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In Margashira, the most auspicious month of the year, one begins to savour the exquisite
flavours of Nature when among green shrubby ripples, half-ripe rice crops proudly wave
their golden panicles even as the latter are constantly bent in embarrassment, the grain-
yards are laden with sheaves of harvested paddy and the stakes of threshing floors stand
strong and erect, village walls are flushed with red earth and blaze with floral designs
made with the watery paste of sunned rice. Among the designs are the endearingly small

lotus feet of Lakshmi.

In Odisha, every Thursday of Margashira is the day of the beautiful and benign Lakshmi.
On this day, she, whose throne is the lotus, and who is the chief queen of Vishnu,
prepares to visit her fellow women and queens of the households after making customary
rounds of fields and grain-yards. Lakshmi is the goddess of dutifulness and good grace
and gives close attention to details of behaviour and thought. A single misstep could earn
her wrath and drive her away. Nothing could be worse.

The lady of the house, with great imagination and care, tries to give form to her vision of
the ethereal and sublime Lakshmi. For this, she draws fine designs with rice paste on the
walls of the granary. On a small wooden stool she seats a corn-measuring bamboo vessel
(mana)overflowing with newly harvested rice (the mana itself is cleaned with clarified
butter, fragrant oil and turmeric and on it are designs drawn with rice paste), the thick
paddy tassels hanging down. She then gives shape to the eyes and nose with sandalwood
and turmeric paste and finally applies a resplendent dot of red vermilion on the mana and
veils it with a red printed cloth and colourful flowers. A ceremonial jar filled with water is
carefully set in front of the image. Through the image of Lakshmi created with great love
and care, the lady of the house, with deep devotion, invokes the bounteous spirit of
Laskhmi, amid wafts of perfumed resin. For offerings, there are several kinds of boiled and
fried rice cakes and an assortment of fruits including coconut and sugarcane attractively

laid out in a plate. In this holy communion of Lakshmi and her devotee, a fellow woman,



there is no role for the man. It is the lady of the house who, after finishing the worship
rituals, ties the turmeric-laced sacred thread with ten knots on her arm. Each knot is for the

ten blessings which she has sought from the divine mother for her family.

The worship of the bountiful and graceful feminine spirit which Lakshmi embodies is not a
practice among only the Odias of India. The maypole dance of European countries, too,
celebrates such a spirit. The Greek pantheon has Demeter, the goddess of agriculture.

In ancient Indian agricultural society, Lakshmi was not worshipped in homes. She was
worshipped by the village commune which deposited its harvest in the village grain-yard.
The communal worship of Lakshmi must have helped keep the community together.
Gradually, with the rise of farmers with independent land holdings, Lakshmi began to be

worshipped in individual homes.

Lakshmi appears as Sri in Srisukta of Rig Veda. She again makes an appearance in the
Mahabharata in the episode of the churning of the Ocean of Milk. Among several things
that emanate as a result of the churning is Sri or Lakshmi. She is Mother Nature herself.
Furthermore, she appears as the wife of Vishnu in various incarnations—as Rama’s wife
Sita, Krishna’s wife Rukmini and Nrusingha’s wife Lakshmi. In architecture and paintings,
Lakshmi has four hands. The two right hands exhibit gestures of assurance (abhaya
mudra) and compassion (varada mudra) and the left hands hold up a conch and the sun.
Her vehicle is the owl. In the Jagannath Temple at Puri, Lakshmi is worshipped in two
forms, Sridevi and Bhudevi. Ramanuja, who visited Puri in the twelfth century, rechristened
the land as Srikshetra and the temple as Srimandir. Sri Aurobindo, in Durga stotra,
emphasises the need for a righteous approach to wealth. Gandhiji’s idea of trusteeship is
based on this ideal. Gandhi explains how illegal production, selfish enjoyment and
hoarding leads to all-round degradation and despair. With the passage of time, the image
of Lakshmi has undergone a change. She is no more the bounteous and free-giving
mother. She has been transformed into the goddess of wealth. She no more holds crops in

her hands but is seen giving away golden coins.

Sri occupies a significant place in the Odia imagination, as is exemplified by Balarama
Das’s Lakshmi Purana. While Balarama highlights Lakshmi as wife and mother, the 17th
century Nrusingha Purana by Pitambara Dasa highlights the amorous relationship

between Lakshmi and Nrusingha. Lakshmi is also known as Chanchala, one who does not



reside in a place for a long time. Any slight in behaviour and morals would make her leave

and usher in the reign of sorrow.

Balarama Das’s Lakshmi Purana has been immensely popular in Odisha and is the
subject of numerous scholarly debates about the author and the original form and metre of
the text. The narrative is about Sri, who, while doing her customary rounds of the town,
finds dirt lying around everywhere. When she reaches the Chandala (untouchable caste)
hamlet, she is impressed by Shriya, who has taken every care to keep her surroundings
clean and worship Lakshmi with utmost devotion. Lakshmi enters her house and blesses
her. In the morning, Balarama comes to know of Lakshmi’s adventure. Balarama, with his
deeply ingrained caste values, is enraged and forces his younger brother Jagannath to
throw Lakshmi out of the house. With her self-pride hurt, Lakshmi leaves and settles in a
palace of her own by the sea. Numerous travails later, Balarama realises that Lakshmi had

done no wrong and the brothers invite Lakshmi back to the temple and to rule their lives.

Scholars tend to see Lakshmi Purana as an avant-garde text in that it questions the deeply
entrenched values which support social discrimination and exploitation. However, the love
between Jagannath and Lakshmi is no less important. Jagannath is a true friend when he
tells Lakshmi that if he had seen her in the chandaluni’s house, he would have never
spoken about it. Like a true householder, Jagannath suffers immensely in Lakshmi’s
separation even as he remains by the side of his elder brother. When at the doorsill,
Lakshmi hears her Lord’s chanting of the Vedas, the goddess and wife cries in despair for
having caused trouble to her husband by deserting him and abandons her anger to take
her place in the temple as Shakti incarnate. For every Odia, therefore, Lakshmi Purana
embodies the sacredness of family life, love and responsibilities.
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Balaram Das’s Laxmi Purana, however is a counter hegemonic text. Das attempts to
articulate a subaltern consciousness of the oppressed and their common identity. His

explicitely femenist narrative centres on the actions of a strong goddess who challenges male
Brahmanical authority and advocates both feminism and caste equlity.
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