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INSIGHT

Home Festivals!
Home celebrations keep us close to God and Gods, invigorate our
household and renew our personal life. Here's an illustrated (news stand
copy only) month-by-month family guide.

Hinduism is a celebratory religion, and nowhere can this be
seen more clearly than in the yearly cycle of home festivals. In
1998, the renowned Chennai artist S. Rajam sought to
immortalize the sights, sounds and foods of the festivals of
Tamil Nadu. A few of these are peculiar to South India, but
most are have counterparts in all of Bharat. In each painting
he included a month's festivals by the Tamil calendar. On this
issue's inside cover (seen directly above copyright notice in
this cyber issue) are three: Thai (mid-January to mid-February),
Masi (February/March) and Panguni (March/April). The year's
remaining nine months follow, with explanations as dictated by
the artist himself. At family gatherings, parents, grandparents
and relatives can elaborate from their childhood experiences.

CHITRAI (APRIL/MAY): This month (at left) begins with the
completion of Ramnavami, the nine days of celebration of Lord
Rama's birth ages ago, which started in the previous month. At
the upper left we see a decorated picture of Lord Rama's
coronation. Next (proceeding clockwise) comes a Vaisnava
priest telling the stories of Lord Rama's birth and life; behind
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him are great pots of paanagan, a delicious drink of sugar and
ginger, and a basket of sundal, spiced chickpeas, served to the
storyteller's guests, who also receive palm fans, as this is the
hot season. Tamil New Year often falls on April 14 (as does the
New Year of several other communities). The lady at upper
right is shown with the new clothes and jewelry which are part
of the celebration, as well as bananas, mangos and the
ingredients for veepon poo pachadi, a combination of bitter
neem blossoms, sugar and mango--a reminder to face the
unpleasant in life with a sweet smile. At lower left is the
marriage of Siva and Parvati, Meenakshi Kalyanam, with
brother Vishnu pouring the sacred Ganga water on Their joined
hands. At lower right is the dark form of Yama, Lord of Death,
who figures in three stories associated with this month; that of
Savitri, who won her husband back from Yama in a battle of
wits; Naciketas, the young boy who extracted three boons
from Him and Markandeya, who won eternal youth from Lord
Yama through the worship of the Siva Linga.

VAIKASI (MAY/JUNE): This month (below) is devoted to the
worship of Lord Muruga, who is honored on Vaikasi Visakham.
He is shown at far left as Palani, the renunciate, dressed in loin
cloth with rudraksha beads, sacred ash covering His body and
holding the sannyasin's staff. To the right He is shown as a
prince, with His peacock, and farther to the right as six-headed
Arumugam. Devotees approach Him doing penance by
piercing their bodies with small spears and carrying various
offerings, including pots of milk and a kavadi, a kind of
portable arched shrine. At lower right is depicted Naga
Chaturthi, celebrating an ancient story in which a young boy
bit by a cobra was saved from death when his sister's prayers
caused the sands of the cobra's anthill to counteract the
poison.
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ANI (JUNE/JULY): This is the one month of the year when there
are no home festivals--coinciding not uncoincidentally with an
intense month of agricultural effort. Major temple festivals are
held for Lord Siva as Nataraja, King of Dance (above left), and
for Siva and Parvati.

ADI (JULY/AUGUST): There are two major home festivals this
month. The first is Adi-Perukku, in honor of the Kaveri River.
Women and girls go to the nearest river bank where they place
offerings on a bamboo tray (upper left) into the water, then
have a feast upon the shore. Varalakshmi Vratam ("vow to
bring Laksmi") is also a ladies' festival, in which paintings of
the Goddess of Wealth are made upon the walls (upper right),
kumbha pots intended for worship are decorated with Her
image. Beside the pot is placed various cosmetics, comb,
beads, etc., and worship is done. Then the ladies sing songs
inviting the Goddess to their home. Kozhukkatai, rice and
jaggary cakes, are a favorite of the day. In the evening friends
are invited to the house and given clothing, coconuts and
sweets.

AVANI (AUGUST/SEPTEMBER): This is a busy month with two
major festivals celebrated both at home and at the temple.
Krishna Jayanthi, the birth of Lord Krishna, comes first. In the
painting at right is the rescue of the baby Krishna, who was
born in a prison. His father carries him across a swollen stream
while the seven-headed serpent, Adi Seshan, protects the
incarnation of Lord Vishnu from the storm. In the home,
offerings of butter and yogurt are made to Krishna's image,
and footprints made with red powder lead from the home's
front door to the shrine room, suggesting that Krishna has
come to participate. Ganesha Chaturthi is a mammoth festival
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across all of India, ten days in celebration of His birth. Shown
in the center of the painting is a statue of Lord Ganesha and a
devotee offering obeisance before it by pulling his ears and
bobbing up and down. It's called thopukarannam in Tamil and
is done only for Ganesha--one explanation being that it is to
make the Baby Ganesha laugh. The icon of Ganesha is made
by the devotees from river clay and painted and decorated. At
festival's end is the Visarjana, or departure, when the clay icon
is placed into the river and Ganesha is bid farewell. Visarjana
in North India is celebrated by millions of people. At far right is
depicted the story of Ganesha consuming so many sweet
offerings that He had to tie a snake around his belly to keep it
from bursting. Ganesha chastised the Moon for laughing at His
predicament, and as penance the Moon has ever since waxed
and waned through the month instead of remaining constantly
bright.

PURATTASI (SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER): Navaratri ("nine nights")
is the principle festival this month (above left). The Goddess is
worshiped in Her many forms, and on the ninth day, Saraswati
(center of the painting) is invoked to bless musical
instruments, account books, agricultural instruments and
home tools (upper left). On Vijaya Dasami, the day following
Navaratri, Goddess Durga is invoked as children are given their
first instruction, worship their school books and honor their
teacher (bottom left). A decorated display of dolls (lower right)
is displayed through the nine days, then dismantled and stored
upon the tenth. Vijaya Dasami is also the birthday of Lord
Venkateswara (upper right), presiding deity of Tirupati Temple
in Andra Pradesh, India's wealthiest temple.

AIPPASI (OCTOBER/NOVEMBER): Skanda Shasti is the first
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festival of this month (above right), commemorating the
victory of Lord Muruga over the demon Soora (upper left of
painting), of the higher spiritual self over the lower nature.
Dipavali is the major event of the month, celebrated
everywhere Hindus live and by Buddhists and Jains, too. In one
story of its origins, Vamana, the dwarf avatar of Lord Vishnu,
requests the amount of land from King Bali that He can cover
in three steps. Granted the request, Vamana covers with his
first step all of the Earth, with the second all of the sky, and
then asks the king where to take the third step. The king offers
his own head (lower left), and in commemoration of the king's
humility, the day was established. In another story, Lord
Vishnu (center) kills the demon Nagagasvaran with His discus.
The various observances (lower right) of Dipavali include an oil
bath, gifts of new clothes, fireworks (sufficiently indulged in
Chennai to rattle dishes off the kitchen shelves), oil lamps for
display and abundant pots of delicious food. The early morning
bath is always considered to be in the Ganga itself, so one
greeting of the day is, "Did you have the Ganga bath?"

KARTTIKAI (NOVEMBER/DECEMBER): Krittika Dipa (below left)
is a joyous one-day festival held on the Krittika nakshatra
(when the moon is in Pleiades constellation). Also called
Sivalaya Dipa, it is celebrated most famously at
Tiruvannamalai (upper left in the painting), on top of
Arunachala Hill, home of saint Ramana Maharshi. A bonfire is
lit on top that can be seen for miles around. Karthigai Purnima,
the full-moon day, honors Lord Muruga. In one traditional
story, six sparks from Siva's third eye became six babies
(lower left), later gathered into one six-headed Arumugam
(center) by Parvati. Celebrations include lighting hundreds of
oil lamps, especially the standing lamp (right) of the home. On
this day, the people of Orrisa make banana leaf boats and float
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them in the river with oil lamps (lower left).

MARKALI (DECEMBER/JANUARY): During Tirupuval (below, in
upper left of painting), people bathe (lower left) and gather in
the early morning to go on procession singing devotional
Vaishnava songs (upper left). Especially popular are those of
the 9th century lady saint Andal, venerated as one of South
India's greatest devotional poets. On Vaikunth Ekadasi, the
11th day of the lunar month, the doors of the huge temple of
Srirangam are opened to devotees from morning to night for
darshan of Rangam, an aspect of Lord Vishnu, sleeping on
Adishani, the serpent king (upper right). Another famed
festival is Ardra Darshana, when Siva Nataraja is decorated
and taken from the temple in procession throughout the
community (lower right). Especially the ill and those of old age
seek to have a glimpse of Nataraj. A renowned sweet, aurudra
kalli, is made with vegetables on this day.

S. Rajam concluded his descriptions, "All of these festivals are
earnestly conducted. People wait for the day with their mind
on God. The purpose is to gather in the home and worship for
the prosperity of the family and of all mankind."
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