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Venkatesvara - Origin of the Deity According to the Puranas
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One of the most celebrated and worshipped forms of Visnu is that of Venkate$vara or Venkatacalapati or Balaj,
the presiding deity of the sacred mountain Tirumala at Tirupati. The worship of Venkate$a occupies a great
significance in the Kali-Yuga as vouched by the Puranas. A traditional verse states that Visnu manifested himself
as Varadaraja in the Krta-Yuga, as Ranganatha in the Treta-Yuga,as Jagannatha in the Dvapara-Yuga and
Venkatesa in the Kali-Yuga, referring to the advent of the arca forms enshrined at Kaficipuram, ST Rangam, Puri
and Tirupati respectively!. Yet another verse referring to the various avataras of Visnu as the pratyaksa-devatas
during the different yugas, states that Venkatesa is pratyaksa-devata of the Kaliyuga®. The sacred mountain is
known by various names such as Srisaila (Sanskrit equivalent of Tirumala), SesaSaila, Tirthadri, Puskaradri,
Vrsadri, Kanakadri, Narayanadri, Vakunthadri, Sirhhacala, Afjanadri, Varahadri, Nilagiri, Sﬁnivﬁsagiri and
Anandadri after several incidents that are believed to have taken place during several eons. Of these, the Bhavisya-
Purdna enlists the principal names of the mountain as Vrsadri, Afijanadri, Sesasaila and Venkatacala in the Krta,
Treta, Dvapara and Kali yugas respectively’. Srinivasa, the deity is named Venkate$vara after the sacred mountain.
The Brahmanda and Bhavisyottara Puranas explain the word Venkata as ‘that which destroys sins’, where ‘vern’
refers to sins and ‘kata’ to its burning”. The Varaha-Purana, on the other hand explains the word as ‘the union of
immortality and opulence’ ‘vern’ implying immortality and ‘kata’ as opulence. The Lord is also known by names
such as Sesadrinatha, Srisailanatha, Vrsadrisa etc, after the other names of the mountain. Venkatacala is also one
of the 108 Divya-desas glorified in the hymns of the Alvar saints. Speaking of the greatness of the deity, the
Bhavisyottara-Purana declares, “Venkatacala is verily Vaikuntha, the river Suvarnamukhari is Viraja, the
transcendental river and Vasudeva i.e Venkate$a is the consort of Laksmi (Vaikunthanatha)™*

It must be noted that the Puranic texts speak of several manifestations of the Lord in the sacred mountain during
different eons. The first manifestation of Srinivasa, according to the Brahma-Purana is said to have taken place
in the first Krta-Yuga of the Brahma-Kalpa on the Ekadasi day of the month of Bhadrapada under the Sravana
asterism in response to the prayers of Brahma and other Gods®. Other descents of the Lord include his
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manifestations to grace Agastya, Sesa, a king named Sankha etc,. However the most popular of all his descents
and the one closely connected with the present day rituals and festivities at Tirumala is that which is known to
have taken place in the present eon, i.e the 28th Kali-Yuga wherein the celebrated wedding of Padmavati and
Srinivasa is mentioned to have taken place. This account is described in the Varaha and Bhavisyottara-Puranas,
albeit with slight variations. Exhorted by the assembly of sages, Bhrgu had resolved to visit the abodes of Brahma,
Siva and Visnu to test their virtues. Finding the defects in the form of ignorance and anger in Brahma and Siva
respectively, Bhrgu reached Vaikuntha where he found Visnu reclining on his serpent bed and in anger struck him
with his foot on his chest. Although Visnu received the sage with due respects, Laksmi, enraged by the sage’s act
of striking the chest of Visnu, her abode, left Vaikuntha and resided at Karavirapura (Kolhapur) on the earth. In
his search for Laksmi, the Lord resolved to reside at Venkatacala, awaiting his reunion with LaksmT and chose an
ant-hill as his abode. The local king who was amused to find the milk of his cow mysteriously flowing at the
mouth of the ant-hill wherein Srinivasa was meditating, raised his axe in anger to strike the cow. Srinivasa, out of
his compassion for the cow, bore the assault upon himself. In his pursuit of herbs to heal his wounds, Srinivasa
met Varaha, the presiding deity of Venkatacala who assented to his stay in the sacred hills and in return, Srinivasa
promised that the devotees visiting his shrine in future, would first offer their respects to Varaha. Varaha sent
Vakulamalika as a nurse to attend to Srinivasa. Vakulamalika in her previous birth was Yasoda who was promised
by S17 Krsna that, in her next birth she would receive the fortune of witnessing his wedding®. Then, the region was
ruled by a king named Akag$araja who remained childless for several years and had resolved to perform a sacrifice
for progeny. The king found a female child in a thousand petalled lotus as he ploughed the surface of the earth for
the sacrifice and named her Padmavati. He was also shortly blessed with a son. Padmavati was none other than
Vedavati, the daughter of a sage who had impersonated as Sita and stayed in Lanka as Sita was under the care of
Svaha, the wife of Agni. During the Agnipariksa which took place after the killing of Ravana, two Sttas emerged
and Sri Rama, identifying his consort enquired about the other woman, to which Sita, having narrated the
happenings, exhorted Srf Rama to accept her. Reiterating his resolve of fidelity (Ekapatnivrata) towards her, Sii
Rama promised to grant her desire in the 28th Kali-Yuga’. During one of his hunting expeditions, Srinivasa met
Padmavati who was gathering flowers and fell in love with her. The Puranas further narrate how the mutual love
grows between the couple culminating in the celestial wedding that took place on on the Dasami day of the bright
fortnight of the month of Vaisakha which is celebrated every year till date ®. Yet another incident mentioned in
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(Bhavisyottara-Purana. Venkatacala-Mahatmyam V. 42-45)
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the Puranas is about debt borrowed by Srinivasa from Kubera, which the former promises to repay along with
interest within thousand years after the marriage®. Puranas further mention of the battle between Vasudana, the
brother of Padmavati and Tondaman, her uncle after the death of Akasaraja in which Srinivasa allies with his
brother-in-law and the terrible battle is ended when Srinivasa is injured by the attack of his devotee Tondaman.
Then, Srinivasa, unwilling to stay at the abode of his in-laws, requests Tandaman to build an abode for him on
the Sesacala on the Southern bank of Svamipuskarini, where the temple stands now. The Puranas also mention
that Tondaman in his previous birth was a devotee named Rangadasa, an attendant of sage Vaikhanasa who once
failed to discharge his duty of preparing garlands for the sage’s worship of Visnu at the appropriate time, since
his mind was momentarily overcome with lust. He was ashamed and remorseful when the sage enquired about
the reason for his delay. Then, the Lord comforted Rangadasa that it was under the influence of his maya that he
was deluded and was blessed with a boon that in the next birth he would be born as a king who would construct
the great temple'”. The descent of Srinivasa in Kali Yuga was therefore to grace Yasoda, Vedavati and Rangadasa,
bearing testimony to the Puranic statements on Venate$vara as the pratyaksa-devata of Kali Yuga..

The image of Venkates$vara is generally depicted with four arms with the upper right and left hands holding the
cakra (disc) and sankha (conch) respectively. The normal right hand is downward facing, pointing towards the
feet of the Lord, while the normal left hand is placed on his waist, as if suggesting that the devotees are drowned
in the ocean of material existence only up to their waist. The chest bears the distinguishing marks of Visnu viz.,
the Srivatsa and Laksmi'!. The image sports a typical conical crown and round ear-rings and is characterized by
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(Bhavisyottara-Purana. Venkatacala-Mahatmya.X1.120-125)
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(Varaha-Purana. 11. 9.43-47)

" Fed gt a&rat g Yee fSsrat ars@esh
JeIrasyt TahIATafRGUEERY g faron &g qifor: |
ATdeATS HATTSH THATT HSTATHZaN arHTTOT:
ATCATGHYT LGN THAET 3o I5heH |l

Available online at https://psvmkendra.com 2716



LW

ANUSANDHANVALLARI

ISSN: 2229-3388

i |

a conspicuous Urdhvapiindra. It is noteworthy that the general iconography, of Venkatesa, devoid of the
distinguishing vaisnava marks bears resemblance to the iconography of Hariharamiirti. There seems to have been
some controversy regarding the identity of the image leading to disputes between the Saivas and the Vaisnavas,
with both sides asserting the image to be of their respective deities. The dispute certainly was put to rest by the
times of Ramanujacarya. Prapannamrta, a biography of SrT Ramanuja mentions that in his efforts to resolve the
dispute, Ramanuja had entered into an understanding with the Saivas to seek the validation of their respective
claims by the deity itself by placing in the sanctum sanctorum the vaisnava signs of Sankha-cakra as well as the
Saiva insignia such as the sila and damaru with the doors closed. The next morning the deity was found holding
the Sankha and cakra. The text further states that Ramanuja by installing Laksmi, the distinguishing trait of Visnu
on the chest of the image had settled the dispute forever and instituted the procedure of formal worship'2. There
seems to be some truth about the the ambiguity over the identity of the image and the consequent controversy
since the Puranas clearly refer to the absence of the Sarikha and cakra.'* The Puranas ascribe the absence of the
divine weapons as a commemoration of the Lord offering his divine weapons to king Tondaman during one of his
battles.

There are several Venkatesvara temples not only across Bharata, but also across the globe where generally the
iconography of the principal deity of Tirumala is replicated. It is interesting to note that the deity, Oppiliappan,
the form of Visnu enshrined at Oppiliappan temple near Kumbhakonam in Tamil Nadu, also regarded as the elder
brother of Venkat$vara of Tirumala is iconographically the same as the deity of Tirumala.

2 Prapannamrta. XXXVI
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(Bhavisyottara-Purana. Venkatacala-Mahatmya. X1V .82-83)
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(Brahma-Purana. Venkatacala-Mahatmya. V11.45-67)
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