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INTRODUCTION


My earliest memory of temples goes back to Tirunelveli, the town where I was born, in southern Tamil Nadu. My grandfather’s home stood in a lane sandwiched between two temples by the River Tamarabarani: the Chokkanathar (Shiva as ‘the dude who slayed’) Kovil, and the Vishnu temple we simply called Perumal Kovil. You could hardly ignore these two striking buildings when you stepped out of the house.


Temple visits were a huge part of my summer vacations. A visit to the Nelliappar Temple in Tirunelveli was really exciting for us kids, because it meant getting to feed puffed rice to the eager fish in the temple tank, tug at the long rope chains of the temple chariot during the festival and scramble on the temple elephant’s back as it ambled down our lane. On festive nights the temple’s processional deity, covered in gold and garlands, would be taken down our street for the devotees to offer worship.


Our trips to the beach were always marked by a visit to Tiruchendur’s Murugan temple on the shoreline. This was followed by the teasing my dear cousin had to endure after each tonsure, as my aunt believed that shaving off the hair on his head was her best offering to the temple deity!


Then there was a visit that involved a thrilling train ride on the bridge over the Bay of Bengal and the Indian Ocean to reach the huge Ramanathaswamy Temple in Rameswaram. Another one took us to the Kanyakumari Temple, at the country’s bottom-most end. I remember us kids splashing about in the cold sea water as we watched the drama at dusk, when the sun set over the sea rocks. There was also a trip that involved a breathless trek up the hill in Tiruchi to reach the Ucchi Pillaiyar Temple.


My big sister, who studied botany for a while, was the one who taught me the many names of the temple trees and flowers and provided able company in tasting the insatiable deliciousness of the laddoo from the Tirupati Balaji Temple or the panchamritham from Palani Temple.


Beauty Is Truth


Temples are some of the earliest forms of museums in the world, for in these sacred spaces we can see and understand the past of a region, its people, culture and traditions. They have survived for over thousands of years, holding their might over weather and war.


Those temple visits in my childhood taught me to appreciate some of the most beautiful art forms in India. Sculpture and architecture, dance and music, painting and handicrafts, decoration and design, and above all, stories of devotion and human compassion have all been associated with our temples in some way or the other.


Even today, each time I go to a temple with my mother, she unfailingly murmurs, ‘Look at its beauty first!’ She then points out the arch of a brow or the curve of a waist of some deity, and stares intensely at the jewellery patterns and the drape of the garments sculpted on the nymphs and goddesses on the pillars and walls (and makes sure I do too!).


While my mother made me appreciate the sights and smells of these journeys, my father filled my head with great many stories of gods and goddesses of these temples at bedtime.


He told me stories of valiant gods and celestial women and the legends around the towns, villages and forests dotted by famous temples. He took great pride in Thanjavur, the land of his ancestors, where the mighty Brihadeshwara Temple stands. As a civil engineer he marvelled aloud at the architecture and engineering skills of the ancients who built such grand structures in Thanjavur.


Did they have cement to glue the stones one on top of another to make those temple towers? I’d asked once.


No, but they had an ingenious method of interlocking the stones to build the towers up!


My father explained angles and lines in geometry through temple towers and their alignment, and arcs and parabolas through the arches of pillared halls.


He was quick to point out the irony of the large nuclear plant built in Mahabalipuram – the same town where the Pallava kings had built marvels like the Shore Temple.


Temples are treasure troves of tales from the Indian epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, the Puranas, regional folklore and moral fables. Since the majority of the stories were narrated and spread through oral traditions, each region and its temples have their own versions of a number of familiar tales, weaved with local folklore and traditions.


The stories around temples are populated by a merry mix of gods and goddesses, mythical creatures, humans and animals. Histories of kings and queens, geography, including seashores and riverbanks, hilltops and caves, jungles and deserts are also all part of this universe.


Temple tales span a range of themes, from families and friendships, to love and hate, good and bad and devotion and doubt. Since temples are meant for prayer and worship there are also stories of piety that are moving and soulful.


While writing this book I realized that some temples are so mighty important that they have left an indelible mark on our history, culture, art and food – like the Jagannath Temple in Odisha, the Palani Murugan temple and the Brihadeshwara Temple in Tamil Nadu, the Guruyavurappan Temple in Kerala, the Shree Govindajee Temple in Manipur and many others. It’s not wrong to say that these temples have shaped the traditions and culture of the regions where they are located.


A Sacred Gallery


This book is in no way a complete list of all the temples of India. It’s a personal and subjective compilation of the sacred spaces that I have visited, marvelled at and read about, and wanted to share with readers, both young and old.


This book is about some of the stories, sculptures, music, dance, arts and crafts that have emerged from these places. It is a homage to those devoted men and women of another time who built and birthed wonderful art forms in these fascinating spaces.


A temple is a space to appreciate the beauty that humans can create and the devotion that can live in the human heart. So, the next time you go past a temple, visit it like you would an exhibition of the past: observe the ancient objects, listen to the tales, sample the food and marvel at the sculptures and paintings.


And if you want to sing a little prayer and talk to god within your heart, then by all means, do that too.
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In India, when it comes to temples and the stories surrounding them, you can’t always tell where history ends and where myth begins. You can argue for hours and hours about what’s true and what’s not. The easiest way to filter fact from fable is to look for proof. This proof can be in any form – sculpture, architecture, written records in literature, songs, historical documents, and so on.


But where do fables come from? Aha! Now that’s a more difficult question to answer. According to some, fables come from the special capacity of humans to share stories and to embellish facts with fiction.


Most famous temples have a history behind them. There are records that tell us when they were constructed, the names of the kings who built them (who else but kings could afford to build such huge temples?), and how much it all cost.


The actual builders of these marvellous structures were skilled masons, stone craftsmen and, at times, soldiers of defeated armies – enslaved and taken as prisoners by the victorious kings. These soldiers were employed to carry large rocks, break stones and assist in the construction of the temples.


However, despite the records available, we know little to nothing about these invisible people, forgotten by time, whose hands built the temples. But what we do have are the stories that speak about the origins of these structures. These stories are called Sthala Puranas. The Sthala Purana of each temple is a fable or folktale that is unique to it. And these tales have existed for centuries, kept alive by the faith of the believers who visit these temples.


As you read these stories, you will notice how Shiva, Vishnu, Durga and other gods or goddesses are referred to by different names in different temples. That is so because they were named following the miracles they performed in that particular holy spot and the unique forms they took. The Sthala Purana of each temple details how and why these names were bestowed on them.


To listen to these temple tales is to know the richness of human imagination and the place that the art of storytelling holds in human life.
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The Fight for Wisdom


Dhandayudhapani Temple, Palani, Tamil Nadu


Once, the sage Narada, the messenger of the gods and a thorough mischief- maker, decided to visit Mount Kailasha, where Shiva and Parvati lived with their sons, Muruga and Vinayaka. In the mood to play tricks as usual, Narada gave Shiva a ripe, juicy, golden mango. It was no ordinary fruit, he said, but the fruit of gyan, or wisdom and knowledge.


Now, Parvati wanted to cut it into two halves, so both her sons would get an equal share. But Narada stopped her, saying that the fruit must be eaten whole – and that it would be even better if the one who would eat the fruit only received it after completing a special task, for then it would taste sweeter.


‘All right, let’s have a race,’ announced Shiva, calling his sons. But being gods, this was, of course, not going to be an ordinary race. Shiva told Vinayaka and Muruga that they must circle the entire world, and whoever did it first would receive the fruit. Excited, Muruga hopped onto his vahana (vehicle), a peacock, and promptly set off.


Vinayaka, however, remained where he was. He simply walked around his parents and touched their feet, asking for blessings.


‘Why aren’t you chasing after your brother?’ asked Shiva, as he blessed Vinayaka.


Pat came his reply, ‘Because you are my world.’


It was clear who the winner was! Parvati gave the fruit to Vinayaka for thinking out of the box and coming up with a creative solution.


Much later, a tired Muruga returned, having circled the world, and when he heard how he had been outsmarted by his brother, he left Kailasha in a huff. He chose a hilltop on Earth and, shedding his fine silks and jewels (he only wore a loincloth), stood in penance like a mendicant, holding a dhanda (stick).


Vinayaka, Shiva and Parvati went down to Earth to persuade him to return, but Muruga continued to sulk. Finally, Shiva looked at his son with love and said, ‘You are Subrahmanya, the beloved of the learned. Why should a fruit annoy you when you are the fruit (pazham nee in Tamil) of wisdom yourself?’


From that day onwards, the town where the hill stood came to be known as Pazhani or Palani (meaning the ‘fruit of wisdom’) after Muruga.


Muruga, who is also known as the god of hill tribes, stands in a temple atop the Palani Hills in his monk-like fashion. The deity is prayed to as Dhandayudhapani or ‘he who stands with a staff’.


The Lord of the Moon


Somnath Temple, Prabhas Patan, Gujarat


Haven’t we all wondered why the moon waxes and wanes through the month? Well, there’s a temple tale that tells us why. According to the Matsya Purana, Chandra, the moon god (also called Soma), was married to the 27 daughters of Daksha Prajapati, who was one of Brahma’s sons. Guess that turned to be quite a lot, as Chandra was particularly fond of one of his wives and neglected the others.


Understandably, that didn’t play out well with the other ladies! The annoyed wives cursed him to lose all his radiance and beauty.


Soon, the nights on Earth became dark and lifeless as the moon did not shine its soft light on the lands and people below. Dull and miserable, Chandra came down to Earth to the estuary where the three holy rivers Kapila, Hiran and Saraswati joined the sea. Here, he worshipped a radiant lingam (known as jyotirlingam).


Shiva appeared before Chandra and said that he would not be able to reverse the curse, but he could alter it so that the moon god would go through periods of waxing and waning. He would shine brightly before slowly losing his glow, day by day, until he disappeared. Then, he would regain his glow day by day, until he went back to shining fully once again.


As the moon gained light, the town where he stood came to be known as Prabhasa or the ‘well-lit place’.


The moon god received Shiva’s blessing, and requested Shiva to remain in that spot as Somnath, or the lord of the moon.




The Somnath Temple stands besides the sea with a sacred jyotirlingam in the main shrine for worship. At night, a sound-and-light show casts brilliant colours on the temple’s grand towers.





The Sacred Simian


Jakhu Hanuman Temple, Shimla, Himachal Pradesh


During the fearsome battle between Rama and Ravana in Lanka, Ravana’s son Indrajit struck Rama’s brother Lakshmana with a deadly arrow. An anguished Rama pleaded for help to save his brother’s life. Sushena, the physician of the vanar (monkey) army, said that the Sanjeevni herb, found high up in the Himalayan mountains, was the only thing that could revive Lakshmana.


A distraught Rama turned to his good friend Hanuman, who swiftly flew to the Himalayas. According to a legend, Hanuman halted and rested awhile at the Jakhu Hill in Shimla on his way to the Himalayas. The hill’s peak is now a flat top as a result of his massive weight! Devotees believe that it is also marked by the footprints of the awesome ape. This spot is where the Jakhu Hanuman Temple, a popular shrine in Shimla, stands.


A gigantic 108-foot statue of Hanuman near the temple overlooks the small town of Sanjauli, in the Shivalik mountains.


A Temple for the Bestie


Sudama Temple, Porbandar, Gujarat


Krishna was a special kind of divine being, for he was many things to many people. He was a darling child to his parents; a romantic hero to Radha and the gopis; a formidable general in war; an astute politician and protector to all those who trusted and loved him, and a great friend to boot.


Krishna’s happiest days as a child were the ones he spent with his friends, especially the simple cowherds and goatherds – running amok, stealing butter, and playing pranks and games.


Sudama was one such friend and playmate. Krishna came from a royal family; Sudama was the son of a poor priest. That did not stop the two from having fun together and becoming the best of friends.


Years passed, and Krishna became the king of Dwarka. His friends were now princes and kings.


Nothing had changed for Sudama though. He had married a young woman called Niyati and had fathered many children, but he was still extremely poor.


As he wept at his misery, his wife nudged him. ‘Enough of that now,’ she scolded him gently. ‘Why don’t you ask your best friend Krishna for help?’


Sudama was horrified. ‘No! He’s a king. He may not even remember me from all those years ago,’ he responded sharply.


‘A good friend never forgets. Krishna will never turn away a friend in dire need,’ Niyati said firmly, holding out a cloth bag and pushing Sudama out of the house.


‘But I can’t go empty-handed to see him,’ sputtered Sudama.


‘There’s a handful of poha (rice flakes) knotted in a pouch in your bag; I remember you telling me how much Krishna loved to eat the snack when you were children,’ she replied.


It was a blisteringly hot day as Sudama took his first reluctant steps on his long walk to Dwarka. Hungry and thirsty, he finally halted outside the palace gates. He thought the palace guards would shoo him away, for he didn’t look like any friend of Krishna’s.


As he stood outside, too hesitant to enter, there was a flurry of activity, and the gates were suddenly thrown open. Krishna came rushing out and enveloped Sudama in a bear hug. How had he known that his childhood friend was waiting outside to see him?


Sudama had no time to understand what was happening before Krishna dragged him into the palace, all smiles and jokes.


Krishna washed his friend’s sore feet in cool, scented water. Sudama then sat down to a meal with the king himself, as Rukmini, Krishna’s wife, served and fussed over him, until he burped the palace down protesting, ‘My tummy is bursting!’


The friends spent the rest of the day chatting like old times, and soon, it was time for Sudama to leave.


‘Oi! How have you come to meet me without my gift?’ demanded Krishna.


Sudama was overcome with shame. After such a rich and hearty meal, he felt awkward about the humble gift he had brought for his friend.


‘You mean your poha?’ asked Sudama hesitantly.


Krishna greedily snatched the pouch from Sudama’s bag and stuffed a fistful into his mouth.


‘Oh! I’ve missed this so much, my friend,’ he laughed, grabbing two more fistfuls. He bid his friend goodbye and said, ‘Thanks for the gift – you are the best!’


Sudama started his journey back, his heart light and filled with love. As he neared his house it suddenly came back to him – the reason he had gone to Dwarka in the first place, to ask Krishna for money! He had forgotten about his difficulties amidst the laughter they had shared.


He was entering his street warily, wondering what he would tell Niyati, when he stopped in his tracks. His mud hut was missing!


Had he lost his way? He rubbed his eyes in disbelief, for in the place of his hut stood a grand mansion. He looked at it in wonderment as Niyati stepped out, dressed in the finest silks and jewels, welcoming him inside. His 24 children pranced about in their new clothes, and servants brought him water and refreshments.


‘What happened…?’ Sudama asked and then stopped. He knew what had happened. It was Krishna, who had known what his friend needed without him having to say it.


There is a Sudama Temple in Porbandar, Gujarat (where Sudama is said to have lived), made of white marble, a testament to this wonderful friendship. This temple, surrounded by tropical trees and plants, draws many devotees. And there is a sculpted maze in the temple complex for devotees to walk through and emerge on the other side, just like Sudama did through his many difficulties.


A Temple for the Teacher and the Pupil


Guru Drona and Ekalavya Temples, Gurugram, Haryana


Gurugram, the modern city of chrome and glass towers, has a past steeped in mythology. The city is named after Rajguru Dronacharya, the esteemed teacher of the Pandava and Kaurava princes in the Mahabharata.


Drona was no ordinary teacher. He was an expert in military warfare and weaponry, and a master battle strategist. And he had received deadly weapon kits from Parashurama, the warrior avatar of Vishnu.


In Hastinapur, Drona, who had lived a life of poverty, came to the limelight when he was spotted by the Kuru princes, who became his students in his gurukul, training in warfare. Pleased with his teaching services, King Dhritarashtra named a village Guru Gram after him.


Do teachers have favourites? Can gurus make or break students?


Well, Drona certainly did! He was very proud and possessive of the Pandava prince Arjuna, who turned out to be the best pupil he’d ever had. Drona was so won over by his dedication and excellence in archery tests and warfare exercises that he gave Arjuna special tuitions in the use of lethal weapons like the Brahmastra.


Ekalavya, a tribal youth, who had heard of Dronacharya’s teaching skills, wanted admission in his school. But Drona had promised Arjuna that he would make him the best warrior the world had ever seen, so he said no to Ekalavya.


Not to be disheartened, the youth made a clay idol of Drona, offered his prayers in the morning and continued to practise his archery.


Upon hearing this, Drona went to see for himself and was astounded by the boy’s marksmanship.


‘You are the guru I hold in my heart and mind,’ said Ekalavya, bowing before Drona in thanks.


‘Won’t you give me my fee then?’ asked Drona.


‘Name your guru dakshina, sir,’ said Ekalavya.


‘Very well. I want your right thumb,’ demanded Drona.


It was a brutal request, for it meant that Ekalavya would never be a first-rate archer; and with his rival disabled, Arjuna would continue to be the topper.


Ekalavya understood the spiteful request but such was his guru bhakti that he chopped off his thumb with his knife right away and placed it at Drona’s feet.


There stands a temple for the guru in Gurugram. In the shrine is a marble idol of Drona, fitted with his bow and arrows. The nearby neighbourhood has a small shrine with a tomb for the thumb of Ekalavya, the brilliant student who could not be.


The Lord of Skulls in the Land of Peacocks


Kapaleshwarar Temple, Chennai, Tamil Nadu


Brahma, the most learned of the gods, could often veer to the side of arrogance. Once, he made the mistake of being rude to Shiva, who, in a fit of fury, plucked off one of Brahma’s four heads in order to strike at his pride. That head became stuck to one of Shiva’s hands.


Without all his four heads, Brahma lost his powers of creation. Full of remorse, he apologized to Shiva for his haughtiness and was promptly forgiven (Shiva was known to cool down as quickly as he flared up!).


Brahma then hailed Shiva as Kapaleshwarar, or the god of his kapal (skull). And that’s how Shiva came to be known as the lord of skulls.


A little while later, Shiva lost his temper all over again, this time at Parvati! He was explaining the meaning of the five sacred letters, ‘Na Ma Si Va Ya’ (Om Nama Shivaya), to her on Earth, when he saw that her attention seemed to be elsewhere. She was distracted by the beautiful peacocks flitting around the area, calling to the rain. Annoyed at her lack of concentration, Shiva cursed her to turn into a peacock and stormed out of the place.




A visit to the Kapaleshwarar Temple in Mylapore in Chennai will bring alive this legend. There is a punnai (Alexandrian laurel) tree in the outer perimeter of the temple, under which stands a lingam and the stone statue of a peacock that narrates the Sthala Purana. The brightly painted temple towers are studded with colourful sculptures of Shiva and Parvati and blue peacocks.
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Parvati, in the form of a peacock, found a lingam under a tree near her, and prayed to it fervently, gathering flowers with her beak to shower on the idol.


Shiva melted seeing her devotion and came down to Earth again and joined her as Kapaleshwarar. That place came to be known as Mylapore, the land of peacocks (mylai means peacock in Tamil).


The Shrine of Ice


Amarnath Cave Temple, Anantnag, Kashmir


Once, Shiva took Parvati to his snowy home in the Himalayas, 12,500 feet above sea level. He wanted to narrate the Amar Katha, the ‘secret of the universe’, to her. He chose a deep gorge in the mountains, a remote spot that no one else knew about, for the storytelling.


Since the divine secret was only for Parvati’s ears, Shiva didn’t take any of his other companions with him. His mount, Nandi the bull, stayed back at Pahalgam; he shook the moon goddess free from his locks at Chandanwari; he let the snakes around him slither off at Lake Sheshnag; he dropped his son Ganesha off at Mahaganesh, and performed the tandava or divine dance at Panchtarni to shed the earth, fire, water and air he carried in his divine being. Finally, Shiva and Parvati entered the cave.




Nandi is not just the mount of Shiva, but also the gatekeeper of his home. All Shiva temples have an idol of Nandi outside the shrine’s doorway. Since Pahalgam is geographically the gateway to the Amarnath yatra, legends tell us that Nandi stayed back there as Shiva led Parvati up on the yatra.
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