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Preface
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This book began, as many books do, with an obsession that grew too large for the space it had been allocated. I had been reading Indian mythology for years, the way you read something that keeps promising more than it delivers and then, at some unexpected moment, delivers everything at once. I had worked through Valmiki's Ramayana in three different translations, found myself at two in the morning reading Wendy Doniger's notes on the Mahabharata with the alertness of a person who has just been told something important, and spent a long rainy afternoon in Dublin reading Abhinavagupta on the nature of consciousness with the specific excitement that comes from recognizing that someone is thinking about something in a way you have never thought about it before.

The problem with Indian mythology, from the perspective of a writer who wants to share it, is that it does not come in a manageable size. The Mahabharata alone is longer than everything else in this book combined with room to spare. The Puranic literature fills libraries. The philosophical commentaries generated by the epics and Vedic texts have been accumulating for two and a half thousand years without any sign of slowing down. To write a book about Indian mythology is necessarily to write a book about a small fraction of Indian mythology and to make choices about which fraction matters most.

My choices have been governed by two principles. The first is that the stories themselves should come first: not the theological argument, not the philosophical commentary, not the scholarly apparatus, but the narrative in its full vividness. Indian myth at its best has the quality of great fiction: the characters are irreducibly themselves, the plots turn on moments of genuine surprise, the emotional stakes are high and the consequences real. I have tried to honor this quality by telling the stories with the directness and pace they deserve.

The second principle is that the reader who wants to go deeper should have a clear path. The bibliography at the end of this book represents the direction I would point anyone who finds themselves where I found myself: wanting more than any single book can give, recognizing that the tradition is large enough to spend a lifetime in and still find unexplored territory.

A note on the text itself. Indian mythology is polytheistic in the most radical sense: the same story exists in many versions, often contradicting each other in significant details, across the different texts and different regional traditions of the tradition. I have generally indicated where major variants exist without attempting to adjudicate between them, because the tradition itself does not adjudicate. It holds the variants in productive tension, and that tension is part of what makes it alive.

The source text from which this work draws most directly is Donald Mackenzie's Indian Myth and Legend, published in 1913, a remarkable work of synthesis that brought the primary materials together with genuine care for their narrative quality. Mackenzie wrote at a time when the comparative mythology of the nineteenth century was still the dominant scholarly framework, and some of his interpretive moves reflect that framework in ways that later scholarship has revised. But his instinct for the stories, his sense of which episodes had the most life in them, his feeling for the dramatic arc of the great narratives, these qualities remain invaluable, and this book would not exist in its present form without them.

What I have tried to add to his foundation is the context that a hundred years of additional scholarship has made available, the philosophical depth that the tradition rewards when you look for it, and the perspective of a reader who came to this material through the west door of Irish and Celtic mythology and was astonished to find how much the two traditions share in their understanding of the sacred: the immanence of the divine in the natural world, the permeability of the boundary between the human and the more-than-human, the understanding that the stories are not illustrations of beliefs but the medium through which beliefs are thought.

Tara McKenna

County Clare, Ireland
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Chapter One: The World Before the World

[image: ]


Long before the first human eye blinked open on a flooded plain, before the rivers found their beds or the mountains shouldered their weight against the sky, India was already ancient in its dreaming. The myths of the subcontinent carry a peculiar quality that sets them apart from the mythologies of other civilizations: they explain the world as it always was, always will be, and always has been becoming. Time, in Indian mythological thought, moves in cycles so vast they make the whole of recorded human history look like a single afternoon.

To enter this material is to accept a certain vertigo. The gods of India are not the gods of Greece or Rome, bounded beings with comprehensible ambitions, subject to recognizable human frailties. They are, in the oldest layers of the tradition, forces. Brahma creates. Vishnu sustains. Shiva destroys. And then it begins again. The cycle of creation and dissolution, the endless turning of the cosmic wheel, this is not a background detail. It is the entire point.

The texts from which these stories come belong to one of the oldest surviving literary traditions anywhere, and among the most continuously active. The Rigveda, the oldest of the four Vedas, was composed somewhere between 1500 and 1200 BCE, possibly earlier. It is a collection of hymns addressed to gods whose names and functions still echo through modern Hinduism: Indra, the sky god who slays the great serpent; Agni, the fire that carries offerings between the human and the divine; Varuna, the god of cosmic order whose gaze nothing can escape. These are not primitive stories. They are sophisticated theological documents dressed in the clothes of poetry, and they bear reading with the same attention one would bring to any foundational text of human civilization.

What followed the Vedas was a vast flowering. The Upanishads probed the philosophical undergrowth beneath the hymns. The two great epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, spun out narrative on a scale that dwarfs the Iliad and the Odyssey combined. The Puranas collected, organized, and elaborated on the mythology of the major deities with an enthusiasm that sometimes reads like competitive hagiography. Each text builds on the ones before it, argues with them, contradicts them, expands them. The result is not a single coherent mythology but an argument conducted across millennia, a conversation so long and so layered that it has become a civilization.

The stories gathered here draw on all of these sources. They move from the Vedic hymns to the great epics, from the forest dialogues of the Upanishads to the elaborately told tales of the Puranas. They cover the three great deities, the demons who oppose them, the cosmic serpents who underpin the universe, the heroes who walk between the human and the divine. The aim throughout is fidelity to the spirit of the tradition while making it legible to a reader who encounters it for the first time.

One thing must be said at the outset. The myths of India resist the kind of definitive retelling that works well for Greek or Norse mythology. The same story appears in dozens of versions across different texts and different periods. The gods themselves shift in character and function as the tradition develops. Shiva, the great destroyer, is also the lord of dance, the master of yoga, the compassionate father of Ganesha, the terrible husband of Kali. Vishnu, the preserver, takes ten principal avatars and countless minor ones, appearing in the world whenever dharma falters and chaos threatens to reclaim what order has built. Brahma, the creator, is paradoxically the least worshipped of the three, perhaps because creation, once accomplished, is taken for granted.

To write about Indian mythology is to make choices, and every choice involves a loss. What follows is one path through a forest that has a thousand paths, and every path is genuine.

The question of where to begin with Indian mythology is itself a mythological problem. The tradition has multiple creation accounts, and they do not agree with each other. In one version, the universe arises from a cosmic egg. In another, it emerges from the sacrifice of a primordial giant. In a third, it condenses from the breath of Brahma, who himself emerged from a lotus that grew from the navel of Vishnu as he lay sleeping on the cosmic ocean. Each of these accounts carries its own theological weight, its own vision of what creation means and why it matters.

The story of creation from the cosmic egg, the Hiranyagarbha, the golden embryo, is among the most beautiful. In the beginning, the texts say, there was neither existence nor non-existence. There was neither death nor immortality, neither day nor night. There was only darkness wrapped in darkness, an undifferentiated void from which even the gods had not yet emerged. Then, from that darkness, desire arose. The desire for existence. And from desire came the first stirring, and from the first stirring came heat, tapas, the concentrated energy of creation. From that heat the golden embryo formed, floating on the waters that had come from nowhere and everywhere. The embryo cracked open. Its upper half became the sky. Its lower half became the earth. And between them, life poured in.

What is striking about this account is the role of desire. The universe does not begin with a command or a divine decree. It begins with longing. The cosmos is called into existence by a yearning for existence. This is a philosophical position of remarkable sophistication, one that the Vedic poets reached not through systematic argument but through the accumulated pressure of meditation and observation. Creation is an act of love. The universe exists because something in the primal darkness wanted to be.

The gods themselves are children of this creation, not its authors. This is a crucial distinction from, for instance, the Abrahamic tradition, where God precedes creation and stands entirely outside it. In the Vedic world, Indra and Varuna and Agni are born into a cosmos that was already old when they arrived. They are powerful, sometimes terrifyingly so, but they are not omnipotent. They can be challenged. They can be outwitted. They hunger, and thirst, and desire, and suffer. They are, in a word, alive in the way the universe itself is alive: dynamic, changeable, endlessly involved in the business of being.

This is part of what makes Indian mythology so enduringly compelling. The gods are not remote. They are present, involved, sometimes overwhelmingly so. They take sides in human conflicts, fall in love with mortals, appear on the battlefield in disguise, inhabit temples and rivers and the sacred fire of the domestic hearth. The distance between the human and the divine in the Indian tradition is a permeable membrane, crossed constantly in both directions. Sages become gods through the accumulation of spiritual power. Gods descend to earth in human form to accomplish what divinity alone cannot. The boundary is real, but it is always in motion.

The Vedic hymns preserve the oldest layer of the tradition, and they reward close attention. The gods they address are forces in a world that is intensely, vibrantly alive. There is nothing mechanical about the cosmos of the Rigveda. The sun rises through urgency and relationship, because the sacrifice of the dawn hymns has called it up, because the relationship between the human world and the divine world is maintained through the transaction of prayer and praise and offering. When the Vedic poet addressed Agni, the fire god, as a friend, as a father, as a guest welcomed into the house, this was not poetic license. It was theological statement: the divine was truly present in the fire, and the fire could be addressed.

The structure of time in Indian mythology deserves more than a passing mention because it shapes everything else in the tradition. The smallest unit of cosmic time is the kalpa, a single day of Brahma, which lasts 4.32 billion years. In that period, one complete cycle of creation and dissolution occurs. Brahma lives for a hundred of his years, which amounts to 311 trillion human years, and then even Brahma dies and a new Brahma begins. Within each kalpa, fourteen Manus, the progenitors of humanity, reign in sequence. The current creation is in the period of the seventh Manu, Vaivasvata, the son of the sun god. Each Manu presides over a period called a Manvantara, and within each Manvantara the four ages, or yugas, turn in sequence from the golden age of perfection to the iron age of deterioration.

These numbers are not arbitrary mysticism. They reflect a genuine philosophical commitment: that human history, all of recorded human civilization, is an episode of extraordinary brevity within a cosmic process of unimaginable duration. The pride of empires and the achievements of technology look different against this background. The tradition does not ask for despair in response to this perspective. It asks for proportion. Any individual life, any individual moment of that life, is simultaneously vanishingly small in cosmic terms and entirely significant in human terms. Both things are true at once.

The ocean of myth on which Indian civilization floats has specific geographical features. Mount Meru rises at the center of the world, the cosmic axis, around which the sun and moon and stars revolve. At its summit sits Svarga, the heaven of Indra and the gods. Beneath the earth lie the seven underworlds, the lowest of which is the hell called Naraka where the souls who have accumulated the worst karma suffer their purgatorial penance before being reborn. Around the central continent Jambudvipa, where India sits, lie six other continents separated by six oceans, each ocean filled with a different liquid: the ocean of salt water, the ocean of sugarcane juice, the ocean of wine, the ocean of clarified butter, the ocean of milk, the ocean of fresh water, the ocean of nectar. The cosmos is mapped with the completeness of a civilization that believed the imagination could apprehend the whole.

The relationship between this mythological geography and actual geography has always been complex. Pilgrims who walk from one tirtha to another are performing a journey that is simultaneously literal and cosmological. Mount Kailash in Tibet, the actual mountain, is Mount Kailash the home of Shiva, simultaneously. The Ganga that flows from the Himalayas to the Bay of Bengal is the goddess Ganga who descended from heaven at the call of Bhagiratha's tapas. The tradition does not require one to choose between the literal and the symbolic. Both are fully real and neither cancels the other.

What draws so many people to this material, beyond its intrinsic richness, is the quality of its thinking about the relationship between the individual and the universe. The Indian tradition does not set up an absolute opposition between the human self and the divine. The teaching of the Upanishads is precisely that this opposition is the fundamental illusion, that the atman and the Brahman are identical at the deepest level, that the separateness one experiences from day to day is real enough at its own level but is not the deepest truth. This is a philosophical claim of extraordinary audacity, and the fact that it was arrived at through contemplation and meditation, not through any form of revealed authority, gives it a different quality from the claims of the revealed religions. It is an invitation to verify, a suggestion that the truth is available to anyone who goes to look for it in the right way.

The gods of India move through their stories with a quality that no other mythological tradition quite replicates: the quality of being entirely at home in paradox. Shiva destroys and is the most compassionate. Vishnu preserves through cosmic passivity and through the most active of engagements. Brahma creates a universe he cannot finish and cannot fix. The goddess is simultaneously the most terrifying and the most nurturing of beings. These are not failures of consistency. They are statements about the nature of reality, which is itself paradoxical, which does contain both creation and destruction, both love and violence, both the stillness at the center and the ceaseless motion of the surface.

The human beings who move through these stories are similarly complex. Yudhishthira, the son of Dharma, the embodiment of righteousness, loses his wife in a dice game. Rama, the ideal man, exiles his wife twice. Arjuna, the greatest warrior of the age, must be convinced by his god to fight the war he was born to fight. Their flaws are not incidental to their greatness. They are part of it, the shadow that gives the light its depth.

To enter this tradition with full attention is to receive an education in the actual texture of moral life, which is never clean, never simple, never fully resolved. The tradition does not offer easy answers because it does not believe there are easy answers. It offers, instead, the company of other minds who have faced the same difficulty with the same seriousness, and the accumulated wisdom of their engagement with it. That is not nothing. In the light of what the tradition offers, it is very nearly everything.

The influence of the Bhagavad Gita alone on modern thought is worth pausing on. Thoreau read it on Walden Pond and found in it a philosophy that resonated with his own experiments in simple living. Emerson drew on Vedantic thought in developing the doctrine of the Oversoul at the centre of American Transcendentalism. T. S. Eliot drew directly on the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad in the closing section of The Waste Land, where the Sanskrit words datta, dayadhvam, damyata, give, sympathize, control, appear lifted from the Upanishad's parable of the divine voice in the thunder. Oppenheimer, watching the first nuclear test, quoted the Gita: now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds, spoken by Krishna in the Vishvarupa, the cosmic form that contains all of time. The text has been present in the formation of the modern West in ways that are rarely acknowledged.
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