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Agni Purana
This is what the Agni Purana has to say

Preliminaries

In the forest that is known as naimisharanya, Shounaka and the other rishis (sages) were performing a yajna (sacrifice) dedicated to the Lord Vishnu. Suta had also come there, on his way to a pilgrimage.

The sages told Suta, “We have welcomed you. Now describe to us that which makes men all-knowing. Describe to us that which is the most sacred in the whole world”.

Suta replied, “Vishnu is the essence of everything. I went to a hermitage named Vadrika with Shuka, Paila and other sages and met Vyaadeva there. Vyasadeva described to me that which he had learnt from the great sage Vashishtha, Vashishtha having learnt it from the god Agni himself. The Agni Purana is sacred because it tells us about the essence of the brahman (the divine essence). I learnt all this from Vyasadeva and I will now tell you all that I have learnt.”

Avataras

Do you know what an avatara is? An avatara is an incarnation and means that a god adopts a human form to be born on earth. Why do gods do this. The purpose is to destroy evil on earth and establish righteousness. Vishnu is regarded as the preserver of the universe and it is therefore Vishnu’s incarnations that one encounters most often. Vishnu has already had nine such incarnations and the tenth and final incarnation is due in the future. These ten incarnations of Vishnu are as follows.

(1) Matsya avatara or fish incarnation

(2) Kurma avatara or turtle incarnation

(3) Varaha avatara or boar incarnation

(4) Narasimha avatara- an incarnation in the form of a being who was half-man and half-lion.

(5) Vamana avatara or dwarf incarnation

(6) Parashurama

(7) Rama

(8) Krishna

(9) Buddha

(10) Kalki-this is the incarnation that is yet to come.

The Agni Purana now describes these ten incarnations.

The Fish

Agni told Vashishtha the story of the fish incarnation.

Many years ago, the whole world was destroyed. The destruction in fact extended to all the three lokas (Worlds) of bhuloka, bhuvarloka and svarloka. Bhuloka is the earth, svarloka or svarga is heaven and bhuvarloka is a region between the earth and heaven. All there worlds were flooded with water.

Vaivasvata Manu was the son of the sun-god. He had spent ten thousand years in prayers and tapasya (meditation) in the hermitage vadrika. This hermitage was on the banks of the river Kritamala.

Once Manu came to the river to perform his ablutions. He immersed his hands in the water to get some water for his ablutions. When he raised them, he found that there was a small fish swimming in the water in the cup of his hands.

Manu was about to throw the fish back into the water when the fish said, “Don’t throw me back. I am scared of alligators and crocodiles and big fishes. Save me.”

Manu found an earthen pot in which he could keep the fish. But soon the fish became too big for the pot and Manu had to find a larger vessel in which the fish might be kept. But the fish became too big for this vessel as well and Manu had to transfer the fish to a take. But the fish grew and grew and became too large for the lake. So Manu transferred the fish to the ocean. In the ocean, the fish grew until it became gigantic.

By now, Manu’s wonder knew no bounds. He said, “Who are you? You must be the Lord Vishnu, I bow down before you. Tell me, why are you tantalising me in the form of a fish?”

The fish replied, “I have to punish the evil and protect the good. Seven days from now, the ocean will flood the entire world and all beings will be destroyed. But since you have saved me, I will save you. When the world is flooded, a boat will arrive here. Take the saptarshis (seven sages) with that boat. Don’t forget to take the seeds of foodgrains with you. I will arrive and you will then fasten the boat to my horn with a huge snake.”

Saying this, the fish disappeared.

Everything happened as the fish had promised it would. The ocean became turbulent and Manu climbed into the boat. He tied the boat to the huge horn that the fish had. He prayed to the fish and the fish related the Matsya Purana to him. Eventually, when the water receded, the boat was anchored to the topmost peak of the Himalayas. And living beings were created once again.

A danava (demon) named Hayagriva had stolen the sacred texts of the Vedas and the knowledge of the brahman. In his form of a fish, Vishnu also killed Hayagriva and recovered the Vedas.

The Turtle

Many years ago there was a war between the devas (gods) and the daityas (demons) and the gods lost this war. They prayed to Vishnu to rescue them from the oppression of the demons. Vishnu told Brahma and the other gods that they should have a temporary truce with the demons. The two sides should get together to churn the ocean. Vishnu would ensure that the devas benefited more from this churning of the ocean than the daityas did.

The truce was agreed upon and the two sides got ready to churn the ocean. The mountain Mandara was used as a churning rod and great sake Vasuki as the rope for churning. The devas grasped Vasuki’s tail and the daityas grasped Vasuki’s head. But as the churning began, the mountain Mandara which had no base, started to get immersed in the ocean. What was to be done? Lord Vishnu came to the rescue. He adopted the form of a turtle and the peak was balanced on the turtle’s back.

As the churning continued, terrible poison named kalkuta emerged from the depths of the ocean and was swallowed by Shiva. Shiva’s throat became blue from this poison and he is therefore known as Nilakantha, blue of throat. The goddess Varuni, the goddess of wine (sura), came out next. The gods readily accepted her and thus they came to be known as suras. But the demons rejected Varuni and were therefore known as asuras. She was followed by the Parijata tree, a beautiful tree that came to occupy the pride of place in Indra’s garden. A jewel named koustubha emerged and was accepted by Vishnu as his adornment. Three wonderful animals came out next – the cow Kapila, the horse Ucchaishrava and the elephant Airavata. They were followed by the apsaras, beautiful women who became the dancers of heaven. They were known as apsaras because they emerged from ap (water). The goddess Lakshmi or Shri came out next and was united with Vishnu.

Finally, Dhanvantari emerged with a pot of amrita (the life – giving drink) in his hands. Dhanvantari was the originator of medicine (ayurveda). The daityas led by Jambha gave half of the amrita to the devas and departed with the remaining half. 

But Vishnu quickly adopted the form of a beautiful woman. So beautiful was the woman that the demons were charmed. “Pretty lady,” they said. “ take the amrita and serve it to us. Marry us.” Vishnu accepted the amrita, but he had no intention of giving it to the demons. He served it to the gods instead. There was only one demon who was somewhat clever. His name was Rahu. He adopted the form of Chandra, the moon-god, and succeeded in drinking some of the amrita. The sun-god and the moon-god noticed what was happening and reported it to Vishnu. Vishnu thereupon cut off Rahu’s head with a sword. 

But Rahu had drunk the amrita, so he could not die. He prayed to Vishnu and Vishnu granted him a boon. The boon was that occasionally Rahu would be permitted to swallow up the sun and the complained about him. You can see this happening at the time of the solar and the lunar eclipses. People who give alms during such eclipses are blessed.

The gods obtained the amrita and the demons did not. Thus, the gods became more powerful than the demons. They defeated the demons and regained heaven. 

The Boar

Vishnu’s next incarnation was in the form of a boar. 

The sage Kashyapa and his wife Diti had a son named Hiranyaksha. became the king of the asuras. Hiranyaksha’s meditation pleased Brahma and Brahma granted him the boon that he would be invincible in battle. Thus armed. Hiranyaksha went out to fight with the devas. He comprehensively defeated the gods and conquered heaven. He also defeated Varuna, the god of the ocean. Thus, Hiranyaksha became the king of the heaven, the earth and the underworld.

But the asura was not particularly fond of the earth. He himself had begun to live in Varuna’s palace under the ocean. So he hurled the earth into the depths of the ocean.

The gods went to Vishnu and prayed that something might be done about Hiranyaksha. They wished to be restored to heaven and they wished that the earth might be brought back from the depths of the ocean. In response to these prayers, Vishnu adopted the form of a boar and entered the ocean. Who should he meet there but Hiranyaksha himself?

Hiranyaksha of course did not know that this boar was none other than Vishnu. He thought that it was an ordinary boar and attacked it. The two fought for many years. But finally, Hiranyaksha was gored to death by the boar’s tusks. The boar raised the earth up once again with its tusks.

Vishnu thus saved the gods and the principles of righteousness or dharma.

Half-Man, Half-Lion

Hiranyaksha had a brother named Hiranyakashipu. Hiranyakashipu was furious to learn that his brother had been killed and the resolved to kill Vishnu. But this could not be done unless h e himself became powerful land invincible. Hiranyakashipu, therefore, began to pray to Brahma through difficult meditation. Brahma was pleased at these prayers and offered to grant a boon.

“I want to be invincible,” said Hiranyakashipu. “Please grant me the boon that I may not be killed by night or day; that I may not be killed by man or beast; and that I may not be killed in the sky, the water or the earth.”

Brahma granted the desired boon. And Hiranyakashipu was happy. He thought that he had taken care of all possible eventualities. And since he had become so powerful, he conquered all the three worlds and kicked the gods out to heaven.

Hiranyakashipu had a son named Prahlada. You no doubt remember that Hiranyakashipu had resolved to kill Vishnu. But strangely enough, Prahlada became devoted to Vishnu. Hiranyakashipu tried to persuade his son. That did not work. He tried to kill his son. That too did not work since each time, Vishnu intervened to save Prahlada.

Meanwhile, the gods had been driven off from heaven. They had also been deprived of their shares in yajanas by Hiranyakashipu. These shares now went only to the asura king. In desperation, they went and prayed to Vishnu and Vishnu promised them that he would find a solution.

One day, Hiranyakashipu called Prahlada to him. “How is it that you escaped each time I tried to kill you?”, he asked.

“Because Vishnu saved me,” replied Prahlada. “Vishnu is everywhere.”

“What do you mean everywhere?”, retorted Hiranyakashipu. He pointed to a crystal pillar inside the palace and asked, “Is Vishnu inside this pillar as well?” 

“Yes,” replied Prahlada.

“Very well then. I am going to kick the pillar,” said Hiranyakashipu.

When Hiranyakashipu kicked the pillar, it broke into two. And from inside the pillar, Vishnu emerged in his form of half-man and half-lion. He caught hold of Hiranyakashipu and placed the demon across his thighs. And with his claws, he tore apart the demon’s chest and so killed him. Brahma’s boon had been that Hiranyakashipu would not be killed by man or beast. But then narasimha was neither man nor beast it was half-man and half-beast. The boon had said that the asura would not be killed in the sky, the water or the earth. But Hiranyakashipu was killed on Vishnu’s thighs, which were not the sky. The water or the earth. And finally, the noon had promised that Hiranyakashipu would not be killed by night or day. Since the incident took place in the evening, it was not night or day.

After Hiranyakashipu died, the gods were restored to their rightful places. Vishnu's made Prahlada the king of the asuras.

The Dwarf

Prahlada’s grandson was Vali and Vali became very powerful. When he was the king of the asuras, there was a war between the devas and the asuras. The gods were defeated and were driven off from svarga. As always, the gods fled to Vishnu and began to pray to him to save them. Vishnu assured the gods that he would do something about Vali.

Accordingly, Vishnu was born as the son of Aditi and Kashyapa. The son was a dwarf.

King Vali had arranged for a huge sacrifice and had announced that, on the occasion of the sacrifice, he would not refuse anyone a boon. The dwarf arrived at this sacrifice and began to recite the Veda’s. Vali was so pleased at this that he offered the dwarf a bon. Vali’s guru(teacher) was Shukracharya and Shukracharya thought that there was something fishy about the way the dwarf had arrived. So he tried to restrain Vali.

“No,” said Vali. “I have offered a boon and I shall stick to my word.” What boon do you desire? I will give whatever you want.”

Before a boon was actually granted, a small rite had to be performed with holy water. Shukracharya was still trying to do his best to prevent the boon from being given. So he entered the vessel in which the holy water was kept to seal the mouth of the vessel and prevent the water from being taken out. To get at the holy water, the vessel was pierced with a straw. This straw also pierced one of Shukracharya’s eyes. Ever since that day, the preceptor of the demons has been one eyed.

“Give me as much of land as may be covered in three of my steps,” said the dwarf. “I need this as dakshina (fee) for my guru.”

Vali agreed. But the dwarf adopted a gigantic form. With one step he covered bhuloka. With another step he covered bhuvarloka. And with the last step he covered svarloka. The three worlds were thus lost to Vali and Vishnu returned them to Indra. Vali had no option but to go down to the underworld (patala). But so pleased was Vishnu at Vali’s generosity that he granted the asura the boon that he would bear the title of Indra in the future.

Parashurama 

The kshatriyas were the second of the four classes. It was their job to wear arms and protect the world. And rule. The brahmanas were the first of the four classes. It was their job to pray, study the sacred texts and perform religious rites. But the kshatriyas became very insolent and began to oppress the world and the brahmanas. Vishnu was then born as the son of the sage Jamadagni and his wife Renuka. Since this was the line of the sage Bhrigu, Parashurama was also called Bhargava. Parashurama’s mission was to protect the brahmanas and teach a lesson to the kshatriyas.

There was a king named Kartavirya who had received all sorts of boons from the sage Dattatreya. Thanks to these boons, Kartavirya had a thousand arms and conquered and ruled over the entire world.

One day, Kartavirya went on a hunt to the forest. He was very tired after the hunt and was invited by the sage Jamadagni had a kamadhenu cow. This meant that the cow produced whatever its owner desired. Jamadagni used the kamadhenu to treat Kartavirya and all his soldiers to a sumptuous feast.

Kartavirya was so enamoured of the kamadhenu that he asked the sage to give it to him. But Jamadagni refused. Kartavirya then abducted the cow by force and a war started between Kartavirya and Parashurama. In this war, Parashurama cut off Kartavirya’s head with his axe (parashu) and brought the kamadhenu back to the hermitage.

After some time, Parashurama was away when Kartavirya’s sons arrived at the ashrama and killed Jamadagni. On the death of his father, Parashurama’s anger was aroused. He killed all he kshatriyas in the world twenty-one times. On the plains of Kurukshetra, he built five wells which were filled with the blood of kshatriyas. Eventually, Parashurama handed over the world to Kashyapa and went and lived on Mount Mahendra.

Rama

Brahma came out of Vishnu’s navel. Brahma’s son was Marichi’s son Kashyapa, Kashyapa’s son Surya, Surya’s son Vaivasvata Manu, Manu’s son Ikshvaku, Ikskhvakku’s son Kakutstha, Kakutstha’s son Raghu, Raghu’s son Aja, Aja’s son Dasharatha, Dasharatha’s sons were Rama, Bharata, Lakshmana and Shatrughna. Since Rama was descended from Kakutstha and Raghu, he was also called Kakutstha and Raghava. Since his father’s name was Dasharatha, he was also called Dasharathi. Rama’s story belongs to the solar line (surya vansha), since one of his ancestors was Surya.

Vishnu himself wished to destroy Ravana and the other rakshasas (demons). He therefore divided himself into four parts and was born as Rams, Bharata, Lakshmana and Shatrughna. Rama was Koushalya’s son, Bharata Kaikeyi’s. Lakshmana and Shartrughna were the sons of Sumitra.

The sage Vishvamitra came to Dasharatha and pleaded for Rama’s help in defeating the rakshasas who were disturbing his yajanas. Rama killed these demons and Vishvamitra was so pleased that he taught Rama the use of all divine weapons. Rama broke a bow of Shiv’s that had been in the possession of the king of Mithila, Janaka. This was the task that had been appointed for marrying Sita, Janaka’s daughter. Rama married Sita, Lakshmana married urmila, Bharata married Mandavi and Shatrughna married Shrutakirti. On the way back to Ayodhya, Rama also beat Parashurama in a duel.

Dasharatha resolved that Rama should be made yuvaraja, that is, the heir apparent to the kingdom.

But Kaikeyi had a servant named Manthara who plotted otherwise. When he was young, Rama had pulled at Manthara’s feet and ever since that day, Manthara had not been kindly towards Rama. She reminded Kaikeyi of the two; boons that had been promised to her by King Dasharatha. Years ago, the gods had been fighting with the demon Shambara and had asked Dasharatha for his help. In fighting with Shambara, Dasharatha had been injured. He had been nursed back to health by Kaikeyi. Dasharatha had promised two boons to Kaikeyi as a reward and Manthara’s suggestion was that Kaikeyi should now ask for these two boons. By the first boon Rama would be banished to the forest for fourteen years and by the second boon Bharata would become yuvaraja.

Kaikeyi listened to Manthara. At Manthara’s instance, she asked for these two boons. Dasharatha was very angry, but Rama insisted that he would indeed go to the forest for fourteen years. Rama, Lakshmana and Sita first went to the banks of the river Tamasa. From there they went to the kingdom of Guha, the king of the hunters (nishadas). They crossed the river Jahnavi and arrived in Prayaga, where the sage Bharadvaja had his hermitage. Their final destination was the mountain range of Chitrakuta, on the banks of the river Mandakini.

Meanwhile, back home in Ayodhaya, King Dasharatha who could not bear to be parted from Rama, died. Bharata and Shatrughna had gone on a visit to their uncle’s house and were recalled. But Bharatha refused to be king. He went to the forest to try and persuade Rama to return, but Rama insisted that he would not return before the fourteen years were over. So Bharata brought back Rama’s sandals. He placed these sandals on the throne as a token of Rama’s kingship. And he began to rule the kingdom in Rama’s name from Nandigrama, rather than from Ayodhya.

Rama, Lakshmana and Sita then went to the forest that is known as the Dandaka forest, dandakaranya. This forest was on the banks of the river Godavari and there was a beautiful lgrove inside the forest known as Panchavati. They built a hut there and resolved to live there.

Kamsa was Jarasandha’s son–in-law and Jarasandha became furious when he learnt of Kamsa’s death. He attacked the Yadavas and laid siege to the city of Mathura. After a prolonged war, Krishna managed to defeat Jarasandha. Krishna also defeated another evil king named Poundraka. On Krishna’s instructions, the Yadavas built the beautiful city of Dvaraka or Dvaravati. The Yadavas began to live in Dvaraka.

There was an asura named Naraka who was killed by Krishna. Naraka had imprisoned sixteen thousand daughters of the devas, gandharvas and yakshas (guards of Heaven’s treasury). These women were freed by Krishna and Krishna married all of them. Amongst Krishna’s other exploits were defeating the daitya Panchajana, killing Kalayavna, seizing the parijata tree from Indra and bringing back to life the sage Sandipani’s dead son.

Krishna had several sons. Shamba was born of Krishna’s wife Jambavati and Pradyumna was born of Krishna’s wife Rukmini. As soon as Pradyumna was born, he was abducted by the asura Shambara. Shambara threw the baby into the sea, but a fish swallowed the baby. A fisherman caught the fish and brought it to Shambara’s house. When the fish’s stomach was cut open, the baby came out. There was a woman named Mayavati who lived in Shambara’s house and Shambara handed over baby Pradyumna to Mayavati so that he might be brought up well. When he grew up, Pradyumna killed Shambara and married Mayavati. They returned to dvaraka and Krishna was very happy to see his lost son.

Pradyumma and Mayavati had a son named Aniruddha. Aniruddha secretly married Usha, the daughter of King Vana, Vana himself being the son of Vali. Vana’s capital was in a city named Shonitapura. Vana had pleased Shiva through hard and difficult tapasya, so that sometimes he was called the son of Shiva. Vana loved to fight and he had wanted a boon from Shiva that he might get the chance to fight with someone who was his equal in battle. A flag with a peacock on it used to fly from the ramparts of Vana’s palace. Shiva told him the day this flag fell down. Vana’s desire for with an equal would be satisfied.

With the help of a friend of Usha’s, Anuruddha and Usha used to meet secretly in Vana’s palace. Vana’s guards informed him about this and there was a fierce battle between Vana and Aniruddha At the same time, the flag with the peacock on it fell down. Krishna got to know from Narada about the fight between Vana and Aniruddha and he, Baladeva and Pradyumna arrived in Vana’s capital. Shiva came to fight on Vana’s side, accompanied by Nandi and Skanda or Kartikeya. But after a duel that lasted for a long time, Krishna triumphed over these enemies. Krishna’s arrows also cut off the thousand arms that Vana had. But at Shiva’s request, Krishna spared Vana’s life and gave two arms with which to make do. 

All of these stories about Krishna are related in detail in the Harivamsha. The Agni Purana merely gives a brief summary of the Harivamsha. But stories about Krishna, the eight avatara of Vishnu, also crop up in the Mahabharata. The Agni Purana, therefore, next summarises the Mahabharata.

The Mahabharata

The Pandavas were merely a pretext. Krishna used the Pandavas to rid the world of evil men.

You have already learnt that one of Yayati’s sons was Puru. In Puru’s line were born Bharata and Kuru. One of Kuru’s descendants was the king Shantanu. Shantanu married Ganga and Bhishma was born from this marriage.

But Shantanu also married Satyavati and had two more sons, Chitrangada and Vichitravirya. Bhishma never married. Chitrangada died young. When Vichitravirya grew up, Bhishma defeated the king of Kashi and brought two of the king’s daughters, Ambika and Ambalika, as brides for Vichitravirya. Vichitravirya as also quite young when he died of tuberculosis.

Since Vichitravirya had left no children, Vyasadeva was brought to Hastinapura. Vyasadeva and Ambalika had a son named Dhritarashtra and Vyasadeva and Ambalika had a son named Pandu. Dhritarashtra married Gandhari and they had a hundred sons, of whom the most important was Duryodhana. Pandu had two wives, Kunti and Madri. Kunti’s sons were Yudhishthira, Bhima and Arjuna and Madri’s sons were Nakula and Sahadeva. But Yudhishthira was really the son of the god Dharma and not Pandu’s son. Similarly, Bhima was the son of the god Pavana, Arjuna the son of Indra and Nakula and Sahadeva the sons of the two Ashvinis. Earlier, Kunti had a son named Karna from the sun-god. 

This was before she had god married to Pandu. Karna became a friend of Duryodhana’s. Because of a curse imposed on him by a sage, Pandu died in the forest.

Duryodhana tried his best to kill the Pandavas. He set fire to a house of lac (jatugriha) in which Kunti and the five Pandavas were staying. But the Pandavas were saved and fled to a city named Ekachakra. There they lived, disguised as brahmanas. In Ekachakra, they destroyed a rakshasa named Vaka. They then won the hand of the daughter of the king of Panchala. Her name was Droupadi and all five Pandava brothers married her. When Duryodhana learnt that the Pandavas were alive, he handed over half the kingdom to them.

Meanwhile, the forest Khandava had to be burnt and Krishna and Arjuna did this together. Krishna had befriended Arjuna. When Arjuna successfully defeated the god Agni at the burning of the Khandava forest, Agni gave him several divine weapons. Arjuna had also obtained divine weapons from his guru Dronacharya. 

On the Pandava side, Yudhishthira had become king. The Pandavas organised a rajasuya yajna (royal sacrifice) in which they conquered several kingdoms and accumulated lot of wealth. This made Duryodhana envious.

There was a rakshasa woman named Shurpanakha. She happened to come to the place where Rama Lakshmana and Sita had built their hut. Shurpanakha liked Rama so much that she wanted to marry Rama and eat up Lakshmana and Sita. But Lakshmana cut off Shurpanakha’s nose and ears with his sword.

Shurpanakha fled to brother Khara and demanded revenge. Khara and fourteen thousand other demons (rakshasas) attacked Rama, but they were all killed by Rama. Shurpanakha then went to her other brother Ravana, the king of Lanka.

Ravana asked the rakshasa Maricha to adopt the form of a golden deer and roam around in front of Rama’s hut. Sita was so charmed by the deer that she asked Rama to capture it for her. Rama was long in returning and Lakshmana went to look for him. Taking advantage of Rama and Lakshmana’s absence, Ravana kidnapped Sita. Jatayu, the king of the birds, did try to stop Ravana, but he met his death at Ravana’s hands.

Rama and Lakshmana were greatly distressed to find Sita missing and they looked for her everywhere. Rama made friends with the monkey Sugriva. He killed Sugriva’s brother Bali and made Sugriva the king of monkeys. The monkeys were sent off in all the four directions to for Sita.

The monkeys who had gone towards the south learnt that Sita was in Lanka, across the ocean. One of these monkeys was Hanumana. Hanumana leapt over the ocean and arrived in Lanka. He discovered the lonesome Sita in a grove of ashoka trees, the ashokavana. Hanumana introduced himself and assured Sita that he would soon be back with Rama. Hanumana caused some general havoc in Lanka and was captured by Meghnada or Indrajit, Ravana’s son. Ravana ordered that Hanumana’s tail should be set on fire. But Hanumana used his burning tail to set fire to all the houses of Lanka. He then returned to Rama with the news that Sita had been found.

Rama, Lakshmana and the army of monkeys arrived at the shores of the ocean. There they built a bridge over the ocean so that they could cross over into Lanka. There was a terrible war in which Rama killed the giant Kumbhakarna, Ravana’s brother. Lakshmana killed Indrajit. Rama killed Ravana with a powerful divine weapon, the brahmastra.

The fourteen years were by now over and Rama, Lakshmana and Sita returned to Ayodhya. There Rama was crowned king and he treated his subjects as his own sons. He punished the wicked and followed the path of dharma. During Rama’s rule there was no shortage of foodgrains anywhere and the people were righteous. No one died an untimely death.

On Rama’s instructions, Shatrughna killed the asura Lavana and built the city of Mathura in the place where Lavana’s kingdom had been. Bharata was sent by Rama to kill a wicked gandharva, a singer of heaven named Shailusha, who lived on the banks of the river Indus with his sons. Bharata killed them and built two cities there, Takshashila and Pushkaravati. In Takshashila Bharata established his son Ataksha as king and in Pushkaravati he made his son pushkara the king. Rama and Sita had two sons named Kusha and Lava. Rama ruled for eleven thousand years before he died.

This is the story of the Ramayana as recounted in the Agni Purana. It was written by the sage Valmiki after he had heard the story from the sage Narada.

Rama was the seventh avatara of Vishnu, Krishna was the eighth.

The Harivamsha

As you have already been told, Brahma emerged from Vishnu’s navel. Brahma’s son was Atri, Atri’s son Soma, Soma’s son Pururava, Pururava’s son Ayu, Ayu’s son Nahusha and Nahushja’s son Yayati. Yayati had two wives, Devayani and Sharmishtha. Devayani had two sons, Yadu and Turvusu. And Sharmishtha had three sons, Druhya, Anu and Puru. The descendants of Yadu were known as the Yadavas.

Vasudeva was a Yadava. His wife was Devaki. Vishnu was born as sthe son of Vasudeva and Devaki in order to remove the wicked from the world. The seventh son of Vasudeva and Devaki was Baladeva. And the eight son was 

Krishna himself. Krishna was born in the month of Bhadra in the thick of the night. Scared that the wicked Kakmsa might kill the newly born child, Vasudeva left him with Yashoda, the wife of Nanda.

Nanda was the king of the cowherds and he brought up Baladeva and Krishna. Kamsa sent a rakshasa woman named Putana to kill Krishna but Krishna killed her instead. In Vrindavana, Krishna subdued the terrible snake known as Kaliya. He killed several other rakshasas named Arishta, Vrishabha, Keshi, Dhenuka and Gardhabha and made the country safe from the attacksof these demons. He also stopped the worship of Indra. This led to a fight between Indra and Krishna, Indra tried to destroy the inhabitants of Gokula by sending down torrents of rain. But Krishna held aloft the mountain Govardhana and saved the inhabitants of Gokula.

Kamsa’s capital was in Mathura, Baladeva and Krishna went there. Kamsa let loose a mad elephant named Kuvalayapida on Krishna. But Krishna killed Kuvalayapida. Baladeva and Krishna also killed two strong wrestlers, Chanura and Mushtika, whom Kamsa had instructed to kill Baladeva and Krishna. Finally, Krishna killed Kamsa and made Ugrasena the king.

He arranged a game of dice (aksha) between Yudhishthira and Duryodhana’s uncle Shakuni. Shakuni did not play fairly and Yudhishthira lost the game. As penalty for the loss, the Pandavas were to spend twelve years in the forest and one additional year without being detected. Droupadi went with them to the forest, as did the Pandava’s priest, Dhoumya.

After the twelve years were over, the Pandavas came to the kingdom of King Virata where they proposed to spend the additional year that had to be spent in disguises. Yudhishthira pretended to be a brahmana, Bhima a cook, Arjuna a dancer, Nakula and Sahadeva stable-hands. Droupadi became the queen’s maid. The queen’s brother Kichaka tried to molest Droupadi, but was killed by Bhima. When the year was over, the Kauravas attacked King Virata to rob him of his cattle. But Arjuna defeated all the Kauravas and saved Virata’s cattle After this success, the identity of the Pandavas could no longer be kept a secret. But thankfully, the one year during which identities had to be kept a secret, was over.

King Virata’s daughter Uttara was married to Abhimanyu, Arjuna’s son. Abhimanyu’s mother was Subhadra, whom Arjuna had married. Subhadra also happened to be Krishna’s sister.

The Pandavas now demanded their rightful share of the kingdom, but Duryodhana refused. A war was imminent. A huge battalion of soldiers was known as an akshouhini. Duryodhana collected eleven akshouhinis for the war and Yudhishthira collected seven. Krishna was sent as a messenger to Duryodhana to try and preserve the peace. Krishna told Duryodhana that the Pandavas would be satisfied with a mere five villages. Duryodhana refused to give them even this without a fight.

So the armies gathered for a war on the plains of Kurukshetra. Noticing that elders and relatives like Bhishma and Dronacharya were fighting on the side of the Kaurvas, Arjuna was reluctant to fight. But Krishna gave Arjuna lessons which have come down to us as the Gita. He taught there was no reason for sorrow if Bhishma or Dronacharya died, that was only a death of their physical bodies. The true identity of a person was his atman (soul) which never died, but passed from one body to another. True bliss was obtained when the atman united with the brahman (divine essence) or paramatman (supreme soul). This was always the goal of a yogi, that is, a person who sought union with god.

Thus instructed by Krishna, Arjuna started to fight. With the help of Shikhandi, he defeated Bhishma. This happened on the tenth day of the fighting. Bhishma did not however die. He had earlier received the boon that he would only die when he actually wished to do so. For many days, he lay there in the battlefield on a bed of arrows. After Bhishma’s defeat, Dronacharya became the general on the Pandava side. Dronaharya killed Virata, Drupada and several other kings and soldiers on the Pandava side. Dhrishtadyumna also killed many Kaurava soldiers. On the fifteenth day of the fighting, a rumour gained currency that Ashvatthama, Dronacharya’s son, had been killed. Dronacharya abandoned his weapons on hearing this bad news and Dhrishtadyumna faced no problems in killing him. Karna now became the Kaurava general and lasted for two and a half days before he was killed by Arjuna. Shalya was the last Kaurava general. He fought for only half a day and was killed by Yudhishthira.

Bhima and Duryodhana fought the last duel of the war with maces. Bhima broke Duryodhana’s thighs and killed him. Ashvatthama had been fuming ever since his father Dronacharya had been killed by unfair means. In the dead of the night, he entered the Pandava camp where he killed Dhrishtadyumna and the five sons of Droupadi. Droupadi was disconsolate and demanded revenge. Arjuna and Ashvatthama let loose divine weapons at each other. Since this might destroy the world, they were asked to withdraw these weapons. Arjuna could withdraw his weapon, but Ashvatthama could not. Ashvatthama’s weapon killed the baby that was in Uttara’s womb, but when the dead baby was born, Krishna brought it back to life. This baby was Parikshita.

Many kings and soldiers died in the course of the Kurukshetra war. The only ones left alive were Kritvarma, Kripacharya and Ashvatthama on the Kaurava side and Pandava side. After the war was over, Bhishma taught Yudhishthira the duties of king. It was only after this that he died. 

As a king, Yudhishthira performed many yajnas and gave a lot of to brahmanas. When Yudhishthira learnt that the Yadvas had been destroyed, he no longer wished to rule. He handed over the kingdom to Parikshita and the Pandavas left on a pilgrimage, in the course of which they died.

It was Krishna who had used the Pandavas as a tool to rid the world of evil kings and establish the good ones. Realising that the Yadavas were also evil, Krishna also ensured that the Yadavas would be destroyed. He then gave up his life at the place of pilgrimage that is known as Prabhasa. After Krishna died, the city of Dvarka was swallowed up by the sea.

This was the story of the eighth avatara of Vishnu

Buddha And Kalki

The ninth avatara of Vishnu was Buddha and the tenth will be Kalki.

Many years ago, there was a war between the devas and the asuras in which the demons managed to defeat the gods. The gods went running to Vishnu for protection and Vishnu told them that Mayamoha would be born as Buddha, the son of Shuddhodana. Such were the illusions that Buddha created, that the asuras left the path indicated by the Vedas and became Buddhists. These dastardly creatures performed ceremonies that were a sure ticket to naraka. Towards the end of the Kali era, all people will be dastardly. They will oppose the Vedas, become robbers and will be concerned only with wealth. The disbelievers will then become kings and these kings will also be cannibals.

Much later, Kalki will be born on earth as the son of Vishnuyasha. He will take up arms to destroy these disbelievers. Kalki’s priest will be the sage Yajnavalkya. The norms of he four classes (varna) and the four stages of life (ashrama) will be established yet again. People will honour the sacred texts and become righteous. It will then be time for the dawn of a new satya yuga, a fresh period of righteousness.

In every cycle (kalpa) and in every era (manvantara) Vishnu is thus born in various forms. It is a sacred duty to listen to the stories of the ten avataras. The listener attains his desires and goes to heaven.

Creation

Agni next told Vashishtha the history of creation.

Vishnu is the Lord of creation, preservation and destruction. Before creation, it was only the brahman that was everywhere. There was no day, night or sky.

First Vishnu created the waters. And in the waters he sowed the seeds of brahmanda. the great egg. From this seed there developed a golden egg which began to float on the waters. From the egg Brahma created himself. Since he created himself (svayam sambhuta), Brahma is also known as Svayambhu. Having created himself, Brahma stayed inside the egg for an entire year. And at the end of the year, he split the egg into two. One part of the egg formed the heaven, the other the earth. And in between the two parts of the egg, Brahma created the sky.

Brahma next established the earth on the waters and made the ten directions. He created time, lightning, thunder, clouds, rain bows, words and anger. To ensure that yajnas could be performed, texts of the Rig Veda, the Yajur Veda and the Sama Veda emerged from his body. Holy people use the Vedas to perform Ceremonies meant for the gods.

From the powers of his mind, Brahma created seven sons. Their names were Marichi, Atri, Angira, Pulastya, Pulaha Kratu and Vashishtha.

Prithu is recognised as the first king Prithu was descended from Dhruva. And Prithu’s father Vena was also a king. But Vena was an evil king; he was simply not interested in protecting his subjects. The sages therefore killed Vena with a straw and after Vena had died, they began to knead the dead body’s right hand and it was thus that Prithu emerged. He wore armour and carried bow and arrows when he was born. He ruled well, as per the dictates of dharma. He looked upon all his subjects as his own sons. From Prithu the earth came to be known as prithivi.

How To Pray, How To Build Temples And Idols

The Agni purana next has several chapters on how to pray and on how to build temples and idols. The Techniques of praying to Vishnu , Shiva, Surya and the other gods and goddesses are described, including the special mantras (incantations)that must be used so as to please specific gods and there are prescribed forms for such bathing as well.

A Person who builds temples is blessed. Even if one merely thinks of building temples, the sins of a hundred lives are forgiven. A builder of a single temple goes to heaven (svarga). A builder of five to shivaloka, a builder of eight vishnuloka and a builder of sixteen temples is freed from the shackles of being born again and again. What is the point of earning money if one does not build temples? Money is also meant to be donated as alms to brahmanas, but the punya or merit earned from building a temple is greater than the punya earned from donating alms. The merit earned by builder of temples is greatest for a golden temple, lesser for a stone temple, still lesser for a wooden temple and least from earthen Temple.

More punya is acquired from building an idol than from building a temple. Idols of gods and goddesses should always be set up so that they face the city; they should not face away from the city. The easy is for Brahma’s. Vishnu idol can be setup anywhere at all.

incarnations of Vishnu. The matsya (fish) avatara must naturally look like a fish and the kurma (turtle) avatara must look like a turtle. But the varaha (boar) avatara will four arms like a man and will hold a gada (mace), a padma (lotus flower), a shankha (conch shell) and a chakra (bladed discuss) in these four arms. The narasimha avatara should have two arms holding a chakra and a gada and should wear a garland. The vamana (dwarf) avatara should hold an umbrella and a stick in his two hands. Parashurama will have four hands with a bow. arrows, a sword and an axe in these hands. Rama’s image can have either two arms or four. If there are four arms, the four hands will hold a bow, arrows, a conch shell and a chakra. Balarama’s image may also have either four arms or two. If there are two arms, the four arms the hands will hold a plough, a conch shell, a club and a chakra. Buddha’s image should have a calm appearance. It should be seated on a lotus. The ears should be elongated Kalka’s image is that of a brahmana, seated on a horse and holding a bow and arrows, a conch shell, a sword and a chakra.

Krishna’s image may be either two-armed or four-armed. Three of the four arms will hold a gada, a chakra and a shankha. The fourth palm will be opened out in the act of granting a boon. On either side of Krishna’s image, there will be images of Brahma and Shiva. Brahma has four faces and four arms and the image should have a pronounced rides a swan . On either side of Brahma’s image, there will be images of Sarasvati and Savitri.

Vishnu’s image has eight arms. Seven of the arms hold a sword, a mace, arrow, a bow, a shield, a chakra and a conch shell. The eighth palm is spread out as if Vishnu is granting a boon. Vishnu should be shown riding on Garuda. Garuda will also have eight arms. To the right of Vishnu’s image, there should be images of Lakshmi and Sarasvati, Lakshmi holding a lotus and Sarasvati holding a veena (a musical instrument). There has also got to be and image of Vishnu exhibiting his universal form (vishvarupa). The Vishavrupa image has four heads and twenty arms.

Chandi’s image has twenty arms. The ten arms on the right hold a spear, a sword, a shakti (a small spear), a chakra, a pasha (noose), a shield, a drum and any two other weapons. The ten arms on the left hold snakes a rod, an axe, an amkusha (used for driving elephants), a bow, a bell, a flag, a mace a mirror and a cub. In front of Chandi’s image there will be the image of a buffalo with its head cut off. The image of an asura will be shown emerging from the body of the buffalo. The demon’s hair, eyes and garland will be red in colour. It will be shown to be vomiting blood and it will hold weapons in its hand, The demon’s neck will be on the lion and her left leg will be on the demon’s back Images of Chandi may sometimes also have ten sixteen or eighteen arms.

Shiva’s image (linga) may be made out of earth, wood, iron, jewels, gold, silver, copper, bronze or mercury.

Places Of Pilgrimage

A visit to a place of pilgrimage (tirtha) brings the same punya that is obtained from performing a yajna. It is because people had not gone on pilgrimages or donated gold and cows in their earlier lives that they were born poor in their next lives.

The best place of pilgrimage is Pushkara, Brahma, other gods and sages who wish to go to heaven live there. The best time to go to Pushkara is in the month of Kartika. In Pushkara itself there are two other places of pilgrimage known as Jambumarga and Tandulikashrama.

It is difficult to go to Pushkara. But there are several other tirthas as well. One such is Kurukshetra, where Vishnu and the other gods keep on coming. The river Sarasvati flows near Kurukshetra. If one bathes in the Sarasvati, one attains brahmaloka.

Any region through which the river Ganga flows also becomes a tirtha. Even if one sees the Ganga, the punya of per forming yajnas is attained. A person who bears earth from the bed of the Ganga on his head is freed of all sins.

Prayaga is another famous place of pilgrimage. Brahma, Vishnu, Indra and the other gods, gandharvas, apsaras and the sages are always there in Prayaga. This is because the two holy rivers, Ganga and Yamuna, come together in Prayaga. There are many tirthas inside Prayaga itself. The sages have said that, in the month of Magha, if one bathes for three days in Prayaga, that is better than donating crores and crores of cows. If one donates alms in Prayaga, one goes to svarga and is born as a king in one’s next life. If one dies in Prayaga, one goes straight to vishnuloka.

Shiva himself had told Parvati that Varanasi was a very holy tirtha and that Shiva never left the city. Varanasi is so named because it is located at the junction of two rivers, Varana and Asi. Varanasi is also known as Kashi.

The river Narmada is also sacred.

There may be several holy tirthas, but Gaya is the holiest of them all. A demon named Gayasura once started to perform and such were the powers of his tapasya that the gods began to suffer. They went to Vishnu and asked him to save them Vishnu agreed and appeared before Gayasura. “Accept a boon,” said Vishnu.

“Grant me the boon that I may become the most sacred of all tirthas,” replied the daitya.

The boon was granted and Gayasura disappeared. The gods returned to svarga, but felt that the earth seemed to be deserted now that Gayasura had disappeared. Vishnu then instructed Brahma and the other gods to perform a sacrifice. He also asked them to go to Gayasura and ask for his body so that the sacrifice might be performed on it. Gayasura readily agreed, and as soon as he agreed, his head fell off from the body, Brahma then proceeded to perform the sacrifice on Gayasura’s headless body. But as soon as the sacrifice started, the body began to shake. This meant that the sacrifice could not be properly performed and a solution had to be found. The solution was that the gods should all enter a stone which would be placed on Gayasura’s body so that the body would not shake. The sacrifice could then be performed. Vishnu himself also entered the stone. It is because the gods and Vishnu are always there in Gaya that Gaya is sacred.

In fact, there is a story behind this stones as well.

The sage Marichi was Brahma’s son and had married Dharmavrata. One day, Marichi went to the forest to collect wood and flowers and returned extremely tired. He called Dharmavrata and said, “I am very tired. Today you must wash my feet for me.”

Dharmavrata began to wash Marichi’s feet when Brahma suddenly arrived. Dharmavrata did not know what to do. Should she finish washing her husband’s feet? Or should she first attend to Brahma, since Brahma-was Marichi’s father? She decided to attend to Brahma first. At this Marichi became very angry and cursed Dharmavrata that she would turn into a stone. Dharmavrata was greatly distressed at being cursed for what she thought had not been a fault at all. So she performed tapasya for many years. When Vishnu and the other gods were pleased at Dharmavrata’s meditation, they appeared and offered to grant her a boon.

Dharmavrata wished that the curse imposed on her by Marichi might be waived. The gods explained that this was impossible, since Marichi was a very powerful sage. What they would however, do was to make Dharmavrata a very holy stone desired even by the gods. The gods promised to be always inside this stone. It was this stone that was placed on Gayasura’s body.

Once the sacrifice was over, Gayasura himself desired a boon from the gods and the gods granted him that Gaya would become the most sacred of all tirthas. It was in Gaya that the Pandavas had prayed to Vishnu.

Geography

The world is divided into seven regions (dvipas. Their names are Jambu, Plaksha, Shalmali, Kusha, Krouncha, Shaka, and Pushkara. The seven dvipas are surrounded by seven oceans and the names of these oceans are Lavana, Ikshu, Sura, Sarpih, Dadhi, Dugdha and Jala.

Right in the centre of Jambudvipa is Mount Meru. Mountains named Himavana, Hemakuta and Nishada are to the south of Meru and mountains named Nila, shveta and Shringi are to the north of Meru. Jambudvipa is known by that name as there are a large number of jambu (jamun) trees in this area. On the top Mount Meru is Brahma’s famous city.

Under the earth is the underworld. This too, consists of seven regions and their names are Atala, Vitala, Sutala, Talatala, Mahatala, Rasatsala and Patala. The daityas and the danavas live in the underworld. Vishnu is also there in the underworld, in his form of the great snake Shesha. The snake Shesha holds up the earth on its hood.

That part of the sky which is lit up by sun-rays is known as Nabha. Above the earth is the sun, above the sun the moon, above the moon the stars, above the stars Mercury, above Mercury Venus, above Venus Jupiter and above Jupiter the constellation of the Great Bear (saptarshimandala). Beyond this constellation is the world of Dhruva.

Astrology

The Agni Purana next gives a lot of information on astrology. It states when marriages should take place and when they should not. For example, marriages are never to be held in the months of Chaitra and Pousha or under the signs of Libra or Gemini. If one is going on a trip, then Friday is the best day to start on. Medicine should not be taken if one of the nakshatras (stars) Pushya, Hasta, Jyeshtha, Shravana or Ashvini is not in the sky. If one wishes to have a bath after recovering from an illness, then Saturday is the best day for such a bath.

The first time a child’s head is shaved should never be on Tuesday or a Saturday. Ears should be pierced on Wednesday or Thursday. New clothes should not first be worn on Wednesday, Thursday or Friday. A new house should not be entered into the months of Chaitra, Jyeshtha, Bhadra, Ashvina, Pousha or Magha. It is best to reap grain on a Wednesday.

Manvantaras

Each manvantara (era) is rule over by a Manu.

The first Manu was Svayambhuva. Shatakratu held the title of Indra during this manvantara.

The second Manu was Svarochisha. Vipashchita held the title of Indra during this manvantara.

Third Manu was Uttama and Sushanti was Indra then. 

The fourth Manu was tapasa and Shikhi held the title of Indra then.

The fifth Manu was Raivata and Vitatha was Indra then.

The title of Indra was held by Manojava during the sixth manvantara, the Manu being Chakhusha.

Next came Shraddhadeva, the seventh Manu Purandara being the Indra.

The eighth Manu’s name is Savarni and the eighth Indra’s Vali. The eighth manvantara has not yet come.

The ninth Manu will be Dakshasavarni and the ninth Indra wil be Adbhuta.

During the tenth manvantara, the Manu will be Brahmasavarni and the title of Indra will be held by Shanti.

During the rule of the eleventh Manu Dharmasavarni, the Indra will be Gana.

The twelfth Manu will be Rudrasavarni and the twelfth Indra will be Ritadhama.

Rouchya will be the thirteenth Manu and Divaspati will be the thirteenth Indra. 

The fourteenth Manu will be Bhoutya and the title of Indra will then be held by Shuchi.

During each of Brahma’s days, there are fourteen such manvantaras. After that comes Brahma’s night, when all these living beings are destroyed.

Varnashrama Dharma

All the Manus practised the precepts of dharma (righteousness). This meant non-violence, truthfulness, piety, going on pilgrimages donating alms, serving devas and brahmanas, tolerance of all religions and the following of the sacred texts. It also meant the practice of the system of the four classes (varna) and the four stages in life (ashrama).

The four varnas are brahmanas, kshatriyas, vaishyas and shudras. Performing sacrifices, donating alms and studying the Vedas are duties that brahmanas, kshatriyas and vaishyas must perform. In addition, the kshatriyas must protect the good and punish the evil. The vaishyas must take care of trade, agriculture and animal husbandry. The duties of shudras are to serve the brahmanas and artisanship. When brahmanas take up the upavita, the sacred thread that is the mark of the first three classes, it is like a second birth for them. So brahmanas are known as dvijas(born twice).

An anuloma marriage is a marriage where the husband is from a higher class than the wife. The offspring of such a marriage belong to the mothers class. A pratiloma marriage is a marriage where the wife is from a higher class than the husband. Chandalas were born this way from brahmana women, Sutas from kshatriya women, Devalas from vaishya women, Pukkashas from kshatriya women and Magadhas from vaishya women. Chandalas are executioneers, Sutas charioteers, Devalas guards, Pukkashas hunters and Magadhas bards. Chandalas should live outside the villages and should not touch those belonging to any other class.

The best name for a brahmana is that which ends in Sharma. Similarly, the best name for a kshatriya ends in Varma, for a vaishya in Gupta and for a shudra in Dasa. The sacred thread ceremony is to be held at the age of eight years for brahmanas, eleven years for kshatriyas and twelve years for vaishyas. No sacred a thread ceremony should be held beyond sixteen years of age.

The first stage in life is that of brahmacharya (studenthood). A student should never eat honey or meat and should never indulge in singing or dancing. He should completely give up violence and speaking to women. His duties are to discuss the shastras (holy texts) and associate with learned men. Apart from that, he will meditate in solitude on the true nature of the brahman.

The next stage of life is that of garhasthya (household stage). A brahmana may have four wives, a kshatriya three, a vaishya two and a shudra only one. The husband and the wife should be from the same varna. Marriage across varna is to be avoided. A woman can marry again provided that her husband has disappeared, is dead. has become a hermit or is such a sinner that he is expelled from his own varna. If her husband dies, a widow is permitted to marry her late husband’s younger brother.

A householder should get up at dawn and pray to the gods. He should always bathe in the morning. He should not talk impolitely. He should not bite his nails. He should not laugh at those who are inferior. And he should never reside in a place where there is no king, no doctor or no river. He must not insult his elders. He should never criticise the Vedas, the shastras, the devas, the sages and the king. And he must never travel without a light at night. 

The third ashrama is vanaprastha (forest - dwelling stage). Such a person should always sleep on the ground and wear skins as clothes. He should wear his hair matted and give up the company of other people. He has to serve gods and guests and live on fruit and roots.

In the final stage of life (sannyasa) a person becomes a hermit. In this ashrama, a person attains true knowledge and is completely freed. But he should become a hermit only when he is convinced that he has completely lost all interest in material pursuits. Such a person is not affected by birth or death. He realises that the physical body is transient, that it is of no concern at all. It is the knowledge of the atman (soul) that is the best form of knowledge. When one gains this knowledge, one realises the identification of the atman with the brahman, one understands that the brahman is everywhere.

Sins And Their Atonement

If one commits a sin, one has to atone for it. This is known as prayashchitta. If one does not atone for the sins that one has committed, it is the king’s duty to punish the sinner.

If one drinks from a well where the dead body of an animal has been floating, one has to fast for three days. The worst possible sins are the killing of brahmana, the drinking of wine and theft. Other sins are criticising the Vedas, the bearing of false witness, killing a friend, killing a cow, forsaking one’s parents or sons, the selling of ponds, murder, lying, killing animals and the cutting down of green trees for fodder.

A killer of a brahmana has to build a hut in the forest and live there for twelve years. He has to beg for a living and give up all that he possesses to another brahmana. A killer of cows has to live on just coarse grain for a month. He has to live with cattle and follow them around during the day. All his possessions have to be given up to a brahmana and he has to bathe in cow’s urine for two months.

If a brahmana steals gold, he should go and report his crime to the king. The king will then hit him with a club and this will be the brahmana’s prayashchitta.

The sin of killing kshatriya is one-fourth the sin of killing a brahmana. If one kills a vaishya, the sin is one-eighth the sin of killing a brahmana. And if one kills a shudra, the sin is one-sixteenth of the sin of killing a brahmana. Killing a cat, a mongoose, a frog, a dog, a lizard or a crow is as sinful as killing a shudra.

Vratas

Depending on the tithi (lunar day), the day of the week, the nakshatras (stars), the month, the season and the position of the sun, certain specific religious rites and ceremonies have to be performed. These are known as vratas.

The first day of the lunar fortnight is known as pratipada. The day of pratipada in the months of Kartika, Ashvina and Chaitra are Brahma’s tithis. It is then that the worship of Brahma must be done.

On the second day of the lunar fortnight (dvitiya), one should eat only flowers and pray to the two Ashvinis. this makes the supplicant handsome and lucky. Shuklapaksha is that lunar fortnight in which the moon waxes and Shuklapaksha dvitiya in the month of Kartika is earmarked for the worship of Yama. If one performs this vrata, one does not have to go to naraka (hell). This is also the day for praying to Balarama and Krishna.

It was on the third day of the lunar fortnight (tritiya), in shuklapaksha and in the month of Chaitra, that Shiva married Parvati or Gouri. Rites performed on this day are thus known as gourivrata. Shiva and Parvati have to be given offerings of fruit. The eight names of Parvati have to be recited. These are Lalita, Vijaya, Bhadra Bhavani, Kumuda, Shiva, Vasudevi and Gouri.

Chaturthi vrata is performed on the fourth day of the lunar fortnight, is shuklapaksha and in the month of Magha. This is the day for worshipping the common gods (gana devata). The offerings on this occasion are to be wine and fragrant perfumes.

On the fifth day of the lunar fortnight, one performs panchami vrata. This grants good health and takes care of bad omens. Particularly auspicious for panchami vrata are the shuklapakshas in the months of Shravana, Bhadra, Ashvina and Kartika.

On the sixth day of the lunar fortnight one performs shashthi vrata. One has to live only on fruit and if one performs this vrata, the fruits of any action that one performs live forever. Shashthi vrata should be observed especially in the months of Kartika and Bhadra.

Surya is to be worshipped on the seventh (saptami) day of the lunar fortnight. If saptami vrata is observed in shuklapaksha, all sorrow disappears. Sins are stoned for and all one’s desires are attained. Women who have no children can have sons if they observe these rites.

The eight day of the lunar fortnight (ashtami) is very significant. Krishna was born on this tithi in the month of Bhadra when the nakshatra Rohini was in the sky. Ashtami is therefore auspicious in the month of Bhadra. If one fasts on that day and prays to Krishna, the sins of one’s earlier seven lives are atoned for. But this vrata is to be observed in krishnapaksha and not in shuklapaksha, since Krishna was born in Krishnapaksha. Together with Krishna, Rohini and the moon, Devaki, Vasudeva, Yashoda, Nanda and Balarama are also to be worshipped on the occasion. Since Krishna took birth (janma) on this ashtami tithi, this particular day is known as janmashtami.

The eighth day of the lunar fortnight can be important even if it is not the month of Bhadra. For example, the eighth day of the lunar fortnight might be a Wednesday (budha vara) in both shuklapaksha and krishnapaksha. Irrespective of the month, such an ashtami is important and is known as budhashtami. On that day one has to live only on molasses and rice and perform the vrata.

There used to be a brahamana named Dhira whose wife was named Rambha. Dhira’s son was Koushika, his daughter was Vijaya and Dhira’s bull was named Dhanada. Koushika would go with the other cowherds to graze the bull. Once when Koushika was having a bath in the river Bhagirathi and the bull was grazing, some thieves came and stole the bull. Koushika and his sister Vijaya looked everywhere for it, but could not find it. In searching for the bull, they came to a lake where some women were bathing in the course of performing a vrata. Brother and sister were tired and hungry and they craved for some food. The women agreed to give them food, but only after Koushika and Vijaya had also performed the budhashtami vrata. And as soon as Koushika perfomed the ritual, the bull was miraculously returned to him. Such were the powers of the vrata that Koushika could get his sister Vijaya married off to Yama and himself became the king of Ayodhya. After their parents Dhira and Rambha had died, Vijaya discovered that her father and mother were in naraka. When she asked Yama as to how her parents might be delivered from naraka, Yama told her that Koushika and Vijaya should perform budhashtami vrata again. And immediately after they did so, the parents attained svarga.

The ninth day of the lunar fortnight is navami and navami in shuklapaksha, especially in the month of Ashvina, is earmarked for the worship of Gouri. An animal has to be sacrificed and offered to the goddess on this occasion.

The brahmanas become all powerful if they observe dashami vrata on the tenth day of the lunar fortnight and donate ten cows. The eleventh day of the lunar fortnight (ekadashi) is for fasting. It is also the tithi for praying to Vishnu. The observance of ekadashi vrata grants sons and wealth and atones for one’s sins.

The twelfth day of the lunar fortnight is dvadashi. Any dvadashi in shuklapaksha is auspicious for worshipping Vishnu. Duadashi in the month of Bhadra is for praying to cows and calves and in the month of Chaitra it is for praying to the god of love (Madana). If one observes dvadashi for an entire year, one never has to go to naraka. An especially good conjunction is dvadashi in shuklapaksha in the month of Bhadra when the nakshatra Shravana is in the sky. if one fasts and observes a vrata then, one earns greater punya than from bathing in the confluence of sacred rivers. If Budha (Mercury) is also in the sky, the punya is multiplied severalfold.

Trayodashi vrata is on the thirteenth day of the lunar fortnight and this ritual was first performed by the god of lover when he wanted to please Shiva. This is the tithi on which Shiva is worshipped. In the month of Ashvina, Indra is also revered on this tithi. And in the month of Chaitra, the god of love is worshipped in shuklapaksha on the same tithi.

The fourteenth day of the lunar fortnight (chaturdashi) is also earmarked for Shiva, particularly in the month of Kartika. One fasts and donates to brahmanas and thereby attains svarga. The chaturdashi in krishnapaksha that comes between the months of Magha and Falguna is known as Shivaratri. Then one has to fast and stay awake the whole night. Earlier, there used to be an evil hunter named Sundarasena. But because he performed a vrata on Shivaratri, all his sins were forgiven.

Narakas (Hells)

If one worships Vishnu with flowers, one never goes to hell.

There are several such hells. Although people do not wish to die, they are bound to die once their predestined time span on earth has been exhausted. One then has to pay for whatever sins one might have committed. The sinners suffer and those who have performed good deeds are naturally rewarded. There are in fact two gates that lead into Yama’s abode. The good are brought by yamadutas (Yama’s servants) through the western gate and are then taken to svarga. Yama’s servants bring the evil to him through the southern gate and Yama then despatches them to the various hells.

If one kills a cow, one has to spend one lakh years in a naraka known as mahavicha. If one kills a brahmana or steals land, there is a burning naraka named Amakumbha that one goes to. There one suffers till the day when the world is destroyed. A killer of women, children or old men stays in Rourava naraka for the span of fourteen manavantaras. An arsonist is sent to Maharourava and burnt there for an entire kalpa. A thief goes to Tamisra, were he is continuously pierced with spears by Yama’s servants for several kalpas. After that, a thief is taken to Mahatamisra to be bitten by snakes and insects.

If you kill you father or mother, you will be sent to the hell Asipatravana. There you will be continuously sliced into pieces with swords. If you burn someone to death, you will go to Karambhavaluka where you will be placed on burning sands.

A person who eats sweets alone goes to Kakola and is fed only worms. A person who does not perform yajnas goes to Kuttala and is fed blood. An oppressor is sent to Tailapaka and is crushed like an oilseed there. A liar is sent to the naraka named Mahapata. There are several other narakas for those who encourage inter-class marriages, those who kill animals, those who cut trees, those who eat too much meat, those who criticise the Vedas, those who bear also witness and those who criticise their teachers.

Giving Alms

Giving alms is extremely important as means for achieving punya. Alms always have to be donated when one goes to visit a temple or a place of pilgrimage. The giver must always face the east and the receiver must always face the north when alms are being given. Such donations have to be made after one has had a bath.

The best objects for donations are gold, horses, oilseeds, snakes, maids, chariots, trees, houses, daughters and cows. If one promises to give something but later goes back on one’s promise, one is sure to be destroyed. It should be remembered that the entire object of donation alms is lost if one expects gratitude or friendship in return. It is better to give something to a brother than to a daughter, it is better to give to a father than to a mother.

The entire concept of donation alms is different in the four different eras. In satya yuga, the giver went out in search of recipient to whom he could give something. In treta yuga, the recipient had to come to the giver’s house before he would be given anything. In dvapara yuga, the giver never gave anything without being asked for it by the recipient. And in kali yuga, the giver gives only to those who are servile to him.

Gayatri Mantra

Gayatri mantra is a very powerful incantation.

The human body has many veins. Out of these, ten veins are important and their names are Ida, Pingala, Sushumna, Gandhari, Hastijihva, Pritha, Yasha, Alambusha, Huha and Shankhini. These veins bear the breath of life. The breath of life is called prana vayu. Apart from prana vayu, nine other major breaths course through the human body. Their names are Apana, Samana, Udana, Vyana, Naga, Kurma, Krikara, Devadatta and Dhananjaya.

Gayatri is a goddess worshipped even by Vishnu and Shiva. This goddess is there everywhere, even in every individual’s heart in the form of a swan. Gayatri mantra is an incantation to the goddess. If one chants the mantra seven times, one’s sins are forgiven. Chanting it then times means that one attains svarga. To attain worlds (lokas) which are even more desirable than svarga, one has to chant gayatri mantra twenty times. If one chants the mantra a hundred and eight times. If one chants the mantra a hundred and eight times, one does not have to be born again. The severest of sins, like killing cows, brahmanas or parents, are forgiven if one chants the mantra a thousand times. Gayatri mantra has always to be preceded by the chanting of the sacred word Om.

The King

The king’s duties are many. He has to punish his enemies, ensure the prosperity of his subjects and arrange that his kingdom is ruled well. He has to protect the sages who perform tapasya inside the boundaries of his kingdom.

A king should appoint a wise brahmana as his priest. His ministers should also be wise and his queen should be a woman who follows the path of dharma. When a king dies, time must not be wasted. The priest must immediately find an auspicious occasion so that a new king can be appointed and crowned. A kingdom can never be without a king.

Before the coronation, a prospective king has to purify himself by rubbing his body with mud. Mud from a mountain peak is used for the ears, form a Krishna temple for the face, from an Indra temple for the back, form a palace for the chest, mud raised by an elephant’s tusks for the right hand, mud raised by a bull’s horns for the left hand, mud from a yajna for the things and from a cowshed for the feet. After the king has thus rubbed himself with different forms of mud and purified himself, he is ready to be anointed. Four types of ministers will appoint him. Brahmana ministers with golden vessels full of clarified butter will stand of the eastern side. Kshatriya ministers with silver vessels full of sweet and thickened milk will stand on the eastern side. Vaishya ministers with copper vessels full of curds will stand on the western side. And shudra ministers with earthen vessels full of water will stand on the northern side. The priests will then use material from all four directions to anoint the king. Water from all the places of pilgrimage will be poured on the king’s head and throat. There must be songs and musical instruments must be played.

The king will next pray to Brahma, Vishnu, Indra and the other gods. He will look at a mirror, some clarified butter and the various signs of good omen that have been placed all around. The king will then be crowned and introduced to his ministers, advisers and guards. The priest will be given cows, goats, buffaloes and houses by the king. He will also bow before the brahmanas. After all these ceremonies have been completed, he truly becomes the king. He circles the fire, touches his guru’s feet and with all his soldiers, goes out on a procession through the streets so that his subjects can see him. At that time, the king must be seated either on an elephant or a horse. After the procession is over, the king may return to his palace.

The king has to appoint many officials. The general has got to be a brahmana or a kshatriya. The charioteer must know about horses and elephants, and treasurer must be familiar with different jewels. There has to be a doctor, a keeper of elephants, a keeper of horses, a captain for the palace and another captain for looking after the women of the royal household. Each person must be appointed to the job which suits his expertise and temperament best.

Anyone thus appointed by a king has to stick to certain rules. He must always obey the king’s orders and must never do anything that is contrary to the king’s commands. In public he must always say pleasant things to the king. If there are any unpleasant utterances to be made, they have to be made in a private audience with the king. Those who serve the king must not be thieves, nor must they ever insult the king. They will not dress like the king, nor will they become too intimate with the king. They must not divulge royal secrets.

For a fort, the king should choose a place that cannot readily be attacked by enemies. The king must ensure that the gods are worshipped, the subjects are protected and the evil are punished. He should never steal form the temples, instead he should build temples and set up idols of the gods there. The brahmanas must also be protected and the king has to make sure that no brahmanas are killed in his kingdom. For a queen, he has to choose a woman who subscribes to these beliefs.

The king will appoint an official to look after every ten villages and another official to look after every hundred villages. Spies must be appointed to find out all that is going no in the kingdom. The king is entitled to one-sixth of all the punya that accrues in his kingdom through his subjects. But he is also credited with one-sixth of all the sins that are committed in his kingdom. The taxes will be levied as per the dictates of the sacred texts. From whatever is received as taxes, half will go into the royal treasury and the remaining half will be distributed amongst the brahmanas. If there is a liar, the king will impose a penalty on him to the extent of one-eighth of the liar’s total wealth. If the owner of any property is not known, the king will keep the property is not known, the king will keep the property is safe custody for a period of three years. Once the owner is identified within a period of three years, he can claim the property. But beyond three years, the becomes entitled to the property.

The property rights of any minor orphan are to be protected by the king. If there is a theft in the kingdom, the king must immediately replace what has been stolen with wealth taken from his own royal treasury. If the thief is caught and the stolen goods recovered, they are used to replenish the treasury. One-twentieth of profits made form trade are to be paid to the king as taxes. One-fifth or one-sixth of foodgrains are to be paid as taxes. One day every month, craftsmen will work free of charge for the king. They will only be gives food from the royal kitchen.

The king has to pay proper attention to the princes. They have to be taught four types of shastras. The first is dharma shastra, which teaches what is right and what is wrong. The second is artha shastra, economics. The third is dhanurveda, the art of fighting. And the last subject that has to be taught to princes is shilpa, arts and crafts. The king has to assign bodyguards to take care of the princes. He must ensure that the princes associate with honourable and learned people and not with undesirable characters. In instances where the princes do not grow up properly despite the king’s best efforts, the king is free to keep them imprisoned. But they should be comfortable in the prison and should not be made to suffer there.

The king should give up hunting, drinking and the playing of dice. He must not unnecessarily waste time in travelling around. He must first win over his servants through his behaviour and then do the same for his subjects. It is only after this has been achieved that he attains a position to conquer his enemies through the use of arms. Anyone who brings harm to the kingdom must immediately be killed. If the king delays in doing that which has to be done, the purpose of the action is completely lost. Nor must the king inform others in advance about what is going to be done. No one must get to know about the king’s intended actions. Once the actions have been completed, the fruits of the actions performed are information enough for everyone to see. This does not mean that the king will not consult his ministers. Of course he will, that is why they are ministers. Before sleeping or eating, the king must check whether the bed or the food is safe.

There were seven techniques that kings were supposed to use in ruling their kingdoms. These were known as sama, dana, danda, bheda, maya, upeksha and indrajala. Of these, the first four are the most famous. Sama means the art of gentle persuasion. Dana means the usage of donations or money to achieve one’s purpose. Danda is punishment. And bheda is the art of aggravating dissension amongst parties opposed to each other. Maya means to use illusions or deceit and upeksha is to deliberately ignore people so as to achieve one’s purpose. Indrajala literally means jugglery. In this context, it would mean to perform a balancing act amongst opposing pulls and opposing parties.

What sort of punishment the king should mete out is also laid down. If anyone lies and says that his possessions have been stolen, he is to be fined an amount equal in value to that of the possessions which have supposedly been stolen. A brahmana who bears false witness is to be banished from the kingdom. A person who kills cows, elephants, horses or camels will have a leg or a hand cut off. A thief who steals gold or silver or an abductor of women will be executed. Execution is also prescribed in cases of arson and poisoning. A wife who does not obey her husband shall be torn to death by dogs. A woman who does not obey her husband or brahmanas may also have her nose, ears or arms chopped off. She will when be set astride a cow and banished from the kingdom.

Dreams

Some dreams are bad omens. In fact, they are nightmares. Examples are: dreams about grass or trees growing on one’s body, dreams in which the dreamer is shaven-headed or is wearing shabby clothes or dreams in which one is falling form above. It is also bad to dream of marriages, singing, the killing of snakes and the killing of chandalas or animals. If you dream that you are drinking oil or eating bird meat, that is also a bad omen. Other examples are: where the dreamer dreams that he is playing with monkeys or chandalas, when he dreams that devas, brahmanas, the king or the guru is angry or when he dreams that his house had collapsed.

Remedies have to be found if one dreams such evil dreams. Brahmanas have to be worshipped, a yajna has to be performed and the dreamer has to pray to Vishnu, Shiva, Brahma, Ganesha or Surya. Dreams dreamt in the first quarter of one’s sleep normally come true over the next one year. Dreams from the second quarter come true over the next six months and dreams from the third quarter over the next three months. Dreams from the last quarter come true over the next fortnight and dreams dreamt right at dawn come true within the next ten days. If one first dreams a good dream and then an evil one, it is the evil dream the will come true. Therefore, if one dreams a good dream, one should not sleep anymore. One should immediately arise.

There are many dreams that are good dreams. For example, dreams that involve mountains, palaces or snakes. Or the dreamer might dream that he is riding on a horse or a bull. It is also good to dream of white flowers in the sky or to see trees in a dream. Especially good dreams are those of the dreamer’s possessing many arms or many heads or of grass and bushes sprouting form his navel. What if you dream of wearing white garlands or clothes? That too is good. If you dream of eclipses of the sun, the moon or the stars, by all means rejoice. And if in a dream you see that you have caught hold of the enemy’s flag, that surely means that you will triumph over the enemy. And if you actually dream of defeating the enemy, the interpretation is clear enough.

Strangely enough, a dream where the dreamer sees that he is eating rice pudding is a good dream. As is the case with dreams of drinking wine or blood. Or even of eating wet meat. A clear sky in a dream is good. Dreaming of milking a cow or a buffalo with one’s own mouth is also good. The dream continues to be a good one if one dreams of milking a lioness or a she-elephant thus. Other dreams which have good interpretations are, for example, dreams of the dreamer’s receiving blessings form devas or brahmanas or of being anointed with water.

The dreamer who dreams of his coronation is blessed. And he is doubly blessed if he dreams that his head has been cut off or that he has died or even that his house has been burnt down. The relatives of such a dreamer increase in number and he also prospers. It is good to dream of musical instruments being played. Or of riding a bull or climbing a tree. Wet clothes, trees laden with fruit and clear blue skies in dreams are especially good.

Omens and Signs

If one is about to go out of the house, one should take care of any bad omens that there might be. Such bad omens are cotton, dried grass, cowdung, coal, molasses, leather, hair, a lunatic, a chandala, a widow, a dead body, ashes, bones and a broken vessel. If one comes across these as one is about to leave, one should not start without pacifying the elements through prayers to Vishnu. The sound of musical instruments is not an auspicious sound at the beginning of a journey. If the means of transport by which one is travelling breaks down, that too, is a bad omen. If weapons break, perhaps you should postpone the journey. The same is the case if an umbrella held over one’s head happens to fall. If one hits one’s head against the lintel of the door as one is about too cross the threshold, prayers are again indicated. And never call back someone who has just left. That is a bad omen and bodes ill for the success of the journey.

There are good omens for a departure and if one sees these good omens, the journey is bound to be successful. Good omens are white flowers, full vessels, meat, distant noises, an old goat, a cow, a horse, an elephant, fire, gold silver, a sword, an umbrella, fruit, clarified butter, curds, a conch shell, sugarcane, the sound of thunder, lightning and a dead body with no one crying over it.

Omens are important even if one is not going on a journey. A peacock crying on the left means that something is going to be stolen. If a donkey brays with a broken voice, that is good omen and something good will happen. If a boar or a buffalo crosses over from the left to the right, that is a good omen. But if they cross over from the right to the left, that is a bad omen. One’s desires will be attained if horses, tigers, lions, cats or donkeys cross over from the right to the left. jackals, moles, lizards, pigs and cuckoos are good omens or the left and monkeys are good omens on the right. If a jackal calls once, twice, thrice or four times, that is a good omen. It is a bad omen if a jackal calls five or six times. It is a very good omen if a jackal calls seven times.

If crows caw on the left of an army, the soldiers will not be able to win. If a crow can be seen near the door a house, this means that there will soon be a guest. A crow looking at the sum with one eye signifies great danger. A crow covered with mud means the attainment of one’s desires. A dog barking inside the house leads to the death of the householders. A person whose left limbs are sniffed by a dog, will attain riches. If the right limbs are sniffed, there will be danger. A dog blocking one’s path signifies theft. A dog with a bone or a rope in its mouth means the loss of property. But it is a good omen to see a dog with meat in its mouth.

Cows mooing irregularly mean threats to the master of the house. If this happens at night, there will be a theft or a death in the house. If the cows have horns that are wet or daubed with mud, that is a good sign for the householders. A cow that plays with cranes or doves is bound to die. A cow that licks its feet is also destined to die. If an elephant strikes its right foot with its left, that is a good sign. Prosperity comes if an elephant rubs its right tusk with its foot.

There is great danger if an umbrella falls just as one is about to leave on a trip. Journeys are to be avoided if the stars are not favourable.

Battle

Once a king decides to go out to battle, seven days are needed for preliminaries. On the first day, Vishnu, Shiva and Ganesha have to be worshipped. On the second day the dikpalas (guardians of all the directions) are worshipped, the Rudras on the third day, the planets and the stars on the fourth day and the two Ashvinis and the rivers on the fifth day. On the sixth day, the king has ceremonial bath in honour of the victory that is to come. And on the seventh day, the king leaves to do battle.

Prior to the marching, the army must always assemble to the east of the capital city. The start of the march must be accompanied with the playing of musical instruments. Once the army has begun to march, it must never look back. After having travelled for a couple of miles, it must stop to rest any pray to the gods and the brahmanas.

The king must never directly fight. Because if the king is killed, the battle is lost. The king must be right behind his army, not too far away from it. An elephant will be guarded by four chariots, a chariot by four horses and a horse by four infantrymen. The infantry will also be at the front of army, followed by archers and then by the horses. The chariots and the elephants come last of all. The cowards in the army must not be in the front, they must be at the back. The front is for the brave soldiers. To the extent possible, one should fight with the sun behind one’s army.

If a soldier dies in the course of battle, he goes straight to heaven. The blood of brave men wash away all sins. To be struck with a weapon is better than to perform many sacrifices. A person who flees form the field of battle performs a sin that is worse than that of killing a brahmana.

The fight should be between equals. Those who are running away should not be killed. Nor should spectators and those who are unarmed be killed. An enemy captured in battle should not be kept imprisoned. He should be released and treated like a son.

Rama Precepts

Rama had once taught Lakshmana about the duties of a king. The Agni Purana now relates these precepts of Rama’s.

The duties of king are fourfold. Firstly, he has to earn wealth. Secondly, he has to increase it. Thirdly, he has to protect it. And fourthly and finally, he has to donate it. The king must also be polite and politeness comes through the conquering of the senses. The king must be humble. The senses are like mad elephants. If the senses are pampered, like mad elephants, they trample politeness and humility underfoot.

The king must also be non-violent, truthful, clean and forgiving. He should take care to observe all the rituals. He should give food to those who are poor, he should protect those who seek royal protection. He should always use words that are pleasant to hear. The body is here today and gone tomorrow. Stupid is the king who deviates form the path of righteousness to give pleasure to a body that is transient. The curses of unhappy people are enough to bring down a king.

There is only one difference between gods and animals. Gods use pleasant word, while animals use rough words. The king must use pleasant words like a god. And he must use pleasant words not only for those who are his friends or are good, but also for those who are his enemies or are evil. With obeisance the king pleases his guru, with good behaviour the righteous, with duties the gods, with live the servants and with alms those who are inferior.

The kingdom has seven components. These are the king, the ministers, the friends, the treasury, the army, the forts and the state itself. Of these, the most important is the state and it has to be preserved at all costs. The king must be extremely careful in the choice of the ministers and the royal priest. The king must not choose or consult ministers who are stupid.

The king’s signs are his golden rod or sceptre and an umbrella that is held over his head. The umbrella should be made of the feathers of swans, peacocks or cranes, but the feathers of different types of birds should not be mixed in the same umbrella. The throne should be made of wood and should be embellished with gold. A bow can be made of iron, horn or wood. The best bow is one that extends over four armlengths. The king can spend upto one year’s tax revenue on armaments and flags.

Dhanurveda

The section on Dhanurveda is on arms and weapons.

There are five types of weapons that are used in war. The first category is that of yantramukta weapons, released from a machine (yantra). This machine may be a launcher or even a bow. The second category is that of panimukta weapons, weapons that are flung by the hand (pani). Examples are spears and stones. The third category is known as muktasandharita. These are weapons that can be flung and also withdrawn. The fourth category consists of weapons like swords that are never released from the hand during battle.

These are known as amukta weapons. And the last category of weapons consists of brute force and strength. This is of use in bouts of wrestling.

The best form of fighting is that with bows and arrows. Next comes fighting with spears, followed by fighting with swords. Wrestling is the worst form of fighting.

Before aiming, the bow (dhanusha) should be held with the arch pointing down towards the earth. The arrow (vana) should be placed against the bow with the head pointing down. The bow should now be raised and the lower end of the bow should be in line with the archer’s navel. The quiver should be at the back. Before releasing the arrow, the bow should be held firm with the left hand and the arrow with the fingers of the right hand. The string of the bow should be pulled back such that the tassel of the arrow is between the archer’s ear and right eye. The body should not be bent when one is releasing an arrow. Nor should on get excited. The archer has to be still as a pillar. The target has to be in line with the left fist and the archer’s posture has to be like that of a triangle. It is best to pull back the string of the bow upto the right ear.

A noose (pasha) is ten arms in length, with both ends of the weapon being circular. The main body of the weapon is made of rope. There are eleven different ways in which a noose may be held. A noose must always be flung with the right hand.

A sword (asi) must hang to the left of the waist. When a sword is to be taken out, the scabbard should be grasped in the left hand and the sword should be taken out with the right hand. There are thirty-two different way in which a sword and a shield may be held.

Property 

What happens to a person’s debts when he dies? If he does not have any sons, the person who inherits the property also inherits the debts and had to pay them off. If there is a son, the son pays the debts off. But a woman is not to be held responsible for debts contracted by her husband or her son. Nor is a man responsible for debts contracted by his wife or son. Exceptions are instances where a husband and a wife contract a debt jointly.

If there are no witnesses to a contracted debt but the king feels that the debt was indeed contracted, the king must arrange for the debt to be repaid within a period of sixty-four days. In cases of a dispute, the person who b rings a false suit will be punished by the king. And a false witness will be given twice the punishment that is meted out to the one who brings a false suit. A brahmana who bears false witness will be banished from the kingdom. A person who agrees to be a witness, but later withdraws, will be punished eight times as much as the bringer of the false suit. A brahmana who does this will be banished from the kingdom.

It is better that the details of a debt contracted be written down, with the names of the two parties and the witnesses clearly indicated. If the debtor pays in instalments, the details of all such payments must be recorded on the written document. Debts made in the presence of witnesses should also be repaid in the presence of witnesses. If a witness has to take an oath, the oath should be administered after cotton, fire, water or poison has been placed on the head of the witness.

Fire or water can be used to find out if a person is lying or not. If fire is used, seven banyan leaves are placed on the accused’s hand. A red hop lump of iron is then placed on the hand and the accused had to go around a fire seven times. If it is found that the hand has not been burnt, the person has been telling the truth. And if the hand has been burnt, he had been lying. Similarly, an accused person can be immersed in the water and if he does not drown, he has been telling the truth. Alternatively, the accused can be made to drink poison. If the poison does him no harm, he is truthful.

If the father makes a will, the property will be divided amongst the sons in accordance with the provisions of the will. But if all the sons get an equal share of the property, the wife should also be given an equal share, otherwise, the father can leave all his property to the eldest son. The sons and the father obtain equal shares to any property or debt that has been left by the grandfather. But the sons are not necessarily entitled to any property that has not been left by the grandfather, but been earned by father. If a son is born after the property has been divided, he too will be entitled to an equal share of any property left by the grandfather. Daughters are not entitled to property. But sons who have go married will use one-fourth of their inherited property to get their sisters married.

Donating the Puranas

The Agni Purana now describes the benefits of giving alms along with the purans. The puranas are to be donated together with cows. And in talking of the mahapuranas, the Agni Purana also mentions most of their length, in terms of the number of shlokas (couplets) that each has. This is worth stating.

The Brahma Purana— twenty-five thousand 

The Padma Purana—twelve thousand 

The Vishnu Purana—thirteen thousand 

The Vayu Purana—fourteen thousand 

The Bhagavata Purana—eighteen thousand 

The Narada Purana—twenty-five thousand 

The Markandeya Purana—nine thousand

The Agni Purana—twelve thousand 

The Brahmavaivarta Purana—eighteen thousand 

The Linga Purana—eleven thousand 

The Varaha Purana—fourteen thousand

The Skanda Purana—eighty-four thousand 

The Vamana Purana—ten thousand

The Kurma purana—eight thousand 

The Matsya Purana—thirteen thousand

The Garuda Purana—eight thousand

The Brahmanda Purana—twelve thousand

The only mahapurana which is missing from the above list is the Bhavishya Purana. You now have a pretty good idea of how long the Puranas are. The Skaknda Purana is the longest and the Kurma and Garuda Puranas the shortest. But unfortunately, the numbers in the Agni Purana are not terribly accurate. The Padma Purana has fifty-five thousand couplets and not twelve as stated. The Varaha Purana has twenty-four thousands couplets and not fourteen thousand. The Agni Purana itself has slightly over fifteen thousand couplets land not twelve thousand. But at least you have some approximate idea about the lengths of the various Puranas.

The Brahama Purana is to be given in the month of Vaishakha. The Padma Purana is to be donated in the month of Jyaishtha. The Vishnu Purana is to be donated in the month of Ashada and the Vayu Purana in the month of Shravana. The Bhagavata Purana is to be given in the month of Bhadra, the Narada Purana in the month of Ashvina, the Markandeya Purana in the month of Kartika, the Agni Purana in the month of Margashirsha and the Bhavishya Purana in the month of Pousha. The Brahmavaivarta Purana in the month of Pousha. The Brahmavaivarta Purana is for the month of Magha, the Linga Purana for the month of Falguna and the Varaha Purana for the month of Chaitra.

The Skanda Purana is to be given to brahmanas. The Vamana Purana is to be given in the autumn. The Kurma Purana is to be given together with a golden urn. The Matsya Purana is to be donated together with a golden swan. The Brahmanda Purana is to be given to brahmanas.

Great benefits are also to be derived from hearing the Puranas recited. The reciter has to be given alms and the brahmanas must be given cows, rice and land at the time of the recitation. If one arranges for a recitation of the Puranas, one lives long, stays healthy and attains heaven.

Dynasties

Brahma was born from Vishnu’s navel. Brahma’s son was Marichi, Marichi’s son Kashyapa and Kakshyapa’s son Vivasvana. From this line was descended Pururava and Pururava’s descendants were the kings of the surya (solar) dynasty.

Brahma also had a son named Atri and Atri had a son named Soma. Soma performed a rajasuya yajna (royal sacrifice). Having performed the sacrifice, Soma became the ruler of all the worlds. This made him very arrogant and he abducted the sage Brihaspati’s wife Tara. This led to a terrible war between the devas and the asuras. Tara was eventually restored to Brihaspati, but Soma and Tara had a son named Budha. From Budha were descended the kings of the chandra (lunar) dynasty.

There were twelve major wars between the devas and the asuras. The first of these was known as the Narasimha War. This took place when Hiranyakashipu was the king of the asuras. Vishnu adopted the form of Narsismha and killed Hiranyakashipu. He then made Prahlada the king of the demons. The second war was the Vamana war and it took place when Vali was the king of the demons. Vishnu adopted the form of a dwarf (vamana) to subjugate the demons. The third war was the Varaha war and this took place when Hiranyaksha was the king of the demons. Vishnu adopted the form of a wild boar (varaha) and killed Hiranyaksha. The fourth war was the Amritamanthana war and this took place over the manthana (churning) of the ocean for amrita (nectar).

The fifth war between the devas and the asuras took place over the abduction of Tara and this came to be known as the Tarakamaya war. The sixth war was known as the Ajivaka War. The seventh war took place when Tripura led the asuras and this was known as the Tripuraghatana war. It was Shiva who killed the demon Tripura in this war. The eighth war, the Andhaka war, took place when Andhaka led the asuras. It was Vishnu who engineered that Andhaka be killed when Andhaka expressed a desire to abduct Shiva’s wife.

The ninth war was known as Vritrasamhara and took place when Vritra led the demons. The tenth war was simply known as Jita. In this war, Vishnu killed Shalva and the other demons, and Parashurama killed the evil kshatriyas. The eleventh war was known as Halahala. An asura named Halahala (poison) had invaded Shiva’s body and flooded it with poison. But Vishnu managed to destroy the demon. In the twelfth war, known as Kolahala, Vishnu destroyed an asura named Kolahala (tumult).

Medicine

Dhanvantari was the physician of the gods and he taught Sushruta the art of ayurveda (medicine). The Agni Purana now describes what the sage Ssushruta had learnt, that is, the treatment for various diseases. This does not simply mean the treatment of human illnesses. There is a section known as vriksha ayurveda, which describes what trees are to be planted where. It describes how a garden is to be constructed and maintained.

The chapters on medicine also describe the treatment of elephants, horses and cattle. The mantras (incantations) which are the remedy for snake poison are also related.

Destruction

Periodically pralayas (destructions) take place. A destruction comes at the end of four thousand yugas on earth. For a hundred years there are no rains and there is widespread drought. Thereafter, Vishnu uses the rays of the sun to drink and dry up all the waters that there are on earth. Seven different suns appear in the sky and they burn up the three worlds of heaven, the earth and the underworld. The earth becomes as flat as the back of a turtle. The breath of the great snake (Shesha) also serves to burn up the three worlds.

After the three worlds have been burnt up, dark clouds full of thunder and lightning appear in the sky. For a hundred years it continue to rain. The rain puts out the fires that have been raging. From Vishnu’s breath are created tremendous winds and these drive away the clouds. But there is water everywhere. And Vishnu sleeps on these waters. For an entire kalpa he sleeps. The sages then pray to Vishnu for the three worlds to be created yet again.

Yama And Hell

When human beings die, their physical bodies are given up. But they acquire new bodies that are known as ativahika bodies. In these bodies, they are brought to Yama’s abode by Yama’s servants. Living beings other than human are not brought to Yama. Yama then decides whether the dead person should go to heaven or to hell. After he has served his time in heaven or in hell, he is born again. Yama further decides what living being the person should be born as, depending on the actions in his past life. And so the cycle of birth death and rebirth goes on and on.

Since he keeps tally of all good deeds and all sins, Yama is also known as the god Dharma. Those who have done good deeds are rewaraded by Yama and those who have committed sins are punished. Chitragupta is Yama’s accountant, he keeps the account of all punya and papa. 

There are twenty-eight circles of hells with many hells located in each circle. A sinner may have to go to more than one hell depending on the sins that he has committed. Some sinners are boiled in oil, others are pierced with spears and still others are whipped. Some sinners are fed heated iron balls, others are fed blood and rubbish. There are also machines for torturing sinners. Terrible birds eat up some sinners. Other sinners have their heads cut off.

When it is time to be reborn, the killer of a brahamana is born as a deer, dog, pig or camel. A drunkard is born as a donkey. A stealer of gold is born as a worm or an insect. A killer of a brahmana may also suffer from tuberculosis. a drunkard will have teeth like a dog and a stealer of gold will malformed nails. A stealer of food is born dumb. A person who has stolen the property of brahmanas is born as a rakshasa and lives alone in the forest. A stealer of fragrant scents is born as a mole. One who steals foodgrains is born as a rat. One who steals animals is born as a goat, one who steals milk as cow, one who steals fruit as monkey and one who steals meat as a vulture. A stealer of clothes is born as a crane and a stealer of salt as a cricket.

Yoga

Yoga is the way to circumvent the miseries of life. True knowledge is that which informs one about the true nature of brahman or paramatman. The atman or jivatman is that which characterises an individual. Yoga means union, it is the union of the jivatman with the paramatman. Yoga concentrates one’s mind on the paramatman.

The first prerequisites of yoga is non-violence. A non-violent person is always righteous. The second requirement of yoga is truthfulness. The third prerequisite is celibacy. The fourth is controlling one’s senses and the last is the worship of god. One who practices yoga should not go around collecting material possessions. A piece of cloth, a covering against the cold, and a pair of sandals are possessions enough for him.

Before meditating on the true nature of the paramatman, one has to seat oneself in a proper asana (posture). The piece of cloth on which one is to sit should be placed in a clean place. One sits on such a seat and tries to purify one’s atman by controlling one’s mind and senses through yoga. The head and the neck should be held straight up, motionless. The point of vision should be directed towards the tip of one’s nose. One should not look in any direction. The arms should lightly rest on the folded thighs and the right hand should be placed, palm upwards, on the left palm. Padmasana (lotus position) is one such recommended posture.

The breath of life (prana vayu) has to be controlled. This process of control is known as pranayama. A finger is placed on the nose when the breath is being exhaled. The entire breath should be exhaled from the body. Since rechana means exhalation, this process of control is known as rechaka. When the breath is inhaled, the inhalation should be such that it fills the entire body. Since puraka literally means ‘that which fills’, this process of control is known as puraka. When the breath is neither being exhaled nor inhaled, one sits completely still like a kumbha (pot) and this is known as kumbhaka. Pranayama makes one healthy, swift, enthusiastic, strong and collected. Since the senses are controlled, one goes to heaven and avoids going to hell. Material pursuits are like the strong current of a river. The atman drowns in it.

Pranayama alone is not enough. It has to be supplemented with dhyana of japa (meditation and contemplation). One contemplates the true nature of the paramatman. The body is like a chariot. The senses are its horses, the mind is the charioteer and pranayama is the bridle. An individual who dies while performing dhyana is immediately assimilated with Vishnu.

Literature And Grammar

Thereafter, the Agni Purana has many chapters on literature and grammar.

It describes the different types of chhanda (metres)that are used in poetry.

Next it discusses the alphabet. There are sixty-four letters (varna) in the alphabet, of which twenty-one are vowels (svara varna). There are three tones (svara) in which the letters of the alphabet may be uttered. Their names are udatta, anudatta and svarita. There are eight places from which the letters may be pronounced. These are the chest, the throat, the head, the back of the tongue, the teeth, the nose, the lips and the palate. Pronunciations should be clear and audible. They should not be nasal and mumbled.

The Agni Purana then discusses the alamkaras (rhetoric) that are used in poetry and plays. Poetry is entirely different from the shastras (sacred texts) and itihasa (history). The sacred texts are full of words and historical texts are full of narrations of incidents that took place. But that does not constitute poetry. Real men are difficult to find on this earth. Amongst these real men, it is difficult to find men who are learned. Amongst the learned men, it is not easy to find some who have a poetic sense. And amongst those who have poetic sense, it is difficult to find a few who can compose poetry. Poetry is impossible without a knowledge of the rules of poetry and even more important, without a sense of feeling.

Sanskrit is the language of the gods. The language of humans is Prakrita. Poetry can be either in Sanskrit or in Prakrita. There are three types of poetry. These are gadya (prose), padya (poetry) or mishra (a mixture of the two). Genuine poetry is, however, only padya

Gadya can be of three types—churnaka, utkalika and vrittagandhi. Churnaka prose is easy on the ears, it has very few compouond words. Utkalika prose is hard on the ears, it is full of compound words. Vrittagandhi prose is some where between churnaka and utkalika.

An epic must always be split up into sections (sarga). It has to be written in Sanskrit, although some mixture of Sanskrit words with Prakrita ones is permissible. The theme of an epic must always be good and historical elements may be introduced if the author so desires.

Literature is useless without the flavour of sentiments (rasa). There are nine sentiments that are used. The first is hasya (humour). The second is karuna rasa (pathos). The third is roudra rasa (that which is wrathful and awe-inspiring). The fourth is vira rasa (heroic themes). The fifth is bhayanaka rasa (horror). The sixth is bibhatsa rasa (vulgar and obscene themes). The seventh is adbhuta rasa (that which is strange). The eighth is shanta rasa (placidity). And the ninth is shringara rasa (amorous themes).

But the sentiments must be used with feeling. Without feeling, all literature becomes mediocre. Particularly in a play, sentiments can be supplemented with skills (kalal). These skills are normally associated with women and there are sixty-four of them. The more important ones are singing, playing musical instruments, dancing, acting, drawing, making garlands, sewing, hairdressing and using magic. 

Grammatical rules of sandhi and samasa (rules for forming compound words) are next described. The difference between the two is that in sandhi, the two words that are being joined retain their original senses in the compound word. The case of samasa is different. Sandhi occurs when two varnas (letters) met. Samasa is a condensation or conversion of two or more words into one. Sandhi does not create any new word. Samasa leads to the formation of a third word which refers to something related to but distinct from either or any of the words combined. Pita (yellow) and ambara (cloth) combined by way of sandhi are pronounced pitambara and mean cloth that is yellow. The same two words combined by way of samasa result in the third word pitambara which means “the one dressed in yellow”, that is, Krishna. 

There are several possible declensions of words, depending on the vachana and the vibhakti. The vachana refers to the number. Eka-vachana is when there is only one (phalam, a fruit) dvi-vachana when there are two (phale, two fruits) and vahu-vachana when there are more than two (phalani, more than two fruits). There are three genders, pumlinga (masculine), strilinga (feminine) and klivalinga (neuter). Deva, asura, Vishnu are, for example, masculine in gender. Devi, Kalika or maya are feminine. Pushpa (flower) or phala (fruit) are neuter.

There are six karakas (cases) and seven vibhaktis (case-endings). The agent who performs the action indicated by the kriya (verb), is the kartri or doer. To the kartri karaka or Nominative Case, the prathama vibhakti or first case-ending is attached. The object of the action is karma and to the karma karaka or objective Case, the second (dvitiya) case-ending is attached. The means or instruments by which the action is performed takes on the karana karaka or Instrumental Cases and the third (tritiya) case-ending. When a gift is given irrevocably, the recipient takes on the sampradana karaka or Dative Case and the case-ending in question is the fourth (chaturthi). That which is the source of something takes on the apadana karaka or Ablative Case and the fifth (panchami) case-ending. When there is a relation of possessions, the possessor takes on the shashthi vibhakti (sixth case-ending). There is no counterpart of the possessive Case of English grammar because the relation of possession is not directly related to the verb (kriya) and therefore to the doer (karaka). In case of the location in which the action takes place, the karaka is adhikarana (Locative Case) and the case-ending the seventh (saptami).

Dhyana involve four different things, all of which must be in complete harmony. The first is the meditator, the second is the act of meditating, the third is the object that one is meditating upon and the fourth is the reason why one is performing the mediation. One does not have to; sit in a rigid posture for dhyana to be possible. It can be done while one is walking, sitting or even sleeping. The important aspect is to establish the object of one’s meditation in one’s heart.

There are different ways of establishing one’s concentration. As an object of meditation, one can meditate on three concentric circles which are black, red and white. In the centre of the circles is a divine lotus. The lotus has eight petals. One thinks that detachment is the stem of the lotus and praying to Vishnu its stamen. Right in the centre of the lotus is a pure spark of fire and that is the paramatman. Alternatively, one can visualise the paramatman in a blaze of light, in the centre of the lotus. Dhyana is far far superior to any yajna that one might perform.

One particular form of deep and intense meditation is known as samadhi. The meditator is then completely still, as calm as the ocean. He loses all track of the outside world. He does not hear, smell, see or touch. His mind has no wishes and feels nothing. He is completely united with god. Such a meditator automatically gets to know all the knowledge that can be gleaned from the Vedas or the shastras. He can obtain all the material possessions that he wants, but he regards them all as no more important than a blade of grass.

Such a meditator attains supreme knowledge. If you look at various pots full of water, you will find that the same sky is reflected in them all. Supreme knowledge tells one that, exactly similarly, it is the same atman that is everywhere. It is the atman which is the same as the paramatman, it is this atman that is in the water, in energy, in water, in the earth and in metals. The atman is everywhere. 

The Knowledge Of The Brahman

Brahma jnana is the knowledge of brahman. This knowledge, which gives the ultimate bliss, is nothing but the sense that the individual atman is identical with the universal brahman or paramtman. The physical body is not the atman. Nor are the senses the atman. The mind or intelligence is not the atman. Life itself is not the atman.

The atman is different from all the objects that have been mentioned above. The atman is in an individual’s heart. It sees everything and senses everything, but is different from the physical body. It is this that sages contemplate when they meditate. The sky was created from the brahman, from the sky came wind, from wind fire, from fire water, from water the earth and from the earth the five elements. One has to meditate on the physical body gradually disappearing and merging into the brahman.

The brahman is neither true nor untrue. It has neither form nor is it without form. The brahman has several parts, but at the same time it is an integral whole. The brahman cannot be described. It cannot be achieved through the power of action. The brahman is always pure. It has no ties and it is the true form of happiness. What is required is the sense that it is I, the individual, who am the brahman. I am nothing but the atman and the atman is nothing but the brahman. This sense is true knowledge. The brahman is the Lord who is the origin of everything and the individual is part of the brahman. It is this knowledge that frees one from the ties of the world and this is what brahman jnana is all about.

The brahman is not the earth; it is beyond the earth. The brahman is not the wind, nor is it the sky. The brahman has no beginning; it is independent of all action. The brahman is huge; it is everywhere. The brahman not only has no form, it is beyond all form. The brahman cannot be heard. It cannot be touched. The brahman has neither intelligence nor mind. It has no sense of ego or vanity. It does not have life, birth, old age or death.

The brahman is neither happy nor unhappy. It does not feel hungry or thirsty. It cannot be measured. At the same time, it is both nothing and everything.

Life has five possible ends. By performing yajnas one can attain heaven. By performing tapasya one can become an ascetic. By performing actions one can attain brahmaloka. By detachment from material pursuits (vairagya) one can merge oneself into nature. And by true knowledge the individual gets absorbed into the divine essence. This is known as kaivalya. Detachment means to withdraw oneself from the effects of all actions. And knowledge means the knowledge that the atman is no different from the brahman. This is known as jnana yoga (the yoga of knowledge).

There are few people who attain this knowledge. One of those was Bharata. Bharata had done a lot he became very attached to a deer and when he died, he died thinking of the deer. The result was that in his next life, Bharata was born as a deer. But the deer happened to be a jatismara, that is, it remembered its earlier life. The deer eventually died and Bharata was again born as jatismara human.

The king of Soubira was once travelling on a palanquin and he wanted someone who would bear his palanquin free of charge. The king’s servants caught hold of Bharata to bear the palanquin. But Bharata moved slowly and could not keep up with the other bearers. The palanquin did not progress and the king asked Bharata. “Why are you so tired? You have not been bearing my palanquin for long. Can’t you some toil? You look fairly strong to me.”

Bharata replied, “I am not strong. Nor am I bearing your palanquin. I am not tired. nor am I lazy. I am my atman and feet are and my body is balanced on my thighs. My shoulders are on my body and your palanquin rests on my shoulders. But I am not my feet, thighs, body or shoulders. I am the atman. The atman is not carrying you. So why do you say that I am beating you?”

Bharata then instructed the king on the mysteries of true knowledge. The atman was pure, ever-lasting, calm, without traits and beyond natural characteristics. Since the atman had no traits and since an individual was the atman and not the body, it was meaningless to say that an individual was strong or weak. The physical body was made of the elements and so was the palanquin. What was the point therefore in saying that the physical body was bearing the palanquin?

Heating these words of wisdom, the king fell at Bharata’s feet. “Forgive me,” he said, “and let go of the palanquin, Who are you?”

“Who am I?”, asked Bharata. “That is not a question that can easily be answered.”

The king answered, “I fail to understand. Surely the form in which you are now existing is who you are.”

“No,” said Bharata. “I am the atman and the atman is the same as the paramatman. The paramatman is everywhere and therefore, the atman is also everywhere. I am everywhere. I am in all physical bodies. It is meaningless to ask who you are and who I am. We are all one and the same. Wood has come from the trees and this palanquin is made of wood. But is the palanquin wood or tree? When you ride on the palanquin, does anyone say that you are riding on a tree? Men, women, cows, horses, elephants, birds and trees, these are all meaningless names. They are all illusions. Everything is one and the same. I am everywhere. If there had been a place or an object where I do not exist, I could have everywhere, I do not know how to answer your question. Tell me king, are you your head or your stomach? Or is all of it, you? But then, what will you call that which is distinct from your physical body? Think about what I have said.”

Bharata’s words were so profound that the king immediately accepted Bharata as a teacher. And Bharata told the king the story of Ribhu and Nidagha.

The sage Ribhu was Brahma’s son. He was also extremely learned. Nidagha was Ribu’s disciple. After Ribhu had taught Nidagha what there was to be taught, Nidagha went to the city to see how Nidagha was getting on. Nidagha worshiped his teacher and gave him all sorts of things to eat. After Ribhu had eaten, Nidagha asked him, “Are you satisfied?”

“What do you mean?”, asked Ribhu. “The question of satisfaction would have arisen had I been hungry or thirsty. I am my atman and the atman is always satisfied. So what is the brahman that is omnipresent and so are you. You are not distinct from me, we are both part of the same whole. I came to teach you this knowledge. Now that you have learnt that the brahman is everywhere, let me leave.”

After another thousand years had passed, Ribhu came to the city again and discovered that Nidagha no longer lived in the city. He had begun to live on the outskirts of the city. 

“Why have you given up living in the city?”, Ribhu asked Nidagha.

“Because I do not like to live in the city, where there is a king, “ replied Nidagha.

“Who is the king ?”. asked Ribhu. “Point him out to me in this procession that is passing. And point out to me the subjects.”

Nidagha said, “The king is the one who is as tall as a mountain peak. He is the one who is riding the elephant. The ones who are walking are the subjects.”

“What do you mean?”, asked Ribhu. “The brahman is in the king and the brahman is in the elephant. How do you distinguish one from the other, how do you say that one is riding the other? Is the king the physical body or the atman and is the elephant the physical body or the atman? Who is riding on whom? I do not understand.”

This knowledge, that the atman is the same as the brahman, is known as advaita (unified) brahma-jnana. Ribhu taught this to the king of Soubira. This is the knowledge that all elements are one and the same. It is only those who suffer from illusions who think that different elements and different beings have different identities.

The Gita

Krishna had taught Arjuna the lessons of the Gita on the plains of Kurukshetra. The Agni Purana now relates the essence of the Gita . 

If physical body is alive, that is no reason for rejoicing. Just as, if the physical body is dead, that is no reason for mourning. The atman does not die. It does not decay, it cannot be destroyed and it is immortal. The atman does not warrant any tears that might be shed over it. people who are addicted to sensual pleasures cannot realise this. The person who is addicted to the atman alone has no desire for anything else. He had no action to perform. He had neither gains nor losses. The knowledge of this is like a raft that rescues one from the flood of illusions.

Brahma Purana

Preliminaries

There was a forest known as naimisharanya.

The sages (maharshis) arranged for a sacrifice (yajna) in this forest and the ceremony went on for twelve years. Naimisharanya forest was a wonderful place to arrange sacrifices in. The climate was pleasant. There were trees full of climate was pleasant. There were trees full of flowers and fruit. There was no shortage of food in the forest, and animals, birds and sages lived thee happily.

Many sages came to attend the sacrifice that had been arranged in naimisharanya. With them was Romaharshana (alternatively Lomaharshana). Vedavyasa's disciple. Vedavyasa had instructed this disciple of his in the knowledge of the Puranas. The assembled sages worshipped the learned Romaharshana and said, "Please tell us the stories of the Puranas. Who created the universe, who is its preserver and who will destroy it? Please instruct us in all these mysteries".

Romaharshana replied, "Many years ago, Daksha and the other sages had asked Brahma these very questions. I have learnt about Brahma's replies from my guru) teacher) Vedavyasa. I will relate to you what I know".

In the beginning, there was water everywhere and the Brahman (the divine essence) slept on this water in the form of Vishnu. Since water is called nara and since ayana means a bed, Vishnu is known as Narayana. 

In the water there emerged a golden egg (anda). Brahma was born inside this egg. Since he created himself, he is called Svayambhu, born (bhu) by himself (svayam). For one whole year, Brahma lived inside the egg. He then split the egg into two and created neaven (svarga) and the earth (prithivi) from the two parts of the egg. Skies, directions, time, language and senses were created in both heaven and earth.

From the powers of his mind, Brahma gave birth to seven great sages. Their names were Marichi, Atri, Angira, Pulastya, Pulaha, Kratu and Vashishtha. Brahma also created the god Rudra and the sage Sanatkumara.

More Creation

To continue with the process of creation, Brahma gave birth to a man and a woman from his own body. The man was named Svayambhuva Manu and the woman was named Shatarupa. Humans are descended from Manu. That is the reason they are known as manava. Manu and Shatarupa had three sons named Vira, Priyavrata and Uttanapada.

Uttanapada's son was the great Dhruva. Dhruva performed very difficult meditation (tapasya) for three thousand divine years. Brahma was so pleased at this that he granted Dhruva an eternal place in the sky, near the constellation that is known as saptarshi or the seven sages. This is the constellation Ursa Majoris and Dhruva is the pole Star.

In Dhruva's line there was a king named Prachinavarhi. Prachinavarhi had ten sons, known as the Prachetas. These Prachetas were supposed to look after the world and rule over it, but they were not interested in such mundane matters. They went off instead to perform tapasya under the ocean. The tapasya went on for ten thousand years. The upshot was that the earth had no ruler and began to suffer. People started to die and thick forests sprouted everywhere. So thick were the forests that even the winds could not blow.

News of this catastrophe reached the Prachetas. They were furious with the trees and created wind (vayu) and fire (agni) from their mouths. The wind dried up the trees and the fire burnt them, so that, very soon, there were very few trees left on earth.

Everyone was alarmed at the effects of the Prachetas anger. The moon-god Soma (or Chandra) came to the Prachetas with a beautiful woman and said, "Prachetas, please control your anger. You need someone to rule over the world so that you can concentrate on your tapasya. This beautiful woman is named Daksha. He will rule over the world".

The Prachetas agreed to this proposal and Daksha was born. The word praja means subject and the word pati means master. Since Daksha ruled over the world and its subjects, Daksha came to be known as Prajapati.

The sages interrupted Romaharshana. They said, "Sage, we are completely confused. We have heard that Daksha was born from Brahma's toe. And yet you have told us that Daksha was the son of the Prachetas. How is this possible?"

Romaharshana replied, "There is no reason for bewilderment. Many Dakshas have been born to rule over the world. One was born from Brahma's toe, yet another was the son of the Prachetas."

Daksha's Offspring

Daksha's wife was named Asikli and Asikli gave birth to five thousand sons. They were known as the Haryashvas. The Haryashvas were destined to rule over the world. But the sage Narada went to the Haryashvas and said, "How can you rule over the world if you don't even know what the world looks like? Are you familiar with its geography and its limits? First find out about these things, before you contemplate ruling over the world."

The Haryashvas went off to explore the world and never returned.

Daksha and Asikli then had another thousand sons who were named the Shavalashvas. Narada told them what he had told the Haryashvas and the Shavalashvas also went off to explore the world and never returned.

Daksha and Asikli were distressed that their children should disappear in this manner. Daksha blamed Narada for the instigation and proposed to kill him. But Brahma intervened and persuaded Daksha to control his anger. This Daksha agreed to do, provided that his conditions were met. "Brahma must marry my daughter Priya," he said. "And Narada must be born as Priya's son."

These conditions were accepted. In fact, Daksha and Asikli had sixty daughters. (Elsewhere, the Brahma Purana mentions fifty daughters.) Ten of these daughters were married to the god Dharma and thirteen to the sage Kashyapa. Twenty-seven daughters were married to Soma or Chandra. The remaining daughters were married to the sages Arishtanemi, Vahuputra, Angirasa and Krishashva.

The ten daughters who were married to the god Dharma were named Arundhati, Vasu, Yami, Lamba, Bhanu, Marutvati, Sankalpa, Muhurta. Sadhya and Vishva. Arundhati's children were the objects (vishaya) of the world. Vasu's children were the eight gods known as the Vasus. Their names were Apa, Dhruva, Soma, Dhara, Salila, Anala, Pratyusha and Prabhasa. Anala's son was Kumara. Because Kumara was brought up by goddesses known as the Krittikas, he came to be called Kartikeya. Prabhasa's son was Vishvakarma. Vishvakarma was skilled in architecture and the making of jewelry. He became the architect of the gods.

Sadhya's children were the gods known as Sadhyadevas and Vishva's children were the gods known as Vishvadervas.

The twenty-seven daughters of Daksha who ere married to Soma are known as the nakshatras (stars).

As you have already been told, Kashyapa married thirteen of Daksha's daughters. Their names were Aditi, Diti, Danu, Arishta, Surasa, Khasa, Surabhi, Vinata. Tamra, Krodhavasha, Ila, Kadru and Muni.

Aditi's sons were the twelve gods known as the adityas. Their names were Vishnu, Shakra. Aryama, Dhata, Vidhata, Tvashta, Pusha, Vivasvana, Savita, Mitravaruna, Amsha and Bhaga.

Diti's sons were the daityas (demons). They were named Hiranyaksha and Hiranyakashipu, and amongst their descendants were several other powerful daityas liked Vali and Vanasura. Diti also had a daughter named Simhika who was married to a danava (demon) named Viprachitti. Their offspring’s were terrible demons like Vatapi, Namuchi, Ilvala, Maricha and the nivatakavachas.

The hundred sons of Danu came to be known as danavas. The danavas were thus cousins to the daityas and also to the adityas. In the danava line were born demons like the poulamas and kalakeyas.

Arishta's sons were the gandharvas (singers of heaven).

Surasa gave birth to the snakes (sarpa).

Khasa's children were the yakshas (demi-gods who were the companions of Kubera, the god of wealth) and the rakshasas (demons).

Surabhi's descendants were cows and buffaloes.

Vinata had two sons named Aruna and Garuda. Garuda became the king of the birds.

Tamra has six daughters. From these daughters were born owls, eagles, vultures, crows, water-fowl, horses, camels and donkeys.

Krodhavasha had fourteen thousand children known as nagas (snakes).

Ila gave birth to trees, creepers, shrubs and bushes.

Kadru's sons were also known as nagas or snakes. Among the more important of Kadru's sons were Ananta, Vasuki, Takshaka and Nahusha.

Muni gave birth to the apsaras (dancers of heaven).

Diti's children (daityas) and Auditi's children (adityas) continually fought amongst themselves. On one particular occasion, the gods succeed in killing many of the demons. Thirsting for revenge, Diti began to pray to her husband, Kashyapa that she might given birth to a son who would kill Indra, the king of the gods.

Kashyapa found it difficult to refuse his wife outright. "All right", he said. "You have to bear the son in your womb for a hundred years. And throughout this period, you will have indeed kill Indira. But if you do not observe these instructions to the letter, your desire will not be satisfied."

Diti resolved to do as her husband had bidden her. But Indra had got to know about Diti's resolve and was waiting for an opportunity to save himself. There was an occasion when, tired after her prayers. Diti went to sleep without first washing her feet. This was an unclean act and it gave Indra the required opportunity. He adopted a miniscule form and entered Diti's womb. With his weapon vajra, he sliced up the baby inside the womb into seven parts. The baby naturally began to cry at the pain.

Indra kept on saying, "ma ruda," that is, "don't cry." But the bay, or rather its seven parts, would not listen. Indra thereupon sliced up each of the seven parts into seven more sections, so that there were forty-nine sections in all. When these forty-nine sections were born, they came to known as the Maruts, from the words that Indra had addressed them. Since Diti had not been able to adhere to the conditions her husband had set, the Maruts did not kill Indra. They instead became Indra's followers or companions, and were treated as gods.

Prithu

In Dhruva's line there was a king named Anga, Anga was religious and followed the righteous path. But unfortunately, Anga's son Vena inherited none of the good qualities of his father. Vena's mother was Sunitha and she happened to be the daughter of Mrityu. Mrityu was notorious for his evil ways and deeds. Vena spent a lot of time with his maternal grandfather and picked up these evil characteristics.

Vena gave up the religion that was laid down in the Vedas and stopped all yajnas. He instructed his subjects that he alone was to be worshiped.

The sages led by Marichi came to Vena to try and persuade him to mend his ways. But Vena was in no mood to listen. He insisted that there was no one equal to him in the whole universe.

The sages realized that Vena was a lost cause. They physically caught hold of Vena and began to knead his right thigh. From this kneading thee emerged a horrible looking creature. It was a dwarf and its complexion, was extremely dark. The sage Atri was so aghast at the dwarf's appearance that he blurted out, "nishida", which means "sit". From this, the dwarf came to be known as nishada. The race of nishadas became hunters and fishermen, and lived in the Vindhya mountains. From them were also descended uncivilized races like tusharas and tunduras.

The evil that was in Vena's body and mind came out with the emergence of the nishada.

When the sages began to knead Vena's right arm, Prithu emerged. He shone like a flaming fire and his energy lit up the four directions. He held a bow in his hand and he was clad in beautiful armour. As soon as Prithu was born, Vena died.

All the rivers and the oceans arrived with their waters and their jewels to anoint Prithu as the king. The gods and the sages also came for the coronation. Brahma himself crowned Prithu the king of the earth. He also took the opportunity to apportion out the lordships of other parts of the universe. Soma was appointed lord over creepers, herbs, starts (nakshatras), planets (grahas), sacrifices, meditation (tapasya) and over the first of the four classes (brahmanas). Varuna became lord of the oceans, Kubera of all the kings, Vishnu of the adityas, Agni of vasus, Daksha of all Prahlada of daityas and danavas, Yama of the pritris (ancestors), Shiva of yakshas, rakshasas and pishachas (ghosts), and Himalaya of the mountains.

The ocean (samudra) was made the lord of all rivers. Chitraratha of gandharvas, Vasuki of nagas, Takshaka of sarpas, Garuda of birds, the tiger of deer, Airavata of elephants, Ucchaihshrava of horses, the bull of cows and the ashvattha tree (a banyan) of all trees. Brahma also appointed four overlords (dikapalas) for the four directions. To the east there was Sudhanva, to the south Shankhapada, to the west Ketumana and to the north Hiranyaroma.

Prithu was a king who ruled the earth well. During his reign, the earth was laden with foodgrains. The cows were full of milk and the subjects were happy. To glorify King Prithu, the sages performed a sacrifice and from this sacrifice there emerged two races known as the sutas and the magadhas should sing praises in honour of Prithu.

"But what praise will we sing?" asked the sutas and the magadhas. "Prithu is still young. He has not done much that can be praised".

"That may be true," replied the sages. "But he will do wonderous deeds in the future. Sing praises of those wonderful deeds. We will tell you about them."

Having learnt of these future deeds from the sages, the sutas and the magadhas began to compose songs and chant praises in honour of Prithu. These stories were related throughout the earth. Some of Prithu's subjects heard these stories and came to see Prithu. "King," they said. "We have heard of your great deeds. But we find it difficult to make a living. Please indicate to us our habitations on earth. And tell us where we may be able to get the food we need for subsistence."

King Prithu picked up his bow and arrow. He decided to kill the earth, since the earth was not yielding foodgrains to his subjects. The earth adopted the form of a cow and began to flee. But wherever the earth went, Prithu followed with his bow and arrow. He followed the earth to the heaven and to the underworld.

Finally, in desperation, the earth started to pray to Prithu. "King," she said, "please control your anger. I am a woman. Killing me will only mean a sin for you. Besides, what purpose will killing me serve? Your subjects will then be without a place to live in. There must be some other way of ensuring that your subjects can make a living.

The earth then herself offered a solution and King Prithu did her bidding, With his bow, he leveled out the earth. The plains could now be used for villages and cities and for agriculture and animal husbandry. The plains could now be used for

villages and cities and for agriculture and animal husbandry. The mountains were gathered together in select places, instead of being littered over whole earth. Earlier, Prithu's subjects had lived off fruits and roots. Now Prithu milked the earth (in her form of a cow) and obtained the seeds of foodgrains on which people could live. Because of Prithu's deeds, the earth came to be known as prithivi.

Manvantaras

A manvantara is an era. There are four smaller eras (yugas) and their names are satya or krita yuga, treta yuga, dvapara yuga and kali yuga. Each cycle of satya yuga, treat yuga, dvapara yuga and kali yuga is called a mahayuga. A mahayuga comprises of 12,000 years of the gods, or equivalently, 4320,000 years for human. 71 mahayugas constitute a manvantara and 14 manvantaras constitute a cycle (kalpa). One kalpa is one of Brahma's days and the universe is destroyed at the end of a Kalpa.

Each manvantara is ruled over by a Manu. In the present kalpa, six manvantaras have already passed and the names of the six Manus who ruled were Svayambhuva, Svarochisha, Uttama, Tamasa, Raivata and Chakshusha. The name of the seventh Manu, who rules over the seventh manvantara of the present kalpa, is Vaivasvata.

The titles of the seven great sages (saptarshi) as well as the tile of Indra change from manvantara to manvantara. The gods also change.

In the present vaivasvata manvantara, the seven great sages are Atri, Vashishtha, Kashyapa, Goutama, Bharadvaja, Vishvamitra and Jamadagni. The gods now are the sadhyas, the rudras, the vishwadevas, the vasus, the maruts, the adityas and the two ashvinis.

There will be seven Manus in the future before the universe is destroyed. Five of these Manus will be known as Savarni Manus. The remaining two will be called Bhoutya and Rouchya.

The Sun and the Solar Dynasty

You have probably forgotten by now that Kashyapa and Aditi had a son named Vivasvana.

This was the sun god, also known as Surya or Martanda.

Surya was married to Samjna, Vishvakarma's daughter. They had two sons. The fist son was Vaivasvata Manu and the second son was Yama or Shraddhadeva, the god of death. Yama had a twin sister named Yamuna.

The sun's energy was so strong that Samjna could not bear to look at her husband. Through her powers, she created an image from her own body that looked exactly like her. This image was called Chhaya (shadow).

Samjna told Chhaya, "I cannot bear the energy of my husband, I am going off to my father's house. Stay here, pretend to be Samjna and look after my children. Under no circumstances tell anyone, certainly not my husband, that your are not Samjna."

"I will do as you have asked me to," replied Chhaya. "But the moment someone curses me or pulls me by the hair, I shall be forced to reveal the truth."

Samjna went to her father Vishvakarma kept asking her to return to her husband. But this Samjna refused to do. Instead, she went to the land known as Uttara Kuru and started to live there as a mare.

Meanwhile, Surya, who had not realized that Samjna had been replaced by Chhaya, had two sons through Chhaya. They were named Savarni Manu and Shani (Saturn). As soon as her own children were born, Chhaya no longer displayed as much of love for Samjna's children as she used to do. Vaivasvata Manu was a quiet sort of person and he ignored the implied neglect. But Yama was not the tolerant. Besides, he was also younger. He raised his leg to kick Chhaya. At this, Chhaya cursed Yama that his legs would fall off.

Yama went and complained to Surya. " I have not really kicked her," he said. "I only threatened to. And does a mother ever curse her children?"

"I can't undo the curse, " replied Surya. "At best, I can reduce its severity. Your legs will not actually fall off. Some of the flesh from your legs will fall off onto the earth and create worms. Thereby, you will be freed of your curse."

But nevertheless, Surya felt that there was some truth in Yama's asking whether a mother would ever curse her children. He taxed Chhaya with the truth, but Chhaya would not reveal anything Surya then grasped her by the hair and threatened to curse her. Since her conditions were now violated, Chhaya blurted out the truth.

In an extremely angry mood, Surya dashed off to Vishvakarma's house. Vishvakarma tried to cool him down. "it is all because of your exercises energy that this has happened,; exclaimed Vishvakarma. "If you permit, I will shave off some of the extra energy. Then Samjna will be able to look at you."

Surya agreed to this proposition. With the shaved off energy, Vishvakarma manufactured Vishnu's chakra (a weapon like a bladed discus).

Surya found out that Samjna was in Uttara Kuru in the form of a mare. He joined her there in the form of a horse. As horse, they had two sons named Nasatya and Dasra. Since ashva means horse, the sons were also known as the two

Ashvinish and became the physicians of the gods.

Surya and Samjna then gave up their equine forms and lived happily ever after.

Vaivasvata Manu's Children

Vaivasvata Manu has no children and he arranged for a sacrifice so that he might have a son. Nine sons were born as a result of this sacrifice. Their names were Ikshvaku, Nabhaga, Dhrishta, Sharyati, Narishyanta, Pramshu, Rishta, Karusha and Prishadhra. Manu also made an offering to the two gods Mitra and Varuna. As a result of this offering, a daughter named Ila was born.

Budha was the son of Chandra, and Budha and Ila had a son named Pururva. Subsequently, thanks to a boon conferred on her by Mitra and Varuna. Ila became a man named Sudyumna. Sudyumna's sons were Utkala, Gaya and Vinatashva. Utkala ruled in Orissa, Gaya in the region that is also called Gaya, and Vinatashva in the west.

Sudyumna was not entitled to rule since he had earlier been a woman. He lived in the city known as Pratishthana. Pururava inherited this later on.

When Vaivasvata Manu died, his ten sons divided up the earth amongst themselves, Ikshvaku ruled in the central regions. He had a hundred sons, the eldest of whom was named Vikukshi. Vikukshi came to be known as Shashada. Thereby hangs a tale.

Ikshvaku wanted to organize a sacrifice and he sent his son Vikukshi to the forest to fetch some meat for the sacrifice. While hunting for game, Vikukshi felt very hungry and ate up some of the meat. This was a sacrilege and the sage Vashishtha advised Ikshvaku to banish Vikukshi from his kingdom. Because the meat that he had eaten had been the meat of a rabbit (shashaka), Vikukshi came to be known as Shashada.

But after Ikshvaku died, Vikukshi returned to his father's kingdom and began to rule there. This was the kingdom of Ayodhya. One of Vikukshi's sons was Kakutshta, and Rama of Ramayana fame was born in this line.

Kubalashva

Kubalashva was one of the kings descended from Kakutstha. Kubalashva's father was named Vrihadashva.

After Vrihadashva had ruled for many years, he desired to retire to the forest. He therefore prepared to hand over the kingdom to his son Kubalashva. But learning of King Vrihadashva's resolve, a sage named Utanka came to meet the king.

"Don't go to the forest right now", Utanka told the king. My hermitage (ashrama) is on the shores of the ocean and is surrounded by sand in all directions. A strong rakshasa named Dhundhu lives under the sand. He is so strong that even the gods have been unable to kill him. Once every year, Dhundhu exhales his breath and this raises a tremendous cloud of sand and dust. For an entire week the sun remains shrouded in dust and for the whole week, there are earthquakes as a result of Dhundhu's exhalation. This is disturbing my mediation (tapasya) and you can't very well go away to the forest without first doing something about Dhundhu. Only you are capable of killing him. I have accumulated a lot of power as a result of my tapasya and I will give this to you if you kill Dhundhu."

Vrihadashva told Utanka that there was no need for Vrihadashva himself to kill Dhundhu. He would go to the forest as he had decided. His son Kubalashva was perfectly capable of killing Dhundhu and would accompany Utanka.

Kubalashva and his hundred sons went to the shores of the ocean where all the sand was. Kubalashva asked his sons to start digging so that they might find Dhundhu. Dhundhu attacked Kubalashva's sons and killed all of them but three. The three who escaped were named Dridashva, Chandrashva and Kapilashva. But Dhundhu himself was killed by Kubalashva. As a result of this great feat, Kubalashva came to be known as Dhundhumara. The sage Utanka blessed Kubalashva and by the sage's blessings, Kubalashva's dead sons went straight to heaven.

Trishanku

From Dridashva was descended a king named Trayaruni. Trayaruni was a righteous king and followed all the religious dictates. But Trayarun's son Satyavrata was quite the opposite and refused to follow the righteous path. King Trayaruni's chief priest was the great sage Vashishtha. Vashishtha advised the king that his evil son should be banished from the kingdom. Trayaruni accepted the sage's advice. Consequently, Satyavrata started to live with outcasts (chandalas) outside the kingdom.

After some time, Trayaruni relinquished his kingship and went away to the forest. The kingdom had no king and degenerated into anarchy. The absence of a king is also frowned upon by the gods and for twelve years there was a terrible drought.

Vishvamitra was another great sage. While all this was going on, Vishvamitra was not present in the kingdom. He had gone away to perform tapasya on the shores of the ocean, having left his wife and children in a hermitage (ashrama) that was in the kingdom. But because there was such a long spell of drought, there was also famine in the kingdom. People started to starve. Vishvamitra's wife decided to sell her son so that she might have some food to eat. She tied a rope round the son's neck and took him to the market-place. There, she sold him in exchange for a thousand cows. Since a rope had been tied around the son's neck (gala), he came to be known as Galava.

But Satyavrata discovered what terrible straits Vishvamitra's family was in. He freed Galava and started to take care of Vishvamitra's wife and children.

Satyavrata had not been terribly fond of Vashishtha. He blamed the sage for his banishment. When thee was famine everywhere, Satyavrata stole Vashishtha's cow. He killed the cow and served the meat to Vishvamitra's sons, apart from eating it himself.

Vashishtha was in a terrible rage when he got to know about this incident. He cursed Satyavrata.

"You have committed three sins (shanku)," Vashishtha told Satyavrata. "Firstly, you have angered your father Trayaruni. Secondly, you have stolen and killed a cow. Thirdly, you have eaten beef, a forbidden meat. Because of these three sins, you will henceforth be known as Trishanku and be eternally cursed." (The word tri means three.)

Satyavrata had however taken care of Vishvamitra's family when the sage was away on his meditation. After Vishvamitra returned, he was very happy to learn about what Trishanku had done and offered to grant him a boon. Trishanku desired the boon that he might be allowed to go to heaven in his own physical body. Thanks to Vishvamitra’s immense powers, even this virtually impossible task was accomplished. Trishanku became king in Trayaruni's kingdom and Vishvamitra acted as his chief priest.

Sagara

Trishanku's son was Harishchandra and from Harishchandra was descended a king named Bahu. Bahu devoted too much time to pleasurable pursuits. The upshot of this was that the defence of the kingdom was not properly taken care of. Enemy kings seized this opportunity to attack Bahu's kingdom. They drove Bahu out and Bahu went off to the forest with his wife Yadavi,

The enemy kings who dislodged Bahu were led by the Haihaya and Talajangha kings. They were aided by the Shakas, Yavanas, Paradas, Kambojas and Pahlavas.

King Bahu died in the forest. His wife Yadavi desired to die on her husband's funeral pyre. But since Yadavi was pregnant at the time, the sage Ourva persuaded her that such an act would be a sin. He brought Yadavi to his own hermitage and began to take care of her.

Bahu had also a second wife and she had once tried to poison Yadavi. The poison (gara) had however done Yadavi no harm and emerged when the baby was born. Since the baby was born together with poison, he came to known as Sagara.

The sage Ourva took care of Sagara's education. He imparted to Sagara the knowledge of all the shastras and also the usage of weapons. Amongst other things, Sagara acquired the skill of using a divine weapon known as agneyastra.

When he grew up, Sagara attacked the Haihaya kings and defeated them through the use of agneyastra. He then defeated the Shakas, Yavanas, Paradas, Kambojas and Pahlavas and was about to kill them all. But these enemy kings fled to the sage Vashishtha for refuge and Vashishtha persuaded Sagara not to kill his enemies. Instead, the heads of the Shakas were half shaven off. The Yavanas and Kambojas had their heads completely shaven. The Pahlavas were instructed that they would have to keep beards. These enemy kings also lost all right to follow the religion laid down in the Vedas. Amongst the other kings who Sagara defeated were the Konasarpas, the Mahishakas, the Darvas, the Cholas and the Keralas.

King Sagara had two wives. The first was named Keshini and she was the daughter of the king of Vidarbha. The Brahma Purana does not tell us the name of the second wife but from the Mahabharata we know that it was Sumati. Keshini and Sumati had no sons. They therefore began to pray to Ourva so that they might have sons.

Ourva was pleased at these prayers and said, " Both of you will have sons. But one of you will have a single son and the other will have sixty thousand sons. Tell me, who wants what."

Keshini asked for a single son and Sumati asked for sixty thousand sons. In due course, Keshini gave birth to a son named Panchajana. Sumati gave birth to a gourd. Inside the gourd there was a lump of meat. The gourd was placed inside a pot full of clarified butter (ghrita). And from the lump of meat were born sixty thousand sons.

King Sagara proceeded to conquer the entire earth. As a recognition of this conquest, he initiated an ashvamedha yajna (horse sacrifice). In this ceremony, the sacrificial horse is left free to wander all over the earth. The sixty thousand sons accompanied the horse as its guards. The horse eventually reached the shores of the ocean that lies towards the south-east. While Sagara's sons were resting, the horse was stolen. The sons started to look for the horse and began to dig up the sands in their search. In this process, they came upon the sage Kapila. Kapila had been meditating and his meditation was disturbed by the terrible din that Sagara's sons made. He gazed at them in fury and all but four of the sons were burnt to ashes. The four sons who were saved were named Varhiketu, Suketu, Dharmaketu and Panchajana.

The Brahma Purana is slightly confused here. Was Panchajana Keshini's son or Sumati's son? There is some inconsistency with the account given in the

Mahabharata. In the Mahabharata, it is Keshini who gave birth to sixty thousand sons and it is Sumati who had a single son named Asamanja. Also in the Mahabharata, all sixty thousand sons were burnt to ashes.

The Brahma Purana also tells us that the sacrificial horse was obtained by Sagara from the ocean. This is the reason why the ocean is referred to as sagara.

To come back to the account given in the Brahma Purana. Panchajana's son was Amshumana and Amshumana's son was Dilipa. Dilipa had a son named Bhagiratha. Bhagiratha brought down the river Ganga from heaven to earth and thus redeemed his ancestors who had been burnt to ashes by Kapila. It was because of this that the river Ganga came to be known as Bhagirathi.

From Bhagiratha was descended Raghu. Raghu's son was Aja, Aja's son Dasharatha and Dasharatha's son Rama.

The Moon and the Lunar Dynasty

There was a sage named Atri. Atri performed very difficult tapasya. So difficult was the tapasya that Atri's energy was thrown up into the sky. The sky could not bear this energy and hurled it down onto the earth. This energy then gave birth to Soma or Chandra, the moon god. Brahma took Chandra up into his chariot and drove the chariot around the earth twenty-one times. From whatever energy was left after Chandra has been created, the herbs were born.

Chandra also performed very difficult tapasya. One padma year consists of 10,000,000,000,000 normal years. For one hundred such padma years, Chandra mediated. After the meditation was over, Brahma appointed Chandra lord over seeds, herbs, brahmanas and the oceans. Chandra also performed a rajasuya yajna (royal sacrifice) as a celebration of his lordship. This gave him a lot pomp, glory, wealth and respect.

But all this merely served to turn Chandra's head. The guru (teacher) of the gods was the sage Brihaspati. Brihaspati had a wife named Tara and Chandra abducted Tara. Despite the gods and the sages asking Chandra to return Tara, the moon god would not listen. A terrible war then raged over Tara, the gods fighting for Chandra. Shukracharya, the guru of the demons, fought on Chandra's side and Shiva fought on Brihaspati's side. This war (Samgrama) came to be known as tarakamaya samgrama, since it was fought over Tara.

Finally Brahma intervened and a truce was called. But Chandra and Tara had by then had a son, and Brihaspati refused to accept this son as his own. This son was Budha. As you already known, Budha married Ila and they had a son named Pururava.

The Brahma Purana now describes several kings belonging to the lunar dynasty.

Yayati

In the lunar dynasty, there was born a powerful king named Nahusha. He married Viraja and they had six sons named Yati, Yajati, Samyati, Ayati, Yati, and Suyati. Yati became a hermit. So although Yayati was not the eldest, he was crowned king after Nahusha.

Yayati had two wives. The first was Devayani, daughter of Shukracharya. And the second was Sharmishtha, daughter of Vrishaparva, the king of the danavas. Devayani had two sons named Yadu and Turvasu and Sharmishtha had three sons named Druhya, Anu and Puru. Yayati conquered the whole earth and ruled over it. When he became old, he divided the earth amongst his five sons. Yadu was given the lands to the east, Puru the lands in the center, Turvasu the lands to the south and south-east, Druhya those to the north and Anu those to the west.

Yayati gave up his weapons and decided to travel throughout the world. He called Yadu to him and said, "I wish to explore the world and my old age is a hindrance. Please accept my old age and give me your youth in return."

Yadu refused. "I will not," he said. "One cannot eat well when one is old, nor can one pleasure the comforts of the world. Old age is not pleasant. Ask one of my brothers instead."

Yadu's refusal angered Yayati. He cursed Yadu that he or his descendants would never be kings. Yayati next requested Druhya, Turvasu and Anu, but they too refused and were similarly cursed by their father. But Puru agreed to his father's request and gladly accepted the old age. He was blessed by his father.

After many years had passed, Yayati got tired of the world and returned Puru's youth to him. He accepted back his old age and retired to the forest to mediate.

From Puru was descended King Bharata after whom the land came to be known as Bharatavarsha. Also in this line was King Kuru, after whom all the descendants came to be known as Kauravas. The sacred place named Kurukshetra owes its name to King Kuru.

From Turvasu were descended the kings of Pandya, Kerala, Kola and Chola.

From Druhya were descended the kings of Gandhara. The horses of the Gandhara kingdom are famous.

Yadu had five sons, Sahasrada, Payoda, Kroshtu, Nila and Anjika. Sahasrada's descendants were the Haihayas, amongst whom the most famous was Kartyavirya Arjuna. Arjuna pleased the sage Dattatreya and became invincible. He also had a thousand arms. Arjuna's greatest deeds were his defeat and

imprisonment of Ravana, king of Lanks. Kroshtu's descendants were Vrishni and Andhaka and in the Vrishni line was born Krishna.

Geography

Having heard accounts of the solar and lunar dynasties, the sages requested Romaharshana. "Tell us a little about the geography of the world. What does the earth look like? What are its limits?"

Romaharshana obliged.

The earth is divided into seven regions (dvipas). Their names are Jambudvipa, Plakshadvipa, Shalmaladvipa, Kushadvipa, Krounchadvipa, Shakadvipa and Pushkaradvipa. These regions are surrounded by seven oceans and their names are Lavana, Ikshu, Sura, Sarpi, Dadhi, Dugdha and Jala.

Jambudvipa is in the center and right in the middle of Jambudvipa is Mount Sumeru. To the south of Sumeru are the mountains Himavana, Hemakuta and Nishadha and to the north of Sumeru are the mountains Nila, Shveta and Shringi.Jambudvipa itself is divided into several regions (varshas). For example, Sumeru is in the middle of Ilavritavarsha. Braratavarsha is to the south of Sumeru. To the east of Sumeru is Bhadrashvarsha and to the west is Ketumalavarsha. Harivarsha lies to the south and Ramyakavarsha to the north. Still further north is Hiranmayavarsha and beyond that, Uttara Kuruvarsha.

Brahma's city is on the peak of Sumeru. It is there that the river Ganga descends from heaven and gets divided into four tributaries. Sita flows eastwards, Chakshu westwards, Bhadra Northwards and Alakananda southwards into Bharatavarsha.

There are seven major mountain range sin Bharatavarsha and their names are Mahendra, Malya, Sahya, Shuktimana, Riksha, Vindhya and Pariyatra. Bharatavarsha itself is divided into nine regions (dvipas). The names of eight of these regions are Indradvipa, Soumya, Gandharva and Varuna. The ninth region is completely surrounded by the ocean in all directions. To the east of Bharatavarsha live the Kiratas and to the west the Yavanas.

Below the earth lie the seven regions of the underworld (Patala). Their names are Atala, Vitala, Nitala, Sutala, Talatala, Rasatala and Patala. The daityas, danavas and the snakes (sarpa) live there. The underworld is a wonderful place, more beautiful than heaven itself. The sage Narada once went on a trip to the underworld and was bowled over by its beauty. It is full of palaces and jewels. The sun rises there, but does not radiate too much of heat. The moon also rises, but its beams are not at all chilly. The forests are populated by beautiful trees and the ponds are thick with lotus flowers, the songs of cuckoo birds are heard everywhere. Below the underworld sleeps a great snake, known as Shesha or Ananta. It has a thousand hoods, all covered with jewels. In fact, this snake is really Vishnu in one of this various forms.

Also part of the world are hells (naraka), presided over by Yama, the god of death. Those are full of weapons, fire and poisons and sinners are sent there to be punished. Sins that are punished by dispatch to one of the several hells are lying, murder, killing cows, destroying cities, drinking, killing brahmanas, theft, selling wines or hair, criticizing the Vedas, insulting elders, making weapons, selling salt, destroying forests needlessly, killing sheep or deer, cheating and studying under one's own son. Each sinner receives a punishment that is in proportion to the severity of his sin. Of course, if one performs penance (prayashchitta) for one's sins, one need not go to naraka. The best form of penance is praying to Krishna.

The earth (Prithivi or bhuloka) extends upto those arts of the sky that can be lit up by the rays of the sun and the moon. The expanse from there to the solar circle is known as bhuvarloka and holy sages live there. Above the solar circle is the lunar circle and beyond it, in succession, come the regions of Mercury (Budha), Venus (Shukra), Mars (Mangala), Jupiter (Brihaspati), Saturn (Shani), the Great Bear constellation (saptarshi) and the Pole Star (Dhruva). The region from the solar circle to Dhruvaloka is known as heaven (Svarloka or svarga). Beyond Dhruvaloka is Maharloka and further away, Janaloka are Tapaloka and Satyaloka. At the end of a kalpa, all the three lokas (regions) of bhuloka, bhuvarloka and svarloka are destroyed. But the four lokas of Maharloka, Janaloka, Tapaloka and Satyaloka are not destroyed.

Konaraka

There is an ocean to the south of Bharatavarsha. One the shores of this great ocean there is a land named Ondra or Utkala (present Orissa). Utkala is populated by religious people and the brahmanas who live there are learned in the Vedas. They are very good priests, learned in the Puranas and the shastras and skilled in the art of sacrifices. In the land of Utkala, there is an image of the sun (Surya) known as Konaditya. The word aditya also means the sun, as does the word arka. Thus, Konaditya is the same as Konarka, a corruption of the latter word being Konaraka. The image of Konaditys is so wonderful that even if one gazes at the image, all one's sins are forgiven.

All around the temple there is sand. But nevertheless, many trees grow around the temple. The best time to worship the sun there is at the time of sunrise. One has to face the east and draw a lotus flower on the ground with red sandalwood. The lotus flower must have exactly eight petals. A copper vessel has to be placed at the center of the flower and filled with paddy, sesamum water, red sandalwood, red flowers and sacred grass. One prays to Surya to descend on the lotus flower that has thus been drawn. If one worships Konaditya according to these prescribed rites, the sins of seven preceding generations are forgiven.

The twelve adityas are nothing but different forms of Surya. Their names are Indra. Dhata, Parjanya, Tvashta, Pusha Aryama, Bhaga Vivasvana, Vishnu,

Amshumana, Varuna, and Mitra. As Indra, Surya destroys the enemies of the gods. As Dhata, he creates living beings. As Parjanya, he showers down rain. As Tvashta, he lives in the trees and herbs. As Pusha, he makes foodgrains grow. As Aryama, he is in the wind. As Bhaga, he is in the body of all living beings. As Vivasvana, he is in fire and helps to cook food. As Vishnu, he destroys the enemies of the gods. As Amshumana, he is again in the wind. As Varuna, Surya is in the waters and as Mitra, he is in the moon and in the oceans.

In each month of the year, it is a different aditya who shines. Indra shines in the month of Ashvina, Dhata in Kartika, Parjanya in Shravana, Tvashta in Falguna, Pusha in Pousha, Aryama in Vaishakha, Bhaga in Magha, Vivasvana in Jyaishtha, Vishnu in Chaitra, Amshumana in Ashada, Varuna, in Bhadra and Mitra in Agrahayana. Vishnu has twelve hundred rays, Aryama one thousand and three hundred. Vivasvana seventy-two, Amshumana fifteen, Parjanya seventy-two, Varuna one thousand and three hundred, Tvashta one thousand and one hundred, Indra two thousand and two hundred, Dhata eleven hundred, Mitra one thousand and Pusha nine hundred. Apart from the names of the twelve adityas, Surya has twelve other names as well. These are Aditya, Savita, Surya, Mihira, Arka, Prabhakara, Martanda, Bhaskara, Bhanu, Chitrabhanu, Divakara and Ravi.

Brahma once recounted to the sages the one hundred and eight sacred names of Surya. The Brahma Purana lists these names and we reproduce them in nine groups of twelve names each.

(1) Surya, Archana, Bhagavana, Tvashta, Pusha, Arka, Savita, Ravi, Gabhastimana, Aja, Kala, Mrityu.

(2) Dhata, Prabhakara, Prithivi, Jala, Teja, Akasha, Vayu, Parayana, Soma, Brihaspati, Shukra, Budha.

(3) Angaraka, Indra, Vivasvana, Diptamshu, Shuchi, Shouri, Shanaishvara, Brahma, Vishnu, Rudra, Skanda, Vaishravana.

(4) Yama, Vaidyutam jathara, Agni, Aindhana, Tejohpati, Dharmadhvaja, Vedakarta, Vedanga, Vedavahana, Krita, Treta.

(5) Dvapara, Kali, Sarvasurashraya, Kala, Kashtha, Muhurta, Kshapa, Yama, Kshana, Samvatsara, Ashvattha, Kalachakra.

(6) Vibhavasu, Shashvata, Purusha, Yogi, Vyaktavyakta, Sanatana, Kaladhyaksha, Prajadhyaksha, Vishvakaram, Tamonuda, Varuna, Sagara.

(7) Amsha, Jimuta, Jivana, Ariha, Bhutashraya, Bhutapati, Sarvalokanamaskrita, Shrashta, Samvartaka, Vahni, Sarvadi, Alolupa.

(8) Ananta, Kapila, Bhanu, Kamada, Sarvotamukha, Jaya, Vishala, Varada, Sarvabhutasevita, Mana, Suparna, Bhutadi.

(9) Shighraga, Pranadharana, Dhanvantari, Dhumakety, Adideva, Aditinandana, Dvadashatma, Ravi, Daksha, Pita, Mata, Pitamaha.

Indradyumna and Purushottama Kshetra

In satya yuga there was a king named Indradyumna. He was a very powerful king as Indra himself. He was handsome, honest and truthful, learned in the shastras and the Vedas, and skilled in the use of weapons. His radiance put the sun to shame. Indradyumna was devoted to Vishnu. He once decided that he would worship Vishnu. A tirtha is a sacred place of pilgrimage. Indradyumna scanned all the existing tirthas and cities. But none of them satisfied him. None of them, he felt, was appropriate as a place for worshipping Vishnu.

Indradyumna's own capital was the city of Avanti, in the kingdom of Malva. Avanti was a beautiful and wealthy city, surrounded on all sides by moats and other fortifications. Traders from many countries came there with all sorts or commodities for trading. The roads of the city were lined with shopes. The houses were painted white. The king's stables were full of horses and elephants. All citizens of Avanti were pleasant of appearance and happy. Sacrifices were held fairly often. Many were the temples, groves and ponds in Avanti. Any tree that grew on earth could be found there.

There was a temple to Shiva in the city. This was known as the temple of Mahakala. The image there was so sacred that worshipping Shiva in the temple of Mahakala was tantamount to performing one thousand ashvamedha yajnas.

The river Shipra flowed past Avanti. On the banks of the river there was a temple of Vishnu known as Govindasvami. Another temple to Vishnu was named Vikramasvami,

But Indradyumna was not satisfied with these temples. He wanted to build another temple to Vishnu. He left Avanti to look for a proper place. His soldiers and subjects accompanied their king, so that it looked as if the entire city of Avanti was on the march. After traveling for many days, they arrived on the shores of the southern ocean, the ocean that is known as lavana samudra.

There were so many waves in the ocean that the ocean itself seemed to be dancing. Marine animals lived in the ocean and the waters were also the source of all sorts of jewels. Indradyumna began to live on the shores of the ocean. He discovered a place near the ocean that was thick with flower and fruit trees. Many types of birds gathered there to eat the fruit. This was the place known as Purushottama kshetra (place), the city of Puri of modern times.

Purshottama kshetra was a very important tirtha. But all knowledge of this tirtha had been hidden until Indradyumna arrived on the scene. There was a reason for

this. Many years ago, there used to be an image of Vishnu there, where people used to pray. So sacred was the image that all the sins of the worshippers were immediately forgiven. The result was that Yama could not punish any of the sinners. They simply prayed to Vishnu’s image and escaped. Yama therefore prayed to Vishnu for a solution. Vishnu hid the image under the sand so that no one knew that it existed.

Indradyumna liked Purushottama Kshetra. The river Mahanadi or Chitropala flowed not very far away. The people who lived around the place were religious. He decided that this was the right place for building a temple to Vishnu. On an auspicious day, the foundation stone was laid.

Indradyumna then got in touch with the kings of Kalkinga, Utakala and Koshala. He requested their help in fetching stones for the building of the temple. The kings sent their architects to the Vindhya mountains. The stones were gathered from these mountains and brought to Purushottama Kshetra in boats and chariots. Messengers were also sent to several other kings for aid. They came with their armies and with a lot of wealth.

Indradyumna told the assembled kings, “I wish to accomplish two difficult tasks. The first is to perform an ashvamedha yajna here. And the second is to build a temple to Vishnu. Both of these are difficult jobs, particularly the second. But if you help me, I am confident that both jobs can be done.”

The kings agreed to help. They offered jewels, wealth, gold, clothes, food grains and other objects. The place where the yajna was to be held was made entirely out of gold. In fact, all the objects used in the yajna were made out of gold. Brahmanas from all over Jambudvipa came to witness the sacrifice. They were donated elephants, horses and cows as alms. Never has there been any other sacrifice to rival the one that Indradyumna performed.

After the sacrifice was over and the temple built, there remained the more important question of the image. How was this to be made? Indradyumna began to pray to Vishnu for guidance.

Vishnu appeared before Indradyumna in a dream and said, “Why are you so miserable? When the sun rises, go to the shores of the ocean. There you will find a tree. Half of the tree is in the water and the remaining half in the sand. Chop down this tree. It s wood will give you the material for the image.

In the morning, Indradyumna went to the seashore and found the tree. It was just as Vishnu had described it to be. With an axe, he chopped down the tree. As he was about to slice the trunk in two, two brahmanas appeared before him. Although Indradyumna did not know it, these two brahmanas were Vishnu and Vishvakarma in disguise.

“King. What have you done?” exclaimed the brahmanas. “You have cut down the only tree that was on the shores of the ocean.”

“Forgive me,” replied Indradyumna. “I wished to make an image of Vishnu. Vishnu has instructed me in a dream that this is the tree from which the image should be made.”

“That is an excellent idea,” said the brahmana who was Vishnu in disguise. “There is nothing so holy as praying to Vishnu. Meet my companion. He is as skilled as the great Vishvakarma himself. If you want, he will build the image for you."

King Indradyumna agreed. And instructed by Vishnu, Vishvakarma started to build the image. Or, to be more accurate, there were three different images. The first one was that of Baladeva or Balarama. This was completely white in colour, except for the eyes, which were red. The image was dressed in blue and a snake held its hood over Balarama’s head. A club and a mace were in Balarama’s hands. The second image was Krishna’s. This was blue in colour, with eyes like lotus flowers. The image was dressed in yellow and had a chakra in its hand. The third image was that of Krishna’s sister Subhadra. This image was golden in colour and was dressed in wonderful clothes.

When Indradyumna discovered that the images were made in a matter of minutes, he was thunderstruck. He realised that the two brahmanas cold not be mere mortals. He fell at their feet and said, “Please tell me who you are. You cannot be humans.”

Vishnu and Vishvakarma then revealed their true selves and Indradyumna was thrilled. Vishnu blessed the king and told him that he would rule for ten thousand and nine hundred years. And even after Indradyumna died, a place would be reserved for him in heaven.

On an auspicious day, the three images were instated in the temple.

Markandeya

Many years ago, a great destruction (pralaya) took place. The earth was shrouded in darkness and nothing could be seen. There was neither sun nor moon. Lightning and thunder crushed mountains and trees. There were showers of meteors. Lakes and rivers dried up. The entire earth burnt with fire and the flames of the fire reached down to the underworld. All living beings perished in this fire, including the gods and the demons.

There was a sage named Markandeya. While all this was going on, Markandeya was busy meditating. Such was the power of Markandeya’s tapasya that the fire dared not touch him. But it is also true that Markandeya was scared of the fire that raged all around him. He suffered from hunger and thirst and forgot all about his tapasya. His lips and throat dried up from fear. Markandeya discovered that there was a banyan tree that was untouched by all these ravages. He retired to the shade of the banyan tree and started to pray to Vishnu.

Clouds gathered in the sky. They were thick and dark clouds and they spread all over the earth. It started to rain and it poured and poured. Water was everywhere and the earth was flooded. The water put out the fire. It rained continuously for twelve years. The oceans flooded the shores and the mountains were pulverised. Vishnu slept on the water.

Markandeya did not know what to do. There was water everywhere and he floated on it. But he continued to pray to Vishnu.

Vishnu spoke to Markandeya. “Do not be frightened, Markandeya,” he said. “You are devoted to me and I shall protect you.”

Markandeya did not realise that it was Vishnu who was speaking. “Who dares to address me thus?” he demanded. “Am I a child that I should be so addressed? I am the great Markandeya, blessed by Brahma himself.”

But try as he might, Markandeya cold not see anyone anywhere. Where had the voice come from then? Had it all been an illusion? Not knowing what to do, he started to pray again to Vishnu. Suddenly he saw the banyan tree floating on the water. A golden bed was spread on the branches of the tree and on the bed there slept a small boy. Markandeya was exceedingly surprised to see the small boy floating in the middle of this deluge. He was so confused by his illusions that he did not realise that this boy was none other than Vishnu.

The boy spoke to Markandeya. “You are tired,” said the boy. “You are looking for a refuge. Enter my body and rest for some time.”

Markandeya was so confused that, before he could react, he entered the boy’s body through the mouth. Inside the boy’s stomach Markandeya discovered all the worlds, the seven regions and the seven oceans. The mountains and the kingdoms were all there. So were all living beings.

Markandeya did not know what to make of all this. He started to pray to Vishnu. No sooner than he had started, he came out of the boy’s mouth. Vishnu now appeared before him and blessed him. The sage spent a thousand years with Vishnu. Vishnu then asked, “I wish to grant you a boon. What is your desire?”

“I want to build a temple to Shiva in Purushottama Kshetra,” replied Markandeya. “This will prove to everyone that Vishnu and Shiva are really one and the same.”

Vishnu granted the boon and Markandeya built a temple to Shiva known as Bhuvaneshvara (Lord of the World).

King Shveta

In satya yuga there used to be a king named Shveta. He was such a good king that during his reign people lived for ten thousand years. No one dies as a child. Longevity was high and there was no infant mortality.

But there was a sage named Kapalagoutama. Unfortunately, the sage’s son died as an infant. The sage brought the dead body to Shveta and the king resolved that if he could not bring the sage’s son back to life within a week, he would immolate himself in a fire. Having thus taken an oath, king Shveta worshipped Shiva with one thousand and one hundred blue lotus flowers. Shiva appeared before the king and granted the boon that the infant son might be brought back to life.

King Shveta ruled for a thousand years. He also built a temple to Vishnu in Purushottama kshetra. The temple that had been built by Indradyumna was known as the temple of Jagannatha. Shveta’s temple was not very far from this and was known as the temple of Shvetamadhava. The image in this temple was as white as the moon.

Vali

There was a king of the daityas named Vali. He was powerful and invincible. He was also righteous and truthful. The gods cold not bear to see Vali’s prosperity and began to plot how Vali might be foiled. So well did Vali rule that disease, drought and evil disappeared throughout the three worlds.

In desperation, the gods approached Vishnu. “Please do something about Vali”, they requested. “You always help us out when we are in trouble”.

“There is no difference between Vali and the gods so far as I am concerned,” replied Vishnu “Valie is devoted to me. I cannot therefore fight with him. But I will think of a way so that his kingdom might be taken away from him and given to you.”

Vishnu decided to be born as Aditi’s son. The son was a dwarf. This was the vamana avatara (dwarf incarnation) of Vishnu.

Vali proposed to organise a horse sacrifice. Many sages came to the sacrifice and Shukracharya was the chief priest. The dwarf also arrived to witness the yajna.

Shukracharya realised that the dwarf was none other than Vishnu. He told Vali, “I suspect that this dwarf is Vishnu in disguise. He must have come here to ask you for something. Please do not grant him anything without first consulting me.”

“Certainly not,” replied Vali. “It is good fortune indeed that the great Vishnu has

come to my house. What is there to consult about? I shall grant Vishnu whatever he wants.”

Vali went to the dwarf to ascertain what the dwarf wanted. Vishnu expressed the wish that he might be given as much of land as might be covered in three of the dwarf’s steps. This boon Vali readily granted. But no sooner than the boon had been granted, the dwarf adopted a gigantic form. He placed one foot on Vali’s yajna and the second on Brahmaloka.

“Where will I place my third step?” demanded Vishnu. There is no more space left in the entire universe. Find me a place for my third step.”

Vali smiled and said, “Place it on my back.”

Vishnu was charmed at Vali’s generosity. He granted Vali the boon that Vali would hold the title of Indra in a future manvantara. He then appointed Vali king of the underworld. But Indra’s kingdom of heaven, which Vali had conquered, was returned to Indra.

Brahma had all this while been in Brahmaloka. When Vishnu placed his second foot on Brahmaloka, Brahma felt that he should welcome his water-pot (kamandalu) to wash the foot. The water spilled over from the foot and fell on the mountains. There the water divided into four. Vishnu accepted the flow that went northwards. The flow that went westwards returned to Brahma’s kamandalu. The flow that went eastwards was gathered up by the gods and the sages. But the flow that went southwards got entangled in Shiva’s matted hair. This water was the river Ganga.

Goutama

Part of the water of the Ganga that got stuck in Shiva’s hair was brought down to earth by Bhagiratha. The remaining part was brought down by the sage Goutama.

Parvati was married to Shiva, but Shiva seemed to be fonder of Ganga than of Parvati. Parvati resolved that a way had to be found to remove Ganga from Shiva’s hair. She tried persuasion, but Shiva refused to listen.

At this time, there was a terrible drought on earth which went on for fourteen years. The only place that was not affected by the drought was the sage Gouthama’s hermitage. Other people also gathered in the hermitage to save themselves from the drought and Goutama welcomed them all. Ganesha thought that he might be able to devise a way to free his mother of the Ganga problem. He went and began to live in Gouthama’s hermitage.

Ganesha cultivated the acquaintance of the other sages and become quite friendly with them.

One of Parvati’s companions was Jaya. Ganesha told Jaya that she was to adopt the form of a cow and eat up the grain in Goutama’s fields. And the moment she was struck, she was to lie down on the ground and pretend to be dead.

Goutama noticed that a cow was eating up his grain. He tried to drive away the cow by striking it with a blade of grass. As soon as he did this, the cow uttered a shrill bellow and fell down on the ground. Ganesha and the other sages came running to see what had happened. They discovered that, to all intents and purposes, a cow had been struck down dead by sage Goutama. They therefore refused to stay in an ashrama where such a sin had been committed.

Goutama tried to restrain them. “Please do not go away and forsake me,” he said. “Tell me how I may performed penance.”

“You will have to bring down Ganga from Shiva’s hair,” replied Ganesh. “When that water touches the dead body of the cow, your sin will be forgiven.”

“You will have to bring down Ganga from Shiva’s hair,” replied Ganesha. “When that water touches the dead body of the cow, your sin will be forgiven.”

Ganesha was so friendly with the other sages that they all accepted his solution. Goutama also agreed to do the needful.

Accordingly, Goutama went to Mount Kailasa and began to pray to Shiva. Shiva was pleased at Goutama’s tapasya and offered to grant a boon. Goutama naturally wanted the boon that Ganga might be brought down to earth. Shiva agreed. It was thus that Ganga was brought down to earth by the sage Goutama. Ganga has four tributaries in heaven, seven on earth and four in the underworld. Since it was Goutama who brought Ganga down to earth, the river is also known as Goutami Ganga.

The Doves

In a mountain known as Brahmagiri there used to live a hunter who was very cruel. He not only killed birds and animals, but brahmanas and sages as well.

The hunter once went on a hunt. He killed many animals and birds and some he put in his cages. He had penetrated so far inside the forest that he was far from home. It became night and also started to rain. Hungry and thirsty, the hunter lost his way. He climbed up a tree and decided to spend the night there. But his mind kept going back to his wife and children at home.

For many years a dove and its family had lived happily on that tree. Both the male and female had gone out to look for food. But although the make dove had returned to the nest, the female dove had not. In fact, the female had been captured by the hunter and was now inside a cage.

The male did not know this. He mourned for his wife.

These words of mourning were heard by the female dove inside the cage and she made her presence felt. The male dove came down and discovered his wife inside the cage. “The hunter is sleeping now, “ he said. “Now is the time for me to free you.”

“No,” replied the female dove. “You know how it is with living beings. One living being lives on another. I can find not fault with the hunter, he is merely collecting his food. He is like a guest to us. And it is our duty to offer up our bodies for the sake of a guest.”

“You are quite right,” said the male dove. “I lost my sense of propriety. We have to serve our guest. But how do we serve our guest? We have nothing that we can call our own.”

“At the moment the hunter is suffering most from the cold,” replied the female dove. “We have to light a fire to warm him up. Go and find a fire and bring plenty of dead leaves and branches so that the fire may burn.”

The male dove found a flaming branch. He also brought many dry leaves and branches so that the fire could burn. The rain had stopped and the fire warmed up the hunter.

“Now,” said the female dove, “free me so that I may immolate myself in the fire. My roasted flesh will serve as food for the hunter.”

“Never,” replied the male dove. “It is my right to serve the guest first”.

Saying this, the male dove hurled himself into the fire. The hunter had heard the entire conversation and marveled that two doves could be so altruistic. The female dove now requested the hunter to free her from the cage. And as soon as he did this, the female dove also hurled herself into the fire.

This selfless deed of the two doves was so wonderful that a space vehicle (vimana) came down to take the two doves straight to heaven. The cruel hunter was also impressed and repented his past misdeeds. He told the doves, “You are indeed blessed. Before you go to heaven, please tell me how I may perform penance for my sins.”

“Go to Goutami Ganga and bathe there for fifteen days,” replied the doves. “Your sins will also be forgiven.”

The hunter did as he had been asked to. The place where the doves immolated themselves became a holy tirtha known as kapotatirtha, since the word kapota means dove.

Garuda and Maninaga

You have already been told about the great snake (naga) Ananta. Ananta had a son named Maninaga. Garuda was the enemy of the snakes and the snakes were all afraid of Garuda.

Maninaga began to pray to Shiva. Having pleased Shiva, he obtained the boon that Garuda would be able to do him no harm. Armed with this boon, Maninaga started to wander around freely and did not run away even when faced with Garuda. Garuda found this to be exceedingly strange. Although he could not kill Maninaga, he captured him and kept him imprisoned in his own house.

Shiva had a companion named Nandi. Nandi told Shiva, “Lord, what has happened to Maninaga? We have not seen him for some time. I hope that Garuda has not done him some harm.”

Shiva of curse knew what had happened. He advised Nandi to pray to Vishnu. Nandi was to please Vishnu and then ask for the boon that Maninaga might be freed from Garuda’s imprisonment. Nandi did this and Vishnu asked Garuda to release Maninaga.

“Lord,” Garuda told Vishnu, “this is very unfair. Other masters treat their servants really well. They give their servants gifts. See how Shiva has sent Nandi himself to rescue Shiva’s devotee Maninaga. You never give me any gifts. Moreover, when I obtain something on my own, you ask me to relinquish it. Is this proper on your part? It is on me that you ride when you go out to fight the demons. They get defeated because of my prowess. And yet it tickles your ego no end to think that you have defeated them yourself.”

Vishnu smiled and replied, “Garuda, you are quite right. You have become thin and learn from bearing my weight. It is quite true that I can defeat the demons only because of your prowess. You have a lot of strength. Why don’t you bear the weight of my little finger and demonstrate your strength?

Vishnu placed his little finger on Garuda’s head. So heavy was the finger that Garuda was crushed against the ground.

“Please forgive me, said” Garuda. “I have been very stupid. I am an ignorant ass and you are the lord of everything. I have been completely flattened by the weight of your little finger. Please tell me how I may regain my old self.

Vishnu asked Nandi to take Garuda to Shiva. Shiva would find a way of restoring Grauda’s old appearance. Maninaga was releases and Nandi took Garuda to Shiva. Shiva asked Garuda to bathe in Goutami Ganga. This would make his appearance normal again.

Garuda did this. Not only was his old appearance restored, he became stronger and swifter than he used to be. The place where Garuda bathed is a tirtha known as Garudatirtha.

Vishvamitra and Indra

Many years ago, there was a terrible drought. There was no food to be had.

The sage Vishvamitra had come to the banks of the river Goutami Ganga with his disciples. Vishvamitra’s wife, children and disciples were all hungry. The sage therefore sent his disciples out to look for food. They searched everywhere, but could find no food. The only object that they could find was the body of a dead dog. They brought this to Vishvamitra.

“We have no choice,” Vishvamitra told his disciples. “Clean the meat carefully with water. Then offer it to the gods, the sages and the ancestors. This is what we have to live on.”

Offering the meat of a dog to the gods was unheard of. Indra adopted the form of a hawk and stole the vessel in which the meat was kept. But Vishvamitra got to know about this and got ready to curse Indra. Indra was naturally scared of Vishvamitra’s curse. He changed the dog-meat into amrita (a heavenly drink) and brought the vessel back.

“I don’t want amrita,” Vishvamitra told Indra. “Bring the dog-meat back. I don’t want to have amrita when the whole world is starving for food. There is no food available and I do not see any sin in eating dog-meat. Nor should there be a sin in offering it to the gods.”

Indra was the god of rains. He realised that the only way to persuade Vishvamitra against eating the dog-meat was to make it rain so that there would be an end to the drought. Instructed by Indra, the clouds poured down rain. Vishvamitra and his disciples now consented to partake of the amrita.

The place where all this happened has come to be known as Vishvamitratirtha.

Shveta

There used to be a brahmana named Shveta. He was a friend of the sage Goutama and had a hermitage on the banks of the Goutami Ganga. Shveta was also devoted to Shiva. In due course, Shiveta died and Yama’s messengers arrived to take Shveta to Yama. But they could not even enter Shiveta’s house.

Finding that Yama’s messengers ere not returning, Yama’s companion Chitraka told Yama, “What do you think has happened? Why aren’t the messengers returning?

Yama now sent his companion Mrityu (literally death) to find out what was going on. Mrityu went to Shveta’s house and found Yama’s messengers standing outside the house. They explained that they were unable to enter the house because Shiva himself was guarding Shveta’s body.

One of Shiva’s companions asked Mrityu. “What are you doing here? What do you want?”

“I have come to take Shveta to Yama,” replied Mrityu. “His time on earth is up.”

Mrityu flung a noose to grasp Shveta’s body. But Shiva’s companion struck Mrityu with a rod and killed him. When the news of this was taken to Yama, he was furious. With all his companions he attacked Shveta’s house. Nandi, Ganesha, Kartikeya and several of Shiva’s companions came to fight on Shiva’s side, and a battle royal raged. All the gods arrived to mediate and end the strife. Things had a got a bit out of hand and Yama himself had been killed by Kartikeya.

The problem seemed to defy solution. Yama was, after all, performing his duty. But Shiva insisted that his devotees would never be taken to Yama, but would instead go straight to heaven. Shiva’s condition was finally agreed to. Nandi brought water from the Goutami Ganga and sprinkled it on Yama and the others who had died in the fighting. They were all immediately brought back to life.

Kubera

Kubera was the eldest son of the sage Vishrava. Vishrava had two wives. The fist wife give birth to Kubera. The second wife was a rakshasa (demon) woman and gave birth to Ravana, Kumbhakarna and Vibhishana. Kubera used to rule in Lanka and his relations with his cousins were extremely good. But Ravana’s mother did not like idea of her sons mixing so much with Kubera.

She called her sons and said, “What are you up to? Why do you cause me so much of pain? You are demons and Kubera is a god. Is it proper that you should be so friendly with him? The relation between gods and demons is one of enmity. Consider Kubera’s pomp and glory. Have you got anything like that to show for yourselves? Do something so as to improve your own statures.”

Thus instructed by their mother, Ravana, Kumbhakarna and Vibhishana went off to the forest to perform tapasya. They pleased Brahma with their prayers and desired the boon that they might win over the kingdom of Lanka. Ravana also obtained the boon that he would become very strong.

Thus fortified with the boons, the demons attacked Kubera and defeated him. They drove Kubera out of Lanka. Kubera possessed a beautiful vimana named pushpaka. This was also appropriated by Ravana. Ravana also made it known that whoever gave Kubera refuge would be killed by him. This meant that no one dared give refuge to Kubera.

Kubera sought the advice of his grandfather Pulastya. Pulastya told him to go to the banks of the Goutami Ganga and pray to Shiva there. Shiva appeared before Kubera and blessed him. He granted Kubera the boon that Kubera would become the god of all wealth.

Harishchandra

In the Ikshvaku dynasty there ruled a king named Harishchandra. Harishchandra had no son. One day two sages named Narada and Parvata came to visit Harishchandra and told him that he would go to hell if he did not have a son.

“How can I obtain a son?” asked Harishchandra.

“Go to the banks of the Goutami Ganga,” advised the sages. “Pray to the god Varuna there. We are sure that Varuna will grant you a son.”

Harishchandra pleased Varuna with his prayers and asked for a son.

“You will have a son,” said Varuna. “But there is a condition attached. You will have to subsequently organise a yajna in my honour and you will have to sacrifice your son at this yajna. Tell me if this condition is acceptable to you.”

“Yes indeed,” replied Harishchandra.

In due course, Harishchandra had a son who was named Rohita.

Varuna came to Harishchandra and asked, “What about the yajna in my honour?”

“My son is still too young,” replied Harishchandra. “Let him at least attain ten days of age. Till then, the baby is in any case impure and is not fit to be sacrificed.”

After ten days Varuna came again and asked, “What about the yajna in my honour?

“Please let him grow his teeth,” replied Harishchandra. “Animals are sacrificed at yajnas. And no one becomes an animal until he actually has teeth.”

Varuna waited till the teeth grew and returned when Rohita was seven years of age. “What about the yajna in my honour?” he asked.

“These are only milk teeth,” replied Harishchandra. “These do not characterise an animal. Please wait until his proper teeth have grown.”

Varuna returned when the proper teeth grew and asked, “What about the yajna in my honour?”

“He is the son of kshatriya (the second of the four classes, a warrior class),” replied Harishchandra. “But his training in the art of fighting has not even begun. He cannot be called a kshatriya until he knows how to fight. Till that day he is an incomplete man. Do you really want such an incomplete man as a sacrifice?”

After some years had passed, Rohita became skilled in the art of fighting and was appointed the heir-apparent (yuvaraja) to the kingdom. He was then sixteen years of age.

Varuna appeared again and asked, “What about the yajna in my honour?”

This time the entire conversation took place in front of the prince and Rohita intervened before Harishchandra could say anything. “Father,” he said, “I have already resolved to perform a yajna in Vishnu’s honour. Grant me the permission to complete that first. After that, do what you will.”

Rohita went off to the forest. Meanwhile, Varuna had had enough and he afflicted Harishchandra with a painful stomach ailment. News of his father’s illness was taken to Rohita in the forest. In the forest, Rohita met a sage named Ajigarta. The sage was very poor and, together with his wife and three sons, was starving.

“Will you sell one of your three sons to me?” asked Rohita. “The boy is needed for a sacrifice.”

“I shall not sell my eldest son,” said the sage. “My wife will not permit the youngest one to be sold. You can have the one in the middle. His name is Shunahshefa. The price will be one thousand cows, one thousand golden coins, one thousand pieces of clothing and a lot of wealth.”

Rohita paid the price and brought Shunahshefa home to Harishchandra.

“We can’t do this,” said Harishchandra. “It is the duty of kings to protect the brahmanas. How can we sacrifice the son of a brahmana? It is better to die instead. Go and return Shunahshefa to his father.”

Just then a divine voice was heard from heaven. The voice said, “There is no need for anyone to die. Take Shunahshefa to the banks of the Goutami Ganga and perform the yajna to Varuna there. Goutami Ganga is such a sacred river that no human sacrifices are needed if a yajna is performed there.

This is what Harishchandra did not Varuna was satisfied. As for Shunahshefa, he was adopted by the sage Vishvamitra as a son.

Vriddhagoutama

The sage Goutama had a son named Vriddhagoutama. Vriddhagoutama was also a sage. But he was very ugly. Besides, he had no nose; had never had one since he had been born. He was so ashamed of this deformity that he could not bear to join the other children of the sages in studying the Vedas and Shastras under a teacher. But Vriddhagoutama knew some incantations (mantras) which he always chanted. He also worshipped the god Agni.

When he grew a bit older, Vriddhagoutama went out to tour the world. He traveled to many places and met many people. Since he was deformed, he never got married. Who would want to marry a person so ugly as he?

In the course of his travels, Vriddhagoutama arrived at a mountain named Shitagiri. He discovered a beautiful cave in the mountain and thought that this might be a good place to live in. So he entered the cave and was very surprised to find an old woman inside. The old woman had obviously been living inside the cave for many years. Her body was thin and wasted from the rigours of severe tapasya.

Vriddhagoutama was about to touch the feet of such a venerable old woman, but the woman restrained him. ”Please don’t touch my feet,” said the woman. “You are my guru. Does a guru ever bow before his disciple?”

Vriddagoutama was surprised at these words. This was the first time in his life that he had met the old woman. “How can I be your guru?”, he asked. “You are much older than me. Besides, I have never learnt anything and you are clearly a respected ascetic. Your words are a complete mystery to me.”

“Let me tell you my story,” said the old woman. “Otherwise, you will not understand.”

There used to be a handsome and brave prince named Ritadhvaja. He was the son of King Arshtishena. Ritadhvaja went on a hunt to the forest and arrived at that very cave. There he happened to meet an apsara named Sushyama. The two fell in love with each other and got married. But eventually, Ritadhvaja had to return home and Sushyama gave birth to a daughter there. Sushyama left her daughter in the cave itself with the instruction that she was not to leave the cave. The first man to enter the cave would become her husband. It was this daughter who had now become the old woman. Ritadhvaja had reigned for eighty thousand years. After that, ritadhvaja’s son had reigned for ten thousand years. All this while, Sushyama’s daughter had lived in the cave, that is, for ninety thousand years all together.

“Now you see that you are to be my husband,” said the old woman. “Is a husband not a guru?”

“What you say is quite impossible,” replied Vriddhagoutama. “You are much older than me. I am only a thousand years old and you more than ninety thousand. How can we marry? I am like a child next to you.”

“If you do not marry me, I will kill myself,” said the old woman.

“But I am ugly,” protested Vriddhagoutama. “I will promise you this much. If I every become handsome and learned, I will indeed marry you.”

“I have pleased the goddess Sarasvati, who presides over all learning, through my tapasya,” said the old woman. “She will make you learned. I have also pleased the god Varuna and he will make you handsome.”

Vriddhagoutama became handsome and learned and married the old woman. They lived happily in the cave.

One day, various sages came to visit the couple. Amongst them there were sages like Vashishtha and Vamadeva. But there were also young sages who ere not all that sensible. The younger sages started to laugh at the sight of the young and handsome Vriddhagoutama and his aged wife.

”Who is this man?” they asked the old woman. “Is he your son or your grandson?”

The sages went away, but the couple felt ashamed. They asked the sage Agastya what they might do. Agastya told them to go and bathe in the river Goutami Ganga. The river is so sacred that all one’s heart’s desires are thereby granted. The couple did this and prayed to Vishnu and Shiva. Wonder of wonders, the old woman became young and pretty. The place on the banks of the river where these wonderful things happened is a tirtha named vriddhasangama.

Pippalada

Many years ago, there used to be a sage named Dadhici. His wife was Lopamudra. Dadhichi’s hermitage was right next to the holy river Ganga. Lopamudra’s sister Gabhastini also used to live in the hermitage. Such was the sage Dadhichi’s powers that daityas and danavas dared not set foot inside the hermitage.

The gods once fought with the demons and managed to defeat them. After the war was over, they came to pay their respects to Dadhichi. Dadhichi welcomed his guests and wanted to know how they were faring.

“Thanks to your blessings, we are fine,” replied the gods. “We have just defeated the demons in a war. In fact, we have a slight problem. We no longer need our

weapons now that the demons have run away. We don’t know of a safe place where we can store all these weapons. We were wondering if we might keep the weapons in your ashrama. This is one of the safest places that can be found.”

Dadhichi consented to this proposal. The gods left their weapons in the hermitage and went back to heaven.

When Lopamudra heard what Dadhichi had done, she was not at all pleased. “You have done something that is mot improper,” she told her husband. “one should never accept responsibility for someone else’s property, especially if one is an ascetic and has not material possessions of one’s own. Moreover, you have agreed to store the weapons of the gods. Dose this not mean that those who are the god’s enemies will look upon you too as an enemy? And what are you going to do if something should happen to the weapons? Will the gods not blame you then?”

“Your points are well taken,” said Dadhichi. “But I had not thought of them and I have given the gods my word. I can’t very well go back on my word now.”

A hundred years passed. The gods did not return to collect their weapons. The weapons began to lose their luster, Dadhichi did not know how the energy of the weapons might be preserved. He washed them with holy water and the energy of the weapons got dissolve in the water. Dadhichi then drank up the water. As for the weapons themselves, they faded away once their energy was gone.

Finally the gods came to claim their weapons. “Can we have our weapons back? They asked.

“Our enemies have become powerful again. We need our weapons.”

“That may be,” said Dadhichi. “But the weapons are no longer there. I have swallowed up their energy. Let me tell you what can be done. I will use the powers of meditation (yoga) to give up my life. Then excellent weapons can be made out of my bones.

The gods were reluctant, but thee was no other solution. Dadhichi died and the gods requested Vishvakarma to make weapons for them out of Dadhichi’s bones. Vishvakarma complied and the weapon name vajra that he made was truly remarkable.

Lopamudra was away when this incident took place. She returned and found that her husband had died. She was afflicted with sorrow and wished to immolate herself in a fire. But she happened to be pregnant at the time, so that this could not immediately be done. Once the baby was born, she killed herself after having handed over the baby to a pippala (fig) tree for rearing.

Since the pippala tree brought up the boy, he came to be known as Pippalada. Chandra was the lord over all trees. The trees asked Chandra for some amrita for Pippalada and Chandra obliged. The amrita gave Pippalada a lot of strength.

When Pippalada grew up, he wanted to know who his parents were and the trees told him the story. Pippalada blamed the gods for his parents death and decided to seek revenge. The trees brought Pippalada to Chandra.

“You are still too young,” said Chandra. “First you must become learned and well-versed in the use of weapons. Go to the forest of dandakaranya. The river Goutami Ganga flows through that forest. Pray to Shiva there and I am sure that your wishes will be fulfilled.”

Pippalada pleased Shiva through his prayers.

“What boon do you desire?” asked Shiva.

I want the boon that I may be able to destroy the gods,” replied Pippalada.

I want the boon that I may be able to destroy the gods,” replied Pippalada.

“I have a third eye in the middle of my forehead,” said Shiva. “The day you can see my third eye, your wish will be granted.”

“I have a third eye in the middle of my forehead,” said Shiva. “the day you can see ,y third eye, your wish will be granted.”

Try as he might, Pippalada could not see Shiva’s third eye. Pippalada therefore performed even more difficult tapasya for even more years. Eventually he managed to see Shiva’s third eye. From Shiva’s third eye was born a demon that looked like a mare.

“What is your desire?” asked the demon of Pippalada.

“Kill my enemies, the gods,” was the reply.

The demon immediately attacked Pippalada.

“What are you doing?” asked Pippalada. “Why are you trying to kill me? I asked you to kill the gods.”

“But your body has bee created by the gods,” replied the demon. “I will therefore kill you also.”

Pippalada ran to Shiva for deliverance. Shiva earmarked a region inside the forest for Pippalada. There the demon was not permitted to enter. Pippalada

lived there, protected from the ravages of the demon. Meanwhile, the gods requested Shiva to save them as well. Shiva persuaded Pippalada to control his anger. He convinced Pippalada that nothing was to be gained by killing the gods. That would not bring his parents back.

Pippalada agreed. But he wished to see his parents once. Accordingly, vimana descended from heaven on which Dadhichi and Lopamudra were seated. They blessed Pippalada and asked him to marry and have children.

As for the demon, it became a river and merged with the holy Ganga.

Nageshvara

There was a city named Pratishthana. A king named Shurasena ruled in that city. Shurasena did not have any sons. After a lot of effort, a son was born to him. But the son happened to be a snake. The king and the queen were mortified at this turn of events. But they brought up their son in great secrecy. Not even the king’s ministers and priests knew that the prince was a snake.

When the prince grew slightly, he began to talk like a human, even though he was a snake. King Shurasena arranged for the prince’s education. After the snake had become learned in the knowledge of the Vedas, he told his father, “Father, it is time for me to get married. If I do not have a son, I am certain to go to naraka.”

King Shurasena was very surprised to hear this. “How is that possible?” he asked. “Which princess will consent to marry a snake?”

“I don’t know,” replied the prince. “But I do know that I have to get married. Other wise, I will commit suicide. There are many forms of marriage that are permissible. Perhaps a princess can be kidnapped and married to me.”

Shurasena called his ministers and told them, “My son Nageshvara has now come of age. He has also been made the heir-apparent to the kingdom. There is no one equal to him in bravery on earth, in heaven or in the underworld. I am getting old. Please arrange for Nageshvara to get married. I shall then relinquish my kingdom and retire to the forest.”

The king did not of course tell his ministers that Nageshvara was a snake.

Shurasena had an aged minister. This minister reported that there was a king named Vijaya who ruled in the eastern part of the country. King Vijaya had eight sons and one daughter. The daughter’s name was Bhogavati and she was very beautiful. She would be the right match for Nageshvara.

The aged minister was sent as a messenger to Vijaya and the king agreed to the match. There was a custom amongst kshatriyas that the bride did not always have to be married to the bridegroom in person. She could also be married to the bridegroom’s sword or some other weapon. The minister explained to King Vijaya that there were some private reasons which made it impossible for Nageshvara to come in person for the marriage. Bhogavati should be married off to Nageshvara’s sword. Vijaya consented to this and the marriage ceremony was performed. The entire retinue then returned to the city of Pratishthana.

But what was to be done now that the marriage was over? Nageshvara’s mother sent a made to Bhogavati. The maid was to tell Bhogavati that her husband was actually a snake and then observe her reaction.

The maid told Bhogavati, “Your husband is a god, but he has the form of a snake.”

“That is my good fortune,” replied Bhoavati. “Normally, women are married to men. I must have performed many good deeds in my earlier life to have been married to a god.”

Bhogavati was then brought to Nageshvara and at the sight of Bhogavati, Nageshvara remembered his earlier life. He used to be a snake (naga) in his earlier life and was a companion of Shiva’s. His wife in the earlier life was Bhogavati.

There had bee an occasion when Shiva had laughed at a joke of parvati’s and Nageshvara had also laughed. This had annoyed Shiva and he had cursed Nageshvara that he would be born on earth as the son of a human, but in the form of a snake. When he went and bathed in Goutami Ganga, the period of the curse would be over. When Nageshvara recounted these incidents to Bhogavati, she also remembered her earlier life. The two went and bathed in the scared river and Nageshvara obtained a handsome and divine form. Nageshavara ruled after Shurasena’s death. And when Nageshvara and Bhogavati died, they went back to Kailasa to live with Shiva.

On the banks of the Goutami Ganga, Nageshvara and Bhogavati built a temple to Shiva. This is a famous tirtha known as nagatirtha.

Brahma’s Head

Years ago, there was a war between the gods and the demons and the gods lost. The gods came to Brahma for advice and Brahma asked them to pray to Shiva.

When Shiva appeared before them, the gods said, “The demons have defeated us. Please kill them and save us.”

Shiva went to fight with the demons. He drove the demons off from Mount Sumeru and out of heaven. He pursued them to the ends of the earth. All this exertion made Shiva sweat. And wherever the drops of sweat fell down on the

ground, terrible ogresses named matris were created. The matris also started to kill the demons and pursued them down to the underworld.

While the matris were killing the demons in the underworld, Brahma and the other dos waited on the banks of the river Goutami Ganga. This place came to be known as Pratishthana.

When the matris had killed all the demons, they returned to earth and began to live on the banks of the Goutami Ganga. This tirtha has come to be known as matritirtha.

Brahma used to have five heads. The fifth head was in the shape of a donkey’s head. When the demons were running away to the underworld, this donkey’s head addressed the demons and said, “why are you running away? Come back and fight with the gods. I shall aid you in your fight.”

The gods were alarmed at this paradoxical situation. Brahma was helping them in their flight with the demons and Brahma’s fifth head was trying to help the demons. They went to Vishnu and said, “Please cut off Brahma’s fifth head. It is causing too much of confusion.”

“I can do what you want,” replied Vishnu, “but there is a problem. When the cut-off head falls on earth, it will destroy the earth. I think you should pray to Shiva to find a way out.”

The gods prayed to Shiva and Shiva agreed to cut off the head. But what was to be done with the severed head? The earth refused to bear it and so did the ocean. Finally it was decided that Shiva himself would bear the head.

The place where Shiva cut off Brahma’s fifth head is known as rudratirtha. Ever since that day, Brahma has had four heads and is known as Chaturmukha (chatur connotes four and mukha connotes face). There is a temple to Brahma on the banks of the Goutami Ganga. This is a holy place known as brahmatirtha. A killer of brahmanas is pardoned his sin if he visits this temple.

The Owl and the Dove

A dove used to live on the banks of the Goutami Ganga. The dove’s name was Anuhrada and its wife’s name was Heti. Anuhrada was Yama’s grandson.

Not very far away, there lived an owl named Uluka. The owl’s wife was called Uluki. The owls were descended from the god Agni.

The doves and the owls were enemies. They fought amongst themselves continually. The doves had received all sorts of weapons from Yama and the owls had received all sorts of weapons from Agni. These divine weapons threatened to burn up everything. But Yama and Agni intervened. They persuaded the owls and the doves to forget their enmity and live together as friends.

The place where the doves lived came to be known as a tirtha named yamyatirtha. And the place where the owls lived came to be known as agnitirtha.

The Hunter

There was a sage named Veda. He used to pray to Shiva every day. The prayers lasted till the afternoon and after the prayers were over, Veda used to go to the nearby villages to beg alms.

A hunter named Bhilla used to come to the forest every afternoon to hunt. After the hunt was over, he used to come to Shiva’s linga (image) and offer to Shiva whatever it was that he had hunted. In the process of doing this, he often moved Veda’s offerings out of the way. Strange though it might seem, Shiva was stirred by Bhilla’s offerings and eagerly used to wait for it every day.

Bhilla and Veda never met. But Veda noticed that every day his offerings lay scattered and a little bit of meat lay by the side. Since this always happened when Veda had gone out to beg for alms, Veda did not know who was responsible. But one day, he decided to wait in hiding so as to catch the culprit red-handed.

While Veda waited, Bhilla arrived and offered what he had brought to Shiva. Veda was amazed to discover that Shiva himself appeared before Bhilla and asked, “Why are you late today? I have been waiting for you. Did you get very tired?”

Bhilla went away after making his offerings. But Veda came up to Shiva and said, “What is all this? This is a cruel and evil hunter, and yet, you appear before him. I have been performing tapasya for so many years and you never appear before me. I am disgusted at this partiality. I will break your linga with this stone.”

“Do it if you must,” replied Shiva. “But please wait till tomorrow.”

Next day, when Veda came to present his offerings, he found traces of blood on top of the linga. He carefully washed away the traces of blood and completed his prayers.

After some time, Bhilla also came to present his offerings and discovered traces of blood on top of the linga. He thought that he was in some way responsible for this and blamed himself for some unknown transgression. He picked up a sharp arrow and began to pierce his body repeatedly with this arrow as punishment.

Shiva appeared before both of them and said, “Now you see the difference between Veda and Bhilla. Veda has given me his offerings, but Bhilla has given

me his whole soul. That is the difference between ritual and true devotion.”

The place where Bhilla used to pray to Shiva is a famous tirtha known as bhillatirtha.

Goutama and Manikundala

There was a city named Bhouvana. In that city there lived a brahmana named Goutama. The brahmana had a vaishya friend named Manikundala. (A vaishya belongs to the third of the three classes and his primary duties are trade and agriculture).

Goutama’s mother gave him a lot of ill advice. As a result of this, Goutama told Manikundala, “Let us go to other countries to trade and make profits.”

“But my father has a lot of wealth,” replied Manikundala. “What is the need to obtain more wealth?”

“You don’t have the proper perspective,” said Goutama. “A successful person is one who does not thrive on what is left to him by his father. He makes his own fortune.”

Manikundala was convinced by Gountama’s logic. He did not realise that his so-called friend was out to defraud him.

The two friends set out on their journey, Manikundala providing all the capital.

In the course of their travels Goutama remarked, “Have you noticed how those who follow the path of dharma (righteousness) always suffer? They are neither wealthy nor happy. There seems to be no point in being righteous.”

“Please don’t say that,” protested manikundala. “Happiness lies in following the path of dharma. Poverty and misery are inevitable, they are of no account at all.”

The two friends argued over this, but could not decide who was right. They resolved to have a bet. They would ask the opinions of others. And whoever lost the bet would surrender all his wealth to the winner. They asked many people for their opinions. Naturally most people said that it was the evil who thrived and prospered. And it was the righteous who suffered. The upshot of this was that Manikundala surrendered all his wealth to Goutama. But Manikundala continued to praise dharma.

“You are an utter ass,” said Goutama. “Haven’t you lost all your wealth to me? Yet you continue to praise dharma.”

“The wealth is of no account at all,” replied Manikundala. “Dharma is on my side and your apparent victory is only an illusion. Dharma will triumph in the end.”

The two friends decided to have another bet. This time it was agreed that whoever lost the bet would have his two arms chopped off. They again asked several people and most people said that is was adharma (evil) which triumphed. So Manikundala lost his two arms.

“How does it feel now?” asked Goutama.

“The same as ever,” replied Manikundala. “What is important is dharma. And dharma is on my side.”

Goutama lost his temper at this. He threatened to cut off Manikundala’s head if Manikundala persisted in his praise of dharma. But Manikundala was unperturbed. The friends decided to have another bet. This time it was agreed that whoever lost would forfeit his life. Manikundala lost yet again. And Goutama gouged out Manikundala’s eyes and left him for dead.

Manikundala lay on the banks of the Goutami Ganga and pondered about the fate that had befallen hi. It became night.

There was an image of Vishnu on the banks of the river and the rakshasa Vibhishana used to come there every night to pray to Vishnu. Vibhishana’s son discovered Manikundala lying there and found out from him the entire story. He recounted the story to his father.

“Many years ago, I had joined Rama in his fight with Ravana,” Vibhishana told his son. “Ragvana’s son Meghanada shot a venomous arrow at Rama’s brother Lakshmana. Lakshmana fell unconscious. The monkey Hanumana then went to the Himalayas and brought a mountain named Grandhamadana to Lanka. On that mountain there was a wonderful herb named vishalyakarani which cures all illnesses. When Hanumana returned the mountain to the Himalayas, a bit of the vishalyakarani fell down at this spot. Near Vishnu’s image. Let us try and find it. We should be able to cure Manikundala.”

Father and son hunted for the herb. The vishalyakarani had become a huge tree. They lopped off a branch and placed it on Manikundala’s chest. Manikundala immediately regained his eyes and arms. After curing Manikundala, Vibhishana and his retinue returned to Lanka.

Manikundala began to travel. He eventually came to a city named Mahapura where a king named Maharaja ruled. Maharaja had no sons, only a daughter. The daughter was blind. Maharaja had announced that whoever cured his daughter would become his son-in-law and rule after him. Manikundala cured the princess with his knowledge of the vishalyakarani. He then married the princess and became king of Mahapura after Maharaja.

Many years later, Goutama was brought before Manikundala by the soldiers. He had been arrested on the charge of committing a crime. Goutama had lost all his wealth by then and was no more than a beggar. Manikundala pardoned his friend and shared with him whatever he had.

Such are the virtues of following the path of dharma. There are many tirthas along the banks of the Goutami Ganga where these wonderful incidents took place.

Kandu

There was a sage named Kandu. He had a hermitage on the banks of the Goutami Ganga. The ashrama was a beautiful place and Kandu performed very difficult tapasya there. In the summer Kandu meditated in the hot sun, in the monsoon he meditated on the wet ground, and in the winter he meditated dressed in wet clothing.

Indra got sacred as a result of all this tapasya. He thought that the sage Kandu might want to become Indra the king of the gods. He therefore called an apsara named disturb Kandu’s tapasya.”

Pramlocha went to the hermitage and began to sing there in a beautiful voice. This disturbed Kandu and he discovered a beautiful woman wandering around in his ashrama.

“Who are you?” Kandu asked the woman.

“I have come here to pluck flowers,” replied Pramlocha. “I am your servant. I will do whatever you wish me to.”

Kandu had fallen in love with Pramlocha and he married her. He forgot all about his tapasya and Indra heaved a sigh of relief. Years passed. Pramlocha wished to return to heaven, but Kandu would not let her.

After years and years had passed, Kandu came out of his hut, looking rather distracted. It was then evening and Kandu was obviously going somewhere.

“Where are you going?” Pramlocha asked.

“What a stupid question!” exclaimed Kandu. “Can’t you see that it is now evening? I have got to go and observe the evening rites. The day has passed.”

“What day?”, asked Pramlocha. “Several days have passed and several evenings have come and gone.”

“No, you came here this morning,” said Kandu. “I brought you to my hut and it is now evening, I don’t understand what you are trying to say. Explain yourself.”

“It is true that I came here in the morning,” answered Pramlocha. “But that was a morning which dawned many years ago. Hundreds of years have passed since that day.”

“How many years?” asked Kandu. “When did you come here?’

“Sixteen hundred years, six months and three days ago,” replied Pramlocha.

“Are you sure?” asked Kandu. “It seems like a single day to me.”

“I am sure,” said Pramlocha. “I dare not lie to you.”

“You have dislodged me from my tapasya,” responded Kandu. “But I will not curse you, since you have been my wife. Go back to heaven. I have to atone for my sins.”

The sage Kandu went to Purshottama kshetra and performed penance for his sins. He was blessed by Vishnu

Kandu and Pramlocha had a daughter named Marisha.

The Brahma Purana also describes several other tirthas. Most of these are on the banks of the river Goutami Ganga. This is now identified as the river Godavari.

After describing these several tirthas, the text describes incidents in Krishna’s life. These we will skip, since they are described in much greater detail in the other Puranas.

Varnashrama

There are four varnas (classes). Their names are brahmana, kshatriya, vaishya and shudra.

The duties of a brahmana are to donate alms, perform tapasya, worship the gods, perform yajnas and study the Vedas. To earn a living, brahmanas are authorized to teach and act as priests at sacrifices. The duties of kshatriya are to beat arms and protect the earth, donate alms and perform sacrifices. A kshatriya is also permitted to study the shastras. The duties of a vaishya are agriculture, animal husbandry and trade. That apart, vaishyas should donate alms, perform sacrifices and study the shastras. The duties of a shudra are to serve brahmanas. Shudras can also be shopkeepers and artisans.

In times of emergency, a brahmana is allowed to adopt the livelihoods of kshatriyas or vaishyas to earn a living. In similar fashion, a kshatriya is permitted to adopt the livelihoods of vaishyas or shudras and a vaishya is permitted to

adopt the livelihoods of shudras.

There are four ashramas (stages of life) as well. The first of these is known as brahmacharya (celibate studenthood). During this period, the individual spends his days with his guru and studies the Vedas well. He has to serve his guru in proper fashion and live on alms. The next ashrama is that of garhasthya (householder stage). The individual now gets married and has children. He serves the gods, the sages, the ancestors and guests. It is householders who provide alms for sages and hermits. That is the reason why the householder stage is so very important. The third ashrama is known as vanaprastha (forest-dwelling stage). The individual now retires to the forest and withdraws his mind from the earthly life. He can leave his wife in the care of his sons or take her with him. He lives on roots, fruits and leaves and makes a bed for himself under the trees. He is not permitted to shave or cut his hair and his clothes have to be made out of bark or skins. The final ashrama is that of sannyasa (hermithood). A hermit gives up all association with the world and lives alone. He grows completely detached. He lives alone. He gets his food through begging. He is not permitted to spend more than one night in a village, or more than five nights at a time in a city.

The Chandala and the Brahmarakshasa

A chandala is an outcast. On the outskirts of the city named Avanti lived a chandala. There was a temple of Vishnu in Avanti and the chandala was devoted to Vishnu. He was also a good singer. Ekadashi tithi is the eleventh lunar day. Every month, on ekadashi tithi, the chandala would fast during the day. At night he would go to Vishnu’s temple and sing praises of Vishnu. He never failed to observe this ritual.

The river Kshipra (Shipra) flowed by the city of Avanti. On one particular night, on ekadashi tithi, the chandala went to the banks of the river to collect some flowers for worshipping Vishnu. On the banks of the river there was a tree and on that tree there lived a brahmarakshasa (demon). As soon as the demon saw the chandala, it wished to devour him.

“Please not tonight,” said the chandala. “I have to worship Vishnu throughout the night. Let me go now.”

“Not on you life,” replied the demon. “I have not eaten for ten days and I am famished. I can’t let you go.”

“Please, “ said the chandala, “let me go. I promise that I will come back once the prayers are over. You will then be free to do with me as you will.”

The demon let the chandala go. The chandala went to the temple. He worshipped Vishnu and spent the night in singing Vishnu’s praises. Next day, he returned to the demon.

“I am indeed surprised,” said the demon. “You are very truthful. You can’t be a chandala. You must be a brahmana. Answer my questions. What did you do all night?”

“I stood outside Vishnu’s temple and sang his praise,” replied the chandala.

“For how long have you been doing this?” asked the demon.

“For twenty years,” was the chandala’s reply.

“You have acquired a lot of punya (store of merit) through this,” said the demon. “Please grant me one night’s punya, I am sinner.”

“No,” replied the chandala. “I will not part with my punya. I have given you my body, eat me if you will. But the punya is mine own.”

“Very well then,’ said the demon. “Give me two hours’ worth of punya. I am a sinner.”

“I have told you I will not give you any of my punya,” replied the chandala. “But what is your sin?”

The brahmarakshasa related his story.

His name was Somasharma and he was the son of Devasharma. Devasharma was a righteous brahmana. But Somasharma fell into evil ways. A brahmana is not authorised to act as a priest in a sacrifice before he has had his sacred-thread ceremony (upanayana). But Somasharma became a priest at a yajna even though his upanayana had not been held. As a result of this sin, when he died, he became a demon. The chandala was stirred to pity at this sad story and parted with some of his punya. The demon was delighted and expressed his gratitude. He went to a tirtha and performed penance. Thus it was that the demon was freed.

What about the chandala? He returned home and then left for a tour of all the sacred places of pilgrimage. At one such tirtha. He remembered the story of his earlier life.

He used to be a hermit well-versed in the Vedas and the shastras. He used to beg alms for a living. Once he had obtained some alms. But some thieves were then in the process of stealing cows, and the hooves of the cows raised a cloud of dust. The dust fell onto the food and the hermit threw away the alms in disgust. Since he had thrown away alms, he was born as a chandala.

After performing penance for this sin, the chandala was pardoned.

Kurma Purana

(The samudra manthana story is given in great detail in the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. As for Lakshmi, some of the Puranas state that she was born as the daughter of Khyati and the sage Bhrigu. She was then married to Vishnu. But the demons defeated the gods and Indra. The sage Durvasa therefore cursed Lakshmi that she would have to live in the ocean. And when the ocean was churned, Lakshmi emerged yet again.)

Indra, the other gods, and the sages were charmed at Lakshmi’s beauty when she appeared. “Who is this wonderful goddess?” they asked Vishnu.

“This is Lakshmi,” replied Vishnu. “She is also known as Shakti. It is with her help that I delude the universe and its inhabitants with my illusions (maya). It is Lakshmi who gives me all my powers, although she is no different from me in essence.”

Vishnu then proceeded to tell the gods and the sages the story of Indradyumna.

Indradyumna

Many years ago, there was a king named Indradyumna. He ruled the world well and, when he died, was reborn as a brahmana, (The brahmanas constitute the first of the four classes, their primary duties are to study the Vedas and perform sacrifices.)

As a brahmana, Indradyumna observed religious rites and meditated. He also stared to pray to the goddess Lakshmi. When Lakshmi appeared, Indradyumna begged of her, “Please tell me about yourself. Please give me insight into what constitutes true knowledge.”

“Even the gods and the sages are unable to comprehend my true nature,” replied Lakshmi. “I an Vishnu’s illusions and there is no difference between him and me. As for knowledge, it is beyond my powers to grant you that. You will have to pray to the great Vishnu himself.”

Having said this, Lakshmi disappeared, and Indradyumna started to pray to Vishnu. Several years passed, but Indradyumna continued to meditate. Finally, Vishnu appeared and instructed Indradyumna on the path to true knowledge.

“What did you tell Indradyumna?” asked the gods and the sages. “What was this wonderful knowledge?”

“I will repeat it for your benefit,” replied Vishnu.

Since Vishnu repeated his teachings while in the form of a turtle of Kurma, these sacred words are known as the Kurma Purana. There are many subjects that Vishnu’s instructions covered, but let us first start with the concept of varnashrama dharma, Dharma means righteousness and these precepts lay down the fundamental principles of righteous conduct. This is typified in the system of four varnas (classes) and four ashramas (stages of life).

Varnashrama Dharma

Vishnu said that before creation began, there was only water in the universe and Vishnu slept on these waters. When it was time for creation to begin, Brahma emerged from Vishnu’s body. And Shiva emerged from Vishnu’s anger. Lakshmi too was created from Vishnu’s body and took her place by Vishnu’s side.

Brahma told Vishnu, “Please use this goddess to delude the beings whom I will create. Tell her to sow the seeds of illusions in their minds. Please tell her to make the righteous prosper.”

Vishnu complied. He requested Lakshmi, “Please delude and destroy gods, demons and humans who are about to be created. But please leave the righteous alone and make them prosper. I will tell you how to know the righteous. They are those that follow the precepts of varnashrama dharma.”

The brahmanas constitute the first of the four classes. Brahma created nine sons from his mental powers. Their names were Marichi, Bhrigu, Angira, Pulastya, Pulaha, Kratu, Daksha, Atri and Vashishtha. These sons became sages and they were the first brahmanas. They were created from Brahma’s mouth There are six types of action that are recommended for brahmanas. These are yajana (performing sacrifices), yajana (acting as priests at sacrifices), dana (donation of alms), pratigraha (receiving gifts), adhyapana (teaching and adhyayana (studying). A brahmana who performs these tasks well, attains the wonderful place known as prajapatya. (This would seem to be synonymous with Brahma’s residence of Brahmaloka).

The kshatriyas constitute the second of the four classes. They were created from Brahma’s arms. The duties of kshatriyas include dana (donation of alms), adhyayana (studying) and performing yajnas (sacrifices). But their primary duties are to take up arms and fight, It is their job to punish the evil and protect the good. A kshatriya who performs these tasks well, attains Indra’s residence of Indraloka.

The vaishyas constitute the third of the four classes. They were created from Brahma’s thighs. Like the kshatriyas, the vaishyas can also donate alms, study and perform sacrifices, But their primary duty is agriculture, (In many other Puranas, trade and animal husbandry are mentioned in addition to agriculture). A vaishya who performs these tasks well, gets to live with Vayu, the god of the wind.

The shudras constitute the last of the four classes. They were created from Brahma’s feet. Their primary duty is to serve the other three classes. In addition, a shudra can adopt artisanship as an occupation, A shudra who performs these tasks well, will live with the gandharvas (singers of heaven).

Generally speaking, all four classes have to observe the religion that is prescribed in the vedas. There are various other shastras (religious texts) that circulate on earth. But many of them are against the Vedas. The religion that is prescribed in such anti-Vedic texts must not be followed. Only sinners follow such religions, and they are doomed to eternal damnation.

There are four ashramas (stages of life). The first one is brahmacharya (celibate studenthood). The primary duties of a person who is in this stage of life are studying the Vedas and serving one’s guru (teacher) well. He has to live on alms that are obtained through begging. When this stage of life if over, there are two options that are available to the individual. In rare instances, he may desire to devote the rest of his life to studying and meditation. Such a person is known as naishthika. More commonly, individuals wish to step into the next stage of life, An individual who does so is known as an upakurvana.

Creation

Vishnu next narrated to the gods and the sages the history of creation.

In the beginning, the brahman was everywhere. The brahman had no form, but nor was it without form. It had no beginning and no end. It had no traits, but nor was it without traits. The brahman is impossible to describe, sense or see.

Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva are derived from the brahman, Brahma performs the function of a creator, Vishnu that of a preserver and Shiva that of destroyer.

When it was time for creation to begin, the brahman created water throughout the universe. Before that, there was nothing. In the water, there appeared a golden (hiranya) egg (anda). The egg grew in size and Brahma, the creator, appeared inside the egg. Everything that there is in the universe, was already there, in in embryonic form, inside the egg. There were gods, the demons humans, the sun, the moon, the stars, the planets and the wind. The word garbha means womb and since Brahma originated from inside a golden (hiranya) egg, he is known as Hiranyagarbha. Brahma was the first being to be created. He had four faces. He had no birth (janana) in the real sense of the term. He is therefore also referred to as Aja (without birth). It is also true that he created (bhuva) himself (svayam). It is because of this that Brahma is known as Svayambhu. Brahma was to be the lord (pati) of all the subjects who were going to be born (praja). Thus, Brahma acquired the name of Prajapati.

To appreciate how creation took place, it is first necessary to have some conception about the nature of time.

A Digression on Time

The smallest unit of time is a nimesha. Fifteen nimeshas make one kashtha, thirty kashthas are one kala and thirty kalas constitute one muhurta. There are thirty muhurtas in a span of day and night (ahoratra). Thirty such ahoratras make up a month. There are two pakshas (fortnight) in every month. Six months constitute an ayana and two ayanas a year. There are thus twelve months in every year. The names of the two ayanas are uttarayana and dakshinayana, While humans pass through uttarayana, the gods pass through only one day. Similarly, when humans pass through dakshinayana, the gods pass through merely one night. One year for humans is equivalent to a time span of one day and one night for the gods.

Twelve thousand years of the gods make up one mahayuga. This is subdivided into four yugas (eras). The names of these eras are satya yuga or krita yuga, treta yuga, dvapara yuga and kali yuga. Satya yuga has four thousand years, treta yuga three thousand, dvapara yuga two thousand and kali yuga one thousand. This adds up to ten thousand years. But there are also periods that join two yugas: (sandhyamsha). Satya yuga has a sandhyamsha of four hundred years, treta yuga of three hundred, dvapara yuga of two hundred and kali yuga of one hundred, There will therefore be seven hundred additional years between satya yuga and treta yuga, five hundred between treta yuga and dvapara yuga of two hundred and kali yuga of one hundred. There will therefore be seven hundred additional years between satya yuga and treta yuga, five hundred between treta yuga and dvapara yuga, three hundred between dvapara yuga and kali yuga and five hundred between kali yuga and the next satya yuga. These are two thousand additional years, and when added up to the earlier figure of ten thousand. make up twelve thousand years.

There are a little over seventy-one manvantaras (eras) in each mahayuga. Each manvantara is a time period that is ruled over by a Manu. The first Manu in the present kalpa (cycle) was Svayambhuva Manu and there were several other Manus after him. Each kalpa in fact passes during one of brahma’s days and there are fourteen manvantaras in a kalpa. Stated differently, there are one thousand mahayugas in every kalpa.

The second stage of life is garhasthya (householder stage). A householder’s primary duties are serving guests, performing sacrifices, donating alms, worshipping the gods and keeping the sacred fire burning in the house at all times. In cases where the householder is absent from the house, these functions are to be performed by his wife or sons, or even by his priest. a householder must not also forget to study a little bit of the Vedas every day. The householder stage is superior to the other three stages of life. The reason is that the alms provided by a householder are the means of sustenance for individuals who are in the other three stages of life. A householder may be one of two types. He may be a sadhaka, in which case his chief obsession is that of satisfying his friends and relatives. Alternatively, there may be a householder who is udasina. This means that he is not really interested in his wife, his sons or in the acquisition of material wealth. His chief obsession is that of being freed from the bonds of the world.

The third stage of life is vanaprastha (forest dwelling stage). Such a person retires to the forest and lives on fruits and roots. He studies the Vedas, performs tapasya (meditation) and observes religious rites. but one should never embark on a forest-dwelling stage unless one’s mind is ready for it. This also means that one must have had sons. Without sons to carry on the line, it is not recommended that a householder venture out on the forest-dwelling stage. There are two types of forest-dwellers. The first type consists of individuals who primarily devote themselves to worshipping the gods and performing religious ceremonies. Such an individual is known as a tapasya, because he does do some tapasya. But there are individuals who devote themselves entirely to meditation. Such a person is known as a sannyasika, since there is very little of difference between him and a sannyasi (hermit).

The fourth and final stage of life is sannyasa (hermithood). Such individuals spend all their time in meditating. They beg food for a living. It is not proper to become a hermit unless one’s mind has achieved detachment from the world. There are two types of hermits. The first type consists of those who are trying to realise the true nature of the atman (human soul). Such a person treats all other individuals as he would treat himself and is known as a yogi But there are also hermits who go through intense meditation so as to attain the supreme wisdom. Such a person is known as a parameshthika.

There are various other traits that are demanded by the righteous way of life. One must forgive and display pity, one must not be jealous and must be ready to sacrifice one’s own selfish interests. One must be truthful, practice non-violence and learn to control the senses. One must also visit tirthas (places of pilgrimage). It is also important to realise that one does not perform actions for the sake of the fruits of the actions. The fruits of all actions vest with the brahman (the divine essence). In fact, it is a gross misconception to think that la specific action is being performed by an individual. All actions are performed by the brahman, the ordinary human being is merely an instrument. As long as this realisation is missing, an individual is ignorant and is doomed to the shackles of worldly bonds.

Three hundred and sixty kalpas constitute one of brahma’s years. One hundred times this time period is known as a parardha. At the end of this period, the whole universe is destroyed and Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva are also destroyed. At the end of the destruction, creation starts afresh and this creation is known as sarga.

There is a smaller process of destruction that takes place at the end of every kalpa. Brahma Vishnu and Shiva are not destroyed, but everything else is. The creation that comes at the end of this minor destruction is known as pratisarga.

The present kalpa is known as varaha kalpa. The one that preceded it was known as padma kalpa.

“Why is the present kalpa called varaha kalpa?” the gods and the sages asked Vishnu.

Vishnu told them the story of his boar incarnation.

The Boar Incarnation

A varaha is a boar and the boar incarnation is usually catalogued as the third of Vishnu’s ten incarnations.

When the universe was submerged in water after the destruction that came at the end of padma kalpa, Vishnu slept on the waters. Thus he slept for a thousand mahayugas. since the word nara means water and ayana means resting-place, Vishnu is also referred to as Narayana.

Brahma decided to start creation afresh, but discovered that the earth was submerged in water. How would his creations survive if there was no earth? He therefore requested Vishnu to bring the earth up from under the water. 

Vishnu adopted the form of a boar and went to the underworld. He discovered the earth there and raised her up on the tusks of the boar. The boar carefully raised the earth and laid her to rest on top of the water. The earth began to float like a gigantic boat.

Since Vishnu raised the earth in the form of a boar at the beginning of the kalpa, the present cycle is known as varaha kalpa.

(The story of the boar incarnation is rather summarily disposed of in the Kurma Purana. The other Puranas describe it at great length. Apart from the question of raising up the earth from under the water, the story revolves around the demon Hiranyaksha. this demon was the son of the sage Kashyapa and his wife Diti. He defeated the gods and drove them out of heaven. In desperation, the gods started to pray to Vishnu. Hiranyaksha used to live under the water and Vishnu entered the water in his form of a boar and killed Hiranyaksha. He also recovered the Vedas which had been stolen by Hiranyaksha.)

Creation continued

Brahma first created five sons through his mental powers. Their names were Sanaka, Sanatana, Sanandana, Kratu and Sanatakumara These five sons became sages and did not have any offspring. Brahma therefore had to create some more beings so that the population of the universe might increase. But prior to that, he decided to perform tapasya. However, the meditation did not yield him any results and Brahma became very angry and disheartened. He started to weep and a teardrop fell on the ground. From this drop, there emerged Shiva.

Brahma bowed before Shiva and said, “Please create some living beings.”

This Shiva proceeded to do. But all the beings that Shiva created were mirror images of himself. That is, they were all immortal.

“I beg your pardon,” retorted Shiva. “That I refuse to do. Old age and disease are not objects that should be sought after. In fact, they are evil. I flatly refuse to create such evil.”

“All right then.” said Brahma. “I will take care of creation myself. Please stop creating.”

The first objects that Brahma created were water, fire, the sky, heaven (svarga), wind, rivers, mountains, oceans, trees, herbs and time.

Brahma next created eleven sons from his mental powers. Their names were Marichi, Bhrigu, Angira, Pulastya, Pulaha, Kratu, Daksha, Atri Vashishtha, Dharma and Sankalpa.

(In the earlier section on varnashrama dharma, only nine sons were mentioned. Dharma and Sankalpa did not figure in that list.)

Thereafter, Brahma created four classes of beings. These were gods, demons, ancestors (pitris) and humans. The demons were born from Brahma’s thighs, the gods from his mouth. The snakes (sarpa), the yakshas (demi-gods), the ghosts (bhuta) and the gandharvas were born next. Cows were born from Brahms’s stomach, and horses, elephants, donkeys, deer, camels and mules from his feet. Herbs and trees emerged from Brahms’s body-hair.

(This account contradicts a more common account given in some of the other Puranas, such as the Bhagavata Purana. In the more usual account, all beings are descended from the sage Kashyapa. Kashyapa married thirteen of Daksha’s daughters. These daughters were named Aditi, Diti, Danu, Kashtha, Arishtha, Surasa, Ila, Muni, Krodhavasha, Tamra, Surabhi, Sarama and Timi. Aditi’s offspring were the gods (adityas), Diti’s the demons (daityas). Danu’s offspring were other demons (danavas), Kashtha’s children horses, Arishtha’s gandharvas, Surasa’s demons (rakshasas), Ila’s offspring trees and herbs, Muni’s the apsaras (dancers of heaven), Krodhavasha’s ghosts (pishachas), Tamra’s birds, Surabhi’s cattle, Sarama’s wild animals and Timi’s marine creatures. The Kurma Purana itself refers to this alternative account subsequently).

To return to the present account of the Kurma Purana, Brahma thereafter divided his body into two. One half was male and was called Svayambhuva Manu. The remaining half was female and was called Shatarupa. Manu and Shatarupa married and had two sons and two daughters. The sons were named Priyavrata and Uttanapada and the daughters were named Prasuti and Akuti. Since all humans are Manu’s descendants, they are known as manava.

Prasuti married Daksha and they had twenty-four daughters. (The Puranas are not at all consistent about the number of daughters Prasuti and Daksha had. The number is sometimes twenty-four, sometimes fifty and sometimes sixty). Thirteen of the twenty-four daughters were married to Brahma’s son Dharma. Of the remaining eleven, Khyati was married to Bhrigu, Sati to Shiva, Sambhuti to Marichi, Smriti to Angira, Priti to Pulastya, Kshama to Pulaha, Sannati to Kratu, Anasuya to Atri, Urjja to Vashishtha, Svaha to the fire-god Agni and Svadha to the ancestors (pitris).

It was now Brahma’s turn to enter Vishnu’s body. But when Brahma did this, he could find no end to Vishnu’s stomach. It was true that there were many worlds inside Vishnu’s body. However, Brahma could find no way of coming out from Vishnu’s stomach. He finally jab to emerge through Vishnu’s navel, through the stalk of the lotus that was there.

“How dare you try to confine me inside your body?” demanded Brahma, as soon as he managed to get out.

“Please do not get angry.” replied Vishnu. “I merely thought that I would play with you for a while. Otherwise, it is inconceivable that anyone should dare to confine the great Brahma. Please pardon me. And as a token of your pardon, please grant me the boon that henceforth, you will be known as my son. After all, you did emerge from a lotus that grew out of my navel.”

“Agreed.” said Brahma. “Let us make peace. After all; there is no one else. We are the lords of everything, we are parts of the brahman.”

“Please do not forget Shiva,” responded Vishnu. “Your words will anger him and bring about your undoing.”

While the two were thus conversing, Shiva appeared on the scene. He had a third eye in the middle of his forehead and his hair was matted. A trident could be seen in his hand.

“Who is this fellow?” asked Brahma. “He looks like an upstart.” 

Vishnu calmed Brahma down. He also gave Brahma divine eyes so that Brahma could comprehend the true nature of Shiva. Brahma then started to pray to Shiva. Pleased with Brahma’s prayers, Shiva agreed to grant Brahma a boon.

“Please grant me the boon that you will be born as my son,” said Brahma.

Shiva agreed to do so and went away.

Rudra 

Brahma returned to his seat on the lotus flower.

Suddenly, two demons named Madhu and Kaitabha appeared, They were exceedingly strong and threatened to destroy everything that Brahma would create. Brahma therefore requested Vishnu to kill these two demons. Vishnu created two beings from his own body and these two beings killed the demons.

(The Madhu and Kaitabha story is given in greater detail in other Puranas, such as the Kalika Purana. While Vishnu was sleeping, the two demons were born from his ears. One of them desired to have some honey as soon as he was born, Since the word for honey is madhu, he came to be known as Madhu. The other one looked like an insect. Since the word for insect is kita, he came to be known as Kaitabha. these brothers attacked Brahma and Vishnu had to fight with them so as to rescue Brahma. The fight went on for five thousand years before Vishnu could kill them. after the demons were killed, the fat (meda) from their bodies formed the earth. That is the reason why the earth is known as medini.)

Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva

The gods and the sages told Vishnu, “We are getting a bit confused. You have told us that Brahma emerged from Vishnu’s body And yet you have also told us how Brahma was born inside a golden egg. Which of these is the correct account? Then again, you have told us that Shiva was born from one of Brahma’s tears. but we have sometimes heard otherwise. Which is right? Please remove this confusion.”

“There is no confusion,” replied Vishnu. “Let me explain it for you.”

Brahma was born from the golden egg right at the beginning, at the time of the original creation. But at the end of every kalpa there is a minor destruction when all living beings other than Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva die. When the destruction is over, creation has to start afresh.

At the end of the last kalpa, there was water everywhere in the universe. the heaven, the earth and the underworld, were all flooded with water. There were no gods and no sages. Only the great Vishnu slept on the water. He had a thousand hoods, a thousand eyes, a thousand arms and a thousand feet. This was his form of Ananta, the snake (naga).

(The Kurma Purana completely identifies Vishnu with Ananta. More commonly, the Puranas state that the snake Ananta was the son of Kadru and the sage Kashyapa. He pleased Brahma through his prayers and obtained from Brahma the boon that he would be permitted to hold up the earth on his hoods. The Kalika Purana specifically states that, at the time of destruction, Vishnu and Lakshmi rest on Ananta’s central hood. The Vishnu Purana adds the information that Ananta was one of Balarama’s avataras. The names Shesha Vasuki and Gonasa are often used synonymously with Ananta.)

While Vishnu thus slept on the water, a wonderful lotus sprouted from his navel. the lotus was gigantic and shone like the sun. Its fragrance spread in all directions. Brahma appeared inside the lotus. Since padma means lotus and yoni means place of Birth, Brahma is also known as Padmayoni.

Brahma saw Vishnu sleeping on the water and woke him up. “ Who are you?” asked Brahma.

“I am Vishnu.” replied Vishnu. “I am the origin of everything. That will be there in the universe is inside my body.”

“Is that really so?” asked Vishnu. “Let me see.”

Vishnu thereupon entered Brahma’s body. He really found the three world, the gods, the demons and the humans inside Brahma’s stomach and was greatly surprise. He emerged from Brahma’s mouth and told Brahma, “What I have seen inside your body is truly wonderful. But I too can show you many worlds inside my body. Please enter and see for yourself.”

After Madhu and Kaitabha had been killed, Brahma could start to create. He first created, through his mental powers, the sons whose names have earlier been mentioned. since Shiva had promised that he would be born as Brahma’s son, Brahma decided to perform tapasya so as to accomplish this. He prayed for many years, but nothing happened. In utter frustration, Brahma began to cry. the ghosts (bhuta and preta) were born from these tears. Brahma was so disgusted at having created these awful creatures, that he committed suicide. It was then that Shiva was born from Brahma’s mouth and Brahma revived.

(You will have noticed the contradiction. Earlier, it had been stated that Shiva was born from a teardrop and there had been no mention of Brahma’s suicide, The suicide is not mentioned in other Puranas either, nor is there any mention of Shiva or Rudra being born from a teardrop. In the Vishnu Purana, he suddenly appeared in Brahma’s lap. In the Padma Purana, he was born from Brahma’s furrowed brows).

The baby started to cry as soon as he was born.

“Don’t cry,” said Brahma. “Since you cried when you were born, you will be known as Rudra.”

(The Kurma Purana is not specific on why the baby cried. The other Puranas state that the baby cried for the want of a name. Brahma therefore gave the boy the name of Rudra, as the word rub means to cry. The boy continued to cry and Brahma gave him several other names as well. The Puranas however disagree about what these various names were).

In addition to Rudra, Brahma gave the boy the names Bhuva, Sarva, Ishana, Pashupati, Bhima, Ugra and Mahadeva. In these eight different forms, Shiva was to live in the sun, the water, the sky, the fire, the wind, the trees, the bodies of brahmanas and the moon.

Parvati’s Thousand Names

Shiva was married to Daksha’s daughter Sati. Sati died and was reborn as Parvati, the daughter of Himalaya and his wife Mena (alternatively, Menaka). Parvati was married to Shiva.

In fact, Himalaya and Mena prayed so that they might have the goddess as their daughter. Pleased with their prayers, the goddess arrived before Himalaya and Mena and showed them her divine form. She also promised them that she would be born as their daughter.

There were a thousand names of the goddess that Himalaya recited in the course of his prayers (one thousand and eight to be precise). These names are as follows. For convenience, we have reproduced them in groups of ten names each.

(1) Shiva, Uma, Paramashakti, Ananta, Nishkala, Amala, Shanta, Maheshvari, Nitya, Shashvati.

(2) Paramakshara, Achintya, Kevala, Shivatma, Paramatma, Anadi, Avyaya, Shuddha, Devatma, Sarvaga,

(3) Achala, Eka, Anekavibhagastha, Mayatita, Sunirmala, Mahamaheshvari, Satya, Mahadevi, Niranjana, Kashtha.

(4) Sarvantarastha, Chitshakti, Atilalasa, Nanda, Sarvvatmika, Vidya, Jyotirupa Amrita, Akshara, Shanti.

(5) Sarvvapratishtha, Nivritti, Amritaprada. Vyomamurti, Vyomalaya, Vyomadhara, Achyuta, Amara, Andinidhana, Amogha.

(6) Karanatma, Kalakula, Svatahprathamaja, Amritanabhi, Atmasamshraya, Praneshvarapriya, Mata, Mahamahishaghatini, Pranarupa, Pradhana-Purusheshvari.

(7) Sarvvashakti, Kalakara, Jyotsna, Sarvvakaryaniyantri, Sarvvabhuteshvari, Samsarayoni, Sakala, Sarvvashaktisamudbhava, Samsarapota, Durvara.

(8) Durnirikshya, Durasada, Pranashakti, Pranavidya, Yogini, Paramakala, Mahavibhuti, Durddharsha, Mulaprakritidsambhava.

(9) Anadyanantavitava, Paramaghapakarshini, Svargasthityan Tarakarani, Sudurvvachya, Duratyaya, Shabdayoni, Shabdamayi, Nadakhya, Nadvigraha, Anadi.

(10) Avyaktaguna, Mahanada, Sanatani, Akashayoni, Yogastha, Mahayogeshvareshvari, Mahamaya, Sudushpara, Mulaprakriti, Ishvari.

(11) Pradhanapurushatita, Pradhanapurushatmika, Purana, Chinmayi, Adipurusharupini, Bhutantavastha, Kutastha, Mahapurushasamjnita, Janmamrityujaratita, Sarvvashaktisamanvita.

(12) Vyapini, Anavachhinna, Pradhananu-Praveshinin, Kshetrajnashakti, Avyaktalakshana, Malavarjjita, Anadimayasambinna, Prakritigraha, Mahamayasamutpanna, Tamasi.

(13) Pourushi, Dheuva, Vyaktatmika, Krishna, Avyaktatmika, Rrakta, Shukla, Prasutika, Akarya, Karyajanani.

(14) Nityaprasavadharmini, Sargapralayanirmukta, Srishtisthityantadharmini, Brahmagarbha, Chaturvimsha, Padmanabha, Achyutatmika, Vaidyuti, Shashvati, Youni.

(15) Jaganmata, Ishvarapriya, Sarvvadhara, Maharupa, Sarvvaisharyasamannita, Vishvarupa, Mahagarbha, Vishveshechhanuvartini, Mahlyasi, Brahmayoni.

(16) Mahalakshmisamudbhava, Mahavimana-Madhyastha, Mahanidra, Atmahetuka, Sarvva-Sadharani, Sukshma, Avidya, Paramarthiki, Anantarupa, Anantastha.

(17) Purushamohini, Devi, Anekakarasamsthana, Kalatrayavivarjita, Brahmajanma, Harimurti, Brahmakhya, Brahmavishnu-Shivatmika, Brahmeshavishnujanani, Brahmasamshraya. 

(18) Vyakta, Prathamaja, Brahmi, Mahati, Brahmarupini. Vairagyaishvaryadharmatma. Brahmamurti, Hridisthita, Apamyoni, Svayambhuti.

(19) Manasi, Tattvasambhava, Ishvarani, Sarvvani, Shankararddhasharirini, Bhavani, Rudrani, Mahalakshmi, Ambika, Maheshvara-Samutpanna.

(20) Bhuktimuktifalaprada, Sarvveshvari, Sarvvavandya, Nitamuditamanasa, Brahmendro-Pendranmita, Shankarechhanuvartini, Ishvararddhasanagata, Maheshvarapativrata, Sakridvibhata, Sarvvartisamudraparishoshini.

(21) Parvati, Himavatputri, Paramanadadyini, Gunadhya, Yogaja, Yogya, Jnanamurti, Vikashini, Savitri, Kamala.

(22) Lakshmi, Shri, Anantavakshahsthalasthita, Sarojanilaya, Ganga, Yoganidra, Asurardini Sarasvati, Sarvvavidya, Jagajjveyashtha.

(23) Sumangala, Vagdevi Varada, Avachya Kirti, Sarvvarthasadhika, Yogishvari, Brahmavidya, Mahavidya, Sushobhana.

(24) Guhyavidya, Atmavidya, Dharmavidya,Atmabhavita, Svaha, Vishvambhara, Siddhi, Svadha, Medha, Dhriti.

(25) Shruti, Niti, Suniti, Sukriti, Madhavi, Naravahini, Pujya, Vibhavati, Soumya, Bhogini.

(26) Bhogashayini, Shobha, Vamshakari, Lola, Manini, Parameshthini, Trailokyasundari, Ramya, Sundari, Kamacharini.

(27) Mahanubhava, Sattvastha, Mahamahisha-Mardini, Padmamala, Papahara, Vichitramukutangada, Kanta, Chitrambaradhara, Divyabharana-Bhushita.

(28) Hamsakhya, Vyomanilaya, Jagasrishtivivarddhini, Niyantri, Yantramadhyastha, Nandini, Bhadrakalika, Adityavarna, Koumari.

(29) Mayuravaravahana, Vrishasanagata, Gouri, Mahakali, Surarchita, Aditi, Niyata, Roudri, Padmagarbhavivahana.

(30) Virupakshi, Lelihana, Mahasuravinashini, Mahafala, Anavadyangi, Kamarupa, Vibhavari, Koushiki, Vichitraratnamukuta, Pranatarti-Prabhanjani.

(31) Karshani, Ratri, Tridashartivinashini, Vahurupa, Virupa, Surupa, Rupavarjita, Bhaktartishamani, Bhavya, Bhavatapavinashini.

(32) Nirguna, Nityavibhava, Nihsara, Nirapatrapa, Tapasvini, Samagiti, Bhavankanilayalaya, Diksha, Vidyadhari, Dipta.

(47) Taijasi, Mahamayashraya, Manya, Mahadevamanorama, Vyomalakshmi, Simharatha, Chekitana, Amitaprabha, Vireshvari, Vimanastha.

(48) Vishoka, Shokanashini, Anahata, Kundalini, Nalini, Padmabhasini, Sadananda, Sadakriti, Vagdevata, Sarvvabhutashrayasthita.

(49) Brahmakala, Vishnushivagraja, Paragati, Kshobhika, Bandhika, Bhedya, Bhedabhedavivarjita, Kalalita, Kalarani.

(50) Brahmashri, Brahmahridaya, Vyomashakti, Kriyashakti, Jamashakti, Abhinna, Bhinnasamsthana, Vashini, Vamshakarini, Guhyashakti.

(51) Gunatita, Sarvada, Sarvatomukhi, Bhagini, Bhagavatpatni, Sakala, Kalakarini, Sarvvavit, Sarvvatobhadra.

(52) Guhyatita, Guharani, Prakriya, Yogamata, Ganga, Vishveshareshvari, Kapila, Akapila, Kanta, Kamalabha.

(53) Kalantara, Punya, Pushkarini, Bhoktri, Puranadarapurahsara, Poshani, Paramaishvaryabhutida, Bhutibhushana, Panchabrahmasamutpatti.

(54) Paramarthavigraha, Dharmodaya, Bhanumati, Yogijneya, Manojava, Manorama, Manoraska, Tapasi, Vadarupini, Vedashakti.

(55) Vedamata, Vedavidyaprakashini, Yogeshvareshvari, Mata, Mahashakti, Manomayi, , Viyanmurti, Vidyunmala, Vihayasi.

(56) Kinnari, Surabhi, Vidya, Nandini, Nandivallabha, Bharati, Paramananda, Paraparavibhedika, Sarvvapraharanopeta, Kamya.

(57) Kameshvareshvari, Achintya, Anantavibhava, Bhulekha, Kanakaprabha, Kushmandi, Dhanaratnadhya, Sugandha, Gandhadayini, Trivikramapadodbhuta.

(58) Dhanushpani, Shivodaya, Sudurlabla, Dhanadhyaksha, Dhanya, Pingalalochana, Shanti, Prabhavati, Dipti, Pankajayatalochana.

(59) Adya, Hritamalodbhuta, Gomata, Ranapriya, Satkriya, Girisha, Shuddhi, Nityapushta, Nirantara, Durga.

(60) Katyayani, Chandi, Charichitanga, Suvigraha, Hiranyavarna, Jagati, Jagadyantrapravartika, Sarada, Mandaradrinivasa, Svarnamalini.

(33) Manendrarinipatini, Sarvvatishayini, Vidya, Sarvvasiddhipradyini, Sarvveshvarapriya, Tarkshi, Samudrantaravasini, Akalanka, Niradhara.

(34) Nityashiddha, Niramaya, Kamadhenu, Vrihadgarbha, Dhimati, Mohanashini, Nihsankalpa, Niratanka, Vinaya.

(35) Vinayapriya, Jvalamalasahasradhya, Devadevi, Manomayi, Mahabhagavati, Bhaga, Vasudevasamudbhava, Mahendrapendrabhagini.

(36) Bhaktigamya, Paravara, Jnanajneya,Jaratita, Vedantavishaya, Gati, Dakshina, Dahana, Danta, Sarvvabhutanamaskrita.

(37) Yoganmaya, Vibhagajna, Mahamoha, Gariyasi, Sandhya, Brahmavidyashraya, Vijankurasamudhbuti, Mahashakti, Mahamati, Kshanti.

(38) Prajna, Chiti, Samvit, Mahabhogindra-Shayini, Vikriti, Shankari, Shanti, Ganagandharvasevita, Vaishvanari, Mahashala.

(39) Devasena, Guhapriya, Maharatri, Shivananda, Shachi, Duhsvapnanashini, Ijya, Pujya, Jagaddhatri, Durvineya.

(40) Surpini, Guhalvika, Gunotpatti, Mahapitha, Marutsuta, Havyavahantaragadi, Havyavahasa-Mudhbhava, Jagadyoni, Jaganmata, Janmamrityujaratiga.

(41) Vuddhi, Mahavuddhimati, Purushantaravasini, Tarasvini, Samadhistha, Trinetra, Divisamsthita, Sarvvendriyamanomata, Sarvvabhutahridisthita, Samsaratarini.

(42) Sattvashuddhikari, Shuddhi, Malatrayavinashini, Jagatpriya, Jaganmurti, Trimurti, Amritashraya, Nirashraya, Nirahara, Nirankushapododbhava.

(43) Surupa, Bhavini, Harini, Prabha, Unmilani, Sarvasaha, Sarvvapratyayasakshini, Susoumya, Chandravadana, Tandavasaktamanasa.

(44) Sativashuddhikari, Shuddhi, Malatrayavinashini, Jagatpriya, Jaganmurti, Trimurti, Amritashya, Nirashraya, Nirahara, Nirankushapadodbhava.

(45) Chakrahasta, Viochitrangi, Sragvini, Padmadharini, Paravaravidhanajna, Mahapuushapurvaja, Vishveshvarapriya, Vidyut, Vidyujjihva, Jitashrama.

(46) Vidyamayi, Sahaasrakshi, Sahasravadanatmaja, Sahasrarashmi, Sattvastha, Maheshvarapadashraya, Kshalini, Mrinmayi, Vyapta, Padmavodhika.

(47) Taijasi, Mahamayashraya, Manya, Mahadevamanorama, Vyomalakshmi, Simharatha, Chekitana, Amitaprabha, Vireshvari, Vimanastha.

(61) Ratnamala, Ratnagarbha, Pushti, Vishvapramathini, Padmanana, Padmanibha, Nityatushta, Amritodbhava, Dhunvati, Dushprakampa.

(62) Suryamata, Drishadvati, Mahendrabhagini, Soumya, Varenya, Varadayika, Kalyani, Kamalavasa, Panchachuda, Varaprada.

(63) Vachya, Amareshvari, Vandhya, Durjjaya, Duratikrama, Kalaratri, Mahabega, Virabhadrapriya, Hita, Bhadrakali.

(64) Jaganmata, Bhaktamangaladayini, Karala, Pingalakara, Kamabheda, Mahasvana, Yashasvini, Yashoda, Shadadhvaparivartika, Shankhini.

(65) Padmini, Sankhya, Samkhyayogapravartika, Chaitra, Samvatsararuda, Jagatsampurani, Indraja, Shumbhari, Khechari, Khastha.

(66) Kamburgriva, Kalipriya, Khagadhvaja, Khagaruda, Varahi, Pugamalini, Aishvaryapadmanilaya, Virakta, Garudasana, Jayanti.

(67) Hridguhagamya, Shankareshtaganagrani, Samyastha, Sankalpasiddha, Sarvvavijnandayini, Kalikalkavihantrui, Guhyanpanishaduttama, Nishtha, Drishti.

(68) Smriti, Vyapi, Pushti, Tushti, Kriyavati, Vishvamareshvasreshana, Bhukti, Mukti, Shiva, Amrita.

(69) Lohitasarpamala, Bhisani, Naramalini, Anantashayana, Ananta, Naranarayanodbhava, Nrisimhi, Daityamathini, Shankachakragadadhara, Ambika.

(70) Sankarshanasamutpatti, Padasamshrava, Mahajvala, Mahabhuti, Sumurti, Sarvvakamadhuka, Suprabha, Sustani, Souri, Dharmakamarthamokshada.

(71) Bhrumadhyanilaya, Purva, Puranapurusharani, Mahavibhutida, Madhya, Sarojanayana, Sama, Anadya, Nilotpaladalaprabha, Asthadashabhuja.

(72) Sarvvashaktyasanaruda, Dharmadharmavivarjita, Vairagyajnananirata, Niraloka, Nirindriya, Vichitragahanadhara, Shvashvatasthanavasini, Sthaneshvari, Nirananda, Trishulavaradharini.

(73) Asheshadevatamurti, Devatavaradevata, Ganambika, Giriputri, Nishumbhavinipatini, Avarna, Varnarahita, Trivarna, Jivasambhava, Anantavarna.

(74) Ananyastha, Shankari, Shantamanasa, Agotra, Gomati, Goptri, Guhyarupa, Gunottara, Go, Gih.

(75) Govyapriya, Gouni, Ganeshvaranamaskrita, Satyabhama, Satyasandha, Trisandhya, Sandhivarjita, Sarvvavadashraya, Samkhya, Samkhyayogasamudbhava.

(76) Asamkhyeya, Aprameyakhya, Shunya, Suddakulodbhava, Vindunadasamutpatti, Shambhuvasa, Shashiprabha, Pishanga, Bhedarahita, Manojna.

(77) Madhusudani, Mahashri, Shrisamutapatti, Tamohparepratishthita, Tritattvamata, Trividha, Susukshmapadasamshraya, Shantyatita, Malatita, Nirvikara.

(78) Nirashraya, Shivakhya, Chittanilaya, Kashyapi, Shivajnanasvarupini, Daityadanavanirmukhi, Kalakarnika, Shastrayoni, Kriyamurti, Chatruvargapradarshika.

(79) Narayani, Narodbhuti, Koumudi, Lingadharini, Karmuki, Kalita, Bhava, Paravaravibhutida, Vadava, Pararddhajatamahima.

(80) Vamalochana, Subhadra, Devaki, Sita, Manasvini, Vedavedangaparaga, Manyumata, Mahamanyusamundbhava, Amanyu, Amritasvada.

(81) Puruhuta, Purushtuta, Ashouchya, Bhinnavishaya, Hiranyarajatapriya, Hiranyarajani, Haimi, Hemabharanabhushita, Vibhrajamana, Durjneya.

(82) Jyotishtomafalaprada, Mahnidrasamudbhyuti, Anidra, Satyadevata, Dirgha, Kakudmini, Hridya, Shantida, Shantivarddhini, Lakshyadishaktijanani.

(83) Shaktichakrapravartika, Trishaktijanani, Janya, Shadurmiparivarjita, Sudhama, Karmakarani, Yugantadahanatmika, Sankarshini, Jagaddhatri, Kamayoni.

(84) Kiritini, Aindri, Trailokyanamita, Vaishnavi, Parameshvari, Pradyumnadayita, Datri, Yugmadrishti, Trilochana, Madotkata.

(85) Hamsagati, Prachanda, Chandavikrama, Vrishavesha, Vishyanmatra, Vindhyaparvatavasini, Himavanmerunilaya, Kailasagirivasini, Chanurahantritanaya, Nitijna.

(86) Kamarupini, Vedavedya, Vratasnata, Brahmashailanivasini, Virabhadrapraja, Vira, Siddha, Mahakamasamudbhava, Vidyanadharanirakriti.

(87) Apyayani, Haranti, Pavani, Poshani, Kala, Matrika, Manmathodbhuta, Varija, Vahanapriya, Sudha.

(88) Karishini, Vani, Vinavadanatatpara, Sevita, Sevika, Sevya, Garudatmati, Arundhati, Hiranyakshi.

(89) Mrigakshi, Manadayini, Vasuprada, Vasumati, Vasudhara, Vasundhara, Dharadhara, Vararoha, Characharasahsrada, Shrifala.

(90) Shrimati, Shrisha, Shrinivasa, Shivapriya, Shridhari, Shrikari, Kalya, Shridhararddhasharirini, Anantadrishti, Akshudra.

(91) Dhatrisha, Dhanadapriya, Daityasamuhaniyantri, Simhika, Simhavahana, Suvarchala, Sushroni, Sukirti, Chhinnasamshaya, Rasajna.

(92) Rasada, Rama, Lelihana, Amritasrava, Nityodita, Svayamjyotih, Utsuka, Mritajivani, Vajratunda, Vajrajihva.

(93) Mangalya, Mangala, Mala, Nirmala, Malaharini, Gandharvi, Garudi, Chandri, Kambalashvatarapriya, Soudamini.

(94) Janananda, Bhrikutikutilanana, Karnikarakara, Kakshya, Kamsapranapaharini, Yugandhara, Yugavarta, Trisandhya, Harshavardhini, Pratyakshadevata.

(95) Divya, Divyagandhathivasana, Shakrasanagata, Shakri, Sadhya, Charusharasana, Ishta, Vishishta, Shishteshta, Shishtashishtaprapujita.

(96) Shatarupa, Shatavarta, Vinata, Surabhi, Sura, Surendramata, Sudyumna, Sushumna, Suryasamsthita, Samiksha.

(97) Satpratishtha, Nivritti, Jnanaparaga, Dharmashastrarthakushala, Dharmajna, Dharmavahana, Dharmadharmavinirmatri, Dharmikamangalaprada, Dharmamayi, Dharmashakti.

(98) Vidharma, Vishvadharmini, Dharmantara, Dharmamayi, Dharmapurva, Dhanavaha, Dharmopadeshtri, Dharmaksha, Dharmagamya, Dharadhara.

(100) Mahadevaikasakshini, Sadashiva, Vishaynmurti, Vedamurti, Amurtika, Parameshvari, Shobha, Vishala, Prasannavadana, Hrishtatma.

This completes the list of the one thousand names given to the goddess. Although Himalaya had used on thousand and eight names in the course of his prayers, ten of these names are missing in the list. You will also have noticed that a few of the names occur more than once.

The Line of Uttanapada

It is hoped that you have not forgotten that Svayambhuva Manu and his wife Shatarupa had a son named Uttanapada. Uttanapada’s brother was Priyavarta. Dhruva was Uttanapada’s son. Dhruva was so devoted to Vishnu that Vishnu earmarked for him a place in the heaven known as Dhruvaloka. (Dhruva became the Pole Star. The complete story of Dhruva and his tapasya in given in the Vishnu Purana). 

Also in Uttanapada’s line was born Chakshusha. He became a manu. (Chakshusha was the sixth Manu of the present kalpa). In Chakshusha Manu’s line was born Vena, and Vena’s son was Prithu. Prithu milked the earth and obtained foodgrains on which people can survive. That is the reason why the earth is known as prithivi. (Prithu’s story is given in several Puranas, in addition to the Mahabharata and the Harivamsha).

Prithu’s son was Shikhandi and Shikhandi’s son was Sushila. Sushila was a very religious person. He faithfully studied the Vedas and visited several places of pilgrimage. His travels eventually brought him to the Himalayas, through which the sacred river Mandakini flowed. Near the banks of the river was a beautiful hermitage. It was there that Sushila began to pray to Shiva. While Sushila was thus praying, a sage named Shvetashvatara arrived. The sage’s body was lean with tapasya and he was smeared with ashes.

Sushila finished praying to Shiva and worshipped the sage. “I am indeed fortunate that I have met you,” he told Shvetashvatara. “Please make me your disciple and teach me all that there is to know.”

The sage agreed. He taught Sushila and several other disciples the knowledge of the shastras (sacred texts).

Shikhandi had a brother named Havirddhana. Havirddhana’s son was Prachinavarhi. He married Savarna, the daughter of the ocean, and had ten sons. These sons were known as the Prachetas. The Prachetas were devoted to Vishnu and prayed to Vishnu for several years. (The Vishnu Purana states that they meditated for ten thousand years under the ocean.) All ten Prachetas married Marisha and Daksha was born as a result of this marriage. (Marisha’s story is given in the Vishnu Purana.) It was this Daksha who had earlier been born as Brahma’s son. Because he quarrelled with Shiva, Shiva cursed Daksha that he would be born as the son of the Prachetas.

“Tell us the story of Daksha,” the sages requested Lomaharshana.

(The Prachetas are not to be confused with a sage named Pracheta. The sage Pracheta was Brahma’s son, as per the Brahmavaivarta Purana.)

Daksha’s Story

Daksha was Brahma’s son and had a daughter named Sati. Sati was married to Shiva. Daksha was thus Shiva’s father-in-law.

Once Daksha came to visit his son-in-law. But although Shiva worshipped him with all due respect. Daksha felt that he had been slighted. Subsequently, when Sati went to visit her father, Daksha severely reprimanded her.

“Your husband is worse than useless,” he told his daughter. “My other sons-in-law are far superior to him. You are not welcome in my house. Return to your worthless husband.”

Sati could not bear to hear this abuse of her husband and immolated herself. She was later born as Parvati, the daughter of Himavana (the Himalayas) and married Shiva again.

Shiva was furious to learn that Sati had died. He visited Daksha and cursed him that he would be born on earth as the son of a kshatriya. It was thus that Daksha had been born as the son of the Prachetas.

(Dakhsa’s story is full of inconsistencies in the Puranas. There is an account of a yajna that Daksha performed. Shiva either destroyed this yajna himself, or had it destroyed by Virabhadra. But which Daksha performed this yajna, the one who was the son of Brahma or the one who was the son of Prachetas? The Kurma Purana suggests that it was the son of the Prachetas who performed this ceremony. The more customary account, such as that in the Bhagavata Purana, is that it was Brahma’s son who performed the sacrifice. Daksha was angered at Shiva because, on one particular occasion, Shiva did not stand up to show him respect, although Daksha happened to be Shiva’s father-in-law. Daksha therefore organised a yajna to which he did not invite Shiva. Sati went to the ceremony uninvited, and immolated herself when her father started criticise her husband. Hearing of Sati’s death, Shiva destroyed the yajna. He also cursed Daksha that Daksha would have to be born as the son of the Prachetas.)

To return to the account of the Kurma Purana, the Daksha, who was the son of the Prachetas, organised a yajna. All the gods and sages were invited to this ceremony. But as a result of Daksha’s earlier enmity with his son-in-law, Shiva was not invited.

There was a sage named Dadhichi who protested at this slight to Shiva. “How can you have a religious ceremony without inviting Shiva?” he told Daksha.

“Shiva is a worthless fellow,” replied Daksha. “He is not fit to be worshipped together with the other gods. he wears skulls and destroys all that is created. How can he be treated as an equal of the great Vishnu, the preserver of all that one can see? My yajna is dedicated to Vishnu. It is not meant for the likes of Shiva.”

Dadhichi tried to persuade Daksha that Shiva should not be ignored, but Daksha was in no mood to listen. Dadhichi refused to take part in such a yajna and assured Daksha that his ceremony would not be successfully completed. He also cursed the other sages, who had sided with Daksha, that they would go to hell and would deviate from the path laid down in the Vedas. (The Mahabharata also records Dadhichi’s protest. According to the Mahabharata, Dadhichi was devoted to Shiva.)

Daksha went ahead with his yajna. The other gods, including Vishnu, came to attend the ceremony.

Meanwhile, Parvati got to know about the yajna and told Shiva, “How can there be a ceremony at which you are not invited? Although Daksha used to be my father in my earlier life, this evil act of his should not be condoned. Please destroy the ceremony.”

(If one goes by the more customary account, the question of Parvati’s asking Shiva to destroy the yajna does not arise. Sati died on the occasion of the ceremony and it was the grief of Sati’s death that led Shiva to exact vengeance. This happened much before Parvati was born as the daughter of Himavana.)

Because of Parvati’s bidding, Shiva created a demon named Virabhadra. Virabhadra had a thousand heads, a thousand feet, a thousand eyes and a thousand arms. His body shone with radiance like the sun at the time of destruction. The thousand arms held all sorts of weapons in them.

“What are my orders?” Virabhadra asked Shiva.

“Go and destroy Daksha’s yajna,” was the reply.

Virabhadra ascended a bull and set out for Daksha’s house. He created thousands and thousands of demons who would aid him in the task of destruction. These demons were armed with spears, tridents, maces, clubs and stones. Parvati also created a goddess named Bhadrakali who would help Virabhadra.

This strange army arrived at the place where the yajna was being held and said, “We are Shiva’s followers. We have come to receive Shiva’s share of the offerings.”

“No offerings have been earmarked for Shiva,” replied the gods and the sages. “He has not even been invited to the sacrifice.

These words angered Virabhadra and he began his task of destruction. His companions uprooted the scaffoldings that had been erected on the occasion of the sacrifice. The sacrificial horse was flung into the waters of the river Ganga. (This was an ashvamedha yajna (horse sacrifice) that was being performed on the banks of the river Ganga.

To return to the account of Kurma Purana, Daksha and Asikli had had sixty daughters had been married to Dharma, Brahma’s son. (There is again a contradiction. In the section on creation, the Kurma Purana had stated that thirteen daughters had been married to Dharma.) The ten daughters who had been married to Dharma were Marutvati, Vasu, Yami, Lamba, Bhanu, Arundhati, Sankalpa, Muhurta, Sadhya and Vishva. Vishva’s sons were the gods known as the vishvadevas, Sadhya’s sons the gods known as the sadhyas, Marutvati’s sons the gods known as the bhanus. (More usually, the Puranas have a completely different account of the birth of the maruts. They were born as the sons of Diti, Kashyapa’s wife.) Muhurta gave birth to time, Lamba to cattle (ghosha), Yami to snakes (nagas), Arundhati to all the objects (vishaya) on earth and Sankalpa to resolution (sankalpa).

Thirteen of Daksha’s daughters had been married to the sage Kashyapa. Their names were Aditi, Diti, Arishta, Danu, Surasa, Khasa, Surabhi, Vinata, Tamra, Krodhavasha, Ira, Kadru and Muni. Twelve gods known as the the adityas were born as the sons of Aditi. Their names were Amsha, Dhata, Bhaga, Tvashta, Mitra, Varuna, Aryama, Vivasvana, Savita, Pusha, Amshumana and Vishnu.

Danu’s sons were demons (danavas). Chief among them were Tara, Shambara, Kapila, Shankara, Svarbhanu and Vrishaparva. (Some Puranas mention forty such sons.)

Surasa gave birth to the gandharvas. (More usually, it is stated that Surasa was the mother of the snakes (nagas).)

Aristha’s sons were thousands and thousands of snakes (sarpas).

Kadru’s sons were also snakes (nagas).

Tamra’s daughters were the ancestors of the birds. Surabhi gave birth to cows and buffaloes and Ira to trees and herbs.

Khasa was the mother of yakshas (demi-gods), Muni of apsaras and Krodhavasha of rakshasas.

Vinata had two sons named Garuda and Aruna. These two sons performed very difficult tapasya. Garuda pleased Vishnu and obtained the boon that he would carry Vishnu around. Aruna pleased Shiva and obtained the boon that he would become the sun’s charioteer. (The story of the rivalry between Vinata and Kadru and their respective offspring is given in the Bhagavata and Matsya Puranas.)

This leaves Diti. She had two sons named Hiranyakashipu and Hiranyaksha. There two sons were demons and their children came to be known as the daityas. Hiranyakashipu was elder to Hiranyaksha. (The Puranas do not agree on this. In some Puranas, Hiranyaksha is referred to as the elder brother.)

Virabhadra caught hold of Bhaga (identified as the sun-god Surya) and tore out his eyes. He smashed the teeth of the god Pusha (also identified as another manifestation of the sun-god Surya). As for the moon-god Chandra, Virabhadra gave him a resounding kick and sent him reeling. The fire-god Agni had his arms and tongue sliced off by Virabhadra’s companions. The sages were kicked and boxed.

Vishnu himself came to intervene and Virabhadra began to fight with Vishnu.

Vishnu has a wonderful weapon named sudarshana chakra (a bladed-discuss) and he hurled this at Virabhadra. But Virabhadra easily repelled this weapon with his arrows. Vishnu is carried by Garuda, king of the birds. Garuda attacked Virabhadra, but so fierce was Virabhadra, that Garuda had to flee. The entire universe marvelled to see that Virabhadra could thus vanquish Vishnu and Garuda.

Brahma now arrived and sought to put an end to the fighting. He started to pray to Shiva and Shiva and Parvati arrived on the scene. The assembled gods and sages also began to pray to Shiva and Parvati. Parvati was moved to pity by these prayers.

“These gods and sages have now sought refuge with you,” she told Shiva. “Please pardon them their sins.”

“Agreed,” replied Shiva. “You have my blessing snow. But please remember that one cannot have a religious ceremony without I being worshipped.”

The gods and the sages realised that Shiva was no different from Vishnu. They were really one and the same, different manifestations of the same universal force.

When Daksha had earlier been born as the son of Brahma, he had married Asikli, the daughter of Virana. (There is a minor contradiction here as well. Earlier, the Kurma Purana has stated that Daksha’s wife was Prasuti. It is of course possible that Prasuti and Asikli were different names for the same individual.)

Daksha and Asikli had one thousand sons. But the sage Narada had persuaded these sons to become hermits, disinterested in worldly pursuits. (The Vishnu Purana given a more complete account. First, five thousand sons named the Haryashvas had been born and Narada had persuaded these sons to become hermits. Next, one thousand sons named the Shavalashvas had been born and these had also become hermits at Narada’s instigation. Thereafter, sixty daughters had been born.)

Hiranyakashipu

Hiranyakashipu pleased Brahma through his prayers. As a result of the boon that he received from Brahma, he became invisible and started to oppress the world. He drove the gods out of heaven.

The gods and the sages went to Brahma to persuade him to do something about Hiranyakashipu.

“I cannot really help you,” said Brahma. “Go to the northern shores of the great ocean and pray to Vishnu there. I will accompany you. It is Vishnu alone who can find a solution.”

Brahma led the gods and the sages to the shores of the great ocean and started to pray to Vishnu there.

Vishnu appeared before them. “Why have all of you come here?” he asked. “What do you want?”

“It is Hiranyakashipu,” replied the gods and the sages. “He is oppressing the world thanks to a boon received from Brahma. Because of the boon, he can only be killed by you. Please kill him and save the universe.”

Vishnu created a being out of his body. This being was as gigantic as Mount Sumeru and held a lotus (padma), a conch-shell (shankha) and a mace (gada) in his hands. “Go and kill Hiranyakashipu,” Vishnu instructed the being.

The being thereupon ascended Garuda and left for Hiranyakashipu’s capital. His roars made the ramparts of the city quake.

Hiranyakashipu had four sons named Prahlada, Anuhrada, Samhrada and Hrada. (The more usual names are Prahlada, Anuhlada, Samhlada and Hlada.) Accompanied by Hirayakashipu’s demon soldiers, these four sons came out to fight with the being easily repelled all of these. The four princes then unleashed divine weapons on the being. Prahlada used brahmastra, Anuhrada vaishnavastra, Samhrada koumarastra and Hrada agneyastra. But these divine weapons could do the wonderful being no harm. He merely picked up the princes and flung them far away.

On seeing that his sons had thus been disposed of, Hiranyakashipu came to fight. He gave the being a resounding kick on his chest and the creature fled in pain to Vishnu.

Vishnu now realised that he would have to take care of Hiranyakashipu himself. He adopted the form of a being who was a half-man and half-lion. Since nara means man and simha means lion, this came to be known as the narasimha incarnation (avatara) of Vishnu.

“Go and kill this peculiar creature,” Hiranyakashipu instructed Prahrada.

Prahrada and his brothers tried to fight with Vishnu, but were defeated easily. Hiranyakashipu now sent his brother Hiranyakasha to fight. Hiranyakasha used several weapons on Vishnu, including the diving weapon known as pashupata. But these weapons could do Vishnu no harm.

Meanwhile, Prahrada had realised that this being could be none other than Vishnu. He started to pray to Vishnu. He requested his brothers, uncle and father not to fight with Vishnu. But Hiranyakashipu’s chest with his claws and thereby killed him. He also killed Anuhrada, Samhrada and Hrada.

(A fairly common story in the Puranas, such as the Vishnu Purana, is the story of Prahlada. Despite being Hiranyakashipu’s son, Prahlada was devoted to Vishnu from his childhood. Hiranyakashipu had no desire to have a son who was devoted to Vishnu and did his level best to kill Prahlada. But Prahlada was protected by Vishnu and survived all these attempts. In the final incident, narasimha appeared while Hiranyakashipu was arguing with Prahlada and killed the demon-king. Vishnu then crowned Prahlada king in Hiranyakashipu’s place. There was no question of Hiranyaksha becoming king after Hiranyakashipu. In the more common account, Hiranyaksha was the elder brother and had already been killed by Vishnu in his boar (varaha) incarnation. It was Hiranyakasha’s death that led to Hiranyakashipu’s hatred of Vishnu. There is thus some variance between this more common account and that related by the Kurma Purana.)

Hiranyaksha

After Hiranyakashipu died, Hiranyaksha became the king of the demons.

Hiranyaksha promptly began to oppress the world. He defeated the gods and drove them out of heaven. He also took the earth down to the underworld. The gods again went to Brahma in search of a solution and Brahma took them to Vishnu. They prayed to Vishnu so that Hiranyaksha might be killed.

Vishnu adopted the form of a boar and killed Hiranyaksha. He also raised the earth up to its rightful place. (This was the story that was alluded to when the Kurma Purana mentioned Vishnu’s boar incarnation.)

When Hiranyaksha was killed, Prahlada became the king of demons. Initially, he ruled well. He worshipped Vishnu and performed yajnas. The kingdom thrived and prospered. But on one occasion, Prahrada forgot to worship a brahmana through inadvertence.

The brahmana was furious as he thought that Prahrada had done this knowingly. “You have dared to ignore me because you thank that you are blessed by Vishnu,” said the brahmana. “I curse you that you will forget all about Vishnu. Your delusions will make you fight with Vishnu and you will lose all your powers.”

As a result of the brahmana’s curse, Prahrada deviated from the righteous path. He ignored the brahmanas and the Vedas. He desired to have revenge on Vishnu for having killed his father and uncle. Prahlada fought a long and bitter war with Vishnu. When he was eventually defeated by Vishnu, he realised the folly of his evil ways and sought refuge with Vishnu.

After Prahrada’s death, Hiranyaksha’s son Andhaka became the king of the demons.

A Digression on Goutama

Many years ago, there was a terrible drought on earth. There was no food to be had and famine prevailed.

There were several sages who lived in the forest, and they too, suffered from a lack of food.

Goutama was a very powerful sage and he had a hermitage in the forest. Such were the powers that Goutama had that it never stopped raining in his hermitage. There was no famine there and plenty of food was to be had. The other sages therefore went to Goutama’s hermitage and begged him to provide them with food and shelter. This request Goutama readily agreed to, and the sages lived there happily.

After twelve years had passed, it began to rain again. The drought had passed and foodgrains started to grow. The sages no begged their leave of Goutama.

“Stay for a few more days,” said Goutama. “Be my guests and bless my household.”

The sages tarried, but they were jealous of Goutama and his powers. They therefore plotted to bring about Goutama’s downfall. With their own powers, they created a black calf. This calf was nothing but an illusion. But having created it, the sages sent it to Goutama. Goutama found the calf wandering around and decided to take it to his cowshed. But as soon as he touched the calf, the calf seemed to die. All this was because of the illusion, but Goutama did not know this. he was thunderstruck at having killed a cow.

“You are evil, you have killed a cow,” the sages told Goutama. “It would be a sin to remain as your guest. We are leaving.”

By then, Goutama had got to know that the calf had been an illusion. He was extremely angry with the sages and cursed them, “because you have been evil, you have deviate from the path laid down by the Vedas. You will rot in hell and will have to be born several times to be freed of your sins.”

The sages started to pray to Vishnu and Shiva. They wished that their sins might be cleansed.

“What shall we do with these sages?” Shiva asked Vishnu. “Shall we pardon them? They are praying for deliverance.”

“Never,” replied Vishnu. “Those who do not follow what is laid down in the Vedas will surely rot in hell. But since they are not permitted to follow the sacred shastras, let us compose some other shastras for them. They will follow those evil shastras, rot in hell and be born on earth several times. That is their penance.”

To delude the sages, Shiva himself pretended to be a great religious teacher. He preached evil ways and the stupid brahmanas began to follow what he preached.

This boon Vali granted. The dwarf immediately assumed a gigantic form. With one footstep, Vishnu covered the entire earth. With a second, he covered the sky. And with the third and final footstep, he covered heaven. The entire universe is inside and egg (anda) and outside the egg there is water. Vishnu’s foot cracked the shell of the egg and some of the water that was outside, poured in. This water began to flow through the sky and became the heavenly Ganga. (The story of the heavenly Ganga (identified as the Milky Way) descending to earth is a separate story. The story of Ganga being born from Vishnu’s body is given in the Brahmavaivarta Purana.)

Having traversed all the land that was available, Vishnu resumed his form of a dwarf.

“You have now donated to me all the three worlds,” he told Vali. “Where will you stay?”

“I seek refuge with you,” was Vali’s answer.

Vishnu then instructed Vali to go and live in the underworld. As for heaven, it was restored to Indra.

This is the story of Vishnu’s dwarf (vamana) incarnation.

Vana

Vali had a hundred sons, the eldest among whom was Vana. Vana was devoted to Shiva. He was also extremely powerful. He defeated Indra and conquered the three worlds.

Indra and the other gods went to Shiva. “Your devotee, Vana is oppressing us,” they told Shiva. “Please take care of him.”

Shiva took up a single arrow and with this, he completely burnt up Vana’s city.

(This is deviation from the usual account of the Puranas, such as the Vishnu Purana or the Bhagavata Purana. In those accounts, Krishna fought with Vana and defeated him, although Shiva fought on Vana’s side. It was because of Krishna’s blessings that Vana became Shiva’s companion. Vana’s capital was named Shonitapura.)

When Vana’s city was being burnt up, Vana emerged and started to pray to Shiva’s linga (image of Shiva). Pleased at Vana’s prayers, Shiva made Vana a ganapati. Thus, Vana came to be Shiva’s constant companion.

Andhaka

While Shiva was gone, he left his companion Nandi to look after his household. He also gave Vishnu the overall responsibility of ensuring that all was well with Parvati and the gods and the sages.

Realising that Shiva was away, Andhaka thought that this was the opportune moment for abducting Parvati. He found that Nandi stood guard at the entrance to Shiva’s house and began to fight with Nandi. Nandi struck Andhaka on the chest with a trident.

This angered Andhaka and he created a thousand other demons who were just like him in appearance. This army of demons defeated Nandi and the gods. Nandi did not know what to do and started to pray to Vishnu. Vishnu created some goddesses from his body and these goddesses killed the demon soldiers. Andhaka also fled.

After twelve years had passed, Shiva returned and learnt what had transpired.

By then, Andhaka had recovered and he returned, determined in his bid to abduct Parvati. Both Shiva and Vishnu started to fight with Andhaka’s army.

Vishnu told Shiva, “Kill this demon. No one but you can kill Andhaka. Please kill the demon and deliver the universe.”

Shiva pierced Andhaka’s chest with a trident. He held the trident aloft, with Andhaka transfixed to one of its prongs. And with his trident held aloft, Shiva began to dance.

But all the evil had deserted Andhaka’s body and mind as soon as he had been pierced by Shiva’s trident. He started to pray to Shiva. These prayers pleased Shiva.

He lowered the trident and told Andhaka, “I am pleased with your prayers. My companions are known as the ganas. Stay by my side and be a ganapati, that is, a lord over the ganas. You will be Nandi’s companion.”

Vali

With Andhaka thus taken care of, Prahrada’s son Virochana became the king of the demons. He ruled his kingdom well.

There was a sage named Sanatakumara who once went to visit Virochana. Virochana was delighted to see the sage and Sanatakumara instructed Virochana on the true nature of the universe. These teachings so impressed Virochana that he no longer had any desire to be a king. He went off to meditate, after having crowned his son, Vali, as the king of the demons.

Vali was a good and righteous king. He ruled well and observed religious rites faithfully. But he defeated Indra and the other gods and won over heaven from them. Indra and the other gods started to pray to Vishnu for deliverance.

The mother of all the gods was Aditi and she was despondent at seeing her children suffer thus. She too, started to pray to Vishnu. Stirred by these prayers, Vishnu appeared before Aditi.

“What boon do you desire?” he asked.

“Please grant me the boon that you will be born as my son.” replied Aditi. “And as my son, you will take care of Vali.”

Vishnu granted the boon and was born as Aditi’s son. As Aditi’s son, Vishnu studied the Vedas under the sage Bharadvaja.

Meanwhile, Vali arranged a yajna and Vishnu came to attend the ceremony in the form of a dwarf (vamana). (In more usual accounts, such as the Bhagavata Purana, Vishnu was born as a dwarf.)

Vali was not going to refuse anything to anyone on the occasion of the sacrifice. As soon as he saw the dwarf, he worshipped him and said, “I am fortunate that you have come to attend my ceremony. Please tell me what I can do for you.”

“Grant me as much of land as can be covered in three of my footsteps,” replied the dwarf.

Kartavirya Arjuna had several hundred sons. But the five most important ones were Shura, Shurasena, Krishna, Dhrishna and Jayadvaja. Jayadvaja was devoted to Vishnu, but his brothers were more inclined towards the worship of Shiva.

The four brothers told Jayadhvaja. “Stop worshipping Vishnu. Our father was a devotee of Shiva’s and it is our duty to follow the example set by our father. Let us worship Shiva.”

“It is my duty to worship Vishnu,” replied Jayadhvaja. “Vishnu is the lord of everything, he is the preserver. How can I do otherwise?”

The brothers debated about the virtues of worshipping Shiva vis-a-vis Vishnu, but could arrive at no consensus. They therefore decided to seek the advice of the seven great sages (saptarshi), chief amongst whom was Vashistha.

Vashishtha told the brothers, “One worships the god that one chooses, there are no rules in this regard. All gods yield the desired fruit, if properly worshipped. To the extent that there are rules, there are as follows. Kings worship Vishnu and Indra; brahmanas worship Agni, Aditya, Brahma and Shiva; the gods worship Vishnu; the demons worship Shiva; the yakshas and gandharvas worship Chandra; the sages worship Brahma and Shiva; and women worship Parvati. But for humans, the best way is to realise that Shiva is no different from Vishnu and that Shiva and Vishnu should therefore be worshipped simultaneously.”

The Kurma Purana also gives the names of several kings belongings to the lunar dynasty. But these we will gloss over, as they are merely only a catalogue of names.

Durjaya and Urvashi

There used to be a king named Durjaya. He was learned in the shastras and a good king. His wife was a beautiful and good woman.

One day, King Durjaya went to the banks of the river Kalindi. There he met the apsara Urvashi and fell in love with her. He married Urvashi and lived with her for many years.

After several years had passed, Durjaya remembered his kingdom and wife. He told Urvashi, “Please let me return to my home now.”

“Not yet, king,” replied Urvashi. “Please stay with me for one more year.”

“I will return as soon as I have visited my kingdom,” said Durjaya. “I promise you that I will not tarry there. Therefore, let me return.”

“I will let you go on condition that you do not live as the husband of any other woman,” replied Urvashi.

Durjaya agreed to this condition and returned home. But because of the word that he had given Urvashi, he stayed away from his wife and did not venture near her. His wife tried to find out what the matter was, but Durjaya would not reply. Finally, the queen got to know what Durjaya had done and realised that her husband had committed a sin. He should not have married Urvashi while his wife was still alive. The queen therefore told Durjaya, “You have sinned. You must perform penance. That is the sort of action that befits a king, not this despondency that you have become addicted to.”

The Solar Dynasty

The sun-god, Vivasvana, was the son of Kashyapa and Aditi. He had four wives, Samjna, Rajni, Prabha and Chhaya.

Samjna’s son was Vaivasvata Manu. Rajni’s children were Yama, yamuna and Revanta. Savarni, Shani, Tapati and Vishti were Chhaya’s children and Prabha’s son was Prabhata.

(The names do not tally across the Puranas. For example, in the Markandeya Purana, the sun had only two wives, Samjna and Chhaya. Yama and Yamuna were also the children of Samjna.)

Vaivasvata Manu had nine sons. Their names were Ikshvaku, Nabhaga, Arishta, Karusha and Prishadhra. Manu also had a daughter named Ila, from whom the lunar dynasty originated.

Ikshvaku’s son was Vikukshi and this was the line of Kakutstha. In this line was born Rama, of Ramayana fame.

The names of several kings of the solar dynasty are given. But these we will not reproduce, as they are merely a catalogue of names.

The Lunar Dynasty

Budha was the son of the moon-god Chandra. Budha married Ila and they had a son named Pururava.

Pururava married the apsara Urvashi and they had six sons. One of these sons was Ayu and amongst Ayu’s descendants was a king named Yayati.

Yayati had two wives. The first was Devayani, daughter of Shukracharya, the preceptor of the demons. The second wife was named Sharmishtha and she was the daughter of Vrishaparva, the king of the danavas. Yayati and Devayani had two sons, Yadu and Tursavu. Yayati and Sharmishtha had three sons, Druhya, Anu and Puru. When it became time for Yayati to retire to the forest, he gave puru the bulk of the kingdom and Puru’s descendants came to be known as the Pauravas. Yadu was given some land towards the south-west and his descendants were the Yadavas. Turvasu ruled to the south-east, Druhya to the west and Anu to the north. 

One of Yadu’s descendants was the king Kritavirya and Kritavirya’s son became famous as Kartavirya Arjuna. he had a thousand arms and was the most skilled of fighters. He eventually met his death at the hands of Parashurama.

King Durjaya went and met the sage Kanva to ascertain what sort of penance should be performed for the sin that he had committed. Kanva advised him to go to the Himalayas and meditate.

While Durjaya was going to the Himalayas, he met a gandharva king. The gandharva king wore a divine garland, Durjaya remembered Urvashi. He thought that the garland was a fitting adornment for no one but Urvashi. He began to fight with the gandharva over the possession of the garland. Durjaya managed to defeat the gandharva king and obtain the garland. He immediately hastened to banks of the river Kalindi, because he thought that he might find Urvashi there. But Urvashi was not to be found, and Durjaya roamed the world in search of her.

Finally, Durjaya arrived in the region of Mount Sumeru. The lake Manasa is located there. And by the shores of the lake, Durjaya found Urvashi. He gave the apsara the garland and lived happily with her for some time.

After a few days had passed, Urvashi asked Durjaya, “King please tell me what transpired when you went home.”

Durjaya thereupon told Urvashi about the conversation that he had with his wife and about what the sage Kanva had asked him to do.

Urvashi was alarmed when she heard the king’s account. “What have you done?” she exclaimed. “Hasten back, otherwise Kanva and your wife will curse the two of us.”

But Durjaya was so smitten with love for Urvashi that he refused to listen to Urvashi’s entreaties. Urvashi therefore made herself very ugly. This repelled Durjaya, and he gave Urvashi up.

For twelve years Durjaya performed difficult tapasya, living only on fruits and roots. For another twelve years, he lived only on air. After having thus meditated for twenty-four years, Durjaya went to Kanva’s hermitage and told the sage all that he had done.

“I am pleased that you have realised the folly of your ways and have performed tapasya,” said Kanva. “But that alone is not enough. Your sin has been too severe. Go to the city of Varanasi and live there. Shiva is ever-present in that city and he will pardon all your sins.”

Durjaya did this and was pardoned all his sins. Such are the benefits of praying to Shiva and such are the virtues of the wonderful city of Varanasi.

The Eras

You probably remember that there are four yugas or eras - satya yuga or krita yuga, treta yuga, dvapara yuga and kali yuga.

Lomaharshana next told the sages about the characteristics of these four eras.

Kali yuga is the worst of the four eras. People are sinful and forget the dharma of the four varnas and the four ashramas. In fact, men are so sinful that no prescribed penance atones for their sins. The only place which is free from such sins is the sacred city of Varanasi.

In satya yuga, the best course to be pursued is meditation; in treta yuga it is the pursuit of knowledge (jnana); in dvapara yuga it is the performance of yajnas; and in kali yuga it is the donation of alms. Brahma is the primary god in satya yuga, Surya in treta yuga, Vishnu in dvapara yuga and Shiva in kali yuga.

Envy and jealousy were unknown in satya yuga and everyone was happy. There was no superiors and inferiors and all individuals were equally healthy and equally handsome. There were no fixed places for people to live in, no cities and no villages. men lived in the mountains and on the shores of the oceans.

In satya yuga, water was always freely available. This was no longer the case in treta yuga. Water only became available when it rained. Rain was unknown earlier. And as it rained, trees began to grow. People lived on these trees. The fruit from these trees provided the sustenance required to make a living. But gradually, anger and jealousy came to be known and many of the wonderful trees disappeared as mankind picked up evils ways. However, enough trees were left to ensure that people did not die of starvation. They lived on honey gathered from the trees. Although men looked on satya yuga with nostalgia, ill-health and disease continued to be unknown even in treta yuga. But towards the end of treta yuga, people became really sinful. All the trees disappeared. To make a living, mankind had to resort to agriculture and animal husbandry. The weather became inclement and seasons like summer, monsoon and winter led to hardship. Notions of property were also introduced. Individuals appropriated mountains, rivers, land, trees and herbs as their own. To instil righteousness in the minds of people, the principles of varnashrama dharma were set out towards the end of treta yuga.

In dvapara yuga, hatred, anger and jealousy became much more common. Fighting started. It was then that Vedavyasa spread amongst ordinary people, the knowledge that was in the Vedas, by dividing them. Drought, death and disease came to be known in dvapara yuga.

Krishna’s Tapasya

Krishna was the eight incarnation of Vishnu and he was born as the son of Devaki and Vasudeva.

Initially, Krishna did not have any sons Desirous of obtaining a son, Krishna went to visit the sage Upamanyu. The sage’s hermitage was beautiful. Wonderous were the trees and flowers and grew there. The constant chanting of the Vedas could be heard. Wild animals lost their ferocity as soon as they entered the hermitage. Lotus flowers bloomed in the ponds. Sages came from all over the country to meditate in the hermitage. The sacred river Ganga flowed past the hermitage.

Krishna greeted the sages and they worshipped him in return.

Upamanyu welcomed Krishna with various offerings and said, “Our meditation has been amply rewarded by your visit. The great Vishnu has himself come to grace us by your presence. But is there any particular reason as to why you have come to the hermitage?”

“I wish to meet Shiva,” replied Krishna. “How does one get to met him?”

“Shiva appears if a devotee performs difficult tapasya,” said Upamanyu. “It helps if the meditation is accompanied by great faith.”

Hearing these words, Krishna began a difficult religious rite known as pashupata vrata. He donned clothes made out of the barks of trees, smeared ashes on his body and continuously chanted Shiva’s name. After many years had passed, Shiva and Parvati appeared before Krishna.

“Krishna, why are you performing tapasya?” asked Shiva. “You are the great Vishnu himself. Any object that you desire is immediately attained. Why are you then engaged in this task of meditation?”

“I wish to have a son who is just like you,” said Krishna. “Please let him also be devoted to you.”

Shiva gladly granted the boon and the son who was born was Shamba (alternatively, Samba). He was the son of Krishna and Jambavati.

(Stories about Shamba are to be found in the Vishnu Purana, and also in Mahabharata.)

In kali yuga, fraudulence is the norm. There are severe droughts and famines, revolutions take place. People are liars and sinners. They are easily angered. They d not respect the brahmanas. The brahmanas, on their part, forget all about the Vedas and yajnas. Shudras become kings and oppress the brahmanas. Some Shudras shave off their heads and wear saffron clothes. They pretend to be religious teachers. And horror of horrors, people start to believe in these fraudulent teachers. Women wear hairpins in their hair. As if this alone were not enough, they refuse to obey their husbands. Thieves are everywhere. The only redeeming feature of kali yuga is the fact that even if one worships Shiva just a little bit in kali yuga, one attains undying punya (store of merit).

Lingas

A linga is an image of Shiva. There are several wonderful lingas in the wonderful city of Varanasi.

There is a gigantic linga named Omkara. Amongst other famous lingas located in the city are Krittivaseshvara, Madhyadeshvara, Vishveshvara and Kaparddishvara.

The Kurma Purana recites the glories of these lingas. It also enumerates the various tirthas (places of pilgrimage) that are to be found in the city of Varanasi.

It goes on to list the virtues of the Ganga, the Yamuna and the city of Prayaga (modern Allahabad).

Geography and Astronomy

It is hoped that you have not forgotten that Svayambhuva Manu had a son named Priyavrata. Priyavrata had ten sons. Their names were Agnidhra, Agnivahu, Vapushmana, Dyutimana, Medha, Medhatithi, Bhavya, Savana, Putra and Jyotishmana.

Medha, Agnivahu and Putra had no desire to rule. They were not interested in material pursuits and became hermits.

Priyavrata divided the earth amongst the remaining seven sons. Thus it was that the earth came to be divided into seven regions or dvipas. The names of these regions are Jambudvipa, Plakshadvipa, Shalmalidvipa, Kushadvipa, Krounchjdvipa, Shakadvipa and Pushkaradvipa. Agnidhra ruled over Jambudvipa, Medhatithi over Plakshadvipa, Vapushmana over Shalmalidvipa, Jyotishmana over Kushadvipa, Dyutimana over Krounchadvipa, Bhavya over Shakadvipa and Savan over Pushkaradvipa.

Agnidhra, the ruler of Jambudvipa, had nine sons. Their names were Nabhi Kimpurusha, Hari, Ilavrita, Ramya, Hiranyavana, Kuru, Bhadrashva and Ketumala. Agnidhra divided Jambudvipa into nine regions (varshas) and gave each of his sons a region to rule over. A king named Bharata was one of Nabhi’s descendants. After the name of Bharata, the region that Nabhi ruled over has come to be known as Bharatavarsha.

There are fourteen regions (lokas) in the universe. Seven of them form the upper regions. Their names are bhuloka, bhuvarloka, svarloka, maharloka, janaloka, tapolaka and satyaloka. Bhuloka is the earth and its limits extend upto the points that can be lit up the rays of the sun and the moon. Take the distance from bhuloka to the solar circle. An equal distance beyond the solar circle constitutes bhuvarloka. The region from the limits of bhuvarloka to the region of Dhruva (the Pole Star) is svarloka or svarga (heaven). Above the solar circle is the lunar circle and above that come, successively, the regions of the stars (nakshatras), Budha (Mercury), Shukra (Venus), Mangala (Mars), Brihaspati (Jupiter), the saptarshis’ (the constellation Ursa Majoris or the Great Bear) and Dhruva.

Shani (Saturn), Brihaspati and Mangala move slowly. The sun, the moon, Budha and Shukra move relatively fast. The sun’s chariot is drawn by seven horses named Gayatri, Vrihati, Ushnika, Jagati, Pamki, Anushtupa and Trishtupa. In each month, the sun adopts a specific form known as an aditya. There are thus twelve adityas - Dhatta, Aryama, Mitra, Varuna, Shakru, Vivasvana, Pusha, Parjanya, Amshu, Bhaga, Tvashta and Vishnu.

Maharloka is above the world of Dhruva (dhruvaloka). It is reserved for those who have been freed from the bonds of the world. Janaloka is still further away. Brahma’s sons live there. Tapaloka is beyond janaloka and satyaloka is beyond tapaloka. Another word for satyaloka is brahmaloka, since Brahma lives there. Vishnu lives there as well.

(The Kurma Purana does not mention the seven lokas that constitute the lower regions of the universe. This is the underworld (patala).)

There are seven seas that surround the seven dvipas on earth. The names of the seas are Kshara, Ikshu, Sura, Ghrita, Dadhi, Kshira and Svadu. (The names of the seven oceans often differ from Purana to Purana.)

Right in the centre of Jambudvipa is Mount Sumeru. To its south lie the mountains Himavana, Hemakuta and Nishadha; and to its north the mountains Nila, Shveta and Shringi. Bharatavarsha is to the south of Mount Sumeru. Brahma’s assembly is located on the peak of Mount Sumeru.

Manvantaras 

You already know what a manvantara is. The titles of the seven great sages (saptarshi), the names of the gods and the title of Indra change from the manvantara to another.

In the present kalpa (cycle), six manvantaras have passed.

The first Manu was Svayambhuva.

The second Manu was Svarochisha. The gods then were the paravatas and tushitas and the title of Indra was held by Vipashchita. The seven great sages were Urjja, Stamba, prana, Dambholi, Vrishabha, Timira and Arvarivana.

Uttama was the third Manu. The gods of this manvantara were the sudhamas, stayas, shivas, pratardanas and vashavartis and the name of the Indra was Sushanti. Rajah, Gotra, Urddhavahu, Savana, Anagha, Sutapa and Shukra were the seven great sages.

The fourth Manu was Tamasa. The gods of this era were the suravas, haris, satyas and sudhas and the title of Indra was held by Shibi. The seven great sages were Jyotirdhama, Prithu, Kavya, Chaitra, Agni, Varuna and Pivara.

In the fifth manvantara, the Manu was Raivata and the title of Indra was held by Vibhu. The gods were the bhutis and the vaikunthas and the seven great sages were Hiranyaroma, Vedashri, Urddhavahu, Vedavahu, Suvahu and Suparjanya. (The name of the seventh great sage is missing.)

The Manus Svarochisha, Uttama, Tamasa and Raivata were all descended from Svayambhuva Manu.

The sixth Manu was Chakshusha and the Indra then was Manojava. The gods were known as the adyas, prasutas, bhavyas, prithukas and lekhas. Sumedha, Vrija, Havishmana, Uttama, Madhu, Abhimana and Sahishnu were the seven great sages.

The seventh manvantara is the one that is now current and the Indra now is Purundara. The Manu is Shraddhadeva, the gods are the adityas, the vasus, the rudras and the maruts. The names of the seven great sages are Vashishtha, Kashyapa, Atri, Jamadagni, Goutama, Vishvamitra and Bharadvaja.

In the present kalpa, there will be seven more manvantaras in the future. Thereafter, the world will be destroyed.

(It should be mentioned that the names given in this section do not necessarily tally with the names given in the other Puranas. Not only do the names of the gods, the sages and the Indras differ, the names of the future manvantaras also sometimes differ from Purana to Purana.)

Vedavyasa

In every dvapara yuga, a Vedavyasa is born so as to divide the Vedas and disseminate their knowledge. In the present era, there have been twenty-eight dvapara yugas and there have therefore been twenty-eight individuals who have held the title of Vedavyasa. The Kurma Purana gives their names as follows.

(1) Svayambhuva Manu.

(2) Prajapati.

(3) Ushana.

(4) Brihaspati.

(5) Savita.

(6) Mrityu.

(7) Indra.

(8) Vashishtha.

(9) Sarasvata.

(10) Tridhama.

(11) Rishabha.

(12) Suteja.

(13) Dharma.

(14) Sachakshu.

(15) Trayaruni.

(16) Dhananjaya.

(17) Kritanjaya.

(18) Ritanjaya.

(19) Bharadvaja.

(20) Goutama.

(21) Vachashrava.

(22) Narayana.

(23) Trinavindu.

(24) Valmiki.

(25) Shaktri.

(26) Parashara.

(27) Jatukarna.

(28) Krishna Dvaipayana. Krishna Dvaipayana Vedavyasa divided the Vedas into four parts and taught them to four of his disciples. He taught Paila the Rig Veda. Vaishampayana the Yajur Veda, Jaimini the Sama Veda and Sumantu the Atharva Veda. As for the Puranas, they were taught to Lomaharshana.

Shiva’s Incarnations

Most Puranas only mention Vishnu’s incarnations (avataras). The Kurma Purana is one of the rate ones which mentions Shiva’s incarnations.

In each kali yuga, Shiva has had an incarnation. The names of these incarnations are as follows.

(1) Shveta.

(2) Sutara.

(3) Madana.

(4) Suhotra.

(5) Kankana.

(6) Lokakshi.

(7) Jaigishavya.

(8) Dadhivaha.

(9) Rishabha.

(10) Bhrigu.

(11) Ugra.

(12) Atri.

(13) Vali.

(14) Goutama.

(15) Vedashirsha.

(16) Gokarna.

(17) Shikhandaka.

(18) Jatamali.

(19) Attahasa.

(20) Daruka.

(21) Langali.

(22) Mahavama.

(23) Muni.

(24) Shuli.

(25) Pindamunishvara.

(26) Sahishnu.

(27) Somasharma.

(28) Nakulishvara.

The Ishvara Gita

While Lomaharshana was reciting the Kurma Purana to the assembled sages, Krishna Dvaipayana Vedavyasa arrived on the scene. Lomaharshana and the other sages requested Vedavyasa to instruct them about the path to true knowledge. This is what Vedavyasa told them.

The paramatman (the divine soul) is the only truth. It is ever pure and ever present. It is from the paramatman that the universe is created and it is into the paramatman that the universe merges at the time of its destruction. The paramatman is not the earth. It is not water, energy, wind or sky. It cannot be touched, nor can it be sensed.

The paramatman is always present in the jivatman (human soul). Any sense of distinction between the paramatman and the jivatman is due to illusions and the presence of the ego. The truly learned rise above such illusions. Therefore, a wise person does not see any distinction between his own self and other objects. The same paramatman pervades everything. Just as all rivers unite with the ocean, a learned person realises that all individuals jivatmans unite with the paramatman.

Yoga (literally, union) is a technique of meditation that helps to bring about this sense of identity between the jivatman and the paramatman. Yoga has eight components. The first is pranayama. This means the control of one’s breath. The breath of life is known as prana and ayama means control. There are three parts to any pranayama exercise. When the breath is being exhaled, that is known as rechaka; and the process of inhalation is known as puraka. When the breath is neither being inhaled nor exhaled, that is kumbhaka.

The second component of yoga is pratyahara. This connotes the control of one's senses. Yoga must always be performed in a proper posture and this is the third component of asana. The fourth component is called yama. This means the practice of non-violence, truthfulness and pity. The fifth component is known as niyama. This encompasses worship, studying the Vedas, cleanliness and meditation.

Yoga has a sixth component named dhyana. In this process, one conjures up an image of the paramatman and meditates continuously on it. The process of fixing this image in one's heart is the seventh component, dharana. And the final component, samadhi, is a situation where the individual realises the complete identity between the jivatman and the paramatman.

Rituals

The sacred thread (upavita) ceremony is very important and must always be performed at eight year of age. Brahma had created the cotton tree so that sacred threads might be made out of cotton. But on occasions it is permissible to make sacred threads out of grass.

A guru (teacher) is always to be respected and worshipped. In principle, a guru is anyone from whom knowledge might be gained. But apart from usual teachers, a father-in-law, a grandfather and an individual belonging to a superior varna are also recognised as gurus. A mother, a grandmother, a guru's wife, an aunt, a mother-in-law and the wife of an elder brother are recognised as being equivalent to a guru. One must a guru ever be show disrespect or argued with. A person who hates his guru is certain to go to hell.

Amongst gurus or those who are equivalent to gurus, the most important are a father, a mother, a teacher, an elder brother and a husband. These have to be respectfully served at all costs.

A brahmana must always wash his mouth after eating, drinking, sleeping, bathing, spitting or changing clothes. The mouth must also be washed before sitting down to study. It is also recommended that the mouth be washed after talking to those who do not believe in the Vedas, shudras, outcasts and women. If a mouthwash is not possible, one can cleanse oneself by touching a piece of clothing is touched inadvertently, the act of purification requires the touching of water, wet grass or the earth.

One of the most sacred mantras (incantations) that one can chant is the gayatri. Before chanting, thirty-two-cells must be drawn, as shown, and the letters of the mantra must be written down in the cells, as indicated. To recite the gayatri, one now reads the letters as they occur in the numbered cells. That is, one starts with cell number one, moves to cell number two and so on and so forth.

	5
	13
	21
	29
	28
	20
	12
	4

	vvr
	sya
	pra
	se
	ja
	nah
	va
	tu 

	

	6
	14
	22
	30
	27
	19
	11
	3

	re
	dhi
	cho
	sa
	ra
	yo
	de
	vi

	

	7
	15
	23
	31
	26
	18
	10
	2

	ni
	ma
	da
	va
	ro
	yo
	rgo
	tsa

	

	8
	16
	24
	32
	25
	17
	9
	1

	yam
	hi
	yat
	dom
	pa
	dhi
	bha
	ta


A person who kills a brahmana, drinks wine, or steals gold from a brahmana, has to perform penance by killing himself. A person who kills a brahmana may also build a hut in the forest and live there for a period of twelve years. But throughout the period, he has to bear a mark signifying the dead brahmana’s head on his palm. He is also not permitted to visit another brahmana or a temple as long as the penance is going on. It needs to be mentioned that the sin of killing a brahmana can be thus pardoned only if the killing was done inadvertently. If the killing was conscious, no penance will suffice. Under such circumstances, the sinner had best immolate himself in a fire, drown himself, or fast to death.

For other sins, the observance of a religious rite (vrata) is often indicated. The major vratas are as follows.

(i) Santapana: This involves living for one whole day on cow’s urine, cowdung, cow’s milk, curds made from cow’s milk and clarified butter made from cow’s milk. The next day is a day of fasting.

(ii) Mahasantapana: This is a more severe version of the earlier vrata. In the case of santapana vrata, five items were listed as permissible food. Mahasantapana vrata lasts for a period of six days, and on each of these days, only one of the five items mentioned may be partaken of. The seventh day is day of fasting.

(iii) Prajapatya or krichha: If this vrata is to be observed, one can eat only during the day. For the first three days, one is only permitted to eat twenty-six handfuls of food, each handful being as large as a hen’s egg.

For the next three days, twenty-two handfuls are permitted, but only in the evenings. And for the final three days, twenty-four handful are permitted.

(iv) Atikrichha: This is a more severe version of the earlier vrata. For the first three days, a single handful of food is permitted during the day. For the next three days, one handful is permitted in the evenings. One handfuls of food, each handful being as large as a hen’s egg.

For the next three days, twenty-two handfuls are permitted, but only in the evenings. And for the final three days, three-four handfuls are permitted.

(v) Paraka: Twelve continuous days of fasting are required for this.

(vi) Taptakrichha: This vrata lasts for a period of twelve days, during which time one is permitted to bathe only once a day. For the first three days one drinks only water; for the next three days one lives on milk; one has to live on clarified butter for the ensuing three days are days of fasting.

(vii) Krichhatikrichha: If one is to observe this vrata, one has to live only on milk for the space of twenty-one days.

(viii) Padakrichha: This vrata lasts for four days. For the first day one eats only one meal; the second day is a day of fasting; on the third day one can eat as much as one wants; and on the fourth and final day, one fasts.

(ix) Chandrayana: This vrata lasts for an entire month and begins on the day of the full moon (purnima). On the first day, fifteen handfuls are to be eaten. Thereafter, one handfuls less is eaten on successive days, until on the day of new moon (amavasya), one fasts completely. On each day that follows, the amount of food eaten is increased by one handful. Finally, on the day of the next full moon, fifteen handfuls of food are eaten and the vrata is completed.

As mentioned earlier, those who kill brahmanas, steal their gold, or drink wine, are sinners. Also sinners are those who associate with these aforementioned sinners for more than one year. Those who associate with outcasts for more than a year are also sinners.

A brahmana who drinks wine should drink boiling wine as a penance. It is also permitted to drink cow’s urine as atonement. A person who steals gold from brahmanas will go to the king and confess his guilt. His penance will be completed when the king beats him to death with a club. The only exception is a case where the thief himself happens to be a brahmana. He can then perform penance by meditating. It is always a king’s duty to punish sinners. If the king fails in this task, the sins vest with the king. 

A person who associates with sinners has to observe taptakrichha vrata for one year. A man who takes on outcast for a wife has to observe taptakrichha or santapana. A brahmana who kills a kshatriya is required to observe prajapatya, santapana or taptakrichha for one year. In case the victim is a vaishya, krichhatikrichha or chandrayana are indicated. If a shudra is killed, five hundred cows have to be donated. If an elephant is killed, taptakrichha vrata has to be observed. Chandrayana will suffice if a cow is killed inadvertently. But if a cow is consciously killed, there is no penance that is adequate.

For minor thefts, the stolen goods have to be returned to the rightful owner and santapana observed. But if a brahmana steals foodgrains, he has to observe prajapatya for an entire year. A cannibal can purity himself through chandrayana vrata. A person who eats the meat of a crow, dog or elephant, has to observe taptakrichha. Santapana is for those who happen to eat mongooses, owls or cats. An eater of camels or ‘donkeys observes taptakrichha.

A brahmana who becomes an atheist can cleanse himself through prajapatya. If he revolts against the gods or against his guru, the act of purification involves taptakrichha. A brahmana who recites the Puranas to outcasts has to observe chandrayana. 

There are several other forms of penance that are catalogued by the Kurma Purana.

The Sita who was an Illusion

It is certain that you know the story of the Ramayana and you therefore also known that Ravana, the king of lanka, abducted Sita, Rama’s wife. But you certainly do not know the story of the Sita who was an illusion (maya sita).

This story clearly illustrates that no harm can come to a person who is righteous.

Ravana disguised himself as a hermit and came to abduct Sita. But Sita got to know of Ravana’s plan and was determined to foil it. She therefore began to pray to Agni, the god of fire.

Thus stirred by Sita’s prayers, Agni appeared and produced a Sita who was really an illusion. This maya sita he left in the real Sita’s place. As for the real Sita, she was absorbed into the fire. Without realising the substitutions, Ravana abducted the illusory Sita and the entire war was fought over a Sita who was not even real.

As soon as Kalabhairava arrived at the city of Varanasi, the head (kapala) got dislodged (mochana). A tirtha is a place of pilgrimage. The exact spot where this wonderful happening took place is accordingly known as Kapalamochana tirtha.

There are many other tirthas that the Kurma Purana describes, Among these are Prayaga, Kurukshetra, Gaya and Madhuvana (Mathura), The glories of the river Narmada are also described. The waters of the river Sarasvati purify a sinner after three days of bathing, while the waters of the river Yamuna takes an entire week. The mere touch of a drop of water from the river Ganga purifies a sinner. But as for the river Narmada, the sight of the waters alone is enough.

Nandi

There used to be a sage named Shilada. He was righteous and learned in the shastras.

To obtain a son, Shilada began to pray to shiva. The tapasya went on for a thousand years and shiva appeared before Shilada.

“I am pleased with your meditation.” said shiva, “what boon do you desire?”

“Please grant me the boon that I may obtain a son who will not be born from a mother. “ replied Shilada, ”And my son should be immortal.” 

Shiva granted the desired boon.

When shilada was ploughing the land, a handsome boy suddenly appeared on the top of his plough. The four directions shone with the boy’s radiance and the boy began to address shilada as “father”.

The son studied the shastras and became learned. He was given the name of Nandi.

Nandi wished to see shiva and he also wished to become immortal. He therefore went to the shores of the ocean and started to pray to shiva. He chanted the required mantra one crore times.

When Shiva appeared and wished to grant a boon. Nandi said. “Please grant me enough of life so that I can chant the mantra one crore times more.” 

Shiva appeared once again, and Nandi desired the same boon.

When this had happened three times. Shiva said, “Enough is enough. There is no need for any more chanting of incantations. I make you immortal, I also make you a ganapati, lord over the ganas. You will be my constant companion.”

The place where Nandi chanted the incantation has become famous as japyeshvara tirtha.

The maruts had a daughter named Suyasha. Shiva himself arranged that Nandi should be married to Suyasha.

Epilogue

Vishnu completed his recital of the Kurma Purana and the sages saluted him. they sung his praise.

The Kurma Purana is most sacred. a person who reads it attains Brahmaloka. A person who reads only one chapter of the text is forgiven all his sins. Undying punya is attained by an individual who donates this Purana to brahmanas in the months of Vaishakha or Kartika. Particularly sacred is the part that is known as the brahmi samhita.

But the text should never be read or recited in the presence of shudras. A person who ignores this injunction will surely go to hell. there is also a similar injunction about reciting the text to those who are disbelievers (that is, those who do not believe in the Vedas), a person who violates this injunction will be born as a dog in his next life.

You will almost certainly not be interested in donating the Kurma Purana to brahmanas in the months of Vaishakha or Kartika. But I hope you have found the stories interesting enough for you to which to read the text in the original.

When Rama triumphed over Ravana and recovered Sita, a test by fire (agni pariksha) was held.

In the process, the sita who was an illusion was returned to the fire and the real Sita emerged once again. Thus the real Sita was never tainted by Ravana’s touch.

(The story of the Sita who was an illusion is also given in the Brahmavaivarta Purana).

Shiva and Brahma

Many years ago, Brahma lost his head slightly. He began to imagine that he was superior to Shiva and Vishnu. He told all the sages, “I am the supreme godhead. There is no one else but me.”

While Brahma was thus instructing the sages, Vishnu arrived and was enraged at Brahma’s behaviour. “You are indeed ignorant,” he told Brahma. “I am the supreme godhead. You are only the creator. But I am, after all, the preserver.”

While Vishnu and Brahma were thus arguing the four Vedas adopted animate forms and appeared before them. Each of the Vedas tried to persuade Brahma and Vishnu that Shiva was superior to both of them. Vishnu was persuaded by this reasoning, but Brahma was not.

He told the Vedas, “You must be joking. How can Shiva be superior to the two of us? He is always wandering around with ghosts and demons for companions.”

While all this was going on, who should arrive but shiva? Brahma promptly proceeded to insult Shiva. Shiva then created a being named Kalabhairava from his own body and Kalabhairava started to fight with Brahma. In those days, Brahma used to have five heads. In course of the fighting, Kalabhairava chopped off one of Brahma’s heads. Ever since that day, Brahma has had four heads and four faces.

(In many other Puranas, there is no mention of Kalabhairava. shiva performed the chopping off himself).

Brahma died as soon as his head had been cut off. Shiva did manage to revive him. But the mere fact that Shiva had killed Brahma, meant that Shiva and committed the sin of killing Brahma, a brahmana. As a result of this sin, Brahma’s severed head got stuck to Kalabhairava’s palm and would not be dislodged. (In accounts where Shiva was himself responsible for the Killing, the severed head adhered to Shiva’s palm).

Kalabhairava roamed around the world and the head accompanied him on his travels. for a thousand years of the gods, Kalabhairava continued to travel. Eventually, Vishnu advised Kalabhairava to go to the sacred city of Varanasi.

Padma Purana

Shivasharma 

Various sages wanted to hear a recital of the Padma Purana from Lomaharshana, and Lomaharshana told them the story of Shivasharma. 

On the shores of the western osean there was a city named Dvaraka (also called Dvaravati). The brahmanas were the first of the four classes and a brahmana named Shivasharma lived in Dvaraka. He was learned in the Vedas and other shastras (sacred texts) and always performed yajnas (sacrifices).

Shivasharma had five sons named Yajnasharma, Vedasharma, Dharmasharma, Vishnusharma and Somasharma. The sons were devoted to their father; they promptly obeyed whatever it was that their father wanted them to do. But Shivasharma was not quite sure about the extent to which his sons were devoted to him. He wanted to test them.

Because Shivasharma had practised various religious rites, he had acquired all sorts of magical powers. He used these powers to create an illusion that his wife had died.

He then told Yajnasharma, “Son, your mother has died and the dead body is cluttering up our house. Take a sword and cut up the body into several pieces. Then throw the pieces away.”

Without questioning what his father had asked him to do, Yajnasharma did what had been asked of him. Shivasharma concluded that Yajnasharma was indeed devoted to his father.

Shivasharma now decided to test Vedasharma. He created a beautiful woman through his powers of illusion, and pointed her out to Vedasharma.

“Now that your mother is dead, I would like to marry again,” said Shivasharma. “Why don’t you ask that woman if she will marry me? I am in love with her and you must do all that is in your power to make her marry me.”

Vedasharma asked the woman to marry his father, but she refused. She had no intention of marrying and old and diseased man and offered to marry Vedasharma instead. But Vedasharma insisted that the woman should marry his father.

“Very well,” said the woman. “I will consent to marry your father. But there is a condition. You must cut off your head with a sword and give it to me as a present. It is only after I get your severed head that I will marry your father.”

Vedasharma promptly did what had been asked of him. Shivasharma concluded that his second son Vedasharma was also truly devoted to him.

Shivasharma gave Vedasharma’s severed head to the third son, Dharmasharma. Dharmasharma started to pray to the god Dharma. His prayers pleased the god and Dharma offered to grant Dharmasharma a boon. Dharmasharma desired the boon that his dead brother might be brought back to life and that he himself might always be devoted to his father. These wishes were granted. Vedasharma and Dharmasharma went to meet their father and bowed down before him. Shivasharma concluded that his third son Dharmasharma was also devoted to him.

Desirous of testing his fourth son Vishnusharma, Shivasharma told him, “You know that I wish to marry this beautiful woman. Unbfortunately, she is not at all keen to marry me. She thinks that I am old and diseased. Go to Indra’s residence in Indraloka (heaven) and get me some amrita (a heavenly life-giving drink). That should take care of my old age and ailments.”

Vishnusharma left for heaven. But Indra was not going to let Vishnusharma take away the amrita so easily. He first sent a beautiful apsara (heavenly dancer) named Menaka to try and entice Vishnusharma. She offered to marry Vishnusharma and make his life exceedingly happy. But Vishnusharma refused to be dislodged from his pursuit. Indra next sent all sorts of ghosts and demons to create impediments in Vishnusharma’s path. But Vishnusharma was unperturbed by these. Indra was so pleased at Vishnusharma’s devotion to his father, that he readily gave vishnusharma some amrita. Vishnusharma brought this home to his father.

Shivasharma concluded that his fourth son Vishnusharma too was devoted to him. He therefore resurrected his wife and told his sons. “I was merely trying to test you and your devotion. Your mother had not died at all. You have demonstrated that your devotion to me is above reproach. Through my powers, I am sending you straight to Vishnu’s abode in Vishnuloka (heaven).”

Because of their devotion to their father, the four sons went straight to heaven. This left the fifth son, Somasharma, on earth.

Shivasharma told his son, “I am taking your mother with me to visit various tirthas (places of pilgrimage). Your brother brought me a pot of amrita. Here it is. Guard it well, I will ask for it when I return.”

After his parents left, Somasharma began to guard the pot of amrita diligently, Shivasharma’s sole purpose was to test Somasharma. He used his powers to transform himself and his wife into lepers. In these hideous forms, they returned and Shivasharma asked his son to nurse them. Somasharma did this faithfully and did not protest at all on the occasions on which his father abused him.

Shivasharma now used his powers to make the pot of amrita empty and told his son. “I had forgotten all about the pot of amrita. Fetch it here. The amrita will cure me and your mother of the leprosy.”

Somasharma was greatly surprised to find that the pot of amrita was emtpy. But his devotion to his father had made him powerful as well. He used these power to replenish the pot and brought the amrita to his father.

Shivasharma was satisfied. He realised that also his fifth son was devoted to him. He now used his power to take himself and his wife to Visyhnuloka.

As for Somasharma, he spent his time in tapasya (meditation). While he as meditating, several danavas (demons) came to disturb his prayers. Somasharma died from fright at the sight of these demons. And because of this, he was born as a demon in his next life. He was born as Prahalada, the son of the demon Hiranyakashipu. But as a result of the punya (store of merit) that Somasharma had accumulated, Prahlada was devoted to Vishnu although born as a demon.

(Prahlada’s story occurs in several Puranas, for example, the Vishnu Purana. The Padma Purana mentions it cursorily.)

Indra

The gods once went to meet Vishnu.

“We have no one who can rule us,” they told Vishnu. “We need a king. Please do something so that we can have a ruler.”

“A ruler named Indra will be born to your mother, Aditi,” replied Vishnu.

(Aditi was married to the sage Kashyapa. She was the mother of all the gods and they were, therefore, also known as the adityas.)

Aditi performed tapasya for a hundred years of the gods. (The years of the gods are much longer than human years.) After the period of meditation was over, a son was born to her. The son had four arms and shone with the radiance of a million suns. This son had several names. Amongst them were Vasudatta, Vasuda, Akhandala, Marutvana, Maghava, Vidouja, Pakashasana, Shakra and Indra.

He became the ruler of the gods.

Somasharma

There used to be a brahmana named Somasharma. (This is obviously not the Somasharma who was Shivasharma’s son.)

Somasharma lived in a tirtha named vamanatirtha on the banks of the river Reva. His wife was Sumana. Somasharma and Sumana were poor. Nor did they have any sons. This made Somasharma very unhappy. Sumana advised her husband to go and meet the sage Vashishtha. 

Perhaps the sage might be able to tell them how they could have a son.

Somasharma went to Vashishtha’s hermitage. “Why am I poor and why don’t I have any sons?” he asked the sage.

“Your are poor because of the sins you committed in your earlier life,” replied the sage. “Let me tell you your history.”

In his earlier life, Somasharma had been born as a shudra. (Shudras constitute the last of the four classes.) He had spent his life in agriculture and animal husbandry and had accumulated a lot of wealth. But he had never donated any alms. Nor had he ever bothered to listen to the shastras or to visit places of pilgrimage. He had been obsessed with the accumulation of wealth. It was because of these sins that Somasharma had been born poor in this life.

“But if all I ever committed were sins, how came I to be born as a brahmana in this life?” asked Somasharma. “Should I not have been born as a shudra again?”

“You were born as a brahmana because you did perform some good deeds in your earlier life,” replied Vashishtha. “Let me tell you about them.”

When Somasharma had been born as a shudra, a learned brahmana, devoted to Vishnu, had come to visit him. Somasharma had welcomed the brahmana as a honoured guest. Shuklapaksha is the lunar fortnight during which the moon waxes and ekadashi titthi is the eleventh lunar day. The next day had happened to be ekadashi tithi in shuklapaksha and the brahmana had observed a urata (religious rite) earmarked for such a day. On seeing the brahmana observe the rite, Somasharma had also observed the vrata. This act of piety had ensured that Somasharma would be born as a brahmana in his next life.

“What you have to do now,” continued Vashishtha, “is pray to Vishnu. It is Vishnu alone who can improve your lot and grant you a son.”

Somasharma and Sumana went to the banks of the river Reva, to a tirtha named kapilasangama. They started to pray to Vishnu there. They chanted a mantra (incantation) that was earmarked for praying to Vishnu. There were many distractions that almost made Somasharma deviate from the path of meditation. He saw poisonous snakes, wild animals, ghosts and demons by his side. But he paid no attention to them and continued with his meditation. The heat, the cold and the rains made him suffer. But he was unmoved.

Vishnu eventually appeared before Somasharma. His complexion was blue and he was dressed in yellow clothing. His eyes were like lotuses and he held many weapons in his hands.

“I am pleased with your prayers,” said Vishnu. “What can I do for you? Would you like a boon?”

“Yes indeed, I would,” replied Somasharma. “Please grant me the boon that I may be devoted to you. Please ensure that I am no longer poor. And please grant me the boon that I may have a son who will be devoted to you.”

Vishnu granted these boons.

A son named Suvrata was born to Somasharma and Sumana.

Suvrata

Many years ago, a king named Ritadhvaja used to rule in the city of Vidisha. Ritadhvaja’s son was Vali and Vali’s son was Rukmangada.

Rukmangada had wife named Sandhyavali and Sandhyavali gave birth to Dharmangada. Dharmangada was devoted to Vishnu and, after he died, went straight to Vishnuloka. He spent one thousand yugas in heaven and was thereafter born as Suvrata.

Right from his childhood, Suvrata used to pray to Vishnu. He named all his friends after Vishnu’s various names. He would forget hunger and thirst in the course of his meditations. When he grew up, Suvrata went to Mount Vaidurya on the banks of the river Narmada. For a hundred years he meditated there. Vishnu granted him the boon that Suvrata and his parents would go to Vishnuloka and live there for a very long time.

Bala 

You already know that Aditi was married to the sage Kashyapa and that Aditi’s sons were the adityas or gods.

But the sage Kashyapa had another wife named Diti and Diti’s sons were the daityas or demons. The gods fought with the demons and killed several of them. In particular, Vishnu was responsible for killing many of Diti’s children.

Diti went and complained to Kashyapa. “My children are being killed by the gods,” she said. “Please grant me a son who will be strong and powerful and a source of joy to me.”

Kashyapa agreed. Diti meditated for a hundred years and gave birth to a son named Bala. (The word bala means strength.)

Kashyapa taught Bala the Vedas and various other shastras. When her son had grown up, Diti told Bala, “Several of my sons have been killed by the gods. I am thirsting for revenge. Defeat the gods. I particularly hate Vishnu I want you to kill him.”

Prior to doing this, Bala thought that he ought to obtain some powers by performing tapasya. He went to the banks of the river Sindhu (Indus) to meditate. Aditi got to know about this and warned her son Indra that Bala was meditating so as to become powerful. Once he accomplished this, it would be difficult to defeat him. If something was to be done, it should be done right away.

Indra has a wonderful weapon known as the vajra. (This is identified with the thunder. It is sometimes also identified as a club.) While Bala was meditating, Indra slew him with the vajra.

That was the end of Bala and also of Diti’s revenge.

Vritra 

But Diti would not be denied. She went to Kashyapa and said, “My son Bala was meditating on the banks of the river Sindhu. That good-for-nothing sinner Indra has slain Bala while my son was meditating. Isn’t that grossly unfair? And aren’t you going to do something about it?”

Kashyapa agreed that it was unfair. He was furious that Indra had performed such a foul deed.

“I will give birth to a son who will kill Indra,” said Kashyapa.

He plucked a hair from his head and flung it down on the ground. From this hair was created a fierce son named Vritra. Vritra was as dark as the night and his eyes were yellow. He was armed with a shield and a sword.

“Why have you created me?” asked Vritra. “What do you wish me to do?”

“Kill that sinner Indra,” said Kashyapa. “Destroy him and become the king of the gods yourself.”

Vritra started to practise the art of warfare so that the might be able to kill Indra. This news was carried to Indra and he was greatly alarmed. He sent the seven great sages (saptarshi) on a mission of peace to Vritra. They were to try and engineer a peace between Vritra and Indra.

“Indra has sent us,” the sages told Vritra. “He wishes to be friends with you; he does not want to be your enemy. Why don’t you have a truce? Indra’s kingdom can be divided into two. You can rule over one half and Indra will rule over the other.”

“I have no objection to the truce,” replied Vritra. “But does Indra really want it? What guarantee is there that he will abide by the conditions of the truce?”

“The killing of a brahmana is a great sin,” answered the sages. “Indra has promised that if he goes back on his word, he will be guilty of committing a sin. And the sin will be as severe as would have been the case had Indra actually killed a brahmana.”

These words assured Vritra and he agreed to the truce. The sages led Vritra to Indra and the two to them made friends. Indra gave Vritra all sorts of offerings, including half of his kingdom.

But Indra did not really mean a word of what he had said. He continued to look for a way of destroying Vritra.

There was a beautiful garden named nandanakanana. On one occasion, Vritra went on a trip to this garden and was wandering around the place. Indra instructed an apsara named Rambha to try and entice Vritra. Rambha was so beautiful that Vritra immediately fell in love with her. “Please marry me,” he told Rambha.

“I will marry you,” replied Rambha. “But you must always do exactly as I say.”

Vritra accepted this stipulation. After some days, Rambha asked Vritra to drink wine.

“How can I drink wine?” asked Vritra. “I am the son of a brahmana. Drinking wine would be a sin for me.”

But Rambha insisted. Vritra fell unconscious as soon as he had drunk the wine. Indra was waiting for this opportunity and he killed Vritra with his vajra. AS per the condition, the sin (papa) of killing a brahmana was incurred by Indra.

(Vritra’s story is given in detail in the Devi Bhagavata Purana and differs in some essential respects from that given herew. Vishwakarma is the architect of the gods. According to that account, Vritra was Vishvakarma’s son, and Vritra and Indra fought for a hundred years on the shores of the lake Manasa Sarovara. The advice that a fake truce with Vritra should be agreed upon was proferred by Vishnu. Vritra also occurs in the Vedas. Having killed Vritra, Indra acquired the name of Vritraghna.)

The Maruts

Diti went to Kashyapa again.

“Indra has killed Vritra as well.” She said. “Please let me have another son. And this time, Please make sure that the son does kill Indra.”

“I will try,” replied Kashyapa. “But you will have to observe a religious rite for the period of a hundred years. And throughout the period, you must stay absolutely pure and observe rites of cleanliness. If you can succeed in doing this, the son who will be born will kill Indra. But if you fail to stay completely clean, your son will become a friend and companion of Indra.”

Diti went to a hermitage and started to observe the religious rite (vrata).

Indra had got to know what was afoot. He wanted to make sure that Diti did not succeed in her resolve. He therefore adopted the disguise of a brahmana and went to the hermitage. He promised to help Diti in her meditations. He brought her roots and fruits and flowers. HE gathered firewood for Diti and washed her feet. Diti came to trust Indra.

For ninety years, Diti observed the rites faithfully and Indra could find no fault with her. But Diti gradually became a little careless. When ninety years were over, she once fell asleep without having washed her feet. This was an act of gross uncleanliness. Moreover, she had fallen asleep without having braided her hair.

Indra seized his chance. Because Diti had committed an unclean act, her defences had been lowered. Indra entered Diti’s womb. He sliced up the baby whom he found there into seven parts with his vajra. These parts started to cry and Indra said “ma ruda”, which means, “don’t cry”. But the parts continued to cry and Indra sliced up each of the seven parts into seven sections. There were thus forty-nine sections in all.

When these sons were born, they came to be known as maruts from the words Indra had used in addressing them. Since Diti had not been able to complete her religious rite satisfactorily, the maruts became friends and companions of Indra. They were elevated to the status of gods and became gods of the wind.

Sunitha

Yama is the gods of death. He is also referred to as Mrityu, Kala or Dharma. The sinners are punished by Yama. Mritry or Yama had a daughter named Sunitha.

(This story is also given in the other Puranas. There, Sunithra is simply stated to have been Mrityu’s daughter. It is only in the Padma Purana that Mrityu is explicitly identified with Yama, the god of death.)

Sunitha was in the habit of going to the forest with her firneds. She came across a hermitage there. A gandharva (singer of heaven) named Sushankha was busy meditating in the hermitage.

Sunitha tried to disturb Sushankha’s meditation, but the gandharva paid no attention to her. He merely asked Sunitha to go away. Although his ire had been roused, her forgave Sunitha because she was a woman. But Sunitha would not leave. She was extremely proud that she was Yama’s daughter. She slapped Sushankha and at this, the gandharva lost his temper.

“You are really an evil woman,” said Sushankha. “You deserve to be punished. I have been quietly trying to meditate and you have been unnecessarily creating a disturbance. I curse you that your son will be exceedingly evil.”

Anga

There was a king named Anga who was the son of the sage Atri.

Anga once happened to go to the garden known as nandanakanana and came upon Indra there. Indra was being served by other gods, gandharvas and asaras. Anga was greatly impressed. He wished to have a son who would be as powerful as Indra.

Anga asked his father, “How can I have such a powerful son?”

“You must pray to Vishnu,” replied Atri.

Anga went to Mount Sumeru to meditate. Mount Sumeru defies description. It is full of gold and jewels and is frequeneted by the gods and the sages. Hermitages abound on the peak and the gandharvas can be heard singing. The apsaras dance there. There are beautiful lakes in which lotus flowers bloom. It is from Mount Sumeru that the sacred river Ganga originates.

Anga found a convenient cave on the banks of the Ganga. He made this his hermitage and started to pray to Vishnu. For a hundred years Anga meditated. To test the king, Vishnu created all sorts of distractions. Wild animals and ghosts threatened him. But Anga was unmoved. Vishnu alone was in his heart.

Finally, Vishnu appeared before the king. “Your prayers have pleased me,” said Vishnu. “What boon do you want?”

“I wish to have a powerful and righteous son.” Replied Anga.

“It shall be as you wish,” said Vishnu. “Find a righteous woman and marry her. Your son will bring glory to the line of Atri.”

Meanwhile, Sunitha had gone and told her father about Sushankha’s curse and Yama had been scandalised. He had realised that Suntiha had done a most improper thing by pestering the gandharva. He advised Sunitha to perform tapasya in the forest. The effects of the curse might be mitigated as a result of these meditations. There was also the fact that no one wished to marry Suntitha. Everyone had got to know about Sushankha’s curse, and who was going to marry a woman who would give birth to an evil son?

But Sunitha had some friends. These friends taught her the art of charming men. They also knew that Anga had received a boon from Vishnu that he would have a righteous and powerful son. They figured that Vishnu’s boon would more than compensate for Sushankha’s curse, provided that Anga could be persuaded to marry Sunitha.

Sunitha set about her task of charming Anga. She was so successful that Anga fell in love with her and the two married. Their son was Vena.

Vena

Vena became learned in the shastras and in the art of warfare. He was righteous and observed all the religious ceremonies. His mother, Sunitha, still remembered Sushankha’s curse and did her best to instruct Vena in the duties of righteous living. She was bent upon ensuring that Vena did not become evil.

Vena became king after Anga and ruled well. His subjects prospered.

The sages had been hearing this story from Lomaharshana and they protested. “What happened to Sushankha’s curse?” they asked. “Besides, we have always heard that Vena was evil.”

“I was coming to that,” replied Lomaharshana.

(Vena is mentioned in the other Puranas as well, and invariably, is depcited as evil. The question of his having been initially good does not crop up. Nor is Sushankha’s curse mentioned. It is merely mentioned that Vena associated too much with his maternal grandfather Mrityu. Mrityu was evil and Vena picked up evil ways from his grandfather. In the other Puranas, Mrityu is not identified with Yama.)

A religious teacher once came to visit Vena. The teacher was completely naked and his head was shaven. In his hands he held a broom made of peacock feathers and a cup made out of coconut shell.

“Who are you?” asked Vena. “What religion do you follow?”

“I follow the true religion,” replied the teacher. “I am a Jain. My god is the Arhat and I teach the religion of mercy for everyone. I do not believe in useless ceremonies and in reading the Vedas. What purpose do vajnas serve? What purpose do funeral ceremonies serve? All that happens is that the brahmanas get to have a good feast. The religion of the Vedas prescribes the killing of animals. But are not animals living beings as well? Why should there be this violence towards them? What is this class (varna) system that you talk of? A brahmana is determined by his actions, not by the mere accident of his birth. How can a river be a tirtha? It consists of drops of water. A tirtha can only be place where religion is indeed practised. Adopt my religion and you will be happy.”

These glib words persuaded Vena and he became a Jain. (Incidentally, there is a Padma Purana that is a sacred text of the Jains.)

By adopting this evil religion, Vena became evil and deviated from the righteous path. He gave up the religion that was recommended by the Vedas. He ordered that Vedas would no longer be read in his kingdom and that all yajnas must cease. The donation of alms was forbidden.

Anga tried to persuade his son that all this was most improper, but Vena did not listen. This so disturbed Anga that he and Sunitha went away to the forest to meditate. The seven great sages also tried to make Vena see reason. But Vena did not listen to them either. He insisted that there was no need to pray to the gods. If there was anyone who was deserving of worship, it was the king himself.

These words angered the sages. Fearing their curses, Vena went and hid inside a termite-hill. But the sages traced him there someone else should be appointed king in Vena’s place. But the problem was that Vena did not have a son.

The sages started to knead Vena’s body so that a son might be born. (In some Puranas it is stated that the sages killed Vena and kneaded that dead body.)

Vena’s left arm was kneaded first. A dark dwarf emerged as a result of this kneading. His eyes were bloodshot and he was evil. He stood before the sages with folded palms.

“Nishida,” said the sages. (The word nishida means “sit.”)

From this word, the dwarf came to be known as nishada. He and his descendants became a race of hunters and fishermen who made their home in the Vindhya mountains.

The evil that was in Vena’s body came out in the form of nishada and there was no more evil left in Vena. When Vena’s right arm was kneaded, a powerful and righteous son named Prithu emerged.

As for Vena himself, he went to southern bank of the river Reva. The sage Trinavindu had a hermitage there. Vena made his home in the hermitage and started to pray to Vishnu. He meditated for a hundred years. Visynu appeared before Vena and gave him a lot of good advice.

Prithu 

Because Prithu had been born after the evil had been purged from Vena’s body, Prithu was righteous. When he was born, he emerged fully grown and glowing with the radiance of a thousand suns. He was clad in shining armour and held all sorts of weapons in his hands. The entire world rejoiced at Prithu’s birth.

The sages made arrangements for Prithu’s coronation. Brahma himself appointed Prithu the ruler of the whole earth and Prithu ruled the earth the way Indra rules heaven. The subjects who had suffered during Vena’s evil reign began to thrive and prosper. Righteousness prevailed everywhere. There was no disease or hunger.

At one of the yajnas that Prithu arranged, two classes of people emerged from the flames of the sacrificial fire. They were known as the sutas and the magadhas. The sages decreed that the sutas and the magadhas should sing songs to celebrate the glories of Prithu. Ever since that day, the sutas and the magadhas have become bards and raconteurs who sing of the glories and great deeds of kings.

But Prithu’s subjects still did not have th8e means to make a living. They came and complained to Prithu that the earth had swallowed up all the foodgrains. In a bid to force the earth to restore the foodgrains, Prithu decided that he would shoot her.

The earth fled. She adopted the form of an elephant and went and hid in the mountains. But Prithu discovered her there. The earth next adopted the form of a monkey, but was again discovered by the king. The earth now adopted the form of buffalo, but Prithu found her out yet again. The earth finally adopted the form of a cow and field to heaven. But the gods were not in a position to help her. Even Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva were powerless before Prithu.

The earth therefore sought refuge with Prithu himself. “Please do not kill me,” she said. “I am a woman and killing me would be a sin. Besides, where are your subjects going to live if you kill me? I have a simpler suggestion. I am in the form of a cow. Milk me instead and your goals will be attained.”

Prithu did what the earth asked him to. He milked the earth and out came an abundant supply of foodgrains on which Prithu’s subjects could live. Animal husbandry, agriculture and trade had been unknown prior to Prithu’s time. Prithu also levelled out the earth with the tip of his bow. Earlier, there had been no plains and mountains had been everywhere. Prithu created plains in which people could live.

Because Prithu did this, the earth came to be known as prithivi after Prithu’s name.

Subsequently, Prithu performed as ashvamedha yajna (horse sacrifice) for his father Vena. He also performed tapasya so that Vena might go to heaven. It was because of Prithu’s good deeds that Vena’s sins were pardoned.

Sukala

The city of Varanasi is located on the banks of the river Ganga. In that sacred city, there lived a vaishya named Krikala. (The vaishyas constitute the third of the three classes (varna). Their primary duties were agriculture, animal hushandry and trade.)

Krikala’s wife was Sukala. She was a sati, she was devoted to her husband. She was also an extremely religious and honest woman who meticulously followed all that the shastras prescribed.

Krikala had learnt of the punya that could be acquired by visiting tirthas and decided that he would set out on a pilgrimage.

Sukala expressed a desire to accompany her husband on his travels. “You are my husband,” she said. “It is my duty to be at your side all the time. Take me with you; how can I survive without you? Dutiful wives must always be with their husbands. Blessed is the wife who regards her husband’s right foot as the tirtha Prayaga and his left foot as the tirtha Pushkara. Blessed is the wife who bathes in water that has been used for washing her husband’s feet. Please take me with you.”

Kirkala thought about this and decided that he could not take his wife him. She would not be able to bear the rigours of the journey. But Sukala would most certainly not let him go alone. While Sukala had gone to a temple to worship the gods, Kirkala set out on his travels without telling her that he had left.

Sukala was miserable to find her husband missing. “Where has my husband gone?” she asked her friends.

“He has left on pilgrimage and will return,” replied her friends. Do not be despondent.”

“Very well then,” said Sukala. “I shall sleep on the ground until my husband returns. I will give up all good food and will eat only one a day until he returns. On some days, I will fast. Cursed am I that my husband has deserted .”

“He has not deserted you,” retorted the friends. “He has only gone on a pilgrimage and will return. What purpose will torturing your body serve?”

“You do not understand the wisdom of the Vedas,” said Sukala. “The shastras state that a husband is his wife’s only tirtha. Nothing avails a woman whose husband has deserted her. Do you not know the story of Sudeva?”

Sudeva

King Ikshvaku ruled in the kingdom of Ayodhya. Ikshvaku ruled well. He was a righteous king and worshipped the Vedas and the brahmanas.

The king of Kashi (Varanasi) was Vedaraja and Vedaraja had a daughter named Sudeva. Ikshvaku was married to Sudeva. Sudeva was devoted to Ikshvaku.

Sudeva once accompanied Ikshvaku on a hunt. The king killed many lions, pigs, horses and buffaloes.

In the forest there lived a family of wild pigs.

The male pig told the female pig, “King Ikshvaku has come to the forest on a hunt. He has brought many hunters and dogs with him. He is certain to kill me.”

“Why don’t we simply run away?” asked the female pig.

“I do sometimes run away when ordinary hunters come,” said the male pig. “Ordinary hunters are sinners and there is nothing to be gained by dying at their hands. But this time it is different. It is King Ikshvaku himself who has come. I am going to stay and fight with him. If I win, there will be undying glory for me. And if I lose, I shall go straight to heaven dying at Ikshvaku’s hands. I refuse to fly. I have been born as a pig because of the many sins that I must have committed in my earlier life. All those sins will be cleansed if King Ikshvaku kills me. Look after the family in case I do not life.”

“How can you say such a thing?” asked the female pig. “You are the head of our family. It is to you that our sons look for protection. It is form you that they learn the ways of wild pigs. How can I survive if you should die? You are my husband and my place is by your side. Let us run away. I repeat that nothing is to be gained by dying unnecessarily.”

“I cannot run away,” said the male pig. “That would be cowardice and cowards go directly to a hell named kumbhipaka.”

“In that case, I am also going to accompany you,” retorted the female pig. “My place is by your side.” She called the eldest piglet and told him, “Your father and I are going. Take your brothers and sisters and hide in a cave. King Ikshvaku has come on a hunt.”

“How can you say such a thing?” asked the eldest piglet. “We are your children and have to stay by your side. If we forsake you, we will directly go to the hell named maharoudra. We will not leave you.”

The entire family of pigs therefore waited for the king under a hill. They were discovered there by the king’s hunters. The hunters pierced the male pig with all sorts of weapons. The pig struck back with his tusks and gored several of Ikshvaku’s soldiers.

Ikshvaku was delighted to be confronted with such a brave pig and advanced on his own horse. But the pig charged the horse and knocked down the king from his perch. This so annoyed Ikshvaku that he dealt the pig a mighty whack with his club. The pig could not survive this stroke and fell down dead.

All this while, the female pig had been hiding with her children in a cave. Now that the male pig was dead, the hunters advanced to capture the female pig and her brood.

“Run away children,” said the female pig. “I will try and stave off the soldiers. I hope I can hold them off long enough for you to flee.”

“We can’t do that,” replied the eldest piglet. “I am your eldest son. Now that my father is no longer alive, it is my duty to protect you. You run away with my three brothers. I will stay and fight with the soldiers.”

The mother could not accept this. Both she and the eldest son stayed back to fight with the soldiers. The other three piglets took the opportunity to run away.

The eldest piglet fought bravely, but Ikshvaku killed him with an arrow. As for the female pig, she too fought bravely and wounded many of the king’s soldier. But Ikshvaku made no attempt to kill her.

“Why don’t you kill the female pig?” asked Queen Sudeva.

“Because the pig is a female,” replied the king. “Killing any female is a crime.”

Amongst the king’s hunters was one named Jharjhara. He had no such moral scruples. He struck the female pig with a sword and the pig fell unconscious. She did not immediately die. She merely lay there, bleeding.

The Male Pig

Sudeva could not bear the sight of the female pig suffering so. She poured some cold water on the pig’s mouth and wiped away the blood from the wounds.

“Thank you, good queen,” said the female pig. “My sins have been cleansed by your touch. I bless you that you may be fortunate.”

Sudeva was amazed to hear a female pig talk. “Who are you?” she asked. “And what about your husband, who fought so bravely? Tell me your stories.”

“I will first tell you about my husband,” said the female pig.

The male pig used to be gandharva whose name was Rangavidyadhara. He was an excellent singer.

The sage Pulastya had made his hermitage on Mount Sumeru. Rangavidyadhara came there and began to sing. So beautiful were the songs that the sage could not concentrate on his meditation.

“Please go somewhere else,” requested Pulastya. “Do not sing here.”

“Why should I go anywhere else?” asked Rangavidyadhara. “I am just singing and my songs do no one any harm. They please people. Why are you against singing?”

“I am not against singing,” said Pulastya. “I have got nothing against the art and I realise that it has its uses. But your songs are distracting me and I find it difficult to concentrate on my meditation. That is the reason I asked you to go and sing somewhere else.”

“If you cannot concentrate, that is your own failing,” responded the gandharva. “I know that those who can really meditate are not disturbed by anything. This forest does not belong to you. I belong here just as much as you do. If my singing disturbs you, go and find some other place for your meditation.”

Pulastya controlled his anger. Without bandying any further words, he went away. After a few days, Rangavidyadhara noticed that the sage was no longer to be seen. He found out that Pulastya had now made his hermitage in another part of the forest.

The gandharva felt like playing a trick on the sage. He therefore adopted the form of a pig and went to Pulastya’s hermitage. He tore up the ground with his hooves and gored the sage with his tusks. Pulastya was initially inclined to ignore all this disturbance, he forgave the pig as it was a wild animal. But he soon realised that the pig was none other than the gandharva in disguise. He cursed Rangavidyadhara that he would be born as a pig.

Realising that things had got out of hand, the gandharva fled to Indra and told him of his misfortune. “Please help me,” he begged the king of the gods. “I did what I did only for your sake. The sage was meditating and he was certain to acquire tremendous powers once his tapasya was accomplished. Who knows, he might then have aspired for the title of Indra.”

“I can’t unto the sage’s curse,” replied Indra. “I cant at beast mitigate its effects. When, as a pig, you are killed by King Ikshvaku, you will become a gandharva once again.”

The Female Pig

“Please tell me you story now,” requested Sudeva.

There used to be a city named Shripura and a brahmana named Vasudatta lived there. Vasudatta had a daughter named Sudeva. (This Sudeva should not be confused with Ikshvaku’s wife.)

Vasudatta was a good brahmana. He studied the Vedas and observed religious rites. His only fault was that he loved his daughter too much. Sudeva grew up, but Vasudatta made no attempt to get his daughter married off. Many brahmanas came to crave Sudeva’s hand, but Vasudatta refused them all.

“What are you doing?” asked Sudeva’s moter. “Why are you not marrying off your daughter?”

“I am looking for a brahmana who will marry Sudeva and live with us,” replied Vasudatta. “I love Sudeva so much that I cannot bear the thought of her going away to her in-laws. No, my son-in-law will live with us.”

After some time had passed, a brahmana named Shivasharma came to visit Vasudatta. He was well read in the shastras. More importantly, he had no parents. His only relatives were four brothers who lived elsewhere. Vasudatta ascertained that Shivasharma was not averse to the idea of marrying Sudeva and living with Vasudatta. The marriage took place.

Unfortunately, Sudeva had been spoilt by her father’s excessive love. She had not learnt that she should obey and respect her husband. Her father Vasudatta was rich, but Shivasharma was poor. Sudeva treated her husband with contempt and heaped abuse on him. Out of love for Sudeva, Shivasharma stomached all this. When it became too much for him to bear, he left the house without telling anyone where he had gone.

“This is a great calamity,” Vasudatta told his wife. “We had a most desirable son-in-law and he has now forsaken us because of the way our daughter has treated him. This is terrible. I am going to throw Sudeva out of my house.”

“That is hardly fair,” replied Sudeva’s mother. “It is you who have spoilt your daughter through excessive love. The learned say that a child should be brought up with love only until it is five years of age. After that, it is time for the rod. If you spare the rod, your child will be spoilt. The learned also say that a daughter should stay in her father’s house until she is eight years of age. After that, it is time for her to get married. And she should always go and live with her husband. The daughter and the son-in-law should never live in the father’s house. Do you not know the story of Ugrasena?”

Ugrasena

King Ugrasena used to rule in the city of Mathura. The king of Vidarbha was Satyaketu and Satyaketu had a daughter named Padmavati. Padmavati was married to Ugrasena.

Ugrasena was devoted to Padmavati and loved his queen. But Padmavati did not reciprocate her husband’s love. In comparison with Satyaketu, Ugrasena was not at all wealthy and Padmavati always compared the prosperity in her father’s kingdom with the relative poverty in her husband’s.

After some years had passed, Satyaketu asked Ugrasena to send Padmavati to her father’s house. He had not seen his daughter for a long time. Although Ugrasena was loth to part with Padmavati, he agreed and Padmavati went on a visit to her father.

The comfort that Satyaketu’s household provided, turned Padmavati’s head and she showed no inclination of returning to her husband.

There was a mountain not very far from Satyaketu’s capital. Padmavati once went to visit that mountain. Kubera, the god of wealth, had a companion named Govila. Govila happened to be passing in a vimana (space vehicle) and his eyes fell upon Padmavati. Padmavati was so beautiful that Govila fell in love with her. Through his powers Govila found out that this enchanting woman was King Ugrasena’s wife. Since Padmavati was already married, Govila realised that she could not possibly marry him.

He hit upon a stratagem. He adopted Urgasena’s appearance and came before Padmavati. Padmavatgi did not realise that this was not Ugrasena. She welcomed Govila whom she took to be her husband. Govila charmed her with his powers of singing. Padmavati was initially surprised at this, but assumed that her husband had acquired some new powers.

After they had lived together for some time, Padmavati realised that it was not Ugrasena that she was living with.

“Who are you and why have you deceived me thus?” she asked. “You are not my husband.”

“I am not,” replied Govila. “But why are you so bothered? I am Govila, Kubera’s companion. I would not have deceived you had I not realise that you do not love your husband. Would you have forsaken your husband had you loved him? It is you who are the guilty one."

Having said this, Govila left and Padmavati was mortified. She returned to King Ugrasena in Mathura. The king gladly welcomed his wife back. After ten years had passed, a son was born to Padmavati. This was however not Ugrasena’s son, but Govila’s. Kamsa was this terrible son and he had to be killed by Krishna.

Having related this story, Vasudatta’s wife advised her husband to indeed banish his daughter. There was no point in having an evil daughter.

Vasudatta said to his daughter Sudeva, “It is because of you that my son-in-law Shivasharma has left. Go back to your husband. You are no longer welcome in my house. And if you cannot find him, go wherever you will.”

Sudeva found that she was not welcome anywhere. People shunned her. No one wished to associated with a wife who had made her husband desert her. “A sinner is coming”, they would exclaim and run away.

The Female Pig Again

Sudeva travelled from kingdom to kingdom. She was poor and begged for a living, as best as she could. Eventually, she arrived in the city of Vanashthala, in the kingdom of Sourashtra.

Begging-bowl in hand, she wandered around the city, looking for alms. She soon came upon a palatial house, with high walls. The house was full of granaries and obviously belonged to someone who was extremely wealthy. 

“I am starving. May I have some alms, please?” begged Sudeva.

The householder came out on hearing these words. His wife’s name was Mangala. “Mangala,” he called out to her, “someone is begging for food. Will you please give her something to eat?”

Mangala gave Sudeva a lot of sweetmeats to eat. While Sudeva was eating these, the householder addressed her. “Who are you?” he asked. “Why are you travelling alone and why are you in such a terrible state?”

When Sudeva heard the householder’s voice a second time, she realised that this was none other than her husband Shivasharma. She could not reply and hung her head in shame.

“Why doesn’t this woman reply?” Mangala asked her husband. “And why does she not look you in the face?”

“I will tell you the reason,” said Shivasharma. “I have recognised her now. She is Sudeva, daughter of Vasudatta. She is my wife. She must have come here looking for me. Please treat her well.”

Sudeva was amazed at these words; she had not expected such wonderful treatment at her husband’s hands. Mangala also treated her exceedingly well. Repentance for her past misdeeds now overcame Sudeva. And so stricken was she, that she died of this misery.

As soon as Sudeva died, Yama’s messengers came and tied her up. They then dragged her to Yama, the god of death. Yama metes out punishments in accordance with one’s sins and Sudeva’s sins were indeed severe. She was sent from one hell to another. Sometimes her body was sliced with weapons, at other times she was boiled in oil. After she had served her sentences in these various hells, Sudeva was born again. But she was born as a termite. When the termite died, Sudeva was successively born as various other insects and animals, culminating in the female pig.

“Now you know my story,” the female pig told Queen Sudeva. “Please do something for me so that I do not have to suffer any more. You are a woman who is devoted to her husband; you must have accumulated a lot of punya. King Ikshvaku is like the god Vishnu himself and you are like the goddess Lakshmi. Please do something for me.”

“I will grant you whatever punya I may have earned in the space of one year,” replied the queen.

As soon as these words were uttered, the female pig adopted the form of a divine woman, dressed in fantastic clothing and jewellery. A space vehicle (vimana) descended from the sky and took her straight to heaven.

Back to Sukala

Sukala amazed her friends with this story.

Soon, the story of Sukala’s devotion to her husband spread far and wide. Sukala became famous not only among humans, but among the gods as well.

Indra, the king of the gods, decided to test Sukala. He sent a messenger to Sukala. “You are wasting your time,” the messenger told Sukala. “Your husband has been away for three years. You think that he has gone to visit places of pilgrimage. But in reality, he has deserted you. Why are you wasting your youth in this fruitless waiting? Marry my master instead.”

“Who is your master?” asked Sukala. “Ask him to appear before me.”

Indra then appeared before Sukala in all his pomp and glory. He did his best to persuade Sukala to marry him. But Sukala spurned all Indra’s advances. Not only did she not marry Indra, but she gave the king of the gods a long lecture on the duties of faithful wives.

Meanwhile, Krikala had more or less finished his pilgrimage and was on his way home. Suddenly, a divine voice addressed him. “Krikala,” said the voice, “all your search for punya has been in vain. You have done this only to tickle your ego. But your ancestors will continue to rot in hell.”

“Why should that be?” asked Krikala. “Why should my visit to all the sacred tirthas be in vain?”

“That is because you did not take your wife with you,” said the voice. “A devoted wife must take part in all her husband’s endeavours. Otherwise, no punya is accumulated. A house where there is a devoted wife is superior to all the tirthas combined. Why did you leave your wife at home? Was that a proper thing to do?”

Hearing these words, Krikala hastened home. Husband and wife embraced each other with delight. And they jointly performed a religious ceremony so that Krikala’s ancestors might be rescued from hell.

Indra arrived to bless the couple. “I tried to tempt Sukala into marrying me. I was unsuccessful,” he told Krikala. “Blessed is your wife. I wish to grant the two of you a boon.”

“Please grant us the boon that we may never deviate from the righteous path,” said the couple. “Let us always be devoted to the gods and the sages.”

This boon was readily granted. The place where Sukala and Krikala lived is now a famous tirtha known as naritirtha.

Pippala

The sage Kashyapa had a son named Pippala.

Pippala desired to attain powers that were unrivalled by anyone else in the universe. He therefore went to a forest named dasharanya and began to meditate there. He meditated without any food or water. So amazing was this tapasya that the gods and the sages marvelled to see what was happening. The passing of the seasons made no impression on Pippala. He sat there like a boulder and meditated.

A thousand years passed in this fashion. Termites built a hill all around Pippala. But the sage was unmoved. Venomous snakes wound themselves around Pippala’s body and bit him. But Pippala did not even notice these snakes. Soon, the power of the tapasya made Pippala’s body radiant. Circles of energy hung around his body like a halo.

Pippala lived only on air.

After three thousand years had passed in this way, the gods showered down flowers on Pippala. “You have pleased us with your meditation,” they said. “Crave whatever boon you wish for.”

“I desire the boon that all objects in this universe may obey my will,” said Pippala.

The gods granted this boon.

Pippala was delighted with what he had achieved. He sat down near a pond and began to congratulate himself on his newly-acquired powers. Surely, there was no one else in the universe who could rival his powers.

A crane was standing in the pond and it sensed Pippala’s thoughts. “You fool,” the crane told Pippala. “Why are you so delighted with yourself? I do not think that you have achieved anything at all. You have wasted three thousand years of tapasya. Sukarma is far more learned than you are. And he did not have to perform any difficult tapasya to become learned.”

Pippala was greatly surprised to hear a crane speak thus. “Who are you?” he asked the crane. “Are you Brahma, Vishnu or Shiva?”

“Why don’t you go and ask Sukarma who I am?” retorted the crane. It also told Pippala how to find Sukarama.

Sukarma

There was a brahmana named Kundala and Sukarma was Kundala’s son. Sukarma spent all his time in serving his aged parents. That was his sole purpose in life.

It was to Kundala’s hermitage that Pippala came in search of Sukarma.

Sukarma welcomed Pippala with offerings. “Great sage,” he said. “I am indeed gratified that you have come to pay us a visit. I know why you have come. You have spent three thousand years in difficult tapasya. And the gods have granted you the boon that you will be able to subjugate all the objects that there are in the universe. Yet the crane told you that you are ignorant and know nothing at all.

“Who was that crane?” asked Pippala.

“That crane was the brahman,” replied Sukarma. “Is there anything else that you wish to know?” (The brahman is the divine essence.)

“Can you also control all the objects in the universe?" asked Pippala.

“Judge for yourself,” replied Sukarma. He called upon the gods to arrive before him.

Indra and the other gods immediately appeared before Sukarma to do his bidding. “Why have you summoned us?” they asked.

Sukarma explained that he had done this to demonstrate to Pippala his powers. The gods blessed Sukarma that he would always be devoted to his parents. Sukarma also explained to Pippala that all his powers were due to his devotion to his parents. He performed no tapasya, he chanted no incantations. There were no tirthas that he had visited. The punya that could be acquired through performing yajnas could be bettered by serving one’s parents faithfully. What was the point of studying the Vedas if one was not going to serve one’s parents?

“This is the knowledge that I can impart to you,” Sukarma told Pippala. “And if you wish, I will tell you the story of Yayati.”

Yayati 

There was a king named Nahusha who was born in the lunar dynasty. Nahusha was a righteous king. He donated a lot of alms and performed many yajnas. Such was the power of his punya that he acquired the title of Indra and ruled over the gods in heaven. (This story is related subsequently in the Padma Purana. It is also to be found in the Mahabharata.)

Nahusha had a son named Yayati and when Nahusha went to heaven, the kingdom was handed over to Yayati.

Yayati was a good king who ruled according to the dictates of dharma (righteousness). He took good care of his subjects.

Yayati had four sons, brave and learned. Their names were Ruru, Puru, Kuru and Yadu. (The names are strange and contradict the names usually given in other Puranas or in the Mahabharata. Yayati had two wives, Devayani and Sharmishtha. As per the more common account, Devayani’s sons were Yadu and Turvasu. Sharmishtha’s sons were Druhya, Anu and Puru.)

For eighty-one thousand years, Yayati ruled wisely and his fame spread far and wide. Indra got to know about Yayati and desired to meet him. Indra’s charioteer was named Matali. Indra sent Matali to Yayati so that the king might be brought to heaven. Matali tempted Yayati with stories of the riches that heaven offered. But Yayati refused to go to heaven unless he could be taken there in his own physical body. He refused to die.

“Look at me,” said Yayati. “I am a hundred and fifty years old, but there are no signs of old age. Thanks to the punya I have accumulated, I seem to be only sixteen years of age. Why should I give up this body? As for riches, I have plenty of them here on earth.”

(There is a contradiction between someone who is a hundred and fifty years old having ruled for eighty-one thousand years. The Padma Purana reconciles this by explaining that the hundred and fifty years refer to years of the gods, and not human years.)

Matali reported to Indra what the king had told him. Meanwhile, Yayati instructed his subjects that they should all follow the path of dharma and worship Vishnu. The reslt was that all of Yayati’s subjects became righteous; old age, disease and sorrow were banished from earth. People stopped dying. Yama had no more work to do and was alarmed. He went and complained to Indra that his occupation was being threatened because of Yayati’s righteousness. Earth had become like heaven.

Indra decided that Yayati would have to be tempted so that he might become evil and deviate from the righteous path. He sent the god of love, Kandarpa, to accomplish this task. Because of Kandarpa’s blandishments, Yayati gave up some of his clean ways. He forgot to bathe at the appointed hours. Seizing this opportunity, old age entered the king’s body and Yayati became an old man. And once he had become and old man, he became more addicted to material pursuits.

On one occasion, Yayati went to the forest on a hunt. While pursuing a deer, he came upon a beautiful pond inside the forest. Floating in the pond was a gigantic lotus. And seated on the lotus, there was a beautiful woman. The woman was singing. So wonderful wa her son, that Yayati immediately fell in love with her.

“Who are you ?” asked Yayati. “I am the great Yayati, king in the lunar line. I have fallen in love with you. “Please marry me.”

“ My name is Ashruvindumati,” replied the woman. “The goddess of love is Rati and I am her daughter. I am waiting here for an appropriate husband. But I will not marry you. You are an old man. Become young and come here again and I shall certainly marry you.”

Yayati returned to his capital. He called his four sons to him and explained to them the problem. He wished that one of his sons might accept Yayati’s age in exchange for his youth. This would enable Yayati to marry Ashruvindumati. When Yayati got tired of the worldly life, he would return the youth and take back his old age.

With the exception of Puru, all the other sons refused to perform this exchange. They felt that, if Yayati had become old, he had no business to marry again. Ruru, Kuru and Yadu were therefore cursed by Yayati that they would never inherit the kingdom. Their lines would be cursed and no kings would be born in them. As for Puru, he gave his father his youth and was blessed by the king.

Yayati went back to the pond in his youthful form and met Ashruvindumati. “Surely, there is no problem in marrying me now,” he said.

“Yes, there is,” replied Ashruvindumati. “You have two other wives - Sharmishtha and Devayani. Before marrying me, you have to give me your word of honour that you will no longer treat them as your wives Moreover, you have to agree that you will always do my bidding.”

“I agree to these conditions,” said Yayati.

(In fact, Yayati asked Yadu to kill Sharmishtha and Devayani. When Yadu refused, he was cursed by Yayati that Yadu’s descendant, the Yadavas, would become matriarchal.)

Now that her conditions were met, Ashruvindumati married yayati and the two lived happily for twenty thousand years. Ashruvindumati asked Yayati to organise an ashvamedha yajna (horse sacrifice). Yayati entrusted the task to his son Puru and the ceremony was an outstanding success.

After many years had passed, Ashruvindumati told Yayati, “We have had enough of worldly pleasures. Let us now ascend to heaven.”

Yayati accordingly called Puru and returned him his youth. He accepted his old age. Then, with Ashruvindumati, he died and went to heaven, after having profusely blessed Puru.

“One should be like Puru,” Sukarma told Pippala. “There is no punya that is superior to serving one’s parents.”

Chyavana

In the line of the great sage Bhrigu, there was a sage named Chyavana. Chyavana desired to attain true knowledge. He decided that the only way to attain true knowledge was by visiting famous tirthas. Chyavana therefore visited all the places of pilgrimage that were along the banks of the rivers Narmada, Sarasvati and Godavari. His travels eventually brought him to a place named Amarakantaka, on the southern banks of the river Narmada.

Chyavana was tired from his travels and he sat down to rest under a banyan tree. On that tree lived a learned parrot (shuka). The parrot was named Kunjala. Kunjala had a wife and four sons. The sons were named Ujjvala, Samujjvala, Vijjvala and Kapinjala.

Every morning, the sons would go out to find food. And they would bring some back for their parents. It was evening when Chyavana sat down to rest under the tree. The sons had just returned from their foraging.

After the family had fed, Kunjala asked Ujjvala, “Son, where did you go today? Tell us all that you saw and heard.”

“I always go to Plakshadvipa in search of food,” replied Ujjvala. “That region has many countries, mountains, river and forests. A king named Divodasa rules in Plakshadvipa. He has a beautiful daughter named Divyadevi.”

When the daughter had grown up, Divodasa looked around for an appropriate son-in-law and decided to get his daughter married off to King Chitrasena of the kingdom known as Rupa. The engagement ceremony was held. But before the marriage could take place, Chitrasena died.

“What am I to do now?” Divodasa asked his ministers.

“Since the marriage did not actually take place, Divyadevi can be married again,” replied the ministers. “Please look for another groom.”

This time, Divodasa chose King Rupasena. The engagement ceremony was held. But before the marriage could take place, Rupasena died. Divodasa looked for another groom and the process went on twenty-one times. On each occasion, the prospective bridegroom died before the marriage ceremony could take place.

In desperation, King Divodasa decided that his daughter would be married through a svayamvara ceremony. (In this ceremony, the bride chooses her own husband from amongst the invitees.) All the kings and princes of Plakshadvipa were invited to this august gathering. But a strange incident took place on the occasion of the svayamvara. The assembled kings and princes fell to fighting amongst themselves and killed one another.

Divyadevi could not get married. She retired to the forest to meditate.

“This is what I wistnessed in Plakshadvipa,” concluded Ujjvala. “Please tell us, father, why Divyadevi was so unfortunate.”

“I will,” replied Kunjala. “I know her story.”

Divyadevi 

There is a sacred city named Varanasi. In that city, there lived a righteous vaishya (the third of the four classes) named Sudhira. Sudhira’s wife was called Chitra. Sudhira was rich and he was devoted to his wife.

But Chitra was evil. She had no interest in performing deeds that brought punya. She disobeyed her husband and went against his wishes. One of her favourite pastimes was to criticise Sudhira. When she got tired of this, she visited all the neighbours, spreading gossip, enmity and jealousy.

After a while, Sudhira could not stand this any more. He married again.

As for Chitra, she left Sudhira’s house and began to associate with thieves and robbers. She would be their messenger or spay, and assist them in the burglaries and the murders they committed. 

When Chitra died, she was brought before Yama and made to suffer in several hells for her sins. When these terms of punishment were over, she was born again as Divyadevi. Since she had spent her earlier life in destroying other people’s families and households, it was destined that she would not have family of her own in this life. That is the reason why it proved to be impossible to get her married.

“There is still one thing that I do not understand,” commented Ujjvala. “If as Chitra, Divyadevi was so evil, how did she come to be born as the daughter of King Divodasa? That must have required some punya.”

“Yes indeed,” replied Kunjala. “I forgot to mention that part. One day, a mendicant came to Sudhira’s house, looking for alms. Chitra washed this sage’s feet and gave him food. The punya that this act led to, made sure that Chitra would be born as a princess. Do you have any more questions, my son?”

“I do have a final question,” said Ujjvala. “How can Divyadevi get over her present predicament? How can she perform penance for her sins?”

“That is not very difficult,” replied Kunjala. “She has to constantly pray to the great Vishnu and chant his name. There is no surer method of salvation. She should observe vratas (religious rites) that are sacred to Vishnu. Why don’t you go and tell her this? That will bring you some punya as well.”

The next day, Ujjvala went and told Divyadevi what his father had told him. Divyadevi prayed to Vishnu for four years and was freed of all her sins.

Samujjvala’s Account

“What do you have to tell us?” Kunjala asked Samujjvala. “What have you seen or heard?”

“I always go to the Himalayas to look for food,” replied Samujjvala. “There is one particular valley there which is frequented by sages and apsaras. The lake manasa sarovara is there and it is there that I went. As for what I have seen, I can make neither head nor tail out of it. But let me recount it if you.”

While Samujjvala waited by the lake, several swans arrived there. Some of the swans were black, the others white. The white swans had black beaks and black legs. There were also some swans which were pure white and other which were blue.

After the swans arrived, four women followed them there. These women were fierce of appearance. Their teeth jutted out and their hair stood up like spikes.

The black swans descended into the water to bathe. The other swans did not bate at all, but only circumambulated the lake. As for the women, they stood around and roared with laughter.

While this was going on, a gigantic swan emerged from manasa sarovara. It was followed by three other swans. There four swans took to their wings and flew away. The four women continued to hang around and roar with laughter. The other swans also waited.

Meanwhile, a hunter arrived and sat down by the side of the lake. Soon, the hunter’s wife joined him there. But the hunter’s wife did not recognise the hunter. He was much changed from when she had seen him last. He had become handsome and shone with radiance. But the hunter recognised his wife and addressed her. “Don’t you recognise me?” he asked. “Why are you going away without offering me some food? I am very hungry.”

“You can’t possibly be my husband,” replied the hunter’s wife. “My husband was fierce and dark. You are pleasant of appearance and fair. How can you possibly be my husband?”

“Believe me, I am you husband,” said the hunter. “I was tired of looking for game. I therefore went and bathed in the tirtha that is known as narmada sangama at the confluence of the rivers Narmada and Reva. As soon as I bathed there, my appearance was magically transformed. Come with me and I’ll take you there.”

The hunter and his wife left for the confluence of the sacred rivers Narmada and Reva. The swans and the four women also followed them. Stirred with curiosity, Samujjvala accompanied them.

At the sacred tirtha, the hunter’s wife bathed in the water and became divine in appearance. The swans too bathed in the water. Those which were black became white as snow after bathing. The four black swans, which had earlier left manasa sarovara, also came there and bathed in the water. They too turned pure white. As for the four fierce women, they fell down and died.

“I can make no sense of this incident,” said Samujjvala. “Can you explain it for me?”

“I certainly can,” replied Kunjala.

The Explanation

Once, the sage Narada went to visit Indra in heaven. Indra welcomed Narada and asked, “How are you, great sage? Where have you been travelling?”

“I visited all the tirthas,” replied Narada.

“Since you have visited them all, please tell me this, which is the best of all the tirtha?” asked Indra.

“I don’t know the answer to that question,” replied Narada. “All the tirthas are sacred.”

Indra thereupon summoned all the tirthas to his court and they all arrived there, each looking more resplendent than the other.

Amongst these tirthas were - Ganga, Narmada, Punya, Chandrabhaga, Sarasvati, Devika, Bimbika, Kubja, Prasiddha, Kunjala, Manjula, Rambha, Bhanumati, Sugharghara, Shona, Sindhusoubira, Kaveri, Kapila, Kumuda, Veda, Maheshvari, Charmanvati, Lopa, Sukoushiki, Suhamsi, Hamsapada, Hamsabega, Manoratha, Surutha, Svaruna, Vena, Bhadravena, Supadmini, Nahali, Sumaricha, Pulindika, Hema, Divya, Chandrika, Vedasamkrama, Jvala, Hutashani, Svaha, Kala, Kapilika, Svadha, Sukala, Linga, Gambhira, Bhimavahini, Devadrichi, Viravaha, Lakshahoma, Aghapaha, Parashari, Hemagarbha, Subhadra and Vasuputrika. There were merely the rivers.

There were several cities as well. Among them were Prayaga, Arghyadirgha, Pushkara, Varanasi, Dvaravati, Prabhasa, Avanti, Naimisha, Maharatna, Chandaka, Maheshvara, Baleshvara, Kalinjara, Brahmakshetra, Mathura, Manavahaka, Maya and Kanti.

The tirthas saluted Indra and asked, “King of the gods, we have all come. Why have you summoned us? What can we do for you?”

“I wish to know which among you is superior to all the others,” said Indra. “There are some sins which are really serious. Examples would be the killing of cows; the killing of women; the defiance of one’s husband; drinking wine; stealing gold; criticising one’s teacher; being a traitor to one’s friends; breaking the images of the gods; arson; and running away from the field of battle. Which amongst you are powerful enough to cleanse such sins?”

“We are not all equally powerful or equally sacred,” answered the tirthas. “But the most sacred undoubtedly are Prayaga, Pushkara, Arghyatirtha and Varanasi.”

In fact, there is a story connected with the tirthas. Many years ago, there was a kshatriya (the second of the four classes) named Vidura in the land of Panchala. In a fit of anger, Vidura killed a brahmana. This was a very serious sin. Vidura visited several tirthas, but his sin would not be pardoned.

Vidura’s travels brought him to the land of Malava where there lived a brahmana named Chandrasharma. This fellow had committed the sin of killing his teacher. He too had visited several tirthas, but his sin had not been pardoned.

Vidura and Chanrasharma started to travel together. In the course of their travels, they met another brahmana named Vedasharma. This person had committed the sin of marrying someone he should not have married. His sin had also not been pardoned, although he had visited many tirthas. Vidura, Chandrasharma and Vedasharma began to travel as a group.

The three encountered a vaishya named Vanjula. This character had been a drunkard and his sin had also not been pardoned. Vanjula joined Vidura, Chandrasharma and Vedasharma.

The four sinners eventually met a sage and asked him how they might be pardoned their sins.

“Why don’t you go and visit Prayaga, Pushkara, Arghyatirtha and Varanasi?” asked the sage. “I am certain that your sins will be pardoned then.”

The four sinners did as the sage had asked them to. But their sins were not pardoned. In fact, so severe were their sins that the four tirthas became contaminated in the process. The four tirthas adopted the forms of four black swans and began to follow the sinners around. The sinners went to many other tirthas. But whenever they bathed in any specific tirtha, the tirtha became contaminated, adopted the form of a black swan, and followed them. Tirthas which had not been contaminated (that is, the sinners had not bathed there) also followed the group. These were the white swans. Soon, there were sixty-four tirthas in the form of swans travelling with the group.

The group eventually made its way to the great tirtha known as manasa sarovara. But as soon as the sinners bathed in the lake, manasa sarovara became contaminated and adopted the form of a gigantic black swan.

Eventually, the group made its way to the confluence of the rivers Narmada and Reva. When the four sinners bathed there, their sins were pardoned. The tirthas too, in the forms of black swans, bathed there and were cleansed of all contamination. They became white swans. As for the four fierce women, these were the personifications of the four sins. As soon as the sinners were pardoned, the four women died. Although Prayaga, Pushkara, Arghyatirtha and Varanasi are great places of pilgrimage, the most sacred tirtha of all is the confluence of the rivers Narmada and Reva. This is known as Kubjatirtha.

Kunjala recounted this incident and said, “Son, what you witnessed must have become clear to you now. It was only an allegory.”

Vijjvala’s Account

“What about you, Vijjvala? Asked Kunjala. “Do you have something wonderful to tell us as well?”

“Indeed, I do,” replied Vijjvala.

Vijjvala usually went to look for food in the neighbourhood of Mount Sumeru. In that region, there was a wonderful forest named Anandakanana. I was full of fruits and flowers and divine trees. Apsaras and gandharvas came there to frolic. The vimanas of the gods descended there off and on. In Anandakanana forest, there was also a beautiful lake. Lotuses and swans abounded in the lake.

While Vijjvala was waiting there, he saw a shining vimana descend. In the vimana was a divine-looking couple. They were handsome and richly clothed. The couple got down from the vimana and advanced to the edge of the water. They bathed in the lake and picked up a pair of swords. It was then that Vijjvala noticed two dead bodies lying by the side of the lake. Wonder of wonders, the made dead body looked exactly like the man who had descended from the vimana. And the female dead body looked exactly like the woman who had got down from the vimana.

The woman sliced up some of the meat from the female dead body and began to eat it. The man did so as well, although he took his portion from the male dead body. While they were eating, two beautiful women arrived and began to laugh at the eaters. Two fierce and ugly-looking women also arrived and kept saying “give me some”, “give me some”.

After the couple had had their fill, they drank water from the lake got into their vimana, and left. The four other women also left. As soon as they had left, the corpses were replenished. That is, whatever mead had been eaten from them was restored.

Vijjvala witnessed this strange happening take place day after day.

“What does it mean, father?” he asked. “Who are the divine looking couple who alight from the vimana? Who are the two beautiful women who laugh at them? And who are the two fierce women who keep asking them for food?”

Suvahu

This was the story that Kunjala told his family.

In the Chola kingdom, there was a king named Suvahu. He was handsome, righteous, and possessed many good qualities. He was also devoted to Vishnu. No one on earth could equal his devotion to Vishnu. Suvahu’s wife was named Tarkshyi.

Suvahu performed many yajnas. But Suvahu’s priest, Jaimini, was not satisfied with what Suvahu had done.

“King,” said Jaimini, “please give me some alms. That is what grants undying punya.”

“What use will the punya be for me?” asked Suvahu.

“It will enable you to go to heaven,” replied Jaimini. “Heaven is a wonderful place.”

“That may be,” said the king. “But will I be able to live in heaven forever?”

“Of course not,” replied Jaimini. “You will be able to live in heaven only so long as your punya is not exhausted. The moment your punya is exhausted, you will be born on earth again.”

“In that case, I am not interested in giving alms,” said Suvahu. “Why should I be interested in such transient happiness? I will pray to Vishnu. And by his grace. I will get to live his abode in Vishnuloka. That will be far superior to living in heaven.”

The king did as he had suggested. Together with his wife, he began to perform very difficult tapasya and prayed to Vishnu. The upshot was that, when Suvahu and Tarkshyi died, they were brought straight to Vishnuloka.

Vishnuloka was a wonderful place. But try as they might, the king and the queen did not get to see Vishnu. Moreover, they started to suffer from hunger and thirst and there was no food or water to be had. While they were looking for food to assuage their hunger and water to quench their thirst, they came upon the hermitage of a sage named Vamadeva.

“Great sage,” asked Suvahu, “What is happening to us? Why are we suffering thus?”

“You and your wife have been truly devoted to Vishnu," replied Vamadeva. “But you have never given any alms. The best form of donation is the donation of food and water. Since you never donated these, you have to face hunger and thirst in Vishnuloka.”

“Is there no way I can perform penance for my sin?” asked Suvahu.

“There certainly is,” replied the sage, “Go to the place where the dead bodies of you and your wife are lying on earth. Those dead bodies have not got decomposed. Eat the flesh from your own dead bodies. Keep doing this until someone recites for you the hymn (stotra) that is sacred to Vishnu. The day you hear that hymn will be the day of your salvation.”

This was the explanation of what Vijjvala had witnessed. It was Suvahu and Tarkshyi eating up their own dead bodies. As for the two beautiful women who laughed at them, they were the personifications of prajna (knowledge) and shraddha (faith). Prajna and Shraddha laughed at the king and the queen because, by failing to donate alms, they had missed out on true knowledge and true faith. The two fierce women who kept saying “give me some” were the personifications of hunger and thirst.

“What about heir salvation?” asked Vijjvala. “Please teach me the hymn that is sacred to Vishnu. I would like to recite it to Suvahu and Tarkshyi so that they may attain salvation.”

Kunjala taught his son the hyman. Vijjvala went and recited it before the royal couple and thus freed them from their sin.

Kapinjala’s Story

It was now time for the fourth son, Kapinjala, to recount any wonderful sight that he might have seen.

Kapinjala was in the habit of going to Mount Kailasa to look for food. Mount Kailasa was a beautiful place and the sacred river Ganga flowed right through it. Thousands and thousands of other river also flowed through the region. The valleys were full of limpid ponds.

There was one particular lake which was gigantic. Lotuses bloomed on its surface in profusion. Next to the lake was a boulder. Kapinjala saw that on the boulder was seated a beautiful woman. The woman sat on the boulder and kept on crying. Drops of her tears fell into the water of the lake and turned into fragrant lotuses.

There was also a temple of Shiva on the shore of the lake, Kapinjala also saw a sage who worshipped Shiva in the temple. The sage lived only on dry leaves so that his physique resembled that of a skeleton. The lotuses that emerged from the teardrops were collected by the sage and offered to Shiva’s image. After these offerings were made, the sage danced and sang hymns in praise of Shiva. Then he sat down and cried.

“Father, what is this strange mystery?” asked Kapinjala. “Who is the beautiful woman and why does she cry? And who is the sage and why does he worship Shiva? Do you know the answers to these questions?”

“I do,” replied Kunjala.

Shiva and Parvati

Shiva and Parvati lived on Mount Kailasa. There was a beautiful grove known as nandanakanana and, one day, Parvati expressed a desire to visit that grove.

Shiva gladly took Parvati to the grove. The grove was full of all kinds of wonderous tress and Parvati admired them all. But there was one particular tree which seemed to be superior to all the others.

“What tree is this?” asked Parvati.

“This is known as a kalpavriksha,” replied Shiva. “That means that this tree will furnish whatever object one wishes for.”

“Is that really true?” said Parvati. “Let me try it out.”

Parvati wished that the tree might provide a beautiful woman. As soon as she expressed this wish, a beautiful woman emerged from the tree. She was so pretty that no description can do complete justice to her.

The woman paid her respects to Parvati and asked, “Why did you create me? What are your orders?’

“I had actually created you to satisfy my curiosity,” answered Parvati. “But now that you have been created, let me name you Ashokasundari. There will be a king named Nahusha who will be born in the lunar line. He will be your husband.”

Ashokasundari started to live in nandanakanana.

Hunda

There was a danava (demon) named Viprachitti and he had a son known as Hunda. Hunda happened to go to nandanakanana and meet Ashokasundari. He promptly fell in love with her and wanted to marry her. But Ashokasundari flatly refused to marry Hunda. She had been told by Parvati that King Nahusha would be her husband, and she would marry no other.

Hunda however was not one to give up so easily and he resorted to an artifice. Demons are skilled in the usage of maya (illusions). Through maya, demons could also transform themselves into some other form. Hunda adopted the form of a beautiful woman and appeared before Ashokasundari.

“Who are you?” asked Ashokasundari.

“I am an unhappy widow. My husband has been killed by the evil demon Hunda,” replied Hunda. “I am now performing tapasya so that Hunda may be killed. Why don’t you come and join me in my hermitage on the baks of the Ganga?”

Ashokasundari accompanied the woman to her so-called hermitage. But as soon as they were there, Hunda adopted his own form and tried to abduct Ashokasundari.

Ashokasundari repulsed this attempt. “Evil demon,” she said, “how dare you try to abduct me? I will perform tapasya so that my husband Nahusha may kill you.”

While all this was going on, Nahusha had not yet been born. He was destined to be born as the son of King Ayu and Queen Indumati. But at the time when Hunda was trying to abduct Ashokasundari, Ayu was still without a son. To obtain a son, the king prayed to the sage Dattatreya for a hundred years. He obtained the boon that he would have a powerful and righteous son.

Hunda had not forgotten that Ayu’s son would kill hum. So, as soon as the baby was born, the demon kidnapped the boy and brought him home. He gave the baby to this cook, with the instruction that the baby was to be killed and served up to Hunda for dinner. However, the cook was a good Hunda for dinner. However, the cook was a good sort who took pity on the baby. He killed a deer and served it to Hunda, pretending that it was the prince who had been killed and cooked. What was to be done with the baby? The cook went and left him in the Vashishtha’s hermitage.

Vashishtha discovered the boy and began to bring him up. The word husha means fright. Since the boy would never be frightened, Vashishtha named him Nahusha or ‘fearless’. The sage taught nahusha all that there was to be learnt, including the usage of weapons. When nahusha grew up, Vashishtha told him about his antecedents. He also told nahusha about Hunda and Ashokasundari and the fact that he was destined to kill Hunda and marry Ashokasundari.

Nahusha set out to battle with Hunda. So delighted were the gods that the evil demon was going to be killed, that they offered Nahusha all their weapons. Indra lent him his chariot to ride in.

Hunda’s capital was in nandanakanana. Nahusha went there and killed the demon after a fierce battle. He met Ashokasundari and married her. He was also reunited with his parents. In due course, Nahusha and Ashokasundari had a son named Yayati.

“But you have still not told me the identity of the beautiful woman who was crying,” said Kapinjala. “Nor have you told me who the sage who worshipped Shiva was.”

“I was coming to that,” replied Kunjala.

Vihunda

The demon Hunda had a son named Vihunda. When Hunda died, Vihunda was despondent. He realised that Nahusha had killed his father with the connivance of the gods, and decided that he would perform tapasya so as to destroy them. So terrible was this tapasya that the gods got sacred and field to Vishnu.

“Please save us from the demon,” said the gods.

“Don’t worry,” replied Vihunda. “I will bring about Vihunda’s downfall.”

Vishnu adopted the form of a beautiful woman and started to live in nandanakanana. When Vihunda caught sight of the woman he was stricken with love for her.

“Please marry me,” he said.

“I certainly will,” replied Vishnu. “There is however, a condition. You will first have to worship Shiva with seven crores of kamoda flowers. Once that has been done, you will have to make a garland of these flowers and give it to me. I will marry you then.”

Vihunda agreed to this condition. But try as he might, he could not find any kamoda tree from which kamoda flowers might be obtained. No one seemed to know anything about such a tree. Finally, Vihunda resorted to the sage Shukracharya, who is all-knowing.

“A kamoda flower is not obtained from a tree,” said Shukracharya. “There is a woman named Kamoda. When she laughs, fragrant yellow flowers emerge from her laughter. If one worships Shiva with these flowers, all one’s wishes are fulfilled. But when Kamoda cries, the flowers that emerge are odourless and red. These should never be touched.”

“Who is this woman Kamoda?” asked Vihunda. “And where do I find her?”

“She can be found on the banks of the Ganga,” replied Shukracharya. “As for who she is, she was born from the churning of the ocean.”

(The story of the churning of the ocean (samudra manthana) is not repeated in the Padma Purana. It can be found in the Ramayana, the Mahabharata and several Puranas.)

The gods had no intention of allowing Vihunda to obtain the flowers that emerged when Kamoda laughed. Their plan was that the demon would use the flowers that emerged when Kamoda cried and thus bring about his own downfall. They therefore sent the sage Narada to Vihunda. Narada persuaded Vihunda that three was no need to go to the place where Kamoda was, to obtain the flowers. The flowers would float by on the water of the Ganga and all that the demon would have to do was to collect them as they passed by.

Narada then plotted to make Kamoda cry. He went and told her that Vishnu was about to be born on earth (in one of his incarnations). The thought of Vishnu leaving heaven so depressed Kamoda that she started to cry. Flowers emerged from these tears and floated down the Ganga to where Vithunda was waiting. Not realising that these were flowers that had emerged from tears and not from laughter, Vihunda collected and used them to worship Shiva. This act so angered the goddess Parvati that she slew Vihunda with a sword.

(This last part is rather cursorily described. The two types of flowers also differed in colour and fragrance. It is therefore not quite clear why Vihunda could not differentiate between the two.)

“Now you have the explanation for what you saw,” said Kunjala.

Kunjala

I hope you have not forgotten that the sage Chyavana had overhead all of this, sitting under the banyan tree.

He now addressed Kunjala. “Padron me for interrupting.” Said Chyavana. “But how came you to be so learned?”

“I shall tell you my story,” replied Kunjala.

There was a learned brahmana named Vidyadhara. He had three sons, Vasusharma, Namasharma and Dharmasharma. Vashusharma and Namasharma followed in the footsteps of their father. They followed the dictates of dharma and studied the sacred texts. But Dharmasharma displayed no such inclination. He spent this time in idle pursuits.

The upshot was that people started to shun Dharmasharma. When this became fairly serious, Dharmasharma felt ashamed and decided to look around for a teacher who would be able to teach him all that there was know. He did come across such a teacher soon and Dharmasharma because really learned.

A hunter once brought a baby parrot to Dharmasharma and the brahmana became extremely attached to the parrot. When the bird was killed by a cat, Dharmasharma’s sorrow knew no bounds. Hr sorrowed over the parrot and died. Since he had been thinking of a parrot when he died, Dharmasharma was born as a parrot in his next life.

“That parrot is none other than I,” said Kunjala.

The Padma Purana subsequently has several sections on the geography of the earth and on various tirthas. These we will skip over, as they can be found in many other Puranas.

The Daughters of the Gandharvas

Gandharvas are singers of heaven. There were five gandharvas who had one daughter each. The daughter of the gandharva Shukasangiti was Pramohini; Sushila’s daughter was Sushila; Svaravedi’s daughter was Susvara; Chanrakanta’s daughter was Sutara; and Suprabha’s daughter was Chandrika. These five daughters were exceedingly pretty. The were also very good friends.

In the month of Vaishakha, the five friends decided to worship the goddess Parvati. They therefore went to the forest to collect flowers. In the forest there was a beautiful lake. The five friends bathed in the lake and collected lotus flowers. They then built a clay image of the goddess and started to worship it.

The sage Vedanidhi and a son named Tirthapravara and Tirthapravara was also a sage. While the five daughters of the gandharvas were praying, Tirthapravara happened to come upon the scene. Tirthapravara was so handsome that the gandharva girls immediately fell in love with him. They figures that Parvati must have been satisfied with their prayers and sent Tirthapravara as their husband.

“Please marry us,” they told the sage.

“I can’t marry you,” replied Tirthapravara. “I am engaged in performing difficult tapasya. While that is going on, it is forbidden for me to marry.”

But Pramohini and her friends continued to pester the sage. Tirthapravara was however well-versed in the use of maya. He used this power and disappeared. When the sage did not re-appear, the woman mournfully went back to their homes.

Next day, they returned again to the forest. And when they encountered Tirthapravar, they again kept on pressing him to marry them.

This time, Tirthapravara lost his temper. He cursed Pramohini and her friends that all five of them would turn into pishachis (female demons).

“We did you no harm,” said the women. “We only expressed our love for you and desired to marry you. Yet, you have responded by cursing us. We therefore curse you that you will turn into a demon (pishacha).”

Thus cursed, there were six demons wandering around the lake. They lived there and foraged for food.

After several years had passed, the sage Lomasha happened to visit the forest. The hungry demons immediately concluded that food was at hand and attacked the sage. But the sage Lomasha was so powerful that the demons could not get near him. They then bowed down before Lomasha and worshipped him.

“How may we be freed from our present forms?” they asked.

“Go and bathe in the waters of the sacred river Reva,” replied Lomasha.

The demons did as the sage had asked them to, and regained their earlier forms. Such are the wonderful virtues of the holy river Reva.

Vikundala

Many years ago, in satya yuga, there lived a vaishya named Hemakundala. He followed the path of dharma and was devoted to gods and brahmanas. His occupations were trade and animal husbandry and he accumulated a lot of wealth in these pursuits. His total wealth soon amounted to eight crores of gold coins.

Hemakundala became old and lost his hearing. Realising that his days on earth were numbered, he decided that he should devote himself more to the path that brought punya. He set aside one-sixth of his wealth for such pursuits. With this money, he built temples, dug ponds and planted trees. He also donated a lot of money as alms.

Hemakundala had two sons named Shrikundala and Vikundala. The vaishya had such a lot of wealth that there was plenty left over even after performing good deeds. He divided this money amongst his two sons and retired to the forest to meditate.

Shrikundala and Vikundala were young and rich. They therefore, soon lost their heads. Instead of sticking to the righteous path, they fell upon evil ways and devoted themselves to idle pursuits. They soon squandered away all their money in leading dissolute lives. When their money was all spent, their false friends deserted them, and Shrikundala and Vikundala had to life a life of penury.

Unable to bear the pangs of hunger, the two brothers went to the forest and became hunters. They hunted game for food. While they were in the forest, Shrikundala was killed by a tiger and Vikundala died of snake-bite.

Since they died at the same time, they were brought before Yama together.

“Take Shrikundala to the most severe of hells,” Yama instructed his messengers. “And take Vikundala to heaven.”

Yama’s words greatly mystified Vikundala. To the messenger who was to take him to heaven, he queried, “How is this possible? We brothers have been born in the same family. We have performed our evil acts together. We have died accidental deaths at the same time. How is it then that my brother should go to hell and I to heaven? I see no reason why I should be so rewarded.”

“What you say is true.” Replied the messenger. “But there is something that you have forgotte. Let me refresh your memory for you. You had a brahmana friend named Svamita. He had a hermitage on the banks of the river Yamuna. You went to visit him once and bathed in the tirtha known as papapranashana. It is thanks to that punya that all your sins have been forgiven and you are going to heaven. As for your brother, he did not bathe in the tirtha. He has to rot in hell.”

“That is not replied the messenger. “Eight lives earlier, you accumulated a lot of punya. If you transfer that punya to your brother, he will be freed from hell.”

“What was that punya?” asked Vikundala. “I don’t remember.”

“Many years ago, there was a sage named Shakuni,” said the messenger. “He had nine sons. Four of these sons, Nirmoha, Dhyanakashtha, Jitakama and Gunadhika, became sages. They spent their time in meditation. Once, they happened to visit a city in search of alms. Eight lives ago, you lived in that city as a brahmana. You not only gave the sages alms. You made them welcome under your roof. That was the punya I mentioned. If you transfer this to your brother, he will ascend to heaven.”

Vikundala gladly transferred the punya to Shrikundala. Shrikundala was freed from hell and both brothers went to heaven together.

Such is the wonderful story of Vikundala.

The Padma Purana now was a section on the Puranas.

The Puranas

The eighteen sacred Puranas correspond to parts of Vishnu’s body. Each Purana is associated with one part of Vishnu’s anatomy.

The Brahma-Purana - The head.

The Padma-Purana - The heart.

The Vishnu Purana - The right arm.

The Shiva Purana - The left arm.

The Bhagavata Purana - The thighs.

The Narada Purana - The navel.

The Markandeya Purana - The right foot.

The Agni Purana - The left foot.

The Bhavishya Purana - The right knee.

The Brahmavaivarta Purana - The left knee.

The Linga Purana - The right calf.

The Varaha Purana - The left calf.

The Skanda Purana - Body-hair.

The Vamana Purana - The skin.

The Kurma Purana - The back.

The Matsya Purana - The fat of the body.

The Garuda Purana - The marrow.

The Brahmanda Purana - The bones.

All of these texts are sacred and reading them brings a lot of punya.

Dandaka

In the last dvapara yuga, there was a thief named Dandaka. He stole the property of brahmanas, was a traitor to his friends, lied all the time and was very cruel. He ate beef for his food and drank wine instead of water.

Dandaka once went to one of Vishnu’s temples to steal the property that was in the temple. His feet were muddy and he wiped them on the threshold before entering the temple. This act had an effect that was certainly not what Dandaka had intended. The threshold was dirty and when Dandaka wiped his feet on the threshold, some of the dust that was there got cleaned.

The main chamber of the temple had a solid wooden door that Dandaka broke open with an iron rod. Inside was an image of Vishnu. The thief did not think that the image itself would be of any use to him. But there were several other valuable objects of gold and silver in the chamber. Dhandaka proceeded to tie these up in a piece of cloth. But in the process of doing this, he managed to drop a few of the objects and this made a terrible racket.

The noise brought the guards running to see what was happening. Dandaka fled. And in his hurry, he stepped on a poisonous snake which promptly bit him. Thus it was that Dandaka died and was brought before Yama.

Yama’s court has an officer named Chitragupta. He keeps accounts of all the good deeds and all the sins that a person commits on earth. When Dhandaka was brought before Yama, Yama asked Chitragupta to tell him what the thief’s record showed.

“This fellow was a thief,” said Chitragupta. “In fact, there is no conceivable sin that he has not committed. However, he performed one good deed. And such was the punya from that deed that it has more than atoned for all the sins Dandaka had committed. He cleaned some dust from the threshold of Vishnu’s temple.”

As soon as Chitragupta said this, Yama descended from his throne and worshipped Dandaka. He realised that there was no question of sending Dandaka to hell. The only place that was fit for Dandaka was Vishnu’s abode in Vishnuloka. There it was that Dandaka was sent.

Such are the wonderful effects of cleaning Vishnu’s temples.

The Rat

In treta yuga, there lived a brahmana named Vaikuntha. Vaikuntha was extremely devoted to Vishnu. He once lit a lamp in one of Vishnu’s temples. Having lit the lamp, he went home.

Clarified butter (ghrita) had been used by Vaikuntha for lighting the lamp. The smell of the clarified butter attracted a rat and the rat started to eat the ghrita. In the process, the lamp shook and the flame was brightened. It shone more clearly on Vishnu’s image and dispelled some of the darkness that was engulfing the image.

Eventually, the rat was bitten by a snake. Yama sent his messengers to bring the rat and they tied it up with nooses and ropes. But as they prepared to drag the rat to Yama’s abode, Vishnu’s messengers arrived.

“How dare you bind up this rat up?” asked Vishnu’s messengers. “Do you not know that you are not supposed to touch those who are devoted to Vishnu? This rat dispelled some of the darkness from Vishnu’s image. He is therefore one of Vishnu’s devotees. Leave him alone. He is going to go to Vishnuloka with us. All his sins have been pardoned.”

The rat was taken to Vishnuloka. He lived there happily for years and years. Subsequently, he was born as a princess.

Such are the wonderful effects of lighting up Vishnu’s image.

Shridhara

In treta yuga, there was a king named Shridhara. His wife was known as Hemaprabhavati. The king and queen were prosperous, but they were not happy. The reason for their unhappiness was that they did not have any sons.

King Shridhara once happened to meet the sage Vedavyasa.

“Why do I not have a son?” asked the king.

“I will tell you your story,” replied the sage.

In an earlier life, Shridhara used to be a brahmana named Chandra. And Queen Hemaprabhavati was Chandra’s wife, her name being Shankari. Chandra and Shankari were once travelling somewhere and they passed a small boy drowning in a pond. Since they were in a hurry, they did not stop to rescue the boy.

“It is because of this sin that you do not have a son,” said Vedavyasa.

“Can nothing be done about this?” asked the king.

“Donate pumpkins and clothing to brahmanas,” said Vedavyasa. “Give them gold and cows. Listen to recitals of the Puranas. I am certain that you will then have a son.”

Shridhara and Hemaprabhavati followed the sage’s advice. They had a handsome son. The act of donation never goes unrewarded.

Lilavati

A vrata (religious rite) observed on the birthday of Radha is sacred.

(The story of Radha and Krishna forms and integral part of Hindu folklore. Radha does not however figure in too many of the mahapuranas. Some mention of her can be found in the Padma Purana and there are more detailed accounts in the Brahmavaivarta Purana. Goloka or Vishnuloka is regarded as the heavenly abode of Vishnu (Krishna). The story is that, in Goloka, Radha emerged from the left side of Krishna’s body. She is a goddess associated with Krishna and is always seated to Krishna’s right in Goloka. When Krishna was born on earth, Radha was also born as the daughter of Vrishabhanu and his wife Kalavati. Radha was subsequently married to Ayana Ghosha.)

Many years ago, there was a woman named Lilavati. She was evil and never paid any attention to performing good deeds. This woman once happened to come upon a temple where various devotees were performing a vrata known as radhashtami. Flowers, clothing, incense and food were being offered to an image of Radha. Some devotees were singing, others were dancing, and still others were chanting incantations.

“What are you people doing?” asked Lilavati.

“Radha was born in the month of Bhadra, during shuklapaksha and on ashtami tithi,” replied the devotees. “Today is that day we are observing a vrata so that our sins may be pardoned.”

(Shuklapaksha is that lunar fortnight during which the moon waxes. A tithi is a lunar day and ashtami is the eighth lunar day.)

“I, too, will observe the vrata,” responded Lilavati.

Subsequently, Lilavati died of snake-bite and Yama’s messengers came and tried to drag her to Yama’s abode. But while they were doing this, Vishnu’s companions arrived and told Yama’s messengers that they could not take Lilavati to Yama’s abode. Lilavati had observed radhashtami vrata and all her sins had thus been forgiven. Lilavati went straight to Vishnuloka.

Such are the wonderful effects of observing radhashtami vrata.

Lakshmi Vrata

In dvapara vuga, there was a king named Bhadrashrava. He lived in the land of Sourashta. The king was learned in the Vedas. Bhadrashrava’s wife was named Suratichandrika. The king and the queen had seven sons. Later, a daughter named Shyamabala was born to them. Shyambala once went with her friends to play on the shores of the ocean.

While Shyamabala was away, Lakshmi arrived at the palace. (Lakshmi is the goddess of wealth and prosperity. She is also Vishnu’s consort.)

Lakshmi appeared in the disguise of an old brahmana woman and said to the sentry guarding the door. “I wish to meet Suratichandrika.”

“Why do you wish to meet the queen?” asked the sentry. “Who are you? What is your name? And where do you live?”

“My name is Kamala,” replied Lakshmi. “My husband is called Bhuvanesha. My husband lives in the city known as Dvaravati. I wish to remind the queen for her earlier history.”

(Since Lakshmi was in disguise, she was being indirect. Kamala is one of her names. As kamala is a lotus flower and Lakshmi is known as Kamala because she is seated on a lotus. Bhuvanesha means the lord of the world. And Dvaravati, or Dvaraka, is the city that Krishna built.)

The story that Lakshmi told me sentry is as follows.

In an earlier life, Suratichandrika was born as a vaishya woman. But she was not very happy. She quarrelled with her husband and left her husband’s house. Lakshmi met this unhappy woman and told her to perform a religious rite known as lakshmi vrata. This vrata brought a lot of punya. And thanks to the punya thus obtained, the vaishya woman spent many years in Vishnuloka after her death. For each time that the vaishya woman observed the vrata, she spent one thousand years in Vishnuloka. When the punya was exhausted, the woman was born as Suratichandrika.

“I have come to remind your queen of this,” continued Lakshmi. “She is wealthy now and have become proud and vain. She no longer observes the lakshmi vrata. That is unfortunate indeed.”

“What is this vrata?” asked the sentry. “When should it be performed?”

“The rite has to be observed in the month of Margashirsha," replied Lakshmi. “Rice-pudidng mixed with camphor has to be offered to Vishnu and Lakshmi. For four days one has to pray to Lakshmi continuously with offerings of wheat, curds, fruit and flowers.”

The sentry asked Lakshmi to wait and went to summon the queen. Suratichandrika did not recognise Lakshmi to be the goddess. When the brahmana woman offered the queen advice, Suratichandrika struck the woman and shooed her away.

While the brahmana woman was leaving, she met Shyamabala, who was then returning. Finding that the brahmana woman was weeping, Shyamabala asked her what the matter was. Upon hearing the whole story, the princess decided to observe the vrata herself.

Years later, Shyamabala was married to Maladhara, the son of King Siddheshvara. As soon as Shyamabala left for husband’s house, prosperity disappeared from the household of Bhadrashrava and Suratichandrika. (This was because Lakshmi deserted them. Lakshmi had not deserted them earlier, since Shyamabala had been living with her parents.) Things came to such a pass that the king and the queen were almost starving.

Bhadrashrava went to pay his daughter a visit and Shyamabala was aghast at what had happened. After having fed her father, she gave him a lot of wealth to take home. Bhadrashrava took this wealth home, but as soon as he entered his own house, the wealth turned into lumps of coal.

This time Suratichandrika went to visit her daughter. The time to this visit coincided with the designated time for observing lakshmi vrata and Shyamabala forcibly made her mother observe the rite. Lo and behold! When Suratichandrika returned home, she found that all the wealth and prosperity had been restored.

Such are the wonderful effects of observing lakshmi vrata.

Dinanatha and Vishvamitra

In dvapara yuga, there was a powerful kin named Dinanatha. Unfortunately, the king did not have any sons. He asked the sage Galava how he might have a son.

“Perform a yajna.” Instructed Galava. “And offer a human sacrifice. If the sacrificed human is perfect in every way, you will certainly have a son.”

The king sent his messengers to look for a human sacrifice who was handsome, young and fair. These messengers travelled far and wide. Eventually they came to a village known as Dashapura where the people were exceedingly handsome and where there lived a brahmana named Krishnadeva. His wife was called Sushila. Krishnadeva and Sushila had three sons.

The messengers asked the brahmana and his wife to part with one of their sons and offered four lakhs of gold coins in return. When the brahmana couple refused, the messengers started to abduct one of the sons by force. Seeing that they were helpless, Krishnadeva and Sushila prayed that their eldest and youngest sons might be spared. The remaining son was seized by the king’s messengers. They left the gold and departed.

Krishnadeva and Sushila sorrowed so much for their lost son that they became blind.

While the king’s messengers were returning to Dinanatha, they passed the sage Vishvamitra’s hermitage.

“Where are you going?” asked the sage. “And who is this brahmana lad?”

The messengers told Vishvamitra the story.

“Spare the lad,” said Vishvamitra. “He has a life to live and savour, he is still young. Take me instead. I will be the sacrifice.”

The king’s messengers refused. They thought that Vishvamitra was too old to be a good sacrifice. Vishvamitra therefore accompanied them to King Dinanatha. He persuaded the king to have the ceremony without the human sacrifice. Vishvamitra himself would guarantee that the king would have a son.

In due course, a son was born to the king. As for the brahmana’s son, Vishvamitra took him back to Krishnadeva and Sushila. So great was their happiness at geeting their son back that their eyesight was immediately restored.

Vishvamitra was indeed a great sage.

Chitrasena

Krishnapaksha is the lunar fortnight during which the moon wanes Ashtami tithi is the eighth lunar day. Krishna was born in the month of Bhadra, in krishnapaksha and on ashtami tithi. A vrata observed on this day is known as krishnashtami vrata and brings great punya.

There was a king named Chitrasena who performed many evil deeds. He was so evil that he avoided learned people and mingled only with outcasts.

Chitrasena once went to the forest on a hunt. Pursuing a tiger, he came to the banks of the sacred river Yamuna. The day happened to be Krishna’s birthday and many apsaras were observing krishnashtami vrata on the banks of the Yamuna. On witnessing this, the king felt like observing the religious rite himself.

Thanks to the punya thus obtained, King Chitrasena went straight to Vishnuloka after his death and all his sins were forgiven.

(Krishnashtami vrata is also known as janmashtami vrata.)

Bhima

Many years ago, in dvapara yuga, there was a shudra named Bhima. He committed so many sins that it is pointless to try and enumerate them.

This fellow once went to a brahmana’s house. He resolved that he would steel the brahmana’s property. But to scout out the place, he pretended to be a beggar. “I am very hungry, please give me some food to eat,” Bhima said.

“There is no one else in the house,” replied the brahmana. “I do not have parents, a wife, or children. There is no one here who can cook some food for you. Why don’t you help yourself to some rice and cook your own food?”

“I too, have no one,” said Bhima. “I will stay here and serve you.”

All this was really an act. Bhima was looking for an opportunity to enter the house so that he might steal the brahmana’s property. But once he began to live in the house, Bhima saw no reason to hurry. Life with the brahmana was very comfortable. There was no hurry in stealing the property. That could easily be stolen whenever Bhima wanted. But, living with the brahmana, Bhima began to serve the brahmana in little brahmana’s feet. All this led to a lot of punya.

One night, a thief entered the house. Bhima tried to prevent the thief from stealing, but while he was fighting with the thief, the thief sliced off Bhima’s head with a sword.

As soon as Bhima died, Vishnu’s messengers arrived to take Bhima to Vishnuloka. All his sins had been forgiven.

Such are the wonderful effects of serving brahmanas.

Hemaprabha

Ekadashi is the eleventh day of the lunar fortnight. If one fasts on ekadashi tithi and performs religious rites, that is known as ekadashi vrata. This is very sacred.

Many years ago, a man named Vallabha lived in the city of Kanchana. Vallabha’s wife was Hemaprabha. Vallabha was rich and prosperous. But he was not happy. The reason for his unhappiness was his wife. Hemaprabha did not obey her husband and quarrelled with him all the time. On one particular day, Vallabha could stand it no more. He gave his wife a sound thrashing.

This angered Hemaprabha so much that she retired to her bedroom and refused to touch food or water. She fasted throughout the day. As luck would have it, she died during the night.

The day had happened to be ekadashi and Hemaprabha had therefore fasted on ekadashi tithi. This brought her a lot of punya.

When Hemaprabha died, Yama’s messengers arrived and tried to take the woman to Yama’s abode. But Vishnu’s companions also arrived and they would not permit this to be done. Such was Hemaprabha’s punya that she was destined to life with Vishnu in Vishnuloka.

Vamana Purana

Shiva And Parvati

The sage Narada once went to the sage Pulastya and wanted to know about the Vamana Purana. Whatever Pulastya told Narada is what you are about to hear.

Shiva and Parvati lived on Mount Mandara. When the heat of the summer came upon them. Parvati told Shiva, “We do not have a house. How will we bear the heat of the blazing winds? Why can we not have a house like others do?”

“That is not for us,” replied Shiva. “I have no home. I spend my time in the wilds of the forest.”

Shiva took Parvati to the shade of a tree and they spent the summer under the tree.

Summer passed and monsoon came. The skies were covered with dark clouds. The rumbling of thunder could be heard.

Parvati told Shiva, “Lord, the monsoon is upon us. The winds are blowing strongly; there is thunder and lightning. Can you not hear the peacocks singing in delight? Rain has started to pour and placid streams have become mountain torrents. Please build a house on Mount Mandara so that we can have shelter and live in peace.”

“Darling,” replied Shiva, “I have no wealth which I can use to build a house. I wear the skin of a tiger and snakes are my adornments. How can I build a house?”

Parvati was not at all happy to hear this, “Are we to spend the monsoon also under this tree?” she asked.

“No,” said Shiva. “Let us live inside the clouds as long as the monsoon continues. Then the rain will not smart your body.”

Shiva and Parvati accordingly started to live in the clouds. The word jimuta means cloud and it is because of this incident that Shiva is known as Jimutaketu.

Brahma’s Triumph

The monsoon was soon over and the weather became pleasant. The clouds disappeared. Flowers bloomed on trees; lotuses could be seen on the ponds. Shiva and Parvati left the clouds and returned to Mount Mandara to live there.

Vishnu had been sleeping while the monsoon had raged and he now woke up. To celebrate this, Daksha organised a yajna (sacrifice) to which he invited everyone except Shiva. (Daksha was Brahma’s son).

“Why didn’t Daksha invite Shiva?” asked Narada.

“Because Shiva had a skull stuck to his hand.” Replied Pulastya.

“I don’t understand,” said Narada. “How came the skull to be there?”

Pulastya told Narada the story of what happened a long long time ago.

The universe was then flooded with water. There was no land, moon, sun, stars or fire. Everything was immersed in water and the universe was shrouded in darkness. For a thousand years Vishnu slept on the waters and all this while night prevailed in the universe. When the night was over, Vishnu woke up and created Brahma. Brahma had five heads and he was learned in the Vedas. Simultaneous with Brahma’s creation, Shiva emerged from the darkness. He had a trident in his hands.

Brahma and Shiva began to quarrel.

“Who are you? Who has brought you here? Who has created you?” demanded Shiva of Brahma.

“Who are you and who are your parents?” was Brahma’s rejoinder. “In fact, I know who you are. You are made out of darkness. You have three eyes, you wear no clothes and you are riding a bull. You must be Shiva the destroyer.”

An ogress (pishachi) discovered the baby there. She abducted the boy and left her own son in his place. She then brought home the abducted boy and proudly displayed him to her husband.

“You have been very stupid,” said the husband, “The brahmana Koshakara is learned and powerful. He will see through your deception and will impose a curse on us. You had better return his son.”

The son of the ogress felt cold, lying there no the courtyard. He began to wail and Dharmishtha marvelled that her dumb son could now speak. She called her husband to come and witness this miracle. Koshakara immediately realised that this was not their son. But he told his wife, “Do not get so excited. A spirit has entered our son’s body and is wailing. He will soon revert to normal again.”

But Koshakara used some powerful mantras (incantations) to bind down the strange son.

The ogress returned the abducted son to Koshakara’s house. But since the brahmana had bound down her son with the use of powerful incantations, she could not retrieve her own baby.

Both sons began to grow, Koshakara named his own son Nishakara and the ogress’ son Divakara. The boys became seven years of age and Koshakara began to teach them the Vedas. Nishakara was however not at all clever and Koshakara got tired of teaching such a stupid son. The neighbours also remarked on Nishakara’s stupidity. Koshkara found a disused well and flung Nishakara into it. Then he covered up the mouth of the well with a huge stone, Naturally, he did not tell Dharmishtha what he had done. His wife assumed that the boy had got lost.

Nishakara spent many years inside the well. There was fruit tree which grew inside the well. So that he did not starve. Ten years passed.

“Who has covered up the mouth of the well with a stone?” she remarked to herself.

‘Mother, it is father who did it.” answered Nishakara from inside the well.

Dharmishtha was very surprised at hearing these words. She removed the stone and rescued her son. She brought him back to Koshakara. And Nishakara told his parents his amazing story. 

In an earlier life, he used to be brahmana named Virndaraka. But he committed many sins. After spending some time in hell, he was born as a tiger. But the tiger was also a sinner. So Nishakara spent some more time in hell before being born as a donkey. The donkey committed many sins. Nishakaka again spent time in hell and was reborn as a bird. The bird was also a sinner and Nishakara went back to hell again. He was next born as a bull. The sins of the bull took it to hell. Therafter, Nishakara was born as the son of Koshakara, but he was born as jatismara, that is, he remembered the incidents of his earlier births. The ten years inside the well had made him penitent and with penitence had come speech and bearing. He would now perform penance for his sons and devote himself to the pursuance of the righteous path.

Such was the wonderful story of Nishakara.

Epilogue

There is nothing so sacred as devotion to Vishnu, Vishnu is like a raft that keeps one afloat in the ocean of miseries that is the world. Yama himself avoids devotees of Vishnu. All religious rites are pointless unless there if faith in Vishnu.

The Vamana Purana is sacred because it describes the glories of Vishnu. Reading one shloka of this Purana is better than donating a lot of alms, or visiting several tirthas and performing yajnas.

“Narada, I have recited the Vamana Purana for you,” said Pulastya. “Treasure what you have heard. There is one injunction. Never divulge what you have heard to those who do not worship Vishnu.”

One of the subjects we have glossed over is a detailed description of the various tirthas that Prahlada visited. Wouldn’t you like to read the entire text of the Vamana Purana and find out for yourselves about these numerous tirthas?

These words angered Shiva and his appearance became terrifying. With his nails. Shiva tore off one of Brahma’s heads and the head got stuck to Shiva’s left hand. No matter now hard Shiva tried to dislodge it, the severed head would not come unstuck.

Brahma, meanwhile, created a warrior to destroy Shiva. This warrior was armoured and held a bow and some arrows. He had four arms. The warrior told Shiva. “I shall not kill you, because you are a sinner. No one kills a sinner. But I shall certainly teach you a lesson.” 

Hearing these words, Shiva and Parvati fled to the Himalayas. The river Sarasvati flowed there and on the banks of the Sarasvati there was a famous hermitage named vadrikashrama.

Shiva came across Vishnu there and requested him, “Please save me. Grant me a boon.”

“Strike my left hand with your trident (trishula),” replied Vishnu.

As soon as Shiva did this, blood started to flow from Vishnu’s hand in three streams. The first stream mingled with the nakshatras (stars) in the sky. The next flowed down to earth and the sages Atri and Durvasa were created out of this. The third and final stream fell on Shiva’s forehead and a warrior emerged from there. He was dark in complexion and he held a bow and some arrows in his hands.

(Most other Puranas give a different account of Atri’s birth. For example, the Bhagavata Purana, the Vishnu Purana and the Matsya Purana state that the sage Atri was born out of Brahma’s eyes. He did not have any sons and so he began to perform tapasya (meditation). Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva were pleased with Atri’s prayers and agreed to grant him boons so that he would have sons. From Shiva’s boon was born the sage Durvasa, from Vishnu’s boon the sage Dattatreya and from Brahma’s boon the god Soma.)

To return to the account of the Vamana Purana, the warrior who was born out of Shiva’s forehead asked. “Who is to be destroyed? What are your orders?”

“Kill the warrior whom Brahma created,” was Shiva’s reply.

The two warriors started to fight, and for a thousand years of the gods, the battle raged. Finally, Brahma’s warrior defeated Shiva’s warrior and Brahma triumphed. Brahma’s warrior mingled with the solar system and Shiva’s warrior merged into an image of Vishnu.

Shiva And Vishnu

But Brahma’s severed head would not be dislodged from Shiva’s hand and soon became a skull. A brahmana is the first of the four classes (Varna) and by cutting off Brahma’s head, Shiva had committed the sin (brahmahatya) of killing a Brahmana.

The sin adopted the form of a living being and refused to let Shiva go. It followed Shiva wherever he went. In fact, it entered Shiva’s body. Shiva went to the hermitage known as vadrikashrama, but the sin clung onto him. Shiva tried to bathe in the river Yamuna so as to cleanse his sin. But so severe was the sin that the river dried up. This was also what happened when Shiva tried to bathe in the river Sarasvati. There were several tirthas (places of pilgrimage) that Shiva visited, but to no avail, Numerous were the vratas (religious rites) that Shiva observed, but nothing happened.

Eventually, Shiva met Vishnu and began to pray to him. Vishnu told Shiva. “There is a tirtha named Varanasi, at the confluence of the two sacred rivers Varana and Asi. In the city of Varanasi there is a place named dashashvamedha. Go there and pray and you will be freed.”

This is what Shiva did and the sin left him. What of the skull that had got stuck to Shiva’s hand? This was also dislodged. Since the word for skull is kapala, Shiva came to be known as Kapali. And the place where the skull was dislodged is a famous tirtha named kapalamochana.

Daksha’s Yajna

“To go back to what I was saying,” continued Pulastya, “Daksha did not invite Shiva to his yajna because Shiva had a skull stuck to his hand.”

Shiva was at the time married to Sati, Daksha’s daughter and Daksha was his father-in-law. It was Sati who was born as Parvati in a subsequent birth.

The gods were bewildered at these catastrophic events. Those who could not run away, either died or begged for mercy.

The yajna came to an end. But the yajna adopted the form of a divine deer and started to flee. Shiva pursued it with a pashupata arrow attached to his bow. In fact, Shiva’s body split into two. One part had matted hair (jata) and was left at the place where the ceremony was being held. This is the reason why Shiva is referred to as Jatadhara. The remaining half pursued the deer into the sky and became the constellation of kalapurusha (Orion) the hunter.

The head of the constellation is near the sign of mesha (Aries), the face near the sign of Vrisha (Taurus), the arms near the sign of mithuna (Gemini), the heart near the sign of simha (Leo), the sides near the sign of karkata (Cancer), the stomach near the sign of kanya (Virgo), the navel near the sign of tula (Libra), the waist near the sign of vrishchika (Scorpio), the thighs near the sign of dhanu (Sagittarius), the legs near the sign of makara (Capricorn), the ankles near the sign of kumbha (Aquarius), and the feet near the sign of mina (Pisces). This is the origin of the twelve signs (rashi) of the Zodiac.

The Burning Of The God Of Love

Many years ago, there used to be a brahmana named Vahvricha who was very righteous. His wife was called Ahimsa (non-violence). Vahvricha and Ahimsa had four sons named Hari, Krishna, Nara and Narayana. Hari and Krishna devoted themselves to the practice of Yoga a technique of meditation that seeks to bring about union between the human soul (atman) and the divine soul (parmatman).

Nara and Narayana became sages and concentrated on tapasya (meditation). They went to the Himalayas and there set up a hermitage named vadrikashrama.

(In some Puranas it is state that these two twin sages were the incarnations of Vishnu.)

Indra was worried on account of Nara and Narayana’s meditation. He was not at all sure what the sages wanted. They might obtain a boon as a result of this meditation and try to dislodge him from heaven. Indra therefore sent the apsara (dancer of heaven) Rambha to try and distract the sages. Madana, the god of love, also accompanied Rambha.

As soon as these two reached the hermitage, the weather there changed. A perpetual spring descended. Leaves sprouted and flowers bloomed. Creepers grew along the banks of the rivers.

Narayana was surprised at all this and looked up from his meditation. His eyes fell upon Ananga.

“Who is Ananga?” asked Narada. “You have not mentioned him before.”

“Ananga is the god of love,” replied Pulastya. “He is the son of Harsha and his other names are Madana, Kandarpa and Kama. He is known as Ananga because Shiva burnt him to ashes.”

“Why did Shiva burn him to ashes?” asked Narada.

Pulastya related the story.

After Sati died, Shiva was very unhappy. He roamed around the world, but nowhere could he find peace. There was a river named Kalindi and Shiva went and bathed there. But this did not cool him down. All that happened was that the waters of the river Kalindi became dark in colour. Ever since that day, Kalindi has been a famous tirtha.

Shiva visited many places of pilgrimage, but peace continued to elude him. Sometimes he sang and danced, at other times he cried. He was coming pretty close to losing his sanity. He dreamt of Sati and thought the image of his dreams to be real.

Shiva used to suffer a lot from bouts of belching. In one of these fits, he ran into Kubera’s son, Panchalika. Shiva told Panchalika, “Please take away this fit of belching from me. I will bless you.”

This Panchalika agreed to do. Shiva blessed Panchalika that he would henceforth be worshipped as the god Panchaleshvara. People would pray to him particularly in the month of Chaitra. Panchalika was worshipped everywhere, but he finally set up residence on Mount Kalanjara, slightly south of the Himalayas.

Daksha had a daughter named Ahalya who was married to the sage Goutama. (In other Puranas, Ahalya is stated to be Brahma’s daughter.) Goutama and Ahalya had four daughters named Jaya, Vijaya, Jayanti and Aparajita. Sati was thus their aunt and they were her constant companions.

Daksha did not invite Shiva and Sati to his yajna.

Jaya, however, came to visit Sati on Mount Mandara.

“How are you, Jaya?” asked Sati. “Where are Vijaya, Jayanti and Aparajita?”

“They have gone to attend to yajna,” replied Jaya. “Why are you not going? Everyone is going there, all the gods and all the sages. Why have you and Shiva not been invited?”

Sati had not known about the ceremony and had not known that they had not been invited. She was so mortified on hearing Jaya’s words that she died on the spot.

(In other Puranas, the account is slightly different. There is no mention of Jaya at all. Hearing about the yajna, Sati went to attend it, although she had not been invited. But her father Daksha insulted Shiva and unable to bear the criticism of her husband, Sati died.)

Jaya started to wail at Sati’s death and the sound of the wailing brought Shiva there. He was thunderstruck on finding Sati dead and his anger knew no bounds when he discovered the reason for her death. His entire frame shone with the flames of fury. And from Shiva’s body-hair there emerged a terrible demon known as Virabhadra. He had four arms and the face of a lion.

Shiva, Virabhadra and Jaya invaded the place where the ceremony was being held. Virabhadra guarded the northern gate with a trident, Jaya the south-eastern with a mace, and Shiva himself stood in the center. (In other Puranas, Virabhadra was responsible for the destruction. Shiva took no direct part in it an there is no mention of Jaya.)

The gods and the sages were frightened at the arrival of these three. Yama, the god of death, attacked Virabhadra and the two began to fight. Virabhadra soon put paid to Yama’s martial ambitions. He also easily defeated all the other gods who came to fight, the eight vasus, the twelve adityas, the eleven rudras, Indra, the vishvadevas, the sadhyas, and the many demons who came to help the gods. The gods fled in disarray.

Virabhadra now turned his attention to the sages who were busy chanting mantras (incantations). They too fled and sought refuge with Vishnu.

Vishnu himself arrived to take care of Virabhadra. The two shot arrows at one another. Vishnu struck Virabhadra with a mace and Virabhadra retaliated with a trident. Vishnu has an invincible weapon known as sudarshana chakra (a bladed discus). He hurled this at Virabhadra. But so great was Virabhadra’s fighting prowess that he managed to repel this as well. This angered Vishnu and he began to wrestle with Virabhadra. Virabhadra lost the wrestling bout and went and reported the news of his defeat to Shiva.

Shiva now decided to join the fight himself. Vishnu run away. The vasus were so scared that they hid in the form of a river named Sita. The rudras decided that the best course of action was to merge into Shiva’s body. The adityas, the vishvadevas, the sandhyas and the other gods fled. The moon-god Chandra sought refuge in the sky with the stars.

Several gods were killed by Shiva. There was a sage named Pusha. Shiva caught hold of him and whirled him around in the air. He then smashed all of Pusha’s teeth with his fists.

(There is some variance with the accounts in the other Puranas. The Kurma Purana states that it was Virabhadra who smashed Pusha’s teeth. The Mahabharata states that it was Shiva who caused the damage, but with a kick, rather than with a blow of the fists. Pusha is also identified with the sun-god Surya. The account in the Vamana Purana suggests that it was the sun-god, and not a sage, who was the object of Shiva’s attentions.)

There was another sage named Bhaga (also identified with Surya). Shiva plucked out Bhaga’s eyes. (Again, some other Puranas hold Virabhadra responsible for this mishap. But the Mahabharata states that it was Shiva who inflicted the damage).

Shiva kept on wandering and eventually arrived in the Vindhyas. In a forest that was there, Shiva established an image (linga) of his. When this linga was set up, the entire earth shook from the tremor.The mountains, the trees and the rivers quaked.

Brahma went to Vishnu and asked, “What is causing this great quaking? Do you know anything about it?”

“This is because of Shiva’s linga being established. Why don’t we go and see what is happening?” replied Vishnu.

Brahma and Vishnu went to the place where the linga was embedded in the earth. It was a huge linga. The upper part disappeared into the sky and the lower extremity reached all the way down into the underworld. Brahma and Vishnu decided that they would try and find the two extremities of the linga. Vishnu climbed onto the great bird Garuda and went down into the underworld. Brahma rode his swan and went up into the sky. But no matter how high or how low they went, they could not find the extremities of the linga.

Their wonder knew no bounds. They returned and started to pray to Shiva.

Shiva appeared before them and said, “Why are you praying to me ? I am distressed at having lost my beloved Sati. Please leave me in peace.”

“We were praying because we were impressed with the linga,” replied Brahma and Vishnu. “From now on, your image of the linga is going to be worshipped by everyone.”

All this while, Madana had been pestering Shiva. Shiva’s eyes now fell upon Madana and he gazed at the god of love with blazing fury. The fire burnt up Madana’s body, from the feet to the chest. When Madana saw that his body was being burnt, he dropped the bow from his hand. The bow broke into five parts and gave birth to the fragrant champaka flower, the bakula tree and other shrubs and creepers. Since Madana no longer had a body, he came to be known as Ananga. The word ananga connotes someone who has no body.

Shiva came to his senses after burning down Madana. He retired to the Himalayas to perform tapasya.

(The sequence of events is slightly mixed up in the vamana Purana, as compared to the accounts in the other Puranas. Many Puranas, like the Matsya Purana, state that Brahma had cursed Madana that he would be burnt down by Shiva. Subsequently, Sati died and was reborn as Parvati, daughter of Himalaya, Parvati wished to marry Shiva, but Shiva was too busy with tapasya, Madana was sent to distract Shiva from his tapasya and, in the process, was burnt up by Shiva. This is the account in the Bhagavata Purana and the Brahmavaivarta Purana. The Vamana Purana however suggests that Madana was burnt down prior to Shiva’s tapasya, although after Sati’s death.)

Nara And Narayana

You will remember the point form which we had digressed. Madana and Rambha had arrived to disturb the meditations of the sages Nara and Narayana.

Narayana realised why Rambha had been brought along. Rambha was very beautiful and Indra’s expectation was that the sages would fall in love with her and forget all about their prayers.

Narayana saw through this game and told Madana, “Welcome, great god of love. Sit here and talk to me.”

While the conversation was going on, Narayana picked up a sprig of flowers and began to knead it on his thighs (uru). From this kneading there emerged a beautiful woman named Urvashi, so named from the word uru. She was far more beautiful than Rambha and at the sight of her Madana forgot all about his mission.

Narayana smiled and told Madana, “Take this woman Urvashi as a present to Indra. Let him make an apsara out of her.”

Terrified at the sage’s powers, Madana fled to heaven and reported what had happened to Indra. Thereafter, Indra left the two sages alone and stories of their powers spread far and wide

“But I have resolved that I shall defeat Narayana,” pleaded Prahlada. “If he is truly invincible, my resolution will stand falsified. I will have no option but to kill myself.”

“Not necessarily,” replied Vishnu. “Your approach is wrong. You have tried to defeat Narayana through warfare and that is no the way. Narayana can be defeated through faith and devotion. Let me tell you that Narayana is one of my incarnations. Pray to him and you will succeed.”

There was a demon named Andhaka. Prahlada asked him to look after the kingdom and went off to the hermitage named vadrikashrama. He pleased Nara and Narayana with his meditations. When they offered to grant him a boon, Prahlada desired that the sin he had committed by fighting with them might be forgiven. He also wished that he might forever remain devoted to Vishnu, Nara and Narayana. The sages granted these boons and also blessed Prahlada that he would be invincible and immortal.

When Prahlada returned to the land of the demons, Andhaka tried to return the kingdom to him. But Prahlada would have none of it. He refused to rule as a king. He prayed to Vishnu and continued to give good advice to the demons.

Andhaka 

“But,” interrupted Narada, “I have heard that Andhaka was blind. How came he then to be a king? Isn’t it true that a blind man cannot be a king?”

“Andhaka was Hiranyaksha’s son,” replied Pulastya. Hirnaysksha was Hirnayakashipu’s brother. So that Prahlada and Andhaka were cousins. You are quite right in saying that Andhaka was blind. But his sight was restored, so that the he could become king.”

(According to some other Puranas, Andhaka was the offspring of Shiva and Parvati and was adopted as a son by Hirnyaksha. Vishnu killed Hiranyaksha in his boar (araha) incarnation and Hiranyakshipu in his half-man and half0lion (narasimha) incarnation.)

As soon as Andhaka became king, he made it his first task to please Shiva through tapasya. He obtained the boons that gods and demons would not be able to kill, that the fire would not be able to burn him and that the water would not be able to make him wet. Thus fortified, Andhaka decided that he would conquer heaven and earth. He made Shukracharya, the preceptor of the demons, his priest and adviser.

It took no time at all to defeat all the kings on earth. Andhaka and his cohorts now invaded Mount Sumeru, indra raised an army of the gods so that heaven might be protected. Indra himself came to fight, perched atop his elephant Airavata. In the army of the gods there were the twelve aditya, the eight vasus, the vishvadevas, the two Ahvinis and the martus.

Narada interrupted Pulastya. “Please tell me what the various gods rode on.”he said. “I would like to know that.”

Pulastya obliged.

Indra rode a white elephant named Airavata Yama rode a black buffalo named Pundraka. Varuna was astride a dark porpoise named Jalashi. The gandharvas (Singers of heaven) rode on snakes and the eleven rudras on a chariot drawn by five hundred swans. The adityas rode horses and camels, while the vasus were on elephants. The tow Ashvinis rode horse and the maruts rode on deer.

As for the demons, they also rode on diverse creatures. Andhaka’s chariot was drawn by a thousand black horses. The demon Virochana was on an elephant, Kujambha rode a horse and Ayohshanku was astride a lion. Other demon soldiers were on chariots or on foot.

The fierce battle started. Thick dust billowed around and nothing could be seen. Chariots crushed chariots, elephants fought with elephant, and horsed hot tangled with other horses. River of blood started to flow and dead soldiers littered the battlefield. Vultures feasted on the dead bodies. Jackals were delighted. Parts of the battlefield came to resemble a cremation ground.

Andhaka and Indra came face to face and d duel began. Indra had a terrible weapon named vajra. He hurled this at Andhaka. Although this flaming weapon killed Andhaka’s horses and charioteer, it could do Andhaka himself no harm. Andhaka floored the vajra with a blow of his fists. Airavata fell unconscious from the force of Andhaka’s blows. Indra had had enough and he fled Andhaka cheerfully continued with his destruction of the gods.

Several other duels raged between individual gods and demons. Andhaka gave Yama a thrashing. Virochana managed to capture the god Varuana. The god Agni received a blow of Andhaka’s club and ran away. Vayu, Chandra, Surya, the sadhyaas, the vasus or the Ashvinis – not a single god could match Andhaka’s prowess.

In this fashion, Andhaka conquered the three worlds. He made all the kings pay taxes to him. Andhaka’s capital was a city named Ashmaka. Located in the underworld.

Prahlada

The demons had a king named Hiranyakashipu who was very evil. Vishnu killed this evil king and instated Prahlada, Hiranyakashipu’s son, as the king of the demons.

Prahlada was a good king. He was respectful towards the gods and the brahmanas. Religious ceremonies were faithfully observed in his kingdom. The brahmanas could go about their business in peace, performing tapasya and visiting tirthas. Dharma (righteousness) prevailed.

There was a powerful sage named Chyavana. One day, he went to a tirtha named Nakuleshvara, located on the banks of the river Narmada. When Chyavana entered the river to bathe, a black snake came and bit him. But the sage started to pray to Vishnu and the snake’s poison was rendered harmless. The snake however managed to drag Chyavana down into the underworld. All the demons (danavas and daityas) who lived in the underworld worshipped the great sage and he was taken before their king, Prahlada.

Prahlada asked Chyavana, “Please tell me about the great tirthas that are there in the sky, the earth and the underworld.”

“There are a large number of tirthas,” replied the sage. “But the best tirtha in the sky is Pushkara, the best one on earth is Naimishatirtha and the best one in the underworld is Chakratirtha.”

Hearing this, Prahlada thought that it would be a good idea to visit Pushkara. But as a preliminary, the demons went and bathed in Naimishatirtha. After the bathing was over, Prahlada went out on a hunt with his companions and soon came to the banks of the river Sarasvati. There was a shala tree standing there and all along the tree the branches were pierced with arrows. Not a single part of the trunk was unscathed.

A little beyond the tree, Prahlada came upon two sages. They had matted hair and wore deerskins. They were busy meditating. But by their side, there were two divine bows. And quivers full of arrows. Prahlada concluded that these two sages were not real sages. They must be fake sages, otherwise, why should they carry weapons?

“Why are you so bothered?” retorted the sages. “We are only doing what is in our power to do.”

“How can you talk of power?” asked Prahlada. “I am the king of the demons. I am the source of your strength. How can you have any independent power?”

“Not at all,” replied the sages. “We are Nara and Narayana. We have plenty of strength. There is no one who is our equal in prowess.”

These words angered Prahlada and he arranged his soldiers in proper formation and attacked the sages. Nara and Prahlada first fought with one another, letting loose volleys and volleys of arrows. They sliced up each other’s arrows. The sky was covered with arrows flying in all directions. When his arrows served no purpose, Prahlada took up a divine weapon named brahmastra. Nara repelled this with another divine weapon named narayanastra. Prahlada now took up agneyastra and Nara repelled this with maheshvarastra. Prahlada now took up a mace to fight.

Narayana had taken no part in the battle so far. He relieved Nara and entered the fray. Prahlada’s mace struck Narayana and Prahlada started to shoot arrows at each other. So wonderful was the battle that the gods came and lined up in the sky to see what was happening. Narayana sliced up all of Prahlada’s bows with his arrows. The king of the demons then began to fight with clubs, nooses and spears. Finally, one of Narayana’s arrows pierced Prahlada in the chest and he fell down on his chariot, unconscious. His charioteer removed Prahlada to safety.

When Prahlada regained consciousness, he came back to fight again. But Narayana told him.

“It is now time for the evening prayers. Come back tomorrow and we will resume our duel.”

Next morning Prahlada returned and the two warriors continued to fight. Thus it went on for a thousand years and Prahlada found it impossible to vanquish Narayana. In desperation, he started to pray to Vishnu.

Vishnu appeared before Prahlada and said, “Forget about trying to defeat Narayana. He is invincible. The gods and the demons cannot vanquish him, even if they gang up together.”

The sun-god, Surya, was extremely unhappy as his glory was diminished. He therefore gazed at the city of the rakshasas in rage. So fierce was his gaze that the city fell down from the sky. (You will recall that Shiva granted Sukeshi a fortified city fell, the demons wailed and Sukeshi prayed to Shiva.

Shiva wished to help his devotees and realised that it was Surya who was responsible for the mischief. He gazed at the sun in anger and the sun started to fall from the sky.

Surya asked the sages, ”what am I going to do? I am falling down from the sky.”

“If you want your own good, fall on the holy city of Varanasi,” replied the sages.

The sun accordingly fell on Varanasi and bathed in the rivers Varana and Asi. But how could the earth and its inhabitants function without a sun? they all went to Brahma in search of a solution. Brahma and the other gods went to Mount Mandara to pacify Shiva. Shiva’s anger was cooled and he re-established the sun in the sky. As for Sukeshi’s city, that too was re-established in the sky by Brahma.

Mahishasura

Many years ago, there were two powerful asuras named Rabha and Karambha. They were so evil that the entire universe suffered from their oppression. These two asura brothers had no son and they decided to pray so that they might have sons. Karambha planed to perform tapasya under the water. While he was doing this, he was killed by Indra.

(The Devi Bhagavata states that Rambha and Karambha were the sons of Danu. The sons of Danu were called danavas (demons). Indra adopted the form of a crocodile and swallowed Karambha. The Kalika Purana states that Rambha was born three times and each of these births, he prayed to Shiva. He then obtained a son as the result of a boon received from Shiva).

When the news of his brother’s death reached Rambha, he was greatly angered. He began to perform very difficult tapasya so that he might have his revenge. When nothing happened as a result of all this meditation. Rambha resolved slice off his head with a sword and offer it to the fire-god, Agni.

As he was about to do that, Agni appeared and said. ”Don’t commit suicide. It is a sin to kill others, but it is a grater sin to kill oneself. Tel me what you want and I will grant you the desired boon.”

“Please let me have a son who will conquer the three worlds, “ replied Rambha. “ Let him be very strong so that even the gods will find him invincible. Let him also be well-versed in the use of all sorts of weapons and as the wind.”

Agni granted Rambha the boon.

The yakshas were demi-gods who were companions of Kubera, the god of wealth. Rambha went on a trip to the land of the yakshas and fell in love with a she-buffalo whom he met there. He married her and brought her home. But his danava friends shunned him because he had returned to the land of the yakshas. There the she-buffalo gave birth to a handsome boy who was named Mahishasura as his mother was a she-buffalo (mahishi).

Mahishasura’s mother was once attacked by another buffalo. While trying to protect his wife, Rambha met his death at the hands of the buffalo. The yakshas pursued the buffalo and killed it. The she-buffalo immolated herself on her husband Rambh’s funeral pyre. Out of the flames of funeral pyre there emerged a terrible demon named Raktavija. He killed everyone who was present, with the solitary exception of Mahishaura, whom he accepted as lord and master.

(The account in the Devi Bhagavata differs. There, Mahashasura was not born prior to Rambha’s death. When Rambha’s wife immolated herself. Mahishasura emerged from the side of her body. On seeing that his son had been thus born. Rambha recreated himself in the form of Raktavija.)

Mahishasura became a fierce warrior. He defeated all the other demons and became their king. He also defeated the gods and drove them out of heaven. The crestfallen gods went and complained to Brahma about Mahishasura. Brahma said that he would not be able to do anything about the demon himself, but he would take the gods to Vishnu and plead to Vishnu on their behalf, when brahma and the other gods went to visit Vishnu, they found Shiva there as well.

“Please save us from the depredations of Mahishasura, ”the gods told Shiva and Vishnu.” He has thrown us out of heaven and if you do not find a solution we will be forced to go and live in the underworld.”

Sukeshi

Many years ago, there was a king of the rakshasas (demons) named Vidyutkeshi. Vidutkeshi’s son was Sukeshi. Sukeshi had many good qualities and Shiva was so please with him that he granted Sukeshi a wonderful fortified city that could fly in the sky. As a result of possessing this city, no one could defeat Sukeshi and he became invincible.

Once Sukeshi went to a forest in the land of Magadha. The forest was full of hermitages populated by holy sages. Sukeshi paid his respects to the sages. He wanted some good advise from the sages.

The sages told him that one should always followed the path of dharma (righteousness). This meant performing yajnas, studying the Vedas and worshipping Vishnu. Of course, only so far as the gods were concerned. Dharma for the demons meant fighting and worshipping Shiva. The sages were supposed to be truthful and were to spend their time in meditation. As for humans, dharma meant that they should donate alms, perform religious ceremonies, avoid miserliness, express pity towards other living beings, be forgiving, practise non-violence, control the senses, and be respectful towards the gods. 

The earth is divided into seven regions dvipas). Their names are Jambudvipa, Plakshadvipa, Shakadvipa and Pushkaradvipa. There are also seven oceans on earth and their names are Lavana, ikshu, Sura, Sarpi, Dadhi, Dugdha and Svaduda. (other Puranas mention Jala instead of Svauda.) The dictates of dharma differ from one dvipa to another.

There are several hells (naraka) in which sinners are made to fuffer. There are in fact, twenty-one such hell and their names are Rourava, Maharourava, Tamisra, Andhatamisra, Kalasutra, Taptakumbha, Kutashalmali, Karapatra, Shvabhojana, Sandamsha, Louhapinda, Karambhasikata, Kita-bhojana, Shonitapuyabhojana, Kshuragradhara, Nisita, Chakraka and Samshoshana.

Sukeshi asked the sages, “What are sins and when do sinners go the hell?”

The most important sins are criticising the gods, Vedas or brahmanas, being disrespectful towards the Puranas, hating one’s teacher (guru), and causing disturbance at yajnas. Other sinners are those who cause strife amongst friends, brothers and relatives. It is also a sin to cause unhappiness to other or to commit theft. Those who insult their parents or those who defraud others are also sinners, It is a sin to eat before the gods, guests and parents have been served. A sinner is one who touches one’s friend, wife, mother, elder brother, Father, sister or teacher with one’s feet. Those who destroy temples, wells or ponds are destined to suffer in hell. It is a sin to forsake one’s wife, sons, and servants in times of famine. You will surely go to hell if you kill a cow, or if you steal land.

Sukeshi asked, ”can you tell me a little more about Jambudvipa?”

Jambudvipa is divided in to nine regions (varsha). Llavaritavarsha is in the centre, Bhadrashvavarsha in the east, Hiranmayavarsha in the south-east, Bharatavarsha in the south Harivasha in the south-west Ketumalavarsha in the west, Champakavarsha in the north-west, Kuruvarsha in the north-east. Bharatvarsha itself is divided into nine regions whose names are Indradvipa, Kasheruna, Tamraparna, Gabhastimana, To the east of Bharatavarsha live the kiratas, to the west the yavanas, to the south the andhras, and to the north the turaskas.

The major mountain ranges of Bharatavarsha are Mahendra, Malaya, Sahya, Shuktimana, Riksha, Vindhya and Paripatra. The land is full of rivers

The dictates of dharma are laid down in the principles of varnashrama. There are four varnas (classes) and four ashramas (stages of life). The first ashrama is that of brahmacharya (celibate studenthood). One studies then in the house of one’s guru and serves the teacher well. Food of then to be obtained through begging. When the period of studying is over, the teacher has to be paid a fee (dakshina). It is the time to enter the second ashrama, that of garhasthya (householder stage). A householder has to make his living through occupations that ate prescribed for his class. His primary duties are to serve the gods and guests well. When sons and grandsons have been born and when the body shows signs of decay, it is time to enter the third ashrama of vanaprastha (forest-dwelling stage). Such a person spends his time in meditation, sleeps on the ground, keeps clothes. The final ashrama is that of sannyasa (hermithood).

The four varnas are brahmanas, kshatriyas, vaishyas and shudras. All four ashramas are not recommended for all four classes, Brahmanas should practice all four. Kshatriyas should avoid sannyasa and vaishyas should avoid both brahmacharya and sannyasa. Shudras should practice only garhasthya.

When Sukeshi returned to his kingdom, he instructed the rakshasas to practice dharma along the lines indicated by the sages. The demons were so energised through the practice of these righteous ways that their glory put the sun, the moon and the stars to shame, During the day, the city of the rekshasas shone like the sun and at night it shone like the moon. This was indeed a wonderous sight. People got confused between the city of the demons and the sun, or between the city and the moon. Night and day had no meaning, as the city blazed forth with light. Religious ceremonies started to be performed at night. Owls sauntered out during the day. There was a great deal of confusion.

News of the demon’s oppressions angered Shiva and Vishnu and luminous energy came out of this anger, Brahma and the other gods also contributed their own energies. All this energy was taken to the sage Katyayana’s hermitage and the sage added his own energy to the accumulated store. From this store of energy was fashioned a beautiful goddess named Katyayani, so named because she was born in Katyayana’s hermitage. Shiva’s energy formed her face, Agni’s her eyes, Yama’s her hair, Vishnu’s her eighteen arms. Indra’s fer waist, Varuna’s her legs, Brahma’s her feet and Surya’s her toes. The yakshas contributed the nose, the sadhyas the eyebrows, and the maruts the ears.

(The reason why a goddess had to be created does not come out clearly in the Vamana Purana . other Puranas like the Varaha Purana, the Markandeya Purana, the Kalika Purana and the Devi Bhagavata state that Mahishasura had obtained a boon from Brahma whereby he could not be killed by any male. The kalika Purana also adds that Mahishasura had disturbed Katyayana’s meditations in the form of a woman. The sage had thereupon cursed him that he would be killed by a woman.)

The gods armed the goddess with the sorts of weapons. Shiva gave her his trident (trishula). Vishnu his bladed discus (chakra). Varuna his conch-shell (shankha). Agni his spear (shakti). Vayu his bow (chapa). Surya his quiver (tuna) and arrows (shara). Indra his club (vajra), Yama his rod (danda), Kuthara). Other gods adorned her with jewellery. The Himalaya mountains gave her a lion to ride on. The gods then prayed to Katyayani for deliverance.

Thus armed by the gods. The goddess ascended her lion and left for the Vindhya mountains.

A Digression On Agastya And The Vindhya Mountains

The Vindhya mountains constituted a very long range. Many years ago, the peaks of these mountains used to tower up into the sky. But the sage Agastya made the Vindhya lower its peaks.

“How did that happen and why did Agastya lower the peaks of the Vindhya?” Narada asked of Pulastya.

Many years ago, the Vindhya raised its peaks up into the sky and obstructed the path of the sun. (Other Puranas give the reasons for this. The sage Narada went to the Vindhya and told the Vindhya that Mount Sumeru was a superior mountain. To establish its supremacy, the Vindhya raised its peaks up into the sky and obstructed the path of the sun).

How would the earth survive if the sun was not permitted to traverse the sky? The sun went to the sage Agastya and asked him to find a solution to the problem.

Agastya pretended to be an old man and appeared before Vindhya. “I am an old man,” he said. “There is a tirtha to the south that I wish to visit. It is beyond my powers to cross your peaks and travel southwards. Please lower your peaks and aid an old man”.

After Vindhya had lowered its peak, Agastya crossed over the other side and said, “ I am going to bathe in the tirtha and will return to may heritage along this very route. Please do not raise your peaks until I return. If you do not listen to me, I am going to curse you.’

Scared of the curse, Vindhya kept its peaks lowered. Agastya never returned. That is how the peaks of the Vindhya came to be so low.

Mahishasura Again

Katyaynai started to live on the Vindhya mountains.

Mahishasura had two messengers named Chanda and Munda and these two demons happened to catch sight of the goddess, they though that this beautiful woman would be the right wife for their king Mahishasura. They accordingly went and described Katyayani’s beauty to the demon-king.

These descriptions excited Mahishasura’s curiosity. He sent an army of demons to the Vindhya mountains. In this army were asura (demon) stalwarts like Chanda, Munda, Vidalasha, Kapila, Vashkala, Ugrayudha, Chikshura and Raktavija.

“Why have all of you come to see me?” asked Vishnu “I can guess that Nishumbha must have defeated you. Do as I say. Pray to the ancestors (pitri). They have a daughter named Mena. Mean must be married to Himalaya. Sati will be reborn as Uma the daughter of Mena. Shiva and Uma’s son will be the general who lead you to victory. For the moment, go to the place named Kuruakshetra. There is a tirtha named Prithudaka there. That is where you must pray to the ancestors for Meana .”

“Where is Kurukshetra?” asked the gods. “Tell us about Kurukshetra and Prithudaka tirtha.”

Vishnu recounted the story for the benefit of the gods.

Samvarana and Tapati

Towards the beginning of satya yuga, there was a king named Riksha who belonged to the lunar dynasty.

(Satya yuga is the first of the four eras. In this context, this simply means that the incident in question happened many yeas ago.)

Riksha had a son named Samvarana whom he appointed king at a very early age. Right from his childhood, Samvarana was righteous and devoted to Vishnu. His priest was the sage Vashishtha. The sage also taught Samvarana all the shastras (sacred texts).

Once Samvarana went on a hunt to the forest, after having left Vashishtha in charge of the kingdom. One particular part of the forest was called Vaibhraja. This was truly wonderous. It was full of diverse flowers. Samvarana wandered around the place and came upon a group of apsaras. One particular apsara was named Tapati and Samvarana fell in love with her. He was so smitten with love for her that he fell down from his horse, unconscious. He was discovered there by the gandharvas. They revived him and Samvarana returned to his capital.

But he could not forget Tapati. Tapati was actually the daughter of the sun-god Surya and, she too, had fallen in love with Samvarana. Vashishtha got to know about the matter and saw no reason why the two should not get married. He therefore requested Surya to accept Samvarana as son-in-law. The sun promptly agreed and Samvarana and Tapati were married.

They had a son named Kuru and Vashishtha took charge of Kuru’s education. The result was that the prince became will-versed in the shastras and knew all the duties of a king by the time he was ten years of age.

When his son was sixteen years old, Samvarana decided it was time to get him married. King Sudama had a beautiful daughter named Soudamni and it was to her that Kuru was married. They lived happily, and in due course, Kuru became king after his father. But after some time had passed, Kuru decided that he ought to do something so that posterity might remember him forever.

The king roamed everywhere on earth in search of a task that might bring him permanent fame. He eventually came to a forest named dvaitavana, through which flowed the river Sarasvati. Also in the forest was a pond and by the side of the pond was one of Brahma’s seats. Brahma has five seats (vedi) on earth. This particular one was named Samantapanchaka and was situated towards the north. The seat towards the east was in Gaya, that towards the south in Viraja, that towards the west in Pushkara and the central seat was in Prayaga.

Kuru decided that he would plough the land near Samantapanchaka. For this purpose he constructed a golden plough and yoked a buffalo and a bull to it. While he was ploughing, Indra arrived and asked, “King, what are you trying to do?”

“I am ploughing the land to cultivate the fruits of meditation, truthfulness, pity, forgiveness, cleanliness, charity and the like,” replied Kuru.

“But where is the seed?” asked Indra.

Kuru did not reply. He went on ploughing. After Indra had left, Vishnu arrived and asked Kuru the same question.

This time Kuru replied. “The seed is inside my body,” he said.

There was another demon named Dundubhi. The word dundubhi means because his voice was like the noise of a drum. Dundubhi also happened to be the son of Maya, the architect of the demons.

Mahishasura sent Dundubhi as a messenger to Katyayni. Dundubhi told her. Mahishasura has conquered the three worlds. He has even succeeded in defeating the gods and all the kings on earth owe allegiance to him. There is no one in the three worlds who is his equal in battle. You are the most beautiful of women. It is only fitting that you should marry Mahishasura.”

“I agree with what you have said,” replied Katyayani. “However, there is a ritual that is followed in my family. I can only marry someone who defeats me in battle . please tell Mahishasura to fight with me and conquer me. I shall then be his wife.”

When Dundubhi carried this message back to Mahishasura, the demon-king got ready for battle. Chikshura was appointed the chief general and the demon namara led the attack. Arrows showered like rain from Katyayani’s bow. Her clubs killed several demons. The lion also killed many demons. The asuras started to flee, but Namara restrained them and himself came to fight. He flung spears and tridents at the goddess and also attacked her lion. But Katyayani grasped the demon and battlefield shook with her laughter. From her laughter there emerged several ghosts (bhuta) and these too killed the demons.

Chhikshura entered the fray now. But his arrows were easily repelled by Katyayani. She sliced off his bow, sword and shield. She then off his head, arms and feet. Many other demons then attacked the goddess, Vashkala, Durdhara, Durmukha and Vidalaksha. But Katyayani killed them all.

Mahishasura adopted the form of a buffalo and attacked the lion. He pounded on the ground with his hooves and roared in anger. Katyayani picked up the buffalo and flung him far away. But the buffalo got up again and rushed towards the goddess. Katyayani now tied him of an elephant. The goddess sliced off the elephant’s trunk, but the demon became a buffalo again.

All the weapons that the goddess used on the buffalo proved to be of no avail. Katyayani therefore climbed up onto the back of the buffalo. Mahishasura ran hither and thither to shake her off, but the goddess would not be dislodged. She proceeded to to methodically and slowly crush the buffalo death with her feet. When Mahishasura became weak from this burned, Katyayani speared his throat with a trident. From the severed throat of the buffalo a warrior armed with a sword and shield emerged. But the goddess speared his chest, grasped his hair with her hand and cut off his head with her sword.

Thus it was that Mahishasura died and great was the despair among the demons. They fled in disarray.

The gods prayed to Katyayani. She blessed them and said, “I will appear again when you need me.”

Saying this, she disappeared.

Uma 

Narada asked Pulastya, ‘When did the goddess appear again?”

“She appeared to kill the asura Nishumbha,” replied Pulastya. “ She was born was as Uma, the daughter of Himalaya, and married Shiva. All this was to ensure the destruction of Shumbha and Nishumbha.”

“Tell me about Uma,” requested Narada.

“Before telling you about Shumbha and Nishumbh, let me tell you about Skanda,” said Pulastya.

When Sati died, Shiva was miserable and went away to perform tapasya. Meanwhile, the general of the gods left and went away to meditate. The gods had no general who could lead them into battle. The upshot was that the demon Nishumbha attacked them and gave them a thrashing. The defeated gods went to visit Vishnu in Shvetadvipa.

“The great Vishnu,” exclaimed Vali. “Who is this great Vishnu? Is he superior to my valiant generals?”

Prahlada was devoted to Vishnu and he was therefore insulted at these insolent words of his grandson. “Cursed am I that my grandson should speak thus,” he said. “Because of your insolent words I curse you that you will lose your kingdom.”

Vali begged forgiveness and Prahlada pardoned him. But a curse once imposed, has to run its course. As compensation, Prahlada agreed to teach vali the principles of dharma.

Meanwhile, Kashyapa and Aditi had a son. He was born as a dwarf (vamana) and this was accordingly, the dwarf incarnation of Vishnu.

Vali had arranged for a yajna and the dwarf decided to pay a visit to the ceremony.

Vali saw ill omens everywhere. He therefore asked his guru Shukracharya for an explanation.

“Vishnu has been born as the dwarf son of Kashyapa and Aditi,” replied Shukracharya. “He is coming to attend your yajna. Be careful of what you promise to grant him. I fear that he will try to deprive you of your kingdom, so as to make the gods happy.”

“I will indeed be fortunate if the great Vishnu condescends to grace my ceremony,” said Vali. “How can I possible refuse him? I will give him whatever he wants.”

When the dwarf arrived, Vali offered to grant him whatever he wanted. The dwarf desired as much of land as could be covered in three of his footsteps. This boon Vali readily granted. But as soon as the boon was granted, the dwarf assumed a gigantic from. The form was so huge that the entire universe was covered in one of the giant’s footsteps. Vishnu returned heaven to Indra. There was nowhere left for Vali to live in and Vishnu instructed the demons that they should live in the underworld. But so struck was Vishnu by Vali’s generosity that he promised Vali that he would assume the title of Indra in future manvantara.

Tirthas

A tirtha is a sacred place of pilgrimage and there are several such tirthas. The Vamana Purana now describes several such tirthas.

For example, Kurukshetra is such a tirtha. Also sacred is the land of Brahmavarta, which lies between the two rivers Sarasvati and Drishadvati. In fact, there are seven rivers that flow through the land of Kurukshetra. Their names are Sarasvati, Vaitarani, Ganga, Mandakini, Madhusrava, Koushiki and Drishadvati. There are also seven forests in Kurukshetra. Their names are kamyaka, Aditi, Vyasa, Falaka, Surya, Madhu and Shita.

Vena

Manu had a son named Kshut. Kshut was a very good king. But his wife Bhaya had a father named Kala who was evil. Kshut and Bhaya’s son was Vena and Vena picked up evil ways from his maternal grandfather Kala.

(There is some inconsistency with the accounts elsewhere. For example, the Mahabharata, the Vishnu Purana and the Harivamsha, state that Vena was the son of the king of Anga and his wife Sunitha. The rest of the account is more or less the same.)

Vena was so evil that he criticised the Vedas. His father was so upset at Vena’s evil ways that he retired to the forest to perform tapasya as penance for having given birth to such an evil son. This merely provided Vena with the opportunity to become king and rule over the entire world. He promptly announced that all religious ceremonies should be stopped. There was no need to worship the gods. The person who was deserving of worship was Vena himself.

The sages were aghast at these proceedings. They came and tried to persuade the king to mend his evil ways. They tried to tell him that yajnas were necessary for the sake of dharma. But Vena would not listen. The sages therefore had no option but to chant incantations over some blades of grass and slay Vena with this sanctified grass.

“Produce it,” responded Vishnu. “Give me the seed so that I can sow it. You continue with your ploughing.”

Kuru stretched out his right arm and Vishnu sliced the arm into a thousand pieces with his bladed discus. Kuru next stretched out his left arm and this also met with the same end. The king Offered his thighs and again Vishnu cut them up. Finally, Kuru offered his head. This pleased Vishnu no end and he wished to grant Kuru a boon.

“I have already ploughed part of the land,” replied Kuru. “If you desire to grant me a boon, let it be that the ploughed part of the land shall henceforth be a holy place. Religious rites and ceremonies will be observed here and from now on, the place will be known as Kurukshetra.”

Vishnu granted the boon. He also informed Kuru that the king himself would perform thousands and thousands of yajnas in Kurukshetra. This is how Kurukshetra became a sacred place and sinners are not permitted entry there. In Kurukshetra there flows the holy river Prithudaka, after which the tirtha to which Vishnu referred is named.

It was in Kuruksheta that the sage Lomaharshana recited the story of the vamana (dwarf) incarnation to the other assembled sages. The story is as follows.

Vali

Hiranyakashipu was the ancestor of all demons(daityas). Hiranyakashipu’s son was Prahlada, Prahlada’s son Virochana and Virochana’s son Vali.

After Hiranyakashipu’s death, the power of the demons was not diminished. They continued to rule the three worlds and drove the gods out of heaven. Two demons named Maya and Shambara kept on conquering new kingdoms for the daityas. The demons performed yajnas and prospered. This was because Prahlada. Maya and Shambara were good demons, not sinners.

Eventually Vali became the king of the daityas. The goddess Lakshmi, goddess of wealth and prosperity, blessed Vali and began to live in his house. Thus Vali prospered and everyone was happy.

The only person who was unhappy was Indra. The gods, after all, no longer had a place to live in. Indra therefore went to Mount Sumeru. There lived Aditi, the mother of all the gods. Indra and the other gods went and complained about Vali to their mother.

“The gods can do nothing about Vali,” replied Aditi. “The only one who can destroy Vali is Vishnu. Why don’t you go and see what your father Kashyapa has to say on this?”

The gods went and recited their woes to Kashyapa.

“I can’t really do anything,” said Kashyapa. “What you should really do is go to Brahma and ask for his opinion”.

The gods went to Brahma.

“The solution lies with Vishnu,” said Brahma.

“Go to the shores of the northern ocean and pray to Vishnu. Ask Kashyapa and Aditi to pray as well.

When Vishnu is pleased, he will grant Kashyapa and Aditi the boon that he will be born as their son. It is this son who will destroy Vali”.

The gods went to the shores of the northern ocean and started to pray. Kashyapa and Aditi joined them in their meditations. Vishnu was pleased and agreed to be born as the son of Kashyapa and Aditi.

As soon as Vishnu agreed to do this, the power of the demons began to decrease. They saw ill omens everywhere.

“Why is all this happening?” Vali asked his grandfather Prahlada.

“This is because the great Vishnu has agreed to be born as the son of Kashyapa and Aditi,” replied Prahlada.

The problem however was that Vena had no son. In the absence of a king, chaos reigned in the kingdom. Theft and robbery became rife and the subjects began to suffer.

Obviously a king had to be found. The sages stated to knead the left arm of the dead body. As a result of this kneading, a dwarf emerged. “Nishida,” the sages told the dwarf, the word nishida meaning “Sit”. From this word, the dwarf came to be known as nishda and gave birth to a race of hunters.

The sages now began to knead the dead body’s right arm and a divine-looking person emerged. This was Prithu and he held a bow and several arrows in his hands when he emerged. Prithu was appointed king by the gods and the sages. He ruled well and soon made his subjects forget the evil ways of his father.

But Prithu kept on thinking, “My father was evil and a sinner. He must have come to great grief after his death. I wonder how I may free him from his sins.”

While Prithu was thus wondering, the sage Narada arrived and Prithu asked him the whereabouts of his dead father Vena. Narada informed Prithu that Vena had now been born in the land of the disbelievers (that is, those who disbelieved in the Vedas) and was suffering from tuberculosis. Narada also told Prithu that the only way to free Vena was to take him to several sacred places of pilgrimage.

Prithu accordingly went to the land of the disbelievers and hunted out his father Vena. He hired a palanquin for Vena and brought the diseased man to the sacred land of Kurukshetra. In Kurukshetra there was a tirtha named sthanutirtha. Prithu decided that he would bathe his father in the sacred waters that were there.

But just as he was about to do this, divine words were heard from the sky. The voice said, “Don’t dare to do what you are contemplating. This is a sacred tirtha and your father is a great sinner. He is not allowed to bathe here for fear of polluting the holy waters.”

“What am I to do then?” asked Prithu. “I wish to free my father. What is the prescribed form of penance?”

“Bathe in the holy waters of the tirthas yourself,” replied the heavenly voice. “After you have had your bath, sprinkle some droplets of water from your body on Vena. That will suffice.”

That is what Prithu began to do.

Years ago, there was a man who was given the job of looking after the belongings of temples. These rich possessions tempted the guard and he stole some of these objects. As a result of this sin, the guard was born as a dog in his next life. The dog bathed in the waters of the river Sarasvati and came to sthanutirtha. Vena was also there and since the dog seemed to be frightened, Vena stroked it.

As soon as he did this, the water from the Sarasvati touched Vena’s body and he was freed of all his sins. His mind turned to religious pursuits and he started to pray to Shiva.

Shiva was pleased at this intense meditation, and appeared before Vena and said, “I am pleased with your prayers and you may live for some time with me. But you had earlier committed the severe sin of criticising the Vedas and you must suffer for that. You will therefore be born as an asura and your name will be Andhaka. You will be the son of the demon Hiranyaksha. When I kill you with my spear, you will be pardoned all your sins.”

Shiva and Uma’s Marriage

As a result of all this digression, you have probably forgotten by now that Vishnu asked the gods to go and pray to the ancestors in Kurukshetra. This the gods did and the ancestors gladly parted with their daughter Mena. The gods brought Mena to Himalaya and arranged their marriage. Three daughters were born of this union.

These three daughters were named. Ragini, Kutila and Kali. A son named Sunabha was also born. As soon as the daughters were six years old, they went off to the forest to meditate and were discovered there by the gods. 

The gods first brought Kutila to Brahma and asked, “Is this the daughter who is going to get married to Shiva?”

“Not she,” replied Brahma. “She will not be able to stand Shiva’s energy.”

This angered Kutila, “Rubbish,” she exclaimed. “I will perform tapasya and prove you to be wrong you will have to eat your words.”

“For this insolence, I curse you that you may become a river,” retorted Brahma.

Ever since that day, Kutila has flowed as a river in Brahma'’ residence, Brahmaloka.

The gods next brought Ragini to Brahma and asked, “Is this the daughter who is going to get married to Shiva?”

“Not she,” replied Brahma. “She will not be able to stand Shiva’s energy.”

This angered Ragini. “Rubbish,” she exclaimed “I will perform tapasya and prove you to be wrong. You will have to eat your words.”

“For this insolence, I curse you that you may become the evening,” retorted Brahma.

Ever since that day, Ragini has been the evening.

Meanwhile, Mena was alarmed at the disappearance of two of her daughters and she did her best to persuade her third daughter Kali, also known as Uma, to refrain from performing tapasya. But Uma would not listen and continued to pray to Shiva.

Brahma told the gods, “Go and bring Mena’s third daughter to me.”

The gods went to do Brahma’s bidding, but such was the force of the energy that flowed out of Uma’s body that the gods could not even approach her. They went and reported their failure to Brahma.

“She is the one,” said Brahma. “Let her be. And rest in peace, for you are about to be delivered.”

Meanwhile, Himalaya and Mena managed to persuade Uma to stop her meditation and brought her home.

All this while, Shiva had been wandering around the world, and in the course of his travels he arrived at Himalaya's residence. Himalaya worshipped Shiva and said, “Why do you want to travel all over the place? Permit me to build a hermitage for you here, so that you can reside here undisturbed.”

Shiva agreed to this arrangement. But while he was there, he happened to meet Uma and took her to be his wife Sati. He therefore addressed her with words of love, but soon realised that this was not Sati at all. This shamed Shiva and he left the hermitage.

Uma was despondent that Shiva had thus left and she began to perform tapasya yet again so that she might have Shiva for a husband. During this period of meditation, her name became Lalita. She meditated only on Shiva and her companions kept her supplied with fruits, roots and other offerings. For purposes of meditation, Uma built an image of Shiva out of clay.

Shiva was pleased at Uma’s meditation, but he thought that he would test her first. He therefore disguised himself as an aged pilgrim and appeared before Uma.

Uma welcomed him and asked, “Who are you and where is your hermitage?”

“My hermitage is in the city of Varanasi,” replied the pilgrim. “I have been visiting many tirthas. But tell me about yourself. Why are you tormenting yourself through tapasya? Wouldn’t it have been better if you had got married? In any case, why are you meditating?”

Uma did not answer. But one of her companions told the pilgrim that Uma was meditating so as to obtain Shiva as a husband.

At this, the pilgrim burst out laughing. “Shiva,” he exclaimed. “You must be joking, you must be mad. That good for nothing fellow who wanders around in deerskin and ashes. Don’t even think of such an alliance. Surely a beautiful woman like you deserves better.”

Shiva now gave up his disguise and appeared before Uma in his true form. He told her that he would send the sages to Himalaya to crave for his daughter’s hand in marriage.

The place where Uma prayed to Shiva is now a tirtha named Bhadreshvara.

As promised, Shiva sent the sages to Himalaya. The sage Vashishtha’s wife Arundhati also accompanied the sages on their mission. Himalaya was delighted with the proposal. There was nothing more he could ask for. An auspicious day was chosen for the marriage.

All the gods came to attend the marriage of Shiva and Uma. Shiva was dressed up for the occasion by Aditi, the mother of the gods. The gandharvas sang and the apsaras danced. The sages joined the procession. Even the rakshasas joined in.

The marriage was over. But Shiva and Uma had no house to live in. Shiva therefore asked Vishvakarma, the architect of the gods, to build him a house on Mount Mandara. The house was made of gold and pearls, the doors were of ivory and the stairs were made out of crystal. There were seven rooms in the house.

Vinayaka’s Birth

Shiva and Uma lived in that house happily.

One day, Shiva happened to address Uma as Kali. Kali was of course her name, but the word kali also signified someone who was dark. And Uma was upset because she thought that Shiva was commenting on her dark complexion.

Uma therefore resolved that she would perform tapasya so as to obtain a fair complexion. She went to the mountains and started praying to Brahma. For a hundred years she prayed.

Brahma finally appeared and asked, “I am pleased. What boon do you desire?”

“Please make me fair,” said Uma.

Brahma granted the boon. The darkness left Uma’s cells (kosha) and from these dark cells the goddess Katyayani appeared. Since she had emerged out of cells, she came to be known as Koushiki. Indra begged that he might have the goddess Koushiki for a sister and this request was agreed to. Indra himself adopted the name of Koushika. He took Koushiki to the region of the Vindhyas and instated her then. Indra also gave her a lion to ride on.

“Please stay here and protect the gods,” he requested. “Kill our enemies. The gods will worship you. And since you have been instated in the region of the Vindhyas, you will be worshipped as Vindhyavasini.”

Uma had now become fair. The word gouri signifies fair and so she came to be known as Gouri.

For a thousand years Shiva and Uma lived happily. But Indra began to get worried. He was worried about the son that Shiva and Uma might have. He was scared that the son might appropriate the title of Indra. He therefore tried to do his level best to persuade Shiva not to have a son.

This interference angered Uma. Since Indra had tried persuasion with Shiva, Uma decided that she would have a son without Shiva. She therefore fashioned a son out of her own body and this son had four arms. She then presented the son to Shiva. Shiva was delighted with his son.

“As your husband, I am your nayaka (hero),” he said. “But since you have been able to produce this son without my help, he will be known as Vinayaka.”

The companions of Shiva are known as the ganas. Shiva appointed Vinayaka the lord of these ganas. He thus came to acquire the names of Ganapati and Ganesha.

Shumbha and Nishumbha

The sage Kashyapa had a wife name Danu and Danu gave birth to three sons named Shumbha, Nishumbha and Namuchi. These sons and their descendants were known as the danavas. Each of these three sons was stronger than Indra.

Indra wished to kill Namuchi. But seeing that Indra was advancing towards him, Namuchi went and hid in the chariot of the sun so that Indra could not get at him. Eventually Indra promised Namuchi that he would never kill him with a weapon and Namuchi came out of the chariot of the sun. He went and began to live in the underworld, secure in the knowledge that Indra would not kill him with a weapon. But Indra went back on his word. He killed Namuchi with a vajra (club) that was made out of the foam of the ocean. This going back on one’s word was a great sin and Indra, in the process of killing Namuchi, committed a sin that was as serious as the killing of a brahmana. As penance for this sin, Indra had to bathe in the waters of several tirthas.

(The Namuchi account in the Vamana Purana is not very clearly stated. A much more complete account is given in the Mahabharata, although there are some differences in the two accounts. In the Mahabharata, Namuchi was the son of the danava Viprachitti and was also a friend of Indra’s. It was because he killed a friend that Indra had to perform penance. The Namuchi story in the Vamana Purana is of course only a preamble to the main Shumbha and Nishumbha story.)

Namuchi’s brothers, Shumbha and Nishumbha, were very angry when they learned that Indra had killed Namuchi. They gathered a huge army and attacked the gods. The gods, led by Indra, fought bravely. But they were no match for the demons. The danavas defeated the gods convincingly and Shumbha and Nishumbha became the rulers of the three worlds.

You will remember that Raktavija, Chanda and Munda had been the companions of Mahishasura. They had not been killed by Katyayani and had been biding their time. They joined Shumbha and Nishumbha.

Chanda and Munda also described to Shumbha a beautiful woman who was living in the Vindhyas. They felt that this woman would be the right wife for Shumbha. This woman was none other than the goddess Koushiki, who had been asked by Indra to live in the Vindhya mountains. Shumbha sent a demon named Sugriva as a messenger to Koushiki.

Sugriva told the goddess, “My lord and master Shumbha is the king of the three worlds. He has acquired the most valuable objects in the three worlds for himself. You are like a jewel yourself. Therefore, it is only fitting that you should marry Shumbha or his brother Nushumbha.”

“You are quite right,” replied Koushiki. “However, there is a minor problem. I have resolved that I will only marry a person who has defeated me in battle. Why don’t you ask Shumbha to come and fight with me? If he succeeds in defeating me, I shall certainly marry him.”

Sugriva came and reported these words of the goddess to Shumbha. The demon’s anger was roused. He sent a strong demon warrior named Dhumraksha to go and capture Koushiki. Dhumraksha and a huge army of demons invaded the Vindhyas. But as soon as Dhumraksha started to threaten Koushiki, she burnt up the entire danava army with a stern glance of her eyes. Nothing but ashes were left. Shumbha next sent Chanda and Munda, together with another powerful demon named Ruru. Koushiki and her lion started to fight with the demons and killed several of them. From Koushiki’s forehead there emerged another goddess named Kali. Her body was bathed in blood and she wore a garland of skulls around her neck. She too began to fight with the demons.

When Ruru attacked Kali, the goddess killed him with one stroke of her sword. She then tore the hair off his head by the handfuls. This she knotted into a braid that she could wear around her own hair. In the process, a strand of hair fell on the ground and from this there emerged another goddess named Chandamari. Half of her body was fair in complexion and the remaining half completely dark.

Witnessing the terrible destruction, Chanda and Munda decided that discretion was the better part of valour. But the goddess Chandamari would not let them go. She pursued them through the sky and captured them. When she brought them back to Koushiki, the goddess sliced off their heads with a sword. She wore these severed heads like a headdress and because these were Chanda and Munda’s heads, she came to be known as Chamunda.

Chamunda had however had enough of the fighting. She left the destruction of the danavas for Kali to complete and Kali was only too happy to do this. She killed many demons with her weapons. Others, she simply swallowed up.

Chamunda rejoined the fighting when Raktavija came to do battle. She created many other goddesses from her body and all of them began to fight with the demons. There was however a problem with Raktavija. Whenever a drop of his blood was spilt onto the ground, a demon who was just like Raktavija emerged from the drop of blood. As Raktavija got wounded in the course of the battle, the battlefield became full of hundreds and thousands of Raktavijas.

On witnessing this remarkable development, Chamunda told Kali, “We will have to kill this asura through a joint effort. I will strike him with weapons and you follow me around. Whenever a drop of his blood comes out, you proceed to lick it up. That way, none of his blood will be spilt on the ground.”

This is what Kali did and this is how Raktavija met his death.

Nishumbha then attacked Chamunda with a sword. But the goddess sliced off his arms with her arrows. As soon as Nishumbha died, Shumbha came to fight. But Chamunda killed him also with her arrows.

The remaining demon soldiers ran away. The universe was free once again and the gods began to pray to Koushiki. Promising the gods that she would return whenever the gods required her services, Koushiki vanished.

Mura placed his hand on his breast to check if Vishnu’s words were indeed true. And thanks to Brahma’s boon, he fell down and died immediately. Vishnu chopped up the dead body with his chakra.

The word ari means enemy and because Vishnu was Mura’s enemy, he came to be known as Murari.

Andhaka Again

No doubt you remember the asura named Andhaka.

Once this demon happened to come to Mount Mandhara and his eyes fell upon the goddess Parvati. He immediately fell in love with her and decided that he would marry her.

Prahlada was also with Andhaka and Prahlada did his best to restrain the evil demon.

“You must be mad,” said Prahlada, “That is Parvati, the wife of Shiva and the mother of the entire world. How can you even contemplate such a terrible thing? Mend your ways or you will surely perish.”

But Andhaka did not listen to this good advice. He decided to attack Parvati. One of Shiva’s companions was Nandi and Nandi did his best to try and protect Parvati, But Andhaka Knocked Nandi unconscious with a club.

Parvati now adopted a hundred different forms which looked exactly alike. Andhaka had no way of knowing which was the real Parvati and he pursued one or the other without ever managing to catch the real Parvati. When the demon was tried out through all these exertions, the goddess knocked him down a weapon.

The word shata means hundred and rupa means form, since she had adopted a hundred different forms, Parvati came to be known as Shatarupa.

Andhaka had not died. He had merely become unconscious. When he recovered consciousness, he found that the goddess had disappeared. He therefore returned to the underworld.

But he could not forget Parvati and thought of her all the time,. He called all his demon subjects and told them that there was a huge reward waiting for whoever could bring Parvati to him.

“You have gone utterly mad,” Prahlada told Andhaka. “Parvati is your mother and Shiva is your father. Let me tell me tell you the story.” 

The demon Hiranyalsha had no son and he began to pay to Shiva so that he might have a son. Shiva was pleased as a result of these prayers, and appeared before Hiranyaksha.

“I was once meditating,” Shiva told Hiranyaksha. “While I was thus engaged, my daughter came up from behind and covered up my eyes with her hands. Since my eyes were thus covered, a lot of darkness was created and from this darkness was born a son. This son is called Andhaka. Take him and adopt him for your own. I will kill him myself if he ever wishes to marry Parvati or if he insults the brahamanas.”

It was thus that Hiranyaksha obtained andhaka for a son. His father was really Shiva and his mother, by relation, was Parvati.

“Quite apart from that, it is a crime to try to marry someone else’s wife,” continued Prahlaha. “Don’t you know the story of Danda? Let me recount it for you.” 

(In other Puranas it is stated that it was Parvati herself who covered up Shiva’s. The son was initially blind, as he had been born when Shiva’s eyes were covered. The word andha means blind and it was because of this that he came to be known as Andhaka. But his sight was thereafter restored.)

Kartikeya

Kartikeya was the son of Shiva and Uma. But he got lost when he was a bady and was found by six goddesses named the Krittikas. (The Krittikas are also nakshatras or stars identified with the Pleiades.) The six Krittikas fell in love with this beautiful child. But they started to fight amongst themselves.

“He is mine, I shall feed him,” said each one of them.

Kartikeya did not wish that a fight should break out amongst those who were to be his foster mothers. He therefore developed six heads with six mouths, so that each goddess could feed one mouths. Since that word shada means six and the word anana means face, another name for Kartikeya is Shadanana. And it was because he was brought up by the Krittikas that the boy came to have the name of Kartikeya. Amongst his other names were Kumara, Skanda, Guha and Mahasena.

When Kartikeya grew up, he was restored to Shiva and Uma. The gods appointed him the general of their army. Garuda was the king of the birds and he also carried Vishnu around. Garuda had a son who was a peacock. This peacock carried Kartikeya around.

Mura

“One of Vishnu’s names is Murari,” Pulastya told Narada.

“Why is Vishnu known as Murari?” asked Narada.

Many years ago, the sage Kashyapa had a son named Mura. This asura discovered that the demons generally tended to be beaten by the gods. He therefore decided to perform difficult tapasya so that he might become strong. For several years he prayed to Brahma. Brahma was finally pleased and agreed to grant Mura a boon.

“I wish the boon that if I touch a person in the battlefield, that person should immediately die, regardless of whether he is immortal or not. My hands should have this wonderful power,” said Mura.

Brahma granted him the boon.

Thanks to this amazing boon, Mura became invincible. No one could match him in battle. The demon attacked heaven and challenged Indra to a duel. Indra had no desire to fight with a person who possessed such amazing powers. But Mura told him, “You either have to fight with me or run away from heaven. There is no other option.”

Indra accordingly left heaven. He surrendered his elephant Airavata and his weapon vajra to Mura. With his wife and children, the king of the gods began to live in a city that he built for himself on the banks of the river Kalindi. The demons enjoyed the pleasures of heaven.

Mura once came to visit the earth and discovered king Raghu engaged in performing a yajna.

“Fight with me,” he ordered Raghu. “And if you cannot fight with me, stop performing the yajna. There is no need to worship the gods anymore. Don’t you know that they have been defeated ?”

The sage Vashishtha happened to be passing and he intervened. “Why are you trying to fight with mere humans?” he asked Mura. “They have already been defeated by you. You ought to fight with someone who is your equal. Otherwise where is the challenge? Why don’t you go and fight with Yama?”

Mura invaded Yama’s city, but Yama knew that the demon was invincible. Yama had no desire to get killed. He therefore climbed onto a buffalo and fled to Vishnu.

Vishnu heard about Yama’s woes and told him, “Go and send that demon to me. I will take care of him.”

Yama returned and met Mura. He told Mura that if he desired to be all-powerful, he ought really to fight with Vishnu. Vishnu was waiting for him on the shores of the ocean known as Kshiroda. It was there that Mura went.

“What do you want?” asked Vishnu. “Why have you come here?”

“I wish to fight with you,” replied Mura.

“But if you want to fight with me, why is your heart trembling so much?” Vishnu asked the demon. “Are you frightened? I cannot fight with a person whose heart trembles thus.”

Danda

There used to be a king named Dandha. He was very prosperous and had Shukracharya for a priest, Shukracharya had a daughter named Araja.

Shukracharya once went to visit the danava king Virshgaparva and was away for many days. While the sage was away, Danda happened to visit Shulracharya’s hermitage and, met Araja. He fell in love with her and decided to marry her.

“That is against the dictates of dharma,” replied Araja, “Shukracharya is your guru and he is therefore like a father unto you. I am his daughter and I am thus like your sister. How can I marry you?”

That is warped logic,” replied Danda. “I can certainly marry you.”

“In that case, please wait for may father return, and ask him for my hand in marriage, “ said Araja. “I cannot marry without my father’s permission,”

“Nonsense, “ retorted the king. “you don’t know the story fof Chitrangada. Let me relate it to you.”

Vishvakarma, the architect of the gods, had a daughter named Chitrangada. She was more beautiful than the goddess Lakshmi herself. Once Chitrangada and her companions went to bathe in the forest and there they met the prince Suratha. Suratha and Chitrangada fell in love with one another and decided to marry. Chitrangada’s companions tried to tell her father’s permission, but Chitrangada would not listen.

“It is by no means true that a woman has to marry only after her father has given her the permission.” said Danda. “I have told you the story of Chitrangada to illustrate the point.”

“On the contrary,” replied Araja, “You know only pat of the story. Let me complete Chitrangada’s account for you,”

When Vishvakarma returned, he was furious to find that his daughter had got married without waiting for his permission. He cursed her that she would be separated from her husband and that she would never bear any children. The river Sarasvati carried the prince Suratha far away. Separated from her husband, Chitragada had to undergo a lot of hardship and came to death’s door.

I shall therefore not marry without my father’s permission. “said Araja,

“You have not really completed the story,” replied Danda. “I will now complete it for you.”

Chitrangada eventually landed up at a temple. There she met the sage Ritadhvaja and told him her story. Ritadhvaja thought that Vishvakarma had cursed Chitragada unfairly. He therefore cursed Vishvakarma that he would be born as a monkey. As for Chitrangada, she prayed to Shiva and was reunited with her husband.

“Chitrangada did not really come to any grief in in the end.” Concluded Danda. “Marry me and let us live happily.”

Araja would still not agree. Thereupon. Danda married her forcibly. When Shukracharya returned and discovered what had happened, he burnt Danda and his entire kingdom into ashes. The place where the Dandakaranya. Danda’s crime was so serious that the gods never go to Dandakaranya. It is a place frequented only by rekshsas (demons).

Andhaka’s Defeat

Prahlada used Danda’s story to try and persuade Andhaka that it was a crime to marry a woman against her wishes, especially if that woman happened to be someone else’s wife.

But Andhaka would not be dissuaded. He would marry Parvati. As for Shiva, what could Shiva do to him? Andhaka was not even frightened of Indra. Shiva was nerely a minor god who rode a bull and wandered around smeared with ashes. Or so the demon thought.

Andhaka sent a messenger named Shambara to Shiva.

Shambara went and told Shiva, “Andhaka has sent you this message. He is the ruler of the three worlds and the three worlds include Mount Mandara. If you wish to live here, you must abide by Andhaka’s wishes. He desires that you hand over your wife Parvati to him. Andhaka will marry her herself.”

“Indra has asked me to live on Mount Mandara, “replied Shiva. “I cannot go away without his permission. As for Parvati, why don’t you go and ask her what she wants? She is free to do as she chooses.”

Shambara then went to find out what Parvati’s opinion was. Parvati suggested that Andhaka and Shiva should fight a duel over her. She would marry the winner, whoever that might happen to be.

Shambaa reported these conversations to Andhara and the demon-king got an army ready, An asura named Duryodhana was made the general of the army. These were many elephants, horses and chariots in the army and demon stalwarts marched with diverse weapons.

In preparation for war, Shiva asked Nandi to get ready. Shiva’s companions, the ganas, were armed. There were eleven crores of them and some of them were named the rudras. Vishnu’s companions also came to fight on Shiva’s side.

Andhaka’s army arrived at Mount Mandara and the two armies clashed with a thunderous roar. Shiva rode into battle on his bull. The ganas started to kill the demons and all the gods assembled to witness this wonderous fight. The demon Danda fought a prolonged diel with Ganesha. Other demons fought individual duels with the leaders of the ganas. Nandi killed Duryaodhana, the general of the demons. Kartikeya despatched a demon named Hasti with his spear.

Andhaka despaired to see so many of his soldier being killed. He bagged his guru Shukracharya to find a solution. Shukracharya knew the art of sanjwani, the technique of bringing dead people back to live. He used this knowledge to revive all the demons who were being killed by Shiva’s army.

Nandi told Shiva, “We must do something about Shukracharya. Otherwise, there is no chance of winning the battle.”

“Bring Shukracharya to me,” replied Shiva. 

Nandi fought his way through the asura army and managed to capture Shukracharya. Shukracharya was brought to Shiva and shiva promptly swallowed him up. With Shukracharya out of the way, the gods began to triumph. But the war went on for two thousand and eight hundred years.

The climax of the war came when Andhaka and Shiva came face to face. Andhaka charged at Shiva with a club. But Shiva picked up a trident and pierced Andhaka’s heart with it. Andhaka also struck Shiva with a club, although the club did Shiva no harm. The blow merely angered Shiva and he drove a trident through Andhaka’s body. He then raised the trident up into the sky, Abdhaka’s body stuck to one end of the trident. The fire that blazed from Shiva’s eyes dried up Andhaka’s blood. Thus the asura was held aloft for a thousand years, until only his skin and bones were left. Because Andhaka was killed by Shiva, all his sins were forgiven. And as he lay there dying, poised on the point of the trident, the evil left him.

He started to pray to Shiva. He bagged for the boon that he might become devoted to Shiva and Parvati. This boon Shiva granted. He removed Andhaka from the point of the trident and cleaned his wounds. Andhaka no longer remained an asura, he was named Bhringi and became one of Shiva’s constant companions. Because he also the became one of the leaders of the ganas, he too was referred to as Ganapati.

Indra and the Maruts

There was a region of the world named Malayachala. It was a lovely place, full of sandalwood trees and fragrant flowers. The asuras began to live there and became very prosperous. But since the demons were evil, the practice of religion disappeared from Malayachala.

Shiva then sent Indra to that land, with an instruction to do something about the demons and killed many of them. For example, he killed an asura named Paka and acquired the name of Pakashasana. He killed another asura named Pura and acquired the name of Purandara. Defeated by Indra, the demons fled to the underworld.

Diti was the mother of all the demos. That is the reason why demons are known as daityas. Diti was married to the sage kashyapa and was desolate at the treatment that Indra was meting out to her children, She thirsted for revenge.

Diti told Kashyapa, “Please grant me a son who will kill Indra.”

This put Kashyapa in a dilemma. He was married to not only Diti, but Aditi as well, and you probably remember that Aditi was the mother of the gods.

However, Kashyapa told Diti, “You will have to observe religious rites in a clean state of the body for a period of one thousand years. If you can do this successfully, you will give birth to a son who will kill Indra, But if you are unsuccessful, the son will become a friend and companion of Indra’s.”

Diti agreed to the condition and started to observed the religious rite.

But Indra had got to know about Kashyapa’s boon and was desperate to ensure that the religious rite was not successfully completed. When Kashyapa was away, he came to the hermitage and requested that he might be allowed to serve Diti during her hardship. Diti failed to see through Indra’s deception and agreed. Indra brought her firewood and performed various other chores, biding his time for an appropriate opportunity. Ten years passed.

One particular day, Diti was tired. She had just had her bath and her hair was still wet. Nevertheless, she fell asleep, with her wet hair touching her feet. This was an act of uncleanliness and Indra grabbed the chance. He entered Diti’s body through her nostrils. Inside Diti’s stomach he discovered a baby, which he then proceeded to hack up into seven parts with his vajra. These seven parts started to cry and Indra said, “Ma ruda,” which means, “don’t cry”. He also subdivided each of the parts into seven more parts so that there were forty-nine parts in all.

These parts become the Maruts, so called because of the words Indra had used in addressing them, Since Diti had not been able to complete the rite successfully, the Maruts became friends and companions of Indra.

The word gotra means lineage and bhid is to divide. Since Indra had divided someone who was of his own lineage, he came to be known as Gotrabhit.

Dhundhu

One of Vishnu’s names is Trivikrama.

“Why is Vishnu call Trivikrama?” asked Narada.

“I will have to tell you Dhundhu’s story,” replied Pulastya.

Many years ago, during Hiranyakashipu’s days, there used to be a demon named Dhundhu. He performed very difficult tapasya and pleased Brahma, Brahma thereupon granted him the boon that the gods, including Indra, would not be able to kill him.

Thus fortified, Dhundhu became invincible. He conquered heaven and appropriated the title of Indra. He ganged up with Hirnyakashipu and conquered the three worlds. The demons roamed everywhere freely and the gods had no place to live Brahmaloka.

Dhundhu got to know about this and decided that the would invade Brahmaloka. It was however pointed out to him it was impossible for the demons to travel to Brahmaloka.

The only way to do this was to acquire the punya (store of merit) that came from performing one hundred ashvamedha yajnas at the same time. The moment he got to know this. Dhundhu decided that he would perform one hundred such horse sacrifices. The arrangements were made on the banks of the holy river Devika.

The gods got to know what was happening were worried about their future. They went to Vishnu for a solution and Vishnu promised the gods that he would find a way out. Vishnu however knew that Dhandhu could not be killed. The only solution therefore was to tie Dhundhu up.

Vishnu adopted the form of a dwarf and began to float in the waters of the river Devika. This attracted the attention of the demons and they rescued the dwarf from the water.

“How came you to be in the water?” they asked the dwarf, “ Did someone place you there?”

Vishnu cooked up a story. He told them that there was a learned brahmana named Prabhasa who had two sons named Netrabhasa and Gatibhasa. When their father died. Gatibhasa proposed that the inherited house be divided into two parts. But Netrabhasa would have none of it. He maintained that a dwarf was an incomplete human being and therefore had no right to any property. When Gatibhasa argued, his brother picked him up be the hair and flung him into the river Devika. Vishnu thus pretended that he was the dwarf Gatibhasa.

The demons were stirred to pity at this sad story and told Dhundhu, “Please donate some wealth, land and a house to Gatibhasa.”

“What would you like to have?” Dhundhu asked Gatibhasa. “Shall I give you wealth, property, land or servants?”

“None of these,” replied the dwarf, “If I acquire these, my brother will simply take them away. Please grant me as much of land as can be encompassed in three of my footsteps.”

Dhundhu agreed to grant this and the dwarf immediately assumed a gigantic form. With one step Vishnu covered the world and with a second step, all the regions including heaven. There was no place left for the third step and Vishnu had to rest it on Dhundu’s back. Such was the force of this third step that Dhundhu was driven down into a huge pit that was created in the bowels of the earth. Vishnu tied up Dhundhu and flung him into this pit. Heaven was restored to the gods.

Tri means three and vikrama means valour. Since Vishnu had shown such valour with three of his steps, he came to be known as Trivikrama.

The Early History of Pururava

Purarava was the first king of the lunar dynasty. The Vamana Purana now relates his early history.

In the kingdom of Madra, there was a city named Shakala. In that city there lived Dharma, a trader by profession. Dharma was rich, learned in the shastras and righteous. His profession of trading led him to undertake a journey to the land of sourashtra. The journey was through a desert and while he was traversing the desert at night, thieves fell upon him and looted all his property. Dharma wandered around in the desert and finally came to a shami tree (mimosa sumsa) that stood in the middle of the desert. There were no birds was sitting on its branches and the place was strangely deserted. But Dharma was so tired, hungry and thirsty that he did not have the energy to wonder about this. He fell asleep under the tree.

When he woke up, it was to discover a ghost (preta) advancing towards the tree. This ghost was obviously some sort of a leader to other ghosts; since it was surrounded by hundreds and thousands of other ghosts. The leader came upon Dharma lying under the tree and asked him. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

Dharma told him his story and the leader of ghosts was greatly saddened at Dharma’s plight. He consoled him and asked the other ghosts to prepare a feast. As soon as he uttered these words, two vessels full of food and water appeared as if by magic. Dharma ate his fill. So did the other ghosts.

Then Dharma asked the leader of the ghosts, “where did this food and water come from? Who are you? How came you to be in the desert? And how is it that you have so many servants? Please tell me your story.”

The story that the ghost related was as follows.

The ghost used to be a trader named Somasharma who lived in the city of Shakala. As a neighbour, he had a rich trader named Somashrava, Somashrava was devoted to Vishnu, but Somasharma was evil. He was a miser and never donated alms.

Varaha Purana

Creation

Behind all creation is the great soul (paramatman). It is a constant entity that is without birth or death, beginning or end. When it wants to create, it manifests itself in various forms, materials and qualities.

Three basic qualities (guna) fill all objects in the universe in different proportions. These three basic qualities are manifestations of the paramataman and are known as sattva, rajas and tamas. Sattva is the quality of goodness or purity, rajas that of passion or sensual enjoyment, and tamas that of ignorance or gloom. Alternatively, rajas can also be regarded as a mixed quality, in between all that is good (sattva) and all that is evil (tamas).

The five elements of creation are known as bhutas. They are kshiti (the earth), apa (the water), tejas (energty), marut (the wind) and vyoma (the sky). They evolved in the following order.

In the beginning, there was nothing. There was only a void. From that void emerged sound and from the sound was created the sky. From the sky emerged the wind, from the wind emerged energy, from the energy was created the water, and the water gave birth to the earth. It is with these elements that Vishnu creates the bodies of living beings. And he delivers the earth so that she can bear these living beings.

When there was nothing in the universe, the only element which was present was water and water was everywhere. (This seems to contradict the earlier statement that the water was created from energy.) The paramatman or the brahman (the divine essence) slept on this water was created from energy.) The paramatman or the brahman (the divine essence) slept on this water and this divine essence was nothing but Vishnu. The word nara means water and the word ayana means resting place. Since Vishnu slept on the water, he is known as Narayana.

Brahma’s day is much longer than human days. The duration of one of Brahma’s days is known as a kalpa (cycle). During the kalpa, Vishnu performs the act of creation. At the end of the kalpa, Brahma’s night comes and the universe is destroyed.

Cycles of destruction and re-creation thus follow each other in succession. The present cycle is known as the Varaha kalpa. This is because, in the present kalpa, Vishnu adopted the form of a boar to raise the earth up from the depths of the ocean.

(It is necessary to point out that two separate acts of creation are being talked about in the same breath and this leads to some confusion. The first is the original creation of the universe (sarga). This is when there was a void everywhere. At the end of Brahma’s day, everything except for Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva is destroyed. Then, when a new day dawns for Brahma, creation begins afresh. This minor act of creation is associated with Brahma and is known as pratisarga. The original act of creation is associated with the paramatman or the brahman. In the Varaha Purana, Vishnu is completely identified with the brahman. Many other Puranas suggest that the brahman was divided into the three aspects of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva.)

When there was a void, the universe was encompassed by the darkness of night and there was no sign of life. Vishnu slept in those primeval waters. When he awoke, he created the universe in nine sargas (stages).

As he thought of creation, a dark insentient creation appeared and from this emerged five entities known as tama (darkness), moha (illusion), mahamoha (great illusion), tamisra (darkness) and andhatamisra (blind darkness). These were entities of ignorance, delusion and gloom. This sarga is also known as the prakrita (natural) sarga.

Brahma’s Creation

When Narayana slept on the water, a lotus sprouted from his navel. Varaha told the earth that Brahma emerged from this lotus. Since padma means lotus and yoni means origin, Brahma is also known as Padmayoni. Narayana instructed Brahma to begin the act of creation.

Through his mental powers, Brahma created five sons known as Sanaka. Sanatana, Sanandana, Kratu and Sanatkumara. But they showed no interest in the work of creation. They devoted themselves wholeheartedly to prayers and meditation.

Brahma was extremely disappointed. He was however consoled by Narayana and began difficult meditation so that he might carry on with the task of creation. When Brahma attained nothing as a result of all this meditation, he was overcome by sorrow and anger. From this anger was born a wailing infant named Rudra. (The word rud means to cry. Rudra is identified with Shiva.) Brahma instructed Rudra to create. But Rudra also went off to perform meditation.

Further thoughts of creation on Vishnu’s part led to the emergence of insentient and dark creations known as the nagas. The word gam means going and na means negation. Naga therefore connotes objects that cannot move or go, such as trees and hills. The idea is that in this stage, Vishnu created trees, creepers, bushes, hills and mountains. These have development but no mobility; they can grow but cannot move. This sarga was known as mukhya (main) sarga.

Vishnu saw that these creations were not entirely successful. He began to think of some other creation and that creation flowed out in a curved path, rising and then falling. The world tiryaka means and then falling. The word tiryaka means curved and these creations are therefore known as tiryaka yoni (birth). These creations were primarily the birds. (What is meant by these creations following a curved path is not very clear.)

In several other sargas, Vishnu created gods, humans and spirits. The gods were happy, affectionate, and open but introverted creatures. The men were extroverts, often unhappy, sometimes evil. They were more full of passion than of goodness, though containing bits of both. The spirits were restless, quarrelsome and predatory.(We have not catalogued all the nine sargas, as some of the descriptions are rather esoteric and difficult to understand. It is also necessary to point out that the above accounts contradict accounts of living beings emerging as a result of Brahma’s act of creation. The only explanation possible is that Vishnu’s creation refers to sarga, while Brahma’s refers to pratisarga.)

Narada

The sage Narada once went to visit Priyavrata and Priyavrata welcomed him with all due respect. He had several questions to ask the sage.

After he had obtained the answers to these questions, Priyavrata said, “Please tell me about some strange and wonderful event.”

“Something rather wonderful has occurred recently”, replied Narada. “In the region known as Shvetadvipa, there is a lovely lake. When I went to visit the lake, I discovered that the lake was abloom with lotus flowers and a beautiful woman stood silently beside those flowers.”

“Who are you?” Narada asked the woman.

The woman did not reply, she merely gave Narada a mysterious look. Three luminous entities now manifested themselves from the woman’s body. And as Narada stood and marvelled, they vanished.

“Who are you?” Narada asked again.

From his mental powers, Brahma now created the sages Marichi, Bhrigu, Angira, Pulastya, Pulaha, Atri, Vashisththa, Dharma, Samkalpa and Narada. (Dharma is identified with Yama, the god of death.) From his right toe was born Daksha. This son was so named as the word dakshina means right. Daksha became a prajapati, that is, he was appointed lord (Pati) over all the beings (praja) who would be created. Daksha’s wife was born from Brahma’s left toe.

Svayambhuva Manu was born after this and the rest of the creation flowed from him. Svayambhuva Manu had two sons named Priyavrata and Uttanapada. Priyavrata was learned and wise. He handed over his kingdom to his sons and went away to the forest to meditate.

Ashvashira

The earth now asked the boar whether Narayana was the same as the brahman and the boar replied that the two were indeed identical. But it is very difficult to see Narayana directly. He has to be seen through the medium of his incarnations. Brahma is nothing but a form of Narayana, and so is Shiva. Narayana can be seen in the earth, the water and the elements. The whole creation is nothing but a manifestation of Narayana.

There was once a righteous king named Ashvashira who asked the sage Kapila how Narayana might be worshipped.

“There are two Narayanas present here”, replied Kapila. “Worship whichever one you will”.

(Kapila meant that he himself was a manifestation of Narayana.)

“How can you be Narayana?” asked the king. “Narayana has four hands and rides on Garuda, the king of the birds. You have only two hands and I do not see any Garuda.”

“Look again,” said Kapila.

Raivya and Vasu

Vasu was a king who was descended from Brahma. Vasu once went to pay a visit to Brihaspati, the preceptor of the gods. But on his way to Brihaspati’s house, he encountered a vidyadhara named Chitraratha. (The vidyadharas were divine creatures who were adept at singing and dancing.) Chitraratha told Vasu that Brahma had arranged a huge gathering of the gods and the sages and Brihaspati had also gone to attend this meeting. Vasu therefore went to Brahma’s assembly-hall and waited outside for the meeting to end.

Raivya was a sage and Raivya also arrived there to meet Brihaspati. When the meeting was over, Brihaspati came out and found the two waiting with folded palms.

“What can I do for you?” asked Brihaspati.

“We wish to know whether knowledge is superior to action,” requested Vasu and Raivya. “Or is it the other way round?”

“I will tell you a story,” replied Brihaspati.

There was a disciplined and righteous brahmana named Samyamana. He once went to bathe in the holy river Ganga. There was also a hunter named Nishthuraka. Samyamana discovered Nishthuraka catching birds on the banks of the Ganga.

Ashvashira marvelled to see that the four-armed Narayana stood before him astride Garuda.

“But,” said the king, “Narayana is seated on a lotus and Brahma and Shiva are parts of him. Where are these?”

“Behold,” said Kapila and Ashvashira saw before him Narayana seated on a lotus. Brahma and Shiva were also seated on the lotus with him. Ashvashira now wanted to know why Narayana could not be seen all the time.

“King,” said Kapila, “You cannot hope to see Narayana all the time. He is expressed and manifest, but he is also unexpressed and unmanifest. He is to be seen in all the birds and the beasts. You can see him in yourself, you can see him in anything. You can feel him in everything. To know Narayana in everything is to attain true knowledge.

The king now asked Kapila, “Which is superior? Knowledge or action?

Kapila told Ashvashira the story of Raivya and Vasu.

Vasu

As for King Vasu, he handed over his kingdom to his son Vivasvana. He went to the tirtha named Pushkara and performed a sacrifice dedicated to Lord Pundarikaksha (another named for Vishnu) there. As soon as Vasu performed the sacrifice, a figure emerged from the sacrificial fire and stood before Vasu.

“What are your orders”? asked the figure.

“Who are you and where did you come from?” was Vasu’s response.

The figure told him the following story.

In an earlier life, Vasu was the king of Kashmir. He once went out on a hunt. A sage was wondering around in the forest in the form of a deer. Vasu did not realise that the deer was in reality a sage and he shot and killed the deer by mistake. When he realised his folly, he gave alms and observed religious rites as penance. The king eventually died of an agonising pain in the stomach. At the time of dying, he called out the name “Narayana”.

“Please do not perform this cruel act”, said Samyamana. “Please do not kill the birds.”

“Who am I to kill the birds?” asked Nishthuraka. “In all these creatures there is the divine soul and how can I be its killer? No man can ever boast of being the doer of any particular task. If he does, he falls victim to egotism and can never hope for liberation. The brahman alone is the doer.”

Nishthuraka now built a fire. He asked Samyamana to choose any one of the tongues of fire and put it out by splashing water on it. As soon as Samyamana tried to do this, the entire fire went out.

“The fire and its several tongues are one and the same,” said Nishthuraka. “How does one distinguish between the two? When you put out one of the tongues of fire, the entire fire went out. The creation all around us is identified with the brahman. The brahman does not suffer or get hurt, no matter what man might do to the individual soul (jivatman). Man must therefore go about his duties free from all self-consciousness or sense of ego. He must do his work, without obtaining any pride from the notion that he is the doer.”

Nishthuraka now bid farewell to Samyamana. A vimana (space vehicle) descended and took Nishthuraka straight up to heaven. As for Raivya and Vasu, their question had been answered and they returned to their respective homes.When he heard the story of Raivya and Vasu, Ashvashira found that his own doubts had been resolved. He handed over the kingdom to his son sthulashira and retired to a forest named Naimisha to meditate. He devoted himself to the worship of Narayana and eventually merged into Narayana.

Raivya also devoted himself to the performing of yajnas.

Raivya

As for the sage Raivya, he went to the tirtha named Gaya and offered oblations to his dead ancestors. He then devoted himself to tapasya (meditation).

One day, a sage arrived at Raivya’s hermitage. After congratulating Raivya, the sage proceeded to blow himself up. He inflated himself so much that he soon assumed gigantic proportions.

“Who are you?” asked Raivya in wonder.

“I am Brahma’s son Sanatkumara,” was the reply.

“But why did you congratulate me?” asked Raivya.

“Because you offered oblations to your dead ancestors in Gaya,” replied Sanatkumara.

Samatkumara then told Raivya why offering oblations to one’s dead ancestors in Gaya was so important. He told Raivya the story of King Vishala.

The figure that emerged out of the sacrificial fire confessed that it was actually a ghost (brahma rakshasa). Since Vasu had committed the sin of killing a brahamana (the sage), the ghost had entered Vasu’s body. It was the ghost which had given him the pain in the stomach as a punishment.

Since Vasu had uttered the name of Narayana at the time of dying, Narayana’s attendants had come to take him away to heaven. These attendants gave the ghost such a thrashing that he was forced to leave Vasu’s body. Vasu spent many years happily in heaven.

After years passed, Vasu was again born as the king of Kashmir. The brahma rakshasa once again entered Vasu’s body. But when Vasu performed a sacrifice and uttered the name of Pundarikaksha, the ghost had to leave Vasu’s body again. But this time, the sins of the ghost were washed away on hearing the sacred hymns that Vasu chanted. The brahma rakshasa became a righteous person.

Vasu rewarded the brahma rakshasa with a boon. The ghost, after all, deserved a boon since it had reminded Vasu of his earlier lives. The boon was that the brahma rakshasa would be born as a hunter so righteous that he would be known as dharma vyadha, or the righteous hunter.After granting the boon, Vasu left for the heavenly abode of Narayana.

Vishala was a happy and prosperous king who ruled over the kingdom of Vishala. The sole reason for his unhappiness was that he had no sons. His advisers told him to got to Gaya and offer oblations to his dead ancestors. This would guarantee him a son. As soon as Vishala went to Gaya and offered the oblations, three figures appeared before him in the sky. One of the figures was white and the remaining two were red and black respectively.

It transpired that the white figure was Raivya’s father. He was white because he had never committed any sin. The red and the black figures were Raivya’s grandfather and great-grandfather. They had these complexions because they had been evil and were now suffering the consequences of their evil deeds.

Once Raivya offered oblations (pinda) to his ancestors, they were freed from the bondage that had kept them attached to the earth. They were liberated

Sanatkumara’s story illustrated the potency of Gaya. The ancestors of one who offers oblations there are immediately liberated. The one who offers the oblations also obtains a lot of punya (store of merit). It was because Raivya had done this that he was worthy of congratulation.

After Sanatkumara left, Raivya continued to pray to the Gadadhara form of Narayana. (Gadadhara is one of Narayana’s names and refers to the fact that Narayana holds a gada (mace) in one of his hands.) Narayana appeared before Raivya and offered to grant him a boon. Raivya wished for the boon that he might attain the abode of Sanatkumara in heaven, The boon was granted.

Vaishnavi Devi

The universe is divided into fourteen regions or lokas. Seven of these form the upper regions and the remaining seven form the underworld (patala).

The seven regions of the upper world are bhuloka (the earth), bhuvarloka, svarloka (heaven), maharloka, janaloka, satyaloka and tapoloka. When there is a destruction at the end of a kalpa, bhuloka, bhuvarloka and svarloka are destroyed. The remaining four regions however continue to exist. They are only destroyed at the time of the final destruction. Men populate bhuloka, birds bhuvarloka, the righteous and the meritorious svarloka, and the great sages maharloka.

On the earth there is a mountain named Mount Mandara. The goddess Vaishnavi devi decided that she should not marry. (Then Varaha, Purana identifies Vaishnavi devi with the goddness Sarasvati.) She therefore went to Mount Mandara and began to meditate there.

One day, Vaishnavi devi’s concentration was slightly disturbed and millions of beautiful women were created from this disturbance. Vaishnavi devi constructed a palace for these minor goddesses and began to rule over them just as the moon rules over the stars.

Narada was on his way to pay a visit to Brahma, Indra and the other gods. He stopped by the palace and was struck by the beauty of Vaishnavi devi and the other goddesses. There was a terrible demon named Mahishasura and Narada immediately saw a way of bringing about the demon’s downfall.

Mahishasura lived in a grand city that he had built on the shores of the ocean. Narada went there and told Mahishasura the news of Vaishnavi devi’s great beauty. Mahishasura decided that such a beautiful woman was fit to be the wife of him alone. He sought the opinion of his advisers and it was decided that a messenger should be sent to Vaishnavi devi with the message that the king of the demons wished to marry her. The advisers did advise against the use of force right away. But this part of the advice Mahishasura did not accept. Together with the messenger, he sent a gigantic army under the generalship of the demon Virupaksha.

The gods sent an army to fight with the army of the demons and protect Vaishnavi devi. But the gods were easily defeated and the demons were triumphant.

The messenger, whose name was Vidyuprabha, went to Vaishnavi devi and told her that Mahishasura wished to marry her. Could there possibly be a better and more worthy husband for her? Vidyutprabha also told Vaishnavi devi about the origin of Mahishasura.

The terrible demon Viprachitti had a daughter named Mahishmati who was exceedingly pretty. Mahishmati once went on a trip to a lovely valley wit her friends. There was a pleasant hermitage (ashrama) there and Mahishmati thought it might be a good idea if she could acquire the hermitage. She therefore adopted the form of a she-buffalo (mahishi) so that she might scare the sage who owned the hermitage away. The sage was initially a bit frightened at the sight of the she-buffalo. But through his mental powers he realised that this was only Mahishmati in disguise. He therefore cursed her that she would remain in the form of a she-buffalo for a hundred years.

Mahishmati pleaded with the sage for mercy and consented to make the conditions of the curse slightly less stringent. The new conditions were that Mahishmati would remain in the form of a she-buffalo until she gave birth to a son. The birth of her son would herald her release from the curse.

Mahishasura himself came to fight with Vaishnavai devi then and the fight went on for ten thousand divine years. Eventually Mahishasura was forced to flee, but the goddess pursued him astride her lion. She finally caught up with the demon on the hundred-peaked mountain known as Shatashringa. She pressed Mahishasura down with her feet and cut off his head with her spear. (When the story is recounted in other Puranas, a more natural sequence is given. In those accounts, the goddess struck Mahishasura with a spear in his chest and sliced off his head with a sword.)

Because Mahishasura was killed at the hands of Vaishnavi devi, he went straight to heaven. The gods were relieved to be freed from the depredations of such a terrible demon and sung a hymn in praise of the goddess. The chanting of this stotra cleanses our sins and brings us success. The name of the hymn is devi stotra.

(In the Puranas, the best accounts of the Mahishasura story are to be found in the Markandeya Purana, the Kalika Purana and the Devi Bhagavata Purana. The goddess who killed Mahishasura is there referred to as Durga and not as Vaishnavi devi.)

The she-buffalo began to live on the banks of the river Narmada. After some years had passed, the waters of the river were charged by the powers of the sage Sindhudvipa. The she-buffalo happened to bathe in this water. She now gave birth to a son. The son she bore was Mahishasura, the terror of gods and men alike. It was this Mahishasura who was now asking for Vaishnavai devi’s hand.

But Vaishnavi devi scorned the offer. She made it known through her attendant Vijaya that there was absolutely no question of Mahishasura marrying her or any of her companions.

Mahishasura then made plans to capture the goddess. Vaishnavi devi and her companions came out to fight the army of the demons. With diverse weapons, they started to fight with the demons. Vaishnavi devi adopted a ten-armed form so that she could fight better and the demon army was soon put to flight.

Rudrani and Ruru

The goddess Rudrani was meditating in the Nilgiri hills. (Rudrani is again identified with Durga.)

There was a powerful demon named Ruru. He lived in a jewelled palace circled by the sea on all sides. Ruru performed very difficult tapasya and managed to please Brahma. Brahma then granted Ruru the boon that even after he died, his head would not fall down on the ground. Armed with the powers obtained from Brahma, Ruru set about oppressing the universe and conquering the three worlds of bhuloka, bhuvarloka and svarloka. He drover Indra out from his capital of Amaravati.

Ousted from heaven and scared out of their wits, Indra and the other gods went to the Nilgiri hills and began to pray to Rudrani.

Kapalika Vrata

A vrata is a religious rite. There are three vratas in particular whose observance pleases Rudra no end. These three are known as kaplika vrata, babhravaya vrata and shuddhashaiva vrata.

Brahma originally had five heads. After Brahma created Rudra, he took Rudra up on his shoulders. With his fifth ehad, Brahma started to chant a hymn to Rudra. The hymn contained the word kapali, which means the one with a skull (kapala). Rudra’s appearance was rather strange and he thought that Brahma had used the word kapali to make an insulting reference to his ugly looks. This angered Rudra. With the thumb of his left hand, he loosened Brahma’s fifth head from the creator’s shoulders.

But the loosened head stuck to Rudra’s thumb and would not come off. After several futile attempts to get rid of the head, Rudra resorted to Brahma himself for advice as to how the head might come unstuck. Brahma advised Rudra to observe the kapalika vrata. (According to some Puranas, the act of severing Brahma’s fifth head amounted to the killing of a brahmana. The head got attached to Rudra’s hand because of this sin.)

The goddess assured the gods that she would take care or Ruru. She roared with laughter and from this laughter were born terrible goddesses who became Rudrani’s companions. Thisarmy armed itself with all sorts of weapons and attacked Ruru and his cohorts. The demon soldiers were no match for Ruidrani and her companions and were soon put to flight. Rudrani herself killed Ruru and held his head up in the air, transfixed to her spear. (Brahma’s boon was thus not contradicated.) In this form Rudrani came to be known as Chamunda.

The gods sung Rudrani’s praises. The particular hymn that was used is known as triprakara stuti and its chanting pleases goddesses like Sarasvati, Vaishnavi devi and Rudrani. Its recitation helps overcome obstacles and purifies sins.

The Varaha Purana also informs us that Rudra or Shiva presides over nine crore Rudranis and nine crore Vaishnavi devis.

Rudra went to Mount Mandara. He cut the head into three parts, separated out the hair and wove it into strands so that he might wear it like a sacred thread around his body. He visited holy places, bathed in sacred waters and continued to meditate. Finally, he gave up the sacred thread and shed off all his clothes so that he was completely naked (nagna).

In this state, Rudra arrived at the city of Kashi (Varanasi). As soon as he bathed in the waters of the Ganga in Kashi, Brahma’s served head came unstuck from Rudra’s thumb. Such is the wonderful sanctity of the holy city of Varanasi. Brahma now appeared and announced that the rite that Rudra had observed would thenceforth be known as nagna kapalika vrata. This vrata helps achieve objectives and even cleanses the sin of killing a brahmana.

Satyatapa

The boar now told prithivi the story of the sage Satyatapa.

Satyatapa meditated in the mountains that were to the north of the Himalayas. One day, the sage lost one of his fingers while he was chopping wood. Wonder of wonders, instead of blood issuing from the wound, only ashes came out. Also, the sage simply replaced the severed finger and it got attached to his hand again.

A kinnara couple lived in a tree near Satyatapa’s hermitage. (The kinnaras were a semi-divine species.) The couple marvelled at the sage’s power and went and reported the incident to Indra. Indra and Vishnu decided that they would test the extent of Satyatapa’s powers.

Vishnu transformed himself into a huge boar that had been pierced by an arrow, and began to wander around the hermitage. Indra transformed himself into a hunter and came to the hermitage.

“Have you seen an injured boar around this place?” asked Indra. “I shot it with an arrow, but it ran away. I have to kill the boar, otherwise my family will starve to death.

Satyatapa faced a dilemma. There was the question of saving the boar’s life and he could not very well reveal its presence. On the other hand, there was the problem of feeding the hunter’s family.

Satyatapa decided that every living being should do what is appropriate for it and nothing else. This was also true of every part of a living being. For example, it was the task of eyes to see, but it was not their task to speak, but the mouth could not see. What this meant was that Satyatapa had seen the boar with his eyes, but the eyes could not report the presence of the boar. And while he could tell the hunter about the boar with mouth, his mouth had not actually seen the boar. Satyatapa therefore decided that he should remain silent and not respond to Indra's question.

Learning of this resolution, Indra and Vishnu revealed themselves to the sage and blessed him. Satyatapa and his guru (teacher) Aruni attained salvation and merged with the brahman.

Shveta and Vinitashva

The boar next told prithivi about various rituals that are appropriate for worshipping Vishnu. The twelfth day (dvadashi) of the lunar fortnight in the month of Kartika is particularly auspicious for this purpose. So are the days of lunar eclipses.

“But do not forget to gift some rice on the occasion,” warned the boar. “Otherwise, your predicament will be no different from that of Shveta and Vinitashva.”

Shveta was the king of Ilavritavarsha. He performed numerous sacrifices and gifted a lot of jewels, gold, horses and elephants. His priest Vashishtha did advise him to donate some rice as well, but Shveta did not take this advice seriously.

When Shveta died, he went to heaven as a result of all the good deeds he had performed on earth. He roamed the bright celestial worlds and associated with apsaras (dancers of heaven). He got a lot of good food to eat, but he never got any rice. Shveta’s craving for rice became unbearable. He returned to the earth and to the place where his funeral ceremony had been performed. The ashes were still on the funeral pyre and Shveta began to lick these remains so as to assuage his craving.

One day, Vashishtha happened to come there and witnessed the pathetic sight. He explained to Shveta how this was a consequence of his never having donated any rice. How could he hope to obtain after death what he had never given to others? Vashishtha also told Shveta the story of Vinitashva

From Brahma the knowledge progressively passed to Pulastyaa, Parashurama, Ugra and Manu. Vedavyasa, the composer of the Puranas, will expound it in the future and the knowledge will spread through Lomaharshana and Shounaka. (Remember that the Varaha was telling the stories much before Vedavyasa.) He who reads and worships this text on avadashi in the month of Kartika, attains all his desires on heaven and on earth.

(You will have noticed that this alludes to the existence of a text of the Varaha Purana prior to Vedavyasa’s composition.)

The story of the Earth’s Rescue

The sage Sanatkumara once asked the earth to recount the story of her rescue at the hands of the boar incarnation.

When the earth sank to the underworld, she appealed to Vishnu to save her. The hymn that she used is known as keshava stuti. It delivers one from sin, poverty and childlessness, and leads to the attainment of Vishnuloka (the abode of Vishnu).

One hearing the earth’s appeal, Vishnu reassured her and manifested himself in the form of a gigantic boar. The boar was six thousand yojanas (an unit of measurement) tall and three thousand yojanas wide. The boar entered the ocean to rescue the earth. Such was the shock of the boar’s entry that there were tremors on earth and several mountains were dislodged and also fell into the sea.

The boar discovered the earth in the underworld and raised her up on his tusks. That was indeed a grand and awe-inspiring sight. For a thousand years the boar held up the earth on his tusks. When creation started again, the earth was placed in her appointed place.

King Vinitashva had been advised by his priest to donate seasame seeds, water cane juice and jaggery moulded into the shape of a decorative cow. Alternatively, these objects could be placed in a pot and donated, the pot being conceived to be a cow. These gifts should also be accompanied by offerings of other good items, gold, jewellery, footwear and umbrellas. Vinitashva had however ignored all this advice and had to suffer pangs of hunger in heaven, just as Shveta did.

The boar explained to prithivi the great merit that comes from donating a cow. A healthy cow, especially one about to give birth, should be washed, decorated, adorned with jewels and then donated to a worthy recipient. Such a worthy recipient would be a poor but righteous brahmana.

Through the observance of these rituals, Shveta’s sins were forgiven and he attained deliverance.

The boar also said that all that has so far been related constituted the Varaha samhita parts of the Varaha Purana. It was first expounded by the brahman and then spread gradually through Brahma.

Pleasing Vishnu

The boar told the earth that he was not particularly fond of rituals or ceremonies. He was easily pleased by simple obeisance, provided that it was performed with genuine devotion.

To attain Vishnu’s favours, one should wear white and worship him with white flowers in a temple on dvadashi. All the four classes were entitled to Vishnu’s favours. A righteous and honest brahmana attains his favours as a matter of course. So can a kshatriya who is humble, a good host, a patron of good deeds and a donor of gifts. The qualities required of a vaishya are that he should be helpful and considerate to others, devoted to his guru free from covetousness and lust, clean of habits and clean of heart. Shurdras can attain Vishnu’s favours if they pray with pure hearts, shun anger, lust, passion and evil, cultivate feelings of mercy and charity, have faith in fasts and are devoted to brahmanas.

Vishnu favours one who worships him with calmness and concentration, is a vegetarian, observes celibacy and other rituals on prescribed days, and, of course, keeps his mind free from jealousy, envy, pride and egotism.

Vishnu disfavours and punishes those who have traits contrary to those prescribed. Examples of such sinners are those who are egotistical and proud, those who are rude to their guests, those who eat indiscriminately, and those who do not help others out even when they have the means. Whatever their class, Vishnu curses them and they are plagued by poverty and other sorrows.

Vishnu blesses the content man and the devoted wife. There are some sins which are abhorred by Vishnu and the major ones are as follows.

The eating of unclean things.

Worshipping Vishnu without bathing or after touching dead bodies and carcasses or after returning straight from the cremation ground.

Worshipping Vishnu dressed in blue, red or black clothing, dirty and unwashed clothing or clothing belonging to others.

Worshipping Vishnu when in a state of anger.

Worshipping Vishnu after eating fish or duck’s meat.

Partaking of food without offering some to Vishnu.

Worshiping Vishnu after eating asafoetida or drinking wine.

Eating or selling pork.

Going near a pond while wearing footwear.

Opening the door of a temple to Vishnu without playing auspicious musical instruments.

A brahmana, a sister’s son, a father-in-law, a hermit and a disciple, are all permitted to perform funeral ceremonies. But such ceremonies should not be performed by dealers of wine and other socially condemned people. They do not have the right.

Invitations to the ceremony should be issued well in advance of the ceremony being held. But those who turn up uninvited should also he shown respect and fed.

The direct fallout of a funeral ceremony is that the observer gets to remember his earlier births. This is illustrated in the case of Gouramukha. This person had forgotten that he had been the sage Bhrigu in his earlier life. He was advised by the sage Markandeya to perform a shradddha ceremony over a period of twelve years. Throughout this period, Gouramukha chanted a hymn dedicated to the ten avataras (incarnations) of Vishnu. After doing this, Gouramukha remembered his earlier life and merged into the brahman

Respects to the Dead

How should respects to one’s dead ancestors be paid? The sage Markandeya once discussed this at great length with Varaha.

The number of generations who classify as ancestors is seven. To these, one must pay one’s respects. Four of these ancestral generations are regarded as manifest, the remaining three being regarded as abstract.

Material wealth is no constraint on a funeral ceremony. Even if a pauper salutes his forefathers with folded palms, the forefathers receive the benefits of a full-fledged funeral ceremony. There are no restrictions on when a funeral (shraddha) ceremony can be performed. It can be performed at the time of the equinoxes, at the time of lunar eclipses, when unfavourable stars (nakshatras) are in the sky and even after having bad dreams. But shraddha ceremonies performed on auspicious occasions do bring a lot of additional punya. For example, if a ceremony is performed on the eighth day of the lunar fortnight (ashtami), the ancestors are satisfied for a thousand years.

Durjaya

Durjaya’s incident took place in satya yuga. Durjaya was the son of King Supratika and his wife Vidyutprabha. Durjaaya obtained both a boon and a curse from the sage Durvasa. The boon was that he would be invincible. And the curse was that he would be hard-hearted. Svayambhuva Manu had two sons named Hetri and Suhetri. These two raised an army and tried to destroy all the gods. Vishnu, however, assumed innumerable forms and met this army on Mount Sumeru. He completely devastated Hetri and Suhetri’s army. Hetri and Suhetri were the only who were left alive. They fled to Mount Mandara. Hetri had a daughter named Sukeshi and Suhetri had a daughter named Mishrakeshi. These daughters were exceedingly pretty.

When Durjaya paid a visit to Mount Mandara, he encountered these two sisters and fell in love with them. He married them and had two sons.

By Durvasa’s boon, Durjaya had become invincible. He conquered the three worlds and drove Indra out from heaven.

Once, Durjaya went on a hunt and arrived at the hermitage of the sage gouramukha. With King Durjaya were five battalions (akshouhini) of soldiers and this huge army had to be fed by the sage. This would normally have been an impossible task.

Gouramukha had however obtained from Narayana a wonderful jewel named chinatmani. This jewel had the property that it immediately provided whatever it was that one wished for. Thanks to the possession of this jewel, Gouramukha could make provisions for the entertainment of Durjaya and his army. Their board and lodging constituted no problem at all.

Durjaya coveted the jewel which had such wonderful powers. He sent his minister Virochana to ask the sage for the jewel, but Gouramukha refused to part with such a prized possession. Durjaya thereupon sent an army to seize the jewel. But when Gouramukha called upon chintamani to protect him, millions of soldiers emerged from the jewel and easily defeated Durjaya’s army.

Virochana was killed. Hetri and Suhetri sent their armies to help Durjaya. But Gouramukha called upon Vishnu. Vishnu destroyed Durjaya, soldiers and all, with his suydarshana chakra.

A nimesha is a very small unit of time, the length of time it takes for one’s eyelids to blink. Since Vishnu destroyed the gigantic army in merely one nimesha, the forest where these events transpired came to be known as naimisharanya. It is a sacred forest and Vishnu is always present there.

Durjaya’s death grieved his father Supratika, but Supratika did not waver from his faith in Vishnu. Vishnu was so pleased at this that he revealed his celestial form to Supratika.

As for Gouramukha, he retired to a part of naimisharanya known as Prabhasa and began to meditate there. It was there that he met the sage Markandeya. (You will remember that Markandeya advised Gouramukha on the performance of funeral ceremonies).

Tithis

A tithi is a lunar day.

What of the soldiers who had come out of chintamani at Gouramukha’s request? By Vishnu’s grace, these soldiers became kings. Prajapala was the descendant of one such king. He once went to a hermitage and met a powerful sage named Mahatapa. Mahatapa told Prajapala about tithis. Certain tithis are especially fruitful. Worshipping or the chanting of hymns on those days yield greater results.

Pratipada

The first lunar day is known as pratipada and this day is associated with the fire-god Agni. At the time of creation, it was on this day that Brahma created Agni out of his own anger. Pratipada is therefore set aside for the worship of Agni.

Dvitiya

The second day of the lunar fortnight is duitiya. This day is associated with the worship of the twin gods the Ashvinis, who are the physicians of the gods. (They are also referred to as the Ashvinkumaras.)

Samjna, the daughter of Vishvakarma, was married to the sun-god Martanda. But Samjna could not bear to stand her husband’s radiance. She therefore created a shadow-form named Chhaya out of her own body. Chhaya looked exactly like Samjna, so that it was impossible to tell the two apart. Samjna requested Chhaya to assume her place in her husband’s household. She herself went to her father’s house. But Vishvakarama kept advising Samjna went to the kingdom known as Uttarakuru and began to live there in the form of a mare (ashvini). After some time had pased, the sun-god discovered the substitution. He sought out Samjna in Uttarakuru, adopted the form of a horse, and began to live with her. As horse and mare, Martanda and Samjna had two sons named Nasatya and Dasra. Since they had been born when their parents had been in the forms of horses, they were also known as the Ashvinis.

“What is this yajna that is being held?” exclaimed Rudra. “Brahma had asked me to perform the act of creation and I had gone away to acquire powers so that I might create. Who then are all these people who have come to attend the yajna? Where did they spring from? Who created them? I will destroy them all. Why did creation take place in my absence?”

Rudra roared in anger and sparks issued from his ears. From these sparks were born fierce spirits, demons and ghosts. These entities created havoc at the ceremony. They plucked out the eyes and knocked out the teeth of Bhaga and Pusha, who were the officiating priests at the ceremony. Brahma asked the gods to pacify Rudra. They prayed to him and promised him a share in the sacrificial offerings. Rudra was appeased and the yajna could proceed again.

As a token of appeasement, Daksha’s daughter Dakshayani (or Gouri) was married to Rudra

Tritiya

Tritiya is the third day of the lunar fortnight. It is associated with Rudra and is auspicious for a vrata that is observed by married couples for the sake of obtaining marital bliss.

Brahma created Rudra and asked him to perform the act of creation. Rudra however expressed his inability to do so. And Brahma advised Rudra to go and obtain greater powers through meditating under the water. Rudra meditated for ten thousand years under the water. After this period of meditation was over, he emerged from the water with a luminous body. He had now become powerful and could create as he willed.

Dakshayani was Daksha’s daughter. Daksha had organised a wonderful yajna and many gods and sages had come to attend the ceremony. When Rudra emerged from the water, he found that the yajna was going on.

Daksha’s daughter, Sati (or Gouri), was married to Shiva or Rudra. Shiva however treated his father-in-law with scant respect, or so Daksha thought. He therefore organised a yajna to which he did not invite Shiva. Sati turned up at the yajna, although she had not been invited either. Daksha seized the opportunity to hurl abuse on directed at her husband. Through here powers of meditation, she immolated herself and gave up her life. When the news aroused. He created a warrior named Virabhadra and despatched him to destroy Daksha’s yajna. When the ceremony was completely devastated, the gods prayed to Shiva and appeased him. Sati was subsequently reborn as Parvati, the daughter of the Himalayas, and married Shiva again.

As for Rudra’s taking part in the act of creation, the more customary account is that Brahma asked Rudra to create. But all the beings whom Rudra credated were immortal, like himself. When Brahma asked Rudra to create mortal beings, Rudra flatly refused. Brahma thereupon asked Rudra to refrain from taking part in the act of creation.)

To return to the account of the Varaha Purana, Gouri was married to Rudra and lived with him happily. But after some days had passed, she recollected the insult that her father’s yajna had meant to her husband. She went to the Himalaya mountains and, through severe meditation, Yielded up the body which had become unbearable to her as it had stood witness to Rudra being insulted on the occasion of the yajna.

Gouri was reborn as Parvati, the daughter of the Himalaya mountains. Parvati began to perform tapasya so that she might obtain Shiva (Rudra) as her husband once again.

One day, a thin and needy-looking brahmana came to Parvati’s hermitage in search of alms. Parvati brought some food for the brahmana. But prior to eating the food, the brahmana went to bathe in a river that flowed near the hermitage. As soon as the brahmana started to bathe, a crocodile came and caught hold of the brahmana’s leg. The brahmana screamed for help.

Parvati was in a fix. What should she do? The brahmana needed help, but he was not here husband, nor was he her relative. She was not permitted to touch a man who was not related to her. Touching him would be a sin. On the other hand, not helping someone who needed help would also be a sin. In fact if the brahmana died, Parvati would be guilty of the act of killing a brahmana. After debating the pros and the cons, Parvati decided that she would have to help the brahmana. Touching a man who was not related to her was the lesser of the two evils.

But as soon as Parvati touched the brahmana to pull him out of the water, the brahmana revealed himself to be none other than Shiva in disguise.

With Brahma’s blessings, Shiva and Parvati were married and all the gods, sages, apasaras and gandharvas (singers of heaven) came to attend the wedding ceremony. Since the wedding took place on tritiya tithi, tritiya is sacred and Rudra should be worshipped on this day.

Panchami 

The fifth day of the lunar fortnight is panchami. On this day, sour food should be avoided and snakes should be worshipped with offerings of milk. It is on this day that Brahma called the snakes together and sent them to the underworld.

Brahma created all sorts of poisonous and harmful snakes. Examples are snakes like Ananta, Vasuki, Karkotaka, Padma, Mahapadma, Kambana, Shankha, Kulika, Papa, Rajila and Aparajita. Their bites were full of poison and they could paralyse people with their glances. These snakes were destroying people and the gods resorted to Brahma to find a way out.

Brahma called the snakes to him and said, “As a punishment for destroying what I have created, you will be destroyed by your own mother. Your lives will be wiped out.”

The frightened snakes pleaded for mercy. “We are certainly not responsible for the nature you have bestowed on us,” they said. “Our nature was given to us by you and it is our nature that compels us to kill people. You have made us venomous. How are we to be blamed for that?”

Chaturthi

The fourth lunar day (chaturthi) is associated with the worship of Ganesha or Vinayaka. The observance of a vrata and the eating of sesame seeds on this day leads to the acquiring of punya.

Initially, all work deserving merit could be accomplished without any difficulty. But over time, difficulties became more common. The gods felt the need for a god who deeds and would also restrain evil deeds. The gods requested Rudra to create such a god.

Rudra created a wonderful being named Vinayaka from his mouth. But Rudra also created numerous other Vinayakas from the pores of his body. They were all identical in appearance with the first one who had been born. The gods and the sages could not decide who was to be the chief among all these Vinayakas

Brahma arrived at this juncture. He pacified the angry Rudra and decreed that the one who had been born out of Rudra’s mouth would be the chief or the leader. The others would be his assistants and companions and would be known as the ganas. The original one would be the leader (isha or pati) of the ganas and would be known as Ganapati or Ganesha. The assembled gods and sages Ganapati with holy water.

Ganapati’s birth took place on chaturthi and that is why chaturthi is sacred.

(The Puranas, of course, have other accounts of the origin of Ganesha. They can be found in the Skanda Purana and the Brahmavaivarta Purana).

The snakes pleaded with Brahma that they might be assigned a specific place to live in, so that they did not come into conflict with humans. The underworld is divided into seven regions and three of these are known as patala, vitala and sutala. (Apart from being a region of the underworld, patala is also a generic name for all the regions of the underworld taken together.) Brahma decreed that the snakes could populate these three regions of the underworld.

(In the Puranas, there is always an element of contradiction about the process of creation. Who created gods, humans, demons and other living beings? There is a strand that suggests that they were directly created by Brahma. There is another strand that suggests that all these beings were the offspring of the sage Kashyapa and his various wives. All of these wives were Daksha’s daughters. This element of contradiction is responsible for what follows.)

Brahma told the snakes that in another kalpa, they would be born as the offspring of the sage Kashyapa and his wife Kadru. Kadru and Vinata were Daksha’s daughters and both of them were married to Kashyapa. (Daksha’s other daughters were also married to Kashyapa.)

Kashyapa offered his wives boons. Kadru desired the boon that she might obtain a thousand powerful snakes as her sons. Vinata asked for the boon that she might obtain two sons who would be even more powerful than Kadru’s sons.

Kadru gave birth to a thousand eggs which hatched after five hundred years. Vinata gave birth to two eggs which showed no signs of hatching at all. In a fit of impatience, Vinata smashed one of the eggs. This untimely act gave birth to a deformed son, known as Aruna. Since his mother’s act had made him deformed, he cursed Vinata that she would have to be Kadru’s slave for five hundred years. But Aruna also assured his mother that the other egg, if allowed to hatch in time, would give birth to a son who would free his mother from the bondage that she would find herself in. Aruna then rose up into the sky and became the charioteer of the sun.

Uchchaishrava was Indra’s horse and Kadru and Vinata once had a bet about the colour of the horse’s tail.

“The tail is white,” said Vinata.

“Not at all,” retorted Kadru. “You are mistaken. The tail is black.”

Garuda wished to free his mother from bondage. The snakes told him that Vinata would be freed if Garuda brought them amrita (a life-giving drink) from heaven. After many adventures, Garuda did succeed in bringing the amrita from heaven. (These adventures are catalogued in the Mahabharata.) But instead of giving amrita to the snakes, Garuda tricked them into licking sharp-bladed kusha grass. That is how snakes came to have forked tongues and that is the reason why Garuda is anathema to the snakes.

One should not get the impression that all snakes are cursed. Snakes which are not ill-natured, do not bite good people, and stay away from those who know the Garuda mantra, are blessed. These snakes are permitted to bite individuals whose appointed lifespans on earth are over.

The tail was in reality white. Fearful of losing her bet, Kadru called her offspring to her. She asked them to coil themselves around the horse’s tail so that the tail would seem to be black. Some of the snakes refused to aid Kadru in her untruthful act. They were cursed by their mother that they would be destroyed in a yajna known as sarpa sata. (You will of course remember Brahma’s curse that the snakes would be destroyed by their own mother. King Parikshit was bitten to death by a snake and his son, Janmejaya, performed the sarpa satra so as to destroy all snakes. This yajna is referred to in some Puranas, but is described in greater detail in the Mahabharata.)

Having lost the bet to Kadru, Vinata became her slave.

Meanwhile, Vinata’s other egg hatched and a being who was half-bird and half-man was born. This being was Garuda. His eyes and claws were like birds of prey, his face was white, his wings red and his body golden. Garuda obtained a boon from Indra that snakes would be his food.

Saptami

Saptami is the seventh day of the lunar fortnight and is associated with the worship of the sun-god. The sun was extremely brilliant and his radiance threatened to burn up all of creation. On saptami day, the gods appealed to Surya to reduce his brilliance a little. The sun agreed to do this so that the world might be preserved.

(You no doubt remember the story of Samjna and you also remember that Samjna could not stand her husband’s brilliance. Samjna was the daughter of Vishvakarma, the architect of the gods. When Samjna and Surya were re-united after their separation, the problem of the sun-god’s excessive brilliance remained. Vishvakarma thereupon sliced off some of the sun-god’s excess energy. You can read this story in the Markandeya Purana.)

Shashthi 

The sixth day of the lunar fortnight (shashthi) is associated with the worship of Kartikeya. Prayers to Kartikeya on such a day grant the devotee health and a long life, and fulfil all his desires.

It was on this day that Brahma appointed Kartikeya the general of the gods. In the long-standing battle between the gods and the demons, the demons had able generals like Hiranyaksha, Hiranyakashipu and Viprachitti. The gods had none other than Indra and the upshot was that the gods kept getting thrashed. Brihaspati advised the gods to get hold of a better general.

(In Puranas like the Shiva Purana and the Devi Bhagavata Purana it is stated that there was a terrible demon named Tarakasura. He had obtained a boon from Brahma that he could be killed only by Shiva’s son. That was the reason why Kartikeya had to be appointed the general of the gods. The Skanda Purana gives a detailed account of the battle between Kartikeya and Tarakasura.)

To return to the Varaha Purana, the gods, led by Brahma, went to Shiva so that they might obtain a general. Shiva and Parvati created a strong and handsome son known variously as Kartikeya, Skanda, Kumara and Pavaki. The gods warmly greeted this birth and Brahma appointed Kartikeya the general of the gods.

Ashtami 

The eighth day of the lunar fortnight (asthami) is associated with the destruction of the demon Andhaka.

Andhaka was the son of Kashyapa and Diti. He had a thousand hands, a thousand feet and a thousand eyes. The word andha means blind, but Andhaka was not blind at all. He was so proud that he walked about with the gait of a blind man. That is, his bearing was unsteady and he thus came to acquire the name of Andhaka. By praying to Brahma, Andhaka had obtained the boon that no ordinary god would be able to kill him and that his head would never fall down on the ground.

Andhaka immediately began to oppress the gods. Plagued by the demon’s oppressions, the gods went to Brahma for deliverance.

“I am sorry,” said Brahma. “But I cannot help. It is I who have granted him the boon. I cannot kill him. Let us go to Shiva.”

Brahma and the other gods went to visit Shiva. While they were there, Andhaka came and surrounded Shiva’s abode with a huge army. His intention was to kill Shiva and marry Parvati.

tremendous battle began between the gods and the demons and the gods clearly had the worst of it. Shiva pierced Andhaka with a trident. But as blood started to flow out of Andhaka’s wound, numerous other Andhakas were born out of these drops of blood and they continued to fight with the gods. Shiva raised his trident up into the sky and Vishnu tried to decapitate Andhaka, who was transfixed to the trident, with his sudarshana chakra. But the demon did not die.

Shiva now opened his mouth in anger. Flames issued from his mouth and took the form of terrible goddesses known as the matrikas. The fire that issued out of the matrikas dried up Andhaka’s blood and thus made it possible for the gods to kill Andhaka.

Since Andhaka’s destruction took place on ashtami, this is a day that is set aside for the worship of the matrikas. 

(The Andhaka story is yet another illustration of a divergence between the Varaha Purana and the other Puranas and the Harivamsha. According to the other accounts, Andhaka was the son of Shiva and Parvati and was born blind. He performed tapasya and gained his eyesight. The demon Hiranyaksha did not have any sons and he adopted Andhaka as a son. In the fight with Shiva, Andhaka did not get killed. He lost all his evil traits when he was transfixed on Shiva’s trident. He prayed to Shiva and obtained the boon that he would be Shiva’s constant companion. His new name became Bhringi.)

The demon started off as the ruler of Pragjyotishapura (in Assam), but soon conquered the entire world. He attacked the gods and drove them out of heaven. The gods went to Shiva, but Shiva knew Vetrasura to be invincible. Shiva could certainly not kill him. Shiva therefore led the gods to Brahma.

Brahma was, at the time, seated on the banks of the holy river Ganga and chanting the gayatri mantra (a sacred incantation). He was oblivious of all that went on around him and paid no attention to Shiva and the other gods.

But a goddess named Gayatri suddenly appeared. (She seems to have been a personification of the gayatri mantra.) The goddess had eight arms and was armed with all sorts of weapons. She was clad in a white sari. Gayatri devi fought with the demons for one thousand divine years and killed Vetrasura.

Shiva sung her praises. When Brahma’s meditation was over, he earmarked a place in the Himalayas for the goddess to live in.

Since Vetrasura was killed on navami tithi, navami is set aside for the worship of the goddess Gayatri.

Navami 

The ninth lunar day (navami) is associated with Vetrasura and his death at the hands of the goddess Gayatri devi.

(The name Vetrasura does not occur in any other Purana and seems to be a concoction of the Varaha Purana.)

In an earlier life, Vetrasura’s father had been killed by Indra with foam, as he had obtained a boon that could not be killed by anything else. (Although the name of Vetrasura’s father is not given, the foam identifies him as the famous demon Vritra. Let us therefore call him Vritra.)

In this next birth, Vritra remembered what had happened in his earlier birth. He meditated so that he might obtain a son who would kill Indra. The river Vetravati came to Vritra in the form of a woman. She married Vritra and out of this union was born Vetrasura. Vetrasura became a powerful enemy of the gods.

Dashami 

Dashami is the tenth day of the lunar fortnight. On this day, one should eat only yoghurt and worship the ten goddesses who were created by Brahma on dashami tithi. These goddesses were born out of Brahma’s ear and their names were Pura, Pashchima, Uttara, Dakshina, Urddhva, Adhva, Agneya, Nairirta, Ishana and Vyavya. (These are also the names of the ten directions, namely, north, south, east, west, up, down, north-east, north-west, south-east and south-west.) The ten grooms to whom Brahma married these goddesses were Indra, Varuna, Kubera, Yama, Svayam, Sheshanaga, Agni, Niriti, Shankara (Shiva) and Vayu.

Ekadashi

The eleventh lunar day (ekadashi) is the day when Kubera was born from the duststorm that arose within Brahma’s mouth as he was thinking about the task of creation. Kubera was the concrete form that was adopted by the dust storm. 

He became the treasurer of the gods on Brahma’s instruction. A vrata should be observed on ekadashi tithi by eating only fruits and worshipping Kubera

Chaturdashi 

The fourteenth lunar day (chaturdashi) is associated with Rudra. (The reason for this association is not stated.) Fasting and hearing about Rudra on chaturdashi frees one from all one’s sins.

Amavasya

Amavasya is the night of the new moon and is set aside for honouring the tanmatras. The tanmatras were born from Brahma’s body. They lived in the sky, meditated and survived on the juice of the soma herb. Brahma requested the tanmatras to take upon themselves the role of being ancestors (pitris) to all living beings. On amavasya tithi, people therefore make offerings of water, sesame seeds and sanctified grass to their dead ancestors. This ceremony is known as tarpana and it brings contentment and the attainment of desires.

Trayodashi 

The thirteenth lunar day (trayodashi) is the day on which Brahma appeased Dharma, the god of righteousness. (Dharma is identified with Yama, the god of death.)

As Brahma sat and thought about creation, the god Dharma was born from his right side. He was fair, had four feet, three horns and was in the form of a bull. (He is also supposed to have had seven hands and two heads.) Brahma decreed that Dharma’s duty would be to check that the humans stuck to the righteous path. As men became evil, Dharma would lose one of his feet. That is, in satya yuga, he would have four feet. But in treta yuga, the number of feet would be reduced to three; in dvapara yuga, to two; and in kali yuga, to one. Dharma would pay brahmanas complete attention, but kshatriyas would only receive three-quarters of Dharma’s attention. Similarly, vaishyas would only receive half of his attention and shudras only a quarter.

The moon-god, Chandra, was Dharma’s brother. (Dharma was Brahma’s son and so was the sage Atri. The Puranas normally state that Chandra was Atri’s son. Thus, as per the other Puranas, Chandra could not have been Dharma’s brother.)Chandra once cast evil looks at Brihaspati’s wife. (Other Puranas state that Chandra abducted Brihaspati’s wife, Tara.) Scandalised at his brother’s shameful act, Dharma left for the forest in disgust. Lawlessness and evil prevailed everywhere on earth as the god of righteousness had gone away. Finally, on trayodashi tithi, Brahma appeased Dharma and brought him back.

Dvadashi 

It was on the twelfth day of the lunar fortnight (dvadashi) that Narayana adopted the form of Vishnu at the request of the wind-god, Vayu. The Vishnu-form has four arms and a conch-shell (shankha), a bladed-discus (chakra), a mace (gada), and a lotus (padma) are held in the four hands. Vishnu also wears a divine garland known as vaijayanti around his neck. Dvadashi was also the day on which Lakshmi became Vishnu’s wife. Lakshmi and Narayana are to be worshipped on dvadashi tithi and on this day brahmanas are to be fed clarified butter and honey.

Purnamasi 

Purnamasi or purnima is the night of the full moon and is associated with the moon-god Chandra, also known as Soma. Chandra was the son of the sage Atri. (This is what the other Puranas also state. And as pointed out earlier, this contradicts the earlier statement.)

Chandra was married to twenty-seven of Daksha’s daughters. These were the nakshatras (stars). Chandra was however inordinately fond of Rohini and neglected his other wives in comparison. The other wives went and complained about this treatment to their father, Daksha. Despite his father-in-law’s warning. Chandra continued to favour Rohini. This angered Daksha and he cursed his son-in-law that he would gradually waste away. The moon became thinner and thinner, and ultimately vanished entirely on the night of amavasya.

Medicinal herbs thrive in the presence of the moon. When the moon disappeared, these herbs wilted and lost all their potency. The gods restorted to Vishnu and Vishnu advised them to churn the ocean. Mount Meru was to be used as the churning rod and the great snake Vasuki was to be used as the rope for the churning.

(The churning of the ocean (samudra manthana) is a favourite story of the Puranas, but better sources are the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. The real reason for the churning of the ocean was actually slightly different. It was expected that the churning of the ocean would yield amrita, a life-giving drink. The gods and the demons collaborated in this venture. The churning rod was however Mount Mandara and not Mount Meru. But because Mandara had no base, the mountain began to move and the churning could not go on. Vishnu thereupon adopted the form of a turtle (kurma). Mount Mandara was placed on the back of the turtle and the churning proceeded. The first object to emerge as a result of the churning was a terrible poison. Shiva swallowed this so that no one else might be affected and thus became blue of throat.)

To return to the Varaha Purana, the juice of the soma herb emerged as a result of the ocean being churned. This soma juice was none other than Chandra and Shiva accepted the crescent moon as an adornment for his forehead. Everyone was happy. This entire event took place of the day of purnamasi.

On this day, a vrata should be observed. Before the vrata is completed, one must fast. One is however permitted to eat rice after the vrata has been completed. The observance of this vrata brings prosperity.

Vratas

The earth now asked the boar about the rites known as vratas. The boar explained that there were different types of vratas. Some involved celibacy and a devotion to the truth. Other involved chanting hymns and singing praises of the gods. Still others involved fasting at prescribed points of time.

Many of vratas have stories associated with them. There is no point in trying to recount all of them. We will tell you about a select few.

The sage Durvasa used to know a hunter. He renamed the hunter Satyatapa (one of true meditation), as the hunter was righteous and had performed very difficult meditation. Durvasa told Satyatapa about a secret rite that the earth had observed when she had sunk into the depths of the ocean. This was known as dvadashi vrata. The observance of this had pleased Narayana so much that he had adopted the form of a boar so as to rescue the earth. This vrata began on dvadashi tithi in the month of Margashirsha. One had to observe certain norms of cleanliness and think of Narayana.

Visnu Purana

Maitreya and Parahsara

Once the sage Maitreya came to the sage Parashara and wanted to know about the creation of the universe. And this is what Parashara told him. 

In the beginning the universe was full of water. But in that water there emerged a huge egg there was Vishnu. This egg was called Brahmanda. And the land, the oceans and he seas, the gods, demons and humans and the stars. On all sides, the egg was surrounded by water, fire, wind, the sky and the elements. Inside the egg, Vishnu adopted the form of Brahma and proceeded to create the universe. When the universe is to be destroyed, it is Vishnu again who adopts the form of Shiva and performs the act of destruction. Let us therefore salute the great god Vishnu.

There are four yugas or eras. These are called krita (or satya), treta, dvapara and kali. Krita era consists of four thousand years, treta of three thousand. All the four eras thus pass in ten thousand years. And when all the four eras have passed one thousand times each, that is merely one day for Brahma. I hope you are good at elementary arithmetic. How many humans years are equal to one thousand. That is, ten million years. During each of Brahma’s days, the sages, the gods and the kings are destroyed and recreated fourteen times. Each of these cycles is called a manwantara. But at the end of Brahma’s day, there comes the final destruction. The world is burn. Brahma sleeps throughout his nigh, for ten million human years. Thereafter there is creation once again.

Parashara said, “Maitreya, let me tell you about how Brahma performed the act of creation.”

Brahma is merely part of Narayana. And Narayana is Vishnu. Nara means water and ayana means resting-place. When the earlier creation was destroyed, the world was full of water and Vishnu slept on the water. That is the reason why he is called Narayana. Narayana saw hat there was water all around and desired to create the world. He, therefore, adopted the form of a boar (varaha) and went all the way down to the underworld. There the earth saluted him and asked him to rescue her from the underworld. Upon hearing the earth’s request, Vishnu in his form of a boar began to roar. He used his tusks to lift up the earth from the underworld. Then he carefully placed the earth on the waters. The earth floated on the oceans like a huge boat. Vishnu levelled out the earth and placed the mountains in their proper places. The earth was divided into seven regions or dvipas.

After that came the question of creating the beings. There were four types of being that Brahma created through the powers of the mind. The first were the demons or asuras, they came out of Brahma’s thighs. Next came the gods or devas, the emerged from Brahma’s mouth. From Brahma’s sides there were created the ancestors or pitris. And the human came out the last. Many other things were created.

After that Brahma was both hungry and angry. The demons of hunger took form and wanted to eat up Brahma, their creator. There were some among them who did not want to eat their creator, but wanted to protect (raksha) him. They came to be known as rakshasas. And those who wanted to eat him came to be known as yakshas. When Brahma saw these undesirable creatures, the hairs on his head fell off and grew up and stood up again. From these hairs were born the snakes. The gandharvas were born. They were known as gandharvas because they sing. 

Many other things were created. From Brahma’s age were created the birds, from his chest sheep and from his mouth goats. From his stomach and sides there came out cattle and from his feet horses, elephants, deer and camels. Plants sprouted from the hair on Brahma’s body.After that came the question of creating the beings. There were four types of being that Brahma created through the powers of the mind. The first were the demons or asuras, they came out of Brahma’s thighs. Next came the gods or devas, the emerged from Brahma’s mouth. From Brahma’s sides there were created the ancestors or pitris. And the human came out the last. Many other things were created.

After that Brahma was both hungry and angry. The demons of hunger took form and wanted to eat up Brahma, their creator. There were some among them who did not want to eat their creator, but wanted to protect (raksha) him. They came to be known as rakshasas. And those who wanted to eat him came to be known as yakshas. When Brahma saw these undesirable creatures, the hairs on his head fell off and grew up and stood up again. From these hairs were born the snakes. The gandharvas were born. They were known as gandharvas because they sing. 

Many other things were created. From Brahma’s age were created the birds, from his chest sheep and from his mouth goats. From his stomach and sides there came out cattle and from his feet horses, elephants, deer and camels. Plants sprouted from the hair on Brahma’s body.After that came the question of creating the beings. There were four types of being that Brahma created through the powers of the mind. The first were the demons or asuras, they came out of Brahma’s thighs. Next came the gods or devas, the emerged from Brahma’s mouth. From Brahma’s sides there were created the ancestors or pitris. And the human came out the last. Many other things were created.

After that Brahma was both hungry and angry. The demons of hunger took form and wanted to eat up Brahma, their creator. There were some among them who did not want to eat their creator, but wanted to protect (raksha) him. They came to be known as rakshasas. And those who wanted to eat him came to be known as yakshas. When Brahma saw these undesirable creatures, the hairs on his head fell off and grew up and stood up again. From these hairs were born the snakes. The gandharvas were born. They were known as gandharvas because they sing. 

Many other things were created. From Brahma’s age were created the birds, from his chest sheep and from his mouth goats. From his stomach and sides there came out cattle and from his feet horses, elephants, deer and camels. Plants sprouted from the hair on Brahma’s body.There were four classes of humans that were created, the brahmanas, the kshatriyas, the vaishyas and the shudras. The brahmanas came out of Brahma’s mouth, the kshatriyas from his chest, the vaishyas from his thighs and the shudras from his feet.

Lakshmi

Brahma also wanted to create a son who would be just like him. When he though of this, a son appeared on his lap. But the child kept on crying (rud) and thus came to be known as Rudra. He was crying because he did not have a name. The crying stopped when Brahma gave him the name of Rudra from the word for crying. The child, however, began to cry once more and did not stop until he was given another name. This happened seven times. And so Rudra also has the names of Bhava, Sarva, Mahesha, Pashupati, Bhima, Ugra, and Mahadeva. Rudra’s wife was called Sati. She gave up her life because of what her father Daksha had done and was born again as Uma, the daughter of Himalaya and Menaka. Mahadeva married Uma yet again.

There was a sage called Dursava who was descended from Mahadeva. Once upon a time, Durvasa was wandering around the world. And in the hands of a pretty woman he saw a beautiful and fragrant garland. Durvasa wanted the woman to give him the garland, which she gladly did. Durvasa placed the garland on his head and continued to roam around the world. Who should he then run into but Indra, the king of the gods? There were other gods with Indra and Indra was seated on his elephant, Airavata. Durvasa picked up the garland and threw it at Indra. Having caught the garland, Indra placed it on the head of his elephant. Airavata must have been surprised at the pleasant smell that was coming from his head. For he raised his trunk to get a better sniff. And in the process, the garland fell off his head and onto the ground.

Durvasa was very angry. He thought that Indra had insulted him. He had not even bothered to thank Durvasa for the garland. And instead of placing the garland on his own head, he had seen placing the garland on his own head, he had seen it fit to place the garland on the head of an elephant. From which place it had fallen off onto the ground. Durvasa therefore got ready to curse Indra. By then, Indra had realised his mistake. he got off his elephant, fell at Durvasa’s feet and begged that he might be forgiven. But Durvasa was not like the other sages; he refused to be pacified. And so he cursed Indra. What was the curse? That Lakshmi should disappear from Indra’s abode. Lakshmi, you may know, is the goddess of wealth and prosperity.

When Indra returned to where he lived in Amaravati, he found the place to be dreary and dilapidated. Lakshmi had left. The plants were dying. The sages were not performing sacrifices. people had become selfish. It was not simply Amaravati that had become like this. Indra ruled over all the three worlds. And in all the three worlds this was precisely what had happened.

The demons never liked the gods and were forever trying to fight with them. They now discovered that the gods were less powerful and less well protected. So they attacked the gods and gave them a good thrashing. What were the poor gods to do? They ejected the god Agni as their leader and fled to Brahma for refuge and help. Brahma told them that he was unable to help them himself; they should seek help from Vishnu. On the northern shores of the great ocean the gods assembled and began to pray.

How could Vishnu ignore such prayers? He manifested himself before the gods and gave them the following advice. The gods should meet the demons and have a temporary truce. Both sides should get together and prepare to churn the great ocean. Before the churning, herbs went to be thrown into the ocean. The mountain Mandara was to be used as the churner and the great snake Vasuki as the rope for churning. It was expected that amrita (a drink that made one immortal) would come out of the ocean as a result of churning. And the gods should promise the demons that this amrita would be equally shared out among the two sides. The drinking of the amrita would make both sides stronger. But the promise of the amrita would make sure that the demons took part in the churning. This was nothing but an empty promise. Vishnu hastened to assure the gods that he would ensure that the demons got none of the amrita.

This the demons did not know, they gladly agreed to the churning. herbs were hurled into the ocean and the churning began. The gods grasped Vasuki’s tail and the demons its head. In fact, it was Vishnu who asked the demons to grasp the head of the snake. Flames and smoke belched out of the mouth of the snake and made the demon suffer. The gases that came out of the snake’s mouth went up into the sky and formed clouds. These clouds were driven towards the tail and poured down as soothing rain on the gods who had grasped the tail. On what was the huge mountain Mandara to be balanced? The solution was again provided by Vishnu. Vishnu adopted the form of a gigantic turtle on which the mountain could be placed.

Thus the churning went on. And wonderful were the things that emerged out of the ocean as a result of the churning. The first to come out was the cow Surabhi, worshipped by the gods. Next the goddess Varuni emerged. Followed by the fragrant tree known as parijata. Out came the apsaras (dancers of heaven). And the moon, which Mahadeva accepted as an adornment for his head. There were bad things as well. The poison that came out was accepted by the snakes. And dressed all in white, the god Dhanvantari came out with the pot of amrita in his hands. At the sight of the amrita, the gods, the demons and the sages were delighted. But there was more to come. There emerged a lotus flower with the shining form of the goddess Lakshmi. She held another lotus in her hand.

The sages began to chant hymns in front of her. The gandharvas sang, the apsaras danced. Rivers like the Ganga arrived so that Lakshmi could have a bath. There are eight elephants who protect the directions. These elephants took clear water from golden vessels and bathed the goddess. The ocean gave her a garland of lotus flowers which would not fade. Vishvakarma provided the jewels. Thus bathed, dressed, jewelled and garlanded, Lakshmi embraced Vishnu. Since the demons did not like Vishnu, this meant that Lakshmi had forsaken the demons. And lakshmi smiled upon the gods. The demons did managed to get hold of the pot of amrita. But Vishnu adopted a female form to trick the demons of the amrita and give it to the gods.

The gods drank the amrita and attacked the demons with sword. The amrita had made the gods strong and the demons were no match for them. Their armies scattered and they fled into the underworld. The gods were delighted. They bowed before Vishnu and continued to rule over heaven. The sun went back to its old path across the sky. So did the stars. Indra ascended his throne and ruled over the three worlds, after having prayed to Lakshmi.

Parashara told Maitreya,? “Indra’s prayers pleased Lakshmi and she agreed to grant him boons”. The first boon that Indra asked for was that Lakshmi should never leave the three worlds. And the second boon was that Lakshmi should never turn away from anyone who prayed to Lakshmi using the same prayer that Indra had used.

Dhruva was angry. He went running to his mother. And he told his mother what had happened. Suniti consoled him and told him that men suffer or prosper depending on what they had done in their past lives. if one has done good deeds in the earlier life, one becomes a king, has an umbrella held over one’s head and rides excellent horses and elephants in this life. Suruchi and Uttama must have performed many good deeds in their earlier lives. And Suniti and Dhruva must have performed many evil deeds in their earlier lives. This was not something to be unhappy about. Wise men were satisfied with what they got. If Dhruva was really upset at what Suruchi had said, he should stop being unhappy and should instead spend his time on being good, religious, righteous and selfless.

Suniti’s words convinced Dhruva. He said, “Mother, your words have given me peace. I will try to achieve the highest position of all. True, the king loves Suruchi and true, I am not Suruchi’s son. But I am your son and I will show you what I can do. Let Uttama have his throne. I do not wish for something that is someone else’s. Through my own work I will achieve a place that not even my father has achieved”.

Dhruva said this and went out of the house. There was a forest not very far away. And in the forest he met seven sages. He bowed before them and said, “I am Dhruva, the son of Uttanapada and Suniti. I am unhappy and so I have come before you.”

The sages were surprised. “Prince,” they said “You are only four or five years old. You have nothing to be unhappy about, you have nothing to worry about. Your father is a king and he is still alive. Nor do you seem to be ill. Why ten are you unhappy?”

Dhruva told them the reason for his unhappiness. He said that he desired neither wealth nor kingdoms. He simply wanted to go to a place where no one had ever been before. The sages advised him to pray to Vishnu. They also taught him the mantra that was to be used for praying to Vishnu.

Dhruva made his way to the banks of the river Yamuna. This was the region that was known as Madhuvana, because the daitya (demon) Madhu had ruled over it. Rama’s brother Shatrughna had defeated Madhu’s son Lavana and built the city of Mathura here. here it was that Dhruva prayed. He prayed so hard that even the gods were disturbed. They did their best to break this tapasya of Dhurva’s. The rakshasas appeared to attack him with many weapons. Jackals howled around him. Ghosts threatened him. But Dhruva was undisturbed. He though only of Vishnu. And saw nothing but Vishnu.

The gods were worried because they thought that Dhruva was was praying so that he might obtain the power to defeat them. perhaps he wanted to become Indra, or the sun, or Kubera, Varuna or Soma. They went to Vishnu and asked him to stop Dhruva’s tapasya. Vishnu reassured the gods. He knew that these were not the things that Dhruva wanted.

Vishnu appeared before Dhruva and offered him a boon. The boy opened his eyes and saw Vishnu standing before him. He wanted the boon that he should always feel like praying to Vishnu. In fact, he did not really want boon at all. He had seen Visnu with his own eyes and there was nothing more that he desired. Vishnu was however so pleased that he persisted in granting Dhruva some boon. Dhruva then wanted the boon that he might attain a place that was on top of the entire world.

Vishnu told him that he would grant what Dhruva desired. He also told Dhruva that in an earlier life Dhruva had been a brahmana who was devoted to Vishnu. But the brahmana’s friend had been a wealthy and beautiful prince. Having got a boon from Vishnu, the brahmana had desired that in his next life he might be born a prince. That was the reason why he had been born as Dhruva, the son of King Uttanapada.

But since Dhruva no longer wanted kingdom or wealth, Vishnu would place him in the middle of the sky so that all the stars would revolve around him. His mother Suniti would also be placed in the sky near him.

Have you seen Dhruva in the sky? Of course you have. Near the seven sages who form the constellation of the Great bear. Dhruva is nothing but the Pole Star.

The Kings Vena and Prithu

Some generations further down from Dhruva, there was a king called Vena. Vena was not a good king at all. he announced that there would be no sacrifices on earth. There was absolutely no reason for praying to Vishnu, wasn’t King Vena superior to even Vishnu? The sages tried to persuade the King to change his ways, but Vena was not in a mood to listen.

The sages therefore decided that Vena should die. They chanted mantras over a straw and killed Vena with the straw. The problem however was that who would rule the kingdom in Vena’s place? Vena did not have any children. The sages then began to knead the dead king’s thighs. After the kneading, a dwarf who looked like a short pillar came out of the thighs.

What shall I do?, asked the dwarf.

“Sit,” said the sages and dwarf came to be called nishada from the word for sitting. Later, the sons of Nishada came to live in the Vindhya mountains.

The sages then began to knead the dead body’s right hand. And a shining man came out because of the kneading. This was Prithu. As he was born, a divine bow, arrows and armour fell on him from the skies. Everyone was happy at Prithu’s birth. Even Vena no longer had to go to the hell that one has to go to if one does not have a son. The rivers and the oceans arrived with water and jewels for Prithu’s coronation. The gods and Brahma arrived to bathe Prithu before the coronation. Brahma noticed that Prithu had the mark of a chakra (Vishnu’s weapon) on his right hand. This was good omen, because it meant that Prithu was descended from Vishnu. Only kings whom even the gods cannot rival have this sign on their hands.

Prithu was crowned. He was a powerful king. The water of the ocean trembled when he passed and the mountains made a path for him. His flag was never lowered. The earth yielded crops without any ploughing. The cows gave a lot of mil and the flowers were full of honey. As soon as he was born, Prithu arranged for a sacrifice (yajna). From this sacrifice were born the sutas and the magadhas, who chanted songs in Prithu’s praise

But there had been a short period between Vena’s death and Prithu’s birth when there had been no king on the land. The land does not flourish in the absence of a king. The herbs disappeared from the earth and people were hungry. These people went Prithu and begged him to restore the herbs. To obtain the herbs, Prithu took up his bow and arrow and began to chase the earth. The earth adopted the form of a cow and started to run. But wherever the earth went, Prithu followed. Finally, prithu caught up with the earth and the earth restored whatever few herbs were left. To ensure that the earth returned to normalcy and once again became fertile, Prithu levelled out the mountains with his bow. In the earlier creation, there had been no cities, villages, grains, animal husbandry, agriculture or trade.

It was because of Prithu that all this became possible. This is the reason why the earth is called prithivi.

The Prachetas

Amongst Prithu’s descendants was a king called Prahcinvarhi who married the daughter of the ocean, Savarna.

Ten sons, the Prachetas, were born of this marriage. They performed very difficult tapasya (meditation) for ten thousand years under the ocean.

Maitreya asked Parashara. “Why did the Pachetas perform difficult tapsya for ten thousand years?” And this was Parashara’s answer.

Brahma had asked Prachinvarhi to ensure that the world became full of people and Prachinvarhi passed on the task to his sons. But the Prachetas did not know how to go about this task. Their did not know how to go about this task. Their father told them to pray to Vishnu, for didn’t Vishnu offer the solution to all problem? It was after praying to Vishnu that Brahma had created the universe at the beginning of the original creation. On hearing their father’s instructions, the Prachetas prayed for ten thousand years.

When the ten thousand years were over, Vishnu appeared before them on the top of his transport Garuda. He offered them a boon and the Prachetas requested that they might be able to people the world. Having obtained the desired boon, the Prachetas emerged from the ocean and found that in their absence, the earth had been covered with trees. No winds could blow. In their anger, the Prachetas created wind and fire from their mouths. The wind uprooted the trees and the fire burnt them. All the trees began to be destroyed.

Soma, king of the trees, could not bear this to happen. He rushed to the Prachetas and tried to appease them. There was a beautiful woman called Marisha who had been born from the trees and whom Soma had brought up. Soma offered Marisha in marriage to the Prachetas. He promised them that the son who would be born, Daksha, would people the world. Soma also told the Prachetas the story of Marisha’s birth.

Many years ago, there used to be a sage called Kandu. This sage was performing difficult tapasya on the banks of the river Gomati. To disturb him, Indra sent an apsara (dancer of heaven) named Pramlocha. Kandu fell in love with her, married her and lived with her for more than a hundred years in a valley in the mountain Mandara.

When more than a hundred years had passed, the apsara wished to return to heaven. But Kandu said, “Stay for some more time.” Pramlocha again stayed there fore more than a hundred years and wished to return to heaven after these hundred years had passed. But Kandu again said, “Stay for some more time.” And this wen on and on.

After many years had passed, Kandu regained his senses. He said, “Wife, one whole day is over. It is now evening. Let me say my prayers.”

“One day,” exclaimed Pramlocha. “Are you not aware that nine hundred and eighty-seven years, six months and three days have passed since you married me?”

This made Kandu realise what had happened. he went back to his tapasya and allowed Pramlocha to return to heaven. On her way towards heaven. pramlocha wiped her sweat on the leave of trees. She was bearing a baby and the baby come out with the sweat and was left with the trees. It was this baby who grew up and became Marisha.

In an earlier, life Marisha had been married to a king. But the king had died when Marisha had been very young. The young widow had prayed to Vishnu and Vishnu had agreed to grant her a boon. The widow had desired the boon that she might have a son like Brahma and that she might have good husbands in several lives. Vishnu had promised her that she would have a son like Brahma and that she would have a son like Brahma and that she would have several good husbands in the same life. That is why Marisha was now simultaneously married to the ten Prachetas.

Daksha was then born. The same Daksha who had earlier been the son of Brahma. Daksha had sixty daughters. Ten of them were married to Dharma, thirteen to Kashyapa, twenty-seven to Chandra, four to Arishtanemi, two to Angirasa and two to Krishasha. The thirteen daughter who were married to Kashyapa were Aditi, Diti, Danu, Kala, Arishta, Surasa, Surabhi, Vinata, Tamra, Krodhavasha, Ira, Kadru and Muni.

Kashyapa and Diti had two brave sons-Hiranyakashipu and Hiranyaksha. Hiranyakashipu’s sons were Anuhlada, Hlada, Prahlada and Sanhlada.

The Story of Prahlada

Hiranyakashipu had received a boon from Brahma. On the strength of this boon, he conquered the three worlds. He drove out Indra from heaven and assumed the title of Indra. He also assumed the titles of Savita, Vayu, Agni, Varuna, Soma, Kubera and Yama. The gods fled from heaven (svarga) and roamed around the world in human forms. Everyone had to worship Hiranyakashipu, the king of the daityas ( the sons of Diti). Hiranyakashipu lived in a magnificent palace made of crystal. There the apsaras danced. And Hiranyakashipu indulged in drinking wine.

Young Prahlada had been sent away to study with his guru (teacher). On a vacation he came home with his teacher and Hiranyakashipu naturally wanted to find out what his son had learnt.

“I have learnt to pray to Vishnu,” said Prahlada.

Hiranyakashipu was furious. “Why have you taught him this nonsense?”, he demanded of the guru.

“I have not,” replied the teacher. “This is not what I have taught him. he is saying this of his own accord.

On hearing these words, hundreds and thousands of daityas attacked Prahlada and all sorts of weapons could do him no protected by Vishnu, the weapons could do him no harm., Hiranyakashipu then let loose many poisonous snakes on Prahlada. But because Prahlada had Vishnu’s protection, the fangs of the snakes could not penetrate his skin., Hiranyakashipu then asked many elephants to kill Prahlada with their tusks. The elephants threw down Prahlada on the ground and gored him with their tusks. But Prahlada thought of vishnu and the tusks broke on his breast. On the orders of Hiranyakashipu, the daityas next lit a fire. Prahlada was put into the fire, but the flames could do nothing to him. On witnessing all this, Hiranyakashipu’s priests requested him to take Prahlada out of the fire. “Don’t worry,” they said. “We will give him a proper education.”

Prahlada went back to his guru. But whenever he could find the time, he began to teach the sons of the daityas. He taught them to pray to Vishnu.

“Dear son,” asked Hiranyakashipu, “who has taught you this rubbish?”

“The teacher of all teachers. Lord Vishnu,” came the reply.

“Who is this Vishnu?”, asked Hiranyakashipu.

“The Lord of my heart,” said Prahlada.

“Lord of your heart. How can you have a Lord other than me?”

“He is not only my Lord, he is yours as well,” replied Prahlada. “Lord of everyone.”

“Take him away,” said the angry Hiranyakashipu. “Send him back to the teacher. Let him unlearn all this.”

Prahlada went back to his guru’s home and studied there for many years. he was then again brought back before Hiranyakashipu.

“Son,” asked Hiranyakashipu, “what did you study?”

“To pray to Vishnu,” was the reply.

“Kill my evil son,” said Hiranyakashipu. “There is nothing to be gained by his remaining alive. he is a disgrace to my family”.

On hearing Vishnu’s name, Hiranyakashipu became angry once again. He instructed his servants to take Prahlada to the top of the palace and throw him down so that his bones might break on the rocks below. The servants did as they were told. But Prahlada thought of Vishnu as he fell, and nothing happened to him. Hiranyakashipu then called Shambarasura. This was an asura who was well versed in the use of maya, the technique of creating illusions and hallucinations.

Shambarasura used maya to create illusions around Prahlada. But Prahlada kept thinking of Vishnu’s weapon, the sudarshana chakra, came and destroyed all the maya. Hiranyakashipu then asked the wind to dry up Prahlada’s body. But this too failed. And Prahlada returned to the home of his teacher.

The teacher taught him the things that a king should know. These precepts of royal policy had been laid down a long time ago by Shukracharya. They taught one of the rules for dealing with one’s enemies and one’s friends.

When his education had been completed, Prahlada was brought again before Hiranyakashipu. “Son,” said Hiranyakashipu, “show me what you have learnt. How will you deal with your enemies?”

“What enemies?”, asked Prahlada. “Vishnu is in me, Vishnu is in my friends and Vishnu is in my enemies. If Vishnu is everywhere, how can there be enemies? I see friends everywhere. Gods, humans, birds, animals, trees and snakes are all full of the same Vishnu. Therefore, one should look upon the whole world as one looks upon oneself.”

Hiranyakashipu became mad with anger. He got up from the throne and kicked his son on the chest. He told his soldiers to tie up Prahlada in nooses of snakes and throw him into the sea. They were then to throw down mountains on the sea so that Prahlada got crushed. This is precisely what the daityas did. But Prahlada kept on praying to Vishnu. He forgot all about himself and thought only of Vishnu. Prahlada became like Vishnu himself and the nooses of snakes fell away from his body. Prahlada removed the mountains that had been thrown down by the daityas and emerged from the water. He prayed to Vishnu and Vishnu appeared before him.

Priyavrata and Bharata

Maitreya told Parashara, “Sage, I have learnt that Manu had two sons, Priyavrata and Uttanapada. You have already told me about Uttanapada’s son Dhruva. But what about Priyavrata?” And this was Parashara’s reply.

Priyavrata married the daughter of Kardama and had ten sons. Their names were Agnidhra, Agnivahu, Vapushmana, Dyutimana, Medha, Medhatithi, Bhavya, Savana, Putra and Jyotishmana. medha, Agnivahu and Putra were not interested in becoming kings, they became sages. The world is divided into seven regions or dvipas. Priyavrata gave each of the remaining seven sons a dvipa to rule over. Agnidhra got Jambudvipa, Vapushmana Shamalidvipa, Dyuti-mana Krounchadvipa, Medhatithi Plakshadvipa, Bhavya Shakadvipa, Savana Pushkaradvipa and Jyotishmana Kushadvipa. King Agnidhra had nine sons. Nabhi, Kimpurusha, Ilavrita, Ramya, Shashtha, Hiranvana, Hari, Kuru and Bhadrashva. Jambudvipa was divided up by Agnidhra among these sons. Nabhi got the region that was to eventually became Bharatavarsha. Nabhi had a son called Rishabha. Rishabha had a hundred sons, the eldest of whom was Bharata. It is after Bharata that the country was called Bharatavarsha.

“What boon do you desire, Prahlada?, asked Vishnu.

“That I may be forever faithful to you.”

“Granted,” said Vishnu. “What else to you want?”

“That my father’s sins be forgiven.”

“Granted,” said Vishnu.

Prahlada returned to Hiranyakashipu and the father relented and embraced his son. Eventually, Vishnu adopted the form of a man-lion (nrisimha) and killed Hiranyakashipu. Prahlada became the king of the daityas and the ruled well and wisely. He had many sons and grandsons. One of Prahlada’s sons was Virochana and Virochana’s son was Vali.

I have told you that the Vishnu Purana has six major sections. This is where the first section ends.

Some Geography

You have already been told that the world is divided into seven dvipas, Jambu, Shalmali, Krouuncha, Plaksha, Shaka, Pushkara and Kusha. The seven dvipas are surrounded by seven oceans. Their names are Lavana, Ikshu, Sura, Sarpi, Dadhi, Dugdha and Jala. Jambudvipa is right in the middle. And in the middle of Jambudvipa is the golden-hued Mount Meru. If the earth were to be a lotus flower, Mount Meru would be the stamen.

To the south of Mount Meru lies first Bharatavarsha, then Kimpurushavarsha and eventually Harivarsha. To the north lies first Ramyaka, then Hiranmaya and eventually the norhtern part of Kuruvarsha. Mount Meru is actually in Ilavritavarsha. And on four sides of Mount Meru are four mountains. To the east is Mandara, to the south Gandhamadana, to the west Vipula and to the north Suparshva. These mountains have a lot of jambu or jamun trees. That is why the region is known as Jambudvipa There are four beautiful lakes around Mount Meru. Their names are Arunoda, Mahabhadra, Asitoda and Manasa. On the peak of Mount Meru is Brahma’s famous city.

The river Ganga originates from the feet of Lord Vishnu. It flows around the moon and then falls on Brahma’s city. It them divides into four rivers, Sita, Alakananda, Chakshu and Bhadra. Sita flows eastwards, Alakananda southwards into Bharatvarsha, Chakshu westwards and Bhadra northwards. In Bharatvarsha, Alakananda divides into seven rivers.

The region around Mount Meru is regarded as a svarga on earth. Here live the gods, godesses, andharvas, yakshas, rakshasas, daityas and danavas. Only righteous people can go there, the sinners are not permitted to enter.

The sons of Bharata live in Bharatavarsha. There are seven major mountains in Bharatvarsha and their names are Mahendra, Malaya, Sahya, Shuktimana, Riksha, Vindhya and Paripatra. To the east of Bharatvarsha live the kiratas or hunters and to the west live the yavanas. The rivers Shatadru and Chandrabhaga flow out of the Himalayas, the main rivers mentioned in the Vedas from Mount Paripatra and the rivers Narmada and Surasa from Mount Vindhya.

Jambudvipa is surrounded by the ocean named Lavana. The people of Jambudvipa worship Vishnu. In other dvipas, other gods are worshipped. Bharatavarsha is the best part of Jambudvipa.

There are seven underworlds (patala) on earth. Their names are Atala, Vitala, Nitala, Gabhastimata, Mahatala, Sutala and Patala. Here live the danavas, daityas, yakshas and nagas. Narada once went on a trip to patala and discovered that patala was more beautiful than svarga. It was a place full of jewels. During the day, the rays of the sun only provided light, but no heat. And during the night, the moon beams provided light, but no cold. Patala was full of rivers, forests and lakes. The inhabitants of patala wore beautiful clothes, rubbed scented paste on their bodies and loved music. At the bottom of pat6ala was Vishnu in his form of a thousand headed snake. The snake was known as Shesha.

Under the earth and water are several hells (naraka). They form the kingdom that Yama rules over. There are different narakas for different types of sinners. Those who lie and bear false witness go to Rourava. Those who kill cows go to Rodha. Those who drink, kill brahmanas or steal gold go to Shukara. Those who kill kshatriyas or vaishyas go to Tala. Those who treat their teachers’ wives badly go to Taptakunda. Those who kill messengers or sell women or horses go to Taptalouha. Those who treat their daughters and daughter-in-law badly go the Mahajvala. Those who show disrespect to their seniors or those who criticise the Vedas go to Lavana. Thieves go to Vimohana. Those who criticise good things, Vedas or brahmanas and those who hate their fathers go to Krimibhaksha.

Those who eat before their fathers, gods or guests go to Lalabhaksha. Those who make arrows go to Vedhaka. Those who make swords go to Vishasana. Astrologers go to Adhomukha. Fathers who eat sweets without offering them to their children and brahmanas who sell meat, milk or salt go to Puyavaha.

This is also the naraka that is reserved for brahmanas who keep cats, hens, goats, dogs, pigs or birds to make a living. Brahmanas who make a living as actors or fishermen and poisoners and arsonists go to the naraka known as Rudhirandha. Those who destroy villages go to Vaitarani. The unclean go to the naraka known as Krishna. Those who destroy forests for no reason go to Asipatravana. Those who make a living by keeping sheep or those who kill deer go to Vanhijvala. Fathers who study under their sons go to Shvabhojana. Those who oppose the law of the four classes go to Niraya.

Apart from these narakas, there are thousands of others. Apart from the sins mentioned earlier, there are thousands of other sins. In the narakas, sinners suffer for their sins. They are hung upside down. Once they have spent the time in naraka and have paid for their sins, they are born again. Depending on how they have behaved, people are born as trees, creepers, worms, fish, birds, animals, humans, religious people or gods. A sinner does not however have to go to naraka if he repents for his sins. And the best way to repent is to think of Vishnu.

Some Astronomy

Many miles above the earth is the world of the sun. Then come the several worlds of the moon, the Stars, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, the saptarshis (the Great Bear constellation) and Dhruva respectively. Dhruva is the centre of all the stars. Above it is Janaloka, where Brahma’s sons live. Gods live in Tapoloka, above Janaloka. Satyaloka is still higher up. It is divided into Brahmaloka and Vaikunthaloka, abodes of Brahma and Vishnu respectively.

The inhabitants of Dhruvaloka, Janaloka, Tapoloka and Satyaloka are not destroyed atthe end of each cycle of creation. But the inhabitants of the other three lokas are destroyed. The first of these lokas is of course the earth or bhurloka. the second is bhuvarloka, where live the sages, the region between the earth and the sun. And the third is svarloka, the region from the sun to Dhruva. There arethus seven lokas in all.Actually, the universe consists of fourteen regions, the seven lokas and seven patalas. A loka or a patala is called a bhuvana and there are fourteen such bhuvanas in the universe. The bhuvanas are surrounded by darkness on all sides. Around the darkness is water. And around the water is fire. Beyond the fire is the wind and beyond the wind there is the sky.

The story of Jadabharata 

Many Years ago three used to live a king named Bharata. He weas the son of Rishabha and used to live in a place known as Shalawgrama. He thought of Vishnu all the time, even in his dream and he had given up all thought of violence.

Once Bharata had gone to bathe in a river. A deer had also come to drink water there. While the deer was drinking water, there was terrible roar of a lion. The deer gave a frightened leap and gave an untimely birth. The baby fell into the river. The mother deer died as a reuslt of the leap. But bharata rescured the baby deer from the water and brought it home to his ashrama (hermitage). Every day, the king fed the baby and slowly, the deer grew bigger. It wandered around the hermitage. Sometimes it even wandered out, but returned quickly asit was frightened of tigers. As it grew older, the deer would leave the ashrama in the mornings and return in the evenings.

Bharata grew attached to the deer and forgot everything else. He had given up his kingdom, his sons and his friends and forgotten them all. But he could not forget the deer. If the deer was late in returning to the ashrama, he would worry that it might have been eaten up by a wolf or a tiger or a lion. He would be happy only when the deer returned. And becausde Bharata thought about the deer so much, he forgot to think of Vishnu.

Many years passed. Bharata died watching the deer and thinking of it. Since he thought of the deer while dying, he was born as a deer in his next life. The only difference was that he was born as a jatismara deer, that is, a deer that remembered the incidents of its past life. As a deer, Bharata left his mother and came again to Shalagrama because he remembered his old place. He lived on dry leaves and dry grass and eventually died. He was reborn as a jatismara brahmana. In this life he was truly learned, well versed in all the shastras.

Since he had attained the supreme knowledge, he saw no point in reading the Vedas or in doing work. He kept to himself and spoke little, only when he had to. His body was dirty, his clothes were filthy and he never cleaned his teeth. Because of this, people treated him badly. But since interaction with people was an obstacle to attaining supreme knowledge, Bharata kept up this pretence of being slightly mad. He moved so little that he came to be known as Jadabharata. He ate whatever was available to him. And when his father died, his brothers, nephews and friends, gave him only dirty food to eat. Since he was strong and stout, they used him in their farming work.

The sage Kapila had an ashrama on the banks of the river Ikshumati. One day, the King of Soubira wanted to go there on a palanaquin to learn words of wisdom from the sage. The servant of the king looked for palanquin-bearers who would carry the palanquin free of charge and found Bharata. So Bharata bore the palanquin along with the other bearers. But he walked slowly while the other bearers walked fast. The result was that the palanquin did not move smoothly. When scolded, the other bearers naturally blamed Bharata for this difficulty.

“What is wrong”? asked the king of Bharata, “Haven’t you borne the palanquin only for a little while? How is it that you are tired? Can’t you bear a little burden? You look quite strong to me.”

Bharata replied, “I have not borne your palanquin, nor am I tired or strong, nor am I bearing a burden.”

“This is indeed strange,” said the king. “I can see that you are strong. I can see that you are carrying my palanquin on your shoulders. It is normal for you to be a little tired. Why then do you deny all this?”

Bharata’s answer was this. “Who am I and who are you? What you have seen is only my body and your body. I am not my body and nor are you your body. Our atmans or souls are what we really are. My atman is not strong or tired, nor is it carrying your palanquin upon its shoulders.”

Having said this, Bharata was quiet again. But the king got down from the palanquin and fell at his feet. He wanted to know who Bharata really was, for such words of wisdom do not come from an ordinary man. Bharata then told him the truth about the atman, which is never destroyed and takes up different bodies from one life to another. This is the jivatman. In addition, there is the paramatman, which is Vishnu and is everywhere. There is no difference between the jivatman and the paramatman and the person who has realised this is truly wise. To think that the jivatman is different from the paramatman is to suffer from maya or illusion.

Bharata also told the king a story. Many years ago Brahma had a son known as Ribhu. Ribhu was very learned and his disciple was Nidagha, the son of Pulastya. The teacher and the pupli used to live on the banks of the river Devika, near a city known as Viranagara. But Ribhu realised that Nidagha was still not ready for the supreme knowledge. So he sent the pupil to live in the city, although he continued to live in the forest.

One day, Ribhu decided to pay Nidagha a visit to see how the disciple was getting on. After Ribhu had washed his hands and feet. Nidagha offered him food. “Please eat,” he said.

“What have you got to eat?” asked Ribhu. “Is it clean food?”

“I have rice and cereals and fruit and sweets.” replied Nidagha.

“That is unclean food,” said the teacher. “Make me rice pudding, curds and wine.”

Nidagha asked his wife to prepare the desired food. The food was prepared and Ribhu had his fill.

“Are you content now?”, asked Nidagha. “Where are you going and why did you come here?”

Ribhu replied as follows. “Those who are hungry become content on eating food. I was not hungry, so the question of my being content after eating does not arise. Why ask me a silly question? The body feels hungry, I do not. I am not the body. You asked me where I was going and why did I come here. These are meaningless questions. My atman is everywhere, it cannot go or come. I am not really what you see. Nor are you what I see. I did not care at all about what you gave me to eat. I said all that just to see what you would say. Since all food is made of the same elements, it all tastes alike. Learn this, for this is true knowledge.”

Thereupon, Nidagha bowed down before Ribhu and said that his illusion have now been destroyed.

After one thousand years and passed, Ribhu came again to Nidagha. And he found that Nidagha now lived outside the city, eating grass and straw. He didn’t mix with other people and had become frail and thin. Ribhu again gave him a lesson on true knowledge, which does not distinguish between all things and paramatman.

And Bharata said that this was the knowledge that the king should learn. The sky sometimes looks blue and sometimes white, but it is same sky. Those who suffer from illusion look upon different atmans separately. But they are truly all part of the same atman. There is nothing in the world except this atman and all of us are parts of the same atman.

This is the end of the second section of the Vishnu Purana.

