
KRSNA ... 
Most Australian city-dwellers are familair with the Hare chant. 

Members of the Conciousness cult, with their shaved heads and 
saffron robes, sing it outside department stores in state capitals as they 
try to gather converts and raise money for their movement. Geoff Hughes, 
one of the ABC's Asian correspondents, was iiLNorth India recently, and 
dropped into birthplace at MATHURA, to see how it's done at 
the source ... 

I'm inside the courtyard of an ancient temple on its big day of the 
year- the birthday of Lord The place is so packed with 
pilgrims it's impossible to see the wall decorations or the shrine 
itself, where later in the day Krsna's followers re-enact scenes from 
his life. · .. 
The people you can hear singing are sadhus-holy men-and they've 
been at it for hours, sitting cross legged in the sun since before dawn. 
One of them is a European, dressed in a loin cloth. Earlier I tried 
to ask him about the ceremonies, but was told that he's on a vow 
never to say anything except the chant. He's been here for 
more than two years, living as a sadhu, and no-one here seems to 
know what country he's from. Apart from him, it's a purely Indian 
affair, as it's been for centuries. 
Hundreds of families keep pouring in through the doors with 
offerings for Lord after leaving their shoes with caretakers 
outside. MATHURA 's a crowded and desperately poor city, but 
most of the ordinary people throw a few cents into the middle of 
the sadhus, to keep them going. The sadhus don't work, although 
some will teach if they're asked. It's estimated there are more than 
four million of them in India, but no one knows for sure. 
The ones here vary greatly in appearance. A couple of the older 
ones look remarkably like Australian aborigines-craggy faces and 
deep set eyes-especially with the white flour markings on their 
bodies. They're all thin, but some of the younger ones look as if 
they stepped out of some Biblical painting-flowing robes, hair 
down to their shoulders parted in the middle. No evidence of shaved 
heads like in Sydney. 
To the followers here, today 's Christmas, but the way it's 
celebrated is a tremendous contrast to, say a Christian church 
service on Christmas Day. There's no sense of organisation, it's 
very much a group thing, and it's loud and colourful. No speeches. 
The celebrations go all day and into the night, processions, children 
dressed up to represent and all the good and bad people he 
came into contact with, and candles being floated out across the 
river after dusk. It's not a tourist event, the police only let me 
through to the temple area because of my press pass. 
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Many Indians I'11e spoken to resent westerners trying to imitate 
or improvise on their religion. They say you need to be bom into 
it to propetly understand and feel it, and one popular film made 
in Tndia "Hare RamaH are Km1a", dealt at length with the super-
ficiality of westerners who mix drugs with religion, on trips to India 
and Nepal. 

Who is this Knl)a so beloved of his devotees? 
The Hindu religion approaches the ultimate Godhead in many forms 

and disguises. There is the ascetic god Siva, usually thought of as wrapt in 
profound meditation in the snows of the Hinialayas, but symbolized in the 
lingo, the phallic emblem of fertility. Then there is Siva's beautiful spouse, 
known by many names, among them Annapurna the giver of food, 
ParvaLT, the daughter of the mountain, Dttrga, hard to approach, the slayer 
of demons, or K"ali, the black one, the personification of the fierce and 
destructive aspects of nature. And there is Lhe benevolent pre-
server of the universe, who out of compassion for the world has already 
fully projected himself nine times into the cosmos in order to save it 
from destruction or to frustrate the forces of evil, the demons who are 
constantly striving to undo the work of creation and return the world 
to the primeval chaos from which it emerged al the beginning of this 
cycle of universal time. The eighth of these avatliras or incarnations of 
Visou was in the form of the hero 

The simpler Hindus believe that was a real human being in the 
form of whom the supreme god Vigm came down into the world 
over five thousand years ago in order to destroy the wicked tyrant Ka1'nsa, 
half demonic and half human, who with his demon henchmen was per-
secuting Ute righteous and preventing the worship of the gods. The fu ll 
story of Kmut's life, as il is told in the Bhltgavata and other texts 
of medieval Jndia , is a vety long one, fuU of incidents of aU kinds, and 
here I can only summarize it. He was born in Mallmra, as the son of 
Vasudeva and his wife Devaki of the clan of the Ylidavas. Vasudeva was 
the human brother of the half-demon tyrant Kan1sa and it had been 
prophesied thal the eighth child of the couple would bring about Karhsa's 
death. Kamsa imprisoned tJ1e pair, wiU1 a view to killing the child as soon 
as he was bom, but the god Viglll , aided by lesser gods, frustrated the 
plans of the lyran t, and the baby escaped by supernatural means, and was 
brought up out of harm's way among the cowherds of Vrndiivana as the 
foster child of the village headman Nanda and J1is wife With him 
was his loyal helper, his elder brother Balarama, also an incarnation of 

and likewise magically rescued from the clutches of the demon 
king. 
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The child Kmta seems only at times to have been aware of his divinity, 
and his foster parents themselves believed him to be their own child. But 
even in the cradle an access of divinity would come upon him from time 
to time, and he would slay demons or perform other wonderful deeds 
for the welfare of the cowherd community. Then Nanda, and the 
other villagers would suddenly realise that a god was dwelling in their 
midst, only to forget the fact again through the maya, the delusive power 
of the supreme Godhead. This aspect of the legend permits a rich 
mythology of childish pranks. Kmta is not only a wonder child, destroying 
demons and subduing serpents, or a priggish prodigy, teaching the 
cowherds what gods they ought and ought not worship. He is also a 
naughty little boy, stealing his foster mother's butter and sharing it among 
his playmates, reproached by her for eating dirt, telling her barefaced 
lies to get out of trouble. Like the other children of the village, as he 
grows older he helps to herd the cattle, first the calves and then the full 
grown cows. He organizes mock battles in the woods and figures as the 
ringleader of the boys of the village in their games and pranks. 

It is not hard to understand why the cult of the divine child is so 
popular among the simpler Hindus. An image or picture of the child 

often depicted as a plump infant crawling on all fours, is to be 
found somewhere in nearly every Hindu home, and he satisfies in 
particular the deep maternal feelings of Indian womanhood. He is, indeed, 
the archetypal child, and in a sense every small child has inherited some-
thing of Kmm's divinity. This may be one of the reasons why in India 
little children, as distinct from older ones, are fussed over, petted and 
spoilt as perhaps nowhere else in the world. In this respect the child 
l<.r§Da constrasts strikingly with the child Jesus, about whom, after his 
birth and his parents' departure for Egypt, the gospels are virtually silent, 
with the exception of the one story in Luke of his disputing with the 
learned doctors in the Temple. On the strength of this single incident, 
the stories of the apocryphal gospels, and the orthodox interpretation 
of the divinity of Christ, traditional Christian teaching has always 
emphasized the supernatural precocity and the exemplary behaviour of 
the child Jesus. No Christian of earlier generations could ever imagine 
the divine child raiding his mother's larder and then telling her lies about 
it to avoid a beating. 

Even more important than the child in the religious life of India 
is as an adolescent and young man. According to the story the 
cowherd boy grew to become such a handsome youth and played so 
entrancingly on his flute that all the women of Vrndavana fell in love 
with him. It is in this connection that the most famous legends about 

are told. Once, as he was walking along the bank of the Yamuna, 
came across the women of the village bathing in a quiet backwater 

of the sacred river. They had undressed and their clothes were lying on the 
bank under the trees. So gathered them together into a bundle and 
climbed a tall tree with them. Before the women could get back their 
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clothes he made each of them appear before him stark naked. Some Hindu 
theologians found difficulty with this story, and in the standard accounts 

preaches them a sermon on the evils of nude bathing, which is an 
insult to the water god Yarul)a, and all Lhe women promise never to 
commit such improprieties again. But the mystical implications are 
obvious. The soul must appear naked before God. That Ulis is the real 
message of the story is clear from the promise that made to the 
cowherd women as he handed them back tl1eir clothes. To compensate 
for the trick he had played on them, he would later dance the round 
danced called rasa with them in the fuiJ moon of autumn . The season of 
autumn came around and, when the moon was full, by his magic 
power created a glorious palace and dancing floor on the river's bank. 
Then he played his Oute and every woman in the village heard it and left 
her home under the spell of U1e entrancing music. Husbands and parents 
made no difference, and they could d nothing to stop them. Even when 
one husband resorted to extreme measures, and killed Ius wife ratJ1er than 
let her go, her spirit followed the sound of the flute and she wa the firs t 
to join Km1a. 

In the older descriptions of the rasa lila and of love-making 
with the gopTs or milkmaids in the light of the autumn moon the religious 
symbolism is quite clear. The wonderful marble terrace which 
magically brings in to being on the banks of the Yamuna represents heaven. 

humble herdswornen change their shabby everyday clothes for mar-
vellous silken garments and costly jewellery , as in the Book of Revelation 
t11e righteous in heaven are given shining new robes. Km1a multiplies 
himself, so that each woman feels that he is dancing with her alone, as 
God in his infinity, bestows the whole of his love n every individual 
worshipper, and each shares fully in communion with him. Each woman 
begins to imagine U1at she is the divine lover's special favourite, and as a 
resu lt of their pride he vanishes suddenly. He takes with him only one 
girl, Radha , who is particularly devoted to him, and the two make love 
together alone; but soon she too is overcome with pride and imagines 
that she can arbitrarily compel him to do her bidding. When she asks him 
to carry her on his back, she also is left alone for God only helps them 
who help themselves. The desolation of U1e women aL the disappearance 
of their lover represents "the dark night of the soul" of the Spanish 
mystics. The women find mutual comfort in their loneliness by telling 
one another the great deeds of their lover, a symbol of the gathering of 
devotees to listen to religious discourses and sing hymns. 

Much later literature about the legend, however, goes a great 
deal further than. th is, and the religious symbolism is losL in descriptions 
of romantic longing. In a society with very strict taboos on all extra-
marital sex, where a man might rarely see the face of a pretty woman 
outside his family circle, the story of and Radhii was Hindu India's 
greatest source of vicarious wish-fulftlment, compensating for lives which, 
if rarely completely sexless, were commonly unromantic and often 
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thoroughly unsatisfactory from the emotional point of view. Thus Mira 
Bai, a 15th century princess of Mewar in Rajasthan, was left a widow 
after a few years of a happy marriage. She became a devotee of Krsna 
and as a result composed some of the most beautiful religious poetry 
the period in India. Much of this is unexceptionable hymnody of the 
Hindu devotional type, but some verses can hardly be recognised as 
religious at all by one who does not know the convention: 

'The handsome deceiver entrances me, 
He teases me in the market, as I walk down 

the road, 
I cannot tell what he is wanting, 
But his body is so lovely and his eyes are 

like lotuses, 
And when he looks at me I'm happy, when he 

smiles 
I'm filled with joy. 

There he is grazing the cows, down by the 
Yamuna, playing a lovely tune on his flute! 

Mira gives herself to him wholly, body, soul 
and wealth, 

as she clasps his feet.' 
Other poets were even less restrained and utilized the Kw;a legend for 

what, to the westerne_r, seems purely secular erotic verse. from a 
very famous series of Krsnaite lyrics, the twelfth century Gitagovinda 
of Jayadeva: · · · 

'On that marvellous morning, her lord's 
heart was stricken with the arrows of love, 
which hit him in the eye 

Arrows from her breasts, scratched by his nails, 
her bloodshot sleepless eyes, her lips dyed 
red with kisses ... 

Then suddenly she put one hand over her naked 
breasts, and one over her thighs to hide them, 
and looked embarrassed.' 

This little extract, charming as it is, can hardly be said to evoke 
religious emotion, and it is very unlikely that this was the poets' purpose. 
In fact is the focus of some of the most romantic and erotic 
literature of India, as well as of the most deeply mystical. 

The great exploits of in his later life do not play such a big part 
in popular Hinduism as do those of his childhood and youth. Ultimately 
he killed his demon uncle Kamsa in single combat and ascended the throne 
of Mathura. But the divine king was far less successful than the divine 
lover, for his enemies pressed him hard, and in the end he was compelled 
to migrate with all his followers to Dvaraka in Gujarat, where he built a 
new city and kingdom. Meanwhile he had performed heroic deeds in 
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almost every part of India , and had married over I 6,000 wives all of 
whom he I ved and made happy. His former companions lhe cowherds 
of Vrndiivanan , were virtually forgotten. When his friends the five 

brot.hers went to war with their cousins to regain their rightful 
heritage he joined them as their adviser and helper, though he took no 
part in the actual fighting. ll is in this context that he is said to have 
composed the Bhagavad GTta and to have revealed to the hero Arjuna 
his real identity, as the incarnation 

This great religiou poem ascribed lo but in fact composed 
or compiled by an anonymous author a century or lwo before the 
beginning of our era, is nowadays perhaps the most imporan l religiou 
text of India, and for that rea on it significance in the traditional forms 
of religi n i often exaggerated. Rather incongruously sandwiched between 
the narratives of the great. epic, the Mahabharata , the Bhagavad G7ta 
was for many cenlurie read only by the learned and educated in mosl 
parts of India,* until from the last century onwards a serie of teachers 
used il as a basis of reform and a a rallying point for resurgent. 
nationalism. Even now, when the Bhagavad Glta had been translated into 
all ttw language of fndia and literacy is gr wing it is still the divine 
child and Km1a the great lover who appeallo the mass of ordinary Hindus , 
ra Lher U1an the her and teacher. 

1l1e end of according to the legend was truly tragic. He returned 
to Dvarakii after the war to find fearful portents besetting the cily and 
incipient strife among his henchmen. In his absence they had taken to 
strong drink and a series of drunken brawls led to virtual civil war, which 

was powerles to prevent, for all his divinity. His son Pradyumna 
was killed before his very eyes, and soon the Yadavas had almost 
ex terminated one another. Of 's closest associates ortly his loyal 
brother Balariima and his charioteer TI1e three left the 
doomed city, which was soon overwhelmed by the sea and retired to the 
forest. Here Balarama died in his sleep. KrHla wandering alone, was seen 
in tl1e distance by a hunter, who mistook him for a deer. 1l1e hunter 
wounded him in the heel, which, like the heel of Achilles , was his one 
vulnerable spot, and he died. The work of in incarnate form had 
come to an end. 

It is hard to explain the story of the last days of Kw.1a which contains 
features found nowhere else in Indian tradition, bul very remi"niscent 
of ur pean myU1ology and legend. ln any case this part of the myth 
has had litUe impact on the popular cult of where the stress lies 
on the divine child and the great lover. It is birthday which is 
celebrated as a great popular festiva l, not the anniversary of the return of 
the incarnate god to heaven. 

* Maharashlra forms an exception to this generalisation thanks to the 
early Maralhl expanded paraphrase of the Bhagavad Gita of Jfianesvara. 
TI1is was kuown and loved by a wi.de section of the masses. 
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The cult, we should remember, despite the erotic character of 
parts of the legend, is on the whole a puritanical one. The layman and 
laywoman are not encouraged to imitate the amorous adventures of Kr§Da 
and the milkmaids, though in the 19th century there was an unpleasant 
scandal concerning the leaders of the Vallabhacari sect who, as 
representatives on earth, claimed the same rights over their women 
devotees as the incarnate god had done. Though the Hindu brought up 
in a Krsn?ite home learns stories of Krsna's amorous exploits from his 
infancy·,·he is also taught that what is for a god is not legitimate for 
ordinary mortals, and the mystical symbolism of the stories is constantly 
impressed upon him. The traditional maintains the same rigid 
attitude to uninhibited sexual behaviour as do all other orthodox Hindu 
sects, and the Krsna cult has been hardly affected by the sexual mysticism 
of the Tantras, has recently aroused considerable interest in the 
West. Generally the is a strict vegetarian, and though the story 
of KI§I,1a's last days has made rio very great impression on the popular 
culture, it is used to bring home the evils of strong drink and the orthodox 

rigidly avoids it. 
The founder of the Hare movement, Swami Prabhupada, is a 

teacher of the Caitanya school, a sect which is particularly widespread in 
Bengal and Eastern India. It was founded in the early 16th century by a 
teacher of the same name, Caitanya, who emphasized the joy of faith 
in Kr§tla and brotherly love to all men and animals. Its followers repeat 
the name of in song, and perform ritual dances their main form 
of worship. In the streets of Calcutta one can still see ldrtana taking place. 
A group of devotees, including people of all castes and classes, but mostly 
lower middle class types, will set up a temporary shrine on a vacant 
building lot or wherever they are not likely to block the traffic; it will 
be brightly lighted, and adorned with pictures and images of flags 
and flowers. A drummer will beat the rhythm, and the worshippers will 
start singing, repeating the names and epithets of to a simple 
melody. Soon the religious temperature will rise, and one or two 
worshippers will start dancing with upraised arms, followed by the others. 
The whole atmosphere is charged with an intense joy, which affects even 
the sympathetic foreign visitor looking on. Sometimes the joy spills over 
into the street, and a small procession of happy devotees dances along the 
pavement. And often the kirtana is kept up by relays of worshippers for 
days on end. 

The worshippers at the Caitanya !Grtana, by the way, differ from their 
counterparts in the Hare Krwa movement in that they are not expected 
to wear any special garb, or to submit to any kind of tonsure, in order 
to take part. Nearly all the male devotees have normally cut hair and most 
of them nowadays wear shirts and trousers. 

Whatever we may think of the theological basis of the cult, 
there can be no doubt about the psychological value of the kfrtanaas a 
means of relieving tension and worry. This is fully evident in the faces 
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of those who take part in it, and it may be this which has led to the 
rapid development of the Hare movement in the West. 

The most immediately striking feature of in fact, is that it 
is a happy religion. Other forms of Hinduism may have their dark aspects, 
such as rigorous self-mortification, animal sacrifice, and sacred orgies. 
In the past, however, some branches of Hinduism have encouraged the 
upper castes to treat the lower as somewhat less than human. Of all the 
many sects of Hinduism those which centre the worship on Krsna have 
the cl.eanest hands in this respect. · · · 

Now is beginning to make an impact on people of the European 
cultural tradition. The more philosophical aspects of Hinduism have been 
slowly affecting western thought since near the end of the 18th century 
when the llhagavad Gita was first translated. Now, for the firs t time since 
the days of the Roman Empire, an Asian p pular religious cult is being 
practised openly in the streets of western cities. Wh ether the Hare 
people gain in strength and numbers over the years or remain a very small 
and eccentric minorjty, or indeed whether tl1eir movement survives or 
disappears, it is an important sign of the times, not to be dismissed as a 
mere aberration of ha1mless young cranks. Western interest in Indian 
religion has spread from exalted mysticism and philosophy, from the 
esoteric and mysterious, to the simple faith of the masses. And to one 
who knows a little about the interest which some young westerners 
have been taking in him in recent years is not really surprising, in a world 
where psychological insecurity and dissatisfaction are so common . 'If 
you .love me', says to the milkmaids, 'Come and dance and sing 
with me'. 
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