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INTRODUCTION


What I love most about the Kathasaritasagara is that one can find all sorts of stories in it – short and sweet, long and twisty, tales with magical objects and fearsome monsters, tales of friendship and courage, tales of wisdom, and even tales that teach nothing at all. There are very few other collections in the world that match its sheer variety and imagination.


Before I tell you why I chose these specific stories from the Kathasaritasagara, let’s take a quick look at the original text. Compiled at the end of the eleventh century by a Kashmiri man called Somadeva Bhatta, the Kathasaritasagara or ‘The Ocean of the Streams of Story’ is likely to have been part of a much larger text called the Brihadkatha. The book begins with the Kathapitha, the base on which the stories are built, and in this, the goddess Parvati asks Lord Shiva to tell her a story she has never heard before.


And so, Shiva tells her seven exciting stories about seven Vidyadhara princes. Unknown to them, the doorkeeper Malyavan hears these stories and narrates them to his wife, who then tells them to Parvati the next morning. Parvati is now really upset that Shiva has not told her stories that no one else knows. When Shiva finally finds out that Malyavan was eavesdropping, he curses Malyavan to be born on Earth as Gunadhya and says that there he would remain cursed until these stories reached all the corners of the world.


After Gunadhya is born on Earth, he writes the seven stories on bark in his own blood, and this was the Brihadkatha. When this is presented to the reigning Satavahana king, he rejects the stories because of how crudely they are written. Devastated, Gunadhya burns six of the seven stories, and the surviving seventh tale is believed to be the Kathasaritasagara. When the king somehow does hear this story, he is fascinated by it and decides to make it popular and preserve it for all eternity, writing and adding the Kathapitha as an introduction.


For this book, I picked those stories that I felt would you give a view into the kinds of narratives present in the original text, especially the ones that intrigued me or made me laugh. I have, of course, taken a number of creative liberties to make the stories more relatable to the modern young reader. If some of the stories seem familiar – like the ones of the animals, or the king and the vetala – it is only because they trace their origins to the Kathasaritasagara.


This book is but a small selection of the vast ocean of stories called the Kathasaritasagara. I hope you enjoy reading the stories as much as I enjoyed retelling them.
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SHRINGABHUJA AND THE GOLDEN ARROW

There was once a prosperous city called Vardhamana, and it was ruled by King Virabhuja. The king had a hundred sons, but his favourite was the youngest, Shringabhuja. The young prince Shringabhuja was skilled at archery, wrestling and the martial arts. All his brothers were envious of his talents and of the fact that their father loved him the most.

One day, the princes were studying in the garden with their teacher when they heard a rustling in the trees. As the rustling grew louder, a large and ugly bird appeared. It had yellow eyes and a long, sharp beak. It glowered at them and uttered a loud cry that made everyone shiver with fear.

‘That is such a scary bird!’ said one of the boys.

The teacher took one look at the creature and said, ‘Princes, that is not a bird but a dangerous rakshasa in disguise. Shoot him with an arrow so that he flies away at once.’

When they heard this, all the brothers except Shringabhuja immediately shot the bird with their arrows, but not one hit the bird.

‘Why don’t you try, Shringabhuja? Go, get your bow and arrow,’ said the teacher.

The eldest brother, Nirvasabhuja, whispered to his younger brothers, ‘This is our chance to get rid of Shringabhuja! I’m going to suggest that he use Father’s favourite bow and his golden arrow to shoot the bird.’

‘How is that going to help? Shringabhuja never misses his mark!’ said another brother, frowning in confusion.

‘Oh, you are all so stupid! The bird is a rakshasa! If Shringabhuja pierces it with Father’s golden arrow and it flies away, the arrow will be lost. Father will be furious with Shringabhuja for losing the arrow. Understood?’ said Nirvasabhuja.

‘Oh! Yes, that is a fine plan,’ they agreed.

So Nirvasabhuja brought the king’s golden arrow and gave it to Shringabhuja. ‘Here, use this,’ he said. ‘You cannot miss any target with this arrow.’

Shringabhuja took aim and sure enough, the arrow found its mark and pierced the bird. With a raucous cry, the bird shot up into the sky with the golden arrow sticking out of it.

‘What have you done? That was Father’s favourite arrow! He is going to be furious with all of us now, thanks to you!’ cried Nirvasabhuja, as the rest of them nudged each other slyly.

‘Wait, brother. I’ll bring the arrow back – don’t worry!’ said Shringabhuja, quickly picking up his own bow and arrow. He then set out to find the bird, following the drops of blood that had fallen from the wound.

The brothers clapped each other on the back. ‘Well, this worked out better than I had expected. I don’t think Shringabhuja is going to be back any time soon. Shall we go give the good news to our father?’ Nirvasabhuja said, smirking.

Shringabhuja tracked the bird for what seemed like hours. Finally, he reached a dense forest where the trail of blood ended. Exhausted, he walked around looking for some water and to his surprise, he came across a city deep within the forest. It was a strange city, with white towers reaching for the sky. Every few minutes, a new tower appeared while the old ones winked out of sight. Deciding to rest before he explored the city, he sat down by the roots of a tree when a maiden suddenly appeared before him. She was dressed in flowing robes of blue silk and a sapphire necklace gleamed at her throat.

A bewitched city and now a princess? What next? he thought. Aloud, he said, ‘Where am I? A–and who are you?’

‘Prince, you are in King Agnishikha’s kingdom. I am his daughter, Rupashikha,’ she said. ‘And now, you must tell me who you are and why you are here.’

Shringabhuja told the princess about his quest for his father’s golden arrow.

‘You must be a great archer, for you have managed to hit Agnishikha while he was in the guise of a bird. He is a powerful rakshasa and has never been pierced with an arrow before.’

‘I was trained by the best,’ said Shringabhuja modestly.

The two of them talked for hours and before they knew it, the sun had set and Rupashikha had to leave. As she stood up, Shringabhuja stopped her and asked, ‘Must you go?’

‘Yes, Father will worry if I am not home by night,’ she said shyly. ‘However…’

His eyes twinkling, Shringabhuja asked, ‘However?’

‘Well, we could get married and then I would never have to leave,’ she said softly.

Overcome with joy, Shringabhuja nodded and held her hand tightly.

‘But I need to speak with my father first,’ she said and left.

Back in her room in the palace, Rupashikha paced up and down. Her father had always said that no king or god would ever be good enough for her, and he had not been joking.

‘My dear, how are you? You look a bit pale,’ said Agnishikha, entering her chambers.

‘Father, there is something I must tell you,’ she said hesitantly.

‘Yes, my child?’

‘Father, I have met the man I want to marry. He is a prince called Shringabhuja and he is a great archer,’ she said, the words tumbling out in one breath.

Agnishikha frowned deeply. ‘My dear daughter, men are our natural food. Are you sure you won’t want to eat him up in a few days?’ he asked, only half joking. But seeing her face fall, he quickly added, ‘You seem sure about marrying him – well, bring him here, I want to meet him.’

Eagerly, Rupashikha brought Shringabhuja to meet her father the next day. Agnishikha looked at him critically and said, ‘So, you are the man my daughter has chosen.’

Shringabhuja bowed and nodded.

‘Prince, I have no objection to this marriage – if you pass my tests,’ Agnishikha declared.

‘Sir, I love your daughter and will pass any test to marry her,’ Shringabhuja said.

Pleased with his reply, Agnishikha said, ‘All right. I have arranged a comfortable chamber for your use. You can bathe, rest a little and we can meet later.’

When he had left, Agnishikha turned to his daughter and said, ‘Quick! Assemble all your sisters here before he comes back.’

‘All right,’ Rupashika said. Realizing that there was something fishy, she immediately went to Shringabhuja. ‘My dear, my father plans to trick you tonight. I have a hundred sisters, who look exactly like me, wearing similar dresses and necklaces. My father has asked me to assemble all of them in the hall. He will ask you to pick me from amongst my sisters, and he will kill you if you guess incorrectly.’

Before Shringabhuja could say anything, she continued, her eyes shining, ‘Don’t worry, I have a way out.’ She pointed to the necklace around her neck. ‘All my sisters have identical necklaces as well, but when this silly contest happens, I’ll wear it on my head instead of around my neck. That’s how you’ll recognize me.’
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A little later, an attendant came to Shringabhuja and said, ‘You have been summoned by the king.’ Wiping the sweat off his brow, the prince went to meet Agnishikha. Sure enough, all the king’s daughters stood in front of him, and they all looked exactly the same!

‘If you can identify Rupashikha from amongst them, you can marry her. Or else…’ said Agnishikha, handing him a garland of purple forest flowers.

Shringabhuja looked at each of the princesses carefully. Finally, he came to the one who had her necklace around her head. Smiling in relief, he garlanded her.

Agnishikha was mystified. How did he identify her correctly? But it doesn’t matter – I have no intention of letting him marry my daughter!

‘Very well, you have passed this test. Now, let us go outside,’ he said. They walked to the gate of a field and Agnishikha pointed to two oxen, saying, ‘For your next task, you must sow three hundred bags of sesame seeds. You have one hour.’

Shringabhuja was worried, but Rupashikha came to his rescue yet again. ‘Fear not, my prince, I will use my powers to help you with this task,’ she said.

A little disbelievingly, Shringabhuja followed her into the field. Rupashikha bent down, touched the earth and began to chant a mantra. A sudden powerful gale lifted all the sesame seeds into the sky. The earth began to tremble as the mud loosened and furrows started forming. Rupashikha clapped her hands and all the sesame seeds dropped into the furrows and covered themselves. Shringabhuja could only watch, mesmerized by her powers.

When he went to Agnishikha and told him that the task was complete, the king did not believe him. ‘Show me,’ the king said and when he had inspected it for himself, he scratched his chin and said, ‘I have changed my mind. Get all the seeds out of the earth and pile them back again.’ Laughing nastily, he went back into the palace.

Rupashikha, however, was not worried. She simply clapped her hands, calling thousands of ants out of the earth, and they stood in neat little lines before her. ‘Go, my little friends, and get the seeds out,’ she said. In minutes, the ants had dug deep into the earth, retrieved every last sesame seed and piled them into a big heap.

A little while later, Shringabhuja informed Agnishikha that the third task had been done too. Though he was baffled by the prince’s abilities, Agnishikha recovered quickly and said, ‘Two hours away from here is a unique Shiva temple. My dear brother Dhumashikha lives there. Stand in front of the temple and say, “Dhumashikha, you are invited to Agnishikha’s daughter’s wedding tomorrow.” Once you have conveyed this message to him, come back quickly so we can prepare for the wedding.’

Overjoyed, Shringabhuja went to Rupashikha and said, ‘Your father has finally agreed to our match! Now all I have to do is invite your uncle to the wedding.’

Rupashikha sighed deeply. ‘This is the most difficult test. My uncle is extremely dangerous. Take my horse and this pouch – you will find some earth, water, thorns and fire in it. When you reach the temple, extend the invitation quickly and ride back at full speed. You must keep looking back, for if you see Dhumashikha pursuing you, you must first throw the earth behind you. If he continues to pursue you, throw the water, then the thorns and finally the fire.’

Shringabhuja kissed her hands and said, ‘My dear, I will do as you say.’ With a determined look, he put on his armour, mounted Rupashikha’s horse and galloped away at full speed.

A couple of hours later, he reached the Shiva temple. It was oddly silent, and the trees around the temple bowed menacingly, enveloping the place in an eerie darkness. Shivering a little, he said, ‘D–Dhumashikha, you are invited to Agnishikha’s daughter’s wedding tomorrow.’ The moment he said this, he heard a low, rumbling sound from deep within the earth.

Shringabhuja immediately turned his horse around and fled. ‘Faster!’ he cried to the horse, tugging on its reins as the earth shook underneath him. When he looked back, he saw Dhumashikha chasing him in the distance. He reached into the pouch and threw the earth behind him. A huge mountain sprung up in seconds, blocking Dhumashikha’s path.

If the mountain bothered Dhumashikha, he didn’t show it at all. He began to climb the mountain at a devilish speed while Shringabhuja urged his horse on. A few minutes later, Shringabhuja looked back and saw that Dhumashikha had already climbed over the mountain and was catching up with him. He reached into the pouch again and threw the water behind him, and from it sprang a gigantic river with rolling waves. But Dhumashikha just leapt into the river with an enormous splash and began to swim.

Shringabhuja then threw the thorns behind him, which produced a dense, thorny forest. The thorns pricked Dhumashikha and he growled in pain, but it did not stop him. Puffing up his cheeks full of air, he blew hard and the thorns were reduced to dust.

Finally, Shringabhuja threw the fire at him. The forest blazed and the river dried up. Dhumashikha tried to put out the fire, but it was too powerful and threatened to engulf him. Tired of chasing the prince, Dhumashikha gave up and went back to his temple.

Relieved that he was no longer being pursued, Shringabhuja returned and told Agnishikha, ‘I am back after inviting your brother to the wedding.’

Agnishikha was baffled! He had been so sure that Shringabhuja would not return alive. Irritated, he asked, ‘What proof do you have that you actually met Dhumashikha?’

Shringabhuja described the temple, the trees and the idols in such detail that Agnishikha was convinced. He has achieved the impossible! He must certainly be a god and is a good match for my daughter, he thought.

He arranged a grand wedding for Rupashikha and Shringabhuja, and the two were married at last. They spent many happy days enjoying a luxurious life in Agnishikha’s palace.

After some time had passed, Shringabhuja said, ‘Rupashikha, I really like it here, but I miss my own kingdom too much. Will you please come with me and be my queen in Vardhamana?’

Rupashikha smiled. ‘I want to go with you, my husband, but my father will never let me leave.’

‘Surely there must be a way out, though?’ he said.

‘Well, the only way is to leave without letting him find out and when he pursues us, I will use my powers to keep us safe,’ she said.

‘But isn’t he stronger than you?’ he asked.

‘Yes, but you forget that I am smarter than he is,’ she winked.

And so, the two of them slipped away silently the next morning and rode in great haste towards Vardhamana. When they had gone a great distance, Agnishikha found out about their departure and flew after them in a rage. Hearing the air whooshing above, Rupashikha said, ‘My father is closing in on us. I will make you and the horses invisible and turn myself into a woodcutter to deceive him.’
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