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One day of Brahma has fourteen Indras


His lifetime has fifty-four thousand Indras


One day of Vishnu is the lifetime of Brahma


The lifetime of Vishnu is one day of Shiva


– from the Shiva Purana




Saurashtre Somanatham cha Shrishaile Mallikarjunam


Ujjeyinyam Mahakalam Omkaram-Amaleshwaram


Paralyam Vaidyanatham cha Dakinyam Bhimashankaram


Setubandhe tu Ramesham Nagesham Darukavane


Varanasyam tu Vishweshwam Tryambakam Gautami-tate


Himalaye tu Kedaram Ghushmesham cha Shivalaye


Etani jyotirlingani sayam pratah patthennarah


Sapta-janma-krtam papam smaranena vinashyati
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Somanath in Saurashtra, Mallikarjuna in Srisailam


Mahakal in Ujjain, Omkaram in Amaleshwar


Vaidyanath in Parali, Bhimashankar in the South


Rameshwar near the bridge in Setu, Nageshwar in the Daruka forest


Vishweshwar in Varanasi, Trayambakeshwar on the shores of the Godavari


Kedareshwar in the Himalayas, and Ghushmesha in Shivalaya


He who remembers them, morning and evening


Would wash away sins, committed in his seven births.




PREFACE


The Shiva Purana is the foundational source for all things Mahadeva. It is the narration of the glory of Mahadeva by Sage Suta to a group of brahmins. It is from this ancient text that I derived the inspiration for the stories rendered in this collection. 


The stories of the origin of the jyotirlingas are contained in the chapter titled ‘Kotirudra Samhitha’ of the Shiva Purana. The brahmins ask Suta-ji to describe the chronicles of the jyotirlingas; explaining how they came into existence and their significance: ‘Shiva is saguna, that is, with form. But He is also nirguna, meaning without qualities or form. And so, the phallic structure, that is the lingam, describes our Lord perfectly: all-pervading and omnipresent without the manifestation of His form.’


Suta-ji elucidates that the phallic structures of Shiva on earth and in the Universe are limitless, transcending boundaries. Shiva, a numinous and infinite being, embodies a presence that extends beyond quantifiable measures. However, he declares, ‘I shall regale you with the tales of the inception of some of the most revered phallic structures of Shiva. O Brahmins, Shiva is worshipped across the three worlds by the devas, asuras and manavas alike. He appears before the most ardent of His devotees when they are in the direst of situations and manifests Himself as the phallic form after carrying out the crucial task of their preservation and protection. 


Suta-ji says: ‘He presents Himself in this form as a remembrance to all His devotees of the difficult times they had once faced. His objective for taking the form in the three worlds is to be accessible to those who seek Him and those who wish to worship Him on their journey to salvation.’


And so, Suta-ji narrates the sublime and enchanting tales of the jyotirlingas, transporting listeners to a realm of mystical wonder and awe.




PROLOGUE


Eons ago. . .


During the initial shveta varaha kalpa, six sages gathered at the Triveni Sangam, where the mighty Ganga, the elegant Yamuna and the mystical Saraswati converge in sacred harmony, and began debating who the greatest deity of all was: Brahma, Vishnu or Maheshwara? Unable to settle the debate, the six approached Lord Brahma himself. 


Lord Brahma pronounced, ‘O revered sages! The source of Vishnu, Rudra and all the deities, including myself, and all other creations, is none other than Mahadeva. Union with Shiva should be the objective of every person. Listening to His qualities, singing devotional songs in His praise and contemplating on Him are the greatest means that help one to unite with Him.’
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THE BIRTH


of the Lingam


In the first shveta varaha kalpa, Lord Brahma decided to visit Lord Vishnu. 


The Preserver’s paradisical abode was vaikuntha loka, an unparalleled sanctuary of opulence and resplendence, studded with grand palaces adorned with intricately crafted pillars and domes embellished with a dazzling array of precious gemstones. This sacred expanse, encompassing diverse janapadas, was exclusively attainable by the purest of souls. Vast, verdant gardens extended as far as the eye could behold, boasting an exquisite assortment of flora and fauna beyond mere mortal imagination. The heavenly fragrance of the ethereal blooms enveloped visitors from the moment they crossed the threshold, immersing them in the intoxicating allure of all the wonders that vaikuntha loka had to offer.


On reaching Lord Vishnu’s abode, Lord Brahma discovered him lying on Sheshanaga, being attended to by Garuda and a flock of his other attendants. Sheshanaga, the king of serpents, looked majestic as he floated effortlessly on his innumerable coils in the Ocean of Milk or kshirasagara, his five arched heads forming a magnificent canopy over his Lord’s form as he lay resting. Garuda, the king of birds, lay at his Lord’s feet, a symbol of devout servitude. Part-human and part-eagle, this majestic beast was the Preserver’s vehicle of choice or vahana, as they said in vaikuntha.


The blue-skinned deity exuded an aura of tranquillity as he reclined, his almond-shaped eyes half open, and his features radiating a serene rhapsody. The sweet fragrance of lotus, the Creator’s favourite scent, gently wafted through the air. 


In just a few fleeting moments of Lord Brahma’s arrival, a surging wave of anger swept over him as Lord Vishnu, in his undisturbed repose, made no effort to awaken or greet him. 


Swallowing his initial anger, Lord Brahma proceeded towards Sheshanaga, where Lord Vishnu lay comfortably. Unperturbed and adorned with an untroubled smile, Lord Vishnu remained reclined on the majestic serpent, lazily observing as the Creator of the Universe approached him, the air ripe with reckoning of what was to come.


‘Greetings, my Lord!’ the Creator said sarcastically as he suppressed his pride and feigned a bow. 


‘And to you, my Lord! What brings you to my humble abode?’ Vishnu enquired nonchalantly, still showing no intention of rising.


That was the breaking point for Brahma. He was unable to tolerate the perceived disrespect any longer, and his eyes tightened to narrow slits of seething hostility. Such discourtesy! And the audacity! How could someone, even Lord Vishnu, fail to extend a polite greeting to the Creator of the Universe, he thought to himself, as he took note of Vishnu’s dismissive demeanour. Livid, standing across the still lounging Vishnu, he thundered, ‘Such insolence! Do you consider yourself superior to me? Is your self-centredness so extreme that you cannot rise to greet your peer respectfully, as befitting of my stature?’ 


Startled by the incensed voice, Vishnu sat up, his eyes wide, just as Sheshanaga too slowly opened his ten eyes and Garuda looked up from his reverie to see who had the courage to raise their voice against their Lord. ‘After all, he is the Preserver of the Universe,’ they thought to themselves. 


‘Do not raise your voice at me, O Lord. Regardless of the cause of your anger, we can discuss it in a more amicable manner! I did not deem it necessary to rise and greet a peer whom I also consider a friend. Moreover, I had not taken note of your arrival until you addressed me!’


Vishnu’s words failed to pacify Brahma, fuelling his anger instead. Peer or not, how could someone, even a friend, fail to offer him, the great Brahma, greetings? Indignation surged within him. And just like that, Vishnu too became irritated by the demand for self-proclaimed supremacy and Brahma’s arrogant demeanour.


This disagreement escalated into a heated argument, exploding into a barrage of verbal exchanges, ultimately culminating in a showdown of all-powerful arms. 


The Creator and the Preserver unsheathed their formidable weapons, charging at each other with a force that reverberated through the heavens. The clash between the latter’s weapons, the Kaumodaki and the Sudharshana Chakra, and the former’s primary weapon, the Brahmashira Astra, sent shockwaves across the three lokas, causing violent tremors that left all living beings trembling in fear for their lives, unable to discern the trigger for the very ground shaking beneath them. 


In a conflict of epic proportions, the powerful adversaries – Vishnu, mounted on Garuda who was now just as irked as his Lord, and Brahma, mounted on his white swan, Hamsa – fought ferociously, aiming their most deadly and potent astras and unleashing them at each other with the precision of the seasoned warriors they were.
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The onlooking devas grew increasingly anxious as the protracted battle showed no signs of abating, with neither the Creator nor the Preserver showing symptoms of tiring. Not even a single drop of sweat appeared on their mighty brows, while the severity of each attack exponentially increased. With each thunderous blow exchanged, the foreheads of the spectators furrowed with worry while their worlds quaked violently. The gravity of the situation became increasingly apparent – unless a solution was found to halt these equally matched opponents, the very fabric of existence would unravel and descend into devastating chaos, and the peaceful, joyous life they had known would come to an unfortunate end. 


Seated in their softly cushioned golden chariots, the devas felt their hearts gripped by fear. Terror filled their eyes as they witnessed the cataclysmic conflict. The two Lords of the Universe’s holy Trinity, locked in a relentless struggle, remained oblivious to the widespread destruction unfolding in the worlds around them – which one meticulously created, and the other ardently preserves.


Worrying for the safety of their dominion as well as the rest of the Universe, a congregation of the devas approached Lord Shiva. They meant to tell Him about the matter at hand, beseeching Him to intervene and bring an end to the ongoing tumultuous battle. Mahadeva, ever-omniscient and omnipresent, was aware of the unfolding events. Indeed, He too could feel the tremors in His icy abode, Kailasha.


His body adorned with ash, a serpent around His neck, a crescent moon on His matted hair, the sacred Ganga flowing down from His wild matted locks to the depths of the world, Mahadeva held His trident, the trishul, in one hand, the other resting in His lap, palm open upwards. He slowly opened His all-seeing eyes, as if awakening from a peaceful sleep, choosing to keep His third eye on His forehead shut as the ongoing pandemonium did not call for destruction of any sort. Yet.


Feigning ignorance, with a slight smile on His lips, Mahadeva looked at the devas questioningly as they hurried towards Him with distress etched on their faces. ‘What is the matter, my dear devas? Is something bothering your merry, luxurious existence in swarga?’ He asked, mischief twinkling in His eyes. 


‘Pranam, Mahadeva!’ they cried as they fell at His feet.


One deva intimated Him of the fierce battle between Lord Brahma and Lord Vishnu – a conflict born from a minor disagreement, now threatening the entirety of the Universe. 


Another added, shuddering if not because of the cold, then due to the thought of the possible outcome of the confrontation without the intervention of a higher power, ‘They are so consumed by their escalating fury towards each other that they have become utterly oblivious to the cataclysmic repercussions of their discord on the Universe.’


‘If they continue even for a little while longer, all the three worlds will be completely annihilated in the way of collateral damage.’


‘Please, O Lord! We humbly beg you to intervene and protect not just us, but the entire three worlds and the very Universe itself.’


‘Your Esteemed Holiness is the only being in existence who can save us from total annihilation!’


‘Please intervene now, O Mahadeva! Please be so kind as to save us all.’


Mahadeva patiently listened on as each deva took turns pleading and imploring that He save the three worlds, with a serene, sagacious smile playing on His face, aglow with a warm ethereal light. He chuckled under His breath as He let slip a white ketaki bloom from His thick knotted locks of matted hair. . . 


Once the devas had each said their piece, Mahadeva sat silently in serene contemplation amid the icy splendour of Kailasha. As though He did not already know what He had planned to do to abate His peers’ furies, He nodded to indicate that their desperate pleas had reached His ears. 


Mahadeva said, ‘Do not worry, O devas. The Universe and all the beings in it are just as precious to me as they are to you. I will not let everything be destroyed just because of a squabble between my dear Vishnu and Brahma. Please return to your dwellings, and rest assured that I shall address your concerns and settle the dispute between the two.’


Pacified by the reassuring words of Mahadeva, the devas bowed deeply in veneration to the Destroyer and returned to their abodes. 
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Aware of the gravity of the situation, Lord Shiva decided to visit the scene of the transversal conflict. 


Nandi, His vahana, stood majestically by the gates of Kailasha, patiently waiting for his Lord to avail his services. His pure and lustrous white coat glistened in the sunlight, in concord with the snow-laden mountains around him. 


With His consort, Parvati, by His side, Mahadeva rode Nandi to the battleground, where the clash between Lord Brahma and Lord Vishnu was about to reach its zenith. The winds of the Universe carried whispers of unease. The heavens themselves seemed to hold their breath as the Lord of Destruction prepared to restore intergalactic peace and harmony. 


Upon arriving, He saw that both Lord Brahma and Vishnu were ready to unleash their most potent weapons against each other, the Maheshwarastra and Pashupatastra respectively. The two deities faced each other with visages contorted in anger, their seraphic expressions marred by the intensity of their wrath. Having inflicted and sustained multiple aggressive blows, the two were on the verge of releasing their final weapons. 


Mindful of the extreme obliteration that such an action could cause, Lord Shiva finally decided to intervene. Just as the two warring gods released their astras, He manifested Himself as an antalstambha (pillar of fire) between them. The deadly weapons were engulfed by the antalstambha on release, and were consequently destroyed. Neither of the warring celestials had noticed His arrival or intervention.


The antalstambha stood tall and one could neither see where the column of fire began nor ended. As the inferno raged, sparks danced in every direction, a mesmerizing display of searing heat that had engulfed the deadliest weapons. The devas stood witness, spellbound by the apotheosized phenomenon unfolding before their eyes.


The Creator and the Preserver were taken aback by the sudden appearance of a towering mast of fire before them. Momentarily forgetting their animosity, they exchanged questioning glances as they began to realize that neither of them had caused this sudden occurrence. 


‘What is that?’ Brahma asked, stupefied.


‘I have no idea – this is not something I have witnessed before!’ Vishnu responded, equally perplexed.


‘I have never seen any object or being that had the power to withstand any of my weapons,’ Brahma exclaimed, shock and awe evident in his voice. ‘And this blazing pillar has simultaneously enveloped both of our devastating weapons as if it was nothing!’ 


‘We have to find out the origin of this pillar of fire!’ Vishnu declared with a sense of urgency. ‘I am going to seek its head in the skies, you search for its base in the ground.’ 


The mysterious pillar of fire demanded immediate investigation. An unspoken, temporary truce was established, just as swiftly as the battle had commenced.


The Creator transformed himself into a swan and flew high up into the sky, determined to fathom the extent of the summit of the antalstambha. Similarly, the Preserver transformed himself into a boar and hastened to patala loka to the foundation of the pillar. 


The higher Brahma flew, the more elusive the top of the pillar seemed, as if it had no end. Vishnu faced the same predicament down below. The further he descended, the deeper the pillar lengthened, endlessly, before his eyes. Both deities, confronted with the impossibility of discerning the pillar’s boundaries, eventually returned from their fruitless endeavours, agitated, belligerent and confused. 


On his way back, Lord Brahma encountered a seductive fragrance immediately captivating his senses. Brahma could not resist inquiring about the origin of this enchanting bloom. ‘O flower of hypnotic fragrance! Where do you come from? I have never seen nor smelt a floret like you before.’


The ketaki flower responded, ‘Dear Lord, I have been falling since the beginning of time itself. I have no memory of how or when I was born, or how long I have been falling. All I know is that I have been falling along this great pillar of fire ever since I can remember.’ The flower also cautioned Lord Brahma against attempting to discover the limit of the pillar, deeming it a futile endeavour. ‘I have not reached the base of this majestic pillar of fire yet. How do you plan on finding the extremity, dear Lord?’ the flower inquired.


Without hesitation, Brahma proposed, ‘Dear flowerette, please assist me. I will take you back with me, and I will tell Vishnu that I was able to reach the top of this pillar of fire. You agree with me and tell him that you saw me reaching its tip.’ 


The flower, however, advised against deceit, urging Brahma to speak the truth. ‘Dear Lord, you must not lie about it. Why do you not just tell the truth? Only harm will come of lying!’


In a state of exasperation and impatience, Brahma replied to the ketaki blossom, ‘O flower, Vishnu has treated me with disrespect. I wish to surpass him and put him in his place. He has descended below to seek the foundation of this pillar. Just as I could not find the top, I am sure he has failed to find the bottom. I beg of you, please endorse my declaration.’ With these words, Brahma took the beautiful blossom back with him.


Upon his return, Brahma witnessed a dejected Vishnu waiting for him. ‘Alas, I was unable to find the foundation of this mysterious pillar of fire,’ sighed Vishnu. 


Brahma emitted a mirthless laugh and smugly announced, ‘Yet, I was able to reach the pinnacle of this pillar of fire. This ketaki flower saw me do so.’ The sprig remained silent, neither confirming nor denying Brahma’s claim. 


Meanwhile, Lord Vishnu, acknowledging the supposed superiority of Lord Brahma, bowed at his feet as Brahma revelled in his triumph.


Enraged by the deceptive actions of Lord Brahma, Lord Shiva manifested Himself in a majestic display of empyrean wrath. Emerging from the pillar, He stood in His complete glory, His eyes blazing with an intensity that mirrored the might of His anger. In His hand, He held the trishul, a potent symbol of His infinite power. Adorned in a tiger-skin loincloth, His formidable presence was accentuated by the coils of His favourite serpent wrapped around His neck, a symbol of His dominance over the serpent world.


As He addressed the assembly of gods, Mahadeva’s voice carried the weight of authority, echoing through the dimensions. Vishnu, in awe of His majestic form, observed with deep admiration, recognizing the entrancing force that stood before him. In stark contrast, Brahma experienced guilt and remorse for his wrongdoing, heralding the weight of the consequences to come. 


Mahadeva focused His fiery gaze towards Brahma and severed the head that had lied to Vishnu. The five-headed Brahma now only had four. Mahadeva then directed His gaze towards Vishnu to acknowledge the unflinching honesty of the Preserver. He proclaimed, ‘You have been truthful throughout this ordeal and so living beings shall always worship you freely. You will be worshipped just as much as I am.’


Then, shifting back His focus to Brahma with stern authority, Shiva cast a lasting judgement upon the Creator. Brahma, the one who had resorted to a lie, was condemned to a fate devoid of worship. He decreed, ‘Neither will Brahma be worshipped again, nor will he ever have a temple built in his name. Let this be the mark of his lies for all eternity!’ 


The wrath of Mahadeva extended even to the ketaki flower, a witness to Brahma’s deception. The flower, forever tainted by its role in the manufacture of falsehood, was cursed by Him. Henceforth, the ketaki would be barred from being offered for any form of worship. These momentous proclamations became enduring reminders of the consequences of deception and the power of truth in the deific order. 


Brahma, overcome with shame, prostrated before Lord Shiva, seeking forgiveness. Brahma’s plea assuaged Shiva’s anger. He declared that Lord Brahma would be the presiding deity for all yagnas henceforth, and the ketaki flower received the fortune of being offered to Lord Vishnu for worship. The Creator and the Preserver then humbly bowed before Lord Shiva. 


This event marked the first time they worshipped Lord Shiva, celebrated as Shivratri, an auspicious occasion that marked the birth of the lingam.


The Twelve Jyotirlingas 


The jyotirlingas stand as revered conduits of divine energy, forming an integral aspect of the worship of Lord Shiva. Each one, a sacred embodiment of the Supreme essence, radiates a celestial aura that draws devotees towards the heart of spiritual commitment. These phallic structures transcend the earthly sphere, and are believed to be a manifestation of Lord Shiva Himself. 


Visiting any of these sacred places of worship is believed to grant the wishes of the pilgrims and cleanse them of all sins. Simply listening to the chanting of the names of the twelve jyotirlingas is said to fulfil every desire – provided one listens with a pure heart and a clean mind – freeing the individual from the cyclical burden of karma in the Hindu belief of life, death and rebirth. There are sixty-four jyotirlingas in all, but twelve of these are considered to be the most auspicious, namely:


• Somnath in Saurashtra, Gujarat 


• Mallikarjuna in Srisailam, Andhra Pradesh 


• Mahakaleshwar in Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh 


• Omkareshwar/Amreshwar in Omkar, Madhya Pradesh 


• Kedareshwar in the Himalayas, Uttarakhand 


• Bhimashankar on the bank of the River Bhima, Maharashtra 


• Vishweshwar in Varanasi, Uttar Pradesh 


• Trayambakeshwar on the bank of the River Gautami, Maharashtra


• Baidyanath in Chitabhumi, Jharkhand


• Nageshwar, situated between Darukavana and Bhet Dwarka, Gujarat 


• Rameshwar in Betubandh, Tamil Nadu


• Grishneshwar in Shivalaya, Maharashtra 


Together, the twelve jyotirlingas are also referred to as dvadasha jyotirlingas. Their significance is that they are swayambhu or self-manifested lingams. Each of these formidable phallic structures is believed to have originated as a result of Mahadeva taking the form of the lingam to bless us with His eternal presence on earth in these select holy spots.


The above-mentioned jyotirlingas are associated with an upalinga (ancillary phallic structure) each. According to the Shiva Purana, while some of the locations are unknown, the following ancillary lingas are known to us:


• Antakesh from Someshwar at the confluence of the River Mahi and the Arabian Sea


• Rudreshwar from Mallikarjuna at Bharukaccha


• Dughdeshwar from Mahakal along the River Narmada 


• Kardameshwar from Amreshwar in the vicinity of the Bindu Lake, considered to be a source of seven rivers in the Himalayas 


• Bhuteshwar from Kedareshwar, on the banks of the River Yamuna


• Bhimeshwar from Bhimashankar, situated in the Sahya mountains 


• Bhuteshwar from Nageshwar, on the banks of the rivers Mallika and Saraswati 


• Gupteshwar from Rameshwar


• Vyagreshwar from Grishneshwar 


The jyotirlingas not only have mythological, religious, cultural and historical significance but are also considered to have scientific implications. It is believed that the structures of these temples take into consideration natural vibrations and energy flow factors, aligning with the energy points of our bodies, thus offering a sense of peace to our anatomy and physiology.
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SOMNATH


The Curse of the Waxing and Waning Moon


Saurashtra-deshe vishade-tiramye


Jyotirmayam chandrakala-vatamsam


Bhakti-pradanaya kripa-vatheernam


Tam somanatham sharanam prapadye
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He, who has compassionately incarnated 


In the sacred and delightful land of Saurashtra


He, who is resplendently luminous


Who dons the crescent of the moon


Who has come to bestow devotion and mercy


In that Somnath, I seek sanctuary.


Somaraj, also known as Chandra, was the radiant Moon God, illuminating the darkest of nights with his luminous presence. He was a renowned young deity, celebrated for his unmatched brilliance. His effulgent aura seemed to radiate from within, accentuating the contours of his chiselled features. This soft and warm light lent him an otherworldly charm, symbolizing a guiding light in the celestial and earthly realms alike.


Somaraj had twenty-seven wives, all of whom were daughters of Daksha Prajapati, Brahma’s son. When giving his daughters’ hands in marriage to Somaraj, Daksha Prajapati extracted a promise from him that he would not show any favouritism, and would treat all of his daughters with equal and unvarying love. He fervently wished that they would live together in peace, sharing the tapestry of their joys and sorrows as they had done thus far. This condition underscored Daksha’s foresight in ensuring that their relationship would be rooted in equality and harmony, where each daughter could experience the richness of life’s joys, and navigate its challenges with shared love and support.


The day of the wedding dawned – opulent, joyous, a kaleidoscope of colours. The daughters of Daksha were adorned in rich fabrics embroidered with intricate patterns, complemented by gorgeous jewellery set with the most precious of stones, each a reflection of the wearer’s happiness. Somaraj too was bedecked in jewels, but the filigreed stones easily paled in comparison to his innate lustre. 


As the priests intoned sacred verses of shlokas and scrupulously performed the rituals binding Somaraj and his wives in holy matrimony, the rhythmic beats of traditional music intertwined with joyous laughter formed the perfect symphony of celebration. On their marriage to Somaraj, the twenty-seven daughters of Daksha Prajapati began to glow brightly, much like their husband!


Daksha Prajapati’s daughters were women of unparalleled beauty. Each exuded a regal grace, draped in resplendent attire that accentuated her exquisiteness, and each bearing subtle resemblances to her sisters. Their refined and delicate features perfectly mirrored and complemented Somaraj’s own luminosity. Their matrimonial home seemed to shimmer with an ethereal charm, leaving an impression of a beautiful family united by both external grace and an inner regality. 
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All was not as it seemed. 


Contrary to his promise, Somaraj found himself irresistibly drawn to his fourth wife, Rohini. Her shy and modest nature cast a captivating charm upon him, and her exquisite beauty compelled his attention. Despite his initial commitment to treat all his wives equally, the unique qualities possessed by Rohini stirred a particular fascination in Somaraj, ultimately influencing the dynamics of their shared matrimonial home and the sisterhood of Daksha’s daughters. 
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‘A great writer in the making....
I recommend the work to all readers. — Sri M
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