Thiruvarur - Dakshinachara and Vamachara

In all faiths of the world believing in some deity of the other, there definitely comes a stage when
the said deity is viewed as the very creator of the world, the universe and everything in it. Thus,
as the very source of creation, the deity is viewed akin to a Mother, where the universe and all
its contents forms Her child.

However, there is one tradition that directly centers on the Universal Mother in this very role
itself, as the major deity. This is the tradition of Sri Vidya of Hinduism, which has remained a
lofty, esoteric, sacred and protected tradition due to its directness of approach and absence of
pretense. Some of the highest divinities of Hinduism, including the very trinity of Brahma, Vishnu
and Shiva are seen to be disciples and propagators of this tradition, which views the Universal
Mother as Lalitha Ambika, translated as the Playful Mother.

In this tradition, historically, one understands that the various approaches to Lalitha Ambika are
broadly grouped into two categories - the right-handed Dakshinachara, and the left-handed
Vamachara. Within their fold, they also include the equivalence dominated Samayachara and
body-centric Kaulachara traditions respectively.

Looking beyond the mysteries, misconceptions and controversies surrounding the perception of
these approaches, one understands that the right and left handed approaches correspond by
and large to internalised and externalised modes of worship respectively.

The common aim of both systems is to attain Lalitha Ambika, who as the Absolute
Parabrahman, is nothing but the Atman or the Self. This Self, also seen as
Being-Consciousness-Bliss or Sat-Chit-Aanandam, is that blissful state underlying the three
states of waking ‘Jaagara’, dream ‘Svapna’ and deep dreamless sleep ‘Sushupti,
metaphorically referred to as the three cities or Tripura, and hence, Lalitha Ambika is also called
“Maha Tripura Sundari” or the Supreme Beauty of the Three Cities.

In deep sleep, with the absence of any thoughts, feelings or sensation of body or of the world
and surroundings, all these entities cease to exist, and the bliss is felt in all its pureness - hence
the typical statement - ‘| had such a sound sleep, it was peaceful and pure bliss’.

However, through wisdom or Jnaana, it is possible to understand that the thoughts, which make
up the body, mind, feelings, world etc. are nothing more than just thoughts, like in a dream, and
not get deluded into thinking that all these are real. With this wisdom, a person may remain
‘blissfully asleep’ even in the waking state, not deluded by the world and the false joys and
sufferings it brings.



Then, a person is freed from ego, the attachedness to the world, sense of doership and
responsibility, and subsequently from miseries and sorrows too. Thus, the person is now in a
state of liberation, called ‘Mukti’ or ‘Moksha’, where all he experiences is pure bliss or
Aanandam, undeluded by the illusion ‘Maaya’ of the world. At this stage, he lacks an ego or
sense of individuality, and associates directly as Lalitha Ambika or the Atman itself - hence the
Vedic Mahavakya or statement “Aham Brahmaasmi” or “| am Brahman”.

However, to attain this state one undertakes a journey that primarily involves attaining
Detachment or Vairaagya, and Wisdom or Jnaana. The collections of methodologies, ideas,
tools, techniques and wisdom in this journey is known collectively as Tantra.

Typically, one finds the common man or woman mired in a deep ocean called ‘Samsaara’ of
responsibility, joyous and sorrowful feelings, money, career and health, friends, family and
relationships, where every action or decision one takes results in some consequences and
reactions, necessitating further action, and thus caught in an endless loop of cause and effect,
called ‘Kaarya Kaarana’. One finds that the very basis of this state is the ego or sense of
doership assumed. Letting go of this is primarily the attainment of Vairaagya.

The Left handed paths of Kaulachara or Vamachara primarily aims at such people mired in
Samsaara. To drive these people away from this distractive endless loop, the destructive aspect
of divinity is invoked. Thus, one finds deities such as Kaali, Mahakaala, Rudra, Veerabhadra,
Karuppasami, Bhairavi, Chhinnamasta, Pechi, Alakshmi, Dhoomavathi, Neela Taara, Aghora,
Sharabheshwara, Narasimha, Ganda Bherunda, Pratyangira, Bhairava etc. These deities keep
throwing difficulties, losses and disappointments at the person to instill an aversion towards
worldly affairs and turn his focus elsewhere.

With distractions eliminated by the grace of these deities, the aspirant or Sadhaka starts
adoration of the Universal Mother. The most direct or visible form of the Mother is as Nature
itself, and epitome of that is the human body. Thus, the system of Kaulachara celebrates body
worship, and at this stage the aspirant indulges in various sensual pleasures of the body,
concisely represented as the Pancha Maakaaras or the five ‘M’s of Madya (Wine), Maamsa
(Meat), Matsya (Fish), Mudra (Parched Grain) and Maithuna (Human Intimacy). Even though
having a limited scope, the aspirant does this as a means of honoring the Universal Mother
directly as his own body. However, the amount of violence and sensuality used in Vama and
Kaulacharas portray the traditions as obscene and vulgar to some people, who can at best be
put away as narrow-minded. Soon however, the aspirant grows out of this stage, and seeks a
more subtle form of attaining the Goddess - he shifts to the internalised traditions of
Dakshinachara.

It is interesting to note that Dakshinachara starts directly at the internalised stage. How then is
the aspirant directed away from Samsaara, if these terrible deities are not invoked?
Dakshinachara holds the view that these deities need not be invoked, when the right time
comes, the aspirant will be appropriately directed inwards to seek the self. This view holds the



implicit understanding that time has the capacity to slowly decay and eventually destroy just
about everything. Thus Dakshinachara completely relies on time, which in itself is an aspect of
Goddess Kaali, to perform the same role as of the Vamachara deities. However, in both
systems, one understands that the role of a Guru, who is seen as the Universal Mother Herself
in the role of a guide, is inevitable and crucial, and that no spiritual progress can be made
without the Guru. For both systems, complete faith and trust in the Guru is a must.

Anyway, at this stage, the Dakshinachara aspirant starts his spiritual journey, whereas the
Vamachara aspirant enters the Dakshinachara stage of his spiritual journey. The key
component of this stage is Bhakti, where the Universal Mother is visualized inside one’s heart
and a deep sense of love towards Her is developed, by seeing Her in any form such as Mother,
Father, Teacher, Friend, Beloved, Sibling or Offspring.

With Bhakti developing, the aspirant, now a devotee or Bhakta experiences a tinge of divine
love in everything that he perceives through the five senses. Every meal he takes, every joy he
experiences, every sound he hears, every decision taken, everybody and everything around
him, all are seen as the Lord’s blessing. It is then that the same deities who once appeared in
fearful or Ugra forms in Vamachara now appear in benevolent or Saumya forms. Here one finds
forms such as Lakshmi, Saraswathi, Durga, Parvathi, Shiva, Vishnu, Raama, Krishna,
Hanuman, Nataraaja, Soorya and so on.

As Bhakti matures, the devotee is seen to surrender completely towards the Universal Mother.
He sees the God residing in his heart, as the sole controller of his body and mind, and the world
around him. Thus, he has no role to play, except as an observer, seeing how the Lord uses his
body and mind as an instrument. At this stage, the devotee has shed all notions of ‘I’ and ‘mine’
and thus the ego is virtually killed. The devotee goes through a lifestyle of immense Saadhana,
where distractions are put away, and any instances of ego are killed as soon as they emerge,
by constant practice. At this stage, the devotee also engages in constant hearing and reading of
the glories of the Lord, called Shravana, as well as contemplating on the greatness of the Lord
called ‘Manana’. Spiritual scriptures, texts and treatises come in handy at this stage.

As this Saadhana matures, one sees the Guru in the inside of His heart, as non-distinct from the
Universal Mother. It is at this stage that one attains enlightenment or Atma-Jnaana, where, one
comes to the understanding of Maaya and the falsity of the world, body, mind and ego. Through
the process of channelizing and eliminating thoughts by concentration and meditation, called
Dhyaana or Nidhidhyaasana, he comes into direct contact with trance or ‘Samaadhi’, that same
pure blissful experience that he encounters everyday in deep sleep, understanding that state,
free of thoughts and ego, to be the reality in all its pureness. At this stage, the practice of
chanting or Japa might help in channelizing the mind and eliminating all thoughts.

Having experienced the reality directly through Niddhidhyaasana, the aspirant now enters a
state of complete conviction or Nishtha, where he no longer needs external texts and sources to
understand the nature of reality - his experience of Bliss is now direct or ‘Aparoksha’. The



aspirant now engages in constant practice in minimizing the effort required to attain the bliss.
This involves the mind getting more and more firmly convinced of reality and the strength of the
mind in staying without being deluded.

Soon enough, the aspirant reaches a stage where he is no longer deluded or bothered by the
Maaya around him, and is forever associated and involved only in that blissful state - this is the
stage called Sahaja Samaadhi, and God or reality now becomes Anubhava, a continuous
uninterrupted experience for him.

At this stage of Sahaja Samaadhi, the aspirant is far away from being deluded by the ‘false
reality’ of Maaya, and is not at all bothered by any sorrows, miseries, joys, worries or rewards
connected with it. That is, he has attained liberation or Mukti, and this is the greatest goal
meaning that his purpose of life is completely fulfilled. According to Karmic theory, he has at this
stage completely attained Lalitha Ambika Herself, and will no longer be reborn into this world or
experience its miserable Samsaara.

This entire journey from being mired in Samsaara to attaining Mukti, seen from the viewpoint of
the Sri Vidya tradition as described above, forms the context through which one completely
understands the role of Vamachara and Dakshinachara. In a way, understanding that the
concept of Shiva is one of pure existence, without any attributes as Prakaasha, and that of
Shakti is as Prakriti or Vimarsha, which are attributes such as name and form, one understands
that Kaulachara worships Prakriti or nature as Shakti in its entirety, to the exclusion of Shiva,
while Dakshinachara worships Shiva and Shakti together as leading towards the Atman who is
beyond Shiva and Shakti, with Samayachara in particular emphasizing the equivalence of Shiva
and Shakti.

In a temple where the Goddess alone is seen, Vamacharas worship the shrine as Shakti,
whereas Dakshinachara sees the Goddess as Shiva-Shakti Aikyam. Thus, both worship
systems are possible in such a temple.

In a temple where Goddess is seen as a Shakti of Shiva, Dakshinachara is possible due to
Shiva-Shakti equivalence. Vamachara cannot be followed in such temples, since there is a
Shiva shrine seen in equal importance to Shakti.

Majority of the main temples connected with Sri Vidya fall under this category, such as:
1. Ekambaresha-Kamakshi in Kanchipuram

Trikoteeshwara-Tripurasundari in Thirukodikaval

Meghanaatha-Lalithaambika in Thirumeeyachur

Sundareshwara-Meenakshi in Madurai

Jambukeshwara-Akhilandeshwari in Thiruvanaikaval

Vishwanaatha-Visalakshi in Varanasi

Mayuranatha-Abhayambika in Mayiladuthurai

Nataraaja-Shivakami in Chidambaram
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Given this understanding, it is interesting to note that there is only one age-old temple that
honors Sri Vidya completely in both Vamachara and Dakshinachara aspects - this is a temple
within the main temple complex of Thiruvarur in Tamilnadu, India, where Universal Mother
Lalitha Ambika is viewed as Kamalaamba. As part of the same temple complex, there is also a
Samayachara-only arrangement of Vanmeekanaatha-Neelotpalaamba shrines, together called
Thyaagaraaja, the main deity of the temple complex.

There are references from Skanda Puraana and other historical sources, as well as current and
‘lost’ shrines of the Kamalaamba temple, to indicate how both approaches were followed
sincerely, including Vamachara practices of live animal sacrifices, and that over time, the
Vamachara idols had been removed, due to the violence involved. Today the idols are seen in
three small temples - Pidaari, Aiyanaar and Kathayee surrounding the main temple complex.

Here is a brief discussion of the shrines corresponding to both traditions within the Kamalaamba
Temple. This temple, according to the Skanda Puraana, was established by sage Agastya as
‘Chitreshwari Peetha’, conforming to the proper order of Sri Vidya worship, bringing together the
powers of all possible Yoginis and Shaktis, to infuse the sage with the power to dry up the
ocean on the request of the Gods or Devas, to expose the hidden demons or Asuras.

At the highest level, as the Universal Mother Herself Lalitha Ambika is worshipped as
Kamalaamba, common to both approaches. The Goddess is shown seated in a unique Yogic
posture known as Kutika Asana, and is believed to represent the combined powers of Shiva and




As the Universal Mother who created the Universe, Lalitha Ambika is also worshipped in both
Dakshinachara and Vamachara as an expanded form - a geometric pattern of interlocking
triangles called the Sri Yantra, a ‘map of the universe’ best understood as nine enclosures or
Avaranas leading from the outermost, which is least subtle to the innermost Avarana, which is a
singular point or Bindu, representing Kamalaamba Herself. Each Avarana represents a stage in
creation, and is ruled by a Yogini Devata, which is a manifestation of Kamalaamba. Apart from
Kamalaamba Herself as the Yogini for the Bindu, there are eight Yogini Devatas.

1.

The ninth and innermost Enclosure of Bliss, Sarva Aanandamaya Chakra is ruled by
Paraapara Ati Rahasya Yogini, who is Kamalaamba Herself.

The eighth - enclosure of completion, Sarva Siddhi Prada Chakra, represents three
levels of manifestation of Atman though Maaya such as ego, and is ruled by the most
secretive Ati Rahasya Yogini.

The seventh - enclosure of health, Sarva Roga Hara Chakra, represents eight vibrations
of the primordial energy, or Vaak Devatas and is ruled by the secretive Rahasya Yogini.
The sixth - enclosure of protection, Sarva Rakshakara Chakra, represents the ten Agni
Shaktis, or energies of vibrations, and is ruled by the brimming Nigarbha Yogini.

The fifth - enclosure of accomplishment, Sarva Artha Saadhaka Chakra, represents ten
manifestations of Praana, the life force, and is ruled by the exalted Kulotteerna Yogini.
The fourth - enclosure of fortune, Sarva Saubhagya Daayaka Chakra, represents
fourteen energy channels or Naadis as well as fourteen worlds or Bhuvanas, and is ruled
by the traditional Sampradaaya Yogini.

The third - enclosure of stimulation, Sarva Samkshobhana Chakra, represents eight
activities or Ananga Shaktis, and is ruled by the most hidden Guptatara Yogini.

The second - enclosure of fulfillment, Sarva Aasha Paripooraka Chakra, represents
sixteen controller or Aakarshana Shaktis, and is ruled by the hidden Gupta Yogini.

The first and outermost - enclosure of fascination, or Trailokya Mohana Chakra, is ruled
by the manifest Prakata Yogini. This Avarana consists of ten Siddhis representing
various powers and prowess, eight Maatrukas representing afflictions, and ten Mudras or
gestures representing various levels of perceptions and world-views.

Sri Yantra



Prakata, Gupta and Guptatara Yoginis
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Sampradaaya and Kulotteerna Yoginis

Nigarbha, Rahasya and Ati Rahasya Yoginis



As the ruler of the ninth Avarana, Kamalaamba or Lalitha Ambika is seen as Raajaraajeshwari,
translated as the Goddess of Kings of Kings. The Goddess is often depicted seated in the
palace called Chintamani Graha or Palace that fulfills all desires. The four legs of Her throne,
called the Pancha Brahma Aasana are formed by Brahma, Vishnu, Rudra and Eeshwara, with
the seat formed by Sadaashiva, all five deities representing the five universal acts of Creation,
Preservation, Destruction, Veiling and Grace. The Mother is flanked on two sides by Lakshmi
and Saraswathi, representing Rajasa and Tamasa Gunas, and is guarded by Her sons,
Ganesha and Subrahmanya seen as inside and outside oriented aspects of Jnaana. The Sri
Yantra is also seen under her feet.

Following this comes the Guru, whose role is extremely crucial for Sri Vidya. The Guru acts as
the bridge between Nirguna, which is Lalitha Ambika and Saguna, which is everything
enveloped by Maaya, and this bridge is a two way street, where divine grace descends from
Nirguna to Saguna, whereas souls ascend from Saguna to Nirguna gaining liberation. As such,
Guru is viewed as non-distinct from Kamalaamba Herself, as the Atman, and such a role is
played by Lord Shaasta, as seen in verses from the Taittiriya Aranyaka of Yajur Veda, as well
as other sources. Lord Shaasta, best understood as Harihara Putra or an aspect of
Shankaranarayana, represents Nirguna-Saguna in a Shiva-Shakti form, where Shiva or pure
existence is seen as Shankara corresponding to Nirguna whereas Shakti corresponds to
Narayana, who as controlled of Maaya represents Saguna. Thus, the Lord as Dharma Shaasta
or Ayyappan is a Saguna-Nirguna form, emphasizing Righteousness (Dharma, Bhakti) and
Wisdom (Jnaana) as His left and right halves, through the conflated aspects of Shankara-Shiva
and Narayana-Shakti.






