CHAPTER VII

VISNU CULT IN ANCIENT TAMIL LITERATURE

The ancient classics of Tamil Literature, the majority
of which so0 far available, are assigned to the pre-Christian
periods, throw much light on the prevaience of and acquain-
tance with the Vedic study and Vedic rites in ancient Tamil
Nad.! The worship of Visnu receives a significant treatment
10 these works though these were not mainly intended to
deal with religious matters, The contain references not
only {o the concept of the deity concerned but also to the
cuit of the temple worship and the philosophical and religious
settings which formed the background of such worship.?
These works refer to the worship of Tirumal (Vispu),? Krsnat
and Baladeva® The verse in the Parananéiru collection®
(1000 B.c. to 300 A.p.) includes Krsnpna and Baladeva, along
with Siva and Subrahmanya, as the four controlling deities
of the Universe.  This irrefutable evidence that, among the
gods commanding worship as Supreme Deities along with the
Saiva pair, is indeed of great significance. The theme
Phvainilai, as it is called in Puratttnai Ival, aims at the
identification of a ruling monarch with one of the principal
deities of the Hindu pantheon viz,, Brahmd, Visnu and Siva.”?
Loyalty to the patron had ever been an admiradble trait of the
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Tamils from times immemcrial and there are instances where
the king is likened to God  Verily the king ts a protecior of
the people in the same way as Tiruma! or Mayon is the
protector of the Universe. The Purandnaru verse under
reference is a fine illustration of the point. Krsna and
Baladeva are referred to in one more place, where a Cola and
2 Paptiya are together praised as looking like these g0ds.B
One verse in Akananiru (prior to first century A.b.) refers to
the story of Rama® and another verse of the same work
Kuravaikkuitu (rasa dance) of Krsna.'9 The verse in Kalitiokal
{300 A.D.) mentions the victory of Krsna against the wrestlers
and slayinz of them.!' Apart from these stray references,
Paripatel {(third century A.D ) contains six poems in descrip-
tion of Vignu.!> These are intended to describe the character
of Visnu as a deity, and have no more definite object of
describing the Bh@gavata or any other cult as such. Even 50,
the description of Visnu as given in two poems!3 by one
Katuvan llaeyinanar follows closely rather the description of
Yisnu as supreme in the Pgsicaratra texts and the Nariyaniya
of the Mahitbhdrata as well.  Another poem of the same
work by one Tlamperuvaluotivar'® makes a special mention of
Krsna and Baladeva as the deities installed in Tiry malirvncolai,
This fact could be confirmed beyoand doubt by references in
the ancient Tamil Grammar Tolkdppiyam (fourth century B.C.)
where it is stated that the presiding deity at Mullai {pastoral)
tract is Mdyan (Tirumal) and it is significant that He is
mentioned {irst in thé satra '’ It has already been pointed
out that the king has been compared with Tirumal. The
ethical lit2vary work Tirukkural (first century B.C.) contains
two references of this deity,!s
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In Cilapatikaram, an epic belonging to a slightly later
pericd  (second century A.D.) there are a number of
references to the temples to Krsna and Baladeva in the Cola
capital Kavirippimpattinam and the Paptiva capital
Maturai alike.'? One of the early shrines in the far south is
Tirumaliruficolai'® which finds mention in Cilappatikaram
along with Tiruvarankam'  and Tiruppati?® as places
peculiarly holy to Vispu. In times later than these thore are not
merely undoubted references, but elaborate descriptions of
devotion to the worship of Krsna and Baladeva. These
references establish beyond doubt the prevalence of worship
of Krsna and Baladeva all over the Tamil country.

To come to details. Visnu is mentioned as the foremost
among gods.” He is often referred to as the pre—eminent
deity spoken of in the Vedas,?? which reveal His greatness,??
and make Him known.2*# He is beyond the faculties of
apprehension even for sages whose intellect is perfected by
constant meditation.2* He is foremost not only among gods
but also among the demons. He is thus neither the friend
nor the foe of any one. His impartial attitude is thus
revealed towards the living beings,2é

Garuda is His vehicle?? and his emblem marks His
banner.?®* The conch and the discus are His weapons
adorning the left and right hands respectively, The former
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when blown by Him causes horror to all His foes.?® He is
ever wearing a garland of fulaci® He reclines on a couch
of Adisesa and is to be found generally in the milky
ocean.’? Laksmi dwells in the chest of Him? who is Her
husband.’* The precious stone’® Kaustubha adorns His chest.
His garment is golden in colour.?® These are the marks
distinctively belonging to Him and serve to distinguish Him
from other deities. These also show that He has a divine and
auspicious form which could not be described correctly,37 but
on that account, He is not left undeseribed by people. They
describe Him in expressions which are poor and inadequate and
do not have aciual relevance to Him.?® For instance, though
Krsna, the Lord, is conceived of as having two arms, He is

in reality baving innumerable arms.* Here lies His unfatho-
mable grandeur. The devotees request Him not 1o ignore

their description and prayers, but to accept them and bless
them, not minding their littleness 40

He is Himself the sacrifice that is performed and is also
Himself dharma (righteousness)., He is the embodiment of
krpa. He is the rectifier of those who are incapable of tread-
ing the right path, He is the pain of those who are opposed
to His ways. He is the moon and the sun; He is Siva, the god
of destruction; He is Brahma, the god of creation; in fact He
18 Himself the very destruction and creation. He is Himself
the cloud, akasa, earth and the Himalayas.4! It is because
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that He is everything that he becomes indescribable. There is
nothing outside Him which could be brought in for purposes
of drawing similarity or contrast to it from Him. Naturslly
He 15 equal to Himself 42

All the worlds lose their stability and energy day by day
and after aeons, become reduced to a stage when their existence
c¢ould not be made cut. The sun and the moon also become
extinct by then.4? Many acons pass by. After a long time,
matter emerges and from it are produced, in the order, akasa,
air, fire and water the succeeding one emerging from the
antecedent, Aeons roll by and after a long long period earth
18 evolved, from the water. The water is then so staggering
that the earth is on the point of getting fully submerged there,
Visnu takes the form of the boar then and keeps the earth
secure, This is one of the countless sports of Visnu. Vignu -
is said to have married the earth known as Bhitdevi. Itis
humorously remarked here by the poet that His marriage cannot
be reconciled since His consort Laksmi is ever pressnt in His
chest 44

The five elements, the sun, the moon and the sacrificer,
the five planets which are other than the sun and the moon, the
the demons, the twelve Adityas, the eight Vasus, the eleven
Rudras, the twin Asvins, Yama and his servants, and the
twenty one worlds together with the beings inhabiting them
arise from Vignu and grow in Him. This is the truth which is
revealed from the Vedas*®* All these represent Him.
Symbolically, the vast earth represents His feet, the sea His
garment, the sky His body, the directions His arms and the
sun and the moon His eyes.?® The depiction of the sky as His
body receives suport from the Taittiriya Upanisad*’ This
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must be the reason for taking the Lord to be blue in colour.4
In a way, this description of the Lord may be treated as tepd-
ing support to the relation of self and body as existing between
Vispu and the world of animate and inanimate beings. In
fact, He forms the inner essence of every thing 49

He is the father of Brahma’ whom He had created for
looking after the subsequent creation. As He isthe substance
itself and its inner, He is not living in it nor is there a place
beside Him for others to live in.5! He is the only Lord who
safeguards the twenty one worlds in three parts under the umb-
rella of His grace, dharma being its handle.’> The tweniy-five
realinies (rafivas) serve the purpose of realizing Him through
them,?? He is the protector of all; the discus adorns His right
hand* in order that He could use it-against those who violate
His l]aw. He measured the entire region 1o wrest it from the
demon and savcd it from deluge taking the form of a boar.5s
He took the form of the swan and saved the earth, with out-
stretched wings from the torrential rain of deluge.’ His
ability to vanquish the foes and His brilliance are found in the
sun, His sympathy and splendour in the moon, His tenderness
and liberality in the cloud, His powers of sustenance and
patience in the earth, His fragrance and effulgence in flowers,
His exterior appearance and vastness in the sea, His form and
voice in the @kiise and His divine descent and disappearance
in the air.  All these owe their origin to Him, and exist, as it
were, away from Him, but really sustained by Him 57

The substance of the teaching of the Vedas is that the
Lord’s complexion is akin to that of sapphire; His eves
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regsemble the lotpses; His words never. fail in their import just
is 4 particular day would. not but come off; His patience is
like ‘that -of the earth; His grace reaches one and all without
any partiality as the clond. impregnated with water. .The
wtterances of the  Vedas, oblations;: perfosmance of tha imrud
ritn lnd the sacred ﬁras are God: Hims&lf,"_. P

| Thu fnur vyuha.! nf tl'm P}ﬂcﬂralrﬂ sch@ol weru knuwn-
to the poeets of the ancient Tamil literature. Vasudeva is held
to be dark in compiexion having red eyes, Sankarpaga to be
white with black eyes, Pradyumna. to be red and Aniruddhe
. green.’® The popularity of the Pakcardtra cult during the
oenturies before the birth of Christ is at{ested by a reference
to-the temple c-f K;wﬂ and Bnladem airudy nmrd aho\fn. .
s Amnng tht dﬁ:rﬂ duﬂnttnf Yisn thnu nf Kmml, -
Variha,> Nasashphs ¢/ Mimesa, : Baisr&me . and: Krsna are
treaved. . Wbt thobe of Kurwins, Narssimha and Riémas-are
 dealt with itt the: beief referances, thpse: of - Variha¢t and
VEmanats get special attention, ‘bot Keyna's descent has more
and d!tﬂtl&ﬁ treéatment, Visnu's greoatness as the saviour of
“mankind received attention im the descents a3 Vardha aod
#"mm Ballmma is often asmnmttd :wi'lh Kml

- Krm is mnntmnad as ﬂle ttmle‘r clnld uf Ynm:,.ﬂ
His playing on the flute was rapturous-and fascinated the
gopis.® He is said to play on Vina also,57 Some of the deeds
of K;g:,la are said to be mysterious and &rectated to be incom-
prehiensible, The Lurd who wuld uﬂ t‘ﬁt M‘Visulu a3 tht |
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rope for churning the milky ocean, ‘became Himself fit 10 be .
bound by Yacotai with a rope.®® Vignu was not hm}lry, but

devoured the world. " However, He ate the butter with avidity

through severe hunger, He used His fect 10 measure ‘the
entire world, but had to use it in greater frequency when He
went to the city of Kauravas as a messenger of the Papdvas.5¥
These show that He being mayon™ and mayavap™ could
introdu¢e mysteriots activities in His own deeds.  There are
references to incidents like takingaway the garments of the
gﬂp:sﬂ driving the chariof of Arjuna,”® killing the dﬁmﬂll
Vatca“ and hld ing the sun with the discus ™

Krsoa marnud N’.[!i th: dnughter of Kumbha, the
brotier of YacOtai’® Tamil-literature has introduced a new
person Nappinnai by name? and made her piay a prominent
role in the life'of Krppa. She takes the place of N1Ja in these

classics. Krgna and Balardma had many exploits in the Gokula -
 during which they stood one on--each side of Nappinnai and
danced. They changed their positions and danced again,
Nirada is said to have written the work Ndrada-stksad treating
the t2la according to which they danced.” When Kzspa. was -
sporting in the waters of Yamuna with the gopis, He took out
the bracelet from one.of them and made. them feei-discom-
fort.” Kysga is stated to-have danced whenever there was
some activity in which He ‘engaged Himself, - His-dance is
knnwn 2s Aﬂiyam whnn He bruk: the: ,tunk of tlu: ul&ph:ant |
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Kuvalay3pida i He played Kutakkurtu dance when He went
to ﬂght with Bﬁnn 21 . :

BalarEma is considered to be one of the avataras of
Vignu and He is quite oftén treated as having the same status
like that of Krgna.?? He is described to havé had the emblem
of the ciephant in his flag and a single ear-ornament.®* The
paradox in the case of Kyrspa and Balarima is that Krena is
held to be the younger brother of Briarama, - But He is very
ancient and much older, Really He is in between thie ancient
- and the modern. The only way of knowing Him is' through
the Vedas.34 The paradox that arises here proves only that
He is the essence of every thing®s and so He conld present
Himself anywhere, at any time and in any form He chooses,

© * Among the arca forms, the deities at Tirumalai, Tiruva=
rabkam, Tirumaliru@icolai and Tiravanantapuram (Trivan-
. drum) ate referred Yo and treated.. Tiruvarankgm (§r’i Rafigath)
is the haly place on the island created by the ‘branching of the
river Kmnﬂ “The deity there is rm:hning on the serpent
couch, 8 T1rumala1 which marks the northern limit of the
Tamil country is the hill of Vignu, b7 abnundmg in many
streams. The deity in the temple on the hills i “Visgu the
_ ornaments on whose person are referred to as dazzlm; in
appearance. The sun and the moon are described as the
discus and conch of the Lord. The Lord appears like a blue
cioud with sur artd moon s’hining on uach side, lightning play-
ing the part of a pew garment. ~ He is m ‘the standing
pr;:nsturn::.“E V:;:;u Iu:s on th: scrp:nt cuuch in Tlrtwanln‘lﬂ-

80. ibid., 1. 6.1, 46 to 48,
31.  ibid., 1. 6. 1L. 54, 55.
. 82. PRP.1.L.3t035.
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putam,® which is also-kmown Atakamitam. The Lord takes
His abode anywhere. He chooses beneath the banyan: or
katampa tree orin the island formed between the two branches
of a river. He may choose the hill or the form of any other
deity, He is present every where to carry out the wishes of
His devotees and to keep them in carrying out their duties.?®

- There are several hills which defy description. for
ordinary persons, but were studied and described by eminent
poets in their works. Only some among them are useful to
people who are provided by them with gold, gems, wood and
others, Only a few among these have become the lucky
abodes chosen by the deities themselves. One.among them is
Tirumalirunecolai which has been chosen as the dwelling places
by Krsna and Baladeva.® This place is beautified by the flow
of the river Cilamp3ru.%2 The groves therc are ever green
and cool. The references which are made to temples in other
places point to the existence of shrines for Krspa and Balarama
for whom the flags had the emblems. of Garuda and Plough
respectively ??  The latter is said to have had the palmyra
emblem in the flag.%* The Paripatal mentions a temple for
Vignu very near to Maturai.? The place which. is also called
I{ulavay has also a temple_for Adisega .9 The placus also
known as Iruntaiyur®? which is tdentified by Pruf M. Raghdva
Ayyengar to be the temple of Kfitalalakar in Maturai.‘-"ﬂ

Thé témple of Lord Varada'rija at Kifici is_ lt:'uﬁ'a_t_:d? in a
part of the town known as Tiruvattiyur. The Cahnkam perjod
i$ known te have been mostly related to the places m and

29. ibid., 3.26. 1. 62; 3. 30. 1, 51,
90. PRP. 4. 1l. 66 to 73.

91. ibid., 15.1. 1to 14. -
92,  ibid., 15. 1L 21 to 23. -

93, CLP.1.5 1L171,172;:2.14. 1. 8, 9.
94, KLT.104,11. 7, 8; PRP. 2. 1. 22.

9s.  Poripéial Tirattn. 1.1 1to0 6,

96, ibid., 1. 1i. 60 to &4.

97. ibid., 1.1.5 .

98 Ara yeeittokuti, pp. 241 to 244,
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around Maturai and so the temple in Alakarmalai gets great
significance in treatment. Sri Rapgam and Tirumalai were
too well known far and wide through the Tamil region, Tiru-
vanantapuram which is now in Kerala formed part of the
Tamil country and hence found a place for reference in these
works. Peruntevanir who composed Mah@bhdratam in Tamil,
mentions Tiruvenkatam, Tirum3liruncolal, Tiruvarankam and
Tiruvattiyur as the four places whose names when uttered by
the people would relieve them of their sufferings.9? . 'The
non-mention of Kagcl in the early Tamil classics may be
due to the non-representation of the poets from Toptai-
mantalam in the Cankam period or the loss of the poems
containing references to Kanci. This is, of course, a negaiive
evidence which could not be pressed too .much in the context,

The worship of Visgu is frequently recommended. 100
Final release from worldly bondage could not-be got ¢xcept
by worshipping the Lord.!?t -Devotion to the Lord is to be
preferred even.to the correct knowledge that one can get
about Visnu and His nature.t92  Worship shall be done only
at His feet 193 Qne shall wish for the enduring securitry which
the feet of the Lord give.'%% The head of the devotee shall be
bent before and near His feet. A devotee shall do this with
his relatives also.195 No one would refrain from worshipping
Visnu's feet which are the source of everything and which are
capable of cutting the chain of birth and rebirth.19%

... The Lord is ever present in the hearts of Hizx devotees.
He 1s ever cherished by them,197- Yet, they do not know Him

99. ibid., p. 274,

i00. PRP. 2. 1L 5 to19.
101. ibid., 2. 1i. 15 to 17.
102.  ibid., 1.11. 33, 34.
103. ibid., 1:11. 62 to 65.
104. ibid., 1. 1l 63 to 65.
105. ibid., 2.1L. 66 to 77,
106. ibid., 3. 1. 1, 2, 15, 16.
107, ibid., 3. 1. 84,
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correctly who is exquisitely described in the Upanisads as
having the highest qualities and accomplishments.t®8 The
devotees of God shall seek Him for refuge. They could offer
their worship to the place of God from a distance if they are
unable to reach the place'® and shall, if it is practicable live
too near the temple. 1’0 They shail offer their prayers to Him
by addressing Him as Kesavaltl and Narayana.''? Even the
gods praise Him as the ancient people did!13. A devotee shall
be free from seff-conceit. Once Garuda felt proud that
because of him Vispu was able to conguer the demons, At
this, he was hurled down by the Lord into the nether regions
where he had 10 remain for long and pray for Lord’s mercy
which was at last granted enabling him to continue as the
Lotd’s vehicle. This incident, which is touched in the S@ma
Veda, shows that Visnu is the greatest among the gods and
that Garuda had to seek the grace only of Visnu,i'4 The
ardent devotee fecls that he has become fortunate to share the
love of God along with others mainiy owing to the good deeds
done by him in the previous births.!'"’ The ideal vearning of
a devotee of Visnu is brought to light by describing that the
devotee would not feel happy unless he gets the vision of the
Lord and serve Him. The ears shall be taken 10 have served
the purpose of their existence by 11st=mng to the reputld
exploits .of Vispu who measured the ‘enfire universe in two
steps and who went to the forest as Réma along with His
younger brother Laksmana. The eyes fail 1o be lucky if they
do not behold Him, His hands, feet and mouth. The eyes
should keep cast on Him without even a wink. The only act
for the tongue shali be to praise Himi Who went to the Kauravas
as the messenger of the Pandavas. Vigonu is here identified
with Vamana, Rama, and Krsna in these contexts, 116

108.  ibid., 4. 11, 57 to 65.
108, ibid., 15. 1. 35.

110. ibid., 13, 11, 64 1o 66.
111, ibid., 3. 1. 31,

112. CPL.2.17.1, 37,

113. PRP., 3. 11. 25, 30,

114. ibid , 3. I1. 5% to 62.
115. ibid., 13. 11. 61 to 64.
116. CLP. 2, 17, 1. 33, 36, 37,
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The Tamil classics contain many anecdotes and descrip-
tions of the stories of the Ramayasa, Mahabharata, and
Bhagavata which could not be traced to the Sanskrit sources.
There could have existed certain versions not properly recorded
but for the first time finding room in the Tamil texts. Three
of them which relate to the life of Krsna deserve mention here,
while others which are of minor interest could be explained
while commenting on the reicvant portions of the compositions
of the Alvars. The threet'? are the introduction of
Nappinnpai,!!® the consort of Kygpa in Gokulam, Krsna’s
breaking down of the Kurunta tree while taking away the
robes of the gopa maidens who were iaking their bath in the
Yamunz,!!® and His Kupakkatiu, ' |

The cult of Vispu, as found treated and referred to 1n
the ancient classical Tamil literature could have come into
being in the Tamil country as a result of the influence of the
religious doctrines which are recorded in the Sanskrit works.
Yet, the development and treatment of this cult have been
indigenous and exerted profound influence on the unique
growth of the cult which is marked by the erection of temples
most of which are found only in regions where the Tamil
fanguage is spoken. It 1s not therefore a surprise if the princi-
ples of the cult of Vignu as thesg are treated in these classics
had given impetus to the rise of the religious poetry at the
hands of the Ajvirs. | -

117. vide. Appeodix 111,
118. CLP.2.17.11. 16, 28,
119, ibid., 2. 17, 1. 21; AKN, 59 and old commentary.
\20.  ibid., 1. 6. 11 54, 55.



