
The Corpus of the Cosmic Absolute: An 
Exhaustive Theological and Iconographic 
Treatise on Lord Mahadev 
1. Introduction: The Paradox of the Innocent Destroyer 
In the vast, interconnected tapestry of Hindu theology, the figure of Lord Shiva—often 
addressed as Mahadev, the Great God—presents the most profound study in duality and 
synthesis. He is the static, unmanifest silence of the Absolute (Brahman), yet he is also the 
dynamic, rhythmic force of the Cosmic Dancer (Nataraja). He is Bholenath, the Innocent Lord, 
easily pleased and guileless, yet he is Bhairava, the Terrifying Destroyer who adorns himself 
with the remnants of death. This report provides an exhaustive, "head-to-toe" 
(Keshadipadanta) analysis of Lord Shiva’s physical manifestation. By synthesizing Puranic 
descriptions, hymnal literature (Stotras), and iconographic canons, we map the divine 
topography of Shiva, exploring how his visual attributes—from the tip of his matted locks to 
the radiance of his toenails—serve as a lexicon for the deepest truths of existence. 

The user’s inquiry necessitates a granular examination of Shiva as both the "innocent God of 
Gods" and the wielder of destructive power. This duality is not contradictory but essential; his 
innocence (Bholapan) is the innocence of the Avadhuta—one who has transcended the social 
constructs of "clean" and "unclean," "auspicious" and "inauspicious." Thus, the garland of 
skulls sits comfortably on the chest of the benevolent father, and the deadly cobra coils 
harmlessly around the neck of the compassionate protector. This document will traverse the 
anatomy of the Lord, treating his body not as biological matter, but as a "Vidya-Deha"—a 
body made of pure knowledge and cosmic symbolism. 

1.1 The Theological Substratum: Rudra-Shiva 
The visual form of Shiva described herein is a synthesis of the Vedic Rudra and the Puranic 
Shiva. 

●​ The Vedic Rudra: Characterized by the fierce unpredictability of the storm, the roar of 
the thunder, and the red complexion of the rising sun or fire. He is the "Howler," 
associated with the wild forests and the uncultivated aspects of nature.1 

●​ The Puranic Shiva: Characterized by the tranquil ascetic, the husband of Parvati, and 
the benevolent granter of boons. 

●​ The Synthesis: The resulting iconography presents a being who is "Snow-white in 
physique" (Karpuragauram) yet possesses "red blood eyes" and a "fearful beard".3 He is 
described in the Shiva Purana as possessing a physical magnitude that is "huge as a lion 
touching the sky," indicating that his anthropomorphic form is merely a concession to 



human perception, while his true nature spans the cosmos.3 

2. Keshanta: The Crown of Cosmic Forces 
Our visual pilgrimage begins at the summit of the divine form: the head. In Hindu iconometry, 
the head is the seat of the Sahasrara Chakra, the thousand-petaled lotus of enlightenment. 
For Shiva, the head is a landscape of untamed power and controlled chaos. 

2.1 Jata: The Matted Locks of the Ascetic 
Unlike the Kirita Mukuta (jeweled crowns) worn by royal deities like Vishnu or Indra, Shiva 
bears the Jata-Mukuta—a crown formed of matted hair. 

●​ The Forest of Complexity: The Shiva Purana and iconography describe him as Jatadhari 
or Kapardin (wearer of matted hair).1 These locks are often depicted as tawny or reddish 
(Pingala), resembling the color of lightning or flames. This connects him to the Vedic Agni 
(Fire) and the solar principle. The matted hair represents the thicket of the material 
universe (Prakriti). Just as a forest is dense, chaotic, and brimming with life, the Jata 
symbolizes the complexity of the world which Shiva bears upon his head, signifying his 
mastery over the manifold creation. 

●​ The Yogi's Covenant: Matted hair is the primary marker of the Tapasvin (ascetic). It 
signifies the rejection of social vanity and the accumulation of Tapas (spiritual heat) 
generated through eons of meditation. By wearing his hair in this "shell-like braid" 
(Kaparda), Shiva signals his status as the Adi Yogi, the primal ascetic who stands apart 
from the social order.1 

●​ Vayu and Direction: In his form as Dakshinamurti (the Cosmic Teacher) or Bhairava, the 
hair is often shown loose and flying in the wind. This represents Vayu (wind) and the 
dissemination of knowledge to the four corners of the universe. The flying locks indicate 
a state of ecstatic movement or the fury of the storm god Rudra.3 

2.2 Gangadhara: The Descent of the Celestial River 
Nestled within the labyrinth of these matted locks is the goddess Ganga, often depicted as a 
small face sprouting water or a mermaid-like figure. 

●​ The Myth of Containment: The legend of Gangavarana (Descent of Ganga) is central to 
understanding Shiva’s role as the preserver. When the celestial river Ganga descended 
from the heavens to purify the ashes of Bhagiratha’s ancestors, her force was sufficient 
to shatter the earth. Shiva, in his infinite compassion, interposed his head to receive the 
impact. The river, which represents the uncontrolled flow of cosmic energy, became 
trapped in the maze of his hair, wandering for years before being released as a gentle, 
life-giving stream.4 

●​ Ecological and Theological Balance: This attribute, Gangadhara, symbolizes Shiva as 
the ultimate control mechanism. He mediates between the crushing power of the 



celestial realms and the fragile capacity of the earthly realm. 
●​ The Union of Opposites: Fire and Water are naturally antagonistic. Shiva’s head, glowing 

with the heat of Tapas (fire), simultaneously holds the cooling waters of Ganga. This 
coexistence signifies his nature as the harmonizer of conflicting elemental forces. 

2.3 Chandrashekhara: The Crescent Moon 
Adorning the side of the Jata is the crescent moon (Ardha-Chandra), earning him the epithet 
Chandrashekhara (Moon-Crested) or Somadhara. 

●​ Mahakala (Great Time): In Hindu cosmology, the moon is the primary measurer of time 
(Kala), regulating the months (Masa) and tides. By wearing the moon as a mere 
ornament, Shiva demonstrates that he is Mahakala—the Great Time, or the one who 
transcends time. He wears the principle of time itself, indicating his eternal nature.1 

●​ The Mind (Manas): The Vedic hymn Purusha Sukta declares, "Chandrama manaso jatah" 
(The moon was born from the cosmic mind). Thus, the moon symbolizes the mind, which 
is prone to waxing and waning (fluctuation). Shiva wearing the moon indicates his perfect 
control over the mind. For the Yogi, the mind is not a master but a decoration to be worn; 
it is stilled and utilized only at will. 

●​ The Somatic Nectar: The moon is also the vessel of Soma, the nectar of immortality 
(Amrita). Its presence on Shiva’s head suggests that he is the repository of supreme bliss 
(Ananda) and the secret of immortality. He is the Mrityunjaya (Conqueror of Death) who 
holds the elixir of life within his immediate vicinity.5 

2.4 The Skull of Brahma 
In his terrifying aspect as Bhairava or Kapalika, Shiva is often depicted carrying the fifth head 
of Brahma, or wearing it in his hair. 

●​ The Sin of Arrogance: Mythologically, Brahma originally had five heads and grew 
arrogant, claiming superiority over Shiva. In a flash of fury, Shiva (as Bhairava) severed 
the fifth head with the tip of his fingernail. The skull (Kapala) stuck to Shiva’s hand (or 
was placed in his hair) as a penance for Brahmahatya (killing a Brahmin).6 

●​ Memento Mori: This skull serves as a stark reminder of the impermanence of even the 
highest created beings. It signifies Shiva's role as the corrective force in the universe, 
checking the ego of the creator god himself. 

3. The Luminous Visage: The Face of the Absolute 
Descending from the hairline, we encounter the face of the Lord. The Shiva Purana describes 
it as a "tranquil visage, extremely luminous like several Sun Gods," yet paradoxically 
possessing "crooked eyebrows," "red blood eyes," and a "fearful beard".3 This juxtaposition 
captures the essence of the Rudra-Shiva complex—beautiful yet terrifying. 



3.1 Trinetra: The Physics of the Third Eye 
The most distinctive feature of Shiva’s face is the vertical Third Eye located in the center of 
the forehead, between the eyebrows. This eye is the source of his epithet Trinetra or 
Tryambaka.1 

●​ The Eye of Wisdom (Jnana Chakshu): While the two natural eyes represent the sun and 
the moon—duality, day and night, left and right, past and future—the Third Eye 
represents Fire (Agni). It is the eye of higher perception, intuition, and non-dual 
knowledge. When opened, it perceives reality as it is, burning away the illusions of duality 
and name-form (Nama-Rupa).1 

●​ The Destruction of Kama (Desire): The mythological significance of the Third Eye is 
most famously illustrated in the burning of Kama (the god of Desire). When Kama 
attempted to disturb Shiva’s meditation to induce lust, the Lord did not fight him with 
weapons; he simply opened his Third Eye, instantly reducing Kama to ashes. This signifies 
that the fire of wisdom destroys the impurities of desire and lust at their root.1 The 
"innocent" Shiva does not harbor desire; when it arises externally, his awakened 
consciousness (the eye) obliterates it. 

●​ The Triadic Witness: The three eyes collectively encompass the three worlds (Trailokya), 
the three times (Trikala), and the three Gunas (Sattva, Rajas, Tamas). Shiva is the eternal 
witness (Sakshi) of all three states of consciousness: waking, dreaming, and deep sleep. 

3.2 The Five Faces (Panchamukha) 
While often depicted with a single face in popular art, authoritative theological texts and 
complex iconographic forms (like the Sadashiva or Maheshwara murtis) describe Shiva as 
having five faces (Panchamukha). Each face corresponds to a specific aspect of his divinity, a 
direction, an element, and a cosmic function.2 

Face Name Direction Element Cosmic Act 
(Panchakritya
) 

Description & 
Significance 

Sadyojata West Earth Creation 
(Srishti) 

The "Instantly 
Born." 
Represents the 
creative, 
childlike, 
innocent 
aspect. 
Associated 
with the color 
white and the 



ego. 

Vamadeva North Water Preservation 
(Sthiti) 

The "Lovely 
Lord." A 
feminine, 
graceful face 
representing 
the fluid, 
preserving 
nature. 
Associated 
with the color 
red. 

Aghora South Fire Destruction 
(Samhara) 

The 
"Non-Terrifyin
g" (euphemism 
for Terrifying). 
The fierce face 
with fangs and 
bulging eyes. 
Represents the 
transformative 
power of 
Rudra. 
Associated 
with the color 
dark 
blue/black. 

Tatpurusha East Air Concealment 
(Tirobhava) 

The "That 
Person." 
Represents the 
obscuring 
power of Maya 
that hides the 
truth from the 
soul. 
Associated 
with the color 
yellow. 



Ishana Upward Ether Grace 
(Anugraha) 

The "Lord." 
The invisible, 
upward-facing 
face. 
Represents 
pure 
consciousness 
and the 
revealing 
grace that 
liberates the 
soul. 
Associated 
with the 
crystal 
clear/transluce
nt. 

These five faces signify that Shiva is not merely a deity of destruction but the totality of the 
cosmic process. He is the creator (Sadyojata), the preserver (Vamadeva), and the destroyer 
(Aghora). 

3.3 The Expression: Innocence (Bholenath) vs. Fury (Rudra) 
The user’s query emphasizes Shiva as the "innocent God of Gods." This innocence is visible in 
his expression, often described as Bholashankara. 

●​ The Smile of Detachment: Texts often describe a slight, "blossomed lotus-like smile" 
(Mandasmita).3 This smile indicates his detachment (Vairagya). He smiles because he 
sees the cosmic play (Lila) for what it is—an illusion. It is the smile of one who is 
self-satisfied (Atmarama), needing nothing from the external world. 

●​ The Innocent (Bholenath): The term "Bhole" implies simpleness or lack of guile. Despite 
being the Destroyer, Shiva is easily pleased (Ashutosh) and grants boons to devotees and 
demons alike without complex calculation. This "innocence" is the state of the 
Avadhuta—a being who has transcended the judgmental dualities of "good" and "bad," 
existing in a state of pure, childlike beingness.8 He does not judge the demon for asking; 
he simply gives. 

●​ The Facial Paradox: This innocent face is framed by terrifying attributes (snakes, skulls), 
creating a visual paradox. The devotee sees the fatherly compassion in the eyes, while 
the enemies of Dharma see the blazing fire of the Aghora face. The Shiva Purana notes 
his "quivering lips," suggesting a devastating temper held in check, ready to destroy evil, 
yet he maintains a mild smile.3 



3.4 Kundalas: The Earrings and Androgyny 
Shiva’s right ear often bears a Makara Kundala (crocodile-shaped earring, typically male) and 
his left ear a Tatanka or Patrakundala (circular earring, typically female). This subtle 
asymmetry is a profound iconographic clue pointing to his nature as Ardhanarishvara—the 
Lord who is half-woman. Even when depicted fully male, the jewelry hints at the inseparable 
presence of Shakti (the Goddess) within him. The union of the masculine and feminine 
principles is complete in his very being.3 

4. The Throat: The Vessel of Compassion and Sound 
Moving down to the neck, we encounter one of Shiva’s most defining mytho-physical traits: 
the blue throat, which stands as the ultimate symbol of altruism. 

4.1 Neelakantha: The Halahala Poison 
The epithet Neelakantha (Blue-Throated) arises from the Samudra Manthan (Churning of the 
Ocean). When the Devas and Asuras churned the ocean for nectar, the deadly Halahala 
poison emerged first, threatening to annihilate the cosmos. 

●​ The Act of Suspension: Shiva consumed the poison to save creation. Crucially, he did 
not swallow the poison (which would signify allowing the negativity to destroy the 
universe existing within his stomach) nor did he spit it out (which would destroy the 
external world). He held it in his throat, suspended by the power of yoga and the grip of 
his consort Parvati, who held his neck to stop the poison's descent.2 

●​ Symbolism of Transformation: The blue stain is a badge of supreme sacrifice. It 
teaches the devotee that negative inputs (insults, suffering, poison) should neither be 
repressed (swallowed) nor reacted to violently (spat out), but neutralized through 
mindfulness at the "throat" or communicative level. 

●​ Beauty in Terror: The blue mark is described as adding to his beauty (Shrikantha - he of 
the beautiful throat), suggesting that true beauty arises from the capacity to absorb 
suffering for the sake of others. 

4.2 The Voice of Creation: Nada Brahma 
The throat is also the center of sound (Vishuddha Chakra). Shiva is the source of all language 
and vibration. The beating of his Damaru (drum) produced the Maheshwara Sutras, the 
fourteen foundational sounds of Sanskrit grammar. Thus, his throat is the womb of the Vedas 
and all knowledge. 

5. The Torso and Vestments: The Wild Ascetic 



The torso of Lord Shiva is described as snow-white (Karpuragauram), covered in sacred ash, 
and broad "like a lion's".3 It is here that the interplay of the "Innocent" and the "Destroyer" 
becomes visually stark. 

5.1 Bhasma: The Sacred Ash 
Shiva’s body is smeared with Bhasma (ash), often specified as Chita-Bhasma (ash from the 
cremation pyre). 

●​ The Reality of Death: Ash is the final state of all matter. By wearing it, Shiva reminds the 
universe of the inevitable end of all physical forms. It is a symbol of the sublimation of the 
ego and desires. The "Innocent" Lord wears the dust of the dead because he makes no 
distinction between the living and the departed; all are his.1 

●​ The Fire of Purity: Fire purifies everything. Ash is the residue of that purification. It 
represents the burning away of the Pasha (bonds) of Karma, Maya, and Anava (ego). 

●​ Digambara: Often described as naked (Digambara - clad in the sky/directions) or 
wearing only ash, Shiva defies social norms of dress, indicating his transcendence of 
societal conditioning. He is the primordial nature, uncloaked by civilization.4 

5.2 Mundamala: The Garland of Skulls 
Draped around his neck and resting on his chest is the Mundamala (Garland of Heads) or 
Kapalamala (Garland of Skulls). 

●​ The Alphabet of Creation (Varnamala): In Tantric thought, the garland often consists of 
50 heads, representing the 50 letters of the Sanskrit alphabet. This signifies that Shiva is 
the master of sound (Sabda Brahman), language, and knowledge. The universe is made 
of name and form (Nama-Rupa), both of which arise from sound.11 

●​ Cycles of Time: The skulls are sometimes interpreted as the heads of Brahma or Vishnu 
from previous cycles of creation. This underscores the concept that while universes are 
created and destroyed in endless cycles, Shiva remains the eternal witness. 

●​ The Paradox of Innocence: The user asks about the "innocent face" with the "skull 
garland." This juxtaposition is deliberate. The innocence refers to his state of being 
untouched (Nirlepa) by the grisly reality he oversees. He wears the symbols of death with 
the same nonchalance as a garland of flowers, showing that for the realized being, life 
and death are merely two sides of the same coin.10 It also signifies his love for his consort 
Sati; in some legends, the skulls are the heads of Sati from her various births, worn in 
memory of her.10 

5.3 Attire: The Skins of Beasts 
Shiva’s attire is distinct from the silken robes (Pitambara) of other deities. It is the attire of the 
wilderness, reinforcing his status as Pashupati (Lord of Beasts). 

●​ Vyaghra Charmambara (Tiger Skin): Shiva wears a tiger skin around his waist. The tiger 



represents lust, anger, and the restless energy of the mind (Rajas). By killing the tiger and 
wearing its skin, Shiva displays his conquest over desire and his establishment in pure 
Satvic power.4 

●​ Gajambara (Elephant Hide): He is also depicted wearing the flayed skin of an elephant 
(Gajasura). The elephant represents heavy, blinding pride and arrogance (Mada). The 
myth of Gajasurasamhara tells of Shiva slaying the demon who had grown arrogant due 
to his strength. Wearing the hide is a symbol of destroying the heavy darkness of the ego 
to reveal the light of consciousness.2 

5.4 Yajnopavita: The Serpent Sacred Thread 
Instead of a cotton thread, Shiva wears a serpent (often Vasuki or another Naga) as his 
Yajnopavita (sacred thread). This signifies that his authority does not come from Vedic rituals 
(which use cotton threads) but from his intrinsic nature. It also marks him as the Adi-Brahmin, 
the original knower of Brahman.2 

6. The Arms: Instruments of Cosmic Action 
Shiva is depicted with varying numbers of arms—two, four, eight, ten, or even a 
thousand—depending on the specific form (e.g., Nataraja, Dakshinamurti, Bhairava).3 Each 
hand holds an attribute that defines his role as Creator, Preserver, and Destroyer. 

6.1 The Weapons and Attributes (Ayudha) 

Attribute Symbolism Connection to User 
Query 

Trishul (Trident) The three prongs represent 
the destruction of the three 
kinds of pain (physical, 
mental, spiritual), the three 
Gunas (Sattva, Rajas, 
Tamas), and the three 
states of time. It is the axis 
of Dharma. 

Explicitly requested. 
Symbol of the "Destroyer" 
aspect. 

Damaru (Drum) Represents the primal 
sound (Nada). The 
expansion and collapse of 
the drum shape mirror the 
expansion and collapse of 

Symbol of the "Creator" 
aspect. 



the universe. 

Kapala (Skull Cup) Held in the Bhikshatana or 
Bhairava form. Used to 
collect the alms of "ego" 
from devotees. 

Symbol of the "Destroyer" 
and "Ascetic" aspect. 

Khatvanga (Skull Staff) A staff topped with a skull, 
often with a flag. A Tantric 
weapon symbolizing the 
mastery over the central 
channel (Sushumna) and 
the three worlds. 

Associated with the 
"Destroyer" and Tantric 
forms. 

Agni (Fire) Held in the palm (in 
Nataraja form). Represents 
the power of destruction 
(Samhara) which balances 
the drum of creation. 

Symbol of the "Destroyer" 
aspect. 

Mriga (Deer) Held in the upper left hand. 
The deer, which is restless 
and jumping, represents 
the wandering mind. Shiva 
holding it signifies control 
over the mind (Chitta vritti 
nirodha). 

Symbol of the "Innocent" 
Lord who calms nature. 

Parashu (Axe) Represents the severing of 
worldly attachments 
(Bandha). 

Symbol of the "Destroyer" 
of bonds. 

6.2 The Mudras (Gestures) 
●​ Abhaya Mudra (Gesture of Fearlessness): The hand held upright with palm facing out. 

It signifies "Fear not." It is the assurance of protection to the devotee, balancing the 
terrifying weapons he holds. 

●​ Varada Mudra (Gesture of Boon-Granting): The hand pointing downward with palm 
out. It signifies the granting of boons. This is the hand of Bholenath, the generous giver. 

●​ Chin Mudra (Gesture of Consciousness): In the Dakshinamurti form, the thumb and 



index finger touch, forming a circle. This represents the union of the individual soul (Jiva) 
with the Supreme Soul (Brahman), while the three other fingers (representing the three 
impurities: ego, karma, illusion) are kept apart. 

7. The Serpent Ornamentation: Sarpa Alankara 
Shiva is inextricably linked with serpents (Nagas). While other gods may fear them or kill them 
(like Garuda), Shiva adorns them. This is a central visual element requested by the user. 

7.1 Vasuki and the Hierarchy 
The King of Serpents, Vasuki, coils around his neck. Vasuki was used as the churning rope in 
the Samudra Manthan, symbolizing Shiva’s connection to the pivotal moments of cosmic 
history. 

7.2 The Nine Placements (Navanarayan) 
According to scriptural traditions and iconographic canons 14, Shiva wears serpents at nine 
specific sites on his body, known as the Navanarayan or Navanaths: 

1.​ Head: Tied within the Jata. 
2.​ Neck: The necklace (Kanthamala). 
3.​ Ears: As earrings (Kundalas). 
4.​ Arms (Left & Right): Armlets (Keyura). 
5.​ Wrists (Left & Right): Bracelets (Kankana). 
6.​ Waist: The girdle (Katisutra). 
7.​ Sacred Thread: The Yajnopavita. 

7.3 Symbolism of the Serpent 
●​ Fearlessness: Snakes evoke the primal fear of death. By wearing them as jewelry, Shiva 

demonstrates his conquest of death (Mrityunjaya). He is at ease with the most venomous 
forces of nature. 

●​ Kundalini Shakti: In Yogic anatomy, the serpent represents the Kundalini energy, the 
dormant power at the base of the spine. Its position around Shiva's neck (near the 
Vishuddha Chakra) signifies that the energy has ascended and is now active in the higher 
centers of consciousness.7 

●​ Cyclic Time: The snake, shedding its skin, is a universal symbol of rebirth and the cyclic 
nature of time (Samsara). 

8. Rudraksha: The Tears of Compassion 



Shiva is the primary deity associated with Rudraksha beads (Seeds of Elaeocarpus ganitrus). 
The user explicitly requested details on these beads. 

8.1 Origin: The Tears of Rudra 
The word Rudraksha literally means "Eye of Rudra" or "Tears of Rudra." The Devi Bhagavatam 
and Shiva Purana recount that Shiva meditated for a thousand divine years for the welfare of 
all beings. When he finally opened his eyes, tears of compassion fell to the earth. These tears 
crystallized into the Rudraksha seeds. Thus, wearing them is not merely decorative; it signifies 
living within the protective sphere of Shiva’s compassion.17 

8.2 Scriptural Placement and Numbers 
The Rudrakshajabala Upanishad and other texts specify the exact number of beads to be 
worn on different parts of the body to turn the human form into a living temple of Shiva.18 

Body Part Number of Beads Significance 

Shikha (Tuft of Hair) 1 Represents the singular 
focus on the Absolute. 

Head 30 Circumambulating the 
crown. 

Neck (Kantha) 32 or 108 The primary necklace. 

Ears (Karna) 6 each Wearing the beads as 
earrings. 

Arms (Bahu) 16 each On the upper arms. 

Wrists (Manibandha) 12 each On the wrists. 

Chest/Heart 108 The Yajnopavita or grand 
garland (Mala). 

Waist Varies As a girdle. 

The five-faced (Pancha Mukhi) Rudraksha is most commonly associated with Shiva himself, 
representing his five faces (Kalagni Rudra).21 



9. The Lower Body: Asana and the Dance 
The lower body of Shiva is dynamic, often depicted in postures of meditation or cosmic dance. 

9.1 The Waist and Girdle 
Around his waist, he often wears a girdle of snakes or the Munja grass, characteristic of 
Brahmacharis (celibate students). The tying of the waist signifies the binding of energy and 
the redirection of sexual potency into spiritual power (Ojas). The tiger skin is secured here, 
symbolizing the containment of the "tiger" of lust. 

9.2 The Legs and Feet (Padanta) 
The legs of Shiva are sturdy, described in the Shiva Purana as possessing the power of 
Dharma.3 

●​ The Left Leg: In the Nataraja form, the left leg is raised across the body in the Gajahasta 
mudra (elephant trunk gesture). This lifted foot (Kunchita Pada) represents Moksha 
(liberation). It is the refuge for the devotee, signaling that one can transcend the cycle of 
birth and death by surrendering to him.17 

●​ The Right Leg: The right leg is firmly planted on the ground, bending slightly at the knee. 
In the Nataraja icon, it tramples the dwarf demon Apasmara. 

●​ Apasmara (The Demon of Ignorance): Beneath Shiva’s foot lies a dwarf named 
Apasmara (or Muyalagan in Tamil tradition). Apasmara represents spiritual ignorance, 
forgetfulness of one's divine nature, and ego. Shiva does not kill the demon (as ignorance 
can never be completely annihilated, only suppressed), but dances upon him, keeping 
him subdued. This symbolizes the triumph of knowledge (Vidya) over ignorance (Avidya).4 

●​ The Anklets: Shiva wears heavy anklets, sometimes described as Nupura or the warrior's 
band Kalal.4 The sound of these anklets initiates the movement of the universe. 

10. Padanta: The Lotus Feet and the Radiant Toenails 
We conclude our visual pilgrimage at the feet of the Lord—the Shiva Pada. In devotional 
literature, the feet are the ultimate object of surrender, representing the point where the 
infinite touches the finite. 

10.1 The Lotus Feet (Padambuja) 
Shiva’s feet are metaphorically described as lotuses (Padambuja). They are the contact point 
between the divine and the devotee. 

●​ Worship: The Shiva Purana and various stotras emphasize the worship of the feet 
(Padapuja). The water used to wash these feet becomes holy, purifying the drinker.3 



●​ Symbol of Grace: While his face may be fierce (Aghora) or absorbed in Samadhi, his feet 
are always available for the devotee to grasp. They represent the "grounding" of the 
divine into the material world for the sake of salvation.23 

10.2 The Lustrous Toenails: A Mirror of Divinity 
A specific and beautiful detail found in the Shivanandalahari (attributed to Adi 
Shankaracharya) and the Shiva Padadi Keshanta Stotram concerns the toenails of Lord Shiva. 
This imagery is crucial for a nuanced understanding of his supremacy. 

●​ The Moon-Like Radiance: The toenails are described as possessing a brilliance that 
outshines the moon. Verse 63 of Shivanandalahari and similar verses in the Padadi 
Keshanta Stotram describe the toenails as "ten crescent-shaped arrowheads" or 
"moons".24 

●​ The Reflection of Crowns (Nirajana): A profound poetic image describes the gods (like 
Vishnu, Brahma, and Indra) prostrating at Shiva’s feet. The gems on their tall crowns 
reflect in Shiva’s polished toenails. This reflection creates the illusion of a Nirajana (a 
ritual waving of lights) performed by the gods themselves. It signifies Shiva's supremacy 
over all other celestial beings—even the greatest gods are but lamps waving before his 
feet.24 

●​ Dispelling Darkness: Just as the moon dispels the darkness of the night, the radiance of 
Shiva’s toenails is said to dispel the internal darkness of ignorance (Tamoguna) in the 
heart of the devotee. The mere sight or contemplation of these nails grants 
enlightenment. The Shivanandalahari suggests that the toenails are the only true 
"moons" capable of removing the darkness of the soul, unlike the celestial moon which 
only clears external darkness.25 

11. Regional and Specific Forms: Variations on the 
Absolute 
While the general description above covers the core attributes, Shiva manifests in specific 
forms that highlight particular aspects of the "Innocent/Destroyer" duality. 

11.1 Nataraja: The King of Dance 
In this form (prominent in South Indian Chola bronzes), the Creator/Destroyer duality is 
dynamic. 

●​ Upper Right Hand: Holds the Damaru (Creation). 
●​ Upper Left Hand: Holds Agni (Destruction). 
●​ Lower Right Hand: Abhaya Mudra (Protection). 
●​ Lower Left Hand: Points to the raised foot (Liberation). 
●​ Ring of Fire: He dances within a Prabha Mandala (circle of fire), representing the cyclic 



nature of the cosmos. 

11.2 Bhairava: The Terrific 
The ultimate manifestation of the "Destroyer." 

●​ Appearance: Dark, naked, adorned with garlands of skulls and snakes. 
●​ Attributes: Holds a severed head, a skull cup, a trident, and a drum. 
●​ Vehicle: Accompanied by a dog (Shvan), symbolizing his status as the Lord of the 

outcast and the impure.6 

●​ Innocence in Terror: Even here, Bhairava is the "Kotwal" (Guardian) of Kashi, protecting 
the holy city. His terror is directed only at the ego and sin, not the devotee. 

11.3 Sharbeswara: The Hybrid Destroyer 
In this rare and fierce form, Shiva becomes a hybrid of a lion and a bird (Sharabha) to subdue 
the fierce Narasimha avatar of Vishnu when the latter could not calm down after killing 
Hiranyakashipu. This form represents Shiva as the ultimate pacifier of even divine fury.27 
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