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Thaipoosam is one of the most significant
festivals in the Tamil religious calendar, dedicated to
Lord Murugan, the embodiment of valour, wisdom,
and spiritual discipline. Though today it is observed
by Saiva Tamils across the world, from Tamil Nadu
and Sri Lanka to Malaysia, Singapore, South Africa,
Australia, and beyond, Thaipoosam remains deeply
rooted in ancient Saiva consciousness.

The festival is observed on the day when the
Poosam Nachathiram (star) coincides with the full
moon during the Tamil month of Thai (January—Feb-
ruary). This celestial alignment is not incidental. In
Tamil spiritual thought, the convergence of lunar
fullness and Poosam signifies spiritual ripeness,
a moment when devotion, austerity, and divine
grace are believed to align most powerfully.

One of the most visually striking and spiritually
intense practices associated with Thaipoosam is
Kavadi Aattam. Often misunderstood at first glance,
Kavadi is a voluntary act of sacrifice undertaken
by devotees as a form of penance and spiritual
purification. Devotees carry kavadi structures or
pierce their bodies, including the skin, cheeks, or
tongue, using the vel, the spear of Lord Murugan.
Far from being acts of self-harm, these rituals are
grounded in discipline, fasting, prayer, and mental
restraint. Pain is not the objective; transcendence is.
The body becomes a vessel through which spiritual
“debt” is symbolically surrendered, allowing the
devotee to move closer to inner clarity and grace.

Thai Poosam’s ancient nature is firmly attested in
classical Tamil Saiva literature. The festival is explicitly

History and Meaning of Thaipoosam

mentioned in the Thevaram hymns of Thirugnana
Sambanthar, one of the revered Saiva Nayanmars.
In @ hymn praising Lord Sivan of Kapaleeswarar
Temple in Mayilapore, Sambanthar alludes to the
Thaipoosam festival celebrated with great fervour:

LI FriD QEVIBEWT  LDL [HEVEMT LDTLDUTlanevd
MBLLYF HLODTST SUTEF FTDOUDIHSTET
QBUILILY S ALDTAOILIDHH6 CHIaDUITT ABTEBILTGLD
MBLLFE ST GUTHCIT YybuTeImul.

This song provides the meaning:

Sivan who dwells with desire in Kapaliccaram and
who is in the form of the sacred ash, in the great
mayilai where beautiful ladies who coat their bright
eyes with collyriyum gather together. Do you go
without seeing the festival in plcum in the month
of Thai when ladies wearing suitable jewels cele-
brate the festival with white rice soaked in ghee?

This song highlights the cultural beauty and sig-
nificance of the festival. Not only this, the verse
establishes that Thaipoosam was already a rec-
ognised and celebrated religious observance during
the early medieval period, embedded within Tamil
Saiva ritual life.

In addition, if we take a deeper look into the
song we are able to realise that this song is allud-
ing to practises that Tamils around the world now
celebrate as Thai Pongal. Hence there is enough
evidence within this song to suggest that the ori-
gins of Thai Pongal is actually the Saiva festival of
Thaipoosam
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Saiva Saint Murthi Nayanar - The Ruler
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The vital account of Murthi
Nayanar, the 14th Saivite Nayanar
in the Periya Puranam, is situated
in Madurai, a city historically |
associated with Pandya rule, Tamil
literary activity, and astonishing

Srisankarshan
Srisatkunarajah

English Editor
Thennadu

a clearly defined religious service:
the daily preparation and offering
of Santhanam (sandalwood paste)
for daily Lingam anointment.
Puranam’s narrative emphasises
the regularity of this service rather

institutional Saivam. Madurai

Sundareswarar Temple, located at the
centre of the citadel, functioned not
only as a religious space but also as a
focal point of civic and cultural Tamil
life. Within this environment, religious
service was embedded in daily order and
public continuity as opposed to being
confined to private self-centered belief.

The Periyapuranam sings Murthi
Nayanar as a merchant who undertook
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than its emotional content,
showingthat what mattersis not emotional
intensity of devotion, but consistency.
The act acquires the character of an obli-
gation, that which is performed without
interruption, personal interpretation,
or adaptation. One might call this
‘surrender’.

The test

This stability is disrupted by a change in
political authority. A ruler from Karnataka
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defeats the then Pandya king and takes
control of Madurai with all its habitual
extensions arrested therewith. The new
ruler, identified in the text as a practi-
tioner of Jainism, imposes restrictions
on Saivite practices and deliberately
obstructs access to materials required
for worship. The Periya Puranam pres-
ents this intervention as an exercise of
sovereign power over religious life, here
serving as one of the mildest illustrations
of how political authority can intrude
upon established ritual systems. It always
got worse from there, with the second
step usually being complete carnage
over heritage sites and communities
of worship.

The central episode of Murthi Nayanar’s
account arises from this conflict. When
sandalwood becomes unavailable by
royal order (first slip along the slope),
the service he performs can no longer
be completed through ordinary means.
Rather than suspend the ritual, Murthi
Nayanar continues it by using his own
body, in absolute protest, grinding his
hands & elbows on the stone. One must
take note that the text does not linger
on the physicality of the act; instead,
it frames the moment as a question of
obligation under constraint (questioning
if it was a reaction/protest or an act of
devotion with no political strategy). The
act asserts that the duty itself remains
intact even when lawful access to ma-
terials is withdrawn, handing the power

www.thennadu.org -25-

to answer that question to the greater
and timeless clan of devotees.

Divine intervention interrupts the act,
halting the injury and announcing a forth-
coming change in political authority. As
per the foretelling, the oppressive ruler
passes with no successor, establishing
a heavy vacuum of governance. The
ministers trigger protocol and follow
a recognised Pandian civic-religious
custom, by sending a temple elephant
through the city to identify the next ruler.
The elephant (as per divine command)
selects Murthi Nayanar.

Murthi Nayanar’s acceptance of king-
ship was conditional and the conditions
were famously important. He agreed to
rule only if Saivam was to be practiced
freely, and he explicitly refused royal in-
signia, choosing instead to retain sacred
ash, Uruthiraakka beads, and matted
hair. Kingship, in this account, is a role
absorbed within his religious passion.
From civic service to kingly authority,
everything is exercised without altering
the underlying framework of obligation.

Remembrance

Murthi Nayanar’s account concludes
with the Nayanar relinquishing the throne
and attaining liberation. The emphasis
remains on continuity through trailblazing
highs, high enough to make one fun-
damentally change. The lesson of re-
maining grounded and ever humble, is
remembered by Sivan Adiyarhal across
generations, on Aadi Karthikai.
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