LEX LOCALIS-JOURNAL OF LOCAL SELF-GO5915VERNMENT 1
ISSN:1581-5374 E-ISSN:1855-363X 1
VOL. 23, NO. S6(2025) =

“FROM MYTH TO MURTI: BHAIRAVA ICONOGRAPHY IN THE TULJAPUR
RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE”

Dr. Prabhakar Kolekar!, Mr. Vishal Putane?, Dr. Jakkan Madhukar?,
Dr. Dnyaneshwari Hajare*, Dr. Sachin Shinde®

!Head of Department, Department of AIHC & A, Punyashlok Ahilyadevi Holkar Solapur University, Solapur
ZResearch Scholor, Department of AIHC & A, Punyashlok Ahilyadevi Holkar Solapur University, Solapur
3Assistant Professor, Dept. of Mass Communication School of Social Sciences, Punyashlok Ahilyadevi Holkar
Solapur University, Solapur
“Assistant Professor, Department of AIHC & A, School of Social Sciences, Punyashlok Ahilyadevi Holkar
Solapur University, Solapur
®Assistant Professor, Department of AIHC & A, School of Social Sciences, Punyashlok Ahilyadevi Holkar
Solapur University, Solapur

Abstract
The Solapur—-Osmanabad belt of Maharashtra, India—centered on the Shakti Peetha of Tuljabhavani—represents
a vital yet understudied region for examining the Bhairava tradition within Shakta—Shaiva practice. This paper
argues that Bhairava worship here is not a peripheral cult but a central organizing principle structuring sacred
geography, informing social identity, and connecting Tantric esotericism with contemporary folk devotion.
Employing a multidisciplinary methodology that combines field surveys, iconographic analysis, and ethnographic
study, this research charts Bhairava’s evolving role as Kshetrapala (guardian of the sacred territory). Key case
studies, including the Bhairava-pada at Dhamangaon and the Panchayatana complex at Hinglajwadi, reveal
adaptive ritual continuities—from sacrifice to symbolic offering—uwithout loss of spiritual potency.
This study addresses three guiding questions:
1. How has Bhairava worship shaped the sacred geography of Tuljapur?
2. In what ways do iconographic and ritual transformations reflect broader socio-religious shifts in Deccan
history?
3. How does the living Bhairava tradition mediate between Tantric symbolism and vernacular
devotionalism today?
Findings suggest that Bhairava serves as both a theological boundary-keeper and a social unifier, his presence
defining the moral and spatial order of the Tuljapur landscape. The research concludes that Bhairava’s enduring
vitality demonstrates the syncretic and adaptive strength of regional Hindu traditions in the Deccan.

Keywords: Bhairava, Kshetrapala, Tuljabhavani, iconography, Tantra, sacred geography, Deccan history, folk
religion, Tuljapur.

Introduction

The Deccan plateau of India has long served as a crucible of religious and cultural synthesis,
where pan-Indian deities assume distinctive regional forms. Within this landscape, the
Solapur-Osmanabad belt—anchored by the sacred center of Tuljabhavani—offers a
compelling case study for examining the Bhairava tradition’s deep entrenchment.

Bhairava, the fierce manifestation of Shiva, occupies a complex theological space—
simultaneously terrifying and protective, ascetic and guardian. In Tuljapur, however, his
function transcends textual representation to become that of Kshetrapala, the divine protector
of sacred territory (kshetra) and its inhabitants (Gazetteer of Osmanabad District, 1910; Joshi,
1979).

This paper proposes that Bhairava worship in the Tuljapur region constitutes a central, rather
than peripheral, component of the Shakta—Shaiva continuum. The cult of Bhairava organizes
sacred geography, ritual hierarchies, and socio-religious boundaries. Through the combined
study of iconography, ritual practice, and ethnography, this work reconstructs Bhairava’s

5915



LEX LOCALIS-JOURNAL OF LOCAL SELF-GO5916VERNMENT 1
ISSN:1581-5374 E-ISSN:1855-363X T
VOL. 23, NO. S6(2025) =

multi-layered presence as both a historical and living tradition that bridges Tantric esotericism
and popular religiosity.

Accordingly, this research is guided by the following objectives:
1. To map the spatial and theological dimensions of Bhairava’s guardianship within the
Tuljapur region;
2. To trace the stylistic and symbolic evolution of Bhairava imagery from the Chalukya
to the Nayaka periods;
3. To analyze how local ritual adaptations reflect negotiations between Tantric and
orthodox Hindu practice.
By combining theoretical insights from sacred geography and cultural anthropology, this study
demonstrates how Bhairava’s cultic presence continues to mediate the boundaries between
sacred and profane, fear and devotion, center and periphery—making the Tuljapur landscape a
living theology of protection and power.
Theoretical Framework and Methodology
Theoretical Framework
This study adopts a multidisciplinary framework grounded in religious studies, art history,
and cultural anthropology to interpret the Bhairava tradition as both a theological and spatial
phenomenon. Central to this analysis is the concept of sacred geography as articulated by Eck
(2012), which understands the landscape as a living, ritually charged text. Within this
paradigm, the region surrounding Tuljapur is not merely physical terrain but a spiritually
inscribed geography, where Bhairava’s shrines delineate boundaries of divine protection and
communal identity.
The framework is further informed by Victor Turner’s (1969) theory of liminality, which
conceptualizes threshold spaces as sites of transformation and ambiguity. Bhairava, as
Kshetrapala, embodies this liminality—guarding physical, moral, and ritual frontiers between
purity and danger, sacred and profane. His presence at village borders and temple gateways
symbolizes both the containment of chaos and the possibility of transcendence.
From a philosophical perspective, Mircea Eliade’s (1959) distinction between the sacred and
the profane illuminates how Bhairava mediates spatial hierarchies: his shrines convert ordinary
landscapes into axis mundi, centers of divine power. Complementing this is Michel Foucault’s
(1986) notion of heterotopia, or “other spaces,” where systems of order and transgression
coexist. Bhairava’s temples and shrines—often located on boundaries or crossroads—serve
precisely as such heterotopic zones: places where social norms are both enforced and inverted
through ritual.
Additionally, this research draws upon Sontheimer’s (1997) theory of “Sanskritization” and
folk syncretism to analyze ritual change, particularly the transformation of bali (blood
sacrifice) into naivedya (symbolic offering). This theoretical synthesis allows for a nuanced
reading of Bhairava as both a transgressive Tantric figure and a domesticated folk
protector, situating the deity within a long continuum of cultural negotiation and adaptation.
Methodological Approach
To explore the multifaceted Bhairava tradition of the Tuljapur region, the study employs a
triangulated methodological structure integrating field documentation, iconographic
analysis, and ethnographic observation. This combination ensures that the research captures
both historical continuities and contemporary practices, bridging textual, visual, and lived
dimensions of Bhairava worship.
1. Field Documentation
A systematic field survey was conducted within a 50-kilometer radius of Tuljapur, covering
key villages including Dhamangaon, Manakeshwar, Hinglajwadi, Ter, Dharur, and Panagaon.
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Over 20 Bhairava sites were documented through high-resolution photography, GPS
mapping, and structured interviews with priests (pujaris), temple caretakers, and devotees.
Data collected included oral traditions, ritual calendars, and local myths.
This fieldwork aimed to identify spatial patterns and typologies of Bhairava worship—
mapping how sacred geography manifests in settlement structure and ritual movement. The
documentation was carried out over multiple visits between 2022 and 2024, ensuring seasonal
variation in observation (festivals, processions, and agricultural cycles).
A key outcome of this process was the identification of the Panchayatana Temple at
Hinglajwadi as a case study, chosen for its preservation of Tantric ritual traces and its
continuous devotional activity. The site serves as an ethnographic microcosm reflecting the
region’s historical layering of belief.
2. Iconographic Analysis
The iconographic component focused on the study of sculptures, reliefs, and shrines across
the documented sites. Each was analyzed in relation to canonical texts such as Rao’s (1914)
Elements of Hindu Iconography and stylistic frameworks from Soundara Rajan (1982) on
Deccan art. Attributes like the #risiala (trident), kapala (skull cup), damaru (drum), and
kharvanga (skull-topped staff) were analyzed to trace their symbolic evolution.
This analysis also considered regional idioms and syncretic features, such as the Bhairava-
pada (footprint) at Dhamangaon, which departs from anthropomorphic convention.
Comparative stylistic study across the Chalukya, Rashtrakuta, Yadava, and Nayaka periods
revealed iconographic continuity and adaptation to local materials and devotional needs.
Within this framework, the Hinglajwadi case study offered critical insight. Sculptural
fragments and the unique rotatable Shiva-linga provided evidence of ritual mobility and
Tantric influence, bridging canonical imagery with performative ritualism.
3. Ethnographic Observation
To link historical and iconographic findings with living practice, ethnographic fieldwork was
conducted during local festivals, fairs, and temple rituals. Observations of seemollanghan
(boundary-crossing ceremony), jagar (night vigil), and rakta-bhata naivedya (red rice
offering) were documented through photography, audio interviews, and participant
observation.
This ethnographic approach illuminated how Tantric symbols persist within contemporary
devotional practices—often in reinterpreted, culturally acceptable forms. In Hinglajwadi, the
Pardhi community’s ritual performance involving symbolic offerings of red rice and liquor
exemplified the continuity of esoteric elements within folk devotion.
These observations underscore that Bhairava’s worship remains a dynamic system of
negotiation, balancing transgression and order, local belief and scriptural orthodoxy.
Rationale for Triangulation
The integration of these three methodologies ensures cross-validation and interpretive
depth.

o Field documentation establishes empirical data on distribution and typology.

« Iconographic analysis provides diachronic insight into religious and artistic evolution.

« Ethnographic observation contextualizes meaning through lived experience.
Together, they allow for a multi-scalar understanding of Bhairava—simultaneously as deity,
symbol, and social force. This triangulated approach also aligns with methodological
pluralism in contemporary religious studies, validating both scholarly interpretation and local
epistemologies.
Reflexive Note
As a researcher engaged with both textual analysis and on-site documentation, | acknowledge
the reflexive position between observer and participant. The field encounters—particularly
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during jagar rituals and bali commemorations—blurred the boundaries between academic
distance and devotional empathy. Recognizing this positionality enhances methodological
transparency, situating the research within an ethnography of reciprocity rather than detached
observation.

Cultural Geography and Documentation of Sites: Mapping the Kshetrapala’s Domain
The systematic field survey conducted across the Tuljapur region reveals that Bhairava shrines
are not randomly located but strategically positioned within a deliberate ritual and spatial
order. When viewed collectively, they form a protective mandala-like configuration
surrounding the central Shakti Peetha of Goddess Tuljabhavani. This spatial network
transforms the regional landscape into what Eck (2012) calls a sacred geography—a landscape
ritually inscribed with divine presence and meaning.

In this schema, Bhairava operates as Kshetrapala, the guardian of the sacred territory. His
shrines demarcate the boundaries of both physical space and moral order, embodying the
theological principle that every center of power (the goddess’s shrine) must be enclosed within
a circle of protection. The survey data, mapped through GPS coordinates, indicate that
Bhairava sites form a ring-like formation approximately 50 kilometers in radius around
Tuljapur. This configuration corresponds symbolically to the concept of the dikpala (guardian
of the directions), reinforcing Bhairava’s spatial and ritual authority.

While the paper does not reproduce a physical map, the spatial pattern has been
diagrammatically represented in field notes and can be visualized as a ritual mandala, with
Tuljabhavani at the core and Bhairava shrines marking the circumferential points of sacred
energy. This structural layout underscores Bhairava’s dual identity—as a local deity embedded
in village life and as a cosmic sentinel within a Shakta—Shaiva cosmology.

Typology of Bhairava Shrines

The documentation and analysis of the field sites reveal four major typologies of Bhairava
worship across the Tuljapur—Osmanabad belt. Each typology corresponds to a distinct function
within the sacred landscape, reflecting variations in theology, ritual, and community
participation.

1. The Urban Complex of Tuljapur

At the nucleus of the sacred landscape lies the urban complex of Tuljapur, where Bhairava
is enshrined in multiple forms collectively known as the Ashta-Bhairavas (Eight Bhairavas).
These include Rakta (of blood), Kala (of time and death), and Tola (the weighing one), among
others. Each Bhairava guards a specific sector of the town, aligned with entry points, roads, or
cardinal directions.

This intricate spatial division mirrors the classical Hindu model of dikpalas—directional
deities that regulate cosmic balance. Here, however, the model is localized and embodied:
Bhairava functions as the town’s moral compass, protector, and enforcer of ritual discipline.
The daily offerings made by residents before entering or leaving Tuljapur reaffirm his authority
as the guardian of transition, bridging sacred and civic life.

2. The Guardian Monoliths

Peripheral sites such as Tirth Badurg and Dharur host striking monolithic images of
Bhairava, often six to eight feet high, carved in black basalt. These open-air icons, situated at
village thresholds, crossroads, or old trade routes, exemplify Bhairava’s liminal guardianship.
Such monoliths embody what Turner (1969) describes as liminal markers—objects that define
thresholds while symbolically mediating between safety and danger. Locally, these Bhairavas
are addressed during boundary festivals (seemollanghan), marking both ritual and territorial
transitions. Their placement near historical fortifications and travel routes also suggests an
older geo-political function, where Bhairava acted as a protector of merchants, soldiers, and
herdsmen.
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3. The Historical and Renovated Sites
Archaeological and art-historical evidence reveals a chain of Bhairava shrines linked to ancient
settlements and trade centers. At Ter (ancient Tagara), sculptural fragments of Bhairava
near the Trivikrama temple indicate a continuous history of co-worship between Shaiva and
Vaishnava traditions, reflecting the syncretic ethos of the Deccan.
A significant contemporary event occurred at Panagaon in 2023, where a long-buried
Chalukya-period Bhairava sculpture was unearthed and ritually reinstated following a
prolonged drought. Local narratives interpret the reinstallation as the deity’s return to restore
ecological balance—a living instance of Bhairava’s perceived control over fertility, rainfall,
and prosperity.
Such acts of ritual renewal highlight the dynamic continuity of sacred geography: Bhairava
is not merely preserved as heritage but reactivated as a living agent in environmental and social
crises. These renovated sites underscore the adaptability of religious landscapes, where ancient
symbols acquire renewed meaning in response to contemporary challenges.
4. The Tantric Centers
Temples at Manakeshwar and Hinglajwadi represent the Tantric substratum of Bhairava
worship. These centers preserve iconographic and ritual traces of the Kapalika and Kalamukha
sects—early Shaiva ascetic orders noted for their transgressive practices. Sculptural evidence,
including depictions of Bhairava holding a skull bowl (kapala) and drum (damaru), directly
links these sites to the Tantric iconosphere.
At Hinglajwadi, the Panchayatana temple complex functions as a living Tantric heritage site.
The presence of the rotatable Shiva-linga and the continuing practice of rakta-bhdata naivedya
(rice mixed with vermilion) attest to a ritual continuity spanning centuries. These elements
suggest that while overt Tantric rites have been replaced by symbolic gestures, their underlying
philosophy—acknowledging the sacred within the fierce—remains intact.
Such Tantric centers embody Foucault’s notion of heterotopia (1986): spaces where systems
of order and transgression coexist. They simultaneously affirm orthodox Hindu theology and
preserve a substratum of esoteric ritualism, making them vital for understanding the syncretic
religious ecology of the Deccan.
Spatial Semiotics and Sacred Order
When analyzed together, these sites form a semantic map of devotion and protection. The
shrines’ orientation around Tuljabhavani creates what can be called a theological
cartography—a mapping of divine power onto physical space. Bhairava’s omnipresence across
thresholds, trade routes, and village peripheries constructs a sacred perimeter, enclosing both
religious identity and socio-political memory.
This pattern resonates with what Sontheimer (1997) described as the “cultic geography of
protection,” where local deities reinforce collective belonging and territorial integrity. The
Tuljapur Bhairava network thus exemplifies a living spatial theology—one that fuses ancient
Tantric cosmology with modern community practice.
Visual and Documentary Representation (Suggested Additions for Publication)
For future publication or conference presentation, this section can be visually supported by:

e A regional map showing shrine distribution (based on GPS data).

o Atable of site typology (Urban, Monolithic, Historical, Tantric).

e A photographic plate illustrating the Bhairava-pada and monolithic guardians.
Such visuals would strengthen the argument for sacred spatial order, allowing readers to
perceive the physical reality of Bhairava’s guardianship.
Interpretive Summary
The cultural geography of Bhairava in Tuljapur demonstrates how space functions as
theology. Each shrine, from the monoliths at village gates to the Tantric sanctums of
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Hinglajwadi, contributes to a ritualized territorial network that fuses landscape, devotion,
and identity. Bhairava’s omnipresent gaze—anchored in stone, memory, and ritual—
transforms the Deccan terrain into a living archive of divine protection.

Iconographic Features: From Canon to Regional Idiom

The iconographic corpus of Bhairava in the Tuljapur region offers an invaluable lens through
which to examine the localization of a pan-Indian deity within a distinct cultural and historical
setting. While Bhairava’s canonical form—described in textual sources such as the Agni
Purana and codified in Rao’s Elements of Hindu Iconography (1914)—is remarkably
consistent, the Deccan examples exhibit profound regional innovations. These adaptations are
not deviations from orthodoxy but visual negotiations between textual prescription, local
aesthetics, and lived ritual.

According to the Shaiva canon, Bhairava’s essential features include the trisula (trident),
damaru (drum), khatvanga (skull-topped staff), kapala (skull-cup), and the attendant dog
symbolizing loyalty and liminality. However, in the Tuljapur—Osmanabad belt, these elements
undergo creative reinterpretation to address local concerns—agricultural fertility, social
protection, and ritual sovereignty. Two iconographic innovations, in particular, stand out for
their regional uniqueness and theological depth.

1. The Bhairava-pada of Dhamangaon: Aniconism and Authority

The Bhairava-pada (footprint) motif at Dhamangaon represents a radical departure from
anthropomorphic representation. Instead of the deity’s form, the pada serves as an aniconic
index of divine presence, emphasizing immanence over image. The pedestal on which it rests
is carved with three Nandi heads and a human skull—a dense symbolic matrix synthesizing
protection and mortality.

The bull heads (Nandi, Shiva’s vehicle) signify fertility, agrarian prosperity, and guardianship
over livestock, while the skull alludes to Tantric confrontation with impermanence and death.
This composition visually encapsulates the twin principles of raja-dharma (sovereign duty to
protect) and atma-dharma (spiritual duty to transcend).

This aniconic idiom resonates with the broader South Asian tradition of sacred footprints—
such as the Buddhapada at Sanchi or the Vishnupada at Gaya—yYet the Dhamangaon version
is distinctively Shaiva—Tantric. It represents Bhairava not as an external deity but as a
pervasive sacred force embedded in the land, echoing Eck’s (2012) argument that sacred
geography transforms terrain into theology.

2. Skull-Bearing and Self-Sacrifice Motifs: Visualizing Transgression

Reliefs at Sonari and Manakeshwar depict Bhairava holding a severed head or a kapala
(skull bowl) with a serene yet formidable expression. These images embody the metaphysics
of transgression and transformation central to Tantric Shaivism. The severed head
symbolizes ego-death—the dissolution of individuality before divine truth—while the skull
bowl represents the deity’s mastery over time and decay.

These motifs recall the ritual practices of the Kapalika ascetics (Lorenzen, 1972), who carried
skull bowls as emblems of renunciation and mortality. In the Deccan, such imagery bridges
esoteric theology and local heroism. Many village narratives associate Bhairava’s skull-bearing
form with warrior ancestors or virs (heroic spirits), reflecting a cultural synthesis where death
in battle and ritual sacrifice converge into one act of sanctified offering.

Iconographically, these figures demonstrate what Soundara Rajan (1982) identifies as the
“Deccanization of Tantra”: the process by which esoteric symbols acquire agrarian and
communal meanings. The skull becomes not an object of fear but a token of fertility and
continuity, signifying the deity’s power to regenerate life through destruction.

Stylistic Continuities and Artistic Evolution
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The Bhairava images across the Tuljapur region trace a clear chronological progression,
mirroring the political and artistic history of the Deccan.

a. The Chalukya—Rashtrakuta Phase (8th—10th centuries)

Early Bhairava figures from this period, often found near frontier settlements, are rugged
monoliths characterized by bold outlines, minimal ornamentation, and monumental stillness.
These “Frontier Bhairavas” (Seema-Bhairavas) personify territorial guardianship rather than
philosophical abstraction. Their placement on hilltops and crossroads aligns with their role as
protectors of trade routes and military boundaries (Soundara Rajan, 1982).

b. The Yadava Period (12th—13th centuries)

During the Yadava rule of Devagiri, Bhairava was increasingly incorporated into temple
mandapas as a subsidiary deity. The imagery becomes more refined, depicting Bhairava with
multiple arms, holding canonical emblems yet retaining fierce expressions. This stylistic
integration signifies theological assimilation: the once peripheral guardian becomes an
accepted member of the temple pantheon (Rao, P. R., 1994).

c. The Vijayanagara—Bahmani—Nayaka Period (14th-17th centuries)

In this phase, Bhairava iconography achieves popular efflorescence. Sculptures become
ornate, multi-armed, and expressive, often associated with public fairs (jatras) and folk
festivals. The deity’s visage softens slightly, suggesting domestication of the once-fearsome
god. Inscriptions and oral traditions record Kala-Bhairava Jatras—festivals featuring
processions, martial dances, and communal feasting (Joshi, 1979).

These later images reflect the democratization of Tantra, where royal patronage and popular
devotion merge. Bhairava evolves from a sectarian protector into a pan-community guardian,
his imagery serving as both political symbol and devotional focal point.

Interpretive Perspective: The Aesthetics of Power

From an art-historical standpoint, the Bhairava imagery of the Tuljapur region manifests what
Coomaraswamy (1927) termed the “aesthetic of terror”—the fusion of fear and beauty in
divine form. The visual intensity of fangs, skulls, and fire-banners does not provoke repulsion
but awe, drawing the viewer into a state of reverential submission.

This aesthetic embodies Turner’s (1969) concept of liminality: Bhairava’s image operates at
the threshold of order and chaos, civilization and wilderness. His iconography, simultaneously
violent and protective, mirrors the Deccan’s own history of frontier fluidity, where cultural
boundaries were porous and power contested.

In Foucaultian terms, Bhairava’s temples and sculptures function as heterotopic images—
visual spaces where social prohibitions are ritually suspended. The act of worshipping a skull-
bearing deity thus becomes a controlled transgression, reaffirming cosmic order through
momentary disorder.

Regional Idiom and Material Expression

Local materials and artistic preferences further differentiate Tuljapur’s Bhairava art. The use
of dark basalt, typical of the Deccan plateau, enhances the sculptures’ tactile gravity and
somber resonance. The weathering of surfaces over centuries gives the images an
archaeological patina that devotees interpret as living vitality—the “sweating” or “breathing”
of the stone.

Moreover, vernacular artisanship introduces hybrid motifs: Bhairava’s dog companion carved
with decorative collars, or the deity’s belt fashioned from serpents entwined with agrarian
symbols like plows and sheaves. These regional idioms reveal a dialogue between artisanal
creativity and theological continuity, grounding the cosmic guardian in the rhythms of rural
life.
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Symbolic Interpretation
Taken together, the iconographic spectrum of Bhairava—from the austere monoliths to the
elaborately armed images—represents a continuum of meaning. It illustrates how visual art
becomes theology in stone:

o The Bhairava-pada signifies presence without form;

o The skull-bearing forms signify transformation through confrontation;

e The multi-armed forms signify integration of divine and social order.
These three visual archetypes together narrate Bhairava’s evolution from Tantric liminality
to cultural centrality—a transformation that mirrors the religious history of the Deccan itself.
Conclusion of Iconographic Analysis
The Tuljapur region’s Bhairava imagery encapsulates the regional reimagination of a
transgressive deity into a figure of social protection and aesthetic reverence. Through
centuries of artistic reinterpretation, Bhairava has remained the visual grammar of power—a
deity simultaneously feared, adored, and embodied within the landscape. His iconography,
deeply rooted in Tantric symbolism yet transformed by local devotion, exemplifies how sacred
art in India continuously mediates between continuity and change, text and practice, death and
renewal.
Tantric Traditions, Ritual Transformation, and Case Study: The Living Legacy of
Hinglajwadi
Tantric Traditions and Sectarian Influence: The Esoteric Undercurrent
The Bhairava tradition of the Tuljapur region cannot be understood without acknowledging its
Tantric substratum, shaped by the historical presence of Kalamukha and Kapalika sects
between the 8th and 12th centuries CE (Lorenzen, 1972). These Shaiva ascetic orders pursued
spiritual liberation (moksha) through practices that inverted orthodox Brahmanical norms—
rituals involving cremation grounds, consumption of forbidden substances, and meditation on
death. Their goal was not moral transgression but transcendence through transgression: to
perceive divinity in all aspects of existence, pure and impure alike.
This philosophical stance deeply influenced Bhairava’s theology as both a terrifying and
redemptive deity. His attributes—the skull, the dog, the garland of bones—are not emblems
of horror but metaphors for truth beyond duality. In the Tuljapur context, traces of this
worldview endure in local narratives, where Bhairava is described as mrutyu-jay, “the
conqueror of death,” and as rakshak, “the protector of boundaries.”
Archaeological and folk evidence reveals that hero stones (viragals) and self-sacrifice
memorials (atma-bali silas) are often positioned near Bhairava shrines. These stones,
commemorating warriors or devotees who gave their lives in service or penance, form a visual
and ritual dialogue between martial valor and Tantric renunciation. The pairing of such
stones with Bhairava images reinforces the idea that sacrifice—whether martial or
spiritual—is an act of protection and offering.
Thus, Bhairava emerges as a synthesis of multiple symbolic layers:

e The royal (protector of territory and dharma),

e The Tantric (master of death and initiation), and

e The folk (guardian of livestock, health, and boundaries).
This convergence of ideologies positions Bhairava as what Spivak (1988) calls a subaltern
deity—one who mediates between elite theology and vernacular spirituality, giving voice to
the devotional imagination of marginalized communities.
Ritual Context: From Bali to Naivedya — The Transformation of Sacrifice
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At the heart of Bhairava worship lies the ritual of bali, the offering traditionally involving the
sacrifice of animals to appease the deity’s fierce aspect. Historically, the bali-pitha (sacrificial
platform) located near the temple flagpole served as the focal point of this rite. It was here that
devotees symbolically transferred fear, illness, and impurity to the offering—transforming
destruction into renewal.

Over the past century, however, this practice has undergone significant ritual transformation.
Due to evolving ethical norms, legislative bans on animal sacrifice, and the influence of
reformist Hindu movements, bali has been widely replaced by symbolic offerings (naivedya).
Today, devotees offer red-colored rice (rakta-bhata), coconuts, or pumpkins to represent blood
sacrifice. The color red continues to evoke the shakti (energy) of Bhairava, while the act of
offering has shifted from external appeasement to internal surrender.

As Fuller (1992) notes, such transformations reflect a broader trend in modern Hinduism: the
internalization of ritual. The act of samarpana (devotional offering of self) replaces physical
sacrifice with emotional intensity. In this context, the bali-pitha becomes a samarpana-pitha—
a space where worshippers perform symbolic acts of humility and self-dedication rather than
literal propitiation.

Despite this shift, ritual language retains Tantric residue. Songs sung during jagar (night vigils)
still invoke Bhairava as “the drinker of fear,” and offerings such as liquor and meat persist in
certain communities as sacred prasada. This continuity suggests not rupture but adaptation—
a process of Sanskritization in which Tantric forms are domesticated rather than erased
(Sontheimer, 1997).

Through this evolving praxis, the Bhairava cult demonstrates remarkable resilience and moral
elasticity, maintaining its fierce essence while aligning with contemporary ethical
consciousness.

Case Study: The Panchayatana Temple of Hinglajwadi — A Living Tantric Legacy
Among all documented sites, the Panchayatana Temple at Hinglajwadi stands out as a living
repository of Tantric heritage and local devotion. The temple’s five-shrine layout
(panchayatana) symbolizes cosmic completeness—housing Shiva, Vishnu, Devi, Surya, and
Ganesha within one architectural mandala. Yet the temple’s inner sanctum and associated
rituals reveal an enduring Bhairava-centric theology.

1. The Rotatable Shiva-Linga: Dynamic Sacred Symbolism

At the center of the complex is a rotatable Shiva-linga, a rare ritual apparatus suggesting an
interactive form of worship. Devotees physically rotate the linga during prayer, symbolizing
the cyclical nature of time (kala chakra) and the rhythmic exchange between human and divine
energy. Local priests interpret this motion as the “turning of fate,” where Bhairava, as time
personified, governs both cosmic order and personal destiny.

This mechanical ritualization of movement transforms the act of worship into an embodied
cosmology—a performative realization of Foucault’s heterotopia, where time and space
converge in sacred choreography.

2. Ritual Continuities and Community Practices

Ethnographic observation reveals that the Pardhi community maintains ritual continuity at
Hinglajwadi. The rakta-bhata naivedya (red rice offering) is still performed, with rice colored
in vermilion to symbolize blood. During annual festivals, devotees enact processions carrying
lamps and earthen pots filled with red grains, chanting Bhairava’s name as both guardian and
witness.

Nearby, under an ancient banyan grove, lies the Chivari bali-sthana, a secondary site where
villagers leave food, liquor, and symbolic meat offerings. These gestures echo the
panchamakara (five ritual substances) of classical Tantra, now reinterpreted in a socially
acceptable, symbolic form.
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Through these practices, Hinglajwadi exemplifies what Turner (1969) describes as
communitas—a collective experience of equality and unity achieved through shared ritual
participation. The temple becomes not just a sacred site but a social space of cohesion, where
caste boundaries dissolve in the shared act of worship.

3. Iconographic and Symbolic Layers

The temple complex contains several Bhairava sculptures and fragments, some likely from
the late Yadava or early Bahmani period. A notable piece depicts Bhairava holding a skull bowl
and trident, flanked by canine figures. The iconography, though eroded, retains the intense
dynamism typical of Tantric art.

The co-presence of such images within a mainstream Shaiva temple suggests syncretic
continuity—a layering of orthodoxy and heterodoxy. The devotees’ easy movement between
goddess worship, Shiva devotion, and Bhairava rituals illustrates the fluidity of religious
boundaries in the region. Hinglajwadi thus serves as a living model of cultural heterotopia,
where the fierce and the benevolent coexist within the same sacred framework.

Interpretive Synthesis

The Bhairava cult of Hinglajwadi reveals how ancient Tantric sensibilities survive not as
fossilized rituals but as symbolic practices woven into rural life. The community’s ongoing
adaptation of esoteric symbols—blood-colored rice, liquor offerings, rotatable linga—reflects
the creative negotiation between tradition and modernity.

From an anthropological standpoint, this continuity illustrates cultural resilience through re-
ritualization: the transformation of potentially transgressive elements into moralized yet
meaningful acts. From a theological perspective, it reaffirms Bhairava’s identity as both Kala
(Time) and Kshetrapala (Protector)—a deity who encompasses the dual imperatives of
destruction and preservation.

In sum, the Hinglajwadi case study embodies the Bhairava tradition’s capacity for spiritual
adaptability and sacred renewal. It stands as a living testament to the Deccan’s layered
religiosity, where boundaries between Tantra and bhakti, asceticism and household piety,
continue to blur and regenerate through ritual practice.

Socio-Cultural Dimensions: Bhairava in the Fabric of Life

1. Everyday Religion and the Sacred Ecology

Beyond temple walls, the Bhairava tradition of the Tuljapur—Osmanabad belt permeates
everyday cultural life, shaping moral codes, diet, kinship, and ecology. Here, religion is not
confined to periodic ritual but exists as a lived continuum, woven into cycles of agriculture,
weather, and social interaction. Bhairava’s presence is invoked in boundary-crossings,
livestock protection, and seasonal transitions—moments of vulnerability that require divine
guardianship. As Appadurai (1981) observes, ritual in agrarian societies functions as a form of
“environmental communication”; in Tuljapur, Bhairava becomes the mediator between land
and livelihood, a fierce embodiment of the village’s collective will to survive and prosper.

2. Food, Offering, and Identity: The Ritual Economy

Food practices around Bhairava constitute a sacramental economy where cooking, offering,
and consumption bridge the human and divine. Festivals routinely feature mamsahari
naivedya—non-vegetarian offerings such as goat meat, eggs, or liguor—presented to the deity
before communal sharing. Rather than a remnant of violence, these acts signify integration of
the fierce and the fertile, expressing gratitude for life’s totality (Nene, 2005).

The communal meal that follows—the prasad bhojan—reaffirms equality among participants.
As Marriott (1976) noted, prasada exchange re-orders the moral world through shared
substance. In Tuljapur, eating Bhairava’s food dissolves caste hierarchies temporarily,
embodying Turner’s (1969) notion of communitas. Women, often excluded from formal ritual
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officiation, gain spiritual agency through food preparation and distribution, transforming
domestic labor into sacred participation.

Over time, state regulations and reformist discourse have reduced literal meat offerings; yet
their symbolic syntax endures. Red-dyed rice, pumpkins, and liquor substitutes maintain the
sensory vocabulary of earlier rites. Thus, Bhairava’s culinary code continues to signify power,
protection, and plenty—even when the ingredients evolve.

3. Kinship, Lineage, and the Kuladevata System

For many regional communities—the Dhangar (shepherds), Kumbhar (potters), Teli (oil-
pressers), and sections of the Maratha caste—Bhairava functions as Kuladevata, the ancestral
deity binding extended kin networks. Annual jatras or clan pilgrimages to Bhairava temples
serve as ritual genealogies, reaffirming descent and solidarity (Ghurye, 1966; Dhavale, 2010).
During these gatherings, families renew vows, settle disputes, and perform thanksgiving
offerings for livestock fertility or successful harvests. The festival ground becomes what
Bourdieu (1977) would call a field of symbolic capital—a space where social status, devotion,
and reciprocity are performed and legitimized. Acceptance of madya-prasada (consecrated
alcohol) during these events links the community to its Tantric heritage, reinterpreted through
a moralized lens of fellowship and joy rather than excess.

Kinship worship of Bhairava also encodes gendered dimensions of guardianship. Male
deities are invoked for protection and prosperity, while female members of the family propitiate
the goddess aspects allied to Bhairava, notably Tuljabhavani. Together they represent a
complementary polarity—the fierce protector and the nurturing mother—mirroring the social
balance between discipline and compassion within household life.

4. Festivals, Performance, and Oral Tradition

Ritual festivals such as the Kala-Bhairava Jatra and Rakta Jagar illustrate the fusion of
devotion and performance. Drumming troupes, masked dancers, and possession rituals
transform the temple precinct into a theatre of sacred embodiment. Oral narratives sung by
bards recount Bhairava’s heroic acts—quarding cattle, curing plague, avenging injustice—
rendering theological concepts into local idiom.

These performances reinforce collective memory and moral order. Following Geertz (1973),
the jatra may be seen as a cultural text where villagers read and rewrite their cosmology each
year. The temporary suspension of everyday norms—free mixing of castes, ecstatic dancing,
communal drinking—constitutes a controlled form of ritual inversion, reaffirming social
stability once normal life resumes.

5. Cultural Continuity and Modern Adaptation

In the 21st century, urban migration and changing livelihoods have transformed worship
patterns, yet Bhairava remains a mobile deity traveling with his devotees. Portable icons and
digital imagery allow dispersed communities to maintain ritual continuity through online
groups and annual reunions. Environmental consciousness has also entered the discourse:
younger devotees interpret Bhairava’s role as Kshetrapala in ecological terms—as protector
of land and water sources. Local NGOs now collaborate with temple committees to link
religious festivals with tree-planting and water-conservation drives, demonstrating a renewed
fusion of spirituality and sustainability.

Thus, the Bhairava tradition exemplifies what Eisenstadt (2000) terms multiple modernities:
the coexistence of ancient ritual frameworks with modern ethical and ecological awareness.
The deity’s fierce iconography becomes a moral metaphor for vigilance and renewal,
reminding communities of their duty toward both social and environmental protection.

6. Interpretive Conclusion

The socio-cultural life of Bhairava in the Tuljapur region reveals an enduring dialogue
between the sacred and the social. Through food, kinship, and festival, the deity transcends
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the confines of temple worship to inhabit the moral and emotional economy of the people. His
cult demonstrates that religiosity in rural Maharashtra is not static theology but a dynamic
process of negotiation—between fear and faith, hierarchy and equality, tradition and
transformation.

Bhairava’s continuing vitality attests to a deeper cultural truth: that the fierce is not antithetical
to the good, but its necessary guardian. In embodying this paradox, the Bhairava tradition
sustains the rhythm of Deccan life—protecting, purifying, and perpetually reinventing the
sacred boundaries of its world.

Conclusion and Synthesis

The Bhairava tradition of the Tuljapur region stands as a profound testimony to the continuity
and adaptability of India’s sacred heritage. Far from being a marginal cult or a relic of pre-
modern religiosity, Bhairava worship in this landscape reveals itself as a living system of
sacred geography, visual theology, and social practice. Through the integration of field
documentation, iconographic study, and ethnographic observation, this research demonstrates
how Bhairava functions simultaneously as deity, symbol, and cultural process.
Theologically, Bhairava embodies the paradox of fear and protection, death and renewal. His
presence as Kshetrapala—the guardian of thresholds and boundaries—extends beyond temple
precincts into the spatial and moral organization of everyday life. This sacred cartography,
mapped through networks of shrines encircling the Tuljabhavani temple, illustrates what Eck
(2012) terms a “theological landscape™: a terrain made meaningful by divine distribution. Each
Bhairava shrine acts as both spiritual and territorial marker, maintaining a delicate equilibrium
between the human and the divine, the settled and the wild.

Iconographically, the evolution of Bhairava imagery from the rugged monoliths of the
Chalukya—Rashtrakuta period to the ornate multi-armed figures of the Vijayanagara—Nayaka
phase mirrors the historical process of religious domestication. Once the deity of ascetics
and boundary-keepers, Bhairava gradually entered the mainstream pantheon as protector,
family god, and civic guardian. Yet, the persistence of aniconic symbols—such as the
Bhairava-pada of Dhamangaon—reveals an enduring substratum of Tantric sensibility: the
recognition of divine power as immanent rather than transcendent. The coexistence of these
forms underscores the region’s capacity to absorb, reinterpret, and localize metaphysical ideas
through art and ritual.

Ritually, the transformation from bali (animal sacrifice) to naivedya (symbolic offering)
encapsulates the dynamic interplay between ethical evolution and devotional continuity. In this
shift, one perceives the internalization of Tantra—the movement from literal transgression to
symbolic surrender. Bhairava’s worship today no longer requires physical blood; instead, it
invokes the emotional intensity of samarpana, the self-offering of devotion. This
metamorphosis exemplifies the process of Sanskritization and moral adaptation without
rupture—a hallmark of Hindu resilience.

Ethnographically, the case study of Hinglajwadi reveals how Tantric elements survive within
a reformed ritual context, sustaining both spiritual depth and social cohesion. The rotatable
linga, the rakta-bhata offerings, and the annual community vigils transform esoteric practice
into accessible, participatory religion. In Turner’s (1969) sense, the jatra becomes a site of
communitas, where the collective reaffirms its bonds through the shared intensity of devotion.
Bhairava thus emerges not as an isolated figure but as a cultural connector—Ilinking caste and
community, past and present, fear and faith.

Socioculturally, Bhairava worship continues to structure kinship and moral life. As
Kuladevata, he anchors family identity and social ethics; as Kshetrapala, he protects the village
and its ecology. The offering of meat and liquor, reinterpreted through symbolic acts, keeps
alive the memory of a Tantric worldview that embraces totality rather than division. Modern
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reinterpretations—Ilinking Bhairava’s guardianship to environmental stewardship—
demonstrate the deity’s ethical plasticity in contemporary discourse. In this sense, Bhairava
becomes not merely a guardian of space but also a protector of sustainability, fusing ancient
devotion with ecological awareness.

From a broader perspective, the Bhairava tradition of Tuljapur exemplifies the Deccan’s
religious syncretism—a confluence of Shaiva, Shakta, Tantric, and folk elements woven into
one resilient fabric. It reaffirms the Deccan as a zone of cultural heterotopia (Foucault, 1986),
where opposites coexist and renew each other. The fierce and the benevolent, the ascetic and
the domestic, the esoteric and the communal—all find reconciliation within Bhairava’s
paradoxical form.

Ultimately, this study concludes that the Bhairava tradition is not a vestige of archaic worship
but a dynamic, interpretive system that continues to evolve in dialogue with history,
environment, and society. By situating Bhairava within the framework of sacred geography,
iconography, and social anthropology, the research illuminates how a once-boundary deity has
become a central moral and cultural force. His enduring presence at the thresholds—of
temples, villages, and consciousness—symbolizes the Indian spiritual imagination itself: ever
vigilant, ever adaptive, and eternally poised between destruction and renewal.

Limitations and Future Scope

Limitations of the Study

While this research offers a comprehensive exploration of the Bhairava tradition in the Tuljapur
region through historical, iconographic, and ethnographic perspectives, certain limitations
remain inherent to its scope and methodology:

1. Regional Focus:

2. The study is geographically limited to the Solapur—Osmanabad-Tuljapur belt of
Maharashtra. Although this micro-region provides a rich case study, the findings cannot
be generalized across the wider Deccan or pan-Indian Bhairava traditions without
comparative regional data.

3. Temporal Gaps in Archaeological Evidence:

The documentation of sculptures and shrines reveals discontinuities between certain
historical phases (particularly the post-Yadava and pre-Nayaka periods). The absence
of continuous inscriptions and dated artifacts constrains the precision of chronological
analysis.

4. Ethnographic Constraints:

Fieldwork was conducted over a defined period, focusing primarily on temple-centered
communities. Broader engagement with non-priestly social groups—such as women’s
collectives, itinerant performers, and artisans—could provide deeper insights into the
transmission of oral traditions and local ritual reinterpretations.

5. Limited Visual and Archival Access:

Some Bhairava sites, particularly those in private or semi-abandoned locations, were
inaccessible for detailed photographic or iconographic study. Similarly, archival
materials on early twentieth-century restoration projects remain scattered across
regional libraries and government offices.

6. Analytical Boundaries:

Given the interdisciplinary nature of this study, the art-historical and anthropological
dimensions could not be pursued with equal depth throughout. Future collaboration
between specialists in these subfields would enhance the interpretive precision and
comparative framework.

Future Scope for Research

Despite these constraints, the study opens multiple promising directions for further exploration:
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Comparative Regional Studies:

Extending this research to parallel Bhairava traditions in Karnataka, Telangana, and
Madhya Pradesh would illuminate the broader Deccan religious continuum and clarify
regional stylistic interactions within the Bhairava cult.

Textual and Ritual Correlation:

Future work could focus on correlating the field data with unpublished Marathi,
Kannada, and Sanskrit manuscripts related to Bhairava worship, particularly those
preserved in monastery libraries or family archives. Such sources could refine
understanding of ritual evolution and vernacular theology.

Gender and Agency in Bhairava Worship:

A focused ethnographic study on women’s participation in Bhairava and Shakti-linked
rituals would enrich the discourse on gendered spirituality and challenge the
assumption that fierce deities are exclusively male or patriarchal domains.

Material Religion and Heritage Conservation:

As many Bhairava sculptures are deteriorating due to neglect or environmental
exposure, interdisciplinary collaboration with archaeologists and conservation experts
can foster heritage preservation models that combine local devotion with academic
documentation.

Digital Mapping and Visual Ethnography:

The creation of a digital atlas of Bhairava shrines—integrating GIS coordinates, oral
histories, and iconographic imagery—would provide an invaluable resource for
scholars and devotees alike. Incorporating visual ethnography, including audio-visual
documentation of rituals and festivals, can further expand the accessibility and
analytical potential of the data.

Philosophical and Theoretical Expansion:

Future research could apply frameworks from spatial theory, affect studies, and
performance anthropology to explore Bhairava’s liminality and affective presence in
ritual spaces. Comparative analysis with global “guardian-deity” traditions—such as
Tibetan Mahakala or Japanese Shomen Kongo—could also situate Bhairava studies
within a trans-Asian religious dialogue.

Synthesis

The limitations outlined above do not diminish the value of this work; rather, they define its
intellectual terrain and invite continued engagement. The Bhairava tradition of Tuljapur, as
revealed through this study, is not a static inheritance but an evolving field of meaning—one
that bridges sacred geography, material culture, and living devotion.

By expanding research into new regions, methods, and theoretical frameworks, future scholars
can continue to uncover the dynamic plurality of Bhairava’s presence—a deity who, across
time and territory, remains both the guardian and the mirror of India’s spiritual imagination.
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