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Jacques Cloarec
FIND Honorary President

Dear Friends and Readers,

Four years ago, at the beginning of 2015, FIND decided to
change the name of its online publication from FIND Newsletter
to Cahiers de la Fondation (the connecting thread remained
“Indialogues”). This change, as FIND's Advisory Committee
President Anne Prunet said in an explanatory letter included in
the first issue of the Cahiers de la Fondation, was not a mere
change of label, but indicated a considerable development in
our activities. This development was reflected in the contents

of the Cahiers de la Fondation and in the level of the texts
available to readers in each of its issues.

In this case too, | am glad to announce another change of
name. The cycle of the Cahiers de la Fondation has reached a
symbolic completion (or shall we say “limit"?), and FIND’s online
publication will henceforth be called Transcultural Dialogues.
What does this change of name mean? FIND's Newsletter was
merely informative, combining short texts and announcements
of events, whereas the Cahiers de la Fondation mirrored precise
and open-minded intellectual work on many aspects of Indian
and European culture. This clear difference was based on a
common dialogical intention. In the present case, Transcultural
Dialogues adds new elements and expresses a challenge: the
heritage of Alain Daniélou, the main focus of which remains, of
course, India and Europe, is not limited to the Indo-European
field. Daniélou’s intuitions on animism, his thoughts on
Dravidian and Munda ethnic groups, his emphasis on the value
of a religion of Nature, and his use of both theoretical and
experiential comparatism beyond textual parameters reaches
out to cultures and forms of religious thought that are not
limited to India and Europe.



The change from Cahiers de la Fondation to Transcultural
Dialogues was already inscribed in last year's intellectual
production. The last issue of Cahiers de la Fondation, for
example, presented a text on African Voodoo (not written —
mind you - by a Western scholar but by a Voodoo priest with

a remarkable background of his own local culture). Such a
contribution also does justice to the heritage of Daniélou’s work.
In the first place, the publication of the text on African Voodoo
relates to FIND's “Transcultural Encounters” Forum, in which
interdisciplinary research and discussion encompass not only
different forms of Hindu and European classical tradition, but
also Amerindian, African and Far-Eastern cultural, religious
and philosophical clusters. Secondly, one only needs to read
Daniélou’s writings, for example his essay for UNESCO written
in 1978 on the Relationship between Dravidian and Negro-
African cultures, or his contribution to the Latin-American
review Takiwasi dated 1992 on the religious use of psychoactive
substances. Last but not least, the name of Alain Daniélou is not
only recorded in the register of Linga Raja at Bhuwaneshwar
and in Via Alain Daniélou at Zagarolo, Italy, but also in the
Senegalese village of Sindia, West Africa!

The online review Transcultural Dialogues, as FIND's Director

of Research and Intellectual Dialogue, Adrian Navigante, tells
me, intends to broaden the horizon of cultural exchange with
interdisciplinary contributions, since interdisciplinary research
is now taking the place of encyclopaedic knowledge. FIND's
idea of “dialogue” entails an attitude that is not so common

in the West: a willingness to learn from “insider” knowledge,
rather than imposing pre-ordained patterns of domination
based on the exclusivity of Western knowledge. In this sense,
Transcultural Dialogues in many ways expresses the same type
of open-mindedness as FIND's Intellectual Forum “Transcultural
Encounters”, where debates go beyond the India-Europe axis —
with the aim of further feeding and deepening related research.
In a way, this is a symbol of the type of work carried out on
FIND's Research and Intellectual Dialogue platform, proving
itself adequate to face the challenges of our times.

Wishing this project every success, | look forward to seeing the
spirit of Alain Daniélou taking shape in new contexts and with
new (trans-)cultural inputs.

Jaques Cloarec



Adrian Navigante
Director FIND Research and Intellectual Dialogue

ALAIN DANIELOU
AND KASI: A PATH
OF INTEGRATION

The present essay is a lecture that Adrian
Navigante delivered at the Alice Boner
Institute, Varanasi, on March 5 in the context

of the program “Lived Sanskrit Cultures in
Varanasi 2019", organized by the universities of
Heidelberg, Wurzburg and Banaras. Since the
text is published without any modifications, it
should be borne in mind that the location of
the speaker is Varanasi and all the deictic forms
correspond to that location.
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Terrace of the Alice Boner Institute in Varanasi. Photo: Adridn Navigante

India and the Western imagination

Alain Daniélou (1907-1994), like many West-
erners that at some point in their life came to
this country and especially to this legendary
city (whatever their ideological orientation
and personal feelings), belongs to the long
and fascinating history of imaginary appro-
priation of India. I do not intend to trace this
imaginary appropriation back to the origins of
imperialism (Vasco da Gama, 1469-1524), or —
even more complicated — to the ancient roots
of imperial expansion (Alexander the Great).
For me, the imaginary appropriation of India
becomes interesting if we trace it back to an ep-

ochal coincidence that took place in the XVIII
century. At the time of the Enlightenment and
the enthronement of reason, a French oriental-
ist, Abraham Hyacinthe Duperron (1731-1805),
translated a collection of 15 Upanishads, ena-
bling the modern Western world in search of
its lost soul (as the Swiss psychologist C. G. Jung
would put it) to approach the enigmatic and
promising spirit of India. Although Duperron,
like the encyclopaedists and the revolutionar-
ies of 1789, was French, instead of a reductive
epistemic reasoning, he disclosed a metaphysi-
cal and spiritual amplification (contained in the
Upanishadic corpus he translated): atmavidya



“Daniélou’s Shaivism was closely related to Kasi, where
he didn't exactly discover, but rather re-encountered or
re-cognized the god of his childhood”

or Self-knowledge, meaning at the same time
“knowledge of oneself” and “knowledge of the
Self” (through the identification atman-brah-
man).

It is also worth noticing that Duperron didn’t
translate the Upanishads from the Sanskrit, but
from Persian, and that the published transla-
tion was not in French but in Latin®. India’s
irruption into modern Western culture was
characterized by the constitutive effacement
of both source and target languages. We can
take that aspect as a symbolic anticipation of
what came next: a proliferation of inventions
and reinventions of Indian culture: Schopen-
hauer’s fusion of Brahmanism and Buddhism
in the doctrine of the negation of the will;
Madame Blavatsky’s concoction of Tibetan La-
manism, Puranic cosmology, Gnostic and Ro-
sicrucian doctrines which led to her famous
Secret Doctrine; or René Guénon’s invention of
a primordial tradition with its roots in a myth-
ic version of Sankaracarya’s Advaita Vedanta.
The line traced by German Indology of the XIX
century (which extends to our time) saw such
experiments as a deviation from the norm (of
course, a norm identified with the source lan-
guage of the canonical texts), but even the sci-
entific utopia of hard-core philologists couldn’t
do without an imaginary basis. Friedrich Max
Miiller (1823-1900), one of the giants of Vedic
studies, died without knowing India (and of
course without regretting it). The thing was no
better with Orientalists who, even at the time
of the French Revolution, already knew India,
like Henry Colebrook (1765-1837). For him, the

culture of the continent was represented by the
type of (reformed) Brahmanism that fitted the
expectations and needs of the colonialists.

AsTsaid, Alain Daniélou also belongs to this his-
tory, but his story is quite different. We can take
the personal equation of somebody to ask our-
selves in which way a story belongs to history. I
would say that Alain Daniélou belonged to the
history of the imaginary appropriation of India
in a diametrically opposed way to the authors I
have mentioned so far, and I would like, begin-
ning with his story, to show why and how. In
doing that, I also intend to say something about
his relationship with Kasi and the way the local
culture of this city changed his way of under-
standing the world. But Daniélou’s story is also
connected with other stories that are part and
parcel of the same “differentially articulated”
history.

The European diaspora and Kasi

At the beginning of the XX century, a group of
Europeans established themselves in this city
and adopted it as a homeland. We find our-
selves in an India between the 1930s and the
1940s, that is, far away from the worldwide
phenomenon of modernized Yoga and New-
Age spirituality that constituted a massive
“passage to India” in the last decades of the XX
century. It was not a pattern of dominance (like
that of the colonialists) that inspired their ac-
tions and thoughts, but one of visionary iden-
tification. This pattern is quite complex and
has nothing to do with any passive fusion with
the immediate environment. It consists of dis-



ciplined study, mimetic elaboration, selective
reconstruction and creative expansion.

The first of these Europeans is the English poet
Lewis Thompson (1909-1949), a cultivated
British author who baffled both Indian anglo-
philes and orthodox Hindus with his humble
attitude towards Indian life and tradition, as
well as with his quite peculiar spiritual search.
Thompson was untouched by the common-
places of colonial racism and sought to insert
himself in a tradition of uninterrupted spiritual
gnosis going beyond the mediation of books.
Before arriving in Varanasl in the early 1940s,
he had spent years in Southern India working
on the effacement of the ego in poetry in order
to reach the “absolute level” of literary practice
(which for him coincided with Lila, the divine
play). Short after his arrival in the City of Light,
he writes in his diary: “The vision-quality of
sight has changed”? And it is a distillation of
sight and an increasing vision that he cultivat-
ed in Kas1 until his untimely death (caused by
sunstroke) at 40.

The second European of the artistic diaspora
in Varanasl is Alice Boner (1889-1981). Unlike
Lewis Thompson, her life was not amputated
by fate like that of the poet, and she could de-
velop her insights and bring her work to matu-
rity in a long-standing relationship with Kasi, a
city which ended up being her home for forty
years. Alice Boner could be a subject of a sep-
arate talk, especially in this house, but I shall
limit myself to saying (in the words of Bettina
Bdumer) that her “main aim, both in the prac-
tice of art and in its understanding, has been
the penetrating vision”. If artistic creation can
be understood as giving form to the formless,
or manifesting the unmanifest, Alice Boner’s
vision seems to retrace the way up to the ideal
space where the full content of life may be ex-
perienced. Kapila Vatsyayan related this space
with the antarhrdaya akasa of the Chandogya
Upanisad (VIII-I, 1-3)% This comparison can be

made only if we bear in mind that Alice Bon-
er was — of course with the exception of Stella
Kramrisch, who did not reside in Varanasi but
in Kolkata — the first modern European artist
with a deep awareness of Indian traditional
arts and the role of the experiential metaphys-
ics. Her translation of the Silpa Prakasa (pub-
lished in 1965) and of the Vastusatra Upanisad
(1982) are clear examples of this. With the help
of Pandit Sadasiva Rath Sarma she could not
only grasp the essentials of Silpa Sastra but re-
alized that Indian tradition is a key to the devel-
opment of modern artists (both in Europe and
in India, since many modern Indians are fully
detached from the past).

Alain Daniélou is the third of these figures, on
whom I would like to focus this talk. His profile
cannot be drawn so easily as in the case of the
previous figures. He was known as a musician,
painter, musicologist, indologist, philosopher
and writer. Which of these epithets could be
said to do justice to his life? His detractors say
none of them, his supporters say all of them
(Daniélou was quite an outspoken non-con-
formist and his reception is therefore very po-
larized). I would like to retrace those epithets
to a sort of common denominator: Shaivism.
Daniélou’s Shaivism was closely related to Kas,
where he didn’t discover, but rather re-encoun-
tered or re-cognized the god of his childhood,
as he explains in his autobiography: “Shiva is
the god of the universe, the ruler of all living
things, trees and animals as well as human be-
ings. [...] Men built sanctuaries to honor him,
but his true temple is nature, especially the for-
est [...]. Here at last was the god I had vaguely
sensed in my childhood and had secretly been
searching for all my life*. In 1937, during a
walk on the ghats with a Brahmin, he found out
that the abode of the Maharaja of Rewa (Rewa
Kothi, located only three hundred yards away
from Alice Boner’s house) could be rented, and
that the price was not higher than what he and
his friend, Raymond Burnier, were paying at



01 / SUMMER SOLSTICE

English hotels. That was the beginning of a
fifteen-year sojourn in this city, intentional-
ly far away from the Anglo-Indian culture of
that time. It was in this city and in a traditional
milieu that Daniélou learned Hindi, Sanskrit,
classical Indian music and philosophy®. It was
also in the orthodox milieu of this city that he
was initiated into Shaivism by order of Swam1
Karpatriji’ (whom he knew very well), and he
was called from then on “Shiva Sharan”. I think
that initiation was important, but not in the
sense most people today would believe. What
I mean is that, in the context of “globalized
Hinduism”, the usual attitude in the West is to
search for “initiation” (overlooking altogether

the question of adhikdra) almost as an excuse
to become a “guru”, that is, to stop learning
and to start imparting. Daniélou might have
had some other points we may criticize, but
in this respect, he never confused a question
of life-changing perspective with a question of
empowerment and spiritual enlightenment.

Alain Daniélou and the presence of
Shiva

Daniélou’s initiation was important because
it enabled him to understand the logic of a
culture from the inside, without falling back
on reductionisms of any kind. However, this

Adridn Navigante’s lecture at the Alice Boner Library. Photo: Prof. Jérg Gengnagel



change did not efface the former Daniélou; it
rather integrated him on another level of un-
derstanding. Daniélou never saw his diksa as
an event, but as a symbol of a whole process
that not only re-educated him as a young adult,
but also brought back to him a primal experi-
ence and transformed it into a vision for the fu-
ture (not only the future within the framework
of his own story, but also that of the history he
belonged to). His primal experience is retold
in his autobiography under the title “the dis-
covery of the divine”; the setting is a forest in
Brittany. Daniélou writes the following: “In one
of the farthest corners of my father’s property
was a thick wood with trees planted too close
together. It was like an abandoned tree nurs-
ery, grown wild and as impenetrable as a jun-
gle. T had cleared several narrow paths through
the woods and spent long hours nestled among
the friendly trees. Here alone, I could sense a
mystery far greater than that of the ordinary
human world. I created small sanctuaries and
adorned them with sacred objects, symbols of
the forest gods”®. This early experience of the
divine was sometime later destroyed by his
parents. His mother, a pious Catholic, gave him
a gold cross blessed by the Pope to replace his
forest altar, of course with the intention of seal-
ing the end of his pagan tendencies. In view of
this attitude, Daniélou concludes: “The religion
of humans has nothing to do with the divine re-
ality of the world” °. His vision for the future is
something that developed when Daniélou de-
finitively returned to Europe (at the beginning
of the 1960s) and, after more than twenty years
of immersion in the India of that time, felt him-
self a total exile®. In fact, he left Varanasi right
after Independence and moved to Southern
India. Unfortunately, I must limit myself to
barely mentioning his fruitful collaboration
with the Indian pandit Ramachandra Bhatt,
whose exceptional work and the influence he
had on Daniélou would deserve a separate lec-
ture no longer focused on Varanasl but rather

on Adyar and Pondicherry. It was at that time
that Daniélou found in the ancient layers of
pre-Christian Europe (Etruscan religion, the
Dionysian mysteries, Mithraic cults) parallels
to the kind of religion that Shivaism was for
him: 1. a religion embracing all levels of reality
(from plants and animals to superior beings)
as the body of the god, 2. a path of self-knowl-
edge where moral principles do not cloud the
process of learning, and 3. a living tradition
preventing both the extreme fragmentation of
atheistic individualism and the lethal rigidity
of religious fanaticism.

While Lewis Thompson and Alice Boner em-
phasized, through their readings of the Upan-
ishads, the experiential way of the artist back
to the space challenging the very ontological
constitution of nama-ripa, Alain Daniélou
(well-aware of the refined metaphysics of
transcendence in the Indic tradition) attempt-
ed to embrace the disclosure of divine energy
in every aspect of the manifested world - the
manifested world being the body of Shiva. The
disclosure of the divine Shakti is manifold;
therefore, Polytheism was for him the logical
correlate of radical transcendence, as well as
its appropriate phenomenological expression.
This means that radical transcendence was ul-
timately no philosophy of the One but acknowl-
edgment of the non-One (that which is impossi-
ble to grasp) and hence the need to understand
the divine energy perspectively. That is perhaps
the reason why he resorted many times to the
Tantric-Puranic phrase ekasabdatmika maya
(cf. Karpatriji’s Srt Bhagavat Tattva, where he
quotes the Mudgala Purana'). Embracing mul-
tiplicity meant for Daniélou remaining faithful
to the different aspects of Shiva and aware of
our limited role in creation.

It is impossible to even summarize the inex-
haustible corpus of ancient Shaiva mytholo-
gy in the context of this talk, but it is widely
known that if a key-word definition is attempt-



ed, one should choose the term “paradox”. It
has become a commonplace to say that Shiva is
life and death, creator and destroyer, and even
to relate his nature to the Latin expression co-
incidentia oppositorum. But let’s go one step fur-
ther. For Daniélou, Shiva is also the expression
of desire in its most intensive form, hence his

tends not only upwards but also downwards.
At the same time, Daniélou was very attentive
to what John Marshall wrote in his book about
the pre-Vedic civilization of the Indus Valley*
about the (in the meantime “famous”) seal de-
picting a male god. This god who seats in yo-
gic posture, surrounded by animals and with

“Daniélou found in the ancient layers of pre-Christian
Europe (Etruscan religion, the Dionysian mysteries,
Mithraic cults) parallels to the kind of religion that

Shivaism was for him”

ithyphallic character (ardhva-medra), symbol of
the most powerful self-affirmation of Life. This
central aspect - even if it can be said to chal-
lenge in a certain sense the Vedic condemna-
tion of sisnadeva'? as well as the negative view
of desire propounded by Buddhism (by means
of the essential relationship between tfsna, that
is, “thirst” or “craving” and duhkha) - should not
be reduced to eroticism. In the Indian context,
ithyphallicism is ambivalent, because it does
not only mean priapism (or erotic surplus) but
also abstinence — if we leave aside the question
of seminal retention in Tantra: vajroll sadhand.
We should remember that, for example, in
Mahabharata (XIII, 17, 45-46), Shiva is called
urdhvalinga, that is, a raised linga — which does
not shed its seed®®. Shiva’s desire circulates in
all walks of life and enhances each aspect of
human existence. What does this mean for
Daniélou? His theory of perception is in this
respect worthy of attention: in opposition to
spiritualist authors, Daniélou tended to em-
phasize the fact that the divine is located on
a higher level of perception, that is, the divine
presents not only an analogical character with
regard to the immanence of the world and the
experience of the senses, but also a character
of relative continuity, and this continuity ex-

an erect phallus, was considered a prototype
of Shiva. Marshall called him Pasupati and
Daniélou used this name extensively to speak
about Shiva®’; he saw in this iconography the
prehistoric anticipation of what he could at the
same time read in the mediaeval Puranas and
learn in the dialogue he cultivated with pandits
and Shaivite sadhus.

A philosophy of experiential expansion

Alain Daniélou did not reject scholarship alto-
gether, but he never defined himself as a schol-
ar and even warned against the entanglement
of the intellect in purely textual knowledge,
that is, he saw a problem in the detachment
of the intellect from a philosophy of concrete
experience. In his autobiography he writes:
“The cultural importance of Benares has noth-
ing to do with the university. It depends on
the great traditional scholars who teach a few
chosen disciples in their homes”®. Of course
scholarship has changed and the situation of
pandits in the reformed social structure after
the Independence of India has also changed,
so that many things today should be reconsid-
ered before formulating such a judgement. But
Daniélou’s polarization has to be understood in
its own context: during the years following the



Independence of India, increasing funding by
powerful industrialists led to the setting up of
modern universities, whose method was total-
ly detached from the kind of traditional learn-
ing that Daniélou had seen and experienced in
Kas1. This was for Daniélou the beginning of
another civilization that not only ran parallel to
the traditional one, but also sought to destroy it.

Of course one may point to two problems: 1.
The lack of detailed analysis of complex trans-
formation processes in Indian society and cul-
ture from 1948 onwards, and 2. An out-dated
view of (at least one part of) Western scholar-
ship, which has proven to be a source of en-
richment for the understanding of the religious
and philosophical complex called “Hinduism”.
But we should not forget the perspective from
which he was speaking: he had embraced the
traditional Hindu world as a source of values
he did not consider so simple to replace, es-
pecially by a model that cannot be fully sepa-
rated from certain historical phenomena like
colonialism, imperialist wars and totalitarian
regimes. Concerning Western scholarship, we
have to say that many indologists in France at
that time had no contact with the Indian world,
and Daniélou was convinced that that branch
of European indology (as the discipline of clas-
sical text interpretation) would never be able
to grasp the complexity and integrality of the
Hindu universe, however competent its San-
skrit scholars might be — at least by European
standards.

Had Alain Daniélou remained his whole life
in India, his work and heritage would not be
as interesting as they actually are, especially
for the challenges of our 21% century. When
he returned to Europe, he took it upon him-
self to re-discover India in Europe (perhaps in
the same way as he had re-discovered Shiva
in India). His attempt to synthetize Indian and
ancient European religion, is the last and - in

my opinion - most creative and interesting step
along his “path of integration”, an expression I
would actually use to summarize his life. It was
his conviction that what he had incorporated
and understood as Shaivism had once been a
religious complex with different nuances, but
similar cultic, ritual and even symbolic pat-
terns. Once perceived and traced, this should
become a way of life in the face of the manifold
problems of modern (or, as we would say to-
day, “global”) civilization, of which I name only
two: the Ecological crisis (the so-called “an-
thropocene”) and an increasing polarization
between nihilistic atheism and religious fanat-
icism. How he understood his Shaivism in the
last period of his life should be emphasized as
a closing remark: this was a conscious process
led by an unprejudiced intellectual effort to un-
derstand the universe beyond the limitations of
modern rationality, partly by scientific inquiry,
partly by artistic imagination, partly by a reli-
gious attitude (where myths and symbols may
become realities), including all levels of experi-
ence. The title of his autobiography, The Way to
the Labyrinth, summarizes his whole life’s jour-
ney by means of an ancestral symbol express-
ing (as Daniélou himself said in an interview
at Zagarolo, Italy) a spirally-coiled path along
which one does not “lose”, but rather “finds”
oneself. Finding oneself is the result not only
of integrating several elements of different cul-
tures as personal (and also collectively func-
tional) myths to fill one’s life with meaning, but
also the result of freeing oneself as far as pos-
sible from the inherited constraints of empty
dogmas, prejudices, aversions, envies and infe-
riority complexes that separate us from the rest
of creation and make it impossible to embrace
(or at least perceive) its fullness. ¢



1 Duperron had also made a French version,
but it was never published.

2 Lewis Thompson, Journals of an Integral Poet:
1932-1944, Virginia 2006, p. 386

3 Bettina Baumer (ed.), Ripa Pratirtipa, Alice
Boner Commemoration Volume, New Delhi 1982,
p.v.

4 Kapila Vatsyayan, The Indian Arts: Their
Ideational Background and Principles of Form,
in: Ripa Pratiripa, Alice Boner Commemoration
Volume, pp. 11-26, here p. 22.

5 Alain Daniélou, The Way to the Labyrinth, New
York 1987, p. 140

6 His teachers were Vijayanand Tripathi (phi-
losophy), one of the great scholars of Varanas,
his son Brahmanand Tripathi (Indian languag-
es), and Shivendranath Basu (music), known
to his familiars as $antu Babu, one of the finest
Vina players in Northern India.

7 The initiation was carried out by Swami
Brahmanand Sarasvati, who later on became
(by recommendation of Swami Karpatrl) the
first Sankaracarya of Jyotir Math.

8 Alain Daniélou, The Way to the Labyrinth, p. 5.
9 Alain Daniélou, The Way to the Labyrinth, p. 6.

10 Not only because he was out of sync in Eu-
rope, but also because the India of Gandhi and
Nehru had nothing to do with the traditional
milieu in which he had been immersed back
in the 1930s. This would open another long de-
bate about the modern intellectual reform after
India’s independence, a debate I cannot and I
don’t want to enter in the context of this talk.

11 Daniélou never commented on that Purana,
which dates back to the 11th century (although
an exact dating is impossible) and deals with
the deity Ganesha. Probably what interested
him is that in this text Ganesha is the ultimate
reality of the world but his manifestations are
endless including eight avatara incarnations
(the motive of avatara being in this case a way
of expressing the idea of a progressive disclo-
sure of the divine in the world and a perpetual
asymmetry between the energy and its visual
manifestation).

12 There is a long debate about the translation
of the Vedic passage concerning the “phallus
worshippers” (sisnadeva), that is, whether the
Sanskrit compound should actually be translat-
ed in this way or whether the verse refers to a
condemnation of lustful people (in which case
it is true that $isna is not lingam).

13 Cf. Wendy Doniger, Shiva: The Erotic Ascetic,
1981, p. 9. The basic Sanskrit expression for
abstinence is ardhvaretas (drawing up of the
seed) or even ardhvagamiviryah (with his seed
moving upwards).

14 John Marshall, Mohenjodaro and the Indus
Civilization, 3 volumes, 1931.

15 I leave aside the debate about whether
that seal depicts a Proto-Shiva or a seated bull
(cf. Asko Parpola, Deciphering the Indus Script,
1994), this is not important in considering
Daniélou’s expansion of Shaivism.

16 Alain Daniélou, The Way to the Labyrinth, p.
144.



Raja Pathak
Banaras Hindu University

CONCEPT OF KALA
IN HINDU ASTRONOMY

“Man lacked the enchanted hands of the
unseen forces that created the universe
brilliantly; but how he attempted to explore the
mysteries with his limited talent and skill is no
less splendid. The moment he opened his eyes
he observed: on the one side lay stupendous
beauty and on the other stood unyielding
principles. Looking with curiosity into the laws
that connect things in nature, he tried to grasp
ideas from this. His ventures pass on from

one generation to another and finally he has
created an artificial world of his own”!

Note: The author’s use of Sanskrit quotation conventions has been retained.



here is nothing beyond Kala in this world. Everything is contained in Kala.

When the human being was born he would see the planets rising and setting
every day. He must have been surprised to see that all activities occur at fixed
intervals. This same surprise inspired him to discover the interval of these events,
which is called Kala. People in every corner of the world started defining it in
their own way. First and foremost, the discussion about Kéla is described in the
Rig Veda?, the earliest available literature in the world. After this, being a part of
the Vedas also gave Kala a minor scale in Hindu astronomy:.

Almost all the texts of Hindu astronomy describe two types of Kala: one is Suksh-
ma and other is Sthoola Kéla. Some texts like Aryabhatiya had a different point
of view about classification in Sthoola Kéla, but all scholars unanimously accept
the two different distinctions of Kala. In these two types of classification, Sukshma
Kala is that which is not measurable by man without a machine. In describing the
concept of Sukshma Kala, Bhaskaracharya says,

Yokshonornimeshasya kharambhagah

Sa tatparahtachhatbhaaguktah.
Trutirnimeshath dhritibhishcha Kaasthaa
Tat trinstaasadganakaihkaloktaa.
TrinshatKdalarkaashi ghatikaakshanahsyaat
Naadeedwayam taih khagunairdiinam cha.
Gurvaksharth khendumitathasustaih
Shadbhirpalaih taih ghatikaa khasadbhih
Syadwaa ghatishashtirahahkharamaih
Maasodinairtaith dwikubhishcha varsham
Kshetre samaadyen samaa vibhaagah
SyushchakrarasyanshKdlaviliptaa.

The time it takes to blink an eyelid is called Nimesha. The 30™ part of Nimesha is
called Tatpar and the 100th part of Tatpar is called Truti. Similarly there is a Ni-
mesha of 18 Kastha; one Kéla equals thirty Kastha and one Ghatika equals thirty
Kala. This is called a constellation. There is a Muhurta of two Ghatika and a day
equals thirty Muhurta 4567891011 f we measure it in ST units then Truti = = 35.5
us, Tatpara== 3.55 ms, Nimesha = = 106.7 ms, Kastha= = 3.2 s, Kdla== 1.6 min,
Muhurta= = 48 min, Nakshatra Ahoratra (sidereal day)= = 24 h. Every scholar of
Hindu astronomy describes the smallest classification of Kéla in this manner. On
the other hand, however, there are nine types of Sthool Kdla (Gross Period). (1)



Brahma Mana (2) Divya Ména (3)Paitra Mana (4) Prajapatya Mdana (5) Gaurav
Maéna (6) Saur Ména (7) Saavan Mana (8) Chaandra Mana (9) Naakashatra Mana.

1. Brahma Mana

The period related to Brahma is called Brahma Mana. According to Brahma Mana,
the age of Brahma is one hundred years. The day of Brahma equals 1,000 maha-
yuga and night is the same. An era of 1000 Mahayuga is called Kalp and it shows
that the value of the day and night of Brahma is two kalpa. One Brahma Year is
equal to seven hundred and twenty Kalpa. The full age of Brahma is 7,200 Kalpa.
According to the belief of Hindu Astrology, great geographical changes happen
during this period. As the beginning of the Sat Yuga and at its end, there will be a
conjunction period of 14,400 solar years. Similarly there will be a conjunction of
108,000 solar years in the Treta Yuga and 72,000 solar years in the Dwapar Yuga
and 3,600 solar years in the Kali Yuga. Thus a Maha Yuga is 4,320,000 solar years
and a kalpa of 1,000 Mahayug means 4,320,000,000 solar years. If we multiply
432,000 by 4, 3, 2 and 1, we will get the length of every yuga'2.

Sat Yuga = 432,000*4 =1,728,000
Treta Yuga = 432,000 *3 = 1,296,000
Dwapar Yuga = 432,000*2 = 864,000
Kali Yuga = 432,000*1= 432,000

At the beginning and end of each Yuga, the conjunction period equals the sixth
part of that particular era. The value of the Maha Yuga includes the conjunction
periods. The day of Brahma equals one Kalpa and night is the same. This means
the whole value of night and day of Brahma is two kalpa. In solar value, it equals
8,640,000,000 solar years. The value of the year will be 8,640,000,000x3600, so
Brahma lives 8,640,000,000x360x100* solar years according to this value. This
period called MahaKalp and Bramh Mana.

At the beginning of the day of Brahma, creation takes place and at the end of the
day there is a catastrophe, at that time all creation is submerged.

2. Divya Mana: (Divine value)

The period related to the gods is called the divine period. When one cycle of the
sun is completed, it is called a solar year and the same solar year is called the
divine day of the Gods!*. When the sun moves from Aries to Virgo, that period
called Uttar Gola, which is called the “day of gods”. And when the sun is located
in Capricorn to Pisces then it is called the “night of gods”. Thus the divine year of
the gods numbers 360 solar years, which value is called the Divine value.



3. Paitra Mana: (Period of the forefathers)

A lunar month is called a day of ancestors, in which 15 days (half dark paksha)
have one day of the ancestors and 15 days (the other half, bright paksha) have the
ancestral night. Thus we have a year of 360 lunar months of the ancestors.

4. Prajapatya Mana: (Period of Prajapati)

The period of Prajapati is called the Prajapatya Mana. As we know that there are
4,320,000 solar years in one mahayuga, similarly there are 71 mahayugas in one
manu.

4,320,000*71=306,720,000=1 manu

According to this value there are fourteen Manus in the day of Brahma (kalpa).
They are: Swayambhu Manu, Svarocisha Manu, Uttama Manu, Tapasa Manu,
Raivata Manu, Chaakshus Manu, Vaisvat Manu, Savarni Manu, Daksha-savarni
Manu, Brahma-savarni Manu, Dharma-savarni Manu, Rudra-savarni Manu, De-
va-savarni Manu, Indra-savarni Manu.

At the beginning and end of each Manu, the conjunction period equals Sat Yuga.
Thus in Kalpa, there are 14 manus and 15 conjunctions. This period of Manu is
considered to be the period of Prajapati.

5. Gaurav Mana: (Jupiter’s Period)

The period in which Jupiter completes 30 degrees of its orbit is called Samvtsas
or Barhaspatya Mana. This we know by the rule of three. The revolution of all
the planets in an era is given in the book of Hindu Astronomy. Jupiter completes
its 364,220 cycles in one Maha Yuga and there are 1,577,917,828 civil days in
one Maha Yuga. So, according to the rule of three, if we find 364,220 cycles in
1,577,917,828 days, then how many days will Jupiter take to complete the 30 de-
grees of its orbit? It will be 361 days, 2 ghati, 4 pala and 45 vipala. It is 9 days, 13
ghati, 25 pala less than the solar year. Jupiter has a cycle of sixty Samvabsaras. It
completes its 5 cycles in sixty Samvatsaras. In Agnipuran, these are:



1 Prabhav 16 | Chitrabhanu | 31 | Hemalamba 46 | Paridhavi

2 | Vibhav 17 | Svabhanu 32 | Vilamba Naan | 47 | Pramadi

3 | Shukla 18 | Taaran 33 | Vikari 48 | Aanand

4 | Pramoda 19 | Pardhiva 34 | Sharvari 49 | Raakshas

5 | Prajapati 20 | Vyaya 35 | Plava 50 | Nala

6 | Angira 21 | Sarvajittu 36 | Shubhakrita |51 | Pingala

7 | Shreemukha |22 | Sarvadhari |37 | Shobhakrita |52 | Kalayukta
8 | Bhava 23 | Virodhi 38 | Krodhi 53 | Siddharthi
9 | Yuva 24 | Vikruti 39 | Vishvaavasu |54 | Raudra

10 | Dhata 25 | Khara 40 | Parabhava 55 | Durmati

11 | Ishwar 26 | Nandana 41 | Plavanga 56 | Dundubhi
12 | Bahudhanya | 27 | Vijaya 42 | Keelak 57 | Rudhirodhagari
13 | Pramathi 28 | Jaya 43 | Soumya 58 | Raktaaksha
14 | Vikram 29 | Manmatha 44 | Sadharana 59 | Krodhan
15 | Vrisha 30 | Durmukhi 45 | Virodhakrita | 60 | Kshaya

Agni Purana, Lesson-131, versa-1-13

6. Saur Mana (solar period)

As we know, the sun is stable and our earth is moving. But for the calculation we
assume that our earth is stable, according to this hypothesis. The time taken to
completes one revolution by the sun is called a solar year. When it completes 30
degrees, this period is called a solar month and when it completes one degree it is
called a solar day. The changing of the zodiac sign of the sun is called Sankranti.
There are different types of Sankrantis (Solstice), i.e. the Sankranti of Capricorn
and Cancer is called Ayansankranti and the Sankrarti of Aries and Libra is called
Equatorial Sankranti (Equinox). The Sankranti of Gemini, Virgo, Sagittarius and
Pisces is called Vishanupadi Sankranti (Vishnupadi solstice).

7. Saavan Mana: (Civil period)

The period between one sunrise and another sunrise is called Savan mana (Civil
Period)

8. Chandra Mana: (Lunar Period)

When the sun and the moon are in same position (Rashi, Amsha, Kala), that mo-



ment is called the new moon. The angular difference between the sun and the
moon on the new moon is zero. Similarly, this period between one new moon
night and the next new moon night is called a lunar month. There are thirty Tithis
(days) in a Lunar Month.

No.

1

10
11
12
13
14
15

9. Nakshatra Mana (Sidereal Period)

Shukla Paksha Tithies

Pratipada
Dwitiya
Tritiya
Chaturthi
Panchami
Shashthi
Saptami
Ashtami
Navami
Dashami
Ekadashi
Dwadashi
Trayodashi
Chaturdashi

Poornima

16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

Krishna Paksha Tithies
Pratipada
Dwitiya
Tritiya
Chaturthi
Panchami
Shashthi
Saptami
Ashtami
Navami
Dashami
Ekadashi
Dwadashi
Trayodashi
Chaturdashi

Amawashya

The duration between one star rise and the next star rise is called Nakshatra
Maéna (Sidereal Period). It contains 24 hours and is a constant value. There are
30 days in Nakshatra Méasa (Sidereal Month) and 360 days in Nakshatra Varsha
(Sidereal Year).
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THE ART OF YOGA:
TO INCARNATE BEAUTY

This essay explores the relationship between
aesthetic experience (rasasvada) and religious
experience (brahmasvada) in the framework
of non-dual tantric Yoga of Medieval Kasmir,
especially the peculiar ‘aesthetic perspective’
of this kind of Yoga. The Saivite initiate is
simultaneously a yogin and a jAdnin, but his
approach to knowledge is specifically concrete:
it is based on the senses. The quality of his
perception can unleash not only a profound
power of attention, but also a fine sensitivity
that is generative, ever-new, a vehicle of fresh
insight (pratibhad) and beauty.

The author is profoundly grateful to Raffaele Torella, her mentor and inspiration for
many years, who originally rediscovered in recent studies the importance of aesthetic
experience in non-dual Tantrism and its correlation with religious experience.



Le beau est la preuve expérimentale que
Pincarnation est possible. Dés lors tout art
de premier ordre est par essence religieux.

Simone Weil, La Pesanteur et la Grace

Knowing is feeling; knowing is
generating

The concept of non-dual Tantrism that devel-
oped in Kasmir in the Middle Ages features
an affinity and intertwining of philosophical
and religious implications between rasasva-
da, the enjoyment of beauty through art, and
brahmasvada, the spiritual dimension that Yoga
incarnates!. The present article aims to identi-
fy the original ‘aesthetic prospect’ of Kasmiri
Tantric Yoga, a ritual form sui generis that in-
tegrates the different tendencies of Raja Yoga
and of the Tantric transmissions that preceded
it, incarnating the apex of the Tantric phenom-
enon tout court.

The relationship between aesthetic (rasas-
vada) and religious (brahmasvada) experience?
emerges particularly in an original interpreta-
tion of Abhinavagupta® in his comment on the
Natya sastra, the Abhinavabharatt, and in the
Locana ad Dhvanyaloka by Anandavardhana®.
In these texts, the great Kasmiri master tackles
the aesthetic dimension in a structured man-
ner, while allowing a glimpse of a new concept
of religious experience, independent of artistic
enjoyment, but with roots in the same soil.

First and foremost, the Kasmiri masters con-
ceived of rasasvada and brahmasvada not only
as two actual doors giving access to knowledge,

but as knowledge itself (pramana). Both in an-
cient India and in ancient Greece, knowing
means investigating the truth with all one’s be-
ing, body and soul, viewing the body broadly as
physical awareness. Furthermore, knowledge
oriented towards liberation is the ultimate goal
of the Yoga rite, whatever the line of transmis-
sion to which it belongs.

Tantric schools of non-dual persuasion — and
generally speaking the more extreme types
like the Krama school — decidedly support the
primacy of knowledge over ritual activity, of
which Yoga may be considered an extension,
but Abhinavagupta never underestimated the
need for what we may call ‘incarnate’ knowl-
edges; the central role of the practice, moreo-
ver, is the core of religious India. According to
the view of the Gama tantra quoted by Abhina-
vagupta, mati — knowledge — alone is unable to
affect reality in any operational and transform-
ative fashion. In order to fulfil its task as ‘living
leaverv, it requires the support of Yoga. As the
living nucleus of the rite, Yoga thus manages
to activate abstract knowledge in a functional
manner, transforming it into experiential un-
derstanding.

Knowledge is thus an empirical way, distin-
guished by full deployment of the senses. The
religious experience (brahmasvada), like the
perception of beauty (rasasvada), involves in-
tellectual use of the senses. A real cognitive act
is thus the outcome of both experiences, while
sensory deployment is the concrete and tangi-
ble high road of such cognizance’.

“Both in ancient India and in ancient Greece, knowing
means investigating the truth with all one’s being, body and
soul, viewing the body broadly as physical awareness.”
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The maternal and generative power of Sakti, Kamakhya Temple, Assam
photo: Gioia Lussana

Samvid (knowledge) accepts reality congruous-
ly and in its entirety starting from what is vis-
ible and can be experienced, before reaching
what no longer needs experience and is recog-
nised, as it were, as being ‘beyond experience’.
Fully experienced sensorial fact ignites in
samvid ‘the experience that cannot be experi-
enced’, by means of direct, vivid intuition (prat-
ibh@). Furthermore, the quality of knowledge
that relates the enjoyment of beauty and the
art of Yoga is not only ‘sensory’, but generatives.
Indeed, the experience of the artist and of the
yogin possesses a self-creative quality, like liv-
ing matter: it has a continuously transforming
energetic and vibrant nature, ever producing
something new. These ‘new products’ are both
physical and psychical.

The self-generative fecundity of Tantric knowl-
edge closely recalls the non-dual view of the
Western philosopher who discovered the ldgos,
Heraclitus of Ephesus®. Ldgos, primordial and
universal intelligence, common to the individ-

23

ual soul and to the Absolute, is capable of ‘in-
creasing itself’, like an ever-burning fire. This
same generative [dgos is found in the Gospel
of John, and in this regard several scholars
make a connexion, due to phonetic affinity and
probable etymological relationship, between
the two Greek verbs gignomai (I generate) and
gignosko (I know).

In Kasmiri Saivism, the result of this onto-
logical knowledge (alaukika) as compared to
reductively conceptual ordinary knowledge
(laukika) is found in pratibha, the fruitful intu-
itive aptitude that gives birth both to rasasvada
and brahmasvada. And it is the senses, the god-
desses of the senses (karanesvart or svasamvid-
devi), who reawaken and trigger this conscious
intuitiveness, a presentiment of being, an ex-
perience that surpasses the use of the sens-
es, making the noetic value of the experience
even more direct and unfiltered, if that were
possible.



Intuiting truth: an expansion of being

Dht or pratibha denotes an increased capacity
of vision and perception, a quality expanding
both mind and body, which, through artistic
creation or Yogic gesture, free from mechani-
cal and compulsory repetition, spreads wide
the wings of the mind. Then everything ap-
pears perfect by itself, in a coherent amalgam
between the observer and the object observed.
Pratibha arouses perception of beauty (saun-
darya), revealed like a spark between the ob-
server and the object observed. Saundarya,
the elusive momentum, is consequently not a
quality belonging to the subject or object, but
a mysterious and independent quid surpassing
both. In this ‘superabundance’ (bahulya) can be
recognised the quality generating that special
type of awareness that is achieved by tasting
(bhogopadesena).

The term pratibhd, intuition, incarnates a di-
versified semantic capacity: awareness con-
noted by immediacy, vividness, freshness'?; it
is revelation, understanding, adequacy, a flash
of light. By experiencing pratibha, which is the
prerogative of the artist or beneficiary of art, as
of the yogin, the meaning of things is learned,
their inner coherence, manifest as intrinsic
beauty. Beauty is the meaning we grasp; beauty
is truth; beauty is what is: Satya (truth), the un-
fathomable ‘that which is’, revealed by pratibha
is the realm of beauty.

In the Tantric view, the mineral, vegetal, ani-
mal and human world, whatever exists, is the
expression of the intrinsic divinity of all. In
all things can be perceived the freedom and
beauty of artistic creation with its own inner
intelligence, an existing harmony that also ex-
presses the authentic sacrality of life in all its
aspects. Awaking to this evidence is rasasvada
and brahmasvada.

Pratibha, the seminal source of all creativity,
means grasping the expansive dimension of
existence. R. Torella®® rightly renders the term

vikasa (expansion), so central to the work of Ut-
paladeva and later of Abhinavagupta, as ‘joy’.
This joy has a simultaneous aesthetic and on-
tological value. The three states of mind that
together represent this joy are expressed by
Abhinavagupta in his theory of rasa as dru-
ti (fluidity), vistara (widening) and vikasa (ex-
pansion). It is living, energetic happiness, on-
tologically connected with ananda sakti, the
first ferment at the basis of being. When the
effervescence of emotion moves awareness,
the original nature of awareness itself can be
tasted. Rasasvada and brahmasvada are its ex-
pression.

Beauty is a happy rhythm

Happiness (ananda) is consequently - according
to the Kadmiri masters - none other than the
primordial nature of knowledge (cit, samvid),
which has an expansive and flowing quality.
Utpaladeva?®® uses the term ghurnana (ghirn-
means to whirl around) to denote a rhythmic
and swaying movement of the body, referring
to the state of ecstatic absorption of the bhakta
(yogin). This is an interesting term in that it at-
tempts to bring us even closer to saundarya, the
expression of beauty. Utpala explains ghiirnana
as a spontaneous swaying of the body due to its
own intrinsic happiness. For the Kasmiri mas-
ter, this kind of movement is actually a natural
flow that gushes from the astonished tasting of
reality (camatkara), or from a fragrance (amo-
da), from the subtle scent of life that rejoices
the heart's. This expansive condition of mind
and body issues spontaneously, like the scent
of a wild flower, and dissolves in rhythmic
movement of the whole being. This is the qual-
ity of Yogic action: the discovery of a rhythm
connected with the energetic vibration of con-
sciousness itself (spanda) translated as ritual
gesture. The rhythm expressing the Yoga ges-
ture is revealed to the yogin immersed without
reserve in bodily action'’, recognising within a
wholly natural movement an internal coher-
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ence, an appropriate repetition that generates
harmony, an order simultaneously structured
and spontaneous.

Sahrdayatva, the art of forefeeling beauty

Anandavardhana®® extended the semantic ca-
pacity of the term artha (meaning) to the point
of including in it the human emotional sphere,
the psyche in its entirety. Feelings, emotions,
sentiments trigger awareness. The yogin of a
higher level?® appears to all effects as an arthin
and a rasika, the activator of the sensitive and
creative capacity with which the poet (kavi),
the dancer (nartaka) is endowed, or the artist
more widely speaking. For the yogin, the asana
becomes a patra, a container or form, the liv-
ing space of contemplation in which he —in the
double role of nartaka (dancer) and preksaka
(spectator) — is able to incarnate religious ex-
perience. The opening of the senses and the in-

rush of passion, not mortified but liberated, ex-
press full participation in the spectacle of life.
Siva, who rides the unrestrained nature of his
emotions without being dominated by them,
is at once the prototype of the rasika and the
mahayogin.

Non-dual Yoga is consequently not indifference
or apathy (tatasthya), a condition that Abhina-
vagupta attributes to the inferior sort of Yoga.
The yogin is a sahrdaya, animated by that ac-
tive involvement (anupravesa) that makes pos-
sible the perception of beauty and the vivid
knowledge of reality through emotive expe-
rience?!. Knowing how to grasp beauty??, and
participating in it emotionally, is a significant
feature of Superior Yoga.

Emphasis on inner experience rather than
physical posture is the characteristic of this
Yoga. The gnosiological and contemplative
hallmark that qualifies non-dual Tantric Yoga

Beauty as nourishing quality, Hirapur Temple, Orissa
photo by Gioia Lussana
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“Everything is accepted and worthy of being experienced,
if embraced as it were ‘aesthetically’, without desiring
to possess it or be possessed by it. Everything reveals its
intrinsic beauty and, consequently, everything is sacred.”

as compared to the dominant physical and
therapeutic trends of Hatha Yoga practices con-
stitutes an evolutionary step in the meaning of
Yoga and of Hindu thought as a whole. In me-
diaeval Tantrism, the physical nature of tech-
niques assumes a contemplative value. The
opening of the senses belonging to the bodily
dimension is disengaged from any achieve-
ment of an intentional or performative result.
In non-dual Yoga, the body becomes in a mean-
ingful way the support, vehicle and expression
of sahrdayatva, attentive and participant ob-
servation. The latter is more than mere aware-
ness. It is extensive attention, always present
on the horizon (sadad-udita), a ‘special commuit-
ment’ (prayatna-visesa), as Utpaladeva defines
it?%, which is of itself a form of awareness (anu-
vyavasaya), as stated by Abhinavagupta, refer-
ring to rasasvada and brahmasvada.

Rasa, in Abhinavagupta’s conception, is not just
tasting; its function is also to remove the dense
clouds obscuring awareness, since it leads us
to Yoga experience, in which such a function
is central.

As noted by Somadeva Vasudeva?*, Malinivijay-
ottaratantra Yoga is characterised by a marked
epistemological quality together with an expe-
riential quality of a contemplative nature. The
yogin does not acquire an abstract ontolog-
ical cognition of reality, but a vivid incarnate

awareness, a spiritual achievement that passes
through the intensity of ecstasy?, and includes
pleasure, as well as pain. The senses, deployed
in all their force, concretely ‘devour’ external
reality (grasa is this devouring) and bring it in-
side. From this intense sensorial passion that
burns the outer world by devouring it, the per-
ception of beauty is produced (saundarya), dis-
tinguished by a special vividness (sphutatva) or
presence for the experiencer. The climax of this
experience coincides with passion alone: the
senses burn up, as it were, even themselves. A
naked burning presence remains, an experi-
ence, as we said above, no longer of the senses
in any literal way, because divested of any ref-
erence to an object.

In the rite of Yoga, this presence is identified
with jivana or pranana, the sensation of being
alive and feeling emotions which, in the Trika
is the primary expression of which everything
is made. The artist and the yogin know through
sahrdayatva?s, which is true aisthesis, an aes-
thetic sensibility activated by sensations and
emotions, without identifying itself with any
hedonistic search for pleasure. Everything is
accepted and worthy of being experienced, if
embraced as it were ‘aesthetically’, without
desiring to possess it or be possessed by it?.
Everything reveals its intrinsic beauty and,
consequently, everything is sacred. e



1 As Utpala notes in Sivastotravalt (15.6),
worshippers (bhakta) can taste (asvadayanti) the
inexpressible; they can achieve a perceivable
experience of the divine. This particular quality of
super-enjoyment (asvada) equates the artist and
the yogin.

2 In the Sahitya Darpana 111, 2-3 appears an
authoritative definition of aesthetic experience
(rasa): “Rasa is tasted (asvadyate) by those

special persons who have an innate awareness
(kaiscitpramatrbhih), provided with its own light
(svaprakasah), composed of mental beatitude
(ananda-cin-mayah), free from the cognizable
(vedyantara-sparsa-sunyah), the twin of
brahmasvada (brahmasvada-sahodarah). Aesthetic
experience and religious experience are thus like
twins, together (saha) in the same womb (udara).
Abhinavagupta validates the connexion between
these two experiences.

3 Bhatta Nayaka was probably the first to

compare aesthetic and religious experience.
Abhinavagupta explicitly recalls his comments (v.
Dhvanyalokalocana 1.6) and — while criticising some
of his theories — takes his inspiration from this
work in creating an original and more complex
theory of rasa.

4 Cf. Nagar, R.S., Natyasastra of Bharatamuni

with the Commentary Abhinavabharatt by
Abhinavaguptacarya, Parimal Publication, Delhi
1998. A fundamental reference for any penetration
of these texts is R. Gnoli, The Aesthetic Experience
according to Abhinavagupta, Chowkamba Sanskrit
Studies 72, 2nd ed. Varanasi, 1968.

5 Cf. Abhinavagupta, Dhvanyalokalocana, Kashi
Sanskrit Series 135. Ed. Pattabhirama Sastr1,
Benares 1940. Ingalls. D.H.H. The Dhvanyaloka

of Anandavardhana wiith the Locana of
Adbhinavagupta. D.H.H.Ingalls, ].M. Masson and M.V.
Patwardan, eds. and trans. Harvard Oriental Series
49, London 1990.

6 On this specific theme, cf. H. Brunner, “Jfiana
and Kriya: Relation between Theory and Practice
in the éaivégamas”, in T. Goudriaan (ed.), Ritual
and Speculation in Early Tantrism. Studies in Honor
of André Padoux, SUNY Press, Albany 1992, pp.
1-59. Personally, I consider of great value the
oral contribution of R. Torella during a series of
lectures on Tantric Yoga held in Rome in 2013,
which I edited in collaboration with the Universita
Popolare dello Sport and the sponsorship of the
Istituto Italiano di Studi Orientali of Rome’s La

Sapienza University.

7 Abhinavagupta in Abhinavabharatt I (rasasutra)
states: rasand ca bodharupaiva (‘even aesthetic
tasting actually consists of cognition’).

8 On the generative quality of beauty, Plato is our
guide: cf. for example Symposium, 206c¢ et seq. In
the famous scala amoris presented by Diotima in
Plato’s text, beauty tirelessly generates new forms
up to the highest degree: Beauty itself.

9 Cf. for example DK,B 115: “A ldgos that increases
itself is from the very soul”

10 Cf. for example, M. Vannini, Storia della mistica
occidentale, Le Lettere, Firenze 2015, p.100. The
Gospel of John was drafted, according to tradition,
at Ephesus itself, the home of Heraclitus.

11 In Dhvanyalokalocana 1.6, Abhinavagupta
defines pratibha “[that form of] intellect capable of
producing new and extraordinary objects”.

12 Cf. N.Rastogi, “Utpala’s Insights into Aesthetics
and his Impact” in RTorella, B.Baumer (Eds)
Utpaladeva, Philosopher of Recongnition. Rastogi
refers to a well-known article by Gopinath Kaviraj,
“The Doctrine of Pratibha in Indian Philosophy”
(1923-24 ABORI, Poona),

13 IPVV II, 411. Cf. N. Rastogi, ibidem, p.171.
14 Abh 1, 177.
15 $DVr, 10. Cf. N. Rastogi, ibidem, cit. p.136.

16 Siva, the supreme Reality, is, according to the
words of Somananda, pramodatmad, incarnate joy.
Cf. Rastogi, ibidem.

17 The term rhythm is connected to the Indo-
European root ru- (or sru-), which evokes the noise
of running, flowing water (cf. Greek reo)

18 The term harmony is connected to the root r-/
ar- meaning to move, to go towards; to unite, to fix.
Appropriately enough, it means ‘orderly’ (rta in
Vedic India is the cosmic order).

19 Cf. Mazzarino V. Anandavardhana, Dhvanyaloka.
I principi dello Dhvani, Einaudi, Torino 1983.

20 For the Kasmiri masters, the lower level of Yoga
corresponds to a ‘Yoga of techniques’ in which
aesthetic perception is not required. Superior Yoga,
dealt with in this study, on the other hand requires
the experience of beauty (saundarya). In this

way, the yogin even has access to ‘super-beauty’
(atisaundarya).

21 On the quality of tasting (asvada) common
to both experiences, Abhinavagupta in



Dhvayalokalocana 111.43 states that rasasvada is but
the reflection (avabhasa), only a drop of that bliss
that distinguishes brahmasvada.

22 In the Trika various terms are used to
denominate ‘beauty’. Besides saundarya, caruta
(often used by Anandavardhana), lavanya (‘grace’),
aucitya (‘harmony’), just to mention a few.

23 Cf. Rastogi, ibidem, p.177.

24 Malinvijayottaratantra (MVUT), chapters I -4, 7,
II- 17, The Yoga of the Malintvijayottaratantra (ed. ,
trans. and notes by Somadeva Vasudeva), All India
Press, Institut Francais de Pondichéry, 2004

25 We could say aisthesis, which is both ékstasis
and énstasis.

26 Sahrdaya, ‘endowed with heart’ is literally
someone who can get in tune with the heart of
others, who can make another’s qualities resound
like a bell within himself (hrdayasamvada or
‘heart resonance’ is a synonym of sahrdayatva).
The definition is found in Dhvanyalokalocana
1.1. Sahrdaya is also one who knows how ‘to
share his heart’, according to a nuance found
by Abhinavagupta. Utpaladeva anticipates
Abhinavagupta using the analogous term
hrdayamgamatva.

27 Utpaladeva calls anavamala the original stain of
living as though separated from everything and at
the centre of everything, abhilasamala, the greed to
possess everything. IPVV 111, 252.
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MEISTER ECKHART
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IN THE EYES OF THE
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TENSION BETWEEN
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In this essay Amanda Viana de Sousa traces the
relationship between German philosopher Meister
Eckhart and Tamil mystic Manikka Vasagar in

the work of the Indian theologian Hilko Wiardo
Schomerus, an interpretation that in many ways
challenges the famous one by Rudolf Otto in his
well-known book West-6stliche Mystik (in which
he equates Meister Eckhart with the emblematic
figure of the modern Western reception of India:
Adi Sankaracarya). Schomerus’ work epitomizes
the complex texture of transcultural reception
and shows (perhaps unwillingly) that in matters of
comparative metaphysics the difficulties lie in the
rule rather than the exception.



1. Rudolf Otto’s attempt at a bridge
between Western and Eastern mysticism

Sankaracarya, the main representative of the
philosophical system called Advaita Vedanta,
is one of the most widely-known figures of In-
dian thought. His radically monistic doctrine
has had a particular reception in the Western
culture. In his book West-Ostliche Mystik: Ver-
gleich und Unterscheidung zur Wesensdeutung
(1971), German historian of religion Rudolf
Otto sees Sankara’s doctrine as a foundational
element for bridge-building between East and
West. The other element he views is that tow-
ering figure of mediaeval Christian mysticism:
Meister Eckhart. At first hand, such a compari-
son is far from self-evident: What does a radical
monistic system of thought based on the affir-
mation of an acosmic and impersonal princi-
ple (brahman) have in common with the rela-
tional mysticism of Christian religion revolving
around the birth of the human soul (in analogy
to the birth of the Son) in God? One of the cen-
tral ideas of Rudolf Otto is grounded in the pos-
sibility of comparing Sankara’s designation of
the Absolute, brahman, with an instance going
beyond the sphere of a personal deity, which
Meister Eckhart calls ‘Godhead’ [Gottheit]. Both
designations refer to an absolute, eternal and
unchanging being devoid of qualities, which in
philosophical vocabulary can be translated as
the pure One. Precisely because of the emphasis
on radical ontological oneness, the affirmation
of this Absolute or Godhead implies a negative
judgement on the world as the sign of the Many.
In other words: the world ultimately belongs to
the sphere of maya (in Sanikara) or entia creata
(in Meister Eckhart), and the main soteriologi-
cal operation, which both authors teach, is the
unity of the soul with the pure One.

Given this affinity between Sankara and
Meister Eckhart, Rudolf Otto points nonetheless
to an undeniable difference: while Sankara’s
brahman is exclusively static, impersonal and

without relation, Meister Eckhart’s conception
of God is dynamically inclusive and entails as-
pects of personality and relation that are very
important in Christian tradition. In this sense,
Rudolf Otto regards Sankara’s relationship be-
tween the One and the Many as rigid and in-
flexible, whereas in Eckhart’s philosophy the
One and the Many are presented in an active,
dynamic and lively fashion. This difference is
so ostensible that one is entitled to ask: What
is the value of this comparison and what was
Rudolf Otto’s (ideological?) motivation for em-
barking on such a task?

2. Hilko Wiardo Schomerus’ critique and
alternative model of comparison

Hilko Wiardo Schomerus, a Christian priest
from southern India who lived in Germany,
tried to give a plausible answer to the ques-
tion posed above in his book Meister Eckhart
und Manikka Vasagar: Mystik auf deutschen
und indischem Boden (1936)* Rudolf Otto’s aim
was to show the value of Meister Eckhart as
a scholastic author, that is, a master of learn-
ing and interpretation (Lesemeister) — which
is justifiable if one thinks of the Latin biblical
exegesis he produced on, for example Genesis,
Exodus, Wisdom and the Gospel of John. Pre-
cisely for this reason, states Schomerus?, Rudolf
Otto thought it wise to choose the great Indian
philosopher Sankara as a complementary pole
for his comparison between East and West, the
very author who had not only delved into the
most abstruse deductive and theoretical re-
flexions on the Absolute, but had also written
famous commentaries on the Upanisads, the
Brahma-Sitras and the Bhagavad Gita. How-
ever, Meister Eckhart was not only a master
of learning and interpretation. Schomerus
emphasizes other aspects of this author: “the
preacher, the priest and the mystic™*. These
aspects open quite another comparative per-
spective (no longer intellectualist and scholar-
ly, but rather mystic and spiritual), and within



this perspective the Eastern pole needs to be
replaced. Schomerus therefore concentrates
on a figure of mediaeval Shaiva Mysticism of
southern India: Manikka Vasagar®.

Manikka Vasagar was not a man of specula-
tive nature whose work focused on conceptu-
al explanations of theological and philosophi-
cal problems, but first and foremost a devotee
(bhakta) with Dravidian background who com-
posed religious hymns in the Tamil language.
For Schomerus, the meaning of a comparison
between a Christian mystic like Meister Eckhart
and a Shaiva devotee like Manikka Vasagar is
twofold: on the one hand, one comes — through
a perspective going beyond mere intellectual-
ism — closer to an understanding of the essence
of mysticism, and on the other one can better
expose the divergences between Christian mys-
ticism and authentic or true Christianity$. His
essay shows another contrast, not quite explic-
itly mentioned, though: that of mysticism as a
differential path with regard to the dominant,
authoritarian and even tyrannical system of
mainstream institutions. Furthermore, both
Meister Eckhart and Manikka Vasagar conceive
the union between God and the soul in a way
that can be defined neither as ontological mon-
ism in the radical sense of fully undifferentiated
oneness, nor as a dualism with an unsurpass-
able split between the transcendent instance
and the individual human soul. In view of such
interesting claims in Schomerus’ book, one can
pose the following question: How can the un-
ion between God and the soul be conceived if
it escapes the parameters of both monism and
dualism? In order to deal with this question, it
is necessary to consider the role of the divine in

Meister Eckhart and Manikka Vasagar.

3. The divine in Meister Eckhart and
Manikka Vasagar

One of Meister Eckhart’s principal ideas is the
difference between the Godhead and God. The
first term refers to the simplicity, purity and
plenitude of a perfect and non-changing being
standing above all instances of existence, life
and thought; the second term describes an ac-
tive and dynamic being effectuating the order
of creation, a being that also discloses the in-
ner-trinitarian unity (the unity of Father, Son
and Holy Ghost). In Manikka Vasagar’s thought
there are basically two divine instances: Sivam
(neuter in Sanskrit) as a radically transcendent
principle or pure and motionless oneness, and
Siva (masculine) as an active and dynamic God.
Here there is a certain analogical correspond-
ence with the conception of the Father and the
Son in the Christian religion, since the dynamic
unity of Siva and Sakti flows from the hidden
and radically transcendent Godhead Sivam
into a divine space of manifestation. Siva and
Sakti are essentially ‘one’ but at the same time
‘different’ in terms of a relation of forces. Both
for Meister Eckhart and Manikka Vasagar, the
static transcendent principle devoid of qual-
ities instantiates an internal outflow (the Fa-
ther-Son dynamics in Christian terms, the dual
unity of Siva and Sakti in Hinduism), remain-
ing nonetheless transcendent to this instan-
tiation. It is important to note that the divine
outflow shapes a model of the soul and brings
the world into existence — which explains the
ambivalent nature of the individual soul: it can

“The inner world of the soul is the place where the divine
dwells and acts, i.e. where a transcendent creative energy
flow, rules and prevails.”



Portrait of Meister Eckhart by Giovanni Bellini (XV century)
Source: nationalgallery.org.uk

incline itself either to the world or to God — and
be therefore determined either by the corrup-
tion of the imperfect sphere or by the perfec-
tion of the divine.

Both Meister Eckhart and Manikka Vasagar
analyze the ambivalence of the soul on the ba-
sis of an important distinction between ‘soul’
and ‘ground of the soul’ (Meister Eckhart) or
‘soul in itself” (Manikka Vasagar). The soul car-
ries forces related to the outer world, that is,
a kind of knowledge essentially linked with
matter, time and plurality’”. However, both
thinkers are convinced that the soul can also
attain a superior form of knowledge related
to its inner world, which Meister Eckhart calls
‘ground of the soul’ and Manikka Vasagar calls
Sakti®. The inner world of the soul is the place
where the divine dwells and acts, i.e. where a
transcendent creative energy flow, rules and
prevails. If the soul gains access to this place, it
attains self-realization, it becomes one with the

divine, and it is this becoming-one that should
be deemed the highest form of knowledge.

It should be clearly understood that, in the
context of both conceptions, the empirical (or
world-related) knowledge of the soul plays no
role when it comes to considering the inner
world (or the essence) of the soul. Furthermore,
the type of knowledge related to the outer
world is a trap for the soul, because it can lead
it astray®. As a result of this, Meister Eckhart
affirms that the soul leads a miserable, bitter
shadow-life!®. Manikka Vasagar, for his part,
adds to the negative limitations of individual
mundane existence the question of reincarna-
tion as a result of the law of karma. This ques-
tion goes beyond individual existence in a sin-
gle lifetime and considers the problem of maya
as the sphere in which the soul is trapped and
confined to its unfortunate existence'!.



4. Birth in God (Gottesgeburt) and
descent of Sakti (Saktinipdta): towards
an explanation of the experience of the
(non-)One

Both Meister Eckhart and Manikka Vasagar
share a fundamental idea: no act of the soul
can lead it to be one with God; all that the soul
can do is open itself in all freedom for God to
act'?. Here one should become aware of a very
important exigence: the soul must let its ties
with the outer world fall away and reach its
ultimate silence, so that the divine may emerge
from within. This accomplishment of the di-
vine act in the human soul is what Meister
Eckhart calls ‘birth in God’ (Gottesgeburt) and
Manikka Vasagar defines as ‘descent of Sakti’
(Saktinipata).

One the one hand, Meister Eckhart affirms that
birth in God takes place without interruption,
“whether you like it or not, whether you sleep
or are awake”. The subjective appropriation
of this event can only ensue if one is imbued
with the divine, which means when the soul
abandons the outer world and severs itself from
its influence. Meister Eckhart equates the birth
of God in the soul with the instance of becom-
ing a ‘Divine Son’> According to Schomerus,
Manikka Vasagar regards world renunciation
as the sign of a necessary process of maturity
taking place throughout many incarnations.
When the soul becomes mature, it can receive
the gracious and atoning power of Sakti. It is
this effect of Sakti in the individual soul, or per-
haps - better formulated - the occupation of the
soul by the divine Sakti, that Manikka Vasagar
calls Saktinipata'®. Here one should consider
the following aspect: through the birth of God

in the soul and the Saktinipata, the soul is one
with the divine in the modality of emanation’,
in which it takes part in the dynamics of the
Trinity (Meister Eckhart), or in the dual union
of Siva and Sakti (Manikka Vasagar). ® This
means that the soul is one with God or Siva in
their living and acting aspect, but not with the
transcendent abyss devoid of qualities: this ul-
timate union is still a task to be accomplished.
Schomerus explains that the union with this
aspect of the divine prevents the soul from en-
tangling itself in the sphere of mundanity and
renders it free from determinations of plurality
and fragmentariness and even detached from
the relational dynamics of the divine.”

The union of the soul with the Godhead or
with Sivam is part of the inner divine process
in which the divine instantiates itself retro-
actively in its very modality of emanation. In
this sense, no effect takes place on this level.
The soul rests upon the bosom of the perfect
and fully quiescent Being as pure potentiality
of manifestation.?® One notes in both authors,
Meister Eckhart and Manikka Vasagar, a kind
of metaphysics of flow.?! Exactly as in the di-
vine sphere, in which a movement of ema-
nation takes place from the static modality of
being to the dynamic aspect and at the same
time a reverse process of ontological implosion
signals a return to the primal condition, the
individual soul should not confine itself to the
material world, but rather return to the divine
sphere in correspondence with the flow of the
divine, opening itself to it.

As a result of the birth of God in the soul or
the Saktinipata, the human being is no longer
fettered to the empirical forces of the soul,

“Through the birth of God in the soul and the Saktinipata,
the soul is one with the divine in the modality of emanation”



but submits himself to the divine. However,
Meister Eckhart’s and Manikka Vasagar’s effort
to show the attainable union of the individual
soul with the Godhead or Sivam does not sup-
press their awareness of the impossibility of
any complete identification of the soul as such
with the abyss of the Godhead. This is the cru-
cial point which distinguishes the two concep-

follows: neither two nor one; two as well as
one”.2> He argues that it is a junction of two
beings (Wesenheiten), whose manifestation-as-
pect crystalizes as being in the order of phe-
nomena — albeit having an essential identity
with its own non-manifested root, since the
dynamic God is fully permeated by the primal
transcendent instance of the Godhead. There-

“The divine and the human are two, but according to their
mode of living, they may appear as one”

tions in question from the radical monism of
Sankaracarya, for whom such union is possible
owing to the ontologically determined essential
identity between the two. Schomerus points to
this fact although both authors, Meister Eckhart
and Manikka Vasagar, recur to a necessary and
ultimate unity between the Godhead/Sivam
and the soul (creating thus an ambivalence as
to possible monistic undertones in their doc-
trines, especially when they say that at that
point no discourse about ‘soul’ or ‘God’ makes
sense any longer). In reality, it is an experience
of the soul that surpasses language but does not
tracelessly merge the individual singularity in
an undifferentiated chasm of being* - espe-
cially if the soul lives in the outer world.

5. Non-duality and third perspective

It is therefore clear that neither Meister Eck-
hart nor Manikka Vasagar stands for a radical
ontological monistic perspective, but this does
not mean that they embrace a dualistic one,
as the argument of the birth of God in the soul
and the Saktinipata demonstrates. Schomerus
says in this respect: “one can perhaps describe
this question in the most proper way — though
only limiting oneself to the formal side — as

fore “one can call the very being entering the
phenomenal sphere Godhead as well as Soul,
admittedly without denying the specific exist-
ence of the one or the other”.

Neither monism nor dualism, this third perspec-
tive announces a way of overcoming the dis-
courses of total union with the divine, as well
as ontological separation from it: it is the way
of dynamic integration between the divine and
the human, a way that takes a critical distance
from established reductionisms and is there-
fore open to everyone. The divine and the hu-
man are two, but according to their mode of
living, they may appear as one, insofar as the
divine and the human disclose themselves to-
wards each other in a profound act of self-do-
nation, which for the human is a cipher of a
decisive individual transformation. But, Scho-
merus adverts, because a human being is not
God, he must strive to achieve existential com-
pletion and growth. At this point, there is a fun-
damental difference between Meister Eckhart
and Manikka Vasagar: the former sees the pos-
sibility of strengthening the link between the
human soul and God as an ars vivendi, there-
fore his turning-away from the world does not
ultimately lead to an absolute contemptum
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mundi, but a radical transformation of be- ing for the Absolute that configures itself as a
ing-in-the-world (as being permanently born relentless dissociation from the relative order
in God)®. The latter, on the contrary, empha- of being in which the soul can get enmeshed
sizes the evil character of everything related and forget its own source. °

to the worldly sphere and affirms that he no

longer fits with that order of being?®. Manikka

Vasagar’s devotional path is a feverish yearn-

Bronze representation of Manikka Vasagar, Tamil Nadu, XI/XII century.
Source: Wikipedia
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indu cosmology poses the fundamental
Hproblem of the possibility of communica-
tion, the principle upon which different forms
of language are based: the language of smell,
taste, touch, sight (gestures and symbols) and
sound, as well as its two branches: spoken and
musical language. Hindu philosophers regard
the universe as stemming from an initial man-
ifestation of energy and developing according
to the principles contained in its germ, follow-
ing a sort of genetic code based on mathemati-
cal elements.

Shaped out of pure energy relations, the world
develops its multiple forms, using the same ba-
sic formal principles. All manifestations of mat-
ter, life, perception and sensation are parallel
branches stemming from a common tree.

38

The fundamental identity of energy compo-
nents in matter, life, thought and perception
enable relations and analogies to be estab-
lished between them. This same identity also
establishes a bridge between visual or acoustic
language and certain aspects of thought, sen-
sation, emotion and the harmony of forms. If
such relations were lacking, we could not evoke
one by means of the other, that is, none of them
would have any vehicle function.

In the logic of creation, a world only exists if
it is perceived. There is no perception without
an object, or object without perception. For
each state of matter there is, in living beings, a
sense of perception and a form of awareness.
In places perpetually devoid of light, fish have
no eyes. Sound perception, particularly in mu-



sic, is very important for us, since it can be eas-
ily analysed in terms of frequency ratios, that
is, in numerical terms. By means of language
(spoken or musical), we can gain insights into
the equations on which the structures of mat-
ter, life, perception and thought are based. This
is why, in antiquity, music was considered as a
sort of key to all other sciences.

Thus, it is not fruitless to seek — after the fashion
of ancient philosophers — parallels and affini-
ties between certain peculiarities that musical
intervals reveal to us and the various forms of
matter and life, plants and animals, atom and
planetary structures, as well as of the mecha-
nisms of perception, emotive reactions or struc-
tures of thinking. In order to understand them,
they must be expressed as equations, ciphered.

In a general manner, we can call language’ the
whole set of procedures living beings use as
means of expression and communication. Lan-
guage consists of a number of symbols mak-
ing it possible to represent or evoke objects,
persons, actions, emotions, feelings and even
abstract principles. However, as with every
symbolic system, a language is only an approx-
imation, an evocation. It indicates or suggests
an idea, a form, a person, a sensation, an emo-
tion, but it cannot really represent them.

Every means of communication is, by defini-
tion, a language. Different kinds of language
are classified according to a hierarchy refer-
ring to the different states of matter (or ele-
ments) and to the senses of perception relating
to them. Visual forms of language correspond
to the element of fire, which is the sphere of
sight. To this domain belongs, for example, the
yantra or symbolic diagram, as well as images,

hieroglyphs, and in a certain way the system
of writing, since they are all visual forms of
communication. The sphere of sight is in turn
related to gestures or midra, which are quite
a broad means of communication. Ritual acts,
which enable us to communicate with the in-
visible world of spirits, are to a great extent re-
lated to the language of mudra.

The fundamental element is called ether. It is
the domain from which other elements devel-
op. The distinctive features of this element are
space and time. A wave is composed of length
and frequency. Its perception is related to the
limited value of our perception of space and
time. Living beings from other dimensions,
with a different perception of time, cannot be
known by us. Our efforts to establish contact
with subtle beings or spirits presuppose that
they have the same perception of time dura-
tion as we have. That is why such efforts are
very often useless. If a day in the life of a god
corresponds to the duration of a whole human
life, this shows that the god is not on the same
wave frequency as humans, and communica-
tion is therefore very difficult.

The principle of everything that exists is only
a manifestation of energy or vibratory nature
in space and time, that is, in ether. We have no
organ that immediately perceives all the vibra-
tions of ether, otherwise we would know the
secret nature of the world and its formation
process. We can only perceive pure vibrations
through their repercussions in the air. That is
the domain of sound. Since it is the closest rep-
resentation of the process through which the
thought of the Creator manifests itself in the
universe, sound appears as the most suitable

“In the logic of creation, a world only exists if it is perceived. There
is no perception without an object, or object without perception.”



means to express — albeit in a limited manner —
the different aspects of the world, of being and
thought.

Sonic language is of two kinds. If we use only
the numerical ratios between sound vibrations
—analogous to the geometric ratios of yantras
-, we obtain musical language. If we use the
peculiarities of our vocal organ to interrupt,
differentiate and pace the sound, we obtain
spoken language enabling us to shape a great
variety of distinct sonic symbols that we can
use to represent objects, notions, and roughly
circumscribe the forms of thought. That is the
domain of mantra.

The world has no substance. It is a divine
dream, an illusion to which divine power gives
a semblance of reality. The world is but pure
energy, tension, vibration, the simplest expres-
sion of which appears in the phenomenon of
sound. That is why it is said, in the theory of
the divine word, that the Creator utters the
universe. The world is only a word, a divine
song through which the Creator’s ideation is
realised. This explains why, by means of yogic
introspection, we can go back to the point at
which thought becomes a word and emotion
is born from musical sound, which allows us
at least partially to understand how the divine
makes manifest the world and life itself.

During such a process of introspection, we
can observe that thought manifests itself in
language in four stages: first of all in a sub-
stratum called para, the “beyond”, after which
it arises as a precise and indivisible entity of
which we have a kind of global view. This state
is called pasyanti, vision. We then try to delim-
it the contours using the acoustic symbols we
call “words”. This formulation is more or less
precise according to the richness of our vocab-
ulary, the number and the quality of words that
we have learned to use. This state of mental
formulation of an idea is called madhyama, that
is, the intermediate state. Then, we can exteri-

orize this formulation using an acoustic form
called vaikhart, which means utterance, but we
can also express it through gestures, such as a
madra.

Ascent to the sources of the word is one of the
most important techniques of Yoga. The process
of manifesting the idea through sound uses the
energy centres of the subtle body, the chakras,
whose reality words help us to perceive. If we
follow the path of manifestation of the word
backwards, starting from the form vaikhart in
the middle of the throat, we reach the point of
formulation, madhyama, in the chakra located
near the heart. As a result of this, we arrive at
pashyantt, vision or ideation, where an idea ap-
pears in the bulbous centre located at the level
of the navel. Finally, beyond the idea, we can
reach the very substratum of thought, the place
of its coming into being, where human and di-
vine are intertwined at the maladhara, the cen-
tre of energy coiled up at the base of the spine.
This return to the source of language is one of
the most efficacious methods of attaining a per-
ception of the formless bliss of the divine. Man-
tra-yoga with its use of articulated sound, and
svara-yoga which retraces the source of musi-
cal sound, are essential aspects of the spiritual
experience that is the ultimate purpose of Yoga.

Only from the state of madhyama, or formula-
tion, can we analyse the relationship between
thought and language. In doing so, we realize
that the possibilities of language are extremely
restricted. The limits of our perception, that is,
of the power of distinction of our ears, do not
allow us to distinguish and use more than fif-
ty-four articulated sounds that we call vowels
and consonants — from which comes the mate-
rial used to build all articulated acoustic forms,
all mantras, and the totality of words used in
all languages. It is with this scarce material
that we must build nouns, verbs and adjectives
permitting us to describe, in a more or less
adequate fashion, the contours of an idea. At



"The world is but pure energy, tension, vibration, the simplest
expression of which appears in the phenomenon of sound.”

this point, a true inner conflict takes place: we
seek words that enable us to express an idea,
whereas in fact we are tentatively delimiting a
contour. Acoustic elements are like tokens that
we align to shape the outline of thought. That is
the reason why it is dangerous and sometimes
absurd to take words for ideas.

In the domain of music, we find a similar prob-
lem, since we can only distinguish fifty-four
distinct sounds in an octave, which the Hindus
call sruti (that which can be heard). The num-
ber fifty-four seems to indicate a limit both of
our perceptive capacity and conceptual classifi-
cation. As with all the senses, these limits deter-
mine our world view, what we are structurally
preordained to perceive and our role in crea-
tion. There are similar limits in our perception
of colours, forms, tastes and smells. The totality
of articulated and musical elements constitut-
ing the whole range of sound material accessi-
ble to us is rated at one hundred and eight. That
is one of the reasons why this number is con-
sidered sacred: it represents, for human beings,
the totality of the Word. In the gestation of the
world and the disclosure of divine thought, the
number one hundred and eight corresponds to
certain numeric codes found in all the different
aspects of the created world.

It is relatively easy to explain the limits of our
musical perceptions, since relationships be-
tween sounds can be analysed and expressed
in numerical terms. Mathematics thus also en-
ables us to establish affinities between musical
sounds and yantras (geometric symbols), as
well as harmonies, or proportions constituting
what we call “beautiful”. Indian sacred sculp-
ture, for example, is conceived according to a

very strict canon of proportions. The image of a
god is a figurative form based on a yantra, with
proportional characteristics analogous to those
uniting the notes of a rdaga, a musical mode, or
the elements of a mantra — the corresponding
articulated formula.

A cosmic principle — a deity — may thus be
evoked equally by a mantra, a yantra, a raga, or
an image.

The complementary forms of spoken and mu-
sical language are related to different aspects
of our perception. Musical sound, svara, acts
upon our emotive centres, while articulated
forms, mantras, belong to the intellectual cir-
cuit within the field of language. These two
aspects of our perception correspond to the
two sides of our brain where the channels of
the subtle body, ida and pingald, are located.
Through these channels flow the vital energies
from the root chakra, maladhara, to the lotus of
a thousand petals, sahasrara, above the crown
of the head. Ida, the left circuit, is called lunar
and stands for the so-called female aspects of
our personality, the expression of which is mu-
sical language. Pingald, the circuit on the right
side, is by contrast of a solar nature and con-
nected with the active, male and intellectual
dimension. Here the expression is mantra. This
order may be inverted according to the aspect
of manifestation envisaged, that is, the female
principle can become active and the male pas-
sive. It is because of the female aspect, sSakti,
that the world becomes manifest, and it is thus
through music - being closest to the non-man-
ifested vortex of pure vibration — that we can
sense something of the divine state, a state of
bliss that is inconceivable to our understand-



ing. Mantra, for its part, enables evocation of
the ideational (male) principle beyond mani-
festation.

Spoken and musical language are parallel and
complementary aspects of acoustic language;
furthermore, these two forms of expression
are closely related to each other and impossi-
ble to separate. The flow of pure vowel sound
in spoken language is a kind of combination or
arrangement of harmonics. In addition to this,
every language uses tones as means of expres-
sion. For example, if I want to leave a place, I
can use the interrogative “Shall we go?” with
a rising tone on the last syllable, and I can an-
swer affirmatively with a falling tone: “Let’s
go”. In chant or psalmody, words are entwined
with the purely musical element. Spoken lan-
guage makes use of tones, accents, rhythmical
or durative elements belonging to the domain
of music. For the japa (repetition of mantra),
matra-yoga uses certain rhythmical elements
or characteristic measures, or talas. The ganas,
clusters of long or short syllables serving as a
basis for metric arrangements in poetry, are
identical to those defining musical rhythms or
talas.

As a complement to articulated language, ges-
tures, or mudra, are sometimes added. Com-
plete language does not consist only of word
and music, but also of gesture. Thus, we can say
that there is a correspondence and a comple-
mentarity between mantra (articulated sound),
mudra (gesture) and svara (musical sound).
Rites and magic acts, which are part of tantra,
use these three forms of language, adding ele-
ments from the language of smell (such as in-
cense) and the language of taste (such as the
consummation of sacrificial offerings).

It is in the field of musical experience that each
one of us can discover his basic vibration, sa,
the tonic syllable corresponding to our most
profound nature. The discovery of sa, the ex-
pression of our veritable nature and of the
place assigned to us in a world that consists
purely of vibration, is an essential element of
self-knowledge and a necessary starting point
of any learning process. Becoming aware of our
most intimate sa is the first exercise in training
a musician, an exercise that may take months,
and that in the practice of yoga is extended to
the search for nada, the primordial sound or
first manifestation of the creation principle. It
is from nada-brahman that the world arose. -
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