












3.  I am the Queen, the gatherer-up of 
treasures, most thoughtful, first of 
those who merit worship. Thus Gods 
have established me in many places 
with many homes to enter and abide in.

4.  Through me alone all eat the food 
that feeds them, each man who sees, 
breathes, hears the word outspoken. 
They know it not, but yet they dwell 
beside me. Hear, one and all, the truth 
as I declare it.

5.   I, verily, myself announce and utter 
the word that Gods and men alike 
shall welcome. I make the man I love 
exceeding mighty, make him a sage, a 
rishi and a Brahman.

6.  I bend the bow for Rudra that his ar-
row may strike and slay the hater of 
devotion. I rouse and order battle for 

the people, and I have penetrated Earth and Heaven.
7.  On the world’s summit I bring forth the Father: my home is 

in the waters, in the ocean. Thence I extend over all existing 
creatures, and touch even yonder heaven with my forehead.

8.  I breathe a strong breath, like the wind and tempest, the while 
I hold together all existence. Beyond this wide earth and be-
yond the heavens I have become so mighty in my grandeur.

Meaning of the Devi Suktam 
According to Sayanacharya, a 14th-century Vedic scholar and 
Sanskrit grammarian from the Vijayanagara empire, Vakdevi 
was a Brahmavidushi (one who has realized Brahman) who has 
eulogized herself in this suktam. The Devi Suktam can thus be 
thought of as an “atmastuti,” a hymn that glorifi es oneself. How-
ever, the ‘I’ Vakdevi refers to in her hymn is not the ego-centric 
‘I’ that we usually mean in our day-to-day speech. Vakdevi refers 
to the supreme, eternal, absolute Consciousness, the foundation 
of both the ego (subject) and the universe (object). One can inter-
pret this suktam as an affi rmation by the Goddess (Devi), who ex-
pounds on Her own glories and powers. Today, Shaktas may con-
ceptualize Goddess as Adi Parashakti, Vaishnavas think of Her as 
Maha lakshmi, and Shaivas consider Her Parvati. Vakdevi’s hymn 
is one of the boldest (and oldest) proclamations of the realization 
of Advaita (non-dualist) philosophy by any seer in all of the Vedas.

Vakdevi, the daughter of Rishi Ambhruna, had a spiritual bent 
of mind right from childhood. Given her father’s name, she was 
also known as Vagambhruni. Vakdevi was a mantra drashta

(seer) who composed the popular Devi Suktam, also known as the 
Ambhruni Suktam or Vak Suktam, consisting of eight stanzas in 
praise of the Mother Goddess. It is the 125th hymn in the 10th man-
dala of the Rig Veda, Hinduism’s earliest literary scripture. 

Through advanced sadhana (spiritual austerities), Vakdevi reached 
a level of spiritual maturity that allowed her to identify with the 
Divine. She then sang this deeply philosophical hymn in a state in 
which she was one with the Goddess she propitiates, and then speaks 
as the Goddess herself. The rishika (sage who composed the hymn) 
and the Devata (Deity propitiated by the hymn) were one and the 
same. This is a unique feature of Devi Suktam. Having completely 
transcended her individuality and ego—a spiritual goal aspired by 
many through the ages—Vakdevi becomes one with the omnipresent 
Brahman, entering a state of non-differentiation between man and 
woman, human and God. 

Today the Devi Suktam is chanted throughout the world during the 
worship of the Goddess in daily temple rituals and sacrifi cial ceremo-
nies such as homa and havana. It is also chanted at the end of Devi 
Mahatmyam recitations.

The Vedas
The Vedas are vast anthologies of ancient Sanskrit hymns and chants 
envisioned by rishis and rishikas, male and female sages, that are re-
cited in an intoned meter. The intoned chanting, with specifi cities in 
regard to meter and style, is one of the primary differences between 

later mantras and Vedic mantras. The cadenced recitation of Vedic 
verses, with four main tones, sounds almost musical. The Devi Suk-
tam is composed in two different chandas (poetical metrics). Seven 
verses are in Trishtup Chandas, which has 11 syllables per line, while 
the second verse is in Jagati Chandas, with 12 syllables per line.

Today, Vedic chanting is popular among nearly every Hindu group 
worldwide. Vedic schools, called Veda patashalas, are located all 
across India. These are run in the traditional gurukulam format, in 
which students live with their teachers at the center and train in 
Sanskrit studies. The patashalas teach chanting and study of Hindu 
scriptures, rituals, traditions and religious practices to young men 
who aspire to be priests or pundits. Two of the largest patashalas are 
the Veda Agama Samskrutha Maha Patashala, Karnataka, and the 
Tirupati Temple Patashala in Andhra Pradesh. Some patashalas focus 
on specifi c Vedas, such as the Yajur Veda or Rig Veda. The patashala 
in Bengaluru also trains students who aspire to become priests in the 
Saivagama tradition. (See bit.ly/BengaluruPatashalaHToday for an in-
depth article on this school.) 

Vakdevi’s Devi Suktam  
Here is Vakdevi’s Devi Suktam, “Hymn of Omniscience,” Rig Veda 
10.125, translated by Ralph T. H. Griffi th:
1.  I travel with the Rudras and the Vasus, with the Adityas and all 

Gods I wander. I hold aloft both Varuna and Mitra, Indra and Agni, 
and the Pair of Asvins.

2.  I cherish and sustain high-swelling Soma, and Tvastar I support, 
Pusan and Bhaga. I load with wealth the zealous sacrifi cer who 
pours the juice and offers his oblation.

Vakdevi, Vedic Poet

january/february/march,  2021  hinduism today  49

Vedic Chanting in Daily Life
Did you know that the popular Mrtyunjaya Mantra and Gayatri 
Mantra are Vedic hymns? 

Millions of Hindus worldwide chant parts of the Vedas in their 
daily religious practices. Some schools of Hinduism advocate 
that everyone should spend some time each day studying and 
memorizing sections of the Vedas. 

“Aum” is chanted at the beginning and at the end of all Vedic texts, 
because  it is believed this one syllable is the source of creation and 
encapsulates the entire Vedas. The popular Ganesha invocation, 
Gananam Tva Ganapatim, is a mantra from the Rig Veda (2.23.1). 
Several temples perform annual Ati Rudram Mahayagnas where 
121 priests chant Sri Rudram many times. 14, 641 times (each round 
taking about 22 minutes). This remarkable feat takes eleven days! 

Other popular Vedic chants include several Shanti Mantras, 
Ganapati Atharvashirsha Upanishad, Purushasuktam, 
Narayanasuktam, Medhasuktam, Durgasuktam, Shrisuktam, and 
Shishya Anushasanam. The famous Purusha Suktam emphasizes 
the correspondence between the microcosm and the macrocosm. 
Guy Beck, an American musicologist and historian of religions, 
discusses this hymn in his work, saying it underscores the idea that 
the human body and mind correspond to the universe, and one 
can be experienced in the other. This is the basis of many yogic 
practices, including those that speci� cally emphasize sound. 

The correspondences between microcosm and macrocosm in 
Hinduism have remained prominent from the earliest time to the 
present—for example, seeing the Vedic altar as a symbol of the 
universal body, seeing God as a human form that � lls the universe, 
seeing the universe as contained within the human body, and 
experiencing this oneself by practicing yoga. 
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Devi Suktam: Vakdevi is shown 
composing the renowned hymn to 
the Goddess of Speech. Sound, the 
fundament of speech, is shown 
by the artist in three forms. 

LEARN MORE

✼  Learn Vakdevi’s suktam with this YouTube video (lyrics 
and translation provided): bit.ly/VakdeviSuktam

✼  Watch/Hear Vedic Pandits chant the Devi Suktam: 
bit.ly/DeviSuktamChanting



each verse carved in polished black granite; 
and a life-size granite statue at Kauai Aad-
heenam in Hawaii. 

Vasuki’s Unswerving Dedication
Vasuki and Tiruvalluvar led a long, happy 
and peaceful life together, with children 
according to some. As Vasuki was about 
to leave her mortal form, Valluvar asked 
if there was anything he could do for her. 
She answered in the affi rmative, and said 
she had one question, about his habit of 
keeping a small cup of water and needle 
by his side during meals since their fi rst 
day of marriage. He had never used either 
of these in all those years, though she had 

dutifully placed them near him every day.
Valluvar replied that they had a purpose, but she never gave him 

an opportunity to use them. Seeing Vasuki’s puzzled countenance, 
Tiruvalluvar explained: “Dear wife, you serve me rice every day. If 
you ever spilled any, I thought I would use the needle to gather it 
from the fl oor, wash it in the cup of water, and put it back on my 
plate. But you never spilled even a single grain of rice! You have 
been so focused on serving me with full attention that I have never 
had to use my needle or the cup of water.”

In the words of Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, “The Tamil 
understanding of the husband-and-wife relationship is vastly dif-
ferent from modern thinking, which stresses sameness and equal-
ity. Yet, those who have seen the deepness of such a family and such 
a marriage would never call it antiquated. The Tamil wife is pure in 
thought, devoted to her duties, perfect in hospitality to guests. She 
is frugal, strong and modest, never bold. She adores her husband 
and never even looks into the eyes of another man. She is, they say, 
the authoress of her husband’s renown and glory, the support that 
lifts him high in the eyes of others.”

Subramuniyaswami also taught that we cannot attain libera-
tion until we have properly performed the various dharmas in our 
many lives. Vasuki surely performed stri dharma to perfection.

The epitome of attentiveness, patience and love, Vasuki is cited as 
a role model for wives in Tamil Nadu. A home where the couple is 
likened to Vasuki and Tiruvalluvar is considered truly blessed.

 The virtuous Vasuki and her husband, the famed poet-philoso-
pher Tiruvalluvar (or simply Valluvar), are known throughout 
the  Tamil-speaking world. One of the great “power couples” of 

ancient India, they are held in high esteem for their exemplary fam-
ily life and their contributions to Tamil literature and Indian society. 
Scholars debate about the time period they lived in, proposing any-
where between the third century bce and the fi fth century ce.

Though diffi cult to provide hard evidence for incidents that took 
place so long ago, Vasuki and Tiruvalluvar are believed to have had a 
strong and beautiful marriage with deep understanding. They were 
both ideal in their respective roles. All the villagers admired them 
and sought Tiruvalluvar’s advice on marriage and family life, though 
he was a simple weaver. Personifying Tiruvalluvar’s Kural 55, “Even 
the rains will fall at her command who upon rising worships not God, 
but her husband,” Vasuki considered Tiruvalluvar a living God. Her 
wifely devotion can be observed in the loving, sincere way she attend-
ed to his needs. Many stories demonstrate ways that nature obeyed 
her command.

One day, Vasuki was drawing water at the well outside their house. 
Traditional Indian wells (kineru) consist of a pulley system that is 
mounted at the well and a rope that moves through the pulley. One 
end of the rope is tied to a bucket which is dropped into the well; the 
other end is held by the person drawing water. Water is fetched by 
lowering and raising the bucket.

While Vasuki was pulling up a bucket full of water from the well, 
Valluvar called out to her. Narratives say that Vasuki did not wait an 
instant to respond. She abandoned the task with the bucket raised 
midway, and instantly rushed to her husband. When she came back, 

the bucket was still suspended midair, exactly where she had left it! 
Normally, it would have fallen back into the well with the rope, given 
the weight of the water—but Vasuki’s virtue and devotion miracu-
lously led to defying the law of gravity. 

Tiruvalluvar’s Tirukural
Regarded as a Tamil Veda and one of the greatest works in Tamil 
literature, the Tirukural (“holy couplets”) consists of 1,330 two-line 
aphorisms, or kurals, that advocate virtue and ethics in daily living. 
The Tamil word tiru means holy, while kural means a brief statement 
or verse. The text is divided into 133 chapters with ten couplets each. 
The fi rst section, entitled Virtue, has 38 chapters; the second, on the 
material world (wealth, polity and economy) consists of 70 chapters; 
and the third section covers love in 25 chapters. 

Tiruvalluvar was an intellectual weaver in the Mylapore area of 
Chennai, Tamil Nadu. He is sometimes considered the 64th Nayan-
mar (saint) in the Saiva Siddhanta tradition. Western scholars have 
theorized that he was a Jain. His work covers the entire gamut of hu-
man experience, from love and family life, dharma, leadership and 
management techniques, to life’s highest attainment, Self Realization. 
His insightful work, highly aphoristic, is often featured in Tamil text-
books for children to enhance memory, advance language skills and 
imbibe the importance of value-based living.

The Tirukural has been translated into over 80 languages. Several 
scholarly commentaries have been written over the centuries, each 
offering its nuanced interpretation. Many monuments have been 
dedicated to the poet-saint, including a 133-foot-tall stone sculpture 
on an island near Kanyakumari, Tamil Nadu; a park in Chennai with 

Verses from the Tirukural
Sivaya Subramuniyaswami’s Weaver’s Wisdom

Chapter 1, Praising God, KURAL 1

Akara muthala eluth ellam Athi 
Bhagavan muthatre ulaku. 

“A” is the � rst and source of all the letters. Even so is 
God Primordial the � rst and source of all the world. 

Chapter 3, The Greatness of Renunciates, KURAL 27

Touch, taste, sight, smell and hearing are the senses— 
he who controls these � ve magically controls the world. 

Chapter 5, Family Life, KURAL 45

When family life possesses love and virtue, 
it has found both its essence and fruition. 

Chapter 7, The Blessing of Children, KURAL 66

“Sweet are the sounds of the � ute and the lute,” say those 
who have not heard the prattle of their own children. 

Chapter 10, Speaking Pleasant Words, KURAL 92

Better than a gift given with a joyous heart are 
sweet words spoken with a cheerful smile. 

Chapter 11, Gratitude, KURAL 108

It is improper to ever forget a kindness, 
but good to forget at once an injury received. 

Chapter 14, Possession of Virtuous Conduct, KURAL 140

Those who cannot live in harmony with the world, 
though they have learned many things, are still ignorant. 

Chapter 20, Avoidance of Pointless Speech, KURAL 200

In your speaking, say only that which is purposeful. 
Never utter words that lack purpose.

Vasuki, Perfect Partner 
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Perfect responsiveness: The poet-
weaver Valluvar called for his wife one 
day as he worked at the loom. She left 
her water-gathering at the well and 
rushed to his side. Legend says the water 
bucket was miraculously suspended in 
the air in honor of her dutiful act. (right) 
A statue of Vasuki in South India.

LEARN MORE

✼  Visit the Tiruvalluvar Temple in the historic 
Mylapore neighborhood in Chennai, Tamil Nadu

✼  Read Weaver’s Wisdom: Ancient Precepts for a Perfect 
Life, an English translation of the Tirukural by Sivaya 
Subramuniyaswami: bit.ly/WeaversWisdom

unknow

n




