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EDITOR’S FOREWORD

It was a great loss when Heinrich Zimmer (1890-1943) died
suddenly of pneumonia, two years after his arrival in the United
States. He was at the opening of what would certainly have been
the most productive period of his career. Two bins of notes and
papers remained to testify to his rapidly maturing projects. The
lectures that he had been delivering at Columbia University were
roughly typed and arranged for conversion into books; a volume
on Hindu medicine was half completed; an introduction to the
study of Sanskrit had been outlined; a popular work on mythol-
ogy had been begun. Scraps of paper, scribbled in German, Eng-
lish, Sanskrit, and French, were sifted everywhere into the pages
of his library and files, suggesting articles to be written, research
work to be accomplished, even excursions to be made to specific
localities in India after the close of the war. He had quickly
adapted himself to the ways of his new country and was fired
with an eagerness to make his contribution to its intellectual
heritage. Hardly had he begun to find his stride, however, when,
suddenly stricken, he passed from full career to his death within
seven days.

The task of rescuing from oblivion as great a portion as
possible of the abruptly interrupted labors was taken up
immediately. MYTHS AND SYMBOLS IN INDIAN ART AND
CIVILIZATION is a reworking of the lecture course delivered
at Columbia University the winter term of 1942. The typewritten
notes had been supplemented in the classroom by impromptu
amplifications and illustrated by a series of over two hundred
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lantern slides. Their transformation into a book demanded con-
siderable recomposition, re-arrangement, abridgments and
augmentation. Recollections of conversations with Dr. Zimmer
supplied most of the materials for this reconstruction. Where such
help was lacking, I turned to the authorities he most respected.

Dr. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy very kindly supplied a number
of supplementary notes to complete the work. His additions have
been introduced in square brackets and initialed AKC; un-
doubtedly they would have met with the approval of Dr. Zimmer.
I am indebted to Dr. Coomaraswamy, also, for the print of Fig-
ure 55, and for many indispensable emendations throughout the
length of the text.

Since Dr. Zimmer had no need lo fill his private papers with
such annotations, credits, and references as are necessary to a
published volume, a complicated task confronted the editor
when it came to tracking down the sources of the numerous
myths and illustrations. For valuable assistance I wish to thank
Dr. Marguerite Block of Columbia University, who helped select,
arrange, and identify the pictures, and who read an early draft
of the manuscript; Mr. and Mrs. Nasli Heeramaneck, who
enabled me to discover the sources of many of the photographs;
Dr. David Friedman, formerly of the University of Leyden,
whose suggestions guided me to the Sanskrit originals of several
of the myths; and Mrs. Peter Geiger, who performed a large por-
tion of the actual work of research, labored on the manuscript and
proofs, and took charge of a cumbersome burden of details.
Swami Nikhilananda opened his library and aided with advice.
Mrs. Margaret Wing reviewed the last two drafts of the manu-
script, prepared the index, and assisted with the proofs. Without
the generous co-operation of these friends, the work would not

have been accomplished.
J.C.

New York City, October 28, 1945
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CHAPTER ONE

ETERNITY AND TIME

I.
The Parade of Ants

INDRA slew the dragon, a giant titan that had been couching on
the mountains in the limbless shape of a cloud serpent, holding
the waters of heaven captive in its belly. The god flung his
thunderbolt into the midst of the ungainly coils; the monster
shattered like a stack of withered rushes. The waters burst free
and streamed in ribbons across the land, to circulate once more
through the body of the world.

This flood is the flood of life and belongs to all. It is the sap of
field and forest, the blood coursing in the veins. The monster had
appropriated the common benefit, massing his ambitious, selfish
hulk between heaven and earth, but now was slain. The juices
again were pouring. The titans were retreating to the under-
worlds; the gods were returning to the summit of the central
mountain of the earth, there to reign from on high.

During the period of the supremacy of the dragon, the majestic
mansions of the lofty city of the gods had cracked and crumbled.
The first act of Indra was to rebuild them. All the divinities of
the heavens were acclaiming him their savior. Greatly elated in
his triumph and in the knowledge of his strength, he summoned
Vishvakarman, the god of arts and crafts, and commanded him to
erect such a palace as should befit the unequaled splendor of the
king of the gods.

The miraculous genius, Vishvakarman, succeeded in construct-
ing in a single year a shining residence, marvelous with palaces
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and gardens, lakes and towers. But as the work progressed, the
demands of Indra became even more exacting and his unfolding
visions vaster. He required additional terraces and pavilions,
more ponds, groves, and pleasure grounds. Whenever Indra ar-
rived to appraise the work, he developed vision beyond vision of
marvels remaining to be contrived. Presently the divine crafts-
man, brought to despair, decided to seek succor from above. He
would turn to the demiurgic creator, Brahma, the pristine
embodiment of the Universal Spirit, who abides far above the
troubled Olympian sphere of ambition, strife, and glory.

When Vishvakarman secretly resorted to the higher throne
and presented his case, Brahma comforted the petitioner. “You
will soon be relieved of your burden,” he said. “Go home in
peace.” Then, while Vishvakarman was hurrying down again to
the city of Indra, Brahma himself ascended to a still higher sphere.
He came before Vishnu, the Supreme Being, of whom he himself,
the Creator, was but an agent. In beatific silence Vishnu gave ear,
and by a mere nod of the head let it be known that the request
of Vishvakarman would be fulfilled.

Early next morning a brahmin boy, carrying the staff of a
pilgrim, made his appearance at the gate of Indra, bidding the
porter announce his visit to the king. The gate-man hurried to
the master, and the master hastened to the entrance to welcome
in person the auspicious guest. The boy was slender, some ten
years old, radiant with the luster of wisdom. Indra discovered
him amidst a cluster of enraptured, staring children. The boy
greeted the host with a gentle glance of his dark and brilliant eyes.
The king bowed to the holy child and the boy cheerfully gave his
blessing. The two retired to the hall of Indra, where the god cere-
moniously proffered welcome to his guest with oblations of honey,
milk, and fruits, then said: “O Venerable Boy, tell me of the
purpose of your coming.”

The beautiful child replied with a voice that was as deep and
soft as the slow thundering of auspicious rain clouds. “O King of
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Gods, I have heard of the mighty palace you are building, and
have come to refer to you the questions in my mind. How many
years will it require to complete this rich and extensive residence?
What further feats of engineering will Vishvakarman be expected
to accomplish? O Highest of the Gods,”—the boy’s luminous fea-
tures moved with a gentle, scarcely perceptible smile—"no Indra
before you has ever succeeded in completing such a palace as
yours is to be.”

Full of the wine of triumph, the king of the gods was enter-
tained by this mere boy’s pretension to a knowledge of Indras
earlier than himself. With a fatherly smile he put the question:
“Tell me, Child! Are they then so very many, the Indras and
Vishvakarmans whom you have seen—or at least, whom you have
heard of?”

The wonderful guest calimly nodded. “Yes, indeed, many have
I seen.” The voice was as warm and sweet as milk fresh from
the cow, but the words sent a slow chill through Indra’s veins.
“My dear child,” the boy continued, “‘I knew your father, Kash-
yapa, the Old Tortoise Man, lord and progenitor of all the crea-
tures of the earth. And I knew your grandfather, Marichi, Beam
of Celestial Light, who was the son of Brahma. Marichi was be-
gotten of the god Brahma’s pure spirit; his only wealth and glory
were his sanctity and-devotion. Also, I know Brahma, brought
forth by Vishnu from the lotus calix growing from Vishnu's
navel. And Vishnu himself—the Supreme Being, supporting
Brahma in his creative endeavor—him too I know.

“O King of Gods. I have known the dreadful dissolution of
the universe. I have seen all perish, again and again, at the end
of every cycle. At that terrible time, every single atom dissolves
into the primal, pure waters of eternity, whence originally all
arose. Everything then goes back into the fathomless, wild in-
finity of the ocean, which is covered with utter darkness and is
empty of every sign of animate being. Ah, who will count the
universes that have passed away, or the creations that have risen
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afresh, again and again, from the formless abyss of the vast waters?
Who will number the passing ages of the world, as they follow
each other endlessly? And who will search through the wide in-
finities of space to count the universes side by side, each contain-
ing its Brahma, its Vishnu, and its Shiva? Who will count the
Indras in them all—those Indras side by side, who reign at once
in all the innumerable worlds; those others who passed away
before them; or even the Indras who succeed each other in any
given line, ascending to godly kingship, one by one, and, one
by one, passing away? King of Gods, there are among your
servants certain who maintain that it may be possible to num-
ber the grains of sand on earth and the drops of rain that fall
from the sky, but no one will ever number all those Indras. This
is what the Knowers know.

“The life and kingship of an Indra endure seventy-one eons,
and when twenty-eight Indras have expired, one Day and Night
of Brahma has elapsed. But the existence of one Brahma, meas-
ured in such Brahma Days and Nights, is only one hundred and
eight years. Brahma follows Brahma; one sinks, the next arises;
the endless series cannot be told. There is no end to the number
of those Brahmas—to say nothing of Indras.

“But the universes side by side at any given moment, each
harboring a Brahma and an Indra: who will estimate the num-
ber of these? Beyond the farthest vision, crowding outer space,
the universes come and go, an innumerable host. Like delicate
boats they float on the fathomless, pure waters that form the
body of Vishnu. Out of every hair-pore of that body a universe
bubbles and breaks. Will you presume to count them? Will you
number the gods in all those worlds—the worlds present and the
worlds past?”

A procession of ants had made its appearance in the hall dur-
ing the discourse of the boy. In military array, in a column four
yards wide, the tribe paraded across the floor. The boy noted
them, paused, and stared, then suddenly laughed with an aston-
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ishing peal, but immediately subsided into a profoundly in-
drawn and thoughtful silence.

“Why do you laugh?” stammered Indra. “Who are you, mys-
terious being, under this deceiving guise of a boy?"” The proud
king’s throat and lips had gone dry, and his voice continually
broke. “Who are you, Ocean of Virtues, enshrouded in delud-
ing mist?”’

The magnificent boy resumed: “I laughed because of the ants.
The reason is not to be told. Do not ask me to disclose it. The
seed of woe and the fruit of wisdom are enclosed within this
secret. It is the secret that smites with an ax the tree of worldly
vanity, hews away its roots, and scatters its crown. This secret is
a lamp to those groping in ignorance. This secret lies buried in
the wisdom of the ages, and is rarely revealed even to saints. This
secret is the living air of those ascetics who renounce and tran-
scend mortal existence; but worldlings, deluded by desire and
pride, it destroys.”

The boy smiled and sank into silence. Indra regarded him,
unable to move. O Son of a Brahmin,” the king pleaded pres-
ently, with a new and visible humility, I do not know who you
are. You would seem to be Wisdom Incarnate. Reveal to me this
secret of the ages, this light that dispels the dark.”

Thus requested to teach, the boy opened to the god the hid-
den wisdom. “I saw the ants, O Indra, filing in long parade. Each
was once an Indra. Like you, each by virtue of pious deeds once
ascended to the rank of a king of gods. But now, through many
rebirths, each has become again an ant. This army is an army of
former Indras.

“Piety and high deeds elevate the inhabitants of the world to
the glorious realm of the celestial mansions, or to the higher
domains of Brahma and Shiva and to the highest sphere of
Vishnu; but wicked acts sink them into the worlds beneath, into
pits of pain and sorrow, involving reincarnation among birds
and vermin, or out of the wombs of pigs and animals of the wild,
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or among trees, or among insects. It is by deeds that one merits
happiness or anguish, and becomes a master or a serf. It is by
deeds that one attains to the rank of a king or brahmin, or of
some god, or of an Indra or a Brahma. And through deeds again,
one contracts disease, acquires beauty and deformity, or is re-
born in the condition of a monster.

“This is the whole substance of the secret. This wisdom is the
ferry to beatitude across the occan of hell.

“Life in the cycle of the countless rebirths is like a vision in
a dream. The gods on high, the mute trees and the stones, are
alike apparitions in this phantasy. But Death administers the
law of time. Ordained by time, Death is the master of all. Perish-
able as bubbles are the good and the evil of the beings of the
dream. In unending cycles the good and evil alternate. Hence,
the wise are attached to neither, neither the evil nor the good.
The wise are not attached to anything at all.”

The boy concluded the appalling lesson and quietly regarded
his host. The king of gods, for all his celestial splendor, had been
reduced in his own regard to insignificance. Meanwhile, another
amazing apparition had entered the hall.

The newcomer had the appearance of a kind of hermit. His
head was ptled with matted hair; he wore a black deerskin around
his loins; on his forehead was painted a white mark; his head
was shaded by a paltry parasol of grass; and a quaint, circular
cluster of hair grew on his chest: it was intact at the circumfer-
ence, but from the center many of the hairs, it seemed, had
disappeared. This saintly figure strode directly to Indra and the
boy, squatted between them on the floor, and there remained,
motionless as a rock. The kingly Indra, somewhat recovering his
hostly role, bowed and paid obeisance, offering sour milk with
honey and other refreshments; then he inquired, falteringly but
reverently, after the welfare of the stern guest, and bade him
welcome. Whereupon the boy addressed the holy man, asking
the very questions Indra himself would have proposed.
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“Whence do you come, O Holy Man? What is your name and
what brings you to this place? Where is your present home, and
what is the meaning of this grass parasol? What is the portent
of that circular hair-tuft on your chest: why is it dense at the
circumference but at the center almost bare? Be kind enough,
O Holy Man, to answer, in brief, these questions. I am anxious
to understand.”

Patiently the old saint smiled, and slowly began his reply. “I
am a brahmin. Hairy is my name. And I have come here to be-
hold Indra. Since I know that I am short-lived, I have decided
to possess no home, to build no house, and neither to marry nor
to seek a livelihood. I exist by begging alms. To shield myself
from sun and rain I carry over my head this parasol of grass.

“As to the circle of hair on my chest, it is a source of grief to
the children of the world. Nevertheless, it teaches wisdom. With
the fall of an Indra, one hair drops. That is why, in the center
all the hairs have gone. When the other half of the period allotted
to the present Brahma will have expired, I myself shall die. O
Brahmin Boy, it follows that I am somewhat short of days; what,
therefore, is the use of a wife and a son, or of a house?

“Each flicker of the eyelids of the great Vishnu registers the
passing of a Brahma. Everything below that sphere of Brahma
is as insubstantial as a cloud taking shape and again dissolving.
That is why I devote myself exclusively to meditating on the
incomparable lotus-feet of highest Vishnu. Faith in Vishnu is
more than the bliss of redemption; for every joy, even the heav-
enly, is as fragile as a dream, and only interferes with the one-
pointedness of our faith in Him Supreme.

“Shiva, the peace-bestowing, the highest spiritual guide, taught
me this wonderful wisdom. I do not crave to experience the
various blissful forms of redemption: to share the highest god’s
supernal mansions and enjoy his eternal presence, or to be like
him in body and apparel, or to become a part of his august sub-
stance, or even to be absorbed wholly in his ineffable essence.”
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Abruptly, the holy man ceased and immediately vanished.
It had been the god Shiva himself; he had now returned to his
supramundane abode. Simultaneously, the brahmin boy, who
had been Vishnu, disappeared as well. The king was alone, baf-
fled and amazed.

The king, Indra, pondered; and the events seemed to him to
have been a dream. But he no longer felt any desire to magnify
his heavenly splendor or to go on with the construction of his
palace. He summoned Vishvakarman. Graciously greeting the
craftsman with honeyed words, he heaped on him jewels and
precious gifts, then with a sumptuous celebration sent him home.

The king, Indra, now desired redemption. He had acquired
wisdom, and wished only to be free. He entrusted the pomp and
burden of his office to his son, and prepared to retire to the her-
mit life of the wilderness. Whereupon his beautiful and passion-
ate queen, Shachi, was overcome with grief.

Weeping, in sorrow and utter despair, Shachi resorted to In-
dra’s ingenious house-priest and spiritual advisor, the Lord of
Magic Wisdom, Brihaspati. Bowing at his feet, she implored him
to divert her husband’s mind from its stern resolve. The resource-
ful counselor of the gods, who by his spells and devices had
helped the heavenly powers wrest the government of the uni-
verse from the hands of their titan rivals, listened thoughtfully
to the complaint of the voluptuous, disconsolate goddess, and
knowingly nodded assent. With a wizard’s smile, he took her
hand and conducted her to the presence of her spouse. In the
role, then, of spiritual teacher, he discoursed sagely on the vir-
tues of the spiritual life, but on the virtues also, of the secular.
He gave to each its due. Very skillfully he developed his theme.
The royal pupil was persuaded to relent in his extreme resolve.
The queen was restored to radiant joy.

This Lord of Magic Wisdom, Brihaspati, once had composed
a treatise on government, in order to teach Indra how to rule
the world. He now issued a second work, a treatise on the polity
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and stratagems of married love. Demonstrating the sweet art of
wooing ever anew, and of enchaining the beloved with endur-
ing bonds, this priceless book established on sound foundations
the married life of the reunited pair.

Thus concludes the marvelous story of how the king of gods
was humiliated in his boundless pride, cured of an excessive am-
bition, and through wisdom, both spiritual and secular, brought
to a knowledge of his proper role in the wheeling play of un-
ending life.*

2.
The Wheel of Rebirth

INDIA’S treasure of myths and symbols is immense. In the teem-
ing texts and multitudinous architectural monuments eloquent
details so abound that, though scholars since the end of the eight-
eenth century have been editing, translating, and interpreting,
it is by no means an infrequent experience to come across tales
hitherto unnoticed or unknown, images undeciphered, expres-
sive features not yet understood, esthetic and philosophical
values uninterpreted. From the second millennium B.c.,, the
Indian traditions have been handed on in unbroken continuity.
Since the transmission has been mainly oral, there is left to us
only an imperfect record of the long and rich development: cer-
tain periods, long and fruitful, are barely documented; much
has been irretrievably lost. Nevertheless, though tens of thou-
sands of pages remain in manuscript still waiting to be edited,
the great works already published in printed Western and In-
dian editions are so many that no individual may hope to cover
them in a lifetime.

This inheritance is both prodigious and fragmentary, and yet

® Brahmavaivarta Purana, Krisna-janma Khanda, 47. 50-161.
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homogeneous to such a degree that it is possible to present the
main features in a simple, consistent outline. We shall be able
to review in the present volume, and in some measure to fathom,
the major areas and problems, the dominant symbols and most
significant features of the abundant world of Hindu myth. Ques-
tions of methodology and interpretation, which will inevitably
arise as the exotic forms unfold their amazing secrets, we shall
deal with as they come. They cannot be coped with at the out-
set; for we are not yet familiar with the personages, the style,
the sequences of events, the basic conceptions and scales of value
of this tradition so utterly different from our own. It would not
do to seek to constrain the Oriental conceptions into the delim-
iting frames familiar to the West. Their profound strangeness
must be permitted to expose to us the unconscious limitations
of our own approach to the enigmas of existence and of man.

The wonderful story of the Parade of Ants opens before us
an unfamiliar spectacle of space and throbs with an alien pulse
of time. Notions of space and time are commonly taken for
granted within the pale of a given tradition and civilization.
Their validity is seldom discussed or questioned, even by peo-
ple who sharply disagree on social, political, and moral issues.
They appear to be inevitable, colorless and unimportant; for
we move through and are carried on by them, as the fish by water.
We are contained within and caught by them, unaware of their
specific character, because our knowledge does not reach beyond
them. Hence, the time and space conceptions of India will at first
seem to us of the West unsound and bizarre. The fundamentals
of the Western view are so close to our eyes that they escape our
criticism. They are of the texture of our experience and reac-
tions. We are prone, therefore, to take them for granted as fun-
damenta! to human experience in general, and as constituting
an integral part of reality.

The astounding story of the re-education of the proud and
successful Indra plays with visions of cosmic cycles—eons fol-
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lowing each other in the endlessness of time, eons contempo-
raneous in the infinitudes of space—such as could hardly be said
to enter into the sociological and psychological thinking of the
West. In “timeless” India these extensive diastoles give the life-
rhythm of all thought. The wheel of birth and death, the round
of emanation, fruition, dissolution, and re-emanation, is a com-
monplace of popular speech as well as a fundamental theme of
philosophy, myth and symbol, religion, politics and art. It is un-
derstood as applying not only to the life of the individual, but
to the history of society and the course of the cosmos. Every mo-
ment of existence is measured and judged against the backdrop
of this pleroma.

According to the mythologies of Hinduism, each world cycle
is subdivided into four yugas or world ages. These are compa-
rable to the four ages of the Greco-Roman tradition, and, like
the latter, decline in moral excellence as the round proceeds.
The Classical ages took their names from the metals, Gold, Sil-
ver, Brass, and Iron, the Hindu from the four throws of the In-
dian dice game, Krita, Treta, Dvapara, and Kali. In both cases
the appellations suggest the relative virtues of the periods, as
they succeed each other in a slow, irreversible procession.

Krita is the perfect participle of the verb kr¢, to do; it means,
literally, ‘‘done, made, accomplished, perfect.” This is the dice-
throw that wins the jackpot, the total gain. According to the In-
dian conception, the idea of total, or totality, is associated with
the number four. “Four square” signifies “totality.” Anything
complete and self-contained is conceived as possessing all of its
four “quarters” (pada). It is established firmly on its “four legs”
(catul-pada). Thus, Krita Yuga, the first of the ages, is the per-
fect, or “four-quartered,” yuga. Dharma, the moral order of the
world (which is in virtual existence before the beginning, but
then becomes manifest in the spheres, energies, and beings of
the world), is during this period firm on its four legs, like a sacred
cow; one hundred percent, or four quarters, effective as an all-
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pervading structural element in the organism of the universe.
During this yuga men and women are born virtuous. They de-
vote their lives to the fulfillment of the duties and tasks divinely
ordained by Dharma.* The brahmins are established in saintli-
ness. Kings and feudal chiefs act according to the ideals of truly
royal conduct. The peasants and townsfolk are devoted to hus-
bandry and the crafts. The lower, servile classes abide lawfully
in submission. People even of the lowest extraction observe the
holy order of life.

As the life-process of the world-organism gains momentum,
however, order loses ground. Holy Dharma vanishes quarter by
quarter, while its converse gains the field. Treta Yuga is there-
fore named after the dice-cast of the three. Treta is the triad or
triplet; three of the quarters. Etymologically, the word is re-
lated to the Latin trés, Greek treis, English three. During Treta
Yuga, the universal body, as well as the body of human society,
is sustained by only three fourths of its total virtue. The modes
of life proper to the four castes have begun to lapse into decay.
Duties are no longer the spontaneous laws of human action, but
have to be learned.

Dvapara Yuga is the age of the dangerous balance between
imperfection and perfection, darkness and light. Its name is de-
rived from dvi, dva, dvau, meaning “‘two” (compare the Latin
duo, French deux, English deuce, Greek diuo, Russian dva).
This is the dice-cast of the duad. During Dvapara Yuga, only two
of the four quarters of Dharma are still effective in the manifest
world; the others have been irrecoverably lost. The cow of ethi-
cal order, instead of firmly standing on four legs, or resting safely

¢ [Dharma: Lex aeterna, ideal or absolute Justice or Righteousness, Greek
Sizatogvvn as in Plato and Luke 12.31; the proportionate part of this Justice, which
pertains to an individual, is his ‘own-justice’ (sva-dharma), the vocation, social
function, or duty as determined for him by his own nature.—AKC.]

EprTor’s NoTE: Dr. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy has kindly supplied 2 number of
explanatory notes to supplement the material left by Dr. Zimmer. These are intro-
duced in square brackets, and initialled AKC.
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on three, now balances on two. Destroyed is the ideal, semidivine
status of society. Lost is the knowledge of the revealed hierarchy
of values. No longer does the perfection of the spiritual order
energize human and universal life. All human beings, brahmins
and kings as well as tradespeople and servants, blinded by pas-
sion and eager for earthly possessions, grow mean and acquisitive
and averse to the fulfilment of such sacred duties as require self-
denial. True saintliness, to be achieved only through devotional
observances, vows, fasting and ascetic practices, becomes extinct.
Finally, Kali Yuga, the dark age, miserably subsists on twenty-
five percent of the full strength of Dharma. Egoistic, devouring,
blind and reckless elements now are triumphant and rule the
day. Kali means the worst of anything; also, ‘‘strife, quarrel, dis-
sension, war, battle” (being related to kal-aha, “strife, quarrel”).
In the dice-play, kali is the losing throw. During the Kali Yuga,
man and his world are at their very worst. The moral and social
degradation is characterized in a passage of the Vishnu Purina: *
“When society reaches a stage, where property confers rank,
wealth becomes the only source of virtue, passion the sole bond
of union between husband and wife, falsehood the source of suc- -
cess in life, sex the only means of enjoyment, and when outer
trappings are confused with inner religion . . .”—then we are
in the Kali Yuga, the world of today. This age, in the present
cycle, is computed as having begun, Friday, February 18, 3102 B.c.
Deficiency of Dharma accounts for the short duration of the
Kali Yuga, which is, namely, 432,000 years. The preceding
Treta Yuga, strong with double the amount of moral substance,
is described as surviving twice as long, 864,000. Correspond-
ingly, Dvapara Yuga, provided with three of the four quarters
of Dharma, endures the length of three Kali units, 1,296,000
years; and Krita Yuga, the period of Dharma “four square,”

® A classic source of Hindu mythology and tradition, dating from the first mil-
lennium of our era. Translated by H. H. Wilson, London, 1840. The above text is a
condensation of a long descriptive passage in Book IV, Chapter 24.
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1,728,000. The grand total is thus 4,320,000 years, ten times the
duration of one Kali Yuga. This complete cycle is called Maha-
Yuga, “The Great Yuga.”

One thousand mahayugas—4,320,000,000 years of human reck-
oning—constitute a single day of Brahma, a single kalpa. In terms
of the reckoning of the gods (who are below Brahma, but above
men) this period comprises twelve thousand heavenly years. Such
a day begins with creation or evolution (srist7), the emanation of
a universe out of divine, transcendent, unmanifested Substance,
and terminates with dissolution and re-absorption (pralaya),
mergence back into the Absolute. The world spheres together
with all the beings contained in them disappear at the end of
the day of Brahma, and during the ensuing night persist only as
the latent germ of a necessity for re-manifestation. The night
of Brahma is as long as the day.

Every kalpa is subdivided also into fourteen manvantaras, or
Manu-intervals,* each comprising seventy-one and a fraction
mahayugas and terminating with a deluge. The intervals are
named from Manu, the Hindu counterpart of Noah, the hero
who escapes the flood. The present period is called the Interval
of Manu Vaivasvata, “Manu the Son of the Radiating One,”
“Manu the Son of the Sun God Vivasvant.” £ This is the seventh

¢ In Sanskrit, u before a vowel becomes v; therefore manu-antara (“Manu-interval”)
becomes manvantara.
t71 X 14 = 994, leaving 6 mahayugas to be accounted for. The adjustment is
effected as follows. The first of the fourteen manvantaras is regarded as preceded
by a dawn the length of one krita yuga (i.e., 0.4 mahayuga), and every manvantara
as followed by a twilight of equal length. 0.4 X 15 = 6. 994 4 6 = 1000 maha-
yugas, or one kalpa. This complicated calculation seems to have been introduced
in order to co-ordinate two originally separate systems, the one based on a chro-
nology of wheeling mahayugas, the other on a tradition of periodic universal floods.
1 Each manvantara is named from its special manifestation of the flood hero.
Vaivasvata Manu, the progenitor of the present race of mankind, was rescued from
the deluge by the fish incarnation of Vishnu. His father was the Sun God Vivasvant.
Vivasvant is a Vedic name of the Sun God. In the Zoroastrian tradition ol Persia
the same name occurs as a patronymic of the first mortal, Yima, who in Sanskrit is
called Yama. The flood hero and the first mortal are finally two versions of the
same primordial being.
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manvantara of the present day of Brahma, seven more being due
to pass before the day comes to its close. And this present day
is termed Varaha Kalpa, ““The Kalpa of the Boar™; for it is dur-
ing this day that Vishnu becomes incarnated in the figure of a
boar. This is the first day of the fifty-first year in the lifetime of
“our” Brahma. It will end—after seven deluges more—at the next
dissolution.

The progress and decline of every kalpa is marked by myth-
ological events that recur similarly, again and again, in mag-
nificent, slowly and relentlessly rotating cycles. The victories
of the gods, by which they become established in authority over
their respective spheres of the universe; the interludes of defeat,
downfall, and devastation, when they are overcome by the titans
or antigods—who are their stepbrothers, ever alert to overthrow
them; the avatars * or incarnations of Vishnu, the Supreme
Being, when he assumes an animal or human form, in order to
appear in the world as its savior and deliver the gods: these mar-
vels, singular and breath-taking though they must seem when
they come to pass, are but unchanging links in an ever-revolving
chain. They are typical moments in an unvariable process, and
this process is the continuous history of the world organism. They
constitute the standard schedule of a day of Brahma.

At the dawn of each kalpa, Brahma re-emerges from a lotus
that has stemmed and blossomed out of the navel of Vishnu.
During the first Manu-interval of the present Variha Kalpa,
Vishnu descended as a boar to rescue the freshly created Earth
from the bottom of the sea, whither she had been ravished by
a demon of the abyss. In the fourth interval or manvantara, he
rescued a great elephant king from a sea monster. In the sixth
occurred the cosmic event known as the Churning of the Milky
Ocean: the gods and titans, contending for world dominion,
concluded a temporary truce, in order to extract the Elixir of

*® Avatara, “descent,” from the root tri, “to pass across or over, to sail across,” plus
the prefix gva-, “down.”

17




Immortality from the Universal Sea. During the present maha-
yuga of the seventh manvantara the events described in the two
great Indian epics are considered to have occurred. Those re-
counted in the Ramadyana are assigned to the Treta Age of the
present cycle, those in the Mahabharata to the Dvapara.

It should be observed that the traditional texts allude only
very seldom to the fact that the mythological events which they
are describing and extolling take place again and again, recur-
ring every four billion three hundred and twenty million years,
i.e., once every Kalpa. That is because, from the viewpoint of
the short-lived human individual such a prodigious circum-
stance may be temporarily disregarded. But it cannot be totally
and finally dismissed; for the short-lived individual, in the round
of his transmigrations, remains involved, somehow, somewhere,
under one mask or another, throughout the whole course of the
protracted span. In one of the Puranic * accounts of the deeds
of Vishnu in his Boar Incarnation or Avatar, occurs a casual
reference to the cyclic recurrence of the great moments of myth.
The Boar, carrying on his arm the goddess Earth whom he is in
the act of rescuing from the depths of the sea, passingly remarks
to her:

”

“Every time I carry you this way . . .

For the Western mind, which believes in single, epoch-making,
historical events (such as, for instance, the coming of Christ, or
the emergence of certain decisive sets of ideals, or the long de-
velopment of invention during the course of man’s mastery of
nature) this casual comment of the ageless god has a gently mini-
mizing, annihilating effect. It vetoes conceptions of value that

* The Puranas are sacred books of mythological and epic lore supposed to have
been compiled by the legendary sage and poet Vyasa. There are eighteen Purinas
(purana, “ancient, legendary”) and associated with each a number of Secondary
Puranas (upapurana). Among the latter are reckoned the great epics, Ramdyana
and Mahabharata.
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are intrinsic to our estimation of man, his life, his destiny and
task.

From the human standpoint the lifetime of a Brahma seems
to be very lengthy; nevertheless it is limited. It endures for only
one hundred Brahma years of Brahma days and nights, and con-
cludes with a great, or universal, dissolution. Then vanish not
only the visible spheres of the three worlds (earth, heaven and
the space between), but all spheres of being whatsoever, even
those of the highest worlds. All become resolved into the divine,
primeval Substance. A state of total re-absorption then prevails
for another Brahma century, after which the entire cycle of g11,-
040,000,000,000 human years begins anew.

3.
The Wisdom of Life

IT is easy for us to forget that our strictly linear, evolutionary
idea of time (apparently substantiated by geology, paleontology,
and the history of civilization) is something peculiar to modern
man. Even the Greeks of the day of Plato and Aristotle, who were
much nearer than the Hindus to our ways of thought and feel-
ing and to our actual tradition, did not share it. Indeed, Saint
Augustine seems to have been the first to conceive of this modern
idea of time. His conception established itself only gradually in
opposition to the notion formerly current.

The Augustinian Society has published a paper by Erich
Frank,* in which it is pointed out that both Aristotle and Platc
believed that every art and science had many times developed
to its apogee and then perished. “These philosophers,” writes

* E. Frank, Saint Augustine and Greek Thought (The Augustinian Society, Cam-
bridge, Mass., 1942, obtainable from The Harvard Cooperative Society), see pp. g-10.
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Frank, “‘believed that even their own ideas were only the redis-
covery of thoughts which had been known to the philosophers of
previous periods.” This belief corresponds precisely to the Indian
tradition of a perennial philosophy, an ageless wisdom revealed
and re-revealed, restored, lost, and again restored through the
cycles ot the ages. “Human life,” Frank declares, “to Augustine
was not merely a process of nature. It was a unique, unrepeat-
able phenomenon; it had an individual history in which every-
thing that happened was new and had never been before. Such
a conception of history was unknown to the Greek philosophers.
The Greeks had great historians who investigated and described
the history of their times; but . . . the history of the universe
they considered as a natural process in which everything recurred
in periodical circles, so that nothing really new ever happened.”
This is precisely the idea of time underlying Hindu mythology
and life. The history of the universe in its periodic passage from
evolution to dissolution is conceived as a biological process of
gradual and relentless deterioration, disintegration, and decay.
Only after everything has run its course into total annihilation
and been then re-incubated in the boundlessness of the timeless
cosmic night, does the universe reappear in perfection, pristine,
beautiful, and reborn. Whereupon, immediately, with the first
tick of time, the irreversible process begins anew. The perfection
of life, the human capacity to apprehend and assimilate ideals
of highest saintliness and selfless purity—in other words the di-
vine quality or energy of Dharma—is in a continuous decline.
And during the process the strangest histories take place; yet
nothing that has not, in the endless wheelings of the eons, hap-
pened many, many times before.

This vast time-consciousness, transcending the brief span of
the individual, even the racial biography, is the time-conscious-
ness of Nature herself. Nature knows, not centuries, but ages—
geological, astronomical ages—and stands, furthermore, beyond
them. Swarming egos are her children, but the species is her con-
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cern; and world ages are her shortest span for the various species
that she puts forth and permits, finally, to die (like the dinosaurs,
the mammoths, and the giant birds). India—as Life brooding on
itself—thinks of the problem of time in periods comparable to
those of our astronomy, geology, and paleontology. India thinks
of time and of herself, that is to say, in biological terms, terms
of the species, not of the ephemeral ego. The latter becomes old:
the former s old, and therewith eternally young.

We of the West on the other hand, regard world history as
a biography of mankind, and in particular of Occidental Man,
whom we estimate to be the most consequential member of the
family. Biography is that form of seeing and representing which
concentrates on the unique, the induplicable, in any portion of
existence, and then brings out the sense-and-direction-giving
traits. We think of egos, individuals, lives, not of Life. Our will
is not to culminate in our human institutions the universal play
of nature, but to evaluate, to set ourselves against the play, with
an egocentric tenacity. As yet our physical and biological sciences
—which, of course, are comparatively young—have not affected
the general tenor of our traditional humanism. So little, indeed,
are we aware of their possible philosophical implications (aside
from the lesson of “progress” which we like to derive from their
account of evolution) that when we encounter something of their
kind in the mythological eons of the Hindus, we are left, emo-
tionally, absolutely cold. We are unable, we are not prepared,
to fill the monstrous yugas with life significance. Our conception
of the long geological ages that preceded the human habitation
of the planet and are promised to succeed it, and our astronomi-
cal figures for the description of outer space and the passages of
the stars, may in some measure have prepared us to conceive of
the mathematical reaches of the vision; but we can scarcely feel
their pertinence to a practical philosophy of human life.

It was consequently a great experience for me, when, while
reading one of the Puranas, I chanced upon the brilliant, anony-
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mous myth recounted at the opening of the present chapter.
Suddenly the empty sheaves of numbers were filled with the
dynamism of life. They became alive with philosophical value
and symbolic significance. So vivid was the statement, so power-
ful the impact, that the story did not have to be dissected for its
meaning. The lesson was plain to see.

The two great gods, Vishnu and Shiva, instruct the human
hearers of the myth by teaching Indra, king of the Olympians.
The Wonderful Boy, solving riddles and pouring out wisdom
from his childish lips, is an archetypal figure, common to fairy
tales of all ages and many traditions. He is an aspect of the Boy
Hero, who solves the riddle of the Sphinx and rids the world
of monsters. Likewise an archetypal figure is the Old Wise Man,
beyond ambitions and the illusions of ego, treasuring and im-
parting the wisdom that sets free, shattering the bondage of
possessions, the bondage of suffering and desire.

But the wisdom taught in this myth would have been incom-
plete had the last word been that of the infinity of space and
time. The vision of the countless universes bubbling into exist-
ence side by side, and the lesson of the unending series of Indras
and Brahmas, would have annihilated every value of individual
existence. Between this boundless, breath-taking vision and the
opposite problem of the limited role of the short-lived individual,
this myth effected the re-establishment of a balance. Brihaspati,
the high priest and spiritual guide of the gods, who is Hindu
wisdom incarnate, teaches Indra (i.e., ourself, the individual con-
fused) how to grant to each sphere its due. We are taught to
recognize the divine, the impersonal sphere of eternity, revolv-
ing ever and agelessly through time. But we are also taught to
esteem the transient sphere of the duties and pleasures of in-
dividual existence, which is as real and as vital to the living man,
as a dream to the sleeping soul.

o
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CHAPTER TWO

THE MYTHOLOGY OF VISHNU

"
Vishnu's Maya

THE vision of endless repetition and aimless reproduction mini-
mized and finally annihilated the victorious Indra’s naive con-
ception of himself and of the permanence of his might. His ever-
growing building projects were to have provided the appropriate
setting for a self-confident, natural, and dignified ego-concept.
But as the cycles of the vision expanded, levels of consciousness
opened in which millenniums dwindled to moments, eons to
days. The limited constitution of man, and of such lower gods
as himself, lost substantiality. The burdens and delights, pos-
sessions and bereavements of the ego, the whole content and the
work of the human lifetime, dissolved into unreality. All that
had appeared to him as important only the moment before, now
was seen as no more than a fleeting phantasm, born and gone,
intangible as a flash of lightning.

The transformation was effected by a shift in Indra’s point of
view. With the enlargement of the perspective every aspect of
life shifted value. It was as though the mountains—permanent
when considered from the standpoint of our brief human span
of some seven decades—should be beheld, all at once, from
the perspective of as many millenniums. They would rise and
fall like waves. The permanent would be seen as fluid. Great
goals would melt before the eyes. Every experience of value
would be suddenly transmuted; the mind would be hard put to
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reorient itself, and the emotions to discover solid ground.*
The Hindu mind associates such ideas as ‘‘transitory, ever-

changing, elusive, ever-returning, with “‘unreality,” and con-
versely, “lmperishable, changeless, steadfast, and eternal,” with
“the real.” As long as the experiences and sensations that stream
through the consciousness of an individual remain untouched
by any widening, devaluating vision, the perishable creatures
that appear and vanish in the unending cycle of life (samsara,
the round of rebirth) are regarded by him as utterly real. But
the moment their fleeting character is discerned, they come to
seem almost unreal--an illusion or mirage, a deception of the
senses, the dubious figment of a too restricted, ego-centered con-
sciousness. When understood and experienced in this manner,
the world is Maya-maya, “of the stuff of Maya.” Maya is “art’:
that by which an artifact, an appearance, is produced.{

The noun maya is related etymologically to “measure.” It is
formed from the root ma, which means ““to measure or lay out
(as, for instance, the ground plan of a building, or the outlines
of a figure); to produce, shape, or create; to display.” Maya is the
measuring out, or creation, or display of forms; maya is any illu-
sion, trick, artifice, deceit, jugglery, sorcery, or work of witch-
craft; an illusory image or apparition, phantasm, deception of
the sight; maya is also any diplomatic trick or political artifice
designed to deceive. The maya of the gods is their power to as-
sume diverse shapes by displaying at will various aspects of their

* The usual word in Sanskrit for “it is” is “it becomes” (bhavati). Asti (“it is”") tends
to be confined more to logical formulations (for example, tat tvam asi, “‘that thou
art; thou art that”). Comparably, the Sanskrit term for “world or universe” is
jagat, a modification of the root gam, “to go, to move”; jagat connotes “that which
moves, the transitory, the ever-changing.”

t [Maya is precisely the maker’s power or art, “Magic” in Jacob Boehme's sense:
“It is a mother in all three worlds, and makes each thing after the model of that
thing'’s will. It is not the understanding, but it is a creatrix according to the under-
standing, and lends itself to good or to evil . . . from eternity a ground and sup-

port of all things . .. In sum: Magic is the activity in the Will-spirit.” (Sex
Puncta Mystica, V.—AKC.]




subtle essence. But the gods are themselves the productions of
a greater maya: the spontaneous self-transformation of an orig-
inally undifferentiated, all-generating divine Substance. And
this greater maya produces, not the gods alone, but the universe
in which they operate. All the universes co-existing in space and
succeeding each other in time, the planes of being and the crea-
tures of those planes whether natural or supernatural, are mani-
festations from an inexhaustible, original and eternal well of
being, and are made manifest by a play of maya. In the period
of non-manifestation, the interlude of the cosmic night, maya
ceases to operate and the display dissolves.

Maya is Existence: both the world of which we are aware, and
ourselves who are contained in the growing and dissolving en-
vironment, growing and dissolving in our turn. At the same time,
Maya is the supreme power that generates and animates the dis-
play: the dynamic aspect of the universal Substance. Thus it is
at once, effect (the cosmic flux), and cause (the creative power).
In the latter regard it is known as Shakti, “Cosmic Energy.” The
noun Sakti is from the root sak, signifying “to be able, to be pos-
sible.” Sakti is “‘power, ability, capacity, faculty, strength, energy,

prowess; regal power; the power of composition, poetic power,
genius; the power or signification of a word or term; the power

inherent in cause to produce its necessary effect; an iron spear,

lance, pike, dart; a sword”’; Sakti is the female organ; saktz is the
active power of a deity and is regarded, mythologically, as his
goddess-consort and queen.

Maya-Shakti is personified as the world-protecting, feminine,
maternal side of the Ultimate Being, and as such, stands for the
spontaneous, loving acceptance of life’s tangible reality. Endur-
ing the suffering, sacrifice, death and bereavements that attend
all experience of the transitory, she affirms, she is, she represents
and enjoys, the delirium of the manifested forms. She is the cre-
ative joy of life: herself the beauty, the marvel, the enticement
and seduction of the living world. She instils into us—and she is,
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herself—surrender to the changing aspects of existence. Maya-
Shakti is Eve, “The Eternal Feminine,” das Ewig-Weibliche;
she who ate, and tempted her consort to eat, and was herself
the apple. From the point of view of the masculine principle of
the Spirit (which is in quest of the enduring, eternally valid, and
absolutely divine) she is the pre-eminent enigma.

Now the character of Maya-Shakti-Devi (devi = *‘goddess”) is
multifariously ambiguous. Having mothered the universe and
the individual (macro- and microcosm) as correlative manifesta-
tions of the divine, Maya then immediately muffles conscious-
ness within the wrappings of her perishable production. The
ego is entrapped in a web, a queer cocoon. ““All this around me,”
and “my own existence”’—experience without and experience
within—are the warp and woof of the subtle fabric. Enthralled
by ourselves and the effects of our environment, regarding the
bafflements of Maya as utterly real, we endure an endless ordeal
of blandishment, desire and death; whereas, from a standpoint
just beyond our ken (that represented in the perennial esoteric
tradition and known to the illimited, supra-individual conscious-
ness of ascetic, yogic experience) Maya—the world, the life, the
ego, to which we cling—is as fugitive and evanescent as cloud
and mist.

The aim of Indian thought has always been to learn the secret
of the entanglement, and, if possible, to cut through into a reality
outside and beneath the emotional and intellectual convolu-
tions that enwrap our conscious being. Such was the effort to
which Indra was allured, when his eyes were opened by the ap-
paritions and teaching of the divine Child and the millennial
Sage.
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The Waters of Existence

Hinou mythology treats of the riddle of Maya graphically, in a
pictorial script that renders accessible to the common mind the
philosophical implications of the puzzle. The tales have been
handed down in a great tradition of oral communication; they
appear today in many variants. A vast number of these variants
have become fixed in literary renderings; others continue in the
fluid form of unwritten folklore.

The story is told of a semi-divine ascetic, Narada, who once
demanded directly of the Supreme Being to be taught the secret
of his Maya. This Narada, in the mythology of Hinduism, is a
favorite model of the devotee on the “path of devotion” (bhakti-
marga).* In response to his prolonged and fervent austerity,
Vishnu had appeared to him in his hermitage, and granted the
fulfilment of a wish. When he humbly expressed his profound
desire, the god instructed him, not with words, but by subject-
ing him to a harrowing adventure. The literary version of the
tale comes to us in the Matsya Purana, a Sanskrit compilation

» Thq earliest classic document of bhakti-marga, this whole-hearted humble sur-
render to the infinite grace of the Divine Being, is the Bhagavad Gitd. The paths
or techniques (mdrga) followed during earlier ages, when Dharma was more
effective in the universe and in man, become in the Kali Yuga no longer suited to
human need. Karma-marga, the path of ritual and vocational activity, and jiidna-
mdrga, intuitive realization of the divine and its identity with man’s innermost
self, yield then to the techniques of bhakti-marga, the path of fervent devotion.
The devotee humbles himself with pious love before the personification of the
divine, as represented in Vishnu, principally in the incarnations or avatdras,
Krishna and Rama.

[Bhakti is literally “participation,” “share”; the bhakta, one who gives his
share, in this case to the deity; and this giving, especially of oneself, implies love—

=)

as in Mira Bai's well-known lines:

“I gave in full, weighed to the utmost grain,
My love, my life, my soul, my all.”
—AKC]

o
=~1




that assumed its present form during the classical period of me-
dieval Hinduism, approximately in the fourth century A.p. It is
presented as recounted by a saint named Vyasa.

A group of holy men had gathered around the venerable her-
mit, Vyasa, in his forest-solitude. “You understand the divine

’

eternal order,” they had said to him, “therefore, unveil to us
the secret of Vishnu's Maya.”

“Who can comprehend the Maya of the Highest God, except
himself? Vishnu's Maya lays its spell on us all. Vishnu's Maya
is our collective dream. I can only recite to you a tale, coming
down from the days of yore, of how this Maya in a specific, sin-
gularly instructive instance worked its effect.”

The visitors were eager to hear. Vyasa began:

“Once upon a time, there lived a young prince, Kaimadamana,
‘Tamer of Desires,” who, conducting himself in accordance with
the spirit of his name, spent his life practicing the sternest of
ascetic austerities. But his father, wishing him to marry, ad-
dressed him on a certain occasion in the following words: ‘Kama-
damana, my son, what is the matter with you? Why do you not
take to yourself a wife? Marriage brings the fulfilment of all of
a man'’s desires and the attainment of perfect happiness. Women
are the very root of happiness and well-being. Therefore, go.
my dear son, and marry.’

“The youth remained silent, out of respect for his father. But
when the king then insisted and repeatedly urged him, Kamada-
mana replied, ‘Dear father, I adhere to the line of conduct desig-
nated by my name. The divine power of Vishnu, which sustains
and holds enmeshed both ourselves and everything in the world,
has been revealed to me.’

“The royal father paused only a moment to reconsider the
case, and then adroitly shifted his argument from the appeal of
personal pleasure to that of duty. A man should marry, he de-
clared, to beget offspring—so that his ancestral spirits in the
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realm of the fathers should not lack the food-offerings of de-
scendants and decline into indescribable misery and despair.

“‘My dear parent,” said the youth, ‘I have passed through
lives by the thousand. I have suftered death and old age many
hundreds of times. I have known union with wives, and bercave-
ment. I have existed as grass and as shrubs, as creepers and as
trees. I have moved among cattle and the beasts of prey. Many
hundreds of times have I been a brahmin, a woman, a man. I
have shared in the bliss of Shiva’s celestial mansions; I have lived
among the immortals. Indeed, there is no variety even of super-
human being whose form I have not more than once assumed:
I have been a demon, a goblin, a guardian of the earthly treas-
ures; I have been a spirit of the river-waters; I have been a celes-
tial damsel; I have been also a king among the demon-serpents.
Every time the cosmos dissolved to be re-absorbed in the formless
essence of the Divine, I vanished too; and when the universe then
evolved again, I too re-entered into existence, to live through an-
other series of rebirths. Again and again have I fallen victim to
the delusion of existence—and ever through the taking of a wife.

“‘Let me recount to you,’ the youth continued, ‘something
that occurred to me during my next to last incarnation. My
name during that existence was Sutapas, “Whose Austerities Are
Good’’; T was an ascetic. And my fervent devotion to Vishnu, the
Lord of the Universe, won for me his grace. Delighted by my
fulfilment of many vows, he appeared before my bodily eyes,
seated on Garuda, the celestial bird. “I grant to you a boon,”
he said. “Whatever you wish, it shall be yours.”

“*To the Lord of the Universe I made reply: “If you are
pleased with me, let me comprehend your Maya.”
“* “What should you do with a comprehension of my Maya?"
the god responded. “I will grant, rather, abundance of life, ful-
filment of your social duties and tasks, all riches, health, and
pleasure, and heroic sons.”



*“That,” said 1, “and precisely that, is what I desire to be
rid of and to pass beyond.”

“*“The god went on: “No one can comprehend my Maya. No
one has ever comprehended it. There will never be anyone ca-
pable of penetrating to its secret. Long, long ago, there lived a
godlike holy seer, Narada by name, and he was a direct son of
the god Brahma himself, full of fervent devotion to me. Like
you, he merited my grace, and I appeared before him, just as I
am appearing now to you. I granted him a boon, and he uttered
the wish that you have uttered. Then, though I warned him not
to inquire further into the secret of my Maya, he insisted, just
like you. And I said to him: ‘Plunge into yonder water, and you
shall experience the secret of my Maya.” Narada dived into the
pond. He emerged again—in the shape of a girl.

“ ‘*“Narada stepped out of the water as Sushila, “The Virtuous
One,’ the daughter of the king of Benares. And presently, when
she was in the prime of her youth, her father bestowed her in
marriage on the son of the neighboring king of Vidarbha. The
holy seer and ascetic, in the form of a girl, fully experienced the
delights of love. In due time, then, the old king of Vidarbha
died, and Sushila’s husband succeeded to the throne. The beau-
tiful queen had many sons and grandsons, and was incomparably
happy.

“‘“However, in the long course of time, a feud broke out be-
tween Sushila’s husband and her father, and this developed pres-
ently into a furious war. In a single mighty battle many of her
sons and grandsons, her father, and her husband all were slain.
And when she learned of the holocaust she proceeded in sorrow
from the capital to the battlefield, there to lift a solemn lament.
And she ordered a gigantic funeral pyre and placed upon it the
dead bodies of her relatives, her brothers, sons, nephews, and
grandsons, and then, side by side, the bodies of her husband and
her father. With her own hand she laid torch to the pyre, and
when the flames were mounting cried aloud, ‘My son, my son!’
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and when the flames were roaring, threw herself into the confla-
gration. The blaze became immediately cool and clear; the pyre
became a pond. And amidst the waters Sushila found herself—
but again as the holy Narada. And the god Vishnu, holding the
saint by the hand, was leading him out of the crystal pool.

‘“““After the god and the saint had come to the shore, Vishnu
asked with an equivocal smile: ‘Who is this son whose death
you are bewailing?’ Narada stood confounded and ashamed. The
god continued: ‘This is the semblance of my Maya, woeful, som-
ber, accursed. Not the lotus-born Brahma, nor any other of the
gods, Indra, nor even Shiva, can fathom its depthless depth. Why
or how should you know this inscrutable?’

“*“Narada prayed that he should be granted perfect faith and
devotion, and the grace to remember this experience for all time
to come. Furthermore, he asked that the pond into which he had
entered, as into a source of initiation, should become a holy place
of pilgrimage, its water—thanks to the everlasting secret pres-
ence therein of the god who had entered to lead forth the saint
from the magic depth—endowed with the power to wash away
all sin. Vishnu granted the pious wishes and forthwith, on the
instant, disappeared, withdrawing to his cosmic abode in the
Milky Ocean.”

‘I have told you this tale,” concluded Vishnu, before he with-
drew likewise from the ascetic, Sutapas, ‘in order to teach you
that the secret of my Maya is inscrutable and not to be known.
If you so desire, you too may plunge into the water, and you
will know why this is so.”

“Whereupon Sutapas (or Prince Kamadamana in his next to
last incarnation) dived into the water of the pond. Like Nirada
he emerged as a girl, and was thus enwrapped in the fabric of an-
other life.”

This is a medieval, literary version of the myth. The story is
still told in India, as a kind of nursery tale, and is familiar to
many from childhood. In the nineteenth century, the Bengal
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saint, Ramakrishna, employed the popular form of the tale as
a parable in his teaching.* The hero in this case was again Narada,
the model devotee. Through prolonged austerities and devo-
tional practices, he had won the grace of Vishnu. The god had
appeared before the saint in his hermitage and granted him the
fulfilment of a wish. “Show me the magic power of your Maya,”
Narada had prayed, and the god had replied, “T will. Come with
me”’; but again with that ambiguous smile on his beautifully
curved lips.

From the pleasant shadow of the sheltering hermit grove,
Vishnu conducted Narada across a bare stretch of land which
blazed like metal under the merciless glow of a scorching sun.
The two were soon very thirsty. At some distance, in the glar-
ing light, they perceived the thatched roofs of a tiny hamlet.
Vishnu asked: “Will you go over there and fetch me some water?”’

“Certainly, O Lord,” the saint replied, and he made off to the
distant group of huts. The god relaxed under the shadow of a
cliff, to await his return.

When Narada reached the hamlet, he knocked at the first door.
A beautiful maiden opened to him and the holy man experi-
enced something of which he had never up to that time dreamed:
the enchantment of her eyes. They resembled those of his divine
Lord and friend. He stood and gazed. He simply forgot what
he had come for. The girl, gentle and candid, bade him wel-
come. Her voice was a golden noose about his neck. As though
moving in a vision, he entered the door.

The occupants of the house were full of respect for him, yet
not the least bit shy. He was honorably received, as a holy man,
yet somehow not as a stranger; rather, as an old and venerable
acquaintance who had been a long time away. Narada remained
with them impressed by their cheerful and noble bearing, and
feeling entirely at home. Nobody asked him what he had come

* The Sayings of Sri Ramakrishna (Mylapore, Madras, 1938), Book IV, Chapter 22.
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for; he seemed to have belonged to the family from time im-
memorial. And after a certain period, he asked the father for
permission to marry the girl, which was no more than everyone
in the house had been expecting. He became a member of the
family and shared with them the age-old burdens and simple de-
lights of a peasant housechold.

Twelve years passed; he had three children. When his father-
in-law died he became head of the household, inheriting the
estate and managing it, tending the cattle and cultivating the
fields. The twelfth year, the rainy season was extraordinarily
violent: the streams swelled, torrents poured down the hills, and
the little village was inundated by a sudden flood. In the night,
the straw huts and cattle were carried away and everybody fled.

With one hand supporting his wife, with the other leading
two of his children, and bearing the smallest on his shoulder,
Narada set forth hastily. Forging ahead through the pitch dark-
ness and lashed by the rain, he waded through slippery mud,
staggered through whirling waters. The burden was more than
he could manage with the current heavily dragging at his legs.
Once, when he stumbled, the child slipped from his shoulder
and disappeared in the roaring night. With a desperate cry,
Narada let go the older children to catch at the smallest, but
was too late. Meanwhile the flood swiftly carried off the other
two, and even before he could realize the disaster, ripped from
his side his wife, swept his own feet from under him and flung
him headlong in the torrent like a log. Unconscious, Narada
was stranded eventually on a little cliff. When he returned to
consciousness, he opened his eyes upon a vast sheet of muddy
water. He could only weep.

“Child!” He heard a familiar voice, which nearly stopped
his heart. “Where is the water you went to fetch for me? I have
been waiting more than half an hour.”

Narada turned around. Instead of water he beheld the bril-
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liant desert in the midday sun. He found the god standing at
his shoulder. The cruel curves of the fascinating mouth, still
smiling, parted with the gentle question: “Do you comprehend
now the secret of my Maya?”

From the period of the early Vedas down to the Hinduism of
the present, water has been regarded in India as a tangible mani-
festation of the divine essence. “In the beginning, everything
was like a sea without a light,” declares an ancient hymn;* and
to this day, one of the most common and simple objects of wor-
ship in the daily ritual is a jar or pitcher filled with water, rep-
resenting the presence of the divinity and serving in the place
of a sacred image. The water is regarded, for the period of the
worship, as a residence or seat (pitha) of the god.

In our two stories of Narada the significant trait was the trans-
formation worked by the waters. This was to be read as an
operation of Maya; for the waters are understood as a primary
materialization of Vishnu's Maya-energy. They are the life-
maintaining element that circulates through nature in the forms
of rain, sap, milk, and blood. They are substance endowed with
the power of fluidal change. Therefore, in the symbolism of the
myths, to dive into water means to delve into the mystery of
Maya, to quest after the ultimate secret of life. When Narada, the
human disciple, asked to be taught this secret, the god did not
disclose the answer by any verbal instruction or formula. In-
stead, he simply pointed to water, as to the element of initiation.

Boundless and imperishable, the cosmic waters are at once
the immaculate source of all things and the dreadful grave.
Through a power of self-transformation, the energy of the abyss
puts forth, or assumes, individualized forms endowed with tem-
porary life and limited ego-consciousness. For a time it nourishes
and sustains these with a vivifying sap. Then it dissolves them
again, without mercy or distinction, back into the anonymous

® Rig Veda, X. 129.3. See also Ib., X. 121. 8., Satapatha Brahmana, XI. 1. 6. 1., etc.
g 93 p
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energy out of which they arose. That is the work, that is the char-
acter, of Maya, the all-consuming, universal womb.

This ambivalence of the dreadful-yet-benign is a dominant
trait in all Hindu symbolism and mythology. It is essential to
the Hindu concept of divinity. Not alone the Supreme Godhead
and Its Maya, but every godling in the teeming pantheons of
the mighty tradition, is a paradox: potent both to further and
to destroy; to entangle with benefactions and to redeem with a
stroke that slays.

3.
The Waters of Non-Existence

THE symbolism of Maya is developed further in a magnificent
myth describing the irrational adventures of a mighty sage,
Markandeya, during the interval of non-manifestation between
the dissolution and re-creation of the universe. Markandeya, by
a miraculous and curious accident, beholds Vishnu in a series of
archetypal transformations: first, under the elemental guise of
the cosmic ocean; then as a giant reclining on the waters; again,
as a divine child, alone at play beneath the cosmic tree; and
finally as a majestic wild gander, the sound of whose breathing is
the magic melody of the creation and dissolution of the world.*

The myth begins with a review of the deterioration of the
cosmic order, during the slow but irreversible passage of the four
yugas. Holy Dharma vanishes, quarter by quarter, from the life
of the world, until chaos supervenes. Men are filled, at last, with
only lust and evil. There is no one, any more, in whom enlight-
ening goodness (sattva) prevails: no real wise man, no saint, no
one uttering truth and standing by his sacred word. The seem-

¢ Matsya Purdana, CLXVII. 13-25.
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ingly holy brahmin is no better than the fool. Old people, desti-
tute of the true wisdom of old age, try to behave like the young,
and the young lack the candor of youth. The social classes have
lost their distinguishing, dignifying virtues; teachers, princes,
tradespeople, and servants sprawl alike in a general vulgarity.
The will to rise to supreme heights has failed; the bonds of sym-
pathy and love have dissolved; narrow egotism rules. Indistin-
guishable ninnies conglomerate to form a kind of sticky, un-
palatable dough. When this calamity has befallen the once
harmoniously ordered City of Man, the substance of the world-
organism has deteriorated beyond salvage, and the universe is
ripe for dissolution.

The cycle has completed itseif. One day of Brahma has elapsed.
Vishnu, the Supreme Being, from whom the world first emanated
in purity and order, now feels growing within himself the urge
to draw the outworn cosmos back into his divine substance. Thus
the creator and maintainer of the universe comes to the point
of manifesting his destructive aspect: he will devour the sterile
chaos and dissolve all animate beings, from Brahma on high, the
inner ruler and cosmic life-spirit of the universal body, down to
the ultimate leaf of grass. The hills and the rivers, the moun-
tains and the oceans, gods and titans, goblins and spirits, ani-
mals, celestial beings, and men, all are to be resumed by the
Supreme.

In this Indian conception of the process of destruction, the
regular course of the Indian year—fierce heat and drought alter-
nating with torrential rains—is magnified to such a degree that
instead of sustaining, it demolishes existence. The warmth that
normally ripens and the moisture that nourishes, when alternat-
ing in beneficent co-operation, now annihilate. Vishnu begins
the terrible last work by pouring his infinite energy into the sun.
He himself becomes the sun. With its fierce, devouring rays he
draws into himself the eyesight of every animate being. The
whole world dries up and withers, the earth splits, and through
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deep fissures a deadly blaze of heat licks at the divine waters of
the subterranean abyss; these are caught up and swallowed. And
when the life-sap has entirely vanished from both the egg-
shaped cosmic body and all the bodies of its creatures, Vishnu be-
comes the wind, the cosmic life-breath, and pulls out of all crea-
tures the enlivening air. Like desiccated leaves the sear substance
of the universe leaps to the cyclone. Friction ignites the whirl-
ing tumult of highly inflammable matter; the god has turned
into fire. All goes up in a gigantic conflagration, then sinks into
smoldering ash. Finally, in the form of a great cloud, Vishnu
sheds a torrential rain, sweet and pure as milk, to quench the
conflagration of the world. The scorched and suffering body of
the earth knows at last its ultimate relief, final extinction,
Nirvana. Under the flood of the God-become-Rain it is taken
back into the primal ocean from which it arose at the universal
dawn. The fecund water-womb receives again into itself the ashes
of all creation. The ultimate elements melt into the undifferen-
tiated fluid out of which they once arose. The moon, the stars,

' dissolve. The mounting tide becomes a limitless sheet of water.

This is the interval of a night of Brahma.

Vishnu sleeps. Like a spider that has climbed up the thread
that once issued from its own organism, drawing it back into
itself, the god has consumed again the web of the universe. Alone
upon the immortal substance of the ocean, a giant figure, sub-
merged partly, partly afloat, he takes delight in slumber. There
is no one to behold him, no one to comprehend him; there is no
knowledge of him, except within himself.

This giant, “Lord of Maya,” and the cosmic ocean on which
he is recumbent, are dual manifestations of a single essence; for
the ocean, as well as the human form, is Vishnu. Furthermore,
since in Hindu mythology the symbol for water is the serpent
(naga), Vishnu is represented, normally, as reposing on the
coils of a prodigious snake, his favorite symbolic animal, the
serpent Ananta, “Endless.” So that, not only the gigantic an-
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thropomorphic form and the boundless elemental, but the rep-
tile too is Vishnu. It is on a serpent ocean of his own immortal
substance that the Cosmic Man passes the universal night.
Inside the god is the cosmos, like an unborn babe within the
mother; and here all is restored to its primal perfection. Though
without there exists only darkness, within the . divine dreamer
an ideal vision thrives of what the universe should be. The world,

recovering from decline, confusion, and disaster, runs again the

harmonious course.

And now, it is during this spellbound interlude that there
occurs—according to the tale—a fantastic event:

A holy man, Markandeya by name, is wandering inside the
god, over the peaceful earth, as an aimless pilgrim, regarding
with pleasure the edifying sight of the ideal vision of the world.
This Markandeya is a well-known mythical figure, a saint en-
dowed with life unending. He is many thousands of years old,
yet of unaging strength and alert mind. Wandering now through
the interior of Vishnu’s body, he is visiting the holy hermitages,
gratified by the pious pursuits of the sages and their pupils. At
shrines and holy places he pauses to worship, and his heart is
made glad by the piety of the people in the countries through
which he roams.

But now an accident occurs. In the course of his aimless, un-
ending promenade, the sturdy old man slips, inadvertently, out
through the mouth of the all-containing god. Vishnu is sleep-
ing with lips a little open; breathing with a deep, sonorous, rhyth-
mical sound, in the immense silence of the night of Brahma. And
the astonished saint, falling from the sleeper’s giant lip, plunges
headlong into the cosmic sea.

At first, because of Vishnu’s Maya, Markandeya does not be-
hold the sleeping giant, but only the ocean, utterly dark, stretch-
ing far in the all-embracing, starless night. He is seized by despair,
and fears for his life. Splashing about in the dark water, he be-
comes presently pensive, ponders, and begins to doubt. “Is it a
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dream? Or am I under the spell of an illusion? Forsooth, this
circumstance, utterly strange, must be the product of my imagina-
tion. For the world as I know it, and as I observed it in its har-
monious course, does not deserve such annihilation as it seems
now suddenly to have suffered. There is no sun, no moon, no
wind; the mountains have all vanished, the earth has disap-
peared. What manner of universe is this in which T discover
myself?”

These searching reflections of the saint are a kind of commen-
tary on the idea of Maya, the problem “What is real?” as con-
ceived by the Hindu. “Reality” is a function of the individual.
It is the result of the specific virtues and limitations of indi-
vidual consciousness. While the saint had been wandering about
the interior of the cosmic giant he had perceived a reality which
had seemed to him congenial to his nature, and he had regarded
it as solid and substantial. Nevertheless, it had been only a dream
or vision within the mind of the sleeping god. Contrariwise,
during the night of nights, the reality of the primal substance of
the god appears to the human consciousness of the saint as a be-
wildering mirage. “It is impossible,” he ponders, “it cannot be
real.”

The aim of the doctrines of Hindu philosophy and of the
training in yoga practice is to transcend the limits of individu-
alized consciousness. The mythical tales are meant to convey the
‘\Oﬁgﬁaﬁ?ﬁﬁflgsophers and to exhibit in a popular, pictorial
form the experiences or results of yoga.* Appealing directly to

*® Yoga, from the root yuj, “to yoke, join together, harness; to come into union
or conjunction with; to concentrate or fix the mind; to bestow anything upon any
one; to grant, confer.” Yoga is a strict spiritual discipline, practiced in order to gain
control over the forces of one’s own being, to gain occult powers, to dominate cer-
tain specific forces of nature, or finally (and chiefly) to attain union with the Deity
or with the Universal Spirit.

The three principal stages of yoga are, 1. fixed attention (dhdrand), 2. con-
templation (dhyana), and 3. absorption (samadhi). [These three stages correspond
to the European consideratio, contemplatio, and excessus or raptus.—AKC.] The
attention is directed exclusively and long upon a single object. (Any object, con-
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intuition and imagination, they are accessible to all as an inter-
pretation of existence. They are not explicitly commented upon
and elucidated. The dialogues and speeches of the principal fig-
ures contain moments of philosophical exposition and interpre-
tation, yet the story itself is never explained. There is no explicit
commentary on the meaning of the mythological action. The
tale goes straight to the listener through an appeal to his intui-
tion, to his creative imagination. It stirs and feeds the uncon-
scious. By an eloquence rather of incident than of word, the
mythology of India serves its function as the popular vehicle of
the esoteric wisdom of yoga experience and of orthodox religion.

An immediate effect is assured, because the tales are not the
products of individual experiences and reactions. They are pro-
duced, treasured, and controlled by the collective working and
thinking of the religious community. They thrive on the ever-
renewed assent of successive generations. They are refashioned,
reshaped, laden with new meaning, through an anonymous cre-
ative process and a collective, intuitive acceptance. They are
effective primarily on a subconscious level, touching intuition,
feeling, and imagination. Their details impress themselves on
the memory, soak down, and shape the deeper stratifications of
the psyche. When brooded upon, their significant episodes are
capable of revealing various shades of meaning, according to the

experiences and life-needs of the individual.

crete or abstract, mortal or divine, may be selected, according to the character and
purpose of the yogi.) Various physical disciplines are prescribed, for example,
controlled posture, controlled breathing, diet, continence. The immediate aim is
a one-pointed concentration of all the psychic energies and a total identification of
consciousness with the object, this identification being Samadhi.

Yoga is described in the Aphorisms of Patanjali (cf. Swami Vivekananda, Rdja
Yoga, New York, 1897, 1920), in The Bhagavad Gita (cf. translation by Swami
Nikhilananda, New York, 1944), and in the Sat-cakra-nirupana and Paduka-
pancaka (two basic works translated with introduction and commentary by Arthur
Avalon (Sir John Woodroffe), The Serpent Power, grd revised edition, London,
1981). An extensive discussion will be found in W. Y. Evans-Wentz, Tibetan Yoga
and Secret Doctrines (Oxford University Press, 1935).
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The myths and symbols of India resist intellectualization and
reduction to fixed significations. Such treatment would only
sterilize them of their magic. For they are of a more archaic type
than those familiar to us from the literature of the Greeks—the
gods and myths of Homer, the heroes of the Athenian tragedies
of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. The latter have been re-
fashioned by poetic master-minds, are largely individual cre-
ations, and in this respect resemble our modern attempts to deal
with traditional forms. As in the works of Shelley and Swin-
burne, or, above all, Wagner, there is always in the post-Homeric
productions of the Greeks an attempt to stamp old mythological
coins with new meanings, new interpretations of existence based
on individual experience. On the other hand, in the myths of
India we are brought the intuitive, collective wisdom of an age-
less, anonymous, and many-sided civilization.

One should feel diffident therefore when offering to comment
on any Hindu myth. There is always the risk that the opening
of one vista may be the closing of another. Details familiar to

the Hindu listener as part of his experience and tradition, but
strange to the Western reader, must be explained; yet the formu-
lation of definite interpretations should be as far as possible
eschewed. The predicament, therefore, of Markandeya we shall
respectfully leave to speak for itself.

The saint, forlorn in the vast expanse of the waters and on the
very point of despair, at last became aware of the form of the
sleeping god; and he was filled with amazement and a beatific
joy. Partly submerged, the enormous shape resembled a moun-
tain range breaking out of the waters. It glowed with a wonder-
ful light from within. The saint swam nearer, to study the pres-
ence; and he had just opened his lips to ask who this was, when
the giant seized him, summarily swallowed him, and he was again
in the familiar landscape of the interior.

Thus abruptly restored to the harmonious world of Vishnu'’s
dream, Markandeya was filled with extreme confusion. He could
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only think of his brief yet unforgettable experience as a kind of
vision. Paradoxically, however, he himself, the human being un-
able to accept any reality that transcended the interpretative
powers of his limited consciousness, was now contained within
that divine being, as a ngure of its universal dream. And yet to
Markandeya, who had been suddenly blessed with a vision of
the Supreme Existence—in and by itself, in its all-containing soli-
tude and quietude—that revelation likewise had been but a
dream.

Markandeya, back again, resumed his former life. As before,
he wandered over the wide earth, a saintly pilgrim. He observed
yogis practicing austerities in the woods. He nodded assent to
the kingly donors who performed costly sacrifices, with lavish
gifts for the brahmins. He watched brahmins officiating at sac-
rificial rituals and receiving generous fees for their effective
magic. All castes he saw piously devoted to their proper tasks,
and the holy sequence of the Four Stages of Life he observed
in full effect among men.* Graciously pleased with this ideal state
of affairs, he wandered in safety for another hundred years.

But then, inadvertently, once again, he slipped from the sleep-
er's mouth and tumbled into the pitch-black sea. This time, in

¢ The Four Stages (dsrama) of the Hindu scheme of life are: (1) that of student
(brahmacari). i.e.. vouth: discipleship under the spiritual guidance of a priest versed
in revealed wisdom, religious study as a sacramental initiation into the rituals of
life, a stage marked by chastity and obedience; (2) that of householder and head
of the family (grihastha), i.e., manhood: married life, the begetting of children, the
exercise of the inherited profession, the fulfilment of sacramental duties to the
gods and ancestors, in submission to the spiritual authority of the brahmins;
the supporting of brahmins and holy men by gifts; (3) that of hermit (vanaprastha),
i.e., spiritual maturity: renunciation of worldly possessions and family life (with
the coming of age of the sons), retirement into the forest, solitary life in the wilder-
ness, introversion into hermit existence, purification of the soul from secular
tendencies through ascetic practices and simple living, centering of the mind on
devotional exercises, yoga practice, realization of the Eternal in man and the
universe; (4) that of homeless mendicant (sannyasi), i.e., old age: quitting of the
hermit hut and the idyll of the forest, homeless mendicancy, asceticism of the beg-
gar saint, who walks along the roads apparently aimlessly, yet actually on the path
of liberation from the worldly bondage of rebirth.
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the dreadful darkness and water-desert of silence, he beheld a
luminous babe, a godlike boy beneath a fig tree, peaceful in
slumber. Then again, by an effect of Maya, Markandeya saw the
lonely little boy cheerfully at play, undismayed amidst the vast
ocean. The saint was filled with curiosity, but his eyes could
not stand the dazzling splendor of the child, and so he remained
at a comfortable distance, pondering as he kept himself afloat
on the pitchy deep. Markandeya mused: “Something of this kind
. Iseem to remember having beheld once before—long, long ago.”
But then his mind became aware of the fathomless depth of the
shoreless ocean and was overcome with a freezing fear.

The god, in the guise of the divine child, gently addressed
him. “Welcome, Markandeya!” The voice had the soft deep
tone of the melodious thundering of an auspicious rain cloud.
The god reassured him: “Welcome, Markandeya! Do not be
afraid, my child. Do not fear. Come hither.”

The hoary, ageless saint could not recall a time when anyone
had presumed either to address him as “‘child,” or to name him
simply by his first name without any respectful appellation re-
ferring to his saintliness and birth. He was profoundly offended.
Though weary, pained with fatigue, and at a very great disad-
vantage, he burst into a display of temper. “Who presumes to
ignore my dignity, my saintly character, and to make light of
the treasure of magic power stored in me through my ascetic aus-
| terities? Who is this who slights my venerable age, equal to a

thousand years—as the gods count years? I am not accustomed to
‘ this sort of insulting treatment. Even the highest gods regard me
‘ with exceptional respect. Not even Brahma would dare to ap-
proach me in this irreverent manner. Brahma addresses me
! courteously: ‘O Long-Lived one,” he calls me. Who now courts
l disaster, flings himself blindly into the abyss of destruction, cast:
away his life, by naming me simply Markandeya? Who merit:
death?” Wi
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When the saint had thus expressed his wrath, the divine child
resumed his discourse, unperturbed. “Child, I am thy parent,
thy father and elder, the primeval being who bestows all life.
Why do you not come to me? I knew your sire well. He practised
severe austerities in bygone times in order to beget a son. He
gained my grace. Pleased with his perfect saintliness, I granted
him a gift, and he requested that you, his son, should be en-
dowed with inexhaustible life-strength and should never grow
old. Your father knew the secret core of his existence, and you
stem from that core. That is why vou are now privileged to be-
hold me, recumbent on the primal, all-containing cosmic waters,
and playing here as a child beneath the tree.”

Markandeya’s features brightened with delight. His eyes grew
wide, like opening blossoms. In humble surrender, he made as
if to bow and he prayed: ““Let me know the secret of your Maya,
the secret of your apparition now as child, lying and playing in
the infinite sea. Lord of the Universe, by what name are you
known? I believe you to be the Great Being of all beings; for
who else could exist as you exist?”’

Vishnu replied: “I am the Primeval Cosmic Man, Narayana.

He is the waters; he is the first being; he is the source of the uni-
verse. I have a thousand heads. I manifest myself as the holiest
of holy offerings; I manifest myself as the sacred fire that carries
the offerings of men on earth to the gods in heaven. Simul-
taneously, I manifest myself as the Lord of Waters. Wearing the
garb of Indra, the king of gods, I am the foremost of the immor-
tals. I am the cycle of the year, which generates everything and
again dissolves it. I am the divine yogi, the cosmic juggler or
magician, who works wonderful tricks of delusion. The magical
deceptions of the cosmic yogi are the yugas, the ages of the world.
This display of the mirage of the phenomenal process of the
universe is the work of my creative aspect; but at the same time
I am the whirlpool, the destructive vortex, that sucks back what-
ever has been displayed and puts an end to the procession of the
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yugas. 1 put an end to everything that exists. My name is Death
of the Universe.” w D
~From this self-revelation of Vishnu it appears that Markandeya
was far more privileged than Narada. Both saints plunged into
the water, the substantial aspect of Vishnu's Maya, Narada in-
tentionally, Markandeya inadvertently. To each the waters dis-
closed “the other side,” “‘the totally different aspect,” the totaliter
aliter. But Narada, who in his fervent devotion and loving sur-
render gbha'l-c_ti_—}was apparently on such familiar terms with the
god’s secret essence, broke into another existence, another en-

tanglement of earthly suffering and joy. The transformation
bound him with those very ties which he, in his fervent asceti(isln,
had been striving to ignore and overcome. The waters initiated
him into the unconscious side of his own being; introduced him
to longings and attitudes still alive within him, which had been
screened trom his consciousness by the one-pointedness of his en-
deavor. “You are not what you fancy yourself to be,” was the
lesson implied in the startling experience that overwhelmed him

when he was for but an instant submerged.*

* The imagery of the Hindu myth allows for a cautious, intuitive reading in terras
of psychology—the psychology of the conscious and unconscious. Among other
interpretations this approach is indeed demanded, for Mayi is as much a psycho-
logical as a cosmic term.

The individualized, differentiated forms of the universe—earth as well as the
higher and lower spheres of the heavens and underworlds—are supported by the
formless fluid element of the depth. All have evolved and grown out of the primary
fluid and are maintained by its circulation. Likewise, our individual, conscious
personality, the psyche of which we are aware, the character-role that we enact
socially and in solitary seclusion, is supported, as a mental and emotional micro-
cosm, on the fluid element of the unconscious. The latter represents a potentiality
in largest part unknown, distinct from our conscious being, far wider, far stranger
than the cultivated personality, yet supporting it as its deep foundation and com-
muning with it, circulating through it, as an enlivening, inspiring, and frequently
disturbing fluid.

The water represents the element of the deeper unconscious and contains every-
thing—tendencies, attitudes—which the conscious personality, striving in the case
of Narada for perfect saintliness, has ignored and pushed aside. It represents the
indiscriminate, comprehensive potentiality of life and nature present in the in-
dividual, though split off from the perceived, realized, consciously enacted character.
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Markandeya was a holy man of a different character. Con-
tained within the world-dream in the body of the sleeping god,
he was only one of many figures, yet was delighted to play his
role as the ever-enduring saint-pilgrim, gratified by the ideal
state of human affairs. He had no obsessive craving to transcend
the Maya-spell by penetrating the miracle of the mirage.

When Markandeya slipped from the god’s mouth, he fell out
of existence, in so far as existence is comprehensible and bear-
able. He found himself confronted by what . nounted to the
Great Nothingness, the vast desert of the shoreless sea. The world
fami]iar to him had vanished In sudden succession he had ex-

essence,»and his human mmd fallmg to co-ordinate the two,

Vishnu taughth‘h_lgl__the identity of opposites, the fundamental
unity of everything in God. Stemming from His sole substance,
thriving and perishing in God, all melts away again into the only

source.

Vishnu teaches the identity of opposites, first by manifesting

himself as the babe, unafraid though utterly solitary in the in-
finite expanse of the abysmal waters and the starless night; again,
by addressing the age-old saint as ‘““child,” and by calling him
by his first name, as an old friend or relative, though apparently
the two had never met.

The secret of Maya is this identity of opposites. Maya is a simul-
taneous-and-successive manifestation of energies that are at

IR, e R

variance with each other, processes contradicting and annihilat-

mg each other: creation and destruction, evolution and dissolu-
tion, the dream-idyll of the inward vision of the crod and the
desolate nought, the terror of the void, the dread infinite. Maya

is the whole cycle of the year, generating everything and taking

it away. This “and,” uniting incompatibles, expresses the fun-
damental character of the Highest Being who is the Lord and
Wielder of Maya, whose energy is Maya. Opposites are funda:
mentally of the one essence, two aspects of the one Vishnu. That
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is the wisdom which this myth undertakes to disclose to the
Hindu devotee.

The deep-booming voice of the child continued, and instruc-
tion rolled from his lips in a wonderiul, soul-gratifying stream:
“I am the holy order (dharma), I am the glowing fervor of ascetic
endeavor (tapas), I am all those appearances and virtues through
which the true essence of existence manifests itself. I am the
Lord-Creator-and-Generator-of-all-Beings (prajapati), the order
of the sacrificial ritual, and I am called the Lord of Sacred Wis-
dom. As celestial light, I manifest myself, as wind and earth, as
the water of the oceans, and as the space extending to the four
quarters, lying between the four quarters and stretching above
and below. I am the Primeval Being and the Supreme Refuge.
From me originates whatever has been, shall be, or is. And what-
ever you may see, hear, or know in the whole of the universe,
know me as Him who therein abides. Cycle after cycle, I produce
out of my essence the spheres and creatures of the cosmos. Con-
sider that in your heart. Obey the laws of my eternal order and
wander in happiness through the universe within my body.
Brahma lives in my body and all the gods and the holy seers.
Know me as Him who manifests, yet whose manifesting magic
remains unmanifested and not to be grasped. I am beyond the
goals of human life—gratification of the senses,m-
perity, and pious fulfilment of sacred duties—yet I point out
those three goals as the proper aims of earthly existence.”

"~ With a swift motion, then, the Primeval Being brought the
holy Markandeya to his mouth and swallowed him, so that he
vanished again into the gigantic body. This time, the heart of
the saint was so flooded with beatitude, that instead of wander-
ing further he sought rest in a solitary place. There he remained
in lonely quietude and joyfully listened to “The Song of the
Immortal Gander”: the at first hardly audible, secret, yet univer-
sal melody of God’s life-breath, lowing in, flowing out. And this
is the song that Markandeya heard: “Many forms do I assume.
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And when the sun and moon have disappeared, I float and swim
with slow movements on the boundless expanse of the waters. I
am the Gander. I am the Lord. I bring forth the universe from
my essence and I abide in the cycle of time that dissolves it.”

This melody and song, with its figure of the cosmic gander, is
the last of the series of archetypal revelations of the god, made
to the pious saint, Markandeya. In Hindu mythology the wild
goose is associated, generally, with Brahma. Just as Indra rides on
an elephant, Shiva on the bull Nandi, Shiva’s son, the war-god
Skanda-Karttikeya, on the peacock, and ‘“The Goddess™ (devi)
on the lion, so Brahma soars through the atmosphere on a mag-
nificent gander. These vehicles or mounts (vahana) are manifesta-
tions on the animal plane of the divine individuals themselves.
The gander is the animal mask of the creative principle, which is
anthropomorphically embodied in Brahma. As such, it is a symbol
of sovereign freedom through stainless spirituality. That is why
the Hindu ascetic, the mendicant monk or saint who is supposed
to have become freed from the bondage of rebirth, is said to have
attained to the rank of “gander” (harisa), or “highest gander”
(paramahamsa). These are epithets commonly applied to the
orthodox teacher-saints of present-day Hinduism. Why, we must
ask, is the gander such an important symbol?

The wild gander (harsa) strikingly exhibits in its mode of life
the twofold nature of all beings. It swims on the surface of the
water, but is not bound to it. \Vuhdrawmg from the watery realm,
it wings into the pure and stainless air, where it is as much at
home as in the world below. Flying through space it migrates
south and north, following the course of the seasons. Thus it is
the homeless free wanderer, between the upper celestial and the
lower earthly spheres, at ease in both, not bound to either. When
the gander wishes, it alights upon the waters of the earth; when it
wishes, it withdraws again to the void on high. Hence it sym-
bolizes the divine essence, which, though embodied in, and
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abiding with, the individual, yet remains forever free from, and
unconcerned with, the events of individual life.

On the one hand earth-bound, limited in life-strength, in vir-
tues and in consciousness, but on the other hand a manifestation

of the divine essence, which 1s unlimited, immortal, virtually
'————__—_——_————~ e —————————————— o ———————————————

omniscient and all-powerful, we, like the wild goose, are citizens

of the two spheres. We are mortal individuals bearing within
ourselves an_immortal, supra-individual nucleus. Shrouded by

the limiting, individualizing stratifications of the tangible gross
frame of our physical nature, and by the subtle sheaths of our
animating psyche, is the Self (atman), fundamentally unaffected
' by the processes and activities of the conditioning layers, isolated
and steeped in beatitude. Without knowing it, we are immaterial,

divine, exalted, though also changing, subject to experiences,
joys and griefs, decay and rebirth. EE

The macrocosmic gander, the divine Self in the body of the uni-
verse, manifests itself through a song. The melody of inhaling
and exhaling, which the Indian yogl hears when he controls
through exercises (pranayama) the rhythm of his breath, is re-
garded asa manifestation of the “inner gander.” The inhalation is

said to make the sound, hari, the exhalation, sa. Thus, by con-
stantly humming its own name, harm-sa, haw-sa, the inner pres-
ence reveals itself to the yogi-initiate.

Markandeya is listening to this song. He is listening to the
breathing of the Highest Being. That is why he sits alone in a
solitary place and does not care any more to follow the course
of the world, no longer delights to roam around and observe
the ideal state of human affairs. He is released from the spell of
endless, though delightful, sight-seeing, liberated from the com-
pulsion to migrate through supernal landscapes. The most di-
vine melody imaginable is absorbing his entire attention.

The song of the inner gander has a final secret to disclose.
| “Harsa, har-sa,
'ham.” Sa means ‘“‘this” and ’ham means “I”; the lesson is, “This

2

it sings, but at the same time, “sa-’ham, sa-
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am 1. I, the human individual, of limited consciousness, steeped
in delusion, spellbound by Maya, actually and fundamentally
am This, or He, namely, the Atman, the Self, the Highest Being,
of unlimited consciousness and existence. I am not to be iden-
tified with the perishable individual, who accepts as utterly real
and fatal the processes and happenings of the psyche and the
body. “I am He who is free and divine.” That is the lesson sung
to man by every movement of inhalation and exhalation, assert-
ing the divine nature of Him in whom breath abides.

Markandeya’s doubts as to what is *real” are put at rest by
this song. ‘““Many forms do I assume,” the god is singing. That is
to say, through the creative energy of his Maya the Divine Being
transmutes himself and exfoliates into the hosts of perishable
individuals and universes—into the universe, for instance, of
which Markandeya forms a part. “And,” sings the glorious bird,
“when the sun and moon have disappeared I float and swim with
slow movements on the boundless expanse of the waters.”

Thus the opposing views of reality, which so baffled and dis-
turbed the saint when he fell out of the familiar world into the
starless night of the fathomless ocean, are for him now recon-
ciled and identified as one. “I am the Lord,and I am the Gander "
macrocosm, and 1 am the 1nnerrﬁ6§:—;r-1;1c1ple in man—in the
microcosm; 1 am the divine life- -principle revealed in the mel-
ody ‘of the breath. I am the Lord, the all- -containing cosmic giant
and the Self, the imperishable, divine life-center in man. “I bring
forth the universe from my essence and I abide in the cycle of
time that dissolves it.” The operation of Maya was revealed in
Markandeya through alternating cosmic visions. Whereas Narada
experienced the enigma through a personal dream-transforma-
uonmd thé'i'iommcale that
was universal.

“"The myth opened with a description of the dissolution of the
eon, it concludes now with an account of the re-beginning:
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The Highest Being, in the form of water, gradually gathered
and stored within himself a glowing energy. Then, in his bound-
less strength, he determined to produce again the universe. He
who is himself the Universal visualized the form of the universe
in its five elements of cther, air, fire, water, and earth. Calm lay
over the ocean, fathomless and subtle. Vishnu, having entered
the water, gently stirred it. Waves rippled. As they followed each
other, there was formed among them a tiny cleft. This cleft was
space or ether, invisible, intangible, the most subtle of the five
elements; carrier of the invisible, intangible sense-quality of
sound. Space resounded, and from the sound arose the second
element, air, in the form of a wind.

Wind, spontaneous motor force, had space at its disposal in
which to grow. Pervading space, it relentlessly expanded far and
wide. Violently rushing, fiercely blowing, it aroused the waters.
From the resultant commotion and friction the third element,
fire, originated—a mighty divinity whose path is black with smoke
and ash. Fire, increasing, devoured a great quantity of the cosmic
water. And where the water had disappeared, there remained a
mighty void, within which came into existence the upper sphere
of heaven. The Universal Being who had permitted the elements
to proceed from his essence, now rejoiced to behold the forma-
tion of heavenly space. In preparation for the bringing forth of
Brahma he centered his mind.

It is the nature of the Supreme Being to take delight in him-
self in the cosmic ocean. Presently, out of his cosmic body, he
puts forth a single lotus, with a thousand petals of pure gold,
stainless, radiant as the sun. And together with this lotus he puts
forth the God-Creator of the Universe, Brahma, who is seated in
the center of the golden lotus, which expands and is radiant with
the glowing energy of creation.

The rank and role of_il}xahma is entrusted to a perfect yogi,
mpf_t_x_ll_c_@gglgﬁﬂ&sdf and the powers of the universe. When-
ever a human being, purified through fervent austerities, and
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through initiation spiritually reborn into sacred wisdom, achieves
supreme enlightenment and becomes the highest of all yogis, he
is recognized in his full dignity by the Supreme Being. When the
universe again evolves, the later processes of creation are com-
mitted to his charge.

Brahma is four-faced, and with his faces he controls the quar-
ters and the whole field of the universe.

The lotus of Brahma is called, by the sages versed in sacred
tradition, “‘the highest form or aspect of the earth.” It is marked
with the symbols of the element earth. It is the goddess Earth,
or Moisture. Out of this Earth arise the holy, towering moun-
tains, saturated with the life-sap of the lotus: the Himalaya, the
mountain Sumeru, Mount Kailasa, the Vindhya mountain.
Sumeru, or Meru, is the central peak of the world, the main pin
of the universe, the vertical axis. Kailasa is the residence of the
god Kubera, king of the genii (yaksas); also a favorite resort
of Shiva. The Vindhya mountain, which separates the North-
Indian plain from the highlands of the Dekkan, is the summit
over which the sun rises to begin its daily transit of the firma-
ment. All these peaks are the abodes of hosts of gods, celestial
and superhuman beings, and accomplished saints, who bestow
on the pious the fulfilment of their wishes. Furthermore, the
water that flows down from these mountains is as salutary as the
elixir of immortal life. It runs into rivers that are the holy goals
of pilgrimage. And the filaments of the lotus are the innumer-
able mountains of the world, filled with precious metals. The
outer petals contain the inaccessible continents of foreign peo-
ples. On the underside of the petals dwell the demons and the
serpents. But in the center of the pericarp, amidst the four oceans
that extend to the four quarters, is the continent of which a part
is India. |

Thus came into being again, out of the Maya-power of the
brooding god, the whole vast dream of the universe, to resume
the majestic round of the four yugas. Another cycle, to be iden-
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tical with all that had gone before and with all that ever would
come to pass, now moist and radiant with the living substance
of its source, expanded wonderfully in the sweet dawn.

4.
Maya in Indian Art

In the hills of the west coast of India, at Bhaja near Bombay, is
a Buddhist cave-monastery, dating from the second century B.c.
To the right of the entrance is a magnificent stone relief show-
ing Indra, the king of gods. (Figure 1.) He is seated on his giant
elephant, Airavata, the celestial ancestor of all earthly elephants,
animal-shaped archetype of the rain-bestowing monsoon-cloud.
Compared with the earth below, which is seen in the relief as
if half from above, the god and his mount are of enormous size.
Minute, toy-like figures cover the landscape beneath. In the
center is a holy tree, surrounded by a fence. To the left is a court
scene: a king seated under an umbrella on a wicker throne, at-
tended by musicians and dancers. The celestial elephant, with
uplifted trunk, carries a mighty tree which he has uprooted in his
course, symbolizing the irresistible fury of the storm.

This Bhaja relief is executed in a distinctly “visionary style”
and resembles rather a plastic painting than the work of a chisel
in stone. Subtle yet bold, with a fluent, vigorous stroke, it tes-
tifies to a long antecedent tradition, of which the earlier docu-
ments have not as yet been found. The figures emerge from the
rock and cover its surface in thin, rippling layers, like subtle
waves of cloudlike substance; so that, though carved from solid
rock, they suggest a kind of mirage. The substance of the stone
seems to have assumed the contours of lightly fleeting emana-
tions. Formless, undifferentiated, anonymous rock is in the very
process, as it were, of transforming itself into individualized and
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animate forms. Thus the basic conception of Maya is reflected
in this style. It represents the apparition of living forms out of
formless primal substance; it illustrates the phenomenal, mirage-
like character of all existence, earthly and divine.

But the view of the universe as Maya is not the only world-
interpretation known to India. In fact this view, this mode of
experience, represents a considerable philosophical victory, ob-
tained during the first millennium B.c., over an earlier, strictly
concretistic, dualistic system of belief, such as persists to this day
in the teachings of the Jaina sect, and which may have flourished
generally, in pre-historic times, among the pre-Aryan popula-
tions of the Indian sub-continent.

The Jains numbered, in 1931, only 1,252,105 members, for
the most part wealthy traders, bankers and merchants, settled in
the larger cities—this prosperous lay community supporting an
all-important inner circle of extraordinarily austere, advanced
ascetics, both monks and nuns. But at one time the Jains were nu-
merous, and their teachings have played an important part in
the history of Indian thought. Their last great prophet, Mahavira
(d. ca. 500 B.C.), was a contemporary of the Buddha (563-483 B.c.),
and was himself a follower of the much earlier Jaina prophet,
Parshvanatha (8572°—772? B.c.), who is regarded as the twenty-
third of the Jaina saviors. The twenty-second, Neminatha, is said
to have preceded him by 84,000 years. The first, Rishabhanitha,
existed in an earlier epoch of the world, when husbands and
wives were born together as twins, had sixty-four ribs apiece,
and were two miles tall. For many centuries Jainism flourished
side by side with orthodox Hinduism, attaining to a peak of
prosperity in the fifth century A.p. But since the Mohammedan
invasions and massacres some seven centuries later (especially,
since the conquest of the region of Gujarat by Ala-ud-dén, “The
Bloody,” in 1297-8), the sect has steadily declined. Its present
almost vestigial state was long foretold by its seers: with the de-
cline of virtue in the world, during the slow, irreversible course
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of the cycle of the ages, the true religion should steadily dwindle,
until, at last, with the fall of the world into utter degradation,
it should disappear. The last Jaina monk should be named Dup-
pasahastri, the last nun Phalgushri, the last layman Nagila, the
last laywoman Satyashri.*

Jainism is characterized by a profound and absolute pessimism
with respect to the nature of the world. Matter is not finally a
transformation of spirit, but a permanently existing substance,
concrete and ineradicable, made up of atoms and capable (like
clay) of taking many forms. Different from matter, imprisoned
within it and working upon it from within, like a yeast, to give
it forms, are the souls (jiva, *‘the lives”), which are practically in-
numerable (the world is literally filled with them), and which,
like matter itself, are never to dissolve. The goal of Jaina re-
ligious practice is to release these Jivas from their entanglement
with matter (matter is ‘‘non-jiva,” ajiva). In order to accomplish
this end, an elaborate and gently graduated system of life-rules
and vows is carefully maintained, to conduct the layman by slow
degrees to the ultimate state of the advanced ascetic. Man is fet-
tered because he goes on acting and doing, every deed bringing
an accumulation of new entanglements; the way to victory, there-
fore, resides in absolute inaction. When this state has been prop-
erly and very gradually attained, every trace of Ajiva will have
been put away by the time the moment of death occurs. The
Jiva then breaks free into absolute release (karvalya, “‘perfect
isolation”). This condition is not regarded by the Jains as re-
absorption into any ultimate Universal Substance; for they know
of no such all-subsuming, non-dual state of being. On the con-
trary, the individual Jiva, the Monad, simply ascends, like a free

®* The Jaina cycle, it should be noted, differs from that of the Miyi-world of
Vishnu. The universe never dissolves, but after a long period of unmitigated hor-
ror begins again gradually to improve, until the religion of the Jains reappears
agdin, men increase in stature, the universe grows beautiful, and all presently
returns to the perfect state from which the decline begins anew.—Cf. Mrs. Sinclair
Stevenson, The Heart of Jainism (Oxford University Press, 1915).
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balloon, to the zenith of the organism of the universe, there to
remain, forever and forever, together with all the other free
balloons—each absolutely self-existent and self-contained, im-
mobile, against the ceiling of the world. The space occupied by
each of the perfected ones is boundless. The perfected ones are
all-aware.*

Although the perfected state, Kaivalya, is far beyond and
above the worldly spheres presided over by the gods, the Jains
admit to their popular household devotions (for the aid and con-
solation of lay-people in their daily affairs, until the higher
reaches of spiritual clarification shall have been attained) cer-
tain of the divinities of the Hindu pantheon. But these are un-
derstood to partake of a distinctly inferior mode of being. Like
the world over which they preside, they are heavy with the stuff
of temporal existence. And this weightiness, this durable ma-
teriality, is reflected in their representation in the works of
Jaina art.

Figure 2 shows a Jaina image of Indra, the heavenly raja, king
of the gods. This is a work dating from about A.p. 850; it stands
in a Jaina sanctuary at Eliira, a monolithic temple cut into the
living rock of a cliff. Jaina art of all periods is characterized by
a puppet-like stiffness, barrenness, and rigidity. Sometimes it
draws a certain vigor and vitality from its close kinship to popu-
lar art: its images often resemble the fetish figures of the primi-
tive levels of the population. Like the doctrine and life-experi-
ence that it renders and interprets, it is archaic, fundamentalist,
inflexible—unsophisticated by any alleviating insight. Nothing

* The universe is represented by the mythological symbolism of the Jains as a giant
in human form, the Cosmic Giant, which may be represented cither as a male or
as a female. In the lower part of its body, from the waist to the soles of the feet,
are the under-worlds, the purgatories and dwelling-places of the demons. The
world of man is at the level of the waist. In the great chest, neck, and head are
the heavens. Moksha (moksa, “freedom, rclease”) the place of the Pure Jivas, is at
the crown. The relationship of Moksha to the cycles of history and rebirth is repre-
presented diagrammatically like this: g’,“ 0
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ever dissolves into undifferentiated, transcendent, subtle essence.
Nothing finally ceases to be. The everlasting contrariety of primal
matter and the living, straining souls is never resolved.

Indra, king of the gods, with a dignified, almost threatening
heaviness, sits on his mount, the elephant. He is flanked by two
attendants and overshadowed by a tree, a “wish-fulfilling tree”
(kalpa-vriksa): the inhabitants of Indra’s paradise gather from
the branches of this arboreal symbol of life the fruits of their
desires—jewels, precious garments, and other delightful objects
of vanity and pleasure. But the god, the tree, and all that they
can give, are loaded with the heaviness of corporeality. In the
clear contours and ornaments of this work the vigor and solid
resistance of the rock are made to serve the intended effect. The
stone of the image retains its solidity. Mineral, animal weight
is what we here behold. There is no conversion of the stone into
something subtle and fleeting, no hint of cloud-like transciency.
Life-force is expressed in terms of massiveness and bulk, with a
thoroughly respectable realism and an utterly prosaic devotion.
Here are stateliness and the beatitude of vegetable-animal na-
ture, but in the higher mode of an immortal god. This Indra
is the stout and sturdy master of the sensuous, living world, out
of whose pale the Jaina saint is strenuously exercised to escape.
Little wonder if the monk should be forced to the most extraor-
dinary extremes of physical self-castigation, in order to break
free.

An epoch-making philosophical and psychological victory
over this literal-minded religiosity is represented in the subtle,
mirage-effects of the art of Bhaja. Here the entire manifested
world is dissolved, and yet permitted to remain—"like a burnt
string, which would disappear at the breath of a breeze.”
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CHAPTER THREE

THE GUARDIANS OF LIFE

13

The Serpent,
Supporter of Vishnu and the Buddha

WHEREAS the myths of emanation and dissolution revolve with
a cold and ruthless impersonality that reduces to virtual non-
entity the great world of human weal and woe, popular lore
abounds with divinities and genii warmly sympathetic to the
life-illusion. The sages Narada and Markandeya were vouch-
safed magical experiences of the impalpability of Maya. On the
other hand, the millions of mankind dwell and labor within the
net of the dream-web. They are beguiled, surrounded, supported,
and comforted in their lives by an abundant company of homely
guardian-figures, whose function it is to preside over the local
and continuous efficacy of that cosmogonic power which in the
beginning shaped the world. Genii (yaksa), representing the
forces of the soil, and the mineral treasures, precious metals,
and jewels of the earth; serpent kings and queens (naga, nagini),
personifying and directing the terrestrial waters of the lakes and
ponds, rivers and oceans; the goddesses of the three sacred
streams, Ganga (the Ganges), Yamuna (the Jumna), Sarasvati
(the Saraswati); dryads or tree goddesses (vriksa-devata), pa-
tronesses of the world of vegetation; sacred elephants (naga—
same term as for “‘serpent”), who originally had wings and con-
sorted with the clouds, and who, even now, on earth, retain the
power to attract their rain-bearing, earlier comnpanions: these
bestow upon the children of the world all the boons of earthly
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happiness—abundance of crops and cattle, prosperity, offspring,
health, long life.

The terrible heat of the devouring sun is regarded in India
as a deadly power. The moon, on the other hand, conferring
the refreshing dew, is the abode and source of life. The moon
is the controller of the waters; and these, circulating through the
universe, sustaining all living creatures, are the counterpart on
earth of the liquor of heaven, Amrita,* the drink of the gods.
Dew and rain becoming vegetable sap, sap becoming the milk
of the cow, and the milk then being converted into blood:—
Amrita, water, sap, milk, and blood, represent but differing states
of the one elixir. The vessel or cup of this immortal fluid is the
moon. The most conspicuous and generally beneficent of its
manifestations on earth are the mighty rivers, and particularly
the great sacred three: Ganges, Jumna, Saraswati.

The mythology of India is rich in personifications of the life-
giving power of the waters. Chief among these is Vishnu him-
self, the supreme procreator of the universe. Second to him is the
goddess Padma (“Lotus”), his spouse and queen—called also
Lakshmi and Shri (“Prosperity,” “Fortune,” “Beauty,” “Virtue”).
The god and goddess are depicted on Indian shrines in close
association with the multitudinous local genii who typify the
play of the living waters in the created world.

A beautiful relief in the temple of Deogarh (Figure g) dis-
plays Vishnu recumbent on the coils of Ananta, the cosmic
serpent (Visnu Anantasayin). The work—in the Gupta style of
about A.n. 600—is of the same period as the classic Puranic nar-
ratives that enumerate and describe the ten avatars or incarna-

¢ A—meaning “non”--and mrita meaning “dead”; this word is etymologically re-
lated to the Greek ambrosia. [Cf. A. M. Fowler: “A Note on d&uBporos,” Classical
Philology, XXXVII, Jan. 1942, and “Expressions for ‘Immortality’ in the early
Indo-European languages, with special reference to the Rig-Veda, Homer, and the
Poetic Edda,” Dissertation, Harvard.—AKC.]
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tions of this supreme divinity. The anthropomorphic figure, the
serpent coils that form his bed, and the water on which this ser-
pent floats, are triune manifestations of the single divine, im-
perishable, cosmic substance, the energy underlying and inhabit-
ing all the forms of life.

In a graceful, relaxed posture the god reclines in slumber, as
if absorbed in the dream of the universe inside him. At his feet,
in the humble place assigned to the Hindu wife, is Lakshmi-Shri,
the goddess Lotus, his spouse. Her right hand holds his foot, her
left hand gently strokes the leg. Such stroking is part of the wor-
ship traditionally paid by the Hindu wife to the feet of her lord.

From the navel of the god grows a lotus, which is a duplicate-
manifestation of the goddess at his feet. The flower bears on its
corolla Brahma, the four-faced demiurge-creator. Arrayed above
are major divinities of the Hindu pantheon. The figure to the
right of four-faced Brahma is Indra, mounted on Airavata, his
elephant. The couple seated on a bull and soaring through space
are Shiva and his spouse, “The Goddess.” A boyish personage
is to be distinguished in the right hand corner, exhibiting sev-
eral profiles; this is probably the six-faced war god, Skanda Kart-
tikeya.

Below are aligned five masculine figures and a woman: ap-
parently the five Pandava princes with their wife, the heroes of
the epic of the Mahabharata. These are associated with Vishnu as
celebrated recipients of his favor. According to the great story,
they lost their kingdom to their cousins, the Kauravas, in a gam-
bling match, and were then supported in the struggle to recover
it by the High God himself. Vishnu, in the human form of their
companion, Krishna, served them as advisor and charioteer. Be-
fore the onset of the final battle, he revealed to their leader,
Arjuna, the blessed gospel of the Bhagavad Gita, thus bestowing
on him eternal freedom as well as victory on earth.—In the
Deogarh relief the central personage is apparently Yudhishthira;
the two to his left are Bhima and Arjuna, and those to his right,
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Nakula and Sahadeva, the twins. The common wife of the five,
Draupadi, is in the corner.*

Returning now to the problem of the great serpent-bed, we
may review the whole subject of the snake symbol in Indian
iconography. Vishnu's shoulders and head are surrounded and
protected by nine serpent heads with expanded hoods; he
couches on the mighty coils. This multiheaded snake is an animal-
counterpart of the anthropomorphic sleeper himself. It is named
Endless (ananta), also The Remainder, The Residue (Sesa). Itis a
figure representing the residue that remained after the earth, the
upper and infernal regions, and all their beings, had been shaped
out of the cosmic waters of the abyss. The three created worlds
are afloat upon the waters; i.e., they balance on the expanded
hoods. Shesha is the king and ancestor of all the snakes that crawl
the earth.

The shield of expanded serpent-hoods surrounding the shoul-
ders and head is a characteristic feature of serpent-genii in In-
dian art. A typical representation was discovered during the ex-
cavation of the great Buddhist monastery-university of Nalanda
in northeast India. (Figure 4.) This is a work in the mature
classic style of the later Gupta period, about the fifth century
a.p. The serpent prince, or naga, in human form is represented
sitting in a devotional attitude, in meditative posture, with a
rosary slung around the palm of his right hand. From the back
spreads the characteristic halo: an uneven-number of expanded
_cobra-hoods, forming a part of the body and shielding the head.

* These heroes are regarded as themselves incarnations. Yudhishthira is a human
manifestation of Dharma, the Sacred Order of Life. Bhima represents the Wind
God, Vayu; he is characterized by the huge iron club with which he smashed (by
a foul) the thighs of the leading hero of the opponents, whom he had engaged in
single combat. Arjuna is a human counterpart of Indra. Nakula and Sahadeva
incarnate the twin “Horseman Gods,” the Ashvin (Hindu parallels to the Greek
Dioscuri). Draupadi, finally, is a duplicate of Indrani, the queen of the gods and
spouse of Indra. Her polyandrous marriage to the five brothers is an extraordinary
and exceptional case in the Brahmin tradition.
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Occasionally the sinuous body of the snake is represented as run-
ning down the back. Or again, at the hips, the human figure may
become serpentine, after the manner of a mermaid. In a gigantic
relief depicting the myth of the Descent to Earth of the Ganges
(which we shall discuss at the conclusion of the present chapter)
two such figures, a male and a female, are to be seen. (Fig-
ures 27-8.)

Nagas are genii superior to man. They inhabit subaquatic
paradises, dwelling at the bottoms of rivers, lakes, and seas, in
resplendent palaces studded with gems and pearls. They are
keepers of the life-energy that is stored in the earthly waters of

springs, wells, and ponds. They are the guardians, also, of the
riches of the deep sea—corals, shells, and pearls. They are sup-
posed to carry a precious jewel in their heads. Serpent princesses,
celebrated for their cleverness and charm, figure among the an-
cestresses of many a South Indian dynasty: a nagini or naga in
the family tree gives one a background.

An important function of the nagas is that of ‘‘door guardian”
(dvara-pala). As such they frequently appear at the portals of
Hindu and Buddhist shrines. In this role their proper attitude
is one of pious devotion (bhakti), fervent and loving concentra-
tion on the inward vision of the god or the Buddha whose pre-
cincts they attend. It is extremely interesting and important
to observe that the Buddhist and Hindu representations of such
popular divinities do not differ from each other, either essen-
tially or in detail; for Buddhist and Hindu art—as also Buddhist
and Hindu doctrine *—were in India basically one. Prince
Gautama Siddhartha, the “historical Buddha,” who taught in
the sixth and fifth centuries B.c., was a reformer, a monastic re-
former, remaining within, and taking for granted, the context
of Indian civilization. He never denied the Hindu pantheon or

® Cf. Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, Hinduism and Buddhism (The Philosophical
Library, New York, no date).
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broke with the traditional Hindu ideal of release through en-
lightenment (moksa, nirvana). His specific deed was not that of
refuting but of re-formulating, on the basis of a profound per-
sonal experience, the ageless Indian teaching of redemption from
the toils of Maya. The new order of mendicant monks that he
established for the practice of his special code of disciplines was,
in India, one order among a multitude. “I have seen the ancient
Way,"” he is reported to have said, “the Old Road that was taken
by the formerly All-Awakened, and that is the path I follow.” *

Like every considerable Indian saint, Gautama was venerated
even during his lifetime as a human vehicle of Absolute Truth.
After his passing, his memory became clothed with the standard
accouterments of myth. And when the Buddhist sect expanded,
developing from the estate of an essentially monastic to that of
a largely secular community,7 the great founder became less and
less exclusively an example to be followed (for how can a layman
follow an ascetic and at the same time do justice to family duties?),
more and more a symbol to be venerated—symbol of the re-
demptive power of enlightenment which is latent in every de-
luded being. During the golden centuries that followed the period
of the Buddha and endured until the fiery arrival in India of
the zealots of Mohammed, Buddhism and Hinduism developed
side by side, submitting to common influences, exchanging argu-
ments and insights. In later Buddhist art we find the Blessed
One throned supreme—as representing the highest personifica-
tion of the Absolute—amidst the old, old demonic and divine
presences of the fertile land, the heavens, and the hells.

The earliest stone monuments in India date from the Maurya
period (420-18; B.C.), particularly from the epoch-making reign
of the emperor Ashoka (272-232 B.c.). Ashoka was a convert to

¢ Samyutta Nikaya, 11. 106. Quoted by Coomaraswamy, op. cit., pp. 45-6.

t A development to be duplicated, half a millennium later, in the history of
Christianity.
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the Buddhist belief and an immensely powerful patron. Not only
did his domain embrace the whole of northern India, expand-
ing to include Afghanistan, Kashmir, and the Dekkan, but he
sent out missionaries to the south as far as Ceylon, and westward
even into Syria and Egypt. He established throughout his em-
pire countless monasteries, and is reputed to have constructed
up to eighty thousand dagabas or stupas (Buddhist reliquary
shrines). It is among the ruins of his era that the pictorial tradi-
tion of Indian myth and symbol first breaks for us, like a torrent,
into the light of day.

It is apparent, however, from the sophistication, the degree
of perfection, and the variety of the work that abruptly appears
in the period of Ashoka and then rapidly increases, that already
in the earlier centuries (though invisible to us, because com-
mitted to the perishable materials of ivory and wood) the tor-
rent of Indian religious art must have been flowing strong. The
craftsmen who wrought the elaborately decorated gates of the
“Great Stipa” at Sanchi(Figure 63),and the now shattered shrines
of Bharhut, Bodhgaya, and Amaravati, in the main translated
into stone and skillfully adapted to the special requirements
and special legends of the new sect the ancient motifs of their
traditional craft. The mirage-like Indra discussed in the last chap-
ter embellishes the entrance to a Buddhist monastery of the sec-
ond century B.c. Nagas, vriksha-devatas, yakshas and yakshinis
(serpent kings, tree goddesses, earth genii and their queens)
positively teem in the abundant monuments to Buddhist belief.
And their position with respect to the central shrine or image of
the Enlightened One is hardly distinguishable from that which
they exhibit when appearing in conjunction with the orthodox
Hindu personifications of the Absolute, Vishnu and Shiva. Fig-
ure 5, for example, shows a naga who stands at the foot of the
long flight of steps leading up to the Ruanweli Dagaba in Cey-
lon. This graceful prince exhibits in both hands symbols of the
fertility of vegetation, for which he, as a guardian and semi-
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divine serpent-embodiment of the lite-sustaining, terrestrial
waters, is personally responsible. In his left hand is a tree, in
his right a water-jar, the vessel of abundance, out of which is
growing a luscious plant. This attitude of the serpent prince
as doorkeeper and devotee goes back to the earliest period of
Buddhist art.

Between the Buddha and the naga in India there is no such
antagonism as we are used to in the savior versus serpent sym-
bolism of the West. According to the Buddhist view, all the genii
of nature rejoice, together with the highest gods, upon the ap-
pearance of the incarnate redeemer, and the serpent, as the prin-
cipal personification of the waters of terrestrial life, is no excep-
tion. Eager to serve the universal teacher, they watch solicitously
his progress toward final enlightenment; for he has come to re-
deem all beings alike, the creatures of earth, of the heavens, and
of the hells.

There is a special Buddha-type that stresses this supreme har-
mony between the savior who has overcome the bondage of na-
ture and the serpent who represents that very bondage; the type
figures conspicuously in the Buddhist art of Cambodia and Siam.
(Figure 47.) Like the image of Vishnu on Ananta (Figure g), this
buddha represents a special modification of a traditional Hindu
naga formula. (Figure 5.) The type does not appear among the
art works of India proper, yet the legend that explains it forms
a part of the earliest Indian Buddhist tradition and is accorded
a prominent place in the orthodox canon preserved by the ven-
erable Buddhist community of Ceylon. It is based on an event
that is supposed to have occurred shortly after Gautama’s attain-
ment of enlightenment.*

When the Blessed One, in the last watch of the Night of
Knowledge, had fathomed the mystery of dependent origination,
the ten thousand worlds thundered with his attainment of omni-

¢ Maha-vagga, i. 1-3.
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science. Then he sat cross-legged for seven days at the foot of the
Bo-tree (the Bodhi tree, the “Tree of Enlightenment”), on the
banks of the river Nairafijana, absorbed in the bliss of his illu-
mination. And he revolved in his mind his new understanding
of the bondage of all individualized existence; the fateful power
of the inborn ignorance that casts its spell over all living beings;
the irrational thirst for life with which everything consequently
is pervaded; the endless round of birth, suffering, decay, death,
and rebirth. Then after the lapse of those seven days, he arose
and proceeded a little way to a great banyan-tree, “The Tree of
“the Goatherd,” at the foot of which he resumed his cross-legged
posture; and there for seven more days he again sat absorbed in
the bliss of his illumination. After the lapse of that period, he
again arose, and, leaving the banyan, went to a third great tree.
Again he sat and experienced for seven days his state of exalted
calm. This third tree—the tree of our legend—was named “The
Tree of the Serpent King, Muchalinda.”

Now Muchalinda, a prodigious cobra, dwelt in a hole amongst
the roots. He perceived, as soon as the Buddha had passed into
the state of bliss, that a great storm cloud had begun to gather,
out of season. Thereupon he issued quietly from the black abode
and with the coils of his body enveloped seven times the blessed
body of the Enlightened One; with the expanse of his giant
snake-hood he sheltered as an umbrella the blessed head. Seven
days it rained, the wind blew cold, the Buddha remained in
meditation. But on the seventh, the unseasonable storm dis-
persed; Muchalinda unloosed his coils, transtormed himself into
a gentle youth, and with joined hands to his forehead bowed in
worship of the savior of the world.

In this legend and in the images of the Muchalinda-Buddha
a perfect reconciliation of antagonistic principles is represented.
The serpent, symbolizing the life force that motivates birth and
rebirth, and the savior, conqueror of that blind will for life,
severer of the bonds of birth, pointer of the path to the imperish-
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able Transcendent, here together in harmonious union open to
the eye a vista beyond all the dualities of thought. Some of these
Muchalinda-Buddhas of the Mon-Khmers (Siam and Cambodia,
ninth to thirteenth centuries A.n.) rank among the very finest
masterworks of Buddhist art. With the dreamy, graceful volup-
tuousness of a subtle, unearthly, sensual charm they blend a per-
fect spirituality and serene aloofness. The bliss of inner absorp-
tion in the experience of enlightenment, triumph over the
bondage of life, supreme peace, Nirvana-Release, pervade the
substance of the image and emit a radiance, tender, compas-
sionate, and sweet.

It is said by some that when the Buddha began teaching
his doctrine, he soon realized that men were not prepared to
accept it in its fullness. They shrank from the extreme implica-
tions of his vision of the universal Void ($@inyata). Therefore,
he committed the deeper interpretation of reality to an audi-
ence of nagas, who were to hold it in trust until mankind should
be made ready to understand. Then to his human disciples he of-
fered, as a kind of preliminary training and approach to the para-
doxical truth, the comparatively rational and realistic doctrine
of the so-called Hinayana division of Buddhism. Not until some
seven centuries had passed was the great sage Nagarjuna, “Arjuna
of the Nagas,” initiated by the serpent kings into the truth that
all is void ($@znya). And so it was he who brought to man the full-
fledged Buddhist teachings of the Mahayana.*

® For a discussion of Hinayina and Mahayana Buddhism, see Ananda Coomara-
swamy, Buddha and the Gospel of Buddhism (New York, 1916).
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2.
Divinities and Their Vehicles

WHEREVER we encounter a fairly continuous series of Buddhist
monuments dating from the final centuries B.c.—such as have
survived the inclemencies of the Indian climate and the vicissi-
tudes of history—representations of serpent genii occur in as-
sociation with a variety of other divine patrons of fertility, pros-
perity, and earthly health. These personify under various aspects
the life energy—beneficent but blind—which the message of the
Buddha broke and dissolved. In attitudes of devout concentra-
tion, deep faith, and rapture, they watch now at the shrine of
him who pointed the difficult path that leads beyond them: the
embodiments of the powers of earthbound life stand in worship
of the master of asceticism and release.

Conspicuous among these figures are the voluptuous tree god-
desses or dryads, generally represented in a characteristic posture:
with one arm entwining the trunk of a tree and the other bend-
ing a branch down, the goddess gives the trunk, near the root,
a gentle kick. (Figure 19.) This curious formula derives from a
ritual of fecundation. According to an ageless belief, nature re-
quires to be stimulated by man; the procreative forces have to
be aroused, by magic means, from semi-dormancy. In particu-
lar, there is in India a certain tree (asoka) which is supposed not
to put forth blossoms unless touched and kicked by a girl or
young woman. Girls and young women are regarded as human
embodiments of the maternal energy of nature. They are diminu-
tive doubles of the Great Mother of all life, vessels of fertility,
life in full sap, potential sources of new offspring. By touching
and kicking the tree they transfer into it their potency, and en-
able it to bring forth blossom and fruit. Hence, the goddess who
represents the life-energy and fertility of the tree is herself most
aptly visualized in this magic posture of fertilization.
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The tree goddess of Figure 19 is represented standing above
an elephant. Such a relationship of anthropomorphic to animal
figure is a common trait of Indian iconography. The animal sym-
bol, placed beneath, is interpreted as carrying the human figure
and is called the “vehicle” (vahana). It is a duplicate-representa-
tion of the energy and character of the god. Shiva, similarly, is
depicted on the bull; “The Goddess,” his spouse-consort, on the
lion. Their son, the elephant-headed god Ganesha, “The Lord
and Leader of the Hosts of Shiva,” called also “The Lord and
Master of Obstacles™ (vighnesvara), sits above a rat. (Figure 53.)
Ganesha forges ahead through obstacles as an elephant through
the jungle, but the rat, too, is an overcomer of obstacles, and,
as such, an appropriate, even though physically incongruous,
mount for the gigantic pot-bellied divinity of the elephant head.
The elephant passes through the wilderness, treading shrubs,
bending and uprooting trees, fording rivers and lakes easily; the
rat can gain access to the bolted granary. The two represent the
power of this god to vanquish every obstacle of the Way.

Kubera, overlord of all the genii (yaksas), frequently is rep-
resented as standing on a crouching man. His common epithet
is “He whose mount or vehicle is a man” (nara-vahana). Kuber
and his following are genii of fertility, riches, and prosperity, prin-
cipally associated with the earth, the mountains, and the treas-
ures of the precious stones and metals underground. They are
tutelary divinities of the Indian household, deriving from the
pre-Aryan, aboriginal tradition, and playing a considerable role
in Hindu and early Buddhist folklore. The man-vehicle beneath
his feet distinguishes Kubera from all other superhuman kings
and princes, just as the cobra hoods mark for us the superhuman
naga. Primarily the vehicle is a determinant, to let us know pre-
cisely who the figure is that is represented in the given work
of art.

The device did not originate in India, but was imported, at
an early period, from Mesopotamia. Figure 10 shows an Assyrian
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divinity, Assur, standing or floating above a composite beast with
the head of a dragon, the front paws of a lion, eagle-talons on the
hind feet, and the tail of a scorpion. The god is surrounded by
the symbols of various celestial beings, as well as the sun and
moon, the Pleiades, and the planet Venus. In this work the com-
posite monster occupies the place of the vahana in Indian art
and serves the identical function. It represents and embodies, on
an inferior plane, the energies of the anthropomorphic god and
serves as a vehicle. In the art works of Mesopotamia the device
can be traced back to at least 1500 B.C. In the earliest monuments
of India (those of the Indus Valley Civilization of the fourth
and third millenniums B.c.) * it does not occur.

The origin of the determinative “vehicle” is to be sought in
the technique of picture or rebus writing of the ancient Near
East. According to a common convention of the hieroglyphic,
pictographic scripts—as preserved in the Egyptian and Meso-
potamian inscriptions, and as underlying the Hebrew and Phoe-
nician alphabets—characters that originally represented objects
were employed to express phonetic values. Then, in order to
preclude ambiguity, another symbol, the “determinant,” was
added, which specified the reference of the original sign. Simi-
larly, in these images of divinities the simple kingly or womanly
form of the anthropomorphic figure is somewhat ambiguous;
its reference becomes specified by the determinant, or parallel
symbol, added underneath.

As we shall see, this device of the animal vehicle is by no means
the only instance of Mesopotamian influence on Indian sym-
bolism. There must have flourished, at an early period, a sea-
going traffic between the mouths of the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers and the western coast of India. The original centers of
Mesopotamian civilization were located close to the deltas of the
rivers, at the head of the Persian Gulf. It was a matter of only

* Cf. pp. 93-6, infra.
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a few days to India. And we have evidence of influences running
in both directions. An early Indian alphabet, the Brahmi script,
was adapted from a Semitic writing style of about 800 B.c.; and
there is a Buddhist tale describing an expedition of Indian mer-
chants to Bab{lon. Babylon is called in the story “Baveru.” The
men from India are described as having excited the astonish-
ment of the inhabitants of the western city by exhibiting a
peacock.

3.
The Serpent and the Bird

AmonG the motifs deriving from early Mesopotamian art and
continuing in the traditions of India to the present day is the
pattern of the entwined serpent-pair. This ancient device com-
monly appears on votive slabs erected to serpent genii. Such
stone tables, called nagalkals, variously decorated with serpent
forms, are votive gifts from women desiring offspring. Theyv are
set up in temple courtyards, at the entrances of villages and towns,
near ponds, or under holy trees. (Figure 8.) The ponds are sup-
posed to be peopled by nagas.

When the sculptor has finished such a stone, it is placed for
some six months in a pond, to become imbued with the life
force of the watery element. Also, and for the same reason, it is
treated with a ritual and with magic formulae (mantra). Then
the stone is set up, preferably under a pipal or a nimba tree.
These two trees often stand together, and are regarded as mar-
ried couples. The snakes are supposed to inhabit the terrestrial
moisture among the roots.

The nagakals of Figure 8 are from the state of Mysore, South
India. The reliefs decorating them are of several kinds. Some
exhibit a snake queen of the mermaid type, with serpent tail
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and human body, and with a halo of expanded cobra hoods; she
folds her arms across her breast supporting in them two ser-
pent children who rise above her shoulders. Others exhibit one
snake with a number of heads and expanded hoods. Others again
show the Mesopotamian serpent pair, heads facing each other,
entwined in amorous embrace.

In Mesopotamia this device appears in a very early design
traced on the sacrificial goblet of King Gudea of Lagash. (Figure
11.) In this work of the Sumerian period, ca. 2600 B.C., we find
the familiar pair of serpents, entwined, and facing each other.
The motif must have been diffused into India at an extremely
remote era, before the arrival of the Aryans. Together with cer-
tain other non-Vedic, pre-Aryan, aboriginal traits, it is preserved
to this day in the conservative local traditions, particularly of
Central and South Indian folklore. Interestingly enough, in the
living Indian traditions as well as in this golden goblet of the
archaic Sumerian past, the classical antagonist of the fabulous
serpent is the fabulous bird.

The goblet of King Gudea displays a warlike pair of winged,
birdlike monsters, standing erect on eagle claws and with the
forepaws of a lion. Such bird-beings represent the firmament—
the upper, celestial, ethereal realm—just as the serpents repre-
sent the life-bestowing, fertilizing element of the terrestrial
waters. They stand in eternal opposition to the serpent powers,
and, accordingly, constitute with them an archetypal pair of sym-
bolical antagonists, the champions respectively of heaven and
of earth.

The eagle belongs to Father Heaven, Father Zeus in the my-
thology of the Greeks. Serpents, on the other hand, attend the god-
dess Hera, Zeus’ consort, Mother Earth. Many are the mythologi-
cal episodes delineating the opposition of the two. For example,
when Herakles, the child of a clandestine affair between Zeus
and the mortal woman Alkmene, was still an infant in the cradle,
jealous Hera dispatched her snake attendants to kill him; the
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little son of Father Heaven, however, was able to slay them.
Again, according to Homer’s Iliad, an eagle appeared to the as-
sembled Greek heroes, one day during the siege of Troy. The
bird was observed slowly soaring in the sky, and bearing in its
talons a bleeding snake. Kalchas, the priest-soothsayer, inter-
preted the apparition as an auspicious omen, denoting the tri-
umph of the Greeks over the Trojans. The heavenly bird ravag-
ing the serpent symbolized to him the victory of the patriarchal,
masculine, heavenly order of the Greeks over the female prin-
ciple of Asia and Troy. The latter was typified in the luxurious
Asiatic goddess, Aphrodite, and particularly in her immoral deed
which had been the cause of the Trojan War: she had persuaded
Helen, the wife of Menelaos, to break the ties of her marriage
under the patriarchal, masculine order, and to lie with Paris, a
mate of her own selection.

The twofold symbol of eagle and serpent is possessed of a
vitality that outlasts the ages. In the West it reappears in mod-
ern literature in Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra, where the
eagle and serpent are the two animal companions of the philos-
opher’s “Solitary Sage.” “The proudest and the shrewdest among
animals,” he calls them. As embodiments of the principal virtues
of the first Superman, they symbolize the re-united powers which
are to open the way to the New Age.

Probably the symbolism is very much older than the chalice
of the ancient Sumerian king, Gudea. Nevertheless, Mesopo-
tamian Sumer may well have been the cradle out of which the
formula made its way, on the one hand westward to Greece and
modern Europe, on the other hand eastward into ancient India,
and then, somewhat later, into remoter Indonesia. The two
snakes were regarded in Mesopotamia as symbolical of the god
of healing, Ningishzida; hence, in Greece they became attached
to the god of medicine, Asklepios. Today they are our symbol
of the medical profession.

Like a river winding its way, the serpent creeps along the
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ground; it dwells in the earth and starts forth like a fountain
from its hole. It is an embodiment of the water of life issuing
from the deep body of Mother Earth. Earth is the primordial
mother of life; she feeds all creatures out of her substance, and
again devours all; she is the common grave. She clasps to her
bosom the life she has brought forth, denying to it the unbound
freedom of celestial space. In contrast, the infinity of heaven de-
notes the free sway of the unbound spirit, freely roaming as a
bird, disentangled from the fetters of earth. The eagle represents
this higher, spiritual principle, released from the bondage of
matter and soaring into the translucent ether, mounting to its
kin, the stars, and even to the supreme divine being above them.
On the other hand, the serpent is life-force in the sphere of life-
matter. The snake is supposed to be of tenacious vitality; it
rejuvenates itself by sloughing off its skin.

Whereas in Western tradition the spiritual antagonism of bird
and serpent is commonly understood and stressed, the opposi-
tion, as symbolized in India, is strictly that of the natural ele-
ments: sun force against the liquid energy of the earthly waters.
Ablaze with the heat of the glowing sun, drying up the moisture
of the land, the “fair-feathered” (suparna), golden-winged, grif-
fon-like master of the sky violently attacks, ruthlessly and eter-
nally, the embodier and guardian of the vivifying liquid of the
all-nourishing earth. The bird is addressed as “He who kills
nagas or serpents’ (nagantaka, bhujagantaka), “He who devours
serpents” (pannagdsana, nagasana). His proper name is Garuda,
from the root gri, ““to swallow.” As the relentless annihilator of
serpents, he is possessed of a mystic power against the effects of
poison; hence is popular in folklore and daily worship. At Puri,
in the Indian province of Orissa, persons suffering from snake-
bite are taken to the main hall of the Great Temple, where they
embrace a Garuda pillar filled with the magic of the celestial
bird. Garuda is represented, generally, with wings, human arms,
vulture legs, and a curved, beaklike nose. Two amusing exam-
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ples are represented on the endpiece of a balustrade from Siam
(Figure g): in a triumphant attitude above a pair of giant snakes
with lifted heads, the sturdy little garudas clutch their conquered
victims in their claws.*

Garuda is the vehicle, or vahana, of the Supreme God, Vishnu.
He bears him on his shoulders, the god carrying meanwhile in
uplifted hand the sharp-rimmed battle-discus, “Fair to See”
(sudarsana), the fiery sun disk of a thousand spokes, the wheel
(cakra) which he hurls against his opponents. In Cambodian
architecture not Vishnu alone but his whole temple is supported
by Garuda. The bird is multiplied and arrayed in caryatid-rows
bearing the structure. The temple is regarded as an earthly copy
of Vaikuntha, the god’s celestial abode.

Thus Vishnu is linked (like Nietzsche’s Zarathustra) with both
of the eternal antagonists. Shesha, the serpent Endless, repre-
sentative of the cosmic waters, who is the source of all water
whatsoever, is his animal representative; but then so too is
Garuda, the conquering principle, the snake’s opponent. This
is a paradox with reason; for Vishnu is the Absolute, the all-
containing Divine Essence. He comprises all dichotomies. The
Absolute becomes differentiated in polarized manifestations, and
through these the vital tensions of the world-process are brought
into existence and maintained.

¢ In the Hellenistic Buddhist art of Gandhara (Northwest India, first century
B.C. to fourth A.p.) the Greco-Roman formula of the eagle, Zeus, bearing away the
youth Ganymede is employed to represent the Indian theme of the sun-bird,
Garuda, abducting and devouring a young nagini. [Both Ganymede (later replaced
by an ecstatic feminine figure), and the nagini are symbols of the Psyche caught up
by and assimilated to the Spirit, cf. Coomaraswamy, “The Rape of a Nagi,” Boston
Museum of Fine Arts Bulletin Nos. 35, 36, 1937.—AKC.]
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4.
Vishnu as Conqueror of the Serpent

Having already considered Vishnu as the anthropomorphic coun-
terpart of the cosmic snake, we must now review an important
series of mythological episodes in which he appears in the role
of the conqueror of the serpent force.

A rather isolated myth, not connected with the major cycles
of the avatars of Vishnu, is that of The Deliverance of the Ele-
phant.* A sculptural representation of the event is shown in a
relief in the Dasha-Avatar Temple of Deogarh. (Figure 13.) A
magnificent elephant, in quest of its fare of lotus stalks and roots,
has ventured too far into the watery element, and the serpents
of the deep have seized and fettered it. The great animal, strug-
gling in vain, has at last implored the help of the High God.
Vishnu has just appeared, seated on Garuda. No deed of Vishnu
is required; his presence is enough. The mighty serpent king
pays obeisance, together with his queen. The serpents bow with
folded hands before the Lord Ruler of the Universe and sur-
render to him their victim. The elephant’s feet are still ensnared
by the powerful coils. In this monument of the classic Gupta pe-
riod (fourth to sixth centuries A.p.) the bird Garuda has some-
thing the appearance of an angel. Vishnu is crowned with a
diadem, and has four arms.

A more amply developed myth is that of the third incarnation
or avatir: Vishnu's apparition in the form of a boar.§ In this case,
the story of the conquest of the serpent force is integrated with
the great cycle of universal evolution. The event is supposed to
have occurred at the dawn of the present kalpa, and is termed
The Creation by the Boar.

The earth has just come into being, and the world-stage is set

* Bhagavata Purana, VIII. 2-3. 1 Visnu Purana, 1. 4.
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for the wonderful drama of evolution. On the solid surface warm-
blooded creatures will appear, and out of these, then, the history
of mankind will unfold. Like a lotus on the quiet surface of a
lIake, or like human consciousness on the darkness of the uncon-
scious, so the earth now reposes, fresh and fair, on the waters of
the cosmic abyss.

But the course of evolution is subject to setbacks. According
to the Indian view, it is punctuated by recurrent crises which re-
quire the intervention of the Highest God. There exists an ever
threatening counter-current, antagonistic to-the trend of evolu-
tion, which periodically halts, engulfs, and takes back what has
already been given form. This force Is represented in classical
Hindu mythology under the guise of the giant serpent power of
the world abyss. Thus it happened at the very dawn of the pres-
ent day of Time, that the Earth, newly blossomed, was suddenly
ravished from the surface of the cosmic sea to the lowest deep.

It was at this juncture that Vishnu assumed the form of a gigan-
tic boar. The boar is a warm-blooded animal belonging to the
earthly sphere, yet reveling in swamps, and familiar with the
watery element. Vishnu in this form plunged into the cosmic sea.
@mhe great serpent king and treading him down—the
enemy, with folded hands, 1mplor1ng at last his mercy—the High
God incarnate in the animal shape gathered into his arms the
lovely body of the still very youthful Mother Earth, and while_

she supmrse‘lf’By clmgmg to his tusk, brought her up

ance w1th the serpent pr1nc1ple of the water; nevertheless, in
symbohc episodes such as , this, the ood has to mterfere with the"
serpent’s action. The serpent must be checked, because it en-
dangers the further evolution of the universe: it represents, in-
deed, the all-containing substance of Vishnu, but on a primitive
level of differentiation. Operating beyond its bounds at a later
stage in the cosmic cycle, it threatens to throw the world back to
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the shapeless, unconscious condition of the beginnings. There
was no universe at that time, only night and the interminable
sleep of the infinite sea. Vishnu counteracts that retrogressive
tendency of his own substaMfcrm and pléymg the
role of the World Creator and Maintainer—in the present in-
stance, in the warm-blooded, animal form of a boar.

The event is mafrmf—i‘c‘eailﬁy depicted in a relief of Udayagiri,
Gwalior, dated a.p. 440. (Figure 12.) The celestial beings here
watching the exploit of the heroic boar are aligned in regular
rows, after the manner of ancient Mesopotamian patterns—like
hieroglyphs or cuneiform symbols. This is an astonishing cir-
cumstance, as yet unexplained. In fact, no one has hitherto even
expressed surprise at the isolated apparition, amidst the totally
different forms of the classic Hindu style, of this rigid, orna-
mental composition, obviously and very strongly influenced by
the hieroglyphics of the ancient Near East.

A third instance of Vishnu as opponent and conqueror of the
serpent principle is recounted in connection with the life story
of his most popular incarnation, Krishna. The tale is told in the
Vishnu Purana,* and since it is fraught with highly significant
myth-motifs, is well worth reviewing at considerable length.

The account opens with a review of the circumstances of
Krishna's coming into the world.} As usual, the titans or demons
having won a victory over the gods, a savior-incarnation was to
be born, to restore the balance of the powers. This particular
example of the recurrent crisis is regarded as having occurred
at the close of the yuga just preceding our own, i.e., at the close
of the Dvapara Yuga that terminated g102 B.c.} A race of demons
had sprung into existence over the whole surface of the earth,
and having unseated the gods, had established a reign of terror,
injustice, and disorder. The life-processes of the cosmos itself
were endangered. The goddess Earth, crushed by the terrible

® Visnu Purdna, V. 7. t1b,V. 1-4. 1 Cf. pp. 14-15, supra.
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burden, finally could bear the anquish no longer. She ascended
to the summit of Mount Meru, the central mountain and axis
of the universe, and there gained entrance, as a petitioner, to
the Assembly of the Gods.

Before Brahma and the celestials the goddess Earth prostrated
herself. “The God of Fire is the paternal protector of gold,” she
said, “and the Sun God the protector of cows. My paternal pro-
tector is Vishnu. He is venerated by the entire world.

“My Lords, over the realm of mortal beings a demon-host 1s
swarming. Day and night cities howl, the land blazes. Villainous
personages too numerous to name, demons celebrated through-
out the yugas for their wickedness, have been born again, into
the families of powerful kings, and they are working their in-
tolerable deeds without restraint. Even Kalanemi, the infamous
devil slain of old by Vishnu, has returned. He is now Kamsa, the
son of King Ugrasena. My body is so burdened by iniquities, that
I can no longer sustain them. They are shattering my sinews. O
ye Mighty Ones, save me; see to it, or I shall sink, overcome, to
the bottom of the Abyss.”

Brahma heard. The gods urged him to relieve the goddess.
Brahma spoke:

“O ye Celestials! Myselt, Shiva, and You—all beings—are no
more than a portion of Vishnu. We know that the manifesta-
tions of Vishnu's boundless substance are moved by an ever-
changing tide. Violence and weakness alternate with order and
strength; there is a continuous waxing and waning of his grace.
Let us proceed, therefore, to the shores of the Milky Ocean—which
is the abode of Vishnu—and there humbly communicate to him,
the Highest Being, this complaint and petition of the Earth. For,
as we have so often seen, Vishnu is ever willing to send a mim
particle of his essence down into the world—the world being

but a manifestation of his pleasure; and thus he has repeatedly
re-established the orderly course of the Day.”
Brahma, together with the Earth and all the gods, resorted
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therefore to Vishnu. Bowing before him whose emblem is
Garuda, the sun-bird, Brahma composed his mind in meditation
and gave praise to the Highest Being.

“Adoration to Vishnu with his myriads of forms and of arms,
his manifold faces and feet! Adoration to the Infinite One, who
is simultaneously the manifestation, the preservation, and the
dissolution of the universe! Thou art subtle beyond all discovery
of the senses. Thou art prodigious in thine essence. Thou art
of everything the root. Thou bringest forth spirit—that primal
substance from which arose and arises speech and the senses.
O Thou Highest of All, have mercy! Here, seeking in thee her
refuge, comes the Earth. Thou end without end, beginning with-
out beginning, final refug?of all beings, the goddess begs of thee
redemption from her burden. Demons, earthborn, are shatter-
ing her rocky sinews. Indra, myself, and all the gods, beseech of
thee thy counsel: tell us, O Lord and Essence of our Immortality,
tell us what we must do.”

Vishnu plucked two hairs from his head, a fair one and a dark,
and then addressed himself to the assemblage on the shore:

“These two hairs of my head shall descend to the Earth and
take away her burden. All the gods, too, shall go down to her,
each in a portion of his essence, and rescue the Earth by conquest
of the demons. There is a certain princess, Devaki, the wife of
Vasudeva, and she is like unto a goddess among men. This dark
hair of mine is to become the eighth fruit of her womb. I shall
descend into her and be born of her, and shall kill again the
demon Kalanemi, in his present incarnation, Kamsa.”

Vishnu vanished, and the gods, falling to their knees, paid
homage to the Invisible. Then all descended from the summit
of Mount Meru.

The hairs became presently a brother-pair of hero saviors. The
dark hair became Krishna; the fair one was born as Krishna’s
older and lighter half-brother, Balarima—whose mother was an-
other wife of Vasudeva, named Rohini. Kamsa attempted to slay
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the two but they were rescued by miraculous devices. Among a
tribe of cowherds they passed their childhood in hiding from the
enemy. Here, among the children of the good and simple folk,
tending the flocks and playing in the woods and fields, they passed
a series of idyllic years which have become a favorite theme of
Hindu myth and contemplation. The cycle of boyhood deeds
associated with this period is one of the most charming passages
among the mythologies of the world. The little savior, time after
time, playfully baffled and amazed the cowherds with marvelous
deeds out of all proportion to his childlike guise, yet never dis-
closed to them his divinity. At last, misinterpreting the phe-
nomena as ominous of earthquake or other imminent evil, the
whole community moved for safety—herds and carts and all—to
the mighty forest of Vrindavana, on the bank of the sacred
Yamuna, just across from Kamsa's capital city, Mathura.* There
they constructed a crescent-shaped camp of carts and fences, set
their flocks to graze, their children to play, and resumed their
ageless way. Krishna, their divine charge, regarded with pleas-
ure the new surroundings, benignly blessed the forest and be-
stowed welfare on the cows. Immediately, though the merciless
heat of the summer was at its height, the meadows—as though
it were the rainy season—brought forth fresh grass.

It behooves a superhuman savior, when he has been born of
an earthly mother, to conform to the environment he has chosen
to inhabit. To all appearances, he is as much enmeshed in Maya
as everybody else. But then, of a sudden, a superhuman deed or
gesture betrays his supernatural essence. So it was with Krishna
in the Vrinda forest. In this way it happened, that, even as a boy,
he met and overcame a certain serpent king, Kaliya by name, who
inhabited the waters of the river near his home.

Krishna and his brother, Rama, played among the cowpens

®* Modern Brindaban, on the Jumna, opposite Muttra. This is a great center of
Vishnu-Krishna worship.
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and tended the calves; and they played in the wilderness, mak-
ing wreaths of grass and leaves, and weaving garlands of wild
flowers. They made drums of leaves, and Krishna blew the flute.
Laughing and frolicking, they romped among the great trees,
sometimes alone, sometimes together, sometimes with a host of
other boys.

It was when wandering alone, on a little exploring expedi-
tion, that Krishna came to a place along the river where the
water was whirling, white with foam. This was the region of
the underwater den of the great serpent king, Kaliya, whose
poisonous, fiery breath, spreading about, had burned all of the
trees overhanging the stream. Even birds flying above the hor-
rible abode were scorched and fell to their death.

Krishna, the adventuring seven-year-old, came to this danger-
ous place and curiously peered into the depths. “Here dwells the
wicked Kaliya,” he brooded, ‘“whose weapon is venom. Already,
I have subdued him.* If released by me, he will vanish into the
vast ocean. Because of this Kaliya the whole of the Yamuna, from
here to the sea, has become impure. Neither men nor cattle may
quench their thirst in these waters. Therefore, I shall vanquish
this king of serpents and release the inhabitants of the country
from their continual dread. It was to make them happy and
free, and to chastise the wicked who dwell in the paths of evil,
that I descended into the world. All right—I shall climb up yon-
der broad-branched tree overhanging the water, and jump.”

The boy girded his loins, made his way up the tree, and
jumped with a great leap into the depths. His impact shook the
Abyss. The flaming water splashed high into the trees along the
bank, setting them afire. The firmament seemed ablaze. Then
with his palms Krishna smote the water, and the snake king,
challenged by the unwonted noise, came forth, eyes red with
wrath, hoods puffing with fiery poison. Kaliya was surrounded

* A reference to the coming battle.
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by swarms of red serpent warriors. Serpent queens and serpent
maidens attended him by the hundred. The writhing bodies,
adorned with glittering necklaces of pearl, sparkled as they rose
in undulating coils, litting their innumerable heads. The ser-
pents sprayed Krishna with their poison. They bit him with
mouths running with venom, and they fettered his limbs with
their coils.

A little group of the cowherds, watching in horror near by,
saw Krishna sink, inert and unconscious, entangled by the swarm
of serpents. Overwhelmed, they hurried home. “Krishna, in a fit
of madness,” they cried, “has jumped into the den of Kaliya.
The serpent king is devouring him. Hurry! Help!”

The cowherds rushed for the river, followed by their wives
and children. “Alas, alas, where have you gone?” the women
cried as they stumbled among the trees.

Balarama led the way. He pointed out to the people Krishna
lying powerless at the bottom, fettered by the coils. Nanda and
Yashoda, the boys’ foster parents, stood aghast when they beheld
the face of their child. The other women, looking on, wept and
stammered without hope. “In the abyss of Kaliya we all will join
you,” they cried; “for we cannot return to the cowpens without
you, our beautiful boy! What is day without the sun, or night
without the moon; what are cows without milk, and what will
our homes be without Krishna?”

Balarama saw his foster-mother, Yashoda, in a swoon, and the
heartbroken Nanda staring into the stream. Then, because of
his secret knowledge of Krishna's divine nature, Balarima ad-
dressed him, gazing down at him with a piercing eye: “Divine
Lord of the Gods, why do you exhibit this human frailty? Are
you not aware of your divine essence? You are the navel of the
universe, the support of the gods, the creator, destroyer, and
guardian of the worlds. The universe is your body. These who
have been your relatives since our descent to man, the cowherds
and their wives, are overwhelmed with despair. Have mercy on
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them! You have played the babe and the boy; you have enacted
the human weakness. Display now your infinite power; arise and
conquer the mighty fiend!”

The words rang in Krishna’s ears. They reminded him of his
true essence. Over his face there moved a smile, and his eyes
gradually opened. His arms stirred; his hands began to beat the
coils that entwined him. With a burst, he released his limbs from
the serpent coils, and, springing free, placed his foot on the ser-
pent king. He lifted his knee, and began to dance on the mighty
head. Whenever the monster attempted to rear its neck, the divine
boy trod it down; again and again this happened, until finally
the snake grew weak and fainted. Krishna continued his dance
until the great king spat blood, and lay stiff as a stick.

The queens then in awe, beholding their lord with battered

and bloodied head, implored Krishna in the following words:
“Divine Master of the Gods, Supreme Ruler of the Universe, we
recognize you now! Who is worthy to praise your world-tran-
scending greatness? Be merciful, and spare the life of this our
king!” (Figure 14.)
\ The exhausted Kaliya recovered somewhat at this prayer, and
with faltering voice implored the victor: “I have only acted ac-
cording to my nature. As you created me with strength and en-
dowed me with my poison, so have I behaved. Had I comported
myself otherwise, I should have violated the laws laid down by
you for every creature according to its kind; I should have chal-
lenged the order of the universe and been liable therefore to
punishment. But now, even in striking me, you have blessed
me with the highest boon, the touch of your hand. My force is
broken, my poison spent; I implore you to spare my life to me
and declare what I must do.”

Krishna, in his mercy, replied: “You shall not henceforth re-
side in the waters of the Yamuna, but in the vastness of the ocean.
Depart! Moreover, I declare to you that Garuda, the sun-bird of
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gold, arch enemy of all serpents and my vehicle through the
reaches of space, forever shall spare you, whom I have touched.”

The serpent king bowed, and with his kinsfolk withdrew to the
ocean. The cowherds embraced Krishna, as one who had been
miraculously restored to life. Shedding tears upon his head, they
rejoiced in his deed, which had restored to the waters of the river
their beneficent quality. Extolled by the cowherds, praised by
the women and girls who surrounded him in flattering dalliance,
Krishna, the boy hero, incarnation of the All Highest, returned
to the camp circle and the cows.

This very popular and often repeated tale is freighted with
many charges of meaning, and can be interpreted from a number
of points of view. In terms of religious history, it means that a
local nature divinity, a demon dwelling in the river Yamuna,
the spirit of the water, a wrathful power very difficult to pro-
pitiate, was conquered and dislodged. A primitive serpent-cult
was superseded by the worship of an anthropomorphic divine
savior. Through the intermediary, Krishna, the special cult of
a local demon became merged into the widespread, general cult
of Vishnu, the Supreme Being, and thus was linked into a con-
text of superior symbolic import, representing concepts and in-
tuitions of a general validity.

In Greek mythology and religious history a similar circum-
stance is registered in Apollo’s conquest of the earthbound ser-
pent lord of Delphi. This python would send up revelations
through a fissure in the rock; a priestess, the Pythea, inhaling
the potent fumes, would be inspired to give voice to cryptic utter-
ances: the prophecies of the Oracle of Delphi. But then the great
god, Apollo, challenged and overcame the dragon-demon; slew
it and took its seat. Thereafter, Delphi was the sanctuary of the
anthropomorphic Olympian, a god related to solar power and
standing for enlightenment, wisdom, moderation and propor-
tion. A higher, celestial principle had replaced the terrestrial
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presence—and yet, had not completely erased it. The priestess
remained in her ancient role; the beneficent power of the earth
still spoke to man; the Delphic Oracle continued in operation.
Only now, the patron and owner of the sanctuary was no longer
a primitive earth demon but an Olympian: Apollo, as the Pythic
god.

Likewise, Kaliya was dislodged by Krishna. In this case, the
demon was not killed; he had only to resign his power and with-
draw to the remote sea, so that the idyllic life of man, as repre-
sented by the camp-circle of the cowherds, should not be injured
by the blaze of his poison. Krishna played the role rather of
moderator than of annihilator. He liberated mankind from a
threat and a peril, favoring life against the slaying breath of the
serpent, and yet recognized the rights of the destructive power;
for the venomous serpent was as much a manifestation of the
Supreme Being as were the pious cowherds. It was a manifesta-
tion of one of the darker aspects of God’s essence, and had ap-
peared out of the all-producing, primary, divine substance. There
could be no elimination, once and for all, of this presence which
to man seemed wholly negative. Krishna effected only a kind of
boundary settlement, a balanced judgment as between demons
and men. For the good of the human kingdom, Kaliya was as-
signed to a remoter sphere, but he was allowed to remain un-
changed both in nature and in power. Had he been transformed,
redeemed, or altogether eliminated, the counter-play between
human and demonic, productive and destructive energies would
have been disrupted—and such an eventuality was far from the
intent of the Highest Being.

Vishnu's role as the maintainer of the world involves this func-
tion of mediator, or moderator, between the antagonistic ener-
gies that are active in the life-process of the universe. He restrains
the overbearing impact of the destructive, disruptive powers.
This he does by descending into the universe in one or another
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of his avatars, curbing and subduing the terrible forces that
threaten general ruin, and finally restoring a working equilib-
rium of opposites. Yet, as the Supreme Being, the all-containing
Substance, he cannot be fundamentally at variance with the
demons of the realm of water. Indeed, one of his principal mani-
festations is Shesha, the cosmic snake. We must not be surprised,
therefore, to find that Krishna, Vishnu’s human avatar and the
conqueror of Kaliya, may be represented with the typical at-
tributes of the serpent genii.

Figure 6 shows Krishna in conjunction with the naga-symbol.
This is a bronze figure from Bengal; an example of the Pala
style of the first half of the ninth century A.p. The divinity has
four arms, and holds the discus (cakra, sudarsana) and the iron
club (kaumodak?). Vishnu's two queens are at either hand: Shri-
Lakshmi, the goddess of earthly welfare, and her opponent, Saras-
vati, patroness of speech, song, and wisdom.* They are rivals, as
the two wives of one male must be. It is said that whenever one
of them bestows her boons on a man the other remains away:
the wise are not wealthy and the wealthy are not wise. But at
Vishnu'’s feet the two are subdued to antagonistic co-operation.
Here the charm of the youthful god-incarnate is blended with
the grandeur of the cosmic being. The human aspect discloses
the Krishna for whom the hearts of all women and maidens were
moved with love—first, during the years of his boyhood idyll
among the cowherds, later on, at the courts of the princely clans.
The naga-symbol, on the other hand, forming the background,
represents that divine nature which the hero-savior concealed
from those whom he gladdened by his human presence and
amazed by his deeds. This is the sign of his real character, the

® Sarasvati (the river Saraswati) is related also to Brahma, who is wisdom and
revelation incarnate; though, preferably, Brahma’s consort is Savitri, the anthro-
pomorphic embodiment of a certain holy prayer from the Rig Veda that confers
initiation. This prayer invokes Divine Energy, bidding it enter into and take
possession of the soul.
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spirit that breathed through his human mask. For the human
avatar is a blending of opposites. Such a blending also, are we
ourselves, though unaware of our twofold nature: we are at once
the illimited, unconditioned, divine Self, and the shrouding at-
tributes of personality-experience and ego-consciousness.

In the case of Krishna’s half-brother, Balarama, the naga char-
acter is strongly emphasized. He is a human embodiment, a par-
tial incarnation, of Shesha himself, and this character is exhibited
particularly in the story of his end. He is described as sitting be-
neath a tree on the shore of the ocean, lost in thought; where-
upon a large snake crawls out of his mouth, leaving the human
body of the hero-savior inanimate. This is his Shesha-nature, his
secret life-essence, going back to the watery deep. As it winds
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