
    [image: Logo]
PDF Host


Report Abuse
    
      
    

    
      The Bhagavad Gita (Penguin Classics) - Unknown

      Please enable JavaScript to view the full PDF

       T H E B H A G AVA D G I TA Translated by Laurie L. Patton Contents Note on the Translation Introduction THE BHAGAVAD GITA THE FIRST DISCOURSE THE SECOND DISCOURSE THE THIRD DISCOURSE THE FOURTH DISCOURSE THE FIFTH DISCOURSE THE SIXTH DISCOURSE THE SEVENTH DISCOURSE THE EIGHTH DISCOURSE THE NINTH DISCOURSE THE TENTH DISCOURSE THE ELEVENTH DISCOURSE THE TWELFTH DISCOURSE THE THIRTEENTH DISCOURSE THE FOURTEENTH DISCOURSE THE FIFTEENTH DISCOURSE THE SIXTEENTH DISCOURSE THE SEVENTEENTH DISCOURSE THE EIGHTEENTH DISCOURSE Notes Further Reading Glossary of Names Commonly Used Epithets Acknowledgements Follow Penguin PENGUIN CLASSICS THE BHAGAVAD GITA Laurie L. Patton is Charles Howard Candler Professor of Early Indian Religions at Emory University. Her scholarly interests are in the interpretation of early Indian ritual and narrative, comparative mythology, literary theory in the study of religion and women and Hinduism in contemporary India. In addition to over forty articles in these fields, she is the author or editor of seven books: Authority, Anxiety, and Canon: Essays in Vedic Interpretation (ed., 1994); Myth as Argument: The Brhaddevata as Canonical Commentary (author, 1996); Myth and Method (ed., with Wendy Doniger, 1996); Jewels of Authority: Women and Text in the Hindu Tradition (ed., 2002); Bringing the Gods to Mind: Mantra and Ritual in Early Indian Sacrifice (author, 2005) and The Indo-Aryan Controversy: Evidence and Inference in Indian History (ed., with Edwin Bryant, 2005). Her book of poetry, Fire’s Goal: Poems for a Hindu Year, was published by White Clouds Press in 2003. She is completing research for another forthcoming book, Grandmother Language: Women and Sanskrit in Maharashtra and Beyond. At Emory, she has served as Winship Distinguished Research Professor in the Humanities (2003– 6) and Chair of the Department (2000–2007). To my Hindu students, who kept us all thinking Note on the Translation I have tried to negotiate between the simplicity and accuracy of the Sanskrit language and the poetic, philosophical and religious vision which the Gita expresses. With a more diverse audience in mind, it is important to emphasize the dialogical nature of the Gita; such verbal exchange is a form of literary and artistic and even philosophical expression in many different cultures. Thus it seemed best to translate each section, called adhyaya in Sanskrit, as ‘Discourse’. While adhyaya is frequently translated as ‘chapter’, it can also mean a ‘teaching’ or ‘instruction’ that occurs between a teacher and a student. ‘Discourse’ seemed most appropriate because, in addition to delineating a ‘section’ or ‘part’ of a text, it implies a kind of conversation about a subject matter, as well as a teaching. I have opted for poetry over prose, and have tried to make every verse a poem in its own right, creating new associative possibilities in the mind of the reader. In addition, I have opted for eight-line rather than four-line verses, because first-time readers of the Gita might have an easier time if they encounter a single concept or image on each line, rather than several new concepts or images on each line. While I think it would sound somewhat contrived to the modern ear to mirror the strict metrical anushthubh or trishthubh metres of the Sanskrit, I also did not want to work entirely in free verse without restrictions. My query in translating was: What would be the contemporary cultural equivalent of the easygoing and flexible shloka in ancient India? And my answer was something like free verse, with a maximum number of eight syllables per line (and frequently far fewer), and a set number of eight lines. In this way, directness of imagery and brevity of expression are the means to preserve the compelling nature of the mythological subjects being treated in the poem. My intention here is not to ‘mysticize’ the Gita, and render it overly poetic in a way which lends itself too much to aesthetic or mystical concerns. In making each verse like a poem, I am aiming to reflect the ‘proverbial’ or ‘aphoristic’ nature of the text, in which shlokas are selected and quoted to comment on other texts, or on everyday situations. Second, my intention has been to focus on the simple poetic properties of the Sanskrit language. With all of the complexity of the theological, philosophical and sacrificial worlds during the post-Vedic period in which the Gita was probably composed, the text also utilizes the physical image. None of the older, more concrete resonances of the early Vedic world were replaced, but rather they were ‘expanded upon’ with new, more abstract imagery – hence the oscillation between philosophy and poetry. In this spirit, whenever possible, I have tried to give the flavour of a Sanskrit compound in all of its poetic specificity. For example, in verse 11.29 the reader encounters the famous image of the warriors moving into Krishna’s mouth like moths into a flame. Here, the word for moth is patanga (patam + ga), the ‘flying-goer’. One could simply translate as ‘moth’, but the poetic properties of the word for moth – ‘a flying-goer’ – would be lost. And the larger image, not simply of moths moving into the mouth, but also of the speed of rushing in to be burned, should be preserved. So, I have translated, ‘moths that fly to their full …’ Third, I have also chosen to translate the epithets that Arjuna and Krishna use for each other within their conversation, such as ‘Scorcher of the Enemy’, or ‘Mover of Men’. Many scholars assume that these epithets are inserted for metrical purposes. However, it is my view that the use of epithets gives the Gita a unique richness and texture. Indeed, epithets function like nicknames in the Gita, where Krishna and Arjuna engage in a kind of ironic exchange on the subject at hand. I have provided a list of epithets for both Krishna and Arjuna to make the text accessible and enjoyable for the first-time reader. In addition, particularly in the First Discourse, many different warriors from both Kaurava and Pandava sides of the war are named. In cases where the name of a warrior has particularly rich meaning, for the reader’s enjoyment I use the original Sanskrit name and translate that name in the verse itself. I also do this with the names of the conch-shell horns that are blown by the warriors. It is my hope that these small decisions in translation and poetic construction will make for pleasurable reading. The challenge of the Gita should be in the ideas of the text, and yet readers should also be able to take delight in the aesthetics and imagery contained within its language. And so the samvada, both internal and external, should continue. NOTE ON SANSKRIT PRONUNCIATION AND ENGLISH RENDERING For accessibility for the first-time reader, Sanskrit terms are not written with diacritical markings in this translation, but in Anglicized form. Sanskrit has long vowels, as well as retroflex (also called ‘cerebral’) consonants (pronounced with the tongue at the roof of the mouth) and dental consonants (pronounced with the tongue near the teeth). These features can only be roughly reproduced in the Anglicized forms of the words. For a full guide to Sanskrit pronunciation, see Sally J. Sutherland and Robert P. Goldman’s Devavā?īpravésikā: An Introduction to the Sanskrit Language, 3rd edition (Berkeley: Center for South Asian Studies, 1999). Most Sanskrit consonants are pronounced like their English counterparts. Sanskrit ‘g’ is always pronounced hard, as in ‘gull’. And Sanskrit ‘c’ is always pronounced like the ‘ch’ in English ‘chair’. Those consonants spelled with ‘h’ after them (kh, gh, ch, jh, th, dh, ph, bh), such as the ‘dh’ in ‘Dhritarashtra’, are called ‘aspirated’ consonants. They are pronounced with a short burst of air right after the consonant: the difference between ‘red’ and ‘redhead’. ‘Bh’ is aspirated as one would the word ‘clubhouse’ and ‘ph’ is aspirated as one would the word ‘flophouse’. The retroflex ‘s’ is pronounced like the ‘sh’ in English ‘fish’, with the tongue more on the roof of the mouth. The aspirated ‘s’ is pronounced like the ‘s’ in English ‘shine’. Both sounds are rendered as ‘sh’ in this translation. Sanskrit short ‘a’ is pronounced like the ‘u’ in English ‘but’. Short ‘i’ is pronounced as one would the ‘i’ in English ‘bit’. Short ‘u’ is pronounced as one would the ‘u’ in English ‘put’. Long ‘ā’ is pronounced as the ‘a’ in English ‘bar’. Long ‘ī’ is pronounced like the ‘ee’ in English ‘see’. Long ‘ū’ is pronounced like the ‘oo’ in English ‘moo’. The diphthong ‘e’ is pronounced like the ‘ay’ in English ‘stay’. The diphthong ‘o’ is pronounced like the ‘o’ in English ‘mope’. The diphthong ‘ai’ is pronounced like the ‘i’ in English ‘nigh’. The diphthong ‘au’ is pronounced like the ‘ou’ in English ‘mound’. When pronouncing Sanskrit words, the accent goes on the ‘heavy’ syllable. Heavy syllables are those with a long simple vowel (ā, ī, ū), a Sanskrit diphthong (e, i, ai, au) or a short vowel followed by more than one consonant. Thus, to take a simple example, the word ‘Krishna’ would have the accent on the first syllable. Introduction BEGINNING TO READ The Gita is about a decision.1 Above all, it is about a decision to go to war. Arjuna wonders, as perhaps all warriors do, about the identity of his enemies, and his ties to them. ‘With whom must I fight?’ he asks Krishna, a prince from a neighbouring kingdom, who acts as his confidant and charioteer. Arjuna must grasp the heartbreaking fact that his enemies are his uncles, teachers and cousins. And when Arjuna grasps this fact, the decision he faces renders him speechless and broken. Krishna’s response to Arjuna takes the shape of what Indian Sanskrit tradition calls a samvada – a dialogue or conversation, in which options for action are explored, the meanings of those potential actions weighed carefully and teachings given. The Gita is a conversation in which Arjuna’s very being is transformed by his encounter with Krishna. Initially, Arjuna’s attention is captured by the sagacity of the advice that Krishna is giving. Over time, however, Arjuna understands that Krishna is, in fact, not simply a friend who helps him in a crisis, but a manifestation of God himself. The conversation between Arjuna and Krishna not only changes the course of the battle in which they are engaged, but changes the stories they tell about themselves and their world. Most great literature, whether oral or written, revolves around the intricacies of a decision. Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’ soliloquy is well known in Western European and American cultures. In the ancient Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh must decide whether to seek immortality. In the early modern European text of Don Quixote, the hero Quixote must make a decision about leaving his estate and venturing out into the world. And such decisions require a whole array of resources – philosophy, poetry, history, ethics and even song. In great literature, a decision can be a prism through which a culture is refracted into different modes of expression. So, too, with the Gita: its contents include simple and moving poetry, dense philosophy, moral musing and an explosive description of God. The Gita’s greatness lies in these multiple modes of expression. As Tzvetan Todorov reminds us, a symbol is a sign that constantly invites interpretation, and the symbols of the Gita have yet to exhaust the energies of whose who wish to interpret it. In the last century, when both Western and Indian readers have had access to it, it has become a world classic, spawning a myriad of translations, commentaries, renderings, paraphrases and synopses. Through the centuries, the Gita has remained a relevant text, inspiring militant revolutionaries, non- violent truth-seekers and renouncers of the world. It has enlightened German philosophers such as Schopenhauer and Heidegger; it has inspired Victorian poets such as Sir Edwin Arnold; and it has grounded post-Independence philosophers such as Sarvapelli Radhakrishnan. It has become a literary ‘site’ which decision-makers turn to to understand their dilemmas, whether they be Indian women and men leading Gandhi’s satyagraha, twenty-first-century South Asian-American officers deciding to go to war in the Gulf, or London housewives with their children deciding how to organize their day. The Gita also beckons for each generation to interpret it afresh; its language and imagery are flexible enough to be inspiring to those who must make new kinds of decisions. These readers confront new kinds of public and private despair, despair similar enough to Arjuna’s for his world-shattering conversation with Krishna to still seem compelling. While the Gita gives us some of the basic contours of our human dilemmas, each generation must weave again the complex fabric that the Gita began to weave more than two millennia ago – a fabric of duty and love, action and inaction, divine and human.2 WHO: THE CHARACTERS AND PERSONALITIES OF THE MAHABHARATA The participants in this dialogue are central characters in the great Hindu epic, the Mahabharata, which took recognizable form in the two centuries before and the two centuries after the Common Era. Arjuna, the despondent one, is a warrior and a member of the kshatriya varna, the class of people whose duty it is to protect the kingdom and its citizens. Arjuna belongs to the Pandava side of the Bharata family, the descendants of Pandu, the ‘Pale One’, who was cursed to die if he had intercourse with a woman. Pandu’s wife is the strong and wise Kunti, who, because of Pandu’s curse, asked three different gods to impregnate her instead (Pandu’s second wife, Madri, did the same). Arjuna’s father is the warrior god Indra, a tempestuous deity known in the Vedas, the earliest Indian compositions. Arjuna inherits his father’s valour in battle, and possesses a deep sense of righteousness and justice. Arjuna has also been trained by the Hindu god Shiva in the use of magical weapons, and possesses knowledge of the right mantra to deploy them. Arjuna knows when to fight and when to refrain from fighting; indeed, restraint, self-control and non-violence were essential to the warrior code. Arjuna is one of five brothers, all of whom play a role in the impending great war. Yudhishthira, the eldest, is the son of Dharma, or Sacred Duty personified. Yudhishthira’s strength is his capacity for discernment between right and wrong. Bhima, Arjuna’s younger brother, is the strong son of the wind god Vayu, and quick to anger when he perceives injustice in a fight. Nakula and Sahadeva, the youngest, are twin sons of Madri (Pandu’s second wife), and skilled in the arts of healing. The Pandavas also have an unknown half-brother, Karna, Kunti’s son by the sun god, Surya. Karna was born before Kunti was married, and was abandoned by her and brought up by a charioteer. Karna sides with the Kauravas, the Pandavas’ enemies, during the war. The Pandavas also share a wife, Draupadi, daughter of King Drupada, an ally from a great neighbouring kingdom. All the family members’ wisdom must come to bear on Arjuna as he makes this decision: discernment, prowess and healing all play a crucial role in his dialogue with Krishna. Throughout their childhood together, the Pandavas endure a tense relationship with their cousins, the Kauravas. They grow up in the same royal household of their kingdom, Hastinapura. The Kauravas are also of the Bharata lineage, but their father is a blind king, Dhritarashtra. The eldest, Duryodhana, has felt competitive with and slighted by his Pandava cousins since they grew up in the same palace, practising martial arts with the same teacher, Drona, and learning sacred lore from the same wise great-uncle, Bhishma. Both Pandavas and Kauravas stand to inherit the kingdom of Hastinapura. As adults, many kinds of encounters between the two sets of cousins increase the Kauravas’ jealousy. After several attempts to ruin his cousins, Duryodhana’s envy grows so great that he challenges the Pandavas to a dice game, knowing that Yudhishthira’s one weakness is his love of gambling. Yudhishthira is filled with illusions about his capacity to win, and cannot turn down the next throw of the dice, no matter what the stakes. This is a tragic flaw, not unlike those of many other heroes in global epics; the best known of these is Achilles’ heel in the Iliad, the place where he is most vulnerable. Yudhishthira is so taken with the game that, after losing his worldly goods and his kingdom, he throws in the Pandavas’ wife, Draupadi herself, as a stake. Through the use of her wit in a riddle, Draupadi manages to save the Pandava brothers from total ruin. However, they are banished to the forest, and spend twelve years encountering all manner of trials and becoming acquainted with the arts of illusion. In their thirteenth year of exile, they move, in disguise, to the court of King Virata. As the Kauravas wonder whether their cousins have expired in the forest, the Pandavas emerge and claim their right to the land and the patrimony that the Kauravas have taken in the gambling game. Many armies have gathered around the Pandavas in support, and they send a final peace-offering to the Kauravas. The Pandavas are inspired by their ally Krishna, emerging at this point in the epic as a king of the neighbouring Vrishni kingdom. Krishna sees his own role as that of mediator. He offers Duryodhana and Arjuna a choice between himself, without arms, and his Vrishni army, filled with tribesmen skilled in war. Arjuna chooses Krishna as a charioteer without arms, and Duryodhana settles for the army. The Kauravas outnumber the Pandavas by eleven divisions to seven. As with many wars throughout history, both sides scramble to cobble together a last-minute peace. In each attempt at peace, the motives and desires of each character become all the more starkly outlined. Kunti reveals to her son Karna, allied since childhood with the Kauravas, that he is in fact a half-brother of the Pandavas. Duryodhana rejects Krishna, who makes a last-minute diplomatic visit. The Kaurava king Dhritarashtra sends his minister Sanjaya on a similar visit, but Draupadi, who has not forgotten her humiliation in the dice game, persuades the others that war is essential to exact her revenge. THE GITA BEGINS This atmosphere of resentment and danger sets the tone for the Gita. The dramatic tension is only heightened by the powerlessness that the characters feel to stop the inevitable energy of war. Dhritarashtra’s personal minister Sanjaya cannot effect peace; in fact, he can only describe the events of the battle to his blind master as they both stand by helplessly. Dhritarashtra begins by asking Sanjaya to narrate to him the events taking place below. Standing beneath them, Arjuna finds his body will not move as he contemplates his relatives on the other side. One by one they are named by Arjuna, just as, only a few verses before, they were named by Duryodhana, who also stands contemplating his cousins in battle array. As readers, we are asked to imagine in detail who is putting their lives at risk, and to come to terms with the full scope of the impending destruction. Krishna addresses Arjuna’s despondence in eighteen Discourses, or teachings. He outlines three options for Arjuna: the yoga, or discipline, of karma, or action; the yoga of samnyasa, or renunciation; and the yoga of bhakti, or devotion – literally, becoming ‘a part of’ God. As their interaction unfolds, Krishna gradually transforms himself from instructor to divine being. In the tenth and eleventh teachings, Krishna appears in his full, terrifying form as supreme god. He persuades Arjuna to take up arms, as his warrior dharma instructs him to do. And Arjuna follows his advice. The war lasts eighteen days. It involves great individual battles between warriors whom we have come to know, as well as the slow death of Bhishma, the great-uncle of all. The ethics of battle are gradually abandoned by Arjuna, by Bhima and even by Krishna himself. Both sides resort to a series of tricks to undermine the morale of the warriors on the other side: stopping the wheels of their vehicles, forcing them to lay down their weapons and distracting them with grief. At the end of the battle, Duryodhana takes refuge in a lake, as his powers allow him to do. He emerges only to undergo a brutal battle with the Pandavas, which, in turn, forces a night raid on the Pandavas, where all of the Pandavas’ sons, except one grandson, Parikshit, are killed. Even the dying Duryodhana curses the cruelty of this act on the part of his brothers, and the Pandavas avenge themselves on the perpetrators. At the end, all the Kaurava brothers except three are dead. Yudhishthira is proclaimed king of Hastinapura – a pyrrhic victory at best, in which the cost of war is almost unbearable for all. He reigns unhappily for fifteen years, doing his best to reincorporate Dhritarashtra and Gandhari into the family. Eventually, Dhritarashtra and his wife Gandhari, accompanied by Kunti, go into the forest to practise austerities, only to be burned in a house fire upon their return. Krishna in his human form returns to the western city of Dvaraka to rule over an increasingly disorderly tribe. The Pandavas crown their grandson, Parikshit, as king, and then retire to the Himalayas. Their pilgrimage witnesses the death of all the travellers except Yudhishthira, who undergoes a test of dharma before entering into heaven. WHAT: THE STRUCTURE AND CONCEPTS OF THE GITA Background In the last few centuries BCE, the economic, social and historical context in which the Gita emerged was as complex and sophisticated as any society today. For many centuries, the Vedas (literally, ‘knowledge’ of sacred poetic formulae) were the guide for right action, which was sacrifice, or yajña. Sacrifice involved the practice of daily, monthly and yearly offerings to many deities, such as Agni, the god of fire, Indra, the warrior god, Vayu, the god of the wind, or Surya, the god of the sun. Sacrifice was understood to be the driving force behind the universe; and if it was not conducted, the sacred order, or rita, would be replaced by chaos. As the civilizations on the Gangetic plain became more settled and urban, the opportunities to remove oneself from society became more possible. The practice of renunciation emerged during the ninth to fourth centuries BCE, and is discussed in texts called the Upanishads. The Upanishads (lit., to ‘sit down near’) are records of conversations where students and teachers who have retired to the forest explore the nature of reality and how it might be learned through study and meditation. Such study usually involved living in a teacher’s house, away from society, and being celibate. One might choose a path of renunciation for a period of studentship, during one’s youth, or for one’s lifetime, beginning with youth and enduring until old age. One might also choose this path for the end of life, after one has completed one’s duties as a householder, raised children and earned a living. The early Vedic compositions are known as shruti, or ‘that which is heard’, and are understood as a kind of revelation. The Mahabharata epic in which the Gita occurs, as well as other epics and later literature, is known as smriti, ‘or that which is remembered’. In light of this short history, we know that by the time the text of the Mahabharata (and therefore the Gita) emerged in ancient India as we know it, there were multiple paths to becoming a spiritually advanced person, both through sacrifice and through meditation. Or, to put it in the words of the Gita, both action and the renunciation of action were valid means of living a life. In addition, the evidence of the Mahabharata tells us that many deities were honoured during this period, some of whom were the older, Vedic deities, and some of whom, such as Krishna, were newly emerging as part of the written record. And inevitably, there were tensions as to which path of life was best: (1) action in sacrifice, or in householdership; (2) renunciation in study, meditation and the pursuit of knowledge; or (3) honouring the deities through devotion. The Three Strands of the Gita Throughout the centuries, the Gita has been understood as containing three basic instructions for how to live according to these three paths: of action (karmamarga), of knowledge (jñanamarga) and of devotion (bhaktimarga). Each has been extolled at various points as the ‘central meaning’ of the text, and each of them is a compelling form of life, containing resonances, not only in ancient India, but also today. It is this translator’s view that, true to its sophisticated nature, the Gita places all three in productive tension with each other, and asks its readers and listeners to decide for themselves which path is best. The path of knowledge involves understanding the categories of the ancient world, and enumerating all possible forms within it. The path of knowledge also involves knowing how we travel from one life to the next, and how we might reduce the endless cycle of suffering that such travel entails. The path of action involves understanding how to connect one’s deeds to one’s sacred duty, revealed in one’s birth and station in life. The path of action also involves a discussion of the path of non-action, or renunciation. (In early India, the path of renunciation was seen as action’s opposite – a turning away from the world in order to reduce one’s ‘footprint’ in this life and the next.) Finally, the path of devotion involves an understanding that God, in this case Krishna, stands above all elements and forces in the world. Taking refuge in God is the only form of resolving the inevitable tensions that the worlds of knowledge and action produce. In respect for this conceptual richness of the Gita, I have decided to leave several words untranslated: samkhya, dharma, yoga and guna. These ideas are complex in meaning and connotation, yet they are also important structural concepts for reading the Gita. If we understand them, we also understand much of early Indian history and thought. The Path of Knowledge (jñanamarga): atman and Brahman The path of knowledge involves the early Indian teachings of samkhya and yoga. These teachings were present in the centuries leading up to the composition of the Gita. Seeds of these ideas were present in the Upanishads. Particularly important is the idea that Brahman is the elemental force that inspires all things animate and inanimate in the universe. To know Brahman is to understand that one’s small self, or atman, is at one with the larger forces that quicken the world around us. Hence the well-known Upanishadic equation: atman = Brahman. Indeed, some understood the relationship between the Gita and the Upanishads to be so close that they understood the Gita as a kind of ‘later’ Upanishad of sorts, in which these kinds of teachings were revealed. The discussion of atman and Brahman is very much present in the Gita. Atman is understood as a ‘self’, but not the separate ‘self’ as one might know it in the West. Rather, atman is already connected to all other selves, and the work of the meditating person, the one who is ‘restrained’, is to understand this inherent interconnectedness. The self moves from life to life in the cycle of birth and death called samsara, and it casts off its attributes in each life as it moves on to the next. As Gita 2.24 states, the self is ‘all-pervading and fixed – unmoving from the beginning’. The self is all-pervading because it is identical with Brahman, the force that inspires all things. Brahman is the ultimate source of atman, and the highest place to which the self can aspire. The Gita is quick to point out that Brahman encompasses, and is the source of, sacrificial action, and indeed all action. Brahman and God Some readers might wonder, ‘Is Brahman the same as God?’ And the answer is both ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Brahman is the source of all things, and yet we learn from the unfolding of the great dialogue between Arjuna and Krishna that there is more. Throughout the Gita, we gradually learn that Krishna is the source of all things, including Brahman. This insight, particularly emphasized in the later Discourses of the Gita, leads many of its readers and interpreters to think of the Gita as ultimately a theological text, whose main aim is the teaching about God. Krishna speaks of himself as the one who places the embryo of all beings in the ‘womb’ of Brahman (14.3–4). And in verse 14.27, Krishna argues that he is the ‘support’ of Brahman. In the later Discourses of the Gita, and especially the Eleventh and Twelfth Discourses, a ‘theophany’ occurs, an awe-inspiring manifestation of God which dwarfs all other perceptions and ways of thinking. Krishna overwhelms Arjuna with this vision, in which the warrior is both terrified and inspired. Warriors rush like moths into Krishna’s mouth, and flames surround him on all sides. Krishna also reassures Arjuna that he is the only one who has seen the full manifestation of God (11.52–3); not even the gods have had the privilege that Arjuna has had. Thus, what started as a companionship between warriors has become a relationship between a devotee and God, in which God manifests a sacred vision given to him alone. Yoga and Samkhya Yoga is another equally important term that helps us to see the relationship between knowledge, study and the ultimate realities of Brahman and Krishna. Yoga is frequently translated as ‘discipline’ or ‘spiritual path’. In Western cultures, it is frequently associated with a regimen of stress-relieving exercise with some spiritual teachings attached. Originally, the term yoga derives from the verbal root yuj, ‘to yoke’ or ‘to join’, and thus, relatedly, to ‘engage intensely in something, to follow a discipline’. The idea of ‘yoking’ has very important connotations: it is a very serious path, a mantle or a harness taken on, as the concrete term ‘yoke’ implies. Yoga almost always involves some kind of meditation or focused concentration. And yoga is the path to Brahman. Yoga is very similar to, and derives from, samkhya, a school of philosophy involving the enumeration of all things in the universe and very much a part of the Gita’s teachings. In samkhya, the world is divided into purusha, the animating spirit, gendered masculine, which undergirds all things in the universe, and prakriti, the material nature of the created world, gendered feminine. Purusha is animated by prakriti. In addition, the entire world of prakriti, or material nature, possesses three ‘qualities’, called gunas: sattva, truth, rajas, passion, and tamas, darkness. Each entity’s way of being in the world is determined by how these qualities are combined and which quality dominates. Yoga accepts the cosmological view of the universe in samkhya thought, and teaches that knowledge of such animating and animated principles is essential to enlightenment. However, yoga focuses on meditation in addition to knowledge, and it incorporates a focus on Isha, or the Divine Being, as one of the stages of meditation. When the Indian thinker Patañjali wrote his Yoga Sutras around the second century BCE (on the early side of when the Gita might possibly have been composed), he conceived of eight stages of yoga, involving posture, breathing, mental focus and ultimately the dissolution of the distinction between subject and object. Yoga can involve a number of paths, such as hatha yoga, cleansing all levels of the body with physically based techniques, laya yoga, the dissolution of the self, or mantra yoga, the focus on utterance of mantra as a path towards enlightenment. Many different kinds of yoga are spoken about in the Gita. A distinction is made in verse 3.3 between the yoga of knowledge (samkhya) and the yoga of action (karma yoga). Relatedly, yoga is also the discipline of acting without regard for the fruits of action, because one is aware of the true nature of the universe, the eternally transmigrating atman, or self, and the importance of adhering to one’s true dharma, or sacred duty. For this reason, yoga is frequently ‘joined to insight’ (buddhi) in the Gita’s verses. In verse 2.50, yoga is described as skill in, or ‘ease in action’. Krishna also describes yoga as eternal and ancient, something to abide in for ever as a way of being and wisdom. In its ancient and revered status, yoga is also a spiritual path of devotion that was passed down from the royal sages, or rishis, but has become lost to the contemporary world in which the Mahabharata war is being fought. Verses 4.2–3 of the Gita suggest this idea. Finally, Krishna hints that yoga is a path of devotion to Krishna himself. In verses 6.14–15, Krishna tells Arjuna outright that one who is joined to yoga, ‘with me as highest’, is the one who attains peace. This teaching is an insight that builds slowly through the text that the best yoga of action is one that revolves around Krishna as its centre. Thus, while yoga tends to mean the particular school of thought and practice described above, in the Gita it has many connotations – an ancient secret teaching, a path of disciplined meditation, a path of action joined to insight and a path of devotion to Krishna. Guna A word about the term guna, or the three qualities of the universe, accepted by both the samkhya and the yoga systems, is also in order here. As mentioned above, gunas are of three types: sattva, rajas and tamas. In this translation, I have tried to use these terms exactly, including their adjectival forms, ‘sattvic’, ‘rajasic’ and ‘tamasic’. Sattva is more than just its literal meaning of truth, but rather the quality of truth to which one should aspire – filled with light, a form of honest and pure moral conduct. Some have translated sattva as ‘lucidity’. Sattva tends to be associated with the moral ideal for brahmins as teachers and priests. Rajas, on the other hand, is the quality of passion, being connected to the fruits of actions and being overjoyed or disappointed at the results of those actions. Just as sattva is light (both in terms of the spectrum and in terms of weight), rajas tends to be heavy, and associated with struggle. Rajas tends to be the quality that warriors are most associated with. Finally, tamas is the quality of darkness, and that quality is associated with negative behaviour, greed, laziness and dishonesty. According to the Gita, this quality weighs all beings down, and is an impediment on the path of the yoga of action, with Krishna at its centre. Tamas tends to be associated with the dark and the demonic rather than the divine. Krishna advises all people to strive toward sattva, no matter what their station in life. The gunas are part of the material universe and an inevitable part of acting in the world. Since action is an inevitable part of who we are and what we do, part of the task of following the path of yoga is to be free of clinging to that material universe, and the gunas that constitute it. Krishna explains this idea in verse 2.45. Here it is important to add that while sattva is a guna, and therefore part of prakriti, it is still a positive guna which can help one along the path to fulfilment and accomplishment. Frequently such positive traits are described in early Indian texts as ‘rafts’ or ‘temporary goals’ which help one along the way. Even though one wants to be free of destructive attachment, one can cling to sattva as a positive quality because one can use it in order eventually to attain the larger state of non-clinging. Action, Non-Action and Acting without Regard for the Fruits In this translation, ‘action’ is the translation of the word karma. Karma is far more complex than simply a single deed, or moment of agency. Rather, it denotes both the pattern of actions in one’s life, the ways in which one leads one’s life according to one’s station in life, and the pattern of action and consequence that keeps us in the cycle of death and rebirth. Most importantly for Western readers, karma does not mean what it has come to mean in some English slang – simply ‘luck’ or ‘fortune’. The first time the Gita mentions ‘action’ is in verse 2.43, when Krishna is criticizing those who sacrifice, and know the ancient verses of the Vedas, but do so only for their own reward. Here it might seem as if Krishna is criticizing action per se, and preferring a path of non- action, or renunciation. But this is not the case. Rather, he is arguing that one can and should act in this world, but not to gain reward (2.47). Krishna sees Arjuna faltering, and he shows him a way in which Arjuna could act without clinging to the consequences, or fruits. This is a central message of the Gita. Turning to inaction, and clinging to the renunciant path, is equally problematic for Krishna. Inaction, or non-action, is not a solution to the problem of action. There are several reasons for Krishna’s argument. First, the renunciant path is simply another form of action. Second, one can cling to renunciation as destructively as one can cling to the path of action (3.4). By virtue of the nature of the universe, action is present all the time, even when we think we are not acting (3.5). Even without willing it one is made to perform action. It is important to be clear: the Gita is not criticizing non-action, or renunciation, as a way of life. In many parts of the Gita, Krishna praises renunciation. Rather, the text is arguing that it is illusory to assume that non-action, or renunciation, is the solution to the dilemmas that face us. In the same way, the Gita is not criticizing ritual action per se as a way of life. There are many places in the text where sacrifice and Vedic knowledge per se are praised. Rather, the Gita is saying that action without insight, and action while clinging to the fruits, leads us astray. Thus, the resolution for Krishna is to act, but to act with insight about the nature of clinging, and the importance of non-clinging, or letting go of the fruits. For such a wise person, the things that frequently motivate us to act are no longer powerful agents in our lives. For instance, opposites of sensation, such as cold and hot, or feeling, such as hate and love, are experienced as ‘the same’, because one has let go of the results of either (2.48). Dharma Does letting go of the results of action mean that one might act without morality? Not in the least. The Gita understands that acting is grounded in dharma, or the code of ethics based on one’s sacred duty in the universe. One might argue that the Gita is entirely about dharma. Arjuna asks his teacher and companion Krishna to begin the dialogue, and to teach him the true nature of things, because he cannot face the killing of his own kinsmen (2.7). Many scholars translate the term dharma as ‘law’ or ‘duty’. Dharma does incorporate these ideas, and yet has many other important connotations as well. In the early Vedic period dharma meant the limit, or boundary, of the sacrificial arena. Yet over time its meaning became more abstract, and it came to mean a limit, or ‘organizing principle’, for human and even divine behaviour. Yet dharma is not simply a principle to be applied; it originates from the sacred order of the universe, and as a result to follow one’s dharma is to connect with the divine. In the epic of the Mahabharata, Arjuna’s elder brother, Yudhishthira, is the prince of dharma, as the god Dharma, the personification of the principle itself, is his father. Throughout the Mahabharata, Yudhishthira is frequently involved in long conversations about dharma. But so, too, are his younger brothers, such as Arjuna. The Gita is one among many meditations on the nature of the basic question for each individual: ‘What is to be done?’ or ‘How do I fulfil my duty so that I contribute to the overall harmony and right order of the universe?’ One way to think of this idea is through the thoughts and words of Martin Luther King, when, in a speech to students in Philadelphia (26 October 1967), he spoke of the street sweeper’s relationship to God, perhaps inspired himself by Gandhi’s frequent references to street sweepers: If it falls to your lot to be a street sweeper, sweep streets like Michelangelo painted pictures, sweep streets like Beethoven composed music, sweep streets like Leontyne Price sings before the Metropolitan Opera. Sweep streets like Shakespeare wrote poetry. Sweep streets so well that all the hosts of heaven and earth will have to pause and say: Here lived a great street sweeper who swept his job well. There are many dharmas to be fulfilled, and certainly one way that we can think of the Gita, and the Mahabharata as a whole, is a meditation on the conflict between multiple dharmas. There is the dharma of family roles, whether it be cousin, brother, father or mother (and one should remember here that cousins, in ancient Indian culture as well as in the present day, tend to be understood as ‘brothers’ rather than the more distant relationship that the English term ‘cousin’ implies). Thus the heartbreak of Arjuna’s dilemma is even deeper, because he is forced to think of the dharma of his family role as well as the dharma of his work as a warrior. What is more, there is the dharma of the honouring of one’s elders, especially one’s parents and teachers, and Arjuna’s great-uncle, Bhishma, as well as his teacher Drona, are on the opposing side. This principle of family dharma is behind the dramatic recitation of names in the First Discourse of the Gita, when Sanjaya describes to Dhritarashtra whom he ‘sees’ on the battle-field, and Arjuna understands the intense nature of his relationship to each one of them. The dharma of one’s varna, or ‘station in life’, is one of the most important in early India, and Krishna advises Arjuna to follow this dharma above all, as long as those actions are devoted to Krishna. These are the dharmas of being a brahmin priest; a kshatriya, or warrior; a vaishya, or merchant; and a shudra, or servant. While there are variations on each of the varnas within these large four categories, the sacred quality of appropriate behaviour is emphasized in many different ways. Indeed, as verses 1.40–43 state, if one goes outside the laws of dharma, the world can become chaotic, and those who break the dharma of family and caste are destructive forces. So, too, dharma becomes so important that to take on another’s dharma implies death (3.35). Krishna ultimately concludes that, as his work is to help Arjuna learn his own dharma, he should help him accept the role of a warrior, fighting wrongs that have been done, even by his own family. Krishna speaks such words early on in the text (such as verse 2.31), and repeats them throughout. Dharma, then, is not a single meaning, but rather a cluster of meanings, all revolving around our appropriate role in the universe. One might well argue that the Mahabharata, with the Gita as its primary example, is a meditation on the conflicts that our inevitable multiple dharmas introduce. Bhakti To resolve many of these conflicts, Krishna repeatedly tells Arjuna throughout the Gita, one must turn over one’s conflicts and resort to Krishna himself. This is bhakti, the path of devotion, which is emphasized so strongly in the final Discourses of the Gita, especially after Krishna’s theophany. But even before this, Krishna leaves hints to Arjuna. In discussing the role of death and rebirth and the cycle of transmigration, Krishna declares in verse 4.9 that those who are truly devoted to him do not get born again, but go to Krishna himself. Devotion to Krishna is thus partly a function of knowledge, not just ‘blind faith’ or faith based on emotion alone. In the very next verse, Krishna argues that discipline is crucial for the path of bhakti (4.10). And, finally, in 4.11, Krishna articulates that devotion is a mutual endeavour; for if people devote themselves to him, then he in turn will be devoted to them. This idea of ‘mutual devotion’ is a very important idea throughout classical Indian religions. Devotion, then, is not simply an emotional approach to God, as we sometimes understand it in contemporary Western culture. Bhaktimarga is a path which involves knowledge, discipline and the mutual faithfulness between God and those who resort to God. This idea has inspired readers, chanters and interpreters across many different civilizations to understand its message as a more transcultural interpretation of faith. WHERE: THE FIELD OF DHARMA Where might the Mahabharata war have been fought, if it was indeed a real battle at all? The text places it in Kurukshetra, ‘the field of the Kurus’. The contemporary village bearing this name is found north of Delhi in the state of Uttar Pradesh. Many other villages with names similar to those in the Mahabharata can be found in this area. However, it is difficult to prove conclusively that these were the same sites. Pottery found in this area called Painted Gray Ware suggests a uniform use of kiln firing, pigment and design, in accordance with a long and consistent pattern of civilization. Excavations in this area include iron seals, terracotta discs, copper utensils and oblong-shaped ivory dice, also mentioned in the Mahabharata in the great dicing scene. Iron objects distinguish this civilization from earlier ones, and include hooks, axes and knives, as well as shafts, arrows and spearheads which could have been used as weapons. Thus, there is archaeological evidence that a civilization existed consistent with that described in the Mahabharata. And there is a possibility, if no conclusive evidence, that a large-scale war could have been fought around the ninth century BCE, somewhere in this area. The contemporary village called Kurukshetra now stakes its claim as the original site of the battle and the place of the Gita dialogue between Arjuna and Krishna, and it has become a pilgrimage destination among many Hindus. The grounds include a shrine of the Gita, which holds as many as three hundred commentaries on the text from different periods in Indian history. WHEN: THE DATE OF THE GITA Opinions about the date of the Gita are as varied as the number of communities who now claim it as their own. Indian and Western scholarly philological communities have come to a rough consensus that the Bhagavad Gita was inserted into the larger composition of the Mahabharata between the second century BCE and the second century CE. Some argue that the Gita was not originally part of the Mahabharata but was added to it (there are in fact sixteen sections called ‘Gitas’ in the entire epic). It is clear that the author or authors of the Gita were familiar with the Upanishads, the earlier ‘forest-dwelling’ texts mentioned above. Moreover, the Gita contains references to many different religious paths, also reflective of an early Indian milieu where schools of Buddhist, Jain and Brahminical systems were competing. Indian thinkers from later centuries, such as Panini and Patañjali, as well as the authors of Buddhist and Jain works, mention Krishna and the events of the Kurukshetra war. In light of the opinions of different scholars, most date the Gita to around 150 BCE, a date based on the circumstantial evidence available to us.3 Some traditional Hindu forms of dating disagree with philological methods, and focus on astrological and astronomical calculations and references within the Mahabharata itself to arrive at much earlier possible dates. The larger question of the manner of composition of the Gita is as complex as the dating question. Traditionally, the author of the Gita is the same author of the Mahabharata itself: the great sage Vyasa, who dictated the epic to Ganesha, the divine scribe. The Mahabharata probably existed in oral form, with a great deal of variation, for many centuries before 150 BCE. Singers would travel through different courts and regions, and with their own details and flourishes tell the tale. Interaction between audience and storyteller, as well as the individual creativity of the storyteller, would have been part of the process.4 And the Gita may well have been part of these variations. WHY: THE INTELLECTUAL AND SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE GITA The Early Indian Commentaries While the Gita is located in the sixth book of the Mahabharata, the Book of Bhishma, chapters 23–40, it is also a text which can stand alone, with its own independent teaching. As such, it was an object of commentary from the very early stages of Indian history. For many Indian thinkers, writing a commentary on a sacred text was almost as sacred as reading or composing the text itself. A commentator was honouring the original author of the text, as well as creating a ‘tradition’ which lasted throughout time, in which others could follow. Writing a commentary was a transformative act, in which the author gained merit and spiritual growth. The Gita was no exception to these ideas. The Muslim writer Alberuni commented in the tenth century that the Mahabharata was a text sacred to many Indians, and thus the Gita must have been a text known to many Hindus at this time. There are more than fifteen ancient Sanskrit commentaries on the Gita, and these themselves produced sub-commentaries. In addition, from the tenth century onward, there are partial translations into Telugu, Old Javanese and Persian, and many Gitasaras, or ‘essences’ of the Gita, which paraphrase the teachings contained therein into a single ‘seed’ of thought. However, the texts’ multiple emphases have inspired one Indian thinker, T. G. Mainkar, to write that no single commentator has been absolutely faithful to the Gita.5 The best-known early commentary is that of the philosopher Shankara, born in the late eighth century CE. His work on the Gita was one of the cornerstones of his Advaita, or ‘non-dual’ philosophy that understood all phenomena in the world as illusory, and subordinate to the one, universal animating principle of Brahman. The Gita’s main message was this path of knowledge (jñana) of Brahman. But other authors disagreed with Shankara, and felt that God’s qualities should be understood as real. The best known was Ramanuja, who lived about two centuries later than Shankara. He argued that the path of devotion (bhakti), and not knowledge, was more important, and comprised the real force behind the teachings of the Gita, particularly the Twelfth and Eighteenth Discourses. Others, such as Madhva (twelfth century CE), taught that both paths of the Gita were essential; still others, such as the writer Abhinavagupta, argued for a mystical interpretation of the Gita whereby external actions of this world became less necessary as one gained knowledge of Brahman. The Gita in Encounter with the West The British colonial environment and the rise of the East India Company provided a new stage for the emergence of the Gita as a transcultural text.6 In 1785, the Gita made its first appearance in the European context in the translation of a Company merchant, Charles Wilkins, commissioned by Warren Hastings, who saw in the text both wisdom and a means of reconciling Hindu and British sensibilities. The subsequent century saw philosophers, such as Humboldt, comment on the Gita’s understanding of dharma, and Schlegel’s translation into Latin, Abbé Peraud’s into French and T. H. Griffiths’ into English. The American transcendentalists Emerson and Thoreau found inspiration for their ideas about ‘the self’ in the Gita, and Max Mueller commissioned the Indian author K. K. Telang to translate the text as part of his Sacred Books of the East series. Most famous was Sir Edwin Arnold’s poetic rendering of the Gita, called ‘The Song Celestial’. While Mueller and others understood the Gita in comparison to other Indian sacred texts, Arnold and the earlier thinkers understood it as timeless philosophy. In the 1880s, with printing presses in industrial cities producing translations in German, French, English and Latin, the Gita was as accessible to the average European as it was to the average Hindu, if not more so. By the 1890s, the Gita had also emerged in India as a national symbol, accessible beyond the Hindu religious experts. Two major ideas placed the Gita at the forefront: the idea of India as a motherland and the idea that Krishna was an avatara, or incarnation, of Vishnu who re-established the law of dharma, or righteous conduct, in the land. Bikram Chandra Chatterji (1836–94) composed an unfinished commentary on the Gita, in which Krishna as the ideal man could be part of India’s answer to the technological domination and missionizing zeal of colonialism. The leader of the Theosophists, Annie Besant, understood Arjuna as a model for the ‘mind unfolding’; she saw his opposing family, the Kauravas, as the lower desires of man, the passion against which we all battle. The Theosophists joined with Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856–1920) and formed the All-India Home Rule League. While incarcerated, Tilak wrote his commentary on the Gita, Gitarahasya. For Tilak, Arjuna is initially an unenlightened warrior, but when enlightened he becomes a true warrior, using violent means as necessary; resisters to the colonial regime must function in the same way. For these thinkers, the Gita was both a ‘universal philosophy’ and ‘essential Hinduism’, proof of India’s spiritual superiority to the West, and therefore its need for independence. For other thinkers of this period, such as the militant-turned- spiritual leader Sri Aurobindo, the Gita did not simply teach dharma with the good of the nation at heart. Rather, the Gita taught karma, bhakti and jñana as a form of practical discipline, or practical yoga. The three steps of action, devotion and knowledge form a unified synthesis against which any single verse must be interpreted. Another reformer, Swami Vivekananda, also gave lectures on the Gita to Western audiences as his fame grew as a ‘translator’ of Hinduism in America and Europe. Vivekananda, too, embraced what he saw as the inherent pluralism of the Gita, comparing Jesus to Krishna as an emanation of the universal deity. When he spoke to Indian audiences, he emphasized Krishna and Arjuna as ‘men of action’ who had the energy and insight to reform Hindu society and resist British oppression. The most important interpreter of the Gita for the twentieth century was M. K. Gandhi, who was introduced to the text via the Theosophical Society in London. Gandhi was not a textual interpreter, but a man of moral action whose goal was to take the Gita’s principles to heart. He called the Gita his ‘spiritual dictionary’, and used it to give political and spiritual advice as well as to perfect the state of his own soul. In his view, the Mahabharata should not be read as a historical text, but rather as a large allegorical teaching in which forces of good and evil battle against each other. Gandhi also understood the events of the Gita as a pyrrhic victory, an object lesson in which the cost of the war was too great. Thus, the Gita was a teaching about non-violence, not violence. This non-violent essence of the Gita was contained in the last twenty verses of the Second Discourse, which describe a person who has achieved control over his inner self. Cold and hot, desire and hatred, even gold and dung, are the same to that person, and he or she exists in a heightened state of mental balance, and does not cling to anything. Such a person could embody satyagraha, the force of truth, and so act non-violently in the world. For Gandhi, renunciation, or samnyasa, and self-control were far more key to the Gita than knowledge or devotion. Gandhi’s use of the Gita for personal moral reflection as well as political guidance reflects its social uses during this late colonial period. From the establishment of the Gita Press in the early twentieth century in Gorakpur, the Gita became a staple in many different kinds of walks of life. During one period of resistance to colonial rule, anyone with more than one copy of the Gita in his possession was considered a terrorist against the state. In a different vein, in 1927 the Gita Press began producing ‘Gita Diaries’ in which the verses of the text are divided over the whole year in daily meditations. The Postcolonial Gita In independent India, the Gita is now a text that lives between East and West, low-caste and brahmin, rich and poor, secular and sacred. S. V. Radhakrishnan, one of the great philosophers of independent India, still saw the Gita as the basis for ethical action in Hinduism and other traditions of the world. So, too, Vinoba Bhave continued the Gandhian tradition of social reform, based in part on his interpretation of the Gita and his ideas of dana, or giving. The most widespread interpretation of the Gita in the West was that of Swami Bhaktivedanta, who founded the International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON). In his teachings, the Swami argued that bhakti was the central meaning of the text. Devotion to Krishna alone was its essence. Since its appearance in 1972, The Bhagavad Gita as It Is continues to be issued. The Gita figures in another spiritual movement that translated into the West – that of Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who introduced the idea of transcendental meditation (TM). His commentary on the Gita appeared in 1967, and in it he argued that the Gita’s goal was divine union, ‘to raise the consciousness of man to the highest’. In contemporary India, the Gita is thought to be appropriate for children to learn as they are growing up, both in translation into their regional languages as well as in intermediate classes of Sanskrit. Many regional commentaries remain popular, such as those of Jñaneshwari in Maharashtra. One could argue that, in the second millennium, as the regional languages in India were developing their own identities and literatures, the Gita became a ‘link text’ between the Sanskritic traditions and the regional and local traditions. Its relatively simple grammar and its time-honoured place in culture allowed it to be part of everyday life, and not necessarily only an elitist, brahminical text. As such, the Gita also functions as a force of social consolidation in urban India – the one set of verse shared in the classroom that every child can recite as part of his or her basic cultural education. It should also be noted, however, that in rural India there are also many Hindus who do not treat the Gita as their canonical text. In America, Europe and Africa, too, the Gita has also had a powerful influence among Hindu diaspora communities, and is understood as a foundational guide for life. Most Hindu students in classrooms today have encountered the Gita at home. Many of the Hindu temples that decorate the diaspora landscape, especially in urban centres such as London, Atlanta, Pittsburgh and Birmingham, regularly hold classes on the Gita’s message for today. Many such temples also hold Gita recitation contests for young students. Indeed, many of the women who now teach Sanskrit in India are trained first and foremost on the Gita; it is understood as a staple of childhood education, with verses passed down in the household from grandmother to mother to daughter, as well as from father to son. Indeed, in my own recent research, one woman mentioned that while her grandmother was illiterate, the old woman still taught her the Gita every morning after they had had their morning baths. Transmission of the Gita presumes neither literacy nor patriarchy; it is one of the few ‘elite’ texts that have crossed this particular boundary. The Gita Represented: Artistic Renditions The precolonial, colonial and postcolonial Gita has been represented artistically in a variety of forms. Early medieval manuscripts of the Mahabharata, including the Gita, are accompanied by illustrations, and go back as early as the tenth century, and probably much earlier. Paintings in the Rajasthani, Moghul and Chola schools of art include ‘the great dialogue’ in their subjects. The Gita inspired the poet and artist William Blake, and several European translations, such as those of Arnold, Burnouf and Tirman, were published with illustrations. The Gita Press established the practice of accompanying Gita editions with popular poster art and Gita calendars with daily meditations. Since then, several American editions, particularly the Bhagavad Gita as It Is, have appeared with Indian poster art. The Amaracitrakatha, a comic-book series of several Indian classics, also has produced several Gitas. The Gita has been chanted in temples, towns and private homes probably for as long as it has been a significant sacred text. In both India and the diaspora, cities and towns sponsor Gita ‘bhajan’ societies – groups which gather regularly to chant the Gita. So too, musical renditions of the Gita abound and have been adapted to different musical media as they develop. Records and tapes were issued from Hindu communities such as the Swami Chinmaya, Ramakrishna and Vasvani Missions in the 1960s and 1970s, which then emerged as CDs in the 1980s and interactive-computer-based websites by the mid-1990s onward. European composers such as E. Tremisot and Dvan Hinloopen Laberton have composed choral and instrumental works based on the Gita.7 T. S. Eliot’s poetry may well have been influenced by his reading of the Gita; and, most recently in the West, Philip Glass’s contemporary opera Satyagraha features verses of the Gita alongside a portrayal of the life of Gandhi. The Gita has provided inspiration for ‘fusion’ music in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, a style which combines Western and Asian rhythms. The 2001 movie Bagger Vance used the Gita as one of its models for both plot and character. And as recently as 2003 an American jazz group, Bela 
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