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ABSTRACT
Rayalaseema, a culturally vibrant region of Andhra Pradesh, is renowned for its rich temple heritage and deeply rooted Śaivite traditions. While Śaivism is often centered on the worship of Śiva as the supreme deity, the temples of Rayalaseema reveal a distinctive and powerful presence of female divinities who embody regional interpretations of Śakti. This study explores the unique Śaivite female deities enshrined in the temples of districts such as Kurnool district, Kadapa district, Anantapur district, and Chittoor district, highlighting their iconography, mythology, ritual practices, and socio-cultural significance. Unlike the more standardized representations of Pārvatī, Durgā, or Kāli found elsewhere in India, the Śaivite goddesses of Rayalaseema often appear in localized and syncretise forms such as village guardian deities, fierce mother goddesses, and fertility symbols integrated within Śaiva temple complexes. These goddesses are not merely consorts but are revered as autonomous, powerful entities with independent mythologies and ritual systems.
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INTRODUCTION:
             Saivite female deities are abundantly found sculpted on the walls of the garbhagriha, antarala, mandapas, pillars, and Adhistana portions of the temples in the study region of Rayalaseema. The Unique Saivite female deities who have been traced in the study region include. Parvati, Durga, Mahishasuramardini, Minakshi, Raja Rajeswari. In this study, a more detailed account of these deities along with their distinguishing characteristics. These sculptured representations based on iconographical texts are so designed to bring out these distinctive qualities.
PARVATI
         Parvathi is the embodiment of power and consort of Siva, the god of “Laya” disintegration and destruction among the Trimurtis. The names by which she is known and worshipped are too numerous to mention. Parvathi or Gauri is worshipped independently as the supreme deity under the name Sakti in Saktism. She is also seen in association with Siva in Saivism and with Vishnu in Vaishnavism.1
          There is an interesting myth about the divine couple Siva and Parvathi. According to it, Indra sent Kama, the god of love, to strike Siva the Supreme Yogi with an arrow to tempt him to love Parvathi.2According to the Uttara Kamikamigama, Parvati should have four arms and three eyes. She should carry Pasa and Ankusa in her two upper hands and keep the lower hands in the Abhaya and Varada poses.3 Parvati has twenty-four names, the names, Haimavati, Parvati, Arya, Dakshayani, and Sati are indicative of her origin.
         There is a Parvathi sculpture on one of the walls of the Garbhagriha of the Sangameswara temple at Animela. Here she is shown as seated on the Padmapetacross-legged. She has two arms and her left hand rests on the left knee, and she keeps her right hand in the Gnyanamudra. She is adorned with a knot on the top of her head. To her left, there is a female figure, who keeps one of her hands in the Vismaya pose. She wears purnaruka her head is adorned with a knot on the top of head or apex. Goddess Parvati is shown either in Sthanaka or Asina postures in the temples. She is also represented in dancing posture in the Pushpagiri temple, corresponding to the Nataraja posture of her Lord Siva.
There is a curious sculptured example of Parvati on the north wall of the garbhagriha of Santanamalleswara temple, Pushpagiri. Here the goddess is shown dancing like Nataraja, a form of Siva. There are two examples of Devi in the dancing posture. In the first, Devi is shown dancing by keeping her bent left leg on the ground while the right leg is bent and raised to the level of her left knee. She has four arms and keeps the two lower hands in Anjali mudra. She carries a in her upper right hand, and Damaru in her upper left hand. There is a Prabharmandala around her head. To the left, there is a male figure shorter than her and keeps his hand in Anjali. She wears lower garment resembling a dance skirt, kankanas, anklets.
            In the second example, Devi is represented as dancing with her right leg bent and placed on the ground and the left leg bent and rose above the right knee. She has four arms. She keeps the lower right hand in abhaya, the lower left is raised straight (pathkahasta). She holds a damaru in the upper right and a Sarpa in the upper left hand. Two female figures are standing on either side of Devi holding their hands in Anjalimudra. She is adorned with long hair locks with flower and also wears an ardhoruka form of lower garment extending beneath the knee. 

 
RAJARAJESWARI
            Rajarajeswari is another aspect of Parvathi, one who rules over even the 
king of kings. The Devi is the mistress of even Brahma. Vishnu and Maheswara also Kubera who are known as king of kings, she is an aspect of Lalitha.4 The most famous of the milder deities, Rajarajeswari is incredibly beautiful and of dazzling brilliance. The Silpa texts prescribe for the deity four handscarrying a noose or (fruit) a goad (or conch), a sugarcane bow (or mirror), and five arrows (or a lotus cup of collieries)5
         Rajarajeswari is depicted in the Valmikeswara shrine at Surutupalle in Chittoor district. She stands in the dwi-bhanga pose with a slight bend at the knee of her left leg. Her upper right hand holds Pasa, and her Upper left carries an ankusa. Her right-hand carries a sugarcane bow and five arrows, the lower left hand holds a trisula. She wears karanda makuta armlets, neckcales, yajnopavita and girdle. 
MINAKSHI
            Goddesses Minakshiindicate that she has beautifully large and long eyes6 resembling a fish. The Goddess Minakshi, like Parvati, is the embodiment of the world’s kinetic energy and its supreme force. The gods and the asuras both worship Bhagavati Minakhsi. The deity is Clothed in blue, of fearful countenance, and ornamented with hair of blue colour,
fulfils all desires of the people.7 People worship, remember, and praise her by the names Matta-Matanga-Gamani MalaPujita, Mana Priya, and Mayura vara-Sobhadhya. The devotees are honored by the deities Minalochana and Parameswari and they get all sorts of happiness.8
             According to legend, she was the daughter of Malogodhvaja, son of Kulasekhara, a local deity. After her conquest, she ultimately married Sundaresa, (Siva) and their son was Ugra. She is also regarded as Kubera’s daughter and is worshipped in a shrine at Mathura. There is a unique sculpture of Minakshi in the Rangamandapa of Lakshminarasimha temple at lower Ahobilam. She is seated in Sukhasana. She has two hands, but the right hand unfortunately is broken. Her left hand holds some fruit, and a parrot is perched on her right foot pecking away at the fruit in the goddess’s hand. This is an exceedingly rare form of the seated Minakshi figure, where the parrot she plays with is fed by Devi herself. The left foot of the Devi rests on a lotus pedestal. The goddess is Minakshi, a great mother, all-merciful and almighty, and keeps her eyes ever open like a fish, because only then does the world exist and the creatures over whom she watches with a blend of infinite power and pity continue to live. Her necklace of beads of the flowing type having a locket at the centre, the sculpture is a rare beauty personified.
 
DURGA
            One of the most popular goddesses, both formidable and impressive, is Durga. Her primary function is to fight and annihilate demons who threaten the stability of the cosmos. She is a warrior goddess. As the manifestation of Sakti, she is seen in the warrior form as the destroyer of evil beings. The word “Durga” means “hard to reach,” “difficult to access” and “impossible to overcome.” She is appropriately called Durga for having slain the demon Durgama, son of Ruru.9
                Vishnudhrmottara Purana describes this slayer of Durgarna as riding a lion. She has ten hands and carries sakti, bana, sula, khadga, and chakra in her right hand, and khetaka, kaphla, sula, and chakra in her left hand.10 A curious feature of Durga worship is that it finds a place in both Saivite and Vaishnavite traditions, though apparently, they are opposed to each other. The figures of Durga are found in both the Saivite and Vaishnavite temples of Rayalaseema. They adorn the walls, pillars, and gopuras of the temples. Sometimes she is found as Dwarapalika.
          In Rayalaseema temples, the goddess Durga is shown standing on the head of a buffalo, which is no other than the asura she has killed. But there is a unique figure of Durgaon on the east prakara wall of the temple, Srisailam. In this example, the goddess is shown riding a lion. This is a solitary example of the deity in the riding posture. The lion is so represented as to suggest its dynamic movements. She has four arms. She carries Damaru in the upper right and holds Trisulain in her upper left arm. The entire posture shows the ferocious spirit of the goddess who is to fight against the demon. She keeps a sword in the lower right and holds the rein with her lower left hand. She looks ferocious and dreadful as if in a fit of bursting rage. The tail of a moving lion is so represented as to form a looped knot. The upraised paw of the lion indicates its speedy movement.
MAHISHASURAMARDINI
         The goddess brings out her essential nature best. Goddess Devi who is worshipped in many forms, was assigned the responsibility of destroying demons like Mahisha Chanda, Sumbha, and Nisumbha etc.,11 who were all a menace to humanity and the gods. The goddess is named in recognition of one or other of her heroic achievements. She is called Mahishasuramardini in consequence of her having annihilated Mahishasura.12 The Silparatna gives the following description for the Mahishasuramardini image. The deity should stand in Tribanga and have three eyes, high breasts, and a thin waist. She should have ten hands and holds trisula, khadga, sakti, chakra, and stringed bow in her right hands, and pasa, ankusa, khetaka, parasu, and bell in her left hands.
There is a unique loose sculpture of Mahishasuramardini in the temple of the Agasteswara Chadipirala Kadapa district, the goddess has eight hands and carries chakra and khadga in the upper right hand. The upper left hand carries ‘Sanhra, Khetaka’ and holds the tongue of the buffalo. She thrusts her lower right and left hand into the neck of the demon with trisula. The goddess firmly places her right leg on the ground and the left leg bent at the knee is placed on the thighs of the demon. The demon is represented with a beast’s head and human body. He is represented in a seating posture. The entire panel is surrounded by a halo. 
 Conclusions:
           Finally, in Conclusion, the exploration of Saivite female deities in the Rayalaseema temples has provided a fascinating journey through diverse cultures, mythologies, and beliefs. In these nurturing and maternal figures to the powerful and independent goddesses, the significance of these representations reflects the richness of human spirituality. Understanding the roles and symbolism associated with female deities not only deepens our appreciation for cultural diversity but also highlights the enduring impact of these archetypes on shaping beliefs and values across the ages, evil Education Polite Defence. The roles and attributes assigned to these deities provide valuable insights into the cultural, social, and historical contexts that shape our perception of femininity and divine forces.
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