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compositional dates are debated by scholars. In 
addition, the verses referring to Durgā appear to 
be insertions, which further complicate attempts 
to date the emergence of the goddess in the textual 
record. For instance, the Taittirīyāraṇyaka 10.1.7 
(→ Upanisạds and Āraṇyakas), dating from about 
1200 to 800 BCE, contains a variant of the gāyātrī 
→ mantra (sacred formula), addressed to the god-
dess Durgī, who is identified with the goddesses 
Kanyākumārī and Kātyāyanī. About 50 verses 
later, in Taittirīyāraṇyaka 10.2.1, Durgā is praised 
and invoked as a refuge. She is described as hav-
ing the color of Agni (“Fire”; → Vedic gods), exud-
ing ascetic heat (→ tapas), and delighting in the 
fruits of action (→ karman). She is also addressed 
as the offspring of Virocana (“Illuminating,” i.e. 
the sun), as possessing great speed, and as an able 
navigator. This verse from the Taittirīyāraṇyaka 
exactly replicates a verse from a hymn to the god-
dess Rātrī (“Night”) in the Ṛgvedakhila (RṾKh. 
4.2.12), a supplement to the Rg̣veda hymn collec-
tion. Although the Rg̣vedakhila is typically dated 
to about 1200–1000 BCE, the verses (5–13) 
within the hymn of praise to Rātrī appear to be 
obvious insertions. In them, Durgā is praised 
as having her origin in the Ṛgveda, as praised 
by the twice-born classes (Brāhmaṉa, Kṣatriya, 
and Vaïśya; → caste), and so on. A Ṛgveda verse 
(1.99.1) addressed to Agni is intertwined within 
these verses to Durgā, evidently for the purpose 
of forging a connection between her and Agni, 
and her and the Ṛgveda. Similarly, a passage in 
the Brḥaddevatā (2.77), a compendium of deities 
appearing in the Ṛgveda, mentions Durgā as an 
important goddess, with whom the Vedic god-
dess Vāc may be identified. The Brḥaddevatā is 
generally dated in early scholarship to 400–100 
BCE. More recent scholarship argues for much 
later dates, from 100 to 1000 CE, but both agree 
that the verse in question appears suspiciously 
like an interpolation, since it deviates from the 
standard form of the text’s stanzas. Nevertheless, 
the verse appears to have been an early interpola-
tion, since it occurs within both of the two extant 
recensions of the Brḥaddevatā.

The variation of the gāyātrī mantra referred to 
above, which mentions the goddess Durgī, 

Durgā is a name often used to refer to the Great 
Goddess (→ Mahādevī) of the Hindu tradition, 
who is also known simply as the Goddess or Devī. 
Durgā might have been an independent deity, 
with distinctive attributes and characteristics, 
whose identity was fused with that of the Great 
Goddess as the latter’s cult developed within 
Hinduism. However, evidence of any such early 
Durgā cult is limited, as is the mechanism 
through which her identification with the cult of 
the Great Goddess arose. In the earliest textual 
works pertaining to the Great Goddess, the name 
Durgā is already present and generally used vir-
tually as a synonym for the term Devī. Thus, 
although the Devī is known by other names, 
Durgā’s cult grows in tandem with that of the 
Great Goddess, and it is not easy to separate one 
from the other. The worship of Durgā was wide-
spread throughout the Hindu world, once extend-
ing from Afghanistan to Southeast Asia, and 
Sri Lanka to Nepal, but was supplanted in some 
of those regions with the advance of Buddhism 
and Islam. Durgā is prominently worshipped by 
Hindus in South Asia and worldwide during an 
annual autumn festival.

Early Textual References
The earliest textual occurrences of the word durga 
are found in the Ṛgvedasaṃhitā (RṾ.; c. 1500–
1200 BCE; → Vedas) and do not refer to a goddess. 
Instead they pertain to difficult stretches of ter-
rain, such as a mountain path (e.g. RṾ. 7.25.2; 
8.27.18), or a daunting undertaking, such as con-
quering a stronghold or a mountain (e.g. RṾ. 
5.34.7), or perhaps even to a stronghold or for-
tress itself. The earliest feminine instance of the 
word durgā, with a long terminal ā, occurs in a 
verse in the Atharvavedasaṃhitā (AV. 12.4.23; 
c. 1200–1000 CE or later). Here, too, it does not 
refer to a goddess, but states that the earth with 
her divinities is “difficult (dur) to go (gā) upon” 
for those who do not render to the priesthood 
something to which they claim to be entitled.

The seemingly earliest references to Durgā as a 
goddess appear in verses in various texts whose 
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The goddess Durgā also appears in two 
hymns found in differing versions within the 
→ Mahābhārata epic, whose composition likely 
took place piecemeal between 400 BCE and 
400 CE. Although the goddess to whom the 
hymns are addressed is praised by many names in 
these two inserted hymns (→ Stotras), they have 
been come to be known as the Durgāstava and 
Durgāstotra, indicating the preeminence com-
manded by the goddess as Durgā. The hymns 
are primarily found in northern recensions of 
the Mahābhārata. The Durgāstotra (MBh., 
Bhīsṃaparvan, app. I.1) is more widely repre-
sented in the manuscript collections, which may 
indicate an earlier compositional and insertion 
date. However, we are uncertain as to just when 
either hymn was inserted into the epic, as well as 
when they were actually composed, for they likely 
circulated independently and orally prior to being 
included in written versions of the Mahābhārata. 
It is quite conceivable that they were composed 
by about 500 CE, or even as early as the 3rd cen-
tury CE. The Durgastotra is often inserted just 
before the → Bhagavadgītā, which it evidently 
attempts to overshadow, and is sung by the 
Pāṇḍava warrior Arjuna on the advice of → Krṣṇạ. 
It forges a connection between the goddess and 
battle, the latter ensuing shortly thereafter, and 
the victory that the Pānḍ̣avas will attain.

The Durgāstava (MBh., Virātạparvan, app. I.4) 
offers an explanation of the goddess’ name, stat-
ing that she is known as Durgā because she 
enables escape from difficulty (durgāt). She is 
portrayed as a refuge for those in dangers such as 
being lost in forests or at sea, setting out on jour-
neys, being engaged in battle, being assailed by 
brigands, or even being in cities. If she is invoked 
by persons in such dire situations, they are guar-
anteed protection. The Durgāstava is offered by 
the Prince Yudhisṭḥira, the eldest of the five 
Pāṇḍava brothers, just prior to their entry into the 
kingdom of Virātạ, where they intend to hide dur-
ing their last year of exile. They conceal their 
weapons in a śami tree (bot. Prosopis spicigera 
Linn. or Mimosa suma dinn.), located by a cre-
mation ground, and after Yudhisṭḥira recites the 
hymn, the goddess appears assuring the Pāṇḍavas 
of victory. M. Biardeau (1984) elaborately explores 
the link between the śami tree and the goddess, in 
the context of the great battle at the center of the 
Mahābhārata epic, as symbolically paralleling 
Vedic sacrifice (→ yajña). Just as śami wood is rec-

appears in Taittirīyāraṇyaka 10.1.7. This tenth 
chapter, known both as the Yājñikyopanisạd and 
as the Mahānārāyaṇopanisạd, is a late addition to 
the Taittirīyāraṇyaka, but is generally dated as no 
later than the 3rd century BCE. Later recensions 
of these → Upanisạds routinely change the obscure 
name Durgī to the more conventional Durgā. 
Since the gāyātrī mantra is also known as the 
sāvitrī, we may reasonably assume that mention 
of the term durgāsāvitrī in certain texts refers to 
some verse that is similar to, or actually is, the 
durgī/durgā-gāyātrī presented in Taittirīyāraṇyaka 
10.1.7. Such references are found in certain 
→ Dharmaśāstras and Dharmasūtras (law books). 
For example, the Vasisṭḥadharmaśāstra 28.10.11 
cites the name durgāsāvitrī among a list of 
hymns or verses that can purify one of sins. 
The durgāsāvitrī is also mentioned in similar 
lists in the Visṇ̣udharmasūtra 56.9 and the 
Śank̇halikitadharmasūtra. In a parallel list to 
that in the Vasisṭḥadharmaśāstra, the Baudhāya-
nadharmaśāstra 4.3.8 merely refers to “the Durgā.” 
Scholars are of differing opinions regarding the 
dates of these → dharma (law) texts. However, 
the Baudhāyanadharmaśāstra is generally regarded 
as the earliest, followed by the Vasisṭḥadharma-
śāstra and the Visṇ̣udharmasūtra. The Baudhā-
ya nadharmaśāstra is typically dated at between 
500 and 150 BCE. For instance, P.V. Kane (1930) 
places the composition of the Baudhāyana-
dharmaśāstra between 500 and 200 BCE, and the 
Vasisṭḥadhar maśāstra from about 300 to 100 BCE. 
P. Olivelle (1999, xxxiii) places the Baudhāyana-
dharmaśāstra at no earlier than 150 BCE and the 
Vasisṭḥa dharmaśāstra closer to the 1st century 
CE. Nevertheless, when viewed in tandem with 
the dates assigned to Taittirīyāraṇyaka 10.1.7, it is 
reasonable to assert that Durgā probably entered 
the textual record by the 2nd century BCE, at 
least through a reference to a verse akin to the 
durgāsāvitrī, used for the expiation of sins and 
known orally by ritualists. It may well be that other 
textual references to her were of the sort found in 
Taittirīyāraṇyaka 10.2.1, mentioned above, which 
link her with characteristics of the Vedic god Agni. 
Since it is typical for the actualities of worship 
within a society to precede textual references to 
such practices, it is likely that at least a minor cult 
of Durgā worship existed by, if not prior to, the 
time of her inclusion into the Vedic ritual context 
(say, 3rd cent. BCE), and into Sanskrit texts by the 
2nd century BCE.
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hymns are obvious insertions and may belong to 
a much later period, for some inserted portions 
of the Harivaṃśa are suggestive of 11th-century 
court poetry. From an examination of early icon-
ographic representations and the textual record, 
C. Schmid (2004) argues that, despite the various 
Śaiva associations, the early forms of the buffalo-
slaying goddess’ cult grow in close association 
with the → Visṇụ/→ Kṛsṇạ mythic tradition.

The most defining early text that is crucially 
associated with the mythic features of Durgā is 
the Devīmāhātmya (Glorification of the [Great] 
Goddess). The text, which consists of three main 
subdivisions and a frame narrative, circulates 
independently and is widely influential within 
Śākta (i.e. goddess-centered; → Mahādevī) sectar-
ian circles. It was likely a late addition to the 
Mārkaṇḍeyapurāṇa (c. 4th to 6th cents. CE), one 
of the earlier representatives of the puranic genre 
of Hindu scripture, and thus scholars have dated 
the composition of the Devīmāhātmya some-
where around the 5th and 6th centuries CE (e.g. 
Kinsley, 1978, 490), although some (e.g. Schmid, 
2004, 8n2) place it as late as the 7th century CE. 
The Devīmāhātmya recounts various exploits of 
the Devī, mostly centered on the destruction of 
demons, and contains several hymns of praise in 
her honor. Although the Devī is called by numer-
ous other names and epithets in this scripture, 
the name Durgā is significant. It occurs in two of 
the text’s three main subdivisions. Four of its 
seven occurrences are within hymns of praise, 
and it is evident that in all instances Durgā refers 
to the Devī in her supreme form. It is therefore 
not unusual that the Devīmāhātmya is also widely 
known as the Durgāsaptaśatī (Seven Hundred 
[Verses] to Durgā).

The frame story of the Devīmāhātmya tells of a 
king named Suratha and a merchant named 
Samādhi, who find themselves seeking refuge in 
the hermitage of the sage (→ rṣ̣i) Medhas. After 
commiserating with each other about their plights, 
and their puzzling attachment to the people who 
wronged them or to the things they no longer pos-
sess, they approach Medhas for advice. The sage 
explains that everything is under the control of 
the goddess Mahāmāyā (“Great Illusion”; → māyā). 
He launches into a description of who this god-
dess is and tells of her major exploits in the text’s 
three subdivisions. Medhas first recounts how the 
demons (→ asuras) Madhu and Kaitạbha began to 
threaten the creator god → Brahmā Prajāpati, who 

ommended for igniting the sacrificial fire, the 
Pāṇḍavas’ weapons, the symbolic flames in the 
ritual sacrifice that is warfare, must be kept from 
igniting by being placed within the śami tree. They 
are collected from that tree at the end of their year 
spent in disguise, at which point the Durgāstotra is 
sung. M. Biardeau sees the placement of these 
hymns as strategic within the foregoing symbolic 
themes. Just as Vedic rites involve an initiation 
(dīksạ̄), in which the sacrifice mimics an ordeal 
of rebirth through and from an embryonic state, 
the Durgāstava hymn inaugurates that process for 
the Pāṇḍavas. The Durgāstotra is recited when 
they emerge from their initiation and claim their 
weapons, which symbolically ignite the flames of 
the sacrifice of warfare. To this day, a śamipūjā 
(śami worship) is celebrated widely on the Indian 
subcontinent on vijayādaśamī (“tenth for vic-
tory”; → festivals), sometimes as a rite to purify 
weapons.

In certain recensions of the Harivaṃśa, an 
appendix to the Mahābhārata that bridges the 
period of the epics and the → Purāṇas, one also 
encounters hymns that mention Durgā. There is a 
hymn uttered by Visṇụ to the goddess Nidrā (HV., 
app. I.8), one by Kṛsṇạ’s son, Pradyumna (HV., 
app. I.30), and a third by Krṣṇạ’s grandson, 
Aniruddha (HV., app. I.35). In these, Durgā con-
tinues her association with forests and moun-
tains, although specific mention is made of her 
dwelling in the Vindhya and Kailāsa (Kailash) 
Mountains, the latter being well known as the 
abode of → Śiva. She is described as a practitioner 
of great austerities (→ tapas), thus further alluding 
to identification with the goddess → Pārvatī, Śiva’s 
spouse, who won his attention through her asceti-
cism (→ tapas). She is portrayed as fond of battle, 
as having many forms, as riding a lion, and as both 
inducing and removing fear. Significantly, she is 
also addressed as the Great Goddess on a few 
occasions, and reference is made to her slaying of 
the buffalo-demon Mahisạ, and to her encounter 
with the demons Śumbha and Niśumbha. She 
is identified with various goddesses including 
Kātyāyanī, Kālarātrī, and Kusṃāṇḍī, and she is 
invoked through the epithet “Mother of Skanda” 
(→ Murukaṉ). It is noteworthy that these particu-
lar names and epithets are included among certain 
groupings of nine goddesses, collectively known 
as the navadurgās (nine Durgās). While the earli-
est strata of the Harivaṃśa were probably com-
posed in the 2nd to the 4th centuries CE, these 
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motifs such as the king’s consecration and initia-
tion (→ kingship), the tejas emanates from deities – 
many traditionally identified as the lokapālas 
(guardians of the realms) – so that the king implic-
itly presides over the fullness of all created realms. 
He is also said to surpass all created beings in the 
brilliance (tejas) he exudes. Similarly, the goddess 
is implicitly identified as a queen who presides 
over the triple world. Explicitly, the Devīmāhātmya 
asserts that whatever was generated by the fiery 
splendor or seed (tejas) of the gods became Śivā, 
the auspicious goddess (DM. 2.17). The gods, 
delighted with their creation, then arm the beauti-
ful goddess with weapons drawn from their own 
armaments. Śiva gives her a trident, → Krṣṇạ a dis-
cus, Brahmā an ascetic’s water jar, and so on. She 
receives a conch and a noose from Varunạ, a spear 
from Agni, and a bow and two quivers from Vāyu. 
Indra gives her a thunderbolt and a bell. Sūrya 
places luminescent rays in the pores of her skin, 
and Kāla (possibly “Time”) gives her a sword 
and shield. She receives garlands and jeweled 
ornaments, armor, and a drinking cup full of
 wine. Himālaya gives her a lion as her vehicle. 
The goddess howls in laughter so loud that the 
worlds tremble and the oceans churn. The gods 
call out “Victory!” to the goddess whose mount is 
the lion.

 Attracted by the sound, Mahisạ’s demon army, 
numbering in the tens of millions and led by 
him and various generals, approaches and, upon 
seeing the goddess with her thousand arms, 
engages her in battle. The battle is described in 
vivid detail, with the goddess named in various 
ways, including Ambikā, Caṇḍikā, and Bhadrakālī 
(→ Kālī). She destroys the demon army wreaking 
havoc with her weapons and with the aid of her 
own troops and her lion. Upon witnessing the 
defeat of his generals and troops, Mahisạ assumes 
his own buffalo form and attacks the goddess’ 
troops, slaying many, and finally turns upon her 
lion. Angered by this attack, the goddess binds 
the demon with her noose, causing him to change 
into a lion, which when beheaded takes on a 
sword-wielding, human shape. When she shreds 
him with arrows, he becomes an elephant and 
drags her lion with his trunk. She cuts off his 
trunk, leading him to change back to his buffalo 
shape. The angry goddess repeatedly quaffs the 
excellent beverage from her cup, and with red-
dened eyes, laughter, and a face ruddy with 
intoxication taunts the demon, predicting his 
impending death. Then, she quickly leaps upon 

resided in a lotus flower that grew from Visṇụ’s 
navel. Brahmā praises the goddess Yoganidrā 
(“Sleep of Yoga”), who abided in Visṇụ’s eyes and 
limbs, causing him to sleep. He asks her to con-
fuse the demons and awaken Visṇụ to slay 
the demons. The goddess Mahāmāyā does as 
requested and deludes the demons, who in arro-
gance grant Visṇụ, their battle adversary, a boon. 
Visṇụ requests that they be slain by him, and 
although then realizing that they had been 
deceived, the demons concede to their own 
demise. This myth is first recounted in the 
Mahābhārata, where the slaying of Madhu and 
Kaitạbha is exclusively associated with Visṇụ, 
who is known by the epithet Madhusūdana 
(“Slayer of Madhu”). The Devīmāhātmya version 
of this episode accentuates the goddess’ power 
over Visṇụ, whom she holds in, and releases from, 
slumber. It also emphasizes that it is her power to 
delude, consistent with her name, Mahāmāyā, 
which leads the demons to grant their self-de-
structive boon, although the demon-destroying 
act itself is left to Visṇụ.

In the second subdivision of the text, Medhas 
next recounts the most renowned of the Devī’s 
mythic exploits. In ancient times when the gods 
(devas), led by Indra, battled the demons (asuras), 
led by Mahisạ, the gods were defeated and Mahisạ 
became the chief (indra). Mahisạ wielded sover-
eignty over the realms of Sūrya (→ navagrahas), 
Indra, Agni, Vāyu, Candra, Varuṇa (→ Vedic gods), 
→ Yama, and many other gods, ousting them from 
heaven and forcing them to wander the earth like 
mortals. The defeated gods then approach Visṇụ 
and Śiva for help. Angered by this news, a fiery 
effulgence (tejas) emanates from the faces of 
Visṇụ, Śiva, and Brahmā, and from the bodies 
of Indra and the other gods, coalescing and 
expanding to fill the triple world before this 
incomparable brilliance becomes a woman. Her 
face is produced by the effulgence of Śiva, her arms 
from that of Visṇụ, and her feet from Brahmā, 
while various other of her body parts derive 
from the other gods. This motif is evidently 
inspired by earlier accounts. For instance, within 
the Mānavadharmaśāstra (Laws of Manu; 7.3–11; 
also called Manusmṛti; → Dharmasūtras and Dhar-
maśāstras), the king is said to be created by the 
fiery effulgence (tejas) of the gods such as Indra, 
Surya, Yama, Varuṇa, and Agni, and divinities are 
said to inhabit his attributes (e.g. victory in his 
aggression, and death in his anger). In the 
Mānavadharmaśāstra, which mirrors yet earlier 
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one capable of defeating her in battle, which 
induces the demons and their army to engage her 
in battle. Within this episode, the Devīmāhātmya 
tells of the emergence of the goddess → Kālī from 
the anger-blackened face of Ambikā (7.4). Kālī is 
given the name Cāmuṇḍā, because of her destruc-
tion of the demons Canḍ̣a and Muṇḍa, who 
served Śumbha and Niśumbha.

The episode also tells of the creation of various 
→ śaktis (female powers), who spring from the 
bodies of the male gods and resemble them in 
form, attributes, and vehicles. They include 
Brahmān ̣ī from Brahmā, Māheśvarī from Śiva 
(Maheśvara), Vaisṇạvī from Visṇụ, Aindrī from 
Indra, and so on. This group is referred to as the 
“mothers” (matrḳās). Quite notably, a gruesome 
śakti also emerges from the body of the goddess. 
She is named Śivadūtī, because she instructs the 
god Śiva to serve as a messenger (dūtī), conveying 
a final warning to the demons to restore the gods 
to power or face destruction. The demons do not 
heed the message, but respond with a vigorous 
assault. The mothers fight back and soon turn 
their attention to the demon Raktabīja (“Blood 
Seed”), who has joined the fray. However, since 
each drop of Raktabīja’s blood spawns a replica 
when it touches the ground, the battlefield is soon 
swarming with demon clones. The goddess 
instructs Kālī to devour these demons and to 
make sure that no blood touches the earth. Kālī 
devours the demon horde and drinks Raktabīja’s 
blood, leaving him a bloodless corpse. The group 
of mothers dances, themselves intoxicated by the 
demon’s blood. The interconnectedness of these 
various goddesses is thus affirmed, as is their 
delight in blood.

Śumbha and Niśumbha themselves eventually 
attack the goddess. In this context, the goddess is 
again named Durgā and described as destroying 
adversity and suffering (DM. 9.29). She slays 
Niśumbha, while her lion mount, Kālī, the moth-
ers, and Śivadūtī cause devastation among the 
demon army. In protest, Śumbha, angered by the 
death of his brother, addresses the goddess as 
Durgā (10.2), accusing her of misplaced pride, 
since she is not fighting alone but with an entou-
rage of helpers. The goddess replies that all these 
varied forms are merely manifestations of her, 
produced by her extraordinary power (vibhūti), 
and she proceeds to draw them all back into her-
self. She then slays Śumbha, and Indra and the 
other gods sing a hymn of praise. Although she is 
generally referred to as Nārāyaṇī frequently in 

him, presses his throat with her foot, and strikes 
him with her spear. As the demon comes halfway 
out of his own buffalo mouth, still fighting, the 
goddess beheads him. The demon army sinks in 
despair. The gods, led by Indra, rejoice and sing a 
hymn in her honor. The motif of the Devī slaying 
the buffalo-demon Mahisạ̄sura continues to be 
one of the most pervasive of her iconographic 
representations.

Although she is called by various names, 
including Caṇḍikā, Ambikā, and Śrī, this hymn 
offers the first instance in the Devīmāhātmya of 
the goddess being addressed as Durgā. The name 
appears in two instances. In the first, the goddess 
is called Durgā, a vessel upon the difficult ocean 
of existence (DM. 4.10). The second occurrence 
explains that when called to mind, Durgā takes 
away fear from every creature, and when called to 
mind by those who are not afflicted, she bestows 
an extremely pure mind (4.16). The goddess 
grants the gods a boon, and they request that she 
destroy their misfortunes when remembered by 
them (4.31), as well as grant mortals material 
prosperity and power if praised with the hymns 
they have sung to her (4.32). Consenting to this 
request, the Devī disappears. The Mahābhārata, 
which predates the Devīmāhātmya, actually 
attributes the slaying of the buffalo-demon 
Mahisạ to Skanda. This is also found in later 
literary accounts, such as the Brahmāṇḍapurāṇa, 
Visṇ̣udharmottarapurāṇa, and Vāmanapurāṇa. 
However, Skanda’s victory does not show up in 
any substantial way in the iconographic or the 
later literary record, suggesting that the Devī’s 
association with this feat becomes dominant in 
Hindu mythology.

The Devīmāhātmya progresses to the third 
subdivision, which recounts the ascent to power 
of the demons Śumbha and Niśumbha, who dis-
place Indra and the other gods from their sover-
eignty. Remembering the boon granted by the 
goddess, the gods sing her a hymn of praise in 
which she is addressed by various names. Among 
these, she is once called Durgā, the far shore that 
is difficult to reach, and the essential doer of all 
things (5.10). The Devī’s beauty attracts the atten-
tion of the demons, who wish to possess her and 
thus demand that she marry one of them. The rṣị 
(sage) Medhas explains how the blessed and aus-
picious goddess Durgā, by whom the world is 
supported, beguiles them with melodious words 
and an inner smile. She explains that she had taken 
a vow (→ vrata) that she would only marry some-
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river, they set up an earthen image of the Devī 
and worship it with flowers, incense, fire, water, 
and even blood drawn from their own limbs. They 
also practice austerities and recite the Devīsūkta 
(Hymn to the Goddess). After three years of such 
efforts, the Devī appears and speaks to them, 
offering them boons. The king seeks worldly 
reward and receives his kingdom back and the 
promise that he will reincarnate as Manu Sāvarn ̣i 
(→ cosmic cycles). The merchant, described as 
wise, chooses the knowledge that leads to perfec-
tion. The text thus ends with the confirmation that 
the Devī is well disposed to granting such desires 
as worldly power, but can also confer the supreme 
goal of spiritual → liberation.

It is difficult to overestimate the enormous suc-
cess of the Devīmāhātmya in solidifying a con-
ception of the Great Goddess, of whom all 
goddesses are but aspects or manifestations, and 
who possesses the powers of all the male gods 
combined. The text continues to be widely recited 
in ritual contexts to the present day. The 
Devīmāhātmya is cautious in its confrontation of 
Vaisṇạva and Śaiva sectarian traditions, acknowl-
edging at some level the status of Śiva and Visṇụ, 
and even suggesting the Devī’s subordinate rela-
tionship with them. Thus the text alludes to the 
Devī being Nārāyaṇī, a consort of Visṇụ, or a sis-
ter of Krṣṇạ, or Pārvatī, the spouse of Śiva. How-
ever, it also portrays her as Mahāmāyā, and 
Yoganidrā, the power that controls Visṇụ’s sleep 
and wakefulness, and as producing a śakti that 
commands Śiva as her messenger, thereby assert-
ing her superior power over those two great gods. 
Within the hymns of praise that the gods sing to 
her, the Devī’s theology equates her with the 
source of creation, → prakṛti (DM. 1.59), and as the 
summation of the powers of the Hindu triad of 
great gods, Brahmā, Visṇụ, and Śiva, for she is 
said, for instance, to be eternal and to possess 
the powers of creation, preservation, and destruc-
tion (DM. 1.56; 11.10). T. Pintchman (1994) dem-
onstrates that in the Vedic and puranic textual 
record the long-standing philosophical concepts 
of prakṛti, śakti, and → māyā is fused into the 
development of the Devī’s persona. Significantly, 
although the Devī is first and most frequently 
called Caṇḍikā in the Devīmāhātmya, this name is 
not very commonly used anymore. The variant 
Canḍ̣ī is more prevalent today (see Coburn, 1984). 
Similarly, the name Ambikā, which links the god-
dess with the deity Rudra-Śiva (→ Vedic gods) in 
late Vedic literature (e.g. YV.; TaiSa. 1.8.6), has 

this hymn and described as a boon giver, she is 
invoked once as Durgā and called upon for pro-
tection from dangers (DM. 11.23).

The goddess acknowledges her role as a boon 
giver, but she also predicts that she will appear in 
various other cosmic time periods (yugas; → cos-
mic cycles) under different names, to destroy 
other demons. In this she mimics the traditional 
characteristic of Visṇụ, who is known for his peri-
odic descents (→ avatāras) in various forms in 
order to destroy demons and rectify a cosmic bal-
ance between the forces of → dharma and adharma 
(order and disorder). For instance, in a future 
cycle, she explains that when born from the 
womb of Yaśodā in the house of the cowherd 
Nanda, she, dwelling on Vindhya Mountain, will 
kill another pair of demons named Śumbha and 
Niśumbha. She also explains that she will appear 
when the earth is ravaged by drought, born not 
from a womb, and will support the world with 
life-sustaining vegetables produced from her own 
body. Thus she will be known as Śākaṃbhari 
(“She Who Supports with Vegetables”) and will 
also be known as Śataksị̄, since she will gaze at the 
sages (muni) who sing her praises with a hundred 
(śat) eyes (aksạ). At that same time, she will slay a 
great demon named Durgama and will thus come 
to be renowned as “goddess Durgā” (DM. 11.46). 
The implication in these predictions is that the 
events of the Devīmāhātmya are supposed to have 
taken place eons earlier, and that some of the pre-
dicted appearances of the Devī have thus already 
occurred. We are certainly made aware that the 
composer of this section is familiar with the 
Vaisṇạva myth cycle of Kṛsṇạ’s birth in the house 
of Nanda, as well as the related story of the Devī’s 
incarnation as Yaśodā’s daughter. Although the 
goddess is most often called Canḍ̣ikā in this text, 
and quite frequently Ambikā, her existing recog-
nition under the name of Devīdurgā, at the time of 
the composition of the Devīmāhātmya, is already 
alluded to here. The text goes on to proclaim the 
value of the Devīmāhātmya, having the goddess 
herself affirm that this indeed is her Māhātmya 
(glorification), which, if chanted or even heard, 
particularly on certain days or festival times, can 
brings a host of benefits.

The Devīmāhātmya ends with the second half 
of the frame story, in which King Suratha and the 
merchant Samādhi, upon being convinced of the 
supreme deluding power of the Goddess and her 
ability to grant both material and spiritual boons, 
embark on propitiating her. On the banks of a 
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tongue), while a right arm presses downward on 
its lower back. The goddess is depicted with a 
thunderbolt weapon (vajra), and a shield or ban-
ner, and is accompanied by her lion, who sits pas-
sively below. However, the lion does not appear 
on other plaques that derive from Mathura, with 
similar depictions of the goddess and buffalo. The 
general depiction on these Mathura images is less 
dynamic and less elaborate than the Nagar pieces 
(one Nagar fragment has the goddess straddling 
the buffalo), suggesting that the Nagar plaques 
are actually later in provenance than examples 
from Mathura. The clothing style of the goddess 
and the provenance of the Mathura images 
indicate that they belong to the Kushana period 
(c. mid-1st to 2nd cent. CE). These Kushana 
Mahisạmardinīs depict the goddess with as many 
as eight arms. It is significant that these earliest 
images are small plaques (15–25 cm in height), 
which derive from the northwest of the subconti-
nent (e.g. Nagar, Mathura, and Phalkhera).

A rock-cut relief in cave 17 at Udayagiri 
(Vidisha, Madhya Pradesh) depicts the many-
armed goddess grasping the buffalo similarly. She 
holds it transversely across her body, with a left 
arm grasping the tongue and forcing the head 
upwards. A right arm presses down on its body, 
and she spears it in the lower back with a trident 
(triśula) while another right arm grasps its tail. 
Another relief, at the entrance to cave 6, has a 
12-armed goddess lifting the buffalo by its hind 
leg and pressing its head into the ground with her 
foot. She holds the thunderbolt and sword, and 
she plunges a trident into the beast’s back. Inscrip-
tions at the site belong to Candragupta II, who 
ruled from around 375 to 415 CE, suggesting 
that these images probably derive from the early 
5th century CE. Thus it is with the rise of the 
Guptas that we get larger representations of 
Mahisamardinī, and a spread of her influence 
beyond northwest India (see Stietencron, 2005).

A style that is dominant in South India, which 
has the goddess standing atop the head of the 
buffalo, and which is actually quite anomalous in 
this early North Indian example, derives from 
Besnagar, also near Vidisha in Madhya Pradesh. 
Dated to the 5th century CE, it is a large, six-
armed figure standing upon a buffalo head, which 
is also flanked by two lions. The earliest example 
of such imagery, with the goddess atop a buffalo 
head, may be a slab found at Nagarjunakonda 
(Andhra Pradesh), which is from a shrine at the 
citadel of ancient Vijayapuri. Dated to about 300 

receded in popularity. Rather, it is Durgā which 
endures and is easily the most widely circulating 
name by which Devī, the Great Goddess, is 
known throughout the Hindu world. The mythol-
ogy of the Devīmāhātmya fuses maternal features 
of goddesses such as Ambikā and the mātṛkas, 
and ascetic aspects of Pārvatī into the persona of 
the Great Goddess, Devī.

Early Iconographic Representations
Contemporary conceptions of Durgā envision her 
as a many-armed goddess, who wields an assort-
ment of weapons, rides a lion (or tiger), and 
destroyed the buffalo-demon Mahisạ. This repre-
sentation of Durgā is thus now intimately linked 
to the Mahisạ myth, contained within the 
Devīmāhātmya and subsequently retold in later 
puranic accounts. However, we do find much 
more-ancient representations of buffalo-defeating 
or lion-mounted goddesses in the iconographic 
record, some of which definitely predate the 
Devīmāhātmya. Thus we are aware of the existence 
of a cult of a lion-riding, buffalo-defeating god-
dess, perhaps from as early as the 1st century BCE 
and certainly by the 2nd century CE, although 
we do not know what this goddess was named 
and how she was worshipped then. It is evident 
that the Devīmāhātmya successfully incorporated 
some of the myths related to the goddesses por-
trayed in these lion-riding, buffalo-defeating 
images, together with a host of names and myths 
of other goddesses, and it became instrumental in 
articulating an authoritative and widespread con-
ception of the Great Goddess (→ iconography).

We shall begin with Mahisạmardinī images, so 
called because a buffalo (mahisạ) is seen to be 
crushed (mardana, from the Skt. root mrḍ, to 
crush, grind, or destroy) or killed. Some propose 
that the earliest such images may derive from 
Karkota Nagar (or Nagar) in Rajasthan, once a 
major center of the Malava republic. The images 
are dated by these scholars (e.g. Agrawala, 1958) 
as belonging to a pre-Kushana period, as early as 
perhaps the 1st century BCE. The Malavas were a 
warrior tribe that appears to have migrated into 
Rajasthan from farther northwest. The goddess 
on one of the white clay Nagar plaques has four 
arms and lifts a buffalo – rearing on its hind 
legs – diagonally across her torso and above her 
knees. One of her left arms controls and forces 
the buffalo’s head upwards (perhaps grasping its 
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One such image, from the western gateway (Tam. 
gopuram) of the great South Indian temple of 
Chidambaram, bears an inscription in 12th-cen-
tury Tamil script, which identifies the goddess as 
Turḵai (Skt. Durgā). Thus, we can fairly confi-
dently assert that such images were being identi-
fied as the goddess Durgā in this region, by this 
period.

One of the most impressive iconographic rep-
resentations of the buffalo-slaying goddess is 
found on a bas relief in the so-called Mahisạmardinī 
cave at Mahabalipuram. The many-armed god-
dess is portrayed riding on her lion while fighting 
a large buffalo-headed, human-bodied demon. As 
an aside, one might suggest that since the previous 
image types portray the goddess subduing a buf-
falo (mahisạ) in theriomorphic form, or standing 
victoriously upon a buffalo head, those could be 
labeled as Mahisạmardinīs. This is because it is not 
unambiguously clear that the buffalo, upon whose 
head the goddess stands, or whose theriomorphic 
form she subdues, is the demon (asura) of 
Devīmāhātmya fame. However, the anthropo-
morphic representations of Mahisạ, as found in 

CE, it depicts a standing goddess holding a tri-
dent and a cup, flanked by an umbrella and a 
standard of peacock feathers, reminiscent of other 
Mahisạmardinī images. However, the lower por-
tion of the image is missing, and one cannot be 
sure if the goddess stands atop a buffalo head. 
This style, of the conquering heroine atop the buf-
falo head, becomes particularly developed and 
refined during the Pallava period in South India. 
Some of the best representations are found at 
Mahabalipuram (Mamallapuram, Tamil Nadu), 
port city of the Pallavas, who ruled from Kanci-
puram in the 7th century CE. This victorious style 
is also found in Khmer representations (e.g. 
National Museum in Phnom Penh, → Cambodia) 
from the pre-Angkor period (c. 7th cent. CE), 
indicating that the cult of the goddess had cer-
tainly spread beyond the subcontinent to South-
east Asia by this time. This form is also repeated 
in images on the large temples of the Chola 
period, such as the Bṛhadīśvara Temple to Śiva in 
Thanjavur (c. 1000 CE). The goddess would typi-
cally be placed in a niche on the north side of the 
temple’s smaller assembly hall (ardhamaṇḍapa). 

The goddess Durgā seated on her lion mount in battle with Mahiṣa. Bas relief, 7th century, Mahabalipuram, Tamil Nadu (photo 
by Knut A. Jacobsen).
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to the goddess (e.g. a brother), or a manifestation 
of Śiva (i.e. the Devī’s spouse; see Biardeau, 1984; 
Shulman, 1976; Berkson, 1995). A discussion of 
Mahisạmardinī styles may be found in O. Diva-
karan (1984), and attempts to provide a typology 
in M. Seshadri (1963) and H. von Stietencron 
(2005). It is worth noting that even today, where 
the Devīmāhātmya is prominently used in the 
context of worship of Durgā images (such as in 
the durgāpūjā), the representation of Durgā slay-
ing Mahisạ rarely conforms exactly with the 
description of the event in the Devīmāhātmya. 
This is because iconographic representations gen-
erally conform to the stylistic traditions of the 
image makers, and to the meditative visualization 
verses (dhyānaśloka) used by ritualists, which are 
typically transmitted orally from teacher to disci-
ple, or derived from technical instructional man-
uals (e.g. Tantras, Paddhatis), rather than from 
the narrative accounts of myths in the Purāṇas.

Other iconographic forms associated with 
Durgā are representations of a goddess with a lion. 
As mentioned above, a terracotta plaque from 
Nagar, in a style similar to the Kushana plaques 
from Mathura, is one of the earliest representations 
of a goddess defeating a buffalo, which also depicts 
her lion seated calmly below with the devī’s foot 
placed upon it. Although representations of a 
goddess with a lion and buffalo continue to develop 
in an unbroken series from the 2nd century CE 
onwards, the goddess is also portrayed without 
the buffalo. In so-called Siṃhavāhinī images, she 
rides her lion (siṃha), and in Ksẹman ̇karī images, 
she is flanked by lions. An excellent example of 
Ksẹman ̇karī is the 7th century CE image at the 
Bāla Brahmā Temple in Alampur, Andhra Pradesh, 
and of Siṃhavāhinī is one at the Kailāsanātha 
Temple in Kancipuram (Tamil Nadu), which 
dates from the early 8th century CE and depicts 
the goddess with numerous arms and weapons.

Durgā in Later Literature
Durgā’s cult grew in the centuries that follow the 
composition of the Devīmāhātmya. The myth of 
Durgā’s defeat of Mahisạ is recounted in various 
texts, including the Brahmavaivartapurāna (2.16–20), 
Vāmanapurāna (19.1–21.52), Varāhapurāna (62.1–
95.65), and the Śivapurāna (5.46.1–63). The 
Devībhāgavatapurana (5.2–20) exemplifies the 
elaboration of sexual tension between Mahisạ 
and the goddess, for Mahisạ’s lust for Devī leads 

this cave, as well as later styles that portray a 
human demon emerging from a buffalo, could 
unambiguously be labeled Mahisạ̄sura mardinī 
images. Incidentally, since the relief on the oppo-
site wall of the chamber depicts Visṇụ reclining 
upon his cosmic serpent couch, some scholars 
(e.g. Seshadri, 1963, 4) suggest that the artists 
might have been aware of the first two mythic epi-
sodes of the Devīmāhātmya, thus confirming the 
existence of those myth cycles (and their colla-
tion) in the second quarter of the 7th century CE, 
when the cave was likely carved. Other excellent 
examples of the goddess slaying anthropomorphic 
forms of the buffalo are found in reliefs at the 
Kailāsa Temple (c. 8th cent. CE) in Ellora (→ Maha-
rashtra state), and in a small interior shrine in the 
Virūpāksạ Temple (c. 8th cent. CE) at Pattadakal 
(→ Karnataka state; see Tartakov & Dehejia, 1984).

However, the most pervasive type of icono-
graphic representation of Mahisạ̄suramardinī, 
one that is widespread throughout most of the 
Hindu world and possibly the most emblematic 
contemporary image of a deity defeating a demon, 
is of Durgā destroying an anthropomorphic 
Mahisạ, who emerges from the remains of a slain 
buffalo. There are innumerable images of this type 
throughout most of India and → Nepal, as well as 
parts of Southeast Asia, with early examples evi-
dent from the 8th century CE. Often, as is the case 
in 8th century CE examples from Avara and Sir-
pur, in Madhya Pradesh, the buffalo, into whom 
the goddess plunges her trident, is decapitated, 
and a human demon emerges from the beast’s sev-
ered neck. This style persists to the present day. In 
contemporary celebrations of the durgāpūjā, an 
annual → festival to the goddess, brightly colored, 
unbaked clay images with the same motif consti-
tute the focal point of worship. They most fre-
quently depict Durgā in the act of slaying a 
muscular human demon who emerges from a 
body of a decapitated buffalo. A notable variant of 
these Mahisạ̄suramardinī images is found in 
examples from Java, → Indonesia, dating from the 
9th century CE. There the human demon is often 
portrayed almost in the form of a devotee, some-
times with his hands in a gesture of blessing, as the 
goddess, who now stands atop the supine buffalo, 
almost as if it is her mount, benignly places her 
hand on the demon’s head, prior to slaying him 
(e.g. the Leiden Durgā, c. 14th cent. CE). This por-
trayal resonates with interpretations particularly 
vibrant in South India, where Mahisạ̄sura is por-
trayed as a devotee (bhakta), a divine figure related 
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devotional rites (→ pūjās), and it may involve pre-
sentations of fresh flowers, incense, a flame, and 
some honorific salutation and gesture. It is not 
unusual to see votaries visiting Durgā temples in 
larger numbers on Tuesdays and Saturdays to 
secure aid from the goddess against the pernicious 
influences of the astrological forces (graha) of 
Mars and Saturn (→ navagrahas), which govern 
those days of the week. This is true even if the 
temple does not have a subsidiary shrine dedi-
cated to the nine planetary graspers (navagrahas), 
which would otherwise get special attention. In 
this, Durgā affirms her role of helping usher per-
sons through difficulties and confront negative 
powers beyond their control. However, the most 
widely celebrated periods for goddess worship are 
the navarātris.

Śākta tradition counts a total of 40, nine-night 
(navarātra, navarātri) periods in a yearly cycle of 
360 days. Of these, a spring navarātri held in 
the month of caitra (Mar–Apr) and an autumn 
festival in the month of āśvina (Sep–Oct) are the 
most widely celebrated. Although worshippers 
may visit shrines and temples to a wide assort-
ment of goddesses during these periods, it is gen-
erally acknowledged that they are worshipping 
the Great Goddess through her local and regional 
manifestations. Quite significantly, the Goddess’ 
presence may be invoked anywhere through the 
establishment of an effigy. This is mostly a wide-
bodied, narrow-necked, wide-mouthed earthen 
jar that is filled with water. The neck is stuffed 
with leafy twigs and the mouth topped with a 
coconut. The entire jar is draped with a red cloth 
and placed atop a small earthen altar, which is 
often sown with grain. It is a pūrṇakalaśa (brim-
ming jar) and evokes images of the nude, spread-
legged goddess Lajjā Gaurī, whose head is often a 
flower or some sort of vegetation. Other than the 
installation of the jar form of the goddess, to 
which nominal pūjā rites may be performed, the 
crucial feature of worship is the recitation of the 
Devīmāhātmya over the course of the nine days. 
Sometimes, communities commission groups of 
Brahmans to perform Vedic-styled oblations (homa; 
→ yajña) into specially constructed fire pits, while 
chanting Sanskrit verses (→ mantras) in honor of 
Devī. It is not unusual for men and women to 
perform vowed ascetic observances (vratas), such 
as restricting one’s diet to fruit and juice, or eat-
ing uncooked foods with red rock salt, or staying 
up on night-long vigils for one or all the nights of 
navarātri. While these rites, which can establish 
the Devī’s presence and render her worship virtu-

to his downfall at her hands. In Tamil versions, 
such as the Aruṇācalapurāṇam (4.1–77; 5.1–67; 
→ Tamil texts), Durgā is portrayed as a subordinate 
manifestation of Devī, and Mahisạ is portrayed as 
a Śiva devotee (bhakta; see Shulman, 1976). The 
Kālikāpurāṇa and Devibhāgavatapurāṇa (7.29.74–
 80) tell how the Devī receives the name Durgā 
after slaying the demon Durga or Durgama, first 
alluded to in Devīmāhātmya 11.46.

Durgā’s entry into the orthodox pantheon is 
also testified to by accounts of her worship in 
Dharma śāstra texts, such as the circa 12th-century 
Kālaviveka, a portion of Jimūtāvāhana’s Dharmar-
atna, and the 15th-century Durgotsavaviveka by 
Śulapāṇi. Durgā is included among the five 
shrines at which Smārta Brahmans, important 
arbiters of orthodoxy, worship. However, Durgā 
also enters tantric literature, and her worship is 
mentioned in Kṛsṇạ̄nanda’s Tantrasāra (c. late 
16th to early 17th cent. CE; → Tantras). Tantra 
is often associated with the acquisition and 
manipulation of supernormal powers (siddhi; 
→ Tantrism), and it is evident that not long after 
its composition, the Devīmāhātmya was used 
both for such tantric ends, as well as to satisfy 
devotional (→ bhakti) sentiments. This multivalent 
character of the Devīmāhātmya is embedded within 
the text’s self-description, and it has undoubtedly 
circulated independently certainly for as long as 
it has been part of the Mārkaṇḍeyapurāṇa. Thus 
tantric worship of Durgā, through the ritual reci-
tation of the Devīmāhātmya, has been around 
since the time of the composition of that text. 
When recited, the Devīmāhātmya is often placed 
in the midst of various short ritual texts known as 
limbs (anġas). These limbs are typically six shorter 
texts that are clearly tantric in name and charac-
ter, although other goddess hymns may also be 
added to these prefaces and appendixes. The 
Devīkavaca (Armor), Argalā (Stopper), and Kīlaka 
(Bolt) precede the main text, which needs to 
be unlocked or penetrated. And the recitation 
of the Devīmāhātmya is typically followed by 
the Prādhānika-, Vaikṛtika-, and Mūrtirahasyas 
(Secrets Pertaining to Primordia, Subsequent 
Manifestations, and Forms, respectively).

Durgā Worship
Durgā images may be worshipped daily in homes, 
if situated there, or in shrines and temples where 
they are ritually installed. Such worship typically 
consists of offerings in the nominal manner of 
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Similar ritual identifications are still in practice in 
→ Nepal, where the king (recently disenfranchised 
from power) derived sovereignty through his 
tutelary deity, Taleju Bhavānī, a form of Durgā. 
The durgāpūjā emerged in about the 16th century 
CE in Bengal among the nobility, perhaps with 
martial rationales in response to Mughal rule. In 
the following centuries, it continued to grow in 
splendor among families of landlords (zamīndār) 
as a public display of their burgeoning wealth and 
influence, as Mughal power waned. A. Östör 
(1980) discusses in detail a local king’s temple-
based durgāpūjā in the Bengali town of Vishnu-
pur. However, the durgāpūjās of kings and the 
landed gentry are now celebrated less frequently. 
As costs escalated, the durgāpūjā was further 
democratized, and it is now primarily staged by a 
wide assortment of community groups from all 
strata of Hindu society.

The Bengali style of durgāpūjā is tantric (see 
Rodrigues, 2003; 2009), in contrast to other forms 
that, although similar, are adaptations of a more 
conventional Smārta devīpūjā. Invocation and 
installation rites take place on the sixth day of 
navarātri, and the pūjā begins on the seventh day 
(mahāsaptamī), continues through the eighth day 
(mahāsṭạmī), and ends on the ninth day (mahāna-
vamī; detailed descriptions of the durgāpūjā may 
be found in Ghosha, 1871; Östör, 1980; Rodri-
gues, 2003). The goddess is worshipped in a vari-
ety of forms, including the earthen jar, as well as a 
cluster of nine plants (navapatrikā), sometimes 
incorporating a portion of a wood-apple tree 
(bilva; bot. Aegle marmelos), which is regarded 
as her abode. The navapatrikā, as well as the jar 
form of the goddess and the grain that sprouts in 
the earthen altar over the course of the nine days, 
evokes Durgā’s association with vegetative fertil-
ity. This resonates with the Devīmāhātmya’s 
account (11.42–46) of Durgā as Śākaṃbharī sup-
porting the world with life-sustaining vegetables. 
Durgā is often linked with trees and forests, 
which may either embody her or serve as her 
abode. In these contexts she is often known as 
Vanadurgā. The durgāpūjā also has the devī wor-
shipped in the form of a cosmogram (yantra; 
→ manḍ̣alas and yantras), such as the Durgāyantra 
or the Sarvatobhadramanḍ̣ala (orb of all auspi-
ciousness). At the crucial juncture of mahāsṭạmī 
and mahānavamī, a rite known as sandhipūjā 
occurs. A blood sacrifice (generally a goat, but it 
may also be a buffalo) is offered to Durgā, who is 
also then worshipped in the form of a prepubes-
cent (kanyā, kumārī), virgin girl. There are 

ally anywhere a devotee desires, are performed 
during both the spring and the autumn navarātris, 
the latter period has developed a distinctive ritual 
elaboration that is known as the durgāpūjā. The 
durgāpūjā celebrations have such popular appeal 
that it is not uncommon for Hindus to refer to the 
whole of the autumn festival as the durgāpūjā.

In the western part of India, particularly → Guja-
rat, the navarātri celebration includes festive 
dances around a jar and lamp form of the god-
dess. In northern and eastern India, and notably 
in → Bengal, married daughters, often with their 
children, return to their paternal homes for the 
autumn festival. They are likened to the goddess 
Pārvatī, who left Śiva’s abode to reunite temporar-
ily with her parents. During the last days of the 
autumn navarātri, community groups may orga-
nize a three-day ritual (pūjā) in honor of Durgā. 
Throughout the Hindu world, large, multicolored, 
unbaked earthen images of Durgā slaying the 
buffalo demon Mahisạ, produced by skilled arti-
sans, are often installed in temporary shrines. 
Some of these images and shrines can be extremely 
elaborate and are reflections of community pride 
and Hindu solidarity. Other images, of the god-
desses Laksṃī (→ Śri Laksṃī) and → Sarasvatī, and 
of Ganẹśa (→ Ganạpati/Gaṇeśa) and Kārttikeya 
(Kumāra; → Murukaṉ), generally form part of the 
image cluster. These deities are regarded by most 
votaries as “children” of the goddess, evoking her 
maternal qualities. However, they also connect 
her with a Śaiva pantheon, since Gaṇeśa and 
Kārttikeya are seen as Śiva or Pārvatī’s children 
(although Śiva is conspicuously absent among the 
images), as well as with the Hindu trinity of Śiva, 
Visṇụ, and Brahmā, whose consorts are Pārvatī/
Kālī, Laksṃī, and Sarasvatī, respectively. Here 
again, the corresponding male gods are conspicu-
ously absent, and Durgā embodies both the benign 
maternal Pārvatī and the destructive Kālī in this 
goddess triad.

The autumn navarātri was particularly patron-
ized by the warrior (Ksạtriya) class, because war 
was waged after the rainy season, and the cele-
bration invoked the aid of the Goddess in her per-
sona as protector and supporter in battle against 
one’s enemies. Classic historical instances were at 
Vijayanagara (14th to 16th cent.), where the festi-
val was known as mahānavamī (see Fuller & 
Logan, 1985, 99; Fuller, 2004; Stein, 1980, 384–
392), as well as in the 19th century in Mewar, 
Rajasthan (see Tod, 1978; Fuller, 2004). The king 
forged a relationship with, or identified himself 
with, the Goddess in her victory over Mahisạ. 
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known as dasarā, is said by many to celebrate 
Durgā’s victory over Mahisạ, but others see it as 
the god → Rāma’s victory over the demon Rāvanạ. 
In this latter interpretation, too, the devī is viewed 
as having aided Rāma in his conquest. Durgā is 
also known as Vijayā, victory personified. For 
Bengalis, the day is full of mixed emotions – exul-
tation, as the festival period draws to a close, and 
sadness, because daughters, reunited with their 
parents, must now return to their husbands’ 
homes, just as Durgā/Pārvatī returns to Śiva’s 
abode at Mount Kailash. Śaiva, Vaisṇạva, and 
Śākta strands of Hinduism thus intersect on this 
day. There is often a fusion of royal identifications 
among king, priest (purohita), goddess, and Rāma, 
in the celebrations leading up to and including 
this day (see Gupta & Gombrich, 1986). Dasarā is 
often the term used for the entire navarātri period, 
including vijayādaśamī. In Mysore, dasarā is still 
celebrated elaborately by the royal family, succes-
sors to the Vijayanagara kings (see Fuller & Logan, 
1985; Fuller, 2004; Biardeau, 1984). Evidently, 
among the various ways in which the durgāpūjā 
functions, one must include personal, sovereign, 
communal, political, and economic empower-
ment (see Rodrigues, 2003, 288–296). The variety 
of earthen and vegetative forms and abodes of the 
goddess, the rite’s timing in the annual cycle, and 
the juxtaposition of blood sacrifice and virgin 
worship contribute to interpretations that the rit-
ual is one of cosmic rejuvenation. A corollary to 
this feature is its intent to orchestrate the ensuing 
fertility at both cosmic and human levels (Rodri-
gues, 2003; 2004; 2009).

Besides the rites of worship directed to Durgā, 
possession is another mode of human-divine 
interaction. Durgā (and other devīs) may possess 
certain individuals (→ possession), who may then 
act as oracles speaking on behalf of the goddess. 
In some cases the individual who channels the 
goddess, or whose physical form the goddess is 
thought to temporarily occupy, is a specialist. He 
or she may become routinely possessed in order 
to prophesy, perform divinations concerning 
spirit possessions, diagnose diseases, and so on. 
At other times, the goddess may take hold of any-
one who is susceptible among the votaries present 
during certain worship rites, such as night-long 
vigils. In northwest India, Durgā is said to ride 
possessed individuals as if they were her vehicles, 
entering them in her wind form, and then pro-
ceeding to play with them (see Erndl, 1996).

implicit links between these rites and concerns 
with human fertility, although some of these 
features have receded in contemporary practice. 
Blood sacrifice is on the decline in many parts of 
India, and vegetarian surrogates (e.g. a kusṃāṇḍa 
melon) may be offered. Since the central tableau 
of the ritual, to which all offerings appear to be 
directed, is the polychrome clay image cluster of 
Durgā bloodily slaying Mahisạ, most votaries 
consider the sacrifice to be a symbolic substitute 
for the buffalo demon.

Certain devotees also worship weapons 
(āyudhapūjā) on the eighth or ninth day. The 
Durgāstava hymn of the Mahābhārata is inserted 
into the epic in the context of the Pānḍ̣avas con-
cealing their weapons in a śamī tree, prior to 
going into hiding in King Virātā’s capital during 
their final year of exile, prior to an inevitable war. 
This tree, associated with corpses and the crema-
tion grounds, is traditionally at the outer pre-
cincts of a town and is also worshipped as an 
abode of Durgā in some navarātri celebrations. 
There is a sense that Durgā’s strength enters the 
weapons that are worshipped, which may be con-
secrated through a blood sacrifice, and it is not 
unusual to still see soldiers, policemen, and so on, 
performing rites for their weapons. Certain pow-
erful weapons, such as the swords with which 
blood sacrifice is performed in temples, are often 
said to be abodes or embodiments of the goddess 
herself (see Fuller, 2004, 114, 116). Biardeau 
(1984) has elaborated upon some regional and 
historical variants of the śamīpūjā and its sym-
bolic relationship to the Durgā hymns in the 
Mahābhārata.

On vijayādaśamī (“tenth for victory”), the day 
following navarātri, the divinities are dismissed 
from their earthen images, which are carried to a 
body of water for immersion. There is much fan-
fare in these celebrations, with many young men 
in the procession, dancing and waving incense-
filled containers. According to the Kālikāpurāṇa, 
these immersion rites are supposed to be per-
formed in the festival style of the tribal Śabaras 
(śabarotsava), which required one to indulge in 
genuine revelry, with explicit sexual language, 
or else incur the devī’s wrath. Although these 
features have mostly disappeared in most enact-
ments of the immersion rites, they recall the god-
dess’ association with fertility rites and victory 
celebrations. One should not underestimate the 
importance of vijayādaśamī in the ongoing evolu-
tion of the Hindu tradition. Vijayādaśamī, also 
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these goddesses. However, in Banaras, there is a 
pilgrimage tradition associated with these nine 
Durgās. On each of the nine days of navarātri, 
devotees visit the particular temple that is associ-
ated with each of the nine Durgās. Thus, for 
instance, the temple of Annapurna in the city 
center is regarded as Mahāgaurī and visited by 
larger numbers on the eighth day.

Although archaeologists frequently designate 
ancient temples as having been dedicated to 
Durgā, we have little evidence to suggest that the 
goddesses being worshipped there were actually 
known by that name. It is far more likely that they 
were worshipped under different, local names. 
This is still true of goddess temples today. While 
there are innumerable shrines and temples in vil-
lages dedicated to various forms of Durgā, such 
as Vanadurgā or Kanakadurgā, there are very few 
temples of pan-Hindu renown that are dedicated 
to the goddess as Durgā. If asked about famous 
devī temples, people are likely to mention sites 
such as Vaisṇ̣o Devī in the state of Jammu and 
→ Kashmir, Kālīghat Temple in Kolkata (Calcutta, 
Bengal), or the great South Indian temple to 
Mīnāksị̄ in Madurai (Tamil → Nadu). Some may 
propose the temple of Vindhyavāsinī, located in 
the Vindhya Mountains and mentioned in the 
Devīmāhātmya. When asked who each of these 
goddesses are in relationship to the Great God-
dess, devotees are likely to reply that they indeed 
are simply Devī, or Mā, or indeed Durgā. Thus 
virtually every local goddess temple may ulti-
mately be regarded as a temple to Devī or Durgā, 
although the goddess abiding there is not gener-
ally known by those designations. At the South 
Indian temple to Mīnāksị̄ at Madurai, the god-
desses Durgā, Sarasvatī, and Laksṃī are vener-
ated in subsidiary images and said to be aspects 
of Mīnāksị̄, who is the Great Goddess (see Fuller 
& Logan, 1985, 82). There, during navarātri, each 
of the goddesses may be worshipped for three 
days, with Durgā receiving veneration during the 
first three-day period. Durgā is thus tacitly iden-
tified with the destroyer goddess Kālī, who, with 
Sarasvatī and Laksṃī, typically completes the 
goddess triad.

Other likely places to find Durgā temples are 
within palaces and fortresses. The goddess in var-
ious aspects, but particularly as Durgā, has been 
patronized for centuries by the ruling classes, and 
kings often installed powerful icons of their tute-
lary goddesses in palace shrines particularly for 
their own family’s use. These palaces were often 

Goddess Clusters and Temples
The scheme of gathering various deities under the 
rubric of a particular greater deity is endemic 
to Hinduism. The → avatāras (embodiments) of 
Visṇụ, and Śiva’s family, are obvious examples. 
Examples of goddess groups include the ten 
mahāvidyās, the sixty-four → yoginīs, and the 
seven mātrḳās. There are also innumerable groups 
of devīs associated with some greater goddess, and 
the origins of these clusters are often obscure. The 
durgāpūjā reveals that ritual worship (e.g. through 
maṇḍalas or image clusters) may be a crucial 
mechanism for the production of such collections. 
For instance, the navapatrikā (“cluster of nine 
plants”), worshipped during the rite, is a telling 
example of the Devī’s identification with a partic-
ular cluster of goddesses. Nine is evidently a sacred 
number associated with the Hindu goddess tradi-
tion. The navapatrikā’s plants and their associated 
goddesses are (1) kadalī (plantain; bot. Musa par-
adisiaca) for the goddess Brahmān ̣ī, (2) mana (a 
broad-leaved plant; bot. Nardostachys jatamansi) 
for the goddess Cāmuṇḍā, (3) kacvī (a black-
stemmed plant; bot. Arum colocasia) for the god-
dess Kālikā, (4) haridrā (turmeric; bot. Curcuma 
longa) for Durgā, (5) jayantī (barley; bot. Hor-
deum vulgare) for Kārtikī, (6) śrīphala (bilva; bot. 
Aegle marmelos; wood-apple branch with two 
fruit, symbolizing breasts) for Śivā, (7) dāḍimah 
(pomegranate; bot. Punica granatum Linn.) for 
Raktadantikā, (8) aśoka (red-flowering shade tree; 
bot. Saraca asoca [Roxb.] Wilde) for Śokarahitā, 
and (9) dhānya (rice paddy; bot. Oryza sativa 
[Linn.]) for Laksṃī.

Another recurring cluster is the navadurgā, 
although there are varieties of these. A particu-
larly well-known navadurgā group is found in 
the Devīkavaca (3–5), one of the limbs of the 
Devīmāhātmya. Hindus from Nepal to South 
India can recite these verses by heart.

The first is Śailaputrī, and the second is 
Brahmacāriṇī. The third is Candraghaṇtạ̄, 
the fourth Kūsṃānḍ̣ā. The fifth is the mother 
of Skanda, the sixth Kātyāyanī. The seventh 
is Kālarātrī, and the eighth is Mahāgaurī. The 
ninth is said to be Siddhidā [or Siddhidātrī]; 
these are proclaimed as the nine Durgās. These 
names were uttered by the noble Brahmā.

Beyond knowing these names through recitation, 
there is little else that most Hindus know about 
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als of worship that were oriented toward obtaining 
victory in battles. The Calonarang (c. 13th–15th 
cents. CE), a manuscript composed in old to mid-
dle Javanese and written in Balinese script, is a 
narrative set in the period of King Erlangga. It 
tells of how the widow-sorceress Calon Arang 
and her disciples perform graveyard rites to god-
dess (bhatạrī) Bhāgavatī at midnight to punish 
the subjects of Erlangga. She and her disciples 
recite from a text, perform a dance, and revive 
and sacrifice a corpse. The goddess and her 
attendants appear and dance with the sorceress 
and her group of witches, and Bhāgavatī then 
grants them their wish of spreading infectious 
disease that claims many lives. In Bali today, 
this goddess is routinely identified as Durgā (see 
Santiko, 1997), and there are resonances with 
Indian disease-causing goddesses, such as Sītalā 
(→ Śītalādevī) and Māriyamman ̱ (→  Tamil Nadu), 
in this aspect of Durgā’s persona.

Towards the latter period of the Majapahit 
dynasty, Mahisạmardinī images, and those of the 
goddess Durgā (e.g. at Candi Sukuh on Mount 
Lawu), begin to take on a more hideous and 
terrifying appearance, with fangs and bulging 
eyes, suggesting a growing emphasis on Kālī-like 
characteristics. Various Javanese literary sources 
(c. 15th–16th cents. CE) recount myths of how 
Pārvatī (Umā), who was the beautiful and benign 
wife of Śiva (Batara Guru), was condemned to 
take on the demonic form of Durgādevī (also 
known as Durgā Ranini). Thus in the Sudamala, 
for instance, she is cursed by Śiva for a sexual 
affair with Brahmā and finally released from her 
curse by the Pānḍ̣ava hero Sahadeva (Sadewa). 
Essentially, as her cult moved eastward through 
the Indonesian islands, the ambivalent Great 
Goddess, who embodies both nurturing and 
destructive characteristics, became separated into 
two goddesses, with Dewi Pretiwi becoming the 
benevolent and comely wife of Śiva (Siwa), while 
Durgā became a Kālī-like, haggish demoness, the 
śakti of Śiva as Kāla. There is limited evidence of 
the worship of the goddess as Mahisạmardinī on 
Bali (e.g. Bukit Dharma at Kutri). However, it is in 
this hideous form and malicious character that 
Durgā is most often currently understood and 
worshipped in Bali today, where she presides 
over the cremation grounds and cemeteries. The 
demoness Rangda (widow; i.e. Calon Arang), well 
known in Balinese dances, may be regarded as one 
of Durgā’s forms, or one of her minions. Although 
Durgā may seem of nominal importance in Bali-
nese Hinduism, the innumerable daily rites that 

within fortified structures. The Sanskrit word for 
fortress is durga, a term to which the goddess’ 
name is intimately linked. Not only do fortress 
shrines to Durgā serve the devotional needs of 
those seeking protection within, or those guard-
ing, the fortification, but the goddess’ strength 
and power are also thought to reside within the 
structure itself. It is thus not unusual to see Durgā 
temples built within the very walls of a fortifica-
tion (e.g. Chunar fortress in Uttar Pradesh).

Perhaps the best-known temple dedicated to 
the Great Goddess under the name of Durgā is 
located at Durgā Kund in Banaras (see Rodrigues, 
1993). As one of the foremost pilgrimage destina-
tions in the Hindu world (→ tīrtha and tīrthayātrā), 
Banaras attracts millions of visitors, and the red-
ochre-colored Durgā Temple is a favorite destina-
tion for pilgrims and tourists alike. Also known 
as the “Monkey Temple,” its premises were once 
frequented by scores of monkeys, but their num-
bers have greatly diminished in recent years. 
Although the temple was built by Rani Bhavani of 
Bengal around 18th century CE, the site’s original 
sanctity derives from the large natural pond 
(durgākuṇḍ) by its side. In fact, many of the city’s 
nine Durgās are situated in places where there 
once were natural ponds, or spring-fed wells.

Durgā beyond India 
Durgā’s cult spread beyond India through the 
conquests of neighboring lands by Hindu king-
doms, as well as through migration and the adop-
tion of Hindus rites by other cultures. Images of a 
goddess standing atop a buffalo head, stylistically 
paralleling those from the Andhra and Pallava 
regions of India, appear in pre-Angkor Khmer 
(→ Cambodia) sites (c. 7th cent. CE). At the 
10th-century Khmer temple of Bantaey Srei, a 
pediment on a gateway (gopura) of the second 
enclosure has a superb Mahisạ̄suramardinī image. 
Mahisạ̄suramardinī images from the 9th century 
CE imply the existence of Durgā worship among 
the Majapahit kingdoms of central Java, → Indo-
nesia. Most Mahisạ̄suramardinī images in Java 
occupied northern niches of Śiva temples, and no 
temples exclusively dedicated to the Goddess 
have been found. Inscriptional evidence suggests 
that various Javanese rulers, such as the Kings 
Erlangga (11th cent. CE), and Kertanāgara (13th 
cent. CE), worshipped fierce goddesses such as 
Cāmuṇḍī, who might arguably be identified with 
Durgā. They may likely have performed tantric ritu-
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In the Nepali city of Bhaktapur, during mohanī, 
the Newari term for dasain, there is a long-
established tradition of sacred masked dances 
centered on the navadurgās. They are reputed to 
be the city’s most important deities, and they play 
the important role of city protectors (see Levy, 
1987). Differing from the navadurgā cluster of the 
Devīkavaca (mentioned above), who are also known 
by name but are little represented in Nepal, these 
navadurgās are Mahākālī, Kumārī, Varāhī, Brahmānị̄, 
Maheśvarī, Vaisṇạvī, Indrāṇī, Mahālakṣmī, and 
Tripurasundarī. Gaṇeśa, → Bhairava, and the tiger 
and lion mounts of Durgā may also be repre-
sented. Evidently, this cluster does not only 
include goddesses: the navadurgā masks are ritu-
ally constructed and painted by members of par-
ticular artisan families, and after having “life 
installed” by the head priest at Bhaktapur’s Taleju 
Temple, they are stored in a special temple. Danc-
ers, also from particular families, will don the 
masks and dance about a dozen times per month 
for about two-thirds of the yearly cycle. From the 
offerings of liquor and meat, including the sacri-
fice of pigs, the navadurgā rites illustrate processes 
of assimilation, universalization, and Sanskritiza-
tion, in which minor cults may be incorporated 
into and subordinated by the Brahmanic tradi-
tion, but which themselves affect and transform 
orthodox practices. Durgā, through the Great 
Goddess tradition, continues to be a highly effec-
tive agent in the absorption of local and tribal 
goddess cults, which, nonetheless, continue to 
shape her own persona.

Conclusion
It is not easy to render a satisfactory translation 
of Durgā’s name. When one considers the etymo-
logical meanings of the term, the range of imag-
inative interpretations offered in the literary 
sources, and the various qualities associated with 
the goddess, one finds such translations as 
“difficult to reach,” “inaccessible,” “unattainable,” 
“invincible,” “incomprehensible,” “impenetrable,” 
“dangerous,” and “unassailable,” although each of 
these only conveys a fragment of the devī’s nature. 
A reasonable and more encompassing rendition, 
even though it is not a direct translation, and 
although it may not address every nuance of the 
Devī’s persona or associated quality, is “formida-
ble.” One may consider an impregnable fortress 
(durga) to be formidable, an impenetrable stretch 
of terrain formidable, and a treacherous journey 

the Balinese perform at shrines in the course of 
worship of other deities, for dispelling pernicious 
spirits (bhūtas) such as the disease-producing 
leyaks, are actually indirectly directed to Durgā, 
who reigns over these dangerous entities. Her 
presence is therefore significant. Durgā’s identifi-
cation with the demonic is evident as early as the 
Devīmāhātmya (1.58), where one of her epithets 
is Mahāsurī (“Great Demoness”). The Balinese 
conception of Durgā is a telling indication that it 
can be erroneous to oversimplify the relationship 
between Durgā and the Great Goddess as always 
identical, in all instances. Although Islam has 
mostly overrun Hinduism on the island of Java, 
there are vestigial forms of the worship of Durgā 
that endure there, particularly in central and east-
ern Java. For instance, near the village of Kalioso, 
not far from Surakarta, the sultans of Solo still 
maintain a royal forested grove – once a large, 
foreboding forest (still known as Krendowahono 
Forest) – and make offerings to Durgā, who inhab-
its a large tree within it (see Headley, 2004).

Durgā is worshipped among Hindu communi-
ties in → Malaysia, → Singapore, → Bangladesh, and 
→ Sri Lanka. Her worship in the Himalayan king-
dom of Nepal has certain distinctive features. 
Undoubtedly the country’s largest religious festival 
is dasain, a 15-day celebration that overlaps with 
the nine nights of the autumn navarātri. The festi-
val is held in honor of victory, and although Rāma’s 
victory over Rāvanạ is a parallel rationale for the 
celebration, it is mostly a festival of the goddess, 
who is frequently identified as Durgā. Rites paral-
lel those performed in other parts of Hindu South 
Asia. A jar form of the goddess is established on 
the first day, often covered with cow dung and 
placed on an earthen altar. Both the jar and the 
altar are sown with grains. The sprouts that develop 
near the end of the festival are regarded as forms of 
Durgā. On the seventh day, known as phulpati (or 
fulpati), the navapatrikā form of Durgā is wor-
shipped in households throughout the country. 
Royal celebrations of this event have elite Brahman 
priests carry a phulpati from the region of Gorkha 
to Kathmandu, a rite reputedly initiated by Prithvi 
Narayan Shah, who established the state of Nepal 
when he conquered the Kathmandu Valley in 1769. 
The royal connections to Durgā are crucial – Nepal 
was the only Hindu kingdom still in existence until 
2008 – since the kings of Nepal (certainly since the 
Malla dynasty that ruled from the 13thcent. CE, 
prior to the Shah dynasty) have claimed to derive 
their power from Taleju Bhavānī, their tutelary 
deity, who is a manifestation of Durgā.
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Santiko, H., “The Goddess Durgā in the East Javanese 
Period,” AFS 56/2, 1997, 209–226.

Schmid, C., “A propos des premières images de la Tueuse 
de buffle: déesses et krishnaïsme ancient. Des images 
originales: premières représentations de la Tueuse de 
buffle et krishnaïsme ancien,” BEFEO 90–91, 2003–
2004, 7–67.

Seshadri, M., “Mahisạ̄suramardinī: Images, Iconography 
and Interpretation,” JMU 22/ 2, 1963, 1–28.

Shulman, D.D., “The Murderous Bride: Tamil Versions of 
the Myth of Devī and the Buffalo Demon,” HR 16/2, 
1976, 120–147.

Stein, B., Peasant State and Society in Medieval South 
India, Delhi, 1980, 384–392.

Stietencron, H. von, Hindu Myth, Hindu History: Religion, 
Art, and Politics, 2005, 115–172.

Tartakov, G.M., & V. Dehejia, “Sharing, Intrusion, and 
Influence: The Mahisạ̄suramardinī Imagery of the Calukyas 
and the Pallavas,” ArAs 45/4, 1984, 287–345.

Tod, J., Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan, 2 vols., 1978.

Hillary P. Rodrigues

or challenging undertaking formidable. An invin-
cible force, a potent warrior (either a demonic 
enemy or powerful ally), an inscrutable reality, 
and in fact whatever fills us with awe and dread 
in the face of its mysterious power may be 
regarded to be formidable. All these notions 
are certainly within the compass of the goddess 
Durgā (“The Formidable”).

The popularity of the durgāpūjā has spread 
through much of the Hindu world since its ori-
gins in Bengal a few centuries ago. It is quite com-
mon to see performances of the ritual staged in 
cities in Europe and North America. While these 
may have been initiated by communities of Euro-
peans or Americans of Bengali origin, the cele-
brations also serve as a focal point of worship and 
affirmation of religious identity for non-Bengali 
Hindus abroad. Durgā temples have also sprung 
up in Europe and North America. Durgā, a pow-
erful independent female who is unattached to a 
hierarchically superior male consort, is not as 
appealing a role model for most Hindu women 
as, say, the goddess Sītā (→ Draupadī and Sītā), the 
loyal and devoted spouse. However, she does 
function in that capacity for a growing number of 
women, both Hindus and non-Hindus, particu-
larly in the West, who see her as a fitting model 
for personal empowerment, and an appealing 
symbol of a suppressed conception of absolute 
divinity as feminine.
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