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Gods, Demons and Others 
R. K. Narayan, one oflndia's leading writers, 

offers here a delightful retelling of stories from 
his own country's immense store of myths and 
legends handed down through the centuries. 

Drawing his stories from the RamaJ•ana, the 
.\!ahabharata and other great epics, Mr Narayan 
retells the tales as they might be recounted by 
the wise and venerable village storyteller. 

In the legends, where all things are possible, 
one thousand years seem only a second, and 
good ultimately triumphs over evil. The Devi, 
who is the personification of the highest beauty 
and energy, vanquishes the demon Mahisha 
who has invaded the heavens; ivlanmata, the 
god of love, is burned up physically when he 
enrages the austere god Shiva. Y ama, the god 
of death, is persuaded for the first time to 
relinquish a soul when the mourning but 
determined Savitri pleads for the return of her 
husband. 

The spectacle of battle, the scintillation of 
the supernatural, the passion, devotion and 
laughter of love, the quest of the spirit all 
combine in the legends, retold in Narayan's 
marvellous amalgam of insight, compassion 
and wit, to provide the general reader with 
an entertaining diversion, and the scholar with 
a sure avenue into Indian mythology. 
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Several of the stories in this volume are based on the Mababbarata: 
/"'Yayati," "Draupadi," "Nala," "Savitri," "Shakuntala," "Harischan­

dra," and "Sibi"; three are from the Ramayana: "Viswamitra," "Ra­
vana," and "Valmiki." The source of "Lavana" and "Chudala" is 
the Yoga-Vasisbta; of "Devi," the Devi Bbagavata111; and of "Man­
mata," the Sbiva Purana. "The Mispaired Anklet" is from the Tamil 
epic Silapadikbaram. 



CONTENTS 

The World of the Storyteller I 

The Gods of the Stories I I 

One 
✓ LAVAN A I 5 . 
_, CHUDALA 24 

YAYATI 34 

Two 
-DEVI 49 
✓ VISW A MITRA 64 ~-

MANMATA 85 

Three 
RAV ANA 99 
VALMIKI I 2 5 
DRAUPADI 143 

Four 
NALA 165 

, .SAVITRI 182 
yTHE MISPAIRED ANKLET 190 

SHAKUNTALA 202 

Five 
·MARISCHANDRA 2 I 7 

SIB! 229 

A Note on Cosmogony 239 
Glossary 241 



Gods, Demons, and Others 





,~ 

..:.cs..~~' \ _~i.~ 
~~ ~~• a.I 1 • :l ;,!!!..~.,,_, 

THE WORLD OF THE 
STORYTELLER 

H E Is PART and parcel of the Indian village community, which 
is somewhat isolated from the main stream of modern life. The 
nearest railway station is sixty miles away, to be reached by an 
occasional bus passing down the highway, which again may be an 
hour's marching distance from the village by a shortcut across the 
canal. Tucked away thus, the village consists of less than a hundred 
houses, scattered in six crisscross streets. The rice fields stretch 
away westward and merge into the wooded slopes of the moun­
tains. Electricity is coming or has come to another village, only 
three miles away, and water is obtainable from a well open to the 
skies in the center of the village. All day the men and women are 

I 
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active in the fields, digging, ploughing, transplanting, or harvest­
ing. At seven o'clock (or in the afternoon if a man-cater is reported 
to be about) everyone is home. 

Looking at them from outside, one may think that they lack the 
amenities of modern life; but actually they have no sense of miss­
ing much; on the contrary, they give an impression of living in a 
state of secret enchantment. The source of enchantment is the 
storyteller in their midst, a grand old man who seldom stirs from 

his ancestral home on the edge of the village, the orbit of his 
movements being the vegetable patch at the back and a few coco­
nut palms in his front yard, except on some very special occasion 
calling for his priestly services in a village home. Sitti~g bolt up­
right, cross-legged on the cool clay-washed floor of his hou~e, he 
may be seen any afternoon poring over a ponderous volume 1~ ~he 
Sanskrit language mounted on a wooden reading stand, or t1ltmg 
towards the sunlight at the doorway some old palm-leaf manu­
script. When people want a story, at the end of their day's labours 
in the fields, they silently assemble in front of his home, especially 
on evenings when the moon shines through the coconut palms. 

On such occasions the storyteller will dress himself for the part 
by smearing sacred ash on his forehead and wrapping himself in a 
green shawl, while his helpers set up a framed picture of some god 
on a pedestal in the veranda, decorate it with jasmine garlands, 
and light incense to it. After these preparations, when the story­
teller enters to seat himself in front of the lamps, he looks imperi­
ous and in complete control of the situation. He begins the session 
with a prayer, prolonging it until the others join and the valleys 
echo with the chants,, drowning the cry of jackals. Time was 
when he narrated his stories to the accompaniment of musical in­
struments, but now he depends only on himself. "The films have 
taken away all the fiddlers and crooners, who have no time nowa­
days to stand at the back of an old storyteller, and fill his pauses 
with music," he often comments. But he can never really be handi­
capped through the lack of an understudy or assistants, as he is 
completely self-reliant, knowing as he does by heart all the 24,000 
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stanzas of the Ramayana, the 100,000 stanzas of the J\,1.ababba­
rata, and the 18,000 stanzas of the Bbagavata. If he keeps a copy of 
the Sanskrit text open before him, it is more to demonstrate to his 
public that his narration is backed with authority. 

The Pandit (as he is called) is a very ancient man, continuing in 
his habits and deportment the traditions of a thousand years, never 
dressing himself in more than two pieces of cotton drapery. 
(But sometimes he may display an amazing knowledge of mod­
ern life, acquired through the perusal of a bundle of old news­
papers brought to him by the "weekly" postman every Thursday 
afternoon.) When he shaves his head ( only on days prescribed in 
the almanac), he leaves just a small tuft on the top, since the an­
cient scriptures, the shastras, prescribe that a man should wear his 
hair no thicker than what could pass through the silver ring on 
his finger; and you may be sure he has on his finger a silver ring, 
because that is also prescribed in the shastras. Every detail of his 
life is set for him by what the shastras say; that is the reason why 
he finds it impossible to live in a modern town-to leave his 
home where his forefathers practiced unswervingly the codes set 
down in the shastras. He bathes twice daily at the well, and prays 
thrice, facing east or west according to the hour of the day; 
chooses his food according to the rules in the almanac, fasts totally 
one day every fortnight, breaking his fast with greens boiled in 
salt water. The hours that he does not spend in contemplation or 
worship are all devoted to study. 

His children could not, of course, accept his pattern of life and 
went their ways, seeking their livelihood in distant cities. He him­
self lives on the produce of his two acres and the coconut gar~en; 
and on the gifts that are brought him for storytelling-especinlly 
at the happy conclusion of a long series, or when God incarnates 
himself as a baby of this world or marries a goddess in the course of 
a story. He is completely at peace with himself and his surround­
ings. He has unquestioned faith in the validity of the Vedas, which 
he commenced learning when he was seven years old. It took him 
twelve years to master the intonation of the Vedas. He had also to 
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acquire precise knowledge of Sanskrit grammar, syllabification, 

meaning of words. . 
Even his daily life is based on the authority of the Vedas, whi~h 

have in them not only prayer and poetry, but also guidance 10 

minor matters. For instance, whenever he finds his audience laugh­
ing too loudly and protractedly at his humour, he instantly quotes 
an epigram to show that laughter should be dignified and refresh­
ing rather than demonstrative. He will openly admonish those wh_o 
are seen scratching their heads, and quote authority to say t~at if 
the skin itches it should be borne until one can retire into privacy 
and there employ the tip of a stag-horn, rather than fingernails, fo~ 
the purpose. He has no doubt whatever that the Vedas were create 
out of the breath of God, and contain within them all that a man 
needs for his salvation at every level. 

Even the legends and myths, as contained in the puranas, of 
h• h h • h · • • of the w ic t ere are e1g teen maJor ones, are mere 1llustrat1ons 

moral and spiritual truths enunciated in the Vedas. "No one can 
un~erstand the significance of any story in our mythology unless 
he is de~ply_ v~rsed in the Vedas," the storyteller often _decla~es. 
Everythmg is interrelated. Stories, scriptures, ethics, philosop y, 
grammar, astrology, astronomy, semantics, mysticism, and moral 
codes-each forms part and parcel of a total life and is indispensa­
bl_e for the. attainment of a four-square understanding of existence~ 
Literature IS not a branch of study to be placed in a separate co~ 
partment, for the edification only of scholars, but a comprehensi~e 

d • • • d l e 11-an artistic medmm of expression to benefit the literate an t 1 . 

literate alike. A true literary composition should appeal in an in-
fi • • ld be mte vanety of ways; any set of stanzas of the Ramayana cou 

• d • and set to music an sung, narrated with dialogue and acnor1 cl-
treated as the finest drama, studied analytically for an understan 
ing of the subtleties of language and grammar, or distilled finely ro 
yield e.soteric truths. 

Th h · • which e c aracters m the epics are prototypes and moulds in 

h • • d • ry ha5 
umamty IS cast, an remain valid for all time. Every sro 

implicit in it a philosophical or moral significance, and an under-
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lining of the distinction between good and evil. To the storyteller 
and his audience the tales are so many chronicles of personalities 
who inhabited this world at some remote time, and whose lives are 
worth understanding, and hence form part of human history rather 
than fiction. In every story, since goodness triumphs in the end, 
there is no tragedy in the Greek sense; the curtain never comes 
down finally on corpses strewn about the stage. The sufferings of 
the meek and the saintly are temporary, even as the triumph of the 
demon is; everyone knows this. Everything is bound to come out 
right in the end; if not immediately, at least in a thousand or ten 
thousand years; if not in this world, at least in other worlds. 

Over an enormous expanse of time and space events fall into 
proper perspective. There is suffering because of the need to work 
off certain consequences, arising from one's actions, in a series of 
births determined by the law of Karma. The strong man of evil 
continues to be reckless until he is destroyed by the tempo of his 
own misdeeds. Evil has in it, buried subtly, the infallible seeds of its 
own destruction. And however frightening a demon might seem, 
his doom is implied in his own evil propensities-a profoundly 
happy and sustaining philosophy which unfailingly appeals to our 
people, who never question, "How long, oh, how long, must we 
wait to see the downfall of evil?" 

The events in Indian myths follow a calendar all their own, in 
which the reckoning is in thousands and tens of thousands of years, 
and actions range over several worlds, seen and unseen. Yet this 
immense measure of time and space does not add up to much when 
we view it against the larger timetable of creation and dissolu­
tion. Brahma, the four-faced god and Creator of the Universe, 
who rests on a bed of lotus petals in a state of contemplation, and 
by mere willing creates everything, has his own measure of night 
and day. In his waking half-day he creates the Universe, which 
passes through four well-defined epochs, called yugas. * Then 

• Each yuga lasts for 3000 years, by celestial measurements; but one celestial year 

is the equivalent of 3600 years of human time, so that the four yugas cover a span 
of 43,200,000 mortal years. Each of the four yugas, Krita, Treta, Dwapara, and 
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Brahma falls asleep, and there is a total dissolution of everything. 
Brahma sleeps for twelve hours, wakes up, and the business of 
creation begins all over again and lasts another full cycle of four 
epochs. 

Brahma's own life span is a hundred celestial years,* at the end of 
which he himself is dissolved, and nothing is left of creation or the 
Creator. The sun and the stars are put out and the oceans rise in 
gigantic waves and close over the earth. Ultimately even the 
waters from this deluge evaporate and are gone. A tremendous 
stillness, darkness, and vacuity occur. Beyond this cosmic upheaval 
stands a supreme God, who is untouched by time and change, and 
in whose reckoning creation and dissolution have occurred in the 
twinkling of an eye. He is the ultimate Godhead, called Narayana, 
lswara, or Mahashakti. From this Timeless Being all activity, philos­
ophy, scripture, stories, gods and demons, heroes and epochs, ema­
nate, and in Him everything terminates. 

For certain purposes this Timeless Being descends to the practi­
cal_ plane in the form of a trinity of gods, Brahma, Vishnu, and 
Shiva, ~ach o~ whom has his specific function. Brahma is the cre­
ator, Vishnu 1s the protector, and Shiva is the destroyer; and all of 
them have important roles in mythological stories, along with a 
host of minor gods (whom Indra heads) and an even larger host 
of evil powers broadly termed demons-asuras and raksbasas; 
added to these are the kings and sages of this earth. The pressures 
exerted by these different types of beings on each other, and their 

Kali, posse~scs special characteristics of good and evil. In Kritayuga righteousness 
prevails universally In Tr t · I · b 
'fi • e ayuga rig 1tcousncss 1s reduced by one quarter, ut sac-ri ces and ceremonies • · · · I 

d h b. are given greater emphasis. Men act with certam matena 
an ot er o Jectives while p f · • · · h 

f d Th . er ormmg the rites, no longer domg them wit a sense 0 uty. ere 1s a gradual d • . · 
diminished b half So ecrease m austerity. In Dwaparayuga righteousness 1s 
none C Y • • me men study four Vedas, some three, others one, and others • eremomes are multi r d . . . 

k h • P ic as goodness declines, and diseases and calammes ma e t e1r appearance In K I' . 
d• R' d • . a zyuga righteousness, virtue, and goodness completely 1sappear. 1tcs an sacrifice b . 
h d f .1 s arc a andoncd as mere superstitions. Anger, distress, unger, an ear preva1 and rul b 1 'k • · · d 
• h • • ' ers e 1ave h e highwaymen sc1zmg power an ric es m various ways. ' 

• The equivalent of 311,040,000 ooo 000 m l 
• , orta years. 
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complex relationships at different levels, create the incidents and 
patterns of our stories. 

The narratives may be taken to have come down to us mostly 
by word of mouth, at first, and were also recorded in the course of 
centuries. Each tale invariably starts off when an inquiring mind 
asks of an enlightened one a fundamental question. The substance 
of the story of the Ramayana was narrated by the sage Narada 
when Valmiki (who later composed the epic) asked, "\i\Tho is a 
perfect man?" Narada had heard the story from Brahma, and 
Brahma heard it from the Great God himself at a divine council. 
And so each tale goes back and further back to an ultimate narra­
tor, who had, perhaps, been an eye-witness to the events.* The re­
port travels, like ripples expanding concentrically, until it reaches 
the storyteller in the village, by whom it is passed to the children at 
home, so that ninety per cent of the stories are known and ap­
preciated and understood by every mortal in every home, whether 
literate or illiterate ( the question does not arise). 

Everyone knows what the hero achieves by God's grace, and 
also what the end of the demon is going to be. The tales have such 
inexhaustible vitality in them that people like to hear them nar­
rated again and again, and no one has ever been known to remark 
in this country, "Stop! I've heard that one before." They are heard 
or read and pondered over again and again, engendering in the 
listener an ever-deepening understanding of life, death, and destiny. 

Most narratives begin in a poetic setting, generally a cool grove 
on the banks of a river or a forest retreat, in which are assembled 
sages at the end of a period of fruitful penance. A visitor comes 
from afar. After honouring the guest, the sages will ask, "Where 
are you coming from? What was noteworthy at such-and-such a 

• Fixing the date of the Ramayana, the Mababharata, or the puranas-the source 
books of all legendary tales-involves one in calculations of geological rather than 
historical proportions. The Vedas arc believed to have existed eternally-to have 
taken shape, as mentioned above, out of the breath of God; they had no beginning 
and will have no end. The antiquity of the puranas may be judged from the fact of 
their being mentioned in the Vedas. A certain historian of Sanskrit literature fixes 
the date of the Mababbarata at 3000 B.c., and of the Ramayana earlier. 
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king's sacrifice? Tell us whatever may be worth hearing." And the 
visitor will begin his tale. Thus did Sauti, a wandering scholar, 
narrate the story of the Mahabharata at a forest retreat, when ques­
tioned by the sages. Sau ti also mentions that Vyasa ( the author of 
the Mahabharata) dictated the whole of it, his amanuensis being no 
less a personage than Ganesha, the elephant-faced god, who agreed 
to take down the story provided the author did not falter or pause 
in his narration. Vyasa accepted this condition and commenced 
dictating so fluently that the elephant god had to break off one of 
his ivory tusks and use it as a stylus for etching the text on a palm­
leaf. Even today the image of the elephant god is represented as 
possessing only a vestige of a tusk on the right-hand side of his 
trunk. 

All the tales have certain elements in common, namely: Sages 
spend their lives in the forest, seeking a life of illumination through 
austerity and concentrated meditations ( called tapas). Demoniacal 
creatures also undertake intense penance, acquire strange, unlimited 
powers, and harass mankind and godkind alike until a redeemer ap­
pears and puts them out. In the stories that follow, the demon Ra­
vana, and Taraka in "Manmatha" are such creatures. 

' The kings in the tales are men of action, waging war and expand-
i~g their empires, which is their legitimate public activity. The 
king ~l~s his subjects strictly according to the code of conduct set 
f~r him_ m the shastras. Sometimes he slips and goes through great 
tnbulat1ons (gambling is the weakness of the Pandavas, in "Drau­
padi,~' and of the hero of "Nala"). Sometimes the king goes out 
huntmg: strays away from his companions, and steps right into a 
set 0 ~ circumstances which prove a turning point in his life, as in 
"H h d " ansc an ra and "Shakuntala." 

Another common element in the tales is the Swayamwara cere­
mony, the outstanding event in a palace, by which a princess, 
when she ~omes of age, can select a husband. Proclamations go out 
far and wide that the princess is about to choose her husband. Eli­
gible princes arrive at the capital from all directions and fill the 
galleries in the assembly hall. At a given moment the princess ap-
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pears in the middle of the hall, bearing a flower garland, looks 
about, and gives it to the one she finds acceptable. Swayamwara 
figures with some importance in the stories "Draupadi," "Valmiki,'' 
and "Nala." 

While the evil-minded pursue power and the acquisition of riches, 
there are idealists who renounce everything, including the ego, in 
their search for an abiding reality, as in "Chudala" and "Yayati." 
Renunciation is ever a desirable means of attaining a higher life, and 
at some stage every character of goodness adopts it. 

Since didacticism was never shunned, every story has implicit in 
it a moral value, likened to the fragrance of a well-shaped flower. 

In the following pages, I have included only stories which re­
volve around outstanding personalities. I believe that, though cir­
cumstances and details may vary, it is personality alone that re­
mains unchanging and makes sense in any age or any idiom, whether 
the setting is 3 ooo B.c. or 20oo A.D. I have aimed at assembling as 
large a variety of characters as possible, so that taken together they 
may provide the readers of this book with a total picture of Indian 
mythology. The stories are grouped, as the introductory note for 
each of the five parts indicates, according to certain common themes, 
0 ~ the treatment of certain typical figures, as the ideal king or the 
virtuous wife. 

Although I have made my selection after listening to the narra­
tives of several storytellers such as I have described, and checking 
them again by having the originals read out to me by a Sanskrit 
scholar, and although I have tried to follow closely the course of 
the original narratives, these stories in no sense should be taken as 
translations. For one thing, I have had to avoid many theological 
~r didactic interludes that considerably held up the narrative, some­
times for two or three days, as the storyteller halted at a particular 
point and went off at a tangent to criticize modern attitudes or 
to expound a philosophy; I had to keep my focus on the sheer nar­
rative value and omit all else, if for no other reason, to confine this 
volume to its present dimensions. My method has been to allow the 
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(JriginaJ episodes ro make.: rhc.:ir impact on my mind, as a writer, 
anJ rc.:v,:rirc.: rhc.:rn in 111',: o\\'11 rc.:rms, from rccollecrion, just as I 

1 l · • · h • of wou ( wnrc.: an\/ of rnv orhc.:r stones normally our oft e impact 
life.: anJ pc.:rsons,aroun:i me.:. In keeping with ;he traditional method, 
I have retained the narrator in the background, who occasionally 

comes fonvarJ v,:ith an cxplanarion or an introduction. 
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Lwara, Narayaua, Mabasbakti: the supreme God who is beyond 
all creation and dissolution, and beyond change, is called by one of 
three names. The descent of this Supreme Being to a practical plane 
establishes the Trinity: 

1. Brabma: The Creator, father of all creatures, whose vehi­
cle is a swan, and whose consort is Saraswati, the goddess of 
learning. Brahma's progeny are numerous, but among them the 
most distinguished are the Seven Sages; Brihaspati, the god of 
wisdom; Prajapati; and Daksha. 

2. Visb11u: The Protector, who resides in Vaikunta. His 
spouse is Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth. \Vhenever the world is 
threatened with extinction by evil powers, Vishnu incarnates him­
self ( each incarnation is known as an avatar). According to my­
thology, Vishnu descended as an avatar nine times and saved 
humanity; among the most important of his avatars should be 
mentioned Rama, hero of the Ramayana, and Krishna, who sup­
ported the Pandavas, heroes of the 1l1ababbarata, against their 
evil cousins. Krishna's birth and earlier life are chronicled in the 
Bbagavata. 

3. Sbiva: An austere god whose function is broadly termed 
"destruction." His spouse is Parvati, and he resides on the Kailas 
mountain. Shiva's two sons are Subramanya, who destroyed the 
demon T araka, and Ganesha, the god with an elephant's head, 
prayer to whom is said to remove all obstacles, who wrote down 
the Mababbarata at the dictation of Vyasa. 

Indra: Chief among the minor gods, or devas, who number thirty­
three million. 

Varuna: Lord of oceans, atmosphere, and water. 
Agni: The god of fire. 

I I 
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Yama (also known as Y ama Dharma): The god of death and jus­
tice. 
Surya: The sun god. 
The Aswinis: Twin sons of the sun or the sky, ever young, hand­
some, and bright. 
Vayu: The god of wind, father of Bhima (in the 1l1ahabbarata) 
and of Hanuman (in the Ramayana). 
Kama (Mamnata): The god of love. 
Kali and Dwapara: Minor deities, each presiding over an epoch, or 

yuga, bearing his name. 



ONE 

LAVANA 

~••t..t-...... CHUDALA 

YA YA TI 

In these three stories concerning the "Others," in the title Gods, 
Demons, and Others, we note the least interference from gods. 
Each story is concerned with a discovery in the realm of the spirit: 
"Lavana" explores the nature of time; "Chudala" deals with the 
unfoldment of the psyche; "Y ayati," in part, examines the age-old 
quest for perpetual youth. 



Lavana 

THE PANDIT this afternoon was reading a newspaper instead 
of his usual palm-leaf. The afternoon was still, blue and bright, 
and his favourite calf, tethered to a post within his view, had eaten 
from a small bundle of dry grass he had placed for it in a trough. He 
put away the newspaper, took off the glasses on his nose, and said, 
"I took a little time to read the account of the man who has been 
flung into the regions of the upper air and has circled the earth­
strange experiments people of the Western world attempt. Such a 
man does not wait for the earth to turn towards the sun or away 
from it, but himself goes round and creates his own night and day. 
So between two dawns he does not pass through twenty-four 
hours as we do, but through a half-day or two days, who can say 

I 5 
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which? All this makes one think again and again of the nature of 
time. What is a day? What are two days? What is a lifetime? I am 
going to tell you the story of Lavana to illustrate this. 

Once (he said) there was an ancient kingdom called Uttar Pan­
dava, of which Lavana was the ruler. This was a rich and beautiful 
country. The king was pleased with his subjects, and the subjects 
were equally pleased with their ruler. His daily routine consisted in 
meeting at his assembly hall, every afternoon, his ministers, secre­
taries, visitors, and petitioners. One day at the assembly hall, a 
stranger arrived. He was a bare, gaunt man; his forehead was bla­
zoned with holy marks and his shawl was a rare Kashmir one, de­
claring to one and all that he was an honoured man. On his wrist 
gleamed a gold band inset with gems; at his throat was an impres­
sive rosary strung on a gold chain; his head, covered with white 
hair falling on his nape, struck awe in anyone beholding him. They 
seated him amidst learned men. 

The king could not take his eyes off him. He asked the minister, 
"Who is he?" 

"A magician, wants an audience." 
"Let him come forward." 

The magician came up with a flourish. The king asked, "What 
can you do? Let it be something new," and the magician said, "I 
want to perform a feat which none else could have thought of." 

Lavana smiled cynically and said, "I've seen a mango tree de­
ve~?P f~lly_ under a towel. I don't wane to see it again." 

This will be different my lord." 
"I d ' ' on t Want to see a rope crawl up into mid-air with someone 

climbing it." 
"Th ' • at s a tuesome, banal trick. I won't inflict it on Your Maj-

esty." 

"I have often witnessed the dead skins of a cobra and a mon­
goose coming to life and fighting." 

"I performed that when I was a boy of eight. I would not in­
flict such a worn-out entertainment on this august assembly." 

"Would you do something new? I cannot tolerate the sight of 
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any woman being sawn in half, nor anyone rising from the floor 
and floating to the roof: I'm sick and tired of all that show." 

"Your Majesty may order my head to be cut off if I do no more 
than that." 

"Why? Have you so little use for your head, that you wish to 
forfeit it so cheaply?" 

"Your Majesty, I know I can perform something different." 
"If you succeed, you may ask for the highest reward. Now pro-

ceed. Bring out your bag." 
"I have no bag." 
"That is a good sign. No bag of tricks. Then what have you?" 
"Only these," said the magician, indicating his own eyes and 

opening them wide. 
"Only what?" asked the king, looking up. When his eyes met the 

other's eyes--everything changed. The prime minister, who al­
ways stood on his right, faded out of view; the durbar hall with its 
golden pillars and carpets dissolved. The very seat on which the 
king had been sitting was gone. He found himself all alone in a 
wide field, on which grazed a horse of pitch-black colour with a 
flowing mane and a tail brushing the earth. It rolled its eyes wildly 
and foamed at the mouth. It bounced, capered, and dug the earth 
with its hoofs. The king felt challenged. He caught himself mut­
tering, "If I can't seize and break that horse, I shall be worth noth­
ing." 

He approached it cautiously, but it shied away, tossing its head 
haughtily, awaited his approach, and bounded off again and again. 
The king enjoyed the thrill of the chase and did not notice how far 
he had strayed. The horse drew him after it into strange regions. 
At length he became infuriated and, springing forward suddenly, 
seized its shaggy mane and heaved himself onto its back. And the 
horse flew. It whizzed through the air, racing and galloping as if 
the earth, air, trees, fields, and other impediments were just not 
there. It cut through the air, jungles, trees, and hedges and valleys 
and meadows. 

Lavana found himself blinded and breathless as he clung to its 
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back. He dug his heels in its flanks, circled its neck with his arm~, 
and flattened himself on its back. The horse moved not only hori­
zontally, but also vertically through the air, and the branches of 
trees hit him on the head. He shot out his arm to ward off a bough 
that threatened to scratch his face and suddenly found himself dan­
gling in mid-air, clutching it for dear life. 

What terrible things have come upon me, Lavana th_ought. 
Where am I? There was nothing but a green abyss under his feet, 
and if he dropped down he could not say where he would be land­
ing. He heaved himself onto the cross-arms of the tree and sat 
there, he knew not how long. He looked up and saw, above, a 
family of monkeys. The father lay on his back; the mother was 
searching his coat for lice, and the little one was capering up and 
down, restrained often by one or the other of the parents, who 
pulled him back by the tail to safety. Suddenly all of them stood 
arrested and kept watching him. Their eyes seemed to mock him. 

They are in their own world, and I have strayed in here by mis­
take, he thought. Who am I anyway? I was a king. I had authority, 
a _palace, and so many who bowed deferentially when I passed and 
disappeared when I looked severe and now here I am in a tree, 
veril~ like a monkey. Perhaps in ; tree the monkey is superior to 
the kmg, and I have to accept this status. If I attempted to climb, 
1 am sure the monkey would climb higher and still look down upon 
me Before th • • 

• e situation worsens, let me get out of this place. I 
would rather per· sh • h . . 

H 1 m w atever may be awamng me down there. 
e looked down A h. · h b . . 

b 1 1 B • nyt mg m1g t e there m that wild greenery 
e ow. easts which • h k f . • 
'ld mig t ma e a mouth ul of him, or reptiles or 

w1 men who might 
d want to torture him. He let go his hold and went own his fall h' 

th h ' h' cus 10ned by the foliage. His face bled from 
h e scratc bes,b is feet ached with the impact of the fall, but he felt 
appy to e ack on fi I . 

f rm ean 1, away from the flymg horse, and 
away rom the lofty monkeys. He did not know which direction 
to take where to go B h h d d f ' • Ut e a to go somewhere. He pause or a 
moment and suddenly started walking. 

He walked on and on. When night came, he lay on the ground 
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and fell asleep. He could not judge how many days he spent thus 
or how far he had gone and from where. All that he was aware of 
was the path ahead and the pain at his joints; his clothing was 
ragged, he was covered with sores. Hunger and thirst racked him. 
When he could not move another step, he lay in n faint on the hard 
ground, hoping to be dead soon. But predicaments do not end so 
simply. He did not know how long he had lain unconscious, but 
when he opened his eyes he saw a young woman standing by and 
staring at him with curiosity. She had covered her body with a rag 
and carried a little basket in her hand. He asked, "\Vho are you?" 

"Why?" she asked. 
He said, "I am hungry, I am thirsty. \Vhat have you in that 

basket?" 

She said, "Food which I am carrying to my father, who is chop-
ping wood in the forest." 

"What food is it?" 
"The usual thing," she said. "Nothing for a feast." 
"Oh, give it to me!" he cried. "Save me. I am dying; give me 

anything." 

"It is for my father," said the girl firmly. 
"H ave you no heart?" 
"No, I have no heart," she said. "Who are you?" 
The king at this point still remembered who he was. He said, "I 

am a king ... that is ... I used to be a king .... Forget all 
that. Give me that food· I will reward you when I am back in my 
kingdom." ' 

The woman said, "You may be a king, but I am not. . . . I am 
of the lowliest class. My father is a Chandala! We cannot give you 
any_ food. I would be committing a sin if I gave you the food con­
taminated by my touch. I do not want to commit this sin and go to 
hell. You belong to the Kshatriya caste. I belong to the lowliest 
Chandala caste." 

The king said, "Forget that I mentioned the word king. I am a 
Chandala actually. I was joking with you. Do I look like a king?" 

"I don't care what you look like," she said. "This is the flesh of a 
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hog, which I have cooked with a little wild rice and greens gath­
ered from the jungle." 

As she went on describing the food, though it was an unsavoury 
combination of things, his mouth watered. He told her, "Please 
describe your food." 

She described how they hunted the wild boar whose flesh she 
had cooked. How a number of persons from her hamlet went after 
the beast and speared it to death and brought home the remains and 
shared it among themselves, how she cooked it with wild grains 
found in the fields, and how she larded it, how she dried the flesh 
in the sun and preserved it in a pot buried underground. 

The king felt desperate and said, "I am dying. Give me that 
food." 

She said, "No, I am doing what is proper for my caste. I cannot 
violate the code which says that I should not feed someone of 
higher caste. I do not want to go to hell. If you are dying of hun­
ger, I can't help you." 

The king fell at her feet and said, "Take pity on me. Save me." 
She said, "I can save you on condition that you do what I say. If 

you marry me you become my equal and then I can give you all 
the food you want. But first let me speak to my father." 

The king thought it over; the proposal seemed simple, sound, 
and perfectly reasonable. He said, "All right, I will come with you 
to see your father; but I am unable to walk. I am very tired." 

"If you are tired you will have to get more tired, that is all. If 
you want to make that an excuse not to marry me, you may die of 
h " unger. 

"Oh! Woman, you mistake me. I do want to marry you. I adore 
you. I will come with you." 

When they reached the heart of the forest they found a shrunken 
old man chopping wood. The girl went close to him and explained 
the situation. The father asked the girl, with his eyes on the king, 
"You want to marry this man?" 

The girl said, "I do not want to marry anyone, but he must be 
saved." 
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The father looked at the king and said, "Do you want to marry 
this dirty girl? She is hare-lipped, ugly, uncouth, she is a Chandala 
woman. She was born to a concubine of mine. I do not remember 
who her mother was. But if you want to marry her, I will not ob­

ject." 
The king blurted out, "I want food." 
The woodcutter said, "You will get food when you have be-

come her husband." 
In course of time the king was quite well settled as the son­

in-law of the old woodcutter and lived with the family in a hut 
which was roofed with coconut thatch. One evening the ,v_ood­
cutter died; the next day they buried him in their yard and the king 
became the head of the family. He speared the forest animals, 
skinned them with his own hands, and maintained the food supply 
at home. Sometimes he went into the forest to cut wood. In time he 
lost all memory of his identity. If anyone had asked him who he 
was, he would have said, "I am of course a hunter living in the 
forest, married to this lovely woman." He had become blind not 
only to his own identity, but also co that of the hare-lipped Chan­
d~la woman. He had become her slave and as years passed she bore 
him four sons. He clothed himself in tree bark, his hair was matted 
and long, and his nails were grown clawlike. 

A great famine struck the land, and all vegetation dried up. All 
the water in the ponds was gone. Most of the animals went away, 
and the few that had been caught in this famine-stricken comer of 
the world lay dead and were so parched chat there was no flesh on 
them to eat. The trees stood gaunt and bare, and one day a sm~ll 
fire started in a bamboo thicket and came raging across the _ennre 
a~ea; Lavana with his family had to move off. The king earned on 
his head a basket filled with oddments of the household such as 
hunting knives, spears, and some dried skins and a few ragged 
clothes. His sons were fairly grown up now. He told them, "My 
boys, I cannot support you any longer. you will have to fend for 
yoursel~es. Do not follow me, but go your own ways." . 

At this, the wife flew at him. "How dare you talk to the children 
B 
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in this manner! Have you no heart, \·ou \\·ant to turn them out?" 
"Children! Children!" the king cri~cL "They used to be children. 

They arc old now. Do you nor sec that the oldest is middle-aged? 
Do they seem like children in your eyes?" 

"Yes, they do!" said the woman. "And it is your business to keep 
them as long as they want to be with us. I want all my children to 

be with me." 
The king detested his first three sons, who always seemed ro_ sit 

around their mother and chatter away, looking to him to bnng 
food and water. But he was deeply attached to his young~st son, 
who was now twenty. And so they moved on without brealnng _up, 

Th . t'I a nrne 
ey walked and walked without food or water un 1 

came when they could proceed no longer as a family. h 
I f nd t at 

One by one, the first three sons deserted when t 1ey ou 
h · f J • became ex-

t elf ather could support them no more. The ong 
. 'f "What a man 

tremely weary, especially when nagged by his wt e. Id ou 
f ·1 vhy shou Y 

you are! When you could not support a amt y, \ 1 hil-
h . . . Id I w away t 1e c 

ave marned? Did you thmk that you cou t 1ro d iven 
d r You have r 

ren when they were born? Oh! You monster. ,, 
away those three children. I do not know where they are •. 11 0111e co 

·d "\Ve w1 c 
The king bore it all patiently. He merely sai , b a green 

. I • Th e must e 
rest somewhere. We cannot go on hke t 11s. er d I -will go 
patch somewhere. When we get there and get settle ' 

back and search for the lost sons." • d co cake 
k. f It too nre -r1 

They went on and on until one day the mg e d I If dead. Pe 
h . I • h groun 1a 

anot er step, but he saw h1s son ymg on t e ·u have so01e-
bent over him and said, "Boy, be courageous! You -wi 

thing to eat soon." h. I -want 01e:it 
The boy whispered, "Where is it? I see n_ot 1~giiriul11• 

... cooked ... some meat." He was nearly 111 a ~ait ...• '' ~e 
The king said, "All right, I will cook you somde. rree and sat ' 

. . . d e un er a here 
went over to his wife as she lay m a rows . d of ours. Seay nd 
"I will provide meat for you and for chat chil 1 y 0u -will fi 

h. d der roe L 
for half an hour and then look be m yon 
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meat, cooked and ready to be eaten. If you have any salt, sprinkle 
it on it and eat." 

"What about you?" she asked. 

He was touched by her concern for him. For the first rime in 
many days she was showing consideration for his feelings. "Do nor 
w_orry about me. I will manage. But on no account should you 
s~ir before I am ready. You will soon notice a fire on the other 
side; when it subsides, come and find your food ready. Meanwhile, 
sleep." He patted his son and said, "You will have food soon, my 
boy. Sleep in peace." 

The king said, as he left, "Be sure to give this boy all the food 
he Wants. All the meat he wants." Beyond the rock he gathered 
fa~gots and dry leaves, struck a flint, and lit a fire. When it was 
satisfactorily crackling, he cried to his wife, "Do not move. Come 
when the fire has died down." So saying, he jumped into the fire, 
screaming, "Don't take our the meat before it is well cooked. Have 
your salt ready." 

. With that, the king woke up. He saw that he was still sirring in 
his usual seat in the assembly. The ministers were around him. He 
looked about him and said, "Have you been here all this time?" 

The ministers said, "Yes, Your Ma jesry. \Ve have not moved." 
Lavana said, "I don't understand. How long has it been?" 
:he minister said, "Your Majesty?" 

How long did I sleep?" 
"Well, perhaps a minute or two, Your Majesty; not more than 

that. 

The king cried, "Bur I passed through ~~~ars. I passed 
through a whole lifetime of seventy years. Did I not?" He looked 
about and cried, "Where is that magician?" 

And everyone looked about, bur the magician was gone. 
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Chudala 

SrKHI-DHVAJA was a young prince, greatly interested io 
games and sports and in the exercise of arms. At sixteen he un~er­
took various military expeditions and enlarged his father's ernp1re. 
Wherever he went he was received with honours and acknowl-
edged as a conqueror, and where he was not thus received he 

forced the r_eople _ro accept his superiority. . the 
Preoccupied with all this activity, he was totally blind to { 

B ware 0 

charms of women. ur when he was eighteen he became a d r-
the subtleties of the season and their influence, watched, and un; _ 
stood the language of birds when they uttered their Jove calls. 

0 
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ticing his new interest, his father arranged for him to marry a 
princess from the Saurashtra country, whose name was Chudala. 
Finding them happy in each other's company, the king transferred 
all his authority to the prince and retired into the forest. 

Now began a life of the utmost felicity for the prince. Chudala 
was very accomplished, beautiful, full of youth and charm. They 
travelled to beautiful spots, listened to music, and visited water­
falls, mountains, and rivers together; when they were in each 
other's company the beauties of nature seemed to be enhanced a 
thousandfold, and all the sweet qualities of existence too. All this 
delightful experience seemed to produce only one result-to bring 
them closer and to involve them in endless lovemaking and a search 
for further enjoyment. 

Thus passed many years, and they became suddenly dissatis­
fied with their life. They said to each other, "How long are we to 
go on like this, enjoying and enjoying, what is the end of it? This 
is all a manifestation of youth, but youth itself ebbs away every 
second. It is time to turn our minds to other things." They both re­
solved in a mood of grand renunciation and satiety to turn over a 
new leaf in their lives. 

Chudala spent all her time in study, in inquiry into the nature of 
the self and the ultimate, and by disciplining her mind she pro­
gressed quickly to a life of illumination and self-knowledge. A great 
serenity came upon her, and a new lustre shone in her face. Sikhi­
Dhvaja was struck by this change in her and asked, "What is this 
new radiance that I see in your face? Are you no longer my wife 
but someone else?" 

She replied, "I look at myself in a mirror now and then but see 
no change. I see the same mask covering me. But I see more clearly 
s~mething that you don't see, that is my inner self, which is no 
different from the illumination that you see in the sun or the soul 
that moves even the smallest creature. And that gives me a sense of 
peace and oneness with every being; the joy that I feel at the ~ight 
of a cloud is the inner joy that is ever there within the cloud itself 
and Within every creature on earth." Thus she went on, and stoPPed 
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short only when she saw that her husband could not follow her 
speech. She realized that, although both of them had decided to 
pursue a life of self-illumination, he had remained undeveloped. 

Sikhi-Dhvaja proved a good and conscientious king and ruled 
his subjects justly, but his spiritual development was stunted, and 
that made Chudala sad. She performed all her duties as a wife cor­
rectly. Still her secret grief was her husband's crassness. He rook 
her every word literally. But she did not despair. She knew that 
sooner or later he would attain understanding. When he remarked, 
as was his wont, "I see a new look in you," she felt happy that 
perhaps he was becoming perceptive. But then, when he spoiled it 
all by adding, "I was wondering if you have discovered some new 
cosmetic," she would ignore the frivolity of his remark and speak 
of serious matters. Sometimes he boasted, "I am an independent 
thinker. I like to arrive at my own conclusions. When you mention 
'truth,' you must consider its implications in a rational manner," 
and he would launch into banal logic and argumentativeness and 
try to exhaust her. But she always listened to his nonsense with for­
bearance and silently prayed for the dawn of wisdom in him. 

One day he suddenly lost his complacency. The perennial crav­
ings of the physical self and its propitiation began to weary him. 
He became restless and unhappy and wailed, "I am not able to 
meditate, I am not able to contemplate, everything seems unreal." 
He sought comfort in listening to the reading of the scriptures, he 
gathered learned men about him and encouraged them to discuss 
philosophy in his presence, he ordered elaborate rituals and sacrifi­
cial feasts and noisy chanting of sacred verse. But when the effect of 
it a_ll wore_ ?ff he was back in his solitude, fumbling for security. 
This condmon became intolerable, and one day Sikhi-Dhvaja told 
his_ wi_fe, "This is no place for me, I have no peace here. Let me 
retire mto the forest and meditate." 

Chudala said, "What you cannot attain here, you will never at­
tain in a forest. What makes you think that you will be better off 
there? Moreover, you have your duties as a king, you cannot aban­
don them so summarily." She dissuaded him again and again. Fi-
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nally one morning, waking up, she found his half of the bed vacant; 
he was gone. 

In spite of her wisdom and understanding, she felt distraught at 
this separation. She wept and lamented in secret, but, since she was 
an adept in various psychic techniques, she could follow him 
through her subtle perceptions as he wandered in far-off forests 
and mountains. It saddened her to see him in this plight, but she 
realized that he had to go through his spiritual explorations in his 
own way. 

In the king's absence Chudala ruled the country. 
She had mastered the art of assuming any form she chose, and 

presently she took the shape of a young ascetic and appeared be­
fore her husband as he loitered madly in the wilderness, sea~ching 
for inner peace. 

"Who are you?" he asked the moment he saw the young ascetic. 
"My name is Kumbha," he replied. "I am an adept, having prac­

tised spiritual austerities under rare masters. I understand your 
problem. Your aim is sound but you are struggling because you 
have no guru. Under the guidance of a proper guni you can achieve 
your purpose." 

"\Vhere am I to find that guru?" 
"Here and now, he stands before you. Make use of him." 
"Y f ' ou mean yoursel ? ' 
"Yes, I am here to help. I will be with you as long as you want 

me. Will you follow my advice?" 
Sikhi-Dhvaja immediately engaged the young man as his friend, 

philosopher, and guide, and attained spiritual benefits in the course 
of time. Kumbha explained that renunciation of external posses­
sions alone would not help. One had also to cµltivate perfect detach­
Iller_it, which led to a well-poised. mind, u~~ffected by ~p_p~;~~s 
such- as _good and e\Til, _pain· and .pi~;~-u~7oss • a~d g~i~, and when 
one ceased to identify one's real inner soul with extraneous im­
pacts and experiences, one attained equanimity, calmness, and im­
perturbability. Now and then Kumbha left his ward alone on the 
pretext of having to go somewhere on an errand, returned to 
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the capital, and, assuming her queenly form, attended to state duties. 
Once, on returning to the forest, Chudala found her husband in 

samadhi, a state of trance, with his body completely emaciated. Al­
though she knew that this state signified an inner ripening, as a 
seed hardens within a shrivelling, drying fruit, she felt harrowed by 
the spectacle. She tried to awaken him, but could not. She went 
back to the capital and returned a few days later, to find him still 
in samadhi. At this she created with her subtle breath simba nada, 
that is, a roar sounding like a lion that reached to the skies and 
reverberated through the forests, frightening wild animals into a 
stampede. The king's samadhi, however, remained undisturbed. 

Chudala was pleased, but at the same time she wanted to awaken 
him. She shook him vigorously, but it was like shaking dead wood. 
She now tried a last remedy. She left her own body and transmi­
grated into his and awoke him from within. He opened his eyes 
little by little. Chudala went back to her own body and, assuming 
again the form of Kumbha, sat at a distance away and sang the 
Sama tune, that rare melody, and it soothed and pleased the king as 
he gradually came back to the mundane world. Kumbha said, "You 
were in deep meditation and I am pleased with your development. 
Do you feel assured that you will never more be affected by kama, 
krodha, and moha?" * 

"Yes," said Sikhi-Dhvaja. "I am above all passions now. I have 
complete confidence in myself. I feel my soul pervading the entire 
universe. I find myself in a state of bliss at all times." 

Kumbha said, "You have nothing to fear any more. Now let us 
travel and see the world." 

They visited different countries, forests, and deserts. When they 
relaxed in some ideal romantic surrounding, Chudala felt an over­
whelming love for her husband and desired his company as a 
woman. But she could not reveal herself to him yet without spoil­
ing the fruits of their labours. 

• Passion, resentment, and attraction, three of the four cardinal sins, the fourth be­
ing lobha, acquisitiveness, from which Sikhi-Dhvaja freed himself at the beginning. 
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Kumbha took leave of the king on the pretext of having to visit 
the world of the god Indra on an urgent summons and, as Chudala, 
went back to the capital to attend to state matters; she returned to 
him in two days, as Kumbha, but with a sad face. "I notice a lack of 
joy in your face," said Sikhi-Dhvaja. "Something has, perhaps, 
made you unhappy. May I know what it is?" 

Kumbha said, "A dreadful thing has happened to me. You are, 
after all, a friend of mine and I cannot hide anything from you. 
While returning from Indra Loka I met the sage Durvasa. He was 
wearing rather flashy robes, as it seemed to me, and I could not 
help cracking a joke with him. I said, 'O Sage, you are dressed like 
a damsel going in search of her lover. How is that?' I should not 
have joked with a person like Durvasa, whose bad temper is known 
in all the worlds. His eyes blazed with anger and he said, 'Young 
fellow, you are frivolous and silly. Normally I would not have 
noticed you, but today you have forced yourself on my attention 
and uttered insulting words. For this you are going to pay a price. 
Since damsels seem to be so much on your mind, you shall be trans­
formed into a damsel at sunset each day and regain your manhood 
at daybreak, for the rest of your life,' and he was gone after utter­
ing this curse. Now what shall I do?" 

"You have helped me through my troubled times," the king said. 
"It will be my turn to help you now. Do not worry. Nothing is 
lost by this curse. I shall always treat you as my guru and friend, 
whatever may be your form." 

"It is a great consolation that you will not mind it," said Kumbha. 
"Let nothing worry you," said the king, and he elaborated a phi­

losophy of acceptance. 
As the evening wore on and dusk came, Kumbha excused himself 

from continuing in the presence of the king. He half withdrew be­
hind a partition and cried pathetically, "O King, the curse is taking 
effect. Long tresses have appeared on my head, with flowers and 
scent." 

Unperturbed by this information, the king continued his medita­
B* 
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tion. "Where there was a flat chest," began Kumbha-"I am shy to 

mention it, but you are my friend-breasts, firm and round, have 

appeared." . _ . 
"Yes, all that must happen as expected," said the kmg without 

any emotion, coldly. 
"Ornaments have appeared, sparkling with gems, around my 

neck. I wish you could see me." 
"It is all a part of the mask," said Sikhi-Dhvaja. "What do the 

details matter? All that will last until the morning. You will get 
used to the change." 

"My clothes have grown longer and drape me." 
"You should have expected it." 
"My voice has changed, do you not notice it?" 
"Yes, I do. Naturally you should have the appropriate voice for 

your changed state," the king said without turning. 
"My hips have grown wider, and-oh, friend, this is indeed 

frightening-I am a complete woman now. I am no longer 
Kumbha. I repeat, I am a complete woman now. May I come be­
fore you?" 

"Certainly, I never told you to go into concealment." 
And now Chudala emerged as a woman of gre::it beauty. The 

king looked on this vision unemotionally. She said, "My name is 
Madanika." 

"Yes?" said the king without any agitation. 
As the night advanced, Madanika came closer to the king and 

put her arm around his neck. "Be my husband. If you don't take me 
som:one else will, for that is the curse. \Vhat is wrong in your be­
com_mg my husband every night?" The king agreed, for it seemed 
to him all the same, whatever he did . 

. She said~ '.'Let us marry this very minute, since this is an espe­
cially auspicious night. Let us spend the night as husband and wife." 
~t that very h~ur they were married according to Gandharva 
nte~, and t~at mght and the following nights enjoyed the utmost 
conJugal bliss. 



CHUDALA 3 I 

She found that the king, though responsive, remained untouched 
by any experience. He took no initiative at any stage, although he 
denied her nothing when st,~ made a demand on him as a wife. 
Chudala felt happy that her husband had come through the first 
test successfully. He was so far ad\'anced that he made no distinc­
tion between yielding and resisting; both seemed to him immate­
rial, since they happened outside him. Now she wanted to put him 
through a second test, to see how far he would yield to bboga, 
pleasure and enjoyment. 

She created through her magical powers an illusory Indra and 
set him to tempt Sikhi-Dhvaja. "rhen the king was meditating, the 
illusory Indra stood before him and said, "Few have achieved your 
spiritual status, 0 King. \Vhy don't you now turn to other things? 
Come to my world and be my guest. There you will have the 
maximum enjoyment. Every kind of pleasure and delight will be at 
your command; come with me, and spend a few years with me; my 
world is known for the beauty of its surroundings, the beauty of its 
men and women, the food and drink, and the comforts provided 
for sitting, lounging, sleeping, walking, travelling, or lovemaking; 
there is nothing in my world that is not perfect and unique. \::\Thy 
should you torment yourself any more? You have attained perfec­
tion; now it is for you to seek the comforts of life." 

The king looked at Indra with amusement and asked, "Does one 
have to go so far to seek happiness? It seems to me that all one 
needs is where one is, and there is no need for one to go in search 
of anything. It will be like going out in search of my own heart or 
lungs." The "Indra" disappeared. Chudala felt triumphant that her 
husband had come successfully through the second test also. She 
planned for him a third trial. 

She had tested his passion and his attitude to pleasure, and now she 
planned a third test to find out whether he had mastered krodha, or 
anger. At dusk one day while the king was away at the river for 
his evening prayers, Chudala converted herself, as usual, into Ma­
danika and she also created a lover for herself out of thin air. When 
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the king returned home Madanika was in the embrace of her lover. 
The king came in, saw them, and passed on without wasting any 
attention on the couple. 

Madanika took her own time to free herself from her lover's em­
brace, sent him away, and came contritely before the king. He just 
looked at her and said nothing. She pretended to feel disappointed 
at his reaction and said, "Oh, that youth came in when you were 
away. He seemed so beautiful and strong, any woman would have 
succumbed to him. I resisted his advances as long as I could, but 
after all I am a woman with my own weaknesses, and I surrendered 
myself to him. Please forgive my lapse." 

The king said, "You have followed your inclination, for which 
you are responsible, and I can have no voice in it." 

"Will you still have me as your wife? Please don't abandon me. 
I promise I will never do it again." 

"You don't have to beg my forgiveness." 
"Will you still have me as your wife?" persisted Madanika. 
The king thought it over for a minute and replied, "I do not 

know. Perhaps it is no longer necessary for us to continue as hus­
b~nd and wife. Be with me as Kumbha by day and Madanika by 
mght. Whatever name and form you assume, you will always be 
dear to my heart." 

But she could not long continue as Kumbha and Madanika. 
Presently she assumed her original form as Chudala and stood be­
fore the _king. He rubbed his eyes and said, "I am greatly confused. 
Where is that great saviour of mine, Kumbha, where is that Ma­
da~ika, and how do you come to be here?" Whereupon Chudala ex­
plamed the whole tangle to him. The king burst out, "Man's truest 
guru is his wife! " 

_She s~id, "I have tried you in every way to see if you have at­
tamed npeness and maturity. You have attained the stability of a 
rock, you are a jivan mukta. You have surpassed me in a hundred 
ways. Let me become again your humble wife." 

Sikhi-Dhvaja said, "Let us renounce this world completely and 
spend the rest of our days in contemplation in one of those caves." 
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"This is just the stage at which you should return to your 
worldly duties as a king," said Chudala. "You have attained the 
perfections that will benefit humanity, which should be your chief 
concern now, rather than withdrawal." 

A second coronation was held in the capital in grand style, the 
populace celebrating the rediscovery of their king and queen. It is 
recorded that Sikhi-Dhvaja ruled happily for ten thousand years. 



Yayati 

IN THE PER PET u AL strife between the gods, led by Indra, 
and the asuras, or anti-gods, who were full of accomplishm~nts 
and power, the gods were always losing. This caused much anxiety 
and self-examination in the world of gods. The worst of it was that 
when a demon was killed he revived quickly and got on his feet 
again, while a god who was killed was fit only for a funeral. The 
secret of survival of the asuras was puzzling, the more so because 
the gods were under the guidance of Brihaspati, the presiding god 
of wisdom and acumen. 

Eventually the gods discovered the secret of their enemies: they 
survived because they were guided by Sukracharya, the great sage 
who had mastered the Sanjivini mantra, an esoteric incantation 
which could bring the dead back to life. There were hurried con­
sultations among the gods. They felt doomed to extinction unless 

34 
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they too could learn this mantra. It was known only to Sukra­
charya, and he was not likely to respond to an invitation from the 
gods. The gods decided to send down a disciple who could learn 
the Sanjivini from the master. They chose young Kacha, son of 
Brihaspati. They sent him down to the country of the demon 
King V rishaparva, where Sukracharya was kept as an honoured 
guest and teacher. 

Sukracharya accepted young Kacha as his disciple, charmed by 
his humility and earnestness. TI1e young man assured him that he 
would go through the novitiate, practise austerity, and adhere un­
waveringly to a vow of celibacy. Sukracharya had a daughter 
named Devayani, who fell in love with Kacha. Kacha amused and 
enchanted her with music, stories, and talk, and she in turn at­
tended to his needs, gave him fruit and flowers, sang songs and 
danced for him. 

One day Kacha went into the forest to graze the cattle. The 
asuras, realizing that if Kacha learned the Sanjivini it might eventu­
ally lead to their own annihilation, attacked him fatally, cut his 
body into bits, and fed dogs and wolves with the flesh. \Vhen the 
cattle returned home in the evening without him, Devayani was 
distraught with grief. She told her father, "I tremble to think what 
might have happened to Kacha. I assure you that I cannot live 
without him." Her fond father immediately uttered the Sanjivini 
mantra and called the youth by name. At this call Kacha rent his 
way through the intestines of the dogs and wolves that had de­
voured him, became whole again, and joined Devayani. 

Another day Kacha went into the forest to gather rare flowers 
that Devayani had asked him to fetch. The demons ambushed him, 
ground his body into a fine paste, and dissolved it in the sea. Once 
again Devayani appealed to her father, and he uttered the mantra 
and Kacha became whole again. 

In their third attempt on Kacha, the demons burned his body, 
convened his ashes into a fine flourlike substance, and secretly dis­
solved it in wine that Sukracharya was about to consume. Sukra­
charya drained the cup and Devayani came again to implore him to 
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find Kacha. Not knowing that the young man was in his stomach, 
he invoked the Sanjivini mantra and called Kacha aloud, where­
upon Kacha answered from his bowels and explained how he had 
got there. Sukracharya was greatly upset at this callous, wanton 
murder that the asuras had repeatedly attempted, and swore that 
he would cease to be their patron if they misused their powers. But 
how to fetch the boy out? He told his daughter, "I can revive 
Kacha by uttering my mantra, but he can come out only by burst­
ing my belly. If you want him back I shall have to give up my 
life." 

Devayani said, "I cannot live without my father. I want both 
you and Kacha. You will have to think of a way." 

Sukracharya thought of a way. "I cannot help dying when Kacha 
comes out, but I will teach him the Sanjivini so that he may revive 
me after coming our of my body." And so he called to the disciple 
in his stomach and taught him the formula. When he emerged from 
the belly of Sukracharya, Kacha uttered the mantra and made his 
master whole again. Sukracharya warned the demons, "You have 
been stupid and overreached yourselves. Now Kacha has learnt 
the rare mantra. He has acquired the necessary knowledge and will 
be my equal hereafter." The demons heard this and retreated in 
great bewilderment. 

In course of time Kacha desired to go back to his own world, 
having completed his studies and training. When he approached his 
master for the final leaveraking, Devayani said, "Marry me, don't 
go. I can't live without you." 

Kacha replied, "I am under an eternal vow of celibacy and I 
cannot marry you. Moreover, the daughter of one's guru can never 
be other than a sister." 

She lamented. "Remember all the anxiety I have gone through 
for your sake whenever the demons tried to destroy you, and re­
member all the time we have spent together." 

He merely repeated, "It's unthinkable. You are my sister for­
ever; especially after, thanks to the demons, I was forced to so­
journ within your father's belly-both of us are from his loins." 
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She pleaded again and again, remonstrated, threatened to kill 
herself, but Kacha remained firm. He made ready to soar to the 
higher world. At which she cursed him. "May the mantra you have 
learnt from my father prove ineffectual to you at all times!" 

This was a terrible curse, frustrating his life's purpose. He was 
aghast at her viciousness. He merely said, "You are blinded by 
lust, 0 Devayani. I love you as a sister, but you will not have it, 
0 creature with those beautiful brows, and face like the full moon! 
How can you be so irresponsible? You are the daughter of a sage. 
I have admired you, loved you endlessly, but not through your at­
traction as a woman; nothing was farther from my mind. You care 
nothing for my vow of celibacy, you care nothing for my mission, 
you don't value my affection for you, and you curse me out of 
blind rage from frustrated lust. So be it. Let me tell you that the 
Sanjivini may prove ineffectual when I utter it, but I can still 
impart it to others and use it through them. As for you, you will 
never attain the hand of a sage or find happiness in marriage." 

So saying, he ascended to the higher realms, where he was wel­
comed by the gods. They rejoiced that he had brought with him 
the mantra that would save them from extinction. Now they felt 
that they should take the offensive and sent Indra down to the 
world of asuras in order to provoke them to a fight. 

Indra planned first the disruption of the relationship between 
Sukracharya and the demon king, and he achieved it in a curious, 
roundabout way. In a forest glade he saw women sporting in a 
lovely little pool. Their clothes were on the bank. Indra piled up 
the clothes, carried them to a distant spot, and left them there. 
When they came ashore the women had to rush for their clothes 
and found them in a bundle of confusion; each wrapped herself in 
the first robe her hand fell on, not caring to whom it belonged. 

One such person was Sarmishta, daughter of V rishaparva, the 
k~ng of the demons, on whose behalf Sukracharya was employing 
his powers and talent. The sari that she picked up belonged to 

Devayani. At this Devayani lost her temper and cried, "How dare 
you clothe yourself in my sari? You are, after all, in the position of 
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a disciple and a subordinate to me, as your father learns the art of 
war from my father. What foolhardiness on your part to touch my 
clothes!" 

Sarmishta replied, "Subordinate! We are the givers, you are the 
receivers. You and your father have your palms out always to re­
ceive the gifts we throw you in return for teaching. You teach be­
cause you need our support. Whereas we are a class who never ask 
support of anyone, we would rather die than ask a favour or a gift 
of anyone, and you think you are so superior that I should not 
touch your clothes even by mistake!" 

At this Devayani swore. "Your clan would be extinct but for my 
father's great help!" 

Sannishta cried, "Great! Do you know how servile your father 
is when he stands before my father to ask for this and that, and yet 
you talk! I will teach you what it is to talk thus to a warrior girl." 
So saying, she wrenched her clothes from Devayani, pushed her 
into a dried-up well, and returned to her palace without once look­
ing back, and with no remorse in her heart. 

As Devayani stood at the bottom of the deep well, crying, 
Prince Yayati, from the neighbouring country, came on horseback 
in search of a deer that he had been hunting. When he peeped in, he 
cried, "O lovely one, who are you? How do you come to be in 
this situation?" 

She replied, "Whom the gods kill, my father revives with his 
mantra. I am the daughter of Sukracharya." 

He reached down, gave her a hand, and helped her out, saying, 
"Now go where you like without any fear." 

Devayani said, "Take me with you. You have clasped my right 
hand, as you would during the wedding ceremony, and so you 
must become my husband." 

The prince gently put her off. "I am a prince, of the ruling and 
fighting class," he said. "You are the daughter of a seer, a man who 
sees the events in all the worlds. I would not give him offence. I 
feel I am not worthy of you." 

"If you will not accept me yourself, through my father I will 
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attain you, be assured," she declared, and the prince went away. 
Then she stood under a tree, crying her heart out. 

Sukracharya grew quite worried when Devayani failed to re­
turn home and sent out her personal attendant in search of her. 
After a long time, the attendant came back to report, "Devayani 
was assaulted and thrown into the well by Sarmishta, and she has 
vowed never to set foot in this city again." Sukracharya went after 
Devayani himself, consoled her, and explained to her the impor­
tance of forbearance and tried to persuade her to return home. But 
she was adamant. He then went to V rishaparva and declared, "I 
feel I have made a mistake in supporting you and your clan. Your 
daughter called us beggars. My daughter will not set foot in this 
city again, and where my daughter is, is my place, none other. I 
must leave you to your own devices hereafter." 

The king replied with a lot of feeling, "All that I own-palaces, 
wealth, treasures, elephants, and army-all are yours. You are 
truly the master of everything I possess and also master of me. I 
mean every word of what I say." 

"If you mean it, declare this to my daughter and personally com­
fort her." 

In response to the king's appeal, Devayani, who found it difficult 
to forgive the memory of the injury she had suffered, said, "I de­
sire that Sarmishta should become my servant, and that when I 
marry, she should follow me." 

The demon king said, "Oh, let someone fetch my daughter im­
mediately. Let her implicitly obey this young woman hereafter. To 
save a family an individual must be sacrificed, for the welfare of a 
village one family may be sacrificed, to save a country one village 
may be sacrificed. Sarmishta must be brought here at once." 

Sarmishta arrived, accompanied by a thousand servants of her 
own, and declared with all humility to Devayani, "With my own 
one thousand attendants, I come to you as your servant to do your 
bidding." And Devayani's shattered self-respect was now fully re­
stored, and she consented to re-enter the city. 

Months later Devayani went into the same glade to sport in the 
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W~te~ and play games with her companions, her chief attendant 
this time bein~ Sarmishta. \ Vhile they were enjoying themselves 
there, once agam, as before, Yayati appeared in search of a deer he 
had been ~hasing. He stood arrested by the spectacle before him­
~he battal10n of beauties presided over by Devayani, and, sitting 
JUSt a step below her, Sarmishta, whose beauty outshone that of the 
rest. He· became involved in a conversation with Devayani, as he 
had before. At the end of it Devayani again proposed that he should 
marry her, as he had already grasped her hand. 

He resisted the proposal, giving the same reason as before, 
namely, that she was too far above him in birth. Also, he felt drawn 
to Sarmishta. But he could not escape Devayani this time. She sent a 
messenger to fetch her father, explained the situation to him, an~ 
suggested that he should give her in marriage to this prince. ~ayan 
accepted the situation, as all means of retreat were blocked. Hts last 

hope was that the father of the girl might object, bur Suk:achary; 
gave his blessing to the union, declaring that it was predeSttned an 

must be accepted without argument. ed 
"You will be blessed in every way," said the seer. But he wa~~er. 

the prince, "This girl Sarmishta will also accompany my daug ble 
. II the honoura She is the king's daughter, and she will deserve a ht"ng· 

k of one t ' treatment you may provide for her, but ta e care k talk to 
• • b d never sec to never call her mto your sleepmg cham er, an . d au will 

• ·11 b ur wife an y her alone nor touch her. Devayam w1 e yo 
be blessed in every way." 

. . d. Sarmishta, ro 
Yayati took his wife, with her retmue, mdu mg 'ful spot 

I In a beaun . 
his own country, of which he was now ru e~- d quipped 1t 

. . ·1 • f S rm1shta an e outside the capital he bm t a mans10n or a 
£or her comfort. 

Presently a son was born to Devayani. her 1onelY 
Sh b ded over d Sarmishta was not happy at heart. e roo h a husban 
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Will he ever come this way? I am Devayani's slave and whatever 
belongs to her belongs to me. She has a son and I must have one 
too. What is the good of all these gardens and flowers and food and 
marble halls, in this terrifying solitude? O trees, tell me, when will 
the king be here? 

Very soon the king, happening to pass that way, paused for a 
moment to have a word with Sarmishta. Straight away, as if to ex­
press herself fully before he should be gone, she confessed her love 
for him and demanded that he reciprocate. 
. He merely said, "Ever since I met you, I have carried your image 
In my heart, but I have promised my father-in-law that I will never 
speak to you alone." 

. Sarmishta replied, "A promise made in jest, or under extraordinary 
circumstances, or to save a life or property, may be broken without 
any moral consequences. Truth is something more than that, and 
for all such lapses there are extenuations." 

_The king was charmed with her speech. "Ask for any gift," he 
said "Y f · d . • ou Want wealth you want a kingdom? Ask or it an It 
will be yours." ' 

"O King, all such material gifts are of no value, they do not give 
one Iasting satisfaction. I want a gift that will be a part of my body 
- that is, a child by you. It is said that a woman without a child 
goes to hell. Save me from hell. It is your duty. Devayani belongs 
to you, I belong to Devayani, whatever is a wife's may be freely 
used by the husband. Take me." The king's defences were com­
pletely broken by this time, and when they parted for the day he 
had fulfilled her desire. 

Y ayati began to find Devayani less and less interesting. He left 
her al • k one, ignored her, and took extreme measures to eep away 
from her, spending all his time with Sarmishta. Devayani was un­
happy and sent a message to her father complaining that the king 
had grown cold towards her. 

Yayati often reflected: It is my good fortune that Sarmishta has 
come into my possession. She is like rain for the crops and nectar 
for thirsting souls. Devayani looks to me fierce like a serpent. 
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Devayani was rather puzzled when she heard about the birth of 
a child to Sarmishta and went out one day to verify the fact. She 
confronted Sarmishta with her misgivings. "What is this you have 
done? I had always thought you were so pure and innocent!" 

Sarmishta answered, "I am not the sort to run after mere pleas­
ure. I came across a person of the utmost divinity and effulgence. 
I begged him to enrich me with a child, and he obliged me out of 
compassion; as anyone knows, it is proper and legitimate to acquire 
a child in this way when a rtoble soul acquiesces in it. The baby I 
have is a gift from a rare being." 

Devayani was somewhat appeased by this explanation, but she 
asked testily, "Can you tell me where this great being lives, his 
whereabouts and his name? I also would like to know him." 

Sarmishta rose to the occasion by answering, "His purity and 
spiritual eminence glowed like the sun, and I could not muster the 
courage to ask of him his name." Devayani was satisfied with the 
explanation and went back to her palace. 

Yayati had a second son by Devayani. As time passed he en­
couraged her to drink a strange beverage that looked colourful 
and tasted sweet, but was intoxicating. She grew accustomed to 

this drink and fell into a perpetual state of inebriety. Often she 
wept, sang, or was lost in prolonged slumber; sometimes she even 
failed to recognize Y ayati and warded him off as if he were a 
stranger come to molest her. The king spoke severely to her, ill­
treated her in many ways, and finally surrounded her with a com­
pany of deformed freaks, eunuchs, and senile persons, and took 
himself off to Sarmishta and was lost in the Elysium of her com­
pany, night and day. She now had three sons by this king. 

Once when Devayani had passed through a phase of inebriation, 
she ~sked Y a_yati to take her for a change to a lonely garden place 
outside the c1ty; there she found lovely children playing. She asked 
her husband, "Who may these children be that have such a godly 
appearance and have some of your wonderful looks?" So saying, 
she approached the children themselves and asked who their fa­
ther was. She was so gentle, persuasive, and insistent that the chil-
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dren pointed their fingers at Y ayati standing beside her. He turned 
pale and remained aloof, and the children burst into tears and ran to 
the side of their mother, who was standing a little distance away, 
her head bowed in shame. 

But her abashment lasted only a little while, until it received the 
full blast of Devayani's indignation. Sarmishta retorted, "When I 
said my child was the gift of a person of great divinity I did not 
utter a falsehood, but meant it. \Vho could be more divine in ap­
pearance and accomplishments than the person at your side? \Vhen 
he accepted you, he accepted me too. When your worthy father 
gave you a,vay, he gave me away to the same person. You and I 
have always shared everything." 

Devayani drew herself apart from the king, and declared to him, 
"Let it be so. You may live with her and enjoy all the pleasures 
that you seek. I cannot stay here any more." She plucked off her 
ornaments and threw them down and started to go back to her 
father. Y ayati followed her, uttering many words of apology. 

She reached her father's house and announced at the threshold, 
"I have been wronged. The daughter of the demon has betrayed 
her true quality." She concluded, "I have two sons by this king, 
Sarmishta has three. You may judge him for yourself." 

Sukracharya told Y ayati, "You are one well versed in ethics and 
morality, and yet you have committed the sin of infidelity. Old age 
will overtake you in a few minutes in retribution." 

The king explained how he had come to have children by Sar­
mishta; he tried to represent it as an impersonal and altruistic act. 
Sukracharya was not taken in by this explanation; he merely said, 
"A man who keeps up an appearance of righteousness and performs 
misdeeds under a false cloak is no better than an ordinary thief. 
You are already suffering for this duplicity." 

Even as they were talking, Y ayati's appearance underwent a 
change. His flesh sagged, his hair turned white, he began to stoop. 
He cried, "Oh, forgive me, don't condemn me to senility. I still 
have longings and desires to fulfil." 

Sukracharya took pity on him and uttered a condition: "If you 
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find a youth who is prepared to take on your age, you will be free 
to effect the exchange. You shall have that power." 

Yayati approached the eldest of his sons by Devayani and offered 
him the kingdom immediately in exchange for his years. The son 
said, "The senile man has no place in life; he is unable to enjoy any­
thing in life, is laughed at by the servants and little girls. No, Fa­
ther, let us keep our respective years to ourselves." Yayati cursed 
him for his selfishness. "You will never be a king." 

He asked his second son by Devayani, who said, "Old age kills 
the power to love, to live, and it misshapes a man and destroys in­
telligence and judgment. No, I don't want old age yet." The king 
cursed him. "Your lineage will perish. You will find yourself leader 
of the lowest grade of human beings, those that eat carcass and 
offal, adulterous and bestial creatures." 

Now he turned to his three sons by Sarmishta with the same re­
quest. The first one said, "No," and the king cursed him. "Your 
lineage will perish and you will be the king of a desert, inaccessible 
by road, by water, or by a donkey-ride." The next son also declined 
to take on his years. 

He then turned to his last son, named Puru, and asked him to 
make the exchange. The young man said, "I will do anything you 
like. All I have is yours, Father." 

The father embraced him with joy and said, "I will give you 
back your youth in a thousand years." 

Y ayati attained Puru's youth in every detail. He settled down to 
a life of the utmost enjoyment, never missing even a single moment 
of delight; and since he had youth and energy he also proved a just 
a~d good rul:r. He fostered learning, honoured the saints, never 
missed a sacrifice or ritual that would please the gods, succoured 
th~ poo~ and the suffering, and punished evil-doers fearlessly. In 
pnvate life he pursued a life of uninhibited pleasure, with women, 
wine, gold, possessions, and comforts. 

As he squeezed the utmost out of every second, a thousand years 
passed by uncounted, and suddenly, while enjoying the company 
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of a semi-divine damsel, Y ayati remembered that it was time to re­
turn his son his youth. He dropped the damsel abruptly and turned 
his back on the life of abandon. Returning the loan, he told Puru, 
"You have been a wonderful son to me. Become young again and 
rule this kingdom as long as you ,vish. I have tasted every pleas­
ure in life, and what I have realized is that there is no end to de­
sire: it grows and keeps growing; there is no such thing as satiety. 
Gold, cattle, women, and food, you seek and attain, but the satis­
faction each affords is short-lived, since you lust for more and 
more of them. After a thousand years of enjoyment, the mind 
craves for further and fresh enjoyments. I want to end this phase 
of life and turn to God. I want to live without the duality in mind 
of victory and defeat, profit and loss, heat and cold, pleasant and 
unpleasant. These distinctions I shall eradicate from my mind, di­
vest myself of all possessions, and live in the forests amidst nature, 
without fear or desire." 

He kept his word. He was followed by his two wives. He ate 
the roots of plants and leaves; he overcame all desires and all 
moods and emotions, and his purity of mind helped him please the 
spirits of his ancestors as well as the gods. He lived on water alone 
for thirty years, completely controlling and suppressing his 
thoughts and words. One whole year he nourished himself by swal­
lowing air and nothing else; he stood on one leg and meditated, 
surrounding himself on all four sides with fire and the blazing sun 
above. 

By such austerities, Y ayati attained enormous spiritual status and 
merit and was worthy of going to heaven in his physical body. He 
was welcomed in heaven by Indra, seated in the place of honour as 
befits a soul who has attained perfection, and was asked, "You have 
attained salvation through great renunciation. Who is your equal 
in spiritual prowess?" 

"None," replied Yayati promptly. "Among men, gods, saints, or 
divinities, I see none that has my attainments." 

Indra replied, "Since you respect none, you shall fall back to 
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earth; the weight of your ego must necessarily pull you back." In 
consideration of his attainments Indra added, "You shall, however, 
fall amidst good folk and return here in the ripeness of time." 

Yayati began his great fall from the heavens. When he reached 
the earth again, he was gently received by a group of saints in the 
forest. They said, "Who may you be, resplendent one? In the dark 
clouds of the sky you shone like a meteor blazing down the path 
of the sun. May we know who you are?" They surrounded him 
and questioned him eagerly about heaven and hell, birth and death, 
and the good and bad life. After some time he wem back to heaven; 
this time, with his ego controlled, he was fit not only to reach 
heaven but also to stay there. 



TWO 

VISWAMITRA 

MANMATA 

Three stories depicting a process of sublimation: The Devi, per­
sonifying the highest form of beauty and energy, battles with and 
destroys the demon Mahisha, who symbolizes the unmitigated 
brute; the sage Viswamitra attains extraordinary powers, enough 
to be able to create a universe of his own, but remains restless and 
unhappy until he realizes that the exercise of his gifts must be for 
other ends than the gratification of his ego; and Manmata, the 
God of Love, undergoes an ordeal until he is burnt up physically 
and left to exist only in essence. ~ 



Devi 

Ev ER Y n EM o N, said the storyteller, as a general rule sought 
immortality after attaining the favour of a god, but even the most 
thoughtless boon-giving god always stopped short of granting ab­
solute immortality. This precaution has saved the world from an­
nihilation. As an alternative the demon would always decree that 
if he was to be destroyed it must be only under certain fantastic 
circumstances. Hiranya stipulated that his killer should be neither 
man nor god, at a spot which was neither earth nor heaven, neither 
inside nor outside, and so the god took as an avatar a lion, sat on a 
threshold, placed Hiranya on his thigh, and ripped him up with his 
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claws (he could not be killed by any weapon), thus satisfying all 
the conditions. When the demons invent impossible and fantastic 
situations in order to remain alive, the gods have to match ,:vits with 
them and find a way of ridding the world of troublemakers. 

Of all the demonly requests, the strangest was that of Mahisha, 
who had prayed for a thousand years, asking of Brahma that he 
might continue to live until a woman appeared, capable of killing 
him in a fight. Thereby he felt that he had insured himself against 
mortality, as it seemed inconceivable there could ever appear a 
woman capable of attacking him. 

His full name was Mahishasura. A1.ahisha means buffalo, and an 
asura is a demon. He was so named because his mother was a buffalo 
and his father a dreaded asura, who had stood for thousands of 
years in fire and prayed. The god of fire appeared and asked what 
he wanted. The asura said, "I want a son who will conquer all the 
worlds, possess extraordinary strength, and remain undefeated for­
ever, and who can assume any form he fancies." The god of fire 
thought over it: he realized that the consequences of such a gift 
would be unfathomable and said, "Whomever you love and marry 
will be able to produce the son you desire and deserve," leaving the 
fulfilment to his own choice of wife. 

The asura looked about; his nature led him to fall in love with 
nothing more ravishing than a she-buffalo grazing in a field. He 
married the she-buffalo and settled down in the nether worlds to a 
life of domestic peace and felicity. One day he noticed a male buf­
falo molesting his wife and tried to fight off the rival, but was 
gored to death in the encounter. When his body was cremated, the 
she-buffalo, unable to bear the grief, threw herself into the fire. Be­
fore being consumed in the flames, she gave birth to a child; and 
the asuras adopted him as their king and named him Mahisha, or 
buffalo. 

The storyteller here paused to remark, "This looks rather fan­
tastic, this union of an asura with a buffalo, but perhaps we may 
take the word for what it signifies, that is, qualities rather than an 
actual creature; the buffalo is slow-witted, thick-skinned, coarse, 
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enjoys lounging in slush, and symbolizes a mere physical develop­
ment, fit for the benighted nether worlds." After this preamble he 
proceeded with the story. 

Mahisha grew up and proceeded to fulfil the ambitions of his 
father. He sent an emissary to Indra to say, "Why don't you hand 
over your kingdom to me and get out of sight somewhere or join 
my household as a servant?" After this suggestion he heaped abuses 
on Indra: "You were often defeated by my ancestors, you low­
class fellow, who did not hesitate to assume the voice and form of 
the sage Gautama and ravish his wife in his absence!" * And he 
went on to recall many unsavoury details of Indra's past, conclud­
ing his message with a command to him to surrender. 

Indra told the emissary, "This grass-nibbling buffalo is your 
master! I am fully aware of his strength, which is concentrated in 
his horns, as befits his species; but tell him that I have adequate 
weapons to quell his conceit." 

When the emissary went back and reported, Mahisha declared to 
his followers that Indra was lusting for war and declared, "I am 
capable of squeezing that Indra out of existence single-handed, that 
worthless fellow, the commander-in-chief of weaklings and doting 
women. I can also mangle the gods out of existence with my hoofs 
and horns, but I propose to confront them with an army, since that 
will be more in keeping with my status as a ruler of the three 
worlds. Let us all repair to heaven, drink the gods' store of nectar, 
seize their chariots, and enjoy the company of celestial women." 

Indra had sent his spies into the enemy camp. The little hope that 
he had of peace was gone when the spies returned to report not 

• The sage Gautama's wife was Ahalya, a \Voman of great beauty. To win her, 
Indra secured the help of the Moon, who assumed the form of a cock and crowed 
at midnight. Roused thus, Gautama rose from his bed and went out to the river for 
his morning abl?tions, according to his daily practice. Indra assumed the form of 
Gautama, went m, and seduced Ahalya. When this trickery was discovered, Indra 
was cursed with disfigurement, and Ahalya was condemned to become a rock by 
the wayside-thus she remained until touched by Rama's feet, during his passage in 
the forest. 
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only on the resources and organization of Mahisha, but also of the 
enormous enthusiasm of Mahisha's men for the expedition. Now 
Indra called a council of elders presided over by Brihaspati, the 
god of wisdom. Brihaspati said, "Indra, don't lose your courage. 
Success or defeat is no one's monopoly. We must strive our best. 
Only the effort can be ours, the result is God-given. Muster your 
army and prepare to fight." 

Indra journeyed into the higher worlds to appeal for the sup­
port of the Big Three: Brahma the creator, Vishnu the protector, 
and Shiva the destroyer, and they arrived for the battle, each riding 
his own vahana, or live vehicle-Shiva on his bull, Vishnu on his 
eagle, and Brahma on his swan. All the minor gods also assembled, 
flourishing a variety of arms. A terrific conflict ensued, with ele­
phants, horses, men, and gods clashing with the demons. Mahisha 
rushed into the midst of the gods with his mace and laid about with 
it blindly, until Indra repulsed the mace with his vajra, or diamond 
spike. 

Mahisha now invoked the power of illusion and created a mil­
lion Mahishas, all armed and terrible in action. The gods saw Ma­
hisha here, there, and everywhere. Y ama ancf V aruna and other 
lesser gods fled from this terrible multiple image. Vishnu sent his 
discus spinning and removed at one stroke the illusion created by 
Mahisha. Mahisha was enraged, gathered his commanders around, 
and opposed the Trinity. He maimed and put out of action Vishnu's 
vehicle, Garuda the eagle. Vishnu hit Mahisha with his dreaded 
mace, and Mahisha fell in a swoon but recovered and attacked 
Vishnu with a rare weapon and the god himself fell into a faint. 
Shiva advanced, aiming his trident at the demon's heart. Mahisha 
warded it off and hit Shiva in the chest. 

Vish?u recove~ed and resumed his attack, but presently realized 
tha~ thi~ was an mdefatigable monster, to be quelled only to rise 
agam with redoubled force; he realized the futility of continuing 
the battle and withdrew to his own world, V aikunta. Shiva under­
stood in a moment that the monster could never be killed by a male 
and retreated to the security of his own world, the Kailas. Brahma 
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also retreated to his own Satya Loka. Now only the lesser gods 
were left, and Mahisha routed them, invaded the heavens, and 
placed his relatives and supporters in the seats of the gods. The 
gods fled from the scene and hid themselves in remote caves. 

After remaining in hiding for many long years they went in a 
secret deputation to Brahma and pleaded, "How long are we to 
live in anonymity, away from our legitimate worlds and activities?" 
Brahma sympathized with them, but, realizing his own helpless­
ness, led them along to the worlds of Shiva and Vishnu, where the 
gods recounted Mahisha's atrocities. 

Vishnu cut them short, saying, "This is all known. Every asura 
who acquires power goes through the same set of actions, of tor­
menting the gods, encouraging evil, and enjoying the pleasures of 
the senses. In addition to all this, they are strong-minded, intelli­
gent, and capable of offering arguments to establish that they are 
righteous, and all others are evil-minded. 

"They succeed-but, as all the gods here are aware, only for a 
while; sooner or later they are overcome. Otherwise we should 
still have in our midst Taraka, Ravana, Bhasmasura, and all the 
other demons that were ever born, each one of them capable of 
putting out the sun." 

Vishnu's words heartened the gods. He added, "Now we must 
think of practical measures. First, remember that Mahisha enjoys a 
boon, in that he can be killed only by a woman. Where is that 
woman? Are any of our wives good for this task?" 

They speculated. Brahma said, "My spouse Saraswati presides 
over learning. But I cannot imagine her facing Mahisha in a fight." 

"My wife Lakshmi is the goddess of wealth," said Vishnu. "Any­
one here is free to go and suggest to her that she challenge Ma­
hisha. I know what she will say." 

Shiva said, "My wife Parvati may have the courage, but I doubt 
if she has the strength. I don't see why we should think of exposing 
our wives to this risk." 

Vishnu remained in contemplation for a while and said, "The 
Great Source from whom we are all derived-the Great God, 

C 
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who is timeless and sexless, being neither man nor woman, but both 
-this is the time to call on this Great Being to come to our help." 
They all prayed intensely to the Highest Source for help; and 
Grace descended in the form of emanations from the face of each 
god: from Brahma's face a blood-red one, from Shiva a dazzling 
whiteness, from Vishnu a dark one. All these combined to form an 
effulgent female personality, the three colors sparkling as through 
a prism. The Devi,• as she was called, had eighteen arms. 

The Trinity were dumbstruck by her beauty. The gods show­
ered on her their best weapons and also the rarest of their jewellery. 
Presently she stood there clad in red robes, crowned with a spar­
kling diadem, and wearing a garland of unfading lotus around her 
neck; she bore in her arms mace, scimitar, shield, sword, and lance. 
An enormous lion stood beside her in readiness to carry her on its 
back. All the gods were moved to a supreme prayer at the vision 
before them. 

The Devi assured them, "O gods, fear no more, I am here to end 
Mahisha's career. Victory and defeat follow in a cycle. No one 
can claim that he has finally vanquished God; gods may suffer de­
feat temporarily but God himself never. Now your turn of suffer­
ing is over," she cried, and laughed happily. The next moment she 
thought of Mahisha, and her body was convulsed with anger as 
she uttered a loud challenge, which reverberated through space 
and shook the worlds. 

The gods cried, "Victory to you!" 
All this hubbub reached Mahisha, who cried, "Who is making all 

this noise? Bring him before me. The asuras are under me and dare 
not create any disturbance, and the gods dare not squeal for fear 
of being discovered. So who is it that dares to make all this row in 
the universe? Search him out!" 

His scouts returned to report, "The earth-shaking roar ema­
nated from a most beautiful damsel. She has eighteen arms, and 
each one of the arms bears a different weapon. Her seat and vehicle 
is the back of a lion. Her face radiates light. We do not know who 

• Meaning the Great Goddess. 
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she is. We could not glimpse her face for more than a second, as it 
dazzled us, but that was enough for us to realize that it radiated 
the purest emotions of joy, anger, wonder, laughter, and compas­
ion." 

Mahisha softened on hearing the description. "You babble as if 
you had been seeing visions after becoming intoxicated. All right, 
let me see this beauty for myself." He dismissed his messengers, 
summoned his minister, and said, "Go and fetch this woman. Use 
all your tact and cunning, threats of force, and cajoling, and bring 
her here. I will make her my chief queen." 

The minister approached the Goddess and said, "Our king is the 
mightiest in all the worlds. He loves you and wishes to marry you. 
If you so desire he is capable of assuming a human form too. Come 
with me." 

The Goddess replied, "I am incarnated in order to destroy Ma­
hisha. Tell him that he must at once take himself off to the nether 
world where he belongs. Let him clear out at once; otherwise, I will 
destroy him." 

"O lady, you are betraying a woman's judgment. How dare you, 
a mere girl, challenge Mahisha, who heads a formidable army? How 
foolish you are! He can deal with you just as a wild elephant 
would deal with the tender malati creeper entangled at his feet. 
Since our king likes you, I am avoiding harsh words. For the 
sake of our king I ask you in all humility, please come with me and 
accept him as your lord." 

"You are the minister of a buffalo, and you possess the same in­
telligence!" said the Goddess. "You remarked that I have betrayed 
a woman's judgment. Are you aware that I am neither man or 
woman, and that I have assumed this form because your king's am­
bition seems to be to die at the hands of a woman? When the time 
comes, he will have to die. Not all his army c:;m save him. No one 
has so far been able to avoid death because of an army." 

The minister reported to Mahisha, "I dare not repeat all that the 
woman said. She seems to be a haughty sort, and talks strangely. 
Whether you should enter into a fight with her or go back to your 
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own nether regions, as sh 
. d e suggests, must be a matter for your 

own JU gment." 
1'1ahisha called a c ·1 f . . ounc1 o war and announced "Some goddess 

with illusory powers now confronts us. How we' should conduct 
ourselves on this • • h" . . . occasion 1s somet mg for you ro decide." All his 
councillors began to talk at once. 1\1ahisha could not make out what 
t~ey were saying, although he cocked his ear, tilted his head, and 
did various things to catch the purport of their speech. Finally he 
sh_outed, "Quiet, everyone! Speak one at a time." His eyes blazed 
with anger. It looked as though he would draw his sword and rush 
at them if they did not stop. He turned to one and asked, "What 
have you to say?" 

"An adviser should speak the truth and yet not offend, my 
lord . ... " 

"I leave it to each of you to say what comes ro your mind. Don't 
fear, but don't babble all at once. I will listen to each one of you 

and then decide to act as I think best." h 
Said one, "Can anyone take seriously the words of a girl w ; 

may be out of her mind? Pretension and falsehood are all par~b:y 
f h h orlds poss1 a woman's nature. Can a conqueror o t e t ree w . e· I 

h • k h • 1 1·k h" • h h' "d t1·on:> Permit rn ' t m t at a gir 1 e t 1s 1s wort 1s cons1 era • 
d " will go and put an end to her caprices without further a 0 • an's 

d • rec a worn 
Another said, "You must understand an mterp, What are :1 

talk. We must all understand a woman properly. h ssernbly 
d ,, And t e a 

woman's potent weapons? Eyes an curves.. in up co 
sniggered politely at this pleasing interpretatwn. "":,:;no~ what 

his subject, he ~aid, "And so ':hen she ~flers ba~d~~~dle her up :1nd 
it means! Permit me, your ma1esty, I will go an 
throw her on your bed." . M a."" Eighreen-

Anorher said, "It is no joking matter; she is a; ary woro90• 

armed! Never heard of such a thing. This is no or in 
• 1 " h J:1st 

We must take her serwus Y: . d finally cold '. e·,:1ce 
Mahisha considered their suggestwns an ach her. Don't 1rr1 

k "You are the one who should appro 
spea er, 

• The goddess of illusions. 
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her, keep your army out of sight, and approach her diplomatically. 
Find out why she made that terrible noise; ask her if she is angry 
with us and why. Don't be afraid of her and don't frighten her. 
You must somehow find out what she has on her mind and then 
come and tell me everything. Capture her first and bring her to 
me." 

Mahisha gave so many instructions, each contradicting the other, 
that the demon he chose for this errand was not clear in his mind 
whether he should beg, pray to, or challenge the strange lady. 

He came back panting from his mission. 
"Have you been running for your life?" asked Mahisha. 
"Your Majesty, the tone in which she addressed me and the roar 

of the lion on which she was seated deafened my ears. I have be­
come deaf, my lord, I can hear no more." 

Mahisha said, "You, my advisers, will have to give very deep 
thought to the situation. There is no doubt that she has been cre­
ated by our enemies. We must not rush headlong into a decision 
without duly considering all its aspects." 

With an air of making a profound discovery, another adviser 
said, "There is more to this than meets the eye." And another: "A 
council such as this does too much honour to a vagrant girl by 
discussing her! Let us ignore her." 

Still another said, "She thinks that by flourishing her eighteen 
arms you will be frightened. What childishness! We must prove to 
her that we are not taken in by all this puppet show." 

"Very well," said Mahisha. "Now you go and kill her or bring 
her to me as a captive. Go." The man who had spoken so bravely 
a minute before now hesitated. Mahisha said, "All right, take an 
army with you and also an extra commander. Two such brilliant 
commanders should be able to accomplish a lot." So a fresh party 
set forth with many flourishes and war cries. 

Only a single soldier returned later, footsore and completely 
battered. He wailed, "They spared me .... " 

"Who are 'they'?" asked Mahisha. 
"I beg your pardon, my lord. I mean she, she spared me so that I 
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might come and describe the scene. All the others are dead, and 
there is no trace of them; all were devoured by the lion on which 
that terrible lady rides." He shivered at the memory of her, and 
continued, "Vultures circling overhead got not even a scrap; that 
lion chewed up even the bones, like candy." 

"Where are your commanders?" 
"They were crushed by her mace. She would not even let them 

complete the message from your lordship. Even as one was speak­
ing, she cut short his career. When others advanced towards her, 
she plucked the string of her bow and twanged it; at the sound of 
it, half of our army fainted. The other half fled, but a shower of 
arrows overtook and finished them. When our surviving com­
mander approached her, she struck him down with her mace, and 
she also reduced to rubble the grand chariot on which our com­
manders had been riding. And that lion was ever ready to clean 
up. When our leader fell, flowers rained from heaven and I heard 
the gods praise her valour." 

"We were right in guessing that she has been set up by the mis­
erable gods, who have no courage to face us and are n..)t ashamed 
to use a woman," said a soothsayer. And Mahisha picked that very 
soothsayer to go with a very large body of armed men to conquer 
the woman. 

Once again only one messenger came back to report the results. 
"Each of her eighteen arms carries a weapon, and she wields all of 
them simultaneously," said this reporter, and Mahisha ordered 
this man to be tortured and put to death as a harbinger of evil ti­
dings. 

Four of his best commanders with their armies were gone with­
out a trace. He sent two more, with the order "You must come 
back with her, we will teach her a lesson that she will never for-
get. " 

One of the~ approached the Goddess and appealed to her. "I 
am an old soldier, but your form terrifies me. O Goddess, tell me 
the truth, what brings you here? Why are you tormenting us in 
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various ways? You have killed our men, who are all innocent. 
What pleasure do you derive from this?" 

"I am the primordial foe of evil," Devi answered. "I am the eter­
nal witness to everything that happens in creation: I am the witness 
to all that is right and wrong. I see everything in proportion and 
against its real background. My duty is well defined. I have to pro­
tect the innocent, the pure, and also the laws and scripture. That 
is my vow. Mahisha torments the gods and usurps their functions. 
I have come to rid the world of him. Tell him to clear out to his 
legitimate region, in the patala, the nether world under my feet, 
or come and face me. I have said this again and again. I will keep 
saying it until you understand me fully. I will spare you both if 
you will go back and tell your master to come forward instead of 
staying at home and sending you all to be butchered." 

When this speech, which she uttered with such imperiousness, 
was concluded, the generals trembled and spoke among themselves. 
"What is ieft for us to do now? Should we fight or ask for peace? 
How terrible is the life of one who serves! We have no choice 
but death. Let us at least fight and die." So saying, one of them 
showered his shafts on her, in what amounted to an act of desperate 
self-destruction. The goddess arrested his shafts halfway and felled 
him with her mace. 

Seeing the fate of his fellow commander, the other one said, "O 
Goddess, our king is stubborn and will not listen to your words. 
He is out to wipe out the godly and the righteous from the world. 
Helpless beings like us are driven by circumstances to provoke 
you and seek our own destruction." Thus saying, he attempted to 
attack the Goddess. 

The Goddess braced herself to meet his attack with such fury 
that the gods assembled in the heavens to witness the fight were 
overcome with fear. The enemy commander soared into the sky, 
spread himself out like a cloud, and descended on the Goddess with 
all his strength; he flung his enormous mace at the head of the 
Goddess's lion, the lion let out a roar of pain and stood on its hind 
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legs, the Goddess poised herself on its head, and as the other de­
scended to the attack she slashed his head off with her sword 

When Mahisha learned of the latest casualties he beca~e con-
fused. He suddenly • d "S . h. h . enc , ummon my charioteer," and ordered 

15 c anot, drawn by a thousand donkeys, to be brought to the 
gates at once. Another chariot, drawn beside it, was filled with a 
variety of arms and weapons. 

He stood before a mirror and examined himself. "No," he said 
to himself. "She may feel repelled by my buffalo shape. I muse 
please her. She probably likes a human form better." And so he 
transformed himself into a human being. He dressed himself in 
silk and velvet, rubbed perfume over his body, and did not leave 
until he was satisfied with his own person. . 

As she saw him approach, surrounded by a sea of warnors 
stretching away to the horizon, the Goddess blew her trumpet, 
and it arrested the advance of Mahisha. He stood stunned and 

astonished at the power of the trumpet. h 
He addressed her. "Existence is a mixed blessing, we have bo~ 

joy and sorrow. What really mitigates the gall of existence ar~ ;de 
associations we enjoy: a mother enjoys the company of her c 1. ' 

brothers love each other even the lowest kind of human assocJa-
' • wn 

tion, namely the passing companionship of wayfarers, has JtS O en 
· • • chat berwe 

value. But the highest and the happiest associanon JS •ge • the preset 
man and woman. It is enhanced when the two enJ0 Y chat 
of high birth, ability, achievement, and so forth. The pleasure 

such a union affords is measureless. . d "If we 
. ,, h connnue • 

"You know me as the greatest warrwr, e • nee? I 
. . . shall experJe 

unite, can there be a J1m1t to the happmess we I can pro-
am capable of assuming any shape or form that I ch~os~- asures. Be 
vide you with the rarest food, drink, ornamentS, an 1P ee I prom-

·11 fi d me a s av • . I 
my chief queen and command me; you wi n h ods again-
. '{ it be your wish, that I will never trouble t e g I want co 
1se, 1 d f your beauty. • e 
will leave them alone. I am enamoure. 0 duty to recet~ 
fall at your feet. Don't desert me. Is It not y::r re. ect me, I will 

. dl who comes to you for refuge? If y J 
km y one 
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kill myself. In my life I have never asked of anyone any favour. 
One who chastised Brahma and the other gods is now grovelling 
at your feet for the favour of your love." 

The Goddess said, "Even now I give you one last chance. I will 
forgive you if you decide to disappear this very moment and retire 
to your own world. Otherwise I will have to fight and kill you." 

Mahisha said, "Devi, how can I pierce with sharp-edged weap­
ons that wonderful skin of yours, which has the delicacy of 
flower petal? I who warred with the gods feel ashamed to fight 
with you. I give you this choice. If my words appeal to you, marry 
me and settle down to a happy life. Otherwise go away from this 
battlefield, go back to where you came from. You have become 
my friend now, and I have not the heart to thrash you, as you well 
deserve." He renewed his offer to marry the Goddess, and she 
rejected him with contempt. 

He went on, "There is no sense in remaining single; man and 
woman should live together. Who has misled you into thinking 
that there is no pleasure in love? All the gods, haven't you noticed, 
always live with their spouses? Why has the god of love not hit 
you with his arrows? Perhaps he is also wondering how he could 
pierce that silken skin of yours! Yes, I am prepared to fight with 
you, and I will happily receive attacks from you, but employ the 
arms that are a woman's natural arsenal-eyes and eyebrows, form 
and charm. We will fight; and whether you conquer or I conquer, 
the result will be a happy one for both." 

"Lust is blinding you and twisting your tongue. I have heard 
enough from you," said the Goddess. "Now you will have to make 
up your mind one way or the other." 

"My mind is made up," replied Mahisha. "It is you who will have 
to decide. You are still wavering. Why do you want to waste your 
youth in loneliness? When you find a suitable husband, you must 
immediately decide, casting all other considerations to the winds. 
Otherwise you will suffer as Mantotari suffered." Hoping rather 
desperately, he utilized the temporary trnce between them to begin 
a rather ludicrous story to illustrate his point, thinking that he 

c* 
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would win the Goddess over by this significant talc. Since she re­
mained silent he felt encouraged to go on with the story, fancying 
that his speech was making a profound impression on her. 

"There was once a very beautiful girl by the name of Man­
totari." (Here Mahisha went into great detail as to her parent­
hood.) "When she was of an age to be married her father arranged 
to give her in marriage to a prince. Mantotari obstinately refused 
the alliance, saying that she did not want to marry because she was 
averse to being lorded over by in-laws. 'I must live as I please. 
Moreover, if a woman marries and loses her husband she becomes 
a widow and has to burn herself on the funeral pyre.' For such 
flimsy reasons she declined to marry at the time. Later in life she 
regretted her decision to remain single and married someone who 
proved unfaithful, and she had to bear her fate with chagrin!" 

Before he could point out the moral of this tale, the Goddess said, 
"Will you stop your prattle and take this!" She suddenly began to 
hit him with her weapons. 

Soon a battle was raging. Mahisha swooned when the Devi's 
mace merely grazed his shoulder. He revived, assumed the form 
of a lion, and attacked her until he was overcome by her own lion. 
He assumed the form of an elephant and heaved mountains and 
trees and sent them flying at her. The Devi's arrows arrested these 
in flight and pulverized them in mid-air; and then her lion pounced 
on the elephant's head and gashed its forehead. Mahisha as elephant 
collapsed for a moment, assumed his original form of a buffalo and, 
with his horns lowered, blindly charged. The Goddess saw through 
every form that he assumed and had a weapon to match each of his 
wiles. 

She held a bowl of wine in one hand, raised it ceremoniously to 
her lips, and cried, "Now, your end is come." She sent her discus 
circling and severed the demon's head. His body rolled in the dust. 

The gods burst into a prayer, beginning, "Great Mother, 
through your grace the Trinity carries on the functions of Crea­
tion, Protection, and Dissolution. You are all-pervasive, and every­
thing in creation is a part of you. Wild beasts, poisonous trees, and 
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asuras are also your creation. Even to them you afford a victory of 
the moment, and then punish, vanquish, and help them evolve into 
better beings. Saints who realize your subtle, secret presence attain 
unshakable peace and understanding, through meditation." 

At the.end of the prayer the Devi, greatly pleased, said, "Think 
of me when you need me, and I'll be at your side," and vanished. 

The storyteller concluded, "Whoever recites this prayer every 
Friday will be protected from all evil beings, no matter how 
mighty they may seem at first sight." 



Viswamitra 

0 F T H E K I N G L y RA c E, the mightiest one, said the story­
teller, was the ruler of Chedi. He was mighty in every sense of the 
term: wealthy, powerful, and favoured by the goddess of pros­
perity. He never left home without adding another kingdom to 
his empire, after battering down an independent ruler to the status 
of a vassal. From time to time he went forth thus, an'd finally he 
started out on a circumambulation of the earth with his entire 
army. 

During this trip he came upon a hermit's camp. The king looked 
about the scene stretching away in valleys and uplands, trees 
towering above, multicoloured blooms everywhere, creepers and 
shrubs and greenery; the cry of birds and the chant of sacred verse; 
holy smoke rising and the scent of sandalwood and flowers pervad­
ing the air. The king, who had seen and experienced the finest sur-

64 
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roundings, asked his minister, "What place is this, combining in it so 
much physical beauty and the aura of spiritual essences?" 

"It's the ashram of sage Vasishta." 
"I must meet him," said the king. "Let the army stay here. I'll go 

alone." At the portals of the ashram, sage Vasishta himself ap­
proached to welcome the king. They exchanged courtesies. The 
king was pleased with the meeting, and when he rose to go he said, 
"It has been a privilege for me to meet the greatest sage of all time 
in his own ashram. Now I seek your permission to leave." 

Vasishta did not at once say, "Very well." The course of this en­
tire story would have been different if he had done so and let the 
king go his way. Instead he said, "O king, I must show you the 
pleasure I have felt at this meeting. How can I except by offering 
you my hospitality? Be my guest for at least half a day." 

"I'll come again to enjoy that honour. But now I must go." 
"Pray, what is the reason?" 
"My followers are waiting for my return, and we have to re-

sume our march." 
"Fetch them also. Let them eat here." 
"They are a hundred thousand in my camp," said the king. 
"What if they are a hundred thousand?" said Vasishta. "I can lay 

a feast for ten times that number." 
The king's curiosity was aroused. "How? How? How will you 

manage it?" 
"Call them all in and see for yourself." 
The king sent for his army. Presently they poured into the sanc­

tuary. No sooner were they all settled in various corners of the es­
tate than the king began to watch with real curiosity how they 
were going to be fed. He saw no kitchen, no servants, and no 
sort of activity of preparing food. The host himself remained with 
the guest, talking. The king, who had never sat on the hard 
ground, was preparing to relax on a patch of green turf when sud­
denly there appeared on it a silk-covered divan, and for his men 
seats and carpets in thousands. V asishta directed his chief guest to 
the seat and said, "Pray honour the seat; that is for you. When a 
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mighty king honours this wilderness with his presence, I want to 
prove that the wilderness itself will have to stand transformed." 
The king was pleased and took the seat. 

Presently all kinds of food in golden bowls were available for 
everyone. It was not just any food that an ascetic could provide 
for a hungry mob, but a great variety of it. The king ate his fill, 
as did his followers, having come there after a hard day's march. 

The king suddenly felt worried. What sort of conjuring was this 
in the wilderness? He became very solemn as he suddenly said, 
"You must tell me how you have managed it." 

"Vv'hat?" asked V asishta. 
"O great sage, forgive my curiosity. But I must know how you 

have managed it. With all my palace and a legion of cooks, I could 
not have hoped to entertain on this scale. Please tell me how it has 
been possible for you." 

The sage, as if sensing trouble, said, "As a guest, if you are 
pleased, I'm satisfied. Have you or any of your men found any­
thing wanting?" 

"No," replied the king. "You have provided my legion with 
everything. Our men will remember it for a long time, without 
doubt. Even the cloves and cardamoms that one likes to chew after 
food were not forgotten; those tender betel leaves are not of this 
world. 0 perfect, perfect host, tell me how you managed it, in this 
solitude and seclusion." Finally, when he was not enlightened on 
the subject, he said, "All this grand feasting and entertainment will 
be worth nothing, unless you also explain where they flow from. 
When one has quenched one's thirst with its crystal-clear water, 
one also likes to take a look at the whole river." 

"When you have looked at the river, you will trace its origin to 
some remote mountain peak, where the clouds lower themselves, 
and then you will want to investigate where the clouds come 
from, and that's an endless quest." 

"I enjoy an endless quest," said the guest. 
Seeing his determination, Vasishta said, "Now, follow me, if you 

please. Let your men rest there for a while." He took the king along 
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the forest path to another grove, thickly shaded with the leaves of 
mango, nerium, fig, and a variety of fruit trees, their intertwined 
branches almost shutting out the daylight; walls of green vine and 
a lotus-covered blue pool; and green turf everywhere. In the midst 
of this was a milk-white animal with the head of a lovely woman 
and the body of a cow. Vasishta went near it fondly and said, "Sa­
bala! Here is our guest, who desires to meet you." 

Sabala, who was half human, said, "I hope, sir, you were 
pleased." 

The king asked, "Do you say that you supplied the feast?" 
Vasishta explained. "On the occasion when the gods and demons 

churned the ocean of milk to obtain nectar,* I officiated as the high 
priest, and as my dakshina the gods gave me Sabala. She is really 
the daughter of the divine cow Kamadhenu. I have only to ask, and 
she provides it, whatever it may be." 

The sage described the qualities of the cow, and they roused the 
king's cupidity. And at the end he merely said, "This cow ought to 
belong to me." 

The sage laughed and said, "Come away, let us be going." Sabala 
watched the trend of their conversation with fear in her eyes. 

The king said, "A treasure like this ought to be housed in a king's 
palace. Let her go with me." 

Vasishta explained, "Even in a hermitage, we have to be hospita­
ble. Otherwise you would have gone back starving, with all your 
men." 

"She will be even more useful in a king's palace. 0 sage, don't 
you know, need I explain to you, that a king is obliged to practise 
unwavering hospitality morning and night, dark period of the 
month and the bright half of the month, dark half of the year 
and the bright half of the year-all through? Imagine the hundreds 
of persons that keep coming-kings, ambassadors, emissaries, with 
their retinues, and learned men and performers of all kinds. When 

• A famous episode in the Bbagavata: Mount Meru served as churner, and the 
mighty serpent Adisesha lent his coil to serve as the churning rope; the gods held 
one end of the rope and the asuras the other. 
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you send Sabala with me, I will see that she is transported in all 
comfort, in easy stages. Your grand hospitality will be complete 
only when you give me that cow." 

"Hospitality can never be complete; it has to be left incomplete 
at some stage." 

"Why do you care for this cow? I'll give you a hundred thou­
sand head of cattle in exchange." 

"You keep them." 
"I'll give you gold in a heap that will cover the back of an ele­

phant." 
"Remember to whom you are talking." 
"Yes-to a sage who holds fast to a gift cow. 0 sage, don't you 

follow your own teaching that all these gifts are illusory?" He as­
sumed a mocking tone and also pleaded and cajoled by turns. "I'll 
give you a golden chariot; ten times more of everything that I have 
so far promised; only let Sabala go." 

Vasishta simply said, "You have succumbed to greed. A tree 
may yield you shade, fruit, and blooms; in return for this service 
you should not try to uproot it and carry it off. Acquisitiveness 
makes you clutch at a thing that pleased you and drives you to 
fight for it, just as you would also fight for a thing that stirred your 
ill will. In either case, the world has no respite from people like 
you, swollen with pride and ego and intoxicated with the strength 
of arms. It's the way of conquerors and kings. This is how wars 
start and mankind is troubled." 

This homily had only the effect of stiffening the king's attitude. 
He said, "You are entitled to speak and advise, as you are a well­
known sage. I agree with everything you say but still am con­
vinced that Sabala is in the wrong place. She must go with me. I 
am convinced of it, otherwise would I be speaking at this length? I 
know my mind. I know what I'm asking for and why." 

Vasishta calmly said, "This is a place whose sanctity is main­
tained by sacrifices and offerings to the gods. It's Sabala who pro­
vides us all the offerings for the gods, hundreds of things that we 
need for the sacrifices; and she is the one who gives us also food 
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for the yogis and acolytes who spend their hours in meditation 
here, and grand feasts for distinguished wayfarers like you. How 
are we to carry on here without Sabala?" 

"I am offering you a million cows and gold and everything. I'll 
multiply them ten times-and you can use them for discharging 
your hospitality and sacrifices. When they are exhausted, you have 
only to send a messenger and you will have them again. I'll get Sa­
bala to supply your wants from my end, if that's your will." 

"So you want me to surrender what is god-given and wait upon 
your pleasure?" 

"You have only to indicate your desire." 
"Oh, enough of your boasting and bragging and the vaunting 

of charity. Be gone now." 
The king merely said, "Don't blame me. I have done my best to 

be reasonable and fair." 
While this debate was going on some of the king's bodyguard 

had gradually edged nearer and were now watching the scene 
grimly. The ruler beckoned to one of his officers and ordered, 
"Take ten men and drive this animal along carefully to our capital." 

A band of men seized hold of Sabala and dragged her away. 
The king watched the operations with satisfaction, but murmured 
again and again, "Gently, gently, don't be rough .... " He turned 
to Vasishta, who stood with folded arms, watching the scene with 
de_tachment, and announced, "I'll send back the promised exchanges 
without loss of time, the minute I reach my palace." Still Vasishta 
said nothing, but merely looked on. 

Sabala turned her head pathetically as she was being dragged 
along and pleaded under her breath, "O sage, why do you aban­
don me thus? Have I not served you satisfactorily? Or has there 
been some lapse on my part?" 
. "You are a sister to me, I'll not abandon you. Only, I was hop­
mg, hoping. Remember that he is a Kshatriya and possesses the 
strength of steel weapons and muscles. Have you faith that we can 
resist him?" 

"You possess, 0 sage, I need not say, the strength of the spirit, 
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which is matchless. I thought we might not have to demonstrate it. 
But without it this war-minded autocrat will abduct me." 

"Very well, act, then," said Vasishta. "But don't create more 
force than is necessary. I see just ten men pushing you. Resist their 
insane action with ten and not eleven." 

"I understand and obey," said Sabala, her eyes lighting up with 
relief. Now she bristled, shook her coat, and grunted, and out of 
her hair emerged ten warriors fully armed, who immediately 
jumped into the fray and laid low the ten men who had held her. 

The king's eyes blazed with anger. He ordered fifty men to 

come and take Sabala. Sabala created fifty warriors. The king 
shouted, "Let a hundred men be deployed." There was a fierce 
fight, and his hundred men were repulsed and destroyed. 

Vasishta cried, "King, don't shed any more of the blood of these 
harmless, innocent men." 

"If you are so keen on peace, let go your animal. Why do you 
cling to it? Let go, if you don't like the sight of blood. Personally, 
the sight of blood does not disturb me." 

"Yes, it's obvious, otherwise you would not be what you are. 
Now events will follow their own course. You will see wisdom 
eventually, but, like others of your sort, you prefer to reach it the 
hard way." 

The king paused for a moment and cried suddenly, "Never heard 
of anyone throwing in a battalion to rope a cow! But if it is neces­
sary, I'll not hesitate to sacrifice all my men here." And he or­
dered, "Let no one remain idle. All of you as one seize that ani­
mal. The time for persuasions is past." 

Now the scene became wild. The hundreds and thousands of men 
threw themselves on Sabala. Vasishta never stirred from his place. 
One heard only the grunts of Sabala, and out of every pore of her 
body men emerged, strangely armed and dressed, and each of a 
different complexion, stature, and type. The air was filled with 
war cries and the clang of arms. The abode of peace became an 
abode of strife, groans, blood, and torment. 

The warriors from Sabala reduced their numbers as the opposite 
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side dwindled, and finally Sabala stood alone quietly, as if nothing 
had happened. When the last soldier of the king's army came up, 
Sabala said, "The fight is over, go home and report," and she 
withdrew from the battle. 

Vasishta asked the king, "Are you satisfied? Go back to your 
capital now." 

The king remained in deep thought and said, "These men were 
great fighters. My army was the mightiest on earth, and yet there 
they lie in the dust. I cannot shut my eyes to this fact. I was the 
mightiest conqueror known, but it is a past story. Please tell me 
what is your power, and I'll go away. What exactly gives you 
this strength?" 

V asishta answered, "You are an inquirer and it is my duty to 
answer you. You must understand that my strength comes from 
my l_nner bein& Within every one of us there is a spark of god­
hood. When you are able to rouse it and employ it, you will acquire 
matchless strength. Sabala is only a visible agent of that strength." 

"Do you mean to say that your war-machine is nothing more 
than that?" 

"Yes." 
"How does one acquire this power you speak of?" 
"By meditation and the practice of austerities." 
The king said, "I seem to have been hugging an illusory power 

all along. I will not rest until I acquire the power that you possess. 
I promise you that I will return here some day with a new army." 
He called his son, who had accompanied him, and said, "You must 
return to the capital and rule the kingdom. I am not interested in 
pomp and illusory conquests any more. I am renouncing my 
throne." 

He took off his royal robes and gave away his sword and other 
arms, clad himself in a loincloth, and turned his back on every­
one. He went northward, found seclusion by a mountain creek, 
and sat in rigorous meditation for a thousand years. His concentra­
tion of mind was perfect, and lswara appeared and asked why he 
was subjecting himself to such rigors. 
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The king replied, "I want to match my strength with Vasishta's 
in every respect. I must possess the subtlest knowledge of archery. I 
must have an inexhaustible army equipped with the subtlest of 
weapons and missiles, enough to vanquish Vasishta's army. More 
than all, I demand the right to possess and wield Brahma Astra."• 

lswara granted all his desires. The king mustered a fresh army, 
trained it, equipped it with the latest weapons and missiles he had 
acquired, and marched across the country, shouting war cries, to 
Vasishta's hermitage. The inmates of the ashrtnn were in a panic. 
Vasishta went about without paying any attention to the shouts of 
the soldiers at the gate. He could hear the king's command, "At­
tack and wipe out this place; don't spare anyone." The quiet-going 
hermits became alarmed and cried, "We are undone!" 

"Now all of you must go back to your duties. Be deaf to the up­
roar. No harm can befall us," said Vasishta to his followers. 

Fires were started outside, arrows came whizzing in, and the 
violent men attempted to storm the gate, with the king personally 
leading them in battle. Vasishta picked up his staff, planted it right 
in the middle of the approach to the gate, and went back without 
further ado to his hut. The staff repelled every kind of attack. No 
soldier could get past it. Every arrow aimed at the hermitage fell 
back, neutralized. The king employed special missiles which he 
could stir into activity with incantations of unquestioned power, 
but they were all neutralized by the simple, single staff planted at 
the gate without any of the defenders' even watching it. 

Finally the king decided to employ the strongest power in his 
arsenal, the Brahma Astra. When he decided on it the gods were 
agitated over the security of the sage Vasishta and crowded the 
skies ~s anxious onlookers. The king invoked, by appropriate in­
cantations, the powers of Brahma Astra and shot an arrow. The ar­
row went through the air, emitting flames, but never got past the 
staff; it fell down, quenched, at the foot of the staff. 

The king stood at the gate and cried, "O sage, I am defeated 
again. Before I retire I want a word with you." 

• The ultimate weapon. 
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The sage came out of his hut. "What power have you in that 
staff?" asked the king. 

"We live in two different worlds, 0 king." 
"Don't call me king. Didn't you see me me renounce every­

thing?" 
"What are you now?" asked the sage. 
The king spurned the question. "You know the answer," he 

said. "I have given up everything to acquire the powers you pos­
sess. And the gods have favoured me. I meditated, I performed 
rigorous sacrifices, I went through austerities, until Iswara ap­
peared before me to ask what I wanted." 

"And you asked only for the power to attack me again. You 
could not seek anything better!" said Vasishta, bursting into laugh­
ter. "You are a Kshatriya, born into the class of fighters, and, 
whatever other achievements you may attempt, you always come 
back to your original self. Your nature will not permit anything 
different." 

"You talk superciliously because you think you were endowed 
with all these powers even at birth!" 

"Perhaps as a result of my spiritual efforts in previous lives," said 
Vasishta. 

"Wrong, wrong," said the king. "I will prove you wrong. Any­
one can become what he lives even in this life. You will see 
me endowed with the same rank as you and addressed as Brahma 
Rishi. • I will not rest until you acknowledge me as a Brahma 
Rishi." 

"I will be happy when the time comes for that. This staff which, 
as you yourself witnessed, repulsed your entire army is called 
Brahma Danda,t the staff empowered by knowledge, whereas the 
strength you tried to employ was purely physical, although subtly 

• A rishi is a sage who has attained perfect knowledge and maintains a high spirit­
ual position. A Raja Rishi is a sage of kingly origin and stature, slightly lower in 
rank than a Brahma Rishi, one who attains his position through sheer spirituality, 
and who has realized the god within. 
t The staff of authority of the god Brahma. 
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from place to place, canvassing support for his idea. The first per­
son he approached was Vasishta, whom he commanded, being a 
king, to perform appropriate sacrifices and rites to enable him to 
rise to heaven. 

Vasishta laughed him out of his request and said, "What is the 
reason for this extraordinary ambition of yours?" 

T risanku could not easily explain. Like all such types, he blus­
tered and replied, "It's not your business to ask. I've come to you 
because you are our family priest and counsellor and your powers 
are well known. Will you do it or not?" 

"No," said Vasishta in a single word and dismissed the man from 
his presence and the subject from his mind. 

Trisanku went out haughtily. He sought Vasishta's sons. These 
being juniors, Trisanku felt that he could command them more 
easily. He merely ordered, "Make all preparations for a huge sacri­
fice and appropriate rituals. Spare no expense or trouble. It must be 
the only one of its kind." 

"What for?" asked Vasishta's sons. 
"I want to go to heaven in this body, and I do not want you to 

waste time. Tell me what you require for the ceremonies." 
"Preposterous suggestion!" they cried. "What makes you think 

that you are entitled to go to heaven?" 
"Why not?" said Trisanku, who had brooded on this possibility 

so long that it seemed to him a perfectly normal aim. 
Vasishta's sons said, "We are not prepared to attempt this ridic­

ulous thing." 
"How dare you reject my suggestion!" cried Trisanku, greatly 

upset. "I'm your king, and I command you as the sons of my chief 
priest. Otherwise . . . " He menaced them. 

In his lust for heaven he became aggressive and mendacious, un- • 
til his priests said, "You are unworthy to be a member of the great 
Ikshvahu race, unworthy to remain in the kingly caste. May you 
become a Chandala for the sin of misbehaving towards your own 
priests." 

Thus accursed, Trisanku went his way, worrying how he was 
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experiment to prove that there is no such thing as caste or achieve­
ment of birth. I'll help you. Come with me." 

Viswamitra took him to his ashram and made preparations for 
one of the greatest sacrifices and rites ever known, which would 
open the gate of heaven to Trisanku. Denizens of this world and 
other worlds watched the effort with concern. Viswamitra sent 
invitations to all the sages and kings to witness the great sacrifice. 
T risanku sat near the sacrificial fire with his eyes shut, muttering 
incantations taught him by Viswamitra. 

After ten days of intense concentration and single-minded per­
formance, Viswamitra was able to neutralize the pull of the earth 
on T risanku, who began to levitate, soar skyward, and was soon 
lost to view. The assembly cried, "Trisanku has after all attained 
his ambition to reach heaven; all honour to sage Viswamitra." 

"Will people now realize that I have done something that 
V asishta failed to perform and call me henceforth Brahma Rishi?" 
No sooner had Viswamitra said this than there was a commotion 
as people pointed skyward and cried, "T risanku is coming back!" 

So he was. Viswamitra rushed out, and by a magic utterance 
was able to arrest the fall of this unfortunate man. But T risanku 
had come head down and feet up, and he stayed thus. Viswamitra 
said, "Tell me, 0 Trisanku, what happened." 

Suspended head down, Trisanku said, "Please leave me alone. 
I'll never aspire to anything hereafter. Let me come back to earth." 

"First explain how and why you are back and not taking your 
golden seat in heaven." 

"By your grace I reached heaven, shooting through the space 
like a rocket-thanks to your great penance. When Your Grace 
orders, nature obeys, and the elements become soothing at your 
command, and so I felt no discomfort. There was no discomfort 
whatever during the passage; only at the destination." 

He was talking with his head down and feet up, his listeners 
having to twist their necks to follow his words clearly. He pleaded, 
"Please let me stand on my feet. I find it hard to carry on a conver­
sation this way." 
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But Viswamitra said, "Not until you explain fully what hap­
pened." 

The poor traveller to heaven said, "The moment I set foot in 
heaven I was thrilled, having attained the ambition of my life. But 
Indra, the chief of gods, would not admit me. He just pushed me 
out, saying, 'No place here for a Chandala,' and the very worst I 
feared happened to me." He quietly sobbed. 

Viswamitra stood watching him for a while, even with a certain 
amount of severity, and declared, "You are very foolish and very 
weak. You have soaring ambitions but not the strength to 
hold on to them; no steadfastness. I take all this trouble to send 
you up, and you have not the strength to hold your ground. You 
let yourself be pushed out head first-not even taking time to right 
your direction! Shame on you." 

Trisanku became very sad on hearing this; tears welled up in 
his eyes and rolled down his forehead. He pleaded pathetically, 
"Leave me alone, sir. I have learnt my lesson. I'll never aspire to 
anything more than walking on the fair earth. Forget me." 

Viswamitra said firmly, "Don't be spineless and squeamish. You 
are going back to heaven, as surely as my name is Viswamitra." 

The upside-down victim of his championship pleaded and 
begged to be let off. Viswamitra was unrelenting. "Do you want 
me to curse you to become an earthworm, burrowing and living 
under the dust of the fields?" asked Viswamitra grimly. 

"No, no, no, have pity on me!" Trisanku cried anxiously. He 
had had nothing but trouble and curses all the way-as much 
hardship from those who spurned him, like Vasishta, as from the 
champio~ of his cause, Viswamitra. He rued the day he ever came 
out of his palace chambers. "I do not mean to off end you, 0 mas­
ter," Trisanku said. "I only wanted-" 

"Be patient," commanded Viswamitra. "A few setbacks are in­
evitable in great enterprises. Watch me patiently, and I'll see you 
back in heaven." 

The more he heard the word "heaven," the more agitated Tri­
sanku felt. He had Jost the taste for heaven, but his champion 
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would not let him retreat. He resigned himself to the situation and 
asked, "Now what shall I do? How long shall I remain suspended 
head down like this?" 

"Not too long," replied Viswamitra and set about the prepara­
tions for a sacrifice to overpower Indra himself and force Tri­
sanku into heaven and keep him there. Sacrificial fires roared and 
offerings poured into them; Viswamitra sat muttering, his mind 
fixed inflexibly on the objective in a fierce concentration; the 
forces of nature and the elements could not but yield before this 
massive attack from a yogi; and Trisanku shot heavenward again. 

Before they could heave a sigh of relief, he was back, head down. 
"Indra pushed me off again," he cried. "At least let me stand on my 
feet now." Viswamitra gave him no time to complete his sentence 
but shot him back into heaven; Indra pushed him down a third time. 
T risanku was tossed like a ball between two resolute players. 

During one of his visits down, T risanku asked, "O sage, why 
will you not let me set myself on my feet at least? Then you can 
toss me wherever you may choose." 

"Not at all necessary," replied Viswamitra. "I want you to 
reach your place in heaven on your right end, feet foremost, so 
that you may plant yourself properly and not bang your head there 
and receive a concussion." The assembly let out a laugh at this pos­
sibility. 

Trisanku had no choice or initiative. The strength of Viswami­
tra's concentration and powers lifted him up, but Indra called him 
a Chandala and pushed him down every time. When this had hap­
pened a sufficient number of times, Viswamitra said, "Don't despair. 
I will teach Indra and all the gods a lesson that they will never 
forget." He willed and created a special heaven amidst the galaxies 
and sent Trisanku there. There was no one to bar his entry, since 
it was a brand-new heaven. "You will live in a universe all your 
own, with suns and stars and peopled with celestial beings .... " 

"But I want to be on my feet," persisted Trisanku. 
Viswamitra somehow could not get over his notion that being 

feet up was the most natural position for his ward. So he said, 
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"Learn to take things as they come and feel grateful for help re­
ceived. The new world I have created for you is all upside down to 

suit your present position; and when you get there you will find 
it all right, although in relation to the rest of the universe it may 
seem topsy-turvy. I want it to be different from Brahma's own cre­
ation of the universe. So good-bye," he said, and as Trisanku sped 
heavenward Viswamitra watched his going with great satisfac­
tion, only murmuring, "I want my universe to be different from 
Brahma's dull, routine creations. Anyway, what is up and what is 
down in all that vast directionless space beyond the blue skies?" 

The storyteller paused after this and said, "And so the poor 
Trisanku was lost sight of once and for all. One presumes he's hap­
pily settled in a heaven of his own, lacking nothing, enjoying 
everything. Perhaps, if any modern astronomer or one of those 
we hear about who circle the heavens were to spot a new universe 
out beyond the Milky Way, who knows, it might be Trisanku's 
world, especially if it looks topsy-turvy. 

"When there is someone to champion chem, causes arise in 
plenty," said the storyteller. Viswamitra next busied himself with 
the affairs of a certain king of A yodhya, called Ambarisha, who 
had arranged an elaborate sacrifice but found the sacrificial animal 
missing at the last moment. The date of the sacrifice was ap­
proaching and Ambarisha became desperate, as it would cause a 
serious deficiency in the performance if he did not have the animal 
ready at hand for the sacrifice. He was advised by the priests chat 
if he found a human substitute the gods would be pleased. He 
went from place to place in search of a human being willing to 
be sacrificed. 

During his quest he met a poor man living in a forest cottage 
with his wife and three sons. Ambarisha told him, "I'll give you all 
the riches you may desire. Give me one of your sons for a higher 
cause. 

,, 

The man replied, "You may offer me what you will, I'll not let 
my oldest son go at any price. He is my favourite." 
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The mother rushed forward to announce, "The youngest son 
is my favourite. I can't survive without him and I will not let him 
go. You cannot have him at any price." 

The middle son, named Sunashepa, watched these transactions 
and suddenly realized, as all midway-men do, that no one was 
claiming him. He pushed aside everyone and said, "King, take me 
with you, as I am not claimed by either my father or my mother." 

The king was happy to accept him and declared, "You will be 
rewarded in other worlds for your service to the sacrifice." 

Whatever might be Sunashepa's promised future in another 
world, his prospects in this seemed bleak. He followed the king 
with the look of a condemned man. 

They arrived on the banks of the Pushkara River, where Vi­
swamitra, about to begin a third phase of meditation, was camping. 
Viswamitra noticed Sunashepa. His nature would not let others 
alone without questioning, and he asked Sunashepa what was 
troubling him. Sunashepa narrated his woes, whereupon Viswami­
tra took up his cause immediately. "I'll save you, don't you 
worry," he assured him. 

He advised Ambarisha to let the boy go. Ambarisha explained 
why he could not. Viswamitra said, "If the sacrificial animal has 
been stolen, the ceremony will have to go on without a sacrifice, 
that's all. How can you victimize this young fellow? I'll not per­
mit it." He pulled the boy to his side. 

All the pleadings of the king were in vain. Viswamitra fulmi­
nated against sacrifices in general and finally proposed that one of 
his, yiswamitra's, sons should take Sunashepa's place, which they 
angrily refused to do. He cursed his sons, for the sin of disobey­
ing a father's command, to become aimless wanderers and eaters of 
do(s meat; and then secretly imparted to Sunashepa two mantras 
which he was to utter when they came to cut off his head. He 
then let the boy go with Ambarisha. Later, when Sunashepa was 
anointed and tied to the sacrificial post, he uttered the mantra and 
the sacrificial knife could not touch him. 
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Viswamitra was essentially a reformer, ever involving himself 
in other people's affairs. He soon realized that all this activity was a 
drag on his spiritual growth and so isolated himself completely and 
resumed his meditations. Indra sent down the divine beauty Menaka 
to distract the sage. Viswamiua succumbed to her charms at first, 
but in due course rejected her and her baby, Shakuntala,* and re­
sumed his meditations. 

Indra now decided to send down an even greater beauty from 
his world, called Rambha, in order to disturb Viswamitra's mind. 
With trepidation she came down to the earth and danced before­
Viswamitra. Viswamitra awoke from his meditation, watched her, 
and, instead of following her amorously, cried, "Oh, for what foul 
purpose you are employing your beauty! May you become a stone 
image for ten thousand years." 

She looked forlorn and cried, "O sage, why do you blame me? 
I have only obeyed an order." 

"I know, that's why I place a time limit on my curse. Otherwise, 
you'd have been cursed to remain a stone forever. Let this be ales­
son to everyone, especially Indra." 

When he saw Rambha petrified into a statue, Viswamitra felt 
sorry for himself. The outside world and its forces seemed to 

press upon him constantly and provoke him to acts of challenge or 
anger, ?~th of which he expressed unreservedly, and offset .what­
~ver spm_tual merit he had acquired by his rigorous tapas. His spir­
I~al attamments seemed to balance off mathematically his material 
aims; _firs_t he lost everything to Vasishta; he expended superhuman 
energ1e h' • s mac ievmg a heaven for Trisanku; he saved Sunashepa, but 
only _after cursing his own sons. Now he had finally reduced a 
beautiful celestial g· 1 · · h' b . ir to a statue. Sp1ntual power was a t mg to e 
chenshed and gua d d • fl • h • r e , It ounshed and grew stronger w en -it 
was conserved• V asisht d h' . h' • . . ' a owe 1s emmence perhaps to 1s capacity 
to mmd his own bu • d . . smess an remam unperturbed even when there 
was provocation. 

Viswamitra realized th· b h' · I 1s a out 1mself, that he was a typ1ca war-
• This episode is elaborated on page 2 • h f Sh k 1 . 03 m t e story o a unta a. 
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rior attempting to turn sage; if he wanted to attain the status of a 
complete sage he must rid himself of krodba, the instinct to chal­
lenge. No wonder Brahma would not go beyond calling him a Raja 
Rishi, especially as, when he had retired to perform tapas, he was 
followed by his wife, who gave birth to four children during that 
period. "What have I renounced to attain sainthood? Nothing. I 
have always lusted for conquests on other planes, although I am 
supposed to have renounced a worldly life." He realized that he 
must go away and begin a new attempt, this time without distrac­
tion: no one should follow him, no one should cross his path. 

He sought a new seclusion, went northward to the Himalayas, 
and sat in meditation. The fire of his concentration seemed to burn 
and reduce all creation to ashes. The gods appealed to Brahma to 
stop Viswamitra's austerities. Viswamitra had spent a thousand 
years in rigour and self-forgetfulness. He had renounced all speech 
(remembering that every word that he had uttered was either a 
curse or a challenge); he conquered his temper completely and 
practised utter silence; at a later stage he even reduced his breath­
ing to a minimum wisp of air; he lived on water, sat motionless, 
with his mind unwaveringly fixed on his aim of attaining the 
rank of a Brahma Rishi. 

For a thousand years he remained foodless, and the time came 
for him to end his fast. He was on the point of breaking his fast 
after prayers and ablutions when a mendicant appeared at his door 
and cried, "I am fainting with hunger," and Viswamitra, without 
a second thought, surrendered all the food that he had, saying, 
"~elp your~elf to all that I have. I am sorry I am unable to pro­
vide you with anything better." For the first time in all his exist­
ence he forgot his ego and its needs totally. 

The mendicant, who was Brahma in that form at once revealed 
hi~self and sa~d, "Viswamitra, your lifelong att;mpts have borne 
frmt. From this moment you will be known in all the worlds as a 
Brah~a Ri~hi, worthy of officiating at sacrifices, guiding people, 
and impartmg all the sacred and esoteric terms to whomsoever 
you wish." 
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Viswamitra felt happy for the first time in his life. But he said, 
"Will Vasishta come and address me as a Brahma Rishi?" 

They brought Vasishta to where he was, and Vasishta embraced 
him and declared, "You are a true sage, a Brahma Rishi, I ac­
knowledge you so without any hesitation." 

Viswamitra said, "If you had not pressed on me your hospital­
ity on that memorable day, with the help of Sabala, I would prob­
ably have lived and died and been forgotten as just another king. I 
am grateful to you for your help in starting me off in a totally 
different direction." 
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Manmata 

B R A H M A T H E C R E A T o R surveyed his output with satisfac­
tion. The universe with its fauna and flora, all creatures from a 
gnat to an angel, and all the stars and the suns-everything was 
his handiwork. After all this achievement, he desired to create 
something new and with a difference. In such a mood he brought 
into existence a unique damsel and named her Sandhya. ("The in­
definable hour between sunset and darkness, and between the dark 
night and dawn, full of whispers and suggestions, of outlines melt­
ing or emerging, is also known as Sandhya," explained the story­
teller.) 

As soon as she could speak, the damsel asked, "Why have you 
created me?" 

He replied, "Just to enrich this universe." 
"But I'm lonely," she said. 
"You shall not be lonely," he said and created a brother for her. 

A youth of great beauty of face and form, he was equipped with a 
D 85 
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bow of sugar cane, bowstring of murmuring bees, and five shafts 
made of five rare fragrant flowers. His face was like a bright moon, 
his nose was aquiline, his shoulders high, his limbs and features as 
if sculptured. His neck had the sweep and slenderness of a conch 
shell, and he was broad-chested, majestic. He was clad in blue, 
with kesari flowers in his hair, and he carried a flag with the sign 
of a fish on it. He attracted both men and women. Everyone 
gasped at the sight of him. 

"Why have I been created?" the youth asked in his turn. 
Brahma answered, "You are the god of love. You are potent. 

Since you go straight into the minds of people, you will be called 
Manmata; you will also be known as Kama, because your sh~fts 
will rouse passion in the hearts of men and women, which is vital 
for the sustenance of the world." 

The boy brooded and asked, "How am I to know that I am all 
that you say? When can I test my powers?" 

"N " 'd ow, sai Brahma incautiously. 
There was a big ass~_111bly, including Brahma's ~min~nt s;:sf 

the Seven Sages; Daksha, the progenitor of gods; PraJapan, lor 
th • • d h' b and . e universe; and other immortals. The youth raise is ow,. 
aimed a shaft first at Brahma. Afterwards he sent his arrows mto 
t?e 0thers in the assembly. All hearts began to palpitate with pas­
sion for the single object near at hand which was Sandhya herself. 
The entire assembly fell in love ;ith her, although she was 
daughter to d • dd nly aware of . . one an sister to the rest. They grew su e . 
in the i~toxication of her form and vied with one another m m~k-

lg passionate approaches to her-they became blind to everythmg 
e se, every oth "d . 

At h" er consi eration, limitation, and propriety. 
dt. is moment y ama Dharma the god of death and the grand 

custo ian of th 1 ' h go-• e sea es of justice became aware of w at was 
mg on and pra d ' UI • God 
I (f ye to the Infinite Changeless and nmate 
swara rom wh , , d the 

• om all others emanate) to intervene an st0P improper a • • • h 
Id f ctivmes. In response to this Iswara descended into t e 

wor o Brahma • ' d to 
h • . ' arraigned him and his sons and put an en 

t e1r incestuou ' • f s proposals. But in spite of this a certain amount 0 
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mischief had been done; Brahma's sweat at the moment of his 
most passionate attention to Sandhya fell on the ground before 
her, and out of it was born numerous progeny; and out of the 
vital fluid of Daksha flowing down was born Rati, the beauty of 
beauties. 

After Iswara left, Brahma felt angry at the memory of the in­
sult he had suffered in the presence of his children and cried, "O 
Manmata, you are responsible for the humiliation I have suffered. 
You shall suffer at the hands of the same Iswara. May you be burnt 
up by him." 

Manmata pleaded, "How unfair you are! You created me; you 
endowed me with extraordinary powers, and you told me to try 
them. It was at your instance that I put arrow to bow. Now how 
can you blame me for what has happened?" Brahma saw the logic 
of his protestation and slightly modified his curse. 

Daksha offered Rati in marriage to Manmata. Manmata, whose 
shafts proved deadly to others, succumbed readily to the charms of 
Rati, whose eyebrows were more perfectly arched than Manmata's 
brow; whose breasts were lotus-bud-like, pointed, with nipples dark 
as honey bees, and so hard that a teardrop falling on them would 
rebound in a spray; and the line of downy hair between whose 
breasts made Manmata wonder if by chance his bowstring had been 
transposed there. Her thighs smooth as banana stalks tapered down 
to her delicate feet, pink-tinted at heel and toe. Her hands were 
like sprouts of laburnum, and her tresses were like the monsoon 
clouds. Manmata was overwhelmed with love for Rati and mar­
ried her. 

Brahma, still smarting under the reprimand of lswara, told Man­
mata, "You and Rati will go, with all the weapons at your com­
mand, and attack lswara so that he may be brought to the same 
predicament in which he found us." 

"But there must be an object for his love," said Manmata. 
"You are not to worry about chart said Brahma lightly. "I will 

provide you with a valuable ally." He heaved a sigh and created 
Vasanta (Spring), who accompanied Manmata, carrying with him 
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all his apparatus of h 
h . . enc antment-the song of summer birds, green 

s oots, sap nsmg in tl • b" . 
b 1eir core, 1rds and blossoms and evenmg 

reeze and a magic ho 11 f h" h. ' . ur, a o w 1c mduce a mood of love. 
W1th these prepa • M . rat10ns, anmata went to try his strength on 

_Iswara ~nd returned ,0 report, "I have never been so much 
ign_ored m my whole existence. I followed Iswara everywhere-to 
Kailas, Meru, and all over the Himalaya mountains, but he showed 

no awareness of my presence. Vasanta helped me by blowing a sweet 
southern breeze, the sort of thing that generally intoxicates the 
mind, but it had no effect on Iswara; I spent all my five arr?ws, 
but they fell ineffectually. I created a couple of chakravaka birds, 
which engaged in love-play in his presence, but he looked at th~~ 
coldly; I created bigger creatures, such as a peacock coupling wit 
its hen, but he might have been looking at a lump of day for ali 
it mattered. I went further, created love symbols even out_ 0 

other objects, huge trees entwined by creepers, and so forth: Ii~­
plored Vasanta to be more effective, and he filled the scene w1thh\: 

• d l/flwersteJJ. scent of champak, punnaga, patala, malltka an ta e O . . ' 1 tus 
• 1 d • • I de vJrgin ° mmg ed fragrance overpowering all 1screnon. ma ff t ,, 

1 • di eren • 
buds unfold their petals, but Iswara was complete Y m . I had 
Manmata looked doleful and defeated. "I could not stand Jt, 
to flee from his burning presence," he concluded. . . h nd 0 ut 

Brahma felt completely frustrated. He heaved a big sig 'ant into 
h m he se 

of it were born strange grotesque creatures, w O d estures; 
• d ces an g • Iswara 's presence to execute provocanve an . d by Ratl 

and he told Manmata to go a second time. Accompanie e back 
d• l but cam and V asanta Manmata sallied forth obe 1ent y, 

' 
with the same story of def eat. ,, said the sto:Y-

"W e'H deviate for a moment from Manmata, . which 
ersonal1ty, 

teller, "and watch the entry of a totally new P ,, 
brings on a set of new responsibilities for Manmata. ·ng ''Limbs 

V • (meani s 
At about this time was born to one a1ranga. h 11 the ometl 

h blft a ,,·es 
f D ·amond") a son named Taraka, at w ose d the s~i 

o 1 d k s braye , 
s elr ill for the world; jackals howled, on ~y 
p k d nd strange unholy noises filled the air. 

dar ene ,a 
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When he grew up, Taraka performed penance for one thousand 
years in order to attain strength and invincibility. He underwent 
remarkable mortifications. For one hundred years he stood on one 
toe and prayed with upraised arms; he lived on water for a hundred 
years, and for a hundred years he poised himself on a bare rock 
and prayed. From his head emanated a strange glare which threat­
ened to reduce the universe to ashes. 

All the devas and their chief, Indra, were terrified; they thought 
that their end had come and approached Brahma to stop this fright­
ening experiment. Brahma interyened, but T araka refused to budge 
or stop his tests. Brahma appeased him by offering him boons; he 
accepted the compromise, agreeing to stop his performance on con­
dition that he was granted invincibility under all circumstances. 

When Brahma grumbled that this sort of bo~m led to a lot of 
trouble and must have a limitation; Taraka said, "Very well, I will 
accept this limitation: no one in any' of the worlds should be able to 
kill me except one born to Iswara." And he_smiled, because Man­
mata's failure with Iswara was common knowledge in all the 
worlds. 

Brahma understood that this might be a trap and hesitated, but 
Taraka was adamant. "I have said my say. Grant it or please leave 
me to continue my penance." 

Brahma took a few moments to make up his mind. He remem­
bered that Indra and his followers were anxiously waiting for his 
return with news. So he said, "I grant it." 

With his st--rength and power assured, T araka gave up his auster­
ity and became the ruler of Sonitapura. He tyrannized over all the 
worlds. He oppressed the weak and the strong alike, assaulted 
women, grabbed whatever he wanted. He snatched away Indra's 
great elephant Irawata; from the rishis he took Kamadhenu, the 
cow that yielded whatever one desired, mother of Sabala. The sun 
god parted with his chariot horse and was so afraid of incurring 
Taraka's displeasure that he temper~d his heat and light; the god 
of wind himself was so nervous that he seldom showed his presence 
except in the gentlest of wafts. 
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ishnu, wh() was asked hv the 
always acted as d - other gods for his help and who 
h , • a re ccmcr sent h. f . . ' 

cavcnly spaces G '. is amous discus Bymg across the 
. • • cnerally 1t ch d ff . . . now Jt Roppcd u T oppe o everything m 1ts way, but 

L pon araka's ch h J • • rouc as a med 11 • eSt arm essly· he stuck 1t on his • a ion ' 
Brahma wa - • 

s again approach d b h . " 
person to whom I h e : Ut. e sa1d, I cannot destroy the 
plants a poiso . ~ve promised indestructibility. If someone 

n tree, it is up t h . . 
self cannot d · ,, 0 or ers to uproot it; the planter him-

O lt. 

Vishnu and Brahm 1 1 . a were 1e pless. Out of the Trinity only Shiva 
was left The gods held • • • h 1 s ." an agornzmg council among t emse ve 

and decided to appeal to Shiva. Being the embodiment of Iswara, 
he could help by begetting a son, who alone could destroy Taraka. 
He could not have a son unless he gave up the rigor of his pen­
ance. 

Into the story now comes another person Parvati, the daughredr 
f H. ' • ha 0 1mavan, the lord of the Himalayas. The wife of Himavan 

been a devotee of Shakti, the Mother Goddess. When her baby was 
bor 11 h • • · • A moment n a t e signs md1cated the coming of a saviour. t a "I am 
when they were alone, the infant whispered to her mother, ·c 
h d J1 our ]He. 

t e real Shakti, the Goddess to whom you have praye a Y but 
You are indeed blessed," and revealed herself in all her glory, 

resumed her infant form instantly. . h d she 
• d girl oo • 

The ch!ld grew up normal!Y· ~hen she _attame ere Shiva ,was 
accom pamed lier father on his v1s1ts to Ka1las, wh an jnto 
meditating. Shiva advised Himavan, "Don't bring any wh omgirl ,was 

. . . • " but t e these precincts. I wish to have no d1stract10ns, ying her 
f . d b . . d . • d n accompan • (1 ascmate y this austere bemg an ms1ste O of ,want1n.e, 
fat her whenever he visited Kail as. She reached the stage ndant, she 
to stay behind in order to serve Shiva as a _disciple-a;t~ept ,wacch 
brought him flowers for worship, washed his feet, an f 

50 that he was not disturbed. conqueror d 
The gods realized, after a des~erate search_ f°:n/ Shiva ,wo~ 

k that Parvati could be their best ally, 1~ d ~ the memo 1 
Tara a,. t in her as a woman. But they wade a 
take an mteres 
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of his indifference. They turned to Manmata and said, "You can be 
our saviour, 0 god of love. Sharpen your weapons and attack this 
blind, austere man. Make him take an interest in the girl, and the 
rest will be easy." 

Manmata looked desperate, "Not again! Ask me to soften the 
heart of a rakshasa with the shafts of love, or to overwhelm the .... 
gods; but leave me out if it is Shiva, who is Iswara, before whom I 
am powerless and feel like a speck of dust. I can do nothing with 
him." 

All the gods appealed to him jointly. "You are the god of love, 
you may have failed once or twice, for various reasons, but is there 
any creature who is unaffected by your shafts? What is your ex­
istence worth unless you help us? Last time you may have failed, 
but you will succeed now. Parvati is always there, attending to his 
wanes. She has youth and beauty. It is up to you to make Shiva 
notice her qualities.'· They added, "You must help the gods to 
survive; otherwise T araka will soon exterminate us." 

So Manmata went to Kailas with all his armoury polished and 
sharpened. He saw Shiva sitting stock-still and meditating, and hid 
himself behind the shrubs. Parvati was, as usual, in attendance. Man­
mata waited for the right moment, first setting Vasanta to blow a 
cool breeze and bring into operation all his enchantments. Shiva 
noticed the air around him and wondered for a moment at the out­
of-season spring manifestations. Manmata bent his sugar-cane bow 
and sent off his first shaft, timing it for the precise moment when 
Parvati should come close to his presence with a tray of flowers in 
hand. 

Normally Shiva never noticed anything more than the flowers 
when they were brought. Now, opening his eyes slightly, he no­
ticed the fingers holding the tray, the redness of their tips. "Are 
these fingers, or the bloom of ... ," he reflected. He checked 
his thoughts, shut his eyes again, and resumed his meditation. 

Manmata bided his time. He commanded Vasanta to create the 
plaintive note of the cuckoo calling its mate. At this Shiva opened 
his eyes and saw Parvati busily sweeping away the dry leaves shed 
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by the trees; and Manmata sent his second shaft. Shiva kept his 
eyes open a little longer, and in that time wondered, "Are those 
really lips or red cherries?" He checked his mind again. 

One by one the shafts went home. Shiva found himself opening 
his eyes at the slightest rustle and watching Parvati, who had also 
been hit by the shafts. She did not perform her duties with the usual 
self-forgetfulness. She seemed to tarry a little longer in the line of 
her master's vision. Her hips swayed and her movements became 
studied and seductive. 

Shiva now became rather reflective on the subject of this person. 
"Are those eyes or blue lotus? Does that chant emanate from a 
human being or from a koel bird? Is this the gait of a human being 
or of a spotted deer? How all aspects of beauty in the whole uni­
verse seem to be concentrated and contained in one person. Such 
a delight to the sight! What would she not be in an embrace?" He 
found it difficult to turn his mind back to its normal action of 
meditation. 

He looked more keenly at Parvati and realized that she was the 
same girl she had been yesterday, although he was making fresh 
discoveries about her; he wondered what this might be due to. He 
subjected his present stirrings to a keen examination and realized 
that some extraneous influence was at work. He saw the mischief­
maker behind a bush. 

The love god was aiming his fifth shaft and found to his dismay 
that it fell off ineffectually because the victim had become aware of 
its coming. 

Shiva's anger was roused at the disturbance planned by the love 
g?d. Whe~ Manmata peeped again, to decide whether he should be­
gm the series all over, Shiva opened the third eye on his forehead. 
A ?larrce fro~ this eye reduced all objects to their true substance 
as if assayed m fire. With the third eye, once upon a time, Shiva 
had reduced to ashes a whole city of asuras called T ripura. It 
struck Manmata now like a flame; he shrivelled up and was re-

. duced to a handful of ashes immediately. Shiva resumed his medita­
tion, having disposed of the distraction, and later moved away 
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from Kailas itself, defeating Parvati's plans. She went back to her 
father and lamented, "I have failed, Shiva is gone." 

At this time the sage Narada, • the great entangler and disen­
tangler of the affairs of several worlds, arrived at Himavan's palace 
and advised Parvati, "If you tried to overcome Shiva with your 
youth and physical beauty, you would not succeed, since such 
things evaporate when his third eye is opened. If you want to win 
Shiva, you will have to depend on your own inner resources 
rather than on physical charms and the aid of creatures like Vasanta 
and Manmata. Go back to your mountain solitud@ and pray." The 
sage also taught her a mantra of great potency, Om Namasivaya, 
and advised her to keep her mind fixed on it, to the exclusion of 
every other thought. Parvati went away to the mountain and un­
dertook a great penance. 

Meanwhile Rati, Manmata's wife, approached Shiva and cried, 
"You have reduced me to widowhood, please save me." 

Shiva said, "I grieve for you, but I can do nothing now. Your 
husband risked himself. I cannot help you. He is not lost, he is 
bodiless, that is all; his grossness has been burnt up, but he lives in 
essence. I grant that his activities may continue, though unseen, 
and I also grant that he may stay about my presence, along with 
my other unseen, invisible attendants." 

"Oh, how long, how long? How long shall I remain the wife of 
an unseen husband?" Rati cried. 

"You will both be reborn ultimately in Dwaparayuga, t and be­
come husband and wife again." Rati had to content herself with 
this promise. 

Brahma and others intervened and explained, "O great god, what 
have you done? You have destroyed the god of love; how are the 
functions of the universe to go on? After all, he did not come to 
make mischief, but to help us." 

• One of the greatest of sages, who moved with ease in all the worlds, loved and 
respected by all the gods and men, owing to his eminent intellect and under­
standing. 
tSeep.5. 

n* 
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Shiva explained, "He is not destroyed but exists in a sublimated 
state." 

Parvati's penance began to take effect. On the mountaintop she 
had a visitor. Shiva assumed the form of an ascecic celibate, ap­
peared before her, and asked, "What arc you praying for?" . 

"To attain the hand and heart of Shiva, nothing else. I will not 
waver from my purpose, whatever may happen." 1 

The youth laughed at her and said, "What a simpleton you are. 
Why ~o you want Shiva, that rough, rugged, unresponsive fellow, 
who did not hesitate to scorch the poor god of love? A man of un­
necessary fury and fire, who has smeared his body with the ashes, 
whose retreat is the graveyard, who has clothed himself with the 
h .d f · . k , Noth-

1 e o a tiger, and whose coronet and armlet are live sna es. 
ing is elegant about him, forget him." When Parvati did not a!d 

· h · d · • d "H h s also prov preciate 1s a vice, the young man explame , e a chat 
to be a reckless and inconsiderate husband. Don't you know t be-

. . . h • 1 w's banque 
once upon a nme he was ignored at his fat er-m- a 

cause of his crudities?" * . .11 f a great 
"Stop it, please," cried Parvati. "It is smful to speak 1 0

5 Leave 
. . d f II one's ear • 

soul, equally smful to let such evil wor s a on 
me now." The young man went away. d ur and 

Presently Shiva appeared before Parvati in all his gran et '0 nce 
f I. . s women 

accepted her as his wife. At their most e 1cirou . her hos-
. R . . I ff t to retain again came an, wanting to make a ast e or . d "You are 

band. She appeared before the sporting couple aild sai ' ho began 
so happy now in the felicity of love, whereas th~ go; ~oduced a 
it ... " She wept and untied the end of her san anh. f,, She Jov­
handful of ash. "You have reduced my husband to t is. 

ingly held up the ashes of Manmata. 
held a 

. I-Jer father was 
. . . S . m rried to Shiva, d che sk)' 

• Par\'ati, in an earlier mcarnat10n, as at1, was a I worl s; s !Joll' 

grand sacrifice and feast, inviting all the gods from sevde~ag to the fea5c : 1.,, j\.JI 
. h . . h" I procee in d J'berat ; ,t 's 

ded with the gods m t eir various ve ic es, k t out e I h's wµe 
crow . d h" ·t h were ep d b)' 1 d 
oured invitees-all except Shiva an is w1 e, w o d was josulte d destro)'e 
h uaded by Sati, Shiva went to the feast an: he fire an 

t e same, pers . . . S • • ed into t 
father. Unable to bear the hum1hat10n, at! 1ump 

herself. 
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Shiva was in his happiest mood and said, "Very well. You shall 
see your husband immediately in his original form, but remember 
that he will remain invisible to others. You alone will see him. 
Now go and be happy with him. He will resume his original form 
for all others to see only in Dwaparayuga." And the god of love 
revived from his ashes and joined his wife, Rati. 

Out of the marriage of Shiva with Parvati was born the six­
faced god Subramanya, the rider of a peacock. His birth fore­
doomed the career of T araka. When still small, he led his forces 
against Taraka and destroyed him, in accordance with Taraka's 
own condition that he should be destroyed by no less a being than 
one born to Shiva. 



THREE 

RAVANA 

VALMIKI 

DRAUPADI 

~od himself participates in the action of these stories. He incarnates 
himself as much to destroy the demon Ravana as to inspire Val­
miki, the composer of the Ramayana, and to help the heroine 
1:>raupadi fulfil her lifelong mission of annihilating her husbands' 
nvals and tormentors. 
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Ravana 

"R Av AN A" means "scream," and this rakshasa earned the name 
by screaming. The name came to him when he attempted to move 
Mount Kailas, where Shiva was consorting with his wife; Shiva 
answered this masterly impudence by steadying the swaying moun­
tain, pressing it down with his toe so that Ravana was caught 
under it and shouted for his life, recognizing after all a superior 
force in Shiva. Ravana's advisers suggested that he should pray for 
relief, and Ravana prayed intensely to a tune called Strma (which 
is the origin of all musical sound). Shiva, greatly pleased, appeared 
before him to confer a boon and named him at that moment "Ra­
vana." 
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To understand why Ravana thought of dislodging the Kailas 
mountain from its foundations, we must go a little further back in 
his life story. His original name was not Ravana but Dasagreeva, 
meaning "ten heads." At birth he had ten heads and twenty arms. 
When he was born wolves howled and shrieking noises filled the 
air, portents of evil. His mother, Kaikasi, knew when he was still 
in her womb that he would be a demon. She was the daughter of 
a demon chief called Sumali, and had enticed a saintly man of great 
beauty, radiance, and spiritual powers while he was at meditation. 
The saint warned her, "This is an unholy hour of dusk for union, 
and the issue coming from this union is bound to be monstrous." 
She begged for some consideration, and he said, "If several are born. 
at least one shall be virtuous." Out of this parentage came forth 
first Dasagreeva, later known as Ravana; then Kumbhakarna; a 
daughter, Soorpanakha; and lastly Vibhishana. At the birth of 
each one of them except the last, wolves howled and the skies 
darkened. 

Kubera, the distinguished ruler and a son of the saint by a previ­
ous wife, was a stepbrother. Once, when he came to see his father, 
Kaikasi, the mother of the monsters, said to Ravana and the rest, 
"Ah, here comes your brother, salute him," half in jealousy and 
half in admiration. And the stepbrothers went up to him reverently. 
Thereafter, as they grew up, they constantly heard praise of this 
brother and demanded, "How is it that he has acquired so much 
distinction?" 

"Because of his tapas," said their father. 
At once the brothers went into seclusion on a river bank, in 

order that they might also acquire strength and merit through 
proper penance. Each sat in tapas for thousands of years. Ravana 
nipped off one of his ten heads to mark every thousand years of 
penance. When he had thus sacrificed nine heads and was left with 
only one, Brahma the Creator appeared and said, "I admire your 
tenacious penance, what's your aim and desire?" 

"I want immortality." 
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"Impossible," said Brahma. "\Vhoever is born must die some 
day-that's the law of the world." 

"Grant me, then, the boon of indestructibility-that no god, 
celestial being, element, or any power on earth or in the heavens 
shall ever overcome me." 

"Granted," said Brahma. "No power in any world shall defeat 
you. \Vhat of humans?" 

"Worms!" declared Ravana. "These pitiful, contemptible crea­
tures; I don't have to perform a tapas for protection from them." 

"So be it," said Brahma. 
"And every time one of my heads is severed, it must return to 

my shoulders." 
"So be it," said Brahma. 
Kumbhakarna was about to phrase his demand when Brahma 

got help from his spouse, Saraswati, the goddess of learning and 
self-expression; she affected the demon's tongue so that, whatever 
he might have intended to ask for, he only succeeded in saying, "I 
Want to sleep-uninterruptedly." This was granted immediately, so 
that instead of becoming a public menace Kumbhakarna slept for 
long stretches of time and humanity did not have to blame Brahma 
for creating yet another danger for it. When Brahma asked Vi­
bhishana to name his desire, he said, "May I have the strength 
n~ver to swerve from righteousness even under the most trying 
c1rcumstances"-a strange man in this family. 

Now, strengthened by fruitful penance, the brothers returned to 
the world of action, wanting to test their powers, and the inde­
structibility promised to Ravana. Ravana's grandfather visited him 
and advised, "Why don't you attack Lanka and take it back? After 
all, it's our country, unfairly handed to Kubera." 

"Kubera is my elder brother, I'll not act against him," said Ra­
vana. 

But Mareecha, his uncle, argued with him, as did his grandfa­
ther. They explained, "You are a warrior-the exercise of valour 
is your proper prerogative. What are your gifts worth if you are 
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not going to use them? After all, Kubera is only a half-brother; a 
half-brother is no brother at all. Even if he were a brother, what of 
it? If he is so close to you, let him give way to you!" 

As they pursued this line of argument, Ravana saw the light. In 
the pursuit of fame and conquest, conside.rations of right and 
wrong did not arise. Ravana mustered an army to march on Lanka. 
Kubera received an ultimatum, and he submitted to avoid blood­
shed. He met Ravana at the border and handed over the city to 
him, and took himself off to Alakapuri, in the Himalayan region, 
placing himself out of his brother's reach, many thousands of miles 
away, at the northern extremity. But all this great space between 
did not prevent news of his brother's activities from reaching him. 

After establishing himself securely, Ravana never allowed any­
one of possibly equal status to survive around him. He delighted 
in tormenting other kings. It was not only physical or material 
qualities in others that roused his ire; he disliked even those who 
strove to attain spiritual qualities or pursued learning or religion. 
It was safest not to come under his notice. No category of creature 
could hope to escape his attention. He tormented those whom he 
did not exterminate. 

Kubera sent an emissary to Ravana's court, advising him to leave 
everyone alone. Ravana's immediate reaction was to reach for his 
sword and chop off the emissary's head. His courtiers in the assem­
bly enjoyed it as a joke. But this did not lessen Kubera's zest to 
improve his brother and wean him from evil. He continued to send 
his messages of advice. 

The only normal thing that Ravana did at this time was to marry. 
When he was out in the forests one day, hunting, he met a girl 
and her aged father trudging along the forest path, and stopped to 
ask, "Who are you? Why are you here?" 

The man replied, "My name is Maya. I am an architect. This is 
my daughter Mandodari. Her mother was a celestial creature. She 
lived with me until this child was born then she deserted me and 

' went back to her own world. Since then I have been the unhappiest 
creature on earth. I've brought up this child. You know the anxiety 
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of a man who has a daughter to marry. Help me to find a bride­
groom for this child." 

Ravana performed the single commendable act of his life by 
saying, "I will marry this girl." It turned out to be the happiest 
marriage known. For although Ravana's nature would not let him 
leave women alone, he proved a good husband, and Mandodari, 
known for her beauty, also came to be classed amongst the five 
perfect women in God's creation. 

Ravana suddenly realized that his brother was acting as an irritant 
and decided to put an end to this intolerable situation. He undertook 
an expedition to the far-off Himalayas. No country was too far 
away for him, when he set his mind to attack it. He marched to 
Alakapuri, sacked it, and vanquished his brother, whose only fault 
was that he had presumed to advise him. Finally he seized his 
prized possession, Pushpak-a flying chariot which could take one 
along the skies wherever one liked and also grant all wishes. 

While flying back to his capital in Lanka, or Ceylon, Ravana 
found a mountain peak obstructing his passage. He felt irritated, 
got out of his chariot, muttering, "How dare this miserable moun­
tain get in my way!" and, putting his shoulder to the base of the 
mountain, attempted to lift it off. The mountain shook. Shiva's 
spouse Parvati was frightened. All the god's attendants feared that 
a cataclysm was uprooting them. . 

Shiva's personal guard and aide, Nandi,' went down to see what 
the matter was, saw Ravana, and ordered him to go away. Ravana 
paused, wiping the perspiration from his brow, looked at his ad­
viser, and laughed contemptuously. 

"Why do you laugh?" asked Nandi, and Ravana answered, "You 
monkey, how dare you advise me?" 

Nandi was put out-he resented being called a monkey. He 
was deformed, dwarfish, brown-and-black coloured, with the head 
of a bull, anything, but not a monkey. And so he cursed Ra­
vana. "Your end will come through a monkey, the thought of 
which titillates you now. A monkey will give you food for 
thought." 
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Proceeding from Kailas, Ravana attacked every kingdom that he 
noticed in his flight. He would poise himself on the border ~nd 
send an ultimatum to the ruler to yield. If he resisted, he destroyed 
him; if he yielded, he mutilated and enslaved him. He added sev­
eral kings to his band of slaves. He also ravished their women. In 
one of his wanderings he encountered in the zone of Himalayan 
foothills a beauty named Vedavati, daughter of a sage. Ravana 
made advances to her. She recoiled from his touch and explained, 
"I can marry no mortal. I am under a vow to marry only God, the 
great and only god Vishnu. I'm betrothed to him." 

Ravana sneered at this explanation. "You foolish one, don't you 
know that I'm superior to your god Vishnu?" And he seized her 
by the hair and dragged her into his arms. 

She freed herself by cutting off her hair and jumped into a 
sacrificial fire that her father had lit, saying, "Only fire can cleanse 
me of the pollution of your touch." Before giving up her life she 
cursed him. "I'll be the sole c;:.ise of your destruction in my next 
birth." 

Ravana had acquired in his career three cardinal curses, which 
caused his downfall at the end. Nandi had given him an inkling of 
the agent of destruction, Hanuman, the monkey-faced god; Veda­
vati was reborn as Sita, the wife of Rama, an incarnation of 
Vishnu, in order to destroy Ravana: and Rama's coming itself was 
foreseen by one Aranyaka, the king of Ayodhya, who was at­
tacked and tormented by Ravana on one of his excursions and who 
cursed Ravana that he would be destroyed by a member of his 
own, lkshvahu, clan. Not satisfied with his conquests on earth, 
~a'Vana lusted for other victories. When sage Narada, the traveller 
m all ~he ~orlds, arrived and suggested, "Why don't you attack 
Yama in his own World? He considers himself invincible," the idea 
~ppea~ed to_ Ra:ana, and Narada felt that here was a possible way 
m which this mighty demon might be put an end to. 

Ravana made an expedition to the world of Y ama, the god of 
death, was repulsed by him, and was about to be struck with his 
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staff, called Varna Danda, the very sight of which is said to spell 
doom for the beholder. But at this moment Brahma reminded Y ama 
that he had conferred the boon of indestructibility on Ravana, 
and Y ama, out of consideration for this promise, simply vanished 
from the spot, leaving Ravana to imagine that he had vanquished 
him. 

Ravana's next expedition was to Kishkindha, in order to subdue 
its ruler, Vali, a monkey chieftain of enormous strength. His fol­
lowers advised Ravana to desist from this expedition. He brushed 
them aside, but when he arrived at Kishkindha he found Vali gone. 
Vali's wife and brother told him that Vali had gone out to the 
shores of the four oceans in order to perform his evening prayer, 
and that Ravana was welcome to wait for his return. Ravana did 
not care to wait, but went after Vali. 

He found him praying on the southern shore, facing the sea. 
Ravana fell on him from behind. Vali just picked him up, tucked 
him under his arm, and went through his prayers without even 
turning to notice the disturbance. After his prayer he moved 
around the three other shores without setting Ravana down. It was 
only after his prayers, when he had returned to his palace at Kish­
kindha, that he released Ravana from under his arm and asked, 
"Now what? What do you want?" 

Ravana, as ever, respected superior strength. He broke into 
praise of V ali, called him the greatest being that he had ever seen 
in his life. He begged him to honour him with eternal friendship 
and offered him a share of all his spoils in territory, cattle, slaves, 
wealth, and women, and sealed the pact before fire. 

After that Ravana settled down to a routine life, ruling, tyran­
nizing, enjoying the pleasures of life, a man of tremendous dyna­
mism and accomplishments, achieving success in all that he at­
tempted. This life continued peacefully until he began to hear of 
a young man called Rama, son of Dasarata, the ruler of Ayodhya. 
Constant reports reached him of the greatness of this young man: 
his uprightness, personality, skill at archery, strength, learning, 
humility, godliness, fearlessness. Above all, he had qualified him-
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self to marry the daughter of King Janaka by lifting, bending, and 
stringing an ancient bow, while other contestants failed even to 
move it. 

The whole world seemed to be engaged in singing his praise. 
"He is after all a human being-miserable human being, why are 
people going mad about him?" thought Ravana. He shut his ears 
whenever he heard the name "Rama" mentioned. "Does this misera­
ble human being hope to rule the world as I do?" he often asked. 
The situation was intolerable. He racked his brains to find ways 
and means of wiping out this rival on earth. He consulted one of 
his henchmen called Akampana, the "Unshakable," who advised, 
"This man is now in Dandaka forest with his wife and brother, liv­
ing the life of an exile. All that you have to do is to abduct his wife 
and take her away to your palace, and he will die of a broken 
~ea_rt. _There is no other way of attacking him as he is practically 
mvmcible. Moreover, Sita is worth adding to your collection." 

Ravana thought this a sound procedure, sought his uncle Ma­
reecha, and asked for his help. Mareecha said, "Don't go near Rama 
or his wife. He'll finish you. Don't be foolish." Mareecha having 
argued him out of it, Ravana went back to his palace to think over 
the matter himself. 

While he was resting thus, his sister Soorpanakha burst into his 
chamber with blood on her face. She wailed, "What men you are! 
W~at ?r~ther worth the name would be resting and lounging 
while his sister is gashed and hacked? Get up and act!" 

Ravana was fond of this sister and sprang to his feet, crymg, 
"~hat's t~is blood: Who has molested you?" . 

Rama, she cried. "I was in Dandaka when Rama and his 
hr()thu :macked me. Rama told his brother, 'Cut her up, snap off 

her TJO.~e,' and that brother chopped off my nose and e~rs an: 

gashed my face in a dozen places." She lamented and cned an 
l d this you are not my finally said, "Un ess you go an avenge , . ·u 

brother, you are not a warrior, and all your achievements WI 

count for nothing." . 
A lrnmpana once again advised Ravana to abduct Sita. Ravana 
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sought his uncle Mareecha again and commanded him, "You shall 
help me in this task. No argument about it." 

Mareecha once again expatiated on the greatness of Rama and 
ended up by saying, "I have no doubt that Rama will kill me if I 
go there." 

Ravana said, "If you don't go I will kill you, make up your 
mind." Rather a strange order from a nephew. 

Mareecha said, "If I've no chance of living, I'll die by Rama's 
hand; he is at least an enemy. Let me be killed by him rather than 
by a nephew. I have watched him in action while he guarded the 
sages of Dandaka, whose sacrifices we once attempted to disrupt." 

Ravana let out an imprecation at the mention of Rama's valour, 
but felt happy to have made a start on the whole business of abduc­
tion. They evolved their plan of action. 

Mareecha, fully aware that he was going to his doom, assumed 
the form of a golden deer and strutted up and do~n in front of the 
hermitage where Rama was staying with his brother Lakshmana 
and his wife Sita. Sita was fascinated by the deer and said, "Catch 
that beautiful animal for me." 

Rama said, "Leave it alone, content yourself by looking at it." 
"I want to have it," insisted Sita. 
"It's good to watch, but it may be anything; don't be misled by 

appearances." 
Fates were at work, and Sita, normally docile and self-effacing, 

became unusually demanding and insistent; the golden deer seemed 
to have stirred up a lot of hidden obstinacy in her. Rama argued 
with her, but she was firm in her demand. 

Rama said, "It may be an evil spirit in this form. I have known 
such." 

But Sita countered him by saying, "Why do you say such things 
of a beautiful creature?" 

Rama hesitated for a moment. Here was this tender being fol­
lowing him into exile ungrudgingly, accepting her lot without a 
word, wearing the bark of trees for clothes, eating roots and leaves, 
living in the open, and lying on hard ground at night, although she 
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had been brought up in her father's palace in every kind of luxury. 
Rama said, "All right, wait here. If it's real I will bring it alive; if 
it's an evil illusion, I'll kill it and bring the hide for you. Don't let 
anyone approach you here." He asked his brother to stand guard 
at the gate and followed the deer. 

At his approach the deer receded a few yards. It drew him after 
it. In the heat of the chase Rama hardly noticed how far he had 
gone. Then, suddenly understanding the true nature of the crea­
ture, he shot an arrow, wounding it mortally. Before dying, the 
deer assumed the voice of Rama and let out a wail, "O Sita, 0 
Lakshmana, I'm dying, come at once!" 

This was heard over the babble of birds and other forest noises 
by Sita, who became hysterical and said to Lakshmana, "Go at 
once to your brother's assistance. He is in great danger." 

"He is not," said Lakshmana. "No danger can come to him." 
"How can you stand there and talk? Didn't you hear his cry?" 
"His command to me is not to leave your side. I must obey him." 
Once again the voice called for help. Sita became desperate and 

cried, "Will you go or not?" When Lakshmana still refused to 
leave her unprotected, she spoke harshly. She insinuated that he 
wanted to see his brother dead so that he might possess her. This 
hurt Lakshmana deeply, and he left, after saying, "God alone 
should save you." 

This was the moment Ravana had been waiting for. His strategy 
had worked perfectly. He emerged from his hiding, stood at the 
door, and cried, "Alms for a mendicant." 

Sita opened the door. There stood a perfect mendicant, with 
sacred marks on his forehead, rosary around his throat, wearing 
ochre robes, and holding a wooden bowl in his hand. She said, 
"Mendicant, please wait there." 

The mendicant answered, "This is indeed wonderful courtesy, 
to ask me to wait at the gate! Tell me to go away, and I'll go." 

"Don't be offended, sir," Sita said. "My lord will be back soon." 
The mendicant laughed contemptuously. "Hunger cannot wait 

for the return of men." 
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There were certain codes of hospitality that had to be respected. 
Sita unrolled a mat of woven grass for the guest, set some fruit 
before him, and withdrew into an inner part of their hut. 

He called her and, when she came out, seized her arm and re­
vealed himself. He explained, "Come with me. I'm the most in­
vincible being in all the seven worlds. Brahma has granted me im­
mortality. I'll give you a palace to live in and every comfort and 
luxury. You don't have to allow your beautiful self to languish 
here. Come with me. I'll make you my queen. Your order will be a 
command for every soul in Lanka. " 

"Rama will kill you, begone before he arrives." 
"I am greater than Rama." 
She screamed and called for help, tried to wrench herself free, 

but Ravana just applied his favourite stranglehold whenever he 
wanted to take a woman. He seized her by the hair, lifted her like a 
child, and sped away in the Pushpak Vimana to Lanka. 

When Rama returned to the asbram and found it empty, he la­
mented and cried, but did not fall dead as Ravana and his advisers 
had anticipated. He set himself the hard task of searching for his 
wife and recovering her, and followed her trail with the help of 
various forest creatures. 

Ravana's capital, Lanka, was a city of palaces, museums, and 
gardens, encircled and decorated with all the booty of his various 
campaigns. The people moving in the streets reflected their ruler's 
prosperity in their dress, ornaments, and general deportment. The 
air was charged with music, the chanting of hymns and songs 
glorifying Ravana. Ravana's palace itself was a jewel set in the 
midst of all this, heavily guarded by armed raksbasas. The halls 
were packed with souvenirs and relics of Ravana's various expedi­
tions, and his own inner apartments were filled with gold and gems. 

In his chamber hundreds of beautiful women lay about lan­
guorously. He was a gigantic person of enormous capacity and 
versatility in love,. able to assume any form or shape and to please 
all these women, including his chief wife, Mandodari, who occu-
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pied a golden cot of her own in the midst of this crowd of fair 
women garnered from all corners of the world. The women sang 
and played for him continually. He had halls for drink, separate 
halls for food, music, and pleasure. 

Ravana woke up at dawn, to the chanting of hymns and the 
recital of scriptures. He elaborately groomed and decorated him­
self. Followed by an imposing retinue of men and women, he 
went forth to visit Sita, whom he held captive in a secluded wood 
named Asoka V ana, a place of waterfalls, garden walks, orchards, 
and grottoes, surrounded by ramparts. Sita sat in dejection under 
a simsupa tree. Ravana's aim was to break her spirit and make her 
yield, through loneliness, solitary confinement, or-worse-the 
terrifying company of fierce rakshasa women, dwarfs, and freaks. 
Sita was in mourning. She had removed her jewels and stuck them 
in the branches of the tree; her hair was wild and unkempt, her face 
mud-stained, and she was clad in a sari of yellow colour. 

Ravana entered her precincts, but in spite of all the care he had 
taken to make himself attractive, he could never get her to look 
up at him, nor did she take note of the retinue that followed him. 
She seemed oblivious of her surroundings. Ravana stood before 
her to attract her attention and, failing, addressed her somewhat 
aggressively. "Woman, this obstinacy will do you no good. Be my 
friend. As a rakshasa, it is within my right to abduct anyone's wife 
and force her to yield to my wishes. It'll not be difficult for me to 
take your love by force." 

Sita raised her hands and covered her ears, unable to bear the 
word "love" from anyone except Rama. She averted her face, and 
Ravana felt infuriated. He said, "I'll have greater pleasure if you 
yield to me voluntarily. I'll wait for it. Look at me, I'm the great­
est being in all the worlds today. The gods tremble at the mention 
of my name. My wealth and strength are unparalleled. My prayers, 
meditations, and learning are unmatched. By my special strength I 
can summon the great gods like Brahma and Shiva when I want 
them. Don't be a fool. Don't waste your beauty in seclusion and 
sorrow. I'll make you my chief queen. You will enjoy all my 
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wealth and authority. You may give gifts to whomsoever you de­
sire. Be my queen and let us go round the world happily; come, 
decide. You have tried to make yourself bad-looking, but still your 
beauty remains unimpaired. I long for your touch. I'm maddened 
by your beauty. I have no other thought." 

Sita plucked from the ground an insignificant blade of grass, 
threw it before her and addressed it, shunning to talk to Ravana 
directly, and to show that she viewed him as no better than that 

"Y k" d " h 'd "I h straw. ou are see mg your own oom, s e sa1 . st ere none 
in all this crowd around you who can give you good advice? You 
and your capital will perish. Rama's anger is like the great fire. 
You won't be able to withstand it, for all your boasting and brag­
ging. You are trying his patience. Ravana, don't seek your own 
destruction. Were you not ashamed to steal me from my husband 
when he was away? Would you have dared to approach us, if he 
had been there? You sneaked in when-" 

"Stop that," cried Ravana, his eyes rolling in anger. He resented 
being criticized in the presence of his followers. "Don't speak of 
that man again, a worthless fellow who instead of ruling his king­
dom has preferred to wander in the forests like a tramp, wearing 
the bark of trees instead of finery. How dare you mention him to 
me? You are foolish and lack discrimination. How could you think 
of him as a husband? Forget him." 

"Don't you remember how he destroyed single-handed your 
kinsmen, who attempted to disturb the peace of the sages in the 
forest? You will share their fate presently. It is not too late for you 
to mend your ways. He'll forgive you. Let me go back to him." 

Ravana ground his teeth and leaped up and down in rage, until 
one of his wives embraced him before all and said, "O love, why 
do you care for this simpleton, when you have all of us to worship 
you as our lord? Ignore her and treat her like dirt and she will 
come round. Come, let's go and enjoy ourselves, 0 resplendent 
one." She held him in her arms and tried to lead him away. He was 
appeased and emitted a sound almost like laughter. 

Before going away, however, he u~ered a stern warning. "You 



I I 2 GODS, DEMONS, AND OTHERS 

have already wasted ten months; only two more are left for you 
to make up your mind. If you do not yield by then, I'll ask my 
cooks to take you and prepare a meal for me of your flesh and 
bring me your blood to drink." He also ordered the guards around 
to frighten her. 

After he was gone some of the women went on praising the 
glory of Ravana and upbraiding Sita's foolishness in trying his 
patience; the other women, the fierce grotesque ones, approached 
her and spoke among themselves. One said, "I'd like to feast on her 
liver, she looks so tender, I'd like to bite her off and chew her up 
raw. I'm pregnant and a longing is coming over me to taste hu­
man flesh." 

Another said, "Let's kill her and feast on her-send for strong 
liquors and strong condiments to go with the delicacy, to make our 
dinner perfect." 

"If we kill her and swallow her without further ado, our lord'll 
be happy again, because he will forget her when she is no longer 
there." 

All this nightmarish talk affected Sita in the end, and she broke 
down and sobbed. "Rama, Rama, have you deserted me?" She 
brooded for a while and decided to end her life. With this resolu­
tion she arose; she wound her long tresses about her throat with a 
view to strangling herself. 

All this was being watched by Rama's emissary Hanuman, sit­
ting in the top of the tree. Hanuman, son of the god of wind, en­
dowed with enormous strength and also the gift of assuming any 
stature or form he desired, had surrendered himself totally to the 
service of Rama. (It is said that even today he is inconspicuously 
present wherever the name of Rama is mentioned.) He had been 
given the task of tracing the whereabouts of Sita; he followed 
various trails and clues and had arrived in Lanka by assuming an 
e~ormous stature and striding across the ocean that separated In­
dia from Lanka. After stepping on the soil of Lanka he shrank him­
self t~ the size of a little monkey, which enabled him to move in­
conspicuously all over the capital while searching for Sita. Finally 
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he arrived at Asoka V ana and sat amidst the branches of the sim­
supa under which Sica languished. He watched Ravana's arrival 
and departure and the torment chat Sica was subjected co, and, 
when Sica had lose all hope, he made his presence known; events 
cook a different turn from that moment. 

Ravana, revelling in the thought of his invincibility and invul­
nerability, received the first shock to his complacence one morn­
ing when the fierce guardians of Sica came in a panic to announce, 
"An enormous monkey has appeared on the walls of Asoka Vana, 
menacing us. This monkey has uprooted every tree there, de­
stroyed our parks. The place is ruined; even the hillocks have 
been smashed up and levell;d, the tanks and ponds have been 
splashed dry of water, and not a creeper, flower, or tree is left. 
Lord, we have no words to describe the devastation." 

"How did it happen?" 
"The monkey accomplished it all single-handed. He seems to 

possess the energy of a cyclone. The only thing he has left intact 
is the simsupa tree; not a leaf on it has been touched. We noticed 
that our prisoner conversed with that frightful monkey; but she 
won't tell us what goes on between them or who he is or where 
he has come from." 

Ravana despatched a band of warriors co destroy the monkey, 
but none returned. The city echoed with the battle cries of the 
monkey as he roared and hurled boulders and rocks and iron bolts 
plucked our of buildings at his pursuers. When he struck the earth 
with the crashing pillar of a temple he had brought down, sparks 
flew up and scorched his pursuers. He perched himself on the 
portals of the city's temple and cried, "Your end is come," and the 
city reverberated with his roaring challenges. 

Ravana became concerned when none of his warriors returned 
from their encounter with the monkey. Finally he sent his son 
lndrajit, the greatest warrior of the times. Every dart aimed at 
this creature seemed to glance off and fall ineffectually, while he 
puffed himself up to the dimensions of a cloud over the capital. 
Indrajit, as a last desperate act, selected his Brahma Astra, the 
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mightiest weapon known. At the touch of it Hanuman lay limp. 
The Brahma Astra was deadly, but Hanuman enjoyed a favor 

from Brahma himself that if ever he was attacked by it, its effect 
should last only one nnthoortha, or four-fifths of an hour. Hanu­
man welcomed this brief interlude, as he wanted an opportunity to 
see the rakshasas at their worst and also meet their chief, Ravana. 

The rakshasas were happy when they found him lying helpless 
but, fearing that he might spring on them suddenly, they brought 
hempen ropes and fibres and bound him and carried him into the 
presence of their king, Ravana. Hanuman was impressed with the 
grandeur and personality of Ravana. 

Ravana, when he saw this monkey placed before him, had a 
momentary flash of memory of the curse Nandi had uttered at 
Kailas: "Your end will come through a monkey," and reflected as 
to whether this was going to be the fulfilment of the curse. But 
this flash passed, and he not only rationalized it the next minute as 
an unworthy fear, but forgot it in an instant. He addressed the 
captive through one of his attendants, as it would have been be­
neath his dignity to talk to him directly. "Who are you? Which of 
my enemies has sent you in this form? Kubera? Indra? Speak the 
truth." 

The interpreter added, "Hide nothing and you will be forgiven 
by our gracious king. Speak the whole truth." 

Han~man answered, "Looking at you, Ravana, I pity you. I am 
sent ~either by Indra nor by Kubera; they are not your only 
enemies. You are your worst enemy. You have brought me here." 

Ravana was beside himself with rage at this levity. But he did 
~ot want to dispose of the monkey before eliciting some informa­
tion. 

T O further questions Hanuman answered, "I pity you, I said, 
because you have earned the wrath of Rama. Even now it is not 
too late for you to repent and beg his forgiveness. Do it and save 
yourself. Even now you may begin a new chapter of your exist­
ence. I feel anxious for your welfare. you are so valorous, so 
mighty-looking, so well endowed. But how unwise!" 
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Ravana would not let him speak further. He hated to be ad­
vised. He immediately ordered his men to kill the monkey. At this 
point his brother Vibhishana intervened. "It is not proper to kill a 
messenger." 

Ravana hated advice as to how emissaries were to be treated, but 
he respected his brother and cried, "What else should one do with 
a mischievous, destructive monster such as this?" 

Vibhishana answered, "He is but an agent, and we cannot kill 
him. Moreover, if he is spared he will return home and fetch your 
real enemies to this soil and then you will know everything." 

This struck Ravana as a sensible thing to do. He smiled. "So be 
it. All the same, we must punish this devil for his misdeeds. He has 
laid waste my most cherished garden built for my women, and 
razed to the ground our temple." 

"Whatever may be his misdeed, he cannot be killed, according 
to the laws of kings and their messengers. We may maim, mutilate, 
and torture a messenger, but we may not kill him." 

Ravana felt pleased to find this loophole and said, "We will 
show him what we can do. A monkey's treasured possession is his 
tail; set fire to it and drag him along the streets of this city so that 
our people may rejoice." 

The attendants at once got busy. They took hold of the end of 
the monkey's tail and padded it with huge quantities of rags. They 
poured oil over the rags covering his tail and set it on fire. They 
then dragged Hanuman through every street, lane, and byway, in 
order to exhibit their triumph. Hanuman welcomed this, as it 
helped him to study the plan of the city. 

As th; fire at the tail raged, men, women, and children lined the 
way and jeered at the monkey. When this news reached Sita, she 
prayed to the god of fire not to harm Hanuman. In answer to her 
prayer, the fire did not scorch Hanuman, although it blazed and 
roared. Suddenly Hanuman shrank himself to the size of a little 
monkey, so that the ropes around his body slipped down. He got 
out of the bonds, jumped on the top of a tall building, assumed 
again his huge shape, and applied the fire at his tail to the building; 
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then he jumped from building top to building top, covering the 
entire city thus, and soon set it completely in flames. The god of 
wind, who was Hanuman's father, helped the flames to blaze and 
spread. When Hanuman was satisfied that he had performed his 
task well, he rested for a moment on the summit of a hill and 
watched the burning city and then went and plunged his tail in the 
ocean in order to put out the fire, at which the waters of the sea 
hissed and rose to the height of a mountain. 

The time was come for Ravana to take serious note of the de­
velopments. He invoked a council of war. He assembled his minis­
ters, chiefs of the army, and his brothers, who were devoted to 
him, at the council hall and began, "Strange things have happened 
in this city of Lanka. A monkey has devastated our lovely capital. 
It is an evil spirit, not a mere monkey. Our enemies are active. To 
this day no one has entered this island city without our permis­
sion. How this monkey managed to enter the city, what the guard­
ian spirits of the city were doing, are matters for investigation." 

Ravana made a long oration, by which he hoped to gain the sup­
port of his councillors without betraying his anxiety. After a lot 
of preamble, while his councillors muttered words of praise and 
~pproval, he came to the point. "Apparently our city needs guard­
mg, and we must consider how well we may exercise our defences. 
Let us not forget that this human creature Rama is diabolic and 
strong. He will surely make an attempt to cross the seas and come 
here .... " 

"Let him, we will smash him, it will do him good to try his luck 
~h:it way," said his commander-in-chief. "Your Majesty may leave 
lt to us." 

Ano:her said, "I'll fly across the sea and wipe out Rama and his 
army smgle-handed." 

Another said, "Permit me and a few of our rakshasas to assume 
human form We ·11 fl d · h · 

• WI y across the seas an merge m t eir 
"H camp. • • • e ga~e a long, involved strategy. 

One of the warriors flourished his iron club in the air and said, 
"This weapon has never been washed, as the blood and flesh of my 
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foes dry on it. Let me go this instant and get a new c?at of paint 
on it, that is the blood of Rama, Lakshmana, and this wretched 
monkey. I will destroy all the monkeys in this world. There should 
be no trace of that species when I am done with my job." 

Capping all this was one raksbasa who said, "No one should 
come with me when I go out to meet this party. I want to suck 
their blood and feast on their flesh all by myself. • • ." He 
smacked his lips. 

After all these demonstrations of aggressiveness and loyalty, 
they stood up, raised their arms, and roared aloud, invoking male­
dictions on their enemy. It was reassuring for Ravana. 

In order to offset all this enthusiasm, Vibhishana rose to his feet 
and waved to the assembly to sit down and hear him. "My dear 
brother and king, at the beginning you asked us councillors to 
speak plainly, without varnishing truth. So I will speak now. 0 
brother, it is good to talk of a fight, but that should come last, 
after we have tried all other means. We must first get an idea of 
the strength of our enemy before venturing on an expedition. 
Hanuman, single-handed, has demonstrated what he can do. With 
an army of similar creatures and Rama's strength added, our king­
dom may be wiped out in the twinkling of an eye. But before we 
consider all this let us examine the primary cause of all the troubles. 
What is the provocation for them? It is your wrongful act. What 
justification had you for abducting Rama's wife and subjecting her 
to such suffering? First restore her and set right your own mis­
take." Thus he spoke beseechingly, respectfully, with his hands 
folded and with a deep bow. 

There was a roar of protest when he suggested the restoration 
of Sita. "Oh, no," said the warriors, to please Ravana, "our chief is 
strong enough to do what he pleases. We will fight, we will fight." 

Ravana remained in thought for a moment and said, "Let us 
meet again tomorrow and consider our plan of action." 

At dawn of the next day Vibhishana, who was resolved to save 
his brother if he could, sought a private audience with Ravana. 
Vibhishana said, "I do not want to flatter you. Save yourself while 

E 
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there is still time. A war seems unnecessary; if you restore Sita to 
Rama, there will be an end of this episode. Rama is not vindictive 
and he will forgive you. Moreover, have you not noticed the por­
tents ever since Sita set foot on our soil? Our sacrifices are re­
jected by the god of fire, and you never sec a flame rise even 
when you pour a great quantity of ghec; snakes and vermin are 
everywhere, particularly in places of worship. The gods have de­
serted us completely. Elephants, horses, and camels arc seized with 
strange maladies. Foxes howl within the city, crows and vultures 
screech and circle overhead at all times. Let us read the signs cor­
rectly and learn our lesson. Send Sita away." 

"No talk of giving up Sita. She will yield to me sooner or later. 
I have brought her here because I want her, that is all there is to 
it. You are exaggerating everything. You are panicky and fright­
ened. Our enemy is not all that you say. I can smash him. Leave 
me now." Vibhishana left him and immediately crossed over to 
Rama's camp. 

To reinforce his ego, which seemed to be wobbling, Ravana 
dressed himself imposingly, perfumed himself, wore resplendent 
ornaments and armour, drove in a gold chariot through the streets, 
followed by warriors in battle dress, to the accompaniment of 
trumpets and drums; people lined the streets in vast numbers and 
cheered him, and that strengthened his feeling of invincibility 
and grandeur. A vast army of demons stood guard at the assem­
bly hall, which was decorated. Priests chanted holy verse. The air 
was thick with the perfume of incense and flowers. Ravana kept 
thinking, "I have no equals in this or any world." There was a re­
spectful silence. 

Ravana addressed the assembly. "We have no place for cowards. 
We need have no fear of anyone in this world or any world. You 
are wonderful warriors assembled here, and you have always coun­
selled me properly in all my affairs, and nothing has gone wrong. 
No doubt a swollen monkey has come and disturbed us. Such un­
expected intrusions are common in this world. We should not let 
that depress us unduly. That monkey has come because Sita is here. 
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Have I not the right to acquire and keep any woman I want? \Vho 
can say I have not? Do you fear that this world is going to be 
destroyed because of this woman? \Vhoever thinks so is our worst 
enemy. She will yield to me sooner or later. She is rather eccentric 
and I do not wish to handle her roughly. She has only asked for 
time to decide, and I have granted it. Perhaps she has a foolish 
notion that her husband will come to her rescue!" Ravana let out a 
laugh at the thought of this, and the assembly joined politely. 
"There can be no question of restoring her to her people and ask­
ing their pardon. That is unthinkable and an atrocious proposal. 
We have never known defeat, and I now seek your counsel." He 
paused and felt stimulated when the hall was filled with murmurs 
of approval. 

Kumbhakarna, the sleeper, was awake today and said, "Great 
king, you were mistaken in seizing this woman when her men were 
out. If you had encountered them and slain them, this same Sita 
would have admired you as a warrior and followed you of her own 
accord. Women adore valorous men. But you made a mistake. If 
you had consulted me I would have advised you properly. You 
have earned the enmity of Rama without consulting us before­
hand, and now you seek our advice when it is too late to do any­
thing about it. However, I do not wish to waste our time in think­
ing of the past. Although I do not approve of your procedure in 
this matter, I am with you. I give you my support, you are my 
great brother. We will wipe out Rama and all his followers. Do 
not let Sita go. She is yours. Keep her. Now put away your cares, 
and leave everything to us." 

With all this brave assurance, a time came when Ravana heard 
the news that Rama's army had landed on their soil. Various re­
ports were given as to how the sea, considered impassable till then, 
had been crossed. Rama had stood on the southernmost point of the 
ocean, in India, and after fasting and praying for three days or­
dered the ocean to cleave and make way for his army. The sea 
god did not respond to this prayer, and after due warning Rama 
shot his shafts into the sea; the waters churned and heaved and all 
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aquatic life perished, and it looked as if the occ.an was to become 
a desert.The sea god appeared before Rama in all humility and 
explained, "I am subject to the laws of nature as the other four 
elements are, and I cannot swerve from them, as you, my lord, 
know; but what I can do is to grant facilities for your army of 
monkeys to build a causeway. I will give them every help; please 
order them to go fetch boulders and rocks and wood. I will re­
ceive everything and turn it to good account." Thus a causeway 
came into being and, having crossed it, Rama's armies stood on the 
soil of Lanka. 

Ravana deployed the pick of his divisions to guard the approaches 
to the capital and appointed his trusted generals and kinsmen in 
special charge of key places. Gradually, however, his world began 
to shrink. As the fight developed he lost his associates one by 
one. No one who went out returned. 

He tried various devious measures in desperation. He sent spies 
in the garb of Rama's monkey army across to deflect and corrupt 
some of Rama's staunchest supporters, such as Sugreeva,"" on 
whom rested the entire burden of this war. He employed sorcerers 
to disturb the mind of Sita, hoping that if she yielded, Rama 
would ultimately lose heart. He ordered a sorcerer to create a de­
capitated head resembling Rama's and placed it before Sita as evi­
dence of Rama's defeat. Sita, although shaken at first, very soon 
recovered her composure and remained unaffected by the spectacle. 

At length a messenger from Rama arrived, saying, "Rama bids 
me warn you that your doom is at hand. Even now it is not too 
late for you to restore Sita and beg Rama's forgiveness. You have 
troubled the world too long. You are not fit to continue as king. 
At our camp your brother, Vibhishana, has already been crowned 
king of this land, and the world knows all people will be happy 
under him." 

Ravana ordered the messenger to be killed instantly. But it was 

• Sugreeva was crowned by Rama as the head of the monkey kingdom, after the 
death of V ali. 
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more easily said than done, the messenger being Angada, the son 
of mighty Vali. When two rakshasas came to seize him, he tucked 
one of them under each arm, rose into the sky, and flung the 
rakshasas down. In addition he kicked and broke off the tower of 
Ravana's palace, and left. Ravana viewed the broken tower with 
dismay. 

Rama awaited the return of Angada, and, on hearing his report, 
decided that there was no further cause to hope for a change of 
heart in Ravana and immediately ordered the assault on Lanka. 

As the fury of the battle grew, both sides lost sight of the dis­
tinction between night and day. The air was filled with the cries of 
fighters, their challenges, cheers, and imprecations; buildings and 
trees were torn up and, as one of his spies reported to Ravana, the 
monkeys were like a sea overrunning Lanka. The end did not seem 
to be in sight. • 

At one stage of the battle Rama and Lakshmana were attacked 
by lndrajit, and the serpent darts employed by him made them 
swoon on the battlefield. lndrajit went back to his father to pro­
claim that it was all over with Rama and Lakshmana and soon, 
without a leader, the monkeys would be annihilated. 

Ravana rejoiced to hear it and cried, "Did not I say so? All 
you fools believed that I should surrender." He added, "Go and tell 
Sita that Rama and his brother are no more. Take her high up in 
Pushpak Vimana and show her their bodies on the battlefield." 

His words were obeyed instantly. Sita, happy to have a chance 
to glimpse a long-lost face, accepted the chance, went high up, and 
saw her husband lying dead in the field below. She broke down. 
"How I wish I had been left alone and not brought up to see this 
spectacle. Ah, me ... Help me to put an end to my life." 

Trijata, one of the wives of Ravana, whispered to her, "Don't 
lose heart, they are not dead," and she explained why they were in 
a faint. 

In due course the effect of the serpent darts was neutralized 
when Garuda, the mighty eagle, the born enemy of all serpents, 
appeared on the scene; the venomous darts enveloping Rama and 
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Lakshmana scattered at the approach of Garuda, and the brothers 
were on their feet again. 

From his palace retreat Ravana was surprised to hear again the 
cheers of the enemy hordes outside the ramparts; the siege was 
on again. Ravana still had about him his commander-in-chief, his 
son Indrajit, and five or six others on whom he felt he could rely at 
the last instance. He sent them up one by one. He felt shattered 
when news came of the death of his commander-in-chief. 

"No time to sit back. I will myself go and destroy this Rama 
and his horde of monkeys," he said, and got into his chariot and 
entered the field. 

At this encounter Lakshmana fell down in a faint, and Hanuman 
hoisted Rama on his shoulders and charged in the direction of Ra­
vana. The main combatants were face to face for the first time. At 
the end of this engagement Ravana was sorely wounded, his crown 
was shattered, and his chariot was broken. Helplessly, bare-handed, 
he stood before Rama, and Rama said, "You may go now and 
come back tomorrow with fresh weapons." For the first time in 
his existence of many thousand years, Ravana faced the humilia­
tion of accepting a concession, and he returned crestfallen to his 
palace. 

He ordered that Kumbhakarna should be awakened. He could 
depend upon him, and only on him now. It was a mighty task to 
wake up Kumbhakarna. A small army had to be engaged. They 
sounded trumpets and drums at his ears and were ready with enor­
mous quantities of food and drink for him, for when Kumbhakarna 
awoke from sleep his hunger was phenomenal and he made a meal 
of whomever he could grab at his bedside. They cudgelled, be­
laboured, pushed, pulled, and shook him, with the help of ele­
phants; at l~st he opened his eyes and swept his arms about and 
crushed quite a number among those who had stirred him up. 
vV_hen ~e. had eaten and drunk, he was approached by Ravana's 
chief mmISter and told, "My lord, the battle is going badly for us." 

"Which battle?" he asked, not yet fully awake. 
And they had to refresh his memory. "Your brother Ravana 
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has fought and has been worsted; our enemies are breaking in; our 
fort walls are crumbling .... " 

Kumbhakarna was roused. "Why did not anyone tell me all this 
before? Well, it is not too late; I will deal with that Rama. His end 
is come." Thus saying, he strode into Ravana's chamber and said, 
"Don't worry about anything any more. I will take care of every­
thing." 

Ravana spoke with anxiety and defeat in his voice. Kumbha­
karna, who had never seen him in this state, said, "You have gone 
on without heeding anyone's words and brought yourself to this 
pass. You should have fought Rama and acquired Sita. You were 
led away by your mere lust and never cared for anyone's words. 
. . . Hm. This is no time to speak of dead events. I will not for­
sake you as others have done. I'll bring Rama's head on a platter." 

Kumbhakarna's entry into the battle created havoc. He de­
stroyed and swallowed hundreds and thousands of the monkey 
warriors and came very near finishing off the great Sugreeva him­
self. Rama himself had to take a hand at destroying this demon; he 
sent the sharpest of his arrows, which cut Kumbhakarna limb from 
limb, but he fought fiercely with only inches of his body remaining 
intact. Finally Rama severed his head with an arrow. That was the 
end of Kumbhakarna. 

When he heard of it, Ravana lamented, "My right hand is cut 
off." 

One of his sons reminded him, "Why should you despair? You 
have Brahma's gift of invincibility. You should not grieve." 

lndrajit told him, "What have you to fear when I am alive?" 
lndrajit had the power to remain invisible and fight, and ac­

counted for much destruction in the invader's camp. He also cre­
ated a figure resembling Sita, carried her in his chariot, took her 
before Rama's army, and killed her within their sight. 

This completely demoralized the monkeys, who suspended their 
fight, crying, "Why should we fight when our goddess Sita is thus 
gone?" They were in a rout until Vibhishana came to their rescue 
and rallied them again. 
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lndrajit fell by Lakshmana's hand in the end. When he heard of 
his son's death, Ravana shed bitter tears and swore, "This is the 
time to kill that woman Sita, the cause of all this misery." 

A few encouraged his idea, but one of his counsellors advised, 
"Don't defeat your own purpose and integrity by killing a woman. 
Let your anger scorch Rama and his brother. Gather all your armies 
and go and finish off Rama and Lakshmana, you know you can, 
and then take Sita. Put on your blessed armour and go forth." 

At last Ravana faced Rama practically alone. Rama's darts 
struck but did not harm him. The god Indra sent his own chariot 
for Rama's use in the battle at this moment. As he mounted the 
chariot, the charioteer whispered to Rama, "Do not delay, bring 
forth your Brahma Astra." 

Rama invoked the spell and sent off this missile as a last resort. 
Several other weapons, employed before, severed Ravana's heads, 
but the heads appeared again on his shoulders each time. Brahma 
Astra went forth, emitting flames, and embedded itself in the 
heart of Ravana, where he was vulnerable. He had asked only for 
invincibility from gods and others; Rama, being a god in a com­
pletely human form, was abie to kill him. Ravana had asked for 
indestructibility of his ten heads, but he was vulnerable at heart. 

That was the end of the demon, the greatest tormentor of men 
and gods, whose end came exactly as prophesied, through the three 
cardinal curses that he had incurred in his early career-the instru­
ments of his destruction being a monkey, a woman, and a member 
of the Ikshvahu clan. 
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Valmiki 

The time has come to tell the story of the greatest storyteller of all 
times, that is, of Valmiki, the Adi Kavi. You may know what Adi Kavi 
means: the foremost poet, or the fountainhead of poetry. Valmiki com­
posed the Ramayana in twenty-four thousand stanzas, and most of it, in 
one form or another, is known to every man, woman, and child in our 
country. Rama, the hero of the epic Rmnayana, was Valmiki's creation, 
although the word "create" is not quite apt if one considers the process 
by which the Ramayana came into existence. Rama was not a "charac­
ter" created by a "storyteller" and presented in a "work." The "work," 
in the first place, was not "written"; it arose within the writer. The 
"character" was not conceived but revealed himself in a vision. 

The time scheme of the epic is somewhat puzzling to us who are ha­
bituated to a mere horizontal sequence of PVents. Valmiki composed as 
if he had a past tale to tell, and yet it was broadcast to the world by 
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Kusa and Lava, the sons of Rama, who heard it directly from the au­
thor. One has to set aside all one's habitual notions of movement and 
get used to a narrative going backwards and forwards and sideways. 
\ \"hen we take into consideration the fact that a king ruled for sixty 
thousand or more years, enjoying an appropriate longevity, it seems 
quite feasible rhat the character \\·hose past or middle period is being 
\Vrittcn about continues ro li\·c and turns up to have a word with the 
historian. 

This happened ro \'almiki. Once Rama asked Valmiki, during a meet­
ing of the immortals, in another world, "How did you learn all about 
me, even before I \\·as born? "-unsettling again all one's time sense. 
\Vhat one had all along thought of as retrospective on the part of the 
poet seems actually to have been a prophecy as well as a piece of con­
temporary chronicling. However, an average story-listener accepts these 
situations without a second thought, never questioning "When?" or 
"How?" "Before or after?" To an ordinary Indian story-listener it 
~ccms perfectly natural that events could spread over before, after, and 
Jllst now. 

Rama was an incarnation of Vishnu, but in human form he became 
oblivious of his godliness and was subject to all the torments and mysti­
fications of the human mind; and so he had a genuine wonder at a biog­
rapher who could write his full life ahead of his time and also attempt to 
sol vc his personal problems in the concluding stages of the story. 

Valmiki answered Rama by narrating his own life: 

Q -:-.. c E T H E R E w A s a scholar named Sankha, who, having com­
pleted his studies at a far-off place, was returning home along the 
ba_nks of Godavari, in deep thought, when he was startled out of his 
wits by a shout at his ears; a highwayman suddenly blocked his 
path , flourishing some dreadful weapons of his trade. Sankha bab­
bled, "Who are you?" 

"My father's son," replied the robber with a ghastly leer. 
"What do you want?" 

"Everything you have, except your life, if you'd like to keep it." 
The Brahmin said. "I'm a poor scholar, not a man of wealth. 
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Otherwise why should I be walking back to my city? I would be 
riding a chariot." 

"As if I could not overtake a chariot!" said the robber aggres­
sively. "Let me see what is detachable about you, apart from the 
hair and nails. Hi! Hi!" He laughed in a ghastly manner. The de­
tachable articles on the scholar's person were a goldlike ring on 
his little finger, picked up at a fair, and a copper talisman attached 
to his sacred thread. "O Brahmin, keep your sacred thread and 
give me that talisman." 

Sankha was very reluctant to give away the talisman. "Oh!" he 
wailed. "A wonderful sadbu gave this to me two years ago, to 
protect me from disease and devils .... " 

"I'm not a devil or a disease, and so it won't protect you from 
me. Give it here. No argument," the thief cried arbitrarily. The 
Brahmin handed it over. "What is your cash balance? How cun­
ningly fellows like you tuck away your treasure!" the robber said, 
running his fingers along the folds at the waist of the Brahmin's 
dhoti. He found a couple of coins and appropriated them with a 
sneer. Then he snatched away a piece of cloth covering the upper 
portion of Sankha's body, leaving him in his dhoti. "Take off those 
sandals," he commanded finally, looking at his feet. "You do not 
deserve such luxuries, a fellow treasuring just two brass coins!" 
The Brahmin slipped off the leather sandals, which were thick with 
layers of patch and which had protected him from the hot sands of 
the river. 

Having stripped the Brahmin of all his possessions, the robber 
said, "Now go your way." Grateful to be spared his life, the 
Brahmin trotted off on the sands, anxious to be gone out of the 
range of the highwayman. 

The sands of Godavari were hot, and the Brahmin felt as if he 
had been asked to walk on a frying pan. He kept leaping up and 
forward, unable to keep his feet down. His progress was negligible, 
and his tormentor watched him, at first with amusement, as he 
kept hopping away. Presently the Brahmin, casting all propriety to 
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the winds, took off his loincloth, tossed it ahead, and hopped onto 
it, unable to bear the blistering heat of the sand under his bare feet. 
This was too much even for the robber, who watched from a dis­
tance. The grin gradually faded from his face and he cried, "Hey, 
come here!" 

The Brahmin accelerated his pace forward. 
"I will give you something," said the robber. 
But the Brahmin replied, "I do not want it." 
At this the robber shouted, "Stop!" and ran after the Brahmin, 

who thought his end had come. When he caught up with the 
Brahmin, the robber kicked off the sandals he had stolen and said, 
"Take them back; I don't want them. You don't understand a good 
turn when it is offered." 

The Brahmin gratefully accepted back his footwear. "Now I 
can reach my village before the evening. You have a compassion­
ate heart, although you like to grunt and behave like a tusked 
boar. Your compassion is due to a vestige of merit left from your 
previous incarnation." 

"How do you know?" asked the robber, interested. 
The Brahmin said, "I know what you were in your previous life. 

I'll tell you all about it, if you are interested. But first find me some 
shade to rest in." 

The robber led him to a little grove of wood-apple trees where 
the river wound in and out pleasantly. He climbed a tree and shook 
the branches until some hard fruit dropped to the ground. He 
banged the shells on a piece of granite and presented the rind for 
the Brahmin to eat. 

The Brahmin plunged in the river to cool his body, rested in the 
shade, ate the fruit, and felt better. The robber watched him with 
solicitude and _asked, "How is it, good?" 

The Brahmm muttered an assent and said "You were not a ruf­
fian in your previous life, but a man of lear~ing. You had mastered 
the Vedas, and could recite and give an exposition of them. You 
were a master of grammar, prosody, and the scriptures. People 
looked to you for guidance and enlightenment and brought re-
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wards in the form of grain and gifts to your very door. Your wife 
was a good and practical woman. A home, a loving wife, honour 
and riches from your fell ow beings-what more could one desire? 
Normally, nothing. • 

"But your nature craved for something more-that is, the com­
pany of a public woman, whom you met one day on the temple 
steps, where a crowd was passing; your fate ordained that you 
should pick up a little flower garland that she let fall on the stone 
steps. Others ignored it, knowing it to be a common trick to at­
tract notice. But you picked it up, and that was the beginning and 
end of your life of nobility. You began to spend all your time in 
her house. You neglected your wife, but the good lady became 
resigned to it. You treated her gracelessly. Sometimes you made 
her cook the food and serve you both, and attend on that woman 
just like a servant. It went on until you became a sick man and also 
a bankrupt. You exchanged your wealth for all the disease that a 
woman of her type could give you, and when this transaction was 
complete she had no further use for your company; she threw 
you out and shut the door in your face. 

"You went back home as an ailing bankrupt. People, naturally, 
took no notice of you. But it made no difference to your wife. She 
nursed you, found the money for your food and medicines, and 
fasted and prayed constantly for your welfare. One day she found 
a great physician, who carried in his bag the rarest herbs from all 
the mountains. The paste of certain astringent herbs applied to the 
inflammations on your body made you groan and squirm; when 
your wife brought a dose of some medicine to your lips, you bit 
off her little finger in rage. You died with her finger choking your 
windpipe, thinking not of her but of the prostitute. 

"Still your wife laid herself on the funeral pyre and cremated 
herself along with your body, and in your next birth you are what 
~ou are for your sinful, selfish existence; but the first phase of your 
hfe, _when you were enlightened, has left in you a vestige of com­
passion; and that is why you could not bear to watch my feet 
blister on the sand .... " 
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"What next?" asked the robber softly. 
"You will be born a hunter, who will receive the grace of the 

Seven Sages and become the composer of one of the world's mas­
terpieces," prophesied the Brahmin and went his way. 

Valmiki's next birth-he said, continuing his autobiography­
was from the womb of a naga kannika, a beauty from the nether 
world of serpents, who had enticed a sage in the forests and gone 
back to her world after giving birth to the baby, leaving it to be 
tended by a hunter in the forests. The child grew up, became a 
full-fledged hunter, always armed with bow and arrows and seek­
ing a wide variety of targets. In course of time he married and 
had children. He came to have a large family to support. This 
meant that he had to slaughter more creatures each day to feed his 
dependents. Animals and birds became familiar with the footfalls of 

this terrible slayer and fled at his approach. 
Gradually it became difficult for him to secure the necessary 

amount of food for his dependents at home, and naturally_ he tur~ed 
to other ways; he held up wayfarers in the forest paths, m keepmg 
with the habits of his previous incarnation, and snatched from 
them whatever he could find on them-food, money, clothes, and 
ornaments. He waited for his prey in the shadows of the foreSt and 
attacked them ruthlessly. He became notorious, and people re­
marked, "Oh, there is that bandit, we must be careful." 

He killed everything he could lay hands on, chased and at­
tacked whoever passed in the valley, the forest, or the mountain. 
He was wild, reckless, cruei, and inconsiderate. In this condition 
he waylaid seven persons who were coming along the forest path 
one day. He jumped down from the branch of a tree and blocked 
the path of the Seven Sages, celestial beings who were visiting the 
earth. The robber flourished a knife and bow and arrows and cried, 
"Your life or ... " 

The Seven looked at him indifferently, and one of them asked, 
"You flourish so many weapons and put on all this act just to get 
-what?" 

"All that you have. There may be seven of you, but I'm equal to 
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you, and so do not let your numbers make you foolhardy. I can 
string you all together like a brace of birds." 

"Why all this unpleasant talk?" asked his victims. 
"You are trying to resist me!" he declared. 
"No," they cried. "We want to give you all that we have and 

more." 
This was a new experience for the hunter, and he asked, "Why?" 
"Not easily explained, but we want to help you." 
The hunter became suspicious at this unaccustomed word and 

asked, "Why?" 
"You are asking why again!" the victims said. "Because you 

deserve our help, that is all." 
"In what way will you help?" he asked, growing curious. They 

just smiled at his question, at which he became suspicious again 
and declared, "If you are trying to lead me away with clever 
words, you are mistaken. First hand over-" 

"As you see, we are bare-handed men, possessing only the clothes 
that we wear. What do you expect us to give you?" 

"I will search your persons," he said aggressively. "I generally 
punish those who come empty-handed. The world has no place for 
such worthless men." He said with a leer, studying their faces 
closely, "You are seven and may be hiding something among your­
selves. Immediately deliver it, will you?" 

"Yes," they said, much to his surprise. Their tactics were novel 
and bewildering, but he tried to cover his confusion with bravado, 
and he did everything short of attacking them; somehow he felt 
checked at that point, but he kept worrying them in various ways 
until they said, "It is absolutely imperative that you do what we 
say, if you want us to deliver the goods." 

"What are these goods and where do you have them?" 
"We have something precious to give you, but you will have to 

answer our question. Why are you acquiring such a load of sin, 
robbing people and causing pain to all God's creatures? What do 
you hope to gain thereby?" 

"I have eight children, and the ninth is coming. I have to find 
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food or the means for them; also there arc always one or two 
guests when we cat." 

"Poor fellow, have you ever thought at what price you are 
keeping your dependents alive~" 

"What do you mean?" 
"The life that you now enjoy or suffer is a result of your actions 

in previous lives, and now you are acquiring more sins every 
hour, instead of seeking liberation at least in a future life. Go home 
and ask your wife and children if anyone is willing to share this 
burden with you. Since they are so ready to share your loot, ask 
them if they are willing to share your sins too. Now go and bring 
us their answer and we will give you everything we have." 

"This is a dodge, perhaps," he said. 
"Y(Ju have our solemn word that we shall await, at this same 

spot, your return with their reply." They rook their seats con­
vincingly on a little rock under a tree. 

The hunter commanded, "Don't move. Stay there. I will be 
back." 

He was gone quite a while and returned, panting with excite­
ment; he found his seven victims still waiting for him. He came 
up and stood before them with bowed head. 

"What is their reply?" they asked. 
"Nor one is prepared to accept a share of my burden. I had 

never thought of it all these days. They will not help me in any 
way. My children treated my question as a joke and laughed, and 
my wife said I was getting mad notions in my head." 

"We promised you a precious gift. Do you want it?'' 
"Yes." 
"Very well, then. Here in the shade of this tree, sit down on 

the bare ground, shut your eyes, and repeat, 'Mara, Mara,' without 
ever stopping. Let this word be like the breath that goes in and out 
of your nostrils, as natural and constant. Empty your mind of all 
other thoughts except the sound of the word 'Mara.' " 

"What does it mean?" 
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"You will understand as you repeat." d 
After they left, the bandit flung away his weapons, squatte 

under the tree, and uttered the word "Mara" with every breath• 
"Mara, Mara," through repetition fused together and became 
"Rama, Rama," the hero of Ramayana, the very sound of whose 
name is said to deepen one's being. . 

Years passed. We cannot normally measure this passage of tn~e, 
which must have been thousands of years according to the Stanes, 
perhaps long enough for the nature of the country to be changed, 
for forests to become cities, kingdoms to become deserts, for moun­
tains to change their contours and rivers their courses. From be­
hind a vast mound of earth one heard constantly repeated the word 
"Rama," sounding like the endless murmur of an ocean. Passers-by 
heard the unceasing sound, felt baffled, and passed on. 

In the fullness of time the Seven Sages came that way again, and 
they alone knew where the sound emanated from. They broke 
open the crust of earth and the anthill which had grown over 
the old hunter, who was lost in the trance of muttering the name 
of Rama. His body had grown emaciated, long hair covered his 
head and face, but he sat unmoved until they woke him up. Since 
he emerged from an anthill,* he was known as V almiki. 

He was a rishi now, one on whom grace had descended. He was 
beyond hunger and thirst and the needs of the body. Presently he 
established his hermitage on the banks of the Ganges. 

At this stage of the narration V almiki explained to Rama him­
self: "Owing to the potency of your name, I became a sage, able 
to view the past, present, and future as one. I did not know your 
story yet. One day the sage Narada visited me. I asked him, 'Who 
is a perfect man-possessing strength, aware of obligations, truth­
ful in an absolute way, firm in the execution of vows, compas­
sionate, learned, attractive, self-possessed, powerful, free from anger 
and envy but terror-striking when roused?'" Narada answered, 
"Such a combination of qualities in a single person is generally rare, 

• V almika in Sanskrit. 
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but one such is the very person whose name you have mastered, 
that is, Rama. He was born in the race of Ikshvahus, son of King 
Dasarata ... " And Narada narrated the story of Rama. 

Rama was unaware of his godliness in this life, although he 
was actually an incarnation of Vishnu come to redeem the world 
from the ten-headed demon Ravana. When he cook human form 
he forgot his godly origin and was subject to the pain, pleasure, and 
joys of life at the human level. He was born the son of Dasarata, 
who had three wives-the oldest of four sons. At a very young age 
Rama exhibited all the great qualities that made him an ideal man, 
an ideal son, and an ideal husband. His reputation for courage and 
excellence in archery was great. 

One day the sage Viswamitra arrived at the court of Dasarata, 
and said, "I want a favour of you." 

Dasarata said, "Granted," immediately. 
Viswamitra said, "We are performing a sacrifice at Siddhasrama 

and we want your two sons Rama and Lakshmana to accompany 
me and protect the sacrifice from the rakshasas who are disturb­
ing the rishis by putting out the sacrificial fires, throwing off al on 
the sacred spots, and frightening the performers themselves. I can't 
think of anyone with the courage and competence to stand up to 
them, except Rama." 

Dasarata was distraught; his favourite son, brought up so ten­
derly in the comforts of the palace, to go out on this dangerous 
mission. He began, "They are so young .... Rama is not even 
sixteen years old, and Lakshmana . . . What can these children 
do?" 

Viswamitra was not a man to tolerate counter-suggestions. 
"Are you afraid or are the boys afraid?" he asked grimly. . . 

The boys' teacher, Vasishta, Viswamitra's perpetual nval m 
spiritual strength, said merely, "Let Rama go, he and his brother 
will manage." Rama was already off to take leave of his mother, 
and, followed by Lakshmana, started out with Viswamitra. 

At the sacrificial ground the demons were, as usual, active. 
Rama and Lakshmana stood guard, shot numerous arrows into the 
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sky in such a manner as to weave them into a gigantic umbrella 
above the sacrificial ground, and slew every rakshasa who ap­
proached. After the performance of the sacrifice, Viswamitra was 
greatly pleased and surrendered to Rama all the spiritual merit he 
himself had acquired. He taught him certain rare .feats of archery 
and took him and his brother to .Mitila for the Swayamwara of 
Janaka's daughter Sita. There Rama lifted and strung a gigantic 
bow and qualified himself to be chosen as a husband for Sita. 

After his marriage to Sita, Dasarata wanted to make Rama his 
deputy and heir and seek gradual retirement, but the whole cere­
mony took a different turn when Kaikeyi, Dasarata's third wife, 
insisted on exercising her privilege of asking the crown for her 
son Bharata, and that Rama be banished to the forests for fourteen 
years. Kaikeyi had saved Dasarata's life on the battlefield once; out 
of gratitude the king had promised to grant her two major favours 
any time she demanded them. Kaikeyi, advised by her old nurse, 
found this the best moment to put forward her demands. 

Although Dasarata was shattered by this turn of events Rama 
took it calmly, without resentment. He accepted the situation out 
of a sense of duty and felt it an honour to be able to help his father 
fulfil his promise. He took himself off, followed by Lakshmana 
and Sita, to the forests. 

Bharata, who had been absent at the time, returned home and 
followed Rama into the forest in order to persuade him to come 
back, but Rama resisted his plea. Bharata succeeded only in taking 
Rama's sandals with him to the capital, where he placed them rev­
erently on the throne and ruled only as a regent until Rama should 
return from his exile. 

Deeply stirred by this tale about Rama, told him by Narada, 
V ~lmiki could hardly find room for any other thought in his 
mmd and spent his days in meditation at his ashram. One day, on 
his way to bathe in the T amasa River, Valmiki stopped to admire 
a pair of krouncha birds as they were fondling each other on the 
branch of a tree. All of a sudden the male fell down shrieking, shot 
down by the arrow of a hunter, and the widowed bird lamented 
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pitiably. Valmiki was moved to the core by this experience. A 
mixture of rage and pity overwhelming him, he burst into a sloka, 
or poetic composition, cursing the hunter for his callousness. The 
verses ran: "Man, the destroyer, who cannot let innocent birds 
mate in peace. May you perish!" 

This was the poet's first composition, which actually welled up 
from the depth of his soul, possessing a jewel-like perfection of 
form although expressing grief and resentment. Valmiki went 
back to his ashram, repeating the stanza, and began to feel uneasy 
at the thought that he had composed a stanza which was negative, 
violating the first principles of composition, which decreed that 
poetry should exalt and construct rather than destroy. He was in 
deep anguish; the pain of perpetrating a negative composition was 
no less keen than the memory of the dying bird. 

He was in this state of profound grief when Brahma the Creator 
himself came down to help him. He cheered the poet by giving 
his stanza a different interpretation.* 

After Brahma left, Valmiki saw the whole of Rama's life in one 
grand vision as he sat cross-legged on a mat of wild grass, his eyes 
closed. His disciples sat around and listened as he recited the entire 
twenty-four thousand stanzas of the composition, beginning with 
the conception of Rama and ending with Rama's once more becom­
ing a god after his earthly mission. Valmiki looked for a worthy 
repository for his composition and selected two youths, Kusa and 
Lava (sons of Rama himself, who had never met their father), for 
the task. How it all came about, how these two youths came to re­
side with the author of the story, will be understood if we go back 
a moment to the story of the Ramayana itself. 

• The Sanskrit language is so highly evolved that the same word can be made to 
give more than one meaning by varying the stress or the syllabification. For this 
reason it is impossible to understand the language unless one has mastered the rules 
of grammar. 

Brahma explained to Valmiki that the poem echoed the lamentation of Mando­
dari, the wife of Ravana, on the death of her demon husband. The death of Ravana 
implied hope again for mankind and fulfilled the purpose of God's incarnation as 
Rama, which was to be the conclusion of the epic germinating within the mind of 
the poet. 
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At Lanka, Ravana had been slain by Rama (who undertook the 
expedition in order to recover his abducted wife Sita), thus ending 
a chapter of demoniac oppression of the world. After the death 
of Ravana, Rama sent his emissary Hanuman to fetch Sita. Sita 
was overjoyed. She had been in a state of mourning all along, com­
pletely neglectful of her dress and appearance, and she immediately 
rose to go out and meet Rama as she was. But Hanuman explained 
that it was Rama's express wish that she should dress and decorate 
herself before coming to his presence. 

A large crowd pressed around Rama. When Sita eagerly ar­
rived, after her months of loneliness and suffering, she was re­
ceived by her husband in full view of a vast public. Sita felt awk­
ward but accepted this with resignation. But what she could not 
understand was why her lord seemed preoccupied and moody and 
cold. However, she prostrated herself at his feet, and then stood a 
little away from him, sensing some strange barrier between herself 
and him. 

Rama remained brooding for a while and suddenly said, "My 
task is done. I have now freed you. I have fulfilled my mission. 
All this effort has been not to attain personal satisfaction for you 
or me. It was to vindicate the honour of the Ikshvahu race and to 
honour our ancestors' codes and values. After all this I must tell 
you that it is not customary to admit back to the normal mar­
ried fold a woman who has resided all alone in a stranger's house. 
There can be no question of our living together again. I leave you 
free to go where you please and to choose any place to live in. I do 
not restrict you in any manner." 

On hearing this Sita broke down. "My trials are not ended yet," 
she cried. "I thought with your victory all our troubles were at an 
end! ... So be it." She beckoned to Lakshmana and ordered, 
"Light a fire at once, on this very spot." 

Lakshmana hesitated and looked at his brother, wondering 
whether he would countermand the order. But Rama seemed pas­
sive and acquiescent. Lakshmana, ever the most unquestioning dep­
uty, gathered faggots and got ready a roaring pyre within a short 



GODS, DEl\IO~S, A:S.:D OTHERS 

time. The entire crowd watched the proceedings, stunned by the 
turn of events. The flames rose to the height of a tree; still Rama 
made no comment. He watched. Sita approached the fire, pros­
trated herself before it, and said, "O Agni, great god of fire, be 
my witness." She jumped into the fire. 

All the gods appeared. From the heart of the flame rose the god 
of fire, bearing Sita, and presented her to Rama with words of 
blessing. Rama, now satisfied that he had established his wife's in­
tegrity in the presence of the world, welcomed Sita back to his 
arms and expressed the wish to return to his own capital, A yodhya. 
Vibhishana, the good successor to Ravana's throne, lent him the 
use of his flying chariot, Pushpak, in which Ravana had flown over 
Kailas and which he then had used for abducting Sita; Rama as­
cended it with Sita now. 

Ayodhya celebrated Rama's enthronement, and an era of peace 
and joy commenced for the citizens. Rama and Sita were after all 
united again and found time to live a peaceful domestic life. 

Years passed, and Sita was with child. Rama took her about the 
gardens of the city and the banks of Sarayu to keep her in go?d 
cheer. They were enjoying the sights of the countryside when Sita 
expressed a sudden desire. "I am feeling homesick for the forests 
and the ashrams where we spent so many happy years. I would 
love to go back to them for a while, away from all the palace com­
forts, and to live for a few days with those saints in the forests." 

Rama smiled and understood that this was but the craving of a 
pregnant woman, not to be questioned or explained, and so said, 
"Tomorrow I will arrange to send you down to the forests." It 
proved a prophetic statement. 

After Sita had retired for the night, Rama, as was his custom be­
fore closing his day's affairs, sent for his chief of intelligence, who 
was to report to him every night what the public thought and 
said. The intelligence chief reported routine matters and then hesi­
tated. "What is your hesitation?" asked Rama. 

The chief said, "Forgive my mentioning it, my lord, it is but my 



VALMIKI I 3 9 

duty to report fully everything I hear. In the market place a group 
of men were standing around and chatting away. I mixed with 
them to hear what they were saying. Forgive my repeating their 
words." 

"You are only doing your duty. Fear nothing. Tell me." 
"They said, 'If our king Rama can take back home his wife 

who was lost to him for months and months, all of us can do it. 
Any wife who runs away can always return home with impunity. 
\Vhy, then, quarrel with your wife?" 

After the officer left, Rama sought Lakshmana and told him, 
"Tomorrow before daybreak you will take Sita in a chariot to the 
banks of the Ganges and leave her there." 

"And then?" 
"That is all," said Rama. 
"When is she to be brought back?" 
"Never," said Rama and explained. "I have to set an example to 

my people. I cannot afford to indulge my personal feelings." 
"But she is in a delicate state," said Lakshmana. 
"She will be well," said Rama. "Take her to the ashram of sage 

Valmiki and leave her there. The sage will look after her." 
And so next day Lakshmana escorted Sita out of the palace. She 

only thought that Rama had arranged to satisfy her craving for a 
change. "May I not see my lord and take his leave?" she asked. 

Lakshmana replied awkwardly, "Let us go before the city wakes 
up. We have a long way to go." 

Sita noticed that Lakshmana was gloomy and silent throughout 
the trip. When they reached their destination Sita asked, "You have 
not spoken a word all the way, what is on your mind?" At which 
Lakshmana burst into tears and Sita grew quite anxious. "Is Rama 
well? Is there any calamity that I have not known?" 

Still Lakshmana could not bring himself to explain, at which Sita 
said, "Why are you unhappy, especially at this moment when I 
feel so happy, revisiting these beautiful spots? If you feel unhappy 
to be away from the capital, let us cut short our stay. Please take 
me to a few nearby ashrams: I have brought gifts for the persons 
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whose hospitality we enjoyed long ago. We will rest for the night 
with one or another of those noble souls and start back at dawn. I 
have also a feeling that I cannot be away from Rama too long." 

At this Lakshmana braced himself to tell her the truth. "People 
may speak ill, and Rama knows there is nothing in what they say. 
But still . . . " 

When she recovered from the first shock of this blow, Sita 
calmly said, "I really do not know what to do with myself n~w. 
Perhaps I could fall into this river . . . but then, I have to thmk 
of the child to come! I have to live so that Rama's line may con­
tinue. Anyway, go back and tell Rama that I do not mind being 
sacrificed if it helps him. However, let him be considerate at le~st 

to those who were born with him-his brothers, I mean. Let him 
care for them unflinchingly and at no time sacrifice any of them for 
a cause." 

Lakshmana left her within sight of Valmiki's ashram and started 
back for the capital. Sita sat at the edge of the river and wept. 

A~ -yalmiki's ashram some men reported to the sage, _"A ~o~an 
of divine aspect is at the river's edge. She seems to be m gnef • 

Valmiki came out, introduced himself to Sita, and said, "You do 
not hav_e to explain anything to me. I know who you are and 

~verythm? that has happened to you. Come to my ashram, for that 
IS Rama's mtention." He escorted her to his ashram. 

_S~e felt revived the moment she stepped into the hermitage._ Val­
miki presented her to the other inmates of the ashram. "Here IS one 
who deserves not only your respect but your love." 

Kusa and Lava, the twins were born in the ashram and grew 
up ~here. V almiki became 'their mentor trained them in their 
studies, and made them the repository ~f his great composition 
Ramayana, when they were barely ten years old. . . 
. Rama was _performing a special sacrifice and had sent an mvi~a­

twn to Valmiki, who sent Lava and Kusa to represent him. He m­
structed them, "Go to Ayodhya, but don't enter the sacrificial 
ground. Stay in the woods and sing the story of Rama loudly 
enough for those inside the palace to hear you. Don't accept 
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money or other rewards that they may offer, for you will not need 
them. You alone are fit to recite the Ramayana, for you are both 
gifted with music." 

Lava and Kusa set forth on this mission. They reached the vi­
cinity of the hall, where thousands of guests and priests had as­
sembled to witness the sacrifice. Over and above the chanting of 
hymns and the ritual prayers came the twin voices, reciting the 
Ramayana, gripping the attention of the entire crowd. All other 
thoughts went into the background, all activities were suspended, 
as people listened to the song. Rama dropped everything and 
went forward to meet the source of this great song. The personali­
ties of the twins, when he saw them, exerted an unconscious power 
over him, and he invited them in. Thereafter he mustered various 
scholars, poets, and literary experts and made the young men recite 
Valmiki's composition, a certain number of stanzas each day. He 
analysed and studied the lines with the greatest delectation; he was 
thus not only the hero of the story but its first reader. 

As soon as the identities of the twins were established, Rama sent 
his messengers to fetch V almiki and Sita. When Sita arrived, he 
welcomed her back warmly. But now it was her turn. All that she 
said was: "O Mother Earth, take me back to your bosom; heed 
my words if I have been pure at heart," and th; earth cleaved un­
der her feet, and she vanished into it. 

Rama was seized with anger (as we have seen him on another oc­
casion when he wanted to reach Lanka and the sea would not give 
way to him). He cried, 'O Earth, give me back my wife; otherwise 
I will wipe you out, with your mountains, rivers, sea, forests, and 
everything. Take care!" He had never been seen in such a rage be­
fore. Everyone trembled at the sight of him. 

At this moment Brahma appeared and said, 'O Rama, you are 
an incarnation. You are Vishnu, and not Rama the mortal; don't 
let the illusion carry you away and make you forget your real iden­
tity. You are the great god Vishnu, who existed before Ramayana, 
and will continue beyond its conclusion. You incarnated yourself as 
Rama for a purpose, that is to save humanity from extinction. Sita 
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is not lost. She is Lakshmi, your eternal spouse, who, having ful­
filled her role, will await you in your own world. And now the 
mission on which you came to the earth has been fulfilled." 

Rama was appeased. He made preparations for retirement now. 
He divided his kingdom among his sons, brothers, and their sons 
and retreated from public view. It was said that he proceeded to 
the banks of Sarayu, performed oblations to it, stepped into the 
water, and was not seen again. 

The author, Valmiki, watched rather helplessly the conclusions 
that the characters of his epic were working out for themselves. He 
had a hope that he might be able to bring his hero and heroine to­
gether, help the family reunite, and thus round off his tale. But 
the characters managed their affairs in their own way. At the mo­
ment when Rama was eager to take Sita back, Sita decided differ­
ently. Rama himself decided on a great renunciation. The charac­
ters, as they would in any perfect work of art, got out of control. 
Valmiki let them act in their own way, watched the conclusions as 
an outsider, and returned to his life of contemplation. 



Draupadi 

Ta E s To RY TELLER was in a loquacious mood. He sat me 
on his mat as usual, brought me a plateful of sweets, and said, "I 
collected these at weddings I attended today, quite a lot of them, I 
tell you. For weeks I seem to have been doing nothing but officiate 
at weddings, and everyone gives me a packet of sweets; if I eat 
all of it at my age ... And so I have kept them for you. This 
has put me in mind of the whole business of marriage. At the offici­
ation I recite and make the bride and the bridegroom recite before 
the holy fire their promises, but secretly watch with interest the 
couple measuring each other slyly; in our society husband and 
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wife learn t d d 0 un erstan each other after marriage-unlike the 
Europea~s, who, I hear, allow boys and girls to move freely and 
settle the1r own marriages. When a girl in our society consents to 
marry, she naturally accepts the judgment of her elders, but she 
also attempts to gauge the situation for herself at the first chance. 
While I recite the mantras I also watch with amusement the look of 
apprehension mingled with hope in the eyes of the bride as she sits 
before the holy fire; and it has always brought to my mind the situ­
ation Draupadi must have found herself in when she had to accept 
five husbands in one marriage! . 

"I hear that it is not unusual in the Western world, especially in 

the cinema world, for a woman to be married to five persons­
but one presumes it is always one after another and not all _at the 
same time. But Draupadi had the experience of being marned to 
five brothers at the same time. It sounded quite impossible and o~t­

rageous even rn 
understanding." 

those times. The whole thing arose from a mis-

* . . d her house when 
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The mother came out to see why there was an uproar and cried, 
"Oh! Who is this? You have won? Arjuna!" She was full of joy 
and clasped the girl's hand. "Oh, Arjuna, you have won this bride, 
this princess, this lovely creature! So you entered the contest after 
a!L I never believed that you seriously meant to go there. What a 
nsk you took of being discovered by your enemies! How happy I 
am to welcome this daughter-in-law. Tell me ... What was 
the • •• Come in, come in." Her joy was boundless, her son had 
won in the greatest contest and had come through it safely and 
gloriously. "Come in, come in .... " 

. They trooped in behind her. She spread out a mat and told the 
girl_to be seated, but, like a well-mannered daughter-in-law, Drau­
padi Would not be seated when her husband and mother-in-law 
were standing. Moreover, her mind was all in a whirl. So was it for 
everyone, including Kunrhi, who seemed to overlook it momen­
tarily. 

There was an awkward pause as the five brothers stood around 
uncertainly and Draupadi stood with downcast eyes, trying not 
~o stare at the five men who were to share her, if the mother's in­
Junction was to be obeyed. What a predicament for the girl, who 
thought that she was marrying one man and found four others 
thrown in unexpectedly! 

The eldest of the brothers was there-Yudhistira; tall, graceful, 
a ma_n o_f absolute, uncompromising idealism, peace,_ compassion, 
and JUst1ce. The next brother was Bhima-the outs1zed man, at 
whose birth the kings of the earth trembled; Bhima rolled over, 
":'hen an infant, and dropped onto a rock; people went down to 
pie~ up the child, fearing great injury to it, only to find the rock on 
w~ich he had fallen split and pulverized by the weight of the bah~; 
Bhima could root out a tree by tugging at it and by a sweep of his 
arms knock down a multitude. After him came Arjuna, the great­
est warrior born, beautiful and resplendent as Indra himself, and 
after him the twins, N akula and Sahadeva, men of learning, hand_ 
some youths. Each one of them was endowed with an aspect of the 
god to whom Kunthi prayed at conception. Y ama, the god of jus-
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tice and Death, was the father of Yudhistira; Vayu, or the god of 
wind, was the father of Bhima; Arjuna was begotten by a mental 
union with the chief of gods, the powerful Indra; and the twins 
were born of the Aswinis, elves of paradise. 

I will pause for a brief while to explain why the Pandavas were 
born to so many fathers. Kunthi's husband, Pandu, could not have 
union with his wife for two reasons: one, he was a sick man des­
tined to live out his life in the forests; and two, a curse hung over 
his head that he would die on the day he went to bed with his wife. 
Once, while hunting, he had killed a female deer engaged in love­
play with its mate, and the dying deer cursed him that he would 
die when he made love to his wife. But as Pandu advanced in years 
he began to worry about progeny. He called his wife Kunthi and 
permitted her to invoke the gods by appropriate sacrifices and 
prayers, and to attain motherhood. She begot the three older 
brothers one after another, and the twins were born in the same 
manner to Pandu's second wife. 

Now Draupadi studied the five brothers as unobtrusively as pos­
sible, wondering what freak of fate had brought her to this pass. 
Kunthi tried to make light of her own advice and said with a 
simper, "Of course I did not know what you meant when you said 
you had brought bhiksha. I thought it was the usual gift of 
alms .... " Her voice trailed away. 

Bhima the strong, incapable of the subtleties of speech, strug­
gled to explain himself. "I ... meant to be jocular, I meant ... " 

It was Arjuna who broke the awkward moment by becc,ming 
explicit; he said, "Mother, your word has always been a command 
to us, and its authority is inescapable. How can it be otherwise? 
We will share Draupadi as you have commanded." 

"No, no, no ... ," said the mother. 

You may well imagine Draupadi's reaction to this situation. She 
sent up a silent prayer to the gods to solve this problem and edged 
closer to the only woman in the house, feeling relieved at the 
thought that whatever might be the number of husbands, she 
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would have only one mother-in-law. (At this the storyteller per­
mitted himself a smile.) 

The eldest brother, Yudhistira, said, "What preposterous sugges­
tion are you making in jest? A woman married to one man is 
a wife, to two, three, four, or five, a public woman. She is sinful. 
Whoever heard of such a thing!" 

The mother said, "Don't make too much of an inadvertent bit of 
advice. You make me feel very unhappy and guilty, my son. Don't 
even suggest such an outrage." 

Arjuna pleaded, "Please don't make me a sinner; it isn't fair to 
condemn me to suffer the sin of disobedience to a mother's word. 
You, my eldest brother, you are a man with a judicious mind and a 
knowledge of right and wrong. \Ve four brothers and this girl 
will be bound by your words. You must advise us as to what is 
good and fair. Ad vise us, and we shall be bound by your words, 
but bear in mind that we cannot go back on the command of a 
mother .... " 

When he said this, all the brothers studied the face of the girl, 
and their hearts palpitated, for already Manmata the god of love 
was at work, stirring their blood and affecting their vision. 

Yudhistira brooded for only a moment, recollected the words 
of a seer who had already prophesied this situation, and, deciding 
to avoid heartburn amongst the brothers, declared, "This rare 
creature shall be wife of all of us." 

The king of Panchala, father of Draupadi, summoned the Pan­
davas to discuss the arrangements for the wedding. The five broth­
ers with their mother and the girl were invited to the palace 
and were honoured and feast ed. They were taken through the 
palace and its grounds, where fruits, souvenirs, rare art objects, 
sculpture, paintings, carvings, gold-inlaid leather, furniture of rare 
design, agricultural implements, chariots, and horses were dis­
played. When they passed through the hall where swords, arms, 
shields, and equipment of warfare were kept, the five brothers 
picked up the articles, admiring them and commenting among 
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themselves, spending more time in this part of the palace than any­
where else. Observing this, the king suspected that they might be 
warriors, although they were disguised as Brahmins. When they 
repaired to the chamber and were settled comfortably, the king 
point-blank said to Yudhistira, "I know you will always speak 
the truth. Tell me who you are." 

And Yudhistira declared his identity and that of his brothers, 
and explained their trials and tribulations since the time of their 
leaving their kingdom, a year before, to escape the machinations 
of their cousins, the Kauravas. 

Now the king said, "Let us rejoice that this day your brother 
Arjuna, the man with the mighty arm, will marry my daughter, 
and let us celebrate this union of our families in style. Let us make 
everyone in this world happy today." 

Yudhistira said, "I am the eldest and still unmarried. I must be 
the first to marry, according to our law. Please give me your 
blessing to be married first." 

"So be it," said the king, little dreaming of the impli~ation. 
"You are the eldest, my daughter now belongs to your family. If 
you decide to marry her yourself, you will be free to do so, or you 
may give her to whomsoever you like among your brothers. I 
have nothing more to say." 

"Now," said Yudhistira, simply and quietly, "Draupadi will 
have to be married to all of us." He explained how it had come 
a~out and c?ncluded, "We have always shared everything and we 
will not deviate from the practice ever." 

The king was stunned on hearing this. When he recovered his 
bal~nce he cried, "One man can take many wives, but one woman 
~akmg s~veral ?usbands has never been approved anywhere, either 
m practice or m scriptures. It is something that can never receive 
approval fro~ any ~uarter. A man of purity like you, one learned 
an_d well eqmpped m knowledge-what evil power has brought 
this to your mind?" 

Yudhistira said, "The right way is subtle and complicated. I 
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know I am not deviating from it. 0 conqueror of the worlds, have 
no misgivings, give us your permission." 

The king said faintly and desperately, "You and your venerable 
mother and my daughter . . . Please talk it over among your­
selves and tell me what should be done"-and left-them. 

At this moment the sage Vyasa * arrived. They honoured and 
seated him. When all the formalities were over, the king asked, 
"Give us your guidance. Can a woman marry five men?" 

"Not always. But now, in this particular instance, it is correct. 
Now listen ... " He got up and walked into the king's private 
chamber; the others followed at a distance and waited outside. 
"Your daughter," said Vyasa, "was Nalayani in her last birth. She 
was one of the five ideal women in our land. She was married to a 
sage called Moudgalya, a leprous man, repulsive in appearance and 
habits, and cantankerous. She was, however, completely indiffer­
ent to his physical state and displayed the utmost devotion to him 
as a wife. She obeyed all his erratic commands, accepted his fickle 
moods, submitted herself to all his tyrannical orders, and ate the 
scraps on his plate. All this she did without hesitation or mental 
protest, totally effacing her own ego. They spent many years 
thus, and one day the husband said, 'O beautiful one, perfect wife 
on earth, you have indeed passed through the severest trial and 
come through unscathed. Know you that I am neither old nor dis­
eased, nor inconsiderate; I assumed all this vicious and disgusting 
appearance in order to test you. You are indeed the most forbear­
ing partner a man could hope for. Ask of me any boon you may 
fancy, and I will grant it.' 

"She said, 'I want you to love me as five men, assuming five 
forms, and always coming back to and merging in one form.' 
And he granted her the wish. He shed his unpleasant appearance 
in a moment and stood before her as an attractive, virile man, and 
he could assume four other forms too. The rest of their life was 
all romance; they travelled far and wide, visited beautiful romantic 

• Author of the Mahabbarata. 
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spots on earth, and led a life of perfect union, not in one but several 
worlds. They lived and loved endlessly in every form, mood, shape, 
and circumstance. 

"She never tired of it, but he did. He told her one day that his 
life of abandon was at an end and that he was retiring into lone­
liness and introspection, at which she wailed, 'I am still insatiate •. 1 
have lived a wonderful life with you. I want you to continue it 
forever.' 

"Moudgalya rejected her suggestion, warded her off as a drag 
on a man's spiritual progress, and departed. Whereupon she came 
down to earth from the dreamy Elysium in which she had dwelt 
and prepared herself to meditate on lswara the Almighty. She 
meditated with great rigour, and when Iswara appeared before her, 
she muttered, 'I want my husband, husband, husband .. • ·' 

" 'You will soon end this identity and will be reborn as a beauty 
and marry five husbands,' said the god. 

" 'F" G d h fi I 1 ' " 'I cannot 1ve husbands! o ! W y ve? want on y one. 
help it. I heard you say "husband," and that five times,' said Jswara, 

d • un­
and that proved the last word on the subject. A god's wor is 
retractable. 

The god apparently spoke in jest, but he had his purpose. In the 
vision of a god there is no jest, everything works according to a 
scheme and towards a fulfilment. Justice and goodness had to be 
reinstated in this world. The Kauravas, the cousins of the. Pa; 
<lavas, were evil incarnate powerful clever and accomplished: , , , . 1 

For the good of mankind, they were to be wiped out, and Draupa 
. ~, a~ 

was to play an important role in this. It was finally Draupa 1 5 

ger that brought about the downfall of the Kauravas. f 
Vyasa explained how Nalayani was reborn as the daughter \ 

the king of Panchala; how she was not conceived in the worn 
normally but appeared out of a sacrificial fire when the king was 

. d·~ performmg a powerful sacrifice. She was known as Draupa 1 

h • d" -was cause s e was 1mme 1ately adopted by the king, whose name 
Draupada. Her complexion was dark, her eyes scintillated like the 
surface of a lotus pond, her tresses were long and fell in ringlets, 
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She grew up in the palace, and when the time came for the king 
to think of her marriage he announced to the whole world that 
his daughter was about to choose a husband through a Swayam­
wara. A suitor, to qualify himself for her attention, would have 
to accomplish an extraordinary feat of archery. A target in the 
shape of a fish would be hoisted on a column beyond layers of 
revolving discs, each with a hole in its centre. The suitor must .first 
string an enormous bow, and hit the target with one of .five arrows, 
not looking up but looking down at the reflection of the target in 
a pool of oil. Whoever succeeded would be acceptable to the prin­
cess. 

The announcement went out far and wide. On an auspicious day, 
princes from all corners of the country assembled in Panchala. A 
special pavilion was built to accommodate the hundreds of com­
petitors, visitors, and spectators; decorated, caparisoned elephants 
~nd horses of the visiting princes and their followers were tethered 
10 _all open spaces. On learning of this contest the Pandavas, dis­
guised as Brahmins, also arrived, and unobtrusively occupied a few 
ba~k seats. The other competitors preened themselves and ex­
ammed each other with haughty envy and suspicion . 
. ~t an appointed hour Draupadi arrived at the centre of the pa­

vilion with a garland in her hand, and the competition began. The 
announcer called upon the contestants in the assembly to approach 
the huge bow placed at the centre of the hall, lift it, and shoot. The 
princes from the warrior class were the first to approach, but most 
of them withdrew after one look at the bow. One or two dropped 
it on their toes. Some could not even stretch the steel coil forming 
the bowstring. 

The king's daughter watched the process of elimination with re­
lief. She saw the princes, wearing decorations and imposing bat­
tle-dress, coming on haughtily and retreating hastily, and gallop­
i~g away on their horses. Comments, jokes, and laughter filled the 
air. 

The Kauravas were in a group at one corner of the hall, watch­
ing contemptuously the arrivals and departures. Karna, the most 
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gifted master of arms and archery, was there, and Duryodhana, the 
King of Hastinapura, the chief moving spirit in the rival camp-ex­
pert warrior, man of hate, gifted, strong, and merciless. His broth­
ers and henchmen occupied the seats of honour and jeered at the 
candidates who failed. A lull fell on the assembly when their turn 
came, and the girl shivered instinctively and prayed to the gods to 
be saved from them. 

She watched with apprehension as Karna approached the bow 
and lifted it as if it were a toy; he stood ii on its end and stretched 
out the bowstring; the ends almost touched, but when there was 
still the width of a walnut to go the string snapped back, almost 
knocking him down. He withdrew. Next came Duryodhana; he 
held the bow firmly and stretched the string, but recoiled when it 
still had to cover a gap the width of a black gram; he had dislocated 
his finger, and dropped the bow and withdrew with a groan. The 
crowd bellowed with excitement. 

There was a stir as one got up from the Brahmin group. There 
were shouts of protest. "How dare a Brahmin enter this contest, 
which is open only for the warrior class? Let Brahmins stick to 
their scriptures." But the king made a ruling that, as he had men­
tioned no caste in his announcement, anyone was free to try his 
luck. 

Arjuna approached the bow-being the son of Indra, he was 
auspicious-looking, strong, and beautiful. One look at him, and 
Draupadi became anxious lest he should fail. He not only strung 
the bow but hit the target again and again, five times. Draupadi 
approached him with the garland of flowers and slipped it about his 
neck. At that moment they were betrothed. Arjuna took her hand 
and led her off. 

There was at once a commotion. "We have been cheated! 
How can a Brahmin be allowed to win a Kshatriya bride? We'll 
not allow it. We'll kill this king and carry away the girl." Fighting 
broke out, and the king's bodyguard met the threat with appropri­
ate action. Bhima, the strong brother among the Pandavas, was seen 
guarding the girl, armed with the trunks of two huge trees, which 
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he had plucked out of the park. The five brothers, accompanied 
by the girl, went home to the potter's cottage where they lived 
and where their mother awaited their return. It was there that 
Bhima announced from the doorstep, "Mother, we have brought 
home a bhiksha," and she answered from inside, "Share it among 
yourselves." 

Draupadi was wedded to the brothers according to the strictest 
ritual. The first to clasp her hand for the god of fire to witness was 
the eldest, Yudhistira; next came the mighty Bhima, and after him 
the actual winner of her hand, Arjuna; and lastly the twins, one 
after the other. She was to live with each brother for one full year 
as his wife, and then pass on to the next. When she lived with one, 
the other brothers had to eradicate from their minds completely 
the image of her as a wife. It needed a very special kind of detach­
me~t and discipline of mind to practise this code. Anyone who 
violated it, even in thought, exiled himself from the family and had 
to seek expiation in a strenuous pilgrimage to the holy rivers. 

At Hastinapura, the capital of the rival cousins, the Kauravas, 
whose king was Duryodhana, there was much uneasiness at the 
realization that the Pandavas were still alive. The Kauravas had 
planned several schemes to exterminate the Pandavas, who came 
through them all unscathed. Lastly they had devised a masterly 
scheme to house the Pandavas in an inflammable wax mansion, 
which was calculated to go up in flames at a certain moment and 
destroy the inmates. There was a fire, of course, but the one to 
perish in it was the hireling architect who had designed the wax 
mansion, and not the Pandavas, for whom the elaborate trap was 
laid. All the five brothers escaped and wandered in the country 
disguised as Brahmins-wearing sacred thread, clothed in deerskin, 
their faces covered with hirsute growth. 

The Kauravas had taken it for granted that their enemies were 
no more. When they learned that the Pandavas were intact and, 
what was more, had won the hand of Draupadi, they were filled 
with rage and consternation. Hasty consultations were held to de-
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cide how to ward off this menace to their security. "A cobra which 
you have hit and not killed will pursue you until it destroys you," 
they said, speculating on various schemes to kill the Pandavas­
starting with the hiring of assassins to creating jealousies over the 
possession of a single wife. 

The Kauravas speculated on this last with relish. "Five men to 
possess one wife! Unheard-of sin. They will be ridiculed and casti­
gated by all mankind!" With all their speculations, they could do 
no more than come to the conclusion that for the moment the only 
practical course for them would be to let the Pandavas rule their 
half of the kingdom and bide their time. 

The Pandavas established themselves on a deserted piece of land, 
built their capital, and called it Indraprasta, a city of splendour. 
Their palace was enormous. They had created a paradise out of 
ashes and mud. To celebrate their re-establishment they held a raja­
suy a yaga, * and, as a matter of propriety, invited their enemy 
cousins to it. Duryodhana with his brothers and henchmen arrived 
in great style, mostly to spy on the prosperity of the Pandavas, of 
which they were hearing so much. 

The capital, with its parks, gardens, and mansions, and above all 
the palace with its pillared halls, was impressive. Duryodhana saw 
it and WcaS consumed with envy. "They are efficient, competent, 
and the gods favour them," he reflected bitterly. 

Duryodhana as the head of the Kauravas received a special invi­
tation to visit the palace. While on this special visit he committed 
several grotesque faux pas. Stepping over a courtyard paved with 
shining marble, he tucked up the hem of his robe, mistaking 
it for a pool of water; his hosts laughed at this. His next blunder 
occurred when he passed through a hall with paintings on the walls 
and attempted to pluck a fruit painted on a cornice piece. His hosts, 
conducting him through the palace, permitted themselves unre-

• A rajasuya yaga is a "royal sacrifice," an elaborate ceremony performed to mark 
the installation of a king or the consolidation of his conquests, to mark his suprem­
acy over all other kings. 
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strained laughter at this mistake. The third awkward moment oc­
curred when he tried to walk through a glass panel. The Pandavas 
roared with laughter, the loudest peal emanating from Draupadi. 
Duryodhana withdrew from the scene, his nerves all aquiver, 
swearing to himself, "If I do not humble the five brothers, and es­
pecially that woman, I'll change my name. They created the 
whole situation in order to insult me." 

Later, Duryodhana invited Yudhistira to play a game of dice. In 
the hall of games in the Hastinapura palace Duryodhana sat before 
the dice board, flanked by all his supporters; on the opposite side 
sat Yudhistira and his brothers. The stakes were light at first-a 
few pieces of jewellery and money. By evening the fever had risen 
high. Yudhistira was continually losing. Excitement ran high in 
the camp of the Kauravas. They began to taunt and tease Yudhis­
tira until he became desperate to win back something. 

"What have you left? Your palace? I'll stake this palace where 
we are now playing. Will you stake yours?" asked Duryodhana. 

"Yes, of course," said Yudhistira. He had become blind to all 
consequences, and presently lost his palace, horses, elephants, arms, 
and finally his capital and his half of the kingdom. His brothers 
watched him helplessly. He was the eldest, and they could not or­
der him to stop, although they tried to restrain him. Finally all 
that was left was his own person-he stakec;l it and again lost. 

"Do you still want to play? Have you anything left?" asked 
Duryodhana and answered the question himself. "You have noth­
ing left, and you are my slave. You may still make a last bid. Who 
knows? Your luck may turn and you may recoup everything that 
you have so far lost. Why not try? I want you to have a last chance, 
who knows? " 

It was ::i subtle suggestion, falling on fertile ground. Yudhistira 
was in the right state of delirium for it, and all that he said was, 
.vith a final desperation, "I've_ nothing left to stake." 

"You have forgotten your wife," said Duryodhana. A cry of 
protest arose from the Pandavas. Ignoring it, Duryodhana elabo-
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:a~ed his thesis. "Isn't it a wife's duty to help her husband when he 
1s m trouble;, Is a w·i: 1 f d · • 

. • 11 e on y or goo nmes? Play the game w1th 
some seriousness and who knows?" 

Yudhistira thought it a good solution and staked Draupadi as a 
last effort and. lost her. A shout of victory went up from the 
as~embly of ev1l men. Sakuni, the uncle of Duryodhana, had an 
evil, powerful mind. He had ingeniously suggested this gambling 
b?ut as a possible means of putting down the Pandavas and had 
directed the entire game for Duryodhana, practically moving his 
fingers along the game board. 

Duryodhana ordered a messenger. "Go and tell that slut that 
she must present herself before us." Being slaves now, the Pandavas 
were ordered to remove themselves to a far corner of the hall and 
not to be seen standing so near the king. 

The messenger came back-without Draupadi-and reported, 
"She wanted to know whether she had been staked last or as Iast 

h. • Jost but one, Your Majesty, and when I told her that Yud 1stlra h 
himself first and then lost her, she had the temerity to reply that tk e 
loss could not then bind her, as Yudhistira had no authority to sta ; 
her when he was no longer a free man. My lord, I warned her 0 

• ate Your Majesty's anger, but she was adamant. Such an obsnn 
woman!" . 

h he JS "Obstinate? She will get over that soon enough. Tell er ~ ur 
to obey our command and no argument about it. Tell her she 15 0 

slave now." He looked about triumphantly. "I will 
The five brothers 'stood far away. Bhima whispered, ldest 

d h• h "Q • " anded thee smash them," and groun 1s teet . met, comm ,, dhiscir:i 
brother. Arjuna said, "One arrow from my bow • • • Yu 
whispered, "Be quiet. Don't do anything." D uplldi-

• • h ut rll The messenger soon came back-but agam wit O coJ1le 
This time he said, "Your Majesty, she pleads that she cannot 

before men for three ~ays." . 
" • JJl "Why? . d "She 15 

There was an embarrassed silence, and he wh1spere ' 
. " her monthly renrement. 
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"What so? As if no other woman has her month!" 
"She pleads she is not well and is not dressed properly." 
"H ow many excuses! Go and tell her she must come whether 

she is half clad or fully clad, we don't care. . .. At once!" he 
cried. 

Draupadi arrived and stood aside, half concealed in the passage, 
feeling ashamed to appear before this big assembly of men. Dur­
yodhana sent his wild brother Dussasana to fetch her to his presence, 
but he came back and said, "She resists." 

"Does she? Drag her here!" he commanded, twirling his mous­
tache haughtily. 

The wild brother reappeared in the hall, dragging Draupadi by 
her hair. Her husbands watched the scene helplessly. Duryodhana 
and his men-his blind father his kinsmen and allies-found it ex-

' tremely amusing. They laughed at her. Duryodhana felt avenged 
for the laughter he had heard resounding through the halls of In­
draprasta when he mistook a marble surface for water. Draupadi 
de_manded of the a;:;sembly how any civilized men could perpetrate 
this savagery. 

This only provoked more mirth among the men. "¥ ou are now 
?ur slave," Duryodhana said. "You will join the other slaves 
In the palace and learn your tasks, what to wash and where to 
scavenge. Forget that you were ever a princess. Ah, what a fuss 
your father made with that monstrous bow, you five-husbanded 
one!" 

_Draupadi averted her eyes, bowed her head, and tried to cover 
With her outstretched palms her body exposed to public view. 

"Take your hands away!" commanded Duryodhana. "A slave 
~as no business to conceal any part of herself when her master. de­
sires to inspect her. You feel you are not dressed for the occasion. 
You are overdressed, take off every bit on you!" . . 

A groan escaped from Bhima and the rest, but as usual Yudhisura 
restrained them, and then Draupadi let out a wail as Duryodhana 
commanded Dussasana to disrobe her. Dussasana was already tug­
ging at her sari. Bhima cried, "I can wipe out all these men; give me 
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permission," and Yudhistira said, "We are slaves. We are not enti­
tled to protest in any manner." 

"My husbands in this hall are not moved to protect me? You 
elders assembled there, you are wise and experienced. After all, I am 
married to your nephews, how could you be so inditfere_nt and cal­
lous? Is there no one here who can save my honour?" cried Drau­
padi and looked around. No one made any move to help her. "Oh, 
Krishna, God incarnate, help me!" she cried in the end. 

And now the miracle happened. As Dussasana tried to snatch 
away her sari, it kept growing. Draupadi could not be disrobed. 
She shut her eyes and remained in meditation. 

This episode concluded when the elders of the family, who had 
found it all amusing at first, became repentant at the signal of 
God's help and came up to Draupadi and said, "What can we do for 
you?" 

Draupadi briefly replied, "Give me back my husbands, and give 
them back all that they have lost in foolish gambling." It was 
granted. 

Once more Duryodhana did not quite like the compromise. He 
felt defeated and consulted his evil uncle Sakuni as to how he could 
harass and neutralize the Pandavas again. Sakuni suggested another 
bout of gambling and promised even greater help. 

Duryodhana again invited Yudhistira to a game, and once again 
that inveterate gambler accepted the challenge and lost everything. 
This time Duryodhana consolidated his gains and acted more prac­
tically. He made a condition that the Pandavas should leave their 
capital and exile themselves to a forest life for twelve years, and 
that in the thirteenth year they should live incognito anywhere­
but if they were recognized by anyone at that stage, the penalty 
woul_d be another period of twelve years-exile and one year in­
cogmto, and so forth. If they lived through this period they 
could claim their kingdom at the end of thirteen years, or a further 
period of thirteen years. 

In a hut in the forest the six of them dwelt, leading the life of no­
mads. Draupadi, with her tresses untied as on the day she had 
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been dishonoured, accepted the situation in dead silence and resig­
nation. 

Krishna, who was in human form god Vishnu in his eighth in­
carnation ("For the protection of the good, for the destruction 
of the evil-doers, ... I am born from age to age," he expiained 
later to Arjuna), arrived at this camp, and Draupadi burst out, "See 
what I am reduced to! Married to the most renowned warriors of 
the world! They exposed me to the greatest shame! Here was this 
great Yudhistira, who looked on. He was so non-violent, so peace­
loving and an incarnation of goodness, that he would not lift his 
little finger to save his wife's honour! Not only that, his philos­
ophy of mildness affected his brothers too! Where was Bhima? 
What happened to his strength that could shift a mountain? Was 
it not said that kings wet their beds on the day they heard Bhima 
was born? Where was he? What happened to Arjuna, the bearer of 
Gandiva? • What terrible weakness had come over this cream of 
mankind? Just my fate! My fate!" 

Krishna appeased her in the godliest idiom he could muster. 
She said, "Now my husbands must redeem my honour and theirs 

by fighting and winning back everything they have lost. If they 
die in the attempt, I will not be sorry. They must win back their 
kingdom, for they lost it through foul play, through Sakuni's de­
ceit and the Kauravas' cunning. This is the time to wage a war." 

Her passionate eloquence drove Yudhistira to answer, "Why 
should we fight? They have only won the stakes we lost." 

Enraged, Draupadi said, "Neither the elders nor my husbands 
want to help me in any way; perhaps fate wills it that I should suf­
fer. Fate wills it that we should lose the kingdom through unfair 
trickeries." 

Krishna said, "If I had been free I should have come to Hastina­
pura and stopped the gambling whether they wanted me there or 
not. But I heard you cry when they attempted to shame you in 
public. I will help you. We will fight and win. Have no fear." 

Draupadi said, "When Dussasana tugged my hair, it fell loose 

• Arjuna's famous bow. 
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on my back, and I have left it thus. I shall never do it up again until 
I am able to dip my hair in that monster's blood. This is my vow, 
and I beg of my valorous husbands to help me achieve it." 

Th~rteen years had to pass before this vow could be fulfilled, 
years of agonizing exile and travail. But Draupadi's refrain never 
ceased. "Wage a war and kill Duryodhana and his men, or let us die 
in the attempt." 

The Pandavas lived in the kingdom of Virata in their last year of 
exile, being compelled to remain incognito for the whole period. 
The spies of their enemy cousins were searching for them every­
where, but they remained undetected in the palace of Virata under 
assumed names. Yudhistira became a courtier and gambling adviser 
to the king; Arjuna in the guise of a eunuch guarded the precincts 
of the women of the court· Bhima worked as the chief of the cooks 

' in the kitchen; and the other two brothers looked after the horses 
and the cattle in the palace stables. Draupadi became a handmaid to 
the queen. 

It was an eventful year, as they were always on the point of be­
ing found out. Near the end of this period the Kauravas discovered 
the identity of Arjuna during a minor battle in which, still in dis­
guise, he was helping Virata's son. The Pandavas finally had to de­
clare a war in order to regain their kingdom, for when, after 
thirteen years of exile, they laid claim to their rights, Duryodhana 
refused to hand back their kingdom. This brought them to the last 
phase of the struggle, and urged by Krishna, they were finally 
arrayed on the battlefield of Kurukshetra. Arjuna arrived in his 
chariot, raised his famous bow, but lost heart at the last moment. 
Seeing all his cousins and uncles and blood relations, he quailed, 
wavered, and cried that he could not destroy his kith and kin. 
Krishna, who had assumed the role of his charioteer, lectured to 
him on the philosophy of detachment and action, explained the 
nature of time and immortality, good and evil, and duty (all of 
which form the contents of the famous scripture Bbagavad Gita) 
and revealed himself in all his divinity and stature, all-embracing 
and filling the entire universe with his immanence. Arjuna was 
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overwhelmed by the vision, recovered his spirit, plunged into the 
battle with a free mind, and wiped out the evil-doers, enabling 
Draupadi to fulfil her lifelong vow. 

Their earthly mission over, in due course, perhaps a few thou­
sand years later, the Pandavas and Draupadi moved towards 
heaven, all of them hoping to be admitted in their mortal forms, as 
the shastras promise for perfect beings. But at various stages, one 
by one, each fell back, owing to subtle, unsuspected shortcomings 
in their earlier records. 

Draupadi was the first to falter and step off the road to heaven. 
Bhima asked how a person of her qualities and perfection could fail 
to reach heaven, whereupon Yudhistira explained that, although 
she was equally married to the five brothers, she always had a se­
cret, unconscious partiality to Arjuna the warrior, who had won 
her hand and heart at her Swayamwara, and that flaw in her nature 
was enough to deny her entrance to heaven, until she passed 
through purgatory. 

The only one to reach heaven unhindered was Yudhistira, and 
even ahead of him was an insignificant mongrel that had somehow 
attached itself to him during his exiled wanderings. When the 
gatekeepers of heaven refused admission to the dog, Yudhistira 
declined to accept his own privilege of entering. Whereupon they 
had to open the gate for both the man and his pet. 



FOUR 

NALA 

SAVI TRI 

THE MISPAIRED ANKLET 

SHAKUNTALA 

In each of these stories, which depict the heroine according to In­
dian tradition, a wife is shown overcoming formidable obstacles in 
order to regain a lost husband. In "Nala," the daintily bred Damay­
anti undergoes many hardships while searching the world for her 
husband. Savitri tenaciously follows Y ama, the stern god of death, 
until her pleading persuades him to yield back the life of her hus­
band. In "The Mispaired Anklet," Kannagi, hitherto gentle as a 
fawn, becomes a fury when she learns of her husband's unjust exe­
cution and sets the city literally aflame with her indignation. Sha­
kuntala undertakes an arduous journey in order to revive the mem­
ory of a man who married and forgot her, and waits with a godly 
patience to be reunited with him. 



Nala 

NA L A was the ruler of Nishadha, a kingdom of the utmost pros­
perity and beauty, where the citizens lived a life of peace and con­
tentment, reflecting the quali~ies of their ruler, who was young, 
brave, and good. He was a bachelor. Why such an accomplished 
personality should have remained unwed remained a mystery to 
everyone, but the gods had other plans for him, as we shall see. He 
remained unthinking of a wife until an itinerant poet arrived at 
the court one day and recited: 

"Tree without bark, 
House without walls, 
Gold bowl without food or wine­
What do they remind you of?" 

165 
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The king, who was in his audience chamber with a select group 
of courtiers and scholars, answered, "They remind one of a tree 
without a bark, that is all." 

At which the poet became serious and said, "They are n~t _un­
like a man without a wife-a life wasted in solitude and p1mng; 
whatever may be the glitter and the shine outside, inside it's all j_ust 

bare and unprotected, without content. So is a man without a wife; 
so is a woman without a husband. In a week I've seen two such­
Y our Majesty's good self and Damayanti, the daughter of 
Bhima, * the king of Vidarbha, where I sojourned eight days ago. 

d" nee You are made for each ocher, but yet have let cruel 1sta 
separate you. . . . " . 

The poet described Damayanti. "Fashioned by the Creator in 
I de-

His best mood; I stammer and grow incoherent when try to 
scribe her eyes, lips, complexion, and figure, for I at once reject ev-

k . . . . . nornent 
ery nown epithet as bemg madequate." The prop1nous 1 

f . h d been 
or which Manmata, the god of the sugar-cane bow, a 

waiting seemed to have arrived. " 
The king said, "Poet, go back to Vidarbha and tell her • • ·d 
"O k" • forwar mg, that I cannot do. When I move, I move m a ,, 

d• . d enger. 1rect1on an never turn back. Forgive me sire. Send a mess 
S h k. . , . H" ·nterest 

0 t e mg fell m love with the unseen Damayann. is i. 
• d . . . H uld not 
m spo~ts, a m1~1strat10~, and court life dwindled. e co n he 
shut his eyes without bemg haunted by her image. All day 10 g a 
k d • · · ools an ept wan _ermg m his garden, idly watching the lotus P . ch de-
the fountams. It was a tot::il and absolute love-sickness, whi . de 
p~ived the king of taste for food, sleep, company, and sohtU 
alike. 

A h 1 encl}' t ~ e otus pond one evening he saw a family of swans g 311d 
paddlmg along; he envied their poise. He shot out his ar?1 d 
caught one d l"f d • • h" grip 311 

. " . an 1 te It up. The swan struggled m is y 0 1.1 

said,. K1_ng, l~t me go, I have not harmed you in any :aY•u the 
are sick m mmd. I am not but th • h di my fault~ , at 1s ar y d' ,, a I, 

• A different Bhima from the one in th M h bh h figures in "Draup e a a arata, w o 



NALA 

other swans paused in their perambulation, and watched their 
companion. 

Nala apologized to the swan. "I didn't know what I was doing. 
I'll let you go. I envy you, that is all." 

The swan said, "Wing-flapping, water-soaked creatures like us 
to be objects of a king's envy! " 

"You can fly, I can't," said the king. "I am earth-bound .... " 
"But you have fast chariots, and your horsemanship is known in 

all the worlds. You can make a horse fly by a mere touch." 
"But still I am not able to go where I most wish to go. Oh swan, 

go to Vidarbha. Fly over and beyond those high walls where the 
princess dwells; descend into her garden and tell her that I am des­
perate and dying." 

All the swans in the flock crowded around eagerly. They cried 
with one voice, "O king, we'll all fly off together and help you. We 
will plead your cause." 

"You can fly over moats and battlements-lend me your wings 
~or a day," said the king. He stroked the back of the swan and let 
lt go. 

The swan said, "King, I'll never forget your kindness. We'll 
lay our lives at your feet." 

The swan got back into the water and made preparations for 
travel-whatever preparation a swan would normally make be­
fore a long flight-perhaps pecked the backs of the fledglings to 
say good-bye, and asked an aged relative to keep an eye on the 
young ones-and the company of swans flew off. 

The king looked suddenly cheerful, but he had a tendency to 
stay near the lily pond. His ministers, who were now emboldened 
to pace around with him, noticed the pond and asked, just to 
make conversation "Where are all the swans one used to see here?" 

' Nala ignored the question as if to indicate that he had more im-
portant subjects on his mind than swans. He had a suspicion, the 
usual one that besets lovelorn men and women, that all his plans 
were sacred and secret, and likely to be spoiled by others. 
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The brood of swans arrived back in due course, at dusk one day. 
The chief swan said, "Our mission has been successful," and ex­
plained how they had met Damayanti, given her the message, 
and bore her reply, that she also had been pining for him, ever since 
she had heard his name mentioned, and that Nala should have his 
chariot ready to come flying to Vidarbha the moment a Swayam­
wara was announced. 

Damayanti began her preparations. No girl could ever go to 

her father straight away and declare that she was anxious for a 
Swayamwara; it was not done in such an elementary, blunt man­
ner. The idea had to be conveyed by signs and in code. Damayan­
ti's maids often went to the queen and bewailed that the princess 
was losing weight, her bangles were slipping off her wrists, her eyes 
were becoming dark-ringed, and that she seemed to have a bur­
den on her mind. 

A busy father like Bhima hardly ever noticed anything until he 
was told, but now he took the hint and sent out heralds far and 
wide to announce that as the princess would soon be selecting her 
husband, all eligible bachelors (and others too!) were welcome to 
come to Vidarbha and try their luck. Soon the traffic on the road 
to Yidarbha noticeably increased, as suitors converged on the 
capital on horseback, in chariots, and by elephant. 

Nala was one of the earliest to start, although he could have 
bee~ the last, considering his equestrianship as well as his chances. 
_',Vhde on the road he was joined by four others. They were all gods 
m human _for~: Indra, the chief of all the minor gods; Varuna, the 
god of ram, air, and ocean; Agni, the god of fire; and Yama, the 
lord of ~eath. The sage Narada, that supreme intellectual who 
moved wirh case among all the worlds, conveying news from one 
world to another and, relishing the twists and interplay of human 

and divine 5if uario11s, had taken the trouble to visit Indra in his 

world and i11furm him and the other gods of Damayanti's Swa~ 
He gave an edge to the news by adding that the gods 

yamwara. · d b h bride-
w ere nil as Nala was already predestine to e t e 

chances ' 
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groom, and that the whole of the Swayamwara was just a formal­
ity. This stirred the gods to undertake a trip to the earth. They 
came down precisely where Nala was resting his horse, revealed 
their identities, and asked, "Will you help us?" 

"In what way?" 
"How can you ask? What will it be worth if the help is circum­

scribed and limited? Will you help us or not?" 
"Yes, I promise you my help," said the mild king, intimidated by 

their manner. 
"Do you promise?" 
"Yes, I do," he said unthinkingly. 
At once the god Indra said, "You must go ahead of us and per­

suade Damayanti to choose one of us as her husband." 
Nala replied, "How can I do that? I'm myself going there hop­

ing to be chosen." 
"You promised us your help, are you backing out on it now?" 
"O gods, forgive me. Take pity on me. How can I do something 

against my own interests? I have waited for this chance all my life." 
"Why did you say you would do anything? Break your word if 

you dare," said the gods grimly, hinting at eternal consequences. 
Nala tried a little diplomacy now. "Most of the approaches to 

the palace will be blocked, except the one leading straight to the 
pavilion where the Swayamwara is to be held. I know that the 
most rigorous steps are being taken to keep out intruders." 

The gods smiled as if to say, "Everyone is going to be an in­
truder except you!" and rose to the occasion by promising, "We 
will help you to get past all barricades, barriers, and battlements. 
We will help you to get within whispering distance of Dama­
yanti, provided you plead our cause." 

Nala was thrilled at the prospect of an approach to his beloved 
and cried enthusiastically, "Yes, I'll go." 

By their magic powers the gods helped him stand face to face 
with Damayanti in her private garden. They met like long-lost 
lovers, having held each other in vision, dream, and thought for 
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lJl(Jnths. '!',..· ' E,\IO:-.;s, AND OTHERS 
I . . ~ ala explained his n ... 
1csnarum "ft is 1• . • 11551<m. Damayanri declared without 
1 ' • mp()ss1b]c; I . I 

g ance at any()ne y • Jct t 1em do their worse. I'll nor even 
,._. 1 • <Ju arc 1111i: lor I " 
·"a a \Vent 1 ·] • (. 

I Jac(tothcgol·. ··[]. . 
1ad come and J .1 c 5 S\\ 1 t y, the same way by which he 

land any<J•n:. iappi Y explained to them, "Damayanci will not gar-
T . \... except nie." 

he gods remarked "'. . . 
missi< ,. ' 1 ou kept your word bur failed m your 

• • m. <JU should ha l . ' 
the letter< f • '. ve >een more persuasive; you have kept to 

"I . J your promise and lircle else." 
d1d my best,,, replied Nala. 

At the assembl 11 1 - d tly 
d Y a r 1e princes had gathered resplen en 

rcssed and decorat d d ' • h hty . · d 1 e , an measuring each ocher with aug 
:1 e-g a nee~. At an auspicious hour, chosen by the learned astrolo­
gers, the pnncess entered and • 1 d 1 d from a rray set . h . pie {e up a gar an d 
rn t e m~ddle of the hall. Every candidate in that vast hall scare ar 
her longingly. 

D • 1 • back amayann ooked around searching for Nala. He sat m a 
b · ' blame 

r~w, uno tr~s~vely, so that the competing gods might ~ot but, 
him for spoiling their chances. Damayanti's eyes smiled, 
1 • hers-g ancmg to the side, she found to her bewilderment, {our ot {i a-

all looking like Nala. The gods had each assumed rhe {orm, e 

tu res, and dress of N ala himself. h saw 
D · · h d chere s e istrustmg er eyes, Damayanti came nearer, an . she 

d fi . . . 1 d1spfaY• 
arraye ve Nalas all m a row, like qmntup ets on I Nala {roJ!l 

stared hard, but there was no way of detaching the rea drcum­
the rest. So she did the only thing she could und:n th;er. With 
stances, that is, pray to the very gods who were taun g Varuoa, 

. •1 rayer to 
the garland in her hand, she appealed m a s1 ent P 
Indra, Agni, and Yamato help her solve this conunclruIJJ•a!lswered 

When she opened I1er eyes again, her prayer h~d b(ee!lhich is the 
· • k. yel1ds w r; -the four gods looked on with unwm mg e fl ccered 00 

sure mark of a god), while the human Nala's eyes du aod gar; 
· r {or-war ere 

mally. That was enough._ Dam~yantl w~n . e diversio!l, W 

landed him. The gods, havmg enJoyed the1: littl 
satisfied, and now blessed this couple and vanished. 
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Two other gods were rather late in coming, and were told by 
Indra and Agni, while on their way to Bhima's country, that they 
might as well go back. "It is all over," said Indra. "Don't waste 
your time." 

These two gods, Kali and Dwapara, who presided over the 
cycle of Time, felt snubbed and swore. "They had no business to 
make a farce of the Swayamwara. Nala has played a trick on all of 
us. No one is going to feel happy over it." 

After Nala had settled down to a happy married life with Da­
mayanti as his queen, Kali and Dwapara entered his capital. Kali got 
into the mind of Pushkara, brother of Nala, and made him chal­
lenge Nala to a game of dice. Nala accepted the invitation. In their 
private chamber the brothers rolled the dice, as a big circle of cour­
tiers stood around and watched in silence. 

Kali stirred within the younger brother's bosom and made him 
win aggressively. The other god animated the dice by entering 
their core. First the little diamond on the king's finger changed 
hands, and then the necklace on his chest, and then his chariots, 
horses, palace, and finally his kingdom itself. Nala played on as 
though in a trance, pinning the usual hopes of the gambler on the 
next chance. 

Pushkara became dynamic with evil intentions. He presently 
suggested, "Brother, you have lost everything in this world. The 
only possession that you are left with is your wife. Why not stake 
her as a last chance? It may be the turning point." 

Nala thought for a moment. "No," he said, and rose to his feet. 
He was stripped of his ornaments and dress, and was left with only 
a piece of cloth around his loins. Damayanti was shorn of all her 
jewellery and was permitted to leave with the one sari she wore. 

Now the brother reached the acme of his evil purpose by order­
ing Nala and his wife out of the country. He made it know~ 
through the beat of drums that anyone offering shelter to this 
couple would invite severe punishment, and the announcement 
went forth to the people under the seal and authority of their new 
ruler. 



I 7 2 
GODS, DEMONS, AND OTHERS 

The only place where Nala could stop without upsetting the or­
der of the new ruler was on open ground at the edge of the forest. 
Damayanti followed her husband blindly and dumbly. Fatigued 
by the tramping, and by the shock of the day's events, they sat 
down to rest. A large white bird alighted nearby-perhaps once 
again it was inspired by the twin gods out to torment Nala. An 
idea struck Nala that he ought to catch it. He had no bow or arrow 
with which to attack it. He approached it strategically, took off the 
single piece of cloth he had been wearing, and threw it at the 
bird. He had calculated that under the weight of the cloth the bird 
would be pinned to the earth and then he could just stretch out his 
hand for it. In his mental state it seemed a perfectly feasible plan, 
but the moment he threw the cloth the bird took off with it, and 
the king was left with no sort of cover for his body. His wife, as 
ever, came to his aid. She unwound the end of her sari and wrapped 
him in it. 

They progressed through the forest, feeding on edible roots, 
and reached a hilly eminence. Nala point:ed out to her a distant 
town. "That's your father's capital where you lived happily as a 
child." ' 

"It doesn't interest me," she replied firmly. "I won't go back to 
my father. I won't leave your side" 

That night whe D .' 
having res 1 'd n amayanti was asleep, Nala edged away, 

0 ve to leave h • h" • h • reproached h" If . er wit m sig t of her father's city. He 
imse bitterly f d • h b faced her in h" or esertmg er, ut the dangers that 

is company w d "f h f b • d there was a ch 1 ere grave, an i s e was le t ehm , 
ance t 1at sh • h 

the glow of her f h , e n:iig t turn homeward, especially when 
at er s ca 1 • • d portion of her sari d pita mvite her. He gently cut off his 

1 an stole aw k" eaves under his feet. _ay, ta mg care not to rustle the dry 
In the morning D 

h amayanti' 1 t ey grant her feet th s on Y prayer to the gods was that 
She made her way t~ strength to tramp in search of her husband 
her f th ' · rough the f . • a er s capital, whi h orests, avertmg her face from 

c seemed t b k 0 ec on to .her tantalizingly. 
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She addressed the mountains, trees, and birds, as she went along. 
"Did you see my husband pass this way?" 

She came upon a group of saintly men in a remote hermitage, 
who received her kindly and told her to stay on for the night. She 
fell asleep, lulled by their gentle conversation and laughter; when 
she woke up in the morning to find her helpers gone, she _realized 
that she had spent the previous evening in the company of celestial 
beings who were perhaps guarding her. 

As she set out on the road again to resume the search for her 
husband, she found a caravan of traders passing and begged the 
leader of the caravan to let her join them. They asked her where 
she was bound, and she could only say, "Wherever you may be go­
ing." 

Later, while the caravan was crossing a valley, a herd of wild 
elephants swooped down on it and caused panic and destruction. 
The survivors in the caravan turned upon Damayanti and de­
clared, "You are an evil creature in a woman's shape." Noticing 
her ragged dress and dishevelled appearance, they cried, "You 
are a witch. Don't come with us, we'll kill you if you follow us." 

They surrounded and heckled her, until the leader of the cara­
van intervened. "Silly men, leave this woman alone, don't you see 
that she is helpless?" 

"If she is a normal woman, why should she be wandering in 
lonely places?" 

The leader said, "Let us leave her at the next town, don't trou­
ble her now." 

They left her in a city called Che di* and passed on. Watching 
the caravan go, she felt desolate, as even the false lull of security 
that she had experienced in.their company was now gone. The 
last man in the caravan cried, "Stay back, woman." 

One of the street-loungers asked, "Why do you leave her be­
hind?" 

"God help us! We have had enough trouble. She is ... I don't 

• Not the same as the capital in "Viswamitra." 
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know what she is, but our leader softens at the sight of women. 
Five minutes after she joined us, we were attacked by elephants. 
She is . . . " They said something lewd and passed on. Damayanti 
had support at the head of the caravan but not at its tail. 

Now she stood alone in the market place. One or two loafers 
jeered at her. She was dishevelled, in rags, and her face was caked 
with mud and distorted with suffering. A shopman cried to her, 
"Get out, don't block the way. You have an evil face, don't spoil 
my business standing there. Here, take this coin and begone." He 
flung a coin at her. 

Some urchins, noticing from a distance the gesticulations of the 
shopman cried, "The shopman is stoning that madwoman!" And, 
following his supposed example, they picked up a couple of peb­
bles and threw them at her. Other boys joined. It seemed quite an 
accredited activity for boys to throw stones at mad persons and 
monkeys. Presently Damayanti was running down the street 
with a howling mob pursuing her. 

Just then the royal chariot passed that way. The king, returning 
from the temple on the hill, had noticed the yelling crowd and, the 
moment he reached the palace, dispatched his horsemen to the 
market place to rescue the woman. One of the guards came back 
to report. "She is in the rest house, being guarded by our men. 
They said she was mad, but she has explained that she is looking for 
her husband, lost in the forests." 

The king ordered, "Fetch her." 
When Damayanti was brought before him, he ordered her to 

be sheltered in the women's section of the palace. The king's 
mother took charge of her. 

Nala, clad in the cut-off piece of his wife's sari, wandered far 
and wide. At one spot he came upon a conflagration of leaves and 
bamboo and put it out. A serpent which had been encircled by the 
.fire now emerged from hiding and said, "You have saved me from 
the .fire and absolved me, this moment, from a curse which had 
condemned me to the existence of a serpent, with constant threat of 
being dubbed to death." The serpent continued, "I'm grateful for 
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your help, Nala. I want to show you my gratitude before I as­
sume my real shape. Now take ten strides, counting each step 
aloud." 

Nala obeyed the serpent and when he took the tenth step, 
counting aloud, "Dasa," which in Sanskrit means "ten" and also 
means "bite," the serpent acted on its second meaning and imme­
diately darted up and plunged its fangs in his veins, emptying all its 
venom. 

"Is this the return for my help?" Nala asked. 
The serpent said, "This is my last bite as a serpent. All the poison 

will now circulate in your veins, and Kali, who has entrenched 
himself within you, watching and relishing all your travails, will 
now leave you, unable to stand the venom. This poison will also 
affect your appearance." 

And Nala found himself growing dark as a cinder and short and 
deformed. He could hardly recognize his own hands and legs. 
"What is happening to me?" he cried in alarm. 

"This disguise will help you. You will not be recognized. Now 
listen carefully. Keep these two pieces of cloth; wrap yourself in 
them when you wish to resume your original personality. But don't 
do so until you achieve your purpose. If you walk southward for 
five days, you will reach the kingdom of Rituparna. He is a good 
king. Teach him horsemanship. Learn from him the science of 
gambling, in which he has mastery; and await further develop­
ments. Do not reveal yourself to anyone until you get back your 
kingdom and your wife. God be with you .... " The serpent as­
sumed its original celestial form and vanished. 

At the gate of the palace of Rituparna stood a dwarf, sounding 
the bell which meant that he wanted an audience with the king. 
The gatekeepers laughed at him. But he was adamant and the rules 
did not permit anyone to be turned away arbitrarily. So they said, 
"The king cannot set eyes on so deformed a creature. We will con­
sult his aides and come back, if you will wait here." 



GODS, DEJ\1ONS, AND OTHERS 

An officer of the palace household came to the spot and, making 
a wry face, demanded, "What do you want?" 

"I must speak to the king." 
"The king is busy. You may tell me what you want." 
"Are you the king?" 
"No, no." 
"I want to speak only to the king-that is, if this bell means any­

thing." 
So the courtier went back and the king appeared on the bal­

cony; the deformed man said, "There are many things I can do, 
king, only admit me in your palace. I can make you happy, serv­
ing you in a hundred ways unquestioningly." 

"What can you do?" 
"Don't be misled by my looks. God has chosen to give me this 

guise, but Your Majesty will be pleased with me when you have 
tried me. I'm an adept at managing horses. Let me work in your 
stables, and you will see how I can make the tardiest horse fly like 
a whirlwind. I can look at a horse and tell you what he'll be like in 
five days or five months or five years." 

The king was impressed with this man's talk. He found him, in 
due course, extremely valuable. Any horse responded to his touch, 
and the king enjoyed nothing more than a drive in the chariot 
with the deformed man holding the reins. During those outings 
they became friendly. Nala also threw a hint that as a cook he 
could prepare food fit for the gods.* The king's love of food being 
very marked, Nala soon became the chief creator of good food in 
the royal kitchen. Between the kitchen and the stables, Nala cap­
tivated the heart of the king, much to the envy of all the court. 

Damayanti longed for her husband secretly and realized that, 
in spite of all the comfort that surrounded her in the palace at 
Chedi, she ought to slip away and resume her quest. She felt so op-

• In the years of his early training a prince was taught all kinds of arts, crafts, and 
accomplishments. Nala had gone through this training like others; he became such 
an expert in culinary arts, as well as in horsemanship, that the term Nala paka, 
"Nala's cooking," has passed into usage, signifying the tastiest food. 
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pressed by this thought that one evening she quietly walked off 
through a gap at the back garden of the palace. A guard at his 
post cried, "Who goes there?" and Damayanti got confused and 
attempted to hide herself in the shadows of the rampart. The guard 
led her back to the queen mother, who comforted her and said, 
"Tell me what is troubling you. I will help you." 

Meanwhile, Bhima, Damayanti's father, had sent search parties 
far and wide, and one of his emissaries was at Chedi, following the 
trail of Damayanti through various clues. At the Chedi bazaar, 
having heard of a madwoman sheltered in the palace, he managed 
to reach the presence of the queen mother and begged, "Please 
summon the refugee. Let me see her face." 

"I hope you will find out who she is and tell me," replied the 
queen. "She won't speak about herself. Last night she wanted to 
run away, but we brought her back. How can I let her go unless 
she is able to say where she wants to go?" 

When Damayanti was brought before him, the man rose to his 
feet, made a deep bow, and said, "I've come to the end of my quest. 
This is our princess. I cannot be mistaken. I have known her since 
the day she was born." 

Immediate arrangements were made to send Damayanti to 
Vidarbha, although she demurred and protested. 

Back in her father's house, she sent emissaries far and wide. She 
selected special men for this mission and said, "Wherever you come 
upon one who may possibly be my husband, repeat this message: 
'What is the measure of manliness of one who steals away from 
his wife, at dead of night, with half her clothes?' and bring me his 
answ~r.'' 

A few days later, one of the messengers came back to report, 
"At the stables of the king of Rituparna I found one who retorted, 
'It was a dark night and the path was lonely and wild creatures 
snarled, but the man thought it was the only way to make a fool­
hardy woman go back to her father's house.' " 

"What made you seek out this stable boy?" 
"Because I had heard of his horsemanship and his cooking." 
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When the man described the stable boy's appearance, Damayanti 
became unhappy. Still, in order to draw him to Vidarbha, she sent 
out an announcement that, having despaired of finding Nala and 
having allowed sufficient time to elapse, she was now proposing to 
choose another husband by holding a Swayamwara, and all those 
aspiring to her hand might come forward. The announcement was 
directed especially to Rituparna and his entourage, and the notice 
was so short that none but the fastest horsemen could hope to reach 
Vidarbha in time for the Swayamwara, which Damayanti organ­
ized with her mother's help. 

The moment Damayanti's Swayamwara became known, Ri­
tuparna ordered, "Bring the fleetest-footed horses, we must reach 
Vidarbha before noon tomorrow. I want to try my luck there." 

Nala presently brought his choice of four horses, which did not 
look imposing in the least-they were scraggy. The king said, 
"You call yourself an expert. you are sure these horses can reach 
Vidarbha intact, let alone in time?" 

"Yes," replied Nala. "Don't be discouraged by appearances." 
~e e~flained_ his technique of horse-judging and assured the 
kmg, We will reach Vidarbha an hour before you want to be 
there." 

They left the capital and Rituparna realized, as the horses gal­
loped on, what an expert his charioteer was! At one point a guSt 
of wind suddenly blew off Rituparna's scarf. "Oh, stop, go back 
and recover the scarf." 

"I "bl ' . mpossi e,' said the charioteer. "Not if you want to reach 
Vidarbha at noon. Can you guess what distance we have covered?" 
And he gave a calculation of the speed of the horses by observing 
the foam at their mouth and the distance traversed since the scarf 
blew off. 

Rituparna w • ff h" . as impressed but, wishing to show o 1s own 
knowledge i~ another line, said, "If you rein in the horses for five 
seconds, I will tell you how many leaves that fig tree has on its 
branches, by a glance at the leaves fallen on the ground." 

"That's worth stopping for even if it means missing the Swa-
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yamwara by five seconds," said Nala. "However, I'll goad the 
horses and make up the time." He brought the horses to a stop. 

The king chose a particular tree, made his calculations in a split 
second, and proved correct to the nearest bud! Nala was stupefied. 
"Your Majesty, if you will teach me this art, I will teach Your 
Majesty the secrets of horsemanship." 

"It's a gift I possess," said the king, "and few in the world can 
challenge me in any game." 

From her balcony Damayanti listened to the sound of the 
horses' hoofs and declared, "He is coming. No one else can gallop 
horses in that style." 

After Nala had arrived she sent a girl to the guest-house with 
the message, "What is the measure of manlinesss of one who steals 
away from his wife, at dead of night, with half her clothes? "-and 
received the same reply as before. The girl added, "Oh, Princess, it 
is someone . . . a horrible-looking man. . . . " 

But Damayanti asked, "Is he also cooking the food for Riru­
parna?" 

"Yes, madam, the king, it seems, will not eat any other food." 
Damayanti begged, "Please, somehow, manage to bring a sam­

ple of his preparations." 
"But we are forbidden to bring edibles into the palace, madam." 
"Please, somehow smuggle in a thimbleful of anything he has 

cooked, and I'll give you a necklace." 
"It may be unsafe," the girl said. 
"If it is poisoned, so much the better for me, you will be helping 

me either way." 
The girl was gone for a while and came back with a small bowl 

filled with some fragrant tidbit. Even before tasting it, Damay­
anti cried, "It can't be anyone else." 

"But madam," protested the maid, "one can't bear to look at 
him; don't be hasty .... " 

Damayanti decided to see him for herself, nevertheless. This 
caused a commotion in the palace, but Damayanti was adamant. 
She merely said, "When I was lost in the forests, mountains, and 
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strange cmes, encounterin . 
• f . g strangers, and facmg dangers every 

minute o my life ·wh , I 
h , o \\ as t 1ere to protect me? I was stoned, 

c ased, strange men t d • 1 • . aunte me Wit 1 their attent10ns, who pro-
tected me then ;i M j"f • d d" · Y I e 1s e 1cated to searching for my husband. 
If I do not succeed in finding him let me die in the attempt ... •" 

"B l • ' ut t 11s man has not the slightest resemblance to your hus-
band! " 

"I will take my chance. Nothing will happen to me." When she 
saw the deformed man, she burst into tears. She could hardly mus­
t~r. the courage to talk to him; yet the horses flew, food tasted 
divine. Above all, he answered the question she had phrased in 
code. 

"How do you know about the man who deserted his wife?" she 
asked. 

Nala taunted her for a little while "When a bird flies off with 

the only garment a man possesses, what's left for him bur to rip an 
edge off his wife's sari? d 

D d ·1 he declare ' amayanti grew more and more bewildere unn w 
"And if the wife has thought fit to have recourse to finding a ne 

husband for herself, when the old one is lost . • •" ,, h re-
"It was a last desperate measure to entice him back, s e 

plied. . n }liJll 
Nala chose this moment to drape over him the cloths give 

by the serpent and assumed his original form. . "but 
' b d " 'd R1tuparna, 

"You have no doubt found your hus an , sat " ,, 
I have Jost a wonderful horseman. . . kingdoJll~ 

"You will continue to be my master unnl I re~am ;~ I'll plaY JC 

said Nala. "Teach me the purest form of gambling, 
for the last time." d make you 

"It'll be a privilege to help you. I'll stay with you an 
d ,, ge tO 

an a ept. challen ,, 
f · · • • Nala sent a J11e After one month o mtens1ve trammg, f the ga ' 

his brother Pushkara. "This is really the fin~J ,!'hase O al-
he declared. "The stake this time is Damayann. but he }lad 

d H h PY usurper, 
Pushkara was tempte . e was a ap 
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ways felt that his conquest would be complete only if he attained 
his brother's wife as well. He accepted the challenge. 

The jealous gods who had wanted to punish Nala were no 
longer malevolent and they no longer inspired either Pushkara or 
the dice. Soon the usurper lost everything. Nala, strengthened by 
Rituparna's guidance, reduced his brother to the state of having to 
walk down the street in a loincloth, but at the end he relented 
and gave him a portion of his kingdom, advising him to turn over 
a new leaf. 
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Savitri 

As v A PAT I was the ruler of Mudra, an ideal king devoted to 
the happiness and welfare of his subjects and all living creatures on 
earth. But as with all such good men, he was childless. He devoted 
all his hours to praying for issue, offered rare sacrifices, and prac­
tised all kinds of austerities for eighteen years single-mindedly. 
The goddess Savitri, whose hymn he recited a hundred thousand 
times as a part of his prayer, appeared before him and conferred on 
him the boon of a daughter ( although he prayed for a son), and in 
honour of the goddess she was named Savitri. She was a darling 
child in every way. 

When she reached the age of marriage, her father had high 
I 8 2 
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hopes of her being courted by eligible young men, but none came 
forward, in spite of her beauty and accomplishments. It was not 
difficult to find out why. The king sent his secret-service mes­
sengers abroad to sound out the eligible princes in the neighbouring 
states as to why they were not coming forward to ask for Savitri's 
lund. The messengers came back in due course to report, "They 
arc afraid to ask for her hand. They think that she is a goddess in­
carnate and cannot be asked to be a wife.'' 

The king felt both flattered and pained. By a strange twist of 
circumstances the very perfections of the maiden were acting as a 
handicap. He asked, "vVould it not have been useful to tell them 
that she is really human? Very well. \Ve will remedy it." 

He sent for his daughter, who was playing the veena in her own 
chambers. He told her, "My daughter, you will now go out into 
the world and find yourself a husband, my only condition being 
that he must seem as good to you as you are to me." 

"How can I ever measure myself or others, Father?" 
"\Vhen the time comes you will understand," he said. He se­

lected one of his trusted ministers and a band of courtiers to escort 
her during her quest. He warned them, "You will go where she 
goes, and you will in no way attempt to influence her mind." 

She went far and wide and returned one day when the king ,vas 
sitting in his court, conversing with the sage Narada, who had 
stopped by on one of his interstellar journeyings. When she came 
in, Narada asked, "~'here has she been? How is it that you have 
not thought of finding her a husband?" 

The king explained, "She has just returned from her quest. Let 
us hear what her luck has been." 

The daughter, at her father's invitation, came forward and said, 
"I have found my ... " She hesitated for half a minute before 
uttering the word "husband,'' but then she overcame her shyness 
and said, "I have found the man who will be my husband-not in a 
palace but in a hermitage hidden away in the forests from prying 
eyes. It was my good fortune that led my steps there. His name is 
Satyavan. There he is tending his aged father, who is blind." 
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At this stage the all-knowing sage Narada interposed, "He is the 
son of the king of Salwa. Through ill luck this king lost his eye­
sight when his son was born. An old enemy who had been waiting 
to attack him most cruelly chose this moment, and the king had to 
flee into the forest, carrying his child. I know all about it. Savitri, 
am I right?" Savitri felt happy when the sage added, "Your daugh­
ter has chosen a worthy husband. Satyavan is brilliant, strong, 
mighty, graceful, and generous, and is handsome like the twin 
Aswinis. But ... Permit me to speak frankly, my child, because 
I see the future as I see the present and the past. His earthly exist­
ence will last for only a year more, until exactly one year from 
today .... My child, go out again and choose another person for 
a husband." 

Tears came to Savitri's eyes. Her father trembled with ap­
prehension. Savitri drew herself up resolutely before uttering these 
words: "O great sage, forgive my disobedience. I will not think of 
anyone else as my husband; it matters little to me how long or how 
short is Satyavan's life. My mind is made up. To adore someone 
or marry someone is an action like birth and death. It can happen 
only once in a lifetime and cannot be repeated or corrected at will. 
Satyavan alone will be my husband." 

Narada was pleased. "It is spirit like hers that conquers death," 
he said. "King, help her to join her husband. It is your duty. Love 
like hers mocks at death." 

After Narada left, Asvapati started out in search of the forest 
where the blind king lived, introduced himself, and offered his 
daughter to his son. The blind king said, "Life in a hermitage is 
strange, lonely, and hard, and unsuited to a delicate creature like 
Savitri." 

The king cut short his talk with "Say no more. There is no al­
ternative. She will marry Satyavan and none else." 

"A~d Satyavan will marry her and no one else, I have known it 
ever smce she came here. So be it. Heavens bless their union." 

It_ turned out to be a happy marriage. Satyavan found Savitri at­
tentive and courteous to his aged parents also, at all times observ-
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ing the courtesy of restrained speech, cheerfulness, helpfulness, and 
all other codes of good manners prescribed for an ideal daughter­
in-law. Savitri performed these tasks not as a mere duty but with 
all her being, because she experienced supreme joy as both wife and 
daughter-in-law. 

However, through all the happy hours in the forest hermitage, 
Savitri was secretly gnawed by the thought that each moment was 
taking Satyavan nearer his last one. When just four days were left 
of Satyavan's tenure on earth, Savitri undertook a severe penance 
and continuously fasted for three days and nights. Her father-in­
law, puzzled by the severity of her prayers, said, "Savitri, you are a 
princess, how can you undertake such severe penances? Let me not 
presume to advise you to give up your plan, let me content my­
self by saying, 'May your vow, whatever its nature, be fulfilled!' " 

She was fatigued by the fast, but she looked unperturbed, un­
moved, and firm, like a block of wood. 

On the fourth day, the fateful day, she counted the hours. She 
performed the climax of her observance by offering oblations to 
the fire, prostrated herself before an assembly of elders, and took 
their blessings in reverent silence. Then her parents-in-law advised, 
"You have completed your penance now, please eat your food." 

"Yes, after the sun sets," Savitri replied and noticed her husband 
Satyavan leaving for the forests, bearing an axe on his shoulder. 
She rushed up, crying, "I am coming with you." 

Satyavan said, "Why? Rest here and nourish yourself; you have 
put yourself through a lot of hardship the last four days. I am go­
ing deep into the forest, and the paths are rough; you can't walk 
so far." 

Savitri said, "I am not tired after the fast. I must go with you." 
"Very well," said Satyavan. "Please explain it to my parents so 

that they may not think that I am forcing you to go with me." 
She approached her parents-in-law and said, "I wish to go into 

the forest with my husband. I want to watch him gather fruits and 
firewood. I have been here almost a year and have not seen the 
forest in bloom." 
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Her father-in-law saiJ, "Sa\·itri has ne\·er made any request. Let 
her enjoy herself." 

Savitri \\:alked through the forest, clasping her husband's hand 
as he explamed the finer poinrs of forest life to her. All through 
th0se hours, while watching beautiful scenes or enjoying beautiful 
moments, Savitri was racked with the thought that the hour of 
doom was approaching. She helped Satyav;n gather fruits, and 

the~ he went off to cur wood. Resting. she watched him without 
bartmg an eyelid as he wielded his axe and the forest resoundcd 

with steel hitting wood. 
• ''I arn 

Suddenly he dropped the axe and came to her, muttenng, If 
not feeling well. My head throbs; perhaps I have exerted myse d 
too much." She sprang to her feet, rook him in her arms, :r 
gently helped him lie down on the grass, resting his head on 

lap. Gradually he seemed to fall asleep. ce - presen 
Hardly had he ceased to stir when she sensed a strange f b-

hovering about close by. She concentrated all her powers do 0es 
· • .. h re ey ' 

servanon and espied the formidable figure of a man w1c Sarya-
blood-red robes, holding a noose in his hand. He srood ove: . gen-

. • I • Sav1trl 
van and stared at his recumbent figure. On sccmg ,nn, . this 
tly laid down Satyavan's head, rose to her feet, and, salunn;e di-

"d "Y c1· b • You must presence, sa1 , ou are not an or mary emg. 
vine. Tell me who you are and why you are here." de you 

• • have ma 
"You are a rare person Savitri. Your auSrennes ' ·rli aoY ' se w1 

extraordinarily sensitive. I would normally not converh MY 0 an1e 
I m Dear • d's 

being but I will talk to you. Good woman, a J,usbarl 
' b se your ·f 

is Y ama, as you well know. I am here ecau 1 • subrle 11 e 
. . d extract ,1s fl 

earthly time 1s over. It 1s my uty now to . If there 0 
. l • his gross se 

with this noose and carry 1t away, eavmg 
d f b ,, 5elf, 

the groun or you to urn. oine your 
· I have c f 11 

Savitri asked "How is it, my lord, t mt you ' to per or1 

. . ' Id I d your messengers 
when ordrnanly you wou on y sen . ed 

,, • go1sh 
this task? . I· he is a diSt111 0 '' · ordmary morta , • erso • 

"Because Saryavan is not an . him away II1 P 
I wanted to have the ho_nour of calling 

one. 
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He extracted from Satyavan his subtle personality by means of his 
noose and moved off south, for in the south lies Yama's kingdom. 

Savitri saw the inert body lose its gloss gradually; she laid it 
away in a safe place and started after Yama. Y ama noticed her de­
termination, and stopped to say, "Don't follow me into my realm. 
Perform the obsequies for your husband's welfare in the other 
world and dispose cf his physical body in the proper manner." 

"I cannot go where my husband is not. No other path is open to 
me," Savitri said, persistently following him. "We have been taught 
that a good married life, with discipline and self-control, is the 
highest form of existence. I have no other life, nor any intention of 
following a life of renunciation or asceticism. Married life is the 
highest goal attainable by me, as taught to me by my elders; and 
so I have nowhere to go except where my husband goes." 

"You cannot follow your husband any further, but I am pleased 
with your outlook; ask for a boon and I shall grnnt it. Ask for any­
thing except the life of this person." 

Savitri promptly asked, "Please restore the sight to my father­
in-law." 

"It is granted. Tomorrow when he wakes up, he will see the 
light. Now turn back and go before you get very tired." 

"I cannot feel any tiredness where my husband is," she said. "In 
good company one attains salvation, and therefore should one al­
ways stay where good people are found." 

Yama was pleased with this sentiment also and said, "Ask for a 
second boon, my dear girl, anything except the life of Satyavan." 

"Please restore to my father-jn-l.1_!Y_hj~Jcingdom, which he lost 
-·---·---------- -- ~ 

years ago." • 
"I gladly grant it. Now go back before you feel fatigued." 
"I have often speculated on what is a good life. To my way of 

thinking it seems to consist in the eradication of malice in thought, 
word, and deed, and in positive, active benevolence and in giving 
without acquisitiveness. Correct me, 0 Yama, if I am wrong. I 
want to learn the verities from you. Good men make no distinction 
between friends and enemies while exercising mercy or kindness." 
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Y ama was again pleased with her words and said, "Your words 
and sentiments have again moved me. Ask for another boon, except­
ing the life of this husband of yours." 

Savitri said, "It has long been a secret sorrow for my father that 
no son was born to him. Please grant him the birth of a hundred 
sons." 

"He shall have a hundred sons," said Yama. "Now, go back, you 
have come a long way." 

Ignoring the advice, Savitri still followed him, explaining, 
"While I follow my husband there can be no such thing as distance 
or fatigue. All right, if you insist, I will stay behind, but will raise 
my voice so that you may hear my words as you go. You are the 
son of the sun god, and the wise call you appropriately Vaivaswat. 
The subjects of your kingdom enjoy absolute, unblemished justice, 
and that is the reason why you are called king of dharma. * In the 
company of good people one enjoys a sense of confidence and 
security, which is not experienced even in one's own company. 
Therefore, anyone, naturally, prefers to remain in the company of 
the good." 

Yama was visibly moved by thls speech of hers. "I am one 
dreaded, and no one speaks such words as you have just spoken. I 
am moved by your words. You may ask for a fourth boon, except­
ing the life of this man." 

"Then grant that a hundred sons be born to me." 
"Gently lady, you will have a hundred sons, valiant and strong, 

to make you happy. Now you must turn back, you have come too 
far." 

"The company of good people is never fruitless," began Savitri 
and expounded the worth of the company of the good, and went 

• Dharma_ m~y. be defined broadly as the ultimate code in thought, word, and deed 
for e~ch individual-that which alone is right for him. The word also carries the 
meaning of duty, as well as the code, at all levels. Evil arises when one deviates 
from the path of dharma. All stories and parables taken together illustrate the eter­
nal importance of dharma. Although it varies from one individual to the next, ac­
cording to birth and mental equipment, there is a dharma for everyone, whether he 
be a king or a Chandala, and he must live according to it. 
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on to explain rather intricately how the sun in its orbit moved 
and the earth sustained }if e as a direct result of the goodness of the 
good people. 

Y ama was again impressed with this philosophy. "When you 
speak, my steps lag in order that I may listen to you and get the 
full import of your words; I revere you, O lady, for your under­
standing of righteousness. Ask of me a uniq!l~ .. boon, 0 chaste 
one." • 

"My chastity is.J.mas~il~ble. If y9ur granting of the boon of a 
hundred sons is to be fulfilled, you have to give me back my hus­
band. You cannot take away my husband and yet leave me with 
the boon of a hundred sons." 

"Yes, I recognize that," said Varna and loosened the noose that 
held the life of Satyavan in his hands. He blessed Savitri and her 
husband with longevity and went forward alone, for the first time 
in his career yielding b~ a life. 

Savitri hastened back~ the spot where Satyavan's body had 
been laid. She lifted him gently onto her lap and revived him. He 
opened his eyes, murmuring, "I have slept too long. How patient 
you have been! \Vhy did you not wake me? I felt someone else was 
nearby, or was it a dream? I was going somewhere .... Tell 
me, have I been here all along?" 

Savitri said, "The night is far advanced. It is dark and your 
parents will be anxious. Let us go back to the hermitage, if you are 
able to walk." 

"Oh, I feel quite refreshed. Let us go back." 
At the hermitage a crowd had gathered because the old king 

was worrying about his son and daughter-in-law, who had not re­
turned home. They crowded around the couple as they entered 
the precincts of the hermitage and demanded, "Where were you, 
out so late?" 

Savitri replied, "We were on a far-off expedition and are happy 
to be back." 

a* 



The Mispaired Anklet 

After the chronicles of the activities of gods ranging through millennia 
and acted out on a stage of cosmic proportions, we now come to a tale 
whose events occur ,vithin a comparatively human compass, the hap­
penings dating no further back than the second century A.D. This story 
has its beginning in Puha_s capital of one of the southern Indian king­
doms mentioned by Ptolemy in that century. 

~-u H A R was a flourishing seacoast town where the river Cauvery 
Joined the sea. When this story begins, the marriage of Kovalan, 
the hero of this tale, with Kannagi was being celebrated, with the 
~hole town rejoicing and feasting, every citizen having been in­
vited by an announcer riding on an elephant up and down the 
~treets of the city. Kovalan and Kannagi lived a happy married life 
In their comfortable home until the day when Madhavi, a young 
,~~' gave her first dance recital before the king. 

190 
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In recognition of her talent the king presented her with a garland 
?f green leaves and one thousand and eight pieces of gold. Accord­
mg to custom, Madhavi could now select a lover for herself. She 
passed the garland to a hunchbacked woman who stood in the city 
square, where wealthy citizens passed or congregated, and a~­
nounced, "This garland is worth one thousand and eight pieces of 
gold. Whoever buys it also becomes the husband of the most ac­
complished dancer honoured by our king." Kovalan became a 
ready customer for this garland, and gained admission to i\1adhavi's 
~ridal chamber and forgot all his problems and responsibilities in 
~1fe. When he was not making love to her, he spent the time listen­
ing to the music of her steps. 

The city was celebrating Indra's festival. There were music, danc­
ing, and entertainment everywhere; special prayers were said in 
the temples; people moved hither and thither in gay dress, and the 
air throbbed with speech and laughter. Kovalan and Madhavi went 
about together and enjoyed the festivities. At the end of the day, 
Madhavi went home, freshened her body with a bath in a cool, 
scented fountain, put on a new set of ornaments and dress, and in 
Kovalan's company passed again through the illuminated city to 
the seashore, which twinkled with lamps hoisted on poles around 
groups of merrymakers and gaily lighted ships anchored off shore. 
Madhavi had her own corner on the beach, with canopy and 
screens set up for privacy, away from the tumult of the waves and 
the din of the crowds. When they had settled down, Madhavi took 
her lute out of its silken cover and tuned it. Kovalan took it from 
her, casually ran his fingers over the strings, and burst into a song 
in praise of the river and the sea and then addressed to a beauty 
tormenting a lover with her slender waist and weighty breasts, 
"who walks like a swan in the shade of punnai trees, where the 
waves break on the shore." 

"O foolish swan, do not go near her, your gait cannot rival hers" , 
anot~er song sa~d. "Your father ki~ls the living things of the sea by 
catchmg them m the meshes of his net. You kill living things by 
catching them in the net of your long eyes." 
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"She is a goddess who dwells there in the sweet-smelling groves 
of flowers," ran another. "Had I known of the existence of this 
goddess, I would not have come here at all." 

Madhavi pretended to appreciate the songs, gently took the lute 
from his hands, and began a song of a lovelorn girl pining for her 
vanished lover. "Through the swamps, fenced by the park ... 
someone came and stood before us, saying, 'Make me pleased!' and 
we could not rake our eyes off him." 

"Seeing the swan playing with its mate, a godlike one stood look­
ing on all yesterday. He would nor leave our minds, even as the 
gold-tinted moss cannot leave our body .... 0 crane, come not 
near our park, for you will nor speak of my present lovesickness 
to my lord of the sea-tract. Do not approach our park. ... " • 

Kovalan muttered, "I merely sang a good composition, bur she 
has her mind on someone else who inspires her." He withdrew his 
hands from Madhavi's, saying, "The day has come to a close, let us 
stir ourselves." She did not get up. But he hurried home. 

After he was gone, Madhavi got into her chariot and went home. 
She dressed and decorated herself afresh and moved to the upper 
terrace and sang more songs, danced, and fell into a languor. There­
after she wove a garland with several flowers, and, taking the pale 
inner petal of the screw-pine, etched a message of love on its 
smooth surface: "This moon, who has risen with the love-anguish 
... should kill the poor lonely ones with his sharp darts .... 
Please understand this." She called one of her maids and sent her off 
with this message to Kovalan; she was to repeat the message orally, 
and then give him the garland wherein he would see it written. 

The maid came back to say that Kovalan had rejected the mes­
sage and the garland. Madhavi felt unhappy but sighed, "If he does 
not come tonight, he is certain to come tomorrow morning," and 
spent a sleepless night. 

Meanwhile Kovalan said to his wife Kannagi, "We must leave 
this town." 

• The s,?n~s are qu_oted from V. R. R. Dikshitar's translation of the "Epic of the 
Anklet, Szlappadbtkaram, published by the Oxford University Press (1939). 
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Kannagi knew that Kovalan's funds were fast dwindling, through 
his buying presents and fineries for Madhavi. Kannagi had parted 
with her ornaments one after another in order that he might find 
the money for spending. She had b.een complaisant and unquestion­
ing. She replied now, "I have still a pair of anklets," leaving unex­
pressed the thought, "which you may pawn to buy presents for 
Madhavi." 

But he said, receiving the anklets, "This very night we will slip 
out of this place, go to Madurai, and start a new life in that city 
with the little money we may get by selling these. I will not be seen 
by my parents until I have redeemed my integrity. One becomes 
defiled to the very core through association with low, mercenary 
women, and by the time one learns the truth of the matter one is 
too far gone in damnation. This is no occasion for leave-taking. Let 
us slip away quietly." 

At dead of night they packed their clothes in a small bundle that 
could be slung over the shoulder, shut their house, and started out. 
The festive crowd had dissipated out of sight and all the noise of 
merriment had died down. They passed along the south bank of 
the river, which was deserted; on the highway they became merged 
with groups of minstrels and mendicants and wandering scholars 
and saints, travelling in the sam~ direction, and forgot their own 
troubles listening to their talk. "We missed all this staying at home," 
Kovalan said. 

They reached the ferry and crossed over to the north bank of the 
river and ultimately came to a town called Urixur. Kovalan left 
his wife in a rest house and sought a tank for his ablutions .. As he 
stood waist-deep in the water, scrubbing himself, a stranger ac­
costed him and said, "I want to speak to you." 

"Who are you?" asked Kovalan. 
"My friend, don't you 1·ecognize me? I am from Puhar. I have 

worn out the soles of my feet tracking you, inquiring everywhere, 
'Have you seen such-and-such'?" 

"Why did you follow me?" asked Kovalan sharply. 
"Madhavi has sent me, she is dying of grief at the separation. 
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She begs a million pardons of you for any pain sl_1e may have cause_!~ 
She begs you to return home-begs your forgiveness for her mi 

takes." 
Kovalan brooded for a moment and said, "Go back." 
"I saw your parents too, and they are heartbroken." 
"Tell them that I'll seek my fortune and return to them as a 

• · • • f fantasy all worthy son some day. I have been hvmg m a sort O ' • 

along· now I see the realities. Tell l'Vladhavi that I have no grudge 
' " against her, but I have definitely turned my back on the past. 

When Kovalan returned to his wife, they were ready for the 
road again. He did not mention his encounter with the messenger 
from Puhar, for fear of disturbing Kannagi's mind. Th:Y tru~ged 
along and finally reached the bank of the Vaigai, which slnrted 
the boundary of Madur~, the capital of _Pandyan kingdom. The~ 
viewed the soaring tei·nple rower and the mansions of Madurai 
city and felt happy and relieved that they had reached the end of 
their quest. Kovalan stood on the edge of the river, propitiated the 
river god, crossed it, and reached the city boundary. 

In the city the couple were received into a colony of cattle­
tenders. They were lodged in a cottage, surrounded by a green 
hedge, a cool inner courtyard and walls splashed with red mud, and 
a kitchen stocked with rice, vegetables, buttermilk, jack fruit, cu­
cumbers, pomegranates, and mangoes. Kannagi felt happy to be 
running a home again after weeks of tramplike existence. She 
washed the floor of the house. When food was ready Kannagi 
spread a grass mat for her husband to sit on, and a green plantain 
leaf for him to dine on. After he was fed, she gave him betel nuts 
and leaves to chew. 

\Vith his lips red with betel juice, Kovalan sat back and said, 
"You have been forbearing; how your parents would grieve if they 
knew of the hardship you have gone through." He became regret­
ful at the thought of his misdeeds. "I have wasted my life in the 
society of an easy-going woman and scandalmongers, wasted my 
time talking loudly and guffawing at bawdy jokes." 

Kannagi said, "\Vhy speak of the past again and again? I was un-
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happy, no doubt, but no one could have guessed how 'I felt in those 
days. Your parents were kind and considerate." 

In the end he said, "I will now take one of your anklets to the 
city, sell it, and come back with money, and then we will start a 
new life. \Vho knows? \Ve may return home soon with riches and 
re-establish ourselves honourably." He embraced her before leav­
ing, averting his eyes to conceal his tears; he felt depressed at having 
to leave her alone in the midst of strangers. As he briskly walked 
our, he was so preoccupied that he failed to notice a humped bull 
in front of him, indicating a bad omen. 

He passed through various parts of the city. At the bazaar he 
noticed walking past him an imposing man in a brocade coat, flour­
ishing a pair of pincers to indicate that he was a master goldsmith, 
followed by a company of minor goldsmiths. At the sight of him 
Kovalan thought, "This must be the famous goldsmith of the 
Pandyan court. I am fortunate to come across him so easily." 

He approached him and said, "You are the prince of goldsmiths, 
I presume. Your fame is known even in Puhar." The goldsmith 
smiled patronizingly. 

Kovalan now asked, "May I trouble you to appraise for me a 
piece of jewellery, an anklet fit for the queen's feet?" 

The goldsmith said pompously, "I'm generally concerned with 
the making of crowns and sceptres for our kings, but I am not 
totally ignorant of feminine adornments." 

\Vhercupon Kovalan produced the anklet. The goldsmith exam­
ined it with minute care and delight and declared enthusiastically, 
"This is not an anklet that an ordinary woman could aspire to, it 
is fit only for our queen. Let me speak to her and come back. Stay 
in that hut. Don't go away, I will be back soon." 

The king and the queen had had a lovers' quarrel recently. The 
queen had left his company on the pretext of a headache. The 
king transacted some business with his councillors and left for the 
queen's chambers at the earliest possible moment in order to pacify 
her. 

As he approached the portals of the queen's chamber the gold-
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smith crossed his path and after formal courtesies of address said, 
"Forgive my interrupting Your Majesty, but the matter is urgent. 
One of the queen's anklets has been missing. I have managed to 
catch the thief and have shut him in my humble hut. He is a sub~le 
thief who does not operate with daggers and crowbars but wich 

black magic." 
It was a fateful moment, and as the king was in a hurry to meet 

his wife, he summoned the city watchman and ordered, "If you find 

the anklet in the possession of the thief, execute him and fet~h the 
anklet." He was in a hurry, and the fates were gearing their en­
gines for a tragedy, so the king spoke thoughtlessly, although nord 
mally he would have said, "Bring the thief before me." He urtere 
the sentence of death without giving the matter thought, and hur-

ried on to the queen's apartment. . 
The goldsmith returned with a company of men and said to 

Kovalan, "These men have come to examine the anklet at the com-
mand of our sovereign." . 

Kovalan, pleased that he was coming so near a transacnon, 
messed about with his bag again while the goldsmith explained ~o 
the executioners the minute details of the anklet about to be dis­
played. "It has workmanship of the highest kind; grooves at the 

k 1· h d • • • • • nd tW0 
nee ; a s 1g t epress1on wuh silver garlands entwining, a 
leaves. It has a peculiar polish at the stem that has given it the facet 
of a crystal, reflecting off a diamond-shaped cutting." . 

A h d 'b d · f • h pleasure, s e escn e It urther, Kovalan's eyes shone wit d 
he took it as a recommendation from the goldsmith and remarke ' 
"Wh b d1" at an o servant eye you have, you great artist in gol • Id 

"Tr " 'd h • h w coU ue, true, sa1 t e crafty goldsmith. "Otherwise O • g 
I h d • arch10 
. ave p~ogresse m my profession? I am known for my se. coJll-

cyc, wlucl, Call find out a lot of things." He glanced at his 

paniom; :rnd smiled wryly. . ok it in 
When the anklet was produced, ~he chief execunoner ~~det chit 

I , I . . I · 1 "Y . • t is the same a J,jr; hand /1/l( CX;J/lll/lC( JI: 111 < ctal • cs, 1 

. /·,,,· vc lf,,1;cri /Jed," he saiJ. you , - .,,, 
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'_'Now let the man pay the price accordingly,'.' said the gold­
smith; and the men stepped forward, encircling Kovalan. 

Kovalan looked about in bewilderment. More bewilderment when 
the chief cried, "This man does not look like a thief." 

"A thief who has mastered his art will look least like one " said 
the goldsmith. "The science of thieving mentions eight m~thods 
that may be employed by an expert thief: drugs, il!usion, control 
of mischievous spirits, and so forth; he can pick up your valuables 
and walk right into your presence while you watch him helplessly; 
he can make himself invisible, he can look like a good and saintly 
one and extract worship from you. . .. " The goldsmith expatiated 
on this theme. 

Kovalan listened to it and said, "Let us come to a decision; if you 
noble men approve of this piece of jewellery-" 

"Spend no more time," said the goldsmith. "Finish your errand 
and let us go back." 

A young man with a lance said, "Do you know what once hap­
pened when I drew my sword-it jumped into the thief's hand and 
suddenly I found myself at his mercy. Some are so crafty and deft! 
Our king's order must be carried out." 

"No more talk," said a drunken man in their midst, and he hurled 
his scimitar at Kovalan, practically cutting him in two. 

Blood flowed from the fallen man. The goldsmith and execu­
tioners withdrew. The goldsmith looked back as if gratified that 
he had had divine assistance in his crime. He had stolen the queen's 
anklet earlier in the day and felt it a peculiar good fortune that he 
should have come across someone to take on that crime with ap­
propriate evidence. 

At the cowherd's colony, a matron said to her daughter, "The 
milk in the pot has not curdled; tears dim the eyes of our cattle; 
the butter in the store is all hardened, lambs are dull, cows shudder 
and bellow, and their bell ropes have snapped. What calamity has 
befallen whom?" They thought it over and pronounced the usual 
remedy for warding off evil and turning the mind to cheerful sub-
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jeers. "We shall d·mcc ti r . f 
. ' ic \.Unn·a1, or our guest for our beautiful 

guest watch mg us." A .1 1 . ' . . . 
. n e a >01 arc dance was organized m their 

m1dsr. ' 

Kannagi felt \vorr1·, J \\"/ 1 I 
. . C( • 1y \,·as 1cr husband gone so long? t 

was d1vcrrmg to w•1t -/ J J • d • d . ' c 1 1er wsts smg and dance as they epicte 
episodes from the J"f f J ·l 1·- • d . 1 c o t 1c goc '-flshna, who was the patron go 
of milkmaids. 

After the dance the matron went to bathe in the river, heard 
rumours about Kovalan, and hurried back home. Kannagi cried at 
the sight o~ her, "Friend, \vhy \,·on 't you speak? \1/here is my 
husband? Every particle of air in mv lungs seems fevered. I can 
hardly breathe. Where is my husban<l? I feel restless. Help me, are 
people saying anything aGour him? Don't hide anything from 
n1e." 

"They said he was a thief who had stolen the royal anklet, and 

executed him," said the matron. 
K • f 1 • • • the fares, annagi e 1 m a farnt, recovered, and raved against d a 

the country, and the king. "The Pandyan king, reputed to h~l f'" 
• h J • d • • • M J sband a rhie • ng teous sceptre, 1as cormrntte rn;usnce. y m n 

Sh d 11 rhe wome 
e shour~d at the top of her vo~ce and calle up a "Could 

and the girls who had been dancrng and addressed them. d you 
my husband be a thief, thieving my own anklet! 0 sun ~0{':; ,A.n­
arc witness to all things of this world. Is my husband a thie • 

swcr!" she cried commandingly. 1 r eyes 
d well· ie Kannagi gathered herself, her stature seeme to s . ' ed one. 

blazed with anger. She cried, "Here is my anklet, the_ wi:o~he 0 ne 
They have killed my husband, unable to pay the pnce or 
he had with him. Now who is the real thief?" 1 ugh rhe 

• . • ode r iro I 
Followed by a sympathizing crowd, Ka~nag1 str . her spcec 1 

streets of the city with authority in her gait and fire 10 rsons Jed 
and looks. People trembled at rhc sight of her. Some pe er -who 

, d 1 (as rhe po 
her to where her husbands body lay; an t 1e sun dra-W a 

I ·11 • order co 
composed this talc explains) set behind rhe 11 5, 111 

curtain over the sad spectacle. . h you should 
T • d "I • t ngh t t at Night came on. l\..annagi mourne . s 1 
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be lying there in that bloody pool while I ... while I ... Are 
:he~e no women in this city whose purity could prevent such an in­
JUStice? Are there no good people in this countrv or women of 
purity and devotion to their husbands? How can ;uch an injustice 
happen where there are good men and good women? Has God 
forsaken this town?" 

\Vhile she lamented thus, hugging the inert body of her husband, 
strange things seemed to happen. She thought that she saw the 
body stir and her husband stand up and wipe the tears from her 
face and mutter, "Stay here," and go heavenward. 

Kannagi cried, "vVhat is happening? Is it some mischievous spirit 
that is deceiving me? \Vhere can I find the truth of all this?" She 
left the spot and ran towards the palace, saying again and again, "I 
must get an explanation from the cruel king himself .... " 

The king was in the company of his wife. The bell at the gate 
tolled furiously. Over the sounding of bell Kannagi screamed, "Go 
and ·wake your king who has put his conscience to sleep, whose 
heart has become granite, and tell him that a wretched woman 
bearing a widowed anklet is at his gate." 

The gatekeepers were cowed by the appearance of the woman 
and ran to the king's presence and announced, "Your Majesty, a 
woman of frightening aspect seeks audience. Is she Kali, the God­
dess of Destruction? Is she ... ?" 

"Let her in," commanded the king. \Vhen she was brought in, 
he asked, "Who are you? What do you want here?" 

"You have murdered my husband. vVe came from Puhar only to 

seek our fortune here." 
"Oh, my most revered sister, is it not my duty to execute a thief?" 
"My anklet has been stolen," added the queen. "And it was 

found with your husband, who was trying to sell it." 
"Here is another one, take it also," said Kannagi. "All the anklets 

in the world are yours, O queen, spouse of the embodiment of 

justice." She tossed her anklet in the queen's lap. 
The queen looking at it said "This also looks like mine, but , ' , 

how is it there are three anklets now? I had only two." 
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"Docs a thief take away or add? Do you know?'' asked Kanna~i 
with bitter laughter. "\Vhat you arc wearing on your left anklet 1s 

not yours, it belongs to the thief who lies in bloody dust." 
The king seemed to lose in a moment his rcgality, and the 

queen was panic-stricken. "My evil dream of last night-" she 

began. 
Kannagi asked, "Do you at least know what it is inside that 

rattles and tinkles when your anklet is shaken?" . 
The queen took time to understand the purport of the quemon 

and said, "Pearls, yes . . . Pearls inside.'' 
"Break open my anklet, which is on your left foot, and see what 

is in it." 
The queen handed her the anklet without a word. Kannagi 

broke it open, and sparkling gems spilled out of it. 
The king faltered at the sight. "What king am I to allow a gold­

smith to sway my judgment?" He tottered and fell from his seat, 
and the queen broke into a loud lamentation. 

Kannagi watched the scene coldly and strode out of the palace, 
loudly shouting the virtue of her town Puhar and all the goo~ 
things that had happened there since she knew it, in contraSt to t?is 

• h • · • h • e with city w ere evil flourished. She walked round the city t nc 
unceasing laments, declaring, "If I am a chaste woman, I shall not 
let this city flourish." Then she tore her robes, twisted off her Ie!t 
breast, and flung it over the city. Immediately the god of fire, 10 

the shape of a Brahmin of blue complexion, appeared before her 
~nd asked, "I will, of course, destroy this city as you command, but 
1s there anyone you would spare?" 

"Spare only the innocent, the good, the learned, the infirm, and 

the children, and all dumb creatures." 
The city was enveloped in flames immediately. Those who could 

esca~e- from ~~e city poured out of its gates. The rest perished. T?e 
presiding demes of the town left. Kannagi roamed through its 
streets and alleys restlessly, bewildered and in a state of delirium. ' 

The presiding deity of the city, with her head decorated with a 
crescent and her matted locks, white radiant face, half of her 
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body dark blue and the other half golden, with a golden lotus in her 
left hand and a sword in her right, unwilling to face the sorrow­
stricken wife, approached her softly from behind and murmured 
gently, "Blessed lady, listen to my words. I understand your suf­
fering. I see the havoc that your rage has wrought on our city. 
Please listen to my words for a moment. The king has never com­
mitted any injustice in his life; he comes of a long line of righteous 
rulers who have observed strictly the laws of justice and humanity. 
But what has happened to your husband is unparalleled and is a 
result of fate. Listen, fair lady, to the history of his previous life. 
Your husband, Kovalan, in his previous birth was called Bharata 
and in the service of his monarch caught hold of an innocent 
trader who was selling his merchandise in the streets of Sangama 
and denounced him as a spy and had him executed. The trader's 
wife was grief-stricken and wandered as a madwoman for four­
teen days, raving and cursing, until she climbed the hill and jumped 
off a cliff, uttering her curse on the man responsible for her hus­
band's death. As a result of it, now you have to go through this 
agony. You will have redemption in fourteen days." 

This was consoling, and as Kannagi's heart softened with under­
standing, the fire in the city abated gradually. She passed the 
fourteen days wandering and waiting. She walked along the river's 
edge and reached the northern mountain tracts. A group of coun­
try girls while bathing and sporting on the mountain roads saw an 
extraordinary being who had only one breast appear before them. 
Her presence was electrifying, and the women worshipped her at 
first sight. Presently they saw her husband come to her in spirit 
form and take her heavenward. 

The spot became sacred as that of the godly wife. A latter-day 
king built a temple on the spot and installed the image of Kannagi 
in it for public worship. The image was carved out of a slab 
of stone hewn from the Himalayas and bathed in the water of the 
Ganges, and it came to be known as Pattini Devi-meaning ''the 
wife who became a goddess." 
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Shakuntala 

SH AK u NT A means "birds," and Shakuntala meant one who was 
brought up by the birds in a forest. As an infant, S_hakuntala had 
been abandoned by her parents. She was left on a bed of leaves, be­
side the Malini River, and all the birds protected her. After so1:1e 
time the protective birds waited upon the sage Kanva, whose hermit­
age was nearby, on the banks of Malini, and begged him to give the 
child shelter. He was a man of compassion, and although he was 
leading an ascetic life he adopted the child and brought her up 
amidst birds, butterflies, trees, and animals. In these tranquil sur­
roundings even wild animals were at peace with each other and 
with all creatures. 

202 
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To understand how Shakuntala came to find herself thus aban­
doned we must delve into an earlier episode. 

Viswamitra, that great purposeful sage, once sat in a rigorous 
penance. Indra, the chief of the gods, endowed with limitless power, 
splendour, and riches, trembled whenever anyone meditated in­
tensely, ever afraid that he might be displaced. As a measure of self­
preservation, he always devised distractions for anyone in medita­
tion. Now he called upon Menaka, the most accomplished beauty 
in his world, and told her, "Go down to the earth and tempt that 
man Viswamitra out of his meditation. Otherwise the fire of his 
concentration will soon scorch us." 

Menaka was aware of her own potency, but she was hesitant. 
"How can I go before that sage? Have you forgotten how power­
ful he is? How many thousand years he prayed to rival the ancient 
Vasishta himself, how he could create a river, if one was needed for 
his wash; how he could force it to turn back and flow against its 
normal course if he so chose, how he created a world for T risanku, 
with stars and solar system all his own, in order to challenge the 
Creator himself?" 

"But the world of Trisanku remained in mid-air and upside 
down," sneered Indra. 

"At the time he performed the feat, you were in a panic," Menaka 
reminded him. 

"Why go into all that now?" asked Indra. 
"Because it is important to remember with whom one has to deal 

now," replied Menaka. "He may curse me and reduce me to 
ashes if he finds that I am attempting to disturb his meditation," 
she wailed. 

"Not if you employ your gifts properly," Indra said, and 
finally promised, "I will ask the god of love and his minions to help 
you. Have no fear." 

"Please also send the god of wind to help me," said Menaka. 
Thus fully armed, she set out on her mission. 

She went down to the earth, where the sage had been perform­
ing his penance for thousands of years, and awakened him by the 
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sound of her anklets V I d • • • . . · ayu, t1e go of wmd, lent his cooperation 
by hittmg her suddenly in a gust; then he loosened and disarrayed 
t~e clothes ~ff her person and carried them away in a Jump out of 
sight, reducmg Menaka to the necessity of chasing her clothes 
desperately, stark naked, just as Viswamitra opened his eyes. 

Vayu blew the cool breeze of spring that induced languor and 
charged the air with the teasing fragrance of rare flowers. ~an­
mata, the god of love, found this an opportune moment and poised 
his shafts. Viswamitra came fully out of his trance and approached 
Menaka with the intent of helping her retrieve her clothes, and 

enjoyed her company for a thousan<l years, completely indifferent 

to every other purpose in life. 
A child was born of this union. It was said that the child came 

into the world fitted with every adornment and all nature sang a 

symphony of joy at her birth. h r 
N b. h but not e 

ature may have expressed happiness at her 1ft , . d it 
father. When Menaka presented him with the baby, he reJecce to 

. h "G d b b I am not here outng t. o away, woman, you an your a Y· . s ro 
d b . . f I I better thing 

ten a awlmg mfant, begone, both o you, 1ave 
do. Take that child away with you." too Jong,'' 

Menaka said, "I have been away from my own world_ h d And 
d · 1· • d vams e • epos1ted the child on the bank of the Ma m1, an ·me in 
Viswamitra resumed his austerities without wasting furrber Cl 

pleasure or regret. 

. . set out froJ1l 
One mornmg some years later a kmg, Dushyanta, . all kinds 

his capital with a retinue of a thousand hunters carrym~ arched 
of weapons and cudgels. When the army of hunte~s ha :arched 

f I. • h day it was I [11 
through the streets o the capital ear 1er m t e . All 0 f t 1e 
by all the women standing on terraces and balconies. _ 100n rhe 

k. . 1" By atren d 
commented, "How divine-looking the mg is. 'Id 1•111als arl 

d d f w1 an 
hunters had maimed and destroyed hun re s 0 

were lunching in groups on meat roasted over the firef. rd with a 
d nt orwa 

The king, leaving those who wante rest, we 
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small band. While chasing a deer, he was led to Kanva's ashram in 
the depths of the forest. "No animal in this place can be attacked. 
This is a sanctuary," someone reminded him. 

"I'll go in and pay my respects to the hermit who Jives here," 
said the king. The place was serene, and groups of scholars sat 
und~r tall trees, absorbed in their studies; novices were chanting 
music or verse, and the smoke of the holy fire rose in the air on the 
banks of the Malini. "It may disturb the hermit if all this army 
turns up here, and he may mistake our intentions," said the king, 
ordering his followers to stop at a distance; he removed his badges 
and decorations and entered the gate of the ashram itself in the 
guise of a commoner. 

He stood at the gate of the hermitage and called, "vVho is there?" 
in an authoritative voice. Shakuntala, tending the plants in another 
part of the hermitage, came forward. She felt drawn to him. 

He looked at her with rapture in his eyes, only hoping that she 
would not turn back and send someone else to speak with him. But 
she advanced towards him and asked, "You want to see my father? 
He is away. Come in and rest." She went into the hermitage and 
brought out a pail of water and a tray of fruits, and placed them 

before him. 
After refreshing himself, he did not leave but srayed on, talk­

ing, and before long he proposed that they should be married. 
Shakuntala said, "At no stage can a woman act independently­

as a child she is guided by her father, as a wife by her husband, in 
old age by her son. You must seek my father's permission before 

you speak to me." 
"Father! May I know how this sage has come to have a daugh-

ter, being the most confirmed celibate?" He wished to linge~ on 
and talk to f-u;r, without letting the conversation lag. She explamed 

her birth and adoption by the sage. 
At the end of her narration Dushyanta declared his love for her. 

"At first sight I loved you and felt that you must be a princess, and 
no less than that. I now know you are a princess and fit to be my 
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wife, being the daughter of Viswamitra, who was once a king." 
And he proposed that they marry then and there. 

Shakuntala replied, "My father will have to give me away. He 
is a man with great spiritual powers, and if his anger is roused he 
can reduce the whole world to ashes." 

"I am doing nothing that should anger him. I am a king wanting 
to marry you, that is all. It is perfectly legitimate for a loving 
couple to marry according to Gandharva rites, whereby, with the 
gods as witnesses, the bride can give herself away. It is the most 
sacred form of marriage." 

Shakuntala pondered over this and said, "Even if it be a Gand­
harva marriage, I would like certain formalities to be observed, so 
that if a child is born of the marriage it should be absolutely free 
from all blemish. I attach great value to sacred rites. Another con­
dition-if a son is born to us, you must declare him to be the heir 
to your throne." 

The king agreed and sent one of his followers to fetch a priest 
who was in his retinue. With the priest's help a sacred fire was lit, 
holy verses were chanted, and the couple clasped each other's 
hands over the fire and became husband and wife, their union 
sealed for all eternity. 

Later the king returned to his company. Shakuntala was dis­
traught at this parting. But he said, "I cannot take you away in the 
absence of your revered father. But I will send a decorated chariot 
for you, and palanquins for your maids and attendants, and ele­
phants and footmen and all the honours due to a queen moving to 
her own palace, and then we shall never be separated." She was 
comforted and watched him go, and felt lonely when the darkness 
and silence of the forest came on. 

When _the sage Kanva returned to the hermitage, Shakuntala at­
tended him as usual, washed his feet, and set his prayer mat and 
trays of flowers. But she f cit uneasy in his presence. He noticed 
this and asked, "Wha~ is this change I notice in you today?" 

She stood before lum shyly and explained how she had become a 
wife and perhaps a mother-to-be. He blessed her. "May you be a 
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happy queen, begetting a son who will protect this land and pre­
serve its glory." 

On the day following the departure of the king, Shakuntala 
dressed herself, ready to leave the moment the chariot should ar­
rive. But the noon passed, the evening came, and still there was no 
sign of anyone from the city. 

She asked her father, "How far is the capital from here?" Kanva 
understood the purport of her question and said something com­
forting to her mind. She went on calculating. "He must have 
reached the palace late at night, perhaps after a tiring day, must 
have gone straight to bed, forgetting to tell the palanquin bearers 
and others that they should be here." 

Shakuntala reclined in the shade of a tree and involved her mind 
in deep and intricate calculations of time and distance: how long 
the king was going to sleep before giving his orders to the chariot­
eer and others, who, if they didn't dawdle on the way, should ar­
rive at sunset; if they arrived so late her father would let her go 
only on the following morning; and if they started at dawn . . . 
She was lost in speculations. But no sign of any message or mes­
senger from the city. 

Each day it became more unbearable. She could not understand 
why. \Vas the king faced with a sudden ,var or revolt, or was he 
suddenly sick? She was full of anxiety. Day by day she hoped, 
straining her cars for the chorus of palanquin bearers and the 
sound of chariot wheels. She began to lose the lustre in her face, 
wasted away in secret anxiety and bewilderment. 

At the proper time a son was born to her, when flowers showered 
from the heavens, and god Indra spoke aloud his blessing: "Sha­
kuntala, your son will be the greatest emperor on earth.'' \Vhen 
he was six years of age, this child could handle with ease all the wild 
animals of the forest, and the members of the hermitage watched 
him with wonder and named him Sarvadaman, Tamer of All Crea­
tures. But when he came of an age to ask about his father, Shakuntala 
felt anguished. 

Kanva noticed the declining spirits of Shakuntala and said one 
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day, l(I know what is troubling you, my child. Tomorrow is an 
auspicious day. I have arranged for a band of my disciples to escort 
you to the capital. Go and join your husband, and may you always 
be blessed." 

He clasped his grandson in his arms and said, "You will go with 

your mother. A new life opens before you; and you will leave be­
hind all your pranks with animals and birds and the climbing of 
trees, and live in a palace worthy of your status as the crown 
prince. When you become king, give a thought to your grand-
father .... " 

At this the little fellow fell at his feet and cried, "You are rny 
father, you are my mother, and you are everything to me. I knoWI 

d • but none else. Let my mother go to the palace if she esires so, 
will stay with you here. I do not want to live in a palace." 

The sage was moved by this innocent attachment, and re~rs 
came to his eyes. He called his disciples who were to escort S ad 
kuntala and said to them, "Shakuntala was born in the foreSt a~d 
grew up here in my hermitage, she knows nothing of the wt:h; 
Take her and her son up to the capital at the confluence 0 

our­
Ganges and the Jumna. You don't have to go into the palace Y 

1 h d . h • to rhe 
se ves; s e an her son can go forward on their own ng t 10 

1 " pa ace .... 
Af . f . • rivers, 

ter a pam ul partmg, the party started out, and, crossing es 
forests, and hills, they reached the capital of the king. The sag• 

. ''It is 
took leave of Shakuntala at the confluence of the nvers. 
forbidden for us ascetics to step into the city and so we'll rorn 

. ' t ro-
back, if you do not mind." And Shakuntala with her son wen_ 
wards the palace all alone, bewildered by the city, its buildlilgs, 
shops, and crowds. 

The king was in his seat in the assembl)r hall surrounded b)' 
. . . . ' la ar-

petmoners, v1s1tors, courtiers and ministers when Shakunta 
• d Sh ' ' ' sur-nve • _ e was overwhelmed by the grandcm of Dnshyanta_ 5 5 
roundmgs and for a 1 , I • . . . h1s ""a 
l . J 

. 110ment 1ad a 11nsg1vmg whether t 11e 
tic man w 10 had I ,1 I I , . sorneo 
\ lt ( icr 1n his arms a\ the ,1Sl.1rn111 or 

e se. 
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Shakuntala whispered to the child, "Make obeisance to the king 
your father." 

She felt weak and dung to a piUar as she cried "We seek your 
grace, 0 king, be good to us .... " ' 

. The king lo?~ed at _her and asked, "Good lady, explain the ob-
1ect of your visit. I will help you, the more so since I notice you 
are a mother with a child to support." 

Sh:kuntala said point-blank, "This is your son, born to us. You 
pro~ised that evening that you would crown him the prince. Now 
t?e time has come. Remember Kanva's hermitage, where you mar­
ried me." 

"I do not remember ever meeting you, good lady. I do not un­
derstand what you are trying to say now." 

Shakuntala was overcome with anger. She said, "Why do you 
speak like a rustic, saying, 'I do not know'? You do know, and 
your heart knows, and your soul witnesses everything. The gods 
know. Why don't you observe this boy-his gait, appearance, 
colour, limbs-every inch a replica of the great sovereign occupy­
ing that throne? ... Don't reject your son. He has come from 
afar to be received by his father. Don't break his spirit. You came 
that noon into my father's hermitage, and I was a virgin until you 
took me in your arms. Did you not say that we were married ac­
cording to Gandharva rites? Where is that priest whom you 
brought along with you that day? I have come to you for refuge. 
Don't be false to yourself. AH right, cast me out if you choose, but 
your son you must accept." 

The king said "You are a lowly woman come with a false claim. 
, ' 

I do not know you at aII. Begone. Go where you please, but don t 
ever come here." 

"My birth is not lowly. It is superior t~ yours w~o are false. I 
am the daughter of Menaka." And she explamed her history. 

"Oh I do not doubt that you are! You have inherited and , . 
learnt much from that celestial courtesan; but your speech, actions, 
and aims are unworthy of the sage whom you mention as your 
father. However, we have no time to talk to you. You may ask 
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for gifts and take them away. You may take what you like. But 

don't ever again mention your stories." . 
Shakuntala said, "King, you hurt me. You talk like a lic_ennous, 

irresponsible man. Never mind, if in the depth of your being _Y0u 
cannot believe me, I will go away. I only speak what I have hve~ 
through, but there is no witness to it. I will go away. But th1~ 
child ... " She looked pathetically at her son, in whom she r~a 
all the childish hope and puzzlement and cursed herself for being 
so helpless. "I have no witness," she ~ried to the stunned assembly. 
The king fidgeted in his seat. No one dared to say anything. . 

Into this grim silence a voice from heaven cried, "0 good kingd 
let her not endure this trial any more. She spoke the truth' an 
h. · fl re sho-W-

t 1s 1s your son, accept him." At these words owcrs we 1 d 
ered on the assembly. The voice further said, "He shall be cal ~e 
Bharata, * and from him will arise and spread fresh fame for t 
entire line of kings." • 

Th. . rose in 
. 1s transformed the whole situation. The king at one~ e wel-

h1s seat and addressed the suffering lady. "Welcome, my wif ' . d 
H •plaine 

come, my son." All problems were now solved. e ex 
. h h' d forget-wit 1s arms about his wife and son "I had to preten to l 

f l b ' d ful Y 
u ness ecause I wanted this august assembly to understan 

the whole episode and its background, I did not want them to 
th' 1 th • • d chat m { at someone had come in and was making a claim an ·f 
I had accepted her because she was attractive. I wanted 111Y wt e; 
the queen, to speak for herself fully and explain." A rather larTl 
excuse for his grave lapse and rudeness but Shakunrala rose co che 
occasion and apologized for h h, I d urse Qushyanta, 
l'k 11 d er speec . n ue co d c-
1 e a ~oo rulers, handed over the kingdom to his son an ' a 
compamed by h' 'f • in che 
f is wi e, sought the seclusion of a hcrnutage 
orests. 

This story as narr d b . • Maba-
bh T k. ate a ove 1s basicallv true to the source 10 

arata. a mg th I A p., 
at as an outline, Kalidasa in the fifth century • 

" Bh • . d , ~ arata IS sa1 to be the f d , • san-
skrit. oun er of India, which is also called "Bharat' in 
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(ve? much as Shakespeare utilized Plutarch's Lives), wrote his famous 
poetic play Abhij1l(ma Shakzmtalam. Abhij11a11a means "signet" or 
"tol·en" l • d ~ ; t 1e ep1s0 e turns ~rn a token and lapse of memory. Abhijnana 
Shakzmtalam may be called the earliest story written around the theme 
of forgetfulness. • 

In Kalidasa's version the whole near-tragedy arises from a curse 
uttered by that ill-tempered, sh.irp-tongued sage Durvasa, who had 
come to the hermitage of Kanva on a certain day and found Sha­
kuntala rreoccupied with thoughts of Dushyanta, who had just left her. 
The arnval of this august visitor passed unnoticed by her. The sage 
shouted his curse, "Whoever is the object of your thoughts now will 
forget you." 

!"1is utterance was loud enough to shock Shakuntala's companions 
Pnyamvada and Anasuya, who were nearby, and who ran after the de­
parting sage ,vith apologies on behalf of Shakuntala. But Shakuntala 
herself heard nothing and saw no one, her mental state being one of the 
utmost confusion. She had just given herself in marriage to Dushyanta 
on her own responsibility, and the king had parted from her, promising 
to take her home within three days. Her father was away, she had mar­
ried without his sanction, and she felt guilty and very lonely after the 
departure of the king. In this state of mind she overlooked the arrival of 
the august visitor. She was totally unaware of the curse as well as of the 
mitigation the angry sage pronounced on the appeal of Shakuntala's 
companions: "The man's memory will revive when he sees a memento." 

After waiting for a few months, with pregnancy advancing, Shakun­
tala starts off for the city with escorts from the ashram. The escorts 
take her into the presence of the king and explain the object of their 
visit. The king shows concern for the girl, but has no recollection of 
ever meeting her. At a critical moment of their effort to revive his 
memory Shakuntala dramatically tries to .flourish the signet ring that 
was given by herDushyanta after their secret marriage. 
SHAKUNTALA (searchi11g her fi11ger): Alas! Where is the ring? 

GAUTAl\IAI ( one of her escorts): Perhaps it slipped off when you 
dipped your fingers in that river. 

KING: Ah, ready-witted women! . 
SHAKUNTALA: The fates are playing a prank. Let me explain. 

KING: Yes, yes, I am all attention. What next? 
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SHAKUNTALA: One day, you remember, when we ,vere in the bower of 
vetasa creepers, you held water in a cup of lotus leaf. 

KING: Go on, I am listening. 
SHAKUNTALA: Just then Dirghapanga-do you remember the name? 

KING: No. How can I remember a name I never knew? 
f • You 

SHAKUNTALA: Dirghapanga was my pet deer. You were fond O it. . d 
tried to make him drink the water you held, but he shie 

h• lips he 
away. Later, when I took the lotus cup to 15 ' . • t 
drank the water. Then you said something in ies -- d 

KING: False women attempt to achieve their ends with honeye 

anecdotes. 
SHAKUNTALA: Ignoble man, you wrong me by such remarks! . . 

H . . h r c1a1rns, 
er escorts argue with the king, but he firmly reiects e . g 

finally they J·ust abandon Shakuntala then and there and leave, saro 
. . b d 1rre-

that 1f Shakuntala speaks the truth her place is with her hus an ' is 
. h d if she 

spect1ve of what he says or remembers; on the other an 00 

making a false claim, following moral transgressions, she can havhe re, 
I . h · h back t e p ace mt eir ashram and will have no reason to follow t em he 
The king is in difficulty. His priest and mentor advises that he let5~:i­

lady stay in his house until she is delivered of her child. All that d io 
kuntala can now do is to follow the priest in tears, appealing aloU re­
desperation to Mother Earth "Mother Earth' Take me'" Later they . ' . • . er fate, 
port to the kmg that as the girl followed crying and lamenung h 0 d 

l 'lb' ' sa a c~ est1a emg floated down from the skies, took her in her arm ' rd 
vanished. It wa h h had hea s none ot er than her mother, Menaka, w 0 

her appeal and responded . d 
• 1•1Ilt, 

That seems to be th d f . • 1 ·ng the~ . e en o all this unhappy episode, eav1 J3llt 
bewildered apol • d . heart, f ' ogetic, an with an indefinable uneasiness at hie 
one day the polic h' f b • f a t 
f . e c ie nngs up for disposition the case O the 
ound m the market 1 . bear 

l P ace trymg to sell a ring which seems ro the 
roya seal. At the sight f h . • rders 
h' f b O t e rmg, memory returns. The lnng O llght 

t fi1eht_o he re:'·arded. The "thief" is actually a fisherman who had ca 
a s m t e river and O • • . • 

Th k. ' penmg Its belly, found the ring in 1t. l 551)' 
e mg, now full . h pe e 

contrite and lo _Y_ aware of his obligations, becomes o .. ,orld 
ngs to )Om h' "f b h. h vv l 

to seek her Th O h is wi e ut does not know in W ic ;dell 
• e us yam f K 1- . b afl • 

king, a protector of sacrifi a O _a idasa 1s not a philanderer u~ 0 higll 
ces. His reputation in all the worlds 15 5 
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that god Indra once sends over his chariot to fetch him and courts his 
help in destroying certain demons infesting his world. While return­
ing victoriously from this expedition, Dushyanta stops at a mountain re­
treat called Hemakuta, the dwelling place of certain ethereal beings. 

In a thick wood, in this peaceful sanctuary, he notices a young child 
of about twelve years holding down a lion cub by its mane, having 
tugged it away from its mother's side, while his nurses remonstrate with 
him to leave the lion alone. Struck with wonder at this demonstration 
of precocious valour, the king approaches him, feeling greatly drawn to 
this boy. He observes him and engages himself in a conversation with 
him until the boy says, "My father, indeed, is Dushyanta, not you." 
Soon Shakuntala, emaciated by rigorous vows, comes on the scene, and 
there is a happy reunion of the family, with the gods blessing the 
meeting. 

H 



FIVE 

HARISCHANDRA 

SIBI 

The central character in both these stories is a king, each illustrat­
ing a different aspect of the ideal ruler. Harischandra demonstrates 
the extent of human endurance when faced with a challenge to 
his kingly principles, and Sibi carries to an extreme the role of the 
king as protector. 
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Harischandra 

A L L T H E T R o u B L E ( said the storyteller) for Harischandra 
started on a higher plane, when two sages discussed the man in a 
spirit of gossip. The name Harischandra had become synonymous 
with steadfastness and adherence to truth at any cost. Such fanati­
cism always invites a challenge. It is human nature to protest 
against too much perfection; at least as a debating point one likes to 
controvert it. 

The human mind feels at home only when it can detect slight im­
perfections. It was in such a mood that the two saints came to talk 
about Harischandra, in an upper world, while that king, unaware 
of his being the subject of a debate, was happily ruling his country 
down below on the terrestrial plane. The argument arose between 
the greatest of the sages, Vasishta, and his perpetual rival, closely 
following on his heels, Viswamitra. Vasishta had just arrived at 

2 I 7 
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Indra Loka from a visit to Ayodhya, Harischandra's capital. While 
all the celestial beings lounged around on their golden seats, 
Vasishta was welcomed and asked where he had come from. 

Vasishta replied, "I was in Ayodhya attending the raj~5ura 
"fi f · ·1· f cnfic1al sacn ce o Hanschandra. In gifts, in the versan 1ty o s~ 

offerings, in the divinity that he manages to invoke with his devod 
tions and sacrifices, in the kingly showering of gifts on gueStS and 

. . . . f the worl s 
v1s1tors, and m every way, few have I mer 111 any o 
above or below, to equal Harischandra .... " 

A clicking of tongues and an exclamation of the utmost depr~ca-
. . b d ' attention-

non was heard at this moment and arrested every o Y s d 
- scare • 

The exclamation proceeded from where Viswanurra was 
E b d d h. H . l "d "'r f nd it all over-very o y turne to 1111. e qmet y sa1 , 1 ou ou ' 
whelming, I suppose. You must be easy to please." uld 

V • h I k • • • ·d· "Anyone wo as1s ta oo ed at h1m and said without ac1 1ry, . 1 n-
. . • · f Hansc ,a 

agree with me. Anyone who 1s aware of the quahnes O ' 

dra." I berween 
The assembly held its breath and waited, for any clas 1 

these two minds always produced interesting results. are 
V . . "A d ray what 1swam1tra pursued the subject further. n P ' ' 

those qualities?" 
"Should you ask?" ,, 
"Y " "d v· · · b 1· l1tcned. es, sa1 1swam1tra "because I'd like to c en ig ,,n-, I yet,, 
Vasishta knew that Viswamitra was spoiling for a fig ,c, ut-

d . b • who has 
swere with a casual air, "If there is one sentient emg It is :t 
terly consecrated his existence to truth it is Harischanclra. ' . ,, 
fact known in all the worlds and I think needs no repetinon- • 0n 

"Wh • h ' ' • ll creatl at 1st e meaning of 'truth'? Is there none else 111 a 
who cares for truth? Pray explain." fie 

"In thought, word, and deed, he is the most truthful man• 
will keep his word, whatever may happen." . fl ri-

"Oh! Oh!" laughed Viswamitra. "Are you aware that th1s a 0d 
h d • d · \T una a sc an ra remame without issue until he prayed to ar . • <1 

f d "fi 1111Sit1,e, 
per orme sacn ces to please that god to give him a son, pro )1e 
him that son as gift:i But when th • ou l{noW what • e time came, y 
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did? He became too fond of his son and did not have the heart to 
fulfil his vow. And so that son himself went round to find an ac­
ceptible substitute. They finally got hold of a poor boy, who 
would have been surrendered to Varuna had I not rescued the 
child from the sacrifice. . . . " 

"Could not be this Harischandra. He is not the one to go back 
on his word." 

"Should we not put it to the test?" asked Viswamitra, and all the 
gods ~?d the assembled sages murmured an enthusiastic assent-a 
promising show was coming off in their view. Viswamitra swore 
"I_ will prove that he will back' out of his promises. Otherwise I 
will surrender all the merits I have so far acquired." And so Vi­
swamitra set about his task with zest, and tried in various ways to 
provoke a conflict between himself and Harischandra. 

Now the scene of action shifted to Ayodhya, which was being 
ruled by Harischandra in an exemplary manner, with the peasants, 
artisans, traders, and le,trned men of the city happy, contented, and 
loyal. While making the rounds of his capital, Harischandra found 
a woman in deep grief. He got off his horse, stood before her, and 
asked, "What makes you so unhappy?" 

"My name is Siddhi," she said. "There is one Viswamitra who is 
doing deep and severe meditation to conquer me, that's why I'm 
unhappy," she said. 

Siddhi means attainment of extraordinary powers, explained the 
storyteller. When one has attained the siddhis, one can walk on 
water, float in air, travel through various planes, transmute, trans­
migrate, and so forth. Here the name is symbolic of the goddess 
presiding over those powers, whom Viswamitra was trying ~o 
conquer through his austere meditations. Don't ask me why Han­
schandra took_ it literally and not symbolically. I'm only a story­
teller, and I narrate it as I've heard it, that's all. 

Harischandra was completely shaken by this woman's ~rief (he 
continued), and told her grandly, "I'll help you, do not grieve any 
more." He undertook a search for the meditating sage and found 
him in a far-off cave, sitting stiff without food or respire, concen-
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trating on the powers he wished to attain. It was almost impossible 
to get him out of his abstract state, but the king took the risk and 
made enough noise to rouse Viswamitra. 

Whenever a man like this is awakened from contemplation, no 
human being should come within the range of his immediate visio~-

• his 
He must take care to keep aside and emerge gradually mto 
notice. Harischandra stood away until the thunderous challenge 
rang forth, "Who is it that has chosen to disturb me now?" . 

Harischandra came before him humbly, offered his salutanons, 
and said, "Burn me up, 0 sage, but your torment of the woman 
Siddhi must stop. No person should create unhappiness for any 

h ,, 
ot er. . h. 

This suited Viswamitra, who with all the pugnacity 10 dim 
H ·schan ra. 

wished to have a specific cause for declaring war on an cl 
"Burn you up!" thought the sage. "Not so fast," he thought, an f 
said aloud, "I am happy that you care so much for the we~;;;e :u 
your subjects. All right; go in peace." He added, perhaps, Y 

" can. • h 
The king saluted him and returned to his capital, plea~ed_ wi~e 

the success of his mission. But hardly had he set foot within t d 
f · · him an gates o the city when messengers came hurrying to ge 

• d "Y M • . f A stran cne , our aJesty, we have been searching or you. ,, 
beast has invaded the city and is wrecking everything in its way-

"B 'B k. east. east! What sort of a beast is it?" asked the mg. . s 
"Looks like a boar with tusks sharp as a sword, runs and lurnr 

and moves like lightning. It is reckless and fast and destroys everds 
thing, whether human beings trees or cattle· gardens, orchards' 

' ' ' stan and fields have been devastated. Not a single stalk of corn 
anywhere." . 

Th k. . ranon• 
e mg was disposed to treat their speech as an exagge l d 

B h ale· 
ut w en he went round and saw the devastation he was app le 

The unsee~ m~nac~ was here, there, and everywhere, and pe:en 
came run~mg m with fresh reports. Children were shut in, wo dy 
were afraid to come out to the river for water men with stUf 

' 
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limbs carried J . 
1eavy weapons, such as axes, sticks and rods and 

moved ab • • ' ' . our casting caur10us glances over their shoulders. 
The kmg did not like the atmosphere. He ordered, "Summon all 

our hunters, let them be ready with their weapons .... " Hari­
schandra hurried back to the palace, took leave of the queen, re­
freshed himself, and was ready in a moment with his armour 
lanc_e, sword, bow and arrow, and every kind of equipment fo; 
curring, stabbing, piercing, and destroying this unseen enemy. 

After half a day's search he detected the beast emerging from 
under a bridge at the northern limits of the city. It was a boar, ap­
parently of a special kind, dark as rock, high as an elephant, with 
tus~s gleaming in sunlight and a grunt that sent shivers through 
one s nerves. Its skin stretched over its muscles shone black and 
gave it the air of a geological specimen. 

The king sent his fastest arrow, and it rebounded. He threw a 
javelin; it glanced off. The boar started a game of hide and seek, 
with all the army of huntsmen in pursuit, on foot, on horseback 
and in various ways. It wove its way in and our of the city, blindly 
crushing and damaging everything in its path. For all its might, it 
was elusive and extremely cunning. It was not hurt in the least by 
the chase, as the variety of missiles aimed at it fell away from it. It 
seemed to possess a charmed life. Only its pursuers were exhausted; 
one by one and in groups they fell back, and finally t~e king 
found himself all alone, charging along, separated from his com­
panions. 

He became obsessed with the dark mass moving ahead of him 
through thicket, upland, and valley; it led him on and on ~nd 
finally vanished from view. He sat on a boulder, under a blazmg 
sun, footsore and thirsty and fatigued beyond words, havin¥ Iost 
even his mount as the beast's movements had compelled him to 

follow it on fo~t. He felt defeated; now he craved for a l~ttle 
shade and a drink of water. Time to bother about other thmgs 
later. He did not even know his bearings-although he had been 
f ·1 • • • • d thways in the forests am1 tar with all the mtncate passages an pa 

n* 
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and hills around. He had forgotten his quarry in the exhaustion of 
the chase. He sat and mopped his brow with a corner of his scarf• 
sighing and panting. 

Now appeared before him a venerable old man, radiant and 

saintly, at the sight of whom the king made an instinctive obeisance. 
Without waiting for the king to speak, the venerable man said, "O 
king, I understood how thirsty you are. Go up and turn to your 
left, where you will find a deep grove . . . " and then he_ gave 
him directions for reaching a pool of water tucked away in the 
rocks. 

The king reached the pool, impressed with the beauty of the 
h• ebbles 

place; the water was so transparent that he could see w ite P _ 
on its bed. He quenched his thirst and the venerable man also ap 
peased his hunger by setting bef ~re him a basketful of fruit; 1;: 
sat on a stone, watching the king refresh himself, and remarke ' 
"I h · 1 If you have t proves t at one who has faith can never get ost. . 

f 11 • • • elf into a to_ o ow a wild boar, you do 1t best by changing yours ded 
wild boar for the time being," said the saintly man and expan 
the theme into a subtle philosophical disquisition. 

There, sitting on the cool slab of stone, watching this saintly mand, 
• h h" · whelme wit 1s thirst and hunger quenched the king was over 
. h ' "d "When 

wit a profound sense of gratitude and veneration and sai ' 
I despaired after the chase, yon appeared as if sent by God, and Y~; 
have revived me in this wilderness and given me food for my bo 
and my soul. I do not know if you know who I am. • • ·" 

"It is immaterial," said the saint. ti­
"Whatever it may be, please give me a chance to show my gra 0 

tude to you, not only for what you have done but for what yo 
are and for deigning to appear before me." s 

Th. h f he wa is wast e chance that the saint had been waiting or: _ 
h · · • of at none ot er than V 1swam1tra. It was a culmination of a series. h 

tempts that this sage had been making to ensnare the king. First he 
set Siddhi, next he set the wild boar his own creation and no\\' e 

d • h ' ' Jllall appeare mt e splendour of his sagelike personality. He was a 
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of tremendous attainments and powers and could create anything 
anywhere. Harischandra's troubles began. 

The sage said, "O king, I know who you are. I appreciate your 
e~orr to show me your gratitude. What can I ask of you?" 

'Anything," said the guileless king. 

HARIS CHANDRA 

"AU right, I will let you know what I want, but first prepare 
yourself properly to offer the gift: bathe in that tank and come 
back after your evening prayers." 

"A . s you command," said the king, completely under the spell of 
t~is grand personality. He got into the tank, took a holy bath, said 
h~s prayers, and stood beside the sage as he sat on the stone with 
his eyes shut in meditation. Harischandra said, "O master, I am 
ready to do your bidding. What can I give you?" 

"Your kingdom, with the entire contents of your treasury; all 
th~ ornaments and dress on you, and all the ornaments on your 
wife and son. You may keep your wife and son with you, but must 
leave the capital at once." 

"I will," said the king. . 
. Now when he returned to the capital it was only to wmd_ up 

his affairs as a king. He soon divested himself of every possesSIOn; 
his wife, Chandramati foJlowed suit, and his son was stripped of 
h• • ' h" h the Is earrmgs. Viswamitra loomed over them, ware mg t at 
minutest treasure was not carried off. The populace was in grief 
and ~ollowed their king through the streets. " 

Viswamitra now said in addition to his other demands, Do you 
k H • ' • ay is worth now, anschandra that all that you have given aw 

h• ' A "f t be accom-not mg unless it is properly presented? gi t mus 
panied with dakshina to make it complete." . 

"Yes, that's true," said the king. "But since I possess n°th1?g ~t 
h• h nt and give 1t t Is moment, please grant me time to earn t e amou 

to you, whatever it may be." t" 
"Y • d k good the amoun • es, I grant you exactly thirty ays to ma e f the 
The wailing populace followed their king to the gate~ 0 

• . h' "f d on set his course city and returned. Harischandra with 1s WI e an s 
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in the direction of Kasi (Benares), a neutral city owned by god 
Iswara himself, where he could live in the charity houses that 
abounded all along the river course, and on alms distributed at the 
temple gate. Needless to add, his wife and son shared his trials with­
out a murmur. 

Twenty-nine days passed uneventfully in Kasi. As they sat on 
the river steps, gazing on the brilliant stream, Viswamitra ap­
peared again, reminding, "Tomorrow will be the last day I could 
give you for the payment of your dakshina. How do you propose 
to manage it? "-and mentioned after due calculation a figure that 
stunned the king, but it was really a tenth of what the king had for 
years collected as revenue in his kingdom. . . ,,1 

Close on the heels of Viswamitra appeared a Brahmm, saying, d 
am on the lookout for a good woman who can do my househol_ 

·f he 1s work and keep my house clean. I can buy this woman 1 s 
available." 

Chandramati said, "O my husband, sell me for what I am worth' 
if it will help you pay off your debt." 

Now the son added his little voice. "Please take me coo, for 
what I am worth. Let me to some extent help my father." 

Harischandra steeled himself to sell his wife and son, and thu; 
collected eleven crores ( over a hundred million gold pieces) an 
handed it to the creditor, who waited beside him with a ruthlesS 
determination. After receiving the eleven crores in gold, the sage 
said, "There is still a balance left. Will you be able to pay it before 

• you sunset tomorrow? If you are unable to fulfil your promise, 
may say so." 

Harischandra said, "If it is due, it must be paid, and there can be 
no question of offering excuses." 

At this moment there appeared a fierce person of the Chandala 
caste who said, "I am the chief of the Chandalas· all the crema­
tion grounds are in my charge, and all the butcheries, and it is rn)' 
men who sweep the streets and the drains and remove corpses an~ 
burn them at the river's edge. I want a man to do my bidding. I 
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yo~ agree to serve me, I will pay you. . . . " He offered a sum 
which was 1· ust eno h l h . . v· . ug to comp ete t e payment due to Viswamitra. 

iswamitra accepted the money and left. The gods in heaven 
who were watching this drama were so pleased that flowers were 
showered on Harischandra and invisible voices blessed him for his 
de~otion to truth. The Chandala master assigned Harischandra 
various tasks at the cremation ground. 

Chandramati went away, her only consolation being that her 
son was with her. The Brahmin who bought her, a rich man with 
numerous dependents and a large household, got his money's 
Worth in service. Chandramati's tasks were varied and unspecified. 
She had to get up at four in the morning, clean and scrub the 
floors, polish the vessels, attend to the cattle in the yard, water the 
garden, light the fire for the day, and get hot w;ter for every­
one's bath, and wash their clothes at the well. She took care of the 
numerous children in the household, and if one of them cried or 
grumbled she was taken to task immediately. She was the last to 
dine and was seated in the passage and served her food on a dry 
leaf. Her son was allotted a number of duties, and she could .find the 
time to have a word with him only late at night as they lay on 
their mats, which they were allowed to spread out in the servants' 
quarters next to the cattle shed. Sometimes she was severely scolded 
for some shortcoming in her service. Sometimes they left her alone 
for days, and sometimes they threw at her a word of encourage­
ment. The son was often out of sight, as he was mostly used as an 
errand boy. 

One afternoon the boy was sent to the forest to gather banyan 
twigs for the sacrificial fire, and he had not come home by eve­
ning. A couple of shepherd boys came to say, "We were in the 
forest grazing our cattle and saw a boy dead under a banyan tree, 
bitten by a cobra; his body was blue. Perhaps it was your son. 
Sorry." 

Chandramati burst into a loud wail involuntarily, and it brought 
• h • 11 "What to her side immediately her master, who said ystenca Y, 
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is this lamentation at this hour? Don't you know that this a F_ri­
day, and that especially at this hour of dusk there should be no 1~­

auspicious sound? It will bring ruin on my family if you per~is~ 
thus. Stop it, woman. I was wrong in accepting a woman wit 
such an inauspicious horoscope into my house." \Vhen he under­
stood the cause of her lamentation he merely said, "It is a pity, but 
one should be careful while walking in the forests. That boy mu5t 

have been careless." . f he 
She asked for permission to go with the cowherds and see 1 t 

dead boy was her son. The man said, "Yes, after you finish your 
• g rhere 

work for the day. Nothing is to be gained by your gom 
d • to per-

now. What can you do? Tomorrow we have sacre ntes 
form; we can't put it off. Finish all your work and then go. • 

• " She ac-
But be sure to be back for work at five in the mornmg. h 
cepted this condition also as a part of her trial and performed 1:~ 
arduous tasks until midnight and then was guided by the catt 
grazers to the forest where her son's body lay. 

A d b f • h" the forest, 
ttracte y the lamentations proceeding rom wit m 

a group of night patrolmen followed the sound and came to 
where Chandramati was crying over her son's body. They ap­
proached her and asked, "Who are you, woman? Why are you here 
at this hour? What is your explanation for bringing a dead body 
here?" 

She did not hear their words and did not vouchsafe them an an­
swer. She merely looked up and continued her lamentations. 'fheY 

h• d cure w 1spere among themselves. "Must be a supernamral crea 
who has kidnapped some poor child and sucked its blood. Must be 
pretending to be in grief to put us off .... " 

They approached her again and got no answer. "No normal hu­
man being would dare to be here alone at this hour. Must be a 
witch." 

?ne of ~hem stood at a distance and prodded her with the sh~rp 
pomt of his lance. She did not even wince; she had become obbvl­
ous of her own physical pain. This only confirmed their suspicion 



HARISCHANDRA 
2 2 7 that she was 1 

with ro s~pernatura • They suddenly fell on her, bound her 
the Cha!;:j anH t~okh her ~efore their chief, who happened to be 

a, ansc andra s master. 

He . ~eard the complaint of the patrolmen, questioned her got 
nodsdans actory answer as to the dead body that she was hug;,;ng 
an edared "Th· • b d t>- ' 
1 f '. is is a a sort, I know. We must make an exam-

phe O her. We don't want creatures like this in this holy city Call 
t at m " H • h • an. arise ~ndra was summoned and told, "Take this 
Woma~ to the cremat10n ground and cut off her head." 

.£:Ianschandra said, "Killing a woman! Oh, ask me to do anything. 
I ~ill conduct a war and annihilate your enemies if you have any. I 
will do anything, but not harm a woman." 

"Obe~ my or~er,'_' said the Chandala. "I have not bought you at 
an exorbitant pnce m order to hear your argument about things. 
Take her away, I say." 

"I beg of you, spare me this ordeal," pleaded Harischandra. 
The Chandala said, "I accepted you only on your undertaking 

to obey me implicitly. You remember? Obedience is the first con­
dition of our contract. Do you realize it? Obey my orders. Surely 
we don't want more children in this city to be devoured by this 
witch?" 

"Yes," replied Harischandra gloomily, "I'll obey you." He or­
dered the woman to be taken to the cremation ground, where she 
might be beheaded and cremated simultaneously. She was asked to 
carry her burden along with her-the dead body of her child. 

Harischandra went through his duty blindly, shutting his eyes, 
literally, to the person before him, benumbing his mind to every­
thing around him with a deliberate effort. To the appointed spot he 
went with his sword sharpened. Chandramati knelt before him. It 
was a dark hour and he could not see dearly. He wept at heart and 
prayed to the heavens to forgive him, and at once corrected himself. 
"Forgive? Why should I be forgiven?" 

The woman pleaded now. "This is my own child. Let me cre­
mate his body before I die. Give me time, help me with this task." 



2 2 8 GODS, DEMONS, AND OTHERS 

"Yes, you may," Harischandra said. "But my master collects a 
tax for every body that is burnt in this ground. You will have to 
pay it before proceeding further." 

The woman said, "Alas, I possess neither money nor any valu­
ables." 

"But I see a gold chain around your neck. Give that as the tax.". 
Chandramati looked up and scrutinized him in the flickenng 

torchlight. For she had been given a boon at birth that the sacred 
gold thali around her neck would not be visible to anyone except 
her husband. 

When they recognized each other, they decided to burn them­
selves together on the same pyre built for their child; there was no 
meaning in existence any more. Hardly had they set foot in the fir: 
when the gods in heaven realized that the limits had been reache 
in the trial of this hardy soul. Flowers rained from the heavens, the 
fires were put out with a rain of nectar, and voices in the heavens 
said, "Your trials have ended. May victory be yours." . 

V • • "f-Ian-1swam1tra, the great tormentor, appeared on the scene. 
schandra, you have proved me wrong every time. No other crea­
ture could have borne the trials as you have All your rormenrors, 

· • ild the Chandala, the Brahmm, the cobra that bit your son, the w 
boar, and Siddhi have all been my creations, and only acted rnY 
part or spoke my words-all intent on making you break y~ur 
promise at least once. You have borne much from me. Now I give 
you back your son." The son rose to his feet as from sleep. 

"Go back to your kingdom and rule it, as the great king that 
y~u. are," s~i~ the sage. "I ac~ep~ defeat gladly. I will be_gin rn; 
spmr_ual trammg and the acqmsmon of merit all over again fro 
nothmg, because I am surrendering all the merit and powers of rnY 
spiritual life to you, with all my heart." 



Sibi 

h ERE Is A HALF-Moo N in the sky today which will dis­
ap~ear shortly after midnight, said the storyteller. I'll select a tale 
which will end before the moon sets, so that you may all go home 
when there is still a little light. 

T~e tale concerns a king and two birds. The king was Sibi, who 
had JUSt performed a holy sacrifice on the banks of the Jumna. 
The guests were resting in the tree shade after partaking of a 
feast. The air was charged with the scent of Bowers and incense. 
Sibi Went round to make sure that everyone was comfortable. A 
cool breeze blew from the south, patches of clouds mitigated the 
s:verity of the sun in the blue sky, the embers of the holy fire sub­
sided int~ a soft glow under the ~sh. . . .

5 
The kmg, satisfied that all his guests were happy, dismissed ht 

attendants and proceeded to his own corner of the camp to rest 

229 
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under a canopy. He had dosed his eyes, \;\'~\t \~ sk~\'l ~nd half in 
prayer, when he felt a gust of air hitting him in the face an~ some 

object suddenly dropping on his lap. He awoke and nouced i~ 
do 11e white and soft nestling in his lap. Its feathers were ruffleld .t 

' , ' \ \ U a- 1t 1 
rr~rr(Jr 'Jnr} ;'re r·yr-1; were •,Inn. lr \()111i.l'l\ \l) h\\\\) t\\.\t 1e t\10H:,e sat 

1,:/// // ,111 • .1 ,., ... . t breat 1. 

was dead, bur then he noticed a slight flutter O 
1 d bout for a 

. . . l • d d loo -:e a -sH\\ ).n orctcr not to frighten away the Hr , an 

5Uvant. d I ed itself on . • • t an perc 1 d Just then a hawk whirled down 111 pursm , ' I •clai01e , 
a low branch of the tree beside the canopy. The J,a,v { ex 

"Ah, at last! What a game of hide and seek!" 
"What do you want?" asked the king. 1 1 :Never 

Your ap. 
"I am addressing myself to that creature on f food has to 

been so much tricked in my life' If <Tcr_v rnoutl_iful O I o-caJled 
- - • - 1 • d l for ne s 

'-C>"- "E_,<s·, .,._,,,'1:_C-, s.uc'n a tna\, a lllCC outloo { 111 CC( I dove 
king of birds! As one king to another, let me tell you, t 1c 

nestling in your lap is mine. Throw it back to me." .d ''I 
The king thought over the statement of the hawk and sai 'h I 

• d d • f b. d althoug am m ee honoured by a visit from the kmg o If s, 
had thought till now that the eagle was the king!" ro 

"I am a hawk, not a kite. Know you that the hawk belongs_ly 
. . f fan11 , 

the kmgly race while the kite is a mere caricature o our . •c-
• f d . . . I an its vi pursumg a career o eception by seemmg no bigger t 1• . f r ~ 

tim and then attacking it. How often one mistakes a lnte 0 

d , ,, 
ove. . t 
Sibi wanted to divert the attention of the hawk from the subJe\ 

of the dove and so said, "The kite also goes out of sight ~henh 1 t 
flies, so don't be offended if we land-bound creatures imagine t a 
the kite !1oats in the same heaven as the hawk." . one 

The hawk sharpened his beak on the tree-trunk and lifted 
leg to display his talons and said, "I'm sorry to see the mistakes you 
h b • l • d the uman emgs ma {e. The 1me no doubt flies-but not beyon 
back of the lowest cloud. And you think that it sports in the heav­
ens itself! The only common element between us is that we both 
have pointed, curved beaks, that's all; but the kite has a taste for 
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hel~less little creatures suclt as m,i'.ce 2 3 I 
which we would not care to notice." a,.,d :gD,?.r-r-o-u:_~~'l"eerr..-,,re., 

The king realized that the subject was once more drifting to­
:ards food and. di~erted the hawk's attention again by saying, 
The general nonon 1s that the eagle is the king of birds." 
The hawk chuckled cynically. "Ignorant mankind! How the 

~agle came to be so much respected, I shall never understand; what 
IS there to commend the eagle? Its wingspread? You people are 
too easily carried away by appearances! Do you know that the 
hawk can fly just as high as the eagle? And yet you have no re­
gard for us! " 

Sibi said, "You can't blame us, we take things as they seem from 
here! I now know better." 

The hawk looked pleased at this concession and said, "Have you 
ever seen a mountain eagle walk on the ground? Is there anything 
more grotesque? Don't you agree that the first requirement for 
kingliness would be grace of movement? Only we hawks have it." 

"True, true," said the king. "When I move from my bed to the 
bathroom, even if alone at night, I catch myself strutting along as 
in a parade, I suppose!" The king laughed, to entertain the hawk; 
he thought it might please the bird to be treated as a fellow 
king. The hawk looked pleased, and the king hoped that it would 
take itself off after these pleasantries. 

The dove slightly stirred on his lap, and he hastened to draw 
over it his silk scarf. The hawk noticed this and bluntly said, "King, 
what is the use of your covering the dove? I wi~I not forget ~hat 
my food, which I have earned by honest chase, 1s there, unfairly 

held by you." . . 
The king said, "This bird has come to me for asylum; It IS my 

duty to protect it." d 'f I d' 
"I may brave your sword and swoop on my prey, an I ie 

in the attempt the spirits of my ancestors will bless me. We have 
d • hat should we fear known no fear for one thousan generat10ns, w . 

. the vehicle of the 
when the back of our pnme ancestor serves as 

great god Vishnu?" 
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• I • h t it was a Again the king was on the point of correcnng 11m, t a . 
golden eagle that Vishnu rode, not a hawk, but he checked him-

self. re­
The bird emphasized :.is own status again. "You wh~ ar~·rds 

pured to be wise O king don't confuse me with the carrion 1. d 
, ' I d " • d the bir , wheeling over your head. I know where stan , sai 

preening its feathers. h. elf 
h• ble ims ' The king felt it was time to say somet mg agreea. . '[he 

secretly worrying that he was reaching the limits of his wit.while 
dove nestled within the silk scarf. There was an uneasy pause 
the king dreaded what might be coming next. one 

The hawk suddenly said, "All the worl~ speaks of you ;:d 50 

who has the finest discrimination between nght and wrong. t do 
h • ·b·1· I • t You must no you ave a senous responsi i ity at t 11s momen · I aJ11 

anything that goes contrary to your reputation. Remembedr.' 11y 
1 • • re 1et. v 

in the agonies of hunger, and you refuse me my egmma d chat 
your act you cause me suffering, you injure me every sec?n d iJ11' 
you keep your hold on that parcel of meat. You have attame this 
measurable spiritual merit by your deeds of perfection? no; you 
single selfish act of yours will drain away all your ment an 
will probably go to hell." 1d·ng 

"O • fi • 1 • • · h I m ho i m mte y wise bird, does it seem to you t at a 
this dove out of selfishness so that I may eat it myself?" }fish 

"I • h ·1 "By se am not so simple-minded," said the bird haug t1 Y· l ig' 
I meant that you were thinking of your own feelings, total Y 
noring my viewpoint." I feel 

"When I recollect the terror in its eye as it fell on my lap, 
nothing ever matters except affording it protection." 1st 

"O • • 1 h·ngs e" prmce among prmces food is life out of food al t i ·ch 
' ' • t -w-1 

and stir. Between life and death stands what? Food! I am fain " 
h If d . I crant:11 unger • you eny me my food any longer I may die. n a e 

f d k es ar 
0 yon er roe my wife has hatched four eggs the little on . 
guarded by their mother, and all of them awai~ my return hoJ11: 
If I die here of hunger, they will keep peeping out for my ret\Jr 
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~om_e until_ they perish of the same hunger. And the sin of ending 
six lives will be on you. 0 maharaja, consider well whether you 
want to save one doubtful life, which is probably half gone al-
read • 1· . Y, or six 1ves. Let not the performance of what seems to you a 
rightful act c~nflict with bigger issues. You know all this, king, 
but choose to ignore the issues. And all this talking only fatigues 
me and take me nearer to death. So please spare me further argu­
ment." 

_Sibi said, "I notice that you are an extraordinary bird. You talk 
wisely, knowledgeably; there is nothing that you do not know. 
~ our mind journeys with ease at subtle heights of thought. But, 
b1rd, tell me, how is it that you fail to notice the sheer duty I owe a 
creature that cries for protection? As a king is it not my duty?" 

"I am only asking for food; food is to life what oil is to a lamp." 
"Very well. You see all these people lying around, they have 

all rested after a feast in which nothing was Jacking to satisfy the 
sixfold demands of the palate. Tell me what you want, and I will 
spread a feast before you in no time." 

"King, the nature of food differs with different creatures. What 
you call a feast seems to me just so much trash. ,ve observe from 
our heights all the activity that goes on in your royal kitchen and 
ever wonder why you take all that trouble with spice, salt, and fire 
to ruin the taste of God-given stuff. King, I do not want to sp~ak at 
length. I am famished and I feel my eyes dimming. Have considera-

tion for me too." 
"If it is flesh you want, I will ask them to get it for you." . 

• • 1 h h" "See where all this The hawk gave an 1romcal aug at t 1s. . . 
leads you! How are you going to get flesh without kilh_ng some­
thing else? ,vhen you interfere with what God has ordamed, you 

complicate everything." . ,, 
"What is God's plan, actually? Please enlighten me. . 
"The dove is intended for me; God has no 0ther purpose m 

. 1 f 1 Are you not aware 
creating it and Jetting it mulnp y so pro use Y· 

d ;>" 
of the ancient saying that hawks eat oves. 
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The king thought it over and said, "If you spare this dove, 
I'll guarantee you food every day in my palace all your life." . 

• • d ble "I have already told you, my lord, that your food 1s me 1 • 

Your assurance of daily feeding does not appeal to me. I hunt for 
food when I want it. I do not see why I should bother about to­
morrow. Hoarding for generations ahead is a human failing, a 

• k • • h r hawks eat practice un nown to us. I repeat the ancient saymg t a 
doves." 

The king brooded over the words of the hawk for a momen~-• t 
"Ask for anything, except this little bird on my lap. I won't give 1 

up, whichever way you may argue." . I 
Th h 1 ·1 d • · d "d "So be it. e aw <: n te its head, rolled its eyes, an sa1 , rn 

• h war 
will ask for the next best thing. I want warm flesh, wit ing 
blood dripping, equal in weight to the dove. We are used to ea~ u 
only fresh meat, we are not carrion birds, let me remind you_-ll :c 
will have to cur it out of your own body, as I know you WI n 
choose to kill another creature for it." . hich 

The king brooded over this. "Yes, but I must consider w y-
. h descro 

part of my body will yield the flesh you want wit out 0 _ 

ing my life. Give me a little time. Bear your hunger for a rnnd 
ment." And he added, "A ruler has no liberty to die. Many depe 
on him." 

"In the same way as my family," said the hawk. . h·ng 
The king beckoned to an attendant. "Bring a pair of weig 1 

scales." 
0 we 

The attendant was nonplussed. "Your Majesty, how ca 
find one here, in this remote place?" • h-

The king repeated, "I want a pair of scales for accurate weig 
ing." 

"May I send a messenger to fetch one from the city?" 
"How Ion~ will he take?" asked the king. •deS 
The ~ourner made a swift reckoning and declared, "If he fl 

a gallop1~g horse, he should be back tomorrow at dawn." fie 
. The kmg looked at the ~awk, who already seemed to dro0 ~· Jt 

did not want to hear aga1n about his family on the mountain-
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;;:as also time. to dear up aII this situation and feed the refugee on 
1~ lap. He sa1~ to t_he courtier, "Construct a balance immediately 

w1,~h whatever Is available here. I'II give you ten minutes!" 
"\Vhoever fails will have his head cut off I suppose?" sneered 

the. hawk. "That would be truly kinglike, 'but let me tell you 
straight away that I am not interested in a cut-off head " 

"You shaII have my flesh and nothing less," said the king. 
. Thef ?usded about. By now the whole camp was astir, watch­
mg this Incredible duel between the king and the hawk. They 
manag~d to dangle a beam from the branch of a tree. Suspended 
from either end was a plate from the kitchen; a pointer, also im­
provised, marked the dead centre of the beam. 

The king looked at the hawk and said, "This is the best we can 
manage." 

"I understand. A little fluctuation should not matter in the least. 
Only I do not want you to lose more flesh than is necessary to 
balance the dove." 

The king did not let the bird finish his sentence, but rose, bear­
ing the dove in his hand. He walked up to the crude scales in order 
to test them. He addressed the hawk, "Will you step nearer?" 

"I can watch quite weII from here. Also I can trust you." 
The king placed the dove on the right-hand side of the scale pan, 

which immediately went down, making the king wonder how a 
little bird which had lain so lightly on his lap could weigh down 
the balance in this manner. 

He wasted no further time in speculation. He sat on the ground, 
stretched out his leg, and, after a brief prayer, incised his thigh 
with a sharp knife. The courtiers and guests assembled groaned at 
the sight of the blood. The king gritted his teeth and tore out a 
handful of flesh and dropped it on the scale. 

The pan became bloodstained but the pointer did not move. 
Someone cursed the dove, "It has the weight of an abandoned 

corpse. It looks dead, see if it is dead." d b 
Another added, "Just pick it up and fling it to that hawk an e 

done with it, the miserable creature." 
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• • d them to st0P The kmg was too famt to talk; he gesture to . S .11 
• J • • ht thigh. 0 

commenting. He had now only the skm on 1is ng fl h 
the es 

the scales were unbalanced. The king went on to scoop 

from his other leg; the pointer was still down. h wk 
le The a People averted their eyes from the gory specrac • 

watched him critically. . 
"O hawk, take all that meat and begone!" they said. ,, in-

1 • I t of the dove, "I have been promised the exact equa weig 1 h k and 
sisted the hawk, at which all those assembled cursed the baw rnus-

. . h • now ut 
drew their swords. The king was famt wit pam . f 'uowers co 
tered the last ounce of his strength to command his 0 

keep away. " has no 
He beckoned to his chief minister to come nearer. . O~~ rneans 

right to end one's life, but this is unforeseen. Even if t 11~ dove 
hell to me, I have to face it," he said. Everyone looked ~t t ecornes 
with distaste. "My brother shall be the regent till the prince 

of age." h flesh-
With this he struggled onto his feet and step~ed on t e 

filled pan. At once the other pan went up and equalized. han i 
The hawk now flitted nearer and said, "This is more t the 

You co 
mouthful for me and my family. How am I to carry 
mountain?" ,, and 

The king mumbled feebly, "I did not think of that probl~rn, , 50 

added, "You wouldn't have been able to lift the dove either, 
bring your family here." oped 

The hawk flapped its wings and rose in the air and swo un-
"f h • eyes, down as 1 to peck at the king's flesh. People shut t e1r . cru-. ins 

able to bear the spectacle. But presently they heard divine . itS 
fill• h k. • · but 111 ments mg t e s ies with music. The hawk was gone, ed 

pl~ce they found Indra, the god with the dazzling crow~, arrnWJl 
with the diamond spear, seizing Sibi's hand and helping h1rn_ do d 
off the weighing scales. A flame rose where the dove had la111, afl 

from the heart of it emerged the God of Fire. d 
They said, "O king, we put you to a severe test. We challenge 
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your integrity; and we happily accept defeat. You are indeed 
blessed, and as long as human beings recollect your tale, they 
will partake of the spiritual merit that you have yourself acquired" 
-and vanished. The king recovered his energy in a moment, while 
the pieces of flesh in the scale pan turned to fragrant flowers. 



A NOTE ON COSMOGONY 

1:; E w O R L D of Indian mythology consisrn of seven islands 
an . sev~n seas. The islands are known as dwipas, of which Jambu 
Dwipa _1s considered the central one. At its centre is the golden 
mountam named Meru. 1t rises 84,000 yojanas* above the earth 
and extends 16 00 • b 1 • • d" • . , o yo7111111s e ow 1t; its 1ameter 1s 32,000 yo711nas at th • 

e summit and 16,000 at the base, so that it has the shape of a 
~eed-cup of lotus. On the summit of Meru is Brahma's city, cover­
!ng 14,0 ~o leagues, and surrounding it, at its cardinal points and the 
mtermed1ate quarters, is the city of Indra. 

The earrh is said to go down to a depth of 70,000 yojanas and to 
consist of seven layers of worlds below, called Patala Lokas. Each 
one of these layers has a name (Atala, Vitala, Nitala, and so on) 
and is inhabited by asuras, and also by certain semi-divine beings, 
among them yakshas and dbanavas. Below the seven worlds ex­
tend the coils of a dark snake, on whose thousand heads rests the 
entire world. The snake is called Sesha, and his coils form the 
couch on which god Vishnu stretches himself in rest. Below the 
earth and the waters and all the worlds are twenty-eight layers of 
hells, the province of Yama, full of instruments of torture and fire 
into which sinners are cast. 

The ~arrh, called Bhurloka, with its oceans and mountains, ex­
tends to the frontiers of the illumination cast by the rays of the sun 
and moon. The sphere of the sky extends above it up to the plan­
ets. The solar orb is situated a hundred thousand leagues from 
the earth, and beyond it are the spheres of Venus (Sukra), Ju­
piter (Budha), and Mars (Kuja). The sphere of the Seven Sages 
(Ursa Major) lies a hundred thousand leagues beyond Saturn, 
and at the same distance from that point is Dhruva (the Pole Star), 

• • h ·ng as much as nine A yojana is the distance traversed by a horse m one arness1 • 
miles. 

2 39 
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the pivot of the whole planetary system. Above Dhruva, ten mil­
lion leagues away, lies the sphere of the saints, called Mahar Loka, 
A · h d · • J r Loka, t twice t at 1stance reside the sons of Brahma, m ana 
At four times that distance is Tapo Loka (the Sphere of Penance), 
inhabited by the deities; at six times that distance is Sarya Loka 

( the World of Indestructible Truth). d 
All the worlds are protected by a divine cosmic shell. Aroun 

h . . . h diameter 
t e outer shell hes water equal m extent to ten nmes t e • 
of the earth. The waters in turn are surrounded by fire, fire by at 
air by mind, and mind by the origin of the elements. Enclosing ~ ; 
whole is the Supreme Principle, which guides all these, and whic 

is infinite and measureless. f rn 
Of course the cosmic arrangement, as it may be deduc~d- root 

h . . . . . . d but it is n 
t e puranas, 1s 1mpress1ve m us variety an vastness; 
susceptible to being mapped on any rational basis of cartography, 



GLOSSARY 

ashram-a sanctuary, or hermitage 
astra-weapon 

puranas-source books of my­
thology, said to be older than 
the Vedas asura-demon, anti-god 

bhiksha-alms 
Brahmin-member of the priestly 

caste 

rakshasa-a demonic being 
Ramayana-the epic composed by 

Valmiki 
Chandala-a member of the lowest rishi-saintly man, highly evolved 

sadhu-an ascetic caste 
dakshina-f ee 
danda-sta.ff of authority (mace) 
dasa-ten; also means kire 
deva, devi-god, goddess 
Dharma-established order, rule, 

duty, virtue, moral merit, 
right, justice, law (in an 
eternal sense) 

dhoti-sarong-like garment 
durbar-court 
Gandharva marriage-a marriage 

consummated without cere­
mony, by mutual consent only 

guru-teacher,preceptor 
jivan mukta-one who has at­

tained salvation 
Karma-action; the law of Karma 

is the result of action and re­
action in a series of births. 

Kshatriya-member of the war-
rior class 

Kuruvai (Tamil)-pastoral dance 
loka-world 

samadhi-state of deep meditation, 
when one becomes unaware 
of one's normal surroundings 

Sanskrit-classical language of an-
cient India 

shastras-scientific 
codes 

treatises or 

Swayamwara-a ceremony by 
means of which a princess 
chooses a husband 

Tamil-a Dravidian language 
tapas-concentrated meditation 

over prolonged time !~r a 
spiritual growth, spmtual 

-r-- powers, or purpose; penance 
;thali-a sacred thread or necklace, 
/ which is knotted around a 
j woman's neck by the husband 
v f • at the time o marnage 
vahana-vehide 
vajra-diamond, or diamond-like 

hardness 
Vedas-revealed scriptures, which 

are timeless 
Mahabharata-the epic composed 

by Vyasa 
mantra-incantation veena-an ancient stringed instru-

Pandya (Tamil)-a ruler of Ma­
durai, a Tamil country 

patala-nether 

ment 
vimana-flying chariot 
yogi-a spiritual adept 
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