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108 Shiva Chromes

“… Kailash Mansarovar…” the sadhu with the red hat, Raju Baba from Pashupatinath, enveloped by the smoke of his chilum, sweetly was whispering this to me. He showed me some photos: immense, wonderful - “Above there is nothing else…” 

Words like a spell that involved me, bringing me up with him high above the holy mountain. Half the scenic effect was due for sure to suggestion, to his flutelike voice, to the chilum that I did not refuse.

“On the Kailash, I met Babaji, yes, just him, who asked me everything, my food and even my blanket, leaving me almost bare. I met him for the first time in Gujarat, where I was with my family. He showed me the mountains saying; ‘You will always get one rupee every day’, ‘freedom is a silver thread’ … 

Broken sentences and a great joy to be there, high atop the world where Lord Shiva resides.

Three years passed by, when I was in Chiliyanaula, at the foothills of Himalayas. Novaratri was just over, most of the people were gone, and I was resisting to the monotony of that desert place of prayer only to enjoy some moments of infinite bliss with my guru Muniraji.

“You come with me!” he told me that morning, taking me by my arm on his jeep. 

Silence. What does he want from me? I was waiting for some foul trick.

We reached the office of the Director of the State Bank of India in Ranikhet. Since his first words, his smooth style, his open sincere glance presented him as a champion. Muniraji introduced him to me as a photographer. 

A photographer feels uneasy with a rival. Never mind, I bet that he will show me his entire family photo album! 

Instead he showed me some pictures of the Himalayas, beautiful, and invited me to see the rest. Nevertheless, when I went back to him, he was not there.

During Novaratri of the next year he came with his carousel. Oh dear! I thought, remembering certain familiar exhibitions of ours. When the lights were off and I looked absent-mindedly with the conceit of the successful photographer, slowly I was captured by those images of his journey to Kailash. Rarely I had seen so much religiousness and poetry together with an evident professionalism, the sense of painting, of the light, of the contrast, the meticulous precision and the vastness of thought. I was really captured and decided to make a book of those photos.

In April ’99 nothing of it had been done yet. In the office of Muniraji, struck by the warmth and the chaos of Haldwani City, I only wanted to go back to Hairakhan. But he sweetly pushed me to Chiliyanaula. I had to start that book.

Threesh was happy to see me, and we started to watch hundreds of precious photos: only the embarrassment of choosing.

Thank you Master. Maybe in this life I will never manage to go to Kailash, but my illusion is that publishing this book in some way may be as if I went there.

Gianbarberis

Prologue

Threesh travels extensively. He has a pair of very keen eyes. They capture the Nature in her vivid colours and shades. I have generated reports and technical papers that have found a small audience. Threesh comes with photographic creations that make the audience exclaim: ah! (and not wah!). A single ah! is a great tribute: it comes from the inner confines of the human soul. I have counted, with envy, numerous of transparencies shown by Threesh earning ahs. And one of his pictures capturing a rising sun throwing down soft shafts of morning light along the snowy peak of mount Trishul frequently comes in my early morning dreams.

Threesh grew in Almora, a town that still represents the ancient tradition of Kumaon. To quote him: “Almora, though district head quarter, is one of the oldest towns of culture  of the Kumaon Himalayas. Almora is famous for its Bal methai, wollen, copper ware and handicrafts. The town commands a beautiful view of the valleys, ridges and Himalayas. So fascinating is the charm of this place that many foreigners and Indians who came here never left again. Guru Rabindranath Tagore wrote his Geetanjali here, Swami Vivekananda also lived here; the famous Buddhist writer Lama Anagarika Govinda and his wife Lee Gautami lived at Kasar Devi, and many other people from all over the world did their best work here.

Having born here, since my childhood I was inspired and attracted by the Himalayas. I never got tired enjoying the beauty of the Himalayas, therefore I tried to catch the different and ever changing moods of these snow covered mountains with my camera because I can’t but share my love for them”.

Chandresh Shastri

KAILASH MANSAROVAR

The Land of Mists and Myths

In the geographical as well as social and cultural terms, the Himalayas
 had always been the crown of the Indian peninsula and remained the cultural locus for its teeming millions. It is in the Himalayas, as the Skanda Purana records, where Lord Shiva lives, and there the mighty river Ganges fell from the foot of Lord Vishnu like “the slender thread of a lotus flower”. 

On the other hand, the popular Hindu perception associates the Himalayas with Lord Shiva, the Destroyer and Transformer of the Hindu Triad. The other two of the Triad, Brahma, the Creator, and Vishnu, the Preserver, also reside there. 

The Aryan cosmology had established Mount Meru not only as the navel of the Earth but the centre of the universe as well. On its summit is located the Swarga – the heaven – presided over by the king of the Hindu Gods, Indra, who is also the God of rains that bring prosperity to the vast food bowl of the Gangetic plains.

Nevertheless, the dominantly emerging themes are related to Lord Shiva, who married the daughter of the king of an Himalayan state, the Daksha Prajapati. Later Sanskrit epics too describe him as the one descending from the upper reaches of Himalayas and recognised his seat at the holier of the mountains, the Kailash. 

According to the ancient Tibetan text of Kangi Karchhak, the presiding deity of Kailash is Demchhok (Dharmapala or Pavo). Demchhok, like Lord Shiva, wraps himself in a tiger skin and wears an intimidating garland of human skulls. According to the Tibetan scriptures, he holds a damaru - a small drum – in one hand and a khatam – trident – in the other. The Shakti, or spouse, of Demchhok is Dorje-Phangmo or Vajra Varahi. She is shown in ancient Tibetan paintings and idols clinging to Demchhok in convoluted embrace. This physical union of the super beings is translated into geographical symbolism. On the western side of Kailash peak, a smaller snow peak known as Tijun is situated. Tijun is said to be the abode of Dorje-Phangmo.

The story of Lord Shiva and his incarnations does not end here: Kailash bristles with more deities sitting in 990 rows with 500 in each. Each of them is a facsimile of Demchhok. Besides Demchhok and his eternal partner Dorje-Phangmo, others also populate the Kailash. There is an intermingling of the myths: Lord Buddha and his 500 Bodhisattvas are said to have their dwelling on the Kailash peak. At the foot of the sacred peak is seated Hanumanji, the Hindu monkey-god. This is said to be the abodes of lesser-known deities around Kailash and Mansarovar. The legend goes: these deities could be seen by the pious one only and the lesser mortals report hearing sounds of bells, cymbals and other musical instruments coming right from the top of Kailash.

The myths descend down from Mount Kailash to the shores of Lake Mansarovar. It is said that Maharaja Mandhata has discovered the Lake. The legend goes: Mandhata had done penance on the shores of Mansarovar at the foot of the magnificent mountains named after him. At the shores of this holy lake, there were seven rows of trees. According to the legend, there was a big mansion down below on its bottom. It is said to be the abode of the king of Nags – the serpent gods – and in the middle of the arc like surface of the lake once upon there stood a huge tree. Its fruits fell into the lake with the sound ‘Jam’; thus, the surrounding region came to be known as “Jambu-ling” or “Jambu-dvipa” in the Hindu Puranas. It is said that the Nags - serpents - ate some of the fruits that fell into the lake and some sank to the bottom of the lake and metamorphosed as gold nuggets. 

In some Pali and Sanskrit Buddhist works, Mansarovar is described as Anotatta or Anavatapta – the lake without heat and trouble. The Buddhist works too are full of myths that resemble others. For instance, Buddhists believe that in its centre there is a tree, which bears fruits of celestial medicinal properties. These fruits are said to cure all known human physical as well as mental ailments and sought after by gods and men alike.

The Navel of the Earth

The Kailash Mansarovar region finds, albeit brief, mentions in the Mahabharata and Ramayana both. The basic cosmography described in these epics took some shape in the eighteen texts collectively known as Puranas.

Puranas describe the earth as made up of seven continents and seven oceans. The central landmass has six mountain ranges surrounding the Meru at the core, and one of these mountains is the Himalayas. The human ideal of mount Meru rising from the descent of the seventh hell and rising to perforate through the loftiest of the heavens – the great mountain at the centre of the universe itself – comes to rest at Kailash. The Skanda Purana therefore acknowledges, “There are no mountains like the Himalayas, for in them are Kailash and Mansarovar”.

The metaphysical search for the human identity since ages somehow appears to gravitate around mount Kailash. For instance, Thomas S. Eliot wrote of “a still point of the turning world”. In a way, his philosophical musing on human identity goes back to the most ancient concepts of the civilisation: Mount Meru, whose origin is shrouded in mists and myths. Yet, one school of thought attributes it to the Sumerian civilisation (2,500-3,000 b. C.). In the Mesopotamian city, a stepped pyramid, the ziqqurat, supposed to be linking the forces of heaven and earth represented the cosmic mountain. One of the myths goes to maintain that at the core of the Jambu, the landmass surrounding Lake Mansarovar, stood the glorious mountain of Meru. The mountain is four faceted with four colours: white like a Brahmin, the priest, on its eastern surface; yellow like a Vaisya, the merchant, on the south; red like a Kshatriya, the warrior, on the north; black on its western side like a Shudra, the menial. This version of Mount Meru embraces the concept of Hindu social organisation that divides the people in four classes. In other words, Hindu life system derives its existence from the legendary four sides of Mount Meru.

Consequent of a long history of changes in agricultural practices, rise of trade and commerce, wars and annexations were obvious. There had been many great demographic movements, exodus and transhumance and other circulations, like the advent of Aryans in India. These movements of people and ideas also found the concept of Mount Meru filtering and improvising itself through various layers of civilizations and passages of time as well. While in the West the medieval Europe had the vision of the tiered realm of heaven and hell, in the East Hindu mythology, for instance, spoke of various kinds of heaven and hell.

In other words, the concept of Mount Meru spread across the globe and Asia in particular. It inspired art, architecture, literature, religion, mythology and even naturopathy and psychology. The manifestations of Mount Meru are numerous and varied and found in the inner journey of the human soul and body. The psychologist Carl Jung found it as the self’s journey to sublime completeness. The naturopathy, the Yoga, emphasized the channelization of psychic energies through the spinal chord, which is also called ‘meru danda’. The medieval tools of tantric cults described the Meru in geometric terms as ‘mandalas’ and the Shiva Samhita spoke of the Meru as the spiritual centre, the kingdom of the mind. Indian traditions prescribe sleeping posture along the north-south axis: either head or legs facing the north where Meru stands. The north-south axis of the earth confirms with the human meru danda, the spinal chord, and the human being sleeps in perfect harmony with the celestial and earthly magnetic forces. 

The great tradition of Mount Meru intermingled with mini traditions. Thus, Meru appeared with improvisations in Jain cosmograms, in Javanese temples, in Japanese mythology and Tibetan paintings. It became the ‘shikar’ of Hindu temples as well as Buddhist Stupas with hemispherical circles rising high. 

Kangri Karchhak, the Tibetan Kailash Purana, maintains that Kailash is in the centre of the whole universe, towering right up into the sky; on its side is situated Kalpa Vriksha, that fulfils wishes; it has square sides of gold and jewels: its eastern face of crystal, the southern of sapphire, the western of ruby and the northern of gold; its peak is wrapped in aromatic flowers and herbs. There are four footprints of the Buddha on the four sides: these footprints stopped the local deities to take the peak to the sky, the seventh heaven, and four chains prevented the denizens of the lower regions from taking it down to the seventh hell.

Today it stands as Mount Kailash: a rock pyramid 22,028 feet high. It embodies the age old concept of the ‘navel of the earth’, the ‘world pillar’, the ‘first of the mountains’, the ‘still point in the turning world’, ‘rooted in the seventh hell, piercing through to the highest heaven’. Consequently, the religious importance of Mount Kailash and its immediate hinterland of Lake Mansarovar is multifaceted. The region is venerated by the Buddhists, the Bompo, the Hindus, the Jains and older animists. It is the throne of Lord Shiva to Hindus, Buddhists call it Kang Rinpoche, the ‘Precious Snow Mountain’; Jainists call it Mount Asthapada, as the founder of their religion Rishabanatha attained spiritual liberation atop the mountain; the Bompos named it as the ‘Nine storey Swastika Mountain’, that means the soul of the region.

Thus the importance of Kailash and Mansarovar perhaps lies deeper in the psyche of the human beings, particularly in the modern context. The myths and legends surrounding the region at least prove one thing: the essential unity of all the religions.

… to be continued …

� The Sanskrit and Hindi word “Him” means “snow”; “Alaya” stands for “abode”. Therefore, Himalaya stands for “the Abode of Snow”. The writers, including those of Indian origin, prefer the term Himalayas, perhaps after European Alps.





