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Abstract 

The folktale motif of the "Animal Bride" or "Animal Groom" represents one of the most 

pervasive and adaptable narratives in world folklore, serving as a profound metaphor for the 

relationship between the human and the natural world, the transformative power of love, and 

the navigation of social otherness. This paper conducts a comparative analysis of this motif as 

it manifests across three distinct Indian cultural landscapes: the Bengali Ksheermohini and 

associated serpent-groom tales, the Tamil folktale of the monkey-groom, and the Punjabi 

legend of the snake-prince, Mirshikar. By examining these regional variations, this study 

investigates how localized ecological environments, social structures, and religious 

philosophies—including Shakta worship in Bengal, temple-centric Agamic traditions in Tamil 

Nadu, and the syncretic Sufi-Islamic influences of Punjab—fundamentally reshape the 

narrative’s plot, characterizations, and moral imperatives. The analysis reveals that while the 

core universal theme of transcending superficial appearances to discover inner worth remains 

constant, its articulation is deeply inflected by regional priorities. The Bengali version 

emphasizes devotion and the power of the feminine divine, the Tamil tale focuses on karma, 

duty, and societal integration, and the Punjabi narrative highlights faith and the grace of a saint. 

Ultimately, these variations do not fragment a pan-Indian identity but rather showcase a shared 

cultural grammar that accommodates and celebrates regional diversity within a unified 

worldview centered on dharma, the cycle of karma, and the ultimate unity of the cosmos. 
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The Regional and the Universal: A Comparative Study of the "Animal 

Bride/Groom" Motif Across Different Indian Cultures 

The folktale stands as a cultural DNA, encoding the values, fears, and aspirations of a people. 

Within this vast narrative genome, certain motifs recur with striking regularity across the globe, 

their persistence hinting at fundamental human concerns. Among these, the motif of the 

"Animal Bride" or "Animal Groom" (formally classified as ATU 425, "The Search for the Lost 

Husband") is particularly potent. It is a story of enchantment and disenchantment, of a marriage 

that transcends species, challenging the protagonist—and by extension, the audience—to see 

beyond the external form to the essence within. In the Indian context, a civilization renowned 

for its cultural plurality and deep-rooted localization of universal themes, this motif provides a 

perfect lens through which to examine the dynamic interplay between the regional and the pan-

Indian. By tracing the variations of the Animal Groom narrative across the distinct cultural 

ecologies of Bengal, Tamil Nadu, and Punjab, this paper will argue that while a universal 

core—the triumph of inner virtue over outward appearance—binds these stories, their specific 

plots, characterizations, and moral emphases are profoundly reconfigured by regional 

ecological realities, social structures, and religious contexts, revealing a complex tapestry of 

diverse cultural values woven on a common narrative loom. 

The theoretical foundation for this analysis rests on the understanding that folklore is not a 

static, fossilized relic but a living, breathing entity that evolves in dialogue with its 

environment. As noted by folklorist Alan Dundes, the context of a folktale is as critical as its 

text. The "text" of the Animal Groom motif may share a skeletal structure—a transformation 

curse, a marriage, a taboo, a loss, and a quest for restoration—but its "context" imbues this 

skeleton with unique flesh and spirit. India’s regional diversity, shaped by geography, climate, 

dominant religious practices, and historical social formations, ensures that a tale told in the 

mangrove swamps of Bengal will differ fundamentally from one told in the arid plains of 

Punjab or the agrarian Cauvery delta of Tamil Nadu. 

The Core Motif and its Pan-Indian Substratum 

Before delving into regional variations, it is essential to establish the common ground. The 

archetypal Animal Groom story in India typically involves a young woman, often from a 
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humble background, who is married to a prince or deity cursed to inhabit an animal’s form—

commonly a snake, but also monkeys, lions, or even frogs. The transformation is contingent 

upon a condition, usually a taboo: the wife must not look at her husband in his true form under 

specific circumstances, or she must perform a particular act of devotion or bravery. Invariably, 

this taboo is broken, either through human fallibility or the machinations of a rival, leading to 

the groom's disappearance. The remainder of the narrative follows the wife’s arduous quest to 

break the curse permanently, a journey that tests her loyalty, courage, and devotion. 

Underpinning this narrative across regions is a shared pan-Indian worldview steeped in Hindu 

and broader dharmic philosophies. The concept of karma and the cycle of rebirth (samsara) 

provides a logical framework for the transformation curse; the animal form is not random but 

a consequence of past actions. The theme of darshan—the auspicious sight of the divine—

often informs the taboo, where seeing the true form prematurely is a transgression. 

Furthermore, the wife’s quest aligns with the ideal of pativrata dharma, the unwavering 

devotion of a wife whose fidelity is believed to hold immense spiritual and even magical power. 

This common substratum of belief makes the motif instantly recognizable and resonant across 

the subcontinent, yet it is precisely at the points of regional inflection that the most revealing 

cultural insights emerge. 

The Bengali Groom: Serpents, Shakti, and the Delta’s Embrace 

In the fertile, riverine landscape of Bengal, where the line between land and water is perpetually 

blurred, the serpent (naga) holds a place of profound symbolic significance. Associated with 

water, fertility, and subterranean power, the serpent is both revered and feared. This ecological 

reality finds direct expression in Bengali folktales of the Animal Groom, where the serpent is 

the predominant form. A classic version involves a young girl, often named Behula, who is 

married to a prince cursed to die by a snakebite on his wedding night. In the most celebrated 

iteration, linked to the myth of the snake-goddess Manasa, the groom is Lakhindar, and the 

story forms the core of the Manasamangal Kavya. 

The Bengali narrative is deeply infused with the theology of Shaktism, the worship of the 

feminine divine. The entire plot is a cosmic struggle between the power of the male deity, Shiva 

(or Chandraketu in some versions), and the goddess Manasa, who desires recognition. The 

animal groom, Lakhindar, is a pawn in this divine conflict. The heroine, Behula, is not just a 



Copyright © | JET Network, All Rights Reserved 

 

1587  
  
 

Impact Factor : 7.665 

loyal wife but an embodiment of Shakti herself—the active, transformative feminine power. 

Her quest is not merely to reclaim her husband but to confront and ultimately appease the 

goddess Manasa. 

The regional specificity is striking. Behula’s journey takes place on a raft down the very rivers 

that define Bengal’s geography, encountering other folk deities and spirits of the Bengali 

pantheon. Her devotion is tested not in abstract terms but through the tangible, water-logged 

world she inhabits. The moral of the story extends beyond the personal to the communal: it is 

about the necessity of integrating the potentially destructive powers of nature (symbolized by 

the snake and the river) into the sphere of worship and social order. Behula succeeds through 

a combination of unwavering devotion (bhakti) and fierce, active determination, ultimately 

forcing the goddess to relent and restore her husband. The Bengali Animal Groom tale, 

therefore, is a narrative about ecological negotiation, the power of the feminine, and the 

complex, often fraught, relationship between humanity and the capricious forces of nature that 

define life in the Gangetic delta. 

The Tamil Groom: Monkeys, Karma, and Agrarian Society 

Traveling south to the ancient, temple-rich culture of Tamil Nadu, the Animal Groom motif 

takes on a distinctly different character. While serpent grooms exist, a more revealing regional 

variant features a monkey as the enchanted prince. In one such folktale, a poor girl is married 

to a handsome prince who is revealed to be a monkey by day, transforming into a man only at 

night. The taboo, as in many such tales, is broken, often by a jealous co-wife or a curious 

mother, leading to the groom’s flight. The wife’s quest to find him is long and arduous, 

involving tasks set by her supernatural father-in-law, often a divine king. 

The Tamil context reshapes the narrative in several key ways. First, the choice of the monkey 

as the animal form is significant. Unlike the numinous, fearsome serpent of Bengal, the monkey 

is a familiar part of the Tamil agrarian and forest landscape. It is clever, agile, but also seen as 

a pest—a more ambivalent and earthly symbol. This reflects a worldview that is deeply 

pragmatic and grounded in the social realities of a tightly-knit, agrarian society. 

The emphasis in the Tamil tale shifts from cosmic divine conflict to the workings of karma and 

the rigid fulfillment of social and familial duties (dharma). The husband’s monkey form is 
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explicitly a curse resulting from past misdeeds, a direct illustration of the law of karma. The 

wife’s quest is her dharma; her loyalty is her primary virtue. The challenges she faces are less 

about confronting a goddess and more about proving her worth through service, patience, and 

cleverness—virtues prized in a community-oriented society. She must please her in-laws, 

perform impossible domestic tasks, and demonstrate humility. 

Furthermore, the resolution often involves the intercession of a temple deity or a sage, 

reflecting the central role of temple culture in Tamil spiritual life. The restoration of the 

husband to his human form is not just a personal victory but a social reintegration. The couple 

returns to the prince’s kingdom, where he rules justly, signaling the restoration of cosmic and 

social order (dharma). The moral here is about the importance of fulfilling one's designated 

role, the inescapability of karma, and the power of steadfast duty to overcome adversity. The 

animal form is a temporary aberration in the social order, and the narrative works diligently to 

correct it, reinforcing the stability of the agrarian community. 

The Punjabi Groom: Snakes, Sufis, and Syncretic Faith 

In the northwestern region of Punjab, with its history of pastoralism, martial cultures, and a 

strong Sufi-Islamic influence, the Animal Groom motif undergoes another significant 

transformation. The legend of Mirshikar, the snake-prince, is a prime example. In this narrative, 

a princess or a nobleman’s daughter is married to a prince who is a snake. The tone and texture 

of this story are markedly different from its Eastern and Southern counterparts. 

The most profound regional influence is the layer of Sufi mysticism. In many Punjabi versions, 

the curse is broken not solely by the wife’s personal devotion, but through the grace (baraka) 

of a Sufi saint, such as Gugga Pir or another local wali. The saint, who often has power over 

snakes and diseases, intercedes on the couple’s behalf. This introduces a crucial theological 

difference: where the Bengali and Tamil tales emphasize individual effort and the fulfillment 

of dharma, the Punjabi narrative highlights the importance of faith in a pir and the concept of 

divine grace. 

The social context also differs. The Punjabi narrative often carries themes of honor (izzat) and 

the keeping of a promise (vachan). A father might have promised his daughter to the snake-

prince in a moment of desperation, and the story revolves around the family’s struggle to 
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uphold this pledge, a matter of grave social consequence. The wife’s character, while still 

devoted, is often portrayed with a stoic resilience that aligns with the celebrated strength of 

Punjabi women in folklore. 

The ecological symbolism of the snake also shifts. In the dry land of Punjab, snakes are less 

associated with fertile waters and more with the dangerous, hidden aspects of the earth, often 

linked with disease (a connection mitigated by Gugga Pir, who is both a snake-god and a 

healer). The narrative, therefore, becomes one of taming a dangerous force through faith and 

social integrity. The resolution reinforces a syncretic worldview where Islamic saints hold 

power over pre-existing folk spirits, and where personal faith in a benevolent spiritual guide is 

the ultimate key to resolving conflict and restoring harmony. The universal motif is thus recast 

to champion the values of faith, grace, and honor within a specifically Punjabi cultural and 

religious milieu. 

Comparative Analysis: Divergence and Unity 

Placing these three regional variants side-by-side illuminates a spectrum of cultural priorities. 

The agent of resolution is a key differentiator: in Bengal, it is the active, goddess-like heroine 

(Behula); in Tamil Nadu, it is the dutiful, persevering wife aided by temple deities; in Punjab, 

it is the faithful couple receiving the grace of a Sufi saint. This reflects core regional religious 

orientations: Shakta tantra, temple-centric Bhakti, and Sufi mysticism, respectively. 

The nature of the animal form is also telling. The Bengali serpent is a powerful, numinous 

force of nature; the Tamil monkey is a karmic, social aberration; the Punjabi snake is a 

dangerous entity to be tamed by faith. Each choice is a mirror of the region’s ecological 

relationship with that animal. Furthermore, the moral emphasis varies: the Bengali tale 

champions fierce devotion and the power of the feminine; the Tamil tale underscores karma, 

duty, and social integration; the Punjabi tale elevates faith, grace, and the honor of one's word. 

Yet, for all these divergences, the universal core persists. All three stories are, at their heart, 

about the transformative power of love and loyalty. They all posit that true identity resides not 

in the external form but in the inner self. They all affirm a moral universe where right action 

(whether defined as bhakti, dharma, or iman) leads to redemption and harmony. They all use 

the narrative device of a broken taboo to explore human fallibility and the necessity of a 
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difficult quest for restoration. This commonality suggests a pan-Indian narrative grammar that 

allows for immense regional vocabulary and syntax. The shared philosophical underpinnings 

of karma, dharma, and the possibility of spiritual transformation provide a cohesive framework 

within which immense cultural diversity can flourish. 

Conclusion 

The journey of the "Animal Groom" motif across the cultural landscapes of India demonstrates 

that folklore is a dynamic process of translation. A universal human concern—how to love the 

seemingly unlovable, how to see the soul within the skin—is filtered through the specific 

prisms of regional ecology, society, and religion, emerging each time as a story that feels both 

familiar and uniquely local. The Bengali tale, steeped in the ethos of its delta and its goddesses, 

could not be more different in texture from the pragmatic, karma-driven Tamil narrative or the 

faith-centered Punjabi legend. Yet, they are undeniably part of the same family. 

This study reveals that the search for a monolithic "Indian culture" is a futile one. Instead, 

Indian culture is best understood as a grand, ongoing conversation between its regional voices, 

each articulating a shared set of existential questions in its own distinct accent. The variations 

in the Animal Groom motif do not signify fragmentation but a vibrant, adaptive strength. They 

show how a civilization can maintain a coherent worldview while allowing its constituent parts 

the freedom to interpret that worldview through their own lived experience. The regional and 

the universal are not in opposition in the Indian folktale; they are in a continuous, creative, and 

illuminating dialogue, proving that the most enduring truths are those that can wear many 

different masks. 

 

References 

 Aarne, Antti, and Stith Thompson. The Types of the Folktale: A Classification and 

Bibliography. Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 1961. 

 Blackburn, Stuart. Moral Fictions: Tamil Folktales from Oral Tradition. Suomalainen 

Tiedeakatemia, 2001. 

 Dundes, Alan. "The Study of Folklore in Literature and Culture: Identification and 

Interpretation." The Journal of American Folklore, vol. 78, no. 308, 1965, pp. 136–42. 

 Korom, Frank J. The Anthropology of Performance: A Study of Bengali Folk Culture. 

Rawat Publications, 2013. 



Copyright © | JET Network, All Rights Reserved 

 

1591  
  
 

Impact Factor : 7.665 

 Ramanujan, A. K. Folktales from India: A Selection of Oral Tales from Twenty-Two 

Languages. Pantheon Books, 1991. 

 ---. "Who Needs Folklore? The Relevance of Oral Traditions to South Asian Studies." 

The Indian Folklife, vol. 1, no. 1, 2000, pp. 1-7. 

 Sen, Kshitis Chandra. The Folklore of Bengal. Firma KLM, 1985. 

 Singh, Devendra. Folklore of the Punjab. National Book Trust, 1973. 

 Thompson, Stith. Motif-Index of Folk-Literature. Indiana University Press, 1955–

1958. 

 Wadley, Susan S. Raja Nal and the Goddess: The North Indian Epic Dhola in 

Performance. Indiana University Press, 2004. 

 

 


