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L ology. Prthivi continues to be mentioned in medieval mythological
nd reverence for Bhuidevi (whose name literally means “the god-
o is the earth”) becomes an important aspect of Vaignavite my-
w and iconography. When Bhiidevi complains that she is being
ed by a certain demon, Visnu, attentive to the welfare of the
assumes the appropriate form and rescues the earth from her
ent Iconographically it is common to see Visnu flanked by
i on one side and Bhiidevi on the other® Bhudevi's primary
edieval mythology, however, does not seem to be as the under-
table, broad ground that supports all creatures or as the source of
ible fertility. These aspects of the earth, expressed in early
to Prthivi, are found in other goddesses, such as Sakambhari,
and the Mahadevi’ Bhidevi's primary role is that of an injured
t who is being oppressed by wicked rulers*
extolling the Mahadevi contain many examples of her identi-
with the world or the cosmos. The Mahadevi is often identified
akrti, primordial matter or nature (see chapter 9 above).’ The
creation, the basic matter of the world, is affirmed to be a divine
n the Devi-mahatmya the world is said to be filled by her (11.5);
to constitute every created thing (11.6). In the Devi-bhaga-
gna she is said to be present everywhere in the universe, from
 to each blade of grass (1.9.31-32). The Devi herself proclaims to
t everything that is seen is she (1.15.52). At the time of the
on the Devi is said to withdraw the world into her womb and
exist as the seed of the universe until the next creation, when she
nd blossoms forth (3.3.54-55). She is said to appear in the form
niverse, As a spider weaves its web, the Devi creates the universe
er ewn body (3.4.41; 4.19.10). In the Lalita-sahasranama she is
e whose form is all {Sarvamayi, 203), she whose body is matter
varipa, 341), she who is the world (Jadatmika, 419), she whose
contains the universe (Visvagarbha, 637), and she whose form is
g things (Bhiimariipa, 666). She is also called Mahi (718) and -
5), two common names for the earth.
dentification of the Devi with matter, the earth, or the cosmos
€n expressed by identifying parts of the world with parts of her
. The Devi-bhagavata-purana calls the earth the Devi's loins
. The same text speaks of the oceans as her bowels, the moun-
her bones, the rivers as her veins, and the trees as her body hair.
and moon are her eves, and the nether worlds are said to be her
and feet (7.33.21-41)." Somadeva's Yasastilaka describes the
Aparijita as having the stars for pearls in her hair, the sun and
L for eyes, the heavenly rivers as her girdle, and Mount Meru as her
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GODDESSES AND
SACRED GEOGRAPHy

EARTH A5 A GODDESS/INDIA AS A GODDESS

An important aspect of the reverence for the divine feminine in the
Hindu tradition is an awe for the sacrality of the land itself and for the
Indian subcontinent as a whole. The most ancient expression of this in
the Hindu tradition is found in the Rg-veda and its several hymns that
praise the goddess Prthivi. It is clear that the hymns to Prthivi are
grounded in reverence for the awesome stability of the earth itself and
the apparently inexhaustible fecundity possessed by the earth.! When
Prthivi is described, characterized, or otherwise praised, the earth itself
is usually the object of the hymn. Prthivi is the earth in a literal sense as
much as she is a goddess with anthropomorphic characteristics.

An underlying implication of perceiving the earth as a great and
powerful goddess is that the world as a whole, the cosmos itself, is to be
understood as a great, living being, a cosmic organism. This idea is ex-
pressed in the central creation myth of the Brahmanas, which feature the
deity Prajapati. The world was created, according to this scenario, when
Prajapati undertook great austerities and subsequently released his im-
mense stored-up energy.? This great vigor became the underlying sub-
stance of the world, pervading it with life and energy. The aim of Vedic
sacrificial ritual in the context of this myth is to reconstitute, replenish,
rebuild, or reinvigorate Prajapati by gathering his dispersed energy. BY
gathering, nurturing, and feeding Agni (who is identified with Praja-
pati's released power), the participants in these rites understand that
they are renewing Prajapati. Vedic rituals therefore become part of an
aongoing cycle in which Prajapati creatively releases his ascetic power"
into the world and is then continually renourished in the sacrificial cult?

The idea of the earth as a personified goddess and the idea that the
cosmos as a whole is a living being persist and are central in later Hindu
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The goddess Earth. Nineteenth century a.p. National Museum,
Bankok. Mario Bussagli and Calembus Sivaramamurti, 5000 Years
of the Art of India (New York: Harry Abrams, 1981), fig. 211, p.
185. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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body.'" In a Gupta inscription Kumaragupta is said to rule over the
whole earth, whose “marriage-string is the verge of the four oceans;
whose large breasts are (the mountains) Sumeru and Kaildsa; |and|
whose laughter is the full-blown flowers showered forth from the
borders of the woods,”**

The image of the earth, or at least of India, as a great goddess in the
Gupta inscription is part of a Gupta ideology that was inspired to a greal
extent by Vaisnava mythology and theology. The Gupta rulers saw
themselves as divine instruments of Visnu, the cosmic king. Like Visnu
they understood themselves as protecting the earth and cosmic stability
in general. The boar avatdara of Visnu, who rescues the earth by diving
into the primordial waters where she has been taken by a demon and
raising her up on his tusk,'* was particularly popular among the Guptas
and probably represented a mythological model that expressed their
understanding of their political role.*

The fundamental conviction that the earth itself, or the Indian sub-
continent itself, is a goddess, indeed, that she is one’s mother, pervades
the modern cult of Bharat Mata {Mother India), in which all Indians are
called sons or children of India and are expected to protect their mother
without regard for personal hardship and sacrifice. One of the earliest
and probably still the most popular literary expressions of this theme is
Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s novel Anandamath, written in the late
nineteenth century when the Indian independence movement was begin-
ning to become powerful. The novel is set in Bengal in the late eigh-
teenth century during a great famine. The action centers around a con-
flict between a band of militant Hindu ascetics and the Muslim rulers of
Bengal {and eventually their British allies). The ascetics have renounced
wealth, prestige, and even their families to devote themselves to the ser-
vice and freedom of their motherland, Bengal. They are worshipers of
Visnu's man-lion gvatdra, a particularly ferocious aspect of the divine,
while at the same time being devoted to the mother, who is worshiped in
concrete form in images of Durga and Kali.'* In the context of the novel
it is clear that it is not Durga herself, or Kali herself, who is the object of
reverence on the part of the ascetics (and the author). Kali's image is
interpreted as the present condition of the mother; that is, the mother,
under the domination of foreigners, has become naked, poor, and
disheveled. Mahendra, the hero of the work, is told as he gazes on her
image that the severed arms that adorn her waist as a girdle are the arms
of devotees who will have to be sacrificed before the mother can be freed
from her foreign yoke.'* For purposes of the novel, Kali's appearance-
naked, disheveled, and in disarray—becomes a symbol of the present
condition of the motherland: a place of sickness, death, poverty, and
exploitation.
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The band of ascetics are known as the children, and their battle cry
is “hail to the mother” (bande mataram). All of the children have vowed
to serve the mother and have sworn not to return to their families until
she is saved.!”” When the hera, Mahendra, asks who this mother is, he
receives this explicit answer from one of the leaders of the children: "' We
own no other mother,’ retorted Bhavananda; ‘they say, “the mother and
the land of birth are higher than heaven.” We think the land of birth
to be no other than our mother herself. We have no mother, no father,
no brother, no wife, no child, no hearth or home, we have only got the
mother,” "*

Bhavinanda elaborates his answer to Mahendra's question by sing-
ing a hymn in praise of the mother, which is clearly a hymn of praise to
the motherland. This hymn became known as the "Bande Mataram” and
was very popular during the independence movement in India.

Hail thee mother! To thee I bow!

Who with sweetest water o'erflows

With dainty fruits is rich and endowed
And cooling whom the south wind blows;
Who's green with crops as on her grow;
To such a mother down 1 bow!

With silver moon beams smile her nights
And trees that in her bloom abound
Adorn her: and her face doth beam
With sweetest smiles, sweet's her sound!
Joy and bliss she doth bestow;

To such a mother down I bow.

Resounding with triumphal shouts
from seventy million voices bold
With devotion served by twice

As many hands that ably hold
The sharp and shining rapier bold,
—Thou a weakling we are told!

Proud in strength and prowess thou art,
Redeemer of thy children thou;
Chastiser of aggressive foes;

Mother, to thee thy child I bow.

Thou are knowledge, thou my faith,
Thou my heart and thou my mind.
Nay more, thou art the vital air
That moves my body from behind.
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Of my hands thou are the strength,
At my heart devotion thou,

In each temple and each shrine,

To thy image it is we bow.

Durga bold who wields her arms
With half a score of hands,

The science-goddess, Vani too,

And Lakshmi who on lotus stands, —
What are they but, mother, thou,
To thee in all these forms [ bow!

To theel Fortune-giver, that art

To fault unknown, beyond compare,
Who dost with sweetest waters flow
And on thy children in thy care
Dainty fruits dost rich bestow,

To thee, mother, to thee [ bow!

To thee I bow, that art so green

And so rich bedecked: with smile
Thy face doth glow; thou dost sustain
And hold us—still unknown to guile!
Hail thee mother! To thee | bow!®

Independent India still cultivates this theme of the motherland
as a goddess. The Indian national anthem, composed by Rabindranath
Tagore and first sung in 1911 at the Indian National Congress in Cal-
cutta, is in the same vein as Chatterjee’s "Bande Mataram.”

Thou art the ruler of the minds of all people,

Dispenser of India's destiny.

Thy name rouses the hearts of Punjab, Sind, Gujarat
and Maratha,

Of Dravida and Orissa and Bengal.

It echoes in the hills of Vindhyas and Himalayas,
mingles in the music of Jamuna and Ganges
and is chanted by the waves of the Indian Sea.

They pray for thy blessings and sing thy praise.

The saving of all people waits in thy hand,

Thou dispenser of India‘s destiny.

Victory, victory, victory to thee®

Concrete expressions of this reverence for India as a feminine deity
are not difficult to find in modern India. In Banaras, the spiritual capital
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of Hinduism, there is a temple dedicated to Bharat Mata. Inside the tem-
ple, in the place where there would ordinarily be an anthropomorphic
image of the goddess, there is a large, colored relief map of the Indian
subcontinent. It is to this large map that pilgrims show reverence’' In-
sofar as the nation-state represents, is identified with, or is associated
with the land itself, it is due reverence. For the land itself is a sacred,
nourishing, redemptive presence to those who are born from it and are
nourished by it.

THE SAKTA PITHAS

The myth and cult of the Sakta pithas is another vivid expression of
the Hindu intuition that the Indian subcontinent itself is a goddess. India
is covered with sacred places associated with prominent geographical
features of the country. Mountains, hills, rivers, caves, and other sites
having some geographical or natural peculiarity are often affirmed to
possess sacred power or to be places where one may make contact with
the divine. These sites are usually called tirthas, a term that means a
place where one fords a river. The term is significant in regard to sacred
places in two senses: (1) it indicates that rivers themselves are often the
site of sacred power, and (2) such places are sites where one may cross
over from the realm of the profane to the sacred, from the human to the
divine, from this world to another world.** In many cases these sites are
associated with deities who are well known in the Hindu tradition and
who have an elaborate mythology and cult independent of the sacred
site in question. In other cases it seems that the object of sacrality, that
which lends the site power, is the place itself and not so much the deity
who is associated with the place.®?

While it is difficult to establish historically how a given site has
become popular as a sacred place, it seems clear that in many cases an
awe or reverence for the geographical place itself was crucial in distin-
guishing it Arduous pilgrimages to remote sites where the central
religious rite is to bathe in the waters of a pool or river, enter a cave, or
have a view of some geographical feature indicate that the great attrac-
tion of many sacred places is tied to the geography of the place. Although
temples are often found in such places, the environment rather than the
temple itself is usually the object of the pilgrim. The temple simply
serves to mark, specify, or objectify the sacrality of the local geography.
The temple does not enhance the sacrality of the place so much as the
place enhances the sacrality of the temple.

Underlying the extraordinary number of sacred sites associated with
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geographical places in India seems to be the intuition that the land, the
earth, or the Indian subcontinent itself is an immense source or reposi-
tory of sacred power. Looking at a map of the Indian subcontinent on
which only the most famous sacred places are marked, we see that India
bubbles with sacrality in every region* To a great extent these many
tirthas, which are associated with Hindu mythology and epic history
have given India its sense of cultural and historical unity. India has rarcl;,rr
been under central rule. For the most part she has been ruled by several
competing kingdoms. The sacrality of the land itself, rather than a uni-

fied political tradition, has cultivated among most Hindus the strong
sense of Mother India.

The whole of India’s sacred geography, with its many tir-
thas—those inherent in its natural landscape and those sanctified
by the deeds of gods and the footsteps of herces—is a living
geography. As such it has been central for the shaping of an In-
dian sense of regional and national unity. The recognition of
India as sacred landscape, woven together north and south,
east and west, by the paths of pilgrims, has created a powerful
sense of India as Bharat Mata—Mother India 2

Many sacred sites are specifically associated with, identified with,
or presided over by a goddess. The pervasiveness of sites sacred to god-
desses is suggested by the number of towns and villages that have names
associated with different goddesses.

. in this vast country, holy resorts of the goddess are in-
numerable and the popularity of her cult is proved even in the
place-names of India. Referring to the Panjab region Prof.
Niharranjan Ray observed: “Very few people pause to consider
this social phenomenon, or to consider the significance of such
toponyms in these regions as, for instance, Ambala which is
derived from Amba, one of the many names of Durga, Chan-
digarh which is named after Candi, . .. Kalka which is a
vulgarisation of Kalika, Simla which is Syamala Devi in its
anglicised version. A careful and close look at the postal direc-
tories of the Punjab, Hariyana and Himachal would yield a
long list of such toponyms from which one may draw one's
own conclusion. Besides, throughout these regions one still
finds a countless number of small, lowly shrines with all but
shapeless or crude forms placed on their altars, which worship-
pers, lowly village folks, describe as Manasa, Candi, Kali,
Nayna, Durgs, etc.”?
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Many of these sites associated with goddesses are called pithas,
“seats.” Why the term pitha is used for those sites in preference to the
more traditional and common term tirtha is not entirely clear. Pitha is
preferred, perhaps because it tends to emphasize the rootedness of the
goddesses associated with these places. Many of the goddesses are pre-
eminently tied to the locales in which they are worshiped. They are per-
ceived to be not so much transcendent, heavenly beings as beings whose
power is firmly grounded in the earth itself. It may be, too, that the term
pitha is appropriate to those aspects of Devi theology which emphasize
her association with the earth itself and her motherly nature, which casts
her in the role of an ever-present, nurturing presence. Perhaps the point
of the term is to emphasize that the Devi is to be understood as firmly
located in this world, both in the sense of being identified with it and in
the sense of being oriented toward such worldly concerns of her devotees
as fertility, well-being, and long life®* While the term tirtha has conno-
tations of crossing from this world to another world, the term pitha con-
notes a fixed point, and by extension the fixedness of the goddesses
worshiped at these sites.

Sometime in the medieval period an attempt was made to affirm the
basic unity of all pithas sacred to goddesses.*® The assumption behind
this attempt was that the Mahadevi underlies all the particular manifes-
tations of goddesses residing at the many pithas. Mythologically this
idea was expressed by adding an episode to the myth of Sati's self-
destruction at Daksa's sacrifice. In the expanded version of the myth Siva
arrives at Daksa's sacrifice having received the news that Sati has killed
herself. He picks up her body and, racked with grief, begins to wander
the cosmos. He is so distraught by Sati's death and so grieved by the
presence of her corpse that he completely ignores his divine respon-
sibilities. His sobbing and grief threaten the stability of the world. Visnu
is called upon to remedy the situation, He enters Sati’s body by yoga or
else slices pieces of her body off bit by bit, but in one way or another he
disposes of her body a bit at a time.* When Siva discovers that Sati’s
body is gone, he recovers his divine composure and stops grieving.
Where the parts of Sati’s body fell, sacred places called pithas were then
established. The number of pithas varies from 4 to 110 in the different
accounts of the tale™

In most accounts of this myth and in most lists of the pithas, Sati's
yoni is said to have fallen and been enshrined at Kamagiri in the region
of Kamariipa in Assam, where the goddess is worshiped as Kamakhya.
Although goddess worship is undoubtedly ancient in this part of India*
and although Kamariipa is mentioned in the Allahabad pillar inscription
of Samudragupta (middle of the fourth century), the present temple of
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Kamakhya near Gauhati does not date beyond the sixteenth century. In

the seventeenth century the Ahom kings of Assam encouraged the wor-

~ ship of Kamakhya on a grand scale, and her centrality in the pitha my-

thology probably originates around this time. In the Kamakhya temple

~ at Kamagiri, the central image of the goddess is a yoni carved in stone

* and smeared with red paste symbolizing blood.** Rituals are done at the

temple each month to signify the Devi's menstruation. This famous cen-

. ter of goddess worship, in short, reveres and enshrines a sacred place

' that is affirmed to be the creative orifice of a goddess whose larger body
is the earth itself or at least the local mountain and region.

_ According to this myth, then, the Indian subcontinent has been

'~ sacralized by the remains of Sati. India is in effect her burial ground *

The subcontinent is sown with the pieces of Sati’s body, which make the

* land especially sacred.** The myth also stresses that the numerous and

~ varied pithas and goddesses worshiped at them are part of a larger, uni-

fied whole. Each pitha represents a part of Sati's body or one of her or-

 naments;** taken together, the pithas found throughout India constitute

¢ ~ or point toward a transcendent (or, perhaps better, a universally imr.a-

t_ ~ nent) goddess whose being encompasses, underlies, and unifies the In-

—— e —

‘dian subcontinent as a whole, In short, the Indian subcontinent is the

- goddess Sati. =
Although the myth speaks of the dismemberment of Sati's corpse,

- the emphasis at the pithas is not on the worship of 5ati’s relics but on
- the worship of living goddesses, who are all understood as manifesta-
.~ tions of the living Mahadevi. The point is not so much that India is the
- reliquary of the Devi's corpse as it is that India is the Devi’s living body.
.~ The myth provides a vantage point from which the many local and
regional goddess cults throughout India may be understood as part of a
- larger, unified vision in which each act of devotion to a local goddess

- becomes an act of reverence to the divinity of India as a whole.

THE GANGES AND THE SACRALITY OF RIVERS

Geographical sacrality in the Hindu tradition is also dramatically
‘expressed in the reverence shown to almost every river of the Indian
bcontinent. This reverence extends all the way back to the Rg-
- Veda, where the idea is expressed that earthly rivers have their origin
‘in heaven. In the Rg-veda the Sarasvati River is praised as a mighty
EDddESE who blesses her devotees with health, long life, and poetic inspi-
ration.’” The earthly Sarasvati River is said to be only a partial manifes-
 tation of the goddess Sarasvati, for she is said to exist in heaven as well







