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Gods, Demons and Others

R. K. Narayan, one of India’s leading writers,
offers here a delightful retelling of stories from
his own country’s immense store of myths and
lcgends handed down through the centuries.

Drawing his stories from the Ramayana, the
Mahabharata 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,
onc thousand ycars 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; Manmata, the
god of love, is burned up physically when he
cnrages the austere god Shiva. Yama, 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 Naraya.n’s
marvellous amalgam of insight, compassion
and wit, to provide the general reader W}th
an cntertaining 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 Mahabharata:
/“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-Vasishta; of “Devi,” the Devi Bhagavatani; and of “Man-
mata,” the Shiva Purana. ““The Mispaired Anklet” is from the Tamil

epic Silapadikbaram.
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THE WORLD OF THE
STORYTELLER

Hze s parrand 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.

LoS)l.(ing 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
sforyteller in their midst, a grand old man who scldom stirs from

his ancestral home on the cdge 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. Sitting bolt up-
right, cross-legged on the cool clay-washed floor of his hou:%, he
may be seen any afternoon poring over a ponderous volume in Fhe
Sanskrit language mounted on a wooden reading stand, or ulung
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 th‘e 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 Mahabha-
rata, and the 18,000 stanzas of the Bhagavata. 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 garden;
and on the gifts that are brought him for storytelling—especially
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, Whlc_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 who
are seen scratching their heads, and quote authority to say tbﬁt 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, for
the purpose. He has no doubt whatever that the Vedas were created
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
which there are eighteen major ones, are mere illustrations of the
moral and spiritual truths enunciated in the Vedas. “No on¢ ca0
understand the significance of any story in our mythology unless
he is deeply versed in the Vedas,” the storyteller often declares-
Everything is interrelated. Stories, scriptures, ethics, philoSOPhy’
grammar, astrology, astronomy, semantics, mysticism, and moral
codes—each forms part and parcel of a total life and is indispers”
b1.e for the.attainment of a four-square understanding of existence:
Literature is not a branch of study to be placed in a separate cqm—
partment, for the edification only of scholars, but a comprehenSlYe
a‘nd artistic medium of expression to benefit the literate and the _ll’
hte'rate a!ike. A true literary composition should appeal in a0 in-
finite variety of ways, any set of stanzas of the Ranayana could be
set to music and sung, narrated with dialogue and action an
Freated as the finest drama, studied analytically for an understand-
ing of the spbtleties of language and grammar, or distilled finely t©
yield esoteric truths.

The characters in the epics are prototypes and moulds in
humanity is cast, and remain valid for all time. Every Stof
implicit in it a philosophical or moral significance, and an U

which
y has

nder—
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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 ecarth. Ultimately even the
waters from this deluge evaporate and are gone. A tremendous
stillness, darkness, and vacuity occur. Beyond this cosmic upheaval
§tands a supreme God, who is untouched by time and change, and
n }vhose reckoning creation and dissolution have occurred in the
twinkling of an eye. He is the ultimate Godhead, called Narayana,
Iswara, 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 certamn purposes this Timeless Being descends to the practi-
cal‘ plane in the form of 4 trinity of gods, Brahma, Vishnu, and
Shiva, t?ach of whom has his specific function. Brahma is the cre-
ator, VIShm} Is the protector, and Shiva is the destroyer; and all of
them have: 'mportant roles in mythological stories, along with a
host O_f minor gods (whom Indra heads) and an even larger host
of evil powers broadly termed demons—asuras and rakshasas;
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, possesses speci
. pecial characteristics of i : i
prevails univcrsally. In Tretay A e, bt e

rifices and ceremonies are i:‘eia righteousness is' reduced by one quarter, but sac-
and other objectives while }gcrfor greater crpphasns. Men act ‘thh certain material
of duty. There is a gradual decy ming the rites, no longer doing them with a sense
diminished by half. Some men StCSSe In austerity. In Dwaparayuga righteousness is
none. Ceremonies are multj licdu y four Vedas, some three, o_thers one, and Otl‘u?IS
make their appearance. In KF;Ii uas goodness dcclm.cs. and diseases and calamities
disappear. Rites and sacrific Yuga righteousness, virtue, and goodness completely

€S are abandoned as mere superstitions. Anger, distress,

hunger, and fear prevai

evail, and py], .

. ] . ers : .

riches in various ways. behave like highwaymen, seizing power and

. .
The equivalent of 311,040,000,000,000 morta] 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, “Who 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 are 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 mmay be worth hearing.” And the
visitor will begin his tale. Thus did Sauti, a wandering scholar,
narrate the story of the Mahabbarata at a forest retreat, when ques-
tioned by the sages. Sauti also mentions that Vyasa (the author of
the Mababharata) 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-
Ing their empires, which is thejr legitimate public activity. The
king .rules his subjects strictly according to the code of conduct set
fqr him in the shastras, Sometimes he slips and goes through great
mb}ﬂations (gambling is the weakness of the Pandavas, in “Drau-
padx,.” and of the hero of “Nala”). Sometimes the king goes out
huntmgj strays away from his companions, and steps right into a
:s‘et of. circumstances which prove a turning point in his life, as in
Harischandra” and “Shakuntala,”

Another common element in the tales is the Swayamwara cere-
mony, the outstanding event i 5 palace, by which a princess,
when she comes of age, can select a husband. Proclamations go out
fE.II‘ and }vxde thaF 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 giVCl’l 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
ita 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 3000 B.C. or 2000 A.D. ] 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,
or 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
or 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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original cpxsodcs to make their impact on my mind, as a writer,
and rewrite them in my own terms, from recollection, just as 1
would write any of my other stories normally out of the impact of
life and persons around me. In keeping with the craditional method,
I have retained the narrator in the background, who occasionally

comes forward with an c.\'plmmrmn or an introduction.



THE GODS OF THE STORIES

Isu'm'a, Narayana, Mahashakti: 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. Brahma: 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. Vishnu: The Protector, who resides in Vaikunta. His
spouse is Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth. Whenever 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 Mahabharata, against their
evil cousins. Krishna's birth and earlier life are chronicled in the
Bhagavata.

3. Shiva: 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 Taraka, and Ganesha, the god with an elephant’s head,
prayer to whom is said to remove all obstacles, who wrote down
the Mahabharata 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.
II
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Yama (also known as Yamma Dharna): 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 AMahabhbarata)
and of Hanuman (in the Ramayana).

Kama (Manmata): The god of love.
Kali and Dwapara: Minor deities, each presiding over an epoch, or
yuga, bearing his name.



ONE

LAVANA

CHUDALA

YAYATI

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; “Yayati,” in part, examines the age-old
quest for perpetual youth.
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[ .avana

THE PaND1IT 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

Ls
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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.

3 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.”

avana smiled cynically and said, “I've seen a mango tree de-
VCI‘?P f.lllly. under a towel. I don’t want to see it again.”
This will be different, my lord.”

(3
T don’t want to se
cllmbing it.”

({3 y .
—I,‘,hat S 2 tiresome, banal trick. I won’t inflict it on Your Maj-
esty.

“ have'often Wwitnessed the dead skins of a cobra and a mon-
goose coming to life and fighting.”

113 . .

I performed that when | 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

¢ a rope craw] up into mid-air with someone
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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, w}}o z'l[—
Wways stood on his right, faded out of view; the durbar hall \.wth 1ts
golden pillars and carpets dissolved. The very seat on Wthh.thC
king had been sitting was gone. He found himself all alone.ln a
wide field, on which grazed a horse of pitch-black colour W{th 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 T can’t seize and break that horse, I shall be worth noth-
Ing.”

He approached it cautiously, but it shied away, tossing its hefad
haughtily, awaited his approach, and bounded off again and again.
The king enjoyed the thrill of the chase and did not notice hon 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 tlEe
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 hlls z;\r(x;r;i
and flattened himself on its back. The hors'e movedhno:) olrtll g'hes "
zontally, but also vertically through thf: air, and the rff hes o
trees hit him on the head. He shot out his arm to ward off a 0 dagn '
that threatened to scratch his face andfsuddenly found himse

ing in mid-air, clutching it for dear life.
ghagfll)at terrible thingsghave 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 n.’nother 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 Ftood
arrested and kept watching him. Their eyes seemed to mock hlm..

‘They are in their own world, and T have strayed in here by mis-

take, he thought. Who am 1 anyway? I was a king. I had authority,
a palace, and so man

y who bowed deferentially when 1 passed and
disappeared when | looked severe, and now here I am in a tree,
verily like a monkey, Perhaps in a tree the monkey is superior to
the king, and T have 1o accept this status. If T attempted to climb,
Lam sure the monkey would climb higher and still look down upon
me. Before the situation worsens, let me get out of this place. I
would rather perish in whatever may be awaiting me down there.

He looked

down, Anything might be there in that wild greenery
below! Beast

: S which might make a mou
wild men who might want t

thful of him, or reptiles or
o torture him. He let go his hold and
went down, his fa]) cushioned by the foliage. His face bled from
the scratches, his feet acheg with the impact of the fall, but he felt
happy to be back on firm carch, awa
away from the lof

to take, where to

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 h.e was aware of
was the path ahcad and the pain at his joints; h}s clothing was
ragged, he was covered with sores. Hunger 'm}d thlI:St racked him.
When he could not move another step, he lay 1n a faint on the hard
ground, hoping to be dead soon. But })rediczln}ents do not end so
simply. He did not know how long he had lain uncon.scxous, but
when he opened his eyes he saw a young woman standmg by and
staring at him with curiosity. She had covered her body with a rag
and carried a lictle basket in her hand. He asked, “Who are you?”

“Why?” she asked. '

He said, “I am hungry, I am thirsty. What 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.”

“Itis for my father,” said the girl firmly.

“Have you no heart?”

“No, I have no heart,” she said. “Who are you?” L

The king at this point still remembered who he was. He said, “I
am a king . . . thatis ... 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 lowljest class. My father is a Chandala! We cannot give you
any food. I would be committing a sin if I gave you thF food con-
taminated by my touch. I do not want to commit this sin and goto
hell. You belong to the Kshatriya caste. I belong to the lowliest
Chandala caste.”

The king said, “Forget that I mentioned the wor.d king. I ?,m a
Chandala actually. I was joking with you. Do Ilook l{ke 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
hunger.”

“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 wood-
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 to that of the hare-lipped Chan-
dala 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 corner of
the world lay dead and were so parched that there was no flesh on
them to eat. The trees stood gaunt and bare, and one day a small
fire started in a bamboo thicket and came raging across the entire
area; Lavana with his family had to move off. The king carried 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
yourselves. 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, you want to turn them out?
“Children! Children!” the king cried. “They used to be children.

They are old now. Do you not sce that the oldest is middle-aged?
Do they seem like children in your cyes?”

“Yes, they do!” said the woman. “And it is your business t0 keep
them as long as they want to be with us. I want all my children to

be with me.” d to sit
The king detested his first three sons, who always seeme o

around their mother and chatter away, looking to him to song

food and water. But he was dceply attached to his youn%‘fst upj

who was now twenty. And so they moved on without bregl(l:gdme
They walked and walked without food or water untt

came when they could proceed no longer as a family. found that
One by one, the first three sons deserted when t_heyb came €X-

their father could support them no more. The king Dbe

you are! When you could not support a family, way the €
have married? Did you think that you could thI;O‘;[’ f:l bve di
dren when they were born? Oh! You monster: ou 1
away those three children. I do not know where th
The king bore it all patiently. He merel.y said, e
rest somewhere. We cannot go on like this. There T d,
patch somewhere. When we get there and get s¢
back and search for the lost sons.” . felt t00 tired tO rake
They went on and on until one day the king e nd half dead-
another step, but he saw his son lying on the grov il] have some
bent over him and said, “Boy, be courageous

b b2
thing to eat soon. hing: 1 W2
. ¢ PSRN see not o
The boy whispered, “Where 15 1t: I 2 delifiom

some meat.” He was nearly 1

hil-

-

nt mea’

. . . cooked . .. Wait. -0 g
The king said, “All right, [ will cook you Sj::;r tree and ;“l .

. . . drOWSC Sfﬂy
went over to his wife as she laycllnfzr o ild of OL;qu o ind

“I will provide meat for you an

. cK.
for half an hour and then look behind yonder £©
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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. F or thP: ﬁrsrﬂnme in
many days she was showing consideration for his feelings. “Do not
worry about me. I will manage. But on no account should );lou
stir before [ am req dy. 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 eace.”

’)l"he ki}:]g slz)tid, as he left, “Be sure to give this boy all the foog
he wants. All the meat he wants.” Beyond the rock he gthere
faggots and dry leaves, struck a flint, and lit a fire. When l(t: Wa:
SatiSfaCtorily crackling, he cried to his wife, ‘fDO not ‘mOVC. %m
when the fire has died down.” So saying, he jumped into the fire,
screaming, “Don’t take out the meat before it is well cooked. Have
your salt ready.” M clrrine |

With that, )t’he king woke up. He saw that he was still sitting I_}n
his usual sear in the assembly. The ministers were ar?m}d };r’n ¢
looked about him and said, “Have you been here all this time: §

The ministers said, “Yes, Your Majesty. We have not mgved-

Lavana said, “T don’t understand. How long has it been?

The minister said, “Your Majesty?”

“How lon did I sleep>”

. “Well, peghaps a mi}r)lute or two, Your Majesty; not more than
that,

The king cried, “Bur I passed through wwfir; I]PZS;:S
through a whole lifetime of seventy years. Did I not?” He lo
about anq cried, “Where is that magician?”’

And c€veryone looked about, but the magician was gone.
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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 2 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-
thaja 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
something 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 §1ght
of a cloud is the inner joy that is ever there within the cloud itself
and withip 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 took
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 Pecame 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
gat.hered learned men about him and encouraged them to discuss
pbllosophy in his presence, he ordered elaborate rituals and sacrifi-
gal feasts and noisy chanting of sacred verse. But when the effect of
1t a}l wore fo he was back in his solitude, fumbling for security.
T.hls <.:ond‘tt101? b.ecame intolerable, and one day Sikhi-Dhvaja told
hlS.Wl'fe, This is no place for me, I have no peace here. Let me
retire into the forest and meditate.”

‘Cl}udala 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 adepr 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, searching
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 guru you can achieve
your purpose.”

“Where am I to find that guru?”

“Here and now, he stands before you. Make use of him.”

“You mean yourself?”

“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 cultivate perfect detach-
ment, which led to a well-poised mind, unaffected by opposites
such as good and evil, pain and pleasure, loss and gain, 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 sizha 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 kara,
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.”

“Itis 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 king without
any emotion, coldly.

“Ornaments have appeared, sparkling with gems, around my
neck. [ wish you could see me.”

“It 1s 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. T repeat, I am a complete woman now. May I come be-
fore you?”

13 * .
Cer tainly, I never told you to go into concealment.”

And now Chudala emerged as a woman of great 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
someone else will, for that is the curse. What is wrong in your be-

com.ing my husband every night?” The king agreed, for it seemed
to him all the same, whatever he did.

She said, “Let us marr
cially auspicious nighe, [
At that very hour the

y this very minute, since this is an espe-
¢t us spend the night as husband and wife.”
Yy were married according to Gandharva

rites, and t.hat night and the following nights enjoyed the utmost
conjugal bliss.
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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 sh= 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 advanced 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 sce how far he would yield to bhoga,
pleasure and enjoyment.

She created through her magical powers an illusory Indra and
set him to tempt Sikhi-Dhvaja. When the king was meditating, the
illusory Indra stood before him and said, “Few have achieved your
spiritual status, O King. Why 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. Why
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-
band and wife. Be with me as Kumbha by day and Madanika by
night. 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-
danika, and how dg you come to be here?” Whereupon Chudala ex-
plained the whole tangle to him. The king burst out, “Man’s truest
guru is his wife!”

.She szfid, “I have tried you in every way to see if you have at-
tained ripeness and maturity. You have attained the stability of a
rock, you are a jivan ik, 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 1s 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 1s
recorded that Sikhi-Dhvaja ruled happily for ten thousand years.



Yayati

IN THE PERPETUAL strife between the gods, led by Indra,
and the asuras, or anti-gods, who were full of accomplishments
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
wh?n 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 gsyrgs 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
wh9 had mastered the Sanjivini mantra, an esoteric incantation
which coul

: d 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 Vrishaparva, where Sukracharya was kept as an honoured
guest and teacher.

Sukracharya accepted young Kacha as his disciple, charmed by
his humility and earnestness. The 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. When 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,
converted 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 out 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 leavetaking, 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, O Devayani. I love you as a sister, but you will not have it,
O 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 2
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 Vrishaparva, the
king 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 dic 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!”

Sarmishta cried, “Great! Do you know how servile your father
1s 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. [ 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. T 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 Vrishaparva and declared, “I
feel [ 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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water a i : :
nd play games with her companions, her chief attendant

:}}:;:?;Cbcmg Sarmishta. \Vhilc'rhcy were enjoying themselves

’ ¢ ag'am, as before, Yayati appeared 1n search of a deer he
had been .Chasmg, He stood arrested by the spectacle before him—
Fhe battalion of beautics 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 2
messenger to fetch her father, explained the situation to him, aﬂ‘%
suggested that he should give her in marriage to this prince. Yayﬂfl
accepted the situation, as all means of retreat were blocked. His last
hope was that the father of the girl might object, but Sukrachary?

. . : . : ined an
gave his blessing to the union, declaring that it was predestmed

must be accepted without argument. d
r. But he warne

“You will be blessed in every way,” said the see daughter.
the prince, “This girl Sarmishta will also accompany my daug ble
noura

She is the king’s daughter, and she will deserve all the ho ‘hing:
treatment you may provide for her, but take care of Onetalk to
never call her into your sleeping chamber, and never se«‘:lzi toou wi
her alone nor touch her. Devayani will be your wife and Y’

be blessed in every way.”
. chta, 10
Yayati took his wife, with her retinue, includlngbsa‘i]’z‘ff;:l s’pot
his own country, of which he was now ruler. Ina de::: wippe it
outside the capital he built a mansion for Sarmishta and €9
for her comfort.
Presently a son was born to Devayani.
he brooded over

Sarmishta was not happy at heart. S b ave 3
Jot and began to think to herself: I am of an age tg e monop®”
and a child. But he who might have been my husba my husband.

lized by Devayani. I cannot think of any other man as
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Will he ever come this way? [ am Devayani’s slave and whatever
belongs to her belongs to me. She has a son and I must have one
too. What s the good of all these gardens and flowers and food ar}d
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
Mmoment 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 yogr image
In'my heart, but I have promised my father-in-law that I will never
Speak to you alone.”

X Sarmishta replied, “A promise made in jest, or under extraor(%inary
clfeumstances, or to save a life or property, may be broken without
ANy mora] consequences. Truth is something more than that, and
foral such lapses there are extenuations.” .

.The king was charmed with her speech. “Ask for any gift,” h.e
said. “Yoy want wealth, you want a kingdom? Ask for it and it
will be yours.” .

“0 King, all such material gifts are of no value, they do not give
one lasting satisfaction. I want a gift that will be a part of my bOfiy
—that is, 3 chilg by you. It is said that a woman without a child
80¢s to hell. Save me from hell. It is your duty. Devayani belongs
to you, 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 fulfi]jeq her desire.

3yati began to find Devayani less and less interesting. He left
€r alone, ignored her, and took extreme measures to keep away
fom her, spending all his time with Sarmishta. Devayani was un-
aPPY and sent 4 message to her father complaining that the king

ad growy cold towards her. .
ayati often reflected: It is my good fortune that Sarmishta has
Come into my possession. She is like rain for the crops and nectar

or thir sting 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 rioble 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
anfl 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 Yayati 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 z.asked Ya.yatl to take her for a change to a lonely garden place
outside the Clt‘}" ; 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 Yayati 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, unul 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. Who could be more divine in ap-
pearance and accomplishments than the person at your side? When
he accepted you, he accepted me too. When your worthy father
gave you away, 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. Yayati 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 Yayati, “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, Yayati’s appearance underwent 2
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 Thave is yours, Father.”

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

Yayati 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
and good ruler. He fostered learning, honoured the saints, never
missed a sacrifice or ritual that would please the gods, succoured
the poor and the suffering, and punished evil-doers fearlessly. In
private 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, Yayati 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 wish. I have tasted every pleas-
ure 1in 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, Yayati 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 went back to heaven;
this time, with his ego controlled, he was fit not only to reach
heaven but also to stay there.
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DEVI

T VISWAMITRA

MANMATA

Thl.'ee.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

EVERY DEMON, 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 2
threshold, placed Hiranya on his thigh, and ripped him up with his

49
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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 wits with
them and find a way of ridding the world of troublemalkers.

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. Mahbisha 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 Mabhisha, or
buffalo.

The storyte.ller 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 whar 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 wifc was Ahalya, a woman 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 ablutions, according to his daily practice. Indra assumed the form of
Gautama, went in, 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 wahana, 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. Yama and Varuna 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.nu recovered and resumed his attack, but presently realized
that. th1§ was an indefatigable monster, to be quelled only to rise
again with redoubled force; he realized the futility of continuing
the battle and withdrew to his own world, Vaikunta. Shiva under-
stood in 2 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,

(o]
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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 #zalati 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 can 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



56 G
ODS, DEMONS, AND OTHERS

own judgment.”
-Ma’hlsha called a council of war and announced
with 1Husory powers now confronts us. Hov:c:'e,s
CO;JJ :3;‘1’16; ortl) this occasion is something for you to decide.” All |
they Wer;ss egan to talk at once. Mahisha could not make out wh
did e ?g’.mg, although he cocked his ear, tilted his head, an
chouted. 0 ungs to catch the purport of their speech. Finally h
. , uzet, everyone! Speak one at a time.” His eyes blaze
with anger. It looked as though he would draw his sword and rusl
at them if they did not stop. He turned to one and asked, “Wha

“Some godd
hould condu

have you to say?”
“An adviser should speak the truth and yet not offend, my

lord. . . .”
I . . ’
I leave it to each of you to say what comes to 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.”
Said one, “Can anyone take seriously the words of a girl Wh?
art O

ibly

may be out of her mind? Pretension and falsehood are all p
a woman’s nature. Can a conqueror of the three worlds poss!
. C .. ) . : it me;
think that a girl like this is worth his consideration? Permit M
?”
ado. ,

will go and put an end to her caprices without further
Another said, “You must understand and interpr 2

talk. We must all understand a woman prOPCfIY
woman’s potent weapons? Eyes and curves.” And the» up ©
ion, Warming
rpretat oW what

fers battle, you k

sniggered politely at this pleasing inte
dle her UP an

his subject, he said, “And so when she o
will go and bun

it means! Permit me, your majesty, I
throw her on your bed.” « Eightee”
Another said, “It is no joking matter; she 1S Maya. " = man
ordinary
Jast

armed! Never heard of such a thing. This is no
€
and finally rol ,ttim'catf

We must take her seriously.”
Mahisha considered their suggestions Do
speaker, «“You are the one who should apﬂmac‘lh:i_/

» ’I‘he goddess Of

illusions.



DEVI 57

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
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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 not ashamed
to use 2 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 them 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 left 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 r