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The Linga of Gudimallam, second century C.E. (Photograph copyright the French Institute of Pendicherry, used by permission.)
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I —In a world where everything changes [where nothing
is permanent] the divine is everywhere present [in flowers,
birds, animals, in forests, in man].

II—Enjoy fully what the god concedes to you and never
covet what belongs to others [neither their goods, nor
their talent, nor their success].

ISHA UPANISHAD, TRANSLATED BY ALAIN DANIÉLOU
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EDITOR’S PREFACE

The Ferryman’s Task of
Alain Daniélou

An essayist, musicologist, Sanskritist, and philosopher, Alain Daniélou was also professor of the Benares Hindu University from 1949 to 1953, honorary member of the Institut Français d’Indologie from 1943 on, Director of the Library of Manuscripts at Adyar in 1954, and member of the École Française d’Extrême-Orient from 1956 to 1960, before he became the director of the Institute of Comparative Musicology in Berlin and Venice up to 1977. In 1991, the Ambassador of India in Rome handed him an edict engraved on a copper plate making him the first Westerner to belong to the famous Sangeet Natak Academy. He passed away in 1994 covered with honors: the Légion d’honneur, Professor Emeritus of the City of Berlin, Commandeur des Arts et des Lettres (at the same time as Ravi Shankar, who dedicated to him the concert he gave on that occasion in Paris at the Théatre des Champs Élysées).

Daniélou has left behind him an exceptional work, translated and well-known in many countries, both in the field of comparative musicology and the safeguarding of “World Music” (the title of the collection of records he created for UNESCO), as well as in the field of Indian philosophy and culture. His bibliography includes books that have been classics for many years—such as his encyclopedic Hindu Polytheism (republished with the title The Myths and Gods of India); Shiva and Dionysus; Virtue, Success, Pleasure, Liberation—The Four Aims of Life; as well as While the Gods Play—works that have been translated, particularly in the United States, where they have been published by Inner Traditions or in the Bollingen series of Princeton University.1

If we add to these texts his scholarly translations in French from seminal Sanskrit and Tamil works, it is strange that his memory was not more honored by the academic world at the time of his death. In this regard, the Encyclopaedia Universalis was fully justified in concluding the long article devoted to him in 1995 with the words, “Bewildered by such a multi-faceted approach, university circles have mostly kept Alain Daniélou aloof.”

What was Alain Daniélou’s approach? It can be summed up in a sentence: For more than fifteen years, he practiced only Sanskrit and Hindi, immersing himself in the traditional society of India and its scholars, which gave him access to commentaries on texts transmitted orally, parallel to official Hinduism.

From this, it is easy to understand how far Daniélou was from ordinary university research patterns and, consequently, that what he can teach us is exceptional.

If Daniélou had access to texts and commentaries that are never—in traditional society—taught ex cathedra, and still less published, it is because he had no other goal than the research itself and was deemed trustworthy by those circles of traditional scholars and metaphysicians, who are similar to those who disappeared during the Middle Ages in the West and to those who may survive today in Sufi confraternities tolerated by Islam, which the history of mystic poetry tells us were often persecuted.

During his long stay in traditional India, which up to his last days he considered as his true homeland, Daniélou gradually acquired rules of life and ways of thinking that are very different from those of the society in which he was born at the beginning of the century. A rite of initiation marked the frontier, the second birth, of this Westerner who descended from one of the oldest families of Europe, related to Shakespeare’s “Dukes of Clamor.” As he recounts with great humor in his memoirs, The Way to the Labyrinth, he was the son of a very Catholic mother, founder of a religious order, and an anticlerical father, several times a minister in the French Third Republic. His brother was a famous cardinal and he himself, to use his own expression, was “an apostate of some renown,” who became assimilated into Hinduism, which does not proselytize and to which, in principle, one does not convert.

Such an adhesion to the object of research is almost unknown in the university approach, set on the “critical distance.” His adherence can best be understood in the artistic domain, in considering Gauguin and his metaphysical Tahitian universe, which the colonization and the missions of his own time were busy destroying.

Daniélou’s approach relates first and foremost to the traditional quest, which aims at identifying the seeker with the object of his search, or—if one prefers—of the initiate with knowledge. On several occasions in The Way to the Labyrinth, Daniélou writes that in India he sought nothing, neither career, honors, nor “powers.” Just so, he sought nothing, except to understand a civilization thousands of years old, a traditional society similar to the most brilliant civilizations that are no more, which has remained intact, with its social structures, cults, metaphysical and philosophical systems, its arts, the fresh air of its diversity. As the Upanishads say—and this is something that he often quoted—“In all things, leveling means death.”

Daniélou, who had practiced Western dance and singing at a professional level before arriving in India in the thirties, began by learning Indian music under a traditional master, with whom he communicated in Hindi. Since in traditional India—as in Pythagorean thought—music is considered the fundamental key to knowledge, Daniélou ended up meeting the scholars and wandering monks who always gather at Benares, the “heart of the Hindu world”:

After I had learned to speak and write Hindi fairly well, Vijayanand Tripathi, one of the great scholars of Benares, was kind enough to take interest in me and answer the numerous questions I had been asking myself… . Every evening, he taught from a raised platform in front of his house to a group of followers from many different castes assembled there. He had been the disciple of a famous Yogi and, besides classical philosophy, rituals, and interpretation of texts, he knew the most secret aspects of Tantric doctrines and Yoga practices. In his public lectures, he explained the episodes and the hidden meanings of the famous Ramayana in Hindi, written by the great poet Tulsi Das.

It did not take me long to discover that this austere scholar had a completely open mind with whom one could discuss not only topics such as human sacrifices, omophagia, and erotic rites, but also the origins of language, cosmology, and Indian theories on the nature of the world, the atom, time, and space… .

Little by little I entered into a mode of thinking so subtle, so complex, and so difficult that I sometimes felt myself reaching the limits of my mental faculties and capacity for understanding. I found myself immersed in a society whose conceptions of nature, of the divine, of morality, love, and wisdom were so radically different from those of the world where I was born that I had to make a clean sweep of everything I thought I knew… . This system of values could not have been more strange to me if I had been miraculously transported into Egypt during the reign of Ramses II.2

Literary people know well how difficult it has become to understand certain texts, such as Dante’s Divine Comedy, or the Roman de la Rose, now that the traditional keys are lost, because esoteric knowledge was annihilated in the West in the fourteenth century, eradicated by an ecclesiastical institution crazed for temporal power—as Marguerite Yourcenar has so admirably shown in L’Œuvre au noir— an institution that did not, alas, restrict its inquisition to the frontiers of Europe.

That is why it is almost a miracle that a Westerner should have been able to renew this thread that was believed to have been completely lost. In this respect I wish to emphasize how decisive Alain Daniélou’s loyalty has been in sharing with us the treasures he discovered. By this I mean that, on his return to the West, he never sought a musical career, for which his abilities made him well suited, any more than he wished to play at being a “guru” or “initiate,” when it would have been quite easy for him to do so. Quite the opposite: He set himself the task of rehabilitating the traditional music of the whole world, not only of India, but of Morocco, Iran, and Africa, whose ancient traditions were threatened by ignorance—as always authoritarian and proselytizing—as well as by attempts to turn their music into folklore, or into study subjects, or to “modernize” it, as in the former USSR.

At this level, his success was outstanding. If Ravi Shankar or Ali Akbar Khan have been able to give their concerts in the same halls as Western classical musicians, if the art of traditional musicians and dancers has now been fully recognized for many years, without the slightest condescension, we owe it to Daniélou. As Ms. Noriko Aikawa, the chief of the Intangible Heritage Section at UNESCO, has clearly declared: “Today, ‘music from far afield’ has become a reference for many specialists and connoisseurs. These treasures have inspired many contemporary composers. We owe all this to Alain Daniélou. Today the existence all over the world, and especially in the Orient, of a music system which is as classical as that of Bach and Mozart, is universally acknowledged: we owe that fact too to Alain Daniélou’s farsightedness and unstinting efforts.”3

The results of Daniélou’s approach concern not only musicology and Indian studies but also his literary creation: Two fictional works, The Gods’ Livestock and Tales of the Labyrinth, provide us with a precise picture of the world of the wandering monks (saddhus) and the slightly less known world of the great traditional scholars of India. A quotation from his preface to The Gods’ Livestock gives a glimpse of the universe behind his tales, in which, he warns us, all the characters are taken from life:

The parallel world of saddhus, the wandering monks of India, is a world apart, and their function is to transmit, from age to age, the deepest forms of an immemorial wisdom, philosophy and traditional sciences. A major part of this knowledge is kept secret. The saddhus have, however, a duty to teach—wherever they happen to find themselves, even in the humblest of villages—the precepts necessary for the maintenance of religious and moral values. This is why Indian villagers have what seems to us a surprising level of culture as well as philosophical and theological preoccupations… . The world of the saddhus remains unchanged whatever be the transformations of the society around it. The saddhus are the representatives and wardens of the “eternal religion” (Sanatana Dharma), which is the primordial source of all religions… . The higher the rank of a saddhu in the monastic hierarchy, the more secret is his role and the more difficult it is to approach him. Perhaps at the summit of this hierarchy exists this mysterious and impersonal being sometimes called the King of the World, who can never be identified or located. Whenever the earth is afflicted by the folly of men, it is the duty of this Grand Master of the saddhus to instill in their minds the knowledge and ambitions through which they destroy themselves.4

Yet another—and no less direct—contribution of Daniélou’s to the humanities is his elegant and accurate translation into French of several masterpieces of Sanskrit and Tamil literature, always carried out with the assistance of pandits: Gitalamkara, l’ouvrage original de Bharata sur la musique, the Textes des Purana sur la théorie musicale, published by the French Institute of Pondichéry, Shiva Svarodaya, the Pièces de théatre de Harsha, Shilappadikaram, included in Gallimard’s UNESCO collection, and Manimekhalai, published by New Directions in 1989.5 To this significant list can be added the first unabridged and unadulterated translation of the Kama Sutra and its commentaries, carried out in the last four years of his life, for which—owing to the puritan heritage that the British left to modern India—he was unable to obtain the assistance of any pandit.

Throughout all of his work, Daniélou emphasizes the need to study the traditional Indian sciences, to translate them, and to ensure their preservation, starting with the ancient cosmological theories of Samkhya. He provides a considerable bibliography on these theories in his While the Gods Play, with the following presentation:

We do not have the original texts of the ancient Samkhya, which was not in the Sanskrit language, but we are acquainted with its Dravidian terminology thanks, in particular, to the Manimekhalai, which is written in the Tamil language… . The teachings of Kapila, the dark-skinned sage who was the first to teach the Samkhya in the Aryan world, were collected by his spiritual heir, the magus Asuri… .

Reconstituted and translated into Sanskrit at the time of the Shaivite revival, at the beginning of the Christian era, they were the cause of a prodigious renaissance that lasted until the Islamic invasions in the twelfth century. Only part of these texts has been published, and very few have been translated. Sumerian parallels have, moreover, confirmed their authenticity. The knowledge they reveal about the nature of the universe, the origin of matter and life, biology, astrophysics, the relations between thought and language, goes far beyond the most audacious concepts of modern science… .

According to the concepts of the Samkhyas, the universe is made up of two fundamental elements, consciousness and energy… . Matter is merely organized energy. There is no material element that exists without being inhabited by consciousness. No element of consciousness exists without an energy-giving support.6

One of Daniélou’s great merits is to have made these notions accessible to inquisitive minds, especially to Western scholars who are not satisfied by positivist postulates and do not know where to turn in order to find authentic traditional knowledge and science. In connection with this interest, it is highly significant, by way of example, that a mind like Hubert Reeves has given as an illustration to one of his most famous essays on astrophysics, Patience dans l’azur, the image of Nataraja (Shiva) dancing in his circle of flames.

Might it not be appropriate to make a careful and objective study of this notion of generalized interaction, at a time when genetic manipulation and alterations of the natural world, of which modern humanity deems it is both master and proprietor, have left the domain of theory and now invade the industrial market?

Greek cosmogony called our current era the Age of Iron, while Samkhya labels it the Kali Yuga, or “Dark Age.” It appears that this era—in which totalitarian religions and military, economic, and bureaucratic dictatorships multiply and disseminate the means of destruction, poison soil, air, and water, and plant increasingly visible anguish in everyone’s mind—is also to be the period in which access to knowledge is most direct and most rapid. In view of the libraries rising from the ground to reveal the forgotten civilizations of Sumer and Mohenjo Daro, perhaps the time has come to forget certain university prejudices, and publish and translate texts like those Daniélou has brought to the West’s attention.7

This book offers the reader a glimpse into the vast world of Shiva and the primordial tradition, as seen through the eyes of one who not only studied it but himself became a part of that tradition. It brings together unpublished works, papers read at conferences, or articles published in journals by Alain Daniélou between 1938 and 1991.8 In particular, the texts presented here focus on the prehistoric religious tradition of Shaivism, root source of both Samkhya as well as—with Jainism—modern Hinduism.

Many of the texts collected in this book deal with the various facets of the relationship of Shaivism with the Western world, an essential question, since the desire to restore such relations and the quest for primordial tradition was at the very center of the works of the medieval alchemists and those who initiated the Renaissance movement, such as Alberti and Pico della Mirandola.9

It may be useful to ponder why the quest for harmony, wisdom, and the transcendental unity of religions—which had animated enquiring minds in the medieval and renaissance periods—led, on the one hand, to a blind technological proliferation paired with the terrifying mutation of means of destruction and, on the other, to a standardized, anthropocentric humanism, which has already destroyed almost all traditional civilizations and now threatens the planet’s very existence.

“In losing purity of heart, you lose science,” wrote the alchemist Nicolas de Valois. It is this perversion of the search for knowledge—to which the semantic evolution of the terms “science” and “philosophy” bears witness—that holds the enigma of the violently profane character of the modern world, which does not appear to be a natural development from the ancient world, but rather a reaction to the traditional society whose degenerating social structures and religious dictatorships had straitjacketed thought.

Here it is important to point out—and the first text in the book affirms it—that “Shaivite philosophy knows no dogma. It does not separate theology and cosmology, science and religion. Their common aim is to seek to understand the nature of the world, and the role and destiny of living beings.” Shaivism is consequently not a “religion” in the sense that we usually use this word; it only is so, literally, in its free and specific search for what binds human beings to the universe.

The structure through which Shaivism—whose very name was generally unknown to the French public before Daniélou’s works were published—has been transmitted intact in India, with all its apparatus of seminal texts, preserved through long periods of apparent eclipse, is an initiatic institution: that of the sannyasis, wandering monks who are the repositories of amazing techniques of memorization and oral transmission, with whom Alain Daniélou was in contact for many long years.

Here, too, we must spell out our vocabulary. The sannyasis were—and still are—free men (and sometimes women) who have renounced earthly possessions and family life, though not necessarily sensual enjoyment, since, according to Tantrism, the “Indian cult of ecstasy,” “the union of bodies in the act of love reflects the union of the cosmic principles and is perhaps our highest experience of bliss, of that limitless joy that is the nature of the divine.”10

How can one not think of those wandering medieval alchemists, those “inhabitants of the universe,” who abandoned their place in society to give themselves over to the mysterious “Art of Love”? Does not the symbolic conjunction of fire and water, as depicted in a Tantric Indian engraving kept in the library of the Sorbonne, represent the principal operation of the “Great Work”? Mircéa Eliade has already shown irrefutable convergences between tantric hatha yoga and alchemy, which both seek to deliver the mind through matter and matter through mind.11 They both represent a search, a discipline aimed at transforming the mortal body into a “divine body,” enlightenment through the discovery of correspondences between macrocosm and microcosm, the very vehicle of a research in which “beauty is the splendor of truth.”12

At the same time, these studies are close to poetry, which is dealt with from various points of view in the texts that follow, such as “The Nature of Beauty According to the Samkhya,” “Poetry and Metaphysics,” “Music: The Language of the Gods.” Shaivism’s approach is diametrically opposite to the hatred of the flesh practiced by the religions of the Book, the murderous dichotomy of body and spirit, human and nature, which has tormented the whole history of the West in prisons and on pyres. This is here made very clear by essays such as: “The Symbolism of the Linga” and “Shaivism and Third Nature,” which reestablish the metaphysical importance of what Judeo-Christian tradition has relentlessly inculpated and punished, and what a bourgeois society can only tolerate in the form of fourth-rate merchandise called: “pornography.”

In the face of these trends we urgently need to hear the voice of Alain Daniélou reevoking the seers who tell us that: “In the microcosm, sex is the form in which the nature of the unformed is manifest;” and yet again, “because they evoke the primordial hermaphrodite, any sexually ambiguous being is of a sacred nature… . Every bisexual being can be considered as an emanation of the god’s transcendent aspect.”

The India we discover through Alain Daniélou is a country where stimulating contradictions coexist, considered as the very expression of the divine. Moralistic and puritanical Jainism prospers side by side with Dionysian Shaivism and its cults of trance and ecstasy. Vedism overlays Shaivism and was influenced by it. Official religion allowed the parallel transmission of the occult to continue, and it is still the religion of the people and the earliest populations.

Buddhism disappeared from the soil of India as a result of philosophical contests. Nothing in the subcontinent’s history remotely approaches the religious and ideological persecutions of Europe and America, or the racial and cultural genocides that are their contemporary equivalent. In these pages Alain Daniélou makes it clear that this particular fact is not the result of chance, but of absolutely scientific research and wisdom:

Samkhya teaches that any method of investigation must first establish the limits beyond which its conclusions are no longer valid… . Samkhya has even been deemed atheistic, since it considers that the prime cause of the universe is non-spatial, and thus non-locatable, impersonal, and unknowable. Yet the representation of the energy principles … in the form of more or less anthropomorphic deities is part of a system used for teaching the masses and making accessible notions that are beyond their comprehension.

It remains for this presentation to indict most of the images and analyses of India circulating in the West as false. This subject, dealt with in all Alain Daniélou’s works, is also tackled here: “Curiously, of India, the home of logic and the exact sciences, the modern West only retains abstruse speculations and irrational religiosity, neglecting a whole body of knowledge it would like to think of as being exclusive to itself.”

The question of source material is essential. Alain Daniélou, who wrote and spoke Hindi and Sanskrit fluently, who had studied Tamil, was perhaps the only Westerner who was not only immersed in Indian civilization for more than twenty years but also was duly initiated and co-opted into the esoteric structures of traditional Shaivism. He was consequently a beneficiary of its prodigious oral transmission, certain texts of which he transcribed, which has inspired his whole work. Although some passages simply say in another way—which is also a way of making them clearer—what he has said in The Myths and Gods of India or While the Gods Play, other pages in this book are entirely new:

Animals and plants are in some way the visible part of subtle beings, spirits, genies and gods, which govern and inhabit them. We can often make contact with the spirits through their vegetal or animal twin. This is why certain animals and trees are considered sacred. Through the respect and love we bear them, as well as their worship, we attract the benevolence of the subtle spirits, genies, and fairies that are their invisible twins, governing the aspects of the natural world.

In this dualism of subtle spirits and animals, perception and knowledge functions are separated. In the human being, the divine game unites these two aspects; the human animal gradually develops an aptitude for knowledge, having in some way absorbed its subtle double, or guardian angel. This is why the human species bears a double heritage: its genetic, or physical heritage, which perceives external forms and delights in them, but is also part of the scenario; and its initiatic heritage of knowledge… .

To this he added the following note, specifically for publication with this book:

The sacred is the telephone directory of the subtle worlds: The magic and the sacred are the two faces of the same communication theory. When we consider that the subtle beings are beneficent, we talk of the sacred, if they are evil or neutral, then we speak of magic.

Nothing outside polytheism can properly be spoken of as “sacred.” Sacred symbols, sacred rites, sacred places, sacred animals, sacred trees are inevitably linked to subtle presences referring to real and permanent entities that we sometimes disguise according to our mythological conceptions. Murugan, the infant god to whom children are dedicated, will become Krishna, or the child Jesus; the sacred cave opening on to the entrails of the mountain goddess Parvati will become the place where goddesses appear, whether those of the Cretan labyrinth, of Præneste, or Lourdes.

Never has Alain Daniélou gone so far as he does in these pages in his revelations of such little known subjects as esoteric Shaivism, the personality of the great Shankara, Tantrism, the Third Nature, the Science of Dreams, or initiation13.

JEAN-LOUIS GABIN
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An Introduction to
Alain Daniélou and the
Discovery of the Divine

Although on the one hand we may consider Alain Daniélou’s discovery of India wholly fortuitous, on the other we may deem that he was particularly destined to do so, especially in view of what he tells us about his youth.

From an early age, Alain Daniélou was very unhappy in his Western Catholic circle. He launched into artistic activities, such as painting, singing, playing the piano, dancing, meanwhile showing deep contempt for “intellectuals” and detaching himself totally from Catholicism.

Throughout the twenties, Alain Daniélou certainly did not seem to be bothered about metaphysics, religion, mysticism, or philosophy. He sang and danced, taking rigorous and demanding dance classes at the Saulnier gymnasium in Montmartre along with the girls from the Moulin Rouge dance troupe. He gave recitals and lived a vie de bohème among an amusing artistic circle, with Henri Sauguet, Maurice Sachs (who had just left the seminary), and Max Jacob, for whom he had a great affection, while being totally disinterested in the poet’s religious preoccupations.
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