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The sage should study the scriptures in his search

for knowledge; but then he should leave them, like the

chaff that is left behind, when the grains

of rice have been winnowed.

AMRTABINDU UPANISHAD
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With the stick raised high, Illusion herds the worlds.

Lord white as jasmine [Shiva]

no one can overcome your illusion.

MAHADEVIYAKKA,

SOUTH INDIAN POETESS, TENTH CENTURY

Shiva! For his devotees, he is the entire universe and the core of all beings. Who but a fool, be he ever so wise, would dare take on the task of writing about him? Has the writer not heard the old Indian tale of the goddess of learning who, despite having mountains of ink powder, the sea as an inkwell, the World Tree as her writing pen, and the surface of the earth as her paper, failed to describe the splendor of Mahadev, the Great God? Still, neither the writer nor the reader need despair, for Shiva is the devotee of his devotees, the lover of his lovers, and though he is all-encompassing and all-transcendent, he reveals himself to his worshippers—for he is the very Self of each and every one.

In south India, when worshipping Shiva, one must first of all purify the body with water as one enters the temple, or holy site, where he customarily reveals his numinous presence. one brings him flowers, sweet smelling incense, and other beautiful things representing one’s heart and soul, and dedicates them to Mahadev. One also offers a ripe coconut, which the attendant priest dashes against a hard stone surface, spilling the milk in front of the idol, or the lingam, which is Shiva’s sign. The hard-shelled nut represents none other than our skull, this citadel of our hardened out little ego. Willingly one sacrifices this accursed limited ego-nature to the all-encompassing greater Self. The ego dwarf, reducing the universe to his own diminished dimensions by means of his clever, cutting intellect, is never capable of grasping the wider mystery. Shiva, therefore, in an act of mercy, seizes it, smashes it to bits, drinks out its life fluid, and lets us find at-one-ment with him, our true Self. It is no wonder that the ego-centered individual has always shunned and feared this seeming destroyer. And no wonder, then, that Shiva is often seen as the diabolos, or devil.

The stories told in this book are common Indian lore. Grandmothers tell them to the children, peasant storytellers or wandering sadhus recite them in the evening to eager listeners. They are told, not just to entertain, but to teach, to make a point, or to illustrate some insight into the mysteries of life. My sources were mainly such oral tellings. There are however a number of good books, published in English that also address these tales and legends. Many are found in the various Puranas (“tales of ancient times”), such as the Shiva Purana. Helpful to the curious reader might be Cradle Tales of Hinduism by Sister Nivedita, Hindu Myths (“Penguin Classics” translated by Wendy O’Flaherty), Classical Hindu Mythology (Cornelia Dimmit and J. A. B. van Buitenen, eds.), Hindu Mythology, Vedic and Puranic by W. J. Wilkins, and A Classical Dictionary of Hindu Mythology and Religion by John Dowson. All of these source books will be listed in the bibliography.
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I went to India in the role of an ethnologist, as a visiting scholar at Benaras Hindu University, where I planned to record various aspects of cultural and social phenomena. Faced with the heat, health problems, and most of all, the magic of this fascinating land, my cool scholarly detachment could not prevail. It was as if I myself were seized by Hara, the seizer, and sacrificed to my higher Self. My paradigms of reality vaporized, my coconut was smashed, and the grace of a wider vision (darshana) was accorded. When I left Bharata (as the Indians call India), this holiest of lands, where the veil covering the supernatural worlds is gossamer thin and the gods still reveal themselves to humankind, I had no photographs, no tape recordings, and few notes. These things seemed too profane, too limited. I myself was the page upon which He had written His name. And now that sufficient time has passed since I came back into the “world,” I feel at last able to tell something about Mahadev— who is, dear reader, also your innermost Self.


1

JOURNEY TO THE SOURCE OF TIME
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You have no form,

even though with the help of Maya,

you take on myriads of forms.

You have no beginning,

though you are the beginning of all.

It is you who creates, upholds and dissolves the worlds.

MAHANIRVANA TANTRA

Without number, like the stars, and endlessly colorful are the gods and demons of India. Equally manifold are the stories, myths, and tales told about them. In our quest for Shiva, however, these others concern us but marginally. With Shiva we reach beyond polytheism’s glitter and glow. With him, we enter realms deep in our innermost nature and simultaneously penetrate the profundities of ancient history. There, as the light of our spirit beams into the abysmal chasm, we vaguely discern the outlines of a most powerful archetype. Carl Gustav Jung would surely have agreed that we are confronted by one of the most original configurations of the Eurasian collective unconscious. But let us not go astray and judge that we are dealing merely with an entity of depth psychology. We are confronting a power that still rocks our lives, that sends its impulses from unfathomable depths beyond our rational consciousness, that forms our reality and sends its lifeblood pulsing through the outer world of nature as well as through the inner world of soul and spirit. The archetype works on the outside world and on the inside—and beyond both.

The mystery we are approaching is the image of the human being itself. At the beginning of time, the image appeared as in a flash of lightning, by which a surprised primate saw himself for the first time and, in that instant, was torn from the dream consciousness of his animal state. This image of light, stunning that first human soul, has remained engraved in the human memory ever since. Undefinable and inapprehensible, the image was, nonetheless, given thousands of names, decorated with endless attributes, and honored in myriad rites and rituals. This first image became the king of all other archetypes, powers, and dominions—the Lord of Gods. This image, this primal Archetype, is the key to the unspeakable mystery of humankind.

Christ, by highest heav’n adored,

Christ, the everlasting Lord,

Come, Desire of nations, come,

Fix in us Thy humble home.

Veiled in flesh, the Godhead see;

Hail, th’ incarnate Deity

Pleased as man with men to dwell;

Jesus, our Emmanuel.1

With songs such as this celebrating the Light of the world, which shows us the way to liberation, the Western world paid homage to this mystery, at least until the dawn of the present age, which Indians call, with some justification, the Dark Age (Kali Yuga). Indeed it has become dark, for by now we barely understand the symbols, images, rituals, names, and expressions of this primal Archetype. When we are not occupied with trivia and mindless consumerism, then anxiety, depression, or dullness clouds our perception of the source of our being.

In the ancient land of India, the memory and experience of the Archetype is closer at hand. Anyone who has spent some time there will have felt it. In carefully maintained cult and ritual, its expression continues through countless folktales, legends, plays, and festivals. Perhaps we can light our own torches anew on the well-kept fire of India’s vision of God and once again illumine the way into our own depths, past the poison-spewing dragon, down through the realms of the gnomes, the elves, and the spirits of the ancestral dead, until we reach the treasure chamber of our own soul where the jewel of the self rests hidden. This self, the Hindus call Shiva, the Gracious One.

India’s gift to the rest of humanity is her uncompromising tenacity in keeping memories alive and retaining—as in a living museum—all past states through which humanity has traversed. Hindu culture and the Indian soul remind one of the layers of sedimentary rocks of the towering Himalayas. In stratified geological deposits, each rich in characteristic lead fossils, all the sequences of past life remain recorded as they unfolded in ancient seas. South Asian society, with its many racial and occupational castes, represents, in a similar way, a layer cake of cultural evolution.

At the bottom of the social ladder are the thirty to sixty million hunters and gatherers, the adavasi, or tribal peoples, who even today pursue the oldest calling of humankind in the mountains and remaining jungles, while conjuring spirits and dancing shamanic dances. Beyond these primitive tribals, one comes across swidden and hoe agriculturists who worship the Great Mother, much as the megalithic Europeans did once upon a time. The cult of the Great Goddess was one of fertility and involved bloody rituals and headhunting. Prisoners of war, exemplary youths, or sacrificial animals, preferably bulls, were ritually hacked to pieces and buried in the soil, much as were planted the seeds and tubers. In this way, peasants replenished the Goddess’s energy so that the earth would continue to yield rich crops. Even today, one might find a short notice on the third or fourth page of a provincial newspaper telling of an irate constable and his men who had to arrest a number of villagers. The charge: child-sacrifice, dismemberment of the body, and burial of the pieces in various fields to assure a good harvest.

The dominant cultural stratum, however, is that of the Indo-European tribes of nomadic cattle herders who fell upon the subcontinent some four to five thousand years ago. These new Aryan settlers—who have since dominated and formed Indian culture decisively—were a proud, patriarchal warrior folk who called themselves the “noble ones” (arya). They brought with them horses and the horse sacrifice, the worship of fire and the sun, holy cows, and a language that is akin to the European tongues. The Aryan priests, the Brahmins—like their cousins, the Celtic druids and the Roman flamins—learned endlessly long magical spells and sacred verses by rote. The wisdom contained therein eventually found its way into the written record of the holy Vedas. That the ancient chants might lose their magical potency due to incorrect pronunciation was as constant a worry to the Aryan priests as that their blood might become diluted by mixture with the subjugated races of planters and hunters. In order to forestall race miscegenation, a system of castes (varna) was imposed. In order to keep the sacred language pure, the sage Patanjali set up a carefully wrought system of the rules of Sanskrit grammar and phonetics.
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“Holy cows” are still worshipped today

Aryan dominion was not seriously threatened until the twelfth century, when Muslim zealots, drawn partially by the lure of the immense riches of the land beyond the Indus, launched their invasions. They brought with them the culture of medieval Islam, whose sounds, sights, and smells we can admire to this day, preserved in nearly original purity in the Muslim ghettos of India’s towns and cities.

There are other rare specimens purely preserved in the cultural sediments of India. There are the Zarathustrian fire worshippers—the Parsees of Gujarat and Bombay, who had fled the Muslim ravages of Persia. There are the Jews of Cochin, who came as merchants and as refugees when the Romans destroyed Jerusalem. There are the Portuguese whose Baroque Christianity, greasy pork sausages, bullfights, sweet wine, and leisurely Mediterranean lifestyle still color the local culture of Goa. Then, of course, there are the British, whose twohundred-year domination has left a legacy of dutiful train officials (the trains still run on time in India!), stodgy postmasters with handlebar moustaches, plucky Indian Army officers, a collegiate passion for cricket, clubs, teatime, remnants of gingerbread architecture and, last but not least, a rather queer-sounding Hindu English. There are moments in Calcutta or Bombay when the whole Victorian world rises in front of one’s eyes in uncanny purity.

Thus every invasion, every epoch has left its nonvanishing trace in the fullness of India, well preserved in the formaldehyde of a system of castes, subcastes, and occupational niches (jati). What a storehouse of treasures for the student of ethnography and cultural history! Like a peacock’s fan, the spectrum spreads before one’s eyes: the Old Stone Age; the Neolithic, matriarchal planters; the patriarchal peasantry (the majority); the medieval towns and guilds; the men and women of the Enlightenment; Victorian capitalism; and an ultramodern world of show biz and high tech.
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Each era and each culture has had a part in forming the current cult and iconography of the Archetype, which is the subject of our treatise. The shamanistic hunters provided the core, in the form of the trance-dancing horned god who is the lord of the animals and the guardian of the souls: Pashupati. The matriarchal planters gave him the Great Goddess as a companion and as the personification of his magical, illusive power: Shakti. They also associated him with the fertilizing phallus, serpents, and bulls. The Aryan bards, in turn, lauded him as the all-consuming fire god, Agni, the intoxicating brew (soma) and, above all, as the howling storm god, Rudra, with his host of the spirits of the dead, ghosts, and goblins.

Perhaps it was through the Persian prophet Zarathustraa and his coercive vision of the one God of Gods that the image of Shiva grew in the direction of Mahadev, the Great God, for whom all other divinities become mere appendages, reflections, or masks.2 Like a great sponge, he soaks up all of their characteristics and makes them his own. Varuna (the Uranus of the Greeks), the ancient Aryan god of heaven and guardian of the cosmic law, is pushed into the lesser role of ruler of the waters and misty air, while his function as the keeper of the universal right and ritual (rita) and as master of the magic we call existence, is taken over by Shiva. Agni, the god of fire and sacrifice, becomes the mere backdrop, the wheel of flame in which Shiva dances his dance of creation and destruction. The sun god Surya, who traverses the heavens daily in his horse-drawn chariot like an Aryan warrior crossing the battlefield, has a similar fate. Even though his name is called upon daily by the worshipper in the holiest of Sanskrit mantras (Gayatri Mantra), his light diminishes next to that of Shiva. Even the Brahmins, those fearsome priests of Vedic times—once considered to be almighty due to their mastery of all spells and due to the belief that the gods and the worlds were born from within their minds—even they were humbled by the Great God. We shall see how the seemingly omnipotent Brahmin, in the person of Daksha, the chief of sacrificial priests and creator of many gods, is reduced to a pitiable goat by Lord Shiva, and how Daksha’s lovely daughter, the image of the divine human soul, leaves her strict father to take her place at Shiva’s side.
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Surya, the Vedic sun god

Periodically, when the Central Asian steppes became too dry for their grazing animals, wild nomads would sweep into northwestern India: the Scythians (Sakas), Huns (Hunas), and Mongolians (Kusanas). Brought along by these horse people were elements of north and central Asian shamanism, which were absorbed into the Indian Shiva cult. Grandiose names like Ishvara (lord), Mahesvara (great lord), or Paramesvara (highest lord), all titles with which the lords and kings of the nomads decorated themselves, became the names of the great God. Many characteristics indicate that Odin (Anglo-Saxon, Old English Wodan, Woden, Wotan), the magicwielding lord of the winds and protector of the Nordic warriors, sprang from the same imagination as this shamanistic Shiva. Odin, too, seems to have had his origin in the steppes and forests of Asia. Engraved discs (bractea) of hammered gold, showing this shamanistic god on his horse, are found all over Siberia and Central Asia.3

Perhaps Shiva owes his reputed hemp addiction to the influence of the Scythians. These notoriously wild horsemen had the custom of celebrating their wakes for the dead in sweat lodges in which hemp leaves were strewn over red-hot stones. The resultant fumes helped the mourning kinsmen “lift off” and, for a time, accompany the departed over the threshold of the dead.4 To this day, the devotees of Shiva, the wandering saints (sadhus) and little fathers (babas), who often take on shamanistic functions, inhale the smoke of this plant to enter the realm of the spirits of the dead. Even though they use clay funnels (chilam) instead of sweat lodges, the principle is the same.

Women play a major role in Hindu culture and Hindu lore. This stands in contrast to the more patriarchal ethos of Muslim culture or even to the western Christian culture. It is no problem at all to Hindus to worship God in form of a Woman, as a divine lover, as a companion, as a universal maternal being (Durga, Kali, Chamunda, and Shakti are very popular). Hindu women have a lot of social clout: they are active in politics and professions, and in the individual extended households, the elder women, the “matajis,” dominate the entire family and also dominate the daughters-in-law.
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A sadhu

However, as the title suggests, this book deals with only one aspect of Hindu culture, namely, the cult of Shiva. Because it is not my intent to write an all-encompassing book on Hinduism, I don’t have space to fully elucidate these feminine aspects other than to mention that Shiva himself can be and is worshipped as a female deity (Shivā) or as male and female at the same time (Uma-Shankar; Ardhanarishvara, Shiva-Shakti). However, the Shaivites, especially the sadhus, with whom I spent some time, generally image this god in his male form. They do this, fully aware, that he can only be, by the grace of Shakti, the female ground of being.

The ancient Greeks, who, after the escapades of Alexander the Great, established the Seleucid Empire and the Greco-Bactrian kingdoms in the East, also salted the stew. “These conquerors equated Indra with their own Zeus, Shiva with Dionysos, Krishna with Hercules and the goddess Padma (Lotos) with Artemis.”5 The legends of the Greek Dionysians tell of a time when the god of wine and orgiastic religion arrived from the East riding a white bull; others tell of his two-year sojourn in India. Some scholars are convinced that the Indian Shiva and the Mediterranean Dionysus are more than casually related.6

The temple architecture as it exists in India to this day seems to be a gift of the Bactrian Greeks. The Vedic Aryans had worshipped their gods out-of-doors, putting their sacrificial beasts to the knife on low platforms laid out with fragrant herbs and sacred darbhah grass (Desmostachya bipinnata, L.). Wandering Shiva sadhus still perform their rituals in the open air. However, after the Greek incursion, rectangular stone temples similar to those found in the Mediterranean world made their appearance.
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A typical Hindu temple

The heart of the temple is a little shrine (garbhagrha), which (when dedicated to Shiva) contains a phallic stone shaft, the lingam, as a sign of the presence of the Great God. Above this holy of holies rises a tower (sikhara), richly decorated with gods and heavenly singers, symbolizing Mount Meru, the center of the universe, piercing all the heavenly spheres. The assembly hall (mandapa) faces the shrine, its roof carried by a forest of stone columns. Just in front of the hall is a small vestibule. The temple is considered to be the sacred body of the god. The gateway (gopuram) is his feet, the shrine is the heart and the tower is his neck and head, which ends in a tuft of hair (sikha), just as it does with the devotee.7

Since our Western churches have their origin in Greek architecture, the similarity should not surprise us. Here, too, we find the vestibule, the assembly hall, the tower, and the sanctum sanctorum. Though the shrine on the altar does not contain God in the form of a lingam, it does contain the core symbol of the Christian faith, the monstrance, the chalice of the Lord’s Body, the Host (Latin hostia = sacrificial animal).

Besides building the first stone temples, Greek sculptors fashioned the first lifelike images of Buddhas and bodhisattvas meditating in lotus postures as we still find them displayed all over south and east Asia. It was not long before Shiva, in his appearance as the peaceful Shankar, was sculpted in a similar manner, sitting in the absolute tranquillity of deep meditation on his tiger skin.

Perhaps it was the contact with the so-called Syrian Christians of Kerala (the little flock of Christians that the apostle Thomas had supposedly converted) that gave Shaivism in south India a totally new turn. It was the bhakti movement, preached by Tamil saints, that conceived of their dancing lord as the God of Love, similar to Christ. In complete self-abandon and devotion, they sing that God’s ocean of love is not found in some external object but in the devotee’s heart. The holy bard Basavanna, the founder of the Lingayat sect (whose members wear a little Shiva lingam encased in silver around their necks, much as Catholics wear a cross), sings the following verse:

The rich will make temples for Shiva.

What shall I, a poor man, do?

My legs are pillars,

The body, the shrine,

The head, a cupola of gold.

Listen, O Lord of the Meeting Rivers,

Things standing shall fall

But the moving ever shall stay.8

The indwelling of the blessed Lord cannot be gained through pious works but flows continually out of his fountain of immeasurable grace toward the human soul. Our relationship to God is not like that of a baby monkey that needs to muster its strength to cling onto its mother; rather it is like that of a kitten that the mother cat carefully carries in its jaws to safety. Shiva, thus, is a savior who seizes the human being much like “a peasant who grabs his cow by the horns when it is about to sink into the quagmire.”9 Like Christ, who took upon himself the bitter cup of perdition, so Shiva drank the poison of the world, which the activity of the gods and titans churned from the depths of the primal ocean. To his bhaktas, his loving devotees, he is a caring mother and a good shepherd. Basavanna sings:

. . . the Lord of the Meeting Rivers

stays with me

every step of the way

and looks after me.

As we see, every cultural stream is a river feeding the ocean of Shiva. He takes the images and imaginations of every age as his decoration. The process has not ended. This powerful Archetype is by no means fading as the materialistic, hyper-rationalistic mania of our civilization reaches ever-new heights. On the contrary, our thoughts and achievements become his adorning tinsel. Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh (Osho), for example, reinterpreted the palate of Western psychotherapy and transpersonal psychology in partially Shaivite terms.10 Various swamis (spiritual teachers), from Shri Chimoy to Gopi Krishna, insist doggedly that their teachings and methods for achieving Shiva consciousness are solidly “scientific.” There are Indian scholars (pundits) who, having realized the power inherent in a historical interpretation of the world process, go as far as claiming that Shiva is a historical figure who some five thousand years ago invented tools, speech, fire, music, and all other prerequisites of human civilization, and fathered humankind with his three wives: with Gauri the white race, with Durga the yellow race, and with Parvati the black race. Such immodest scholars have even ranged themselves with atomic energy. Taking Nehru’s slogan (“Let your factories be temples and your temples be factories”) as a starting point, they easily interpret the rounded cement core of the nuclear plant as the expression of the Shiva lingam and the horrible energy potential it contains as the expression of his Shakti power.
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Even for us Westerners, the naked god with matted hair and a trident in his hand is not just a curiosity of cultural or religious history. He stalks, unrecognized, the alleyways of our megalopolises and roams the minds of some of their inhabitants. A chance glimpse of him irrevocably fascinates and sets to vibrating long-neglected strings in our innermost soul. Longforgotten reminiscences of ancient, Indo-European and pre-Indo-European shamanism, vague memories of a time when humankind was wild and free, will suddenly shimmer through all the layers of our cultural conditioning. No timid prayer or hasty striking the sign of the cross, no government authority or weighty scientific fact-finding will banish him. Though long pronounced dead by the rational Enlightenment, or at least banished to the garden of lunacy, accessible to a few poets, lovers, and madmen, the Archetype will raise its head and make the ground tremble. The tiled walls of the laboratory already show ominous cracks: wars on terrorism, star wars, financial jitters, environmental collapse. A wild, uncanny god smiles through these fissures and beckons us to cast our eye into dimensions that make us sway and steal our breath.

Of course, one had been aware of this “oriental idol” for some time. Ever since the British berserkers in the guise of cool colonial administrators and businessmen took on India, scholars have been busy studying and defining this phenomenon. But it was not until the 1960s that the floodgates were opened wide, when masses of flower children, hippies, adventurers, and refugees from a dismal, materialistic consumer society followed the call of the Pied Piper of the Orient. Cheap jet travel and the newly completed overland route made it possible.

Once again a New World was discovered, a world whose king is Shiva. Once again there was culture shock on both sides. At first, the flower children were received by the Indian peasants like gods. They were fed, sheltered, and worshipped. Many a young hippie couple was treated like Shiva and Parvati who, as every Indian knows, occasionally take on human form to travel the land in order to test the strength of devotion. Some of the young seekers never made it back. Dysentery, hepatitis, cruel fevers, sheer exhaustion, and drugs took their toll. Most, however, returned transformed to the cities of the West. They reappeared dressed in afghan velvets, shining silks, colorful paisleys that smelled of musk, patchouli, and other exotic fragrances. Hair freely flowing and eyes filled with a gentle glow, and ornamented with necklaces, bracelets, ankle bracelets, nose-rings and earrings, they told tales of wonder and delight. None who went came back unchanged. Even if they managed the jump back into the everyday routine of job and family, somewhere along the line their “minds had been blown.” Like seeds cast into fertile ground, Shiva, Kali, and Krishna came back with them, taking root in the wasteland, sending shoots here and there through the cement and plastic.
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Indianized Western hippies and Westernized Indians in Goa

Since then, the first wave of India freaks, dropouts, ganja devotees and guru seekers has ebbed away. The established powers spared no effort to stay the cultural erosion and end this seeming heyday of fools. But though the external tide of the India craze has receded, the inner tide is flooding on. Everywhere people are practicing meditation and yoga. They do it to stay fit, lose weight, find themselves, give easy births and, in the executive suite, to cope with the stress of competitive business. It should be known that Shiva is Mahayogi, the lord of yoga.

Drugs, especially the smoking of marihuana, have become firmly integrated aspects of the youth subculture and the music scene. It should be known that Shiva is Aushadhishvara, the lord of herbs and drugs. Knowingly, he winks his eye at the hippy and the ganja-smoking Rastafarian who, with dreadlocks and easygoing lifestyle, looks like an African version of the Shiva sadhu.
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Tantra (Nepalese print)

In a society where men and women are at war with each other and sex is used as a weapon, it is no wonder that tantra and sexyoga are increasingly popular. Shiva appears as the master of tantric technique and teaches frustrated couples how to be eternally in love (as he is with Parvati) and how sex can be a pathway to enlightenment.

Is it any wonder that a repressed, overcivilized humankind, thoroughly out of harmony with its basic nature, is fascinated by a figure such as Tarzan, Lord of the Apes? The fantasies of Edgar Rice Borroughs have been translated into fifty-eight languages with a total of over fifty million copies in print. The natural man, he who can talk to the animals and make unfettered love to his companion, Jane, has appeared in film after film since 1918. In him we meet again the archetype of Shiva as Pashupati, lord of the animals. With his mistress, the goddess Parvati, or at times alone, clad only in a tiger skin, unkempt, and unburdened by civilization, he roams the wilderness and jungles and hears the stories of all creatures.

“Psssst!” he whispers to the man in the pinstripe suit. “How do things stand with the environment? Can you hear what the plants and animals are telling you?”


2

FIRE AND ICE
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If it rains fire

you have to be as water;

if it is a deluge of water

you have to be as the wind;

if it is the Great Flood

you have to be as the sky;

and if it is the Very Last Flood of all the worlds

you have to give up self

and become the Lord.

ALLAMA PRABHU,

MEDIEVAL SOUTH INDIAN POET, TENTH CENTURY

Whereas animals possess consciousness, human beings are gifted with reflective self-consciousness. Long, long ago in some dim past, while foraging for food in the savannas of Africa, the awesome realization of the Self must have suddenly flashed into the soul of some apelike primate ancestor. Legions of anthropologists and prehistorians have attempted to locate this threshold of humanity and reconstruct a picture of this past by patiently taking clues from bone fragments and pollen analyses, charcoal scrapings and bits of chipped rock. No flights of fancy here, but hard, objective data and clear thinking to match it.

Occultists and “spiritual scientists,” on the other hand, approach the problem with entirely different methods. Using meditation and trance, they try to sink consciously into the deeper layers of the mind, like geologists taking bore probes to find what picture images lay buried there in the racial memory. Their tools are “spiritual organs” (for example, the “third eye”), developed by rigorous spiritual exercises and supported by an ascetic lifestyle that often involves vegetarian diets, fasting, and abstinence from alcohol. Thus sensitized, they can fathom their own transpersonal depths or manage to read in the socalled Akashic chronicle. The basic assumption is that every thought, word, or event creates vibrations that leave their impression in the ether (akasha), much as light rays do on photographic film. The initiate whose spiritual eye is open would be able to perceive these subtle impressions in his or her soul and in the ethereal mantle of the earth.

Obviously, the hard-core scientist and the occultist researcher relate to each other as dogs do to cats. But this should not bother us. In our attempt to elucidate the Shiva archetype, we shall utilize the results of both schools. The one side deals with the phenomena more from the outside, the other more from the inside.
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Prometheus chained to a rock

In Greek myth, it was Prometheus (the forethinker) who took pity upon the human animal and brought her fire and, thereby, culture. Fire was the prerogative of the gods and its theft angered the deities tremendously. Which evildoer would thus dare disrupt the cosmic order? Father Zeus, the only divinity it behooves to carry the thunderbolt, had this rebel who dared to steal the fire chained to a cliff in the Caucasian mountains, where an eagle feeds daily on his liver. There Prometheus must remain until, on some distant day, Hercules will free him from his suffering.

The scientific anthropologist is not especially interested in such mythological imagery. Instead, she will point out the bits of wood coal found at L’Escale in southern France, radiocarbon-dated at nearly eight hundred thousand years ago. There, at the dawn of the last series of Ice Ages, rather apish-looking hominoids (Homo erectùs) had built distinct hearths. Some five hundred thousand years ago, another Homo erectus, the Peking man, roasted the meat of bears, buffalo, and boars, as well as other Peking men, on hearths in the Choukoutien Caves. It is now estimated that humanity came into control of fire some million years ago. One of the primate horde must have been possessed by sufficient courage to lift a burning fire brand, perhaps where a brushfire had set a bush aflame or where lightning struck a solitary tree. Such a flash of lightning kindled not only an elemental fire—it kindled the human spirit. It was truly a moment of heroism when that individual overcame the animal fear of fire and reached for the flaming torch. No animal can do this. At that very moment, the first of humankind stood on earth—a sovereign!
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Homo erectus tending the fire

With that horrendous deed, everything changed. Nothing remained the same. Even if the act of kindling remained a secret for ages, the next time lightning struck a tree the sacred element could be caught again, carried along, fed, and kept alive. Culture (Latin cultus = the careful tending), the essential criterion of humanity and symbol of human freedom from the compelling guardianship of the gods and instincts, took its beginning. The carriers of the flame wielded power. They had power over predatory beasts. In the ambers they could fire-harden the tips of their wooden spears. Raw meat and tough tubers could be cooked soft. With fire, early humans could enter the cold forests and steppes of the north, despite ice and winter storms.

But it was not just the human animal that dared grasp for the fire: the Fire seized the human being. The Spirit, equated in most cultures with fire or fiery air, incarnated in the human primate. The Fire Spirit from the external macrocosm of Nature took up residence in the human microcosm. As this happened, the inner divine light became so strong that the first fire catcher no longer feared the external flame.

Thus, the old myths of Prometheus, who angered the gods, and of other light-bringers, such as Lucifer (Latin lux = light, ferre = to carry), the disobedient angel who fell from heaven, indicate archaic memories. In the form of a shimmering serpent appearing at the tree, this Spirit “deceived” the feminine receptive soul, leading the innocent half-animal astray and initiating it into the mystery of good and evil. In that act, the serpent tore the original oneness apart, splitting it into the dichotomies of inside/outside, microcosm/macrocosm, man/woman, I/other. Adam loses his rib and must leave the original paradise where death, toil, and suffering are unknown.

This moment of the rending of the universe must have been the moment when the spark of speech moved the tongue for the first time. (In India the muni sage, who has bridged the chasm and regained the pristine unity, stops speaking and commenting. With a mysterious hush of a smile on his lips, he sits in silence.) In this twinkling of an eye, when Fire sundered us from the rest of creation, all naming, denoting, designating, and objectifying began. The incarnating Luciferian spirit cast its harsh light upon the now “external” Nature. Its intelligence created the “world.” Gods and demons appeared in myriad forms and screamed to be named. Maya, the grand illusion, which the wise of India try to flee, started her seductive dance. At the same time, religion, the yearning of the suffering soul for the original harmonious oneness, entered the scene. One must come to terms with these gods and demons. Their anger must be appeased. One offered them prayers, respect, and tribute in blood and sacrifice.

That first bold reach for the flame burned itself deep into human memory. It is recalled in the dreams, myths, legends, and rituals of all peoples. The sacred fire plays a central role in most rites. It is the focus of attention—focus being the Roman word for all private and public sacred fires. The hearth is the center of the house, just as the sun, the celestial fire, is the heart of the heavens. In the blood sacrifice, the red embers and the warm red liquor of life find communion. Fire and blood are a bridge to the other world and provide blessing (Old English bledsian = to bless with a daub of blood).

The cooking fire is the flaming mouth of Agni (related to Latin ignis = fire, ignition), Shiva in his fiery form. Indian mothers to this day flick bits of butter or flour into the stove, calling each god by name to accept the offering. Fire is also the door through which mortals enter the spirit world: those who have lost their worldly attachment enter the fire’s light as it diffuses into the eternal, indivisible Brahman.a Other souls, still attached to the endless cycle of life and death, enter the smoke of the fire, rise to the rain clouds, reenter the soil with the rain, are absorbed by the crop plants, become food, enter the blood, transform into sperm and egg, and commence with a new incarnation.
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Agni, the god of fire

On the other hand, heroes can be born of fire. Draupadi, the wife of the five Pandavas (the heroes of the Mahabharata) was born, along with her twin brother, when a libation was poured on the sacrificial fire. Karttikeya, Shiva’s son and savior of the world, was born of fire, as were Romulus and Remus, the first Romans, when a virgin was made to conceive by a male organ of generation that sprang out of the sacrificial fire. It is a common belief among European peasants that when a woman’s apron is scorched by flying cinders, she is about to conceive.1 Everywhere, mantras, oaths, and binding spells are spoken into the living flame, be it to bind a man and a woman into wedlock, be it to swear loyalty or revenge.b Such is the power of this element.

Whether it was actually a flash of lightning that led humankind on its odyssey of self-discovery, we cannot, of course, know as a scientific fact. But the theme crops up again and again. Even modern fantasies are fueled by the idea of the generative force of the thunderbolt. Benjamin Franklin, who drew lightning from the sky with his kite and inaugurated the age of electricity, stirred the imagination of his time. A few years later, in her classic novel, Frankenstein, or the modern Prometheus (1818), Mary W. Shelley gave a prophetic vision of the mad attempt of science (represented by Dr. Frankenstein) to create a new superman. This new being, constructed of choice limbs and organs derived from the freshly deceased, is brought to life by the electrical discharge of a lightning storm.

This archetypal picture of life derived from heavenly fire spooks in the brains of sober, modern scientists as well. One still assumes that it was the influx of cosmic radiation combining with electrical arcs (lightning) discharged into the Precambrian sea that caused the “dilute organic soup” of amino acids, proteins, and other polymers to weld together to form the first living molecules capable of reproduction.c
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The holy fire is the focus of the Indian wedding

The god associated with fire in the old Nordic and Germanic sagas is the trickster, Loki (his name being related to Swedish laga, Old High German Loug, Old English Lieg = a shooting flame). He is the cunning, magical being who can change his form at will, whose scandalmongering tongue outrages the gods and whose offspring include Hel (goddess of the underworld), the world serpent, and the wolf of doom. His father is Farbauti, the lightning bolt, and his mother is Laufey, the verdant oak. Having killed the sun god, Baldur, he tries to flee the wrath of the gods by constantly changing his form. Thor catches him anyway and he is chained, like Prometheus, to a rock where a snake’s venom continuously drips on him. Were it not for his faithful wife, who catches the acrid drops in a bowl, the pain would be too much to bear. When she turns to empty the bowl and the bane burns him, he writhes in pain, causing the earth to tremble.

The Slavs tell of Perun, a heaven god associated with the thunderbolt and fertility. And the Baltic tribes worshipped a Perkun, whose lightning bolt strikes out of high heavens. It is interesting in our context that the names of these deities refer to the oak tree (Latin quercus, Old Latin perquos = oak).2 Surely our conjecture is not too far off when we guess that the initial kindling of the human spirit took place when lightning, like a cosmic serpent, struck a towering deciduous tree next to some hapless Homo erectus, for everywhere folklore combines the elements of fire/lightning/heaven/god/trickster (serpent)/tree in an archetypal symbolic complex.
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A pipal (fig) tree

In later times the tribal king—as a representative of the heaven god—held court under such a tree.d Often a cone-shaped rock (menhir) was set in the same place, as a symbol of the heavenly thunderstone. Under its protection, the Thing or Ting, the assembly of the free and noble, was held at astrologically auspicious times (usually at full moon), to decide what shall be and what shall not be, what is right and what is wrong. Here at the thingstead, duels were fought and ordeals were held, sacrificial fires kindled and oaths sworn, for this was the First Tree. Its roots reached into the underworld where the dragon dwells and its crown pierced the heavens. It is the same archetypal tree that is the shaman’s ladder. Under a tree such as this, Siddhartha, the son of a king, meditated until he became illuminated and became the Buddha, the Enlightened One. We shall soon see what all this has to do with Shiva.

[image: ] THE ROCK [image: ]

Monkeys occasionally pick up stones to throw at predators or to crack the shells of tasty nuts. At the dawn of humanity, however, it was no longer a frightened or hungry animal that haphazardly picked up a stone, but a being possessed by a newly incarnate spirit who then formed the object in accordance with an inner imagination to serve her as a tool or weapon. At that point in time, regular toolmaking traditions appeared that help the prehistorian to trace cultural development and migration routes. The so-called firestones, the flints and cherts that, when struck, flake off into razor-sharp blades, were the preferred raw material. The accompanying sparks and smell of sulfur are to this day the sign of the Promethean, or demonic.

Is not the hard rock, which can kindle a fire, like the male organ, which when stone hard, engenders the spark of life in the maternal womb? The association of stone, fire making, and fertility is so basic that it has left its trace in language. The word child (German Kind, from Old German kenda = generated) is related to the verb “to kindle” and can be traced to its Indo-European root gen, “to bear, kindle, generate.” (We recognize it in such words as Sanskrit Janati = he begets; Greek Genea = birth, race; and Latin generatio = kindle, generate.) The flint chopper or hand tool with which the hearth fire can be kindled, thus readily becomes the symbol of the phallus through which the fire of life is passed from generation to generation. In turn, it is associated with the thundering god of the heavens, whose fire-semen lights up the sky and impregnates the Earth Mother, just as it generates ideas in the minds of human beings.

The lightning bolt (or thunderstone) is the scepter of numerous gods who bring life and fertility as well as deal in death. The worship of a hammer god (Thor) and “thunderer” is recorded for the culture of northwestern Europe already some three to four thousand years ago in the Bronze Age rock engravings of Scandinavia. His stone hammer (mjollnir) played an important role in all rituals.e Marriages were solemnized by laying such a hammer in the lap of the bride! Sacrificial victims were slain with it. At the thingstead, rapping thrice with the hammer made a transaction or judgment legal and binding—as it still does at our courts and auctions today. In heathen times, northern Europeans wore a miniature Thor’s hammer around their neck as an amulet, much as the Lingayats of south India carry a Shiva lingam.

Just like Thor (the Thunar of the Anglo-Saxons), Indra, the old Vedic thunder god, sports a mighty thunderbolt (vajra), with which he smashes the skulls of demons and blesses the earth with fertilizing rain. The vajra (lightning, thunderbolt, jewel, diamond, phallus) is to this day the focus of the esoteric sects of Vajrayana or the Diamond Vehicle of Buddhism. It rests as a jewel in the lotus (padma), as the phallus, or lingam, in the vagina, and as enlightenment (Buddha) in the heart.

The dual nature of this magical stone is readily apparent. It is the generator of life and fertility, as well as the dealer of death and the kindler of the final conflagration. As a weapon of war and hunt, the hand ax, or spear point, brings the quarry to fall, assuring food for the clan; and it brings the destruction of the enemy, thus restoring peace. As a phallus, it wounds the virgin but makes continued life possible. As a grinding stone, it destroys nuts and grains in order to prepare the life-sustaining meal. The act of grinding destroys the grain but, at the same time, multiplies it by fragmenting it. In a similar way, in the original act of creation, the Cosmic Giant (Sanskrit Purusha, Norwegian Ymir, Hebrew Adam Kadmon) was sacrificed and multiplied by dismemberment. The great sacrifice, involving the stone knife, thus stood at the beginning of the world. Creation is multiplicity derived from the destruction of the original unity.

To early humankind, the heat generated by the campfire, by the sexual act, by the effort of the hunt or battle, by dance or hard work, was the expression of one and the same source, the cosmic fire spirit. As the Indians view it, the ascetic, or sadhu, is holy because of the accumulated, unspent heat (tapas) generated by his or her ascetic practices. Because of this inner ardor, the sage can burn up sins and reduce old works (karma) to ashes. At the same time, he or she can brood out new worlds, just like the hen broods out its eggs.f Because of their fiery nature, the Indian fakir and the Siberian shaman can walk over red hot coals, pick up glowing iron, plunge their arms into boiling water, sit naked in the snow, or burn their potent imaginings into souls that are not as hot.

In this context, the word shaman is quite revealing. Once, Palispeaking Buddhist monks, the samana, carried the concept to the forests and taigas of the north. It is derived from the Sanskrit shramana, referring to an ascetic, one who makes an ardent effort (from Sanskrit shram = to exercise, to heat up). The ashram (Sanskrit asrama) is thus such a place where a heated effort is undertaken. Shiva is the master of all ascetics, fakirs, and shramanas. He contains all the heat of the universe in his lingam. At the end of time, this heat will conflagrate all of creation, just as it will generate it anew.

Archaic societies all over the world set up boulders, menhirs, megaliths, and styles as centers of religious activity. They can be interpreted as oversized hand axes, thunderbolts, and (yes, old Sigmund Freud was right) phalluses. They were the gateways to the other world. The dead were buried near them and the unborn hovered there in order to incarnate anew. Often they were smeared with sacrificial blood, later with blood red ocher (hematite). In India one still finds cylindrical bir or bhairan stones—painted a bright vermilion—in which local divinities manifest themselves. The Shiva lingams, conical stones representing God, are no longer covered with blood or cinnabar red, but washed with milk, coconut juice, or Ganges water. The priests (pujaris) who attend the lingam, nonetheless, dab red powder on the foreheads of the devotees. In a similar manner, the ancient Germanic and Celtic priests blessed the worshippers by dabbing sacrificial blood onto the middle of their brows.
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The heat of the flame brings about its dialectical opposite: It melts ice to water; it smelts metal out of the rock. The flow of semen ends the heated passion of the sensual embrace; the gushing of the quarry’s blood ends the heat of the chase; the moist cool of the moon’s night ends the fiery rule of the sun’s day. Out of such opposites life arises.

In the Nordic creation myth, which has similarities to the myths of the Vedic Indians, the first being, the giant Ymir, is created out of the mingling of ice and fire. Simultaneously the first animal, the Cow, arises, whose milk nourishes the primordial being. Ymir’s grandsons, Odin, Willi, and We (Loki), create the world by sacrificing and dismembering the grandfather giant. His skin becomes the earth, his hair the trees, his blood the rivers and seas, his skull the heavenly vault, and the gray blob of his brains, the clouds.
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The river goddess Sarasvati

In the Celtic creation myth, also, the cosmos is created out of water and fire. The Roman ethnographer Strabo notes the fear of the otherwise fearless Celts that someday the world will fall apart again into these two opposite elements.

Water, the feminine counterpart to the masculine fire, heals, cleans, and gives birth to life’s seeds. Supernatural beings of feminine gender are apt to manifest at springs, waterfalls, rivers, lakes, and seas. River goddesses, such as the great white goddess Dana, who gave her name to many Eurasian rivers (Danube, Don, Dee), nymphs, nixes, and swan maidens, all have their counterpart in India. Foremost among these are the river goddess Ganga, who flows from Shiva’s locks, and the river goddess Sarasvati, the queen of muses, who rides a white swan.

Many holy rituals of humankind aim to symbolically recreate the original unity of the primordial elements of fire and water (or ice). Whoever has been enflamed by the fire of the Spirit will seek baptism in sanctified waters. In India, it is a daily ritual to greet the rising sun with a bath in the river. As part of the observance, one cups one’s hands and offers water to the rising celestial fire. Elsewhere, libations of holy water, mead, or blood are poured into the sacred fire. In the sex act, which—as in Tantra—is often seen as a sacred act, heat and moisture find creative combination.

A fever is the collision of the two primal elements in the microcosm of the body, bathing its victim in sweat and shaking him between waves of heat and cold. A violent fever, which rips the individual out of his mundane routine and catapults him into madness, is part of the “initiation illness” of the traditional shaman. In his or her delirium, the initiate into shamanism enters the world of the spirits and the dead. If the initiate lacks magical strength, he or she will remain in this other world, that is, die.
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A siddhi baba, descendant of shamans

The creation of artificial fevers by means of the sweat lodge is one of the oldest shamanistic techniques. Going back to Paleolithic times, it can be found from Scandinavia (sauna) to the tip of South America. Shamans sit naked as the day they were born, while water ladled onto red-hot rocks produces billows of blistering steam. When the temperature becomes so fierce that they can stand it no longer, they plunge into an ice-cold river, lake, or snow bank. In this way, they purify their bodies and souls so that they can talk to the gods and cure illnesses.

It should not be surprising that Shiva, who combines all opposites in his being, is also the lord of fever. The naked sadhus, who have given themselves totally to their Lord, are clearly descendents of this ancient shamanistic tradition. Though they do not build sweatlodges, they expose themselves to extreme heat and cold in order to increase their magical power (siddhi). In the hottest summer heat, one might see them sitting between “five fires” (a fire to the left, the right, in front, behind; and the sun above). In the winter they meditate for days in icy cold mountain streams. Some wander in the fall into the snowbound Himalayan valleys only to appear, to the utter amazement of ordinary mortals, with the spring melt.
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It might strike the reader as odd to delve so deeply into the beginnings of human culture. Yet that is necessary if we want to understand Shiva. Though this enigmatic god did not scribble his name on the walls of the Paleolithic hunters’ caves in the manner of “Kilroy was here,” nonetheless we sense his presence at the very dawn of history. In Shiva’s iconography and mythology we find all the traits of the first gods. Shiva is all, but predominately, he is the lord of the fire. Myth lets him appear at the beginning of creation as a gigantic pillar of fire, out of which the world sprung and within which the universe is still, to this day, contained.

Many Hindus believe that it was in Benares (Varanasi) where the column of light, the flash of divine lightning, first manifested. This is the city that natives lovingly and full of gentle devotion call Kashi, “the shining one.” It is said that those whose eyes are purified and unclouded by worldly illusions can still see the fire lingam (jyotirlingam) in this auspicious city by the Ganges. Benares is also called Mahashmashana, “the great funeral pyre,” for here souls are freed from worldly fetters and their sins are burned away. In the mystical geography of India, Benares is the blazing “third eye” of Shiva, whose rays will one day incinerate the creation.
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A Shiva temple in Benares (Kashi)

Day and night, one can see the funeral pyres burning on the riverbank of this most unusual city, the one at Manikarnika Ghat, the other at Harichandra Ghat. Legend has it that the fire used to cremate the dead has never been rekindled since it was taken from the first fire on earth. At the last rite, it is always the eldest son of the deceased whose duty it is to light the pyre on which the corpse lies, shrouded in silk, garlanded with flowers and drenched in butter. A dom, a funeral attendant from the caste of the untouchables, hands him the burning bunch of sacred kusha grass,g which has been lit on the ancient fire. His head shorn and dressed in the white of mourning clothes, the chief mourner circumambulates the pyre five times in a counterclockwise direction. (In rituals for the living, the circumambulation of the fire or of a sacred shrine is always clockwise, but since this is a ritual for the dead, whose world is the inverse mirror of the world of the living, the order is reversed.) The five rounds represent the five elements (earth, water, fire, air, and space, or ether), which form the sheaths of the mortal body and which are now dissolved and reabsorbed by the macrocosm. If the skull does not burst of its own accord in the incandescence, the oldest son or one of the dom attendants cracks it with a tap from a strong bamboo pole. This is necessary so that the soul (jiva) might be able to leave the corpse (shava) in the form of a miniature Shiva, complete with matted hair, trident in hand, three-eyed and naked. The departing soul, dancing as Shiva, is accompanied by demons and goblins, which personify the sins and transgressions of the deceased. In a final act, one of the dom attendants rakes the ashes and sprinkles them into the holy waters of the Ganges. In this fashion, the final sacrifice is completed.

The doms became the guardians of the sacred fire a long time ago, when they saved it from defilement by fanatical Muslims, bent on destroying all vestiges of heathenism in the name of Allah. They hid the embers and nurtured them secretly for many years. Because of this deed, these untouchables are still the guardians of the holy flame and have the right to demand a few rupees for their service at each funeral. But recently their privilege was threatened by Rajiv Gandhi, the Western-educated prime minister. Embarrassed by the primitive, superstitious image that this city of Shiva presents to the modern Western tourist, Rajiv Gandhi decided to clean it up. When he visited the holy city in the spring of 1985, he placed the cornerstone for a new, ultramodern, “sanitary” electrical crematorium that fits so neatly with the newly asphalted streets, the glaring mercury vapor lights, and the cattle guards that keep the holy cows from soiling the scenic riverfront. Shiva’s city was to have a new face, befitting the twentieth century. Many Hindus believe that it was this sacrilege that led to the untimely death of the prime minister when in the year 1991 the “Tamil Tigers” set off a bomb blast.

[image: ] KARTTIKEYA’S STRANGE BIRTH [image: ]

Fragments of the earliest beliefs of humanity are found in all cultural and religious traditions, but seldom are they as transparent as in India. The countless stories told about Shiva focus on singular aspects of the all-encompassing archetype. Let us now enjoy one such story, which has a firm place in the oral tradition and was told to me in several versions. It tells of the birth of Karttikeya, the savior of the world, born of the love of Shiva and the Goddess. Here, once again, the dynamic interplay of the polar opposites water and fire are brought into focus:

For no less than ten thousand years, Shiva and Parvati embraced in the pleasure of carnal love, forgetting the cares of the universe. The heavenly hosts, oppressed by an egomaniacal demon named Taraka, became ever more disheartened. At this rate, they asked themselves, when would the hero be born who could vanquish the monster under whose whims all of creation suffered? Finally they could stand it no longer. In their council, they decided to send Agni, the fire god, to remind the cosmic lovers that sex does not exist for pleasure only, but also for the creation of progeny.
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Karttikeya

In the guise of a turtledove, the fire god flew to their love nest, hidden high in the mountains. The sudden fluttering of the bird interrupted their lovemaking and caused Shiva to spill his seed. It spurted through the air and entered the open beak of the dove. Parvati angrily cursed the noisy intruder and the gods who sent him: “May the wombs of the other goddesses be as fruitless as mine!” Shiva’s seed was so hot that it nearly burned the fire god to a crisp. Agni’s senses nearly failed him as he tumbled back to Brahmloka, the hall of Brahma. On the way, he met the river goddess Ganga. “Woe is me!” he cried. “How difficult is this seed of Shiva to bear! But if I let it fall, it will burn up all three worlds, heaven, earth, and the underworld!” Proud Ganga believed that her glacier-fed waters would be cold enough to cool down the hot seed. “Give it to me! I shall be able to take it on!” she proclaimed to Agni, whose body hair, skin, and eyes had taken on a golden glow due to the contact with the semen.

Alas, Ganga had overestimated herself. After ten thousand years, she was but a shadow of her earlier self. Brahma, the Creator, seeing her in such distress, asked her: “Most lovely maiden, with rounded hips and a full bosom, what has drained thee of thy vigor?” After she told the grandfather of the gods what had happened, he searched his mind and finally counseled her to leave the burning seed in the bed of reeds by the river’s shore. “In ten thousand years hence, a little child will be born in those rushes, a child who shines brighter than the morning sun.”

And that is exactly what happened. During this time, all the rushes, the trees, the animals, as well as the human beings that lived in the area, all took on a golden hue, and the reeds glistened and glittered like hammered gold. Then suddenly one day, an infant lay there and cried with the voice of thunder. It just happened that the six sisters, the Pleiades (Krittikas), played on that same shore. They were delighted to find the babe. Each wanted to cuddle it and offer it her breast. To please them, little Karttikeya grew six heads so he could suckle each one of them at the same time. Thus, Shiva’s son, the vanquisher of demons, was born. His mothers include all the elements: Parvati (earth), Agni (fire),h Ganga (water), and the Pleiades (air and cosmic space).
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THE SHAMAN AND HIS BLACK DOG
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Look here, don’t leave me!

If you leave me,

I’ll insult You saying,

“O Madman who wears the fierce elephant’s skin!

O Madman who wears the tiger’s skin!

O Madman who ate the poison!

O Madman surrounded by the fire of

the town’s crematorium!

O Madman who has me as His slave!”

MANIKKAVACAKAR,

TAMIL POET, TENTH CENTURY

After having climbed down from the trees sometime during the early Pliocene, the hominoid hordes metamorphosed into Paleolithic hunters and gatherers armed with stone choppers and fire. They roamed the earth freely for an estimated three million years. The mere ten thousand years humans have spent as tillers of the soil, tied to small swidden plots, are but a very short time in comparison. Recorded history started a bare five thousand years ago. The three hundred years of industrial civilization—which so impresses and, at the same time, oppresses our contemporaries—what are they in the face of this immense journey? This brave new world might just be a bubble on the stream of time that could pop at any moment!

Considering the eons spent at the bosom of Nature, which formed, molded, and imprinted the body, soul, and spirit of humankind, what weight has this thin veil of civilization? Too deeply lodged in our racial memory, our collective unconscious, are the impressions of our ancient life as hunters and gatherers. Our cults, folk stories, beliefs, dream images, and language are full of its traces. Every child repeats the long development in its games of hide and seek, tag, tracking, building huts and hideaways. The bow and arrow were once a way of life; hopscotch, clapping rhymes, guessing of riddles, running the hoop, and playing ball were serious magic. With almost religious seriousness, children repeat the cultural history of humankind, just as in the biological development of the embryo all the stages of evolution are recapitulated.
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