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JAYA JAYA MAHABHARATHAM

Prema Nandakumar



narayanam namaskritya naram chaiva narottamam /


devim sarasvatim vyasam tato jaya udirayet //
1. Dharma is Supreme


Writing about the foundations of Indian culture which were laid thousands of years ago and recorded in the Vedas, the Upanishads, the Itihasas and the Puranas, Sri Aurobindo said:

“The Mahabharata is the creation and expression not of a single individual mind, but of the mind of a nation; it is the poem of itself written by a whole people. It would be vain to apply to it the canons of a poetical art applicable to an epic poem with a smaller and more restricted purpose, but still a great and quite conscious art has been expended both on its detail and its total structure. The whole poem has been built like a vast national temple unrolling slowly its immense and complex idea from chamber to chamber, crowded with significant groups and sculptures and inscriptions, the grouped figures carved in divine or semi-divine proportions, a humanity aggrandized and half uplifted to super-humanity and yet always true to the human motive and idea and feeling, the strain of the real constantly raised by the tones of the ideal, the life of this world amply portrayed but subjected to the conscious influence and presence of the powers of the worlds behind it, and the whole unified by the long embodied procession of a consistent idea worked out in the wide steps of the poetic story.” 


Such a compendium is not easily summarized. The main narrative, also known as Jaya, concerns the history which led to the fratricidal conflict on the field of Kurukshetra. But there are innumerable branch-stories, ethical teachings, moral perspectives apart from the fact that we find ourselves in an atmosphere that is totally different from the world view we have come to possess today. Whatever be the reality, we do affirm at least verbally, the need for democratic governance, gender-equality and the rest. In the Mahabharata-world Dharma is invoked for almost everything. It was dharma to wage war and win, but dharma also insisted on the use of fair means in war; it was dharma to honour and cherish women but the same dharma is invoked to consider her as a domestic chattel that can be bartered away.  


After inditing the tremendous epic, which had used a massive spread of events through eighteen parvas, Rishi Veda Vyasa wonders whether the human being is capable of learning lessons from history. And yet, the wise among the earth-born must not stop repeating what is dharmic and chide what is not conducive to dharma. His conclusion is revered as ‘Bharata Savitri’:

“Thousands of mothers and fathers, and hundreds of sons and wives arise in the world and depart from it. Others will (arise and) similarly depart. There are thousands of occasions for joy and hundreds of occasions for fear. These affect only him that is ignorant but never him that is wise. With uplifted arms I am crying aloud but nobody hears me. From Righteousness is Wealth as also Pleasure. Why should not Righteousness, therefore, be courted? For the sake neither of pleasure, nor of fear, nor of cupidity should anyone cast off Righteousness. Righteousness is eternal. Pleasure and Pain are not eternal. Jiva is eternal. The cause, however, of Jiva's being invested with a body is not so.”


One can understand the anguish of Vyasa. Also, understand the need to cry out again, with uplifted arms, that only from Dharma can one gain real pleasure and prosperity, not otherwise. The grand cast of characters from the epic are each of them a teacher to all the future generations. Meanwhile, here and now, we have to restate the imperatives of Dharma through the humans, birds and animals found in the Mahabharata. This is no imagined tale. It is ‘itihasa’, history; this is how it happened. Vyasa was no armchair philosopher. He took an active part in the critical times that caused immense destruction in a cataclysmic internecine struggle; one who had seen wrong action, and had sought to uphold the right action; one who was close to actuality in the experience of day-to-day life. This deep involvement saw to it that Vyasa would be no dreamer of impossible utopias. Hence, too, his conclusions, with suitable modifications, are capable of direct application to a number of our own conditions today. A century ago, Sri Aurobindo had noted the social relevance of the Mahabharata for our own times. The characters of the epic, then, stand before us either as shining examples or as dire warnings:

“His very subject is one of  practical ethics, the establishment of a Dharmarajya, an empire of the just, by which is meant no millennium of the saints, but the practical ideal of government with righteousness, purity and unselfish toil for the common good as its saving principles…Vyasa’s ethics like everything else in him takes a double stand on intellectual scrutiny and acceptance and on personal strength of character; his characters having once adopted by intellectual choice and in harmony with their temperaments a given line of conduct, throw the whole heroic force of their nature into its pursuit. He is therefore pre-eminently a poet of action.”


Not a purveyor of distant possibilities but a recorder of current reality! We are in this world, and an ascetic denial is not going to help us or the world. But by living boldly and wisely adhering to Dharma, we can yet find the peace that is the reward of the contemplative man. This is no doubt the message of the Gita that is revealed in the Bhishma Parva. But, as Sri Aurobindo points out, even earlier, in the Udyoga Parva, Krishna imparts the same teaching to the assembled warriors of the Pandava group. Sanjaya comes to Upaplavya on behalf of Dhritarashtra and Bhishma to deliver a message of peace to the Pandavas.  Yudhistira, however, says that Krishna alone can speak with total knowledge about the nuances of action and renunciation, of Dharma. Krishna indicates his willingness to be an ambassador of peace to the Kuru Court but speaks out against renunciation. The world revolves on action. Even the unwinking gods– Vayu, Surya, Chandra, Agni, Bhumi, the river goddesses and a host of other divinities– engage themselves in action to attain the highest:

“Unsleeping Bala-slaying Indra


sends rain on the earth



and her cardinal directions;

He does without sleep


by the strength he attained



through intense brahmacharya.

Abandoning pleasures


Sakra Indra attained



lordship through karma,

with dharma and truth,


restraint and endurance,



fairness and friendship.”

Action, then, but without attachment. Krishna details the ways of a Kshatriya who follows his dharma and delivers the stern admonition:

“Killing a robber

 is a virtuous act.

The Kauravas are robbers.


They are clever in adharma,



and foolish in dharma.




And this is not good, Sanjaya.

Dhritarashtra and his sons



misappropriated




the Pandavas’ rights,


And violated the age-old



dharma of rajas –




and the Kauravas applauded!”

Thus, in a swift movement, by unveiling the core-message of the Mahabharata, Sri Aurobindo proved that it was a total mistake to think of the Indians as given solely to contemplation, a myth which is often used to explain away the poverty and non-development which keeps India down. The nation has always believed in dharmic righteousness, which is the subject of the Mahabharata. Which is why the Indians have never tired of retelling the epic tale in various ways. Sublime epic poetry or lilting folk songs, each work has made the characters of Vyasa alive and very, very close to the Indian psyche.

2. The Central Story

While it is a near-impossibility to indicate even the central thread of the Pandava-Kaurava conflict in a brief resume, we can take a cue from Chakravarti Rajagopalachari’s marvellous condensation of the epic which places the starting point of the epic in the incident of Bhishma taking up his sublime vow.  

King Shantanu of the Kuru dynasty was one day walking along the banks of the Ganges river when he came across an extraordinarily beautiful lady. For him it was love at first sight. He proposed marriage to her even without knowing her antecedents. She agreed, but on one condition: Shantanu must not question any of her deeds, even if they appear distasteful. He agreed and there followed a time of bliss. Soon he noticed that his wife was in the habit of drowning their children as soon as they were born. Horrified, yet love-struck, the king kept silent. He could not bear it any more when she proceeded to the Ganges to drown their eighth child, also a handsome male baby. When he remonstrated, she told him that she was the Goddess Ganga. The eight heavenly Vasus had been cursed to be born as mortals. On their request she minimized the tribulations they would have to undergo on earth by killing them as soon as they were born. However, she would not kill the eighth child but return with him to King Shantanu after a while. Ganga kept her word, brought back the son Devavrata as a young man, a full-fledged hero. Handing him over to the father, she withdrew.  

King Shantanu later on married Satyavati of the fishermen’s community. The marriage could not take place till Santanu assured her father that her son alone would become the king and not Devavrata. Devavrata took a vow of life-long celibacy and helped the conduct of the marriage. Devavrata’s terrible vow made the gods react with cries of “Bhishma” which means one who has achieved a wondrous act. In the epic of Vyasa, it is Bhishma who is with us from these beginnings till the end of the Kaurava-Pandava conflict on the battlefield of Kurukshetra.

Dhritarashtra, Pandu and Vidura were the sons of Shantanu’s son Vichitravirya.  Apparently their births seemed auspicious for the land of Kurujangala, Kurukshetra and the Kuru race. The shlokas placed here by Vyasa bring us a rare peace: God is in his heaven and all is right with the world!


“Full harvests


lavish crops


timely rains


fruit-and-flower-


laden trees


Happy creatures


happy deer and birds


sweet-smelling flowers and garlands


sweet-tasting fruits


Merchants and craftsmen


in the cities


the citizens brave


learned, honest, smiling

No stealing


no adharma


Satya-Yuga


in the kingdom


Dharma-minded


truth-devoted


yajna-performing


people


prospering


loving each other


Without pride


without anger and greed


delighting in innocence


pleasing each other


guided by Dharma.”

Dhritarashtra was wedded to Gandhari and Pandu married Kunti and Madri.  Since Dhritarashtra was born blind, Pandu became the king. Guided by Bhishma, Pandu expanded the empire. At the height of his power and fame, he became the victim of a curse. He renounced the empire and retired to the forest. Kunti gave birth to Yudhistira, Bhima and Arjuna. Madri had Nakula and Sahadeva. When Pandu died, Madri committed suttee with him. Kunti returned to Hastinapura with her young sons and they grew up together with the one hundred sons of Dhritarashtra who was now the king. Dhritarashtra’s eldest son was Duryodhana. From their student-days onwards, Duryodhana and his brothers could not get on with their cousins, the Pandavas. As the years went by, things became worse since Duryodhana tried to kill the five brothers.  

Unfortunately, Dhritarashtra favoured his son’s ways, though outwardly he acted as if his sympathies lay with the Pandavas. Meanwhile Arjuna won the Drupada princess Draupadi in a contest and she became the wife of all the Pandavas. Bhishma was happy and proud of the Pandavas and successfully persuaded Dhritarashtra to share power with them. Though in the division of the kingdom the Pandavas did not get a fair share, they did not mind. Instead, they set out to improve what had been given to them. The inaccessible Khandava forest was burnt down and there arose in its stead the handsome capital of Indraprastha. The Pandavas conducted a magnificent Rajasuya Sacrifice which only increased the frustration of Duryodhana. He was particularly jealous of Arjuna and Bhima and thought his own shame was written in the gaze of the manly Arjuna and the giant Bhima! In his Panchali Sapatham, Subramania Bharati points out how Duryodhana’s heart was corroded:

“As when fire from earth’s deep centre


Boils and makes way to the crust

And its great heat melts the rock


And the lava flows and spreads;

The volcanic envy in his heart


Erupted in his mind and soul,

All strength and manliness melted,


Valour and honour were lost.”

Giving in to his pleadings Dhritarashtra invited Yudhistira to Hastinapura for a game of dice. Despite Vidura’s appeal not to fall into the trap, Yudhistira accepts the challenge as a true philosopher. Duryodhana gets his evil-minded uncle Sakuni to play on his behalf. Yudhistira is systematically denuded of all his possessions, and even the personal liberty of the five Pandavas. Challenged further by Sakuni, Yudhistira makes Draupadi a stake. It is a terrible, soul-scorching scene as Panchali is lost. The Pandavas are frozen by the calamity while the Kauravas exult and call upon the ‘slave’ Draupadi to present herself in the court. On Duryodhana’s command, she is dragged into the Assembly Hall by Dushasana. Her pleadings and arguments in the Kaurava court are in vain. Even Bhishma expresses his helplessness in the name of received tradition when she questions him regarding a woman’s place in the society: is woman an independent person or merely a chattel owned by man? Her words pour forth with terrifying intensity:

 “Finely, bravely spoken Sir!
When treacherous Ravana, having carried away
And lodged Sita in his garden,
Called his ministers and law-givers
And told them the deed he had done,
These same wise old advisers declared:
‘Thou hast done the proper thing:
‘Twill square with dharma’s claims!’
When the demon king rules the land
Needs must the sastras feed on filth!
Was it well done to trick my guileless king
To play at dice? Wasn’t it deceit,
A predetermined act of fraud
Meant to deprive us of our land?
O ye that have sisters and wives.
Isn’t this a crime on Woman?
Would you be damned for ever?

Subramania Bharati had unerringly chosen a theme that would symbolize the problems then facing the country and his own faith in Mahashakti to overcome the ills of helpless human beings. He was writing at a time when Mother India was in shackles and downtrodden by foreigners and when women were being mistreated by men in every way. This multi-pronged signification of the Mahabharata heroine by Subramania Bharati has been well brought out by K. R. Srinivasa Iyengar:

“Just as Vidula’s exhortation to her son Sanjay in the Udyoga-Parva comes to us today with the fervour of a stirring national anthem, so too the story of Draupadi’s travail and ultimate triumph is seen invested with a high potential of significance that comprehends all instances of hard dealing, all records of wickedness, all manifestations of man’s cruelty to man, all terror-haunted crucifixions, jehads, Belsens and Noakhalis. Draupadi, seen in this light, is the hunted amongst us, haunted by the spectre of Duhshasana approaching us with unclean aggressive hands, dazed by a feeling of the futility of the Bhishmas, Viduras and Dronas that drone their somnolent words, strong only in our strength to die and in our unfaltering faith in God. More particularly, Draupadi the blessed eternal feminine is also Bharata Mata reduced to slavery and penury by her own dear ones, taunted and manacled and humiliated by the greedy foreigner no less than by the treacherous ‘friend’, starved in her body and maimed in her soul, isolated, trapped, mutilated– and yet somehow alive, alive with the strength of her Faith, alive in the knowledge of the puissance of God’s timely succour. Draupadi whose soul is hurt by the spectacle of human cruelty, Bharata Mata whose body is bruised and whose soul is writhing in agony, and the Great Creatrix– the seed-of-all, womb-of-all—coalesce together and confuse our familiar categories of understanding. Draupadi is no doubt Woman–she is all the women who have borne the burden of suffering in this sullied sublunary sphere—but she is also, seen from another angle, the Shakti to whose awakened eyes the Parashakti has revealed Herself, and Her Personalities and Powers. Bharati’s Panchali Sapatham viewed thus in the context of the Aurobindonian and Gandhian revolutions of our time is somewhat of a mantra of redemption, an enunciation of the religion of patriotism.”

In this moment of utter despair, Draupadi makes the supreme gesture of complete surrender to God. Her faith in God is absolute, her rejection of all earthly support is final. She lifts both her hands from the portion of the garment covering her and joins them in an act of prapatti, a symbol of the charama sloka in the Gita:  “Abandon all dharmas, and take refuge in Me alone. I will deliver thee from all sin and evil. Do not grieve.”

When Krishna’s grace flows over her as streams of garments, one must needs go to Bharati again for the visual and the similes:

“Like the woes of liars,


The fame of the wise,

Like woman’s pity,


Like the waves of the troubled sea:

Even as, when people praise the Mother


The tide of their fortunes surges more and more,

As Duhshasana dared the outrage,


Their came robe after robe

By the grace of the Lord;


They came without end,

Clothes of colours how many,


And clothes innumerable.”

The crisis is past but not the woes of the Pandavas. Infuriated by the act of Duhshasana, Bhima vows that he would tear open his chest and drink his blood. The assembled courtiers are also disillusioned and cry out against Duryodhana. Sensing the mood of the assemblage, Dhritarashtra gifts the freedom of the Pandavas to Draupadi. However, they are called back again by Dhritarashtra for another round of dice. Fate-impelled Yudhistira loses everything again to Sakuni. The Pandavas and Draupadi go to the forests in exile for twelve years to be followed by a year of living incognito before claiming back their kingdom.


The Vana and Virata Parvas form the scenes for the Pandavan wanderings and incidentally give us innumerable branch stories that have since then become part of the racial consciousness. For instance, the legend of Nala that closely parallels that of the Pandavas which is narrated to them by Sage Brihadaswa has been a living experience for Indians who go to Tirunallar even now to worship Shani Bhagawan and be rid of kali-dosha. For, the Kali attack on Nala and Damayanti has been a dreaded page in our cultural history. Such has been its closeness to the Indian psyche that it has been a tradition to recite a sloka in the morning that is said to keep us away from danger throughout the day:


Karkotakasya nagasya, damayantya Nalasya cha,


Rituparnasya rajarsheh kirtanam Kali nasanam

(Sing of the Karkotaka snake, Damayanti, Nala and the royal sage Rituparna– to destroy the effects of Kali.)
And we are told that if we wish to escape the destructive effects of Kali, we ought to narrate to ourselves or others the story of Nala and Damayanti. The tradition must already have been there and so listening to Nala’s story would help the Pandavas overcome the evil effects of Kali. We must note that in Sage Brihadaswa’s telling there were some important points. Thus when Pushkara challenged Nala to stake his wife, the latter did not. Instead, he threw down his ornaments and those of Damayanti and both of them went out of the palace. For three nights they stayed in the outskirts of the capital subsisting on fruits and roots. Since Pushkara had let it be known that anyone found helping Nala would be punished with death, none dared to come close to them. The travails of Nala and Damayanti had begun. All is well that ends well, they say. The story of Nala must have brought comfort to the Pandavan exiles; and certainly the indictment insinuated by Sage Brihadaswa was well-taken. Draupadi was not made a stake again.   


Each experience of the exiles became a scripture of dharma for the reader.  The Yaksha-prashna, for instance. It is pure wisdom! After successfully completing their exile in Virata where they remained unrecognized, the Pandavas emerged in the open and demanded their kingdom back. Duryodhana refused. Most of the Pandava group wanted war as they could not forget the insults and indignities they had suffered at the hands of Duryodhana and his henchmen. Krishna went as an ambassador on their behalf to the Kauravas. Duryodhana would not listen to reason.


It is a curious situation. Bhishma, the grandsire of the Kuru dynasty, knew full well that dharma was on the side of the Pandavas. He loved Arjuna deeply, yet he led the Kaurava forces. Draupadi’s brother Dhrishtadhyumna, was the commander-in-chief of the Pandava forces. The war raged for eighteen days and on the Kaurava side there had to be changes made regularly to lead the army. Bhishma’s command lasted for ten days; he was followed by Drona as the Commander-in-chief for five days; Karna took over for the following two days; Salya’s command was only for half a day, while the rest of that day was taken up with the duel between Bhima and Duryodhana. During all these eighteen days Dhrishtadhyumna was the unwearying Commander-in-chief of the Pandava forces and he was felled in the middle of the eighteenth day’s night by the unheroic and dastardly crime committed by Aswattthama, Kripacharya and Kritavarma.


If the earlier narratives gave us plentiful of upakhyanas, the Books of War (Bhishma, Drona, Karna, Shalya and Sauptika) give us plenty of information to think about what constitutes dharma and what goes against it. Some of the greatest scenarios– dreadful mostly– occur in these Parvas.  Abhimanyu who was killed when he was unarmed, the ancient Pragjyotisha king Bhagadatta who tied his drooping eyelids  up and fought riding his huge elephant Supratika, Ghatotkacha who could be killed only by Karna’s Shakti missile, the amazing discourse on yogas by Krishna to Arjuna, the recounting of the Lord’s one thousand names by Bhishma even as he lay on a bed of arrows mortally wounded, the moment when Karna forgot missile-mantras due to Parasurama’s curse, the end of  unarmed Bhurishravas… so many! The Great War ends but there is no joy or excitement. We have the Stri Parva where the great heroines weep for their dead fathers, brothers, husbands, sons and grandsons seen through the eyes of Gandhari, in an exceptionally heart-rending lamentation.

Shanti Parva and Anushasana Parva are full of important instructions regarding the way one must lead a dharmic life on earth. Here we see the great warrior Bhishma as an equally great teacher. And the stories keep coming, never a dull narrative! It is in Anushasana Parva that we get to hear of Shiva’s greatness through Upamanyu who also recites the Shiva Sahasranama. The amazing tale of the disciple Vipula, the bereaved mother Gautami’s compassionate message… there is nothing of human experience that has not been noted down in the Mahabharata! Ashvamedhika Parva describes the Horse Sacrifice performed by King Yudhistira. Ashramvasika Parva has Dhritarashtra, Gandhari and Kunti going away to the forest to end their days. It is significant that Queen Mother Kunti takes the decision not to remain in the midst of royal pomp and prefers to spend her last days serving those whose decisions had resulted in the terrible war. Maushala Parva is about the internecine warfare among Yadavas and their total destruction. Mahaprasthanika Parva records the feelings of the Pandavas on hearing of the passing away of Krishna, the crowning of Parikshit and their undertaking the final journey.


“As they had once before left



After losing the dice-game,


With Draupadi making a group of six.



But the brothers were cheerful.


Yudhistira’s decision was final,



And the Vrishnis were all wiped out.


The five brothers set out,



Krishna-Draupadi making the sixth.


Following them was a seventh,



A dog.”

Bound to their yoga, they travelled far and wide, crossing many rivers and even seas (saritah sagarastata). On their way Agni appeared before them and advised Arjuna to give up his Gandiva to Varuna which he did. Thus circumambulating the earth, they came to the Himalayas. Passing beyond it, Draupadi, Sahadeva, Nakula, Arjuna and Bhima fell down dead one after another. Yudhistira alone, accompanied by the dog moved further on. Indra arrived in his chariot to take Yudhistira to heaven but the Dharmic brother would not agree. He wanted to go where his brothers were. Indra assured him they were in heaven. Now Yudhistira wanted the dog to accompany him to heaven. When Indra asked him to forget the dog, Yudhistira rejected the idea repeatedly;


“‘O thousand-eyed god!’ 



Yudhistira replied.




For a man of character


To do a deed



Un-aryan, undignified,




Is extremely difficult.


I want no glory



That involves abandoning




A bhakta of mine…

 
This is my vow,



I will not swerve from it.




I will not abandon


A terror-stricken,



A bhakta, a brutalized,




A shelter-seeker,


Or one who is helpless,



Even if my own life




Is in danger.”

Indra is pleased and invites him to ascend to heaven but once again Yudhistira refuses as he would not like to be at a place where his brothers are absent. In the final Book, the Svargarohana Parva Yudhisitra gets to see the Kauravas in heaven and his own brothers in hell. Rishi Narada’s words bring him no comfort. He prefers to stay in Hell. Now Yama-Dharmaraja speaks to Yudhistira:

“O king, I am greatly pleased, O thou of great wisdom, with thee, O son, by thy devotion to me, by thy truthfulness of speech, and forgiveness, and self-restraint. This, indeed, is the third test, O king, to which I put thee. Thou art incapable, O son of Pritha, of being swerved from thy nature or reason. Before this, I had examined thee in the Dwaita woods by my questions, when thou hadst come to that lake for recovering a couple of fire sticks. Thou stoodst it well. Assuming the shape of a dog, I examined thee once more, O son, when thy brothers with Draupadi had fallen down. This has been thy third test; thou hast expressed thy wish to stay at Hell for the sake of thy brothers. Thou hast become cleansed, O highly blessed one. Purified of sin, be thou happy. O son of Pritha, thy brothers, O king, were not such as to deserve Hell. All this has been an illusion created by the chief of the gods. Without doubt, all kings, O son, must once behold Hell. Hence hast thou for a little while been subjected to this great affliction.”


Having cast off his human body by bathing in the celestial Ganga, Yudhistira gained the form of a deva. He joined the celestial group in heaven where all his people were found in a state beyond joy and grief. Thus ends the Mahabharata in a mood of peace that passeth mere human understanding.

3. Bhishma

Of the hundreds of characters in the Mahabharata, there are many who seem to be our shadows. They walk with us all the time. Of these again, seven persons remain with us, whether we are awake or asleep. The first and foremost of them is Bhishma. His is the haunting image of the doughty warrior. What is it that he has not seen in his long, long life? To have sailed through it all without a shadow cast on his personal integrity makes us wonder at the noble Dharma that was created by our ancestors. The holiness of a vow, a pratijna. This is something which is not set aside with impunity even in these days of moral turpitude. In a way, the long, tragic life of Bhishma was perhaps of his own making. Had he not decided, so early in his life to take a terrible vow? We go to the very beginnings of the Mahabharata to know the circumstances of the vow.

Mother Ganga had brought Devavrata as a young man to Santanu. A heir to the haloed throne of Kuruvamsa! King Sgantanu must have been the happiest of man that day. The mother herself assured the king about Devavrata’s attainments:


With Vasishta he studied



The Vedas and Vedangas;


he’s a fine archer, like the raja of the gods



Indra himself in battle.


Both the gods and anti-gods



regard him highly.


Whatever Vedas and sastras



Sakra-Indra knows, he knows too.


Whatever Vedas and sastras



the son of Angiras,


honoured by gods and anti-gods, knows



this child knows too.


All weapons that were known



to the son of Jamadagni, Parasurama,


are known to this shining,



strong-armed boy.


He is a splendid archer,



he knows the arts of war,


and the dharma of rajas.


O raja, take hm home.”

King Shantanu was delighted and soon after he crowned Devavrata as the heir-apparent. The prince brought joy to everyone by his natural goodness. Four years later, Shantanu happened to be walking on the banks of Yamuna. Here he met the daughter of the chief of fishermen and wished to marry her. The father said he had no objection to the marriage provided the king would assure him that the girl’s son would succeed Shantanu to the throne. Shantanu refused to give any such assurance and returned to Hastinapura. When some time had passed, Devavrata noticed that his father was not the same as before and some worry was eating him from within. On being asked, the king merely said:

“That I wonder, son of Ganga,


should anything happen to you ..

what will happen to our dynasty?


You are more than a hundred sons to me.

It isn’t that I wish to marry


again. My only wish is

that you should prosper,


and our dynasty continue.

Wise men say:  One son


is no son at all,

having one son only is


like having one eye only.

That eye lost, means body lost.


That son lost, means family doomed.

Agni-hotr-fire-worship and Veda-knowledge


do not give one-sixteenth

the merit that comes


with the birth of a son,

In this respect, it is said,


all creatures are alike.

O maha-learned Bharata!

I believe firmly that heaven


is his who has a son.


The eternal Vedas, essence of the Puranas,


corroborate this.
The three shining lights are:


children, karma and knowledge.
My dear child, tata, of these

the greatest is children.

You, my son, O great Bharata,


are strong-willed, you are always

practising various war weapons.


should you die in battle,

What will be the fate, my dear son, tata,

of our race, our dynasty?

This is the cause of my sorrow.


now you know.”

Being intelligent Devavrata did not argue. He went to a trusted minister of Shantanu and learnt of the real cause of the king’s depression. He went straight to the girl’s father who was holding court, and promised him that her son would be king after Shantanu. The father remained unconvinced. Devavrata was a man of honour, but suppose his sons were to create problems later on, holding up the law of primogeniture? Without a moment’s hesitation Devavrata said:

“O Dasa-raja! Finest of men!


Listen to my words

which I utter in the presence


of these great kshatriyas …

Did I not, O Kshatriyas,


give up my right to the throne

a little while ago?


let me settle this once and for all now.

Fisherman, from today


I adopt celibacy.

I am now a brahmachari.


Sonless, nonetheless I will find heaven.”
 

Vyasa says that immediately the gods above rained flowers upon the head of Devavrata saying, bhishmoyam iti abhruvan (this person is terrible). Indeed a person who could undertake such a vow of life-long brahmacharya must have heroic self-control. As a result, Devavrata came to be known as Bhishma (the terrible) for all time. Events followed in quick succession after the youthful prince took the vow. He brought Satyavati to Shantanu at Hastinapura and conveyed to the assembled courtiers all that had happened. While they applauded him, Shantanu accepted her and bestowed upon Bhishma the boon of svachchandamaranam (death at will).

This vow of life-long brahmacharya turned out to be the cause of Bhishma’s fame as well as his sorrow-laden life. There are no soliloquies about the state of Bhishma’s mind during his long life when this vow had come in the way of smoothening out a major problem. Jatindra Mohan Sengupta has tried to do exactly this in his long poem, Bhishma’s Bed of Arrows (1928). From the moment he proclaimed, adhyaprabhruti me daasa brahmacharyam bhavishyati to the instant when he fell from his chariot in the Kurukshetra field like the flag of Indra, his had been a life of action, not contemplation. Now lying still on the bed of arrows, he has a longish remembrance of things past. Regrets? He must have definitely wondered, was it all worth the sacrifice? Was it right that he refused to marry Amba when she was directionless? After all, was it not Bhishma who had caused her problem? When Satyavati herself asked him to get children through Ambika and Ambalika after Vichitravirya’s death, he refused and instead went for Vyasa:

“Scriptual sanction I hunted out, 
sacrificing sound sense.
In my family arrived 
blind and anaemic sons. 
Hear, O Lord, 
my bed-of-arrows' not without cause.
That sordid act with Kuru wives 
burns my heart still.
"Or dharma would have been violated!"—they say,
perhaps that very day 
Kuru dynasty would've ended;
but with it all Kshatriyas of Bharata 
wouldn't be extinct.”

Bhishma could not have been happy when his beloved Arjuna was made to share his wife with all his brothers. Was it not adultery? But he had kept silent. Sengupta insinuates that from the day he took the vow, he had been lying upon a metaphorical bed to which arrows were added in succession. Had he not failed all women with whom he had come in contact? He had brought Amba by force to Hastinapura and her life was in ruins. He had chosen Gandhari for Dhritarashtra without realizing how disappointed the young princess must feel at a connection which she could not refuse. And Panchali! Had his vow of brahmacharya rendered him into a physical stone when it had to face a crisis involving a woman? He had remained in his seat unmoving when the great Drupada’s daughter, the sister of Drishtadhyumna, his own grand-daughter-in-law was dragged into the Hall by Duhshasana by her tresses. When Draupadi asked him whether this was right, whether a wife could be gambled away in dice, he had no answer. He who had not been humanised by a woman’s presence hid himself in the profound term, Dharma.  

“Bhisma said, ‘fortune-favoured lady,


I know a man with no wealth

cannot stake another’s wealth


I also know a wife

is at her husband’s command.


What can I say?

It is all very puzzling.


Dharma is very subtle.

Yudhistira will give up the entire world


rather than deviate from dharma.

Pandava Yudhistira


clearly said,

‘I have been won’.  Very confusing.


I don’t know what to say.”

That is all!  What cowards can heroes be!  As Sengupta races towards the end of the old man’s soliloquy, we can only pity a broken spirit:

“Vainly in youth throne and wife I sacrificed 
for family's sake;
Truth itself departs from him 
who swears for falsehood's sake.
Who opens the path to sin
Gains not renouncing's merit.
Divine-play is revealed when man loses humanity:--
behind Shikhandi, Partha battles,--
on the chariot Hari smiles,
fortunate Bhishma had the boon 
to die only at will.”

It then becomes obvious that Bhishma’s vow was the false start of a great but star-crossed life. Sengupta feels that Santanu’s boon of svachchandamaranam turned out to be as much a curse as the vow itself. Of course the characters and events of the epic can face any number of readings. However, as far as Bhishma is concerned the boon of ‘dying at will’ brings to us one of the most poignant episodes in the Mahabharata.  On the tenth day of the battle Sanjaya describes the scene to Dhritarashtra: 


“Just before sunset, while your sons watched,


as he fell, O Bharata,


cries of ‘Hai Hai’ from gods and earth-lords



rent the air.


‘Bhisma has fallen from his chariot!’



A maha uproar!


With the fall of the mahatma Pitamaha



from his chariot,


The hearts of all who witnessed it



fell also.


Maha-muscled Bhisma was the bravest



of  brilliant bowmen –


And he fell



like Indra’s shredded war flag



thudding on the earth



and making it tremble,



so riddled with arrows



his body did not touch the ground.


That bull-brave hero,



that maha-bowman Bhisma,


chariot-toppled, lay on his arrowy bed,



divinely effulgent.


The rain-cloud Parjanya




sent showers


the earth



trembled.”


It is Dakshinayana still. Ah, there is no need for Bhishma to hurry to the abode of Yama. Lying on the spread of arrows, he seems to cover the earth and the sky. It is a mystic moment when he hears voices as from nowhere. “How can Gangeya, the noble archer, master of Time, the best among men, leave his body during Dakshinayana?” Who is this speaking?  His mother? Or his mother’s emissary? Did Bhishma think of Ganga then? Did he send a message to her through his heart? Vyasa writes:


“Respecting his desire


Himavant’s daughter



the sacred Ganga


sent maharsis disguised


as hamsa swans to Bhisma



to attend on him.


In the form of swans


of Manasarovara



flying in the sky


The rsis proceeded


to the field where Bhisma



the Kuru Pitamaha


finest of men


lay waiting for death



on his bed of arrows.


The swan-rsis


respectfully approached



the Kuru Pitamaha


the enhancer of the glory


of the Kaurava dynasty



on his bed of arrows.


Eyes fixed on mahatma


Gangeya Bhisma



they did pradaksina

to that best of the Bharatas


when the sun was still



in its southern solstice.


They looked at each other


and wisely wondered.



How is it possible


that mahatma Bhisma


should will his death



in the summer solstice?


Saying this the hamsas

flew to the south.



Seeing them depart


Maha-wise Bhisma


O Bharata descendant


reflected briefly


and addressed them saying:


‘It is not my will



to give up my life


so long as the sun


still lingers in its




summer solstice.


When the sun enters


its northern solstice



I tell you truly O swans


only then will I enter


the ancient abode



where I must go.”

We must remember that all this is occurring in the middle of the battlefield. The war has another week left of adharmic hostilities. And yet, in this terrible moment, a mother’s undying love for her child gets into action. All her child wants now is the destruction of adharma and the victory of dharma. Bhishma has had enough of his alignment with Duryodhana’s party. He must die only after seeing Yudhistira crowned, Arjuna safe and Panchali vindicated.  


So Bhishma breathes still and watches fondly as Arjuna builds a pillow of arrows for him. He refuses to be treated by the doctors and take medicines. The next morning there is utter peace for a while as all the Kauravas and Pandavas sit around him “as in days of yore, with mutual love”, anyonyam preetimanthasthe yathaapurvam yathaavayah. Bhishma wants water, as he finds it difficult to breathe and looks at the kshatriyas surrounding him: paniyamiti samprekshya rajyasthan pratyabhashata. Immediately Duryodhana and his brothers bring plenty of pots with cool water and a variety of eatables as well. Bhishma refuses all that. He has nothing more to do with such material pleasures of eating and drinking. It is a proud moment for him when he asks Arjuna for water to be given in accordance with shastras, dhaatumaapo yataavidhih. The grandson salutes him, ascends his chariot, circumambulates Bhishma, strings the Gandiva and sends an arrow into the earth on the right side of Bhishma:  


“A clear jet of pure, auspicious water



gushed up,


sweet as amrita-nectar



and scented with sacred rasa.


With that cool jet of water



Pandu’s son Partha-Arjuna slaked


The thirst of illustrious god-like Bhisma,



finest of the Kauravas.”


If Manasa Ganga had sent rishis to remind Bhishma of the coming Uttarayana, it appeared now that Patala Ganga herself had sprung up to assuage her child’s thirst. It is a great thought to remember that Ganga as a mother is thus seen closest to her son as he lay dying on the field of Kurukshetra. She must have been doing that throughout the rest of Bhishma’s life on earth while he watched the battle draw to a close, heard that Yudhistira had been crowned, taught him Dharma and revealed the Supreme in Krishna by reciting the Sri Vishnu Sahasranama.


While there are several important encounters in Bhishma’s life, the one with Karna at the close of the Bhishma Parva is memorable. Bhishma is fallen and the warrior-kin have all gone back to their camps. As the grandsire is stretched on the arrows, Karna comes to him. Karna had sulked all these ten days, keeping away from the battle. All their life together in the Kaurava party, they had spewed hatred at each other. Karna is not sure of a welcome when he bows to Bhishma. To his astonishment, Bhishma asks the guards to leave the place and embraces Karna with one hand, showing great affection, as a father would hug his son. Then he tells him the truth about his parentage. He is the son of Kunti, not Adhiratha! If he knew this why did he reject Karna always?


“You mix with the mean,


you are jealous of the noble.


That is why I spoke harshly to you


in the gathering of the Kauravas.


I know you are a terror to your foes.


I know you honour Brahmins and are supremely generous.


O god-like hero, there is none

in the world of humans


to equal you.


I spoke harshly to you


because I wanted to prevent dissensions


in the family.


In bowcraft,


in fixing and aiming arrows,


in dexterity,


in the impact of your weapons,


you are the equal of Phalguna-Arjuna



and mahatma Krishna.


Karna,


in Kasi, single-handed,


with just a bow,


you humbled the other rajas


when you were seeking a bride



for Kuru-raja Duryodhana.”


Now all the hatred is gone and it is time for peace and togetherness. Bhishma prays to Karna to unite with the Pandavas. Karna refuses with due respect.


“’Maha-muscled one’, Karna replied,

‘I am aware of all this.


I do not disbelieve you, Bhisma.


I am not the son of a charioteer,


I am Kunti’s son.


But Kunti abandoned me,


a charioteer brought me up.


I have been friendly with Duryodhana.


‘Whatever difficult work is to be done,


I will do it for you.’


This promise I made Suyodhana Duryodhana.


I have received his favours –


I cannot betray him in crisis.


Like Vasudeva’s son Krishna


who is vow-determined to help the Pandavas,


my wealth, my body, my sons, my wife, my honour,


I will sacrifice them all I necessary


for Duryodhana’s sake.


O Bhisma, you who offer large daksinas

it is in order to save Ksatriyas from dying of



doddering disease


That I have chosen to serve Suyodhana Duryodhana


and angrily oppose the Pandavas.


what will happen, will happen.


Who can stop it from happening?


Who overcomes fate


by struggling against it?”


They part in peace, Bhishma blessing Karna to go on the way chosen by him. “Freed from pride, and relying on thy (own) might and energy, engage in battle, since a Kshatriya cannot have a (source of) greater happiness than a righteous battle.” For, on the morrow Karna would begin to take part in the Kurukshetra war.


The Shanti and Anushasana Parvas are treasure-troves of wisdom. One can take up any canto and remain absorbed in it. Polity, mythology, geography, ritualism, philosophy, metaphysics, folk wisdom are but few of the many topics studied in these Books. Sometimes Bhishma sounds utterly contemporaneous. Since often the teachings come in the shape of stories, there is never a dull moment in these bulky Parvas.  

Towards the end of the Anushasana Parva, Uttarayana begins. For fifty-eight days Bhishma had been on the terrible bed and it had seemed as one hundred years to him. He comforted Dhritarashtra and took leave of everyone, and gave up his life by yogic control. The arrows fell away from his limbs, his breath broke out of his crown as an illumination and vanished. His soul proceeded on the way to heaven. Bhishma’s body was cremated according to Vedic rites and all the kshatriyas went to the Ganges to perform the tarpana for the departed soul. Once again the anguished heart of the mother is revealed to us:

“The goddess Bhagirathi, after those oblations of water had been offered by them unto her son, rose up from the stream, weeping and distracted by sorrow. In the midst of her lamentations, she addressed the Kurus, 'Ye sinless ones, listen to me as I say unto you all that occurred (with respect to my son). Possessed of royal conduct and disposition, and endued with wisdom and high birth, my son was the benefactor of all the seniors of his race. He was devoted to his sire and was of high vows. He could not be vanquished by even Rama of Jamadagni's race with his celestial weapons of great energy. Alas, that hero has been slain by Sikhandin. Ye kings, without doubt, my heart is made of adamant, for it does not break even at the disappearance of that son from my sight! At the Self choice at Kasi, he vanquished on a single car the assembled Kshatriyas and ravished the three princesses (for his step-brother Vichitravirya)! There was no one on earth that equalled him in might. Alas, my heart does not break upon hearing the slaughter of that son of mine by Sikhandin!”

  Krishna comforts her with soft and truthful words:

“O amiable one, be comforted. Do not yield to grief, O thou of beautiful features! Without doubt, thy son has gone to the highest region of felicity! He was one of the Vasus of great energy. Through a curse, O thou of beautiful features, he had to take birth among men. It behoveth thee not to grieve for him. Agreeably to Kshatriya duties, he was slain by Dhananjaya on the field of battle while engaged in battle. He has not been slain, O goddess, by Sikhandin. The very chief of the celestials himself could not slay Bhishma in battle when he stood with stretched bow in hand. O thou of beautiful face, thy son has, in felicity, gone to heaven. All the gods assembled together could not slay him in battle. Do not, therefore, O goddess Ganga, grieve for that son of Kuru's race. He was one of the Vasus, O goddess! Thy son has gone to heaven. Let the fever of thy heart be dispelled.”


Comforted thus, the greatest of rivers, Ganga, descended back into her waters. Having honoured the Ganga river, Krishna and others took leave of her and came away. Thus ends the history of one of the greatest heroes of the Mahabharata.  

4. Kunti

As the Bhagavata opens, Krishna is bidding farewell to the Pandavas as he is returning the Dwaraka. The fratricidal war is over. Yudhistira has been crowned the king. Krishna has saved the womb of Uttara from the killer-missile sent by Asvaththama. Kunti Devi is now the Queen Mother. She expresses her gratitude to Krishna for having protected her children throughout the calamitous happenings in their family:

“O Hrishikesa, master of the senses and Lord of lords, You have released Your mother, Devaki, who was long imprisoned and distressed by the envious King Kamsa, and me and my children from a series of constant dangers. My dear Krishna, Your lordship has protected us from a poisoned cake, from a great fire, from cannibals, from the vicious assembly, from sufferings during our exile in the forest, and from the battle where great generals fought. And now You have saved us from the weapon of Asvaththama. I wish that all these calamities would happen again so that we could see You again and again, for seeing You means that we will no longer see repeated births and deaths.”

A very strange prayer, but Kunti’s words reveal a heart laden to the brim with deep faith and devotion. That is the essence of bhakti yoga: whether the Lord is going to give joy and sorrow, it hardly matters. The Lord alone is real. Experiencing his presence in one’s heart and surroundings is all that matters in life. The rest change and pass. It is also a mild indictment of people who think of God only when they are in trouble. During their times of prosperity, they do not seem to have much time for meditating upon the Divine.

Truly speaking, Kunti seems to have been born to suffer. That is the lot of millions of sheerly good people. Kunti was the daughter of Surasena, king of the Yadu dynasty. She was named Prutha. Soon she was given in adoption to Surasena’s cousin, Kuntibhoja as he was childless. Kuntibhoja brought her up and hence she is generally known as Kunti. In Kuntibhoja’s palace, she used to look after the comforts of visiting holy men. She was such a good attendant that even rishi Durvasa was pleased when he had come on a visit. The rishi gave her a curious boon. The divine mantra he would teach her could bring to her the deity she wanted. This person would bestow a son upon Kunti.


The Mahabharata tells us that Kunti who was delighted invoked the Sun (devam arkam aajuhaava). Immediately Surya came there and revealed his identity and said that he had come to give her a son on the command of Sage Durvasa. Poor Kunti was taken aback. She confessed that it was a moment of ecstasy for her when Durvasa gave her the mantra and she had invoked accordingly without realizing the consequences. She would bow to him in deep humility and request him to forgive her this trespass on his time. When he said to her comforting words and that he would have to carry out Durvasa’s wishes, she declined to accede to his advances because she was yet a virgin and this act would be a sin. Surya said:


“Sucismita, sweet-smiling one,



lovely-eyebrowed, lovely-speaking one,


the son you will bear



will have Aditi’s divine ear-rings,


He will be born with my armour.



no weapons will pierce it,


nothing will harm him,



no one will withstand him.


He will gift to Brahmins



whatever they ask.


He will be strong-minded



and noble. Even if I ask him


to do anything ignoble,



he will refuse.  He will be himself.


By my grace, no blame will attach



to you, O rani,


for uniting with me.”

So was born Karna but Kunti only thought of the ignominy attached to such a birth. So she placed the newborn babe in a box and let it sail away in the waters. It was certainly not an easy thing to do for the innocent girl brought up in an atmosphere of shastraic injunctions. An unwed mother! This must have left a life-long scar on her psyche. Like the vow of brahmacharya undertaken by Bhishma, the abandoned Karna’s presence in the Kuru party would be a tragic flaw stalking the epic tale. Meanwhile she continued to be the fine princess and soon many royal offers came for her hand. Hence Kuntibhoja arranged for a swayamvara. She chose Pandu, the son of Vichitravirya by Ambalika. Presently Bhishma planned to strengthen the ties of the Kuru kingdom with other royal houses. He went to King Salya of Madra kingdom and requested for his sister’s hand. On Salya referring to a Madran custom that a girl’s parents should be given ample gifts in return for the kanya, Bhishma agreed happily and gave Salya a huge well-appointed army. Pleased, Salya sent Madri away with Bhishma after endowing her with plenty of jewels. The marriage of Pandu and Madri took place in Hastinapura. Kunti, Madri and Pandu lived a life of togetherness happily. Pandu went on a digvijaya and brought laurels to his kingdom. It was all Ananda in his household.

Alas! Our happiest moments are wrought with some dreadful shadow. After the sounds of war had subsided, and peace reigned, Pandu decided to spend sometime in the Himalayas with his wives and enjoy the natural scenery. While out hunting Pandu struck at a deer which was mating with its beloved. The deer was actually the rishi Kimdama who was sporting with his wife in disguise. The rishi cursed Pandu that he too would die if he chose to have pleasure with his wife, and then died.

Stricken with remorse, Pandu retired to the forest with his wives where they lived a peaceful life. However, one sorrow afflicted him. He would have no sons to help him avoid the hell which is meant for childless people. Having learnt from Kunti about the existence of Durvasa’s boon, Pandu asked Kunti to make use of it so that they could have a son. So it happened and Kunti invoked Yama-Dharmaraja. Yudhistira was born. At Pandu’s insistence she had Bhima by invoking Vayu and Arjuna by Indra. The ever kindly Kunti also taught Madri the mantra. Madri invoked the Ashvin gods and had Nakula and Sahadeva. They grew up into strong and handsome boys. Kunti’s brother, Vasudeva, brought Purohitas to the forest and performed the naming ceremony. Meanwhile Dhritarashtra who had become the king married Gandhari and had one hundred sons and a daughter, Duhsala. All seemed well for the future as the five sons of Pandu and one hundred sons of Dhritarashtra “grew up rapidly like a cluster of lotuses in a lake.”

Kunti’s life was not easy till now but she must have pushed back the memory of Karna as she found happiness in her five sons born in the forest. Pandu was a gracious husband and she had no complaints. Then came a day when it was spring time and Pandu found himself alone with Madri. Not heeding her protests warning him of  Rishi Kimdama’s curse, he seized her in passion and soon was dead. Kunti came running on hearing Madri’s piteous cry. By then it was all over. As the first wife, Kunti wished to commit suttee but Madri, even in that tragic moment, spoke truthfully and wisely that Kunti alone could bring up the five boys as if all of them were her own. Madri then ascended Pandu’s pyre. 

Under Bhishma’s guidance the one hundred and five princes began the term of their studentship in Hastinapura. Quite early, Duryodhana found it impossible to stand the prowess of Bhima which always found the Kaurava princes at the receiving end. Like the vow of brahmacharya taken by Bhishma, like the abandoned Karna in the heart of Kunti, Duryodhana’s jealousy of Bhima became a major underlying conflict for the fratricidal conflict.


“He thought: Wolf-waisted Bhima,



son of Kunti, second Pandava,


surpasses us in strength.



I must somehow destroy him.


The man’s so powerful,



single-hnded he dares


to challenge a hundred of us.



I must break his strength.


Perhaps when he’s sleeping



in the palace gardens,


I’ll throw him in the Ganga.



then imprisoning Yudhistira


the eldest, and Arjuna the youngest



I’ll rule the earth.


Duryodhana planned this wickedness



and waited for an opportunity.”

From now begin the trials of Kunti as a mother of the five Pandavas. When Bhima is thrown into the Ganga river and is feared lost, we hear her first fear-laden maternal lament for the first time. She has been watching all the boys of the palace and knows of Duryodhana’s dislike of Bhima. Duryodhana spiteful, jealous, low-minded, covetous of the kingdom and shameless (krurosau durmatih kshudro, rajyalubdhoanapatrapah). Kunti symbolizes the sufferings of all the mothers of the world, going through a number of dark experiences. A major shock was the attempt to kill the Pandavas and Kunti by setting fire to the house of lac in which they were asked to stay. Again and again, Kunti’s words give the right direction to the brothers. Their love for the all-suffering mother is total. After several experiences all of them come to the town of Ekachakra. Here we see the great love Kunti bore for her children and at the same time her compassion for all humanity.

Having decided to live a quiet life away from Hastinapura where Duryodhana remained in ignorance of their escaping the burning house of lac, the Pandavas and Kunti sojourned in Ekachakra for some time. The young men dressed as Brahmin mendicants and gave to Kunti what was given to them when they went out a-begging. She divided the food according to the needs of her sons. The Brahmin owner of the house was kindly towards them. One day they heard weeping from the rooms of the Brahmin. Kunti owing to her kindly and gentle nature (karunyat sadhubhavascha) told her sons that they must help the Brahmin who had been very good to them. She rushed into the brahmin’s apartment like a cow rushing towards its calf tethered to a post (baddhavatseva saurabhi) and asked the houseowner the cause of the family’s distress. Kunti was told of the terrible rakshasa Bakasura who had to be fed with a human being from each family and today was the brahmin’s turn. Whom could they give up? The Brahmin, his wife, daughter or son? It is the poor who know the distress of the poor; and only those who are constantly in fear of danger to their lives can gauge the terror of possible death. Kunti told the Brahmin not to worry and that one of her sons would go to the rakshasa instead of the Brahmin’s boy.

This the Brahmin could not accept. But she argued that he had only one son while she had five and could well spare one. Not that any son was less dear to her, but she was sure her son could kill the asura himself. When she told Bhima, he agreed gladly to substitute as the brahmin’s son. Yudhistira was angry but Kunti was firm in her resolve:

“Immediately after birth


he fell from my lap.

The stone-slab he fell on


shattered under his weight.

From that day, O son of Pandu,


I knew how strong he was.

It is for this reason I chose Bhima


to repay the Brahmin.

I’m not foolish;  don’t think me ignorant;


I’m not being selfish.

I know  exactly what I am doing.



This is an act of dharma.

If you ask me, I would say


that a Ksatriya who helps a Brahmin

gets the highest heaven


in his after-life.”

Such compassion and nobility and maternal love which embraced all her children equally (and this included Nakula and Sahadeva) was to tie a strange knot in her life that could never be unravelled. The Pandavas and Kunti had gone from Ekachakra to the capital city of Panchalas where they stayed in a potter’s house. The Pandavas went out to watch the swayamvara of Draupadi and Arjuna alone could shoot down the target and win her hand. They returned home with Draupadi (also known as Krishna) and called out to Kunti that they had brought the day’s alms:

“And Kunti who was there within the room and saw not her sons, replied, saying, 'Enjoy ye all (what ye have obtained).' The moment after, she beheld Krishna and then she said, 'Oh, what have I said?' And anxious from fear of sin, and reflecting how every one could be extricated from the situation, she took the cheerful Yajnaseni by the hand, and approaching Yudhishthira said, 'The daughter of king Yajnasena upon being represented to me by thy younger brothers as the alms they had obtained, from ignorance, O king, I said what was proper, viz., 'Enjoy ye all what hath been obtained. O thou bull of the Kuru race, tell me how my speech may not become untrue; how sin may not touch the daughter of the king of Panchala, and how also she may not become uneasy.'”

For Yudhistira a mother’s command was holy. And Kunti was anxious that her words must not be rendered untrue. Was it childishness on her part?  Well, the word had been uttered. What next? After long deliberations among the brothers, Kunti, Drupada, Sri Krishna and Dhrishtadhyumna and the counsel of Vyasa, it was decided that Draupadi would be the wife of all the five brothers. Strangely enough, this did not lead to any problem in the Pandavan domestic life. One can only say that having unwittingly spoken a command, Kunti did not waste her time regretting it. Instead she set about managing a perfect household of fraternal amity. The Pandavas became lords of their portion of the Kuru kingdom and built a new capital for themselves, Indraprastha. Panchali gave birth to children and so did Subhadra become the mother of Abhimanyu. Arjuna had Iravan by Ulupi and Babhruvahana by Chitrangada. Bhima became the father of Ghatotkacha through Hidimbi. So many grandsons! Kunti must have been the happiest grandmother, thinking that all her days of misery were a thing of the past.

Kunti’s happiness did not last long. The fatal dice-game in which Yudhsitira indulged himself on the invitation of Dhritarashtra meant the undoing of all this castle of joy. The Pandavas and Draupadi prepared to go into exile and went to Kunti to obtain her blessings. Kunti was racked by anguish yet spoke to Draupadi in noble terms. Draupadi had been a wonderful wife and daughter-in-law and she should continue to be so. It was the great luck of the Kauravas that they had not been burnt by Draupadi’s fire of anger. Interestingly, like any mother, Kunti was worried about her last child. While you are in the forest, do look after my child Sahadeva with extra care as he can easily be disheartened!


Sahadevascha me putrah sadhavekshyo vane vasan


Yathedham vyasanam prapya nayam sidhenmahamatih

Madri was absolutely right. Only Kunti could be so equal-minded and teach her sons also to be such, for later on Yudhistira would ask the Yaksha for Nakula’s return from death and not Bhima or Arjuna.


Like a typical mother, Kunti cries out in misery for clinging on to life even thus.  Or, had Yama forgotten about her existence?  


“Oh, it is all my fault,



I gave you birth!


And so you suffer today,



inspite of your excellent virtues!


You have energy, skill, patience, and power,



I know –


but how will you survive in the forest



without help?


If I had known you would be exiled 

in the forest,


I would not have left Satasringa



and come to Hastinapura.


Now I realise how fortunate



your tapasya-performing father was – 


to be spared this –



and go to heaven instead.


Now I realise how fortunate



was noble and wise-in-dharma Madri –

 foreknowing this would happen,


she chose death.”


So the years passed by when Kunti remained in Hastinapura, enduring the egoistic men in power who gloated over the fall of the Pandavas. Then came the day of revelation, the Pandavas had successfully passed the test of thirteen years of exile and were set up in Upaplavya of Virata kingdom. Apparently Kunti preferred to remain in Hastinapura. When Krishna goes as an ambassador to the Kaurava court, he meets Kunti, who is incidentally his aunt (being Vasudeva’s sister), it turns out to be full of Kunti’s tears. She wants to know from Krishna all about the life of her sons in the forest. She is most vocal about Sahadeva whom she praises as the best among fighters, one who is full of reverence for his elder brothers and Kunti. Nakula, handsome, youthful, heroic, verily the external life of the Pandavas. She remembers again the harsh day when the blameless Draupadi was dragged by her tresses into the Kuru Court: When the eminent King Drupada's daughter who is so pure and full of good qualities is condemned for such sorrow, apparently there is no connection between one’s acts and the fruits thereof! It is a long speech spanning the whole of the ninetieth Canto. In spite of her sorrow-laden days, her aim is clear: the upholding of Kshatriya dharma by her sons. They must fight! Was Kunti worried Krishna may give in to calls of peace? She reminded him of the great insult to a royal princess, to womanhood, to Dharma, when Duhshasana dragged Draupadi by her tresses:

“It is not the kingdom’s loss


that grieves me;

not the defeat at dice;


not even the exile of my sons –

What hurts is the way dark-skinned Draupadi,


dressed in a single cloth,

was dragged into the sabha


and filthily demeaned.

Her husbands were alive, but none to protect


lovely-thighed Krsna-Draupadi in her period

who always abided by the dictates


of Ksatriya-dharma!”

Coming out of this temporary clouding of the mind due to intense sorrow, Kunti told Krishna to do what he considers to be dharma. Krishna’s ambassadorship was aborted because of Duryodhana’s guile. Indestructible, Krishna emerged unscathed out of the trap laid by Duryodhana and returned to Kunti to take her leave before going back to the Pandavas. It is then that she gave him a message to her sons in the form of Vidula’s story. 

The Vidulopakhyana, which is in the form of an extended conversation, covers four cantos (133-136). The upakhyana is fierce, unyielding, wisdom-encrusted. Vyasa’s Vidula is bold and strong like Kunti and knows what true love is. If she should keep silent owing to a mother’s sentimental love to see her son ‘safe’, hers would be the love of a she-mule, khari vatsalyamahuh. It is her duty to urge her son to action, and she does it with appropriately scorching words.    

“Conquered by the King of Sindhu, hurled down from his lofty throne,

As he lay unnerved and abject, came she to her warlike son,

Vidula, the passionate princess, and she spoke with burning eyes,

Scourging him with words like flakes of fire, bidding him arise.

“Son," she cried, "no son of mine to make thy mother's hearth rejoice! 

Hark, thy foemen mock and triumph, yet to lye is still thy choice.  

Nor thy hero father got thee, nor I bore thee This my womb, 

Random changeling from some world of petty souls and coward gloom!... 

Out to battle, do thy man's work, falter not in high attempt. 

So a man is quit before his God and saved from self-contempt.”

The next scenario of Kunti’s appearance in the Mahabharata finds Vidura and Kunti in converse. Vidura reports that Krishna’s peace talk has failed and a destructive war is certain. Kunti feels terror-stricken. Apparently Bhishma, Drona and Karna are going to be on Duryodhana’s side. This would lessen the chances of an easy victory for the Pandavas. After much heart-searching she decides to reveal herself to Karna and goes to him. We now come across one of the most poignant scenes in the entire epic.

Karna is saying his prayers to the midday sun on the banks of the Ganges. Kunti waits till he completes his prayers. When he sees Kunti he is surprised and announces himself: Radheyoham Adhirathih, I am the son of Radha and Adiratha. Kaunteysthvam na Radheyo Kunti replies. You are the son of Kunti, not Radha. Like a damburst words flood forth as she lays bare his birth and abandonment. He must not go about as a vassal of somebody else. He is the eldest born to her and must reveal himself and join his brothers. A disembodied voice comes from the Suryamandala assuring him that Kunti had spoken the truth ands he must listen to his mother.  

But fate is incorrigible. Karna bases himself on what he considers to be his dharma. She had abandoned him when he needed her and had now come to him because she needed his help. His words are spoken respectfully but the harshness is clear. Truth always stings! Karna will not prove false to Duryodhana’s faith and will certainly fight the Pandavas unto the last. But a lady’s entreaty should not go in vain. He will not kill any of the brothers except Arjuna. Rabindranath Tagore’s Karna and Kunti based on this conversation is quite famous. He makes a few changes, of course. Karna is not harsh as in Vyasa; he is more like a Shakespearian tragic hero when he tells Kunti:

“When I was born, Mother, from me you tore

mother, brothers, royal family – all at one go.

If today I cheat my foster-mother, her of charioteer caste,

and boldly address as my own mother a royal materfamilias,

if I snap the ties that bind me to the lord

of the Kuru clan, and lust after a royal throne,

then fie on me!”

Kunti has no answer. Nor can the true Kshatriya lady try to deflect her own son from Kshtriya dharma which cannot countenance the betrayal of faith. Karna will have to remain in the camp of Duryodhana. She who was born for sorrow, will have to endure putra-soka as well. Whether it is Karna or Arjuna, it would be for her an equal tragedy. She must needs return bemoaning the fate of all women who have to endure such losses in the name of dharma:




Blessed are you, my son, for you are

truly heroic. Alas, Dharma, how stern your justice is!

Who knew, alas, that day

when I forsook a tiny, helpless child,

that from somewhere he would gain a hero’s powers,

return one day along a darkened path,

and with his own cruel hands hurl weapons at those

who are his brothers, born of the same mother!

What a curse this is!”


The war is over. Kunti’s eldest born is no more. He had been felled by Arjuna in the battle. Horrifying and heart-tugging scenes in the Mahabharata are innumerable. The Stri Parva is one long lamentation as the living come to the banks of the Ganges to offer tarpana to the dead. Even as the offerings are made into the flowing waters, Kunti weeps and speaks softly addressing her sons who are alive:

‘That hero and great bowman, that leader of leaders of car-divisions, that warrior distinguished by every mark of heroism, who hath been slain by Arjuna in battle, that warrior whom, ye sons of Pandu, ye took forth, Suta’s child born of Radha, that hero who shone in the midst of his forces like the lord Surya himself, who battled with all of you and your followers, who looked resplendent as he commanded the vast force of the Duryodhana, who had no equal on earth for energy, that hero who preferred glory to life, that unretiring warrior firm in truth and never fatigued with exertion, was your eldest brother. Offer oblations of water unto that eldest brother of yours who was born of me by the god of day. That hero was born with a pair of earrings and clad in armour, and resembled Surya himself in splendour!”


The Pandavas were shocked. So it had come to this! Yudhistira who rarely exhibited anger even under the most provoking conditions was aghast and breathed like a serpent, nishvasanniva pannagah. Was this true? Was she really the mother of this heroic personality “who was like an ocean having shafts for his billows, his tall standard for his vortex, his own mighty arms for a couple of huge alligators, his large car for his deep lake, and the sound of his palms for his tempestuous roar, and whose impetuosity none could withstand save Dhananjaya”? If true, how did it come about? In his anger, for once, Yudhistira loses his balance. He who had sought to follow his mother’s injunctions even when it meant the seemingly unnatural sharing of Arjuna’s bride among the brothers, now berates her publicly, the one moment when she needed protective love from the sons for whom she had suffered life-long.  

“Alas, in consequence of the concealment of this affair by thee, we have been undone! By the death of Karna, ourselves with all our friends have been exceedingly afflicted. The grief I feel at Karna’s death is a hundred times greater than that which was caused by the death of Abhimanyu and the sons of Draupadi, and the destruction of the Pancalas and the Kurus. Thinking of Karna, I am burning with grief, like a person thrown into a blazing fire. Nothing could have been unattainable by us, not excepting things belonging to heaven. Alas, this terrible carnage, so destructive of the Kurus, would not have occurred.’

How can this middle-aged Kshatriya warrior know of the problems of a young unwed mother? Silently she endures these last lashings for a heart that has been tried sorely all these years ever since she had set adrift the box containing her infant Karna on the waves of the river. Such is her life of unremitting tragedy. How can we ever forget the tragic beating of a mother’s heart as she stands listening to Yudhistira and watching her living sons perform tarpana for her eldest son, as all the assembled women wail loudly—women belonging to the fallen heroes. Vyasa gives the numbers of those slain on the Kurukshetra field: One billion 660 million and 20,000 men! sahasraani cha vimsatih kotyah  shahtischashast chaiva. So many Kuntis then! Sorrowing lies womanhood in the Mahabharata.

5. Arjuna  
Arjuna remains the superb romantic hero of folk literature. He is equally so in the Mahabharata. After all, there could have been an Ur-Mahabharata, an earlier version created by fusing together folk lore from all regions of India. Often, such has been the progress of a legend from real life to literary immortality. A real life incident becomes a ballad and later on the ballad gets elevated into a myth. India’s cultural history has a spread of several millennia and Arjuna walks all over India. He is as much a hero in North India as he is in the southernmost parts of the nation.


Granted each of Kunti’s conceptions had a bit of drama about it, the one of Arjuna speaks of a tapasya undertaken by Pandu as well. After the birth of Yudhistira and Bhima, Pandu wanted a son as powerful as Indra. He asked Kunti to observe a propitious vow for one whole year, while he himself remained standing on one leg throughout the day in meditation. It was as well. Unlike Surya, Dharma and Vayu who quickly responded to Kunti’s incantation, Indra took his own time to descend. Then he went to Pandu and assured him that pleased by his tapasya, he was going to bless Kunti with a son who will be ever victorious and of course very handsome. Presently he responded to Kunti and she became a mother.

Vyasa says that when the child was born, a disembodied voice proclaimed loudly that Kunti’s son would be as strong as Kartavirya and Shiva, invincible like Indra and bring great joy to Kunti. He will subjugate powerful kingdoms like Chedi and Kasi and enhance the prosperity of the Kurus. He will give the Khandava forest as food for Agni. He will propitiate Shiva and gain the Pasupata missile. He will destroy the enemies of gods known as Nivatakavachas. 

Great rishis and gods came to pay respect to the newborn child and Kunti was happy. Singing by gandharvas went on as apasaras came to dance. It is a wonderful beginning for the future hero and lover. In fact, one could say, next to Bhishma, Arjuna pervades the entire epic and covers a geographically wider area as well because of his travels. Naturally his life-incidents recounted by Vyasa are numerous and yet a few remain always in the limelight of our memory.

After Pandu’s death, the five brothers come to Hastinapura. As the one hundred and five cousins grow up under Bhishma’s charge, it is Bhima who is in the news all the time. However, there are memorable incidents in Arjuna’s life that have entered deep into the psyche of the nation. However, the first and foremost was a touch of poison. Arjuna was a good boy but when it came to his skill in archery, he could be jealous of anyone who might outdo him in this martial art. Unfortunately, the person of whom he became jealous was Ekalavya, the son of the King of the Nishadas. Perceiving Ekalavya’s dexterity when the Nishada prince sent seven arrows into the mouth of a barking dog before it could shut its mouth, he complained to his teacher, Drona. Though Ekalavya was no direct student of Drona, the former considered himself to be one and showed exemplary guru-bhakti. Now, how can there be a student of Drona who could be considered superior (visishta) to Arjuna?

Since Drona was hoping to train Arjuna to wreak vengeance on King Drupada, he immediately asked Ekalavya for a grim gurudhakshina: angushto dakshino dhiyatam, give the thumb of your right hand! Ekalavya immediately cut off his thumb and offered it to Drona. Arjuna was no doubt freed from jealousy by this action of Ekalavya, but all his victories get shadowed by this wilful destruction of an unsuspecting hero. Ekalavya was too pure and innocent to utter a curse, but his guardian angel could not have remained silent! Not a particle of sand gets moved on earth without disturbing the eco system in someway, for better, for worse.


A pleasanter incident of Arjuna’s student days follows immediately after the Ekalavya episode. We watch a class of Drona which trains students to hit at a target. Here is a perfect teacher. An artificial vulture is set upon the top branch of a tree. Drona asks his students one after another. What do they see? Their answer is the same. We see everything! There is the bird, there is the tree, there are the teacher and the fellow-students. Finally Arjuna is made to stand up. When Drona asks him the question, Arjuna who is a perfect student says that he can see no tree, nor his fellow-students, not even his teacher. He can see only the bird.  Drona is happy and asks him further: If he sees the bird, can he describe its limbs? Arjuna replies that he cannot as he sees only the head of the bird which is his aim, and not its limbs, siram pasyami bhasasya na gatram. Thrilled to the roots, Drona said, ‘shoot’ and Arjuna shot the bird down with his arrow called Kshura. Drona embraced Arjuna and was now certain that he would be able to avenge the insult meted out to him by Drupada who will be defeated along with his friends and relatives by Arjuna.

Drona was now ready. He asked for his gurudakshina from the disciples. “Bring Drupada to me as your prisoner”. As simple as that! There is a mighty battle and Arjuna is crowned with success when he is able to fell the Panchala King and bring him bound to Drona. Such is the intricate interweaving in the epic that by this very act, the humiliated Drupada decides to avenge his defeat, leading to the birth of Dhrishtadhyumna and Draupadi. And it is in Draupadi’s swayamvara mandapa that we see Arjuna again, in the robes of a poor Brahmin.

The Pandavas had been presumed dead in the fire that engulfed the House of lac. Actually they had escaped the lair with Kunti, and after residing in Ekachakra for a while, they come to Panchala and attend the swayamvara. Dhrishtadhyumna explains the famous lakshyabheda and announces his sister Draupadi as the prize.

“Hear me, O kings!

Here is the bow!

Here is the target!

The test: with these arrows

hit the target through

the hole in the machine.

And I give my word –

the noble-born,

handsome and strong

king who succeeds

today takes to wife

my sister Krsna-Draupadi.

After this (continued Vaishamapayana)


Drupada’s son turned to his sister,

and enumerated the names, gotras and feats


of the royal competitors.”


The kings came forward and tried one after another and failed. Karna then came up to the trap, picked up the bow and strung it.

“Seeing the son of the Sun,


Karna of the Sutas –

fire-sun-moon-radiant –


ready to shoot at the target,

the five Pandavas feared


the target as good as pierced.

Draupadi saw him too


and said in a loud voice:

‘No Suta will marry me’.


Karna smiled bitterly.

He glanced up at the sun,


and flung aside the bow.”

Arjuna wins but the kings are not happy. A Brahmin carry away this Kshatriya princess? They attack the Panchalas and the Pandavas. Karna and Arjuna are locked in a bitter fight in which Radheya is defeated. However, already Krishna and Balarama among the audience had recognized the Pandavas, and the former gently persuades the kings to stop the war. The Pandavas go away with Draupadi to their dwelling place where Kunti had been waiting for their return.

The mighty epic tale moves forward like a royal elephant. Presently, Dhritarashtra is persuaded to give part of the Kuru kingdom to the Pandavas. They build a new capital for themselves, Indraprastha. The brothers live in perfect amity despite having to share even a wife. This they managed by making a rule that when one brother was closeted with Draupadi, if any other brother should trespass, he  would have to go on a self-exile to the forest for twelve years.   

It so happened that once a Brahmin whose cows had been stolen came to Arjuna and wailed. The young hero found himself in a dilemma. For Yudhistira and Draupadi were conversing all alone in the armoury. If he went in, Arjuna would have to undertake vanavasa. If not, the Brahmin would be wronged. Preferring to suffer in such a dharma-sankata, Arjuna went into the armoury and got his bow. The brahmin’s kine were restored. In spite of Yudhistira remonstrating with him, Arjuna then went away into the forest. A great hero, but also one who based himself firmly on truth, for he told Yudhistira that he would never swerve from truth, na satyat vichalishyami!
Who does not love Arjuna’s adventures in his self-exile? Later on there would be another wandering in the forest, but that would be with his brothers and wife. Now he is all alone, free, the typical hero of romance. During his vana-vasa, Arjuna happened to get into the Ganga river for his bath. Just as he was going up the bank, he was dragged back into the waters by the Naga Princess, Ulupi. Finding himself in the palace of the Naga King Kauravya, Arjuna saw Agni glowing in a place and performed the fire-ritual which pleased Agni. Then Arjuna asked Ulupi: “O beautiful one! Why did you do this act? Who are you? Whose is this palace?”

“There is a Naga king Kauravya who has come in the race of the Airavata Naga. I am his daughter and a snake-princess. My name is Ulupi. When you descended into Ganga who loves the Ocean, I saw you and was overcome with love. I am suffering the pangs of desire. I have not thought so of any body else. Kindly fulfil my desire.”

“I am following brahmacharya for twelve years, following the command of Yudhistira. Hence I am not on my own and cannot marry you. I want to please you. I have never uttered a lie. You think of a way in which you can be pleased, my vrata will be intact and I will not be accused of uttering an untruth.”

“I know all about the command and why you are wandering on the earth. By doing the bigger dharma of saving me, the smaller sin of having transgressed Yudhistira’s command will vanish. For if you do not accept me, I will certainly die and that would be a big sin. Remember, I have surrendered to you.”


Arjuna accepted the argument and lived with Ulupi for the night. The next morning Ulupi brought Arjuna from the palace to the mouth of Ganga (Haridwar) and left him on the bank. Because of their union a very fine and strong son, Iravan was born to them.

Subsequently, Arjuna visited Manipur, married its princess Chitrangada and became the father of Babhruvahana. There was also the incident of the crocodile-infested waters where he helped the crocodiles gain their original apsara form, the lovely celestials Varga and her friends Saurabheyi, Samichi, Vudvuda and Lata. It was during these wanderings that he met Krishna again, fell in love with his sister Subhadra and married her with the help of Krishna. The marriage coincided with the end of his exile.

As we always associate Kodanda with Rama, Arjuna is always visioned as carrying the Gandiva. Towards the close of Adi Parva, Krishna and Arjuna were wandering on the banks of Yamuna when they were met by Agni as a Brahmin. Agni revealed his true identity and said that he was not able to burn Khandava forest as his food because it was guarded by Indra and Dhakshaka and other nagas living here. He needed to burn it because having taken part in the rich yajnas of King Svetaki, Agni had drunk too much ghee over twelve years and was not able to accept the offerings at other yajnas. Hence he had become pale. He had to cure himself by burning up the Khandava forest. He then sought the help of Krishna and Arjuna. Arjuna said that he needed to have a strong bow. Agni meditated upon Varuna who appeared. On Agni’s request he gave Arjuna the Gandiva bow, two inexhaustible quivers and a chariot flying the Hanumat-dhwaja. As Krishna and Arjuna positioned themselves to readiness, Agni, with his seven-tongued flame began a vast destruction of the Khandava forest. Indra sent heavy rains which were stopped by Arjuna. Takshaka’s wife tried to escape from the fire by going out after having swallowed her son, but Arjuna cut off her head. Indra cast a spell on Arjuna and saved Takshaka’s son Ashvasena. Garuda and other birds as well as great Nagas now converged angrily on Khandava to stop Arjuna but were powerless. So were Indra and the gods who came to his help. Indra withdrew after he realized Takshaka was safe in a far away place.  And the burning of Khandava came to an end. 

The digvijaya that follows is something routine for the Kshatriya warrior. With his four brothers fanning out into the directions and acquiring wealth through their victories everywhere, Yudhistira was very happy and now decided to perform a Rajasuya sacrifice. The Pandavas are now truly at the apex of power. Too soon the Pandavan glory collapses with the Game of Dice between Yudhistira and Sakuni at Hasatinapura. There are but mechanical reactions from the younger brothers who are forced to follow the moves of Yudhistira. Even the losing of Panchali in the dice game has only Bhima almost losing his self-control:

“Bhima said: ‘Yudhisthira,


many gamblers keep loose women in their houses.

but they don’t stake them.


In fact, they care for them.

The wealth, the ornaments


the king of Kasi gave us;

the jewels, gems, animals,


expensive weapons

which other kings presented us – 


our kingdom, yourself, us –

all these have been lost


in the dice-game.

I did not mind. I checked my anger.


but to stake Draupadi –

this I consider


as grossly wrong.

We are her husbands – does our trusting wife


deserve this from us?

You are responsible for the way


these vicious men insult her.

Raja!  Because of her,


I am filled with disgust for you.

I’ll burn your hands!


Sahadeva, bring me some fire!”

It is a terrible moment, for the Pandavas had always presented a united stand. That has been their major strength during all the earlier ordeals. Arjuna is wise, he knows this is not the time for fraternal disagreement or mutual complaints. He says quietly: 

“‘Bhima,’ said Arjuna,

‘what’s wrong with you?

You’ve never spoken like this before.


What’s happened

to your sense of dharma?


Have your foes destroyed it?

Don’t fall into their trap,


follow the highest dharma.
Should anyone ever go against


a dharma-following elder brother?

The Kauravas summoned raja Yudhisthira


according to the Ksatriya vow,

he gambled, though unwillingly.


This looks like maha-glory to me.’”

As far as Pandavan unity is concerned, the critical moment is passed thanks to Arjuna. During the period of exile, Arjuna engaged himself constantly in acquiring new weapons for he knew that Duryodhana would never give up the kingdom. This could only lead to war, for who can forget the dishonour done to Draupadi? So many Arjuna-centric scenarios pass us by. Arjuna battling with Shiva who comes disguised as a hunter and then gaining Pashupata missile; acquiring weapons from Varuna and Kubera; his holiday in swarga, spent in learning singing and dancing from Chitrasena the chief of the Gandharvas; the episode involving Urvasi when he gets cursed by the heavenly damsel to become a eunuch; and the rescue of Duryodhana from the Gandharva chief.  Dramatic all of them, Arjuna as the eunuch Brihannala is not easily forgotten.

In the thirteenth year of their exile, the Pandavas had to remain incognito. They chose Virata country for their stay. Arjuna decided to use the curse of Urvashi for this year’s duration and became Brihannala, the dance teacher in the palace of King Virata. If there is one rasa which is rare in Vyasa, it is hasya. Vyasa’s is a granite style and there is no place in it for the vibgyor colours of easy laughter. Brihannala is a rare exception. We all know it is our handsome hero Arjuna and yet look at him now! As breathtaking a eunuch too! Such is the impression he creates on the king that he is ready to make Brihannala his successor!

Two major occurrences mark the Virata Parva. One involves the killing of Kichaka by Bhima. The other is Arjuna’s part in rescuing the Viratan prince from ignomy. Following a well-hatched plan, the Kauravas attack Virata land when the king is away battling the Trigarthas. Prince Uttarakumara is in charge of the defence. Now begins the Vyasan narrative that sparkles with humour as a concealed echo. Uttara Kumara is more of a pampered prince full of self-commendation. Showing off that he is ready to go to battle if only he could get a good charioteer, he is all grandiloquence:


“I will leave, with my flag hoisted,



the moment anyone


can find me a charioteer



expert in chariot-combat.


I will pierce the Kauravas’ ranks



of elephants, horses and chariots,


rout them,



and return with all our cattle.


Duryodhana, Santanu’s son Bhisma,



Surya’s son Karna, Krpa and drona,


and Drona’s son Asvatthaman,



and other maha-bowmen –


I will strike fear in them all,



as Vijrabhrt-Indra struck fear with his thunderbolt


among the Danava anti-gods



and I will recover the cattle.


No one is there to stop the Kauravas



from robbing our cattle.


What can I do from here?



I have to be there in person.


But the gang of Kauravas will today



see my war-skill, and wonder:


Is it Partha-Arjuna himself



battling against us?”

This is great fun mixed with high seriousness. Brihannala is in form; he sends word to Uttara Kumara through Draupadi that the dance master maybe suggested as a charioteer. Draupadi must tell the Prince that Brihannala had been once the capable charioteer of Arjuna. Agreeable, Uttara Kumara asks the Princess Uttara to negotiate on his behalf and after some ‘reluctance’ Brihannala agrees to be Uttara Kumara’s charioteer. More fun awaits us, and it is a wonderful change for those in the Virata palace and also for Vyasa’s readers:

“Though he knew everything (Vaisampayana said),


foe-destroying Arjuna

deliberately committed silly mistakes


in order to amuse Uttara.

He jerked the armour up


and tried to put it on;

The large-eyed girls watched him


and tittered.

Seeing him all bewildered and upset,


Uttara personally

dressed Brhannala


in a magnificent suit of armour.

His own armour had the splendour and dazzle


of the sun.

He raised his lion-emblem flag and,


appointing Brhannala

his charioteer, and equipping himself


with the most expensive bows

and beautiful arrows,


heroic Uttara marched out.

Uttara and the other sakhis said:


‘O Brihannala,

do bring us


all the super-fine fabrics

you can find – you know, for our dolls,


the soft, lovely cloths

you can lay hands on,


after defeating Bhisma and Drona.’

Pandu’s son Partha-Arjua smiled and,


putting on his gruffest voice,

like a cloud roaring or dundubhi-drum beating,


said to the girls:

‘I will certainly get you


all the lovely cloths you want

if Uttara can vanquish


all those maha-chariot-heroes.’”

We smile and giggle through Uttara Kumara’s fright and Arjuna revealing himself, watch the fierce battle between Kauravas and Arjuna and the latter’s victory. They return and when the king comes to know the truth he is amazed, duly grateful and respectful towards the Pandavas. He even offers the hand of Princess Uttara to Brihannala who is now transformed back to his original form as Arjuna. Arjuna’s reply is an ideal lesson in teacher-student relationship in the field of arts. How can he marry Uttara as she has been his student and so has been like a daughter to him?  
“'O king, I receive your daughter as my daughter-in-law and thus let there be an alliance between the Matsyas and Bharathas, thy daughter as my daughter-in-law. A matrimonial alliance of this kind between the Matsya and the Bharatas is most welcome."
As said earlier, Arjuna’s presence permeates the Mahabharata. Which feature may we choose?  Arjuna being driven to Kurukshetra by Krishna. Krishna says: utter a prayer to Durga before proceeding to fight. As Krishna reins the horses, Arjuna gets down, stands with hands folded and recites a memorable, 13-verse, Durga Stotra:

Namaste simhasenaani arye mandaravasini

Kumari Kali Kapali Kapile Krishnapingale

Arjuna attacked by sorrow. Arjuna overwhelmed by the cosmic form of the Lord. Arjuna anguished by putra-shoka with the loss of Abhimanyu. Arjuna vowing to kill Jayadratha by sunset. Arjuna and Bhishma. Arjuna saved repeatedly by Krishna. Arjuna’s killing Karna. So many episodes. So many names. Dhananjaya, Bhibhatsu, Vijaya, Savyasachi… We love each one of them. We follow Arjuna south of the Vindhyas and he is in action again, giving ample space for the free imagination of playwrights. To this genre belong folk narratives like Alli Arasani Malai, Pavalakkodi,  Arjunan Kuram. 

 Arjuna’s part did not end with the death of Karna. For Yudhistira’s Ashvamedha Sacrifice, he was once again in action going to various lands. Why, he battles with his own son, Babhruvahana! And then the Yadava race indulges in self-extermination. There was no point in continuiong to live on earth once Krishna was gone. Though it is all aftercourses, we do tarry for a few moments when the Pandavas and Draupadi leave their country for their last peregrination in Mahaprasthana Parva. Flaming Agni appears before them and addresses Yudhistira:

“Your brother Phalguna-Arjuna


is free to proceed

but first he must give up


his supreme weapon.

He has no use now


for the Gandiva bow.

That gem of a weapon,


the unique cakra
of mahatma Krishna


has vanished from the world.

When needed again


it will return to his hand.

The magnificent Gandiva


was brought by me

from Varuna


to give to Partha-Arjuna.

It must now be returned


to Varuna.”

Arjuna obediently casts the Gandiva and the two inexhaustible quivers into the waters and the Pandavas and Draupadi walk away from the green crests of earthly life.
6. Amba


When the Queen of Kasi, Kausalya gave birth to her first daughter, she must have been a very happy person. Such a beautiful princess! Verily like Uma Haimavati! They named the child Amba.  And when two other girls followed, the royal family was delighted. Ambika and Ambalika! The terrors and joys of future times remain as much a mystery today as it was thousands of years ago when Amba was born to the king of Kashi. The three princesses grew up into lovely girls and the King announced a swayamvara for all of them on the same day.

In Hastinapura, Bhishma had the responsibility of finding a suitable bride for his brother Vicitravirya. The succession to the throne had to be assured, Bhishma himself had taken a vow of life-long brahmacharya, the elder son of Santanu had died in battle and so Vichitravirya had to marry and give a son to the kingdom. Having heard that the king of Kashi was holding a swayamvara for his three daughters and that they were worthy brides, Bhishma went to Kashi. He raised the girls to his chariot and dared the assembled kings to oppose him. In the ensuing battle, Bhishma defeated them all single-handed. He was pursued by King Salva and the two were locked in battle. Bhishma emerged victorious and Salva returned to his country.

The wedding festivities were on in Hastinapura. Since Amba said that her heart was already given to the King of Salva, Bhishma permitted her to go away to Salva. The marriage of Ambika and Ambalika with Vichitravirya was solemnized and all seemed well in the land of Hastinapura. Amba herself would have been forgotten completely by posterity. What happened to her when she was permitted to go away from Hastinapura? Did she go to Salva? Were they married and did they live happily ever?  Or was she discarded on the dirt heap?

Millions of Indian women have been consigned to the fate of Amba for one reason or other. We know nothing about them. But in the case of Amba, a guilty conscience could not forget her. The conscience kept track of her movements and buried in the heart’s silence the terror and sublimity of Amba’s life. That was Bhishma’s conscience. It all comes to us as Ambopakhyana much later when we have almost forgotten the incident of Amba’s abduction.

We are now in Udyoga Parva. So many years have gone by since the day Amba left Hastinapura for meeting the king of Salva. Bhishma had tried to assure the succession for the Kuru throne and now it has resulted in a terrible confrontation. Duryodhana’s camp is counting its armed divisions and he is closeted with Bhishma who enumerates the various strengths of the Pandava camp. Among them is Sikhandin, the son of Drupada. Bhishma would oppose any one of the opposite camp including Krishna. But not Sikhandin. Sikhandin was born a woman and then was metamorphosed into a man. A life-long brahmacharin, Bhishma will not fight Sikhandin even if the Drupadan prince rushes towards him with his bow strung with arrow. On Duryodhana asking him the reason, Bhishma launches into a longish remembrance of things past.

Permitted by Bhishma to go, Amba had gone straight to Salva, escorted by her nurse and Brahmanas. He had rejected her laughing derisively. Had she not been forcibly taken away by Bhishma? Had she not looked happy as she was being taken away? She demurred:

“I swear by my head,



O tiger among men


I will marry no one but you,


O lord of the Salvas.


I have not come as one betrothed to another,



O Indra-among-rajas,


This is the truth.  I swear by my atman,



Salva, this is the truth.”

Salva would not listen. He was in terror of Bhishma and urged Amba to go away fast (gachcha gachcheti taam salvah punah punarabhashata) from his kingdom. Helpless, not willing to go back  to her natal home, that very moment she desires to humble Bhishma’s pride. She goes to a hermitage where ascetics live and seeks their help to perform austerities for she wants to wreak vengeance on Bhishma somehow, anyhow. On hearing her woes, the ascetics are full of pity and rishi Saikhavatya promises to help her. They also seek to dissuade her from undertaking austerities. Even as she is arguing, the venerable Sage Hotravahana comes to this camp of ascetics. Soon he recognizes her to be his maternal granddaughter. He comforts her and advises her to go to his close friend Parashurama who could even compel Bhishma to obey his behest as Bhishma was his disciple.

Meanwhile Rrishi Akritavrana comes there and tells them Parashurama is on his way. He also agrees with Amba that Bhishma’s pride should be humbled. When Parashurama comes, she submits her problem. He wants to know what he should do. Uncompromising are the words uttered by Amba, Bhishmam jahi mahabaho!


“O maha-muscled tiger-brave Bhargava!



Kill Bhisma!


He caused my grief, myhelplessness,



my lingering loneliness.


He is greedy, and mean and victory-flushed.



O Bhargava, O faultless one,


it is right that he receive



his deserved punishment.


From the time of my abduction, O radiant lord,



I made up my mind


to get maha-vowed Bhisma of the Bharatas



killed one way or other.


Which is why I want you to fulfil my desire,


O maha-muscled one!


O faultless Parasurama!  Kill Bhisma,



as Purandara Indra killed Vrtra.”

Parashurama takes Amba to Hastinapura. He tries conciliation first. Bhishma should marry her. This is, of course, not possible for the doughty warrior. And as she had publicly spoken about her love for Salva, Bhishma would not solemnize her marriage with Vichiravirya. Parashurama’s words are in vain. Bhishma waxes eloquent about giving a proper fight and in any case, here was a chance to avenge all the Kshatriya blood shed by Parashurama! They exchange harsh words and battle on the field of Kurukshetra. Even the appearance of mother Ganga to dissuade him has no effect on Bhishma. There is a terrible clash and Vyasa is in his element describing it, referring to arrows and missiles that criss-crossed for twenty-three days. It is a draw because the Manes and Mother Ganga persuade them to stop the battle. Parashurama confesses his failure to Amba who thanks him for what he had done so far. Come what may, she would not go to Bhishma. Instead she will take to tapasya and find a way to wreak her vengence.

Bhishma confesses to Duryodhana that he had set spies to track the movements of Amba and that is how he is able to give her history in all its details. Certainly either out of a feeling of guilt or simply fear, Bhishma could not forget her even for a moment. Meanwhile Amba undertakes tapasya on the banks of Yamuna. It is quite possible that Kalidasa’s description of Uma’s tapasya in Kumara Sambhava had its inspiration in that of Amba in the Mahabharata.

“She fasted, she became thin and dry,



her hair was matted,


her body dust-covered;



her only wealth was tapasya;


for six months she stood motionless,



living on air.


For one year she remained submerged



in the waters of the Yamuna,


eating absolutely nothing,



performing tapasya.


She broke fast by munching on a dried leaf.



for another year,


she stood on one leg, erect,



sustained by her extreme wrath.


For twelve years she continued thus,


setting aglow both earth and  sky.


Even her relatives could not persuade her



to change her mind.”

Amba continued thus and travelled around to pilgrim places while taking on rigorous disciplines. One day Mother Ganga asked her the reason for her tapasya.  On being told that it was for killing Bhishma, Ganga cursed her to become a crooked river infested with crocodiles. It is said that half of Amba became the river Amba that flows through Vatsabhumi and is a terror with its crocodiles, and has water flow only in the rainy season. She was reborn as a girl again in Vatsa land.

Some more time passed as the girl continued the tapasya of her previous life.  And Lord Shiva appeared and granted her the boon that she would indeed slay Bhishma and for that purpose she would be a man as well in her next birth. Further she would remember all the events of this birth too. Shiva disappeared having given these boons. Amba made a fire and entered the blaze, uttering with wrath: (I do so) for Bhishma's destruction, Bhishma vadhaaya!

 Amba born as Shikandin to King Drupada of Panchala who had been performing austerities to get a son to kill Bhishma. The  queen concealed the gender of the babe and brought her up as a male child. Sikhandin soon became an adept in warfare. Relying upon the boon of Shiva to Drupada, they got her married to the princess of Dasarnakas. When the truth came to be known, there was a big outcry from the bride’s people. As King Drupada and his queen were trying to defend themselves by relying upon Shiva’s boon to Drupada, Sikhandini left the palace, unable to bear the shame.

In the forest she came to the abode of the Yaksha, Sthulakarna. She began performing austerities which made the kindly Yaksha help her. He was a servant of Kubera. He exchanged his manhood for her female form and asked her to come back for returning to their original state, after the danger to her parents was over.  And so it happened and she came back to the Yaksha. Unfortunately, in the meantime Lord Kubera had happened to visit the place. Learning from the Yaksha how he had taken on a woman’s form, Kubera had cursed him to be permanently a woman. Fortunately he softened and said that when Sikhandin dies, the Yaksha would regain his original form. The Yaksha did not show any anger. It was destined, he said philosophically.

For Sikhandin it was a problem solved well. Drupada sent Sikhandin along with Dhrishtadhyumna to Dronacharya who taught him the four-fold division of the science of warfare. Since he could remember his past, the wrong done to him when he was Amba smouldered still. It must have blazed higher when he heard of Draupadi’s disrobement and Bhishma’s reluctance to help a woman in distress. So characteristic of that grandsire!  

We see Sikhandin next in the closing pages of the Bhishma Parva. On the tenth day of the battle, Sikhandin is in the forefront of the attack on Bhishma, closely followed by Arjuna whose chariot is being driven by Krishna. There ensues a fierce battle between the Pandavas led by Sikhandin (of extreme tejas, amitaujasa) and the Kauravas who try to protect Bhishma. Vyasa says that it was not unlike two vultures fiercely fighting for a piece of flesh, syenayoraamishe yathaa.

Bhishma could never forget Amba since the moment he had seized her for the sake of Vichitravirya and carried her to Hastinapura. Just as he had kept track of her constantly through spies disguised as idiots, visionless or dumb, even in his last moments he thinks of her if only to resist the thought of her succeeding in her vow. Sikhandin keeps attacking him with thunderous, fatal arrows but Bhishma keeps smiling as if they do not hurt him. Amba must not have the joy of victory!  Bhishma appears like a person who is troubled by extreme heat and is now receiving heavy rain, cooling his body! Just before he falls from his chariot, deeply wounded by the arrows shot at him by Sikhandin and Arjuna, he prefers to think that only Arjuna’s arrows could cause him pain. He says so to Duhshasana:


“Arjuna is shooting



deadly thunderbolt arrows at me


from his fierce Gandiva-bow.



They pierce me deeply.


They fly in a continuous stream.



They cannot be Sikandin’s.


They cut through my armour



and strike my weakest parts


as heavily as bludgeons.



They cannot be Sikhandin’s.


They are swift as thunderbolts,



they are like adamantine thunderbolts.


They oppress me,



they are messengers of Yama,


they suck my life-breath,



they cannot be Sikhandin’s.


They hit like maces,



they bite like venomous snakes


hissing balefully,


they cannot be Sikhandin’s.


They drain my vital energies,



they cannot be Sikhandin’s.


They are Arjuna’sarrows,



they cannot be Sikhandin’s.


Like baby-crabs emerging



after cannibalising their mother,


they are devouring me.



No ruler of men can hurt me so,


except the brilliant ape-emblemed



Gandiva-bow-wielder Jisnu-Arjuna.”

Ne me bhaanaah Sikhandinah! So the sublime tale of revenge comes to an end. Sikhandin was one of the fiercest heroes of the Kurukshetra war and was almost invincible. Even after Dhrishtadhyumna was slain in the stealth of night by Aswaththama, the hero did not lose heart but shot at Drona’s son between his eye brows. Aswaththama could kill him only because he had procured the rudra-astra from Shiva which he now directed against Sikhandin. Shiva had granted Amba’s wish and now Shiva had become the cause of killing the unconquerable Sikhandin. These are mighty thoughts and Amba-Sikhandin’s life is too full of knots to speak in terms of black and white. Who can contend against inexorable fate? 

6. Karna 

If in all of Mahabharata Amba is the loneliest of women, Karna is the most lonely man of the epic, the typical tragic hero, an epic Hamlet. However, Karna is visible to us almost all the time. By the time we come to Kunti invoking  Surya with the chant bestowed on her by sage Durvasa, we have had a good deal of  astonishing interaction between mortals and the gods above. So one is not surprised either with the appearance of Surya, the reluctance of Kunti, the persuasion of  the heavenly being or the birth of a child adorned with an armour and ear rings. Karna is born. Afraid of social calumny, Kunti puts him adrift on the river. In the course of the next few verses, we are given a glimpse of his life which turns out to be a tragedy because of a virtue that is fatal for him, the virtue of giving charity.

The baby was picked up by the charioteer Adhiratha and brought up by him and his kindly wife Radha. As they found that he was already clothed in an armour and had shining ear-rings, they named him Vasusena. Unconsciously he turned to the Sun as his personal deity:

“He grew up tall and strong,


expert in all weapons;

he worshipped the sun


from dawn to midday,

his back was tanned


by the light of the setting sun.

During the time of his japa-meditation


the noble and intelligent Vasusena

refused nothing to any Brahmin


who asked for his help.”

Indra had noted this. Already his son Arjuna was growing up and was expected to be an invincible hero. Who could defeat Karna in his armour, with his ear-rings on? Surya comes in his dream and warns Karna about Indra. Karna replies in the dream:


“If  Sakra-Indra comes to me,



as you say, disguised as a Brahmin,


how will it be possible for me



ho refuse a twice-born one?


Brahmins are to be honoured



even more than one’s well-wishing gods.


even if I see through this ruse, I cannot refuse



the god of gods Indra.”

So it comes to pass and early in his youth Vasusena gives up his kavacha and kundala. In return Indra gives him the Sakti missile. As he gave away his ear-rings and tore away the armour from his flesh, Vasusena came to be known as Karna (Ear) and Vaikartana (the Cutter).

When there is a kind of passing-out parade of Drona’s students, Arjuna’s feats are highly acclaimed. Karna who is an onlooker challenges Arjuna. Duryodhana is delighted that here is someone who is prepared to take on Arjuna. Kunti is aghast to see her eldest born here. Just then Kripa proclaims Arjuna’s lineage and wants Karna to reveal the names of his parents, for royal princes do not fight with lesser men. Immediately Duryodhana anoints Karna as the king of Anga. Bhima is derisive at this short-cut to high birth and there is a war of words between him and Duryodhana. At this moment, the aged foster-father of Karna enters. Karna bows to him in deep respect. A king bow to a charioteer! Bhima laughs while Duryodhana leads Karna out as a bosom friend. By now Kunti is sure that Karna is her first-born, and feels happy that he has become the king of Anga. But she keeps silent still. That is the tragedy of Karna. From today, his hatred of Pandavas would not merely lie smouldering but keep itself ablaze till his death.

At the opening of Santi Parva we find Yudhistira lamenting the death of Karna. If only he had known that Karna was their elder brother! But Karna knew and yet desisted from killing the brothers (except Arjuna) because of the word he had given to Kunti. Yudhistira recollects that even when Karna ranted against the Pandavas and Yudhistira became angry, a mere look at Karna’s feet would cool him down. For they resembled the feet of Kunti! Narada then recounts the story of the curse which rendered Karna helpless on the battlefield. 

When Drona had refused to teach Karna the usage of the Brahma missile because Karna was neither a Brahmin nor a Kshatriya of high austerities, he went to sage Parashurama. Concealing his identity, he announced himself as a Brahmin. Parashurama was pleased and soon Karna acquired knowledge of powerful missiles. During these days of residence in Mahendra, Karna happened to kill unwittingly the cow of a Brahmin and was cursed by the owner. At the critical moment of his most important battle, his chariot-wheel would get stuck in the mud! This was first of the many curses which would weaken Karna on the last of his war in Kurukshetra.

Karna had acquired the Brahma missile too and all seemed well. One day, when Parashurama was sleeping with his head resting on Karna’s lap, an Alarka beetle with eight feet and keen teeth began biting Karna’s lap. He allowed it to bore through his limb and suck his blood and remained still, lest Parashurama be disturbed. When Parashurama woke up, the beetle was transformed into the Asura Dansa, saluted the sage for releasing him from the curse of being a beetle and went away. Meanwhile Parashurama was aghast at the manner in which Karna had faced the torture. It could only mean that he was no weakling Brahmin. Karna confessed and begged for forgiveness. The sage was moved but could not refrain from punishing a deliberate lie:

“Since thou hast, from avarice of weapons, behaved here with falsehood, therefore, O wretch, this Brahma weapon shalt not dwell in thy remembrance. Since thou art not a Brahmana, truly this Brahma weapon shall not, up to the time of thy death, dwell in thee when thou shalt be engaged with a warrior equal to thyself! Go hence, this is no place for a person of such false behaviour as thou! On earth, no Kshatriya will be thy equal in battle.”

No kshatriya will be Karna’s equal in battle! But what was the use of this boon? Repeatedly his alleged low birth causes disappointments to Karna that only helps his hatred of the Pandavas wax strong. We see him next in Draupadi’s swayamvara.  Just when he is about to string his bow, and there was no doubt in his mind that he would win, he hears a sharp, loud voice that stops him: ‘No Suta will marry me!’ It is Draupadi who has called out. Reading the message, Karna can only smile bitterly and look up to his personal deity Surya (saamarshahasam prasameekshya suryam), fling aside his bow and withdraw.

Duryodhana and others would not give up so easily. When Arjuna (as a Brahmin) had won Draupadi’s hand, there was a huge clamour. The assembled kings attacked Drupada and the Pandavas. Arjuna and Karna were locked in a straight fight. But at some point of time Karna gave up as he did not want to fight the Brahmin anymore:

“‘Brilliant Brahmin’, Karna said,


‘you impress me

with your ceaseless skill in arms.


you deserve to win.

You seem to be Bowcraft itself!


Or are you Parasurama,

or Haihaya-Indra?


or Visnu as Acyuta the Undeteriorating One?

Have you come disguised


as a Brahmin

after mastering the science of arms


in order to defeat me?

None except Saci’s husband Indra


or Pandu’s son

Kiritin-Arjuna can equal me


when I am roused to battle.’”

 Arjuna assured Karna that he was only a Brahmin and had learnt the Brahma and Paurandhra missiles by the grace of his teacher and he was ready to defeat Karna. And yet, Karna went away thinking he could never defeat a Brahmin who had brahma-tejas. In his arrogance he was sure that only a Brahmin possessing brahma-tejas could be such a marvellous archer, and his own kshatra-tejas will be no match for him.

But the sting of Draupadi’s words remained. Thus he became one of the Inglorious Four (Dushta Chatushtaya) for all time. Duryodhana, Duhshasana, Karna and Sakuni would be the major players in the management of the Dice Game in Hastinapura. The lone sane voice in the Kaurava camp, Vikarna says that Draupadi has not been won by the Kauravas, manye na vijithaamimaam! While the assembled kings applaud Vikarna and Duryodhana and others are silent, it is Karna who speaks hate-filled words, because he is as one who has lost his senses due to hatred, krodhamurchitah. Waving his hands in agitation he bellows:

“Vikarna! This world has all kinds


of trouble-makers.

Wood feeds fire, and fire devours wood;


so a son sometimes destroys his family.

Disease grows in the body,


and disease eats up the body.

Cattle graze on grass,


and cattle trample grass.

And you, you were fed on Kaurava glory,


and now you are out to destroy it!

Drona, Bhisma,


Krpa, Asvatthaman,

maha-intelligent Vidura, Dhritarashtra,



and Gandhara – all wise elders –

all of them here,


in spite of Krsna-Draupadi’s pleas,

are silent. They feel Drupada’s daughter


has been won by dharmika means.

Son of Dhritarashtra,


callow in years, and loud in words!

You’re a boy, yet you come here


and preach like an old man!”


From time to time the Kauravas and Pandavas get locked in fight and Karna is in the forefront as Duryodhana’s right hand man. Repeatedly Karna gets defeated by Arjuna and this only feeds the flame of hate in his heart. There is no doubt that Karna was a great warrior but his boastfulness proves to be his undoing. Vyasa reports one of the scenes when the war-clouds had gathered thick in the sky and discussions are going on. Karna boasts that single-handed he can take on the entire Pandava army. Has he not been a disciple of sage Parashurama?

“Through the grace of that rishi


subduing the Panchalas,

the Matsyas, the Karusas,

the Pandavas, their sons


and grandsons, I’ll offer



the worlds in your hands.

Let Bhisma Pitamaha,



let Drona and others



all protect you.

I and my warriors


will take on the task



of killing the Pandavas.”

Immediately Bhishma stops him with words of anger and derision. How can one forget that Arjuna is being guarded by Krishna? Incensed Karna declares that he is laying down arms. Bhishma will see him only in the Audience Hall but never in the battlefield.  He will show his strength only when Bhishma is silenced.  Sulking, Karna goes home. Bhishma declares to those present that all this boasting is of no avail, and Karna’s dream to prove his valour in the presence of Jayadratha and other great Kings will never come true.

“But he lost both tapasya


and dharma when, posing

as Brahmin,he tricked

Bhagavan Parasurama


to give him the missile – 

a despicable deed.”

As a result, when Bhishma is being anointed as the Supreme Commander of the Kaurava forces, he lays down a condition that in this war either he goes first to fight or Karna. This is because Karna has always been boasting that he is a better warrior than Bhishma and could destroy the Pandavas single-handed. Bhishma would rather not lay himself open to odious comparisons on the battlefield. Karna immediately says that he would not fight as long as Bhishma is alive. Thus the first ten days of war Karna has no part in the war he was eagerly looking forward to.

The strategist in Krishna sees an opportunity to get the sulking Karna on the side of the Pandavas. He takes Karna in his chariot for a ride and reveals to him the secret about his birth. As Kunti’s eldest born he must come away with Krishna and the Pandavas will immediately make him their leader. Since Kunti is a sister of Krishna’s father, Karna will have both the Pandavas and the Vrishnis on his side. It is a very tempting picture. It must be said to the credit of Karna that he remains unmoved. He would prefer to be the son of Adhiratha and Radha and offer them pinda. While Kunti had abandoned him, had not Radha brought him up as her own? Had she not cleaned his urine and dirt, saa me mootram pureesham cha pratijagraaha! It is a very honest, moving reply. Krishna must not reveal his birth to the world. Else, the high-souled Yudhistira would handover the kingdom to Karna and Karna will have to give it away to Duryodhana. Soon he waxes eloquent listing all those on the side of the Pandavas as victors, if there is to be a war and likens the war itself to a Yagna, presenting a momentous epic simile.

Karna’s sustained dream-vision is yet another high water-mark in the Udyoga Parva, a close companion to the dream-vision of Trijata related to Sita.  

“Cruel-karma-creator Vrikodara Bhima


also climbed a hill, mace in hand,

and seemed to be swallowing the earth,


that tiger-among-men.

What can this mean except that he


will kill us all in the maha-war?

I know, Hrishikesa-Krishna,


that where dharma is, victory is.”

Viditam me Hrishikesa yatho dharmastato jayah. Karna embraces Krishna and takes leave of him saying that henceforth they will meet thus only in heaven.  

Friendliness, admiration, and affection are all gone from Karna’s heart when Krishna and Karna meet again in Kurukshetra. Once Bhishma has fallen and Drona is the Supreme Commander, Karna enters the battlefield and spreads havoc among the Pandava army. Ghatotkacha is killed by the Shakti missile of Karna. He takes part in the shameful act of encircling Abhimanyu and killing him when he is defenceless. Once Drona is gone, Karna becomes the Supreme Commander. But the inspiration is gone for defeat stares the Kaurava army in the face. Karna is the leader for two days and they are full of all-round devastation in the Kaurava camp. Then, the final scene. A battle that rages through many cantos. It is as if universal destruction is at hand. And yet Arjuna seems to suffer from some rare trepidation. His missiles are rendered powerless by Karna. Why? Krishna and Bhima call upon him to give up this unsteady approach to the battle with Karna. There follows a fierce battle but at the most critical moment, Karna’s chariot wheel gets stuck in the mud. Nor can he direct the Brahma missile at Arjuna now since the Brahmin sage’s curse had taken effect, and he could not remember the directing mantra. Karna rails against dharma. Dharma does not protect!

“They that are conversant with righteousness always say that righteousness protects those that are righteous. As regards ourselves, we always endeavour, to the best of our ability and knowledge to practise righteousness. That righteousness, however, is destroying us now instead of protecting us that are devoted to it. I, therefore, think that righteousness does not always protect its worshippers.”

Shedding tears of anger and frustration, he asks for a little time to set right his chariot wheel. It is not dharma to kill the defenceless! Now look who talks of Dharma, is Krishna’s pointed reaction. Ah, so you have begun to remember the existence of dharma, smaraseeha dharmam! Now where had gone this consciousness of dharma when Draupadi was dragged into the Assembly Hall and Duhshasana laid his hateful hands on her? Krishna gives a long list of the misdeeds of the Dushta Chatushtaya. Each time the words toll the end of Karna:  whither had this virtue of thine then gone, kha the dharmasthadhaa gathah? And the young boy Abhimanyu!

“When many mighty car-warriors, encompassing the boy Abhimanyu in battle, slew him, whither had this virtue of thine then gone? If this virtue that thou now invokest was nowhere on those occasions, what is the use then of parching thy palate now, by uttering that word?”

As Karna dies struck by Arjuna’s Anjalika missile, a light goes out of him and enters the regions of the Sun above. The light of Radha-Adhiratha’s home thus goes back to the Home of Light.  

7. Draupadi

The great Kannada dramatist, T.P. Kailasam wrote an English play, Karna:  the Brahmin’s Curse in 1946. Beginning with his abandonment by Kunti, destiny defeats Karna at every turn and he dies with the hate in his heart for Arjuna unquenched. In this play, Draupadi’s speech is justly famous:


‘Twas royal Drupada,


Obsess’d of hate, in rite of hate did force


The sacrificial fire to yield him triplets, tongues


Of flame in me and brothers two, with but


A single purpose in our lives; the burning of


This house to less than cinders …


I am but flame! And all assembled here


Are food for me – a flame begat of hate;


A flame brought forth to burn this house


Of cold cold moon!”


We learn of this extraordinary birth of Drupada’s children as we go from Ekachakra town to Panchala city with the Pandavas and Kunti. When they were students of Drona, the Pandavas and Kauravas led by Arjuna had brought King Drupada as a captive to their teacher as guru-dakshina. Though Drona and Drupada did become friends thereafter, Drupada could not forget the humiliation suffered at the hands of Drona. After a long search he found a Brahmana Yaja who was willing to perform a terrifying sacrifice that would produce a child to kill Drona. Out of the sacrificial fire arose a resplendent youth while a disembodied voice boomed that he would kill Drona, and bring glory to the Panchala kingdom.


Presently a maiden arose from the sacrificial altar. At once a voice was heard that she will be the first among women and because of her the Kuru race will meet many disasters. Since the words were heard by those present in the yajna, they must have reached the future victims. Drona, however, did not give much thought. He even received the boy Dhrishtadyumna as his student and taught him all the intricacies of warfare.


When Arjuna won Draupadi in the swayamvara she must have been delighted. Even in his robes of a poor Brahmin, the young Pandava looked very handsome. Soon she had to accept as her destiny the strange fate of being a wife to five husbands. This is not the place to discuss the socio-historical presence of polyandry. Suffice it to say that once the decision had been taken, she proceeded to make a success of it. There is even a warm, meaningful dialogue between Sathyabhama and Draupadi which gives us an idea of her domestic management. The Pandavas and Draupadi are in the forest undergoing the long exile. Many sages come to see them and comfort them with tales of far away and long ago.  Krishna and Satyabhama also come to meet Draupadi. Satyabhama had heard so much about the domestic bliss of the Pandavas that she asks Draupadi how she manages her household. Draupadi gives a memorable reply.


Decrying the various arts of seduction as well as incantations which are used by wicked women, Draupadi speaks nonchalantly of the humdrum activities of the householder. In the midst of all the high-toned and sometimes shrill boasts and passionate lectures in the Mahabharata on Dharma and the duty of the Kshatriya, the conversation between Satybhama and Draupadi relaxes our tension. For this too is a very important portion of Dharma, the Grihastha-ashrama-dharma on which revolves the entire social structure of humanity.


“I keep the house and household goods and food



Organized and spotlessly clean.


I store rice,



and serve meals punctually.


I do not lose temper,



I do not speak harshly,


I do not imitate loose women.



Never idle, always pleasant,


I laugh only when someone jokes,



I do not linger at the house-gate


I do not take too long



To complete my morning ablutions,


I do not loiter



In pleasure-gardens.


I avoid breaking into loud laughter



or showing irritation,


I do not converse



with low-minded men,


I do not criticize others.



I just serve my husbands.”

High wisdom! Also that Draupadi never speaks ill of her mother-in-law and serves her with diligence, thus pleasing the husbands. She also gives some sane advice to Satyabhama. Do not go about gossiping with others, nor reveal to the outside world what the husband has spoken in the secret of the bedchamber. This dialogue is definitely an oasis for our over-stressed nerves. When Satyabhama takes leave of Draupadi  she assures her of the good days that are coming and how the Upa-Pandavas and Abhimanyu are growing up happy and strong in Dwaraka under the guidance of  Subhadra.


For the larger audience, it has always been Draupadi asking for justice in the Kuru Court. So many versions in so many languages in so many forms! It could be a sophisticated critic poring over tomes of Mahabharata-inspired literature, a classical musician pouring forth the agony of Draupadi and her self-forgetful ecstasy when invoking Krishna, a Street Play troupe late at night enacting the incident. Always the reaction is the same. How could this happen? How could human beings prove to be such shameless beasts? And the thrill that goes through as the Divine saves the moment. The great Queen who has surrendered everything to the Lord questioning him:


Govinda Dvarakavasin Krishna Gopijanapriya


Kauravaihi paribhutaam maam kim na janaasi Keshava

When it happens, the miracle appears as natural as an everyday occurrence, the rising of the sun in the east, the appearance of tender leaves in a plant quite early in the morning:

“‘Krishna, Krishna,

Mahayogi!

Creator of the worlds!

Atman of the worlds!

Govinda!

I am losing my senses in the clutches of the Kauravas!

O save me!’


She covered her face,



and sobbed loudly;


She kept thinking of Hari-Krishna,



lord of the three worlds.


Krishna heard Yajnaseni-Draupadi.



Deeply stirred, he rose.


Moved by compassion,



he hurried to her on foot.


 Yajnaseni-Draupadi  prayed for help



to Krishna.


Vishnu, Hari, Nara;



and mahatma-Krishna came as Dharma,


unseen, and covered her.



with a variety of lovely dresses.”

The scene is etched deep in the devotional consciousness of India. Hymnologists are fond of recalling the terribilita of the scene and the swift answer of the Divine. No barriers nor time-differential between the call of the devotee and the answer of the Divine! Villipputturar, author of the Tamil version of the Mahabharata, provides one of the most powerful  and poetically sublime passages for Tamil literature  in his version:


“Even before the Kuru Prince came to command,


‘Hand over your garments’, the Five removed


The upper garments from their chest which had


Never been bared earlier; without any shame,


Duhshasana now approached the lady to seize


Her dress; with both her lotus-like palms 


Held together in supplication, she meditated


Upon the two feet of the Lord.


With the two eyes streaming floods of tears


Mixed with collyrium, her tresses loose,


Her hand that held the garment loosened


By Duhshasana’s grip go limp, she said nothing


Except call out, ‘Govinda! Govinda!’


With that, her body grew cool, the mouth


Grew sweet with the nectarean words,


And her entire form melted in devotion.


The Lord who had been repeatedly hailed


By a thousand names, the ears of Krishna


Whose feet rivalled lotuses, were now filled


With the terms uttered by Draupadi;


The Lord who was like the rain-laden cloud


Appeared in the heart of Draupadi whose tresses


Were decorated with scented flowers,


Helped her overcome trepidation,


Without anyone else knowing about it.”


After this scene, is there another equal to it in Draupadi’s life that can draw us to the sublime? Draupadi was a true Kshatriya lady. She could be brave, but also be compassionate. She knew Dharma. We see this in the Sauptika Parva.

 At the very moment of victory, her life was shattered. In the evening of the 18th day of the war, the Pandavas had emerged victorious. But at midnight Ashvatthama had come to the tents when everyone was asleep and killed her dearest brother Dhrishtadyumna ingloriously. The hero who had been the Supreme Commander of the Pandava forces had been killed in sleep. Her other brother, the equally powerful Sikhandin had died because of the Rudra-astra wielded by Ashvatthama. All her sons had been killed without compunction as they lay asleep in their tents. A universal lament fills the Pandava camp.

Draupadi is inconsolable. Is there any way to slake her anguish? Her first reaction is of a mother whose children have been murdered and is understandable. The murderer should be killed immediately! And she must have a permanent reminder that her brothers and sons have been avenged. She knows of Ashvatthama being born with a gem on his head. He must be killed and the gem brought to her so that she can place it on the crown of Yudhistira!


Krishna and the Pandavas go out and get hold of the fleeing, cowardly Ashvatthama who even makes a last-ditch attempt to destroy the foetus of Uttara.  Since he is a Brahmin, Arjuna lets him go, after pulling out the gem from his head. The Pandavas and Krishna return to Draupadi and give her the gem.  Ashvatthama has no weapons any more nor this gem. Only his body remains, Bhima tells her.


A true child of Mother India which sees the guru as the divine, now Draupadi does not call for the killing of Ashvatthama. Instead she says: Guruputro gururmama, the preceptor’s son is also my preceptor, I must revere the guru’s son as I would the guru himself. She had asked for avenging the murder of her children. She is now satisfied with the gem, and Draupadi gives it to Yudhistira. The great Yudhistira accepts it and places it on his crown as a blessing-gift from his preceptor Drona, guror uchchishtamithi.
We take leave of Draupadi, the inspiring legend for all womankind in the Mahaprasthanika Parva. After all the fret and fury of earthly life the Pandavas decide to go away on their great journey. With the same will power with which Draupadi followed her husbands to the forest, now she gives up the pomp and glory of being the Queen of the land, wears a bark dress and with yogic nonchalance follows them into the unknown. She may have been the first to fall down on the way, she may be no more than a distant legend, the episode of disrobement and the subsequent miracle may not have happened at all. But none of this matters. It is Draupadi the brave woman that is the inspiration of womanhood. We need no myths to prove Draupadi’s incomparable yogic strength.

K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar in his Sati Sapthakam (1991) makes this point clear and avoids the disastrous episode of miraculous enrobement. It is more attuned to the modern world, like Mahashweta Devi’s classic short story, ‘Dopdi’ based on the insult hurled at Draupadi. Like Mahashweta Devi’s ‘Dopdi’, Iyengar’s Draupadi faces her torturers with the strength of the Mother Divine:


“Then for a few second she closed her eyes,



Invoked the Immaculate,


Remembered Sage Vyasa’s Pratismrit,



And was lost in Sri Krishna.


Now once more to the fray:  ‘What’s this hideous



Perversity of the male


Of the human species that it turns him



Into Woman’s enemy?


Come, come, O odious Duhshasana,



And you, malicious Karna,


And you, cheap thigh-slapping Duryodhana:



Come, disrobe me if you dare!


There’s a fire ablze in my heart of hearts,



In my soul’s sanctuary;


And the wages of such crimes as yours will



Rage one day like forest fires!”


Inspite of millions of evils on the attack, that fire in the heart of Draupadi continues to guard womanhood till today.

8. Krishna

Who is this Krishna of the Mahabharata? Is he quite different from the Flute-player of Brindavan? For anyone who wants to know about Krishna of the epic, Bankim Chandra Chatterji’s Krishnacharitra must be at the top of the bibliography. Bankim Chandra bores through the epic for passages concerning Krishna and finds different approaches, presupposing different hands at work. Thus Krishna is seen by him only as a hero-warrior and strategist in most of Vyasa’s work. Sometimes Krishna is also perceived as the Supreme who has incarnated on earth to punish evil and assist good in achieving victory. Though Bankim Chandra would have Krishna as just a supremely capable human being and no more, he is yet not a dry rationalist. Coming from the Bengali milieu which had been electrified by Chaitanya and numerous hymnologists, his faith in Krishna was unwavering. Then, why did he embark on this adventure?  “It is the discussion of his human nature which is my intention. I myself believe in his divinity; that faith, too, I have not concealed.”

That would be our plank too when we anchor ourselves in the Mahabharata to draw close to Krishna. When we sit down to read patiently all the eighteen Parvas of the entire epic, we are certainly astonished to find plenty of new and important information about the various characters in the epic. This is because even Draupadi and Karna have not entered the Indian consciousness as totally as Krishna. But, none of the episodes concerning Krishna in the huge poetic compendium would come as a surprise to us. It shows how deeply he has been studied even by the common man. When engaged with the Mahabharata, it is only the Yadava hero whom we see, not the baby who killed Putana and the boy who danced on the serpent Kaliya, nor the mischievous prankster who stole butter and the clothes of the cowherdesses. He is an unwavering friend, a kindly relative, a splendid statesman, a master strategist.  

We first meet the handsome Yadava Prince in Draupadi’s swayamvara in Panchala city. Krishna had come with his brother Balarama and neither was in a very happy frame of mind. Their aunt Kunti Devi and her five sons were reported to have perished in a fire. They were all dear to the Yadava brothers. The keen intelligence of Krishna can be noted by us for he now wonders about the five Brahmins in the concourse. Vyasa says that all the other kings and heroes had eyes only for Draupadi. So it was for the five Pandavas. Krishna and Balarama alone seem unaffected and prefer to watch the audience. Krishna’s eyes are all for the five Brahmins:


“Krishna spotted the five Pandavas



like five splendid rutting elephants,


the finest of the herd,



beside a lotus-filled lake,


or like flames suppressed in ashes,



and he began to think deeply.


He said to Balarama:



‘That is Yudhistira;


that is Bhima, that Jishnu-Arjuna,



and there the twin heroes.’


Balarama looked around slowly,



and smiled at Janardana-Krishna.”

When the kings get angry that a brahmin has won Draupadi, they attack Drupada and the Brahmins. To the surprise of everybody present, Bhima and Arjuna give the kings a real beating. Now there is no doubt in Krishna’s mind and Balarama is delighted that his beloved aunt had escaped the killer fire in the house of lac along with her sons. Krishna’s hold in any assembly was total. Right in the midst of the melee in Panchala, his voice is heard assuring those present that Draupadi had been justly won by the Brahmin and the assembled kings should desist from fight. Immediately they accept his verdict and melt away. Apparently by his sheer presence Krishna could subdue clamorous heroes.

From now onwards there is no Pandava action without the presence of Krishna. Bhishma, Drona and Vidura say that Dhritarashtra must give half the kingdom to the Pandavas but this is opposed by Duryodhana. Karna speaks out harshly against the elders. However Dhritarashtra assents to the advice since Vidura says that the Pandavas are surrounded by powerful friends. They have Krishna on their side and all know that where Krishna is, everyone goes and there is victory, yatah Krishnastatah sarve yatah Krishno tatasjayah. Apparently these are no idle words and already Krishna is seen as invincible.

The Pandavas are given half the kingdom but the land they receive is actually an unreclaimed forest region known as Khandavaprastha. Here the hard work and insightful planning of the Pandavas creates the new capital city of Indraprastha.  Soon the entire region becomes an environmental heaven full of greenery, flora and fauna. When the Pandavas are well settled, Krishna returns to Dvaraka.

After a while, Arjuna had to go to the forest in self-exile. He had several experiences and met Krishna at Prabhasa. A festival was on and he happened to see Krishna’s sister Subhadra. Finding him fallen in love hopelessly, Krishna eggs him on to abduct his sister. When Arjuna seizes Subhadra in his chariot and rides away, Balarama and others are aghast. And what does Krishna say?

“Gudakesa-Arjuna has done nothing


to insult our race.

On the contrary, his action


has added to our honour.

Partha-Arjuna knows


we are not greedy for money.

He also knows that the outcome


of a svayamvara is unpredictable.

And what kind of a man

would accept a bride as a gift

as if she were an animal?


And what kind of a father is he

who would sell


his daughter to a husband?

Kaunteya-Arjuna saw through the defects


in our marriage customs,

and preferred to abduct my sister


as decreed by dharma.

This union is perfectly proper.


Subhadra  is illustrious, so is he.

He surely had this in mind


when he abducted her.

Who here would not like


to have Arjuna for relative?

Arjuna is a Bharata, of Santanu’s race,


Kuntibhoja’s daughter’s son.” 

Certainly a divine lawyer! Soon we watch Krishna giving Arjuna right advice in the events connected with the burning down of the Khandava forest and the performance of the Rajasuya Sacrifice. He is a careful planner too. Perceiving Yudhistira’s desire to perform the Rajasuya sacrifice, he asks him to subdue first major antagonists like Jarasandha. Always ready with a design to overcome hurdles, he must have had immeasurable patience to help the Pandavas achieve victory. For, they could be tiresome at times. Yudhistira could go on about Dharma, little realizing that in the event of adharma facing them, a brahminical adherence to dharma would not bring victory to righteousness. Brahma-tej had always to be backed by Kshatra-tej. At the same time a Bhima-like readiness to go for attack could also prove counter-productive. Again, when the same Bhima feels despondent, it is Krishna who has to rouse him to action. Strategy was important, and Krishna was a master strategist, as indeed the Pandavas acknowledged with delight.  Before setting out to Magadha, Yudhistira says:

“What could be better for us


than to follow you, Govinda-Krishna?

You know the art of diplomacy,


you are respected all over the world.

Krishna knows means and ends,


Krishna is strong in wisdom and action.

Anyone bent on success


should follow the dictates of Krishna.

With Arjuna behind you,


O best of the Yadavas,

and Bhima behind Arjuna,


we are sure to succeed!
Tact, strategy and strength

combined will bring victory.”


If the slaying of Jarasandha is accomplished by Krishna with his alert planning, the Sisupala episode brings out the real warrior-hero in him. A hero is not one who goes for the kill at the very first instance of opposition. As Bhishma correctly puts it, Krishna is like a lion that is asleep, suptah simha iva Achyutah. We notice it ourselves, because of Sisupala’s intolerable diatribe. Krishna stands silent watching Sisupala rant, his followers make gestures, Bhima jumps around in wrath ready to kill Sisupala but is restrained by Bhishma and Bhishma himself speaks of Sisupala’s past and present with effective contumely. Only when Sisupala falls silent does Krishna summarise in a soft voice, mrudupurvam idam vachah. He summarises Sisupala’s shameful misdeeds. Even as Sisupala begins to crow about Rukmini having been betrothed to him, Krishna notes loudly that he had been patient with one hundred offences committed by his adversary. Immediately the discus appears in his hand, chakre hastagate. Sisupala’s head is slashed off and a brilliant energy from the fallen body reaches out to Krishna, worships him and merges into him.

Krishna who is with the Pandavas during each one of their crises is absent when they face the most trying test in their lives. Draupadi is being disrobed in the Kuru court. It is a very brief, horrendous and at the same time an ennobling scene of total surrender to the Divine. Elders like Bhishma look on helplessly, the Pandavas stand like statues and there is no man or woman who is prepared to come and stop the outrage. Realising her total helplessness, Draupadi now addresses the Lord who never fails: Krishna Krishna mahayogin visvatman visvabhavana! With Krishna present, miracles do not appear supra-human. They are just as natural as the scene where he bathes his horses, rests them and feeds them while acting as Arjuna’s charioteer.

Krishna as an ambassador to the Kaurava court reveals the ideal statesman. He tells the assembled Virata, Panchala and other powers who have gathered behind the Pandavas and are willing to go to war immediately that Duryodhana’s ways do need to be punished. But one must exhaust all ways of peace before deciding upon war. A long speech with a sage conclusion:
“Moreover none knoweth the mind of Duryodhan rightly, what he meaneth to do, and what can you decide that shall be the best to set about when you know not the mind of your foeman? Therefore let one go hence, some virtuous, pureminded and careful man such as shall be an able envoy for their appeasement and the gift of half the kingdom to Yudhistere.”

Commenting on this Sri Aurobindo says:

“It will be seen from Krishna’s attitude here as elsewhere that he was very far from being the engineer and subtle contriver of war into which later ideas have deformed him. That he came down to force on war and destroy the Kshatriya caste, whether to open India to the world or for other cause, is an idea that was not present to the mind of Vyasa. Later generations writing, when the pure Kshatriya caste had almost disappeared, attributed this motive for God’s descent upon earth, just as a modern English Theosophist, perceiving British rule established in India, has added the corollary that he destroyed the Kshatriyas (five thousand years ago, according to her own belief) in order to make the line clear for the English. What Vyasa, on the other hand, makes us feel is that Krishna, though fixed to support justice at every cost, was earnestly desirous to support it by peaceful means if possible.”


War becomes inevitable. We have never tired of discoursing on the incidents concerning Krishna in the epic. Duryodhana’s attempt to incapacitate him in the Assembly Hall, Krishna preferring to dine at Vidura’s home, his decision not to take to arms in the war and giving away readily his entire army to Duryodhana. Krishna the Charioteer expounding the Gita; Krishna consoling the Pandavas in their innumerable tragedies; Krishna trying to get Karna on the Pandava side; Krishna covering the sun to help Arjuna avenge Abhimanyu; Krishna rushing towards Bhishma’s chariot; Krishna saving the babe in Uttara’s womb, Krishna, Krishna …


And the abiding image of Krishna standing with a loving smile looking at Bhishma during his last days on the earth, on the battlefield of Kurukshetra full of putrefaction and the howls of ghouls in the background, not unlike the terror-ridden, noise-ridden, pollution-ridden earth of today. Canto after canto Bhishma speaks of Krishna’s greatness, and how gods like Mahadeva worship this Supreme. Still Krishna stands silently and the entire audience listens in hushed tones the enduring prayers including the garland of thousand names of Vishnu, the guardian-amulet for those residing in Dharma, recited by Bhishma: “Even this, in my judgment, is the foremost religion of all religions, viz., one should always worship and hymn the praises of the lotus-eyed Vasudeva with devotion. He is the highest Energy. He is the highest Penance. He is the highest Brahma. He is the highest refuge.”


Paramam yo mattejah paramam yo mahattapah /

Paramam yo mahatbrahma paramam yah paraayanam //

It is no easy task to take leave of the characters in the Mahabharata.  After all, they are superb personifications of our racial experience. As for Sri Krishna, even if we want to take leave of him, he will not allow us to do so. Our beloved Flute-player keeps us as willing prisoners of the anahata naada (unheard sound) he generates within us, so that we can sail safely on the waves of this samsara:


“The world’s jarring notes and violences



Are nothing:  Prema-Bhakti,

Love of Krishna – the plenary Delight



Of Being – is everything.


The stirring and the splendid resonances



Are heard by the inner Self,


And the heavenly harmony sublime



Cancels out the joyless tunes.


And  Nav-Chetana is active all round



Sensitizes Body-Mind,


And charges the Will with right direction



To attain the destined Goal.”

Afterword

I was initiated into Mahabharata studies in my father’s personal library sixty years ago, and received his personal guidance for half a century on the subject. As I took up Sri Aurobindo’s Savitri for my doctoral subject in 1957, the ties with Mahabharata became stronger. When I was married in 1958, my husband gifted me the first Sanskrit edition published by Pratap Chandra Roy which had belonged to his great-grandfather. I felt blessed and since then the epic has been an unfailing inspiration for my personal and literary work in innumerable ways. 
I was delighted when Sri R. Krishnaswami, Secretary, Natyarangam of the Narada Gana Sabha of Chennai invited me as the resource person for a week-long production of the epic tale in terms of Bharata Natyam. From 27th August to 2nd September, 2009, seven major characters were brought alive on the stage by seven well-known Bharata Natyam artistes: V.P. Dhananjayan (Bhishma), Priya Murle (Amba), Chitra Chandrasekhar Dasarathi (Kunti), Sridhar and Anuradha (Karna), Sreelatha Vinod (Draupadi), N. Srikanth (Arjuna) and Sheejith Krishna (Krishna). As part of the assignment I had to present a paper on the epic with particular reference to the characters chosen for the programme which was released as a souvenir at the inauguration of the dance festival on 27th August. My thanks are due to Sri Krishnaswami for helping me wander again in my favourite haunts in our cultural spaces; and to Srimati Sujatha Vijayaraghavan, Sri Charukesi and Srimati Janaki who helped me interact with the dancers during the months prior to the actual production for this too proved to be an immensely rewarding experience.

My grateful thanks to Pradip Bhattacharya for patiently going through the script. Once again I learnt the truth of the dictum:  It is not knowledge which is vast but one’s own ignorance that is immeasurable!

 References to slokas in Sanskrit follow the Gita Press, Gorakhpur edition of Mahabharata. For English translations used in this essay, I have preferred the versions of Kisari Mohan Ganguli who translated the complete epic in 1896 and Purushottama Lal who has published his rendering in this century. My sincere thanks to Prof. Lal for having demonstrated how one can forge new accents to hear Vyasa’s character speaking in a way we can understand with ease. Though more than a hundred years divide the two adaptations, one can also notice that Vyasa remains firm on his pedestal, as sublime as ever.   
Bharatam paramam punyam Barathe vividhaah kathaah /
Bharatam sevyate devaih Bharatam paramam padam //
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