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nathe nah purushottame tri-jagatam ekadhipe cetasa

sevye svasya padasya datari pare narayane tishthati

yam kancit purushadhamam katipaya-gramesam alpartha-dam

sevayai mrigayamahe naram aho mudha varaka vayam

(Our master, the Personality of Godhead Narayana, who alone rules the three worlds, whom one can serve in meditation, and who happily shares His personal domain, is manifest before us. Yet we beg for the service of some minor lord of a few villages, some lowly man who can only meagerly reward us. Alas, what foolish wretches we are!)  

                                     - A slokam from Mukundamala

© S.Parthasarathy, 2006

Author's website: www.sparthasarathy.com
Email: spchennai@gmail.com

Specially made on the auspicious occasion of the Wedding of Chiranjeevi Harish with  Sowbhagyavathi Archana on  1st  December 2006.

On the cover:  The figure at the top is the emblem for Vadakalai Iyengars and shows Tiruman (naamam) flanked by Shanku (conch) and Chakra (wheel)  both of which are the adornments of Lord Narayana and which are worshipped by two Devas (Gods) on either side. The figure at the bottom is the Tirumangalyam (Thali in Tamil and Mangalsutra) in Hindi traditionally worn by Vadakalai Iyengar married women.
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I have great pleasure in presenting a compilation about Iyengars and their wedding ceremonies on the auspicious occasion of my son Harish’s wedding with Archana on 1st December 2006. 

My wife Amritha and daughter Aarthi join me in requesting your presence and blessings at the wedding. The formal invitation and an audio-CD containing some devotional numbers important to Iyengars are enclosed. 

Looking forward to your presence on the evening of 30th November 2006 and the morning of 1st December 2006, 
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Iyengars and their wedding ceremonies

1. What does the term  ‘Iyengar’ mean?

Iyengar (also spelt as Ayyangar) is the name of a community of Hindu Brahmins of South India whose members worship Lord Vishnu as the primary deity. They are hence also known as Vaishnavas. Traditionally Iyengars have been found in the state of Tamil Nadu who along with Iyers constitute Tamil Brahmins. There are large communities of Iyengars in the neighboring states of Karnataka (popularly known as Mysore, Hebbar, Mandyam, Kalkunte and Hemige Iyengars) and Andhra Pradesh. There is also a sizeable community of Iyengars in the Purulia district of West Bengal who had migrated from Tamil Nadu by invitation of the King of Bengal around 1100 AD. Most Iyengars speak Tamil. However, Iyengars in Karnataka speak either Kannada or a dialect descended from medieval Tamil and Iyengars in Andhra Pradesh speak Telugu. Purulia Iyengars speak Bengali.

2. What is the origin of the Iyengar community?

The community started taking shape about 1000 years ago in Tamil Nadu. Different people - some already following Azhwars (Vaishnava saints of Tamil region), some from the smartha brahmin (Iyer) community and members of other sects joined Ramanuja's movement from 11th century A.D. The word "Sri Vaishnava Brahamana" was originally used to describe Vaishnavas. The word "Iyengar" is a relatively new name and was coined around the 15th century AD. The word Iyengar comes from ‘Iy-angam or Aindhu angam’ or five duties or Samskaras which Iyengars are expected to perform (discussed later). All Iyengars of today trace their origin to one of the 74 chief proponents of the faith, called mudhali in Tamil and simhaasanaadhipathi in Sanskrit, appointed by Sri Ramanuja in the 11th century. 

3. How strong is the Iyengar community today?

Iyengar community is now estimated to be 0.6 million-strong and spread over the whole world. Iyengars today have diversified into a variety of fields—their strengths particularly evident in the fields of law, management, mass media, science, engineering, mathematics and computer science. Iyengars have been active in the cultural and sports fields too. Music has always been integral to the Brahmin community and there are quite a few Iyengars who are eminent musicans and musicologists. Even today, some Iyengars choose to pursue the vocation of priesthood.

4. Can we know some famous Iyengars of recent times?

Starting with science and technology, some famous names are Ramanujam in mathematics, Raja Ramanna, P.K.Iyengar and M.R.Srinivasan in Atomic Energy and Kasturirangan in Space Research. In literature, three eminent names are Masti Venkatesa Iyengar in Kannada, Sujatha (Rangarajan) in Tamil- and A. K. Ramanujan in English. Dr. Rangachari, an eminent physician whose statue is in front of the Government General Hospital in Chennai is an Iyengar. In journalism S.Kasturiranga Iyengar proprietor of The Hindu, N. Ram Editor-in-Chief of The Hindu, N.Murali of The Hindu who is also President of the Music Academy, Chennai  and Madhan, Cartoonist of Ananda Vikatan are names that spring to mind immediately. Bhashyam Iyengar, one of the first Indian judges of Madras High court and K Parasaran, former Attorney General are two eminent Iyengars from the legal profession. Some eminent Iyengars in industry are T.V. Sundaram Iyengar, Founder of T.V.S. group of Madurai, R. Seshasayee, N. Vaghul  and G. R. Gopinath, CEO and Co-Founder of Air Deccan. Many eminent Iyengars have been in politics. The foremost among them was Rajaji, the first Governor General of Independent India.  Other eminent Iyengars in politics are M.Ananthasayanam Ayyangar, T.T.Krishnamachari, K.Santhanam, J.Jayalalithaa, K.N.Govindacharya and Rangarajan Kumaramangalam. Some Iyengars who are well-known in Bureaucracy are H.V.R. Iyengar, G.Parthasarathy, C.V.Narasimhan, Dr.C.Rangarajan and N.Gopalaswami, the present Chief Election Commissioner. Gen. Sundarji and Gen. Padmanabhan, former chiefs of the Indian Army are Iyengars. In Sports, some eminent names are M.J.Gopalan, who represented India in Hockey as well as cricket, S. Venkataraghavan and Krishnamachari Srikanth, both cricketers and M. Chinnaswamy, cricket administrator. B.K.S. Iyengar is an internationally eminent Yoga teacher.  Some eminent Iyengars in films are Vyjayantimala, Hema Malini, Kamal Haasan, Suhasini, Madhavan, Srikanth and Padmapriya who are all actors : Vaali, Tamil lyricist and Crazy Mohan, scriptwriter in films as well as actor-director-script-writer of plays. Some distinguished Iyengars in Carnatic music are vocalists Ariyakkudi Ramanuja Iyengar, and Tiger Varadachariar in the past and R.Vedavalli, T.N.Seshagopalan , Suguna Varadachari, Suguna Purushottaman, Sudha Raghunathan and T.M.Krishna of the present. Among instrumentalists we had Mysore Doreswamy Iyengar (veena) and Gottuvadyam Narayana Iyengar in the past and now have Ravi Kiran (Chitraveena player) : Vellore Ramabhadran (Mridanga vidwan), Embar Kannan (violinist) and young Satyanarayanan (keyboard prodigy). Rangaramanuja Iyengar and T.S.Parthasarathy are two names that spring to mind immediately from among the many famous musicologists. 

There are a large number of many other eminent Iyengars, but this list is only illustrative and not exhaustive. 

5. What is the religious belief of Iyengars?

Iyengars profess the Visishtadvaita philosophy codified by the scholar-saint Ramanuja and his followers - Vedanta Desikar and Manavala Mamuni among many others. The central idea of Visishtadvaita is that there exists an Ultimate Reality, an Absolute Being that is the source and substratum of all that exists. This spirit is the inner guide and controller of the whole universe with all its diverse animate and inanimate elements. Communion with this gracious, omnipotent Supreme Being constitutes the supreme end of existence or Moksha. Such communion is attainable exclusively through complete self-surrender and undivided, loving meditation (Bhakti). One should approach a fully qualified Vaishnava acharya and get enlightened. The Bhakti tradition is known within the community as Ubhaya or twofold Vedanta. Bhakti involves use of both the Sanskrit Vedas and Tamil Divya Prabandham of the Azhvar saints.  An Iyengar male is expected to wear Tiruman (white) and Srichornam (red or yellow) on his forehead. Orthodox Iyengars wear it at eleven other places on the body, making a round dozen. According to a sloka in Brahmanda Purana, the two parallel white lines indicate Lord Vishnu’s holy feet, while the red or yellow vertical line signifies Mahalakshmi's presence. Another interpretation is that white indicates sunlight: red indicates the core of the earth and yellow indicates the light of the moon. A mention was made earlier about the Pancha (five) Samskaras that an Iyengar is expected to perform. These are - carrying the marks of Sanghu and Chakra on the shoulders (as applied by his Acharya): applying 12 Thiruman & Srichoornam on the body: having the Dasya naamam, (as named by Acharya- like Narayanadasan, Padmanabhadasan etc.): getting instructions from Acharya on the Mantras and performing Thiru Aradhanam (Puja offering) for Lord Vishnu every day. By this definition, perhaps only 1 % of today’s Iyengars will qualify as Iyengars. 

6. Is there any sub-division among Iyengars?

There are broadly two types of divisions among Iyengars. The first division which is present among all Hindus is based on the lineage or Gotram. These lineages mean patrilineal descent from the sages or rishis. There are 20 Gotrams among Iyengars which are Aatreya, Agastya, Bhadarayana, Bharadwaja, Gargya, Harita, Kanva, Kashyapa, Kowndinya, Kowsika, Kutsa, Mowdkalya, Naitruvakaasyapa, Paraasara, Sandilya, Shatamarshana, Srivatsa, Sunkriti, Vatula and Viswamitra. The second is the division based on philosophical and ritual interpretations of Ubhaya Vedanta. Thus we have two sub-sects known as Thenkalai, or "Southern culture" and Vadakalai, or "Northern culture". It is believed that the terms ‘Southern’ and ‘Northern’ came from Srirangam which is in southern Tamil Nadu and Kanchipuram which is in Northern Tamil Nadu. The major area of difference between the two sub-sects is on the nature of the soul's surrender to the Lord. Vadakalai followers believe that affirmative action is needed on the part of the devotee to achieve Moksha while Thenkalai followers believe that Bhakti alone is adequate. These two are oversimplified as the Monkey and Cat philosophies. (A monkey expects the little one to cling on to the mother, while the mother goes jumping across trees. The cat carries the little one with extreme caution, when it runs around. While the baby monkey has to take efforts the kitten does not do anything). Some of the other areas of difference are about the role of Mahalakshmi, concept of sin, concept of Dharma etc.  most of which are  highly technical. It is also believed that Thenkalai Iyengars give greater importance to Divya Prabhandam while the Sanskrit Vedanta is more important among Vadakalai Iyengars. But right from Vedanta Desikan and Manavala Mamuni, scholars of both sects have written on both Prabhandam and the Sanskrit Vedanta in Sanskrit as well as Tamil. Even in this century, two of the most learned and revered Iyengar scholars, P.B. Annangarachariar (Thengalai) and Uttamur Viraraghavachariar (Vadagalai) have both written extensively in Tamil as well as Sanskrit. Despite differences, both traditions uniformly revere the same teachers from Lord Narayana down to Ramanuja and largely agree in their core philosophies.  Manavala Mamuni who is credited as the originator of Thenkalai referred in his writings to Vedanta Desikan who is credited as the Acharya of Vadakalai Iyengars with great respect.  The differences became prominent during the British rule, mainly over the control of temples and became very acrimonious. Fortunately in the last 30 years or so there is a realisation that what are common between the two sects are much more than the differences. There is no diference between them in eating habits or dress and each has relatives belonging to the other sect. Except for the very orthodox, inter-marriage has been going on for centuries and has now become an accepted practice. For a layman, the difference lies in the way the Tirumann (or Naamam) is worn by the follower. For a Thenkalai Iyengar, the Namam extends to the nose which is why Iyengars are asked whether they are ‘U’ (Vadakalai) or ‘Y’ (thenklai).  

7. What are the main objects of worship for Iyengars?

The main objects of worship of Iyengars are the images of Vishnu and His ten incarnations as well as his consort Mahalakshmi (who is reverentially called Thaayaar or Holy Mother). There are also a number of other deities such as Hayagreeva (the God of Learning), Chakrathazhwar (also known as Sudarshana), Garudazhwar (the vehicle of Lord Vishnu also known as Periya Thiruvadi), Vishwaksena (also  known as Senai Mudali) and Hanuman or Anjaneya (also known as Siriya Thiruvadi). Though Ganesha is the son of Siva, He is worshipped as a Vaishnavite in the form of Thumbikkai Azhwar. Similarly Durga is worshipped as Vishnu Durga. The saints who are worshipped by Iyengars are the 12 Azhwars, Ramanuja, Vedanta Desikan, Manavala Maamunigal and many others. Another important object of worship for Iyengars is the saligrama. Saligramas are small stone pebbles of different colors (predominantly black) recovered from the bed of the river Gandaki in Nepal at Mukti Nath. Saligramas are fossilized ammonite shells formed thousands of years ago, having several spiral grooves resembling the chakra of Narayana. 

8. What are the main places of worship for Iyengars?

All temples in which the ruling deity is Lord Vishnu are visited by Iyengars. These are known in Tamil as Perumal Koil (Perumal comes from the Tamil words Perum and Aal meaning great personality. The equivalent Sanskrit term is Purushottama). But the holiest places for Iyengars are the 108 Divya Desams. Divya Desams are believed by Iyengars to be places where Gods worship Vishnu. Divya Desam, by definition, is one that has figured in the poems of the 12 Azhwars. Out of the 108, we can visit only 106 as Tirupparkadal (Kshira sagram or the ocean where Vishnu resides) and Paramapadam (the feet of Lord Vishnu) can be seen only after death. The majority of these Divya Desams are in Tamil Nadu (84). The rest are in Kerala (11) , UP (4), Uttaranchal (3), Andhra Pradhesh (2) and one each in Gujarat and Nepal. Srirangam is the first Divya Desam and is the only one figuring in the Pasurams of 11 Azhwars. (Madhurakavi Azhwar has not sung about any temple as all his 11 poems are on his Guru Nammazhwar). Apart from Divya Desams, there are Purana Desams some of which are Thiru Narayanapuram (Melkote), Sri Mushnam, Bhadrachalam, Simhachalam, Puri, Gaya, Pushkar, Ujjain, Pandharpur etc. and Abhimana Desams some of which are Madhuranthakam, Vaduvur, Sri Perumputhur, Thirumazhisai, Singapperumal Kovil, Namakkal, Navabhasaanam, Mantralayam, Mangala Giri, Srirangappattinam, Udupi, Guruvayoor etc. In Vishnu temples, the devotee is offered Śathari and Teertham after Aarthi. Śathari refers to the sandals of Perumal and is placed reverentially on the heads of devotees in all Vaishnava temples and they receive it with humility. Teertham is holy water with Tulsi leaves. On important days, Prasadam which may be Pongal or different forms of cooked rice is also distributed.  Anjaneya or Hanuman enjoys the privilege of being garlanded by the devotees with ‘Vadai’ (a crisp eatable) called Vadai Malai (garland of vadais) in Tamil. This vadai is also eaten as a prasadam.

9. Who are Azhwars and why are they important to Iyengars?

Azhwar means one who is ‘immersed’ in the experience of God. They deeply immersed themselves in their bhakti towards the Lord Narayana. Tradition reckons 12 Azhwars who came from all walks of life and all strata of society – two were kings and one was a woman.  All the Azhwars are considered to be the various adornments of Lord Vishnu and therefore they are called 'Divyam' (God--given) and their works are called 'Divya Prabandham'.  It is believed by ardent devotees that most of the Azhwars lived prior to kali yuga, i.e. at least 3000 years ago. Historically we are sure that the Azhwars lived much before Naathamuni (826 A.D.) since it was only during his time that the Azhwars’ compositions had become known. Historians place the Azhwaars from 5th to 8th century (500 A.D for Poigai Azhwar, Bhoothatthaazhwar, Peyazhwar and Thirumazhisai Azhwar ; 550 A.D. for Nammaazhwar and Madhurakavi Azhwar ; 600 A.D. for Kulasekaraazhwar and Periaazhwaar ; 650 A.D. for Andal ; 700 A.D. for Thondaradippodi Azhwar and Thiruppaanaazhwar and 750 A.D. for Thirumangai Azhwar). Azhwars spread the Bhakti movement and were responsible for the revival of Hinduism and Vaishnavism. Their compositions, known as Pasurams, are in Tamil and are considered as equal to the four Vedas in Sanskrit. Though they are referred to as ‘Nalayira Divya Prabhandam’ (4000 Divya Prabhandam) there are actually 3776 compositions (947 in the ‘Mudhal Ayiram’ : 1134 in ‘Irandam Ayiram’: 593 in ‘Moonraam Ayiram and 1102 in ‘Naalaam Ayiram’). These Pasurams are recited in every temple of Vishnu and also form an important part of the daily life of Iyengars.  The 30 poems of Andal known as Tiruppavai are recited in the holy month of Margazhi (15th December to 14th January) in temples as well as homes.

10. Who are the most important religious teachers for Iyengars?

Iyengars consider Lord Vishnu as the first Guru. The next in line are Mahalakshmi, His consort and Vishwaksena, the controller of Vaikuntam which is the abode of Lord Vishnu. Then came Nammazhwar (also known as Satagopan) and the other Azhwars. Next was Nathamuni who was responsible for discovering the Divya Prabhandam of Azhwars. Uyyakkondar and Manakkal Nambi were Nathamuni’s disciples. Next was the great Yamunacharya (Alavandar), grandson of Nathamuni, who was the spiritual Guru of Ramanujacharya. Then came Periya Nambi. Next was one of the greatest teachers of Hinduism, Ramanuja Acharya (1017 – 1137 A.D.). Ramanuja is also known as Bhashyakara, Yatiraja, Udayavar, Emberumanar and Yatiswara. Afterwards, there are two lines. One line was led by Vedantha Desikan (1269 – 1370 A.D.) who is considered as the leading teacher of the Vadakalai followers while the second line was headed by Manavala Mamunigal  (1370 - 1443 A.D.) who is considered as the leading teacher of the Thenkalai followers. There are many more some of whom are Koorathazhwan (Kuresar), a disciple of Ramanuja who sacrificed his life when there was an attempt on Ramanuja’s life : Tirumalai Ananthazhwar, another disciple of Ramanuja : Parasara Bhattar, the chief priest at Srirangam who was also a disciple of Ramanuja:  Nanjeeyar : Nampillai : Periavachaan Pillai and many others (Pillai is a term of respect and Mudali means’first’ and are not to be confused with caste names).  Many of these masters have established centres at important places so as to continue the tradition of teaching. Thus even today we have Ahobhila Math in Ahobilam, Andavan Ashram of Srirangam, Vanamamalai Math in Vanamamalai, Parakalamatam in Karnataka etc. which continue the teaching traditions of Vaishnavism.

11. What are the important festivals of Iyengars?

All Tamil Brahmins including Iyengars celebrate annual festivals such as Bhogi and Pongal in January, Karadaiyan Nonbu in February/March, Ugadi in March, Tamil New Year’s Day in April, Chitra Poornima in April/May, Aadi pandigai and Aadi perukku in July/August, Upakarma and Gayatri Japam in August/September, Navaratri, Vijaya Dasami and Deepavali in October/November, Kartigai Deepam in November/December and Vaikunta Ekadasi in December/January and monthly occurrences like Amavasai (New moon), Ekadasi, Masappirappu etc.  Some festivals like Rama’s birthday in March/April and Krishna’s birthday in August/September are on different dates for Iyengars and Iyers as the former follow the birth star while the latter follow the thithi. While the birth of every Tamil month (masapirappu) is important, the start of Margazhi is celebrated as the beginning of Dhanurmasa Pooja. Though all the 30 days of Margazhi are holy, there is a special celebration for the 27th Tiruppavai known as Koodaravalli. Other important days for Iyengars are Sravanam and Swati every month: Narasimha Jayanti (in April/May): Hanumad Jayanti (in December/January): Ramanujar Jayanti (in April/May), birthdays of the 12 Azhwars and birthdays of Vedanta  Desikar and Manavala mamuni. Varalakshmi Viratham is not celebrated by many Tamil Iyengars though it is an important festival for Iyers.

12. What are the food habits of Iyengars?

There are no major differences in the food habits of Tamil Brahmins (Iyers and Iyengars) who are strict vegetarians. The older generation did not eat even onion and garlic. The nomenclature of the food items may differ. For example, Iyengars add ‘amudhu’ or ‘annam’ after the names of many items. Thus vegetable curry is knwn as Kariamudhu, Rasam is Saattu amudhu: Payasam is Tirukkannamudhu: thayir sadam (curd bath) is Dadhiyannam and so on. All the tiffin items like idli, dosai, upma, vadai, pongal, oothappam, appam etc. are common to both Iyers and Iyengars. An item called Tavaladai (a shallow-fried dish made with broken rice and dal) is more common among Iyengars than Iyers. Thayir vadai of Iyengars tastes different (and better). Iyengars make Brinjal Gotsu to go with Rice Upma. Among the lunch items, Puliyodarai (tamarind bath) is identified with Iyengars though it is made by all South Indians. While Iyers make vathal kuzhambu (a type of sambar), Iyengars make mendhiya kuzhambu (which is slightly different) and is usually accompanied by paruppu thuvaiyal (thick chutney made with toor dal).  While most sweets are common, Akkaravadisal, which is made with rice and jaggery is a specialty of Iyengars. Paanagam which is a drink made with jaggery, water and dry ginger for Ramanavami is also a specialty of Iyengars.

13. What are the common Iyengar names?

Iyengars are more conservative than Iyers as far as names are concerned. You would find Iyer children being named after Vishnu while it was rare to find any Iyengar child with names of Saivite deities. Of course things have changed in the last few years with everyone going in for short and modern names. The two common surnames of Iyengars are Iyengar and Chari. The common first names among men are names of Vishnu. Lord Vishnu is known by 1000 names some of which are Govindarajan, Jagannathan, Krishnan, Krishnaswami, Madhavan, Muralidharan, Narayanan, Narasimhan, Padmanabhan, Parthasarathy, Raghavan, Raghunathan, Raghuraman, Rajagopalan, Ramaswami, Ranganathan, Rangarajan, Seshadri, Sridharan, Srinivasan, Sriraman, Sundararajan, Varadhan, Varadarajan, Vasudevan, Venkatesan, Vijayaraghavan, Viraraghavan etc. Aravamudhan, Bhashyam, Bhuvarahan, Chakrapani, Chakravarthi, Desikan, Mukundan, Ramanujam, Sampat, Santhanam, Sarangapni, Sudarsanam and Varahaswamy are all typical Iyengar names for men. Among women, the names of Mahalakshmi, Lord Vishnu’s consort in different temples are common. Alamelu (short for Alarmelvalli or Alarmelmangai), Amirthavalli, Janakavalli, Jayalakshmi, Kamalavalli, Kausalya, Komalavalli, Kumudavalli, Lakshmi, Maragadhavalli, Padmavathi, Pankajavalli, Pushpavalli, Rukmini, Sowmya, Sundaravalli, Vijayalakshmi etc, are some common Iyengar names of women. Andal, Choodamani, Ranganayaki and Vasundara are all typical Iyengar names for ladies.

14. What is the procedure to finalise an arranged Iyengar marriage?

The concept of arranged marriage has undergone a sea change in the last 15 years or so. An arranged marriage nowadays is really a semi-arranged marriage and is an arranged introduction of the boy and the girl. The process starts with the exchange of horoscopes. A horoscope shows the planetary position of an individual at birth. So it is right to say that marriages are made or at least decided by heavens! The horoscope of the son or daughter is prepared either with the help of an astrologer or by using computer software. All you need for the preparation of horoscope are the date, time and place of birth. The next step is to send and receive ‘applications’. This can be in response to a matrimonial ad in the newspapers or specialised magazines (Narasimhapriya is a popular magazine among Iyengars for this purpose) or by registering in a matrimonial website. The first factors that are seen are age, height, employment, Gotra, birth star etc. and hence these are usually given in the ad. There is a primary filtration process before the horoscopes can be exchanged. A boy and a girl of the same Gotra cannot get married as it would amount to incestual relationship. There are some birth stars which are incompatible. (Every one is born in one of the 27 birth stars starting from Ashwini and ending in Revathi. A boy born in Kettai is incompatible with a girl born in the same star and so on).  There are also other aspects of incompatibility like the eighth house, chevvai dosham etc. After the primary filtration, the horoscopes are exchanged. They are matched either by a qualified astrologer or by using the services of websites. The two websites that I used in my son’s case were www.ahobilam.com and www.astrogyan.com . The compatibility of the boy and girl  (as shown by their horoscopes) is determined under various factors such as temperament, mutual love, strength of the marital bond, financial prosperity after marriage, progeny, sexual compatibility etc. some of which are assigned greater weightages. A good match is one in which at least 70% score is obtained. After the horoscopes get matched, the photographs are exchanged and the boy and girl enter the picture at this stage (pun unintended!).  If both are satisfied with the photos, then the next step of ‘meeting’ or ‘Penn parthal’ (seeing the girl) takes place. Though called ‘seeing the girl’, it is actually the boy and the girl meeting each other and the parents also trying to know more of each other. Again if both the boy and the girl say yes, the marriage gets fixed. The whole process can take days or months or even years. In my son’s case, the first ‘application’ was sent in March 2005 and 15th May 2006 was the date on which he and his prospective wife met.

15. What is Nischayathartham in an Iyengar marriage?

The first ritual in the process of marriage is celebration of the Nischayartham (settling the marriage). There are two types of Nischayarthams. The first one is a legal contract between the families of the groom and the bride which is entered into by the elders of the family well ahead of the marriage. The second Nischayartham is a religious ceremony and usually takes place on the day prior to the Muhurtham. The dates of Nischayartham as well as marriage are chosen based on the birth star of the girl. Nischayartham is usually held in the evening hours in the house of the girl or a relative of the girl’s parents or in a community/public hall. Only the very close relatives take part in this function. The groom’s parents buy a silk sari as well as an item of jewellery for the girl. They also bring trays bearing fruits, dry fruits, candy, sugar etc. The number of trays is expected to be an odd number – usually 15 or more. The religious part of the ceremony is brief. The priests from both sides sit with the elders of the family of both the bride and the groom and draw up the ‘Lagna pathirigai’ (wedding card) for the bride’s as well as the groom’s side. This is written inTamil and mainly shows the date and time of the Muhurtham. The time within which the main ritual of Muhurtham has to be completed is called Muhurtha Kalam, which is three and three fourth Nazahigai (Nazhigai is an ancient measure of time and each Nazhigai is 24 minutes thus making the Muhurtha kalam to be one and a half hours). Other details like place of marriage, the Acharya (teacher) of the family etc. are also shown in the ‘Lagnapathirigai’. The ‘Lagna pathirigai’ is then exchanged by the parents of both the groom and the bride. The ‘Lagna pathirigai’ forms the basis for printing ‘Manjal Pathirigai’ which means ‘yellow card’ and is not to be confused with an yellow journal! This is the wedding invitation printed in Tamil with yellow background on one side and in English or Tamil with red (pink)  background on the other side. Yellow and red are auspicious colours. Usually this card is sent to all elders. In the olden days, the groom was not expected to attend this Nischayathartham. But nowadays, the groom also takes part in the function for whom the girl’s parents buy a set of new clothes.  After the exchange of ‘Lagna pathirigai’, both the boy and the girl are formally presented to the relatives of both sides and receive their blessings. The function ends with high tea (It is always coffee in Tamil Nadu. But somehow high coffee does not sound right). In my son’s case, the Nischayathartham took place on 3rd July 2006 when it was announced that the Muhurtham would be between 6.00 A.M. and 7.30 A.M. on 1st December 2006. 

16. What is the language used during the rituals in Iyengar weddings?

The instructions by the priests to the groom and the bride are all in Tamil. Though most of the mantras are in Sanskrit, a lot of Tamil paasurams are used. Two important ones are Vaaranam Aayiram (which literally means 'a thousand elephants') paasurangals and Pallaandu. Vaaranam Aayiram composed by the woman Azhwar saint Andaal is in Naacchiyaar Thirumozhi of Naalaayira Divya Prabhandam. This describes her dream wedding with Ranganathar, the presiding deity of Srirangam. These are beautiful verses that describe the marriage. 'Pallaandu' paasurams are the first 12 verses of Periyazhwar and are part of Periyazhwar Tirumozhi of  Naalaayira Divya Prabhandam. These are also beautiful verses. 

17. What are the events that take place on the day prior to wedding in an Iyengar marriage?

Mainly two rituals take place on the evening prior to the wedding. The first is the Janavasam. Till a few years ago the groom and his relatives and the bride’s relatives (bride would not go) used to assemble at a nearby temple where the groom was offered new dress and then he was taken in a procession in an open car (it was a chariot in the olden days) to the venue of the marriage. The first occasion when the bride saw her would-be husband was as he came to the Kalyana mandapam in the open car. This practice of procession is becoming extinct though the visit to the temple is retained.  The second is the Nischayathartham about which a mention was made earlier. This is a religious rite and is performed after everyone comes back from the temple. The mantras recited during this function mean that a promise is made by both the parents concerned, to conduct the marriage under the will of God. Another event which takes place either on the day prior to the wedding or in the evening after the wedding is Reception. Reception is the formal presentation of groom and bride to the society. This has no religious significance and is a social get-together. Nowadays this Reception is held by many on the day prior to the wedding. Though orthodox people frown at this practice, there are advantages in this practice. In my son’s case also the Reception has been scheduled on the day prior to the wedding mainly since 1st December 2006 happens to be an Ekadasi day which is a day of fasting for many.

18. What are the main events that take place on  the wedding day in an Iyengar marriage?

Before I describe the events, let me mention the significance of the decorations and the music.  The gates of the wedding hall are adorned with full-grown plantain trees, signifying evergreen prosperity. Overhead festoons of mango leaves signify the beginning of a never-fading relationship. Kolam or rangoli at the entrance extends a welcome to the guests. At the entrance of the hall, the guests are sprinkled with rose water, women are offered flowers and all are offered sugar candy and sandal paste.  Nadaswaram which is a wind-instrument is considered auspicious and in weddings it is usually played live while recorded music may be used for other fnctions. At important times during the Muhurtham, the priest will call for 'Ketti melam' when the Tavil (percussion instrument accompanying Nadaswaram) and Nadaswaram will be played very vigorously making quite a noise.

Fire which is one of the five elements (Pancha bhootha) plays a major part in all South Indian weddings. All the ceremonies descibed here take place in front of the homam which burns throughout the Muhurtham. Rice is also an important part of the whole ceremony as the bride and groom are periodically showered with 'Akshadai' which is rice mixed with turmeric powder. Dharbai (or dried kora grass) is considered holy and is extensively used in all religious ceremonies including marriages. The groom, his father and the bride's father wear the dhoti in the orthodox way known as 'Panchakacham' and do not wear shirts.  The groom's dhoti is dipped in turmeric water and dried earlier and hence is yellow. The bride, her mother and the groom's mother wear nine-yard saris in the traditional form known as 'Madisaar'. The bride wears a number of new saris for each occasion on the day of the wedding as well as the previous day. While the other saris are 6-yard saries, the 9-yard sari for 'Mangalyadharanam' is called koorai (The groom's sister is expected to assist the bride in wearing this sari). This sari is in  ‘arraku’ i.e. red colour, which as already said is the colour associated with Mahalakshmi.  The bride has a typical South Indian hairdo, with her hair plaited in a long plait and adorned with flowers. She wears (used to wear) a South Indian gold headgear with the decorations of the Sun and Moon on either side of her parting and an ornament called ‘Rakodi’ on the bun behind. I think it is symbolic that the bride wears rich sari and jewellery while the groom is bare-bodied! 

The wedding day starts quite early for the groom and the bride as there are a lot of rituals before the Muhurtham. The major events that take placr on the wedding day are the following (not in chronological order), each of which is briefly described.

Vratham  &  Palikai

The marriage ceremonies begin separately for the bride and the groom. Before bath, both have nalangu (a red paste made of kumkum and turmeric and applied to the hands and feet). While the groom performs Vratham, the bride's father performs  Jathakarna & Namakarna to the bride. Kaappu (thread soaked in turmeric solution) is tied on the hands of both the bride and the groom, which is meant to ward off all evil sprits.  As part of Alankaram, the groom's prospective mother-in-law applies 'mai' (kaajal or eye-shade) to the groom. Nine earthen bowls are then brought containing edible seeds (lentils, rice etc.). Water is poured into these bowls. The seeds sprout and are immersed in a river later. This ceremony is called 'palikai' and symbolizes fertility.  

Kasi yathirai

According to the sastras, the four phases of a man's life are Brahmacharya (Learning), Grihastha (Raising the family), Vanaprastha (Living in the forest as a recluse) and Sanyasa (Renouncing the world and living as  hermit), Kasi yathirai is a symbolic indication that the groom should move from the brahmacharya aasramam to grahasthaasramam and not directly to the others. As he gets dressed with footwear, umbrella etc. and is ready to go away, he is persuaded by the bride's father to return. 

Oonjal & Pidi sutral

The bride and groom are made to sit on a swing and are treated like Radha and Krishna while the bridesmaids and the female relatives sing beautiful love songs around them. While sitting on the oonjal their feet are washed with milk and they are protected from the evil eye, by circling a handful of coloured rice around their head and then throwing them away in all the four directions (the ritual of Pidi Sutral). It is hoped that their life would be as smooth as swinging joyfully in a swing. 

Metti anivithal

Metti is the toe ring made of silver worn traditionally by married women. Thali and metti are both symbols to signify that the woman is married. Originally metti was put by the bride's brother. But nowadays metti is put by the groom.

Ammi Midhithal

Since the bride and the groom are to begin their life as householders, there is an introduction of the concept during the marriage rituals by the ritual of ammi midhithal. Ammi is the grinding stone, which along with Ural (another type of stone used for grinding) was a basic kitchen implement in every Tamil household. When a house was built, Ammi was one of the first things to be installed. In the modern era, mixie has replaced Ammi and wet grinder has replaced Ural. During the ritual of Ammi midhithal, the groom places the foot of the girl on the grinding stone and requests her to maintain the reputation of the house and the family. With this it can be said that the bride takes over the kitchen.

Arundati Paartal

There are a number of activities where attempt is made to impart in the couple traditional values. Arundati Partal (watching the Arundati Star). is one such ritual, which takes place before the mangalya dharanam. During the course of this ritual the groom takes the girl out in the open and shows her the 'Arundati' star on the horizon. Arundati was the wife of sage Vashista who became immortal as a star due to her devotion to her husband. Arundati shines in the sky near the sixth star in the collection 'Great Bear' (Sapta Rishi).

Malai maatruthal

In this ceremony, the groom and the bride exchange their garlands  three times with their maternal uncles as witnesses.  

Kanniga Dhaanam

Kanniga dhaanam literally means gifting the bride. Before Kanniga dhaanam a few other dhaanams are also made. Kanniga dhaanam is made by getting the  bride seated on the lap of the father who gives away the daughter to the groom. On the bride’s head, a ring made of Darbha of Kusa grass is placed. And over it is placed a yoke. The Tirumangalyam or Thali is placed on the aperture of the yoke. And water is poured though the aperture. The mantras chanted at this time say:

“Let this gold multiply your wealth, Let this water purify your married life, And may your prosperity increase. Offer yourself to your husband.” 

The symbolism of the yoke is drawn out of ancient rural life where the tilling of the fields and drawing of the cart were by a pair of bulls connected by the yoke. This ritual means that just as a two bulls have to work in harmony, the success of the marriage needs both the wife and husband. 

Mangalaya Dharanam & Panigrahanam

During Mangalaya Dharanam the thread of marriage is tied around the neck of the girl after it is blessed by the Acharya, the priests, elders and the assembled guests. Thirumangalyam (also known as Thali in Tamil and Mangalsutra in Hindi) is tied to a yellow (turmeric powder-coated) thread, which is tied around the neck of the bride by the groom to signify that the bride becomes his wife. Thirumangalyam is tied with three knots. The first two knots are tied by the bridegroom and the third knot is tied by his sister. This is followed by the ‘Paanigrahanam’ when the groom and the bride hold their hands in public. By holding the hands in public, they indicate to the world that their hearts are set to live together in harmony. And the groom recites the mantras which mean "The great Indra, Bhagan, Aryama, Savitha and other heavenly Gods have given you to me to preside over the family. May you reward us with impeccable progeny and prosperity. May we together live in absolute compatibility through all stages of our life till the end. We adore you with deep reverence in the presence of this learned assembly as Saraswathi - the Goddess of benevolence, wealth, compassion and beauty. We seek your protection and support, Let the Gods grant you harmony. Please lead us to the sublime state in this very life."

Saptapadhi

Saptapadhi, which literally means seven steps, consists of circumambulating the homam (fire) seven times while reciting mantras (invocations) one made by the bride and another made by the groom with each step.

The meaning of the mantras recited by the groom in each step are as below:

“i. May the Lord Narayana, who pervades the entire universe, satisfy your physical hunger by feeding you in response to the first step you are taking.

ii. May your second step give you physical strength by the grace of the Lord Narayana.

iii. May He follow your third step and help you fulfill your good actions.

iv. May He follow your fourth step to bless you with happiness

v. May He bless you with the wealth of cattle by following you fifth step.

vi. May He confer happiness on you during all the six seasons by following your sixth step.

vii. By following the seventh step of yours, may He bless you to perform the soma-sacrifice by the worship of the seven Ritwaiks, namely Hotha, Prasttha,Bhrahma-naathasamsi, Botha, Neshta,Acchavahan and Agnidhara.

After completing the seven steps, the groom addresses the bride through certain mantras, the synopsis of which is given here:

"After crossing these seven steps together, we are now eternal companions and are totally committed to love, compassion, fidelity, duty and mutual respect. We shall remain as One, and together we shall truthfully perform all our duties sincerely. We shall remain steadfast and faithful to each other and never desert one another. Unity in thought and action will be our life's mission. Now I am the Sama Veda and you are the Rig Veda. I am the expansive sky and you are the merciful and bountiful earth. I am the mind and thoughts and you the words and expressions. I salute you, the angel of virtues and serenity. Please walk with me and you shall realize all your aspirations, flawless progeny and enormous wealth and health. I welcome you, the goddess of beauty and wisdom with devotion and deep love. Let us live in harmony and attain both bliss and peace." 

The marriage is sanctified and complete after Saptapadhi. The couple offer their prostration to the parents and elders (Vadakalai Iyengars prostrate 2 or 4 times while Tenkalai Iyengars do it just once). They then take their seat near the fire and pay their respects to the Gods as husband and wife.

Aasirvaadam / Sambhavanai

Sambhavanai literally means blessings. First of all the blessings are invoked from the ‘Acharya’ the guru or the priest. In line with the philosophy of Vaishnavism where a teacher is considered essential, the priest is known as 'Vadhyar' which means teacher. The blessing of the priest  is followed by blessings by the maternal uncle and all other relatives and friends.

Vilaiyadal / Thengai Urutal

Vilaiyadal (which literally means playing games) is the social and entertaining part of a wedding. This also serves to introduce the relatives on both sides to each other. The ladies from the groom's side bring trays in which all the items of daily need for the bride (such as hair oil, comb, cosmetics etc. as well as the traditional wooden doll for playing known as Marappaachi). These items are known as Vilaiyadal seer (gift for playing) to the bride.  Then the ritual of 'Thengai Urutal' takes place in which  coconuts covered with turmeric are rolled at each other by the bride and the groom. While doing so the women from the both sides of the family sing songs asserting the superiority of their families. This is done just as a joyful intervention and to familarise the families with the strengths and weaknesses of each other.

Grihapravesam

Grihapravesam is the formal entry of the newly-married bride to her in-laws’ place. In any marriage hall, the bride’s party and the groom’s party stay in different parts of the Kalyana mandapam. So the newly-wedded wife enters her husband’s ‘house’ escorted by her parents amidst the chanting of mantras. She is welcomed with Aarthi (tray filled with water with turmeric and the lime which makes the water turn red), flowers and sweets by her in-laws.

Mangala Aarthi

This event is done a number of times during the wedding ceremony. During Aarthi, two married women carry a tray filled with water with turmeric and the lime which makes the water turn red. The vessel with the water is circled three times in front of the bride and the groom before it is poured on the Rangoli outside the Kalyana mandapam. The water is supposed to signify auspiciousness and is also believed to neutralise the effects of any 'evil eye'. The women who take the Aarthi are expected to sing. Usually the song is in praise of Rama and Sita.
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http://www.srivaishnavam.com/

A comprehensive site on Sri Vaishnavism where you can also hear the recitation of Nalayira Divya Prabhndam.

http://www.prapatti.com/

Prapatti Online provides a lot of information about Vaishnavism and also features several Photo Galleries and a good collection of Stotras .

http://www.srivaishnava.org/

A comprehensive website on Vaishnavism

http://www.ahobilamutt.org/

Home page of Ahobhila Matam which is a Sri Vaishnava religious institution establsihed 600 years ago in Ahobilam in Andhra Pradesh.

http://www.parakalamatham.org/

Home page of Sri Parakala Matham which was founded and maintained by Swami Sri Vendanta Desikan.

http://www.ramanujamission.org/ and http://www.andavan.org/

Home page of Srirangam Srimad Andavan Periyasramam. 

http://www.shreevaishnavam.com/

Another comprehensive site on Vaishnavism.

http://www.saranagathi.org/

A site that has a wealth of information on Vaishnavism.

http://www.ramanuja.org/

Sri Vaishnava Home Page, dedicated to Sri Vaishnavism, one of the preeminent religious traditions of Hinduism.

http://www.radioramanuja.com/

A site on Ramanuja's life and philosophy with a lot of images

http://www.ahobilam.com/

Offers a lot of services including Matrimonial ads and horoscope matching.
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