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Abstract  

The following dissertation addresses the origins, development, and 

contemporary living religious world of the Hindu deity Bhairava. An ambivalent deity 

associated both with antinomian and orthoprax Hinduism, his example is unusual, even 

unique. Particularly im ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÊÙÌËɯ'ÐÕËÜɯÊÐÛàɯÖÍɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯ4ÛÛÈÙɯ/ÙÈËÌÚÏȮɯ

India, Bhairava fulfills a range of roles and appears in a spectrum of forms, making him 

difficult to summarize, reconcile, or analyze. This dissertation provides a backstory of 

who Bhairava is and where he comes from; how he functions both centrally and at 

peripheries; and most importantly how his ongoing, polythetic body of  presence and 

practice can be understood as constructive, potent, and relevant.  

(ÕÐÛÐÈÓÓàɯÌÕÎÈÎÐÕÎɯ/ÜÙêÉc textual materials, this study continues to incorporate , 

contemporary material representation, and ethnographic fieldwork conducted in 

5êÙêÈÚČ. This synthetic approach presents a more vibrant, fuller representation of  

Bhairava, his identity, his interpr etation, and his roles. Material and ethnographic 

analyses demonstrate the limits, repurposing, and ongoing use of textual sources. 

Throughout,  Bhairava is shown to be a specialized figure, connected to and maintaining 

tension between disparate Hindu const ructs. It is this ability to eke out a position in a 

middle, while remaining present at and relevant to conceptual and physical peripheries, 

that makes Bhairava so compelling, and so important.  
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1 

Triune Introduction: Practice, Material , and Text1 

Part 1: Practice 

The Anticlockwise Ascetic  

 The sparks of curiosity ɭ born of bewilderment ɭ that led to this dissertation 

have been smoldering some thirteen odd years. Since just after dawn on February 17, 

2007, to be exact. I can be so sure of the date because iÛɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÚÛɯËÈÞÕɯÖÍɯ¥ÐÝÈÙêÛÙÐȮɯ

and I had just departed an all-night classical Indian concert to watch the sun rise over 

the Ga Îê, or Ganges River, ÍÙÖÔɯÈɯÙÖÖÍÛÖ×ɯÈÉÖÝÌɯ5êÙêÈÚČɀÚɯÚÛÌ××ÌËɯÙÐÝÌÙÍÙÖÕÛȭ2  

 3ÏÌɯ2×ÙÐÕÎɯÍÌÚÛÐÝÈÓɯÖÍɯ¥ÐÝÈÙêÛÙÐɯÐÚɯcelebrated over three nights during which 

ËÌÝÖÛÌÌÚɯÍÈÚÛȮɯÊÏÈÕÛȮɯÈÕËɯÏÖÓËɯÝÐÎÐÓÚɯÍÙÖÔɯËÜÚÒɯÜÕÛÐÓɯËÈÞÕȮɯÒÌÌ×ÐÕÎɯ¥ÐÝÈɯÊÖÔ×ÈÕàɯÞÏÐÓÌɯ

he nullifies the effects of a world -ending poison he has consumed and holds in his 

throat. The importance of these nights is maÙÒÌËɯÐÕɯÔÈÕàɯÞÈàÚɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯ×ÌÙÏÈ×Úɯ

'ÐÕËÜÐÚÔɀÚɯÔÖÚÛɯÚÈÊÙÌËɯÚÐÛÌȮɯÈÕËɯ¥ÐÝÈɀÚɯÌÛÌÙÕÈÓɯ$ÈÙÛÏÓàɯÈÉÖËÌɯɭ where better to sit with 

¥ÐÝÈɯËÜÙÐÕÎɯÏÐÚɯ×ÌÙÐÓÖÜÚɯÕÐÎÏÛÚɯÛÏÈÕɯÐÕɯÏÐÚɯÖÞÕɯÉÌÓÖÝÌËɯÊÐÛàȳ3 #ÜÙÐÕÎɯ¥ÐÝÈÙêÛÙÐȮɯ5êÙêÈÚČɯ

 

1 The order of material  presented in this introduction  generally follows  the order in this header: practice, 

material , and text. In the chapters of the dissertation, however, the order is reversed: the first  chapter speaks 

mostly  about text, the second about material , and the third  about practice. 
2 Usually  rendered in English as the Ganges River. Most of (ÕËÐÈɀÚ rivers are sacred to Hindus,  but the 

Ga Îê is one of the most famously  and historically  sacred. Like 5êÙêÈÚČȮ the Ga Çà is widely  considered to 

be the most sacred of (ÕËÐÈɀÚ rivers, especially where she meets this most sacred of cities. Regarded as a 

Great Mother she is understood  to be a living  goddess, as well  as the crucial  source of agricultural  

flourishing  in north  (ÕËÐÈɀÚ otherwise arid  Gangetic Plain. 
3 It  is common to hear Hindus  in 5êÙêÈÚČ say it  is avimukta, literally  avi (negative prefix;  not) + mukta 

(liberated, released; shed) = not liberated. While  this could mean ɁÕÖÛ ÓÐÉÌÙÈÛÌËɂ in the sense that someone 

seeking enlightenment  has failed  or fallen short, in the case of 5êÙêÈÚČ the term is taken to mean not 



 

2 

sees a huge influx of pilgrims, many of whom have come to bathe in the Ga ÎêɯÈÕËɯ

ÊÐÙÊÜÔÈÔÉÜÓÈÛÌɯÊÐÛàɀÚɯÚÈÊÙÌËɯÛÌÙÙÐÛÖÙàȭɯ 

 3ÏÐÚɯÙÐÛÜÈÓɯÊÐÙÊÜÐÛȮɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯÛÏÌɯ/ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČɯ8êÛÙêȮɯÐÚɯÜÚÜÈÓÓàɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÙÌÌɯÛÖɯ

ÍÐÝÌɯËÈàÚȮɯÉÜÛɯËÜÙÐÕÎɯ¥ÐÝÈÙêÛÙÐɯËÌÝÖÛÌÌÚɯÌÕËÌÈÝÖÙɯÛÖɯÔÈÒÌɯÛÏÌɯƙƙ-mile loop in one 

continuous, barefoot procession, finishing along with the festival on the final day 

following the third and final night. For residents of the city not interested in 

ÊÐÙÊÜÔÈÔÉÜÓÈÛÐÕÎȮɯ¥ÐÝÈÙêÛÙÐɯÐÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÛÏÌɯÖÊÊÈÚÐÖÕɯÍÖÙɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯ5êÙêÈÚČɀÚɯÛÞÖɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯÈÕÕÜÈÓɯ

musical ÍÌÚÛÐÝÈÓÚȭɯ#ÏÙÜ×ÈËɯ,ÌÓêɯɭ a showcase of early Indian classical music ɭ runs 

from sunset until sunrise for these three nights, with the most famous performers 

scheduled for the auspicious sunrise timeslots.  

 As one such esteemed musician was completing his performance on the last of 

these three nights some twelve years ago, a troop of rhesus monkeys dropped from 

nearby trees onto the white canvas canopy erected to cover the garden courtyard where 

the concert was held. It was time for the audience to vacate, yielding the garden to the 

monkeys, so we all could get on with our days. I walked toward the river, catching the 

breeze she always shares with the first rows of houses along her banks, anticipating a 

view of the rising sun I knew would be reflecting bri lliantly in bands rippling over the 

 

 

relinquished  or discarded, that is to say never left, quit,  nor abandoned by ¥ÐÝÈ who  resides there eternally,  

even through  periods of apocalypse and cosmic dissolution.   
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ÞÈÛÌÙɀÚɯÚÜÙÍÈÊÌȭɯ(ɯÙÌÈÊÏÌËɯÛÏÌɯÙÈÐÓÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÙÖÖÍÛÖ×ɯɭ street level for the city is several 

ÚÛÖÙÐÌÚɯÈÉÖÝÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÔÌÕÈËÌɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÓÐÕÒÚɯ5êÙêÈÚČɀÚɯÚÌÌÔÐÕÎÓàɯÌÕËÓÌÚÚɯÙÐÝÌÙÚÐËÌɯÎÏêẨs4 

ɭ and looked out over the river. Along t he route that traverses the staircases of the 

ÎÏêẨsȮɯ×ÈÚÚÐÕÎɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÌËÐÍÐÊÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÉÖÈÛÚɯÍÓÖÈÛÐÕÎɯÈÓÖÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÙÐÝÌÙɀÚɯ

edge, were hundreds upon thousands of pilgrims, their right shoulders to the city and 

their left to the river, making the ir ritual circuit on this auspicious day. Ten or more 

abreast and with no beginning nor end in sight they moved as a single mass, a 

ÚÌÙ×ÌÕÛÐÕÌɯÊÖÕÛÐÕÜÜÔɯÖÍɯÔÌÕɀÚɯÞÏÐÛÌɯÒÜÙÛÈÚɯÈÕËɯ-ÌÏÙÜɯÊÈ×ÚɯÐÕÛÌÙÚ×ÌÙÚÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ

ÊÖÓÖÙÍÜÓɯÛÙÈÐÕÚɯÖÍɯÞÖÔÌÕɀÚɯÚÈÙÐÚɯÓÖÖ×ÌËɯÖÝÌÙ their heads, their every step only taking 

them as far as the progress of those in front afforded.  

 And then I noticed a disruption in this rustling, steady flow of heads and 

shoulders: people were parting ranks, allowing a man with dreadlocks piled atop his 

head to move against the current, the gap he caused closing as he passed. The man in 

question was obviously a ÚêËÏÜ,5 and as I later learned from local friends, he was almost 

certainly a ÛêÕÛÙÐÒÈȮɯa non-Vedic practitioner of Tantra and a follower of t he ÝêÔÈɯÔêÙÎÈ, 

or left -handed path ɭ that heterodox set of ideas, texts, symbols and actions that seem 

 

4 &ÏêẨs are series of (often adjacent) staircases that lead down  into  a body of water. Many  Indian  cities, built  

on riverbanks,  are lined  by these staircases. The Sahyadri mountains  which  descend directly  (and at times 

quite abruptly)  into  the Arabian  Sea along (ÕËÐÈɀÚ west coast are called the Western &Ïês. 
5 A ÚêËÏÜ is a holy  man or renunciant. The term literally  means direct  or undiverted,  and has come to mean 

refined, purified,  and special. The sorts of ÚêËÏÜÚ most relevant to this project are often intentionally  not 

pure or refined, holding  that being unrefined  is a part  of their  ×ÙÈÊÛÐÊÌɀÚ expediency and directness: they are 

not distracted by social norms and are even propelled  by social scorn. See Daniel  H. H. Ingalls, Ɂ"àÕÐÊÚ and 

/êĭÜ×ÈÛÈÚȯ The Seeking of #ÐÚÏÖÕÖÙȭɂ Harvard Theological Review 55, no. 04 (1962). And  ÚêËÏÜ - Monier  

Williams  Sanskrit Dictionary   

https://www.sanskrit-lexicon.uni-koeln.de/cgi-bin/monier/serveimg.pl?file=/scans/MWScan/MWScanjpg/mw1201-sAdh.jpg
https://www.sanskrit-lexicon.uni-koeln.de/cgi-bin/monier/serveimg.pl?file=/scans/MWScan/MWScanjpg/mw1201-sAdh.jpg


 

4 

to be a direct inversion of mainstream Hindu practice. 6 Instead of a clockwise 

(pradakảiẒê)7 circuit, this ascetic ÛêÕÛÙÐÒÈ was making an anti- or counterclockwise 

(apradakảiẒêȺɯlap, his literal left hand turned in toward the city.  

 This single observation ɭ the passing disruption caused by that anticlockwise 

ascetic ɭ yielded a cascade of questions, partial answers, and further questions that led 

to this dissertation. Throughout these questions of diversity, inversion, contravention, 

and encounters with the unexpected and prima face inappropriate, a single figure, and a 

network built of and organized around that figure, kept appearing and leading m e to 

the next stage of investigation. That figure was Bhairava. 

 !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮɯÛÏÌɯȿÏÖÙÙÐÍÐÊȮɀ8 ÐÚɯÈɯËÌÐÛàɯÊÓÖÚÌÓàɯÙÌÓÈÛÌËɯÛÖɯ¥ÐÝÈȭɯ3ÌÙÙÐÍàÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÍÖÙÔȮɯËÈÙÒɯ

and disheveled, smeared with ashes, wreathed with snakes and garlands of skulls, he 

carries a begging bowl fashioned from a skull and consorts with carrion eaters at the 

ÌËÎÌɯÖÍɯÊÏÈÙÕÌÓɯÎÙÖÜÕËÚȭɯ'ÌɯÍÈÔÖÜÚÓàɯËÌÊÈ×ÐÛÈÛÌËɯ!ÙÈÏÔêȮɯÈÕËɯÈÚɯ×ÜÕÐÚÏÔÌÕÛɯÍÖÙɯÏÐÚɯ

 

6 The idea of ȿÕÖÙÔÈÛÐÝÌɀ or ȿÔÈÐÕÚÛÙÌÈÔɀ practice is inherently  fraught  ɭ there is diversity  within  what  gets 

labelled the mainstream, and the question of who  designates the normative  is historically  and politically  

contingent. These complications are markedly compounded  in Hinduism,  which  has no geographical nor 

theological point  of origin,  no founding  figure  nor unified  authoritative  structure. Nevertheless, Tantra is in 

large part  typified  by its tension with,  and even opposition  to, a perceived normativ e or mainstream 

Hinduism,  meaning in this case the ritual  and social norms which  recognize the authority  of the Veda, and 

which  are codified  in corpuses such as ĭÈÚÛÙÐÊ literature  that lays out models of propriety  and comportment  

for  (mostly  married,  high  class, male) lay Hindus  and priests.  
7 The etymology  of this term is not explicitly  relevant to the point  currently  being made, but  it  is both 

specific and fascinating, so I share it  here. The term literally  means to or toward  (pra-) the south (dakảiẒê). An  

unmarked  or default  individual  is conceived of as east-facing, as one should  be when beginning  ritual  

performance. To progress from  this original  state in a clockwise circuit  begins with  a turn  toward  the 

south ɭ Pra+dakảiẒêȭ  
8 see David  Gordon White,  Ɂ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮɂ in Knut  A. Jacobsen ed. !ÙÐÓÓɀÚ Encyclopedia of Hinduism (Leiden: 

Koninklijke  Brill,  2014). 
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violence and brahminicide ɭ the slaying of a Brahmin, in this case metonymically in the 

decapitation of BÙÈÏÔêɯɭ he was exiled. Eventually the burden of his transgression was 

Ìß×ÐÈÛÌËȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛɯÐÕɯÝÈÙÐÖÜÚɯÍÖÙÔÚɯÈÊÙÖÚÚɯ ÚÐÈȮɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÔÖÚÛɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯ

'ÐÕËÜɯÍÖÙÔɯÙÌÚÐËÌÚɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÏÌɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÚɯÈÕËɯÙÌÎÜÓÈÛÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÊÙÌËɯÊÐÛàɯÈÚɯ

ÒÖÛÝêÓ, the head of police.  

 BhairavaɀÚɯÛÌÙÙÐÍàÐÕÎɯÍÖÙÔɯÚÜ××ÖÙÛÚɯÏÐÚɯÙÖÓÌɯÈÚɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÖÙȮɯÏÐÚɯÍÌÙÖÊÐÖÜÚÕÌÚÚɯ

serving as a deterrent.9 ,ÖÙÌɯËÐÙÌÊÛÓàɯÈÕËɯÌÔ×ÏÈÛÐÊÈÓÓàȮɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÚÛÙÈÕÎÌȮɯ

ÏÖÙÙÐÍÐÊȮɯÈÕËɯÔÈÊÈÉÙÌɯÈÛÛÙÐÉÜÛÌÚɯÈÓÐÎÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÈÌÚÛÏÌÛÐÊÚɯÖÍɯÈÕÛÐÕÖÔÐÈÕɯ¥ÈÐÝÈɯÈÚÊÌÛÐÊÚȮɯ

particularly ĭÔÈĭêÕÈɯ(cremation ground) ascetics. Bhairava in the form of a penitent 

transgressor and outcaste10 and transgressor, is an archetype embodied by some of the 

ÌÈÙÓÐÌÚÛɯÈÕËɯÔÖÚÛɯÌßÛÙÌÔÌɯ¥ÈÐÝÈɯÈÚÊÌÛÐÊɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÚɯɭ ÛÏÌɯ*ê×êÓÐÒÈ-type ascetics ɭ and 

remains a beacon and arbiter of transgressive Tantric ritual and identity. 11 At odds with 

mainstream HinËÜɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÚȮɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÛÐÕÎɯÑÜÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÌÕÚÐÖÕɯÖÙɯÊÏÈÓÓÌÕÎÌɯ

ɭ or at least the appearance thereof ɭ ÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÈÚÊÌÛÐÊÚɀɯÈÐÔȭɯɯɯ 

 

9 This is certainly  the case in some instances of Bhairava, and Bhairava-type deities. See 2ÏÐÛÌÕÕĥ and ,àĥĥ 

examples in c. 2, south Indian  and Nepali  forms of Bhairava, and Himalayan  Bhairava-type deities, 

especially the protectors of territory.   
10 I use this term with  a terminal  ȿÌɀ because Bhairava was both an outcast ɭ a pariah excluded from  

society ɭ but  more specifically  he was outcaste ɭ one who  is beyond the Hindu  social system, the very 

liminal  or beyond-liminal  state those ascetics who  mimic  him  seek to achieve.  
11 *ê×êÓÐÒÈ means skull -bearer, and is used as a name for  one of the earliest ¥ÈÐÝÈ ascetic schools. There is 

some debate as to whether  there was a *ê×êÓÐÒÈ tradition,  in the substantive, or rather *ê×êÓÐÒÈ-type 

ascetics, an adjectival designator. See Geoffrey Samuel, The Origins of Yoga and Tantra꜡: Indic Religions to the 

Thirteenth Century (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University  Press, 2008), 243, citing  David  Gordon White,  

Ɂ1ÌÝÐÌÞ of Indian  Esoteric Buddhism,  by R. M. #ÈÝÐËÚÖÕȮɂ Journal of the International Association of Tibetan 

Studies 1 (2005): 9, and footnote below p. 11. In this dissertation  I use *ê×êÓÐÒÈ is used to refer to the posited 

tradition,  while  *ê×êÓÐÒÈ-type is used to refer to ¥ÈÐÝÈ skull -bearing ascetics in general. 



 

6 

 !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÖÕÓàȮɯÖÙɯÌÝÌÕɯ×ÙÌËÖÔÐÕÈÕÛÓàȮɯÈÕɯÈÚÊÌÛÐÊÚɀɯËÌÐÛà, enjoying as he 

does extensive mainstream devÖÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÊÌÓÌÉÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČ, and across India.12 In 

the city, Bhairava is an arbiter of redemption, a protector of the territory and its 

inhabitants, and an ČảẨadeva ȹȿÊÏÖÚÌÕɯËÌÐÛàȮɀɯÐȭÌȭɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÎÖËɯÖÍɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓɯËÌÝÖÛÐÖÕȺȭɯ%ÖÙɯ

pilgrims visiting or mo ÝÐÕÎɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈ××ÌÈÙÚɯÐÕɯÕÌÛÞÖÙÒÚɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÐÌɯ

together and organize sites and regions in the city, and is a necessary component of the 

/ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČɯ8êÛÙêɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÈÉÖÝÌȭɯ,ÖÚÛɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛÓàɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÖÕɯ×ÐÓÎÙÐÔÈÎÌɯÛÖɯ

5êÙêÈÚČȮɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÚÌÙÝÌÚɯÈÚ a capstone, a required stop following and sealing a 

successful visit to 5êÙêÈÚČɯɀÚɯÔÖÚÛɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯÚÈÊÙÌËɯÚÐÛÌȮɯ*êĭČɯ5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈɯ,ÈÕËÐÙȭ13  

 Bhairava takes many forms, serves many functions, and appears in many 

interrelated sets ɭ or networks ɭ ÞÐÛÏÐÕɯ5êÙêasČȭɯ3ÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯËÌÐÛÐÌÚɯÞÏÖɯÈ××ÌÈÙɯ

in sets or ranges of varietals, but Bhairava covers both more conceptual and more 

physical territory than most. He is relevant in both heterodox and mainstream practice. 

He dwells at and guards peripheries as well as residing at and regulating the center. He 

is in this way relevant to both mainstream and marginal, his marginal associations 

comprising both minority and antinomian practice. In his multiplicity he reflects 

different artistic styles and interpretive traditi ons, from the wholly abstract to the 

 

12 His favor among mainstream and householder populations extends throughout Asia, a range of worship 

that warran ts its own, future study.  
13 The importance of visiting  *êÓ Bhairav, a form  of Bhairava, after visiting  *êĭČ 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ Mandir  is 

widely  recounted in the city,  and is often cited in litanies of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ importance by those directly  

involved  in Bhairava veneration.  
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gesturally representative to the intricate and detailed. He can be understood in different 

ways by different people in different contexts, and yet throughout this range of variation 

he never loses his ultimate relationship with fear, transgression, and otherness. 

 At once a sort of link between the mainstream and the marginal, Bhairava is also 

a site of friction, a point at which differing modalities of Hindu practice and 

representation rub against one another. Even when not evidently kinetic in a fricative 

conflict between center and margin, the orthodox and the heterodox, Bhairava is never 

inert: as a point of interface, he is a constant site and maintainer of tension. There are 

certainly other deities with elements of apparent contradiction in their characters, 

narratives, histories, and interpretations, but as we will see in comparative examples in 

chapters one and two these contentious elements are often displaced, mollified, 

explained away, or relegated to another time and place. Bhairava, from his name to his 

appearance to his narrative to his mode of worship, maintains elements of the 

antinomian while finding a home within the orthodox. 14  

 This dissertation investigates !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÈÕËɯÙÖÓÌɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÁÓĂ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ 

the study of his sites, and related phenomena: his name and how ; the stories that are told 

about him; the textual sources that are cited as authoritative; their the nature and function 

of this tension through a series of Bhairava temples and shrines ɭ large and small, parts 

of networks and more or less solitary, visited regularly or on special days or for special 

 

14 C. 1 speaks to his name and narrative;  c. 2 to his appearance; c. 3 to his worship  contexts and relationship  

with  5êÙêÈÚČȭ 
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reasons ɭ ÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȭɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÐÕÌÝÐÛÈÉÓàɯÓÌÈËÚɯÛÖɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÛÖɯÈÕɯÈÛÛÌÔ×Ûɯ

to make sense of, or at least better understand, his apparently endless irreconcilability . 

My questions can be grouped into thr ee sets, each a progressively more precise and 

penetrating line of inquiry. The first phase addresses general questions about Bhairava: 

Who is he? What does he do? Where does he come from? How does he compare and 

relate to other Hindu deities ? 3ÏÌɯÚÌÊÖÕËɯ×ÏÈÚÌɯÖÍɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕÚɯÈËËÙÌÚÚÌÚɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÙÈÕÎÌɯ

of appearance and positionality, by which I mean his physical appearance and presence. 

Why is he represented in certain ways, and found in certain places? How do similarity 

and discrepancy in appearance and placement work across Bhairava instances more 

generally? And what might it mean when there are groups of Bhairavas, or networks, or 

apparent pairings with other deities?  Finally , I turn to public practice related to and 

reception of Bhairava. How do people organize their thought about him?  What sort of 

deity is he, and how does one engage him? How are his horrific aspects understood to 

relate to his more pleasant forms and more cÌÕÛÙÈÓɯ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕÚȳɯ ÕËɯÎÐÝÌÕɯÛÏÌɯ/ÜÙêic 

ÙÌÊÈÚÛÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÙÌÓÐÎÐÖÜÚɯÓÐÍÌɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯÏÖÞɯËÖÌÚɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÔÈÐÕÛÈÐÕɯÏÐÚɯËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛɯÙÈÕÎÌɯÖÍɯ

roles and features? 

 With a focus on lived religion, this dissertation begins with nominal, descriptive, 

narrative, and textua l sources related to Bhairava in a north Indian sacred landscape, 

ÈÉÖÝÌɯÈÓÓɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÊÙÌËɯÎÌÖÎÙÈ×ÏàɯÖÍɯ5êÙêÁÓĂ. My investigation and analysis  soon 

moves beyond these sorts of text to address material presence, placement, and pairing of 
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Bhairava ɬ with var iants within the broader category Bhairava, with local traditions, and 

with other mainstream deities. It is perhaps not surprising that while textual materials 

are referred to as relevant, even authoritative, Bhairava phenomena and practice soon 

outstrip t extual prescription. This does not mean that text is irrelevant or absent: but it 

takes on an interesting relationship to and role within Bhairava contexts. The 

ÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÊÌɯÉÌàÖÕËɯÞÏÈÛɯÞÖÜÓËɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓÓàɯÉÌɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯÛÏÌɯȿÛÌßÛɀɯÉÌÎÐÕÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

representational variation, placement, and networking centers on the ethnographic 

ÚÛÜËàɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÙÌÓÈÛÌËɯ×ÙÈÊÛÐÊÌɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÉÖÛÏɯ×ÐÓÎÙÐÔÈÎÌɯ×ÙÈÊÛÐÊÌÚɯÈÕËɯ

temple worship. This analysis is supported by studies of material culture and text , 

including surveys oÍɯÕÌÛÞÖÙÒÚɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈÚɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯÈÕÈÓàÚÌÚɯÖÍɯÝÈÙÐÖÜÚɯ

representations of Bhairava, translations and interpretations of texts related to Bhairava 

and his worship, and a grounding consideration of how these elements come together in 

a mutually informative  spectrum of Bhairava representation.  

Though these practiced, material , and textual elements are presented more or 

less separately and sequentially  in the following introductory passages, they are always 

coincidental in the field. In fact, these apparentl y distinct categories often overlap, with 

text also being material  for example, though they do not always cohere. The chapters of 

this dissertation, then, focusing on textual materials, material culture, and ethnographic 

study, in that order, always engage and integrate other sorts of material in order to make 

sense of themselves. And as we shall see, just as Bhairava is interesting and compelling 
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because he does not easily fit and is not easily explained away, so too are some of the 

most interesting and compelling data to be encountered in combinations of practice and 

material , or of material  and text, or of all three. While presenting an introduction to just 

ÞÏÖɯÈÕËɯÞÏÈÛɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÚɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÁÓĂȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÅÓ ×ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÍÉÓÓÅÄ ÉÎ 

treatments of deities that focus on textual sources. For example, 0ÁÕÌ #ÏÕÒÔÒÉÇÈÔȭÓ 'ÁẒÅĢÁ: 

Lord of Obstacles, Lord of Beginnings, ÏÒ ÅÖÅÎ 7ÅÎÄÙ $ÏÎÉÇÅÒȭÓ ¡ÉÖÁȡ The Erotic Ascetic focus 

ÏÎ 0ÕÒà ÉÃ ÓÏÕÒÃÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÁÎÄ theoretically.15 My work 

ÄÏÅÓ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓ 0ÕÒà ÉÃ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÓȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÂÏÔÈ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÁÎÄ ÃÉÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÒÅÌÉÇÉÏÕÓ 

ÃÏÎÔÅØÔÓȢ "ÕÔ Á ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁ ÉÎ 6àÒà ÁÓĂ ÔÈÁÔ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÓ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÔÈÎÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ 

is also inevitably an exercise in the limitationÓ ÏÆ ÔÅØÔȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÔÅØÔÓ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ 0ÕÒà ÁÓȢ 4ÈÅ 

following shows just what would be missed in a textual study of Bhairava, while 

ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÅØÔȭÓ ÏÎÇÏÉÎÇ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÃÅȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ× ÒÏÌÅÓ ÉÔ ÔÁËÅÓ ÏÎ ÉÎ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁ 

contexts.  

Antinomian Practices and P opulations  

 Observing an ascetic make an anticlockwise  circuit  around  VêÙêÈÚČ was not my 

first  encounter with  antinomian  behavior. Religious diversity  in 5êÙêÈÚČ is pronounced, 

and it  is not uncommon  to see ascetic and heterodox practitioners  in public,  some even 

 

15 Paul Courtright, GaẒÌĭÈȯɯ+ÖÙËɯÖÍɯ.ÉÚÛÈÊÓÌÚȮɯ+ÖÙËɯÖÍɯ!ÌÎÐÕÕÐÕÎÚ (New York: Oxford University 

/ÙÌÚÚȮɯƕƝƜƙȺȰɯ6ÌÕËàɯ#ÖÕÐÎÌÙɯ.ɀ%ÓÈÏÌÙÛàȮɯSiva: The Erotic Ascetic (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1981). 

. 
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intentionally  practicing  in plain  view  as a part of their  ÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕɀÚ own  scorn-seeking 

repertoire  or, in  some cases, to capitalize on the interest of both domestic and 

international  tourists.16 I was nevertheless surprised by the mildness of the ×ÐÓÎÙÐÔÚɀ 

reaction to this man moving  against the current. They had, after all, travelled  a long way  

in crowded  conditions,  they were probably  days into  a ritual  fast and feeling the 

inevitable  sleep deprivation  of a primarily  nocturnal  holiday,  they had made great 

efforts to reap the benefit of visiting  this city,  and yet were not particularly  put  out by 

this ÚêËÏÜɀÚ behavior. There were some who  voiced frustration  at the physical 

inconvenience of his presence ɭ his was an obstacle ɭ but I saw no one try  to stop him,  

or turn  him  around, or eject him  from  the circumambulatory  route.  

 At  the time, I could  not imagine another religious  context where this would  be 

the case. Certainly , a typical  Christian  congregation in the middle  of taking  Eucharist 

would  not stand by while  someone inverted  the ritual:  displaced those lined  up, drank  

all  the wine,  started passing out Oreos and juice boxes, or even did  something relatively  

innocuous like  cutting  in line or pocketing  the host. At  the very  least the offender wou ld  

be corrected, and if  not compliant,  they would  be ejected, the ritual  put  on pause until  

the situation  was resolved. I wanted to know  more about these ascetics, these 

 

16 See note 6 about seeking scorn. For performative,  asceticism-as-busking, see Jonathan Parry, Ɂ2ÈÊÙÐÍÐÊÐÈÓ 

Death and the Necrophagous Ascetic" in Maurice Bloch, and Jonathan Parry, eds. Death and the Regeneration 

of Life, (New  York: Cambridge University  Press, 1982). There is still  a man near #ÈĭêĭÝÈÔÌËÏ &Ïê in 

5êÙêÈÚČ who  presents himself  as a *ê×êÓÐÒÈ fresh out of a 6th century play. He ËÖÌÚÕɀÛ have much to say 

about his practice or why  5êÙêÈÚČ is important  to him,  but  he does seem to spend a lot  of time posing for  

selfies, and is often in the company of the owners of local tourist  emporia. 
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antinomian  ÚêËÏÜÚ. I wanted to know  how they understood  their  own  heterodox practice 

and relationship  to mainstream Hindu  traditions.  And  I wanted to know,  perhaps even 

more crucially,  how  those who  were not a part of these renunciant  traditions  viewed  

such ascetics, their  practices, and their  relationship  to everyday, householder Hinduism.  

Did  the spiritual  and material  symbiosis of monks and lay people extend to these 

intentionally  extreme examples? 

Hindu Asceticism and Types of Ascetics  

 Not  all  ÚêËÏÜÚ are antinomian  or heterodox, and it  is important  to place those 

who  are in  the broader context of South Asian asceticism. 2êËÏÜÚ are renouncers, 

ÚÈÕÕàêÚÐÕȮ who wander  with  very  few possessions from  holy  site to holy  site, often 

finding  food and lodging  in centers established by the broader sectarian movement to 

which  they belong ɭ monasteries of a sort, but with  a revolving  roster of itinerant  

residents. Many  ÚêËÏÜÚ migrate in annual cycles, aiming  to arrive  in particular  cities for  

related holidays,  such as 5êÙêÈÚČ for  ¥ivarêÛÙÐ ɭ as was likely  the case with  the 

anticlockwise  ascetic I observed ɭ or aiming  to establish more extended temporary  

residence during  2ÜÔÔÌÙɀÚ hottest weeks and the intense monsoon which  immediately  

follows.  2êËÏÜÚ also migrate in multi -year patterns, converging  on the cities of Ujjain, 

Allahabad,  Nashik,  and Haridwar  for the rotating  Kumbha ,ÌÓê held every three years. 

Every twelve  years, the ,ÈÏê or Great Kumbha  ,ÌÓê sets the record for the largest 

recorded gathering of humans in history.  The Guardian reported an estimated 120 million  
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in attendance at the most recent ,ÈÏê Kumbha  ,ÌÓê in  Allahabad  this past January, 

2019.17 

 The majority  of ÚêËÏÜÚ readily  visible  in 5êÙêÈÚČ are not extreme or 

transgressive in their  appearance and practice, and can be regularly  seen walking  about 

in ochre robes with  a staff and a water pot, off  to bathe in the Ga Îê or in  the process of 

making  their  daily  rounds of shrines and temples. These ÚêËÏÜÚ share a renunciant  

aesthetic, with  similar  renunciant  trends in Buddhist,  Jain, and even some Muslim  

contexts: there have been and still  are many types of ascetic mendicancy still  active in 

South Asia. Even the less tranquil -looking  ascetics, with  dreadlocks, bloodshot eyes, and 

tridents  or gnarled staves, appearing  more like  stereotypical medieval  àÖÎČÚ than 

contemporary  monks, are not necessarily transgressive in their  practice.18 I remember a 

conversation with  one such ÚêËÏÜ outside Rishikesh. We had seen him  from  our ÉÜÚɀ 

window,  walking  along the road, w inding  his way  up into  the Himalaya.  He caught up 

to us while  we were stopped at a roadside tea stall, and my Hindi  professor bought him  

some tea and a snack and gave him  a bit  of money in exchange for practicing  Hindi  with  

us, his students. We asked this ÚêËÏÜ about his practice and his destination:  he was also 

 

17 Michael  Safi. Ɂ*ÜÔÉÏ Mela: Hindus  Converge for  Largest-Ever Human  &ÈÛÏÌÙÐÕÎȭɂ The Guardian, January 

15, 2019, sec. World  news. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jan/15/kumbh -mela-hindus -converge-

for-largest-ever-human-gathering-prayagraj-festival .  
18 The àÖÎČ ideal and character type prevalent  for  centuries in South Asia is very different  than that which  

prevails today in Ind ia and beyond. Far from  meditating  athletes, or contortionists  aligned both physically  

and psycho-spiritually,  àÖÎČÚ were wild  and dangerous wizards.  This trope, and its transfiguration,  are the 

subject of David  Gordon White,  Sinister Yogis (Chicago: Unive rsity  of Chicago Press, 2009). 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jan/15/kumbh-mela-hindus-converge-for-largest-ever-human-gathering-prayagraj-festival
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jan/15/kumbh-mela-hindus-converge-for-largest-ever-human-gathering-prayagraj-festival
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heading to Gangotri,  one of the Ga ÎêɀÚ seven sacred headwaters. He was an ascetic, 

and a ¥ÈÐÝÈ (a devotee of ¥ÐÝÈȺ explained his appearance. Modeled  on common images 

of ¥ÐÝÈ as mountain -dwelling  yoÎČȮ the ÚêËÏÜ had dreadlocks and simple clothing,  and 

would  have gone mostly  naked in warmer  weather. And  yes, the ÚêËÏÜ confirmed,  he 

was in possession of a cillum (a conical clay pipe), with  which  he smoked ÎÈęÑê 

(cannabis), a favorite  of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚȭ But, he was quick  to volunteer,  that was all  he smoked, 

with  the exception of a little  tobacco to go with  carras (hashish) when there was no ÎÈęÑê 

to be found.  He wanted to be quite clear that he never smoked tobacco on its own, nor 

did  he drink  alcohol, or eat meat. He was not a practitioner  of Tantra, of inverted  or 

transgressive practices as the anticlockwise  ascetic had been. Rather, he explained, he 

was a ¥ÐÝÈ bhakt: a loving  devotee of Lord  ¥ÐÝÈ whose emulation  the God was part of his 

devotional  practice. 

Tantra, Bhakti, and Heterodox Ascetic Traditions  

 This distinction  between Tantra and Bhakti  comes up frequently  in  both emic 

discourse and etic academic analysis, and is particularly  relevant to the study  of ascetic 

traditions.  Bhakti  can be fairly  well  glossed as devotionalism:  the kind  of personal, 

obeisance-paying  relationship  between a human and a loving  God that is not unlike  

many Protestant traditions,  a simil arity  quickly  noticed by both colonizers and colonized 
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during  the British  Raj.19 Tantra is not so easily glossed, but for  now  thinking  of it  as a 

religious  modality  typified  by the ritual  accumulation  and use of power  and energy will  

do. Though often presented in Euro-American  scholarship as alternative  and usually  

exclusive ways of being religious,  or even as a clash of religious  perspective parsed 

along sectarian lines, the truth  of the matter is that in living  contexts the two  largely  

overlap, or at least frequently  coincide. It  is not uncommon  to hear a ÛêÕÛÙÐÒÈ cite Bhakti  

as the source of his religious  power,  nor for a devotional  householder to perform  the 

odd ritual  manipulation  in a tantric  mode. In fact, as was the case with  asceticism, there 

are traditions  that could  be labeled tantric  and/or  bhaktin throughout  South Asian 

religious  cultures: Buddhist,  Jain, and even Muslim.  

 The third  chapter of this dissertation discusses Tantra, and its relationship  with  

Bhakti, both more deeply and more specifically  in the context of observed practice and 

ethnographic  study  in VêÙêÈÚČȭ Relevant to the discussion of this anticlockwise  ascetic 

is the fact that his decision to reverse the direction  of his circumambulation  was rooted 

in a tantric  understanding  that controlled  inversion,  or transgression, is a way  to 

generate great and effective power  or energy. If  completing  the circuit  of the /ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČ 

8êÛÙê on ¥ÐÝÈÙêÛÙÐ is a powerful  practice that positively  effects the lives of pilgrims,  for  

 

19 Hugh  B. Urban, Tantra: Sex, Secrecy, Politics, and Power in the Study of Religion (Berkeley: University  of 

California  Press, 2003), 69. 
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one committed  to a sort  of tantric , antinomian  asceticism, completing  it  in  the opposite 

direction  would  generate an even more powerful,  transformative  effect.  

 Tracing the tantric  aspects of heterodox asceticism led me to the  ÎÏÖÙČȮ 

foremost among contemporary  tantric  ascetic orders in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ Literally  the ɁÕÖÛ-

ÏÖÙÙÐÉÓÌɂ (a-ÎÏÖÙČ), an example of inverse naming  practices discussed further  in chapter 

one, these ascetics are not as transgressive as their  ideological  forebears, or even as 

heterodox as they were a few decades ago, according descriptions of their  centers and 

presence from  locals and American  researchers in the city  through  the seventies, 

eighties, and nineties. These days, the  ÎÏÖÙČ run  an orphanage and a ÉÖàɀÚ school, and 

even have a center in Sonoma, Californ ia. Their sectarian headquarters at *ČÕÈ 1êÔ 

BĭÙÈÔ in  !ÏÌÓ×ľÙȮ 5êÙêÈÚČ is tidy  and brightly  painted, much more a mainstream site 

serving the devotional  needs of pilgrims  and locals than a place of congregation for the 

often intoxicated,  antinomian  ascetics who  once frequented the êĭÙÈÔ. The most evident  

trace of their  antinomian  roots is the prevalence of skull  imagery, with  stacks of three 

giant concrete skulls serving as the base for each side of êĭÙÈmɀÚ main gate. The 

orphanage also features a fire  pit  in  the shape of a skull,  or it  did  when I visited  in 2007.20  

 

20 There are still  some free agents operating in the more transgressive  ÎÏÖÙČ mode, though their  formal  ties 

to the mainstream order as it  now exists are obscure. Should you care to see one such ÚêËÏÜ run  

performative  circles around  an under-informed  and uptight  Reza Aslan, CNN  has some great footage: 

https://www.cnn.com/videos/tv/2017/01/20/believer -reza-aslan-india -clip -1.cnn/video/playlists/believer -

with -reza-aslan/.  There full  version also includes some decent coverage of contemporary   ÎÏÖÙČ practice in 

the city.  

https://goo.gl/maps/NDkbyNAQ6gEnzB53A
https://goo.gl/maps/NDkbyNAQ6gEnzB53A
https://www.cnn.com/videos/tv/2017/01/20/believer-reza-aslan-india-clip-1.cnn/video/playlists/believer-with-reza-aslan/
https://www.cnn.com/videos/tv/2017/01/20/believer-reza-aslan-india-clip-1.cnn/video/playlists/believer-with-reza-aslan/
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 In addition  to the AghorČȮ I encountered other ascetics in 5êÙêÈÚČ with  the 

trappings  of antinomian  tantric practice ɭ smeared with  ashes, consuming intoxicants, 

mostly  naked, living  along the river  not far from  cremation sites ɭ who  claimed to be 

members of the )ľÕê  ÒÏêêȮ a trans-regional ascetic consortium  founded  in the mid  

1600s, with  a major headquarters at 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ &Ïê in  5êÙêÈÚČȭ Their headquarters, 

however, showed little  to no evidence of the antinomian  trend historically  present in 

their  order, and still  evident  in the self-presentation of those ascetics who  claimed 

affil iation  but remained beyond the ÏÌÈËØÜÈÙÛÌÙÚɀ walls. 

 Given the relatively  tame, mainstream nature of the contemporary  institutions  

and representatives of these erstwhile  heterodox orders, I traced their  historical  

development  in search of what  might  have inspired the tantric practices still  performed  

by those such as the anticlockwise  ascetic. These forms of mostly  ¥ÈÐÝÈȮ largely  tantric, 

organized traditions  of heterodox asceticism date to the middle  of the first  millennium,  

though  there are occasional references to àÖÎČÚ and other heterodox practitioners  on the 

social fringes dating  from  just before the turn  of the first  millennium. 21 These early 

organized groups include  the *êÓêÔÜÒÏÈÚȮ the /êĭÜ×ÈÛÈÚȮ the +êÒÜÓÈȮ and the *ê×êÓÐÒÈȭ  

 

21 White,  talking  about yoga and the first  àÖÎČÚȮ David  Gordon White,  The Yoga Sutra of Patanjali꜡: A 

Biography. Princeton, New  Jersey: Princeton University  Press, 2014), 22; and Ɂ(ÕÛÙÖËÜÊÛÐÖÕɂ in David  Gordon 

White  (ed.), Yoga in Practice (Princeton: Princeton University  Press, 2011). 

https://goo.gl/maps/HnAYhStducBNbbv6A
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 My  historical  study  of antinomian  ascetic movements eventually  culminated  in a 

,ÈÚÛÌÙɀÚ thesis on the *ê×êÓÐÒÈȮ22 perhaps the earliest and most influential  category of 

heterodox of ¥ÈÐÝÈ asceticism. They are the direct ideological  forebears of the  ÎÏÖÙČȮ 

and are distinguished  by their  cremation ground  ritual  practice and their  association 

with  skulls. I was interested not only  in the remarkable range of diversity  within  these 

early ascetic Hindu  contexts, but also the affirmation  of sects typified  by non-

compliance, inversion,  negation, and ritual  transgression, and the inclusion  of such 

reactionary trends under  the same categorical umbrella  of Hinduism.  Despite the fact 

that Hinduism  as a category has changed and developed over time ɭ indeed, there is an 

ongoing debate about the origin  and application  of this term and category23 ɭ it  is clear 

that these antinomian  schools were regularly,  if  at times grudgingly,  acknowledged as a 

part of the Hindu  fold:  at the most extreme limits  of the category, but not wholly  beyond 

 

22 Ɂ1ÌÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÐÕÎ the *ê×êÓÐÒÈȯ Multiple  Interpretation  and Diversity  in Hinduism  Made Accessible by the 

Intriguingly  &ÙÐÚÓàȮɂ ,ÈÚÛÌÙɀÚ of Divinity  Thesis, Harvard  Divinity  School, 2012. The *ê×êÓÐÒÈ appear as 

characters in plays as early as late sixth and early seventh century, and are listed among heterodox sects 

from  at least the 9th century. Though coeval textual  sources by and about the *ê×êÓÐÒÈ are sparse, the 

Kê×êÓÐÒÈ have been a subject of independent  investigation  ɭ most prominently  the work  of David  

Lorenzen ɭ in addition  to having  appeared in many surveys and historical  studies. As noted above, In 

2005, David  Gordon White,  who  had previously  written  on the Kê×êÓÐÒÈȮ argued that there is basically no 

evidence for  there ever having  been a distinct  sect designated ȿ*ê×êÓÐÒÈɀ (White,  Ɂ1ÌÝÐÌÞ of Indian Esoteric 

Buddhism by R. M. Davidsonȭɂ The presence and impact  of the historical  category, and the character of the 

*ê×êÓÐÒÈ independent  of questions as to whether  there was a historical  tradition  designated specifically  by 

that name, are the core content of the thesis. 
23 See David  Lorenzen, Who Invented Hinduism: Essays on Religion in History, (New  Delhi: Yoda Press, 2006), 

Richard King,  Orientalism and Religion: Post-Colonial Theory, India and Ɂ3ÏÌ Mystic $ÈÚÛɂ (New  York: 

Routledge, 1999), Elaine Fisher, Hindu Pluralism:꜡ Religion and the Public Sphere in Early Modern South India 

(Oakland, California:  University  of California  Press, 2017), Andrew  Nicholson,  Unifying Hinduism :꜡ 

Philosophy and Identity in Indian Intellectual History. (New  York: Columbia  University  Press, 2010) Laurie 

Patton and Edwin  Bryant, eds., The Indo-Aryan Controversy: Evidence and Inference in Indian History (New  

York : Routledge, 2005), Michael  Witzel  Ɂ ÜÛÖÊÏÛÏÖÕÖÜÚ Aryans? The Evidence from  Old  Indian  and 

Iranian  3ÌßÛÚȭɂ Electronic Journal of Indian  Studies 7, no. 3 (2001): 1ɬ115. 
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it.24 Having  investigated the roots of these traditions,  and aware of their  historical  

change but enduring  presence, I sought a commonality  linking  ascetic and mainstream 

lay Hindu  worlds  in order to better understand the ongoing relationship  between the 

two.  Following  my ,ÈÚÛÌÙɀÚ research, this is where my encounters, curiosity  about, and 

investigation  of Bhairava began: he was the organizing  principle  who  championed 

antinomian  asceticism while  being both accessible and important  to lay communities.  

Bhairava at the Intersection of Ascetic and Lay Practice  

 In the process of investigating  the mechanisms and mindset underlying  these 

antinomian , ascetic traditions  I looked to some of their  idealized forms. The archetype, 

and inspiration,  for  Òê×êÓÐÒÈ-type asceticism can be found  in the deity  Bhairava.25 

Specifically, their  practice is directly  tied to a rite of expiation  that is largely  definitive  of 

Bhairava, and is crucial to his story as told  in the /ÜÙêas.26 Very briefly,  the story of 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origin  is as follows:  !ÙÈÏÔê has deeply insulted  ¥ÐÝÈȭ In a flash of anger, 

 

24 cf. David  Lorenzen The *ê×êÓÐÒÈÚ and *êÓêÔÜÒÏÈÚȯ Two Lost Saivite Sects (Berkeley: University  of California  

Press, 1972), Wendy Doniger,  The Origins of Evil in Hindu Mythology (Berkeley: University  of California  

Press, 1976), Seth Ligo, Ɂ1ÌÊÖÕÚÐËÌÙÐÕÎ the *ê×êlikaɂ 1-8, John Campbell  Oman, The Mystics, Ascetics, and 

Saints of India; a Study of Sadhuism, with an Account of the Yogis, Sanyasis, Bairagis, and Other Strange Hindu 

Sectarians (London,  T. F. Unwin,  1903), conversations with  residents of *êĭČ Mumuk u Bhavan (a renunciant  

retirement  community),  Ravindrapuri,  5êÙêÈÚČȭ  
25 cf. Lorenzen, The *ê×êÓÐÒÈÚ and *êÓêÔÜÒÏÈÚ c. 3, David  Gordon White  White,  The Alchemical Body: Siddha 

Traditions in Medieval India (Chicago: University  Of Chicago Press, 1998) 9, etc.; Davidson, Ronald M. Indian 

Esoteric Buddhism: Social History of the Tantric Movement (New  York: Columbia  University  Press, 2002) 

211-213; 216-217.  
26 /ÜÙêas, literally  ɁÖÓË ÛÏÐÕÎÚȮɂ are compendia of geographically  emplaced mythology  composed, 

compiled,  and emended from  the middle  of the first  to the middle  of the second millennium,  with  the 

majority  rising  to prominence in the final  centuries of the first  millennium.  cf. Ludo  Rocher, The /ÜÙêẒas 

(Wiesbaden: O. Harrassowitz,  1986); Hans Bakker, Origin  and Growth of the /ÜÙêẒic Text Corpus: With Special 

Reference to the 2ÒÈÕËÈ×ÜÙêẒa (Delhi:  Motilal  Banarsidass Publishers, 2004). 
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Bhairava erupts from  ¥ÐÝÈȮ a dark  and terrifying  agent of his anger. In an instant, 

Bhairava slices off  !ÙÈÏÔÈɀÚ fifth  head, the one that spoke against ¥ÐÝÈȭ Bhairava has at 

once avenged !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ slight  of ¥ÐÝÈȮ and committed  the greatest possible transgression 

in this Hindu  context: the murder  of a Brahmin, the priestly  class, of which  !ÙÈÏÔê is a 

living  consolidated personification.  To atone for  this transgression, Bhairava must then 

observe a ÔÈÏêÝÙÈÛÈȮ a great (ÔÈÏê) vow  (vrata) which  stipulates that he is to wander  

outcaste for  twelve  years, clothed only  in ashes, bearing the skull  of !ÙÈÏÔÈɀÚ severed 

head as a bowl  with  which  to beg alms. And  so Bhairava wanders until  he is released 

from the burden of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ skull  as he enters the city  of 5êÙêÈÚČ . *ê×êÓÐÒÈ-type 

ascetics take as inspiration  for their  practice this extreme and outcaste penance, 

intentionally  displacing  themselves from  mainstream society and thereby accepting both 

social and ritual  burdens that they believe propels them closer to Bhairava, and by 

extension to ¥ÐÝÈȭ 

 It  is unlikely  that the story of Bhairava predates the development  of Òê×êÓÐÒÈ-type 

asceticism, and it  is likely  that the inclusion  of the details of BhairÈÝÈɀÚ transgression and 

penance in /ÜÙêas reflects the presence of ascetic and devotional  traditions  linked  to 

the deity.  The complex, mutually -influential  nature between practice and text, and 

theories of the development  of the /ÜÙêas, Bhairava, and related traditions  of practice, 

are discussed at greater length in chapter one. The question of which  came first  does not 

weaken the association between Bhairava and Òê×êÓÐÒÈ-type asceticism. Since at least the 
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documented ascendance of Bhairava in /ÜÙêic lit erature, he as been identified  as these 

ascetic ÎÙÖÜ×Úɀ inspiration  and object of devotion.  The God Bhairava, his ascetic 

acolytes, and populations  of lay devotion  have developed together, influencing  one 

another, for  a millennium  and a half.27 

 Whatever the mechanics and history  of these relationships,  it  is clear that groups 

of particularly  transgressive, antinomian  ascetics worshipped,  and claimed as 

inspiration,  the marginal  deity  Bhairava. Interestingly,  in  addition  to Òê×êÓÐÒÈ-type 

ascetics like  the  ÎÏÖÙČȮ Bhairava was also the original  tutelary  deity  of the )ľÕê 

 ÒÏêêȮ that extensive order of ascetics ɭ now  institutionally  mainstream, though  

individually  antinomian  ɭ with  a headquarters in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ These ascetic connections 

to both Bhairava and 5êÙêÈÚČ are rounded  out by !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ own  association with  

5êÙêÈÚČȮ as presented in the /ÜÙêas and summarized  above: it  was in 5êÙêÈÚČ that 

Bhairava was liberated from  the burden  of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ skull,  and where he remained as a 

protector. To this day, Bhairava is widely  worshipped  in the city  where he is understood  

to regulate and protect both the ÛÌÙÙÐÛÖÙàɀÚ sacred efficacy and the safety of its 

inhabitants.  In fact, Bhairava is identified  as a crucial part of a successful visit  to the city  

and its primary  temple, *êĭČ 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ Mandir.  Pilgrims  who  wish  their  efforts to yield  

 

27 There is devotional  epigraphy  dating  to the sixth century: see David  Gordon White,  Ɂ5ÌÙÕÈÊÜÓÈÙ Ritual  

Technologies in the South Asian Cult  of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮɂ 5. Published in French as Ɂ ÔÜÓÌÛÛÌÚ et lambeaux 

divines:  superstition,  vraie religion  et science pure à la lumière  de la démonologie ÏÐÕËÖÜÌȭɂ /ÜÙÜĭêÙÛÏÈ 27 

(2009): 135ɬ62. And  perhaps as early as the fourth  or fifth  century, see. Hans T. Bakker, The 5êÒêẨakas꜡: An 

Essay in Hindu Iconology. (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 1997), 13 n 23. 
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the desired purificatory  and empowering  results must visit  Bhairava before exiting  the 

sacred territory.   

 In addition  to pilgrims,  Bhairava is also widely  worshipped  by residents ɭ not 

only  in his primary  temple, but also in dozens of local temples and shrines, many of 

which  protect crossroads and neighborhoods. In addition  to these distributed  Bhairava 

sites, there are networks  of Bhairava, namely eight forms of Bhairava, called  the 

A abhairava, and eleven forms of Rudra-Bhairava. These networks  both connect and 

integrate parts of the city,  and are understood  to encircle and protect it.  Though not as 

broadly  famous as other Hindu  deities such as ¥ÐÝÈȮ Vi u, #ÜÙÎêȮ 2ÈÙÈÚÝÈÛČ or Ga ÌĭÈȮ 

Bhairava is universally  known  in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ His  protective  and regulatory  roles, as well  

as his networks  of interrelated  sites, make him  a key to understanding  not only  

antinomian  ascetic practice, but also the religious  life  of 5êÙêÈÚČ and he residents. 

Before discussing how  Bhairava drives the study  of antinomian  asceticism and 

householder practice in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ it  is worth  noting  that Bhairava is present throughout  

Asia, and forms of Bhairava appear in Buddhist,  Jain and Muslim  contexts, just like  the 

asceticism, Bhakti, and Tantra with  which  he is intimately  interwoven.  Though we will  

be focusing on Hindu  examples for  the purposes of this dissertation, it  is compelling  to 

keep in mind  that there is something to Bhairava that is found  to be compelling  or 

effective across regional and religious  boundaries.   
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 My  investigation  into  the intersection of antinomian  asceticism and lay practice, 

set in the city  of VêÙêÈÚČȮ led me to Bhairava, who  proved  an endlessly useful, though  

complex, organizatio nal vehicle for  my research. In the course of my fieldwork,  I spoke 

with  pilgrims,  shopkeepers, priests, ascetics, guides, and scholars with  ties to Bhairava 

and 5êÙêÈÚČȭ It  is these encounters that make up the bulk  of the third  chapter. Though I 

refer to images and texts in order to trace networks,  identify  continuity  and rupture,  

chart development, and contextualize my ethnographic  findings,  this project ɭ its initial  

questions, its developments, its answers, and its newly -exposed points  of 

irresuolution  ɭ are all  firmly  rooted in the ethnographic  Bhairava-related practice and 

practitioners.  Taking this deity  as organizational  index allows for the contextualized 

understanding  of practice, both that of everyday devotees, and the antinomian  

repertoire  performed in part by that ÚêËÏÜ at sunrise so many years ago. 

The Many Questions Bhairava Raises  

 The observation of antinomian  practice raised questions, and pursuing  answers 

led to Bhairava as an organizing  principle.  While  Bhairava was an indicator  I could trace 

through  practice, text, and iconography,  his contemporary  presence and devotional  

tradition  in VêÙêÈÚČ led to broader questions about the role of such a deity  in Hindu  

contexts. If  the anticlockwise  ascetic generated localized friction,  the friction  caused by 

the presence and prominence of a deity  such as Bhairava is systemic. Terrifying  in form  

and associated with  marginal  and heterodox practice, it  is not immediately  clear why  is 
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there an ongoing mainstream favor  shown to Bhairava. What does it  mean to have a 

guardian  whose origin  is linked  to the murder  of a societal apogee? Why  is there a 

central role for a deity  defined by his transgression and subsequent life  as an outcaste? 

Why  is there an enduring  deity  who  originates as a manifestation  of anger and remains 

as a model of penance, even after this anger is expressed and this penance completed? 

These questions necessitate a reconsideration of the notions of center and periphery  in 

lived  Hindu  contexts, and a nuancing of the polythetic  and multivale nt presence and 

function  of Bhairava and similar  deities. 

Part 2: Material  

Face to Frightening Face 

 Most descriptions of Bhairava, summarized from textual and narrative sources 

and echoed in everything from conversational description to scholarly studies, are as 

follows: he is dark, smeared with ashes, his hair matted. His eyes are wild, bloodshot, 

and three in number. He has fangs, and is adorned with serpents. He wanders mostly 

ÕÈÒÌËȮɯÏÖÓËÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÚÒÜÓÓɯÖÍɯ!ÙÈÏÔêɀÚɯÚÌÝÌÙÌËɯÏÌÈËȭɯ'ÌɯÙÌÚÐËÌÚɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÙÎÐÕÚȮɯÈÕËɯÐÚɯÈɯ

denizen of charnel grounds. He is accompanied by dogs. He is terrible to look at.  

 These are the characteristics attributed to Bhairava, and they are generally 

affirmed as accurate and present, even if a particular artistic or material instance of 

Bhairava lacks one or some of these qualities. If his fangs are not depicted, that does not 

mean hÌɯËÖÌÚɯÕÖÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÛÏÌÔȭɯ(ÕËÌÌËɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮɯÓÐÒÌɯ¥ÐÝÈȮɯÔÈÕàɯ&ÖËËÌÚÚÌÚȮɯÈÕËɯ
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particularly village or local deities, can appear in aniconic form: as a stone, or a mound, 

or even a niche suggesting a former or subtle presence of an icon. Sometimes, a 

sculptural for m has elements obscured: by years of wear or the accumulation of layer 

upon layer of smeared pigment, or by cloths, garments, flower garlands, and even 

masks.  

 What follows is an introduction to three instances of Bhairava: one in 

Kathmandu, one in UjjainȮɯÈÕËɯÖÕÌɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȭɯ3ÏÌÚÌɯÛÏÙÌÌɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌÚɯÈÙÌɯËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛȮɯÈÕËɯ

represent a range of aesthetic interpretation and artistic tradition. They are not only 

primary examples from the interconnected three sites considered in this dissertation ɭ 

Ujjain and Kathmand u providing both contrast and support to the study of Bhairava in 

5êÙêÈÚČɯɭ they are also three of the most famous instances of Bhairava ɭ for pilgrims, 

in media, and on devotional and tourist websites . Indeed, each instance is so famously 

Bhairava that they are often conflated, an image of one appearing in a story about 

another, or uploaded as a part of a listing or review from a different city.  
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Exhibit A: *êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝ,28 Durbar Square, Kathmandu   

 

Figure 1ȯɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝȮɯ#ÜÙÉÈÙɯ2ØÜÈÙÌȮɯ*ÈÛÏÔÈÕËÜȭ29 

 

28 In contemporary  vernaculars, the Sanskrit *êÓÈ Bhairava loses his terminal  schwas, or ÈɀÚȮ becoming *êÓ 

Bhairav. This is discussed more extensively in the first  few paragraphs of chapter one.  
29 Photo by Andrea Forcada Fraile. All other photos by the author, unless noted otherwise.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1CIahS65MchnwOsKvmaMj5LiCen0S91k6
https://goo.gl/maps/RD6zEtM31kAv32kk7
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 Among the scattered temples, large and small, in the royal square at the heart of 

the old city of Kathmandu stands a single, unattached wall. Out from this wall a figure 

seems to step, his ten-foot form imposing, his bright colors and writhing attributes 

arresting. He wears a huge golden crown flanked by bright blue flowers and flowing 

ribbons. His stance is dynamic, his left leg bent while his right leg is straight and off to 

the side. His eyes are wide ɭ all three of them ɭ and the red lines around his mouth set 

his white fangs off against his oth erwise dark skin. His six arms hold weapons, severed 

heads, and a bowl fashioned from a human skull. For all his power and dynamism, the 

black-skinned figure is round and squat, a garland of heads hanging down past his pot -

belly. His red dreadlocks fly up around his crown, giving the impression that he is 

dancing or wildly swaying, the halo they form mirroring the flaming areole through 

which his three -quarters relief seems to step into the square. The two uppermost of his 

six arms hold the hand and foot of  a flayed human skin which he trails behind himself 

like a cape. He wears the skin of a lion wrapped around his waist as a sort of loin cloth. 

And those dynamically poised legs lead to feet which rest upon a prone figure, 

apparently a Hindu king, or perhap Úɯ¥ÐÝÈɯÏÐÔÚÌÓÍȭɯ 

 Two sculpted dogs flank this figure, guarding it in front and giving a sense of 

space to the otherwise open-air situation. Two goats are tethered to a bell-stand just off 

to the right. In the black archway above his head, white fangs and three bulging white 

eyes are most of what is visible of a black form that winds around the lip of the portal. 
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Above and to the left and right of the arch are a flaming sun and a crescent moon: he is 

frozen not only mid stride, but also in time, which he al so seems to transcend. His bright 

and striking ɭ even terrific ɭ form is the most visible in the square, and it draws a 

continuous stream of devotees who pause briefly, hands folded and head lowered, and 

perhaps offer a coin before heading on their way. 
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Exhibit B: *êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝ, Ujjain, Madhya Pradesh 30 

 

Figure 2ȯɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝȮɯ4ÑÑÈÐÕȮɯ,ÈËÏàÈɯPradesh 

 

30 As *êÓ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ popularity  has increased, there are dozens of sites labelled Ɂ*êÓ Bhairav 3ÌÔ×ÓÌɂ with  

photos of this ÔľÙÛÐ and temple tagged. This is the location I visited,  confirmed  by GPS and satellite 

imagery.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1Te2kA6j0ics2eOXxan-cBLfLJkOI3OiW
https://goo.gl/maps/yZqVsMxXz8beUdXv5
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 A ten-minute autorickshaw ride outside the city, on a small hillock surrounded 

on two sides by a bend in the river, a small, centuries-old fort has taken on new life. 

Within the walls, where the keep should be, there is a metal-roofed single-story temple. 

Inside, beneath a lowered ceiling fan, fluorescent lights, and a small marble shrine 

canopy, is a three-foot-tall orange and gold 31 boulder in the form of a head. Smooth 

except for cavities serving as eyes and a mouth, lines and shapes in silver and black, 

glistening oil paint demarcate eyebrows and highlight cheeks or forehead. He is 

wreathed in flower garlands, and wears a sort of ornate bib beneath his chin. Just beside 

his proper right cheek, a priest sits or crouches with a shallow metal dish some six 

inches in diameter. Into this dish he pours the bottles of whiskey and white liquor 

ÉÙÖÜÎÏÛɯÉàɯËÌÝÖÛÌÌÚɯÈÚɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÖÍÍÌÙÐÕÎɯÉÜÕËÓÌÚȭɯ'ÌɯÏÖÓËÚɯÛÏÌɯËÐÚÏɯÜ×ɯÛÖɯ*êÓɯ

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚɯÓÐ×ÚȮɯÈÕËɯÚÓÖÞÓàɯÛÐ×ÚɯÐÛɯÉÈÊÒȭɯ6ÐÛÏÖÜÛɯÈÕàɯÙÌÊàÊÓÐÕÎɯÖÙɯÖÉÝÐÖÜÚɯÔÌÈÕÚɯof egress, 

dozens or hundreds of liters of liquor disappear this way each day: directly into the 

mouth of the unflinching god. It is said that he protects the sacred city of Ujjain, 

ÌÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓÓàɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯ,ÈÏêÒêÓÌĭÝÈÙɯ)àÖÛÐÙɯ+Ðga ȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÏÜÉÚɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÎÐÖÕɀÚɯpilgrimage 

traffic. It is said that a secret tunnel beneath the fort leads out to the river, and points 

ËÐÙÌÊÛÓàɯÛÖɯÈɯÚÐÚÛÌÙɯÛÜÕÕÌÓɯÙÜÕÕÐÕÎɯÉÌÕÌÈÛÏɯ,ÈÏêÒêÓÌĭÝÈÙɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÐÕÎɯÈÕɯÜÕÐÕÛÌÙÙÜ×ÛÌËɯ

line of sight, communication, and transfer of energy.  

 

31 Sometimes this *êÓ Bhairav has golden or silver  highlights;  sometimes his orange undercoat is almost 

entirely  obscured by a silver  or golden veneer. Bhairava is repainted and re-presented on a regular basis, but  

what  remains throughout  is the orange tel-ÚÐÕËľÙ that coats the entire stone form. 



 

31 

 The setting is picturesque, and a few dozen half-human-sized langur monkeys 

languish throughout the fort. They are well aware of what is going on, and what they 

can get away with. They eat flowers and fruits left at the small shrines surrounding the 

central temple, but wait until those who leave them have walked away. They know how 

to steal exactly what they want out of the baskets of offerings devotees carry inside, 

reaching past the liquor and incense and flowers, expertly grabbing the bags of sugar 

pellets that serve as ×ÙÈÚêËȮ foodstuff waiting to be sanctified and shared. As I was 

leaving during my last visit to the temple, I saw a mother langur with her babe, holding 

a newspaper bag of popped popcorn, tossing kernels into her mouth and occasionally 

handing one to her child.  
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Exhibit C: *êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝ, 5êÙêÈÚČȮɯ4ÛÛÈÙɯ/ÙÈËÌÚÏ  

 

Figure 3ȯɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝȮɯ5êÙêẊÁÓĂȟ 5ÔÔÁÒ 0ÒÁÄÅÓÈ 

 !ÜÙÐÌËɯÐÕɯÉÈÊÒɯÈÓÓÌàÚɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÓÐÊÌɯÏÌÈËØÜÈÙÛÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÙÐÝÌÙɯÐÚɯ5êÙêÈÚČɀÚɯ

ÍÈÔÖÜÚɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÛÌÔ×ÓÌȭɯ3ÏÖÜÎÏɯËÐÍÍÐÊÜÓÛɯÛÖɯÍÐÕËȮɯÈÕËɯÌÈÚàɯÛÖɯÎÌÛɯÓÖÚÛɯÞÏÐÓÌɯÓÌÈÝÐÕÎȮɯ

the influence of the temple on shops, hotels, restaurants, and even the name of the 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=16Ywb_SwdHNK_oa--Jh67SpwlDV_y47PV
https://goo.gl/maps/c1pfvmHRSiuaTjes6
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nearby roundabout ɭ *êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯ)ÌÞÓÌÙÚȮɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯ/ÈàÐÕÎɯ&ÜÌÚÛɯ'ÖÜÚÌȮɯ*êÓɯ

Bhairav Chowk (intersection) ɭ make it impossible to miss the neighborhood. Each 

alleyway that affords access to the temple is a gauntlet of flower and sweets and oil and 

souvenir sellers leading all the way to the door. The square sanctum sanctorum is 

nestled concentrically within a square gallery, a sort of raised cloister surrounding not a 

ÎÈÙËÌÕɯÉÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÔ×ÓÌɯÙÖÖÔɯÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÙÌÚÐËÌÚɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝȭɯ$ÈÊÏɯ×ÖÙÛÐÊÖɯof the cloister 

houses a salesman-qua-ritual specialist calling out to those who enter to Come! come 

closer! Over here! You must come! to buy a bracelet and a blessing, and perhaps some 

Bhairava-themed merchandise. Walking straight up onto the small maẒṳapa (porch) of 

the inner temple affords a view of Bhairava through a short, partially obstructed 

doorway flanked by clocks, flatscreen monitors, and CCTV apparatus. A line winds 

around the right side of the maẒṳapa and in through a small door to the relative ly tiny 

room in which Bhairava sits beneath another silver -gilt shrine -shaped canopy, his 

praises and blessings stamped into the ornate metal edifice.  

  ÓÔÖÚÛɯÌÕÛÐÙÌÓàɯÉÜÙÐÌËɯÐÕɯÎÈÙÓÈÕËÚɯÖÍɯÍÓÖÞÌÙÚȮɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚɯÚÐÓÝÌÙɯÈÕËɯÎÖÓËȮɯ

mustachioed, and very hum an-looking mask peeks out. Visitors hand their offerings to a 

priest to the right of the figure, pass oil or the smoke from the oil lamp over their heads, 

×ÖÜÙɯÈÕàɯÖÐÓɯÛÏÌàɀÝÌɯÉÙÖÜÎÏÛȮɯÈÕËɯËÌ×ÌÕËÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÏÖÞɯÔÜÊÏɯÛÏÌàɯÎÈÝÌɯÙÌÊÌÐÝÌɯÈɯ×ÖÙÛÐÖÕɯ

of a previous off ering ɭ flowers, fruit, sweets ɭ as the are pressed out a symmetrically 

small exit door and reenter the cloister. From there, its past another series of stalls with 
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bracelets, ritual ashes, and blessings, and back out into the winding alleys passing first 

ÉÌÕÌÈÛÏɯÈɯÉÙÐÚÛÓÐÕÎɯÊÏÈÕËÌÓÐÌÙɯÖÍɯÉÌÓÓÚȭɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÐÚɯÈɯÊÙÜÊÐÈÓɯÊÖÔ×ÈÕÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ¥ÐÝÈɯ

5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈȮɯÛÏÌɯjyotir liẑgaẐ ÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàɀÚɯÔÖÚÛɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯÚÐÛÌɯɭ he protects the city and 

its inhabitants, and makes a visit to the holiest of holies in the city effective and the 

ÌÍÍÌÊÛÚɯÌÕËÜÙÐÕÎȭɯ$ÊÏÖÌËɯÈÕËɯÔÐÔÐÊÒÌËɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏÖÜÛɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯÛÏÐÚɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÌɯ

all pilgrims kn ow they must visit, and all visitors know they must ask permission to 

reside within the bounds of the sacred city.   

Considering M aterial Evidence 

 This stomping demon -king; alcohol -slurping spheroid; and flower -wreathed 

stoic mask are all forms of not just Bhairava, but a particular ɭ and the most popular ɭ 

ÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÍÖÙÔÚȯɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝȮɯÛÏÌɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÖÍɯ#ÈÙÒÕÌÚÚȮɯ3ÐÔÌȮɯÖÙɯ#ÌÈÛÏȮɯËÌ×ÌÕËÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ

ÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛÈÛÐÖÕȭɯ'ÐÚɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÙÐÛàɯÈÕËɯÌÈÚàɯÝÐÚÐÉÐÓÐÛàɯÔÌÈÕɯÛÏÌɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÐÕɯ*ÈÛÏÔÈÕËÜɯÐÚɯ

the image most frequently used in websites and blogs discussing Bhairava. He is a 

lovely example of Himalayan representations of Bhairava and Bhairava -type deities, 

though in the Kathmandu Valley the most frequent representation of Bhairava is a large 

mask or isolated head, with lips pulled back and teeth bared, usually with a pipe 

protruding from inside the hollow head through which rice beer is poured during 

festivals. The pot-bellied form is inspired by yakảas, South Asian imps, and is associated 

with attendance, defense, borders and protection in the development of wrathful deities 

as theorized by Robert Linrothe and discussed more extensively in chapter two. And 



 

35 

indeed this statue of Bhairava was originally a guardian of the city: unearthed in a field 

outside Kathmandu, it was relo cated to the square and built into a wall. His presence 

evinces both stylistic development and the ongoing process of recognition, 

interpretation and emplacement of the figures of deities. 32 

 The spherical, orange-ÎÖÓËɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÖÜÛÚÐËÌɯ4ÑÑÈÐÕɯÏÈÚɯÙÐÚÌÕɯmarkedly in 

popularity in the past decade due to news reports and social media footage of his liquor -

drinking. Where once there was a dusty lot with one or two stalls selling ritual materials, 

there is now a bustling parking lot with two dozen stalls under  a permanent roof, and 

drink and snack stalls, too. This Bhairava is situated in a way that makes sense 

considering his origin story: he is on the periphery, beyond the secondary cremation 

ground, on a site noted for defense, and in direct relationship wit h and serving directly 

ÛÖɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàɀÚɯÊÌÕÛÙÈÓɯÏÖÓàɯÚÐÛÌȭɯ'ÐÚɯÍÖÙÔɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÜÕÊÖÔÔÖÕɯÍÖÙɯÚÐÔ×ÓÌÙȮɯÚÔÈÓÓÌÙɯ

shrines and temples, and it is not uncommon to have to ask who resides in a given 

shrine, their form so coated with vermillion paint that iconogra phic identification is 

impossible. This amorphous orange-gold form is less common for the more famous 

instances of Bhairava, however: fame goes with more revenue, which usually means 

more ornate sculptures, or more ornate masks. But changing the form of this Bhairava 

would change his nature: he would no longer be so distinct, nor so famous. As it is, a 

photograph of this Bhairava hangs on the outer wall of the sanctum sanctorum of 

 

32 for  more on this see Lives of Indian Images. 
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5êÙêÈÚČɀÚɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÛÌÔ×ÓÌȮɯÑÜÚÛɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÓÌÍÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÐÕɯÝÐÌÞÐÕÎɯËÖÖÙÚȭɯ3Ïis image led 

ÔÌɯÛÖɯÚÌÌÒɯÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯ4ÑÑÈÐÕÐɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝȭɯ6ÏÐÓÌɯÛÏÌÙÌȮɯ(ɯÒÌ×ÛɯÔàɯÌàÌÚɯ×ÌÌÓÌËɯÍÖÙɯÈÕɯÐÔÈÎÌɯ

ÖÍɯ5êÙêÈÚČɀÚɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝȭɯ.ÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÊÖÕËɯËÈàɯ(ɯÍÖÜÕËɯÖÕÌȯɯÈɯÚÔÈÓÓɯËÌÝÖÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÐÔÈÎÌɯÖÍɯ

*êĭČɯ5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈɯÈÕËɯ5êÙêÈÚČɀÚɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯ×ÓÈÊÌËɯÉÌÚÐËÌɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÙÕÌÙɯÖf the flatscreen 

ÔÖÜÕÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÎÜÈÙËÏÖÜÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯËÐÚ×ÓÈàÌËɯÍÌÌËÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÔ×ÓÌÚɯ""35ɯÕÌÛÞÖÙÒȭɯ*êÓɯ

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÞÈÚɯÏÌÓ×ÐÕÎɯÎÜÈÙËɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝȭɯ 

 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ *êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÐÚɯÉÜÙÐÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÖÓËɯÊÐÛàȮɯÕÖÛɯÛÖÖɯÝÌÙàɯÍÈÙɯÈÞÈàɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯ

jyotir liẑgaẐ that he guards. It is not, however, that close, or clearly linked: the choice of 

location is not clear, though the proximity to a central police headquarters does reinforce 

ÐËÌÈÚɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÙÖÓÌɯÈÚɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÖÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàȯɯÐÕɯÍÈÊÛȮɯÈɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÔÌËÐÈɯÕÌÞÚɯÖÜtlet 

ÙÌ×ÖÙÛÌËɯÓÈÚÛɯàÌÈÙɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÕɯÐÔÈÎÌɯÖÍɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÖÊÊÜ×ÐÌÚɯÛÏÌɯ2Ü×ÌÙÐÕÛÌÕËÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ/ÖÓÐÊÌɀÚɯ

chair, with the Superintendent working at the end of his desk. 33  

 (ÛɯÚÌÌÔÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓɯÚÐÛÌɯÖÍɯÞÖÙÚÏÐ×ȮɯÈÚɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯÐÕɯÛÌßÛȮ34 was in the 

northeast ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàȮɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÚ×ÖÛɯÞÏÌÙÌɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÌÕÛÌÙÌËɯ5êÙêÈÚČɯÈÕËɯÞÈÚɯÙÌÓÐÌÝÌËɯÖÍɯ

ÛÏÌɯÉÜÙËÌÕɯÖÍɯ!ÙÈÏÔêɀÚɯÚÒÜÓÓȭɯ3ÖɯÛÏÐÚɯËÈàȮɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÈÕɯÌÕÖÙÔÖÜÚɯkuẒṳ (ritual bathing 

ÛÈÕÒȺɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯ*È×êÓÈÔÖÊÈÕÈɯ3ČÙÛÏÈȯɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÊÙÌËɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯȹÛČÙÛÏÈ) of liberation ( mocana) from 

the skull (ÒÈ×êÓÈȺȭɯ3ÏÌɯÚÐÛÌɯÈ××ÌÈÙÚɯÛÖɯÏÈÝÌɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓÓàɯÉÌÌÕɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯÛÖɯ ĭÖÒÈÕɯ

 

33 APB News, https://www.facebook.com/abpnews/videos/2172469976103578/?hc_ref=ARTfD-

pjV3LuK7r2SWgJ7kfVa72-BNIJXC7o3DQ_eUPK1xpcL5rh5iSz1gFwtXLWOVU&pnref=story . 
34 *êĭČ Kha a, Skanda PuÙêa, 4.31.138; Elizabeth Chalier-Visuvalingam,  Ɂ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ Royal !ÙÈÏÔÐÕÐÊÐËÌȮɂ 

in Alf  Hiltebeitel  ed., Criminal Gods and Demon Devotees: Essays on the Guardians of Popular Hinduism (Albany:  

SUNY Press, 1989). 

https://www.facebook.com/abpnews/videos/2172469976103578/?hc_ref=ARTfD-pjV3LuK7r2SWgJ7kfVa72-BNIJXC7o3DQ_eUPK1xpcL5rh5iSz1gFwtXLWOVU&pnref=story
https://www.facebook.com/abpnews/videos/2172469976103578/?hc_ref=ARTfD-pjV3LuK7r2SWgJ7kfVa72-BNIJXC7o3DQ_eUPK1xpcL5rh5iSz1gFwtXLWOVU&pnref=story
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Buddhists, and was likely a major thoroughfare, as the remnants of what was identified 

by the 7th century Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang ( ȺɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈÕɯ ĭÖÒÈÕɯ×ÐÓÓÈÙɯÈÙÌɯ

still vis ible.35 In fact, this pillar remnant is now recognized itself to be a form of Bhairava, 

+ê !ÏÈÐÙÈÝȮɯÞÏÖɯÐÚɯÙÐÛÜÈÓÓàɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚÌËɯÐÕÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàɯÈÕËɯÜÕÐÛÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÌÝÌÙàɯ

winter, ritually linking the two sites. In addition to these Hindu and Buddhist m arks on 

the site, it is now surrounded by a Muslim cemetery and flanked by a mosque. Elizabeth 

Chalier-Visuvalingam cites the arrival of the Muslims as the reason for the displacement 

of the original, marginal Bhairava, and his being hidden deep within the  Hindu city. 

6ÏÈÛÌÝÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÈÚÖÕȮɯÐÛɯÚÌÌÔÚɯÓÐÒÌÓàɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÚɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÚÌɯÞÐÛÏɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÐÕɯ

*ÈÛÏÔÈÕËÜȮɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÏÐÌÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČɯÞÈÚɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓÓàɯÚÐÛÜÈÛÌËɯÈÛɯÈɯÔÈÙÎÐÕȮɯÈÕËɯÞÈÚɯ

moved to the middle.  

 *êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚɯÔÈÚÒÌËɯ5êÙêÈÚČɯÍÖÙÔɯÐÚɯÜÕÜÚÜÈÓɯÍÖÙɯ!ÏÈÐravas: not the fact that 

there is a mask, but that it is metal, so human, and so placid. This is not unusual, 

ÏÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȭɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÊÖÔÔÖÕɯÍÖÙɯËÌÐÛÐÌÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÔÈÚÒÌËȮɯÈÕËɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÔÐÓÐÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ

run temples to invest in the most splendid masks they can, both to honor the deity in 

ØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯËÙÈÞɯ×ÐÓÎÙÐÔÚȭɯ(Õɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙȮɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÚÒÌËȮɯÔÜÚÛÈÊÏÐÖÌËɯÍÖÙÔɯÖÍɯ*êÓɯ

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÊÖÔ×ÖÙÛÚɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌÓàɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÊÈÓɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÈËËÐÕÎɯÔÈÚÒÚɯÛÖɯÈÕÐÖÕÐÊɯ!ČÙɯ

 

35 Vincent Smith, Ɂ(ËÌÕÛÐÍÐÊÈÛÐÖÕ of the Asoka Pillar  N. E. of Benares City  Described by Hiuen  3ÚÈÕÎɂ 

Zeitschrift Der Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 63, no. 2 (1909): 337ɬ45. 
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!êÉêɯȹÓÖÊÈÓɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÖÙȺɯÚÏÙÐÕÌÚȭɯ"ÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯÛÏÙÌÌɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌÚɯÛÏÐÚɯÙÌsonance more fully, and 

ËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌȮɯÖÙɯÌÓÐÚÐÖÕȮɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÕɯÉÌÏÐÕËɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚɯÔÈÚÒȭɯ 

Questions  of  Materiality  

 Centered around descriptions of the different  styles in which  *êÓ Bhairav 

is depicted in these three examples, this treatment has also shown how the 

iconographic and material  contexts of these objects are crucial to understanding  

them, and their  function.  Knowing,  for  example, that two  are engaged as heads 

or faces, and one as a fully  embodied form,  is informative  and useful. But 

knowing  also how they are presented, what  is around them, what  people do 

when engaging them, what  sort of building  or space they are located in, where 

they are in relation  to the rest of the city, and even stories of where they likely  

used to be all flesh out the material  treatment of these icons. As de Certeau 

would  put  it,  these are the details which  make a place into  a space.36 Bhairava 

anchors and organizes this space-making.  

These examples are certainly  different  in form,  but  they are also markedly  

different  in context. And  yet there are patterns: periphery  and centrality;  

affiliation  with  a jyotir  liẑgaẐ; obscurity  or distance; similarity  and dissimilarity  

 

36 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984) 116-119. 
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to other traditions  of the representation of deity  ɭ though  irregular  and 

asymmetrical, these similarities  and differences help us understand the range of 

roles Bhairava plays, the forms he takes, the places he is found,  and the ways in 

which  people encounter him.  This example is more form,  and what  this sort of 

observation can do, than it  is content. But by knowing  how devotees come face to 

fearsome face with  Bhairava, though  thick  descriptions of what  and where and 

how he is, there is a world  of information  about Bhairava to be gleaned. What he 

looks like, what  his hands are holding,  whether  he is immediately,  strikingly  

frightening  ɭ these are important  details, but  they are very  much the beginning  

of a broader consideration of an engagement with  what  might  be called, for  the 

sake of brevity,  Bhairava art.  

Part 3: Text 

 ɯ1ÌÛÜÙÕɯÝÐÈɯ5ÌÙÚÌɯÛÖɯ5êÙêẊÈÚČ 

 So far we have seen ÛÏÈÛɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÚɯÈɯÛÌÙÙÐÍàÐÕÎɯÔÈÕÐÍÌÚÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ¥ÐÝÈɀÚɯÈÕÎÌÙȰɯ

that his origin is marked by transgression; that he was outcaste antinomian, and in some 

ÞÈàÚɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÐÚȰɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÈÚ×ÌÊÛÚɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙɯÐÕÚ×ÐÙÌËɯÏÌÛÌÙÖËÖßȮɯÛÈÕÛÙÐÊɯÖÙËÌÙÚɯÖÍɯ¥ÈÐÝÈɯ

asceticismȰɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÖÙɯÖÍɯÚÈÊÙÌËɯÚ×ÈÊÌÚȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯ5êÙêÈÚČȰɯÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɯÐÚɯ

the object of devotion of many mainstream pilgrims and lay practitioners. We have seen 

how observations and investigations of practice and  material engagement provide 
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content and context for the better perception and understanding of just what Bhairava is. 

(ÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÌÊÛÐÖÕȮɯÞÌɯÞÐÓÓɯÛÜÙÕɯÛÖɯÛÌßÛȭɯ-ÖÛɯÛÌßÛÚɯÓÐÒÌɯÛÏÌɯ/ÜÙêas, which told his origin story 

and provided geographic details about the original states of his temple s and sacred sites, 

ÉÜÛɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÚÖÙÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÌßÛÚɯÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÚɯÌÕÎÈÎÌËȮɯÌÝÌÕɯËÌ×ÓÖàÌËȮɯÈÚɯÈɯ¥ÈÐÝÈɯÌÓÌÔÌÕÛɯ

of terror and transgression ɭ and even playfulness ɭ in devotional literature. Here, he 

ÚÌÌÔÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈɯÍÖÙÔɯÖÙɯÈÎÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ¥ÐÝÈȮɯÕÖÛɯÖÕÓàɯËÌÍÌÈÛÐÕÎɯÉÜÛ dismantling a famous set of 

Vi ÜɀÚɯÍÖÙÔÚȭɯ'ÌɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÓÐÒÌÓàɯÊÏÈÔ×ÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔɯȹ¥ÐÝÈ-oriented Hinduism), 

emerging victorious over the sectarian competitor, Vai avism (Vi u-oriented 

Hinduism). The verse demonstrates relevance to the three questions asked earlier in this 

introduction: Why Bhairava? Why central? And  why enduring? But it also raises new 

ØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÕÈÔÌÓàɯ6ÏÖɯÐÚɯÛÏÐÚɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÞÏÖɯÏÈÚɯÛÈÒÌÕɯÖÝÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÙÖÓÌɯÖÍɯ¥ÐÝÈȳɯ ÕËɯ6ÏÈÛɯ

ÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÚÜÉÑÜÎÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ5ÈÐava ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ? 

 The text in question is a single verse. Found in a compendium, the 

2ÜÉÏêÐÛÈÙÈÛÕÈÉÏêêÎêÙÈȮɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÓÓà The Trove of Benedictory Gems, it is itself without 

much context, save that it is included in the chapter comprising verses praising 

¥ÐÝÈȭɯ3ÏÌɯÝÌÙÚÌɯÊÈÓÓÚɯÖÜÛɯÛÖɯ,ÈÏêɯȹÎÙÌÈÛȺɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯÈËËÐÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÐÕÎɯ

his systematic dismantling of a collection of Vai ava champions, he is asked to 

remove ignorance from the noble ones. Where he was before a marginal 

protector, he is here both physical champion and metaphysical savior.  

+ÌÛɀÚɯÉÌÎÐÕɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÚÊÌÕÌɯÚÌÛɯÉàɯÖÜÙɯÒÌàÚÛÖÕÌɯÝÌÙÚÌȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÎÖÌÚɯÈÚɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÚȯɯ 
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Ķ˗ūɴŶ ŘŬŏŅŬƧŬŗƠŏŏŜūĶǼūœōɞ Ű̙ őȃŶŚ̝űŅŉŲŬśƁŜŋūŬńŉķőƬźŅūŬŇĶźœūŬŏŚƂί 

Ŭŗ˵ŷĶūńƈŗŅŬŗŘŶŚŏŰŬŇŅŻ ŅŻ ŏɖĶű ŏūƈŗŰŎŻ ĶŚƈɾůŗőŅūƁ ĸŅƂ ̝ŅŰ śŅū ŏźŜƁ ŏŜūŎŷőŗίί 

  

*ÈÓ×êÕÛÌɯĭÈÔÐÛÈÛÙÐÝÐÒÙÈÔÈÔÈÏêÒÈÒêÓÈÉÈËËÏÈÚ×ÏÜÙÈÊÊÏÌÈÚàľÛÈÕsi ha-  

 ×êÐÕÈÒÏÈÙÈ×ÙÖÛêËÐÒÖÓêÔÐa ; 

ÝÐĭÝÈÐÒêÙÈÝÈÛÈÝÐĭÌÈÔÜËÐÛÈÜɯÛÈÜɯÔÈÛÚàÈÒľÙÔêÝÜÉÏÈÖɯÒÈÙÈÕËÏČÝÈÙÈÛê gata   

ÚÈÛêɯÔÖÏÈ ÔÈÏêÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȭ 

  

He who at the end of time is ×ÖÚÚÌÚÚÌËɯÖÍɯ3ÙÐÝÐÒÙÈÔÈɀÚɯÙÐÉȮɯÛÖɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯÓÈÚÏÌËɯÈɯ

ÛÞÐÛÊÏÐÕÎɯ¥Ìa, who is tied to N si ÏÈɀÚɯÍÖÙÌÊÓÈÞȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ×ÐÌÙÊÌÚɯ5ÈÙêÏÈɀÚɯÍÓÌÚÏȰɯÏÌɯÞÏÖɯ

ÐÚɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÍÐÚÏÌÙɯÖÍɯÉÖÛÏɯ,ÈÛÚàÈɯÈÕËɯ*ľÙÔÈɯÞÏÖɯÊÈÝÖÙÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÜÕËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛÐÈÛÌËȮɯ

universal deluge ɭ Great Bhairava, destroy the delusion of the noble ones. 

 

 In this ÚÜÉÏêảita (lit. benediction), 37 Bhairava has become a fisherman at the end 

of time, dropping his line into the great flood that ends one cycle of existence and 

becomes a blank canvas for the creation of the next. Though this verse lacks a personal 

description, the name evokes images of the grisly deity: Bhairava is adorned with 

severed human heads and limbs, garlanded with serpents, and covered in crematory 

 

37 Su = good = bene; ÉÏêảita = speech = diction 
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ash. His hair is wild, his three eyes bloodshot, he eats from a skull and bares fangs that 

drip with blood. 38 !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÛÈÊÒÓÌɯÙÌÐÕÍÖÙÊÌÚɯÏÐÚɯÎÙÐÚÓàɯÍÖÙÔȭɯ'ÌɯÏÈÚɯÍÈÚÏÐÖÕÌËɯÙÖËȮɯ

line, hook, and bait from bits of dismembered deities: the rib, body, claw and flesh of 

3ÙÐÝÐÒÙÈÔÈȮɯ¥Ìa, N si ÏÈɯÈÕËɯ5ÈÙêÏÈȭɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯalmost certain Bhairava was the agent of 

ÛÏÌÐÙɯËÌÔÐÚÌɯÈÚɯÐÛɯÐÚɯ,ÈÛÚàÈɯÈÕËɯ*ľÙÔÈȮɯÛÞÖɯËÌÐÛÐÌÚɯÞÏÖɯÍÖÓÓÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÚÓÈÐÕɯÐÕɯÚÜÐÛɯÈÕËɯÚÌÛȮɯ

whom he hopes snag with this morbid apparatus. In this confluence of extremes ɭ 

setting, deity, act, and objective ɭ the verse calls out to Bhairava, enjoining him to 

destroy the ignorance and delusion of the noble ones: those who are devoted, right 

ÔÐÕËÌËȮɯÖÙɯÖÛÏÌÙÞÐÚÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÒÕÖÞȭɯ!ÜÛɯÞÏàȳɯ6Ïàɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÕËɯÕÖÛɯ¥ÐÝÈɯɭ to whom 

Bhairava is invariably related ɭ or some other world -ending deity? Why is he central 

not only as the toughest and most dangerous of deities, but also as the one who can 

dispel delusion? Why is he enduring, active right up to the end of time? A sequential 

ÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙÚÌɀÚɯÓÈàÌÙÚɯÖÍɯÈÌÚÛÏÌÛÐÊɯÐÔ×ÈÊÛɯÈÕË semiotic signification reveals the 

broader significance of the scene, and initiates the lengthy process of resolving these 

questions. !ÌàÖÕËɯÛÏÌɯ/ÜÙêÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÔÕÒÇÉÃÁÌ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌÓ ÔÒÅÁÔÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁ ÉÎ 

6àÒà ÁÓĂȟ    

 

38 For more on !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ appearance, see praise verses in c. 1, iconographic  analyses in c. 2, and 

descriptions of different  instances of Bhairava in c. 3.  
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Affective Aesthetics and Layers of Semiotic M eaning 

 The verse forefronts a gruesome aesthetic, eliciting an affective response of 

revulsion or despair: the world has ended, erstwhile world -saving deities have been 

ÚÓÈÜÎÏÛÌÙÌËȮɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÙÕÈÎÌɯÐÚɯÖÕÎÖÐÕÎȮɯÈÕËɯÐÛɯÚÌÌÔÚɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÓÐÛÛÓÌɯhope. Bhairava has 

repurposed bits of divine cadavers intent on crossing these last two names off his set list 

of targets And yet there is something that perturbs a unidimensional reading of this 

grotesque violence: rather than rampaging through the deluge , or actively pursuing his 

prey, Bhairava sits passively fishing. Rather than using a celestial or legendary weapon 

as heroes and deities usually do, instead of using his fingernails and fangs as does in 

other instances, Bhairava has fashioned his chosen tool from corpses: a sort of macabre 

recycling completely in keeping with his charnel -ground character.39 (ÛɀÚɯËÐÍÍÐÊÜÓÛɯÛÖɯ

imagine where Bhairava might be perched in a wholly inundated world, but it is 

ÚÖÔÌÏÖÞɯÓÌÚÚɯÏÈÙËɯÛÖɯÐÔÈÎÐÕÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɀÚɯÚÌÈÛÌËȮɯÈÛÛÌÕÛÐve but relaxed in his passive 

pursuit, making a game of acquiring his final quarry.  

 The sum impression is complex, and at some level appears paradoxical ɭ an 

assessment that, as we shall see, will prove applicable to nearly all Bhairava phenomena. 

Here, ferocity and morbidity contrast an absurdity born of extremity and oversaturation . 

(ÛɀÚɯÓÐÒÌɯÈɯ×ÈÙÖËàɯÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÍÓÐÊÒɯÞÐÛÏɯÐÕËÜÚÛÙàɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɯ×àÙÖÛÌÊÏÕÐÊÚɯÉÜÛɯÚÖɯÔÈÕàɯÚØÜÐÉÚɯ

 

39 Ascetic orders affiliated  with  Bhairava repurpose corpses for  ritual  practices, or transpose tradi tional  

ritual  structures ɭ objects, materials, actions ɭ onto the detritus  of charnel grounds. 
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the blood-soaked cast starts to appear comical. The elements are still horrific, but the 

overall impression is something other than an aggregate of little horrors. The resulting 

tension between the abhorrent and the amusing, the sinister and the playful, are both 

endemic to and indicative of Bhairava. He is fundamentally irreducible, but hi s 

encompassed polarities never make him neutral nor benign. 

 We have already mentioned that these are the bodies of deities and cosmic 

beings whom Bhairava has fashioned into fishing gear. But these are not just any deities, 

those whose attributes would ma ke for good tackle. Crucial to these few lines of poetry 

is that these dead those dead, and those soon to be, are all closely associated with Vi u. 

The scene is no mere playful excursion: it is a manifestation of the tensions between rival 

¥ÈÐÝÈɯÈÕËɯ5ÈÐava traditions within Hinduism, 40 but moreover it is a deliberate and 

systematic dismantling and destruction of a popular Vai ava model of deity ɭ the ten 

incursions into human history 41 known as the ËÈĭêÝÈÛêÙÈ ɭ  by a destructive agent of 

¥ÐÝÈɯɭ Bhairava. Allow me to explain.  

 3ÏÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛÚɯÖÍɯËÐÚÛÐÕÊÛÐÖÕɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯ¥ÈÐÝÈɯÈÕËɯ5ÈÐava theologies, traditions, 

structures, and attitudes are myriad. The most obvious and nominally definitive is that 

 

40 As is evident  in their  names when one knows what  to look for, Vai ava traditions  hold  Vi u to be 

supreme: the original  agent, the creator, the ground  of existence, and the apogee of divinity.  ¥ÈÐÝÈ traditions  

allot  roughly  the same supreme role to ¥ÐÝÈȭ  
41 see Agni  /ÜÙêa, trans. N. Gangadharan, (Delhi:  Motilal  Banarsidass, 1998), c. 1-15. Cornelia Dimmitt  and 

J. A. B. van Buitenen, eds., Classical Hindu Mythology: A Reader in the Sanskrit Puranas (Philadelphia:  Temple 

University  Press, 1978) 63, Wendy Doniger,  Hindu Myths: A Sourcebook. (London:  Penguin, 1975), 175. cf. 

Klaus Klostermaier,  Hinduism, a !ÌÎÐÕÕÌÙɀÚ Guide (Oxford:  Oneworld  Publications, 2007), 70-71. 
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¥ÈÐÝÈɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÚɯÏÖÓË ¥ÐÝÈɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÚÜ×ÙÌÔÌȯɯÛÏÌɯÊÙÌÈÛÖÙȮɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓɯÈÎÌÕÛȮɯÈÕËɯÌÝÌÕɯÎÙÖÜÕËɯÖÍɯ

all existence, while Vai ava traditions locate Vi u in a comparable position of 

supremacy. Beyond this tautological distinction, one of the most significant differences 

in these schoolsɀɯÛÏÌÖÓÖÎÐÌÚɯÈÕËɯÊÖÚÔÖÓÖÎÐÌÚɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÞÈàɯÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÚÜ×ÙÌÔÌɯËÌÐÛàɯ

enters human history and territory. Though often called incarnations ɭ a translation 

which has misleading Christian baggage ɭ Vi u enters the world as a series of 

ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ (avatars), or those who cross (ÛêÙÈȮɯÍÙÖÔɯȄtẞ, to cross) down (ava) into human 

territory and history from the supramundane realm of the gods. 42 Sometime around a 

millennium and a half ago, a series of deities identified as Vi ÜɀÚɯÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ were 

organized into a unified,  sequential set called the ËÈĭêÝÈÛêÙÈȮɯor the ten (ËÈĭ) ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ. In 

order of appearance in the verse, we have Trivikrama, a specialized form of Vi ÜɀÚɯÍÐÍÛÏɯ

ÈÝÈÛêÙÈȮɯ5êÔÈÕÈȮɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÓÓàɯȿ3ÏÌɯ#ÞÈÙÍȭɀɯ(ÕɯÈɯËÌÔÖÕ-deceiving coincidence of opposites, 

5êÔÈÕÈɯÛÏÌɯËÞÈÙÍɯÊÖÕÝÐÕÊÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÖÜÉÓÐÕÎÓàɯ×ÖÞÌÙÍÜÓɯ*ÐÕÎɯ,ÈÏêÉÈÓČɯÛÖɯÎÐÝÌɯÏÐÔɯ

whatever territory he can measure out in three strides.43 When the king acquiesces ɭ 

ÏÖÞɯÍÈÙɯÊÖÜÓËɯ5êÔÈÕÈɀÚɯÚÏÖÙÛɯÓÌÎÚɯÎÖȳɯɭ 5êÔÈÕÈɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌÚɯÛÖɯÐÔÔÌÕÚÌɯÚÐáÌɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯ

three (tri ) strides (vikramaȺɯ×ÈÊÌÚɯÖÍÍɯÈÓÓɯÖÍɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÖÕȭɯ5êÔÈÕÈɀÚɯÎÐÈÕÛɯÍÖÙÔɯÊÖÔÌÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯ

known as Trivikrama for the three steps he takes, and as a giant and certainly the largest 

 

42 James Cameron and video game culture  use the term fairly  appropriately:  and avatar is a version of 

oneself in a particular  context to which  it  is typically  suited. 
43 Dimmitt,  Classical Hindu  Mythology,  80-82, see also Ariel  Glucklich,  The Strides of ViảẒu Hindu Culture in a 

Historical Perspective (Oxford:  Oxford  University  Press, 2008), 4-6. 
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of the ËÈĭêÝÈÛêÙÈ, it makes a certain sort of sense that his rib would serve well a far-

reaching and hard-pulling fishing pole.  

 A universe -spanning ocean and divine quarry would require not only a 

legendary rod but also an immensely long line. In sourcing one, the verse diverges 

momentarily from the ËÈĭêÝÈÛêÙÈȮɯÈÚɯ¥Ìa is not one of these ten. Rather, he is the cosmic 

nine-headed serpent upon whom Vi u reclines in the primordial sea of chaos as he 

ËÙÌÈÔÚɯÌßÐÚÛÌÕÊÌɯÐÕÛÖɯÉÌÐÕÎȭɯ ÚɯÞÐÛÏɯ3ÙÐÝÐÒÙÈÔÈȮɯÛÏÌɯÕÈÔÌɯ×ÙÖÝÌÚɯÒÌàȯɯ¥Ìa means 

remainder, or leftover. He is the one thing that survives the dis integration of the 

universe at the end of time and is the only thing other than the godhead ɭ Vi u ɭ that 

floats on the cosmic ocean.44 The sea of chaos is that very sea in which Bhairava is 

fishing, but the scene set forth in this verse displaces a Vai ava model of creation as the 

dream of Vi ÜɯÚÓÌÌ×ÐÕÎɯÜ×ÖÕɯ¥Ìa. Here, Bhairava appears to be the remainder, the 

ĭÌảa, ÞÏÐÓÌɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÛÜÓÈÙɯ¥ÌÈɯÐÚɯËÌÈËȮɯÏÐÚɯÊÖÙ×ÚÌɯÛÞÐÛÊÏÐÕÎɯÈÚɯÐÛɀÚɯÜÚÌËɯÍÖÙɯÍÐÚÏÐÕÎɯÓÐÕÌȭɯ

Perhaps it was a move rooted in functional considerati on ɭ where else would the poet 

source a grisly fishing line? ɭ but it also reinforces the idea that Bhairava is not only 

 

44 In order to prevent potential  confusion ÐÛɀÚ worth  here noting  that images Vi u dreaming  existence into  

being include  two  other characters: the goddess, usually identified  as Lak ÔČ or ¥ÙČȮ and !ÙÈÏÔêȮ who  sits 

on a lotus which  protrudes  from  Vi ÜɀÚ navel. While  apparently  bringing  the number of survivors  of the 

end of time to four,  !ÙÈÏÔê ËÖÌÚÕɀÛ count as ÏÌɀÚ issuing from  Vi u directly,  creating the world  because 

Vi u willed  it  [a story relevant to !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ /ÜÙêic origin  accounts, see c. 1]. ¥ÙČ also ËÖÌÚÕɀÛ count, as she 

is not separate from  Vi u: even when unindicated,  she is understood  to be ever-present within  and as a 

part  of Vi u, as it  is her energy  or power  that ɁÔÈÒÌÚ efficacious the will  ÖÍȱɂ see Clooney translation  

here.  
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wiping out the ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚȮɯÏÌɯÏÈÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÖÜÛÓÈÚÛÌËɯ¥Ìa, disrupting and overturning any 

possibility of Vi u as supreme, enduring godhead and creator. 

 Dangling in the water are bits of Vi ÜɀÚɯÍÖÜÙÛÏɯÈÕËɯÛÏÐÙËɯÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ: N si ha and 

Varaha. N si ha, or Narasi ÏÈɯÈÚɯÐÛɀÚɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÞÙÐÛÛÌÕȮɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÜÙÛÏɯÈÝÈÛêÙÈ who is both 

man (nara) and lion (siẐha). He eviscerates the demon king Hira àÈÒÈĭÐ×ÜɯÞÐth his 

leonine fangs and foreclaws while standing on human legs, making this particular claw 

qua hook a particularly powerful one. It is noteworthy that Bhairava also destroys evil 

or disrupts impropriety with his fangs and nails, and while this apparent p arallel 

addressed more extensively in the third part of the second chapter, here it suffices to say 

that Narasi ha, Vi ÜɀÚɯÔÖÚÛɯ×ÈÓ×ÈÉÓàɯÛÌÙÙÐÍàÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÍÌÙÖÊÐÖÜÚɯÈÝÈÛêÙÈ, has been 

ËÌÍÌÈÛÌËɯÉàɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮɯÏÐÚɯÈ××ÈÙÌÕÛɯ¥ÈÐÝÈɯÊÖÜÕÛÌÙ×ÈÙÛȭɯ3ÏÐÚɯdemon-slayer has been slain 

by Bhairava, an apparently demonic deity. 45 

 Finally, there is the bit of boar flesh, which this version of the text notes is 

ÊÌÙÛÈÐÕÓàɯÈɯÍÓÈÕÒ×ÐÌÊÌɯÖÍɯ5ÈÙêÏÈȮɯ5ÐÜɀÚɯÛÏÐÙËɯÈÝÈÛêÙÈ in the form of a boar. As is the 

case with all ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚȮɯ5ÈÙêÏÈɯÌÕÛÌÙÚɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàɯÐÕɯÖÙËÌÙɯÛÖɯËÌÍÌÈÛɯÌÝÐÓɯÈÕËɯÙÌÚÛÖÙÌɯÖÙËÌÙɯÛÖɯ

ÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÓËȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÈÚÌȮɯ!ÏľËÌÝČȮɯÛÏÌɯÎÖËËÌÚÚɯÞÏÖɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯ$ÈÙÛÏȮɯÐÚɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÛÖÙÔÌÕÛÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ

ÈÚľÙÈɯor anti -god Hiranyak ÈɯÈÕËɯÉÌÎÐÕÚɯÛÖɯÚÐÕÒɯÐÕÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÐÔÖÙËÐÈÓɯÚÌÈɯÖÍɯÊÏÈÖÚȭɯ5ÈÙêÏÈ 

slays Hiranyak ÈȮɯÈÕËɯÙÌÚÊÜÌÚɯ!ÏľËÌÝČɯÉàɯÓÐÍÛÐÕÎɯÏÌÙɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÞÈÛÌÙÚɯÜ×ÖÕɯÏÐÚɯÛÜÚÒÚȭɯ

3ÏÌɯÊÌÕÛÙÈÓÐÛàɯÖÍɯ5ÈÙêÏÈɀÚɯÛÜÚÒÚɯÊÈÕȮɯÓÐÒÌɯ-ÈÙÈÚÐÏÈɀÚɯÛÌÌÛÏȮɯÓÌÈËɯÛÖɯËÌÕÛÐÕÌɯÊÖÔ×ÈÙÐÚÖÕÚɯ

 

45 See cs. 1 and 3 for  discussions of whether  Bhairava is a demon. 
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with Bhairava, who is often defined by his fangs. 46 In a more concrete link, VarêÏÈɯ

È××ÌÈÙÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÙɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯ/ÜÙêic origin stories. But here, rather than a 

ÊÖÜÚÐÕɯÖÙɯÈɯÕÈÙÙÈÛÐÝÌɯÊÖÚÛÈÙȮɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÏÈÚɯÒÐÓÓÌËɯ5ÈÙêÏÈɯÈÕËɯÔÈËÌɯÏÐÚɯÍÈÛÌɯ×ÖÌÛÐÊÈÓÓàɯ

tragic: the boar who could swim to the bottom of the ocean and lift the eart h back out is 

ÏÌÙÌɯÚÜÕÒȮɯÚÌÙÝÐÕÎɯÈÚɯÉÈÐÛɯÍÖÙɯ,ÈÛÚàÈɯÈÕËɯ*ľÙÔÈɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙàɯÞÈÛÌÙÚɯÏÌɯÏÈËɯÔÈÚÛÌÙÌËȭ 

 In the ËÈĭêÝÈÛêÙÈ model of Vi ÜɀÚɯÈ××ÌÈÙÈÕÊÌÚɯÖÕɯÌÈÙÛÏȮɯ,ÈÛÚàÈɯÈÕËɯ*ľÙÔÈɯÈÙÌɯ

the first and second ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ of Vi u. They are the two aquatic ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ, their names 

meaning ɭ and their forms being ɭ a fish and a turtle, respectively. It makes narrative 

sense that they are the last two to escape Bhairava, as they could dwell or even sport, 

depending on how one reads the verse, in the world-ending floodwaters. B hairava has 

effectively unzipped the ËÈĭêÝÈÛêÙÈ: at the end of time, all that remain are the first of 

Vi ÜɀÚɯÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ. 

 The sequential presentation of Vi u ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ makes it clear that Bhairava is 

superior to not just one or the other of these gods: he is superior to them all, as a set. He 

can both defeat them, and take over their roles as arbiters of divine will. But these are 

only the first five of Vi ÜɀÚɯÛÌÕɯÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ. Why were five left out, and other than 

 

46 Philip  Lutgendorf,  'ÈÕÜÔÈÕɀÚ Tale: The Messages of a Divine Monkey (New  York: Oxford  University  Press, 

2007), 208-212. Clear distinction  is made between the fangs of ɁËÌÔÖÕÚɂ and the fierce sharp teeth of 

'ÈÕÜÔêÕ on 248, 253, 383. Narasi ha is a conqueror of fear, while  Bhairava is the cry of fear. The 

popularity  of Narasi ha in Orissa has led to stories that he has replaced Bhairava. Their comparisons are 

often linked  to the site of Si ÏêÊÈÓÈÔȮ Visakhapatnam, Andhra  Pradesh, where Bhairava is worshipped  

before visiting  Narasi ha. See Venkatesh Bayya, Ɂ*ÈÓÈ Bhairava Temple Lies in -ÌÎÓÌÊÛȮɂ The Times of India, 

Feb. 20, 2016.  https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/visakhapatnam/Kala -Bhairava-temple-lies-in-

neglect/articleshow/51066069.cms. 

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/visakhapatnam/Kala-Bhairava-temple-lies-in-neglect/articleshow/51066069.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/visakhapatnam/Kala-Bhairava-temple-lies-in-neglect/articleshow/51066069.cms
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reaching back to the first ÈÝÈÛêÙÈ in an effort to signal complete and time -spanning 

domination, why were these the five included? Why not include Kalki in particular, the 

ÈÝÈÛêÙÈ who heralds and brings about the end of time, a role that Bhairava is here 

fulfilling?  Perhaps the reason for this abrid ged set is practical: fitting all ten into a single 

verse would burst the ÚÜÉÏêảÐÛÈɀÚ ĭêÙËľÓÈÝÐÒÙČṳita meter at its seams, and taking two 

verses to include all the ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ would disrupt the pithy completeness of the scene here 

packed into a single quatrain. Perhaps the selection of these five ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ is practical in a 

more structural sense: the final five ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ, taking human form, would be more 

difficult to write into a fishing apparatus. But there are other qualities that group these 

ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ together, qualities worth considering in the process of understanding the 

ÝÌÙÚÌɀÚɯÍÜÓÓɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÊÌȭ 

 These five ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ are the first to appear in history, and they all enter the world 

during the satya yuga, the first of the four ages (yugas) in a cosmic cycle of time (kalpa). 

3ÏÌàɯÈÙÌɯÈÓÚÖɯÛÏÌɯɁ×ÙÌ-ÏÜÔÈÕɂɯÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ. It is often pointed out by Hindus who wish 

their tradition to be compatible with scientism that the ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ apparently comport 

with evolutionary progression. Matsya, a fish, represents earlyȮɯÈØÜÈÛÐÊɯÓÐÍÌȭɯ3ÏÌÕɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯ

*ľÙÔÈȮɯÈɯÛÜÙÛÓÌȮɯÈØÜÈÛÐÊɯÉÜÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÓÌÎÚȭɯ3ÏÌÕɯ5ÈÙêÏÈȮɯÈɯÉÖÈÙȮɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÓÈÕËɯÈÕÐÔÈÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

series, but one whose narrative cycle is closely tied to the ocean as to the land: 

remember, he swims to the farthest depths to lift out the earth. The fourth ÈÝÈÛêÙÈ, 

Narasi ha, is half human and half animal: a missing link of sorts, he straddles the 
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ÏÜÔÈÕɯÈÕËɯÈÕÐÔÈÓɯÙÌÈÓÔÚȭɯ5êÔÈÕÈȮɯÛÏÌɯËÞÈÙÍɯÞÏÖɯÐÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÈɯÎÐÈÕÛȮɯÐÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÌÝÖÓÜÛÐÖÕÈÙàɯ

reading a pre-ÏÜÔÈÕɯÏÖÔÐÕÐËȯɯÏÌɀÚɯÈɯ×àÎÔàȮɯÖÙɯ×ÌÙÏÈ×Ú as Trivikrama a neanderthal. 

(ÛɀÚɯÈɯÚÛÙÌÛÊÏȮɯÌÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓÓàɯÈÚɯ5êÔÈÕÈɯÐÚɯÝÌÙàɯÔÜÊÏɯÏÜÔÈÕȮɯÈÕËɯÈÓÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÍÖÙÔÚɯÈÙÌɯ

highly anthropomorphized in character and behavior, even to the point of being 

physically made half -human in art. The claim of evolutionary pr ÖÎÙÌÚÚÐÖÕɯÈÓÚÖɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯ

seem to fit with the idea that moral order and the state of the world are declining 

through the yugas until everything becomes corrupt and the world is brought to an end. 

Despite these problems plaguing a Darwinian reading of the ËÈĭêÝÈÛêÙÈ, it perhaps 

ÔÈÒÌÚɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÚɯ×ÓÈÊÌËɯÐÕɯÖ××ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌÚÌɯȿ×ÙÌ-ÏÜÔÈÕɀɯÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ. 

Bhairava is, after all, not exactly human: he is a god, but a god with fangs, a god who 

apparently contravenes human social and moral order. Perhaps the noted 

ÊÖÙÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌÕÊÌÚɯÐÕɯÍÐÌÙÊÌɯÛÌÌÛÏȮɯÛÏÌɯÓÌÈÚÛɯÏÜÔÈÕɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯËÐÚÛÐÕÎÜÐÚÏÐÕÎɯÍÌÈÛÜÙÌÚȮɯÐÚɯ

emphasized in this juxtaposition. Perhaps the end of the world and the destruction of 

delusion are post- or extra human. 

 It is also possible to read the presentation of five ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ not as a truncation, but 

as a partial completion; not as a failure to mention each member of the set, but a mention 

of the only members still remaining. Taking up again the idea that the human ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ 

arrive in more degenerate, viol ent, political ages, perhaps not-quite-human Bhairava is a 
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solution to their problems rooted in the human condition. 47 K ÈɯÈÕËɯ1êÔÈɯÈÕËɯÌÝÌÕɯ

the Buddha are more famous and influential than these other ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ, why are they not 

shown being destroyed? Kalki, the final ÈÝÈÛêÙÈ, is said to bring about the end of the 

world. Why is he not here, facing off clearly with Bhairava? What if what is presented in 

the verse is a second act without a first. What if Kalki was the initial point of contact 

between Bhairava and the ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚȭɯ ÍÛÌÙɯ*ÈÓÒÐȮɯ×ÌÙÏÈ×ÚɯÏÌɯÒÐÓÓÌËɯ!ÈÓÈÙêÔÈȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ

!ÜËËÏÈȮɯÈÕËɯ1êÔÈȮɯÈÕËɯ*Èȭɯ Úɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÖÙÐÎÐÕɯÚÛÖÙàɯÔÈÒÌÚɯÊÓÌÈÙȮɯÏÌɯÐÚɯÎÖÖËɯÈÛɯ

risking everything to stand up to just such powerful, regal, heroic characters. Perhaps 

the verse only starts the description with Trivikrama the fifth ÈÝÈÛêÙÈ, and then 

progresses through the fourth, third, first and second, because the sixth through tenth 

are already gone.  

 Whatever the reasoning for the content and organization of the verse, it is clear 

ÛÏÈÛɯÈɯÛÌÕÚÐÖÕɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯ¥ÈÐÝÈɯÈÕËɯ5ÈÐava sectarian commitments is central. And yet 

this is not exactly a defeat of Vi ÜɯÉàɯ¥ÐÝÈȮɯÕÖÙɯÐÚɯÐÛɯÚÐÔ×ÓàɯÈɯ×ÙÖßàɯÞÈÙȭɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯ

¥ÐÝÈɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÞÈàɯ-ÈÙÈÚÐha is Vi u: he is not an ÈÝÈÛêÙÈ, but a creation or iteration 

ÖÍɯ¥ÐÝÈȮɯÖÙɯÈɯÔÈÕÐÍÌÚÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÈÚ×ÌÊÛÚȭɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÊÌÙÛÈÐÕÓàɯ¥ÐÝÈɀÚɯÈÎÌÕÛɯÖÙɯÈÛɯÓÌÈÚÛɯ

ÏÐÚɯÈÎÌÕÊàȮɯÉÜÛɯÛÏÌàɯËÖÕɀÛɯÕÌÊÌÚÚÈÙÐÓàɯÚÏÈÙÌɯÈÕɯÐËÌÕÛÐÛàȭɯ3ÏÈÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÝÌÙÚÌɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÈɯ

presentation of a face-off between Kalki and Bhairava, or that BhaÐÙÈÝÈɯÏÈÚÕɀÛɯËÌÍÌÈÛÌËɯ

 

47 For further  discussion of Bhairava as a deity  relevant to and particularly  effective in a world  that suffered 

a degradation  of righteousness, dharma, see a discussion of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ efficacy in cs. 2 and 3. 
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better known ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ ÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯ1êÔÈɯÖÙɯ*a, or affiliated powerful figures such as 

'ÈÕÜÔêÕȮɯÚÜ××ÖÙÛÚɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÈɯËÜÌÓɯÖÍɯÊÏÈÔ×ÐÖÕÚȭɯ3ÏÌɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯ

¥Ìa, beyond the formal practicality of fulfilling a role as serpe ntine fishing line, 

reinforces this interpretation: Bhairava is not even sequentially eradicating Vi ÜɀÚɯ

ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ, and thereby the core of Vai ÈÝÈɯÛÏÌÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÛÐÖÕȭɯ1ÈÛÏÌÙȮɯÏÌɀÚɯ

systematically dismantling and replacing a Vai ava model of cosmological dissolution 

and creation, and replacing it with his own, darkly humorous alternative.   

 A conclusion to this cursory analysis returns us from what this verse says about 

these two sects to what it says about Bhairava. 3ÏÌɯÝÌÙÚÌɯËÌÔÖÕÚÛÙÈÛÌÚɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀs ability 

ÛÖɯÈ××ÌÈÙɯÕÖÛɯÖÕÓàɯÈÚɯÈɯÔÈÕÐÍÌÚÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ¥ÐÝÈɀÚɯÌÔÖÛÐÖÕȮɯÖÙɯ. 

Outro:  

The three previous passages, originating in observation and leading to the 

integrated study of Bhairava in material , text, and practice, trace the development of the 

questions and methods that will guide and propel this dissertation. All three phases of 

questions are asked of and in the context of Bhairava, especially his contemporary 

×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÈÕËɯÞÖÙÚÏÐ×ɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȭɯ!ÜÛɯÛÏÌÚÌɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÛÏÖËÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌd, 

formed, and sought to answer them, are relevant to contexts beyond this specific case. 

They also speak to our understanding of the relationship between the divine and the 

demonic, between the heterodox and the orthodox, the outcast and the mainstream, 

between what are labelled in Sanskrit the ÚľÙÈɯand the ÈÚľÙÈ. These are not opposites and 
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enemies: these are compliments and completions within a conceptual and experiential 

set. These questions are also relevant to issues in the study of north Indian religion: in 

the way we divide and organize practices into categories such as Bhakti and Tantra, lay 

and ascetic, normative and transgressive. And finally, these questions engage discourse 

in the field of the study of religion: the way categories are identified  and deployed, the 

sorts of materials used as evidence, the ways in which these materials are brought into 

conversation or collaboration with one another, and how we identify, engage, value, and 

deploy authority or normativity in these systems that are at once like and unlike the 

socioreligious milieu that generated our conceptual, experiential, and scholastic 

frameworks.  

The Following Sections:  

This dissertation draws heavily upon three types of evidence, those very three 

listed in the subtitle: Text, Material, and Practice. Rooted primarily in encounter (of 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÕÈÔÌɯÈÕËɯÙÖÓÌȮɯÈÕËɯÖÍɯÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÌËɯÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÚȺɯand working always back 

toward practice (in his temples, and the process of constructing de Certeauian spaces 

and imaginary maps) , an investigatiÖÕɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÙÖÓÌɯÐÕɯÈÕËɯÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕÚÏÐ×ɯÞÐÛÏɯ

contemporary Hindu worlds is informed also by reference to textual sources and 

material culture , including the iconographic and the architectural . The following 

introduction presents examples of Bhairava in pr actice, material representation, and 

appearance in text, providing a backdrop to the wider field of Bhairava -related 
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×ÏÌÕÖÔÌÕÈɯÐÕɯÕÖÙÛÏɯ(ÕËÐÈɯÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÛÜËàɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČɯÐÚɯÚÌÛ. 

Though largely treated separately in the introduction, material , text, and practice are 

ÐÕÛÌÙÞÖÝÌÕɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯËÐÚÚÌÙÛÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙÚȭɯ3ÏÌàɯÔÜÚÛɯÉÌȯɯÛÏÌàɯÌßÐÚÛɯÈÕËɯÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÌɯÈÕËɯ

inform in chorus, and separating them would cripple and flatten Bhairava, which is the 

Ö××ÖÚÐÛÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯ×ÙÖÑÌÊÛɀÚɯÐÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕȭɯIn fact, one of the primary findings of this research is 

the way in which material and ethnographic study not only extends beyond text, but 

also refers to, repurposes, and redeploys textual materials. It is a matter of convenience 

to distinguish between these aspects of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÊÌɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÁÓĂȟ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ Á ÍÁÔÔÅÒ 

of convenience to begin with text, that medium in which my investigation and analysis are 

presented. Organizationally useful, the limits and reconceptions of text are as important 

as its contents.  

 The first chapter of this dissertation is an introduction both to Bhairava, and to 

the places he has appeared and been engaged both historically and in the present day. 

Focusing on textual and material evidence, this introduction to the character and 

category of Bhairava is tied together with ethnographic findings that provide a 

foundation for addressing this apparently  incongruous deity. The second chapter places 

an abstract or generalized understanding of Bhairava in the particular. Looking at 

Bhairava in the context of similar types of deity in South Asia and beyond. 

Iconographical evidence links Bhairava to other deities across Asia, while the general 

aesthetic of his iconography places him among terrifying Hindu Gods and Goddesses. 
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Textual maÛÌÙÐÈÓÚɯÍÙÈÔÌɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÐÊÖÕÖÎÙÈ×ÏÐÊɯÍÐÕËÐÕÎÚȮɯÛÌÓÓÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÖÙÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÚÌɯËÌÐÛÐÌÚɀɯ

origins and relative roles. The final chapter focuses almost exclusively on Bhairava and 

ÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÚÏÐ×ɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÕËÐÕÎÚɯÖÍɯÔàɯÌÛÏÕÖÎÙÈ×ÏÐÊɯÍÐÌÓËÞÖÙÒȭɯ%ÖÊÜÚÌËɯ

on practice, this chapter provides contingent answers to the questions Bhairava raises, 

demonstrating how these textual, material, and devotional arenas of Bhairava 

investigation interact, borrow mutually, and ultimately coalesce with one another in a 

heterotopic but coherent  living context.  In short, how Bhairava plays into complex layers 

of space-making, and how he is himself defined by his variety of placement, role, and 

ÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÁÓĂȢ "Ù ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȟ ) ÔÕÒÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÃÒÅÔÅȟ ÉÎÔÅrwoven, 

and mutually-definitive examples to consider more structurally how this unusual example 

ÏÆ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁȟ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÍÓȟ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙȢ &ÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ !ÌÌÅÎȭÓ ÍÏÄÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

$ÕÍïÚÉÌȭÓ ÔÒÉÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȟ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁ ÉÓ ÓÈÏ×Î ÔÏ ÂÅ ÁÎ /ÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ ÂÏth positive and 

negative sense. Appearing at both ends of a social arc, from king to laborer, Bhairava is able 

to bring them together, able to functionally and conceptually reconfigure and inhabit the 

center because, and not despite, his enduring association the periphery. 
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Epigraph: The Topographical Conception and 

"ÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ5êÙêẊÈÚČɯ 

 

Figure 4: Google Map of fieldwork in 5êÙêẊÁÓĂȢ 3ÔÁÒÓ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁÓ ÁÎÄ 
related sites; the heart marks the  ÃÉÔÙͻÓ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ +àÌ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖ ÔÅÍÐÌÅ. 
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Figure 5: the AẘẠÁÂÈÁÉÒÁÖÁȟ ÇÕÁÒÄÉÁÎÓ ÏÆ 6àÒàẊÁÓĂȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÒÏÕÔÅȟ ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ÁÔ 
2ÕÒÕ ɉÎÅÁÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÎÄÂÁÒɊ ÁÎÄ ÃÉÒÃÌÉÎÇ 6ÉĢÖÁÎàÔÈÁ -ÁÎÄÉÒ ɉÍÁÒËÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÓÔÁÒɊ 
ÉÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ +ÅÄàÒÎàÔÈ 6ÙàÓȭ ɍ+àĢĂËÈÁẒṳÏËÔÁɎ 0ÁẐÃÁËÒÏĢàÔÍÁËÁ *ÙÏÔÉÒÌÉẐẑÇ 
+àĢĂÍàÈàÔÍÙÁ. 

 5êÙêÈÚČ hugs the western bank of a bend in the Ga Îê (Ganges river),  in  the 

middle  of the Gangetic Plain roughly  halfway  between New  Delhi  and Calcutta. That 

the river  flows  northward  here is seen as auspicious by residents: it  is a rarity  in the 

almost entirely  north -south progress of the Ga Îê form  its seven Himalayan  headwaters 

to its effluence into  the Bay of Bengal, and the city  and river  contribute  mutually  to their  

shared sacredness. 

https://goo.gl/maps/9cphNsxsv1ygx8e27
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  VêÙêÈÚČ is in what  was called the êÕÈÕËÈÝÈÕÈȮ the Forest of Bliss, but now  there 

is little  forest to be seen. Aside from  the ÊÐÛàɀÚ scattered, sacred trees, there is some forest 

still  across the river  (a region without  a name, called only  us par, lit.  ȿÖÝÌÙ ÛÏÌÙÌɀȺ on 

Ga ÎêɀÚ east bank, though  in the last handful  of years the trees have come to be dotted  

with  the lights  of houses and hotels and highway  restaurants at night.  There are no 

permanent structures on that opposite bank, as it  is a floodplain  that is re-silted and 

farmed every year. The city  largely  escapes seasonal inundation  because it  is built  upon 

a small limestone ridge.  

 The center of the old  city  ɭ from  #ÈĭêĭÝÈÔÌËÏ &Ïê and Ma ikar ÐÒê &Ïê, 

and surrounding  neighborhoods, north  to Gai &Ïê ɭ is built  upon the peak of this 

ridge. This rather subtle shift  in  altitude  becomes clear when riding  north  into  the center 

of the city  in a cycle rickshaw:  even with  the help of pedals, crank, chain, and gears it  is 

always an effort  for  a rickshawalla.  A journey  from  the center to the south, however, is 

largely  downhill,  and almost entirely  a matter of coasting. Though the entirety  of 

5êÙêÈÚČ is built  upon this higher of the Ga ÎêɀÚ banks, the river  can experience a 

seasonal rise of thirty  to forty  vertical  feet, flooding  many of the ÊÐÛàɀÚ streets, and 

making  an island of the city  center. It  is thought  that this might  have led to the 

designation of 5êÙêÈÚČ as the one point  on earth that survives the dissolution  and 

reconstitution  of the universe at the end of a kalpa (cosmic age in a cyclical model of 

time). The exemption of the city  from  destruction  is imagined  as its being lifted  above 
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the world -ending deluge48 on the tip  of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ trident.  In an age when the city  proper  

was on this hillock  it  might  have been the only  area to regularly  remain dry  above the 

rising  river  waters.49 This coincidence of topographical  circumstance and cosmological 

symbolism  is one of the many ways in which  the ÊÐÛàɀÚ sections are constructed. It  is one 

of the subtler coincidences, at least when it  is not raining,  as the gentle rise is easier to 

overlook  in a busy street than the presence of a river  or a ring  road.   

 The old  city  of VêÙêÈÚČ also contains its most sacred temple, a self-manifest ¥ÐÝÈ 

liẑgam which  is also one of (ÕËÐÈɀÚ twelve  jyotir  liẑgams, or transcendent liẑgams of light.  

The rest of the city  is in  many ways organized around  this liẑgam, and it  serves as a hub 

of maẒṳalas and other sacred geographies laid  upon the physical city.  It  is this temple 

that is crucial to most ×ÐÓÎÙÐÔÚɀ visit  to 5êÙêÈÚČȮ so important  and unparalleled  that 

hours-long queues stream out in all  directions, clogging the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ dozen or so routes 

of approach, with  some religious  organizations providing  free meals to those who  wait  

throughout  the day. The presence of the temple, and the countless visitors,  organize the 

ÊÐÛàɀÚ importance and physically  shape the neighborhood.   

 This influence reaches even beyond the city  to the routes pilgrims  ɭ and 

millions  of others ɭ use to reach their  destination.  The express train  that runs from  

 

48 This is that same deluge that was described and discussed in the introduction.  
49 This does not mean people thought world was literally ending, or that being high ground was the same as 

transcendence. But the metaphor is strong, especially considering the sacred and cosmos-spanning nature of 

Ga gǕ ð conceived of as the Milky  Way fallen to earth ð and the imagery of the end of time as a great 

flood surely combined to reinforce the specialness of VǕrǕasǭ. 
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Delhi  to 5êÙêÈÚČȮ making  the journey  in twelve  hours,50 is called the *êĭČ - 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ 

ȹ*êĭČ is an old  name for 5êÙêasČȮ and 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ is the name of the temple) Express. 

The train  has another name, one sometimes written  on the other side of the same cars: 

the ¥ÐÝ-Ga Îê ȹ¥ÐÝÈ in  vernacular pronunciation,  and the sacred river  which  also defines 

5êÙêÈÚČȺȭ These names extend a modern  line of traffic  out from  the city,  both 

representing its importance, but doing  so in different  registers. *êĭČ-5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ intends 

to sound Sanskritic, traditional,  authoritative.  ¥ÐÝ-Ga Îê is demonstrably  vernacular, 

and references not an ancient kingdom  ȹ*êĭČȺ and a transcendent shrine ȹ5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈȺȮ 

but the ÊÐÛàɀÚ two  most important  divine  presences: Lord  ¥ÐÝÈȮ whose city  5êÙêÈÚČ is 

said to be, and the Goddess Ga ÎêȮ the river,  often called mother, in  whose redemptive  

and purificatory  waters pilgrims  ritually  bathe. The former  is what  5êÙêÈÚČ is at a ritual  

and cosmological register; the latter is who  is there, whom  pilgrims  are journeying  to 

visit.  Both are crucial to understanding  the city,  both conceptually  and physically,  the 

latter being the mundane end of the transcendent. We can see reflected in the dual, 

different  names for this express line two  different,  but related, conceptual constructions 

of the city:  a sacred and special place, where ¥ÐÝÈɤ5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ resides. 

 As important  as ViĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ Mandir  and the uninterrupted  presence of ¥ÐÝÈ are 

to the city,  5êÙêÈÚČ is defined by the Ga ÎêȮ both in high  waters and low.  To say that 

5êÙêÈÚČ is built  along the riverbank  is true, but it  is not quite accurate. 5êÙêÈÚČȮ at least 

 

50 Or 36, or 48, if  you travel in winter and fog prevents the conductor from easily seeing rail-side signal 

lights.  
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on the western side, is the riverbank.  Where once palaces and temple complexes had 

extensive sets of stone stairs leading down  into  the sacred waterway,  there is now  an 

uninterrupted  but highly  irregular  series of parallel  staircases leading down  into  the 

water with  an all but uninterrupted,  and again highly  irregular,  stream of buildings  set 

shoulder to shoulder, with  only  the occasional break for a lane or a walkway.  These sets 

of stairs, called &Ïês, are emblematic of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ both visually  and conceptually. They 

make for the iconic riverfront  which  was famous in lithographic  reproductions  

circulated in Europe in the eighteenth century. They seem to go down  into  the river  

forever ɭ in  fact, people say this is emphatically  the case, and it  can start  to seem 

reasonable when the project of removing  the monsoon-deposited mounds of silt  from  

stairs every year keeps exposing another row,  and another row,  and another row.  

Eternal in  extent they are also said to be eternal in time: though  those early images 

brought  back to Europe show that there were once groves of trees between distinct  sets 

of stairs, the uninterrupted  escalatory range is said to have been present and intact since 

the ÊÐÛàɀÚ immeasurably  ancient origin.  I thought  I saw some new stairs being built,  

some new slabs being laid  with  canvas slings into  shoveled footings of gravel, but I was 

told  by those who  haunt the ÎÏês that (ɀË been mistaken, that they were cleaning, 

uncovering,  revealing the ever-present perfection upon which  *êĭČ is buil t, not 

expanding  the ÎÏês to skirt  what  had been marigold  gardens and communal,  sunrise 
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shit-fields, but are now  middle  class neighborhoods built  on land previously  squatted by 

outcastes and refugees. 

 The city  has no main road, and no single central square. Instead, a hive of 

passages and pathways and roads of various sizes weave through  the city,  the 

construction  of buildings  and the construction  of roads vying  for space, growing  

organically,  each component expanding  to fill  any extra room while  leaving just barely 

adequate gaps between lanes, and walls,  and balconies, and gates. Add  to this 

wonderfully  eclectic traffic  space daily  restrictions to vehicles passing through  

particularly  busy areas, and otherwise the general lack of any official  traffic  patterning, 

and it  is clear why  the city  is always congested. It  takes nearly twice as long to drive  six 

miles to the airport  as it  takes to fly  that twelve -hour train  route to Delhi.  But the ghês: 

the ghês have beautiful  views of the city  and the river.  They are cooled by the nearby 

water and the breeze she carries. They are full  of people and always interesting  ɭ and 

walking  down  them is the fastest way  to get across the city, other than, perhaps, by boat. 

I regularly  made my rounds through  5êÙêÈÚČ by taking an early morning  rickshaw  to 

my farthest-flung  destination  before the road closures were enforced, worked  my way  

from  site to site in the general direction  of the river,  and walked  through  the ÎÏês home 

just in time to get tea and snacks at my favorite  stalls in  ÚÚČȮ the ÊÐÛàɀÚ southernmost 

ÎÏê. The city  I know  and move through  is defined by traffic,  circuit,  and time of day. 
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 While  VêÙêÈÚČɀÚ hive-maze is full  and endlessly fascinating, 5êÙêÈÚČ is made by 

her relationship  with  the Ga Îêȭ Some tradit ional  maps are not oriented to the north  and 

the south, but rather with  the river  at the bottom, the city  rising  out of it  an extending 

upwards,  westwards  in the image. There are two  other rivers, one to the north  and one 

to the south, or the right  and the left  in  the Ga Îê-based example, that form  5êÙêÈÚČ 

nearly as much, In this case both in  shape and name. To the north,  the Vara ê river  joins 

the Ga Îê from  the west, and serves as the sacred ÛÌÙÙÐÛÖÙàɀÚ northern  limit.  The  ÚÚČ 

river  does the same in the south. Together, these ÙÐÝÌÙÚɀ names make 5êÙêÈÚČȭ This 

name does not refer to the old  city,  which  lies closer to the Vara êȮ nor to the 

contemporary  legal city,  which  which  spills  well  beyond these aquatic borders, but 

rather the northern  and southern boundaries of the sacred kảetra, territory  and literally  

field,  of 5êÙêÈÚČȭ  

 Though the sacred territory  stops abruptly  at these rivers, this does not mean 

that This does not mean that sacredness and the presence of important  sites stops 

abruptly  at these rivers: there are neighborhoods, slums, urbanized  villages, temples, 

parks, and the famous ɭ and quite beautiful  ɭ !ÈÕêÙÈÚ Hindu  University. 51 The ÊÐÛàɀÚ 

most famous 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ temple, Sa ka  Mocan Mandir,  home to the ÊÐÛàɀÚ most famous 

and most ecumenical musical festival,52 lies south of the  ÚÚČ river.  There is a lovely  

 

51 BanǕras is another name for the city. So far, we have VǕrǕasǭ, KǕŜǭ, and BanǕras. There is at least one 

more: the British (mis)spelling of BanǕras: Benares.  
52 Running five nights, Hindus and some Muslims from all over India and beyond come to perform.  
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story that explains this situation:  3ÜÓÚČËêÚȮ a poet saint and resident of 5êÙêÈÚČ in  the 

16th century, used to cross the  ÚÚČ River to defecate so as not to defile the sacred city.  

One day, while  in the forest, this author  of the 1êÔÊÈÙÐÛÔêÕÈÚȮ a vernacular recasting of 

the 1êÔêàÈẒa epic, encountered 'ÈÕÜÔêÕȭ The simian devotee of RêÔÈ and one of the 

most beloved character in the epic told  3ÜÓÚČËêÚ that a temple should  be founded  for 

him,  right  there, where they met in  the forest. The result is Sa ka  Mocan (Deliverance 

from  Peril) Mandir,  one of the ÊÐÛàɀÚ most famous and beloved sites.  

 Sa ka  Mocan is not the only  sacred site south of 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ southern border: 

there are other temples and shrines throughout  abutting  neighborhoods as there are in  

all  villages in the region, and the important  and modern temple for all  people built  by 

the Birla family  is a jewel in !ÈÕêÙÈÚ Hindu  4ÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɀÚ lovely  campus which  lies south 

of the  ÚÚČ river.  Sa ka  Mocan, however, is the only  prominent  traditional  temple 

beyond the ÊÐÛàɀÚ bounds. Heavily  trafficked  by locals and pilgrims  alike, and home to 

the famous annual Sankat Mocan music festival, the temple is also significant  enough to 

have been the only  site other than the ÊÐÛàɀÚ main rail  station to have been targeted in a 

2006 terror  attack. The bombs were detonated via cell phone, and to this day no phones 

or similar  electronics are allowed  into  the temple. The difference that this location and 

regulation  makes is palpable: people are at once removed from  the crowded  city, from  

the busy street, and from  their  incessant interconnectivity  with  anything  but other 

temple goers and the sacred monkey they have come to visit.  

https://goo.gl/maps/e1is7ehTstQShnhE7
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 The forest seems fitting  place for HanumêÕȮ53 and his many monkey friends. This 

is called the monkey temple, though  it  wasÕɀÛ always so: as indicated  by postcards from  

the 1960s and 1970s designated ɁÔÖÕÒÌà ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɂ but showing  and image of #ÜÙÎê 

Ku  Mandir,  it  is clear that the monkeys lived  on the other side of the river,  in  and 

around  another temple. Now,  with  expanding neighborhoods,  they have moved out to 

join their  similarly -faced friend,  although  in this case, 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ is an anionic sindur -

coated slab with  designated eyes and a rough, triangular  form  suggesting a head. 

 These monkeys are not the only  things that have moved. Even in this eternal and 

adamantine city,  things are changing. In fact, the  ÚÚČ river  itself  has been redirected: 

formerly  flowing  into  the Ga Îê at the understandably  named  ÚÚČ &Ïê, it  now  joins 

the larger river  a kilometer  to the south. The  ÚÚČ Sa gam Mandir,  or the  ÚÚČ 

Confluence Temple, marks the site where the two  used to meet. Now  a road, the former  

riverbed  has been all  but obliterated.  The village  of sweepers to the south of the road, 

built  around  those lavatory  fields, has been largely  displaced for new and questionably  

legal construction. What remains of the previous  village  are temples, shrines, sacred 

trees, and some slums that were not wholly  displaced. These are distributed  in regions 

where people still  do not want  to live:  along the banks of the  ÚÚČ River, which  is now  

an open sewer. Even that sewer-river,  locally  called the ȿÚÛÐÕÒà ÙÐÝÌÙȮɀ is guarded by a !ČÙ 

form:  !ÏÖÎÈÝČÙȮ whose post is atop a bridge just a few hundred  meters from  Sa ka  

 

53 Though it is similarly fitting for Bhairava, originally a forest deity. See descriptions of his woodland 

(peacock feather) club below.  
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Mocan Mandir.  Networks  of local protective, even those that precede the growing  and 

developing  city, still  interface with  her peripheries and demarcations.54  

 

 

Figure 6ȯɯ/ÐĭêÊÈɅÚɯÏÌÈËɯÔÈÙÒÐÕÎɯÈɯÉÖÜÕËÈÙàɯÖÍɯ5êÙêẊÁÓĂ ÇÕÁÒÄÅÄ ÂÙ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁ 

 

 With  the Ga Îê to the east, the Vara ê to the north,  and the  ÚÚČ to the south, the 

western border of this city  is less well  defined, at least by natural  topography.  The city  of 

5êÙêÈÚČ is marked by a series of temples with  border stories, chief among which  is 

/ÐĭêÊÈÔÖÊÈÕÈ 3ČÙÛÏÈ. Here, a /ÐĭêÊÈȮ a sort of flesh-eating spirit,  was liberated from  the 

 

54 For more on HanumǕn, Bhairava, and Bǭr patterns of distribution and overlap, see c. 2.  

https://goo.gl/maps/VhC2JpdsDfVoKEFq8
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effects of his ill  birth.  In the Skanda /ÜÙêa, this is effected by /êĭÜ×ÈÛÈ practice, the 

smearing of ashes proving  the only  purifying  ritual  that serves the /ÐĭêÊÈȭ55 In more 

contemporary  tellings,  it  is Bhairava, guardian  of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ who  arrives at this point  

along the ÊÐÛàɀÚ border to prevent the entry  of the /ÐĭêÊÈȭ They battle, Bhairava 

decapitates the offender in his signature style, and brings the /ÐĭêÊÈȮ decapitated but still  

speaking, to 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈȭ The /ÐĭêÊÈ is ȿÊÖÕÝÌÙÛÌËɀ by this experience, and pleads to 

remain at this periphery  as an example of the ÊÐÛàɀÚ great effects. ¥ÐÝÈ as 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ 

grants this request, and the /ÐĭêÊÈɀÚ severed head (photo above) remains in the temple to 

this day. The site is also well -known  as a place beyond a border to which  evil  influences 

can be bound. The binding  of a thread holds an ill  influence in place, and affixing  the 

thread to a tree at this point  keeps that force beyond the periphery  of the city.56 Here, 

Bhairava is introduced  into  a /ÜÙêic episode. He is tied to the maintenance of a border 

not demarcated by water, and to the decapitation  and conversion ɭ in  the sense 

redemption  ɭ of an inherently  excluded figure. 57 It  also links  the periphery,  and 

Bhairava, with  north  Indian  rural  technologies of arboreal binding.  As such, this is a site 

of multiple  construction: a single point,  along a steadfast border, has been built  in  

multiple  ways over the years. The site is also associated with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ Ga ÌĭÈȮ and the ÊÐÛàɀÚ 

largest ku , or human-built  tank of water, often used for sacred baths. Here, buried  

 

55 Skanda PurǕa 4.54. 
56 see White, David Gordon White, ñAmulettes et lambeaux divines: superstition, vraie religion et science 

pure à la lumière de la démonologie hindoue,ò PuruŜǕrtha 27 (2009): 156-157. 
57 See Skanda PurǕa episode, cited above. 
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within  the functioning  city  of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ is a polydynamic  sacred site, maintained  by the 

narrative presence of Bhairava among others.  

 There is another, more clearly described boundary  to the west, not of the city, but 

of the slightly  broader sacred field  in which  5êÙêÈÚČ is situated: the *êĭČ K etra, the 

Field of *êĭČ (an old  name for both 5êÙêÈÚČ and the kingdom  in which  she is situated). 

This border is the route of the /ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČ 8êÛÙêȮ that pilgrimage  circuit  that so many 

undertake during  ¥ÐÝÈÙêÛÙÐȮ the inverted  completion  of that circuit  sparking  the 

questions which  led to this dissertation (see introduction.)  The circuit  comprises 108 

shrines (several of these stops being Bhairavas), effectively  a japa ÔêÓê, or string  of 

prayer beads, which  in Hindu  contexts come in sets of 108 beads, that the pilgrim  can 

move themselves through  as they phy sically, ritually,  processionally, and 

contemplatively  move around  the city.  Like the  ÚÚČ river,  the /ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČ route has also 

changed: 18th century  land disputes led to an abbreviated alternative, which  was then 

reconstructed in the late 19th century.58 Conceived as eternal, the city  is certainly  not 

unchaining.  Already,  we have seen how  the practicalities  of geography (elevation, 

floodplains,  and flooding),  the boundaries of sacred waters, and the placement of sacred 

networks  determine and delineate sacred space. Narrative  and transposition  can be used 

to build  bridges into  and out of this space, as is the case in Sa ka  Mocan and the Birla 

 

58 For different takes and depths of historical detail on these changes, see Jörg Gengnagel, Visualized Texts: 

Sacred Spaces, Spatial Texts and the Religious Cartography of Banaras (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 

2011), 55-71; Rana P. B. Singh, Towards the Pilgrimage Archetype: The Pa¶cakroŜǭ YǕtrǕ of BanǕras 

(VǕrǕasǭ: Indica Books, 2002), c. 5.  
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5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ Mandir.  Though space is mapped onto 5êÙêÈÚČȮ 5êÙêÈÚČ can be build  back 

out as well.  

 This pilgrimage  route allows for both an empowered circumambulation  of the 

city, and serves as a barrier  separating the *êĭČ K etra, the ÊÐÛàɀÚ sacred field,  from  the 

outside world.  The border between 5êÙêÈÚČ and the outside world  is not only  marked, 

it  it  guarded: forms of Bhairava including  which  engage the A abhairava, a series of 

Ga ÌĭÈÚȮ and Goddess-sites are distributed  along the route, forming  and outer ring  

coinciding  with  a section of what  can be called the *êĭČ Ma ala, an idealized circular  

space enveloping  5êÙêÈÚČ and centered on the 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ Mandir.  The ma ala is 

concentric construction  of space, populated  by guardians at regular  intervals,  through  

which  the pilgrim  moves physically  on a course of approach to 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈȮ 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ 

most sacred shrine.59 

 

59 %ÖÙɯÔÖÙÌɯÖÕɯ*êĭČɯÈÚɯÔÈÁÌÁȟ ÓÅÅ  
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Figure 7ȯɯ$ßÈÔ×ÓÌɯÖÍɯÍÖÜÙɯÚÛÖ×ÚɯÌÔÉÌËËÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÌßÛÌÙÐÖÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ/ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČɯ

Mandir  

 

 Among and within these rings of protectors are smaller networks of other 

protectors, encircling neighborhoods, regions of the city, arguably, at ti ÔÌÚȮɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàɀÚɯ

older, smaller border. In these concentric layers compressing the border, and rendering 

it in smaller and more condensed representations, there is for the chain of sites 

ËÌÚÊÙÐÉÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ/ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČɯÙÖÜÛÌɯÈɯÊÓÌÈÙɯÍÐÕÈÓɯÚÛÈÛÌȯɯÛÏÌɯ/ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČɯ,Èndir, a temple with 
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108 niches carved on its exterior, a physical index  ÖÍɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯ/ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČɯÚÐÛÌÚȭ60 This 

condensing of a system into a single object, or a smaller proxy space, is endemic in 

5êÙêÈÚČȭɯ3ÏÌÚÌɯÐÕÚÛÈÕÊÌÚɯÖÍɯÊÙÖÚÚ-mapping and indexing are not only conceptual and 

cognitive: they are also practical and effective. This temple is an index, but it is also a 

shortcut. Should one not have the time or the energy or the ability to circumambulate 

the city, they can circumambulate the temple. It is of course not quite the same thing: 

without the same effort, without a more extensive timeframe and phases of preparation 

and participation in a circumambulation, it might not yi eld results of the same 

magnitude as a full circumambulation and accompanying ritual preparation. Differing 

in strength, a circumambulation of this temple would nevertheless yield the same results 

in type: an encounter with the chain of sacred sites that encircles the city. 

 Bhairava has appeared woven throughout these examples of the conceptual 

ÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÔÌÛÈ×ÏàÚÐÊÈÓɯÔÈÐÕÛÌÕÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯ5êÙêÁÓĂȭÓ ÓÁÃÒÅÄ geography. Influenced 

ÁÎÄ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÔÏÐÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÏÖÅÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄȟ 6àÒà ÁÓĂ ÉÓ made 

from a place into a space, in a de Certeauian sense, through the narrative relation and 

physical presence or placement of many divine persons. Bhairava, though many of his 

ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÏÖÅÒÌÏÏËÅÄ ÏÒ ÌÅÓÓ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅÄ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÆȟ ÓÁÙȟ (ÁÎÕÍàÎȟ ÉÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ 

ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÔ ÆÉÇÕÒÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 6àÒà ÁÓĂȭÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÎÅÓÓȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÅØÉÓÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ 

series and networks which enable an abstract and inaccurate map to be engaged instead as 

 

60 see Gutschow, Niels. Benares: The Sacred Landscape of VǕrǕἈasǭ, 113-180, for extensive and beautiful 

photodocumentation of the temple.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1yY7m7B-akVliz_ib944roLsj6Gf6yTDN


 

72 

a personally and conceptually relevant tour.61  being one of the most locally relevant and 

important.  

Chapter 1: Who is Bhairava?  

Part 1: Encountering Bhairava  

Essences and Names 

 Everyone I talk  to in 5êÙêÈÚČ knows who  Bhairava is, but never right  away. 

Whenever I say that I am in the city  to research Bhairava, I am met with  abrupt  

silence ɭ a rupture  of communication  that is entirely  my fault.  In even this briefest of 

explanations, I have done at least three unusual  things. The first  confounding  factor is 

that I speak Hindi  with  an accent, and the way  I pronounce Bhairava differs  from  the 

local !ÈÕêÙÈÚÐ62 norm. The second is that I tend to use the Sanskritic form  of the name 

ȿ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀ to indicate the deity  in general, while  Hindi  and other Sanskrit-derived  

vernaculars tend to drop  terminal  schwas, or ȿÈɀÚȮ turning  Bhairava into  Bhairav-. The 

name further  experiences regional shift,  yielding  Bhairo, Bhiru,  Bheru, Vairoba, and 

!ÏÌÙľ-ÑČȮ among others. The final  irregul arity  is that Bhairava is typically  discussed in 

one of his various forms, each of which  is distinguished  by a prenominal  designator: *êÓ 

 

61 Michel De Certeau 
62 I have chosen to refer to the city  as 5êÙêÈÚČȮ in keeping with  contemporary  trends and so-called official  

standards. The adjective for  the city, its cultural  and material  products, and its local quirks  derives from  an 

older name, !ÈÕêÙÈÚȮ hence the adjectival !ÈÕêÙÈÚÐȭ  
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Bhairav, Ba uk Bhairav, BÚ Bhairav, BÕÈÕË Bhairav, and so on.63  It  only  ever takes the 

mention  of any specific, local variant,  (ɀÔ here to study Bhairavaȱyou ÒÕÖÞȱÓÐÒÌ *êÓ 

Bhairav, for  my ÐÕÛÌÙÓÖÊÜÛÖÙɀÚ face to brighten,  their  ÉÙÖÞɀÚ furrows  to fade and become 

wrinkles  alongside smiling  eyes, and the inevitably  enthusiastic response to follow:  Ah! 

*êĭČ Òê ÒÖÛÝêÓȵ Ȼ5êÙêẒaÚČɀÚ chief of police!]64 

 The layers of localized complexity  in even this cursory and conversational 

mention  of Bhairava make it  clear that he is profoundly  and inescapably shaped by his 

emplacement in context,65 a fact which  signals that answers to questions of who  

Bhairava is and how  he fits  into  broader religious  landscapes is also regionally  variant.  

Especially when asked in the present tense ɭ who  is Bhairava ɭ answers are inevitably  

rooted in living  religious  traditions,  and how  they engage, and represent, and discuss 

Bhairava. Faced with  regional variation  and complication  beyond the means of this 

study  we will  focus our attention  on 5êÙêÈÚČȮ the city  where the /ÜÙêas describe 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ liberation  from  the burden  of his transgression, the city  he guards and 

 

63 In fact, in the few instances when my first  mention  of Bhairava did  click, it  was usually  understood  in 

reference to 1êÎ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝČ ɭ here functioning  as a feminine  adjective, !ÏÈÐÙÈÝČ is the name of a particular  

modal  set for  the performance of Indian  Classical music, something like a key and a hook in one. 
64 lit.  The Constable of *êĭČ, *êĭČ being an ancient name for  the region in which  the contemporary  city  of 

5êÙêÈÚČ lies. While  both *êĭČ and 5êÙêÈÚČ are names used in /ÜÙêic materials dating  back at least a 

millennium,  the names Benares (applied  by the British)  and !ÈÕêÙÈÚ (affirmed  by most !ÈÕêÙÈÚÐÚ as the 

ȿÊÖÙÙÌÊÛɀ name) are newer, though  not new, iterations. With  the rising  wave of Hindutva  [Hindu  Nationalist]  

politics,  and ,ÖËÐɀÚ identification  of VêÙêÈÚČ as his home constituency, the names *êĭČ (which  is perceived 

as older and more essentially Hindu)  and 5êÙêÈÚČ (perceived as more Sanskritic and occurring  in the 

/ÜÙêas) are increasingly  common in use. Ten years ago, I ËÖÕɀÛ remember ever hearing anyone use the 

name 5êÙêÈÚČ within  the city  itself. Now  ÐÛɀÚ common in the city, regionally,  and in national  media. 
65 These are only  the examples with  recognizably related names. In the second chapter, which  looks at 

iconographic  links,  the names are often unrelated: who  could draw  a clear line from  Bhairava to Acala to 

%ÜËĥ ,àĥĥȳ cf. c. 2. 
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regulates, and the city  in which  one particular  form  ɭ *êÓ Bhairav ɭ is recognized by 

worshippers  and ×ľÑêÙČÚ (ritual  specialists)  across north  India  as the prime,  true 

Bhairava, the one who  takes on a newer and greater role distinct  from  when mentions of 

Bhairava were always in the plural,  the name referring  to a group  of indifferentiable  

grisly  characters and not a god who  has become central, and proved  enduring.  

 Following  even a brief  encounter with  Bhairava, we are presented with  a 

plurality  of names and forms. One might  reasonably wonder  whether  Bhairava a 

category, containing  many entries, or an essence, taking  on different  forms. The answer 

is that he is neither, but that he can at time be either. While  this might  sound like  a 

linguistic  flourish  more than a position,  it  is representative of my findings,  and of and 

attitude  toward  Bhairava I encountered in my fieldwork.  There is a prevalent mode of 

thinking  about the divine,  typified  by multiple,  simultaneous, irreconcilable assertions 

of truth,  that I found  to be central to the religious  understanding  I was trying  to access. 

Yes, Bhairava is a terrifying  deity,  and arbiter of death. Yes, Bhairava is beautiful  and 

benevolent and redemptive.  Yes, Bhairava is the same as other deities. Yes, Bhairava is 

set apart, different  and unique. Bhairava can be a category organizing  different  sets of 

entries, or a sort of essence which  can be traced through  family  resemblance. These are 

not incomplete or incoherent responses: rather, they speak to multiple,  concurrent 

registers of thought  regarding  Bhairava. These can either be held steadily  for a period  of 

time, or moved back and forth  between during  a short period  of time, or in a single 
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context. This earnest affirmation  of multiple  truths  is an important  concept, one which  

will  recur throughout  the following  chapters.  

  

Encountering Bhairava Iȯɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÕÈÔÌ 

  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ name, or one of its many variants or versions, is often the first  point  

of encounter with  the deity, 66 and remains a key organizational  tool  for  analysis of 

Bhairava-type deities. !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ varied  names have shown that Bhairava is defined 

contextually,  and these variants can be understood  as residents of a more general 

category. But they can also be addressed specifically: cracked open in order to reveal 

new meaning. This can be done in different  ways, with  different  methods and 

commitments.  There are, for example, vernacular and philological  approaches to 

etymology.  The latter strives to be a scientific analysis of the heritage and morphology  of 

words,  while  the former  focuses not on linguistics  but meaning. Vernacular etymologies 

are interested in articulating  resonance between a concept and a term, even if  the 

connection is not there linguistically. 67 Both prove useful, and even mutually  

constructive, in the case of Bhairava. Jaideva Singh, when discussing philological  

questionable interpretations  of the name Bhairava, deploys the useful label 

 

66 The other would  be his iconography,  the purview  of c. 2. 
67 A common example of this type of analysis from  Christian  contexts is the youth -groupy  presentation of 

ȿÈÛÖÕÌÔÌÕÛɀ meaning at-one-ment, reflecting  not at all  the components of the term, but rather breaking it  

down  in a clever way to reflect the Christian  theological position  that to be ɁÈÛ ÖÕÌɂ with  god requires 

ȿÈÛÖÕÌÔÌÕÛȭɀ The only  linguistic  aspect of this presentation is the treatment of the suffix  -ment, signifying  the 

result of a process or action. 
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ɁÏÌÙÔÌÕÌÜÛÐc ÌÛàÔÖÓÖÎÐÌÚȮɂ68 that is to say etymology  that aids in interpretation.  It  is his 

lead that we will  follow  here. 

 Names are a source of insight  for us, and an emic tool  for  many, but it  is 

important  to first  note that the literal  meaning or components of names are often not 

seen as having  first -order importance by everyday Hindus.  I asked many people I met in 

the course of visiting  Bhairava temples and shrines what  they could tell  me about his 

name and its meaning. Most appeared to think  this question was a bit  silly,  and some 

seemed to sense a trick:  Bhairava is Bhairava, why  would  you not find  that sufficient? 

The extended and generalized implication  is: decoding or explaining  Bhairava is not as 

important  as engaging him.  For that, a name is important,  as is visiting  his temples and 

interacting  with  his ÔľÙÛÐÚȭ The most important  thing  to know  about the term ȿ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀ 

is that it  means ȿ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȭɀ I have no reason to think  people of this persuasion would  

treat the name of any other deity  otherwise.  

 Names do have a particular  role and special power  in South Asian ontological  

and cosmological contexts, as well  as in Hindu  and Buddhist  diasporas. In a prevalent 

theory  of language rooted in Sanskrit tradition,  names are widely  understood  to share 

identity  with  the signified:  words  are not random phonemes affixed  to objects or 

attributes  or actions over the long development  of a language, but rather the word  and 

 

68 Jaideva Singh, Vijęênabhairava, or Divine Consciousness: A Treasury of 112 Types of Yoga(Delhi:  Motilal  

Banarsidass, 1979), 118. 
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the thing  are so inherently  linked  as to be co-incidental.  To say the name of a deity,  then, 

is for that deity  to be there. This is an understanding  present in Vedic ritual  practice, and 

one which  endures in contemporary  devotional  traditions,  as well  as the development  

and use of mantras.69 Such a view  makes sense of the stance that Bhairava means 

Bhairava: the name, his various epithets, and the names and epithets of deities, are 

themselves things of power  and presence. What other meaning could such a word  have, 

and what  would  be the benefit of breaking it  apart? 

 There were instances when I got a defini tion  or a gloss, sometimes in response to 

asking what  Bhairava means, but more frequently  when I asked who  Bhairava was.70 

'ÌɀÚ the terrifying one, ÛÏÌàɀË say, the frightening one. He is ṳÈÙêÝÈÕê or ÉÏÈàêÕÈÒ, relative 

synonyms meaning frightening,  the latter sharing the root ÉÏČ with  both bhaya (fear) and, 

indirectly,  the Bhai- of Bhairava. Bhairava, as noted in Monier -6ÐÓÓÐÈÔÚɀ dictionary,  is 

derived  from  the term ÉÏČÙÜȮ meaning timid  or frightened,  an adjective that comes to 

mean frightening  or terrifying  in its substantive form.  This translation  of Bhairava, 

confirmed  by scholarly linguistic  analysis, informs  most glosses: Ɂ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȯ ȿÛÏÌ terrible  

or terrifying  form  of ¥ÐÝÈȮɀɂ and opens specialist summaries, eg. Ɂ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ 

 

69 For information  on the Vedas, see Laurie Patton, Bringing the Gods to Mind :꜡ Mantra and Ritual in Early 

Indian Sacrifice (Berkeley, Calif. ; London : University  of California  Press, 2005), 38-59; for  more on mantras, 

see André  Padoux, 5êÊȯ The Concept of the Word in Selected Hindu Tantras, trans. Jacques Gonthier (Albany:  State 

University  of New  York Press, 1990), c. 7. 
70 Asking  who  Bhairava is also primarily  yielded  broad generalizations, a fact discussed in greater detail  in 

c. 3.  

https://www.sanskrit-lexicon.uni-koeln.de/cgi-bin/monier/serveimg.pl?file=/scans/MWScan/MWScanjpg/mw0767-bhaikSuka.jpg
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ȹȿ'ÖÙÙÐÍÐÊɀȺȱɂ71 The identification  with  terror  resonates with  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origin  narrative,  

and maintains  an element of his persona that is not always immediately  evident  in 

iconography.  Many  traditions  of representing Bhairava show his fierce and frightening  

nature, but others, who  present him  aniconically  or placidly,  are still  linked  to this 

terrifying  nature through  his name. The label is not an overridden  vestige, as it  might  be 

in the case of K a, discussed below. Even forms of Bhairava who  are not terrifying  in 

appearance are said by devotees to maintain  this dark  and horrific  aspect.  

Naming Conventions of Hazardous Deities   

 Before moving  onto etymological  treatments of ȿ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮɀ it  is worth  noting  that 

he is among a few potentially  horrific  or terrifying  characters whose name does not act 

against these troubling  aspects. It  is more common, to the point  of being a recognized 

tradition,  to provide  a threatening deity  with  a name which  counterbalances their  

threatening aspect. The most direct and related example would  be ¥ÐÝÈȮ which  means 

the auspicious one, even though  /ÜÙêic accounts clearly state that he is considered 

impure  or inappropriate  to the point  of warranting  exclusion from  #ÈÒÚÈɀÚ sacrifice 

(either for  his association  with  death, or his disregard of the varẒa system, or his 

contravention  of the Veda, depending  on the /ÜÙêa). Threatening normativity,  and the 

success of ritual,  he is called the auspicious. Rudra, the Howler,  a Vedic god whose 

example and attribute s overlap greatly  with  or developed into  those of ¥ÐÝÈȮ is called 

 

71 This example is from  David  Gordon White,  Bhairava in  !ÙÐÓÓɀÚ Encyclopedia of Hinduism. 
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just that: ĭÐÝÈȮ the auspicious one, here an adjective or adjectival epithet rather than a 

proper  name. He receives this label despite the fact that he brings pestilence, excess, and 

torment , his retreat taking  them away again.72  

 The AghorČȮ a renunciant  tradition  mentioned in the introduction  and returned  to 

in the third  chapter, is linked  to the worship  of both Bhairava and ¥ÐÝÈȭ They are known  

for their  frightening  appearance and transgressive behavior, with  their  matted hair, 

ritual  intoxication,  association with  skulls and black magic, and their  fondness for 

residing  in charnel grounds. Yet their  name means not-horrible,  a-ghori. The goddess of 

smallpox  and other fevers is called 2ČÛÈÓê, which  means coolness, though  she inflicts  

fever as well  as cooling them, a dual  role reminiscent of 1ÜËÙÈɀÚȭ  

 An  example that might  seem to be like  BhairavaɀÚȮ that of a terrifying  deity  

whose nature is exemplified  in his name, is *êÓČȮ the dark one, wh o is also fierce and 

apparently  transgressive. True, for  us the dark one has negative and sinister connotations, 

from  articulations  of evil  black magic to widespread villain  tropes The term is pejorative 

in South  Asian contexts, but reflects dark  completions and marginality  more than an evil  

nature: *êÓČ first  appears as an epithet for /êÙÝÈÛČȮ ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ dusky  consort from  the 

mountains,  the wilderness beyond the civilized  world. 73 On the other hand, an 

association with  darkness, especially of complexion, need not always remain pejorative, 

 

72 g Veda 10.92; RK Siddhantashastree, ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔ Through the Ages (New  Delhi:  Munshiram  Manoharlal  

Publishers, 1973), 23; Stella Kramrisch,  The Presence of ¥ÐÝÈ (Princeton: Princeton University  Press, 1981), 7. 
73 This is discussed in greater detail  in c. 2, portion  on *êÓČȭ  



 

80 

though  it  might  start so. K a, the goaded of the Bhagavad &ČÛêȮ the beloved of all  the 

cowgirls  (ÎÖ×ČÚ), is universally  understood  to be good and beautiful  and righteous, if  at 

times a rascal. His  fuller  title,  ¥ÙČ K a, means Dark Lord.  K a likely  started as a 

pastoral deity,  a god of the countryside,  and like  *êÓČ in  the mountains  was understood  

to be dusky  of complexion.74 That all  changed, though  his name did  not. This is not a 

case of cross-naming, but an example of the potentially  pejorative, but necessarily evil,  

connotation of darkness. Bhairava remains unique to my knowledge  among major 

deities. 

 There are other, significantly  more minor  supernatural  characters that are sinister 

of both name and form,  imp ish figures who  cause mischief and wreak havoc, and who  

are generally understood  to be a blast at weddings. 75 These are the gaẒa, of whom  

Bhairava is chief, and if  he rose to prominence from  among their  ranks he might  have 

brought  his name along with  him,  as K a did.  Here, though,  the difference would  be 

that while  K a is wholly  pacific, and his name is descriptive  of his skin tone and not 

his character, !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ name still  reflects his character, in  essence if  not in entirety.  He 

has never lost his frightening  aspects, and his terrifying  potential,  even if  he is more 

commonly  sought out today for protection,  blessing, or absolution. Bhairava stands out 

in the way  that the tension between heterodoxy and orthodoxy,  fear and fruition,  

 

74 For more on pastoral deities and K ÈɀÚ origins, see Gunther -Dietz Sontheimer, Pastoral Deities in Western 

India, trans. A. Feldhaus (New  York: Oxford  University  Press Inc, 1989); Charlotte Schmid Le Don de Voir :꜡ 

Premières Représentations Krishnaïtes de La Région de Mathura (Paris: Ecole française dɀÌßÛÙême-orient, 2010). 
75 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.26.31-48. /ÜÙêa examples of ga a at wedding.   
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transgression and righteousness, and even authority  and exile are active in his 

contemporary  example. Though widely  worshipped  and often adored, his association 

with  fear remains palpably  coded in his example to the point  that it  is evident  in his very  

name. 

Vernacular  and Tantric Etymologies  

 Having  considered general, middle -of-the-road glosses, and how  these glosses 

and the meaning of Bhairava compares with  the naming  conventions of other deities 

and figures in related contexts, we can consider what  might  be the two  types of more 

developed etymological  analysis: the vernacular, which  is living  and converesational, 

and the philological,  which  is mostly  tantric  and philosophical . Compellingly,  the two  

eventually  converge in the masterful  commentary of *ĭÌÔÈÙêÑÈ, rendering  thi s analysis 

of language a continuum  rather than a set of alternatives.  

 A theory  of language that recognizes the identity  of word  and object does not 

wholly  prevent the development  of vernacular etymology,  that exercise which  uses the 

elements of words  to, in a certain sense, decode and explain their  meaning and 

importance. In the case of Bhairava, vernacular etymology  breaks his name down  into  

Bha, ra, and va, which  are claimed to mean creation, sustenance, and dissolution,  

respectively. Such an explanation has nothing  to do with  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ appearance, nature, 

narrative  role, or most contemporary  worship,  and in fact it  says more about where 

Bhairava must fit  than what  Bhairava is. These three processes ɭ creation, preservation, 
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and destruction  ɭ are famously  distributed  among !ÙÈÏÔêȮ ¥ÐÝÈȮ and Vi u in 

unfortunately  overemphasized Ɂ'ÐÕËÜ ÛÙÐÕÐÛàɂ of the /ÜÙêas. More representative of 

Hindu  mythology  and contemporary  devotional  practice is the attribution  of these three 

roles to a single, supreme God, Vi u or ¥ÐÝÈ or whomever  the chosen deity  (ČảẨÈËÌÝÈÛê). 

Discovering  these three roles in !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ very  name presents him  as /ÜÙêically  

relevant, and on par with  great deities such as ¥ÐÝÈ and Vi u, even surpassing them if  

they are relegated to a single duty  as a part of the trinity.  My  suspicion that this is an 

invention  designed to place Bhairava in a certain relationship  with  /ÜÙêic values, 

rather than identify  importance in the elements of his name, is reinforced by irregularity  

of presentation. The Bha-ra-va corresponding  to creation-preservation-destruction  is 

straightforward  and parallel,  but there was variation  among informants,  with  three 

being listed alongside three, but without  a clear one-to-one correspondence: is the ra the 

preservation, or is it  the va? 

 Before turning  to the Tantric  tradition  of analyzing  the name Bhairava, there is a 

treatment of the name that lands in a sort of grey area between vernacular and scholarly 

etymologies: those of the Purêas. These texts were intended  for lay, that is to say non-

specialist and non-initiate,  audiences, though  they are presented in a textual  and 

linguistic  form,  namely Sanskrit verse, not readily  accessible to many. The /ÜÙêas are 

more interested in !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ many titles and roles than they are in the word  Ɂ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɂ 

itself, but in the *êĭČ Kha a of the Skanda /ÜÙêa, our key textual  source for this study  
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addressed extensively below and in the next section, does explain the name briefly  upon 

his arrival.  The text says he is called Bhairava because he can bear (bharaẒa) the universe. 

This explanation is taken to a more complex and universalizing  level of interpretation  in 

K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈɀÚ commentary, discussed below: Bhairava is the bearer because he is the 

original  and indivisible  essence of existence, and therefore the universe all  rests upon 

him,  in a way. It  is unlikely  that this is what  the authors of the /ÜÙêa mean here, as 

Bhairava is presented as an agent of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ wrath.  G.V. Tagare seems to feel this quality  

of ȿÉÌÈÙÐÕÎɀ is out of place, and in his editorial  notes to the 1996 translation  of the *êĭČ 

Kha a he writes : Ɂ Ú stated commonly,  ȿ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀ is derived  from  rt. ÉÏČȮ ȿÛÖ ÍÌÈÙɀ and 

ȿ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀ means one whose roar (rava) is ȿÛÌÙÙÐÉÓÌȭɀɂ76 By the time the *êĭČ Kha a was 

composed, in the 12th to 13th centuries, Bhairava-related Tantric  and philosophical  

schools had developed and the deity  was approaching what  was likely  an apogee of 

devotional  popularity. 77 It  is possible that this idea bled back into  later /ÜÙêic sources: 

it  is not present in earlier ones. 

Tantric Analyses of the Name Bhairava 

 Tantra can mean mean many things, and it  is used differently  in different  parts 

of this dissertation. Here, tantra designates a type of text, the Tantras, often instructive  

and designed to be used by an initiated  practitioner  to guide and further  their  yogic 

 

76 Tagare, G.V., trans. The Skanda /ÜÙêẒa. Book X. (Delhi : Motilal  Banarsidass, 1992) 327. 
77 Thesis in Heinrich  von Stietencron, Bhairava, "Zeitschrift  der Deutschen Morgenl ändischen Gesellschaft,ɂ 

3, 1969, 863-87. 
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development. In some of these texts, we find  that the contemporary  impulse  to break 

Bhairava into  three phonemes is a tradition  with  precedent and pedigree. Commentators 

in the *ÈĭÔČÙÐ ¥ÈÐÝÈ text the 5ÐÑęêÕÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ Tantra, a collection of 112 ËÏêÙÈẒêÚ or 

exercises in concentration with  the goal of realizing ÖÕÌɀÚ identity  with  the transcendent 

Bhairava, break his name apart this way. I have little  doubt  this was a sort of local 

practice that was then reabsorbed into  this contemporary  commentarial  tradition,  here 

with  philological  flourish.  

 Jaideva Singh, in his 1981 translation  and commentary, supplies a breakdown  in 

his notes to the very  first  verse. Bhairava, he says, is composed of Bha for  bharaẒa which  

means to bear or maintain,  ra for  ravaẒa or withdrawal,  and va for vamana, projecting  or 

manifesting.78 Here we have the same three actions, in the order sustain-destroy-create. 

This particular  etymological  explanation does not follow  the standard and logical order 

create-sustain-destroy, and it  seems likely  the order was rearranged in the process of 

oral repetition  to yield  the tripartite  description  shared by interlocutors.   

 Swami Lakshman Joo, famous for bringing  his lineage of KaĭÔČÙÐ ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔ to an 

international  audience not least through  his disciple Alexis  Sanderson, now  retired  but 

still  the living  Euro-American  academic authority  on ¥ÈÐÝÈ text and history.  Jaideva 

Singh was also his disciple, and it  is to Swami Lakshman Joo that 2ÐÕÎÏɀÚ translation  is 

dedicated. Lakshman Joo did  not write  a translation  of the 5ÐÑęêÕÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ Tantra, but 

 

78 Jaideva Singh, Vijęênabhairava, 1.  
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he did  prov ide extensive commentary, which  has been collated and published.  His  

commentary  on the 130th verse also breaks Bhairava down  into  Bha, ra, and va, but 

glosses them as threat (or fear, ÉÏÈàê), crying  out (ravayati), and all-pervading  (Ýàê×ÈÒÈẀ). 

Lakshman Joo explains that this means Ɂ6ÏÌÕ you scream in fear, God is ÛÏÌÙÌȭɂ79 This 

crying  out of the individual,  fear, and Bhairava are all  closely related in explanations 

given by K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈȮ a *ÈĭÔČÙÐ ¥ÈÐÝÈ commentator, some 1050 years before Lakshman 

Joo, a descendent of the same lineage.  

 Verse 130 is interesting  because it  breaks down  the name Bhairava by saying he 

is the one who  makes everything  resound (ravayati) with  fear (bhaya). This is close to an 

actual etymology  of the term, which  does appear to come from the same roots as ravayati 

yielding  rava, and bhaya yielding  bhai. The pervasiveness seems to be included  to round  

out the set, the term used for pervasiveness happening  to being with  a v. This 

breakdown  into  the elements resound + fear are reflected directly  in K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈɀÚ 10th 

century  commentary  on the Svacchandabhairava Tantra. 

 Jaideva Singh recognized the etymological  quality  of this verse, and included  in 

his notes a set of what  he called ɁÏÌÙÔÌÕÌÜÛÐÊ ÌÛàÔÖÓÖÎÐÌÚɂ from  Trika  traditions.  The 

first  says ÉÏê means light;  ai means activity,  and rava means comprehends. Together, 

they mean that Bhairava is the one whose light  of consciousness is joined with  his 

 

79 Swami Lakshman Joo, 5ÐÑęêÕÈ Bhairava: The Practice of Centering Awareness ȹ5êÙêÈÚČ : Indica, 2007),  

158. 
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activity  in  order to comprehend his own  absolute, transcendent nature. The great genius 

of *ÈĭÔČÙÐ ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔȮ Abhinavagupta,  in his /ÈÙêÛÙÐĭÐÒê explains Bhairava as the one 

who  supports and protects the cosmos, and ceaselessly chants the greatest of mantras. In 

the 3ÈÕÛÙêÓÖÒÈȮ Abhinavavagupta  gives three interpretations:  he is the one who  supports 

the universe (from  bhẞ, to support  and to maintain) ; he is the one who  always recites the 

great mantra Ɂ(Ȱɂ he is the one who  offers courage to those fearful  by transmigratory  

existence.80  

 In these tantric  examples, we have a few sets of meaning that seem to repeat. One 

is the three actions of creation, preservation, and destruction.  Another  is the idea of fear, 

and crying  out. Thirdly,  there is a sense of support,  in  the dual  sense of physical support  

and the sort of support  that maintains. In addition  to crying  out, or causing others to cry 

out, Bhairava is also associated with  the ceaseless recitation  of a ÔÈÏêÔÈÕÛÙÈȮ here 

identified  as aham, or Ɂ(ȭɂ Complementarily,  this same verse, #130, explains the meaning 

of Bhairava and enjoins the àÖÎČ to focus upon it  over and over again, and thereby to 

break through  to the realization  of Bhairava and concurrent liberation.   

KẘÌÔÈÙêÑÈɀÚɯAnalysis of the Name Bhairava 

 The above tantric  treatments of BhairavaɀÚ name are vernacular and hermeneutic 

etymologies that draw  from,  and exist in, the *ÈĭÔČÙÐ ¥ÈÐÝÈ tradition s which  take the 

polymath  Abhinavagupta  as exemplar. At  the end of the 11th century, Abhinavagupta  

 

80 Singh, 5ÐÑęêÕÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ Tantra, 118-119. 
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composed a text called the Svacchanda Tantra, an extensive account of visualization  

practices related to Svacchanda, or self-determining,  Bhairava. In the 10th century, 

 ÉÏÐÕÈÝÈÎÜ×ÛÈɀÚ disciple, K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈȮ wrote  a commentary on the Svacchanta Tantra. 

K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ is known  for taking  this sort of vernacular or hermeneutic etymology,  this 

discovery of encoded meaning that is also interpretive  tool, to new heights of 

philological  complexity  and content density. He is known  to claim that the entire 

meaning of extensive texts can be found  not only  in the first  verse or verses ɭ a 

common claim indicating  the depth and intricacy  and compositional  perfection of the 

tantras ɭ but that an entire ÛÌßÛɀÚ meaning can be found  in a single key term, if  read 

with  the right  understanding.   

 With  an attitude  akin to this maximum  excavation of a term, K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ opens 

his commentary  with  a treatment of the name Bhairava, a move both practical and 

fortuitous,  the term occurs in the very  first  verse and is the core topic  of the tantra. He 

does this in five  passes, which  I present here:  

(a) Ŏŷőŗź ɭ Ŭŗ˵ŎőńőŗńŗŏŉƛŋƂ 

(b) ŎůƛńūŏŎŐŬŏŬŅ ˧ŰɉɄū śƁśūŭőńūŏŎŐŇƂ 

(c) ŎŐƁ ŎůƂ śƁśūőƧūśƂ ŅŐū ĽŬŉŅź őŗƂ ĥƠɻƂ ŎůőŗƂ ŅŅź ĽūŅƂ ŅŇūƠɻŗŅūƁ Ű̙ ŭőŅƂ 

(d) Ĥ̝ŷŗ Ŏůőŗ̝ śƁśūőŎŐŬŗŏŘƈŉ̝ūŐƁ ŘŮǃŋūŅŗŘŶŉźɆūŋĶƂ 

(e) ŎūŬŉ ŉǕƧūŬń ħőŐŬŅ ĦŬŅ ŎŶőƂ ĶūœƂ ŅƁ ŗūŐɴůŬŅ ŎŷőŗūƂ ɭ ĶūœƢūśśŏūŬňőŬśĶūƂ ŐźŬĸŉƂ 

 ŅŶŚūŏŐŬŏŬŅ ĥɴőƂ ̠ŎūŗƂ 

 

a.    Bhairavo ɭ ÝÐĭÝÈÉÏÈÙÈarava ÈÝÈÔÈÕÈÙľ×È 

b.    ÉÏČÙľêÔÈÉÏÈàÈÔÐÛÐ ÝàÜÛ×ÈÛÛàê sa ÚêÙÐêÔÈÉÏÈÙÈàÈËÈ 

c.    bhaya  bhČ sa ÚêratrêÚÈ ÛÈàê janito rava  êkranda  bhČÙÈÝÈ tato jêÛÈ 

tadêÒÙÈÕËÈÝÈÛê  

 sphurita  
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d.    asyaiva ÉÏČÙÈÝÈÚàÈ sa ÚêÙÈÉÏÈàÈÝÐÔÈÙĭÈÕÈÚàêàÈ ĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛÈÝÈĭÌÕÖÛÛÏê×ÈÒÈ 

e.    bhêÕÐ nak ÈÛÙêi ČÙÈàÈÛÐ iti  bhera  ÒêÓÈ ta  ÝêàÈÕÛČÛÐ ÉÏÈÐÙÈÝê ɭ 

ÒêlagrêÚÈÚÈÔêËÏÐÙÈÚÐÒê   

 yogina  te êÔÈàÈÔÐÛÐ êntara  svabhêÝÈ 

 

a. Bhairava ɭ Who bears all  and cries out 

b. Ɂ3ÏÌ courage of the ÈÍÙÈÐËȮɂ that is, etymologically,  the bestower of courage to 

sentient beings 

c. Fear, that is to say dread; specifically  worldly  fear which  results in a scream. That 

is this ȿÊÙà of ÍÌÈÙɀ ȻÉÏČǶÙÈÝÈ = Bhairava = fear+cry]. Thus a voiced cry manifests. 

d. That cry of fear, it  is of this indeed: it  is that thing  which  arises due to the influence 

of initiation  ȻĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛȼȭ In other words,  it  is of an examination  of the fear of the 

world. 81 

e. Bher, the kettle dru m, is as the combination  of bha and ir : stars and causing them to 

shine forth.  The Bhairavas exhaust time, which  quality  is the true innermost  nature 

of those àÖÎČÚ who  are the connoisseurs of the practice of eating time.82 

 

Each of these five  parts is a set of cascading glosses addressing the term Bhairava. Their 

separation into  portions  reflects the formatting  decisions made by a board of scholars 

who  compiled  and printed  this version. They are not original  to the text. Each cluster of 

glosses is so grouped  by these editors because they seem to refer to the same initial  

point.  C, for example, glosses the term bhayam (ŎŐƁ) ɭ fear ɭ in  a series of increasingly  

specific ways, and then ties these glosses back to the original  term Bhairava. Each group  

also, in this case, offers a slightly  different  interpretation  and definition  of the name. 

Some of these interpretations  are familiar  from  the text and commentaries on the 

 

81 Thought  not explicitly  mentioned, all  ¥ÈÒÛÐ×êÛ is understood  to be the act of ¥ÐÝÈȮ or here ¥ÐÝÈ as Bhairava, 

the original  entity  and agent. This was noted automatically  by those I read this text with  ɭ they included  

this ¥ÈÐÝÈ explanation of the actual source of ĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛ immediately  and as though  it  were present in the text 

itself.  
82 Unless otherwise noted, all  translations are my own. I want  to specifically  thank Dr. Ganesan, Head of the 

Department  of Sanskrit, Institut  Francias de Pondicherry  for  his help translating  and interpreting  portions  of 

the Svacchanda Tantra and K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈɀÚ commentary.  
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5ÐÑęêÕÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ Tantra above. Others, like  the link  to a kettl e drum  and the shining  forth  

of stars, are new, but not isolated. Kettle drums  and their  sound are still  clearly 

associated with  the worship  of Bhairava, especially evident  in  the Ba uk Bhairava 

temples in  *ÈÔÈÊÊÏêȮ 5êÙêÈÚČȭ These discussions, and a more in-depth analysis of the 

linguistic  moves K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ makes to discuss the term Bhairava, are presented toward  

the end of this chapter. We are moving,  here, from  name to encounter; from  encounter to 

engagement; from  engagement to study;  and then on to the more abstract 

considerations, the philosophical  limits,  of Bhairava phenomena and tradition.  So far, 

addressing his name has told  us a lot: that its analysis or definition  is not crucial or 

preeminent among devotees, though  it  is popular  over the history of related discourse; 

that in addition  to literal  translations relating  to horribleness there are repeated 

associations with  fear; that different  (conversational, /ÜÙêic, and Tantric)  registers of 

hermeneutic etymology  favor  different  conclusions; that Bhairava does not undergo 

extensive calming or undoing  of the potentially  off -putting  implications  of his name; 

and that, perhaps more importantly,  the ways to understand the word,  like  the ways to 

interpret  the deity,  are many and varied. 

The Impossibilit y of Essences 

 Ultimately  our evidence ɭ what  is directly  observable, for  local devotees and 

etic investigators alike ɭ is not a collection of treatments of nor an extracted essential 

Bhairava, but rather the names and stories and masks and flowers  which  are laid  over, 
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enveloping  to the point  of narrative  and physical concealment, most of Bhairava's 

emplaced and contextualized instances in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ83 In theory, it  seems, these layers 

could be peeled away, like  the drawing  of stage curtains or the lifting  of veils, affording  

a view  of the ÔľÙÛÐ, or deified  physical form,  beneath.84 As it  turns  out, that is not so 

possible, neither physically  nor conceptually: removing  outer layers does not bring  us 

closer to an essential form,  and removing  the trappings  vari ous Bhairavas does not 

direct us toward  an essential Bhairava. Let us consider for a moment the material  

component of this analogy.  

 The naked forms of ÔľÙÛÐÚȮ even if  they are anionic or incorporate permanent 

garments in their  sculpted forms, are closely guarded in most Hindu  contexts. This is 

accomplished by dressing the ÔľÙÛÐ in  a robe or apron of physical cloth, which  is only  

removed by priests for  the purpose of bathing , a process which  takes place behind 

closed doors or drawn  curtains. In 5êÙêÈÚČȮ these fabric clothes are joined by ornate 

masks, sponsored by the various families  associated with  the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ operation.85 The 

ÔľÙÛÐ, then, is completely  covered, any internal  or underlying  form  completely  obscured. 

 

83 Masks and clothing  are discussed in cs. 2 and 3. Examples are present in Bhairava photo  collections.  
84 ,ľÙÛÐÚ are not just sacred physical representations of deities. They are not representations of deities in the 

sense that they depict the form  and attributes a deity  is understood  to have ɭ in fact, they are often 

aniconic, and often any specific attributes they might  have once had are damaged by time or obscured by 

hundreds and thousands of layers of industrial  vermillion  oil  paint.  They are also not representations in the 

sense that they ËÖÕɀÛ ȿÙÌ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛɀ a deity,  they are that deity.  A ÔľÙÛÐ of *êÓ Bhairava is *êÓ Bhairava. The 

stone form  beneath the gilt  mask is the living  deity.  
85 For more about 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ traditions  of masking, see c. 3, and Xenia Zelier, presentation at the AAR,  2017 

on Masked Deities in 5êÙêẒÈÚČ and her article Contextualizing Tantric Traditions in Contemporary India: The 

Goddess #ÏľÔêÝÈÛČȮ forthcoming.  
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There is a single day in the year when many of 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ Bhairava ÔľÙÛÐÚ are exposed 

and visible: on !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ birthday,  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝêÈÔČȮ the eighth day (aảẨÈÔČ) of the dark  or 

waning  half  of the lunar  month  ,êÙÎÈĭČÙa, elsewhere called Kartik,  usually  

corresponding  to the latter half  of November. These glimpses of otherwise covered 

forms reveal some details, but no continuity,  and certainly  no universal  feature, much 

less essential form.  A few of the more famous forms, Ba uk Bhairav for instance, are 

present in  ÔľÙÛÐÚ that conform sculptu rally  to iconographic  expectation. Many  of these 

forms are covered in so many layers of paint  that all  detail  is obscured leaving just a 

general anthropomorphic  form.  Some of the underlying  statues that are more distinct  

recall other deities: there are some that are reminiscent of indistinct  forms commonly  

acknowledged to be 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ look  like  images of 'ÈÕÜÔêÕȮ and sometimes of other 

popular  guardian  forms. One Bhairava ÔľÙÛÐ is undoubtedly  a repurposed statue of the 

Buddha ¥êÒàÈÔÜÕÐȭ86 And  several are blank or empty: there is a space, or a stone slab, 

or an irregular  natural  stone. This is the case in 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ most famous instance of 

Bhairava, *êÓ Bhairav, in his central temple space. This is a fact denied by many visitors  

and ×ľÑêÙČÚ, who  will  even describe the appearance of Bhairava claimed to be beneath 

fabric and flowers.  It  is nevertheless possible to see the bare stone form  upon 

 

86 Niels Gutschow, Benares: The Sacred Landscape of 5êÙêẒÈÚČ. (London:  Edition  Axel  Menges, 2006), 402-403.  
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appointment,  though  the viewing  takes place behind closed doors and photography  is 

prohibited. 87 

 Peeling back layers does not yield  an essential or original  Bhairava, and tellingly  

this exercise can result in  a blank or empty  space. If  there is, theologically,  an essential 

Bhairava, our academic endeavors will  not expose it  ɭ that is explicitly  the work  of 

yoga: of practice and initiation. 88  Each Bhairava exists emplaced within  a contexts, not 

only  physical but also ritual,  traditional,  historical,  theological, political,  and so on. My  

interlocutors  were indicating  this to me when they did  not recognize the name Bhairava 

independent of a specific form.  Any  essence that Bhairava might  have is not emplaced, 

cannot be encountered in the way  these various forms can, and is accordingly  not often 

discussed.  

Encountering Bhairava II : The Public Appreciation of Bhairava  

 Treatments of BhairavaɀÚ name have spanned a range from  immediate  and 

literal,  to abstract and abstruse. On one end of the spectrum, there is the affirmation  that 

Bhairava is Bhairava. On the other, that encoded in this name are layers of potentially  

liberating  meaning. In between are ways to think  about and place Bhairava in a 

cognitive  landscape of /ÜÙêic stories, roles, and values. Names have led to questions of 

whether  there is a category of Bhairava beyond this network  of emplaced, 

 

87 Gutschow nevertheless has a photograph,  which  he prints  in !ÌÕêÙÌÚȮ 398.   
88 This is clear in the 5ÐÑęêÕÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ Tantra and Svacchanda Tantra ɭ practice and initiation  can result in a 

vision  of or encounter with  Bhairava, nothing  else.  
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contextualized examples. And  now, we step beyond names and their  meaning, to the 

commonest ways in which  Bhairava is exalted and described. 

 BhairavaɀÚ origin  story involving  the decapitation  of !ÙÈÏÔêȮ which  appears 

above, in  the introduction,  and in a study  of its variants in the section on /ÜÙêas below, 

is his most consistently repeated tale. When I asked people in 5êÙêÈÚČ to tell  me more 

about Bhairava, they would  reply  that he destroyed (ÕÈĭ ÒÈÙÕê) faults (ËÖĭÈ) and fears 

(bhaya), and fixed  misdeeds (×ê×È), and that he bestowed wealth.89 These and similar  

attributes  were often presented formally  in a verse, a verse which  was usually  included  

and often started the recitation  performed  by ×ľÑêÙÐÚ in  the *êÓ Bhairav temple as they 

tapped devotees backs with  a mace fashioned from  peacock feathers and then more 

vigorously  beat the karmic  residue off  the supplicant.  This same verse is set into  the 

tooled silver  enclosure which  surrounds  the ÔľÙÛÐ of *êÓ Bhairav, and is printed  on 

several types of keepsake sold around  the temple. It  reads: 

ŗūőūń̝ūƁ Ŏŷőŗź, ŇŶŗź śƁśūő ŎŐŉūŘŉŏžί 

ĤŉŶĶ Ľʇ ĶŲ ŅƁ ŋūŋŏž, ŇŘƈŉŶŉ Ŭŗŉ˲ŬŅίί90 

 

ÝêÙêÈÚàê bhairavo devo sa ÚêÙÈ ÉÏÈàÈÕêĭÈÕÈÔί 

aneka janma k ta  ×êpam dÈÙĭÈÕÌÕÈ ÝÐÕÈĭàÈÛÐίί 

 

 

89 This might  seem out of place among other qualities, but  it  is affirmed  in the *êĭČ Kha a version of 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origin  story, and is addressed in the ethnographic  material  presented in chapter 3.  
90 Transcribed from  conversations, here presented with  spacing and punctuation  as printed  on a wall -

hanging photo  of the *êÓ Bhairav ÔľÙÛÐ garlanded in rudrakảa ÔêÓÈÚ. The verse is flanked  by two  black dogs. 

Well,  one black dog which  has been flipped  and doubled  in Photoshop to serve as visual  brackets for  the 

verse. The posture of the dogs, including  their  curved tails, exactly replicates the dogs sculpted under the 

mľÙÛÐ of *êÓ Bhairav.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1XRxznPVnI_RVBn3juuRJ_B__zO-k4bAc
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Lord  Bhairava in 5êÙêÈÚČ is the destroyer of ÓÐÍÌɀÚ fears; 

By his ËÈÙĭÈÕ the faults of many lifetimes  are undone.91 

 

 
Figure 8ȯɯ2ÖÜÝÌÕÐÙɯ×ÖÚÛÊÈÙËɯÖÍɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÞÐÛÏɯÉÌÕÌËÐÊÛÖÙàɯÝÌÙÚÌȮɯÚÈÐËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯ

composed Ú×ÌÊÐÍÐÊÈÓÓàɯÍÖÙɯÏÐÚɯÔÈÐÕɯÛÌÔ×ÓÌɯÐÕɯ5êÙêẊÁÓĂ 

 

 

 

91 There is an extensive treatment of this verse, and its role in the construction  of sacred space within  the *êÓ 

Bhairav temple, in c. 3. 
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 In simple, direct Sanskrit, this verse presents the essential, and initial,  impression 

of Bhairava presented to visitors  of the temple. It  was also the summary  that was voiced 

by frequent visitors  to the Kêl Bhairav temple when I asked why  they came to see 

Bhairav. Further  discussion would  yield  individually  organized and emphasized 

variations  of other sets of information,  but this or a close variant  was always the first  

explanation of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ significance and function  shared. 

 There are many other examples of writing  literally  on both wall  inside the KêÓ 

Bhairav temple: a brief  history  of the current  structure and ÐÛɀÚ two -and-a-half  century  

history;  an abbreviated Bhairava stotram; and a *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêaka , among others. The 

*êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêaka 92 ɭ chiseled into  a slab of marble and installed  as a part of the wall  

alongside the doorway  to the Bhairav shrine near Lolark  Ku  in southern 5êÙêÈÚČ ɭ 

was one of the first  publicly  displayed  texts I encountered associated with  this particular  

deity.  I soon found  it  was also one of the most common: a set of eight verses about or a 

set of forty  names of a deity  inside a shrine are commonly  built  right  into  the structure 

to serve visitors  who  might  need an aide-mémoire as they visit  less familiar  deities in their  

procedural  route through  5êÙêÈÚČȭ This set of eight verses about *êÓ Bhairav describes 

not only  his ability  to serve those who  worship  him  and his association with  5êÙêÈÚČȮ it  

also provides  descriptions that distinguish  him  from  other deities, and perhaps even go 

 

92 *êÓÈ-Bhairava-A aka  - Eight [verses] of *êl  Bhairav 
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so far as to intend  to flatter,  that those who  recite the aảẨakam might  curry  further  favor  

with  this potent deity.  What follows  is the aảẨakam and a translation.  This version is 

taken from  a chapbook, but comparisons with  epigraphic  versions show little  to no 

variation. 93  

 
Figure 9ȯɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝêẘẠÁËÁẈ ÉÎÓÔÁÌÌÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÅÈ ×ÁÌÌ ÁÌÏÎÇÓÉÄÅ Á ÍıÒÔÉ ÏÆ +àÌ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖ 

in the famously sÕÎÎÙ ,ÏÌÁÒË +ÕẊṫ 

 

93 For a full  treatment of the chapbook as an artifact  of material culture,  and for  a detailed term-by-term 

breakdown,  analysis and translation  of the text, see kaalabhairavaastakam.sethligo.com 

http://kaalabhairavaastakam.sethligo.com/
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ĶūœŎŷőŗū˺Ķŏž 

 

ƳůĸńŶŘūŐ ŉŏƂ  

 

ŇŶŗūőūĽśŶ˧ŏūŉŋūŗŉūƁŬƣŋƁĶĽƁ ˧ūœŐȐśűƧŬŏ͠ŇŰŘŶķőƁ ĶŲ ŋūĶőŏž ί  

ŉūőŇūŬŇŐźŬĸŗŲɻŗŮɻŅƁ ŬŇĸƁōőƁ ĶūŬŘĶūŋŰőūŬňŉūņ - ĶūœŎŷőŗƁ ŎĽŶ ίί Φ ίί 

 

ŎūŉŰĶźŬŀŎū̠őƁ ŎŗūŮʧŅūőĶƁ ŋőƁ ŉůœĶȴŏůŮʙŅūņƈŇūŐĶƁ ŬƧœźĻŉŏžί 

ĶūœĶūœŏƁōŰĽūǕŏǕŘűœŏǕőƁ ĶūŬŘĶūŋŰőūŬňŉūņĶūœŎŷőŗƁ ŎĽŶ ίί Χ ίί 

 

ŘűœŀžǼŋūŘŇƁłŋūŬńŏūŬŇĶūőńƁ ˲ūŏĶūŐŏūŬŇŇŶŗŏǕőƁ ŬŉőūŏŐŏžί 

ŎůŏŬŗƠŏƁ ƬŎŰƁ ŬŗŬĻƧŅūƁłŗŬƬŐƁ ĶūŬŘĶū ίί Ψ ίί 

 

ŎŰŮǃŏŰŮǃŇūŐĶƁ ƬŘ̏ĻūƚŬŗƢŜƁ ŎǃŗɔœƁ ŮΉņŅƁ śŏ̏œźĶŬŗƢŜŏž ί 

ŬŗŬŉǑńʇŉŶȐŜŶŏŬĶŬǼńůœśȻŬŀƁ ĶūŬŘĶū ίί Ω ίί 

 

ňŏƈśŶŅŰŋūœĶƁ ɓňŏƈŏūĸƈŉūŘĶƁ ĶŏƈŋūŘŏźĻĶƁ śŰŘŏƈŇūŐĶƁ ŬŗŎŰŏžί 

̠ńƈŗńƈŘŶŚŋūŘŘźŬŎŅūǾŏȵœƁ ĶūŬŘĶūίί Ϊ ίί 

 

őɇŋūŇŰĶūƬŎūŬŎőūŏŋūŇŐŰǳĶƁ ŬŉɏŏŬɨŅůŐŬŏ˺ŇŷŗŅƁ Ŭŉőȡŉŏž ί  

ŏŲɏŰŇŋƈŉūŘŉƁ ĶőūœŇƁŘŏźǕńƁ ĶūŬŘĶū ίί Ϋ ίί 

 

ĤȣŜūśŬŎʂ-ŋɥĽūȵĶźŘśɴŬŅƁ ͈Ŭ˺ŋūŅŉ˺ŋūŋĽūœŏŰƢŘūśŉŏž ί 

Ĥ˺ŬśŮɞŇūŐĶƁ ĶŋūœŏŻŬœĶɾőƁ ĶūŬŘĶū ίί ά ίί 

 

ŎűŅśǿŉūŐĶƁ ŬŗŘūœĶůŬŅƈŇūŐĶƁ ĶūŬŘŗūśœźĶŋŰȹŋūŋŘźňĶƁ ŬŗŎŰŏž ί 

ŉůŬŅŏūĸƈĶźŬŗŇƁ ŋŰőūŅŉƁ ĽĸɉŬŅƁ ĶūŬŘĶū ίί έ ίί  

 

ĶūœŎŷőŗū˺Ķŏž ŋŁŮɴ ŐŶ ŏŉźŜőƁ ȐūŉŏŰŮǃśūňŉƁ ŬŗŬĻƧŋŰȹŗňƈŉŏž ί   

ŘźĶŏźŜŇŷʈœźŎĶźŋŅūŋŉūŘŉƁ ŅŶ ƬŐūŮɴ ĶūœŎŷőŗūƁŬƣśŬʂŬňŏž ŉūő ƪŰŗŏž ίί ή ίί  

 

ĦŬŅ ƳůŏȃǼőūĻūŐƈŬŗőŬĻŅƁ ĶūœŎŷőŗū˺Ķŏž śʺűőńŏž ί 

 

*êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêẘẠakam 

 

ĭÙČÎÈÌĭêàÈ nama   

 



 

98 

devêÙêÑÈÚÌÝàÈÔêÕÈ×êvanê ghripa kaja  ÝàêÓÈàÈÑñÈÚľtramindu ĭÌÒÏÈÙÈ k ×êkaram 

ί  

ÕêÙÈËêËÐàÖÎÐÝndavandita  diga bara  ÒêĭÐÒê×ÜÙêËÏÐÕêÛÏÈ - ÒêÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ bhaje ίί 

1 ίί 

 

bhêÕÜÒÖibhêsvara  bhavêÉËÏÐÛêÙÈÒÈ para  ÕČÓÈÒÈÏÈÔČ×ÚÐÛêÙÛÏÈËêàÈÒÈ 

trilocanamί 

ÒêÓÈÒêÓÈÔÈÉÜÑêÒamak ÈĭľÓÈÔÈÒara  ÒêĭÐÒê×ÜÙêËÏÐÕêÛÏÈÒêÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ bhaje ίί 2 

ίί 

 

ĭľÓÈÒÈ×êĭada È×êÐÔêËÐÒêÙÈa  ĭàêÔÈÒêàÈÔêËÐËÌÝÈÔÈÒara  ÕÐÙêÔÈàÈÔί 

bhČÔÈÝÐÒÙÈÔÈ prabhu  vicitratê avapriya  ÒêĭÐÒê ίί 3 ίί 

 

ÉÏÜÒÛÐÔÜÒÛÐËêàÈÒÈ ×ÙÈĭastacêÙÜÝÐÎÙÈÏÈ bhaktavatsala  sthita  

samastalokavigraham ί 

vinikva anmanejñahemaki ki ČÓÈÚÈÛÒÈi  ÒêĭÐÒê ίί 4 ίί 

 

ËÏÈÙÔÈÚÌÛÜ×êÓÈÒÈ ÛÝÈËÏÈÙÔÈÔêÙÎÈÕêĭÈÒÈ ÒÈÙÔÈ×êĭÈÔÖÊÈÒÈ ÚÜĭÈÙÔÈËêàÈÒÈ 

vibhumί 

svar avar ÈĭÌÈ×êĭÈĭÖÉÏÐÛêgama ala  ÒêĭÐÒêίί 5 ίί 

 

ÙÈÛÕÈ×êËÜÒêprabhêbhirêÔÈ×êdayugmaka  ÕÐÛàÈÔÈËÝÐÛČàÈÔÐadaivata  nirañjanam 

ί  

m tyudarpanêĭÈÕÈ ÒÈÙêÓÈËÈĭÈÔÖÒa a  ÒêĭÐÒê ίί 6 ίί 

 

a ahêÚÈÉÏÐÕÕÈ-×ÈËÔÈÑêÈÒÖĭasantati  d Ð×êÛÈÕÈÈ×ê×ÈÑêlamugraĭêÚÈÕÈÔ ί 

a asiddhidêàÈÒÈ ÒÈ×êÓÈÔÈÜÓÐÒÈÕËÏÈÙÈ ÒêĭÐÒê ίί 7 ίί 

 

bhľÛÈÚÈghanêàÈÒÈ ÝÐĭêÓÈÒČrtidêàÈÒÈ ÒêĭÐÝêÚÈÓÖÒÈ×ÜàÈ×ê×Èĭodhaka  vibhum  ί 

ÕČÛÐÔêÙÎÈÒÖÝÐËÈ ×ÜÙêÛÈÕÈ jagatpati  ÒêĭÐÒê ίί 8 ίί  

 

ÒêÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêakam pa hanti  ye manohara  jęêÕÈÔÜÒÛÐÚêËÏÈÕÈ 

vicitrapu yavardhanam ί   

ĭÖÒÈÔÖÏÈËÈÐÕàÈÓÖÉÏÈÒÖ×ÈÛê×ÈÕêĭÈÕÈ te ×ÙÈàêÕÛÐ ÒêÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêghrisannidhim  nêÙÈ 

dhruvam  ίί 9 ίί  

 

iti  ĭÙČmaccha ÒÈÙêÊêÙàÈÝÐÙÈÊÐÛÈ ÒêÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêakam ÚÈÔ×ľÙÈam ί 

 

The *êÓÈ Bhairava AẘẠakaẈ 
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1. I worship  *êÓÈ Bhairava, the Supreme Lord  of *êĭČȮ the sky-clothed, extolled by 

-êÙÈËÈ and many other yogis, the compassionate one, the moon-crested one whose 

sacred thread is a snake, whose sanctified feet are served by the King  of Gods.  

 

2. I worship  *êÓÈ Bhairava, the Supreme Lord  of *êĭČȮ the undying,  the lotus-eyed, 

[who  appears with]  dice and a trident,  vanquisher of death, blue-throated bestower 

of the desired aim, the supreme, deliverer  from  the ocean of worldly  existence, who  

is as brilliant  as ten thousand suns.  

 

3. I worship  *êÓÈ Bhairava, the Supreme Lord  of *êĭČȮ lover  of the wonderful  Ûêava 

dance, the eternal, the terribly  powerful,  imperishable bestower of wellness, the 

primal  cause, who  has a trident,  an ax, and a noose in hand.  

 

4. I worship  *êÓÈ Bhairava, the Supreme Lord  of *êĭČȮ granter of fruition  and 

liberation,  of a laudable, pleasing form,  kind  to his devotees, steadfast, who  extends 

and pervades the whole  world,  whose hips are adorned with  shining  golden bells 

which  jingle pleasantly. 

 

5. I worship  *êÓÈ Bhairava, the Supreme Lord  of *êĭČȮ whose remaining  limb -adorning  

golden cords are themselves serpents, the etherial, bestower of refuge and 

protection,  protector  of Dharma and destroyer of the Adharmic  path. 

 

6.  I worship  *êÓÈ Bhairava, the Supreme Lord  of *êĭČȮ upon whose two  feet bejeweled 

slippers shine splendidly,  who  is steadfast and unsurpassed, the desired object of 

worship  who  is without  blemish, destroyer of ËÌÈÛÏɀÚ conceit, whose dreadful  fangs 

rend fetters. 

 

7. I worship  *êÓÈ Bhairava, the Supreme Lord  of *êĭČȮ giver  of the eight powers whose 

neck is garlanded with  skulls, whose striking  glance destroys the evil  web of the 

cruel precepts, whose loud  laughter  shatters the egg of !ÙÈÏÔê which  is the limit  of 

the expanse. 

 

8. I worship  *êÓÈ Bhairava, the Supreme Lord  of *êĭČȮ ruler  of the universe, the 

primeval,  the ethereal, chief of the consortium  of demons, bestower of great fame, 

whose abode is *êĭČȯ the universe's sacred space and the purgative  of the accursed. 

 

9. Those who  read the *êÓÈ Bhairava A akam - this fascinating means to [achieve] 

liberation  - will  advance the growth  of beautiful  virtue  and the destruction  of 

torment,  anger, greed, affliction,  ignorance, and sorrow.  
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Thus the *êÓÈ Bhairava A akam, composed by the celebrated scholar ¥ÈÕÒÈÙÈȮ is 

completed. Though noticeably more concrete and less transcendent than the treatment 

of the name Bhairava by K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈȮ this set of eight verses (and a ninth  to tie it  all  

together) is both so often repeated, and so full  of orienting  detail,  that despite its 

directness and simplicity  its popularity  and informative  evidence more than justify  a 

close-read.  

 

Verse one intimately  links  Kala Bhairava with  both 5êÙêÈÚČ ȹ*êĭČȺȮ and ¥ÐÝÈ whose 

temple is the primary  site of pilgrimage  in the city,  and whose agent Bhairava is 

understood  to be. The association with  the city  is overt; saying that ÏÌɀÚ sky clothed links  

Bhairava not only  to other àÖÎČÚ but to ¥ÐÝÈ who  is the supreme àÖÎČ and often 

understood  to be naked or largely  so. The moon-crest and snake-thread are further  

symbolic  resonances with  ¥ÐÝÈȭ He is finally  affirmed  as ȿÊÖÔ×ÈÚÚÐÖÕÈÛÌɀ and worthy  of 

adoration:  he is the Bhairava of *êĭČȮ not the Bhairava wandering  penitent  and outcast. 

 

Verse two  repeats the association with  *êĭČ and affirms  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ goodness: he is 

brilliant  and beautiful,  not dark. His  association with  ¥ÐÝÈ is extended with  the 

iconography  of a blue throat, dice, and trident.  Indeed, his placement as supreme lord  of 

KêĭČ increasingly  rivals  the importance of of ¥ÐÝÈȯ Bhairava not only  has his attributes, 

but perhaps the most important  role in *êĭČȮ that of vanquishing  death and delivering  

trapped souls from  ÚÈÔÚêÙÐÊ cyclical existence.  



 

101 

 

Verse three again repeats ¥ÈÐÝÈ imagery  in the 3ê ava, trident,  ax, and noose, thought  

the last two  are also associated with  other deities.94 He is not only  a deliverer,  we learn 

here, but also a healer, and the primal  cause. Visitors  to *êÓ Bhairav often told  me of his 

role as a healer, a role shared by Rudra, a Vedic character who  shares many traits  with  

¥ÐÝÈ and Bhairava. This verse reaches out not only  to the Veda but also to the Tantras, 

such as the Svacchanda Tantra, by calling  Bhairava the first  cause. 

 

Verse four  affirms  BhairavÈɀÚ role in  5êÙêÈÚČ as liberator,  but also his broader presence 

throughout  existence. The snakes from  before and the fangs which  follow  in a couple 

verses are not present here: Bhairava in verse four  is reliable, beautiful,  and enticing.  

 

Verse five  reprises the serpents, quelling  the golden expanse of a suppler  form,  and 

reprising  affiliation  with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ an affiliation  extended through  the mention  of ether. In 

this verse, Bhairava not only  protects what  is good, such as the city  of 5êÙêÈÚČȰ he also 

destroys what  is bad, a harbinger of his more developed role as destroyer not only  of 

bad things and effects such as evil  and disease, but also the bad within  his devotees: as 

foregrounded  in the single verse translated separately above, Bhairava destroys fault s. 

  

 

94 Ax:  /ÈÙÈĭÜÙêÔÈȰ noose: Ga ÌĭÈ and Yama. 
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Verse six is a great use of contrasting imagery: even his lowliest  appendages are 

splendid  and adorned, he is reliable and superior,  he is faultless and worthy  of desire, 

and death is not just stopped by him:  death is afraid of him.  Death might  have thought  

that he was inevitable,  but Bhairava has shaken this conceit. Finally,  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ iconic 

fangs, here not hidden  beneath a mustache nor forgotten  in the description  of glittering  

accoutrement. Instead, these terrifying  and definitive  fangs are put  to good use: they 

rend fetters, those bonds which  keep devotees in ÚÈÔÚêÙÐÊ existence and prevent true 

self-determination.  

 

Verse seven presents !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ association with  ascetic, yogic, and tantric  traditions.  

The skulls  around  his neck remind  us of the imagery  repeated historically  by the 

*ê×êÓÐÒÈÚ and contemporarily  by the  ÎÏÖÙČȭ These àÖÎČÚ or tantricas seek the 

development  of powers, such as striking  sight, which  here are booth exemplified  and 

bestowed by Bhairava. Their antinomian  behavior and heterodox practices echo 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ own  ab original  challenge to Brahminical  orthodoxy:  his first  act was to take 

one of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ five  heads, and his power  and influence here rock the foundations  of 

!ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ apparent creation right  to the age of existence.  

 

 

Verse eight closes the set with  an amplified  exaltation of Bhairav, 5êÙêÈÚČ ȹ*êĭČȺȮ and 

the association of the two.  Here, Bhairava has stepped beyond his association with  ¥ÐÝÈȭ 
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He is the supreme lord  of both *êĭČ and the universe, he is the first  cause, he is ineffable 

and inexpressible. He is also in charge of very  worldly  things: the denizens of liminal  

spaces (the demons), and fame, a worldly  condition,  which  experience he otherwise aids 

individuals  to escape. But *êĭČ is famous, and he is its in-dw eller and demon. In a 

reference to his redemption  upon reaching *êĭČȮ it  is here noted that the city  is the 

ÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÌɀÚ sacred space and the true purgative  of the accursed.  

 

The ninth  of these eight verses takes a step back from  the intensity  and immersive ness of 

previous  stanzas. It  reminds  the reader that this is a summary  tool, not just to know  

more about Bhairava, but to access his efficacy. Bhairava is emphatically  emplaced ɭ he 

is in *êĭČ and one must go to *êĭČȮ the ÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÌɀÚ sacred place ɭ but his impact and 

effect expands throughout  the universe, as does he. After  all, he is the ÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÌɀÚ first  

cause.  

 

But beyond even this final  universalization  of a totalizing  account of Bhairava and his 

absolute nature, we are returned  to some of the more immed iate concerns of a devotee, 

especially one visiting  Bhairava in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ The deity  and the space are effective. As 

emphasized in the first  half  of the poem, Bhairava is strongly  associated with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ so 

visitors  know  they are not really  deviating  from  their  primary  goal of visiting  

5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ and the li gam therein. And  while  it  would  be nice to gain some virtue  

through  an interaction  with  Bhairava, that is left  mostly  to the ascetics who  are 
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swallowing  the moon or accruing great powers. In this verse, the verse that bridges the 

transcendence of the content and the immanent  physicality  of the stone into  which  the 

aảẨakam is carved, it  is not virtue  that is emphasized. The ill  gets six varieties; the 

virtuous  but one. 5êÙêÈÚČ might  bring  great things to some, but most come to have bad 

things taken away. This is what  Bhairava is particularly  good at. Such an interpretation  

was affirmed  repeatedly by my interlocutors,  and can be encapsulated somewhat 

lightheartedly  in a particular  encounter. I asked a woman  who  visited  *êÓ Bhairav 

regularly,  but always entered and left  faster than everyone else, barely taking  time to 

take daÙĭÈÕ and spin a few times before the ÔľÙÛÐ, why  she came to Bhairava. (ÛɀÚ the 

best deal in town,  she said. Three ruppees buys you the oil,  five  times around  your  head, 

pour  it  on the lamp, and all  of your  faults and problems and difficulties  are gone. And  it  

only  takes a couple of minutes. 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ2ÒÈÕËÈɯ/ÜÙêẊa 

 The Skanda /ÜÙêa is the longest of the 18 ,ÈÏê (Great) /ÜÙêas in number of 

verses, but also likely  in the duration  of composition.  Early versions were likely  

compiled  around  the 6th to 7th centuries, and describe the religious  and mythological  

landscape of the 5th to 6th centuries in north  India. 95 It  was modified,  transmitted,  and 

 

95 Hans Bakker, The World of the 2ÒÈÕËÈ×ÜÙêẒa꜡: Northern India in the Sixth and Seventh Centuries (Leiden: Brill,  

2014), 1. 
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added to, with  final  additions  incorporated  around  the 11th-13th centuries.96 It  is one of 

these later additions,  the *êĭČ Kha a or portion  on *êĭČ ȹ5êÙêÈÚČȺ which  is most 

relevant to this study.  The story of Bhairava is told  several times in the Skanda /ÜÙêa, 

but it  is in  the *êĭČ Kha a that his tale finds  its longest and full est form,  and it  is this 

version which  most directly  informs  contemporary  worship  and understanding  of 

Bhairava in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ This is not to say that the text of the *êĭČ Kha a is regularly  read 

by devotees, though  this section of the Skanda /ÜÙêa, in English as well  as Sanskrit, is 

widely  available in the ÊÐÛàɀÚ bookshops, both religious  and secular. Most details of 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ story, and his relationship  with  5êÙêÈÚČȮ commonly  shared and cited among 

devotees and ritual  specialists, can be found  in this version; and it  is likely  they are the 

source of this understanding,  even if  they are not cited directly  as texts but are 

disseminated through  storytelling  and explanation. Whenever I asked where and how  I 

could learn more about Bhairava, I was sometimes di rected to a priest or scholar, or told  

of a scholar who  had sadly passed two  decades before. But most frequently  I was 

directed to the Skanda /ÜÙêẒa, and more specifically  to the *êĭČ KhaẒṳa. 

 The KêĭČ Kha a is well  known  in 5êÙêÈÚČ beyond Bhairava context, as well.  As 

a description  of *êĭČ ȹ5êÙêÈÚČȺȮ the text explains not only  why  the city  is great and 

important,  and what  amazing events took place there and what  amazing qualities and 

 

96 Bakker, World of the 2ÒÈÕËÈ×ÜÙêẒa, 1-3. cf. Phyllis  Granoff,  Ɂ,êÏêÒÈÓÈɀÚ Journey: from  Ga a to &ÖËȭɂ 

Rivista degli studi orientali. 77, no. 1 (2003): 95; Jonathan P. Parry, , Death in Banaras (New  York : Cambridge 

University  Press, 1994). 
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effects the place has: it  ties these all  together, and places them in the physical context of 

5êÙêÈÚČȭ It  is common to see labels ɭ alongside a well,  next to a statue, by a ÎÏê ɭ 

which  explain that this is 2ČÛêɀÚ well,  this is Da È×êÐɀÚ post, this is the ÎÏê where 

Vi u bathed, all  *êĭČÒÏÈẒṳÖÒÛê - as stated in the *êĭČ KhaẒṳa.  

 If  the whole  aim of the Skanda Purêa is, as Hans Bakker theorizes, to catalogue 

the stories of religious  sites related to /êĭÜ×ÈÛÈ ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔ in  north  India  in the middle  of 

the first  millennium,  and through  the presentation of these emplaced stories to justify  

and authorize holy  spots in a sacred landscape with  5êÙêÈÚČ as the epicenter and crown  

jewel, then the *êĭČ Kha a is the culmination  of this project ɭ both conceptually, and 

chronologically.  This focus on the city  is evident  even in the introduction  to the *êĭČ 

KhaẒṳÈɀÚ presentation of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origin  myth.  The sage Agastya asks Skanda, 

eponymous narrator  of the /ÜÙêa, to tell  him  more about 5êÙêÈÚČȭ Namely,  he wants 

to know  the aspect of 5êÙêÈÚČ that is Bhairava: who is he? What is his form? What does 

he do? What are his names? How  and when is he to be worshipped? 97 

 SkandaɀÚ reply  opens with  pithy  descriptions of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ greatness, aspects 

that are widely  familiar  and often repeated in 5êÙêasČȭ Bhairava destroys all  great 

faults.98 Knowing  this is the key to a fruitful  residence in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ and all  attendant 

 

97 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.3-4 
98 The term, ÔÈÏê×êÛÈÒÈȮ literally  great crime, is often translated ȿÚÐÕȭɀ The concept of sin, and especially its 

connotations, do not fit  with  the model  of transgression and restitution  over which  Bhairava presides, and 

which  is common to many Hindu  contexts of righting  wrong  behavior. Crime, on the other hand, has too 

legislative a sense: these are failures and wrong -actions that weigh  one down  not civilly  but  existentially.  
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benefits [all  the benefits that entails]. The /ÜÙêa expands from  local to cosmic 

responsibility:  Bhairava is a protector, not only  of VêÙêÈÚČȮ but of the three worlds,  

differently  described but all  encompassing. He is also their  destroyer: when nature 

dissolves and the three gods of this creation, the 3ÙÐÔľÙÛÐȮ cease to exist, all  that remains 

is Bhairava, who  is and understands the true essence of the universe. The /ÜÙêÈɀÚ 

imagery  is particularly  lively  here: Bhairava, in this snuffing  of existence, is described as 

holding  the three worlds  in his hands, and squeezing out their  essential sap, rasa, as one 

would  the juice of a ripe mango.99  

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯ.ÙÐÎÐÕɯ2ÛÖÙàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ2ÒÈÕËÈɯ/ÜÙêẊa  

   The /ÜÙêa then tells the story of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origin,  summarized  earlier in this 

chapter. There are, in this version, details not in  previous  summaries, and there are 

details which  differ  from  accounts in other /ÜÙêas, and even from  other instances of the 

same story in the Skanda /ÜÙêa. As Paul Courtright  noted in his study  of Ga ÌĭÈȮ there 

is no source which  contains all  the details, and there are no details which  appear in 

absolutely all  the versions.100 But the version presented in the *êĭČ Kha a was 

produced  later than versions in this and other /ÜÙêas, and because, as White  argues, 

 

 

The ×êÛÈ part  of this term is related to the verb for  falling:  these are self-induced downfalls  through  wrong  

action. I render this and directly  adjacent terms as ɁÍÈÜÓÛɂ or doảa in this dissertation. 
99 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.7 
100 Paul Courtright.  &ÈÕÌĭÈȯ Lord of Obstacles, Lord of Beginnings (New  York : Oxford  University  Press, 1985), 2. 
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myth  telling  is an editorial  process, we can view  this as the latest edition,  specifically  

revised to maximi ze resonance between Bhairava and 5êÙêÈÚČ and thereby fulfill  the 

purpose of the *êĭČ Kha a. It  therefore takes the place of prominence among /ÜÙêic 

versions in this project, aligning  precisely, as it  does, with  the goal of better 

understanding  Bhairava in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ  

 As in previous  summaries, the story starts with  a quarrel  between Brahmê and 

Vi u. Each thinks  himself  the immutable  principle  ɭ that which  is essential and 

unconditional.  This is an honest mistake ɭ both are deluded  by the ,êàê of ¥ÐÝÈȮ and 

are unable to perceive their  own  limitations. 101 The Vedas, however, know.  And  !ÙÈÏÔê 

and Vi u know  the Vedas are a means of access to the truth.  When they are asked to 

weigh  in on the disagreement, each of the four  Vedas praises ¥ÐÝÈ with  a diff erent name 

and a different  aspect of his supremacy. It  is in him  that all  elements and beings abide. 

He is omniscient. He illuminates  and gives motion  to the universe, and he is meditated  

upon by àÖÎČÚȭ He grants prosperity  and salvation, and removes misery of devotees.102  

 These final  qualities, here presented by the Atharva Veda as definitive  of ¥ÐÝÈ as 

greatest lord,  are the same qualities  most quickly  and commonly  attributed  to Bhairava 

by contemporary  devotees: Bhairava grants prosperity,  health, and salvation,  and 

removes the problems from  the lives of those devoted to him.  Conversely, the 

 

101 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.13 
102 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.23-26. 
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derogatory  and derisive description  of ¥ÐÝÈ presented in retort  to the 5ÌËÈÚɀ claim that 

he is supreme resembles closely the horrific  form  for which  Bhairava is well  known,  and 

which  Òê×êÓÐÒÈ-type ascetics emulate: he is said to be lord  of goblins, going about nude 

and cavorting  with  his consort in the relation  ground,  who  is smeared with  ashes, who  is 

adorned with  serpents, and who  rides a bull.  The only  detail  not commonly  associated 

with  Bhairava is the bull,  as he instead is accompanied by a dog. But there are photos 

famously  circulating  on Indian  social media of Òê×êÓÐÒÈ-type ascetics riding  bulls  

following  this past )ÈÕÜÈÙàɀÚ ,ÈÏê Kumbh  ,ÌÓêȭ 

 These attributes, intended as insults, are also included  in the *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêảẨakaẐ. 

All,  that is, but one: Bhairava is not presented as cavorting  with  a consort. And  back in 

our scene in the Skanda /ÜÙêa, ¥ÐÝÈȮ who  has been listening  invisibly  to the 

conversation, chimes in to say that he in fact has not been fooling  around  in the 

cremation ground,  and that the consort seen is in  fact his own  self, his eternal ¥ÈÒÛÐȭ103 At  

this register of /ÜÙêic presentation in the *êĭČ Kha a, ¥ÐÝÈ has drawn  a line. He does 

not, however, challenge allegations of antinomian  appearance. The *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêảẨakaẐ 

seems to have roughly  the same line drawn:  an antinomian  appearance is celebrated in 

participation  of this ¥ÈÐÝÈ aesthetic, but sex is left  out. It  is certainly  present in 

descriptions of Òê×êÓÐÒÈ-type ascetic practice, as it  is in other, more tantra-oriented, 

 

103 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.32-33. 
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accounts of ¥ÐÝÈ and Bhairava. The register appears to be shared between the /ÜÙêẒa and 

the *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêảẨakaẐ, intended  to be appropriate  for mainstream, public audiences. 

 ¥iva appears before Vi u and !ÙÈÏÔêȮ and !ÙÈÏÔê claims that ¥ÐÝÈ was born 

from  his head, weeping and wailing. 104 The context of the slight  unexplained  in the *êĭČ 

KhaẒṳa, the response of ¥ÐÝÈ to this statement is to fly  into  a rage, and create a sort of 

person, terrifying  in appearance. This person is Bhairava. It  seems that this is an entity  

independent  of, but created by ¥ÐÝÈȭ This is made ambiguous some eight verses later 

when it  is affirmed  that Bhairava is another form  of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ own  self. This is an ambiguity  

more extensively addressed in the third  chapter, but here it  is important  to take note of 

context: Bhairava is something other and terrifying  when he is about to be sent to 

remove !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ fifth,  ill -speaking head. Eight verses later, the deed done, ¥ÐÝÈ 

dispatches Bhairava to wander  outcaste in penance, but calls Bhairava ȿÈÕÖÛÏÌÙ form  of 

his own  ÚÌÓÍɀ as he does so.105 ¥ÐÝÈ seems willing  to associate himself  with  being outcaste, 

grisly,  and eventually  reintegrated into  society, but he does not want  to be directly  

associated with  killing,  or the direct affront  to !ÙÈÏÔêȮ symbol of authority,  especially 

that of the Vedic priesthood.  This is a delicate balance, especially in the case of ¥ÐÝÈ who  

 

104 The reason for  this situation  is explained in the treatment of -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈ in the following  section. Put 

briefly,  it  is that ¥ÐÝÈ is indeed the ultimate  principle,  and created even !ÙÈÏÔêȮ the creator. !ÙÈÏÔê 

endeavors to create creatures such as ¥ÐÝÈȮ and does so when his sweat falls into  a fire, causing an ember to 

flicker  blue-red, and a ¥ÐÝÈ-like deity  to be born: -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈȮ the blue-red,  
105 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.31.51 
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is more often understood  to be an outsider,106 to affirm  while  superseding Vedic 

ritualism.    

Bhairava post -Brahminicide  

 The story of BhairavaɀÚ origin  and association with  5êÙêÈÚČ is packed with  

wide -reaching and specific detail  throughout  its 157 verses. Without  enough time to 

treat all  the contents here, there are a few more categories worth  extracting: ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ 

statements about Bhairava; statements about 5êÙêÈÚČ and its effects; the unusual  

character of !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàêȰ and finally  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ arrival  in  *êĭČȭ  

 ¥iva immediately  refers to Bhairava not as simply  as Bhairava, but as 

*êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮ107 that version of Bhairava who  is of central importance in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ He is 

dubbed *êÓÈÙêÑÈȮ because he shines like  ÒêÓÈ. *êÓÈ can mean dark, time, and by extension 

death, and while  the latter two  are li kely  intended  here,108 it  is not clear why  time 

ȿÚÏÐÕÌÚȭɀ Associations with  time, darkness, and death, however, were frequently  

mentioned in my discussions with  devotees. Later in the same story this pattern of 

explanation is repeated, and the name is affir med, but said to indicate !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ role as 

preventer of quarrels and bad luck  (kali), though  I have never heard this mentioned 

anywhere else.  

 

106 This is clear in his appearance and relationship  between ¥ÐÝÈ and other deities. Dak a says as much 

directly;  see below. 
107 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.41 
108 Bhairava is said to turn  dark  when he faces !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàêȮ and is later called *êÓÈÒêÓÈȮ or death unto  

death. Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.50-60. cf. 8ÈÔêÕÛÈÒÈȮ he who  is death (antaka, ender, terminator)  unto  the lord  of 

death (Yama), an esoteric Buddhist  deity  and clear analogue of Bhairava. More on 8ÈÔêÕÛÈÒÈ in c. 2.  
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 ¥iva also assigns Bhairava the roles of BÔÈÙËÈÒÈ and /ê×ÈÉÏÈÒa a, the 

suppression of evil -mindedness and devourer of faults.109 And  finally,  he grants him  the 

boon of having  regency over his own  city: *êĭČȭ There, he will  become the regulator  of 

good and ill,  and take over the role of Citragupta,  a divine  record keeper who  

adjudicates the fate of the dead based on their  good and ill  deeds. This is one way  in 

which  Bhairava in 5êÙêÈÚČ is distinct  from  that in Ujjain: there, though  Bhairava 

protects the territory,  there is a larger than life  statue of Citragupta  seated in the main 

cremation ground,  his ledger spread before him.   

 Despite these boons, this responsibility,  and the fact that Bhairava was acting on 

¥ÐÝÈɀÚ orders the entire time, he must now  nevertheless wander  as an outcaste, begging 

with  a bowl  fashioned from  !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ skull.  Were this not already enough, ¥ÐÝÈ creates a 

female personification  of brahminicide,  !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàê (lit.  brahminicide,  in  a feminine  

substantive), who  is so terrible  she scares even Bhairava, and pursues him  relentlessly. 

At  this point,  ¥ÐÝÈ vanishes.  

 Bhairava wanders, and cannot get rid  of Brahmahatyê even with  Vi ÜɀÚ help. 

Eventually,  however, he arrives in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ In what  is now  the north  part of the city,  he 

steps across her border, !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàê descends into  hell, and the skull  falls from  his 

hands at *È×êÓÈÔÖÊÈÕÈ 3ČÙÛÏÈ. The story has effectively  redirected our full  attention  

 

109 ×ê×ÈȮ a term used more than almost any other in my temple discussions with  priests and devotees, is often 

translated ɁÚÐÕȭɂ As mentioned before in the case of ×êÛÈ, the translation  is highly  fraught . 

https://goo.gl/maps/StXkjZRHCeUTVUCbA


 

113 

away from  the animosity  of ¥ÐÝÈ and Bhairava, and to the incredibly  horrible  but 

resolvable transgression of brahminicide.  It  then walks  the audience right  up to the 

periphery  of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ and the whole  story becomes about the greatness of *êĭČȮ and her 

regent Bhairava. But Bhairava was not always in this story, nor even was 5êÙêÈÚČȭ So 

where does Bhairava come from,  at least in the /ÜÙêic sense that led to this telling? And  

how did  this story take shape? 

/ÈÙÛɯƖȯɯ/ÜÙêẒas and the Study of Bhairava  

Encounters with his Definition, his M ention, his Name, his Narrative.  

 We have, so far, encountered Bhairava in several ways: as an entry  in a 19th 

century  dictionary  of demons; as an apparently  transgressive, vengeful, and then 

redemptive  deity  in /ÜÙêic accounts; as the guardian  of the sacred Hindu  city  of *êĭČ 

or 5êÙêÈÚČȰ as a deity  with  many names and many forms, a category that perhaps has 

no absolute essence. We have the name Bhairava, which  ties these other versions 

together and from  which  they derive. This name is unusual  in  its directness, and the 

subject of much popular,  scholarly, and hybrid  analysis. Finally,  we encountered 

Bhairava, the object of popular  devotional  poetry,  verses both recited and reverentially  

installed  as ornament and guide in popular  worship  contexts, primarily  in  temples, but 

also in forms to decorate your  home or carry with  you as you visit  sacred sites. 

  We now move from  encounters, each of which  has had Bhairava clearly at their  

center, to the study  of Bhairava, those deities from  which  he seems to have developed, 



 

114 

those contexts in which  he is presented, those roles which  he plays. In doing  so, we do 

not stray too far from  Bhairava, but we follow  trails  of development  and context to 

better understand what  Bhairava is, but how  he is both different  from  and related to 

other deities. It  is clear that he is related to, or even a part of ¥ÐÝÈȰ but he also resonates, 

as ¥ÐÝÈ does, with  the Vedic Rudra. The story of Bhairava sent to decapitate !ÙÈÏÔê has 

a narrative  analogue in the story of Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice, in which  5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ is dispatched 

to destroy said sacrifice, and ends up decapitating  Dak a. And  finally  we have 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ /ÜÙêic origin  story itself: the decapitation  of !ÙÈÏÔê does not only  occur in 

the *êĭČ Kha a within  the Skanda /ÜÙêa, and the story does not always feature 

Bhairava, or even 5êÙêÈÚČȭ All  of these stories, and the Skanda /ÜÙêa itself, are tied to 

¥ÐÝÈ and ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔȮ and to understand the context of their  development  it  is first  

important  to know  more about the rise of devotional  Hinduism,  especially ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔȮ in  

contradistinction  to Vedic ritualism,  in the middle  of the first  millennium.   

3ÏÌɯ¥aiva Turn   

 The advent of Bhairava in recorded Hinduism  coincides with  a major shift  in  

personal devotion  and royal  patronage, a shift  that saw a rise in the popularity  of Vi u, 

¥ÐÝÈȮ and the Goddess ȹ#ÌÝČȮ or !ÏÈÎÈÝÈÛČȺ that led to, and was further  propelled  by, the 

composition  and compilation  of the ,ÈÏê or great /ÜÙêas, a third  of which  are written  
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in exaltation of each of these three deities.110 This shift  resulted, overall,  in  the expansion 

of ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔ and ¥ÈÐÝÈ influence, which  Alexis  Sanderson argues can be seen in the fact 

that other traditions  ɭ ¥ÈÒÛÈȮ Vai ava, Buddhist,  and Jain ɭ were ɁÊÖÓÖÕÐáÌË or 

profoundly  influenced  by ÐÛȭɂ111 In particular,  this shift  resulted in the supreme 

expansion and significance of ¥ÈÐÝÈ traditions.  So significant  was this shift  to ¥ÈÐÝÈ 

adherence or influence that the 5th to the 13th centuries, has come to be known  as the 

¥ÈÐÝÈ turn  in the historical  study  of Hinduism,  especially that in  north  India  and the 

lower  Himalaya.   

 The shift  corresponded to a decline in ¥ÙÈÜÛÈ ubiquity,  but not its displacement 

or erasure. While  affirming  the ritual,  the priesthood,  and the varẒa system, kings 

professed and funded  their  own  devotional  identities  and traditions. 112 It  is likely  this 

trend was present and proceeded royal profession and patronage, though  it  is less likely  

that lay devotion  would  have so clearly entered the epigraphic  record. This shift  shaped 

the religious  and philosophical  traditions  across regions and led to the rise of such 

traditions  as those grouped together under the label *ÈĭÔČÙÐ ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔȭ ¥ÈÐÝÈ traditions  

themselves developed into  2ÐËËÏêÕÛÈ and non-2ÐËËÏêÕÛÈ types, the latter gaining  

literary  momentum  later, and incorporating  elements of ¥ÈÒÛÈ traditions,  and pairing  

 

110 There are many more than 18 /ÜÙêas, but  those called ,ÈÏê /ÜÙêas number six dedicated to ¥ÐÝÈȮ six to 

Vi u, and six to the Goddess. 
111 Alexis  Sanderson, Ɂ3ÏÌ ¥ÈÐÝÈ Age," in Shingo Einoo, Genesis and Development of Tantrism. ȹ3ĥÒàĥȯ 2ÈÕÒÐÉĥ 

Busshorin, 2009), 44-45; see also Bisschop, Early ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔ and the Skanda /ÜÙêẒa. Peter Bisschop, Early ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔ 

and the 2ÒÈÕËÈ×ÜÙêẒa (Leiden: Brill,  2006). 
112 Sanderson, Ɂ¥ÈÐÝÈ  ÎÌȮɂ 41-43. 
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this worship  of the divine  feminine with  the worship  of a new ¥ÈÐÝÈ figure:  Bhairava. 

These ¥ÈÒÛÈ and Bhairava-focused elements within  ¥ÈÐÝÈ contexts were seen as esoteric 

and more refined, or at least more potent. This is the thread that developed to the 

composition  of such texts as the 5ÐÑęêÕÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ Tantra and the SvT, the latter being the 

head of this Bhairava-focused tantric  textual, cosmological, and contemplative  tradition,  

the two  composed around  the 9th century. 

 SandersonɀÚ work  on ¥ÈÐÝÈ sources, especially those Tantric  sources associated 

with  *ÈĭÔÐÙȮ fits  nicely with  the work  of Hans Bakker, Rob Adriaensen, and Harunaga 

Isaacson on the Skanda /ÜÙêa, that text which  is so crucial to the textual  affirmation  fo 

5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ importance, and the importance of Bhairava in conjunction. The Skanda 

/ÜÙêa Project (Lieden, 1990 to 2020) intends to produce a critical  edition  and historical  

study  of the /ÜÙêa and its context, especially focusing on the early portions  and the 

religious  landscape of north  India  in  which  it  was composed. The inception/advent  of 

the ¥ÈÐÝÈ Age as discussed by Sanderson, focusing on *ÈĭÔÐÙÐ traditions,  specialist and 

initia te textual  corpuses, and generally speaking the overlay  of tantra (mantramarga, 

atimarga, etc.) was paralleled in the north  Indian  plains by the rise of ¥ÈÐÝÈ /ÜÙêic 

practices and attendant mythological  corpus. 

 Hans Bakker, in  his World of the Skanda /ÜÙêẒa, lays out evidence for  the 

production  of this and similar  /ÜÙêas in response to the rise and interconnection  of 

¥ÈÐÝÈ devotional  traditions  and holy  sites, an intentional  project to collect and authorize 

https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research/research-projects/humanities/the-skandapur%C4%81%E1%B9%87a-project#tab-1
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research/research-projects/humanities/the-skandapur%C4%81%E1%B9%87a-project#tab-1
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localized ¥ÈÐÝÈ traditions,  weaving  from them a sacred ¥ÈÐÝÈ landscape in northern  

India. 113 This move was made not in  the context of a decline in ¥ÙÈÜÛÈ ritualism  and royal  

penance, but more of a groundswell  made possible by a power  vacuum and relative 

stability.  Bakker imagines that the Guptas, an expressly Vai ava empire, had ruled  

much of north  India  and the Gangetic plain,  and treated the Maukharis  as a vassal state. 

By the end of the 6th century, Avantivarman  had assumed the Maukhari  throne, at a 

time when the Guptas were in sharp decline. They were pushed back to the sea in the 

east, and the 'ľas were pushed into  the western Himalayas. With  stable rule, and the 

release from  state-imposed Gupta Vai avism, local traditions  and Buddhism  began to 

develop and flourish. 114 The local tradition s included  ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔȮ and local Goddess 

traditions,  both of which  are prominent  in the early Skanda /ÜÙêa. 

 Coeval with  the rise of Buddhist  centers of learning, especially the crown  jewel of 

first -millennium  Buddhist  scholasticism at Nalanda, there developed a new role for the 

PêĭÜ×ÈÛÈÚȮ itinerant  ¥ÈÐÝÈ ascetics. They copied Buddhist  models of specialization, 

interconnectivitiy,  and mendicancy, establishing linked  centers in Ujjain, 5êÙêÈÚČȮ and 

Kathmandu. 115 These are, of course, the same three centers mentioned in the second part 

of the introduction,  those three sites where different  famous forms of *êÓ Bhairav can be 

found.  Their ongoing interconnectivity  is addressed more extensively in chapter three.  

 

113 Bakker, World of the Skanda /ÜÙêẒa, 10-11. 
114 Bakker, World of the Skanda PurêẒa,12. 
115 Ibid.   
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 In addition  to copying  the Buddhist  mode of ritual  specialization and 

mendicancy, they copied the Vai ava traditions  of storytelling  and mythic  

emplacement. They focused on stories of demons entering the world,  and the work  of 

gods to defeat or dispel them. The skanda /ÜÙêa shows an interest in Vai ava stories, 

and repeats them. They do not deride Vi u, but they place him  in clear second place to 

¥ÐÝÈȮ and put  acknowledgement of this inferiority  into  Vi ÜɀÚ mouth. 116 By the time of 

the *êĭČ Kha a, however, there is this sort of mention,  but nowhere is there a single 

sacred Vai ava site mentioned. 117 

 VêÙêÈÚČ had been made into  a prominent  center under Gupta rule. By 600 AD,  it  

was a major religious  site, a city  known  for its populations  of ÚêËÏÜÚ.118 Now,  between 

Ujjain  and Kathmandu,  as well  as near the center of the Maukhari  territory,  the city  

became the center around  which  the sacred ¥ÈÐÝÈ landscape described in /ÜÙêas, 

especially the Skanda /ÜÙêa, were organized.119 These /ÜÙêas were designed for the 

consumption  of lay people ɭ non priests, and non initiates.120 These were, after all, 

originally  their  stories: but they had been authorized  in a new way. As they came to 

/êĭÜ×ÈÛÈÚ for  ritual  services, as lay Buddhists once and still  visited  monasteries, the 

 

116 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.45. 
117 Ibid.  5. 
118 now, the ÚêËÏÜÚ say they get power  from  city. But city  got prominence from  sadhus.  
119 There is some evidence that the primacy  of Ujjain  might  have preceded, and that there might  have been a 

return  to Ujjain  of characters like Bhairava and other Ga a. This is treated later. 
120 Bakker, World of the Skanda /ÜÙêẒa, 11-12, Sanderson, Ɂ3ÏÌ ¥ÈÐÝÈ  ÎÌȮɂ 52. 
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population  of this /ÜÙêic territory  could learn stories of more distant  sites like  

5êÙêÈÚČȮ while  seeing their  own  traditions  represented and strengthened in the corpus.  

 The Skanda Purêa is written  from  the viewpoint  of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ suggesting it  was 

written  there or by people who  had spent long periods of time there.121 Though the 

/ÜÙêa is in a sense a collection of ÔêÏêÛÔàÈÚȮ or texts that celebrate the greatness 

(ÔÈÏêÛÝÈ) of a place, the 5êÙêẒÈÚČ ,êÏêÛÔàÈ, written  in the first  half  of the 7th century, is 

the longest. The site retained its ¥ÈÐÝÈ affiliation  and continued  to be celebrated, these 

celebratory descriptions and narratives being composed and compiled,  up through  the 

*êĭČ Kha a in the 13th century. These celebratory texts both reflect and shape the 

religious  geography of north  India:  they give mythic  narrative  physical emplacement, 

and they show that the place is special both because they were worthy  of the events, and 

because they are the place where the events transpired.  A pilgrimage  to, or even laying  

eyes upon, *êĭČ is presented as the greatest of all  pilgrimages  in this newly  

interconnected, ¥ÈÐÝÈ loving,  north  Indian  /ÜÙêic landscape. This influence lasts to this 

day. The most famous book about 5êÙêÈÚČȮ or !ÈÕêÙÈÚ as it  is called locally  and in this 

volume,  is Diana $ÊÒɀÚ !ÈÕêÙÈÚȯ City  of Light , which  is a retelling  of ÔêÏêÛÔàÈ legend 

and spatial construction  projected onto contemporary  geography and ritual  life  of the 

city.122  

 

121 Bakker, World of the Skanda /ÜÙêẒa, 12. 
122 Diana L. Eck, !ÈÕêÙÈÚȮ City of Light. (New  York: Knopf,  1982). 
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 This is an instance of cultural  codification  and promotion,  and effectively  a form  

of advertising  presenting VêÙêÈÚČ as linked  to other north  Indian  sacred centers, but 

more powerful  and effective. Supremely effective, in fact. Curiously,  presenting it  as 

such caused it  to become so: important  to /êĭÜ×ÈÛÈÚ and Buddhists who  promoted  the 

importance of 5êÙêÈÚČ and adjacent 2êÙÕêÛÏȮ123 respectively, the city  and surrounding  

areas attracted artists, performers, specialists, patrons, pilgrims,  from  all  over India,  and 

now  it  attracts visitors  from  all  over the world.  Regardless of how  it  became identified  as 

central and important,  it  is now  known  to be so: it  is the most sacred Hindu  city, the 

most important  pilgrimage  destination,  as the /ÜÙêas posited. Rulers from  all  over 

India  and what  is now  Nepal sponsored the construction  of temples and guesthouses for 

people from  their regions to visit  and stay in and worship  in  when they visited.  They lay 

claim to a connection to the city, and at the same time made the city  more important.  

These guest houses and temples are still  very  visible  and in use to this day, examples 

ofmaterial and architecture and language and regional ritual  variation  that makes 

5êÙêÈÚČ a living  exhibit  of Hindu  life  and practice. The Kedar temple has a Telugu 

speaking priests stationed below in the banks fo the river,  ready to perform  rites and 

services in Sanskrit but with  instructions  and explanations in  Telugu. 3ÏÌàɀÙÌ even 

marked on Google Maps.  

 

123 2êÙÕêÛÏȮ now contiguous with  the city  of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ is the location where the Buddha is said to have given 

his first  formal  teaching to his first  students, who  were effectively  the first  Buddhist  monks.  

https://goo.gl/maps/7xrk2TdzTiFcJjYT8
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1ÜËÙÈȮɯ¥ÐÝÈȮɯÈÕËɯ1ÜËÙÈ-¥ÐÝÈɯ 

 We have so far discussed the rise the /ÜÙêas and devotional  Hinduism  

organized around  Vi u, the Goddess, 2ľÙàÈȮ and, as argued, most prominently  around  

¥ÐÝÈȭ Bhairava exists in  ¥ÈÐÝÈ contexts: though  other details change, Bhairava is always a 

version or creation of ¥ÐÝÈȭ The *ê×êÓÐÒÈ-type asceticism associated wit h his mythic  

cycle is ¥ÈÐÝÈȭ His  exaltation in 9th century  Tantric  literature  exists within  esoteric ¥ÈÐÝÈ 

contexts. This association is made clear in contemporary  material  culture,  with  images of 

Bhairava paired with  images of ¥ÐÝÈȮ with  chapbooks praisin g ¥ÐÝÈ including  verses 

about Bhairava, and chapbooks praising  Bhairava containing  images of ¥ÐÝÈȭ The verse 

analyzed in the introduction  in included  among a group  of verses praising  ¥ÐÝÈȭ It  is into  

¥ÐÝÈ that Bhairava is frequently  collapsed in scholarly glosses: Bhairava is reduced to a 

name for ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ terrifying  aspect, and the conversation continues. 

 Though there is extensive cross pollination  among ¥ÈÐÝÈ and Vai ava traditions,  

Bhairava is wholly  and exclusively  ¥ÈÐÝÈȯ I know  of no story claiming  him  as a version 

of Vi u, and the Vai ava deities who  perhaps most parallel  Bhairava ɭ Narasimha 

and 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ ɭ are at times fierce and protective, but in no way  as marginal  and 

transgressive as Bhairava is. He is not a complete outlier,  but he has developed within  

and now  sets the standard for a league of his own. This development  will  be discussed 

presently; deities with  noteworthy  similarities  but no prominent  and direct connection, 

especially extra-¥ÈÐÝÈ instances, are discussed in chapter two.   
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 A discussion of Bhairava necessitates a discussion of ¥ÐÝÈȮ this deity  who  rose to 

prominence in the middle  fo the first  millennium.  And  to understand this newly  

important  deity,  it  is necessary also to understand Rudra. The terms are used 

interchangeably, and sometimes in combination,  in the Skanda /ÜÙêa. This is part of 

the work  the text is doing.  As previously  noted, the rise of /ÜÙêic hinduism  did  not 

displace or devalue ¥ÙÈÜÛÈ ritualism.  Based in the Vedas, that scriptural  corpus that was 

recorded from  orall y transmitted  antecedents in the middle  of the second millennium  

BC, was still  recognized as an authority,  as was var a system and the according 

prominence of Brahmin  priests. These /ÜÙêic traditions  did  not argue the invalidity  of 

the Veda, as did  much of Buddhist  discourse. Instead, they presented their  newly  trans-

regional traditions  as largely  affirming,  but then surpassing [exceeding], this Vedic 

¥ÙÈÜÛÈ models. Vi u, who  appears, albeit briefly,  in the Veda has an easier time of this. 

He also more clearly approximates the template of Vedic deities: though  diverse in 

personality  and behavior, they are presented as powerful,  exalted, superior,  and regal, a 

general form  still  familiar  in images of Vi u. ¥ÐÝÈȮ on the other hand, is an outsider, an 

ascetic. His  appearance is remarkably  different,  as the above description  from  the 

Skanda /ÜÙêa shows: his hair  is matted, he goes about naked, his behavior considered 

strange. He is like  the ascetics, the àÖÎČÚȮ who  appear in the ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈ ɭ not a part of 

the central narrative  of Vai ava affiliated,  Veda reverencing royal  families, but a 

character on the fringes. 
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 Such a perception of ¥ÐÝÈ is explicitly  noted in the /ÜÙêas, and in a way  

resolved. In the famous story of Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice, ¥ÐÝÈ is intentional ly  not invited,  even 

though  he has married  into  Dak ÈɀÚ ¥ÙÈÜÛÈ-observant royal  family.  The reason for his 

being excluded is that he is a àÖÎČȯ an ash-smeared ascetic, one of these fringe  characters. 

He is also called *È×êÓÐÕȮ he who  has a skull,  suggesting earlier direct association of ¥ÐÝÈ 

with  skulls  and decapitation. The contents of the Dak a story are treated below, but here 

it  is noteworthy  that the sacrifice, and insult,  lead to an all  out confrontation  between 

Dak a and Vi u on the one hand, and ¥ÐÝa on the other. Klaus Klostermaier  has argued 

that this is a record of an historical  battle.124 That might  be the case, but it  is certainly  a 

record of many such instances of encounter and tension between ¥ÙÈÜÛÈȮ or Vai ava, or 

¥ÙÈÜÛÈɤ5ÈÐava populations,  and those who  favored ¥ÐÝÈȭ The work  of /ÜÙêas 

dedicated to ¥ÐÝÈȮ and especially of the Skanda /ÜÙêa, were to try  to resolve such 

tensions, having  noted their  presence and even prevalence. This is done in several ways: 

by tying  ¥ÐÝÈ to earlier tradition s, by justifying  his own  tradition,  and by presenting 

perhaps a more acceptable or accessible form  of ¥ÐÝÈȮ acknowledging  the more 

heterodox aspects of his milieu  while  casting him  as at once ¥ÐÝÈ the ascetic, and ¥ÐÝÈ the 

transcendent.    

 

124 Klaus Klostermaier,  Ɂ3ÏÌ Original  Daksa 2ÈÎÈȭɂ Journal of South Asian Literature; East Lansing 20, no. 1 

(Winter  1985): 93. 
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Rudra-¥ÐÝÈ 

 A repeated affiliation  with  Rudra effectively  ties ¥ÐÝÈ to the Vedic corpus. Rudra, 

often glossed the howler  or wailer,  is a complex and at times pitiful  figure  in the Veda: a 

great archer and hunter,  he is also ambivalent  in  his need and presence: he brings 

storms, but also floods; he brings pestilence, and his departure leads to respite from  

disease. Like ¥ÐÝÈȮ he is marginalized,  living  in the mountains,  excluded from  the Vedic 

ÎÖËÚɀ inner circle. The strongest link  between the two  characters is the applicat ion of the 

name ¥ÐÝÈȮ used adjectivally  to mean the auspicious or friendly  one, to Rudra in times of 

calm, or when he is eventually  admitted  into  the company of the elite Vedic deities, 

Indra,  Yama, Varu a and Soma.125 This marginalization  and reintegration , these Vedic 

associations and this emphasis on the auspicious or friendly  nature, are all  aspects the 

/ÜÙêas intentionally  evoke in the process of authorizing  and integrating  ¥ÐÝÈȭ In this 

way, he is not only  linked  to a Vedic deity  and the authority  that brings: he is implicitly  

associated with  a narrative  of inclusion  within  that Vedic world,  one that can authorize 

and reinforce ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ presence and even prevalence, in the Skanda /ÜÙêa, and in the 

associated ¥ÈÐÝÈ Age and ¥ÈÐÝÈ landscape of North  India.   

And Indra  

 There is one other element that ties ¥ÐÝÈ not only  to the Vedas, but to the king  of 

the Vedic gods, Indra.  Before ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ agents, including  Bhairava, are associated with  the 

 

125 Kramrisch  14, Witzel,  Ɂ5ÌËÐÊ &ÖËÚȮɂ in !ÙÐÓÓɀÚ Encyclopedia of Hinduism (Leiden: Koninklijke  Brill,  2014). 
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transgression of killing  a Brahmin, ¥ÐÝÈ himself  is. And  so is Indra,  who  kills  V ta in the 

,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈȮ XII  329.126 He is also associated with  transgressive acts, such as the eating 

of the entails of a dog.127 

 When pushed away, or when he soars through  the air bringing  the rains 

accompanied by the Maruts,  Rudra cries out. This is the most common etymological  

interpretation  of his name: he is Rudra, from  rt. rľËȮ to cry or howl.  ¥ÐÝÈ also cries out: in  

the same story of Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice, ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ wife,  2ÈÛČȮ self-immolates due to the sheer 

embarrassment of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ exclusion. Finding  her corpse, ¥ÐÝÈ is inconsolable: he takes her 

body and dances 3ê ava, ferocious and wailing,  across South Asia. This is the very  

dance that ¥ÐÝÈȮ as Na ÈÙêÑÈȮ and Bhairava, in the *êĭČ Kha a, dance to destroy the 

world.  Either through  decomposition  or dissection by a sharp-shooting Vi u, 2ÈÛČɀÚ 

body is broken apart, and ¥ÐÝÈ calms before the world  is destroyed. As her body comes 

to pieces, and falls to earth, the ¥ÈÒÛÐ×Čhas ɭ points of access to or concentrations of 

divine,  feminine  energy ɭ are emplaced. This howling  ¥ÐÝÈ is similar  to Rudra, crying  

unconsolably, a threat to the existence of the general population.   

 There is, however, another school of etymology  drawing  his name from  Rod, 

meaning wild  or uncivilized.  In this, and in being accompanied by a retinue (Rudra with  

the Rudriyas, or maruts; ¥ÐÝÈ with  his ga a). This understanding  of Rudra is perhaps 

 

126 As cited and connected in Granoff,  Granoff,  Ɂ,êÏêÒÈÓÈɀÚ Journey: from  Ga a to &ÖËȭɂ 101. 
127 Witzel,  Ɂ5ÌËÐÊ &ÖËÚɂ Brill  encyclopedia. 
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more in line with  the presentation of ¥ÐÝÈ as an outsider, and in his famous role as lord  

of animals, /ÈĭÜ×ÈÛÐȮ which  Rudra shares. Though ¥ÐÝÈ was originally  he-who-must-not-

be-named, asau devaẀ ȹȿÛÏÈÛɀ god), he developed into  the refined ascetic and eventually  a 

householder, the focus of a trans regional devotional  cultus, and the focus of the ¥ÈÐÝÈ 

Age.  

 The intentional  association of Rudra with  ¥ÐÝÈ creates a line of continuity  that 

leads directly  to Bhairava. As ¥ÐÝÈ develops over time, certain of the more marginal,  or 

transgressive, of these aspects align  with  the /ÜÙêic character of Bhairava. These 

parallels are as fundamental  as their  names: like  Bhairava, Rudra also means the terrible  

or horrible,  that aspect overtly  inverted  in the name ¥ÐÝÈȮ the friendly  or auspicious. 

Beyond the ÕÈÔÌɀÚ meaning, they also share a root: !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ rava and 1ÜËÙÈɀÚ rud both 

come from  ru, to cry, howl,  or scream.  

Both Rudra and Bhairava are born in episodes of the decapitation  of !ÙÈÏÔêȭ In 

the case of Rudra, he issues from  the severed head of !ÙÈÏÔê in  the !ÙêẀmaẒas.128 In later 

/ÜÙêas, Rudra issues from  the mouth  of a dying  !ÙÈÏÔêȮ or is the manifestation  of his 

wrath,  and like  Bhairava, wanders outcaste as an ascetic.129 The /ÜÙêas also describe 

1ÜËÙÈɀÚ birth  from  the sweat of !ÙÈÏÔÈɀÚ brow  fallen into  fire, calling  him  NČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈ 

 

128 Granoff,  It  occurs in the *ÈÜįÐÛÈÒć 6.1  ff.  and §atapathabrâhmana 9.1.1.6; 6.1.3.1.Granoff also notes a 

treatment of this topic in Joachim Deppert, Rudras Geburt: Systematische Untersuchungen zum Inzest in 

der Mythologie  der Brâh- manas, Wiesbaden, Franz Steiner Verlag, 1977. 
129 Kramrisch,  113-115. 

https://dsalsrv04.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/app/apte_query.py?qs=%E0%A4%B0%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%83&searchhws=yes
https://dsalsrv04.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/app/apte_query.py?qs=%E0%A4%B0%E0%A5%81%E0%A4%A6%E0%A5%8D&searchhws=yes
https://dsalsrv04.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/app/apte_query.py?page=1342
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Rudra.130 -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈ is the first  epithet of Bhairava used in the *êĭČ KhaẒṳaɀÚ account of 

his birth. 131  

 Rudra and Bhairava are both outcastes in ways that ¥ÐÝÈ is not. Though both ¥ÐÝÈ 

and Rudra are prevented from  entering their  respective elite cliques ɭ the community  

of the ¥ÙÈÜÛÈ sacrifice, or the inner circle of Vedic gods ɭ ¥ÐÝÈȮ at least in  /ÜÙêic 

conception, is intentionally  a renunciant,  one who  has removed himself  from  society and 

engages in antinomian  practice as a àÖÎČȭ This term does not occur in a technical sense in 

the Veda, and is a part of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ identity  distinct  from  Rudra.132 He is not bothered by his 

lack of invitation  to Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice: it  is 2ÈÛČ who  is initially  offended. Rudra, on the 

other hand, demonstrates a desire to participate  but is rebuked. He seems sad that he 

cannot have the same sort of connection with  the world  as other Vedic deites due to the 

danger of his presence. Bhairava is also cast out for being who  he is, for  fulfilling  his 

nature. By any dharmic model of justice, Bhairava should  not have been exiled, nor 

should  Rudra be vilified,  though  he may be justifiably  feared.  

 

There are several deities known  to travel  with  retinues. ¥ÐÝÈ is well  known  to 

travel  with  a gaẒa, or horde, and it  is this unruly  troop  of imps and goblins that he 

dispatches to do battle with  Dak a. He sometimes delegates his role as leader of the gaẒa 

 

130 Kramrisch,  115. Citing  Skanda /ÜÙêa 5.1.2.24-26.  
131 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.1.31.38-38. 
132 see Michael  Witzel,  Ɂ5ÌËÐÊ &ÖËÚȭɂ 
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to deities such as Ga ÌĭÈ and Bhairava. Ga ÌĭÈɀÚ name literally  means lord  of the gaẒa 

(gaẒa + ÐĭÈȮ or lord),  and both are at times called Ga apati, master of the horde. Rudra is 

described as moving  with  the Rudriyas, or Maruts,  those bringers of storms. In this way  

he is like  ¥ÐÝÈȮ living  in the mountains  and moving  with  a horde. But before being 

associated with  ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ retinue, Bhairava had his own group. He moved in a set of sixty -

four,  often paired with  àÖÎÐÕČÚ; or at times he was a single Bhairava with  these sixty-four  

airborne female spirits  who  flew  shrieking  across the sky. In the enumeration  among a 

group  who  share a single name, Bhairavas or Rudriyas; in their  flying  across the sky, 

and in their  shrieking  and being generally terrifying,  the retinues of Bhairava and Rudra 

are more alike than are the Maruts  of Rudra and the Ga a of ¥ÐÝÈȭ  

 Elizabeth Chalier-Visuvalingam  calls Bhairava the scapegoat, he who  absorbs 

and disperses the transgressions of his populace. And  it  is true that Bhairava is called 

papabhaksana, a term often translated as sin-eater. Though the destruction  of faults is 

typically  among the first  of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ great abilities and benefits among those who  

worship  him  in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ their  absorption, or their  redirection,  is not to my knowledge  

evident in  his ritual  life. This identification  as a scapegoat seemed a potential  lens 

through  which  to understand the simultaneous association and distancing  of ¥ÐÝÈ and 

Rudra, and the distancing  of ¥ÐÝÈ from  some of rudras aspects, aspects which  seem to 

repercuss in the character of Bhairava. ¥ÐÝÈ is authorized  through  his association with  

this Vedic deity,  and yet his more /ÜÙêic forms are less horrible,  and less hazardous. At  
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the same time, Bhairava and similar  agents of violence and transgression come into  

being. Are they, then, ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ scapegoats? Is his anger and volatility  projected onto them, 

and then literally  led out and beyond the pale of civil  society, as is still  done by binding  

faults to a demon and casting him  out in the Indra  8êÛÙê festival  of Kathmandu?133  

 In the Skanda Purêa version of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ being cast out, ¥ÐÝÈ says he should  

observe this vow,  not necessarily because he deserves it,  but because he can thereby 

demonstrate the means by which  someone who  has committed  a supreme transgression 

might  be redeemed and reintegrated. It  does not seem likely  that this line is meant to 

signal to a /ÜÙêa-hearing public  that it  is now  less of a problem  to kill  Brahmins. 

Perhaps, instead, ¥ÐÝÈ is signaling  that his earlier identity  as a ÒÈ×êÓÐÕȮ or as that deity  

who  should  not be named, can and has been authoritatively  resolved, or rather 

dissolved, undone and no longer relevant to his identity.  This structure means that ¥ÐÝÈ 

does not have to pass through  the act of redemption  and reintegration  himself:  he has 

created this other self, an extracted aspect or shadow golem, who  has to undergo the 

penance we might  understood  ¥ÐÝÈ to have taken. A /ÜÙêic, horrifying,  whipping  boy. 

 

133 Elizabeth Chalier Visuvalingam,  Ɂ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ: *ÖÛÝêÓ of 5êÙêÈÚČȭɂ In 5êÙêẒÈÚČ Through the Ages: Proceedings 

of All  India Seminar, August 1-4, 1985, edited by T. P. Verma D. P. Singh (Bharatiya Itihas Sankalan Samiti, 

1986), 

 258.  
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Who, Then, is Bhairava?  

 At  times, Bhairava can function  ritually  as a scapegoat, and this is explicitly  the 

case in ritual  activity  in  Kathmandu.  That is not his full -time role, however: as we have 

seen, his is not always loaded with  blame and cast out: he also resides in 5êÙêÈÚČ with  

¥ÐÝÈ and uncountable other Hindu  deities. What is it  that he does while  there? Geoffrey 

Samuel notes in his Origins of Yoga and Tantra that Bhairava appears to be continuing  

1ÜËÙÈɀÚ less savory activities, while  ¥ÐÝÈ sloughs these associations and becomes a more 

palatable character.134 This point  is well  taken, but it  does not fully  explain !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ 

enduring  presence and function:  if  he were just the less friendly  parts of Rudra, he 

wou ld  likely  be cast back out. White,  in his Ɂ5ÌÙÕÈÊÜÓÈÙ Ritual  3ÌÊÏÕÖÓÖÎÐÌÚȮɂ asks a 

question that can help us think  through  a fuller  understanding  of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ role. The 

question is about !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origins:  was he a popular  deity  who  was Sanskritized, or an 

elite deity  who  developed a popular  iteration?135 Put another way, was he absorbed into  

what  has so problematically  been labelled the ɁÎÙÌÈÛ ÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕɂ of Hinduism,  or was he 

distilled  into  a form  popular  in local contexts? White  does not answer this question, but I 

shall. I think  it  is the case that Bhairava is simply  both. This is not necessarily a historical  

answer, but it  is an answer that reflects !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ contemporary  range of form,  function  

and engagement. Not  something absorbed, nor something distilled,  he is something that 

managed to form  and remain in-between. A meeting of the Rudra-like  aspects of ¥ÐÝÈ 

 

134 Geoffrey Samuel, The Origins of Yoga and Tantra, 273. 
135 White,  Vernacular Ritual  Technologies, 7. 
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and the local protector  traditions  of rural  Hinduism,  Bhairava is able to access power  

and authority  form  both arenas. 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯ/ÈÙÈÓÓÌÓɯ"ÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ#ÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯ

Narrative Origin  

 ¥ÐÝÈ appears averse to direct engagements of violence or retribution,  a fact 

noticed by Phyllis  Granoff  in  her studies of /ÜÙêic mythic  tropes. This distancing  

suggests a ¥ÐÝÈ different  from  the dangerous Rudra, or even the deceptive and 

excessively violent  Indra.  It  also distances him  from  the gaẒa he dispatches to do his 

dirty  work.  The development  of these agents dispatched by ¥ÐÝÈ brings our conversation 

to the study  of deities like  Bhairava in /ÜÙêic contexts, and to the development  of the 

story of Bhairava in the Skanda /ÜÙêa, culminating  in the *êĭČ KhaẒṳa.  

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÕËɯ5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈɯ 

 The story of Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice is remarkably  popular.  Appearing  in  many 

compendia of Hindu  myths, it  is widely  familiar  to my interlocutors  and friends  both in 

5êÙêÈÚČ and in the Hindu  diaspora. Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice is mentioned frequently  in this 

dissertation, second only  to the story of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origin  and the decapitation  of 

!ÙÈÏÔêȭ In fact, these two  stories ɭ the decapitation of !ÙÈÏÔê and Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice ɭ 
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are two  of just three ¥ÈÐÝÈ stories in  the mature /ÜÙêic corpus that are known  to the 

Epics, which  predate the /ÜÙêas.136  

 The name Dak a occurs in the Veda, where he is listed as one of the sons of 

!ÙÈÏÔêȮ and versions of this story are found  in the ¥ÈÛÈ×ÈÛÏÈ and Kau ČÛÈÒÐ !ÙêÏÔÈas. 

There, the destruction  was the result of #ÈÒÚÈɀÚ incestuous impulses.137 The sift  to the 

destruction  resulting  from  the exclusion of ¥ÐÝÈ can be traced back to the ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈȮ 

but does not involve  the death of 2ÈÛČȭ The story takes on its full  form  in the /ÜÙêas, 

appearing even in Vai ava oriented /ÜÙêas despite being an inherently  ¥ÈÐÝÈ-oriented 

episode. Like the story of the decapitation  of !ÙÈÏÔê and the origin  of Bhairava, the 

story of Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice features a conflict  between ¥ÐÝÈ and a priestly  order; a surge of 

rage that leads to a call for  punishment;  and the dispatch of an agent of violence whose 

task culminates in decapitation, in this case Dak ÈɀÚȭ The fierce member of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ retinue 

responsible for the death of Dak a is 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈȮ the great hero. There are clear 

similarities  between these stories and their  decapitators, and William  Sax, in his study  of 

Bhairava worship  among Himalayan  Harijans, goes so far as to state that Bhairava is a 

derivative  form  of 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈȮ though  he offers no context or reference for  his inclusion  

of that assertion.138  There are also, however, significant  differences, which  are telling.  

 

136 The third  is the story of 3ÙÐ×ÜÙêÕÛÈÒÈȭ Granoff,  Ɂ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈɀÚ )ÖÜÙÕÌàȮɂ 95. 
137 Tagare, G.V., trans. The Skanda /ÜÙêẒa, 16, n 1. 
138 Sax, William,  God of Justice: Ritual Healing and Social Justice in the Central Himalayas (New  York: Oxford  

University  Press, 2009), 27. 
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They help us better understand the unique role and nature of Bhairava by considering 

how  Bhairava is, and is not, like  other agents of ¥ÐÝÈȭ  

Phases of Development and their Context  

 Klaus Klostermaier,  following  Dinesh Chandra Sircar139 and Wendy  Doniger,140 

posits two  general phases of the mytheme: a tension between ¥ÐÝÈ and Vedic sacrifice 

which  then develops, in Epics and /ÜÙêas, into  a tension between ¥ÐÝÈ and Vi u.141 

This is not supported  by the version of the story found  in the first  book of the Skanda 

/ÜÙêa, nor does it  quite fit  the version in the ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈȭ For the purposes of this 

presentation and analysis, then, I propose three phases. The first  is indeed a tension 

between ¥ÐÝÈ and the world  of Vedic or ¥ÙÈÜÛÈ sacrifice, but it  endures into  the epics, as 

it  appears in the ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈȭ In that story, Dak a is warned  that not inviting  ¥ÐÝÈ to 

attend the sacrifice might  lead to conflict.142 Though there is no murder  of Dak a, ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ 

attendants do disrupt  the sacrifice, and Dak a recognizes ¥ÐÝÈ as supreme.143 The second 

phase of the story occurs in the /ÜÙêas, and differs  from  the Epic version: here, the 

tension between ¥ÐÝÈ and the ¥ÙÈÜÛÈ sacrifice also involves  Vi u, who  is commonly  

equated with  the sacrifice in /ÜÙêic texts, and to whom  Dak a is devoted. There is no 

transformation,  but rather the addition  of a Vai ava element. In the Skanda /ÜÙêa 

 

139 Dines Chandra Sircar, Ɂ3ÏÌ ¥êÒÛÈ /ČÏÈÚȮɂ Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal XIV, No. 1, 1948. 
140 Wendy Doniger,  Hindu Myths: A Sourcebook. 
141 Klostermaier,  Ɂ3ÏÌ Original  Daksa 2ÈÎÈȮɂ 97. 
142 Ibid.  
143 Ibid,  103. 
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version, for  example, it  is made clear that the primary  and ongoing tension is between 

¥ÐÝÈ and the sacrifice as Vedic practice, not the sacrifice as a ritual  associated with  

Vi u.144 The third  phase involves  the inclusion  of the end of the story in which  2ÐÝÈɀÚ 

consort, in  the last two  phases identified  as 2ÈÛČȮ has died a fiery  death and her body is 

distributed  across the landscape of South Asia, establishing the ¥êÒÛÈ /Čhas where they 

land.145  

 It  is important  to note that these phases I suggest are not sequential and mutually  

exclusive. As Laurie Patton notes in  her introduction  to /ÜÙêẒa Perennis, these stories ɭ 

both those designated Epic, and those designated /ÜÙêic ɭ are inherently  works  in 

progress.146 They are not finalized,  and entered into  a textual  fixity  or closed oral stasis at 

a point  in  time, but continue to be modified,  amended, and reorganized over time. 

Phases, in  this case, are apparently  distinct  versions of the story, arranged in such a way  

that they flow  into  one another. One among many ways to organize and analyze these 

narratives, extracting apparent development  from  within  these examples enables the 

telling  of a new story built  from  versions of a single mytheme. 

 

144 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.4 
145 This final  phase is traced by Sircar in his study  of the Sakda /Čhas. As cited in Ibid,  1.  
146 Laurie Patton, Ɂ(ÕÛÙÖËÜÊÛÐÖÕȮɂ in Doniger,  Wendy, ed. Purana Perennis: Reciprocity and Transformation in 

Hindu and Jaina Texts (Albany,  N.Y: State University  of New  York Press, 1993). 
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 Dak a is a king,  and his personal devotion  to Vi u while  maintaining  social 

varẒa structures147 and royal  sponsorship of the Vedic sacrifice or yajña is precisely the 

situation  described by Sanderson as context that made the ¥ÈÐÝÈ Age possible.148 The 

inclusion  of a challenge by ¥ÐÝÈ to both the sacrifice and the supremacy of Vi u in the 

second phase of the story is parallels the more developed ¥ÈÐÝÈ Age, as well  as the north  

Indian  religious  landscape that gave rise to the Skanda /ÜÙêa and the centrality  of 

5êÙêÈÚČȮ theorized by Hans Bakker. The third  phase, with  its inclusion  of ¥êÒÛÈ 

landscapes and origin  stories, parallels a later phase in both Sanderson and !ÈÒÒÌÙɀÚ 

milieux:  later in the ¥ÈÐÝÈ age in *ÈĭÔÐÙ there was a development  of ¥êÒÛÈ and Goddess 

worship, 149 and in !ÈÒÒÌÙɀÚ world  of the Skanda /ÜÙêa there is likewise  the integration  

of localized Goddess traditions  into  /ÜÙêic narrative  and broader ¥êÒÛÈ landscapes,150 

just as Sircar also theorized. This story fits  well  into  our running  model of the socio-

political  context of the rise of ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔȮ the composition  of the /ÜÙêas, and the 

development  of Bhairava, and its version in the Skanda /ÜÙêa wholly  embodies these 

two  later phases. It  goes as follows.  

 

147 this is made clear in versions that attribute  ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ non-invitation  to the fact that he is outside and/or  

contravenes, the varẒa system.  
148 Sanderson, 45 or so.  
149 Sanderson, Saive Age, 45. 
150 Bakker, world  of the Skanda /ÜÙêa, 5. 
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DakẘÈɀÚɯ2ÈÊÙÐÍÐÊÌ 

 The great king  Dak a, father of ¥ivaɀÚ betrothed, 2ÈÛČȮ is hosting a sacrifice. 

Dak a, who  has never approved  of Siva, does not invite  him  to the sacrifice. ¥ÐÝÈ is not 

invited:  previously,  ¥ÐÝÈ had neglected to stand in Dak ÈɀÚ presence, while  !ÙêÏÔÈas, 

suras and asuras151 had all  hurried  to do so.152 He is overt in  his reasoning: he says ¥ÐÝÈ 

has gone beyond the varẒas, and has transgressed them.153 Dak a also says that ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ 

followers  are delinquents, excluded from  the Veda, heretics, alcoholics, and *È×êÓÐÕÚ 

(Òê×êÓÐÒÈ-type ascetics).154 Interestingly,  for  ¥ÐÝÈ to even be labelled an outsider  and 

actively  excluded, he must have had some relationship  with  those organizing  the 

sacrifice. There is no indication  that ¥ÙÈÜÛÈ Hindus  at this time worried  ritually  about 

those who  were beyond their pale, and effectively  irrelevant  to them. Parasher-Sen, in  

her work  on foreigners and mlecchas, notes that the latter pejorative is not applied  to the 

Persians, and other foreign  groups. She posits that it  is because they did  not interfere 

with  the Brahminical  way  of life.155 Though not specifically  labelled mleccha, the intense 

 

151 suras and asuras are often glossed gods and demons, respectively. It  might  be more accurate to say certain 

gods, and their  alternative  with  whom  they are often at odds. Both terms can have a positive  meaning, and 

the juxtaposition  of the two  ËÖÌÚÕɀÛ necessarily imply  an enduring  distinction,  or good vs. evil,  as the 

English pairs divine/demonic  or angel/demon do. 
152 see Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.1.20-27. 
153 In some versions, the reason is that ¥ÐÝÈ is unseemly ɭ his hair  is matted; his body smeared with  ash; he 

lives on the fringes of society, and spends time in the wilderness meditating.  'ÌɀÚ a àÖÎČȮ and ÏÌɀÚ certainly  

not civilized  and welcome at the sacrifice. He is an outsider,  and he would  be an embarrassment. At  times 

he is also described as being a ÒÈ×êÓÐÕȮ one who  carries a skull.  These are overt  parallels to ¥ÈÐÝÈ asceticism.  
154 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.1.32-33. the followers  of ¥ÐÝÈ curse the sacrifice to degrade, again in keeping with  

2ÈÕËÌÙÚÖÕɀÚ theory of the rise of the ¥ÈÐÝÈ age. 
155 Aloka  Parasher-Sen (ed.), Subordinate and Marginal Groups in Early India. (New  Delhi : Oxford  University  

Press, 2004), 279. 
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interest in  articulating  ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ otherness and inappropriateness ɭ hallmarks  fo being 

mleccha ɭ suggest that he was interfering  with  Brahminical  life, a perceived interference 

that fits  with  the rise of sectarian devotionalism  and the decline in ¥ÙÈÜÛÈ sponsorship at 

the beginning  of the ¥ÈÐÝÈ Age, as described above. 

 ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ followers  curse Dak a in return,  saying the sacrifice will  degrade in power  

and importance, another parallel  to 2ÈÕËÌÙÚÖÕɀÚ theory  of the rise of the ¥ÈÐÝÈ Age. ¥ÐÝÈ 

here intervenes, saying that the Brahmins are to be respected and that the Vedas are 

indeed transcendent. In fact, he identifies  himself  as the essence of their  

transcendence.156 Dak a only  grows angrier, and more set on disparaging  ¥ÈÐÝÐÚÔȭ As in 

the ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈȮ the sage #ÈËÏČÊÐ counsels that ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ exclusion could lead to 

problems.157  

 ¥iva, knowing  himself  to be the essence of the Veda, does not mind  being 

excluded from  the sacrifice. 2ÈÛČȮ his wif e, does not share this opinion:  she sees the gods 

and sages assembled for  the sacrifice, and her husband absent, and confronts them. She 

reminds  !ÙÈÏÔê that he used to have five  heads before insulting  ¥ÐÝÈȮ and reminds  

Dak a that ¥ÐÝÈ is a great and powerf ul  sage himself.  Dak a replies that ¥ÐÝÈ is the lord  

of goblins and vampires, and is from  some unknown  place beyond the Vedas.158  2ÈÛČȮ 

 

156 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.1.42-43. 
157 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.2.14-20; ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈ ¥êÕÛÐ 284.12-21 as cited in Tagare trans. The Skanda /ÜÙêẒa, 8; see 

also Klostermaier,  97. 
158 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.3.15-19. 



 

138 

unable to bear hearing such an insult,  enters the fire, and dies.159 It  is 2ÈÛČ who  has 

destroyed the sacrifice, not ¥ÐÝÈ and his retinue.160  

 Dak a and those assembled are inconsolable. When news reaches ¥ÐÝÈȮ his calm 

countenance is fractured,  and he flies into  a grief-stricken rage. He tears one of his 

dreadlocks from  his head, and smashes it  atop a mountain.  This produces 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈȮ 

analog of Bhairava and the aim of this analysis.161 This creation story is also a point  of 

conflation  I found  in the field:  When I asked where Bhairava came from,  most would  tell  

the story of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ decapitation, or reply  that Bhairava was eternal. A few, however, 

said that Bhairava came from  ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ smashing of a dreadlock upon the ground.  I expect 

this was due to the similarities  between the two  figures we will  discuss presently.  

 Along  with  the emergence of VČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈȮ pestilence pours forth,  reprising  one of 

1ÜËÙÈɀÚ core Vedic roles.162 Though the yajña (sacrifice) was destroyed when 2ÈÛČ entered 

the fire, ¥ÐÝÈ orders 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ to rend it.  The sky darkens, 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ is kissed by *êÓČȮ 

and then he, ostensibly having  become dark, and with  an innumerable  army  of goblins, 

ghouls, vampires, zombies, etc, and the nine #ÜÙÎêÚ headed by *êÓČȮ race forth  in a war  

chariot pulled  by two  thousand horses horses and a million  lions. He has a thousand 

arms, and three eyes. He is a king  of darkness: surrounded  by beasts of prey from  land 

 

159 Here, the fire is not yogic, but  appears to be the fire of the sacrifice. Cf. Tagare trans. The Skanda /ÜÙêẒa, 

14. 
160 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.3.24-30. *êÓČ also springs forth.   
161 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.3.33-34. 
162 See Rudra, ¥ÐÝÈȮ and Rudra-¥ÐÝÈ above. 
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and sea. The worlds  of dark  gods and goddesses dance in the retinue, full  of little  *êÓČÚȮ 

¥ÐÝÈÚȮ and the like.163 

 A lot  of work  is done in this part of the story. The sacrifice and devotion  to Vi u 

are not set against only  ¥ÐÝÈȮ but ¥ÐÝÈȮ and *êÓČȮ the nine #ÜÙÎêÚȮ and many varied  

forms. The battle description  is reminiscent of the ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈȮ in  which  the 

atmosphere has joined in, and heroes and their  countless retinues move on a collision  

course. In this process, all  these characters, along with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ are authorized  as great 

warriors  and the worthy  adversaries of those affiliated  with  Vi u and the Vedic 

sacrifice. This work  is completed when Vi u himself  affirms  ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ supremacy and 

essential role in the sacrifice.   

 Dak a, terrified,  calls Vi u, the protector  of Vedic rites, to protect him,  as patron  

and devotee, as well.  Vi u, Indra,  !ÙÈÏÔêȮ Vayu, and many others step forward  and 

fight  on Dak ÈɀÚ behalf, but 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ eventually  prevails. Vi u explains to the gods 

that it  is ¥ÐÝÈ who  bestows the benefit of the sacrifice, and that only  through  devotion  to 

¥ÐÝÈ is any benefit truly  accrued.164 When he comes to square off  with  Vi u, this deity  

admits that both he and ¥ÐÝÈ are supreme objects of devotional  worship,  and are 

beholden to their  devotees. In fulfilling  his duty  to the devotee Dak a, Vi u stands 

 

163 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.3.49-66. 
164 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.4.19-22. 
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agains 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ for  as long as he can before returning  to his own  realm. Here Vi u is 

not subservient, but instead he is other; alternative; and ultimately  less than ultimate . 

3ÏÌɯ!ÈÛÛÓÌɀÚɯ"ÓÐÔÈßɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ#ÌÊÈ×ÐÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ#ÈÒẘa  

 As the battle rages, even Bhairava, surrounded  by yoginČÚ in  his early roles and 

identity,  enters the fray.165 When 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ is able to swallow  Vi ÜɀÚ deadliest 

weapon, his cakra (discus), the great god exits the battlefield.  In his absence, the gaẒa 

easily defeats the gods. They not only  kill  them: they disfigure  them. Dak a, terrified,  

hides in the ritual  apparatus.166 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ finds  him,  pulls  him  out, and realizing  that 

he cannot sever his head, twists  until  it  pops off. He throws  Dak ÈɀÚ head into  the fire. 

His  work  is done.  

 At  the behest of BrahmêȮ who  presenting himself  as Dak ÈɀÚ father, ¥ÐÝÈ visits  the 

site of the yajña to set things right.  Upon  his arrival,  5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ prostrates himself,  and 

is asked to produce Dak a. He presents the headless corpse, and when questioned, 

admits that Dak ÈɀÚ head might  just have been cremated. The only  head left  around  is 

that of an animal, disfigured,  and with  a beard. ¥ÐÝÈ places it  up on the headless torso, 

and Dak a is somewhat restored.167 Upon  regaining  a head, Dak a praises ¥ÐÝÈȮ 

recognizing  him  as supreme. Dak a, devoted to ¥ÐÝÈȮ with  a horrible  appearance and an 

 

165 This is a version of Bhairava before his association with  the decapitation of !ÙÈÏÔêȮ but  it  also confirms 

the non-identity  of Bhairava and 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈȭ Here, Bhairava is one of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ associates, or one among his 

myriad  ga a.  
166 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.5.4. 
167 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.5.35 
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ÈÕÐÔÈÓɀÚ head, has become a sort of gaẒa, not unlike  the later story of the elephant-

headed ¥ÐÝÈ devotee Ga ÌĭÈȮ the chief among the gaẒa.  

 This cycle comes to a close with  ¥ÐÝÈ taking  up the stage set for him  by Vi u and 

presenting himself  as the ideal object of devotion.  ¥ÐÝÈ notes that four  types of people 

praise him:  those who  are in misery, those who  want  knowledge,  those who  want  

wealth, and those who  are already metaphysically  knowledgeable.168 The last is the best: 

for  all  the riches and rit es will  not help one navigate samsara, nor will  the Vedas nor 

gifts  nor austerities. Only  devotion  to ¥ÐÝÈ leads to ¥ÐÝÈ who  is essential and 

transcendent. This and an indifference  to unhappiness leads to happiness.169 The rest of 

the chapter, three times as long as what  has already been recounted, is dedicated to 

stories of the glory  of ¥ÈÐÝÈ devotion.   

 This, and not the attack on the sacrifice, nor the routing  of Vi u, is the greatest 

challenge ¥ÐÝÈ offers to Vi u and his traditions.  These are very  nearly  the same 

teachings presented previously  in the Bhagavad &ČÛê 7.16 and 11.6. The &ČÛêȮ a part of 

the ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈȮ is dedicated to K a, who  was overtime  associated with  Vi u and 

his devotional  traditions  as one of his ÈÝÈÛêÙÈÚ. ¥ÐÝÈ has denied the reality  and power  of 

neither the sacrifice nor Vi u. He has instead shown himself  to be able to destroy or 

defeat both. He has presented himself  as the essence of the sacrifice. He has affirmed  

 

168 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.5.39 
169 Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.5.42-43 
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devotional  religious  practice, and presented himself  as the ultim ate object of effective 

devotion.   

An Analysis of Similarities and Differences  

 Interwoven  throughout  this narrative  are elements explaining  ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ nature and 

ongoing relationship  with  other gods, priests, and religious  milieux.  There are 

significant  and obvious parallels between the story of 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ and the story of the 

origin  of Bhairava. ¥ÐÝÈȮ and more specifically  his anger, are front  and center. In each 

case, this anger takes form,  and becomes the agent of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ wrath.  The object of that 

wrath  is always someone who  does not recognize ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ supremacy, and more 

specifically  ÐÛɀÚ someone who  either aligns with  (Dak a) or is a metonym  for ȹ!ÙÈÏÔêȺ 

the priestly  ȹ!ÙêÏÔÈical) elite. It  is through  a less than final  decapitation, either 

temporary  or symbolic, that this anger is expressed, and ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ supremacy comes to be 

recognized. It  is also worth  noting  that Vi u plays very  similar  roles in both this story 

and the origin  of Bhairava in the *êĭČ Kha a: he is deluded  or mistaken, as are the 

others on the receiving end of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ wrath,  but while  he ultimately  recognizes the folly  

of his opinion  or action and the supremacy of ¥ÐÝÈȮ he is never vanquished, symbolically  

or otherwise. He is not punished: he is, in  fact, presented as more like  ¥ÐÝÈ than not, but 

a lesser version. He even admires and rejoices in ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ greatness in these two  stories. 

 The true focus of these two  accounts is not ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ wrath,  however, but more 

generally the tension between ritual  and devotional  religious  propriety.  In both stories 
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¥ÐÝÈ is revealed to be supreme, and devotion  to him  to be the only  effective mode of 

religious  attitude.  It  might  be tempting  to read this structure as historical  metonym:  

¥ÐÝÈȮ clearly affirmed  as an outsider,  is a phenomenon indigenous  to South Asia, while  

the Veda and the rituals  they describe, and the !ÙêÏÔÈical priestly  order which  

executed these sacred actions, was brought  into  South Asia by tribes of BÙàÈÕÚȭ Though 

this may be historically  true, and though  it  is clear that ¥ÐÝÈ was an outsider  to the Vedic 

world  (as Dak a clearly states), this is not the most relevant or clear reading of the story.  

 In fact, it  is reductive  to read this as an allegorical invasion  of the established 

sacred by outsiders, or of the urban elite by the rural  folk.  Nor  is it  somehow the 

reclamation of religious  power  by the indigenous  people from  those who  have intruded.  

It  is clear, from  the mutual  claims to authority,  the presence of intermarriage,  and even 

the fact that these two  populations  care about one ÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɀÚ practice, that they have 

long-standing and ongoing relationships.  Klostermaier,  in  his Original Dakảa Saga, 

develops a theory  toward  the end of his work  that the story of Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice 

represents an actual battle that took place between ¥ÈÐÝÈÚ and Vai ava/Vedicists. I do 

not think  it  is impossible for a war  to enter mythology,  or for  the story of a battle to 

endure. But the number of times this story is retold,  the fact that it  appears earlier than 

most known  references to organized or self-identified  ¥ÈÐÝÈ traditions,  and the fact that 

it  is about re-conceiving of a relationship  and arguing  for superiority  rather than 

describing the eradication  of an enemy and their  ȿÌÝÐÓȮɀ all  suggest that this is not a story 
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about a single martial  confrontation,  but rather myriad  smaller-scale conflicts, sectarian 

tensions, and the changing religious  landscape which  drew  form  the old  to form  the 

new. Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice is a story that gets retold,  and with  progression, because it  is still  

relevant. ¥ÐÝÈ might  be a threat, to ¥ÐÝÈ is an issue, through  to the embedding of ¥êÒÛÈ 

practice, all  show this to be a story about negotiating  difference and diversit y, not 

recording  conflict  and conquest. 

 The authorization  central to the story is not only  of a ¥ÈÐÝÈ tradition,  but of 

expanded access to that which  is considered sacred, or ultimate.  Instead of ¥ÐÝÈ 

destroying  eradicating ĭÙÈÜÛÈ practice, he is revealed to be the essence of the Veda and 

the sacrifice themselves. He is not replacing them: he is co-opting  them. This narrative  

absorbs one authority  into  another, creating a larger pool of meaning rather than 

draining  a previous  pool and refilling  it  with  another tradition.  Similarly,  in  the case of 

the story of Bhairava, ¥ÐÝÈ does not destroy !ÙÈÏÔêȮ but rather he checks his power  and 

influence while  presenting himself  as the essence of existence and agency. !ÙÈÏÔê 

recognizes his superiority,  which  is then tied back to his earthly  abode at 5êÙêÈÚČȭ   

 This brings us to our greatest point  of discrepancy: the relationship  of the 

potentially  parallel  characters, VČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ and Bhairava, and these more transgressive 

aspects. As is so often illuminating,  we can begin with  their  names: 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ is the 

great hero. Bhairava is the terrible.  And  while  appellation  can be ironic  or 

uninformative,  these labels cohere with  their  referents. 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ is a military  hero, an 
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avenger of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ insult  or loss. Bhairava is a whipsnap  assassin, a moment of fury  

manifest. And  yet despite the brevity  of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ actions compared with  the extensive 

descriptions of 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈɀÈ campaign, it  is Bhairava whose story endures, while  

5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈɀÚ recedes to the wings  awaiting  another cue. Though 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ has a cult  

of devotion  himself,  one that was likely  larger centuries ago [cite], it  is ¥ÐÝÈ who  opens 

the story of Dak ÈɀÈ sacrifice, and it  is ¥ÐÝÈ who  arrives to offer commentary  and 

reconciliation;  to take his previously  denied, rightful  place as the improved  replacement 

of an otherwise destroyed physical sacrifice. 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ is nowhere to be seen.  

 In the origin  story of Bhairava, on the other hand, once the character enters and 

acts, he does not retreat nor subside. Though ¥ÐÝÈ remains long enough to direct 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ subsequent actions, he disappears, and the audience is left  following  

Bhairava as he wanders, as he visits  Vi u, as he arrives in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ Not  only  is he an 

enduring  character and narrative  spine of his own  episodes, he grows and changes over 

time: from  marked transgressor to leader and protector  to governor  and arbiter. 170 

5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ remains mercenary, his terrifying  and awe-inspiring  form  suited to his 

repeated martial  role: he is called upon by ¥ÐÝÈ to do battle with  3êÙÈÒÈȮ an asura who  

has grown  too powerful. 171  

 

170 Governs the city  of 5êÙêÈÚČȰ arbiter  of death and rebirth.   
171 Here we have the demonic looking  thing  battling  the demon. This is a role Bhairava also seems to have: 

ÏÌɀÚ the scary who  scares away the scary. This is a connection, but  we ÊÈÕɀÛ reduce Bhairava to this alone. 

(Skanda /ÜÙêa 1.29) 
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 Bhairava is at times referred to as a general, in  that he takes up leadership of the 

gaẒa (like  Ga ÌĭÈ and ¥ÐÝÈȺȮ both deploying  them and keeping them in line. In 5êÙêÈÚČȮ 

an alternative  to identifyin g Bhairava as constable there is a construct in which  ¥ÐÝÈ is 

the king,  Annapurna  the queen, and Bhairava the general (senapati), together composing 

the pinnacle of stately roles.172 Bhairava, however, never leads an army  into  battle. He 

certainly  does not do so when he challenges Brahmanical hierarchy  in is /ÜÙêic story of 

!ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ decapitation: there, he acts alone. And  though  both Bhairava and 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ 

are is perfunctorily  scolded by ¥ÐÝÈȮ it  is Bhairava who  was acting on 2ÐÝÈɀÚ exact orders, 

and 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ the agent who  overstepped his bounds. 

 This comparison helps bring  Bhairava into  clearer relief. But this is only  a certain, 

albeit important,  version of Bhairava: as the decapitator  of Brahmê and the regent of 

5êÙêÈÚČȭ He was not always this unique and important  character. In the story of Dak a 

above, he appears along with  attendants, fights  alongside and as one of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ gaẒa, and 

is slain. In the story of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ wedding,  he shows up, drinks  with  the zombies and 

vampires and flesh-eating àÖÎÐÕČÚȮ and lets all  hell  break loose by dancing up a wild  

storm. Some of these aspects ɭ dangerous dancing and a penchant for alcohol, at 

least ɭ endure. But so much else has changed. How  might  Bhairava have passed from  

one role to another? Following  Phyllis  &ÙÈÕÖÍÍɀÚ painstaking  study  of the development  

of another ga a, ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈȮ from  another gaẒa to a god identified  with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ and by 

 

172 As proclaimed  by the mahant at the *êÓ Bhairav temple in 5êÙêÈÚČ said (Nov,  2016). 
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engaging the story of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ decapitation  in the Skanda /ÜÙêa, we can sketch a 

model for  the developing  relationships  and roles in the narrative  that leads us to 

Bhairava.  

3ÏÌɯ#ÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ!ÙÈÏÔêɀÚɯ#ÌÊÈ×ÐÛÈÛÐÖÕ 

 

 As noted in the introduction  to the comparison of Bhairava and VČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈȮ 

there are three prominent  ¥ÈÐÝÈ stories known  to Epic literature.  The first  was the one 

treated above: Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice. Another  is the story of the decapitation  of !ÙÈÏÔêȮ a 

story 2ÈÛČ references in the Dak a cycle as she chastises !ÙÈÏÔêȮ reminding  him  of the 

power  of ¥ÐÝÈȭ This mention  confirms  the decapitation  of !ÙÈÏÔê is associated with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ 

and subsequently with  various of his agents. Conversely, this decapitation, and that 

performed  indirectly  at ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ order in the Dak a story, also tie ¥ÐÝÈ to Indra.  This is not 

the only  similarity  the two  share: they are also depicted with  multiple  eyes or faces,173 

and they are both archers. But here, rather than focusing on the ways connections are 

constructed between ¥ÐÝÈ and the Veda, or focusing on stories of decapitation more 

broadly,  we will  focus on the development  of stories of the decapitation  of !ÙÈÏÔêȮ 

specifically  in the Skanda /ÜÙêa.  

 There are three phases of development  in  this story from the early Skanda 

/ÜÙêa to the latest of its additions,  the *êĭČ Kha a. Phyllis  Granoff,  whose work  

 

173 Bakker, 5êẨêÒÈÛÈÒÈÚ, plates VII  and VIII.  
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tracing /ÜÙêic instances of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ informs  this study  of stories leading to Bhairava, 

notes that this early Skanda /ÜÙêa likely  serves a remarkably  useful purpose: helping  

to fill  in  apparent gaps around  the inception  of the development  of a ¥ÈÐÝÈ corpus.174 The 

/ÜÙêas were a project of collection and compilation,  and in between just three stories 

known  to Epic literature  and the fully  developed /ÜÙêic corpus, a period  of more than 

a half -millennium,  the development  of these stories is rather murky.  The early Skanda 

/ÜÙêa can help here, and the study  of a certain story, like  that of the decapitation  of 

!ÙÈÏÔêȮ can shed light  onto the movements and trends operant during  the development  

of the text. While  the work  of Granoff  focuses on the earlier end of this arc of 

development  ɭ from  early decapitation  stories to the development  of an independent  

deity  called ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ ɭ my aim is to focus on the latter part of this development, 

tracing backwards form  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ definitive  PuÙêic account to the antecedent stories 

in order to better understand what  Bhairava is by knowing  more about where he came 

from.  

 The first  instance of Brahmê losing his head, one that seems to structurally  

predate the episodes in the Skanda /ÜÙêa, occurs in the 5êÔÈÕÈ×ÜÙêa 2ÈÙÖÔêÏêÛÔàÈ 

28. In this version, the problem is the same as the earliest version of the Dak a cycle, 

though  composed and recorded much later: !ÙÈÏÔê loses his fifth  head because of lust 

for his daughter. He then carries his own  head to a holy  place, and prays to ¥ÐÝÈ and 

 

174 Granoff,  Ɂ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈɀÚ )ÖÜÙÕÌàȮɂ 96.  
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leaves his head behind. There is no transitive  decapitation  in  this story, and no direct 

animosity  between !ÙÈÏÔê and ¥ÐÝÈȭ ¥ÐÝÈ is still,  however, supreme, and !ÙÈÏÔê 

recognizes him  as such. Though there is no mention  of where, there is a place of setting 

down  the skull.  Accusations of lust and insinuations  of incest do pop up in later 

versions, directed at !ÙÈÏÔêȭ  

 The first  telling  of BrahmêɀÚ decapitation  in the Skanda /ÜÙêa occurs in this 

early recension, edited and published  by a team at Leiden headed by Bakker et al. The 

story starts with  !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ creation of the world.  When he has finished,  he apparently  

forgets that ¥ÐÝÈ created him  and tasked him  with  the creation of the world,  and thinks  

himself  the greatest being in all  the universe. The sacrifice, Yajña, appears and soon 

challenges him,  claiming  supremacy for himself.   We can remember here Vi ÜɀÚ 

association with  Yajña, as this eventually  turns  into  an argument between !ÙÈÏÔê and 

Vi u in later tellings.  The Vedas chime in, and declare ¥ÐÝÈ to be supreme. The fighting  

continues, and an orb of light  appears before them, moving  up and down.  !ÙÈÏÔê 

sprouts a fifth  head to gawk  (a process attributed  to his lustfulness in other stories) and 

the head is severed by the nails of a left  hand. Those nails belonged to Nilalohita,  the 

Blue-and-Red One, who  was born when ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ seed fell  through  !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ sweat into  a 

fire, causing an ember to flicker  blue-red. Nilalohita  is the head of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ gaẒa, and he 

carries !ÙÈÏÔêɀs skull  to visit  and be praised by Vi u, and thence from  holy  site to holy  

site [boradcasting the defeat/limitation/inferiority  of !ÙÈÏÔêȳȼȭ  
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 A few chapters later, it  is ¥ÐÝÈ himself  who  wanders carrying  the skull.  He puts 

the skull  down,  which  troubles the earth, releasing a demon. ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ ga a headed by 

Nilalohita  defeat the demon, and all  is restored. The place where the skull  was deposited 

is not named, as it  clearly is ɭ 5êÙêÈÚČ ɭ in  later versions. The place is called the 

cremation ground,  ĭÔÈĭêÕÈ, which  is a typical  haunt of ¥ÐÝÈ and his ga a. It  could also, I 

think,  indicate 5êÙêÈÚČȮ which  is known  for its cremation grounds, the entire city  being 

so consecrated and called ÔÈÏêĭÔÈĭêÕÈȮ the great cremation-ground.  The editors of this 

early Skanda /ÜÙêa think  that links  between this telling  and the BÝÈÕÛàÈ Kha a, with  

its clear relationship  to Ujjain, suggests this was where the skull  was put  down.  The site 

of emplacement was titled  ,ÈÏêÒÈ×êÓÈȮ the great skull.  If  the text is linked  to Ujjain, 

material  evidence is in  alignment:  the now  famous *êÓ Bhairav temple outside the city  

features a Great Skull, understood  to be *êÓ Bhairav. It  is a little  way  farther  from  the 

city  center than a secondary cremation ground,  which  is headed by a Bhairava shrine. If  

this is not the site described in the /ÜÙêa, it  could  have been inspired  and understood  

through  this story, or could reflect an Ujjaini  history  of great skulls.   

 Granoff  cites this flipping  from  NČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈ to ¥ÐÝÈ and back again as an indication  

of the composite nature of the story: stitched together over time, it  got muddled.  I would  

add that this demonstrates a split  in  attitude,  and a possible correction of sorts. In the 

moment of violence, the nail  and the recipient  of the head are not ¥Ðva, but a member of 

his Ga a. Later, he is seen with  a skull,  but that is not entirely  uncommon: he is, after all, 
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at times ¥ÐÝÈ-*È×êÓÐÕȮ he who  bears a skull.  It  appears there is a desire on the part of the 

compilers to distance ¥ÐÝÈ from  violence and dir ect attack, at least of !ÙÈÏÔêȮ and to 

have a gaẒa perform  the act instead. This is reinforced by the return  of -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈ to 

strike down  the demon the skull -depositing  ¥ÐÝÈ roused: again, ¥ÐÝÈ does not engage 

directly,  but lets his gaẒa do so.  

 The version of the story of the decapitation  of Brahmê most like  this version from  

the early Skanda /ÜÙêa occurs in the fifth  book, the BÝÈÕÛàÈÒÏÈa. So skipping  over 

other versions in the third  and fourth  Kha as, we now turn  there. This version of the 

story is that mentioned above which  is firmly  tied to Ujjain, and it  goes as follows:  in the 

beginning,  there was nothing  in the universe but the god ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ ȹ¥ÐÝÈȺȭ He grew 

!ÙÈÏÔê and instructed  him  to make the world,  sending a bit  of himself  along to help. 

This is -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈȮ whose popularity  grows until  ÏÌɀÚ banished to the Himalaya  by a 

jealous !ÙÈÏÔêȭ Like ¥ÐÝÈ in  the story of Dak a, this does not bother him  terribly.  

!ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ power  and arrogance grow  together, until  all  other gods ask ¥ÐÝÈ to curb him.  

¥ÐÝÈ approaches !ÙÈÏÔêȮ but !ÙÈÏÔê does not recognize him.  ¥ÐÝÈ is furious  and plucks 

off  !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ fifth  head, absconding with  the skull.  !ÙÈÏÔê creates a terrifying  armored 

archer from  his sweat (as he had created -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈ before) so go after ¥ÐÝÈȮ but he fails. 

¥ÐÝÈ sets the skull  down  in ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈÝÈÕÈ (the forest of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈȮ near Ujjain)  and the 

ground  trembles, frightening  the gods. ¥ÐÝÈ explains that this skull  will  keep demons 

away, a departure from  rousing  them in the previous  version.  
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 Here, it  is ¥ÐÝÈ as supreme lord  who  removes !ÙÈÏÔÈɀÚ head, while  -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈȮ 

something like  ¥ÐÝÈ as ascetic in the wilderness, is off  pursuing  his own  yogic ends. It  

seems that the true transgression here is not only  !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ non-recognition  of ¥ÐÝÈ as 

supreme lord,  but of his conflation  of Lord  ¥ÐÝÈ the transcendent with  -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈȮ whom  

!ÙÈÏÔê created and viewed  as his son. The problem,  then, seems to be the same one 

Dak a had: mistaking  Lord  ¥ÐÝÈ for  some wild  ascetic, someone inferior,  or even the 

structural  beta to BÙÈÏÔêɀÚ alpha.  

 Here, however, the skull  is not a disturber  of order and a riler  of demons, but 

rather the generator of great heroes (see 5.5) and the protector  of the region from  

demons. This supports my earlier theory, that the role of the skull  is now  performed  by 

a ÔľÙÛÐ identified  as *êÓ Bhairava, who  is in the shape of a skull,  out on the edge of 

Ujjain.  

 The two  final  versions of the story incorporate the elements in which  we are 

most interest, and in which  they, too, seem interested to share. The first  is the 

appearance of KêÓÈ Bhairava, the second is an act of brahminicide,  and the third  is a 

clear association with  the resolution  of this episode and the burden of this transgression 

with  an arrival  in  5êÙêÈÚČȭ The stories go as follows:   

 In the fourth  KhaẒṳa of the Skanda /ÜÙêa, the !ÙÈÏÔê Kha a, the story begins 

with  a quarrel  between !ÙÈÏÔê and Vi u about who  is superior.  The Vedas intervene, 

as they did  in the early Skanda /ÜÙêa, and say that ¥ÐÝÈ is in  fact the greatest of all  
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gods. -ČÓÈÓÖhita appears in a ray of light,  and !ÙÈÏÔê haughtily  says he created this 

very  person. ¥ÐÝÈ hears, and is angered. He dispatches *êÓÈ Bhairava, who  fights  

earnestly with  !ÙÈÏÔêȮ eventually  tearing off  his fifth  head. In this version, !ÙÈÏÔê dies, 

and the brahminicide  is literal.  ¥ÐÝÈ brings !ÙÈÏÔê back to life, and !ÙÈÏÔê begs 

forgiveness, something he does not do in the previous  version.  

 ¥iva tells *êÓÈ Bhairava that he must wander  as a beggar, using the skull  as a 

begging bowl.  He says he must go to 5êÙêÈÚČ to expiate his crime, and sends 

!ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàêȮ the murder  of a Brahmin  in the form  of a terrifying  woman, after him.  

Bhairava travels to 5êÙêÈÚČȮ but only  is partially  alleviated there. He travels to *ÈÐÓÈĭÈȮ 

¥ÐÝÈɀÚ Himalayan  abode, where the rest of his karmic  residue falls away. ¥ÐÝÈ tells 

Bhairava to take the skull  to 5êÙêÈÚČȮ which  he does, leaving it  at *È×êÓÈ 3ČÙÛÏÈȮ the 

sacred place of the skull.  This name is too similar  to *È×êÓÈÔÖÊÈÕÈ 3ČÙÛÏÈȮ sacred place 

of liberation  from  the skull  in  our final  version, to be a coincidence.  

 In this version, Bhairava appears to be one of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ ga a, dispatched not unlike  

5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ in  the story of Dak a, or -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈ in  earlier versions. He effectively  links  

5êÙêÈÚČ to ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ abode on Mt.  *ÈÐÓÈĭÈȮ effectively  justifying  the sacredness of the city.  

He escapes the dogged pursuit  of !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàêȮ alluding  to the effect of that city  and, in 

this cast, ¥ÐÝÈȮ the source of that effect. These elements might  seem familiar  as they have 

been presented consistently throughout  our discussion of Bhairava and 5êÙêÈÚČȮ but 

they are new and important  parts of this telling.  
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 The version of the decapitation  of Brahmê is that which  was summarized  

extensively at the end of the first  part  of this chapter: that which  appears in the fourth  

book of the Skanda /ÜÙêa, *êĭČ Kha a, and is likely  the last to have been composed. It  

incorporates all  the /ÜÙêic elements referenced in contemporary  Bhairava worship  in  

5êÙêÈÚČȮ by which  I mean elements present in prior  tellings  and not in  this one are not 

commonly  known  and discussed. The intention  of the tale is clear: as noted above, it  is 

overtly  an exercise in explaining  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ importance subsumed within  the 

importance of 5êÙêÈÚČȭ  

 I briefly  recap is helpful  here. Again  Brahmê and Vi u quarrel  as to who  is 

supreme, and again the Vedas indicate it  is ¥ÐÝÈȭ ¥ÐÝÈ arrives, in a form  called -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈȮ 

and !ÙÈÏÔê derides him  as before. He creates a terrifying  person, *êÓÈ Bhairava, who  

clips off  !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ fifth  head. He is promised greatness by ¥ÐÝÈȮ and sent on his way, 

with  !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàê in  pursuit.  But this time, after wandering,  Bhairava is free from  the 

burden of the skull  and the pursuit  of !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàê as he enters 5êÙêÈÚČȮ the city  which  

redeems all  transgressions and into  whi ch evil  agents (i.e. !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàêȺ cannot enter.175 

 In her analysis of this final  version of the story, Granoff  sees the reunification  of 

NČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈȮ ¥ÐÝÈȮ and Bhairava. I disagree. I do see the reunification  of ¥ÐÝÈ and 

-ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈȯ there is a quick  shift  from one to the other as they appear on the scene, and it  

 

175 see 8ÈÔÈɀÚ exclusion, c. 3. 
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makes sense that ¥ÐÝÈ borne in light  is -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈȮ he who  was born an ember in a fire.176 

Bhairava is then made, a puruảa, or person. He is called ȿÔà other ÍÖÙÔɀ in  

contradistinction  to the creation of -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈ in  the 3rd ÉÖÖÒɀÚ version, here also 

presented third  of these four  versions, as made ȿÖÍ ÔÌȭɀ Granoff  rightly  notes that Vi u 

recognizes Bhairava as the Highest Lord,  and that he is: but that does not mean he is the 

same as, or identical  wi th, ¥ÐÝÈȭ The simultaneous affirmation  of multiple  disparate 

truths  is nothing  new to Hindu  contexts, or to non-Abrahamic  contexts more generally. 

Remembering the story of a god and ÖÕÌɀÚ guru  appearing before a devotee, the devotee 

touches the feet of the guru  first:  he makes the rest possible. He makes ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ effects 

possible; and even allows ¥ÐÝÈ to be ¥ÐÝÈȭ  

 NČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈ and ¥ÐÝÈ remain together and interchangeable. Bhairava is sent off  on 

his own, and does not rejoin the rest when he enters 5êÙêÈÚČȯ he remains apart, 

guarding  the edge of the city, and then the city  in in general, and coming to regulate the 

ÊÐÛàɀÚ effects and liberating  those who  die there. These are immense and transcendent 

roles, perhaps even roles that should  be reserved for ¥ÐÝÈȮ but he is not ¥ÐÝÈȯ he guards 

¥ÐÝÈȮ and he makes effective a visit  to ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ center of worship.   

 Granoff  makes very  clear the aim of her study  in her title:  she is tracing 

MahêÒêÓÈ in  his journey  from  gaẒa to God. She adds one possible previous  stage: 

,ÈÏêÒêla as demon, as noted in a story from  the Hariva ĭÈȭ Here, !êa, a demon, is 

 

176 see above; origin  of -ČÓÈÓÖÏÐÛÈȭ  
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dying  by K ÈɀÚ hand. The head of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ ga a suggests he dance to save himself.  This 

works,  and !êa receives many boons, the final  of which  is his desire to be known  as 

,ÈÏêÒêÓa, foremost among the gaẒa. Not  exactly a thankful  gesture this usurping  of the 

ga a whose advice saved him,  but this origin  story places ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ squarely at the 

head of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ ga a. Hariva ĭÈ 112.110-125. This story is likely  to have been present and 

known  in the 5th to 6th centuries,177 about the same time as the rise of devotional  

Hinduism,  and the first  indications  of Bhairava devotion. 178  

 When Granoff  presents the versions of the story of the decapitation  of BrahmêȮ 

she does so in the order in which  they appear in  the Skanda /ÜÙêa: Early Skanda 

/ÜÙêa, books 4 and 5, the !ÙÈÏÔêÒÏÈa and *êĭČ Kha a which  link  the story 

strongly  with  5êÙêÈÚČȮ and then the BÝÈÕÛàÈÒÏÈa, which  links  the story with  Ujjain. 

In her reading, this is evidence of the incorporation  of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ the ga a into  the ¥ÈÐÝÈ 

fold,  on a trajectory to merge with  ¥ÐÝÈ as the supreme God, seated in Ujjain. This 

identification  of the two,  she says, is reflected in *ÈÓÐËÈÚÈɀÚ poetry,  composed with  

familiarity  with  the region of Ujjain, in the middle  of the first  millennium.  This earliest, 

poetic presentation of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ as ¥ÐÝÈ who  resides in Ujjain  is said to contain all  

elements of the full  story of the decapitation  of !ÙÈÏÔêȭ179 But it  does not. Most 

strikingly,  it  does not include  Bhairava, or an association with  5êÙêÈÚČȭ Certainly  there 

 

177 Hans Bakker, Ɂ"ÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕ and Reconstruction of Sacred Space in VêrêasČȮɂ 34 
178 Bakker, 5êÒêÛÈÒÈÚȮ 13. 
179 Granoff,  15-16. 
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is evidence, in /ÜÙêas and other works,  of a sizable population  worshipping  ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ 

as ¥ÐÝÈ or the highest lord  in Ujjain. This appears evident even in the fifth  book fo the 

Skanda /ÜÙêa, where Ujjain  and environs are referred to as ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈÝÈÕÈȮ the forest 

(vana) of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈȭ180 Ujjain, one of (ÕËÐÈɀÚ most famous and frequented pilgrimage  

cities and one of the four  sites for the massive Kumba ,ÌÓêȮ is most famous for the 

presence of one of the twelve jyotir  ÓÐĘÎÈ or, ¥ÐÝÈ Li gams of pure light,  which  are 

distributed  across the sacred landscape of India  and which  are the evolute of the bright  

lights  in which  ¥ÐÝÈ appears in these stories of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ decapitation. This li gam has a 

name, as each does: ,ÈÏêÒêÓÌĭÝÈÙÈȮ the lord  (ÐĭÝÈÙÈ) who  is ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈȭ  

 This analysis of the story of BrahmêɀÚ decapitation  here leads to the identification  

of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ and ¥ÐÝÈ in  Ujjain. I would  like  to suggest that it  is in  fact doing  two  

different  things: associating ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ and certainly  this seems to have been 

and in demonstrably  the case in Ujjain, while  at the same time developing  a different  

understanding  of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ in  5êÙêÈÚČȮ where he is linked  to Bhairava. My  initial  

evidence here is ethnographic: while  ,ÈÏêÒêÓÌÚÝÈÙÈ is clearly ¥ÐÝÈ in  Ujjain, ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ 

is used interchangeably with  Bhairava, especially *êÓ Bhairav, in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ particularly  

in epithets of praise. It  is one of the names presented on what  is currently  the most 

reproduced souvenir  graphic sold around  the temple: a photo fo the ÔľÙÛÐȮ a verse 

describing !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ potency, and a banner of text across the top, the right  half  of 

 

180 Skanda /ÜÙêa 5.1.1-15 
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which  reads *êÓ ÜÚÒê Òàê kare jo bhakt ho ,ÈÏêÒêÓ Òêȳ What can death/time/darkness do to 

one who  is a devotee of the Great Death/time/darkness? It  is common for  members of 

the priestly  families  associated with  5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ *êÓ Bhairav temple to post devotional  

images on Facebook. These are often labelled as is the ÔľÙÛÐ : ¥ÙČ !êÉê *êÓ Bhairav, the 

Exalted Elder *êÓ Bhairav. In a sort of Digital  #ÈÙĭÈÕȮ devotees of *êÓ Bhairav will  reply  

to the post Jay !êÉê *êÓ Bhiarav! Victory/praise  be to *êÓ Bhairav! Or Jay ,ÈÏêÒêÓ Dev! 

Victory/praise  to the god who  is ,ÈÏêÒêÓȭ  

 I take this association not to be an equation of Bhairava and MahêÒêÓÈ as ¥ÐÝÈȮ 

nor even Bhairava and ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ the leader of the Ga a, though  Bhairava is 

emphatically  the leader of the gaẒa by !ÈÕêÙÚÐ reckoning  and the parallel  seems to fit.  

(not ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ the head of the ga a ÞÏÖɀÚ going to become same as ¥ÐÝÈȮ just ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ 

as the name of the guy  ÞÏÖɀÚ the head of the ga a.) The association of *êÓ Bhairav and 

the name ,ÈÏêÒêÓ in  part hinges on the presence of the designator *êÓȮ meaning 

darkness, time, or by extension of either or both of these, death. Bhairava is introduced  

in the *êĭČ Kha a version of the story as *êÓÈ Bhairava, who  is called *êÓÈÙêÑÈȮ the 

King  of *êÓÈȭ181 With  these names, the epithet Great *êÓÈȮ ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈȮ seems a logical 

extension. Later in the episode, this emphasis on the *êÓÈ aspect of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ nature is 

re-emphasized: He is called *êÓÈ (without  Bhairava) when ¥ÐÝÈ tells !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàêȮ the 

terrifying  personification  of Brahminicide,  to follow  him.  He is then affirmed  as 

 

181 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.41-43. 



 

159 

*êÓÈÒêÓÈ ɭ as ɁËÌÈÛÏ unto ËÌÈÛÏȮɂ ÒêÓÈ taken to its greatest, reflexive extreme.182 Even 

so, he becomes dark, or darker, when followed  by !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàêȮ at once emphasizing 

the greatness of the transgression and the greatness of his identity  as ÒêÓÈȮ the ÔÈÏê of his 

ÒêÓÈ.  

 This interpolation  is confirmed  a few verses later, when Bhairava is overtly  

labelled MahêÒêÓÈȮ a part of ¥ÐÝÈȮ the three eyed lord  with  serpents for earrings.183 Here, 

in contradistinction  to &ÙÈÕÖÍÍɀÚ theory  and in keeping with  mine at the end of the first  

part of this chapter, Bhairava is not identical to ¥ÐÝÈȮ but is a part of him.  The story of 

!ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ decapitation  is then used to affirm,  or reflects the development  of, two  

transformations  of a gaẒa. In the first  case, represented in versions of the story from  the 

Early Skanda /ÜÙêa and the Bvantya Kha a, ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ is identified  with  ¥ÐÝÈ 

especially in Ujjain. My  fieldwork  confirms  that in this case, *êÓ Bhairav is distant  from  

but intensely linked  to ¥ÐÝÈ-,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ who  is called ,ÈÏêÒêÓÌĭÝÈÙÈȮ184 but the title  

,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ is not applied  to *êÓ Bhairav.  This is a fact both theological and practical: it  

would  be very  confusing for the intensely trafficked  lingam  ,ÈÏêÒêÓÌĭÝÈÙÈ and 

,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ qua *êÓ Bhairav to share so similar  a name. The second case, also the project 

and effect of these stories, is to establish the presence of Bhairava and his relationship  

with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ but even more emphatically  and overtly  his relationship  with  5êÙêÈÚČȭ There, 

 

182 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.57-60. 
183 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.67-68. 
184 See introduction,  part  two,  descriptions of forms of Bhairava, *êÓ Bhairav in Ujjain.  
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he is called ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈȮ and he is affirmed  as a part of, but also apart from,  ¥ÐÝÈȭ The 

impulse  to equate all  three ɭ ¥ÐÝÈ-,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ-Bhairava ɭ in  these 5êÙêÈÚČ-focused 

versions is unnecessary for the maintenance of the thesis that ¥ÐÝÈ is ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ in  

Ujjain.185 These are stories of different  places, connected, articulated,  justified  and 

expressed through  a network  of stories told  and retold  in layers in textual  compilations  

and what  must surely have been oral antecedents.  

 I leave here with  a story that demonstrates the connection yet distinction  of 

Ujjain  and VêÙêÈÚČȮ and which  I think  fits  with  my thesis. The opening lines of the 

B ÏÈÛÒÈÛÏêĭÓÖÒÈÚÈgraha say, speaking of Ujjain: "What more need one say of that city,  

in  which  ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ  and the other ga a choose to reside, having  abandoned the city  of 

§ÐÝÈȭɂ186 This would  mean that they are not referring  to Ujjain  as the city  of ¥ÐÝÈȮ and I 

would  take this to mean they had wandered abroad from  5êÙêÈÚČȮ which  was and is 

still  the supreme city  of ¥ÐÝÈ in  Hindu  sacred geography. This ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ is not that 

which  merged with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ and it  does not clearly predate such a mid -millennium  

association of ¥ÐÝÈ with  the cult  of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈȮ as this line was likely  written  between the 

5th and 9th centuries.187 I take it  to be, instead, ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ as Bhairava. This reading is 

supported  by stories told  to me by one of the priestly  families  responsible for the 

operation of the *êÓ Bhairav temple in Ujjain. I asked them how  *êÓ Bhairav, famously  

 

185 cf. Granoff,  Ɂ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈɀÚ )ÖÜÙÕÌàȮɂ 106. 
186 B ÏÈÛÒÈÛÏêĭÓÖÒÈÚÈgraha, ed. Ram Prakash Poddar (5êÙêÈÚČ: Tara Printing  Works,) 1986, 1.4, trans. 

Granoff,  Ɂ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈɅÚ )ÖÜÙÕÌàȮɂ 107. 
187 B ÏÈÛÒÈÛÏêĭÓÖÒÈÚÈgraha, introduction.  
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associated with  ¥ÐÝÈ 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ in  5êÙêÈÚČ came to be in Ujjain. They told  me that yes, 

certainly,  *êÓ Bhairav had first  gone to 5êÙêÈÚČȮ where he was relieved of his skull.  But 

he did  not stay long, they continued:  he travelled  with  others to Ujjain, where he stayed 

for some time, establishing sites and protecting,  before returning  to 5êÙêÈÚČȭ188 Once 

again, the importance of both sites is reinforced while  their  distinction  is clarified.   

 Beyond suggesting this bifurcation  of the content of this story cycle and 

GranoffɀÚ illuminating  study,  I want to shift  in  focus from  origin  to impact and 

continuation:  from  the process of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈɀÚ identification  with  ¥ÐÝÈ and the apparent 

distinction  of ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ ¥ÐÝÈ and ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ Bhairava, to the presence and function  of 

Bhairava in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ that the *êĭČ Kha a telling  makes clear as its intention  and aim. 

This is primarily  the ethnographically -oriented project of the third  chapter, following  the 

second ÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɀÚ iconography -heavy contextualization  of Bhairava among similar  sorts 

of deities, both in Hindu  contexts and non, both in India  and beyond. But before moving  

to other sources of data in our study  of Bhairava, we can see what  else this *êĭČ Kha a 

version has to tell  us about the late-/ÜÙêic appreciation  of the importance of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ 

and the related importance of Bhairava. 

 Our  first  source of material  about Bhairava following  his act of decapitation  

comes from  his visit  to Vi u during  his wandering.  He speaks to Bhairava as he might  a 

child,  explaining  ethics and the essence of reality,  while  at the same time praising  him  as 

 

188 Interviews  conducted with  ×ľÑêÙČÚ at *êÓ Bhairav Temple, March 6, 2017, Ujjain, Madhya  Pradesh.  
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the greatest lord:  Bhairava seems to have forgotten  who  he is as ¥ÐÝÈȮ or perhaps this 

part of ¥ÐÝÈ is not privy  to the expanse of ¥ÐÝÈ ,ÈÏÌĭÝÈÙÈȮ the great lord. 189 In another 

echo of the &ČÛêȮ similar  to that in the Dak a cycle, Vi u tells Bhairava that !ÙÈÏÔê has 

been born and died hundreds  upon thousands of times, and not to worry  about it;  that 

the way  to expiate the sin is not through  wandering  and the performance of the 

*È×êÓÈÝÙÈÛÈȮ or the vow  (vrata) of carrying  the skull  (kÈ×êÓÈ), but devotion  to Bhairava 

himself,  which  destroys all  faults.190 He goes on to praise Bhairava as the Lord  of Beings, 

the primary  cause of existence, and object of the efforts of àÖÎČÚ everywhere.191 

 The identification  of Bhairava as destroyer of faults is picked up again some sixty  

verses later, where Bhairava is once again called Pê×ÈÉÏÈÒa a (the devour  of faults), 

and BÔÈÙËÈÒÈ (the suppressor or dispeller  of wickedness).192 He is also at this point  

once again labelled *êÓÈ Bhairava, which  here is explained  to mean he who  ends the 

influence of kali.193 Not  to be confused with  *êÓČȮ kali is a state of quarrelsomeness or 

disquiet;  an imbalance; or even bad luck. All  of these are indicative  of the most famous 

use of kali, the Kali  Yuga, the fourth  and final  age of cyclical time where everything  goes 

wrong,  luck  is rotten, and dharma is in precipitous decline. It  is this age in which  the 

/ÜÙêas were written,  and in which  we find  ourselves.  

 

189 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.83-86. 
190 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.86-95. 
191 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.72. 
192 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.149-141 
193 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.141. 
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 The titles Pê×ÈÉÏÈÒa a and BÔÈÙËÈÒÈ were first  mentioned in verses 4.31.44-

45, and the name *êÓÈ Bhairava was explained to mean he of whom  *êÓÈ (death) is 

afraid  in the immediately  preceding verse, 4.31.43. The repetition  of these titles, and the 

differing  interpretation  of the admittedly  ambiguous title  *êÓÈȮ suggests to me that this 

account is the result of at least two  versions being stitched together, with  a break 

roughly  where my analysis has broken the story into  the first  half, treated in section one, 

and the second half, treated here.   

 The first  half  focused on the creation and character of Bhairava in the context of 

the decapitation  of !ÙÈÏÔêȭ This portion  focuses what  is relevant both to the second 

portion  of the ÚÛÖÙàɀÚ stated aim,194 and to contemporary  devotees and pilgrims  to 

5êÙêÈÚČȯ The effects of that great city,  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ relationship  to it,  and the best way  to 

worship  him.  This begins with  a recap of the greatness of the city,  demonstrated by 

Bhairava himself.  After  years of wandering,  just as he steps into  the city  !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàê 

disappears screaming into  the netherworld,  and the skull  of !ÙÈÏÔê falls from  

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ hand. The praises of *êĭČȮ of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ are sung multiply  as the city  where all  

transgressions and faults are righted.  The city  is called the mother of liberation,  and 

those who  live  there, no matter how  antinomian,  are more wonderful  than an emperor 

of the entire earth with  his regalia.195 This efficacy extends to the name of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ listed 

 

194 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.3-4. 
195 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.112-114 
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alongside *êĭČȯ repeating the name of the city  three times a day is supposed to prevent 

future  rebirth. 196 in  addition  to this expiatory  effect, 5êÙêÈÚČ also magnifies good deeds: 

even small gifts  to ascetics or the needy, or gestures of kindness, are repaid with  extreme 

honor lasting eons.197 

 The project of the Skanda Purêa is the organization  of the sacred geography of 

north  India  around  5êÙêÈÚČȮ its most sacred center.198 Having  reestablished the stories 

of the ÊÐÛàɀÚ specialness, this episode in the *êĭČ Kha a returns to Bhairava, and his 

relationship  to the city.  It  is clearly spelled out: seeing *êÓÈ Bhairava dissolves the 

karmic  residue of all  past births.  Worshipping  him  on !ÏÈÐÙÈÝêÈÔČ eradicates all  

errors for  the past year. And  worshipping  him  regularly  on Sundays and Tuesdays, his 

special days, rids  the devotee of intermittently  accrued faults.199 Conversely, anyone 

who  obstructs !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ devotees is met with  torment,  and all  those who  reside in 

5êÙêÈÚČ are identified  as his devotees.200  

 There is only  one other mistake listed, and it  is of paramount  importance. 

VêÙêÈÚČ has been described as incredibly  redemptive  and beneficial. Its effects extend 

through  its name and stories told  about it  (see below). When pilgrims  visit  5êÙêÈÚČȮ 

they wish  to engage the sacred complex, visit  the Ga Îê and other temples, and perhaps 

 

196 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.125-127. 
197 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.116-119. 
198 Bakker, World of the Skanda /ÜÙêẒa, 9. 
199 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.145-147. 
200 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.153. 
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to perform  one of the many circuits  which  link  temples and shrines of a kind  throughout  

the city. But there is one thing  that most pilgrims  see as most important,  the one thing  

that people queue for blocks in all  directions  throughout  the day, the one site with  

extremely restrictive  security that has led to an industry  of locker maintenance for 

holding  prohibited  items: cameras, phones, shoes, and of course any sort of weapon. 

This is the 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ Mandir,  called famously  the golden temple, that site in 5êÙêÈÚČ 

after which  the express train  from  Delhi  to the city  is named. This portion  of the *êĭČ 

Kha a clearly states, however, that those devoted to 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ will  encounter 

obstacles at every step if  they are not also devotees of *êÓÈ Bhairava.201 Bhairava then 

does not only  participate  in and protect and double up the efficacy of the sacred space: 

not engaging him  prevents receiving the benefits of an otherwise pious visit.   

 The rest of the storyɀÚ details focus on the benefits, other than the expiation  of 

fault,  that worshipping  Bhairava yields: the release of ÖÕÌɀÚ ancestors from  hell; the 

buildup  of a protective  shield from  being smeared with  the residue of mental, verbal, or 

physical transgressions; supernatural  powers after extended japa (mantras and praise 

hymns counted off  with  with  prayer beads) recitation;  the fulfillment  of desires. 

Interspersed in this list  are reminders that not worshipping  Bhairava leads to the 

continued  accumulation  of fault,  and irregular  worship  causes benefits to wane. (153, 

155).  

 

201 Skanda /ÜÙêa 4.31.149. 
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 Finally,  the story extends this recurring  theme of efficacy-by-proxy  to itself: 

anyone who  listens to this chapter, the Bhairavotpatti or Birth  of Bhairava, will  be freed 

from  all  faults, even that of Brahminicide.  Even the imprisoned  and imperiled  are rid  of 

woes after hearing this story. Though pushing  the limits  of the absurd, this assertion is 

in keeping with  the composite project of this story: even the most extreme of 

transgressions can be righted  by engaging the sacred landscape of north  India,  

organized around  5êÙêÈÚČȮ and presented in this Skanda /ÜÙêa. The presentation of 

Brahminicide  as the particular  transgression that can be corrected, a transgression ¥ÐÝÈ 

seems very  reluctant  to enact himself,  especially in the story versions linked  to 5êÙêÈÚČȮ 

is indicative  of this tendency toward  the extreme. The way  in which  the brahminicide  is 

conducted reinforces this construction  of an epitome of horror  that 5êÙêÈÚČ can cure: 

not only  is the head of !ÙÈÏÔê removed, it  is removed with  the nail  of the finger  of his 

left  hand: the dead matter of the improper  or impure  hand, a maximally  polluted  means 

of assassination. 

 This does not tell  us why  it  should  be Bhairava, and not some other form,  that 

performs the transgressive act and finds  restitution.  Surely there is a more reliable 

candidate for the model of redemption.  Bhairava himself  might  be a part of this 

maximization  of transgression: he seems to be the dark  part of ¥ÐÝÈȮ terrifying  in 

appearance, even perhaps one of his notoriously  unseemly gaẒa. But even if  Bhairava is 

also a part of this construction  of maximum  terribleness, it  does not explain why  he 
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remains and retains recognizable form,  when !ÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàê and the skull  both disappear 

upon entering 5êÙêÈÚČȭ And  it  does not explain why  he is crucial to a successful 

engagement with  5êÙêÈÚČ nor why  venerating him  seems similar  in effect to visiting  the 

city.  

 On another level, such an over-saturation of Bhairava and 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ shared 

brand with  this example seems to cheapen the horror of Brahmin -killing.  But is that not 

what  ¥ÐÝÈ set Bhairava out begging to do? To show to people that the transgression of 

Brahminicide  could be rectified? And  is that not what  Vi u also does, by saying that 

!ÙÈÏÔê has died many times before, and in any case devotion  can remedy any ill  effects 

of such an evil  action? Read in light  of the theory  that Bhairava distances ¥ÐÝÈ from  some 

of his own  aspects without  losing connection to them entirely,  in particular  aspects 

associated with  Rudra and more extreme instances of violence and social transgression, 

this resolution  to the telling  of this story falls right  in line: the conflict  between ¥ÐÝÈ and 

!ÙÈÏÔêȮ and by extension the priestly  elite and the Vedic sacrifice, both associated with  

Vi u and independent , is nothing  new. It  may have resulted in violence before, either 

in an historical  episode as Klostermaier  theorized or as a general pattern of skirmish  

between communities,  and there may even have been some particularly  horrendous 

actions on the part of ¥aiva characters in the past, but that is now  resolvable; indeed, it  is 

resolved, and can be for  any individual,  if  they hear this story, visit  5êÙêÈÚČȮ and above 

all  venerate Bhairava.    
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 In these /ÜÙêic compilations and expositions we have seen articulated a sacred 

territory  in north  India, a territory  in what was a Gupta empire. We have seen connections 

with  regional protectors to two important,  linked, and yet distinct  pilgrimage centers as 

Ujjain and 6àÒàÁÓĂȢ And finally  we have seen how we might distinguish -ÁÈàËàÌÁȭÓ 

relationship with  Ujjain from "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁȭÓ relationship with  6àÒàÁÓĂȢ Thinking along with  de 

#ÅÒÔÅÁÕȭÓ description of the impact of spatial stories, we have a clear example of how 

narrative makes place ɀ stories told about north  India make that physical place into a 

meaningful space.202 We also see how the placement of a character can create space, but 

also give life, form, and distinctness to that character: Bhairava demonstrates, even realizes 

6àÒàÁÓĂȭÓ specialness, then immediately is shown to play a role in the very function of the 

sacred city from which he just benefitted. I believe we can go one step furher  form de 

#ÅÒÔÅÁÕȭÓ theoretical apparatus here: not only has narrative and movement created space, 

analysis of the stories of MahàËàÌÁ and Bhairava have done so as well. By telling a story 

about the telling of stories ɀ that is to say, by looking at versions of similar  stories in the 

Skanda 0ÕÒàa and theorizing their  development, relationship, and distinctness, we have 

made the narrative place of these variants into a narrative space, a space which both 

-ÁÈàËàÌÁ and Bhairava enhabit and enliven.  

From GaẊa to God and Beyond  

 The story of BrahmêɀÚ decapitation  has helped us trace, in parallel  to that of 

,ÈÏêÒêÓÈȮ a potential  narrative  for  the shift  of Bhairava from  the attendant of the àÖÎÐÕČÚ 

or one among myriad  gaẒa to a god identified  with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ present on his own, and 

 

202 De Certeau 115-118. 
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capable of the greatest feats of redemption  and blessing. It  is this register, so closely 

related to 5êÙêÈÚČ and the material  data and field  work  which  inform  the rest of this 

dissertation, that is our primary  object of study.  But just as it  was helpful  to consider a 

hypothetic al trajectory of development  into  an independent  or conjoined deity,  it  can 

also be helpful  to consider how  Bhairava appears in more abstract, cosmological, or 

philosophical  contexts. Above, we looked at K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈɀÚ treatment of the name 

Bhairava. In this instance, Bhairava is presented not just as another form  of ¥ÐÝÈȮ or 

participating  somehow in the same identity.  Here, Bhairava is the ultimate  and 

immutable  essence and origin  of the universe. His  association with  fear is even worked  

into  an interpretatio n of this subtle, pervasive, and all-encompassing form.  The 

following  closer look  at the philological  and theological work  done in just a few lines of 

commentary  gives an idea of what  it  might  mean to see Bhairava not as a ga a, nor as a 

protector  and redeemer and object of devotion,  but as the non-dual, undifferentiated  

essence of existence and cognition.  We can begin by repeating the translation:  

a. Bhairava ɭ Who bears all  and cries out 

b. Ɂ3ÏÌ courage of the ÈÍÙÈÐËȮɂ that is, etymologically,  the bestower of courage to 

sentient beings 

c. Fear, that is to say dread; specifically  worldly  fear which  results in a scream. That 

is this ȿÊÙà of ÍÌÈÙɀ ȻÉÏČǶÙÈÝÈ = Bhairava = fear+cry]. Thus a voiced cry manifests. 

d. That cry of fear, it  is of this indeed: it  is that thing  wh ich arises due to the influence 

of initiation  ȻĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛȼȭ In other words,  it  is of an examination  of the fear of the 

world. 203 

 

203 Thought  not explicitly  mentioned, all  ¥ÈÒÛÐ×êÛ is understood  to be the act of ¥ÐÝÈȮ or here ¥ÐÝÈ as 

Bhairava, the original  entity  and agent. This was noted automatically  by those I read this text with  ɭ they 
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e. Bher, the kettle drum,  is as the combination  of bha and ir : stars and causing them to 

shine forth.  The Bhairavas exhaust time, whi ch quality  is the true innermost  nature 

of those àÖÎČÚ who  are the connoisseurs of the practice of eating time. 

 

And  here is an analysis of these verses that shows how K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ moves through  layers: 

from  vernacular etymologies, to breakdowns that echo links  to Rudra, to links  with  fear, 

to a monistic  cosmology centered on Bhairava and yogic practice that reveals its nature, 

we have in this analysis a startling  parallel  with  the layers and registers of meaning 

developed in this chapter. 

 

ɭ a ɭ 

 

In the first,  K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ begins his commentate analysis by presenting a non-horrific  

interpretation  of the name Bhairava: Bhairava cries out (rava), it  is implied,  because he 

bears all  (bharana). This could make sense, especially theologically  or cosmologically: as 

Bhairava is affirmed  to be the prime  cause of the universe and its omnipresent, 

coterminal  essence, he could be understood  to in  a sense ɁÉÌÈÙɂ all  of existence. It  could  

then be sensible to a limited  human consciousness that a  cry would  be the result of 

bearing this load; of having  the weight  of the universe on his shoulders. It  is also 

 

 

included  this ¥ÈÐÝÈ explanation of the actual source of ĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛ immediately  and as though  it  were present in 

the text itself.  
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possible that this is an allusion  to or at least evocative of the roaring  and crying  that is 

forefront  in the understanding  of Rudra, whose name is more essentially tied to the act 

of crying,  screaming, or roaring,  the last of which  is an Indo -European link  between 

these terms.204 Rudra, from  the root ru or rud, is directly  echoed in the rava portion  of 

Bhairava, being its second half. Ru becomes rava by a strengthening  process called guẒa 

by the grammarian  /êini. 205 This sort of strengthening  often indicates a root meaning in 

an objective or nominal  sense. Thus the ru of the name Rudra is the substantive rava or a 

cry, howl,  or shout, in  the name Bhairava.  

 

While  the ru element of the first  of K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈɀÚ glosses is here and in a few subsequent 

stabs interpreted  as related to crying  out, here the bhai element is interpreted  as being 

related to bhara, to bear or carry. This gloss is somewhat dubious.  Not  only  does it  rely  

on a re-use of the medial  r (in  bhar and rava) I can find  no reference to a relationship  

between ÉÏČ or bhai and bhar, nor am I aware of a morphological  rule that would  explain 

such a phonetic shift.  This interpretation  fits  more conceptually  than linguistically  

within  K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈɀÚ project: as described above, he is interested in multiple,  mutual  

reinforcement of meaning between the tradition,  the text, and elements thereof. As he 

 

204 Roar, coming from  Old  English ÙêÙÐÈÕ, and Proto Indo  European rey-. 
205 ru strengthens to the gu a rau; the vowel  u shifts to semivowel  v when followed  by an a, thus,  ru -> rau -> 

rava. 
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wants the first  three verses to explain the entire Tantra, so he wants the name Bhairava 

to indicate directly  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ nature as essence and origin  of the universe. 

 

ɭ b ɭ 

 

K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈɀÚ second gloss concedes fear, but redirects its valence. Rather than Bhairava 

being something that frightens  or is afraid,  he is presented as being at the service ɁÖÍ 

those who  are ÈÍÙÈÐËȮɂ that is to say the cowardly,  that is to say those with  limited  mortal  

perspective who  are overwhelmed  by existence: those who  are afraid  in/of  the world  

and its many [existential  and physical/material]  terrors. Here, the crying  element (rava) 

is absent in this analysis, as the whole  term is taken as a whole: ÉÏÐÙľ becomes Bhairava 

through  a gu ation (and subsequent sandhi) of both vowels (i and ľ). !ÏÐÙľȮ meaning 

cowardly,  is presented as the essence of the name Bhairava. Since Bhairava is not 

associated with  cowardliness in neither as a form  of ¥ÐÝÈ nor as the first  cause of 

existence, K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ apparently  concludes that he must be that which  is marked by the 

cowardly,  a relationship  he presents as one of possession: Bhairava is ÉÏÐÙľẒêÔ ɁÖÍ the 

ÊÖÞÈÙËÓàȭɂ Accepting  this initial  proposition,  the naturally  following  question is: 

Bhairava is what of the cowardly?  K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ anticipates this and clari fies that Bhairva is 

the courage abhayam of the cowardly.  And  lest we wonder  who  the cowardly  are, or why  

one equated with  the first  act of existence is only  ȿÖÍ the ÊÖÞÈÙËÓàɀ and not of everyone, 



 

173 

he clarifies that we are all  cowardly:  all  sentient beings, of all  things in ÚÈÔÚêÙÈ206 ɭ 

ÚÈÔÚêÙÐẒêÔ. 

 

ɭ c ɭ  

 

This final  line about being for all  beings in ÚÈÔÚêÙÈ feeds well  into  K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈɀÚ next 

point  which,  (ɀÔ sure you recall, ÐÚÕɀÛ a separate point  in the original  text: these 

interpretations  and explanations flow  one following  the other. Here, K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ again 

glosses Bhairava as ɁÍÌÈÙȮ so/therefore ÚÊÙÌÈÔȮɂ and is interested in specifying  what  is 

meant by fear. To avoid  ambiguity  he confirms  that Fear should  be taken in the sense of 

dread, further  noting  that this is specifically  a worldly  fear, or a fear typified  by being in 

or of the world,  that is to say in or of ÚÈÔÚêÙÈȭ Here, the gloss appears in unusual  order: 

bhaya (ŎŐ) is presented first,  followed  by ÉÏČȭ Though K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ has already introd uced 

the root ÉÏČȮ here he seems to be clarifying  that it  does indeed mean fear by using it  to 

disambiguate bhaya, which  can also mean disease or pestilence. The idea of afflictive  

fear, however, is not out of place here: for the next term, ÛÙêÚÈȮ can mean both fear and 

flaw.  K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ continues by asserting that this fear, this irregularity,  is that which  is 

worldly,  of ÚÈÔÚêÙÈȭ K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ then neologically  integrates ÉÏČ and rava into  ÉÏČÙÈÝÈ, the 

 

206 cyclical existence, that system in which  Hindus  and others such as Buddhists exist and are repeatedly 

reborn.  
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ɁÜÛÛÌÙÐÕÎ of a ÊÙàɂ here left  partially  unstrengthened. He proceeds by saying that in the 

case of Bhairava, this potential,  verbal form  is made manifest, a substantiation  indicated  

by the gu ation of both vowels. Bhairava is not screaming, nor causing a scream: the 

name indicates a scream, due to fear, that is manifest.  

 

ɭ d ɭ 

 

The gloss here labelled ȿ#ɀ locating this scream theologically,  ontologically,  and even 

soteriologically  by connecting this scream, and its worldliness,  to a person: ostensibly to 

a member of the audience of this text. Here, a string  of modifying  glosses listed in the 

genitive  do not lend themselves to easy translation.  K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ has shifted his focus from  

the fear, which  he said in C was a fear of worldly  existence, to the cry. This cry, it  is ȿÖÍɀ 

many things. It  is of this, that is to say of worldly  fear. That fear, however, arises due to 

an awareness: that awareness is almost coincidental  with  an awakening, or ĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛȭ 

While  typically  ĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛ is conceived of as a transfer (literally  a falling,  ×êÛ) of energy 

ȹĭakti) from  a guru  to a disciple thereby transferring  an empowerment  which  can yield  a 

new world  of practice and insight,  here the ĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛ is naturally  occurring. 207 Instead of 

originating  in an act of transference from  a guru,  it  instead arises due to an awareness: 

 

207 Though as stated above, ɁÕÈÛÜÙÈÓɂ only  means form  the world  and not from  a guru.  As ¥ÐÝÈȮ and here 

specifically  Bhairava, is presented as the underlying  unity  and impetus of existence, this naturally  occurring  

ĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛ can be understood  as conforming  to the *ÈĭÔČÙÐ ¥ÈÐÝÈ position  that all  ĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛ is in fact due to the 

grade (k pa) of ¥ÐÝÈȭ  
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an awareness of the terrifying  nature of existence, which  is both unfathomably  

enormous, cyclical, and ultimately,  in  a sense, illusory.  Though the chain of causation is 

somewhat opaque in this string  of genitives, the general sense it  that there is a glimpse 

or inception of awareness, which  naturally  induces fear, which  awareness and fear 

trigger  or act as a sort of natural  ĭÈÒÛÐ×êÛȮ at which  moment a cry arises. The cry, then, is 

indeed due to fear: but is not the simple stimulus  response of a cowardly  being, but 

rather the natural  result to the terrifying  but insight -granting  moment of fear born from  

awareness which  triggers an awakening which  only  amplifies  infinitely  the cry that was 

perhaps already welling  up within  the newly  aware. Bhairava, then, is not the thing  

which  is frightening,  nor is he frightened.  Rather he is the essence of the cry of 

awareness, an awareness that is born of and infused with  fear.  

 

ɭ e ɭ208 

 

Having  touched a level of meaning in which  everything  and the awareness thereof are 

tied up in the name Bhairava, K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ does not stop. His  trajectory continues from  the 

gross ɭ carrying  and crying  out ɭ toward  the ever more abstract or subtle. From an 

awakening in a person with  a flash of insight,  he explains the nature of àÖÎČÚ who  are 

immersed in this sort of consciousness by positing  their  practice of ɁËÌÝÖÜÙÐÕÎ ÛÐÔÌȮɂ or 

 

208 cf. Skanda /ÜÙêa I.i.25.14-22 in which  àÖÎČÚ shout fiercely with  the sound of !ÏÌÙČ drums. 



 

176 

transcending it,  is encoded in the name of the kettle drum,  a symbol associated regularly  

with  Bhairava, which  both is linked  to his name (viz.  bher and bhair, as K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ 

presents it),  and which  emits his seed syllable bam (ōƁ).209 Bhairava is presented here as 

being beyond time, beyond the existence of the stars and their  shining,  abiding  in a 

nature of which  the àÖÎČÚ also partake. Echoing resonances with  both darkness (in 

which  starlight  is visible)  and time, Bhairava is implicitly  associated with  the two  main 

meanings of the word  ÒêÓÈȮ which  term describes the most important  form  of Bhairava in 

5êÙêÈÚČȯ *êÓ Bhairav.   

 

In this series of interconnected, cascading glosses and relationships,  K ÌÔÈÙêÑÈ has 

unzipped  the name Bhairava and allowed  a slew of meaning to spill  out. While  still  

inherently  tied to fear and crying  out, Bhairava both is and ÐÚÕɀÛ that cry: he is the 

essence of the event, and it  is by his grace that it  occurs, and he is perhaps the best way  

of conceptualizing  and encapsulating it.  He is not simply  the terrifying  or the horrific,  

though  such associations are not pushed too far to the side. This is evidently  still  in  some 

ways the same Bhairava as in the skeletonize /ÜÙêic origin  story, but he is recognized 

as having  a far greater range of impact and importance. He is not just a scary thing,  or a 

 

209 There is a clear example of this affiliation  at the Ba uk Bhairav temple in *ÈÔÈÊê in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ A kettle 

drum  is placed next to the door, and visitors  strike it  before entering as both notification  and percussive 

prayer. On the bak of the temple, straight  through  the building  on a line passing through  the central shrine 

space and ÔľÙÛÐȮ is an inscription  of the seed syllable bam ōƁ inscribed in a triangle.  Devotees press their  

foreheads on or below the inscription  midway  through  their  circumambulation  of the temple.  
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demon, or merely the manifestation  of a flash of anger. In fact, anger is not in this model 

at all: it  is instead overwhlemedness and inherently  associated fear that is central to his 

identity,  function,  and the respective recognition  and experience thereof. 

Conclusion 

 The above verses show the philosophical  and existential depth that can be 

articulated  through  the example of Bhairava, a depth taken quite seriously by devotees 

who  saw viewing  or encountering Bhairava to be a means of achieving liberation,  of 

experiencing the universality  they attributed  to Bhairava himself.  Bhairava was shown 

in the KêĭČ Kha a to be an absolutely effective redeemer, on par with  and linked  to the 

city  of 5êÙêÈÚČȭ He was also a bestower of boons, and easer of ways. Having  once been 

presented mostly  as a gaẒa, he has taken on his own, independent  thought  not 

singular  ɭ for  he still  exists in sets and embedded within  networks  ɭ agency and 

identity.  He is the ideal for many ascetic types, and the chosen god of devotion  for many 

of 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ residents. Ascetic and lay devotees alike engage Bhairava through  name, 

narrative  and verse, and we have seen many examples of the images of Bhairava created 

by encounters with  language, including  the narrative  construction  of Bhairava as a 

distinct  entity  with  forebears and parallel  figures. Though not singular  or regular, in  the 

intersection of these textual  formulations  an image of Bhairava has been generated in 

our minds,  as it  is generated, referenced, modified,  and amended in the minds  of those 

who  engage him  in emic contexts. 
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 But these textual, linguistic,  and narrative  images are far from  the only  way  

Bhairava is encountered, understood, and engaged. Visual  imagery  is also crucial to a 

fuller  understanding  of just what  and who  Bhairava is. Through  a consideration of the 

range of Bhairava forms and arrangements in VêÙêÈÚČȮ we are provi ded new ways to 

think  about Bhairava, and new tools for organizing  our thought.  
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Chapter 2: !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯ(ÊÖÕÖÎÙÈ×ÏàɯÐÕɯ5êÙêẊÈÚČ 

The images of Bhairava provided  by his names, his narrative  structures, and his 

textual  context have rendered a polythetic  sketch of the deity.  To better understand who  

Bhairava is and what  he does, we turn  now  to material  evidence, specifically  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ 

representations in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ By considering !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ iconographic  forms, as well  as 

their  distribution,  grouping,  and modes of presentation, we begin to see !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ 

participation  in landscape and network,  the particular  focus of the following  chapter. 

Here, as we hold  the textual  images from  chapter one in mind,  we come to engage 

iconographic  images, at once enriching  and particularizing  the understanding  of 

different  Bhairava forms. As Bhairava was differently  described, presented, and 

understood  in textual  images, there is also a remarkable range of representation and 

engagement in physical images. Some are central to their  own  spaces, and surrounded  

by smaller, ancillary  instances of other deities, such as 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ or forms of the 

Goddess. Sometimes, Bhairava appears alongside other deities, especially the Goddess, 

as a sort of attendant; or in his own  small shrines related to larger temple complexes. 

And  sometimes, Bhairava appears independently  and publicly,  in  representations that 

seem to observe and guard roads, intersections, and the city  of 5êÙêÈÚČ itself, a 

distribution  of his function  as ÒÖÛÝêÓ (constable). 
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Figure 10: Schist Bhairava, c. 13th century, held by Smithsonian Sackler 

Gallery  

 

 Before returning  to focus on what  Bhairava looks like  in 5êÙêÈÚČ, it  is helpful  to 

consider his distinguishing  attributes, and the range his forms can take. In 2014, the 

2ÔÐÛÏÚÖÕÐÈÕɀÚ Sackler Gallery 210 presented an exhibition  entitled  Yoga: The Art  of 

Transformation.  The exhibit  was prefaced by a beautiful  13th century  south Indian  schist 

 

210 There are questions of authority, agency, and responsibility applicable to every part of this dissertation. 

Here, it is part of my responsibility to note that while I learned from my experience at the Sackler, and their 

philanthropic work has increased the visibility  and accessibility of Asian art in the United States. The 

Sackler family also donated extensively to Princeton and Harvard, giving a gallery and a museum 

respectively, both of which contributed positively to my to my education in the Arts and Art History. The 

positive impact of these institutions and endowments is undoubtable, as are the unethical and criminal 

nature of Sacklerôs opioid-fueled fortune. I can not argue that any of these public goods in any way mitigate 

their business practices, intentional deceit, and predatory nature of their branding and misleading 

promotion. I also will  not pretend I did not learn anything in these spaces. As I write, the Sackler family is 

actively trying to evade the fines levied against them by several courts. There is no sign of remorse, nor of 

complications of their original intention. 

http://archive.asia.si.edu/explore/yoga/object.asp?id=1964.369
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sculpture  of Bhairava, presented alone in the entry  foyer to the exhibit  space. Set against 

black velveteen, the contrast between shadow and form  was elevated, the winding  of 

carved cabling, garlands, and serpents more stark. His  appealing, lithe  form,  and the 

royal  headdress, and layered of filigree  were tapped off -balance by two  small but 

unmistakable fangs, a third  eye in the middle  of the forehead, and a khaẨÝêẑga, a skull -

topped staff through  the eyes of which  a serpent whittled.  This fusion  of aesthetic, at 

once familiar  and unusual, at once appealing and off -putting,  continued  through  the 

exhibit.   

 Though less familiar  with  some other yoga tropes, my exposure to ¥ÈÐÝÈ 

symbolism  and Bhairava forms allowed  me to contextualize many of the 

representational motifs  in the exhibition.  I could  identify  the convergence of the regal 

and the morbid,  the beautiful  and the violent,  the expected tranquility  of meditating  

àÖÎČÚ and the unnerving  elements like  the fangs and skulls in  the statue of Bhairava, the 

inversion  or rearticulation  of mainstream religious  practices, the apparently  extreme 

leading to the placid,  a chaotic internal  alchemy leading to balance and transfiguration.  

It  was also clearly possible to trace iconographic elements from  images of ¥ÐÝÈȮ to àÖÎČÚȮ 

to images of Bhairava, and so on through  related figures and forms. The association with  

cremation grounds, asceticism, skulls, the prima -face repugnant,  were all  common ɭ as 

were tropes such as matted hair (jaẨê), tridents,  snakes, wrathful  expressions, and, of 

course, tridents.  The exhibit  was representative of range of the elements, tropes, 

http://archive.asia.si.edu/explore/yoga/object.asp?id=1964.369
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characters, and symbols I use to identify  and trace material  representations related to my 

fieldwork.  I had cultivated  an eye for  them: a way  to notice and respond to their  family  

resemblance including  their  affective impact, their  internal  dynamics, the ways they 

were and were not like  other Indian  icons and iconography,  and even a way  in which  

they a times functioned  as texts that could be ȿÙÌÈËȭɀ This sort of seeing is a skill  I 

developed, one that helped me begin construct an archive that could help me make 

better sense of the many forms of Bhairava that can be found  today in 5êÙêÈÚČ .  

  While  the many forms of Bhairava encountered in 5êÙêÈÚČ ɀÚ temples find  

associations in vaster, transregional  understandings  of the fierce god, they also often 

take on forms and meanings that are specific to the pilgrimage  city. Similarly,  they 

diverge from the textual  descriptions of the god discussed in the first  chapter, the 

Purê ic version important  in north  India,  and particularly  important  in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ A full  

study  of the morphology,  interrelationality,  and range of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ typology  is a 

compelli ng topic  that is well  beyond the purview  of this dissertation. However,  

identifying  the key typologies  found  in 5êÙêÈÚČ can open up new ways to 

understanding  the ÎÖËɀÚ wider  range of associations and meanings within  the 

pilgrimage  city.  In my analysis, I draw  from  Robert +ÐÕÙÖÛÏÌɀÚ approach to mapping  

associations between Bhairava and other fierce figures in esoteric Buddhist  contexts. My  

findings  reinforce the notion  that !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ power  and applicability  are rooted in his 
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flexibility,  localness, and ability  to function  in, and maintain  tension between, the 

periphery  and the center. 

Core Attributes of Pan -Indic Bhairava  

 While  Bhairava appears in many different  forms, there is a core set of attributes  

and visual  conventions that are often associated with  his representation, both in 

5êÙêÈÚČ and also across a broader geography.  In general, images of Bhairava possess 

one or more of a distinct  grouping  of iconographic  features, the three most common of 

which  include  fangs, a headdress of skulls, In addition , he is often accompanied by dogs. 

These attributes  serve to indicate at least one of three distinct  associations: (1) with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ 

(2) with  cremation ground  asceticism, and thus his status as both marginal  and outcaste, 

(3) and with  tantric  visualization  practices, and especially those which  develop in 

Himalayan  artistic  traditions.  

 In Hindu  contexts the presence of fangs is more strongly  related to Bhairava. 

Fangs materially  express his ever-present, implicit  threat: he is visibly  dangerous, and if  

he was able to get away with  removing  one of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ heads for a relatively  slight  

infraction,  what  might  he do to us mortals, with  our inevitable,  malignant  doảas (karmic  

faults)? Fangs might  bring  to mind  images of vampires, a term often used to translate 

ÝÌÛêla, a sort of south Asian zombie or revenant. One of the stories of a sort of Bhairava 
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present him  as one of two  sons of ¥ÐÝÈȮ his brother being named 5ÌÛêÓÈȭ211 But ÝÌÛêÓÈÚ do 

not have fangs, and are something more like  intelligent  zombies than vampires. 

BÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ fangs, unlike  those of vampires, are not used to drain  innocence or life -

energy, though  the fangless ÝÌÛêÓÈ at times are known  to do so. Instead, !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ fangs 

destroy evil,  or break the fetters of cyclical mortal  existence (saẐÚêÙÈ). They are intended  

to communicate an aesthetic of ferocity  and elicit  complementary  fear, but they sink not 

into  flesh but into  far grander, more abstract forces and restraints.  

 The prominence of the latter two  attributes  ɭ skulls and dogs ɭ is reflected in 

nomenclature: there is a *È×êÓČ Bhairava (Bhairava with  a skull)  listed among the 

A abhairava, and the *ê×êÓÐÒÈ (skull -bearers) were one of the most famous and visibly  

Bhairava-inspired  ascetic traditions. 212 An  alternate name for  Bhairava is ĭÝêĭÝÈ, he 

wh ose horse (ÈĭÝÈ) is a dog (ĭÝÈ).213 The skull  links  Bhairava to death, especially do 

decapitation  (a skull  is, after all, a severed head) and by extension to antinomian  ascetic 

traditions,  especially those associated with  charnel ground  ritual  practice [mor e on this 

later, or where?]. It  also indicates !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ marginal  or outcaste state: in  /ÜÙêic origin  

stories, it  is the skull  that stayed with  Bhairava until  his penance and exile were both 

completed, and in certain versions of the story a more complete reference is made to the 

 

211 Davidson, Indian Esoteric Buddhism, 211. 

212 See Lorenzen, KǕpǕlika, 74. He admits that this might be a retroactive justification, which Davidson 

seems to be arguing in his Indian Esoteric Buddhism 241. Regardless of the direction of influence, the 

importance of the skull is central to both and undergirds this association.  

213 cf. Monier Williams Dictionary of Sanskrit entry for ᵾ ŜvǕŜva. 
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8êÑęÈÝÈÓÒàÈ SmẞtiɀÚ prescribed penance for the killing  of a Brahmin  which  requires not 

only  that the offender carry a cranial bowl  with  which  they beg and from  which  they eat, 

but also a staff with  a skull  atop it,  called a khaẨÝêẑga, which  is intended  to signify  the 

bearer is a Brahmin -killer.  

 BhairavaɀÚ association with  both skulls and dogs particularly  reflects his 

marginality,  both as an outcaste, and as a guardian  of peripheries and borders. Skull  

imagery, as discussed, suggests links  with  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origin  as a decapitator, with  ¥ÐÝÈ 

as yogin  ɭ especially ¥ÐÝÈ *È×êÓÐÕ (with  a skull) 214 ɭ and is picked up in protector  

Bhairava type deities as a sign of their  fierceness, and their  association with  

transgressive, esoteric, tantri c, especially charnel ground  practice.  Dogs are considered 

ritually  polluting,  consumers of carrion and their  own  excrement, and they are invoked  

derisively  in descriptions of external communities  and the most marginal  of the 

marginalized,  perhaps most famously  in the Bhagavad &ČÛê 5:18, which  presents dogs as 

superior  only  to dog-eaters in a hierarchy  topped by Brahmins and cows. Dogs are 

relegated to the periphery,  but this is perhaps also where they choose to congregate: 

sifting  through  piles or refuse for bits of food, or even raiding  charnel grounds for 

remains. The connection of dogs with  death dates textually  to the mid -2nd millennium  

BC gƫ Veda (14:10-11). There, it  is Yama, god of Death, who  is accompanied by two  dogs: 

 

214 See story of Dak aôs sacrifice, presented in c. 1. One of the reasons listed for śivaôs exclusion from the 

sacrifice is that he is a KapǕlin, that is to say an antinomian, charnel ground ritualist, and almost certainly a 

tǕntrika.  
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Sabara and Sabara. Bhairava seems to have taken over this association, as he has also 

taken over the role of Yama in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ a shift  discussed chapter three. There is a single 

other example of a divine  figure  associated with  canines: Dattatreya, an idealized 

renunciate who  is at tim es conceived of as a deity,  a three-headed triune  instantiation  of 

!ÙÈÏÔêȮ Vi u and ¥ÐÝÈȮ a resolution  of the very  tensions in which  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origins  lie. 

He is accompanied by a dog and a cow, a pair  interpreted  as representing the 

equanimity  prescribed in the &ČÛê verse: all  of these members of this hierarchy  should  be 

viewed  equally, without  judgement. Dattatreya ÔľÙÛÐÚ appear in spaces related to 

Bhairava veneration, and there can be read differently:  accompanied by a dog and a bull,  

Dattatreya embodies the resolution  of the tension between Bhairava and ¥ÐÝÈȮ whose 

ÝêÏÈÕÈÚ are these animals. In the cases of his head and his familiars,  #ÈÛÛÈÛÙÌàÈɀÚ is an 

example of resolution,  diffusion,  and equanimity:  not the tension and disruption  

embodied by Bhairava and Bhairava-type deities.  
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Figure 11: Bhairava's dog, one of three such statues in the space. This is the 

fanciest, most visited, and the only one with eyes. The sign above says photography 

prohibited. I was told this did not apply to me.  

 

 ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ association with  ascetic or yogic practice and his placement beyond the 

pale of Vedic ritualism  is lionized  in the example of Bhairava, and even after the 

completion  of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ penance this marginality  continues, perhaps best represented 

by his association with  dogs. In 5êÙêÈÚČȮ this association is seen most directly  in the 



 

188 

case of the ÔľÙÛÐ of Samhara Bhairava (one of the A abhairava treated below), which,  as 

David  Gordon White  has noted until  1974 regularly  bore a dog-mask, replete with  

floppy  ears.215 Today, there are two  sculpted dogs just below the gilt  shrine which  

surrounds  *êÓ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ face in his famous, central temple, and there is a stone dog just 

to the right  of the main doorway  as you exit, mirrored  by one just to the left  as you 

enter. The interior  dog, slightly  smaller than life -size is the frequent recipient  (see photo 

above) of sanctified garlands people do not wish  to carry home: blessed materials 

should  not be thrown  in the garbage, but they can be given to an attending  figure.  This 

practice resonates with  iconographic  traditions  seen elsewhere.  In south Indian  

sculptures, there is almost always a dog standing right  behind Bhairava. In Ujjain, *êÓ 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ temple door is watched over by an inward -facing cow-sized sculpture of a 

dog, into  whose ears visitors  whisper  their  secrets: confessions and desires both. In his 

placement, scale, and willingness  to listen, this dog is for Bhairava what  Nandi  the bull  

is for ¥ÐÝÈȭ In Kathmandu,  *êÓ Bhairav is flanked  by two  dogs in leonine Himalayan  

style, fulfilling  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ dog association while  reflecting  H imalayan traditions  of 

depiction  and Chinese traditions  of emplacing pairs of guardian  [fu] lions before 

doorways.    

In 5êÙêÈÚČ, it  is also common to see actual dogs in both the *êÓ and Ba uk 

Bhairav temples: they often come in seeking shelter from  the sun, and take naps on the 

 

215 David Gordon White, ñBhairava,ò Masterôs Thesis, Wisconsin-Madison Cultural Year in India Program, 

1974. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1JH4zBem-HxGs4-lFD18ONmwX6bjV_kEQ
https://drive.google.com/open?id=11yeSE-Pc_v8q0WUb2-y1dICAwp4_oNBj
https://drive.google.com/open?id=11yeSE-Pc_v8q0WUb2-y1dICAwp4_oNBj
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cool marble floors. In the Ba uk Bhairav temple, dogs will  lay in the ashes of the dhuni 

(ritual  sacrificial  fire)  in  front  of the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ main door, soaking up the last of the heat 

on cold days. There was even a litter  of pups born in the compound  and moved onto a 

rug  in the electrical closet where they were sheltered and fed and fussed over ɭ and at 

times even ritually  venerated ɭ by many temple visitors.  While  the fangs are shared by 

many Indian  and pan-Asian Bhairava-type deities, and while  skulls are indicative  of 

tantric  or charnel ground  asceticism as well  as of Bhairava, the dog is !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ own, 

his connection eliding  that of his antecedent Yama, his association with  dogs in and of 

themselves and not paired with  their  bovin e counterpoints  making  them his and not 

#ÈÛÛÈÛÙÌàÈɀÚȭ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ association with  dogs in 5êÙêÈÚČ ɀÚ temples led David  Gordon 

White  to affectionately  call him  the dog-god.  

 Beyond these core three attributes  are many others, which  are often applied  in 

various permutations.   Faces are often marked by furrowed  brow s, a vertical  third  eye, a 

moustache, a wrathful  expression, or, alternatively  a placid  facial expression that creates 

a dynamic  contrast with  otherwise terrifying  attributes. His  hair is often matted or wild  

and sometimes adorned with  a crescent moon. His  jewelry  typically  consists of either 

one open gauge or two  gauged earrings, necklaces, anklets, bracelets, and armbands, 

which,  along with  his sacred thread, is often characterized by snake forms. He can have 

two,  four,  or six arms in which  he carries a combination  of objects, including  a trident,  

khaẨÝêẑga (skull -topped staff), skull  bowl,  skull,  club, sword,  lasso, or vajra. His  body is 
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smeared in ashes, he is often accompanied by a consort ȹ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝČȮ "ÈÒÙÈÚÈÔÝÈÙČȮ etc.), 

and he stands upon a prone demon. Draped around  his shoulders may be a lion  or tiger 

skin, an elephant skin, or the flayed skin of a human. His  association with  alcohol and 

carrion eaters is sometimes also reflected in the imagery. Occasionally he may be 

represented as standing in an archer pose. And  he sometimes is framed by a flaming  

areole.  In temple contexts, he appears most often in one of two  locations: either as the 

main icon or as an accompanying guardian,  often positioned  at the entrance.  Each of 

these plays a role in visually  communicating  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ various roles and meanings. 

 Of these, the open third  eye is particularly  important,  as it  recalls BhairavaɀÚ 

¥ÈÐÝÈ origins.  There are versions of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ /ÜÙêic origin  story which  identify  ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ 

third  eye as !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ point  of exit as he burst into  the world.  This wrathful  effect of the 

third  eye aligns with  another story about an enraged ¥ÐÝÈȯ when *êÔÈȮ desire incarnate, 

disrupted  ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ meditation,  his third  eye flew  open and the intensity  of its yoga-fueled 

tapasvic gaze burned away entirely  *êÔÈɀÚ physical form.  From this point  of inception,  

the third  eye is prominent  among Bharava-type deities, representing both the ferocity  

and veracity  of their  observance: their  insight  is penetrating, they miss nothing,  and they 

are apparently  quite risky  to be around. This characteristic is partly  what  facilitates 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ effectiveness as a protector when positioned  on temple doorway  or town  

gateway. 
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 Other attributes  point  to general associations with  ¥ÐÝÈ in  various forms. The 

presence of a lion  or tiger skin loin  cloth draws connections with  depictions of ¥ÐÝÈ in  

his ascetic form,  as master of yoga. The presence of skulls signals ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ role as *È×êÓÐÕȭ 

The ash-smeared body and matted locks of hair  call to mind  charnel-ground  ascetics, 

who  have renounced society and rejected mainstream standards of grooming  and 

comportment.  ¥ÐÝÈ himself  is often depicted with  dreadlocks coiled upon his head, and 

images of Bhairava in south India  and some of the more famous unique forms in 

5êÙêÈÚČ show his hair  standing on end, encircling  his head like  flame or even appearing 

as a sort of stocking cap in more worn  sculptures [see the one in city  of light,  the one 

near Ma ikar ÐÒêȭȼ [see section on flames and flowers  below].  The number and 

placement of skulls signifies slightly  different  things ɭ murder,  mendicancy, ghastly 

royalty  ɭ they link  Bhairava to death, its inevitability,  the fear it  engenders, and the 

pollution  it  incurs. 

 Snake adornment,  especially a snake looped over one shoulder and across the 

chest in place of the sacred thread that definitively  marks Brahmin  varẒa status in Hindu  

contexts, is also a link  to ¥ÐÝÈȮ who  is often described as ɁÏÌ whose sacred thread is a 

ÚÕÈÒÌɂ (ÕêÎÈàÈÑęÖ×ÈÝČÛÈẀ). The looped serpent simultaneously,  and with  poignant  irony,  

marks ¥ÐÝÈ as a Brahmin  ɭ the highest of the four  social varẒas ɭ and that he is a 
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contravener of social norms, one who  is beyond the pale.216 He is at once a priest and 

unsuitable for attendance of Dak ÈɀÚ great sacrifice. But the antinomian  recasting of 

high -class symbols does not stop with  the Brahmin  and with  the sacred thread: ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ 

arm bands, bracelets, and anklets, symbols which  would  mark  him  a king  or a 

warrior  ɭ in  either or both cases essentially a K atriya  ɭ are also replaced with  snakes. 

Snakes are respected, even venerated, from  the times of the Atharava Veda,217 but the 

relationship,  like  that with  wrathful  deities, is tenuous: they are powerful,  and they have 

the potential  to do great harm.  

 In some cases, snakes appear also as earrings. This is made possible by the fact 

that ¥ÐÝÈ and Bhairava-type deities tend to have enlarged, or gauged, piercings in their  

earlobes through  which  snakes can slither  and from  which  they can dangle (see the *êÓ 

Bhairav in  Kathmandu  for good example). This is possibly a resonance with  the 

influential  kanphata or ȿÚ×ÓÐÛ-ÌÈÙɀ school of ascetics, distinguished  by the ring  of bone 

passed through  a hole bored through  the cartilaginous  concha of the of the ear just 

outside the opening of the ear canal. (ÛɀÚ not unusual to see illustrations  of ascetics, 

including  Himalayan  ,ÈÏêÔÜËÙê masters,218 with  these longitudinal  hoop-piercings 

running  through  the middle  of their  ears. ¥ÐÝÈȮ Bhairava, and Bhairava-type deities, 

 

216 Other than Bhairava, there are occasional instances of a serpentine sacred thread in Ga eŜa statuary, 

reflecting his not-quite-human, of the gaἈa and yet not, status. He is in many ways just as liminal as 

Bhairava can be, but is not popularly so perceived.  
217 Allocco, Amy. ñFear, Reverence and Ambivalence: Divine Snakes in Contemporary South India.ò In 

Religions of South Asia 7 (2013) 230-232. 
218 cf Dowman, Keith, trans. The Divine Madman - The Sublime Life and Songs of Drukpa Kunley. 

(VǕrǕasǭ : Pilgrims Book House, 2000). 
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however, have disks inserted flush  and parallel  in  the gauged openings in their  earlobes. 

The observation of dozens of sculptural  examples from  across India  suggests a 

significant  distinction,  however, in  these piercings: images of Bhairava-type ËÝêÙÈ×êÓÈÚ, 

or door (ËÝêÙÈ) guardians (×êÓÈ) tend to show two  such disks when the ÍÐÎÜÙÌÚɀ ears are 

pierced. In nearly all  representations of ¥ÐÝÈȮ especially noticeable in Co a bronzes, the 

proper  left  lobe sports a disk, or a broad flared hoop to hold  the lobe open and maintain  

its circular  form,  while  the proper  right  lobe hangs empty  and oblong.  

 If  the presence of two  round  earrings is indicative  of a protective  role, the 

dynamic  stance common in Bhairava-type deities, called êÓČṳÏêÚÈÕÈ or archer pose, is 

indic ative of a wrathful  or confrontational  nature. This stance is standardized and fairly  

uniformly  deployed in Himalayan  contexts, while  South Asian figures in this position  

indicate a development  of Yak a type deities who  battled and defeated other 

supernatural forces. Though not common among South Asian Bhairava-type deities, the 

stance does have significant  similarities  with  South Indian  images of ¥ÐÝÈȮ as Na ÈÙêÑÈȮ 

whose stance is also dynamic,  with  one foot raised. Unlike  deities depicted more often in 

seated meditation,  these figures are not quiescent. They are dynamic,  in-process, under  

tension, and on the cusp of bursting  forth  from  their  material  forms, lashing into  the 

space of the viewer,  breaking the boundaries in which  they are often enwreathed.  

BÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ warrior  prowess was also emphasized visually  through  the occasional 

presence of a garment made of elephant or human skin. This skin is most commonly  
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worn  as a cloak wrapped  around  the ËÌÐÛàɀÚ shoulders, but it  occasionally also extends 

forward,  its ends serving as a sort of tablecloth upon which  offerings are placed.219 

Unlike  in  the case of images in which  the god is adorned by a tiger or lion  skin in order 

to create an association with  2ÐÝÈɀÚ role as ascetic or àÖÎČȮ these refer to the defeat of 

physical or metaphysical demons. The elephantine skin is that of &ÈÑêÚÜÙÈȮ or the 

elephant demon, who  was defeated by ¥ÐÝÈ in  Hindu  contexts. In some Hindu  

recensions, &ÈÑêÚÜÙÈ is the elephant killed  to provide  Ga ÌĭÈ with  his elephantine head. 

In others, &ÈÑêÚÜÙÈ is killed  by the Rudras ɭ a retinue of Vedic deities tied to the 

/ÜÙêic ¥ÐÝÈȮ but formally  similar  to early /ÜÙêic sets of Bhairavas.  

 In some cases, Bhairava is framed by an ovoid  or horseshoe-shaped flaming  

areole, which  both enhances BhairavÈɀÚ terrific  and warrior -like  form  and suggests a 

radiating,  fiery  energy. In two -dimensional  images, the areoles are painted; in bas-

reliefs, they can provide  a physical frame for the ÔľÙÛÐȭ In the case of three dimensional  

forms, the ÔľÙÛÐ is often beneath a sort of shrine-like  canopy, an embossed gazebo or 

folly  structure within  the sanctum sanctorum.  The presence of a ring  of fire  draws to 

mind  South Indian  images of Na ÈÙêÑÈȮ especially cola bronzes, at least one of which  

stands prominently  in  5êÙêasČ in  the collection of the !ÏêÙÈÛ *ÈÓê Bhavan.  In 5êÙêÈÚČ , 

there are few if  any instances in which  Bhairava appears framed by an areole. By 

 

219 In the former case, the skin is the sense of touch among the offerings of the five-plus-one 

senses, which are represented in Himalayan Buddhist images and dioramas as disembodied eyes, 

ears, nostrils, tongue, and brain in a skull bowl. The five plus one includes sight, hearing, taste, touch, 

smell, and additionally mind, often considered an aspect of sense in South Asian and Himalayan contexts.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1JQIcg6Gs_zIaTFbhpqaMnO1kfz_W6mc_
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contrast, such forms are ubiquitous  in Himalayan  representations, such as seen in the 

statue of *êÓ Bhairav in Durbar Square, Kathmandu. 220 In south India,  we sometimes 

find  an interesting  variation  in which  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ hair takes on the appearance of a 

flaming  halo. The association between Bhairava and a flame of fire  in the south may be 

tied to the popularity  and prominence instances of ¥ÐÝÈ-Na ÈÙêÑÈȮ which  can be tied back 

to the origins  of the icon at Cidambaram, which  itself  originated  as the site of a 

cremation ground. 221 The placement of a sacred form  in a creation ground  ties back to 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ association with  cremation-ground,  and the fact that 5êÙêÈÚČ is known  as 

the ÔÈÏêĭÔÈĭêÕÈȮ or the great cremation ground  and territory  of crematory practices. 

 The prone demon upon which  Bhairava stands draws to mind  again the 

iconography  of ¥ÐÝÈ Na ÈÙêÑÈȮ in  which  the great ÎÖËɀÚ foot presses down  into  the back 

of the dwarf   ×ÈÚÔêÙÈȮ also known  as Muyalaka,  who  represents ignorance. Pot bellied 

and often portrayed  with  disks in his earlobes, he seems to have more in common 

iconographically  with  Bhairava-type deities than does ¥ÐÝÈ Na ÈÙêÑÈȭ This similarity  is 

due to a common iconographic  forebear: the yak as, some more maleficent and some 

more benevolent. It  is worth  noting  that the appears to be happy, even grateful,  to fulfill  

his role in  the inevitable  cycle of samsara. The corpse-like  form  also reminiscent of 

iconography  of the fierce goddess *êÓČȮ who  dances wildly  upon, ¥ÐÝÈ still  and prone 

 

220 see introduction. 
221 Most instances of śiva NaarǕja in north India appear to draw from Cola examples, suggesting the form 

was imported, or these imported elements elided local interpretations of śiva NaarǕja.  
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corpse. In more explicit  Tantric  representations, she eventually  copulates with  him.222 

This parallels two  antinomian  crematory practices: that of performing  a ritual  while  

seated on a corpse, and that of performing  sexual rituals  in the cremation ground.   

 It  is worth  noting  that not all  of these features are exclusive to Bhairava. For 

example, fangs can be seen in many contexts, in  images of fierce goddess (such as *êÓČȺȮ 

in  images of rakảasas (such as 1êÝÈÕÈȮ great antagonist of the 1êÔêàÈa), and in images 

of Yama. However,  what  brings them all  together is an association with  wrathful  

destruction  and death. In fact, !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ clearest similarity  is to the iconography  of 

Yama, who  is at times represented with  fangs and carrying  a skull  staff, and it  may be 

that 8ÈÔÈɀÚ role as god of death is subsumed into  Bhairava in the context of 5êÙêÈÚČȭ 

/ÙÖÔÐÕÌÕÛɯ%ÖÙÔÚɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÕɯ5êÙêẒÈÚČ  

Chapter one presented both characteristics and general attributes of Bhairava. 

The *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêảẨakaẐ is full of iconographic details, especially those linking Bhairava 

ÛÖɯ¥ÐÝÈɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÓÍ-ÙÌ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ*ê×êÓÐÒÈ-type ascetics. Clearly presented as 

×ÙÈÐÚÌɯÈÕËɯËÌÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ*êÓÈɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮɯÛÏÌɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÍÖÙÔɯ

is reflected in the presence of this verse this verse is present in Bhairava temples 

ÛÏÙÖÜÎÏÖÜÛɯ5êÙêÈÚČȮɯÈÕËɯÐÛÚɯÊÐÙÊÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÕ chapbooks  dedicated to other forms of 

Bhairava. This makes it all the more surprising, then, that the central and most 

 

222 See section on KǕlǭ below; cf. David R. Kinsley, The Sword and the Flute: KǕlǭ and KἠἨἈa, Dark 

Visions of the Terrible and the Sublime in Hindu Mythology (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1975), 105-108. 

https://sethligo.com/overview-of-text/
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impo rtant form of  *êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝ, in a neighborhood bearing his name, is not at all like this 

ËÌÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕȭɯ(ÕɯÍÈÊÛȮɯÕÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÍÖÙÔÚɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČɯÊÖÔ×ÖÙÛɯÌßÛÌÕsively with 

this description, except for the occasional presence of a trident, a fierce countenance, and 

a third eye.  

*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝ 

 KêÓ Bhairav is a robust touchstone of north  Indian  Bhairava variations  who  is 

nevertheless differently  represented in differ ent, related contexts. Though this 

dissertation will  ultimately  show that *êÓ Bhairav is but one node in 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ rich 

network  of emplaced Bhairava traditions  and stories, he is still  special and set apart, his 

authority  and perceived power  reflected in the fact that it  was *êÓ who  was listed first  

when I asked residents about different  forms of Bhairava, or which  forms made up the 

A abhairava. It  is *êÓ Bhairav in the ÊÐÛàɀÚ primary  Bhairava temple, *êÓ Bhairav whom  

pilgrims  must visit  to make effective the purificatory  effects of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ *êÓ Bhairav 

who  is *êĭČ *ê *ÖÛÝêÓ Ȼ5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ chief of police]. If  there is an unspecified Bhairava, he 

is often identified  as *êÓ Bhairav.223 If  there is a new Bhairava, he is typically  presumed 

to be *êÓ Bhairav.224 There is a simple explanation for this, though  such simplicity  is 

 

223 Example of ǔs and other Bhairavas.  
224 This was particularly the case with a relatively recent Bhairava alongside HariŜcandra GhǕ. As 

HariŜcandra is a cremation ghǕ, it would make sense for this to be Smasan Bhairav - The Bhairava of the 

Cremation Ground. This presumption is also supported by the fact that the temple is built around a Sati 

Stone - a site of the often forced ritual self immolation of a wife upon the pyre of her husband. But despite 

these clear crematory associations, both people I spoke with in HariŜcandra ghǕ and UmǕ insisted this was 

KǕl Bhairav.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=16Ywb_SwdHNK_oa--Jh67SpwlDV_y47PV
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always short lived  in this research: it  was *êÓÈ Bhairava who  removed one of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ 

heads in /ÜÙêic accounts, who  wandered outcast, and who  was liberated from  his 

karmic  burden in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ It  makes sense that he would  be the primary  iteration  of 

Bhairava, and the one who  comes most quickly  to mind.  Reading the situation  from  the 

other end, it  is the *êÓ Bhairav temple that is the most visited,  and most famous, 

throughout  the city  and beyond: bracketing for the moment the question of how  this 

came to be, it  makes sense that *êÓ Bhairav is the first  thought  of in the city.  That he 

might  be anywhere or many-wheres reflects the idea that deities are not limited  to 

certain site, even within  a single regional context: not only  are there at least ten different  

types of Bhairava in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ I am aware of multiple  instances of nearly all  of them. 

 This multiple -locatedness is perhaps exacerbated by two  other factors: BhairavaɀÚ 

relation ship to the city  as a whole, and the current  location of his primary  temple. The 

former  factor all  but requires *êÓ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ presence throughout  5êÙêÈÚČȭ While  the 

A abhairava are often articulated  as directional  deities, it  is *êÓ Bhairav who  is the 

constable, and who  is ultimately  responsible for  maintaining  both the integrity  of the 

perimeter and the safety of all  those inside. It  makes sense, then, that he is present 

throughout  the city, almost as if  he is making  his rounds. 

 The latter factor ɭ the current  location of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ primary  temple in 

5êÙêÈÚČ ɭ is less directly  linked  but still  might  have an impact on the distributed  

nature of *êÓ Bhairav. Despite the assertion that the *êÓ Bhairav temple has been there 
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since the beginning  of time, or at least since the beginning  of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ there is clear 

evidence otherwise. The building  itself  is little  more than years old, and while  there 

might  have been a ÔľÙÛÐ or sacred site at this location for far longer, this was not the 

original  location of the primary  *êÓ Bhairav, that site mentioned in the /ÜÙêas. These 

and early ÛÙÈÝÌÓÓÌÙɀÚ accounts make it  clear that the first  *êÓ Bhairav temple was at the 

north  of the city, near a great kuẒṳ, *È×êÓÈÔÖÊÈÕÈ to be precise. This makes narrative  

sense: the prima ry  Bhairava temple is at the location where Bhairava entered the city,  

especially where he was liberated (mocana) from  the skull  (ÒÈ×êÓÈ) he was carrying.  The 

temple in  Ujjain, in what  used to be a fort,  is at the ÊÐÛàɀÚ periphery.  Near a bend in the 

river , it  overlays military  and metaphysical defense. It  has grown  into  its own  site, with  

parking,  dozens of merchants selling goods to be offered, and layers of sites wrapped  up 

into  the temple complex. The *êÓ Bhairav temple in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ on the other hand, has 

more stalls and related stores, see c. 3, but they are distributed  throughout  a maze of 

alleyways and byways spidering  out from  the temple. The *êÓ Bhairav statue that is 

perhaps most famous in Kathmandu  is now  very  visibly  placed in the middle  of Durbar 

Square, but it  was originally  located in what  was then farmland  on the edge of the city.225 

*êÓ Bhairav in 5êÙêÈÚČ might  have once been peripheral,  but he is now  central. He is, 

however, strongly  tied to the periphery,  especially through  his association with  his 

likely  previous  location and annual ritual  re-linking  with  +ê Bhairav.  

 

225 The story goes that the c. 6th century statue was discovered in a paddy field during the 17th century, and 

placed in Durbar Square by King Pratap Malla.  
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Figure 12ȯɯ+êẠ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖ ÄÅÃÏÒÁÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖàẘẠÁÍĂ 
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Figure 13: DaẊṫÁÐàẊĂ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖ ÄÅÃÏÒÁÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖàẘẠÁÍĂ 
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Figure 14: AẘẠÁÂÈÁÉÒÁÖÁ ÕÎÉÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÏÎÅ ÓÔÁÍÂÈÁ 

 

Masks and Stones  

--See photos above --  

 There is another strong connection between KêÓ and +ê Bhairavs, two  of the 

ÊÐÛàɀÚ most famous Bhairava sites: neither one has a ÔľÙÛÐ in  any sort of recognizable 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=19Ihz7tONgs6XwswQWsYeVrYnOf-6Toyl
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iconic form.  Both are metal masks placed over stone structures. In the case of *êÓ 

Bhairav, the stone is a slab so covered in vermillion  that any iconographic  traces that 

were there are now  gone. +ê Bhairav is a pillar,  one that is said to be the remains of an 

 ĭÖÒÈÕ pillar. 226 Another  form  of Bhairava, Da È×êi, is close to *êÓȭ He, too, is in the 

form  of a pillar  with  an affixed  mask, though  this one is said to be one of the original  

pillars  marking  the great cremation ground  of 5êÙêÈÚČȭ A final  columnar  Bhairava is 

presented as the A abhairava all  together: a column with  eight pairs of eyes around  the 

upper  circumference. All  of these Bhairavas appear to be found,  or recognized as 

present, in  these objects and sites of power.  Though among the most famous Bhairava 

forms in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ this anionic underlay  is a direct mirroring  of rural  Bhairava forms, 

where a stone or slab is identified  as Bhairava.227 

 

226 See Smith, Vincent ñIdentification of an AŜokan Pillar.ò 
227 White, ñVernacular Ritual Technologies,ò 6. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1UPG-sv8Xh7RUS_iufrMyuAUoWMseX9Rt
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1UPG-sv8Xh7RUS_iufrMyuAUoWMseX9Rt
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Figure 15: BaẠÕË "ÈÁÉÒÁÖ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÁÓË 

 There is one more prominent  masked form  of Bhairava, Ba uk Bhairav. A temple 

complex that caters more to local residents than pilgrims,  BaÜÒɀÚ temple is arguably  the 

most popular  in the city.  Here, the ÔľÙÛÐ is small and at ground  level. It  does have facial 

features, but is most often covered with  an elaborate mask, one that is ornately  painted. 

Unlike  other masked instances of Bhairava, this form  extends to encapsulate most of the 

miniature,  anthropomorphic  ÔľÙÛÐ.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1OAVixQEilIthJ-QJHog9hhfGHpwbUgxa
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Figure 16: CaukhaṫĂ "ĂÒ "àÂà ÆÏÒ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ +àÌ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖ ÂÅÌÏ×ȟ ÁÎÄ 
other maÓËÅÄ "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁÓ ɉ$ÁẊṫÁÐàẊĂ ÁÎÄ ,àẠɊ ÁÂÏÖÅȢ 
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Figure 17ȯɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯȹÊÍȭɯ!ČÙɯ!êÉêɯÈÉÖÝÌȺ 

 

 These most important  Bhairavas in VêÙêÈÚČ show relatively  little  resonance with  

descriptions of *êÓ Bhairava in his *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêaka . Rather, they participate  in 

significant  iconographic  similarity  with  !ČÙ !êÉêÚ, instances of the deified  dead, forms 

which  often appear alongside Bhairavas. Like the Bhairavas, !ČÙ !êÉêÚ are often aniconic 

forms with  masks affixed  to them. They share the same wide  eyes, smiles, and 

mustaches. Like Bhairavas, they are also intensely local, specific to a single setting. In 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1BUrxEYmmGZ6lUR3bwLJ9jnLggiUTgvte
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this similarity,  !ČÙ !êÉêÚ mark  one end of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ spectrum of function:  he is still  in  

many ways like  a local deity,  a protector  of territory,  up to and including  even his most 

famous and central example, *êÓ Bhairav.  Here, he is not tied to marginality  through  an 

association with  Tantric  traditions,  but is rather tied to rural,  local traditions  through  the 

communal  approval  of his representation in similar  form.   

 

Figure 18: NẔÔÙÁ "ÈÁÉÒÁv 
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Figure 19ȯɯ2ÈÔÏêÙɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯȹÙÐÎÏÛȺ 

 

 

 Other forms of Bhairava are so covered with  ÚÐÕËľÙ that little  more than a human 

form  can be made out. This is the case with  both N trya and Samhar Bhairavs, both of 

which  have heads and bodies, but little  else identifiable.  In the case of N tya Bhairav, the 

ÔľÙÛÐ is clearly a re-used Buddha statue, and Niels  Gutschow wonders if  the same might  

be true for  Samhar Bhairav.228 Having  had the opportunity  to see the ÔľÙÛÐ without  its 

covering cloth, I am confident  that it  is not a Buddha image, but it  also does not look  like  

any other Bhairav image with  which  I am familiar.  In fact, it  looks rather like  statues of 

Gandhi: a striding  form  carrying  a staff. It  does appear to be recycled. Again,  in a new 

 

228 Gutschow, Benares, 403.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=15McqHELI8-Xk_WiuvvzwzeEQ3kIqXwJZ
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and different  way, Bhairava is recognized, or discovered,  and built  into  networks  and 

contexts that span the city  (see chapter three).  

+ÐÕÙÖÛÏÌɀÚɯ/ÏÈÚÌÚɯÈÕËɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯ1ÖÓÌÚ 

 All  of these ɁÜÕÍÖÙÔÌË ÍÖÙÔÚɂ of Bhairava mentioned in the previous  section 

share another feature: they appear in their  own  independent  temples, rather than as 

attendant figures or in  ancillary  shrines. I draw  this tripartite  organizational  structure 

from  Robert +ÐÕÙÖÛÏÌɀÚ study  of what  he calls krodha ÝÐÎÏÕêÕÛÈÒÈ, or wrathful  removers 

of obstacles.229 This title  could also apply  to Bhairava, who  is wrathful  in  form,  and who  

removes obstacles for his devotees: as they visit  5êÙêÈÚČȮ as they wish  for  good lives, 

and as they strive for liberation.  Indeed, the Esoteric Buddhist  forms Linrothe  is 

addressing developed during  what  might  be called the heyday of Bhairava popularity,  

the late first  millennium  AD,  and they share many attributes  with  the wr athful  

descriptions of Bhairava, discussed above. In tracing the development  of these forms in 

Buddhist  contexts, Linrothe  posits three phases: a first  phase where the krodha 

ÝÐÎÏÕêÕÛÈÒÈ are small, attendant figures to more powerful  Buddhist  deities; a second 

phase where these attendants grow  both in size and potency, appearing independently  

but not quite taking  a central material  or devotional  position,  and a third  in which  they 

 

229 Linrothe, Robert, Ruthless Compassion: Wrathful Deities in Early Indo-Tibetan Esoteric Buddhist Art 

(Boston: Shambhala, 1999) prologue and introduction. 
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are fully  independent  and fully  powerful  forms, on par with  Buddhas and other 

enlightened beings.230  

 Though there is no indication  of a similar  arc in Bhairava iconographic  

morphology,  this model helps organize our analysis, and brings to light  trends very  

much present in BanêÙÈÚÐ representations of Bhairava. All  of the forms of Bhairava so far 

discussed would  fall  into  this third,  independent  phase. The instances of Bhairava 

guarding  alleyways, crossroads, and crematoria would  fall  into  the second phase. 

Interestingly,  this sort  of Bhairava also demonstrates an iconographic  similarity:  these 

forms are usually  iconic, with  Bhairava shouldering  a club, and sitting  casually upon his 

dog, a form  sometimes called *êÓ Bhairav but which  epitomizes his identity  as ÒÖÛÝêÓ. 

This is a stance of power  and esteem that fits  with  the intermediary  role: Bhairava is 

regent of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ but is also ready to maintain  order through  force. He is not a central 

figure,  and not an attendant, but a free agent patrolling  the streets.  

Three Examples of  Bhairava as *ÖÛÝêÓ 

 

230 Ibid. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1rp4Y_OFR4uCezjveSiabidyoNdGX7NBO
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1rp4Y_OFR4uCezjveSiabidyoNdGX7NBO
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Figure 20ȯɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÚɯ*ÖÛÝêÓɯÕÌÈÙɯ,ÈẊÉËÁÒẊÉËà 
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Figure 21ȯɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÚɯ*ÖÛÝêÓɯÕÌÈÙɯ ÚÚČɯCrossing 
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Figure 22ȯɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÚɯ*ÖÛÝêÓɯÐÕɯ!êÉêɯ*ČÕÈÙêÔɯ ĭÙÈÔ 

 

 

 

 It  is this first  phase sort of Bhairava to which  we now  turn.  In WhiteɀÚ 

introduction  to his 1974 ,ÈÚÛÌÙɀÚ thesis, he reproduces an Eliadian structural  origin  for  

Bhairava: as the attendant to the great Mother  Goddess. As unlikely  as such a sweeping 

theory  might  seem, it  is indeed true that Bhairava occurs in many places as an attendant 
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to a goddess figure,  often #ÜÙÎê or *êÓČȭ In these cases, he is sometimes upon his dog, as 

though  he might  step away from  his ward  and out to patrol  as ÒÖÛÝêÓ should  he get a 

moment.  

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÕËɯ*êÓČɯ 

3ÞÖɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌÚɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÛÛÌÕËÐÕÎɯ*êÓČȯ 

 

Figure 23ȯɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯȹÍÈÙɯÓÌÍÛȺɯÈÛÛÌÕËÐÕÎɯ*êÓČɯÐÕɯ#ÜÙÎêɯMandir  
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Figure 24ȯɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯȹÈÉÖÝÌȺɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ*êÓČɯÏÌɯÈÛÛÌÕËÚɯȹÉÌÓÖÞȺɯÐÕɯ¥rČɯTaiẉgala 

Svêmǭ MaÛҘhaȭɯ*êÓČȮɯÈÚɯÍÐÌÙÊÌɯÈÚɯÚÏÌɯÊÈÕɯÉÌȮɯÐÚɯÏÌÙÌɯ×ÙÖÛÌÊÛÌËɯÉàɯ×ÓÌßÐÎÓÈÚÚȮɯÈɯÓÌÖÕÐÕÌɯ

attendant, and a Bhairava in a nearby sconce.  

 

 The role of Bhairava as attendant is easily overlooked: he is so often described as 

kotvêÓ, so prominently  celebrated in his famous temples, that his instances as an 

attendant are wrapped  up into  his A abhairava identity  or only  addressed when in the 

context of the Goddess he guards. There is a particular  relationship,  one that is as a 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1efV-tDyexjFL7wflnqmGf-VZzlbBsDUs


 

217 

guard or even a son, that warrants  further  consideration: !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ relationship  with  

*êÓČȭ  

 Whenever I describe my research into  BhairavaɀÚ unconventional  allure  ɭ his 

grisly  appearance, his antinomian  practice, his marginal  origin,  his adoration  by both 

ascetics and householders renunciant  and mainstream adoration  ɭ there is one Hindu  

deity  mentioned more often than any other, one who  is suggested as a potential  

correlate, or as a key to understanding  Bhairava. That deity  is the goddess *êÓČȭ 

Their similarity  of appearance is striking  and undeniable: both *êÓČ and 

Bhairava, entering Sanskrit textual  traditions  as fully -formed deities around  the sixth 

century, clearly draw  upon a common iconographic  vernacular ɭ an aesthetic of the 

beloved-horrendous. Nevertheless, the narrative  role, devotional  reception, structural  

function  and historical  appreciation  of Bhairava and *êÓČ suggests that a reference to 

*êÓČ does not resolve the questions raised by Bhairava. Rather, they are clear evidence of 

the diversity  within  this genus of formally  similar,  ghastly deities.  

It  is not particularly  surprising  that *êÓČ comes up so often in conversation. In 

contrast to !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ appearances as an academic footnote or an entry  in  a list  of names 

of 2ÐÝÈɀÚ forms, *êÓČɀÚ cultus gained and maintained  widespread recognition  in north  

India,  and her ferocious femininity  caught, and continues to catch, the curious eyes and 

exorcising minds  of people around  the world.  This is in part  to the strength of Bengali 

*êÓČ traditions,  especially those still  famous at her temple in  Calcutta, which  exposed 
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*êÓČ to the East India  Company, the British  Empire, and thereby the world.  The 

complicated Victorian  relationship  with  sex was titillated  and at least performatively  

shocked by such a figure:  violent,  bloody,  dark, female, and sexual. Her story spread 

through  Europe, where she was purported  to be the patron  goddess of highway  robbers 

and murderers, the ẨÏÈÎÎČÚ, the origin  of the English word  ȿÛÏÜÎȭɀ There is little  evidence 

that this is the case beyond a shared reputation  for bloodiness.  

 This orientalist  othering  kept KêÓČ in  the popular  imagination,  and in the 1960s 

she reappeared as the bloodthirsty  goddess demanding  the sacrifice of an unwitting  

Ringo Starr in the !ÌÈÛÓÌÚɀ startlingly  racist film  Help!, though  her name somehow came 

to be pronounced ȿ*ÈÐÐÓÌÌȭɀ231 *êÓČ also appeared in 1984 as the the bizarre volcano-

dwelling,  blood-thirsty  Goddess of the two -faced, impoverished,  infinitely  expendable 

Indians (literally  referred to as Thugees) in George +ÜÊÈÚɀ and Steven 2×ÐÌÓÉÌÙÎɀÚ 

somehow even more racist Temple of Doom.  

 KêÓČ has been, among other things, called the great mother and the essence of the 

divine  feminine  by mystics such as Rampradsad Sen and Ramakrishna. This Bhairava 

comparison will  stick to Iconographic  representation, contemporary  storytelling,  and 

textual  sources adequately distinguish  *êÓČ and Bhairava traditions,  furthering  our 

 

231 It is perhaps pertinent to note that the Beatlesô India fad was subsequent to this film, and that George 

Harrison spent the last three decades of his life as a sincere and devoted member of the Hare K a 

movement, an evangelical Vai ava tradition brought to the United States in 1961 by Swami Prabhupada. 

Harrison sponsored the movement extensively, paying for the publication of Prabhupadaôs collected works, 

as well as buying the Hare K a a castle in Belgium. Theyôve dubbed Château de Petite Somme 

óRadhadeshô [Land of RǕdhǕ, K aôs divine human consort] and you can visit them to see the lovely castle 

populated by pink-robed, mostly white Hindus tending their cows and running a tasty vegan cafe.  



 

219 

analysis of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ roles and laying  initial  groundwork  for  the consideration of 

terrifying  deities. But the brief, Bhairava-oriented treatment here only  scratches the 

surface of the complex articulation  and reception of *êÓČ across centuries of Indian  

devotion  and thousands of miles of colonial  exoticism  

Like Bhairava, *êÓČ is dark  ɭ ÒêÓČ being the feminine  form  of the adjective, and 

ÒêÓÈ the masculine, from  which  dark  or *êÓ Bhairav gets his name. Earliest use as epithet 

of /êÙÝÈÛČȯ ÚÏÌɀÚ the dark  ont, the one from  the mountains.  This interpretation  is undone 

in a /ÜÙêic story where she makes herself pale, indicating  it  was a real concern that 

needed addressing. 3ÏÌÙÌɀÚ something about darkness and mountain  dw ellers: same in 

Spain.  

 She is fierce in appearance ɭ her hair  is wild,  her face angry, her fangs drip  

blood around  a protruding  tongue. Her neck is adorned with  a garland of severed 

heads, and she wears a skirt  of human arms. Of arms she herself is often depicted with  

four  or eight: holding  tools for binding  and rending,  sword  and lasso and suchlike. She 

carries a bowl  to collect the blood of those she slays. She is even depicted with  a third  

eye, and in cremation grounds. The iconographic  details shared by Bhairava and *êÓČ 

are those that link  each with  the more antinomian  aspects of ¥ÐÝÈȮ and David  Kinsley  
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goes so far as to argue that *êÓČɀÚ acceptance into  a broader and more mainstream Hindu  

milieu  is founded  upon this association.232 

These listed simila rities are striking,  and different  artistic  traditions  of 

interpretation  can serve both to reinforce or dilute  the potential  impact of these 

similarities.  In calendar art and painted miniatures,  for example, there is a sort of family  

resemblance between the two  borne out by their  dark  skin, their  partial  or complete 

nudity,  their  fangs, their  weapons, and their  attendant gore. They are more alike in color 

scheme than form,  and there is certainly  no mistaking  one for  the other. But in Tamil  

stone sculptures the similarities  are striking  and pronounced, to the point  that *êÓČ looks 

like  a female Bhairava, or perhaps Bhairava a male *êÓČȭ Such iconographic  similarities  

suggest that the two  characters are linked  in the minds  of the artists and their  intended  

audiences. 

Material  similarities,  even those intentionally  emphasized by craftsmen, are only  

part of the active roles of these deities. These formal  similarities  are severely complicated 

by narrative  and devotional  traditions,  which  are themselves also evident in graphic 

representations. *êÓČȮ as mentioned, is often heavily  armed. Bhairava, in the role of a 

guardian,  is also sometimes armed, but rarely  with  an array of weapons, and never to 

my knowledge  with  those weapons dripping  blood ɭ the bloodiness of his forms relies 

on the severed heads he holds or with  which  he adorns himself.  *êÓČɀÚ array of weapons 

 

232 Kinsley, The Sword and the Flute, 101. 
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reflects her narrative  origins  in moments of intense battle. Bhairava, on the other hand, 

pun  intended, removes one of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ heads with  a fingernail,  and even his narrative  

forebear 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ decapitates Dak a with  his bare hands: for their  definitive  tasks, 

there are no weapons needed. Not  so in the case of *êÓČȭ  

The wielding  of many weapons signals one of the stories of her origin:  that she is 

an emanation of #ÜÙÎêȮ who  wields  the weapons of the gods, an association furthered  

by the crown  upon her head. Most strikingly,  and most tellingly,  she is often depicted 

standing upon ¥ÐÝÈ who  lies inert  upon the ground,  like  unto  a corpse. He has assumed 

ĭÈÝêÚÈna, or corpse pose, that resting state that finishes so many yoga classes and is 

almost always mispronounced  ¥ÐÝêÚÈÕÈȮ or auspicious pose. In the more explicit  of her 

representations, her breasts ɭ usually  stretched and desiccated ɭ are visible  alongside 

her severed-head garland, and she joins sexually with  ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ erect penis, squatting  upon 

him  from  above as her wild  face breaks the fourth  wall  or gazes out over the corpse-

strewn field  of her own  wanton  destruction,  reminding  us that we live  in this battlefield,  

in this state of immanent  peril,  spared but by her own  will,  and the pacification  sparked 

by her remembrance of and union  with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ of whom  she is the element of destructive 

power.  There is a Hindi  saying that encompasses this nicely, one that echoes, if  indeed it  

is not inspired  by, these images: ¥ÈÒÛÐ ÉÐÕê ¥ÐÝÈ to ĭÈÝÈ hai ɭ without  ¥ÈÒÛÐȮ or the divine  

feminine  energy which  dynamizes the universe, ¥ÐÝÈ is but a corpse ȹĭÈÝÈȺȭ 
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The significant  differences in representation, especially the martial,  regal, and 

sexual aspects, differ  from  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ Indian  representation but they do not differ  from  

his pan-Asian representations, nor do they land far form  his evident  ethos. As was the 

case in the first  chapter with  Bhairava, a closer look  at stories related to *êÓČȮ both the 

amalgam iteration  often told  in 5êÙêÈÚČ and specific, textual  examples, serve as a guide 

to unpacking  these iconographic  and narrative  elements. 

 

*êÓČ in  the #ÌÝČ ,êÏêÛÔàÈ  

 The #ÌÝČ ,êÏêÛÔàÈȮ itself  composing part of the ,êÙÒÈeya /ÜÙêa, is a 

popular  and often recited devotional  text. Dedicated to the praise of the greatness 

(ÔêÏêÛÔàÈ) of the Goddess ȹ#ÌÝČȺȮ this is a text understandably  favored by devotees of 

the divine  feminine,  especially devotees of #ÜÙÎêȮ whose valorous exploits  the 

,êÏêÛÔàÈ recounts. If  the Bhagavad &ČÛê is the frequently  cited and recited work  

describing &ÖËɀÚȮ that is to say K ÈɀÚȮ prowess and wisdom  mid  battle, the #ÌÝČ 

,êÏêÛÔàÈȮ describing #ÜÙÎêɀÚ defeat of myriad  demons ɭ chief among which  is 

Mahisasura (or Baisasura), the Buffalo  Demon ɭ  is understandably  shorthanded ɁÛÏÌ 

Bhagavad &ČÛê of Goddess-ÞÖÙÚÏÐ××ÌÙÚȭɂ The c. 6th century  text appears to introduce  

*êÓČ to the /ÜÙêic tradition,  and does so in a couple of ways, a closer look  at which  

allows us to situate *êÓČ in  relation  to Bhairava and other ferocious or terrifying  female 

deities.  
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 In the most distinct  and well -known  of KêÓČɀÚ appearances, she issues from  

#ÜÙÎêɀÚ dark  expression as the demon armies first  engage her. A translated version 

serves well  here, and has nice cadence:  

 

7.4 Thereupon Ȼ#ÜÙÎêȼ became terribly  angry with  those foes, and in her 

anger her countenance then became dark  as ink.   

7.5 Out from  the surface of her forehead, fierce with  frown,  issued 

suddenly  *êÓČ of terrible  countenance, armed with  a sword  and a noose.  

7.7-9 Bearing the strange skull -topped staff [khaẨÝêẑga], decorated with  a 

garland of skulls, clad in a ÛÐÎÌÙɀÚ skin, very  appalling  owing  to her 

emaciated flesh, with  gaping mouth,  fearful  with  her tongue lolling  out, 

having  deep sunk reddish  eyes and filling  the regions of the sky with  her 

roars, and falling  upon impetuously  and slaughtering  the great asuras in 

that army, she devoured  those hosts of the foes and the devas.233  

 

Devouring  is *êÓČɀÚ primary  mode of engagement, and even when her weapons are 

described as grabbing and slashing through  demons, her body-rending  teeth appear in  

the list. She chomps and chews and devours: entire elephants, the demonic cavalry, and 

any demons she can get her hands on. Balancing phallic  weaponry  ɭ arrows and spears 

 

233  
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and swords ɭ the yonic maw perhaps reflects the uniquely  feminine  nature of *êÓČɀÚ 

power.  Regardless of the gender signaling  present in the mode of violence, the violence 

itself, and especially the use of teeth, distinguish  *êÓČ from  Bhairava. Otherwise 

markedly  similar  in their  origin  from  the head of another deity,  their  ferocity  of 

appearance, their  dark  hue (rt. ÒêÓ), their  association with  skulls, wearing  of a tiger skin, 

and even their  roaring  out (cf. the -rava, to cry, of Bhai-rava), and their  appearance in a 

burst of anger, Bhairava has only  one target, !ÙÈÏÔêȮ and needs no weapons, adding  

insult  to injury  by slicing  off  a head with  his fingernail.  Though as a guardian  he 

sometimes carries a club, and iconographically  adopts ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ trident,  he does not use the 

trident  to kill  anyone, and the club, often fashioned from  peacock feathers, is less a 

martial  object and more a ritual  implement,  one that is still  frequently  used in !ÈÕêÙÈÚɀ 

*êÓ Bhairav temple to dislodge the karma devotees seek to [slough]  have destroyed. 

*êÓČȮ conversely, erupts as a Boudicean battle- queen, tearing through  ranks of an 

opposing army  ɭ in  this, she is more like  5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ than Bhairava.  

 Though fangs are not mentioned in this verse, her gaping mouth  and lolling  

tongue are usually  accompanied by fangs in iconographic  representations. Whereas 

BhairavaɀÚ fangs manifest his ferocity,  and are said to rend fetters, especially those of 

delusion and the bondage of material  birth  (see KêÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêảẨakaẐ), *êÓČɀÚ teeth are 
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repeatedly described in this chapter as grinding  the bodies ɭ and in verse 7:11 the 

horse, chariot, and charioteer all  ɭ of those she defeats.234   

 The DevČ ,êÏêÛÔàÈɀÚ description  of *êÓČɀÚ dominance on the battlefield  yields 

another epithet, one that develops its own  independent  iconographic  and devotional  

tradition:  having  decimated the demon army, two  of its chiefs, Ca a and Mu a, 

launch an all-out attack. Swallowing  their  projectiles (, showing  that she is also #ÜÙÎê by 

taking  her lion  mount,  *êÓČ decapitates Canda and skewers Munda.  Presaging celebrity  

couple portmanteaux  by some fifteen centuries, the shimmering,  fierce essence of the 

divine  feminine,  Ca ÐÒêȮ dubs *êÓČ ȿ"êÔÜêɀ ɭ she who  will  be famed for having  

killed  both Ca[ a] and Mu[ a]. 

 Iconographically,  CêÔÜê often diverges from  the *êÓČ form  described above. 

While  *êÓČ maintains #ÜÙÎêɀÚ regality,  and even sometimes a sense of her divine  

beautify  set against the ferocity  of her action, "êÔu ê is outright  terrifying.  Her face is 

skeletal, even vampiric.  Her bones are visible, and she sits naked, her hair  unkempt,  

usually  not covering her distended and desiccated breasts. She is often depicted beneath 

a charnel-ground  tree, as opposed to standing  in and dominating  a field  of battle as does 

*êÓČȭ This ghastly iteration  of the Goddess is more often paired with  Bhairava, an 

understandable fact as both are antinomian  charnel-ground  dwellers.  There is a clear 

association between the two  evident  at a hypatherial  temple near Pune, Maharastra. In 

 

234 7:13-15 
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the south of India,  Bhairava often appears in his own  small shrine to the right  of the 

main entrance of the temple building,  but within  the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ wall  ɭ a sort of 

guardhouse. In this instance, Bhairava was carved into  the exterior wall  to the right  of 

the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ entry  passage, with  "êÔÜê carved on the corresponding  surface to the 

left  of the door. Together, they guarded the entryway  to the round,  open-roofed room.  

 There is a significant  space dedicated to the ferocious divine  feminine  beside 

HariĭÊÈÕËÙÈ &Ïê, 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ second-largest cremation ground,  but it  does not feature 

"êÔÜêȭ Rather, it  is centered around  a larger-than-life  relief  sculpture of the black-

skinned, fierce face, with  protruding  tongue, wide  eyes, and a large golden ring  through  

one nostril.  The half -dozen ascetics who  spend their  days in and around  the shrine, 

slowly  repairing  it  after damage in a minor  landslide  the year before, smoking  ganja and 

sharing with  a rotating  cast of local tradesmen stopping  by for  a smoke and a chat. They 

identified  this goddess, who  looks out over the burning  bodies, not as *êÓČ nor as 

"êÔÜê but as 3êÙêȮ another version of the divine  feminine.  Now  more readily  present 

as a wrathful  goddess or serene bestower of wisdom  in tantric  Buddhist  visualization  

practices, 3êÙê in  this ascetic Hindu  context lands somewhere between *êÓČ and 

"êÔÜêȯ somehow beautiful,  somewhat regal, but here firmly  and overtly  tied to this 

living  cremation-ground  practice.  
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/êÙÝÈÛČȮɯ*êÓČɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ+ÐÕÎÈɯ/ÜÙêẊa. 

 There is another account of KêÓČɀÚ origins,  one which  connects her not to #ÜÙÎêȮ 

but to /êÙÝÈÛČ and by extension to ¥ÐÝÈȭ This link  is directly  reflected in *ÈÓÐɀÚ 

iconography,  as it  is in  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚȮ but in this account the association is lionized.  It  is also 

in this account that we are introduced  to the idea of propitiating,  appeasing, or 

entertaining  this wild  and wrathful  goddess, a narrative  and ritual  element that will  

grow  in importance viz.  *êÓČ traditions  over time. 

 The Linga PurêÈɀÚ account of *êÓČɀÚ origins  describe a near ubiquitous  /ÜÙêic 

trope:  scenario: an asura has been granted a boon, and the Gods must figure  out a 

loophole in their  promise and murder  the figure  who  challenges their  authority.  In this 

particular  instance, the demon in question is #êÙÜÒÈȮ and the boon is that no God can 

kill  him.  This threat to divine  hierarchy  cannot stand, and the Gods recognize that the 

gendered nature of the term in the promise means that a Goddess can kill  #êÙÜÒÈȭ ¥ÐÝÈ 

asks /êÙÝÈÛČ to perform  this task, so she merges with  his body in an echo of their  intersex 

form   ÙËÏÈÕêÙČĭÝÈÙÈȮ and forms her own  subtle body from  the poison the lingers in 

¥ÐÝÈɀÚ throat,  and *êÓČ issues forth  via ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ third  eye. She is so terrifying  that all  the 

gods and siddhas flee in terror.  She then seems to take on many of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ qualities:  

 Similarly,  an eye manifested itself  in  the forehead, the exalted contour of 

the crescent moon on the head, the terrible  poison in the neck, the sharp 
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and the terrible  trident  in the arm and the ornaments in their  respective 

places.235 

 

 This mirroring  of ¥ÐÝÈ supports the noted general thesis of David  Kinsley  in his 

Sword and the Flute ɭ that *êÓČ entered mainstream Hindu  devotional  contexts though  

her association with  ¥ÐÝÈȭ236 It  even suggests an expansion to *ÐÕÚÓÌàɀÚ thesis: that while  

*êÓČ is located within  the realm of divinity  as derived  from  a goddess ɭ #ÜÙÎê in  the 

#ÌÝČ ,êÏêÛÔàÈȮ and /êÙÝÈÛČ in  the Linga /ÜÙêa ɭ her ferocious and off-putting,  

polluted  and even vile  form  has precedent in the already-accepted ¥ÐÝÈȭ Though Siva 

does not necessarily greatly  precede *êÓČ or Bhairava as a mainstream deity,  he is in the 

process of coming into  his own: these accounts, all  estimated to be composed around  the 

6th century,  coincide with  the development  and growth  of the ¥ÐÝÈ-oriented /êĭÜ×ÈÛÈ 

movement, and the growth  of what  Alexis  Sanderson has famously  called the ¥ÈÐÝÈ Age.  

The same might  be argued for Bhairava ɭ that he was a local or tribal  deity,  who  

entered a ¥ÈÐÝÈ and /ÜÙêic milieu  by being associated with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ and by extension with  

certain crematorium  and ascetic antinomian  traditions.  There is certainly  something to 

this, as there is an ongoing practice of making  sense of and conceptually  locating 

regional and localized deities with  Bhairava and thereby with  ¥ÐÝÈȮ a practice directly  

evident  in  the !ČÙ Baba discussions of c. 3. [also associated with  Goddess through  demon 

stories.] There is, however, a significant  difference in the relationships  between ¥ÐÝÈ and 

 

235 Linga PurǕa 106:17 
236 Kinsley, Sword and Flute 101. 
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*êÓČȮ and ¥ÐÝÈ and Bhairava. In the case of *êÓČȮ ¥ÐÝÈ seems to have found,  or generated, 

a female counterpart.  They are parallel  and relatively  equal, their  pairing  going so far as 

to result in  love, desire, and intercourse. Bhairava, on the other hand, issues from  ¥ÐÝÈ 

and is then set apart. Bhairava does ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ dirty  work:  they do not fight  together. *êÓČ 

and ¥ÐÝÈȮ on the other hand, literally  get down  and dirty  together. She is his counterpart,  

and he can calm her ɭ her presence affirms  the reality  of the wrathful  that is female, 

and ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ ability  to abide level-headedly. !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ presence does in a sense show that 

¥ÐÝÈ has control  over the punishment  and rehabilitation  of transgressors, but it  more 

strongly  serves to distance ¥ÐÝÈ from  this aspect, to make it  that ɁÖÜÛ ÛÏÌÙÌɂ which  he 

can then reintegrate.  

 In this Li ga /ÜÙêa ex-/êÙÝÈÛČ origin  of *êÓČȮ the resulting  dark  and ferocious 

goddess slays #êÙÜÒÈȮ but her swift -accrued terrific  identity  does not cease to 

accumulate: the universe becomes agitated by her fiery  anger. In order to placate her, 

¥ÐÝÈ (as (ĭêÕÈȺ takes the form  of a little  boy in a cremation ground  surrounded  by 

corpses and ghasts, and cries out. *êÓČ hears him,  and soothes him,  allowing  him  to 

suckle at her breast.237 Along  wi th her milk  the boy-child  sucks up her anger, and 

becomes the protector  of holy  centers, taking  on eight forms in order to do so. This 

macabre correlate to the famous episode of baby K a defeating a demon sent to kill  

him  as a poison-teated wet nurse suggests an origin  story for  Ba uk (child)  Bhairava: the 

 

237 note similarities to K a story. 
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boy who  cries out (*rava in Bhairava) in the cremation ground,  surrounded  by the 

materials and spirits  of ascetic charnel ground  practice. *êÓČ is not here his mom, but the 

relationship  is that of mother and child,  and fulfilling  that role quells her ferocious 

anger. 

 There are local, logical articulations  of *êÓČ I encountered conversationally  in 

BanêÙÈÚȭ At  times, when trying  to situate the different  forms of Bhairava, *êÓČ would  be 

used to make social sense of the situation:  should  Bhairava need a female counterpart,  

say a wife  or a mother, *êÓČ was selected as a reasonable female role-filler.  This 

happened most often when I asked about the origins  of Ba uk, or child,  Bhairava. Since 

most mythic  accounts of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origins  begin with  the appearance or emanation of 

his adult  form,  this little -boy-Bhairav seems incongruous.  Though ¥ÐÝÈ and Annapurna  

#ÌÝČ are generally accepted to be BaÜÒɀÚ parents, some visitors  to the temple 

encountered *êÓČ first  as mother material.   

 Though tempered by this Ba ukish  child  in the crematorium,  *êÓČ remains 

unmoored:  where should  she go now, her task complete? ¥ÐÝÈ approaches and provides  

a solution:  he begins his great and terrible  Thandava dance, and his horde (ga a) join in. 

Eventually  *êÓČ too joins: and in joining  this dance of death and creation she locates 

herself along with  her fellows,  this raucous and uncouth  bunch well  known  in the 

/ÜÙêas for  showing  up at weddings  and having  entirely  too much fun.   
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 In sum, the Li ga /ÜÙêa presents *êÓČ as the product  and agent of /êÙÝÈÛČȮ 

gestated in and born from  ¥ÐÝÈȮ who  is mother to Bhairava and who  seems to be ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ 

partner, in  dance if  not more. Here again we have a conclusion which  fits  with  those of 

Kinsley, who  presents *êÓČ as both wife  and mother in relation  to ¥ÐÝÈȭ And  despite the 

subversion and affirmation  of sexist female roles ȹ/êÙÝÈÛČ creates and controls a 

triumphant  *êÓČ and ¥ÐÝÈ is but the field  for development, but she ÊÈÕɀÛ chill  out until  

she fulfills  her potential  as a mother and joins her ÔÈÕɀÚ clan), this symbolism  remains 

rooted in a ¥ÈÐÝÈ cosmological and theological vocabulary.   

 KêÓČ is not a female Bhairava: she is a female ¥ÐÝÈȭ This fact is nailed home by the 

fact that there exists a figure,  very  much like  but distinct  from  *êÓČȮ who  is directly  

apposite Bhairava in just about all  ways including  appelation: she is called !ÏÐÈÙÈÝČȭ 

Possessed of her own  raga, !ÏÈÐÙÈÝČ pulls  from  and parallels Bhairava, just as *êÓČ pulls  

form  and in a way parallels ¥ÐÝÈȭ It  could be said, then, that !ÏÈÐÙÈÝČ gets her form  and 

embellishment not from  *êÓČȮ but from  ¥ÐÝÈȮ via Bhairava: both *êÓČ and Bhairava pull  

from  ¥ÐÝÈȮ though  as noted, for Kali  it  is a case of pulling  together ɭ they are peas in a 

charry  fetid  pod, while  Bhairava appears to pull  certain aspects away ɭ the violence 

and anger and transgression.  

 These heterosexual diads are structurally  reflected in the format  of both the 

Purêas and the Tantras. It  is ¥ÐÝÈ who  tells the stories, such as those which  chart the 

sacred geography of north  India  ɭincluding  5êÙêÈÚČ ɭ in  the Skanda /ÜÙêa, to 
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/êÙÝÈÛČȭ The Tantras, too, are dialogical  in format.  The famous 5ÐÑęêÕÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ Tantra, 

112 aphorisms on yoga that are among the earliest and most widely  translated such 

works  in a western academic diaspora, is an extended scene in which  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝČȮ for  the 

sake of an eavesdropping humanity,  asks questions of Bhairava.  

  We begin in the cityɀÚ famous #ÜÙÎê mandir.  The temple it  home to two  

Bhairavas: one of the A abhairava, Ca a, and Rudra Bhairava, the eponymous 

member of the set of 11 Rudra-Bhairavas. 

 Each year, not long after the monsoon, Durgê in  the form  of a copy of her 

temple-bound ÔľÙÛÐ is processed from  this temple to  ÚÚČ &Ïê, the southernmost point  

of access into  the river  Ga Îê within  the bounds of the sacred city. This facsimile is 

accompanied by loud  music and raucous dancing, all  billowed  about by bursts of red 

powder,  the symbol of the bloody  work  she is here celebrated for having  carried out ɭ 

while  her gilt -golden face is serene and beautiful,  her many arms end in tightly  held 

weapons, each on loan from  a male deity.  She is here ,ÈÏÐĭêÚÜÙÈÔÈÙËÐÕČȮ the slayer of 

the buffalo  demon. The story told  says that this demon had become so powerful  that 

either by sheer might  ɭ or by special boon ɭ he could not be defeated by any god. As is 

always the case with  seemingly undefeatable demons, there is a loophole. In this case, 

the resistance to all  gods did  not include  goddesses. So DuÙÎê takes up the weapons of 

all  the gods, and faces off  against the buffalo  demon. A variant  presents #ÜÙÎê not as fit  

due to her sex, but as the only  figure  who  can wield  the weapons of all  the gods: the 
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demon cannot be defeated by any god, but can be defeated by their  forces combined, 

possible only  through  the great receptive and redistributive  force of #ÜÙÎê as the 

epitome of the divine  feminine,  ¥ÙČȮ who  animates all  male deity.   

 It  is at this point  that the origin  of KêÓČ appears to be amended to this popular  

mytheme. In most versions, this great, multiply -armed #ÜÙÎê battles with  the Buffalo  

Demon and slays him,  or at least subdues and ameliorates him.  But in the versions I 

heard, the battle was tough, and #ÜÙÎê was on the brink  of defeat. She could  w ield  the 

weapons of all  the gods, but she could  not match the ËÌÔÖÕɀÚ vileness, his depravity  ɭ 

his ethical inadherence gave him  an edge her righteous nature could not equal nor 

wholly  withstand.  In a moment of final  desperation, at the point  of being vanquished, 

#ÜÙÎê lets go of her righteousness, de-basing herself and becoming something similar  

but other: becoming *êÓČȭ Ferocious and terrifying,  operating  on the same level/in  the 

same mode as her opponent, she is able to emerge victorious.  The risk  of such a state is 

immediately  apparent, however: untethered from  commitments  to other deities, or even 

to her identity  as #ÜÙÎêȮ *êÓČ does not stop but continues to wreak havoc, lashing out at 

and into  the world,  threatening to destabilize or destroy it.  It  is not until  ¥ÐÝÈ lays 

himself  at her feet, supine as though  deceased, that *êÓČ remembers who  and what  she 

is: seeing ¥ÐÝÈ laying  supine she remembers her love for this god and ceases her terrible  

circuit  of destruction.  Here the story again forks: she is either calmed but retains her 

essentially terrifying  and grisly  identity  as *êÓČȮ or she returns to her original  state as 
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#ÜÙÎêȭ In either case, #ÜÙÎê does not disappear, nor does *êÓČȮ regardless of this 

narrative  episode: once they enter the mythosphere, they endure.  

 This account appears to be a collapse not only  of variant  accounts, but of 

otherwise (elsewhere) distinct  stories: that of Durga as slayer of the buffalo  demon; that 

of KêÓČ as an emanation of #ÜÙÎê in  the #ÌÝČ ,êÏêÛÔàÈȮ and that of *êÓČ as a self-

awareness losing emanation of /êÙÝÈÛČ in  the Li ga /ÜÙêa. This collapse is immediately  

useful, especially in the context of 5êÙêÈÚČ . The linking  of *êÓČ with  

,ÈÏÐĭêÚÜÙÈÔÈÙËÐÕČ  it  links  *êÓČ directly  to the most frequently  depicted of #ÜÙÎêɀÚ 

roles, and in the specific case of 5êÙêÈÚČ it  links  the #ÜÙÎê as ,ÈÏÐĭêsuramardinČ 

(Slayer of the Buffalo Demon) directly  to *êÓČȭ It  is #ÜÙÎê as ,ÈÏÐĭêsuramardinČ who  is 

processed through  the streets from  #ÜÙÎê Mandir  to  ÚÚČ &Ïê during  Navaratri,  the 

nine nights (and ten days) celebrating the Goddess in specifically  this role. *êÓČ is 

similarly  processed and inundated  at  ÚÚČ ÎÏê in  midwinter,  just before the new year. 

#ÜÙÎê as ,ÈÏÐĭêsuramardinČ who  becomes *êÓČ also links  the forms in the famous and 

highl y trafficked  #ÜÙÎê Mandir  ɭ *êÓČ resides in the Southwest corner of the temple, 

attended by Ca a Bhairava.  

 This telling  of the story, efficiently  reflecting  the geography and ritual  liturgy  

particular  to VêÙêÈÚČȮ bears initial  resemblance to the /ÜÙêic origin  story of Bhairava: 

both are dark, fierce, unwieldy  and transgressive emanations of a more mainstream 

deity.  Both cross lines of acceptable behavior. Both are set right  by ¥ÐÝÈȯ one by her own  
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volition,  one by divine  reprimand.  Both appear at or beyond the margins of normalcy  

and acceptability. And  these similarities  correspondances are strongly  present in their  

iconographic  similitude.  But the fruitful  comparison stops there. While  Bhairava 

challenges and punishes an element of Brahmanical orthodoxy  and Vedic supremacy, 

*êÓČ defends the pantheon and the /ÜÙêic order. While  Bhairava has to work  for his 

redemption,  *êÓČ only  has to be brought  back to her senses. While  Bhairava is a defender 

of the periphery,  *êÓČ is the unlikely  champion of the center. And  yet, at least in the case 

of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ Bhairava too takes up a role as a central deity  and recipient  of devotion.  

And  finally,  both of these forms, called Dark  ɭ *êÓČ or *êÓ ɭ for  a reason, unintuitively  

endure. Brought  into  being to fulfill  a specific role they do not disappear from  common 

understanding  and worship  and material  and ritual  recognition,  regardless of the 

terminations  or resolutions of their  narrative  episodes. They are still  present today, still  

important  and still  worshipped,  even if  they must be repeatedly authenticated via 

association with  their  more normative  mainstream forebears, #ÜÙÎê and ¥ÐÝÈȭ 

 The association of Bhairava with  Durgê and *êÓČȮ and with  a point  of regional 

protection,  recalls a structural  theory  about BhairaÝÈɀÚ origins,  as well  as an 

iconographical  theory  about his representation. The structural  theory  calls back to the 

postulated common patterns of religious  impulse  and organization:  a goddess of 

fertility,  associated with  bounty  and harvest, and her attendant male form,  one who  is 

usually  sacrificed to make the cycle of fertility  continue. In the case of Bhairava, this 
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origin  is attributed  to the movement of Australic  peoples across South Asia, leaving 

traces of this Goddess culture  still  visible  in the Goddesses who  inhabit  trees and pools 

across, those traditions  referred to variously  as ȿÛÙÐÉÈÓȮɀ ȿÝÐÓÓÈÎÌȮɀ ȿÓÐÛÛÓÌȮɀ and ȿÓÖÊÈÓɀ across 

the history  of the study  of Indian  religions.   

 In this theoretical foundational  structure, Bhairava is usually  the Goddessɀ lover  

as well  as sacrificial  victim.  As described in the Li ga /ÜÙêa episode presented above 

and reinforced by the logic of my interlocutors  in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ there is an adjacent 

alternative: Bhairava, specifically  Ba uk Bhairava, as the child  of the Goddess. This is 

also represented in 5êÙêÈÚČȯ the mostly  local Ba uk Bhairava temple is adjacent to the 

pilgrimage  site dedicated to the Goddess *êÔÈÒÏàêȮ a Tantric  goddess strongly  

associated with  *êÓČ and famous in the Himalaya,  especially Assam where her temple is 

one of the 51 ¥ÈÒÛÐ Pithas. While  her temple complex is paired with  that of Ba uk 

Bhairava ɭ they share a wall,  and might  well  have at one time been interconnected, 

though  ÛÏÌÙÌɀÚ not currently  a pass-through  ɭ she is joined in her sanctum by another 

form  of Bhairava: Krodha,  the angry. She is attended to and by the boy, but she sleeps 

with  the fierce.  

 The idea that Bhairava is a male version of KêÓČ is confounded by most of these 

examples, which  much more clearly support  the idea that *êÓČ is a counterpart  of ¥ÐÝÈȮ 

an idea that it  seems the authors of the Li ga /ÜÙêa supported  and sought to promote. 

Nonetheless, a synoptic  consideration of Bhairava and *êÓČ has facilitiated  the discussion 
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of the childlike  role of Bhiarava, as well  as initially  suggesting a ground  ɭ in  a tension 

between ¥ÈÐÝÈ and other traditions,  relating  to a set of gods and goddesses ɭ for  the 

development  of variegated Bhairava phenomena. Perhaps the clearest conclusion from  

the material  presented here is that while  ideas such as development  and even 

evolution  ɭ *êÓČ and Bhairava, as independent  deities, and then as multiply -interpreted  

deities, do not predate the middle  of the first  millennium,  and have changed over 

time ɭ are relevant, as is the case with  natural  selection, the development  of strong 

traits  and the cross-pollination  of various elements does not result in  the replacement of 

the old  by the new. The first  humans did  not succeed the last non-humans: they lived  

among them, out bred them, and probably  murdered  them. And even so there are still  

chimpanzees. Likewise,  both *êÓČ and Bhairava develop new  

 Beyond formal  and structural  similarities  between Bhairava and KêÓČ and their  

immediate  contexts, ÐÛɀÚ also useful to consider their  reception, and their  impact. Their 

reception is tied to ways in which  their  roles and relationships  with  humans are 

described and articulated.  In the case of *êÓČȮ we have a reprisal  of her motherly  

potential.  In the Bengali devotional  tradition  of ecstatic poetry  praising  *êÓČȮ she is 

recognized as terrifying,  and potentially  dangerous ɭ but also as protective, nurturing,  

and transformative.  [Sen, Grace and Mercy].  Bhairava, on the other hand, is praised for  

being powerful  and effective. Transformative,  even: especially in his ability  to destroy  

problems and fulfill  deficits. He is not, to my knowledge,  ever seen as a nurturer,  nor as 
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a father. 'ÌɀÚ sometimes called Baba, which  does mean Daddy,  but is used broadly  as a 

term of respect for a male elder ɭ ÐÛɀÚ frequently  appended to spiritual  leaders and 

sadhus (renunciant  holy  men), who  exist outside normal  family  identities  and structures 

and are then seen as family  to everyone.  

 Sharing an honorific,  familial  term with  ascetics speaks to the strong association 

between Bhairava and ascetic traditions  such as the Kê×êÓÐÒÈÚ and  ÎÏÖÙČÚȮ associations 

which  endure to this day. The more extreme of devotional  and tantric  practice tends 

toward  this asceticism, in which  the devotee forgoes their  original  identity  and strives 

for identity,  that is to say becoming identical  to or non-distinct  from,  Bhairava. 

[Lorenzen].  This practice is distinctly  Tantric  in  flavor,  being associated with  the left-

handed or antinomian  path of Tantric  ritual  approaches to liberation  or the generation of 

power.  Such practice is also notably  devotional,  and the term. Bhakti or devotion  is used 

more frequently  by ascetics than that of Tantra: the are justifying  their  behavior through  

their  devotion  to Bhairava, his excellent example, and the direct assistance and benefit 

that results from  such devotion.   

 Devotion  to KêÓČ has produced, in stead of ascetic traditions,  traditions  of ecstatic 

immersion  in the Goddess. This immersion,  often expressed in poetry,  sings *êÓČɀÚ 

praises. This is a more mainstream form  of devotion,  and while devotees might  abandon 

some social responsibilities  and guides [norms of]  for  decorum, they are not ascetics, nor 

would  their  devotion  generally be considered Tantric. This does not mean that there 
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ÈÙÌÕɀÛ ascetics who  revere *êÓČȮ as the veneration of *êÓČ and 3êÙê by cremation ground  

ascetics in  5êÙêÈÚČ evinces. There are also mainstream Tantric  traditions  organized 

around  both *êÓČ and Bhairava. Those dedicated to Bhairava developed around  the 9th 

to 10th centuries, in *ÈĭÔČÙÐ ¥ÈÐÝÈȮ and ¥ÈÐÝÈ SiddhêÕÛÈ milieux.  It  is these elite, literary  

contexts that resulted in the Svacchanda Tantra and the 5ÐÑęêÕÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ Tantra, 

referred to in chapter 1.  

 In contrast to this Bhairava-Tantric  tradition  that enjoyed its literary  heyday a 

millennium  ago, perhaps replaced as made clear by the shifts in  affiliation  of the )ľÕê to 

Dattatreya and 'êÕÜÔÈÕȮ elite KêÓČ-Tantric  traditions  flourished  much more recently. 

Joel Bordeaux traces the uptick  in *êÓČ Tantra in Bengal in the 17th century, arguing  that 

it  was a concerted effort  by social elites to consolidate and maintain  religious  powers 

and influence in contrast to the relatively  more socially equitable Gau ČàÈ Vai ava 

movement.238 This move, this consolidation  of power  and resistance of egalitarianism,  

also distin guishes *êÓČɀÚ reception from  that of Bhairava, who  is marginal,  and 

represents the marginalized.  Such a summary  of Bhairava is reductive  and questionable, 

but it  is nevertheless the case that Bhairava is strongly  associated with  the rejection of 

caste distinction,  is the chosen deity  of Ca alas and other outcastes, and this association 

with  the periphery  is still  affirmed  in the literal  and symbolically  potent presence of 

living  dogs in his temples. In their  reception and deployment,  we have here a parall el to 

 

238 Joel Bordeaux, ñBlood in the Mainstream: KǕlǭ PȊjǕ and Tantric Orthodoxy in Early Modern Bengal.ò International 

Journal of Hindu Studies 23, no. 2 (August 1, 2019): 151ï64. 
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the distinction  made between /ÜÙêic episodes: *êÓČ protects the center, while  Bhairava 

protects the periphery,  regardless of their  marginal  affect and antinomian  aesthetic.  

 Tantra and Bhakti, often presented as alternative  religious  modalities,  in fact 

frequently  coincide. KêÓČ has certainly  inspired  both forms of worship,  and !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ 

ascetic and ritual  specialist traditions  draw  heavily  from  both. While  some seek to 

distance their  practice from  the problematic,  polluted  Tantra in favor  of the more 

palatable ɭ and I would  argue colonially  accepted ɭ Bhakti, the truth  is that both of 

these modes exist in  resistance or alterity  to Veda-based, Brahminical  temple and ritual  

practices. It  makes sense that they are compatible, and even complimentary.  It  is also 

worth  notin g that rejection of Brahminical  authority  does not result in  the absence of 

hierarchy, or the enduring  disruption  of social normativity.  As Sanderson warns in his 

¥ÈÐÝÈ Age, claims to the universal  access to Tantric  traditions  referred, in the most liberal  

contexts, to the potential  inclusion,  or even use, of low -caste people in ritual  contexts. 

Even if  there was to be no reference to caste within  a ritual  context, that in  no way  

means that such considerations were operant beyond the ritual  context. (ÛɀÚ even 

possible, I believe, to see low -caste persons as a part of the ritual  apparatus. Initiations  

required  intercourse of male adepts ÞÏÖɀË abandoned their  caste identities  with  low -

caste women, an act understood  to be powerful  in  its transgression. With  the perceived 

impurity  of individuals  thereby recognized, it  is not too great a stretch to suggest the 



 

241 

low -caste participants  in these rituals  might  be one more among the intentionally  

transgressive ritual  materials and actions the tradition  favored.  

 It  has already been noted that KêÓČɀÚ image spread much farther  than Bhairavas, 

and people both within  and beyond Hindu  contexts are more familiar  with  her, or more 

likely  to interact with  her, than with  Bhairava.   *êÓČ is often called the Goddess of 

Death ɭ perhaps in connection to ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ designation as the God of Destruction,  and 

perhaps because of her narrative  and iconographic  relationship  with  gore, not to 

mention  the fact that *êÓČ at *êÓČ &Ïê in  Calcutta accepts daily  blood sacrifice. This is an 

interpre tation  offered both by critics and fans: Evangelical Christian  voices label her 

devotees Satan Worshippers  and a death cult, while  new-age Goddess lovers in Europe 

see her link  to death as a part of the spectrum of human and female experience. *êÓČ is 

not, however, famously  related with  death, other than that of demons. Rather, Bhairava 

is the deity  of these two  famously  related to Death. It  is said that dying  in 5êÙêÈÚČ 

guarantees an end to ÖÕÌɀÚ cyclical rebirth.  This remarkable guarantee [which  also gets 

5êÙêÈÚČ and those pilgrims  who  visited  labeled a necropolis, death worshippers,  death 

cult]  is actuated by none other than Bhairava. While  5êÙêÈÚČ is famously  the city  of 

¥ÐÝÈȮ who  has his own  ritual  and tantric  and ascetic links  to creamatoria and cremation  

ground  practices, it  is !ÏÐÈÙÈÝÈɀÚ exclusion of all  peers, including  Yama, from  the city  

which  leaves the dead with  no one to process/adjudicate them. So Bhiarava fills  this role, 

too, and in a parallel  to the ritual  purification  he grants at his temple(s) in  the city  and 
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maintains  for the city -space itself, Bhairava burns off  the entire balance of ÖÕÌɀÚ karma in 

one peacock-colored bludgeon, an intense flash that balances the scales and results in  

liberation.  Bhairava is then doubly  the god of death, moreover the god of good death: he 

holds Yama at bay, and guarantees liberation  to those who  die within  his bailiwick.    

Conclusion 

 (ÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙȮɯÞÌɯÏÈÝÌɯÚÌÌÕɯÏÖÞɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÈ××ÌÈÙÈÕÊÌɯÓÐÕÒÚɯÏÐÔɯÛÖɯ¥ÈÐÝÈɯÈÕËɯ

other Ascetic traditions, and to local tra ditions of power and protection. We have seen 

ÏÖÞɯÐÕÚÛÈÕÊÌÚɯÖÍɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÐÕɯ5êÙêÈÚČɯËÖɯÕÖÛɯÊÖÔ×ÖÙÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÔÈÕàɯÛÌßÛÜÈÓɯËÌÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕÚȮɯ

though he is still understood to have access to all these stated accoutrement, as our 

discussion in chapter three will furthe r demonstrate. Different sets of iconographically 

related, but conceptually distinct, deities have led to theoretical frameworks for further 

organizing and conceptualizing Bhairava. Finally, these examples have led to a 

mainstream deity who is most like Bh airava in appearance, and whose similarities 

ÈÓÞÈàÚɯÉÌÎɯÊÖÔ×ÈÙÐÚÖÕÚȯɯ*êÓČȭɯ 

 Throughout these iconographic descriptions and considerations it should be 

clear that Bhairava can exist in many ways, and though there are polythetic overlaps, 

and signposts which point from one sort of Bhairava to another, there is no absolute 

essence, and no way to collapse this category into a unified singularity. Bhairava 

remains elusive yet everpresent: even if unrecognized, he is often nearby, and yet he 

cannot be predicted and easily located. He is like so many other forms of deity, and yet 
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distinct from them all. He is, above all, malleable and local, while managing to maintain 

tensions and associations between supremacy and servitude, between the periphery and 

the center, and between the localized and the mainstream. 
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Chapter 3: !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ5êÙêẊÈÚČȯɯ

Ethnographic Bricolage  

 In a city  that is said to survive  the dissolution  and the recasting of the universe, 

or at least to have existed since the beginnin g of time; in a place that claims the title  of 

WorldɀÚ Oldest Living  City  and that boasts a physical record of more than two  thousand 

years; in a city  whose infrastructure  appears entirely  ad-hoc, and that famously  inspired  

Mark  Twain  to make a quip  approaching a ɁÏÖÞ old  is ÐÛȱȳɂ joke, the theme of 

construction  might  not immediately  come to mind.  5êÙêÈÚČ is not something that is 

built:  it  is something that is there, already and forever, something to be sought out, 

encountered, and experienced. And  yet construction is one of the ÊÐÛàɀÚ few constants of 

engagement. Senses of the city  are made and re-made, over centuries and generations 

and also on a daily  basis, so those who  live  and move through  the city  can make sense of 

their  own  presence and activity.  

 Some of this ongoing construction  has to do with  the cityɀÚ density  and 

complexity.  Instead of taking  on the staggering complexity  of even a neighborhood  or 

region, ones usual circuits  ɭ shops, temples, landmarks  and typical  scenes ɭ are built  

into  minia ture experiential  geographies within  the larger and more complex city. 

Without  a regular street plan, and lacking  particularly  detailed maps, ÕÌÞÊÖÔÌÙÚɀ routes 

are typically  learned, repeated, and expanded over time: constructing  an internal  and 

growing  map of territory.  Some of the changing constructions of the city  do reflect 
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physical development.  5êÙêÈÚČ has shifted, expanded, and been re-articulated  on larger 

scales over time, and conceptual constructions of the ÊÐÛàɀÚ identity  have also changed 

along with  these shifts and expansions. 

 But these are not the processes of construction  I will  be addressing here, though  

there are certainly  features in common, and they do at times overlap. I use the term 

ɁÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɂ as a lens through  which,  against the background  of 5êÙêÈÚČ ɀÚ physical 

spaces, we can view  (1) how  these spaces and layout  have functioned  as symbolic  

geography over time (2) how  Bhairava enables special networks  of space and meaning 

(3) the inscription  and recitation  of sacred text. 

The lens, oriented differently,  also allows for the consideration of the ɁÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɂ of 

Bhairava, including  his ËÌÝÖÛÌÌÚɀ identities  and their  worship  practices. Finally,  

ɁÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɂ also highlights  the particularity  and contingencies of my own  

ethnographic  understandings.  

 The central point  I wish  to make in this chapter is that the presence of Bhairava 

in 5êÙêÈÚČ is linked  to the placing and engaging of metaphysical layers of meaning onto 

the city. These constructed layers engage the physical city,  and take inspiration  from  it,  

but they do not describe and explain it;  rather, they shape and remake it.  This process of 

construction  does not erase the ÊÐÛàɀÚ actual history.  Construction  is instead a process of 

addition,  it  is a matter of vantage point,  a way  of being and moving  in the city  that both 

augment and redefine 5êÙêÈÚČ itself.  
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 I begin by discussing the cityɀÚ physical layout  and historical -conceptual 

construction, along with  the ways in which  epochs, occupations, scholarly agendas and 

successive generations have all  worked  to construct 5êÙêÈÚČȭ The following  sections 

articulate and address some of the regional and trans-regional constructs Bhairava 

enables: those of networks  through  and encapsulations of the city  or its regions. 

Focusing on progressively  smaller sites, the construction  of neighborhood,  temple 

complex, and specific communities  organized around  and through  Bhairava 

emplacements is discussed. Within  temple sites themselves, even in their  density  of 

detail  and iconographic  signification,  there are still  operant constructions of space 

elicited by and projected upon underlying  material  presence. Finally  shifting  the focus 

from  bhairavas to individuals  who  interact with  and speak about Bhairava, the personal 

and ambiguous aspects of Bhairava-enabled constructions of space are considered. 

 The material  substrate and superimposed, constructed realities are not often at 

odds with  one another, though  there is at times interference (see footnote 1). Rather, 

these are different,  simultaneous scales and registers of engagement and understanding,  

a sort of plural,  immanent  transcendence. These registers can be accessed from  the 

physical spaces to which  they correspond, and a single register can link  sites at the same 

conceptual alti tude. Alternatively,  a single site can be accessed at many registers. This is 

a complexity  and multiplicity  that many deities are capable of enabling and granting  



 

247 

access to, but in the case of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ Bhairava is particularly  helpful  in  organizing  and 

revealing the ÊÐÛàɀÚ complex present and presence. 

 

Spiritual and Political Spatial Transposition  

 VêÙêÈÚČ is built  in  a special place: along the Ga ÎêȮ at just elevation that part of 

the city  is likely  to escape flooding,  flanked  by two  other rivers, ringed by a super-scale 

japa-ÔêÓÈ progression that leads toward  the ÊÐÛàɀÚ holiest of holies, 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈȮ a temple 

which  is upon that hillock  and around  which  are organized rings of protective  deities, 

installed  in idealized concentric circles, making  a ma ala of 5êÙêÈÚČ for  pilgrims  to 

engage both conceptually  and physically  as they circumambulate,  enter, and move 

through  the city. The /ÜÙêas and ,êÏêÛÔàÈÚ make it  clear that simply  by entering, 

sometimes just by glimpsing,  the sacred city  all  doảas are expiated. How  much greater, 

then, the potential  benefit of conducting  additional  devotional  circuits, and visiting  local 

temples, and giving  to renunciants who  live  there?  

 The internal  array of forms and structures in this supremely  sacred space is made 

more complex by means of transposition,  both political  and sacred. The importance of 

5êÙêÈÚČ as a sacred Hindu  city  resulted Hindu  kings and Queens from  across South 

Asia to wishing  to build  residential  palaces, temples, and ËÏÈÙÔÈĭêÓêÚ (rest houses for 

pilgri ms) within  the holy  city. Perhaps the most distinct  of these regional forms, as 

viewed  from  the river,  is the Nepali -style temple with  its stacked pagoda roof  ridge lines 
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in +ÈÓÐÛê &Ïê. Commissioned by -Ì×ÈÓɀÚ King  Rana Bahadur Shah in 1802, the temple 

speaks also to the connection that can be traced back at least to the /êĭÜ×ÈÛÈÚ between 

5êÙêÈÚČ and Kathmandu:  it  is a reproduction  of /ÈĭÜ×ÈÛÐÕêÛÏ Mandir  in  Kathmandu.  

As noted in the discussion of various styles of Bhairava representation, there are also 

temples built  in  Southern architectural  styles, which  cater to southern pilgrims.   

 Any  line one might  wish  to draw  between the political  and the religious  in 

analysis of the impetus  for these trends would  be contingent and imprecise, but it  can 

certainly  be said that both religious  and political  concerns play  into  the decision to 

commission these centers and for rulers to reside for extended periods in  the city. The 

benefit is at least twofold:  the association of Nepali  or Tamil  rulers with  the city  shows 

pilgrims  from  those areas the extent of their  reach, and their  investment in  similar  

values. conversely, this link  can be understood  as a conceptual conduit  for  the 

transmission of the power  of 5êÙêÈÚČ back to a home region, allowing  that place to 

participate  in 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ greatness.239 The benefit of this association operates not only  on 

those from  the areas represented, but on those who  visit  5êÙêÈÚČȯ they see the 

architecture, ÔľÙÛÐÚȮ priests, and rulers of these other areas and also recognize their 

wealth, power,  piety,  and participation  in the ÊÐÛàɀÚ sacredness. 

 

239 This sort of cross mapping happens in other sacred sites, as well. In Rameswaram, for example, there is 

a series of wells said to tap into Indias sacred waterways, including the Ga gǕ, providing a direct channel 

of access, or an extension of the river itself, to that southern site. 
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 Along  with  these regional transpositions and connections there are also religious  

transpositions and projections. The Skanda Purêa collected and interconnected sacred 

sites and stories from  across north  India,  organizing  them around  5êÙêÈÚČȮ a hub of 

central /êĭÜ×ÈÛÈ importance.240 Many  such sites are also represented in 5êÙêÈÚČ by 

proxy,  a smaller shrine serving as a correlate for  a major temple complex in another 

state. The geography represented in the city  goes beyond the world  described in the 

Skanda /ÜÙêa, encompassing South  ÚÐÈɀÚ sacred Hindu  geography in general: the 

twelve  jyotir  li gams, the 51 ¥ÈÒÛÐ /ČÛÏÈÚȮ and other sacred sites, from  *ÈÐÓÈĭÈ to La ka 

and beyond, are represented here. It  is a microcosm of Hindu  sacred geography, both 

the zenith and the span of Hindu  sacred sites and space. As in the case of regional 

transposition,  this association and overlaying  of a physical city  with  a conceptual and 

metaphysical and sacred geography works  at least two  ways: those sites are augmented 

in their  importance by being represented in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ and more profoundly  5êÙêÈÚČ is 

augmented by containing  all  these sites. The sites themselves, in proxy  form,  are able to 

develop new relationships and participate  in new networks  due to this transposition,  

and the microcosm that is 5êÙêÈÚČ can, in this process of representation and 

transposition,  in turn  shape understanding  of greater geographies: orienting  oneself in  

5êÙêÈÚČ can inflect  the way  in which  one orients oneself in  the grater south-Asian 

landscape. It  can both introduce  new regions, and misrepresent the range and 

 

240 See c. 1; Bakker, World of Skanda PurǕἈa, Introduction; and Hans Bakker, ñConstruction and 

Reconstruction of Sacred Space in VǕrǕasǭ.ò Numen 43, no. 1 (1996): 32ï55. 
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interaction  of diversity.  The comparison is crass, and 5êÙêÈÚČ is far more representative 

and interesting, but the small  world  ride might  make us think  of the Inuit  when 

otherwise we would  not, but the ÙÐËÌÚɀ Eskimos tell  us nothing  about who  they might  

really  be.   

 Rather than a microcosm of sacred geography, it  is more accurate to say 

geographies, as they are not uni formly  or cohesively reproduced within  the city, but 

rather overlap and intersect as new correspondences and sets of correspondences were 

developed, identified,  and organized over time. Tracing Bhairava can help us 

understand this in a way  perhaps no other deity  can. First, his networks  are multiple  

and show signs that they have changed, and are still  changing. But this is true of other 

deities and their  networks  in the city,  though  I find  Bhairava exemplary even among 

these similar  cases. What Bhairava does that other deities do not do, however, is regulate 

both the periphery  ɭ both as the A abhairava and as Bhairava more generally ɭ as 

well  as the territory  within  that periphery,  as both *ÖÛÝêÓ and to an extent as *êÓ 

Bhairav, whose duties are understood  to overlap with  those of K ÌÛÙÈ×êÓÈ Bhairava. 

While  other deities are caught up in the construction of spaces through  the demarcation 

of periphery  or regular, Bhairava also functions  regularly  in  the interior.  Finally,  he also 

functions  in the process of crossing over, and crossing out. This is the case both for those 

who  leave 5êÙêÈÚČ after a pilgrimage,  and those who  Bhairava defines, defends, 



 

251 

regulates, and projects, both out of the city  and out of this world,  an idea further  

developed in ȿ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ role in the Wider  6ÖÙÓËȮɀ below. 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÕËɯÏÐÚɯ1ÖÓÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ5êÙêẒÈÚČɀÚɯ2ÈÊÙÌËɯ

Space    

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ1ÌÎÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ5êÙêẊÈÚČɯ 

 There are many rules for entering and exiting  VêÙêÈÚČȭ In a city  so heavily  cross-

coded, with  symbols and spaces reflecting  the ÊÐÛàɀÚ cohabitation of Hindus  and 

Buddhists, Jains and Muslims,  locals and pilgrims  and tourists. This diversity  is 

compounded  by growth  and shift  over centuries, with  the emplacement of mythic  

narrative,  and the erection of architecture and signage indicative  of current  !ÈÕêÙÈÚČÚ 

various traditions  and regions of origin,  these rules both guide behavior and tell  stories 

to make sense of an apparently  disorganized, densely peopled and thickly  narrativized  

space. Rules that stretch through  the many-layered city, out across history  and 

geography, to locate the present attitude  the present action. A complex multiform  of 

rules might  seem at odds with  the inevitable  experience of the ÊÐÛàɀÚ intense chaos and 

dysfunction  of the city,  but this layering  of meaning and multiple  ways of being allows 

inhabitants  of this overpopulated,  unbelievably  polluted,  post-apocalyptic  dustbowl  of a 

city  is also everywhere bursting  with  life  and beauty, an impossibility  of flourishing.   

 When it  comes to entering and exiting,  there are two  main guidelines: First, 

never depart on a Monday,  at least not if  you wish  to return.  It  is said that Ga ÌĭÈȮ of 
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whom  56 iterations ring  the sacred territory,  is displeased by those who  leave on this 

day, and accordingly  does not aid nor easily allow  reentry  for  those who  leave on this 

day. You can get back in, sure, but ËÖÕɀÛ expect trains to arrive  on time, planes to depart, 

wallets and tickets to remain unlost, or traffic  to be anything  short of catastrophic.  

 It  is not surpris ing that Ga ÌĭÈ is understood  to guard the city  and enable 

ingress, he is beloved throughout  Hindu  contexts, in a way  perhaps no other deity  is. He 

is a safe and effective addition  to texts and buildings  and sacred geographies. He 

appears on bumper  stickers and mirror  decorations, on bags and shirts, and 

increasingly, it  seems, on the tattooed bodies of Euro-Americans into  Yoga. Ga ÌĭÈ is 

lovely,  but there is nothing  special about his presence in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ More important  in the 

specific context of the 5êÙêÈÚČ ɭ more important  for those who  wish  to reside safely 

within  its limits,  or reap the benefit of entering the sacred city,  or fully  realize the effect 

of visiting  the ÊÐÛàɀÚ crown  jewel, the 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ Mandir  ɭ is another deity,  less widely  

known  and less generally popular  but once looked for apparently  all  but ever-present. 

That deity  is Bhairava.241  

 Ga ÌĭÈɀÚ wishes must be considered in order to return  to the city,  but for those 

who  arrive  in the city  and intend  to stay, Bhairava must be visited  early and formally,  

within  the first  few days of arrival.  This customary act is paralleled by bureaucratic 

necessity for non-Indians: the FRRO (Foreign 1ÌÚÐËÌÕÛÚɀ Registration Office) is located in 

 

241 This is a commonly told story, but seems to find textual resonance in SkP KǕŜǭ Kha a IV.31.143-175. 
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the back chambers of the police headquarters ɭ the same headquarters in  which  he is 

said to sit at the ÚÜ×ÌÙÐÕÛÌÕËÌÕÛɀÚ desk ɭ mere meters from  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ primary  temple. 

The symbolism  is clear, as others have noted: Bhairava protects and regulates, as the 

police do.242 A photo of *êÓ Bhairav is reported to sit in  the chair of the chief 

commissioner of police, which  is situated a ÚÛÖÕÌɀÚ throw  from  his central temple.243 No 

evil  may enter the city,  and the residual  karma, the doảas, of all  visitors  fall  from  their  

very  bodies as they enter 5êÙêÈÚČȮ just as !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ skull  fell  from  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ hand at 

*È×êÓÈÔÖÊÈÕÈ 3ČÙÛÏÈȭ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ maintenance of the ÊÐÛàɀÚ perimeter is so absolute that 

even Yama, God of Death, cannot enter. It  also prevented the entry  of a ×ÐĭêÊÈ whose 

head still  still  lies at /ÐĭêÊÈÔÖÊÈÕÈ 3ČÙÛÏÈ. 

 The liberative  effects of the city  were experienced by, and are now  regulated by 

Bhairava,244 up to and including  a final  liberation  from  saẐÚêÙÈ, or the cycle of worldly  

rebirth.  It  is well  known  that 5êÙêÈÚČ is a place many Hindus  go to die, a fact often 

linked  to 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ attested sacredness, to the proximity  of the sacred city  to the sacred 

Ga ÎêȮ the centrality  of cremation grounds within  the city  making  this the best place to 

 

242 David Gordon White, ñAmulettes et lambeaux divines: superstition, vraie religion et science pure à la 

lumière de la démonologie hindoue.ò PuruŜǕrtha 27 (2009): 135ï62. 
243 Delhi-based ABP News covered this story for their Hindi-language Facebook outlet. An example of 

gossip turned into a graphics-heavy report, the clip does show footage of a picture of KǕl Bhairav taken at 

the nearby temple, draped with a string of rudrǕkἨa beads (special to śiva and Bhairava), and placed in a 

large chair behind a stately desk, with a man in a police uniform sitting off to the side, sharing the desk. 

https://www.facebook.com/abpnews/videos/2172469976103578/?hc_ref=ARTfD-

pjV3LuK7r2SWgJ7kfVa72-BNIJXC7o3DQ_eUPK1xpcL5rh5iSz1gFwtXLWOVU&pnref=story 
244 Expiated from the burden of his doἨas, Bhairava immediately starts eating doἨas. Skanda PurǕa 

4.31.135. 
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be cremated for the last time, or perhaps because ¥ÐÝÈ is understood  never to leave the 

city, making  it  unique in Hindu  landscapes. There is a more specific reason that those 

who  die in  5êÙêÈÚČ are not reborn, a reason that is tied directly  to !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ role in the 

city. Having  prevented the entry  of Yama, Bhairava takes over his role as processor of 

the dead.245 He is also known,  in both /ÜÙêas and oral narrative,  to have taken over the 

role of Citragupta,  the scribe who  notes down  the every action of every person, the 

keeper of the great list  of Karma (actions). In a role fitting  for  a chief of police, and 

further  developed in !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ form  as both judge and meter of punishment  as 

Da È×êi,246 *êÓ Bhairav is also the one who  is aware of a ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚ karmic  baggage, 

and who  balances the scales by burning  it  all  away in one intense, excruciating go, 

leaving the êÛÔÈÕ (soul) with  a balance of zero, and therefore removing  the causal 

impulse  for  its return  to earth in a new form  to live  a new life. The beating with  peacock-

feather clubs conducted by ×ľÑêÙČÚ at *êÓ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ main temple also removes karmic  

residue, and gestures to !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ unique role in this exceedingly redemptive  city, a 

connection substantiated by the fact that Avimukta  Bhairav (Bhairava of the never-left  

city)  or Abhim ukt  Bhairav (immediate  liberation  Bhairava) holds both a club of wood,  

 

245 Elizabeth Chalier Visuvalingam, ñBhairava: KotvǕl of VǕrǕasǭ,ò in T. P. Verma ed. VǕrǕἈasǭ Through 

the Ages: Proceedings of All India Seminar, August 1-4, 1985, (Bharatiya Itihas Sankalan Samiti, 1986) 

253-254. Cf. Chalier-Elizabeth Chalier Visuvalingam. Bhairava:terreur et protection: Mythes, rites et fêtes 

à Bénarès et à Katmandou. (New York: Éditions Scientifiques Internationales, 2003), and Chalier 

Visuvalingam ñBhairavaôs Royal Brahminicideò in Hiltebeitel, Alf.  Criminal Gods and Demon Devotees: 

Essays on the Guardians of Popular Hinduism (SUNY Press, 1989). 
246 In Kathmandu, KǕl Bhairav is supposed to strike liars dead, and the story goes that Nepali royalty used 

his statue to try criminals. There is currently a police station nearby. 
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and one of peacock feathers, in two  of his four  hands.247 This is a feature present in more 

generic representations of Bhairava as well.   

 

Figure 25ȯɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɯÞÐÛÏɯ/ÌÈÊÖÊÒɯ"ÓÜÉɯÎÜÈÙËÚɯÛÏÌɯËÖÖÙÞÈàɯÛÖɯÈɯ¥ÐÝÈɯ+ÐẉÇÁẈ ÉÎ 

Bengali Tola  

 

 In these examples of BhairavaɀÚ general presence and role, we have seen many 

ways in which  he constructs a unique impression of the sacred city. First, he appears in  a 

 

247 Rana Singh, among others, says that KǕl Bhairav is not honored for liberation, but for protection and 

wellbeing. Rana P. B. Singh, Banaras Region꜡: A Spiritual & Cultural Guide. (VǕrǕasǭ : Indica Books, 

2002), 152. This does not fit  with what I was told by many who visited the temple, with the story of KǕl 

Bhairav as being the liberator in VǕrǕasǭ, and with passages Singh himself cites in BanǕras: Making of 

Indiaôs Heritage City,(Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2009), 184-185.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1DPPVf5jVYlXaiIlpt9KQbQ-HM6GRiOCa
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role parallel  to that of Ga ÌĭÈȮ who  is ubiquitous  in Hindu  contexts and points  of 

protection.  Bhairava, on the other hand, is identified  specifically  with  5êÙêÈÚČȮ and 

more generally with  regional protection:  he is a guardian  of villages and temples, not of 

traditions  and texts, as is Ga ÌĭÈȭ Ga ÌĭÈɀÚ inauspicious day to leave the city  is also 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ day ȿÖÍÍȮɀ falling  between his most holy  days, Sunday and Tuesday. Again,  

Bhairava is associated with  a more local and specific aspect of a wider  tradition,  

speaking at once to an abstract generality  and an immanent,  constructed space. 

 In BhairavaɀÚ association with  the police and the FRRO, we see a mutual  

borrowing  of authority.  The ×ÖÓÐÊÌɀÚ vigilance and authority  borrow  impressions 

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ presence throughout  5êÙêÈÚČȮ as well  as his mandate to regulate the 

territory.  They build  themselves into  a subtle network  of observation and regulation.  

Bhairava, conversely, becomes concrete, civically  institutional,  and bureaucratic. The 

police work  for him,  and he is present in the police.    

 We also see, in  the case of registration,  how  interaction  with  Bhairava is 

prescribed as an initial  step for those new to the city, those who  are constructing  

VêÙêÈÚČ for  the first  few times. Bhairava, and a visit  to him,  is now  a part of those 

constructs. Along  with  stories of his importance to and presence in the city,  he becomes 

recognized as a potent starting  point  for many constructions of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ and by 

extension so do his various, networked  forms. As Bhairava is placed in a narrative  and 

ritually  initial  position  of prominence, his presence has a high  likelihood  of influencing  
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individually  constructed space within  the city. This is the inverse of what  he does for 

pilgrims,  and those who  enter only  to leave, as we will  see below.  

 These initial  encounters with  Bhairava, and his links  with  other metaphysical 

and mundane protectors and regulators, are only  one part of his active construction. 

Bhairava also shapes expectations, as well  as experience. His  presence is proof  and 

promise of VêÙêÈÚČɀÚ redemptive  efficacy, an efficacy he maintains  and metes out. In 

addition  to being observed and kept in line by the police-ÒÖÛÝêÓ combination,  deeds are 

also measured and recorded so they can be balanced at the time of death. Bhairava being 

understood  to do this final  balancing in 8ÈÔÈɀÚ place, the important  initial  ties to 

Bhairava link  him  to constructions, internalizations  and understandings  of both the city,  

and the ÊÐÛàɀÚ efficacy.  

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯ1ÖÓÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ6ÐËÌÙɯ6ÖÙÓËɯɭ Holographic Constructions of 

Space 

 Bhairava must be visited  ɭ this fact is attested in text and by pilgrims  alike ɭ in  

order for pilgrimage  to the 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ Mandir  to be successful. Both Eck and Singh, 

when writing  about *êÓ Bhairav, claim that this is no longer the case.248 This implies  that 

it  once was, but no longer is, a shift  which  is not explained or described. The Skanda 

/ÜÙêa says that visiting  *êÓ Bhairav is necessary,249 signaling  that this has been an 

important  part of visiting  5êÙêÈÚČ for  several centuries, and many pilgrims  I spoke with  

 

248 Eck, BanǕras: City of Light, 195. Singh, BanǕras Region, 152. 
249 KǕŜǭ Kha a 31.149, 153. 
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in *êÓ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ temple say they have come because it  is a mandatory  stop on the route 

for an effective visit.  The temple is also a part of the eleven Rudra-Bhairavas, and has 

become woven  into  the /ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČ 8êÛÙê and even popular  Hindi  lists of the 

A abhairava, or Eight Bhairavas, circuit. 250 It  is true that I only  infrequently  saw the 

larger groups of pilgrims  who  travel  en masse on an extended route to holy  sites in north  

India,  and I was told  by 4Ôê that many local guides skip *êÓ Bhairav because of the 

small spaces, difficult  ÎÈÓČÚ (alleyways), and, he implie d, poor kickback from  the temple 

for bringing  such crowds. The change is a shift  in  circumstance, and a commercial 

decision, rather than a change of tradition,  or a fall  of *êÓ Bhairav from  favor. 

 Interestingly,  this required  visit  is not made before join ing the seemingly endless 

queues that lead to the ViĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ Mandir,  but after that visit  is complete. Bhairava is 

not, then, a guardian  of 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ who  must be properly  addressed before proceeding, 

but rather a guardian  of the city  who  enables its successful engagement, and who  must 

be visited  fait accompli. !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ hold  on the city  guarantees that no ill  can be 

conducted nor negative karma accrued therein,251 but once one exits, the results of their  

misdeeds once again begin to aggregate. By visiting  Bhairava on the way  out of the city,  

after being purified  in the territory  and empowered by a visit  to *êĭČ 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ 

 

250 UmǕ-jǭ, one of the few remaining pilgrim guides visiting Bhairava sites, told me that after the 

Pa¶cakroŜǭ it is mandatory to visit KǕl Bhairav. UmǕôs preferred source for popular information about 

VǕrǕasǭ also adds KǕl Bhairav as a ninth entry in the A abhairava, a set of eight Bhairavas. UmǕ also told 

me that many tour guides  
251 This is certainly not literally true of the city: refugees, slum inhabitants, and the people trafficked from 

nearby Nepal are dire examples of the cityôs darkness.  
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Mandir,  it  is Bhairava who  is approached to ask for effective egress, that the effects of 

the city  might  linger  about the pilgrim  as they journey  home, and returns to their  

quotidian  life.  

 It  is unusual  for  a guardian  to worry  about, or be able to positively  affect, and 

exit. What is indicated  here is not BhairavaɀÚ efficacy in 5êÙêÈÚČȯ but his ability  to push, 

or project, 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ efficacy out beyond its own  borders, past the territory  and 

periphery  he regulates, and into  the wider  world.  This projection, both of the individual  

and the city,  is striking.  We have discussed how  (ÕËÐÈɀÚ sacred geography is ȿ×ÙÖÑÌÊÛÌËȮɀ 

or at least condensed, transposed, and emplaced, across 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ physical territory.  

5êÙêÈÚČ is not only  important  because it  is 5êÙêÈÚČȮ but because it  encapsulates and 

represents the entirety  of sacred territory,  South Asian and beyond. One way  to look  at 

this is as a condensation, a modeling  in miniature,  like  the /ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČ Mandir.  Another  

is to consider whether,  if  5êÙêÈÚČ really  is the only  place to survive  dissolution  at the 

end fo time, and is understood  to encompass the cosmos in a microcosmic form,  whether  

reality  is not in this metaphorical  structure projected back out into  space form  5êÙêÈÚČ 

in  the recreation of the cosmos. This idea resonates with  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ role of extending 

5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ unique effects beyond the borders of the city, the ability  to exit reality  within  

the city, and holographic  models of the universe. 

 Holographic  models of the universe are rooted in a problem  with  the 

indestructibility  of data, and the presence of black holes. Things which  enter these 
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extreme spaces cannot be removed from  the universeɀÚ equations, leading to a theory  

that at the event horizon,  that cusp of the black hole, all  of the information  present in the 

three dimensional  universe is also present in, as it  were, holographic  form.  The physics 

of this is beyond me, but the metaphorical significance is not. 5êÙêÈÚČ is usually  read as 

a condensation or model: but what  if  it  were a holographic  cell, a section of space that 

contains all  the information  of the three dimensional,  sacred world?  What if  instead of 

everything  being mapped onto 5êÙêÈÚČȮ 5êÙêÈÚČ was the hologram  through  which  

light  shines to create the territory  that is mapped?252  

 This metaphor of VêÙêÈÚČ as hologram does a few things. First, it  helps us think  

about the construction  of sacred space not from  the top down  or the outside in, but from  

the particular,  local, and encounter able out. It  also helps us think  about 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ set-

apart-ness: how  it  is both of the world  and beyond the world,  encapsulating the world,  

orienting  the world,  and perhaps in this way  creating ÞÖÙÓËɀÚ wider  sacred geography. 

In the case of Bhairava, it  does three main things. First, it  provides  a new way  to make 

sense of the redemptive  qualities of the city, any karmic  residue or do a being caught in 

the ÊÐÛàɀÚ event horizon,  unable to enter. Second, it  provides  new ways to think  about the 

function  of saẐÚêÙÈ within  the territory:  the exclusion of death, and the promise of exit, 

from  this place that is adjacent to, but not quite part of, the wider  world.  But most 

interestingly,  it  provid es a way  to think  about the fact that Bhairava is visited  last, before 

 

252 The fitting parallel between this metaphor and VǕrǕasǭôs name KǕŜǭ, literally place of light, is 

interesting but not crucial. 
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exiting  the city. This could be seen as a sort of ɁÙÌÊÏÈÙÎÐÕÎɂ of the ÊÐÛàɀÚ effects: but if  

those are present throughout  the territory,  and it  is not necessary to see Bhairava before 

visiting  5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈȮ why  would  it  be necessary to see him  before leaving? If  he is 

mediating  the ÊÐÛàɀÚ function,  and its projection, then he might  be able also to affect the 

ejection of an individual,  out from  the singularity,  through  the holographic  horiz on, and 

into  the projected yet real world.  Bhairava, controlling  darkness and singularity,  can also 

influence sa ÚêÙÈ and apparent multiplicity.  At  least at first,  and for a time. But the 

effects of being within  the sacred territory  also wear off: leaving the metaphorical  seed-

space of existence, the individual  again becomes a part of the projection.  

4Ôê-ÑČȮɯÛÏÌɯ ẘẠabhairava, and MÜÓÛÐ×ÓÌɯ"ÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯ5êÙêẊÈÚČɯ 

 It  only  took me a few years to find  4Ôê-ÑČ ȹ4Ôê ¥ÈÕÒÈÙ &Ü×ÛêȺȭ (ɀË heard about 

him  from  a friend  who  has lived  in 5êÙêÈÚČ for  decades, and when I mentioned I was 

interested in studying  pilgrimage  traffic  in the city,  especially that connected with  

Bhairava, he said he had heard of a man specializing in just such tours. We walked  

through  the neighborhood  where people said he lived,  knocked on a few doors and 

asked after him,  most had an idea that he lived  somewhere nearby but nobody  knew 

quite where. I mentioned him,  either by name or description,  every now and again 

throughout  my fieldwork  spanning  the next several years. But it  ÞÈÚÕɀÛ until  halfway  

through  my last week in 5êÙêÈÚČ that I was finally  able to locate him,  to tie together the 
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fragments and clues and various sought and encountered Bhairava sites in this 

contemporary  pilgrimage  context.  

 Umê was difficult  to locate at home, as he no longer put  his sign out offering  his 

tourist  services. He still  had the signs: they decorated his sitting  room. He still  put  one 

out, he said, from  time to time, but in the high  pilgrimage  season: when it  is cool, in  

October and November. But even then it  would  not have helped me much: the version 

he put  out then was in Telugu, a Dravidian  language which  I can neither speak nor read. 

Most tourists  are from  Andhra,  he said. 3ÏÌàɀÙÌ the ones who  want  a guide, to visit  

circuits  of deities. 4Ôê even had a schedule, a list  of dates and the circuits  he would  

offer upon them, along with  contact information.  When I knew what  to look  for, I 

noticed them posted in several smaller Bhairava shrines, and when 4Ôê and I walked  

the city  together, he would  hand them out to ×ľÑêÙČÚ and others at temples to promote 

his work,  at once a side-business and a point  of pride.   

 Umê-ÑČ is a second generation guide, and does not think  his son will  follow  after 

him:  he is studying  science and engineering, and will  likely  join other inheritors  of local 

knowledge  in moving  to larger cities in search of work. 253 4ÔêɀÚ father, *ÈÙÐàÈÓêÓ &Ü×ÛêȮ 

started showing  pilgrims  around  to sets of holy  sites in 1972. He was self-trained,  

working  from  his knowledge  of the city,  and seeking to strengthen his relationship  with  

 

253 This is an ongoing problem. I was regularly told that the expert I should talk to about Bhairava, or the 

city, had died a decade or so ago, their sons ð who should have been the next generation of experts ð 

were off working in Mumbai or Hyderabad or Bangalore.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1oaIVOT997drHb-LSxLBCTf4df1QLTWQz
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5êÙêÈÚČ while  being of service to pilgrims  visiting  the holy  sites. In 1995, 4Ôê joined 

his father, and they worked  together as guides until  *ÈÙÐàÈÓêÓ passed in 1999, at which  

time 4Ôê took over. Of six sons, 4Ôê had been the one interested in continuing  the 

tradition  his father had started, and saw it  as a sort of responsibility,  as well  as an 

opportu nity,  to help visitors  as a resident of *êĭČȭ  

 A ledger recording  those who  join him  for his tours, the signs he sometimes 

placed outside his home, and the Xeroxed and distributed  copies of his tour  schedules 

were the only  texts he referenced directly  in any of our conversations. They were records 

and notices, not authoritative  texts. As is often the case in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ the text is 

internalized. 254 When I asked him  which  were the A abhairava and where to find  them, 

he did  not pull  out a book or list, but simply  started to tell  me. I asked where the list  was 

from,  and he said he had learned it  from  his father, but that the same list  appears in a 

book called the *êĭČ Gaurav ɭ the Pride of *êĭČ ɭ written  by Ʌ*êĭČɀÚ Author  of 

+ÐÛÌÙÈÛÜÙÌɀ Da ÐÚÝêÔČ ¥ÐÝêÕÈÕËÈ SaraÚÝÈÛČȭ The book is cheaply printed  in downtown  

5êÙêÈÚČȮ and is available for Rs.125. It  is devotional,  with  Hindi  verses celebrating and 

listing,  along with  addresses, various sacred sites in the city.  According  to local scholars 

of 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ sacred geography,  much of *êĭČ &ÈÜÙÈÝɀÚ content was cribbed from  

*ÌËêÙÕêÛÏ 5àêÚɀ PaẐÊÈÒÙÖĭêÛÔÈÒÈ Jyotirliẑg *êĭČÔêÏêÛÔàÈȮ a more scholarly work  that 

has been in print  in  various forms since the 1970s, with  names and addresses listed, 

 

254 See discussion of text, decoration, and orality in the discussion of inscriptions in the KǕl Bhairav temple, 

below. 
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along with  quotes from  and references to Sanskrit /ÜÙêic sources and Hindi  

instructions  for optimal  performance of àêÛÙêÚ, but no Hindi  devotional  materials. The 

entries and addresses are the same, but the *êĭČ Gaurav also includes variant  names for  

those of the A abhairava who  are commonly  known  as something other than their  

/ÜÙêic titles, and descriptions not only  of what  building  the Bhairavas are in, but where 

in their  respective complexes the ÔľÙÛÐ in  question can be found:  ɁÊÖÔÔÖÕÓà known  as 

+ê !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɂ or ɁÙÐÎÏÛ next to the ȿÞÌÓÓ of ÐÔÔÖÙÛÈÓÐÛàȮɀɂ for  example. Below is a chart 

comparing  4ÔÈɀÚ oral version and the details he mentioned when reciting  the set of 

eight Bhairavas, the Hindi  language *êĭČ Gaurav which  he cites as his source and 

reference for his tours, the Hindi  language PaẐÊÈÒÙÖĭêÛÔÈÒÈ Jyotirliẑg *êĭČÔêÏêÛÔàÈȮ and 

the English language list  presented by Dr. Rana P.B. Singh, former  chair of the 

Department  of Geography, !ÈÕêÙÈÚ Hindu  University.  He published  this list, and an 

accompanying map (which  neither of the other textual  sources has) in a chapter entitled  

Ɂ2ÏÐÝÈɀs Universe: Making  of Territorial  Complexitiesɂ in  !ÈÕêÙÈÚȯ Making of (ÕËÐÈɀÚ 

Heritage City. Published in the UK, it  is the most widely  available printed  version of the 

list, especially in English.255 

# 4ÔêɀÚ oral  version  *êĭČ Gaurav  

by #ȭ¥ȭ 2ÈÙÈÚÝÈÛČ  

/ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭêÛÔÈÒÈ  

by *ÌËÈÙÕêÛÏ 5àêÚ 

(ÕËÐÈɀÚ Heritage  

City  

by Rana Singh  

 

255 Rana P. B. Singh, ñShivaôs Universe: Making of Territorial Complexities,ò in BanǕras: Making of 

Indiaôs Heritage City, 174ï99. 
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# 4ÔêɀÚ oral  version  *êĭČ Gaurav  

by #ȭ¥ȭ 2ÈÙÈÚÝÈÛČ  

/ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭêÛÔÈÒÈ  

by *ÌËÈÙÕêÛÏ 5àêÚ 

(ÕËÐÈɀÚ Heritage  

City  

by Rana Singh  

1 CaẊṫa Bhairav  

*êÓČ mandir  @  

#ÜÙÎê Ku  Mandir  

Ruru  Bhairav  

In the 1ÈÔÌĭÝÈÙɀs 

temple, HanumêÕ 

&Ïê 

B 4/42 

Rurubhairava  

'ÈÕÜÔêÕÎÏê  

B 4/16 

Ruru  (the Dog) 

'ÈÕÜÔêÕ &Ïê, 

Madhi  

B 4/18 

2 Ruru  Bhairav  

Above 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ 

&Ïê & Karnataka 

State &Ïê  

CaẊṫa Bhairav  

#ÜÙÎê Ku , in #ÜÙÎê 

Mandir  

27/2 

CaẊṫabhairava  

#ÜÙÎê-ÑČ *êÓČ-ÑČ 

Mandir  

B 27/2 

Chanda (the Fierce) 

Durga Temple, 

Durga Kunda, near 

Kali   

3 Krodha  Bhairav  

On the left  side of 

*êÔêÒÏàê #ÌÝČ  

Krodhan  Bhairav   

*êÔêÒêȮ in *êÔêÒê 

#ÌÝČ Mandir  

B 21/123 

 ÚÐÛêẉgabhairava  

In the V ËËÏêÒêl  

complex 

K 52/39 

Unmatta  (the Wild)  

In Deura Village,  

Pancakroshi Route 

4 Unmatt  Bhairav  

At  the left  hand of 

Adi  Bhairav in Ba uk 

Bhairav complex, 

Ɂ"ÏÖi  4ÕÔÈÛÛÈȭɂɖ 

Unmatt  Bhairav  

*êÔêÒa, alongside 

Ba uk Bhairav 

Mandir,  next to 

Dak i a  

B 21/126 

Kapêlabhairava   

 ÓČ×ÜÙȮ known  as 

+êbhairava 

B 1/123 

Kapala (Skull -

Bearer) aka Kapali  

or Lata 

A 1/123 

5 !ÏČẘaẊ Bhairav  aka  

!ÏľÛ Bhairav  

in *êĭČ×ÜÙê 

 ÚÐÛêẉg Bhairav   

in M tyuñjay  

,ÈÏêËÌÝȮ #êÙê 

Nagar, next to the 

Well  of Immortality  

K 52/39 

Krodhanabhairava  

Bdi  Bhairav in 

Ba ukbhairava  

B 31/126, a second 

one is in *ÈÔÈÊÊÏê 

#ÌÝČ Mandir  

Krodhana  (the 

Wrathful)  

In Batuka Bhairava 

B 31/126 

6  ÚÐÛêẉg Bhairav  

in M tyuñjay  

,ÈÏêËÌÝȮ #êÙê Nagar 

KapêÓ Bhairav   

In +ê Bhairav, Rêj 

Ghê. Known  by the 

name +ê Bhairav 

B 1/123 

Unmattabhairava  

On the PañÊÈÒÙÖĭČ 

route, in Deurê 

village 

Asitanga  (the Black 

Limb)   

Compound  of 

Vriddhakala  

K 52/39 

7 Kapêl  Bhairav  aka 

+êẠ Bhairav  

In +ê area 

Samhêr Bhairav  

&êà &Ïê /êan 

Gateway, in the 

'ÈÕÜÔên Temple 

A 1/82 

SaẈÏêÙÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ 

Near &êàÈÎÏê, 

/êan Gate 

A 1/82 

Samhara (the 

Destructive)  

Gaighat, Patan 

Darwaza, 

A 1/82 
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# 4ÔêɀÚ oral  version  *êĭČ Gaurav  

by #ȭ¥ȭ 2ÈÙÈÚÝÈÛČ  

/ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭêÛÔÈÒÈ  

by *ÌËÈÙÕêÛÏ 5àêÚ 

(ÕËÐÈɀÚ Heritage  

City  

by Rana Singh  

8 SaẈhar Bhairav  

&êà &Ïê  

!ÏČẘaẊ Bhairav   

!Ïľt Bhairav, 

KêĭČ×ÜÙêȮ !ÏľÛ 

Bhairav, known  by 

the name *êÓ Bhairav 

K 63/28 

!ÏČẘaẊabhairava  

Known  as 

!ÏľÛÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ 

K 63/28 

Bhishana  [Bhuta]  

(the Horrific)  

Called 

Bhutabhairava (sic), 

Kashipura   

K 63/28 

9  *êÓ Bhairav  

Known  by the name 

*êÓ Bhairav 

K 32/2 

 A abhairava 

Photos 

 

 Umê-ÑČɀÚ list  is almost identical  to his cited source. The differences in order are 

largely  practical: he lists the sites in  the general order of distance from  where will  start, 

in  front  of his house. If  he followed  the listed order, we would  move a couple of 

kilometers  away only  to pass within  a kilometer  of his his house to make it  to the second 

Bhairava listed, and then move generally toward  that initial  point  again. Other 

discrepancies in order are also a general result of practicality:  this route moves back and 

forth  across the city,  progressing from  south to north,  avoiding  areas of dense traffic  and 

difficult  accessibility. The list  as recorded by 2ÈÙÈÚÝÈÛČ is a clockwise progression around  

the city, a pradakảina circumambulation,  as good mainstream circuits should  be. 

Compared to 5àêÚɀ list,  this circuit  is coiled, almost serpentine or nautilian,  starting  at 

the river,  wrapping  around  the city,  brushing  the river  again at the top and then moving  

into  parts of the old  city.  This highly  popular  version has some typological  and 

formatting  errors, and is designed to be functional  rather than refined, a prerogative  that 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1EBOC18lz_3elSWyjDTzF-W-o9reY7PTv
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1EBOC18lz_3elSWyjDTzF-W-o9reY7PTv
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helps explain a ninth  entry  in this list  of eight Bhairavas: if  you are visiting  Bhairavas, 

you should  of course also visit  *êÓ Bhairav and not accidentally  miss out.  

 VyêÚɀ list  is the only  one of these four  that follows  the order specifically  laid  out 

in *êĭČ KhaẒṳa 72.93, which  all  three text sources cite as their  source. It  is a scholarly 

treatment in a vernacular language: the formatting  is regular, the Hindi  intact. 2ÐÕÎÏɀÚ 

list  appears to be an English translation  of 5àêÚɀ list, one that he has reordered to follo w 

a general pradakảina pilgrimage  circuit  starting  near the banks of the Ga Îê toward  the 

south of the old  city, moving  through  and out of the city, and looping  north  to terminate 

again a ÚÛÖÕÌɀÚ throw  from  the river.   

 Here, ordering  and presentation foll ow different  sorts of logic: a logic of textual  

adherence, conformity  to geographical and processional expectation, and popularity  in  

the addition  of KêÓ Bhairav to the end of 2ÈÙÈÚÝÈÛČɀÚ list. Both 2ÈÙÈÚÝÈÛČɀÚ list  and 4ÔêɀÚ 

received version thereof make a far more substantial modification  to 5àêÚɀ list  and 

2ÐÕÎÏɀÚ reorganization:  they locate Unmatta  Bhairava not out on the /ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČ Road, 

but alongside, even sharing a shrine with,  another form  of Bhairava. This would  put  

four  of the eight Bhairavas and and eleven Rudra-Bhairavas in two  immediately  

adjacent temple complexes, a density  not present anywhere else in these sets and their  

variants, not even in the middle  of the old  city. Choosing this site as the A ÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ 

Unmatta  works  sequentially, keeping Unmatta  in the right  place in the list  and more or 

less in line with  the serpentine loop this sequence describes.   
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 We started our tour  of the A abhairava early in the morning,  before the heat and 

the workday.  We moved from  area to area by rickshaw,  but covered the last dozen 

meters, or visited  several sites in a single neighborhood,  on foot. We left  our sandals in  

the rickshaw:  this was something to be done barefoot, 4Ôê explained, because walking  

barefoot in  *êĭČ ties you to the city.  It  also sets you apart from  everyone else walking  

through  the same alleyway,  across the same square. It  does not set you apart from  

people once you enter a temple complex, as everyone removes their  shoes to do so ɭ 

but it  carries that specialness, that particular  action and mode of engagement, out of a 

temple and into  the city.  In doing  so, it  transforms not only  your  experience, and the 

way  people perceive you, but in sum it  changes the city  you are walking  through,  not in 

identity,  but in register. We have discussed how  there are many 5êÙêÈÚČÚ layered atop 

one another: historical,  local, narrative,  rebuilt,  reorganized, trans regional, uniquely  set 

apart and yet a microcosm that is connected to the vast landscape which  it  represents, 

mythological  in story and personage ɭ moving  barefoot through  the city  is a way  to 

step out of the city  of merchants and neighbors and classes and errands, and into  a city  

that is recognizable, and in most ways looks familiar,  but feels very  different.  A shift  in  

aim ɭ experiencing rather than arriving  ɭ and a shift  in  perspective ɭ seeing rather 

than keeping a lookout  ɭ enable the entrance to and participation  in an enchanted 

echelon of reality,  recognized and shared by others and thereby made all  the more real, 

that is one of 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ greatest surprises and treasures.  
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 These different  ways of constructing  the territory  described by the A abhairava 

follow  their  own  logics, keeping in mind  their  own  aims and audiences. They are 

designed to align  with  different  values, and serve different  ends. 4Ôê is addressing the 

needs of contemporary  pilgrims,  who  wish  to move efficiently  through  a sacred space, 

not having  to spend hours locating specific ÔľÙÛÐÚȭ 4ÔêɀÚ point  of reference, the *êĭČ 

Gaurav, is accessible and practical, designed as are his tours to engage a contemporary  

lay Hindu  and provide  just enough information  to facilitate  their  own  progressive 

construction  of an A abhairava circuit.  5àêÚɀ version is a direct continuation  of the 

project of constructing  a north  Indian  and !ÈÕêÙÈÚÐ sacred landscape centered around  

and replicated in 5êÙêÈÚČ started nearly a millennium  and a half  earlier in the 

composition  of the Skanda /ÜÙêa. Referencing directly  that ÛÌßÛɀÚ list  of A abhairava, 

he identifies  specific locations for each, channeling and distributing  authority  into  his 

construction  of delineated territory.  Finally,  2ÐÕÎÏɀÚ list  is reproduced for  English-

reading audiences, and including  many extra-A a examples. There are many 

inconsistencies in 2ÐÕÎÏɀÚ list  and accompanying map, but the aim is not to provide  a 

guide to the sites that can be followed,  as was possible with  5àêÚɀ list, and is certainly  

the intention  of 4ÔêɀÚ Gaurav-based list. Rather, 2ÐÕÎÏɀÚ project is a textual  and visual  

construction  of 5êÙêÈÚČ in  print:  reaching back to the authoritative  Skanda /ÜÙêic 

source, which  he cites, Singh presents a list  with  translated names and contemporary  

addresses, an extended list  that shows the richness of presence, and a map that shows 
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the distribution  of textually  referenced sites in a physical territory.  While  4Ôê and 5àêÚɀ 

lists focus on the construction  of territory  through  a network  of Bhairavas, 2ÐÕÎÏɀÚ list  

constructs an aura of 5êÙêÈÚČ as a rich, layered, ancient sacred geography, but one at a 

far greater distance than those presented in other sources. It  is a conceptual artifact  that 

exists independently,  a construction  created with  a drawn  map rather than in 

conjunction  with  presence and movement in the city  itself, as 4Ôê and 5àêÚɀ lists do.  

 Umê-ÑČɀÚ flyers and sign list  him  as a tour  manager and minister  of information  

(ÚľÊÕê maẐÛÙČ). Though he certainly  knows where the sites are, how  to move from  one to 

another, and where the ÔľÙÛÐ in  question might  be located in a particular  setting, he is 

not forthcoming  with  much more inf ormation.  He does not tell  stories about the 

different  forms of Bhairava, or the areas in which  they are found,  or the ways they relate 

to one another. I ask him  what  he tells tourists  from  Andhra  Pradesh when he shows 

them around, and he says that he doesÕɀÛ speak Telugu, so he says little  more than the 

name of the Bhairava they are visiting.  He acts this out: pointing  at Ruru Bhairav and 

saying Here. Ruru Bhairav. As 4Ôê-ÑČ also does not speak English, I get about the same 

amount of information  these pilg rims would.  Our  Hindi  conversations flow  

comfortably,  but he does not have much more to add. He politely  answers my questions, 

but mostly  stays out of the way: making  sure not to lose me, but not staying too near, 

allowing  me to move through  these spaces as I please, and gently  moving  us along so 
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we do not spend too much time at any one temple, or perhaps feel we have to rush later 

on. 

 The practice of walking  barefoot, and the lack of stories, facts, comparisons, and 

banter make it  clear that the VêÙêÈÚČ constructed by visiting  the A abhairava with  

4Ôê is one of encounter and experience, not one of narrative.  While  many of the 

versions of 5êÙêÈÚČ constructed in the context of Bhairava rely  on stories told  about 

him  ɭ what  he did,  where he came from,  what  he does now, what  he can do for you, 

what  forms, not present, he takes ɭ this mode of construction  is somatic an 

proprioceptive.  It  is also furnished  with  another sort of detail,  that present in the rich 

context of each Bhairava and the process of moving  from  one to another. Absent of any 

top-down  conceptualization  of network  or city,  or any explicatory  narrative,  the 

5êÙêÈÚČ this process of visiting  constructs is not abstract but particular,  a sequence of 

progressive encounters and moves that builds  itself  into  a space moment by moment.  

 The range and interrelation  of disparate routes through  the A abhairava suggest 

it  is the process of visiting, rather than the mechanical completion of a certain sweeping set 

of point  to point  negotiations through the city, that are crucial to visiting this set of eight. 

Returning again to de Certeau, we can consider the fraught relationship between ȬÍÁÐȭ and 

ȬÔÏÕÒȢȭ Like the relationship between place and space, the former is dead, while the latter  

alive, relative, and therefore relevant. There is a tradition  of idealizing 6àÒàÁÓĂȭÓ sacred 

geography, a tradition  which culminates with  Rana 3ÉÎÇÈȭÓ presentation of the +àĢĂ 

Ma ala, borrowing  a tantric  practice of idealized internalization  of political  and social 
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territory,  and projecting it  back onto the ÃÉÔÙȭÓ sacred geography.256 Neither  is a map in the 

sense of a model of physical space, rather they are embodied and idealized 

interpretations  of encounter with  that space. As we notice variations,  we see that this 

territory  is in flux:  not politically,  but in interpretation.  As de Certeau writes,  it  is like  

#ÈÌËÈÓÜÚɀ xoana, statuettes that move themselves to change the demarcation of territory,  

rather than moving  the marked border.257 In this case, it  is a tour  that creates the space, 

and marks the border. In some cases here, we also see different  sites selected as 

representative in this demarcating set. In this case, like  the Zen koan, neither flag 

(marker)  nor wind  (border)  is moving,  rather mind  (interpretation)  is moving.  

Spaces that Construct Bhairava  

Conceptual Construction of the *êÓɯBhairav Temple  

 Encounters with  KêÓ Bhairav in his primary  temple in 5êÙêÈÚČ are fundamentally  

shaped by the stalls selling visit  related materials that line both the avenues of approach 

to the temple, and fill  the arcade space within  the temple itself. Outside the temple, stalls 

are filled  with  perusable ritual  materials typical  for  visiting  most temples in 5êÙêÈÚČ 

and across north  India:  a garland of flowers,  assorted other flowers  to place at other 

locations throughout  the temple, and some sugar pellets in a plastic bag (to be offered 

and received as ×ÙÈÚêË). Also included  and unique to this temple is a plastic baggie of 

 

256 Singh, BanǕras (VǕrǕἈasǭ): Cosmic Order, Sacred City, Hindu Traditions, 42. 
257 De Certeau 129. 

https://goo.gl/maps/c1pfvmHRSiuaTjes6
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mustard  oil  closed with  a rubber band, which  is to be poured  internal  lamp burning  in 

the garbhagẞha. This is a first  point  of direct encounter with  the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ ritual  network,  

where materials are bought  and sandals left  for  safekeeping while  you visit  the temple. 

These merchants are also the primary  source of information  for visitors.  It  is common to 

hear them explain, in Hindi  or sometimes English for the pilgrims  from  slightly  farther  

out of town,  what  they will  need, how  to enter, and what  to do and expect inside.  

 The last few meters are covered barefoot, and there is no option  for  selecting a 

route: on most days, and at most times, there is enough of a crowd  that the only  option  

is to move with  it.  It  is fitting,  given KêÓ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ tantric  and antinomian  associations, 

that the obvious path for circumambulation  starting  from  the front  door guides 

everyone in a anticlockwise  circui t. To the left  of the door, buildings  have encroached 

upon the temple to the point  that they are now  one unbroken  edifice, and a clockwise 

route is impassible. Inside the temple, too, the initial  route starts visitors  off  in  an 

anticlockwise  direction,  but there are some who  come back to the main door and 

complete a clockwise circuit  before leaving. 

 Inside the temple, stalls are filled  with  bracelets, threads, photographs, and 

statuettes for visitors  to take home as souvenirs. More importantly,  each stall has a 

×ľÑêÙČȮ a hereditary  bestower of blessings as well  as salesman of souvenirs. New  visitors  

are called out to, beckoned over, told  in Hindi  or English that they must get a blessing 

from  one of these ×ľÑêÙČÚ as a part of their  visit,  and indeed these blessings are a crucial if  
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not singularly  central part of most visits  to the temple, both for pilgrims  and for 

residents of 5êÙêÈÚČȭ The primary  difference is that those who  are known  to be regular  

visitors  are not called out to: they usually  have their  own  relationship  with  a ×ľÑêÙČ, and 

will  return  to them, or perhaps their  brother if  it  is his day to maintain  the stall, upon 

every visit.  The ×ľÑêÙČÚ know  whose visiting  client is whose, and will  let notify  them if  

their  ×ľÑêÙČ is not present that day, or will  return  shortly.   

 It  is these ×ľÑêÙČÚ who constitute the functional  apparatus of the temple. 

Comprising  some twenty  associated families, there is a hierarchy  which  determines the 

cut of temple proceeds each family  receives, which  is directly  related to the number of 

days in weeks in a cyclical schedule that a particular  family  is in charge of the garbhagẞha 

and the ÔľÙÛÐ of *êÓ Bhairav. Over time, I saw my interlocutors  move through  

successive levels of authority  in the temple. As I was to learn, the temple is built  out of 

the interrelationships  between these families, but it  also has a direction  of motion  much 

like  that of pilgrims:  with  greater authority,  an individual  can move from  a stall outside 

the temple, to one inside, to one near the main door, to scheduled periods sitting  

alongside *êÓ Bhairav in the garbhagẞha.  

 Together, these families, these ×ľÑêÙČÚ, make up the living  temple. They regulate 

access to *êÓ Bhairav, of course a crucial part of a visit,  but that is not all  that they do. 

Through  their  blessings, their  sacred objects for  sale, the way  they interact with  one 

another and with  visitors,  they fundamentally  shape a ÝÐÚÐÛÖÙɀÚ experience in the temple, 
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with  even the architecture disappearing  under their  wares and their  bold, salesmanly 

personalities. The context they construct is dynamic  and complex, and aspects of it  are 

addressed below. But there is one early episode, a singular  phrase that was used to 

shape my experience of the temple in particular,  that stands out as independent  and 

unique. The first  time I entered the temple, one of the older pujaris, a man who  was to 

later learn was one of the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ mahants or chief priests, saw me in line for the 

garbhagẞha. He stopped speaking to potential  customers in Hindi,  and proclaimed   

loudly  in  English, Ɂ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈ is an Orthodox  #ÌÐÛàȵɂ With  this one line he had reached 

out and built  a context for my appreciation  of the deity.  Encapsulated in this 

proclamation  was a reflection  of the /ÜÙêic, as opposed to Tantric, emphasis of 

Bhairava interpretations  in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ as well  as a hint  that such an assertion could be 

contested, or misunderstood.  The mahant continued: Ɂ¥ÐÝÈ is King!   ÕÕÈ×ľÙÕê is Queen! 

And  Bhairava is Prime Minister!  Like Modi  ɭBest Prime ,ÐÕÐÚÛÌÙȵɂ With  a few more 

words,  the mahant had located Bhairava in a contemporary  context of power,  authority,  

and politics.  Bhairava was more than a guard: he was Prime Minister,  perhaps even 

more important  than ¥ÐÝÈ the King  in terms of his power  and impact on the state, and he 

was just like  Modi,  the current  Prime Minister,  whose home constituency. In English, he 

had constructed a model of Bhairava that even I, an uncontextualized  foreigner, could  

understand. 
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Interlocutors and Taking a Seat  

 Before I learned that authority  is both distributed,  and collectively  constructed, in 

KêÓ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ temple, I was led into  the space by the son of a mahant (head priest) of a 

nearby, related temple. He had heard I was interested in learning  more about Bhairava, 

and informed  me that he was himself  an important  person in 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ world  of 

Bhairava worship,  and he could introduce  me to the true, inaccessible head of the *êÓ 

Bhairav temple for, of course, an appropriate  fee. As we walked  into  the temple, he 

ignored the comments of ×ľÑêÙČÚ as we entered the space, and he walked  across lines of 

visitor  traffic,  telling  me not to bother speaking to anyone. A man with  long hair, 

dressed all  in  black, sitting  in the back of one of the stalls caught my attention.  He was 

speaking with  a ×ľÑêÙČȮ and I wondered  whether  he was a tantric  ascetic, or ÒêÓÈ ÉêÉê 

(black monk).  I was warned  by my guide not to speak to him,  in particular,  as he was an 

ojha, an exorcist, and both powerful  and dangerous. Unable to find  the man he wanted 

to introduce  me to, the young  Brahmin  left  in  a huff,  and I remained in the temple.   

 It  was only  a few minutes before someone tapped my elbow and pointed  over 

toward  the stall in  which  the black-robed man had been sitting  ɭ the ×ľÑêÙČ he was 

talking  to was waving  me over. The ×ľÑêÙČ and the man in black had heard what  the 

young  priest from  another temple had said to me, and wanted to clarify:  (ɀÔ not an ojha, 

he said. (ɀÔ of this temple: I work here. I said I understood, and asked him  why  he wore 

black and he said it  was part of his preparation,  something from  his ÎÜÙÜɀÚ instruction,  
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but would  not elaborate. His  name was Manoj Kumar,  and the man who  had waved me 

over was Ashish Soni, two  figures I would  come to regularly  visit  along with  *êÓ 

Bhairav on my trips  to the temple.  

 In the months that followed,  I returned  to the temple once or twice a week. 

Ashish would  sometimes find  me in the crowd,  come say hello, and shake my hand. I 

would  ask him  questions about the temple, and he would  be generally positive,  

affirmative,  and vague. His  usual place, when it  was his turn  to man a stall, was the 

second on the right:  though  he would  often hang out in other stalls he was not running.  

Those who  ran these stalls would  sell all  sorts of gifts  ɭ objects to protect from  the evil  

eye, masks, threads, japa ÔêÓêÚ (prayer beads), but most importantly  they would  place 

blessed bracelets on your  wrist  after giving  their  blessing, and dispense sacred ash. I 

would  receive a blessing during  every visit  to the temple, and the first  few times I would  

seek out Ashish to do so. Eventually,  he received what  appeared to be a promotion,  

though  he would  not label it  as such: instead of manning  a stall, he was more regularly  

inside the garbhagriha, alongside the ÔľÙÛÐ of *êÓ Bhairav. 

 At  around  the same time, I entered the temple to see Manoj sitting  in an ancillary  

stall in  the ÔÈÕËê×È, that columned front  porch of the garbhagẞha. Rather than a raised 

platform  like  the other stalls, his space was atop the type of cot typical  in  5êÙêÈÚČȯ a 

series of hardwood  planks nailed atop a wooden frame about two  feet off  the ground.  

On top was a mattress of cotton padding  covered in a sheet, and Manoj sat upon it,  
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surroun ded by bracelets and knotted  threads of various colors and combinations. From 

his perch atop this platform,  he was able to reach two  streams of visitors:  those who  

were in line, winding  their  way  around  the side of the garbagriha in  order to enter and 

visi t *êÓ Bhairav directly,  and those who  climbed the three stairs to the mandapa in  order 

to view  *êÓ Bhairav through  the open, golden, front  doors. He could offer blessings, and 

accoutrement, from  both sides.  

 When I saw him  on this platform,  I greeted him,  and he invited  me up into  the 

mandapa. He cleared a space, and invited  me to sit next to the photograph  of *êÓ Bhairav, 

and the smoldering  mass of incense paste that was burning  incessantly in  his small 

shop. I was at once a disruption  and a draw:  an atypical presence that attracted attention  

both positive  and negative. I also knew I would  get no better seat in  the house: I could  

not stay in  the garbhagẞha, and here I could speak with  pilgrims  on both sides, just 

behind Manoj as he sold bracelets and blessings. I was able to speak to those in line as 

they waited  beside me to enter the garbhagẞha. Often, they were as curious about me as I 

was interested in them, and more than a few times I was handed children  for photo-ops. 

Those visiting  through  the door were a different  sort of devotee: sometimes local, 

sometimes in a hurry,  they were much more matter-of-fact. There were also those who  

looked through  the main door, and then joined the line, using my shoulders as a sort of 

railing  as they stepped down  off  the maẒṳapa without  the aid of stairs. The invitation  to 

sit started the process of my being built  into  the temple space: inert  rather than in the 
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way. From this spot, having  been given a location within  the constructed internal  

topography  of the temple, I could  begin to speak with  people casually as they passed 

through,  and overtime  develop familiarity  among regular devotees as well  as ×ľÑêÙČÚ. 

Constructing Bhairava through Action and Conversation  

 A slow moving  line and the curiosity  of visitors  meant I regularly  engaged 

people happy  to strike up a conversation. I would  ask them about where they were 

from,  about Bhairava, about the reason for their  visit.  As was often the case in my 

fieldwork,  answers to these questions were not ɁÒÕÖÞÕɂ and recited, but rather 

constructed in conversation, or demonstrated in action. In the former  case, people would  

confer, augment or adapt one ÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɀÚ answers, and construct what  they felt  was a 

fitting  response from  their  own  context and background  knowledge.  There were some 

patterns and some peculiarities,  which  I relate here. 

 I had many one-off  conversations with  visitors  to the temple. Most were similar  

to the initial  descriptions given in the first  chapter: a focus on the goodness of Bhairava, 

how  he was ɁÑÜÚÛ ÓÐÒÌɂ other deities, his important  relationship  to an important  place, 

and his ability  to fix  things, doảê ÕÈĭ ÒÈÙÕê (destroy faults or insufficiencies). Over time, 

and through  more detailed conversations, an impression of Bhairava took shape. 

Beyond the *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêaka , and the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ unique benedictory  verse (discussed 

below), this is how  Bhairava is constructed more generally: in  specific conversations, but 

also in sequences of conversation over time. 
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 One of my favorite  interactions was with  a particularly  outspoken woman. I was 

always aware of my foreign  maleness, and careful not to speak across gender lines in a 

way  that might  make others uneasy. I found  that groups of rural  women who  travelled  

together wanted nothing  to do with  me, and ignored me completely. Upper  middle  class 

women from  VêÙêÈÚČ would  likewise  ignore me, or defer to their  husbands to speak 

with  me. Women from  bigger cities, and those looking  to speak a little  English, would  

often say Hi  and ask where I was from.  Sometimes parents would  send their  kids  over, 

boys and girls  both, to practice their  English introductions.  Older  women would  often 

use me for  physical support:  to lean against or steady themselves as they waited  in line, 

moved up and down  stairs, and onto and off  of platforms.  They were comfortable 

grabbing my arm, or if  I was seated my shoulder, but they had no interest in speaking to 

me. There was, however, one exception: a woman  I saw every now  and then, who  

always moved through  the space with  purpose and focus. She would  buy only  a bag of 

oil,  enter the garbhagẞha, pass the bagged oil  around  her head, and then pour  the 

contents onto an oil  lamp, a behemoth, floor  lamp that is said to have been burning  

without  interruption  since the beginning  of time. Most people did  this perfunctorily,  or 

even hurriedly,  perhaps not making  all  seven cycles around  their  crown.  This woman, 

however, was deliberate in her motions, and sometimes rotated herself while  moving  

the oil  about her head. One day, as she was leaving the temple, she stopped to listen in 

on a conversation I was having  with  two  other visitors  just by the main temple door. She 
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asked why  I was there, and I said I wanted to know  more about Bhairava, who  he is, and 

what  he does. I asked her why  she came to see Bhairava, and she essentially said (ÛɀÚ a 

good deal. 5rs for oil, in, seven times about the head, put it  in the lamp, and àÖÜɀÙÌ off. All  your 

doảas put right, your ×ÈÙÌĭêÕČ (problems) are ended. "ÈÕɀÛ beat that. The process was, for her, 

straightforward.  With  action and material,  she was essentially hiring  a deity  to help her: 

and 5rs for  making  all  in  ÖÕÌɀÚ life  right  was a deal not to be missed. Her explanation 

was full  and final  in  her mind:  after telling  us this, and my saying it  was very  

interesting, she went on her way. There seemed to be no indication  that it  mattered who  

the deity  was, or what  his relationship  with  the city  or sites was. It  presumably  

mattered, practicality  being paramount  in this explanation, that the temple be accessible: 

open for visitor s and not too far away. Otherwise, the points  for consideration were as 

stated: price and ritual  involvement.  This efficient  woman  had stated her aims, and how  

she fully  met them. 

 There was a conversation that started as most did,  but then developed to a 

different  level than I expected form  the initial  exchange. I saw a man hesitate and look  at 

me while  on his way  out of the temple. Hello, I said, is *êÓ Bhairav your ČảẨadeva? (deity  of 

choice) Yes, he replied.  I asked what  *êÓ Bhairav does for him.  He helps you acquire 

anything, everything you need, he said. Why does he look like that? I asked, gesturing  to the 

ÔľÙÛÐ that could still  be glimpsed  through  the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ front  door. Because he is a king, the 

man replied.  This was something new: the word  ÙêÑÈ had never been used in my 
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conversations to describe Bhairava. We talked about other features of the temple, and I 

eventually  pointed  to a souvenir  hanging alongside us, a black-faced form  with  

pronounced fangs, and nimbu-mirc (green chili  and lemon) hanging below. I asked, who 

is this? Some sort of demon? The man looked at the object, and said no, that is Bhairava. I 

looked at the object, then to the ÔľÙÛÐ in  the garbhagẞha, and said They look different to me: 

the one in there seems to be smiling, while this one has big teeth. Are they different?  

 One is refined, the man replied.  Do they do different work? I asked. That one destroys 

your doảas, he said, and leaning in and glancing to see who  might  be listening,  while this 

one protects you from the Evil $àÌȱÈÕË kills your enemies. The man did  not say much more 

about Bhairava, as he was soon joined by an acquaintance and they left  the temple.  

 This was one of two  times Bhairava was described to me as a killer,  the other 

being when I asked a visitor  to the temple what  Bhairava could  do that other gods could 

not. He can kill  people, came the reply.  What kind of people? How can you know? I asked. You 

just ask him to kill  someone, instead of asking him to destroy your doảas. If you do enough for 

him, he will  kill  anyone you want.  

 The idea of Bhairava can be fatally  effective against those who  offend certainly  

resonates with  his /ÜÙêic origin  story. In descriptions of Bhairava having  a similar  role, 

most notably  in the description  of Bhairava in marginal  Harijan  communities  in William  

2Èßɀ God of Justice, but there it  is clear that Bhairava can only  punish  those who  deserve 

it,  and any sort of dishonest or unwarranted  deployment  of Bhairava can prove fatal not 
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to the named target, but to the untrustworthy  claimant.258 This is perhaps what  my 

interlocutor  meant, but it  seemed that there was a darker sort of magic being implied  

here, that if  you were to please Bhairava, through  ritual  or gifts  or devotion,  he might  

have no option  but to do your  bidding.  This is generally understood  to be the case for  

most deities ɭ that they will  honor the wishes of ardent devotees ɭ and the distinction  

was as the man indic ated: Bhairava includes killing  within  the purview  of what  he will  

do when appeased, while  most gods do not.  

Constructing and Disrupting Bhairava with Ritual Action  

 The first  of these was actually  a failure  to strike up a conversation. There was 

one, in a button -down  and slacks he struck me as a small business office worker,  whom  I 

saw more regularly  than just about any other visitor.  He would  come in just after the 

temple reopened in the afternoon, take ËÈÙĭÈÕ (the physical act of exchange drawn  from  

confrontation  with  a deity)  from  the maẒṳapa, and then speed-walk  a series of 

anticlockwise  circumambulations.  I tried  to approach him  and speak with  him,  but 

rabbitlike  he had neither time for greetings nor farewells. After  watching  him  for a 

while,  I realized he always made eight circuits  of the temple. I asked my friends  who  

worked  there how  often he came. Every day, they replied.  It  was not until  nearly two  

years later when I was re-reading parts of the *êĭČ Kha a that I realized what  he was 

doing.  The end of the account of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ origin  and his arrival  in  5êÙêÈÚČ is a series 

 

258 William Sax, God of Justice, c. 2. 
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of verses touting  the benefits of Bhairava-devotion,  including  a successful visit  to 

5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈȮ and the liberation  of ancestors. Part four,  verse 151 says that 

circumambulating  /ê×ÈÉÏÈÒa a (Bhairava in his role as devourer  of ×ê×ÈȮ or ȿÚÐÕɀ 

[do a]) eight times a day prevents the accrual of karmic  residue from  faults mental, 

verbal, and physical. He offered no flowers,  he purchased nothing  from  any stall, he 

received no blessing: he is following  the letter of a centuries-old  prescription  for the 

metaphysical prevention  of existential ailments. Through  the act of walking  this devotee 

was constructing  a version of *êÓ Bhairav and his temple that resonated not with  the 

immediate  vici nity,  or current  tradition,  but with  /ÜÙêic account and injunction.  He 

was wrapping  a thread across text and time around  and around  the garbhagẞha, the only  

devotee to still  actively  use this ritual  tool. 

 The final  set of observations I will  share has to do with  disruption  and wealth.  It  

is generally said that Bhairava is need-blind  in his admission to his temple and its 

inherent benefits ɭ even before the modern, though  often legally  contested, right  of all 

Hindus  to enter Hindu  temples. Nevertheless, the visibly  poorer visitors  were 

apparently  not nearly as poor as the poorer sweeper and refugee slum-dwelling  

communities  in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ and I would  estimate most visitors  were from  low  to upper-

middle -class backgrounds. There were, however, stark outliers.  From time to time, a 

VIP, or even VVIP, would  arrive.  The line would  become irrelevant,  and those with  

money and influence would  walk  into  the garbhag ha for a private  viewing.  The 
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chamber was not closed, but the visitors  could stay as long as they liked,  and others 

were left  waiting  outside. On one such occasion, a group  of four  men in their  late 

twenties, from  Delhi  I heard, with  aviators and torn  acid-wash jeans walked  into  the 

garbhag ha. Their shoes left outside but their  socks still  on ɭ an issue almost no other 

visitor  faces, as closed-toe shoes are not the fashion in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ and those who  do wear 

them will  usually  quit  their  socks upon entering a temple. They spent some time in the 

temple, made generous donations of cash and liquor,  and returned  to the Mahindra  

scorpion they had somehow gotten all  the way  down  to the final  ÎÈÓČȮ which  was too 

narrow  for  any car. Their presence and privilege  had fundamentally  altered the temple: 

more the interactive  network  of people and processes within  the space than the space 

itself, when activity  was paused for  these visitors  what  as left  was a shell and a frozen 

ÔľÙÛÐȮ a husk that buzzed not on the inside with  activity,  but the outside with  the 

agitation  of those wh o had been displaced for the VVIPs. 

Smearing, Binding, and Beating: Ritual Technologies and Building a 

Ring of Bhairavas  

 David  Gordon White, in his Vernacular Ritual  Technologies, describes two  

modes of ritual  engagement that are particular  to Bhairava temples: smearing, and 

binding.  White  describes the smearing as the spreading or transfer of sacred substances, 

particularly  tel-ÚÐÕËľÙ, from  the ÔľÙÛÐ to the devotee and along with  it  the transfer of a 

positive  power  or the conferral of blessings. This foll ows a broader logic that what  is 

scraped or sloughed or sluiced off  of a divine  form  is also special and powerful.  /êÙÝÈÛČ 
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made Ga ÌĭÈȮ in  many accounts, from  the residue from  her bath: the dust from  her skin 

turned  to mud  with  a bit  of bathwater. In a Rajasthani tradition,  *êÓ Bhairav is made of 

the slough from  2ÐÝÈɀÚ body, and is set against Gor Bhairav, made from  the sediment 

scraped from  Vi ÜɀÚ body.259 What is transferred from  the base of these ÔľÙÛÐÚ is tel-

ÚÐÕËľÙ, vermilion  powder  (ÚÐÕËľÙ) in  oil  (tel), a more stable and less divisive  substitute 

for the blood of sacrificed animals smeared on !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ ÔľÙÛÐÚȮ a practice that still  

occurs at certain shrines in Rajasthan and the Kathmandu  Valley.260 While  Tantric, 

messy, and potentially  seen as transgressive, the smearing of blood or tel-ÚÐÕËľÙ 

substitute onto the ÔľÙÛÐ and then back onto the devotee participates in a very  similar  

logic to that of ×ÙÈÚêË, where that which  is given to the deity  is then given back to the 

devotee. This happens in many mainstream temples with  the offering  of fruits,  flowers,  

and sweets: they are placed before the deity  as an offering,  metaphysically  consumed by 

the deity,  and thereby made sacred. The devotee who  has just made this offering  will  

often receive the fruits,  flowers,  or sweets offered by someone else as they exit from  the 

temple: they have already been consumed by the deity,  and are ready to be consumed 

by a human. Even in cases where a deity  literally  consumes an offering,  as is the case 

with  *êÓ Bhairav in Ujjain  who  drinks  plates of alcohol, devotees will  often take two -

thirds  of a small bottle home with  them as alcoholic ×ÙÈÚêË, the first  third  having  gone 

 

259 White, ñVernacular Ritual Technologies,ò 14. For more on these proxy-battling Bhairavas, see the 

section on HanumǕn in c. 2. This kind of construction of a proxy soldier is treated more extensively in c. 1, 

in the portion on the role of Bhairava and his relation to śiva.  
260 White, ñVernacular Ritual Technologies,ò 12-13, 17, 24-25. 



 

287 

into  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ mouth.  Likewise,  the blood of a sacrificed animal  is offered, or ȿÍÌËɀ to 

Bhairava through  smearing it  on the ÔľÙÛÐȮ and later as it  drips  down  to the base of the 

statue where devotees touch their  heads in prostration,  it  is transferred to them: they are 

able to ɁÌÈÛȮɂ in  the same smearing way  way  Bhairava did,  the now  sacred material  first  

consumed by the deity.  Some of this sanguine ÚÐÕËľÙ is smeared on the walls  and 

especially the doorframe  leading back into  the street. This is both practical and potent: it  

removes excess pigment,  it  leaves remaining  sacred stuff  in  the temple, and it  distributes  

the efficacy of the ÔľÙÛÐ and his offering  throughout  the space, adding  a layer of 

material, interactive, symbolic  construction  to the ÉÜÐÓËÐÕÎɀÚ physical form.  

 Binding  is a more widespread practice, and has mainstream examples, including  

the well -known  annual festival  of Rak ê Bandhan, in which  sisters bind  brothers wrists  

with  a special string  in order to metaphysically  protect him,  a sort of exchange for the 

social expectation that the whole  year through  he has been physically  protecting  her. 

Threads and bands are tied around  people to ɁÉÐÕË the ÉÐÕËÌÙȮɂ261 that is to quell  some 

sort of evil  that has infiltrated  a person, or to bind  an ill  influence outside the binding,  

the latter being the case in Rak ê Bandhan. White  notes that in the *êÓ Bhairav temple, 

binding  is a regular occurrence, with  knotted  black thread tied around  the necks of those 

receiving blessings. I am not sure how  long ago White  made this observation, for while  

this does still  happen in the temple, the smearing and binding  is now  more integrated 

 

261 ibid. 19. 
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and elaborate, as we will  see shortly.  At  the *êÓ Bhairav temple in Ujjain  I encountered a 

more extreme instance of binding.  A member of one of the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ two  priestly  

families, this man was in his mid  to late thirties,  and had already lost most of his hair. 

He was unmarried,  and considered himself  legendarily  unlucky:  a fact which  obviously  

bothered him  incessantly, but at which  he worked  to laugh. He wore a particularly  

complex and large necklace, with  an iron  amulet mounted  in the center. When I asked 

about it,  he explained that it  was a ritual  binding,  installed  to help his fortune  change. 

The amulet was a locket, holding  special things. Like Mantras? I asked, knowing  that 

small brass containers with  mantras are sometimes worn  on the biceps of Hindus.  Like 

mantras, but not mantras, he said, and changed the subject.262  

 R.V. Russel noted in the early 20th century  that Gosains in central India  who  

worship  Bhairon would  signal their  devotion  by placing a vermillion  dot between their  

eyes, the mark  made of tel-ÚÐÕËľÙ taken from  the ÔľÙÛÐɀÚ feet. It  is the Gosains who  run  

the *êÓ Bhairav temple in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ and the practice is continued:  whenever I passed 

through  the garbagriha, the priest near the exit door would  place a mark  of tel-ÚÐÕËľÙ on 

my forehead. When that priest was Ashish, he would  reach down  behind *êÓ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ 

clothing  and wipe  some tel directly  from  the ÔľÙÛÐɀÚ base to smear on my forehead. He 

would  often smear the flowers  I received as ×ÙÈÚêË before handing  them to me, too.  

 

262 Conversations with KǕl Bhairav pȊjǕrǭs in Ujjain, March 2017.  
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 The binding  of black knotted  thread still  takes place in the KêÓ Bhairav temple, 

though  it  is more common in the norther  Samhara Bhairav temple. In the stalls packed 

inside the *êÓ Bhairav temple, the most popular  items for sale are small, nylon,  braided 

bracelets. Far more substantial than the knotted  black string,  these bracelets are melted 

closed at one end, and come in a range of colors, color combinations, and shiny  golden 

interwoven  strands. They often have to be forced on over the hand, as nylon  does not 

stretch much, and ×ľÑêÙČÚ do so after offering  their  blessing, folding  the ÙÌÊÐ×ÐÌÕÛɀÚ hand 

on itself  and pulling  it  there and there as they force the bracelet down  onto the wrist.  

This is, as we shall see, only  the final  roughness in a standard blessing practice.  

 The technologies of smearing and binding  are regularly  combined in the KêÓ 

Bhairav temple. Ashes are also smeared, echoing the smearing of crematory ashes on to 

the bodies of Bhairava and ascetics who  follow  his example, and the sacred ash from  the 

dhunis of àÖÎČÚ and ascetics that are offered as prasêËȭ The bracelets are often smeared 

with  such ash, or are wrapped  with  ash in newspaper. Less often, bracelets are rubbed 

on the base of the ÔľÙÛÐȮ transferring  the vermillion  tel-ÚÐÕËľÙ to them. This was done on 

my last visit  to the *êÓ Bhairav temple, the day when I was allowed  to sit in  the sealed 

garbhagriha with  Ashish while  they undressed, bathed, and redressed *êÓ Bhairav. He 

gave me a bundle  of these bracelets ɭ18 or 20 of them ɭ and while  Bhairava stood 

uncovered, he took the bundle  back from me, and rubbed it  on the base of the stone 

ÔľÙÛÐȮ an unimpeded  and uninterrupted  transfer. This transfer is made even to the mask 
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that is the focal point  of the obscured ÔľÙÛÐ: a mark, like  that put  upon the heads of 

devotees, is often put  on the mask of *êÓ Bhairav, emphasizing that the mask is 

Bhairava, but it  is not the ÔľÙÛÐ. 

 The acts of smearing and binding,  special to Bhairava, are alive and well  ɭ and 

apparently  developing  in complexity  and combination  ɭ in  the *êÓ Bhairav temple. I 

would  like  to add one more ritual  technology to this set, one for which  the temple is far 

better known  than its practices of smearing and binding:  the ritual  technology of 

beating. 

 The many stalls in the cloister that surrounds  the garbagriha sell various 

souvenirs and sanctified objects, but they are uniform  in the fact that each proprietor  

grants blessings. They are of a combined form:  a recitation  of one among several 

mantras, and the rhythmic  thumping  on the recipients bowed back with  a bundle  of 

peacock feathers bound wit h black string  ɭ a peacock feather club, as its often called ɭ 

throughout.  The impact is gentle, and aided by the elevated platforms  of the stalls, 

allowing  the ×ľÑêÙČ to easily reach the recipients back without  their  bowing  over too far. 

Sometimes, the recitation  is followed  by a final  phrase of praise to or celebration fo 

Bhairava, brief, often onomatopoetic (bam, bam, bam, *êÓ Bhairo ÒČ jai!) Punctuated 

with  harder slaps to the back with  an open palm. The beating is understood  to be 

instrumental  in the dislodging  of residue of past transgressions, shortcomings, and ill -

actions. Though each ×ľÑêÙČ in  each stall has such a peacock-club, their  styles differ.  
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Some tap quickly  and on the shoulders, some more slowly,  alternating  both sides of a 

bowed spine. Many have a trademark  of sorts. The man who  sits next to the navagraha 

plinth  in the rear left  corner of the temple wears dozens of necklaces, wooden and 

plastic and bone, and they rattle loudly  as he recites, shifting  feverishly  from  side to 

side. ,ÈÕÖÑɀÚ hook was the large iron  bracelets he wore, which  clanked and jangled as 

he wielded  his peacock-feather club.  

 It  is noted, by Chalier-Visuvalingam  and others,263 that the peacock-feather club 

is a symbol of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ connection with  the forest, and by extension his rural  and 

perhaps yakảa roots. This can certainly  be the case, depending  on the context: when 

presented in a loincloth  in a wall  mural  (see images, temple and corner), a peacock 

feather becomes a scepter for a woodland  king,  or a magic wand  for a rural  ritual  

specialist. In the *êÓ Bhairav temple, however, it  takes on a different  connotation. 

Though there are definite  links  between the temple, its organization,  and the until  

recently marginalized  and disenfranchised Gosain community,  any rustic  affiliation  is 

not immediately  obvious upon visiting  the temple. Though compact, the space is well  

appointed  and maintained,  moralized  and decorated, with  modern  security equipment  

and modern  ×ľÑêÙČÚȭ The visible  form  of Bhairava is gilt,  he sits beneath a silver -plated 

shrine canopy, and he is buried  in fresh flowers.  He is a political  headman, a general, a 

chief of police, or ÈËÏÐÕêÛÏÈ (chief lord)  of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ as the final  quarter of each verse of 

 

263 Chalier-Visuvalingam, ñBhairavaôs Royal Brahminicide.ò 
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the *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêakam attests. Here, peacock feathers are signs of royalty,  of luxury,  of 

beauty. Images of peacocks are used to decorate palaces, and their  iridescence has 

inspired  fantastic tilework  and textile design. Ultimately,  Bhairava is both: tied to the 

countryside,  the rural,  that which  lies at or beyond the margins, and the protector  and 

regulator  of this city  of cities, beloved of ¥ÐÝÈȮ regent in his own  right.  Though the 

former  is often noted as explanation of the peacock clubs, I believe the latter reading is 

more immediate  and clear in the context of this temple.  

 Finally,  while  the ritual  technology of beating is certainly  a performance and has 

some trappings  of pageantry, it  is not a fabrication  of the entrepreneurial  minds  of KêÓ 

Bhairav ×ľÑêÙČÚ. At  the nearby Da È×êi Bhairav temple, Bhairava appears in the form  

of judge and executor of sentences, armed with  a club (daẒṳa) in his hand (×êẒi) to carry 

them out. Here, the ×ľÑêÙČ sits on the floor,  requiring  a far deeper prostration  for him  to 

reach your  back, which  he will  slap three times with  an open hand as he finishes reciting  

his blessings.  

 Striking  with  a stick is also present in some esoteric Buddhist  contexts, such as at 

Drepung  Monastery on the edge of Lhasa, Tibet. There, in a relatively  small but very  

popular  ancillary  temple building,  visitors  smear yak butter,  and bend to be tapped 

gently  on the back by a rod of iron  mounted  into  a wooden handle and welded  by a 

priest. It  is said the iron  is from  a meteorite that smashed into  the Tibetan plateau 

centuries before. This special gesture and special substance is intended  to rid  the 
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supplicant  of all  bad karma, and prepare pilgrims  for their  visit  to the more famous and 

arguably  more sacred temples in Lhasa proper,  former  capital of the Gelug order, and 

political  capital of former  Tibet.264  

 Striking  is also an important  part of some Zazen practices, where an invigilator  

will  monitor  the meditation  of a room, marching  back and forth  in front  of the seated 

monks with  a keisaku (or ÒàĥÚÈÒÜ), a sort of severe yardstick,  held vertically  before him in 

both hands. If  they notice a dozing  meditator,  they are tapped, and they lean forward  for 

the invigilator  to strike them several times across the back ɭ usually  parallel  to the 

spine and on both sides of it  ɭ in  order to reawaken the monk. This is a treatment that 

can also be requested though  a gesture during  the ÐÕÝÐÎÐÓÈÛÖÙɀÚ rounds. The striking  has 

no effect other than to aid ongoing Zazen practice.  

 In the more local case of the promise of liberation  following  death in VêÙêÈÚČȮ 

the pairing  of beating with  blessing is a mild  harbinger of the intense onslaught and 

burning  away of karma conducted by *êÓ Bhairav, an intense flash that balances ÖÕÌɀÚ 

past lives and prepares one for liberation,  a painful  and condensed but effective beating 

of encumbering residue off  of the ËÌÊÌÈÚÌËɀÚ soul. This work  is done by Bhairava, 

specifically  *êÓ Bhairav, but it  interestingly  does not take place in the garbhagẞha as it  did  

in the Tibetan Buddhist  corollary,  nor is it  the work  of a single specialists as is the case in 

Zazen practice. *êÓ Bhairav is not delivering  these blows. And  if  he wanted to, he could 

 

264 This is what I was told when I visited, and was tapped, in late May, 2007.  
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not: the ÔľÙÛÐ of *êÓ Bhairav has no arms, and is only  a stone slab beneath the mask, 

cloth and flowers.265 Instead, the ×ľÑêÙČÚ are *êÓ BhaiÙÈÝɀÚ hands. They encircle him,  as to 

the A abhairava, who  are painted in on the interior  walls  of the temple, above their  

stalls. In this miniature  construction  of a larger sacred territory,  living  agents are placed 

around  the central figure  of Bhairava whose work  they perform.  As he did  with  circles 

of àÖÎÐÕČÚȮ Bhairava regulates their  activity,  and like the àÖÎÐÕČÚȮ their  activity  is violent,  

but potentially  liberative. 266 

Women /ľÑêÙČÚ - Identity, Practicality, and Constructing Ones Own 

Space 

 Among  the multiple  and rotating  cast of pľÑêÙČÚ in  stalls throughout  the temple, 

there were a couple of niches, toward  the back left  of the space, that were occasionally 

occupied by women. These women wore black, with  none of the typical  markings  of a 

householder ɭ ÚÐÕËľÙ, makeup, jewelry.  Their hair  was looser than most women on the 

street: not fully  open, but not pulled  back as more conservative propriety,  especially in  

an official  role at a temple, would  dictate. They sat beneath murals  of the goddess: a 

connection they did  not affirm  ɭ they said they were here on their  own  merit,  not due 

to a connection with  the goddess ɭ but the coincidence seems too stark and consistent 

to not also have served, at least affectively,  as a sort of organizational  apparatus. 

 

265 see c. 1, problem of essence; c. 2, Bǭr BǕbǕs. 
266 David Gordon White, ñǕkinǭ, Yoginǭ, PairikǕ, Strix: Adventures in Comparative Demonology.ò 

Southeast Review of Asian Studies 35 (2013): 7ï31. 
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Perhaps it  did  not get these women to their  roles as ×ľÑêÙČÚȮ but it  did  aid in a decision of 

where they might  work,  and the correspondence justified  and perhaps authorized  their  

presence, at least in the minds  of onlookers. 

 The stalls they kept were far starker than the rest: nothing  was hung from  the 

columns or strings above the space, and the only  items available were black nylon  

bracelets and ash, which  would  be tapped with  their  peacock clubs and wrapped  in 

small squares of newspaper to take home. Their blessings were often louder  and longer 

than those offered in other stalls, and they tapped harder, finishing  each blessing with  

twelve  open handed slaps on the back, three times through  four  sections of Om Nama  

¥ÐÝê-Ya! (OẐ NamaẀ ¥ÐÝêàÈ, praise the name of ¥iva). 

 I took their  blessing, and asked them about their  presence in the temple. They 

categorically denied it  was unusual  for them to be present, and when I asked them how  

they had come to run  their  respective stalls, they said in the normal way. The ɁÕÖÙÔal 

ÞÈàɂ is hereditary:  sons in families  take over for  big brothers and fathers. Ashish, for 

example, started working  in the temple at ten or so, working  his way  through  ranks 

until  he was authorized  to oversee the garbhagẞha. They had not gained their  position  

through  this patrilineal  inheritance, but had staked an approved  claim to their  space and 

ritual  authority.   

 I was told  later, by my more regular conversation partners in the temple, that 

they had generated great tapas, or spiritual  power,  and that was why  they had been able 
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to take these positions and were known  for the efficacy of their  blessings I asked 

whether  they had generated this tapas through  yoga, or ritual  tantra. Neither,  I was told.  

They generated their  power through  constant devotion.  Within  the flexible  space 

associated with  *êÓ Bhairav, one that permits  a wider  range of ritual  (including  tantric  

and the blessing of alcohol) and access (of outcastes and dogs, resonant with  and 

beloved of Bhairava), there is also the possibility  of female spiritual  expertise and 

practice. Finding  resonance with  female forms linked  to Bhairava (see section on *êÓČ 

and #ÜÙÎêȮ c. 2, also A abhairava links),  these women ×ľÑêÙČÚ constructed their  own  

place for ritual  work  in the specific context of the temple, in the emphatic performance 

of their  ritual  practice, and in their  unambiguous  assertions of normativity.   

 Sometimes, however, the situation  is not so constructed. Sometimes, the register 

of special space, ritual  performance, and mutually -built  authority  cedes to the bare, and 

tragic, practicalities  of life. This was the case in another instance of a woman  running  a 

stall, one that was significantly  different  from  these two  black-clad women, and different  

also from  the attit udes and explanations of male ×ľÑêÙČÚȭ In this case, a woman, dressed 

as a householder in ÚÈÓÞêÙ-ÒÈÔČá (long shirt  and pants), wearing  a dupaẨẨa (shawl scarf. 

With  ÚÈÓÞêÙ-ÒÈÔČá, a typical  outfit  for  female householder), was running  a stall near that 

of the mahants, just a bid  farther  back in the temple. She gave blessings, and sold a wide  

range of items. I asked her how  she had ended up here, expecting a claim to entering 

this role just like  everyone else. After  a few seconds of deflecting, she spoke candidly:  
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My  husband died six weeks ago. We have to eat. What is there to do but learn the 

mantras, and come here? Though there is no construction  of a context that explains this 

situation,  the direct and frank  logic is abundantly  clear. The proprietor  of the stall  is no 

more, but the family  needs to continue to earn money. Of a working  age, the wife  claims 

the right  to the stall. Certainly  familiar  with  how  it  is run,  she can participate  as a 

merchant. The only  difference between a merchant and a ×ľÑêÙČȮ from  the perspective of 

paying  clients, is the giving  of blessings, and the beating with  a peacock feather club. So 

this bereaved woman  takes the obvious step, learns the mantras, and takes over the 

entirety  of her ÏÜÚÉÈÕËɀÚ role in the stall. Whether or not this is precedented or allowed  

in a grander sense seems beside the point:  it  is going on, and at least for now, it  is 

working.  

 The preceding passages, from  merchants to pujaris  to interlocutors  to their  

stories; from  mahants to pandits  to matters of idealism and practicality;  from  walking  

and sitting  to drinking  and chanting, these are all  the sorts of shifting  webs of activity  

and interaction  that de Certeau says makes a place into  a space.267 Beyond being an ideal 

example of this sort of distinction  between an inert  place and a living,  meaningful  space, 

I would  like  to consider that this transformation  is not a move from  one type of place to 

another, that other, that space, always being understood  to be in flux.  I think  it  is also 

useful to consider how  the creation of space further  enables the construction  of place, 

 

267 De Certeau 115-122. 
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and so on. As activity  in the *êÓ Bhairav temple make that place into  a space, and in a 

similar  sense make *êÓ Bhairav into  an important  presence, even agent, within  the city,  

the same transformati on also aids the demarcation of place related to 5êÙêÁÓĂȢ As 

described above, Bhairava not only helps make 6àÒàÁÓĂ from place to space through his 

narrative presence, he perhaps more drastically describes the place of 6àÒàÁÓĂȟ at least 

conceptually if not cartographically, through his position at its borders. Within  these 

borders, then, thousands of other gods, saints, and heroes contribute to the multilayered 

space of 6àÒàÁÓĂ made possible in part by "ÈÁÉÒÁÖÁȭÓ delimitation  of place. Taking this 

process one step further,  6àÒàÁÓĂ and its relationship with  other cities, like Ujjain and 

Kathmandu, both give shape to the place of sacred north  India, that pre-Indian state world  

of the Skanda 0ÕÒàa, and help transform it  into a space. Read in reverse order, the space 

created of north  India works to distinguish it  as a place; the place of 6àÒàÁÓĂ within  this 

broader space of north  India helps it  become a space itself through reference to broader 

networks of story, movement, and import;  and finally  those stories and histories and 

traditions  in 6àÒàÁÓĂ can become constitutive of a space because of their  relationship to 

tehse enclosing places and spaces, all the way down to the +àÌ Bhairav temple. In this way, 

the microcosm can be understood to effect the macrocosm, while the macrocosm effects the 

microcosm. Bhairava, in his roles in Kathmandu and Ujjain and 6àÒàÁÓĂȟ at the periphery 

and center and throughout 6àÒàÁÓĂȟ is present and active at all of these ambivalent, 

mutually constructed levels 
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Text, (ÔÈÎÌȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯ,ÈÕËÐÙɯÐÕɯÈɯ!ÙÖÈËÌÙɯ

Network  

 From time to time, during  the mid -afternoon lulls  when there were no visitors  to 

bless or sell things to, and no temple or stall responsibilities  to attend to, I would  ask 

Manoj questions about various features of the temple. I asked him  about the figures on 

both sides of the main door, too covered in tel-sindur to be iconographically  identified.  

The one over the door is, of course, Ga ÌĭÈȮ he confirms. To the left  of the door, 1êÑÈ 

Pat ÕêÛÏ (perhaps Bhadrinath?), to the right  Ba uk Bhairava. Above the lintel  and to the 

left  was a figure  identified  at different  times as *êÓČȮ a different  Bhairava, or a #ÝêÙÈ×êÓÈ 

(the latter two  being non-contradictory  labels). Even higher on the left  was a photo of the 

ÔľÙÛÐ of *êÓ Bhairav inside the garbhagẞha, ostensibly for those who  had the misfortune  

of coming between 1:30 and 2:30 PM, at which  time the inner temple was closed for the 

bathing  and redressing of Bhairava, and the stall keepers all  took a break to drink  chai 

and read the paper. Directly  above the door was an LED light  board, a scrolling  ticker 

display,  but I never saw it  switched on and it  did  not look  like  it  had been touched for  

quite some time. To the right  of this light  board is the ever-important  wall  clock, and a 

flatscreen monitor  that was hooked up to the ÛÌÔ×ÓÌɀÚ CCTV system, but never ever 

turned  on. The screen was crowned by an image of a ¥ÐÝÈ li ga  hung on the wall  

above.  

  The upper  echelon of this front  wall  of the garbhagẞha is the most revealing. On 

the right  is an illustration  of what  appears to be ¥ÐÝÈȮ and a photo of a ¥ÐÝÈ li gam. This 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=16Ywb_SwdHNK_oa--Jh67SpwlDV_y47PV
https://drive.google.com/open?id=16Ywb_SwdHNK_oa--Jh67SpwlDV_y47PV
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paired placement suggests the images are intended  to affirm  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ connection to 

¥ÐÝÈ 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ (Lord  of All),  who  appears in 5êÙêÈÚČ ɀÚ most celebrated temple in the 

form  of a li gam. A closer look, however, reveal that these are not images of ¥ÐÝÈ and 

the 5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈ li gam: they are instead images of Bhairava, and the ,ÈÏêÒêÓÌĭÝÈÙÈ 

Li gam in Ujjain. The quiescent paint ing of Bhairava as an ascetic shows a human form  

of Bhairava, perhaps indistinguishable  from  nineteenth century  paintings  of ¥ÐÝÈ as àÖÎČ 

except for  the fact that he is presided by two  dogs, one black and one white.  Here, dogs 

take the position  relative to Bhairava that is taken by Gor and *êÓ ɭ white  and black ɭ 

Bherum-jČÚ relative to the goddess in Rajasthan. Rather than an attendant, as in those 

cases, Bhairava here is attended, by a pair  of dogs. To reproduce +ÐÕÙÖÛÏÌɀÚ theory  used 

in c. 2, this representation  of Bhairava argues that he is not secondary or ancillary,  but 

rather primary.  

 The image of the MahêÒêÓÌĭÝÈÙÈ Li gam on the right  of the door corresponds to 

a photo of a spheroid Bhairava to the left: an image of *êÓ Bhairav in Ujjain, the very  

form referenced in the introduction. 268 These images clearly signal a link  and parallelism  

between 5êÙêÈÚČ and Ujjain, one which  references both the presence of Bhairava and a 

li gam of central and supreme importance. This suggested connection is returned  from  

the Ujjaini  end: in *êÓ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝɀÚ temple in Ujjain, in the security room where priests 

 

268 I did not recognize this version of KǕl Bhairav at first, and was confused when he was identified as 

such: he was obviously not the masked version inside the garbhagha and I wondered whether this was the 

form beneath the garlands, and behind the mask. Manoj found this question amusing, and said no, this is 

the form in Ujjain. 
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watch CCTV feeds of pilgrims  while  not on duty,  there is an image of *êÓ Bhairav from  

5êÙêÈÚČȭ He is guarding  the apparatus that is used to guard the compound of the deity  

understood  to guard Ujjain  and the ,ÈÏêÒêÓÌĭÝÈÙ Li gam. This placement not only  

affirms  a mutual  connection recognized by both temples. The place of guardianship  of 

the guard also subtly  signals recognition  of *êÓ Bhairav in 5êÙêÈÚČ as the supreme *êÓ 

Bhairav, a fact in line with  /ÜÙêic accounts, and confirmed  by ×ľÑêÙČÚ at the Ujjaini  

temple. They followed  this confirmation  with  a story about *êÓ Bhairav coming to Ujjain  

to visit,  and authorize his presence also in that city.   

 Above the door and offset to the left  is an image of Bhairava, garlanded with  

skulls, dancing upon a plinth  of skulls. The image is a painting  of a statue: one that I 

have since recognized as East Javanese in origin,  from  the 13th century, the original  

residing  in the collection of the Rijksmuseum Volkenkunde,  the Dutch  National  

Museum of Ethnology  in Leiden. He is dancing ÛêẒṳava, a dance of creation and 

destruction  usually  associated with  ¥ÐÝÈ but also described as an activity  of Bhairava, a 

visual  argument for his essential supremacy even over other forms and representations 

of ¥ÐÝÈȮ a superiority  manifest in 9th century  *ÈĭÔČÙÐ ¥ÈÐÝÈ traditions  (see the end of 

chapter 1).   

 This array of objects makes a distinct  argument about KêÓ Bhairav, and does so 

by constructing  a trans-regional network  of presence and power:  *êÓ Bhairav is not only  

present in  5êÙêÈÚČȮ he is also present in Ujjain, where he guards another li gam. He is 
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present even as far away as Indonesia. And  in all  of these forms, there can be 

understood to be a refined essence, an independent  agency, parallel  to but distinct  form  

¥ÐÝÈȭ  

Text, Authority, and Aura  

 Just below this upper  row,  a part of it  but extending down,  is an inscribed marble 

slab. It  is the only  detail  above the lintel  that is a part of the facade and not affixed  to it  

as these other images, clock, and flatscreen are. The text was in Sanskrit, and it  identifies  

the KêÓ Bhairav within  the garbhagẞha not through  his relationship  with  ¥ÐÝÈ and other 

Bhairavas, but in his own  terms. I asked Manoj to tell  me about the inscription  one day. 

What is that writing  there, I asked, and what does it  say? Glancing briefly  up at the wall  to 

confirm  I was gesturing  to this central inscription  above the door, Manoj looked back to 

his work  and said ThatɀÚ a special mantra, just for this temple. I repeated the second part of 

my question: Oh, and what does it  say? Manoj looked up, not at the plaque but at me, and 

recited: 

 

ŗūőūń̝ūƁ Ŏŷőŗź ŇŶŗź  

śƁśūő ŎŐŉūŘŉŏžί 

ĤŉŶĶ Ľʇ ĶŲ ŅƁ ŋūŋŏž  

ŇŘƈŉŶŉ Ŭŗŉ˲ŬŅίί 

 

ÝêÙêÈÚàê bhairavo devo sa ÚêÙÈ ÉÏÈàÈÕêĭÈÕÈÔί 

aneka janma k ta  ×êpam d ĭÈÕÌÕÈ ÝÐÕÈĭàÈÛÐίί 
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Lord  Bhairava in 5êÙêÈÚČ is the destroyer of ÓÐÍÌɀÚ269 fears; 

By his ËÈÙĭÈÕ270 the faults of many lifetimes  are undone.271 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

269 SaἄsǕra, literally cyclical or transient existence, but Life is a reading more fitting to the immediate 

sense of the verse in the context of KǕl Bhairav. 
270 Eck translates this as ñby the mere sight of him,ò an unexpected gloss of darŜan considering her future 

work on darŜan and visual interaction.  
271 This verse is presented in c. 1, and appears on many souvenir photos ð pocket, postcard, and wall 

sized ð sold outside KǕl Bhairava Mandir.  
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Here is what  is actually  inscribed on that stone, with  the recited text next to it  for  

comparison: 

 

Inscribed Recited 

δ Ƴů ĸńŶŘūŐž ŉŏƂ [typical  benedictory  header] 

ŗūőūń˲ūŏžƁ ŎŷőŗƁƂ ŇŶŗƂ 

śƁśūőƂ ŎŐ ŉūŘŉŏžƂ 

ĤŉŶĶ Ľʇž ĶŲ ŅŏƁƂ  

ŋūŋŏž ŇŘƈŉŶŉžƂ Ŭŗŉ˲ŬŅžƂ 

 

ŗūőūń̝ūƁ Ŏŷőŗź ŇŶŗź  

śƁśūő ŎŐŉūŘŉŏžί 

ĤŉŶĶ Ľʇ ĶŲ ŅƁ ŋūŋŏž  

ŇŘƈŉŶŉ Ŭŗŉ˲ŬŅίί 

O  ¥ÙČ Ga Ìĭêàɀ nama  

ÝêÙêÈĭàêÔɀ Bhairava a  deva  

sa ÚêÙÈ bhaya ÕêĭÈÕÈÔɀ 

aneka ÑÈÕÔɀ k ta  

×ê×ÈÔɀ ËÈÙĭÈÕÌÕɀ ÝÐÕÈĭàÛɀÐ 

 

ÝêÙêÈÚàê bhairavo devo  

sa ÚêÙÈ ÉÏÈàÈÕêĭÈÕÈÔί 

aneka janma k ta  ×ê×ÈÔ  

d ĭÈÕÌÕÈ ÝÐÕÈĭàÈÛÐίί 

 

 

 The recited text is intact, a simple, direct example of Sanskrit verse. The inscribed 

text is, frankly,  a mess: it  is full  of misplaced characters and impossible letter 

combinations, yielding  many unpronounceable terminations.  Even O  ¥ÙČ Ga ÌĭêàÈ 

Nama , one of the most frequently  written  Sanskrit phrases ɭ placed at the beginning  

of many texts to protect and facilitate  the unimp eded reading of the contents, whether  or 

not they have anything  to do with  Ga ÌĭÈ ɭ is miswritten.   

 When I told  Manoj that what  was written  was not what  he had just recited to me, 

he glanced back up at the inscription,  and said Yes, it  is. He had not looked long enough 

to have read the entire verse: understanding  me to mean I believed it  to be another 

verse, and with  a glance he had confirmed  it  was the verse he thought  it  to be. Look, I 

said, at the ends of the words: ÛÏÌàɀÙÌ not written as you recited them. I think you recited the 
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verse right, but ÐÛɀÚ written differently ÛÏÌÙÌȱ Manoj looked back up, surprised but 

interested. Looking  back at me, he said The verse ÐÚȱ and then recited it  correctly  again.  

 It  evident  from  this conversation that Manoj knew exactly what  he was reciting,  

and what  it  meant, regardless of his broader familiarity  with  Sanskrit. He had explained 

to me the different  verses he recited, the different  attributes  and abilities  of *êÓ Bhairav 

they had described, and the best time to use them: this one is for business; this one is for 

marriage; this one is for the removal of doảas. When he had glanced up at the inscription,  he 

had looked at the first  couple of words,  recognized the verse, and let his brain fill  in  the 

rest. He probably  did not even have to do this the first  time: he knew what  was on the 

plaque. When he looked again, he confirmed  that it  was the verse he had been thinking  

of. While  I have to read all  the letters in most Sanskrit words  to know  what  they are, he 

could do better than skimming,  having  an intact internalized  and complete reference 

that was easier to access than it  was to reread a verse.  

 The preference for the oral and the internal  is well  known  and widely  present 

throughout  Hindu  contexts. Text can be a sacred object, an to an extent that is happening 

here. The disconnect between written  irregularity  and recited consistency can be 

understood  in the context of theories of Veda, recitation,  and memory.  As Leela Prasad 

outlines in  her Poetics of Conduct, Vedic authority  is strongly  rooted in a preference for, 

or even an insistence upon, orality.  To read a Veda, rather than to recite it,  is seen by 

some Hindus  as adharmic, or contrary  to the correct way  of things - sacrilegious in a 
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sense.272 It  is not just a shadow of its true oral/aural  self, but anathema. The oral text is 

not only  preferred: it  is the only  true text, and listening  is the only  real way  to ɁÙÌÈËȭɂ 

 Manoj was not the only  ×ľÑêÙČ to react with  surprise when shown the unusual  

terminations  of the inscription:  Ashish and a couple of other stall proprietors  did  so, too. 

Like Manoj, they knew the verse, and had no need to refer to it  regularly,  nor to examine 

it  closely. Though perhaps unfamiliar  with  Sanskrit orthography  that is not entirely  

shared w ith  Hindi,  they were able to note irregularities  when asked about them. What is 

more surprising,  however, is that this very  inscription  has been translated, described, ad 

repeated without  note or comment by Euro-American  scholars, those who  might  be 

expected to pay attention  to such detail.  This the case in $ÊÒɀÚ !ÈÕêÙÈÚȮ City  of Light  

where she says the verse is /ÜÙêic, (though  she does not note from  which  /ÜÙêa, and I 

did  not find  it)  and translates the verse.273 Niels  Gutschow, in his rather splendidly  

photo illustrated  and wide  spanning coffee-table tome !ÌÕêÙÌÚ, devotes several pages to 

the *êÓ Bhairava temple, including  a floor  plan and cross-section. He reproduces a 

photograph  of the older dedication  inscription,  which  notes that the temple was built  in  

1817, but relies upon $ÊÒɀÚ published  translation  of the inscription.  I find  it  curious that 

neither mentioned the irregularities  of the inscriptoin,  as I find  them revealing, and 

evidence of pattern of constructed Sanskrit-ness present throughout  5êÙêÈÚČȭ  

 

272 Leela Prasad, Poetics of Conduct: Oral Narrative and Moral Being in a South Indian Town (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2007), 142. 
273 Eck, BanǕras: City of Light, 195. 
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 The errors in this example are not random, the result of some sloppiness or 

misunderstanding  of Sanskrit. Quite the opposite: they are an effort  to make the already 

Sanskrit text look  more Sanskritic. This is evident  in the distribution  and type of error. 

There are three types of special stroke that exist in  Sanskrit, and occur differently,  less, 

or not at all, in  Hindi.  The first  is an ÈÕÜÚÝêÙÈȮ a dot used to indicate a nasal consonant 

combined with  the following  consonant. These exist in  Hindi,  but not as frequently  as in 

Sanskrit, Hindi  being more comfortable with  approximated  rather than exacting 

scriptural  representation of phonetics. When they do appear in Hindi,  it  is usually  in the 

middle  of words,  where a nasal is combined with  a following  consonant. In Sanskrit 

terms they often appear at the end of words,  for  example in neuter nominative  and 

neuter nominative  and accusative, among other declension forms. If  a word  ends in a 

nasal without  a schwa, it  is written  with  an ÈÕÜÚÝêÙÈ. Any  terminal  nasal in Hindi  would  

not need to be written  this way, the terminal  schwas in Hindi  pronunciation  already 

being dropped.    

 The other two  marks, the halant and visargaẀ, are present only  in Sanskrit and 

Sanskritic terms. The halant is a diagonal  line writte n below a letter, indicating  that the 

word  stops on a consonant, without  a following  schwa or other vowel,  and a visargaẀ 

looks like  a colon, and represents a soft h sound and reduplicated  vowel  at the end of a 

word,  most commonly  at the end of a nominativ e *a-stem nouns. There are a few such 

nouns here, but due to the rules of sandhi (euphonic combination)  they morph  to Os. I do 
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not think  it  is a coincidence that these irregularities  also tend to occur at the ends of 

words.  They are, in effect, Sanskritish flourishes, almost calligraphic  fillagrees. The 

problem is that these marks have specialized impact on words,  and placing them at the 

end of terms that usually  undergoes morphological  change fundamentally  alters the 

term they intend  to decorate. 

 This pattern of orthographic  Sanskritification,  distinct  from  Sanskritization  in 

that it  does not seek to locate material  within  a particular  Sanskrit context but rather to 

make give a visual  text the impression of being Sanskritic in  both a cultural  and literal  

(i.e. ȿÙÌÍÐÕÌËɀȺ sense, is present elsewhere in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ In addition  to the Sanskritizing  

references to texts like  the *êĭČ Kha a applied  to local sites claiming  /ÜÙêic pedigree, 

a chapbook which  I collected and translated in 2014 shows a similar  trend but in the 

context of Hindi  rather than Sanskrit. The text is highly  corrupted,  composed mostly  of 

story fragments about the greatness of 5êÙêÈÚČȭ The Hindi  is also highly  irregular,  with  

Sanskrit-seeming terminations  attached needlessly, indeed disruptive ly,  to Hindi  terms. 

It  is something akin to an author  trying  to give historical  gravity  to a composition  by 

writing  it  in  Renaissance Fair English ȹȿÏÈÛÏɀ and ȿËÖÛÏɀ and ȿÛÏÖÜɀȺȮ disregarding  the 

grammar of that register of English and instead thinking  it  makes the language sound 

Shakespearian. My  translation  and analysis of this chapbook, a ÔêÏêÛÔàÈ or praise book 

of *êĭČȮ is available here.  

https://sethligo.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/%E0%A4%95%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%B6%E0%A5%80%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%B9%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AE%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%B8%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AF-%E0%A4%85%E0%A4%A8%E0%A5%81%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%A6%E0%A4%83-%E0%A5%A7-%E0%A5%AB.pdf
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 It  is clear that in  this temple, the internalized  and recited verse is the 

authoritative  text. Contrary  to what  one might  expect,274 this highly  malleable and 

temporal  form  is also the most consistent iteration  of the text. The inscription  is a 

decoration, and at best an allusion  to or imperfect  illustration  of the mantra that is 

recited by the ×ľÑêÙČ. As a decoration it  does not need to serve any directly  functional  

purpose, and indeed it  does not: those approaching this front  wall  are overwhelmed  

with  the details described above, and are invariably  more interested in the door and the 

ÔľÙÛÐ visible  through  it.  If  their  eyes to pass across the inscription,  there is next to no 

time to actually  read it.  All  that can be absorbed in a glance is the impact of the script, 

here prepared with  a compounded  aura of Sanskritness. The written  versions of the 

verse that are meant to be read appear on souvenirs: in  those cases, the image, the 

written  verse, and its contents ɭ both its meaning, and its facilitation  of pronouncing  

and reciting  the verse for an untrained  devotee ɭ are important  to access the efficacy of 

the *êÓ Bhairav Mandir  by remote proxy, and without  the presence of a specialized 

×ľÑêÙČ. 

 

274 cf. Prasadôs presentation of theories of interactivity and morphology of texts, ibid. 143. 
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Figure 26ȯɯÌßÈÔ×ÓÌɯÖÍɯÌ×ÐÎÙÈ×ÏÐÊȮɯÕÈÙÙÈÛÐÝÌɯÛÌßÛɯÐÕɯ*êÓɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝɯÛÌÔ×ÓÌ 

 Text as decoration appears throughout  the temple. The four  large (roughly  one 

by two  meter) marble slabs, two  down  each side of the garbhagẞha at viewing  level, are 

inscribed with  the /ÜÙêic story of Bhairava, as well  as information  like  his most 

importan t days of the week (Sunday and Tuesday), month  (the 8th day of the dark  half), 

and year ȹ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝêami). The text is rendered in Hindi,  and when I was showing  my 

collected photos of the temple to a local !ÈÕêÙÈÚÐ friend  who  is fluent  in, works  in, and 

teaches four  languages, he immediately  asked me to stop and go back. 6ÏÈÛɀÚ this? He 
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asked. Where is this written, and who wrote it? (ÛɀÚ full  of errors, my friend  said, grammatical, 

spelling, orthographic: look, they even spelled Sunday wrong, right here in the first ÓÐÕÌȱ275  

 Even as a non-native reader of Hindi,  and frankly  a relatively  poor speller, I 

should  have easily noticed such an obvious error. What might  the reason for visitorsɀ 

apparent lack of noticing  be? It  is true some visitors  to the temple are from  non-Hindi  

speaking regions, and it  possible that some who  can speak Hindi  cannot read it,  but the 

majority  of visitors,  and certainly  the ×ľÑêÙČÚ, are able to read this non-Sanskritic text. But 

the story of Bhairava inscribed on the wall  is not a text to be read. Like the inscription  

above the door, it  is text as object. It  adds to the sense of space, the sense of authority,  

the sense of detail. Ultimately,  it  is static, while  just about everything  else in the 

temple ɭ the other visitors,  the stall proprietors  calling  out to potential  customers, the 

queue to enter the garbhagẞha and routine  disputes about cutting  and shoving in line, the 

combined and enclosed space, the technicolor murals, and architectural  details, both 

graphic and formal  ɭ all  overrule  an impulse  to stop and read the slabs. For most hours 

of most days, this would  also be practically  impossible, the lines of visitors  and the 

constant swirl  of circumambulation  displacing  any attempted stationary  reader before 

they are able to read more than a few lines. Text might  not be prescriptive,  or 

authoritative;  it  might  be decorative and more materially  than linguistically  functional.  

Nevertheless, it  is present and even important  in  lived  religious  contexts. Rather than a 

 

275 Eck also describes and reports the partial contents of this inscription set, but seems to rely on a pȊjǕrǭôs 

rendering and translation. City of Light, 195. 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1sMAmom7lC6VIZDa5EIufjplPzdCvWfXl


 

312 

rulebook,  it  is a complex contributor  to an appropriate  ambience, and as such it  

maintains  a connection to the living  context from  which  it  is often presumed to be 

absent, or irrelevant.  .  
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Conclusion:  A Middle at the Margins ɬ Theoretical 

2ÜÎÎÌÚÛÐÖÕÚɯÍÖÙɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎɯ!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌßɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯ

presence and function  

 In this dissertation, we have seen how  Bhairava fits  into  a lineage preceded by 

the figures of ¥ÐÝÈ and Rudra, apparently even maintaining  more troubling  aspects of 

Rudra so Rudra-¥ÐÝÈ might  become the more mainstream, contemporary  ¥ÐÝÈȭ We have 

seen that Bhairava was one among other, similar  /ÜÙêic characters, such as 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ 

and ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈȮ and that he came into  his own  in the textual  record through  the episode 

of !ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ decapitation, an episode which  more than anything  else set him  apart from  

5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ (the epic warrior)  and ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ (a more local understanding  of a ¥ÈÐÝÈ 

deity  in Ujjain).  This distinction  of Bhairava and ,ÈÏêÒêÓÈ further  served to locate these 

two  figures in different  geographical regions, and cement !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ association with  

5êÙêÈÚČȭ We have encountered Bhairava when as little  as the components of his name, 

and as much as the essence and prime  agent of all  existence.  

 We have seen how  iconography  can work  in tandem with  textual  and linguistic  

materials to identify  new connections and structures of comparison. Importantly,  we 

have also see that iconography  is not simply  a sort of illustration,  a physical 

representation of a textual  image. We have seen how  not only  name and appearance but 

relative location, presentation, and emplacement can allow  us to group  examples, 

identify  distinguishing  elements, and organize not only  our thoughts  and comments, 

but our appreciation  and understanding  of these examples. The importance of not only  



 

314 

what,  but also where, shows how different  ideas, forms, and physical distributions  

define territory,  reveal change, present new trends and understandings,  and retain older 

patterns and structures. We have seen that even in cases where there are distinct  new 

phases ɭ of style, of content, of geographical or civic  or political  organization  ɭ 

presumably  antecedent or outdated examples endure alongside newer forms, perhaps 

wit h less patronage, but without  being eradicated. We have a material  articulation  of the 

multiple,  coincidental  truths  which  inform  so many of the contexts addressed in this 

dissertation. 

 We have seen how  Bhairava constructs space in temples and the VêÙêasČ itself, 

shapes the activities  and identities  of people from  ×ľÑêÙČÚ to devotees to ascetics, and is in 

turn  constructed and reconstructed by those who  interact with  him.  We have also seen 

indications  that !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ character is capable of constructing  avenues and enable both 

access and relevance mainstream contexts for marginal  populations:  from  those of the 

Gosains who  run  the *êÓ Bhairav temple,276 to the participation  of female ×ľÑêÙČÚȮ to 

ascetic groups like  the *ê×êÓÐÒÈȮ )ľÕê  ÒÏêêȮ and  ÎÏÖÙČȭ In his relationship  to 

practice, Bhairava does not shape people through  injunction,  but rather through  his 

presence and interactivity.  

 

276 White, ñVernacular Ritual Technologies,ò 26. 
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Our Guiding Questions  

 This study  is organized around  questions of what  and who  Bhairava is; how  he 

comes to take on the range of roles he does, apparently  central and peripheral;  and how  

he remains an active and important  part of contemporary  Hindu  worlds,  particularly  

that of 5êÙêÈÚČȭ In chapter one, we began to answer this question by seeing Bhairava as 

maintaining  some of the more Rudra-like  elements of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ character while  entering a 

mainstream /ÜÙêic context in order. In chapter two  we saw how Bhairava remains 

inherently  local, and at times participates in the same iconographic  vernacular as hyper-

local forms of deities, in resistance to his Sanskritic descriptions. There, he is central to 

specific spaces, and to the overall  space of 5êÙêÈÚČȭ In the third  chapter, we saw how  

Bhairava helps construct  

 This articulation  of Bhairava as both distilled  from  Sanskritic culture  and 

absorbed from  local traditions  gives Bhairava a definitive  in-betweenness, a place not of 

liminality  but power  as supported  by the fact that he is so widely  known,  recognized, 

and acknowledged  as authoritative,  and yet he remains forever intensely local, his name 

and appearance shifting  significantly  across north  India  and even in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ while  at 

the same time being understood  to be unified  and interconnected, even between cities as 

seen in the introduction.   

 BhairavaɀÚ range of etymological  treatments, and their  cumulative  relevance, also 

suggest that he is form  both vernacular and Sanskritic worlds.  Though vernacular 
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etymologies can, by their  very  nature, be applied  to just about any term, the range and 

interrelation  of interpretations  of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ name, from  being supportive,  to being a cry 

of fear, to encapsulating the functions  of existence in creation, preservation, and 

destruction,  there are traditions  that integrate these interpretations,  as an elite Tantric  

analysis of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ name, presented at the end of this chapter, demonstrates.  

 The best of both worlds,  Bhairava also complicates the binary  of which  I have 

just said he is the product.  In his variation,  he resists emphasizing  a clear boundary  

between vernacular and Sanskritic, or tantric  and Purê ic, or devotional  and sacrificial. 

He operates equally  in  all  of these arenas, but his various forms, and representations 

thereof, are suited to specific contexts. Ba uk, for example, would  not be understood  or 

engaged with  in the same way  as Unmatta: one is the child,  and one is the mad, and 

though  they share a temple complex in *ÈÔÈÊÊÏêȮ they are worlds  apart in their  

character, temperament, and understood  mode of interacti on with  devotees, the former  

playful  and innocent, the latter protective  and violent.   

 Far from  the only  Hindu  deity  with  categorical and historical  morphology,  

BhairavaɀÚ ability  to maintain  the tension between, and participate  fully  in, the local and 

translocal, the transgressive and the conservative, the playful  and the stern place him  at 

a point  of convergence of value and tradition,  and in response position  him  for a broad 

array of relevance and impact. 



 

317 

 Recognizing these qualities that constitute Bhairava, his importance, and his 

impact, I now  turn  to a broader theoretical framework  to consider in the abstract, rather 

than the particular,  the sort of work  Bhairava does as he occupies and unites typically  

disjointed,  disassociated, and even purported ly  contradictory  spaces.  

Dumézil, Allen, and the Fourth Function  

 The questions that Bhairava, his identity,  his presence, and his variety,  raise are 

by and large related to issues of normativity,  interrelationality,  and social structure. If  

Bhairava is associated with  the antinomian,  what  does this mean about the normative? If  

he appears in marginal  and mainstream contexts, what  does this mean about the 

relationship,  mobility,  and stability  of the two? If  there are apparent heresies and 

celebrated transgressors, what  does this say about the structure of society, and how  can 

we possibly model it? Recognizing the social and societal implications  present in these 

questions, I turn  to Dum ézil and his work  on the structure of Indo -European societies. 

His  theories have come under scrutiny:  they are reductive,  there are many examples of 

social phenomena and structure they cannot wholly  explain, and in the minds  of Bruce 

Lincoln  among others, they are the analyses of a mind  shaped by commitments  to a 

fascist essentialism of individual  potential  and hierarchy  of human society.277  

 

277 Bruce Lincoln, Death, War, and Sacrifice: Studies in Ideology and Practice (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1991), 231ï43. 
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 I do not dismiss these criticisms, nor do I take their  more sinister implications  

lightly.  I do, however, think  it  is possible to begin a conversation with  DumõáÐÓɀÚ 

thought  without  necessarily  sharing his presumptions  about its implications,  and that 

his theory  can prove useful, even if  at times limited  or inaccurate, for  thinking  beyond 

its own  admittedly  reductive  central structure to less easily catalogued examples. This 

may be an odd move,278 but #ÜÔÌáÐÓɀÚ structure, and Nicholas  ÓÓÌÕɀÚ modifications  to 

that structure, enables the articulation  of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ place, and perhaps his impact on 

social structure and function.   

 DumõáÐÓɀÚ general theory  is that Indo -European social structures are tr ipartite, 279 

with  three core functions  performed  by three core classes: sovereignty, military,  and 

productivity.  This model corresponds directly  to the three ËÝÐÑê or twice-born var as in 

the Vedas: Brahmins, K atriyas, and 5ÈÐĭàÈÚ as priests, warriors,  and traders. Nicholas 

Allen  modifies  this structure in two  ways. First, he notes that #ÜÔõáÐÓɀÚ first  function  is 

actually  a pair  of functions,  as sovereignty takes on both terrestrial  and transcendent 

aspects performed  by a priestly  king  or a kingly  priest.280 Second, he adds a fourth  

category, the Other. This other is, he clarifies, does not signify  the different  or the 

miscellaneous, but something fundamentally  beyond, something alien to the system this 

 

278 as Allen thought of Belier in review of Decayed Gods. 
279 Georges Dumézil, Flamen-Brahman. Annales Du Musée Guimet. Bibliothèque de Vulgarisation; 51. 

(Paris: P. Geuthner, 1935); and Dumézil, Mitra-Varuna An Essay On Two Indo-European Representations 

of Sovereignty, trans. Derek Coltman (Zone Books: New York, 1988). 
280 This is the Varu a-Mitra bifurcation of Dum®zilôs second work, cited above. 
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#ÜÔõáÐÓɀÚ tripartite  structure essays to explain.281  In a final  move, Allen  bifurcates his 

own  fourth  category, noting  there are positively  and negatively  appraised Others.282 The 

positive  valuation  would  include  creators, gods, supra-historical  founders, and semi 

divine  heroes (Romulus and Arjuna  would  fall  in to this category).283 The negative 

subgroup of this fourth  category would  include  demons, supernatural  enemies, slaves, 

and devalued outsiders.284 One of his most consistent examples of this negative 

subgroup is 1ÜËÙÈɤ¥ÐÝÈȮ an example that links  this modifie d Dumézilian  theoretical 

structure directly  to the content of this dissertation. It  is this fourth  category, especially 

its bifurcated  nature, that can help us talk  about not only  Bhairava, in addition  and 

relation  to 1ÜËÙÈɤ¥ÐÝÈȭ 

 Allen  arranges this five-part set hierarchically,  from  highest to lowest: 

Other(positive),  Sovereign, Warrior,  Producer, and Other(negative). He also uses a 

shorthand that will  be convenient here, where the Functions are numbered and 

valenced: F4+, F1, F2, F3, F4-.285  

 AllenɀÚ identification  of ¥ÐÝÈ (a term he uses to indicate ¥ÐÝÈȮ Rudra, and other 

epithets of this figure)  as Other (F4) aligns with  the discussion in chapter 1 about the 

 

281 Nicholas J. Allen, ñSome Gods of Pre-Islamic Nuristan,ò Revue de lôHistoire Des Religions; Paris 208, 

no. 2 (April  1, 1991) 144. 
282 ibid. 150. 
283 Nicholas J. Allen, ñRomulus et Bhishma: structures entrecroisées.ò Anthro- 

pologie et sociétés 29, (2005) 2: 21ï44.; and ñśiva and Indo-European Ideology: One Line of Thought.ò 

International Journal of Hindu Studies 11, no. 2 (August 1, 2007) 203.  
284 Allen, ñśiva and Indo-European Ideology: One Line of Thought,ò 192. 
285 Allen, ñSome Gods of Pre-Islamic Nuristan.ò 
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Rudra and ¥ÐÝÈ being outsiders, in  Vedic contexts the Rudra being a woodland  figure  

who  is recognized but expected to leave, and ¥ÐÝÈ being an unusual, ascetic, and 

removed figure  who  is notably  excluded from  Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice.  

 In the versions of these stories and relative structures presented in chapter one, 

¥ÐÝÈ is certainly  Other, but he is clearly  presented in a positive  light:  he is the essence of 

Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice, and he is the supreme lord  as attested by the Vedas in the story of 

!ÙÈÏÔêɀÚ decapitation. This clearly makes him  an F4+ character, rather than an F4-. 

Though there are some issues I would  take with   ÓÓÌÕɀÚ readings of ¥ÐÝÈ (that he is flatly  

identified  a destroyer, for  example, or he is any more unusual  than any of the F1-F3 

characters he analyzes), there is a reason for ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ placement in the F4- column  in these 

analyses:286 he is drawing  his examples of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ role and nature from  Vedic and Epic 

sources, especially the g Veda and the ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈȭ287 These materials are generally 

understood  to predate the /ÜÙêas, though  as in the first  chapter it  is important  to 

remember that these are all  ɁÞÖÙÒÚ in  ×ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚȯɂ that the ,ÈÏêÉÏêÙÈÛÈ and /ÜÙêas at 

least were always changing and expanding, and that their  development, and certainly  

their  presence, authority  and use, overlapped  historically.  This is to say that the F4- ¥ÐÝÈ 

presented by Allen  was not cleanly and clearly replaced by the F4+ ¥ÐÝÈ presented in the 

first  chapter, just as Vedic and Epic materials and presentations did  not terminate as 

/ÜÙêic versions developed in complexity  and popularity.   

 

286 Allen, ñśiva and Indo-European Ideology: One Line of Thought,ò 203. 
287 ibid. 195-202. 
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 Bhairava enters the equation wh en considering the many Purê ic sources which  

present ¥ÐÝÈ complexly,  but still  unambiguously,  as a F4+ figure.  His  unusual  

appearance and rumors  of his behavior are still  voiced, but they are explained away. He 

does not even directly  attack his opponents, knowing  his superiority,  a fact that is made 

clear in the story of #ÈÒÚÈɀÚ sacrifice in the *êĭČ Kha a (see chapter one) and which  is 

postulated as a uniform,  even definitive  feature of what  we are here calling  the F4+ 

¥ÐÝÈȭ288 And  this is where Bhairava comes in. In the story of Dak ÈɀÚ sacrifice, 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ 

fills  what  can be called an F4- role, destroying  the sacrifice but going on to decapitate 

Dak a and rout  Vi u, an extremity  of behavior that ¥ÐÝÈ then has to resolve (see chapter 

one). But 5ČÙÈÉÏÈËÙÈ, as noted in my analysis, is an epic figure,  a great warrior  and 

general. He is translocal, whereas Bhairava is local, and disappears after his duty,  which  

we can understand to be both F2 and F4-, is complete. Bhairava, on the other hand, steps 

in and prevents ¥ÐÝÈ from  being an F4- figure  by decapitating  !ÙÈÏÔê on his behalf. His  

status as an F4- figure  is unambiguous:  he is terrifying,  an enemy to Brahminical  order, a 

committer  of ÉÙÈÏÔÈÏÈÛàê (the murder  of a Brahmin),  and his identity  as devalued Other 

is cemented by his being cast out, and forced to wander, penitent, marked as impure,  

transgressive, and horrendous in appearance.  

 This presentation of Bhairava in the role of F4- does two  things: first,  it  displaces 

¥ÐÝÈ from  the F4- identity   ÓÓÌÕɀÚ analysis allocates to him,  simultaneously  affirming  

 

288 Granoff, ñMahǕkǕlaôs Journey.ò  
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through  both positive  and negative the greater trend identified  in these /ÜÙêic sources: 

¥ÐÝÈ is positively  valued, the Vedas themselves say so, and ¥ÐÝÈ is not an F4-, that 

position  is taken by Bhairava.   

 Bhairava as an F4- character does something unusual  to this social model: the 

KêĭČ Kha a makes it  clear that Bhairava must wander  as an outcaste in order to 

demonstrate the possibility  of reconciliation  after even the most heinous of 

transgressions. He is not only  transgressive, he is the model of reintegration  and 

redemption,  and further  he is an exemplar, demonstrating  a replicable process of 

expiation.  This suggests that these categories are not static and enduring,  and at least in 

some instances a devaluation  can be ritually,  progressively  undone. Though not directly  

indicated  within  the /ÜÙêic accounts, this shift  is what  ¥ÐÝÈ has effectively  undergone 

between  ÓÓÌÕɀÚ analysis of Vedic and Epic materials and our analysis of /ÜÙêic 

materials.  

 Once Bhairava has demonstrated the possibility  of resolving  a devalued, outsider  

social position,  by wandering  penitent  and eventually  entering and residing  in VêÙêÈÚČȮ 

it  is clear from  the iconographic  and ethnographic  material  presented in chapters two  

and three that Bhairava takes up a central role in  many contexts: he is referred to as 

 ËÐÕêÛÏÈȮ or supreme Lord,  in the *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêảẨakaẐ. He is crucial to the protection  of 

the city, and the efficacy of its redemptive  properties. He is himself  an object of 

devotion,  and can fix  the doảas of his devotees. He is understood  to process the dead, 
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and to prevent rebirth.  In all  these roles, he is now  Other and positively  valued, an F4+ 

as is ¥ÐÝÈȭ !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ appearance seems to follow  this new understanding,  with  many 

forms, especially those of main Bhairava centers such as *êÓȮ +ê, and Ba uk, present 

Bhairava with  a beautiful  mask rather than a frightening  visage. And  yet Bhairava is still  

firmly  tied to his role as an F4-. In the same three instances ɭ *êÓȮ +ê, and Ba uk ɭ he 

receives taboo substances such as alcohol as gifts, and is known  to still  be capable of 

violence on the behalf of devotees, even if  this is not visually  apparent or often 

discussed. In many representations, Bhairava is still  horrific  in form,  and in even these 

more beautiful  versions he is presented with  garlands of severed heads and is attended 

by uniformly  devalued dogs. In the case of Adi  Bhairav, full  tantric  ×ľÑêÚ incorporating  

each entry  on the list  of five  taboo substances, the pancamakara, are welcomed. Bhairava 

is still  associated with  cremation grounds, with  versions of Bhairava present in both of 

5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ major crematoria. Indeed, if  we recognize that 5êÙêÈÚČ is the ,ÈÏêĭÔÈĭêÕÈ, 

the great cremation ground,  there are rings of Bhairavas protecting  the territory.   

 It  is in these instances as sets of guardian  forms that BhairavaɀÚ ongoing role as 

expressed in relation  to these categories most fully  lies. He does not only  occupy a F4- 

position,  providing  an example of this extreme of the spectrum and potentially  

displacing  ¥ÐÝÈ into  a clearer and less ambiguous position  as a F4+ figure.  It  should  be 

noted that ¥ÐÝÈ does retain some iconographic  and personality  traits  ɭ matted hair, 

renunciate practice, consumption  of intoxicants, an association with  the mountains  and 
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the territory  beyond ɭ that could be linked  with  an F4- role. But these are generally 

reduced in prominence, and are presented positively  in contemporary  visual  media. 

Bhairava incorporates and takes to an extreme just about all  of these potentially  

problematic  ¥ÈÐÝÈ aspects, augmenting  them with  the presence of fangs, an association 

with  dogs, and of course his role as a Brahmin -killer.  He also does not depart that F4- 

role, becoming wholly  mainstream and divorcing  himself  from  more transgressive and 

therefore potentially  devalued aspects. Instead, like  the Bhairavas who  guard 5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ 

periphery,  he exists in  a liminal  condition,  between the valued and the devalued.  

 Bhairava does not, however, split  the difference between the two  types of Other 

(F4). He instead engages both, to varying  degrees, in different  circumstances. KêÓ 

Bhairav in  the central temple in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ for  example, is for  most visitors  and in most 

aspects an F4+ figure.  Adi  Bhairav in the Ba uk Bhairav complex, or *È×êÓÈ Bhairava in 

the middle  of Ma ikar ÐÒê cremation ground  still  clearly engage aspects associated with  

an F4- role, namely transgressive practice in terms of both substances and places. When I 

say that Bhairava ties these two  aspects together, I do not mean that he ends up splitting  

the middle:  there is no calculus here that lands Bhairava in an F2 role, midway  between 

the two  F4 aspects.289 Rather, he ties the two  poles together by going around  the back, so 

 

289 Bhairava is not a warrior, though the ascetic traditions which echo his appearance and role might well 

have been. There are occasional mentions of a figure called Bhairava fighting in PurǕic accounts, but 

these seem to be from a different story set, not directly related to the Bhairava who decapitates BrahmǕ 

except by name and marginal status.  
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to say. If  we conceive of the four  roles as a circle,290 the two  halves of F4 would  be 

adjacent to one another. It  is this position,  perhaps between or perhaps straddling  the 

two  F4 roles, that Bhairava occupies. When sketched this way, the position  seems simple 

and obviou s. recall, however, that his is not a circle in  ÓÓÌÕɀÚ articulation,  nor 

#ÜÔõáÐÓɀÚȭ It  is a hierarchy: from  highest-transcendent to lowest-other. !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ ability  

to not only  move from  one pole to the other ɭ as ¥ÐÝÈ apparently  has done in certain 

circumstances ɭ but to bind  the two  together, to keep them both in play  and in tension, 

provides  a new utility.  Like the string  pulling  on both ends of a bow, Bhairava keeps 

taut both ends of a social arc, a position  of evident  potential  power. 291 !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ 

presence not only  draws from  two  poles and produces a new sort of position  and 

energy: it  also fundamentally  reshapes this social model. Rather than a center and a 

periphery,  or a layered hierarchy, Bhairava has made 5ÐĭÝÈ×ÜÙÜa into  Ouroboros: he 

has bent the cosmic man back around  on himself  to nibble at his own  toes.   

Bhairava in the Middle  

 As he did  in the episode of BrahmaɀÚ decapitation, Bhairava can cut right  

through  the middle  of things. We saw in a Dumézil/Allen  reading of !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ social 

 

290 which Allen actually does in ñSome Gods of Pre-Islamic Nuristan,ò but not to this end. 
291 Bhairava is not the only figure to gain power through a uniting of both valued and devalued transcendent 

poles: KǕlǭ does much the same. However, KǕlǭ seems to have retained vestiges of her previous and more 

violent self, as well as a taste for blood, but does not to my knowledge appear in multiple forms distributed 

Less mainstreamed than śiva ð she has, after all, no Bhairava to make her more mainstream by 

comparison ð she is nevertheless primarily a P4+ figure with vestigial indications of an almost P4- past. 

She was never fully  outcast, she was never labelled transgressive. She was powerful, terrifying, and 

potentially very dangerous.  



 

326 

role that he created a new sort of middle,  one created by bringing  two  extremes together, 

which  he holds and inhabits. In the city  of 5êÙêÈÚČȮ the A abhairava encircle and 

protect the territory,  mediating  the sacred territory  and the rather more profane world  

beyond.  This role is repeated in instances where Bhairava serves as an attendant or 

guard, as is the case with  *êÓČ in  5êÙêÈÚČȮ and many deities in south India:  Bhairava is 

the one who  goes between the in-here and the out-there.  

 In the first  chapter, the frequent language of ɁÈÚÚÐÔÐÓÈÛÐÖÕɂ in  the case of 

Bhairava, among other presumably  yak a-influenced  deities in /ÜÙêic contexts, was 

challenged. David  Gordon White  questions whether  Bhairava is something drawn  from  

mainstream Hindu  contexts by a local populations  interested in certain aspects of newly  

encountered religious  systems, or whether  Bhairava is a product  of amalgam local 

traditions  absorbed into  mainstream Hinduism. 292 I argued that it  is likely  both, or at 

least that both are about equally  responsible for  forming  the Bhairava we know  in 

5êÙêÈÚČ today. Bhairava echoes elements of ¥ÐÝÈɀÚ appearance in textual  materials such 

as the *êÓÈÉÏÈÐÙÈÝêaka , but also seems to reference local deities in his placement at 

doorways  and entrances, and his parallel  traditions  of representation as stones, mounds, 

and repurposed statuary. 

 It  also appears that Bhairava has found  himself  in  a central role between the 

inherently  local BČÙ !êÉêÚ and the emphatically  national  'ÈÕÜÔêÕȭ As noted in the 

 

292 White, ñVernacular Ritual Technologies,ò 7. 
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second chapter, Bhairava representations pick  up in frequency a small margin  within  the 

city, just as the frequency of !ČÙ !êÉêÚ begins to decline. Likewise,  'ÈÕÜÔêÕ 

concentration is far higher in the city,  and though  it  drops much less precipitously  than 

the !ČÙÚ do in an inward  trajectory, 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ frequency does reduce on the way  out of 

the city  toward  what  used to be villages.  

 In addition  to this geographical middle  zone where Bhairavas are frequent 

between higher densities of HanumêÕÚ and !ČÙ !êÉêÚȮ Bhairava also appears to be in the 

middle  historically  and developmentally  in many sites that feature !ČÙȮ Bhairava, and 

'ÈÕÜÔêÕ all. Taking the site of Unmatta  Bhairava on the /ÈęÊÈÒÙÖĭČ route as a clear 

example and a point  of inspiration,  we see that a single platform  is home to three sacred, 

protective  figures. Centered on the oldest part of the plinth  is an open-air !ČÙ !êÉê cone, 

one that is still  used and maintained  but in no way  fancy. Unmatta  Bhairava appears a 

bit  farther  off  the road and inside the route, a small and simple bas relief  statue in a 

small shrine, perhaps a meter tall,  with  a curved roof. Finally,  behind them both, there is 

a 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ temple, much newer, and far more elaborate with  eaves, columns, and tile. 

The style is rustic  to say the least, but it  is crisp, functional,  and presentable.  

 This sort of pattern repeats at many intersections and points  deemed wanting  of 

protective  and regulatory  presence. Usually,  this means a smaller BČÙ !êÉêȮ often 

showing  signs that it  is quite old, such as being under or behind other shrines, or in the 

roots of a tree that has since grown  around  it.  Nearby, there is often a Bhairava, set 
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higher off  the ground,  sometimes among other small images, often larger, more 

complexly  carved, and more elaborately presented. Finally,  in  the vicinity  if  there is 

either of these guardian  figures, and especially if  both are present, there is usually  a 

more substantial 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ ÔľÙÛÐ with  a more developed shrine. In these instances, 

Bhairava marks a second wave of development,  where a local protector  - the !ČÙ (or 

occasionally ÚÈÔêËÏÐ or 2ÈÛČ stone)293 - is augmented with  a protector  who  is networked  

throughout  the city,294 and who  is strongly  associated with  protection  within  5êÙêÈÚČɀÚ 

territory.  Finally,  with  a rise in the popularity  of 'ÈÕÜÔêÕȮ this inherently  trans-

regional deity  is added as a final  layer of protection.  When they appear alone, each of 

these figures can be central to a community,  or ancillary  in a larger shrine. But many 

times in 5êÙêÈÚČȮ finding  one and keeping an eye out for the other two  proved  fruitful,  

from  Ravindrapuri  to  ÚÚČ to Lolark;  from  *ÈÔÈÊÊÏê to 1êÑÎÏê  to the edges of the Old  

City.   

 This set of three protector  deiti es puts Bhairava not only  in a middle  of three 

waves of development, reappraisal, and the expansion and integration  of VêÙêÈÚČɀÚ 

presence as a city, he is also at a middle  register between the definitively  local and the 

difinitively  trans-regional. !ČÙ Babas can be put  into  networks,  but they do not occur in  

 

293 Diane Coccari, ñProtection and Identity BanǕrasôs Bǭr BǕbǕs as Neighborhood Guardian Deitiesò in 

Sandria B. Freitag (ed.), Culture and Power in Banaras꜡: Community, Performance, and Environment, 

1800-1980 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989). 
294 It is true that Bhairava appears in many locations across north India and beyond, but the variety of his 

representation and naming reinforces an understanding of the deity as local, especially in comparison with 

HanumǕnôs regularity of representation and transregionality.  
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them. Bhairavas do occur in networks,  with  some more prominent  central instances. 

With  the exception of some more recent ÔľÙÛÐÚ of *êÓ Bhairav, however, they are all  

different,  and irregular  in their  placement, suggesting they were identified  and 

developed first,  and built  into  networks  later. Finally,  'ÈÕÜÔêÕ is by far the most often 

represented of the three, and a majority  of his representations are new and almost 

identical  in  figure,  posture, and content, presenting 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ in  êÓČṳÏêÚÈÕÈ with  a club, 

usually  holding  a mountain  in one of his hands. In an inverse of the case with  Bhiarava, 

these similar  forms are the norm for  'ÈÕÜÔêÕȮ with  the older, dissimilar  

representational styles being the exception. This overlay  of uniformity,  rather than a 

potential  network  of independent  but conceptually  linked  forms, distinguishes  

'ÈÕÜÔêÕɀÚ top-down  appliqué  from  !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ bottom up, incremental, integrative  

connectivity.  As extreme as he is in  some ways, Bhairava once again is best located in 

the middle  of this range of phenomena, form  the intensely local and distinct  to the 

imposed, uniform,  and actively  normalizing.  

 In regard to HanumêÕ as a pan-Hindu  deity  whose presence serves to normalize  

and regulate ideas of deity  and devotion,  I would  like  to reflect on +ÜÛÎÌÕËÖÙÍɀÚ 

conclusion to his wonderful  work  on 'ÈÕÜÔêÕȮ 'ÈÕÜÔêÕɀÚ Tale. In the conclusion, 

Lutgendorf  presents 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ as effective because he is a liminal  figure,  between 

worlds.  It  is true that as a ciranjivika he appears somewhere between the terrestrial  and 

the transcendent, for  while  divine  and omnipresent he resides always on earth. As a 
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simian deity,  he is between human and animal  realms, and as a forest-dweller  he 

simultaneously  bridges the wild  and the civilized.  'ÈÕÜÔêÕ also has a compelling  

blend of attributes: he is easily pleased, and yet steadfast and unflinching;  he is powerful  

and passionate and yet calm.295 For Lutgendorf,  'ÈÕÜÔêÕ is half -feral, but far more 

predictable and reliable than Bhairava. Perhaps the mainstream appreciation  of 

'ÈÕÜÔêÕ has shifted slightly  over the past couple of decades since the bulk  of 

+ÜÛÎÌÕËÖÙÍɀÚ research, and perhaps Bhairava is not as well  known  or documented. It  is 

true that Bhairava is liminal,  even unruly , and unusual, but he is very  much an upholder  

of his own  dharma. 'ÈÕÜÔêÕȮ on the other hand, is very  much mainstream. His  liminal  

aspects can be mined, but they are not evident  or often voiced. 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ is an ideal 

citizen, a perfect scholar, a perfect devotee, a tranquil  celibate. He is said to have a 

ɁàÖÎÐÊ calm and Vai ava emotional  ÌßÊÌÚÚȮɂ a compelling  combination,  but by 

implication  ¥ÈÐÝÈ yoga is calm, an interpretation  the ascetic àÖÎČÚ affiliated  with  

Bhairava traditions  certainly  challenge.296 Ulti mately, 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ is an exemplar of 

devotion  in particular  to a very  political  and Hindu -normative  1êÔȮ while  Bhairava 

appears to challenge or evade normalcy  and categorization. And  'ÈÕÜÔêÕ is playful  

and exuberant, while  Bhairava is earnest and direct. I think  there is far more to this 

comparison than 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ being a sort of reformed version of Bhairava,297 as there is 

 

295 Lutgendorf 388.  
296 see David Gordon White, Sinister Yogis. 
297 Lutgendorf, HanumǕnôs Tale, 388. 
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much more to Bhairava than his apparent transgressiveness.  It  is true that 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ at 

times acts as a hero where Bhairava does not, and actively eschews some aspects of 

Bhairava worship  that could be more transgressive or off -putting,  but he does not 

replace, or provide  an interface for, Bhairava. Bhairava endures in the background, less 

regular, and less mainstream, but still  regularly  present, and with  a pan-asian range far 

surpassing 'ÈÕÜÔêÕɀÚȭ298 This, I would  argue, is because Bhairava is more of a liminal  

and variable deity  than 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ is. 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ provides  many modes of access, and 

touches upon many mainstream values. Bhairava appears in a variety  of less-noticed, 

yet present, forms, and is a part of network  of signification  and specialization that not 

only  provides  a range of ways and places to engage certain sorts of Bhairava in certain 

sorts of contexts, it  also allows these networks  of Bhairava to engage, reflect, be shaped 

by and reciprocally  shape regions and neighborhoods and cities, rather than smooth 

them into  a sort of conceptual and iconographic  unity  as does 'ÈÕÜÔêÕȭ   

!ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈȮɯ5ÈÙÐÌÛàȮɯÈÕËɯ.ÙÎÈÕÐáÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯ5êÙêẊÈÚČ 

 Rather than HanumêÕ hitting  a sweet spot of middle  class acceptance299 while  

retaining  access to power  from  less mainstream sources, I would  argue that Bhairava 

hits a sweet spot of being well  enough known  to be relevant, but difficult  enough to 

encapsulate to evade ossification or unintentional  saturation  in a given context. With  the 

 

298 Though the image of the Monkey King in China suggests that HanumǕn-type forms are present there, 

too.  
299 ibid. 
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exception of a few prominent  sites, namely that triad  of *êÓȮ Ba uk and +ê Bhairavs, 

most Hindus  in 5êÙêÈÚČ were aware of various forms of Bhairav, aware especially of 

instances near their  homes, their  places of work,  their  favorite  places to gather with  

friends, and their  favorite  temples. What I soon realized is that while  they thought  they 

were speaking about and referring  to a set list  of Bhairavas, they were in fact building  

their  own  lists and networks,  organized largely  around  their  own , personal landscapes 

within  the city.  

 The first  time this happened was in conversation with  a couple of colleagues who 

worked  nearby, but who  lived  on the other side of the city. They knew about my work,  

and would  ask for updates, and occasionally would  share stories they had heard or 

details they thought  would  be relevant to my work.  One day, they asked where I had 

just gotten back from.  Anand  Bhairav, I said. Oh, they both replied,  we know it  well. One 

asked whether  I had seen the large 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ temple across the lane. I admitted  that I 

had not. The other said there was no big 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ across the road; though  there was 

one at 'ÈÕÜÔêÕ &Ïê, a little  ways away. It  soon became clear that my first  friend  was 

speaking about an Anand  Bhairav in ,ČÙ &Ïê. Another was speaking of an Anand  

Bhairav in  'ÈÕÜÔêÕ &Ïê. I had been in 1êÔ &Ïê. There are indeed Bhairavas called 

Anand  at each of these sites, and this multiplicity  of naming  is reflected in my textual  

sources, on the walls  of the temples themselves, and in the mental registry  of 4Ôê-ÑČɀÚ 

mind.  I continued  to speak with  these friends, to see what  other Bhairavas they knew. 
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They listed examples near where they lived,  and ones they had heard about in certain 

important  regions, but had never visited.  In this way, I learned that not only  BÕÈÕË but 

also Krodha,  Kapala, Ruru, Unmatt,  and even Ba uk and +ê Bhairav at least This 

multiplicity  is not apparently  in any need of correction, and it  serves to make sense of 

the city  in  different  ways for different  people who  are able to plug  into  their  own  

versions of these networks  and deploy  them as organizational  apparatus.  

 While  VêÙêÈÚČ has a single primary  'ÈÕÜÔêÕ temple among many (Sankat 

Mocan) and a single primary  #ÜÙÎê temple among many ȹ#ÜÙÎê Ku ) and of course a 

single primary  ¥ÐÝÈ temple ȹ5ÐĭÝÈÕêÛÏÈȺȮ Bhairava has two  most prominent  temples: *êÓ 

Bhairav for  overall  traffic  and relationship  to the sacred city,  and Ba uk Bhairav for local, 

resident populations.  For historical  purposes and communal  considerations, it  is +ê that 

is the most important.  BËÐ Bhairav is the one who  receives the most extensive, ongoing 

Tantric  worship.  Remaining Bhairavas are much more flexible,  with  networks  being 

redrawn  (both Unmatta  and +ê moving  into  the city).  Bhairava endures because he is 

forever being reworked,  reengaged, rearticulated.  Fundamentally  connected to the 

importance of the city  itself, and with  his more transgressive aspects emphasized or 

omitted  as best fits  a given context, Bhairava has a flexibility  and range unli ke other 

deities in  the city, who  are more authorized,  and eventually  ossified.  
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Extended Considerations  

 I conclude by reflecting  on BhairavaɀÚ potential,  and that of this methodological  

integration.  In an era when Hindu  identity,  practice, and territory  are increasingly  

politicized,  I wonder  whether  Bhairava will  take on new roles. 1êÔÈȮ 'ÈÕÜÔêÕȮ and 

5êÙêÈÚČ itself  have been recast in national  discourse as exemplary of a certain sort of 

conservative, unified  Hinduness. Perhaps Bhairava too could  take on such a role, but I 

find  that possibility  highly  unlikely.  This is not because Bhairava cannot be associated 

with  regional or political  power:  in  Kathmandu,  various forms of Bhairava are closely 

tied not only  to the protection  of the city, but the authoriza tion  and installation  of rulers, 

as well  as defining  their  relationship  with  the population. 300 Even !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ less-savory 

aspects would  not prevent his politicization,  though  a ban on the presence of alcohol 

and meat near temples in 5êÙêÈÚČ did  lead to some creative solutions for  tantric  

Bhairava ×ľÑêÚ.301 What would  most likely  prevent !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ politicization  is his 

inevitable  localness. While  figures like  'ÈÕÜÔêÕ have become more regular  in their  

portrayal  over time, !ÏÈÐÙÈÝÈɀÚ iconographic  and ritual  diversity,  as evinced in chapters 

two  and three, would  not serve a nationalizing  agenda. Any  Bhairava put  forward  

would  be ÚÖÔÌÖÕÌɀÚ Bhairava, but never ÌÝÌÙàÖÕÌɀÚ Bhairava.  

 

300 see Elizabeth Chalier-Visuvalingam, ñBhairava and the Goddess: Tradition, Gender and Transgressionò 

in Axel Michaels (ed.) Wild Goddesses in India and Nepal (Bern: Peter Lang, 1996), 253-301. 
301 Sudhir Kumar, ñVǕrǕasǭ  Bans Alcohol and Non-Vegetarian Food near Temples.ò Hindustan Times, 

June 16, 2019. https://www.hindustantimes.com/lucknow/ban-on-non-veg-liquor-near-kashi-temples-

soon/story-p3F48J6p4Fx2NgpTo3IfxO.html. 

https://www.hindustantimes.com/lucknow/ban-on-non-veg-liquor-near-kashi-temples-soon/story-p3F48J6p4Fx2NgpTo3IfxO.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/lucknow/ban-on-non-veg-liquor-near-kashi-temples-soon/story-p3F48J6p4Fx2NgpTo3IfxO.html
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 The methodological  integration  of textual, material  cultural,  and ethnographic  

studies of Bhairava phenomena has produced a cross-section of Bhairava presence and 

impact in  VêÙêÈÚČ and beyond that would  not have been possible from  any single 

approach. Future projects will  focus on various of the aspects discussed here, and may 

be best served by a more unified  or singular  methodological  treatment. But in an initial  

pass through  materials as diverse as these, addressing a deity  who  has yet to receive the 

widespread academic treatment he seems to demand, the attempt to replicate the ways 

in which  Bhairava is encountered in contemporary  contexts has made possible a study  

directly  related to, and in keeping with,  lived  religion  in 5êÙêÈÚČȭ  
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