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Karthigai Vilakkeedu:

Every year, when the Tamil month of
Karthigai arrives, homes, temples and streets
glow with rows of small clay lamps. In Jaffna
and across the Tamil community, we call it
Karthigai Vilakkeedu. Its message is simple:
light pushes back darkness, and the festival
asks us to carry that light into our own lives.

The festival falls on the day the full moon
lines up with the Karthigai star. It is one of
the oldest Tamil festivals we know of. In the
7th century, Thirugnana Sambandar sang of
it at the Kapaleeswarar temple in Mylapore:

QIMATdHE® LDL DT LDTLDUflane aIEBTLDIIE D
SlaThaled SUTFFIHHTA ASTOBNIHB B HTET
B3 H3 SaTIPMGUITT @SILICOTT ABTADILTBLD
aflond5® STammes CUTFEUIT WLbumaImil

In this verse, he asks Poompavai how she could
leave without seeing the Vilakkeedu, when
the women of Mylapore light lamps for the
Lord on Karthigai day. Even then, Sambandar
called it “tol Karthigai”, the ancient Karthigai.

On the same day, the biggest celebration of
all takes place at Thiruvannamalai in Tamil Nadu.
The Arunachaleeswarar temple there holds
a ten-day festival that builds up to Karthigai
night. At around 6 pm, the Maha Deepam is
lit on top of Arunachala hill. It is a giant flame
fed with ghee, and it can be seen from around
35 kilometres away.

The Festival of Lamps

Hundreds of thousands of people travel
to Thiruvannamalai for it. Many climb the hill
to pour their own offering of ghee into the
cauldron, and many more walk the 14-kilometre
path around the hill, known as Girivalam. For
Tamils who cannot make the trip, the moment
is streamed live around the world, and lighting
lamps at home at the same hour is a way of
being part of it.

At home, Vilakkeedu is simple and warm.
Families clean the house, draw kolams at the
doorway and place agal vilakkus (clay oil lamps)
along steps, windows and walls. In many Jaffna
homes, lamps are also set out in the garden and
at the gate, so the whole compound shines.
Sweets are shared with family and neighbours.
Nothing about it needs to be grand. A single
lamp lit with care is enough.

For Tamils in the diaspora, including here in
Sydney, the festival carries extra weight. It is
often our children’s first real link to a tradition
their grandparents grew up with. Lighting a lamp
together teaches what words alone cannot:
that culture survives when it is practised, not
just remembered.

Karthigai Vilakkeedu reminds us that light
is meant to be shared. One lamp can light a
hundred others without losing its own flame.
This Karthigai, let us light our homes, and let
that light reach the people around us.
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Salva Saint Karaikkal Ammayar The determmed

Karaikkal Ammaiyar, born
Punithavathi, is counted as
twenty-third of the sixty-three
Nayanmars. She belongs to
the hymn-composing saints of
the Saiva tradition, although
her life in the Periya Puranam
is distinguished as much by
her renunciation of worldly
identity as by her devotional
poetry. Born into a prosperous
merchant household, she fulfilled the customary
obligations of married life while maintaining
an exceptional devotion to Sivaperuman and
his devotees. Her account follows the gradual
separation of her religious life from the social
expectations placed upon her, culminating in her
assumption of an unconventional physical form
and her association with Sivaperuman's divine
dance at Tiruvalankadu.
Background

Punithavathi was born in Karaikkal, a coastal
trading town, to Dhanadattan, a prominent
merchant. Raised in a household devoted to
Sivaperuman, she acquired her religious habits
from childhood, constructing small temples in
play and regularly invoking the Lord's name. Upon
reaching marriageable age, she was married to
Paramadattan, a wealthy merchant, and entered
a household in which her religious observances
continued alongside her domestic responsibilities.

Hospitality towards Sivanadiyargal occupied
an important place in her married life. The Periya
Puranam presents this practice not simply as a
matter of generosity, but as an expression of the
Saiva understanding that service rendered to the
devotees of Sivaperuman constitutes service to
the Lord himself. This principle would acquire
particular importance in Punithavathi's life, since
an ordinary act of hospitality became the occasion
through which her spiritual standing was first
recoghised beyond the household.

The miracle and mangoes

The defining episode of Punithavathi's married
life began when one merchants presented
Paramadattan with a pair of mangoes, which he
subsequently sent home for his midday meal.
During his absence, a devotee of Sivaperuman
arrived seeking sustenance. Punithavathi received
him with the customary hospitality afforded to
Sivanadiyargal and served him a meal, including
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one of the mangoes her husband had entrusted
to her. When Paramadattan returned, he was
served the remaining fruit and, having found
it exceptionally sweet, requested the second.
Punithavathi, having already offered it to the visiting
devotee, turned to Sivaperuman in prayer and
received another mango through divine grace. Its
extraordinary sweetness prompted Paramadattan
to question its origin, whereupon she explained
the circumstances without concealing her earlier
act of hospitality. Unconvinced, he demanded
further proof, and another mango appeared in
her hands in answer to prayer. Upon receiving it,
however, the fruit vanished, leaving him fearful
of the supernatural power manifested through
his wife.

The incident is significant within the songs
of the Periya Puranam. Punithavathi's first
consideration had been the welfare of a Sivanadiyar,
notwithstanding the prior domestic purpose for
which the fruit had been reserved. Her hospitality
was neither conditional upon abundance nor
undertaken in expectation of a miracle.

Her husband's departure

Paramadattan's response to the miracle
altered the nature of their marriage. Convinced
that Punithavathi possessed a sanctity beyond
ordinary human understanding, he could no
longer regard her solely within the customary
relationship of husband and wife. His recognition
of her spiritual standing was accompanied by
apprehension, and he eventually withdrew from
the household, settling in the Pandya country,
where he married another woman and had a
daughter whom he named Punithavathi.

When her relatives discovered his circumstances,
efforts were made to restore the marriage.
Paramadattan nevertheless refused, and upon
encountering his former wife in the presence of
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his new family, he prostrated himself before her
in acknowledgement of the divine qualities he
believed her to possess.

The episode presents an unusual consequence
of recognised sanctity within domestic life. Although
Paramadattan regarded his wife with reverence,
that reverence displaced the familiarity and mutual
obligations upon which their marriage had rested.
Punithavathi's subsequent renunciation must
therefore be understood in relation to this change
in her circumstances, rather than as a rejection
of domestic life from its beginning.

Her renunciation and journey to greater places

Having recognised that her husband no longer
regarded her as a wife, Punithavathi prayed to
Sivaperuman to be released from the youthful
beauty and physical appearance by which she
had previously been known. Her request was
granted, and she assumed a form described as
demonic or aged, relinquishing the bodily qualities
conventionally associated with feminine beauty.

The transformation carries particular significance
in her account. Physical beauty, previously an
attribute of her position within society, had ceased
to serve the religious life she wished to pursue. By
voluntarily abandoning it, Punithavathi removed
the expectations attached to her former identity
and sought a condition in which her devotion
could proceed without worldly interference.
The renunciation of outward beauty is thus
accompanied by the increasing importance of
her devotional hymns, through which her religious
experience found expression.

Her journey to Kailash provides a further
instance of this relationship between the body
and devotion. Rather than approaching the
sacred mountain in the ordinary manner, she
ascended upon her head, with her feet raised,
an extraordinary expression of reverence in the
presence of Sivaperuman. Upon receiving her, the
Lord addressed her as Ammai, meaning Mother,
from which she acquired the name Karaikkal
Ammaiyar.

The designation is especially significant given
the nature of her renunciation. Having relinquished
the social identity associated with her former
appearance and marriage, she received from
Sivaperuman an address of maternal honour.
Her standing was consequently established not
through birth, wealth or domestic position, but
through the devotion for which she had surrendered
those distinctions.

Her devotion to Sivaperuman's dance

Upon receiving Sivaperuman's grace, Ammaiyar
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sought liberation from the cycle of rebirth. Her
prayer also contained a further qualification: should
another birth occur, she wished never to lose
remembrance of the Lord. Beyond liberation itself,
she desired the privilege of remaining at his feet
and singing while he performed his divine dance.

This request is important for understanding
the character of her devotion. Ammaiyar did not
seek spiritual release merely as an end to worldly
existence, but expressed a continuing desire
for the presence and worship of Sivaperuman.
Her wish to accompany his dance through song
establishes a direct relationship between her
spiritual aspirations and the hymns for which
she is remembered.

At Tiruvalankadu, her devotion found its
fulfilment in the divine dance of Sivaperuman,
with Ammaiyar granted the privilege of singing
in his presence. The association of her hymns
with the Lord's dance gives her religious life a
particular character within the Nayanmar tradition,
joining personal renunciation with a continuing
participation in divine worship.

Rememberence

Karaikkal Ammaiyar is remembered both as a
poet-saint and as a devotee whose renunciation
extended to the abandonment of her former
physical appearance. Her life is distinctive among
the sixty-three because the withdrawal from
conventional domestic identity did not signify a
withdrawal from religious activity, but permitted
her devotion to assume a different and enduring
form.

Her hospitality towards Sivanadiyargal, the
circumstances of her husband's departure and
her eventual transformation are closely related
within the Periya Puranam. The same devotion
that governed her treatment of a visiting devotee
subsequently determined her response to the
dissolution of her marriage and her desire to remain
in the presence of Sivaperuman. Her abandonment
of physical beauty also gives particular meaning
to the survival of her hymns, in which the inward
qualities of devotion take precedence over the
outward attributes she had relinquished.

The name Ammaiyar, bestowed upon her
by Sivaperuman himself, remains central to her
remembrance. It recognises a devotee who had
voluntarily relinquished the ordinary distinctions
of worldly life, yet whose relationship with the
Lord was expressed through the intimate language
of motherhood, song and the desire to remain
at his feet during the divine dance. Her hymns
recite year on year on the Panguni Suvathi day.
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