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Narada! How can I speak of the greatness of Srirangam? 

Fourteen divine years are not enough for me to say and for you to listen 

Yama’s predicament is worse than mine! 

He has no kingdom to rule over! 

All mortals go to Srirangam and have their sins expiated 

And the devas? They too go to Srirangam to be born as mortals! 

    Shiva to Narada in the Sriranga Mahatmaya  

Introduction 

Great civilizations have been created and sustained around river systems across the world. India is 

no exception and in the Tamil country amongst the most famous rivers, Kaveri (among the seven 

sacred rivers of India) has been the source of wealth for several dynasties that rose and fell along her 

banks. Affectionately called Ponni, alluding to Pon being gold, the Kaveri river flows in Tamil Nadu 

for approx. 445 Kilometers out of its 765 Kilometers. Ancient poets have extolled her beauty and 

compared her to a woman who wears many fine jewels. If these jewels are the prosperous 

settlements on her banks, the island of Srirangam 500 acres and 13 kilometers long and 7 kilometers 

at its widest must be her crest jewel. 

Everything about Srirangam is massive – it is at 156 acres (perimeter of 10,710 feet) the largest 

Hindu temple complex in worship after Angkor which is now a Buddhist temple. With colossal walls 

that run for 32,592 feet interspersed with gopurams or pyramidal towers, the tallest of which is 236 

feet tall the Tamil word Peria or big is appropriate. The Lord and His consort have this epithet 

addressed to them. A further claim to the central position amongst Vishnu temples is that this 

temple is known simply as “Kovil” by Vaishnavaites. The word Kovil today means a temple but its 

roots are from the Tamil word "Ko" for king and Illam for residence. This fits perfectly for the lord 

enshrined within, Ranganatha or the lord of the stage and in this case the stage is the world and the 

heavens itself. None of this grandness is in the mind for the resident of this temple town, for the 

70,000+ residents; he is not Ranganatha but affectionately Rangaraja. “It’s hard to show reverence 

first for this pivot of the town, he is like our favourite child!” is what most residents will say. The 

processional deity affectionately known as “Namperumal” or our lord receives all the honours in the 

festivals. 

The enclosures or prakaras from the inside are –  

1. Rajamahendran Thiruveedhi 

2. Kulasekaran Thiruveedhi 

3. Alinadan Thiruveedhi 

4. Akalankan Thiruveedhi 

5. Uttara Thiruveedhi 

6. Chithirai Thiruveedhi 

7. Adaiyavalaindan Thiruveedhi 

Non-Hindus can only go up to the sixth wall but not inside the gold topped sanctum sanctorum, but 

they can witness how everything in this town revolves around the favourite son, Ranga himself. 

This affection and reverence for the temple and its deity is several centuries old. 



  

 

4 

 

In the work Silapadigaram, written by Ilango Adigal, circa 2
nd

 century CE, in the Naadu Kaan Kaathai 

chapter, Kannagi and Kovalan leave Puhar for Madurai. They meet a Jaina woman saint Kavundhi 

Adigal and talk of the path to Madurai. In that context, fellow traveller Maangattu Maraiyon points 

out three paths to Madurai, where one is through Srirangam -  

In the middle of the big river Kaveri 

Hindering its flow, is Thiruvarangam 

Bamboos are intertwined with many trees 

In the midst of this is Thiruvarangam. 

     --- Naadu Kaan Kaathai, 156  

Maangattu Maraiyon tells Kovalan, Kannagi and Kavundhi Adigal, a description of Srirangam in the 

chapter called kaadu kaan kathai 

His colour is the sky’s colour 

His form like a mountain of gold 

Even the thousand headed snake is but a couch for him 

Devas pay obescience and sing his praises 

As the waves of the Kaveri lash the fine shores of Thiruvarangam 

In his chest he has the godess of prosperity 

     --- Kaadu kaan kathai – 35-40 

Vikrama Chola Ula, written by Ottakoothar, 12
th

 century CE says: 

Replete with those who sing the old texts 

Amidst this, on the heads of the large snake with swaying heads 

Raja Mahendra Chola gave the snake its nine gems  

     --- Line 40 -42 

Srirangam’s ascent to fame was undoubtedly during the time of the Azhwars, 12 saints who glorified 

Vishnu in Tamil. Among the Azhwars, Poigai Azhwar is the first and Thirumangai Azhwar the last. The 

period of the Azhwars date from the 5th to 9th century. Most of them, it is believed however lived 

closer to the 8th century.  

Dating the Azhwars is however still controversial since internal evidences are few and these are not 

agreed upon by the devout. The stories of their lives were first recorded by Pinbazhagiya Jeeyar in 

the 11th/12th Century in his 6000 Padi Guruparampara Prabhavam. Others have done this later and 

all the works need to be read to get a holistic view. These works are written from a primarily 

religious point of view. 

The dates given in this section are based on commonly accepted sources and are suggestive and not 

definitive. Azhwars preached bhakthi and they spoke of Vishnu with the affection a mother would 

have to her child and is always keen on serving the child. Every Azhwar except Madhurakavi sang the 

praises of the Srirangam temple. Madhurakavi himself anyway, sang only 11 verses and all of them 

were on his preceptor Nammazhwar. In effect, Srirangam for the Tamil Vaishnavaite is the most 

sacred temple. 

The 12 Azhwars 
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Poigai Azhwar was born in Thiruvehka near Kanchipuram. Bhootath Azhwar was born in 

Mahabalipuram. Pey Azhwar was born in Mylapore, Chennai. It is commonly believed that these 

three Azhwars lived in the 4-6
th

 centuries CE. Their songs are soaked with devotion to Vishnu and 

mention several Puranic episodes. One of their verses mention how on a rainy night in Thirukovalur, 

as they huddled into a space so small that only one person could lie down, two could sit and three 

could stand, they sensed a fourth person who was Perumal himself. Between these three saints, 

they authored 7 verses on Srirangam. Their references to the deity are either a mention of his 

reclining in Thiru Arangam or mention a mythological episode from the Ramayana/ Mahabharata/ 

Bhagavatha and connect it to Ranganatha. 

Tirumazhisai Azhwar  

Tirumazhisai Azhwar was called Bhakthisara and was brought up by a wood cutter and his wife. He 

was convinced by Pey Azhwar to worship Vishnu. It is believed that when he refused to sing in praise 

of the Kanchipuram king, he was banished from Kanchi. Seeing his devotee leave, Vishnu himself is 

supposed to have risen up from the Adisesha and follow the Azhwar. The king relented and accepted 

Azhwars devotion to only Vishnu. Even today, the deity called “Sonna Vannam Seitha” Perumal in 

Kanchipuram is seen partly raised from the Adisesha. Thirumazhisai Azhwar has sung 14 verses on 

Srirangam. 

Peria Azhwar and Andal 

Vishnuchitha lived during the reign of King Vallabha Devaraya of the Pandya dynasty who ruled in 

Madurai in the 8
th

 century CE. The king was impressed by the scholarship of Vishnuchitha in a 

debate. When the king took out a grand procession in his honour, Vishnuchitha had a vision of the 

Lord and sang the opening verses of the Divya Prabandham, “Pallaandu Pallaandu”. Vishnuchitha is 

also known as Peria Azhwar or Bhattar Piran. Periyazhwar’s verses that speak of Vishnu as a child 

growing in different stages are amongst the most beautiful in the Divya Prabandham.  

Once in Sriviliputtur where Vishnuchitha lived, he was gathering flowers for the garland of the Lord. 

He found a girl child under a Tulasi (basil) bush. He named her Kothai and brought her up as his own 

daughter. Kothai’s devotion to the Lord turned to love. Once when Vishnuchitha saw her wearing 

the garland that was meant for the Lord, he was incensed at this blasphemous act and made a fresh 

garland. The Lord however insisted on wearing only the garland worn by Kothai whom He loved. She 

is respectfully known as Andal, that can mean a lady who rules or a modification of her family name 

Andar. She composed the Naachiyaar Thirumozhi that expresses her love for Krishna. Her 

Tiruppaavai is among the most sacred of the Divya Prabandham and speaks of the ritual called 

Paavai Nonbu.  

Both these saints have sung 45 verses on Srirangam. Periyaazhwar is famous for his “Pillai Tamizh” a 

genre where God is treated with love and affection and adored in verse as the poet’s child. 

Ranganatha figures in some of these verses, in the verses where Azhwar adorns the Lord as his child 

with flowers. He says,  

 

In seeing you my eyes find joy! 

As they do when they see rain bearing clouds. 

You were born to redeem the world 

And you have wed the Goddess of prosperity 

Oh reclining lord of Srirangam, let me deck your hair  

With these fragrant jasmine blossoms 



  

 

6 

 

    Periyaazhwar Thirumozhi, 2.7.2 

The Azhwar’s daughter’s love for the lord is well documented, in a particularly evocative verse she 

sings to the deity, as a woman who has lost her heart to Him. Appropriately, the processional deity 

of the temple is known as Azhagia Manavala or the “bridegroom of matchless beauty”. 

Beautiful ladies, will you hear my plight? 

My lord of Arangam, he is beautiful! 

His locks of hair, his lips, 

His eyes and even the lotus on his navel 

They are beautiful! 

As I pine and waste away, my bangles slip away from my hands. 

And he my ladies, wears them as his victory bracelets as I waste away… 

    Naachiyaar Thirumozhi 11.2 

Kulasekhara Azhwar 

King of a small country in today’s Kerala in the 8
th

 century CE, he was deeply devoted to Rama. It is 

said that when Vaishnavaites he was patronising were falsely accused of theft because of jealousy, 

he decided to put his hand into a pot of cobras. Due to his devotion to the Lord, the snakes did not 

bite his hand. Kulasekhara Azhwar’s verses on Srirangam and Thirupathi where he prefers to be any 

living being or object in the sacred hill are particularly moving. His 31 verses on Srirangam are 

indicative of his fanatical desire to see the lord and he says of the devotees of Ranganatha, 

Tears roll down their cheeks 

They dance and sway in a frenzy yearning for his sight. 

When the see him, they swoon as the call out his name 

My Lord! My Father! My Ranga! 

They have no refuge but Ranga 

They are mad after him and therefore sane,  

Others who are not insane after Ranga are insane! 

    Perumal Thirumozhi 2.9 

Thondaradippodi Azhwar 

Vipranarayana worked in a flower garden belonging to the Srirangam temple. He was once accused 

by the king of a theft and was saved by the Lord himself and from then on he considered himself to 

be the dust not on the Lord’s feet but off the feet of the devotees of the Lord. This sentiment of 

honouring devotees of the Lord as one would honour Vishnu himself is a recurrent theme in many of 

the verses of the various Azhwars. Thondaradippodi Azhwar sang the Thirupalliezhuchi, 10 verses 

that gently request the lord of Srirangam to wake up. He also sang the Thirumaalai containing 55 

verses, only on Srirangam. These 45 verses have a deep philosophical content where Azhwar points 

out Ranganatha as the true God worthy of granting salvation. He describes Srirangam as, 

The groves of trees reverberate with the sound of bees 

And the song of the cuckoos, the peacocks dance to these tunes 

As they delight in the overcast sky 

Let not the ungrateful eat food here – throw it to the dogs instead! 

    Thirumalai 13 



  

 

7 

 

His verses in the Thirupalliezhuchi are deeply devotional. He points to the many celestials waiting to 

take the blessings of the lord at Srirangam and therefore asks Ranganatha to awaken from his sleep. 

In the second verse, he observes, 

The soft eastern wind spreads the fragrance of the Jasmine 

And awakens the pair of swans sleeping amidst the lotus blossoms 

They flap away, wings still wet with dew 

Ranga, who saved Gajendra 

Do awake and see your beautiful kingdom! 

    Thirupalliezhuchi 2 

Thirup-paan Azhwar 

A member of the Paanar (street singers) community, Thirup-paan Azhwar was not allowed into the 

inner precinct of the Srirangam temple. This however did not stop his desire to see the deity. He 

sang about the Lord’s glories from the banks of the river and was often lost in a trance. Once, the 

chief priest of the Srirangam temple threw a stone at him to get him to move away, since the low 

caste Paanan was blocking the way when the priest had come to fetch water from the river for the 

sacred bath of the Lord. On return to the inner sanctum, the priest was horrified to find blood on the 

forehead of the deity himself. Realizing his folly, the chief priest brought Thirup-paan Azhwar on his 

own shoulders into the temple. On seeing the lord, his desire was fulfilled and he merged with the 

lord. Thirup-paan Azhwar sang only 10 verses but they speak eloquently about his love for 

Sriranganathar. In the last verse, he says  

My lord is the dark hued one 

He stole butter as a cowherd 

He is the Lord of Arangam 

The keeper of my heart,  

My eyes have seen him and will see nothing else. 

    Amalanadhipiran 10. 

Thirumangai Azhwar 

He lived in the 8th century and was the last and the most prolific in creating the prabandhams. 

Called Neelan because of his dark complexion, he was a chieftain in the court of the Chola king, and 

turned to banditry to feed Vishnu devotees to win the hand of Kumudhavalli. He operated near 

today’s Sirgazhi, then called Thirumangai. Vishnu and Lakshmi appeared as a newly married, rich 

couple decked with jewels, before Thirumangai Aazhwar. Thirumangai tried to rob them but realized 

their divinity. He learnt the sacred mantra for salvation (Om Namo Narayanaya) from Vishnu that 

opened his consciousness. Neelan then became aware of the greatness of Vishnu. He was reformed 

and began to focus on building and renovating temples, travelling and singing about the Lord and 

doing service to Vishnu devotees. Thirumangai Azhwar was married to Kumudhavalli after he 

showed her that he had mended his ways. Given her role in his conversion, she is shown along with 

him in most temples. Among the Paasurams of Thirumangai Azhwar, the first one in the Peria 

Thirumozhi details the joy he experienced when he gave up his evil ways and took to the devotion of 

Vishnu. His Thiruezhukkutrirukkai is a short but uniquely worded poem composed of numerals in 

ascending and descending order. 
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Thirumangai sang of several temples and was an indefatigable traveler. Among his 73 verses on 

Srirangam, the last few in the Peria Thirumozhi are the most poignant. He makes his final petition to 

merge with the Lord and says,  

Oh Lord of Arangam 

Surrounded by groves and flowers 

I seek only your grace 

My precious gem, Madhusudhana! 

Shed your divine light on me and show me the way. 

    Peria Thirumozhi 11.8.8 

Some of his verses are also used in the Srirangam Arayar Sevai. 

Nammazhwar and Madhurakavi Azhwar  

Many centuries ago, Kari and his wife from Thiruvanparisaram, Udayanangai, went to the Nambi 

temple in Thirukurungudi and prayed for a child. As they did, the Lord responded and promised to 

be born as their child.  

Soon enough a child was born in the 7
th

 century CE, who was so different from other children that he 

was named “Maran”, one who is different. The Pandian kings who ruled the region have also had the 

names Maran and Kari. So perhaps it was in keeping with the tradition, for the child’s father was a 

petty chieftain in the Pandya kingdom. Disappointed at the child who neither moved nor spoke, the 

parents took the child to the Adhinathar Swami Temple in Thirukurugur, on the banks of the 

Tambraparni River. Here the child did something very different. He crawled into a hollow in the 

trunk of the spreading branches of a tamarind tree inside the temple and went into deep 

meditation. We don’t know what the parents did after that, but the boy continued his meditation 

and sustained himself during that time without food or water. 

Sixteen years later, while the boy was still meditating, Madhurakavi, a poet of some repute had 

embarked on a journey to northern lands. A beacon of light directed him back to Thirukurugur, not 

far from Thirukolur, the place of his birth. The beacon stopped as Madhurakavi reached the 

Tamarind tree, where Nammazhwar was sitting in a state of deep meditation.  

Madhurakavi was curious at the sight of a boy in deep meditation and threw a stone near the boy. 

The sound caused the boy to open his eyes for the first time. Madhurakavi, asked the boy in Tamizh, 

“If, within a little thing is born a living thing, what will it eat and where will it exist?” 

If the question was profound and philosophical, the boy opening his lips for the first time was not 

outdone in the reply. He just said. 

“It will eat that and exist there.” 

Madhurakavi had heard what he wanted. For the boy had said, that the soul will be influenced by 

the environment it is in and to get to a higher plane the environment must be changed. By 

extension, a soul aspiring for a higher plane of salvation if born in a body devoted to the pleasures of 

the flesh will be consumed by the pleasures of the flesh unless it pulls the body up to a higher plane 

as well. Subsequent scholars have written extensively on this but we will leave this and will return to 

the story. 
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Madhurakavi, though older, looked on the child as a saint and became his faithful disciple and 

recorded the saint’s verses sung in Tamil. Thirty-seven deities of the 108 holiest shrines for the 

worshippers of Vishnu in Tamil Nadu appeared before the saint who in turn sang of them. The saint 

sang a total of 1296 verses and is hailed by later devotees as "Nam Azhwar" or "Our Azhwar".  

Nammazhwar composed four works - The Thiru Virutham is a 100 stanza work. The Thiru Aasiriyam 

is of 7 verses of unequal length, the Peria Thiruvandaadhi of 86 stanzas, The Thiruvaimozhi has 1102 

stanzas. Note that the Thiru here is an honourific title and gives an idea of the reverence these works 

invoke. 

On reaching the age of 32, the saint decided to join his Lord. Madhurakavi, heartbroken to hear this, 

was directed by the saint to boil the waters from the River Tambraparni. Madhurakavi did so and 

from the waters of the Tambraparni emerged the image of Nammazhwar and some say the idol of 

the yet to be born Ramanuja as well. A temple was built for the saint beside the Tamarind tree, 

within the precincts of the Thirukurugur temple and this image has been kept for worship there 

beside a primary image of stone. Nammazhwar’s fame even caused the town of Thirukurugur to be 

renamed as Azhwar Thirunagari. In his 12 verses on Srirangam, Nammazhwar takes the role of the 

mother of Parankusa Naayaki lamenting on her girl’s frenzied devotion to Srirangam. She says -  

Thiruvaranga, what have you done to my girl? 

You lie peacefully amidst the waters where fishes leap about 

While my daughter swoons away. 

Night or day she knows no sleep 

Her tears are by the handful and show no signs of ceasing. 

Her hands folded, eyes in trance, she mutters “discus” and then “lotus” 

How can I live without you she asks as she swoons away. 

    Thiruvaimozhi 7.2.1 

Vaishnavaite teachers at Srirangam  

Ramanuja or Yatiraja is the most important teacher after the Azhwars for the Tamil speaking 

Vaishnavaites. Traditional accounts say he lived from 1017 to 1137 CE. Ramanuja gave a philosophic 

base for Visistadvaita, the core philosophy of Sri Vaishnavaites. He is also credited with spreading 

this thought across and attracting many followers and in laying down the code for Srirangam temple 

administration. 

He was born in Sriperumbadur in a scholarly family. After getting married, he moved to Kanchipuram 

to study under Yadavaprakasa. His teacher belonged to the Advaita Vedanta school of philosophy. 

Ramanjua and his teacher had several differences and it is said that Yadavaprakasa was unable to 

answer many of his pupil’s questions. They fell out and Ramanuja went back to his first teacher 

Kanchipurna. 

Ramanuja was sent for by Yamunacharya, a respected philosopher who was one of the few who 

were putting together a philosophic basis for Sri Vaishnavism. Sadly, Ramanuja reached too late, as 

Yamunacharya had died by then. His disciple Mahapurna was Ramanuja’s teacher for a short while. 

After this, Ramanuja renounced his family life and became a wandering ascetic for the rest of his life. 

He was at this time able to convert many people into Vaishnavism and managed the administration 

of Srirangam temple.  
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One famous incident during this time involves him learning the thirumantra (Om Namo Narayanaya). 

He wanted to know the secret meaning of this mantra and went to Thirukoshtiyur Nambi all the way 

from Srirangam. Nambi declined not once but 18 times, for each journey Ramanuja is said to have 

made an arduous trip. Finally under the oath of secrecy, he was taught the incantation and its 

meaning (although it was a closely guarded). Nambi was horrified that immediately upon knowing 

the meaning, Ramanuja ran up the gopuram and revealed the secret to all. When Nambi demanded 

an explanation, Ramanuja said it was acceptable for him to go to hell (for disobeying his teacher) 

provided others obtained salvation! On hearing this, Nambi was speechless and praised Ramanuja 

and gave him the title Emberumanar. 

While Ramanuja was influenced by the Tamil verses of the Azhwars, he himself authored nine works, 

all in Sanskrit. None explicitly mentions the Azhwars or their verses. This was probably because he 

seeked to articulate the Vaishnavaite ideology across non-Tamil population as well. 

Ramanuja’s works -  

1. Vedarthasangraha ('Summary of the Meaning of the Vedas'), probably his first, it sets out his 

philosophy. Ramanuja says that while God is omnipotent and omniscient, there is a mite of a 

difference between God and mortals and, in salvation, we merge with God but do not get 

the same identity.  

2. Shri Bhashya is his most important work. It is his commentary on the Brahma sutras. The 

Vedantapida and Vedantasara are two other shorter commentaries. 

3. Bhagavath Gita Bhashya is his commentary on the Bhagavat Gita. 

4. The Gadya Traya contains three prose hymns - Saranagathi Gadya (a dialogue between the 

divine couple and Ramanuja), Sriranga Gadya (prayer of surrender to Srirangam’s 

Ranganatha and the Vaikunta Gadya (describes Vishnu’s holiest abode, Vaikunta). 

5. Nityagrantha. Deals with the protocols of daily worship. These are of great relevance since 

Ramanuja completely changed the worship protocol in Srirangam. Among the changes he 

made, that survived till the Muslim invasion were –  

a. The Pancharathra system was adopted. 

b. He increased the categories of temple servants from five to ten. The Tirupatiyar 

were focused on the cleaning and maintaining the shrine and also performed 

worship services. Many, it is recorded, became wealthy and powerful. They were 

assisted by Ekangis, who helped them clean and light the lamps. 

c. The Thirupani Saivair were in charge of the consecration related ceremonies of the 

temple with water and also travelled the streets to check if they were ok before the 

many processions. The Brahmins, Nambis, were responsible for decorating and 

caring for the images when they were within the temple and outside. Care of 

jewllery was among their duties. 

d. The Ullurar or priests born in Srirangam also had similar duties as the nambis, but 

they had to take care of other accompaniments. 

e. The Vinnappam seyvar played the veena and sang the praises of the Lord. 

f. Thirukkaragak-kaiyar were responsible for bringing the water from the Kaveri on the 

back of an elephant.  

g. Stanathar had administrative responsibilities. 

h. Bhattal were the priests who performed worship services. 

i. Aryabhattal were the security personnel. 

The other Vaishnavaite schools of thought was expounded by Saint Madhwa, who was from present 

day Karnataka, largely codified the school of philosophy known as Dvaita. The Madhwa community 

and several other communities still follow his teachings. The word Dvaita originates from Sanskrit for 

‘two’. Madhwa believed that there was a complete and clear distinction between God and devotees 
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and, despite salvation, they were two different identities. Madhwa’s adherents had Vishnu 

(especially his incarnation as Krishna) as their main deity. Madhwa established several monasteries 

headed by seers who were selected by their predecessors. These monasteries still exist in Karnataka, 

especially in the town of Udupi. Some temples in Thanjavur follow this school of worship and during 

the Nayak and Maratha periods, Madhwas (people who followed Madhwa) lived there in large 

number. 

Vedanta Desika (1268 – 1369) 

Born in Thoopul, near Kanchipuram to Thothrambal and Anantha Suri, his family was soaked in 

Vaishnavism. It is said that his mother’s family were descendents of one of Ramanuja’s direct 

disciples. His actual name was Venkatanatha, but given his later mastery of Vedanta and because he 

was a great teacher he came to be known as Vedanta Desika or Desika. For the Vadakalai sub sect, 

Desika comes next to the Azhwars and Ramanuja as their most important teacher. 

His first teacher was his uncle Kidambi Appullaar. In his twentieth year he had not only become a 

scholar but a poet as well. It was at this time that he moved to Thiruvaheendrapuram, a temple 

town near the coastal town of Cuddalore. Here he is said to have had a vision of Vishnu as Hayagriva 

– with a horse’s head. From this time, he authored several beautiful poems in Sanskrit (Hayagriva 

Stotram, Raghu Vira Gadyam, Gopala Vimsati), Prakrit (Achyuta Satakam) and Tamil 

(Mummanikkovai & Navamani Maalai). 

On his return to Kanchipuram, he continued his writing. A work authored in this time called the 

Vairagya Panchakam, reveals his preference to compose only on Vishnu and not on any king or 

human being however well the patron will pay. It was also at this time he won over several Advaita 

scholars on philosophical debates in Srirangam. His objections to Advaita are to be found in his work, 

Satadusani. Many of his Rahasya Granthams, expounding the concept of complete and abject 

surrender to God, known as Prapathi were written at this time. His Paduka Sahasram, 1008 verses on 

the sacred sandals of Ranganatha was also written in Srirangam. 

Desika had a son called Varada, a scholar in his own right is also called Nainacharya or Kumara 

Varadacharya. 

In 1327, during the Muslim invasion of Srirangam, Desika fled out of Srirangam after burying the 

idols in the temple and taking that of Azhakiya Manavalan with his contemporary Pillai Lokacharya. 

He stayed at Satyagalam / Melkote for 12 years. It was in these troubled times that he wrote the 

Abheeti Stavam (freedom from fear). They finally returned to Srirangam when the Muslims had been 

defeated. An inscription on the Srirangam temple wall testifies to this.  

Desika spent the remainder of his years in Srirangam. 

Manavala Mamunigal (1370 - 1444) is the most important teacher for the Thenkalai sub sect. Said to 

have been born in kidaram to Thikalakidanthan Thirunavirudayapiran Thatharannan and named as 

Azhakiya Manavalan.  

In a short while, he had become a scholar and soon moved to Azhwar Thirunagari. Here he became 

the disciple of Thiruvaimozhi Pillai. 

 

Impressed with his students’ love for Ramanuja and the Azhwars the teacher had a temple for 

Ramanuja constructed and given to Manavala Mamuni to take care of. His first work Yatiraja Vimsati 

was composed at this time; this gave him the title Yatindra Pravanar. He then moved to Srirangam 

with his family and began to handle temple administration as well as researching on ancient 
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manuscripts of Vaishnavism and writing commentaries on them. He also travelled to Kanchi and 

Sriperumpudur.  

On his return to Srirangam, he become an ascetic and focused on temple administration and 

discourses on the prabandhams and on Ramanuja’s teachings. It is said that in one of his 

Thiruvaimozhi discourses, a small boy stepped up and recited a short sloka and the boy was the lord 

himself. This sloka is recited by the Thenkalai Vaishnavaites first before reciting any verses from the 

4000 Divya Prabhandam. In old age, of feeble health, he was unable to pray in the temple and 

composed a Tamil stanza every day seeking merger with the divine. These verses of poignancy are 

collected as his last work (the Anthi Prabhandam). Many verses refer to his love for Ranganatha. 

Among his many disciples, the following eight are important and they in turn started several 

monasteries, all of which survive even today. They are - Vanamaamalai Jeeyar, Bhattar Piraan Jeeyar, 

Tiruvengada Jeeyar, Koil Kanthadai Annan, Prathivaadhi Bhayankaram Annaa, Erumbi Appaa, Appillai 

and Appillan. 

Among his 19 works include three in Sanskrit and thirteen in Tamil/Manipravalam. 

 

Vishnu’s iconography 

There is no single text that describes Vishnu's form and weapons. From several sources, the 

following description can be made. 

The colour of his skin is not the electric blue that calendars are so fond of showing but rather a dusky 

grey, poetically compared to the colour of the dark rain bearing clouds. Paripadal, part of the 

Sangam literature, describes this colour and his favourite garment of Pitambaram - a shade of 

yellow. 

Typically Vishnu is shown with the discus Sudarsana (pleasing to look at) on his right hand. Also 

known as Vajranabha, this is a serrated wheel with a hole in the middle for the finger. Images from 

the Pallava period and of the Chera style show the discus either as a disc held with the flat side 

facing in the front or a stylized version held between two fingers as if it is going to be hurled in front 

(Prayoga Chakram).  

On his left hand he holds the Panchajanyam – the white conch. The story of the Panchajanyam is 

told in the Bhagavatha Purana. It is named after Pancajana, an asura who lived inside the conch and 

was killed by Krishna. The Ranganatha image has only two hands and holds neither of these 

weapons. The Uthsava deity does. 

Vishnu is also shown with the Gadha or club called the Koumodaki. “Ku” means the earth and 

Kumodaka means one who delights the earth. Vishnu holds the lotus or the Padma in one of his four 

hands. In most sculptures he is shown having either the Abhaya mudhra offering protection or 

Varadha mudhra of giving boons. 

Other weapons of Vishnu include the Sarnga or Vaishnava Chapa or the bow. In the Valmiki 

Ramayana it was said that the bow was created by Vishwakarma. Nandaka is the sword of Vishnu 

that he obtained from Indra.  

Among the marks of Vishnu, Srivatsa is the most important. Found on his chest some legends say 

that it was caused because Rishi Bhrigu had kicked him there. The more popular and accepted 

version is that it is the mark of Vishnu’s consort Sri or Lakshmi.  
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Among the jewels that Vishnu wears is, the Kaustubha on his neck, obtained when the sea of milk 

was churned. He wears the garland of five fragrant flowers that never fade called the Vanamala or 

Vaijayanti. Vishnu’s vehicle is Garuda, the king of birds. Garuda was born to Sage Kashyapa and 

Vinata. Garuda’s step brother is Aruna, the charioteer of Surya. Vishnu also has a charioteer named 

Daruka and four horses named Saibya, Sugriva, Meghapushpa and Valahaka. The four horses 

represent the four seasons. Though they have only four names they are actually ninety in number. In 

their rotation the four seasons are created with the 360 days of the solar year. 

Vishnu is usually shown in a standing posture with or without his consort Lakshmi, the Goddess of 

prosperity. The various forms of Lakshmi include Sri Devi, Bhooma Devi, Nila Devi, Godha Devi and 

Daya Devi. When reclining, Vishnu lies on the Anantha the serpent as he would on the paarkadal, the 

ocean of milk as Ksheerabdhinathan. In this posture, sometimes there are demons Madhu and 

Kaitabha depicted near his feet. When seated, he is referred to as Vaikuntanatha as he would be 

seen in his supreme abode – Vaikunta. Vishnu is also considered to be manifest in the Shaaligrama, a 

fossil of the ammonite group. They are worshiped in homes and temples based on following a 

defined sequence of rituals. 

While there are several temples and forms of Vishnu, the texts always refer to him as beyond any 

form. Nammazhwar says,  

You are right if you say he is formless 

You are right if you say he is all forms! 

This talk is in vain devotee, for, 

He is beyond description 

   Thiruvaimozhi, 1.1.9 

Another classification is – 

1. Para Form: Vishnu as Vaikuntanatha with his consorts and surrounded by liberated souls 

called Nithyasuries like Garuda, Hanuman, Narada etc. (Para-Vasudeva) 

2. Vyuha Form: When he controls activities of living beings (Vasudeva, Sankarshana, 

Pradyumna and Aniruddha who represent the cosmic consciousness, intellect, mind, and the 

ego respectively). 

3. Vibhava Form: Popularly known as Avataras, to punish the wrongdoers and protect the 

good. Nine avataras have been taken and the tenth is due in this era. All of them have 

shrines in Srirangam. 

a. Matsya, as a fish, Vishnu rescued the Vedas. Another story is similar to that of the 

Noah’s ark; this image is rarely seen among ancient bronze images. 

b. Kurma, the tortoise where Vishnu as a tortoise held up the Mount Mandhara that 

was used to churn the waters of the ocean of milk for the divine nectar amrita. 

c. Varaha, Vishnu as a boar rescued mother earth – Bhooma Devi – from Hiranyaksha. 

The Pallava dynasty used this image frequently and identified with this incarnation in 

their role as protectors and guardians of their people.  

d. Narasimha, the Man-Lion to vanquish Hiranyakashipu for the sake of Prahlada. 

e. Vamana, the brahmin dwarf to humble Mahabali. 

f. Parashurama who punished wicked kings. 

g. Ramachandra, who vanquished Ravana. The story of Rama is told in the Ramayana, 

one of India’s most popular epics. 

h. Balarama the elder brother of Krishna shown with a plough. 

i. Krishna considered by many as a god in his own right. Krishna vanquished Kamsa 

and aided the Pandavas to victory. Krishna’s help to the Pandavas forms a part of 
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the other famous Indian epic Mahabharata. The Mahabharata contains the 

venerated text, the Gita, Krishna’s teachings to Arjuna on doing one's duty and 

Bheeshma’s verses on the thousand names for Vishnu called the Sahasranama. 

j. Kalki – yet to appear as a handsome man riding a white horse. It is believed that he 

will appear in this era and decimate evil and restore righteousness. 

4. Antaryami: When Vishnu exists within the souls of all living beings and in every atom of 

matter. 

5. Archavatara or image manifestation in temples around, since the above four forms are not 

easy to experience. 

In Srirangam the lord is reclining on the Adisesha.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Srirangam temple is primarily under the worship services of the Thenkalai vaishnavas. It does 

have some representation of the Vadakalai sect and a shrine for the Vadakalai preceptor Vedanta 

Desika. The magnificent rajagopuram (or primary entrance tower) was completed by the Vadakalai 

saint of the Ahobilam monastery. 

Two branches of 

Vaishnavaites:  

Temples where 

Arayars perform 

today in Tamil Nadu are 

administered by those 

who belong to the 

Thenkalai sub sect of 

Vaishnavaites.  

The origin of the two sub 

sects – Vadakalai 

and Thenkalai is a post 

14th century 

phenomenon since these 

differences are not heard of in saint Ramanuja’s times. They are called Vadakalai (Northern) and 

Thenkalai (Southern) though in reality there is no geographical polarization to justify their 
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nomenclature. They probably emerged in the time of Sri Vedanta Desika whose contemporary was 

Pillai Lokacharya. 

The two key differences between the sub sects are that the Vadakalai (who wear the Thiruman as a 

“U”) give equal importance to Perumal and Lakshmi while the Thenkalai (who wear the Thiruman 

somewhat similar to a “Y”), regard Lakshmi as the prime devotee. 

The more basic difference is in terms of the attainment of God. Vadakalai tenets say that our 

relationship to God must be like that of a baby monkey to its mother. The little monkey constantly 

clings to the mother. Similarly we need to constantly – through a teacher – work towards realization 

of the supreme and do this through the ritual of “saranagathi / Prapathi”. Thenkalai tenets compare 

our relationship with God to that of a kitten and a cat. The kitten is – without much effort on its part, 

taken by its neck and deposited in a safe place by the Cat. Similarly, they believe by leading a pious 

life and hope that by attending to the temple rituals and paying allegiance to the pontiff, salvation 

will occur. 

In practice, both sub sects have fairly similar rituals in the temples and elsewhere; but in the 

temples, Vadakalai tend to give prime importance to Sanskrit texts and Thenkalai to Tamil texts. As 

an extension, generally Vadakalai tend to have a greater focus on Vedic rituals than the Thenkalai. 

Both venerate Ramanuja. The preceptor for Vadakalai is Vedanta Desika and for Thenkalai it is 

Manavala Mamunigal and Pillai Lokacharya. 

In the 17th and 18th century, the sub sects were often in violent disagreement with each other. 

Fortunately today this is less so and both sects have at least learnt to co-exist with each other and 

will hopefully learnt to be more appreciative of each other in the future and work towards the 

common cause of Vaishnavism and Hinduism. 

The Origin of the temple 

The origin of the temple is shrouded in the sands of time. The popular story is mythological in nature 

and finds a place in the Sanskrit text – “the Srirangapura Mahathmyam” authored in the 16
th

 

century. 

The traditional story is as follows, the vimana with the presiding deity, the 21 feet reclining form of 

Vishnu arose from the ocean as an answer to the prayers of Brahma. Brahma worshiped him for 

many days (a single day in Brahma’s life spans 8,640,000,000 human years) and appointed the Sun 

God Surya to offer worship. The worship was then transferred to Ikshvaku who moved the shrine to 

his capital Ayodhya. Ikshvaku’s famous descendent was Rama, an incarnation of Vishnu who gave 

the image to Vibhishana, the brother of Ravana for him to take to Lanka. On his journey back home, 

Vibhishana placed it on the Srirangam Island that is formed by the Kaveri and Kollidam rivers. 

Vibhishana was heartbroken that the shrine could not be removed from its place. In response to 

Vibhishana’s request, Vishnu said he will lie facing south, the direction of Sri Lanka. The then Chola 

king Dharmavarman built a temple around the deity. Later the temple was lost in the floods of Kaveri 

that caused sand to cover the temple and a forest that grew over it. Many generations later, another 

Chola king Killi chanced to be in that area and heard a parrot (Kili in Tamil) speaking out verses from 

the Puranas. The parrot told the king of the temple beneath the forest. Unable to find it, the king 

began building one but was directed to the actual place by the lord. The king accordingly found the 

temple and thus began the worship of Ranganatha by the people.  

The actual origins of the temple will never be known if the core of the above legend can be taken; it 

is possible that the origins of the temple lie in the worship of the sun in a sacred spot - an island 
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formed by an important river. This core of the temple must have become the favourite of some king 

and what he started has become this grand edifice today. 

Inscriptions in the temple 

The temple has more than more than 926 inscriptions on the walls and more in copper plates and if 

one counts those in metal objects like vessels and worship object, the total will be over a thousand. 

Very few temples in India can claim this distinction!  

A typical inscription begins with a Meikeerthi or Prashasti, a verse that recounts the lineage of the 

king, the chief events of the reign. Each year’s verse will vary and make the account an updated one. 

Then will be the documentation of the oral order (Thiru Vai Kelvi). In most cases in addition to what 

was said by who will also have the location of the order and even the clerk who wrote it down. If the 

source was not a royal one, e.g., if a common man gave a gift, the reigning king will be mentioned. 

Inscriptions will always have a date based on the Tamil lunar calendar and mention the year of the 

current king’s reign. 

The inscriptions in the temple span the reigns of the following dynasties – the Cholas (maximum 

inscriptions), Pandyas, Hoysalas, Kakatiyas, Vijayanagara, Thanjavur and Madurai Nayaks. The 

temple was in existence in the Pallava times, but the first inscription is dated 876 ACE. It is from the 

reign of Aditya I (871-907). Notice again the connection of this Chola’s name with the sun god! The 

Pallavas incidentally claimed their descent from the moon. 

This inscriptions states that the land that belongs to the temple can be cultivated only by residents if 

this is disobeyed, a fine of 25 gold coins will have to be paid to the treasury. The Chola kings, 

particularly Kulothunga I (1070-1122) lavished enormous amounts of wealth on the temple. Pick any 

handful of his 82 inscriptions and there will be references to gold in abundance. Not all the wealth 

was for the temple alone. Temples in the past had a significant social role and the many inscriptions 

that refer to “Manal meetu kidantha nilam” are possibly unique to this temple. This term means land 

that had for various reasons become uncultivable. The king allotted this land to farmers and not only 

helped in the land regaining fertility but also made the land tax free for the first few years to help 

the person and the land. Post the land regaining fertility a measure of produce, named after the 

deity, “Pallikondan Marakkal” was caused to be made over to the temple. 

Several inscriptions were for the alighting of a “Nunda Vilakku” or eternal lamp. The donor also 

made over cash for animals like goats, buffaloes etc., and the temple brought land with the cash or 

gave the goats to local goatherds who would give the designated ghee for the lamp and sell the rest. 

The temple would conduct audits and ensure the number of goats is at the original. Extra goats 

could be sold and dead ones replaced. Thus with just one lamp, an entire economy thrived! 

Lord Vishnu is known as “Alankara Priya” just as Shiva is known as fond of listening to chants. 

Ornaments and flowers for garlands are therefore favourite offerings. An inscription from the Chola 

times is on a gift of land for a daily offering for the lord of a garland of 200 lotus flowers. It was in the 

witness of several temple staff called “nambidasan”. Significantly no Chola inscription mentions 

“Iyengar”. 

Among the Pandyas the greatest benefactor was Jatavarman Sundara`Pandya I (1251 -1268) who is 

in the temple annals known as “Hemachandra Raja” or “the king (Perumal) who covered the temple 

with gold”. Among his gifts include, an image of Anantha, a prabhavali ( the eliptical structure behind 

the image), a processional car, a kavacham, vessels and Kalasa, a pedestal, a makaratorana (to 

shelter Ranga) and an image of Garuda. The specialty being all of these were cast in solid gold! The 

king didn’t stop with this, he also gave a fabulous emerald necklace that was the cynosure in the 
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treasury of Orissa’s Kataka (Cuttack) Raja, a crown of jewels, a mandapa of pearls, and covered the 

vimana and the wall of the second enclosure with gold. He also built a large madapalli or kitchen. 

The king also performed a thulabhara where he sat on the elephant on a boat in the Kaveri River. 

The boat beside it was filled with jewels till it was immersed to the same extant. The grandest 

offering was that of a gold image of Ranganatha himself cast in gold modeled on the kings likeness; 

in this the king reasserted his divine descent. The inscription goes on to mention the crushing defeat 

he inflicted on the Chera, Chola and Hoysalas whose booty was surely a part of this magnificent and 

ostentatious offering. (ARE 60 of 1892). It is unlikely any of these still survive today post the plunder 

of the Muslims and the natural course of time. 

From the Hoysala times, an interesting inscription refers to the temple maintaining an Arokiya Salai 

or a hospital. Srirangam also has a rare shrine dedicated to Dhanvanthri, Vishnu holding in addition 

to the conch and discuss, the divine medicine aushadha and a leech that was used commonly in 

ancient Indian medicine to remove infected blood. 1100 coins were given to purchase land for this 

hospital that was situated to the north of the “Edutha Kai Azhagiya Nayanar” gopuram. 

The depredations  by the Muslims of the temple caused an interregnum in inscriptions in 1311 to 

1371. The temple was desecrated, jewels looted and many lost their lives, including a devadasi in 

trying to protect the lord. Vedanta Desika, the preceptor for the Vadagalai Vaishnavaite sub sect did 

much to organize the population and the processional deity that was taken north with the other loot 

was returned and then hid in a ravine and then in Thirupathi. Normalcy returned in 1371 and the 

Vijayanagara kings followed by their vassals, the Madurai and Thanjavur Nayaks commenced 

rebuilding of the temple. Much of the temple as we see it today is from these times in the 15
th

 and 

16
th

 centuries. 

An inscription from 1546 is an interesting and unique one since it quotes an inscription from 1198 

when the flooding of the Kaveri caused its course to be changed and the protests of the affected 

villagers. Ramanuja Iyengar on 23
rd

 April 1612 caused a special service to be initiated when 

Chakkarai Pongal - a sweet rice preparation was sent from the shrine to that of Ramanuja’s when a 

specific verse from the Thiruvaimozhi in the 5
th

 decad was recited. The inscription goes on to 

mention the quality of the dish in detail as well! 

With the administration of the temple moving to the British government and then the HR and CE, 

inscriptions become reduced. Further disputes between the two sub sects of Vaishnavism are largely 

confined to paper records. The temple today is administered by the Thenkalai sub sect and follows 

the Pancharathra agama. The inscriptions are always in danger of modern reconstruction but for as 

long as they survive they will give us a fascinating glimpse into a world that can never come back 

again. 

Worship protocol - Vaishnava Agamas:  

The Agamas are texts derived from various concepts in the Vedas dealing with Worship protocol. 

The Agamas describe in detail the various forms of God, the methods of temple worship, home 

worship; fire sacrifices offerings and even temple constructions. The Sri Vaishnava Sampradaya 

accepts two Agamas only as authoritative and non-conflicting with Vedas. They are Pancharatra 

Agama & Vaikhanasa Agama. 

The Azhwar Thirunagari temple follows the Vaikhanasa Agama as do the temples in Thirupathi, 

Thiruallikeni, Thiruvaheendrapuram etc., Very few temples follow the Pancharathra Agama, notable 

among them are Srirangam, Thiruvallur, Thirukudanthai, Melkote, Kanchi Varada temple and 

Ahobilam. 
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Vaikhanasa Agama was revealed to sage Vaikhanasa. The chief characteristics are –  

1. Priesthood is hereditary 

2. Samashranam (ritual tattooing on the shoulders) for priesthood is not obligatory  

3. Mudhras in the worship ritual are important and the thanthric element is pronounced 

4. Mantras are less important than the thanthric element 

5. The Gnanakandam (on how the soul reaches self realization) is very minimal 

90 out of the 108 Divya Desas follow this agama. 

Pancharathra Agama was revealed to sages by Vishnu over five nights. 

1. It is the latter of the two. 

2. There is a an elaborate Gnanakandam (that is not accepted by Advaita philosophers). 

3. Anyone who is a Sri Vaishnava after the Samashranam (ritual branding) can become a priest 

after four dheekshas – 

a. Agama deeksha – can perform rituals in the sanctum but not touch the idols. 

b. Anusarma deeksha – same as above with greater privileges. 

c. Rakshabandhana deeksha – can conduct major temple rituals. 

d. Acharya deeksha – can initiate others. 

4. There is a high predominance for mantras and very little mudhras. 

5. There are four major Samhitas (schools of practice) 

a. Padma 

b. Prarameshwara 

c. Jeyeykya 

d. Shuka Pancharatra 

6. This was preferred by Ramanuja. 

7. Generally more liberal than Vaikhanasa. 

18 out of the 108 Divya Desas follow this agama.  

Festivals in Vishnu temples 

Festivals, in general, display a cyclic concept of time. The grandest festivals in a temple invariably 

happen in summer. This was originally because this was the season when there was no activity in the 

fields, and people had time to spare. Festivals underlie the essential premises of temples in society. 

One is that they were the pivots for the art and culture of the community and the other that God 

was seen as the ruler of the land and the king his earthly representation. Festivals were an 

opportunity for the musicians, dancers and craftsmen to project their skills. The rituals and 

pageantry are symbolic of the royal honours a king would receive that need to be given in greater 

measure for the Deity who was the divine ruler. 

Brahmotsavam: This is the only festival during which a flag is hoisted in temples, is conceived of as 

the close of a cycle (the end of a period of dissolution) and a fresh beginning. This is the grandest 

and most eventful of festivals, and is the annual festival at each temple. In Tamil Nadu, this festival 

usually occurs in the months of April-May (the Tamil month of Chithirai). Morning and evening, the 

deities in gorgeous attire are taken out in procession in their ornate vehicles, culminating, usually on 

the tenth day, with the deities being taken in procession on the streets round the temple in a grand 

wooden chariot several feet tall, followed by a ritual ablution. Among the vaahanams, the most 

important is that of Garuda, usually on the fifth day. In the vaahanams and the ways in which the 

idols are decorated there are several local variances and unique features.  
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Vasanthothsavam: Vishnu temples celebrate the occasion, as the arrival of spring. This festival is 

celebrated in the month of Vaikasi (May-June). The deities are taken in procession to a special 

Mandapam in the midst of a grove of trees/garden and special pujas performed. 

Pavithrothsavam: A festival of the Vishnu temples, this one could last for 3, 5 or 7 days, depending 

on the affluence of the temple. The purpose of this Uthsava is the performance of several rituals to 

remedy errors made in the daily Pooja of the previous year. In certain temples, there may be 

processions in the evening, but the emphasis is on making amends for any transgressions that may 

have been made during the performance of Pooja to the deity. This festival is celebrated in the 

month of Adi-Aavani (July-August). 

Theppothsavam: The float festival is special to the South Indian temples of Vishnu and Siva. The 

idols are taken out in a festive float (ornate barge) in the tank by the temple to the accompaniment 

of music and rituals. With the encroachment on temple tanks, this festival is disappearing in most 

temples. 

Other important festivals include the Rama Navami (Panguni month – March/April) that marks the 

birth of Lord Rama and Hanuman Jayanthi (Margazhi month- Dec/Jan, asterism of Moola). These are 

particularly important in temples dedicated to these deities. 

 

 

 

Every day is a festival – Festivals at Srirangam 

If the world and heavens are a stage, Ranga is the hero who causes them to happen. As the hero, he 

needs to be constantly entertained and in that process entertain others. Therein lies the connection 

with festivals. The celebrations of festivals was also a product of the bhakthi movement which 

elevated their role in order to give the temple a more inclusive social presence. The benefactions of 

the kings added to the pomp and pageantry and the celebration of festivals today give us a glimpse 

of the treatment of a king in the past. Ranganatha or more specifically the processional deity is 

known as the Nithyothsava perumal, since there is some festival or the other every day or for at 

least 322 days out of 360. All festivals follow the Tamil lunar calendar and the schedule is now 

published as a booklet. The Srirangam temple also publishes a yearly almanac that is widely used in 

homes as well. No other temple has an almanac of its own that is used in this fashion.  

The daily offerings 

Each festival has several rituals with their own set of protocols, the following account is meant to be 

a glimpse of the same. Each festival is a heady combination of recitation from the Vedas and 

Prabhandam, processions to the accompaniment of music, special food offerings and other customs. 

To give a sense of the grandeur, let us look at the daily food offerings for Ranganatha and his consort 

Ranganayaki. 

Early in the morning, at around 6AM the doors open for the lord to see an elephant and a cow, two 

auspicious symbols. Offerings in this ritual called the Viswarupa Dharisanam are milk, roti (a Muslim 

influence), butter, sugar and paruppu (cereal). 

Then comes Pongal – this offering is after the ritual bath for the processional deity and a symbolic 

bath for the main deity who is made of stucco and therefore not bathed in water but anointed 

annually with scented oil. During Pongal, the offerings include Pongal, dosai, akkara adisal (a sweet 
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made of milk) and rice, chukka or dried ginger, jaggery, ghee, pickle and vegetables. This may also 

include other offerings sponsored by devotees on this day. 

Peria avasaram, literally means the “great hurry” is the mid day meal. The offerings here are akkara 

adisal, saatru amuthu (rasam), vegetables, adhirasam and thirukannanamudhu (Payasam). 

Ksheera annam is the evening meal. The offerings here include Ksheera annam, a milk based sweet, 

vegetables, vadai, appam, thenkuzhal and other offerings sponsored by devotees on this day. 

Chelavu samba is the night offering and here the items are paruppu, akkara adisal and rice. 

Late night before bed time is Aravanai, which includes sweet pongal, vegetables and finally milk. 

The offerings for Ranganayaki are similar except puttu, keerai (greens), pakarkai (bitter gourd) curry 

and narthangai (lime) pickle that are served for her but not the lord. Appam which is served for the 

lord is not served for Thayar. Notice the number of vegetables and other healthy food offerings! 

The festival calendar 

The festivals can be broadly grouped monthly as follows –  

 

Chithirai (April-May) – Virupanna Thirunaal and Kodai Thirunaal lasts for 11 days 

This festival is named after the Vijayanagara King in 1383. This starts with the priest taking a handful 

of mud under the shade of the sthala vriksha – the bilva tree to sow the nine grains that will 

germinate during the 11 days. Before the festival starts, a nagara sothanai or inspection of the town 

is done by the lord’s chief commander Vishwaksena. The festival starts with the accountant reading 

out the list of land and villages owned by the lord and reaffirms the lord’s control. In the past he was 

given honours and an elephant ride home. This is symbolic today since the temple agricultural land 

belongs to the government. There are processions on vaahanams every day. On the 6
th

 day the 

exchange of garlands with Andal is a beautiful event. On the seventh day before the procession on a 

flower bedecked chariot, the uthsavar witnesses the paddy being measured with a gold measure. 

The ther (large prcessional chariot drawn by several hundred pilgrims) is on the 9
th

 day when the 

special “ther thottil dosai” is served. The festival ends with the aadum alum Pallakku where a swing 

with two priests is carried on the shoulders in procession. 

Vaikasi (May-June) – Vasantha thirunaal 

The Mandapam used in this festival is probably from the 15
th

 century. The festival was conducted 

from the income of the entire Puthur village. For nine days, the Lord is seated in the Mandapam 

amidst the grove and witnesses the Arayar Sevai and hears the 4000 Divya Prabhandam. This used to 

be, in Nayak times, celebrated as a Brahmotsavam. Today processions are only on the final day.  

Aani (June-July) – Jyeshtabhishekam 

This is a festival where the processional deities are specially anointed with fragrant herbal 

concoctions. Incidentally, every second day, water from the Kaveri is brought on an elephant’s back 

in a gold pot donated by Vijayaranga Chokanatha Nayak in 1734 to the accompaniment of gold fly 

whisks etc. 

Aadi (July-August) – Pathinettam or Irupathettam perukku 
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On this day, either the 18
th

 or the 28
th

, the processional deity is taken to the Kaveri bank where 

special offerings are made and on his way back he exchanges garlands with Andal, whose birth 

asterism is in the same month. 

Aavani (August-September) – Pavithrothsavam 

This nine day festival is a ritual focused on recitation of Vedic hymns to ritually purify the temple. On 

each day the processional deity – Namperumal is witness to the sacrificial fire and hymns. The chief 

saint honoured on this occasion is Kulasekhara Azhwar. The ceremony is conducted in a Mandapam 

built by Jatavarman Sundravarman I and called the Cheranai Vendran Mandapam.  

The Rohini asterism for Krishna is also celebrated with an Uri festival. In this festival, a pot of goodies 

is hoisted over a slippery pole and the objective is to climb up and bring down the pot. 

Purattasi (September-October) – Thayar, Navarathri uthsavam 

In this festival the processional deities are bedecked and installed in a Mandapam. On Vijayadasami 

day, the priests symbolically cast an arrow in four directions from the Namperumal deity. The leaves 

of the Vanni tree are distributed to the devotees. The lord is then taken on a ritualistic hunt. Before 

the abolishment of the Devadasi system, the chief among them would dance like a goat that is being 

hunted down. Special offerings of panagam and vadaparuppu are offered as the lord returns to his 

shrine. 

Aipasi (October-November) – Dolothsavam for 9 days. 

In the afternoon, Namperumal is taken to the Unjal (swing) Mandapam and is installed there. He 

faces a bas relief of Kanthadai Ramanuja Muni, who sponsored this festival in the past. To the tune 

of various verses the Unjal is gently rocked. In the past, devadasi’s would handle the fly whisks and 

dance the Unjal songs of Pillai Perumal Iyengar. Even the torches lit were fed with clarified butter 

though oil is used now. This pattern happens till the 7
th

 day. On the seventh day, he also pauses by 

the Thayar shrine and accepts honours. On the 8
th

 day the Mandapam is decorated very specially in 

the Madhurakavi nandavanm (garden). Deepavali is also celebrated in this month. 

Karthikai (November-December) – Kaisika Ekadesi and the Chokkapaanai Uthsavam 

The Arayar enacts the verses in memory of Nampaduvan who attained salvation in Thirukurungudi. 

The Arayar Sevai is a unique tradition that is in danger of extinction. 

The Arayar Sevai of Srirangam 

The term Arayar Sevai denotes "service of the Arayar". The word Arayar itself refers to One who tells 

(of the greatness of Vishnu) or Arayar – a king. Naathamuni classified the Divya Prabhandam into 

Iyarpa which was meant to be chanted and Isaippa which was suitable for singing. With his nephews 

Keezhai Ahatthu Aazhwan and Melai Ahatthu Aazhwan, Swami Nathamunigal set the paasurams of 

Isaippa to tune (pan) and trained his nephews to sing and worship with the prabhandams in front of 

the deity of Srirangam. It is said that Arayar Sevai was extant in Kanchipuram, Thirupathi and 

Thirukurungudi as well in the past. Today families do it only in Srirangam, Sriviliputtur and Azhwar 

Thirunagari. 

The Arayar performs the service predominantly in front of the Uthsava Murthy, within the temple 

precincts.  



  

 

22 

 

He then dons a cap embroidered with the Vaishnavaite symbols. He accepts the cloth and garland 

from the priest and begins using the cymbals. He then takes a suitable position a few feet in front of 

the deity and starts using a pair of cymbals called 'kulittaalam' for maintaining rhythm. After the first 

few notes from the cymbals, he will be in a special private communion with the lord during the 

service. Arayar Sevai consists of the following: 

• Kondattams are short phrases extolling the greatness of Azhwar’s experience of Perumal 

and Thayar. They are usually followed by a simple song. 

• Singing of paasurams is done with appropriate abhinayam and explanation of paasurams is 

given in a mixture of Sanskrit and Tamil. A certain pattern is followed in the choice of 

paasurams corresponding to the local history and tradition of the temple. The dramatization 

of certain episodes with appropriate abhinayam is done on selected days. 

• Muthukuri Sevai is the prediction of future /good fortune is made by the Kattuvicci 

(soothsayer) to the love-lorn lady (Nayaki), with the help of pearls. Here Arayar sings certain 

paasurams and performs abhinayam simultaneously taking the role of Nayaki, her mother 

and the soothsayer.  

The Chokkapaanai uthsavam is when an entire coconut tree is lit in flames; today this is only half a 

coconut tree though. The Arayars enact Thirumangai Azhwar's first verses on this day as well. 

Margazhi (December-January) – Peria thirunaal – the Adyayana uthsavam 

The famous Vaikunta Ekadesi is a part of this festival. It is split into two parts the pagal pathu or ten 

days were the festivals are in the morning and the raa pathu or the ten nights when they happen in 

the evening. The Arayar Sevai is a highlight especially on the 7
th

 day (enacts the story of Vamana), 

8th day (enacts the churning of the ocean), 9
th

 day (Muthukuri Sevai) and the 10
th

 when 

Namperumal is dressed like Jaganmohini who distributes the nectar to all the devas and leaves the 

asuras out! The Vedic chanting is another highlight of these 10 days. 

In the raa pathu festival verses from the Thiruvaimozhi are performed by the Arayars. The first day is 

the Vaikunta Ekadesi when the Paramapadha doorway is thrown open for the only day in the year 

and the lord goes through this door. Doing this accords devotees salvation and hence this festival is 

very well attended. On the 8
th

 day, the episode of Thirumangai Azhwar stealing the jewelry of the 

lord is enacted and the temple accountant makes an interesting reading of what has been stolen. 

The tenth day has a touching scene of Nammazhwar’s idol being placed on the feet of the 

Namperumal and Thulasi showered on it – this is symbolic of his merging with the lord as the last 

decad of the Thiruvaimozhi is read out. Namperumal then symbolically asks the Arayar to escort 

Nammazhwar back to his shrine and the festivals draws to a close.  

The asterism of Thondaradippodi Azhwar is also celebrated in this month. 

Thai (January-February) – Boopathi thirunaal lasts for 11 days 

Like the earlier festivals, there are processions every day culminating in the “ther”. The harvest 

festivals are also celebrated in this month with a ritualistic hunt on Kanu and offerings of Pongal. 

Maasi (February-March) – Theppa thirunaal or the float festival lasts for 9 days 

Started/expanded by Jatavarman Sundara Pandya I, this festival has daily processions that culminate 

in the deity being taken on a barge to a Mandapam in the middle of the temple tank. A ritual bath is 

given to the deity here before he returns to the temple. 

Panguni (March-April) – Aadi Brahmotsavam is for 11 days. 
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Said to be instituted by Vibhishana, the highlights include the procession on the vengala (bronze) 

ther, the trip to Jeeyarpuram that includes special offerings of curd rice, bitter gourd, keerai, Vadam 

(a deep fried savory) and mango pickle. He also visits the Uraiyur temple. The 9
th

 day of Panguni 

Uthram is very important. On this day, the lord is refused entry by Thayar, whose priests hurl balls of 

flowers at the lord in protest of his visit to Uraiyur. Nammalwar through the Arayar intercedes and 

peace is restored and both the processional deities are united. Panguni Uthram is an important star 

for both deities and hence this festival is important and has them unite in giving Darshan to 

devotees.  

The gait of the palanquin’s procession – like a Lion, horse, serpent and vajra (thunderbolt) are also 

worth seeing. 

 

 

Festivals held separately for the consort 

The Thayar Ranganayaki has her own festivals as under. All of them finish on a Friday. They happen 

in the same months as above broadly in the same pattern as above but the processional deity does 

not step out of the precincts of the temple. 

Chithirai – Kodai Thirunaal 

Vaikasi – Vasantha thirunaal for 7 days.  

Aani – Jyeshtabhishekam 

Purattasi – Thayar, Navarathri uthsavam 

Aipasi – Dolothsavam 

Margazhi – the Adyayana uthsavam  

Panguni – Cherthi 

In addition to this, all Azhwars and other important saints who have shrines within the temple have 

their monthly and yearly asterisms celebrated. An important one in this list is for Sri Ramanuja 

whose mortal coils are said to be within the image. He was responsible for the organization of the 

administration in an inclusive fashion and this continued till the Muslim invasion. Post the invasion, 

the Vijaynagar administration, Nayaks, Nawabs, the British and now the Government has changed all 

his practices, though a few families still claim hereditary rights. 

Conclusion 

Despite these changes Srirangam remains a treasure trove for those inclined towards art – priceless 

Nayak paintings that not only depict the abodes of Vishnu but also the life histories of the saints 

associated with the temple, sculptures from the Chola, Pandya, Hoysala and Nayak periods and the 

very construction of the temple will delight the historian. Srirangam had a tradition of supporting 

Sadir, the precursor to bharathanatyam till the abolishment of the devadasi system but the veena 

players still continue. Nowhere else but here is the veena played the old way, vertically held and 

strapped to the players shoulder. The festivals of Srirangam occasion the support of many smaller 

crafts – from the humble fashioning of parrots from the leaves of the Mandhara tree to the grander 

floral decorations. The Temple ornaments, ivory figurines, jewelry, wood carvings are all examples of 

a bygone age of splendor. 

Many things around Srirangam have changed, not always for the better but for devotees 

Namperumal is always as resplendent as he was and for the historian there are still those nuggets of 
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past to rediscover. For the residents, they are supremely happy content that they live in “bhooloka 

Vaikunta” or heaven on earth. 
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Note – this booklet was written for an audience who are conversant with Hindu temples and I have therefore 

not added a glossary. The focus of my lecture was on the festivals and therefore that aspect is detailed out. 

The paintings, sculpture, stucco work, wood carving, metal/jewllery craftsmanship, urban planning are all 

immensely worthy of greater analysis. 


