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Transformation in the Lives of Tamil Saiva bhaktas

SUMMARY: The article deals with the tradition of the medieval South-Indian
branch of Hinduism, which can be defined here as the religion of Tamil Saiva
bhakti reflected in the poetic compositions (the corpus Tirumurai) composed
by a group of saints called nayanars (‘leaders’). Hagiographic sources of this
tradition, first of all Periya puranam, and the nayanars’ poetic creations reveal
some constant motifs which form a certain pattern, a typology of their leg-
endary life-stories. They include: the encounter of a bhakta with Siva, a trial
(a test of devotion, an initiation, a heroic deed), a participation in the myth,
rejection of sexual (family) life, emotional experience and revelation
of a poetical gift.
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It goes without saying that the life of any person consists of crossing
boundaries and undergoing transformations of different kinds—
physical, mental, psychological and so on. This maxim is, of course,
a part of common knowledge and well reflected in academic stud-
ies. Suffice it to mention here a famous work by Arnold van Gennep
(Gennep 1909) in which he developed a concept of the so-called
rites of passage, which accompany a person from the childhood
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to the end of their life, and defined three stages of these rites: a per-
son leaves their previous status; enters the intermediate or liminal
stage; obtains a renovated status. A convincing analysis of this process
in Indian context is offered by J. C. Heesterman (Heesterman 1957),
who demonstrated in every detail the structure of the ancient Indian
ritual of the king’s consecration consisting of a cycle of transforma-
tions which lead its subject, that is the king, from a symbolic state
of a human embryo to the position of a god. Generally speaking,
the realm of Indian culture, mythology, literature and art is full of cas-
es of crossing boundaries and transformations of different kinds. All
of them show original and peculiar features, but possess common fun-
damental structural and typological characteristics. The present paper
deals with this phenomenon in the sphere of Indian religion, namely
Hinduism in its bhakti form and considers the process of transforma-
tion as reflected in life-stories of some Tamil Saiva devotees. They are
known under the name of nayanars (lit. ‘chiefs, leaders’) and by virtue
of their absolute devotion to Siva had achieved the status of saints,
“servants or slaves [of God]” (atkal, atikal, tontar). Within the lim-
its of the present article, it is possible to take up only several figures,
most of them representing a poetic tradition which formed and devel-
oped within the period from the 6™ to 12" centuries. The creations
of the poets were collected in a corpus of texts known as Tirumurai
(‘The sacred order’, ‘The holy division’), consisting of 12 parts. Its
last part is a poem based on stories, or, rather hagiographic legends,
about 63 Saiva saints—ndyandrs. It was composed by a court poet of
the Cola dynasty Cekkilar (12% century) and was named Periya puranam
(hereafter PP), ‘A great purana’ or Tiruttontar puranam, ‘A purana
about sacred slaves’.! The legends disclose details of bhaktas’ life,

' Periya puranam was composed by the order of king Kulottunga II

(1133-1150) as a counterpart to Jaina literary pieces (especially a poetic master-
piece Jivakacintamani, a poem by Tiruttakkat€var). It demonstrates some features
of the Sanskrit poetic form mahakavya: a division into chapters (called puranas), using
of poetic conventions and figures of speech, changes of poetic meters and some other).
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their deeds and behavior, and also enable us to reconstruct a certain
pattern within them consisting of a number of persistent features which
we can understand as marking points of crossing certain boundaries
in the course of a bhakta’s life and signs of transformations he under-
goes on his way from an ordinary person to a position of a saint
(and in a number of cases a poet?). In principle this pattern can be well
analyzed in terms of rites of passage but I propose here to analyze
it from a different angle, namely, as a set of repeating motifs, forming
a certain typological structure. It will be convenient for our consid-
eration to single out at first only one figure, the woman-saint known
as Karaikkal Ammaiyar (6™ century). The reasons for this choice are
as follows: chronologically, she opens the row of nayanars and, sec-
ondly, and more importantly, her story forms a certain hagiographic
pattern, well recognized in many other stories.

According to Cekkilar,’ this woman-saint was born in the coastal
town of Karaikkal and was given the name of Punitavati. From her
early childhood she was an ardent devotee of Siva. She states it her-
self in the very first lines of her composition Arputattiruvantati (ATA),
“The sacred antati about wonders”:* pirantu molipayinra pinellan katal/
cirantunin cévatiyé cérnten (‘After I was born and learned to speak,
my love became grand and I joined your beautiful feet’ (ATA 1, 1-2).°
However, in other respects her life was typical of a beautiful girl from
a rich merchant family. In due course her parents found a bridegroom
for her (also from the merchant community) and organized a pompous

At the same time it is connected with the tradition of the earlier Tamil poetry
(see Cox 2005).

2 Tt should be noted that there are only 27 poets, the authors of Tirumurai,
among 63 saints presented by Cekkilar in his poem.

3 Karaikkal Ammaiyar puranam (PP 24, 1-66). The first number indicates
the chapter, the next—the strophes.

4 Antati (anta-ati) is a poem consisting of a hundred strophes which are con-
nected by a poetic device: the last word of one strophe is repeated as the first word
of the following.

5 The translations of texts belong to the author (if not specified). In some
places of the original examples sandhi is lifted for clarity.
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wedding ceremony. So, she crossed the boundary of childhood, entered
the period of matrimonial life and followed a route usual for a young
Hindu woman. There was nothing dramatic in it. She was very pious
and kept venerating Siva but a real change in her spiritual life hap-
pened one day when a hungry Saiva mendicant, a brahman, came
to their house. Punitavati gave him one of the two mango-fruits kept
for her husband’s meal. When her husband came for lunch, she brought
him the one that was left. After eating it he asked for another. She was
in a predicament and prayed to Siva to restore the first fruit and it did
appear in her hands. Its taste was so rare that the husband suspected
something unusual and asked what had happened. She had to tell him
the truth. The husband immediately understood that a miracle had tak-
en place and his wife was a possessor of a great divine power. He ran
away from her to his native place (Nakapattinam), where he started
a new family. Punitavati waited for him patiently as a devoted wife
should and on learning about his whereabouts went there to join him.
However, her husband treated her not as his spouse but as a saint
and together with his new family worshipped her. Punitavati realized
that she was free from matrimonial bonds and serving Siva became
the only goal in her life. She decided to reject her feminine beauty and
asked Siva to turn her into what is known in Tamil mythology as péy,
a demoness, an ugly creature, emaciated, with disheveled hair, protrud-
ing teeth and ribs and other disgusting features.® According to Saiva
mythology, such figures constitute a part of Siva’s retinue (gana), and
thus she had a possibility to be near the god:

perinum piritiyatum venté namakki/
turinum uratoliy menuii—ciritu unartti/
marrorukan nerrimél vaittanran péyaya/
narkanatti lonraya nam (ATA 86)

¢ Péys are often described in the previous Tamil poetic tradition, the so-

called cankam poetry. They usually dance on battle-fields and cook the flesh of fallen
soldiers.
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If [we] get [a chance to see him] we do not want anything else, if it happens
or not, what of it!—He taught [us] a little and we have become a péy among
the good ganas of him who keeps one eye on his forehead.’

On becoming a demoness, she went to Kailasa to see Siva and when
she approached his abode, he addressed her: ‘ammaiyé’ (‘mother’!).
She greeted him in the same way exclaiming ‘appa’ (‘father!”)
(PP 24, 59). From that moment she became known as Karaikkal
Ammaiyar (‘Mother from Karaikkal’). She asked Siva for a boon:
piravamai veéntum mintum pirappuntél unnai enrum maravamai
veptum inpum ventu nan makilntu pat arava ni atumpotun atiyin kil
irukka enrar (She said: ‘I want not to be born. If I am born again, [ want
to never forget you. And more, [ want, oh Righteous one, to enjoy sing-
ing and to be under your dancing feet’) (PP 24, 60). And Siva direct-
ed her to the place called Tiruvalankatu, where he used to dance on
the cremation ground.

Even this short and schematic rendering of Karaikkal Ammaiyar’s
story shows that her life is an expressive example of crossing borders
and undergoing transformations. Some of them are quite ordinary
(like rites of childhood or marriage), but others are full of signifi-
cance. The first among the important events of her life is connected
with the visit of a Saiva mendicant (Paramanar tiruttontar, ‘The slave
of him who is High”), which radically changed her fate. She herself was
absolutely aware of this change and in the 8" strophe of ATA, pointed
out the day when it happened: ayine nalvanuk kanrée perarku ariyan
ayinen (‘On that day I became [a slave] for him, I became the one who
is rarely obtained”). The last phrase, probably, means that the image she

7 Note that Karaikkal Ammaiyar in this case and elsewhere (not always) uses

the pronoun ‘we’ for ‘I’. It is a usual convention in Tamil poetry (and in everyday
parlance, for that matter). In this case she certainly means ‘I’ which is clearly seen
in the passage: péyaya... onraya nam, ‘we who have become one péy’). On the other
hand, we have to bear in mind that bhaktas often position themselves as a part of a group
of soul-mates. Such corporative feeling can be detected in the poetry of many of them
and of Karaikkal Ammaiyar too.
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acquired is impossible to obtain by anybody else. Though she expressed
her experience in a very general way, it seems that she knew what she
was talking about: she had crossed the boundary between the profane
and the mythological worlds and entered the latter to become one of its
dwellers. This event, that is the crossing of the boundary between two
worlds, can be defined as one of the important typical features of the lives
of nayanars. Many of them not only met Siva in person or in dis-
guise but happened to undertake what we suggest to name ‘a penetra-
tion into the myth’ or ‘a participation in mythological events’. Again,
the most eloquent example here is the story of Karaikkal Ammaiyar,
who not only became a part of Siva’s ganas, but happened to be a wit-
ness of the dance of Siva in Tiruvalankatu.® Another good example
is the story of a famous poet Cuntarar (or Cuntara mirtti nayanar),
who claimed to be a friend of Siva and did not hesitate to address him
for a material support. Generally speaking, meeting Siva in this or that
form is an important turning point in nayanars’ lives.

Obviously, a crucial point in Karaikkal Ammaiyar’s life (and
of her story) was her encounter with a Saiva brahman, who certainly
was a messenger of Siva. In fact, we can safely assume that he was
Siva himself, for in life-legends of some other nayanars, Siva regu-
larly appears before them in disguise. Thus, Cuntarar, a famous poet
(8™ century), met Siva in the form of an old brahman who claimed his
right on him as a slave and even produced a document confirming it.
In the case of Appar (7 century), Siva was represented by one of his
attributes. A convinced Jaina, he was dying of a disease, but his sister,
a devotee of Siva, offered him sacred ashes (firuniru) as a medicine.

8 The dance in Tiruvalankatu was performed by Siva in the context of his
competition with Uma, and represents a famous episode from South Indian mytho-
logy. Karaikkal Ammaiyar described it, as seen by her own eyes, in two compositions:
Tiruvalankattut tiruppatikam and Tiruvalankattu mitta tiruppatikam (‘The sacred
patikam of Tiruvalankatu’ and ‘The older sacred patikam of Tiruvalankatu’). Though
she sang about this particular dance, there is no doubt that she simultaneously meant
the cosmic dance of Siva. Patikam is a poetic form usually consisting of ten strophes
connected with a refrain, a phrase repeated in each of them.
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After taking it, he was restored to life and also became a famous poet.
His contemporary Tirufianacampantar, when a small child, drank milk
from the breast of an unknown woman who appeared to be Parvati;
Tinnan, a chief of the hunter-tribe, during his hunting raid came
across a /ingam and began to serve it by bringing meat from his catch.
Vataviiran, a minister of the Pantian king, was sent to the sea-port
to buy horses for the king’s army but in the town of Perunturai, near
a Saiva temple, he saw a young brahman, a guru surrounded by a group
of Siva’s devotees. Instantly, he experienced an ecstatic feeling of love
for him and realized that he had met Siva himself. He described his
emotional state in many places of his poetic cycle ‘The Sacred Utter-
ance’ (Tiruvacakam—TV). For instance:

Lest I should go astray, He laid His hand on me!

As wax before the unwearied fire

With melting soul I worshipt, wept and bent myself,

Danced, cried aloud, and sang, and prayed.

They say: ‘The tooth of elephant and woman’s grasp relax not,’
So I with love, real, intermitting never,

Was pierced, as wedge driven into soft young tree.

All tears, I like the refluent sea was tossed;

Soul was subdued, and body quivered with delight.

While the world called me demon, mocking me,

False shame I threw aside; the folk’s abusive word

I took as ornament; nor did I swerve,

My mind was rapt; - a fool, but in my folly wise,-

The goal I sought to reach infinity! All wondering desire,

As cow yearns for its calf, | moaning, hurried to and fro.

Not ev’n in dreams thought I of other gods. (transl. Pope, TV: 34).°

o TVIV, 59-74:

tappd metam pitittatu caliyat
talalatu kanta melukatu polat
tolutulam uruki alututal kampitta
atiyum alariyum patiyum paraviyun
kotirum pétaiyum kontatu vitatenum
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Vataviiran rejected his former life, donated all treasures he had for buy-
ing horses to the temple and to the people in it and became an ardent
devotee of Siva, who gave him the nickname of Manikkavacakar
(‘He whose words are rubies’).

Though the transformation a person undergoes after meeting Siva
is mostly of a spiritual nature, it is often accompanied by some outer
changes in the devotee’s life and in the body as well. For Appar, it was
a change of a religious confession, for Manikkavacakar—of his social
status. Karaikkal Ammaiyar rejected her feminine body, Tirumilar also
changed his physical form by entering (with the strength of his yogic powers)
the corpse of a young shepherd (and took his name after that). The same
Appar, in fact, had been given a new life and in addition had trans-
formed his body by imprinting images of the trident and the bull on his
shoulders.

Along with it one more important transformation should be men-
tioned, concerning the nayanars’ names. Practically, all of them were given
nicknames or epithets under which they had become known in the tra-
dition. Thus, Punitavati became Karaikkal Ammaiyar, Marulnikkiyar—
Appar (or Tirunavukkaracar, ‘The king of sacred tongue’), Vataviiran—
Manikkavacakar, Tinnan—Kanappan, Nampi Ariiran—Cuntarar
(Cuntara mdrtti) and so on.!°

patiyé akinal litaiyara anpir

pacumarattani araintar polak

kacivatu perukik katalena maruki

akankulain tanukula maymey vitirttuc

cakampéy enru tammaic cirippa

nanatu olintu natavar palitturai

punatu vakak konutal inric

caturilantarimal kontu carun

katiyatu parama aticaya makak

karra manamenak katariym patariyum

marror teyvan kanavilum ninaiya

10" Tt is worth noting in this connection that generally bodily transformations

and new names are known to be the signs of a person’s initiation, including religious
conversion, shifts in a social status or even a recognition of one’s merits.
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The encounter with the god can be realized, as we saw, in many ways
and under different circumstances but its inner meaning is always
the same: it is the call of Siva, who summons (chooses, recruits)
a person and gives them a chance to become his slave, or servant.
As Manikkavacakar expressed it (TV V, 125): arivilata enaip pukuntu
antukontu arivatai aruli... (‘He came to me, who did not know [him],
enslaved [me], made a favor to know [him]...”). Or:

yavar kon ennaiyum vant antu kontan/

yam arkkun kuti allom yatum aiicom/

méviném avanatiyar atiyrotu /

meénmelun kutaintati atuvomé’ (TV 'V, 117-120)

He, a king to everybody, came to me also and enslaved
me. We'!! are nobody’s kin, we fear nothing, we love,
together with the slaves of his slaves we, bathing

[in this love], shall bathe more and more.'

Secondly, the encounter with Siva is usually combined with a trial,
a test, which offers the chosen person a possibility to prove his love
and devotion. This motif also occurs in life-stories of nayanars quite
regularly. The tasks differ considerably and their range is wide: from

" These lines again demonstrate the mixing of individual and corporative atti-

tudes of bhaktas.

12" In this connection it is not out of place to mention a motif often met with
in bhakti poetry—a singularity of the object of veneration. In the words of Karaikkal
Ammaiyar (ATA, 3): avarkkée yelupirappu malavo menrum/avarkké nam anpava
tallar—pavarccatai - mér/pakappol  citu  mavarkkallan — marroruvark/kakappom
eniiianrum al (‘In the seven births we shall be servants only to him, we shall love
only him, to him whose jata is crowned with the full/not full moon [the moon which
can be full or not - A.D.], not to others we always shall be servants’). Cf. Manikka-
vacakar (TV 1V, 74): marror teyvan kanavilum ninaiya (‘I am not thinking about
other gods even in dreams’); Cuntarar: mila atimai umakké alay pirarai véentaté
(‘Unescapable slavery—to you, having become [your] servants [we] do not want other
[masters].” (Tev. 2, VII, 95, 1).
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more or less simple tests (Punitavati feeds a brahman, Marulnikkiyar,
or Appar, agrees to take the sacred ash) to unbelievably brutal actions
described in many stories, for instance, about Cantécurar (Candesvara)
and Ciruttontar nayanars: the first one cut off his father’s legs, who
kicked the jar of milk prepared for a pija to Sivalingam (PP 20, 50-51),
the latter'® fulfilled the request of a brahman who asked for food but
insisted that he would eat a curry prepared from the meat of the devo-
tee’s son (PP 36, 51-54). This event is, of course, especially tantalizing
and full of inner meanings and elements of a certain interplay between
the two partners of this drama, that is Siva and his adept. D. Shulman,
who devoted a part of his book The Hungry God (Shulman 1993)
to a minute analysis of the story (in the Tamil and Telugu variants),
remarks that ‘at no point in the Tamil text is the notion of testing
the devotee even intimated’. However, it was a real test but very spe-
cific, combined with Siva’s desire to play with his servant, to mock
at him, to torment him (for instance, he demands that Ciruttontar
should share the meal with him). This attitude shows ‘an overpower-
ing drive or passion working within the deity, pushing him outwards
toward the devotee’ (Shulman 1993: 31). Ciruttontar on his part readily
accepts the dreadful game and fulfills all requests of the ascetic with
love and joy (kalippal katalotu) (PP 36, 52). There is no doubt that
Siva, creating such extreme situations for his adepts, makes them prove
their absolute devotion to him, which crosses all boundaries, conven-
tions and norms. As a reward he usually organizes happy ends to such
stories. In the case of Ciruttontar, for instance, the ascetic disappears,
the son is found alive and the initial situation is restored.

The behavior of the devotee in these stories can be considered
heroic (see Dubyanskiy 2014), but it is possible to view it in terms

13" His initial name was Paraficoti. His nickname Ciruttontar (‘A small slave”)

came as a recognition of his humble service to Siva, which consisted of daily feeding
at least one of Siva’s bhaktas. One day there was nobody to feed and he was in despair,
but, luckily, a Saiva ascetic in the image of Bhairava came to the village. It goes
without saying that he was Siva himself.
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of sacrificial acts, namely, sacrifices of flesh, which can be that of
animals as in the story of Kannappar (the one who served Sivalingam
by feeding it), the flesh of close relatives (Cantecura and Ciruttontar)
and at last one’s own flesh. The latter case is well illustrated by sto-
ries of Karaikkal Ammaiyar (PP 271-281), who in fact sacrificed
her body to Siva, and, again, Kannappar, who, on seeing that one
of the lingam’s eyes is bleeding, plucked his own eye and offered it to
the lingam."*

An expressive example of rejecting one’s body, and, in fact,
sacrificing it to Siva, is given in the story of Vataviran placed within
the Tiruvilaiyatar puranam.” Here is a fragment from Vataviran’s
emotional speech at the moment of the encounter with Siva:

I do not throw my body, which is a vessel of low deeds, into
the fire,

I do not exterminate it by making it perish in the mountains,
I do not cut it with a poisonous sword,

O, Ruler, I was afraid because it is your property;

Life does not perish, it is like him,

O Lord, I am unable to be separated from you.

What shall I do? You burn [me], burn [me],’

—Thus he spoke, rolling and weeping.'¢

4" The motif of a sacrifice of one’s body to the god is very old in India

and well known to Tamil culture. Suffice it to mention the episode from the poem
Cilappatikaram (V, 85-86) telling about soldiers who cut off their own heads in front
of the belligerent goddess Korravai. This act of self-sacrifice is represented in stone
in one of the cave-temples of Mahabalipuram. See also: Sudyka 2013: 89-106.
15 Paraiicoti Munivar. Maturai arupattu nanku tiruvilaiyatar puranam (TVP),
“The purana about the sixty four sacred plays [of Siva] in Madurai’ (1617 ¢). The sto-
ry of Vataviiran is presented in the part called Vataviratikalukku upatécitta patalam
(“The part about the instruction given’).
1© TVP 58, 55:
varicavinaik kolkalana mutalait tivay
matukkilen varaiyuruntu mayppé nallén
nancoluku valalun kuraippe nallé
natané yatuvunina tutaimai yenre
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The emotional outburst which is generated by meeting the god is often
accompanied by a feeling of bitter remorse and self-accusation, even
contrition, for not being with Siva before. The disappointment of a per-
son in his previous life can be caused, apart from being distant from
Siva, by different circumstances. For instance, Appar acutely pitied
the time when he was a Jaina monk and described it very expressively:

Not knowing anything about [my] fate [kati—also state, way, hap-
piness—A.D.], with inflamed eyes, with the head [hair] plucked,
eating from hands, [roaming] in [many] places, and in big streets
of [every] village people on seeing me laughed and I did not get
ashamed; I was ignorant, without the way of salvation which I
[ could have reached] drinking, mouth filled with the honey stream-
ing in Arir that gives knowledge—thus [one] warms himself
by the light of a fire-fly, when there is a [bright] candle."”

Manikkavacakar, addressing Siva with words of self-accusation, recol-
lects his affairs with women, as in TV VI, 173—-174: mulutail vérkanniyar
ennu mirit talanmulukum/vilutanai énai vituti kantay’ (‘See! You are
leaving me who was like oil poured in fierce fire of those whose eyes
are spears, all sharpness’); ulaitaru nokkiyar konkaip palappalat tiyin
oppay/vilaitaru vénai vituti kantay (‘See! You are leaving me, lustful,
who was like a fly caught in jack-fruit of breasts of those who gain with
their glances’ [probably, prostitutes—A.D.] (TV VI, 181-182). Such
examples in TV are numerous.

aficinén ranéyu maliya tavi
yaiyané ninaippirintu marra killén
enceyko ventayo ventd yoven
rirankinar purantaluta rinaiya colvar

7 Tev.2,1V-5,7:
kati onrum ariyate kan alalat talai parittu kaiyil untu
pati onru netuvitip palar kana nakai nanatu ulitarvérku
mati tanta araril var ténai vaymatuttup paruki uyyum
viti inri matiiliyen—vilakku irukka minminitti kaynta are
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Nampi Ariiran’s, or Nampi Navaliiran’s (later Cuntarar), meeting with
Siva is a different story. It is told by Cekkilar in the part of PP called
Tatuttal konta puranam, that is ‘The purana about taking a contradict-
ing slave’. It is about a young brahman who was going to get married
but in the course of the wedding ceremony an elderly Saiva brahman
appeared and claimed that the marriage should be stopped because
the groom is his slave. Then he produced a palm-leaf with a signature
of Nampi’s grandfather testifying to that. Nampi became angry, called
the old brahman a madman, refused to obey and tore up the document.
However, it was acknowledged by the council of elders as authentic.
The old man led Nampi to the temple of Siva and told him that this is
his home and revealing his identity said:

“You spoke rudely to me and you’ve got the name ‘A rude slave’.
And to us there will be service songs,

Magnificent and full of love; that’s why

Sing about us on the earth in [well]-worded Tamil’

Thus said the one by whose mouth the Veda is sung.

Looking at the friend favorably, The Great god made a favor:
‘Earlier you called me Madman, that is why

You will sing about me as Madman’—he said.

And The Rude slave (vantontar) began to sing about The Muni-
ficent.'®

18 PPV (Tatuttatkonta puranam): 70, 73.
marruni vanmai peci vaprontanp enpum namam
perranai namakkum anpir perukiya cirappin mikka
arcanai patté akum atalal manmél nammaic
corramil patuka enrar timarai patum vayar. (70).
anpanai arulin nokki ankanar arulic ceyvar
munpenai pittan enre molintanai ata lalé
en peyar pittan enre patuvay enrar ninra
vanperuntontar anta vallalaip patalurrar (73).
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Analyzing the episode of Cuntarar’s wedding, a Russian scholar
Alexander Piatigorskiy paid attention to the strange behavior of the hero.
When the old Saivite pronounces his claim, he laughs at him (nakkan,
38, 4) and calls him ‘madman’ (pittan, 40, 4). Then the image of the old
man unexpectedly generates some feeling of melting with love (katal
cey turuka nirkum, 42, 1) and at the same time anger (kopam, 42, 2).
Then he becomes enraged (vekuntu, 43, 3), seized the palm-leaf from
the hands of the old man and tears it (kiriyittar, 45, 4). Nevertheless, his
mind is boiling with some desire (vilaivuru manamum ponka, 48, 3).
After the case was proven in the assembly of brahmans, he recog-
nizes his fault (vitimurai ituvé akil yan itarku icaiyén enna icaiyumo
(63, 34, “if it is the rule, [ who said not to agree to it, shall but agree’).
When they come to the temple of Siva and the old man disappeared
there, Nampi stands in bewilderment (¢ikaittu ninran, 65,4). Then, hear-
ing the voice of Siva, he screams like the newly-born calf on hearing
the voice of the cow (inra an kanaippukketta kanrupol katari, 68, 1-2),
surrenders to Siva and, indeed, becomes his slave.

The behaviour of Nampi is so unstable and contradictory that,
as A. Piatigorskiy remarks, it seems that there is more ground to apply
the epithet ‘madman’ to Nampi himself (Piatigorskiy 1962: 152) and
to consider his case as an example of madness, or, rather, the cultic
madness which is ‘a standard for all cults which include an imaginary
contact with the object of the cult, especially for shamanistic cults’."

19 Jbid.: 153-157. The name (and the image) of Siva as a madman (pittan,
piccan) is common for and characteristic of South Indian Saivism and is used prac-
tically by all poets from Karaikkal Ammaiyar to Manikkavacakar. Here is an extract
of TV VI, 194-196: venkariyin/ urippiccan rolutaippiccan naiiciin piccan ircutukat/
terippiccan ennayum alutaiya piccan enrécuvané (‘The Madman who peeled off
the skin of an angry elephant, the Madman who has the skin [for a garment], the Mad-
man who swallowed poison, the Madman of the wild fiery ground of the village
[the cremation ground—A.D.], the Madman who has me also as a slave, my Lord!”).
There is no doubt that this feature comes down to local shamanistic cults and to Vedic
figure of Rudra.
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However, it might be that such behavior at the moment of encoun-
tering Siva, an ecstatic joy and the overwhelming feeling of love for him
are bright typical features of the life of bhaktas reflected in the poetry
and in PP. The instance from Tiruvacakam V given earlier confirms
it well.

The transformations experienced by adepts, connected with emo-
tional explosions and even a kind of madness (the cultic madness)
can include cases of strange and eccentric behaviour. In prin-
ciple the extract above is a good example of that. We can also
state that the behaviour of persons who were mentioned earlier
(Kannappan, Ciruttontar, Tirumiilar) and their heroic deeds go far
beyond the course of life which by a general consensus can be called
normal. But the most conspicuous example is, of course, that of Karaikal
Ammaiyar, who turned herself into a demoness and went to Kailasa
in a most eccentric and spectacular way—on her head.?*® We can also
consider as eccentric the behaviour of the king Céraman Perumal, who,
on seeing a dhobi (vannapn in Tamil) covered with a white washing
powder, descended from his elephant, came to the man and bowed
to him, because he reminded him of Siva covered with sacred ashes
(PP 37, 18-19).

A. Piatigorskiy also paid attention to a transformation that takes
place in the sexual life of the adept. Analyzing the case of Cuntarar,
he observes that the meeting with the god coincides with the meet-
ing with a woman (the marriage ceremony) and prevents the latter.
“The object of sexual relationship is replaced by the object of cultic
relationship and typologically the behaviour inherent in the first is pre-
served in the latter” (Piatigorskiy 1962: 15). The theme of sexual trans-
formations in the sphere of religion was further analyzed by the author,

2 fkalin nataiynait tavirttu par mél talaiyinal natantu cenrar (Karaikkal
Ammaiyar puranam, PP, 55, 4). ‘Having rejected walking on foot [she] went by head
on the earth.” Since this method of walking is impossible to imagine, local painters,
like the one who made frescoes on the walls of her temple in Karaikkal, represented
her figure walking topsy-turvy on her hands.
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who connected it with archaic shamanistic practices, with cultic gender
transvestism (ibid.: 157—163). As a general observation, it can be said
that, indeed, in the bhakti stream of Hinduism, in Saivism in particular,
the internal emotional attitude of the adept towards the god is principal-
ly feminine. A discourse on this thesis is beyond the scope of this arti-
cle, but one moment in the lives of nayanars, or to be exact, the poets-
nayanars, should be noted. To define A. Piatigorskiy’s thought more
precisely, the coincidence of the adept’s meetings with Siva and with
a woman is a case applicable only to Cuntarar, who is altogether
an exceptional figure. It is true, his marriage ceremony was broken,
but later he obtained two wives and led a family life, though not reg-
ular. The heroes of other stories are withdrawn from their family and
sexual life completely. The example of Karaikkal Ammaiyar is con-
spicuous in this respect. Appar and Campantar certainly were free from
matrimonial bonds (the marriage of Campantar was once arranged but
not consummated, for he and his bride dissolved in the light of Siva).
Manikkavacakar, who, according to his own confession was submerged
in sensual pleasures, resolutely rejected them after meeting Siva.
Though this kind of transformation is not comprehensive with regard
to all nayanars, it is very meaningful in the stories about those who
became poets. It can be stated that its inner reason is a switch
(a sublimation) of one’s sexual energy into an artistic creative poten-
tial but on the level of narration it appears that Siva chooses not only
his slaves or servants but also the persons who would glorify him
with beautifully arranged songs. His initiative in this process is seen
in several stories: he suggested that Karaikkal Ammaiyar should
sing about his dance in Tiruvalankatu and blessed her by calling her
‘ammda’, he crowned Vataviiran with the epithet Manikkavacakar, he
commanded Cuntarar to glorify him as ‘a Madman’.

In a later story about the famous Tamil poet Arunakirinatar
(15" century) the relationship of this kind between an ordinary per-
son and a god is expressively presented. Arunakiri lived in the town
of Tiruvannamalai and was famous there for his riotous way of life.
One day he realized his sins and decided to commit suicide by jumping
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from the high tower (gopuram) of the temple of Siva. But he was saved
by Siva’s son Murukan, who came to him lying on the ground, touched
his tongue with the tip of his spear and said: patuka ! (sing!). And
the youth immediately began to sing the glory of Murukan.!

We see that transformations that Siva’s devotees undergo can take
place on different levels—psychological, physical, social, sexual, poet-
ic. There is also a way to interpret them on a theological level, in terms
of the Tamil religious-philosophical school Saivasiddhanta. As Whitney
Cox showed, taking as an example the story of Tinnan (Kanappan),
the process of transformation, or transfiguration, of the hero is realized
on his way from the brutal material world to the high and subtle realm
of Siva’s consciousness and, accordingly, by a compromise between
two kinds of karma supervised by Siva.?

To sum up: there is a set of stable motifs in hagiographic leg-
ends about Tamil saints-nayanars, supported by their poetry, which
can be considered as their typological or canonical features. They
include: the encounter of a bhakta with Siva, a trial, or an initiation®
(a test on devotion, in some cases in the form heroic deeds, in some
as a sacrifice), a participation in mythological events (close contacts
with the god), rejection of sexual (family) life, a profound emotional
experience, the revelation of a poetical gift. These motifs not necessar-
ily appear simultaneously and in every case but they are reliable diag-
nostic features of these legends and can be detected not only in Tamil
religious context but in many other local branches of the Hindu religion.

2l See: Zvelebil 1973: 240.

22 For a detailed analysis of this concept, see Cox 2005.

2 Cox discerns in the interaction of Kanappan and Siva some signs of the cer-
emony initiation known as diksa. (Cox 2005: 274).
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