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INTRODUCTION
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This work covers most of the tenth canto of the Srimad Bhagavatam, together with some of the eleventh, which describe Krishna’s earthly appearance and activities. Additional descriptions have been drawn from other texts, most notably commentaries on the Bhagavatam by prominent Vaishnava teachers. It is a dramatic narration rather than a scholarly work, though I have adhered closely to my sources without adding details of my own invention. Everything can be traced to the works listed in the bibliography. In a few places, I have adjusted the Bhagavatam chronology, as some episodes were recounted out of order by its original narrator, Shukadeva Goswami. 

Krishna’s pastimes primarily demonstrate his loving exchanges with his devotees. As he states in the Bhagavad Gita, he reciprocates their desires, acting in whatever mood they prefer. He will become your child, your friend and even your lover, if you so desire, provided your love for him is pure. In this respect, the external circumstances of his activities are arranged to facilitate and enhance those loving dealings. All his pastimes are imbued with this spiritual bliss, even when they may sometimes appear otherwise. For example, when Krishna leaves his devotees, they feel intense grief in separation from him, but it is not the kind of sorrow we are accustomed to in this world. Worldly sorrow arises from forgetting our spiritual identity when we regard ourselves as the material bodies we inhabit. Thus, we lament for our body when it undergoes suffering, and for other bodies we think are related to us. However, the Bhagavatam explains that we are eternal souls with no connection to the temporary material world. Krishna’s associates are fully aware of their true spiritual identities and thus do not experience illusory emotions arising from false identification with matter. Rather, they feel the spiritual ecstasy inherent in the soul, devoid of all material conceptions. Pastimes of separation only intensify that ecstasy by inducing a profound remembrance of Krishna. The threat of antagonists has a similar effect, as his devotees instinctively turn to him in fervent prayer. The romantic episodes between Krishna and his beloved gopis, or cowherd girls, are also demonstrations of the highest spiritual ecstasy, not to be confused with the normal lusty dealings between men and women in this world. These spiritual emotions defy description, but by repeatedly hearing about them, we can also come to experience them. Indeed, the Bhagavatam says that simply through such hearing, we can awaken our loving relationship with Krishna and fully enter his spiritual pastimes.

Regarding the philosophical sections of the work, I have mostly summarised them to avoid slowing the narrative. However, I do not wish to minimise their importance. I hope my readers will be inspired to delve deeper into my source material and derive the full benefit of this transcendental knowledge, particularly as it is meant to ensure that we do not mistakenly impose our material conceptions on Krishna’s spiritual activities, treating them as mundane affairs of this world. The Bhagavad Gita says that merely by properly understanding Krishna’s activities, one is liberated from material bondage. In this summary, then, I have simply sought to depict the beauty and splendour of Krishna’s divine pastimes, which I hope will inspire you to explore them further and thereby achieve the supreme goal of life, the Lord’s loving association.

Regarding Sanskrit terms: These are rendered in their phonetic form, and I have not italicised them in the usual way to avoid distraction from the narrative flow (which is also why I have avoided upper case pronouns etc. for divinities.) I think many of my readers will be familiar with most of these words, and I have also included a glossary for those who are not.

A note on place names. Krishna’s earthly pastimes take place in Gokula, a rural region of India comprising twelve forests, one of which is Vrindavan. Gokula is also known as Vraja, and thus its inhabitants are called Vrajavasis. For the early part of his pastimes, Krishna and his devotees, who belonged to the abhira class of nomadic cowherds, lived in the forest of Mahavan, often in their large bullock carts. However, some residences were constructed, such as Nanda’s palace. When Krishna reached the age of six or seven, they moved to the forest of Vrindavan, as described in the text. Quite often, commentators make no distinction between Krishna’s places of residence during his childhood pastimes, referring to them simply as Vrindavan, as his eternal spiritual abode is also called Vrindavan, Goloka Vrindavan, to be precise, as opposed to Gokula. 
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PROLOGUE
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From his perch high on Mount Meru, the divine eagle Garuda gazed down at the vast plain below, where the massed ranks of the Devas and Asuras stood, arrayed for battle. The Asura commander, Bali, hovered over the battlefield in his mystical aircraft. His polished armour and jewelled ornaments flashed in the bright sunshine as he bellowed, “You gods are strangers to truth and integrity! Deceit and treachery are all you know.”

Indra, king of the gods, sat on the back of his majestic elephant, Airavata. He laughed loudly. “Such speech befits only fools,” he roared back. “Sin and ignorance are your constant companions.”

Garuda chuckled. Indra had a point. The Asuras, perpetual enemies of God and his servants, were intent on overthrowing the universal order to serve their own selfish interests. The Devas were the designated agents of Vishnu, the Supreme Being, charged with maintaining universal affairs in accordance with the divine will. Hence, the clash of interests. Earlier, it had seemed there might finally be peace between these sworn enemies. At Vishnu’s instigation, they had worked together to churn the celestial milk ocean in the heavens, producing the Amrita elixir. However, when it emerged from the milky depths in the hands of the divine incarnation, Dhanvantari, the Asuras snatched it and made off with it. Vishnu then appeared as an exquisite goddess and intervened. Bewildered by her beauty, the Asuras were deceived and gave her the pot, which she promptly delivered to the gods. The enraged demons were now determined to right this injustice. Gazing at the gods with bloodshot eyes, they yelled out their war cries. “Attack them! Slay them all! Spare none!”

Like an immense tidal wave, the demon hordes fell upon the gods, who fearlessly met the assault. Inspired by the nectar denied to their foes, they raised their weapons and laughed. Conch shells, bugles, drums, and trumpets rang out. The cries of elephants, war horses, and many other creatures added to the deafening uproar. The huge-bodied Asuras rode fierce-looking camels, giant monkeys, tigers, lions, vultures, eagles, and hawks. Others charged into battle on buffaloes, rhinos, bulls, lizards, goats, deer, and boars. Some mounted aquatic creatures such as crocodiles, enormous sharks, and the fantastic timingila, a titanic sea-dweller. A formidable group of roaring demons led the charge in chariots pulled by goblin-headed steeds that emitted discordant cries.

With a terrific clamour, the combatants came together. They seemed like two oceans colliding. Decorated with jewelled canopies and umbrellas, and with colourful banners flying from poles of crystal and lapis lazuli, their burnished armours shone brilliantly, and their silver and gold shields flashed. They slashed at one another with great swords and sabres. Jewel-encrusted spears were thrust forward, and golden arrows fletched with buzzard feathers hissed through the air. Heads, arms, legs, and mutilated torsos were strewn about. Broken weapons, flags, smashed chariots, and shattered armour littered the field. Scattered golden ornaments gleamed from the blood-soaked ground. Heads, adorned with helmets, their lips still pursed in anger, rolled about. Immediately becoming ghosts, the warriors’ headless trunks rose and rushed at the enemy again, seeing with the eyes in their severed heads.

Driven back, the demons resorted to illusions. A giant mountain rose above the gods, raining down blazing trees and jagged stone slabs. They fell in great showers, crushing the gods. A rain of scorpions followed, along with serpents and countless other poisonous creatures, as well as bison, tigers, boars, and great elephants. Thousands of naked, carnivorous demons, wielding tridents, then appeared, crying out, “Cut them to pieces! Pierce them!” Fierce gales drove ragged black clouds across the sky. With deafening thunder, they dropped live coals that fell in showers of sparks. A devastating fire swept across the field, incinerating the gods’ forces. Accompanied by blasting winds, it seemed as terrible as the all-devouring blaze arising at the time of dissolution. Whirlpools and tidal waves appeared everywhere in a boiling flood. The gods grew dispirited as the invisible demons unleashed a barrage of magical attacks. They began meditating on Vishnu, praying for his protection.

In his lofty eyrie, Garuda knew the time had come to join the fray. He felt Vishnu descend onto his back, and the indefatigable eagle spread his immense wings. He beat them once and lifted off from the mountain. With a sound like the roar of the ocean, he swooped towards the battlefield. The combatants looked up as Vishnu descended. Dressed in yellow, he wore the fabulous Kaustubha gem, a priceless jewelled helmet, and earrings. The Supreme Person, holding various weapons in his eight hands, thus descended to the Devas.

The mighty demon Kalanemi, astride a huge, gaping-mouthed lion, whirled his trident and hurled it at Garuda’s head. It streaked towards Vishnu like a lightning bolt, but he casually caught it and threw it back with equal force. Struck in the chest by his own trident, Kalanemi let out a strangled cry and fell dead. Other monstrous Asuras rushed upon Vishnu, but he soon dispatched them as well. He then glanced at the slain gods, restoring them to life. Enlivened by his presence, they soon overpowered their foes, who fled in all directions.

Indra turned to Vishnu. “My Lord, what will the Asuras do now? By their mystic mantras, they have returned to life many times and have continued their mischief.”

Vishnu smiled. “Even they must serve the cosmic order. No embodied being is free from its control. Soon, they will appear on earth as kings and warriors, unwittingly fulfilling my plan.”

He gave a command to Garuda, and the great eagle rose into the skies and was soon lost to sight.
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1: THE MIGHTY KAMSA.
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Prince Kamsa awoke with a start. Fragments of his dream swam through his muddled mind. Seated on some tremendous beast, perhaps a lion, he rode towards a terrible enemy. Who was it? A brilliant weapon streaked towards him, screaming through the air as he flailed at it uselessly with his sword, and then...

He sat up on his golden bed, throwing off his silk sheet. “Servant! Servant! Bring wine.” His deep voice echoed through his vast bedchamber, furnished with every luxury. Nimbly, he jumped down and strode to the window, gazing out at the perfectly tended gardens with their rows of brightly coloured exotic flowers. He inhaled their fragrance, carried on the breeze, savouring the rich smell and the pleasing sight of the young maidens gathering flowers for the morning offerings in the palace shrines.

Turning back to his room, he entered the bathroom and admired himself in the polished silver mirror on the wall. His tall frame rippled with muscle. He was an impressive sight, darkly handsome, with curling black hair, a slim waist, broad shoulders, and long, sinewy arms. He thought again of his recurring dream. It was surely meaningless. Whom did he have to fear? Not even the gods could face him. Perhaps they were entering his dreams, invading his sleep, trying to unsettle him. He laughed. Yes, that’s all it was: the weak and cowardly gods.

Galvanised by these thoughts and feeling refreshed after his bath, he strode to the ivory table where the servant had set down his wine and gulped down a deep draft of the dark liquid. Enlivened by the potent liquor, he went out of his chamber ready for the day’s business—a visit to the heavens.

***
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Elsewhere in the palace, King Ugrasena, who had just returned from a several-month diplomatic expedition, sat with his ministers, resembling a god presiding over an assembly of celestial beings. Although nearing his eightieth year, he still appeared as powerful as ever. Radiating calm authority, he sat upright on a magnificent, gilded throne that shimmered with light from many gems set into the intricately carved ivory. His hands rested on his golden sceptre as his chief minister, Akrura, his brother-in-law, discussed Kamsa. Ugrasena leaned forward slightly, listening with growing concern to the latest exploits of his eldest son.

Akrura said, “The prince seems intent on expanding his influence through alliances with dark forces.”

Ugrasena sighed. He knew his son’s nature. Although highly capable, he had always been more interested in showing off his great strength than in protecting the vulnerable, as a king should. Always eager for a fight, quick to anger at the slightest provocation, he roamed about arrogantly, spreading terror wherever he went. 

The king spoke wearily. “Which forces are these, my dear Akrura?”

Akrura said the information had come to him through Bahulashva, the king of Mithila, who had heard it from Narada. “The sage described how your son tackled one colossus after another, subduing them and bringing them under his control. He began with the elephant, Kuvalayapida, a monster capable of defeating a thousand other elephants at once.”

Kuvalayapida belonged to Jarasandha, a king renowned worldwide for his strength and cruelty. It was rumoured that he had captured many other monarchs and was holding them prisoner, intending to offer them all in a dreadful blood sacrifice to Lord Shiva. He had been camping near Ugrasena’s capital, Mathura, when Kuvalayapida broke his chains and went on a rampage. 

Akrura said, “The elephant charged into a wrestling arena where your son was amusing himself with many mighty wrestlers. When he saw the beast, he seized it by the trunk and smashed it to the ground. This only incensed the animal, which rose and thundered towards him again, making the ground tremble.”

Akrura recounted how Kamsa had laughingly seized the elephant’s leg, swung it several times, then tossed it into the sky. It flew eighty miles and landed in Jarasandha’s army, crushing dozens of his warriors. 

Murmurs of astonishment rippled through the assembly. Kamsa was indeed powerful. They knew of Kuvalayapida. It was like a moving hill.

“Amazed by this stupendous feat, Jarasandha offered Kamsa his two daughters, Asti and Prapti, in marriage. Now we can count that evil-minded king as our ally, or at least as your son’s.”

As the court listened in silence, Akrura continued his narration. Kamsa then journeyed to Mahismati, where the greatest wrestlers on earth lived. Chanura, Mushtika, Kuta, Shala, and Toshala were the five sons of the Mahismati monarch. They stood together like five mountains and had never been defeated. Kamsa challenged them all at once. Laughing, they charged him from all sides, but Kamsa easily repelled them, knocking some to the ground and hurling others away. Recognising his superiority, they all agreed to serve him.

Many in the audience looked at one another. This was no mean feat. Those five wrestlers had slain so many challengers. No one had emerged alive from a fight with them. Akrura continued, “Your son then went to Mount Pravarshana, where he encountered the fierce and unapproachable gorilla Dvivida. The mere roars of this titanic simian rendered even great heroes senseless, but the prince rushed at him fearlessly.”

Akrura described how Kamsa had fought Dvivida for twenty days without tiring. The two combatants had fought with mountain peaks, smashing them down on each other’s heads until Kamsa finally overpowered the monkey. He knocked him unconscious with a tremendous blow, brought Dvivida under his control, and made him his servant. 

Ugrasena raised an eyebrow. This was astonishing. Dvivida had long ago fought alongside Lord Rama, the divine incarnation who had slain the invincible Rakshasa king, Ravana. It was a different age, when men and animals were far more powerful. Dvivida belonged to a race of celestials known as Vanaras, from which the legendary Hanuman, son of the wind god Vayu, hailed. Dvivida was almost equal in power to that great monkey, who had vowed to remain on earth for as long as Rama’s glories were known. Dvivida had stayed with him, but after befriending the demon Banasura, he had lost all his piety. Now he was a danger to all that was right and good. Kamsa’s winning him as an ally was no cause for celebration.

Akrura continued, “Kamsa then faced a gigantic horse demon called Keshi. Its whinny sounded like thunder; when it reared on its hind legs, its head seemed to be among the clouds. Kamsa charged the beast and pummelled it until its legs gave way. He then rode it to Mount Mahendra, where he tore up a massive peak and lifted it above his head one hundred times.”

Gasps came from the assembly. Such power could only result from the prolonged practice of tapa, as invincible demons of the past, such as Hiranyakashipu, had practised. It had taken the Lord himself to slay that scourge. Akrura described how Kamsa then confronted the divine incarnation Parasurama, who despised the warrior class for having slain his father. He was prepared to kill Kamsa but declared he would spare his life if the prince could string the great bow of Lord Shiva, which he possessed. It was made from seven gigantic trees and weighed many tons, yet Kamsa lifted and strung it swiftly. He drew the string back to his ear and released it a hundred times, producing a deafening sound that echoed throughout the heavens. The huge elephants supporting the plane of the earth trembled, and the stars fell.

Kamsa bowed repeatedly to Parasurama and said, “O supreme one, I seek your protection.”

Parasurama replied, “Go in peace. I shall give you this bow, but know that whoever breaks it will kill you. Until then, you shall remain undefeated.”

Kamsa roared with joy. No one could ever break that bow. He went to the seashore and saw a fantastic serpent named Aghasura. Hissing and flicking its fearful tongue, it lunged at Kamsa and bit him, but the prince pulled free and leaped onto its back, squeezing the snake’s neck until it croaked a feeble surrender. He then challenged a terrifying bull demon named Arista. The beast charged at him in a frenzy, appearing like a dark cloud and raising a great dust storm. With a single punch, Kamsa rendered it unconscious, and it, too, became his servant. After this, he went to the abode of Naraka, son of the earth goddess, who had become evil-minded. That supernatural demon had several powerful lieutenants—Pralamba, Dhenuka, Trinavarta and Baka—who could assume any form they liked. Trinavarta attacked Kamsa first. The demon carried him into outer space, but Kamsa dragged him back to earth and smashed him to the ground, making him vomit blood. He, too, accepted Kamsa’s service. Kamsa then overcame Baka, a demon in the shape of a gigantic, sharp-beaked bird, and made him swear his allegiance. Baka’s sister, a demoness named Putana, challenged Kamsa, but the prince laughed and said, ‘I shall never fight with a female. Your brother Baka is now mine also, so become my sister.’ Kamsa finally subdued Dhenuka, who took the shape of a terrible-looking donkey.

Akrura said, “After witnessing Kamsa’s supernatural power, the demon Naraka decided not to fight him. Instead, he befriended him, and they allied against the gods, whom they both hate.”

Akrura named other mighty fiends allied with Kamsa, such as Vyoma, Banasura and Vatsa. “Each of them is a powerful sorcerer who can assume any shape—and all of them are avowed enemies of Vishnu.”

Akrura described how Kamsa had travelled to the tribal countries, where Kalayavana, leader of the barbarian Yavanas, challenged him. The red-bearded Kalayavana charged at Kamsa, wielding a massive club. Kamsa fought back with his own club, as heavy as a boulder. The two warriors fought ferociously, sparks flying as their weapons clashed. Kamsa finally threw Kalayavana to the ground and pinned him down. He beat him so severely that the barbarian chieftain almost died. Kalayavana’s army rushed upon Kamsa, showering him with countless arrows. The prince turned his attention to them and scattered them in all directions with his club. He roared like thunder, and they fled in terror. Respecting the codes of battle, he spared their lives, and at last Kalayavana surrendered, offering himself as Kamsa’s servant.

When Akrura finished speaking, Ugrasena sat in silence for a time, his mind troubled. How had his son become so wicked? Although the king’s ancient line, now known as the Bhoja dynasty after a great forefather, had always been devoted to Lord Vishnu’s service, Kamsa had never shown the slightest respect for that tradition. He remained firmly opposed to the divine order despite all counsel and training. It was mystifying to Ugrasena that such a person could have been born into his family. At length, the king said, “Go now to your homes. I will pray for guidance.”

***
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Praying was the last thing on Kamsa’s mind. He summoned his allies, and when they had all arrived, he stood at their head like a dark hill. His thighs were pillars, his chest like a door, and his shoulders broad, with arms hanging like massive serpents. He wore black robes, a golden helmet, earrings, and a lotus garland. Wielding a sword and shield, bearing Shiva’s bow and a quiver of arrows, he shone like the sun at the time of cosmic annihilation. He spoke in a voice like a lion's roar. “Let us rush upon Indra’s capital, Amaravati, and deliver that arrogant god a hammer blow. We can deal with the other Devas at the same time.”

Shouts of approval greeted the suggestion as the demons clashed their weapons and bellowed their war cries. With their mystical powers, they soared upwards and soon reached Indra’s capital, Amaravati, where the gods awaited them. Indra commanded, “Stop! You cannot enter here. Only those with sufficient piety may approach heaven, and you have none.”

Kamsa laughed loudly. “Here is my piety,” he yelled, then loosed a stream of arrows at Indra. The god replied in kind, and a fierce battle erupted. A great shower of weapons filled the sky, casting dense darkness in all directions. The fight grew so intense that anyone watching felt their hair stand on end. Indra hurled his thunderbolt at Kamsa, but the demon shattered it with his club. The god then struck Kamsa a terrific blow to the head with a great sword. Kamsa laughed, picked up his enormous club, and hurled it at Indra with blinding speed. Indra easily caught the club and threw it back. Enraged, Kamsa dealt Indra a mighty blow that momentarily knocked him unconscious.

Other gods surrounded Kamsa and unleashed their weapons upon him. Coming to his aid, the demon Bana, who possessed a thousand arms, fought them off with five hundred bows. Swarms of celestial beings attacked him and pushed him back. Narakasura then entered the battle with a roar so terrible that it made the gods fall senseless. Indra quickly arose, his eyes blazing with rage. Mounting his four-tusked elephant Airavata, he charged across the battlefield, crushing countless demon soldiers. The elephant resembled a vast, formidable mountain of snow. Adorned with a jewelled saddle and a network of tinkling ornaments, with gold chains draped over its body and paintings on its face with musk and red vermilion, the celestial beast strode majestically towards Kamsa. Unfazed, the demon stood his ground as the elephant thundered forward. He swung his iron-like fist in a wide arc and struck Airavata on the head, causing it to fall to its knees. Dislodged from his seat, Indra fell forward, and Kamsa struck him fiercely, sending him flying. Airavata then grasped Kamsa with its trunk, swung him around, and hurled him eight hundred thousand miles away. The demon’s adamantine body struck the ground with a sound like a mountain collapsing, gouging out a vast crater. Immediately rising, he flew back to the battlefield in a rage. He struck Airavata repeatedly with thunderous blows, knocking it to the ground, twisting its trunk, and breaking its tusks. Screaming in pain, the elephant fled from the fray, knocking over many warriors as it dashed away. Kamsa then raised Shiva’s gigantic bow and began releasing streams of arrows at the gods. Unable to withstand these deadly shafts, the gods fled in all directions. Some surrendered instantly, dropping their weapons and armour and standing with their palms folded. After this great victory, Kamsa took away Indra’s jewelled throne and parasol and returned to Mathura. 
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2: A FATEFUL OMEN.
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Lord Brahma’s court, high in the heavens, bustled with celestials and sages. His radiant mansion was boundless and beyond comprehension. Ever-changing, it continually revealed astonishing new features. Chief among the universal administrators in his abode were the four Lokapala gods, who guarded the four quarters of the cosmos. The personified forms of all aspects of creation, both embodied and bodiless, also surrounded him. The Vedas, Puranas and Epics served him directly, as did the oceans, rivers, lakes, mountains, ages, seasons, days, nights, constellations, truth and falsehood, happiness and distress, success and failure, and countless other forms of existence. The three material influences—goodness, passion, and ignorance—also attended him, and many great sages constantly offered praise and prayers. Personified emotions such as confusion, calmness, fear, elation, and anger stood by his side.

As the great four-headed creator sat upon his transcendental throne, eyes half-closed in meditation, the Earth goddess Bhumi approached him. She appeared as a beautiful cow, clearly distressed. Tears streamed down her face, and she trembled as she knelt before Brahma. He opened his eyes fully, comforted her with gentle words, and asked why she was so disturbed.

Bhumi said, “My lord, I am overburdened by the vast military forces the demons have amassed.”

Brahma nodded in understanding. Although Bhumi could bear any burden, she could not withstand the weight of so many sinful and deceitful people. She wept and begged Brahma to save her. He said, “We should seek the Supreme Lord’s shelter. Only he can rectify this situation.”

Although the controller of the universe, Brahma knew he depended on a higher power. Vishnu was his Lord, and he meditated on him constantly in his heart. Fortunately, that all-powerful being also had an abode in the material world on the divine island of Svetadvipa, which lay in an ocean of milk. Accompanied by Bhumi and all the other gods, Brahma immediately journeyed to that sacred place. Countless celestial trees swayed in a gentle breeze, their many-hued blossoms releasing a delightful fragrance. Beautiful celestials sported by lotus-filled lakes, bowing in respect when Brahma and the principal gods arrived. Brahma’s swan carrier descended onto the shore of the milk ocean and alighted. The other gods also dismounted from their carriers and stood by Brahma as he folded his palms and faced the great white sea. In unison, they chanted the Purusha Sukta to worship Vishnu. When it was complete, Brahma heard Vishnu speaking as if from the sky.

Vishnu said, “Welcome, my dear Brahma. Hear my order now and carry it out immediately. Before you arrived here, I was aware of the Earth’s troubles. To ease her burden, I shall soon appear as Vasudeva’s son.”

Brahma listened carefully as Vishnu delivered his instructions, then relayed them to the other celestials. He said, “The Lord will appear in his original form as Krishna. Before that, his brother Balarama, the original Sankarshana, his first expansion and source of all other divine incarnations, will appear. The Lord’s powerful spiritual potency will also incarnate on Earth. As Yogamaya, she will assist the devotees in their loving dealings with Krishna, and as Mahamaya, she will bewilder the demons, who can never understand the Lord. You gods should take birth in the Yadu dynasty, and your wives should also appear in pious families in Mathura to assist in Krishna’s pastimes.” 

The gods were overjoyed at this news. Yadu was a highly pious monarch in ancient times, and his descendants were all noble kshatriyas. They immediately obeyed Vishnu’s order, entering the queens’ wombs in that line to be born on earth. Brahma then returned to his abode.

***
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The great city of Mathura stood on the fertile plains of Shurasena, beside the sacred Yamuna River. Founded long ago by the divine incarnation Shatrughna, it became the seat of the Yadu dynasty when King Shura settled there many years earlier. Surrounded by a moat five hundred cubits wide, it had granite walls soaring skyward. Ancient temples dedicated to Vishnu and his many avatars stood within vast compounds throughout the city, their towering domes rising above the skyline. Beautifully caparisoned elephants trudged along the broad sandstone streets, watering them with perfumed water from tanks carried on their backs. Golden chariots, pulled by fine stallions, carried armoured warriors with great bows slung across their shoulders. As they passed beneath enormous jewelled archways, their wheels rumbled like thunder. Well-dressed and ornamented citizens emerged through the crystal gates of their splendid mansions, built with gold, sapphires, vaidurya stones, diamonds, crystal quartz, coral, pearls, and emeralds, featuring terraces and balconies supported by marble columns of many hues. The cheerful populace thronged the boulevards, lined with trees heavy with large bunches of bananas. People strolled alongside crystal-clear canals, where swans, ducks, and karandavas played amid lotuses and lilies. Some citizens gathered in delightful parks and pleasure gardens, listening to divine tales and histories of great saintly heroes sung by bards and poets. The cries of peacocks and the warbling of doves and cuckoos echoed everywhere, along with the trumpeting of elephants. From the temples, the sounds of mridanga drums, hand cymbals, bells, sacral horns, and the melodic chants of worshippers filled the air. Incense smoke billowed from lattices everywhere, mingling with the fragrance of blooming tree blossoms and flowered creepers that clung to the branches like lovers embracing their beloved.

The magnificent palace of King Ugrasena stood at the centre of the city, like a white cliff against the azure sky. Countless flags fluttered from its ramparts, where armed guards patrolled. Hundreds of silver and golden turrets gleamed in the bright sunshine. Great, impenetrable wooden doors, reinforced with iron and studded with celestial gems, guarded the entrance, where many more soldiers stood, armed with swords, bows, maces, clubs, and spears. The palace was filled with the pleasing sounds of elephants’ flapping ears and bees hovering over the exquisitely flowered gardens. The long, rising notes of conch-shell blasts often sounded, and various instruments were played as the court brahmins chanted Sanskrit mantras in melodic tones. 

After completing his morning worship in the palace temple, Ugrasena entered his royal court and sat upon his gilded, gem-studded throne, once belonging to Indra. When the court was ready, a messenger announced the sage, Garga. The king bade him enter immediately, and Garga walked into the hall, dressed in a simple loincloth and shawl, holding a staff. He greeted the king with folded palms, his piercing eyes shining from his weathered face, and a heap of matted locks tied atop his head. The king immediately bowed, lying flat before him with his arms outstretched towards the sage’s feet. He then rose and said, “O great rishi, you are most welcome. Your presence truly blesses us. Please sit upon this throne.” When the sage was seated, Ugrasena worshipped him and said, “I desire to engage my entire kingdom, wealth, possessions, and indeed my very self in the brahmins’ service. Pray, tell me what I can do for you.”

Garga inquired after the welfare of the king and his associates, then said, “I have come here with a request for your brother, Devaka.”

The king looked across at Devaka, who sat among the other ministers. Addressing Devaka, Garga continued, “After long thought, I have concluded that no king is more qualified than Vasudeva; please give your daughter to him in marriage.”

Devaka immediately agreed, accepting Garga’s words as equal to those of Lord Vishnu. Vasudeva was Shurasena’s son, who, after his father’s death, renounced his claim to the throne in favour of Ugrasena, his distant cousin. Devaka could think of no better match for his highly qualified daughter. He bowed to Garga and asked the sage to perform the ceremonies. 

Ugrasena organised a splendid wedding, attended by many kings from across the world. When the nuptials concluded, it was time for the traditional procession of the newlyweds to the groom’s house. Among those present was Kamsa, who had always been like a brother to his cousin, Devaki, and was also friendly with Vasudeva. As the beautiful Devaki, adorned with gold and jewellery, boarded the flower-decorated chariot prepared for the procession, Kamsa sprang into the driver’s seat and took the reins, as was customary for a brother of the bride. The long procession then slowly made its way through Mathura. King Devaka offered as a dowry four hundred elephants, ten thousand horses, and eighteen hundred golden chariots. All of these followed behind Vasudeva’s chariot, and the cavalcade was cheered on by thousands as it slowly moved towards Vasudeva’s home. Drums were beaten, and bugles sounded, filling the air with joyful sounds, but suddenly a sonorous voice boomed from the heavens. “Kamsa, you fool! You drive your cousin’s chariot, but you do not know that her eighth child will kill you!”

Kamsa had been smiling broadly as he dexterously steered the great chariot, his powerful body glistening in the warm sunshine. Now his face darkened, and he heaved on the reins, halting the chariot. He spun and drew his sword in one smooth motion, grasping Devaki’s braided hair. As Vasudeva watched in horror, Kamsa raised his weapon, ready to behead her without hesitation. The musicians dropped their instruments, and everyone fell silent, astonished by the incredible scene unfolding.

Vasudeva grasped Kamsa’s arm. “Dear brother, stop! You are a great hero, the glory of your dynasty, praised by all as a noble and mighty warrior. How can you contemplate the heinous act of killing your sister on her wedding day?”

Kamsa hesitated and lowered his sword, but he did not release Devaki. He narrowed his eyes at Vasudeva. It was not difficult to consider saving his own life. He glared at Devaki. Celestial voices did not lie. Whether related or not, if Devaki’s child were to kill him, it would be best to kill her first. He raised his sword again. Devaki screamed and tried to pull away, but he held her firmly.

Vasudeva kept his hand on Kamsa’s arm and spoke urgently yet gently. “Dear brother, please desist. Why do you fear death? It cannot be avoided. This body will inevitably turn to dust, and you will receive another body in accordance with your karma. Just as when walking, you lift one foot after placing the other on the ground, or as a caterpillar releases one leaf to attach itself to another, the soul leaves the body after obtaining a new one. As in a dream, you receive a different body, forgetting the one you currently inhabit, and so you transmigrate. All this is caused by the mind, which carries you from one body to another according to your desires. It is all illusory, like the reflections of celestial bodies in a lake. The sun and moon are fixed in their positions, but when reflected in a wind-stirred lake, they seem to change shape and move. Similarly, the soul is unchanging, but when the mind is disturbed by nature’s modes, it accepts different bodies and mistakenly believes they are its true self. The actions dictated by these modes determine its next destination. Sinful deeds in this life will lead to a miserable body in the next. Therefore, we should always strive to act piously.”

Kamsa snorted. Piety? What good had it done the gods? He had easily defeated them. His highest duty now was to preserve his life. He pulled at Devaki’s hair, and she screamed in terror again. 

Seeing Kamsa oblivious to all good counsel, Vasudeva appealed to his gentler side. “Dear brother, you are merciful. I have seen that. This poor girl, Devaki, is like a younger sister to you. Indeed, she is like a daughter whom you should lovingly support.”

Kamsa pulled his arm free from Vasudeva’s grip. Vasudeva saw that Kamsa was unmoved. It was well known that he liked to fraternise with the fierce beings he had brought under his control. Their influence had turned him into a cruel monster who cared nothing for the consequences of his actions. Vasudeva's mind raced. He needed a different approach. Perhaps he could avert the calamity by giving Kamsa some assurance. One’s first duty was always to preserve life by any means whatsoever. If everything failed, no sin was incurred if death still occurred. Vasudeva quickly considered his plan. He could promise Kamsa, who stood like death incarnate, that he would deliver Devaki’s children to him. They were the ones who posed the threat, not Devaki herself. Perhaps Kamsa would die before his sons were born, or the prophecy would be fulfilled, and one of Devaki’s sons would kill him. Everyone must meet their fate. Sometimes, fire raging in a forest leaps over one tree to burn the next. In the same way, one person lives a long life while another dies in childhood, according to unseen destiny. All these thoughts flashed through Vasudeva’s anxious mind in a moment. As Kamsa dragged the struggling Devaki towards him to deal her a death blow, he forced himself to smile and exclaimed, “No, brother! There is no need to kill Devaki, for it is not she who threatens you but her children. That was the prophecy. I therefore promise to give you each of her children as soon as they are born. You can do with them as you will.”

Kamsa looked from Devaki to her husband, weighing his options. Perhaps Vasudeva was right. Killing Devaki would not enhance his reputation; he would seem weak and fearful of a woman. Vasudeva’s word was unbreakable. He would undoubtedly hand over his children exactly as he had promised. Then they could be dealt with accordingly. He lowered his sword and released Devaki. “Very well,” he growled. “You may go, but bring me each child immediately after its birth.”

Vasudeva relaxed. “My dear Kamsa, you are most magnanimous. All will praise your kindness. Do not worry. I will surely keep my promise.” 

As the shocked crowds dispersed, they gradually made their way back to Mathura.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3: KAMSA SEIZES THE THRONE OF MATHURA.
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Vasudeva and Devaki lived in constant fear of Kamsa. They knew that despite his assurances, he could not be trusted. At a whim, he could do anything. That was clear. Around their palace, ten thousand of his troops supposedly guarded them, but they were under no illusion about why these soldiers were there. Kamsa was not going to take any risks. Unwatched, they might slip away and hide in some distant land. However, Vasudeva had no desire to leave his ancestors' kingdom. Like them, he was deeply devoted to Vishnu. He thought of him constantly. If that Supreme Person wanted him to live or die, or even lose all his children, that was fine. He only wanted to carry out the divine will. When his first son, Kirtiman, was born, he kept his promise. Known for his truthfulness, he feared becoming a liar, so he took the child in his arms and went to Kamsa’s palace. He calmed his mind as he approached its entrance. What pains will one who adheres to truth not accept? What can he not sacrifice for the Lord’s pleasure? What worldly sentiment can sway Krishna’s devotee from his service? What, too, can the wicked not do to please their senses? He sighed.

Seeing Vasudeva approach, tears in his eyes and the child in his arms, Kamsa’s heart softened. Vasudeva was indeed virtuous. Who else could keep such a difficult promise? With a wave of his arm, Kamsa said, “You may keep this child, for it is the eighth, not the first, who is prophesied to kill me. Take him home with you and live in peace.”

With great relief, Vasudeva returned to his palace. When Devaki saw the child, she was overjoyed. “How wonderful,” she exclaimed, holding the baby to her breast. But her husband was circumspect. “Kamsa cannot be trusted. Do not be surprised if he changes his mind.”

After Vasudeva had left, Kamsa returned to his chambers. He felt pleased with himself. Who could be more magnanimous than he? He was relaxing on his couch when he saw the celestial sage Narada approaching. Kamsa was glad to see him. Narada often visited Mathura and always offered valuable counsel. He seemed to know everything about the gods’ movements. Kamsa quickly rose and bowed to the sage, saying, “You are most welcome.” He then worshipped Narada properly and asked, “Great sage, please tell me what the puny gods are doing now? Are they planning to attack me?” He laughed. “What use would that be to them, though? They cannot defeat me, but what of Vishnu? Has he taken his birth yet?”

Narada replied, “Great king, you should know that the gods have been born on earth. The Vasus have been born with Nanda as their leader; Vrishabanu leads the Suras; and the Devas have appeared among the Vrishnis, with Vasudeva as their chief. In this way, they have deceived you.”

Narada said that all this was part of Vishnu’s plan to crush kings like him, whom the Lord considered a burden on the earth. “Vishnu always sides with the gods, and he will also appear soon, so be on your guard.”

Narada told Kamsa of his past life as the Asura Kalanemi. After Vishnu slew him, he was revived by the Asuras’ guru, Shukra. Burning with fierce anger against Vishnu and the gods, his mind set on vengeance, he then undertook a long and arduous penance to win the favour of Lord Brahma. The four-headed leader of the gods eventually appeared before him. Kalanemi, who had reduced himself to mere bones through his austerities, asked to be invincible to all the gods whose root is Vishnu. Brahma assented, and soon after, the demon was born as Ugrasena’s son. “Vishnu knows you are Kalanemi returned to life. Surely he will want to kill you again.”

Narada warned Kamsa that any of Vasudeva’s children might be Vishnu. The sage only wished to assist in Krishna’s mission. He knew the Lord was to be born as Vasudeva’s eighth child, but he wanted to hasten his appearance. “Beware, Kamsa, beware,” said the effulgent sage as he took his departure.

After Narada left, Kamsa paced his room anxiously, pondering the sage’s words. Slain by Vishnu! That explained his nightmares. The sage’s warning could not be dismissed. Vishnu was shrewd. He might accept any of Devaki’s pregnancies as the eighth, through some twisted calculation. Kamsa clenched his fists. He could be outwitted by such treachery. He must not let that happen. The prince burst from his room and shouted to his servant. “Prepare my chariot!”

Rushing out of his palace, he mounted the vehicle and sped towards Vasudeva’s home, kicking up a cloud of dust. Swiftly reaching the mansion, he jumped down and hurried through the door. “Vasudeva!” he shouted. “Bring that child here now. I know who you are and what your Vishnu has planned.”

Before the horrified eyes of Vasudeva and Devaki, the demon snatched Kirtiman from his mother and dashed him to the stone floor, killing him instantly. He stormed out of the house and sped back to his palace. Vasudeva gently lifted his son's limp body and let out a deep sob. Drawing on transcendental knowledge to master his emotions, he comforted his weeping wife. “Do not mourn, dear lady. This is the Lord’s plan. He will soon appear, and all will be well.”

Kamsa ordered Vasudeva and Devaki imprisoned. “Guard them well,” he told his soldiers. “Who knows what Vishnu might attempt?”

When this news reached Ugrasena, he was infuriated. “This prince has gone too far. He must be checked.” He ordered his loyal troops to arrest Kamsa, but the prince was prepared. He had summoned his henchmen, and, backed by them, he fought fiercely. A terrific battle ensued in the king’s assembly hall. Ten thousand warriors clashed with Kamsa’s forces. Led by that mighty demon, who battered his foes with a massive iron club, Kamsa’s men quickly defeated the king’s forces. The warriors were struck down, their heads, arms, and legs smashed. Blood streamed in rivulets, and soon most of them were slain. The survivors fled for their lives. Kamsa then attacked his father, pulling him from the throne and ordering him to be thrown into the dungeon and kept in chains. “Now I am the king,” he proclaimed, glaring around the royal court. No one objected. 

Mounting his father’s throne, Kamsa took a cup of wine and surveyed his court. Seeing the array of formidable fiends awaiting his commands, he smiled. Who could stand in his way now? His voice boomed out. “Hear me, Naraka, Dhenuka, Pralamba, Bana, Baka, Chanura, Agha, Mustika, Arista, Trinavarta, Dvivida, Putana, Keshi – all of you, listen carefully. Allied with my good friend, the mighty Jarasandha, we are invincible. Let us first drive out of the kingdom all who supported my senile old father. These Yadus are the enemy’s offspring. Chase them far away, and let us enjoy this prosperous land without interference from those fools.”

The assembly let out a loud cheer. They revelled in death and destruction. They praised Kamsa, promising to act swiftly on his command. The demons streamed out of the palace and immediately launched an unending campaign of hostility against the Yadus. Although they were mighty warriors, the Yadus refrained from confronting Kamsa and his troops. Too much bloodshed would ensue, and the demons would not hesitate to kill innocent women and children. Backed by the wicked Jarasandha, they could muster millions of soldiers for battle. Life soon became unbearable for the Yadus and their allies, forcing them to leave Mathura and seek refuge in other kingdoms. Their one hope now was that Lord Vishnu would intervene. Surely, that could only be a matter of time. Kamsa was a sworn enemy of the Devas, and Vishnu always protected them. Knowing the Lord would soon appear, some of the Yadus, headed by Akrura, decided to remain in Mathura. It would mean serving Kamsa, but at least they would soon see Krishna, who would quickly resolve the situation.
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4: THE LORD DESCENDS.
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Deep in the palace basement, Vasudeva and Devaki sat on their simple cots, fingering their prayer beads. Their feet were shackled with a chain just long enough to allow them to move back and forth in their cell. It wasn't easy, but they felt peaceful, their minds absorbed in meditation. They had carefully considered the prophecy that had led Kamsa to lock them up. Surely the eighth child was destined to be a divine incarnation, or at least an empowered personality. Who else could kill Kamsa?

“We must hasten the child’s birth,” said Vasudeva. “Let us conceive a child each year. Seven years will soon pass, and perhaps the Lord himself will appear.”

Devaki heaved a sigh. “How can we care for children in this prison? That’s if my cruel cousin even lets them live.”

Devaki wept, and Vasudeva placed an arm around her. “My dear wife, everything is in God’s hands. We must simply try to please him.”

Devaki wiped her eyes. Vasudeva was right. Not a blade of grass moved without the Lord’s will. But what was his plan? Would the Supreme Person appear in a dungeon? How wonderful it would be if he became her son, and whoever her eighth child was, he was destined to kill Kamsa. That could not happen soon enough. She still felt affection for her cousin, who, before the prophecy, had always shown her kindness. But he was a complete disturbance to the world, especially to godly persons. 

She looked up at Vasudeva. “Yes, dear husband. The celestial voice cannot be wrong. It must be Lord Vishnu’s will, and we must play our part.”

Each year after that, they conceived, and Devaki bore a son, but as soon as the child was born, Kamsa slew him without mercy. He was not going to take any chances. Vasudeva wondered what would happen when the eighth child finally appeared. How could he prevent Kamsa from committing another heinous act? He calmed his mind. The Lord’s will was final, and no demon could overcome it, no matter how strong. 

When Devaki became pregnant for the seventh time, Krishna, seeking to protect his devotees, instructed the goddess Yogamaya. “My personal expansion, Balarama, has entered Devaki’s womb. Go to the earth and arrange to transfer him to Rohini’s womb in Gokula.”

Rohini was another of Vasudeva’s wives whom Kamsa had allowed to spend time with her husband while he was imprisoned. After Kamsa had killed six of Devaki’s children, Rohini also became pregnant. Vasudeva instructed her to flee secretly to Gokula to protect herself from Kamsa. She therefore went to the home of Vasudeva’s cousin, Nanda, leader of the gopas, the cowherd community.

Krishna continued, “I shall appear with all power and opulence as Devaki’s son. You should also be born as the daughter of Nanda’s wife, Yashoda.”

Krishna wished Yogamaya, his divine energy, who acted to fulfil his wishes, to create auspiciousness in Gokula in preparation for his childhood pastimes. Everyone there feared Kamsa, but by Krishna’s command, Yogamaya would instil courage in them.

Krishna said, “Because you are supreme at satisfying men’s desires, they will worship you with great sacrifices, and you will be known by many names, such as Durga, Bhadrakali and Ambika.”

When Krishna finished speaking, Yogamaya offered her respects and left for Gokula.  

***
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Not long after Devaki became pregnant for the seventh time, she appeared to miscarry, and her child mysteriously vanished. As the news spread through the palace, everyone mourned deeply. Some claimed that Kamsa had used black magic to cause the child’s premature death. Kamsa, however, still felt some brotherly affection and, moved by compassion, grieved as well. Perhaps Devaki could no longer bear to see him kill her babies and had taken a drug smuggled into her cell to induce the miscarriage. It was unfortunate that her children had to die, but what choice did he have? At the same time, in Gokula, during the dead of night, Rohini dreamt that she had suffered a miscarriage. Frightened and anxious, she awoke and realised it had happened. When she fell back asleep, she saw Yogamaya in her dream, and the goddess said, “Do not be anxious, dear lady. Your child is being swapped with Devaki’s baby.” 

Shortly after this, an auspicious asterism appeared in the heavens. On the sixth day of the moon’s bright fortnight, as the gods showered fragrant flowers and the clouds sprinkled cool droplets, the unlimitedly powerful Balarama was born from Rohini’s womb. Nanda joyfully performed the birth rituals, offering the brahmins hundreds of thousands of cows. A grand festival was held, with music, dancing and feasting. The divine incarnation Vyasadeva appeared, accompanied by celestial sages such as Narada, Devala, Devavrata, Vasishta and Brihaspati. Nanda received them with reverence and personally washed their feet. After worshipping Vyasadeva, Nanda said, “Great sage, who is this handsome boy, whose equal has never been seen?”

Vyasadeva replied, “You are greatly fortunate, King Nanda, for the Almighty Ananta Shesha has taken birth in your home. Vasudeva conceived him in Devaki, but he then entered Rohini’s womb. Even great yogis cannot see him, yet he has become a child in your village.”

The sage bowed before Balarama and said, “Supreme Person, master of the gods who holds a plough and a club, awarder of all desires, all glory to you. I offer you my deepest respects.”

Along with the sages, Vyasadeva circled the child with folded palms and then bowed before him one hundred times before finally departing, leaving the wonderstruck Nanda and other cowherds gazing at the small child lying peacefully in his cradle.

***
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Locked in his dungeon, Vasudeva sat quietly, reciting Krishna’s name with his wife beside him. Kamsa would not permit them to worship Vishnu, so they meditated on his form within their hearts. As Vasudeva chanted, he felt a profound peace unlike any he had known. A deep sense of bliss swept over him, and a clear vision of Krishna appeared in his mind. The Supreme Person, in his full splendour, had entered his heart. Vasudeva became radiant as the sun. He was so luminous it was hard to look at him. Not long after, Devaki experienced a vision similar to her husband's. She saw Krishna’s effulgent form within her heart and became dazzlingly radiant. Soon, she realised she was pregnant. Surprised, since she and her husband had not conceived, she recognised that the Lord must have manifested his divine presence. With Krishna within her womb, Devaki shone with exceptional beauty. Imprisoned in Kamsa’s dungeon, she was like fire confined in a pot.

When Kamsa saw Devaki, he marvelled at her dazzling beauty, yet fear gripped his heart. Surely, Vishnu was within her womb. She shone like the sun. What should he do? Vishnu had undoubtedly come to kill him and all his followers. The unwavering deity would never turn from his mission. Kamsa clenched his fists. Perhaps he should kill Devaki now. No, it would not look good to kill his sister, especially while she was pregnant. There was much to fear in such acts, which scripture says will shorten your lifespan and destroy your opulence, not to mention the shame it would bring from all sides. Better to wait. What was there to fear? A newborn baby could hardly defend itself, no matter who it might be. He could kill this one just as he had slain the others. He left the dungeon, glancing around apprehensively as he strode back to his quarters, his hand on his sword. His mind was absorbed in the thought of Vishnu. From that time on, he found he could not stop thinking of him, and he waited only for the day when he could kill him.

***
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Knowing that Krishna was in Devaki’s womb, the Devas arrived unseen at the dungeon to offer their prayers. They praised him for keeping his vow to protect his devotees and to destroy the demons. “You create, sustain, and destroy the cosmos — only the foolish fail to see you behind creation. You appear in many forms for the good of all beings. The pious are always pleased by your presence, but for the impious, you are their destroyer.”

The gods explained that one can readily attain freedom from material life by taking refuge in Krishna. This path is followed by great sages and teachers, who guide others along it. Those seeking liberation by any other means ultimately fail and must be reborn, yet Krishna protects his devotees, even when they sometimes forget him. 

The Devas said, “Because you appear in your original form, we can understand the truth of transcendence, which would otherwise be impossible to know.”

Knowing Krishna to be the Supreme, the gods could understand that his appearance disproved all flawed theories about God. By demonstrating his unique pastimes and indicating the path of devotion, Krishna enabled everyone to know him truly.

One of them said, “Dear Lord, we are greatly fortunate because we shall witness your earthly pastimes as you remove Bhumi’s heavy burden of demons. This is your sweet will. You are never impelled by karma to come to this world. The living entities also do not need to assume material bodies unless they are influenced by ignorance. Dear Lord, you have appeared many times before to guard the world from the wicked. Please protect us now in the same way.”

Devaki could see their shining forms all around her. They reassured her that she need not fear Kamsa, for she was now carrying the omnipotent Krishna, the source of all incarnations, in her womb. They then departed for their abodes, leaving the astonished Vasudeva and Devaki to await the Lord’s appearance.
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5: KRISHNA’S BIRTH
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As Krishna’s birth approached, the entire universe was filled with goodness, beauty, and calm. The constellation Rohini appeared, accompanied by exalted stars such as Ashvini. The sun, moon, and all other planets were at peace. Everything seemed pleasing in every way. The earth became charming. Rivers flowed with clear water, and lakes were adorned with lilies and lotuses. In the trees, lush with leaves and flowers, cuckoos sang sweetly. Clouds lightly thundered, their sound like rolling waves. A gentle breeze began to blow, carrying the sweet scent of flowers. Kettledrums sounded in the heavens, and celestial musicians sang and recited prayers as the Apsaras danced. When the brahmins lit their sacrificial fires according to Vedic principles, the flames burned steadily, undisturbed by the wind. Recognising that the unborn Lord Vishnu was about to manifest, the saints and sages, long troubled by demons such as Kamsa and his followers, felt tranquil within their hearts. On the eighth day of the dark fortnight in the month of Bhadra, in the dead of night, as the gods showered flowers on Kamsa’s palace, the Supreme Person, Krishna, appeared from Devaki’s heart, like fire emerging from kindling in a sacrifice. Like the full moon rising in the east, Krishna arose from the goddess Devaki, whose body was entirely spiritualised.

Vasudeva gazed in wonder at the child, whose eyes were like lotus petals, holding in his four hands the symbols of Vishnu: the conch, disc, club, and lotus. On his chest was the Srivatsa mark, and around his neck hung the brilliant Kaustubha gem. Dressed in yellow, he had a blackish body like a storm cloud, long, scattered hair, and wore a jewelled helmet and earrings. He was adorned with the priceless Vaidurya gem and decorated with a brilliant belt, armlets, bangles, and other shining ornaments. Vasudeva could not look away from his extraordinary child. It could only be Vishnu. How great his good fortune, yet how unfortunate that he could not perform the birth ceremony. He mentally offered ten thousand cows in charity to the brahmins. Now fearless, he bowed and offered prayers.

“My Lord, knowing of my fear of Kamsa, you have manifested this Vishnu form to give me courage. I now understand your position. You are the Supreme Person, beyond material existence, the Supersoul and creator of everything. You have not actually taken birth, as you are always present everywhere in all phenomena. Only ignorance prevents you from being perceived. You are the supreme controller, and everything happens by your will alone. You appear in multiple forms for different purposes, and in this form, I am sure you will destroy the demons plaguing the earth.”

Vasudeva praised Krishna, fully aware of his transcendental position, yet he voiced his anxiety about Kamsa out of love. “That uncivilised man will now surely try to kill you, just as he killed my other children.” 

Devaki’s body trembled as she shed tears while offering her prayers. “Dear Lord, although you are invisible to the senses and the mind, you are the origin of existence, causeless, unchanging, and devoid of material desire. You are everything, yet you remain independent in your transcendental form. You control the fearful passage of time, yet you are auspicious for all beings. By your very presence, they are freed from the terrible fear of death, which no one can escape in this world.”

Devaki gazed in astonishment at her divine son, who smiled back at her. This was undoubtedly the Supreme Person. How, then, could Kamsa kill him? Why was she afraid? Yet Kamsa would certainly try to slay the child, perhaps her and Vasudeva as well. Suffused with divine love, Devaki prayed to the Lord to protect them. “Kamsa will come to kill you just as he has my other children. Please make him unable to recognise that you have taken birth.” 

Devaki asked Krishna to hide his Vishnu form and appear as an ordinary child so he could be concealed from Kamsa. She also feared the world might mock her if she claimed to be the mother of the all-powerful Vishnu, but above all, she wanted to love him as her child, unimpeded by knowledge of his divinity. 

Krishna said, “My dear mother, in your previous birth, you were known as Prishni, and Vasudeva was Sutapa. Ordered by Brahma to beget children, you both worshipped me for twelve thousand years, enduring great penance. When I appeared before you, you asked me to become your son. You did not even ask for liberation, but desired to remain in this world as my parents. In three births, therefore, you have been my mother and father. The first was when I appeared as Prishnigarbha, the second as Vamana, and this is the third. Do not doubt this.”

Krishna said that, just as Devaki was anxious that he should not reveal his true form, he was eager to show it so that she and her husband would be reassured. “Both of you constantly think of me as your son, but you also know me as the Supreme. You will, therefore, achieve the highest perfection and attain my eternal abode.”

Krishna then transformed himself into a baby and fell silent. Vasudeva and Devaki gazed lovingly at the child, knowing he had to be removed from the dungeon before Kamsa arrived. Vasudeva had no idea how to accomplish this, but, instructed by the Lord from within, he picked up Krishna, swaddled him in cloth, and headed towards the cell door. At that very moment, Yogamaya appeared in Gokula as the daughter of Nanda and Yashoda. Through her influence, all arrangements were made to carry Krishna away.

Vasudeva saw that his shackles had mysteriously fallen off. As he stood, the prison door swung open. He held Krishna tight and stepped out of the cell. Every guard lay in a deep sleep. All the doors in the corridor stood open, and he walked freely from the palace. Outside, the clouds rumbled slightly, and sheets of rain fell. Although it was dark, Vasudeva could see everything as if it were daytime. As he walked, the divine serpent Ananta Shesha rose above his head, its expanded hoods forming a great umbrella. Unbothered by the fierce downpour, Vasudeva headed towards the Yamuna River. The rain lashed the river, which swirled with waves and whirlpools. Lions, boars, and jackals roamed its banks, while sharks and snakes swam within. Vasudeva continued fearlessly, and as he went, the river ahead of him grew shallow, like a field covered with water. Vasudeva swiftly crossed it on foot, just as Rama had crossed the ocean long ago. 

With Krishna safely held, he took the road to Gokula and soon arrived to find the village asleep. Unseen by anyone, he quietly entered Nanda’s palace, where he found Yashoda fast asleep, with a baby girl beside her. Vasudeva gently placed Krishna on Yashoda’s bed and took the girl into his arms. Wrapping her in the cloth he had used for Krishna, he left the palace and returned to Mathura, where he slipped into his cell while all the guards slept. He carefully placed the baby on Devaki’s bed. Although aware that Kamsa would immediately try to kill the girl, Vasudeva was compelled to act out of his love for Krishna and the inspiration of Yogamaya. By her influence, Yashoda could not remember whether she had given birth to a boy or a girl, and she slept peacefully with Krishna by her side.

Vasudeva replaced the shackles on his legs. The cell door had swung shut with a loud clang, startling the guards. They sprang to their feet and heard the baby girl's cries from inside the cell. Without delay, they hurried to inform Kamsa. He was sleeping fitfully, tossing and turning in disturbing dreams. The eighth birth was imminent—his destruction was near. When the guards burst into his chamber with the news, Kamsa leapt from his bed. He pushed past the soldiers, his mind in turmoil. Death had taken birth to claim his life. Running through the palace corridors, he reached the dungeon. Panting, with dishevelled hair, the demonic king stood framed in the doorway, casting a dark shadow over the cowering Devaki.

“Give me the baby,” he said, his voice brimming with barely controlled anger and menace.

Devaki shrank back, weeping piteously. “Please! Spare this child. How can you kill a helpless girl? In time, she may even become your daughter-in-law. Let her live, I beg you.”

Kamsa advanced towards Devaki. “Give her to me.”

Devaki desperately tried to shield the girl. “Dear brother, you have already killed my six sons, but you are not to blame for being the instrument of destiny. Let this child go, please. I beseech you. I am wretched, bereft of all my children. Still, I am your sister. Let this child be your gift to me.”

Kamsa roared in anger. “Cease your wailing, foolish woman. Hand me the wretched child now.” 

He dropped to his knees and snatched the baby from Devaki. Sister or not, his life was more important. Seizing the child’s tiny legs, he raised her above his head, intending to dash her to the stone floor with all his might, but the girl slipped from his grasp and soared into the sky above the palace. In a blazing vision, all saw her there. She appeared as the Goddess Durga, with eight arms, each holding a different weapon. 

Kamsa gazed up in awe at this spectacular sight. The goddess was decorated with garlands of flowers, smeared with sandalwood paste, and dressed in dazzling garments, adorned with valuable jewels. A bow, a trident, arrows, a shield, a sword, a conch shell, a disc and a club were in her hands. Around her were celestial beings, including Apsaras, Kinnaras, Siddhas, and Gandharvas, who worshipped her with various offerings. 

Durga’s voice echoed through the heavens. “Kamsa, you fool, what good will it do to kill me? Your sworn enemy, Vishnu, who will surely end your life, has already appeared somewhere in this world. Do not kill other children for no reason.”

The vision dissipated, and Durga vanished. Kamsa gazed upwards for a time, struck dumb. Slowly, he rose to his feet. He turned towards Devaki, his mouth agape. How had she become the mother of the all-powerful Goddess? Surely Devaki was no ordinary woman. She must possess great power. Kamsa hastily removed their shackles. He folded his palms and begged their forgiveness.

“Dear sister and brother-in-law, what have I done? Like a cannibal who eats his own child, I have slain many of your children. I have ruthlessly forsaken family members and killed my kin. Like one who murders a brahmin, I do not know what terrible fate awaits me, in this life or the next.” Kamsa berated the gods. “I believed their words, but they also lie like humans. For this reason, I killed your children.”

The prince said that, in any case, the children had suffered their own karma, engineered by the Supreme. There was no point in lamenting. None of us can remain together forever. He said, “Just as earthen pots are broken and then merge with the earth, our bodies appear and disappear, but like the earth itself, the soul within continues to exist eternally. Those who fail to recognise this truth become entangled in false bodily relationships and perpetuate their material existence. By identifying with the temporary body, one also identifies with its miseries and thus feels distress.”

Vasudeva and Devaki listened in wonder as Kamsa continued to philosophise about his heinous deeds. “My dear sister Devaki, all good fortune unto you. Under the control of Providence, everyone must endure the results of their past actions. Therefore, although I was the unfortunate instrument of their deaths, please do not grieve for your sons. Indeed, it is only because of the false ego of thinking we are this body that we wrongly think ‘I am being killed’ or ‘I am killing’, and thus we are entangled in the results of our work. But I no longer think this way.”

Kamsa wept with genuine remorse. He fell at the feet of Vasudeva and Devaki and said, “You are both saintly, elevated souls. I am a poor-hearted wretch. Please forgive my atrocious behaviour.”

Kamsa told them they were free to go. He fully believed the Goddess's words. She had said the child who would kill him was already born, so it could not be Devaki’s. What was the point of keeping her imprisoned?

Vasudeva reached down and lifted Kamsa, saying, “Great king, what you have said is correct. Only in ignorance do people regard the body as the self. Thinking in terms of ‘I’, ‘me’ and ‘mine’, they are constantly wracked by anxiety, which they try to ease by focusing only on the immediate cause. They do not see the deeper, remote cause, the great hand of God behind all things.”

Vasudeva and his wife harboured no ill will towards Kamsa despite his terrible crimes against them. They could see Krishna’s divine plan unfolding, and there was no reason to mourn. Kamsa smiled in relief upon seeing that these two great personalities were not angry with him. “I am fortunate to have you as my relatives,” he said. “Permit me to leave.”

After ordering that Vasudeva and Devaki be escorted home, Kamsa returned to his chamber. He lay on his bed, gazing at the high, vaulted ceiling. What did the Goddess mean? “The one who will kill you has already been born into this world.” How could that be? The prophecy had spoken only of Devaki’s child. If that referred to her eighth child, he would already be dead. Durga would have ended him then and there. She certainly possessed the power. No, the voice must have lied. Yet Durga would not lie. Someone somewhere had been born to kill him. It could only be Vishnu. This was more of his trickery. Deciding to summon a full council of his advisers in the morning, Kamsa drifted into a restless sleep.
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6: JOY AND TERROR
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Yashoda awoke to find Krishna sleeping beside her. He was like a blue lotus, more radiant than a shining sapphire. His face outshone the splendour of the full moon, and when he opened his eyes, they resembled lotus petals. His tiny hands were like buds on a bough of a celestial wish-fulfilling tree. As he moved his arms and legs, he cried out sweetly, utterly bewildering Yashoda, who stood stunned like a painted picture. Gradually, she composed herself and took the child into her arms, bathing him with tears of love. Soon, many women, led by Rohini, arrived and were transfixed by the enchanting child as well. Along with Yashoda, they gazed at the baby, who seemed like a thundercloud, a dark leaf of a tamala tree, a large sapphire, or the mystical Vaidurya gem. He made little fists with his hands and waved them about like small waves in the Yamuna. The women were overwhelmed with joy and lost all sense of themselves. They moved about in bewilderment, murmuring to each other. “I will hold his head. I will touch his eyes. I will offer myself to his heart and dwell there.” Yashoda gazed at him without satiation, tears streaming from her eyes and milk from her breasts. Slowly regaining their senses, the women prepared to bathe Krishna, while Rohini sent a servant to inform Nanda. 

The joyful messenger sent by Rohini hurried to the cow pens, where Nanda, along with other cowherds, was milking the cows. She paused a short distance from him, too overwhelmed with bliss to speak. She carried fruits and flowers and slowly approached Nanda, saying, “Our king has a son. Will you not come and see him?”

The men shouted with excitement. Nanda’s body erupted in goosebumps, and he looked like a tree in bud. The men surrounded the messenger and showered her with blessings. She offered Nanda the fruit and flowers, and he ordered the other cowherds, “Take all these cows gathered here for milking and give them to her husband, without excluding even one.”

“Yes,” replied the men. “We shall give her whatever she desires.”

In ecstasy, Nanda quickly bathed and dressed. Deciding to give abundant charity for his child's welfare, he called for brahmins to perform the sacred jata-karma ceremony, conducted immediately after birth. He entered the inner chambers of his palace and approached the delivery room. When she heard that Nanda had arrived, Rohini brought Krishna to the entrance. Nanda then saw that child of unmatched splendour. Swathed in saffron cloth that glowed like gold, he looked like a flawless blue chintamani gem crafted by the god Vishvakarma. His soft, curling hair framed his moonlike face, and his eyes resembled the petals in the whorl of the lotus held by Goddess Lakshmi. Nanda stood like a statue, unable to speak or move for some minutes. As he regained his composure, he sat down, and one of the cowherd ladies placed Krishna in his lap. His ecstatic tears bathed his son as the birth ceremony began.

Scores of learned sages recited Vedic hymns and worshipped the gods and ancestors. Poets and singers sang the Puranas and other ancient histories in melodious tones. Nanda donated 200,000 cows adorned with ornaments in charity. He also distributed hills of grain, adorned with golden-embroidered garments, and peaks of gold and precious jewels.

Drums, bugles, tabors, and pipes were played, and the joyful sounds of celebration could be heard for miles around. The residents of Gokula decorated their houses with coloured rice pulp, creating artistic patterns. From their roofs, flags and festoons flew, with wreaths of green leaves hanging down. Gates were decorated with flower garlands, and large gold and silver pots stood outside. The roads, footpaths, gates, houses, walls, platforms, pavilions, and assembly halls shimmered with fragrant water droplets, sprinkled everywhere by the joyful villagers. The cows and calves were decorated with coloured dyes and garlands of peacock feathers. They wore red cloths and golden necklaces, tinkling with bells and ornaments. The bulls appeared majestic, with strands of pearls around their necks and hooves decorated with jingling gold ornaments. The cowherd men wore colourful silks and were adorned with gold and pearl necklaces and earrings. They sported great turbans decorated with fine golden chains and bright flower garlands. Many elderly, bearded gopas arrived with their sons, dancing and singing, swinging their sticks and shaking their garments. King Vrishabhanu, another leader of the cowherd community from a different village, rode an elephant with his wife, Kalavati, and was accompanied by many followers, all bearing rich gifts.

Seeing Krishna, the men said, “Dear Nanda, great is your fortune. Destiny has brought this day after a long time. Our lives are successful merely from seeing this child.”

The wives and daughters of the cowherds were all gorgeously dressed, their faces decorated with saffron and kumkum powder, which enhanced their features as dust on a lotus augments its beauty. They ran joyfully towards Nanda’s palace, bearing many gifts. Their full hips and breasts swayed, and their pendants swung back and forth. They were adorned with anklets, armlets, belts, jewelled earrings, necklaces, sashes, bracelets and bangles, their hair set with brooches, and they shone like a host of full moons moving through the heavens. As they ran, the flowers in their hair shed petals, and it seemed as if the gods were showering them with flower confetti. When the ladies saw Krishna, they gently anointed his face with a paste of wheat and barley flours mixed with black mustard and salt. They sang and offered many blessings, saying, “Dear child, may you live long and protect us all.”

The cowherd women, the gopis, said to Yashoda, “Well done! Well done! Such a beauty! From your noble womb, you have brought forth the light of the world. After a long time, the Lord has fulfilled your wish for a child.”

The ladies prayed to Vishnu to protect the baby. “Dear Lord, please guard this sweetly smiling, handsome, dark boy.”

A mixture of oil, water, yoghurt, milk, and turmeric was prepared and sprinkled on Krishna’s body and on everyone present. Loud music played, and the villagers shouted, “Jaya, Jaya!” A festive mood prevailed, and everyone began sporting together, laughing heartily. They threw milk, yoghurt, and water on each other, then butter and ghee, all of which were abundantly available in Gokula. Nanda freely gave charity to the musicians and reciters, encouraging them to glorify Krishna through their songs. He also distributed vast quantities of expensive garments, jewelled ornaments, and cows to the many brahmins. Blissfully unaware of his son’s divine identity as the all-powerful Supreme Person, he prayed for his protection and desired nothing else.

At Yashoda’s request, Balarama’s mother, the fair-complexioned Rohini, though separated from her husband Vasudeva, adorned herself lavishly and went out to receive the guests. With both hands, she distributed charity to all. She arranged a great feast, and the entire joyous scene resembled the eternal spiritual world. 

Observing the ceremony’s fabulous opulence and the boundless wealth distributed by Nanda, a brahmin said to his companion, “Surely King Nanda’s home is the Lord’s eternal abode, always endowed with limitless affluence, but now that Krishna has taken birth, it seems to be the Goddess of Fortune’s residence.”

“Indeed,” said the other brahmin. “Just see, the gods themselves are descending.”

With their spiritual vision, the brahmins could see the ethereal forms of the gods riding their various mounts: Brahma on his swan, Shiva on his bull, Indra on his elephant, and Surya on a blazing chariot. Many other celestial beings, along with great sages, followed them, and all appeared before Krishna to pay their respects, unseen by the cowherd men and women. After reciting prayers, they ascended once more and vanished into the heavens.

***
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The day after Krishna’s birth, Kamsa woke early. He had barely slept, haunted by the recurring dream of his past life’s death, tossing and turning through the night. He looked out of his tall window across the vast city. With its countless golden-domed temples, tall white mansions, large public squares, and broad stone roads busy with people, Mathura lay in the morning sunshine like a sparkling sea filled with ships of all sizes. The sights and sounds of lively activity reverberated everywhere: men shouting, horses whinnying, elephants trumpeting, chariot wheels clattering along the roads, and the temples echoing with chants, bells, and music from many brass instruments. 

Kamsa’s brow furrowed. Was Vishnu out there? But how could that be? Why would the chief of the gods be born as a mere human? If he were to take birth on earth, why hadn’t he become Devaki’s son, as the celestial prophecy foretold? It made no sense. Vishnu could descend from the skies on his wretched eagle if he wanted to attack. What could stop him? Perhaps he was afraid of Kamsa, who was, after all, more than a match for even the gods. Trickery might be his only hope.

Contemplating the possibility of an attack by Vishnu, the demonic king made his way to his council chamber. All his ministers had gathered, and they bowed deeply as he entered. He surveyed the room, taking in the fearsome band of ruthless desperadoes he had assembled around him. An impressive display of power, for sure. What did he have to fear? Taking his seat on Indra’s great throne, which he had recently seized, he waited until everyone was settled, then began to speak. “Last night, Devaki’s eighth child was born. I went to her cell, prepared to do the needful, but was met by a vision of the goddess, who informed me that my nemesis had already appeared elsewhere.”

Kamsa recounted the evening’s events in detail, and his fiendish associates grew restless. They all began to speak at once. Near chaos erupted as some sprang to their feet, weapons drawn, while others shouted their suggestions, most of which involved violence against innocent people. Kamsa calmed them and urged them to offer their advice one at a time.

“In my view, great king, we should set out at once to slay every child born in the past ten days,” said Keshi, revealing his rows of fangs. 

“Yes, very good!” agreed another. “Let us go to all towns, villages and hamlets. No newborn should be spared.”

Recognising that such a plan might displease higher authorities, another minister reminded Kamsa of his dominance over the gods. Laughing, he said, “They fear the twang of your bow and flee in all directions when you enter battle. Some surrender to you, terrified for their lives. We have seen this with our own eyes.”

Another minister spoke up amid loud shouts and bursts of laughter. “We also see that when the gods become fearful, their weapons and chariots shattered, their fine clothes in disarray, you do not kill them but follow the rules of combat. However, this situation requires a different approach–one without mercy.”

“I agree,” said another demon. “Order us now to attack the gods and finish them once and for all. There is nothing to fear from them. They are strong only in boasting when they are off the battlefield. Nor should we fear that Vishnu will assist them, for he has hidden in the hearts of all beings. As for Brahma, he is always engaged in penance, and Shiva has renounced all activity and gone to the forest. The time is ripe for us to slay the gods.”

“Yes, let us waste no time,” said another minister. “The gods are our enemies, and even though weak, they should not be neglected. If not treated at the outset, a disease will become virulent and impossible to overcome.”

The chief minister, Pralamba, looked thoughtful. “In my view, we must immobilise Vishnu, who is the basis of the gods and our greatest enemy. Here is my idea.”

Pralamba rose from his golden seat. He looked like a hill of polished coal, adorned with jewels. His gruff voice echoed through the great hall. “Vishnu depends upon sacrifice by brahmins and sages. The best course of action is therefore to kill them all. We should also slaughter the cows that provide butter for sacrifices and destroy their pastures.”
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