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‘attitudes to nature found in Hindu-
~ ism' are as multifaceted as the tradition
itself, and, as in other traditions, the var-
- jous visions are sometimes in conflict.
~ While/India today boasts what is perhaps
the world’s largest environmental move-
- ment (Peritore 1993), we should not
- expect to find examples of contemporary
- environmental awareness in pre-modern

Hinduism. Traditional attitudes range
- from reverencing of nature as a manifes-
 tation of divinity through dismissal of the

world as illusory (maya) and insignificant
 (tuccha) in relation to authentic spiritual
- eXstence. What is not found — except
. Pethaps as approximated in certain pas-
- 88ges 1n the courtly literature — is the late

- modern concern for nature as nature,
Valued in itself for its beauty and diver-
Sty In thinking about Hindu approaches
) nature, caution must be taken to avoid
- Ieading  contemporary concerns into
 AClent  texts, which often results in
5 fomanticisation.

.*@éSpite the sometimes violent nature of
- their sacrificial milien, the Veda contains

hymns venerating aspects of nature as
deities: Earth (Prthivi), Dawn (Usas), Fire
(Agni) and others. In the sacred Gayatri
mantra, generations of Hindus have paid
homage to the sun and proclaimed their
connectedness with ‘earth, atmosphere,
and heaven’ (Brhaddranyaka Upanisad
6.3.6). The Upanisads set forth the
notion - important when differentiating
the Hindu vision from that of Abrahamic
monotheism — of the one ultimate Being
that becomes the universe, rather than
creating it as an external product. As the
Chandoyga Upanisad (3.14.1) asserts, ‘All
this is Brahman’.

In the later theistic, devotional tradi-
tions of Hinduism, particularly in the
Vaisnavism of Ramanuja, one finds the
striking image of the world as the body of
God. The earth is divinised as Bhii Devi
(‘Goddess Earth’), and Lord Vispu him-
self is said to descend as avatara to rescue
her from destruction by demonic forces.
Thus, devout Vaisnavas ask Earth in their
daily prayers to forgive the ill treatment
of the touch of their feet. Indeed, pious
Hindus regard the land of India itself as a
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goddess — Mother India (Bharat Mata).
She is criss-crossed by pilgrimage routes
connecting holy places, many associated
with rivers, mountains and other natural
features, giving India a kind of sacred
geography. The Bhagavadgitid echoes the
notion of God embodied in nature and
recommends further a frugal lifestyle in
which one devotes oneself to ‘preserving
the world® (loka-samgraha) and the ‘wel-
fare of all beings’ (sarva-bhiita-hita). The
theologian Vallabha teaches in his Sid-
dhantamuktavali that, just as no one
would worship Ganga Devi (Goddess
Ganges) as deity only and fail to rever-
ence her embodiment in the holy river, so
no one who worships the supreme being,
Krsna, should devalue the world, which is
his cosmic embodiment. Hindu law books
(Dharmasutras and Dharmasastras) con-
tain numerous edicts that might now be
considered as eco-friendly, involving pro-
tection of land, trees, rivers and so on,
particularly as the duty of kings.

The notion of the sacred river is illus-
trative of some of the problematics of the
Hindu understanding of the sacrality of
nature. To take the most famous example,
the Ganges is not only a river, she is
indeed a goddess and, as such, an object
of pious veneration. She is not only
inherently pure, but also powerfully pur-
ifying. Bathing in the Ganges is spiritually
cleansing: it relieves one of karmic and
other religious impurities going back life-
times. Ganges water is a purifying sub-
stance, bottled and distributed for ritual
use all over India and abroad. Residents
of Banaras, who bathe daily in the river’s
waters, say that since Mother Ganga is
purifying she cannot be polluted. Of
course, the Ganges is polluted. Hindu
awareness of a distinction between ritnal
purity and physical cleanliness means that
something can be ritually pure but physi-
cally dirty, and vice versa. The religious
perceptions of devout pilgrims and clerics
may actually make it more difficult to
mobilise action to clean up the Ganges.
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The problems caused by divﬂrg
between religious, scientific and oy
conceptions of the river’s ‘pollutiopy
been explored by Alley (1998, 2002),

Further dimensions of thig compley
have been explored by Nagarajan{
who has studied the ecological imp]
tions of South Indian kélam,
designs applied by women on the g
in worship of the goddess Earth. Nag
ajan notes that human-nature ingey
tions are embedded in complex cyjpy
webs, so that what may appear ‘e
cal’ to the outsider may not be 1
stood that way from within. She offers
notion of ‘intermittent sacrality’
explain how, for example, villagers g
begin the day by honoring Earth as
goddess but later throw refuse on
same spot. Awareness of sacrality is o
and perhaps cannot be, sustained:
sacrality of a given aspect of nature ;
wax and wane or the ritual relationshy
that recognises that sacrality may lapse,

It is clear that, in the Hindu conte
say that an aspect of nature is sacred
not automatically and unambiguous
ecological plus. Indeed, as Alley, Nag:
ajan and others have noted, to sacrali
nature could paradoxically undermi
ecological consciousness, particularly
as is often the case with maternal go
imagery, it portrays nature as protec
cleansing and forgiving — powerfil
needing no protection from humans n
return. !

It is often claimed that Hinduism
unitary vision of the world as Brah
involves the sacralisation of the entifé
cosmos. This is less true than one migh
suppose. The prestigious Non-dualist
Advaita school of thought, in its clas
formulation, achieves its monism 10
divinising the world, but by eliminatin
as maya, from the realm of the
Dualism is often portrayed as a pu
Western affliction, but Advaita and o
Hindu theologies in fact involve a h
archical dualism of God/world, spinl




matter, soul/body that is not ml?ch 'dit."fer-

ent. Adherents must practice ‘discrimina-
tion’ (viveka) between these elements,
characterised as ‘the eternal and the
non-eternal’.  Although theistic Hindu
doctrine, unlike Advaita, recognises the
reality of multiplicity, it also displays a
tendency to denigrate physical existence
i favour of the more highly valued
spiritual body (siddha-deha) and supra-
mundane worlds ($uddha-sattva, go-loka,
etc.). The ultimate religious goal for most
Hindus is of course moksa, defined as
‘liberation’ of the individual from rebirth
i the natural world (samsara). This
world-transcending  aspiration is sup-
ported by the classical Hindu idea of
declining cosmic ages (yuga), which pre-
dicts that the world for thousands of
years hence will inevitably slide into
increasing levels of moral, social and
environmental chaos. Together, these ele-
ments further sharpen the spirit/matter
dualism and - to whatever extent they are
taken seriously — provide potential disin-
~ centives to ecological activism.,

It may well be ecologically fruitful that
Hinduism regards all beings, ‘from [the
god] Brahma down to a blade of grass’, as
having equal spiritual potential, as being
equally ensouled by atman. This is among
the considerations underlying the Hindu
ethics of nonviolence (ahimsd) and vege-
- tamianism. Still, the tradition does not
tscape a pronounced anthropocentricism.
All humans were once, in their long chain
of existences, incarnated as animals and
even plants. There is a hierarchy of births,
- however, and human birth is the highest,
ven superior to birth as a god, because
- Only humans, with rare exceptions, may
altain moksa. On the other hand, humans
Who commit evil deeds are threatened by
the law books with rebirth in ‘lowly
Wombs’, i.e, those of animals or insects.

The ecological problematics identified
here are by no means intended to obscure
e many affirmations of nature in
- Hinduism, even less to suggest that con-

ECOLOGY

temporary Hindus are not free to crea-
tively reconfigure their traditions in the
light of urgent needs of the present day.
Hindu scholars have, in fact, already
begun to do so. For example, Sherma
(1998) has suggested that the Tantric tra-
ditions of Hinduism, with their doctrine
of world and matter as fully real expres-
sion of the divine $akti (creative energy),
may provide an antidote to the dualistic,
world-negating tendency mentioned above,

See also: Advaita; Agni; Ahimsa; z_&tman;
Bhagavadgita; Bhakti Movement; Bharat
Mita; Blood Sacrifice; Brahmi; Brahman;
Dharmasistras; Dharmasiitras; Gangd;
Gayatri Mantra; Karma (Law of Action);
Krsna; Maya; Moksa; Prthivi; Purity and
Pollution, Ritual; Raja; Ramanuja; Sakti;
Samsara; Tantrism; Tirthayitra; Upani-
sads; Usas; Vaisnavism; Vallabha; Var-
anast; Visnu; Yuga

LANCE NELSON

Further reading

Alley, Kelly D. 1998. ‘Idioms of Degeneracy:
Assessing Gangd’s Purity and Pollution’. In
Lance E. Nelson, ed., Purifying the Earthly
Body of God: Religion and Ecology in Hindu
India. Albany, NY: State University of New
York Press, 297-330.

Alley, Kelly D. 2002. On the Banks of the Gariga:
When Wastewater Meets a Sacred River. Ann
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

Chapple, Christopher Key, and Mary Evelyn
Tucker (eds). 2000. Hinduism and Ecology:
The Intersection of Earth, Sky, and Water.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Feldhaus, Anne. 1995. Water and Womanhood:
Religious Meanings of Rivers in Maharash-
tra. New York: Oxford University Press.

James, George A. (ed.). 1999. Ethical Perspec-
tives of Environmental Issues in India. New
Delhi: A.P.H. Publishing.

Nagarajan, Vijaya Rettakudi. 1998. “The Earth
as Goddess Bhii Devi: Toward a Theory of
“Embedded Ecologies” in Folk Hinduism’.
In Lance E. Nelson, ed., Purifying the
Earthly Body of God: Religion and Ecology
in Hindu India. Albany, NY: State Uni-
versity of New York Press, 269-95.
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e subject of all awareness, of all experi-

e of any kind. As the subject of all
ciousness it cannot be grasped as an
éét of consciousness. It is that by
h everything else is known or experi-
d. In this sense it is the inner self
an) of all beings. The essence of all
wers and objects of knowledge, it is
beyond the distinction between
jower, known and process of knowing.
nd any distinctions, it is completely
without any gaps. Hence its nature is
ute bliss, infinitely more blissful than
highest human joy (Brhadaranyaka
isad 4.3.33; Taittiriya Upanisad 2.8).
is the innermost of five layers or
hs successively identified with brah-
after food (anna), breath (prina),
nd (manas) and consciousness (vij-
na), from each of which all beings are
m, by means of which they live, and
itlo which they pass upon death (Zaittir-
u Upanisad 2.5-9; 3.1-6). Although
Saikara appears reluctant to accept bliss
essential property of Brahman
ause the experience of joy requires
es of perception and hence depends
ipon distinctions that do not belong to
hman, other Advaita Vedantins
nd bliss as simply fullness (Potter
75-76).

s0: Advaita; Atman; Brahman; Sai-
ra; Upanisads; Vedinta
PETER M. SCHARF

ler reading

L Karl. (ed). 1981. Encyclopedia of

ian Philosophies, vol. 3: Advaita Vedanta

10 Samkara and His Pupils. Delhi: Moti-
anarsidass,

CRED ANIMALS

tat number of animals are significant
nduism. Some, like the goat and the
| alo, are sacrificial animals — which is
02 kind of sanctity — while for others

SACRED ANIMALS

their sanctity prohibits their killing (at
least by the communities that hold them
sacred). Many animals have mythical
representatives or ancestors, especially
among the ‘vehicles’ (vahana) of the
deities, whose iconography usually depicts
them upon their own special animal, like
Garuda, the great bird with a human face
who carries Visgu, variously described as
part man and part eagle or vulture.
Another muythical bird is hamsa, the
divine swan or goose, the vehicle of
Brahma, and his consort Sarasvati, and
symbol of the soul and the breath: the
divine element within the material body.
In the waters, Visnu rests upon the many-
headed snake Ananta (‘endless’) or Sega
(‘the remainder’), who represents the vast
waters of chaos before and after the uni-
verse exists. Ananta is king of the nagas,
mythical cobra-like beings whose paradise
lies beneath the waters. Shrines to cobras,
usually at the foot of a tree, are common
in folk religion, where they are propitiated
to protect against snakebite; but the pri-
mary association of snakes is with water
and fertility, and offerings are made to
the nagas by women seeking to become
pregnant. Their festival (Nagapancami)
occurs during monsoon time in the month
of Sravan (July-August).

Siva, too is associated with the cobra,
which he wears across his body as his
‘sacred thread’, or as a garland round his
neck. His symbolic linga in his shrines is
encircled by a snake. It is not only fertility
but the ambivalent nature of the snake
that he rules over: it is both the life force
and the source of poison.

Siva’s vehicle, however, is his faithful
white hump-backed bull Nandi. The bull,
associated with strength and virility, is
appropriate to this deity’s dual nature as
god of procreation and also of ascetic
control of the senses. The bull is a symbol
of strength and pre-eminence in the Vedic
hymns and important Vedic gods are
sometimes compared to it, especially
Indra. Though once a sacrificial animal, it
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is no longer killed - unlike the buffalo,
which is sacrificed at festivals to the god-
dess Durga.

The most sacred of all animals is of
course the cow, identified with the nour-
ishing character of Earth as the Great
Mother. Its sanctity probably derives
from its importance as a sacrificial animal
in the Vedas, which in turn was connected
to its economic significance as an index of
wealth; but at least by the time of the
Dharmasastras the killing of a cow had
become a heinous sin. Not only the
animal itself but all its products are
sacred and health-giving. Thus the ‘five
products’ (pancagava) of the cow — milk,
curd, melted butter (ghi), dung and urine —
are all highly auspicious. No deity has the
cow for a vehicle, but she has natural
associations with Laksmi, goddess of
prosperity, and Krsna, who carries the
epithet Gopala (‘cowherd’) from his rustic
life in Vrndavana.

Monkeys and apes are traditionally
believed to be of semi-divine origin, with
male deities as their ancestors. The former
are specially revered in Vaisnavism,
because under their king, Sugriva, they
aided Rama in his battle with the demon
king of Sri Lanka. Folk shrines to Hanu-
man the monkey-deity are a very common
sight in India. Divine messenger of the
monkey army, he is the devoted disciple
of Rama. Son of Vayu the wind-god, he
has the immense strength of the storm.
Far from being ‘cute’, these divine mon-
keys are awe-inspiring creatures.

Lions and tigers — not always dis-
tinguished in iconography — are vehicles
of the Goddess, most famously Durga.
The lion is also connected to Visnu in his
incarnation as Narasimha, the man-lion,
who was born to kill the demon Hiran-
yakasSipu. Lions were symbols of royalty
and empire from ancient times, as evi-
denced by the pillars set up by the Maur-
yan emperor ASoka. Tiger-deities occur in
folk religion, sometimes as the form taken
by deceased local heroes — or villains.
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Also associated with royalty s the
phant, whose ancestor is Airaya;
milky-white elephant of Indra, king o
gods. In the Vedic hymns it ig told B,
the elephants once were clouds, Wh
their wings and were confined to
hence their connection with ra;_iﬁ
fertility. Elephants were the trad
animals for royal processions, and
used to pull the moveable temple
of the gods on certain festivals,

Another royal animal from Ved;
is the horse, seven of whom d
chariot of Siirya, the sun-god,
vedic horse-sacrifice (agvame.
the greatest yajfia performed by a o
quering king. Consequently the ho
became a symbol of the cakravartin
‘wheel-turning’ emperor who congue
all the directions.

Smaller, more humble, animals
have their sacred aspects. The m
rat (musika) is honoured as the
elephant-headed Gane$a. The reas
this surprising association has
much speculation but perhaps i
understood to derive from them ho
being overcomers of obstacles, on
large scale, the other on a small
Rats were traditionally regarded as
ces of trouble (vighna) and there
pitiated; but the mouse is also s
the inner self or 4tman, who is |
within all beings.

The frog, as an aquatic creatt
associated with water and fertility,
with the snake and the more mig!
phant. Frogs are worshipped in the
of October with offerings of rice and |
and sprinkled with water. i

The goat is the prime sacrificial
The word aja, meaning a femal
also means ‘unborn’ and so it b
the symbol of unmanifested nature {
in philosophy. In the Vedic hymns
draws the chariot of the deity Pus
has an agricultural connection.

These are a few among a grea
of animals that have symbolic Sig




\ for

" through being associated with the deities

or for their own innate qualities. With some,
worship is apotropaic, to ward off the
jroubles they bring; for others the desire is
to acquire their attributes, such as strength
or fertility; but underlying all is the power
of mythic association that bestows on the
animal a rich variety of meanings.

. See also: Airdvata; Brahmia; Deities;

Durgd; Ganpesa; Garuda; Hanumain; Hir-

 apyakaSipu; Indra; Krspa; Laksmi, Sri;
- Nigapaficami; Nagas; Nandi; Prakrti;

Rama; Samhitd; SarasvatT; Sesa; Siva;

~ Sirya; Vaisnavism; Visnu

KATHLEEN TAYLOR

Further reading

Majupuria, T.C. 1991. Sacred Animals of
Nepal and India. Lashkar: M. Devi,

SACRED BOOKS OW\THE EAST

Seﬁes conceived by the editor F. Max
Miiller a3 a scholarly repldcement for

‘science’ the comparative §tudy of

teligions. Alongside other massive late-

Victorian publishing ventures, such as the
Oxford Englz's{n Dictionary and the revised
translation of\the Bible, the series elped

- tstablish the p};‘estige of Oxford University

Press. Of the fifty volumes (includi lg an
Index) of the series, twenty-one provide

- translations of { Hindu texts, including
- stlections from ithe Sambhitds, the Sata-
Patha. Brahmana, the Upanisads, several
~ Dharmasitras, Vef'dnrasﬂrras (Brahmasa-
~ ltas), Grhyasiitras

- Both the emphasision textual sources and
e selection of tekts chosen have been
- %80 as evidence ofla specifically Protes-

and the Bhagavadgita.

(]

4t bias in the study, of Hinduism but the

?_’Séries nevertheless undoubtedly served to

vance and to disserinate knowledge of
Wduism,

SACRED GEOGRAPHY

See 0. Bhagavadgiti; Brahmasiitras;
DharmaXastras; Dharmasiitras; Grhyasii-
tras; Hinduism, history of scholarship;
Miiller, Friedrich Max; Samhiti; Upanisads
WILL SWEETMAN

)

Further reading

Girardot, N.J. 2002\ ‘Max Miiller’s Sacred
Books and the Nineteenth-Century Produc-
tion of the Comparative Science of Reli-
gions’. History of Religz]'é{ts 41(3): 213-50.

Miiller, EM. (ed.). 1879-1910. The Sacred
Books of the East, 50 vols. Oxford: Clar-
endon Press.

SACRED GEOGRAPHY

Hindu cosmology maintains that the
earth, Jambudvipa, is the innermost of
the seven ring-like continents separated
one from the next by seas. The earth is
divided into various regions; the one to its
extreme south is Bharata, or India. Bhar-
ata-varsa, or Bharata khanda, is one of
the early names of India, derived from the
great patriarch Bharata. Bharata-varsa
embraces the whole of the subcontinent,
north of the Vindhya range. Although the
name refers to Bharata, the most impor-
tant notion, on which sacred geography is
grounded, is the reverence for the divine
feminine and the sacrality of the land
itself, identified with the goddess Prthivi,
A number of hymns dedicated to her, as
the epitome of stability and provider of
fertility and inexhaustible abundance, are
to be found in the Rgveda Sambhita. Later,
the Devi-bhagavata-Purana (7.33.21-41)
speaks of the mountains as Devi’s bones,
the rivers as her veins, the trees and for-
ests as her hair. The notion of the earth as
a personified goddess continues and plays
a pivotal role in later Hindu mythology.
Bhudevi, ‘the goddess who is the earth’,
becomes an integral part of Vaisnava
mythology and iconography. However, the
idea of the Indian subcontinent being a
goddess, is vividly expressed in the myth
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is the Manasarovara lake, where the wild
geese migrate in the breeding season and
at the beginning of the monsoon. It is
said that the right hand of Sati has fallen
there. The most important among the
mythical mountains are the golden Meru
or Sumeru, the pivot of the universe,
located in the Himalayas and believed to
be the abode of the gods. The celestial
Ganga descends from the heaven upon its
summit before flowing to earth in four
streams, each directed to the four cardinal
points. Yet another mountain of mythical
relevance is the Mandara, which served as
a churning stick at the time of the
Churning of the Ocean and which was
supported by Visnu as Kiirma.

Apart from mountains and ranges
which are of pan-Indian importance,
there are a large number of mountains
and individual hills whose sanctity is
celebrated in local Sthalapuranas. Among
these is Sivagiri in the Palani Hills, near
Dindigul (Tamil Nadu), sacred to Sub-
rahmanya in his form as Dandapani,
‘bearer of the staff’. It is said that a
number of siddhas, conversant in medi-
cine and alchemy and endowed with
supernatural powers, used to live in the
caves and forests of the Palani Hills. Per-
haps one of the most famous hills of
peninsular India is Tirumalai, near Tir-
upati in Chittoor district (Andhra Pra-
desh), sacred to Venikate$vara, known in
north India as Baldji. This impressive
mountain, rising dramatically 700 metres
above Tirupati, is part of a small range of
seven hills which in the popular imagina-
tion represent the seven hoods of the
cosmic serpent éega. Nestled among them
is the temple, which is visited by an aver-
age of 10,000 pilgrims a day. On a smaller
scale, in the extreme south of India,
between Nagercoil and Kanyakumari, is
Agastyamalai, the mountain of Agastya,
where the sage is believed to dwell.

In the north, near Mathura, is the
Govardhana hill, which Krsna lifted on
the small finger of his hand to protect the
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herdsmen from the deluge uneasy
Indra. In the Aravalli range of
Rajasthan, particularly importan
Arbuda, popularly known ag A
sage Vasistha is believed tg ha
here, and according to tradition
place where the Rajputs emerged f
fire pit. Abu is considered a sa

by the Jains, and the eleven
Solanki rulers built the famous p
temples. At a short distance from [
is Acalgadh, site of many temples
which is said to contain a toe o
Apart from Abu, other mounta
connected to Jainism: Girnarp
gadh, associated with Nemin: 1,
twenty-second tirthankara, and §
trunjaya, near Palitana in Kathi
associated with Rsabhanatha, the first 1
thankara. In the south, both the
Sravana Belgola, in Karnataka, are
nected with Bhadrabahu, the head o
Digambara Jains, who migrated
with a group of followers in the
century BCE.

Along with the mountains, rivers pla
pivotal role in Indian sacred geo
Although officially there are only
sacred rivers, practically all expans
water receive homage as the givers o
and fertility. First of all there a
Gangd, the Jumna or Yamuni a
Sarasvati, the most sacred three amor
the seven, at whose confluence is situa
Prayaga, followed by the Godavari,
mada, Indus and Kaveri. As expectec
names on this list vary: according tos
traditions the Indus and the Kav
substituted with the Tapti and
Krishna. Occasionally, in the soutl
states of the subcontinent the Tungabli
dra finds a place among the holy st
There is no doubt that accordin
Hindu tradition the Gangd is the
sacred river on earth, originating from
sky and flowing to earth throu
penance of Bhagiratha and the 214
Siva. Furthermore, she is the siste
Parvati and the second wife of Sivi
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e s his cooling ‘liquid Sakti’. Although
a0t 8 sacred as the Ganga, because there
5 some uncertainty about her wedded

jate, the Yamuna is reputed to be the

gaughter of the sage Kalinda and was

once dragged her from bed by Balarama.

" (n her banks lie Indraprastha, Delhi,

me holy sites connected with Krsna’s
iidhood and vyouth, Vrndavana and
athurd, Agra and, at the confluence
-";_'W_ith the Ganga, Prayaga. The Sarasvati,
~ often mentioned in Vedic literature, has
sources in the Himalaya, but at a cer-

~ fain point of its course she disappears in
the sands of the desert, and is believed to
¢ up from her subterranean course at
ayaga and join her waters with those of

~ the Gangd and the Yamunia. Many
' Jegends have been woven around her dis-
. jppearance. The Godavari, also called
. Goda, ‘cow-giver’, because reputedly the
~ sage Gautama revived with its water a
. cow he had accidentally killed, is known
as the Ganga of the Deccan. It has its

~ source at Tryambaka, near Nasik, the site
- of one of the twelve jyotirlingas; it flows
| through the Deccan plateau and fans out
| ina huge delta in the Bay of Bengal. It is
- said that originally the river divided into
- seven branches before it met the sea. Of
these only four still remain and it is
- recommended that whoever desires off-
spring should bathe in them in succession.

' The Narmada starts from the Amar-
 akantaka hill in the eastern Vindhya, a
 place renowned for religious suicide.
;.Those who drown themselves or fast to
death there are said to obtain liberation.
The water of the Narmada is so sacred
that it is believed that one’s sins are
Obliterated at the mere sight of it. The
Kaveri, the Ganga of the south, has been
D inexhaustible source of inspiration in
Tamil poetry. There are a number of
Wyths related to the origin of the Kaveri.
-_e most popular story, narrated at
alakaver] at the source of the river, in the
-_odagu mountains, tells how Agastya
Married the Kaveri and placed her in his

SACRED GEOGRAPHY

kamandalu (water jar). One day, acciden-
tally, a crow tipped over the pot and the
Kaveri flowed out of it. The story is also
popular in Tamil Nadu, and because of
the connection with Agastya, an impor-
tant figure in Tamil culture, the Kaveri
became the symbol of Tamil language,
literature and culture. Along its course
are a number of holy sites; the most
renowned is the sacred island of Srir-
angam, on which is the Ranganitha
temple. The Tapti is personified as the
daughter of Sdrya and Chaya. The
Mahabharata narrates the love of Sam-
varna, a descendant of Bharata for Tapti,
and the birth of their child, Kuru, after
whom the Kauravas were named (Adi
Parva 7.89.40). The Krishna or Kistna
has its source in mount Sahya on the
Mahabalesvar plateau and reputedly was
originated by the sweat of Siva. Its chief
tributary is the Bhima, on whose banks
are Alandi, associated with the Maratha
saint Jiidnadeva (1275-96), and Pandhar-
pur, with its celebrated temple dedicated
to Vitthoba.

Sacred geography is not only defined by
mountains and rivers, but by other mani-
festations of the deities, such as the 108
Sakti pithas and the twelve jyotirlingas,
scattered throughout the subcontinent. It
should be noted, however, that the loca-
tion of some is not consistently identified.
Among the most popular jyotirlingas are:
the Kedaresa, a shapeless formation at
Kedarnath in the Himalayas, the Maha-
kalesvara (Mahakila) at Ujjaini, the
Mallikarjuna at Srisailam (Kurnool dst.),
Omkare§vara on an island in the Nar-
mada. In addition to the twelve jyo-
tirlingas are the five elemental lingas in
South India: the earth linga at Kaf-
cipuram, the water linga at Jambu-
kesvaram on Srirangam island, the fire
linga at Arunachalam (Tiruvannamalai),
the air linga at Kalahasti, and finally the
ether linga at Cidambaram.

These holy places, in turn, are con-
nected with other sites: deities are carried
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in procession from one temple to another
according to the ritual calendar, thus
strengthening the spatial and religious
links between holy sites. Some places are
connected to the career of a single deity,
such as, for instance, the six tirthas sacred
to Murukan, scattered through Tamil
Nadu. Nine temples, known collectively
as Nava Tirupati, in the Tambraparni
basin are associated with various aspects
of Visnu and the career of some of the
Alvars. Another group of nine temples
around Kumbakonam is dedicated each
to one of the nine planets (Navagrahas).

In the last twenty-five years or so there
has been a surge in affluence and in the
numbers of pilgrims touring India. What
was once an arduous journey is now
made easier by the availability of trains,
buses and aeroplanes. With the increased
presence of visitors there is a standardi-
sation of the ‘services’ offered at the var-
ious tirthas, which, in the long run, might
destroy the tirtha’s individuality. Among
the visitors are the NRI (non resident
Indians), for whom India is still a sacred
space, with temples revered for genera-
tions by members of their own families.
Although some 9 million Indians live
outside India, and some of them have
been severed from the subcontinent for
the past 150 years, there is still a deep
respect, if not reverence, for the land of
their ancestors. Temples, religious and
cultural institutions abroad, generally
served by Indian swamis flown in for this
purpose, and the strong ties between the
motherland and those abroad demon-
strate that diaspora Indians still look to
India as the source of spiritual authority
and inspiration.

See also: Agastya; Alvars; Avatardi; Ayod-
hyd; Ayyappan; Bharat Mata; Brahmanas;
Chatterjee, Bankim Chandra; Cidam-
baram; Diaspora; Dvaraka; Ganga; Har-
idvara; Himalayas; Image worship; Indra;
Itihdsa; Jagannitha; Jainism, relationship
with Hinduism; Kaficipura; Kauravas;
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Krsna; Languages; Madurai;
bharata; Mahadevi; Meru, Moung;
kan; Navagrahas (Planets); )
Prthivi; Puranas; Rama; Ray
Ravapa; Rsi; Saivism; Sakti; S
Sati; Sesa; Siddha; Siva; Sub;
Siirya; Svami; Tagore, Rabinandr.
thayatrd; Ujjaini; Vardnasi; Vaij
Varuna; Vasistha; Veda; Visou; Vi
Yamuna
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Hinduism (iff Hinduism can be €
acterised at all as a single entity) iS¢
acterised by the importance of texts ©
kinds: prose and verse, written and
spoken and sung (whether by 2
specialist or by a crowd), archai
vernacular, stable and fluid. This ?}__
discusses the place of texts in Hindul
explains some categories of texts
gives references to those described
where in this encyclopedia.




