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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 
 Tamil Nadu is home to a rich tapestry of festivals that reflect its deep-rooted 

cultural, religious, and social traditions. Celebrations are often cantered around 
temples, lasting several days and involving grand processions, rituals, music, and 
community gatherings. Major festivals such as Pongal, Deepavali, Navarathri, 
and Maha Shivaratri hold immense religious significance, while events like 
Jallikattu and temple car festivals highlight Tamil Nadu’s unique customs. These 
festivals not only strengthen family and community bonds but also serve as 
occasions for matchmaking, social harmony, and economic activity. The diverse 
celebrations, blending Hindu, Christian, and Muslim traditions, showcase the 
region’s inclusivity and devotion. This paper explores the significance, rituals, 
and cultural impact of Tamil Nadu’s festivals, particularly in Kanyakumari 
district.  
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Introduction: 

 
Tamil Nadu, particularly Kanyakumari district, has numerous religious festivals throughout the year. Most of 
the population is Hindu, but Christian and Muslim festivals also share some Hindu traditions. Festivals often 
involve heavy spending on purchases, hospitality, and temple offerings. Many temple festivals take place 
between September-October and March-June, when people are free to celebrate after the harvest season. 
Temple festivals usually last from three to ten days or more. The main deity of the temple is dressed in colourful 
attire and adorned with valuable jewellery. The deity is carried in a procession on specially built carriers called 
‘vahanams.’ These processions allow people, including the elderly and disabled, to see and worship the deity. 
Decorated elephants lead these processions, delighting children. Ornamental silk umbrellas protect the deity 
from the sun. On the festival’s main night, the deity is taken through the streets, and households welcome the 
procession with lighted lamps. Devotees offer coconuts, fruits, and flowers, chanting prayers. Throughout the 
festival, religious discourses, devotional songs, music concerts, and folk-art performances continue all night 
until the deity returns to the temple at dawn. Traditional street dramas, such as those depicting King 
Harischandra’s story, are also performed, as they are believed to bring rain. 
In car festivals, the temple deity is placed in a wooden chariot called ‘Ther.’ These chariots are crafted with 
intricate designs and sometimes plated with gold or silver. The chariot moves slowly, pulled by large crowds of 
devotees. Famous car festivals include the Suchindram Car Festival and Nagercoil Temple Car Festival. The 
procession halts at specific stops called ‘mandapas,’ where customary offerings are made. 
 

Social and Cultural Aspects of Festivals 
 
Festivals also serve as occasions for matchmaking, strengthening family bonds, and resolving disputes. People 
from villages travel in bullock carts to distant temples, carrying food. They stay in ‘chatrams’ (pilgrim lodges) 
built by past rulers and philanthropists. Some of these lodges provide free food and shelter to pilgrims. People 
believe that important festival days bring rain or stormy weather. To avoid bad luck, they maintain cleanliness. 
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Women in their menstrual period are traditionally restricted from participating in festivals, as they are 
considered impure during that time. Certain Tamil months—Adi, Purattasi, Margazhi, and Panguni—are 
considered inauspicious for weddings because they are reserved for major religious festivals. 
 
Major Tamil Festivals 
Tamil Nadu’s festivals reflect its rich culture, traditions, and devotion. They bring people together in 
celebration, strengthening family and community bonds. 
 
Chitrai Festival 
Chitrai is the first month of the Tamil calendar. People celebrate the arrival of spring by taking temple deities 
in a street procession. 
 
Vaikasi Visakam 
Vaikasi is the second Tamil month. The full moon day is significant for Lord Murugan, the son of Lord Shiva. 
Murugan temples, such as those in Thiruvangoor and Vellimalai, celebrate this festival. Devotees carry milk 
pots as offerings. This day is also Buddha Purnima, marking the birth, enlightenment, and Nirvana of Gautama 
Buddha. 
 
Avani Moolam 
Avani Moolam, celebrated in Kanyakumari, depicts the legendary acts of Lord Shiva. It includes dramatic 
performances and the traditional consumption of Pittu, a local delicacy. 
 
Navarathri 
Navarathri, celebrated in September-October, was introduced to Tamil Nadu by Mysore rulers. The festival 
includes a grand display of dolls. Villagers in Kanyakumari celebrate a unique horse-doll festival for Ayyanar 
during summer. 
 
Deepavali 
Deepavali is marked by an oil bath, new clothes, a festive meal, and fireworks. Agricultural families often do 
not celebrate it due to financial constraints. Wealthy families sometimes celebrate it in Varanasi by taking a dip 
in the Ganges. 
 
Karthigai Deepam 
Karthigai Deepam, the Festival of Lights, has been celebrated since ancient times. Houses are decorated with 
earthen lamps. Special lights called ‘Pori Vaanam’ are made using traditional materials. Parents send elephant-
shaped lamps to their married daughters on this occasion. 
 
Thiruppalli Ezhuchi 
During the month of Margazhi (December-January), devotees take early morning baths and visit temples 
before dawn, chanting devotional songs such as Thiruppavai and Thiruvempavai. 
 
Thai Poosam 
Thai Poosam is celebrated in Kanyakumari, Tiruttani, and other Murugan temples. Devotees walk long 
distances carrying Kavadis and balancing pots on their heads as an offering to Lord Murugan. 
 
Pongal 
Pongal, Tamil Nadu’s most important festival, marks the harvest season. Newly harvested rice is ceremonially 
cooked and offered to the Sun God. Families exchange Pongal gifts, and houses are decorated. The day after 
Pongal, known as Maatu Pongal, is dedicated to honoring cows and bullocks. 
 
Jallikattu (Bull-Taming Sport) 
During the evening hours of Maatu Pongal, bullocks are gathered and released one after another from a large 
enclosure amidst the thunderous beats of drums and the loud cheers of spectators. The bulls charge down a 
path lined with country carts before scattering in all directions. In rural areas of Kanyakumari district, such as 
Soorankudy and Kottaram, a competition takes place where participants attempt to seize the cloth tied to the 
horns of the leading bulls. This challenge demands agility, quick reflexes, and immense courage. Those who 
successfully capture the bulls are honoured as heroes, though they often sustain cuts and bruises in the process. 
These bull races are also held on other occasions. 
 
Bullfighting, another daring tradition, is considered a test of manhood. Historically, young women from royal 
and noble families would watch these events to select their future husbands from among the victorious 
competitors. Beyond its thrilling spectacle, the bullfight also holds ritual significance. 
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Maham 
Maham is celebrated in the Tamil month of Maasi, during which deities' idols are taken to the sea for a 
ceremonial dip. In inland regions, rivers and temple tanks serve as the focal points for this sacred float festival. 
 
Maha Shivaratri 
Maha Shivaratri, observed on the new moon night of Maasi (February–March), is one of the holiest nights for 
devotees of Lord Shiva. According to legend, on this night, Shiva consumed the deadly poison that emerged 
during the churning of the ocean by the Devas and Asuras, thereby saving the universe. Another version of the 
story suggests that during a great deluge, darkness engulfed the world, and Goddess Parvati restored light by 
offering prayers to Shiva. 
Devotees across Kanyakumari district observe this sacred night with deep devotion. They stay awake, chanting 
"Om Namah Shivaya" and singing hymns in praise of the deity. The following morning, after a ritualistic bath 
and worship, they break their fast. Shiva temples are adorned with lights, and special worship is conducted in 
four phases throughout the night. During each phase, the idol is anointed with milk, curd, butter, and honey, 
signifying divine offerings. 
 
Panguni Uttiram 
Panguni Uttiram, celebrated in the last month of the Tamil calendar (Panguni), marks the celestial wedding of 
gods and goddesses in temples across Tamil Nadu. In Kanyakumari district, this ten-day festival is dedicated 
to Lord Subrahmanya (Muruga). As it coincides with the agricultural off-season, villagers actively participate, 
making paddy offerings to temples. On the festival’s final day, the ‘Vel’ (divine lance) of Lord Subrahmanya is 
carried in a grand procession to the riverbank, where devotees offer prayers. Alongside the deity, sacred objects 
such as a pair of wooden sandals, a decorated ‘Kavadi’ (palanquin-like structure), and the ‘Idumban Thadi’ (a 
ceremonial baton) are also anointed. The day following Panguni Uttiram is dedicated to the Idumban festival, 
honouring Idumban, a loyal devotee and vassal of Lord Subrahmanya. Special prayers and offerings are made 
in his name. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Tamil Nadu’s festivals are a vibrant expression of its cultural heritage, religious devotion, and social unity. 
These celebrations, deeply intertwined with the agrarian calendar, provide a platform for communities to come 
together, reinforcing traditions and strengthening social bonds. From grand temple processions and sacred 
rituals to daring sports like Jallikattu, each festival showcases the values, beliefs, and customs that define Tamil 
identity. Despite modern influences, these traditions continue to thrive, preserving Tamil Nadu’s rich legacy 
for future generations. The enduring significance of these festivals highlights their role not just in religious 
observance but also in fostering communal harmony and cultural pride. 
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