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As I wrote in one of my blogs, Temples in India have a cultural mooring. The Sri Krishna Guruvayur Temple in the District of Thrissur is probably the temple closest to the heart of the people of Kerala, specially for those of us who have migrated away from Kerala for a living.
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THE NEON LIGHT IMAGE of Guruvayurappan on the main Arch just before the entrance.

[image: image]

The entrance to the temple.

I GREW UP IN MUMBAI and remember the "Kochu Guruvayur" temple in Matunga. Kochu means small in Malayalam. This was a temple built by the Ashtika Samaj initially as a Sri Ramachandra temple. Later, based on demands from devotees the temple added lord Karthikeya, Navagraha idols, lord Kochu Guruvayurappan and Lord Ayyappa. Thus, this became a multiplex temple!

For each and every function all the Keralites would rush off to this small temple. Whether it was marriages, birthdays or any festival you could be sure of a large number of us congregating here at Kochu Guruvayur.

The annual visits to Kerala during vacations would also involve at least one visit to the original Guruvayur temple. Even today for all of us spread over the world a visit to Kerala would involve a visit to Guruvayur for Darshan.

The visits to Guruvayur did not involve much planning those days, there used to be no such crowds as you see today. You left your village by the earliest bus available and there used to one at 6 am from our village direct to Guruvayur. Getting up early morning, having a bath and getting into to the rickety state transport bus was a small adventure for us. So different from Mumbai. There would be our aunts with us, the younger ones detailed to look after us kids.

The journey would seem long and interminable to our young minds, but it was just about 3 hours. There would be a noisy bus stand with buses from all over Kerala, hordes of people, the small shops selling all sorts of stuff but we would be focusing on the soda and lemon juice available at these shops. The loudspeakers on the temple would be blaring devotional songs interrupted with announcements. There normally would be no long lines of devotees waiting outside the temple but there would be a small line inside.

The visit to the temple would involve removing our shirts and keeping our upper bodies bare for the males irrespective of age. There would an elephant or two in the courtyard, percussion and Nadaswaram being played inside. We would have our darshan and then scramble for the sandalwood prasad one of the adults would go and get the payasam, the sweet milk and rice that we so loved. A meal at one of the "brahmin hotels" outside the temple and we would be back at the bus stand by afternoon.

The returning crowds would have now gathered here and it would be noisy and interesting for a small boy from Mumbai with its Colors, noise, smells so different from Mumbai. There would be persons standing near each bus shouting the destinations of the buses and the places it would stop en-route. There would also be announcements over the public address system. It would be chaotic noisy and quite dirty with rubbish strewn around and people chewing pan and spitting it out anywhere and everywhere. The public toilet would be unusable and we kids would relive ourselves on the road side bushes.
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Guruvayur is an ancient temple town mentioned in old Tamil texts dating back to the 14th Century where it is mentioned as Ayurveda.

Legends have it that the temple was built by the Vishwakarma the divine architect for Brihaspati, Guru of the Gods and Vayu, the Wind God.

The story goes that after Dwarka was submerged in a deluge, Guru Brihaspati and the wind God Vayu met Krishna who gave them an idol instructing them to install and consecrate it an ideal spot-on Earth.

Guru and Vayu come down to the banks of the Rudratheertha lake where lord Shiva was doing meditation for ages. Recognising the need of the two, Lord Shiva suggested them to build on the banks of the lake where he was doing his meditation and moved off from there to Mamiyur.
Guru and Vayu built the temple and installed the lord there and thus the place became Guruvayur and Krishna became Guruvayurappan here.

Legend has it that in view of this magnanimity on the part of Lord Shiva, you need to pray to him also to get the full benefit of your darshan at Guruvayur.

The Temple pond at Guruvayur is called the Rudratheertham and Lord Shiva is said to have had his bath and meditated here daily.
There are many stories associated with the temple.  
King Janamajeya, the son of Parikshit and the grandson of Abhimanyu conducted a huge yagna to take revenge on Takshaka,the king of snakes.  
Takshaka had killed Parikshit in revenge against Arjuna the Pandava who had burned Khandavaprashta forests and in the fire thousands of snakes had died.
The yagna forced snakes all over the world into the sacrificial fire but one of them got hold of the Sun God Surya's chariot wheel and would not let go. Surya and his chariot were thus pulled towards the sacrificial fire. Fearing the world would end if Surya entered the fire,the Devas,the divine Gods pleaded for stopping the Yagna.  
Astika, the son of Rishi Jaratkaru and the serpent Goddess Manasa arrived at the Yagna and managed to convince King Janamajeya to stop the sacrifice and the needless killing of the snakes.  T
Thus Takshaka the snake king was saved.
But violence has its repercussions and the senseless killing of the snakes resulted in King Janamajeya being cursed with an incurable skin disease which disfigured him and gave pain and despair. 
On the advise of Rishi Atreya, King Janamajeya came to Guruvayur and spent months worshiping Krishna here. After months his prayers were answered and he was miraculously cured and returned home healthy. Thus the cycle of violence and revenge was broken.
King Janamajeya in gratitude built a a full fledged grand temple there.
There are many such legends and stories of Guruvayur.
When we look at modern history as such, we find that the temple continued to be a cultural mooring for the people of the region. The temple was in the Kingdom of Kozhikode, or Calicut, when the Dutch raided Guruvayur looted its treasure and set fire to the temple. Luckily there was not much damage but repairs took time and were effected only after a couple of decades.
In 1766 Hyder Ali of Mysore, raided and sought a ransom for not destroying the Temple. A huge sum was paid as protection money to him. The ransom impoverished the temple but surprisingly the same Hyder Ali later came to the rescue and the temple was saved.
His son Tipu Sultan became the ruler of Mysore and invaded Guruvayur in 1789. He managed to destroy some of the smaller shrines and set fire to the main temple. But the rain came down, providentially,and the temple was saved. 
Tipu finally lost to the Kingdom of Travancore and the British; and peace came to Guruvayur.
The Temple and its surroundings were repaired and restored over the years and what you now see is a amalgam of the original structures and the repairs over the years.
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