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This paper focuses on the representation of the ritual of the
“five rites” (pañcasa-sk#ra) in the fourteenth century 7r,vai:3ava
hagiographical text, the #r$yirappa<i Kuruparampar$pirap$vam. The
pañcasa-sk#ra, also known as sam#4raya/a, is an initiation ritual
undergone by 7r,vai:3ava men and women and endows them with
the ritual competence to participate fully in the religious and ritual
life of the community. I have written at length elsewhere about the
significance of the ritual, its description in the ritual literature and its
actual performance today.1 Theoretically, the pañcasa-sk#ra con-
sists of five rites to be undergone by the initiate in the following or-
der: the initiate is first branded with the “weapons” of Vi:3u-N$r$-
ya3a in the rite called the t#pasa-sk#ra, the insignia of God are
painted on various parts of his body in the pu/%rasa-sk#ra, he re-
ceives a new Vai:3ava name in the n#masa-sk#ra, is imparted im-
portant Vai:3ava mantras in the mantrasa-sk#ra and, finally, ob-
tains an idol-form of Vi:3u-N$r$ya3a in the last rite called the y#ga-
sa-sk#ra. The one early literary evidence we have that at least the
branding rite was considered necessary for those who were affiliated
in some way to Vai:3avism as early as the ninth century comes from
the corpus of Tamil Vai:3avite devotional poetry composed between
the seventh and the ninth centuries, N$l$yirattiviyappirapantam.
There, in Periy$lv$r’s Tiruppall$3<u the poet states that he and his
family have through generations served N$r$ya3a after having been
branded by the temple discus and conch.2 Further historical or liter-
ary evidence is yet to emerge for the prevalence of this practice be-
tween this period and the twelfth century, with the composition of

1 See RAMAN 2005.
2 Tiruppall$3<u v.7a-b:
t)yirpoliginraceñcu6ar#li tikaltiruccakkarrattin
k0yirporiy#l&yurru/6uninru ku6iku6iy#6ceykinr0m.
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the hagiographical literature. It is this evidence which is the focus of
this paper. In looking at the hagiographical representation of pañca-
sa-sk#ra, I suggest that it can be conceived as both an initiatory and
a conversion ritual. The paper concentrates on examining how exact-
ly pañcasa-sk#ra enables a person to cross over from 7aivism to
Vai:3avism. In doing so it also addresses the issue of what “con-
version” could have possibly meant in pre-modern India and, further,
what the existence of such a ritual which enables “conversion” of
some kind might have to say about the nature of sectarian and
religious affiliations in medieval Indian society.

The hagiography, the #r$yirappa<i Kuruparampar$pirap$vam
(henceforth, AK), used as the main source evidence for pañca-
sa-sk#ra emerged in the two-hundred-year period of 7r,vai:3avism
starting from the mid-twelfth century (just after its most prominent
teacher R$m$nuja) which saw the development of new genres of
religious literature in that tradition.3 The two new genres which arose
and which were put to extensive use to explicate theology were de-
votional commentaries and hagiographies, with the earliest com-
mentaries slightly pre-dating the hagiographies. Both genres were
new in that their linguistic medium was an admixture of Tamil and
Sanskrit called ma/iprav#+a and they both reflected the primary con-
cern of the 7r,vai:3ava community then, which was to affirm the
sacred status both of the N$l$yirattiviyappirapantam corpus as well
as that of its authors, the semi-historical and semi-mythical #lv$rs. It
is likely that the first 7r,vai:3ava hagiography was the Divyas?rica-
rita of Garu&av$hana Pa3&ita dating perhaps to the twelfth century
A.D.4 It was composed in Sanskrit. This was followed by the AK and
the M?v$yirappa<i Kuruparampar$pirap$vam in the fourteenth cen-
tury as also the Upade8aratnam$lai. These texts, in turn, form the ba-
sis for the most comprehensive hagiographical work, the Prapann$-
m6tam of the seventeenth/eighteenth centuries. The AK, whose au-
thorship is attributed to Pinpalakiya Perum$/ J,yar, is the first com-
mentary to be composed in ma/iprav#+a, in the devotional style
characteristic of the new genres.

3 I have written extensively about this is my monograph RAMAN 2006.
4 There has been a seminal article, exploring the motifs relating to

Namm$lv$r in the Divyas?ricarita, by HARDY 1979. For the controversy
regarding its dating see JAGADEESAN 1977: 76-81.
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The text concerns itself with the community of 7r,vai:3ava
teachers who precede the author and who form the religious teacher-
pupil lineage (gurupara-par#) of the community. It begins with a
description of the splendour of the divine land of Vaiku3<ha (nityavi-
bh8tivaibhavam) and frames the stories of the #lv$rs and #c$ryas
within the context of a divine plan of compassion. God, Vi:3u-N$r$-
ya3a, troubled by the suffering of ordinary souls in the endless cycle
of transmigration decides out of his compassion to rescue them. He
wishes actively to help them in attaining highest bliss, a bliss which
involves total proximity to him combined with the delights of serving
him as one would serve a royal king. He, therefore, decides to send
down to earth his own companions, his consorts Bh?mi and N,l$, the
serpent Ananta, the divine bird Garu&a, the overseer of the divine
hordes, Vi:vaksena, as well as his conch and discus, his crest-jewel
and garland as incarnate beings, to show the world the path to salva-
tion. The hagiography likens Vi:3u-N$r$ya3a’s action in dealing
with mortal souls to a hunter who traps animals by using other ani-
mals: he sends to earth those who simulate the human species in
order to engender the trust of devout humans. The AK tells us that
these divine beings became the #lv$rs born in the different var/as,
who composed the Tiviyapiprapantam.5

Having thus set the stage for the unfolding drama of salvation,
the AK then starts to narrate the stories of the #lv$rs in the following
order: the three early #lv$rs Poykai, P?ttat$lv$r and P(y come first,
then Tirumalicai, Kulac(kar$lv$r, Periy$lv$r, #3<$/, To3<ara<ippo<i,
Tirupp$n$lv$r, Tiruma*kai, Namm$lv$r and, finally, Maturakavi.
After this sequence the primary line of preceptors comes to an end.

5 AK 5-7: ivarka+0p#ti sa-s#rika+um nammaiyanubhavittu anubhava-
janitapr)tik#rit#4e5#vasthocit#4e5a4e5ataikaratir8panity#vadyanirati4ay#nan-
dar8pamatkai(karyam#kira mah#sampattaip perru v#lkaikku pr#ptiyu/6#yi-
rukka, ivarka+ ittaiyilantiruppat& enru mikavum vy#kul#nta9kara/ar#y ...
p#rttu p#rvaivaittu m2gam pi6ipp#raipp0l& manu5yasaj#t)yar#na #lv#rka+ai-
yi66uvittu jagattait tiruttiyaru+av&/um enru p#rttaru+i sr)vatsakaustubhavai-
jayant)vanam#laika+aiyum, sr)bh8min)laika+aiyum sr)p#ñcajany#yudh#lv#r-
ka+aiyum, anantagaru%avi5vaksenaprabh2tika+aiyum p#rttu n)(ka+ p0y l)l#-
vibh8tiyi& n#n#var/a(ka+ilum avatarittu, akhil#tmoddhara/am pa//u(k0+
enru niyamittaru+a ... sarve4varanum avarka+ukku mayarvaramatinalamaru+i
avarka+ mukhena sarv#dhik#ram#na dravi%avedar8pa tivyaprapanta(ka+ai
prak#4ippitaru+in#n.
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The text indicates this break by inserting a section on the sacred
authority of the N$l$yirattiviyaprapantam and its didactic value for
all 7r,vai:3avas. The line of #c$ryas begins with N$thamuni and
moves on to his disciples Uyyakko3<$r and Ma3akk$l Nampi. We
then have the story of Y$mun$c$rya followed by that of R$m$nuja.
The narratives concerning R$m$nuja and his disciples (K?ratt$lv$n,
Mutaliy$3<$n, Y$davaprak$8a, Govinda Bha<<ar and Yajñam?rti)
form the bulk of the text. The last sections of the AK comprise of the
stories of Emp$r, Par$8arabha<<ar and Nañc,yar and conclude with
the #c$rya Nampi//ai whose dates could probably be around the mid-
thirteenth/mid-fourteenth century A.D. In all of these narratives of
the exemplary teachers of the 7r,vai:3ava community I have been
able to identify eight episodes where interactions take place involv-
ing either the entire ritual of pañcasa-sk#ra or some of the rites
within it. It is to these episodes, in the chronological order of their
occurrence, which I now turn.

EPISODE I: TIRUMA)KAI#LV#R AND THEAFFIRMATION OF A
VAI92AVA IDENTITY

The story of Tiruma*kai #lv$r, his marriage and domestica-
tion, is entwined with the story of a heavenly nymph, an apsaras
called Tirum$maka/. The nymph has descended to earth to bath on
the banks of the Poykai river in Tiruv$lin$<u with her companions.
Left behind unwittingly by them when she lingers to pluck kumud#
flowers, the abandoned nymph is encountered by a virtuous physi-
cian who is also a devotee of Vi:3u, a Bh$gavata. He questions her
and she narrates an episode relating to her life which links her, pro-
phetically, with Tiruma*kai #lv$r. She had been visiting the sage
Kapila’s hermitage in the Himalayan hills when she incurred his
displeasure. He cursed her with a birth as a human and also marriage
to a lowly person, but seeing her consternation he explains to her
how she can alleviate her situation: “Maiden, Parak$lan who is born
as a portion of my bow has incarnated in order to protect the world
and is ruling a kingdom; if you decide to become his wife and make
him the best among the Bh$gavatas we will destroy your problems.”6

6 AK 71: pe//&! jagadrak5a/#rtham#ka ennu6aiya 4#r(g#-4ar#y
parak#lan avatarittu r#jy#dhipatiy#yirukkir#r, avarukkup patniy#y avarai
bh#gavatottamar#yp pa//inal un kuraivu arrupp0m.
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Happy to help her fulfill her destiny, the Bh$gavata physician takes
her home. The nymph is adopted by the childless Bh$gavata couple;
she is given the name Kumudavalliy$r and reared as their daughter.

Parak$lan or Tiruma*kai comes to hear of the girl’s beauty,
visits her foster-father on some pretext, and is captivated by the sight
of her. He asks for her hand in marriage. Now, to quote from the AK:
“The couple agreed to give the girl in marriage to him. But the girl
voiced her secret determination (neñcil adhyavas#yattaic colla)
[saying]: ‘I shall not have you promise me to anyone other than one
who has had the pañcasa-sk#ra preceded by the divine signs (tiru-
vilaccinai) and the name, as in the text: ‘branding, the pu/%ras, so
too the name, mantra and the sacrifice being the fifth’.’ Hearing this
statement [of hers], he (Tiruma*kai), as in the adage: ‘One should
hasten in an auspicious matter’ went in great haste to Tirunaraiy?r.
There, in front of the deity he took on the brand marks as in the texts:
‘They are marked on their shoulder by the discus heated in the fire’
and: ‘Imprinted with the seals of the temple, the red, lustrous discus,
shining in the fire, [as also with] the discus which is divine.’ [Then]
in accordance with the text: ‘All should, according to injunction,
wear the 8rdhvapu/%ra of white mud ...’ he came back with the
twelve 8rdhvapu/%ras such as Ke8ava, etc. Seeing him, Kumuda-
valliy$r said: ‘I shall not take you as a husband unless you feed 1008
7r,vai:3avas regularly for an entire year, partake of the water used to
wash their feet and eat the remains of the food cooked for them.’”7

7 AK 72-73: dampatika+um appe/pi++aiyai ivarkkuk ko6uppat#ka ud-
yogikka, appe/pi++aiyum. t#pa9 pu/%ras tath# n#ma mantro y#ga4 ca pañ-
cama9 enru collapa66a trivilaccinai tirun#mam munn#kap pañcasa-sk#ra-
mu++avarka+oliya marroruvarkennaip p&calo66&n enru tan neñcil adhyavas#-
yattaic colla ivarum avvacanatik k&66u 4ubhasya 4)ghram enkirapa6iy& ati-
tvaraiy06& tirunaraiy8ril& cenru ... nampi tirumunp& vantu agnitaptena ca-
kre/a b#hum8le tu l#ñcit#9 enrum t)yirpolikinra ceñcu6ar#lI tikal tirucca-
karattin k0yirporiy#l&yorru/6u ninru enrum collukirapa6iy& tiruvillacinai-
yum dharittu sarvai4 4vetam2d# dh#ryam 8rdhvapu/%ra- yath#vidhi rujuni
s#ntar#l#ni hya(khe4u dv#da4#svapi enru collukirapa6iy& ke4av#di dv#da-
4ordhvapu/%ra(ka+ai u6aiyar#y vara, kumudavalliy#rum #lv#raip p#rttu
oru samvatsaram nityam#ka #yiratte66u sr) vai5/avarka+ai amutuceyvittu
avarka+u6aiya sr) p#dat)rthamum ta+ikaippras#damum sv)karittu niraiv&ri-
n#loliya n#n bhart#v#ka a(g)karippattillai.
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Tiruma*kai accepts these conditions and after he happily fulfills
them, they are married.

EPISODE II: THE CHILDHOOD CEREMONIES FORY#MUNA

The second episode deals with the birth of the #c$rya Y$muna
and is connected with childhood rituals (samsk#ras) for the child:
“[Ma3akk$l] Nampi came there after hearing of that [birth], exceed-
ingly happy. Then he had the birth ceremony done by +8varamuni as
prescribed in the following texts: ‘When the birth ceremony is not
done, Vi:3u’s discus should be worn. At the time of the tonsure and
the sacred thread ceremony or at the [time] of the study of [Vi:3u’s]
mantras, the best among the twice born, wearing according to in-
junction the discus of Vi:3u ...’ [and the text]: ‘One should anoint the
infant only with the Vai:3ava s8ktas. One should mutter into its right
ear the eight-syllabled mantra and the dvaya and laying one’s hand
on its head one should utter the twelve-syllabled mantra. After that,
one should give it a Vai:3ava name which destroys demerit.’ Later,
two days after ten days, according to code of conduct laid down by
N$thamuni, he gave the infant the name Lord Yamuna (yamunattu-
raivar) after the marking and rejoiced.”8

We see that in this context, once Y$muna was born, as the
grandson of N$thamuni, N$thamuni’s disciple Ma3akk$l Nampi, fol-
lowing the wishes of his deceased #c#rya, named the child Yamunai-
tturaivar after first imprinting him with the divine signs (tiruvillaci-
nai) twelve days after the birth ceremony (j#takarman) was done.
The further childhood sa-sk#ras, such as feeding the first solid food
to the child (annapr#4ana), tonsure (caula), and the thread ceremony

8 AK 128-129: atu k&66u atisa-tu56ar#y nampiyum a(k&ravantu ava-
rukku j#takarma/yal#bhe tu vi5/o4 cakrasya dh#ra/am, caulopanayane c#-
pi tanmantr#dhyayane ’pi v#, vidhin# vai5/avañcakra- dh#rayitv# dvijotta-
ma9 enrum vai5/avai4 caiva s8ktai4 ca kury#t sammarjana- 4iso9, tasya
dak5i/akar/e tu japet a56#k5ara- dvayam, m8rdhni hasta- vinik5ipya ja-
pec ca dv#da4#k5aram, n#ma kury#t tata9 pa4c#t vai5/ava- p#pan#4anam
enrum collukirapa6iy& )4varamunika+aiyum ko/6u j#takarmaittaiyum ceyvi-
ttu pattun#+um ka6antavira/6#n#+ sr)mann#thamunika+ niyamanaprak#ratti-
l& tiruvillacinai munn#ka yamunaturaivar enru tirun#mataiyyum c#ti pr)ta-
r#y aru+in#r.
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(upanayana), which marks the end of childhood, follow this initial
ritual in this episode.9

EPISODE III: R#M#NUJA’S CHILDHOOD

An identical episode is placed, in the hagiography, in R$m$-
nuja’s childhood. Here, the person who becomes active in doing the
ritual for him is his maternal uncle Periyatirumalai Nampi, a disciple
of Y$mun$c$rya. After R$m$nuja’s birth #suri Ke8avapperum$/ has
his birth ceremony, the j#takarman, performed. Then, according to
the hagiographical account, Periya Nampi comes to hear of the birth
and visits the parents. He suggests to the father, Ke8avasomay$gin
and a great Vedic sacrificer himself, that the child be named I/ai-
y$lv$r, “The Younger Lord,” which is Tamil for R$m$nuja. Hence,
says the AK, “On the twelfth day, during the naming ceremony
which was preceded by giving him the divine signs, they gave him
the name I/aiy$lv$r [after the birth ceremony, as prescribed in the
text]: ‘The best among Brahmins should first brand the right shoulder
of the infant with the discus and the left after that with the conch.’
Then, in accordance with the sequence laid down in the scriptures, at
the appropriate time, they gave the first solid food and did the ton-
sure and the thread ceremony.”10

EPISODE IV: R#M#NUJAANOINTED
AS THE PROPAGATOR OF THE TRADITION

The disciples of Y$muna go and remind one of his chief disci-
ples, Periya Nampi, that he should bring R$m$nuja over to become
the propagator of the doctrine (dar4anapravartaka), now that Y$mu-
na is no more. Periya Nampi consents and sets out to meet R$m$nu-
ja, who is also on his way to him with the same purpose in mind. The

9 AK 129: pinpu )4varamunika+um yamunaturaivarkku annapr#4ana-
caulopanayan#dika+aiyum tattatk#la(ka+il& ceytaru+i ...

10 AK 141: pannira/6#m divasattil& dak5i/a- tu bhuja- p8rva- ca-
kre/a pratapecci4o9, v#m#-4a- pratapet pa4c#t 4a(khenaiva dvijottama9
enkirapa6iy& ivarkku n#makara/attil& tiruvillaccinai munn#ka, i+aiy#lv#r
enru trin#mañc#tiyaru+ip pinpu annapr#4anacau+opanayan#dika+aiyum tat-
tat k#la(ka+il& 4#stroktaprak#rattil& ceyvikka ...
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two men meet, joyfully embrace and R$m$nuja says to Periya
Nampi: “Respected Lord, you must without delay graciously impart
the right teaching to me, your subordinate, and thus protect me.”11
Periya Nampi consents to give the instruction at Hastigiri which is
K$ñc,puram, at the temple of Lord Varadar$ja. R$m$nuja, however,
begs him to initiate him immediately without delay. Periya Nampi,
moved by his eagerness, takes him into the R$ma temple where they
have met and, there, the AK says: “[The texts prescribe that] ‘For the
sake of the success of the mantrasa-sk#ra, in accordance with the
[rules] for the mantra and the initiation, the discus together with
mantras or the five weapons should be worn.’ [Further], ‘Man wears
the discus, etc., as a remembrance of the Supreme [just] as ornaments
such as bangles are the sign of chastity [in a woman].’ [According to
these texts] he (Periya Nampi) did the branding. Then, as in the se-
quence: ‘The guru places on his right [the disciple] with modestly
folded hands, places on his head his right hand of wisdom, places the
left [hand] on his heart and then should look at him with compassion,
uttering the teacher-pupil lineage. After this, surrendering to the Lord
of the devas, the #c#rya should compassionately teach the jewel
among mantras which contains the seers, the metre and the deity.”
Then, the AK continues, “Periya Nampi placed the virtuous I/aiy$l-
v$r (R$m$nuja) on his right, touched his head with his hand and,
contemplating the feet of the true #c$rya #/avant$r (Y$muna), he
whispered into I/aiy$lv$r’s right ear the jewel among mantras, the
dvaya, together with its auxiliaries, preceded by [the recitation of]
the teacher-pupil lineage.”12

11 AK 169: a6iy&nukku ipp0t& t&var)r hitopade4añceytaru+i rak5ittaru-
+av&/um.

12 AK 170: mantrasa-sk#rasiddhy#rtha- mantrad)k5#vidhau tath#,
cakrasya dh#ra/a- prokta- mantrai9 pañc#yudh#ni v# enrum cakr#didh#-
ra/a- pu-s#- parasambandhavedanam, pavitrat# nimittam hi valay#di
dh#ra/am enrum collukirapa6iy& tiruvillaccinai pras#dittu nive4ya dak5i/&
svasya vin)t#ñjalisa-yuta-, m8rdhn) hasta- vinik5ipya dak5i/a- jñ#nada-
k5i/a-, savya- tu h2di vinyasya k2pay# v)k5ayed guru9, sv#c#rya- h2daye
dhy#tv# japtv# guruparampar#-, eva- prapady deve4am #c#rya9 k2pay#
svaya-, adhy#payen mantraratnam sa2siccandhodhidaivatam enru collu-
kira kramattil& periya nampiyum savinayarana i+aiy#lv#rait tammu6aiya
valapurattill& vaittum tam tirukkaika+#l& avar 4irasai spar4ittukko/6u sad#-
c#ryar#na #+avant#r tiruva6ika+ai smaritukko/6u gurupara-par#p8rvaka-
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EPISODEV:MUTALIY#2;#N ANDK>RATT#LV#N

Once R$m$nuja becomes an ascetic and takes the name R$m$-
nujamuni two of his disciples Mutaliy$3<$n and K?ratt$lv$n come to
him at the temple and request him to do the pañcasa-sk#ra for them.
Obtaining the pañcasa-sk#ra, says the text, they become “those who
have fulfilled their goal” and continue to serve him.13

EPISODEVI: Y#DAVAPRAK#7A

Y$davaprak$8a’s mother develops an ardent faith in Vai:3av-
ism through her contact with Tirukkaci Nampi and her conversations
with R$m$nuja and desires that her son become a Vai:3avite ascetic.
Meeting with R$m$nuja’s approval on expressing her wishes, she
goes to her son and tells him to change into a Vai:3avite ascetic,
identified as such because he would then carry the triple-staff (tri-
da/%a) and continue to wear his tuft of hair (4ikh#) and the sacred
thread (yajñopav)ta).14 Y$davaprak$8a is eventually persuaded by his
mother but fears that, since he has already discarded the top-knot and
the sacred thread after having become a 7aiva ascetic, he cannot
convert into a Vai:3ava one without some form of expiation (pr#ya4-
citta). The normal expiation prior to changing his status, the text

m#ka mantraratna-m#na dvayattai s#(gop#(gam#ka i+aiy#lv#ru6aiya vala-
ttirucceviyil& upade4ittaru+i ...

13 AK 175: atipr)tiy06& perum#+ k0yilukku eluntaru+i r#m#nujanai s&-
vittu a6iy0(ka+ukkup pañcasa-sk#r#dika+ai pras#dittaru+av&/um enru vi-
//appañ ceyya r#m#nujanum tiruvu++amukantaru+i avarkal pr#rtittapa6iy&
ceytaru+a, avarka+um pañcasa-sk#r#tika+ai labhittu k2t#rthar#y ... sv#c#-
ryar#na r#m#nujanai oruk#lum piriy#mal tatkai(karyaikarasar#y s&vittu-
kko/6irunt#rka+.

14 On the difference in the monastic regulations for the trida/%a
versus the ekada/%a ascetic see OLIVELLE 1995.

AK 176: pinpu y#davaprak#4anu6aiya m#t#vukku ... tirukkaccinampi
p#rvaiyum r#m#nujani6at& premasa-bh#5a/amum na6akkaiy#l& atuv& nit#-
nam#ka ava+ukkum nam dar4anattil& 8rram pirantu it dar4anattil& nam y#-
davanum ira(kil#n0 enru ninaittu ... y#davaprak#4an pakkal cenru ... n)yum
r#m#nujanaip p0l& 4ikh#yajñopav)tap8rvakam#ka trida/%attai dhariy#y
enna ...
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informs us, would be a circumambulation of the earth (bh8prada-
k5ina). Y$davaprak$8a feels that he is too old to do this and de-
spairs.15 Then, the deity at 7r,ra*gam, God Ra*gan$tha, appears in
his dream and tells him that the only expiation he needs to do is to
circumambulate R$m$nuja himself and obtain from him the triple-
staff (trida/%a) and the robes (k#5#ya) of the ascetic. Y$davaprak$8a
goes to R$m$nuja and does this. Here, the text says: “R$m$nuja ac-
cepted to do this graciously and, in accordance with the 4#stras, at-
tended to his (Y$davaprak$8a’s) tonsure and his thread ceremony,
preceded by the expiation and bestowed upon him the triple-staff and
the robes and gave him the name Govinda C,yar. Thus, endowing
him with the pañcasa-sk#ras, he gave him the meaning of that jewel
among mantras after [reciting] the teacher-pupil lineage ... and he
told him to write the text called Yatidharmasamuccaya ...” 16

EPISODEVII:GOVINDA BHA;;AR

Govinda Bha<<ar, who is R$m$nuja’s maternal cousin, is a
7aivite who has taken the sectarian name of U//a*kaiko3arnta N$ya-
n$r. Determined to change him, R$m$nuja’s maternal uncle Periya-
tirumalai Nampi (who lives in Tirumalai) goes to K$lahasti where
Govinda Bha<<ar is doing service at the 7aiva temple there, carrying
water for the ablutions of the God. Periyatirumalai Nampi strategi-
cally strews the path he routinely takes with verses of Y$muna’s
Stotraratna copied out on palm-leaves. Reading these verses each
morning, Govinda Bha<<ar gradually becomes introspective and starts
to question his own devotion to 7iva. Periyatirumalai Nampi now
decides to reinforce the lesson. He comes once again to K$lahasti

15 AK 176: trida/%adh#ra/a- pa//umi6attilnan 4ikh#yajñopav)taty#-
gam pa//ukaiy#l& atukku pr#ya4cittam#ka bh8pradak5a/am pa//av&/6iyi-
runtatu. atu vayov2ddhan#na enn#l ceyyamu6iy#tu. ini a4aktan#na n#n
ceyya a6uppaten enru colli mucittukki6akka ...

16 AK 177: r#m#nujanum p0ravukantaru+i 4#stroktaprak#re/a pr#-
ya4cittap8rvakam#kac cau+opanayan#dika+aiyum pa//uvittu trida/%ak#4#-
y#dika+aiyum pras#dittu govinda c)yar enra tirun#mamum pras#dittaru+i
ippa6i pañcasa-skarayuktar#kki gurupara-par#p8rvakam#ka mantrarat-
n#rthattaiyum pras#dittaru+i ... yatidharmasamuccayam enkira prabandha-
ttai pa//um enna ...
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and starts to give discourses on Namm$lv$r’s Tiruv$ymoli in the
nearby groves. Govinda Bha<<ar, who has climbed a tree in the grove
to pick flowers for 7iva’s worship hears the discourses, is overcome
with emotion, jumps down from the tree and flings away the rudr#-
k5a beads he is wearing as inappropriate. Soon after this, “[Periya-
tirumalai Nampi] took him to Tirupati and immediately performed
the thread ceremony, etc., [in the manner described in the text]: ‘The
pañcasa-sk#ras have to be done.’ He did the pañcasa-sk#ras for
him on the shores of the river of Vi:3u called Sv$mipu:kari3,, re-
cited to him the poetry of the #lv$rs such as the Tiruppall$3<u and
took compassion on him by creating in him knowledge of the ‘Five
Categories.’”17

EPISODEVIII: YAJÑAM>RTI

There was once a great scholar called Yajñam?rti who had be-
come an ascetic in the tradition of m#y#v#da (i.e., the non-dualistic
monism of 7a*kara). Hearing of R$m$nuja’s greatness he comes to
dispute with him and agrees to become his disciple if he is defeated.
After eighteen days of a fierce debate, guided in his dreams by the
deity of 7r,ra*gam, R$m$nuja defeats him. Yajñam?rti breaks and
throws away his single staff (ekada/%a) and requests the triple-staff
and the robes, etc., of the Vai:3ava ascetic.18 R$m$nuja tells him that
since he had previously removed his top-knot and his sacred thread,
he would have to do expiations for this. These expiations include rec-
itation of the g#yatr)mantra as well as an expiatory rite such as the
k2cchra. Once they are done he could have the top-knot and sacred
thread again. “Then [as in the text]: ‘O best among the twice-born,
the seers teach that the Vai:3ava branding ceremony is to be borne
by those in all the stages of life, by women and 7?dras’ he (R$m$nu-

17 AK 190: ivaraik k86ikko/6u tiruppatiy&ra eluntaru+it tatk5a/am&
upanayan#dika+aiyum ceytuvaittu sa-sk#r#9 pañcakartavy# enru ne6um#-
laruviy#kiya sv#mipu5kari/ik karaiyil& pañcasa-sk#ra(ka+aiyum pras#di-
ttaru+i, tiruppall#/6u mutal#ka #lv#rka+u6aiya divyaprabandha(ka+aiyum
0tivittu arthapañcakajñ#nattaiyumu/6#kki vi4e5ittu k2paipa//iyaru+in#r.

18 AK 206: ekada/%attai muritterintu vi66u emperum#n#r tiruva6ika+i-
l& s#56#(gapra/#mam pa//ikko/6u ki6akka ... a6iy&nukku trida/%ak#5#y#di-
ka+ai pras#dittaru+av&/um enru vi//appañceyya ...
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ja) gave him (Yajñam?rti) the pañcasa-sk#ras, foregrounded by the
branding.”19

A new Vai:3ava name, Aru/$/apperum$/ Emperum$n$r, after
the deity in K$ñc,puram, Varadar$ja, is also given to Yajñam?rti.

In examining these eight episodes for the historical information
they yield, if any, on the practice of pañcasa-sk#ra among the
7r,vai:3avas in the medieval period, the foremost issue to keep in
mind is that the literature we looked at is not historical but hagio-
graphical. As recent studies have shown, hagiographical literature
provides us with certain special information about a religious com-
munity. Blending, as such literature does, fact and fiction, archetypal
and contextually specific conceptions of holy persons and their com-
munity of followers, they cannot be read as a historical record of
events so much as texts which divulge a particular kind of relation-
ship between holy persons and the institutions which have come to
be created around them. As PETERSON has suggested, in her article
on medieval, 7aivite, hagiography: “These – [so-called] – histories of
individual saints are at the same time archetypal narratives about
human devotion and divine grace, and constructions of archetypal
saintly personae ... The intersection of the particular and the paradig-
matic aspects of the ideal persona in hagiography allows ... [for the]
imaging of the ideal community.”20

Hence, at one level, the 7r,vai:3ava hagiographies have the
aim of edification – they wish to present a picture of the ideal com-
munity of devotees. At the same time, they structure a hierarchy
within this ideal community: at the apex of a pyramid of perfectabil-
ity are those who are furthest away in historical or mythological
time. These are the #lv$rs, the poet-saints whose devotional hymns
construct the Tamil part of the edifice of 7r,vai:3ava theology.
Nearer at hand, and in lineal descent from the #lv$rs, are the later
teachers of the community, the #c$ryas, with N$thamuni, Y$mun$-
c$rya and R$m$nuja himself constituting a triadic apex among these.
Further, this lineage of ascending perfection also contributes to the
elevation and abstraction of the #lv$rs and sets them aside from the

19 AK 206: pradh#ryas t#pasa-sk#ro vai5/avo munibhis sm2ta9, sar-
v#4rame4u vasat#- str)48dr#/#- dvijottama enkirapa6iy& tiruvillaccinai
mutal#kap pañcasa-sk#ra(ka+aiyum pras#dittu ...

20 PETERSON 1994: 197-198.
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realm of human imperfection which the rest of the community, in
varying degrees, inhabits. At the same time, the hagiographical lit-
erature tries constantly also to imitate history, to approximate to it. It
therefore projects a mimetic social reality, mirroring a microcosm
which should be seen as a hagiographical 7r,vai:3ava social world
rather than a historical 7r,vai:3ava social world. More specifically,
one could argue, as MCLEOD does, that to search for a strictly his-
torical kernel in hagiography is futile.21 It is much more useful to ask
what the episodes about pañcasa-sk#ra actually tell us about the
hagiographer’s and the community’s conception of how Vai:3ava
identity is constructed in the medieval period.

Certain structures become evident when we analyze and group
the episodes according to common features. The situations of pañca-
sa-sk#ra all, with the exception of the first episode, relate to a ritual
performed by men for other men who, with the exception of
Tiruma*kai in the first episode, are predominantly Brahmins. Thus,
what we see here is not a ritual which concerns both men and wom-
en, a pañcasa-sk#ra which is open to both genders. Nor in the hagi-
ography is there a depiction of different caste groups undergoing the
ritual, though a citation in episode VI does explicitly state that the
ritual is also meant for women and 7?dras. The focus, though, is on a
small community of males who undergo the ritual, who form part of
an elite scholarly group and who, to a great extent, know each other
through familial and traditional ties – the ritual is performed for R$-
m$nuja as a child by his maternal uncle, for Govinda Bha<<ar also by
an uncle – or those who are already connected through the relation-
ship of teacher and disciple participate in the ritual – Y$muna is

21 “It is not sufficient to interpret their many anecdotes as strictly his-
torical but overlaid by subsequent accretions of miraculous material. Al-
though some stories are indeed formed in this way they are very few. The
vast majority must be wholly rejected as historical sources ... and stripping
away the miraculous overlay will not reveal actual events. The janam-s$kh,s
do not provide history. What they do provide is rather an interpretation of
the Guru’s life, one which reflects the piety of his devout followers be-
longing to later generations, and which draws extensively upon a fund of
the marvellous and the miraculous.” (MCLEOD 1994: 19).
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initiated by his grandfather’s disciple, R$m$nuja initiates his own
disciples.

Next, when we consider the life-situations which necessitate
pañcasa-sk#ra we can discern approximately four patterns. The first
is that of childhood and the sa-sk#ras of childhood. Thus, episodes
II and III, relating to Y$muna’s and R$m$nuja’s childhood illustrate
a discernable pattern: the male child has to have first undergone the
ceremony of j#takarman. Twelve days after this is over the child is
subjected to the ritual of tiruvillaccinai, the important Vai:3ava man-
tras are whispered into its ear and it is given a Vai:3ava name. In
other words, the ritual of pañcasa-sk#ra here is an integral part of
the n#makarman ceremony. Nevertheless, the description of the rit-
ual in both the episodes does not include a description of all the five
sub-rites necessary to constitute it. Emphasis is laid on only three of
these sub-rites: that of the branding, the recitation of the Vai:3ava
mantras into the ear of the infant and giving it a Vai:3ava name.
Further, it is not even clear if the branding ceremony is really carried
out – the term used in the descriptions is not t#pa or t#pasa-sk#ra
but rather tiruvillaccinai (Skt.: 4r)lak5a/a), meaning, literally, “di-
vine signs.” It may, thus, be plausibly interpreted that the conch and
the discus might have been painted onto the arms of the infant rather
than branded. In this context, therefore, the child’s entry into the
larger community of 7r,vai:3avas is marked by the pañcasa-sk#ra
ceremony.

The absence of one or the other of the sub-rites, nevertheless,
does not imply that the ritual of pañcasa-sk#ra as such has not been
performed. As I have argued elsewhere, though the ritual was for-
mally and ideally defined as involving five sub-rites both medieval
ritual texts and contemporary practice indicate that it was rare for all
the five sub-rites to have ever been done.22 It appears, rather, that the
defining core of the ritual was and remains the branding. The confla-
tion of the 7r,vai:3ava initiatory ritual solely with branding was part
of an etic understanding of the ritual, seen as defining the community

22 The medieval ritual text authoritative for this ritual, the Par$8ara-
vi8i:<aparamadharma8$stra, suggests that it is possible to omit the n#ma-
sa-sk#ra, which could have happened already at birth. In contemporary
practice it is ubiquitous to omit both the n#m#sa-sk#ra and the y#gasa-s-
k#ra. On this evidence see RAMAN 2005.
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as far as rival Vai:3ava sects such as the Vaikh$nasas were con-
cerned.23 It was also this perception of branding central to 7r,vai:-
3ava identity and its derogation as non-Vedic, as low-bred tantricism
which the 7r,vai:3avas had to combat against, necessitating Y$mu-
n$c$rya’s defense of the practice in the #gamapr$m$3ya.

The second life-situation requiring pañcasa-sk#ra has a simi-
lar significance for sectarian identity, only here the community com-
prises of the smaller elite male grouping within the larger community
which transmits the tradition. It consists of the teacher-pupil lineage,
the gurupara-par#. The 7r,vai:3ava male’s entrance into the com-
munity of his teacher and his submission to the gurupara-par# of
his teacher appears to have been signified by the pañcasa-sk#ra.
This is the import of episodes IV and V. The pañcasa-sk#ra here is
necessary also because it is a precondition for initiation into the
knowledge of the tradition as episode IV clearly points out. Thus, it
was only after obtaining pañcasa-sk#ra that R$m$nuja could be ini-
tiated into the texts of the tradition – the obvious analogy here is be-
tween pañcasa-sk#ra and upanayana, where the latter is mandatory
for the commencement of Vedic study just as pañcasa-sk#ra is
mandatory for the commencement of the study of the 7r,vai:3ava
siddh#nta.24

23 On this see HÜSKEN 2005.
24 I have dealt elsewhere (see RAMAN 2005) with this theological

interpretation of pañcasa-sk#ra as the equivalent of upanayana in the con-
text of my analysis of the Par$8aravi8i:<aparamadharma8$stra. The text of-
fers us two main reasons why this ritual is mandatory for all Vai:3avas,
women at the time of marriage, men at the time of the sacred thread cere-
mony, the upanayana. It shows that the ritual is a marker of Vai:3ava iden-
tity, without it one is not a Vai:3ava and cannot be instructed in the mantras
which are necessary for salvation (1:21-22). A male Brahmin cannot be
considered a Brahmin without the ritual because it complements or is equiv-
alent to the sacred thread ceremony (1:4-6). It also follows from this that it
is only pañcasa-sk#ra following upon and complementing the sacred
thread ceremony that qualifies the 7r,vai:3ava for doing any further ritual
activity (1:9) and the rituals such as the 4r#ddha ceremony for the dead
(1:7). Thus, in the final analysis, it is by drawing an explicit parallel be-
tween the ritual and upanayana that the text validates this 7r,vai:3ava ritual
as a sa-sk#ra par excellence. By doing so, the text explicitly draws legit-
imacy from none less than P?rva M,m$1s$ in as much as in the M,m$1s$-
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The third life-situation is not a community internal one. Rather
in the remaining episodes we have the indication that pañcasa-sk#ra
is not just an initiatory ritual among and within the 7r,vai:3ava com-
munity but one which inducts others, non-members, into the commu-
nity. In other words, it functions as some kind of conversion ritual.
The first episode to point to this re-signification is the story of Tiru-
ma*kai #lv$r. Here, the condition imposed by the ardent suitor who
is Tiruma*kai by the pious Kumudavall, is that he becomes a Vai:-
3ava by undergoing the pañcasa-sk#ra. He promptly does this and
through doing so becomes eligible to marry her. Three further epi-
sodes illustrate this transformation even more graphically by show-
ing that the conversion is sometimes from one ascetic order to anoth-
er, or in the case of episode VII between 7aivism and Vai:3avism.

Let us consider episodes VI and VIII first, which for obvious
reasons form a unit. Here we have the conversion of Y$davaprak$8a
and Yajñam?rti. Both were ascetics before they came into contact
with R$m$nuja and, further, they were ascetics in the “single-staff”
ekada/%a tradition. The former is persuaded by his mother to aban-
don his Advaitic tradition and convert to 7r,vai:3avism. The latter
has a debating duel with R$m$nuja and converts as a condition of his
defeat. The case of Y$davaprak$8a is particularly interesting because
the historical Y$davaprak$8a compiled the Yatidharmasamuccaya, a
manual on the rules for ascetics, which enumerates the differences
between the ascetics of the different orders. In both cases the pattern
of events is the same: the ekada/%in ascetic who converts to a tri-
da/%in ascetic has to first perform expiations (pr#ya4citta) and either
a divine command or R$m$nuja himself decree what the expiation
must be. Once it is done the repentant convert undergoes the first
phase of the conversion which involves the restoration of the top-
knot and the sacred thread. With these restored the convert is given

s?tra 6.1.35 the word sa-sk#ra is synonymous with upanayana. And by
elevating pañcasa-sk#ra to the level of the upanayana the 7r,vai:3ava
ritual theorists were, in effect, doing what ALEXIS SANDERSON (1995: 27)
has pointed out regarding the legitimation of Tantric ritual in general: that
the rituals aim at “achieving parity with the orthodox by providing the
system with equivalents of all the essential sm#rta rites which the invested
perform or undergo during adult life and, indeed, beyond it.”
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the emblems of his new allegiance, the three-poled staff (trida/%a)
and the ochre robes by his new #c#rya. The description of this trans-
formation from being an Advaitic ascetic to a 7r,vai:3avite appears
to have some basis in historical reality, for Y$davaprak$8a writes
about this in his Yatidharmasamuccaya.25 The next stage of this pro-
cess is the pañcasa-sk#ra, which concludes with the endowment of
a new name upon the convert. The seventh episode, relating to R$-
m$nuja’s maternal cousin Govinda Bha<<ar, also mirrors a conversion
ceremony which can be categorized along with the above-mentioned
ones, even though it is not described in detail. Govinda Bha<<ar who
had been a 7aivite becomes a Vai:3avite through the pañcasa-sk#ra
ceremony done for him by Periyatirumalai Nampi. Yet his conver-
sion is not preceded by the need to do expiations as in the previous
cases. Theologically seen, the difference may perhaps lie in the fact
that Govinda Bha<<ar expresses remorse for his former allegiance. He
flings away the rudr#k5a beads after hearing the recitation of verses
of the #lv$rs’ poetry, thus explicitly rejecting 7iva for Vi:3u. This
outright repudiation of 7iva might itself have been considered as an
act of expiation which preceded the conversion.

Throughout the analysis of these last three episodes I have used
the term “conversion” in a seemingly self-evident way to speak of
the movement from 7aivism to Vai:3avism in medieval Tamil coun-
try. Yet, one cannot use the term “conversion” in this context of this

25 Re. OLIVELLE (1995) who points out that the issue of whether an
ascetic should retain his top-knot and sacred thread or not was a disputed
issue between the Advaitins and the 7r,vai:3avas. Citing the medieval 7r,-
vai:3ava theologian Ved$ntade8ika on this issue OLIVELLE shows that Ve-
d$ntade8ika, “opposed the practices of abandoning the sacrificial string and
shaving the entire head including the topknot, which were common among
the renouncers belonging to the Advaita tradition. He cites texts that pre-
scribe penances for ascetics who follow those customs and presents the case
of Y$dava as an example. ‘When, moreover, the Venerable Y$dava Prak$8a,
who had abandoned his sacrificial string without considering the repercus-
sions and who, after considering them, became repentent and legitimately
questioned the learned men and the inhabitants of various regions who had
come to the festival of V$sudeva, they replied by prescribing for him a
penance.’” (1995: 2).



Srilata Raman280

textual material without qualifying what such a term could mean in
its historical context as opposed to its meanings in modernity. Thus,
in speaking of conversion in the colonial period in her path-breaking
book on the issue GAURI VISWANATHAN begins by calling it “one of
the most unsettling political events in the life of a society.” She fur-
ther adds that “with the departure of members from the fold, the co-
hesion of a community is under threat just as forcefully as if its be-
liefs had been turned into heresies.”26 Exploring the legal and social
implications of conversion in colonial India VISWANATHAN shows
that even while British jurisprudence remained the ultimate legal
reference it held little sway when it came to the communal life of the
person who had converted. He or she had, through the act of conver-
sion effectively severed themselves from their erstwhile communities
and, hence, become the equivalent of a displaced person within a
cultural landscape where membership in a community is far more
important than personal belief.27 The convert had thus, through con-
version, transgressed against the community in a manner which, in
the case of Hindu traditions, went beyond agnosticism or even blas-
phemy – he or she had left the parameters of Hinduism and hence the
community for an alien religion.28 VISWANATHAN’s study focuses,

26 VISWANATHAN 1998: xxi.
27 VISWANATHAN (ibid. 79) points out that “Hindu and Muslim reli-

gious bodies justified depriving converts of their rights to property by re-
sorting to what legal scholars today term a legal fiction, that is, the fiction of
civil death. This construction views the convert as deracinated and, as an
outcaste, no longer recognized by scriptural law as a functioning member of
his or her former community.”

28 The social alienation which resulted was existential. “For some re-
ligions such as Hinduism, neither agnosticism nor blasphemy alone can re-
move a person from the community in which he or she is born; however,
complete adherence to a foreign religion automatically signals excommuni-
cation for that individual. A plausible inference drawn from this singular
condition is that the community outweighs personal belief: regardless of the
extent to which beliefs may undergo transformations or remain subject to
individual caprice and variations of mood or disposition, membership in
community is not severed even for a blaspheming agnostic. The other, far-
reaching inference, following from the first, is that a change of religion is
less a change of beliefs than a change of community.” (VISWANATHAN
1998: 89).
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among others, on the case of conversion from “Hinduism” to an alien
religion such as Christianity or Islam or, as in the famous case of
Ambedkar, to Buddhism. Further, the notions of conversion which
come to predominate from the colonial period onwards have as their
underlying basis conceptions of “Hinduism” and of “religion” linked
to the modern nation state.29

Conversion, then, at least from one perspective within the
context of colonialism, is a movement from religion to another over
“strong boundaries” entailing an abandonment of one community for
another and, as far as the emotional impact is concerned, associated
both with anguish and alienation from one’s former community as
well as the finding of a more “authentic” self. ROBINSON and
CLARKE (2003), in their introduction to a collection of essays on
religious conversion in India are inclined to argue that such a defini-
tion of “conversion,” requiring as it does features such as a conver-
sion or initiation ritual as well as the abandonment of a former set of
religious beliefs and practices for another exclusive set of beliefs and
practices is based upon Islamic and Christian models of conversion,
less applicable to conversion in the context of Hindu traditions.
Rather, even while not discarding this model they also make a plea
for a second “soft” definition of conversion “a fluid process of
changing affiliations of religious beliefs and traditions within a range
of possibilities.”30 In other words, conversion here is less associated
with a radical religious rupture and the movement between strong
religious boundaries then a process of gradual assimilation or trans-
formation across soft, fluid, religious boundaries.

29 Ibid. xxii: “Religion shares features with the analytical categories
of race and class in that each assumes certain established criteria for deter-
mining rank, position, and membership in a national community. The com-
muting of religious identity into a subcategory of social composition is
facilitated by such instruments of administrative classification as census
reports, which, in assigning groups or communities to predetermined cate-
gories, often chose to overrule the indeterminate beliefs and practices by
which people may chose to live their lives. However, the intransigent nature
of such beliefs, reflecting inchoate ways of life and suggesting a different
order of relationality, refuses to be made pliable by determined acts of clas-
sification.”

30 ROBINSON/CLARKE 2003: 7.
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This definition, they suggest, does greater justice to movements
between sectarian affiliations within Hinduism itself. The work of
both VISWANATHAN and ROBINSON and CLARKE indicates that how
conversion is to be defined or even the very possibility of conversion
within “Hinduism” hinges upon the issue of strong or weak sectarian
boundaries. It throws up additional questions such as to what extent
7aivism and Vai:3avism can be called distinct religions as opposed
to sects within “Hinduism” as well as if “conversion,” in the strong
sense of the term, is at all possible between sects as opposed to dis-
tinct religions. In other words, it becomes necessary to ask how
strong sectarian boundaries were, or how distinct Vai:3avism and
7aivism were as religions in the historical context from which the
textual materials I have looked at stem: the medieval C4la period.

The evidence from pre-modernity, some scholars would argue,
appears to defy the rigid conception of religious identity which
would be a pre-condition for “conversion” in a strong sense. Rather,
it seems to point overwhelmingly to a fluidity of religious practices if
not of religious identity, not just within the so-called Hindu fold such
as between Vai:3avism and 7aivism, but also Jainism and Buddhism.
ORR (2000), for instance, argues that one can legitimately speak,
when considering medieval Tamil society and the C4la period, of
common modes of worship between all these traditions, common
social structures as well as a “common religious idiom.”31 In an arti-
cle on the changing nature of religious processions over several cen-
turies of C4la rule, as understood from an analysis of inscriptions,
ORR reiterates this by pointing to the “absence of a strong sectarian
spirit” in the C4la period.32 BAYLY (1989), in her introductory chap-
ter on pre-eighteenth century Tamil religiosity, also stresses the
common features of religious affiliation across sectarian divides and
the malleability of caste identities.

31 Re. ORR (2000: 23-25): “a religious idiom was so widely shared in
Chola period inscriptions means that there is a blurring of sectarian distinc-
tions; it is frequently difficult to determine, if we look at the text of an in-
scription, whether the deity to whom donations are being made is 7iva, Vi:-
3u – or a Jain Tirtha*kara.” The evidence points to the fact that, “the bound-
aries between Hindu and non-Hindu were not definitely demarcated and that
people whom we retrospectively classify as Hindus, Jains and Buddhists
shared a common religious culture.”

32 ORR 2004b: 457.
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The evidence from the fourteenth century hagiographical text
which has been the focus of this article presents a contrastive picture
to such views of medieval religiosity, depicting as it does strong
cases of religious crossing-over. Thus, for instance, episode VI
shows us that one went from being a 7aiva ascetic to a Vai:3ava
ascetic by a very public abandonment of one’s former beliefs and the
acquisition of new ones: one participated in a public debate and, in
the event of failure, agreed to become a Vai:3ava instead of a 7aiva.
Sometimes, as episode VII shows, even a change of heart was indi-
cated, as in the manner in which Govinda Bha<<ar flings away his
rudr#k5a beads to show his rejection of 7iva. Indeed, one could here
argue that if “conversion” is about explicitly rejecting one belief
system for another then these episodes might well speak for some
kind of “conversion” in the C4la period. Other scholars too have
shown how medieval hagiographies are replete with such tropes of
conversion with motifs of a public debate, a public recantation of
one’s former beliefs, the abandonment of the extraneous symbols and
emblems of the old belief and taking on of the new. This last act
might also be said to comprise the core acts which precede the con-
version or initiation ritual proper. Thus DUNDAS, in his article on
conversion in medieval Jainism, refers to the conversion of eleven
Brahmins by Mah$v,ra, who vanquishes them in debate on a number
of ontological and ethical issues. Particularly interesting, in the light
of the materials I have examined, is the story of the conversion of the
Brahmin Skhandaka K$ty$yana from the Bhagavat,s?tra: “This
learned mendicant is portrayed as being unable to answer a series of
questions about extra-sensory matters posed by a Jain layman. He
therefore travels to the Chatrapal$8aka caitya outside the city of
Krtangal$ where the omniscient Mah$v,ra was staying in order to
question him. Delighted by his outward appearance, Skhandaka cir-
cumambulates Mah$v,ra in worship. The t)rthankara who through
his powers knows Skhandaka’s questions without being told, an-
swers them fully. The text describes the process by which Skhandaka
changed from mendicant brahman to Jain monk ... Skhandaka then
hears Mah$v,ra preach in public and after circumambulating him
three times in delight, utters a profession of faith in the teachings of
Jainism. After paying homage to Mah$v,ra again, Skhandaka goes to
the northeast and in a solitary spot abandons his brahmanical ascetic
accroutrements, including triple-staff, rosary, parasol, sandals and
saffron robe. On returning to Mah$v,ra and once more circumambu-
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lating him three times in homage, Skhandaka makes a declaration
about the morally dangerous nature of the world and the need to
protect the self.” 33

It is not just Vai:3ava or Jaina hagiographies which attest to
the possibilities of such a conversion in the medieval context. 7aivite
theological texts for instance, such as the Soma8ambhupaddhati, the
Sarvajñottaratantra and citations from other Tantras in the Tantr$loka
refer to the ritual of li(goddh#ra by which a non-7aiva seeker of
salvation is admitted into the 7aiva fold. The ritual removes the aspi-
rant’s former religious affiliation enabling him to be readied for
7aiva initiation (d)k5#), even while his status as a convert (punarbh8)
makes him forever inferior in the 7aiva hierarchy, to which he now
belongs.34 In looking at these source materials there seems to be little
doubt that conversion from one sectarian tradition to another, in the
strong sense of a radical rupture from another tradition incorporating
an exclusivistic stance, did exist in medieval South India.

The deeper issue which needs to be considered here relates to
the historiography of medieval South India and the challenge of rec-

33 DUNDAS 2003: 130-133.
34 For details on li(goddh#ra and the textual sources in which it is

described, I am indebted to the following personal communication from
ALEXIS SANDERSON (December 2005): “The liberations aspired to by all the
others were seen by the 7aivas as non-definitive. Those who took the
ultimate or only true revelation to be either the Veda or the bodies of scrip-
ture attributed to Vi:3u, the Sun (S?rya), the Buddha or the Jina Mah$v,ra,
and who were known accordingly as Vaidikas, Vai:3avas, Sauras, Baud-
dhas and Jainas could reach their goal at death and believe that this goal was
the highest possible; but in truth it was only a paradise of temporary reward
(bhoga9, bhukti9) located in the lower range of a graded path that leads up
through ever higher levels of reality unknown in those religions to the ulti-
mate state revealed by and embodied in 7iva. However, the non-7aiva liber-
ation-seeker (mumuk5u9) might be fortunate enough to be touched by 7iva’s
favour while still practising his lesser faith. In that case he could undergo a
ritual in which he was first released from his non-7aiva obligations (li(-
goddh#ra9) and then given the initiation of 7iva. Thereafter he would have
all the advantages of any 7aiva initiate (d)k5ita9), except that as a convert
(punarbh89) he could never receive consecration (abhi5eka9) as a 7aiva
guru, initiating, teaching scriptures and consecrating images and other sub-
strates of worship for the benefit of others.”
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onciling non-literary inscriptional evidence from the period with the
theological and hagiographical literary materials, which, as we have
just seen, in some ways appear to contradict each other. Broadly
speaking, seen from the perspective of certain kinds of inscriptional
evidence, those which focus on donations to and patronage of differ-
ent sects and their religious institutions in the medieval period, one
would tend to reconstruct fluid boundaries of religious affiliation. A
focus on the theological and ritual texts of the sectarian traditions
themselves, which often reveal an explicit antagonism between me-
dieval 7aivism, Vai:3avism, Jainism, etc., seems to be strong evi-
dence for sectarian strife and even violence, thus allowing for the
kind of tensions which might generate “conversion.”35

One plausible scenario to account for the simultaneous exis-
tence of both “fluid” and “strong” sectarian boundaries would be one
which envisaged the royal and influential patrons of and donors to
temples patronizing several religious traditions simultaneously, thus
impartially patronizing and sustaining the various religions within
their territories even as another group of scholarly elite, the religious
specialists of each particular sectarian tradition engaged themselves
in writing texts which stressed strong sectarian boundaries. This does
not imply, though, that one should regard the theological and
hagiographical materials as the fabricated discourses of power of a
scholarly elite and, hence, as having a tenuous basis in reality as
compared to the epigraphical materials, which deal with, as it were,
“facts on the ground.” For such an approach implies, at the very
least, a refusal to acknowledge that epigraphical materials too, like
theological texts, are a form of self-representation. Rather, it seems
clear that the most useful methodological approach would be to cast
the net as widely as possible, and use both literary and epigraphical
materials to produce “thick descriptions” of specific historical mo-
ments which would give us as differentiated a picture as possible on
the formation of religious identities and affiliations in the medieval
period.

35 Re. the 7r,vai:3ava and 7aiva rivalry in the medieval period,
centred around the story of R$m$nuja’s persecution by a C4la king see
CARMAN 1974: 45. For the 7aiva-Jaina rivalry as seen through the lens of
7aivite bhakti poetry and medieval hagiographies see PETERSON 1998.



Srilata Raman286

Casting the net widely then, taking both the non-literary and
the theological historical sources for medieval South India equally
seriously would force us to acknowledge that they both overwhelm-
ingly reflect the religious practices and beliefs of an elite – whether
kings, high-ranking nobility or religious figures. Thus, they give us
little or no information about the religious practices of the majority
of the non-elite. Yet, taken together as a picture of the medieval elite,
they seem to indicate that the medieval religious milieu of South
India accommodated both “fluid” and “strong” boundaries. Thus at
the very least, the evidence from the AK indicates that certain elite
Brahmin males in the Tamil country in the fourteenth century did
participate, not just theologically but in actual fact, in a 7r,vai:3ava
religious milieu of “strong” boundaries which included features of
“conversion.” Further, even while arguing that there was “conver-
sion” between sectarian traditions in the medieval context, I would
further suggest that this conversion cannot be entirely assimilated to
modern understandings of the act. The AK shows that while it incor-
porated a public repudiation of one’s former beliefs it was most dra-
matically reflected not in inner but in outer bodily transformation.
The medieval convert to 7r,vai:3avism proclaimed his new alle-
giance to others primarily through the existence of the brand marks
on various parts of his body together with the other visible painted
symbols of Vi:3u.

The important centuries of sectarian identity formation and
consolidation for the 7r,vai:3avas was the period between the tenth
and the fifteenth centuries. In this context, it can also be plausibly
argued that this was also the period when it might have been neces-
sary to devise and put into practice a conversion initiation ritual such
as the pañcasa-sk#ra, incorporating older features of self-identifi-
cation such as the branding, in order to set oneself apart with vehe-
mence, as a religious elite, from the 7aivas.


