Shiva Lingam Page 1 of 2

Significance of the Shiva Lingam

The non antrhropomor phic Lingam form of Shivaiswhat isheld in reverencein templesall over the sub continent.
TheLingam isa symbol. It isa symbol of that which isinvisible yet omnipresent. It ishence a a visible symbal of the
Ultimate Reality which ispresent in us (and in all objects of creation ).

The Shivalingam denotesthe primeval energy of the Creator.It isbelieved that at the end of all creation, during the
great deluge, all of the different aspects of God find aresting place in the Lingam; Bhrama is absorbed into theright,
Vishnu to theleft and Gayatri into the heart. The Shivalingam is also a representation of the infinite Cosmic Column

of fire, whose origins, Vishnu and Bhrama were unableto trace. (see Lingodbhavar).

X

Legend hasit that Parvati fashioned a Shivalingam with a fistful of sand at Kanchipuram and wor shipped Shiva; this
lingam isknown asthe Prithvilingam, denoting the primordial element earth. Shivalingamsin several templesare
swayambus, or that which appeared on their own, or that which isuntouched by a chisel. On the other hand, thereare
temples wher e the Shivalingam is carved out of stone and installed. The highly polished Shivalingams of the Pallava
period bear several stripes, asin the Kailasanatha temple at Kanchipuram.

The Shivalingam is generally mounted on a circular or quadrangular receptacle called the Avudaiyar. Thispedestal is
designed so asto drain off thewater offered during ablution ceremonies. I n temples such as Kanchipuram,
abhishekam is offered only to the pedestal and not to the Shivalingam made of sand. The bottom of the pedestal
represents Bhrama, the octogonal middle represents Vishnu and the upper circular portion represents Shiva. The
upper portion of the Shivalingam may be of various shapes, cylindrical, elliptical, umbrella shaped. | mages may also
be (rarely) carved on a Shivalingam.

Nandi, the bull is depicted facing the sanctum in all Saivite temples, symbolizing the human soul Jeevatma year ning
for realizing its oneness with Paramatma, the ultimate reality.

Typically, the processional bronze images of Shiva arethose of Somaskanda, Chandrasekhar a, Bhikshatana and
Nataraja. Although in most Shiva temples, the central shrine enshrining the Shivalingam is of the greatest
importance, the Nataraja shrineisof greater importance at Chidambaram, the Somaskandar - Tyagarajar shrineis
of greater significance at Tiruvarur.

Lingodbhavamurthy isan iconic representation of Shiva, installed in therear devakoshta (niche) of the garbagriha
(sanctum) of all Shivatemples. The story of Lingodbhavar isthat of the attempts of Vishnu and Bhrama to discover
the origins (the beginning Aadi and the end Antha) of Shiva, asstated in three of the puranas - the Kurma Purana, the
Vayu Purana and Shiva Purana.
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Vishnu was engaged in hisyoganidhra - the slumber of yoga - at the end of a kalpa, in the water s of the great deluge,
when ther e appeared before him, Bhrama emerging from a great illumination. Bhrama introduced himself to Vishnu
asthe Creator of the Universe, to which Vishnu replied that he wasthe ar chitect of the Universe. An argument ensued
between both asto their superiority over one another, when there appear ed beforethem - a huge lingam of fire - with
tongues of flames blazing out of it.

Curioustotracethe origins of thiscolumn of fire, Bhrama assumed the form of a swan and flew upwards, while
Vishnu assumed the form of a boar, and burrowed down into the earth. Days of search in either direction proved
futile, and hencethe duo surrendered to this column of firewith prayers. Shivathen appeared out of this column of
fiery lingam, with athousand arms and legs, with the sun, moon and fire as his three eyes, bearing the pinaka bow,
wearing the hide of an leephant, bearing the trishul, and addressed Vishnu and Bhrama in a thunder ous voice,
explaining that the two were born out of him, and that the three were then separated out into three different aspects
of divinity.

The non-anthropomor phic form Shivalingam is arepresentation of thisinfinite cosmic column of fire, whose origins
wer e not tracable by Bhrama or Vishnu. The Shivalingam isthe center of reverence and worship in all Saivite
temples.

The manifestation of Shivain thiscolumn of firein front of Bhrama and Vishnu, is carved in stone, asthe
Lingodbhavamurthy manifestation of Shiva, and isalwaysenshrined in therear niche of the sanctum enshring a
Shivalingam. Since most temples face east, Lingodbhavar faces West.

Thislegend described aboveisheld at the vast Arunachaleswara temple complex at Tiruvannamalai, wherethe
sacred Annamalai hill itself, isconsidered to be a manifestation of this cosmic column of fire. Tiruvannamalai, is one
of the Pancha Bhoota Stalas, representing the primordial element fire.

Thereisanother interesting aspect to thislegend. While Bhrama was flying upwar ds in the guise of a swan, he saw the
petals of a ketaki flower drifting down. Tired by the futility of hiseffortsto reach thetop of the mysterious column of
fire, Bhramarequested the flower to acquieseto hisliethat he had seen the top of the column wherethe flower had
previously resided. Accompanied by hisaccomplice, Bhrama confronted Vishnu and asserted that he had indeed
discovered the origin of the cosmic column. An enraged Shiva appeared out of the fiery column and cursed Bhrama so
that he would not be wor shipped in templeson earth. Thislegend relatesto the fact that there are hardly any temples
dedicated to Bhramain India. Thereisa shrineto Bhrama at Uttamar Koyil in Tamilnadu, and Bhrama is also
represented in the devakoshtas (niches) in Shiva temples; there are thus no Bhrama temples of any significancein
India.
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