Introduction
Adi Sankaracarya’

KERALA is the land of coconuts and bananas, of the ancient matrilineal
system and of Nampftiri Brahmins who, even among the Brahmins of India
known for their learning and religious devotion for two millennia, are still one
of the most orthodox, if not the most learned. It was the homeland of one of the
greatest religious leaders in history.

Centuries ago, a boy, named Sankara, was born at Kalati to Sivaguru
Vidyadhiraja and his wife Sati or Ambika (Aryamba). He was a child prodigy.
At the age of five, he was invested with the sacred thread, which accorded him
the status of a Brahmin, and in almost no time he mastered the four Vedas.

Once, while Sankara was bathing in the PUrnariver, his leg was caughtin
the jaws of a crocodile. Just as he was being dragged away, he asked his mother
to permit him to become a sannyasin. The mother could not deny what seemed
her son's dying wish. She agreed to his wish and he was miraculously saved
from the crocodile. And Sankara, at the age of eight, became a sannyasin.

In the moral, religious and spiritual evolution of man, inspired ascetics
have, in the East as well as in the West, played a vital role. Their lives, more
than theiractions and words, have inspired millions to rise above the sordidness
and vulgarity of animal existence and to walk on the path of godliness.

From preterhistoric times, India has been the home of many an ascetic
order. The famous Mohenjo-daro seal dating back to at least 5000 years ago,
depicts Pasupati sitting naked in a yogic pose. The Vedas mention long-haired
ascetics — Lord Siva sitting on Mount Kailasa, besmeared with ashes, is
appropriately their guardian deity. These orders have played a great part in
recreating from time to time the religious life of the people and purging it of
dross, and their influence has also spread to many other parts of the world.

According to tradition, the pre-eminentamong these orders, was founded
by Sukadeva, the ascetic son of Veda Vyasa, who, as the foremost prophet of
our race, and, as the author of the Mahabharata, still dominates Hindu religion
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and thought. Later, Mahavira, who lived centuries before Christ, became the
head of another ascetic, order, which still keeps Jainism alive. Again, the
Buddha, in the same period, was the founder of still another ascetic order
which today is prevalent in many countries in Asia from Sri Lanka to Japan.

Sankara was initiated into sannyasa by Govindapada, a very learned
sannyasin, who lived in a-cave on the banks of the Narmada.

Under Govindapada, the child prodigy mastered all the religious and
philosophical texts known at the time. At the same time he also became steeped
in the doctrine of Advaita or non-dualism..

Hinduism, which time and again has influenced the religious life and
thought of not only Asia but also the world has a harmonizing lesson derived
from the Prasthanatrayi: three greatscriptural works, the Sruti (the Vedas and
the Upanisads), the Gita and the Brahmasiitra. These ancient scriptures teach
that the goal of life is liberation, that is, freedom from the fetters of ever-
recurring birth and death and from the misery flowing from this cycle; that this
goal can be attained only by realizing the Brahman, the Absolute, in individual
life by means of super-sensory perception which can be developed only
through bhakti or devotion, or jiiana, the cognition of Reality — or through
karma, rituals or actions without greed, hate and fear.

Under the inspiration of his master Govindacarya, Sankara, at the age of
sixteen, reinterpreted the three great scriptures, the Upanisads, the
Bhagavadgita and the Brahmasiitra. His commentaries, characterized by
profundity of thought and unassailable logic, recognise the Vedas as the
supreme and infallible authority and expound the doctrine of absolute monism
or Kevaladvaita which re-establishes the Ultimate Reality at the very centre of
philosophic thought.

Sankara's doctrine postulates four central doctrines :

First, the Brahman, the Absolute, is Reality, sat-cit-ananda, existence,
consciousness, and bliss. In the Absolute Brahman the distinction between the
knower, the object known and the knowledge is dissolved.

Secondly, the only way of realizing the Brahman (i.e. saksatkara) isjiana,
the cognition of the Reality. This cognition leads to the realization of the
Absolute without the duality of happiness and misery, time and space. The
world though not unreal solong as we areinitand of it, becomesirrelevant and
illusory once we have the experience of the higher perception.
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Thirdly, to attain this supreme realization of the Absolute, a fourfold path
has to be followed : viveka, right discrimination between the permanent and
the impermanent, the real and the unreal; vairagya, detachment from the
sensory attractions leading to the extinction of desire; Sama, dama, uparati,
titiksa, samadhi and sraddha — calmness, self-control, detachment, endurance,
creative concentration and faith and, above all, mumuksuta, the sustained
urge to attain liberation and the resolute will to shed human limitations and
realize the Absolute in life.

Fourthly, bhakti or devotion is only a step to secure the grace of God
which will obliterate the distinction between the aspirant and God; and so is
karma, action without attachment, or rituals, which bring that purity of mind
which leads to the higher state of jfiana.

This revolutionary interpretation of the scriptures was a challenge to the
Buddhist and the Jaina doctrines as well as to some of the Hindu cults that were
at war with one another. It also helped to combat the gross worldliness
engendered by the prevailing crisis of the spirit.

Sankara, one of the greatest philosophers in history, was also a man of
action. He was not content with teaching a new doctrine, he wanted to

transform life in India.

In our land learning was the most honoured of attainments, right till it

received the impact of the industrial West. Even in the age of Sankara, religious -

and intellectual life in so vast a country as ours was highly organised. On
account of the training and discipline which the Brahmins, as a community,
received, the bulk of them were family priests, astrologers, or physiciansin the
villages and the towns and at royal courts. Besides there were those who
specialised in grammar or literature, rituals, traditional history, logic and
philosophy. They were of all grades, from a village teacher to the savant and
the sannyasin who travelled from place to place and were received with high
honours wherever they went. The eminent among such scholars, from time to
time, met to hold debates under the patronage of royal courts, at which even
learned kings presided, and the victors in such scholarly tournaments were

- givenroyal honours, and they were often carried in triumphal processions. But

to be pre-eminent one had to receive recognition from the scholars who lived

in a few centres of learning, of which Kasi or Varanasi, was the most notable. -

Every Brahmin worth the name had a few students as members of his
household, who for about twelve years sat at the feet of the master. The highest
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ambition of every brilliant student, once his studies were completed, was to go
to Kasi to secure some recognition and pursue still higher studies. Thus, this
vast community of Brahmins, devoted to learning, had a sort of organic
existence, the life-blood of which was supplied from Varanasi. Even today,
classical and scholastic study survives in this city as nowhere else in India.

Having evolved a religio-philsophic system that was a challenge to other
prevailing doctrine, Sankara, still in his teens, travelled to K3di.

It was not an age of books; manuscripts were a rarity. Scholars had
classical authoritative texts at the tip of their tongue, and if they composed
original works, they had to carry them in their memory. And in ceremonial
debates on Sastrarthas lasting for days, scholars had to wrestle with one
another with great dialectical skill by marshalling authoritative texts, in
addition to their own theses in Sanskrit, one of the most expressive and precise
languages of the world.

Arriving in Varanasi, Sankara with supreme self-confidence, propounded
his doctrine that Brahman, the Ultimate, is the only Reality. The scholars of the
ancient city were as much moved by the power and eloquence of the young
ascetic. The confusion created by other doctrines vanished before his incisive
logic and each one fell in its proper place in a synthetic pattern. The three
scriptural texts were consistent in their tenets, proclaimed Sankara; they all
taught — Advaita Vedanta. Soon scholar after scholar accepted the challenge
of the young sannyasin, and were defeated in debate to become his disciple.

Never was such a miraculous victory achieved by any scholar in tradition-
bound Kasi.

Sankara's Advaita came to be understood even by the candala, the
lowliest among untouchables. On the road one of them met the young ascetic
whose name was on the lips of every one; saw him instinctively shrinking away
from his touch, and said to him : "You have established that the Absolute is
everywhere, in you and me, and yet you shrink from me as if [ am different".
Saﬁkara, seeing the Absolute even in the lowliest of the lowly, bowed low with
folded his hands as he would to a learned Brahmin. [He realized it was Sri

Paramesvara himself who had come in disguise to test him. — Editor]
Saﬁkara, then in his teens, had conquered Varanasi and his fame had

spread fast through all centres of learning. The country was ripe for an
intellectual and moral revolution, and now its leader had arrived.
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Kumarilabhatta was a giant of a dialectician of the day. He haq begun l?fe
as a Buddhist scholar, but he had given up Buddhism, to become, with
Sabarasvami and Mandana, a great exponent of Mimamsa, which taught that
the Vedic Karma marga was the only way to liberation. As suchf he hgd spent
the mature years of hislife, in overcoming the influence on Buddhist philosophy
and logic amongst the intellectuals of the land.

Sankara, therefore, travelled to Prayaga, possibly accompanied by a
growing number of followers and challenged Kumarilabhatta to a} debaﬁe. It
was .a very bold act, for Kumarilabhatta was a redoubtable dialectician.
Sankara remained undaunted by his intellectual prowess. 'Karma, pe.rf01"xr‘1ance
of Vedic rituals, was a step towards purification of the mind of the individual
on his way to liberation, Kumarilabhatta had preached." :

As it happened Kumarilabhatta was passing through a crisis. ¥n his
debates with the Buddhist scholars so far, he had argued on the hypothesxs’t.ha?
Sruti was "self-authoritative". The great scholar was now convinced thsilt Sruti
was God-given and self-authoritative, and even to have argued abc?ut it as he
had done was an unpardonable sin. Having decided to 'explate for it hy going
through the ordeal of fire, he referred Sankara to his pupil Mandanamisra, who

- was as formidable an exponent of Mimarsa as the old master himself. [This

story is somewhat at variance with the generally accepted version.—Editor]

Accompanied by a large number of disciples, Sankara travellec.jl from
Prayaga to Mahismati on the Narmada, also a great centre of learning, to
engage Mandanamisra in debate. : '

Both Mandanamisra and his equally learned wife, Ubhaya Bhéra!ti,"were
held in the highest esteem by the scholars of the time, As tradition has 1,t,' ‘even
the parrots in their home announced the infallibility of the Vedas‘. ‘T’he
challenge of the invincible Sankara, therefore, was not on!y an event in the
world of the learned, but an event that interested even ordinary people.

By common consent, Ubhaya Bharati was appointed judge. The debate

between the young Sankara and Mandanamisra lasted for dayg bef01:e an
assembly of critical scholars. Ultimately, Ubhaya Bharati, with the lm'partlahty
of an uncommonly rare judge, declared Sankara to have vanquished her
husband.

Ubhaya Bharati next challenged éaﬁkara} to a debate on kama, a subj?ct of
which she had expert knowledge and young Sankara none at all, strict celibate
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that he had been from boyhood. Then, says tradition, Sankara asked for a

month's adjournment of the debate, In the interval, by his yogic powers, he

The Misra darmpati had intellectual integrity of a high order. Mandana
beca1}1e Sankara's disciple and joined his ascetic order under the naﬁ{e of
: S’u?'esvara. Traditionissilentas to what happened to Ubhaya Bharati. However

Sankara appears to have held her in deep veneration throughout life. To him,
§he wasa living Sarasvati, the goddess of learning, and as such he inst;'ﬂled helf
in his matha, the monastic centre at Kafici. It appears from another tradition
that, when she was dying, Sankara, then a great yogin, kept back her spirit by

his mystic power.

‘On Mandanamisra becoming his disciple, Sankara emerged as the most
formidable and authoritative exponent of sanatana dharma reawakened with
absolute monism as its core. As he travelled from one centre of learning to
another, he was honoured by the royal courts and the public as the pre-emi g t

leader among scholars and ascetics of his day. F e

some texts, he was now the ninth incarnation of Visnu, God in his preservati

a§p?ct. .Kumérlia, Sabarasvami, and Mandanéﬁliéra had overcome tl‘:e
difficulties presented by the logical and ritualistic aspectof Hinduism. Sank s
Vedanta obliterated its negative philosophic background. ' e

Sankara purified and harmonized the different sects and cults in various
ways. In order to coordinate their activities, he popularized the worship of

Papcéyatana, five deities, each of which so far, had been the exclusive guardian
deity of a separate cult. He had the poetic gift and in his hymns he sang the
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praises of all major deities, and in the process of lauding the greatness of each
he read in each one of them some aspect of the Absolute, thus linking all cults
with his Advaita. [Sankara is also known to have established Sanmata, worship

of six deities. - Editor.]

During the centuries which preceded Sankara, politicél and social
confusion and religious feuds had led to the domination of the Tantrik
practices. which undermined the moral fabric of people.

The Saundaryalahari’ (Wave of Beauty), one of the major hymns of
Sankara, shows the typical magic by which he transformed the nature of
Tantrik worship of Devi or Sakti, the Feminine Principle being regarded as the
supreme expression of Divinity. In this hymn Devi is accorded supreme
position among the deities. She is even higher than her consort, Lord Siva, in
the hierarchy, though both are accepted as one in cosmic significance. The
other gods, even of so high a status as Visnu and Brahma, only subserve her
purpose. And during the great dissolution of the universe, the only god to be
saved is Siva and that too because of Devi's wifely devotion to him.

Verse 34

You are the body of Sambhu with the sun
and moon as your pair of breasts,
your self I take to be the flawless self of

Bhava, O blessed lady;
hence, as you reciprocally realize each other

as complement and essence, this
union exists of you two experiencing
supreme bliss with equal savoir.

Verse 35

You are mind, you are space, you are wind,
y
you are the one fire for whom the wind is charioteer.

you are the cosmic waters, you are the earth;
when you are evolved into these forms,
there is nothing more.

You only, to effect evolution of yourself in the
form of the universe, .

O young bride of Siva, through your very
nature bear the form of consciousness and
bliss.
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Def;pite the order in which the deities are placed here, the central themé
of A.dvalta runs as a thread in the hymn. Devi is the Brahman with which all
aspirants after liberation have to achieve complete identity.

Verse 22

"Do you, O lady (Bhavani), extend to me, your
slave, a compassionate glance"—
when one desiring to praise you utters the '
Words "You, O lady" (which also mean, "May I be you"),
at that moment you grant him a state of identity with you,
with your feet illuminated by the crests of
Mukunda (Visnu), Brahma, and Indra.

In another hymn, Sankara says : "Wherever or in whichever manner I

keep my head, I find that your Divine Feet are there and my head is resting
thereon in absolute submission."

In this way, step by step, Sankara purified the different cults, however
gross they were, and gave them the unity of Vedanta.

Sordid worldliness and decay of idealism, when they reach saturation

point, have been known to create a revulsion in the collective mind of the race, -

particularly in India; that is how the doctrine of Carvakam lost its hold long
long, ago. There was revulsion against sense-enjoyment.as a reality of life. Of

Fhis movement of the spirit, Sankara was the highest expression and in a sense
its architect. ' '

.His message of vairagya, detachment from sense-attraction, became a
rallymg point for all who revolted against the prevailing grossness. His hymns
conveying this message came to be sung in temples, religious gatherings, and
even private homes. : ’

One of Sankara's hymns, sung in lilting rhythm, runs as follows :

~Worship Govinda; Worship Govinda.
To Govinda alone offer your worship.

In the breasts and navels of women
Lies vanity, infatuation and delusion,
These are but the attraction of the flesh,
Ponder over it, again and yet again.
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Worship Govinda; Worship G0V1:nda,
To Govinda alone offer your worship.

You will be born again, and again you will die
And again you will enter the womb of a mother.
This existence is difficult to be crossed

Unless his grace comes to you.

Worship Govinda; Worship Govinda,
To Govinda alone offer your worship.

Your limbs will soon be trembling,

Your hair will be growing white,

Your mouth will be toothless,

You will totter forth with a staff in hand,
Yet the shackles of desire will leave you not.

Worship Govinda; Worship Govinda
To Govinda alone offer your worship.

Sankara's triumph had lightning swiftness, but it was not easily achieved.
Those who still clung exclusively to Vedic works, declared him to be a
"Bauddha in disguise" — many learned and devout men then considered the
Buddha to be the arch-heretic. Once Sankara was caught by the Kapalikas who
worshipped Siva with the performance of violent rites, and he was on the point
of being offered in sacrifice. On another occasion, in what is now known as
Assam, attempts were made to poison him. But every time a miracle saved him;
nothing could hinder his triumphant career as an Advaitin.

Sankara came to be recognised as a living deity. His personality and the
miracles with which he was associated; his invincibility in debate with men of
learning, his new philosophy integrating all the noble values of sanatana
dharma; the religious and moral impulses that his evangelism released — all
evoked admiration and provoked responses in royal courts, seats of learning
and centres of religion.

Sankara had come not only to found a school of philosophy or to preach
a new doctrine. It was given to him to revitalise Hinduism. To give his
movement of the spirit a steel frame, he reorganized the ancient order of
ascetics, to which he belonged, into ten sub-orders, mémbers of each having a
distinctive name. Hence it was called dasanami sampradaya, the Order of Ten
Names. He prescribed the vows and rules of each sub-order and established
the system of democratic governance for each. He also reorganised the Kumbha
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Mela, th.e great congregation held at Préyéga, where for centuries Indians have
been going every twelve years to bathe at an appointed spot, where the waters
of the Ganga meet those of the Yamuna (and of the Sarasvati).

Then came the last great act of Sankara, giving institutional form to
sanéténa dharma. He established four mathas or monastic centres : at
Badarikasrama in the North, Dvaraki in the West, Jagannath Piri in the East
the fourth in the South at Srngeri, and the fifth at Kafici. ,

The head of each matha took the name of Saﬂkaracérya, and he was to be
eminent in learning, pledged to strict ascetic vows and dedicated to preaching
‘the ‘Master's teachings. Besides these principal seats of learning, monastic
Institutes were founded at several other centres from where the light of
Sankara's message has been radiating for the past so many centuries.

At the age of thirty-two the Master's life came to an end. Sankara's all-
F‘onquering tours across the length and breadth of India have come down to us
inworks called Sarnikara Vijayas. Tradition says thathe also travelled to Greater
In.dia, from Balkh to Cambodia (Kamboja). But the Vijayasleave mostimportant
thm'gs about him unsaid : how he attracted learned men; how heinfluenced the
ordinary people; how he organised a powerful monastic order; how eminent
men found self-fulfilment in following him; how thought, faith and rituals
came to be revolutionised and how, in an all too brief a lifetime, he came to
occupy a premier position as philosopher, inspired apostle and unique leader
of men. If there was ever an empire-builder Sankara was one. He had no
armlgs, no money, not even a political battle to win. Yet he founded and left an
empire of the Spirit which still flourishes.

A’s a result of Sankara's mission, the three great scriptural texts — the
. Up,anlsa(?ls‘, the Gita and the Brahmasiitra— again became the living fountain
o}fl our sglrltual life. Pagupata Saivism lost its grossness; Kasmiri Saivism took
shape. Fearsome rituals gave place to detachment, purity and

' : , the se
unity with God. P S nee of

During the era of resistance when alien powers devastated North India
and persecuted Hinduism, the da§anami sampradayaled themovementagainst
va‘nfialism, resisting all religious and cultural onslaughts. Sannyasins were the
spiritual guardians of Dharma. The yogins kept alive the torch of mysticism
The Nagas, by their mysterious asceticism, maintained uncompromisin :
tenacity; the astradharis or members of the tighting wing, defended shrinesg
women, cows and the social order. ’
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The saga of the daganamis are recorded in the songs and stories of the cult.

By the beginning of the 19th century, British rule had been firmly
established in India. Religious freedom was an accepted tenet of the new
foreign rule, so military adventure in defence of religion was no longer
necessary. Another danger however appeared. In the wake of the British came
the proselytising activities of Christian missionaries and the Westernisation of
Indian youth. Many Westernised men and women lost sight of India's past
greatness and the orthodox had no capacity left with which to draw fresh
vitality from it. [Christian proselytization was known even before the British
established their empire. — Editor]

The dasanamis prepared themselves to meet this new danger. The
sannyasins toured the country, teaching, inspiring and enabling the orthodox
to revitalise their faith and helping the new generation to appreciate and
interpret dharma. The mahants maintained centres of ancient learning and
preserved the traditions of the ascetic orders. '

In the early years of the 19th century, a blind daganami sannyasin, named
Virjananda, had a burning zeal to save dharma. His young disciple from
Gujarat caught his guru's fiery enthusiasm and spent a lifetime in nourishing
a powerful revolt against religious and social decay and political bondage. His
mission found its fulfilment, first in the Arya Samaj, then in the broadening
spirit of Hinduism which his impact had aroused. It was left to Gandhiji, after
fifty years to fulfil the programme that Dayanand had been the first to plan.

Totapuri was a contemporary of Virjananda Sarasvati. Ramakrsna, his
disciple, restored the mystic vitality of the dharma, purging it of its sectarian
dross. Under his inspiration, religious, educational and philanthropic
institutions have been founded. Missionaries, the most famous of whom was
Vivekananda, have gone out into the world on his behalf and by his authority.
Dharma has re-assumed its universal aspect and has found expression in the
integral gospel of Sri Aurobindo and in the teachings of Ramana Maharsi.

The dasanami sampradaya, the hierarchy which Sankara built, has
continued to function. Thousands of sannyasins still tour the country preaching
Sankara's gospel and numerous Gosvamis look after the mathas of the order.
His hymns are still sung by the thousands in temples and homes throtighout
the country. The Sankaracaryas of the five monastic centres still command the ,
respect of the multitude. No thinker in India after Sankara's time has escaped”

his influence — positively or negatively.
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The Kumbha M.ela, the congregation of the faithful reorganised by him,
has become a permanent institution. :

At the Kumbha, the congrégation constitutes of millions. There are
hundreds of camps of religious leaders of different sects and orders and of
them Safikara's Order has the highest number of representative ascetics. At the

time each sub-order elects its chief for a period of twelve years in the way
Sankara had enjoined.

Thus, Sankara lived and died as one of the greatest religious leaders of all
time, an inspired ascetic, a saint, a poet, a philosopher, a religious reformer and
asocial and moral organiser. The stamp of his personality and his teachings is
indelibly impressed on all. He gave Hinduism new life and a new direction.
Hebuilt one of the greatest human organisations in his brief life of 32 years. He
taught the human race that the aim of existence is to rise above the demands
of the flesh, and to find, step by step and by conscious self-discipline, the

supreme self-discipline, the supreme self-fulfilment, the realisation of the
Absolute in life.

— K. M. Munshi
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Key to Pronunciation

as in acarya, vidy3, raja

as in I§vara, Sita, Parvati

as in pUjya, diira, vibhiiti

as in Krsna, Rgveda, grhastha
asin kipta

as in sarhskara, Mimarsa

as in namah, guruh, Ramah
as in khadga, $akha, duhkha
as in ghrta, ghanapathin, Magha
as in linga, pankti

as in carana, acara, vacana

as in Chandas, Chandogya

. as in jhankara

as in jfiana, Kafici

as in tika, ghatika, Jatadhara

as in patha, matha, Kathopanisad
as in damaruka, pandita, nadi

as in dhakka

as in Krsna, vina, bana

as in ratha, katha

as in dhana, madhu, Radha

as in phala, kapha

as in bhasa, abhaya, labha

as in §anti, Siva, Sakti

as in Krsna, bhasa, Upanisad

as in ksama, Laksmi, Ksatriya

as in arangerram, kurram (Tamil words)

as in aru] (Tamil word), Kali, Valluvar
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For the Reader's Attention

Pjyasri Candrasekharendra Sarasvat Svami is referred to as "Mahasvami",
"Mahaguru", the "Great Acarya", "Gurudeva", the "Great Master", the "Great
Guru".....

"Acarya" with a capital "A", unless otherwise indicated, means Sri Sankara
Bhagavatpada.

Instead of "Brahmana" its anglicized form of "Brahmin” is used; similarly
"Sanskrit" for "Sarhskrtam" and "Tamil" for "Tamizh".

What may be called "Hindi-ized" Sanskrit words like 'bhajan” and
"darshan" are italicized.

The word "Self" denotes the "Atman" : this is in keeping with the generally
accepted practice. "Jivatman" is referred to as the "individual Self".

"Sahasrandmam”, unless otherwise specified, means the Lalita-
Sahasranamam.

No uniform style is adopted in the use of Sanskrit words; they occur either
in their stem form or in the nominative singular.

Words put in square brackets and intended to explain a term or passage in
the main text are added either by the compiler of the discourses or by the
translator.

Words in the main text marked with a superior "g", for instance "Saguna
Brahman#", are included in the Glossary.

Hindu Dharma, referred to in the Notes & References, comprises discourses
given by the Mahasvami and published by the Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan.
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Chapter 1

The Acarya—A Divine Incarnation

Adi Sankara Bhagavatpada whom we!adore as the "Acarya” [the
preceptor appearing in the middle of the Advaita Acarya parampara or
lineage beginning with Sadasiva, i.e. Sri Daksinamfirti] was an incarnation
of the Lord Paramesvara. He was Daksinamirti? descended to earth, the
god who remains in profound silence and in deep quiescence with all his
power of jiana drawn inward. If Daksinamrti is the ultimate in
quietude, his incarnation Sankara was ever active, engaged in writing
commentaries’, composing hymns?*, holding disputations with the learned
and so on. If the one remained rooted to his place under the pipal® tree
without any action, the other was always on the move, journeying on
foot, covering almost the entire Bharata from Rames$varam to Kailasa.

The quiescent Brahman is Siva, while the Brahman that has functions
to perform, i.e. the Brahman thatis active, is Sakti. Itis through thejiiana
manifested as energy that the phenomenal world functions. If the
Acarya accomplished so much in his brief life, it means that Amba who
had been latent in him as the energy of jiiana in his original form of
Daksinamirti now found open expression through him. It follows that
he was an incarnation of Isvara and Amba combined. We speak of
mother, father and preceptor together (mata, pita, guru), don’t we?
Well, the World Mother and the World Father fused into one and

became incarnate as the World Teacher, that is as Jagadguru
Sankaracarya.

Daksinamirti whois qulescent inheres in himself Amba, the active
principle. Similarly, though the Acarya was unceasingly involved in a
variety of work, he was within himself all stillness and serenity. “What
exists absolutely by Itself, as Itself, without any function to perform is
the Brahman. Indeed this state of the Brahman is also the true nature of

the individual Self (jivatman).” It was Sankara who established this

monistic truth on an unshakeable foundation. He himself ever remained
in this state experiencing the Brahman in himself.

1
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Saundaryalahari

Since he was born a mortal, he did much in the manner of amortal,
all the while remaining inwardly in his true state of the Brahman. In a
dramatic performance a person has to enact the role assigned to him or
her and never reveal his or her true self. A millionaire acting as Kucela®
has to appear in rags. However movingly he fills his role, he knows that
in reality he is not a poor man. Divine incarnations are to be understood
in the same way: they are actors in this cosmic drama of ours. Inwardly
they are never forgetful of their real selves but outwardly they “act” as
if they have forgotten them, conducting themselves as they do like
humans. It is for this reason that we describe divine incarnations like
Krsna Paramatman as “Maya-manusas”, “Lila-manusavigrahas” and
“Kapata-nataka-vesas™. Rama was an avatara of Mahavisnu, but when
Ravana abducted Sita he gave way to grief like an ordinary mortal. He
wept inconsolably when Laksmana fainted on the battlefield in Lanka.

Why should divine incarnations act in this manner? The very
purpose of their descent to earth is to set an example to mankind
through their life and to show it the right path. Human beings have to
advance step by step to reach the goal of fullness and they have to doso
mindful of their limitations and without going violently against nature.
It is to show them—that is men trapped in their natural urges and
suffering on account of the same—how they can achieve their goal, to
encourage them in their efforts and to instil in them confidence that the
divine incarnations live and act like mortals.

In this manner the Acarya also adopted the disguise of a mortal. He
descended to earth to make mankind aware of the state of jfiana in
which the entire universe will become nought and in which the mind
will vanish without any trace of its existence. He took birth on this earth
only to impart to humanity knowledge of the Advaitik Brahman, the
One without a second. In order to be in accord with human nature, he
accepted the world and the mind as if they were real but, at the same
time, cut out a path for people to be taken step by step to the state in
which these (the world and the mind) would cease to be.

There is a power that conducts everything. Since there exists
nothing other than the Brahman it follows that the Great Power that
carries out all functions inheres in It. If those who cannot meditate upon
the Nirguna Brahman$ turn their minds with devotion to this Great

2
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Power they will eventually be able to obtain the jfiana of the true
functionless and quiescent Brahman. Since the Brahman that conducts
the affairs of the world itself blesses them with this jiana, our Acérya
sh(')~wed people the path of bhakti or devotion as a prelude to the path
of jiiana. That is how he established the systems of worship of deities

collectively known as Sanmata, and composed a number of devotionai
hymns. He also went on pilgrimage to sacred places in every nook and
corner of the land, installed yantras® in some temples and laid down

rules to be followed in a number of shrines for the conduct of piija and
other rituals.

Notes & References

1 The “we” here refers to those who belong to the school of Advaita or non-dualism.

2 A form of Siva, he is the primordial guru.

31 i s .
It is hlS’ commentaries or bhasyas and prakarana works that chiefly enshrine the
Acarya’s Advaitik thought. Those on the Upanisads, the Bhagavadgita and the

B‘rahmasﬁtra, collectively known as the Prasthanatray1, are the more important among
his bhasyas.

4 "l:hfe Saundaryalahari is among the Acarya's long devotional hymns. It is said that
Sankara composed more than 80 stotras or hymns but all of them cannot be claimed
to haYe been authored by him. The hymns are addressed to deities such as Siva
Ganesa, Subrahmanya, Daksinamfirti, Annaptirne$vari, Laksmi, Rama, Krsna anci
S0 on. o

What are called the “prakarana” works of Sankara are also numerous: to mention
just two of them, the Vivekactidamani and the Upadesasahasri.

5 Ficus religiosa.
6 Better known as “Sudama” in the North.

7 . .
These names are particularly applied to Krsna and suggest how divine incarnations
appear as a magical or illusory revelation of the Godhead, as sporting manifestations
or as characters adopting the disguises of their roles in the cosmic drama.
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Chapter 2

The Saundaryalahari — The Crest
of Devotional Poetry

Sankara wrote numerous devotional works and the Saundaryalahari
remains the crest of all of them. What do ordinary people know about
the Acarya? Do they know that he wrote a commentary on the
Brahmasiitra, that in it he establishes Advaita as the ultimate truth, that
his is the last word on the subject? But one thing is certain: the very
mention of his name brings to their mind a number of devotional poems
authored by him, particularly two of them, the Bhaja Govindamand the
Saundaryalahari.

The Saundaryalahari, as we said, is the crest of all the devotional
poetry he composed; it also represents the sikhara (crest) of his poetic
genius. The metre in which it is composed is appropriately called
“Sikharini” and it has 17 syllables per foot. Another metre with the
same number of syllables is Mandakranta in which Kalidasa has composed
his Meghadiitam, a work full of poetic rasa®. In this metre each foot is
divided into sets of four, six and seven syllables, while in Slkharlm the
division is into six and 11 syllables.

People learned in the arts of music and dance believe that better
than talas with an even number of beats are those that are “misra”
(mixed), i.e. combining an even number of beats with an odd number of
them. The latter give greater aesthetic pleasure combining as they do
two tempi — they impart verve to the music when it is needed through
the fast tempo and the tranquillness needed for the same through the
slow tempo. In the same way in poetry too there is greater beauty when
the metre is divided into sets of syllables that are even and odd in
number.

While the Saundaryalahari is remarkable both for its poetic form
and aesthetic beauty, its special distinction is that it is also a great
devotional hymn.

Chapter 3

The Jiianin and Devotion

People nowadays view philosophy inisolation from other subjects.
That is why they ask questions like this : “Is it possible for an exponent
of Advaita like the Acarya to have supported the way of devotion? It’s
allbunkum. Hymns composed by someone else must have been ascribed
to him. The Acarya could not have also installed anything like yantrass
anywhere.” We must remember that our Acarya was notlike a professor;
he did not teach philosophy as an independent subject. His mission was
to raise people up including those not capable of grasping philosophy,
lift them up little by little according to their different levels of maturity
and understanding. To those who were capable of taking the path of
jfiana he imparted instruction in a thorough manner through his
commentaries and prakarana works. But others he taught devotion
exhorting them to follow a life of karma or action or action in accordance
with their svadharmas. In pursuance of this he visited various sacred

places, installed idols and yantras there and composed hymns to the
deities.

We often hear people arguing thus: “The man who believes that all
is one is a jiianin. Devotion implies that God and his devotee are two
different entities. So a jilanin can never be a devotee.” People who speak
thus cannot claim that they have realized monistic jfiana! Think of
Sukabrahmans who was a true Advaitikjf jaanin. What was he like? Or take
the examples of Madhusfidana Sarasvati and Sadasiva Brahmendrae.
They were jianins but at the same time they were supreme devotees; in
fact they have even authored devotional hymns. Sri Ramakrsna
Paramaharhsa, for example, accepted Advaita, but all the while he kept
chanting, “Kali! Kali!” In recent years we have had the example of
Ramana Maharsi, a great Advaitin, who sang the praises of
Arunacalesvara.

There were also saint-poets like Manikkavacakar, Nammazhvar,
Arunagirinathar, and Tayumanavar8 whose hearts melted in devotion;
but in their devout outpourings there appear flashes of the Advaitik
bliss they experienced.
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If it is argued that a jfianin would not or should not compose a
devotional work, I would say he should not compose a work on jiiana
either. If the logic of the former view is accepted I would say that all
those who have written works on jiiana or taught jiana are not jianins.
Why do I say so? How do you identify a jiianin? “All this world is
nothing but Maya. Becuase of their nescience it is that people regard
themselves as individual jivatmans [that is each thinks that he is a
separate entity]”. It is out of a realisation of this truth that a jnanin tries
to free himself from the world and the mind that gives rise to such
nescience so as to remain rooted in his Self and to identify it with all in
the awareness that there is no second. If such a jfianin were to be a
teacher, write books and give discourses—even if the books and
discourses relate to jiana—can his action be justified? There is a real
world outside of him, and apart from him there exist many jivatmans as
separate entities : does he have to think thus if he were to lift up the
world that is apart from him by imparting jfiana to people through his
writings and discourses? It would mean that all preceptors of jfiana
were not truly jianins. But can we take such a view? Would it not be
blasphemous to do so? What would then be the power of the teaching
imparted by men lacking in jfiana? What would be the power of one who
has no inward experience of the Truth?

What is our own experience in this respect? Take the chapters on
jiana in the Bhagavadgita, for example, or our Acarya’s
Vivekaciidamani, the Avadhiitagita of Dattatreya, the Yoga-Vasistha of
Vasistha, or, say, a hymn by Tayumanavar. When we read any of them
we are transported across Maya to an indefinable realm in the ocean of
tranquillity.

There are examples of individuals who, after reading such works,
have had the urge to leave hearth and home for the forest or for a cave
in a mountain to remain there in solitude, delighting themselves in the
Atman. If the authors of the works in question had not composed them
without having experienced the Supreme Reality how could their
teaching have the power to move people?

For argument’s sake it could be asked how it is possible for a jfianin
to become a devout person or for him to become a teacher to impart
instruction in jiiana. Even if this may appear not possible we must

The Jiianin and Devotion

remember that the sport of ISvara is such that there are no limits in it for
what is possible and what is not possible — in it such things (like a
jiianin becoming a devout person and a teacher) do happen.

If you ask how a jfianin who remains an Advaitin inwardly seems
to function as a Dvaitin (dualist) outwardly, we canreply only by saying
thatitis all part of the divine sport. Even if he has been freed of his mind
and of Maya it does not mean that the outward world and with it the
cosmos of living creatures have become extinct. What does this show? It
is a Great Mind that has created all this, laid down rules to keep the
cosmosin acertain order and, at the same time, it is the same Great Mind
that helps people under the sway of Maya3, letting them act according to
their whims. It is this power that the monistic system calls the Saguna
Brahmansg, I§vara. In the Sakta and Saiva systems it is called Sakti,
Parasakti, Amba, while the Nirguna Brahmans is called Sivam. Just as
the Nirguna Brahman functions as the Saguna Brahman in the outward
world of karma, the jianin who has achieved perfection in his experience
of the Nirguna Brahman is kept engaged in the outward world by the
Saguna Brahman.

To endeavour to dispel Maya and to obliterate the mind through
meditation and inward inquiry is the path of jiana. Another path is that
of dedicating the same mind in a devout manner to Parasakti who has
created this very mind and Maya. It is like handing the keys to the thief!
Parasakti is the cause of Maya and she keeps our minds relentlessly
under her sway. But it is all part of her sport and in reality she is
supremely compassionate. It is when two entities are joined together
again after having been separated from each other that they realize the
rare quality of togetherness, what a great experience togetherness is.
When an individual prays for being united with the Supreme there is a
twofold aesthetic experience of a divine nature: There is, apart from the
rasas of devotion arising from the very act of prayer, the rasa of the grace
of Parasakti who, in response to the prayer and out of her supreme love,
brings about such a union. It is for this reason that Parasakti engages
herself in dualistic play. So when a man is devoted to her, and prays to
her for release from worldly existence (Maya), she blesses him with the
milk of jiiana; indeed he is blessed with the ultimate freedom.
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There is an erroneous belief that the goal of bhakti is to become
separated from the Lord and to worship him in an attitude of dualism.
That is why people ask how a jiianin (a non-dualist) can follow the path
of devotion. They are not aware of the fact that even in such bhakti as in
which the Lord and the devotee are separate entities the latter will
eventually be taken to the state in which he will be able to pray thus:
“Without ever being separated from you, Lord, I must become one with
you.” When he reaches such a state the Karya Brahman or the Saguna
Brahman thatis Parasakti will bless him with the jiiana that will take him
to the monistic entity called the Karana Brahman or the Nirguna
Brahman.

For those who are not capable of following the path of jiiana, the
jiianin himself has an answer. Heknows that they have to obtain jfiana as
the grace of ISvara which they have to earn by being constantly devoted
to him. And it is for their benefit [to help them in their bhakti] that he
composes devotional poems and installs yantras. Besides he codifies
methods of pTja, himself performs pTja, encourages the construction of
temples, and the digging of ponds [for the benefit of the public].

All cannot adopt with ease the path of jiana which involves
realizing the truth of the Mahavakyas®that proclaim the non-difference
between the Brahman and the individual Self. This realisation comes as
a result of listening to expositions of the Advaitik discipline, dhyana
(meditation) and nididhyasana (fervent one-pointed meditation). To
become aware that the Atman is the Brahman, the mind must be
obliterated: but how it is to be done one does not know. The mind is
stubborn and refuses to be destroyed. It seems that the effort to
annihilate the mind has to be taken by the mind itself. How can it putan
end toitself by itself? You can beat someone with the palm of your hand.
Buthow can the palmbeatitself? Even though we are perplexed, not able
to understand anything, don't we realize that there must be a Great
Power that has created all these minds? So, instead of undertaking the
Herculean task of eradicating our minds ourselves, it would be better
for us to depend on Parasakti herself to do the same for us. For this
purpose we must fall at her feet and pray to her to bless us with jfiiana.
Is it not better to fall at the feet of the man who has issued the summons
than to fall at the feet of the witness?

The Jfianin and Devotion

Either Parasakti will do away with our mind and bestow on us her
own profoundly serene state of Siva—the state in which each knows
himself to be Siva (“Sivo'ham”). Or she will tell us: “Is not all this my
sport? It is because of Maya that the sport has ended in an injury. [ will
suppress this Maya, wipe it away. Then, like me, you will inwardly
remain in the state of ‘Santam, Sivam, Advaitam’ and, outwardly, with
a pure mind untouched by Maya, you will delight yourself in all that I
do, in all my dance, in all the drama I enact, and you can yourself keep
dancing in ecstasy. Remain ever in bliss, seeing yourself in me, and
seeing me in all this cosmic drama. And even though the mind is not
eradicated it will have a fullness of its own.”

If you keep lamenting and feel a sense of shame that, try as you
might, you have not succeeded in freeing yourself from the clutches of
Maya and that your mind has not been blotted out, Parasakti will tell
you: “Why do you weep, child? Why are you overcome by shame? Is it
because the world has not ceased to exist for you? It is only if you have
created the world that you can destroy it. Did you create the sun and the
moon, the mountains, the trees and creepers, the oceans, the insects, the
birds and the beasts, the hundreds of thousands of creatures, the human
species? If you did not create all these why do you keep sorrowing over
such a tiny thing as ‘yourself’? Was this ‘you’ created by you? Did you
create this Maya which blinds you to the fact that all these things that
seem to be different entities are in fact my disguises? Child, the world
and the mind in which you are trapped and in which you find yourself
helpless and the Maya in which is caught what is called ‘you’ are all my
creations. Haven’t I spoken through Krsnal, ‘Mama Maya duratyaya'? |
have also used in the same context the word ‘daivi’ [caused by divine
power]. If these (the world, the mind and Maya) are your creation, you
will be able to undo them. But if they have been created by me? And I
possess divine power to the full. In my sport I alone am omnipotent
(possessing sarva-sakti) and beings like you are kificit-saktas (those

- possessing very little power). So why should you grieve over the fact,

or feel a sense of shame, that you cannot destroy what was created by
me, Maya, the mind and the world? Such a task (destroying Maya, the
mind and the world) is beyond you and it can be accomplished only with -
my compassion. What have been created by me must be destroyed by
me. Come to me with devotion. I will destroy them (Maya, the mind and
the world) little by little.
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“If aman controls his mind and senses and follows the path of jiana
it is because of my grace, because I allow him [or enable him] to do so.
Giving up what appear as separate entities and to have the longing to
grasp the One and tobecome that One: they are part of Advaitik vasanas
and the result of my blessing?2.”

[So far the Great Acarya spoke the words of Ambika. Now he
continues, in his own words.] One more interesting point. The jfianin,
who has non-dualistic experience and has become one with all also
witnesses the play of Maya and delights himself in it. He can discern
things as separate entities and at the same time realise that it is the One
that has become the many (the separate entities). Without taking part in
the play himself, he finds great delight in it and keeps worshipping
Parasakti who enacts the play. It is Amba who is the cause of his being
like herself and of hisbeing by her side dualistically and non-dualistically
at the same time. There is a point to be noted in this context. The jianin
here evinces devotion not only for the sake of those who do not follow
the path of jiana. He is lost in wonder about how the One without a
second plays dualistically in so many different ways. In this sport
though there are aspects that can cause harm there is so much that is
beneficent—and what about the many different ways in which beauty,
love and compassion are manifested? The jfianin is not only lost in
wonder aboutall this, he also extols the divine play and delightsinitand
whole-heartedly pays obeisance to the One who is sporting, that is Sakti.
Sukacarya® clearly echoes the same sentiment. If a devotee who is not a
jilanin adores the Lord in pursuance of his selfish desire for liberation,
the jiianin who is freed from Maya and is liberated evinces devotion for
the sake of devotion and not for any purpose [not with any motive].
Sukacarya pays a tribute to the jianin in this manner.

[The Great Master again speaks the words of Ambika ....] “Itis I
who give the jianin a new kind of devotion in his jiana itself. When the
time is ripe I will give you too the jiiana that arises from bhakti. Why do
you grieve? I will take care of you. I will free you from the bonds that
I myself have created. Don’t lament, saying, ‘I want to be freed! I want
tobe freed! I want to be freed!” It is all my work. Be firm in the belief that
Iam presentin everything. Iflam everything, if Tam all, thereisnoneed
for you to be freed from anything.
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“Those who follow the path of jfiana and are engaged in metaphysical
inquiry can obtain the peace that comes of an awareness of the oneness
of all. Let them go their way. If you do not possess the strength to follow
their path, child, donotbe ashamed of yourself on that account. Take the
path of devotion, love. See the world in all its apparent plurality. But do
not, at the same time, view the many as separate entities and realise that
they are basically the One entity that is I. Love me and view everything
with love and may this love be all-embracing. I too will bestow on you
the most exalted blessing thatlove can bring and thefeby raise you to the
state of jiiana.” Thus even if you follow the path of bhakti, Amba will
bring you fulfilment.

Amba here means the Paramatman, God or one’s chosen deity.

Such Parabrahma-Sakti as described above will manifest herself as
Maya; she will bless the devout in her saguna form; and in her nirguna
form she will liberate the one adhering to jiana; and through bhakti
itself she will enable a person to become a jiianin.

In sum, if it is asked whether one who has written a work of jfiana
will compose a devotional hymn, it occurs to me that it is only because
one has written a work of jiana that one must necessarily have composed
a devotional hymn. Only then, I am inclined to conclude, can the
individual in question be called an Acarya. If our Acarya who, even after
having had Advaitik realization, viewed others to be different from
himself—or gave the impression of doing so—and wrote works on jiiana
meant for them, it means that he did so accepting the dualistic cosmos
and, at the same time, wanting to correct it. Was not this the very
purpose of his incarnation, of his being our Acarya? One who imparts
teaching to those ensnared in the dualistic world—would not such a one
teach them to adore the Sakti that is responsible for it? Is it not because
of his concern for the world, his compassion for mankind, that he
imparts his teaching that is meant to mend it? So will he not sing the
praises of that which is the root cause of all this love, “daya-mula-
tattvam?” A jianin does not have to gain anything. But when heresolves
to perform the role of a teacher for the uplift of the world, will he not
recognize that some forcebeyond himis impelling him to do so? So there
is nothing contradictory about his composing hymns, bowing to that
force in all humility.
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That a jianin gives instruction in jiiana is purely our own view of
him or impression of him; as a matter of fact he has no consciousness of
doing anything or of being a “doer”. If you argue in this manner, it may
justly be asked how the jiianin cannot also write devotional works. If it
is claimed that thejfianin imparts his teaching, inspired by I§vara, for the
well-being of the world, that is the well-being of mankind, why cannot
he be similarly urged by the Lord to compose devotional works for the
same purpose? If I§vara inspires a jfianin to work for the welfare of
mankind until he exhausts his past or prarabdha karma, we must ask
whether such well-being is brought about only by giving instruction in
jiana. The majority of people are afraid of following the path of jiiana
regarding it as too “big” or too difficult for them. So working for the
good of mankind must also mean promoting devotion. It must also
mean going on pilgrimage to temples, installing yantrasg, performing
pUja and so on.

According to one school of thought the jianin has no prarabdha or
past karma. Even if you accept such a view, the question arises why he
should perform outward work at all? We have to answer the question
by saying that it is I§vara who makes him do such work for the well-
being of mankind. In keeping with this argument this work must also
include the nurturing of devotion.

Having said all this there is nothing that is conclusively to be
determined about the jianin. Though we have spoken so much about his
characteristics, the fact is only a jiianin knows who is a jiianin, what he is
like—or even he himself may not know what he is like. In the end it is
meaningless to ask whether the jiianin will support the path of karma or
foster the way of bhakti. He may do anything or he may not do anything.
Even while doing karma he may not be doing work and even while not
working he may be working. [The Great Guru continues with a smile...]
The distinguishing mark of ajfianin is that he has no distinguishing mark.

As for the Acarya he was an incarnation of I§vara, so he had nothing
like any past karma. All divine incarnations happen for the purpose of
the uplift of mankind. Whenever I§vara resolves to descend to earth for
the uplift of mankind it means that he looks upon the world as separate
from himself. The purpose of his incarnation is to bring people who are
separate entities closer to himself, little by little, and finally to make
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them himself. It is only after a man performs works according to his
svadharmas (or own duty) and engages himself in devotion, and thus
advances gradually, that he will be able to follow the path of jiana and
become an Advaitin (achieve liberation). So a divine incarnation has to
foster the path of karma as well as the path of devotion. Allavataras have
lived as pathfinders for mankind, and fostered Vedickarma and devotion.
So there is no contradiction in the fact that the Acarya was a jfianin and
thathe yet worshipped in temples, installed yantras, laid down rules for
temple rituals and composed devotional works.

References

1 Daivi hyesa gunamayi mama maya duratyaya
Mam eva ye prapadyante mayam etam taranti te
— Bhagavadgita, 7.14

2 Isvaranugrahadeva purhsam Advaita-vasana
— Avadhfitagita, 1.1

3 Although the saints and the seers keep sporting in their Atman and are without any

attachment, they remain devoted to the Lord for no reason whatsoever.
— Srimad Bhagavatam, 1.7.10
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Chapter 4

The Divine Origin of the
“Saundarylahari”

Our Acarya worshipped in temples in the same way as ordinary
mortals do and, through his godly power, enhanced the divine presence
in some of these shrines by installing yantrass in them. In the course of
his pilgrimages he went to Kailasa and had darshan of Parvati and
Paramesvara there. He was himself [let us remember] their incarnation.

Rama, an avatara himself, fought with Parasurama who too was an
avatara like him. Krsna was the brother of another incarnation [of
Visnu], Balarama, and they lived together. There are many such
interesting facts about avataras.

Now the Acarya who was an avatara himself had darshan of
Parvatiand Paramesvara—the two were the Root from which he himself
had sprung. At that time Paramesvara gave him five sphatika (crystal)
lingas and a sheaf of palm-leaves. Another version has it that the palm-
leaves were given by Parvati. The palm-leaf manuscript contained a
hymn of one hundred! stanzas to Parvati. One version has it that it had
been composed by Paramesvara himself as a panegyric to Parvati; the
second version is thatlike the Lalita-Sahasranamam (The One Thousand
Names of Lalita) itis the work of Vasini and others, the deities of speech.
To regard the verses as a hymn sung by Paramesvara himself in the
attitude of a devotee of Amba is to enhance their greatness.

The five lingas are each of them I§vara’s own form. [“Linga” means
amark, a sign.] The linga has no hands, legs and head and in that sense
is formless. The stanzas of the palm-leaf manuscript themselves constitute
Amba. It is so because among the goddess’s many forms is the one that
is made up of mantras. The hundred stanzas contained chiefly matters
relating to Amba and mantra $astra. Just as the lihgas are a form of
I$vara, the palm-leaves containing the hymn became a form of Amba. So
itis just and proper to say that while the lingas were given to the Acarya
by I$vara, the hymn was presented to him by Amba.
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The one who gave, the one who received, the object that was given,
they were all one and the same. Here we have a mingling of Advaita and
Dvaita. :

One of the five lingas is installed in the Matha [Sri Kamakoti, Kaficil
as Candramaulisvara. It is called the Yogalinga. The other four the
Acarya installed are the Muktilinga at Kedarinatha (Kedarnath), the
Varalinga at Nilakantha (in Nepal), the Bhogalinga in Srigeri and the
Moksalinga at Cidarbarar. All this is part of a later story.

The Acaryaset out from Kallasa taking with him the five lingas and
the hymnal work. He wanted to propagate the worship of I$vara and
Amba. Ashe was leaving Kailasa, Nandikesvara who was keeping watch
at the entrance saw the palm-leaves in the hands of the Acarya. There is
a saying: Even if the deity grants you a boon, the pijari denies it.
Nandikesvara was distressed that the mantra $astra, a very great
treasure, was being lost to Kailasa. He was given to quick temper. His
distress turned into anger. (Tapabecame kopa.) He proved an obstruction
to the Acarya as the latter was leaving Kailasa and pulled at the palm-
leaf manuscript he was holding in his hand.

The Acarya managed to come out with only a part of the manuscript.
More than half of it, the latter part comprising 59 stanzas, had been
snatched away by Nandikesvara. The Acarya was left with 41 stanzas.

Perhaps you must be angry with Nandikesvara for what he did.
“How could he have behaved so with such a great one as the Acarya?”
you will ask. How could he take away more than half the work Amba
herself had given the Acarya to be propagated on earth?” But I feel like
thanking Nandikesvara profusely. Why?

The Acarya was extremely unhappy about what had happened.
“More than half of what Amba, the Mother, gave me in her grace I have

 lost. What she entrusted to me was like the dharmik treasure a trustee

takes charge of for the sake of the people,” thus the Acarya lamented.
“Sankaram loka-sankaram” : [true to these words] he was spending
every moment of his life for the well-being of mankind. “In the end,” he
grieved, “I have lost more than half of what the World Mother gave me
before I could present it to the world.”

15
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At that moment was heard the voice of Amba commanding him,
“You compose yourself the 59 stanzas you have lost. Such is my resolve.
That is what will please me. And that is why I made you lose the same.”
At once the stanzas poured out from the Acarya like water gushing out
as the sluice-gates of an oceanic canal are opened. He described Amba
from head to foot (“kesadi-padantam”)® and made the hymn complete
with its 100 stanzas.

The first 41 stanzas constitute mantra $astra. Only a few can
understand them and follow them in practice since very stringent rules
are called for in their observance. This part (comprising the 41 stanzas)
contains mantra yoga as well as Kundalini yoga. Even the slightest error
in the observance of these yogas can have an adverse effect on the
practitioner. One cannot be careless in worshipping the Mother. She
sports in many ways. Though she has laid down harsh rules for worship,
involving severe discipline, she has also prescribed easy ways of sadhanas.
Each way of worship has tobe practised strictly in the manner prescribed.
Worshipping in temples, reciting stotras or hymns, singing devotional
musical compositions, conducting bhajans, listening to stories, puranas,
these are among the easy ways of worshipping Amba. If a devotee thinks
that these are not enough and wants to take up other ways of worship
like japas, yoga and Sricakra-piija, believing that he can practise them in
any manner he likes, without the required discipline, Amba would
consider it sheer wantonness on his part. The difficult ways of sadhana
in the worship of Amba must be left to those few who are capable of
practising them.

The Acarya’s compassion was supreme and it embraced all people.
There is a song? in Kannada which includes this line about him : “He
(Sankara) made the sinner the Paramatman.” The Acarya portrays
Amba in his 59 stanzas not as an embodiment of mantras but as a
beautiful form that can be visualised by all people with delight. He
depicts the goddess graphically from the locks of her hair to her sacred
feet (kesadi-padantarm). The glorious image of the Mother takes shape
through his poetry : in other words Amba is his poetry incarnate.

The 59 of the 100 stanzas constitute a separate section,
“Saundaryalahari”, while the first 41 are said to constitute
“Anandalahari”.
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The two parts comprising the 100 stanzas must be read together as
making up a single hymn. When the work is taken as a whole the first
part is called “Anandalahari” and the second part “Saundaryalahari”.
The entire work, consisting of both parts, is also called Saundaryalahari.

The storyItold you of the Acarya’s visit to Kailasa and his obtaining
from Parvati and Paramesvara the five lingas and the sheaf of palm-
leaves containing the Saundaryalahari occurs in the Markandeya-Samhita.
Closely following this account, the Anandagiriya-Sarnkaravijayam tells
the same story in prose.

There are other stories too about the origin of the Saundaryalahari.
Many are of the opinion that all the 100 stanzas are the work of Sankara
himself*.

There is nothing wrong in ascribing the entire work to him even if
we think that the first 41 stanzas were brought by him from Kailasa.
These stanzas had been inaccessible to us. The rsis did not create the
Vedic mantras. The sounds that were already existing in space they
grasped and presented in a form audible to us; at the same time they
also disseminated them. However, each mantra is known after a particular
rsi on account of the fact that it was revealed to us and propagated by
him. Following this logic the first 41 stanzas of the Saundaryalahari
which constitute a mantra $astra may well be known after Sankara since
itwas he whobrought them from Kailasa to be propagated in this world.

- Another point. If Paramesvara is the author of the Saundaryalahari,
what about the Acarya? Who was he? Was not the Sankara of Kalati an
incarnation of the Sankara of Kailasa? So there is nothing wrong in
ascribing the work by the Kailasa Sankara to the Kalati Sankara.

The first 41 stanzas deal with subtle ideas of mantra $§astra, Kundalini
yoga and the esoteric elements in the worship of Maha-Tripurasundari,
also known as Srividya. It contains matters that are extremely useful to
the devotee. However, the latter part comprising the 59 stanzas, the
authorship of which is ascribed to the Acarya, is beautiful beyond
words. The stanzas combine majesty and sweetness of expression,
representing as they do the highest thoughts that words can convey and
they arouse our sense of wonder. They are incomparable for beauty of
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expression and depth of meaning. It is this part that can be read again
and again by all for the ineffable joy it brings.

There are sculptures of exquisite beauty created in the pa.st. Peopl.e
belonging to later generations have found themse‘lves unable to repair
them if they are seen damaged. Such is the case Wl.th the stanzas of our
Acarya’s Saundaryalahari. Take out one word of it, you will never be
able to find a proper substitute for it.

What the Acarya lost to Nandikesvara — more than half of t.h_e
original hymn Amba had given him—has been a gain for us. Othferw1se
would we have come to know of the Acarya’s astounding literary
genius? That is why we feel we must be thankful to Nandikesvara. If the
Acarya had not been “waylaid” by him and a part of the hxmn s.nat.ched
away, would we have come to possess such stanzas as inspire in us
devotion for Amba, stanzas that we read again and again and take
delight in reciting ?

Notes & References

—

Most of the Northern versions of the work have 103 stanzas and the majori?y of t.he
commentators also have dealt with these additional Slokas. Stanza 101 begins W}th
the words “Samanitah padmam”; 102 with the word “Samudbhiita”; and 103 w1Fh
“Nidhe nityasmere.” It is to be noted that all the words in the 103rd stanza begin
with “ni” — vide Appendix.

2 Strictly speaking “kesadi-padantam” means from the hair on the head to the feet.
3 “Mangalam guru Sankara” is the song.

4 The Mahasvami himself usually speaks of the first 41 stanzas also as the work of Adi
Sankara. Here too, in these discourses, we find the same view expressed.
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Chapter 5

Why the Drama Enacted by
Nandikesvara?

The question arises: “Why should Amba have given the Acarya the
text of an old hymn, made him lose one part of it and have the portion
thus lost made up with the verses composed by the Acarya himself?
Could she not have bidden him compose an entire hymn afresh? Also,
why should she have given him a work of which only one part was to
be made available to the world?” We have no idea of the nature of her
resolve, nor do we understand her 1ila, her sport. But some reasons
occur to me.

There are two ways of worshipping Amba. Mantra yoga is one. The
other is devotion expressed through hymns that satisfy all the criteria
of great poetry. Practitioners of mantra yoga must not look down upon
those who read or sing hymns. “Like us do they follow a severe
discipline or observe rules of worship?’’ They should not speak thus of
people singing hymns, people of simple faith and devotion. As for those
who follow the path of bhakti, those who keep singing hymns, they
should not ask questions in this manner of the practitioners of mantra
yoga: “Like us they cannot see the World Mother with love, chanting
always 'O Mother’. Nor can they fix their minds on her, experiencing
with poetic delight the beauty of her form, her diverse enchantments,
the different ways in which she sports? What is this drab and arid path
they follow of mantra and tantra?”

There are different paths of worship for people with different
attitudes. The man who practises mantra and tantra may also like to
adore Amba through devotional poetry. So Amba must have thought
that it would be desirable to have a work which could be read by people
following either path. Even those who have not received initiation into
mantra yoga can benefit to some degree by reading the 41 stanzas
forming the first part of the Kailasa hymn. Also they will gain basic
knowledge of mantra sastra, Kundalini yoga, Srividya and such ancient
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subjects that form part of our nation’s spiritual wealth. It must have
been thought proper to have a single work incorporating all these
elements, a melodious devotional hymn of poetic excellence.

It may be asked why Amba did not bid the Acarya himself to
compose a new hymn combining both (mantra §astra and devotion).
After all there was no mantra $astra that was not known to him. There
is an answer to this question also.

We do not know what the original hymn of Kailasa contained after
the first 41 stanzas. May be it dealt with additional matters pertaining
to mantra $astra, subtle and esoteric elements of it that are not available
to this world of mortals and fit only for the divine world. So Amba must
have asked Sankara to add to the mantra $astra appropriate to this
world (the first part) a section rich in poetic beauty.

Above all, it must be noted that it was only by making the Acarya
compose the second part that it could be brought home to people that
he and Paramesvara are the joint authors of the work: the first part by
the Sankara of Kailasa and the second part by the Sanikara of Kalati. This
would make them further realise that the two Sankaras are one and the
same.

Amba must have staged the Nandikesvara drama for the purpose
of revealing to the world a single work, by combining the part composed
by the Lord Paramesvara and the part composed by the incarnation of
the Lord.

Another question may arise here. “Why should Nandikesvara have
been made to waylay the Acarya [ to snatch away from him the 59
stanzas]? Amba herself could have given him the first 41 stanzas and
said to him: “These are taken from a work of one hundred stanzas. The
remaining stanzas are not needed by the denizens of the earth. However,
since the 59 were torn away from the one hundred, compose the same
number of verses to make it a §atakams® again and propagate the entire
hymn among mankind.”

Ambi could not have spoken in this manner. The reason is that,
although the Acarya was the same as the Sankara of Kailasa, in his
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disguise of an avatara he was the picture of humility. Was not that the
reason why he went seeking Parvati and Paramesvara and prostrated
himself before them? After giving him one part of the work composed
by Isvara, Parvati would not have asked one like the Acarya to compose
the missing part. That would have meant equating him with I§vara and
it would have also meant that she failed to recognise that he was the
ideal of humility in the disguise of his avatara. However, if a “situation”
was created in which the Acarya was deprived of a part of the work
(given by Paramesvara) and he suffered anguish on that account, Amba
could tell him: “Don’t worry about what has happened. Make up
yourself the portion you have lost.” This would be the natural way of
meeting the situation and there would be no suggestion of the Acarya
being shown as an equal of ISvara. That is the explanation for the drama
enacted by Nandikesvara.

Once upon a time there was a king and he had a son who was equal
to him in all respects. All the subjects knew this. The son, in keeping
with his filial duty, remained obedient to his father and his conduct had
the approval of all people. Suppose the queen, the mother, conscious of
the fact that her son was equal to her husband in every respect, had told
the prince, “You rule half the kingdom.” Would that have been proper?
But suppose, again, that an enemy had invaded the kingdom and
occupied half of it. The queen could tell the prince: “Free that part of the
kingdom which has been occupied by the enemy and keep guard over
it.” That would have been proper.

One’s interest is awakened with a keen sense of anticipation when
a subject or idea is merely hinted at or suggested without it being
disclosed fully or all too directly. It was in this manner that Amba
created a situation in which the Acarya and Isvara were shown to share
the authorship of the same hymn. Thus she hinted at the fact that the
Acarya was an incarnation of ISvara. Nandikesvara is as famous for his
quick temper as Narada is for creating discord. But it is all ultimately for
the good [the quick temper of the one and the habit of creating conflicts
of the other]. Nandikesvara was a mere instrument in the hands of
Amba. She made him “waylay” the Acarya and used the occasion to
demonstrate to the world how he, that is the f\cérya, was true to his
dharma as a sannyasin. According to this dharma, a sannyasin must not
feel angry towards an opponent nor must he quarrel or fight with him.
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After the conclusion of the Nandike§vara drama, Amba asked the
Acirya to complete the hymn [part of which had been snatched away by
Nandikesvaral].

The result of all this is that we have come to possess a wonderful
hymn that is unique in world literature. Its first part is such that it can
be said of it: “As a hymnal work there is nothing to compare with it for
its treatment of subtle elements of mantra $astra.” Of the second part it
can be said that “there is no other hymn that is equal to it in poetic
imagination”. Such is the Saundaryalahari with its two sections.

The poem is a remarkable combination of §astra (that of mantra as
well as that of yoga), stotra (hymn) and kavita (poetry). If there is
anything approaching it as a work combining all these three aspects we
may mention the Lalita-Sahasranamam (The One Thousand Names of
Lalita).

A remarkable feature of the Saundaryalahariis that in the first part
which mainly deals with $astra [Sakta] there are stanzas brimming over
with devotional fervour as well as those characterised by poetic beauty.
Itis in the first part that we have the stanza containing the words “japo
jalpah”, representing the height of devotional ecstasy and self - surrender
to the goddess; the attitude spoken of here is that everything is the
doing of Amba, that all is dependent on her grace and will. In the same
part occurs another stanza with the word “Bhavani”!. It is in the form
of a pun and the word “Bhavani” is used to describe the attitude of the
devotee dualistically as well as non-dualistically. In the former attitude
he is a “dasa”, a minion, while in the latter he is one with Amba. There
are a few more verses like these in the part dealing with mantra sastra.

Butin thelatter part dealing with devotion there is hardly any Sakta
element. If you search hard you may come across one or two stanzas like
the one in which occur the words, “Kathaste manjastvam”. Here it is
mentioned that Amba, in her form of Kaimesvari, is seated with Kamesvara
on the Paficabrahmasana. In another stanza there is a reference to the
Vedantic concept that beyond the three states? is the fourth state of
turiya®. But for a few verses like these the second part of the work is all
devotional poetry. That the title of the hymn has the word “Saundarya”
in it shows that its importance lies more in its poetry than in the sastra
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it deals with. Although those who have commented on the work express
the view that the latter part also deals with the finer aspects of the sastra
[Sakta], I somehow feel that it would be better to take it as a devotional
poem. Moreover, if I were to speak out my view, whether or not I can
do so... but let me express it frankly since it has occurred to me ... Could
not the entire work that the Acarya brought from Kailasa have been
seized by Nandikesvara, and could not the Acarya have composed all the
100 stanzas to portray the beauty of Amba? After all there are separate
treatises dealing with mantras and yantras- Why should such subjects be
included in a devotional poem? Isay so because the Acarya’s composition
(the latter part of the Saundaryalahari) is such an exalted literary work,
having all the characteristics of great poetry and capable of attracting the
minds of people and leading them to the path of devotion.

In fine, the true greatness of this work lies in its being a devotional

. poem. It seems to me that, while composing the original Kailasa hymn,

apparently as a devotee of Amba, Paramesvara, the omniscient, must
have known that on its way to the world of mortals the Acarya would
complete it as a work overflowing with poetic flavour. That is why, in
the first part of his work, he included stanzas that in their bhavas, rasas
and style anticipate the second part. It serves the purpose of the entire
hymn bearing the stamp and style of a single composer.

I must mention one more point here. I said that the latter part of the
hymn was all devotional, but the stanzas comprising this part have also
mantrik potency. Each of the 100 stanzas of the Saundaryalahari can be
recited as a mantra and each yields its own separate fruit. This applies
also to the stanzas of the second part describing the beauty of Amba.
Since it is all the “word” of the Acarya, inspired by Amba, and even
though it does not pertain to any sastra nor belong to the category of
bijaksaras?, it acquires the character of a mantra. Just as all that Midas
touched became gold, all the words spoken by the Acarya are mantras.
The water drawn from the well in our house has to be turned sacred by
the chanting of mantras. The water from the Ganga is holy on its own
(naturally holy). Itis sonot only when itis used to bathe Visvanatha (the
deity of Kasi), but also when we use it to bathe ourselves, to irrigate the
fields or to bathe the dead. Thus, though the subject matter of the |
Acarya’s composition is not mantra $astra, and though the work is
better known for its poetic content, his words are imbued with the
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potency of mantras. While all his utterances have such power, we must
in this respect make special mention of the Saundaryalahari and the
Subrahmanya-Bhujangam.

The Acarya filled up the missing part of a hymn that was originally
wholly mantra $astra with stanzas composed by himself. These new
stanzas too have special mantrik potency. It was when he fell ill once that
he composed the Subrahmanya-Bhujanngam. He believed that if he fellill
it was for the purpose of his composing a hymn that could be recited by
all for relief from their afflictions. The Subrahmanya-Bhujangam is a
mantra treatise and reciting it is a remedy for all diseases. As for the
Saundaryalahari its recitation, apart from bringing relief from illness,
benefits people in various other ways.

Notes & References

' These stanzas are later dealt with in detail by the Mahasvami.
2 The three states : wakefulness (jagrata), dream (svapna) and sleep (susupti).
3 “Turiya”, the fourth state, is liberation. See stanza 97 of the Saundaryalahari.

4 “Seed letters” or “seed syllables”.
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Chapter 6

Three Great Devotional Hymns

The World Mother has been sung and worshipped in her form of
Lalitambika by many a great sage and by many a great poet. She has
many other forms too like Durga, Kali, Annapirnesvari and
Bhuvanes$vari. I will now speak about Lalitamba alone.

Lalita is worshipped as Rajarajesvari, Kamaksi, Kamesvari and
Tripurasundari according to the Srividya tantra. The Lalita-
Sahasranamam, the Lalita-Trisati, the Lalita-Astottaram [thatis Astottara-
Satam] and so on contain the different names of Lalita, the supreme
deity of Srividya.

Among the songs in praise of Lalita three are pre-eminent. The
Arya-Dvisati by Durvasas, the Paficasati by Muka, and the
Saundaryalahari by the Acarya. In chronological order the Arya-
Dvisati comes first, followed by the Saundaryalahari and then by the
Paficasati. The Saundaryalahari thus occupies, among the three, a
central and commanding position.

The authors of these three works are our own (they belong to us).
They are closely related to us and are specially connected with Sri
Kamaksi, the presiding deity of our Pitha. It was Durvasas who created
the manual of worship for the Kamaksi temple (Kamakostha) : ptja is
performed even today according to this manual. Everyone knows the
Acarya's connection with Kamaksi and the Kamakoti Pitha. Mtka!
became a poet through the grace of Kamaksi and the hymn he has
composed in 500 stanzas is in praise of her.

As I said, the Arya-Dvisati is the oldest of the three. “Dvisati”
means two hundred. The Arya-Dvisati is so called because it has 200
stanzas devoted to Devi. It is composed in the rare metre called “Arya”.
Besides the subject of the hymn is also Arya, that is Amba.
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This does not mean that Amba is an Aryan deity, nor a Dravidian
one. The word “Arya” means one who is “exalted” and it does not
denote any race. Giving it a racial connotation is a perversion to be
attributed to the white man. Ambika is the highest of the high. In Tamil
the name becomes “Aryai”. In old Tamil, according to the rules of that
language, it is “Aiyai” — “Arya” = “Aiyan”; “Aryal” = “Aiyai”.

Don’t we address a high-ranking person belonging to any race as
“Aiyane”? Because of their learning, conduct, character and other
qualities Brahmins were regarded by others as belonging to a higher
plane and came to be called “Ayyars”. Even so the term denotes a jati
and not a race. All the four jatis— to be precise all the four varnas—
belong to the same race. All the hundreds of jatis have originated from
these four varnas. “Ayyar”, “Ayyangar”, “Madhva” are from the same
varna. In the same VaiSya varna we have Nattukottai Cettis, Devanga
Cettiyar, Pericettiyar, Aryavaisyas and so on. Neither in the Gita nor in
the Dharmasastras, in factin none of the texts in which Caturvarnya (the
system of four varnas) is mentioned, is there any reference to the first
varna, or the first two varnas, or the first three varnas, as belonging to
a particular race (that is the Aryan race). Also the fourth varna is not
mentioned anywhere as belonging to a separate race (that is the
Dravidian race).

Arya is the name of Amba. Our Acarya’s mother was Aryamba.
The devotional poem of 200 stanzas by Durvasas, apart from being in
the Arya metre, is in praise of Arya, that is Amba; so its name Arya-
Dvisatiis appropriate (denoting as it does the metre of the poem as well
as the subject). It is known by another title, Lalita-stava-ratnam: it
means a gem among the hymns adoring Lalita.

It is customary to refer to Ambika as “Bhattarika” — in Tamil
“Bhattarikai”. “Bhattaraka” means one who is worthy of being
worshipped : “Bhattarika” is its feminine from. It is enough to say
“Bhattara” or “Bhattari” (as is customary among Tamils). In Tamil
Nadu, in the Pidari temple endowments of the past mention is made of
“Bhattarika manyam”. So we may take it that it is “Bhattarika” that has
come to be called “Pidari”.
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Amba is Bhattarika. That is why three of her outstanding devotees
have each the title of “Bhattaraka”. One of them is I§vara himself : he is
referred to as “Paramasiva Bhattaraka”. Another is Mahakavi Kalidasa.
His literary genius and poetic muse are ascribed to the grace of Mahakali
of Ujjayini. He is the author of the Syamaladandakam and the
Navaratnamala® which are in praise of Amba and he is referred to as
“Srngara Bhattaraka”. If one Bhattaraka is a god, another is a mortal, a
poet. There are two categories, “ghana” and “laghu” (weighty and
light). A god is “ghana”, a mortal is “laghu”. There was a “Laghu
Bhattaraka” who composed the Paifica-Stavi consisting (as the name
suggests) of five hymns to Amba. There is a view that Kalidasa who was

a “Manusya Bhattaraka” was also called a “Laghu Bhattaraka”.

It is customary to speak of rsis as belonging to a category separate
from those of the celestials and mortals. Sages like Narada were devarsis
born among the gods. There are numerous examples of rsis belonging
to the human race. Whatever the category or race an individual belongs
to, if he grasps the timeless mantras pervading space in a subtle form
and presents them to us in a form audible to us, he must be said to belong
to the special category of rsis. In Vedicrites there is one in which tarpana
(libation) is offered separately to the gods, the rsis and the pitrs (fathers
belonging to the human race). Among the three Bhattarakas, since
I$vara is a god and Kalidasa was a mortal, would it not be appropriate
if the third was a rsi? This third Bhattaraka was Durvasas. Among rsis
he was one who received the grace of Amba in full. He was famed for
his irascibility and so was called “Krodha Bhattaraka”. Thus three
Bhattarakas : Paramasiva Bhattaraka, Sriigara Bhattaraka and Krodha
Bhattaraka.

Durvasas, the Krodha Bhattaraka, is the first belonging to this
world to have composed hymns in praise of Amba. Apart from the Dvi-
Sati, he composed another devotional poem to the glory of Amba .
entitled Sakti-mahima-stotram. That Amba manifested herself in his
speech would be evident to those who read the Dvisati.

In the yantras called Sricakra there are tiers of 43 triangles, shaped
like a cone, and forming a circle round a central dot or Bindu. Just as ;
there are fortresses of five, seven and so on encircling the miilasthana
(of a temple) there are numerous deities in the avaranas or enclosures.
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In his hymn Durvasas has described in detail Kamesvari in the form of
Rajardjesvariseated to the left of Kamesvara on the Bindu, adored by all
the deities in the enclosures. His is an outstanding devotional work and
reading it will bring divine blessings, among them particularly the gift
of writing and poetry.

What is the greatest blessing Ambika bestows on a devotee? Itis the
gift of speech, eloquence of a high order, that is employed in extolling
her, in portraying her in various endless ways and experiencing bliss in
it. And what is special about this gift? It enables a devotee to give
expression to thebliss he delights in, thus making it known to others and
enabling them to share in it.

Ambikablessed a deaf devotee with the power of speech that could
be said to be without bounds. We do not know his real name. He resided
in the Kamaksi temple and we know him as Miika, meaning one who is
dumb. The moment he received the grace of the goddess he brought
down a shower of not just two hundred stanzas but of five hundred in
praise of Kamaksi. Durvasas’ work, as you know, is Arya-Dvisati. In
Mitka’s Paficasati, the first one hundred stanzas are called the “Arya-
Satakam” and they are in the Arya metre. The second one hundred
depict the beauty of the lotus feet of Kamaksi and are aptly called
“Padaravinda-satakam”. The third one hundred verses extol her
greatness revealed in many ways and constitute the “Stuti-Satakam”.
The fourth one hundred portray the goddess’s sidelong glance and are
called the “Kataksa-satakam”. And, finally, the fifth one hundred
stanzas describe her gentle smile and comprise the “Mandasmita-
Satakam”. Thus the five hundred stanzas in all of the Paficasati.

The Arya-Dvisati and the Miika-Paficasati are like the work of an

inspired painter. They bring before our mind’s eye a portrait of Amba.
What is not accessible to the eye and the mind is brought close to us.

Note & Reference

1 Miika, more fully Miika-Sankara, was the 20th Acarya of the Kafici Sankaracarya
Matha (398 A.D — 437 A.D.)

2 The hymn beginning with the words, “Ommkara-pafijara-§ukim”.
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The Saundaryalahari — Its Grandeur

The greatness of the third work, the Saundaryalahar, is obvious.
One is led to say that from the time the world came into being—or from
the time before it or subsequent to it—there has been no literary work
to compare with it. Nor is there going to be another like it in the future.
Its beauty is such, full and perfect. Read or listen to the hymn any
number of times, you will never experience tedium from its beauty, nor
will you find its sweetness cloying. The Miika-Paficasati has sweetness;
the Saundaryalahari too has sweetness, but added to it is its depth, its
profundity. It is usually said that for “softness” [or smooth elegance]
we have the Paficasatiand for depth or profundity the Saundaryalahari.
This does not mean that the latter work is altogether lacking in softness.
However, it cannot be claimed that it employs simple words.

Amongst the Acarya’s devotional compositions the Bhaja Govindam
is the simplest and the easiest to understand. The Saundaryalahari is
different : it is natural that it should have a number of somewhat
difficult words since precision is called for in conveying thoughts of a
subtle nature. Itis only for this purpose that the Acarya, on occasion, has
had recourse to difficult words. All the same, they have their own
mellifluence which you will realise when you vocalise them. Once we
understand the meaning of these words we will appreciate that no other
words can serve in the context and we will then applaud the poetic
excellence of the language. The Acarya composed the Bhaja Govindam
in a simple metre, using simple words. Descriptive passages, metaphors
and other figures of speech are not very much required to explain the
A B C of spiritual matters, dharma and such other subjects. Here, in the .
Saundaryalahari, when the Acarya speaks about Amba’s beauty, the
style changes and with it the metre according to the needs of the subject—
and it is a subject which demands the use of his poetic genius in many
different ways. He has composed this poemin the Sikharini metre which
has 17 syllables per foot. This metre becomes a Sikhara in his hands (it }
takes his stanzas to the very peak of poetry) since it is particularly suited '
to describe the beauty of Amba fully and eloquently.
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The Acarya has delineated Amba’s physical appearance and beauty
from the 42nd stanza to the 100th. In this he has blessed us with a rain
of words, with descriptive passages and with a portrayal of different
aesthetic moods. Thejoy we derive from reading this will be no less than
that of Amba appearing before our very eyes.

When a great sculptor creates a divine image in a spirit of devotion
and dedication, it would seem as if the deity so sculpted truly dwells in
the image. It is in this manner that the Acarya has composed the hymn,

froman exalted plane, delighting himself again and again in the presence.

of Amba, in her beauty. And, throughout, he is moved by a spirit of
dedicationrealising as he does that his perception and understanding of
her and the words that pour out from his heart in describing her are but
her own gift. The result is that the hymn itself becomes an image of
Amba that is worthy of being extolled in a hymn of beauty.

How do we make a flower ornament for the hair that is gathered
into a knot on the head? Flowers are strung together to make a garland.
A number of such garlands are braided together and woven with gilt
and zari. In the same manner the Acarya is seen here as an artist, and as
a poet. He creates words out of syllables, he strings together the words
into the feet of a stanza, then he connects together the stanzas to form
an entire poetical work of devotion. We speak of piimalai and pamalai’
(garland of flowers and garland of poems). If the first delights the eye,
the second enchants the ear with its beautiful words and metre. The
pumalai has its scent and the pamalai is distinguished for its meaning.
If there is nectar in the flowers, the sweetness arising out of our aesthetic
appreciation of the poem is nectar to our mind. But there is this big
difference between the two : the garland of flowers fades with the efflux
of time but the garland of poems keeps fresh for all time.

Note

" “Pamalai”is a Tamil word meaning a garland of flowers and pamalai, also a Tamil
word, means a garland of songs.
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Chapter 8

A Divinely Inspired Poet —
| in Two Senses

There have been, and there are, many great poets. But there is a
difference between poets who are ordinary human beings and other
great poets with a streak of the divine in them. Sankaracarya,
Jiianasambandhar, Nammazhvar, Sadasiva Brahmendra& possessed the
poetic muse that was combined with divine inspiration. If a poet
composes a poem inspired by I§vara we call it an arutkavi (in Tamil). It
means that the poem in question is composed by the poet not out of his
own imagination and experience but as a product of divine inspiration.
Because of the Lord’s grace, his poetry transcends his own intelligence,
reasoning and experience. The poetry of great men is divinely inspired
in another sense — one must say in another sense too. How? While such
poetry gives aesthetic delight to those who read it, it also bestows on
them divine grace. Generally speaking, if the term arutkavi means a
poem inspired by divine grace, the poetry of great men inspired by
divine grace is such as to impart divine grace to its readers also.

The poetry composed by great men in a state of ecstasy aroused by
their perception of the divine and during moments of self- forgetfulness
is arutkavi — and it is divine grace that inspires them to sing it.
Sambandhamifti® says: “My utterance is but your utterance.”” The
Acarya too, while concluding his Saundaryalahari, says: “Tvadiyabhih
vagbhih tava janani vacam stutiriyam.’’ It means: “Mother, this, your
hymn, is made up of your own words.” It is not only that such poems
are divinely inspired, the great men who compose them are themselves
dispensers of blessings. The hymns, besides being the product of divine

-grace, are themselves capable of conferring grace on us.

These men of grace have no compulsion to compose poetry. When
they can impart their blessings directly to people, why should they have
recourse to composing poetry to do the same? There is a reason for their
doing so. It is only people who can see these men of grace before their
eyes that can receive their blessings. Though such great men continue to
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bless usin their subtle form even after their departure, people like us are
unfortunately not able to grasp them. Even the Paramatman we can
imagine only by trying to give Him a form.

Those who actually saw the Acarya and Jfianasambandhar must-

havereceived their blessings the moment they had darshan of them. But
such darshan cannot be had for ever. The world had the Acarya’s
darshanonly for 32 years. In the case of Jianasambandhar it was only for
half that period. Great men like them must have been, out of their
compassion, anxious that even after their passing people must have the
benefit of their teachings. That is why they have gathered together all
their grace, compressed and packed it so to speak, in their poems, hymns
and songs that keep blessing people generation after generation; indeed
eternally. It means that the blessings of ISvara are received through the
grace of these great men.

Through'the Saundaryalahariwe receive the lahari or wave of grace
of the Acarya. Here another idea comes to mind. The Acarya is grace
incarnate, the abode of compassion. So receiving his grace is tantamount
to seeing him in person. It follows that through his hymn of the
Saundaryalahari he not only brings us face to face with Amba but also
grants us his own darshan. In the end, who is she, who is he?

Who is Amba? Who is the Acarya?

The two are one and the same. The world obtained the darshan of
the Acarya for 32 years, and only for 32 years, when he dwelt in his body
made up of the five elements. But he has adopted a new body called the
Saundaryalahari and in it he is present as sound which is but his form
of grace transformed. And in this embodiment of sound that is the
Saundaryalahari he grants his darshan as long as this world lasts.

A few more words must be added about inspired poetry that
. conveys to us the grace of the Lord. Whatever hymn you recite with true
feelings of devotion, why, even if you mumble it incoherently but with
bhakti, you will receive the blessings of the Lord. But, unfortunately,
such devotion is hard to come by. Itis in this context that poetry that has
the power to bless us comes to our help. Such hymns instil devotion in
those who read them. When we recite the Tevarams of Appars, that is
when we repeat the words that poured out of the saint-poet’s heart, the
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heart that had melted in devotion, they melt our hearts too and inspire
bhakti in us. The Saundaryalahari does not possess this quality to the
same degree. All the same it attracts us with its aesthetic and poetic

~contentand draws us towards Amba3, filling us with feelings of devotion.

There is arutkavi of another kind. I speak of “kavi” here in the
sense of “kavita” (poetry). In Sanskrit “kavi” means “poet” and his
work (his composition) is “kavya” or “kavita”. In Tamil both the poet
and his poem are called “kavi”, as if the person who composes a poem
himself takes its form. I was going to speak about one kind of arutkavi.
In this kind it is immaterial whether or not we have the requisite
devotion. Let it be whatever... The devotional poetry I have in mind
does not bestow grace on us because we are devout, nor does it inspire
devotion in us, and reward us with blessings. But it brings us divine
grace if we recite it because of the special quality of its sound.

The sound of such poems has divine power which manifests itself
irrespective of whether or not we who read them are devout. Not only
dowe need tobe particularly devout, the poem in question also need not
be specially meaningful, nor capable of evoking aesthetic pleasure or be
moving otherwise. However, on account of the special nature of the
sound of its words, it will be capable of capturing divine grace and
making it available to us. This is what is called mantragakti, the potency
of mantras. Words that are imbued with mantrik energy, if chanted
repeatedly (if we keep muttering them, perform what is called japa),
even without being aware of their meaning and without any emotional
involvement, the divine power of their sounds will bring us manifold
blessings. Many a great man has sung many a hymn. All their devotional
works are noted for the meaning they convey, their poetic flavour,
emotional content and so on. Combined with these qualities is the
mantrik character of their sounds. We also note that there are two kinds
of hymns: some are of a high order because of the ideas and meaning
they convey; and some are notable for the blessings they bring us

- characterised as they are by mantrik power.

None of the compositions of the Acarya can be said to be lacking in
meaningfulness. Each is a mine of gems, not ordinary gems or gems of

the “imitation” variety. There are two hymns of the Acarya that learned  _ *

men have chosen for their mantrik power, the mantrik power with which
each stanzaisinstinct. AsThave already mentioned, one of the two is the
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Subrahmanya-Bhujangam, the other is the Saundaryalahari. Itis not the
first 41 stanzas alone of the latter work—they deal with mantra sastra—
that have mantrik power. All the 100 stanzas have such power. The latter
part of the composition comprising the stanzas that describe Amba’s
beauty can fetch the power of the divine because of the exalted nature
of the sound of the verses and their high mantrik strength. Each of these
stanzas will bring its own special benefit if recited repeatedly, that is in
the manner of performing japa. Generation after generation, countless
numbers of people have followed this practice and been rewarded. One
has to be initiated into this practice by a guru, in private, and one must
understand the import conveyed by the verses.

Asa devotional composition, or asa poem, anyone will find reading
the Saundaryalaharirewarding. But if it is regarded as a mantra $astra,
from which benefits are to be derived, one mustbe guided by a guruand
one must observe a certain discipline.

There is another way of regarding the hymn.

All we have to do is to read the hymn, keeping in mind the one
benefit of unflinching devotion to the goddess. All other benefits are
encompassed by it and will naturally flow from it. You will not mind
even if these other benefits do not come to you, or are not granted by
Amba. If you are truly devoted you will not expect any reward.

The hymns composed by the Acaryato Siva, Visnu, Amba and other
deities are divinely inspired in two senses : [ have explained this earlier.
Apart from the “Anandalahari”, which forms the first part of the
Saundaryalahari, he has composed a separate work called the
Anandalahari. Then we have his long hymns to Amba like the Devi-
Bhujangam, the Tripurasundari-manasapija-stotram, the
Tripurasundari-Catussastyupacara-piija-stotram, the Tripurasundari-
Veda-pada-stavam. Then there are shorter hymns like the
Annapiirnastakam, the Ambastakam and the Bhavani-Bhujangam. The
Acarya has also composed hymns to the deities of temples like Madurai
Minaksi, Srngeri Saradamba, Srigailam Bhramaramba. Like his
S:iva‘para'dha-k$am§pana-stotran'1 is his Kali-stuti which is a prayer to
Amba to forgive us our sins. It (Kali-stuti) is also called
Kalyaparadhabhafijana-stotram. Knowledgeable peopleread this work
religiously believing that it was written by the Acarya when he was in
Bengal which is famous for Sakti worship.
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Though the Acarya has composed scores of devotional poems on
various deities, his Saundaryalahari is celebrated the world over as
occupying the “top” position. In the Astottara namavali [Astottara-
satam, string of 108 names] to the Acarya himself, there is a reference to
this fact: “Saundaryalahari-mukhya-bahustotra-vidhayakaya-namah”:
“‘obeisance to the one who has created many hymns, chief among them
being the Saundaryalahari”.

There is no reference to any other hymn of his (in the Astottara
namavali). Just as among his commentaries on works already existing
[source books of Vedanta] his expository treatise on the Brahmasiitra
occupies the pre-eminent position, and among his original Vedantic
works (prakarana granthas) the Vivekaciidamani (The Crest Jewel of
Discrimination) is the crestjewel, so among his devotional compositions
the Saundaryalahari occupies the highest place.

‘ To people reading the Saundaryalahari any number of hidden or
inner meanings will reveal themselves according to their perception,
maturity, learning, nature and standing in life. So many meanings [of
the passages of the Saundaryalahari] have suggested themselves to
different devotees. This will be the case in the future also. We cannot say
that “it is all over with this”; new shades of meaning will keep
emerging: it is like the water in a spring welling up as you keep digging
the earth. [am here speaking to you about the meanings that occur to me
and it does not mean that there is nothing more to be said. Those who
keep digging deeper and deeper and keep diving deeper and deeper
will come up with new gems. If, out of the compassion of Amb3, one or
more from among you present new meanings to me it will be a great
ratnabhiseka or muktabhisekal for me. -

Note

I Great ones like the Mahasvami are usually honoured with a “kanakabhiseka’’, shower
of gold coins or small flowers made of gold. Here he suggests that he will feel more

honoured by the discovery of new meanings of the h i i
‘ ymn than by being sprinkled
with (or bathed with) gems and pearls. ¢ 8% )
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Chapter 9

Commentaries on the Hymn

There are poetical works that appeal to our literary sensibilities and
they are interpreted according to our degree of maturity. Then there are
verses that deal with mantra §astra in an aphoristic manner and they are
commented upon elaborately. The Saundaryalahariis remarkable for its
poetic beauty; at the same time it deals with subtle mantrik concepts. So
it has come to have a large number of commentaries. It is learnt that
there are 34 commentaries of the poem in Sanskrit, but all of them may
not be available now!. Of them the one by Laksmidhara is particularly
renowned. It is from Bhaskararaya’s commentary on the Lalita-
Sahasranaman that we have come to know many details with regard to
Lalitopasana (the worship of Lalita), also called Srividya tantra. Like
Bhaskararaya for the Sahasranamam is Laksmidhara for the
Saundaryalahari. Also famous to an extent are the commentaries by two
distinguished scholars? : “Saubhagyavardhini” and “Arunamodini”.
Recently we obtained the Anandagiri commentary from the Manuscripts
Library of Nepal. Anandagiri, who was proficient in mantra $astra,
mentions that he wrote his commentary at the instance of the Sankaracarya?
of a matha of his time. Among the immediate disciples of Adi Sankara
there was an Anandagiri. It is believed that he was the same as
Totakacarya. There is also an Anandagiri who wrote tikas or_glosses for
some of the Acarya’sbhasyas or commentaries. There was an Anandagiri
among those who wrote the life of the Acarya— that is one of the
“Sankaravijayas”. We have now learned that among the ancient
commentators of the Saundaryalahari too there was one with the same
name.

Of the many commentaries of the Saundaryalahari there is one
called “Gopalasundari”. A noteworthy features of it: the commentator
claims that the work also sings the praises of Visnu. So his interpretation
is from the standpoint of the worship of Amba as well as of Visnu. Just
as there is a special mantra that brings Lalitamba and Krsna together as
Gopalasundari, there is a Vaisnava exposition of our hymn to Amba.
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Madhustidana Sarasvati who was a great exponent of Advaita has

similarly written a commentary on the Siva-mahimna-stotra from the
Vaisnavaangle.

The fame of the Saundaryalaharicould be gauged from the fact that
palm-leaf manuscripts of the hymn and commentaries are to be found
in every part of India and in libraries such as the Sarasvati Mahal in
Tafnjavir, the Bhandarkar Oriental Institute, Pune, and the Baroda
Library. People in Kagmir believe that the Acarya composed the hymn
in their land and they are proud of the fact.

Apart from being inscribed on palm-leaves, this work is also
engraved on stone. The sanctum of Sugandhakuntalamba in the
Matrbhiitesvara temple on the Rock Fort at Tirucirapalli is particularly
sacred. The goddess is called “Mattuvar Kuzhali” in Tamil.
“Tayumanavar” (Tayum Anavar) is the beautiful Tamil equivalent of
“Matrbhitesvara”. The Mother Goddess in the temple here is Mattuvar
Kuzhali. The sanctum itself is shaped like a Sricakra. In nearby
Jambukesvaram (Tiruvanaika) it was the Acérya who fixed the Sricakra
tatankas (ear-ornaments) on the ears of Akhilandesvari. The 41 stanzas,
comprising the first part of the Saundaryalahari, were inscribed on stone
here long, long ago; and, it is said, at the instance of the Acérya himself.
In the Saundaryalahari, at the very beginning of his portrayal of Amba

from her tresses of hair to her sacred feet (kesadi-padantam), he extols

the tresses of hair in the words, “cikura-nikurumbam...saurabhyam
sahaja” (Stanza 43). It means hair that is naturally sweet-scented.
(Kuntala is the kuzhal in kuzhali.) The Acarya’s connection with the
sanctum of Sugandhakuntalamba is appropriate.

It is believed that the Saundaryalahari is inscribed on the walls of
the edifice of Parvati and Paramaesvara on Kailasa and that it was the
work of Ganapati who had inscribed the Mahabharata on the slopes of

- theMerumountain. Thereis also a story that the Gandharva Puspadanta,

author of the S]'va-mahimna-stotra, engraved the hymn on the walls
around Kailasa.

The fact that there are many such stories about the hymn speaks for
its greatness.
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[ will mention a fact that is likely to astound people who think that
all such accounts [as given above] are fictitious. The present story takes
the Saundaryalaharifarbeyond Kailasa to America. You know that there
is a place called Philadelphia City in Pennsylvania state in that country.
In the Philadelphia Museum of Art there are many palm-leaf manuscripts
and among them there is one of the Saundaryalahari. Whatis interesting
about it is that it carries a portrait of Amba along with each stanza to
illustrate the idea or meaning it conveys. Each leaf has three stanzas and
three pictures. In all there are 36 leaves or so. There are a number of
indologists in America and the palm-leaf manuscript of our hymn was
bought as an art treasure at a very high price. The professor of Sanskrit
in Pennsylvania University sent one leaf of the manuscript with its three
stanzas to Raghavan?of Madras University with arequest to explain how
the pictures served to interpret the meaning of the verses. I myself saw
the palm-leaf with the three pictures when I visited the (Madras)
University. On that leaf there was a picture by the side of each stanza.
One of the verses — there is no description of Amba’s physical form in
it — speaks of the goddess thus: “You are the mind, you are space, you
are wind....” (Stanza 35). Even this is illustrated symbolically.

Another copy of this palm-leaf manuscriptis in the Baroda Library.
Somehow one copy went across to America.

The Saundaryalahari has always enjoyed fame in Tamil Nadu.
Many years ago Virai Kaviraja Pandita did a Tamil translation in verse.
Now the hymn is very much in fashion. Women form into groups and
sing the verses, rendering them in various ragas (ragamalika). Such
groups are to be met in village after village, town after town.

Above everything else [speaking of the hymn] there is something
specially important to us. Of the many forms of Amba, the beautiful
Rajarajesvari of the Saundaryalahari dwells in the temple of our Matha,
Kafici Kamakostha. The Kamaksi who is here is indeed Rajarajesvari. The
temple has many connections with the Acarya. It was here that he re-
established the Kamakoti Pitha that had declined in between, and
consecrated the Sricakra as a forceful living entity. At the same place he
ascended the Sarvajfia Pitha (seat of omniscience). Here it was that he
attained videhamukti (liberated, shedding his mortal coils). There is a
life-size idol of the Acarya in the Kamaksi temple. The Acarya has a
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great connection with the Kanci Kamaksi temple. Hisjayanti®is observed
for ten days starting from Vaisakha Sukla Paficamié (the day of his
avatara). Every day, during these ten days, his processional image is
taken out and installed outside the Gayatri mandapa on a seat facing
Amba. Every day 10 stanzas from the Saundaryalahari are recited (thus
100 stanzas in 10 days). On the tenth day the processional image of the
Acarya and the processional deity of Amba are kept in the Sukravara
mandapa in the outer ambulatory : the last ten stanzas of the hymn are
recited here. It is customary to honour the Acarya's mirti (the image)
with parivattam (cloth tied round the head). It seems such honour as
parivattamand pattabhisekam (coronation) are bestowed on the Acarya's
mirti chiefly because he is the author of the Saundaryalahari.

Why is the hymn considered so great? What is the reason for its
being so popular? The chief reason is that it brings before us the
Paramatman in the form of Mother.

Notes & References

1 The Saundaryalahari was published by Sri A. Kuppuswaml (in 1978) with nine
commentaries in the original Sanskrit, and with short notes in English and Tamil.
And in 1986 the same editor (Sri A.K.) brought out a second edition with 10
commentaries. Both editions were published under the direction of His Holiness
the 68th Acarya of the Kafici Sankara Matha (Mahasvami).

2 Kaivalyasrama and Kamesvara Stri

3 From the commentary of Anandagiri we come to know that the name of the
Sankaracarya was Anandavara Krtsna Sankaracarya. So far (1992) we have no
knowledge of the period in which he lived and of the matha of which he was the
head.

4 Thelate Dr V. Raghavan, well-known indologist.

There are apparently two illustrated manuscripts of the Saundaryalahari.
W. Norman Brown, Professor of Sanskrit, University of Pennsylvania, is the author
of the book, The Saundaryalahari or Flood of Beauty, published by Harvard University
Press in 1958. He writes: “The two illustrated manuscripts of the Saundaryalahari
[he calls them B1, B2] contain a miniature painting for each stanza of the text. B1 is
clearly the earlier, and either its illustrations or some very nearly identical series of
illustrations were copied by the artists of B2; compositions and treatment are almost’
identical in the two, though B2 in several cases carelessly departs from B1 with a loss
of exactitude or appropriateness of detail. The two manuscripts have the same size
and format of page, with dimensions of 8/ in. in length and about 4 in. in depth.
Many of the paintings of B1 are in a very late form of the Early West Indian style, the
rest in a kind of “Rajput” or Rajasthani style. The paintings of B2 are all in a Rajput
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style. In the use of colours B1 has the more limited palette, employing the narrow
range of the Early Western Indian style — two reds, blue, green, yellow, black, white.
B2 has a wider range, using more of the shades appearing in Rajput painting. The
colours of B1 are darker in tone than those of B2 and have been rubbed more and
reproduce less clearly...”

Norman Brown believes that Bl was “manufactured” in the last quarter of the 16th
century or the first quarter of the 17th century; and B2 during the first half of the
17th century, “not long after the presumptive time of B1....”

5 The birthday or birth anniversary of divine incarnations, sages, acaryas is known as
“jayanti”.

6 The fifth day of the waxing moon of the month of Vaisakha (May-June).
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Chapter 10
Mother Worship

Auvvaisd says that mother and father are the first gods we come to
recognize. The Vedas exhort us to think of mother as well as father as
God. Both (Auvvai and the Vedas) place mother first, before father.

“Look upon mother as God.” If we reverse the order of the words
in the sentence, it will read, “Look upon God as mother.” It is when we
think of our mother as God that we think of Amba and worship her.
There is greater joy in regarding the Paramatman as Mother than in
thinking of him in any other form. Why? There is no one more loving
than a mother. We feel free before our mother and do not fear her in the
least. Nor are we shy in her presence. When we are with her there is no
cause for fear or shyness. When fear grips a child it cries “Mother” and
goes and hugs her. When we are with our mother we do not have any
sense of shame about all those thoughts and emotions that come with
age and trouble our mind: indeed these are erased in her presence.

A mother’s love is unique; itis unalloyed and absolute. The mother
loves her son with all her heart, no matter how he behaves, and she does
not mind whether or not he has affection for her. We say, “The mother’s
heart is like that of one mad with affection, the son’s heart is stone.” The
Devi-aparadha-ksamapana-stotram has this!: “A wicked son there may
be, but a wicked mother never.” We cling to our mother from the very
moment of our birth. We are formed of her life, of her body, of the food
she eats. From feeding us to everything else we are dependent on her
from birth. It is in our childhood that our mother’s love is the most
intense. It is then that our love for her is also the most intense. We are
then totally dependent on her. It is now, when our mind is not disturbed
by desire and carnal love, that she becomes our only refuge. It is in
childhood that we surrender to her in the firm belief that “she is there
to look after us, that she will do everything for us”. To have utter faith,
to have the attitude of surrender, to have a mind that is free from
thoughts of desire and carnal love — it is in fact because of the godly
nature inherent in being childlike that we think of the Paramatman as
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Mother. Whether it is hungry, whether it longs for some plaything or
other, whether it is suffering from some pain, whatever it is, the child
clings to that one entity, the mother. Similarly, to hold on to the
Paramatman securely one must make oneself a child and look upon him
as the World Mother. The Upanisads exhort us to make ourselves a
child, to become a child.?

To look upon the Paramatman as the Universal Mother does not
mean that we try to be happy thinking of an imaginary or non-existent
entity. As a matter of fact the Paramatman who is the source of all
qualities has in him motherhood also. Is not the Paramatman the root of
all mothers of the world, all their filial affection, all their spirit of
sacrifice? So, even if we do not imagine him to be one, the Paramatman
has motherhood overflowing in him. It is this that Manikkavacakars
refers to when he speaks of “the One that is the supreme mother
compassionate”. He also says: “Father indeed is mother, the
incomparable gem.” Apparsvamigals exclaims, addressing the Lord:
“You are father, you are mother.” It is by perceiving the motherly
character of the Paramatman that these saint-poets have spoken thus.

However loving our mother is, the mother who has given us birth,
our connection with her is not everlasting, since it will be severed when
she dies or when we die. In different births we are born to different
mothers. But the root or source of the love of all these mothers, the
Paramatman, is eternal. That is why the words, “the continuing
motherhood” The Paramatman is not merely the mother of the body
that perishes but the mother compassionate of the imperishable life (or
Self), protecting us here and hereafter. This Paramatman is not the
mother of just five or ten children, but the mother of all creatures
including worms and other insects, elephants and lions, human beings
and celestials. It is this Great Mother that creates not only the food
needed by each and every being but also other objects needed for their
enjoyment. For the baby there is milk in the mother’s breast and when
itis in the womb it is fed through the umbilical cord connecting the two.
Is such an arrangement made by each mother individually? No, there is
a Great Mother, Parasakti, whose work it is.

The Paramatman nourishes not only our body but also our life and
is the mother who fosters our knowledge and makes us aware of the
Atman. As mother he gives us milk to sustain our body, but what is
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more he gives us the milk of jfiana (enlightenment) that dissolves all
distinctions such as mother and son and indeed makes the two one [with
the milk of jiana we become one with the Paramatman].

Extending the logic that we must adore our mother in our present
birth as God; we must worship the Paramatman as Mother since he is the
cause of all our births and at the same time the cause of the cessation of
our births.

We may think of the Paramatman in any form we like and he will
bestow his grace on us taking that form. If we pray to the Parabrahman
that he must become our mother, become Ambika, he will do so and
bless us in answer to our prayer.

If you ask why the formless should have a form, it is because all of
us have originated from that root and that root is our mother and we are
its children. Leave aside the fact that we too are formless, that we too are
the Atman; that is something of which we have no awareness yet. All
that our mind can grasp now is that the multifarious forms of life,
animals, birds and so on, must have a root. Also note how all those
belonging to the same species are similar. This root is mother and all
those who have sprung from this root are her children.

The child wants to see its mother; it wants her to be by its side. What
is the point if she leaves its food in any place she likes and disappears?
The child will not touch that food; she must present herself before the
child and feed it herself. More than the food what it wants is its mother.
It is happy if it can see her, if she is by its side. It is not enough if she
keeps calling from somewhere inside the house, “My darling child, my
prince!” The child must see her. The mother must lift it up and carry it
in her arms. When it looks at her face it smiles happily. We too are

children, aren’t we? Yes, of Parasakti. We too feel that it is not enough .

to know that a formless Parasakti, Parasakti thatis a concept, is protecting
us. Parasakti must come before us lovingly to protect us and she must
come in a form that we can see. Only then will we find happiness and
fulfilment. '

If we wish to perceive the Paramatman as the embodiment of
compassion that is supreme, then there is no form other than that of
Amba to represent it. For the child its mother, for the calf the cow.
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Likewise for all creatures, throughout all their births, at any time
Paradevata (Parasakti) is the mother. If we love her lotus feet with ali
our heart there will be fullness in our life. If we worship her as Mother
such love will naturally begin to flow as a flood from our hearts. When
we meditate on Amba ceaselessly, such meditation itself will become

thet sz'icred water to relieve us of our pain and to wipe away all our sins.
This it is that is the spring of all love.

We often say, “Brothers and sisters” : these words used in a public
lecture or in writing come only from our lips. For such words to be
sincerely felt we must realize inwardly that all of us have in truth the
Paramatman as the One Mother, which sentiment . i5 reflected in the
words of Kalidasa, “Namaste jagadekamatah” (Obeisance to you, the
One Mother of the World)*. The love that inspires us to embrac,e all
creatures as our brethren will spring in our hearts when we become
aware that there is but one mother common to all of them and to us.

Notes & References

1 “Kuputro jayeta kvacidapi kumiata na bhavati.”

2 The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 3.5.1.

3 c . = ess
Toc.iarndu ninren tayarai’’ (You have become my mother by being near me
continually.) — Apparsvamigal's Tiruttandakam.

4 From the §y§ma]§dandakam.
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Devi in Sacred Literature

For the reasons mentioned above, the Paramatman, in his feminine
form of Mother, has been worshipped from Vedic times. Vedic hymns
like the "Sristiktam", the "Durgastiktam”, the "Ratristiktam" and the
"Devistiktam" and the praises addressed to Usas (goddess of dawn),
Aditi and so on are part of the tradition of Devi worship. Of the 108
Upanisads there are three centred on Amba. In the Mahabharata we see
that Arjuna worships Durga, and in the Bhagavatam we note that the
gopis and Rukmini adore Amba to win a good husband. Great seers like
Hayagriva, Agastya and Durvasas have sung the praises of the goddess.
Poets like Kalidasa too have composed numerous hymns to her.

The Tamil Tevaram, Tiruvacakam, Tirumurai and
Divyaprabandhams, as they extol Siva or Visnu as the case may be, do so
along with singing the praises of Amba or Laksmi (Amba together with
Siva and Laksmi together with Visnu.) In the (Tamil literary) division

- called Aindinai' we learn that Amba has been worshipped from time

immemorial in Tamil Nadu as Korravai, the presiding deity of Palai or
arid country. In the Jaina poetical work called Silappadikaram there is
alongand beautiful panegyric to Korravai thatis Durga and it captivates
our minds. In the temples of Tamil Nadu, the sanctum of Amman
(Amba) and Sukravaraseva’are specially important. In the Tirumantiram
of Tirumilaré much is said about the glory of Sakti. Tayumanavars has
sung the praises of Parvatavardhini (Akhilandesvariand Brhannayaki).
Ramalingasvamigal® has composed a devotional poem on Tiruvorriytr
Tripurasundari. Today Abhirami Antad® is arenowned work. Bharati®
has also composed poems extolling Sakti. I have heard that there is an
ancient Tamil hymn to Varahi, a goddess not much worshipped in later

times.

The chief reason why the Saundaryalaharihas a pre-eminent place
(among devotional hymns) is that it is a poem on Mother who is so dear
to us and who is so intimately connected with us. Also the one who has *
composed it, the Acdrya, is not only the recipient of the blessings of
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Amba, he is indeed an aspect of hers. That the great Acarya who is an
exponent of Advaita, which speaks of a Reality that has neither a name
nor a form, is the author of the work makes it glorious beyond words.

References

Titisa part of Tamil literature.

2 Devotions to the goddess on Fridays.

46

Chapter 12

The Two "Laharis" and Their Names

Why the name "Saundaryalahari'? "Saundaryam" means "beauty".
What is "sundaram" is "saundaryam". "Lahari" means a flow, a wave; it
is also understood as a "big wave" or as a "billow". The meaning proper
here (in the title of the hymn) is "a flow that comes in wave after wave",
"beauty that comes cascading and in a flood".

The source of all beauty in the world is the Paramatman. This hymn
is called "Saundaryalaharl” because it portrays the beauty of the
Paramatma-Sakti in the form of Mother, describing her from head to

foot.

A work consisting of a hundred stanzas is usually called a "Satakam".
There is a hymn to Stirya (the Sun God) called Maytirasatakam. I have
already told you about Miika's Paficasati consisting. of five parts, each
called a Satakam. The entire composition comprising the five satakams
is Paficasati. I also told you about Dvisati by Durvasas which has two
gatakams. In Tamil too there are works like Tondaimandala-satakam
and Kumaresa-satakam.

Neither of the Acarya's devotional works, each consisting of a
hundred stanzas, the one addressed to Siva and the other to Amba, is
called a "Satakam". Both have "lahari" in their titles. We do not know
whether the Acarya himself gave these titles to his works or whether
others gave them — or did the titles "happen" on their own? Of the two
hymns, the one in praise of I$varais the Sivanandalahariand the second,
devoted to Amba3, is the Saundaryalahari.

The two compositions have come from the Acarya as ariver in flood
breaking over its embankments and originating from the heights of
devotional fervour. They are not the outcome of deliberation but the
spontaneous outpouring of his inner experience that is like water
welling up in a spring and flowing in waves. That is how the word
"lahari" used in the title must be considered apt.
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Since the hymns take the form of a flood that comes in waves we
too float in them. If they were known as "satakams" it would mean that
with the hundredth stanza we would reach the shore [that is our poetic
and devotional journey would come to an end with the hundredth
$loka]. But the word "lahari" in the titles suggests that without reaching
the shore we could continue to keep floating in the hymns, or to keep
swimming or boating in them for as long as we like. In other words, we
do not stop abruptly with the hundredth stanza with which the Acarya
concludes either work. The divine joy we derive from reading the hymns
we will continue to experience in a heightened manner as we picture to
ourselves the beauty streaming in a flood from Amba and the sport of
I$vara manifested in waves. Without setting a limit to the devotee's
imagination—which would have been the case had the hymnsbeen called
"Satakams"—the Acarya seems to suggest through the word "lahari” in
the titles: "Let your thoughts that keep revolving round and round the
divine Father and Mother be such as can become a continuous flow,
thoughts occurring to you according to your different perceptions of the
hymns."

The Acérya is as humble, and as modest, as he is inte].lectually
eminent and spiritually great. So he does not claim that he has risen to
the heights of devotional fervour and that his hymns flowed from them
as a stream (that is "lahari"). However, the titles Sivanandalahari and
Saundaryalahari occur in the text of the two respective hymns. This is
particularly noteworthy. Such does not seem to be the case with the
Acarya's other works. Youmay ask, "Take the example of Bhaja Govindam.
Is not this title taken from the very first words of the hymn?" The answer
isitisnot so. The title of what we call Bhaja Govindamis actually Moha-
Mudgaram. "Mudgaram" means a (horse) whip. That which splits one's
moha (delusion) is "moha-mudgaram”. But the hymn is sung as a
musical composition with a pallavi' and a number of caranas?. At theend
of each stanza there is a refrain, "Bhaja Govindam, bhaja Govindam,
bhaja Govindam miidha-mate." People came to identify the hymn with
"Bhaja Govindam" and the two words came to be used as its title. It is
onlyin the two "laharihymns" that the words occurring in their respective
texts "Anandalahari" and "Saundaryalahari" —became their titles.

Let us see where the Acarya uses these terms (the titles of the two
hymns.) First Sivanandalahari. The very first of the 100 stanzas of the
Saundaryalahan starts with these words, "Sivah Saktya yukto", that is

48

The Two “Laharis” and Their Names

it starts with the name of Siva. Later in the text also it is mentioned that
Amba takes great delight in listening to the praises of Siva sung by
Sarasvati (Stanza 66). So it would please Amba if we examined
Sivanandalahari first.

"Sivanandalahari” means thejoy that comes as a flood as we become
aware of Siva or "Sivam". In other words it is knowing inwardly all the
countless auspicious qualities of Siva, his glory, his grace, his might, and
how hesportsin his various forms —the burning of Kama, the destruction
of Kala and of Tripura, his wandering as a mendicant in the Daruka
forest, his marriage to Parvati, Kailasa darsana, his dance as Nataraja, his
taking the form of a hunter, how Brahma and Visnu went in search of his
head and feet respectively.

The same Siva when internalised without a form is known as
"Sivam". According to the Mandukya Upanisad, when a seeker transcends
the states of wakefulness, dream and sleep and comes to the state in
which he realizes that the Atman is One and only one—that is when he
arrives at the fourth state called "turiya", with the realization that the
universe itself is absorbed in this state and experiences Sivam, thatis the
oneand only Reality -- he himself becomes Sivam. Thus the hymn brings
us twofold bliss in speaking about the two types of Siva: the "lilananda"
with regard to Siva and the "Atmananda" with regard to Sivam.
"Sivanandalahari” is the proper name for it since the two types of bliss
rise as a cascade from it.

Letus see in what context the Acarya uses the term "Sivanandalahari".
In the very first stanza he pays obeisance to Parvati and Parames$vara.
Such is the tradition — to speak of Siva together with Amba as
"Sambamirti" or "Sambasiva" (sa + Ambi = Samba, meaning "together
with Amba"). The Acarya first refers to Siva and Sakti as a pair. In the
next stanza he uses the term "Sivanandalahari", concluding the verse
thus: "Vasanti macceto hrdabhuvi Sivanandalahari".

What does the Acarya say here? He refers to the river of bliss that
devotion to Paramesvara is, mentions where it rises, what it does during -
its course and where it has its confluence, that is where it ends its
journey. This stream of bliss has its source in the story that tells all about
Siva's divine sport. A river sweeps away all dirt as it courses along.
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Similarly, this river of bliss or1gmat1ng from devotion to Siva w1pes
away the impurities caused by our sins. Apart from being a purifier,

does not a river bring relief from heat, provide cool water for people to
drink, to bathe and irrigate their crops? In the same way, the Sivananda
river, apart from doing away with our sins, destroys our pain — not of
the throat or stomach but of our worldly existence. Then it divides itself
into distributaries and forms into a delta consisting of all those branches
of external knowledge perceived by the intelligence and empties itself
into the lake that is the Lord's will or consciousness.

A river has to empty itself, find its destination, somewhere. Most
rivers empty themselves in the ocean but some find their destination in
lakes. Small streams and canals find their way even into a puzhaler?.
Afteritfallsinto the sea ariver cannotbe harnessed for irrigation nor can
its water be drawn for drinking. But rivers that fall into lakes are always
useful. The flood of Sivananda that has taken the form of $lokas
composed by the Acarya, is it not useful to the world for all time? If he
were to answer expressly, "Itis so", it would be mistaken for arrogance.
So he says in a veiled manner, "The Sivananda river has collected itself
in the lake of my consciousness." "Mat-ceto-hrda" means the "lake of my
consciousness". The river of lilananda arising from the story of Siva
empties itself into the consciousness of the devotee and, collecting itself
there, becomes tranquil spiritual bliss.

The term "Saundaryalahari" occurs in the third of the stanzas
describing Amba's beautiful form, from her head of hair to her feet—it
is the 44th stanza of the hymn taken as a whole. The Sricakra consists of
43 triangles. There is a view that the Bindu at the centre is also a triangle,
thus making the total number of triangles in the Sricakra 44. The
Saundaryalahari itself mentions 44 triangles when it says
"catuscatvarimsad-vasudala-kalasra (third line, 11th stanza). The Sricakra
is not only the home, the residence, of Amba: it is indeed her form as a
diagram (yantra-svartipam). With the 41st stanza the Acarya concludes
the portion deahng with yantra, mantra and tantra. Even though he
depicts Amba's physical form in a manner thatall people can take delight
in without difficulty, he gives us a hint of his interest in, and devotion
to, §astra also by describing her yantra form in the 44th stanza in which
he uses the term "Saundaryalahari" to indicate the flood of beauty that
Amba's physical form is.
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Tooneof his Satakams the Acarya gives the name of "Sivanandalahari”
which yields the meaning, "the stream of joy associated with Siva". The
name "Siva" is expressly mentioned here. But in the second satakam no
such prefix has been used to denote that the hymn is about Amba. The
title is merely "Saundaryalahari" which means a flood of beauty.
Ambastakam, Amba-paficaratnam, Devi-bhujanigam, Devi-catussasti-
upacara-piija-stotram are some of the Acarya's other hymns. The title of
this satakam on the goddess is not similar; it is not "Amba-
Saundaryalahari” or "Devi-Saundaryalahari".

The fact is saundaryam itself means Amba. Is that not so? Is it not
enough to say "panakam" to denote a sweet drink? Is it necessary to say
"vella-panakam??" When we squeeze limes, oranges and apples we get
lime-juice, orange-juice and apple-juice. But we also add to them
jaggery or another form of it, sugar. When we refer to the beauty of other
gods or goddesses we have to specifically mention their names (that is
the name of the god or goddess concerned must be used as a prefix
before the word meamng beauty). But the source of their beauty is
Amba; the material or "commodity" out of which their beauty has been
made is Amba — Amba is the root of all beauty.

That which makes all beautiful things beautiful, all beautiful
objects beautiful, that which is the be-all and end-all of everything that
is beautiful is the beauty of Amba. The beauty of Amba alone is true
beauty. So, while speaking of Amba's beauty, we do not have to
specifically use the word "Amba's" before "beauty". [The word "beauty”
itself means Amba.]

Notes

1 . e . s
The opening part of a Carnatic musical composition. It also serves as the refrain.

2 The concluding part of a Carnatic composition, following the "anupallavi". (Thus a
Carnatic composition consists of the pallavi, the anupallavi and the caranam.)

3 Puzhaleri ,name of a lake that supplies drinking water to the city of Chennai.

4 Vella-panakam : a tautological expression, "sweet drink made of jaggery".
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Chapter 13

A Title with Universal Appeal

Another point occurs to me. If we were to include "Amba" in the
title, it would mean that the work is of interest to followers of our
religion alone. People belonging to other faiths, as well as atheists,
would have no interest in it. If the title were merely "Beauty" — "Flood
of Beauty", "Saundaryalahari” —it would arouse universal interest, that
is even people belonging to other religions, atheists, and so on would be
interested in it. Beauty has a universal appeal. The natural beauty of
Kasmir enchants the American as much as it does the Englishman.
Affluent people from our country go to enjoy the scenic beauty of
Switzerland. It is not only nature that attracts. People without any
difference flock to see man-made objects of beauty like sculptures. Even
more than noble qualities like love and sacrifice, it is outward beauty
that attracts all people. Those who are opposed to one another, who are
atloggerheads with one another, come together when it is a question of
appreciating beauty.

A book with the word "Beauty" in the title will attract all people,
irrespective of their religion or caste and irrespective of whether they
are devotees of God or are atheists. Once they start reading it they will
become engrossed in it as they find in it a feminine being of surpassing
beauty depicted by a gifted poet. Like a sugar-coated pill, if a book has
hidden in it the medicine to nurture the Atman (Self) -- though outwardly
or superficially it describes beauty — those who read it for its passages
on beauty will, without realising it themselves, become involved in
[higher matters like] devotion to Amba. Even those who do not respond
to the name of Amba will become devoted to her after being drawn to
her by the portrayal of her beauty. And those who read it, appreciating
it as a poetic work, will eventually start reading it with devotion.
Perhaps the Acarya must have thought that keeping the name of Amba
hidden and having only "Beauty" as part of the title was the right way to
draw all people towards Amba rather than aim at the small circle of
known devotees of Devi.
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Beauty itself is that which pertains to Amba. It is so because the
name "Sundari" itself denotes her (it means the Beautiful One). Though
there are longer forms of the name like "Tripurasundari" and "Maha-
Tripurasundari", she is basically Sundari. Itis like Siva being also known
as "Paramasiva", "Sadasiva" and "Sambasiva". That which denotes a
"sundari" is "saundaryam". The subject of the Saundaryalahari, Maha-
Tripurasundari, is one of the many forms of Amba. The presiding deity
of the Srividya mantra-tantra, of Sriyantra (Sricakra), etc, is
Tripurasundari.

Isnot Amba also known as Parvati, Durga, Kali, Bala, Bhuvanesvari
and so on? Some of these forms of Devi are beautiful, some are fearful
and some combine the qualities of both. Ten names of the deity are
mentioned as the graces of Devi--Dasa-Maha-Vidya. The $astra relating
to Maha-Tripurasundari, that is Rajarajesvari, is spoken of as "Sundari-
Vidya". Among all forms of Amba she is the most gentle, the most
beautiful : hence her name "Sundari.”

"I have had the vision of so may deities. But I have not seen
anywhere a beautiful form like that of Tripurasundari,” these words
spoken by the Paramaharmsa (Sri Ramakrsna) are to be found in a book
on him.
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Chapter 14

Names of Amba : Not Many
used in the Hymn

There is something about the hymn that might cause you surprise.
It is not in the title of the hymn alone that the name of Tripurasundari
does not figure: throughout the text also it does not. Not in a single
stanza out of the one hundred do we find Tripurasundari, or any
Sundari for that matter, mentioned even once. There are a number of
synonyms even for this form of Amba. Similarly, Nataraja, one of the
manifestations of Siva, has synonyms like Sabhapati, Cidarbaranatha,
Citsabhesa, Tandavaraya ... Tripurasundari is also called Lalitamba,
Rajarajesvari, Kamaksi, Kémeévari and so on. But none of these names
occurs in any stanza of the Saundaryalahari.

Let us next take the Sivanandalahari. In this composition, you see
one or another of the names that are specifically used for I§vara like Siva,
Paramasiva, Sadasiva, Sambhu, Sankara, Pasupati, Mahadeva, Girisa
and Samba. If any such name is not used in any one of the stanzas — as
if to compensate for this — two or three are used in a succeeding stanza.
The name the Acarya uses most frequently is that of Sarhbhu. In a
number of stanzas he addresses Siva as "Sambho". Next to Samhbhu, the
names most often used are Pasupati, Siva. Then, here and there, we find
names like "Svami" and "Vibhu" which are not specific to Siva but are
applicable to any god.

It is different with the Saundaryalahari. None of the names that
particularly denote the presiding deity of Sundari vidya is mentioned
in it. Also only very few of the names of the other forms of Amba are
used in the hymn. Among them the most frequently seen are those of
Girisuta and Himagirisuta. Names like Siva, Bhavani, Uma, Sati, Parvati
and Candi occur in one or two places. We come across names such as
Janani, Mata, Amba and Devi which names can be used to denote any
female deity and are not appellations specially signifying Parasakti
inseparably united with Paramesvara. In many stanzas we do not find
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names belonging to either category, names specially denoting Parasakti
or those that are common to all goddesses.

If nama rasal is predominant, it will be at the expense of kavita
rasa?. [t must havebeen Amba's resolve that the hymn must be permeated
with kavita rasa. That is why not much importance is given to the
different names of Parasakti or Amba.

The very first of the 100 stanzas opens with the words, "Slvah
Saktya". Here we have the extremely significant name of "Sakti"
denote Amba. Like Saivism and Vaisnavism, so Saktam, which means
pertaining to Sakti. Amba is the power or energy of the Brahman. Sakti
conveys the full meaning of the name Amba. Thisname (Sakti) which (as
we have seen) occurs in the very first stanza of the hymn is not repeated
again3.

There are three stages in the life of a woman and these are
characterised by three importantrelationships. At first sheis the daughter
of her parents; then she is the wife of her husband; and, finally, she is
the mother of her children. Although our hymn mentions very few
names of Amba3, it does refer to names of hers that are appropriate to the
three stages mentioned above. That it speaks of her as the wife of
Paramesvara and as the mother of all of us (all mankind, all beings) is
not particularly noteworthy; such references are plentiful in any work
devoted to the goddess and written in any language. Among the many
uncommon or novel features of the Saundaryalahari (as a hymn to
Amba) is the fact that it has more names conveying the idea of her being
a daughter than of her being a wife or mother.

She is called Girisuta because she is the daughter of the Parvataraja
(King of Mountains). Names like Himagirisuta, Sailatanaya,
Dharanidharakanya, Parvati also occur. As one who symbolises the
triumphant flag of the clan of mountains she is called "Nagapati-
pataka", "Duhinagiri-vamsadhvajapati”, etc. The mother of all worlds is
indeed the mother of Himavan also and she becomes his daughter. It was
in remembrance of this wonderful phenomenon, in the thought of
turning mother into daughter, that the Acarya has included more
names of Amba denoting her position as daughter.
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There are many ways in which we regard God and many ways in
which we worship him. Becoming a child ourselves and looking upon the
Lord as Mother or Father is what is called the "apatya bhava".
Jfianasambandhar has sung the praises of the Lord from such an angle.
The second is the attitude called "vatsalya bhava". According to this we
become mother or father and look upon God as our child, fondle him
and dote on him as our child. Tripurasundari is not the Child Amba.
When she appeared from the sacrificial fire, from the fire of jiana, she
was youthful and of marriageable age. The Child Amba is called Bala.
In the text of the hymn Amba is extolled as wife (consort of Siva), as
Mother, as Mahasakti and so on. Even so, whenever her names are
mentioned —and itis often — the Acarya uses terms suggesting theidea
of her being a daughter. It seems he does so in order not to overlook the

vatsalya bhavas in adoring her. The latter part of the Saundaryalahari

which many people believe was composed by the Acarya himself is a
kesadi-padanta description of Amba. In this, in the very first stanza, the
Acarya addresses her as "Himagirisute!" ("O Daughter of Himavan' or
"Daughter of the Mountain of Snow"). In the next stanza he refers to her
as the consort of Siva, "Cikura-nikururhbam tava Sive". In the concluding
stanza of the work he addresses her as "Janani" (Mother) and says : "This
hymn which is made up of your own words I offer to you"
("Tvadiyabhirvagbhistava Janani vacam stutiriyam". The Acarya refers
to her at first as daughter, then as wife and finally as Mother.

In her form of Mother, the Acarya calls her "Amba" and "Mata" in
a few places, but otherwise the term he most frequently employs to
denote her motherhood is "Janani". Everything is born of her, all human
beings are her children: it mustbe to make a deep impression of this idea
on our minds that he uses the name "Janani" frequently.

In the last line of the concluding stanza of the first part of the hymn
known as "Anandalahari”, I§vara and Amba are jointly referred to as
"Janaka-Janani". This phrase has more significance than "Mata-Pita".
"Mata" and "Pita" have different roots, so they differ in their meanings
also."Mata" means "one who keeps (things) concealed within her"; while
"pita" means one who protects. "Janaka" and "janani", on the other hand,
are derived from the same root, that is "jan", to give birth to (to
procreate).
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I have been saying that the names of Amba appear only a few times
in the hymn. This seems to proclaim that we must treat divine names
with respect and devotion. They are not to be thrown about freely like
pearls that are scattered lavishly or carelessly. Think of a gem that is
flashed for a moment before you and then withdrawn to be tucked away
securely. You must regard similarly the gem that is the divine name,
recognizing its priceless nature. You must use it sparingly and guard it
with great care. Does a woman mention her husband's name or a pupil
his guru's? It is the same (with the names of Devi). But, then, is she not
Mother? Don't we have a right over her? Dont't we take liberties with
her? But however much we love this Mother and however much we feel
free before her, we must not be wanting in respect for her. This Mother
is not only the embodiment of love and affection; she is Rajarajesvari, the
omnipotent one who subjugates all the worlds and rules over them. In
her "One Thousand Names commg 1mmed1ately after Sr1mat"' are the
wielded by her. It seems that not many of her names have been
mentioned in order not to detract from the royal honour to be accorded
her. We refer to the name of a queen only when we feel it is absolutely
necessary, but otherwise we refer to her as "Her Majesty"4.

Notes & References

1&2 A important part of devotion is muttering the names of the deity one worships.
"Nama rasa" is the rasa or the delight derived by the devotee from such muttering of
the divine names. "Kavita rasa” is the aesthetic pleasure gained from poetic
descriptions, from poetic fancy.

3 The word "$akti" occurs also in the 32nd stanza; but it is used not to address Amba but
to denote the syllables of the Srividya mantra.

4 It must be noted that even in the renowned mantras pertaiming to Devi her names
occur rarely.
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Chapter 15
On "Anandalahari”

Letus consider the title "Anandalahari” — the first partofthe hymn.

It is different from the title of the Acarya's other work Sivanandalahari
("Siva" + "Anandalahari"). The title of the first part of the present hymn
has no prefix to indicate that it is devoted to Amba. It is merely
"Anandalahari". Here too we may mention the reasons given earlier. Just
as "saundaryam"” means Amb3, the hymn intended to extol her becomes
Saundaryalahari. In the same way "Ananda" too is to be identified with
her. Just as she is the source of many types of "saundarya" or beauty, she
is also the matrix of many types of ananda or bliss. After all, is not the
Mother herself the matrix? The Taittiriyaand Brhadaranyaka Upanisads
refer to many gradations of ananda in an ascending order. We too speak
of many kinds of ananda: Premananda, Atmananda [the Mahasvami
continues chuckling to himself] coffee-ananda, cinema-ananda, cricket-
ananda, peccananda’ and the ananda that contains all these varieties of
ananda, i.e. indriyananda. Then we have srotrananda and netrananda,
thejoy of listening and seeing. So to distinguish the ananda from all these
types in the hymn of 100 stanzas to Paramesvara, Sivananda had to be
specifically mentioned.

But when we merely say "Ananda" it means the bliss of Amba. What
[or who] is Amba? The "cit" of Paramesvara who is "sat". To explain, all
experience of ananda is derived from knowledge. Amba is this power of
cit that is ananda. Ananda is the experience that "sat" knows itself
through "cit". The many types of joy that we experience are from the
reflection of this "cit". The ultimate point of such experience is the non-
dualistic bliss we experience by our being dissolved in this cit and
becoming the very form of jfiana.

Amba is rooted in this jiiana. In the Sahasranamam it is mentioned
that the bliss known to Brahma and others is but a drop of the bliss of
Amba— "Svatmananda-lavi-bhita-Brahmadyananda-santatih.” Thatis
why the first part of this work which is devoted to Amba is merely called
"Anandalahari" without the name of Amba being added. There is also
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another hymn by the Acarya devoted to Amba and it is also called
"Anandalahari". In the case of this too, as in that of the "Anandalahari"
part of the Saundaryalahari, the name of Amba does not figure in the
title. In the first part of the Saundaryalahari (eighth stanza) the term
"Cidanandalaharim" occurs suggesting the utter bliss flowing from
Amba as the embodiment of "cit". If we say "ananda" alone, without
mentioning "cit", it would mean we are speaking about Amba. That is
the reason why the first part of the Saundaryalahari is called merely
"Anandalahari".

It is said that to remain in a steady state forgetting oneself is to
experience the bliss of the Brahman. That is "sat". If, in a sense, it is a
condition in which one remains forgetting oneself, in another sense, it
is a state in which one is fully aware of oneself. It is a state in which,
steeped in Sivam, we are oblivious of ourselves — of what we are in this
life of ours with our body and senses — and realize ourselves, that is
become aware of the true entity that we are, the entity that is the source
of all. In this state the one who knows, the experience of knowing and
the knowledge are not three separate factors, but constitute one whole
which is the bliss of perceiving all three as one.

If the quiescent "sat" that is by itself is Sivam, Amba is the "cit" that
knows and that experiences bliss. If "sat" does not know itself and does
not experience itself, is it not like one that is dead? It is when it is not so
that the Brahman that is "sat" comes to have Sakti. To know oneself,
because of this Sakti, as the One and only Reality and experience the
bliss thereof is one state of "sat". There is another state in which, through
the Maya of Sakti, it creates the many worlds and the living beings as
though these were outward to itself and conducts them. From knowing
oneself inwardly, to create the many worlds and all the living creatures
as if they were outside of itself and supporting them — all this is the
doing of "sat".

Sivam is nothing but "sat" and when it becomes the embodied Siva
it does many things in sport —all this is the manifestation of the Sakti that
is in him. When the Acarya speaks in the Saundaryalahari of the joy
derived from the story told of Siva being the cause of Sivananda, it
means that Sivam becomes Siva and that the stories attributed to him are
the doing of Amba. Since the empirical world is entirely hers, Siva, Visnu
and other deities are her making. So too unwise mortals like us, insects
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and other creatures, Indeed, whatever exist in whatever form and
whatever they do, all these come under the province of Amba, all these
are her making. This is what the very first stanza of the Saundaryalahari
expresses. So we arrive at the conclusion that if the story of Siva in
Sivanandalahari is a stream of bliss it is the work of Amba herself. Its
greatness also belongs to her. Instead of becoming solid like a rock,
Sivananda rises as a stream: this too is her work.

Amba s alahari, a stream or a flood with regard to everything. She
who is Saundaryalahari and Anandalahari is also mentioned as
Srngaralahari (Stanza 16) and Ahladalahari (Staza 21),a wave of love and
a wave of gladness.

Itis Amba who creates the desire in the Parabrahman to conduct the
affairs of the world and to bring freedom for people from worldly
existence. Her being united with him is what is called the dampatya of
Paramesvara and Kamesvari [Amba as Kamesvari and Paramesvara
forming a couple.] Kamesvari is the same as Lalita-Tripurasundari, the
presiding deity of Srividya. Since she inspires kama or desire in Ivara
shebecomes "Srhgaralahari’. Does not the creative imagination of poets
come about in the same manner as the ability of ISvara to perform the
function of creation? The Acarya uses the term "$rngaralahari” in this
hymn while speaking about the stream of §rngara-rasa (the erotic mood
or flavour) emanating from those blessed with the poetic gift.

"Ahlédalahari" is the same as "anandalahari". According to the
Kundalini yoga, those who are freed from mala-maya (the impurities of
worldly existence) on seeing Amba's "kala">are immersed in the flood of

supreme bliss. Itis in this context that the Acarya uses the term "parama-
ahlada-lahari".

Notes

1 . . R
A TE}mll word coined in jest by the Mahaguru to denote the delight people take in
gossip.

2 Sensual pleasure.
3&4 The)joy of listening and the joy of seeing (the joy experienced by the ears and the
eyes).

5. o
.Kala signifies the degree of Amba's beauty. Devi s said to shine in sixteen kalas and
is called "Sodasa-kala-ruipini".
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Appreciating Beauty is its own Reward

In the Sivanandalahari it is said that the flood of Sivananda rises
from the story of Siva, that it washes away the impurity of sin, that it
appeases the torment of worldly existence and that it fills the pool of
consciousness. But in the Saundaryalahari (Stanza 44) in which the
term "saundaryalahari® occurs nothing similar is spoken (about what
beauty or the flood of beauty does). In it the Acarya does no more than
mention that the parting of the hair on Amba's head serves as a channel
for the beauty flowing from her face. When describing beauty with
poetic flavour and imagination there is no need to go into.expldanations
or clarifications of anything. Nor is there any need to resort to a
philosophical discussion or to allegories. The Acarya, in composing his
hymn, seems to suggest that those who have the capacity to recognize
beauty and take delight in it will do so for no purpose other than that
of deriving aesthetic pleasure from it. [They will appreciate beauty for
its own sake.]

The flood of Amba's beauty, it must be said, washes away our sins
and is a remedy for our torments and fevers; it fills the lake of our heart.
But it is not necessary to mention all the good it does in order to exalt
it. It is such that it is ""self-exalted". When you take a dip in the Ganga
you are at once freed from your sins, sorrows and fevers. But, having
had your bath, do you feel like reaching for the shore at once? You feel
like remaining immersed in it for long or you like to keep swimming in
it as long as you like. It is not that you bathe in it for your sins to be
washed away or for your troubles to be dissolved. There is the joy of just
bathing in the river. The Acarya shows that the same is the case with our
being immersed in the flow of Amba's beauty and experiencing the joy
of remaining plunged in it.

In the Sivanandalahari the Acarya says that the flood of Sivananda
rises from the story of I§vara. In this hymn, although he speaks of
"vadana-saundaryalahari", that is Amba's beauty welling up from her *
face, her beauty is not confined to her face. She is a flow of beauty from



Saundaryalahari

head to foot (kesadi-padantam). In the stanza (12) beginning with the
words "tvadiyam saundaryam", her entire beauty is depicted. Just as
anandalahari rises from the sport (lila) of Siva, from the functions
performed by him, saundaryalahari flows from Amba's person. I§vara
who has many exploits to his credit, has many functions to perform,
many roles to play (for Sivananda to well up and flow); but Amba has
nothing to do; she is by herself a flood of beauty.

In the Sivanandalahari, I§vara's sport is described as manifested in
various ways. Itis different in the Saundaryalahari, in which none of the
stories relating to Amba, like the one about the slaying of Bhandasura is
told. In it only her physical form is portrayed and this itself the Acarya
shows to be a source of great bliss. There is no description of I§vara in
the Sivanandalahari, part by part, as there is of Amba in the
Saundaryalahari. The "techniques" adopted by the Acarya in the two
poems are different. :

In portraying the body, there is one order for male deities and
another for female deities. The former have to be depicted from the feet
to the head. This is known by various names : "padadi-kesantam" (from
the feet to the hair on the head), "apadamastakam" (from the feet to the
head), "nakha-sikha-paryantam" (from the toenails to the hair on the
head). The reverse order is observed for female deities : from the tresses
of hair, the poet goes on to portray the forehead, the eyes and so on
down to the feet. This is "kesadi-padantam". This order is adopted in the
first part of the Lalita-Sahasranamam (The One Thousand Names of
Lalita) and in the Saundaryalahari.

In the Sivanandalahari there is no description of the physical form
of Siva. Butits author, the Acarya, has himself composed anindependent
hymn to Sivain which thereisa padadi-kesanta portrait of the Lord. Not
satisfied with this, he has, besides, written another poemin which he has
given usakesadi-padanta description also of I§vara. After all, Siva s half
of Mother, so he must have thought it justified to do another hymn to

him in which he has adopted the order in which female deities are to be
portrayed.

In the Saundaryalahari Amba is not mentioned as merely half of
I$vara'sbody. Sheisindeed his entire body as we notice from the words,
"Sariram tvam Samhbhoh" (Stanza 34). When we see that the Sivam that
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has no form and has no function to perform becomes Siva through thg
greatness of Sakti, we realise that she indeed is the cause not only of his
body but of all his doings. In the "Lahari" relating to Siva, the A.carya
describes the enchanting story of his sportand in the "Lahari" relating to
Amba he depicts the beauty of her body : thus he makes the flavour or
rasa of joy flow in two different ways.

We become immersed in bliss when the picture of Amba's beauty
is impressed within us. There is nothing in this context for us to thi.nkv
about or discuss as it would be the case if we were to come across stories
or other accounts relating to a deity. When there is an ’object of the
utmost grace and beauty we keep on looking at it and derive a sense of
fullness from it. In this there is no effort on our part; all we do is gaze
at the beautiful object and derive the utmost bliss.

There are two extremely easy ways of grasping the Lord : chanting
his names repeatedly and meditating on his form. These two are
together called "nama-riipa". To keep muttering the names of the Lord
does not involve any effort. The second easy way is to have .darshan of
an auspicious image of a deity with our outward eye (p‘hysmal ey.e). or
with our mind's eye. Great men see before their physical eye divine
forms as a living reality. We are able to see with our outward eye .onl'y
deities carved in stone, that is idols and so on. It is only with our mind's
eye that we can picture to ourselves deities as living realities. moying
aboutin our midst. Even anidolis aliving entity sincelifeis instilled into
it at the time of its installation. Vaisnavas exalt such an idol calling it an
"arccavatara". So by going to the temple and having darshan of the deity
init we become enchanted by the idol and without any effort on our part
keep thinking of the Lord.

Much has been said about the glory of the names of the Lord. But
in our present immature state we cannot become easily devoted to God
by merely chanting his names. We need to link the name to a form, keep
the mind drawn towards it and fixed in devotion. When we chant
"Rama, Rama", we automatically think of Rama in his emerald-green
form, bearing the bow called Kodanda. For ordinary people to repeat
the names of a deity without linking it to a form is a matter of extreme
drabness.
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When one is performing japa in the prescribed manner one is
advised to recite the dhyana-s§lokas pertaining to the deity concerned so
that its form will be fixed in one's mind.

(As a way of devotion) chanting repeatedly the names of the Lord
seems more difficult than contemplating or seeing his form. To think of
a beautiful divine form is easier and more joyous than all other means
of devotion.

That is why in this Lahari (in this hymn) there is no reference to its
origin (the source of the Lahari), the course it takes and the place where
it empties itself. Suppose you have a high-quality rasalu! mango. What
gives you joy is the eating of it. Do you worry about how or where it
grew, where or how it ripened, what it will do when you take it in?

We have obtained the Saundaryalahari as a rasalu mango soaked
in the divine ambrosia. This hymn which describes the beauty of Amba
has itself come to be her form (her embodiment in verse). The subject
that is praised, the one who praises and the praise (that is the hymn) are
all one. When one reads the hymn, steeping oneself deeper and deeper
in it, one becomes that which one reads. One becomes Amba herself and
obtains liberation, the state in which one is oneself and one is all.

Note

' A type of succulent mango as the name itself suggests.

64

Chapter 17
What is Beauty?

Do you think I am exaggerating?! It is true that when you see a
beautiful object you feel delighted for a moment. "But how could you
say," you may ask, "that we would be rewarded with fullness when we
see Amba's cascading beauty? How could you say that by being steeped
initwe would attain Advaitananda, in other words the moksa thatis the
bliss of becoming one with the Brahman? We look at a lotus or the full -
moon and we are happy. But will such happiness result in the great bliss
called moksa?"

We see that poets who have aesthetic experience of a pellucid
nature discern God in beauty and even know the bliss of being aware of
the Brahman. From their descriptions of nature itself we can infer that
through the contemplation of nature itself they experience unalloyed
beatitude.

What exactly is the aesthetic experience of poetry? It is the joy
derived from appreciating beauty. Rhetoricians, authors of works on
poeticslike Abhinavagupta and Jagannatha Pandita?, avow thatsuchan
experience of poetic beauty may afford us Brahmananda that is
momentary if not everlasting. Abhinavagupta says so on the basis of
Kasmiri Saivism which is close to Advaita. (I shall speak about this
discipline later.) As for Jagannatha Pandita, he speaks of the aesthetic
experience of poetic beauty leading to Brahmananda on the basis of
Advaita itself.

What is poetry? Does it not mean nature and man depicted in a
beautiful manner, taking into account all the characteristics of nature
and all the natural qualities of man? In our day-to-day life we keep
observing both. And though our life is a whirl in the midst of nature and
men we do not see anything in them that gives us delight. But when we -
see them or have experience of them (nature and the natural qualities of
fellow humans) portrayed in poetry or drama don't we realize that they
appeal to our aesthetic sensibilities? What is the reason for this? Is it not
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because they, nature and man, are presented in a manner that arouses
our sense of beauty? So the experience gained from poetry is the
experience gained from beauty. Great writers of alankara sastra have
shown that such an experience of beauty can lead us to liberation.

In European countries too there have been nature poets® who,
steeped in the beauty of nature, have found the Godhead in it. In our
own country Rabindranath Tagore has expressed the view that to
experience beauty is to come face to face with God. When we say "sat-
cit-ananda" (existence-consciousness-bliss), it means thatjfiana and ananda
are indissolubly united with "sat" or truth. Similarly, the good and the
beautiful are also inseparably connected with truth. This is part of the
creed of the Brahmo Samaj* which had the support of Tagore. It is in
pursuance of this idea that the Brahmo Samaj speaks of "Satyam-Sivam-
Sundaram", which is similar to sat-cit-ananda. "Sivam" means good.
Everybody knows that "sundaram" means beautiful. The underlying
idea is that beauty is part of the concept of the Parabrahman. It also
means that appreciating beauty fully and in the right manner is to
experience Brahmananda.

However, many of us do not seem to know wha* exactly is meant
by "the right manner" of appreciating beauty. We do not know how to
give over our mind entirely to experiencing beauty. Also most of us are
not mature enough to perceive the Godhead inbeauty. Our appreciation
of beauty and the happiness we derive from it are momentary. Most of
us are unable to devote ourselves to beauty and to regard it as a means
of release from worldly existence.

What is it that appears beautiful to us? That which gives us joy,
happiness, we call beautiful. If we feel the urge to look at an object again
and again it means it is beautiful.

Here I must add an important qualifying clause. The joy that we
experience must not be such as to disturb our mind or make us
emotionally unbalanced. When we see an object it must fill our minds
with delight that is pure and serene; only then can it be called beautiful.
If a man evinces a great liking for scenes of cruelty or for obscene erotic
gestures and feels happy about the same, they cannot for that reason be
called beautiful. Itis important that the person who experiences beauty
isin a good state of mind.
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There is one more point to be considered. The object that looks
enchanting must not cause us fear, sorrow or anger. Suppose there is a
vast lush green valley surrounded by mountains. Or imagine there is a
river that tumbles down from a spot as high as four coconut trees placed
one upon another. We can appreciate their beauty only from a safe
distance. If we go to the edge of the valley to have a better view of it we
will be afraid of slipping and falling down. If we go close to the waterfall
there is the risk of our being swept away by it. In either case we will be
in no mood to appreciate its beauty.

Aserpentlooks sosmooth and shiny as if an accomplished artist has
applied colour to it and drawn stripes on it — and see how beautifully
it glides, twisting and turning its body glistening in the sun. But are we

-inamood tostand and gaze atitand admire its beauty? No, we flee from

it in terror. Or take the example of a tiger or a cheetah. If we see them
roaming freely in the open instead of being shut up in a cage we will be
gripped by fear. Only a wise sage who has perfected himself, a siddha,
can happily approach a snake and sing to it, "Dance, O snake, dance."

Only a great poet® can find delight in writing a poem, inspired by the

beauty of a tiger, not we. We become aware of the beauty of an object
only when it does not create fear in us and when we feel we are not
endangered by it. Take the case of a lotus or the full moon. We
appreciate the colour, the tenderness and fragrance of the former and
the coolness of the latter. However much jasmines look pretty do we
appreciate them if we see a snake hanging from the pandal on which the
jasmine creeper winds itself?

Now about human beings. We appreciate the looks of a person only
if there is love as well as affection in him. Or take the example of a man
of wealth and influence, a capitalist. He may have good looks but we
would not like him if he shouts at us angrlly for nothing or threatens to
victimise us for no reason.

Unlike in the case of inanimate objects like flowers, cloudscapes at
dawn or dusk, we can fully appreciate the looks of living creatures,
whether human beings, animals, or birds, only when they interact with -
usin an affectionate manner. Perhaps they need not even be affectionate.
Forinstance, we may appreciate the good looks of human beings to some
extent if they do not arouse in us fear or sorrow or they do not have ill
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feelings towards us. But if their good looks are combined with love how
much more do we like them.

We keep looking again and again at people who are the picture of
love whether they are handsome or not. This leads us to the conclusion
that it is love that is transformed into beauty. Let a mother be utterly
dark in complexion and let her be ungainly with protruding teeth. But
her child keeps clinging to her and refuses to go to anybody else. If a
neighbour tries to take it in her arms and fondle it, it turns away in fear
from her, good-looking though she is, and goes and hugs its mother,
however unpretty she may be.

What is the reason for this? The child knows its mother, how much
she loves it. Astavakra (as his very name suggests) had eight bodily
distortions. But he was much sought after by the learned. Then there are
somany great men, realised souls, accomplished men (i.e. siddhas) who
are unattractive to look at or who may appear even fearsome or
moronic. But people flock to them, besiege them, to have a glimpse of
them. In fact, they look at them again and again. Indeed they do not take
their eyes off them. Why do they do so? It is the compassion of the great
men, their inner grace, their power to bless that'draw people to them.
They must be said to be beautiful according to the definition, "Beauty is
that which we gaze at, turning back to see it again and again."” There is
a saying, "The beauty within one is visible outside on one's face.” In the
same way, speaking about the great men referred to above, their inner
compassion, the compassion in their hearts, triumphs over their
unpleasing physical appearance and gives them a rich veneer of
handsomeness.

Insum, the beauty of aliving being grows as the love evinced by the
same increases. When this love reaches an exalted stage the beauty of
form (or of the body) ceases to have any meaning and now love itself is
revealed as beauty.

It we have the urge to look atan object again and again itis because
of the delight we derive from doing so. Foremost in the matter of making
us happy is love. And there is no joy equal to that derived from love. So
the love that bestows joy by itself becomes beauty. We desire to keep on
gazing again and again at the man who is beautiful because of his loving
nature.
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Notes & References

1 The reference is to what is said in the concluding para of the previous chapter.

2 Abhinavagupta (10th-11th centuries), famous for the theory of rasa he propounded.
Jagannatha Pandita (17th century) flourished as a court poet during the reign of Shah
Jahan. '

3 The Great Acarya is presumably referring to the Lake Poets like Wordsworth (1770-
1850) and Coleridge (1772-1834).

4 The Brahmo Samaj was founded by Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833).

5 The Mahaguru is apparently referring to William Blake (1757-1827) and his poem,
"The Tyger". Opening lines: "Tyger! Tyger! burning bright/In the forests of the night....."



Chapter 18

Amba : Beauty that is Full,
Love that is Total

What is Amba like? If she is the embodiment of beauty, she is also
the embodiment of love. She is indeed love that is beauty. Sugar imparts
sweetness to any dish. Similarly, whatever beautiful objects you see and
wherever you see them, the basic ingredient of all that beauty is derived
from Amba: she is indeed the matrix of all beauty. She is Sakti, the power
of the Brahman, and hers is beauty that is full and entire. Droplets of it
are sprinkled on all other forms and objects of beauty. [To paraphrase
the Great Master's statement: "Amba is the fountain of all beauty and all
beautiful things are beautiful because they are tinged with her beauty."]

It is Amba's inner being of grace that has taken the form of beauty
flowing in a flood.

Love is formless and an abstract concept. We see in this world
people who are affectionate but outwardly unpleasing in appearance. In
the same way there are people lacking in affection but outwardly good
to look at. However, where there is love it triumphs over physical
features to give the person concerned the glow of beauty. It means that
love that has no form is somehow reflected in the form of the person
referred to. As for Amba3, love is not merely reflected in her form, she
is the very form of love, love that has become the parts of her body. Love
that has no form becomes the beauty of her form. In her the fullness of
love is transformed into the fullness of beauty.

Is it not because children [that is mankind] cannot comprehend It
that Sakti, the Power of the formless Parabrahman, has taken the form
of Amba? Since she has assumed this form out of herlove and compassion,
is it not the embodiment of love itself? The purpdse of Amba assuming
her supremely lovely body is to make all people, including the
unintelligent and the immature, to give up their attachment to beauty in
all its petty and tawdry forms and to turn to her. Her great charm is
nothing but the outcome of her compassion. She is in fact the embodiment
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of the beauty that is her compassion. In the case of human beings there
is no connection between their inner feelings of love and their outward
looks. Not so in the case of Ambika. Her inner love is her outward bodily
beauty. This is particularly true of her form of Tripurasundari, the
presiding deity of Srividya. The name has a philosophical import. But let
that be......

There are a number of words that go to show that beauty and love
are one and the same. The qualifying word "su" (used as a prefix) has
two meanings: that which is good and that which is beautiful. "Suguna"
is "good quality"; "surfipa" is "beautiful form or body". What exactly is

"good", a word we often use? Love is something that is extremely good.
Wessay "Anbe Sivam"! (Love itis that is Sivam). "Sivam" and "§ubham"
mean the same. "Subham' means "good". Among all those thatare good
what mustbe regarded as the highest? Isitnotlove? So "Subham" means
love. The word "Sobha" is derived from "Subha". We use the word
"$ubha" with "$obhanam' : for instance, "§ubha §obhanam". "Sobha"
means beauty. When we speak of "§obha" asbeing derived from "Subha"
it means the same as saying that beauty is derived from love. Among
Subha or auspicious functions we refer chiefly to "kalyanam" [this word
is popularly used in the South for marriage]. In the marriage invitation
card we have the term "Subha mubhifrta patrika". Among the many
meanings of "kalyana" one is "that which is good", which means "love".
Another meaning is "beauty". The term "Sivam-Sundaram” must have
come tobe used in this manner. "Sivam" is "Sundaresvara': he is the god
whose inner love assumes his beautiful form.

Since Amba is love manifested as beauty, to be steeped in the flood
of her beauty is to be dissolved in love. It takes one to the non-dualistic
state of her inner being and to Atmananda, the bliss of the Self. If there
isbeauty independent of love it means no more than transientjoy. Iflove
itself becomes beauty? What better means there can be for everlasting
bliss, for ananda unsurpassed, than the compassion of Parasakti or her
grace? It is because we experience that love itself as beauty that it
becomes the means of our final emancipation.

"Anbe Sivamava(tu) arum arindapin?
Anbe Sivamay amarndirundare”
— from Tirumiilar's ‘‘Tirumantiram’’.
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After being melted in this love (the love of Parasakti) and dissolved
in it we can ourselves become It, become She, become one without a
second (Advaita). This state of inseparable union is referred to in the
stanzas beginning with the words "Bhavani tvam" (Stanza 22) and
"Sarasvatya Laksmya" (Stanza 99).

So it is no exaggeration to say that one can achieve liberation
through beauty, through divine beauty.

How do we picture Amba to ourselves, imagine her form? Is her

complexion green, red or dark? All these different colours are ascribed
to her in her different forms. Brahma has four heads, Siva five,
Subrahmanya six. How many heads does Amba have? According to the
Vedas, the vivariipa or viratartipa (the cosmic form of the Lord) has a
thousand heads ('sahasrasirsam'). But we cannot comprehend such a
form, or perceive it with our physical eye. Amba has many forms, from
Minaksi with two hands to Mahisasuramardini with eighteen. It is all
how the sages, each of them, have had their vision of her. So how do we
visualise her, with how many hands? In one of her aspects she is with
matted and dishevelled hair; in another she wears a crown; and in a
third she is bejewelled all over. She is also represented wearing no
clothes at all, blood smeared on her body and wearing a gariand of
skulls. Considering all such different images how do we picture to
ourselves Amba's form?

What is the answer to this question? "Whatever her form or aspect,
Jove is her most important characteristic. So think of her as the
embodiment of love."

"If there is somewhere a good soul who feeds people with all his
heart, without expecting any reward, go and see him, see his face. Note
how the donor is happier than the donee. When you see such a scene,
does not your own heart melt a little? Are you not moved by the sight?
Think of the love and joy revealed on the face of the man who feeds
people once a day or twice, feeds a hundred people or one thousand.
This love and joy must be multiplied many, many times in the case of
Amba who hasbeen feeding billions and billions of living beings for eons
and eons, feeding even people guilty of terrible sins. Some may not have
actually committed sins but must have, all the same, harboured sinful
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thoughts. Amba is supreme love and compassion. Compassion indeed
is loveliness. Without it bodily beauty is no beauty at all. We do not like
to see our face in a mirror when we are angry or sorrowful. If we suffer
from a slight fever, our body loses its charm. True bodily beauty is that
of Amba who is not affected by either anger or sorrow or illness: She is
always the picture of love. So in your imagination try to visualise love
in the highest form possible. And take thatlove to be the form of Amba."

"After having said that Amba is the powerbelonging to the quiescent
Brahman in its entirety, why should she be specially spoken of as love
alone? If there exist in this world suffering, hatred and fear, are not these
also derived from the power of the Paramatman? Then why should It -
and She (Amba) — be spoken of as love alone?"

Does not love exist in many forms in the world? The affection of a
mother, the attachment of a brother, the intimacy of a friend, the love
between husband and wife, the devotion of adiyars3, the compassion of
the great, all these come under love. And do not all these originate from
Parasakti, from her love? So meditate on her as love. She is indeed all,
even anger and fear, but if you think of her in these aspects you will not
obtain happiness or peace of mind. You must think of her as the
personification of love, a form that will be dear to you, and will bring
you peace of mind. In keeping with your own limitations and nature, see
the limitless in a limited form. Parasakti knows no limits, but for your
own sake place a limit on her and see her in the form of love. But
meditate on that form of love, on the love that she is, as being limitless,
boundless.

The Ganga is Ganga all the way from Gomukhi to the ocean. But will
you be able to bathe where she tumbles down, roaring, from the high
Himalayan hills? Even during her course through the plains you will
have to choose a spot to bathe where the river is not too deep, where
there are no whirlpools and where it is not infested with crocodiles.
Although the river is all Ganga throughout, you descend into it only at
the spot where you can bathe happily and comfortably. In the same way,
though Parasakti has different qualities, "good" and "bad", if you wish
to worship her in the way you feel comfortable and happy, meditate on
her as the Good One, as the Loving One. This is the reason why the great
have held her as the Paramatman's power of compassion.
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The Paramatman and Parasakti are worshipped as the universal
monarch and queen, as Father and Mother, as Siva and Amb3, as Visnu
and Laksmi. In Siddhanta-Saivism, Amba is chiefly Siva's power for
grace. Similarly, in the Vaisnava system Laksmi is the "purusakaram”
that prompts Mahavisnu to be compassionate. This system is called
Srivaisnavism and it must have taken its name from the fact that prime
consideration is given in it to the compassion of Laksmi : that is why
"Sri" (meaning Laksmi) figures first in the name.

Itis not correct to say thatlove is just one among the many qualities
of Parasakti. It is the foremost of her attributes. If she is associated with
other qualities it is to show up her love as a diamond sparkling in a dark
velvet setting. That is why in spite of her other forms which are fierce
she appears as a flood of love, a flood of beauty. If this were not so,
would people in Bengal and Kerala keep chanting her name in devotional
fervour as "Ma! Ma!" or as " Amme, Bhagavati"? If such a one appears
in her beautiful form would the devout want anything more, ask for
anything more?

Ambika is a flood of beauty that will sweep away all our impurities
like desire and anger, sorrow and fear, and the greatest fear of all, the
fear of rebirth or worldly existence. That beauty bestows all good
fortune on us. The word "bhagya" is from "bhaga" meaning "excellent".
The one in whom exist all "bhagas" is "Bhagavan"; "Bhagavati" is its
feminine gender. The prefix "su'" is added to "bhagya" to form the word
"saubhagya'" which means "extremely auspicious". "Su'" means "good"
and from it is derived "sau" in the same way as "saukhyam" is derived
from "sukham". Amba as Tripurasundari personifies all saubhagya. So
to think of her is to be rewarded with all good fortune, all well-being.
The Acaryasays (in Stanza 44 of the Saundaryafahari): "Tanotu ksemam
nastava vadana-saundaryalahari". "The beauty rising as a flood from
your face, O Mother, may it create our well-being." Since it creates well-
being, we understand that Amba's beauty itself grants us every kind of
good fortune.

"May her beauty create well-being for all of us," says the Acarya.
"Nah" means "for us". The Acarya does not ask for his well-being alone
but for the well-being of all of us. Just as it rains for all, may well-being
be universal. This is the Acarya's prayer inspired by his compassion for
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all beings, a prayer for the good of all creatures including those who
cannot have a glimpse of her. This is reminiscent of the Gayatri mantra
which contains a prayer for the cleansing of the intellect of all of us.

A man given to peevish argument said: "After all the Gayatri is a
prayer on behalf of all of us. So it would be enough if someone other
than I chants it; there is no need for me to recite it." This is not right; for
everyone may choose to think that "someone else”" would chant the
Gayatri for him. Many are not entitled to chant the mantra, women,
children, the ailing, those who are made impure by a death in their
family, and so-on. Keeping them in mind it is that the mantra includes
thewords "ourintellect" (or "ourintelligence"). If one is entitled to chant
the Gayatri— and there is nothing to prevent one from doing it — and
one does not chant it, the Lord too will have his reasons to say "Nahi"
(that is he will not bestow his blessings on that man).

I spoke to you about the Acarya's prayer to Amba: "May the beauty
of your face create well-being for all of us" (that is for all people in the
world). If what looks good to the eye also causes well-being, then
beauty and grace must be combined in it. Amba's compassionate heart
it is that is the embodiment of her beauty -- and the purpose of the same
is creating universal welfare. And here it is confirmed that it is the inner
being of grace that becomes the flood of beauty.

Notes & References

1 "Anbe Sivam" : a Tamil saying, meaning "Siva is the embodiment of love and
kindness."

2 ':S'iva is not something different from kindness (love). Those who know the state of
Sivam will remain as kindness alone. Thereby they will become like Siva and live as
such.”

3 Adiyaris a Tamil word meaning a devotee, one who carries on his head (or supports
with his head) the feet of the deity he worships.
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Chapter 19
The Hymn Itself a Portrait of Ambika

The qualities or attributes of Amba are not distinct from her form.
This hymn also is not something that is separate from her. Just as her
infinite auspicious attributes have assumed a kesadi-pada form through
the parts of her body, the very kesadi-pada description of her body
constitutes her verbal form.

While concluding a devotional composition it is customary to
mention the specific fruits or rewards to be gained by reading the same.
It is called the "phala-$ruti". In the concluding stanza of the
Saundaryalahari the Acarya says in all humility that it was out of
unthinking rashness on his part that he composed the hymn to Amba
using a few words from her own verbal cosmos. The stanza previous to
this is something like a phala-sruti. I say "something like a phala-$ruti"
advisedly because there is no mention in it of the specific rewards to be
obtained by reciting the hymn. There is only a general statement that he
who worships Amba will be blessed with certain rewards. What these
are [ shall teil you when I come to the stanza. What I wish to state here
is that the Acarya, instead of mentioning the benefits to be obtained by
reciting his hymn, speaks only of the fruits yielded by worshipping
Amba. Why has he done so? Two reasons may be mentioned. Since the
Acarya does not possess the least trace of ego he is averse to claiming
that the hymn composed by him has the power to bring rewards. The
second reason is the hymn itself is the form of Amba, her verbal
personification. So to read or recite it is to worship her. When the work
extolling Amba is itself her embodiment, the fruits yielded by reciting
it must be the same as those yielded by worshipping her. This is the
meaning conveyed by the stanza (99). The Saundaryalahari is nothing
but the beauty of Parasakti that has come to us as the Bhagavatpada's
work of verbal beauty. Amba's beauty thatis like rasalu’ is soaked in the
Acarya's poetical ambrosia divine.

Reference

1 5ee "Note", Chapter 16.
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Chapter 20
"Anandalahari": Advaita and Sakta

As already noted, the latter part of the Saundaryalahari depicts the
beauty of Amba, while the former part is predominantly devoted to a
description of her Sakti or power. It is the latter part that is truly
"Saundarylahari"; the former part is "Anandalahari".

The very first stanza of the hymn starts with a glorification of Sakti.
Then why is the first part called "Anandalahari" and not "Saktilahari"?

This ananda or bliss [dealt with in the first part of the hymn] arises
from the knowledge called “cit". This cit-knowledge is the Brahman
becoming aware of Itself and it is what is meant by jiana. Well, what is
the meaning of knowing oneself? Realising one's inward state that is
still, serene and unwavering is the final message or teaching of Advaita.
But what do the Sakta §astras say? They too speak of the still, serene and
unwavering inner state, also the entity that has no attributes and has no
function to perform or has nothing to "do". But, along with all this, they
say: "Is not the Brahman the basis of the active, phenomenal world? Is
it not the support of all the qualities connected with it?" The Sakta
system also asks: "Is it not a great sakti that supports the phenomenal
world and conducts it?" It tries to establish that the quiescent Brahman
itself inheres such a great power.

The Acarya has composed the Saundaryalahari in the nature of a
Sakta treatise. Seen from the standpoint of the Sakta system, the cit of
the Brahman, the jiana that experiences itself, is not only the awareness
of the inner non-dualistic state of tranquillity; it is also the knowledge of
how it is the basis of the dualistic world manifested outside. The Sakta
doctrine gives importance to thataspect of the realisation of the Brahman
which is imbued with Sakti. A system based on Sakti cannotbe anything
else. The Sakti it speaks of is the form of cit, consciousness, knowledge.

The same individual cannot have two types of awareness. So,
according to the Sakta system, she (Sakti) isalso the Brahman's awareness
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of inner serenity. In the Brahman, that is sat-cit-ananda, the eternal Siva
is sat; Amba is its awareness or cit. We cannot think of sat without any
awareness, or of cit without the basis of sat. So Siva and Sakti, who are
sat and cit, are always together or exist in union. The one does not exist
without the other.

What is ananda [with reference to sat-cit-ananda]? The question
arises when we consider the title "Anandalahari” (of the first section of
the hymn). The Brahman experiencing the fullness arising from the
awareness that it is imbued with cit is ananda or bliss. According to
Advaita, such bliss is the Brahman experiencing jiana in the state in
which it is tranquil and in which it has no attributes. The Sakta system
does not raise any objection to it. But in the manner cit is spoken of, it

ives importance to the sport of Sakti — and it speaks of both cit and
Sakti. To explain, the cit that is the awareness of the Brahman reveals its
power and finds fulfilment in its sport of the dualistic cosmos. So,
cidananda, it says, is also Sakti-vilasa-ananda, the bliss arising from the
sport of Sakti.

However, one point deserves to be mentioned here. It is not
customary to speak of "Saktyananda in the same way as we speak of
Sivananda or santananda. Since Siva denotes the serene sadvastu
(Reality), Sivananda also means $antananda. Mention of Brahmananda
toobrings to mind thebliss that is associated with the tranquil. Whenwe
speak of Atmananda, we think of the experience of a state which is not
associated with Sakti or any activity, not with something which has any
attributes: it is an experience of a state which is by itself and which has
neither any attributes nor any function to perform. Why so? If there is
something called Sakti, how do we recognise its existence? It must be
manifested and the function performed by it must be known. When it is
still and quiescent how will it know Sakti, experience it or know what is
in it? We jivatmans (individual souls) are unable to know our serene
inner state when we are involved,in any work or activity. When we "do"
something our tranquillity is disturbed. We are drawn by external
forces, dragged by them, and we remain all the time wavering. We ask
ourselves: "When will all this end? Will we ever remain peaceful,
without anything to do?"

When the Acarya established the Advaita system he saw the
phenomenal world as an illusory mirage and he brushed it aside
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completely and taught us to remain fixed in the serene Atman. Only then
would the individual Self be realised as the Brahman Itself. According
to the Advaita discipline the individual Self can achieve the non-
functioning and still state of the Brahman, but it is obvious that it cannot
become the omnipotent entity that is the source of all activity. Sakta
tantras like Srividya also speak of liberation, of the individual Self
becoming inseparably united with the Brahman. They further state that
Parasakti herself blesses the individual Self with moksa. Since utter
bliss, the ultimate state, does not relate to Sakti and since such bliss is
associated with quiescence, Advaita speaks of Sivananda and
santananda, but there is no mention in it of anything like Saktyananda.

But in the Sakta discipline cidananda is chiefly éaktyénanda.

The Brahman, which stands for the great jiiana, is imbued with cit
and its bliss is cidananda. It is the same as jiianananda. In the Sakta
system when this cidananda is referred to, Amba herself being cit
incarnate, the joy that is hers in her sport of creating the dualistic world
is specially mentioned.

Advaita does not explicitly mention the association of Sakti with the
Brahman. According to it, the dualistic universe is caused by Maya of
which we do not know the whys and wherefores. In it cidananda is
nothing but $antananda. According to the Sakta system, Amba is
engaged in her cosmic function for her sport; she is both the universal
and the outward and indeed all. She is the embodiment of cidananda
and she experiences bliss both in the quiescent inner jfiana and in the
outward jnana characterised by power.

According to Advaita, the Parabrahman has no outward jhana;
indeed it cannot have it. To associate it with dualism! is to make it
impure and to do so is a sacrilege. Not so in the Sakta system. To savour
the rasa of the divine sport, the still inwardly turned Brahman becomes
unstill and is outwardly turned as Sakti. The Sakta system glorifies this
Sakti. The very first stanza of our hymn is a paean of praise to this aspect

-of Sakti.

Theindividual Self cannot, on its own, realise the peaceful state and
find fulfilment. However, the Sakta system shows a way for an individual
to find joy in Amba's power and glory. What the Advaita system
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dismisses as the dualistic empirical world of Maya that we do not
comprehend, the Sakta system describes as the sport of Amba in which
we find delight. The individual Self cannot achieve non-dualistic union
in Sakti, it can have the same only in the quietudinous Brahman;
according to the Sakta doctrine it can share in Amba's joy arising from
her power which is the nature of cidananda.

Greatmen like the Acérya, who had Advaitik experience, performed
their wordly duties and also engaged themselves in devotion in this
state. But they did not elaborate on this aspect since they were mainly
concerned with making men go directly to the goal of tranquillity. The
Sakta and other systems like bhakti clearly and explicitly deal with the
joy of experiencing the sport of the Lord. In some places, this joy is
elevated to a plane higher than Advaitik bliss.

The divine play originates in Sakti: there isimmense joy in sporting.
That is why the part dealing with the power of Amba [her lila] is called
"Anandalahari".

Did I not tell you that Sakti and cit are referred to as being
identical? In keeping with this idea, in one of the stanzas (8) in the
"Anandalahari" section occurs the term "cidanandalahari": "Bhajantitvam
dhanyah katicana cidanandalaharim". It means: "A few extremely
fortunate people worship you, knowing you as a flow of cidananda."

The Saundaryalahari, the flow of beauty, is meant not only for
those who can have direct darshan of Amba. It can be appreciated by all
and, through the Acarya's description of her, they can perceive her with
their mind's eye. But only a few rare and fortunate people — "katicana
dhanyah" — can have the perception of her cidanandalahari which is her
Saktilahari.

Let it be that we cannot grasp the great concept called cidananda.
After all, Amba's beauty itself gives us great joy, does it not? Is not that
beauty capable of giving us everything including the ultimate bliss of
liberation? So let us be satisfied with what little we know about
cidananda and other matters mentioned in the hymn.

There is much to speak about the points on which Advaita and the
Srividya system agree and those on which they differ.
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Agreement means complete identity. According to Brahmavidya or
the Advaita discipline, the individual Self, at the end of sidhana or
spiritual endeavour, becomes one with the Brahman. The Srividya
system also speaks of such oneing but it differs with Advaita on the
sub]ect of creation. In Brahmavidya creation is explained according to

"vivartavada" and in the Srividya system according to "abhasavada".
"Vivarta" means false appearance; for instance, a rope appearing to be
aserpent. The rope is the reality, the serpent is the falsity or the untruth.
It is the reality (of the rope) that looks like the falsity (of the serpent).
According to Advaita, the reality that is the Brahman appears as the
false living world. "Abhasa" means "reflected light". For example, the
sun shines reflected in the water. The Sakta system believes that the
plenary citSakti, within a certain discipline, is reflected as the living
universe (actually many universes). Without the original sun there is no
reflected image of it: it is the sun that appears as its image in the water.
Which means the Sakta system is basically Advaitik. But [with regard to
the sun and its reflected image] we must see that the sun outside is one
entity, its reflection in the water is another. To that extent the image has
an element of reality. In the same way, there is an element of reality in
the phenomenal world (jiva-jagat). The Sakta system does not hold the
view that this phenomenal world (the reflected image) is false as does
Advaita which calls it a "mithya" or a lie.

Since there is no room for asking the question of how Maya came to
be, Advaita dismisses the phenomenal world as a myth (mithya). The
Sakta doctrine, on the other hand, has it that in the sport of Amba the
power of her cit is reflected as countless images. In this way she remains
active in multitudinous ways. The Sakta doctrine holds the view that,
basing ourselves on the jiva-jagat or empirical world, we must use our
senses, the various objects in the world, etc., as instruments to achieve
union with the real and eternal Brahman.

What all of us desire is this ultimate state of union with the
Brahman. All our sadhana must be aimed at it. There is nothing we can
do about how we came to be, how the world came into existence and so
on. We have nothing to gain by worrying about whether the world is -
vivarta or a false appearance, nor do we have anything to lose by
wondering whether it is an abhasa or a reflected i image. No importance
need be given to the two systems, Advaita and Sakta, being different.
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Both take the same view about what we must do, the state we must
ultimately aim at achieving and how we must exert ourselves for the
same. Let those who have the courage to dismiss the world as Maya do
s0. As for ourselves we are children. And like children playing with toy
utensils, thinking them to be real, let us like children play with Mother.
She herself will grant us what is to be granted at the appropriate time
and bless us with final union with her.

I have mentioned a few basic points on which there is agreement |

between Advaita and the Sakta §astras and a few points on which they
differ. So much will do2. More would entail a great deal of philosophical
inquiry, wrestling with ideas and opinions that are hypothetical in
nature but may seem part of an established system. Our present concern
is fixing our mind with love on Amba, the Mother, who is the embodiment
of beauty. That is the very purpose of my speaking to you about 'the
Saundaryalahari. While doing so, referring to certain philosophical
matters could not be helped.

We must note some points in brief. In place of the basic quiescent
Brahman in Advaita, the Sakta system has Sivam. According to Advaita
Vedanta, the Parabrahman, though quiescent and without any function,
is cinmaya, that is imbued with jiiana. In the Sakta doctrine, in place of
cit we have Sakti who is not only imbued with jiana but also (as is
obvious) with Sakti. The Advaitik Brahman which is serene and quiescent
is self-contained. In the Sakta system, the quiescent Siva inheres Sakti
or power or energy, and the jiiana and strength of this Sakti are
manifested outwardly in her dualistic sport. In Advaita, as the very
name suggests, the Brahman is the only reality. What appears as a
second to it is caused by Maya, but the Brahman has no connection with
this Maya. How Maya came to be, what it is, is a riddle. "It is not
necessary to inquire into the question", says Advaita. "What we want is
the extinction of Maya and achieving direct perception, realisation, of the
One Truth". Advaita has for this purpose cut out the path of jiana. In the
Sakta system, the dualistic manifestation is attributed to the desire of
Siva who is conjoined with Sakti and it is all for the joy of sport. The
power of Maya is also an aspect of this doctrine. Such details are not
necessary now.3

It is the Brahman itself that appears as the individual Self because
of Maya. Advaita exhorts us to dispel Maya by pursuing the path of
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jiana. The individual Self will then become the Parabrahman.
Fundamentally, the individual Self and Sivam are one and the same; in
moksa they will become one. This is accepted in the Sakta system,
paticularly in the Srividya tantra. The Dvaita, Visistadvaita, Siddhanta--
Saiva [Saiva-Siddhanta], érikantha-gaiva (Sivadvaita) and Kaémira
Saiva systems — all these, after starting from points of view
fundamentally different from those of Advaita, come close to it, in the

order they are mentioned, Kasmira Saivism coming closest to Advaita.

‘More than that it is in the Sakta system that the non-dualistic indentity

of the individual Self and the Brahman is mentioned. The difference
between the two systems is on the subject of creation [as mentioned
earlier]. There are no differences of view between them on the question
of liberation. Advaita treats Dvaita or dualism as the construction of
Maya and it is to be rejected outright. In the Sakta system it is the
creation of Parasakti who is the power of the Brahman. "All this
dualistic manifestation is the sport of Parasakti. Learn to look at it as
such. Are you not also created by that Sakti, from that Sakti and of that
Sakti? Without your knowing'it, has she not herself made you think,
through the power of Maya, that you are different? Sever your ties with
Maya by praying to her and by adhering to sidhana according to the
Srividya tantra. Transcending Maya, become one with the Sakti that is
thebasis of all; and, finally, become united with that one tranquil Reality
with which Sakti herself is united," so says the Sakta system.

Advaita and the Sakta doctrine — especially the Srividya trantra of
the latter — are very close to each other. The Acarya must have felt that
those who found it difficult to follow the path of jiiana could take to the
worship of Amba according to Sfividya. It must have been his belief that
those who did so would advance from the point of looking upon the
world as the dualistic creation of Sakti to the final stage of Advaita. In
his hymns to Siva, Visnu and other deities there are no references to the
doctrines pertaining to the Sivagamas or to the Vaisnava tantras. They
are works composed in a spirit of devotion. If you go looking hard you

- may find one or two references to Saiva and Vaisnava doctrines. But in

the Saundaryalahari a considerable portion, that too of the first part, is
entirely devoted to the Sakta system. Even if you hold the view that it
is not the work of the Acarya, consider the whole work together,
including the second part which, it is agreed, is by the Acarya. His
purpose would then be clear to us: "If you cannot follow the path of
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Advaita, the next option for you is Srividya." Also in some hymns to Devi
by the Acarya the subject of Srividya is dealt with at length.

In this Matha [Kafici Kimakoti] — indeed in all mathas established
by the Acarya — the worship of I$varais Vedic and not according to the
Saiva tantra; the worship of Amba too is Vedic; but otherwise there are
also rites according to the Srividya tantra.

Srividya integrates dualism and non-dualism and, in the final
analysis, it is non-dualism. It says that the non-dualistic Siva, who does
not have a second, and Sakti, the creator of the dualistic world, are
inseparable. In the "One Thousand Names of Lalita", the name occurring
before the last one is "Siva-Sakti-aikya-rupini".

Here, in the Saundaryalahari [thatisinits first part, "Anandalahari']
the first words of the very first stanza are "Sivah Saktya yuktah". The
words come rather abruptly, as if prompted by someone. I will now
conclude my introduction and take up the stanzas one by one*.

Notes & References

1 Anything that exists outside of oneself denotes Dvaita or dualism.

2 Though the Great Guru says so here, later he speaks more on the subjects dealt with
in this chapter.

3 They are, however, explained later by the Mahasvami.

4 The Master has not explained the meaning of all the stanzas of the Saundaryalahari

in these discourses. Stanzas dealing with esoteric aspects of mantra yoga and those
containing certain types of description have been omitted by him . The stanzas he has
dealt with in detail are: 1,2, 3,4,6,7,8,12,15, 16, 17, 20, 22, 23, 24, 27, 28, 29, 34, 35,
41,42, 43, 44, 46,47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 56 (first two lines), 57, 63, 65, 66, 69, 75, 84, 95, 97,
99, 100. The 37 stanzas he has explained to same extent are: 5, 9,10, 11, 14, 18, 21, 25,
26,30, 31, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 45, 53, 54, 55, 60, 61, 62, 64,70, 71,73, 82, 87, 88, 89,90, 91,
92,94, 96, 98. The eight stanzas he has briefly touched upon: 13, 52, 58, 59, 74, 83, 86,
93. The 13 stanzas he has totally omitted are : 19, 32, 33, 67, 68, 72,76, 77,78, 79, 80,
81, 85.
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Chapter 21
The Hymn to Sakti Starts with Siva

Sivah Saktya yukto yadi bhavati Saktah prabhavitum
Na cedevam devo na khalu kusalah spanditumapi
Atastvam aradhyam Hariharavirificadibhirapi
Pranantum stotum va kathamakrtapunyah prabhavati.

Our hymn starts with this stanza. It states an important Sakta
concept : that Amba is a power higher than even Brahma, Visnu and
Rudra who perform the three functions, respectively, of creating all the
worlds, sustaining them and destroying them. Siva is indeed the
Parabrabhman without any attributes and is still in his non-dualistic
state. And he can stir and make the Trimurti (Brahma, Visnu and Rudra)
perform their dualistic cosmic functions only if she activates him.

"The Trimfirti and other powerful deities worship you. Even the
Brahman you keep under your sway and urge to activity. From a
housefly flapping its wings and an ant crawling, all activity and work"
in the world are attributed to your power, your resolve. That being the
case, how can any individual prostrate himself before you or sing your
praises by himself [that is without the power granted by you, Ambal?

"My love and devotion for you, my prostrating myself before you,
are these tobe ascribed to my will, are they my doing, my resolve? I have
just begun to compose this hymn to you. But can I do it without the
energy imparted by you, without your grace and without your consent?"

The Acarya asks Amba thus, not explicitly, not in so many words,
but subtly, merely hinting at what he wants to convey.

In the same oblique manner he says: "It is you who impart the
power to sing your praises. But do you give such power to anybody and
everybody? No. Even if you are our Mother, you grant your blessings
according to the karma of each. So you will not grant the great good
fortune of adoring you to the undeserving. How does one qualify to

85



Saundaryalahari

receive it? One must have earned merit in one's pastlives by performing
many good deeds : that is how one becomes deserving. No one else is
qualified to pay you obeisance or to extol you."

The Acarya does not say everything plainly. In fact many things are
said in this, the very first stanza, indirectly. This is an important
characteristic of poetry: unlike in prose evérything must not be explained
in a plain manner. Certain matters must be left unsaid or merely implied
in what you say. Only then will one's interest be aroused, only then will
there be aesthetic pleasure. The rasa or juice of a fruit does not drip
outside but is contained in it. Similar is the case with poetry. A poem
must be "rasavat", that is it must have hidden in it that which gives
aesthetic enjoyment. It is also said that poetry must be "saravat”. It
means it must have substance: all unwanted things must be discarded
and the juice or essence alone extracted. This means there is no
circumlocution or prolixity: whatever is said is said clearly and briefly.
The juice extracted from a basketful of limes will be only so much as to
fill a small jar. So in poetry the ideas must be presented in a condensed
manner, in the form of "essence". A musician who takes up a small
pallavi! for singing renders it expansively, with sangati upon sangati
(variations of a melodic line). Similarly, a poem must be so composed
that the connoisseur will himself discover its inner meaning and the
beauty of its images and try to understand the ideas coveyed by it
through his own interpretation.

There is one more point that emerges as the inner meaning of the
last line of the stanza. "Pranantum stotum va katham akrtapunyah
prabhavati". "How can anyone who has not earned any merit pay you
obeisance or adore you?" asks the Acarya. But, since he himself sings
Amba's praises, does he think that he has earned much merit? To
construe so would be wrong. In a later passage the Acarya says, abasing
himself, "Bestow upon me too your sidelong glance" and "Place your
foot on my head also2." One who speaks thus will never boast in this
manner: "I have done a little good, that is why I am able to sing your
praises." So we have to ponder over the stanza and discover the inner
meaning suggested by the words in it. 6

_ What did the Acarya say at the beginning? "She (Amba) activates
Siva, the quiescent Reality, that does not stir otherwise." Following the
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same logic it must be that the Acarya felt thus when he composed the
hymn: "I have not earned any merit but I have been given by Amba the
power to compose the hymn that is meant for those who have earned
merit."

"How can anyone who has not earned any merit extol you?" If the
Acarya were to ask the same question, we can imagine his own answer
to it. "You have the power to accomplish anything. You are capable of
activating even the quiescent Siva. It is this power of yours that has
inspired my tongue, my speech, to sing your praises." To give such a
construction would be after the Acarya's own heart.

"Pranantum" (to prostrate oneself): here it is a bodily function that
is referred to. "Stotum" (to extol): what is meant here is a verbal
function. Of the triad, "mano-vak-kayam" (mind-speech-body), the
latter two are covered by "stotum" and "pranantum"”. What about the
first? It is only after thinking of Amba, meditating on her, that one
prostrates oneself before her and sings her praises. So the mind is also
broughtinin thisway. Thisideaisimplied in the stanza. Here we see that
mind, speech and body are offered to Amba. The seed sown in the first
stanza of the hymn attains its final stage of the ripened fruit in the one-
hundredth stanza. And the fruit signifies self-surrender to Amba, the
offering of oneself to her.

If one cannot pay obeisance to Amba and adore her because one has
not earned merit in one's previous births, it means that one cannot take
the path of devotion. The Acarya who has spoken thus with regard to the
way of bhakti expresses a similar view with regard to the way of jiana
in his Vivekacidamani®: "Muktirno satakoti janmasu krtaih punyairvina
labhyate." It means that liberation by following the path of jiana cannot
be obtained without having acquired merit in one hundred crores of
lives.

Aninteresting point tobe noted here is that in the Saundaryalahari,
which is a devotional work, the Acarya does not explicitly state, at the
beginning, that with divine grace aloneis one persuaded to take theright
path, whether itis that of bhakti or of jiana. Now the world believes that ;
God is "bundled up" in the path of jiiana and kept aside. But what does
the Acarya himself say in one of the early stanzas of his Vivekactidamani
which is a treatise on jiana? It is with divine grace, he states, that one is
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born a mortal, desires liberation and comes by a high-souled guru?.
"Daivanugraha hetukam" are the words used in the context.
Manikkavacakars echoes the same view when he says that oneis inspired
by God to take the path of devotion.

The hymn starts with the words, "Sivah Sakty“" that is with the
highly auspicious word "Siva". The stanza says that Siva will not be able
even to stir if he is not with Sakti. But it must be noted that it starts with
"Siva" not with "Sakti". We usually use the term "sati-pati" (wife and
husband), "Mrs and Mr"?, that is first wife and then husband. The hymn
is all about the glory of Sakti. It says that without Sakti Siva has no
greatness. If he remains alive even after swallowing the Kalakuta
poison it is because of the power of her tatankas (ear-ornaments). The
hymn which goes so far in exalting Sakti mentions the name of Siva first,
at the very beginning, and then only the name of Devi (Sakti).

Why is it s0? The Acarya was always careful about reminding the
world of the tenets of the dharmagastras. In many ways ISvaraand Amba
are different from the worldly husband and wife pair. A woman is
customarily called "abala" (one who is "weak"). It is the man who
protects her. Bala and Sakti mean the same. When you come to the
divine pair, Siva and Sakti, the very name of the wife is Sakti, that is
Power. Without her Siva has to remain doing nothmg When we want
to tell someone, "Go and sit quietly in a corner,” we say [in Tamil]
"Sivanena kida". It reminds us of the jocular references to the
contemporary scene made by those who give discourses on the Puranas.
If a man sets out on some work, showing much energy and enthusiasm,
we say he "starts out" with sakti. "Having no $akti, I remained like Siva
doing nothing." Such language comes naturally to us.

The dharmasastras, which point the way to how life is to be lived
in this world, have it that the wife is subordinate to the husband. When
we regard the divine pair, I§vara and Amba, it is the reverse: the former
is the quiescent Brahman without any attributes while the latter is the
great power (also known as Mayasakti) and she is behind the conduct
of the world.

It is not conceptually alone that Siva is thought to be powerless and
Sakti powerful. In the poetic tradition also, it is customary while
portraying love or Srngara to give the heroine a place higher than that of
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