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   Some of the statues of V i l l age de i t i es: Suda la i ,  Karuppaswamy,  
Kuth ira i  Veeran, Madura i  Veeran, Iyyanar  

 

The worsh ip  of  the  v i l l age  gods ,  ev i l s ,  and  ghosts  (which  one  cons iders  

as  the  sou ls  r e leased  by  the  dead)  i s  not  on l y  the  most  anc ient  form 

of  Ind ian  re l ig ion  but  a lso  pract i ced  in  v i l l ages  around  the  wor ld  for  

centur ies  i n  o ne  fo rm or  the  other .  Peop le  be l ieve  that  mu l t i tude  of  

good  and  bad  sp ir i ts  v i s i t  the ir  v i l l age  and  those  were  the  cause  of  a l l  

unusua l  events ,  espec ia l l y  d i seases  and  d i sasters .  Fur ther  be l ief  i s  

that  each  v i l l age  have  been  under  the  protect ion  of  one  sp i r i t  or  the 

other ,  ca l led  the  guard ian  de i ty  and  the  sou ls  i f  i gnored may  cause  

d isturbances  in  the ir  fami l i es .  Though  not  sc ient if ica l l y  proved ,  the  

genera l  be l ief  i s  that  the  sou ls  r e leased  by  the  dead ,  wander  in  the  

atmosphere  t i l l  they  get  reb ir th  and  some of  the  sou ls  become 

bhootha  Ghana  and  wander  in  an  unexp la inab le  form.   Th is  s low ly  

brought  in  the  concept  of  worsh ip  of  them as  v i l l age  gods ,  ev i l s ,  and  
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ghosts .  Probab ly  v i l l age  de i t ies  came into  be ing  at  the  per iod  when  

peop le  began  to  sett l e  down in  agr icu l tura l  commun it i es .  

 

There  i s  genera l  be l ief  that  some of  the  wander ing  sou ls  may  be  from 

the ir  fami ly  who  are  dead ,  and  respect ing  them wou ld  auger  we l l  for  

the  fami ly .   The  fear  of  d i sp leas ing  dead  ancestors  haunts  espec ia l l y  

the  tr iba l  i n  the  far  away  v i l l ages .  They  be l ieve  that  host i l e  sp ir i ts ,  

the  ghosts  of  the  dead ,  or  breach of  some taboo  causes  d i sease  and  

ma lady .  Therefore  appeas ing  ancestra l  sp ir i ts  i s  v i ta l  to  the  fami ly .  

Coup led  w ith  th is  be l ief ,  the  v i l l agers  were  afra id  w ith  the  acts  of  the  

tantr ics  and  b lack  mag ic i ans  who  they  be l ieve ,  contro l l ed  wander ing  

sou ls  and  sp ir i ts  to  use  them aga i nst  those  opposed  to  them.  Invok ing  

the  ev i l s  by  them may  c ause  menta l  agony ,  phys ica l  and  other  

hardsh ips  to  ones ’  fam i l y ,  they  be l i eve .   

 

Fewer  amongst  them however  be l i eve  that  the  sou ls  are  Bhootha  ganas  

sent  by  the  gods ,  i n  d i fference  to  the  prayers  of  the  peop le  to  

pro tect  them and  to  guard  the  v i l l ages .   These  sp i r i ts  and  the  guard ian  

ange l s  have  cer ta in  f ixed  spheres  of  i nf luence .  The  v i l l ager  tr ies  to  

l i ve  i n  harmony  with  these  sp ir i ts  assoc iated  with  h i s  fami ly  or  v i l l age  

or  reg ion  and  he  o ffers  them per iod ic  ob l at ion .  They  i n  turn ,  the  

v i l l agers  be l ieve ,  guard  them and i f  need be  ta lks  to  them and fore  

warn  them on  impend ing  dangers  to  them.  The worsh ip  of  the  sou ls  or  

sp i r i t s  d i ffers  from p l ace  to  p l ace .   

 

Dur ing  fest iva l s ,  commun i ty  bhajans  and  other  mass  ceremon ies  he ld ,  

one  can  see  strange  scenes  happen ing .   Supposed ly  possessed by  

sp ir i ts  and  dev i l s ,  some one  from the  c rowd  sudden ly  go  i nto  tr ance ,  

ta lk  l oud ly  or  l augh  no is i l y  a nd   dance  i n  ecstasy  c l a iming  h imse lf  to  be  

so  and  so  de i ty  or  sou l .  In  tr ance  they  cont i nue  to  dance  g i v ing  

gu idance ,  expos i ng  the  mi sdeeds  of  i nd iv idua ls ,  warn ing  about  the  



impend i ng  dangers  etc ,  etc .  The  peop le  on  spot  respect  those  who  go  

i nto  tr ance  as  they  were  ab le  to  expose  the  secret  th ings  of  the  

persons  whom they  have  never  met ,  ne i ther  known to  nor  ta lked  to .  

The  bas is  for  the ir  be l i ef  i s  the  fact  that  un less  contro l led  by  some  

super  natura l  power ,  how those  i n  tr ances  cou ld  der i ve  such  energy  and  

vast  i nformat ion  of  those  they  have  never  met  before .  The  dance  i n  

tr ance  cont i nues  fo r  hours  at  one  stretch  l oud ly  ca l l i ng  names ,  acts ,  

impend ing  per i l  etc  w ithout  showing  any  s igns  of  t i r edness  or  weakness  

and  the  affected  person  gets  back  to  the ir  or ig ina l  form in  minutes  

after  performing  the  act .   Such  inc idents  are  qu i te  common  in  the  

v i l l age  fest i va l s  when  the  beat ing  of  drums  and  other  instruments 

i ntens if ies  to  create  a  sense  of  fear  i n  the  minds  of  those  assemb led .   

The  n i ght  l ong  ceremon ies  conducted  in  a  we l l -organ ized manner  with  

a l l  pomp and  fest i v i ty  i n  a  we l l  decorated arena  that  g i ves  the  

appearance  of  a  r i tua l i st ic  stage .  Whi le  the  image  of  the  de i ty  and  

other  objects  of  worsh ip  are  on  one  s ide ,  the  d i sc ip l i ned  devotees  s i t  

on  the  other  s ide .   In  par ts  of  the  three  states  l i ke  Karnataka ,  

Tami lnadu ,  Madhya  Pradesh ,  r i tua ls  t o  the  worsh ip  of  the  v i l l age  

de it ies ,  sou ls  and  sp ir i ts  were  performed in  awesome spectac le  and  

strange  fash ion  to  safeguard  the  fami l i es  and  se l f .  

 

In  Karnataka  a  tr iba l  sect  c a l led  Gange  matha ,  cover  the ir  faces  w i th  

spec ia l  masks ,  carry  l arge  bunch  of  neem leaves  and  dance  to  p lease  

the  v i l l age  de i t ies  l i ke  Rakthakateswar i  and  Mar iamma (not  Mar i  

Amman) .  The  make-up  of  the  dancers  d i ffers  accord ing  to  the  sex  of  

the  sp ir i t .  The  r i tua l  dance  i s  very  ar t i st ic .  D ifferent  co l ors  of  masks  

to  symbo l ica l l y  d i sp l ay  the  character i s t i c  features  of  the  good  and  

bad sp ir i ts  are  used .  Somet imes  the  r i tua l  beg i ns  by  performing  an ima l  

sacr i f i ces  and  offer ing  b lood  to  appease  the  Bhoothas  ca l led  the  

de i ty .  The  performer  wi l l  then  dance  to  a  spec i a l  mus ic  whi ch  wi l l  be  

sp ine  ch i l l i ng .  Such pract i ces  are  more  preva lent  i n  the  reg ion  of  



Thulu ,  wh ich  i s  predominant l y  tr iba l  based .  S ince  the  p l a ce  i s  near  

Kera la  Coast ,  the ir  ar t  resembles  w ith  the  Kera l ian  ar t  and  fo lk  dance 

Yakshagana .   Kera la  appears  to  have  more  tantr ic  r i tua ls .  In  the  c i ty  

of  Manga lore  too  the  performance  of  Bhootha  Aradhane  (worsh ip  of  

bhootha  ganas )  i s  preva lent .   Genera l ly  such  fest i va l s  are  he ld  i n  Jan-  

Dec  every  year .   

 

In  the  n i neth  century ,  i n  the  states  of  Or issa  and  Madhya  Pradesh ,  

the  inter ior  par ts  of  many  areas  be ing  tr iba l ,  the  worsh ip  of  Moh in is  

and  Yog in i s ,  known for  myst ic ism were  h igh ly  preva lent .  Others  be l ieve  

that  the  sp ir i ts ,  Ghosts ,  or  demons  are  guard ian  de i t i es  for  Goddess  

Par vath i .  The  Mohin is  r ef lected s ixty  four  moods  of  ones  l i fe .   Some 

of  the  faces  of  the  Mohin is  were  l i ke  that  of  the  an ima ls .  The  temples  

bu i l t  i n  the  9t h  and  10 t h  centur ies  for  Moh in is  stand  test imony  to  the  

ar t .   Even  now the  t antr ics  v i s i t  the  temp le  i n  be l ief  that  the  Mohin i s  

and  Yog in i s  stro l l  i n  the  sk i es  above  the  temp l e  dur ing  mid  n ight  i n  

i nv i s ib le  form and  to  appease  them to  ga in  tantr ic  powers  they  

perform certa in  r i tua ls .   A  major i ty  however  be l i eve  that  Moh in is  and  

the  Yog in i s  were  ange ls  and  sp ir i ts  sent  to  protect  the ir  v i l l ages .  Such  

be l ief  ex is ts  i n  some i nter ior  par ts  of  Tami l  Nadu ,  Sr i  Lanka  and  

Andhra  too .   

 

In  Tami l  Nadu ,  the  v i l l age  de i t ies  l i ke  Iyyanar ,  Kuth i ra i  Veeran ,  

Karuppaswamy ,  Kater i  Amman ,  Pacha i yamman ,  E l l a i amman  ,Agn i  Veera  

Badrar ,  Karuppayee  Amman ,  Sang i l i  Karuppu ,  Meyyand i  Amman ,  

Nagappasamy,  Sannas i ,  Pech iamman ,  Sappan i ,  Sona i ,  L ada  Sannas i ,  

Chappan i  Karuppan  ,  Sang i l i  Karuppan .  S i nna  karuppan ,  Idumban ,  

Veerabadhran ,  Ba ir avan  and  Suda la i  Madan  are  worsh ipped  in  d i fferent  

V i l l ages  as  guard ian  de i t i es .  Based  on  the  caste  and  tr ad it io n  to  which  

one  be longed the  de ity  i n  the  v i l l ages  has  assumed such  names .  In  

some of  the  v i l l age  entrances  one  can  see  b ig  statues ,  some carry ing  



Swords ,  S i ck le  and  Sparrow etc .   Peop le  be l ieve  that  they  wou ld  guard 

the v i l l ages  l i ke  the  Kadamban  who  stand  guard  to  Lord  Murugan ,  and  

Muneeswaran  for  Amman (Female  de i ty ) .   It  i s  w ide ly  be l ieved  that  the  

V i l l age  de i t ies ,  which  stand  guard  at  the  entrance  of  the  v i l l ages  or  i n  

some temp les  i n  i so l ated  p l aces ,  ensures  that  no  ev i l s  enter  i nto  the  

v i l l age  and  i f  and  when  they  attempt  to  enter  they  are  dr i ven  back .  

The  pu jas  performed for  the  v i l l age  de i t ies  are  qu i te  d i fferent  from 

agamas  and  the  one  performed in  the  regu lar  temp les .   Usua l ly  the  

v i l l age  de it i es  are  made  of  s imp le  stone  p la tforms with  stone  p i l l ar s  

and  in  formless  structures .  They  are  l ocated  at  the  outsk ir ts  of  the  

v i l l ages .  At  some p laces  the  images  of  the  de i t ies  p a i nted  on  the  p i l l ar  

or  represented in  scu lpture  form cou ld  be  seen .  The de i t ies  

represented ichnograph ica l ly  are  i n  threaten i ng  pos i t ion  and  carry ing  

weapons  (c lub ,  sword ,  c l eaver ,  and  wh ip )  i n  both  hands .   

 

In  the  nor th  Ind ian  States ,  the  concept  of  v i l l age  de i t ies  are  most ly  

unknown except  i n  par ts  of  B ihar ,  Madhya  Pradesh and  Or issa  where  

the  tr iba l  are  concentrated .  Otherwi se  i n  genera l ,  Lord  Sh iva ’ s  Ganas  

and  snakes ,  Moh in is ,  Yog in i s ,  Ka l i ,  and  Lord  Bha ir ava  were  kept  i n  the  

v i l l age  entrances  or  i n  the  f i r st  reachab le  temp les  i n  ha lf  body ,  on l y  

the  face  or  s imp le  stone  that  were  worsh ipped as  so  and  so .  They  

be l ieve  that  the  sa id  de i t i es  stand guard  to  the ir  area .   Apar t  from i t  

they  a lso  be l ieve  that  Lord  Anjaneya  i s  the  guard ian  de i ty .  May  be  

th is  be l ief  has  been  the  reason  to  f ind  temp le  for  Anjaneya  even  as  a  

s imp le  stone  pa i nted  i n  or ange  co lour  i n  each  and  every  v i l l age .   

 

In a very interest i ng lecture ser ies one of the speakers spoke thus 

on the worsh ip of V i l lage de it ies, sp ir i ts and Bhootha Ganas: 

 

The genera l  be l ief  i s  that  a  sou l  r e leased from the  dead ,  wander  in  

d ifferent  p laces  t i l l  they  get  reb ir th .  The  sou ls  ca l led  as  sp ir i ts  and  



ghosts  wander  most ly  i n  the  i so lated  areas  and  stay  over  the  tamar ind  

trees  (reason  or  the  preference  for  the  tamar ind  tree  by  the  ghost  i s  

not  known) ,  many  of  which  are  found  at  the  entrances  to  the  v i l l ages .  

They  temporar i l y  occupy  the  senses  of  some one  who  pass  through  the 

area  and  the  sp ir i t  possessed person  behaves  er rat ica l ly  express i ng  

the  features  of  the  sp ir i ts .  When such  instances  increased due  to  

many  reasons  borne  out  of  fear ,  the   v i l l agers  began  to  t reat  such  

p laces  as  that  of  the  guard ian  de i t i es ,  erected the ir  statues  based on  

those  nar rated by  the  possessed persons  and  offered  per iod ic  ob l at ion 

with  the  be l ief  that  i n  turn  they  may  protect  the  v i l l ages .  In  fact  

ne i ther  puranas  nor  archeo log ica l  ev idences  suggest  the  or i g i n  of  the  

v i l l age  de it i es .  Every  b i t  of  stor ies  that  we  hear  on  the  Ghosts ,  

sp ir i ts  and  V i l l age  de it ies  are  from the  fo lk  ta les  ora l ly  carr ied  over  

by  generat ions .  The  v i l l age  de it ies  i n  the  form of  a  huge ,  f ierce  statue  

or  as  a  s imp le  stone  most ly  r epresented  the  images  some one  or  the 

other  saw in  the ir  dreams .   

 

In  the  ear l y  per iods  of  c i v i l i zat ion ,  whenever  the  natura l  d i sasters  

l i ke  famine ,  drought ,  and  ep idemics  occurred ,  i t  was  qu i te  common  that  

some one  or  the  others  i n  the  v i l l ages  had  he lped  the  peop le  i n  one  

way ,  stood  for  just ice ,  va l i ant ly  fought  for  just ice ,  or  l ost  the ir  l i fe  

for  the  cause  of  just ice .  They  may  have  become heroes .  Later  the  

peop le  cons idered  a l l  the  p laces  v i s i ted  by  those  heroes ,  the  cu l verts  

on  wh ich  they  had  rested etc  to  be  sacred  p laces  and  star ted  

worsh ipp ing  them at  those  p laces .   In  the  fest iva l s  he ld  i n  the  

v i l l ages ,  the  hero ic  acts  dominated  the  fo lk  songs  sung  ta les  to ld  

there .  The  v i l l agers  sang  the  ba l lad  that  nar rated the  b ir th  of  that  

hero ,  h i s  descent  i n to  the  l and ,  hero ic  deeds ,  h i s  tr ave ls  and  sphere  

of  i nf luence  etc .  The  nar rated the  events  say i ng  ‘ so  and  so  r ode  the 

horse  thus ’ ,  ‘ swung  the  sword  thus ’  and  ‘ j umped  to  dr ive  away  and  k i l l  

the  enemy  thus ’  e tc  by  appropr iate  gestures .  In  o lden  days ,  when  



peop le  tr ave led  from one  v i l l age  to  another ,  and  those  who  re laxed 

near  those  cu l verts  prayed to  the  cu l verts  of  heroes  for  safe  journey .  

As  the  t ime passed  those  heroes  became semi  god  and  s l owly  these  

m i lestones  atta i ned  the  pos it ion  of  v i l l age  gods  and  goddesses .  

 

One  of  the  reasons  for  the  emergence  of  sem i  gods  was  a lso  due  to  

the  restr ict ions  imposed  to  the  non  Brahmins  i n  enter ing  the  temp les .  

The  d i v i s i ons  i n  the  soc iety  l i ke  l ower  and  outcaste  star ted  surfac ing .  

On ly  Brahmins  performed r i tua ls  and  cer ta in  non  Brahmin  upper  caste  

a l lowed  entry  i nto  the  temp les .  The  acts  of  i nvok ing  ev i l  sp ir i ts  to  

d i sturb  the  fami l i es  i n  the  form of  invok ing  b lack  mag ic  were  preva lent  

on  l arge  sca le  to  scare  the  lower  caste  and  untouchab les  and  outbreaks  

of  ep idemics  attr ibuted  to  the  entry  of  outcaste  in  certa in  areas  i n  

the  v i l l ages .  A l l  such  acts  l eft  deep  resentment  into  the  minds  of  

peop le ,  which  s low ly  pushed them to  seek  a l ternat ive  p laces  worsh ip .  

Thus  the  v i l l age  heroes  became to  be  v i ewed sem i  gods ,  e lse  where  wi l l  

the  oppressed  go  and  vent  the ir  fee l i ngs?  S lowly  the  v i l l age  de i t ies  

l i ke  Kathavarayan ,  Soo l i ,  Rakthakater i ,  Mar iamma,  Peyand i ,  Kuth i r a i  

veeran  etc  to  rep lace  the  temp le  dev i s  surfaced .  The ir  statues  i n  the  

form of c l ay  do l l s ,  terracotta ,  and  p la in  stones  with  some k inds  of  

engraved images  were  erected and  worsh ipped .  

 

Why most  of  the  V i l l age  de i t ies  were  that  of  fema le  gender  i s  another  

interest i ng  po int  to  note .  It  may  be  because  that  a  fema l e  can  on l y  

conce i ve  and  de l i ver  bab ies  and  l i kewi se  the  seeds ,  which  produced 

food  gra ins ,  were  v i ewed as  fema le .  S i nce  fema le  fee l  shy  to  de l i ver  

baby  before  ma le ,  the  l and  where  the  process  of  food  gra in  product ion 

took  p lace  was  s imi l ar  to  de l i ver ing  a  ch i ld  and  br ing ing  them up  and  

needed to  be  guarded  by  a  fema le .  Therefore  the  de i t ies  that  guarded  

the  f i e lds ’  were  female  i n  gender .  Then  how d id  the  de i t ies  guard ing  

the  l ands  became Bhoothas?  S imp le !  The  c l ay  do l l s ,  mud ido ls ,  or  the  



one  made  with  bamboos  gave  awesome and  fearsome l ook  to  dr ive  away  

the  b irds  and  an ima l s ,  and  hence  ca l led  Bhoothas .   

 

As  per  a  ora l ly  carr ied  fo lk  ta le  through generat ions ,  there  l i ved  a  

loca l  hero  ca l led  Madura i  Veeran ,  i n  the  seventeenth  century .  He  was  

very  compass ionate  and  he lpfu l  to  peop le  and  a  so lder  i n  the army of  

the  K ing .  The  K ing  who  doubted  h i s  i ntegr i ty  on  account  of  fa l se  news  

k i l l ed  h im .  Though  a  K ing  k i l l ed  h im  i n  decept i ve  manner ,  h i s  sou l  

cont inued to  wander  in  h i s  home town ,  s i tt ing  on  a  horse  and  pro tected  

the  v i l l age .   Madura i  Veeran  drove  away  the  ev i l s  that  tr ied  to  enter  

the  p lace .  Therefore  peop l e  be l i eved that  worsh ipp ing  h im  wi l l  he lp  

the  v i l l ages  remain  f ree  from ev i l s .  “  

    
                   Some  of  the  V i l l age  Gods ,  ange l s  and  sp ir i ts  

 

End note :  The  contents  of  th is  ar t ic le  are  the  expressed  v iews  of  
v i l l agers ,  gu ides  and  l ectures  i n  seminars .  Photos  gathered from 
d ifferent  sources .  In  case  some one  gets  fur ther  informat ion  I  sha l l  
be  g lad  and  thankfu l  i f  they  ma i l  me the  content  to    
nr j1945@gmai l . com   to  enab le  me update  the  ar t ic le .   
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