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On the morning of 17 September, priests stood atop
the gopurams and vimanams of the Sri Meenaatchi
Sundareswarar Temple in Madurai, pouring sanctified
water over the kalasams as hymns filled the air. It was
the temple’s first Kudamuzhukku since April 2009. For
the thousands who packed the streets around it, and
for Tamils watching from across the world, it was a
moment that does not come around often. A generation
of children had grown up without ever seeing one.

A Kudamuzhukku is traditionally held about once
every twelve years, which meant this one was due
around 2021. But in February 2018, a major fire severely
damaged the Veeravasantharayar Mandapam. Restoring
it meant sourcing, carving and installing 79 black
granite pillars, each around 15 feet high, while court
proceedings and painstaking heritage work extended
the wait further. Seventeen years would eventually
pass between ceremonies.

Yet there is something fitting about that long wait.
Before the temple could be renewed, part of it first
had to be rebuilt.

That is, in many ways, the idea at the heart of the
Kudamuzhukku itself. A temple is not simply a monument
that stands still. Its sanctity must be renewed. Stone
is cleaned, towers are restored and repainted, sacred
spaces are reconsecrated, and the community gathers
once again around them. In that sense, the ceremony is
not only about preserving the past. It is about preparing
for the future. It reminds us that what our ancestors
built is still alive, and still ours to look after.

Few places carry that weight quite like Madurai. In
Tamil tradition, it is remembered as the great city of
the Sangams, where poets gathered and where some
of the language’s most enduring literary traditions took
shape. At its centre stands the temple of Meenaatchi, the

Renewal at the Meenaatchi Amman Temple

goddess and queen of Madurai, alongside Sundareswarar.
Its towering gopurams, covered in thousands of
painted figures, remain among the most recognisable
achievements of Tamil art and architecture. For centuries,
the temple has been more than a place of worship. It
has been part of the city’s clock and calendar, shaping
the rhythm of its festivals, markets and family life.

What stood out about this Kudamuzhukku was also
how much of it was shared. Annadanam was organised for
more than 50,000 devotees, with hundreds of volunteers
helping prepare and distribute food. No single person
could own a day like this. Everyone had a part in it.

For those of us in the diaspora, that sense of shared
ownership is worth thinking about. Most of us may never
stand beneath those gopurams on the morning of a
Kudamuzhukku. But the values the ceremony carries
renewal, generosity and the responsibility to pass
things on in better shape than we found them- travel
remarkably well.

They appear in temple committees in Western Sydney,
in Tamil schools on Saturday mornings, in community
halls filled for cultural events, and in grandparents
teaching songs and prayers to children who mostly
speak English.

That, perhaps, is where the meaning of the
Kudamuzhukku reaches beyond the walls of the temple.

Stone can be restored every twelve or seventeen
years. Culture cannot wait that long. It has to be renewed
every day, in our homes, in our language, in our places
of worship and in our communities, or it quietly begins
to fade.

The Meenaatchi Temple has been renewed once
more. The question for the rest of us, wherever we live,
is what we are doing to renew the things we inherited.

www.thennadu.org
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Saiva Saint Perumizhalai Kurumba Nayanar - The Yogi

second of the sixty-three Nayanmars. He belongs
to the substantial body of saints whose standing
in the Saiva canon does not depend upon hymn
composition. As with figures such as Kulachirai
Nayanar and Mangayarkkarasiyar, his importance
lies in the form his devotion assumed in life
rather than in any surviving literary corpus. In
Kurumbar’s case, the Periya Puranam presents a
religious life defined by service to Sivanadiyargal,
sustained yogic discipline, devotion to the Ainthu
Ezhuthukal and a particularly intense attachment
to Suntharamurti Nayanar.

His inclusion among the saintly sixty-three
is important because the Nayanmar tradition
does not confine sainthood to poets, theologians
or temple founders. It accommodates several
distinct forms of religious attainment, including

forms of devotion expressed through service,
www.thennadu.org
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political loyalty, renunciation, hospitality and

contemplative excellence. Kurumbar occupies

a distinctive place within that range because his

spiritual life is presented as deeply interior, yet

never detached from service to other devotees.
Background

Kurumbar belonged to the land of Perumizhalai
and is described as the ruler of a small province.
The Periya Puranam gives little attention to his
political position in itself, since his identity within
the narrative is established primarily through
the manner in which he received and served
Sivanadiyargal.

He extended hospitality to Sivayogis with
humility, serving them with food, gifts and
the respect due, to those who had dedicated
themselves to Sivaperuman. Within the Saiva
tradition, such hospitality is not treated simply as

generosity in a social sense. Service to the devotee
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is itself regarded as service to Sivaperuman, so
that the reception of Sivanadiyargal becomes part
of religious observance rather than an incidental
virtue attached to it.

Thisidea is central to a number of Nayanmar
lives and tales. Kurumbar’s hospitality therefore
belongs within the same devotional framework
as his meditation and yogic practice, and the
Periya Puranam treats these outward and inward
disciplines as parts of the same religious/ spiritual
life.

His yogic practice

Kurumbar was devoted to the Ainthu Ezhuthu
and practised yoga to a degree that the Periya
Puranam credits him with attainment of the eight
Siddhis (Atta Sitthi). Yet these powers are not
presented as the goal towards which his spiritual
discipline was directed. Their importance lies
instead in the fact that he attained them without
allowing them to displace devotion as the solemn
governing purpose of his practice.

His life therefore offers a particular model of
Saiva yoga, one in which discipline and attainment
are accepted but are not permitted to become
objects of spiritual ambition in themselves.

His devotion to Suntharar

Suntharar occupied an unusual and important
place in Kurumbar’s spiritual life. Kurumbar
meditated upon him with the reverence accorded
to a guru, keeping his mind fixed upon Suntharar’s
feet and repeatedly invoking his name.

This relationship reflects a wider Saiva
understanding in which devotion to Sivaperuman
may be expressed through devotion to those
who “belong” to him. His life is consequently
one of the clearer instances in the Nayanmar
tradition in which devotion operates through
the mundane.

His Significance in Suntharar’s life

The central episode in Kurumbar’s story

www.thennadu.org
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occurs shortly before Suntharar’s departure from
earthly life. Through yogic knowledge, Kurumbar
became aware that Sivaperuman had granted
Suntharar eternal life and that Sundarar would
shortly depart for Kailasam for good.

Unable to reconcile himself to remaining in
the world after the departure of the devotee
whom he regarded as his guru, Kurumbar
resolved to reach Sivaperuman through yoga
before Suntharar himself arrived in Kailasam.
The Periya Puranam describes this final act in
the language of “yogic withdrawal, with mind,
intelligence, ego and consciousness drawn inward,
thought raised beyond ordinary mental activity,
and life released through the crown (believed
to be the typical way through which one’s soul
leaves the martial coil”.

The episode gives final expression to the
relationship between yoga and devotion that
surrounds his life. The spiritual powers attributed
to him are therefore means through which his
attachment to Sundarar and his devotion to

Sivaperuman are brought to completion.
Rememberance

Perumizhalai Kurumbar is remembered through
service. He composed no body of hymns, led
no celebrated theological revolution and is not
principally associated with temple patronage or
public religious authority. This is rare and special.

His account also gives particular force to the
Saiva understanding of adiyar sevai, in which
hospitality and service to the devotees of
Sivaperuman are treated as forms of worship
in their own right. The saint is commemorated
year on year on the Chithirai Natchathiram of
the Tamil month Adi by families, institutions
and devotees.
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