in procession with her. She Kills him, but he takes the form of a vanni
tree. So, on Vijayadasami she will kill the tree.”

In this interpretation, rather than paralleling the tirttavari, the ritual resembles
the cutting of the banana trees (standing for the rarer vanni trees, or, alterna-
tively, banana trees with a branch of vanni within), a ritual that is performed in
several other temples on Vijayadasami, such as the Patavéttamman temple.151
In these temples, the demon is invoked in a tree and slain by the priest on the
goddess’s behalf. Kamaks1's vanni ptja also closely resembles the ritual per-
formed in the Varadaraja temple on Vijayadasami, where a priest shoots ten
arrows at the directions in front of a vanni tree on behalf of Varadaraja, in order
to kill the demon.152 As pointed out by Hiltebeitel (1991, 94), an interesting
inversion has taken place between South India and the North: in North India the
Sami or vanni tree is worshipped as an abode of Durga.153 The tree is associated
with Durga through the Durgastava hymn incorporated into the epic Mahdabha-
rata, in the context where the Pandavas hide their weapons inside a §ami tree
prior to the war - while in Tamil Nadu it is identified with the demon. The
rituals including the vanni tree hint strongly to the royal associations of

annual festival skandhasasti (Ta. kanta casti), but the enactment does not include a tree.
Moreover, in some myths describing how Siva burnt Kama to ashes, Kama’s wrath took
the form of a tree (Beck 1981, 121). Knowing that Bandhasura, according to some
myths, was created from the ashes of Kama (see chapter 2), these associations are
intriguing. See Hiltebeitel (1991, chapter 5) for connections between trees, posts, and
demons.

151 See chapter 4.

152 See Hiisken 2018. Several scholars describe such a ritual. It is performed on Vijayadasa-
mi in the Arunacale$vara temple of Tiruvannamalai, where the arrows are fired on
behalf of Subrahmaniya, who is accompanied by Durga (L'Hernault and Reiniche 1999,
172-173). This ritual is known as digvijaya (Skt. “conquering the directions”) or ambu-
vidudal (Ta. “launch of arrows”) (ibid.). In the Varadaraja temple it is known as vannima-
ram parivettai (Ta. “vanni tree hunting festival”) and as mrgayotsava (Skt. “hunting
festival”) in the ritual text I$varasamhitd. In Chidambaram, arrows are discharged at
crossroads during the Vijayadasami procession “to celebrate the goddess’s victory”
(Tanaka 1999, 130), but Tanaka gives no mention of a vanni tree or who discharges the
arrows. Hiltebeitel reports that the ritual is performed at “some Draupadi temples”
(1991, 96-96). In the ritual he describes from Muthialpet, Arjuna shoots arrows at a
vanni tree “to prove his strength to Draupadi before marrying her”, and the demonic
status of the tree is barely hinted at (ibid.). See also Biardeau (2004).

153 See also Rodrigues 2012.
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Navaratri: in North India, the worship of sami (Sami piija) forms part of royal
ceremonies of Vijayadasami, through its association with victorious Durga, as a
boundary ritual (cf. conquering the directions) or the honoring of weapons.
Known from historical sources, the kings of Vijayanagara (Hiisken 2018, 187)
and Ramnad (Breckenridge 1977, 88 in Hiltebeitel 1991, 95) shot arrows
towards directions of their enemies during Vijayadasami (these sources are
silent about the involvement of a tree). This is possibly a remnant from the royal
consecration ceremony of Vedic times (rdjasiiya), where the king mounted a
chariot and shot an arrow in the direction of a ksatriya relative substituting for
the enemy (Heesterman 1957, 129-132, 138-139, 1985, 119 in Hiltebeitel
1991, 94-95). In contemporary South Indian Hinduism, these rituals are
blended and the vanni tree has come to represent the enemy himself
(Hiltebeitel 1991, 95).154

Returning to Kamaksi, the different interpretations of the worship of the
vanni tree, among the priests who are working alongside within the same tem-
ple complex, points to the polysemy or multi-vocality of ritual (Turner 1967,
Bloch 1974). The tree is considered either an abode of the demon or a reliever
of sin. Either, Kamaksi must atone, or she fights the demon in two different
manners. Along with the different interpretations of the roles of Durga and
Kamakst in the curasamhdra, we here have an instance of/series of similar
looking rituals with different meanings and different looking rituals with
similar meanings.

Procession in the Golden Chariot

After the vanni tree pija, Kamaksi is brought back to the temple courtyard,
placed in her golden chariot (Skt. suvarna ratha) and taken in procession within
the temple compound. This is a festival highlight for the devotees, and the tem-
ple is filled to the brim as Kamaksi circumambulates the sanctum in her shiny
chariot adorned with light bulbs and led by two golden horses.1>> This event is
accompanied by eleven ndadasvarams (a wind instrument) and culminates the
festival as the victorious goddess parades her temple.

154 See Biardeau (2004, 1984) for other interesting symbolisms of the tree. For instance,
the vanni is closely connected to the Vedic sacrificial post, to which the sacrificial animal
(buffalo) is tied, and to the Vedic sacrificial fire (vanni means fire in Tamil). Samipijdas
are dealt with in purdnas and other medieval ritual works. See Kane (1974, 190-194).

155 Kamaksi journeys in the golden chariot every Friday (unless interrupted by festivals or
other special observances), an event that is very popular among her devotees.
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Subsequent Rites

Ablutions from a Thousand Pots

The rituals of day 11 and 12 do not form part of Navaratri but are connected to
the festival and mentioned in the festival program. In the morning of the 11t
day, a srividya homa is performed, prior to the sahasra svarna kalacastapanam.
This is the invocation of the thousand names of the goddess, according to the
Lalitasahasrandma, into a thousand small golden kalasas. These small pots are
placed in four triangle-shaped receptacles, and a similar arrangement of kalasas
as the one in the yagasala during Navaratri is kept in addition: the main kalasa
representing Kamaksi in the middle, with three kalasas surrounding it, and the
eight vagdevatas surrounding those again. The priests chant the LS and invoke
the goddesses, and at last arati is shown for the kalasas.

The next morning of the 12th day, there is again a kanya pija, a sumangali
ptjd, and a vaduga pija, performed in front of the altogether 1012 kalasas. Im-
mediately after, the priests carry the twelve main kalasas which are installed
for the duration of the festival in procession around the temple, and finally they
perform an abhiseka for the goddess in the sanctum with the main kalasas and
the thousand pots (sahasrakalasabhiseka). With these ablutions, the goddess in
her manifold temporary manifestations is once more re-absorbed into her own
form in the temple. These ablutions are also considered prdyascittas, or correc-
tive atonement rituals.

Swing Festival

In the evening of the 12th day a swing festival (Ta. dfical urcava) is held at the
shrine of Kamaksi's procession image, during which the wives of the temple
priests gently push the goddess while she is seated on her swing.156 This
concludes the Navaratri festival in the Kamakst temple.

Concluding Remarks

This chapter has explored the rituals that are conducted during contemporary
Navaratri in the Kamaksi amman temple. Apart from the installation and wor-
ship of goddesses in kalasas, the rituals that give this festival its special
character in the Kamaksi temple are the Navaratri alamkdras, the fight between

156 Tanaka (1999) observes that in Chidambaram, girls from the priestly families do drati
for the goddess on her swing. Taken together this points to the “swing festival” in
Brahmin temples during Navaratri as a largely female activity.
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Kamaks1 and the demon and the subsequent worship of the vanni tree, and the
worship of prepubescent girls and auspicious married women.

Among these Navaratri rituals, it is particularly the alamkaras that allow for
playfulness in decorating the goddess’s image with elaborate flower canopies,
additional limbs, cloth, jewelry, and the like. The aesthetic creativity ultimately
belongs to the goddess and manifests as divine inspiration through the priests’
hands. The Navaratri alamkaras of this temple give importance to the local form
of the goddess Kamaksi, in that they display the history of the Kamaksi temple
and the Srividya cult through decorating Kamaksi primarily as various forms of
herself. At the end of the festival, she is decorated as warrior Durga followed by
the peaceful Sarasvati on Sarasvati Pija, alluding to common Navaratri motifs.
An important point is that her alamkaras rather adorn than transform Kamaks1
- as opposed to those of the Patavettamman temple.

During the festival, and while wearing these special decorations, Kamaksi
sports with the demon Bandhasura in a ritual drama enacted as a public specta-
cle for eight evenings in the Navaratri pavilion. Through this ritual the goddess’s
lila is played out for her worshippers, and the rush of devotees to receive drati
once the demon is decapitated indicates the power of the event. Despite of a
dramatic and violent fight there is reluctance towards promoting the fierce
nature of Kamaksi in myth as well as ritual. Her form as a fierce warrior could
be more pronounced in alamkaras, and the battle scenes are not elaborated on
in any of the myths on Kamaksi and the demon - they are absent. I have shown
that different interpretations prevail in myth, ritual, and explanations of
different priests (and the audience)!>” on how and if Kamaksi kills the demon
and Durga’s role in it. This connects to the ambivalent nature of Kamaksi as a
Brahmin goddess: according to local legend, her inherently fierce powers were
tamed and subdued by the Sankaracarya and confined into the sricakra, which
is now the recipient of vaidika worship in the temple. Once a year Kamaksi
reassumes this ferocious form for the sake of conquering the demon. And suc-
ceeding she must atone by means of shooting arrows at the vanni tree. But this
vanni tree carries several layers of interpretation and might also stand for the
demon and his final Kkilling. In yet another interpretation, Kamaksi splits into
Durg3, leaves the impure task of killing the demon to her, and remains predomi-
nantly benevolent. It is important to note that all these explanations co-exist
within the same tradition and environment and are apparently not contested.

157 Most devotees did not know, or were concerned about, the identity of the demon in the
curasamhdra.
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There is more emphasis on women during Navaratri than during the rest of
the ritual year in the Kamaksi temple. This is despite of their rather passive role;
worshipped by the priests as the goddess’s representatives. The close connec-
tion between females and the goddess through their shared sakti is particularly
evident during Navaratri and when worship of the goddess in human form
reaches the Supreme Sakti. This is emphasized also in the SC. However, the
prepubescent girl and the auspicious married woman are the two states of
womanhood that are preferred to other forms, excluding unmarried and barren
women, and widows.158 As pointed out by Hiisken (2018, 189), kanyas and
sumangalis are defined in terms of their state in the reproductive cycle: while
sumangalis have enacted their fertility and are highly auspicious, kanyas as
potential sumangalis are ambivalent since they have not yet realized their
fertility. Navaratri can therefore be seen as celebrating women’s fertile and
therefore auspicious aspect. The worship of prepubescent girls points to the
mythology of the KV as well, in that the girls should be under the age of 9, which
is the age of Kamaksi when she kills the demon. These piijas can be interpreted
as empowering the goddess for her fight. Female agency is also present in the
wives of the temple priests pushing the goddess’s swing on the final day. Still,
the predominantly female scene during Navaratri continues to be the home,
where the wives of the temple priests have more clear-cut ritual roles.

Apart from the worship of prepubescent girls and auspicious married
women, none of the other rituals that constitute the distinct form of the contem-
porary festival (Navaratri alamkaras, the fight between Kamaksi and the demon
and the subsequent worship of the vanni tree) are mentioned in the ritual
handbook SC. Although the SC contains a myth about the goddess and the
demon Andhaka, the priests relate the ritual practices to the mythology of the
KV and the killing of Bandhasura. These Navaratri rituals are shaped by prevail-
ing local practices and mythology which are not expressed in the ritual
handbook.

In stark contrast to the domestic sphere, and also in contrast to the Patavét-
tamman temple which we turn to next, devotees who come to the Kamaksi
temple for celebrating Navaratri are a passive audience of ritual performances.
Surely, people actively partake in darsana as a reciprocal process, but the
priests perform the prescribed rituals for the goddess without any active
involvement by devotees: in the Kamaksi temple, ritual agency belongs almost
exclusively to the male Brahmin priests.

158 See also chapter 5.






Chapter 4
Navaratri in the Patavéttamman Temple

Despite being small and modest, the Patavéttamman temple celebrates Nava-
ratri grandly, and is known in Kanchipuram for its magnificent and elaborate
themed Navaratri alamkaras. Vijayadasami culminaties the festival when
Patavéttamman possesses her priest and kills the demon which is invoked in a
banana tree. Through describing and discussing the temple’s festival proce-
dures, [ will show how the ritual agency of women is expressed in this temple
during Navaratri; explore the nature of the divine feminine; and point to how
creativity and playfulness manifests in the celebrations.

The Festival Area and the Crowd

This modest roadside temple and the small road it occupies are transformed
into a festive area for Navaratri. Devotional songs continually boom from huge
loudspeakers, there are light bulbs and floodlights, flags saying om sakti deco-
rate the side of the road, and huge banners and posters announce the festival’s
entertainment and alamkara programs. A stage is erected with rows of plastic
chairs in front, where the evening entertainment program is held while devo-
tees have darsana of the goddess in her Navaratri alamkara. Fences are put up
for regulating the darsana queues, and there is a provisional shoe shed to keep
the footwear. When trucks or buses occasionally pass by, it takes some work to
thread them through the crowd. In 2014 a bouncing castle and a small merry-
go-round was set up for children along with a small stall selling sweets.

The crowd attending Navaratri celebrations in the Patavéttamman temple
grows visibly from year to year. Many come every evening, and many tie protec-
tive cords (Ta. kappu, Skt. raksabandhana), signifying their vows to Patavéttam-
man. A smaller group among the devotees who tie the kdppu belongs to the
temple trust.1>® During Navaratri they are dressed uniformly in saffron colored
clothes, and all wear a Saktimala (necklace symbolizing goddess devotion)
around their necks and are allotted special tasks in the temple. The tasks

159 The trustees who do temple service during Navaratri belong to the dance class of the
priest’s son, Mr. Sanjay, who in addition to making Patavéttamman'’s alamkaras works
as a disco dance teacher and a headmaster at a children’s school. According to the piija-
ri’s calculations, the trust consists of approximately 30-40 people out of the couple of
hundred people who altogether tie the kappu.
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include distributing flowers or prasada, serving food, helping with ritual pre-
parations, and handling the huge crowd of devotees. Because of the tying of
protective cords, it is mainly the same people who attend the Navaratri celebra-
tions here daily, and for those who tie it, Navaratri is a temple celebration. In
contrast to the Kamaksi temple, [ was only able to locate one single devotee in
the Patavéttamman temple who kept kolu: a Brahmin teacher and her family
who lived very close by. She did not tie kdppu but attended darsana of the
goddess in her Navaratri alamkdras every evening.

While the devotees are of both genders and include families, elders and
children, women outnumber the men on many ritual occasions, and several
rituals are also reserved to women. The temples of village goddesses are often
differently gendered than those of Brahmanical goddesses. Here, women partic-
ipate in many rituals and have a more prominent and active role. The number
of women was also emphasized by the pijari Mr. Mahesh, who made the
sweeping statement that “anything related to the temple, only ladies mostly
participate”.

One reason why this small Patavéttamman temple is able to celebrate grand-
ly is that donors, among them companies as well as individuals, sponsor each
festival event.160 These include the morning and evening abhisekas of the
goddess, her alamkadras, the prasada, and the food provided for guests (Ta.
annatanam). In interviews the piijari as well as his son Mr. Sanjay, who fashions
the alamkaras, played down the importance of the donors. The son rather
stressed that their grand Navaratri celebration is a consequence of their temple
being private, whereas the dependency of donors would be stronger in public
temples.161

Navaratri and Ati

Along with the Ati festival (mid July-mid August), Navaratri is considered a
main festival in the Patavéttamman temple. Ati is a festive season devoted to
the worship and celebration of the goddess.162 Navaratri is the only festival
going on for a prolonged period of altogether 12 days, which makes it a

160 While some donors have sponsored Navaratri rituals for several years, others are new.
The sponsors of each festival event are given in the festival program, along with the
duration of their sponsoring.

161 Implied here is that since it is their temple, Mr. Sanjay’s ideas for alamkaras come first,
and then the donors come into the picture financing them without a say in Mr. Sanjay’s
artistic expression.

162 See Allocco (2009).
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highlight of the ritual year. Moreover, many of the rituals often associated with
Ati are performed during Navaratri in the Patavéttamman temple. These in-
clude the tying of protective cords, carrying milk pots in procession and collec-
tive piercings. The temples’ Navaratri celebrations start on the day before
Navaratri usually does and extend to the day after Vijayadasami.163

Ritual Procedures during Navaratri

I categorize the rituals in the Patavéttamman temple similar to those of the
Kamaksi temple, namely inaugural rites, daily observances, additional cere-
monies and subsequent rites.164 [ have, however, left out the rites of closure, as
there is no tirtha circle in this temple.16> The daily Navaratri alamkaras, the
goddess’s fight with the demon, and the two processions beginning and ending
the festival are discussed and alalysed in detail because these rituals provide
Navaratri with its special character in this temple.

Inaugural Rites

Homa and Preparation of the Kalasa

The festival is initiated with a Kanapatihomam (Ta. “fire oblations for Ganesa”,
remover of obstacles) in the morning of the first day. Following the homa, a pot
is prepared and kept near the temple’s Durga shrine during Navaratri.1¢ The
water from this pot will be sprinkled over the devotees after their procession
on the day after Vijayadasami.

163 This is on amavdcai, new moon day. The priest explained in an interview that the day
after new moon (Skt. prathama tithi, the first lunar day) is considered inauspicious, and
therefore they start the festival the day before.

164 By applying this subdivision which derives from a Brahmanical temple festival to the
celebrations of the Patavéttamman temple I do not mean to imply that the Brahmanical
way of celebrating is the “standard”.

165 The milk pot procession with its ablutions could fit into the category of rites of closure
in that it cools down the goddess after her fight with the demon. Since it is held the day
after Vijayadasami I label it a “subsequent ritual”.

166 The worship of Vanaturkkaiyamman’s image has its own daily sponsor during Nava-
ratri. Occasionally Durga had special alamkaras too: one evening during Navaratri 2015
she was decorated entirely with bangles, another evening she was decorated with
banknotes.
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Bringing Gifts for the Mother

In the evening of the first day, the tay cir kondu varutal (Ta. “bringing gifts for
the mother”) procession marks Navaratri’s beginning for the devotees. Here,
Patavéttamman’s female devotees, some along with their children, carry gifts
(Ta. cir, lit. prosperity, wealth) in procession and offer them to their mother (Ta.
tay) Patavéttamman when reaching her temple. This is the first in a series of
three rituals during these 12 days which are reserved to female participants,
and the procession frames the festival along with the milk pot and piercing
procession, which also has a strong female character to it, since only women
carry milk pots. In contrast to the milk pot procession, this ritual is purely
devotional, and is not related to any vow. For the tay cir procession, women
dress in their best saris, while in the milk pot procession, they are uniformly
clad in yellow and red.

The women present items connected to femininity and auspiciousness to the
goddess on a plate (figure 4.1). This is modeled on bringing gifts to the hus-
band’s family in the context of weddings: cir varicai is the dowry presented and
ritually displayed on the couple’s wedding day (cf. Allocco 2009b, 289).1n 2015,
most women carried plates filled with saris, bangles, flowers, garlands, co-
conuts, betel leaves, kunkumam and turmeric powders and various fruits, but
two women had filled their plates with sugar; and another carried a homemade
sewing kit including fabrics, ribbons, and scissors. The gifts are taken by the
temple and may subsequently be distributed to other devotees.167

The procession starts from a nearby Kanniyamman templel6® and ends at
the Patavéttamman temple. The ritual is a recent addition to the Navaratri
programs of the two involved temples, as it had only been practiced for 5 years
in 2015. While the women gather at the Kanniyamman temple with their gifts
in the early evening, some of the ritual musicians (Ta. pampaikkarar) who pre-
side over several rituals during the Patavéttamman temple’s Navaratri celebra-
tions prepare a kalasa in which goddess Kanniyamman is invoked.1¢® This pot

167 The plates are returned to the devotees. The priest estimated that up to 70 plates were
offered yearly in this ritual during the past five years.

168 The Kanniyamman temple is situated about a 10-minute walk from along the Vandavasi
Road towards Kanchipuram. The preparations for the tay cir procession happen while
the procession image of Kanniyamman is adorned in her Navaratri alamkara prior to
her swing festival (Skt. ufijal sevd, Ta. tfical cévai) which is performed daily during
Navaratri there.

169 On the role of the pampaikkarar in these rituals, see Allocco (2009, 386-187).
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has a metal face fitted to a bundle of nim leaves70 sticking up from its mouth
and is clad in a sari. The Kanniyamman temple priest’s wife will carry the pot in
the procession of women bearing gifts to Padavéttamman (figure 4.2).

After the preparations, in 2015 a performing arts group performed a tiger
dance (Ta. puliyattam)1’! in front of Kanniyamman'’s procession image, which
by now was adorned with flowers and seated on a swing right outside the tem-
ple. Four men in tiger costumes and tiger masks mimicked the ferocious move-
ments of tigers, accompanied by intense drumming. The tigers, the women
carrying their plates, the goddess in the kalasa, other devotees and the group of
musicians then joined in the procession.

Reaching the Patavéttamman temple after about half an hour, the pot
embodying the goddess receives arati from Patavettamman’s pijari before he
carries it into the sanctum where it is kept for the duration of the festival. The
women, one after another, place their plates with gifts outside the goddess’s
sanctum.

Tying of Protective Cords

In the early evening, the pujari ties the protective cord to the wrist of the mila-
murti of Padavéttamman.172 This kappu has a piece of turmeric tied to it and is
rubbed in turmeric. He thereupon ties one to the trisula, one to the Durga image
in the right corner of the temple, and one to the procession image (figure 4.3).
After the women have presented their gifts to Padavettamman, he ties the
kappu to a group of devotees, before one of his sons finally ties it to him.

170 The nim tree is considered the sacred tree of the goddess. With their cooling qualities,
nimleaves are prevalent in rituals related to curing chickenpox in Mariyamman temples.
The soothing juice from the nim leaves is also used in Ayurvedic medicine.

171 The South Indian folk art of tiger dance is strongly associated with Navaratri (Dasara)
in Andhra Pradesh (known there as puli vésam), but is vanishing from contemporary
celebrations (see http://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-national/tp-andhrapra
desh/lsquoPuli-veshamrsquo-a-vanishing-art/article16523511.ece, accessed 25.08.22).

172 See Allocco (2009b, 398-401), Beck (1981, 110-111), Diehl (1956, 252-253), Foulston
(2002, 160-162) and Hiltebeitel (1991, 82-91) for other scholarly discussions on the
kappu. Diehl (1956, 253) explains the kdppu as a three-dimensional yantra which
“draws a circle around the person or the thing protecting it from outside disturbances
and preventing power from leaking out”.
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Figure 4.2: Woman carrying the kalasa in which the goddess is invoked, 2015.
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Figure 4.3: Priest tying the kappu to the trisula, 2015.

The tying of protective cords (Ta. kappu katti) around the wrist functions on
several levels: it sets Navaratri off as an important festival, offers protection
during the festival period when the distinctions between sacred and profane
realms are then at their most fluid and constantly changing (Foulston 2002,
161), and symbolizes the vows (Ta. viratam, Skt. vrata) of the participants.173
While on vow, the devotee is under certain restrictions, such as bathing twice a
day, walking barefoot, sleeping on the floor,17#4 eating vegetarian food, abstain-
ing from intoxication and sexual intercourse, and not uttering any bad words.
The devotee should fast on the day of the milk pot procession, and ideally not
cross the borders of the dr (Ta. “village, neighborhood”), meaning Kanchi-
puram. Since this may be difficult in practice, the rule has been relaxed not to
stay overnight. The tying literally means safeguarding and protection and
involves a reciprocal protection between the devotee and the goddess. The
devotee is protected by adhering to the imposed restrictions of the vow, and the

173 Harman (2006), Younger (2001 [1980]), and Allocco (2008) have written about vows
in the Mariyamman tradition.

174 This means avoiding contact with anything that may be polluted with sexual and
menstrual fluids (Allocco 2009, 400).
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goddess is safeguarded from contact with polluted elements (Allocco 2009b,
399). Women who have tied the kappu are allowed to enter the sanctum on the
day of the milk pot procession. According to the pijari, the goddess, too, is
considered taking up a vow during Navaratri, to “kill evil mentality”.

Daily Observances

Worship Routines

During the total of twelve Navaratri days Padavéttamman receives a daily
morning abhiseka, and the priest chants Tamil slokas and mantras to bring forth
the goddess, praying for the prosperity of the devotees and donors. Then Pada-
véttamman receives food offerings around noon, and about two o’clock in the
afternoon a second abhiseka is performed for her. After this, the preparations
for the evening alamkara will start. The ornamentation of the goddess will be
complete around 7-8 PM, and by then devotees have started to gather in front
of the temple. Padavéttamman receives piija behind a curtain before the
alamkara is shown to an eager audience as is the climax of the piija, exposing
the goddess luminous with power, transformed from a simple black stone
statue to a colorful display. Darsana of the goddess in her alamkara goes on for
hours, after which the devotees receive the goddess’s prasada.

Entertainment Program

Each evening an entertainment program is performed on the stage across the
street from the temple. The entertainment ranges from various dance forms to
classical and contemporary music, street theatre (Ta. kuttu) and fancy-dress
competitions for children, who will wear different costumes of gods, mythol-
ogical characters or religious/political leaders and recite dialogues. In 2015 the
entertainments were:
1) Tiger dance and drumbeats (puliyattam)
2) Tiger dance and drumbeats (puliyattam)
3) Confluence of arts (kalaicankamam, that is various entertaiments of
music, dance etc.)
4) Ancient drama (purartdana natakam)
5) Puppet show of Valli’'s wedding to Murukan (vallitirumana pommalat-
tam)
6) Music performance (innicai kaccéri)
7) Debate (cirappu pattimanram)
8) Fancy dress competition (maruvetappotti)
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9) “Nine moods” dance (navaraca nattiyam)

10) Competition (tanittiran potti, competition where emerging artists may
perform their skills)

11) Uriyati vila (a competition where a pot is hung high up and should be
broken)

12) Folk drumming and “water pot” dance (naiyandi mélam and karakat-
tam)

13) Dance program

The stage is inaugurated on the 1st evening after tying the kdppu. The atmo-
sphere is informal, as the entertainment happens simultaneously as the darsana
of the goddess. People come and go and may watch the entertainment while
standing in line for darsana.

Two days after Vijayadasami a dance show with alamkdara maker Mr.
Sanjay’s dance class brings the vibrant festivities to an end.

Providing Food

For the past five years, the temple has provided food for the donors and invited
guests, increasing from about 50 people in the beginning to about 200 people
in 2014. This is served in a back room behind the temple, in front of an image
of goddess Parvatavarttini seated on a lion.17> She receives worship from the
donor of the alamkara of the evening before the food is served.

Transforming the Goddess through Alamkaras

Patavéttamman represents different forms of the divine each day through her
evening alamkaras. The Patavéttamman temple has its own alamkara maker,
Mr. Sanjay, the son of the pujari. As explained, alamkaras form part of pija in
temples and are not particular to Navaratri, but the more elaborate and themed
series of alamkadras depicting the goddess in various forms each day, are
especially made for this occasion.176¢ Revealing the alamkara for the devotees
each evening by unveiling the curtain covering the goddess’s sanctum is a
spectacle, and devotees pine for receiving Patavéttamman’s arati once it is
shown.

As outlined in chapter 3, the alamkaras in the famous Brahmin temples of
Kanchipuram during Navaratri adorn the goddess rather than transform her

175 Parvatavarttini is the consort of Iramanatasvami of Rameshwaram.

176 The other occasions during the ritual year which require special alamkaras in the
temple of Patavéttamman are January 1%, Cittirai (April-May) 1%, Cittirai kattiri vila
(peak summer) and the Ati festival.
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through the process. That is, they do not necessarily depict or imitate forms of
other goddesses, and they are not planned or themed.177 Village goddesses on
the other hand more often have themed alamkdras that may be announced and
advertised beforehand in the temples’ festival program and on posters or
banners near the temples. These alamkaras are more innovative and creatively
made compared to the more traditional alamkaras in Brahmin temples.178 They
can take hours to finish, as they are elaborately made with a variety of ingredi-
ents. Mr. Sanjay usually uses sandal paste as a base, which is applied onto the
stone images. He paints upon the sandal paste to change the color and contour
the goddess’s eyebrows, eyes, mouth, fingers, toes, and nails. Eyebrows, eyes,
and mouth are finished with a thread for accuracy. Mr. Sanjay considers the face
very important, as it should express the age or gender of the manifestation
which is depicted. The face should look as good when viewed from up close as
from a distance, and succeeding in this is, according to Mr. Sanjay, what distin-
guishes him from other alamkdra makers. Other