The love of Visnu

of the Chola dynasty from the ninth to the thirteenth centuries ¢ & and the
* Kaveri basin became as important in the development of Hinduism as the
Ganges basin in the north.

The process of Sanskritization only began to significantly influence the
south after the first few centuries cE and Tamil deities and forms of wor-
ship became adapted to northern Sanskrit forms. Yet, nevertheless, a thriv-
ing Tamil culture flourished and Tamilnadu became the central region for
the development of Hinduism after the Muslim Mughals established their
empire in the north. Enormous temple complexes, unsurpassed by any in
the north, grew up at Cidambaram, Srirangam, Madurai and Tanjavur.
These became bastions of classical, orthodox Hindu doctrines and prac-
tices associated with brahmanical worship of the deities and with the cult
of the deified king. In the process of Sanskritization, indigenous Tamil
deities became identified and absorbed into Aryan, vedic deities. The
Tamil deities Mudvalan and Tirumail became identified with Siva and
Visnu, Korravai the goddess of war with Durga, and the important deity
Murukan, with Siva’s son, Skanda, the god of war.

6 The love of Visnu

So far we have described the Sanskrit narrative traditions which developed
in the north and focused on the religions of Visnu reflected in that litera-
ture. Although it comes to have pan-Hindu appeal, the Bbagavad Gita
originated in the north, as did the cults of Visnu and Krsna. However,
there is a vast body of devotional literature, both Saiva and Vaisnava, from
the south of India, composed in the Dravidian language of Tamil. While
the Sanskrit material is important in understanding the development of
theism in India, the Tamil literature had a deep effect upon that develop-
ment and, in the south, its influence is equal to that of the Sanskrit mater-
ial. The earliest Tamil literature developed before the onset of
Sanskritization and so is originally quite distinct from Sanskrit literature.
Sanskritization is the process whereby local or regional forms of culture
and religion —local deities, rituals, literary genres — become identified with:
the ‘great tradition’ of Sanskrit literature and culture: namely the culture
and religion of orthodox, Aryan, Brahmans, which accepts the Veda as
revelation and, generally, adheres to varnasrama-dharma. Tamil beganto -
be cultivated as a literary language around the third-fourth centuries BCE -
and a descriptive grammar of the early literary Tamil language, the
Tolkappiyam, was composed around 100 BCE by a Jain monk in southern
Kerala, who seems to have been conversant with Sanskrit grammatical
thinking.! From the first century BCE to the first, and perhaps throughto
the sixth century CE, a tradition of bardic poetry developed which was =
gathered into a number of anthologies collectively known as the Cankam 3
literature.2 Once established, Hindu Tamil culture thrived under the rule

Tamil poetry and culture

Before the influence of Sanskritic or brahmanical culture, Tamil culture
was itself very rich and any influences or cultural forms from the north
were adapted and shaped by indigenous Tamil ways. With regard to devo-
tional religion, there are two important factors which allowed its develop-
mentin Tamil culture, namely Tamil poetry and the Tamil deity Murukan.
" The earliest body of the Caikam literature comprises two main groups,
fhe ‘Eight Anthologies’ and the “Ten Songs’. These anthologies of bardic
poetry have two central concerns: love and war. The class of love poetry is
falled akam (‘inside’ or ‘internal’), while the class of war or heroic poetry
#Calle.d puram (‘outside’ or ‘external’). The class of love poetry is particu-
‘arly significant for it classifies the inner emotions of love (#7i) into five
groups 'Which correspond to five types of external landscape and their
“ b(?hc representations; correspondences which are furthermore identi-
ed Wltl"l types of flower. These are love-making, which corresponds to a
untainous landscape, with the mountain flower that blooms every
elve years, symbolized by millet fields and waterfalls; waiting anxiously
tz::::;‘;:.i,s thich j:orrespf)nds to the seashore, symbolized by shflrks
5 ; separation, which corresponds to an arid landscape, with a
rt flower, symbolized by vultures, starving elephants and robbers;
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patiently waiting for a wife, which corresponds to a pastoral landscape,
with the jasmine flower, symbolized by a bull, cowherd or the rainy sea-
son; and anger at a lover’s infidelity, real or imagined, which corresponds
to an agricultural, river-valley landscape, symbolized by a stork or heron.
The significance of this poetry is that we see within Tamil culture a
strong tradition of emotional expression through verse and a pattern of
stylized or culturally classified emotional states associated with love. This
allows for the wholehearted adoption of bhakti and sets the scene for the
poetry of emotional devotion so characteristic of Tamil religious litera-
ture, and for the development of an emotional bhakti which was to signif-
icantly influence northern Hindu culture. The Cankam poetry reflects an
elite culture which propagated an ideology of a very this-worldly nature,
depicting the ideal man living a married life, fighting, hunting and making
love: a far cry from the ascetic ideal of the northern renouncer tradition.
lower level of society, which the Cankam literature hardly mentions,

would comprise manual labourers, iron- and goldsmiths, carpenters, pot-
3

porth and a transformation of it into a particularly Tamil form. Krsna and
the stories of Vrndavana begin to move south and infiltrate mto the
’ Cankam literature from as early as the third century ck. Krsna becomes
Miy®dn and his mythical landscape of Mathura becomes tra‘n's'lated into a
Tamil landscape. The narrative traditions and cult of Krsna become firml
rooted in the south, linking into patterns of culture alre.a.d.y established. B§
.the seventh century CE bhakti, as an intense, emotional love for a personal
Lord, for both Visnu/Krsna and Siva, embodied in a temple icon and
exprefsed in narrative traditions, had developed in the south. This intense
devotion was expressed in the poetry of the Vaisnava Alvars and the Saiva
Niyar_lirs, and was to influence later bhakti traditions both in the north
.and the south. Their songs are still recited in Tamil homes and in temples
on public occasions such as weddings. ’
Bhakti traditions often reject institutionalized forms of religion, such
V for.mal temple worship, yoga and theology, in favour of an imm;diate
gxperience of the divine. Devotional forms of religion, particularly those
hich developed in the south during the early medieval period, tend to
ress I:.he devotee’s emotional outpouring for his or her deity and t,he sense
losmg. the limited, self-referential ego in an experience of self-
cendlng love: This kind of devotional religion which emphasizes per-
al experience is often centred around a charismatic founder who is
fied by the later tradition. The bhakti traditions which developed in the
h, both Vaisnava and Saiva, illustrate these general tendencies.

ters and farmers. »
Within this culture there was little idea of transcendence, as had been

developed, for example, in the Upanisads. Rather, there is a concept of the
divine or supernatural (katavul) which can be manifested in possessio
states. A god mentioned in the Cankam anthologies is Murukan, a deity
who is young, handsome and heroic, and who accepted blood sacrifice
He is a god of both war and of love. His cult may have been served b »
priestesses and the texts indicate a possession cult in which young wo ‘
became possessed by the god and danced ‘in a frenzy’ (veri ayarta
Murukan later became identified with Siva’s son Skanda, the god of w
and absorbed into the Hindu pantheon. Yet his presence here shov
firstly, that this religion was far from the ascetic ideals of renunciation 3
world-transcendence propagated in the Upanisads and also by
renouncer traditions of Jainism and Buddhism, and, secondly, that
“folk religion’ which he seems to represent was important and had offic
courtly sanction. Hardy makes the point that the cult of Murukan was
unlike folk religion in the north, and represented a ‘very archaic and
versally Indian form of popular religion of non-Aryan origin’. It
Parpola has argued that Murukan was a deity of the Indus valley cf
tion whose name is preserved in the Indus valley language.®

The possession cult of Murukan and a developed bardic traditio
love-poetry allowed for the easy absorption of a bbaktiideology from

‘ The Alvars and the Tamil Veda
~ Alvars, ‘those immersed in god’, are poet—saints, revered in Vaisnava
unities, who, between the sixth and ninth centuries, wandered.f;‘om
tO.temple in south India singing the praises of Visnu. They helped
, blish pilgrimage sites (particularly at the famous templeP at
R hel), totconvert many people of all castes to the worship of Visnu,
) n}: ais em the growth of Buddhism_ and Jainism in the south.
.~ nta_unf that there were twe}ve Alviars,” the most famous of
w1 Nammalvar and one of whom, Antal, was a woman.® The Alvirs
NO:-the whole .social sPectrum of Tamil society. Nammilvir-was
caste-farmmg tamily (vellala), while his disciple, Maturakavi
2 : an, AnPil was the daughter of a Brahman priest of the temple,
tI:u;l:u‘r, hlr’nse!f one of the Alvars. She came to be regarded as an
of Visnu’s wife $ri, and legend has it that she was absorbed into
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Visnu’s icon in the famous Vaisnava temple of Srirangam. The other Alvirs §
were similarly regarded as incarnations of Visnu or his deified regalia, the 3
mace, conch, discus, kaustubbha jewel, and ammonite stone (s’cilagnima). )

The songs of the Alvars were collected in the tenth century by Nathamun;,
atheologian and a founding father of the $ri Vaisnava community, in a col-
lection known as the ‘Four Thousand Divine Compositions’ (Nalayirg
Divyaprabandham or Prabandham for short). This collection proved to

be very influential as a scriptural basis for the Sri Vaisnavas. It attracted 5

number of significant commentaries and had impact beyond the south in
Bengali Vaisnavism. Within this collection the most famous and influen-
tial text is the Tiruvaymoli of Nammalvar (c. 880~930), which contains
1,000 verses of songs to Visnu —referred to by his Tamil name Mayon (‘the
Dark One’) - as both King and Lover, thereby reflecting the old Tamil
poetic genres of akam and puram.

The Tiruvaymoli (‘the ten decads’) is regarded as equal to the Veda

among Vaisnavas and is called the “Tamil Veda’. Indeed the Tamil tradition

of the Sri Vaisnavas is known as the ‘Dual Vedanta’ (ubbaya vedanta)
because it reveres both the Sanskrit tradition from the Veda and the Tamil
tradition of the Alvars. The Tamil Veda contains songs of emotional
power, expressing the poet’s devotion to Visnu in many of the forms in
which he is installed in the temples of Tamilnadu. These ‘poems’ were
intended to be sung and so are more akin to bardic compositions than to
the more formal Sanskrit poetry (kavya) of the court. In these poems
Nammalvar conveys the idea of Visnu’s transcendence and formlessness
and yet the Lord is also manifested in the form of icons in particular tem-
ples. The weeping, dancing and singing of the devotee, possessed by the
god, is characteristic of emotional devotionalism, the devotion of longing
(viraha bhakti), so characteristic of the Alvars and later devotees of Krsna-
Gopila. This is a religion of longing, ecstasy and service to a personal Lord
who is beyond the cosmos and yet present in the world in specific loca-
tions in the sacred geography of Tamilnadu. He is installed in temples and
devotion to him must be seen in the context of temple worship (p#ja) to
these specific forms. Indeed the forms of the Alvars themselves came to be
treated as icons or manifestations of the Lord.

Later Vaisnava traditions
The poetry and ecstatic bhakti of the Alvirs influenced later traditions and

~was adopted by devotees in different regions and at various temples
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hroughout the land. The Bhagavata Purana, composed in Sanskrit in the
south, was influenced by Tamil devotionalism, as was Sanskrit devotional
poetry and northern forms of Vaisnavism, particularly in Bengal.

_ Devotionalism, especially in the south, emphasized the expression of
j,,emotions, rather than their control through yoga, and emphasized the
_ body as a sacred locus of the Lord in the world, in contrast to the gnostic
~ yision of the body and senses as the prison of the soul, expounded by
. some systems such as Samkhya. The bhakti tradition placed emphasis on

the body, the emotions and the embodied forms of the Lord which

‘could be seen and worshipped, rather than on the idea of the soul’s world-

transcendence, cognition, and the abstract, transpersonal brabman. Some
of the most fervent bhakti poetry was in Tamil, but there were also more

_ philosophical texts in Sanskrit such as the Bhakti Sitra of Sandilya (eighth

century CE). Yet bhakti always retained an emotional dimension and
placed emphasis on affective experience rather than cognitive understand-
ing. The Narada Bhakti Sutra (possibly twelfth century) says that Krsna
should be worshipped in varying degrees of emotional attachment: from
perception of the Lord’s majestic glory to experiencing the various emo-
tions associated with the roles of Krsna’s slave, his companion, his parent
and finally his wife.?

The early medieval period saw the rise of regional kingdoms and the
popularization of brahmanical ritual and mythology which sometimes
came to be fused with regional and local traditions, and expressed in ver-
nacular languages. A number of traditions developed in Vaisnavism dur-
ing the medieval period. Many of these traditions are associated with a
particular individual saint as their founder, though most of the earlier
ones, as Fuller has observed, probably evolved gradually over a long
period. Claiming descent from a particular saint is, however, important in
order to establish a pupillary succession and so validate the tradition’s
authenticity. These orders also needed to locate themselves in a wider
social context and needed the support of the laity and, particularly, the
patronage of the king.1°

Within Vaisnavism, four traditions or sampradayas are highlighted,
based respectively on the teachings of Rimanuja (c. 1017-1137), the
famous $ri Vaisnava theologian; Madhva (thirteenth century), the dualist
theologian; Vallabha (1479-1531), the ‘pure non-dualist’; and Nimbarka
(twelfth century) who emphasizes total surrender to the guru. The histor-
ical reality of the development of Vaisnavism is, however, more complex
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